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New Literatures in English – SHS5004 



1. TaufiqRafat :Kitchen, Time to Love, Reflection  

2. SiphoSepamla :To Whom It May Concern  

3. Stephen Collis :Mine  

 

1. Jessie Mackey :Noozing of the Sun God.  

2. Leopold Senghor’s :The Black Woman, & I Am Alone  

3. Jeremy Cronin’s :A Person is a Person Because of other People  

 

Kitchen, Time to Love, Reflection 

 

Rafat’spoem Reflections also indicates the use of free verse (“To consider permanence/is to 

study casual”). Beside this, both poets have used simple language with sophisticated vocabulary 

in their poetry, having no aspects of rhyme and rhythm. It is also one of the main features of 

Modern poetry and the above verses exemplify this point. 

Modern poetry has called for a return to what were regarded as more classical values. Therefore, 

the concept of epigraph was introduced in which the poet intends to suggest the central idea of 

the poem to the reader with the help of classical references. T. S. Eliot, in his poem The Waste 

land, has used the reference of “Inferno” in the epigraph, while at the same time the examples of 

myths or Greek mythology can also be  observed throughout the poem like “Datta” and 

“Damyata”.Similarlyin Rafat’sReflections, a classical reference of “Buddhists” can be observed 

in epigraph. The said poem also contains many classical references such as “Ramayan” and etc. 

One of the important aspects of Modern poetry is that it has rejected the sentiments and has 

followed by the imagists, as depicted byEliot’sThe Waste Land. He has used the images to 

express his idea and provided a path for reader to imagine like “dry stone”, “dead tree”etc. On 

the other hand, Rafat’salso employed this feature of modern poetry in his poems like “gul-

mohar”, “straight and tall”, “wood fires”and“spring”. All these examples can be found in his 

poems Reflections, Village  Girl,  Kitchens and Time  to  Loverespectively. 

From Plato onwards, it was believed that every word has its specific meaning, but Saussure, 

however, challenged this notion and came up with the concept that ‘words are just signs’. There 

is no logical connection between image and word; words are basically signifiers and a word can 

have multiple meanings. In structuralism philosophy, words no longer have an absolute meaning; 

the meaning changes as the context changes. Words are signifier that accentuate thesignified. 



 

The use of metaphors, along with this concept mentioned as above, can also be observed in 

modern poetry. Eliot’s The Waste Land, itself, is a metaphor and explains the spiritual and 

intellectual decay of modern world, which he has mentioned as “unreal city”. Rafathas also 

employed this convention and his poetry also shows the variety of metaphors, e.g., “Everything 

is as clean as hospital” (Kitchens) and “tall and straight as a sugarcane stalk” (Village Girl) 

etc. 

Many of the modern poets have depicted the modern society as being the infertile part of the 

cycle. Eliot’s poem The Waste Land also portrays the idea that human beings are isolated and 

their relations are meaningless, while criticizing his own city as “unreal  city”. The same idea 

has also been reflected by TaufiqRafatin his poem Kitchens. The poem is basically about the 

rural and urban life in whichRafat’sis continuously criticizing the urban life which is full 

frustration, having less peace of mind in humanlife with nointimacy. Eliothas also highlighted 

the idea of lack of communication in the modern world in The Waste Land, in the line “Why do 

you neverspeak?” 

Comparing the poetry of Rafat’swith that of other modern poets leads to another common 

dimension of the fragmented sentence structure. For example, E. E. Cummings, another modern 

poet has mentioned in his poem Portrait: 

“…he was a handsome man/and what I want to know is…” 

The sentence structure that he used is fully fragmented with lack of capitalization. Similarly, 

Rafatalso followed this modern tradition, an example being the line “there she was/tall and 

straight/as sugarcane stalk” in his poem Kitchens. 

There are, however, few contrasting points as well between the poetry of Rafatand other modern 

poets. Modern poets, unlike Rafat, have frequently used French and German words in their 

poems. Further to this, many historical references have also been used byEliotin his poems while, 

on contrary, the same has not been observed     in Rafat’spoetry. Rafathas also used many 

Pakistani local images in his poetry; this ecological mimetism also makes dominant contrast 

between his poetry and that of other modern poets. He used the local images of “Sugarcane 

stalk” in Village Girl and “Gul- Mohar tree” and “red-arced bulbuls” in Reflections. His poem 

Kitchens is all about local Pakistani culture and this fact is evident in the opening line of 

thepoem: 



”kitchens were places, we grew up in” 

Concluding the note, it can be said that modern poetry has clearly rejected the notion of using 

extreme sentiments in the poetry. It has called for a return to more classical values and has 

emphasized on the willingness to experiment with non-traditional verse forms which is also used 

by TaufiqRafat. 
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To Whom It MayConcern 

 

SiphoSepamla 

The Text 

Bearer 

Bare of everything but particulars 

Is a Bantu 

The language of a people in Southern Africa 

He seeks to proceed from here to there 

Please pass him on 

Subject to these particulars 

He lives 

Subject to the provisions of the Urban Natives Act of 1925 

Amended often 

To update it to his sophistication 

Subject to the provisions of the said Act 

He may roam freely within a prescribed area 

Free only from the anxiety of conscription 

In terms of the Abolition of Passes Act 

A latter day amendment 

In keeping with the moon-age naming 

Bearer’s designation is Reference number 417181 

And (he) acquires a niche in the said area 
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As a temporary sojourner 

To which he must betake himself 

At all times 

When his services are dispensed with for the day 

As a permanent measure of law and order 

Please note 

The remains of R/N 417181 

Will be laid to rest in peace 

On a plot 

Set aside for Methodist Xhosas 

A measure also adopted 

At the express request of the Bantu 

In anticipation of any faction fight 

Before the Day of Judgement. 

 

Notes 

SiphoSepamla is a famous South African poet and Novelist. He was born in 1932 in a 

small town ship called krugersdorp. He lived in a place called Soweto. In 1975 he published 

his first volume of poems called ‘Hurry up to it’. His work ‘Soweto I love’ in 1977, was 

banned by the apartheid group. SiphoSepamla started a movement called ‘Federated Union of 

Black Artists’. Siphosepamla’s ‘The root is one’ in 1979 made him a renowned novelist. He 

served as a member of he government's Arts and Culture Task Group. In 1977 he was 

awarded the ‘Thomas Pringle’ award. On 9thjanuary 2007 he breathed his last. In this poem 

‘To Whom It May Concern’ the poet talks about the pathetic state of a person in SouthAfrica. 
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Sipho Sepamla uses free style diction to emphasis the condition of a Bantu. Bantu is a 

person who belongs to a Niger community. The poet begins the poem by mentioning the 

South African as a Bearer, which means the holder of a cheque or a responsible person, has 

something to deliver whereas in the next line the poet states he is bare of (without) 

everything. The poet states that person possesses only one thing that he is a speaker of the 

language, he has only one identity and he can be included in one group called “the bantu 

group”. 

The Government has passed act to consider him on par with the other citizens, but the 

poet sarcastically states that the man is bereft of any possession and improvement. He does 

not enjoy any happiness on par with others. One thing is rightly followed and one right is 

provided to this citizen that he moves from place to place any where ever he likes. The poet 

states that merely shifting the places the person is in search for his identity and some 

possessions. 

The poet sarcastically intimates that Government and people have provided only a 

number 417181. This is the only identity and only possession of the Black South African. 

This Black south African would die one day and will be buried in the same soil and the 

people who were responsible for his unfortunate end will have to face the consequences from 

the people and from God. 

Judgement Day is a belief in Christianity. It is a belief that the sin will be punished. 

Here the poet means that when injustice is rendered to black people by the whites, God would 

punish them one day. On the other day, any revolt can also become the end of an injustice and 

when the white people continue their discrimination one day a fight-a revolt would happen to 

put an end. 

 

In this poem Sipho Sepamla has wonderfully portrayed the conditions of the black 

people. They do not get identity, work and their standard of living is poor because equality is 

not followed in the country. Government had implemented equality only as a law in papers, 

there is discrimination in the country which would undoubtedly result in a revolt. God would 

become angry at these discriminations and would punish them for their injustice. 
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Mine by Stephen Collis 

 

Stephen Collis’s forebears emigrated from Scotland to work in the coal mines that flourished 

on Vancouver Island from the mid–1800s to the early 1900s. In this book–length poem, he 

plunges back in time to reconstruct the history of coal on the Island. Spanning the Cretaceous 

era to presentday downtown Nanaimo, this is dynamic, richly textured work. Workers’ 

struggles against the robber barons, the classism and racism faced by miners, issues of the 

theft of land from aboriginal peoples and the damage mining wreaks on the earth, are all 

explored with fine nuance and wit. Mine recounts the hunger and extreme privation that 

miners’ families endured, as well as the dangers of the mineshafts. Collis unearths the 

"memory table" of coal–mining, and it is upon this surface that he retraces the "unwritten 

lives of the poor and history–less. 

Stephen Collis 

Stephen Collis's forebears emigrated from England and Scotland to work in the coal mines 

that flourished on Vancouver Island from the mid-1800s to the early 1900s. He is the author 

of four chapbooks, including Midden(2001). He lives in Burnaby, BC, where he teaches 

English at Simon Fraser University. 

The Noosing of the Sun-God Jessie Mackay 

1910 

 

“Tiraha, Te Ra! I am Maui,— 

Maui, the bantling, the 

darling;— Maui, the fire-thief, 

the jester;— Maui, the world’s 

fisherman! 

Thou art the Sun-God, 

Te Ra of the flaming hair. 

Heretofore man is thy 

moth. What is the life of 

man, Bound to thy rushing 

wings, Thou fire-bird of 
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Rangi? 

A birth in a burning; 

A flash and a war-

word; A failing, a 

falling 

Of ash to the 

ashes Of 

bottomless Po! 

“I am Maui! 

The great one, the little 

one; A bird that could nest 

In the hand of a 

woman. I—I have 

vanquished 

The Timeless, the Ancients. 

The Heavens cannot bind 

me, But I shall bind thee, 

Tiraha, Te Ra!” 

Ah, the red day Of the fighting of 

Maui! How he waxed, how he grew; 

How the Earth Mother 

shook! And the sea 

wasafraid, 

And receded and 

moaned Like a babe that 

ischidden. The rope that 

wasspun 

In the White World of 

Maui With blessing and 

cursing Curled on  the 

dazzling Neck of TeRa. 
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“A pull for the 

living That gasp in 

the light! A pull for 

the dead 

In abysses of Po! 

A pull for the babes 

That are not but shall 

be In the cool, in 

thedawn, 

In the calm of 

Hereafter! Tiraha, Te 

Ra!” 

The sky was asmother 

Of flame and 

commotion. Low leaped 

the redfringes To harass 

the mountains, And 

Maui laughedout: 

“Hu, hu, the feathers 

Of the fire-bird of Rangi!” 

But the rope of the 

blessing, The rope of the 

cursing, 

It shrivelled 

andbroke. 

He stooped to 

thecoils 

And twisted them 

thrice, And thickly he 

threw it On the neck of 

Te Ra. “Twice for the 



11 
 

living! 

And twice for the dead! 

And twice for the long 

Hereafter! All the heart of the 

heavens, 

The heart of the earth, 

Hung on the rope of 

Maui. But the red lizards 

licked it, The fire-knives 

chipped it, It frittered 

and broke. 

Then Maui stood forth 

On the moaning 

headlands And looked 

up to Io— 

Io, the Nameless, the 

Father, To whom the eyes 

pray, 

But whom the tongue names 

not. And a thin voice clave the 

fire 

As the young moon cleaves the 

blue Like a shark’s tooth in the 

heavens. 

“O my son, my son, and why are thy hands so red? 

Wilt fight the fire with fire, or bind the Eterne with deeds? 

Shatter the strong with strength?—Nay, like to unlike is 

wed; What man goes forth to the river to smite a reed with 

reeds? “Soft and wan is water, yet it is stronger than fire; 

Pale and poor is patience, yet it is stronger than pride. 

Out of the uttermost weakness cometh the heart’sdesire: 
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Thou shalt bind the Eternal with need and naught beside. 

“Plait thee a rope of rays, twist thee a cord oflight; 

Twine thee a tender thread that never was bought or sold; 

Twine thee a living thread of sorrow and ruth and right, 

And were there twenty suns in Rangi, the rope shall 

hold.” Then Maui bowed his head 

And smote his palms 

together.— “Ina, my sister, 

little one, heed! Give me 

thyhair.” 

Ina, the Maiden 

ofLight, Gave him 

herhair. 

Swiftly he wove it, 

Laughing out to the 

skies: “Thrice for the 

living! 

Thrice for the dead! 

And thrice for the long Hereafter!” 

The thin little cord 

Flew fast on 

thewind 

Past the Eyes of 

theKings To the neck 

of TeRa. 

And then was the pull, 

The red lizards licked 

it, The fire-knives 

chipped it, But it stood, 

but it held! And 

measured and slow 
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Evermore was the flight 

Of the fire-bird of 

Rangi. 

 

Jessie Mackay is a New Zealand poet. She was born in 1864. Her parents are Robert and 

Elizabeth of Scotland. She was born in Rakaia gorge a place in Scotland. She passed away 

on23rd of august 1938. In this poem Noosing of the Sun God Jessie talks about the bravery of 

Maui, a mythical hero. It is believed by the Mauri community that the movement of the Sun 

determines the life span of people. This poem describes how Maui controls the movement of 

the Sun in his third attempt. 

 

The poem begins with praise on Maui. He is mentioned as the darling of people, he is world’s 

fisher man, the perfect judge by all the people. Maui orders the Sun to stop (Tiraha means 

stop) Tera – means Sun. He vows that no one in this world could control him but he could 

control the Sun. With loud voice when Maui shouts at the Sun, the whole world become 

frightened. 

With all the blessings and curses of the world Maui tried to control the Sun with a 

rope. The sea was afraid to see such an attempt but the attempt failed.  The second time with 

all the powers Maui attempts again the Sun with its blaze cuts off the thread. Then a 

divinevoicefromheavenadviseshimthatstrengthcannotbecontrolledbyanotherstrength. Fire 

cannot be quenched with another Fire, water is the softest creation but has the power to 

quench fire hence Maui is advised to use the softest thing on earth to fight with theSun. 

Maui calls his sister Ina and takes her hair and attempts again and it rightly binds the 

sun on the neck and Maui has controlled the Sun and has given a long span to human beings. 

 

Though the mythological allusions are used Jessie Mackey uses her wonderful 

imagination and the war between Maui and Tera is pictured wonderfully hence her poem stands 

eternal even in these changing times. 
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The BlackWoman 

 

The Text 

Black 

Woman 

Naked woman, black woman 

 

Clothed with your colour which is 

life, with your form which is 

beauty! 

 

In your shadow I have grown up; the 

gentleness of your hands was laid over my eyes. 

 

And now, high up on the sun-baked 

pass, at the heart of summer, at the heart of noon, 

I come upon you, my Promised Land, 

And your beauty strikes me to the 

heart like the flash of an eagle. 

 

Naked woman, dark woman 

Firm-fleshed ripe fruit, sombre raptures 

of black wine, mouth making lyrical my 

mouth Savannah stretching to clear horizons, 

savannah shuddering beneath the East 

Wind's eager caresses 

 

Carved tom-tom, taut tom-tom, 

muttering under the Conqueror's fingers 
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Your solemn contralto voice is 

the spiritual song of the 

Beloved. 

 

Naked woman, dark woman 

 

Oil that no breath ruffles, calm oil on the 

athlete's flanks, on the flanks of the Princes of Mali 

Gazelle limbed in Paradise, pearls are stars on the 

night of your skin 

 

Delights of the mind, the glinting of 

red gold against your watered skin 

 

Under the shadow of your hair, my care 

is lightened by the neighbouring suns of your eyes. 

 

Naked woman, black woman, 

I sing your beauty that passes, the 

form that I fix in the Eternal, 

 

Before jealous fate turn you to ashes 

to feed the roots of life. 

 

The Theme, Meaning and Notes 

 

Léopold Sédar Senghor’s poetry generally offers little difficulty as to the message it’s 

designed to convey, and its lyrical beauty will likely be easy to discern for most readers. The 

challenge in understanding this poem lies in realizing just how innovative, indeed, 

revolutionary it was at the time it was first written and published. This is particularly true of 

Senghor’s most famous poem, "Black Woman" ("Femme nue, femme noire"). Directed 
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against an entire Western tradition of literary praise for white-skinned and light-haired 

women that reaches from Dante to the twentieth century, this poem celebrates the feminine 

beauty of black skin for its own sake. The poem is not entirely the first of its kind—itcertainly 

had some predecessors in Baudelaire’s poetic celebration of a black prostitute and evenmore 

so in the works of Harlem Renaissance poet Langston Hughes and Jamaican writer Claude 

McKay. 

Nevertheless, such a celebration of the black body was rare enough that the poem was 

considered by many to be revolutionary in its implications. As some critics have pointed out, 

the structure of the poem with its accumulation of metaphors owes something to the surrealist 

technique of poets such as André Breton and Paul Eluard and thereby connects to one of the 

most vibrant literary movements of Paris in the 1930s. In contrast to poems that celebrate the 

body of a particular beloved woman, Senghor’s is abstract, directed to a category rather than a 

particular person. Indeed, the poem may not be addressed to a lover alone, but also to a 

maternal figure, as line 3 ("I grew in your shadow") indicates. In typical Négritude fashion, it 

takes a European stereotype about Africans, that their partial or total nudity proves a lack of 

sophisticated culture, and turns it into a positive attribute: Dark skin is here praised as a vital 

kind of clothing in and of itself. The metaphors that follow take on a distinctly biblical tone. 

Not only is the woman explicitly compared to the "Promised Land," but more generally the 

metaphors likening her to a landscape, to exquisite food and drink, to an instrument, a 

graceful animal, and the sun invoke the general tone of the Song of Songs. 

The last stanza brings up a motif that is common in Western lyrical poetry, namely, the idea 

that the poets’ words preserve the beauty of a woman otherwise destined to vanish. 

 

The meaning of this poem revolves around Senghor’s contemplation, description, and 

glorification of the natural black woman. Woman holds a place of importance in Senghor’s 

life and in his poetry. When he writes of Africa in his poetry, it is frequently in terms of a 

woman. His glorification of the black woman is quite different from that of Western poetry, 

which had so often glorified women of Western society. The black woman of this poem is 

more than an individual person; she is also the progenitor of his race, and thus symbolic of 

Africa itself and an embodiment of Senghor’s African heritage. Senghor takes pride in his 

race, and here especially, he shows his love and respect for the black woman. He uses her 
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verycoloraspartofhispraiseandseemstoabstracthercharacteristicsintoanideaofablack woman in 

order to praise her. 

This deservedly famous and often-quoted poem was written when he was away from his 

homeland. The nostalgia that one finds in the other poems of his collection Chants d’ombreis 

reflected in this poetic return to an Africa that was almost unspoiled by the ways of the 

Western world and that was, for him, a sort of paradise where all seemed to be in harmony 

and at peace, where he felt secure in his place in the world. In this Africa of his childhood, 

there was a sense of a life spent in common with his family, his village, his clan, his tribe, and 

even his ancestors. 

 

Perhaps the best approach to your analysis of Leopold Senghor's poem "Black Woman" is to 

center your discussion on the theme of Negritude, the development of African culture by 

expressing the powerful black presence. This theme is state in the first stanza as the natural 

black woman around whom Senghor has grown up; her color is life and her form is beauty. 

As a student in Paris, Senghor wrote this poem to celebrate, not just the beauty of the black 

woman, but also the woman as a figure of speech for his continent and country. 

His poetic quest, which was originally written in the lyrical French, is replete with 

personification, and simile and metaphor, and imagery. For instance, in the first stanza 

Senghor writes that her beauty strikes his heart "like the lightening of the eagle." In the 

second stanza, the woman is perceived as a lover, 

Ripe fruit, with firm flesh, dark raptures of black wine. 

Mouth that gives music to my mouth 

Her flesh is personified and compared metaphorically to a song: 

Of the East Wind, sculptured tom-tom,stretchdrumskin 

Moaning under the hands of the conqueror 

Your deep contralto voice is the song of the Beloved 

The poet associates the "black woman" with eternity by using images of the wind, sun, noon, 

night, stars. For instance, pearls become stars on the darkness of her skin. This use of natural 

imagery ties her to nature and his homeland. 

While the first stanza presents "Femme Noire"/"Black Woman" as mother, and the second as 

love, the final stanza depicts her as a nourisher. The poet tells her he celebrates her beauty 
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before she becomes ashes: 

Nude woman, black woman, 

I sing your passing beauty, fixing your form in eternity, 

Before a jealous fate turns you to ashes to feed the roots of life. 

 

 

A Person is a Person Because of Other Person 

 

 

MothokeMothokaBathoBabang (A Person is a Person Because of Other People) 

By holding my mirror out of the 

window I see Clear to the end of 

the passage. 

There's a person down there. 

 

A prisoner polishing a 

doorhandle. In the mirror 

I see him see 

My face in the mirror, 

 

I see the fingertips of his 

free hand Bunch together, 

as if to make 

An object the size of a 

badge Which travels up 

to his forehead The 

place of an imaginary 

cap. 
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(This means: A 

warder.) Two fingers are 

extended in a vee 

And wiggle like two antennae. 

 

(He's being watched.) 

 

A finger of his free hand makes a 

watch-hand's arc On the wrist of his 

polishing arm without 

Disrupting the slow-slow rhythm of his work. 

 

(Later. Maybe, later we 

can speak.) Hey! Wat maakjydaar? 

–a voice from around the corner. 

 

No. Just polishing baas. 

 

He turns his back to me, 

now watch His free hand, 

the talkative one, Slips 

quietly behind 

–Strength brother, it says, 

 

In my mirror, 

 

A black fist. 
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Jeremy Cronin 

 

1. In this poem, Jeremy Cronin a South Africa got arrested for supporting the African 

National Congress and their efforts to gain political rights for non-white citizens in their 

country. He shares his prison experiences. A prisoner has to keep silent while trying to 

communicate with another prisoner. They secretly communicate with each other and tell 

each other to stay strong through a mirror. 

