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For	Azadeh	and	Fazlolah,	who	give	and	never	take	.	.	.



I	am	a	lucky	man.	I	carry	the	world	within	me.

—	V.	S.	Naipaul

Art	always	says	“And	yet”	to	life.

—	Georg	Lukács

—	Sadegh	Hedayat
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Note	from	the	Editor

The	 Islamic	 world	 is	 home	 to	 a	 vast	 body	 of	 literary	 production	 in	 multiple
languages	over	the	last	1,400	years.	To	be	sure,	long	before	the	advent	of	Islam,
multiple	sites	of	significant	 literary	and	cultural	productions	existed	from	India
to	Iran	to	the	Fertile	Crescent	to	North	Africa.	After	the	advent	of	Islam	in	mid-
seventh	century	CE,	the	Arabic,	Persian,	Urdu,	and	Turkish	cultures	in	particular
have	 produced	 some	 of	 the	 most	 glorious	 manifestations	 of	 world	 literature.
From	 prose	 to	 poetry,	 modern	 to	 medieval,	 elitist	 to	 popular,	 oral	 to	 literary,
these	 literatures	 are	 in	 great	 need	 of	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 renewed	 scholarly
investigation	and	lucid	presentation.
The	purpose	of	this	series	is	to	take	advantage	of	the	most	recent	advances	in

literary	 studies,	 textual	 hermeneutics,	 critical	 theory,	 feminism,	postcoloniality,
and	 comparative	 literature	 to	 bring	 a	 wider	 reception	 and	 appreciation	 to	 the
spectrum	of	 literatures	 and	cultures	of	 the	 Islamic	world.	Usually	 the	 study	of
these	literatures	and	cultures	is	divided	between	classical	and	modern	periods.	A
central	 objective	 of	 this	 series	 is	 to	 cross	 over	 this	 artificial	 and	 inapplicable
bifurcation	 and	abandon	 the	 anxiety	of	periodization	 altogether.	Much	of	what
we	understand	 today	 from	 this	 rich	 body	of	 literary	 and	 cultural	 production	 is
still	under	the	influence	of	old-fashioned	Orientalism	or	post–World	War	II	area
studies	 perspectives.	 Our	 hope	 is	 to	 bring	 together	 a	 body	 of	 scholarship	 that
connects	 the	vast	arena	of	 literary	and	cultural	production	 in	 the	Islamic	world
without	 the	 prejudices	 and	 drawbacks	 of	 outmoded	 perspectives.	 Toward	 this
goal,	 we	 are	 committed	 to	 pathbreaking	 strategies	 of	 reading	 that	 collectively
renew	 our	 awareness	 of	 the	 literary	 cosmopolitanism	 and	 cultural	 criticism	 in
which	these	works	of	creative	imagination	were	conceived	in	the	first	place.

—Hamid	Dabashi



Preface

This	world	is	not	always	clear.	It	is	seldom	clear.	If	it	were	clear,	Albert	Camus
asserts,	there	would	be	no	need	for	art.	The	absence	of	clarity	or	certitude	is	the
fulcrum	of	fiction.	Because	facts	have	parted	company	with	truths,	because	they
fail	 to	 satisfy,	 to	 explain,	 to	 reconcile,	 to	 inspire,	 or	 to	guide,	we	 are	 left	with
fictions.	To	write	fiction,	which	is	to	create	a	work	of	art,	is	not	a	luxury,	as	the
sometimes-deafening	clamor	of	 conventional	unwisdom	 insists.	 It	 is	 a	 survival
mechanism.	Even	more:	it	 is	an	evolutionary	mechanism.	Through	the	work	of
art	we	come	to	know	ourselves	best.	It	is	in	the	act	of	creation	that	we	glimpse
the	means	and	conditions	of	our	own.	The	creative	act	is	the	most	rudimentary.
That	is	why	Primo	Levi,	while	interned	at	Auschwitz	and	in	a	predicament	that
pierces	the	very	notion	of	the	“human,”	found	himself	not	just	in	need	of	food,
freedom,	 comfort,	 and	 relief	 from	 physical	 agony	 but	 also	 remembering
precisely	an	important	part	of	Dante’s	Divine	Comedy.	If	the	body	is	broken,	the
mind	probably	becomes	secondary.	But	for	Levi,	when	the	body	was	broken,	the
mind	was	 the	 only	 thing	 that	was	 left	 and	 it	 had	 to	 be	 gardened,	 it	 had	 to	 be
honed.	He	said	 that	he	would	give	up	his	daily	ration	of	soup	 if	he	could	only
remember	 certain	 lines	 from	 the	 canto	 of	 Ulysses.	 Privilege	 is	 the	 enemy	 of
imagination,	as	Chinua	Achebe	writes.	 Indeed,	conflict	 and	 irresoluteness	 is	 in
the	genetic	code	of	art.
It	 is	 no	 accident,	 coincidence,	 or	 irony	 that	 some	 of	 the	 most	 magnetizing

works	of	fiction	in	the	last	half-century,	as	Pascale	Casanova	has	observed,	have
been	produced	in	“minor”	places,	on	the	“perimeter,”	those	troubled	places	that
form	 the	 overwhelming	 majority	 of	 humanity	 but	 are	 referred	 to	 as	 the	 third
world,	 whatever	 that	 means.	 African	 authors	 were	 traditionally	 seen	 as	 being
part	of	this	“perimeter.”	This	is	changing,	but	not	fast	enough.	Their	writings	are
too	 important,	 too	 voluminous,	 too	 unsettling,	 and	 despite	 their	 increasingly
visibility,	 it	 is	still	 fairly	common	to	be	able	 to	complete	a	university	 literature
degree	without	encountering	fiction	from	the	continent	that	has	produced	at	least
five	 Nobel	 Laureates.	 African	 literatures	 cannot	 be	 treated	 as	 addenda	 to	 the
western	canon,	nor	can	they	be	read	as	if	they	were	in	perpetual	orbit	around	it.
They	 exist	 on	 their	 own	 terms,	which	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 they	 exist	 in	 hermetic



isolation.
Books	do	mean.	They	do	conjure.	They	arouse	the	most	passionate	ire.	They

are	 the	 reason	why	so	many	authors	worthy	of	 the	name	 live	and	die	 in	exile.
Books	 are	 social	 and	 political	 documents,	 and	 this	 is	 not	 a	 demerit.	However,
some	time	in	the	recent	life	of	modern	literary	studies,	some	intellectual	quarters
decided	 that	characterizing	a	work	of	art	 as	political	was	an	accusation,	 that	 it
was	a	charge,	that	it	was	invective.	Moreover,	to	read	a	novel	as	having	political
and	social	 reverberations	was	 to	necessarily	 impoverish	 it	as	a	work	of	art.	As
well,	the	critic	that	read	it	as	such	was,	almost	by	default,	branded	incapable	and
academically	 undernourished.	 Thankfully,	 this	 approach	 to	 literature	 is	 on	 its
back	foot.
The	 humanities	 in	 general	 are	 beleaguered	 and,	 as	 Gayatri	 Spivak	 has

observed,	 increasingly	have	 to	 justify	 their	existence	 in	ways	 that	 the	sciences,
because	of	their	material	utility,	do	not.	A	character	in	one	of	the	novels	I	discuss
in	this	study	asserts,	“All	this	humanities	stuff	is	shit.	All	we	have	is	African	Art,
African	 Literature,	 African	History,	 African	 Culture	 and	 all	 that	 shit.	 And	we
can’t	 even	 make	 a	 screwdriver	 or	 a	 tin	 of	 talcum	 powder	 for	 ourselves.	 It’s
technology	 we	 need.”	 Perhaps	 the	 character	 was	 indeed	 reading	 “shit.”	 In	 an
African	context,	as	elsewhere,	the	best	literature	is	the	literature	that	repurposes
itself,	that	shifts	the	ground	under	its	own	feet.	It	is	the	literature	that	questions
its	own	conditions	and	 the	web	of	categories	 in	which	 it	 is	caught,	 taught,	and
read.	It	 is	 the	 literature	 that	validates	anew	its	existence.	Literature	has	a	 lot	 to
say	about	theory,	and	literarily	informed	readings	of	theory	are	just	as	important,
if	not	more	important,	as	theoretically	informed	readings	of	literature.
I	do	believe	that	books	will	endure	in	an	age	in	which	many	have	feared	that

the	Internet	and	cyberspace	will	cast	a	 long	dark	shadow	over	the	printed	page
and	annihilate	the	publishing	industry.	I	think	it	is	largely	safe	to	say,	with	some
exceptions,	 that	 this	 has	 not	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 the	 case.	There	 are	more	 people
than	not	who	like	 the	feel	of	a	book	in	 their	hand,	 the	smell	of	new	pages,	 the
prospect	of	a	bent	spine,	of	creased	pages,	of	cryptic	notes	in	the	margins,	of	dog
ears—all	of	which	are	 the	 telltale	signs	of	ownership	and	of	having	 ingested	a
book	 into	 one’s	 soul.	 In	 the	 mid-twentieth	 century,	 some	 feared	 that	 the
introduction	of	the	home	television	set	would	spell	the	end	of	the	cinema.	They
were	wrong	about	that,	too.
Several	people	in	my	life	played	very	important	roles	while	I	was	writing	this

book,	 either	 directly	 or	 indirectly,	 and	who	 deserve	my	 expressed	 gratitude.	 I
would	like	to	thank	Dominic	Thomas	(UCLA)	for	the	seeds	and	the	scaffold,	and
Nicholas	Michael	Kramer	(Whitman	College),	who	reminds	me	of	the	value	of



honesty	 in	 all	 things	 academic,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 importance	 of	 getting	 back	 on
one’s	feet	after	disappointment.	I	thank	David	Punter	and	Andrew	Bennett	(both
of	 the	University	 of	Bristol)	 for	 acquainting	me,	 so	many	 years	 ago,	with	 the
authors	and	the	concepts	about	which	I	now	write.	I	thank	Yogita	Goyal	(UCLA)
for	motivating	me,	for	being	the	first	person	to	insist	that	I	see	myself	as	more
than	just	a	student	of	the	material	about	which	I	write.	I	would	like	to	thank	Carl
Fisher	(California	State	University,	Long	Beach)	for	opening	some	crucial	doors.
Without	his	help,	my	academic	career	may	have	been	on	a	very	different	track.	I
thank	Kathleen	Komar	 (UCLA)	 for	 her	 solid	 support	 throughout	my	 graduate
studies.	 I	warmly	 thank	Gil	Hochberg	 (UCLA)	 and	Eric	 Sundquist	 (UCLA).	 I
also	 thank	 Donald	 Wasson	 and	 Jeffrey	 Cooper	 of	 UCLA’s	 Academic
Advancement	 Program.	 They	 know	 why.	 I	 thank	 Ashlie	 K.	 Sponenberg	 for
spending	countless	hours	indexing	and	editing	this	work.	As	I	was	incorporating
her	corrections	and	suggestions,	 I	 realized	how	important	and	 taxing	 this	work
is.	I	thank	Joseph	Letter	for	his	wisdom	and	guidance	beyond	the	walls.	I	thank
Michael	Walter	Warren	 for	decades	of	 friendship	 and	 support	 through	absence
and	distance,	both	of	which	have	become	 too	common	 these	days	 for	many	of
us.	 I	 will	 never	 forget	 the	 freshmen	 I	 had	 the	 pleasure	 of	 teaching	 at	 Tulane
University	because	I	learned	about	writing	as	they	learned	about	writing.	I	also
thank	the	graduate	students	and	faculty	of	 the	English	department	at	Duquesne
University	for	their	warm	welcome.
There	are	three	people	who	are	always	on	the	inside	my	life.	I	thank	Veronica

González	Padilla	for	all	her	care,	nurturing,	partnership,	for	being	the	best	travel
companion	one	can	ever	have,	and	for	giving	me	pushes	over	the	years	it	took	to
write	 this	 book.	 I	 thank	 Salimeh	 and	 Shahram	 for	 their	 belief	 in	 the	 value	 of
what	I	do	and	their	steadfast	sisterly	and	brotherly	pride	and	support.
And	last,	but	certainly	not	least,	I	thank	the	city	of	New	Orleans	for	giving	me

a	home,	just	as	it	was	picking	up	the	pieces.
All	 English	 translations	 of	 the	 Qur’an	 in	 this	 monograph	 are	 from	 J.	 M.

Rodwell’s	translation	from	the	Arabic.



Introduction

This	study	 intercedes	 in	 the	ongoing	articulation	of	“African”	 literature	and	 its
criteria	by	exploring	the	fiction	of	three	authors	from	a	particular	cultural	sphere:
the	eastern	African	coast.	This	rearticulation	 is	not	about	nomenclature,	castes,
and	categories,	but	about	the	assumptions	and	paradigms	that	envelop	the	study
of	 African	 literature.	 There	 are	 convergences	 in	 the	 novels	 of	 Abdulrazak
Gurnah	 (b.	 1948,	 Zanzibar,	 Tanzania),	 Nuruddin	 Farah	 (b.	 1951,	 Baidoa,
Somalia),	 and	 Moyez	 Gulamhussein	 Vassanji	 (b.	 1950,	 Nairobi,	 Kenya)	 that
generate	very	peculiar	analytic	and	conceptual	challenges.	While	literatures	from
all	 regions	 of	 “the	 continent”	 renew	 definitional	 conversations	 about	 the
contours	of	African	literature,	the	literary	texts	at	the	heart	of	this	study	are	born
of	 experiential	 and	 historical	 factors	 that	 have	 no	 real	 analogue	 elsewhere	 in
Africa.	This	literature	does	not	just	offer	new	answers;	it	retools	the	questions.
First	and	foremost,	Farah	and	Gurnah	consistently	explore	Islam	as	a	central,

rather	than	an	incidental,	cultural	framework	in	their	novels.1	Vassanji’s	writing
is	 not	 explicitly	 concerned	with	 Islam,	 but	 the	 religion	 is	 a	 leitmotif	 in	 all	 his
fiction.	 Though	 the	 novels	 I	 discuss	 in	 this	 study	 are	 not	 spiritual	 documents,
they	 are	 immersed	 in,	 and	 engaged	 with,	 Islam	 as	 a	 social	 and	 symbolic
formation.	As	such,	they	challenge	the	secular	premise	that	has	governed	literary
studies	 until	 quite	 recently.	 They	 stage	 the	 conversations	 around	 an	 important
axiom—the	 novel	 form’s	 inherent	 secularity,	 an	 axiom	 that	 Georg	 Lukács
captured	 with	 his	 resonant	 statement,	 “The	 novel	 is	 the	 epic	 of	 the	 world
abandoned	by	God.”2	 Second,	 given	 that	 these	 three	 authors	write	 in	 English,
their	 narratives	 invoke	 a	 common	British	 colonial	 heritage.3	 Third,	 the	 eastern
African	coast	is	part	of	a	cultural	matrix	that	extends	beyond	the	landmass	of	the
African	 continent,	 with	 coordinates	 throughout	 the	 Arab	 world,	 Iran,	 the
Subcontinent,	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 Indian	Ocean	 basin.	These	 factors	 demand	 a
new	 critical	 lens	 through	 which	 to	 read	 these	 novels,	 one	 that	 pressures	 both
national	and	continental	imperatives,	as	well	as	vast	abstractions	under	the	aegis
of	“postcoloniality.”
I	 am	 not	 concerned	 by	 what	 the	 term	 postcoloniality	 means	 or	 by	 what	 it



should	 mean,	 nor	 am	 I	 invested	 in	 erecting	 temporal,	 geographic,	 or	 cultural
enclosures	 around	 what	 qualifies	 as	 postcolonial.	 I	 infer	 my	 loose	 definition,
instead,	 from	the	one	David	Punter	offers	 in	Modernity,	which	I	 find	 to	be	 the
most	economical.	“Postcoloniality”	in	a	literary	context	is	not	a	rupture	from	or	a
surmounting	of	coloniality.	Rather,	it	is	the	awareness	within	texts	that	they	exist
in	 relation	 to	 coloniality.4	 They	 exist	 in	 the	machine	 about	 and	 against	which
they	 write.	 I	 would	 also	 add	 that	 postcoloniality	 is	 the	 asymmetric	 nature	 of
knowledge	 and	 the	 sometimes-wounding	 acknowledgement	 that	 “we”	 (third
world	authors	and	scholars)	have	to	know	“them”	(the	west)	but	they	do	not	have
to	know	us,	a	cultural	and	 intellectual	paradox	pointed	out	very	succinctly	and
provocatively	by	Dipesh	Chakrabarty	in	Provincializing	Europe.5	I	only	partially
share	 the	anxiety	 that	hovers	around	postcolonial	studies,	which	 is	 the	nagging
sense,	 strongly	 articulated	 in	 some	 of	 Arif	 Dirlik’s	 writings,	 that	 postcolonial
scholarship	 is	 silent	 about,	 and	 hence	 complicit	 with,	 the	 ravages	 of	 global
capital.6	Other	 than	 a	 lack	of	 self-reflexivity	 in	 some	of	 its	 voices,	 there	 is	 no
evidence	 that	 postcolonial	 scholarship	 either	 categorically	 endorses	 or
apologizes	for	western	cultural	hegemony.	If	postcolonial	scholarship	is	the	craft
of	 a	 complicit,	western-educated	bourgeois	 intellectual	 from	 the	“third	world,”
then	the	same	can	be	said	about	the	novelists	about	whom	they	write.	While	this
notion	 is	 a	valuable	 cautionary	 iteration,	 it	 can	discredit	 the	 idea	 that	 studying
cultural	production	is	crucial	to	understanding	power	relations	and	to	reordering
knowledge	in	a	way	that	demystifies	these	relations.7

None	of	the	three	authors	that	compose	this	study	lives	in	his	native	country,	a
fact	 that	may	 raise	 questions	 and	 even	 suspicion	 from	 certain	 critical	 quarters
about	 the	 cultural	 and	 ideological	 positions	 from	 which	 they	 write.	 Farah,
Gurnah,	 and	Vassanji	 all	 live	 in	 exile—in	 South	Africa,	 England,	 and	Canada
respectively.	Technically	speaking,	there	is	no	such	thing	as	a	“native	country”	in
Africa	because	colonialism	and	nationhood	have	had	irreversible	consequences
for	 maps,	 culture,	 custom,	 and	 historical	 memory.	 All	 Africans,	 physically
displaced	or	not,	live	in	a	sort	of	exile.	I	do	not	mean	to	trivialize,	however,	the
actual	 removal	 of	 these	 writers	 from	 their	 homes	 and	 the	 consequences	 (and
privileges)	that	this	removal	has	had	for	their	perspectives,	especially	since	there
is	a	lot	of	writing	in	eastern	Africa	itself,	much	of	which	is	not	in	English.	But
the	 morass	 of	 limited	 resources,	 exorbitant	 publishing	 costs,	 and	 unfavorable
political	 conditions	 conspire	 to	 limit	 this	 writing	 and	 its	 exposure.8	 Little	 is
translated	 or	 circulated	 and	 it	 is	 not,	 as	 a	 consequence,	 read	 by	 a	 global
readership	in	the	same	way	that	the	novelists	at	the	center	of	this	study	can	be.
Farah,	Gurnah,	and	Vassanji’s	novels	therefore	bear	a	burden.	Rather	than	seeing



these	writers	as	cultural	apostates,	I	think	of	their	novels	as	maps	that	chart	and
record	a	world	in	which	“authenticity”	is	neither	possible	nor	desirable.
Nuruddin	Farah’s	corpus	has	received	a	fair	amount	of	attention	in	the	North

American	academy	and	in	the	academy	in	general.	His	Blood	in	the	Sun	(which
includes	Maps,	what	many	 argue	 to	 be	 his	masterpiece)	 and	Variations	 on	 the
Theme	of	an	African	Dictatorship	trilogies	occupy	a	solid	place	on	postcolonial
literature	syllabi.	Having	said	this,	only	a	miniscule	amount	of	 this	scholarship
has	 focused	 on	 the	 nature	 and	 role	 of	 Islam	 in	 his	 narratives.	M.	G.	 Vassanji
wears	many	hats,	each	as	comfortable	as	the	next.	He	is	a	Canadian	writer	like
Alastair	 Macleod	 and	 Margaret	 Atwood,	 a	 writer	 of	 the	 Indian	 diaspora
alongside	Amitav	Ghosh	and	Anita	Desai;	he	is	an	African	author	alongside	the
late	Ferdinand	Oyono	and	Bessie	Head,	a	postcolonial	writer	alongside	Edward
Kamau	Brathwaite	and	Hélène	Cixous.	Abdulrazak	Gurnah,	on	 the	other	hand,
occupies	an	odd	place	in	the	world	of	letters	because	he	is	also	a	literary	scholar
and	 teacher.	 Besides	 his	 novels,	 Gurnah	 has	 edited	 collections	 on	 African
literature	and,	most	recently,	The	Cambridge	Companion	to	Salman	Rushdie.	He
is	 also	 a	 professor	 in	 the	 English	 department	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Kent,	 at
Canterbury.	Though	his	literary	output	is	a	staple	of	university	syllabi	in	England
and	elsewhere	in	the	“commonwealth,”	it	suffers	from	a	curious	lack	of	exposure
in	 the	 literary	establishment	 in	North	America.	Amin	Malak	has	addressed	 the
meager	critical	 attention	 that	Gurnah	has	 received:	“Gurnah	 is	one	of	 the	 least
recognized	 ‘postcolonial’	 novelists.	 Even	 after	 the	 shortlisting	 of	Paradise	 for
the	 1994	Booker	 Prize,	 the	 critical	 oversight	 persisted,	 a	 curious	 phenomenon
indeed	 that	 tells	more	 about	 the	 temperament	 and	 politics	 of	 scholarship	 than
about	 the	works	 that	 deserve	 highlighting.”9	 Gurnah’s	 comparative	 invisibility
might	 have	 to	 do	 in	 part	with	 the	 imposing	 stature	 of	 another	 eastern	African
writer,	 Ngugi	 wa	 Thiong’o,	 whose	 novels	 have	 come	 to	 exert	 a	 tremendous
influence	on	the	way	eastern	Africa	is	imagined	around	the	world.
Angela	Smith	makes	a	curious	statement	at	the	end	of	her	introduction	to	East

African	Writing	in	English:	“Ngugi	has	done	more	 than	any	other	East	African
writer	 to	 define	 an	 eastern	 African	 identity	 in	 his	 work.”10	 She	 is	 right	 to
appreciate	 Ngugi’s	 importance	 and	 centrality	 to	 East	 African	 and,	 indeed,
African	writing	as	a	whole,	but	her	statement	seems	to	valorize	a	reductive	and
qualified	 “East	 Africa.”	 “East	 African	 identity”	 is	 a	 murky	 category	 and	 any
effort	 to	 consolidate	 it	 runs	 the	 risk	 of	 collapsing	 under	 the	weight	 of	 its	 own
impossibility.	Smith,	however,	anticipates	her	critique	in	the	very	way	she	words
her	 statement.	 She	writes	 that	 Ngugi	 has	 done	more	 than	 any	 other	 author	 to
define	an,	 and	 not	 the,	 East	 African	 experience.	 The	 former,	 an	 East	 African



experience,	 is	 the	 particular,	 as	 opposed	 to	 the	 East	 African	 experience,	 a
totalizing	 gesture	 that	 precludes	 difference	 and	 variety.	 In	 fact,	 the	 very
designation	“East	Africa”	itself	has	a	specific	connotation	that	I	will	set	aside	in
favor	of	“eastern	Africa”	 (hence	 the	 title	of	 this	project)	or,	when	appropriate,
the	proper	names	of	places.11	While	articulating	predicaments	that	are	common
to	 a	 lot	 of	Africa,	Ngugi	 also	writes	 from	a	 culturally	 and	historically	 distinct
space.	On	one	hand,	he	affirms	the	collective	purpose	and	character	of	African
art.	For	example,	he	writes,	“The	literature	produced	by	African	writers	over	the
last	 fifty	 years	 or	 so	 is	 the	 nearest	 thing	 we	 have	 to	 a	 Pan-African	 property.
Whenever	an	Ama	Aita	Aidoo,	Wole	Soyinka	or	a	Sembène	Ousmane	visits	any
part	of	the	black	world,	they	are	immediately	embraced	as	‘our	writer.’”12	On	the
other	hand,	he	foregrounds	Kenyan	(and	more	specifically	Kikuyu)	peoples	and
their	realities	before,	during,	and	after	colonization	in	his	fiction.	Ngugi	proceeds
from	 the	 ethnic	 to	 the	 continental	 by	way	 of	 the	 national,	which	was	 also	 his
model	for	restructuring	African	literature	curricula	in	the	early	days	of	Kenya’s
independence.	I	will	discuss	this	in	some	detail	in	the	third	chapter.
Smith’s	 praise	 for	 Ngugi’s	 fiction	 raises	 the	 question	 of	 whether	 there	 can

indeed	 be	 an	 ambassadorial	 literary	 corpus	 that	 “represents”	 eastern	 African
experience.	It	is	not	my	intention	to	make	a	case	against	Ngugi’s	importance	to
eastern	 African	 fiction,	 though	 there	 are	 perils	 in	 the	 superlatives	 with	 which
critics	 describe	 his	 place	 in	 African	 letters.	 Nor	 is	 it	 my	 intention	 to	 present
Farah,	 Gurnah,	 and	 Vassanji’s	 work	 as	 correctives	 to,	 or	 replacements	 for,
Ngugi’s.	The	main	objective	of	this	project	is	to	redress	the	relative	absence	of
critical	 discussion	 of	 Islam	 in	 eastern	 African	 Anglophone	 fiction,	 which
necessitates	an	examination	of	a	different	group	of	authors.	Like	Ngugi’s	novels,
Farah,	 Gurnah,	 and	 Vassanji’s	 novels	 speak	 to	 the	 broader	 experiences	 of
(post)coloniality,	 like	 nationhood,	 disillusion,	 and	 exile.	 But	 they	 are	 also
rigorously	 rooted	 in	 the	culture	 from	which	 they	speak.	Often,	critics	overlook
the	cultural	forces	that	act	on	African	novels	and	focus	on	the	engagement	with
the	dilemmas	and	challenges	that	nationhood	presents.
A	case	in	point	is	Tirop	Simatei,	who	asserts	that	“Even	novels	such	as	those

of	Ngugi	and	Nuruddin	Farah	that	specify	their	settings	by	naming	actual	states,
still	 point	 to	 the	 undesirability	 of	 the	 nation-state	 and	 the	 artificiality	 of	 the
process	of	national	 formation	 taking	place	 in	 those	 states.	For	 instance,	Kenya
and	Somalia	could	easily	pass	for	any	other	neocolonial	state	in	Africa	precisely
because	 they	 are	 ordered	 by	 the	 same	 neocolonial	 interests	 that	 are	 generally
operational	 throughout	 the	 continent.”13	 Though	 it	 is	 undeniable	 that	 much
African	 literature	 commiserates	 on	 the	 undesirability	 and	 “artificiality”	 of	 the



nation-state,	 it	 would	 be	 imprecise	 and	 hazardous	 to	 conclude	 that	 Farah’s
geographic	 and	 cultural	milieus	 are	 interchangeable	with	 that	 of	 a	writer	 from
another	part	of	the	continent.	Somalia	and	Tanzania,	for	example,	cannot	easily
pass	for	any	other	state	in	Africa	because	these	two	places	have	had	long	contact
and	cultural	synchronicity	with	the	rest	of	the	Islamic	world.	Coloniality	and	its
afterlives	 were	 experienced	 differently	 in	 Somalia	 and	 other	 parts	 of	 eastern
Africa	because	 those	experiences	were	mediated	by	 Islamic	consciousness	 and
culture.	 So	 again,	 while	 statehood	might	 present	 similar	 challenges	 to	 writers
from	 various	 countries	 in	 Africa,	 it	 does	 not	 erase	 the	 cultural	 differences
through	which	writers	perceive	and	represent	coloniality	and	statehood.
Moreover,	 if	neocoloniality	were	the	only	condition	in	which	African	novels

were	produced,	as	Simatei	 seems	 to	 imply,	 then	why	stop	at	 the	parameters	of
the	 African	 “continent?”	 It	 seems	 that	 there	 would	 be	 little	 to	 differentiate	 a
Somali	 novel,	 for	 instance,	 from	 one	written	 by	 Edwidge	Danticat,	 Kushwant
Singh,	 Salman	 Rushdie,	 or	 José	 Maria	 Arguedas,	 among	 others.	 Islam	 is	 the
source	of	congruency	among	Farah,	Gurnah,	and	Vassanji’s	writings	that	neither
operates	in	nor	is	relevant	to	African	writing	elsewhere—in	the	novels	of	Mongo
Beti,	Ben	Okri,	or	Zakes	Mda,	 to	name	some.	This	point	 is	 evident	by	paying
attention	to	even	topical	features	of	Farah’s	novels,	like	the	ubiquitous	epigraphs
that	 punctuate	 sections	 and	 chapters.	There	 are	 few	 to	no	 invocations	of	 other
African	novelists.	This	is	not	to	say	that	other	African	writers	are	unimportant	to
Farah’s	fiction,	but	that	the	African	continent	does	not	have	a	special	privilege	in
the	interliterary	relationships	that	inform	his	novels.	The	same	can	be	said	of	the
narrative	 structures	 and	 sensibilities	 in	 Gurnah’s	 novels,	 where	 one	 generally
encounters	much	more	direct	intertextual	conversations	with	literature	from	the
rest	of	the	Islamic	world,	such	as	1001	Arabian	Nights	to	cite	one	key	example,
than	 with	 other	 African	 authors.	 The	 notion	 of	 an	 “African”	 novel	 that
supersedes	cultural,	regional,	and	historical	parameters	 is	a	beleaguered	and,	at
best,	a	heuristic	one.
My	project	 resonates	with	discussions	of	 regional	 literature,	a	body	of	work

that	 is	 neither	 contained	nor	 determined	by	 its	 national	milieu,	 nor	 one	 that	 is
vastly	 and	 mystically	 “postcolonial.”	 In	 an	 interview	 I	 conducted	 with
Abdulrazak	 Gurnah	 in	 2005	 in	 Canterbury,	 England,	 the	 issue	 of	 canons	 and
national	 literatures	 surfaced.14	 He	 stated	 that	 there	 is	 no	 unifying	 principle
around	which	a	distinctly	East	African	or	eastern	African	literature	could	cohere,
as	attention	to	the	formal	and	thematic	differences	between	Ngugi	and	Gurnah’s
novels	 underscores.	 He	 also	 added	 that	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 African	 canon
itself	 was	 accomplished	 outside	 of	 Africa	 in	 North	 American,	 French,	 and



British	universities.	While	attempting	to	formulate	yet	another	unifying	category
for	 a	 body	 of	 literature	 would	 be	 a	 purely	 perfunctory	 task,	 there	 are	 certain
cultural	conditions	 (born	 in	part	by	geography)	 that	bind	 the	body	of	 literature
that	 I	 discuss	 in	 this	 study.	 The	 specificity	 of	 the	 eastern	African	 coast	 stems
from	more	than	Islam,	as	much	of	West	and	central	Africa,	too,	are	Muslim.	The
region’s	 proximity	 to	 Asia	 has	 spawned	 idiosyncratic	 identities,	 histories,
conflicts,	 and	 cultural	 products	 that	 cannot	 be	 found	 elsewhere	 on	 the	African
continent.	Even	if	we	do	not	want	to	call	this	a	unified	regional	literature,	it	is	a
literature	that	inhabits	a	distinct	cultural	map.
David	 Damrosch	 submits	 a	 definition	 of	 weltliteratur	 against	 both	 the

multiculturalist	model—whereby	literary	texts	from	around	the	world	are	read	as
samples,	 allegories	 even,	 of	 their	 respective	 national	 cultures—and	 the
structuralism	 of	 Franco	 Moretti,	 who	 traces	 the	 spread	 of	 the	 novel	 from	 its
European	 birthplace	 outward	 through	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 world	 in	 Atlas	 of	 the
European	 Novel,	 1800–1900.	 Damrosch	 argues	 that	 world	 literature	 can	 be
understood	 as	 a	 “variety	 of	 worlds,”	 a	 notion	 that	 responds	 to	 Goethe’s	 early
recognition	of	 the	obsolescence	of	national	models	 for	 reading	 literature.	Thus
Damrosch	 privileges	 “cultural	 systems,”	 which	 are	 often	 (but	 not	 always)
regional.15	 Damrosch	 also	 suggests	 that	 “modes	 of	 reading”	 are	 essential
determinants	 for	 grouping	world	 literatures,	 readings	 that	 consciously	 insert	 a
literary	text	into	a	specific	interpretive	lattice.	The	choice	to	center	the	presence
of	Islam	in	the	Anglophone	novels	of	three	eastern	African	writers	is	my	mode
of	 reading,	 and	 this	 same	 junction	 constitutes	 the	 finite	 “cultural	 system”	 to
which	they	belong.
I	should	pause	here	and	make	some	remarks	about	the	genre	of	the	novel	itself

in	an	eastern	African	context,	though	these	will	not	be	exhaustive.	There	is	a	lot
of	comprehensive	scholarly	material	 that	addresses	difficult	generic	and	formal
questions,	 including	the	work	of	Eileen	Julien	and	Simon	Gikandi.	Throughout
this	 study	 I	 will	 suggest,	 however,	 something	 about	 the	multiple	 seeds	 of	 the
novel	 in	 eastern	Africa.	 Though	 arguing	 against	 the	 European	 ancestry	 of	 the
novel	 is	 obviously	 problematic,	 the	 novel	 meets	 eastern	 African	 literature	 in
ways	 that	 are	 distinct	 from	 the	 novel’s	 meeting	 with	 other	 African	 literary
traditions.	The	 argument	 that	African	novels	 are	 not	 assembled	out	 of	African
aesthetic	antecedents,	 that	 they	are	categorically	European	 imports	 (aside	 from
their	content),	rests	in	part	on	the	supposition	that	writing	itself	is	alien	to	Africa,
and	 African	 necessarily	 means	 oral.	 Again,	 eastern	 Africa	 is	 operative	 in
addressing	 this	 question.	 Ethiopia’s	 old	Kebra	Nagast,	 written	 in	Ge’ez,	 is	 an
elaborate	document	 tracing	the	biblical	 lineage	of	Ethiopia’s	emperors,	and	the



Somali	and	the	Swahili	have	been	writing	cultures	for	more	than	a	millennium.
This	 writing	 was	 mainly	 in	 Arabic,	 the	 language	 of	 religious	 ceremonies,
exegesis,	and	scholarship,	just	as	Latin	served	the	same	purposes	in	Europe	until
vernacularization	in	the	early	modern	period.
A	gainful	 question	 in	 studying	African	 literary	production	 is	 “why	 fiction?”

Why	 has	 fiction	 come	 to	 occupy	 such	 a	 decisive	 place	 in	 African	 political
thought?	Many	critics	have	characterized	African	novels	written	in	the	1960s	as
being	“realist,”	owing	 to	 their	 overtly	political	 engagements.	But	what	 exactly
can	 this	 mean?	 Does	 not	 “fiction”	 inherently	 conflict	 with	 “realism?”	 The
intimacy	 between	 the	 novel	 form	 and	 fictionality	 is	 the	 central	 problematic	 in
Catherine	 Gallagher’s	 essay	 “The	 Rise	 of	 Fictionality”:	 “The	 historical
connection	between	the	terms	novel	and	fiction	is	intimate;	they	were	mutually
constitutive.	 And	 yet	 the	 novel	 has	 also	 been	 widely	 regarded	 as	 a	 form	 that
tried,	 for	 at	 least	 two	centuries,	 to	hide	 its	 fictionality	behind	verisimilitude	or
realism,	 insisting	 on	 certain	 kinds	 of	 referentiality	 and	 even	making	 extensive
truth	claims.”16
The	 rise	 of	 the	 novel	 in	 the	 eighteenth	 century	 (if	 we	 exclude	 Miguel	 de

Cervantes’	Don	Quixote	as	a	novel),	according	to	one	model,	coincided	with	the
consolidation	 of	 the	 urban	 bourgeoisie’s	 power	 over	 political	 economies	 and
with	the	related	emergence	of	certain	modes	of	knowledge	and	discursivity.	The
relationship	between	the	novel	as	an	aesthetic	form	and	the	rational	empiricism
of	the	Enlightenment	is	a	knotty	one.	It	is	tempting	to	overstate	the	novel	form	as
the	product	of	bourgeois	ascendancy	rather	than	something	that	is,	because	of	its
fictionality,	 a	 reaction	 to	 it.	 The	 novel	 has,	 after	 all,	 an	 “inherently
antiauthoritarian	nature,”	as	M.	Keith	Booker	puts	 it.17	 It	 is	 an	 insurrectionary
form.	 In	African	 novels,	 the	 tension	 between	 fictionality	 and	 “truth	 claims”	 is
not	as	pronounced	because	the	“reality”	to	which	a	text	might	refer	is	understood
from	 the	 outset	 of	 the	 novel’s	 life	 in	 Africa	 to	 be	 a	 fiction	 itself,	 layers	 of
systematized	and	 imposed	 fictions,	often	written	by	non-Africans.	This	 is	why
the	African	novel	does	not	harbor	any	ambivalence	 toward	 its	own	 fictionality
and	is	not	estranged	from	it.	The	novel	in	Africa	is	an	affirmation	of	stories.	It
recognizes	 their	 constitutive	 impact	 and	 the	 power	 relations	 and	 hierarchies
among	 them.	When	 it	 enters	 African	 hands,	 the	 novel	 is	 at	 home	 to	 a	 larger
degree,	perhaps,	than	it	was	when	it	first	emerged	in	Europe.
Other	 than	 impacting	 the	 study	 of	 African	 literature,	 my	 project	 has

ramifications	 for	 the	 study	 of	 Islam.	 This	 study	 explores	 Islam	 outside	 of	 an
Arab	 environment,	 an	 issue	 that	 is	 directly	 or	 obliquely	 thematized	 in	 almost
every	novel	I	explore.	Farah,	Gurnah,	and	Vassanji’s	novels	unsettle	the	idea	that



Islam	 is	 the	 national	 property	 of	Arabs,	 an	 idea	 deeply	 entrenched	 in	 popular,
political,	 and	 even	 some	 academic	 engagements	 with	 Islam.	 One	 intellectual
result	of	 this	 idea	 is	 that	 the	study	of	Islam	in	Africa	has	 traditionally	centered
very	heavily	on	 the	Maghreb,	where	 it	 is	considered	 to	be	“at	home.”	When	 it
does	appear	in	scholarship	on	the	literatures	and	cultures	of	sub-Saharan	Africa,
the	 attention	 to	 Islam	 has	 largely	 been	 concentrated	 on	 the	 literatures	 of	West
Africa.18	 Islam	 is	 salient	 in	 Camara	 Laye’s	 L’enfant	 noir	 (1954),	 Sembene
Ousmane’s	 Les	 bouts	 de	 bois	 de	 Dieu	 (1960),	 Cheikh	 Hamidou	 Kane’s
L’aventure	ambigue	(1961),	Yambo	Ouluguem’s	Le	devoirs	de	violence	 (1968),
Anita	Sow	Fall’s	La	grève	des	Bàttu	(1979),	Mariama	Bâ’s	Une	si	longue	lettre
(1981),	 and	 Ibrahim	 Tahir’s	 The	 Last	 Imam	 (1985),	 as	 well	 as	 the	 critical
tradition	that	has	emerged	around	these	writers’	works.
In	Dinaw	Mengestu’s	The	Beautiful	Things	That	Heaven	Bears	(2007),	one	of

the	characters	remarks	to	his	companions,	“I	don’t	consider	Mauritania	a	part	of
Africa.	To	me	they	are	Arabs.	They	belong	to	the	Middle	East.”19	The	comment
testifies	to	how	rooted	the	ideologically	determined	cultural	zones	that	make	up
the	continent	really	are.	The	perennial	debate	about	the	division	between	North
and	sub-Saharan	Africa	 factors	 into	 this	project	 in	 tacit	but	 important	ways.	A
strong	theoretical,	polemical,	and	historical	case	has	been	made	that	this	division
is	an	artifice,	a	provincializing	and	divisive	vestige	of	colonialism.	The	division
also	operates,	though	ambivalently,	in	foundational	academic	work	like	Melville
Herskovits’s	doctoral	dissertation,	“The	Cattle	Complex	in	East	Africa,”	wherein
he	repeatedly	insists	on,	and	describes,	what	he	sees	as	the	differences	between
the	Mohammedan-Arabic	cultures	north	of	East	Africa	and	west	of	 the	Nile.20
The	 division	 assumes	 and	 reinforces	 the	 notion	 that	 there	 is	 an	 inherent
distinction	between	the	two	zones	of	Africa	predicated	on	race	and	civilizational
paradigms.	According	to	this	distinction,	North	Africa	or	the	Maghreb	(broadly
speaking,	 Egypt,	 Libya,	 Tunisia,	 Algeria,	 Morocco,	 and	 perhaps	 Mauritania)
belongs	to	the	Arab	Mediterranean,	a	once	important	locale	of	western	antiquity.
It	 is	 a	 former	 site	 of	 the	Greco-Roman	world,	 of	Alexandria	 and	Carthage,	 as
well	 as	 one	 of	 the	 cradles	 of	 early	Christianity.	 The	Maghreb	 continues	 to	 be
described	 as	 non-African	 because	 of	 the	 predominant	 language	 spoken	 there
(Arabic)	 as	well	 the	ubiquity	of	 Islam,	 from	 the	 eastern	 shores	of	 the	Atlantic
Ocean	to	the	Red	Sea.	Many	prominent	African	intellectual	and	political	figures
view	this	region	as	an	outpost	of	the	Middle	East	and	the	rest	of	the	Arab	world,
rather	 than	 as	 a	 part	 of	 Africa.	Maghreb	 comes	 from	 the	 word	 for	 “west”	 in
Arabic,	 west	 of	 the	 Arabian	 Peninsula,	 west	 of	 Mecca,	 the	 birthplace	 of	 the
prophet	Mohammad.	The	region’s	name	signifies	membership	in	the	Arab	world.



This	affinity	is	also	reflected	in	the	organization	of	many	academic	departments
and	 disciplines,	 where	 the	 study	 of	 the	 Maghreb	 is	 often	 delegated	 to
Middle/Near	Eastern	studies	curricula	rather	than	to	African	studies	departments
and	programs.
Sub-Saharan	Africa,	on	the	other	hand,	is	a	euphemism	for	“black”	Africa,	the

Africa	 of	 black	 Africans,	 peoples	 who	 do	 not,	 or	 previously	 did	 not,	 profess
Semitic/western	religions	and	whose	historical	trajectory	was	not	the	same	as	the
rest	of	the	world	until	its	modern	encounter	with	Europe.	The	difference	between
the	 two	 regions	 of	 Africa	 also	 rests	 on	 now	 largely	 discredited	 geographic
representations	of	the	Sahara	as	a	physical	barrier,	an	obstruction,	rather	than	a
viscous	 pathway	 of	 commercial	 and	 cultural	 traffic.	 The	 Sahara	 was	 the	 very
geographic	nexus	between	the	“Arab”	north	(and	the	rest	of	the	Mediterranean)
and	 the	 “black”	 sub-Sahara.	This	was	made	possible	 by	 carefully	mapped	 and
interconnected	caravan	routes.
While	 the	 division	 between	 the	Maghreb	 and	 the	 sub-Sahara	 is	 problematic

and	is	being	continuously	challenged,	it	exists.	Whether	its	existence	is	synthetic
or	 a	 function	 of	 some	 incontrovertible	 truth	 does	 not	 really	 factor	 into	 the
endurance	of	its	effects.	One	cannot	disperse	the	gravity	or	the	“reality”	of	this
distinction	 on	 the	mere	 ground	 that	 it	 is	 intellectually	 or	 academically	 flawed.
After	all,	nations	too	are	artificial,	entities	that	are	“produced	discursively,”	but
they	 remain,	despite	 this	 fact,	 a	 strong	and	 regulative	apparatus	 through	which
many	 peoples	 around	 the	world	 experience	 history,	 heritage,	 and	 identity.	 The
fact	that	the	division	between	the	Maghreb	and	the	sub-Sahara	is	manufactured
does	not	mean	that	one	is	relieved	from	having	to	confront	its	implications,	uses,
and	misuses.
There	 are	manifold	 reasons	 for	 the	 neglect	 of	 Islam	 in	 sub-Saharan	 literary

studies	 and	 scholarship	 in	 the	 past.	Many	African	 intellectual	 figures,	writers,
and	politicians	of	the	last	half-century	(Sembène	Ousmane,	Wole	Soyinka,	Awi
Kwei	Armah,	and	Chinweizu,	to	name	the	most	preeminent	intellectuals),	some
of	 whom	 are	 Muslims	 themselves,	 are	 hostile	 to	 Islam	 because	 of	 their
intellectual	conditioning	in	a	secular	nationalist	political	milieu.	The	marriage	of
decolonization’s	 secular	 and	 nationalist	 grammars	 to	 Marxist	 principles
(especially	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 then-nascent	 cold	 war)	 contributed	 to	 the
expulsion	of	religion	from	African	political	life.	Another	reason	for	the	ardor	of
their	 hostility	 is	 the	 lure	 of	 ethnocentric	 and	 “Pan-African”	 ideological
movements	 in	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 many	 with	 origins	 outside	 of	 Africa.
Philosophies	that	originated	in	North	America	and	the	Caribbean,	like	négritude,
for	 example,	 posited	 an	 all-encapsulating	 African	 essence	 that	 was	 then



disfigured	by	colonialism.	The	recovery	of	this	essence	involved	defining	all	that
was	 and	 all	 that	 was	 not	 African.	 Ironically,	 many	 of	 these	 movements	 also
unwittingly	 resurrected	 ideas	 of	 Africa	 as	 a	 formerly	 homogeneous,
impermeable,	 and	 monolithic	 place.	 Also,	 the	 inherent	 suspicion	 and
ambivalence	 in	 western	 civilization	 (with	 its	 Christian	 underpinnings)	 toward
Islam	has	migrated	over	to	western-based	scholarship	on	Islam	in	Africa.	In	the
opening	 lines	 of	 his	 book	 Islam	 in	 European	 Thought,	 Albert	 Hourani	 says,
“From	 the	 time	 it	 first	 appeared,	 Islam	 has	 been	 a	 problem	 for	 Christian
Europe.”21	 The	 Africanist	 forum,	 which	 operates	 on	 western	 disciplinary	 and
intellectual	premises,	is	no	exception	to	this	sentiment.
The	lack	of	attention	to	Islam	as	an	element	in	sub-Saharan	African	literatures

is	also	a	 residue	of	 the	 trite	notion	 that	 Islam	 is	 the	cultural	property	of	Arabs
who	usurped	African	lands,	partook	in	slave	trading,	and	imposed	their	religion
at	the	point	of	the	sword.	The	aggregation	of	Islam	with	“Arab”	is,	and	has	been,
a	 common	 rhetorical	 strategy	 in	 much	 anti-Islamic	 polemic	 in	 contemporary
African	 political	 ideology.	 It	 is	 a	 problematic	 proposition,	 given	 the	 fact	 that
more	than	80	percent	of	the	world’s	Muslims	are	non-Arabs	and	strongly	retain
their	own	cultures,	customs,	and	 languages.	Most	 recently,	 it	has	 found	caustic
expression	in	the	writings	of	Chinweizu,	who	states	in	his	recent	online	article,
“Why	Black	Africa	Should	Resist	Arab	Domination	of	the	AU,”

I	should	like	to	point	out	that	Gadhafi’s	invitation	to	his	fellow	Arabs	is	nothing	but	a	declaration	of
race	war	on	Africa.	It	is	an	invitation	to	more	Arabs	to	invade	and	colonize	Africa.	Indeed,	it	is	a	call
for	 the	final	phase	of	 the	15	centuries	old	Arab	lebensraum	war	on	Afrikans—a	war	to	Islamise	and
conquer	 all	 of	Africa,	 from	Cairo	 to	 the	Cape	and	 from	Senegal	 to	Somalia,	 and	 to	 then	enslave	or
Arabise	all	the	conquered	Afrikans.	In	order	to	make	that	clear,	it	is	necessary	to	first	put	his	invitation
in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 traditions	 of	 Arab	 melanophobia	 and	 negrophobia,	 and	 of	 Arab	 expansionist
ambitions	and	conquests	that	go	back	to	the	time	of	their	Arab	prophet,	Mohammed.22

Chinweizu	 then	makes	 an	 analogy	 between	 the	Arab	 presence	 on	 the	African
landmass	and	Hitler’s	 lebensraum	 policy.	This	 sentiment	 is	 not	 new	at	 all	 and
has	 found	 limpid	 expression	 in	 literature.	 Awi	Kwei	Armah’s	 narrator	 in	Two
Thousand	Seasons	proclaims,	“We	are	not	so	warped	in	soul,	we	are	not	Arabs,
we	are	not	Muslims	to	fabricate	a	desert	god	chanting	madness	in	the	wilderness,
and	 call	 our	 creature	 creator.	 That	 is	 not	 our	 way.”23	 “Our	 way”	 is	 the
determinate	 racial,	 ergo	 cultural,	 unity	 of	 all	 Africans	 that	 is	 endangered	 by
Arabs	and	their	religion.	More	famously,	Wole	Soyinka	objected	to	the	idea	that
Islam	can	be	African	during	his	protracted	debate	with	Ali	Mazrui.24,
A	problematic	feature	in	all	these	thinkers’	rhetoric	is	their	failure	to	recognize



the	novelty	of	the	“continent”	as	a	unit	of	identity.25	Moreover,	while	there	is	a
definite	racial	element	in	the	anti-Arabism	expressed	by	these	thinkers,	race	is	a
rhetorical	 mask	 that	 conceals	 an	 incorrigible	 anti-Islamism,	 one	 of	 the
inheritances	of	European	coloniality.	Race	and	racial	consciousness	are	transient
and	always	morphing,	but	the	hostility	to	Islam	has	been	a	constant.	Discussion
about	Arab-black	relations	has	also	inspired	rereadings	of	the	figure	of	Bilal	bin
Rabah,	one	of	the	prophet	Mohammad’s	companions.	Bilal	embodies	the	tension
between	the	positions	that	Islam	is	harmful	and	derelict	to	black	Africans,	on	one
hand,	 and	 on	 the	 other,	 that	 Islam	 is	 a	 quintessential	 feature	 of	 those	 black
African	cultures	 that	have	adopted	 it.	Whatever	one	believes,	black	Africa	and
Africans	were	vital	to	the	development	of	Islam	as	a	world	religion.	Bilal	was	an
Ethiopian	 slave,	 but	 he	 was	 also	 the	 first	muezzin,	 the	 person	 who	 calls	 the
faithful	to	prayer.
In	addition	 to	 the	aforementioned	 factors,	 the	 study	of	 Islam	 in	 sub-Saharan

African	 literature	has	also	been	 swayed	by	 the	“syncretic”	 thesis,	 the	 idea	 that
what	 is	 called	 Islam	 in	 black	 Africa	 is	 a	 hodgepodge	 of	 indigenous	 African
cosmologies	and	Islam.	The	result	is	a	religion	that	is	perceived	as	tame,	quaint,
and	 infantile,	 that	 corroborates	 colonial	 perceptions	 of	 African	 religion	 in
general,	and	that	does	not	stir	European	anxieties	about	danger	and	defiance.	In
his	 important	study	 Islam	and	 the	West	African	Novel,	Ahmed	Bangura	writes,
“The	 view	 that	 Muslims	 in	 black	 Africa	 are	 particularly	 given	 to	 syncretic
religious	practices	and	 that	 the	Africans’	conversion	 to	 Islam	is	superficial	and
incomplete	 are	 ideas	 that	were	 developed	 in	 the	 politically	motivated	 colonial
scholarship	in	Islam.”26	This	 tendency	is	especially	pronounced	in	the	study	of
West	African	literatures,	where	Islam	has	been	treated	in	an	ungenerous	manner
by	many	critics	of	Camara	Laye’s	L’enfant	noir,	 to	 take	one	important	case.	In
this	bildungsroman	of	sorts,	Laye	remembers	how	in	one	particular	year	during
his	 childhood,	 Ramadan	 overlapped	 with	 the	Malinké	 circle	 of	 fire	 and	 lions
initiation	ceremony,	whereby	a	young	boy	has	to	struggle	with,	and	subdue,	his
fear	as	a	rite	of	passage.

Le	 temps	 était	 venu	 pour	 moi	 d’entrer	 dans	 l’association	 des	 non-initiés.	 Cette	 société	 un
peumystérieuse—et	 a	 mes	 yes	 de	 ce	 temps—la,	 tres	 mystérieuse,	 encore	 que	 tres	 peu	 secret—
rassemblait	tous	les	enfants,	tous	les	incirconsis	de	douze,	treize	ou	quatorze	ans,	et	elle	etait	dirigée
par	nos	ainés,	que	nous	appelions	les	grands	“Konden.”	J’y	entrai	un	soir	précédant	le	Ramadan.27
[The	time	had	come	for	me	to	join	the	society	of	the	uninitiated.	This	rather	mysterious	society—

and	at	that	age	it	was	very	mysterious	to	me,	though	not	very	secret—comprised	all	the	young	boys,	all
the	uncircumcised,	of	twelve,	thirteen	and	fourteen	years	of	age,	and	it	was	run	by	our	elders,	whom
we	called	the	big	Kondéns.	I	joined	it	one	evening	before	the	feast	of	Ramadan.]28



Islam’s	 local	 expression	 is	 evidenced	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 boys	 are	 still
uncircumcised	 in	 their	 adolescent	 age,	 something	 that	 is,	 strictly	 speaking,
unfeasible	in	Islam.	Certainly,	this	is	one	manifestation	of	Islam,	but	it	is	by	no
means	the	only	one.	A	more	“orthodox”	Islam	is	also	present	in	the	narrative	and
is	 embodied	 by	 Laye’s	 Uncle	 Mamadou	 (appropriately	 named),	 a	 strict	 and
doctrinaire	adherent	of	the	faith.

Il	était	musulman,	et	je	pourrais	dire:	comme	nous	le	sommes	tous;	mais	il	l’était	de	fait	beaucoup	plus
que	nous	ne	le	sommes	généralement:	son	observance	du	Coran	était	sans	défaillance.	Il	ne	fumait	pas,
ne	 buvait	 pas,	 et	 son	 honnêteté	 était	 scrupuleuse.	 Il	 ne	 portait	 de	 vêtements	 européens	 que	 pour	 se
rendre	à	son	travail;	sitôt	rentré,	il	se	déshabillait,	passait	un	boubou	qu’il	exigeait	immaculé,	et	disait
ses	prières.	A	sa	sortie	de	l’Ecole	normale,	il	avait	enterpris	l’étude	de	l’arabe;	il	l’avait	appris	à	fond,
et	seul	néanmoins,	s’aidant	de	livres	bilingue	et	d’un	dictionarire;	à	présent	il	le	parlait	avec	le	meme
aisance	 que	 le	 français,	 sans	 pour	 cela	 en	 faire	 aucunement	 parade,	 car	 seule	 une	 meilluere
connaissance	de	la	religion	l’avait	incité	à	l’apprendre;	ce	qui	l’avait	guide,	c’était	l’immense	désir	de
lire	couramment	le	Coran	dans	le	text.	Le	Coran	dirigeait	sa	vie!	Jamais	je	n’ai	vu	mon	oncle	en	colère,
jamais	 je	ne	 l’ai	vu	entrer	en	discussion	avec	ses	femmes;	 je	 l’ai	 toujours	vu	calme,	maître	de	 lui	et
infiniment	patient.29
[He	 was	 a	 Mohammaden—as	 we	 all	 are,	 I	 may	 add—but	 more	 orthodox	 than	 most	 of	 us.	 His

observance	of	 the	Koran	was	scrupulously	correct.	He	neither	smoked	nor	drank	and	was	absolutely
honest.	 On	 leaving	 the	 Ecole	 Normale,	 he	 had	 taken	 up	 the	 study	 of	 Arabic.	 He	 had	 learned	 it
thoroughly	by	himself,	using	bilingual	books	and	a	dictionary.	Now	he	could	speak	that	 language	as
well	as	French,	though	he	never	did	so	to	create	an	impression.	It	was	simply	his	desire	for	a	deeper
knowledge	of	religion	that	had	persuaded	him	to	learn	the	language	of	the	Prophet.	The	Koran	guided
him	 in	everything.	 I	never	 saw	him	 in	a	 temper,	nor	quarreling	with	his	wives.	 I	 regarded	him	as	 a
saintly	personage.]30

Though	Uncle	Mamadou’s	piety	was	exceptional,	it	is	there	nonetheless.	Laye’s
uncle’s	faith	includes	the	fervent	belief	that	the	Qur’an	must	be	only	recited	and
transmitted	 in	 the	 language	 in	which	 it	was	originally	 revealed	(a	doctrine	 that
has	helped	foster	the	idea	that	Islam	does	mean	cultural	Arabization),	and	that	a
man	 of	 faith	 ought	 not	 resort	 to	 violence,	 haste,	 and	 impulse	 to	 maintain	 his
vision	 of	 social	 order,	 as	 does	Thierno	 in	Cheikh	Hamidou	Kane’s	L’aventure
ambiguë,	 for	 example.	 I	 am	using	 these	 instances	 to	 demonstrate	 that	 singular
and	omissive	readings	of	Islam	in	these	novels	are	a	function	of	the	critic	rather
than	unambiguous	inclinations	in	the	novels	themselves.
Perhaps	the	exaggerated	perception	of	syncretism	in	West	African	Islam	is	a

product	of	the	importance	of	les	marabouts,	ubiquitous	Islamic	clergymen	who
are	 organized	 into	 brotherhoods	 that	 exist	 throughout	 much	 of	 West	 Africa.
Marabouts	 are	 wandering	 scholars	 and	 interpreters	 of	 the	 Qur’an,	 and	 they
sometimes	 integrate	 pre-Islamic	 practices	 to	 varying	 degrees	 in	 their	 rituals.
Laye	is	deferent	to	les	marabouts,	even	later	in	life	as	an	educated	and	skeptical
man	who	confesses	that	holding	on	to	his	beliefs	is	becoming	markedly	harder.