 

2. From this poem, I learn that this man is a supportive and not prejudice against non-white 

citizens in his country. He is an individual that will do anything to gain justice and do what 

is right. He does what he does to help gain political rights for these specific citizens. He 

wants to maintain communication and strength between the prisoners and he gets hat he 

wants. This is important because it shows that there is still hope. 

 

3. This situation influences the events and behavior in the general setting of a prison and the 

particular setting of a South Africa prison because it established a form of communication 

for prisoners. It affects the emotional impact of the work because they feel closer and more 

connected which forms a bond. They’ll he happier and get work done more efficiently. 

 

4. I think that it was really brave and courageous of Jeremy Cronin to do this. It makes me 

feel impressed and like there is hope and you should fight for what you want, because you 

can make a difference, have a story, make history and inspire others to do the same. I’ve felt 

this way with learning about the stories of Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, Malcolm X, 

Ghandi and other leaders who made history. 

5. I believe the title of the poem means exactly what it says. It fits the poem. I think the title 

is saying we need each other for company and to validate and support each other. People and 
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their interactions make the world go around. We feel important or needed because of others. 

 

 

 

Analysis 

The poem is structurally interesting by way of its visual layout. There are no traditional stanza 

breaks and the narrative is laid out on the left while on the right, small asides provide translations 

of the wordless interaction. The form thus follows no regular pattern however the insertions add 

depth and detail to the brief exchange, highlighting the multi-layered and nuanced nature of 

human communication. The poem is composed of 28 lines which follow no rhyming scheme, 

perhaps reflecting human speech, which is also irregular and follows no form or rules. 

The first line of the poem describes the way in which the narrator is attempting to communicate 

with another man: with the use of a mirror. We may assume that the owner of the speaking voice 

has been placed in solitary confinement and, given the poem’s political themes, that the prison 

guards wanted to prevent all contact between prisoners. Bearing in mind the highly forbidden 

nature of interaction between inmates, Cronin thus manages to underline the necessity of 

communication between humans, since these men are thus risking horrible punishment in order 

to have a simple, brief interaction with each other. From the first line, we see that not only can 

the men not use verbal communication, they do not even have a direct view of each other. From 

the poem’s beginning, it is imbued with tension and the brief exchange is made all the more 

intense by the poet’s use of the present tense, which gives a sense of immediacy to his words. 

In the third line we are introduced to the man who will take part in the exchange with our 

narrator. It is important to note that he is initially referred to as a “person” and then as a 

“prisoner”. Keeping in line with the title, Cronin is again emphasising that these two men, 

regardless of their circumstances and situation, are first and foremost human beings, who thrive 

on communication. 

In the mirror I see him see 

My face in the mirror, 
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I see the fingertips of his free hand 

In these lines, the poet plays with the idea of conversation by repeating the word “see”. Not only 

does this emphasise the numerous obstacles and barriers impeding the communication between 

the two men, it also introduces a central theme of the poem: wordless conversation. In A Person 

is a Person Because of Other People, the poet draws our attention to the importance of verbal 

communication through it’s absence. Vision, therefore, has a large significance in the poem, 

reflected even in the way it is laid out on the paper. 

The poet goes on to describe the first sign the other inmate makes with his hand: “an object the 

size of a badge”. On the right hand side of the text, we are given our first translation, in brackets: 

“This means: A warder.” Next, the other man moves his fingers “like two antennae”, meaning 

“(He’s being watched)”. With these, the poet introduces yet more barriers to communication 

existing within the prison walls: not only can they not directly see each other, they are also under 

constant vigilance. The use of these asides, to translate the man’s wordless messages link back to 

the title: the other inmate is not using easily recognisable symbols and their meanings are in no 

way as obvious to the reader as they seem to be to the poet. Therefore, the poet’s inclusions of 

the translations allow the reader to understand and thus involve us in the exchange, not only 

adding more intensity but also extending this communication beyond the two men and beyond 

even the poem. This emphasises the essential meaning of the title; that the strength of the 

individual is made greater by their participation in the collective. 

A finger of his free hand makes a watch-hand’s arc 

On the wrist of his polishing arm without 

Disrupting the slow-slow of his work 

The third symbol that the man makes is even more ambiguous than the first two. However, 

Cronin not only to extracts a meaning from it but also replaces the sign with what he imagines 

the man would have said, if he had used words: “Later. Maybe, later we can speak.” Here, the 

symbols have taken on even greater significance. Cronin is emphasising that even by taking 

away the access to words, humans can still express themselves and their personalities, and in this 

way interact with each other. 

Hey! Wat maak jy daar? 
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Immediately after, comes the sharp demand from the warden. These words, the first spoken of 

the poem, are in italics and contained on the left hand side of the poem’s layout. Despite this 

question being in Afrikaans, Cronin does not provide a translation, only labelling it “a voice 

from around the corner.” Throughout the poem, Cronin has been subtly minimising the 

importance of words themselves and we therefore find that a translation of this question is barely 

necessary, since both it’s presentation in italics and its source from, presumably, the warden 

allow us to infer its meaning. The other inmate’s response also requires no translation, and 

enlightens us a little more as to the meaning of the warden’s question. 

The final lines of the poem describe the last and most important symbol the man makes with his 

hand. Cronin invites the reader in, again involving us. 

now watch 

(…) 

A black fist. 
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Detail: 

1. Margaret Atwood : Communion: Nobody to Nobody  

 

Non-detail:  

1. Malala Yousafzai : The Day my World Changed  

2. Hanif Kureishi : The Word and the Bomb  

 

Communion: Nobody to Nobody– 

The eternal triangle: the writer, the reader and the book as go- between 

 

 

I would like to begin by talking about messengers. Mes-sengers always exist in a 

triangular situation–the one who sends the message, the message-bearer, whether hu-man or 

inorganic, and the one who receives the message. Picture, therefore, a triangle, but not a complete 

triangle: something more like an upside-down V. 

The writer and the reader are at the two  lateral  corners,  but  there’s  no  line joining them. 

Between them–whether above or below–is Third point, which is the written word, or the text, or 

the book, or the poem, or the letter, or what ever you would like to call it. This third point is the 

only point of contact  between the other two. As I used to say to my writing students in the 

distant days when I had some, “Respect the page. It’s all you’ve got.” 

The writer communicates with the page. The reader also communicates with the page. The writer 

and the reader communicate only through the page. This is one of 

thesyllogismsofwritingassuch.Paynoattentiontothefacsimilesofthewriterthat appear on talk shows, 

in news paper interviews, and the like–the yought not to have anything to do with what goes on 

between you, the reader, and the page you are 

reading,whereaninvisiblehandhaspreviouslyleftsomemarksforyoutodecipher, much as one of John 

Le Carre’s dead spies has left a water-logged shoe with a small packet in it for George Smiley.  I 

know this is a far-fetched image, but it is also curiously apt, since the reader is – among other 



3  

things – a sort of spy. A spy, a trespasser, someone in the habit of reading other people’s letters 

and diaries. As NorthropFryehasimplied,thereaderdoesnothear,heoverhears.8SofarI’vespoken 

primarily about writers. Now it’s the turn of readers, more or less. The questions I 

wouldliketoposeare,first:forwhomdoesthewriterwrite?And,secondly:whatis the book’s function – 

or duty, if you like – in its position between writer and  reader? What ought it to be doing, in the 

opinion of its writer? And finally, a third 

questionarisingfromtheothertwo:whereisthewriterwhenthereaderisreading?If you really are in the 

habit of reading other people’s letters and diaries, you’ll know the answer to that one 

straightaway: when you are reading, the writer is not 

inthesameroom.Ifhewere,eitheryou’dbetalkingtogether,orhe’dcatchyouintheact. 

Acommonwriterlydilemma:who’sgoingtoreadwhatyouwrite,noworever? 

Who do you want to read it? Winston Smith’s first readership is himself – it gives 

himsatisfactiontowritehisforbiddenthoughtsinhisdiary.WhenIwasateenager, this account of 

WinstonSmith’sblankbookwasintenselyattractivetome.Itooattemptedtokeepsuchadiary,without 

result.Myfailurewasmyfailuretoimagineareader.Ididn’twantanybodyelseto readmydiary–only 

Ishouldhaveaccess toit.ButImyselfalreadyknewthesorts of things I might put into it, and mawkish 

things they were, so why botherwrit-ing them down? It seemed a waste of time. But many have 

not found it so. Countless arethediariesandjour-

nals,mostobscure,somefamous,thathavebeenfaithfullykept through the centuries, or the centuries 

of pen and paper, at least. For whom was SamuelPepyswriting?OrSaint-

Simon?OrAnneFrank?Thereissomethingmagi- calaboutsuchreal-

lifedocuments.Thefactthattheyhavesurvived,havereachedour 

hands,seemslikethedeliveryofanunexpectedtreasure;orelselikearesurrection. 

These days I do manage to keep a journal of sorts, more in self-defense than 

anythingelse,becauseIknowwhothereaderwillbe:itwillbemyself,inaboutthree 

weeks,becauseIcannolongerrememberwhatImighthavebeendoingatanygiven time. The older one 

gets, the more relevant Beckett’s play Krapp’s Last Tape comes 

tobe.Inthisplay,Krappiskeepingajournalontape,fromyeartoyear.Hisonlyreader– or auditor – is 

himself, as he plays back bits of the tapes from his earlier lives. As 

timegoeson,hehasaharderandhardertimeidentifyingthepersonheisnowwithhis 

formerselves.It’slikethatbadstockbrokers’jokeaboutAlzheimer’sDisease–atleastyou 

keepmeetingnewpeople–butinKrapp’scase,andincreasinglyinmine,youyourself are those 
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newpeople. 

The private diary is about as minimalist as you can get, in the writer-to-reader 

department,becausewriterandreaderareassumedtobethesame.Itisalsoaboutas intimate, as a form. 

Next comes, I suppose, the private letter: one writer, onereader, 

andasharedintimacy.“ThisismylettertotheWorld/Thatneverwrotetome,”said Emily Dickinson. Of 

course she might have got more replies if she’d mailed it. But she did intend a reader, or more 

than one, at least in the future: she saved her poems 

upverycarefully,andevensewedthemintolittlebooklets. 

“Nobody” is the writer, and the reader is also Nobody. In that sense, all books are 

anonymous,andsoareallreaders.Readingandwriting–unlike,forinstance,acting and theatre-going – 

are both activities that presupposea certain amount of solitude, even a certain amount of secrecy. 

I expect Emily Dickinson is using “Nobody” in bothofitssenses–inthesenseofaninsignificantper-

son,anobody,butalsointhe sense of the invisible andnever-to-be-known writer, addressing the 

invisible andnever-to-be-known reader. 

If the  writer  is  Nobody  addressing  the  reader,  who  is  another Nobody –  

thathypocritereaderwhoishislikenessandhisbrother,asBaudelaireremarked18– 

wheredothedrearySomebodyandtheadmiringBogcomeintoit? 

Publication changes everything. “They’d advertise,” warns Emily Dickinson, and 

howrightshewas.Oncethecatalogisoutofthebag,theassumedreadershipcannot consist   of   just   

one   person   –   a    friend    or    a    lover,    or    even    a   

singleunknownNobody.Withpublication,thetextrepli-catesitself,andthereaderisno 

longeranintimate,aonetoyourone.Insteadthereadertoomultiplies,justlikethe copies of the book, and 

all those nobodies add up to the reading public. If the writer 

hasasuccess,hebecomesaSomebody,andthemassofreadersbecomeshisadmiring Bog. But turning 

from a nobody into a somebody is not without its traumas. The nobody-

writermustthrowoffthecloakofinvisibilityandputonthecloakofvisibility.As 

MarilynMonroeisrumoredtohavesaid,“Ifyou’renobodyyoucan’tbesomebodyunless you’re 

somebodyelse.” 

And then doubt sets in. The writer-while-writing and the Dear Reader assumed as 

the eventual recipient of this writing have a relationship that is quite different from that     

between     the     mass-produced     edition      and      “the    reading 
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public.”DearReaderissingular–second-personsingular. 

DearReaderisaYou.ButoncebothbookandDearReader 

becomemultipliedbythousands,thebookbecomesapub-lishing statistic, and Nobody can be 

quantified, and thus becomes a market, and turns into the great plural third- person Them, and 

Them is another thing altogether. 

At the beginning of this chapter I raised three questions. The first was about writers andreaders–

forwhomdoesthewriterwrite?TheanswershaveincludedNobodyand the admiring Bog. The second 

question was about books. Considering the book’s position as the intermediate point between 

writer and reader, what is the book’s function, or itsduty? 

Theuseoftheword“duty”assumessomethingwithawillofitsown,andthebookas 

autonomouscreatureisaliterarynotionworthexamining.There’sadepartmentofthe 

postofficecalledtheDeadLetterOffice,forlettersthatcan’tbedelivered.Thisterm implies that all the 

other letters are alive; which is nonsense, of course, but nonetheless an ancient and pervasive 

way of thinking. For instance, the Bible has 

oftenbeencalledthelivingWordofGod.Anotherforinstance:itwasthefashiona few hundred years ago 

for male writers to speak of their pregnancy – got with wordchild by the Spirit, or even by the 

Muse, if you can wind your head around that kind of gender transposition: such writers would 

then describe the book’s gestationanditseventualbirth.Ofcourseabookisnothinglikeababyreally–

some of the reasons are scatological – but the convention of the living words has 

beenpersistent.ThusElizabethBarrettBrowning,amongmanyothers:“Myletters! 

All dead paper . . .  mute and white! – / And yet they seem aliveand 

quivering....”Oneofmyuniversityprofessors,whowasalsoapoet,usedtosaythat 

therewasonlyonerealquestiontobeaskedaboutanywork,andthatwas–isitalive, 

orisitdead?Ihappentoagree,butinwhatdoesthisalivenessordeadnessconsist?The biological definition 

would be that living things grow and change, and can have 

offspring,whereasdeadthingsareinert.Inwhatwaycanatextgrowandchangeand 

haveoffspring?Onlythroughitsinteractionwithareader,nomatterhowfarawaythat 

readermaybefromthewriterintimeandinspace.“Poemsdon’tbelongtothosewho write them,” says the 

lowlypoem-filchingpostmantothepoetPabloNerudainthefilmIIPostino.“Theybelongtothosewhoneed 

them.” And so itis. 

Everything used by human beings as a symbol has its negative or demonic version, and the most 

demonic ver-sion of the text with a life of its own that I can remember 
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comesagainfromKafka.There’saJewishlegendconcern-ingtheGolem,anartificial man who could be 

brought to life by having a scroll with the name of Godinscribed onitplacedinhismouth. But 

theGolemcouldgetoutofcontrolandrunamok,and then you were in trouble. Kafka’s story is a sort 

of Golem story. It’s called “In the Penal Colony,” and it revolves around a justice ma-chine used 

by the administration 

toexecuteprisoners,whohavenotbeeninformedbeforehandoftheircrime.Tostart the machine up, a 

text with the sentence written on it – a sentence devised by the former commander of the colony, 

who is now dead – is inserted into the top. The sentenceisasentenceinbothsensesoftheword–

it’sagrammaticalsentence,andit’s 

thesentenceimposedonthemantobeexecuted.Thejusticemachinethencarriesout its functions by 

writing the sentence with an array of pen-like glass needles, in 

intricatecalligraphyandwithmanyflourishes,ontheactual bodyofthecondemned 

man.Thecriminalissupposedtoachieveilluminationaf-tersixhours,whenhecomes 

tounderstandwhatisbeingwrittenonhim.“‘Enlightenmentdawnsonthedullest,’” says the officer 

who worships this machine. “‘It begins around the eyes. From there it spreads out . . . Nothing 

further happens, the man simply begins to decipher the 

script,hepurseshislipsasifhewerelistening.’”(Thisisanovelmethodofteaching 

reading,whichhasyettobetestedbytheschoolsystem.) 

Theendofthestorycomeswhentheofficer,realizingthattheoldletterofthelawis 

nowadeadletter,sacrificeshimselftohisownmachine;butthistimeitdoesn’twork 

properly.Itscogsandwheelsbreakoffandrollaway,butbynowthethinghasalifeof 

itsownanditjustkeepsongoing,scribblingandjabbing,untiltheofficerisdead. 

In this story the writer is inhuman, the page is the reader’s body, and the text 

isindecipherable.PoetMiltonAcornhasalinethatgoes,“asapoemerasesandre-writes its poet,” which 

also makes the text the active partner, but I doubt that Kafka’s variation is quite what hemeant. 

Moreusually,thelivingwordispresentedinamuchmorepositivelight.Inthetheatre– 

particularlytheElizabethantheatre–therewasoftenamomentattheendofaplayat which the text 

stepped out of its frame, so to speak, and the play appeared for a moment to be no play at all, but 

alive in the same sense as its audience. One of the actors would advance out front and address the 

audience directly. “Hello, I’m not really who you thought I was; actually I’m an actor, and this is 

a wig. Hope you enjoyed   the   play, imperfect   though   it   was,   and   if   you   did,   please   

treatusactorsgentlyandgiveussomeapplause,”waswhatthesespeechesineffectwere 
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saying.Ortheremightbeaprologue–again,apartfromthemainaction–inwhichan 

actorsaidafewwordsabouttheplay,andrecommendedittotheaudience,and then 

steppedbackintohisframeagainandbecamepartofthedramatispersonae. 

Thesemomentsofrecommendation,orofrevelationandconclusion,wererecreated 

bymanywritersofnovelsandlongerpoemsinlittlevignettes,eitherasaprologue,or as   an   envoi,   a   

sending   off.   The   ancestry   of    the    form    is    

mostobviouswhenanovelistispretendingthathisbookissomesortofplay:Thackeray, 

forinstance,hasasectionatthebeginningofVanityFaircalled“BeforetheCurtain,” in which he says 

his book is a puppet show within Vanity Fair itself – a fair that consists of the readers, among 

others – and he, the author, is only the Manager of 

thePerformance.Andattheendofthebookhesays,“Come,children,letus shutup the box and the 

puppets, for our play is played out.” But in many prologues or 

envois,thewriterrevealshimselfasthecreatorofthework,andwriteswhatamounts to a defense of the 

book’s character, like a letter accompanying a job application or some-thingonapatent-

medicinebottle,supposedlyfromasatisfiedclient. 

Or,attheendofthestory,thewritermaysendoffhisbookasifwavinggoodbyetoit as it sets out on a jour-

ney – he or she wishes it well, and sees it on its way; and he may say goodbye also to the reader 

who has been the silent partner andcollaborator thus far on the journey. Prologue and envoi have 

a lot to say about the complex but intimate connection between writer and book, and then 

between book and reader. Quite frequently the book is little – “Go, little book” – almost as if it is 

a child, who mustnowmakeitsownwayintheworld;butitsway–itsduty–consistsincarrying 

itselftothereader,anddeliver-ingitselfasbestitcan.“Youunderstand,”saysPrimo Levi in a letter to his 

German translator, “it is the only book I have written and  

now...Ifeellikeafatherwhosesonhasreachedtheageofconsentandleaves,andone canno 

longerlookafterhim.”Oneofthemostdisarmingenvois isbyFranc o̧isVillon, the rascally and 

perennially broke fifteenth-century French poet, who 

instructedhispoemtogetaveryurgentmessagethroughtoawealthyprince:gnomes,andelves,and 

thegrownupleadingitwascalledBrownOwl.Sadly,shedidnotwearanowlcostume, 

nordidthelittlegirlswearfairyoutfits.Thiswasadisappoint-menttome,butnotafatal one. 

I did not know the real name of Brown Owl, but I thought she was wise and fair, and as I 

needed someone like that in my life at the time, I adored this Brown Owl. Part of the program 

involved completing various tasks, for which you might collect badges to sew on to your 
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uniform, and in aid of various badge-collecting projects – needlework stitches, seeds of autumn, 

and so forth – I made some little books, in the usual way : I folded the pages, and sewed them 

together  with sock-darning wool. I then    inserted    text    and     illustrations.     I     gave     

these     books     to Brown Owl, and the fact that she liked them was certainly more important to 

me than thebadges.Thiswasmyfirstrealwriter–readerrelationship.Thewriter,me;thego- between, 

my books; the recipient, Brown Owl; the result, pleasure for her, and gratification for me. 

Many years later, I put Brown Owl into a book. There she is, still blowing her whistle and 

supervising the knot tests, in my novel Cat’s Eye, for the same reason that a lot of things and 

people are put into books. That was in the1980s,and I was sure the original Brown Owl must 

have been long dead by then. 

Then a few years ago a friend said to me, “Your Brown Owl is my aunt.”“Is?”I said. “She can’t 

possibly be alive!”But she was, so off we went to visit her. She was well over ninety, but Brown 

Owl and I were very pleased to see each other. After we’d had tea, she said, “I think you should 

have these,” and she took out the little books I had made fifty years before–which for some 

reason she’d kept–and gave them back to me. She died three days later. 

That’s my first answer: the writer writes for Brown Owl, or for who ever the equivalent of 

Brown Owl may be in his or her life at the time. A real person, then: singular, specific. 

Here’s    my     second     answer.     At     the     end     of     Isak     Dinesen’s 

“TheYoungManWiththeCarnation,”God’svoicemakesitselfheardtotheyoung writer Charlie,  who 

has been so despairing about his work. ‘Come,’ said the Lord. ‘I will make a covenant between 

Me and you. I, I will not measure you out any more distress than you need to write your books... 

But you are to write the books. For it is I who want them written. Not the public, not by any 

means the critics, but Me, Me!’ ‘Can I be certain of that?’ asked Charlie. ‘Not always,’ said the 

Lord.” 

So    that    is    who    the     writer     writes    for:    for    the    reader.    For   the reader who is 

not Them, but You. For the Dear Reader. 

For the ideal reader, who exists on a continuum somewhere between Brown Owl and God. And 

this ideal reader may prove to be anyone at all – anyone at all – because the act of reading is just as 

singular – always – as the act of writing. 
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Prologue: The Day my World Changed 

 

 

Come from a country which was created at midnight. When I almost died it was just after 

midday. One year ago I left my home for school and never returned. I was shot by a Taliban 

bullet and was flown out of Pakistan unconscious. Some people say I will never return home but 

I believe firmly in my heart that I will. To be torn from the country that you love is not 

something to wish on anyone. 

Now, every morning when I open my eyes, I long to see my old room full of my things, my 

clothes all over the floor and my school prizes on the shelves. Instead I am in a country which is 

five hours behind my beloved homeland Pakistan and my home in the Swat Valley. But my 

country is centuries behind this one. Here there is any convenience you can imagine. Water 

running from every tap, hot or cold as you wish; lights at the flick of a switch, day and night, no 

need for oil lamps; ovens to cook on that don't need anyone to go and fetch gas cylinders from 

the bazaar. Here everything is so modern one can even find food ready cooked in packets. 

 

 

When I stand in front of my window and look out, I see tall buildings, long roads full of vehicles 

moving in orderly lines, neat green hedges and lawns, and tidy pavements to walk on. I close my 

eyes and for a moment I am back in my valley - the high snow-topped mountains, green waving 

fields and fresh blue rivers - and my heart smiles when it looks at the people of Swat. My mind 

transports me back to my school and there I am reunited with my friends and teachers. I meet 

my best friend Moniba and we sit together, talking and joking as if I had never left. then I 

remember I am in Birmingham, England. The day when everything changed was Tuesday, 9 

October 2012. It wasn't the best of days to start with as it was the middle of school exams, 

though as a bookish girl I didn't mind them as much as some of my classmates. 

That morning we arrived in the narrow mud lane off Haji Baba Road in our usual procession 

of brightly painted rickshaws, sputtering diesel fumes, each one crammed with five or six 

girls. Since the time of the Taliban our school has had no sign and the ornamented brass door 

in a white wall across from the woodcutter's yard gives no hint of what lies beyond. 
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For us girls that doorway was like a magical entrance to our own special world. As we skipped 

through, we cast off our head- scarves like winds puffing away clouds to make way for the sun 

then ran helter-skelter up the steps. At the top of the steps was an open courtyard with doors to 

all the classrooms. We dumped our backpacks in our rooms then gathered for morning assembly 

under the sky, our backs to the mountains as we stood to attention. One girl commanded, L 

Assaan bash! ' or 'Stand at ease!' and we clicked our heels and responded, 'Allah.' Then she said, 

' Hoo she yarV or 'Attention!' and we clicked our heels again. 'Allah.'' 

 

The school was founded by my father before I was born, and on the wall above us khushal 

school was painted proudly in red and white letters. We went to school six mornings a week and 

as a fifteen-year-old in Year 9 my classes were spent chanting chemical equations or studying 

Urdu grammar; writing stories in English with morals like 'Haste makes waste' or drawing 

diagrams of blood circulation - most of my classmates wanted to be doctors. It's hard to imagine 

that anyone would see that as a threat. Yet, outside the door to the school lay not only the noise 

and craziness of Mingora, the main city of Swat, but also those like the Taliban who think girls 

should not go to school. 

That morning had begun like any other, though a little later than usual. It was exam time so 

school started at nine instead of eight, which was good as I don't like getting up and can 

sleep through the crows of the cocks and the prayer calls of the muezzin. First my father 

would try to rouse me. 'Time to get up, Jani muri,' he would say. This means 'soul mate' in 

Persian, and he always called me that at the start of the day. 'A few more minutes, Aba, 

please,' I'd beg, then burrow deeper under the quilt. 

Then my mother would come. 'Pisho,' she would call. This means 'cat' and is her name for me. 

Atthis point I'd realise the time and shout, 'Bhabi, I'm late!' In our culture, every man is your 

'brother' and every woman your 'sister'. That's how we think of each other. When my father 

first brought his wife to school, all the teachers referred to her as 'my brother's wife' or Bhabi. 

That's how it stayed from then on. We all call her Bhabi now. 

I slept in the long room at the front of our house, and the only furniture was a bed and a cabinet 

which I had bought with some of the money I had been given as an award for campaigning for 

peace in our valley and the right for girls to go to school. On some shelves were all the gold-

coloured plastic cups and trophies I had won for coming first in my class. Only twice had I not 
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come top – both times when I was beaten by my class rival Malka e-Noor. I was determined it 

would not happen again. 

The school was not far from my home and I used to walk, but since the start of last year I had 

been going with other girls in a rickshaw and coming home by bus. It was a journey of just five 

minutes along the stinky stream, past the giant billboard for Dr Humayun's Hair Transplant 

Institute where we joked that one of our bald male teachers must have gone when he suddenly 

started to sprout hair. I liked the bus because I didn't get as sweaty as when I walked, and I 

could chat with my friends and gossip with Usman Ali, the driver, who we called Bhai Jan, or 

'Brother'. He made us all laugh with his crazy stories. 

 

 

I had started taking the bus because my mother was scared of me walking on my own. We had 

been getting threats all year. Some were in the newspapers, some were notes or messages 

passed on by people. My mother was worried about me, but the Taliban had never come for a 

girl and I was more concerned they would target my father as he was always speaking out 

against them His close friend and fellow campaigner Zahid Khan had been shot in the face in 

August on his way to prayers and I knew everyone was telling my father, 'Take care, you'll be 

next.' 

Our street could not be reached by car, so coming home I would get off the bus on the road 

below by the stream and go through a barred iron gate and up aflight of steps. I thought if 

anyone attacked me it would be on those steps. Like my father I've always been a daydreamer, 

and sometimes in lessons my mind would drift and I'd imagine that on the way home a terrorist 

might jump out and shoot me on those steps. I wondered what I would do. Maybe I'd take off my 

shoes and hit him, but then I'd think if I did that there would be no difference between me and a 

terrorist. It would be better to plead, 'OK, shoot me, but first listen to me. 

What you are doing is wrong. I'm not against you personally, I just want every girl to go to 

school.' 

 

 

I wasn't scared but I had started making sure the gate was locked at night and asking God what 

happens when you die. I told my best friend Moniba everything. We'd lived on the same street 



12  

when we were little and been friends since primary school and we shared everything, Justin 

Bieber songs and Twilight movies, the best face-lightening creams. Her dream was to be a 

fashion designer although she knew her family would never agree to it, so she told everyone she 

wanted to be a doctor. It's hard for girls in our society to be anything other than teachers or 

doctors if they can work at all. I was different - I never hid my desire when I changed from 

wanting to be a doctor to wanting to be an inventor or a politician. Moniba always knew if 

something was wrong. 'Don't worry' I told her. 'The Taliban have never come for a small girl.' 

When our bus was called, we ran down the steps. The other girls all covered their heads before 

emerging from the door and climbing up into the back. The bus was actually what we call a 

dyna, a white Toyota Town Ace truck with three parallel benches, one along either side and one 

in the middle. It was cramped with twenty girls and three teachers. I was sitting on the left 

between Moniba and agirl from the year below called Shazia Ramzan, holding our exam folders 

to our chests and our school bags under our feet. 

After that it is all a bit hazy. I remember that inside the dyna it was hot and sticky. The cooler 

days were late coming and only the faraway mountains of the Hindu Kush had a frosting of 

snow. The back where we sat had no windows, just thick plastic sheeting at the sides which 

flapped and was too yellowed and dusty to see through. All we could see was a little stamp of 

open sky out of the back and glimpses of the sun, at that time of day a yellow orb floating in the 

dust that streamed over everything. I remember that the bus turned right off the main road at the 

army checkpoint as always and rounded the corner past the deserted cricket ground. I don't 

remember any more. 

 

 

In my dreams about the shooting my father is also in the bus and he is shot with me, and then 

there are men everywhere and I am searching for my father. 

In reality what happened was we suddenly stopped. On our left was the tomb of Sher 

Mohammad Khan, the finance minister of the first ruler of Swat, all overgrown with grass, and 

on our right the snack factory. We must have been less than 200 metres from the checkpoint. We 

couldn't see in front, but a young bearded man in light-coloured clothes had stepped into theroad 

and waved the van down. 'Is this the Khushal School bus?' he asked our driver. Usman Bhai Jan 

thought this was a stupid question as the name was painted on the side. 'Yes,' he said. 
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'I need information about some children,' said the man. 'You 

should go to the office,' said Usman Bhai Jan. 

As he was speaking another young man in white approached the back of the van. 'Look, it's one 

of those journalists coming to ask for an interview,' said Moniba. 

Since I'd started speaking at events with my father to campaign for girls' education and against 

those like the Taliban who want to hide us away, journalists often came, even foreigners, though 

not like this in theroad. 

 

 

The man was wearing a peaked cap and had a handkerchief over his nose and mouth as if he 

had flu. He looked like a college student. Then he swung himself onto the tailboard at the 

back and leaned in right over us. 'Who is Malala?' he demanded. 

No one said anything, but several of the girls looked at me. I was the only girl with my face not 

covered. 

That's when he lifted up a black pistol. I later learned it was a Colt 45. Some of the girls 

screamed. Moniba tells me I squeezed her hand. 

My friends say he fired three shots, one after another. The first went through my left eye socket 

and out under my left shoulder. I slumped forward onto Moniba, blood coming from my left ear, 

so the other two bullets hit the girls next to me. One bullet went into Shazia's left hand. The third 

went through her left shoulder and into the upper right arm of Kainat Riaz. My friends later told 

me the gunman's hand was shaking as he fired. By the time we got to the hospital my long hair 

and Moniba's lap were full of blood. 

Who is Malala? I am Malala and this is my story. 

 

 

 

NOTES 

The book begins, “I come from a country which was created at midnight. When I 

almostdieditwasjustaftermidday.”Thespeaker—Malala,butunnamedforthe time being—explains 
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that one year ago, in the city of Mingora, Pakistan, she was shot by the Taliban, and then taken to 

a hospital outside of the country. Malala insists that she’ll return to her home one day.For the 

time being, however, she lives in Birmingham, England. Malala finds her new home vastly 

different from Pakistan—it’s far more technologically advanced, but it’s also intimidating and 

alienating. Malala is still unnamed at this point, but she is the assumed speaker, as this is her 

memoir. The opening sentence of the book has the effect of inextricably tying Malala to her 

country, and we get a sense of her love for Pakistan—even though she’s in a more 

technologically advanced place (England), she can’t wait to return home. We will learn about 

many problems in Pakistan, but it’s important to remember that Malala herself never wavers in 

her love for her homeland.  

 

Malala flashes back to “the day everything changed”:October9,2012. On this day, Malala 

was going to her usual classes at school. She describes the school system in Pakistan. Malala’s 

father founded the Khushal School before she was born. It offers an education to girls: chemistry, 

English language, Urdu, biology, etc. Malala notes that most of her classmates wanted to be 

doctors when they grewup. She adds that none of her classmates could be viewed as “threats” by 

any stretch of the imagination. Malala describes the day of October 9 at her school. The day 

begins at 9, since the students have their yearly exams. Malala’s father wakes her up, speaking to 

her in Persian. Her mother yells for her to wake up as well, teasingly calling her “Pisho,” or 

“Cat.”Eventually, Malala gets out of bed and prepares for her day of exams. Her rival at school is 

Malka e-Noor—as she dresses, Malala thinks to herself that she’s almost always beaten Malka 

on her exams. Although we’ve been informed that this day changes everything, it’snot 

immediately clear what makes it so special. At first it seems perfectly banal: Malala seems like 

an ordinary teenage girl, bickering with her family and worrying about exams. 

 

 

Malala’s school isn’t far from her home, and often she walks there in the mornings. Occasionally 

she travels to school with her friends in a rickshaw. In recent months, however, she has been 

taking the bus. Recently, the Malala’s mother has been concerned about her daughter’s safety. The 

Malala’s father has beenanoutspokencriticoftheTalibaninrecentyears,andasaresult,he’sbeen getting 

http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters/malala-yousafzai
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters/malala-yousafzai
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters/malka-e-noor
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters/malala-yousafzai
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death threats. Nevertheless, Malala’s parents agree that the Taliban 

wouldneverattackagirl.Malalaoftenthinksaboutwhatwouldhappentoherifa terrorist from the 

Taliban attacked her. She always concludes that it would be best to ask the terrorist to listen to 

her, rather than try to fight back Since her father has been receiving death threats from the 

Taliban, Malala has been taking precautions, even though she thinks it unlikely that a Taliban 

member would attack her. She locks the gate of her house every night, and prays to Allah more 

frequently than usual. She talks to her friend Moniba about the Taliban. Moniba wants to be a 

fashion designer, but because it’s difficult for women to find any work other than medicine or 

education, she tells everyone that she wants to be a doctor. Moniba assures Malala that the 

Taliban would never attack a “small girl.” 

The fact that there are few career opportunities available to women suggests that the country as a 

whole is experiencing tough times, but it also suggests that women, far more than men, are being 

restricted from doing as they please. We already knew that they couldn’t go to school safely, but 

now we see that they also can’t pursue the jobs they want.  

 

Malala runs to her bus. The other girls in her community, all of them wearing headscarves 

(burqas) to cover their faces, run to catch the bus as well. Malala reports that her memories of the 

day become hazy at this point. Her last clear memory is of sitting in the bus, next to Moniba, as 

the bus turns a corner. In her dreams, she explains, she imagines her father being shot along with 

her. The reality, however, is this: the bus was suddenly stopped, only a few hundred meters from 

the school. A young, bearded man stopped the bus driver. He 

claimedtoneed“information”aboutsomeofthechildren.Thebusdriver,UsmanBhai Jan, tells the man 

that he should go to the school to investigate. 

We can sense that something important—perhaps even traumatic—is about to happen, as Malala’s 

lack of memory about the incident suggests trauma or injury. Based on what Malala has previously 

said about the state of education and security in Pakistan, we can assume that the bearded man 

climbing aboard the bus is looking to do harm to the children—not, as he claims, looking for 

information about them. 

Malala and Moniba listen as the young man argues with Usman Bhai Jan. Suddenly, a second 

man, dressed in white, thrusts open the door and climbs onto the bus. He demands to know 

http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters/malala-yousafzai
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters/malala-yousafzai
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/symbols/burqa
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters/malala-yousafzai
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters


16  

which girl is Malala. No one speaks. However, the speaker realizes that she is the only girl not 

wearing her burqa. Without warning, the man raises a gun—a Colt 45, Malala later learns—and 

shoots Malala three times. One bullet hits her in the eye and shoulder. The second bullet hits her 

friendShazia’shand.Thethirdhitsthearmofherfriend,KainatRiaz.Malala—who 

nowexplicitlyrevealshername—saysthattheattacker’shandwasshakingwhen he fired the gun. 

Malala explains that she will now tell “her story.” 

Themes 

The Power of Education 

This theme is the central focus of all of Malala's activism. Growing up in and around a school, 

Malala learned quickly the power that education has to shape a child's life, determine their future 

prospects, and give them the courage to speak up for what they believe in. It was because of her 

education that Malala was empowered to stand strong against the Taliban occupation of her 

home, and she has used her fame to try to give as many other children as possible the opportunity 

to go to school. 

Activism and Change 

As Malala and her father note repeatedly, it would be easy to stop speaking out, fly under the 

radar, and allow the Taliban and its brutal regime to continue pushing them around. This, 

however, would go against their belief in the power that social and political activism has to elicit 

social change. Malala and her father's constant willingness to speak out—and the way they 

actually manage to change things for the better—is a shining example of how grassroots 

activism can make a difference. 

Family 

Despite the terrible things going on in their home, Malala's family remains closely bonded, and 

these deep bonds make all the difference as they deal with change and hardship. Malala's parents 

are role models for how she hopes to carry herself, and her brothers are a source of love, comfort, 

and familiarity. The strength of the Yousafzai family bonds are particularly evident in the 

aftermath of Malala's shooting, as her family remains by her side even as she is taken to a 

different, strange country to recover. 

Religion and Faith 

Malala's faith, Islam, is a central part of her life. Her family's faith keeps them going throughout 

the rough times they face when their valley is taken over by the Taliban, even though it is 

http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters
http://www.litcharts.com/lit/i-am-malala/characters
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difficult to maintain perspective when the Taliban themselves are claiming to represent Islam. 

Malala never lets go of her certainty that Islam is peaceful and tolerant, and her experience paints 

a much clearer picture of a faith that is so often clouded by media reports and acts of terror. 

Childhood and Maturity 

Because this is a memoir covering Malala's life from birth to sixteen years old, it contains many 

of the moments that defined her coming-of-age. She was able to have a primarily carefree 

childhood, living in a beautiful place, attending school, and surrounded by people who love her. 

Things changed when she was ten years old and the Taliban came to her valley, and she was 

forced to grow up very quickly and watch so many around her suffer. Malala matured gracefully, 

becoming an advocate for so many who were afraid or unwilling to speak out. 

Honesty 

Living in a country where corruption, secrets, and lies are common occurrences within the 

government, it is easy for Malala to distrust those around her. One of the most important lessons 

instilled in her by her parents is that honesty is the best policy, and she learns this by feeling 

shame after stealing from her neighbor as revenge. From then on, Malala makes a point to 

always be honest, even though others may not be. This is just one of the many values that shape 

her character. 

Freedom 

Malala's father constantly tells her that she is as free as a bird. Under the Taliban, freedom is 

practically nonexistent: people are controlled in every way, from how they dress to how they 

worship, with the fear of death as a motivator to follow the Taliban's law. Women are 

particularly controlled, and though Malala has been lucky enough to receive an education, she 

still feels this confinement when the Taliban takes over her home. This experience is why she 

consistently fights for freedom, both for young girls and for people as a whole. 

 

The Word And TheBomb 

 

Hanif Kureishi is the author of novels (including The Buddha of Suburbia, The Black Album and 

Intimacy), story collections (Love in a Blue Time, Midnight All Day, The Body), plays 

(including Outskirts, Borderline and Sleep With Me), and screenplays (including My Beautiful 

Laundrette, My Son the Fanatic and Venus). Among his other publications are the collection of 
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essays Dreaming and Scheming, The Word and the Bomb and the memoir My Ear at HisHeart. 

Kureishi was born in London to a Pakistani father and an English mother. His father, Rafiushan, 

was from a wealthy Madras family, most of whose members moved to Pakistan after the 

Partition of India in 1947. He came to Britain to study law but soon abandoned his studies. After 

meeting and marrying Kureishi’s mother Audrey, Rafiushan settled in Bromley, where Kureishi 

was born, and worked at the Pakistan Embassy. 

Kureishi attended Bromley Technical High School where David Bowie had also been a pupil and 

after taking his A levels at a local sixth form college, he spent a year studying philosophy at 

Lancaster University before dropping out. Later he 

attendedKing’sCollegeLondonandtookadegreeinphilosophy.In1985he wrote My Beautiful 

Laundrette, a screenplay about a gay Pakistani-British boy 

growingupin1980’sLondonforafilmdirectedbyStephenFrears.Itwonthe New York Film Critics 

Best Screenplay Award and an Academy Award nomination for BestScreenplay. 

His book The Buddha of Suburbia (1990) won the Whitbread Award for the best first novel, and 

was also made into a BBC television series with a soundtrack by David Bowie. The next year, 

1991, saw the release of the feature film entitle ; a film written and directed Kureishi. 

His novel Intimacy (1998) revolved around the story of a man leaving his wife and two young 

sons after feeling physically and emotionally rejected by his wife. This created certain 

controversy as Kureishi himself had recently left his wife and two young sons. It is assumed to 

be at least semi-autobiographical. In 2000/2001 the novel was loosely adapted to a movie by 

Patrice Chéreau, which won two Bears at the Berlin Film Festival: a Golden Bear for Best Film, 

and a Silver Bear for Best Actress (Kerry Fox). It was controversial for its unreserved sex scenes. 

The book was translated into Persian by Niki Karimi in 2005. 

He was appointed Commander of the Order of the British Empire (CBE) in the 2008 New Year 

Honours. This is a collection of Kureishi's most controversial andthough-provoking writing on 

the gulf between fundamentalist Islam and Westernvalues. Over the past 10 years, Hanif 

Kureishi has charted the gradual widening ofthe gulf between fundamentalist Islam and Western 

values. Starting with "TheBlack Album", Kureishi portrayed the ongoing argument between 

Islam andWestern liberal values, between Islamic certainty and Western rationalscepticism. By 

the time he was writing the short story, "My Son The Fanatic", thebreak was complete - there 
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was no longer any attempt by the fundamentalists tofind any common ground with Western 

culture. The outbreak of the Iraq war andits aftermath, plus the recent bombings in London, have 

stimulated Kureishi towrite further about this great divide between the East and the West, and 

thisvolume collects Kureishi's writings from the past 10 years which have dealt withthis subject, 

charting Islam's disengagement from dialogue with the West. Thevolume also contains a new 

piece, written especially for this book, which bringsKureishi's analysis of the situation right up 

todate. 

For the last decade Hanif Kureishi has been writing about the rising tensions between Islam and 

the West - in his essays, as well as works of fiction such as The Black Album and My Son the 

Fanatic, which was subsequently filmed. 

Over these ten years the argument between the East and the West has evolved from one of 

constructive discussion to one of a refusal to engage - where the bomb speaks louder than the 

word. 

This volume contains extracts from Kureishi’s work over the past ten years, as well the pieces he 

has recently written in response to the July bombings in London.The book also contains a 

specially written essay in which Kureishi provides a historical perspective for the current 

conflict.Since the publication of The Buddha of Suburbia Kureishi has been a perceptive and 

provocative critic of the times in which we live. 
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Drama  

1. Fugard : Sizwe Bansi is Dead 

2. Kateb Yacin : Intelligence Powder 

3. Wole Soyinka : Madmen and Specialists 

 

 

SIZWE BANZI IS DEAD 

 

‘Sizwe banzi is dead’ is a famous play by Fugurd. The theme of the play is the struggle for 

survival. Many people believed that the cities of South Africa provide great employment 

opportunities but this play portrays the reality. How a man struggles to continue his life in South 

Africa is portrayed by Fugurd. 