Dois-je	 en	déduire	que	 j’étais	 spécialement	 superstitieux	à	 l’époque?	 Je	ne	 le	pense	pas.	 J’étais	 très
simplement,	j’étais	tout	simplement	un	croyant;	je	croyais	que	rien	ne	s’obtient	sans	la’die	de	Dieu,	et
que	si	la	volonté	de	Dieu	est	depuis	toujours	déterminée,	elle	ne	l’est	point	en	dehors	de	nous-meme;	je
veux	dire:	sans	que	nos	démarches,	bien	que	non	moins	prévues,	n’aient,	en	une	certina	manière,	pesé
sur	cette	volonté;	et	je	croyais	que	les	marabouts	seraient	mes	intercesseurs	naturels.
[Was	I	especially	superstitious	at	that	time?	I	do	not	think	so.	I	simply	believed	that	nothing	could	be

obtained	without	God’s	help,	and	that,	even	if	His	will	were	predetermined,	our	actions,	though	these
too	 were	 predetermined,	 influenced	 it.	 And	 I	 felt	 that	 the	 marabouts	 were	 my	 natural
intermediaries.]31

This	 passage	 captures	 not	 only	 the	 importance	 of	 a	 specifically	West	 African
Islam	 to	 Laye,	 as	 his	 reverence	 for	 the	marabouts	 demonstrates,	 but	 also	 the
imprint	of	 Islam	 in	general	on	 the	very	way	he	 sees	 the	world,	 even	at	 a	 time
when	historical	transformations	are	ostensibly	eroding	religious	worldviews.
It	 is	 not	 my	 intention	 to	 suggest	 that	 syncretism	 is	 flawed,	 or	 that	 it	 is

nonexistent	in	West	Africa	or	anywhere	else	for	that	matter.	To	do	so	would	be	to
obfuscate	what	many	consider	to	be	one	of	Islam’s	greatest	assets—its	localized
morphologies	and	decentered	nature,	a	product	of	the	fact	that	it	is	not	regulated
by	a	central	interpretive	or	clerical	body.	Rather,	I	want	to	suggest	that	the	term
“syncretic”	 is	 infused	with	particular	 ideological	 functions.	Whirling	dervishes
in	Turkey	and	Sufis	in	Iran,	for	example,	while	often	condemned	by	conservative
Islamic	clergy	as	heterodox	and	heretical,	are	never	referred	to	as	“syncretists.”
The	overstatement	of	syncretism	in	Africanist	scholarship	on	Islam	stems	from
the	 lingering	 primitivization	 of	 Africans	 in	 many	 early	 anthropological	 and
Orientalist	studies.
More	than	a	century	ago,	Edward	Wilmot	Blyden	sang	the	praises	of	Islam	in

Africa	 in	 Christianity,	 Islam,	 and	 the	 Negro	 Race,	 while	 lambasting	 the
devastating	premium	that	came	with	Christianity.	However,	he	was	also	among
the	 first	 to	 imply	 that	 Islam	 in	 black	 Africa	 is	 syncretic.	 “The	 Arab
superstructure	was	been	superimposed	on	a	permanent	indigenous	substructure;
so	that	what	really	took	place,	when	the	Arab	met	the	Negro	in	his	own	home,
was	a	healthy	amalgamation,	and	not	an	absorption	or	an	undue	 repression.”32
But,	 Blyden	 continues,	 “The	 Oriental	 aspect	 of	 Islam	 has	 become	 largely
modified	 in	 Negroland,	 not,	 as	 is	 too	 generally	 supposed,	 by	 a	 degrading
compromise	with	the	Pagan	superstitions,	but	by	shaping	many	of	its	traditional
customs	to	suit	the	milder	and	more	conciliatory	disposition	of	the	Negro.”33
While	 Blyden’s	 ideas	 were	 not	 free	 of	 the	 Orientalist	 motifs	 that	 governed

contemporaneous	colonial	writings	about	the	Islamic	world,	the	fact	of	Islam	in
black	 Africa	 is	 a	 given	 for	 Blyden.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 he	 writes	 that	 the
“Mohammedans	of	Negroland”	are	“far	away	from	the	complex	civilization	of



European	 life,”	but,	on	 the	other,	 that	 the	appearance	of	 Islam	in	 the	Africans’
midst	has	brought	with	it	“the	one	great	object	which	should	engage	the	attention
of	a	rational	being.”34	Blyden	rescues	religion	from	its	near-death	experience	in
the	 aftermath	 of	 the	 Enlightenment,	 a	 time	 in	 which	 it	 was	 cast	 as	 being
fundamentally	at	odds	with	rationality	and,	consequently,	 the	positivist	view	of
human	 progress.	 This	 is	 doubly	 odd,	 given	 that	 he	 is	 talking	 about	 Islam	 in
Africa	at	the	tail	end	of	the	nineteenth	century,	a	time	in	which	both	Islam	and
Africa	were	 the	subject	of	a	European	“scientific”	gaze	 that	was	driven	by	 the
logic	of	conquest	and	control.
My	project	shares	the	basic	spirit	of	Ahmed	Bangura’s	restorative	reading	of

Islam	in	African	literature	in	his	Islam	and	the	West	African	Novel.	The	title	of
this	 study	 is	 an	acknowledgement	of	his	pioneering	work.	Bangura	 locates	 the
source	 of	 what	 he	 calls	 “critical	 (mis)readings”	 of	 Islam	 in	 West	 African
literature	 in	“the	critic’s	 ignorance	of	and/or	prejudice	 towards	Islam.”35	 In	 the
opening	pages	of	his	study,	Bangura	presents	another	reason	for	misreadings	of
Islam	in	West	African	novels:	“I	shall	argue	that	the	full	gamut	of	unexamined
opinion	about	Islam	that	flourished	in	Western	Orientalist	scholarship	has	been
copied	 into	 Africanist	 europhone	 writings.	 These	 attitudes	 reflect	 a	 failure	 to
account	for	the	full	complexity	and	heterogeneity	of	Islam	and	its	history	in	sub-
Saharan	Africa.”36
While	 I	 share	 Bangura’s	 concern	 about	 the	 predetermined	 and	 explicitly

political	readings	of	Islam	in	sub-Saharan	African	literature,	I	do	not	think	that
(neo-)Orientalism	 fully	 explains	 critical	 postures	 toward	 Islam	 in	 sub-Saharan
African	 literature.	 The	 exoticizing	 motif	 in	 European	 Orientalist	 scholarship
about	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire,	 Persia,	 the	 Arab	world,	 and	 the	 Subcontinent,	 for
example,	does	not	easily	apply	to	Islam	in	sub-Saharan	Africa.	Orientalism,	after
all,	 recognized	 Islam	 as	 the	 central	 cultural	 institution	 of	 the	 “Orient.”
Europhone	studies	of	Islam	in	Africa	deny	(or	ignore)	its	very	legitimacy	there
for	reasons	that	I	have	already	discussed.	While	ignorance	and	prejudice	explain
some	anti-Islamic	postures	 in	criticism,	 they	do	not	necessarily	explain	critical
postures	 toward	 Islam	 in	 the	 novels	 themselves.	 Farah	 and	 Gurnah’s	 novels
generate	 authoritative	 narratives	 of	 Islam	 on	 the	 eastern	 African	 coast	 that
incorporate	scrutiny	and	criticism.	Gurnah’s	Paradise,	for	example,	captures	the
tension	between	Islam	as	an	indigenous	and	indigenized	religion,	and	Islam	as	a
colonial	 religion.	 Farah’s	Variations	 on	 the	 Theme	 of	 an	 African	 Dictatorship
trilogy	 evolves	 its	 portrait	 of	 Islam	 as	 a	 tool	 of	 austere	 patriarchy	 and
dictatorship	to	a	vehicle	of	progressive,	popular,	and	indigenous	resistance	that
does	not	cede	to	reactionary	radicalism.



No	 singular	manifestation	 of	 Islam	 in	Gurnah,	 Farah,	 and	Vassanji’s	 novels
corresponds	to	a	version	of	it	in	the	world.	Islam	is	many	things—a	propellant	of
history;	 a	 source	 of	 allegory;	 an	 anchor	 of	 identity	 and	 difference	 away	 from
home;	an	 invasive	and	oppressive	system	 that	marginalizes	 indigenous	African
customs	and	cultures;	a	cause	of	stagnation,	status	quo,	and	dictatorship;	as	well
as	 a	 vehicle	 of	 temperance,	magnanimity	 in	 face	 of	 adversity,	 subversion,	 and
political	 agency.	 It	 is	 crucial,	 then,	 to	 allow	 the	 texts	 to	 “speak”	 as	 much	 as
possible,	to	offer	their	own	testimonies	about	Islam.	I	should	be	clear	here	that
when	 I	 say	 that	 one	ought	 to	 let	 the	novels	 “speak,”	 I	 am	not	making	 a	naïve
appeal	to	interpretive	objectivity.	A	text	will	never	speak	for	itself	because	it	will
always	be	lumbered	by	a	critic’s	ideological	baggage.	Rather,	I	am	insisting	that
readers	recognize	a	novel’s	form,	a	repository	of	dissonant	narratives,	histories,
and	voices,	which	cannot	sustain	any	absolute	reading.
In	 Gurnah’s	 novels,	 Islam	 emerges	 as	 a	 culturalist	 Islam	 reminiscent	 of

Salman	 Rushdie’s	 treatment	 of	 it	 in	 his	 own	 fiction	 and	 essays.37	 Rushdie
discusses	 differing	 faces	 and	 functions	 of	 Islam	 when	 confronted	 with	 the
question	of	his	own	relationship	to	the	religion	in	the	wake	of	the	Satanic	Verses
affair—an	 international	and	calamitously	hostile	 response	by	some	Muslims	 to
the	 publication	 of	 The	 Satanic	 Verses	 (1988).	 In	 his	 essay	 “In	 Good	 Faith,”
Rushdie	 posits	 an	 implicit	 distinction	 between	 Islam	 as	 religion	 and	 Islam	 as
culture,	a	distinction	 that	 is	crucial	 to	Gurnah’s	works	and	sometimes	 to	Farah
and	Vassanji’s	as	well.	Rushdie	writes,	“Muslim	culture	has	been	very	important
to	me,	but	it	is	not	by	any	means	the	only	shaping	factor.”38	For	this	reason,	he
says,	“I	knew	that	Islam	is	by	no	means	homogeneous,	or	as	absolutist	as	some
of	its	champions	make	it	out	to	be.	Islam	contains	ribaldry	as	well	as	solemnity,
irreverence	as	well	as	absolutism.”39	For	Rushdie,	there	is	a	difference	between
the	praxis	of	Islam	as	a	faith	and	being	part	of	a	culturally	Muslim	society	where
Islam	 is	 woven	 into	 the	 fabric	 of	 social	 experience.	 In	 Gurnah	 and	 Farah’s
novels,	culturalist	Islam	has	a	profound	formal	impact.	Qur’anic	stories	operate
as	allegories	and	historical	referents.	Islamic	history	and	Islamic	scripture	have
the	 same	 figurative	 functions	 that	 Christian	 scripture	 does	 in	 much	 of	 the
western	 literary	 canon.	 Farah	 and	 Gurnah’s	 novels	 in	 particular	 are	 subtly
conversant	with	Islamic	scripture,	demonstrating	 the	 importance	of	 the	religion
to	 the	 collective	 consciousness	 of	 the	 societies	 they	 portray.	 This	 feature	 also
reminds	 the	 reader	 that	 the	 novel	 form	 does	 not	 have	 exclusively	 European
cultural	commitments.
Some	 of	 the	more	 important	 intellectual	 conversations	 in	which	my	 project

partakes	 are	 the	 variant	 relationships	 between	 Islam	 and	modernity,	 secularity,



nations,	 and	nation-states	 in	 an	 eastern	African	 context.	How	do	 the	novels	 in
this	 study	 imagine	 the	 relationship	 between	 Islamic	 culture	 and	 the	 modern
nation-state	in	sub-Saharan	Africa,	given	the	latter’s	modern	European	pedigree?
It	 is	 crucial	 to	 remember	 that	 neither	 secularity	 nor	 the	 state	 are,	 broadly
speaking,	outgrowths	solely	of	cultural	and	economic	transformations	in	western
societies	over	the	last	half-millennium.	In	his	book	Islam	and	the	Secular	State:
Negotiating	the	Future	of	Shari’a,	Abdullahi	Ahmed	An-Na’im	reminds	us	that
Islam’s	own	history	features	many	secular	states	that	did	not	co-opt	its	subjects
into	piety	or	profession,	a	practice	 that	 is	at	odds	with	 teachings	 in	 the	Qur’an
itself.	The	Ottoman	Empire	and	a	number	of	caliphates	in	the	early	centuries	of
Islam’s	existence	illustrate	this	point.40	On	the	other	hand,	religion	has	featured
very	strongly	in	European	states,	whether	in	monarchial	symbology	and	methods
of	 legitimization,	 or	 in	 modern	 countries	 through	 both	 indirect	 and	 official
channels	that	are	themselves	part	of	the	machinery	of	the	secular	nation-state.
Secularity	has	entered	everyday	parlance	as	meaning	 the	absence	of	 religion

in	 public	 affairs	 and	 institutions.	 While	 the	 concept’s	 most	 recent	 history
suggests	that	 it	was	born	out	of	the	Enlightenment,	 the	French	Revolution,	and
rationalism,	 secularism	 has	 not	 extracted	 Christianity	 from	 public	 and	 social
institutions,	 but	 has	 made	 it	 invisible.	 Secularism	 is	 the	 optimization	 of	 the
influence	of	 Judeo-Christian	paradigms	 in	 all	 realms	of	 social	 life	 in	 the	west,
including	in	the	academy.
According	 to	Vince	Pecora’s	Secularization	and	Cultural	Criticism,	 the	very

term	“secular”	invokes	religion	and	religious	formations	and	is	bound	up	with	a
particular	intellectual	heritage.	Gauri	Viswanathan’s	recent	essay	“Secularism	in
the	Framework	of	Heterodoxy”	discusses	“secularism’s	unstable	relationship	to
religion”	 by	 pointing	 out	 secularism’s	 mistake	 of	 grouping	 heterodox
manifestations	 of	 organized	 religion	 under	 the	 same	 rubric	 as	 its	 more
conventional	and	institutional	forms	and	practices.	In	his	book	Formations	of	the
Secular:	 Islam,	 Christianity,	 and	 Modernity,	 Talal	 Asad	 argues	 that
anthropological	studies	of	modernity	have	not	been	adequately	framed	in	terms
of	 the	 question	 of	 secularity	 and	 its	 relationship	 to	 western	 liberalism	 and
universalism.	 Quotidian	 characterizations	 of	 the	 “secular”	 state	 also	 fail	 to
acknowledge	 that	 the	 “nation”	 and	 its	 symbolic	 regime	 is	 in	 some	 ways	 a
survival	 of	 religion,	 something	 that	 Benedict	 Anderson	 acknowledges	 in
Imagined	 Communities,	 even	 as	 he	 argues	 that	 religious	 communities	 and
consciousness	 went	 into	 decline	 in	 the	 eighteenth	 century.	 Both	 nation	 and
religion	 are	 communities	 organized	 around	 the	 metaphysical,	 around	 a	 telos.
Both	 exclude,	 despite	 the	 argument	 that	 some	 religions	 emphasize	 conversion



and	winning	more	over	to	the	fold.	Both	have	a	human(oid)	pantheon,	and	both
offer	some	form	of	moral	absolution.	My	aim	in	mentioning	these	points	is	not	to
summon	 the	whole	 scholarly	 literature	on	secularity,	but	 to	point	out,	however
cursorily,	 that	 “secularity”	 as	 an	 idea	 and	 an	 ideal	 has	 often	 eluded	 close
scrutiny.
One	 also	 ought	 to	 consider	 Islam’s	 relationship	 to	modernity	 in	 a	 way	 that

does	 not	 take	 the	 definition	 of	 the	 latter	 for	 granted.	 The	 idea	 that	 Islam	 and
modernity	are	incompatible	implies	that	modernity	is	not	just	temporally	but	also
culturally	alien	to	Islam.	This	is	because	modernity	is	assumed	to	be	a	calculated
and	 deliberate	 western	 invention	 with	 inert	 attributes.	 However,	 modernity	 is
neither	 a	 monolithic	 nor	 a	 static	 condition,	 and	 it	 has	 not	 had	 a	 uniform	 or
unifying	 impact	on	 the	world.	Second,	modernities	were	not	engineered	 in	and
by	 the	 west.	 Modernities	 are	 conditions	 that	 are	 generated	 by	 collisions,
confrontations,	 and	 encounters	 between	 the	 west	 and	 the	 nonwest.	 In	Culture
and	 Imperialism,	 Edward	 Said	 rejects,	 for	 example,	 the	 idea	 that	 aesthetic
modernism	 is	 a	 pure	 derivative	 of	 western	 precedents:	 “Most	 histories	 of
European	modernism	leave	out	the	massive	infusions	of	non-European	cultures
into	the	metropolitan	heartland	during	the	early	years	of	this	[twentieth]	century,
despite	 the	 influence	 they	 had	 on	 modern	 artists	 .	 .	 .	 and	 the	 very	 fabric	 of
society	that	largely	believed	itself	to	be	white	and	western.”41	Modernity	is	not
civilizational	 property,	 but	 a	 condition	 that	 has	 emerged,	 not	 just	 from
industrialization,	 mass	 communications,	 and	 urbanization,	 but	 also	 from
intercultural	transfusions	resulting	from	imperialism,	coloniality,	and	migrancy.
Islam	 figures	 into	 modernity	 because	 it	 complicates	 the	 latter’s	 axioms.

Islam’s	 opposition	 to	 some	 characteristics	 of	 modernity	 circumscribes	 it	 in
modernities	in	the	Foucauldian	sense,	meaning	that	power	always	issues	its	own
internal	 resistances.	 On	 this	 point,	 Said	 states	 that	 “a	 huge	 and	 remarkable
adjustment	 in	perspective	 and	understanding	 is	 required	 to	 take	account	of	 the
contribution	 to	 modernism	 of	 decolonisation,	 resistance	 culture,	 and	 the
literature	of	opposition	to	imperialism.”42	This	resistance	culture	assumes	many
forms,	 including	 the	 literary	 text	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 reimagining	 history.	 Certainly
Farah,	Gurnah,	and	Vassanji’s	novels	revisit	Islam’s	place	in	African	modernity,
which	 includes	 its	 relationship	 to	 the	 state,	 its	 rhetoric,	 and	 its	 renarrations	 of
history.
The	presence	of	 Islam	and	 Islamic	 tropes	 in	 these	 three	writers’	novels	may

pressurize	modernity	as	it	is	commonly	understood	without	rejecting	or	refusing
it.	 In	 fact,	 Islam	 constitutes	 what	 James	 Clifford	 calls	 a	 “discrepant”	 form	 of
modernity,	one	that	merges,	as	Nilufer	Gole	argues,	with	“modernisms”	in	their



mutual	critique	of	Enlightened	humanism	and	 its	 role	 in	spawning	 the	colonial
project.43	 Islam	 is	modern	 because	 it	 gains	 its	 political	 currency	 from	modern
trials,	 and	 because	 of	 the	 way	 it	 seeks	 to	 deofficialize	 the	 very	 terms	 and
definitions	of	what	is	“modern”	in	its	own	environs.	This	is	the	most	important
way	 in	 which	 Islam	 intersects	 with	 modernity	 in	 an	 African	 context.	 Islam
provides	for	a	mode	of	collectivity	that	coexists	with,	and	sometimes	challenges,
communal	paradigms	of	modernities	such	as	race,	ethnicity,	and	the	nation-state.
The	marginality	or	invisibility	of	Islam	is	rather	particular.	While	it	has	faced,

like	 Islam,	 the	 accusation	 of	 being	 a	 derelict	 religion	 in	 Africa,	 Christianity’s
symbolism	and	presence	has	never	been	ignored	by	scholars	of	African	literature
where	 it	 is	 relevant.	 Christianity	 and	 Christian	 symbolism	 are	 necessary	 to
informed	readings	of	pertinent	African	 literature.	Ngugi’s	 first	 two	novels,	The
River	 Between	 (1965)	 and	 Weep	 Not,	 Child	 (1964),	 negotiate	 the	 Kikuyu’s
coming	to	terms	with	Christianity	and,	more	broadly,	the	conversation	between
“Africanizing	Christianity”	and	“Christianizing	Africa.”	The	former	novel	stages
the	 confrontation	 between	 Christianity	 and	 Kikuyu	 cosmology	 and	 religion,	 a
confrontation	that	centers	very	controversially	and	provocatively	on	the	issue	of
female	 circumcision,	 the	 single	 practice	 that	 fuels	 the	 Christian	 European
“civilizing”	 ethic	 in	 the	 novel.	Weep	 Not,	 Child	 is	 more	 conciliatory	 toward
Christianity	 but	 not	 toward	 colonialism.	 While	 Christianity	 becomes	 a
permanent	part	in	Kikuyu	cultural	life	and	collective	consciousness,	it	does	not
blunt	 the	 novel’s	 anticolonial	 energies.	 The	 narrative,	 as	 the	 Kikuyu	 do	 over
time,	disentangles	Christianity	and	coloniality.
The	arrival	of	Christianity	 is	an	existential	dilemma	 that	 threatens	 to	divide,

and	even	unravel,	 the	very	fabric	and	cohesion	of	Kikuyu	society	in	The	River
Between.	However,	what	is	essential	to	the	blending	of	the	Kikuyu	religion	and
Christianity	is	ultimately	their	similarity,	not	their	difference.	This	point	doubles
against	 the	 zeal	 of	 the	 colonial	 rhetoric	 of	 essential	difference.44	 For	 example,
the	 chief	Kikuyu	 spiritual	 figure,	Mugo,	 is	 a	 prophetic	 figure	 that,	 like	Christ,
foresees	demise;	endures	ridicule,	scorn,	and	disbelief;	and	in	the	end,	like	Christ
“is	carried	up	by	Murungu	[the	supreme	being	in	Kikuyu	religion].”45	But	 this
reconciliation	 is	partial	at	best.	Christianity	does	not	extinguish	 the	practice	of
female	circumcision.	Muthoni	dies	because	of	her	desire	to	be	circumcised	and
to	remain	true	to	the	tribe.	On	her	deathbed,	she	says	to	her	sister	Waiyaki,	“‘Tell
Nyambura	I	see	Jesus.	And	I	am	a	woman,	beautiful	in	the	tribe.”46	Despite	the
conciliatory	 posture	 of	 the	 narrative,	 the	 novel	 closes	 without	 having	 fully
allayed	 the	 discords	 between	 Christianity	 and	 the	 Kikuyu	 religion.	 The	 River
Between	does	not	rush	to	embrace	hybridity	as	a	condition	of	resistance,	and	the



cultural	 purgatory	 in	 which	 its	 key	 characters	 find	 themselves	 results	 in	 their
demise.	For	Muthoni	and	Waiyaki,	hybridity	is	an	impasse.	It	is	political	death.
Weep	Not,	Child	 is	 set	 during	 the	Mau	Mau	 struggle	 against	 the	British,	 an

armed	 uprising	 in	 Kenya	 between	 1952	 and	 1960	 that	 was	 predominantly
Kikuyu.	The	Mau	Mau	 and	 the	Kikuyu	 enlist	 the	Christian	god,	 symbols,	 and
figures	in	their	ranks.	Jomo	Kenyatta	is	referred	to	as	the	black	Moses;	the	scene
of	 the	 Garden	 of	 Eden	 is	 coupled	 with	 Mungu’s	 first	 creations,	 Kikuyu	 and
Mumbi;	 and	 the	 struggle	 between	 the	Mau	Mau	 and	 the	British	 is	 allegorized
through	the	struggle	between	David	and	Goliath.	The	Mau	Mau	struggle	invokes
and	pleads	with	the	Christian	god	for	its	strength	and	success:	“Everyone	knew
that	Jomo	would	win.	God	would	not	let	His	people	alone.	The	children	of	Israel
must	win.	Many	 people	 put	 all	 their	 hopes	 on	 this	 eventual	 victory.”47	While
national	regeneration	and	deliverance	are	important,	the	mobilizing	force	of	Mau
Mau	 rhetoric	 in	 Weep	 Not,	 Child	 is	 largely	 a	 derivative	 of	 its	 Christian
symbolism.	More	precisely,	Christian	and	national	iconography	are	inseparable.
Because	 so	 much	 scholarship	 on	 African	 literature	 has	 been	 produced	 by

western	 scholars	 and	 scholars	 trained	 in	 western	 universities,	 attention	 and
sensitivity	to	Christianity	and	Christian	referents	has	been	a	common	component
of	 critical	 readings	 of	 relevant	 novels,	 irrespective	 of	 the	 scholar’s	 qualitative
views	on	 the	 religion.	As	well,	 despite	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	 commonly	 associated
with	modern	European	colonialism,	Christianity	has	been	in	“black”	Africa	for
almost	 as	 long	 as	 it	 has	 existed	 as	 an	 institution.	 The	 Ethiopian/Abyssinian
Orthodox	 Church	 is	 one	 of	 the	 world’s	 oldest	 continuous	 Christian	 churches.
Islam,	too,	has	been	on	the	African	continent	for	almost	as	long	as	it	has	existed.
In	 fact,	 Somalis	 consider	 themselves	 direct	 descendants	 of	 the	 prophet
Mohammad	and	they	adopted	Islam	very	shortly	after	the	religion’s	appearance.
Nevertheless,	there	remains	a	sense	of	surprise,	even	vexation,	at	the	notion	that
there	are	Muslims	in	“black”	Africa.
Islam	is	the	religion	of	the	majority	of	Somalis,	Djiboutians,	and	Sudanese	in

the	Horn,	and	it	is	the	religion	of	about	one-third	of	the	Ethiopian	population.	In
Kenya,	 a	 sizeable	 portion	 of	 the	 urban	 and	 coastal	 populations	 is	 Muslim
(Mombasa,	 Nairobi,	 and	 the	 island	 of	 Pemba	 are	 cases	 in	 point,	 though	 in
Nairobi,	 the	Muslim	population	 includes	 Indians),	 and	Muslims	and	Christians
exist	 in	 numerical	 balance	 in	Tanzania.	The	Tanzanian	 coast	 and	 the	Zanzibar
archipelago	are	overwhelmingly	Muslim.	The	Yao	of	northern	Mozambique	are
Muslim,	 and	 so	 are	 substantial	 populations	 in	 Uganda	 and	 Malawi.	 In	 the
Sahara,	the	majority	of	the	populations	of	Chad,	Mali,	Niger,	and	Mauritania	are
Muslim.	 In	Nigeria,	Muslims	 comprise	more	 than	 half	 the	 population	 and	 the



northern	Hausa	 are	 almost	 exclusively	Muslim.	The	Senegalese,	Guinean,	 and
Gambian	 populations	 are	 overwhelmingly	Muslim	 (comprising	 mostly	Wolof,
Puel,	 Bambara,	 and	 the	 Malinké),	 and	 more	 than	 half	 of	 Guinea-Bissau’s
population	 is	 Muslim.	 There	 are	 substantial	 numbers	 of	 Muslims	 throughout
other	 West	 African	 countries	 such	 as	 Sierra	 Leone,	 Ivory	 Coast,	 Ghana,
Cameroon,	Benin,	Togo,	and	Burkina	Faso,	where	they	are	the	often	the	largest
(though	 not	 the	 majority)	 religious	 constituency.48	 Ali	 Mazrui	 points	 out	 that
Islam	on	the	African	continent	curiously	takes	the	shape	of	an	inverted	crescent,
being	strongest	in	the	north,	west,	and	east,	while	Christianity	is	dominant	in	the
central	and	southern	parts	of	the	continent.49
Much	of	the	discussion	of	Islam’s	presence	in	Africa	rests	on	the	perception,

sometimes	 justified,	of	 its	 arrival	 through	 the	 sword.	The	 relationship	between
Islam	 and	 the	 “indigenous”	 in	 sub-Saharan	 African	 literature	 is	 often
characterized	 by	 the	 violent	 and	 coercive	 subordination	 of	 the	 latter	 by	 the
former.	 This	 violence	 is	 thematized	 in	 many	 Anglophone	 and	 Francophone
African	novels.	Cheikh	Hamidou	Kane’s	novel	L’aventure	ambiguë	opens	with
coercion	 and	 violence	 coupled	 with	 Islam.	 The	 Diallobé	 teacher,	 Thierno,
harshly	disciplines	Samba	for	his	inadequate	readings	and	mispronunciations	of
important	Qur’anic	verses.

Il	avait	saisi	Samba	Diallo	au	gras	de	la	cuisse,	l’avait	pincé	du	pouce	et	de	l’index,	longuement.	Le
petit	enfant	avait	haleté	sous	la	douleur,	et	s’était	mis	à	trembler	de	tout	son	corps.	Au	bord	du	sanglot
qui	lui	nouait	la	poitrine	et	la	gorge,	il	avait	eu	assez	de	force	pour	maîtriser	sa	douleur;	il	avait	répété
d’une	pauvre	voix	brisée	et	chuchotante,	mais	correctement,	 la	phrase	du	saint	verset	qu’il	avait	mal
prononcée.	La	rage	du	maître	monta	d’un	degré.50
[He	 had	 seized	 Samba	Diallo	 by	 the	 fleshy	 part	 of	 his	 thigh	 and,	 between	 his	 thumb	 and	 index

finger,	had	given	him	a	long	hard	pinch.	The	child	had	gasped	with	pain	and	begun	to	shake	all	over.
Threatened	 by	 sobs	 which	were	 strangling	 him	 in	 the	 chest	 and	 throat,	 he	 had	 had	 the	 strength	 to
master	his	suffering;	in	a	weak	voice,	broken	and	stammering,	but	correctly,	he	had	repeated	the	verse
from	 the	 holy	 Book	which	 he	 had	 spoken	 badly	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 The	 teacher’s	 rage	 rose	 by	 one
degree.]51

L’aventure	also	ends	with	violence.	Samba	is	slain	by	the	idiot	(a	metaphor	for
the	faithful,	perhaps)	for	not	declaring	his	Islamic	faith	unequivocally.	His	death
stands	 in	 for	 the	 irreconcilability	 of	 Samba’s	 Wolof-Muslim	 culture	 and	 his
French	 intellectual	 formation.	 Similarly,	 in	 Ibrahim	 Tahir’s	 The	 Last	 Imam,
violence	 is	 a	part	of	 the	 spread	and	beginnings	of	 Islam	 in	Hausa-Fulani	 land.
The	 beginnings	 of	 the	 religion	 are	 memorialized	 through	 the	 language	 of
conquest	and	forced	conversion.	The	narrator	says	of	 the	Vizir,	 though	perhaps
ironically,	 that	 he	was	 “a	warrior	 of	 Islam	 thrusting	 the	 sword	 into	 the	 infidel



flesh	and	hearing	the	pagan’s	groans.”52	Though	Islam’s	opponents	strategically
emphasize	 Islam’s	 violence,	 it	 was	 not	 the	 normative	manner	 of	 its	 spread	 in
much	 of	 Africa,	 and	 in	 many	 places	 violence	 was	 entirely	 nonexistent.	 Islam
penetrated	North	Africa	when	the	Arabs	defeated	the	Byzantines	in	Egypt	in	the
seventh	century	and	then	slowly	spread	westward,	where	it	met	resistance	from
Berber	 and	Touareg	peoples,	 among	others,	 but	 all	were	 eventually	 converted.
The	 Wolof,	 Malinké	 (also	 known	 as	 the	 Mandingo),	 and	 Bambara	 were
converted	 later	 and	 gradually	without	 the	 use	 of	 force,	 but	 through	 the	 highly
lucrative	 and	 culturally	 immersive	 trans-Saharan	 commerce.	 Islam	 has	 been
present	 in	Somalia	and	Ethiopia	since	the	seventh	century	and	it	has	existed	in
eastern	 Africa	 since	 the	 same	 time,	 though	 it	 did	 not	 take	 firm	 root	 until	 the
thirteenth	 century,	 when	 sultanates	 where	 established	 on	 the	 coast	 and	 in
Zanzibar.	 It	 was	 not	 until	 the	 last	 two	 centuries,	 however,	 that	 Islam	 began
spreading	to	the	interior	from	the	eastern	coast.
Islam’s	 entry	 into	 the	African	 political	 arena	 in	 the	 past	 two	 decades	 is	 not

without	 precedent.	 Islamic	 consciousness	 was	 a	 vital	 part	 of	 anticolonial
struggles	in	the	1950s	and	1960s	and	even	before.	After	independence,	however,
Islam	 receded	 into	 the	 background	 as	 nationalist,	 secularist,	 and	 Marxist
platforms	 came	 to	 dominate	 civic	 life	 and	 communal	 discourse.	 Islam	 and
Islamic	 groups’	 involvement	 in	 the	 anticolonial	 struggle	 were	 major	 factors,
despite	 the	 fact	 that	 colonial	 authorities,	 too,	 made	 their	 uses	 of	 Muslims,
placing	many	 in	high	administrative	and	bureaucratic	positions	 in	French	West
Africa	 and	 in	 British/German	 Tanganyika.53	 I	 suspect	 that	 the	 two	 are	 not
unrelated.
There	are	many	reasons	for	the	increasing	impetus	and	visibility	of	Islam	as	a

political	force	in	the	sub-Sahara	in	the	past	two	or	three	decades.	Some	of	these
have	 to	 do	with	 developments	 within	African	 societies	 and	 others	 have	 to	 do
with	 currents	 in	 the	 Islamic	 world	 in	 general.	 In	 West	 Africa,	 for	 example,
countries	 like	 Guinea-Conakry,	 Senegal,	 and	 Niger	 have	 always	 had	 long-
standing	relationships	with	the	Arab	world	through	the	Organization	for	African
Unity	 (OAU),	 which	 traverses	 the	 North/sub-Sahara	 divide,	 and	 through	 the
Organization	 of	 the	 Islamic	 Conference	 (OIC).	 Further,	 many	 West	 African
countries	 were	 recipients	 of	 monetary	 aid	 from	 Arab	 countries	 in	 both	 North
Africa	and	the	Middle	East.	This	aid	came	from	funds	such	as	the	Arab	Bank	for
Development	in	Africa	and	the	Islamic	Development	Bank.	Another	reason	for
increasing	Islamic	political	consciousness	in	West	Africa	was	the	1967	and	1973
Arab-Israeli	 wars.	 The	 populations	 of	 many	West	 African	 countries	 began	 to
exhibit	anti-Israeli	sentiments	in	a	show	of	solidarity	with	their	coreligionists	in



Palestine	and	the	Arab	world	in	general.
In	 eastern	Africa,	 the	 reawakening	of	political	 Islam	has	had	 to	do	with	 the

increasing	availability	of	the	Qur’an	in	translation	(in	Kiswahili,	especially)	and
is	 a	 response	 to	 what	 is	 seen	 as	 the	 continual	 marginalization	 of	Muslims	 in
national	politics.	Since	 the	early	days	of	 independence	 in	Kenya,	 for	 example,
where	 estimates	 set	 their	 population	 around	 15	 percent	 of	 the	 country’s	 total
population,	 Muslims	 have	 been	 excluded	 from	 public	 life.	 Jumo	 Kenyatta’s
cabinet	did	not	have	a	single	Muslim	member	nor,	more	recently,	did	Daniel	arap
Moi’s.	Islamic	political	collectives	such	as	the	Islamic	Party	of	Kenya	have	been
banned	 from	elections	mainly	because	of	 largely	hysterical	 anxieties	 about	 the
establishment	of	an	Iranian-style	theocracy.	Today,	Islam	is	emerging	as	a	potent
political	 force	 beside	 the	 growing	militancy	 and	 radicalization	 emphasized	 by
western	medias.	This	 trend	 illustrates	why	Amin	Malak	declared	 that	Muslims
“regard	 religion	 as	 a	 key	 component	 of	 their	 identity	 that	 could	 rival,	 if	 not
supersede,	their	class,	race,	gender,	or	ethnic	affiliation.”54
These	facts	about	Africa	can	be	quite	harrowing	to	a	student	who	is	unfamiliar

with	 Africa,	 its	 peoples,	 and	 its	 cultures.	 History	 and	 historical	 knowledge
present	 a	 formidable	 challenge	 to	 those	 who	 read,	 teach,	 and	 study	 African
literature.	The	literary	texts	that	form	this	study	are	themselves	a	response	to	this
challenge	because	they	explore	and	expose	“official”	history	as	an	ideologically
mediated	enterprise.	They	are	not	secondary	to	traditional	historical	knowledge,
but	 a	 part	 of	 it.	 Some	 of	 these	 novels	 meditate	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 historical
discourse	and	even	emulate	its	forms.	As	such,	the	novels	in	this	study	interact
with	both	history	and	historiography.	The	former	is	the	narrativizing	of	the	past,
the	 commitment	 of	 the	 past	 to	 language	 out	 of	 primary	 and	 secondary
documents,	 as	 well	 as	 cultural	 products.	 History	 still	 retains—despite	 the
influence	 of	 cultural	 studies,	 literary	 theory,	 and	 hermeneutics—the	 ideal	 of
“knowability.”	History	is	at	its	core	an	attempt	to	“explain”	what	“happened.”
Historiography,	on	the	other	hand,	is	the	study	of	the	study	of	history.	It	is	the

study	of	history	as	a	discipline—an	exposition	of	its	methods,	its	sources,	and	its
development	as	a	field.	Thus	a	historiography	is,	in	a	sense,	an	archive	of	all	the
texts	that	have	contributed	to	the	knowledge	around	a	given	subject	matter.	This
does	 not	 amount,	 however,	 to	 a	metahistory	 because	 historiography,	 though	 it
functions	as	a	history	of	history,	is	never	ideologically	uncommitted.	According
to	 Hayden	White,	 historiography	 is	 not	 as	 concerned	 with	 facts	 as	 it	 is	 with
“clarifying	the	relations	that	are	presumed	to	exist	among	all	historical	objects	of
all	 classes.”	 This	 results	 in	 what	 Arthur	 Danto	 calls	 (as	 White	 cites	 him)	 a
“‘conceptual	narrative’	or	[a]	‘philosophy	of	history,’”	both	of	which	will	always



be	ideological.55	Both	Gurnah’s	Paradise	and	Vassanji’s	Book	of	Secrets,	to	cite
two	key	 texts,	 interact	with	history	and	historiography.	They	offer	 revisions	 to
the	colonial	history	of	eastern	Africa,	and	in	doing	so	they	enter	its	archive,	its
historiography.	Vassanji’s	Book	of	Secrets,	as	I	will	argue	in	the	fourth	chapter,
also	 performs	 the	 methods	 and	 processes	 of	 history	 and	 historiography	 in	 its
very	form.
This	study	is	divided	into	six	chapters.	What	follows	is	a	short	conspectus	of

the	 contents	 and	 claims	 of	 each.	Chapter	1,	 “Paradises	 Lost:	A	 Portrait	 of	 the
Precolony	 in	 Abdulrazak	 Gurnah’s	 Paradise,”	 inaugurates	 the	 study	 by
exploring	the	very	possibility	of	a	“precolony.”	Since	the	eastern	African	coast
has	always	been	characterized	by	cultural	traffic,	contact,	and	heterogeneity,	the
very	concept	of	a	precolony	is	more	difficult	to	negotiate	than	the	one	portrayed,
for	 example,	 in	 Chinua	Achebe’s	Things	 Fall	 Apart.	 I	 also	 place	Paradise	 in
conversation	with	Joseph	Conrad’s	Heart	of	Darkness	 to	show	how	the	former
engages	 the	 latter,	 not	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 “renarrating”	 colonialism	 from	 a
restorative	African	perspective,	but	 to	introduce	nuance	into	what	“African”	is.
Paradise	complicates	the	colonizer-colonized	or	European-African	encounter	by
showing	how	colonial	discourse	existed	 in	eastern	African	society	 itself	before
the	 arrival	 of	 Europeans.	 The	Muslim	 attitudes	 toward	 the	 “interior”	 were	 an
antecedent	 to	 the	 European	 colonial	 discourse	 of	 the	 “savage.”	 Despite	 this
perspective,	 Paradise	 ultimately	 achieves	 a	 critique	 of	 European	 colonialism
from	an	Islamic	figurative	space.
Chapter	 2,	 “The	 Other	 Diaspora	 in	 Abdulrazak	 Gurnah’s	 Admiring	 Silence

and	By	 the	 Sea,”	 engages	 the	 academic	 models	 of	 diaspora	 by	 examining	 its
eastern	 African	 context.	 Taking	 my	 cue	 from	 historians	 who	 have	 long	 been
articulating	what	 is	known	as	 the	“Indian	Ocean	African	diaspora,”	 I	map	 this
same	 constellation	 in	 Gurnah’s	 two	 novels.	 The	 black	 Atlantic	 diaspora	 has
become,	owing	in	part	to	the	influence	of	its	namesake	book	by	Paul	Gilroy,	the
default	definition	and	location	of	the	African	diaspora.	Further,	Gurnah’s	novels
locate	Africa	itself	in	the	diaspora.	While	this	chapter	demotes	the	black	Atlantic
as	the	normative	space	of	the	African	diaspora,	it	does	not	reject	the	observations
and	 principles	 around	 which	 Gilroy	 articulates	 the	 black	 Atlantic.	 Gurnah’s
novels	share	Gilroy’s	skepticism	toward	racial	purity	and	cultural	determinacy	as
the	 anchors	 of	 African	 identity	 and	 insist,	 instead,	 on	 identity	 as	 a	 vector	 of
particular	 historical	 processes.	 They	 remember	 a	 social	 space	 that	 was	 plural,
and	 recover	 that	 space	 from	 the	 ethno-racial	 formulations	 of	 the	 postnational
moment.
The	 third	 chapter,	 “Situational	 Identities:	 Exiled	 Selves	 in	 Abdulrazak



Gurnah’s	Pilgrims	Way	and	Memory	of	Departure,”	addresses	the	impact	of	exile
on	identity	and	identification	in	the	métropole,	in	England.	I	read	Pilgrim’s	Way
as	 a	 de	 facto	 sequel	 to	Memory	 of	Departure	 to	 trace	 identity	 across	 national
spaces.	 This	 chapter	 argues	 that	 Islam	 becomes	 a	 source	 of	 identity	 and
identification	in	response	to	the	instability	of	race	as	a	signifying	category.	Race
is	 a	 problem	both	 in	 the	 postcolonial	 national	moment	 in	Africa	 as	well	 as	 in
exile	 in	 the	 métropole.	 In	 postcolonial	 Tanzania,	 austere	 articulations	 of
blackness	 marginalize	Muslims	 because	 of	 their	 supposed	 “Arabness,”	 and	 in
England,	 it	 is	 the	 overdetermination	 of	 blackness	 that	 engulfs	 and	 victimizes
African	Muslims.	Last,	I	argue	that	while	blackness	and	Pan-Africanist	notions
come	under	intense	interrogation	and	disassembly	in	these	two	novels,	they	are
affirmed	symbolically	as	a	discourse	of	political	survival.
The	 fourth	 chapter,	 “‘Men	With	Civilizations	 but	Without	Countries’:	Afro-

Indians	at	History’s	End,”	examines	the	unique	and	capricious	place	of	Indians,
and	especially	Muslim	 Indians,	 in	 eastern	Africa,	 and	 the	way	 they	 search	out
their	place	in	a	shifting	society	between	Europeans	and	Africans,	between	India
and	Africa,	and	between	coloniality	and	nationhood.	More	specifically,	I	couch
my	discussion	of	M.	G.	Vassanji’s	The	Gunny	Sack	and	The	Book	of	Secrets	in	a
dialogue	with	V.	S.	Naipual’s	powerful	 and	controversial	A	Bend	 in	 the	River.
Vassanji’s	 novels	 rehistoricize	 the	 Indian	 experience	 in	 Africa	 against	 the
tendency	in	Naipaul’s	generally	antihistorical	novel	to	laud	its	erasure	from	the
historical	stage.
The	 fifth	chapter,	 the	 first	on	Nuruddin	Farah,	“Revisiting	Nuruddin	Farah’s

From	a	Crooked	Rib,”	 restores	Farah’s	 first	novel	 to	 its	 important	place	 in	his
corpus.	From	 a	 Crooked	 Rib	 centers	 on	 Ebla,	 a	 pious,	 rural,	 and	 uneducated
Somali	woman	who	 finds	 herself	 adrift	 in	 urban	Somalia	 during	 the	 country’s
transition	 from	“colony”	 to	“independence.”	The	novel	presents	a	woman	who
finds	 agency	 and	 sanctuary	 in,	 and	 not	 despite,	 her	 Islamic	 faith.	 Ebla’s
provincialism	and	religiosity	are	not	evidence	of	her	subordination	by	 tradition
and	 her	 refusal	 of	 modernity,	 but	 the	 very	 rhetorical	 means	 by	 which	 the
narrative	redresses	tendencies	in	secular	scholarship	and	national	consciousness
as	it	took	shape	in	Somalia’s	early	days	as	an	independent	nation.	The	focus	on
Ebla	 is	 also	 a	way	of	 challenging	 the	privilege	of	 the	urban	 intellectual	 as	 the
normative	figure	of	the	postcolonial	subject	long	before	postcolonial	theory	and
subaltern	studies	began	doing	so.
The	 sixth	 and	 final	 chapter	 of	 the	 project,	 “A	 Typology	 of	 Political	 Islam:

Religion	 and	 the	 State	 in	 Nuruddin	 Farah’s	 Variations	 on	 the	 Theme	 of	 an
African	 Dictatorship	 Trilogy,”	 appropriately	 ends	 with	 a	 portrait	 of	 political



Islam.	 I	 explore	 the	 relationship	between	 the	dictatorial	 state	 and	 Islam	 in	 this
trilogy,	as	well	as	Islam’s	conversation	with	the	vanguardism	of	 the	subversive
intellectual	 left	 in	 Somalia	 during	 General	 Mohammad	 Siad	 Barre’s	 regime.
While	the	trilogy	attacks	Islam’s	complicity	with	the	status	quo	of	dictatorship,
patriarchy,	and	oligarchy	(mainly	in	Sardines	and	Sweet	and	Sour	Milk),	most	of
the	 existing	 criticism	 on	 this	 trilogy	 disregards	 the	 strong	 countercurrent.	 The
portraiture	 of	 Islam	 evolves	 as	 the	 trilogy	 unfolds,	 from	 a	 prohibitive	 tool	 of
dictatorship,	to	the	very	tool	for	subverting	that	same	dictatorship.	The	forces	of
religion,	national	identity,	and	anticolonial	struggle	merge	in	the	pious	but	highly
erudite	and	worldly	character	of	Deeriye	in	the	final	novel	of	the	trilogy,	Close
Sesame.
I	 have	 chosen	 not	 to	 write	 on	 Gurnah’s	Dottie	 (1990)	 or	 his	 newer	 novel,

Desertion	(2005),	or	on	Nuruddin	Farah’s	recent	novels	Links	(2004)	and	Knots
(2007),	which	form	the	first	two	installations	of	a	pending	trilogy,	because	I	feel
the	 critical	 terrain	 on	 these	 authors’	 existing	 and	 widely	 read	 works	 is	 still
incomplete.	The	novels	 that	 I	am	writing	about	have	not	received,	 in	my	view,
the	 sort	 of	 sustained	 critical	 focus	 on	 Islam	 that	 they	 require.	Moreover,	 these
other	works	are	not	pertinent	to	the	central	idea	of	this	project.
I	 have	 grappled	with	 a	 number	 of	 anxieties	 as	 I	 developed	 this	 project	 and

they	bear	some	mentioning.	First	is	the	question	of	the	relationship	between	my
work	 and	 the	 contemporary	 attention	 to	 Islamic	 militancy	 in	 black	 Africa	 in
western	media.	This	phenomenon	is,	I	have	been	told,	the	proverbial	elephant	in
the	 room.	 I	 do	 not	 see	 the	 recent	 surge	 in	 Islamic	 militancy	 on	 the	 African
continent,	 whether	 in	 Somalia,	 Sudan,	 or	 Nigeria,	 as	 an	 anomaly.	 While	 the
particular	 terms	 and	magnitude	 this	militancy	 has	 assumed	might	 be	 new	 and
acerbic,	Islam	as	a	political	ideology	in	black	Africa,	if	anything,	is	a	continuum.
Islam	has	often	transcended	race,	ethnicity,	and	the	nation-state	for	its	adherents
on	 the	 African	 continent,	 so	 it	 ought	 not	 to	 be	 a	 surprise	 that	 it	 is	 now	 the
primary	lens	through	which	many	Africans	perceive	themselves	and	their	place
in	 the	 current	world	 order.	Having	 said	 this,	 I	 do	not	want	 to	 profit	 from	hot-
button	issues,	nor	do	I	want	to	visit	ephemeral	and	hollow	news	headlines	on	this
work,	 which	 is,	 first	 and	 foremost,	 a	 critical	 exploration	 of	 novels	 from	 a
particular	part	of	Africa.	While	I	insist	that	the	literary	work	is	always	political,	I
refuse	 to	 bend	 it	 to	 speak	 to	 the	 Political.	 I	 will	 not	 pass	 a	 study	 on	 African
literature	through	the	prism	of	American	foreign	policy	concerns	and	priorities.
The	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 work	 speaks	 to	 recent	 developments	 in	 sub-Saharan
Africa	 is	 a	 matter	 of	 inference	 and	 is,	 in	 any	 case,	 beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 this
project.



The	second	anxiety	has	been	the	danger	of	sacrificing	the	aesthetics	of	stories
entirely	 to	 political	 and	 ideological	 readings.	 I	 hope	 to	 show	 that	 the	 two	 are
inseparable.	What	one	finds	in	Farah,	Gurnah,	and	Vassanji’s	novels	are	stories
indeed—stories	 about	 lives,	 about	 ghosts,	 about	 hopes	 realized	 and	 hopes
vanquished,	 about	 the	 enigma	 of	 memory,	 about	 silences,	 about	 invisibilities,
about	 lives	 scattered	across	 languages,	 lands,	 and	 time	 itself.	These	novels	 are
stories	about	stories,	their	power,	and	their	politics.
The	 third	 anxiety	 has	 been	 over	 the	 matter	 of	 relevance.	 My	 friends	 and

colleagues	who	are	not	familiar	with	African	literature	have	asked	me	to	extend
a	 bridge	 to	 them	 on	 a	 pedagogical	 basis:	 “Why	 should	 one	 study	 the	African
novel?”	My	answer	is,	unapologetically,	that	anyone	interested	in	the	novel	as	a
genre	stands	much	to	gain	and	nothing	to	lose	by	studying	African	novels,	or	at
least	 acquainting	 themselves	 with	 them.	 The	 form	 of	 the	 novel	 experiences
cultural,	 and	 therefore	 aesthetic,	 pressures	 in	 Africa	 that	 it	 would	 not	 if	 it
remained	 in	 the	west,	 no	matter	 how	 vanguard	 or	 innovative	 its	 crafters.	 The
African	 novel	 offers	 great	 insights	 into	 the	 evolution	 and	 morphology	 of	 a
literary	genre	that	has	come	to	occupy	the	very	heart	of	modernity.	This	ought	to
help	disperse	the	question	“for	whom	is	the	African	novel	written?”	but	I	realize
that	it	does	not	do	so	quite	easily.
I	offer,	 therefore,	as	my	own	position,	 the	words	of	one	 fictional	but	all	 too

real	 Elizabeth	 Costello	 from	 the	 eponymous	 novel	 by	 J.	 M.	 Coetzee:	 “The
English	novel	is	written	in	the	first	place	by	English	people	for	English	people.
The	Russian	novel	is	written	by	Russians	for	Russians.	But	the	African	novel	is
not	written	by	Africans	for	Africans.	African	novelists	may	write	about	Africa,
about	African	experiences,	but	they	are	glancing	over	their	shoulder	all	the	time
as	they	write	at	 the	foreigners	who	will	read	them.	Whether	they	like	it	or	not,
they	have	assumed	the	role	of	the	interpreter,	interpreting	Africa	to	the	world.”56
While	Farah,	Gurnah,	and	Vassanji’s	novels	will	always	serve	a	didactic	purpose,
they	are	aware	of	the	instructional	uses	to	which	they	will	be	put.	They	are	never
simple	exercises	in	representation.	They	will,	nonetheless,	always	be	generous	to
the	 nonspecialist,	 to	 the	 non-African,	 to	 the	 person	 who	 is	 unfamiliar	 with
Africa’s	histories	and	cultures.	Their	doors	will	always	be	open.