Sizwe Banzi’s survival: 

 

Sizwe Banzi lives in King William’s town with his wife and four children. He does not 

get a proper job and salary, hence the family suffers. To help his family members he goes to New 

Brighton, Port Elizabeth in South Africa. He stays with his friend Zola. Sizwe travels a lot 

everyday to find a job but in vain. Zola also searches employment for Sizwe. Sizwe understands 

that this city cannot provide him employment. His friend Zola introduces Buntu to Sizwe with 

the belief that Buntu could him get employed. Their search continues. 

Styles is a person who worked in Ford motor company and quit the job stating his 

identity is lost. He is not happy in his job, there is no humanity or life in the jobs people do. He 

opens his own photo studio and lives happily with this new profession. Sizwe goes to a photo 

studio of a man named Styles. Styles asks the name of the person. Sizwe hesitates  and tells he is 

Robert Zwelinzima. When Sizwe is asked about the need for the photograph, sizwe answers that 

it is to send to his wife. 

Sizwe is without work permit. The authorities inform him that he should leave the city in 

three days. The survival of Sizwe and his family members becomes a question.  Sizwe and Buntu 
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are upset over the problem. Buntu to console Sizwe takes him to a bar. When they both return, 

they find a person dead on the pavement. They search his pocket and find that the man is Robert 

Zwelinzima, who has a work seekers permit. Buntu suggests that Sizwe can live as Robert and 

make the dead Robert as Sizwe. Sizwe rejects the shift in the beginning but considering his 

family situation he accepts to live in the name of a dead man. He informs everyone including his 

wife that the man named Sizwe Banzi is dead. 

 

The play describes the pathetic condition of a man who is jobless. We feel pity on the role of 

Sizwe. Fugurd wonderfully pictured the reality of lifestyle in South Africa. The most painful role 

a man can take is to live in a man’s identity who is no more. Fugurd beautifully pictures the life 

of South Africans and he undoubtedly masters in bringing reality into the play. 

 

 

"Sizwe Bansi is Dead" was written by Athol Fugard and coauthored by John Kani and 

Winston Ntshona, the two actors who originally appeared in the play as Styles and Sizwe Bansi. 

The world premiere of the play occurred in 1972 at the Space Theatre in Cape Town, South 

Africa. The play provides a view into the social and political racism experienced by black South 

Africans in the 1970s, although the type of suppression and persecution depicted in the play was 

present well before the 1970s and would continue into the future. 

"Sizwe Bansi is Dead" tells the story of Styles, an intelligent, capable, and talented man who 

leaves his job as a factory worker to follow his dream of owning a photography studio. Styles 

pursues his talent with a camera in order to preserve the faces and identities of his people, who 

would otherwise be forgotten by the rest of the world. The play also tells the story of Sizwe 

Bansi, a man condemned by his government to a life of poverty. Although he is willing and 

capable of work, the stamp in his government issued “passbook” refuses him a work permit and 

tells him that he must leave Port Elizabeth and return to his hometown of King William’s Town 

where there are no work opportunities. This government edict will, in all probability, result in the 

starvation of Sizwe and his family. Sizwe is taken in by a man named Buntu after he is 

discovered in a government raid. Sizwe hopes that Buntu will figure out some way for him to 

remain in Port Elizabeth and find a job to support his family, but Buntu can read and when he 
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looks at Sizwe’s passbook he sees that he is three days past due in his return home. He knows 

Sizwe has no chance of finding a job or remaining in Port Elizabeth with the stamps in his book. 

However, Sizwe discovers a passbook belonging to a dead man and, after struggling with his 

decision to give up his own name, decides to adopt the identity of Robert Zwelinzima. The 

adoption of this new identity ensures that Sizwe will be able to look for a job and provide for his 

family. 

In the early scenes of the play, Styles’s musings are interrupted by the entrance of a man named 

Robert Zwelinzima, who has come to have his picture taken so that he can send it to his wife and 

children back home. Over the course of the rest of the play, it is revealed that Robert Zwelinzima 

is actually Sizwe Bansi living under the new identity he has adopted. Just as Sizwe Bansi is 

forced to essentially “kill” himself in order to preserve his life and the life of his family, his story 

illustrates the ghostly existence of the black population of South Africa. They are told who they 

are, where to live, and how to live, by a book developed and stamped by white men. They are 

forced to give up their dignity and humanity in order to continue to exist. They are constantly 

treated as less than human and are certainly never given the respect they deserve. However, 

Styles’s motivation for his photography preserving the faces and memory of his people makes it 

clear that the taking of Sizwe Bansi’s portrait is a moment of hope and triumph. Sizwe Bansi has 

been forced to alter his name and identity in order to provide for his family, but this photo taken 

by Styles preserves him forever as both Sizwe Bansi and Robert Zwelinzima. It reveals that he is 

indeed a human being with an identity and a history. This photo will preserve his name and his 

life for the generations to come. 

The story told in "Sizwe Bansi is Dead" explores the themes of identity, self-worth, racism, and 

suppression. The passbook that every black man is forced to carry is the foundation for this 

question of identity. The passbook imposes limits on the employment and travel of all black 

citizens in South Africa. It takes away their freedom, making them less than men. Their entire 

lives are contained in this passbook, and with a single stamp one white man can totally alter a 

black man’s future and determine his fate. The characters depicted in the play struggle to 

maintain their own identities and sense of themselves as human beings under this oppressive 

rule. Within these circumstances, however, Styles, Sizwe, and Buntu realize that all they own is 

themselves. The only legacy they have to leave behind is the memory of their lives, so they strive 
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to be the best men they can be and live the best lives they can. They show themselves to be far 

better men than their white “Baases” because they realize the value of human life and the 

sacredness of identity. 

STYLES: 

Styles lives in Port Elizabeth, South Africa, and used to work at the Ford Motor Company. He 

now owns a photography studio where he is his own boss and uses his photography skills to 

preserve the faces and memories of his people. Styles serves as the historical reference for the 

play as he narrates the details of the cultural environment of South Africa in the 1970s. 

 

Sizwe Bansi 

The protagonist of the play, Sizwe has a wife and four children in King William’s Town and has 

come to Port Elizabeth to look for work. His request for an official permit is denied and he is told 

to return home. Sizwe is able to switch his papers for the papers of a dead man and take on the 

dead man’s identity so that he will be able to find a job and support his family. 

 

 

Intelligence Powder 

 

Kateb Yacine 

 

Kateb Yacine, (born Aug. 6, 1929, Constantine, Algeria—died Oct. 28, 1989, Grenoble, 

France), Algerian poet, novelist, and playwright, one of North Africa’s most respected literary 

figures. Kateb was educated in French-colonial schools until 1945, when the bloody suppression 

of a popular uprising at Sétif both ended his education and provided him with material that 

would figure prominently in his writings. He traveled widely throughout Algeria, Europe, and 

East Asia, making his living at a variety of occupations. 

 

Kateb’s first novel, Nedjma (1956), is undoubtedly the one work that has most influenced the 

course of Francophone North African literature. Nedjma recounts a tale of intraclan conflict 
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against the background of violence and disunity characteristic of Algerian society under French 

colonial rule. It incorporates local legends and popular religious beliefs and treats the quest for a 

restored Algeria in a mythic manner. The novel, with its discontinuous chronology and several 

narrative voices, also makes a radical stylistic break with the realistic, straightforward, sequential 

approach to storytelling on which the North African novel had relied up to that point. 

 

Another novel (Le Polygone étoilé, 1966; “The Starry Polygon”), a collection of plays 

(Le Cercle des représailles, 1959; “The Circle of Reprisals”), and many of his poems take up the 

same themes and characters as Nedjma. His later plays, however, turned to different concerns. 

Ho Chi Minh is the hero of Kateb’s L’Homme aux sandales de caoutchouc (1970; 

“The Man in the Rubber Sandals”). A major theme of his later works is the struggle of the 

working class against capitalism. His Le poète comme un boxeur: Entretiens 1958–1989 

(“The Poet As a Boxer”) was published in 1994. Several of his plays were produced in France 

and in Algeria, where he led a popular theatre group. 

In this Intelligence powder a rogue philosopher, named Puff of Smoke, schemes to outwit the 

Sultan of his North African kingdom by selling sand as intelligence powder and claiming to have 

a donkey that excretes gold coins. Intelligence Powder is a play written by Kateb Yacine. Puff of 

Smoke, a poor man goes through kniving ways to take advantage of a good sultan. In the play it 

goes through the question of whether this man Puff of smoke is wrong for what he is doing to the 

sultan or is brilliant. 

 

Kateb Yacine was officially born on August 6, 1929 in Constantine. "Intelligence powder" La 

Poudre d'intelligence' was staged in Paris in 1967. In 1985 it was translated into English by 

Stephen J Vogul. 
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MADMEN AND SPECIALIST 

 

 

Madmen and Specialist is a play written by wole Soyinka. He was born in 1934 in Nigeria. He 

was educated in England. In 1986 he was awarded with the Noble prize. Wole Soyinka is the 

first African to receive the Nobel Prize for literature. His most famous work is ‘The lion and the 

Jewel’. His play Madmen and specialist talks about cannibalism and in turn the horrors of war 

through the arguments or rift between a father and his son. 

Dr.Bero is the son of the old man. He is a medical doctor and returns from the civil war in 

Nigeria. Apart from being a doctor he serves in the intelligence department of the military 

affairs. He becomes the head of the intelligence in the Army and is fondly called the specialist. 

His sister is Si Bero. He appoints spies to watch the activities of his father, the  old man. Dr.Bero 

believes that his father goes against human principles. He argues with his father against 

cannibalism. Dr.Bero also advises his father to give up the worship of ‘AS’ the deity formed by 

his father. The old man as mentioned in the play is not actually an insane; he is also a medical 

doctor. He argues that man has every right to eat whatever is attacked or killed by him; hence 

eating human flesh should be made legal. He often points out his son Dr.Bero as you people, 

meaning the soldiers of the country. The old man calls the deity as ‘AS’ he brings people and 

advises them of these principles and convinces them. Many of them become his disciples. Dr. 

Bero could not tolerate the troubles and unethical measures of his father. He has sent four spies 

as beggars to watch the actions of his father, when he finds their lives are at stake, he shoots his 

own father and saves them. 

 

The play madmen and specialist was very successful ever since it was enacted. The play was 1 

hour and 24 minutes long and the arguments between the father and the son keeps the play 

engaging. The activities of the protagonist, the old man brings laughter sometimes horror at 

times. The suspense is maintained throughout, the audience keeps guessing of  the future of the 

rift between the son and the father and at last when the father is killed by his own son a sort of 

emotional disturbance happens which is the success of this play and playwright Wole Soyinka. 
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Madmen and Specialists opens with four mendicants at a roadside—Goyi, Cripple, Blindman, 

and Aafaa. Behind them is Dr. Bero’s home with a basement office. To the side is a “semi-open 

hut” in which are visible two old women, Iya Agba and Iya Mate. The level space in front of 

Bero’s home holds barks and herbs set out for drying. The mendicants, casualties of a recent war, 

wager parts of their bodies in a dice game and wonder if their former therapist, the Old Man, Dr. 

Bero’s father, will ever fulfill his promise of taking them on a world tour, during which they 

would perform as a circus act, the “Creatures of As.” When the doctor’s sister, Si Bero, passes  

by them on her way home from gathering herbs, they put on their routine to beg for money. 

Being familiar with their act, she stops it, condemns them for not working for a living, tosses 

them a few coins nevertheless, and offers them the job of sorting herbs. They bless her for the 

contribution—all but Aafaa, who sarcastically blesses her brother instead. The others, in fun, 

follow suit, giving the first hint of Bero’s inhumanity as they stage an arbitrary trial, execution, 

and burial of Goyi. After describing themselves as serviceable vultures, they reveal the reason 

they are begging before Bero’s house. Still under orders as Bero’s spies, they have Bero’s father, 

who is a prisoner in the office, under surveillance. 

 

When Si Bero chooses Blindman to enter the house to get the herbs, the mendicants’ constant 

bickering escalates into resentment and sarcasm. Si Bero tries to restore order, but when she 

leaves for the old women’s hut, a fight erupts between Aafaa and Blindman. Amid this uproar, 

Dr. Bero enters for the first time and must remind them of their orders. They are unhappy with 

their menial tasks and are distressed over their conflicting obligations to the three strong 

characters, Bero, Si Bero, and the Old Man. Blindman and Goyi are attracted by the atmosphere 

of love surrounding Si Bero. Aafaa, who had been a chaplain in the war and had never served 

under Bero, is the most defiant in his commentary on military intelligence as a cowardly activity; 

Bero strikes him in the face with his swagger stick. 

 

Bero’s reunion with Si Bero reveals how much Bero has changed since he left for the war. She 

wants to call all the neighbors to announce his return; he wants privacy. She pours palm wine in 

front of the threshold as a blessing to the earth; he calls it superstition and declares that he, in 

shedding blood, has spilled a more potent sacrifice. The scene exposes Si Bero’s ignorance of 
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Bero’s real activities—that he rejected medicine for intelligence operations and thus participated 

actively in killing, and that he has had the mendicants sequester the Old Man in the basement. 

On the other hand, Bero is ignorant of her activities. She has engaged the services of the old 

women, has even installed them on the property so that they can aid her in discovering medical 

secrets. 

 

The scene cuts away momentarily to the old women, who fear, as they observe Bero’s behavior, 

that their spiritual energies have been misplaced. Si Bero had vouched for Bero to these “earth 

mothers,” and now it appears that Bero is not to be trusted. When the scene cuts back to the 

brother and sister, Si Bero explains her activities as a balancing of cosmic forces, the healing 

power of the herbs against the destructive power of war. Now that Bero seems to have joined the 

other side, she fears for their father, who left for the war and has not returned. Bero does not yet 

announce their father’s location but assures her that he has been able to keep track of him. He 

then explains his change of profession as a simple redirection of energies: His new function 

resembles the old—analysis, diagnosis, prescription—but now the prescription is death: “Power 

comes from bending Nature to your will.” 

 

Madmen and Specialists presents a stark confrontation between good and evil forces. Good it 

defines as creative, beneficent, and humane; evil as destructive, sadistic, and reductionist. To 

make sure that the audience does not miss the point, Wole Soyinka provides two supernatural 

characters—the earth mothers Iya Agba and Iya Mate—to pronounce the law that governs the 

universe. Nature, they say, operates according to the principle of reciprocity: “We put back what 

we take, in one form or another. Or more than we take. It’s the only law.” Anyone who violates 

that principle is doomed, eventually, to fail. When Bero tries to“proscribe Earth itself” he 

attempts the impossible task of stepping outside the circle. 

 

In addition, Soyinka gives another “elder” in the play, the Old Man, unusual intellectual powers 

and a moral sensibility that, in his case, borders on madness. His response to Bero’s evil is a 

disturbing, ironic dialectic that proves even more elusive and provoking to Bero than the 

philosophical calm of the old women. Like them he strikes certain humanistic chords—“A part 

of me,” he says, “identifies with every human being”—but his dealings with Bero are aggressive 
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and extreme, a kind of psychological shock treatment. He lowered Bero and his fellow officers to 

the level of beasts when he told them, “All intelligent animals kill only for food . . . and you are 

intelligent animals.” With the meal of human flesh, he “robbed them of salvation.” While they 

are looking for him, they should instead “be looking for themselves.”Like Socrates, the Old Man 

insists on the importance of the examined life. He fails, however, to enlighten Bero any more 

than he has the mendicants. 

 

Dr.Bero, also called The Specialist, a medical doctor returning from service in a civil war 

analogous to the Biafran secession from Nigeria (1967-1970) but generalized by its echoes of 

similar conflicts such as the 1960-1964 Katangan conflict in the Congo (now Zaire). Bero began 

service as a doctor but found that he had a talent for intelligence work and has since become the 

head of intelligence, in which position he acquired the nickname “The Specialist.” He claims to 

have eaten and enjoyed human flesh, particularly testicles. He has sent four spies, masquerading 

as beggars, to watch his father, the Old Man, whom he has had confined in the basement surgery 

of their house. Against his father’s metaphysical proclamations of the new deity As, Bero claims 

to understand the nature of real (temporal) power. Bero’s four spies are former disciples of the 

Old Man. When the Old Man recaptures their allegiance and is at the point of “operating” on one 

of them, Bero appears and shoots him. 

 

The Old Man 

 

The Old Man, Bero’s father, also a medical doctor. He likes his regular arguments with the 

Priest. During the last of these, he submits that cannibalism should be made legal. Shortly 

thereafter, he follows his son to war and is given charge of convalescent patients, whom he 

converts to the partly obscurantist, partly cynical cult of As. His comments on cannibalism 

threaten to bring severe legal reprisals. His son rescues him and has him taken home to be 

confined in the surgery. At his first opportunity, he reasserts his control over the beggars. He is 

shot by Bero as he attempts to cut open the Cripple. 
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Fiction  

 

1. Bapsi Sidhwa. : Ice Candy man, Cracking India. 

2. Ahamed Ali : Twilight in Delhi 

3. Nadine Gordimer : The House Gun (1998) 

4. Jospeh Conrad : Heart of Darkness 

5. J M Coetzee : Disgrace 

 

ICE CANDY MAN 

BAPSI SIDWA 

Ice Candy Man presents violation of human rights and pathetic conditions during the partition of 

Subcontinent in 1947. Through the character of Lenny, Bapsi Sidhwa gives the details of how 

the political changes affect the citizens of India. The novel realistically represents the 

exploitation and suppression of women. Men using their masculine powers fulfil the desires and 

brutally assault the women. Sidhwa as a novelist talks about the power and skills of women. 

Feminism is a movement which play a very important role in highlighting the suppression of 

women in a male dominated society. In this society women are considered inferior to men and 

they are not given their rights. Many writers suggest some solutions to the degradation of women 

based on cast, creed, religion and gender biases. Ice Candy Man represents a series of female 

characters who survived the worst time of 1947 in India. The novel represents the realistic 

picture of Hindu Muslim clashes and the changing political scenario. Emotional turmoil, 

weakness, killings, brutalities and much more are suffered by women. The whole story is 

narrated by a female protagonist who shares her personal experiences of partition. She minutely 

observes men’s intentions towards women, the lustful desires of males and the way they treat the 

women as sexual objects. 

Lenny as a narrator moves from childhood to adolescence and during this course of time she 

understands the changes occur in society and behaviour of men with women. The whole journey 

helps her to develop a mature vision of life. She gives a close look at the relationship between 

men and women. Being a handicapped girl her world is restricted to her house. She spends most 

of her time with her Godmother. Being a child she had no inclination to female possession. She 
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never played with dolls. The sexual identity thrust upon her again and again. Her schooling is 

stopped by her doctor because she is suffering from polio. He said she can marry and live a good 

life. She does not need to take burden of studies. This suggestion makes her feel that her fate is 

sealed and marrying and carrying out responsibilities of domestic affairs are the only aims of 

women. Since ages it is considered that woman’s duty is to look after the house, raise children 

and give comfort to her family. Shashi Deshpande suggests that women should be given enough 

space to realize their true personality. Simon de Beauvior holds the opinion that mothers are 

responsible to inculcate the sense of submission in women. Lenny learns that marriage of a girl is 

of utmost importance to their parents. Independence and self identity is for men. As a child she 

enjoys the love of her mother and the protection of her father but the story of Ice Candy Man’s 

love for Ayah destroys her concept of love. The meeting of Godmother and Ice Candy Man open 

her eyes to the wisdom of truth and compassion. She watches women being rapped and men 

turning to beasts. Women including Ayah become prey of men. Lenny was shocked to see 

the human mind corrupted so easily. Men were declaring superiority over each other by sexually 

assaulting women. Shashi Deshpande states that rape is a violation of trust between two people 

and a greatest violence. 

Lenny is shocked to see the changing faces of men and she became aware of religious 

differences. She knows that men of different religions can never become friends again. To take 

revenge is the sole purpose of their life. Ayah is kidnapped and she decides to hunt for Ayah, 

who became a prey of Hindu Muslim riots. 

Throughout the novel, Lenny appears as bold, courageous and strong. Sidhwa has given feminist 

touch to her character who moves forward despite many hurdles. By observing the life of many 

women she understands the limitations associated with women lives in patriarchal society. Bapsi 

Sidhwa states that women are always marginalized and she always protest against it. Lenny’s 

mother is another female character,  a  servile  housewife,  she  limits  herself  to  her  home.  

She represents  the  traditional  woman  who  never  expresses  their desire. 

Through Lenny Sidhwa shows that men have to dilute their ego and women have to be strong. 

The mind sets need to be changed in order to establish equality between sexes.  
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Sidhwa exposes the society, which marginalize women, their growth and development. She has a 

constructive approach towards women’s betterment. 

Just as Bepsi Sidhwa said about the marginalization and degradation of women , it is true. 

Women are always being marginalized and considered inferior over centuries. They are not 

given their rights. A big change is required at social level, which will acknowledge women as 

human beings having souls, desires and feelings. Women should utilize their potentials beyond 

the domestic life to have their own individuality. 

Bapsi   Sidhwa's    novel Ice-Candy    Man deals    with    the    partition of India and its 

aftermaths. This is the first novel by a woman novelist from Pakistan in  which  she  describes   

about   the   fate   of   people   in Lahore. The novel opens with the verse of Iqbal from his poem 

'Complaint to God', with this, the child-narrator Lenny is introduced. She is lame and helpless. 

She finds that her movement between Warris Road and Jail Road is limited. She sees the 

Salvation Army wall with ventilation slits which makes her feel sad and lonely. The narration is 

in the first person. Lenny lives on Warris Road. The novelist describes about the localities in 

Lahore through the Child-narrator. Lenny observes: "I feel such sadness for the dumb creature I 

imagine lurking behind the wall." Lenny is introvert and she is engrossed in her private world. 

One day, Lenny is in her pram, immersed in dreams as usual. Her Ayah attends to her. Suddenly 

an Englishman interrupts them and he asks Ayah to put Lenny down from her pram. But Ayah 

explains to him about Lenny's infirmity. Lenny is a keen observer. She has seen how people are 

fascinated with the Hindu Ayah's gorgeous body. She  notices how even beggars, holymen, old 

people and the youngmen adore her for her feminine grace. 