CHAPTER	1

Paradises	Lost

A	Portrait	of	the	Precolony	in	Abdulrazak	Gurnah’s
Paradise

But	for	those	who	dread	the	majesty	of	their	Lord	shall	be	two	gardens.
—	Qur’an	55:46

The	 2008	 African	 Literature	 Association	 annual	 meeting	 at	 Western	 Illinois
University	in	Macomb,	Illinois,	featured	a	three-day	panel,	the	centerpiece	of	the
conference,	titled	“Chinua	Achebe’s	Things	Fall	Apart—Fifty	Years	Later.”	The
objective	of	the	panel	was	to	explore	the	ways	this	foundational	novel	still	had
currency.	 An	 affirmative	 answer	 was	 assumed	 because	 the	 novel	 challenges
colonial	 representations	 of	 Africa	 by	 providing	 a	 complex	 and	 affirmative
(though	 not	 utopian)	 portrait	 of	 a	 particular	 African	 culture.	 Abdulrazak
Gurnah’s	Paradise	(1994),	shortlisted	for	the	Booker	Prize,	examines	the	nature
of	 the	 precolony	on	 the	Swahili	 coast	much	 in	 the	 same	way	 that	Things	Fall
Apart	 portrays	 precolonial	 Ibo	 society.	Gurnah’s	Paradise,	 however,	 calls	 into
question	the	very	possibility	of	a	“precolonial”	Africa,	in	the	sense	of	an	African
civilization	prior	to	contact	with	Europeans,	non-Europeans,	and	other	Africans.
Thus	the	novel	complicates	the	very	designation	“African,”	which	is	why	I	have
chosen	to	start	this	study	with	a	discussion	of	it.
Unlike	Achebe’s	novel,	Paradise	depicts	a	society	that	is	already	multiethnic,

multilingual,	 and	 transcultural	 before	 European	 colonization.1	 Historically,	 the
Swahili	coast,	 like	some	other	parts	of	 the	sub-Sahara,	was	part	of	a	pluralistic
cultural	 network	 that	 exceeded	 natural	 and	manmade	 frontiers.	Recognition	 of
this	 historic	 heterogeneity	 is	 crucial	 because	 it	 undermines	modern	 nationalist



narratives	 of	 “precolonial”	 identity	 that	 are	 built	 on	 arguments	 for	 purity,
homogeneity,	 and	 authenticity.	Paradise	 mediates	 the	 colonizer	 and	 colonized
relationship,	which	usually	corresponds	to	European	and	African	respectively,	by
illuminating	 the	 existence	 of	 colonizer	 and	 colonized	 among	 Africans
themselves.	 Specifically,	 this	 relationship	 emerges	 between	 Muslim	 Africans
who	 are	mainly	 on	 the	 coast,	 reflecting	 their	maritime	 and	mercantile	 history,
and	non-Muslim	Africans	living	in	the	interior	of	eastern	Africa.
It	would	be	inaccurate	to	claim	that	Paradise	narrates	three	subjectivities,	the

European,	 the	Muslim	Arab,	 and	 the	African.	 It	would	 also	 be	 problematic	 to
claim	 that	 it	 narrates	 the	moment	 in	 history	when	 imperial	 power	 shifts	 from
Muslim	Arab	to	Christian	European	hands,	because	the	novel	interrupts	this	dual
colonial	heritage	by	complicating	the	relationship	between	“Islam”	and	“Arab.”
Much	 scholarship	 acknowledges	 the	 cloudiness	 of	 race	 and	 racial	 identities	 in
Gurnah’s	novels,	but	retreats	from	the	analytical	ramifications	and	opportunities
that	this	acknowledgement	presents.	Islam	is	not	just	the	religion	of	Arabs,	but	it
is	also	the	religion	of	black	Africans	(mainly	Swahili),	as	well	as	Persians,	many
Indians,	 and	 many	 people	 who	 are	 of	 mixed	 ancestry	 on	 the	 eastern	 African
coast.
Paradise	confronts	Islam	as	a	colonial	and	imperious	presence	on	the	eastern

African	coast,	but	distances	itself	from	the	jingoism	and	ideological	platforms	of
Islam’s	contemporary	political	detractors.	Islam	is	always	a	given	in	Paradise.	In
fact,	the	importance	of	Islam	to	the	history	that	Paradise	portrays	is	a	matter	of
form	 and	 narrative	 architecture.	 The	 novel’s	 function	 as	 both	 criticism	 and
confirmation	 of	 Islam	 is	manifested	most	 strongly	 in	 Yusuf,	 the	 novel’s	main
character,	 who	 is	 Yusuf	 of	 the	 Qur’an	 and,	 necessarily,	 Joseph	 of	 the	 Old
Testament.	It	is	not	an	accident	that	the	twelfth	surah	in	the	Qur’an,	about	Yusuf,
is	 the	source	of	allegory	 in	Paradise,	 though	allegory	 is	not	 the	most	germane
description	of	 this	 relationship.	 I	will	 return	 to	 this	point	 shortly.	The	surah	 in
the	Qur’an	on	Yusuf	is	the	longest	story,	its	longest	single	narration,	and	perhaps
its	 longest	 piece	 of	 prose.	 This	 relationship	 also	 suggests	 something	 about	 an
assorted	genealogy	of	the	novel	in	an	eastern	African	context,	a	genre	that	many
continue	to	contend	to	have	a	purely	European	pedigree.
Gurnah’s	Paradise	corroborates	the	observation	that	the	evolution	of	Swahili

culture	 is	 intimately	 entwined	with	 Islam.	 In	The	Africans:	A	 Triple	Heritage,
Ali	Mazrui	argues	that	Swahili	consciousness	of	themselves	as	a	distinct	people
coheres	around	the	language	of	Kiswahili,	which	has	been	shaped	by	Islam	and
Arabic	 on	 the	 eastern	 African	 coast	 over	 many	 centuries:	 “In	 addition	 to	 the
Arab	 impact	 on	 related	 languages	 within	 Africa,	 there	 is,	 second,	 the	 direct



impact	 of	 Arabic	 on	 the	 emergence	 of	 new	 languages	 altogether.	 The	 most
important	of	these	new	languages	is	Kiswahili	in	east	Africa.	There	is	little	doubt
that	 Kiswahili	 is	 the	 product	 of	 interaction	 between	Arab	 culture	 and	African
linguistic	structures.”2	It	is	vital	to	recognize,	however,	that	despite	its	intimacy
with	Islamic	culture	and	the	Arabic	language,	Kiswahili	is	a	Bantu	language.	It
is	 frequently	 and	 mistakenly	 described	 as	 a	 pidgin	 language,	 an	 invented
language,	 or	 even	 a	 derivative	 or	 dialect	 of	 Arabic.	 None	 of	 these
characterizations	is	correct.	Kiswahili	retains	a	Bantu	grammatical	structure	and
shares	quite	 a	bit	with	Kikuyu	and	Chichewa,	 for	 example.	Kiswahili	 borrows
vocabulary	from	Arabic,	English,	and	Portuguese,	but	this	has	not	impinged	on
its	 Bantu	 core.	 Nobody,	 after	 all,	 refers	 to	 standard	 English,	 with	 its	 own
generous	lexical	borrowings	from	Latin,	French,	German,	Greek,	Hindi,	Persian,
and	so	on	as	a	pidgin	language.
It	 is	also	worth	mentioning	that	much	of	Swahili	 literature	up	until	 the	early

twentieth	 century	 was	 heavily	 Islamic	 in	 its	 content	 and	 purpose,	 especially
poetry.	 These	 poems	 (utenzi)	 were	 homiletic	 and	 were	 composed	 as
hagiographies,	 ethical	 treatises,	 and	 tools	 for	 inspiring	 piety.	 They	 also	 told
stories	 about	 the	 lives	 of	 Islamic	 prophets,	 from	 Abraham	 to	 Mohammad.
However,	Swahili	literature	also	featured	large	volumes	of	secular	material	that
was	both	prosodic	and	poetic,	written	and	oral.3	While	Gurnah’s	novels	are	not
calls	 to	piety,	 they	do	 feature,	 like	 the	utenzi,	 a	 religious	 substrate.	The	novels
are	 written	 against	 an	 Islamic	 backdrop,	 combining	 both	 the	 secular	 and	 the
religious	 elements	 in	 Swahili	 literature.	Using	 the	 story	 of	 an	 Islamic	 prophet
(Yusuf)	as	a	historical	parable	is	the	most	vivid	example	of	this	literary	bequest.
Again,	it	is	important	to	understand	that	Gurnah’s	novels	are	not	about	Islam	any
more	 than	 the	 invocation	 of	 biblical	 motifs	 makes	William	 Faulkner’s	 novels
about	 Christianity.	 Nonetheless,	 ignoring	 Islam	 in	 Gurnah’s	 novels	 is
problematic	 because	 it	will	 impoverish	 holistic	 readings	 of	 other	 tropes	 in	 the
narratives,	such	as	exile,	history,	and	coloniality.
Despite	its	acknowledgement	of	the	symbiosis	between	Arabic	and	Islam	and

the	Swahili	people	and	language,	Paradise	remains	a	critical	intercession	in	the
question	of	 Islam	 in	 the	 eastern	African	 coast.	 It	 does	not	 blindly	valorize	 the
religion,	 but	 disperses	 the	 polemical	 attitudes	 against	 it	 found	 in	 some	 purist
strands	of	African	nationalism.	The	novel	never	concedes	 that	 Islam	 is	 foreign
to,	 or	 incompatible	 with,	 Swahili	 culture.	 The	 critique	 of	 Islam	 that	Paradise
offers	 is	 not	 motivated	 by	 atavistic	 visions	 of	 indigeneity,	 which	 does	 not
materialize	 in	 any	 realist,	 regenerative,	 or	 anthropological	 sense,	 because	 the
Muslim	characters	do	not	entertain	any	notion	of	themselves	as	being	foreigners



or	outsiders.
Paradise	is	conversant	not	only	with	Chinua	Achebe’s	Things	Fall	Apart	but

also	with	 the	 text	 against	which	 the	 latter	 presumably	writes.	The	 relationship
between	Paradise	and	Heart	of	Darkness	is	very	particular.	It	is	not,	as	Susheila
Nasta	writes	 in	her	essay	on	Paradise,	 a	correspondence	“that	 is	 fairly	easy	 to
identify.”4	Many	African	novels,	especially	those	written	in	the	1960s,	assail	the
portrayal	of	Africa	found	in	Joseph	Conrad’s	Heart	of	Darkness,	but	Paradise	is
not	 a	 twice-told	 tale.	 While	 it	 ultimately	 mounts	 a	 challenge	 to	 European
colonial	 misrepresentations	 of	 Africa	 that	 operate	 in	 Conrad’s	 narrative,	 the
novelty	of	the	relationship	of	Paradise	to	Heart	of	Darkness	stems	from	the	fact
that	 the	 former	 demonstrates	 that	 “precolonial”	 Africa	 was	 already	 colonial.
Paradise	 shows	 how	 Muslim	 perceptions	 and	 discourses	 of	 the	 African
“interior,”	if	anything,	both	resembled	and	preceded	modern	European	colonial
discourses.	Paradise	is	not	a	rewriting	of	Heart	of	Darkness;	it	is	in	some	ways
an	 adaptation	 of	 it.	Paradise	 shows	 how	 a	 text	 titled	 The	 Pacification	 of	 the
Primitive	Tribes	of	 the	Lower	Niger	was	also	“written”	by	one	African	society
about	another.5
Conrad’s	Heart	of	Darkness	curiously	signals	to	its	reader	the	gnarled	nature

of	 the	 colonizer/colonized	 relationship	 that	Paradise	 confronts	 a	 century	 later.
Marlow	 tellingly	 narrates,	 “Once	 [there	 was]	 a	 white	 man	 in	 an	 unbuttoned
uniform,	 camping	 on	 the	 path	 with	 an	 armed	 escort	 of	 lank	 Zanzibaris,	 very
hospitable	and	festive—not	to	say	drunk.”6	The	Zanzibaris	are	with	a	white	man
in	uniform	and	are	not	referred	to	as	Africans.	Marlow’s	comment	indicates	that
Europeans	 did	 not	 view	 Zanzibaris,	 and	 perhaps	 all	 Muslims,	 as	 Africans	 by
virtue	of	their	religion.	Moreover,	the	white	man’s	uniform	suggests	he	serves	in
a	military	 or	 administrative	 capacity.	 The	 grouping	 of	 the	 Zanzibaris	with	 the
uniformed	European	summons	 the	ambivalent	and	sometimes	collusive	 role	of
some	 Muslims	 in	 the	 framework	 of	 colonialism.	 While	 Islam	 remained	 a
problem	 for	 European	 colonization	 on	 the	 whole,	 Muslims	 in	 sub-Saharan
societies	in	Africa	were	approached	pragmatically	and	often	played	pivotal	roles
in	European	colonial	authority	structures.	In	his	dated	but	insightful	study	Islam
in	East	Africa,	historian	J.	Spencer	Trimingham	writes,	“All	the	auxiliaries	of	the
European	 penetration,	 pacification	 and	 government—guides,	 interpreters,
soldiers,	 and	 servants—were	Muslims.	 Each	 place	where	 a	European	 installed
himself,	 military	 camp,	 government	 centre,	 or	 plantation,	 was	 a	 centre	 for
Muslim	 influence.”7	 Muslims	 and	 Europeans	 entered	 a	 mutually	 beneficial
relationship	 whereby	 each	 sought	 to	 expand	 their	 own	 cultural	 and	 economic
sphere	of	 influence	 through	the	resources	and	aptitudes	of	 the	other.	 If	nothing



else,	the	presence	of	the	Zanzibaris	in	Conrad’s	narrative	suggests	a	much	more
complex	 mosaic	 of	 African	 peoples	 and	 social	 kinetics	 than	 it	 consciously
acknowledges.
Paradise	relates	the	story	of	Yusuf,	a	young	boy	who	is	sold	by	his	indebted

father	into	the	service	of	a	powerful	and	shadowy	merchant	named	Uncle	Aziz,
an	 imposing	Kurtz-esque	 figure	 in	 the	 narrative.	Yusuf	 accompanies	Aziz	 into
the	“interior”	on	a	 trade	expedition	where	he	experiences	and	becomes	wise	 to
the	 cultural	 collisions	 in	 this	 region	 of	Africa—the	 encounter	 between	 coastal
Muslim	 society	 and	 the	 interior,	 which	 is	 shadowed	 by	 the	 imminence	 of
European	 domination.	 Before	 his	 departure,	 Yusuf	 lives	 in	 a	 diverse	world	 of
coexistence	 between	 different	 racial,	 ethnic,	 and	 religious	 groups,	 but	 this
diversity	 is	 a	 troubled	 and	 turbulent	 one.	The	 eastern	African	 coast	was	never
utopic,	 and	 scorn,	 suspicion,	 and	dislike	 abound	among	 its	various	peoples,	 as
the	advice	Yusuf’s	father	gives	him	shows:	“‘We	are	surrounded	by	savages,’	he
said.	‘Washenzi,	who	have	no	faith	in	God	and	who	worship	spirits	and	demons
which	live	in	trees	and	rocks’	.	.	.	Yusuf’s	father	preferred	him	to	play	with	the
children	 of	 the	 Indian	 storekeeper	 who	 lived	 in	 the	 neighbourhood.”8	 These
realities	 are	 the	 substance	 of	 the	 conflicts	 in	 the	 novel,	 conflicts	 that	 would
eventually	 transform	 into	 systematized	 violence	 in	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the
twentieth	century.
The	most	salient	way	that	Paradise	captures	the	numerous	cultural	presences

that	 shape	 the	Swahili	 coast	 is	 through	 the	 novel	 form,	which	 allows	multiple
voices,	discourses,	levels	of	narration,	and	languages	to	cohabit	in	its	being.	The
novel	archives	narratives,	histories,	ideologies,	and	memories	that	are	embodied
in	 its	 characters.	 Some	 of	 these	 characters	 are	 archetypical,	 while	 others	 are
aberrant.	 The	 novel	 exemplifies	 the	 dialogic	 nature	 that	 Mikhail	 Bakhtin
conceptualizes	in	the	Dialogic	Imagination,	which	“can	be	defined	as	a	diversity
of	social	speech	types	(sometimes	even	diversity	of	languages)	and	a	diversity	of
individual	voices,	artistically	organized	.	.	.	the	novel	orchestrates	all	its	themes,
the	 totality	 of	 the	world	 of	 objects	 and	 ideas	 depicted	 and	 expressed	 in	 it,	 by
means	 of	 the	 social	 diversity	 of	 speech	 types	 and	 by	 the	 differing	 individual
voices	 that	 flourish	 under	 such	 conditions.”9	 This	 is	 illustrated,	 to	 use	 one
example,	by	the	Sikh	mechanic	Kalasinga	and	his	friend	Hamid,	who	engage	in
skirmishes	about	the	history	of	Islam	in	Africa.	Their	intellectual	sparring	is	not
just	a	casual	quarrel	between	a	Muslim	and	a	non-Muslim;	 it	also	signifies	 the
capacity	 of	 the	 novel	 to	 osmose	 these	 worldviews	 and	 to	 stage	 them	without
necessarily	endorsing	one	or	the	other.
The	“diversity	of	social	speech	types”	in	Paradise	also	disrupts	the	privilege



of	the	English	language.	While	Paradise	is	written	in	English,	it	“behaves”	as	a
translation,	and	especially	a	translation	of	key	parts	of	the	Qur’an;	it	has	arrived
in	 translation.	As	a	 translation	of	 the	Qur’an,	 it	violates	 the	age-old	 injunction
against	 translating	 from	 the	 Arabic.	 Paradise	 is	 a	 translation,	 not	 because	 it
translates	one	lexicon	to	another,	but	because	it	transforms	one	text	into	another,
which	 is	 the	 true	 spirit	 of	 translation.	Paradise	 transforms	 a	 holy	 book	 into	 a
sociohistorical	document.	 It	 smuggles	 the	Qur’an	 into	 the	English	 language	by
mapping	over	two	particular	Qur’anic	elements.	The	garden	motif	and	the	story
of	Joseph’s	bondage	in	Egypt	provide	the	novel’s	narrative	structure	and	serve	its
central	aim,	which	is	 to	produce	an	idiosyncratic	history	of	 the	eastern	African
coast.	 The	 two	 Qur’anic	 elements	 in	 the	 novel	 simultaneously	 affirm	 the
importance	 of	 Islam	 to	 this	 eastern	 African	 cultural	 sphere,	 and	 they	 are
employed	to	indict	its	own	colonial	legacy	there.	This	is	significant	in	a	broader
sub-Saharan	African	context	because	the	historic	refusal	to	translate	the	Qur’an
into	 local	 vernaculars	 had	 contributed	 to	 the	 idea	 that	 Islam	 is	 not	 a	 world
religion	 that	 can	 be	 claimed	 and	 indigenized,	 but	 one	 that,	 as	 some	 strands	 of
African	 nationalist	 thought	 contend,	 was	 cultural	 Arabization	 disguised	 as	 a
religion.
The	question	of	allegory	is	a	difficult	one	in	Paradise.	The	most	precise	and

fluid	way	 to	 think	about	 the	 spirit	of	 the	novel	 is	 that	 it	 is	 something	between
translation	 and	 allegory.	 At	 times,	 the	 novel	 functions	 a	 lot	 more	 like	 a
translation,	 especially	 since	 the	 very	 idea	 of	 translating	 the	Qur’an	 is	 strongly
thematized	 through	 character	 dialogue.	 Moreover,	 the	 narrative	 sometimes
disperses	 allegory	 because	 it	 is	 explicit	 about	 its	 duplication	 of	 the	 Qur’anic
story	of	Yusuf	and,	at	 times,	points	 that	out	 to	 the	 reader—for	example,	Yusuf
the	character	is	likened	to	the	“prophet	Yusuf	who	saved	Egypt	from	famine.”10
The	novel	transforms,	rather	than	allegorizes,	the	story	of	Joseph/Yusuf,	because
the	 story	 of	 Yusuf	 in	 the	 Qur’an	 is	 itself	 a	 transformation	 of	 the	 account	 of
Joseph	 in	 the	Old	Testament,	 yet	 there	 are	 some	 differences	 between	 the	 two.
The	 movement	 of	 the	 story	 of	 Joseph	 from	 Hebrew	 to	 Arabic	 to	 English	 is
necessarily	 transformational,	 as	 the	 Old	 Testament	 version	 moves	 to	 the
Qur’anic	version	and	then	to	the	historical	“version”	found	in	Paradise.
While	 the	 doctrine	 of	 nontranslation	 is	 unvanquished	 in	 the	Muslim	world,

nothing	 in	 the	 Qur’an	 explicitly	 forbids	 translation.	 Some	 theologians	 and
literary	scholars	have	isolated	a	particular	ayah	(“sign”	in	Arabic,	also	refers	to
Qur’anic	verses)	 that	 suggests	 that	Mohammad	had	no	 sense	 that	 Islam	would
spread	 beyond	 the	 Arabian	 Peninsula	 and	 Arabic-speaking	 lands	 during	 his
lifetime	and	therefore	could	not	have	deliberated	on	matters	of	 language:	“It	 is



thus	moreover	that	we	have	revealed	to	you	an	Arabic	Qur’an,	that	thou	mayest
warn	the	mother	city	and	all	around	it,	and	that	thou	mayest	warn	them	of	that
day	of	the	Gathering,	of	which	there	is	no	doubt—when	part	shall	be	in	paradise
and	part	shall	be	in	the	flame”	(Qur’an,	42:4).	If	we	accept	Jorge	Luis	Borges’s
resonant	assertion	“traducir	es	 interpretar,”	 then	 the	active	 interpretation	of	 the
Qur’an	(tafsir),	which	is	sanctioned	and	encouraged	by	Islamic	teaching,	cannot
preclude	the	process	of	 translation.	In	 this	capacity,	 the	novel’s	 translation	of	a
crucial	 Qur’anic	 story	 is	 necessarily	 an	 interpretative	 act.	 It	 seems,	 then,	 to
prohibit	 the	 translation	of	 the	Qur’an	would	be	 to	 sabotage	one	vital	 forum	of
interpretation,	 just	 as	 it	 could	be	debilitating	 to	 those	who	cannot	 read	Arabic,
cannot	learn	the	language,	or	both.
In	 addition	 to	 the	 larger	 metatranslation	 that	 Paradise	 accomplishes,

translation	 is	 thematized	 in	 the	 universe	 of	 the	 novel.	Paradise	 is	 replete	with
multilingualism,	translators,	mistranslations,	linguistic	impasses,	and	translation
acts.	At	 times,	multiple	 languages	 inhabit	 the	same	sentence:	“Mohun	Sidhwa,
hujambo	bwana	wangu.	 I	hope	your	health	 is	good,	 and	your	children	and	 the
mother	of	your	children	are	all	well.	Alhamdulilahi	rabi-l	alamin,	what	more	can
we	ask	for?”11	Kiswahili,	Arabic,	and	Punjabi	(by	inference)	all	converge	on	the
English	 language.	Translation	 is	 also	 a	 subject	 of	 lively	 debate	 and	discussion
among	 the	characters	 in	 the	novel.	The	Muslim	characters	are	 taunted	by	 their
Sikh	 companion,	 Kalasinga	 the	mechanic,	 about	 having	 the	 Qur’an	 translated
from	Arabic	into	Kiswahili.12	His	objective	in	translating	the	Qur’an	is	to	“make
you	stupid	natives	hear	the	ranting	God	you	worship.	It	will	be	my	crusade.	Can
you	understand	what	it	says	there	in	Arabic?	A	little	perhaps,	but	most	of	your
stupid	native	brothers	don’t.	Well,	maybe	if	you	did	understand,	you’d	see	how
intolerant	your	Allah	is.”13
Upon	being	told	that	both	his	Arabic	and	his	Kiswahili	are	faulty,	Kalasinga

states,	“I	will	 translate	it	from	the	English	translation.”14	Here	again,	 the	novel
stages	 the	 interplay	 of	 several	 languages:	 Punjabi,	 Kalasinga’s	 first	 language;
Arabic;	Kiswahili;	and	English.	What	is	important	about	his	remark	is	that	it	is
free	 of	 irony,	 which	 means	 that	 the	 narrative	 is	 conveying	 its	 vision	 of
translation.	Rather	 than	 obscuring	 or	 disfiguring	 the	 original	 text,	 translations,
and	 even	 translations	 through	 several	 languages,	 can	 actually	 unlock	 and
enhance	a	text,	giving	it	multiple	selves.
The	 figure	of	 the	 translator	 is	ubiquitous	 in	 the	narrative.	Nyundo	 translates

for	Aziz’s	trading	column	and	for	this	reason	is	a	pivotal	character	and	narrative
device.	Nevertheless,	he	remains	appropriately	inconspicuous	in	the	novel	as	he
carries	out	the	“invisible	work.”	He	translates	Kiswahili	and	Arabic	into	Chatu’s



language	 (Chatu	 is	 the	 “sultan”	 of	 the	 peoples	 that	 Aziz’s	 trading	 column
encounters	 in	 the	 “interior”),	 which	 remains	 strategically	 nondescript	 to
underscore	the	Muslim	ignorance	about	this	people	and	their	culture.	Chatu	can
speak	Kiswahili,	but	refuses	to	do	so	in	order	to	subvert	the	cultural	dominance
of	 the	 Muslims	 by	 marginalizing	 their	 languages.	 Chatu	 puts	 Nyundo	 in	 a
position	of	silence,	or	partial	speech	at	best,	not	unlike	the	position	of	the	silent
and	grunting	natives	of	Conrad’s	Heart	of	Darkness.
Last,	 the	 contentious	 position	 of	Arabic	 occupies	 an	 important	 place	 in	 the

world	 of	 the	 novel.	 Yusuf,	 though	 an	 embodiment	 of	 a	 revered	 prophet	 for
Muslims,	 does	 not	 really	 speak	 Arabic,	 which	 is	 the	 source	 of	 some	 of	 his
existential	 dilemmas	 and	 conflicts.	 “For	 one	 long	minute,	 Khalil	 stood	 in	 the
moonlit	yard	shouting	curses	in	Arabic	at	 the	fleeing	dogs	and	waving	a	fist	at
them.	He	 came	 running	back,	 and	Yusuf	 saw	 that	 his	 hands	were	 shaking.	He
stood	in	front	of	Yusuf	and	shook	two	enraged	fists	at	him,	speaking	rapidly	in
Arabic	 and	 making	 his	 meaning	 clearer	 with	 a	 variety	 of	 angry	 gestures.”15
Yusuf’s	 inability	 to	 speak	Arabic	 is	 an	 irony	 by	which	 the	 novel	 critiques	 the
hegemony	 of	 the	Arabic	 language	 on	 the	 eastern	African	 coast.	 It	 is	 also	 one
means	 by	which	 it	 decouples	Muslim	 from	Arab	 as	 an	 ethnicity.	Through	 this
same	strategy,	the	narrative	reminds	the	readers	that	though	the	novel	is	written
in	 English,	 they	 are	 in	 fact	 reading	 a	 “translated”	 text.	Arabic	was	 the	 lingua
franca	 of	 power	 on	 the	Swahili	 coast	 throughout	much	of	 the	 region’s	 history
and	 enjoyed	 a	 dominant	 relationship	 to	 Kiswahili	 for	 a	 long	 time,	 the	 most
widely	 spoken	 language.	While	Arabic	 is	vital	 to	 the	 Islamic	 faith,	 it	 is	 also	a
source	of	 estrangement	 to	many	who	 are	 themselves	Muslim.	The	 interactions
between	Aziz	and	Khalil,	and	speech	in	Arabic	in	general,	 is	seldom	translated
in	 the	 novel	 or	 made	 visible	 to	 readers,	 again	 making	 them	 aware	 of	 the
limitations	of	 the	English	 language.	As	a	 result,	 the	English-speaking	 reader	 is
impelled	 to	 sympathize	with	Yusuf	who,	 though	a	 “native,”	 cannot	understand
the	language	of	those	with	power	over	him.
Where	there	is	a	plenitude	of	languages,	there	is	translation,	and	where	there

is	 translation,	 mistranslation	 is	 inevitable.	 Mistranslation	 happens	 between
characters,	often	with	(trans)formative	and	fateful	results.	Nyundo’s	translations
of	Chatu’s	speech	are	sometimes	uncertain	or	imprecise.	In	a	sensitive	exchange
between	Chatu	 and	Aziz,	 after	 the	 latter’s	 goods	had	been	 confiscated	 and	his
column	 assaulted	 and	 imprisoned,	 Nyundo’s	 translation	 falters.	 He	 translates
Chatu’s	 statements	 but	 is	 unsure	 of	 his	 accuracy:	 “Now	 you	 go	 and	 seek	 this
brother	who	stole	from	me	and	get	your	justice	from	him.	I	think	that	is	what	he
said.”16	 Miscommunication	 exacerbates	 and	 eventually	 transforms	 the	 latent



mutual	 dislike	 between	 the	 Muslim	 trading	 column	 and	 the	 peoples	 of	 the
“interior”	 into	 violence.	 This	 violence	 is	 a	 figurative	 violence	 with	 an
intertextual	function.	The	hostility	and	aggression	with	which	the	trading	column
is	met	is	narrative	castigation	for	all	misdeeds	perpetrated	by	Muslims	from	the
coast,	but	it	is	also	a	symbolic	punishment	for	the	Belgian	trading	company	that
operated	in	the	Congo	River	region,	and	for	Kurtz	and	his	crimes.	Muslims	and
Europeans	 are	 linked	 and	 prosecuted,	 as	 it	 were,	 because	 of	 the	 novel’s
resemblance	 to	 Heart	 of	 Darkness	 and	 that	 the	 figure	 of	 Joseph/Yusuf	 is
common	to	both	Muslim	and	Christian	traditions.
Paradise	 is	 set	 in	 the	 late	 nineteenth	 and	 early	 twentieth	 century,	 before

European	colonization	of	the	eastern	African	coast	was	complete.	It	exposes	the
conflicts	and	tensions	between	Muslims	and	other	Africans	before	there	was	any
racialized	 “national”	 vocabulary	 at	 work.	 Race,	 as	 a	 scientific	 and	 biological
category,	was	engineered	in	the	modern	west,	and	for	Europeans	the	savagery	of
Africans	 rested	 at	 least	 partly	 on	 racial	 “difference.”	However,	 race	 and	 racial
categories	are	not	always	clear	in	Paradise.	“Savages”	were	not	so	for	Muslims
because	 of	 their	 black	 skin,	 skull	 size,	 or	 their	 allegedly	 animal-like	 genitalia,
but	because	of	 their	ostensibly	barbaric	practices	and	 their	 lack	of	civilization.
The	 Muslims	 are	 mostly	 black	 Africans	 themselves,	 sometimes	 Arabs,	 and
sometimes	 people	 of	mixed	 ancestry.	 It	 is	 revealed	 in	 the	 narrative	 that	Yusuf
himself	 is	 the	 son	 of	 an	mswahili	 father	 and	 an	 Arab	 woman.	 Therefore,	 the
Muslim	self	is	not	a	function	of	race	in	the	biological	sense,	but	is	performative
and	cultural.
Taking	 Etienne	 Balibar’s	 notion	 of	 “racism	 with	 races,”	 historian	 Jonathon

Glassman	writes	against	the	notion	that	all	intra-African	strife	is	a	residue	of	the
European	 production	 of	 identities.17	 He	 argues	 that	 there	 is	 a	 misplaced
emphasis	on	race	as	a	biological	phenomenon	imported	from	Europe,	because	it
trivializes	 race	 as	 a	 civilizational	 concept	 and	 source	 of	 otherness	 in	 pre-
European	Africa	and	elsewhere	in	the	world:

What	happens	if	we	abandon	the	fixation	on	scientific	doctrines	and	instead	recognize	racial	thought	as
a	shifting	field	of	discourse,	a	general	set	of	assumptions	that	humankind	is	divided	among	constituent
categories,	each	of	which	is	distinguished	by	inherited	traits	and	characteristics?	Relatively	few	of	the
intellectual	 currents	 that	 contributed	 to	 raciology	 were	 peculiar	 to	 the	 West:	 drawing	 boundaries
between	 peoples	 or	 ethnicities	 and	 even	 ranking	 them	 according	 to	 universalizing	 registers	 of
inferiority	and	superiority	have	been	far	from	unusual	in	world-historical	terms.	Concepts	convergent
with	the	ideal	of	civilization,	ostensibly	inclusive	yet	contributing	to	hierarchical	beliefs	and	practices
that	 look	 uncomfortably	 like	 “racism,”	 have	 occurred	 in	 many	 non-Western	 intellectual	 traditions,
Zanzibar’s	among	them.	Indeed,	Igor	Kopytoff	has	argued	that	discourses	of	civilization	and	barbarism
—including	tropes	marking	barbarians	as	physically	different—have	been	so	common	in	sub-Saharan
oral	traditions	that	one	might	almost	speak	of	them	of	as	part	of	a	continent-wide	political	culture.18



Others	 scholars	 take	 Glassman’s	 doubts	 about	 race	 even	 farther	 and	 are
unconvinced	 that	 the	 term	 race	 is	 even	 appropriate	 for	 what	 Glassman	 is
describing.19

My	own	reading	of	Paradise	shares	Glassman’s	premise	to	a	great	extent.	But
one	need	not	assume	a	great	incompatibility	between	race	as	a	cultural,	and	race
as	 a	 biological,	 category.	 Later	 in	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 as	 some	 African
nationalisms	 adopted	 the	 language	 of	 biological	 race,	 being	 Muslim	 cast
suspicion	on	a	person’s	biological	African	purity.	The	aggregation	of	Arab	and
Muslim,	 the	 racialization	 of	 Muslims	 as	 Arabs,	 is	 a	 rhetorical	 maneuver	 that
harnesses	 race	 as	 both	 a	 biological	and	 a	 civilizational	 configuration.	 In	 other
words,	 biological	 race	 was	 the	 litmus	 test	 used	 to	 determine	 one’s	 cultural
membership	and	vice	versa—and	certainly,	the	imagined	unity	of	biological	race
and	culture	has	its	consequences	for	Muslim	Africans.	For	this	reason,	Gurnah’s
narratives	feature	characters	who	express	surprise	and	a	sense	of	inconceivability
around	 a	 black	 African,	 a	 non-Arab,	 being	 Muslim.	 In	 Paradise,	 one	 of	 the
peripheral	 characters	 is	 taken	 aback	 when	 he	 discovers	 that	 Muslims	 exist
outside	of	the	Arab	world:	“So	many	people	who	lived	in	Rusi	were	Muslims.	In
every	town!	Tartari,	Kirgisi,	Uzbeki!	Who	had	heard	of	these	names?	His	uncle’s
surprise	was	shared	by	these	people	too,	who	had	ever	heard	of	a	black	man	in
Africa	 being	 a	 Muslim.”20	 This	 passage	 also	 has	 a	 contemporary	 rhetorical
function.	It	recenters	the	international	character	of	Islam	and	highlights	the	fact
that	it	is	not	a	synonym	for	Arab.
The	 cultural	 privilege	 of	 Arabs,	 however,	 has	 unmistakable	 effects	 in	 the

material	 world	 of	 the	 Swahili	 coast.	 While	 violence	 was	 not	 historically	 a
common	method	by	which	Islam	took	root	 in	 the	region,	 the	 inequitable	social
and	 economic	 practices	 and	 structures	 that	 marginalized	 large	 swathes	 of	 the
population	 (mostly	 black)	 remain	 part	 of	 collective	 memory.	 It	 is	 clear	 in
Paradise	that	Arab	power	was	not	just	a	misplaced	suspicion	of	the	indigenous
population	but	a	reality	that	had	tactile	social	and	economic	effects.

First	there	was	Kanyenye,	which	belonged	to	an	Arab	whose	name	was	Muhina	bin	Seleman	El-Urubi.
And	the	second	part	of	 the	town	was	called	Bahareni,	and	the	Arab	it	belonged	to	was	Said	bin	Ali.
And	the	third	part	was	called	Lufita,	which	belonged	to	Mwenye	Mlenda,	a	man	from	Mrima	on	the
coast.	 The	 fourth	 part	was	 called	Mkowani,	 to	 an	Arab	 Said	 bin	Habib	Al-Afif.	And	 the	 fifth	was
Bomani,	and	the	Arab’s	name	was	Seti	bin	Juma.	The	sixth	was	Mbugani,	and	the	Arab	who	owned	it
was	Salim	bin	Ali	 .	 .	 .	 the	ninth	Mbirani,	 to	an	Arab	Ali	bin	Sultan	 .	 .	 .	and	eleventh	was	Kwihara,
whose	owner	was	an	Arab	called	Abdalla	bin	Nasibu.21

This	comically	exhausting	 list	captures	 the	extent	 to	which	Arabs	annexed	and
controlled	 land,	 commerce,	 and	 titles	 on	 the	 Swahili	 coast.	 The	 discrepancy



between	 the	names	of	 the	 towns	 (which	have	 largely	Swahili	names)	and	 their
Arab	owners	simulates	a	self/other	dynamic	by	which	Arabs	are	represented	as
outsiders	and	consequently	as	usurpers.	There	is,	however,	one	mswahili	name	in
the	list	(Lufita-Mwenye	Mlenda),	perhaps	to	underline,	despite	Arab	power,	how
Swahili	society	was	a	miscegenated	one	and	that	Arab	power	was	not	total.
Arab	 or	 otherwise,	 the	Muslim	 traders	 in	Paradise	 aggressively	 employ	 the

colonial	 concept	 of	 the	 “interior,”	 the	 proverbial	 “heart	 of	 darkness,”	 which
contrasts	with	the	civility	of	the	coast,	a	difference	that	hinges	on	Islam.	Though
biological	race	does	not	operate	in	the	way	the	Muslims	perceive	the	Africans	of
the	“interior,”	they	do	hold	that	the	savage	is	essentially	so,	and	that	savagery	is
in	his	nature.	This	 is	perhaps	a	protobiological	conception	of	 racial	difference.
Mohammad	Abdalla,	 one	 of	Aziz’s	 companions,	 asks,	 “‘Do	 you	 ask	 a	 savage
what	for?	Because	he’s	a	savage,	that’s	what	for.	He	is	what	he	is.	You	don’t	ask
a	 shark	 or	 a	 snake	why	 it	 attacks.’”22	 But	 even	 the	Muslim	 contempt	 for	 the
“savage”	 is	 diluted	 with	 a	 sense	 of	 bewilderment	 and	 mystery:	 “Behind	 the
mountain,	he	was	told	by	the	others	who	had	been	before,	lived	the	dusty	warrior
people	who	herded	cattle	and	drank	the	blood	of	their	animals.	They	thought	war
was	 honourable	 and	were	 proud	 of	 their	 history	 of	 violence.	 The	 greatness	 of
their	leaders	was	measured	by	the	animals	they	had	acquired	from	raiding	their
neighbours,	and	by	the	number	of	women	they	had	abducted	from	their	homes.
When	 they	 were	 not	 fighting,	 they	 adorned	 their	 bodies	 and	 hair	 with	 the
dedication	of	brother	queens.”23
These	 accounts	 have	 a	 mystical	 quality	 and	 are	 only	 loosely	 based	 on	 the

observations	 by	 an	 unknown	 person	 rather	 than	 on	 the	 characters’	 direct
experience.	 The	 accounts	 of	 these	 “rustic”	 peoples	 who	 lived	 “behind”	 a
nondescript	mountain	(the	Masai,	perhaps),	like	mythic	creatures	of	folklore	and
children’s	stories,	are	principally	imaginings	and	rumors.	Khalil,	another	one	of
Uncle	Aziz’s	 young	 “apprentices,”	 a	 rehani,	 a	mtumwa,	makes	many	 pedantic
speeches	 to	 Yusuf	 that	 resemble	 western	 colonial	 perceptions	 of	 the	 “other”:
“‘And	who	lives	in	this	Paradise?	Savages	and	thieves	who	rob	innocent	traders
and	 sell	 their	 brothers	 for	 trinkets.	 They’re	 without	 God	 or	 religion,	 or	 even
simple	everyday	mercy.	Just	 like	 the	wild	beasts	who	 live	 there	with	 them.’”24
The	unrelenting	pejorative	 references	 to	 the	peoples	 living	 in	 the	 “interior”	by
the	 Muslims	 is	 augmented	 by	 the	 specter	 of	 the	 Germans,	 highlighting	 the
kinship	 between	Muslim	 and	European	 imaginings	 of	 their	Other,	 the	African
“savage.”
The	Muslim	perception	of	lawlessness,	savagery,	and	the	absence	of	religion

and	social	organization	in	the	“interior”	is	reinforced	by	the	idea	that	they,	like



Christian	Europeans,	occupy	a	providential	place	 in	 the	material	world.	Hamid
asserts	this	perception	when	he	states,

Do	 you	 know	 that	we	who	 are	 from	 the	 coast	 call	 ourselves	waungwana?	Do	 you	 know	what	 that
means?	It	means	people	of	honour.	That’s	what	we	call	ourselves,	especially	here	among	fiends	and
savages.	Why	do	we	call	ourselves	that?	It	is	God	who	gives	us	the	right.	We	are	honourable	because
we	submit	ourselves	to	the	Creator,	and	understand	and	adhere	to	our	obligations	to	him.	If	you	cannot
read	his	word	or	 follow	his	 law,	you	are	not	better	 than	 these	worshippers	of	 rocks	and	 trees.	Little
better	than	a	beast.25

This	passage	recalls	the	Christianizing	language	of	the	District	Commissioner	in
Achebe’s	Things	Fall	Apart	and	Joshua	in	Ngugi’s	The	River	Between.	There	is
no	 trace,	 however,	 of	 a	 concerted	 commitment	 to	 making	 the	 “savage”	 like
themselves.26	Rather,	 the	Muslims	resolve	to	maintain	their	distinction	by	their
knowledge	 of	God.	But	 again,	 the	 speaker	 does	 not	 perceive	 himself	 to	 be	 an
outsider.	He	is	a	Kiswahili	speaker	from	the	coast	and	he	signifies	himself	using
a	 Kiswahili	 noun—waungwana.	 However	 imperious	 and	 colonial	 the	 speaker
may	be,	the	designations	of	African	or	non-African	have	no	currency	for	him.
Muslim	 colonial	 discourse	 toward	 non-Muslims	 is	 not	 just	 composed	 of

contempt	and	fear.	Like	European	colonial	attitudes	 toward	 the	African,	 it	also
infantilizes	and	exoticizes	its	object.	The	“interior”	is	conceived	of	as	a	presocial
and	pristine	place	that	is	populated	by	simple	and	noble	peoples,	uncorrupted	by
the	 taxing	rigors	of	civilization:	“‘When	you	look	on	 this	 land	 it	 fills	you	with
longing.	 So	 pure	 and	 bright.	You	may	 be	 tempted	 to	 think	 that	 its	 inhabitants
know	neither	sickness	or	ageing.	And	their	days	are	filled	with	contentment	and
a	 search	 for	 wisdom.’”27	 But	 the	 imagining	 of	 such	 an	 arcadian	 space	 is
tempered	by	prejudicial	ideas	and	is	ultimately	scattered	because	Aziz	says	“you
may	be	tempted.”	The	exotic	impulse	is	strong,	but	not	strong	enough	to	concede
any	human	qualities	to	the	washenzi,	the	savages.
The	antagonism	between	and	among	Africans,	while	complicating	the	idea	of

precolonial	 Africa,	 does	 not	 undercut	 the	 novel’s	 commitment	 to	 offering	 a
counternarrative	 to	European	colonial	 discourse.	Paradise	 remains,	 in	 the	 end,
an	 indictment	 of	 European	 coloniality	 without	 simplifying,	 idealizing,	 or
manufacturing	 an	 idyllic	 precolony.	 Paradise	 is	 an	 anticolonial	 text	 and	 its
censure	 of	 Europe’s	 history	 on	 the	 “dark	 continent”	 is	 just	 as	 forceful,	 if	 not
more	 so,	 than	 its	 critique	 of	 aspects	 of	 Islam’s	 history.	 The	 challenge	 to
European	coloniality	in	Paradise	merges	with	Marlow’s	ambivalence	in	Heart	of
Darkness,	but	only	to	underscore	the	illogic	in	contending	that	the	latter	is	itself
an	 anticolonial	 narrative.	 Uncle	 Aziz	 makes	 a	 cryptic,	 self-incriminating



utterance	 to	Mohammad	Abdalla	 about	 the	European	 intruders:	 “‘They’re	here
for	the	same	reason	you	and	I	are.’”28
The	main	characters	in	Paradise,	primarily	Muslims,	are	somewhat	conscious

of	their	historical	position	and	their	relationship	to	European	colonialism.	Uncle
Aziz’s	 self-awareness	 echoes	 Marlow’s	 sentiments	 about	 Europeans:	 “They
grabbed	what	they	could	for	the	sake	of	what	was	to	be	got.	It	was	just	robbery
with	violence,	aggravated	murder	on	a	great	scale,	and	men	going	at	it	blind—as
is	very	proper	for	those	who	tackle	a	darkness.	The	conquest	of	the	earth,	which
mostly	means	the	taking	it	away	from	those	who	have	a	different	complexion	or
slightly	flatter	noses	 than	ourselves,	 is	not	a	pretty	 thing	when	you	look	into	 it
too	much.	What	 redeems	 it	 is	 the	 idea	only.”29	Nevertheless,	 this	passage	 is	at
most	a	potentiality	in	Heart	of	Darkness.	 It	critiques	 the	praxis	of	colonialism,
prompting	 some	 critics	 to	 read	 the	 novel	 as	 a	 protopostcolonial	 text.	 But
Conrad’s	novella	does	not	ultimately	achieve	full	awareness	of	the	historicity	of
colonial	doctrines.
Unlike	Paradise,	which	is	conscious	of	its	own	historical	occasion	and	its	own

historicity	(a	consciousness	that	is	also	self-indicting),	Heart	of	Darkness	cannot
be	 given	 the	 same	 credit.	 The	 previously	 cited	 passage	 begins	 with	 Marlow
vigorously	 denouncing	 the	 desultory	 and	 unbridled	 violence	 of	 colonialism.
“Murder	on	a	great	 scale”	and	 the	 reference	 to	 the	Africans’	different	physical
features	shows	that	this	genocide	was	justified	by	European	constructions	of	race
that	evicted	the	African	from	humanity.	As	well,	while	Marlow	is	critical	of	the
violence	 and	 randomness	 of	 Europe’s	 plunder	 of	 Africa,	 he	 does	 not	 censure
European	 colonialism	 as	 an	 idea,	 the	 one	 the	 French	 called	 la	 mission
civilisatrice.	After	 all,	Marlow	 states	 that	 despite	 the	 ugliness	 and	 violence	 of
colonialism,	“what	 redeems	 it	 is	 the	 idea	only.”	For	Marlow,	 then,	colonialism
was	not	 inherently	questionable.	Rather,	 it	was	censurable	because	 it	had	gone
awry	in	 its	execution.	Terry	Eagleton	holds	 this	and	other	 tensions	 in	Conrad’s
writing	 to	 evince	 what	 he	 sees	 as	 the	 contradiction	 between	 “its	 [Victorian
society]	 Romantic	 ideals	 and	 its	 sordid	 material	 practice.”30	 Colonialism	 also
produced,	 according	 to	 Eagleton,	 a	 cultural	 relativism	 born	 of	 the	 disillusion
with	 the	 violence	 and	 barbarity	 of	western	 imperialism	 “at	 precisely	 the	 point
where	 the	 absolute	 cultural	 hegemony	 of	 the	 imperialist	 nations	 needed	 to	 be
affirmed.”31	But	this	cultural	relativism	is	a	negative	one.	It	highlights	the	equal
aptitude	of	Europeans	for	barbarity	to	that	of	the	Africans.	It	does	not	work	the
other	way	around,	which	means	that	it	does	not	demonstrate	the	equal	humanity
of	African	to	the	Europeans.	When	Marlow	states	that	the	distant	sound	of	drums
is	 just	 as	 profound	 as	 the	 sound	 of	 church	 bells	 in	 a	 Christian	 country,	 the



kinship	 has	 to	 be	 recovered	 from	 a	 vast	 temporal	 abyss.	 Kurtz	 and	 Marlow
represent	 the	 two	 faces	 of	 colonialism:	 raw	violence	 and	 charity	motivated	by
the	“white	man’s	burden.”
Heart	of	Darkness	 never	becomes	a	 critique	of	 the	historical	paradigms	and

epistemologies	 that	 it	 inhabits	 and	 that	 speak	 it.	 Historical	 consciousness
remains,	at	best,	a	function	of	a	generous	and	retrospective	critical	reading	of	the
text,	 rather	 than	an	element	 that	 is	persuasively	demonstrable	 in	 the	 text	 itself.
And	while	there	may	be	techniques	and	structures	in	the	text	that	can	generate	a
sense	 of	 critique	 or	 irony	 around	 the	 novella,	 including	 narrative	 buffers	 and
Marlow’s	 scattered	 sympathies	 for	 the	African,	Conrad	 does	 not,	 according	 to
Chinua	Achebe,	“hint	however	subtly	and	tentatively	at	an	alternative	frame	of
reference	by	which	we	may	judge	the	actions	and	opinions	of	his	characters.”32
The	vital	difference	between	Heart	of	Darkness	and	Paradise,	 then,	 is	 that	 the
latter	is	aware	of	its	own	historical	intervention	in	the	conversations	it	hosts.	The
context	of	the	novel’s	production	and	publication	aside,	the	narrative	voice	and
the	main	character,	Yusuf,	speak	from	a	position	of	cultural	knowledge.	Often,
Yusuf’s	consciousness	yields,	and	other	subjectivities,	those	of	the	peoples	of	the
“interior”	for	 instance,	become	visible	and	audible	 in	 the	 text.	On	these	counts
alone,	 Paradise	 and	 Heart	 of	 Darkness	 differ	 substantially.	 While	 Achebe’s
indignation	with	 the	 racism	 in	Conrad’s	novella	 is	 somewhat	dismissive	of	 the
autonomy	 of	 the	 novel	 form,	 I	 am	 in	 general	 agreement	 with	 Achebe	 in
maintaining	that	neither	the	narrative	posture	of	Heart	of	Darkness	nor	Marlow’s
words	and	reflections	demonstrate	the	essential	feature	of	a	postcolonial	text:	the
awareness	of	power	relations	and	historical	moment	as	formative.
It	 is	 also	worth	 revisiting	 the	 common	 description	 of	Conrad’s	 novella	 as	 a

modernist	one.	Formal	assessments	of	literature	are	always	ideologically	loaded,
which	means	that	if	one	maintains	that	a	novel	is	of	modernist	sensibility,	 then
one	is	also	making	a	claim	about	the	cultural,	and	perhaps	ideological,	postures
in	 the	 text.	 Theodor	Adorno	 states	 that	 the	modernist	 novel,	 regardless	 of	 the
political	positions	and	prejudices	of	its	author,	always	features	an	“unconscious
historiography.”33	 But	 this	 does	 not	 really	 delineate	 a	 modernist	 novel	 in	 a
satisfactory	 way.	 There	 are	 “unconscious	 historiographies”	 in	 premodernist
novels	as	well.	I	want	to	be	clear	that	my	hesitation	to	view	Heart	of	Darkness	as
a	modernist	 text,	 though	 it	 obviously	 employs	modernist	 narrative	 techniques,
does	not	stem	from	Conrad’s	own	putative	 racism.	Rather,	 I	am	not	convinced
that	Marlow’s	consciousness	is	sufficiently	self-critical,	nor	is	there	anything	in
the	narrative	to	suggest	metatext,	awareness	of	 its	own	textuality,	or	awareness
of	 the	 colonial	 episteme.	 Perhaps	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 outside	 narrator	 conveys



Marlow’s	 account	 to	 the	 reader	 is	meant	 to	 create	 a	 sense	 of	 critique,	 that	 the
narrator	 is	 putting	 Marlow’s	 views	 on	 exhibit.	 Perhaps	 the	 fact	 that	 we	 hear
about	Kurtz	through	Marlow	through	the	outside	narrator	is	itself	a	performance
of	the	implausibility	of	colonial	narratives	brought	back	to	Europe,	as	they	are	so
altered,	 filtered,	 and	 distorted.	 But	 these	 possibilities	 all	 remain	 inferential.
Achebe’s	 observation,	 that	 there	 is	 no	 alternative	 model	 of	 historical
consciousness	through	which	we	can	understand	Marlow’s	words,	is	sound.
Of	 course,	 when	 contending	 that	 Paradise	 ultimately	 challenges	 European

colonial	narratives	of	African	history,	one	 is	 faced	with	a	number	of	questions
that	need	 to	be	 surmounted	convincingly.	Given	 the	 assiduous	portrayal	of	 the
Muslim	contempt	for	other	Africans,	does	not	Paradise	furnish	the	reasons,	the
justifications,	 even,	 for	 anti-Islamism	 in	 some	 contemporary	African	 literature
and	 political	 polemic?	 Does	 it	 not,	 in	 light	 of	 its	 inclusion	 of	 anti-Islamic
elements,	 allay	 European	 consciences	 about	 their	 own	 role	 in	 the
“underdevelopment”	and	exploitation	of	Africa?	Further,	is	not	Paradise	an	even
more	 authoritative	 testimony	 to	 the	 ills	 of	 Islam	 in	 Africa	 because	 a	Muslim
authored	 it?	 The	 hostility	 of	 the	 Muslim	 characters	 to	 Europeans	 and	 their
calculations	 in	Africa	 aside,	Paradise	 anticipates	 the	 concerns	 that	 I	 have	 laid
out	by	creating	various	narrative	vehicles	through	which	to	exact	its	criticism	of
Islam.	 It	 succeeds	 where	Heart	 of	 Darkness	 fails.	 The	 structure	 of	 the	 novel
ensures	 that	 its	 critique	 of	 Islam	 does	 not	 converge	 with	 western	 colonial
narratives.	 For	 example,	 Islam	 finds	 one	 of	 its	 most	 critical	 interlocutors	 and
voices	in	Kalasinga,	a	Sikh	Indian,	a	non-European.34	When	he	declares	that	he
wants	 to	 translate	 the	 Qur’an,	 he	 is	 asked	 why,	 and	 responds,	 “To	make	 you
stupid	 natives	 hear	 the	 ranting	 God	 you	 worship.	 It	 will	 be	 my	 crusade.”35
Besides	 summoning	 translation	 as	 an	 intellectual	 question,	 Kalasinga	 also
provocatively	uses	the	term	“crusade,”	which	is	hardly	innocuous	in	reference	to
Islam.	Kalasinga	 does	 acknowledge	 Islam’s	 place	 in	 the	 eastern	African	 coast
and	its	importance	to	its	people.	Kalasinga’s	reference	to	all	“you	stupid	natives”
affirms	that	Islam	is	in	fact	a	native	religion.
Despite	 Kalasinga’s	 antagonistic	 critique	 of	 Islam,	 he	 does	 not	 seek	 to

dislodge	 it	 from	Africa	 and	 insists,	 instead,	 that	 Europeans	 are	 Africa’s	 chief
detractors:	 “‘Grumble	 mumble,	 what’s	 the	 good	 of	 that?	We’re	 the	 same	 like
this.	They	are	our	enemies.	That’s	also	what	makes	us	the	same.’”36	Faced	with
European	ingression	and	their	eventual	domination,	 the	differences	between	all
the	 peoples	 who	 inhabit	 the	 coast	 are	 dissolved	 by	 their	 common	 historical
predicament.	 “The	magnitude	of	 the	Europeans’	 rapacity,”	 J.	A.	Kearney	aptly
states,	“seems	 to	defy	all	 local	 scales	of	comparison.”37	However,	what	at	 that



time	 seemed	 to	 be	 the	 comparatively	 immaterial	 nature	 of	 frictions	 among
Indians,	Arabs,	Swahili,	and	so	on	was	honed	into	something	of	an	epic	conflict
in	Zanzibar	and	the	rest	of	eastern	Africa	in	the	1960s.
The	chief	source	of	the	critique	of	Islam	in	Paradise	is	ultimately	rooted	in	a

Muslim	 narrative	 voice	 and	 the	 central	 Muslim	 character,	 Yusuf,	 a	 Swahili
Muslim	who	does	not	speak	Arabic.	He	is	a	Muslim	but	he	is	also	an	outcast,	an
exile	from	the	Islamic	milieu	of	his	childhood	and	adolescence.	Throughout	the
narrative,	the	reader	is	given	the	distinct	impression	that	Yusuf	is	maladjusted	in
his	own	Muslim	society,	but	that	he	is	not	hostile	to	it,	either.	When	attending	a
reading	 of	 the	 Qur’an,	 Yusuf	 “thought	 to	 escape	 before	 the	 preacher	 hit	 his
stride,	but	he	was	not	quick	enough.”38	His	distance	from	his	religion	does	not
escape	the	attention	of	the	community	elders.	“‘Now	that	I	think	of	it,	I	haven’t
noticed	you	reading	very	often.’”39	Yusuf	already	feels	distance	from	Islam	and
this	 contributes	 to	 his	 precociously	 conciliatory	 attitude	 toward	 the	 peoples	 of
the	 interior.	 He	 eventually	 confronts	 Khalil	 over	 his	 sentiments	 toward	 these
people,	prompting	Khalil	to	remark	of	Chatu,	“‘After	every	journey	people	come
back	with	terrible	stories.	You	know	his	reputation	with	the	men,	don’t	you?	.	.	.
You	shouldn’t	be	so	 trusting.	He’s	a	dangerous	man.	Anyway,	did	you	see	any
wolf-men?’”	 But	 Yusuf	 does	 not	 validate	 Khalil’s	 prejudice,	 but	 inverts	 the
Muslims’	own	epithets	against	them.	“He	treated	me	kindly	.	.	.	I	didn’t	see	any
wolf-men.	They	were	probably	 just	 hiding	 from	 the	 strange	wild	beasts	which
were	tramping	across	their	land.”40
Paradise	 also	 appropriates	 and	 redeploys	 some	 of	 the	 rhetorical	 tools	 of

European	 colonial	 discourse	 against	 Europeans	 themselves.	Paradise	 silences,
exoticizes,	 and	 “others”	 the	 European	 colonizer	 and	 never	 loses	 sight	 of	 the
spectral	 Germans,	 who	 are	 painted	 as	 the	 ultimate	 aggressors.	 Moreover,
Paradise	 is	aware	of	 the	European	colonial	narrative	of	Islam	in	Africa,	which
situates	Islam	as	an	obstruction	to	European	cultural	supremacy,	one	that	had	to
be	 exploited	 and	 then	 removed:	 “Everywhere	 they	 went	 now	 they	 found	 the
Europeans	 had	 got	 there	 before	 them,	 and	 had	 installed	 soldiers	 and	 officials
telling	the	people	that	they	had	come	to	save	them	from	their	enemies	who	only
sought	to	make	slaves	of	them.”41	European	colonialism’s	demonization	of	Islam
was	 accomplished	 by	 overstating	 the	 use	 of	 violence	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 converting
Africans,	 and	 by	 linking	 Islam	 as	 a	 faith	 with	 cultural	 Arabization.	 European
colonial	 rhetoric	 also	 took	 due	 care	 to	 emphasize	 the	 ubiquity	 of	 slavery	 and
slave	trading	of	Africans	by	the	Arabs	in	the	sub-Sahara,	and	especially	the	fact
that	 this	 slave	 trade	 predated	European	 colonization	by	 centuries.	This	was	 an
insurance	policy	 against	 anti-European	 sentiments	 and	 a	way	of	masking	 their



own	designs	on	the	continent.
Using	this	awareness,	Paradise	deploys	 the	discourse	of	 the	exotic	and	even

animal	 “other”	 against	 the	 Europeans,	 who	 do	 not	 speak	 and	 who	 are	 barely
“seen”	in	the	novel,	like	the	“silent”	and	semivisible	“natives”	in	Conrad’s	Heart
of	Darkness.	Europeans	do	appear	 in	 the	 first	pages	of	 the	novel,	 even	 though
they	 rarely	 appear	 subsequently.	 This	 is	 of	 great	 narrative	 importance.	 Yusuf
spots	 two	 Germans	 on	 the	 railroad	 platform	 and	 “He	 could	 not	 tear	 his	 eyes
away.	 Suddenly,	 the	 man	 bared	 his	 teeth	 in	 an	 involuntary	 snarl,	 curling	 his
fingers	in	an	inexplicable	way.	Yusuf	heeded	the	warning	and	fled,	muttering	the
words	he	had	been	taught	to	say	when	he	required	sudden	and	unexpected	help
from	God.”42
This	passage	is	important	because	it	compacts	the	internal	conflict	that	drives

the	 narrative,	 the	 clash	 between	 Islam	 as	 both	 an	 indigenous	 religion	 and	 a
derelict	 and	 afflictive	 one.	 It	 also	 shows	 eastern	 Africa’s	 multiple	 colonial
heritages,	as	the	first	two	characters	the	reader	encounters	are	Yusuf,	a	Muslim,
and	the	German	standing	on	the	platform	at	a	rail	station.	But	Yusuf’s	reaction	to
seeing	the	German	is	one	of	confusion	and	terror	at	the	sight	of	a	bizarre	being.
The	narrator’s	 complicit	 language	 animalizes	 the	German,	who	had	no	 control
over	his	“snarl,”	like	the	impulsive	Africans	portrayed	in	Conrad’s	novella.	The
novel’s	 opening	 scene,	 Yusuf	 observing	 a	 German,	 indicates	 that	 the	 cultural
space	 of	 the	 narrative	 was	 never	 “precolonial”	 like	 the	 social	 space	 in	 the
opening	pages	of	Achebe’s	Things	Fall	Apart.43
Later	 in	 the	narrative,	Uncle	Aziz	 echoes	Yusuf’s	 impressions	of	Europeans

because	he,	too,	had	spotted	a	German	officer	on	some	previous	occasion.	“They
look	like	skinless	reptiles	and	have	golden	hair,	like	women	or	a	very	bad	joke.
The	first	time	I	saw	one,	he	was	sitting	in	a	chair	under	a	tree	in	the	middle	of
the	 forest.	 I	whispered	 the	Almighty’s	name,	 thinking	 I	was	 in	 the	presence	of
evil.	Then,	after	a	moment	I	knew	that	the	ghostly	creature	was	one	of	the	famed
breakers	of	nations.”44	Aziz	animalizes	and	sensationalizes	 the	German,	whose
white	 skin	 and	 blond	 hair	 is	 a	 point	 of	 emasculation	 for	 Aziz,	 a	 point	 of
effeminacy.	This	reverberates	the	animalization	and	feminization	of	the	African
continent	 by	 the	 European	 colonial	 imagination.	When	 asked	 if	 the	 European
spoke,	 Aziz	 replies,	 “Not	 words	 known	 to	 the	 human	 ear,”	 doubting	 the
European’s	humanity	because	of	his	inability	to	speak	in	a	language	intelligible
to	Africans.45
Farther	into	the	narrative,	by	which	point	 the	reader	knows	that	Yusuf	is	not

inclined	to	hatreds,	he	explains	his	own	awe	and	fear	of	the	Germans:	“The	skin
on	his	 face	was	 stretched	 tight	 and	 smooth,	 as	 if	 he	had	 suffered	burning	or	 a



disease.	His	smile	was	a	fixed	grimace	of	deformity.	His	teeth	were	exposed,	as
if	the	tightly	stretched	flesh	on	his	face	had	already	begun	to	rot	and	slough	off
around	his	mouth.	 It	was	 the	 face	of	 a	 cadaver,	 and	Yusuf	was	 shocked	by	 its
ugliness	 and	 its	 look	 of	 cruelty.”46	 Though	 Yusuf	 and	 Uncle	 Aziz	 are	 very
different	sites	of	discourse	when	it	comes	to	their	dealings	with	other	Africans,
they	share	a	common	poignant	dislike	and	fear	of	Europeans.
The	 late	 nineteenth-century	 European,	 equipped	 with	 the	 nascent	 sciences

born	 of	 post-Enlightenment	 rationalism	 and	 the	 doctrine	 of	 evolution,
supposedly	 discovers	 in	 Africa	 evidence	 of	 not	 only	 primitive	 peoples	 whom
modernity	 and	 history	 itself	 have	 left	 behind	 but	 also	 his	 own	 primordial,
presocial	self.	Thus	the	journey	down	the	Congo	River	toward	the	interior,	into
the	 self,	was	 also	 necessarily	 a	 voyage	 back	 in	 time.	 Jean	 and	 John	Comaroff
examine	 these	 two	 tropes	 in	 their	 essay	 “Africa	 Observed:	 Discourses	 of	 the
Imperial	Imagination.”	They	write,	“We	are	reminded	that	images	of	Africa	are
born	of	European	arguments	about	their	own	essential	nature.”47	This	is	because
“the	African	was	 assigned	 a	 particularly	 base	position:	 he	marked	 the	point	 at
which	humanity	gave	way	to	animality.”48	Marlow’s	description	of	the	natives	is
spawned	 from	 the	 introspective	 journey	 that	 nineteenth-century	 Europeans
thought	Africa	opened	for	them:

It	was	unearthly,	and	the	men	were—No,	they	were	not	inhuman.	Well,	you	know,	that	was	the	worst
of	it—this	suspicion	of	their	not	being	inhuman.	It	would	slowly	come	to	one.	They	howled	and	leaped
and	spun,	and	made	horrid	faces;	but	what	 thrilled	you	was	 just	 the	 thought	of	 their	humanity—like
yours—the	thought	of	your	remote	kinship	with	this	wild	and	passionate	uproar.	Ugly.	Yes,	it	was	ugly
enough;	but	if	you	were	man	enough	you	would	admit	to	yourself	that	there	was	in	you	just	the	faintest
trace	of	a	response	to	the	terrible	frankness	of	that	noise,	a	dim	suspicion	of	there	being	a	meaning	in	it
which	you—you	so	remote	from	the	night	of	first	ages—could	comprehend.49

Marlow’s	 admission	 of	 the	 Africans’	 possible	 humanity	 consisted	 of	 his
“realization”	 that	 he	had	met	his	 primordial	 self	who	 is	wandering,	 lost	 in	 the
shroud	of	“remote	time,”	before	and	outside	of	language,	an	ontological	self	that
lingered	 in	 the	 European	 no	 matter	 how	 “civilized”	 he	 had	 become.	 This
primordial	 self	 lurks	 just	 beneath	 the	 veneer	 of	 civility	 and	 can	 be	 readily
unleashed	 in	 the	 proper	 environs,	 as	 happened	 with	 Kurtz.	 The	 difference,
therefore,	was	not	biological	 for	Marlow,	but	 temporal.	After	 all,	 the	 sound	of
African	drums	are	infused	with	a	great	significance,	as	much	as	the	chiming	of
church	bells	does	for	Europeans.50	The	African	was	a	living	museum,	a	naturally
preserved	artifact.
Speech	 and	 language,	 important	 foundations	 of	 the	 human	 condition,	 are



denied	to	Africans	in	Heart	of	Darkness.	They	are	“silent”	or,	more	accurately,
they	are	silenced	by	the	narrative.	The	Africans	in	Conrad’s	narrative	do	in	fact
speak,	 but	 their	 speech	 is	 unintelligible	 to	 Marlow	 and	 the	 other	 Europeans.
Kurtz	presumably	speaks	the	language	of	the	people	along	the	Congo	River,	but
his	ability	to	do	so	does	not	in	any	way	humanize	Africans	or	unsettle	European
preconceptions	 of	 them.	 The	 natives	 are	 passive	 recipients	 of	 their	 own
language,	and	when	Kurtz	speaks	to	them,	he	only	does	so	to	command	and	 to
control	them	for	his	own	ends.	Kurtz’s	“understanding”	of	the	natives	had	little
to	 do	with	 language.	 It	was	 a	 supposedly	 visceral	 understanding.	He	 accessed
them	 because	 he	 had	 accessed	 his	 own	 essential	 darkness.	 The	 fact	 that	 the
Africans	can	in	fact	speak	is	lost	on	Marlow	and	on	the	narrative	consciousness
itself.	Again,	this	illustrates	the	fact	that	Heart	of	Darkness	 is	not	aware	of	 the
potential	 counterdiscourses	 that	 operate	 in	 it:	 “But	 their	 faces	were	 essentially
quiet,	 even	 those	 of	 the	 one	 or	 two	who	 grinned	 as	 they	 hauled	 at	 the	 chain.
Several	exchanged	short,	grunting	phrases,	which	seemed	to	settle	the	matter	to
their	 satisfaction.”51	 Their	 faces	 were	 “essentially”	 quiet,	 nonvocal,	 and
inexpressive,	indicating	Marlow’s	belief	that	the	Africans	were	somehow	devoid
of	language.
The	“grinning”	recalls	the	supplicant	native	that	is	content	with	his	lot,	even

under	 the	 harshest	 of	 circumstances,	 and	his	 grinning	 reassures	 the	white	man
who	subjugates	him	and	allays	any	anxieties	about	rebellion	and	violence.	But	it
is	 the	 next	 phrase	 that	 is	 the	 most	 interesting.	 Their	 “short”	 and	 “grunting”
phrases	 indicate,	 as	 they	must,	 the	 opacity	 of	 the	African	 to	 the	European,	 an
opacity	 that	 is	 negotiated	 through	 racist	 imagery.	 The	 brevity	 of	 their	 speech
signals	the	simplicity	of	African	tongues	according	to	the	colonial	imagination,
for	 which	 European	 languages	 were	 the	 paragon	 of	 complexity.	 In	 the	 end,
however	 one	 reads	 Marlow’s	 views	 here,	 it	 is	 the	 European	 who	 is	 placed
outside	the	language	of	the	African.	It	is	clear	that	Africans	do	in	fact	speak	and
that	 the	 narrative	 unknowingly	 illustrates	 its	 own	 limitations.	 The	 accidental
power	that	the	Africans	in	Conrad’s	narrative	possess	is	a	result	of	the	fact	that
neither	the	narrator	nor	Marlow	can	penetrate	their	language.
In	stark	contrast	 to	the	Africans	in	Heart	of	Darkness,	whom	Marlow	barely

recognizes	 as	 human,	 all	 Africans	 in	 Gurnah’s	 novel	 “speak.”	 The	 narrator,
rather	directly	addressing	The	Heart	of	Darkness,	says	of	the	Wasomali	and	the
Wanyamwezi	that	“they	were	not	silent,	but	spoke	words	understood	only	among
themselves.”52	Chatu,	 though	a	“savage,”	 is	 referred	 to	as	a	“sultan,”	a	 title	 fit
only	 for	 the	most	 regal	 persons	 in	 the	 Islamic	world,	 even	 though	 he	 is	 not	 a
Muslim.	He	lives	in	lands	that	are	animate	and	socially	ordered.	He	speaks	often,



eloquently,	 and	 compellingly.	 The	 deference	 that	 the	 trading	 column	 shows
Chatu’s	society	is	itself	a	departure	from	the	obfuscation	and	imperious	logic	of
European	colonialism.
Although	 the	 Muslims	 speak	 about	 the	 “interior”	 in	 unrelentingly	 negative

terms	throughout	the	narrative,	their	voice	never	really	overwhelms	the	reader’s
perception	 of	 the	 “interior.”	 In	 fact,	 when	 the	 Muslims	 and	 Chatu’s	 people
encounter	one	another,	the	cultural	field	is	shown	from	the	vantage	point	of	the
latter,	from	Chatu’s	perspective,	and	it	is	he	who	holds	Aziz’s	trading	column	in
his	commanding	and	defining	gaze.	“Chatu	turned	his	full	smiling	gaze	at	Yusuf,
leaning	back	 to	get	a	 fuller	view	of	him.	Yusuf	could	not	speak	for	a	moment,
held	 by	 Chatu’s	 comfortable	 scrutiny.	 He	 tried	 to	 smile	 back,	 but	 his	 face
resisted.	He	knew	he	must	look	foolish	and	frightened.	Chatu	laughed	softly,	his
teeth	gleaming	in	the	sinking	light.”53
Yusuf	is	the	main	object	of	Chatu’s	observation	and	patronizing	benevolence.