Colonel Bharucha is Lenny's doctor. He is a surgeon. Lenny is brought to the hospital for her 

limp in one leg. In the first, attempt, plaster on Lenny's leg is removed but still she limps. Soon a 

new plaster is cast over her leg. Lenny cries out of pain but her mother takes care of her. 

Dr. Bharucha's surgery pains Lenny as she has become bed-ridden. The news  of   Lenny's   

operation   spreads   in   small   Parsi   community   of Lahore and she has visitors but she cries 

for Godmother. Lenny lying on the bed observes keenly the reaction of visitors and her parents. 

After one month, Lenny is allowed to be taken in a stroller outside her house. Her eighteen year 



5  

old Ayah Shanta takes her to a zoo. 
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Lenny's Ayah Shanta has a number of admirers. Ice-Candy-Man is among her admirers. Another 

companion of Lenny is her electric-aunt, a widow. She also picks up a brother. His name is Adi 

and Lenny calls him Sissy. He goes to school and Lenny studies at home. When winter comes,  

Ice-Candy-Man  turns  into  a   birdman   and   in   the   streets of Lahore, he is seen with birds. 

Rich ladies give him money for these poor birds to be freed. Ice-Candy-Man is a chatter-box and 

he can talk on any topic. 

One day, the Parsi community assembles in the community hall in the Parsi temple. Two priests 

prepare for the worship of fire. Lenny observes everything with curiosity. Then the meeting of 

the Parsi community begins on their stand on Swaraj. Col. Bharucha holds the mike and apprises 

all -about the latest political developments. After discussions and questions, all agree to observe 

the middle path—to observe and see. They will not be with the Indian nationalists to oppose the 

Raj. They fail to come out of their dilemma. 

The Ayah takes care of the helpless child Lenny like a sister. Lenny's mother too loves her. 

A portion of Lenny's house is lent to the Shankars who are newly married. Shankar's wife Gita is 

seen welcoming him in the evening. The children observe this couple with curiosity. Gita is a 

good cook and a good story-teller. She is popular with children. The reader is now introduced to 

Hari, the gardner, Imam Din, the cook of Lenny's house. Here one finds focus on the character of 

Imam din. He is sixty five years old. He is "tall, big-bellied, barrel-chested and robust." Imam 

Din likes to play with children in his spare time. One day Imam Din takes Lenny to his village on 

his bicycle. Lenny observes every thing keen on her way to the village. There she meets children 

Ranna and his sisters Khatija and Parveen. This is the village Pir Pindo where Hindus, Sikhs and 

Muslims live peacefully. Villagers have assembled beneath a huge sheesham  tree  to  discuss   

about   the   situation   in   other   cities   like Bihar and Bengal. They feel disturbed over the 

news of Hindu-Muslim riots. The villagers blame the British government for 'inaction in the 

wake of communal riots. The Chaudhry of Pir Pindo assures them about the safety of everyone 

in the village if riots break out. Later Lenny and Imam Din return to Lahore. 

Ayah has now two more admirers—a chinaman and the Pathan. They are fascinated by her 

feminine grace. They visit Lenny's house daily to talk to her. Lenny doesnot go to school. She 

goes to Mrs. Pen for her studies. Her house is next to Lenny's Godmother's house on Jail Road— 
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opposite to Electric-aunt's house. Ayah accompanies Lenny to Mrs. Pen's house. After tuition, 

Lenny goes to her Godmother's house for sometime. One day Mahatma Gandhi visitsLahore. 

Lenny goes to see Gandhijee with her mother. She is surprised to see him because she has always 

taken him to be a mythic figure only. Gandhi jee blesses them all and advises them to follow the 

enema-therapy. Lenny fails to understand as to why people call him a saint. To her, he appears to 

be 'half clown and half-demon'. 

Now it is April and Lahore is getting warmer day by day. Ice-Candy-Man finds his business 

prospering. By now it has become clear that India is going to be broken. Muslim league wants 

Pakistan to Muslims. Imam Din, the cook at Lenny's house is worried over the news of 

communal riots and plans a visit to his village Pir Pindo. Lenny insists to join him on his trip to 

the village. She still cherishes the memory of her earlier visit to Pir Pindo. On Baisakhi, they 

visit the Dera Tek Singh near the village. Dost Mohammad joins them. They enjoy the mela and 

the feast. Now people apprehend  trouble. One day  the relatives of Imam Din arrive   in Lahore 

to stay with him. They are accommodated in Servant's quarters. Military trucks arrive in Pir 

Pindo to evacuate Muslims to safer places but the Muslim peasants are confused. They can't 

leave their home, property and harvest all of a sudden. Mr. Roger's mutilated body is found in the 

gutters. He was the Inspector General of Police. This news sends shivers among the people of 

Lahore. Children including Lenny find it a strange incident. Ayah loves Masseur's songs and 

Ice-Candy-Man loves Ayah for her blooming youth. Ice-Candy-Man is disturbed over the 

developments in the nearby areas. People start moving to safer places. Riots begin and this leads 

to confusion among people. 

Communal riots spread from towns to small villages like Pir Pindo. Muslims and Sikhs become 

enemies thirsting for each  other's  blood. In Lahore, people begin to move to safer places. 

Hindus and Sikhs leave their houses behind and reach Amritsar. People hear announcements on 

All India Radio about the division of districts into India and Pakistan. The Parsee community in 

Pakistan is safe but still worried about its future. Muslim mobs attack Hindu houses. A mob 

stops outside Lenny's house and enquire about its Hindu servants. They ask about the Hindu 

Ayah Shanta but the cook Imam Din tells them about her fake departure. Ice-Candy-Man comes 

forward and asks Lenny about Ayah. Out of innocence, Lenny discloses about her hiding. The 

angry Muslims drag her out of Lenny's house. This shocks Lenny and she repents for 
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her truthfulness. A truth can also ruin one's life, Lenny discovers. Ice- Candy-Man takes her to 

Hira Mandi, the bazars of prostitutes. Ice- Candy-Man's mother was also a prostitute and Ice-

Candy-Man becomes a pimp. He is fond of reciting Urdu poetry. 

In Pir Pindo village, Sikh crowds attack the Muslim community. Imam Din's family is in trouble 

but nothing can be done. There is confusion. Muslims in Pir Pindo village get killed and their 

women gang-raped. Children are butchered mercilessly. Ranna, the playmate of Lenny in Pir 

Pindo is also wounded and buried under the heap of dead bodies. After some time, he safely 

moves to other place. His journey of hide and seek has been dealt with in detail by Bapsi Sidhwa. 

Sidhwa narrates Ranna's ordeal of escape in full fifteen pages. A little boy wounded and 

shocked, running for life finds suddenly himself alone in the world. Earlier, it had been decided 

that the women and girls of Pir Pindo would gather at Chaudhry's house and pour the kerosene 

oil around the house to burn themselves. It was also decided to hide some boys and men in a 

safer place but nothing worked. Muslims are killed, women molested and children butchered. 

Only Ranna  escapes and finds shelter in a camp    in Lahore. When he reached Lahore, he 

observed, "It is funny. As long as I had to look out for myself, I was all right. As soon as I felt 

safe, I fainted." Before reaching the camp, Ranna had a tough time: "There were too many ugly 

and abandoned children like him scavenging in the looted houses and the rubble of burnt-out 

buildings. His rags clinging to his wounds, straw sticking in his scalped skull, Ranna wandered 

through the lanes stealing chapatties and grain from houses strewn with dead bodies, rifling the 

corpses for anything he could use ... No one minded the semi-naked spectre as he looked in doors 

with his knowing, wide- set peasant eyes." Later, Ranna was herded into a refugee camp at 

Badami Baug. Then "chance united him with his Noni chachi and Iqbal chacha." 

After the abduction of Ayah by the Muslim mob, Lenny remains sad and dejected. She is 

shocked over the betrayal by Ice-Candy-Man. She finds him to be a changed man. The day he 

saw the mutilated bodies of his Muslim brethern, he became a different person. His beloved 

Ayah becomes a Hindu for him. "They drag Ayah out. They drag her by her arms stretched taut, 

and her bare feet that want to move backwards— are forced forward instead." This sight proves 

to be traumatic for poor Lenny and she repents for telling the truth to Ice-Candy-Man. She is 

guilt-driven: "For three days I stand in front of the bathroom mirror staring at my tongue. I hold 

the vile, truth—infected thing between my fingers and try to wrench it out: but slippery and slick 
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as a fish it slips from my fingers and mocks me with its sharp rapier tip darting as poisonous as a 

snake. I punish it with rigorous scourings from my prickling toothbrush until it is sore and 

bleeding." This act of Lenny shows her sense of guilt. There has been Papoo's marriage but 

Lenny feels lonely without Ayah. By now Lenny has become mature both in body and mind. 

Lenny's Godmother is an influential lady. She loves Lenny, she has established a network of 

espionage in Lahore. She has information from each corner of Lahore. One day, Lenny's cousin 

comes with a news that he has seen the Ayah in a taxi dressed like a film actress. After a few 

days, Lenny too sees Ayah in a car. Now she tells everyone about it and the search for Ayah 

begins. One Monday, Lenny visits her Godmothers house to tell her about the Ayah. She is told 

about the Ayah's husband's visit to Godmother's house in the evening. Lenny finds it difficult to  

wait for the evening. At six o'clock, the bridegroom of Ayah arrives. He is none but Ice-Candy-

Man, now dressed in flowing white muslin. He recites a verse from Urdu poetry and greets 

everyone. He informs that she is married to him and has been accepted in the family of dancers. 

Godmother scolds him for illtreating Ayah and let her be raped. But he confesses: I am a man! 

Only dogs are faithful! If you want faith, let her marry a dog." But Godmother reacts wildly by 

saying: "You have permitted your wife to be disgraced! Destroyed her modesty! Lived off her 

womanhood! And you talk of princes and poets! You're the son of pigs and pimps!" Ice-Candy-

Man weeps and cries but asserts that now he will make her happy by all means. Lenny has been 

listening to all this. She is angry with Ice-Candy-Man to such an extent that: ‘There is a 

suffocating explosion within my eyes and head. A blinding blast of pity and disillusion and a 

savage rage. My sight is disoriented. I see Ice- Candy-Man float away in a bubble and dwindle to 

a grey speck in the aftermath of the blast.’ 

Ice-Candy-Man stands there with Jinnah—cap in his hand and "his ravaged face, caked with 

mud, has turned into a tragedian's mask. Repentence, grief and shock are compressed into the 

mould of his features." Then, Godmother plans a visit to see Ayah, now Mumtaz after her 

marriage. Lenny insists of going with her to Hira Mandi. They reach Hira Mandi in atonga. They 

are led in a well-decorated room with the fragrance of sprinkled flowers. Ice-Candy-Man brings 

his Mumtaz, the Ayah dressed as a bride before them. Lenny is shocked to see sadness in Ayah's 

eyes. Lenny observes: "Where have the radiance and the animation gone? Can the soul be 

extracted from its living body? Her vacant eyes are bigger than ever: wide-opened with what 
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they have seen and felt... She,buries her head in me and buries me in all her finery; and in the 

dark and musky attar of her perfume." 

Leaving Ayah with Godmother rand Lenny, Ice-Caiidy-Man goes to fetch tea. Now Ayah pleads 

that she will not live, here anymore and she must go. Godmother asks her to think over it again 

but Ayah (Mumtaz) insists of going back to her relatives in Amritsar. The visitors return after 

assuring Ayah that she will be rescued. 

Lenny's cousin asks her about a Kotha and her impression of it. Lenny understands by Kotha to 

be a place of dancing girls. By now Lenny also understands that "the potent creative force 

generated within the Kotha that has metamorphosed Ice-Candy- Man not only into a Mogul 

Courtier, but into a Mandi poet. No wonder he founds poetry as if he popped out of his mother's 

womb spouting rhyming sentences." 

After her visit to Hira Mandi, Godmother contacts the government machinery. One day a police 

party comes to Hira Mandi and takes Ayah away from.Ice-Candy-Man. She is put at the 

Recovered Women's Camp on Warris Road which is well-guarded. Ice-Candy-Man visits the 

camp to see his beloved but is beaten up badly by the Sikh sentry. Now Ice- Candy-Man has 

become a dejected, wandering lover searching for his lost love. He has acquired a new aspect: 

"that of a moonstruck fakir who has renounced the world for his beloved." Ice-Candy-Man 

places flowers for Ayah over the wall of the camp every morning and his "voice rises in sweet 

and clear song to shower Ayah with poems." This routine of offering of flowers and singing of 

love songs continues for many days. 

One day, Lenny learns that Ayah has been shifted to Amritsar with her family there. Ice-Candy-

Man has also followed her across the Wagah border into India to pursue his love. The novel ends 

on this sad and tragic note. The novel contains a number of poignant scenes along with scenes of 

murder and violence. "The novel is a masterful work of history as it relates political events 

through the eyes of a child." Ice- Candy-Man has also been called as a multifaceted jewel of a 

novel. The novel deals with "the bloody partition of India through the eyes of a girl Lenny 

growing up in a Parsee family, surviving through female bonding and rebellion." 
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Themes 

Childish Exuberance 

At 5-years-old, Lenny is a handful. She narrates as a adult, but she vividly remembers the energy 

she possessed back in those days. She refuses to allow adults to limit her potential by adamantly 

ignoring their rules. This backfires for her when she re-injures her leg, but ultimately Lenny just 

wants attention. In the varied environments where she's welcome, Lenny adapts with grace. She 

endears herself to everybody she meets because she's so curious and cheerful and really treats 

people like people. For instance she notices Ayah's fascination with the young men in the park, 

so she amuses herself for part of their outings in order to give her nanny some space to meet 

people. Most importantly, Lenny is excited about life. She welcomes each new event as a 

wonderful experience to be savored and appreciated, even when her family has to move. She 

remains optimistic through and through. 

Religious Tension 

India is a country of many different religions which (generally) coexist peaceably. The Setha 

family is a part of an extremely diverse community. They live among Parsee, Muslims, Sikhs, 

Hindus, and Christians. As the novel progresses, these religious groups start making each other's 

lives miserable. Lenny is too young to really pay attention to the political changes of the times, 

but she is not altogether unaware of them. She understands that her family moves north because 

their neighborhood is no longer safe for them. More importantly she pays attention to the 

Colonel's speech when he urges people to reject the teaching of Gandhi. Nearing the close of 

WWII, India experienced many changes as Britain tried to maintain its grasp on the colony. The 

native people viewed the war as an opportunity to capitalize on political upheaval for their 

independence. As time progresses, people start paying more attention to political leaders like 

Gandhi who promise the deliverance of their people. These messages, however, are often 

intertwined with religious mandates which pose danger for people of differing religions. 

Domestic Violence 

Lenny bears witness to some pretty horrible situations in her childhood. She's not stranger to the 

idea of domestic violence, although her own family is a safe one. Their housekeeper and 
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chimney sweep, however, who live downstairs are not as scrupulous. Repeatedly the parents will 

abuse their 8-year-old son, much to the Sethas' disapproval. Lenny neither considers this 

situation unusual nor acceptable; it merely is the way things are. Later in the novel, Lenny 

accompanies her mother on a rescue mission of sorts to the red light district. After Ayah leaves, 

she takes of with Ice-Candy-Man and becomes a prostitute. Now his wife, Ayah has learned the 

dangers of staying with such a violent, domineering husband. When Lenny and her mother 

arrive, they quickly learn that Ayah feels trapped and helpless to improve her situation. She does 

not wish to raise children in this environment. 

Overpopulation 

In the 1940s, people paid less attention to things like overpopulation, but India was already well 

on its way toward a crisis. Lenny's description of her childhood world reveals that she encounters 

more people in a day than most Americans see in a week. She's growing up surrounded by the 

masses. In this environment, she has the unique advantage which exposure to so many different 

cultures and ideas presents. She becomes an open-minded young woman who values people for 

being people. As a child, Lenny relishes the beauty of so much diversity around her without 

knowing that's what she's doing. She is not the kind of person who is afraid of new things, so she 

openly embraces all people whom she encounters. This perspective does not change the fact that 

many of these people must live in awful conditions because there simply isn't enough space. 

Additionally political and religious ideals are spread exponentially faster in the poor districts 

because there are so many voices contributing. A movement can easily catch fire in such a 

proverbial tinder box of frustration and intimacy. 

 

TWILIGHT IN DELHI 

 

Set in nineteenth-century India between two revolutionary moments of change, Twilight in Delhi 

brings history alive, depicting most movingly the loss of an entire culture and way of life. As 

Bonamy Dobree said, "It releases us into a different and quite complete world. Mr. Ahmed Ali 

makes us hear and smell Delhi...hear the flutter of pigeons' wings, the cries of itinerant vendors, the 

calls to prayer, the howls of mourners, the chants of qawwals, smell jasmine and sewage, frying 



13  

ghee and burning wood." 

The detail, as E.M. Forster said, is "new and fascinating," poetic and brutal, delightful and 

callous. First published by the Hogarth Press in 1940. Twilight in Delhi was widely acclaimed by 

critics and hailed in India as a major literary event. Long since considered a landmark novel, it is 

now available in the U.S. as a New Directions Classic. Twilight in Delhi has also been translated 

into French, German, Portuguese, Spanish, and Urdu. 

In “Twilight in Delhi” memory is seen both as source of personal identity and as a burden 

preventing to attain happiness. Each character is involved in a struggle to remember but more 

importantly in a struggle to forget  certain  aspects  of  their  past.  Mir  Nihal  the  protagonist  of 

the Novel wants to seek refuge in the past. He wants to live in past not is present. The other 

characters, like Begum Nihal, Begum Jamal and the elder sons of Mir Nihal, all of them found in 

struggling condition. The grandeur and wonderful Muslim’s past, in which they were rulers not 

wipe out from Mir Nihal and his family’s mind, like Asgher seemed rebellious but in the end of 

the Novel he was caught in the trap of cruel and remorseless fate. The city “Delhi” had faced the 

rise and fall of many Kings and princes like a poet said. 

Delhi which was once the Jewel of the world, Where dwelt only 

the loved ones of Fate, 

Which has now been ruined by the hand of time, I, m a resident of 

that storm-tossed place . . . . 

But now the present scenario has impolitely changed people who were rulers now they are under 

the domination of colonial forces. So Mir Nihal like madam Ranevsky in “The cherry orchard” is 

not able to forget the grandeur of past his management, attitude and behavior in his family 

totally reflect the king like way as Moghals did in past. He never able to comprehend the change 

in his own family when Asgher showed his consent to marry Bilqeece ,the problem solved and 

every thing happened according to his will. Ahmad Ali showed all the characters and especially 

Mir Nihal in a struggling position ,the whole family and the surrounding area’s people never able 

to came out from the memory of their glorious past. 

 

Modernity VS The Old India 
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With the arrival of the British colonial forces in the sub-continent every thing had changed 

.people who were habitual in living under the kings of were not able to face a change which as 

far as British was concern a change which civilize the Brutes. the major character or the 

protagonist of the Novel Mir Nihal never able to compensate with the new traditions. Britishers 

gave change to their style of living and the government structure but he wants to live according 

to the past like Ahmed Ali relate is part 4 chapters 4. 

“New ways and ideas had come into being a hybrid culture which had nothing in it of the past 

was forcing itself upon Hindustan a wedge- people of Indian and Western ways which he failed 

to understand. The whole culture of India was a mixture of too cultures the new generation want 

to adopt the English culture like in the beginning of the Novel Asgher’s first appearance was in 

wearing English shirts and Mir Nihal scolded on it His sudden anger on him showed his hatred 

and non- accomodateable attitude towards and modernity.” 

He was a backward person like in the mid-end of the Novel the episode when he try to gave 

punishment to the children he said to Dilchain that you go and took my sword and he took his 

sword and children seemed terrified not in real sense, this shows that he did not left the past, but 

he did not want to think about it. 

Sense of diffidence: 

 

Sex is the most important theme of the novel. Mir, Asgher and all the women characters in the 

Novel were sexually suppressed figures. Mir Nihal, a tall hand some and energetic man, 

desperately wanted a women who knew well the art of sex and the art of capturing man. So 

Babban Jan, a young girl gave him all these pleasures and when she died his whole world 

deranged. He felt a kind of flux in his life, which cannot be full-filled. He had also sexual 

relations with Dilchain (His Maid) and when she got pregnant Begum Nihal surprised to hear 

this that she is not a married one and her quarrel with Mir Nihal shows that Mir Nihal,s sexual 

appetite was not satiated from Begum Nihal. 

If we look at Delhi’s society we came to know that most of the male society went to prostitutes 

and when they became habitual of them then they were not accommodate with their wives 
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because they were not well-versed in the art of capturing man through sex. So most of the men 

had not time for their wives. 

Asgher was also one of them who went to prostitutes like Mushtari Bai. She was a young girl; 

beautiful, fascinating and charming girl. Asgher often went to her Kotha and became habitual 

of her. But when he saw Bilqeece he bewitched  by her extreme  beauty. He desperately  wants 

to marry her and after huge amount reluctance from Mir Nihal he succeeds to marry with her. 

But he feels that she lack sexual understanding. So Bilqeece can not able to feel the gulf between 

them. It wasn’t her fault because in Indian culture mostly the women spent her youth in the four 

walls of Zennana where no male allowed enter in it. So she can’t able to understand why her 

husband left her in the house for weeks. But begum shahbaz felt the actual problem or the cause 

which create the gulf. She quarreled with him But Asgher not able to manage the whole issue. 

The whole Mir Nihal, s family represent the Muslim class of India and throughout India they 

have the same life style. Men often satiate their sexual appetites to go to the prostitutes and 

women remained ignorant because they had no knowledge about what is going on there. 

 

 

Passing away of Muslim civilization in India 

One of the Major themes is the passing away of Muslims civilization in India. Twilight in Delhi 

basically showed the decay of Mughal Kingship or the Muslim civilization. 

Muslims ruled on India from many centuries but with the arrival of Britishers, the whole 

civilization had faced a huge set back. Mir Nihal, who lived in the illusions of splendid past, not 

able to accommodate with the present condition. His appearance and attitude represent the 

Muslims community of that time. Which not bale to live according to the changed conditions 

because they felt that this is the most humiliating condition for the Muslims.  

Like Niven says “Despite the rhapsodic treatment of Asgher’s love Bilqeece (Ali’s own wife is 

called Bilqeece), the autumnal mood at the Novel’s close the grief-stricken regrets for the 

Mughal past and the frequent coherence in his prose style, Ali writes less from a romantic than a 

classic stand point. He recognizes the immutability of the basic elements in human life individual 
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remains the same in every age.” Yet classicism in so far as it refers to recognition of the 

permanence of the change brought about by the passing of time is perhaps the intention of the 

Novel’s plot. As literature, ‘Ali’s first novel is reasonably interesting, a short of awkwardly 

written, Delhi-based Buddonbrooks. As history and cultural record, though, it is fascinating. 

Originally published in Britain in 1940 and making its first appearance in the U.S, Twilight 

concerns the upper-class Muslim merchant Mir Nihal and his extended family. Mir Nihal and his 

wife were young children during the 1857 Mutiny and the resultant brutality on both sides. Now, 

in 1911, two of their sons work in government offices and the third one wears English shirt and 

shoes—a sure sign of Delhi’s imminent demise. Even the present crops of anti- British activists 

are beyond Mir Nihal’s ken—“He was one of those who had believed in fighting with naked 

swords in their hands. The young only agitated.” Mir Nihal’s intense nationalism often seems 

historical in rhetorical or in retrospect – Hindu feeling ran just as strongly against Muslim 

“occupiers” once the hated English left. The real residual power of the mogul golden age is 

not political (the surviving descendants of Bahadur Shah are all beggars and cripples) but 

cultural, and Ali’s book is first and foremost a tender record of traditional family ceremonies, of 

kite battles and the old aristocratic body of pigeon flying. The cries of the pigeon flyers are the 

ubi sunt accompanying Ali’s portrayal of the parallel decline         of         Mir          family          

and          of          mogul          Delhi!  In this novel written I English and completed in 1939, Ali, 

an Urdu-speaking native of India, commemorated the daily melody of traditional life in the old 

city Delhi among the last, impoverished heirs to the refined Mughal civilization that dominated 

India until the advent of the English. Set during the early years of this century, it recaptures the 

texture of family life for Mir Nihal, a well-born Muslim who loves pigeons and whose son wants 

to get married. It recounts how that son, Asghar, I have just finished reading a great novel 

(Twilight in Delhi by Ahmed Ali) (not for its plot but in it descriptions and language) set in 

Delhi, just after the war of independence (1857) about the life and times of an upper middle class 

family. 

Themes 

Marriage 

Marriage is important in Indian culture for the growth of the family and the rise in social status. 
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The theme of Marriage creates a dilemma for Asghar as his passion for Bilqeece drives him to 

despair and threats of suicide. Marriage also become the source of dissension between Asghar 

and Mir Nihal. Asghar wants to marry Bilqeece who belongs to a lower status family than Mir 

Nihal's family, this exploits Mir Nihal anger as he wants Asghar to marry with a high class girl. 

So, Marriage plays an important role throughout the novel. 

Diminishing of Muslim Culture 

One of the major themes in "Twilight in Delhi" is Diminishing of Muslim's culture. The effects 

of shrinking Muslim civilization has been clearly shown in the novel through the example of 

Asghar. Twilight in Delhi basically deals with the decay of Mughal Kingship and Muslim 

civilization and culture. 

Before the arrival of the British in Hindustan, there had been ruling Muslims and their 

civilization could be seen everywhere but with the arrival of the British, the whole civilization 

faced a huge decay. Mir Nihal, who used to live in the Muslim civilization could not gratify with 

the present situation of Muslim society. His attitude reflects the predicament of Muslims of 

Delhi, to whom it was about impossible to survive in the changed conditions. Because they felt 

that this is the most embarrassing condition of the Muslims. 

Sex 

Sex is one the most important themes of the novel. Ahmed Ali depicts the society of Delhi 

through his characters portrayal. Almost all the characters are sexually suppressed. If we have a 

look on Delhi's males society we come to know that almost every male of Delhi went to 

prostitutes to fulfill their desires and when they become habitual they can not gratify with their 

wives because they don't know the art of capturing men through sex. So most of men have no 

longer interest in their wives. 

Mir Nihal, the most energetic man, goes to Babban Jan. A young lady who gave him all these 

pleasures and with her death the whole world of Mir Nihal seems to be destroyed. He had also 

illegitimate relations with his maid Dilchain and when she got pregnant Megum Nihal was so 

surprised as she was not married. 
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Asghar also had a young beautiful lady Mushtari Bai. After seeing Bilqeece he wanted to marry 

her and succeeded but soon lose interest in her because of her lack sexual understanding. It 

wasn't her fault because most of Hindustani's women are shy and are not familiar with the art of 

pleasing men. The whole family represents the society of Delhi: the interest of men in prostitutes 

and unawareness of women in what is happening in surroundings. 

 

 

THE HOUSE GUN 

Apartheid in South Africa is officially over, but the violence that underpinned the white regime 

for nearly 50 years lives on. Today, however, it is as likely to ravage the lives of middle-class 

whites as any other citizen. 

 

Nadine Gordimer's The House Gun, a story of a white, middle-class family changed forever by 

violence, doesn't attempt to create an allegory of life in South Africa today. But in her unfolding 

of this private tragedy, all the themes of anger, guilt, truth and reconciliation that dominate the 

public scene are just as centrally located. 

 

The family are the Lindgards. Harald and Claudia Lindgard are `liberal' whites - he a senior 

insurance executive involved in the housing sector, she a doctor who for years has worked one 

day a week at a clinic that provides the only health services available to poor blacks. Their only 

child is 20-something Duncan, an architect, involved in a volatile relationship with a suicidal 

young woman, Natalie. 

 

One unremarkable evening, a messenger comes to turn Harald and Claudia's calm, protected life 

inside out. The messenger is from Duncan's household where he lives communally with a 

handful of young white and black men. Among the things they share is a gun that was "always 

somewhere about, no use having it for protection if when the time came no one would remember 

where it was safely stashed away." 

Duncan, they are told, has been arrested for using that gun to murder one of his housemates. 
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Although a murder is at the heart of the story, there is no who-dun-it mystery. There is never any 

doubt that Duncan pulled the trigger. There is not even a mystery about Duncan's motive, 

although that reveals itself more slowly. But there is a mystery for the Lindgards who cannot 

understand how it is that their intelligent and caring son can be brought to kill another human 

being. 

Overnight, Harald and Claudia become consumed by this question. During the pre-trial period, 

Harald and Claudia seek the truth in their memories. They examine the choices they made for their 

son, hoping to identify what combination of influences and events made him a killer. They sent 

him to a boarding school where a school mate subsequently killed himself. Was their reaction - a 

lunch and assurances of their love and support - inadequate? They didn't advise him to flee his 

country to avoid two-years of military service. He didn't see combat, but was his training as a 

soldier a contributing factor? 

 

But as Harald and Claudia turn over the past, other choices they have made also surface, posing 

much larger questions of guilt. As an insurance executive, Harald had accepted without 

questioning that housing for blacks was no business of his. 

Their housing was the responsibility of the government, and Harald's sympathies for the victims 

of the injustices he knew existed led him to do no more than vote against a "government that 

could have done more." Claudia, who "worked at clinics to staunch the wounds racism gashed" 

never risked her own safety "by offering asylum when she had deduced they were activists on the 

run from the police, nor by acting as the kind of conduit between revolutionaries her to-and-fro 

in communities would have made possible." 

 

In their inaction and refusal to take responsibility, they have been complicit in creating a society 

where people "breathed violence along with cigarette smoke." 

 

In the midst of their pain and confusion, the Lindgards find a temporary refuge in the Motsamai 

family. Hamilton Motsamai becomes their son's Senior Counsel after he is recommended to the 

Lindgards, by a knowledgeable white friend of Harald's, as "eminently capable" of saving 

Duncan from a lengthy prison sentence or worse. 
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Ironically, the Lindgards find comfort and support among people who owe them the least. 

Motsamai becomes the friend and lawyer who supports Duncan and his parents through a 

harrowing and unfamiliar process. In his discussions with the jailed Duncan, he plays "father 

when father cannot" and for Harald and Claudia he is the "man who brings from the Other Side 

the understanding of people in trouble ..." In a visit to his home, Harald and Claudia meet 

Motsamai's family - a working- class brother-in-law, someone's sister, a professor friend, his 

wife and children. They display a vitality and awareness of the world around them that is in 

sharp contrast to the Lindgard's much more homogeneous and bland lives. 

 

In the same manner, Khulu Dladla, Duncan's gay black housemate, becomes Harald and 

Claudia's proxy son who conveys Messages to them from Duncan that Duncan can't bring 

himself to relate. 

 

The relationships between black South Africans and the Lindgards suggest that Gordimer sees 

the salvation of the country depending on what they can reconcile to. When Afrikaners appear, 

and there are only two Afrikaner characters in the book, there is a sense of an irrelevant people 

who have little to contribute to the future. Motsamai sums them up in commenting on the job of 

warder. The `chaps' who fill the job of warder understand nothing, he says, and the job itself is 

"sheltered employment for retarded sons of the Boere." 

 

Society seeks the truth of Duncan's crime in the courtroom. Although Duncan is guilty, the 

circumstances of the killing raise doubt of his intent and, therefore, of whether he will come out 

of prison a middle-aged man or a relatively young one. Motsamai argues that it was unendurable 

provocation and the proximity of the gun, lying on a nearby table through carelessness and 

coincidence, that drove Duncan to kill. Duncan's future depends on whether or not the judges 

believe that he did not intend to kill his friend. 

 

It is Motsamai, whose people have suffered the most under apartheid, who reminds the court that 

incarceration is not meant to punish but to rehabilitate. It should not be used to identify a 

scapegoat for society's ills, he says, a scapegoat "whose punishment therefore must be harsh and 

heavy enough to deal with collective guilt." 
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In the end, the truth is established. Duncan has been sentenced. But the issues of truth and guilt 

are not put to rest. Duncan has committed a horrible crime, and he will pay. But his sentence has 

been tempered by understanding and mercy from the court and he will not pay with his life. But 

there is no sense of a chapter closing. 

 

Harald hears in the public debate over abolishing the death penalty that there are many for whom 

execution is "the only reconciliation there is ..." Eventually Duncan will leave prison, but Harald 

knows that Duncan "shall have this will to his death surrounding him as long as he lives." 

 

In that grim view Gordimer invites a comparison. If one unplanned death, carried out in a 

moment of tumultuous emotion, can evoke such a determination not to forgive, what must be the 

result of apartheid's routine torture and murders of tens of thousands over the years? The state 

may be able to suspend punishment but only the individual can forgive. Each South African must 

make their own peace with their country's history. And because it is an individual choice, South 

Africa will always contain in it those who will never agree to be reconciled. 

 

Although the author claims that this is not a detective novel, it has many of the appeals of a 

conventional “whodunit,” particularly in the search for a reason why Duncan Lingard killed his 

friend, Carl Jespersen. 

 

Duncan’s parents spend much of the novel in recollection and introspection, trying to discover 

some clue from the past that could explain their son’s crime. Their agonies of self-doubt, the 

challenges to their hitherto safe beliefs, the shifts in perception that result from Duncan’s action 

form much of the material of the book. However, it is the black lawyer, Hamilton Motsamai, 

who discovers the circumstances and events that led to the shooting: Duncan’s brief homosexual 

affair with Jespersen; his desperate love for Natalie, a girl he saved from suicide; his finding 

Natalie and Jespersen having sex. Unfortunately, these circumstances shed no light on the 

mystery; they only deepen it. 

In their search for causes, the Lingards confront the possible effects of South Africa’s violent 

history, Duncan’s mental instability, the politics of race, and perhaps above all, the easy 
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availability of firearms. The intersection of the personal and the political has always been a part 

of Nadine Gordimer’s fiction, but in THE HOUSE GUN it takes a new and more subtle twist. 

The apolitical Lingards, formerly safe in their upper middle class comfort, are forced to see the 

world, the news, the justice system, and the meaning of guilt and innocence in wholly new ways. 

 

The novel provides no easy answers to the questions and dilemmas it poses, but the similarities 

between South Africa and America make this book compelling. Moreover, at the core of this 

complex but highly readable novel is the subject of much great fiction: the mysteries of the 

human heart, particularly the forces that drive civilized people to violence. For reasons Duncan 

himself cannot fully comprehend, “Violence is a repetition we don’t seem able to break ” 

 

 

 

HEART OF DARKNESS 

 

 

Heart of Darkness centers around Marlow, an introspective sailor, and his journey up the Congo 

River to meet Kurtz, reputed to be an idealistic man of great abilities. Marlow takes a job as a 

riverboat captain with the Company, a Belgian concern organized to trade in the Congo. As he 

travels to Africa and then up the Congo, Marlow encounters widespread inefficiency and 

brutality in the Company’s stations. The native inhabitants of the region have been forced into 

the Company’s service, and they suffer terribly from overwork and ill treatment at the hands of 

the Company’s agents. The cruelty and squalor of imperial enterprise contrasts sharply with the 

impassive and majestic jungle that surrounds the white man’s settlements, making them appear 

to be tiny islands amidst a vast darkness. 

 

Marlow arrives at the Central Station, run by the general manager, an unwholesome, 

conspiratorial character. He finds that his steamship has been sunk and spends several months 

waiting for parts to repair it. His interest in Kurtz grows during this period. The manager and his 

favorite, the brickmaker, seem to fear Kurtz as a threat to their position. Kurtz is rumored to be 

ill, making the delays in repairing the ship all the more costly. Marlow eventually gets the parts 
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he needs to repair his ship, and he and the manager set out with a few agents (whom Marlow 

calls pilgrims because of their strange habit of carrying long, wooden staves wherever they go) 

and a crew of cannibals on a long, difficult voyage up the river. The dense jungle and the 

oppressive silence make everyone aboard a little jumpy, and the occasional glimpse of a native 

village or the sound of drums works the pilgrims into frenzy. 

 

Marlow and his crew come across a hut with stacked firewood, together with a note saying that 

the wood is for them but that they should approach cautiously. Shortly after the steamer has 

taken on the firewood, it is surrounded by a dense fog. When the fog clears, the ship is attacked 

by an unseen band of natives, who fire arrows from the safety of the forest. The African 

helmsman is killed before Marlow frightens the natives away with the ship’s steam whistle. Not 

long after, Marlow and his companions arrive at Kurtz’s Inner Station, expecting to find him 

dead, but a half-crazed Russian trader, who meets them as they come ashore, assures them that 

everything is fine and informs them that he is the one who left the wood. The Russian claims that 

Kurtz has enlarged his mind and cannot be subjected to the same moral judgments as normal 

people. Apparently, Kurtz has established himself as a god with the natives and has gone on 

brutal raids in the surrounding territory in search of ivory. The collection of severed heads 

adorning the fence posts around the station attests to his “methods.” The pilgrims bring Kurtz out 

of the station-house on a stretcher, and a large group of native warriors pours out of the forest 

and surrounds them. Kurtz speaks to them, and the natives disappear into the woods. 

 

The manager brings Kurtz, who is quite ill, aboard the steamer. A beautiful native woman, 

apparently Kurtz’s mistress, appears on the shore and stares out at the ship. The Russian implies 

that she is somehow involved with Kurtz and has caused trouble before through her influence 

over him. The Russian reveals to Marlow, after swearing him to secrecy, that Kurtz had ordered 

the attack on the steamer to make them believe he was dead in order that they might turn back 

and leave him to his plans. The Russian then leaves by canoe, fearing the displeasure of the 

manager. Kurtz disappears in the night, and Marlow goes out in search of him, finding him 

crawling on all fours toward the native camp. Marlow stops him and convinces him to return to 

the ship. They set off down the river the next morning, but Kurtz’s health is failing fast. 
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Marlow listens to Kurtz talk while he pilots the ship, and Kurtz entrusts Marlow with a packet of 

personal documents, including an eloquent pamphlet on civilizing the savages which ends with a 

scrawled message that says, “Exterminate all the brutes!” The steamer breaks down, and they 

have to stop for repairs. Kurtz dies, uttering his last words—“The horror! The horror!”—in the 

presence of the confused Marlow. Marlow falls ill soon after and barely survives. Eventually he 

returns to Europe and goes to see Kurtz’s Intended (his fiancée). She is still in mourning, even 

though it has been over a year since Kurtz’s death, and she praises him as a paragon of virtue and 

achievement. She asks what his last words were, but Marlow cannot bring himself to shatter her 

illusions with the truth. Instead, he tells her that Kurtz’s last word was her name. 

 

Heart of Darkness follows one man's nightmarish journey into the interior of Africa. No one's 

going to get eaten by a lion. It all takes place in the past, because what we have here is a story. 

Aboard a British ship called the Nellie, three men listen to a dude named Marlow recount his 

journey into Africa as an agent for the Company, a Belgian ivory trading firm. Along the way, he 

witnesses brutality and hate between colonizers and the native African people, becomes 

entangled in a power struggle within the Company, and finally learns the truth about the 

mysterious Kurtz, a mad agent who has become both a god and a prisoner of the "native 

Africans."  

After "rescuing" Kurtz from the native African people, Marlow watches in horror  as Kurtz 

succumbs to madness, disease, and finally death. In the end, Marlow decides to support Kurtz 

rather than his company, which is possibly morally dubious and definitely a bad career move. The 

novel closes with Marlow's guilt- ridden visit to Kurtz's fiancée to return the man's personal letters, 

and, on that ambiguous note, we end. 

Critical Analysis 

Considered one of the greatest novelists in English, Joseph Conrad (born Józef Teodor Konrad 

Korzeniowski), Conrad was actually of Polish descent. Although he did not fluently speak English 

until his twenties, Conrad nonetheless excelled at prose and the written English language, with 

many of his works having been adapted into film. English was in fact his third language, Polish and 

French being the first two languages he learned. Conrad led a harsh life as a child (Conover), and 
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when he was only three, his father was imprisoned Warsaw for his supposed revolutionary political 

affiliations (Conover) until the family was exile to northern Russia in 1861 (Liukkonen). In 1869, 

both of Conrad’s parents passed away due to tuberculosis, and he was sent to live with his uncle 

Tadeusz in Switzerland. While living with his uncle, Conrad persuaded his uncle to let him go to 

sea (Liukkonen), where his many adventures and journeys laid the foundation for most of his 

works, which are mostly sea-faring stories. In 1890 he sailed up the Congo River, a journey that 

provided much of the material for his most notable and highly regarded work Heart of Darkness. 

During his time in the Congo, Conrad experienced extreme physical and mental stresses, which 

eventually affected his health for the rest of his life. Resettling in London, Conrad went into exile 

for various reasons including political (Conover). Ending his mariner career that spanned more 

than twenty years of sea-faring experiences, Conrad was able to draw from there intricate 

characters and stories which spoke of the human condition, and the complexities of the inner 

psyche. One such important literary work titled Lord Jim, in which Jim, a young British seaman 

accompanies his captain and other crew members in abandoning the passengers of their ship. Later 

hounded by his misdeed, Jim settles at a remote island where the natives title him “Tuan” or 

“Lord”. While there he protects the villagers from bandits and a local corrupt chief. Lord Jim 

speaks of the rise and fall of the human spirit, and the honor and redemption inherent in noble 

deeds. 

These themes are present throughout Conrad’s stories, and in the Heart of Darkness he also makes 

heavy use of colors, primarily white and black, and references to light and dark, often 

intermingling the socially accepted view of each one respectively. Conrad also deals with the issues 

surrounding imperialism in the Heart of Darkness, yet there is also a larger underlying issue of race 

and equality, or lack thereof, within the overall story. 

The story revolves mainly around Marlow, and his journey through the Congo River to meet Kurtz, 

purported to be a man of great abilities. In his job as a riverboat captain with a Belgian Company 

organized for trade within Africa, Marlow encounters much brutality against the natives within in 

the Company’s settlements. The inhabitants of the region have been pushed into forced labor, and 

they suffer terribly from overwork and ill treatment in the hands of the Company’s agents. The 

cruelty of the imperial enterprise contrasts sharply with majestic and massive Congo jungle that 
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surrounds the white men’s stations, causing them to appear like small islands amongst the vast 

darkness of Africa. Amidst problems with the oppressed natives, Marlow manages to survive his 

time in the Congo, but because of the extreme conditions and harsh living in the area at the time, he 

returns home with ill health. 

The events depicted in Heart of Darkness truly could have occurred anywhere, but Conrad chose 

the Congo for the feeling and impact of the climate, the individuals involved, and the very way of 

life there. The title itself reflects the “heart of darkness” within men, who can sometimes use others 

for their own benefit and profit, casting away human life as if it had no value. The title may also 

refer to the Congo itself, due to the darkness and uncharted territory and mysteries that lurked 

within at that time. Conrad creates a build-up of tension and mysteriousness to the plot, which 

causes one to wonder what may happen next, and even though nothing overly climactic occurs, 

each individual event adds to the foreboding of the story. Deaths and other “dark” happenings are 

spoken of, and Conrad’s technique in describing these events conveys the darkness and 

hopelessness of the entire situation. 

The story portrays darkness as emanating from the depths of the jungle; it fills men with evil and 

allows them to act upon it. The main example of this darkness is within the station manager Kurtz, 

who performs such debauchery in the jungles that he eventually becomes ill and dies. The character 

of Kurtz could be considered a catalyst for change, and the symbol for the Europeans’ failure in the 

Congo. Unaware of his own evil, Kurtz is unable to fight the darkness within. There is a question 

of good and evil that is addressed within Heart of Darkness; the motifs of “light” and “dark” in 

which the darkness in Africa is separate from its “blackness”, and the “whiteness” in Europe being 

far removed from the goodness of light. 