Chatu	 at	 once	 admires	 and	 pities	 Yusuf	 and	 assumes	 a	 paternal	 tone	 and
demeanor	toward	him:	“Chatu	laughed	delightedly	when	this	was	translated	for
him.	 ‘How	well	spoken	you	are,	he	says,’	said	Nyundo,	affecting	Chatu’s	 light
air.	‘I	changed	all	the	words	to	make	you	sound	wiser	than	you	are.’”54	Nyundo
the	 interpreter	has	 to	embellish	Yusuf’s	words	so	 that	he	does	not	disappoint	a
person	of	superior	intelligence.	Even	though	Yusuf	is	the	vehicle	through	which
the	reader	experiences	much	of	the	novel’s	historical	consciousness,	he	appears
to	 be	 a	mere	 simpleton	 to	Chatu,	 someone	who	 needs	 language	 and	 ideas	 cut
down	to	small	morsels	of	intelligibility.
It	 is	 clear	 in	 Paradise	 that	 Chatu	 is	 multilingual.	 He	 does	 indeed	 speak

Kiswahili,	 but	 he	 and	 the	 other	 members	 of	 the	 trading	 column	 know	 that
Kiswahili	will	not	be	the	language	of	their	exchanges	in	the	interior.	“Uncle	Aziz
said	he	remembered	the	sultan	could	speak	Kiswahili,	but	he	agreed	it	would	be
more	 courteous	 to	 address	 him	 in	 his	 own	 language	 first.”55	 The	 hierarchy	 of
languages	both	within	and	outside	the	novel	(English,	Arabic,	Kiswahili,	Chatu’s
language)	is	turned	on	its	head.	The	English-speaking	reader,	the	Arabic	speaker,
and	 the	 Kiswahili	 speaker	 all	 know	 languages	 that	 are	 not	 useful.	 English,
Arabic,	and	Kiswahili	are	and	were	widely	spoken	and	dominant	 languages	on
the	 eastern	 African	 coast,	 but	 none	 of	 them	 grant	 knowledge	 of	 Chatu’s
language.	The	reader,	Yusuf,	and	Uncle	Aziz	are	dependent	on	Nyundo’s	faulty
translations.	Chatu	 continues:	 “‘We	did	 not	 ask	 you	 to	 come,	 and	we	have	 no
welcome	 for	 you.	Your	 intentions	 are	 not	 generous,	 and	 by	 coming	 among	 us
you	only	bring	us	evil	and	calamity.	You	have	come	here	to	do	us	harm.	We	have
suffered	from	others	like	you	who	have	preceded	you,	and	have	no	intention	of



suffering	 again.’”56	 “All	 who	 have	 come	 before”	 is	 a	 reference	 not	 only	 to
previous	Muslim	trading	columns	but	also	to	Europeans.	It	is	also	a	reference	to
other	 narratives	 that	 have	 come	 before,	 such	 as	 Heart	 of	 Darkness.	 Chatu’s
perspective	 is	 a	 corrective	 to	 the	 idea	 that	 Europeans	 were	 benefactors,	 that
Kurtz	is	an	“emissary	of	pity,	and	science,	and	progress.”57	The	reader	hears	how
the	Africans	living	in	the	“interior”	perceive	Europeans	and	Muslim	incursions.
The	 reason	 that	 Kurtz	 is	 implicated	 in	 Chatu’s	 commentary	 is	 because	 of	 his
emphasis	 on	 suffering,	 and	 the	 indictment	 of	 Europe	 is	 necessarily	 bound	 up
with	 the	 indictment	 of	 Kurtz	 because	 of	 a	 syllogism	 erected	 by	 Conrad’s
narrative	itself:	“All	Europe	contributed	to	the	making	of	Kurtz.”58
Paradise	 also	 resists	 nineteenth-century	 European	 (mis)perceptions	 about

Africa’s	 nondescript	 geography.	Heart	 of	 Darkness	 casts	 Africa	 as	 an	 empty,
wild,	and	unclaimed	space.	Marlow	perceives	it	to	be	an	empty	landmass	that	is
devoid	of	human	culture	and	civilization,	 and	 the	 supposedly	empty	 landscape
corresponds	to	an	empty	socioscape.	“At	that	time	there	were	many	blank	spaces
on	 the	 earth,	 and	when	 I	 saw	one	 that	 looked	particularly	 inviting	on	 a	map	 I
would	put	my	finger	on	it	and	say,	‘When	I	grow	up	I	will	go	there.’	But	there
was	one	yet—the	biggest,	 the	most	blank,	so	 to	speak—that	 I	had	a	hankering
after.”59	All	three	of	the	places	that	Marlow	indicates	are	outside	of	Europe.	The
game	 that	 he	 played	 as	 a	 three-year-old	 child	 enacts	 the	 randomness	 of	 the
Congress	 of	Berlin,	where	Europe’s	 powers	made	 their	 “Scramble	 for	Africa”
and	carved	spheres	of	influence	on	the	continent	among	themselves.	The	biggest
and	 blankest	 of	 all	 these	 spaces	 is	Africa,	 because	Asia,	 for	 example,	 even	 if
“produced”	 by	 Orientalists,	 was	 never	 perceived	 as	 blank.	Marlow	 continues:
“But	there	was	in	it	one	river	especially,	a	mighty	big	river,	that	you	see	on	the
map,	 resembling	 an	 immense	 snake	 uncoiled	with	 its	 head	 in	 the	 sea.”60	 The
giant	snake,	the	Congo	River,	is	the	Judeo-Christian	(western)	metaphor	for	evil
and	cunning	and	the	promulgator	of	sin,	as	though	evil	itself	resides	in	the	heart
of	Africa.
Throughout	Conrad’s	narrative,	Africa	 is	depicted	by	negative	 terms	such	as

“blank,”	 “abject,”	 “broken,”	 “dark,”	 and	 “unknown.”	 In	Paradise,	 the	 Swahili
coast	 is	 not	 only	 inhabited;	 it	 is	 vibrant	 and	 interactive,	 welding	 together
cultures,	 languages,	and	people	 from	different	parts	of	Africa,	 the	Arab	world,
and	 the	Subcontinent.	Names	are	 important	by	any	measure,	 and	 the	ability	 to
name,	 to	 name	 first,	 is	 to	 exercise	 formidable	 power.	 The	 physical	 spaces	 in
which	 the	Africans	 reside	are	named	and	claimed.	Because	Heart	of	Darkness
begins	its	narrative	of	Africa	by	denying	it	spatial	specificity	and	names,	Things
Fall	 Apart	 begins	 by	 presenting	 names	 and	 very	 specific	 geographies.



“Okonkwo	was	well	known	throughout	the	nine	villages	and	even	beyond.”	He
was	 a	 great	wrestler	who	was	 “known	 from	Umuofia	 to	Mbaino.”61	Paradise,
like	Achebe’s	Things	Fall	Apart,	begins	with	a	proper	name,	Yusuf,	and	the	rest
of	the	narrative	teems	with	named	places	in	eastern	Africa—Tayari,	Zanzibar	(in
Kiswahili	 it	 is	 known	 as	 Unguja),	 Kawa,	 and	 beyond,	 to	Muscat,	 Egypt,	 and
Punjab.	Not	only	did	the	eastern	African	coast	have	a	map	before	it	was	charted
by	 all	 of	 Europe’s	 Marlows,	 it	 had	 a	 cultural	 map	 that	 extended	 beyond	 the
African	 landmass.	Africa	may	 have	 been	 unknown	 to	Europeans,	 but	 it	 knew,
and	was	known	to,	others.
By	the	end	of	Paradise,	the	discourse	of	the	savage	begins	to	dissolve	through

the	reader’s	increasing	acquaintance	with	Yusuf,	who	figuratively	embodies	the
convergence	 of	 the	 “civilized”	 coast,	 the	 “savage”	 interior,	 and	 the	 European
colonial	mark	on	the	eastern	African	coast.	The	meeting	between	the	coast	and
the	interior,	or	civilization	and	savagery	respectively,	is	made	corporeal	through
Yusuf’s	 fancy	 for	 Bati,	 a	 young	 girl	 among	 Chatu’s	 people,	 whom	 he	 meets
during	his	stay	in	the	interior.

In	 his	 elation	 he	 had	 raised	 his	 voice,	 and	 he	 saw	 her	 smiling	 in	 the	 dark.	 Someone	 coughed	 in	 a
nearby	house	and	Bati	ran	off	into	the	darkness.	Yusuf	lay	awake	for	a	long	time,	living	again	the	brief
moments	of	pleasure	and	 looking	 forward	 to	 the	morning	when	he	would	see	her.	He	was	surprised
how	eager	his	body	had	been	for	her,	and	how	much	it	ached	that	she	had	left	so	suddenly.	The	thought
filled	 him	 with	 anxiety,	 which	 he	 allayed	 by	 relieving	 himself	 of	 the	 urgent	 passion	 Bati	 had
aroused.62

Even	though	the	passage	enshrouds	Bati	in	dark	imagery,	she	does	not	represent
darkness	 or	 primordiality	 in	 the	 malevolent	 sense.	 The	 darkness	 represents
Yusuf’s	 inability	 to	 access	 her	 and	 the	 irretrievability	 of	 some	 ancient,
undebased,	and	natural	Africa.	Unlike	in	Heart	of	Darkness,	the	African	interior
for	Yusuf	is	not	a	place	that	abounds	with	evil,	regression,	and	darkness.	It	is	a
lost	cradle	of	purity,	 innocence,	and	youth—which	is	 itself	a	colonial	 idea.	For
Yusuf,	 the	 interior	 is	 an	unspoiled	place	 that	offers	 the	happiness	 that	his	own
environment	 does	 not.	 It	 is	 the	 lost	 state	 for	 which	 the	 “civilized”	 African
yearns,	 the	 Muslim	 African	 who	 has	 been	 severed	 from	 his	 original	 cultural
state.	But	Yusuf’s	 visceral	 desire	 for	Bati	 is	 itself	 complicated.	While	 it	 is	 not
coached	in	negative	and	hostile	language,	 it	still	reduces	a	living	and	historical
person	to	a	symbol.	Yusuf	loves	Bati,	but	he	loves	the	idea	of	her	more,	and	this
implicates	 his	 love	 in	 the	 power	 relations	 between	 Muslim	 and	 non-Muslim,
coast	and	interior.
The	 Islamic	 framework	 that	 Paradise	 occupies	 finds	 many	 aesthetic	 and

structural	 expressions.	The	 story	of	Yusuf	 signifies	 not	 only	 the	 importance	of



Judeo-Christian	 doctrines	 and	 stories	 to	 Islam	but	 also	 the	 dual	 (Christian	 and
Muslim)	colonial	presences	 in	 the	 eastern	African	coast	 and	 the	African	novel
produced	 in	 this	 particular	 sphere	 of	 Africa.	 Yusuf’s	 life	 follows	 the	 story	 of
Yusuf/Joseph,	from	his	sale	into	bondage	to	Aziz,	to	his	handsomeness	that	is	the
outward	expression	of	his	inner	beauty,	cleanliness,	and	unbending	virtue.	Just	as
Potiphar’s	 wife	 attempted	 to	 seduce	 Joseph,	 Aziz’s	 wife	 attempts	 to	 seduce
Yusuf.	Neither	submits	to	their	seducers.	Yusuf’s	shirt	is	torn	from	behind,	which
evidences	 his	 attempted	 escape	 from	 Aziz’s	 wife,	 the	 disfigured	 woman	 who
lives	a	concealed	life	within	the	walls	of	Aziz’s	house	and	gardens.	Critic	Amin
Malak	observes	 that	“by	 recalling	a	narrative	 rooted	 in	 the	Qur’an,	and	before
that	 in	 the	 Genesis,	 the	 novel	 foregrounds,	 through	 this	 layered	 palimpsestic
project,	 two	 holy	 texts,	 as	 if	 to	 rekindle	 an	 Abrahamic	 linkage	 ravished	 into
amnesia	by	contemporary	cultural	confusion	or	inter-religious	hostility.”63	More
than	a	linkage	between	Christianity	and	Islam	as	religions,	Yusuf	symbolizes	the
linked	 history	 of	 Europeans	 and	Muslims	 from	 the	 coast	 in	 the	 form	 of	 their
shared	exploitation	of	the	interior	for	resources	and	riches.
The	recurrence	of	gardens	in	the	novel	summons	the	original	garden,	the	one

that	 is	 lost	 because	of	Adam	and	Eve’s	 transgression.	For	 this	 reason,	 gardens
are	 a	 point	 of	 discussion	 between	 Hamid	 and	 Kalasinga	 in	 one	 of	 their
exchanges	about	Islam.	Hamid	states,	“‘God	has	made	seven	Heavens.	Paradise
is	the	seventh	level,	itself	divided	into	seven	levels.’”	Kalansinga	replies,	“‘I’ve
heard	 that	 the	 original	 garden	 still	 exists	 here	 on	 earth.’”64	 But	 he	 adds	 that
probably	was	 somewhere	 in	 India.	Moreover,	Yusuf	 frequently	 visits	 the	 elder
Mzee	Hamdani,	 a	 religious	man	 and	Aziz’s	 gardener.	 “His	 love	 of	 the	 garden
had	 impressed	 itself	 on	 the	 old	man	who	 came	 to	 tend	 it	 in	 the	mornings	 and
early	 afternoons.	 The	 old	 man	 rarely	 spoke,	 and	 became	 irritated	 if	 he	 was
forced	to	stop	singing	the	verse	in	praise	of	God.”65	Yusuf	looks	forward	to	the
times	 when	 Hamdani	 does	 not	 chase	 him	 away	 and	 when	 he	 is	 alone	 in	 the
garden.	“In	the	late	afternoons,	as	 the	sun	went	down,	Yusuf	had	the	garden	to
himself.”66	Yusuf	yearns	for	solitude,	just	like	the	first	humans	who	were	alone
in	 the	 garden,	 free	 of	 all	 the	 forces	 that	 would	 eventually	 bring	 about	 their
eviction.
Islamic	 elements	 operate	 in	Paradise	 through	 the	 pervasion	 of	 dreams,	 and

specifically,	Yusuf’s	gift	for	dreams.	Even	though	Yusuf	is	not	particularly	pious,
his	dreams,	like	Joseph’s,	contain	prophetic	messages.	“Yusuf	fell	asleep	at	once
but	woke	up	suddenly	in	the	midst	of	clamour	and	flashing	lights.	He	had	been
struggling	up	a	steep	mountain	menaced	by	jutting	rocks,	and	prowling	beasts.
As	he	cleared	the	cliff’s	edge,	he	saw	before	him	thunderous	waters	and	beyond



that	a	high	wall	with	a	gate	of	flame.	The	light	was	the	colour	of	plague,	and	the
birdsong	was	a	prophecy	of	pestilence.	A	shadowy	figure	appeared	beside	him
and	said	gently,	You	have	come	through	very	well.”67	Yusuf	has	this	dream	while
he	and	the	rest	of	Aziz’s	column	are	being	held	captive	by	Chatu.	They	are	set
upon	during	their	sleep	by	Chatu’s	men	and	beaten	mercilessly,	and	a	number	of
them	are	killed.	Yusuf’s	dream	captures	the	pestilence	that	follows	the	prosperity
of	 Aziz’s	 trading	 column,	 just	 as	 Joseph	 dreamed	 of	 pestilence	 following
prosperity.
There	is	other	religious	imagery	in	this	particular	dream	by	Yusuf:	“Flashing

lights,	thunderous	waters,	a	gate	of	flame,	and	pestilence”	are	all	reminiscent	of
an	 infernal	 space	 and	 a	 wrathful	 God.	 “You	 have	 come	 through	 very	 well”
signifies	 perseverance	 through	 a	 moral	 crucible	 and	 earning	 redemption.	 In	 a
specifically	Islamic	context,	dreams	are	the	medium	through	which	Mohammad
received	the	Qur’an	from	the	angel	Gabriel	over	a	long	span	of	time	in	his	life.
But	ultimately,	these	dreams	send	dissolute	messages	about	the	impossibility	of	a
“paradise.”	Yusuf	does	not	 find	his	 “paradise,”	worldly	or	otherworldly,	 in	 the
African	 interior.	He	 is	 already	 distant	 from	his	 own	Muslim	 society	 and	 he	 is
unable	to	reconcile	the	increasingly	fragmentary	Africa	and	the	numerous	forces
that	 act	 upon	 it.	 Yusuf’s	 final	 departure	 after	 the	 German	 column	 recalls	 the
expulsion	 of	 humans	 from	 the	 Garden.	 His	 expulsion	 from	 “paradise”	 and
condemnation	to	the	worldly	and	the	temporal	is	punctuated	by	the	imminent	era
of	 European	 colonialism,	 as	 Europeans	 thought	 of	 themselves	 as	 having
awakened	 Africans	 from	 their	 long	 and	 ahistorical	 slumber.	 Like	 Adam	 and
Eve’s	expulsion	 from	 the	Garden,	European	colonialism	 is	an	 inevitability	 that
has	to	occur	for	the	rest	of	African	history	to	be	written,	just	as	human	expulsion
from	the	Garden	has	to	happen	in	order	for	the	narrative	of	heavenly	return	to	be
even	 possible.	 Yusuf,	 then,	 is	 in	 exile,	 just	 like	 Adam	 and	 Eve	 are	 exiled,
banished	from	paradise.
“Paradise”	 has	 several	 meanings	 in	 the	 novel,	 and	 euphemism	 is	 its	 most

obvious	 utility.	 “Paradise”	 is	 in	 fact	 a	 place	 seething	 with	 hatreds,	 violence,
racial	hierarchies,	and	ultimately,	domination.	“Paradise”	 is	 the	original	garden
from	which	humans	fall	after	defying	God’s	dictums.	There	is	also	the	twofold
loss	of	“paradise”	 in	 the	 form	of	 the	 loss	of	pre-Islamic	Africa	and	 the	 loss	of
pre-European	Africa.	All	of	these	“paradises”	are	already	lost	and	irretrievable	in
the	 narrative.	 Paradise,	 therefore,	 is	 a	 story	 of	 multiple	 losses—of	 states,
conditions,	and	times	that	cannot	be	recuperated.	There	is	nothing	left	for	Yusuf,
and	 hence	 his	 striking	 choice	 to	 follow	 the	German	 column	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the
narrative.	He	 does	 not	 acquire	 his	 heart’s	 desire,	which	 is	 the	 love	 of	Amina,



Aziz’s	young	wife,	who	lives	with	Aziz’s	other	wife	behind	the	tall	walls	of	his
garden.	Yusuf’s	choice	to	follow	the	Germans	is	not	a	validation	of	colonialism
nor	does	it	imply	his	preference	for	European	domination.	It	represents,	instead,
the	fact	of	European	colonialism	and	power	in	Africa	for	the	next	half-century,
as	well	as	 the	European	fate	of	 the	postnational	African	intellectual.	Curiously,
Yusuf	 is	 only	 shown	 in	 a	 state	 of	 departure	 from	 his	 own	 kind.	 He	 is	 never
shown	 arriving	 in	 the	 Germans’	 midst.	 This	 shows	 suspension	 and	 triple
unbelonging.	 He	 belongs	 to	 neither	 of	 the	 Africas	 that	 collide	 in	 Paradise,
neither	 coastal	 Muslim	 Africa	 nor	 the	 “interior.”	 Yusuf	 and	 subsequent
characters	in	Gurnah’s	novels	do	not	“belong”	in	the	west,	either.
Paradise	is	a	profoundly	antinational	novel.	It	meets	official	nationalisms	on

the	most	 important	 battleground	of	 all,	 history.	Because	 the	 novel	 contravenes
discourses	of	racial	purity,	it	combats	the	invented	history	of	nationalists	in	this
part	 of	 Africa	 that	 formulates	 a	 monochromatic,	 indigenous,	 and	 anti-Islamic
national	 character.	 This	 history	 disarticulates	 the	many	 cultural	memories	 that
compose	the	story	of	the	region.	In	this	context,	there	is	anxiety	among	some	of
the	 Muslim	 characters	 about	 their	 fates	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 “natives”	 in	 the
aftermath	of	the	European	colonialism.	Hussein,	one	of	the	company	of	traders
and	 friends,	 tells	Kalasinga	about	his	 fears	 that	 these	“natives”	will	 internalize
European	ideologies,	retool	them,	and	visit	them	on	Muslims	and	all	others	who
will	be	perceived	as	non-African.	“‘One	day	 they	 [Europeans]	will	make	 them
[Africans]	 recite	 their	 laws	 and	 their	 story	 of	 the	world	 as	 if	 it	were	 the	 holy
word.	When	they	come	to	write	us	what	will	they	say?	That	we	made	slaves.’”68
This	 passage	 invokes	 the	 African	 assimilation	 of	 the	 European	 narrative	 of

Islam	in	Africa	and,	more	broadly,	the	internalization	of	the	concept	of	“nation”
as	 the	primary	site	 for	organizing	 identity	and	for	producing	history.	Certainly,
the	 idea	 that	 the	 “natives”	will	 perceive	Muslims	 (Arab	or	otherwise)	 as	 slave
owners	is	true.	This	exact	idea	pulses	strongly	through	much	political	rhetoric	in
the	 1960s	 and	 1970s,	 and	 all	 the	 way	 up	 to	 the	 present	 day,	 as	 seen	 in
Chinweizu’s	 anti-Islamic	 rhetoric,	 “‘By	 the	 time	 they’ve	 finished	with	 us	 .	 .	 .
we’ll	be	worse	than	the	shit	they’ll	make	us	eat.	Every	evil	will	be	ours,	people
of	 our	 blood,	 so	 that	 even	 naked	 savages	 will	 be	 able	 to	 despise	 us.	 You’ll
see.’”69	The	naked	savage	who	will	come	to	allegedly	despise	the	Muslims	are
the	non-Muslims,	who	in	due	time	have	the	ideological	apparatus	with	which	to
institutionalize	 their	view	of	 themselves	as	more	authentically	African	 than	 the
Muslims.
Gurnah’s	Paradise	 accommodates	 the	 disharmonious	 articulations	 that	 form

the	 narratives	 of	 the	 eastern	 African	 coast.	 Even	 so,	 Paradise	 has	 a	 dubious



relationship	 to	historiography.	Paradise	 is,	 like	Achebe’s	novel,	an	amendment
to	 eastern	 African	 historical	 narratives	 and	 to	 African	 historical	 narratives	 in
general.	 It	 destabilizes	 colonial	 narratives	 of	 Africa	 by	 capturing	 the	 delicate
diversity	 and	 complexity	 of	 a	 particular	 sphere	 in	 Africa.	 The	 novel	 collects
various	voices	including	the	Muslim,	non-Muslim,	the	Indian,	and	perhaps	Arab.
But	Paradise	 is	 an	 incomplete	 historiography	because,	 unlike	M.	G.	Vassanji’s
Book	 of	 Secrets	 and	 Achebe’s	 Things	 Fall	 Apart,	 it	 omits	 European	 colonial
perspectives.	 Vassanji’s	 novel	 is	 built	 around	 the	 diary	 of	 an	 English	 colonial
administrator	 and	 Achebe’s	 novel	 cedes	 vital	 narrative	 space	 to	 the	 various
colonial	 personae—the	 licentious	 and	 uncompromising	 Mr.	 Smith,	 the	 more
intellectual	 and	 conciliatory	Mr.	 Brown,	 and	 the	 District	 Commissioner.	Most
importantly,	Achebe’s	novel	ends	by	signifying	an	archetypical	colonial	text,	The
Pacification	 of	 the	 Primitive	 Tribes	 of	 the	 Lower	 Niger.	 In	 Paradise,	 the
Germans	have	only	a	phantom	role	and	the	English	are	entirely	absent.	But	they
are	an	absent	presence,	the	ultimate	European	victors	in	eastern	Africa.
Gurnah	 has	 insisted	 in	 interviews	 and	 discussions	 that	 Paradise	 is	 not	 a

rewriting	of	Joseph	Conrad’s	Heart	of	Darkness,	perhaps	because	to	use	the	term
“rewriting”	 is	 to	accede	 to	 the	 inextinguishable	authority	of	 the	original	 text.	 I
have	characterized	the	relationship	as	an	adaptation.	Whatever	term	one	chooses
to	describe	the	relationship,	Paradise	does	have	a	very	intimate	relationship	with
Conrad’s	novella.	This	is	why	it	was	the	first	novel	to	really	introduce	Gurnah	to
university	syllabi	and	to	greater	public	readership.	It	was	not	his	first	novel.	In
fact,	 it	 was	 his	 fourth,	 written	 eight	 years	 after	 his	 first	 novel,	 Memory	 of
Departure	 (1987),	 which	 I	 will	 discuss	 in	 the	 third	 chapter.	 So	 one	 can
tentatively	 conclude	 that	 it	 is	 the	 historical	 insight	 of	 Paradise	 and	 its
conversation	with	Heart	of	Darkness	that	legitimated	Gurnah	as	a	literary	figure
who	promises	 to	 leave	 a	 lasting	mark	on	 the	 story	of	Empire.	 If	Paradise	 has
broken	 the	 staleness	 of	 academic	 discussions	 around	 colonial	 texts,	 it	 has	 also
proven	the	enduring	power	of	Heart	of	Darkness,	which	is	like	a	restless	ghost
that	will	never	find	peace.



CHAPTER	2

The	Other	Diaspora	in	Abdulrazak
Gurnah’s	Admiring	Silence	and	By	the	Sea

The	Eastern	Coast	of	Africa	has	long	been	neglected,	and	never	but	little	known,	even	to	the	ancients;	but
has	ever	been	our	choice	part	of	the	continent.

—	Martin	Delany

Culture	and	the	state—one	should	not	deceive	oneself	about	this—are	antagonists.
—	Friedrich	Nietzsche

Getting	its	history	wrong	is	part	of	being	a	nation.
—	Ernst	Renan

Abdulrazak	 Gurnah’s	 Admiring	 Silence	 (1996)	 and	 By	 the	 Sea	 (2001)	 are
engagements	 with	 the	 idea	 of	 diaspora	 and	 the	 academic	 conversations	 it
spawns.	They	reimagine	the	“African	diaspora”	by	expanding	the	cartographies
that	 it	 is	conventionally	 thought	 to	 inhabit.	Demoting	 the	black	Atlantic	as	 the
privileged	locus	of	the	African	diaspora,	Gurnah’s	novels	insist	on	an	eastward
diaspora,	 the	 Indian	 Ocean	 diaspora,	 while	 including	 Africa	 itself,	 and	 more
specifically,	the	eastern	African	coast,	in	this	new	map.	In	the	process,	the	novels
negotiate	 the	 political	 and	 ideological	 consequences	 of	 identifying	 this	 other
diaspora.	Unlike	 the	New	World	or	Atlantic	 diaspora,	which	 is	marked	by	 the
physical	 dislocation	 and	 dispersion	 of	 mainly	 West	 African	 peoples	 to	 new
geographical	 coordinates	 in	 the	western	 hemisphere,	 the	 eastern	African	 coast
itself	 is	 a	 vital	 part	 of	 the	 Indian	 Ocean	 diaspora.	 Gurnah’s	 narratives	 mark
Africa	 as	 a	 site	 of	 diaspora	 because,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 scattering	 of	 physical
bodies	 (and	 Africans	 did	 indeed	 spread	 throughout	 Asia),	 diaspora	 is	 also	 a
cultural	condition,	an	effect.1	Gurnah’s	novels	portray	an	African	society	that	is
marked	 by	 “contamination,”	 to	 use	 Salman	 Rushdie’s	 term—by	 mixture,
migrancy,	and	multiplicity	within	and	not	just	between	societies,	a	condition	that



differs	 from	 the	 deliberate	 and	 politically	 strategic	 connotations	 of	 the	 term
“diversity”	in	the	United	States,	for	example.	To	suggest	that	the	eastern	African
coast	 is	a	diasporic	space	 is	 to	suggest	 that	 it	 is	 in	constant	movement;	 it	 is	at
once	a	place	from	which	populations	are	uprooted	and	where	they	regather.	It	is
both	an	origin	and	a	destination,	a	place	before,	outside,	and	in-between	national
memories.	Exploring	the	eastern	African	coast	in	this	capacity	is	an	urgent	task
because	this	model	of	eastern	African	society	has	incurred	ideological	attack	in
the	national	age.
Despite	 all	 the	 critical	 responses	 it	 has	 spawned,	 Paul	Gilroy’s	 seminal	The

Black	Atlantic	still	exerts	great	influence	on	theoretical	conversations	about	the
African	diaspora.2	While	stressing	the	importance	of	“routes”	over	“roots,”	The
Black	Atlantic	ignores	not	only	other	linguistic	and	cultural	spheres	of	the	black
Atlantic	but	also	Africa	itself,	thereby	producing	a	very	particular	narrative	that
seems	 to	 be	 at	 once	 both	 very	 culturally	 specific	and	 highly	mystical.3	 Gilroy
does	 not	 feign	 to	 include	 Africa	 in	 his	 model,	 but	 inevitably	 signifies	 and
implicates	it	all	the	same:	“I	have	settled	on	the	image	of	ships	in	motion	across
spaces	 between	 Europe,	 Africa,	 America,	 and	 the	 Caribbean	 as	 a	 central
organising	symbol	for	this	enterprise	and	as	my	starting	point.”4	While	stressing
these	 places	 as	metaphoric	 enclosures,	Gilroy	 selectively	 engages	 in	 elaborate
discussions	of	cultural	production	in	some	of	these	points.	If	one	of	the	ports	of
call	 is	 Africa	 itself,	 then	 there	 is	 little	 reason	 to	 concede	 that	 Gilroy	 has	 no
obligation	to	address	it,	or	at	least	to	elaborate	clearly	why	he	chooses	not	to.	On
the	other	hand,	had	Gilroy’s	work	actually	lived	up	to	its	name,	meaning	had	it
attempted	to	conceptualize	the	black	Atlantic	and	not	just	the	African	diaspora	in
North	America,	 then	 it	would	have	 incurred	criticism	for	attempting	 too	much,
for	casting	the	theoretical	too	far	and	too	wide.	Gilroy	himself	is	clear,	though,
that	his	model	is	meant	to	be	a	heuristic	one	that	can	inspire	further	discussion	of
and	attention	to	African	diasporas,	which	it	has	succeeded	in	doing.
Despite	its	seeming	novelty,	Gilroy’s	model	is	actually	heir	to	a	long	tradition

of	 North	 American	 and	 Caribbean	 thinkers	 formulating	 Africanness	 and
blackness.	Among	Gilroy’s	most	important	antecedents	is	W.	E.	B.	Du	Bois,	for
example,	who	 (in)famously	writes	 in	The	World	 and	Africa,	 “The	 idea	 of	 one
Africa	to	unite	the	thought	and	ideals	of	all	native	people	of	the	dark	continent
belongs	 to	 the	 twentieth	century	and	stems	naturally	 from	 the	West	 Indies	and
the	 United	 States.	 Here	 various	 groups	 of	 Africans,	 quite	 separate	 in	 origin,
become	so	unified	 in	experience	so	exposed	 to	 the	 impact	of	new	cultures	 that
they	 began	 to	 think	 of	 Africa	 as	 one	 idea	 and	 one	 land.”5	 Slavery	 in	 the
Americas	is	crucial	to	Gilroy	as	a	defining	process	because	it	is	where	he	locates



western	modernity.	 For	 both	Du	Bois	 and	Gilroy,	Africa	 becomes	 a	metaphor,
subordinate	 to	 the	 political	 and	 ideological	 needs	 of	 black	 thinkers	 in	 the
Americas.	Having	said	this,	I	do	not	mean	to	be	ungenerous	to	the	fact	that	black
thinkers	 in	 the	 Americas,	 especially	 up	 until	 the	 later	 part	 of	 the	 twentieth
century,	did	indeed	have	pressing	political	needs	and	their	circumstances	did	not
lend	themselves	to	the	intricate	theorizations	that	are	commonplace	today.
In	 his	 essay	 “Tempering	 Race	 and	 Nation,”	 Thomas	 Kitson	 writes	 that

articulations	of	race	and	blackness	were	such	that	they	“would	have	value	in	the
dominant	terms	of	their	time	when	the	urgency	of	their	situations	may	not	have
allowed	 alternative	 formulations	 to	 appear	 useful.”6	 Having	 said	 this,	 I	 share
Charles	 Piot’s	 skepticism	 toward	 the	 neglect	 of	 Africa	 itself	 in	 conversations
about	 diaspora.	 Piot’s	 work	 rejoins	 Africa	 to	 the	 formation	 know	 as	 diaspora
because	the	omission	of	Africa	itself	“suggests,	of	course,	that	Africa	has	played
little	role	in	the	development	of	black	Atlantic	cultural	production,	other	than	as
a	 provider	 of	 raw	materials—bodies	 and	 cultural	 templates/origins—that	were
then	 processed	 or	 elaborated	 upon	 by	 the	 improvisational	 cultures	 of	 the
Americas.”7
Gurnah’s	novels	center	Africa	itself	as	a	heterogeneous	and	composite	cultural

sphere	 that	 predates	 European	 colonialism	 and	 that	 does	 not	 exclusively	 pass
through	 Europe.	 As	 John	 C.	 Hawley	 suggests	 in	 his	 introduction	 to	 India	 in
Africa,	 Africa	 in	 India,	 the	 Indian	 Ocean	 African	 diaspora	 illustrates	 an
“alternative	modernity,”	as	well	as	a	global	“cosmopolitanism”	that	does	not	rest
on	 contemporary	 western	 and	 academic	 conceptions	 of	 it.	 The	 Indian	 Ocean
African	diaspora	constitutes,	as	Hawley	puts	it,	a	“globalization	from	below.”8	I
will	address	 the	 term	“globalization”	as	 it	 relates	 to	 the	eastern	African	coast’s
pre-European	history	in	the	fourth	chapter.	This	globalization	from	below	gives
rise	 to	 a	 cosmopolitanism	 from	 below,	 which	 differs	 from	 the	 contemporary
manifestations	 of	 the	 term	 “cosmopolitanism”	 because	 it	 does	 not	 signify	 the
condition	of	the	modern	postcolonial	intellectual	who	is	at	once	empowered	and
afflicted	by	double	unbelonging.	This	cosmopolitanism	was	not	bound	up	with
social	and	economic	privileges	but	was	a	common	feature	of	many	societies	that,
prior	 to	 the	 trenchancy	 of	 nation-states	 and	 official	 languages,	 recognized
movement	and	interaction	as	vital	to	their	very	material	survival.
Gurnah’s	novels	delink	diaspora	from	the	black	Atlantic.	They	challenge	the

image	 of	 Africa	 as	 an	 inert,	 monolithic,	 and	 fossilized	 place	 by	 offering	 an
alternate	 image	of	a	place	that	 is,	and	was,	culturally	vigorous,	permeable,	and
open	 to	 the	world	 beyond	 its	 “continental”	 frontiers.	 It	 is	 not	my	 intention	 to
replace	the	black	Atlantic	with	the	Indian	Ocean	diaspora,	but	to	give	visibility



to	 the	 latter,	 especially	 in	 literary	 studies.	Historians	 and	 social	 scientists	 have
long	recognized	and	grappled	with	this	cultural	sphere	and	the	nuances	(much	of
which	 are	 geographically	 determined)	 that	 distinguish	 it.	 Gurnah’s	 novels
provide	one	of	 the	first,	 if	not	 the	 first,	sustained	literary	engagement	with	 this
other	African	 sphere	 and	 its	 diaspora.	 Admittedly,	 not	 everyone	will	 find	 this
endeavor	persuasive.	Brent	Hayes	Edwards	argues	 that	 shifting	 the	 focus	 from
the	black	Atlantic	 to	any	other	regional	designation,	 like	 the	“black	Pacific”	or
the	“black	Mediterranean,”	would	not	be	any	better	 than	focusing	on	 the	black
Atlantic.	“I	 remain	unconvinced	 that	such	oceanic	 frames	can	be	 thought	of	as
separate	in	any	consistent	manner,	and	I	would	argue	that	it	is	precisely	the	term
diaspora,	in	the	interventionist	sense	I	have	sketched	here,	that	would	allow	us	to
think	 beyond	 such	 limiting	 geographic	 frames,	 and	 without	 reliance	 on	 an
obsession	with	origins.”9
Diaspora	is	inherently	difficult	 to	characterize	because	it	 is	always	culturally

and	politically	mediated	and	because	it	 is	 in	 its	very	nature	 to	defy	cloistering,
whether	 it	 be	 cultural,	 geographic,	 or	 temporal.	 Having	 said	 this,	 “thinking
beyond”	 the	 various	 geographic	 frames	 is	 itself	 to	 risk	 singularizing	 what	 is
inherently	a	plural	designation.	Edwards	is	ungenerous	to	the	idea	that	attention
to	geographic	specificity	might	indeed	be	fruitful,	that	it	is	compatible	with	the
spirit	of	diaspora,	and	that	it	will	siphon	scholarship	away	from	abstractions	and
reductions.	Examining	a	different	cultural	sphere	is	in	fact	negotiable	in	terms	of
geography,	and	its	complexity	and	specificity	are	not	necessarily	rooted	in	race
or	 the	 “search	 for	 origins.”	 Exploring	 this	 other	 oceanic	 sphere	 actually
accomplishes	 the	 opposite	 of	 what	 Edwards	 claims.	 This	 intellectual	 choice
rejects	 the	 “obsession	 with	 origins”	 by	 distancing	 itself	 from	 nebulous
universalism.	 In	 fact,	 one	 could	 argue	 that	 “thinking	 beyond”	 oceanic	 frames
means	ignoring	cultural	systems	and	historical	experiences	such	as,	for	example,
the	differences	 in	 the	way	slavery	as	an	 institution	played	out	 in	 the	Americas
(which	in	itself	varied	among	English,	Spanish,	French,	and	Portuguese	praxes)
and	in	the	Indian	Ocean.	Therefore,	bypassing	the	peculiarities	of	each	of	these
diasporas,	 which	 is	 to	 bypass	 experience,	 is	 precisely	 what	 necessitates,	 not
eliminates,	originary	logic.
Admiring	 Silence	 and	 By	 the	 Sea	 are	 set	 in	 England	 in	 the	 late	 twentieth

century,	 though	 historical	 memory	 is	 a	 crucial	 part	 of	 both	 of	 these	 novels.
Admiring	Silence	is	narrated	by	an	unnamed	and	sullen	Zanzibari	exile	through
whom	 the	 reader	 accesses	 a	 particular	 African	 experience	 that	 collides	 with
political	discourses	of	blackness	largely	arbitrated	by	the	black	Atlantic.	In	one
exemplary	narrative	moment,	the	narrator	relates	a	conversation	he	has	with	an



English	doctor	about	a	recurring	heart	problem.	After	examining	the	narrator,	the
doctor	 offers	 a	 comparison	 between	 the	 narrator’s	 and	 another	 black	 patient’s
heart,	 remarking	 that	 the	 two	 “Afro-Caribbean”	 hearts	 suffer	 from	 similar
conditions.	The	narrator	tells	the	doctor:	“Of	course,	after	all	this	drama	I	didn’t
have	 the	 heart	 to	 tell	 him	 that	 I	 was	 not	 an	 Afro-Caribbean,	 or	 any	 kind	 of
Caribbean,	not	even	anything	to	do	with	the	Atlantic—strictly	an	Indian	Ocean
lad,	Muslim,	 orthodox	 Sunni	 by	 upbringing,	Wahhabi	 by	 association	 and	 still
unable	to	escape	the	consequences	of	those	early	constructions.”10
The	 heart,	 an	 essential	 organ	 for	 the	 biological	 animal,	 corresponds	 to

essentialist	 (read	 biological)	 notions	 of	 blackness	 across	 cultures.	 In	 response,
the	 narrator	 asserts	 a	 particular	 identity	 and	 experience	 that	 is	 not	 imprecisely
Afro-Caribbean,	 but	 specifically	 Sunni	 Muslim,	 orthodox,	 and,	 for	 rhetorical
effect,	 Wahhabi,	 a	 particularly	 strict	 interpretation	 of	 Islam,	 even	 though	 the
narrator	himself	could	not	be	more	different.	“Those	early	constructions”	refers
to	 the	 housing	 of	 all	 persons	 of	 African	 heritage	 under	 the	 aegis	 of	 “Afro-
Caribbean.”	 It	 indicates	 the	 narrator’s	 hesitation	 about	 the	 category	 of	 Afro-
Caribbean	 being	 the	 dominant	 paradigm	 of	 blackness,	 which	 was	 largely	 the
case	in	British	racial	discourse,	something	I	will	discuss	in	the	next	chapter.	The
narrator’s	mention	of	the	Atlantic	is	a	not-so-oblique	reference	to	Gilroy’s	model
that,	 not	 coincidentally,	 was	 gaining	 momentum	 at	 the	 time	 that	 Admiring
Silence	 was	 being	 written.	 This	 is	 one	 instance	 in	 which	 Gurnah’s	 academic
formation	 appears	 in	 his	 fiction	 as	 theoretical	 anticipation.	 The	 narrator’s
reflection	 alerts	 the	 reader	 to	 Africa’s	 other	 cultural	 zones	 and	 resists	 the
conflation	 of	 “Afro-Caribbean”	 with	 “African,”	 reminding	 the	 reader	 of	 the
politically	 loaded	 and	 limited	 purview	 of	 the	 former	 term.	 Moreover,	 the
affirmation	 of	 Islam	 as	 being	 African	 becomes	 doubly	 important,	 especially
when	 the	 narrator	 is	 faced	 with	 the	 implication	 that	 the	 two	 are	 somehow
incompatible.	 One	 elder	 English	 gentleman	 expresses	 the	 same	 surprise	 I
discussed	in	the	first	chapter—the	surprise	that	a	black	African	can	be	a	Muslim.
He	 tells	 the	narrator,	 “There	was	a	chap	at	 school,	 a	darkie	 like	you.	Splendid
runner.	He	was	Mohammaden	 though.”11	 “Though”	 suggests	 that	 the	 old	man
assumes	that	the	narrator	is	not	a	Muslim	and	that	the	other	“Mohammaden”	was
an	 exception	 and,	 more	 broadly,	 that	 Islam	 is	 alien	 to	 Africa	 and	 African
cultures.
The	opening	pages	of	By	the	Sea,	a	novel	that	explores	the	connected	past	of

two	Zanzibari	exiles	in	England,	also	primes	the	reader	to	the	idiosyncrasy	of	the
cultural	 experiences	 of	 eastern	 Africa,	 which	 are	 strongly	 determined	 by	 its
geography:	 “It	 was	 all	 as	 if	 intended	 to	 be	 exactly	 thus,	 that	 the	 winds	 and



currents	would	only	reach	the	stretch	of	coast	from	southern	Somalia	to	Sofala,
at	the	northern	end	of	what	has	become	known	as	the	Mozambique	Channel.”12
Saleh	Omar,	one	of	 two	narrators	 in	 the	novel,	marks	 the	physical	 frontiers	of
eastern	Africa.	He	also	captures	the	interconnectedness	of	this	region	of	Africa
with	 the	rest	of	 the	Indian	Ocean	basin.	“The	man	I	obtained	 the	ud-al	qumari
from	was	a	Persian	trader	from	Bahrain	who	had	come	to	our	part	of	the	world
with	 the	musim,	 the	winds	of	 the	monsoons,	he	and	 thousands	of	other	 traders
from	Arabia,	 the	Gulf,	 India	and	Sind,	and	 the	Horn	of	Africa.	They	had	been
doing	this	every	year	for	at	least	a	thousand	years.”13	The	remark	shows	not	only
how	the	eastern	African	coast	is	in	contact	with	other	parts	of	Africa—the	Horn,
for	instance—but	also	how	it	is	entwined	with	the	rest	of	the	Indian	Ocean	and
has	been	for	a	long	time,	long	before	the	modern	European	colonial	era.	Just	as
importantly,	 the	 statement	 highlights	 how	 crucial	 geography	 and	 the	 climactic
attributes	of	this	region	are	to	its	cultural	evolution	and	complexion.	Trade	and
exchange	 in	 the	 Indian	Ocean,	 and	 especially	 along	 the	 eastern	African	 coast,
was	 dependent	 on	monsoons,	which	 determined	 trading	 timetables	 and	 routes.
The	maritime	culture	of	both	local	societies,	as	well	as	those	from	elsewhere	in
the	 Indian	 Ocean	 basin	 such	 as	 Oman	 and	 Gujarat,	 laid	 the	 groundwork	 for
pluralistic	identities.
Just	as	in	Paradise,	eastern	Africa’s	composite	culture	operates	on	a	structural

and	aesthetic	level	in	Admiring	Silence	and	By	the	Sea,	and	is	one	of	the	novels’
most	 compelling	 attributes.	 The	 ubiquity	 of	 orality	 and	 oral	 literatures	 from
throughout	 the	 Islamic	 world,	 for	 example,	 serves	 as	 an	 important	 narrative
device.	More	specifically,	the	narratives	are	often	fashioned	after	the	tradition	of
Persian	 storytelling	 (qeseh)	 and	 the	 1001	 Arabian	 Nights,	 challenging	 Walter
Benjamin’s	premature	assertion	that	“what	differentiates	the	novel	from	all	other
forms	of	prose	literature—the	fairy	tale,	the	legend,	even	the	novella—is	that	it
neither	comes	from	oral	tradition	nor	goes	into	it.”14	The	1001	Nights	permeates
Admiring	Silence	and	By	the	Sea	as	a	referent	(including	a	facetious	reference	to
its	English	 translation	by	Richard	Burton)	 and	by	providing	 the	very	narrative
structure	of	the	novels.	The	unnamed	narrator	of	Admiring	Silence	and	 the	 two
narrators	of	By	the	Sea,	Saleh	Omar	and	Latif	Mahmud,	ascribe	their	own	need
to	tell	stories	to	the	ubiquity	of	this	same	practice	in	their	youth.
Saleh	 Omar	 relates	 that	 his	 childhood	 was	 rich	 with	 stories	 from	 the	 1001