In a sense, light and dark are polarized; Light represents the falsehoods and corruption in the world 

symbolized by the white man, whereas dark is a symbol for truth, while the dark natives show the 

pureness and innocence of humanity. Though there is some ambiguity of whether the title “Heart of 

Darkness” refers directly to Kurtz’ dark heart, or to the darkness of the jungle’s interior, the latter is 

more likely, due to the extent of abusive and evil actions portrayed by all the white men, which 

only grows in intensity with their close proximity to the center of the jungle. These settings and 

symbols help to portray the theme of universal darkness that Conrad alludes to. Conrad’s 
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descriptive passages about the “interminable waterways” of the Congo and the Thames River show 

the connection between humanity and darkness. Each river flows into each other, and “lead into a 

heart of immense darkness”. This shows that all of humanity is connected through the heart of 

darkness and the truth. 

Ultimately Heart of Darkness is a story of the pitfalls and perils of greed, lust, and the corruption of 

ideals and values by the darkness that dwells within all of mankind. It tells of the madness that the 

greed for riches or power can create within the heart and mind, and that even the best of intentions 

can become twisted into something evil and oppressive. 

Themes 

Groupthink and Stock Characters 

This novella is unusual in that the author does not name most of the characters in his book, other 

than assigning them titles that describe their larger organizational goals. It is not quite an allegory, 

while he does allow them some individual characteristics of speech and dress, but they are for the 

most part stand-ins for larger groups. The obvious exception is Marlow, and his reaction against the 

colonial structures supported by people with names like “the Manager” and “the Lawyer” place 

him slightly outside this system. Groupthink is evident in named groups like the pilgrims and the 

natives. These groups have a few outstanding members, such as the native woman of arresting 

beauty or the red-haired pilgrim drunk with bloodthirstiness, but they mostly move together, make 

the same decisions, and have the same intentions. Conrad critiques such patterns, in which 

individual in a society think like other members of their group without stopping to think for 

themselves. Although Marlow is by no means a heroic character, Conrad does illustrate the need 

for individual thought by singling him out. 

Primitivism 

As the crew make their way up the river, they are traveling into the “heart of darkness.” The 

contradiction, however, is that Marlow also feels as if he were traveling back in time. When 

Conrad wrote this story, scientists were learning that Africa is the seat of human civilization, and 

this knowledge is reflected in the fact that the trees are (almost prehistorically) enormous on the 

route down the river. The paradox of the novel, however, is that by traveling backwards in time, the 



28  

crew do not move closer to the innocence and purity of the "noble savage" but farther away from it. 

Words like “pestilent” and “sordid” are used again and again to describe the natives and their land. 

Conrad seems to claim that the Christian belief that prehistory was untouched by obscurity or evil 

is a fallacy. Instead, there is “the horror.” In contrast, it seems, is the more advanced civilization of 

the colonizers and visitors. 

Uncertainty 

Nothing in this novella is described in very concrete terms. Shores are hazy. Land looks like a 

spine sticking out from a man’s back but is not described in topographical terms. Marlow is 

obsessed with Kurtz before he even meets him, without a clear idea why. A sense of danger 

pervades the entire trip, and it is mostly dictated by uncertainty. The natives do not seem inherently 

threatening. On one occasion, they let fly a series of arrows, but these even look ineffectual to 

Marlow. They are threatening because they might be poisoned. Similarly, Marlow has no clear idea 

of what the natives might do to him if Kurtz gave them free rein, and it is possible that this 

uncertainty increases his fear. Kurtz himself is an uncertain figure, ruled as he is by two separate 

impulses, the noble and the destructive. At the beginning of the novella, the reader perceives that 

the former is his dominant (or only) characteristic. But with vicious scrawlings on his manuscript 

and his ruthlessness in extracting ivory from the land, Kurtz proves himself the latter. Marlow’s 

adherence to Kurtz until the end confuses the matter; one could judge him one way or the other. 

The idea of "darkness" expresses the theme of uncertainty in the novella. 

Imperial Authority 

Whatever the conditions in Africa may be, all of the characters agree that they are different from 

those of Europe. There is a feeling of anything-goes vigilantism that shifts the balance of power 

from the stewards in a “civilized” state (police, doctors, bureaucrats) to whoever is most 

threatening. Kurtz is physically quite a weak man, but he maintains enormous sway over the native 

population through his understanding of their language and his cultural and communication skills. 

He exploits their appreciation of him as an Other. Marlow’s men use a much more simple means of 

gaining authority, namely, firearms. This is the tragedy of imperialism in that the arrival of the 

white man heralds a new order, but in the creation of that order, they retain the tools and the 

authority. Black men in this book first appear as members of a chain gang, and they gain little 
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power after that scene. 

Religion 

Although there is controversy over whether Conrad is critiquing colonialism or not, it is clear that 

he is critiquing religion. The two groups in the novel, the pilgrims and the natives, are linked by 

having religious beliefs, and the pilgrims seem at least as bloodthirsty as the natives. The rite in the 

woods that Marlow describes seems alien but certainly no more dangerous than the ambush. One of 

the seemingly admirable characteristics of Kurtz, as presented by Conrad, is that he seems just as 

compelled by African religion as by Christianity but seems beholden to neither. Marlow genuinely 

admires his ability to independently critique religions. He may not agree with Kurtz’s evaluation, 

but he respects Kurtz's ability to have his own opinions in the face of the various religious 

traditions he encounters. 

Jewelry 

Jewelry is a major presence in Heart of Darkeness. To begin with, it is the main reason for the 

presence of the colonists in Africa: they are there to strip the country of its ivory. There is a play on 

colors between the black people and this white valuable good. The most prestigious member of the 

African community and one of the only characters to be afforded individual characteristics by 

Conrad is the woman who is presumably Kurtz’s mistress. Her first appearance is impressive; she 

is covered in bangles and other “barbarous ornaments.” Her aspect has both attractiveness and 

ferocity, and she is the only character in the novella who wears jewelry. Despite it being the raison 

d’être of the novella, the other characters have little interest in jewelry, showing an almost Marxist 

detachment from the good they harvest. 

Illness 

Illness is a major factor in this novella. It appears in physical and mental forms. Marlow is hired to 

replace a man who committed suicide, and another instance of suicide is announced by a somber 

Swedish man. The first thing that Marlow does upon being hired is go to the doctor, who checks 

both his mental and physical health and provides a very gloomy prognosis. The specter of ill 

health, or of one’s body not standing up to the conditions, is a constant specter in the novella. The 

mental health issue is particular to Heart of Darkness, while the issue of wider health continues in 
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the tradition of Victorian novels, in which men often travel to Africa only to come down with 

exotic diseases. In the end, it seems that Marlow is more mentally than physically taxed, while 

Kurtz is clearly both. 

DISGRACE 

 

Disgrace begins in Cape Town, South Africa with our narrator telling us that by this point in his 

life, 52-year-old Professor David Lurie has "solved the problem of sex rather well" (1.1). We 

learn that he gets his jollies out by visiting a prostitute named Soraya once a week, and that while 

he fulfills his desires with her, the sex is missing that "wow" factor. In fact, David doesn't feel 

much passion for anything in his life, from his love life, to his career, to his hobbies – until 

Melanie steps in, that is. David begins a slightly stalker-ish affair with Melanie, a student in his 

Romantics course, who awakens a passionate side of David that he didn't know existed. 

 

 

Things start to feel a little bit off with her almost immediately, though, and we start to get the 

vibe that their affair is pretty one-sided. It comes to an end when David finds out that Melanie has 

filed a complaint against David with the University. 

After an investigation, David loses his job, his status, and, as the title implies, his dignity. 

 

Realizing that there's nothing for him in Cape Town, David opts for a change of scenery. He 

heads east across the country to the rural town of Salem in the Eastern Cape, where his daughter 

Lucy lives alone on a smallholding (a small farm that usually supports just one family – this 

word pops up a lot in the book), growing vegetables to sell at the Saturday market and running a 

kennel for dogs. David begins a new life there, helping Lucy at the market, assisting Lucy's 

neighbor Petrus with odd jobs and taking care of the dogs, and volunteering at the Animal 

Welfare Clinic with Bev Shaw. He also spends time poring over his newest academic project, an 

opera based on the love affair between the British poet Lord Byron and his mistress Teresa 

Guiccioli. 

 

Things seem to be going just fine for a while, despite David's apparent distaste for the life that 
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Lucy has chosen for herself. Lucy realizes that David would have expected a daughter of his to 

choose a more prestigious life path rather than, you know, digging around in the dirt all day by 

choice (rather than by necessity) and hanging out with unrefined, uneducated folks. Still, life in 

the country goes on without a hitch, and David seems able to adjust to it. 

Then one day everything changes. David and Lucy are out and about taking a couple of the dogs 

for a walk when they run into three strangers – two men and a boy – on the road. Both David and 

Lucy feel a little sketched out by the encounter but shrug it off and keep walking. When they get 

home, they find that all of the dogs in the kennel are barking like crazy. The boy has apparently 

been taunting them from outside the pen while the two men (whom the narrator calls the tall man 

and the second man) just seem to be waiting for David and Lucy. The boy tells Lucy that they 

need to use the phone because the sister of one of the men is having an "accident" – that is to say, 

a baby. 

 

 

Lucy tells David to stay outside while she takes the tall man indoors to use the phone. Big 

mistake. The second man runs in to the house behind them and locks David out. In a total 

panic, David lets go of the bulldog's leash and commands the dog to go after the boy. Then he 

kicks down the kitchen door. Apparently untrained in the going-after-bad-guys arts, David falls 

victim to the intruders almost immediately; he feels someone whack him over the head. He 

falls down, barely conscious, and feels himself being dragged across the floor. 

When he comes to, he's locked in the bathroom and wondering what's going on with Lucy. The 

second man comes in to get the car keys from David and then locks him back in. Meanwhile, he 

looks out and sees the tall man with a rifle. The tall man starts shooting the dogs one by one, 

splattering brains and guts all over the place. And if that isn't bad enough, the second man and the 

boy come back in the bathroom, douse David with alcohol, and set him on fire (luckily just his hair 

catches ablaze and he extinguishes himself in the toilet). They leave, stealing David's car. David 

and Lucy are left to deal with everything that just happened. During this whole nightmare, Petrus is 

nowhere to be found. 

 

Over the coming days and weeks, Lucy falls apart both physically and emotionally, and it's pretty 

clear that the men raped her. Still, she doesn't want to pursue the crime as a rape – she is only 
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willing to report it as a robbery and assault (on David; not on herself). The relationship between 

David and Lucy grows increasingly strained, and David turns to Bev for advice over and over 

again. 

 

Petrus comes back and throws a party at his place. David and Lucy attend, and things seem to 

be going all right until Lucy tells David that the boy is at the party and they have to leave. 

David gets all worked up and goes to confront the boy. 

Petrus gets in the middle of their fight, and it becomes pretty obvious that Petrus and the boy 

know each other pretty well. David says he'll go to the police. Lucy gets upset because she 

doesn't want David to ruin everything for Petrus, who is just starting to make his way in the 

world. Instead of making things better, David just ends up making things worse between himself 

and Lucy.  

 

David tries to spend time outside of the house to give Lucy some breathing room. He spends 

more and more time with Bev in the clinic, helping her to put unwanted animals to sleep and 

taking whatever advice he can get from her. Somehow, in the romantic light of the clinic's 

surgery room, Bev takes a shine to David and they end up having sex on the floor. 

 

Soon after, David gets a call that his car has been found and that arrests have been made in his 

case. He's pretty psyched – until he finds out it was all a mistake. This experience brings a lot of 

repressed emotions to the surface, driving Lucy and David's relationship to a breaking point. He 

realizes he has to leave. 

 

On his way back to Cape Town, David goes to visit Melanie's dad to explain his side of the story. 

Melanie's dad invites him over for dinner with the whole family. It's awkward. David apologizes 

for what he put everyone through. 

 

David arrives back in Cape Town and finds that his home has been robbed. He tries to start over, 

but realizes that what he wants to do is to come crawling back to Lucy. A phone conversation with 

Bev gives him the excuse to do just that: she tells him that there have been "developments" and that 

he should talk to Lucy. 
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David goes back to the Eastern Cape only to find out that Lucy is pregnant, and that it's likely 

that the boy is the father. Also, she's decided to keep the baby, which throws David for a loop. 

The next time he sees the boy (whose name, we find out, is Pollux), David gives him a good 

smack in the face. 

 

 

As the novel ends, David is back in the clinic with Bev, once again putting animals to sleep. He 

picks out his favorite dog from the clinic's shelter and gives it to Bev, saying that he is "giving 

him up." 

Themes 

Animal Treatment 

One of David Lurie's greatest transformations in the novel concerns his attitude towards animals. 

Initially, when he meets Bev Shaw, the owner of the animal shelter, he is repelled; she is not 

attractive and smells of the animals she works with all day. Reluctantly, he agrees to volunteer at 

the shelter as his daughter suggests. His experience assisting with the treatment and etherisation 

of animals changes his perspective. At one time convinced animals have no souls, Lurie is 

disturbed when two sheep he has become acquainted with are slaughtered for Petrus' party. By 

the end of the book, Lurie discovers his purpose in life is not to write a famous opera on Byron 

or even to be a animal rights advocate. He finds his purpose in the humble task of disposing of 

the dogs' bodies with dignity. 

 

Fathers and Daughters 

David Lurie and Lucy Lurie have a unique father-daughter relationship from the novel's 

beginning. Even though Lucy was raised in a home of two academics, she has chosen the life of 

a farmer. Her livelihood comes from the sale of flowers and vegetables and the housing of dogs 

on her farmland. As a white lesbian woman, she lives by herself in Salem, South Africa. Lurie on 

the other hand lives in Cape Town. His livelihood comes not from the work of his hands but 

from the generation of ideas. He has written three books and currently hopes to compose a opera 

about Byron. The two could not be more different, yet they both find themselves caught in 

devastation that forever changes their lives. Disgrace unites them. Lurie has been fired from his 
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position as professor because of sexual misconduct with a student. Lucy has been raped by three 

Africans and must bear the shame and humilation the crime carries with it in her community. 

Race 

Disgrace is set in post-apartheid South Africa. Even though apartheid has legally ended, its 

legacy still haunts the country. Robbery and vandalism frequent the countryside. Rape is a 

common occurrence. The outrage from a history of oppression and violence cannot be 

suppressed. J.M. Coetzee brings racial tensions to the forefront of the novel when David Lurie 

arrives in Salem. His daughter, Lucy, is one of the few white farmers remaining in the region. In 

the back of her property lives an African named Petrus who helps around the farm tending to the 

garden and helping with the farm. He is in a subservient position. The racial dynamics become 

more strained when Petrus is implicated in indirectly facilitating a robbery on her land. He 

disappears when three men attack and comes back with building supplies to renovate his new 

house. The division becomes clear when Lurie confronts Petrus. The end of the novel however 

does not allow for such a clear distinction when Lucy becomes pregnant with one of the robbers' 

children and thus becomes a part of Petrus' family, though unwillingly. 

Rape 

Lucy is raped by three men as they rob her house. The rape is a violent, hate-filled act. Although 

they are strangers, it is described as "personal." Lucy makes the critical decision not to report the 

rape because to her it is a private matter. She also realizes that in the context of modern South 

Africa, no true justice will be served. The rape forever changes her relationship with her father. 

There is now a clear division between men and women. Her father becomes one of them. Her 

father must stand on the outside as he watches his daughter go through the aftermath of fear and 

depression, unable to offer any comfort or solace. 

Justice 

As an ideal, justice is the standard by which one measures guilt and innocence. However in this 

novel, J.M. Coetzee explores the moral foundation on which justice depends. The university's 

investigation into the sexual harassment charges filed against Lurie is modeled after the criminal 

justice system. Throughout the hearing, guilt and confession are inextricably linked. Justice 

becomes a public act that is driven by guilt and shame. Lucy too finds herself struggling within 

the justice system. She decides not to report her rape in order to protect her privacy. However 

even with the charges of theft and robbery reported, justice is never served. The criminals are 
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never prosecuted. 

Geriatric Sexuality 

At fifty-two, David Lurie is a sexually active man. He has been married twice and currently 

sleeps with a prostitute to fulfill his needs. The problem comes when Lurie crosses both 

departmental and generational boundaries and sleeps with his student. As a professor, it is 

against the University's code of conduct to sleep with a student. When Lurie crosses this 

boundary, he places the student in a difficult situation. Although she complies, his position of 

power gives Lurie an unfair advantage. The young student drops out of school and eventually 

files charges. Lurie is fired and publicly censured for his action when the student's boyfriend 

commands him to "stick to your own kind." 
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SO LONG A LETTER 

 

With this work of fiction, Senegalese writer Mariama Bâ explores the inequalities between men 

and women in Senegal, Islam, and African society. Bâ creates a premise of a fictional letter from 

Ramatoulaye, a schoolteacher in Senegal, to her good friend Aissatou, now in America. 

Ramatoulaye, a recent widow, is sequestered in mourning for four months and 10 ten days, as is 

the custom when a woman’s husband dies. During this time, she reminisces about hers and 

Aissatou’s lives as students, then later adapting to their roles as wives. She pensively examines 

the disintegration of both their marriages using introspection and striving to look backward with 

equanimity. 

Ramatoulaye and Aissatou grew into adulthood at a time when women’s liberation was gaining 

momentum across the globe. It was also a time of newly-acquired independence in Senegal and 

the struggle to find a fresh societal model in a modern world. Ramatoulaye observed: “It was the 

privilege of our generation to be the link between two periods in our history, one of domination, 

the other of independence.” 

The two friends became teachers, contributing to the new landscape of education for girls and 

boys, rich and poor alike. They were cutting edge feminists and the men they married were 

modern in their views. Mawdo Bâ, suitor to Aissatou and a caring doctor, married Aissatou, a 

goldsmith’s daughter, despite Mawdo’s noble heritage. Ramatoulaye did not renounce her 

religion or customs and she still practiced many cultural traditions, yet she moved forward as a 

working mother and wife. Her husband Modou Fall wanted to help shape the country’s future, 

and his work as a lawyer representing trade unions had an impact on governmental decisions. 
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Trouble befell the marriages that were consummated over twenty years earlier. First, Aissatou’s 

husband wed a second wife but hoped to continue to live primarily with his first wife. Aissatou 

would not settle for this and divorced him. Three years later, when Modou Fall took a second 

wife, he abandoned Ramatoulaye and her twelve children. Ramatoulaye decided to stay legally 

married, though Modou never set foot in their house again. 

Five years after Modou’s betrayal, he had a heart attack and his friend Mawdo was unable to 

revive him. The mourning and burial of Modou was carried out according to tradition, and 

Ramatoulaye and her co-wife mourned together in one house as people visited to pay their 

respects. Ramatoulaye was then house-bound for the rest of her mourning period. It was during 

this time she found a way to make peace with the past and to embrace the future. 

So Long a Letter recounts two different paths taken by Senegalese women whose choices are 

extremely limited. The novel discusses the stories of lifelong friends Ramatoulaye (who is 

writing the letter) and Aissatou and the ways that their relationships with men are both similar 

and different. 

Ramatoulaye ends up marrying Moudou Fall, who eventually becomes enamoured with their 

daughter's young friend Binetou. Moudou takes Binetou as his second wife, and Ramatoulaye is 

forced to choose divorce or living as a co-wife. Ramatoulaye decides to stay with Moudou, and 

she explains in her letter how she finds a way of surviving, working, and raising her children in 

this difficult situation. 

Aissatou, on the other hand, marries Mawdo. Mawdo eventually gives in to pressure from his 

family to take a second wife. Contrasting with Ramatoulaye's decision, Aissatou divorces her 

husband, refusing to take part in this oppressive patriarchal tradition of co-wives. 

Binetou, Moudou's second wife, also has a interesting and important story in this book. We learn 

that Binetou comes from an extremely poor family, and that, because her family needs the 

financial support, she also has little choice in marrying Moudou. 

The novel ends with Ramatoulaye reflecting on modernity and the changing world. She reflects 

on how her children's paths are even more complicated, and perhaps even more hopeful, than 

hers and Aissatou's. Ultimately, So Long a Letter is about women living in a world transitioning 

between old religious cultures and the new cultures of globalization and feminism. So Long A 

Letter, a work of fiction by Mariama Ba, is set in Dakar, Senegal, where the main character 
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Ramatoulaye writes a letter to her friend, Aissatou, who lives in America. Although 

Ramatoulaye is a school teacher in Senegal, she is homebound for four months and ten days after 

her husband dies, as is the custom in her country. 

Through the letter the main character conveys her concerns about the inequalities between men 

and women in their society. The two women grew up in an era when women were attempting to 

gain their equality in society in a newly global setting. She reminisces about how the women 

were influenced by this upbringing as she remained in Senegal, which was gaining its own 

independence, and how her friend left for America. This one letter encompasses the many trials 

and tribulations that the women experienced through marriage, betrayal, and the deaths of 

spouses. Ultimately, the letter addresses the inequalities that face women in African, Islam, and 

Senegalese societies. 

Themes 

Marriage 

One of the major themes in the novel is marriage. Because the novel is set in an Islamic country, 

marriage is seen as being something every woman must do in her life. The main character of the 

novel gets married as well but the union is not a happy one as she is later replaced by a much 

younger wife. Thus, Ramatoulaye finds herself in the situation of having to learn how to take 

care of herself and of her children without the help or presence of a man in her life. For her, 

marriage does not mean protection; rather, it is a painful experience she has to go through in 

order to survive. But the failed marriages in this novel are not necessarily perceived as being a 

negative thing; they are also a way through which a person can grow and better themselves. 

Religious tradition 

Another theme analyzed in the novel is the idea of Islamic tradition and how it affects a person’s 

life. While Ramatoulaye is a progressive woman in the sense that she wants freedom and wants 

to be independent, she still submits to the Islamic laws she is exposed to. Even though her 

husband took a second wife, Ramatoulaye still feels like it is her duty to take care of his funeral 

and of everything that has to do with her late husband’s life. This proves that Islam influenced 

her life greatly and while she prides herself on being a feminist, she still remains governed by the 

laws she was taught to respect all her life. 
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Motherhood 

Another theme in the novel is the idea of motherhood. In Islam, women are expected to remain 

pregnant and have as many children as possible. Ramatoulaye, for example, had 12 children with 

her husband. In her opinion, this should have been enough to make her husband stay by her side, 

but this proved to be wrong. Despite this, Ramatoulaye still loved her children and did 

everything she could to make sure that they are well raised and that they have everything they 

need. For Ramatoulaye, the relationship she had with her children was more important than 

anything else and she was willing to do everything in her power to keep them safe and to make 

them happy. 