Nights:	 “Too	many	A	 Thousand	 and	One	 Nights	 stories	 when	 I	 was	 younger,
perhaps.”15	The	narrator	in	Admiring	Silence,	too,	acknowledges	the	1001	Nights
as	a	referent:	“I	have	been	writing	about	the	conversations	with	my	mother	.	.	.
as	if	we	were	Scheherazade	and	her	monstrous	cousin	Shahriyar,	living	the	day



in	a	blur	before	returning	every	evening	to	narratives	that	were	really	contests	of
life	 and	death,	 to	 stories	 that	 neither	 of	 them	wanted	 to	 end.”16	 Storytelling	 is
important	to	the	very	form	of	the	two	novels	and,	like	the	Qur’anic	ingredients	in
Paradise,	invites	new	questions	about	the	heritage	of	the	eastern	African	novel.
Gurnah’s	 novels	 do	 in	 fact	 affirm	 oral	 textures	 in	 written	 texts.	 “Orality”	 in
African	 literature,	 often	 treated	 as	 self-evident,	 has	 sparked	 skepticism	 among
some	literary	critics.	Eileen	Julien,	for	example,	remarks	in	her	important	essay
“The	 Extroverted	 African	 Novel:”	 “‘Orality’	 is	 a	 nebulous,	 homogenizing
concept	that	has	little	to	do	with	the	concrete	reality	of	distinct	oral	traditions	in
specific	 contexts.	 Rather,	 it	 usually	 has	 been	 defined	 essentially	 and	 as	 the
opposite	 of	 writing	 and	 the	 novel.	 Subject	 to	 the	 worst	 types	 of	 ideological
pressures,	 orality	 has	 sometimes	 been	 viewed	 as	 a	 novel’s	 weakness	 or	 its
strength,	as	a	measure	of	primitiveness	or	wholesomeness,	 and	all	 the	while	 it
has	come	to	stand	for	the	‘authentic.’”17
Admittedly,	 many	 scholars	 and	 African	 writers	 do	 summon	 the	 concept	 of

orality	 in	 a	 decontextualized	 and	 gratuitous	 way,	 often	 when	 faced	 with	 the
question	of	the	authenticity	of	an	African	novel.	The	sometimes	elusive	question
of	 orality	 has	made	many	African	novelists	 and	 critics	 anxious	 about	 both	 the
integrity	of	 their	craft	and	 the	subject	of	 their	 study.18	But	 Julien,	as	valid	and
observable	 as	 her	 objection	may	 be,	 is	 a	 little	 too	 dismissive	 of	 the	 particular
connotations	of	orality	in	some	African	literature.	Chinua	Achebe’s	Things	Fall
Apart	 laboriously	 performs	 its	 partial	 oral	 ancestry	 through	 short,	 pensive
sentences,	 the	 use	 of	 the	 preterit	 throughout,	 proverbs,	 and	 the	 parable	 of	 the
tortoise	 and	 the	 birds,	 for	 example.	 Gurnah’s	 novels,	 too,	 draw	 their	 oral
qualities	from	an	identifiable	cultural	source.	One	may	argue	that	these	sources
are	Persian	or	Arabic,	ergo	not	indigenously	African,	but	they	are	just	as	much
African	as	they	are	Persian,	Arabic,	or	Turkish—just	as	Homer	and	the	Bible,	for
example,	 are	 the	 common	 heritage	 of	 the	 west	 and	 of	 western	 literature,
irrespective	 of	 their	 national	 birthplaces,	 cultural	 contexts,	 or	 the	 languages	 in
which	they	are	written.
Orality	 is	 not	 just	 an	 aesthetic	 modality	 but	 also	 a	 politically	 subversive

practice.	 Telling	 stories,	 personal	 stories,	 emphasizes	 the	 fact	 that	 Histories,
official	histories,	are	also	stories,	narratives.	The	unnamed	narrator	in	Admiring
Silence	deliberately	lies	about	his	past,	weaving	history,	memory,	and	fiction	into
one	in	order	to	beguile	his	English	partner,	Emma:	“I	don’t	have	an	uncle.	Or	a
father.	I	created	those	two	figures	for	Emma	out	of	my	one	stepfather,	more	or
less.”19	His	lies	to	his	partner	are	all	the	more	ironic	because	she	is	working	on	a
scholarly	 study	 on	 narratives,	 on	 storytelling.	 The	 narrator	 fabricates,	 invents,



tells,	and	mistells	his	past	throughout	the	narrative	to	the	point	where	the	reader
might	even	confuse	 the	 figures	and	chronologies	of	his	 life.	He	also	 lies	about
having	a	brother	and	does	not	disclose	the	more	painful	and	shameful	aspects	of
his	 past,	 such	 as	 his	 father’s	 abandonment	 of	 his	 mother.	 The	 narrator	 also
refuses	 to	 disclose	 the	 existence	 of	 Emma	 and	 his	 daughter	 to	 his	 family	 in
Zanzibar	until	he	has	 to,	when	he	needs	 to	preempt	his	arranged	marriage	 to	a
Zanzibari	woman.	The	unnamed	narrator,	like	Scheherazade,	defers	and	conceals
meanings	 and	 truths,	 keeping	 both	 parts	 of	 his	 life,	 English	 and	 Zanzibari,
separate	from	one	another.	In	this	way,	the	narrator	retains	control	over	his	two
lives	and	can	order	them	to	his	personal	needs.
Storytelling	 allows	 the	 characters	 and	 narrators	 in	 Gurnah’s	 novels	 to

represent	 themselves	 as	 cultural	 subjects	 and,	 by	 doing	 so,	 provides	 an
oppositional	 discourse	 to	 colonial	 narratives	 of	 the	 “native.”	 The	 narrator	 in
Admiring	 Silence	 is	 conscious	 of	 the	 importance	 of	 storytelling	 to	 the
recuperation	of	identity	from	the	colonial	imagination:	“I	found	the	opportunity
to	rewrite	my	history	irresistible,	and	once	I	began	it	became	easier	and	easier	.	.
.	Perhaps	it	was	to	straighten	out	my	record	to	myself,	to	live	up	to	her	[Emma’s]
account	 of	me,	 to	 construct	 a	 history	 closer	 to	my	 choice	 than	 the	 one	 I	 have
been	lumbered	with.”20
Similarly,	Saleh	Omar	in	By	the	Sea	ponders	the	colonial	past	that	haunts	him

throughout	the	narrative	and	underscores	the	vitality	of	storytelling	to	historical
memory	before	it	was	cast	aside	by	“scientific	knowledge,”	a	relationship	that	he
is	 proactively	 restoring	 with	 his	 storytelling:	 “The	 stories	 we	 knew	 about
ourselves	 before	 they	 took	 charge	 of	 us	 seemed	medieval	 and	 fanciful,	 sacred
and	 secret	 myths	 that	 were	 liturgical	 metaphors	 and	 rites	 of	 adherence,	 a
different	category	of	knowledge	which,	despite	our	assertive	observance,	could
not	contest	with	theirs.”21
Colonial	knowledge	perceived	African	self-knowledge	as	occult,	quaint,	and

an	 object	 of	 study.	 Not	 itself	 a	 legitimate	 form	 of	 knowledge,	 it	 could	 be
understood	 empirically.	 Storytelling	 assumes	 a	 whole	 new	 burden	 in	 the
aftermath	 of	 colonization.	 It	 becomes	 a	 way	 of	 de-officializing	 “official”
histories	and	a	way	of	collapsing	the	dichotomy	between	story	and	knowledge,
literature	 and	 history.	Whether	 an	 aesthetic	 reminder	 of	 the	 particular	 African
culture	 from	which	 the	 novels	 speak,	 or	 an	 active	 ideological	 device,	 the	 oral
qualities	 in	 Gurnah’s	 novels	 defy	 abstractions	 and	 clichés	 about	 orality	 in
African	 writing	 and	 invite	 appreciation	 of	 the	 novel’s	 multicultural	 anatomy.
However,	 storytelling	 in	 and	 of	 itself	 does	 not	 suffice	 for	 debunking	 colonial
histories	in	the	aftermath	of	independence	and	statehood.	Saleh	Omar	is	right	in



stating	 that,	 in	 its	 raw	 form,	 storytelling	 will	 not	 be	 able	 to	 “compete	 with
theirs,”	by	which	he	means	the	methodical	history	as	it	is	known	and	practiced	in
the	west.	As	I	will	show	in	the	fourth	chapter,	storytelling	survives,	but	it	has	to
be	repackaged.	It	has	to	operate	in	the	framework	of	academized	history.
As	 I	 mentioned	 in	 the	 first	 chapter,	 Swahili	 culture	 developed	 through

interactions	 with	 the	 Islamic	 world.	 Farouk	 Topan	 describes	 the	 cultural
characteristics	of	the	people	of	the	Swahili	coast,	and	especially	the	central	role
that	 Islam	 plays	 among	 the	 Swahili	 people	 and	 their	 mercantile	 culture,	 for
which	movement	and	contact	was	not	just	a	cultural	condition	but	an	economic
and	 material	 necessity:	 “What	 does	 being	 Muslim	 mean	 for	 the	 Swahili?	 It
meant	being	part	of	a	wider	world	whose	horizons	were	not	limited	to	the	East
African	 coast	 in	 terms	 of	 culture,	 cosmology,	 architecture,	 history	 and	 indeed
other	 dimensions	 of	 human	 life.	 Swahili	 scholars	 traveled	 to	 the	 cities	 of	 the
Middle	 East	 and	 from	 there	 they,	 in	 turn,	 received	 visitors,	 preachers	 and
scholars.”22	 Moreover,	 Topan	 writes	 about	 the	 literary	 and	 scholarly
consumption	 on	 the	 eastern	 African	 coast	 and	 its	 testimony	 to	 the	 region’s
Islamic	fabric.	European	observers	themselves	noted	the	importance	of	texts	and
ideas	 from	 the	 Islamic	world.	 “Becker,	 a	German	 scholar	 and	 administrator	 in
East	Africa	 in	 the	1900s,	gives	an	 interesting	 list	of	what	 an	educated	Swahili
read	during	 this	period.	The	 list	 includes	works	of	 literature	 (e.g.,	 alf	 layla	wa
layla,	1001	Nights),	commentaries	on	the	works	of	the	scholar	al-Ghazzali,	and
books	of	poetry.	One	could	thus	say	that	development	on	the	coast	was	through
Islam	and	being	Muslim.”23
Accordingly,	 because	Gurnah’s	novels	both	 inhabit	 and	 reproduce	 a	 cultural

sphere	to	which	Islam	is	so	important,	they	invite	readers	to	meet	them	on	these
specific	 terms—that	 is,	 Gurnah’s	 novels	 challenge	 their	 readers	 to	 have	 some
rudimentary	knowledge	of	Islam,	its	doctrines,	its	figures,	and	its	history.	If	this
familiarity	is	absent,	certain	ironies,	euphemisms,	allegories,	and	other	rhetorical
strategies	might	 be	 lost.	 In	By	 the	 Sea,	 for	 instance,	 the	 relationship	 between
Latif	Mahmud’s	brother	Hassan	and	the	Persian	merchant	Hussein,	with	whom
he	 eventually	 runs	 away,	 evidences	 this	 point.	 Their	 sexual	 relationship	 and
disappearance	alludes	to	the	two	brothers	revered	in	Shi’a	Islam.24	The	passage
is	 only	 controversial	 and	 satirical	 if	 the	 reader	 possesses	 some	 knowledge	 of
Islam	and	especially	if	the	reader	is	aware	that	Hassan	and	Hussein	are	vital	to
the	distinction	between	Sunni	and	Shi’a	Islam,	and	that	they	are	highly	revered
figures	 in	 the	 latter.	 In	Muslim	Narratives	and	 the	Discourse	of	English,	Amin
Malak	writes	 that	 the	 Islamic	scriptural	 subtexts	of	Gurnah’s	Paradise	“cannot
be	 accessible	 to	 a	 non-Muslim	 reader	who	may	 not	 be	 aware	 of	 the	Qur’anic



[and	 general	 Islamic]	 context,”	 but	 that	 ultimately	 this	 choice	 is	 a	 “calculated
authorial	 risk	 worth	 taking.”25	 The	 absence	 of	 this	 knowledge	 does	 not
compromise	 all	 critical	 appreciation	 of	 the	 novel,	 but	 it	 does	 close	 one	 vital
channel	 of	 interpretation.	Gurnah’s	 novels,	 if	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 engaged	 and
receptive	reader,	even	 those	who	do	not	possess	a	preknowledge	of	Islam,	will
initiate	some	questions	about	Islam	and	specifically,	Islam	in	eastern	Africa.	This
is	the	“beginning	of	knowledge”	to	which	Gurnah	refers.
The	ideological	stakes	in	illuminating	this	“other”	diaspora	in	Gurnah’s	novels

are	high.	Other	than	the	new	academic	and	intellectual	avenues	that	will	present
themselves	 to	 literary	 scholars	 interested	 in	 Africa,	 highlighting	 the	 already
heterogeneous	nature	of	eastern	Africa	presents,	as	I	argued	in	the	first	chapter,	a
formidable	 political	 challenge	 to	 the	 racializing	 project	 of	 the	 postcolonial
African	nation-state	 that	 took	grim	 turns	 in	Kenya,	Tanzania,	 and	Uganda,	 for
example,	 in	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s.	 In	 this	 section,	 I	 want	 to	 explore	 the
conversation	 between	 Gurnah’s	 novels	 and	 valent	 discourses	 of	 nations,
nationalism,	 and	 the	 nation-state	 in	 a	 postcolonial	 eastern	 African	 context.	 In
short,	I	argue	that	these	novels	insist	on	the	fundamentally	mixed	(in	all	senses)
social	fabric	of	the	Swahili	coast,	something	that	national	rhetoric	as	it	emerged
in	eastern	Africa	tried	to	elide	from	history.	Gurnah’s	novels	refuse	“nation”	as
the	“location	of	culture”	because	the	racialized	language	that	the	nation	adopted
tried	to	scientifically	encode	race	(blackness	or	Africanness)	 in	a	way	that	was
incongruous	with	eastern	Africa’s	historical	development.
In	 Ireland	After	History,	David	Lloyd	writes	 that	 the	nation-state	constitutes

an	“after	history,”	the	culmination	of	history,	and	that	it	retroactively	writes	the
hegemonic	 narrative	 of	 history:	 “Form	 and	 end	 of	 history,	 the	 nation-state	 in
effect	regulates	what	counts	as	history.”26	The	nation-state	was	conceived	as	the
site	in	which	all	the	forces	of	history	converge	and	are	alleviated,	where	history
finds	its	great	Hegelian	closure.	But	“nation,”	a	guest	ideology	in	Africa,	has	not
always	furnished	historical	experience	with	closure,	finality,	or	stability	of	place
or	identity.	There	are	far	too	many	examples	of	failure.	Somalia,	Sudan,	Rwanda,
Sierra	Leone,	Liberia,	 and	 the	Congo,	 among	others,	 are	 some	cases.	Granted,
these	 states,	 even	 the	 ones	 ravaged	 by	 civil	war	 and	 teetering	 on	 the	 brink	 of
implosion,	 still	 exist.	 They	 are,	 however,	 failed	 states,	 not	 destroyed	 states.
There	is	a	difference	between	the	two	and	the	fact	of	the	latter	does	not	mask	or
redeem	the	tragedies	of	the	former.
If	 the	novel	and	print	culture	 in	general,	according	to	Benedict	Anderson,	at

least,	 has	 been	 the	 progenitor	 of	 “nation”	 and,	 to	 some	 extent	 its	 vehicle	 in	 a
modern	western	European	context,	it	has	become	its	detractor	in	the	postcolonial



African	one.27	Gurnah’s	novels	illustrate	Kwame	Anthony	Appiah’s	observation
that	“far	from	being	a	celebration	of	the	nation,	the	novels	of	the	second	stage—
postcolonial	 stage—are	 novels	 of	 delegitimation:	 rejecting	 the	 western
imperium,	it	is	true,	but	also	rejecting	the	nationalist	project	of	the	postcolonial
bourgeoisie.”28	But	 the	 antinational	 posture	 of	African	writing	was	 observable
from	 the	 earliest	 “foundational”	 novels.	 In	 fact,	 many	 of	 them	 were	 already
inflecting	the	acerbic	antistatism	and	dystopian	portrayals	 that	flourished	at	 the
end	of	the	twentieth	century	in	African	literary	production.	Gabriel	Ruhumbika’s
A	 Village	 in	 Uhuru	 (1969),	 one	 of	 the	 earliest	 postindependence	 novels	 from
Tanzania,	 demonstrates	 how	 the	 superimposition	 of	 the	 nation-state	 eroded
traditional	leadership	structures	on	the	Swahili	coast.	Leonard	Kibera’s	Voices	in
the	 Dark	 (1966)	 captures	 the	 disappointing	 and	 anticlimactic	 nature	 of
decolonization	 in	 Kenya.	 Ngugi’s	A	 Grain	 of	 Wheat	 (1967)	 meditates	 on	 the
political	myopia	that	infected	many	governments	and	political	figures.	It	shows
how	 the	 personal	 interferes	 with	 and	 compromises	 the	 integrity	 of	 the	 young
political	 institutions.	Chinua	Achebe’s	No	 Longer	 at	 Ease	 (1960)	 portrays	 the
political	climate	of	newly	 independent	Nigeria	and	 the	cultural	dislocation	and
insiderist	corruption	that	characterize	the	new	ruling	elite.
There	 were	 also	 those	 novels	 that	 tackled	 the	 thorny	 issue	 of	 race.	 Peter

Nazareth’s	 In	a	Brown	Mantle	 (1972)	 offers	 a	 satiric	 view	of	African	 national
independence	from	the	periphery	of	the	periphery,	the	Christian	Goan	Indians	of
Africa	 and	 their	 ambivalent	 position	 vis-à-vis	 the	 newly	 independent	 African
state.	 Even	 “official	 literatures,”	 those	 literatures	 consciously	 written	 as
celebrations	and	endorsements	of	nascent	states,	were	skeptical	about	“race”	and
ethnic	 parochialism	 as	 forums	 for	 collective	 identification.	 Dominic	 Thomas
writes	 in	Nation	Building,	Propaganda,	and	Literature	 in	Francophone	Africa:
“Within	 the	context	of	nation-building	and	 the	pursuit	of	unifying	 imperatives,
official	 literatures	 of	 the	 state	 have	 flourished	 at	 an	 unprecedented	 rate	 in
postcolonial	African	countries	 .	 .	 .	The	Marxist-Leninist	 political	model,	 as	 an
essentially	anti-individualistic	and	antiethnic	model,	served	as	a	theoretic	model
for	governments	endeavoring	to	promote	national	unity.”29
This	 cautionary	 approach	 of	 early	 nationalisms	 actually	 echoed	 Frantz

Fanon’s	emphasis	in	The	Wretched	of	the	Earth	on	practical	political	imperatives
as	the	underpinning	for	successful	independent	African	states	over	atavism	and
assertions	of	antiquated	glory:

Je	concède	que	sur	le	plan	de	l’existence	le	fait	qu’il	ait	existé	une	civilisation	aztèque	ne	change	pas
grand-chose	 au	 régime	 alimentaire	 du	 paysan	 mexicain	 d’aujourd’hui.	 Je	 concède	 que	 toutes	 les
preuves	qui	pourraient	être	données	de	l’existence	d’une	prodigieuse	civilisation	songhaï	ne	changent



pas	le	fait	que	les	Songhaïs	d’aujourd’hui	sont	sous-alimentés,	analphabètes,	jetés	entre	ciel	et	eau,	la
tête	vide,	les	yeux	vides.30
[I	am	ready	to	concede	that	on	the	plane	of	factual	being	the	past	existence	of	an	Aztec	civilization

does	not	change	anything	very	much	in	the	diet	of	the	Mexican	peasant	of	today.	I	admit	that	all	the
proofs	 of	 a	 wonderful	 Songhai	 civilization	 will	 not	 change	 the	 fact	 that	 today	 the	 Songhais	 are
underfed	and	illiterate,	thrown	between	sky	and	water	with	empty	heads	and	empty	eyes.]31

Moreover,	there	would	be	no	hope	for	any	viable	Pan-African	unity	if	there	were
not	 any	unity	 and	 cogency	within	 each	of	 the	 states.	But	many	 states	 in	 some
parts	of	Africa	would	eventually	yield	to	the	very	thing	they	sought	to	preempt:
an	entity	hijacked	by	race	and	ethnicity,	which	were	in	turn	used	as	veneers	for
the	plunder	of	resources	and	social	eugenics.
The	 hostility	 to	 the	 nation-state,	 especially	 among	 disaffected	 African

intellectuals,	 scholars,	 and	 writers,	 has	 been	 so	 intense	 that	 it	 has	 elicited	 an
inevitable	 intellectual	 response.	 This	 response	 consists	 of	 the	 idea	 that	 the
dysfunctions	 and	 demerits	 of	 nations	 and	 nationalism	 are	 exaggerated	 or	 that
they	 are	 inaccuracies.	 In	 their	 introduction	 to	 In	 Search	 of	 Nation,	 editors
Gregory	Maddox	and	James	Giblin	write,	“African	nationalism	has	experienced
hard	going	 in	 recent	 scholarship	 .	 .	 .	Some	scholars	 regard	 it	 as	an	alien,	even
cancerous	presence	.	 .	 .	while	the	nation	may	be	‘imagined’	it	is	a	fundamental
reality.”32	The	institutions	of	nation	are	realities	in	that	they	continue	to	operate
on	a	political	and	official	 level,	but	 it	does	not	 follow	with	any	degree	of	self-
evidence	that	the	nation	is	a	determinant	of	culture,	or	that	it	is	in	harmony	with
particular	cultures.	However,	according	to	Giblin	and	Maddox,	to	hold	otherwise
would	be	to	“implicitly	[posit]	a	division	between	state	and	community.”	This	is
precisely,	 in	 fact,	 what	Gurnah’s	 novels	 intend	 to	 accomplish.	 It	 is	 neither	 an
accident,	 nor	 an	 intellectual	 oversight,	 nor	 “implicit.”	 Cultural	 experience	 for
many	 peoples	 throughout	 the	African	 continent	 is	 not	 in	 unison	with	 the	 state
and	 its	 cultural	 imperatives,	 especially	 that	 of	 ethnic	 or	 religious	 minority
groups,	and	is	often	in	conflict	with	it.
Giblin	and	Maddox	continue	with	their	point	about	the	state,	asserting	that	it

“remains	 the	frame	that	encompasses	and	 links	 the	domains	of	family,	 locality,
and	 ethnicity	 with	 the	 broader	 world.”33	 Acceding	 to	 these	 statements	 about
Africa,	or	the	eastern	African	coast	specifically,	however,	would	mean	ignoring
momentous	transformations	in	the	second	half	of	the	twentieth	century	in	global
politics,	 economics,	 and	 ideological	 formations—including	 the	 end	of	 the	 cold
war	 and	 the	 restructuring	 of	 global	 capital—that	 have	 exerted	 tremendous
pressure	on	the	integrity	of	the	nation-state	and,	in	many	cases,	compromised	its
existence	as	a	group	adhesive.	This	is	especially	the	case	for	those	countries	that



are	 weaker	 economically	 and	 perpetually	 dependent	 on	 foreign	 monetary	 aid.
Broadly	 speaking,	 one	 need	 not	 exclusively	 probe	 Africa	 for	 stark	 examples.
Some	of	 the	most	spectacular	and	bloody	episodes	of	 the	failure	or	breakup	of
nation-states	 in	 the	 last	 twenty	 years	 have	 been	 in	 the	 heart	 of	 Europe,	 in	 the
Balkans.	 The	 Yugoslav	 state	 reined	 in	 ethno-religious	 parochialisms,	 true
enough,	 but	 especially	 in	 multiethnic	 states—and	 there	 really	 are	 hardly	 any
examples	of	states	that	are	not	multiethnic	in	today’s	world—the	problem	is	that
the	 state	 usually	works	 to	 the	 advantage	 of	 one	 ethno-religious	 group	 and	 the
survival	of	that	state	depends	on	its	ability	to	disguise	this	fact.	While	Giblin	and
Maddox	 are	 right	 in	 insisting	 that	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 nation-state	 and	 its
institutions	 cannot	 be	 dismissed	 altogether,	 inferring	 that	 the	 nation-state
“remains	 the	 frame	 that	 encompasses	 and	 links”	 people	 and	 communities	 is
problematic.
Simon	During	writes	most	urgently	about	the	dangers	of	rejecting	nationhood

as	 a	 model	 of	 community.	 For	 him,	 rejecting	 nationalism,	 or	 not	 seeing	 its
importance	in	combating	racism	and	imperialism,	leads	down	a	perilous	path	to
political	 apathy	 or	 apologism.	 He	 argues	 that	 not	 discriminating	 between	 the
various	strands	of	nationalism	will	paralyze	intellectuals	and	preempt	them	from
effective	action	and	involvement.34	During	implies	that	political	action	can	only
function	 under	 the	 auspices	 of	 nationalism,	 an	 idea	 that	 has	 not	 held	 up	 to
political	trends	in	the	last	several	decades,	especially	in	the	Islamic	world,	where
the	 resistance	 to	western	political,	 cultural,	 economic,	 and	military	 ingressions
has	 taken	 a	 markedly	 non-and	 transnational	 character.	 Militant	 Islam	 in	 its
various	 shades	 exemplifies	 how,	 for	 better	 or	 worse,	 resistance	 and	 political
initiatives	need	not	be	fastened	to	national	imperatives.
During	also	posits	a	difference	between	“first”	and	“third”	world	nationalism:

“Writing	 in	 a	 First	World	 colony	 like	Australia,	 one	 ought	 to	 be	 nationalistic.
This	 is	a	position	all	 the	easier	 to	 take	 in	Australia,	because	here,	unlike	many
Third	 World	 countries,	 nationalism	 is	 not	 used	 against	 large	 minority
racial/tribal	groups.”35	During	does	not	recognize	“First”	world	nationalism	as	a
form	 of	 racism,	 as	 a	 euphemism	 for	 racism,	 in	 which	 case	 it	 is	 continually
deployed	 against	 “minority	 racial/tribal	 groups.”	 It	 is	 the	 habit	 of	 nationalist
discourse,	especially	in	western	democracies,	to	make	ennobling	and	vindicating
distinctions	 between	 racism	 and	 nationalism,	 between	 nationalism	 and
patriotism.	 American	 nationalism	 does	 not	 exist	 after	 all,	 but	 American
patriotism	 does.	 The	 emphasis	 is	 on	 the	 land,	 on	 the	 idea	 of	 America,	 which
defeats	 time	and	again	 the	charge	that	 the	social	order	 in	 the	United	States	has
historically	benefitted	the	Anglo-Protestant	population.



One	 of	 the	 enduring	 problems	 with	 these	 arguments	 in	 favor	 of	 a	 more
clement	 view	 of	 nationalisms	 is	 that	 none	 of	 them	 really	 produce	 compelling
historical	examples	of	nationalism	actually	working	in	the	way	they	claim	that	it
can	work.	The	idea	that	nationalisms	can	vanquish	imperialism	and	postimperial
dependency	tends	to	be	more	propositional	than	demonstrable.36	The	literary	and
historiographic	record	in	Africa	in	this	context	is	largely	a	record	of	failure.	With
scant	exceptions,	self-fashioned	“nationalist”	parties	and	governments	have	over
the	course	of	the	last	fifty	years	sold	their	countries’	resources,	degenerated	into
theft	and	plunder,	become	tribal	oligarchies	in	some	places,	and	perpetrated	open
genocide	in	yet	other	places.
While	 Gurnah’s	 novels	 demote	 the	 black	 Atlantic	 as	 the	 normative

constellation	of	 the	African	diaspora,	 they	do	in	fact	find	confluence	with	Paul
Gilroy’s	thought	in	many	conceptual	and	political	ways.	The	most	important	of
their	 commonalities	 is	 their	 mutual	 reticence	 toward	 the	 racial	 absolutisms
espoused	by	those	black	and	African	nationalist	discourses	that	seek	to	unite	race
and	nation,	 to	make	 the	 former	 the	 cornerstone	of	 the	 latter.	Both	Gurnah	 and
Gilroy	 refuse	 the	 refusal	 of	 history.	 They	 reject	 the	 invented	 “revisionist”
histories	 born	 of	 some	 nationalist	 iterations	 in	 the	 late	 colonial	 and	 early
independence	periods	in	Africa,	as	well	as	in	the	black	struggle	for	civil	rights	in
the	United	States—here	I	have	in	mind	the	articulations	of	the	Nation	of	Islam,
for	 example.	 These	 “revisions”	 are	 not	 challenges	 to	 the	 racist	 narratives	 of
Africa	 and	 blackness,	 but	 erasures	 and	 denials	 that	 undermine	 the	 cultural
integrity	 of	 the	 very	 peoples	 they	 are	meant	 to	 redeem.	Gilroy	 discusses	 how
black	 nationalisms	 attempt	 an	 erasure	 of	 the	 cultural	 impact	 of	 slavery,	 its
formative	 role	 in	 the	 production	 of	 black	 cultures	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 But,
Gilroy	holds,	this	move	is	a	mistaken	and	fruitless	one	because	slavery	was	not
an	aberration	from	an	otherwise	teleological	trajectory	of	African	history,	but	a
constitutive	 and	 integral	 part	 of	 it.	 Slavery,	 more	 importantly	 to	 Gilroy’s
argument,	 was	 also	 a	 central	 constituent	 of	western	modernity.	 This	 is	 not	 an
apology	 for	 slavery,	 but	 recognition	 of	 it.	 Gilroy’s	 model	 is	 an	 appropriative
validation	of	the	identities	that	have	been	produced	by	slavery.
Because	the	black	Atlantic	is	such	a	crucial	part	of	western	modernity,	it	will

never	be	racially	pure	or	culturally	homogeneous.	It	 is	a	cultural	condition	that
cannot	 lean	 on	 nostalgic	 universalist	 proclamations	 of	 blackness	 and
Africanness.	 It	 is	 geographically	 decentered	 and	 experiential.	 What	 holds	 the
black	Atlantic	together,	its	glue,	as	it	were,	is	the	collective	memory	of	slavery
and	the	resultant	shared	“proximity	to	racial	terror”	that	is	narrativized	through
aesthetic	 practices	 such	 as	 music.	 For	 Gilroy,	 slavery	 and	 the	 consequent



uprooting	and	scattering	of	African	populations	is	the	only	locatable	event	(and
idea)	around	which	international	blackness	can	confer.
Similarly,	Gurnah’s	novels	produce	a	restorative	portrait	of	the	eastern	African

coast’s	historical	diversity.	In	the	process,	they	capture	the	central	place	of	Islam
as	 an	 important	 cultural	 institution.	 Like	 Gilroy’s	 work,	 Gurnah’s	 novels
deracialize	what	it	means	to	be	African,	and	specifically	eastern	African,	against
the	claims	of	African	nationalism	as	it	evolved	in	parts	of	eastern	Africa	in	the
1960s.	 This	 nationalism	 attempts	 a	 systematic	 abrasion	 of	 eastern	 Africa’s
interspatial,	interethnic,	interracial,	and	interlinguistic	past.	It	cites	slave	trading,
Arab	imperialism,	and	Arab	and	Indian	economic	exploitation	of	black	Africans
as	historical	malaises	that	compromised	African	racial	and	cultural	authenticity.
These	 claims	 stem	 from	 legitimate	 observations	 and	 grievances,	 but	 become
problematic	in	their	prognosis.	Like	the	erstwhile	claims	of	black	nationalism	in
the	 United	 States,	 they	 are	 conceptually	 dubious	 responses	 to	 the	 ideological
needs	of	a	volatile	historical	moment.	They	are	refusals	of	that	which	is	and	that
which	cannot	be	undone.
The	ire	of	black	nationalisms	creates	another	difficult	irony	that	both	Gurnah’s

and	Paul	Gilroy’s	novels	unmask:	“An	additional,	and	possibly	more	profound,
area	 of	 political	 difficulty	 comes	 into	 view	 when	 the	 voguish	 language	 of
absolute	 cultural	 difference	 associated	 with	 the	 ontological	 essentialist
standpoint	 provides	 an	 embarrassing	 link	 between	 the	 practice	 of	 blacks	 who
comprehend	 racial	 politics	 through	 it	 and	 the	 activities	 of	 their	 forsworn
opponents—the	ethnic	absolutists	of	the	racist	right.”37	While	Gilroy	is	primarily
referring	 to	discourses	of	black	 affirmation	 in	 the	 second	half	 of	 the	 twentieth
century	in	the	west,	his	observations	extend	to	nationalist	ideologies	in	Africa	in
the	 1960s.	 Many	 of	 Gurnah’s	 novels	 capture	 episodes	 wherein	 these	 racial
politics	 come	 to	 harm	 and	 alienate	 the	 predominantly	 mixed	 population	 of
Zanzibar	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of	 independence	 and	 its	 union	 with	 Tanganyika.
Persons	 who	 were	 not	 considered	 “black”	 or	 “African”	 were	 systematically
marginalized,	and	stripped	of	their	homes,	assets,	businesses,	and	in	many	cases,
expelled	and	even	killed.
In	 By	 the	 Sea,	 Saleh	 Omar	 recounts	 the	 “repatriations”	 and	 expulsions	 of

many	Zanzibari	Africans	based	on	the	artifice	of	biological	race.

Now	they	were	being	held	on	the	island	until	word	reached	the	Omani	authorities	of	their	plight,	and
some	means	of	transporting	them	home	could	be	arranged.	In	truth,	they	were	no	more	Omani	than	I
was,	except	that	they	had	an	ancestor	who	was	born	there.	They	did	not	even	look	any	different	from
the	 rest	 of	 us,	 perhaps	 slightly	 paler	 or	 slightly	 darker,	 perhaps	 their	 hair	was	 slightly	 straighter	 or
slightly	 curlier.	 Their	 crime	 was	 the	 ignoble	 history	 of	 Oman	 in	 these	 parts,	 and	 that	 was	 not	 a
connection	that	they	were	allowed	to	give	up.38



This	 and	 similar	 episodes	 exemplify	 Gilroy’s	 caveats	 about	 the	 racialized
language	 of	 “nation.”	 Not	 only	 is	 blackness	 based	 on	 physical	 appearance	 in
these	 particular	 strands	 of	 nationalist	 thought,	 but	 it	 is	 also	 necessarily
incompatible	with	 diversity.	Nationalism	 engaged	 in	 a	 project	 “of	 transmuting
heterogeneity	into	homogeneity.”39	But	 the	paradox	of	 these	racially	motivated
nationalist	philosophies	is	that	they	still	carried	the	burden	of	“black	inferiority”
that	they	sought	to	dislodge,	a	paradox	that	is	all	too	evident	in	Gurnah’s	novels.
A	residual	sense	of	racial	inferiority	fueled,	for	example,	the	fervor	with	which
non-African	 women	 were	 desired	 by	 black	 African	 men,	 especially	 those	 in
positions	 of	 power.	 In	Admiring	Silence,	 the	 narrator	 plaintively	 recounts	 “the
time	 when	 girls	 from	 various	 communities	 were	 being	 forced	 to	 marry	 black
Africans,	 especially	 fat	 old	 black	 Africans	 who	 were	 senior	 officers	 in	 the
government,	the	Members	of	the	Revolutionary	Redemption	Council,	may	God
curse	 them.”40	Similarly,	Saleh	Omar	states	 in	By	 the	Sea,	 “The	 sight	of	 those
beautiful	young	Iranian	or	Arab	or	Indian	women	who	were	unavailable	to	them
drove	 the	 old	 lechers	 crazy.	 Their	 pale	 complexions	 and	 long	 glossy,	 hair
tormented	them.”41

These	 African	 nationalists	 wanted	 to	 possess	 the	 very	 features	 that	 they
ostensibly	 despised,	 features	 that	 supposedly	 evidenced	 the	 degree	 of	 an
individual’s	impurity	and	ineligibility	for	their	own	mold	of	Africanness.	Often,
the	refusal	of	these	Persian	or	Indian	women	to	marry	would	lead	to	their	arrest
and	imprisonment.	It	turns	out,	however,	that	the	features	of	the	Iranian,	Arab,	or
Indian	women	had	a	high	premium	that	intensified,	unknowingly	of	course,	the
Africans’	 own	 internalized	 disgust	 at	 “African”	 features.	 What	 is	 interesting
about	 this	 desire	 to	 possess	 the	 racial	 other	 is	 that	 rather	 than	 sanitizing	 the
African	 race,	 or	 Africanizing	 other	 races,	 it	 conforms	 to	 the	 centuries-old
continuity	of	racial	mixing	and	even	intermarriage	on	the	eastern	African	coast.
But	the	gender	dynamics	of	this	intermixing	changed	with	the	changing	hands	of
political	power.	While	it	was	historically	Arab	or	Indian	men	taking	Swahili	or
other	African	women	 as	wives	 (and	 this	was	 still	 taboo),	 the	 reverse	 happens
after	independence,	when	some	African	men	in	positions	of	power	were	seized
with	the	symbolic	and	politically	inflected	desire	of	possessing	Arab	and	Indian
women.
This	policy	of	forcing	interracial	marriages	gives	rise	to	a	thorny	problem	that

deserves	attention.	Nationalism,	as	it	materialized	in	eastern	Africa,	turned	on	all
those	 who	 were	 not	 considered	 “black”	 African,	 and	 this	 included	 Arabs	 and
Indians.	 But	 this	 nationalism	 was	 also	 an	 expression	 of	 another,	 perhaps
contradictory,	grievance	in	some	places.	Nationalists	accused	Indians	of	holding



out	 against	 “integration”	 with	 Africans	 and	 African	 society.	 This	 accusation
suggests	that	it	was	in	fact	desirable	for	Indians	to	have	integrated	with	Africans
because	 of	 their	 putative	 acumen	 for	 finance	 and	 business,	 an	 aptitude	 that
would	aid	the	newly	independent	African	countries	(Uganda,	certainly)	through
their	 then-promising	 infancy.	 But	 the	 Indian	 refusal	 to	 integrate	 was	 not	 just
economic.	It	also	meant	that	Indians	did	not	integrate	in	a	racial	sense,	ergo	the
punitive	 and	 corrective	 nature	 of	 the	 forced	 marriages	 for	 Indian	 women,	 for
example.	 While	 eastern	 African	 nationalisms	 were	 driven	 by	 strong	 racial
rhetoric,	there	were	gaps	and	contradictions	in	their	formulation.	These	national
ideologies	were	not	consistent	across	eastern	Africa.	While	Muslims	and	Arabs
were	 the	 subject	of	both	 judicial	 and	extrajudicial	punishment	 in	Zanzibar,	 for
example,	 Idi	 Amin,	 a	 self-taught	 nationalist	 who	 expelled	 Uganda’s	 Indian
population	(made	up	of	Muslims	and	Hindus),	was	himself	a	Muslim.
The	 philosophical	 attack	 on	 nationhood	 articulated	 in	 Gurnah’s	 novels	 is

manifest	through	a	number	of	different	textual	strategies.	The	most	prevalent	but
least	obvious	of	these	strategies	is	the	narrative	refusal	to	even	signify	the	nation.
The	novels	silence	and	omit	national	symbols,	names,	and	figures,	achieving	a
sort	of	retribution	for	the	nation-state’s	attempted	elision	of	the	eastern	African
coast’s	 heterogeneous	 cultural	 fabric.	 There	 is	 virtually	 no	 place	 in	Admiring
Silence	 or	 By	 the	 Sea	 where	 one	 encounters	 the	 proper	 name	 “Tanzania”	 or
Julius	Nyerere.	This	 refusal	 to	 signify	 is	 spurred	by	 the	belief	 that	 nationhood
and	statehood	have	come	to	replace	colonial	structures	and	power	as	the	source
of	 alienation.	 For	 Gurnah,	 the	 designation	 “Tanzania,”	 like	 Empire,	 is	 a
normalizing,	 neutralizing,	 and	 standardizing	 lie	 that	 must	 be	 resisted	 first
through	 refusal.42	 In	 the	 entirety	 of	Gurnah’s	 corpus	 there	 are	 an	 exceedingly
small	 number	 of	 occasions	 in	which	 the	 reader	 actually	 sees	 the	 proper	 name
“Tanzania.”	Daud,	the	main	character	of	Pilgrims	Way,	states	the	name	but	only
after	having	avoided	doing	 so	 throughout	much	of	 the	narrative.	 I	will	discuss
this	in	the	next	chapter.
When	the	state	is	signified	in	Gurnah’s	novels,	 it	 is	done	so	using	caricature

and	 irreverent	 satire.	 The	 Tanzanian	 nation-state,	 its	 generative	 symbols	 and
rituals	 as	well	 as	 the	 quasi-providential	 positions	 of	many	 of	 its	 leaders	 (once
revolutionaries	 and	visionaries,	now	oligarchs	and	dictators),	do	not	 enjoy	any
modicum	 of	 immunity	 from	 polemical	 assault.	 The	 unnamed	 narrator	 of
Admiring	Silence,	 for	example,	satirizes	Nyerere,	 the	baba	 taifa	or	kiongozi	ya
kuanza.	A	 peripheral	 character	 that	 the	 narrator	meets	when	 visiting	Zanzibar,
Amur	Maluk,	is	in	awe	of	Nyerere	and	appraisingly	recounts	the	leader’s	literary
tastes	 and	 sensibilities	 as	 one	 of	 his	 many	 virtues:	 “The	 Rais	 of	 our	 Federal



Republic	 is	 very	 fond	 of	 Hemingway,	 and	 he	 is	 himself	 a	 translator	 of
Shakespeare.	Marx	we	need	so	 that	people	can	have	a	 firmer	understanding	of
democratic	socialism	which	is	the	governing	ethos	of	our	state,	and	Tolstoy	for
his	 sympathy	with	 the	peasants	 and	 the	poor.”43	The	narrator	 allows	Maluk	 to
speak	 even	 though	 the	 latter	 is	 oblivious	 to	 the	 ironies	 of	 his	 own	 comments,
ironies	 to	 which	 the	 readers	 are	 privy	 because	 of	 their	 acquaintance	 with	 the
narrator’s	political	views	up	until	this	point.
After	Maluk	 finishes	 praising	Nyerere,	 the	 narrator	 offers	 his	 own	 sardonic

perspective	on	the	rais:	“And	the	man	that	was	the	Rais	of	the	Federal	Republic,
who	 had	 presided	 for	 decades	 over	 the	 crumbling	 state	 while	 his	 carefully
modulated	 commentaries	 on	 the	African	 nation	 soothed	 liberal	 consciences	 in
Europe	and	North	America.	 In	 the	earlier	years	of	his	 reign,	before	he	became
seriously	indispensable	to	the	stability	of	the	world,	he	had	translated	two	plays
of	Shakespeare.”44	The	narrator	does	not	directly	name	or	acknowledge	Nyerere
and	holds	him	in	contempt	for	being	a	pretentious	apologist,	a	man	who	held	on
to	power	by	avoiding	unsettling	Europe’s	self-image	regarding	its	recent	past	in
Africa.	Nyerere’s	 failures	 in	 these	 areas	 are	 not	 redeemable	 by	 translations	 of
great	literary	works,	including	his	translation	of	Julius	Caesar,	a	tale	of	political
betrayal.	 The	 narrator	 also	 finds	 himself	 discomforted	 and	 displeased	 at
Nyerere’s	exclusively	western	orientation	and	asks	Maluk,	“These	great	thoughts
all	seem	to	be	from	Europe	and	its	dispersals.	Would	you	consider	translation	of
great	 thoughts	from	anywhere	else?”45	The	absence	of	 interlocutors	from	other
parts	 of	 Africa,	 Asia,	 the	 Islamic	 world,	 and	 Latin	 America—in	 short,	 the
“nonwest”—troubles	 the	 narrator	 because	 African	 independence	 movements
often	 situated	 themselves	 as	 part	 of	 Pan-African	 imperatives	 and	 even	 larger
global	movements	against	imperialism	across	the	“third”	and	formerly	colonized
world.
The	unnamed	narrator	 in	Admiring	Silence	 sees	 no	 special	merit	 in	 the	 new

countries	 in	 Africa	 nor	 in	 their	 leaders,	 many	 of	 whom	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 the
center	of	their	own	personality	cults.	“We	kept	track	of	other	colonial	departures
like	 keeping	 score	 in	 a	 game;	 Ghana,	 Nigeria,	 Somalia,	 the	 Congo,	 Senegal,
Mali,	 then,	 much	 nearer	 home:	 Tanganyika,	 Uganda—many	 of	 them	 places
where	 spectacular	 disasters	 were	 waiting	 to	 happen.	 Heroic	 leaders
indiscriminately	filled	the	imagination:	Kwame	Nkrumah,	Ahmed	Sekou	Toure,
Patrice	 Lumumba,	 Jomo	 Kenyatta.	 There	 were	 new	 maps	 to	 be	 studied,	 new
names,	new	countries	 that	seemed	to	surface	with	incredible	solidity	out	of	 the
featureless	mass	that	had	previously	been	Africa.”46	The	narrator’s	invocation	of
Marlow’s	belief	 in	Heart	 of	Darkness,	 that	Africa	was	 a	blank	 and	 featureless



place	 prior	 to	 “being	 made”	 by	 European	 colonization,	 highlights	 the
randomness	of	the	new	map	of	nation-states.47	The	contemporary	national	map
of	 the	African	 continent	 is	 largely	 an	 incarnation	 of	 the	 random	way	 that	 the
continent	was	carved	by	European	powers	in	the	1880s.	Arbitrary	and	random	as
they	are,	they	still	have	profound	legal	and	political	implications,	as	the	narrator
is	fully	aware,	owing	to	his	own	exile.
For	the	narrator	of	Admiring	Silence,	nationhood	is	a	progeny	of	colonialism.

The	 nation	 is	 an	 inheritance	 of	 colonialism,	 its	 transfiguration.	 For	 him,	 the
nation-state	did	not	defeat	colonialism	but	represents,	instead,	the	consolidation
of	 European	 modes	 of	 polity	 and	 governance.	 Perhaps	 nothing	 captures	 this
more	 powerfully	 than	 the	 presence	 of	Prince	Phillip,	Duke	 of	Edinburgh,	 as	 a
representative	of	the	queen	of	England	at	Tanganyika’s	independence	ceremony
in	December	of	1961.	Many	“independent”	African	countries	remain	culturally
and	 economically	 dependent	 on	 the	 industrial	 west,	 often	 on	 the	 formerly
colonizing	 country.	 The	 narrator	 laments,	 “Our	 part	 of	 the	 deal	 was	 to	 be
colonized,	assimilated,	educated,	alienated,	integrated,	suffer	clashes	of	culture,
win	a	 flag	and	a	national	 anthem,	become	corrupt,	 starve	and	grumble.”48	 His
chronology	 characterizes	 the	 stages	 of	Africa’s	 historical	 transformation	 in	 the
twentieth	century.	This	narrative	is	not	unique	to	Tanzania	but	recurs	in	a	lot	of
the	 sub-Sahara,	 from	 Guinea	 to	 Kenya	 and	 beyond.	 Colonization	 triggered
independence	 movements	 and	 struggle,	 which	 in	 turn	 culminated	 in	 the
establishment	of	national	governments	that	have	largely	gone	down	a	grim	path
of	 corruption,	 violence,	 and	 dictatorship.	 Its	 leaders,	 once	 promising	 figures
filled	 with	 the	 energies	 of	 the	 people	 they	 were	 to	 serve,	 have	 succumbed	 to
corrupt	 autocracy,	 or	 an	 unbreakable	 cycle	 of	 coups	 and	 countercoups.	 The
passage	also	refuses	to	celebrate	the	cliché	of	“hybridity,”	as	the	term	“suffered”’
captures.	 This	 is	 a	 moment	 in	 Gurnah’s	 writing	 where	 the	 narrator’s	 multiple
cultural	 formation	 is	a	source	of	pain	rather	 than	defiance	and	subversion.	The
passage	undermines	the	truism	of	hybridity	(he	calls	it	a	“clash”	of	cultures)	and
refuses	to	mystify	the	crimes	that	colonialism	inflicted	on	Africa.
The	haphazardness	of	the	new	countries	that	independence	swept	in	created	a

set	of	problems	that	were	far	more	dangerous	than	the	mortgaging	of	resources
to	 the	 industrial	 west	 and	 the	 betrayal	 of	 revolutionary	 ideals.	 It	 exacerbated,
recoded,	and	reorganized	latent	hatreds	and	fissures	that	existed	before	European
colonization,	something	that	I	addressed	in	the	previous	chapter	in	my	discussion
of	Paradise.	The	narrator	of	Admiring	Silence	states:	“But	politics	also	brought
shocking	things	to	the	surface.	We	liked	to	think	of	ourselves	as	a	moderate	and
mild	 people.	 Arab	 African	 Indian	 Comorian:	 we	 lived	 alongside	 each	 other,



quarreled	and	sometimes	intermarried.	Civilized,	that’s	what	we	were.	We	liked
to	be	described	like	that,	and	we	described	ourselves	like	that.	In	reality	we	were
nowhere	near	we,	but	us	in	our	separate	yards,	locked	in	our	historical	ghettoes,
self-forgiving	 and	 seething	 with	 intolerances,	 with	 racism,	 and	 with
resentments.”49	 He	 acknowledges	 diversity	 and	 coexistence	 on	 the	 eastern
African	coast	prior	 to	statehood,	but	he	does	so	without	 idealizing	 this	history.
He	takes	stock	of	the	prejudices	and	tensions	that	were	then	instrumentalized	by
the	nation-state.
It	 is	 important,	 once	 again,	 to	 emphasize	 this	 point.	 Gurnah’s	 novels

illuminate	 a	 history	 that	 has	 been	mangled	 by	 colonialism	 and	 by	 nationalism
equally.	 Some	 insist,	 however,	 that	 the	 violence	 that	 plagues	 the	 African
continent	today	is	a	direct	result	of	the	way	colonialism	manufactured	ethnic	and
racial	identities.	David	Lloyd	argues	that	“the	notion	of	the	return	of	intertribal
violence	 [in	 Africa	 specifically]	 which	 structures	 so	 much	 of	 contemporary
reportage	.	.	.	ignores	the	role	of	the	state	in	restructuring	and	producing	ethnic
or	tribal	antagonism.”50	But	it	appears	that	even	Lloyd	would	concede	that	this
violence	may	have	been	restructured,	but	not	entirely	engineered,	by	coloniality.
It	 seems	 that	 to	 insist	 that	 the	 Europeans	 were	 the	 prime	 architects	 of	 these
conflicts	would	be	to	suggest	inadvertently	that	precolonial	Africa	was	an	idyllic
place,	 which	 is	 itself	 a	 colonial	 notion	 born	 of	 the	 idea	 that	 Africans	 were
simple,	 too	 simple	 to	 be	 capable	 of	 prejudicial	 ideas	 and	 the	 conflicts	 they
produce.
Gurnah’s	 novels	 steadily	 interrogate	 blackness	 and	 Africanness	 as	 stable

identities,	 and	 they	 also	 question	 the	 nationalisms	 that	 rest	 on	 this	 idea.	 They
also,	 however,	 defy	 the	 idea	 that	 political	 consciousness	 and	 commitment
necessarily	spring	from	nationhood	and	national	consciousness.	On	the	contrary,
they	 testify	 to	 the	 possibility	 of	 formulating	 a	 discourse	 of	 resistance	 outside
national	registers.	Gurnah’s	novels	merge	with	other	African	novels	over	shared
experiences	 of	 a	 colonial	 past,	 cultural	 fragmentation,	 exile,	 and
postindependence	 dysfunction	 and	 dictatorship.	 To	 this	 end,	 there	 are	 lengthy
reflections	in	both	Admiring	Silence	and	By	the	Sea	about	British	coloniality	(the
colonial	archive,	texts,	and	the	English	language)	as	the	very	condition	that	make
these	novels	possible	and	necessary.
Being	that	By	the	Sea	and	Admiring	Silence	are	novels,	their	main	avenue	of

attack	on	colonialism	is	through	their	meditation	on	its	texts,	the	main	vessel	of
cultural	 inculcation.	 These	 texts	 and	 narratives	 primed	 subjects	 of	 colonialism
not	 just	 in	Africa	but	 in	England	as	well.	These	narratives	 and	 representations
imprinted	the	mind	of	the	English	body	politic	with	the	idea	that	coloniality	was



more	 than	 necessary;	 it	 was	 just.	 Specifically,	 the	 postslavery	 incarnation	 of
colonialism,	 which	 included	 abolitionism,	 conversion,	 and	 other	 forms	 of
“charity,”	 was,	 as	 the	 Comaroffs	 argue,	 a	 means	 for	 the	 west	 to	 sort	 out	 the
contradictions	of	Enlightenment.51
A	troubling	paradox	that	faces	all	the	narrators	(and	perhaps	Gurnah	himself)

is	 their	 unreconciled	 feelings	 toward	 British	 education,	 which	 was	 at	 once
imposed	on	and	formative	in	their	daily	lives	and	their	cultural	self-perception.
British	colonial	education	leaves	a	powerful	stamp	on	the	novels	themselves	and
is	partly	responsible	for	the	book	in	the	reader’s	hand.	England’s	literary	canon
permeates	the	narrative	as	a	referent	and	an	ideological	foil.	Saleh	Omar	relates
that	the	books	that	composed	his	colonial	education

were	 mostly	 what	 you’d	 expect:	 poetry	 anthologies	 and	 colonial	 adventures	 and	 children’s	 books,
some	of	 them	already	familiar	 from	our	colonised	education.	Lots	of	Kipling,	as	 if	 they	were	books
they	 had	 tired	 of.	And	Origin	 of	 Species,	 some	 copies	 of	 that,	 and	 information	 books	 from	 a	more
assured	time,	The	History	of	the	World,	that	kind	of	thing,	and	some	old	atlases.	The	tallest	mountain	in
the	world	is	in	the	British	Empire,	and	then	pages	of	other	mountains	and	whose	empire	they	belonged
to,	the	highest	waterfalls	in	the	world,	the	longest	river,	the	deepest	sea,	the	driest	desert.52

All	 the	texts	 that	Saleh	Omar	mentions	contribute	 to	 the	“invention	of	Africa,”
whether	 it	 is	Darwin’s	Origin	 of	 Species,	 which	was	 (mis)used	 to	 explain	 the
supposedly	 primordial	 or	 even	 subhuman	 nature	 of	 the	 African,	 or	 grand
historical	 narratives	 such	 as	The	History	of	 the	World.	Rudyard	Kipling	was	 a
champion	 of	 aggressive	 imperialism	 as	 well	 as	 one	 of	 the	 most	 recognized
innovators	of	the	English	language,	of	its	 literary	prestige	and	dissemination	in
colonized	lands.
However,	 British	 colonial	 education	 also	 has	 an	 antidote	 in	 American

literature	 for	 Saleh	Omar.	 The	 English	 language	 is	 not	 inherently	 an	 agent	 of
colonialism	 and	 can	 accommodate	 or,	 as	 Chinua	 Achebe	 would	 hold,	 is
obligated	to	accommodate,	many	different	types	of	cultural	memories	and	their
formal	 demands.	 American	 literature	 operates	 in	 Gurnah’s	 By	 the	 Sea	 as	 an
anticanon	 to	 the	British	 canon.	Herman	Melville’s	Bartleby	 the	 Scrivener	 is	 a
driving	force	in	Saleh’s	own	narrative.	Bartleby	uses	silence	as	a	way	to	exercise
power,	 to	 opt	 out	 of	 the	 power	 relations	 around	 him,	 and	 to	 bewilder,	 just	 as
Saleh	 Omar	 initially	 pretends	 that	 he	 does	 not	 speak	 English	 as	 a	 way	 of
deterring	racist	antagonism	upon	his	arrival	in	England.	The	English	language	is
a	weapon	for	Saleh	Omar	even,	and	especially	when,	he	refuses	to	speak	it.	This
is	because	 the	refusal	 is	a	choice.	Possession	but	nonuse	of	 the	 language	gives
him	a	sort	of	panoptic	advantage	over	the	English	because	it	makes	him	opaque
while	those	around	him	are	transparent	and	exposed.



The	other	books	that	fascinated	Saleh	Omar,	the	ones	that	became	a	part	of	his
cultural	arsenal,	are	“beautiful:	large	and	heavy,	with	thick	gleaming	paper,	hard-
bound	 and	 edged	 with	 gilt	 and	 silver,	 their	 title	 and	 author	 embossed—
emblazoned—on	 the	 spine,	 and	 with	 names	 our	 colonial	 education	 had	 never
uttered.	 Ralph	 Waldo	 Emerson,	 Nathanial	 Hawthorne,	 Herman	 Melville,
Frederick	 Douglass,	 Edgar	 Allan	 Poe,	 names	 that	 excited	 a	 noble	 curiosity
because	they	were	not	contaminated	by	a	discourse	of	tutelage	and	hierarchy.”53
Saleh	Omar	finds	a	revolutionary	outlet	in	American	literature,	a	body	of	work
that,	 because	 of	 its	 neglect	 by	 the	 British	 colonial	 educational	 curriculum,
represents	 a	 vision	 that	 departs	 from	 the	 British	 ethos,	 a	 literature	 that
deterritorializes	 the	 English	 language.	 Like	 all	 Anglophone	 African	 writers,
American	 writers	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 in	 particular,	 while	 writing	 in
English,	 also	 struggled	 to	 free	 their	 voices	 from	British	 aesthetic	 and	 cultural
restraints.	They	are	natural	beacons	for	other	Anglophone	writers.
The	 most	 painful	 wound	 in	 both	 Admiring	 Silence	 and	 By	 the	 Sea	 is

colonialism’s	 sowing	 of	 a	 new	 regime	 of	 knowledge,	 its	 dispossessing	 the
colonized	of	self-knowledge	and	the	modes	by	which	the	knowledge	is	produced
and	legitimated.

Under	 the	Empire	 .	 .	 .	we	 had	 people	who	 understood	 us	 better	 than	we	 understood	 ourselves.	We
knew	 they	were	 for	our	own	good,	 to	 force	us	 into	 the	 light	of	 civil	 society,	 to	 teach	us	 to	defer	 to
rational	government	rather	than	despotic	custom.	They	brought	medical	knowledge	and	care,	both	to
succour	our	ills	and	wean	us	from	superstition	and	evil	sprits.	But	above	all,	Empire	selflessly	brought
us	knowledge	and	education	and	civilization	and	the	good	things	that	Europe	had	learned	to	make	for
itself	and	which	until	today	we	have	still	not	learned	to	make	for	ourselves.54

According	to	Saleh	Omar,	the	western	scholar	and	the	African	scholar	educated
in	the	west	will	be	agents	of	this	new	and	“legitimate”	knowledge,	“an	expert	in
my	 area,	 someone	who	 has	written	 books	 about	me	 no	 doubt,	who	 knows	 all
about	me,	more	than	I	know	about	myself.	He	will	have	visited	all	the	places	of
interest	and	significance	in	my	area,	and	will	know	their	historical	and	cultural
context	when	I	will	be	certain	never	to	have	seen	them	and	will	only	have	heard
vague	 myths	 and	 popular	 tales	 about	 them.”55	 The	 cultural	 and	 intellectual
domination	 of	 colonialism	 is	 far	 more	 damaging	 to	 the	 narrators	 in	Admiring
Silence	and	By	the	Sea	than	economic	exploitation	or	pedestrian	racist	abuse.	It
cannot	be	reversed,	even	when	its	subjects	are	aware	of	its	workings,	of	its	logic.
They	have	been	evicted	permanently	from	their	former	worldviews	and	from	the
paradigms	that	“spoke”	them.
Articulations	of	Africanness	and	the	African	diaspora	from	the	late	nineteenth



century	 forward	 have	 found	 some	 of	 their	 most	 forceful	 and	 enduring	 voices
outside	of	Africa,	 in	 the	Americas	and	 the	Caribbean	and,	 later,	 in	 the	British,
French,	 and	American	 academies.	Consequently,	African	 identity	 politics	 have
frequently	 serviced	 the	 needs	 of	 leaders	 and	 intellectuals	 in	 these	 places.
Whether	it	was	Back	to	Africa,	négritude,	or	other	Afrocentric	 ideas,	when	the
African	 was	 not	 being	 defined	 by	 Europeans,	 he	 was	 often	 being	 defined	 by
intellectual	currents	and	polemic	in	the	black	world	in	the	western	hemisphere.
Eastern	Africa	was	not	spared	these	appropriations.	It,	too,	has	been	a	supplier	of
raw	 cultural	 materials	 to	 new	world	 political	 needs.	 Ethiopia,	 for	 example,	 is
enshrined	by	 the	Rastafarian	movement,	Nubia	has	become	memorialized	 as	 a
principal	 fountain	 of	 black	 culture,	 and	 there	 have	 been	 perennial	 ownership
claims	 to	Egypt	 in	 the	Americas—from	 the	Nation	 of	 Islam	 to	Molefi	Asante
and	others.56
The	fact	that	much	of	eastern	Africa’s	population	is	Muslim	and	immersed	in

the	Muslim	world	substantially	complicates	diasporic	invocations	and	definitions
of	 Africa.	 Among	 other	 reasons,	 many	 African	 Muslims	 see	 themselves	 as
Muslim	 first	 and	 then	 as	 belonging	 to	 a	 “continent,”	 its	 human	 dispersions,	 a
race,	 or	 a	 skin	 color.	 More	 broadly,	 engagement	 with	 eastern	 Africa’s
heterogeneity	 productively	 defamiliarizes	 Africa	 for	 all	 those	 who	 reduce	 the
continent	 to	 symbol,	 even	 if	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 cultural	 regeneration	 after
centuries	of	 slavery,	 segregation,	and	second-class	citizenship	 in	 the	Americas.
This	 lens	 can	 contribute	 to	 the	 reportraiture	 of	Africa	 as	 a	 continent	 that	was
already	a	constituent	of	a	number	of	cultural	and	economic	systems.	This,	more
than	the	insistence	on	its	purity,	determinacy,	and	hermeticism,	will	do	more	to
impress	 a	 redemptive	 image	 of	Africa	 on	 both	 the	 racist	 and	 the	 “revisionist”
imagination.



CHAPTER	3

Situational	Identities

Exiled	Selves	in	Abdulrazak	Gurnah’s	Memory	of
Departure	and	Pilgrims	Way

I	know	how	men	in	exile	feed	on	dreams.
—	Aeschylus

The	novel	is	the	aesthetic	form	of	the	displaced.
—	Carlos	Fuentes

In	previous	chapters,	 I	discussed	 the	manifold	cultural	presences	and	historical
processes	that	shaped	the	eastern	African	coast,	as	well	as	how	colonialism	and
its	 aftermaths	 transformed	 the	 region’s	 intercommunal	 relations.	 These
transformations	also	created	exile	as	a	condition	in	which	many	African	writers
live	 and	 from	which	 they	write.	 In	 this	 chapter,	 I	 examine	 the	 ideological	 and
cultural	 structures	 that	 characterize	 the	 exilic	 experience,	 and	 specifically	 the
exilic	experience	of	an	eastern	African	Muslim	in	England.	I	explore	perceptions
of	Islam	in	exile	and	the	shifting	and	situational	relationship	between	Islam	and
blackness,	 and	 especially	 how	 this	 relationship	 is	 reconfigured	 across	 national
spaces,	from	“home”	to	England.	Abdulrazak	Gurnah’s	Pilgrim’s	Way	(1988)	is	a
de	facto	sequel	 to	his	 first	novel,	Memory	of	Departure	 (1987),	not	because	of
the	 continuity	 of	 characters	 or	 plots,	 but	 because	 Pilgrim’s	 Way	 resumes	 the
thematic	trajectory	initiated	in	Memory	of	Departure.
There	are	two	distinct	but	intimately	related	threads	in	these	two	novels.	The

first	 is	 the	 declining	 viability	 of	 blackness	 as	 a	 source	 of	 identity,	 which	 is
illustrated	 by	 the	 disillusioning	 racial	 politics	 both	 at	 home	 and	 abroad	 in
England.	Hassan,	the	narrator	of	Memory	of	Departure,	comes	to	understand	the



pitfalls	and	impossibilities	of	a	pure	discourse	of	“blackness.”	His	realization	is	a
result	 of	 the	 marginalization	 of	 many	Muslim	 communities	 in	 eastern	 Africa,
even	those	who	had	been	there	for	centuries,	because	they	did	not	meet	the	new
criteria	of	“blackness”	imposed	by	nationalism.	For	Daud,	the	main	character	of
Pilgrims	Way,	who	is	in	exile	in	England,	it	is	precisely	the	unqualified	and	over-
determined	conceptions	of	blackness	that	endanger	him	and	put	him	at	odds	with
whites	and	with	other	blacks.	So	Muslims	are	not	black	enough	in	one	place,	and
they	are	 just	 black	 in	 another.	Secondly	 and	 concomitantly,	 as	 race	becomes	 a
strained	 site	 of	 identity,	 Islam	 serves	 as	 a	 defensive	 and	 affirmative	 source	 of
identification.	 This	 manifestation	 of	 Islam	 is	 not	 necessarily	 characterized	 by
piety,	 though	 religiosity	 is	 important	 to	 Daud,	 but	 is	 a	 point	 of	 cultural	 and
political	difference.	While	Hassan’s	relationship	to	Islam	is	strained	in	Memory
of	Departure,	 Daud	 is	 connected	 to	 his	 faith	 because	 he	 perceives	 himself	 as
living	 in	 a	 Christian	 space	 as	 much	 as	 he	 is	 living	 in	 white/European	 space.
Ultimately,	Daud	 (re)discovers	 the	 “fact	of	his	blackness,”	 a	 realization	 that	 is
activated	 by	 the	 racially	 hostile	 and	 intolerant	 atmosphere	 of	 England.	 This
blackness,	however,	is	an	adopted,	symbolic,	and	nondescript	one.	Ironically,	it
is	in	exile	that	blackness	and	Islam	are,	however	abstractly,	reconciled.
Exile	is	not	just	the	coerced	removal	of	persons	or	populations	from	an	actual

place	 but,	 more	 importantly,	 a	 perpetual	 state	 of	 cultural	 unbelonging.	 It	 is
usually	indefinite	and	sometimes	permanent.	The	main	characters	in	Memory	of
Departure	and	Pilgrims	Way	experience	unbelonging	in	Tanzania	and	in	England
respectively,	a	feeling	that	they	are	always	in	the	margins	and	in	the	margins	of
the	margins.	In	Memory,	Hassan	feels	alienated	from	Islam	as	a	spiritual	avenue
and	 a	 culture.	 In	 Pilgrims	Way,	 Daud	 feels	 alienated	 from	 the	 white	 English
culture	in	which	he	is	living,	as	well	as	the	black	cultural	coalition	of	which	he	is
supposedly	 a	 part—“black	 Britain”—which	 comprised	 other	 Africans,	 West
Indians,	and	South	Asians.1	In	this	sense,	Hassan	and	Daud	are	cultural	orphans,
a	condition	that	characterizes	almost	all	the	main	characters	in	Gurnah’s	novels,
intellectuals	 who	 are	 reminiscent	 of	 Edward	 Said’s	 description	 of	 Theodor
Adorno—the	 quintessential	 intellectual	 in	 exile	 who	 “hated	 all	 systems.”2
However,	 this	 is	 not	 an	 entirely	 accurate	 description	 of	 how	 an	 African
intellectual	 experiences	 exile	 because	 African	 intellectuals	 do	 not	 have	 the
luxury	 of	 concealing	 or	 disguising	 their	 blackness	 and	 cannot,	 for	 this	 reason,
exist	 under	 the	 anonymity	 that	 exile	 offers	 others.	 Their	 attitudes	 toward
whatever	 cultural	 system—religious,	 racial,	 national—are	 affected	 by	 their
reception	and	treatment	as	black	men.	This	is	certainly	the	case	with	Daud.	And
while	Hassan	and	Daud	are	not	intellectuals	in	the	literal	sense	of	the	word	(they



are	 not	 scholars,	 educators,	 writers,	 etc.),	 they	 speak	 from	 and	 inhabit	 a
figurative	space	 that	 typifies	 the	 experiences	and	consciousness	of	 the	Muslim
African	 intellectual	 in	 Europe	 after	 the	 “national”	moment	 in	 their	 country	 of
origin.
Memory	 of	 Departure	 is	 Abdulrazak	 Gurnah’s	 first	 novel	 and	 is	 seldom

discussed	 critically.	 However,	 its	 importance	 is	 manifest	 if	 read	 in	 relation	 to
Gurnah’s	 subsequent	 literary	 output.	 The	 novel	 expands	 the	 terrain	 of	 eastern
African	 fiction	 by	 introducing	 a	 sphere	 in	 postindependence	 Africa	 that	 had
seldom,	 if	ever,	been	portrayed	 in	 literary	production.	Memory	of	Departure	 is
perhaps	 the	 first	 eastern	 African	 Anglophone	 novel	 that	 captures	 life	 in	 an
Islamic	 community,	 a	 sort	 of	 belated	 eastern	 African	 English-language
counterpart	 to	Cheikh	Hamidou	Kane’s	L’aventure	ambiguë	 or	Camara	Laye’s
L’enfant	noir.	The	novel	is	narrated	by	Hassan,	a	young	boy	who	tries	to	escape
the	 degradation	 and	 poverty	 of	 his	 humdrum	 life	 by	 seeking	 an	 education
elsewhere.	He	goes	to	Nairobi	to	seek	financial	assistance	(his	mother’s	rightful
inheritance)	from	his	uncle.	While	 there,	he	gets	 involved	in	an	amorous	affair
with	 his	 cousin,	 his	 uncle’s	 daughter,	 and	 leaves	 in	 disgrace.	 The	 novel
concludes	with	Hassan	in	a	state	of	departure,	where	it	becomes	clear	that	while
he	yearns	for	his	“home”	in	the	eastern	African	coast,	it	is	less	than	likely	that	he
will	ever	return.	Hassan’s	departure	is	the	first	of	many	departures	in	the	rest	of
Gurnah’s	 corpus.	 Gurnah’s	 subsequent	 protagonists,	 main	 characters,	 and/or
narrators	 all	 live	 in	 exile	 in	 England	 or	 eventually	 end	 up	 as	 exiles.	Many	 of
them	possess	Hassan’s	distanced	and	sardonic	 temperament,	Yusuf	of	Paradise
included,	which	has	prompted	a	large	number	of	biographically	driven	readings
of	Gurnah’s	novels.
Memory	of	Departure	commences	somewhat	ceremoniously.	It	signifies	Islam

as	 a	 central	 cultural	 referent	 in	 a	 deliberate	 manner:	 “My	 mother	 was	 in	 the
backyard,	starting	the	fire.	Snatches	of	the	prayer	she	was	chanting	reached	me
before	 I	 went	 out.”3	 This	 signification	 continues	 as	 the	 narrative	 adopts	 an
instructional	 tone,	perhaps	 in	anticipation	of	a	non-Muslim	reader	who	may	be
unacquainted	with	the	faith.	“There	is	no	God	but	Allah	and	Muhammad	is	his
prophet.	We	must	pray	five	times	a	day,	fast	during	Ramadhan,	give	zakat	every
year,	 and	go	 to	Makka	at	 least	once	 in	a	 lifetime,	 if	Gods	gives	us	 the	means.
God	 has	 divided	 Hell	 into	 seven	 depths,	 the	 deepest	 is	 for	 the	 liars	 and
hypocrites,	those	who	pretend	to	be	devout	when	there	is	doubt	in	their	hearts.”4
In	this	passage,	Hassan’s	father	addresses	him	in	a	manufactured	and	unnatural
manner.	 Therefore,	 it	 is	more	 likely	 that	 the	 reader	 is	 being	 introduced	 to	 the
basic	doctrines	of	Islam,	the	“five	pillars”	of	the	faith.5	This	explicit	morselizing



of	 information	 about	 Islam	 and	 Islamic	 beliefs	 seldom	 recurs	 elsewhere	 in
Gurnah’s	subsequent	novels.
The	reader	does	not	have	to	read	too	long	to	understand	the	nature	of	Hassan’s

relationship	with	Islam.	His	feelings	toward	his	religion	furnish	the	first	salient
internal	as	well	as	cultural	conflict	in	the	novel.	Hassan’s	dislike	of	Islam	begins
with	 his	 earliest	 personal	 experiences.	 He	 believes	 the	 religion	 incapable	 of
allaying	 his	 family’s	 pain	 and	 poverty.	 He	 relates,	 “On	 the	 way	 back	 from
school,	 I	 went	 into	 the	 gloom	 of	 the	 whitewashed	 mosque.	 The	 floors	 were
covered	with	gaily-dyed	matting	for	the	congregation	to	sit	on.	I	went	in	among
them	 and	 opened	 my	 account	 with	 the	 Almighty.”6	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 drear
imagery	with	 which	Hassan	 describes	 the	mosque,	 he	 speaks	with	 a	 sarcastic
tone.	Practicing	the	rites	of	Islam	is	a	habitual	and	perfunctory	duty	for	him	and
his	 relationship	 with	 the	 Almighty	 is	 unrewarding	 and	 mundane,	 like	 an
unlucrative	business	transaction.	Hassan’s	distance	from	Islam	is	a	product	of	his
material	and	circumstantial	lot,	which	is	meager	and	is	the	cause	of	his	family’s
moral	decay.
His	cynicism	toward	Islam	even	paints	his	reflections	about	the	moment	of	his

birth	 and	 the	 adverse	 effects	 that	 it	 had	 on	 his	 mother:	 “When	 I	 was	 born	 I
caused	my	mother	a	great	deal	of	pain.	My	grandmother	said	someone	should	be
called	to	read	the	Koran	over	me,	asking	God	to	keep	me	alive.	They	washed	me
with	 holy	water	 from	Zamzam	 and	wrapped	me	 in	 cloths	 inscribed	with	 lines
from	the	Book.	They	persuaded	the	Lord	to	let	me	live.”7	He	is	maladjusted	in
the	material	world	and	his	existence	there,	as	he	states	himself,	was	a	reluctant
concession	made	 by	 Providence	 at	 the	 last	minute:	 “What	 could	 be	 so	wrong
with	 the	world	when	God	awaited	us	all	with	his	Hell	and	his	Heaven	and	his
legion	of	torturers?”8	But	despite	his	misfortunes	in	this	world,	Hassan	prefers	it
to	whatever	awaits	him	afterward,	and	he	remains	unwilling	to	sacrifice	this	life
to	gain	favor	in	the	next.
Hassan’s	dislike	for	Islam	intensifies	because	of	his	blooming	consciousness

of	 his	 sexuality,	 the	 matter	 that	 pushes	 him	 to	 the	 peak	 of	 his	 intransigence:
“Nobody	 had	 told	 Imam	 Musa,	 but	 at	 twelve	 I	 also	 started	 some	 serious
masturbating.	God	punished	me	for	every	stroke	of	my	hand.	In	the	end	I	gave
up	God	and	stopped	listening	to	lying	old	scholars.”9	Even	his	doctor,	who	was
to	 examine	 him	 for	 chest	 pains,	 reminds	 him	 that	 masturbating	 is	 sinful.
Becoming	 increasing	 alert	 to	 his	 son’s	 transgressions,	 Hassan’s	 father
admonishes	him:	“May	God	forgive	you	when	you	meet	your	Master	on	the	Day
of	Judgment,”	to	which	Hassan	replies,	“I	have	no	Master.	There	is	no	God.”10
This	 Nietzschean	 declaration	 provokes	 his	mother’s	 intercession:	 “My	mother



told	me	to	beg	forgiveness,	that	I	should	not	read	so	many	books.	She	said	that	if
I	lost	God	I	would	be	on	my	own	in	a	world	that	was	full	of	danger.	She	told	me
to	look	for	God,	to	try	again,	to	ask	forgiveness.”11	Hassan’s	mother’s	statement
echoes	the	common	link	drawn	between	ignorance	and	religiosity	by	detractors
of	 religion	 in	 general.	But	 her	 comments	 have	 a	 prescient	 quality.	 In	Pilgrims
Way,	Daud	comes	to	embrace	Islam	as	a	religion	and	a	political	 language.	The
unknown	world	 “full	 of	 danger”	 turns	 out	 to	 be	 England,	 and	 it	 is	 there	 that
Islam	returns	to	occupy	a	central	place	in	Daud’s	conception	of	the	world	and	his
place	in	it.
Hassan’s	precocious	awareness	of	his	father	and	sister’s	personal	plights	also

fuels	his	dislike	of	Islam.	Both	individuals	are	degenerate	and	abject,	and	their
moral	 compasses	 have	 been	 compromised	 by	 the	 family’s	 material	 wont.	 In
addition,	Hassan’s	father	is	erratic,	 impulsive,	abusive,	and	harbors	a	secret	for
much	of	the	narrative:	“For	as	long	as	I	had	known	him	he	had	spent	his	nights
whoring	 and	drinking,	 and	we	 all	 acted	 as	 if	we	did	 not	 know	where	 he	went
while	 he	 was	 out.”12	 Hassan’s	 sister,	 Zakiya,	 unapologetically	 accedes	 to
prostitution	despite	Hassan’s	pleas	to	her	not	to	do	so:	“She	refused	to	listen	to
my	entreaties.	She	told	me	of	a	room	she	had	rented.	She	intended	to	move	there
at	the	end	of	the	month.	She	did	not	need	to	spell	out	what	the	room	would	be
used	 for.	She	 told	me	about	her	boy-friend	who	would	 support	her.”13	Despite
their	“misdeeds,”	both	Zakiya	and	Hassan’s	father	remain	steadfastly	pious	and
practicing	Muslims.
This	 supposed	 contradiction	 is	 evidence	 for	 Hassan	 of	 religion’s	 futility,	 of

Islam’s	incapacity	to	relieve	him	and	his	family	of	their	harsh	material	realities.
Hassan’s	 father’s	 sociopathic	 behavior	 stems	 from	 a	 secret	 that	 he	 harbors,
which	 Hassan	 resolves	 to	 unearth.	 He	 starts	 this	 mission	 by	 interrogating	 his
mother:	“I	wanted	to	ask	her,	I	always	wanted	to	ask	her	why	he	was	like	that.
Why	was	he	so	unhappy?	Is	 it	 true	what	 they	say	about	him?	Is	 it	 true	 that	he
used	 to	kidnap	 little	black	children	and	sell	 them	 to	 the	Arabs	of	Sur?”14	This
passage,	while	showing	his	father’s	dishonor	before	the	community,	has	broader
ramifications.	 It	 establishes	 not	 only	 “difference”	 between	 Arabs	 and	 black
Africans	 but	 also	 enmity.	 “Black”	 children	 were	 sold	 to	 the	 Arabs	 either	 for
sexual	bondage	or	 for	 involuntary	 labor	 and	 servitude.	This	 is	 the	point	 in	 the
novel	at	which	Hassan	experiences	the	most	formative	intellectual	awakening.	It
is	 the	 point	where	 the	 personal	 and	 the	 historical	 become	 indissociable.	 From
this	point	forth,	Hassan’s	antagonism	toward	Islam	is	not	just	personal	but	very
much	historical	and	political.
Race	 and	 racial	 consciousness	 saturate	Memory	 of	Departure,	 and	 both	 are



related	 to	 Islam	 and	 its	 history	 on	 the	 eastern	African	 coast.	 Hassan	 becomes
increasingly	aware	of	race	as	a	problem	in	his	society	and	begins	to	meditate	on
his	 own	 ancestry	 and	 identity.	 Specifically,	 he	 imagines	 his	 “black”	 African
ancestors	 and	 the	 abuses	 visited	 on	 them	 by	 Arabs,	 which	 at	 times	 included
forced	conversion	to	Islam.	“In	the	old	days,	slaves	who	had	refused	conversion
had	gone	to	that	beach	to	die.	They	had	floated	with	the	flotsam	and	dead	leaves,
weary	of	the	fight,	their	black	skins	wrinkled	with	age,	their	hearts	broken.	My
poor	 fathers	 and	 grandfathers,	my	 poor	mothers	 and	 grandmothers,	 chained	 to
rings	in	a	stone	wall.”15
The	slave	trade’s	legacy	birthed	lasting	hatreds	for	Arabs,	Indians,	and	mixed-

race	 peoples,	 populations	 who	 were	 allegedly	 the	 descendants	 of	 those	 slave
traders.	 Hassan	 chooses	 to	 identify	with,	 and	 relate	 to,	 “black”	Africa	 and	 its
plight	at	the	hand	of	Arabs.	He	is	cognizant	of	the	greed	and	power	that	Arabs
exerted	on	his	own	family.	He	perceives	them	as	covetous	and	powerful	people
who	did	as	 they	pleased	with	 the	 land	and	 the	 local	population,	even	 the	most
noble	 and	 respected	 of	 them.	 Bin	 Said,	 an	 honorable	 man	 in	 the	 community,
“had	pursued	 [Hassan’s]	mother	 for	years,	had	written	 letters	 to	her—she	who
cannot	 read—which	she	had	passed	on	 to	my	 father.	There	was	good	blood	 in
Bin	Said.	He	was	descended	from	the	Busaid	Family,	the	rulers	of	Zanzibar	until
the	revolution,	and	 the	sultans	of	Oman	until	 this	day.	He	was	 the	grandson	of
the	original	slave-drivers,	a	man	of	distinction.”16	This	thought	at	once	simulates
an	adult’s	sense	of	irony	and	the	innocence	of	a	child	observing	things	that	have
larger	 implications	 than	 he	 can	 process	 at	 that	 time.	Hassan’s	 narration	 of	 his
untarnished	 younger	 perspective	 ensures	 that	 the	 text	 explores	 the	 historical
injustices	 against	Africans:	 “With	 our	 history	 of	 the	misuse	 of	Africans	 by	 an
alliance	of	Arabs,	Indians,	and	Europeans,	it	would	be	naïve	to	expect	that	things
would	be	any	different.”17	But	Hassan	knows	to	use	“our	misuse,”	showing	the
difficulty	 of	 sorting	 out	 ethnic	 or	 racial	 identities	 on	 the	 eastern	African	 coast
and,	 as	 a	 consequence,	 the	 difficulty	 in	 assigning	 singular	 responsibility	 for
slavery	and	the	social	structures	that	it	produced.
Hassan’s	 affirmation	 of	 his	 African	 heritage,	 however,	 is	 transient	 and

increasingly	 troubled.	 The	 African	 consciousness	 in	 the	 text	 is	 cast	 as	 an
inchoate	and	 fleeting	gesture	of	a	young	boy	who	only	 later	 realizes	 the	much
more	twisted	realities	of	race.	Hassan’s	Africanness	is	a	momentary	(though	not
illegitimate)	 political	 declaration	 rather	 than	 a	 racial	 or	 biological	 fact.	 He	 is
neither	purely	African	nor	purely	Arab	but	a	progeny	of	both.	Hassan	arrives	at
the	sobering	realization	that	a	new	social	order	is	on	the	horizon,	one	that	would
see	 him	 and	 his	 mixed-race	 society	 as	 prime	 targets	 for	 persecution	 and



elimination.	Hassan’s	indignation	at	the	bondage	of	his	“black	forefathers”	by	a
consortium	of	Arabs,	Indians,	and	Europeans	is	tempered	in	his	discussion	with
his	 father	 about	 his	 prospects	 of	 securing	 a	 scholarship	 from	 the	 national
government:	 “‘So	 .	 .	 .	where	will	 you	get	 the	money?	This	 government	won’t
give	it	to	you,	be	you	clever	as	the	devil.	They	don’t	waste	their	money	on	Arabi
rangi	rangi.’”18
The	 last	 terms	 in	 the	 passage	 means	 a	 “very	 colored	 Arab”	 in	 Kiswahili,

leaving	 the	 reader	 with	 only	 a	 vague	 image	 of	 what	 Hassan	 looks	 like.	 As	 I
stated	 in	 the	 first	 chapter,	 outward	 appearances	 and	 complexions	 are	 seldom
discussed	 at	 length	 in	Memory	of	Departure	 as	 a	way	 of	 showing	 that	 neither
provide	conclusive	insights	into	a	person’s	cultural	alignments.	The	near	absence
of	clear	ethno-racial	descriptions	is	the	narrative’s	way	of	eluding	racial	ghettos,
or	more	 accurately,	 conveying	 the	 impossibility	 of	 their	 permanence	 or	 fixity.
Therefore,	racial	affiliations	are	largely	ideological,	historical,	and	“situational.”

We	had	 already	 learnt	 not	 to	 choose	 one	 of	 ourselves	 for	 such	 tasks,	 not	 one	 of	 those	who	had	 for
centuries,	 and	 against	 all	 visible	 evidence,	 persisted	 in	 calling	 themselves	Arabs.	 Independence	 had
taught	us	enough	of	the	violent	hatred	that	the	rest	of	the	country	felt	for	the	history	that	we	had	been
part	of.	We	had	strutted	our	miscegenated	ways	through	the	centuries,	making	monkeys	out	of	our	half-
brothers	 and	 half-sisters,	 while	 those	 that	 we	 claimed	 to	 be	 a	 part	 of,	 where	 they	 knew	 of	 us,
disclaimed	and	despised	us	as	some	bastard	offspring	of	energetic	and	uncouth	sons.19

Zanzibaris	 are	 racially	 and	 culturally	 shipwrecked	 on	 their	 island.	 Their
orphanhood	was	 heightened	when	 power	 passed	 from	Arab	 to	 “black”	 hands.
This	also	shifted	the	political	stakes	of	each	of	these	memberships.	Historically,
“Arab”	 and	 “black”	 had	 different	 resonances	 and	 it	 was	 decisively	 more
desirable	to	identify	with	the	former.	The	prestige	of	“Arab”	included	economic
clout	 and	 hence	 sociopolitical	 privileges	 prior	 to	 colonization.	 This	 same
affiliation	 in	 the	 immediate	aftermath	of	colonization	came	 to	mean	exclusion,
expulsion,	 and	 even	 death.	 Even	 if	 one	 were	 not	 Arab,	 being	 Muslim	 was
enough	 to	 earn	 the	person	 the	 label	of	being	Arab.	Race,	 racial	 signifiers,	 and
racial	 currency	 were	 reinvented	 almost	 overnight.	 “Consternation	 had	 spread
among	 a	 people	 whose	 race	 had	 become	 more	 a	 state	 of	 mind	 than	 any
identifiable	 characteristic.	Refusal	 to	 answer	questions	 about	 race	had	been	 an
act	of	defiance	against	the	British,	an	assertion	of	unity	and	nationhood.	Refusal
to	answer	the	question	now	was	against	the	law.”20
The	 irony	 in	 this	 passage	 is	 precisely	 the	 fact	 that	 people	 had	 to	 be	 asked

about	their	racial	heritage,	which	means	that	people	did	not	have	one	exclusive
heritage	and	that	this	heritage	was	not	inferable	from	their	physical	appearance.
However,	 as	 I	 discussed	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter,	 racial	 ambiguities	 were	 not



favorable	 and	were	 not	 overlooked,	 especially	 those	 that	might	 have	 indicated
Islamic	 faith.	All	 other	 factors	being	equal,	whimsical	 suspicion	 and	historical
profiles	went	a	long	way	in	prosecuting	large	sections	of	the	Zanzibari	and	the
coastal	population	for	being	bound	up	with	an	ignominious	history.
Memory	 of	 Departure	 challenges	 the	 antagonism	 between	 Islam	 and

Africanness	by	unlacing	“Muslim”	from	“Arab.”	Hassan’s	Uncle	Ahmed,	whom
he	 visits	 in	 Nairobi,	 is	 an	 interesting	 figure	 because	 he	 is	Muslim,	 but	 heaps
racial	 scorn	 and	 invective	 on	 his	 house	 servant	 Ali.	 He	 says	 of	 him	 and	 his
people,	 “‘That’s	 all	 they	 know	 .	 .	 .	 hashish,	 women,	 and	 violence.	 Then	 they
think	they	can	govern	the	country.’”21	On	its	own,	this	statement	does	not	clearly
signify	any	one	racial	or	ethnic	group.	It	appears,	however,	that	Uncle	Ahmed	is
speaking	 of	 Arabs,	 especially	 when	 he	 subsequently	 says	 of	 Africans,	 “‘You
can’t	trust	these	Africans.	They	either	steal	from	you	or	they	let	the	business	go
to	hell.	You	go	near	any	of	 these	big	shot	Africans.	First	 thing	 in	 the	morning
you	 can	 smell	 booze	 on	 their	 breath.’”22	 The	 racial	 and	 ethnic	 ambiguity	 is
compounded	 when	 Salma,	 Uncle	 Ahmed’s	 daughter,	 asks	 as	 she	 is	 pouring
coffee,	“‘Black	or	White?’”23	The	subtext	here	is	the	tension	between	black	and
white,	with	 the	 latter	 signifying	Arabs,	 as	 they	were	 frequently	 referred	 to	 by
many	 Africans.	 The	 subsequent	 exchange	 is	 also	 telling.	 Uncle	 Ahmed	 says,
“Milk	and	sugar—it	makes	coffee	taste	very	nice.	Not	 like	 that	bitter	stuff	you
drink	 on	 the	 coast.”24	 The	 coast	 refers	 to	 historic	 Tanganyika,	 which	 had	 a
different	 racial	composition	 than	Zanzibar,	with	comparatively	fewer	people	of
mixed	ancestry.
Ultimately,	 the	 revolution	 against	 colonial	 rule	 produced	 discourses	 of

blackness	 that	 alienate	 Hassan	 and	 his	 community	 in	 the	 tempestuous	 period
after	British	rule,	when	Zanzibar	was	becoming	 independent,	and	 then	 through
its	union	with	Tanganyika.25	The	novel	 closes	with	Hassan	adrift,	 literally	 and
figuratively.	It	 is	at	 this	point	in	the	narrative	that	Hassan	takes	up	the	pen	and
resigns	himself	to	exile,	a	homeland	that	can	only	be	found	in	the	text.26

“And	by	 the	will	 of	God	 they	 touted	 them;	and	Daud	 [David]	 slew	Goliath;	 and	God	gave	him	 the
kingship	and	wisdom,	and	taught	him	according	to	His	will	”

—Qur’an,	2:252

In	 Pilgrims	 Way,	 Islam’s	 position	 is	 far	 less	 embattled	 than	 in	 Memory	 of
Departure,	not	because	of	 the	central	character’s	 innate	religiosity,	but	because
of	the	trials	that	a	new	social	and	political	context	present	to	Daud.	One	seldom
finds	the	same	ruminations	about	Arab/Muslim	domination	and	its	consequences
in	Pilgrims	Way,	Gurnah’s	second	novel.	Having	been	alienated	by	the	racialized



national	 discourses	 that	 came	 to	 shape	Hassan’s	 experience	 in	Zanzibar,	 Islam
becomes	a	cultural	sanctuary	that	helps	Daud	define	himself	in	his	new	adopted
society.	Pilgrims	Way	provides	a	glimpse	into	the	consciousness	and	experiences
not	only	of	the	African	intellectual	in	exile	in	Europe	but	of	the	Muslim	African
intellectual	 in	 exile.	 Islam	 mediates	 the	 dynamics	 of	 an	 African’s	 social
interactions	 in	western	 societies	 because	 it	 is	 yet	 another	 stigma	 that	mars	 the
way	 he	 is	 perceived,	 discussed,	 and	 treated—not	 only	 by	 whites	 but	 also	 by
other	segments	of	the	black	community	in	Britain.
I	do	not	want	to	take	for	granted	that	the	link	between	the	two	novels	is	self-

evident	 on	 a	 purely	 thematic	 basis.	 There	 are	 several	 textual	 clues	 that	 liken
Hassan	 to	 Daud	 and	 hence	 the	 tropes	 and	 narrative	 trajectory	 of	Memory	 of
Departure	 to	 that	 of	 Pilgrims	 Way.	 The	 first,	 and	 in	 some	 ways	 the	 most
rudimentary,	 is	 the	 shift	 in	 narrative	 perspective.	 Memory	 of	 Departure	 is
narrated	in	the	first	person	while	Pilgrims	Way	is	narrated	in	the	third.	This	is	not
incidental,	 but	 of	 vital	 importance	 to	 the	merging	 currents	 of	 the	 two	 texts.	 In
Memory	of	Departure,	which	“happens”	in	Africa,	Hassan	speaks.	The	novel	is	a
bildungsroman	and	functions	as	something	of	a	memoir	of	an	African	boy.	Much
like	 Camara	 Laye’s	 L’enfant	 noir,	 which	 is	 also	 about	 departure,	Memory	 of
Departure	 is	 narrated	 in	 the	 first	 person,	 personalizing	 the	 novel’s	 central
subject.	The	novel	is	not	only	narrated	by	Hassan,	but	the	reader	also	encounters
his	writing;	 the	 last	pages	of	 the	novel	assume	an	epistolary	form	whereby	 the
now-itinerant	 Hassan	 writes	 about	 his	 experiences.	 Pilgrims	 Way	 is	 set	 in
England	 and	 is	 narrated	 in	 the	 third	 person	 to	 stress	 the	 fact	 that	Daud	 is	 not
entirely	 in	 control	 of	 his	 own	 representation.	 The	 narrative,	 despite	 its
sympathetic	narrator,	simulates	how	Daud	lives	under	multiple	gazes—the	racist
gaze	 of	 English	 society	 as	 well	 as	 the	 inhospitable	 gaze	 of	 other	 black
individuals	in	England.
There	 are	 also	 many	 plot	 points	 in	 the	 two	 novels	 that	 connect	 Hassan	 to

Daud,	not	as	characters,	but	as	personae	and	sites	of	experience.	At	 the	end	of
Memory	of	Departure,	Hassan	writes,	“I	am	working	on	a	ship,	s.s.	Alice,	as	a
medical	 orderly.”27	 The	 ship,	 while	 on	 water	 and	 in-between	 and	 outside	 of
national	spaces,	has	a	name	that	connotes	England.	Further,	Hassan’s	job	aboard
the	 ship	 resembles,	 beyond	 coincidence,	 Daud’s	 job	 in	 the	 hospital	 in
Canterbury,	England.	The	fact	that	Hassan	is	at	sea	indicates	a	transition	between
Africa	 and	 England,	 a	 middle	 passage	 that	 summons	 uprootedness,	 suffering,
and	scattering	in	the	Atlantic	African	diaspora.	Hassan	writes,	“Underneath	this,
you	 can	 smell	 and	 taste	 human	 squalor,	 and	 hear	 echoes	 of	 the	 groans	 of	 the
Middle	Passage.”28	Racial	troubles	and	the	encounter	with	white	racism	appear



in	Hassan’s	letter	describing	his	shipmates	and	his	quotidian	work:	“Sometimes
they	call	me	Wog	or	Nigger.”29	These	racist	 terms	are	introduced	at	 the	end	of
the	novel	because	it	is	a	trope	that	finds	salience	in	subsequent	novels.	The	fact
that	they	are	capitalized	captures	the	novelty	of	these	concepts	to	Hassan,	terms
that	 become	 commonplace	 in	 Daud’s	 life	 in	 Canterbury.	 Last,	 while	 Hassan
states	 that	 he	will	 be	 back	 to	 visit	 eastern	Africa,	 he	 is	 acutely	 aware	 that	 he
probably	will	not:	“Sometimes	names	escape	me,	even	after	such	a	short	time.	I
try	 to	 recall	 the	streets	and	colours	of	 the	houses.	 I’m	in	exile,	 I	 tell	myself.	 It
makes	 it	 easier	 to	bear	 this	 feeling	because	 I	 can	give	 it	 a	 name	 that	 does	not
shame	me.”30	The	 state	of	exile	 that	Hassan	 foists	upon	himself	 is	 the	 state	 in
which	Daud	finds	himself	at	 the	beginning	of	Pilgrims	Way.	He	knows	 that	he
will	not	go	back	to	what	has	become	Tanzania,	though	his	entire	family	remains
there.
Daud’s	experience	in	England	illustrates	the	strained	relationship	between	the

exile	 and	all	 forms	 of	 group	 affiliation.	On	 this	 important	 point,	 Edward	Said
writes,	 in	Reflections	 on	 Exile,	 “Nationalisms	 are	 about	 groups,	 but	 in	 a	 very
acute	sense	exile	is	solitude	experienced	outside	the	group:	the	deprivations	felt
at	 not	 being	with	 others	 in	 the	 communal	 habitation.”31	 This	 is	 both	 true	 and
untrue	in	Daud’s	case.	He	is	not	entirely	within	a	group	and	not	entirely	without
one	either.	Certainly,	Daud	is	living	in	exile	and	is	a	solitary	individual,	despite
his	 romance	with	Catherine,	 his	 friendship-of-sorts	with	Karta,	 a	 student	 from
Sierra	Leone,	and	with	Lloyd,	an	Englishman.	Daud’s	solitude	is	a	result	of	his
inability	 to	 forge	 genuine	 relationships	with	men	 and	women,	 black	 or	white.
The	 narrative	 itself	 enacts	 his	 solitude	 by	 making	 his	 most	 intimate	 thoughts
unavailable,	 even	 to	 those	 who	 are	 closest	 to	 him.	 Daud’s	 philosophical
reflections	 are	 often	 conveyed	 to	 the	 reader	 in	 italics,	 indicating	 secrecy,
unintelligibility,	or	even	silence.	But	Daud	always	appears	very	well	composed
and	untroubled	by	his	solitary	life	and	even	derives	a	degree	of	satisfaction	from
it	 because,	 as	 Said	 continues,	 “No	 matter	 how	 well	 they	 may	 do,	 exiles	 are
always	eccentrics	who	feel	their	difference	(even	as	they	frequently	exploit	it)	as
a	kind	of	orphanhood.	Anyone	who	is	really	homeless	regards	the	habit	of	seeing
estrangement	 in	 everything	 modern	 as	 an	 affectation,	 a	 display	 of	 modish
attitudes.	Clutching	difference	like	a	weapon	to	be	used	with	stiffened	will,	 the
exile	jealously	insists	on	his	or	her	right	to	refuse	to	belong.”32
Daud	certainly	finds	a	degree	of	pleasure	and	fashion	in	his	lament	and	in	his

dislocation	 from	 family,	 culture,	 and	 home	 because	 “he	 could	 not	 resist	 the
romance	and	drama	of	his	isolation.”33	The	narrator’s	description	of	Daud’s	state
corroborates	 Said’s	 claim.	 Daud	 “lived	 alone	 out	 of	 choice,	 he	 insisted.	 He



relished	his	solitary	experience,	and	did	not	usually	invite	people	to	visit	him	at
all,	or	only	very	occasionally,	and	never	out	of	necessity.	He	was	self-sufficient,
sophisticated,	 and	 utterly	 without	 fear,	 the	 very	 model	 of	 independence	 and
grit.”34	The	narrator	 states	 that	Daud	“insisted”	 that	his	 solitude	was	a	 choice,
which	 testifies	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 his	 exile,	 while	 certainly	 a	 product	 of	 cultural
dislocation,	may	 also	 be	 something	 that,	 as	Eva	Hoffman	 observes,	will	make
him	“sexy,	glamorous,	interesting.”35
Daud’s	 living	 environment	 captures	 his	 eccentricity.	 His	 apartment	 is

dilapidated,	 filthy,	 and	 barely	 habitable,	 but	 it	 signals	 the	 transience	 and
asceticism	 that	 are	 integral	 to	 the	 persona	 of	 the	 exile.	 Catherine’s	 disgust	 at
Daud’s	 living	 space	 contrasts	 sharply	 with	 his	 own	 glibness:	 “‘It’s	 awful.	 It’s
damp	 and	 dirty	 and	 stuffy.	The	 furniture	 looks	 as	 if	 it’s	 been	 salvaged	 from	 a
dump.	Finger-marks	down	the	walls!	The	kitchen	and	the	bathroom	are	just	too
squalid	for	words.’	He	watched	her	fury	with	silent	amazement.”36	Besides	the
fact	 that	 he	 has	 a	 meager	 income	 at	 the	 hospital	 and	 cannot	 afford	 better
dwellings,	Daud	does	not	mind	the	state	of	his	home	because	it	mirrors	his	inner
torment.	 Daud	 interprets	 Catherine’s	 preoccupation	 over	 the	 state	 of	 the
apartment	as	her	failure	to	massage	the	narcissism	of	the	exile,	to	see	the	poetry
of	his	condition,	to	appreciate	his	waywardness	as	a	shield	against	some	former
unspeakable	pain	or	trauma.
But	 again,	while	Daud’s	 exile	 creates	 interior	 solitude,	 it	 never	 renders	 him

inconspicuous.	 He	 is	 not	 Ralph	 Ellison’s	 cryptic	 narrator	 who	 is	 unseen	 and
invisible	because	of	his	black	skin,	but	the	exact	opposite.	Daud	is	ubiquitously
visible	 and	 always	 under	 the	 torturous	 and	 invasive	 gaze	 of	 white	 English
society	whose	social	dealings	with	the	black	populations	in	its	midst	began	only
a	few	decades	before	when,	in	1948,	the	SS	Empire	Windrush	docked	 in	Essex
carrying	 hundreds	 of	 West	 Indians.	 Daud	 is	 subjected	 at	 every	 turn	 to	 racial
abuse	and	violence,	whether	from	an	unleashed	dog,	pub	owners,	or	thugs	on	the
street.	 From	 the	 profuseness	 of	 the	 term	 “nigger”	 to	 the	 ever-present	 threat	 of
physical	 violence,	 racism	 in	 its	 various	 forms	 is	 a	 major	 propellant	 of	 the
narrative	in	Pilgrims	Way.
Unlike	many	other	 immigrants	 in	 the	United	States,	 the	United	Kingdom,	or

France,	for	example,	who	seek	harborage	from	racism	and	discrimination	among
their	 compatriots,	 racism	 and	 scorn	 does	 not	 compel	 Daud	 to	 resort	 to	 his
nationality	or	his	race	for	solace	or	community.	When	Daud	does	find	a	degree
of	“black”	self-affirmation,	it	is	always	free	of	national	language	and	signifiers,	a
point	worth	exploring.	As	in	Admiring	Silence	and	By	the	Sea,	there	is	a	marked
refusal	to	enunciate	national	names,	both	at	a	narrative	level	and	at	the	level	of



character	consciousness	and	speech.	The	proper	name	“Tanzania”	 is	 especially
problematic	 for	Daud.	As	 a	 Zanzibari,	 the	 designation	 Tanzania	 is	 even	more
inconsonant	with	precolonial	 culture,	 something	 that	Simon	Lewis	observes	 in
his	discussion	of	Gurnah	himself	in	his	article	“Impossible	Domestic	Situations”:
“Born	 in	 1948	 in	 Zanzibar—a	 Zanzibari-African—whose	 community
[affiliation]	does	not	allow	[him]	any	simple	kind	of	identification	with	the	anti-
colonial	 nationalism	 that	 surrounded	 [him]	 as	 he	 grew	 up.	 Had	 [he]	 been
uncomplicatedly	African	[his]	life-story	might	have	made	a	perfect	metonym	for
postcolonial	Tanzania.”37
Gurnah,	 like	 most	 of	 his	 main	 characters,	 is	 a	 Zanzibari.	 Zanzibar	 was

historically	 distinct	 from	 Tanganyika,	 but	 the	 two	 entered	 a	 union	 to	 form
Tanzania	 in	 1964.	 Consequently,	 Zanzibaris	 not	 only	 experienced	 English
colonial	 rule;	 they	 also	 passed	 through	 yet	 another	 politically	 and	 culturally
reconstitutive	process	during	and	after	the	island’s	union	with	Tanganyika.	This
union	meant	that	Zanzibaris	essentially	relinquished	political	power	to	the	coast,
a	 historically	 distinct	 sociogeographic	 place.	 The	 lack	 of	 some	 sort	 of
correspondence	 between	 the	 national	 reality	 that	 is	 Tanzania	 and	 the	 cultural
sphere	on	which	it	was	mapped	makes	for	a	doubly	artificial	place,	and	therefore
doubly	removes	Daud	from	a	sense	of	national	identity.	This	double	dislocation
accounts	for	the	intractable	hostility	and	rancor	in	the	narrative,	not	just	against
white	 racism,	 but	 also	 against	 his	 “home”	 to	 some	 degree.	 The	 erasure	 of	 the
name	“Tanzania”	 in	Pilgrims	Way,	as	 in	Admiring	Silence	and	By	 the	Sea,	 is	a
result	 of	 the	 trauma	 visited	 on	 Daud,	 his	 community,	 and	 his	 cultural	 milieu
because	of	its	creation.
There	 are	 several	 instances	 in	 the	 novel	 wherein	 Daud	 is	 asked	 about	 his

country	 but	 he	 refuses	 to	 answer	 the	 question	 and	 changes	 the	 subject.	 Other
times,	 the	narrative	 itself	 retreats	from	furnishing	 the	country’s	name.	The	first
instance	of	this	occurs	in	the	opening	pages	of	the	novel	as	Daud	is	working	in
the	hospital	and	having	his	 first	exchanges	with	Catherine,	 the	English	woman
with	whom	he	 eventually	 has	 an	 affair:	 “‘The	 Sister	 said	 your	 name	was	 .	 .	 .
Daud?	 Is	 that	 right?	 Where	 do	 you	 come	 from?’”	 Daud	 merely	 responds	 by
asking,	“Do	you	take	sugar?”	while	pouring	her	tea,	acknowledging	neither	the
question	 nor,	 in	 fact,	 the	 concept.38	 Daud	 is	 the	 Arabic	 form	 of	 David	 and	 a
common	 Muslim	 name.	 It	 is	 not	 coterminous	 with	 any	 particular	 ethnic	 or
national	group,	which	makes	Daud’s	national	belonging	easier	to	conceal.
This	 refusal	continues	 through	Daud	and	Catherine’s	other	conversations,	 as

Daud	finds	himself	 increasingly	more	 in	need	of	someone	 in	whom	to	confide
his	shadowy	past,	ghosts,	and	the	circumstances	around	his	severance	from	his



home.	 “Do	 you	miss	 your	 country?”	 asks	Catherine,	 but	 again	Daud	 does	 not
respond.39	 Catherine’s	 response	 is	merely	 to	 caress	 him	 and	 draw	 him	 closer,
gleaning	that	wherever	it	 is,	 it	 is	 the	source	of	deep	scarring.	When	Daud	does
finally	answer	the	question,	it	is	posed	to	him	by	Mrs.	Marsh,	the	mother	of	his
English	 friend	 Lloyd.	 Daud	 answers	 “Tanzania”	 only	 after	 musing	 about	 the
equal	 validity	 of	 any	 other	 fictitious	 place:	 “When	 he	 was	 in	 the	 mood,	 he
enjoyed	 this	 question.	 He	 would	 have	 a	 captive	 audience	 to	 whom	 he	 could
recite	 a	 fantastic	 and	 fabricated	 history	with	 complete	 freedom.	Sometimes	 he
mined	for	gold	 in	 the	Ruwenzor,	working	a	stake	 in	 the	city	of	She.	Oh	yes,	 it
exists	all	right.	At	times	he	was	a	princeling,	a	provincial	khan,	fated	to	inherit
his	father’s	twenty	wives.”40
Daud’s	amusement	at	the	question	about	his	country	of	origin	highlights	three

ideas.	 The	 first	 is	 the	 commonplace	European	 ignorance	 about	Africa	 and	 the
inability	 to	 disentangle	 lies	 from	 the	most	 elemental	 facts.	 The	 fabrication	 of
names,	places,	and	cultures	is	not	likely	to	meet	with	disbelief	or	doubt	from	a
person	who	 is	either	 ignorant	about	or	prejudiced	 toward	Africa.	Anything,	no
matter	how	fantastical,	is	believable	without	any	scrutiny	because	of	the	exotic,
non-,	 and	 subhuman	 myths	 about	 Africa’s	 peoples.	 Daud’s	 amusement	 also
suggests	 the	 fiction	 of	 nation.	 The	 fictitious	 version	 of	 “home”	 that	 Daud
provides,	 rhetorically	 at	 least,	 is	 meant	 to	 mimic	 the	 imaginary	 and	 arbitrary
dynamics	and	enunciations	of	nation	building	 in	Africa.	Last,	Daud’s	 response
mocks	 Orientalist	 fantasies	 of	 exotic	 eroticism	 and	 harems.	 It	 plays	 into	 the
feverish	western	projection	of	Africa	and	the	Orient	as	places	of	plentiful	illicit
pleasures	 where	 Europeans	 can	 indulge	 their	 carnal	 appetites,	 those	 that	 are
tethered	 by	 Christian	 European	 civilization.	 But	 eventually,	 Daud	 utters
“Tanzania,”	one	of	the	very	few	times	in	Gurnah’s	entire	corpus	where	the	reader
actually	 encounters	 this	 proper	 noun.	 That	 Daud’s	 signification	 of	 the	 nation-
state	Tanzania	occurs	while	he	 is	 in	 racist	company	 is	no	coincidence.	Lloyd’s
dad	 takes	 the	 opportunity	 of	 meeting	 Daud	 to	 state	 his	 racist	 attitudes	 about
African	political	dysfunction	and	the	“mistake”	of	European	withdrawal,	among
other	things.	The	connection	stems	from	the	fact	that	both	the	Tanzanian	nation
and	English	racist	discourses	employ	race	as	a	philosophical	bedrock.	Moreover,
“nations”	in	Africa	are	the	culmination	of	a	historical	trajectory	that	began	with
European	colonialism	and	 the	 racist	beliefs	 that	 fueled	 it.	Therefore,	 the	novel
juxtaposes	 “Tanzania”	 and	 English	 racism	 to	 show	 that	 the	 two	 are	 kin:	 both
blight	Daud,	both	alienate	him.
In	 the	 racially	 intolerant	 environment	 of	 England,	 Daud	 becomes	 aware	 of

blackness	in	all	of	its	vagaries,	but	he	also	understands	that,	whether	he	likes	it



or	 not,	 it	 is	 a	 social	 condition	 that	 he	 inhabits	 and	 that	 is	 inflicted	 upon	 him.
Beginning	with	the	opening	passage	in	the	pub,	Daud	finds	himself	under	racist
attack,	 from	 being	 told	 on	 the	 street	 “Gi’	 us	 a	 kiss,	 nigger”	 to	 expressions	 of
paternal	 ownership	 and	 enthusiasm	 toward	 Africa.	 The	 novel	 is	 filled	 with
incidents,	exchanges,	and	imagery	that	highlight	the	racially	charged	atmosphere
in	which	Daud	finds	himself.	His	love	affair	with	Catherine	begins,	of	all	places,
in	a	Canterbury	pub	called	the	Black	Dog,	a	not-so-cryptic	reference	to	his	own
blackness	and	the	supposedly	wily	and	predatory	sexual	intentions	of	black	men
toward	white	women.	“‘When	I	first	came,’	Daud	explains,	‘the	biggest	surprise
was	the	constant	mockery	.	.	.	racial	taunting	seemed	so	much	part	of	English	life
that	I	began	to	take	names	like	the	Black	Dog	as	an	intended	insult.	Even	now,
when	 I	 go	 into	 a	place	 called	 the	Black	Dog	or	 something	 like	 that,	 I	 have	 to
nerve	 myself	 to	 it.’”41	 Daud’s	 surprise	 at	 his	 racial	 stigma	 then	 turns	 into
paranoia	in	a	society	in	which	even	the	most	benign	symbols,	names,	or	images
transform	into	a	visceral	racial	insult.
Daud’s	 relationship	with	Catherine	 itself	 invites	a	 lot	of	 racial	 invective,	not

only	 from	strangers	and	Catherine’s	parents,	but	also	 from	Karta,	who,	despite
his	radical	Africanist	gesticulations,	is	himself	hypocritically	ensconced	in	a	love
affair	with	a	white	woman.	Daud	and	Catherine’s	encounter	with	some	English
youths	 in	 the	streets	of	Canterbury	at	night	plays	on	some	of	 the	 racist	clichés
about	black	sexuality.	One	of	them	shouts	to	Catherine,	“Is	it	true	what	they	say
about	them	boys?”	placing	his	elbow	between	his	legs	and	letting	his	arm	hang
loose,	imitating	a	large	penis.42	Catherine’s	mother,	too,	is	alarmed	and	enraged
by	the	fact	that	her	daughter	is	courting	a	black	man.	Even	Catherine	perceives
Daud	 in	 a	 way	 that	 echoes	 how	 the	 community	 at	 large	 perceives	 him:	 “I
should’ve	said	that	I	was	going	to	spend	the	weekend	with	this	poverty-stricken
black	man	who	is	a	Muslim	as	well.”43	Catherine’s	insertion	“as	well”	suggests
that	Daud’s	being	a	Muslim	is	incidental,	secondary,	or	even	tertiary	to	his	being
black	and	poverty-stricken.	This	is	especially	ironic	in	light	of	the	fact	that	Daud
thinks	of	himself	primarily	as	a	Muslim.	In	Globalized	Islam,	Oliver	Roy	writes
that	Muslims	 in	 the	west	 undergo	 a	 process	 that	 he	 terms	 “neo-ethnicization,”
which	means	that	for	the	Muslim	immigrant,	“the	culture	of	origin	is	no	longer
relevant,	and	 .	 .	 .	 religion	is	not	seen	as	a	faith	but	as	a	set	of	cultural	patterns
that	 are	 inherited	 and	 not	 related	 to	 a	 person’s	 spiritual	 life.”44	 The	 examples
Roy	 furnishes	 include	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 Maghrebis	 in	 France,	 and	 the
Indians	and	Pakistanis	in	England.	However,	this	observation	does	not	extend	to
African	Muslims	as	easily.	For	them,	their	religion	is	not	ethnicized;	it	is	erased.
For	the	English	at	least,	Daud	is	just	another	“nigger,”	a	member	of	the	intrusive



and	 homogeneous	 black	masses	whose	 variant	 cultural	 and	 religious	 heritages
will	never	factor	in	their	reception	and	the	way	they	are	treated.
Some	 of	 the	 most	 telling	 manifestations	 of	 racism	 are	 the	 ones	 Daud

encounters	 in	 supposedly	nonracist	 peoples,	 those	who	have	no	malice	 toward
him.	An	old	man	that	Daud	and	Catherine	meet	on	the	street	tells	Daud,	“‘I’ve
nothing	 against	 you	 darkies.	 I	 always	 say,	 you	 want	 to	 see	 ’em	 in	 their	 own
country.	Cheerful	as	you	like,	always	eager	to	please.	It’s	only	when	they	come
’ere	 that	 they	 turn	 nasty,	 ’cause	 of	 few	 rotten	 apples	 that	 give	 ’em	 a	 bad
name.’”45	Lloyd’s	father,	cut	from	the	same	archetypal	mold	as	Mr.	Willoughby
in	Admiring	Silence,	gives	the	standard	“nonracist’s”	racist	speech,	which	always
begins	with	“‘I’ve	nothing	against	you	personally”	but	goes	on	to	make	remarks
with	 scathing	 personal	 meanings.	 “‘After	 all	 we	 invited	 you	 to	 our	 house,’
continues	Lloyd’s	father,	‘But	there	are	just	too	many	of	your	people	here	now,
and	we	don’t	want	the	chaos	of	all	those	places	to	be	brought	to	us	here.	We’ve
done	enough	 for	your	people	 already.’”46	Lloyd’s	 father	 fails	 to	 see	England’s
colonial	history	in	Africa	as	a	harbinger	of	 the	“chaos	of	all	 those	places,”	nor
does	 he	 see	 why	 peoples	 from	 Tanzania	 and	 Kenya	 would	 come	 to	 England
specifically	for	education,	work,	or	asylum.	He	is	certainly	right,	however,	 that
England	had	“done	enough	for	[those]	people	already.”
As	 expected,	 the	 tense	 racism	 that	 infuses	 the	 novel	 eventually	 erupts	 in

physical	violence.	Verbal	taunting	between	Lloyd	and	Karta	ends	with	physical
violence	and	 is	 the	first	occasion	 in	 the	narrative	where	Daud’s	actions	exhibit
racial	 partisanship.	 After	 Lloyd	 levels	 a	 slew	 of	 racial	 abuse	 at	 Karta,	 from
“baboon”	 to	 “nigger,”	 and	muses	 about	 the	 “benefits	 of	 slavery,”	 Karta	 beats
Lloyd	 up	 and	 leaves	 him	 bleeding.	 Daud	 does	 not	 interfere	 in	 the	 fight	 and
merely	 tells	 Lloyd,	 after	 helping	 him	 clean	 up,	 “‘You’d	 better	 go.’”47	 Daud’s
self-possessed	manner	during	this	incident	indicates	complicity	in	a	crime	scene,
and	his	 refusal	 to	 restrain	Karta	 from	battering	Lloyd	suggests	some	degree	of
validation	of	the	act.
Daud	 finds	himself	 incapable,	despite	 the	ubiquity	of	 racism	around	him,	of

forging	 any	 lasting	 solidarity	 with	 other	 black	 individuals	 and	 groups	 in
England.	Daud’s	inability	to	relate	to	the	primarily	West	Indian	people	he	meets
thematizes	 some	 of	 the	 fissures	 in	 “black	 British”	 identity	 specifically,	 and
“black”	 identity	 in	 general.	 Daud’s	 personal	 experience	 exemplifies	 the
estrangement	 that	 some	 Africans	 often	 felt	 in	 England,	 not	 only	 because	 of
English	 racism,	 but	 also	 because	 of	 the	 culturally	 particular	 character	 of	what
promised	to	be	a	universal	black	political	unit.
The	 black	 community	was	 spearheaded	 by	 the	West	 Indian	 population	who



were	much	 better	 settled	 in	 England,	 spoke	 English,	 and	were,	 on	 the	whole,
much	more	familiar	with	English	institutions	and	culture.	Consequently,	“black
Britain,”	assembled	by	West	Indian	intellectuals,	artists,	and	community	leaders,
did	not	constitute	a	rallying	point	for	many	Africans.	The	idea	that	 there	could
be	 an	 inclusive	 black	 coalition	 in	 England	 was	 not	 only	 a	 reaction	 to	 the
homogenizing	racism	against	all	blacks	but	also	a	product	of	intellectual	currents
coming	 from	 the	 West	 Indian	 community	 itself.	 Black	 protest	 culture,	 as
expressed	 through	 film,	 literature,	 and	music,	 centered	heavily	on	West	 Indian
influences	 and	 less	 on	 African	 ones.	 Reggae,	 dub,	 calypso,	 Samuel	 Selvon,
George	Lamming,	Andrew	Salkey,	Kamau	Brathwaite,	C.	L.	R.	James,	and	other
Caribbean	 writers	 drove	 the	 black	 cause	 and	 some	 among	 this	 community
intrepidly	saw	themselves	as	the	architects	of	black	political	identity	in	England,
a	 phenomenon	 that	 has	 receded	 in	 the	 last	 three	 decades.	 Their	 writings	 and
thought	 reached	 beyond	 race	 and	 racial	 justice	 in	 the	métropole	 and	 offered	 a
vision	 for	 justice,	 self-definition,	 and	 self-determination	 for	 all	 peoples	 of
African	descent	throughout	the	world.
In	“Africans	and	Afro-Caribbeans:	A	Personal	View,”	C.	L.	R.	James	writes,