Romantic Love vs. Friendship 

Throughout the novel, Ramatoulaye must navigate the love she has for her husband and the love 

she has for her best friend. Despite the fact that traditionally, both of them should be happily 

married, both Ramatoulaye and Aissatou find that marriage does not fulfill all of their needs, and 

that romantic love often proves to be insufficient for living a full life. Over the course of their 

lives, they learn that their permanent friendship is stronger than their temporary marriages. At the 

end of the novel, Ramatoulaye is ready to explore happiness through the friendships she's built 

with others, choosing not to find her fulfillment through a man or a romantic relationship—a 

significant rebellion. 

Education 

Education is at the center of most of the character's lives in this novel. Modou and Ramatoulaye 

meet while in school, as do Aissatou and Ramatoulaye. Ramatoulaye and Aissatou are both 

teachers and are determined to give their children excellent educations as well. In the text, as 

well as in mid-20th century Senegal more generally, education is one of the most reliable ways 

to access social mobility. More than that, education is a way for women to move forward in 

society and for people who are not considered as "high class" as others, like Aissatou, to gain 

more sociopolitical power. Finally, education represents a potential for enlightenment, not just 

for individuals, but for the entire country. 

Independence 

Multiple parties in the novel deal with fighting for and managing independence. On a national 
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level, So Long a Letter is set in the context of a Senegal which had recently declared 

independence from France. As Ramatoulaye acknowledges, her generation is a bridge between 

colonial Senegal and independent Senegal, and all of the political moves mentioned in the novel 

concern how Senegal must learn how to exist as an independent nation when it is a country 

constructed through colonial rule. At the same time, characters like Ramatoulaye and Aissatou 

struggle to find their own personal independence in these tense political and personal contexts, 

where there is an enormous amount of potential for them, but they are also extremely limited by 

tradition and their circumstances. But moments like Aissatou deciding to leave Modou, 

Ramatoulaye deciding to live without a husband, and the situation with the car show how they 

manage to find their independence despite the odds. 

Women's Rights 

Touching on several other themes, the question of rights of women in Senegal and greater West 

Africa dominate this novel. All of the main characters are supposedly in support of women's 

advancement on a political level, but often, their personal circumstances challenge this advocacy. 

For Modou and Mawdo, their choices concerning polygamous marriage undermine the power 

that their wives have, despite their political views, as does Daouda's willingness to marry 

Ramatoulaye but not to be just her friend. Even Ramatoulaye must struggle with balancing her 

attachment to women's advancement and her dedication to tradition, such as deciding whether or 

not to disown Aissatou and how to talk to her daughters about sex. 

 

DEAR LIFE – ALICE MUNRO 

 

In story after story in this brilliant new collection, Alice Munro pinpoints the moment a person is 

forever altered by a chance encounter, an action not taken, or a simple twist of fate. Her 

characters are flawed and fully human: a soldier returning from war and avoiding his fiancée, a 

wealthy woman deciding whether to confront a blackmailer, an adulterous mother and her 

neglected children, a guilt-ridden father, a young teacher jilted by her employer. 

 

 

Illumined by Munro’s unflinching insight, these lives draw us in with their quiet depth and 
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surprise us with unexpected turns. And while most are set in her signature territory around Lake 

Huron, some strike even closer to home: an astonishing suite of four autobiographical tales offers 

an unprecedented glimpse into Munro’s own childhood. Exalted by her clarity of vision and her 

unparalleled gift for storytelling, Dear Life shows how strange, perilous, and extraordinary 

ordinary life can be. 

Suffused with Munro's clarity of vision and her unparalleled gift for storytelling, these tales 

about departures and beginnings, accidents and dangers, and outgoings and homecomings both 

imagined and real, paint a radiant, indelible portrait of how strange, perilous, and extraordinary 

ordinary life can be. 

Alice Munro's peerless ability to give us the essence of a life in often brief but always spacious 

and timeless stories is once again everywhere apparent in this brilliant new collection. In story 

after story, she illumines the moment a life is forever altered by a chance encounter or an action 

not taken, or by a simple twist of fate that turns a person out of his or her accustomed path and 

into a new way of being or thinking. A poet, finding herself in alien territory at her first literary 

party, is rescued by a seasoned newspaper columnist, and is soon hurtling across the continent, 

young child in tow, toward a hoped-for but completely unplanned meeting. A young soldier, 

returning to his fiancée from the Second World War, steps off the train before his stop and onto 

the farm of another woman, beginning a life on the move. A wealthy young woman having an 

affair with the married lawyer hired by her father to handle his estate comes up with a surprising 

way to deal with the blackmailer who finds them out. 

 

 

 

While most of these stories take place in Munro's home territory - the small Canadian towns 

around Lake Huron - the characters sometimes venture to the cities, and the book ends with four 

pieces set in the area where she grew up, and in the time of her own childhood: stories 

"autobiographical in feeling, though not, sometimes, entirely so in fact." A girl who can't sleep 

imagines night after wakeful night that she kills her beloved younger sister. A mother snatches 

up her child and runs for dear life when a crazy woman comes into her yard. 
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THREE DAY ROAD 

 

Three Day Road is a story of two Friends, Xavier Bird and Elijah Weesegeechak. They are both 

Cree aboriginals from northern Ontario and are two very skilled hunters. Xavier was raised by 

his aunt Niska, who taught him how to survive out in the bush. Elijah spent his early years in a 

school run by nuns where he was meant to be assimilated into white Canadian society. Xavier 

and Niska freed Elijah from the school and the two boys quickly become best friends. 

 

As the friends become older they quenched their thirst for adventure by joining the Canadian 

army and fighting in WW1. This is where the friend’s similarities end. Xavier is a quiet and 

reserved person who believes strongly in maintaining his Cree identity and strongly dislikes the 

war. Elijah is an outgoing, talkative person who quickly adapts to the white Canadian lifestyle; 

he begins to enjoy war and lose his identity. Xavier and Elijah, who start off as friends become 

emotionally separated due to their different upbringings and personality types. 

 

The story is told from the perspectives of Xavier and Niska. The story begins with Niska 

traveling to the train station to pick up Elijah after the war because of a letter she received. To 

her surprise she sees Xavier hobble out of the train with crutches and a missing leg. Niska 

paddles Xavier back to their home on her canoe. During the three day trip back Xavier uses 

morphine to escape the physical pain of his missing leg but cannot escape the horrors of war. As 

Xavier drifts off into sleep he recounts the story of his time during the war. 

 

During the war, Xavier and Elijah were quickly noticed for their skill as hunters and are trained 

to become  snipers  by Corporal  Thompson.   The  two  friends  are  selected  to  participate in  a 

sniping competition. The reader learns that Xavier is a more skilled sniper than Elijah but Elijah 

usually gets all of the credit. Afterwards, Xavier and Elijah are tasked with avenging the death  of 

Sean Patrick, a fellow sniper who was a close friend of Xavier. Elijah misses his shot at the enemy 

sniper but Xavier saves both of them by making his shot. Again, all the credit is given to Elijah and 

Xavier begins to realize what is going on. Elijah becomes so corrupted by war he  feels the need to 

prove his killing abilities to those around him. He starts collecting scalps from the enemies he kills 
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as proof of his bravery and honor. Near the end of the story, Xavier  becomes slightly deaf and this 

further separates himself from Elijah and the others. Xavier soon realizes that Elijah is not the same 

person he once was, he is now damaged beyond repair. 

 

In the novel Three Day Road, Elijah Weesageechak and his best friend Xavier Bird, two Cree 

aboriginals, fight as a sniper team in WW1. Elijah becomes corrupted by the war which leads to 

his ultimate demise. The war transforms Elijah into an emotionless killing machine. His 

transformation was due to the loss of his identity, his quest for fame through war, and the use of 

morphine to escape reality. 

 

In the beginning, when Elijah joined the army he quickly wanted to fit in with the other 

soldiers. Since he was raised in a residential school and had a natural talent for language, he 

quickly mastered English. Elijah then chose to use a British accent when among the other 

soldiers. “Dear Henry,” Elijah says using their code, “would you be a kind chap and make me a 

cup of tea?” (144). Elijah decided not to speak Cree when around his peers. Instead, he dropped 

his Cree accent and adopted a British one, to better blend in among the other soldiers. This was 

Elijah’s first step in losing his identity. After Elijah became familiar with the other soldiers, he 

was chosen to be part of a raid by Corporal Thompson. During the raid, Elijah and Xavier threw 

mills bombs into a German trench, killing the people inside. When Elijah returned to the 

Canadian trench, he was asked by Corporal Thompson if he enjoyed the last mission. Elijah 

furthered himself from Xavier with the reply “It’s in my blood” (75). Elijah has gone against the 

traditional Cree ways he was taught by Xavier and Niska. Instead, he has chosen to embrace war 

and killing; but in the process it changed who he was. As a result, Elijah only cares about war 

and his reputation as a deadly sniper. 

 

 

For example, to further prove his greatest as a soldier, Elijah begins to collect scalps as 

trophies. “And what will collecting these trophies do for me?” Elijah Asks. “They will buy you 

honor among us” Francis says. “And we are honorable men” (204). Elijah feels as though he has 

to prove his killing abilities by amassing scalps. In  the process, Elijah begins to enjoy killing  
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and the fame he receives from it. Elijah feels he must use every opportunity he has in order to 

impress his fellow soldiers. When the Germans retreat from battle, Elijah picks a target far off in 

the distance and shoots him. The Canadian soldiers around him cheer and say they will never  

see anything like that again. Elijah arrogantly responds with: “Until the next time you are with 

me in a similar situation” (243). Elijah feeds off of the attention he is given and craves for more. 

He is unable to stop killing and has become addicted to the fame he is rewarded with. “I’d go 

mad in a hospital so far away from it all” (150). To Elijah, killing has become instinctual and 

without emotional attachment. “Three of them he whispers”  “I slit the throats of them so  

quickly that I surprised even myself” (230). Elijah’s killing movements have been perfected 

through the use of morphine to enhance his senses. 

For instance, Elijah uses the morphine on raids with Xavier, in order to get a sense of his 

surroundings. Xavier describes Elijah while using morphine: “But when the golden liquid is in 

his veins!” Even at night the world is bathed in a soft light…He can make himself float from his 

body at will and look down at the world below him” (212). Elijah natural talent for hunting 

combined with the morphine makes him twice as deadly. Without the morphine in his veins, 

Elijah becomes scared of the world which leads him to use it more frequently. As he abuses 

morphine, the real world becomes distorted. Without fear and pain, war is a game to Elijah. A 

game he enjoys and becomes good at. Through the use of morphine, Elijah lacks an anchor to 

reality and because of this, killing becomes mechanical. While Elijah and Xavier are on a  

sniping mission, they mistake a woman for an enemy and Elijah shoots her. Xavier angrily 

questions Elijah’s reaction, which killed the woman. Elijah defends himself by responding with 

“I am trained not to hesitate in situations of danger” (306). Elijah’s response is robotic and 

emotionless. Eventually, Elijah starts to kill Canadian soldiers who get in his way. Xavier 

realizes Elijah has been completely broken by the war and must be put down. Xavier is forced to 

kill his best friend; he was no longer the man he used to know. 

 

In conclusion, WW1 was too much for Elijah to handle; he became corrupted beyond repair. 

His transformation for the worse began with the loss of his identity, which led to his quest for 

fame through war, and finally the use of morphine to escape reality. In the end, Elijah turned  

into an emotionless killing machine that became a threat to those around him; which led to his 

ultimate demise. 
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Themes 

Oppression of First Nations People 

The oppression visited upon the indigenous First Nations people is a constant force throughout 

the novel, dictating the lives and experiences of all major Cree characters. 

The wemistikoshiw consistently exploit, betray, doubt, mock, ridicule, and distrust Cree. Niska’s 

father is arrested by white men who don’t take time to understand Cree culture or the underlying 

reasons for his murder of the cannibalistic woman. Later, after her romance with the French 

hunter, Niska is viciously betrayed and mocked by him. Ultimately she chooses to reject the 

hateful wemistikoshiw town, retreating into the bush. When she has to meet Xavier at the train 

station, she is frightened and confused by the relentless rush of the wemistikoshiw culture. For 

Elijah and Xavier, most of the soldiers around them in the war exhibit repeated racism. Officials 

doubt their ability, or dehumanize them to nothing but rifles firing at Germans. They must work 

twice as hard as white soldiers to gain recognition and reach higher rank. 

Storytelling and the Power of Words 

Storytelling appears throughout the novel as an almost compulsive way for characters to share 

their experiences, release their emotions, and heal. Niska uses storytelling to anchor Xavier to 

reality, believing that even as he lies unconscious, her words have an impact on his unsteady 

condition. Stories were central to Niska’s childhood as well: her father’s storytelling ability 

enthralled her. As they passed through hard times in the bush, Niska notes on page 33 that 

“sometimes his stories were all that we had to keep us alive.” Throughout the war, Elijah tells 

Xavier stories—of his past, of his recent exploits on the battlefield—even when Xavier makes it 

clear that he doesn’t want to hear them. Much of the tension in Niska and Elijah’s three-day 

canoe journey centers around Xavier’s inability to reveal a story: the explanation of what 

happened to Elijah. The ultimate revelation of this story brings Niska and her nephew closer 

together, symbolizing the profound influence that storytelling has on Xavier, Elijah, and Niska. 

The power of words is also exhibited through the language barrier that, at least at the beginning 

of the war, separates Xavier from his fellow soldiers, and contributes to Graves’ death. The 

miscommunication created by Joseph Netmaker’s letter demonstrates the effects that language 

can have even beyond the speaker's intentions. 

Jealousy 

https://www.gradesaver.com/three-day-road/study-guide/character-list#niska
https://www.gradesaver.com/three-day-road/study-guide/character-list#graves
https://www.gradesaver.com/three-day-road/study-guide/character-list#joseph-netmaker
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The theme of jealousy manifests itself in several different ways throughout the story. Xavier 

feels pangs of jealousy when he is overlooked in favor of Elijah—the more gregarious, likable, 

and talkative of the two friends. Xavier knows that he is a better marksman than his friend, and 

resents the fact that the officers and fellow soldiers award Elijah with praise and medals, while 

refusing to acknowledge Xavier’s own accomplishments. Additionally, it's implied that the white 

military officers doubt and mistrust Xavier and Elijah because they are jealous of the pair’s 

sniping ability. The French soldiers say that officers won’t verify the Ojibwe sniper Peggy’s kill 

count because of their jealous and racist refusal to acknowledge his superior skill; this makes 

Elijah decided to scalp his victims so that his battlefield murders cannot be denied. Peggy 

himself ultimately serves as an object of envy, since Elijah grows frustrated when he continually 

hears about snipers who are better than him—this jealousy pushes him even further into his 

determination to kill no matter the cost. 

Survival 

Survival is a central theme to both Niska and Xavier’s experiences. Growing up in the bush, 

Niska endured famine and watched members of the community turn to madness and cannibalism 

as the harsh conditions took their toll. The lessons in hunting and divining that Niska teaches 

Xavier in the bush are essential survival skills, geared at making sure Xavier can eke out a living 

from the unforgiving landscape. The theme of survival carries over from Canada to Europe, as 

Xavier and Elijah face repeated life-and-death situations on the battlefield. Xavier’s graphic 

descriptions of the dead bodies and bombed-out towns that he encounters are constant reminders 

of the difficulty of survival in such an unimaginably hostile arena. The death of almost every 

member of their original company also exemplifies the scale of the loss of human life that the 

war inevitably causes. Xavier reconciles the need to kill with his inherent disgust of war by 

seeing it as a question of survival: shot or be shot. In the end, Xavier’s final desperate act of 

violence against his best friend is also an act of survival. He and Niska understand that, in 

conditions of incredible adversity, one must “do what they have to do” in order to survive. 

Nature 

Themes of nature and natural landscape permeate the novel, both in the Canadian bush and the 

European battlefields. Xavier repeatedly shares detailed, almost obsessive observations of the 

war landscape—he notes each dugout and crater, since every twist and blip in the land could 

https://www.gradesaver.com/three-day-road/study-guide/character-list#the-french-soldiers
https://www.gradesaver.com/three-day-road/study-guide/character-list#peggy
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pose the difference between survival and injury or death. He also notes with sadness that the 

fields of Europe have been utterly destroyed by the apparatuses of war: the tanks and soldiers, 

trenches and bombs. Back in Canada, the landscape is important as well, since the Cree find their 

livelihood in the forest and the animals that inhabit their surroundings. Xavier and Elijah’s 

experience with the forest fire demonstrates the terrifying indifference and destructive capability 

of the natural landscape. 

Visions 

Visions are important to the novel as the harbingers of both love and battle, destruction and 

reunion. Elijah’s use of morphine causes him to have out-of-body experiences where he can 

envision the world around him as if he were floating above it. This phenomenon fuels his 

continued use of the drug, as he claims the ability to mentally soar above the battlefield gives 

him an advantage when the fighting begins. Niska has experienced visions since she was a child, 

bringing her glimpses of the future. As a child, the visions and the violent convulsions that 

accompanied them were terrifying to Niska. They also marked her as different from the other 

children her age; except for her sister, these children tended to avoid her. Niska catches glimpses 

of the war’s astounding intensity in her visions, helping her start to understand the ordeal that 

Xavier has gone through. Visions can also show a joyful future; Niska dreamed of Xavier before 

she met him, and the vision of raising Rabbit’s young child inspired her to rescue Xavier from 

the residential school. 

Friendship 

An important storyline in the novel follows Xavier and Elijah’s friendship—a caring, 

complicated, and ultimately destructive union. Like the plot of the book itself, their friendship is 

circular. Beginning with the establishment of their relationship as “great hunters and best 

friends,” the ending of their friendship—and Elijah’s life—is characterized by the same phrase. 

Xavier’s final act of murder cannot be disentangled from the care and love he feels toward his 

friend any more than it can be separated from his revulsion and desire to end a madness that has 

gone on for too long. Their relationship is marked by competitiveness, but also mutual respect 

and protection. Elijah translates for Xavier—both the English language and the often 

incomprehensible acts of the wemistikoshiw—while Xavier shows him the art of bush survival. 

At times one is dependent on the other; at times anger and barely contained tension saturate their 
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interactions. The nuances of their complex friendship influence the actions that each man takes 

throughout the novel. 

 

SUNSHINE SKETCHES OF A LITTLE 

TOWN 

 

 

Stephen Leacock's Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town (1912) is a sequence of short stories or 

vignettes about the people that populate a small town. 

In Sunshine Sketches the fictional "Little Town" is Mariposa on the shore of Lake Wissanotti. 

Leacock resisted efforts to tie Mariposa to his time in Orillia, Ontario noting: 

"Mariposa is not a real town. On the contrary, it is about seventy or eighty of them. You 

may find them all the way from Lake Superior to the sea, with the same square streets and 

the same maple trees and the same churches and hotels." 

The work is populated with timeless archetypes of small towns, treated carefully with affection 

and humour. Modern reader's will be reminded of Garrison Keillor's Lake Wobegon from Prairie 

Home Companion. The sinking of the steamboat Mariposa Belle -- featuring "one of the smartest 

pieces of rescue work ever seen on the lake" -- is one of the best-loved and most admired 

vignettes in Sunshine Sketches. 

 

The episodic plot of Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town is developed through a conversation 

between Leacock’s chatty narrator and another resident, or former resident, of Mariposa. The 

reader takes the part of the former resident, whose responses are minimal and are recorded only 

occasionally as the narrator repeats them. Mariposa is a sunlit town of five thousand, according 

to the Canadian census, or ten thousand, according to the natives, lying along a hillside next to 

little Lake Wissanotti. The narrator is extremely proud of the progressive nature of Mariposa, the 

showplace of Missinaba County. He purports to take every occurrence at face value, never 

challenging the way that the characters represent their actions or their motives. The discrepancy 

between the interpretations of the narrator and those of the reader account for much of the book’s 

humor. 
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Leacock presents a fine gallery of small-town characters. Josh Smith is a hotel keeper who 

possesses an imposing size and manner, as well as a shadowy past. Some of his business 

practices are sharp almost to the point of criminality. He is also the deus ex machina of the novel. 

When, during the Knights of Pythias’s Excursion Day  on  Lake  Wissanotti,  the Mariposa  

Belle sinks (in six feet of water), it is Mr. Smith who raises her. When the heavily mortgaged 

(and insured) sanctuary of the Church of England burns to the ground, it is Mr. Smith who saves 

the rest of Mariposa. 

Themes 

Life has the same value regardless of how many people live in a town. 

By heralding the small towns of Canada, Leacock shows a version of small town life that has 

charm and vibrance, even humor. He even argues that the center of the political debate of Canada 

was in his little fictional town. This is an argument against the dominant city assumption of small 

towns that small town life must be dull or unpleasant. 

People are interconnected. 

There's no getting around this aspect of the stories. Since they each use the same cast of small 

town archetypes, the stories are intertwined, showing how integral relationships are to life, and 

maybe even drawing attention to the fact that when a town is small enough for people to know 

everyone else, that a special kind of levity and communal feeling arises. 

People are dramatic. 

Look at Zena Pepperleigh, the romantic interest of a Mr. Peter Pupkin. By showing Pupkin's 

affections for Zena, Zena is made into a romantic character. Her primary character device? That 

she loves romance novels. 

This redoubling of typical small town roles occurs for many characters, and the effect is that the 

characters are charming role-players. But it seems that for many of them, having that sense of 

communal identity in place is actually meaningful in its own right. 

Small towns aren't a small part of the population. 

This is made explicit when Leacock states outright that Mariposa is not a real town, but rather, 

it's a typical Canadian town. He then notes that there are many, many communities like Mariposa 

in real life, drawing attention to the stories of what some might call "Flyover land." 

 