“Some	of	us	were	becoming	active	politically,	but	not	on	the	question	of	race—
on	 the	 question	 of	 independence	 for	 the	 colonies.	 It	was	well	 understood	 that
West	Indians	were	more	educated	and	more	familiar	with	the	English	language
and	English	history	than	the	Africans.	The	latter	looked	to	us,	and	in	particular	to
George	 Padmore	 for	 leadership	 on	 the	 colonial	 issue.”48	 Pan-Africanist
movements	 flourished	 in	 the	 New	World,	 especially	 in	 the	 Caribbean,	 in	 the
early	 and	 mid-twentieth	 century.	 Most	 notable	 among	 them	 were	 négritude,
spearheaded	 by	 Aimé	 Césaire	 and	 Leopold	 Senghor	 in	 the	 French-speaking
islands	of	the	Caribbean;	negrismo,	known	mostly	through	the	poetry	of	Nicolas
Guillén	 in	 Cuba;	 and	 Marcus	 Garvey’s	 Back	 to	 Africa	 movement.	 But	 even
earlier,	as	I	have	noted	in	previous	chapters,	W.	E.	B.	Du	Bois	famously	wrote	in
The	World	and	Africa	that	the	task	of	articulating	a	unifying	idea	of	Africanness
“stems	naturally	from	the	West	Indies	and	the	United	States.	Here	various	groups
of	Africans,	quite	separate	in	origin,	become	so	unified	in	experience	so	exposed
to	the	impact	of	new	cultures	that	they	began	to	think	of	Africa	as	one	idea	and
one	land.”49
This	belief	 is	home	 to	 its	own	problems.	 “So	exposed	 to	 the	 impact	of	new

cultures”	has	more	than	one	meaning.	The	first	is	that	black	populations	living	in
the	New	World	are	more	American	and	have	their	own	distinct	cultures	that	are
now	separated	from	Africa	by	a	great	temporal	and	cultural	chasm.	However,	it
also	signifies	the	internalization	of	western	perceptions	of	Africa	as	a	culturally



impervious	and	homogenous	mass.	Further,	the	idea	that	the	New	World	and	the
United	 States	 would	 “naturally”	 be	 progenitors	 of	 Pan-African	 unity	 itself
inflects	the	cultural	imperialism	and	colonial	paternalism	of	the	west,	especially
the	then-emergent	United	States,	toward	the	colonized	world	on	a	broader	scale.
This	 is	 one	 of	 the	 internal	 contradictions	 of	 Pan-Africanist	 commitments	 of
Caribbean	intellectuals.	They	at	once	will	themselves	to	the	forefront	of	all	black
struggles	 and	 also	 recognize	 their	 own	 estrangements	 from	 other	 black
experiences,	 something	 acknowledged	 and	 articulated	 by	 George	 Lamming	 in
The	Pleasures	of	Exile:	“The	West	Indian	occupies	a	most	unusual	position	in	all
of	 these	 social	 and	 racial	 blocks.	 In	 relation	 to	 the	African,	 and	 the	American
Negro,	 and	 to	Western	 culture	 he	 is,	 in	 a	 sense,	 a	 peripheral	 man.”50	 In	 this
capacity,	 Pilgrims	 Way	 constitutes	 an	 intervention	 in	 the	 discourse	 of	 “black
Britain.”	Neither	 endorsing	 it	 or	 condemning	 it,	Pilgrims	Way	 “happens”	 in	 a
precarious	 time	 in	 the	 life	of	 this	alliance	and	unmasks	some	of	 its	oversights.
These	oversights	would	prove	costly	to	“black	Britain,”	which	in	the	end	could
not	 formulate	 an	 all-binding	 vision	 of	 racial	 subjectivity	 satisfactory	 to,	 and
inclusive	of,	all	of	its	constituents.
In	 addition	 to	 the	 West	 Indian-inspired	 ideas	 of	 Pan-Africanism,	 Daud	 is

naturally	also	skeptical	about	racial	and	ethnic	confederations	that	are	larger	than
the	black	world.	Daud	 finds	 himself	 perplexed	 about	Karta’s	 invitation	 to	 join
the	 “Afro-Asian	 society”	 (an	 idea	 in	 the	 spirit	 of	 black	 British	 unity),	 which
conjures	 up	 his	 past	 experiences	 in	 Tanzania	where	 “Afro”	 and	 “Asian”	were
increasingly	at	odds.51	Later	 in	the	narrative,	Daud	shares	his	experiences	after
the	 British	 departure	 from	 Zanzibar	 and	 the	 racial	 animosities	 that	 were
unleashed	in	its	aftermath	against	Arabs,	peoples	of	Indian	descent,	and	people
of	mixed	 heritage.	Daud’s	 experiences	with	 race	 and	 racial	 politics	make	 him
leery	 of	 any	 racial	 affiliations	 while	 in	 England,	 not	 necessarily	 because	 he
rejects	 the	 ideal	 of	 unity,	 community,	 and	 support,	 but	 because	 he	 is	 cynical
about	the	sincerity,	durability,	and	intellectual	foundations	of	such	coalitions	as
they	took	shape	during	his	lifetime.	Daud	recalls	his	friend	and	mentor	Rashid’s
words	of	wisdom	about	their	community’s	imminent	fate	in	Tanzania:

“The	Arabs	and	Indians	own	all	 the	land	and	all	 the	businesses.	The	blacks	are	the	skivvies	and	the
labourers.	You	and	I,	a	bit	of	this	and	a	bit	of	that,	doing	well	out	of	it.	How	long	do	you	think	that’s
going	to	last?	Don’t	fool	yourself	like	all	these	nationalists.	One	of	these	days,	these	people	that	we’ve
been	 making	 slaves	 of	 for	 centuries	 will	 rise	 up	 and	 cut	 the	 throats	 of	 their	 oppressors.	 Then	 the
Indians	will	go	back	to	India	and	the	Arabs	will	go	back	to	Arabia,	and	what	will	you	and	I	do?”52

This	 is	 the	 first	 instant	 in	 the	 text	 where	 it	 becomes	 clear	 that	 Daud	 exhibits



some	ambivalence	about	his	being	“black.”
While	Daud	is	regularly	referred	to	as	a	“nigger”	in	England	by	racists,	his	life

and	safety,	as	well	as	the	life	and	safety	of	his	community	in	Tanzania,	were	in
danger	 for	 not	 being	 black	 enough.	 This	 is	 the	 novel’s	 central	 paradox.	Daud
narrates	his	experience	in	Tanzania	as	he	remembers	it,	after	the	initial	idealism
of	nationalism	died	out,	after	the	overthrow	of	the	Arab	sultanate,	and	gave	way
to	the	racial	fervor	had	swept	the	country	just	before	and	during	its	union	with
Nyerere’s	Tanganyika:	“I	was	beaten	with	sticks	and	stones.	They	 told	me	 that
this	was	the	day	that	all	Arabs	would	get	theirs	.	.	.	the	day	had	come,	they	said.
The	Sultan	had	already	run	away	 to	 the	 ship	off	 the	harbour,	 they	 said,	and	 if
they	 were	 to	 get	 hold	 of	 him	 they	 would	 whip	 his	 cloth	 off	 and	 fuck	 his	 arse
before	 they	 stuffed	 it	 with	 dynamite.	 All	 the	 dirty	 arse-fuckers	 would	 be	 dead
before	 the	 night	 was	 through.	 They	 told	me	 I	 deserved	 to	 die	 with	 the	 rest	 of
them.	 Mtu	 mbaya!”53	 This	 rhetoric	 targeted	 not	 just	 those	 peoples	 who	 were
identified	 as	 Arab	 or	 who	 identified	 themselves	 as	 Arabs	 but	 practically	 all
Muslims.	Daud	is	not,	after	all,	an	Arab.	The	perpetual	fastening	of	Muslim	to
Arab	recurs	like	an	unhealed	wound	throughout	Gurnah’s	corpus	and	it	is	one	of
the	most	important	constructions	against	which	ethno-nationalism	in	this	context
formulates	 itself.	 The	 memory	 of	 these	 episodes	 is	 the	 reason	 why	 Daud	 is
incapable	 of	 seriously	 entertaining	Karta’s	 invitation	 to	 join	 the	 “Afro-Asian”
society.	Daud	cannot	reconcile	the	ethos	of	the	“Afro-Asian”	society	in	England
with	 the	 acrid	 relations	 between	 these	 same	 peoples	 at	 home	 in	 the	 eastern
African	coast.
The	 narrative	 echoes	 Daud’s	 hesitation	 about	 African	 radicalism	 through

Karta’s	 anecdote	 about	 his	 teacher	 and	 the	 literary	 canon	 at	 his	 school	 in
Freetown,	Sierra	Leone.	“It	was	Hitler	who	introduced	us	to	Soyinka	and	Ngugi.
Radicals	like	myself,	he	used	to	say.	And	introduced	us	to	Naipaul.	He’s	sick	in
the	head	that	Naipaul,	he	told	us.”54	The	coupling	of	Hitler	with	Wole	Soyinka,
Ngugi,	and	V.	S.	Naipaul	is	a	powerful	indictment	of	the	political	positions	either
formerly	or	currently	associated	with	these	writers.	While	Hitler	Jones	himself	is
not	at	all	a	racist,	his	name	makes	its	rhetorical	mark,	especially	when	invoked	in
tandem	 with	 the	 authors	 he	 teaches.	 Soyinka	 is	 coupled	 with	 Adolf	 Hitler
because	he	has	been	an	outspoken	critic	of	Islam	on	the	African	continent	on	the
basis	of	austere	racial	determinants	of	Africanness.	Ngugi	incurs	the	unflattering
association	perhaps	because	of	his	early	intolerant	and	hostile	views	of	African
writing	 in	 European	 languages.	 But	 Hitler	 Jones	 does	 criticize	 Naipaul,	 a
polarizing	literary	figure	who	is	widely	regarded	to	be	a	mouthpiece	for	western
colonialism	 and	 neocolonialism,	 and	who	 is	 no	 stranger	 to	 confrontation	with



Islam.55
What	is	most	important	about	this	section	of	the	narrative	is	the	strong	anxiety

that	 it	 reflects,	an	anxiety	 that	 surfaces	 in	most	of	Gurnah’s	corpus—Admiring
Silence	and	By	the	Sea	included—about	the	political	stakes	and	consequences	of
engineering	the	English	literary	canon	in	African	school	and	university	curricula
in	the	aftermath	of	independence.	Canons	and	canon	building	in	the	early	days	of
nationhood	were	often	a	choice	to	be	made—one	either	keeps	the	English	canon
or	 replaces	 it	 with	 an	African	 and	 third	world	 one.	 Karta	 relates	 that	 back	 in
Sierra	Leone,	his	father	insisted	that	they	read	Shakespeare	and	Dickens	instead
of	the	new	African	writers,	an	attitude	that	shames	Karta	into	changing	his	name
from	 Carter	 Benson-Hylen	 to	 Karta	 Benso,	 somebody	 who	 subscribes	 to	 the
New	Africanism	and	who	is	defiant	of	“the	racist	literature	of	Graham	Green	and
Joseph	Conrad.”56	These	passages	echo	Ngugi’s	advocacy	for	 restructuring	 the
canon	by	inverting	 it	 in	African	schools	and	universities.	This	 inversion	would
ostensibly	 erase	 generations	 of	 negative	 indoctrination.	 This	 means	 that	 the
curriculum	 ought	 to	 start	 with	 local/national	 authors	 (Kikuyu/Kenyan),	 then
regional	(eastern	Africa),	then	authors	from	the	rest	of	Africa,	then	authors	from
the	 third	world,	 and	 lastly,	European	 or	western	 texts,	which	Shakespeare	 and
Dickens	 epitomize.57	 A	 curriculum	 in	 Ngugi’s	 vision,	 then,	 would	 progress
outward,	starting	with	Ngugi	himself	(Kikuyu),	to	Leonard	Kibera	(Kenyan,	but
not	 necessarily	 Kikuyu),	 then	 to	 Okot	 p’Bitek	 (eastern	 Africa),	 Ben	 Okri
(Africa),	and	then	perhaps	Miguel	Angel	Asturias	(third	world).	Virginia	Woolf
and	James	Joyce	would	be	at	the	end	of	the	curriculum.
However,	the	New	Africanism	does	not	warm	to	Daud,	whose	encounters	with

other	black	characters	in	the	novel	captures	his	ambivalence	about	“black”	unity.
Sister	Wilhelmina	Shelton,	a	Jamaican	nurse,	does	not	invite	any	congeniality	or
connection	between	herself	 and	Daud:	 “She	was	a	 short,	 plump,	black	woman
with	a	pleasant	smile	and	a	combative	edge	in	her	voice.	When	he	first	met	her
she	looked	at	him	with	aloof	disdain,	warning	him	to	keep	his	distance	and	not
hurl	himself	at	her	just	because	he	was	black.”58	Daud’s	conversations	with	the
other	orderlies,	nurses,	and	employees	of	the	hospital	who	are	black	and/or	West
Indian	confirm	the	reality	that	he	is	inscribed	in	a	reductive	notion	of	blackness.
Dodo,	 the	Mauritian	nurse,	 rebuffs	Daud	 for	making	 a	 snide	 remark	 about	 the
black	 residents	 (hubshi)	 of	 Tooting,	where	Dodo	 lives:	 “‘Ignorant	 boy,	we	 all
black	 in	 this	 country,’	 she	 said	 and	 laughed	 with	 enough	 force	 to	 convince
anyone	that	she	was	lying.”59	Even	though	the	distinctions	between	blacks	hold
little	to	no	affective	meaning	for	racists	in	England,	Dodo	remains	aware	of	the
problematic	 nature	 of	 conflating	 all	 black	 people,	 and	 hence	 her



disingenuousness	laugh.
The	New	Africanism	 that	Karta	 espouses	 also	 problematically	 assumes	 that

race	is	the	primary	lens	through	which	all	Africans	see	themselves	at	all	times.
Kwame	Anthony	Appiah	suggests	in	Cosmopolitanism	that	political	Islam	in	the
west	began	with	 the	 immigration	of	Muslims	from	North	Africa	 to	France	and
from	 the	 former	British	Empire	 to	England.	This	 resulted	 in	 large	 numbers	 of
Muslims	 experiencing	 religious	 minority	 status	 in	 predominantly	 Christian
societies	 for	 the	 first	 time.60	This	 experience	 has	 pushed	many	Muslims,	 even
those	 who	 are	 not	 particularly	 religious,	 to	 adopt	 Islam	 as	 a	 language	 of
symbolic	 insurgency	 and	 resistance.	 As	 race,	 ethnicity,	 and	 nationality	 fail	 to
lure	 him	 into	 any	 lasting	 personal	 social	 relationships	 or	 communities,	 Daud
finds	solace	 in	 religion	as	an	 identity	 in	 the	face	of	 the	 impossibility	of	“black
solidarity”	 and	 white	 racism.	 Daud	 finds	 a	 sanctum	 in	 Islam	 in	 a	 society	 in
which	he	is	only	seen	as	black	and	seldom	a	Muslim.
Daud’s	 Islamic	 identity	 is	 a	 constant	 and	 endures	 throughout	 the	 narrative

against	social	adversity,	perhaps	more	than	his	blackness.	Memory	of	Departure
begins	by	introducing	Islam	as	a	common	part	of	daily	life.	Pilgrims	Way,	on	the
other	hand,	begins	in	a	very	different	space,	one	that	is	not	only	non-Muslim	but
also	 inhospitable	 to	 Islam:	 “It	 was	 just	 after	 seven	 and	 the	 pub	 was	 almost
empty.”61	The	 emptiness	 of	 the	pub	 and	 the	 impiety	 it	 represents	 for	Muslims
doubles	with	the	desolation	that	Daud	feels	throughout	his	time	in	Canterbury.
While	there	are	clues	in	the	first	several	pages	of	the	narrative	that	Daud	is	a

Muslim	(his	Arabic	name	not	withstanding),	the	first	time	it	becomes	explicit	is
in	 the	 exchange	of	names	and	 ideas	 in	 the	hospital.	Nurse	Chattan,	one	of	 the
senior	 nurses	 in	 the	 hospital,	 speaks	 to	 Daud	 about	 the	 abject	 poverty	 and
degradation	that	she	witnessed	in	Africa,	laying	the	blame	on	Islam:	“Islam	has
done	nothing	but	harm	in	Africa,	as	if	things	were	not	hard	enough	for	the	black
man	already.”62	 It	 is	 this	 scene	 in	which	Daud	 reveals	 to	 the	 reader,	 “‘I	 am	 a
Muslim.’”63	The	utterance	is	 in	 italics,	as	much	of	Daud’s	 thoughts	and	speech
are,	because	of	their	incommunicability,	because	of	a	sense	of	futility	generated
by	 the	 narrative	 about	 any	 substantive	 dialogue	 about	 race	 and	 religion.
However,	it	would	be	unlikely	that	this	information	would	stave	off	what	Nurse
Chattan	shares	next,	which	is	her	account	of	her	time	in	Nigeria.	“About	Biafra
she	 said	 only	 that	 it	 became	 very	 difficult	 once	 the	 war	 started.	 Both	 their
houseboy	and	their	cook	had	gone	off	to	join	the	army.	‘To	do	a	bit	of	looting,
most	 likely.	Honestly,	as	 if	 anyone	could	 imagine	Boniface	and	Barnabas	with
guns!	It	meant	the	mission	had	to	find	us	another	boy	to	serve	at	table.	It	wasn’t
easy	at	that	time	to	find	anybody	who	was	properly	trained.’”64



Nurse	Chattan	obviously	means	to	criticize	Islam	but	unwittingly	attests	to	the
violence	and	servitude	that	accompanied	Christianity	in	Africa.	The	two	servants
in	the	nurse’s	household	while	she	lived	in	Africa	are	Christians,	as	indicated	by
their	names	(Boniface	and	Barnabas	are	the	names	of	early	Christian	saints)	and
the	part	of	Nigeria	in	which	they	live.65	Not	only	are	these	Africans	immersed	in
a	civil	war	and	still	stuck	in	a	servile	relationship	to	whites,	they	also	partake	in
opportunistic	 violence	 and	 theft.	 The	 colonial	 and	 racist	 tone	 of	 the	 nurse’s
statement	 is	evident	 in	 terms	such	as	“house	boy,”	which	 recalls	harsher	 terms
such	as	“house	nigger,”	and	“properly	trained”	has	a	degrading	and	animalizing
resonance.	This	passage	illustrates	the	historic	tension	and	rivalry	between	Islam
and	Christianity	in	and	over	Africa,	which	corresponds	to	the	tension	in	England
between	“black”	and	“white”	respectively.
Daud’s	copious	descriptions	of	the	English	as	“heathen”	also	stresses	that	his

personal	perception	of	his	difference	 lies	 in	his	religious	 identity	rather	 than	 in
the	difference	of	his	complexion.	More	often	than	not,	it	is	the	narrator,	and	not
Daud,	who	 refers	 to	 the	English	as	heathens,	 showing	 the	narrative’s	collusion
with	Daud	 in	 this	 regard.	The	narrator	describes	Nurse	Chattan	as	a	“bemused
heathen,”	 and	 even	 thinks	of	Daud’s	quasi-friend,	Lloyd,	 as	 a	 “heathen”	when
“he	 did	 not	want	 a	 heathen	 to	 lecture	 him	on	 fair	 play	 and	 how	 to	 be	 a	 good
sport.”66	Daud’s	contemplation	about	the	history	of	the	relationship	between	the
colonized	 world	 and	 England	 is	 always	 in	 the	 framework	 of	 an	 Islamic
consciousness	and	concern	for	Muslims.	“Two	men	had	already	walked	past	and
glared	into	the	phone	box.	A	dog	urinated	against	the	side	while	its	owner,	an	old
woman	whose	sons	must	certainly	have	roamed	the	globe	slaughtering	Muslims,
glared	at	Daud	with	utter	loathing.”67	There	is	little	doubt	that	the	men	and	the
old	woman	who	glared	 into	 the	phone	box	saw	a	black	man	and	hated	him	on
that	 account.	But,	Daud	 thinks,	“Look	at	 him!	Look	at	 those	hands	 innocently
quivering	 round	 the	 beer	 glass!	 Those	 same	 hands	 were	 wrapped	 round	 the
throats	of	Allah	knows	how	many	innocent	wogs	across	the	globe!”68
The	imagery	in	Daud’s	thought	is	telling.	Allah	(and	not	God,	in	English)	is	a

witness	 to	 this	 violence,	 perhaps	 even	 a	 prosecutor,	 which	 is	 perpetrated	 by
hands	that	have	also	touched	alcohol,	something	that	is	forbidden	by	Islam.	Even
in	 situations	 where	 Daud’s	 white	 antagonists	 assail	 him	 with	 racial	 slurs	 and
abuse,	 Daud’s	 mental	 response	 is	 always	 that	 of	 a	 Muslim.	 He	 is	 called	 a
“nigger”	 and	more	 comically,	 “Paki”	 (Daud	 is	 told	 in	 succession	 “I	 don’t	 like
Pakis”	and	“Get	out	of	our	fucking	country,	nigger”),	while	walking	on	the	street
by	a	couple	of	white	youths.	Catherine	and	Daud	continue	walking	and,	as	 the
two	 white	 youths	 part	 to	 give	 way,	 pass	 between	 them.	 Daud	 triumphantly



interprets	 this	as	an	act	of	surrender:	“‘Did	you	see	 the	way	 they	parted	 in	 the
middle	 there?	They	recognised	 the	moral	superiority	of	 their	 foe	and	retreated.
Death	to	the	infidels!’”69
Daud’s	sense	of	community,	 limited	 though	 it	might	be,	also	stems	from	his

Islamic	 identity:	 “I	myself	 do	not	 believe	 in	 the	divinity	 of	 Jesus	Christ,	 and	 I
have	 found	 it	 so	 immensely	 rewarding	 to	 discuss	 this	 with	 Muslims,	 who	 of
course,	do	not	see	Jesus	as	divine	either.”70	This	statement	indicates	how	social
belonging	 can	 rest	 on	 factors	 other	 than	 race	 and	 nationality,	 namely,	 shared
religious	 beliefs.	At	 a	 gathering	 for	 international	 students,	Daud	 finds	 himself
more	attracted	 to	 the	Malaysians	and	feels	a	stronger	sense	of	association	with
them	 than	he	does	with	 the	West	 Indians,	who	are	described	 in	 a	 subdued	but
derisive	way	by	the	narrator:	“Of	the	eight	foreigners,	four	he	guessed	to	be	West
Indian	nurses.	All	four	were	wearing	bright,	chiffony	dresses—pinks	and	blues
with	satin	petticoats.	Powder	covered	the	black	necks,	and	their	mouths	glistened
the	colour	of	moist	blood.	He	knew	that	if	he	spoke	to	them	they	would	ignore
him	 and	 walk	 away,	 taking	 him	 to	 be	 after	 only	 one	 thing.”71	 This	 scene
continues	to	unfold	as	the	four	West	Indian	nurses	refuse	him	when	he	asks	any
of	them	to	dance,	but	the	Malaysians,	in	contrast,	“smiled	and	smiled,	and	asked
him	 if	 there	 were	 many	 Muslims	 in	 this	 country.”72	 The	 Malaysians	 appear
untroubled	 by	 Daud’s	 blackness	 and	 do	 not	 harbor	 assumptions	 about	 him,
assumptions	that	characterize	almost	every	white	character	in	the	novel	and,	for
good	measure,	almost	every	black	character	 in	 the	novel	as	well.	The	question
that	the	Malaysian	students	ask	Daud	typifies	an	Islamic	sensibility,	which	is	its
comparative	indifference	(although	this	is	an	ideal	and	not	always	actual)	to	race
and	 racial	 identity,	 and	 its	 privileging	 of	 the	 community	 of	 believers,	 the
ummah.73	What	is	of	prime	importance	to	the	Malaysians	about	Daud	is	the	fact
that	his	is	a	Muslim	and	they	treat	him	accordingly.
Daud’s	lukewarm	friendship	with	Karta,	though	he	is	an	African,	also	begins

at	this	party,	when	“Karta	made	a	fist	with	his	left	hand,	and	Daud	nodded	and
smiled	at	him.”74	The	left-handed	fist,	the	gesture	of	solidarity	and	camaraderie
among	Marxists	and	those	African	nationalists	who	adopted	Marxist	symbology,
has	 no	 consequence	 for	 Daud,	 whose	 reaction	 is	 polite	 but	 distant.	 Daud
remembers	all	too	vividly	the	lies	and	undelivered	promises	of	a	classless	utopia
in	 socialist	 Tanzania.	 The	 narration	 of	 Daud’s	 evening	 at	 the	 international
students’	function	underlines	the	differences	and	estrangements	that	exist	within
the	black	community,	differences	 that	 compromise	an	all-binding	alliance.	The
narrative	admits	very	little	expression	of	community	between	Daud,	Karta,	and
the	West	 Indians	on	 the	basis	of	being	black,	even	 if	 they	are	all	 abroad	 in	an



environment	that	is	ambivalent	at	best,	and	hostile	at	worst,	to	them	all.75
Since	Pilgrims	Way	is	set	in	Canterbury,	England,	the	figure	of	the	Canterbury

Cathedral	 looms	 over	 Daud’s	 daily	 life	 and	 symbolizes	 for	 him	 religious
difference	and	conflict.	His	refusal	to	enter	the	cathedral	leads,	in	one	instance,
to	a	philosophical	soliloquy	about	the	significance	of	the	church	and	Christianity
to	colonial	history:	“‘I’ve	never	been	inside	the	cathedral,’	he	said	triumphantly.
‘I	 could	discover,	 as	Columbus	did	 the	Maya	 shrines.	 It’s	become	a	 symbol,	 a
kind	of	cultural	testimonial.	Look	at	this	thing	we	made,	look	at	how	clever	we
are.	I	think	it	intimidating,	I	think.	The	cathedral,	I	mean.	It	makes	me	feel	like	a
Pygmy,	a	hunter	gatherer,	grubbing	about	on	 the	forest	floor.’”76	His	statement
touches	on	some	of	 the	 ideas	 that	underpin	colonial	Europe’s	belief	 in	 its	own
cultural	 supremacy.	 First,	 the	 church	 itself	 testifies	 to	 Europe’s	 ostensible
superiority	based	on	the	construction	of	monuments	and	other	structures	of	size
and	scale.	Daud’s	mention	of	pygmies	harkens	back	 to	early	“anthropological”
perceptions	of	African	primitiveness	and	cultural	diminutiveness.	 Interestingly,
Daud	 positions	 himself	 as	Christopher	Columbus	 viewing	Mayan	 structures,	 a
conquering	member	 of	 a	 supposedly	 superior	 race.	He	 thinks	 of	 the	 cathedral,
which	he	views	as	opulent	and	fascinating—the	same	way	the	Spaniards	thought
of	the	Mayan	temples	and	shrines—mere	tokens	of	a	religion	whose	cosmology
was	defective	and	inferior	to	his	own.
Daud’s	dislike	of	the	use	of	the	cathedral	as	a	tourist	attraction	is	related	to	his

criticism	of	the	structure	as	a	mark	of	power	and	vanity,	rather	than	a	house	of
worship	and	demureness:	“‘This	was	not	meant	for	God.	This	was	 to	celebrate
the	ingenuity	of	man.	He	was	not	celebrating	the	glory	of	God	when	he	created
that.	He	was	 showing	 himself	 and	 his	 time	 how	 resourceful	 and	 ingenious	 he
was.	And	 that’s	why	 all	 those	millions	of	 pilgrims	have	been	 coming	here	 for
centuries.’”77	 But	 no	 matter	 how	 powerful	 Daud’s	 Islamic	 consciousness	 and
faith	might	 be,	 and	no	matter	 how	cloudy	 the	 category	of	 “black”	may	be,	 its
political	 function	 is	 irrefutable.	The	effects	 and	 consequences	 of	 blackness	 are
the	 litmus	 test	of	 its	political	worth	 for	Daud	 in	England,	because	 racism,	 like
colonialism	as	described	by	Frantz	Fanon	in	the	Wretched	of	the	Earth,	does	not
afford	those	it	subjugates	the	luxury	of	particularity.	“Le	colonialise,	qui	n’a	pas
nuancé	ses	efforts,	n’a	cessé	d’affirmer	que	le	nègre	est	un	sauvage	et	 le	nègre
pour	lui	n’était	ni	l’Angolais,	ni	le	Nigérien.	Il	parlait	du	Nègre.”78	[Colonialism,
which	has	not	bothered	to	put	too	fine	a	point	on	its	efforts,	has	never	ceased	to
maintain	 that	 the	 Negro	 is	 a	 savage;	 and	 for	 the	 colonialist,	 the	 Negro	 was
neither	Angolan	nor	a	Nigerian,	for	he	simply	spoke	of	“the	Negro.”]79
It	was	 this	 same	 impulse	 in	 racist	 discourse	 in	England	 that	 prompts	 James



Proctor’s	observation	 in	Writing	Black	Britain,	 “Although	 ‘black’	 tended	 to	be
(necessarily)	adopted	as	an	essentialist	identity	formation	in	this	period,	what	the
process	of	rearticulation	reveals	is	that	‘black’	did	not	refer	to	some	biologically
innate,	 natural	 or	 essential	 quality,	 but	 was	 a	 culturally	 constructed	 label	 that
emerges	 at	 a	 particular	 historical	 juncture.”80	 Proctor	 acknowledges	 that	 some
notion	of	transcendent	blackness,	no	matter	how	synthetic,	was	crucial	to	social
and	political	survival	in	England:	“Of	course,	it	would	be	wrong	to	disavow	the
formation	of	essentialist	black	subjectivities	in	this	period:	they	were	crucial	in
presenting	 a	 coherent,	 politicized	 united	 front	 against	 the	 very	 real	 threats	 of
racism	at	that	time.”81
For	 this	 reason,	 perhaps,	 “blackness”	 was	 a	 political	 condition	 that	 was

fostered	 in	 postwar	 Britain.	 Pilgrims	Way	 presides	 over	 the	 gradual	 collapse,
during	 the	 1980s,	 of	 the	 political	 abstraction	 known	 as	 “black	 Britain,”	 a
consortium	 of	 immigrants,	 foreigners,	 and	 ethnic	 and	 racial	 minorities	 that
cohered	 around	 a	 common	 experience	 of	 racial	 marginality.	 Black	 Britain,
insofar	 as	 it	 was	 ever	 effective	 in	 galvanizing	 and	 uniting	 all	 nonwhite
communities	in	Britain,	drew	its	last	breaths	during	the	conservative	and	socially
reactionary	 Thatcher	 years.	 South	 Asians	 found	 themselves	 increasingly
incapable	 of	 identifying	 with	 Africans	 and	 West	 Indians,	 and	 vice	 versa.
Additionally,	 fissures	 emerged	 between	 South	 Asian	 groups,	 often	 along
religious	lines.	These	lines	correspond	to	religious	divisions	in	South	Asia	itself,
as	tensions	between	India	and	Pakistan	intensified	over	Kashmir,	Hindu-Muslim
riots	 in	 India,	 and	 increased	 tensions	 between	 Hindus	 and	 Sikhs	 after	 the
assassination	of	Indira	Gandhi	in	1984	by	her	own	Sikh	bodyguards.	The	growth
of	 Islamic	cultural	 and	political	 consciousness	during	 the	1980s	 in	Britain	 and
abroad,	and	especially	after	the	“Salman	Rushdie	affair,”	happened	at	the	same
time	as	the	dissolution	of	this	league.	The	Rushdie	affair	not	only	had	an	adverse
impact	 on	 “black	 Britain,”	 but	 it	 also	 cast	 into	 doubt	 whether	 South	 Asian
Muslims	 had	 a	 place	 in	 British	 society.	 The	 affair	 inaugurated	 a	 popular	 and
academic	 debate	 about	 the	 relationship	 between	 multiculturalism	 and	 British
identity,	one	that	continues	to	this	day.82	Pilgrims	Way	 inhabits	and	evinces	the
shift	 that	Stuart	Hall	articulates	in	his	essay,	“New	Ethnicities.”	As	the	right	 to
representation	was	no	 longer	 an	 issue	 for	Britain’s	black	 artists,	 representation
itself	became	a	problem.	Black	Britain	was	imperiled	and	then	broken	by	its	own
diversity.83	 Interestingly,	Hall	makes	no	mention	of	 religion	when	he	 says	 that
the	“black	subject	cannot	be	represented	without	reference	to	the	dimensions	of
class,	gender,	sexuality,	and	ethnicity.”84
By	animating	 Islam	as	 a	vital	 component	of	 the	worldview	of	 its	 adherents,



especially	 when	 abroad	 in	 exile,	Pilgrims	Way	 interrupts	 static	 or	 hegemonic
formulations	 of	 “blackness.”	 But	 this	 identification	 does	 not	 necessarily
overwhelm	other	identities.	Daud	adopts	Pan-Africanist	sympathies	out	of	sheer
necessity.	The	novel	acknowledges	the	power	of	“blackness,”	as	Daud	at	 times
adopts	and	participates	in	a	larger	“black”	consciousness,	without	capitulating	to
racial	 ghettoes	 or	Karta’s	 political	 avidity.	As	 in	Admiring	Silence	 and	By	 the
Sea,	Pilgrims	Way	 simultaneously	shows	“blackness”	as	a	stable	 racial	 identity
to	be	 impossible	and	 recognizes	 its	 political	 utility.	The	 adoption	of	 a	 “black”
identity	 has	 many	 manifestations	 in	 Daud’s	 speech,	 views,	 and	 lifestyle.	 For
instance,	 his	 sense	 of	 blackness	 surfaces	when	 he	 finds	 out	 about	 Catherine’s
ambivalence	 toward	 him	 as	 a	 result	 of	 her	 simultaneous	 involvement	 with	 an
Englishman:	 “So	 face	 the	 facts	 and	 prepare	 yourself	 to	 take	 this	 like	 a	 man
instead	of	blubbering	all	over	the	place	like	you	ain’t	got	no	black	pride.”85
Daud	 knows	 that	 Catherine	 considers	 him	 a	 black	 man	 above	 all	 else	 and

“black	 pride”	 becomes	 a	momentary	 armor	 of	 defensive	 dignity	 against	 being
passed	 over	 for	 a	 wealthier	 white	 man.	 Daud	 even	 performs	 this	 blackness
through	 his	 uncharacteristic	 utterance,	 “‘ain’t	 got	 no	 black	 pride.’”	 Daud’s
lifestyle	and	personal	indulgences	also	reflect	his	Pan-Africanist	consciousness.
His	ritualistic	following	of	a	cricket	match	between	the	West	Indies	and	England
during	 the	Oval	Test	Match,	where	 the	former	eventually	gets	 the	better	of	 the
latter,	starts	out	as	a	mere	pastime.	But	as	the	narrative	unfolds,	it	becomes	clear
that	Daud’s	support	for	the	West	Indies	team	over	England’s	has	strong	political
undertones	 and	 serves	 to	 reconcile	 him,	 at	 least	 symbolically,	 with	 the	 West
Indian	community	 from	which	he	ordinarily	 feels	estranged.	By	 the	end	of	 the
novel,	Daud’s	Pan-Africanism	 lends	 itself	 to	 larger	political	 sympathies,	which
includes	 lamenting	Martin	 Luther	 King,	 Jr.’s	 death	 some	 twenty	 years	 before
across	the	Atlantic	Ocean.	Pilgrims	Way	has	a	strained	relationship	with	“black
Britain.”	It	at	once	bespeaks	the	problems	of	this	coalition,	and	it	is	an	attempt	to
salvage	some	of	its	beneficial	principles.
Daud	is	an	exile.	He	is	between	the	proverbial	rock	and	hard	place.	He	has	the

anonymity	 of	 neither	 a	 European,	 Jewish,	 nor,	 say,	 a	 western-educated
Palestinian	 exile	 because	 of	 his	 appearance.	 Nor	 does	 he	 enjoy	 the	 luxury	 of
belonging	 to	 a	 particular	 ethno-racial	 group.	 The	 novel’s	 end	 is	 redemptive
because	Daud	conquers	the	Goliath	that	is	England,	and	although	he	is	an	exile,
Daud	remains	defiant	and	unvanquished	by	his	condition.	Exile	does	not	prove
to	 be,	 as	 Said	 asserts,	 “the	 saddest	 of	 fates.”86	 In	 fact,	 being	 in	 England	 is	 a
figurative	 pilgrimage	 for	Daud,	who	 is	 referred	 to	 as	 a	 pilgrim	 in	 the	 Islamic
sense	by	his	friend	back	home,	Karim,	 in	a	 letter	with	 the	heading:	“Dear	Haji



(O	 Pilgrim	 to	 the	 Promised	 Land).”87	 But	 instead	 of	 making	 a	 pilgrimage	 to
Mecca,	Daud	finds	himself	in	the	center	of	English	Christian	pilgrimage,	where
he	 is	 ultimately	 given	 a	 symbolic	 beating	 in	 the	 graveyard	 of	 the	 church,
reflecting	the	hostility	of	both	whites	to	blacks	and	Christians	to	Muslims.	But	in
a	manner,	this	pilgrimage	to	Canterbury	is	a	pilgrimage	to	Mecca,	the	holiest	site
of	 Islam,	 because	 it	 is	 precisely	 in	 the	 heart	 of	 Christian	 England	 that	 Daud
(re)discovers	 his	 religious	 identity.	 He	 embraces	 Islam	 as	 a	 vehicle	 of	 self-
definition	 in	 an	 environment	 that	 insists	 on	 seeing	 him	 through	 the	 reductive
prism	 of	 race	 and	 absolute	 racial	 difference,	 just	 like	 the	 official	 nationalist
ideologies	of	the	country	that	he	left	behind	and	that	which	used	to	be	his	home.
Islam	remains	a	constant	across	and	between	national	spaces.	Published	one	year
before	the	explosion	of	the	“Salman	Rushdie	affair,”	Pilgrims	Way	portends	the
propulsion	 of	 Islam	 to	 the	 forefront	 of	 social	 and	 political	 consciousness,	 and
certainly	ahead	of	racial,	ethnic,	and	national	markers,	not	only	in	England,	but
in	Islamic	communities	throughout	the	world.88



CHAPTER	4

“Men	with	Civilizations	but	Without
Countries”

Afro-Indians	at	History’s	End

The	fault	lines	of	exile	and	diaspora	always	run	deep,	and	we	are	always	from	elsewhere,	and	from
elsewhere	before	that.

—Andre	Aciman

Africa	has	no	future.
—V.	S.	Naipaul	(Shortly	after	the	publication	of	A	Bend	in	the	River	in	an	interview	with	Elizabeth

Hardwick)

To	be	ignorant	of	the	past	is	to	remain	as	a	child.
—Cicero

“Africa	was	my	home,	had	been	 the	home	of	my	 family	 for	centuries.	But	we
came	from	the	east	coast,	and	that	made	the	difference.	The	coast	was	not	truly
African.	 It	 was	 an	 Arab-Indian-Persian-Portuguese	 place,	 and	 we	 who	 lived
there	 were	 really	 people	 of	 the	 Indian	 Ocean.”1	 This	 statement	 by	 Salim,	 the
ruminative	 narrator	 of	 Vidiadhar	 Surajprasad	 Naipaul’s	 A	 Bend	 in	 the	 River
(1979),	illustrates	why	he	and	his	community	feel	that	they	possess	a	civilization
but	 no	 country.	But	 for	 Salim,	 this	 civilization	 is	 in	 disrepair	 and	 decline	 and
cannot	 be	 salvaged	 because	 it	 fails	 to	 take	 stock	 of	 itself.	 Naipaul’s	 novel
unsettles	the	conventional	wisdom	that	there	are	lessons	to	be	learned	from	the
reservoir	of	history.	A	Bend	in	the	River	is	obtrusively	antinostalgic	and	refuses
to	 enshrine	 a	 past	 that	 it	 holds	 responsible	 for	 the	 death	 of	 Afro-Indian
civilization.	 Salim’s	 narrative,	 then,	 is	 neither	 a	 condemnation	 of	 Afro-Indian
civilization,	nor	a	warning	to	it,	but	an	autopsy.



A	Bend	in	the	River	makes	no	mystery	of	its	posture	toward	history,	which	is
evident	 in	 the	 profusely	 cited	 first	 line,	 the	 one	 that	 is	 thought	 to	 epitomize
Naipaul’s	 own	 apologistic	 worldview:	 “The	world	 is	 what	 it	 is;	 men	who	 are
nothing,	who	allow	themselves	to	become	nothing,	have	no	place	in	it.”2	Though
it	 is	 commonly	 acknowledged	 that	 Naipaul	 is	 engaged	 with	 history	 and	 its
perpetuity,	 this	 engagement	 is	 not	 for	 the	purpose	of	offering	 a	discrepant	 and
affirmative	 historical	 narrative	 of	 formerly	 colonized	 peoples.	 In	 her	 article
“Naipaul	and	the	Burden	of	History,”	Pratap	Bhanu	Mehta	argues,	“The	primary
terms	 in	 which	 Naipaul	 sees	 the	 importance	 of	 history	 are	 moral-
psychological.”3	For	Naipaul,	history	 is	at	best	of	 secondary	 importance	 to	 the
response	 of	 those	 peoples	 and	 societies	 to	 which	 it	 has	 been	 unkind.	 If	 these
responses	do	not	transcend	condemnation,	then	Naipaul	thinks	the	society	suffers
from	a	pathology	of	character	that	needs	to	be	cured	through	acts	of	will.
Salim	 is	 critical	 of	 those	 who	 sentimentalize	 the	 past,	 even	 personal	 pasts.

While	 Salim	 speaks	 from	 time	 to	 time	 about	 his	 former	 life	 on	 the	 coast,	 and
especially	about	Nazruddin,	the	man	who	sells	him	a	shop	in	the	interior,	there	is
no	 real	 connectivity	 between	 his	 present	 life	 in	 the	 “interior,”	 a	 fictional	 and
recently	 independent	 French-speaking	 country—perhaps	 a	 guised	 Zaire	 under
Sese	Seko	Mobutu—and	his	past	life,	his	family,	or	his	childhood.4	The	reader
acquires	only	 small	 fragments	of	 information	about	 these	 things.	The	narrative
begins	when	Salim	escapes	 the	 turmoil	of	 the	coast	 (or	possibly	Zanzibar)	and
goes	 to	 this	 town	 in	 the	 interior	 for	 refuge	 from	 the	 anti-Indian	 and	 anti-Arab
sentiments	 and	 policies	 that	 were	 burgeoning	 throughout	 eastern	 Africa.	 It	 is
indeed	significant	that	the	narrative	begins	after	the	tumult	of	independence	and
takes	place	in	what	Salim	apparently	perceives	to	be	a	vacuous	and	posthistorical
temporal	space,	when	Afro-Indian	history	has	run	its	course.
Indar,	 Salim’s	 childhood	 friend	 who	 visits	 him	 in	 the	 interior,	 is	 often

described	as	Salim’s	alter	ego.	He	is	the	person	who	elucidates	the	idea	that	the
past	is	an	encumbrance.	His	long	soliloquy,	which	is	appropriately	situated	in	the
physical	heart	of	the	novel,	reinforces	the	narrative’s	larger	indisposition	toward
history:	 “We	 have	 to	 learn	 to	 trample	 on	 the	 past,	 Salim.”	 Indar	 speaks
contemptuously	 of	 those	 people	 who	 look	 back	 on	 theirs	 and,	 other	 than
committing	this	egregious	crime,	the	peoples	on	his	list	seem	to	have	little	else
in	common.	Among	them	are	Swedes,	Canadians,	peasants	in	some	département
in	France,	Indians	in	a	crumbling	“palace-city,”	and	South	Americans	in	a	dead
colonial	 town.	 “Everywhere	 else,	 men	 are	 in	 movement,	 the	 world	 is	 in
movement,	and	the	past	can	only	cause	pain.”5
The	narrative’s	scorn	for	history	has	many	casualties,	and	it	is	in	this	context



that	one	can	achieve	a	substantive	understanding	of	its	discourse	on	Islam	and,
more	broadly,	on	 the	Indian	community	 in	Eastern	Africa.	A	Bend	in	the	River
insists	 that	 the	Afro-Indian	 culture	 is	 vanishing	 because	 it	 does	 not	 reflect	 on
itself,	its	past,	and	its	misdeeds.	It	is	responsible,	in	Naipaul’s	consummate	anti-
anti-imperial	 manner,	 for	 its	 own	 destruction	 in	 what	 is	 becoming	 an
increasingly	fickle	and	dangerous	Africa.	And	now	it	is	too	late,	as	far	as	Salim
is	 concerned.	The	Europeans,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 survive	 and	 succeed	 because
they	possess	that	Machiavellian	ability	 to	look	at	 themselves	candidly—not	for
the	 purpose	 of	 judiciously	 reevaluating	 the	 erosive	 and	 exploitative	 nature	 of
their	 sojourn	across	 the	world,	but	 to	optimize	 the	means	by	which	 they	do	so
and	 to	normalize	 the	narrative	of	 that	 sojourn	as	History.	 “Because	 they	could
assess	 themselves,	 the	 Europeans	 were	 better	 equipped	 to	 cope	 with	 changes
than	we	were.	And	I	saw,	when	I	compared	the	Europeans	with	ourselves,	 that
we	had	ceased	to	count	in	Africa,	that	really	we	no	longer	had	anything	to	offer.
We	continued	to	live	as	we	had	always	done,	blindly.”6
The	“we”	is	not	just	the	Indians	of	the	coast,	people	like	Salim,	but	all	of	those

peoples	 who	 found	 themselves	 at	 a	 historical	 crossroads	 after	 African
independence,	 including	 the	 Persians	 and	 the	Arabs.	 It	 is	 the	Arabs,	 however,
who	 preoccupy	Salim,	 a	 group	 for	whom	he	 has	 neither	 respect	 nor	 any	 filial
affection:	 “My	 family	 was	 Muslim.	 But	 we	 were	 a	 special	 group.	 We	 were
distinct	from	the	Arabs	and	other	Muslims	of	the	coast	[probably	the	Swahili];	in
our	customs	and	attitudes	we	were	closer	to	the	Hindus	of	north-western	India,
from	which	we	had	originally	come.”7	However,	Salim	does	concede	that	“so	far
as	 power	 went,	 there	 was	 no	 difference	 between	 the	 Arabs	 and	 [the	 Indians.
They]	were	both	 small	groups	 living	under	 a	European	 flag	at	 the	 edge	of	 the
continent.”8	 The	 closeness	 of	 Indians	 to	 Arabs	 lies	 only	 in	 their	 mutually
receding	 social	 and	 economic	 fortunes	 and	 their	 shared	 immanent	 fate	 at	 the
hands	of	African	rage	after	revolution	and	the	departure	of	the	British.
Salim	 has	 a	 strange	 fascination	 with	 the	 Arab	 “race,”	 which	 he	 credits—

blames,	actually—with	giving	Islam	to	the	Indians:	“I’m	superstitious	about	the
Arabs.	They	gave	us	and	half	the	world	our	religion,	but	I	can’t	help	but	feel	that
when	 they	 leave	Arabia	 terrible	 things	 are	 about	 to	happen	 in	 the	world.”9	He
speaks	about	the	Arabs	as	if	they	were	ghoulish	and	otherworldly.	He	alludes	to
the	idea	that	Islam	is	the	property	of	the	Arabs,	a	coupling	discussed	in	previous
chapters.	The	Arab	is	a	decadent,	violent,	and	stagnant	being	for	Salim.	When	he
makes	a	trip	to	London,	he	observes	that	they	are	“a	strange	people	racially.	One
of	them	had	red	hair.	What	were	they	doing	in	London?	How	are	they	going	to
survive?	What	place	is	there	in	the	world	for	people	like	that?	There	are	so	many



of	them.”10	In	this	expression	of	unbridled	racism,	Salim	is	surprised	that	there	is
physical	 variation	 among	 Arabs,	 as	 if	 he	 expects	 them	 to	 possess	 singular
features	that	mark	them	decisively	as	Arab.	If	one	remembers	the	opening	lines
of	the	novel,	it	is	clear	that	the	Arabs	are,	by	inference,	an	obsolete	“race”	that
has	not	kept	in	step	with	history,	a	people	who	do	not	deserve	a	part	in	the	world.
When	Salim	wonders	what	Arabs	are	doing	in	London,	and	especially	“so	many
of	 them,”	 he	 is	 also	 wondering	 what	 Arabs	 are	 doing	 in	 the	 present,	 in
modernity,	 and	 whether	 they	 can	 rise	 to	 its	 occasions.	 The	 questions	 are
decidedly	 rhetorical	 because	 the	 answers	 to	 him	 are	 clearly	 negative.	 Salim’s
bleak	 conclusion	 does	 not	 even	 spare	 those	 Arabs	 in	 England	 who	 were	 fair
skinned	and	who	were	the	“real	Arabs”	and	not	 the	“half-African	Arabs	of	our
coast.”	All	Arabs	are	 trapped	 in	 the	past,	 and	so	are	 the	 Indians	of	 the	eastern
African	coast,	Muslim	or	otherwise.	They	are	doomed	to	perish	unless	they	take
Indar’s	advice	to	“trample	on	the	past	.	.	.	Get	rid	of	that	idea	of	the	past.”11
The	Jews	are	venerated	in	the	narrative	as	Indar	gives	them	a	nod	during	his

long	 soliloquy,	 which	 has	 the	 instructional	 purpose	 of	 showing	 how	 a	 given
people	can	rescue	themselves	from	circumstance	and	suffering,	will	themselves
free	 of	 the	 shackles	 of	 their	 history.	 He	 claims	 that	 the	 Jews	 flourished	 as	 a
people	because	 they	were	 able	 to	distinguish	between	an	 emergent	 civilization
and	an	ailing	one,	and	throw	their	 lot	 in	with	the	former:	“The	Rothschilds	are
what	they	are	because	they	chose	Europe	at	the	right	time.	The	other	Jews,	just
as	talented,	who	went	to	bank	for	the	Ottoman	Empire,	in	Turkey	or	in	Egypt	or
wherever,	didn’t	do	so	well.”12	Obviously,	in	his	enthusiasm	for	the	grandeur	of
Europe,	 Indar	 forgets	 centuries	 of	 systematic	 racism	 and	 religious	 intolerance
that	 culminated	with	 the	Holocaust.	Moreover,	 thriving	 financially	 is	 the	 only
measure	 for	 Indar	 (and	 for	 Salim)	 of	 a	 civilization’s	 health	 and	 progress.	 The
Rothschilds	 did	 well,	 after	 all,	 because	 their	 financial	 investments	 were	 well
placed	and	strategic.	Most	importantly,	the	fact	of	their	success	was	their	choice,
just	as	the	Muslims,	the	Arabs	and	the	Indians	of	the	eastern	African	coast,	had
“chosen”	the	wrong	side	themselves:	“We’ve	been	choosing	the	wrong	side.	I’m
tired	of	being	on	the	losing	side.”13
Biography	is	seldom	an	effective	way	of	illuminating	a	novel.	This	is	certainly

the	case	that	I	will	make	about	critics	who	summon	Nuruddin	Farah’s	personal
attitudes	 toward	 Islam	 (which	 are,	 in	 any	 case,	 largely	 mischaracterized)	 in
justifying	their	negative	readings	of	the	religion	in	his	corpus.	Having	said	this,
it	 would	 be	 less	 than	 candid	 to	 ignore	 the	 correspondence	 between	 Salim’s
assessments	 of	 Islam	 and	 Naipaul’s	 own	 well-known	 beliefs	 about	 it.	 In
Naipaul’s	 case,	 his	 personal	 positions	 are	 a	 great	 source	 of	 insight	 into	 his



fiction,	especially	since	these	positions	can	be	located	in	his	other	writings.	As
early	as	his	interview	with	Adrian	Rowe-Evans	(1971),	Naipaul	lays	out	what	he
makes	explicit	in	The	Enigma	of	Arrival	(1987)—his	Wordsworthian	meditation
on	 his	 own	 development	 as	 a	writer—which	 is	 his	 rejection	 of	 the	 distinction
between	the	author	and	the	person.	This	is	why	I	have	used	Salim	and	Naipaul
interchangeably	so	far	in	this	chapter.	Just	as	he	rejects	the	distinction	between
author	and	person,	Naipaul	necessarily	rejects	the	distinction	between	fiction	and
nonfiction	because	 they	both	serve	 the	same	purpose	of	 telling	 the	 truth	about,
and	 to,	 the	 world.	 He	 certainly	 does	 not	 like	 the	 parochializing	 designations
“creative”	and	“noncreative”	writing,	and	he	has	declared	that	he	hates	the	term
“novel”	 because,	 among	 other	 reasons,	 as	 a	 writer	 grows,	 the	 forms	 of	 his
writing	 must	 change	 as	 well.14	 It	 seems	 that	 in	 Naipaul’s	 case,	 the	 critic	 is
compelled	 to	 read	 his	 fiction	 and	 his	 nonfiction	 in	 tandem,	 and	 not	 doing	 so
would	 merely	 be	 an	 act	 of	 theoretical	 orthodoxy	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 theoretical
orthodoxy.
It	is	clever	that	Naipaul	would	choose	a	Muslim	as	the	narrator	of	A	Bend	in

the	River,	because	choosing	a	Hindu,	for	example,	would	jeopardize	the	kernels
of	impartial	truth	that	he	claims	his	assessment	of	the	postcolonial	world,	and	the
Muslim	world	 specifically,	 exhibits.	One	 cannot	 help	 at	 least	wondering	 if	 the
choice	 of	 a	Muslim	 narrator	 might	 also	 have	 something	 to	 do	 with	 erstwhile
developments	in	Iran	and	Naipaul’s	reactions	to	them.	So	perhaps	A	Bend	in	the
River	is	the	first	of	Naipaul’s	overtures	toward	Islam.	In	Beyond	Belief	(1998),	a
sequel	of	sorts	to	Among	the	Believers	(1981),	Naipaul	asserts	the	all	too	familiar
characterization	 that	 the	 non-Arab	Muslim	 is	 essentially	 co-opted	 into	 being	 a
Muslim;	he	is	a	“convert.”

Everyone	not	 an	Arab	who	 is	 a	Muslim	 is	 a	 convert.	 Islam	 is	not	 a	matter	of	 conscience	or	private
belief.	It	makes	imperial	demands.	His	holy	places	are	in	Arab	land:	his	sacred	language	is	Arabic.	His
idea	of	history	alters.	He	rejects	his	own:	he	becomes,	whether	he	 likes	 it	or	not,	a	part	of	 the	Arab
story.	 The	 convert	 has	 to	 run	 away	 from	 everything	 that	 is	 his.	 The	 disturbance	 for	 societies	 is
immense,	and	even	after	a	thousand	years	can	remain	unresolved.15

Islam	 is	 not	 particularly	 important	 to	 Salim,	 just	 as	 religion	 in	 general	 is	 not
important	 to	Naipaul	himself:	“I	was	without	 the	religious	sense	of	my	family.
The	insecurity	I	felt	was	due	to	my	lack	of	true	religion.”16	But	strangely,	Salim
also	trivializes	the	very	existence	of	Islam	among	the	Arabs	of	the	coast	as	being
perfunctory	 and	 little	 more	 than	 an	 aging	 emblem	 of	 their	 severed	 ancestry:
“They	knew	only	that	they	were	Muslims;	and	in	the	Muslim	way	they	needed
wives	 and	more	 wives.	 But	 they	 were	 cut	 off	 from	 their	 roots	 in	 Arabia	 and



could	only	find	their	wives	among	the	African	women	who	had	once	been	their
slaves.”17	Therefore,	Salim	continues,	“They	barely	had	an	idea	of	their	original
civilization.	They	had	 the	Koran	and	 its	 laws;	 they	stuck	 to	certain	 fashions	 in
dress,	wore	a	certain	kind	of	cap,	had	a	 special	 cut	of	beard;	 and	 that	was	all.
They	 had	 little	 idea	 of	 what	 their	 ancestors	 had	 done	 in	 Africa.”18	 “In	 the
Muslim	way,”	 “a	 certain	kind	of	 cap,”	 and	 the	undesisting	use	of	 the	pronoun
“they”	 in	 reference	 to	 Muslims,	 do	 not	 amount	 to	 a	 palpable	 Muslim	 self-
critique.	The	words	 are	wooden	 and	disembodied,	 the	 acrimonious	words	of	 a
hostile	outsider	offering	topical	and	largely	chimerical	observations	on	a	society
about	which	he	understands	little	and	with	which	he	has	become	acquainted	only
very	recently.	Salim’s	thought	on	the	Arabs	of	the	coast,	the	same	Arabs	who	are
Islam’s	 custodians,	 the	 only	 people	who	 can	 really	 own	 Islam,	 are	 the	 first	 of
many	ideological	contradictions	in	the	text.
However,	Naipaul	 creates	 consciousnesses	 that	 unsettle	 other	 ones,	 and	 this

produces	some	ambivalence	toward	Islam,	which	is	articulated	by	Indar,	the	man
whose	views	of	the	world	torment	Salim.	In	his	conversation	with	Ferdinand,	a
young	African	who	 lives	 in	 the	 interior	 town	with	Salim	 for	 some	 time,	 Indar
states,	“Well,	I	suppose	you	can	say	that	Islam	has	become	an	African	religion.	It
has	been	on	the	continent	for	a	very	long	time.”19	In	addition	to	this	rare	bit	of
clemency,	 the	narrative	attempts	 to	affirm	its	own	disinterest	 through	character
claims	 to	 cultural	 and	 ideological	 detachment.	 Salim	 tries	 to	 establish	 his
authority	 by	 repeatedly	 claiming	 that	 he	 is	 “seeking	 to	 occupy	 the	 middle
ground”	 in	 all	 things.20	 This	 is	 also	 the	 manner	 of	 Indar	 who,	 according	 to
himself,	is	a	man	“without	sides.”21
For	Salim,	Africa	itself	is	an	unresolved	place.	He	neither	belongs	to	it,	nor	is

he	entirely	estranged	from	it.	Throughout	the	narrative,	he	discusses	Zabeth	and
Ferdinand	 in	 patronizing	 and	 sometimes	 overtly	 demeaning	 ways.	 At	 other
times,	 he	 describes	 himself	 and	 his	 past	 as	 being	African	without	 entertaining
any	distinction	between	the	coast	and	the	interior:	“I	hadn’t	understood	either	to
what	extent	we	had	been	made	by	the	place	where	we	had	grown	up,	made	by
Africa	 and	 the	 simple	 life	 of	 the	 coast,	 and	 how	 incapable	we	 had	 become	of
understanding	 the	outside	world.”22	 It	 is	strange	 that	Salim	would	perceive	 the
eastern	 African	 coast,	 given	 its	 vital	 role	 as	 a	 crossroads	 for	 so	 many
civilizations,	 cultures,	 and	 empires,	 as	 a	 simple	 place	 that	 debilitates	 one’s
consciousness	 of	 being	 part	 of	 a	 wider	 world.	Moreover,	 Salim	 tells	 us,	 “We
could	 no	 longer	 say	 that	 we	 were	 Arabians	 or	 Indians	 or	 Persians;	 when	 we
compared	ourselves	with	 these	people,	we	felt	 like	people	of	Africa.”23	But	he



and	his	community	are	Africans	with	their	backs	toward	the	rest	of	the	continent,
as	 he	 says,	 facing	 the	 ocean,	 but	 not	 facing	Asia	 or	 India:	 “In	Africa,	 on	 the
coast,	I	had	paid	attention	only	to	one	color	in	nature—the	color	of	the	sea.”24
Perhaps	 Afro-Indians	 are	 facing	 an	 escape	 route	 to	 Europe,	 which	 Salim

unabashedly	 extols,	 so	 much	 so	 that	 he	 becomes	 the	 “witness	 for	 Western
prosecution”	that	Edward	Said	accuses	Naipaul	of	being.	This	is	to	say	that	he	is
somebody	who	“specializes	 in	 the	 thesis	of	what	one	of	 them	has	called	 ‘self-
inflicted	wounds,’	which	is	to	say	that	we	‘non-Whites’	are	the	cause	of	all	our
problems,	 not	 the	 overly	 maligned	 imperialists.”25	 Salim	 thinks	 that	 what
happens	 in	Africa	 is	 a	 result	 of	Arab	 and	 Indian	 failures	 and	 not	 of	European
malevolence	 and	 aggression.	 Europeans	 remain,	 for	 Salim,	 inconspicuous	 and
unimplicated	 in	 the	 historical	 processes	 that	 sculpt	 Africa’s	 twentieth-century
history.
The	very	presence	of	the	town	in	the	interior	serves	as	an	aftertext	to	Conrad’s

Heart	of	Darkness.	 Its	situation	in	the	interior	summons	Conrad’s	work	for	 the
purpose	of	demonstrating	how	Europe	could	never	tame	the	bush.	The	Domain
is	a	 failure	 for	Salim,	a	poor	 facsimile	of	European	culture	and	commerce,	 the
ruins	of	what	could	have	been	or,	more	precisely,	what	should	have	been.	Some
critics	give	Salim	the	benefit	of	the	doubt	and	contend	that	his	attitudes	toward
Europe	 are	much	more	 conflicted.	 In	 her	 book	The	 Enigma	 of	 V.	 S.	 Naipaul,
Helen	Hayward	argues	precisely	this	point:	“Salim	distinguishes	between	word
and	deed,	 ideal	 and	practice—a	distinction	which	may	help	 to	 account	 for	 the
author’s	ambivalence	towards	European	civilization:	Naipaul	generally	values	its
ideals,	 while	 at	 times	 recognizing	 a	 failure	 to	 put	 them	 into	 practice.”26	 The
problem,	 however,	 is	 that,	 from	 this,	 one	 might	 infer	 that	 the	 desirability	 of
Europe’s	 ideals	 is	a	given,	 just	 like	Marlow	 in	Heart	of	Darkness	 is	critical	of
European	 methods	 but	 not	 the	 idea	 of	 colonization.	 For	 this	 reason,	 Salim’s
attitudes	toward	Europe	can	hardly	be	described	as	“ambivalent”	in	a	historical
or	 epistemological	 sense.	 Nor	 is	 Naipaul	 holding	 Salim’s	 views	 up	 to	 irony
because,	 as	 Hayward	 herself	 recognizes,	 Salim’s	 views	 are	 close	 enough	 to
Naipaul’s	to	preclude	this	possibility.
According	 to	Salim,	Europeans	 regaled	Africa	with	modernity	by	producing

great	 cities,	 stores,	 buildings,	 and	 universities,	 a	 place	 to	which	 only	 the	most
privileged	 of	 Salim’s	 kind	 could	 ever	 hope	 to	 go.27	 The	 Europeans	 did	 not
actively	 defeat	 and	 replace	 the	 Arabs.	 The	 Arabs	 simply	 ran	 out	 energy	 and
extinguished	 themselves,	 like	 “the	 light	 of	 a	 star	 that	 travels	 on	 after	 the	 star
itself	 has	 become	dead.”28	 The	Arabs	 passively	 relinquished	 their	 perch,	 as	 if
Salim	thinks	it	were	fate	or	natural	ascendancy,	which	is	what	Ranu	Samantrai



argues	 in	her	article	“Claiming	 the	Burden:	Naipaul’s	Africa.”29	The	Arab	had
failed	to	anticipate	and	to	assess	his	fate.	He	did	not	realize	that	power	relations
were	shifting	unfavorably	to	him	and	his	interests.	He	was	left	behind	because	it
was	a	fact	of	nature,	just	like	the	“straggling”	ant	that	gets	left	behind	from	his
marching	 column.30	 But	 there	 seems	 to	 be	 an	 internal	 contradiction	 here.	 For
Salim,	Arabs	are	at	once	vanquished	by	their	own	failures	and	sacrificed	by	the
teleology	 of	 history.	And	 if	 historical	movement	 is	 natural	 and	 not	 shaped	 by
human	agency,	then	why,	Samantrai	asks,	does	Salim	fail	to	acquit	the	Arabs	for
their	“failures?”	Why	does	he	fail	to	extend	the	same	congratulation	to	Africans
for	 decolonization	 that	 he	 does	 to	Europeans	 for	 colonization?	Decolonization
was	ill-fated	for	Salim	because	it	was	a	result	of	human	agency	and	tampering,
and	 therefore	 constituted	 an	 unnatural	 reversal	 of	 social	 evolution	 and	 the
metaphysical	 autonomy	 of	 history.	Other	 than	 an	 unencumbered	 attack	 on	 the
colonized	 and	 what	 Salim	 perceives	 to	 be	 their	 cultural	 malaises,	 there	 is	 no
clear	governing	ideological	paradigm	at	work	in	A	Bend	in	a	River.
Perhaps	 the	 most	 ominous	 feature	 in	 Salim’s	 worldview	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 he

credits	Europeans	with	 “inventing”	 the	 grand	narrative	 of	 the	Muslim	past,	 its
accomplishments,	and	its	contributions	to	humanity:

All	 I	 know	 of	 our	 history	 and	 the	 history	 of	 the	 Indian	 Ocean	 I	 have	 got	 from	 books	 written	 by
Europeans.	If	I	say	that	our	Arabs	in	their	time	were	great	adventures	and	writers:	that	our	sailors	gave
the	Mediterranean	the	lateen	sail	that	made	the	discovery	of	the	Americas	possible;	that	an	Indian	pilot
led	 Vasco	 da	 Gama	 from	 East	 Africa	 to	 Calicut;	 that	 the	 very	 word	 cheque	 was	 first	 used	 by	 our
Persian	merchants—if	I	say	these	things	it	is	because	I	have	got	them	from	European	books.31

Salim	cedes	textuality	itself	squarely	to	the	Europeans	and	expresses	gratitude	to
them	 for	 his	 knowledge	 of	 the	 Arab,	 Persian,	 and	 Indian	 contributions	 to
humanity’s	 technological	 and	material	 progress.	 But	 again,	 we	 are	 faced	with
another	 paradox	 in	 the	 historic-philosophical	 vision	 in	 Salim’s	 narrative.	 It	 is
curious	 and	 ideologically	 convenient	 that	 Salim	would	 credit	 Europe	with	 the
achievements	of	Muslim	societies,	of	African	and	Asian	societies,	but	inoculate
it	from	the	charge	that	it	played	a	great	role	in	injuring	them;	Europeans	are	the
owners	of	the	triumphs	of	the	colonized	and	entirely	innocent	in	their	tragedies.
More	oddly,	Salim	recognizes	the	exertive	power	of	narrativity.
The	narrative	consciousness	in	A	Bend	in	the	River	is	not	oblivious	to	its	own

interior	 tensions.	 It	 ignores	 them.	 While	 it	 does	 not	 interrogate	 its	 own
Eurocentrism,	 it	 sprightly	 anticipates	 criticisms	 that	 are	 inevitably	 leveled	 at	 it
from	the	academic	left.	This	is	why	it	develops	a	less	than	flattering	portrait	of	a
scholar,	and	specifically	an	Africanist.	Raymond	is	a	right-hand	man	to	the	new



leader	in	the	fictional	country	in	which	the	narrative	takes	place,	suggesting	that
perhaps	 the	 scholar	 is	 a	 “yes	 man”	 to	 African	 dictatorship	 by	 virtue	 of	 his
condemnation	of	colonialism	and	enthusiasm	for	independence.	Raymond	is	also
portrayed	as	something	of	a	ponce,	the	“Big	Man’s	European,”	who	is	unaware
of,	or	 indifferent	 to,	 the	fact	 that	Salim	is	carrying	on	an	affair	with	his	young
and	beautiful	wife,	Yvette.	“He	knew	so	much,	had	researched	so	much.	He	must
have	spent	weeks	on	each	article.	But	he	had	less	true	knowledge	of	Africa,	less
feel	for	it,	than	Indar	or	Nazruddin	or	even	Mahesh;	he	had	nothing	like	Father
Huisman’s	instinct	for	the	strangeness	and	wonder	of	the	place.	Yet	he	had	made
Africa	his	subject	.	.	.	Perhaps	he	made	Africa	his	subject	because	he	had	come
to	Africa	and	because	he	was	a	scholar,	used	to	working	with	paper.”32
Raymond’s	scholarship	about	Africa	is	flawed	and	superficial	because	it	is	not

rooted	 in	 first-hand	accounts,	 the	 thing	 that	gives	knowledge	 its	 legitimacy	for
Salim.	 Therefore,	when	 he	 is	 criticizing	Raymond,	 Salim	 is	 also	 firing	 a	 shot
across	the	bow	of	African	studies	and	the	postcolonial	enterprise	because	of	its
allegedly	 debilitating	 distance	 from	 its	 object	 of	 study,	 and	 because	 of	 what
Salim	 perceives	 to	 be	 its	 exoneration	 of	 postindependence	 dysfunction	 and
dictatorship.	 Salim	 lends	 more	 credence	 to	 someone	 who	 might	 have	 cruder
ideas	of	Africa	but	who	lives	there	and	experiences	it,	someone	like	himself.	He
is	 even	 generous	 enough	 to	 suggest	 that	 Indar,	 Nazruddin,	 or	Mahesh—all	 of
whom	are	Indians,	curiously,	the	same	Indians	who	are	disappearing	because	of
their	 incapability	 of	 looking	 at	 themselves	 with	 candor—might	 have	 some
insights	into	Africa.	It	is	also	noteworthy	that	he	does	not	include	Ferdinand,	an
African,	in	his	list	of	persons	who	are	in	possession	of	some	visceral	knowledge
about	Africa.	Father	Huismans,	a	priest,	is	also	privy	to	the	“truths”	about	Africa
because	 of	 his	 personal	 proximity.	 He	 knows	 about	 African	 religions,	 for
example,	and	 is	 respectful	 toward	 them,	something	 that	strikes	Salim	as	noble.
Salim	gives	Huismans	the	benefit	of	the	doubt	that	he	withholds	from	Raymond
and	perhaps,	by	extension,	Africanist	scholarship.	While	it	is	clear	that	Huisman
is	part	of	the	colonial	apparatus,	Raymond	is	a	crass	caricature	of	an	Africanist
scholar	 who	 is	 immersed	 in	 proofs	 of	 scholarly	 articles,	 in	 awe	 of	 the	 quaint
dignity	of	African	hotel	maids,	and	a	perpetual	relativist	and	skeptic.	In	short,	he
is	an	incarnation	of	how	the	“right”	sees	the	academic	left.
V.	S.	Naipaul	poses	unique	challenges	to	literary	critics	because,	among	other

things,	many	find	it	difficult	to	reconcile	his	artistic	brilliance	and	merit	with	his
aversive	views	on	the	history	of	colonized	societies.	However,	it	is	not	necessary
to	 reconcile	 these	 two	 things	 because	 they	 are	 not,	 for	 better	 or	 for	 worse,
necessarily	in	opposition.	Naipaul	wishes	to	dictate	the	terms	by	which	literary



scholars	and	others	read	his	work.	For	him,	form	and	genre	are	secondary	to	the
task	of	throwing	down	a	gauntlet	to	the	smug	certainties	of	anti-imperial	struggle
and	its	cohort	discourses.
Beginning	this	chapter	with	Naipaul’s	novel	is	not	to	suggest	that	it	is	a	mere

foil	 to	 M.	 G.	 Vassanji’s	 novels.	 Nor	 do	 I	 mean	 to	 be	 deferential	 to	 a	 Nobel
Laureate	who	has	written	a	novel	that	concerns	the	very	place	and	histories	that
compose	the	crux	of	this	study.	A	Bend	in	the	River	is	not	even	the	first	novel	of
its	kind.	Peter	Nazareth’s	 In	a	Brown	Mantle	 (1972)	 addresses	Christian	Goan
Indian	 experience	 in	 a	 fictional	 eastern	 African	 country	 after	 independence.
Though	it	was	published	before	Naipaul’s	novel,	it	never	earned	the	same	kind
of	accolades	either	inside	or	outside	of	the	academy	despite	the	highly	peculiar
cultural	 subjectivity	 that	 it	 relates.	 My	 decision	 to	 start	 this	 chapter	 with	 a
discussion	of	Naipaul’s	A	Bend	in	the	River	is,	above	all,	a	response	to	the	fact
that,	however	unnerving	its	ideological	vision,	it	is	perhaps	the	most	widely	read
and	cited	narrative	about	Afro-Indian	society.	As	such,	the	novel	revives	the	vital
question	that	preoccupied	Chinua	Achebe,	the	one	he	asks	his	reader	in	his	essay
“The	 English	 Language	 and	 the	 African	 Writer”:	 What	 exactly	 qualifies	 as
African	literature?	This	question	vexed	the	participants	at	the	1952	“Conference
of	 African	 Writers	 of	 English	 Expression”	 at	 Makerere	 University.	 “Was	 it
literature	produced	in	Africa	or	about	Africa?	Could	African	literature	be	on	any
subject,	 or	 must	 it	 have	 an	 African	 theme?	 Should	 it	 embrace	 the	 whole
continent	 or	 South	 of	 the	 sub-Sahara,	 or	 just	 Black	 Africa?	 And	 then	 the
question	of	language.	Should	it	be	in	indigenous	African	languages	or	should	it
include	Arabic,	English,	French,	Portuguese,	Afrikaans,	etc?”33
Naipaul’s	novel	does	not	answer	the	question	about	what	is	or	is	not	African

literature.	 It	 demonstrates	 what	 it	 must	 do.	 Naipaul’s	 novel	 is	 important	 to
African	 literature	 because	 no	 critic,	 African	 or	 otherwise,	 no	 matter	 how
unsettled	she	might	be	with	its	espousals,	has	been	indifferent	to	it.	This	means
that	 the	novel	might	 in	 fact	 “deliver	 the	 truth”	about	Africa,	 though	 this	 truth-
value	might	 not	 be	 exactly	 what	 Naipaul	 himself	 thinks	 it	 is.	 Apologism	 and
internalized	neoimperialist	visions	are	also	truths	in	the	epistemology	of	African
(post)	coloniality.	A	Bend	in	the	River	is,	as	calamitous	as	the	proposition	might
sound,	 an	 African	 novel	 by	 virtue	 of	 its	 effects.	 It	 has	 contributed	 greatly	 to
generating	discourse	about	a	particular	human	dimension	of	Africa	and	African
history.	 There	 is	 no	 axiom	 that	 an	 African	 novel	 has	 to	 be	 affirmative	 or
flattering.	 It	might	be	a	matter	of	 the	passage	of	 time.	The	recency	of	Africa’s
experience	 with	 coloniality	 perhaps	 makes	 for	 a	 raw	 and	 more	 politically
charged	 selectivity	 toward	what	 is	 and	what	 is	 not	African	 literature.	 It	 is	 not



controversial	 to	 suggest,	 for	 instance,	 that	 the	 writings	 of	 Bartolomé	 de	 las
Casas,	 Juan	 Gines	 de	 Sepulveda,	 and	 Columbus	 must	 have	 a	 place	 in	 Latin
American	 literary	 curricula—that	 their	 writings	 might	 just	 qualify	 as	 Latin
American	literature.
Naipaul’s	novel	is	African	literature	because	it	forces	African	literary	criticism

out	 of	 the	 safe	walls	 of	 consensus	 and	 into	 clarity,	 immediacy,	 and	 relevance.
Gerald	 Graff	 famously	 argues	 in	Clueless	 in	 Academe	 that	 the	 academic	 left
must	 be	 in	 conversation	 with	 those	 visions	 of	 the	 world	 that	 are	 radically
different	from	it.	Whatever	the	quarrels	between	scholars	might	be,	it	is	safe	to
say	 that	 there	 generally	 is	 consensus	 among	 them	 about	 the	 most	 basic
suppositions	 of	 their	 field.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 postcolonial	 cultural	 and	 literary
criticism,	the	suppositions	are	that	European	colonization	did	permute	the	other
three-quarters	of	the	world	in	ways	that	were	against	the	will	of	those	who	were
subjected,	 that	 this	 colonization	was	often	destructive	and	exacting,	 and	 that	 it
irreversibly	 altered	 the	 histories	 of	 the	 colonized.	 These	 suppositions	 are	 not
holy	 to	 Naipaul	 nor	 does	 he	 begin	 with	 them.	Most	 importantly,	 postcolonial
criticism	probably	would	not	have	to	grapple	with	him	if	his	novel	were	not	as
masterful	 as	 it	 is.	 Naipaul’s	 writing	 is	 irrefutable	 testimony	 to	 the	 power	 of
fiction	 and	 aesthetic	mastery	 as	 an	 engine	 of	 knowledge	 and	 as	 a	modality	 of
“truth.”	The	elusive	property	of	good	art	is	in	its	inexhaustible	ability	to	foster	a
social	 vision	 that	 is	 believable	 and	 intellectually	 galvanizing,	 even	 if	 it	 is	 not
always	 agreeable,	 just,	 or	 accurate.	 The	 narrator	 of	 Jane	Austen’s	Northanger
Abbey	 states	 it	best	when	she	says	 that	 the	novel	 is	 the	art	 form	in	which	“the
greatest	powers	of	 the	human	mind	are	displayed,	 in	which	 the	most	 thorough
knowledge	of	human	nature,	the	happiest	delineation	of	its	varieties,	the	liveliest
effusions	 of	 wit	 and	 humour	 are	 conveyed	 to	 the	 world	 in	 the	 best	 chosen
language.”34

The	Novels	of	M.	G.	Vassanji

If	 Salim	 feels	 that	 Afro-Indian	 history	 is	 decaying	 and	 disappearing,	 M.	 G.
Vassanji’s	novels	are	written	in	the	spirit	 that	this	is	exactly	why	it	needs	to	be
confronted.	 It	 is	 not	 a	 surprise	 that	 the	 narrator	 of	 Vassanji’s	 first	 novel,	 The
Gunny	Sack	 (1989),	 the	 first	“Tanzan/Asian”	novel,	 is	also	named	Salim	(as	 is
the	 narrator	 of	 Rushdie’s	 Midnight’s	 Children)	 or	 Kala,	 the	 name	 I	 will
henceforth	 use	 to	 signify	 him.35	 The	 narrative	 fabric	 is	 historically	 informed,
historically	 driven,	 and	 historically	 alive.	 Much	 of	 it	 takes	 place	 in	 Africa,
between	 Dhanji	 Govindji’s	 (the	 narrator’s	 great-grandfather)	 departure	 from



India	 and	 African	 independence—after	 which	 much	 of	 Kala’s	 family	 and
community	scatters	around	the	world.	The	novel	is	not	just	about	history	but	also
about	 beginnings.	 It	 revisits	 Kala’s	multiple	 origins.	 The	 novel	 “begins	 at	 the
beginning.”	But	which	beginning	exactly?	Does	historical	memory	begin	with	Ji
Bai,	 the	narrator’s	great	aunt	who	leaves	him	the	gunny	sack	as	a	bequest?	All
the	 cultural	 forces	 of	 eastern	 Africa’s	 character	 coalesce	 in	 her.	 She	 says	 of
herself,	“I	am	Swahili	.	.	.	and	Indian	.	.	.	and	Arab	.	.	.	and	European.”36	Or	is
the	beginning	in	Porbander,	India,	where	Dhanji	Govindji	boards	a	dhow	bound
for	Muscat	 and	 then	 for	 Zanzibar	 and	 the	 eastern	 African	 coast?	 Perhaps	 the
beginning	lies	with	the	Zanzibari	widow.	She	is,	after	all,	the	figurative	root	of
Kala’s	family	in	the	family	tree	at	the	beginning	of	the	novel.	Both	widows	and
islands	 are	 solitary	 entities.	Or,	 does	 it	 begin	with	 the	Shamsis,	members	 of	 a
Sufi	sect	of	Islam,	in	that	nether	region	where	myth	cedes	to	history?	“So	much
for	 mythology,”	 says	 the	 novel’s	 source	 of	 stories,	 Shehru	 (the	 gunny	 sack’s
name,	 named	 after	 Scheherazade	 from	1001	 Arabian	Nights);	 “Now	 for	 some
history.”37	 The	 Gunny	 Sack	 is	 meticulously	 historical	 and	 meticulously
genealogical,	 like	 Homer’s	 epics	 or	 the	 Old	 Testament.	 A	 large	 number	 of
individuals	pass	 in	 and	out	of	 the	pages	of	 the	narrative	 and	are	 committed	 to
collective	memory.	In	the	Gunny	Sack,	the	burdens	of	the	past	are	something	to
be	 reckoned	 with	 and	 to	 be	 taken	 seriously.	 They	 are	 not	 to	 be	 jettisoned,
ignored,	or	abandoned.
Before	proceeding	with	my	discussion	of	key	novels	by	Vassanji,	it	is	fitting

to	 address	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 historical	 insights	 that	 Vassanji’s	 (and
Gurnah’s)	 novels	 offers.	 Both	 of	 these	 novelists	 capture	 an	 eastern	 African
historical	 experience	 that	 problematizes	 causal	 discussions	 of	 what	 is	 today
called	 globalization.	While	 it	 is	 not	 the	 central	 focus	 of	 this	 chapter,	 I	 find	 it
necessary	 to	 acknowledge	 this	 trend	 and	 to	 remark	 upon	 it	 briefly,	 especially
since	 it	 has	 yielded	 important	 recent	 scholarship	 that	 fastens	 Gurnah	 and
Vassanji’s	 novels	 to	 contingent	 economic	 and	 material	 realities	 beyond	 the
shores	of	the	eastern	African	coast.	This	“globalized”	world	is	also	the	world	in
which	many	of	Gurnah	and	Vassanji’s	novels	are	set	and	which	they	also	narrate.
Assuming	 that	 globalization	 is	 indeed	 an	 ancient	 project,	 The	 Gunny	 Sack
documents	the	complex	and	decentered	origins	of	the	world’s	current	economic
order.	In	this	important	capacity,	Peter	Kalliney’s	recent	essay	“Eastern	African
Fiction	and	Globalization”	argues	that	“As	far	as	these	novels	are	concerned,	the
basic	principles	of	globalization	.	.	.	are	hardly	new	to	East	Africa,	and	they	most
certainly	are	not	 the	 result	of	European	 rule	 in	 the	area.	The	material	building
blocks	 of	 globalization,	 the	 existence	 of	 a	 multicultural	 society	 and	 extensive



transnational	 trading	 networks,	were	 in	 place	 long	 before	 the	 establishment	 of
Euroimperialism.	 If	 anything,	 it	 was	 Europeans	 who	 learned	 something	 about
global	commerce	from	their	colonial	subjects	around	the	Indian	Ocean.”38
Kalliney’s	 contribution	 is	 undoubtedly	 valuable,	 especially	when	 considered

along	with	Jonathon	Glassman’s	warnings	not	to	understate	pre-European	social
and	civilizational	paradigms.39	It	is	ironic	that	Salim	in	A	Bend	in	the	River	does
not	recognize	the	role	of	 the	eastern	African	coast,	 if	we	agree	with	Kalliney’s
proposition,	 in	 evolving	 globalization,	 given	 his	 barely	 veiled	 yearning	 for
money	 and	Empire.	 In	 the	 context	 of	 postcolonial	 studies,	Kalliney	 states	 that
much	 criticism	 and	 scholarship	 is	 still	 preoccupied	 with	 critiquing	 power
systems	 that	 no	 longer	 matter	 or	 that	 have	 permutated,	 which	 means	 that
postcolonial	 studies	 needs	 to	 reconceptualize	 itself,	 reorient	 its	 focus,	 and
reformulate	its	quickly	aging	agenda.	However,	stating	that	Europeans	“learned
something	 about	 global	 commerce	 from	 their	 colonial	 subjects”	 is	 not	 entirely
precise,	 although	 it	 has	 a	 definite	 polemical	 function—one	 that	 can	 also	 be
hazardously	misconstrued.
European	 commerce	 has	 always	 been	 of	 a	 global	 scale,	 however	 finite	 that

globe	might	have	been,	starting	with	the	Greeks	and	the	Romans.	The	slave	trade
in	 the	 Atlantic	 involving	 the	 European	 powers—the	 English,	 Spanish,
Portuguese,	French,	and	Dutch—dates	at	least	to	the	early	sixteenth	century	and
was,	 spatially	 at	 least,	 more	 expansive	 than	 the	 Indian	Ocean	 slave	 trade	 and
commercial	 life.	 Moreover,	 Kalliney’s	 claim	 understates	 the	 magnitude	 of
Europe’s	impact	on	Africa.	The	Europeans	certainly	took	advantage	of	existing
economic	and	social	relations,	but	they	did	not	do	so	passively.	They	evolved	the
power	relations	in	the	places	they	colonized,	refined	them,	and	wedded	them	to
new	epistemologies	of	knowledge,	new	social	institutions,	and	new	technologies.
The	history	of	globalization	 is	both	one	of	continuity	and	antiquity	and	one	of
unprecedented	developments.	It	seems	that	choosing	between	the	two	is	a	cryptic
way	 of	 assigning	 blame	 for	 the	 severest	 exploitation	 of	 Africa.	Who	was	 the
worst	culprit?	The	Arabs	and	Indians	and	Muslims,	or	 the	Europeans?	What	 is
certain,	however,	 is	 that	 the	antecedents	of	globalization,	 like	 its	contemporary
manifestations,	 did	 not	 obey	 “countries”	 or	 “nations.”	 What	 they	 did	 do,
however,	was	to	produce	a	civilization.
Vassanji’s	first	novel	proceeds	from	the	contents	of	an	old	gunnysack,	which

yields	many	 stories	 about	 this	 civilization	 in	 the	 form	 of	 books	 and	 artefacts.
Kala’s	brother,	a	historian	at	a	university	 in	Boston,	Massachusetts,	studies	old
manuscripts	 and	 helps	 him	 read	 the	 three	 padlocked	 books	 that	 their	 great-
grandfather,	Dhanji	Govindji,	 left	behind.	“The	script	 is	 known.	 It	 is	a	 form	of



Devanagari	(of	which	the	Gujarati	script	is	only	one	example),	an	old	form,	with
modifications	(extra	curves,	characters	turned	sideways,	Arab-looking	additions,
etc.)	 to	 confuse	 outsiders.	 Isn’t	 that	 exciting!	 Our	 own	 script!	 ”40	 The	 three
padlocked	books	keep	vital	secrets	about	Dhanji	Govindji	that	are	not	meant	to
be	 disclosed	 either	 to	 posterity	 or	 to	 outsiders,	 non-Indians,	 non-Shamsis.
Unlocking	 the	 books	 literally	 is	 only	 the	 beginning.	The	 invented	 language	 in
which	 the	 books	 are	written	 is	 an	 ultimate	 act	 of	 discursive	 agency	because	 it
puts	the	historian	in	a	position	not	only	of	having	to	use	limited	facts	and	texts	to
produce	 a	 composite	 historical	 narrative	 but	 also	 of	 having	 to	 start	 with
something	 far	more	 elemental—deciphering	 the	 linguistic	 units	 in	which	 these
texts	 are	 written.	 The	 glyphic	 language	 in	 which	 the	 three	 books	 are	 written
makes	 them	as	difficult	 to	decode	 as	 an	 ancient,	 dead,	 or	previously	unknown
alphabet.	 Then	 the	 reader’s	 burden	 doubles	 when	 he	 comes	 upon	 their
troublesome	contents.	As	Sona	 tells	his	brother,	“he	who	opens	 the	book	 takes
the	full	weight	of	consequences	on	his	own	head.”41
Vassanji’s	The	Gunny	Sack	is	not	a	simple	refutation	or	rewriting	of	Naipaul’s

A	Bend	in	the	River	because,	among	other	reasons,	it	actually	bears	out	some	of
the	 observations	 that	 are	 found	 in	 the	 pages	 of	 Naipaul’s	 novel,	 though	 for
different	reasons	and	to	different	ends.	For	instance,	like	Salim	in	A	Bend	in	the
River,	Sona	acknowledges	that	to	study	one’s	own	history,	one	has	to	go	away	to
the	west.	When	his	mother,	Kulsum,	asks	him	why	he	does	not	 just	enroll	 in	a
university	 at	 home,	 he	 responds	 that	 it	 does	 not	 offer	what	 he	 is	 interested	 in
studying,	which	is	the	“history	of	our	community.”42	On	his	way	to	the	United
States,	Sona	stops	over	in	London,	from	where	he	writes	to	his	brother.	In	one	of
his	 letters,	he	relates	his	awe	at	 the	sight	of	London.	He	cherishes	the	city	that
could	accommodate	several	Dar	es	Salaams:	its	orderly	streets,	and	the	wonders
of	 Parliament,	 Westminster	 Abbey,	 and	 Big	 Ben,	 which	 he	 wants	 to	 hug.
London,	 Sona	 writes,	 is	 the	 place	 where	 Newton,	 Shakespeare,	 and	 Milton
“conceived	their	universe.”43	But	the	most	significant	observation	in	his	letter	is
his	reflection	on	the	way	the	English	fashion	their	history.	“‘Is	it	surprising	they
behaved	the	way	they	did	when	they	came	to	our	countries,	 these	Englishmen?
Sure,	 we	 too	 have	 a	 history,	 and	 old	 traditions,	 but	 they	 are	 undefined,
uncelebrated,	and	sometimes	as	confusing	as	a	cauldron	of	witches’	brew,	don’t
you	think?	There	lies	the	difference	between	our	histories.’”44
Sona	 salutes	 England	 and	 even	 understands	 the	 English	 contempt	 for	 the

peoples	 they	 ruled	 over	 on	 the	 grounds	 that	 the	 latter	 do	 not	 possess	 an
organizing	and	normative	narrative	of	themselves	and	their	past.	But	Sona	does
not	accept	that	the	English	wrote	that	narrative.	Sona,	like	Saleh	Omar	in	By	the



Sea,	 recognizes	 that	 western	 histories	 prevailed	 because	 of	 their	 “scientific”
postures,	so	he	becomes	a	historian.	He	sets	about	the	task	of	systematizing	that
history	by	respecting	and	utilizing	the	methods	of	western	historical	knowledge,
but	rejecting	its	colonial	epistemologies.	Sona	does	not	romanticize	what	Saleh
Omar	 calls	 “our	 own	 stories	 of	 ourselves”	 because	 they	 did	 not	withstand	 the
challenge	 of	 other	 forms	 of	 knowledge.	 He	 does	 not	 understate	 the	 affective
difference	between	European	academic	histories	and	African	forms	of	preserving
and	telling	history.	The	latter	had	to	find	a	new	forum,	a	new	package,	which	is
where	cultural	history	specifically	becomes	so	important.	As	a	subdiscipline	of
history,	cultural	history	does	not	erase	local	histories,	but	edits	them.	While	the
historian’s	intervention	is	undeniable,	even	in	this	“history	from	below,”	cultural
history	 is	 elastic	 and	 easily	 lends	 itself	 to	 an	 appropriative	 synchronicity	with
local	 historical	 memories,	 microhistories,	 public	 rituals,	 lore,	 and	 stories.
Though	 cultural	 histories	 are	 no	 less	 ideologically	 loaded	 than	 traditional
histories,	 they	 do	 allow	 their	 subject	 of	 study—the	 history	 of	 the	 “other”—
autonomy,	audibility,	and	visibility.
One	 of	 the	 responsibilities	 of	 a	 circumspective	 history	 is	 self-examination,

even,	 and	 perhaps	 especially,	 when	 this	 self-examination	 unearths	 displeasing
things	about	the	collective	self.	The	Gunny	Sack	is	a	reminder	of	the	painful	fact
that	many	elements	in	the	Indian	community	were	not	benevolent	to	Africa	and
Africans	 and	 that	 more	 than	 being	 intermediaries	 for	 the	 English,	 they	 were
actively	 exploiting	 Africans.	 Kala’s	 narration	 of	 his	 experiences	 with	 the
National	 Service	 relates	 some	 of	 the	 prejudices	 to	 which	 the	 Indians	 were
susceptible,	such	as	the	supposedly	primal	and	inhospitable	Africa	that	deceives
and	 ensnares	 the	 senses	 and	 the	 rational	mind.	Kala	momentarily	 succumbs	 to
these	ideas,	even	as	he	is	aware	that	 they	are	colonial	 lies:	“What	matter	 if	 the
mind	cautioned	you	to	take	that	history,	its	white	man’s	romance,	with	a	grain	of
salt?	.	 .	 .	The	mind	has	many	sides	that	do	not	talk	to	each	other.”45	Kala	even
channels	the	feelings	of	“the	men	of	Empire”	as	they	caught	their	first	glimpses
of	 Africa:	 “How	 can	 I	 help	 thinking	 of	 Speke	 and	 Burton,	 Livingstone	 and
Stanley,	catching	the	excitement	and	missing	my	breath	at	seeing	Lake	Victoria
for	the	first	time.”46	Like	Conrad’s	Marlow,	Kala	is	bewildered	at	the	nature	of
the	African	 landscape,	which	 translates	 into	a	particular	view	of	 its	people	and
their	 ineffability.	 He	 does	 not	 know	 “how	 to	 explain	 the	 numbness,	 the
loneliness,	 the	 total	 paralysis	 of	 memory”	 while	 in	 the	 interior	 of	 Africa,	 the
place	 that	 supposedly	 suspends	 human	 faculties	 and	 anesthetizes	 them	 into
dormancy,	 including	 ethical	 judgments.	 This	 sense	 of	 paralysis	 and
disorientation	raises	other	concerns	for	Kala.	He	wonders,	for	example,	whether



if	“someone	came	and	cut	your	throat	in	the	night	.	.	.	you	would	ever	be	found
by	those	who	cared.”47
All	the	colonial	tropes	in	Heart	of	Darkness	materialize	in	a	dream	Kala	has

just	before	he	wakes	up	 to	a	 town	that	 teems	with	busy	markets	and	bus	stops
filled	 with	 people.	 “Strange	 black	 men	 chasing	 me	 through	 a	 thick,	 palpable
darkness,	 carrying	 raised	 flaming	 torches	 and	 uttering	 strange	 oaths	 .	 .	 .	 I	 ran
through	 thick	bushes,	 stumbled	over	protruding	 roots	and	 fallen	 stems,	 slipped
on	fallen	wet	leaves	and	bark,	brushed	against	thorny	branches	that	cut	the	skin
and	drew	blood	in	thin	streams	.	.	.	All	the	while	the	sounds	drew	closer,	from	all
directions,	 the	 strange	 oaths,	 drumming,	 branches	 crackling,	 feet	 thudding.”48
But	 these	 feverish	 quasicolonial	 dreams	 find	 their	 antithesis	 in	 the	 rest	 of	 the
narrative	as	well	as	in	the	rest	of	Vassanji’s	oeuvre.	Through	Amina,	the	woman
with	whom	Kala	 falls	 in	 love,	 the	 narrative	 accuses	 Indians	 themselves,	 Kala
included,	of	being	“an	exploiter	class,	a	dukawallah,	mere	agents	of	the	British,
these	 oily	 slimy	 cowardly	 Asians,	 what	 future	 did	 they	 have?”49	 Amina	 is
incensed	 at	 African	 degradation	 and	 the	 ignoble	 role	 that	 Indians	 played	 in
sustaining	social	and	economic	hierarchies.	Amina	asks	a	close	variation	of	the
question	 that	Salim	asks	 in	A	Bend	 in	 the	River:	“What	 future	did	 they	have?”
But	for	Amina,	the	gray	future	of	the	Indians	lies	precisely	in	their	proximity	to
the	 British	 and	 not,	 as	 Salim	 and	 Indar	 in	 Naipaul’s	 novel	 suggest,	 in	 their
refusal	 to	 embrace	 England	 and	 the	 west.	 Amina	 also	 finds	 a	 counterpart	 in
Uncle	Ashok	in	the	The	In-Between	World	of	Vikram	Lall	(2003),	who	is	fiercely
dedicated	to	African	dignity	and	struggle	and	who	assists	the	Mau	Mau	in	both
rhetoric	and	deed.	The	“strange	oaths”	that	Kala	cannot	understand	in	his	dream
might	 be,	 as	 explained	 in	 Vikram	 Lall,	 the	 oaths	 of	 revolutionary	 fraternity,
dedication,	 and	 secrecy,	 oaths	 that	 were	 not	 racially	 or	 ethnically	 exclusive.
Indians	 and	 other	 non-Kikuyu	 could	 partake	 if	 they	 earnestly	 chose	 to	 do	 so.
Ashok	certainly	participates	in	the	Mau	Mau	cause	and	even	contributes,	albeit
indirectly,	to	the	grizzly	hacking	deaths	of	an	entire	English	family.
In	the	end,	Kala	recognizes	that	the	gunnysack	has	been	“unlocked	but	by	no

means	uncovered.”50	He	declares	that	he	wants	to	put	an	end	to	the	running,	not
just	 his	 own	 running	 and	 the	 legacy	 of	 running	 that	 dogs	 his	 family	 (like	 his
grandfather	Huseni’s	disappearance),	but	the	rootless	and	placeless	existence	of
Afro-Indians,	 by	 now	 scattered	 across	 the	 globe—some	 in	 Canada,	 some	 in
England,	 some	 in	 the	United	States,	 others	 in	Karachi,	Pakistan.	 “The	 running
must	 stop	 now,	 Amina.	 The	 cycle	 of	 escape	 and	 rebirth,	 uprooting	 and
regeneration,	must	cease	in	me.”	Kala	embraces	the	importance	of	having	to	pick
up	the	proverbial	pieces	and	to	heal	“[their]	wounded	selves.”51



The	Book	of	Secrets	(1994),	in	some	ways	an	extension	of	The	Gunny	Sack,	is
a	history	in	and	of	itself.	The	difference	between	the	two	novels	is	that	The	Book
of	 Secrets	 reproduces	 with	 greater	 verisimilitude	 the	 actual	 processes	 of
historical	 scholarship.	 It	 epitomizes	 the	 “novel	 as	 archive”	 and	 “history	 as
archive,”	 and	 it	 inherits	 Sona’s	 commitment	 to	 academizing	 the	 history	 of	 the
Indians	of	the	eastern	African	coast.	Sona’s	incarnation	in	The	Book	of	Secrets	is
Pius	Fernandes,	a	former	schoolteacher	who	returns	to	Dar	es	Salaam	in	the	late
1980s	to	investigate	a	formative	community	and	personal	historical	secret.	In	the
opening	pages	of	the	novel,	Fernandes	is	asked	that	most	important	of	questions,
“What	is	history,	sir?”52	The	rest	of	the	novel	is	an	adventure	in	answering	the
question.	The	diary	of	Albert	Corbin,	a	British	colonial	administrator	in	eastern
Africa,	 serves	 as	 the	 “primary	 document,”	 the	 historian’s	 lifeblood,	 around
which	the	narrative	weaves	the	rich	and	enigmatic	patchwork	of	Indian	history	in
eastern	Africa.	The	novel	mimics	historicism	in	its	very	structure,	moving	back
and	 forth	 between	 the	 first-person	 writings	 of	 Corbin	 and	 the	 third-person
narration	of	Pius	Fernandes	in	the	late	twentieth	century.	The	“primary	source”
itself	speaks	and	is	spoken	for,	analyzed,	paraphrased,	interrupted,	and	mediated
by	the	voice	of	the	historian.	The	Book	of	Secrets	marshals	primary,	secondary,
and	 epistolary	 sources,	 as	 well	 as	 cultural	 products,	 which	 is	 why	 Martin
Genetsch	observes	in	Texture	of	Identity	that	The	Book	of	Secrets	is	“informed	by
New	Historicism’s	 notion	 of	 the	 ubiquity	 of	 discourse	 [whereby]	 discourse	 is
conceived	 as	 a	 web	 of	 multiple	 strands	 which	 is	 to	 be	 disentangled	 by	 the
cultural	 critic.	According	 to	 this	 school	 of	 thought,	 studying	 culture	means	 to
study	a	multitude	of	texts	from	various	genres.”53
Corbin’s	diary	is	the	eponymous	book	of	secrets	that	may	or	may	not	contain

the	 secret	 that	 drives	 the	 narrative—whether	 Corbin	 fathered	 the	 fair-skinned
and	gray-eyed	Akbar	(Aku)	with	Mariamu	while	she	was	in	his	employ	before
marrying	Pipa,	an	Indian	shopkeeper.	Aku’s	fair	features	carry	a	great	premium
and	mean	 that	he	can	have	his	pick	of	 a	bride	 later	 in	 life.	He	marries	Gulnar
Rajani	 (known	as	Rita	 throughout	 the	novel,	 nicknamed	 after	Rita	Hayworth),
Fernandes’s	 former	 student,	 the	 woman	 of	 whom	 he	 becomes	 enamored.	 The
question	of	who	fathered	Aku	torments	Pipa	after	the	two	are	reunited	following
World	War	I	when	Aku	is	eight	years	old,	and	after	Mariamu	has	been	raped	and
killed	 by	 an	 unknown	 assailant,	 an	 event	 to	 which	 The	 Gunny	 Sack	 alludes.
Corbin’s	diary	is	filtered	by	Pius	Fernandes,	whose	narrative	is	a	combination	of
dispassionate	commentary	and	editorial-like	first-person	sensibilities.	Fernandes
considers	himself	only	distantly	a	part	of	the	events	and	histories	that	he	is	trying
to	 organize	 and	 write:	 “They	 call	 it	 the	 book	 of	 our	 secrets.	Kitabu	 cha	 siri



zetu.”54	He	is	enough	a	part	of	the	community	to	narrativize	its	experiences	with
care	and	investment,	but	he	is	also	an	outsider,	which	helps	ensure	some	degree
of	scholarly	integrity,	disinterest,	and	method.
The	 Book	 of	 Secrets	 captures	 Leopold	 von	 Ranke’s	 idea	 that	 history,	 while

assembled	out	of	facts,	also	has	a	spiritual	and	subjective	content	 that	needs	to
be	unscrambled	like	hieroglyphs.55	The	novel	locates	history	between	“history	as
discovery”	and	“history	as	invention.”	Where	the	former	is	exhausted,	the	latter
springs	 to	 life	 and	 flourishes.	 Though	 Corbin’s	 diary	 ends	 (or	 stops	 rather),
Fernandes	knows	that	he	has	to	continue	searching:	“Like	a	snoop	I	must	follow
the	 threads,	 expose	 them	 in	 all	 their	 connection	 and	 possibilities,	weave	 them
together.	What	else	is	a	historian	but	a	snoop?	But,	no,	the	urge	is	stronger,	like	a
bloodhound	I	will	follow	the	trail	the	diary	leaves.	Much	of	it	bloody;	it’s	blood
that	endures.”56	Like	the	hound	that	is	tugged	by	a	trail	of	scents,	the	historian	is
compelled	 by	 the	 possibility	 of	 something	 larger	 than	 himself,	 by	 something
exterior,	something	spiritual.	But	then,	Fernandes	reflects,	“The	path	one	takes	is
surely	 in	 large	 measure	 pure	 accident;	 but	 in	 equal	 measure,	 it	 must	 be
determined	 by	 predisposition.	And	 so	 I	 know,	 am	 forewarned.	Ultimately,	 the
story	is	the	teller’s,	it’s	mine.”57	This	sentiment	is	buttressed	by	Fernandes’s	next
journal	entry,	where	he	relates	that	he	has	recently	delivered	a	talk	titled,	“What
Is	Not	Observed	Does	Not	Exist.”	Fernandes	is	aware	that	history	is	not	tangible,
that	 it	 has	passed	 into	 the	enigma	of	 the	past.	Rather	 than	plunging	Fernandes
headlong	into	despair,	this	realization	thrills	him,	awakens	him	to	the	existential
power	that	he	can	exercise	through	the	tip	of	his	own	pen.	Fernandes	dismisses
history	 as	 an	 ontological	 object,	 something	 “in	 itself,”	 but	 not	 as	 a	 human
enterprise.
The	physical	condition	of	Corbin’s	diary	symbolizes	the	death	and	the	deathly

that	 is	 history.	 “Inside	 were	 brittle,	 yellowed	 pages,	 encrusted	 with	 open,	 dry
capsules	 of	 cockroach	 eggs;	 insect	 remains,	 thin	 like	 fossils,	 releasing	 the
pungent	 dust	 of	 their	 own	 decay.	 Several	 pages	 were	 torn	 off,	 many	 were
stained;	there	were	sections	which	had	been	neatly	burrowed	through	by	silver-
fish.	The	ink	was	fading,	the	writing	often	unreadable.”58	History	can	be	stolid
and	weighed	down	by	its	own	torpor,	but	it	is	energized	by	the	fact	that	it	is	also
incomplete	 and	 inconclusive.	 According	 to	 Fernandes,	 this	 is	 how	 history	 is
supposed	to	be.	This	is	why	the	historian	resembles	a	storyteller	as	much	as	he
does	a	detective.	It	 is	no	coincidence	that	Fernandes	was	formerly	a	 teacher	of
both	history	and	literature,	and	cultivated	a	strong	and	inspirational	relationship
with	 a	 poet,	Richard	Gregory.	Fernandes	 tells	 the	 story	 of	 the	Story	 itself,	 the
story	of	how,	why,	by	whom,	and	to	what	ends	the	Story	is	written.	“There	was,	I



felt,	much	more	 there	 than	 the	contents	of	 its	pages;	 there	was	 the	story	of	 the
book	 itself.”59	 It	 is	 in	 this	 context	 that	 The	 Book	 of	 Secrets	 demonstrates	 its
historiographical	qualities.
Fernandes	 attempts	 to	 make	 sense	 out	 of	 an	 “incomplete”	 text.	 He	 is,

therefore,	 in	 a	 position	 of	 having	 to	 rely	 on	 unconventional	 sources	 like
witnessing,	hearsay,	and	secondhand	news,	but	he	also	must	intuit	Corbin’s	life
and	times	in	an	almost	alchemical	manner,	as	Ranke	might	suggest.	The	unity	of
history	as	objective	knowledge	and	history	as	spiritual	pursuit	is	manifest	in	Pipa
and	 Fernanades’s	 shared	 reverence	 for	 Corbin’s	 book,	 which	 Pipa	 especially
treats	as	a	hallowed	object,	like	a	holy	scripture.	The	near-fetishist	nature	of	both
Fernandes	and	Pipa’s	fascination	with	the	book	at	the	core	of	the	narrative,	the
memoir	 written	 by	 an	 English	 administrator,	 alludes	 to	 a	 disquieting	 trope	 in
Naipaul’s	A	Bend	in	the	River.	Their	mutual	fascination	with	this	European	text
recalls	 Salim’s	 observation	 that	 it	 was,	 in	 fact,	 Europeans	 who	 wrote	 Indo-
Islamic	history	in	Africa	and	the	Indian	Ocean.	Fernandes	and	Pipa’s	obsession
with	the	book	is	fuelled	by	a	fervid	need	to	know	themselves,	the	secrets	of	their
own	 personal	 histories.	But	 Fernandes	 also	 understands	 that	 the	 documents	 of
colonial	knowledge	are	incomplete.	That	is	why	he,	like	Sona,	is	so	important	to
spearheading	the	renarration	of	the	countryless	Afro-Indians.
The	Indian	community	is	central	in	The	Book	of	Secrets	and	Indians	are	vital

to	the	life	of	the	coast	and	the	many	transitions	it	experiences.	The	first	person
that	greets	Corbin	on	the	African	continent	is	an	Indian,	Thomas,	indicating	the
great	 importance	 of	 this	 community	 to	 the	 eastern	 African	 coast’s	 human
tapestry.	 More	 specifically,	 Muslim	 Indians	 are	 centered	 in	 Vassanji’s	 novels.
Mosques	are	a	ubiquitous	social	and	figurative	space	and	they	are	the	focal	point
of	the	Indian	community.	These	mosques	are	not	just	any	mosques;	they	are	of
the	Shamsi	 sect	 of	 Islam	 that,	 as	 expounded	 in	The	Gunny	Sack,	 originated	 in
northwest	India,	in	Punjab	and	in	Sindh.60	Unlike	in	Naipaul’s	narrative,	Islam	is
an	 indispensable	 presence	 in	 the	 Indian	 community	 on	 both	 a	 personal	 and	 a
political	 level.	 The	 narrative	 relates	 the	 “rich	 and	 rising	 cry	 of	 the	 muezzin
rallied	against	the	darkness	.	.	.	They	were	a	hardy	lot,	who	could	match	the	early
Christians	in	their	zealousness.”61
The	 image	 here	 of	 Islam	 contradicts	 the	 absent	 (at	 best)	 and	 malignant	 (at

worst)	 image	 in	Naipaul’s	portraiture.	 It	 is	 a	 source	of	 luminosity	 and	 resolve.
Again,	Shamsi	Islam	is	not	just	important	to	Indians,	and	it	was	not	just	given	to
them	 by	 Arabs,	 as	 Salim	 claims;	 it	 is	 their	 Islam,	 cultivated	 in	 India.	 All
characters	 in	 the	 narrative	 have	 some	 sort	 of	 relationship	 to	 their	 faith,	which
does	 not	 diminish	 through	 their	 personal	 and	 collective	 trials	 but	 only	 gets



stronger.	 Rita,	worldly	 as	 she	 is,	 retains	 her	 faith	 even	 after	 having	moved	 to
London	with	her	unfaithful	husband,	Aku:	“I	went	to	mosque	on	Friday	evenings
—what	a	solace	that	was.”62	Shamsi	Islam	is	also	crucial	to	Pipa	because	it	binds
him	to	his	family,	his	community,	and	his	history.

Pipa	accepted,	once	more,	this	fraternity,	whose	network	extended	into	towns	small	and	large	among
the	shopkeeper	communities,	each	praying	 to	 the	same	God	in	 the	same	fashion	as	 their	 forefathers,
scratching	out	an	existence	and	a	future	in	Africa.	Their	chants	and	prayers	sounded	less	foreign	to	him
than	to	his	mother,	who	dismissed	all	questions	about	her	past,	her	origins,	any	people	she	might	have
had.	They	went	 regularly,	 every	day,	 to	 the	mosque	 at	 the	 edge	of	 the	 Indian	quarter,	 one	half	 of	 a
building	owned	by	the	local	mukhi.63

It	is	also	important	to	note	that	Pipa’s	quasireligious	reverence	for	Corbin’s	diary
stems,	 if	 only	 indirectly,	 from	 the	 particularities	 of	 Sufi	 doctrines.	 While	 the
Qur’an	 is	 a	 living	 document	 for	Muslims	 that	 is	 subject	 to	 interpretation,	 the
Sufis	hold	that	the	Qur’an	also	has	hidden	meanings.	What	one	reads	on	the	page
is	 zahir,	 appearance,	 external,	 on	 the	 outside.	 The	 Qur’an	 also	 has	 hidden
meanings	 that	 have	 to	 be	 unearthed	 through	 highly	 subjective	 processes.	 This
differs	 from	 traditional	 interpretation	 or	 exegesis	 (tafsir),	 in	 that	 the	 latter	 is
carried	out	against	other	 texts—other	verses	 in	 the	Qur’an,	 the	hadiths,	 and	 so
on.
Religion	mediates	the	way	the	Indian	community	navigates	perhaps	the	most

transformative	 development	 in	 their	 history.	 Islam	 figures	 into	 the	 way	 the
Indian	 community,	 and	 the	Asian	 community	 in	 general,	 experiences	 the	 First
World	 War	 between	 the	 English	 and	 Germans	 in	 the	 eastern	 African	 theater.
However,	 the	communities	are	neither	concerted	nor	unanimous	 in	 their	aid	of
one	colonial	power	over	the	other.	They	are	split	by	the	line	between	British	and
German	 East	 Africa	 and	 embroiled	 in	 their	 geopolitical	 and	 military	 designs.
Their	spiritual	energies	are	a	part	of	a	larger	war	that	they	cannot	control	and	that
separates	families	and	even	jeopardizes	their	lives,	recalling	the	Swahili	saying,
“When	 elephants	 fight,	 it	 is	 the	 grass	 that	 suffers.”	 There	 are	 prayers	 for	 the
English	to	win	out,	and	there	are	prayers	for	the	Germans	to	win	out.	There	are
also	prayers	 for	neutrality	 and	 survival.	Hamisi	 the	Arab,	 a	 titillating	 figure	 in
the	 narrative,	 is	 involved	 in	 anti-British	 operations	 and	 activities	 that	 have	 a
strong	 spiritual	 essence.	 He	 is	 eventually	 apprehended	 and	 executed	 for	 his
“sedition,”	 but	 his	memory	 remains	 subversive	 and	 imposing.	Originally	 from
the	 Sudan,	Hamisi	 ran	 a	Qur’anic	 school	 and	was	 a	member	 of	 the	Karimiya
order	 of	 the	Sufis.	He	 is	 friendly	with	 the	German	Herr	Rudolfu	 and	 colludes
with	 the	Germans	 to	 expel	 the	English	 from	British	 East	Africa.	Despite	 this,
however,	Hamisi’s	race	inculpates	him	among	the	Indians	and	the	Swahili	who,



because	 of	 his	 Arab	 heritage,	 remain	 skeptical	 toward	 his	 true	 political
intentions,	 pointing	 to	 his	 close	 friendship	 with	 Rodulfu.	 “Weren’t	 the	 Arabs
closer	 to	 the	 Europeans?”64	 Again,	 contrary	 to	 Salim’s	 ideals,	 this	 sentiment
shows	that	being	close	to	Europeans	can	be	detrimental	to	African	society	rather
than	advantageous.
In	addition	to	performing	the	strategies	of	cultural	history,	The	Book	of	Secrets

also	 equivocates	 military	 history.	 There	 are	 long	 and	 detailed	 descriptions	 of
battles,	strategies,	and	even	descriptions	of	German	maps,	which	are	superior	to
English	maps	in	detail	and	clarity.	One	reads	of	the	importance	of	spies	(usually
locals—the	Swahili,	Arabs,	and	Indians)	and	the	consequences	of	spying,	which
means	instant	death	at	the	hands	of	the	English	and	the	Germans	alike.	But	if	the
novel	calls	attention	to	the	meticulous	details	of	a	military	history,	it	is	a	military
history	 tinged	 with	 the	 humanizing	 demands	 of	 cultural	 history.	 It	 is	 not	 just
about	war,	 policies,	 treaties,	weapons,	 generals,	 casualty	 statistics,	 tactics,	 and
outcomes.	 The	 narrative	 focuses	 on	 the	 human	 tolls	 of	 war—how	 it	 disrupts
people’s	 lives,	 separates	 families,	 forges	 new	 countries,	 shifts	 frontiers—and
deromanticizes	 the	 purely	military	 and	 political	 histories	 that	 flourished	 in	 the
aftermath	 of	 the	 Second	 World	 War,	 especially	 those	 written	 by	 traditional
British	and	American	historians.
These	military	 and	 political	 histories	were	 necessarily	 histories	 from	 above,

the	 histories	 of	 emperors,	 dictators,	 inventors,	 kings,	 queens,	 and	 statesmen—
figures	 thought	 to	 embody	 all	 the	 cultural	 energies	 of	 a	 society.	 The	 Book	 of
Secrets	shifts	the	focus	to	the	everyman.	It	is	built	around	the	diary	of	a	fictional
and	 obscure	 middleman	 of	 the	 English	 colonial	 administration,	 but	 it	 also
illuminates	 the	 importance	 of	 local	 African	 leaders.	 Mosque	 leaders,	 for
example,	wield	symbolic	power	that	is	on	a	par	with	that	of	Queen	Victoria,	as
captured	 by	 the	 jubilee	 for	 Suleiman	 Pir,	 the	 spiritual	 leader	 of	 the	 Shamsi
community:	“The	spiritual	 leader	of	 the	community,	Suleiman	Pir,	had	been	 in
office	 for	 sixty	 years,	 and	 it	 was	 thought	 fitting	 to	 celebrate	 this	 event	 in	 a
jubilee—after	all,	Queen	Victoria	had	had	hers.”65	It	is	also	striking	that	Pir	held
his	office	for	sixty	years,	roughly	the	same	number	of	years	that	Victoria	had	the
British	 crown.	Muslim	 faithful	 from	 all	 over	 eastern	 Africa	 pour	 into	 Dar	 es
Salaam	 to	 pay	 their	 respects	 to	 Pir,	 a	 leader	 who	 galvanizes	 the	 popular
imagination	as	much	as	the	Queen	does.	This	pilgrimage	in	honor	of	a	“minor”
historical	figure,	Pir,	an	event	of	great	significance	to	the	Indian	community,	is
one	of	the	major	reasons	for	the	sudden	growth	of	Dar	es	Salaam	as	an	important
African	 city,	 as	 people	 flock	 in	 and	 also	 send	money	 for	 the	 establishment	 of
schools	and	other	institutions.



Religion	 is	 an	 all-encompassing	 institution	on	 the	 eastern	African	 coast	 and
religious	 membership	 is	 arguably	 the	 most	 important	 factor	 in	 defining
community.	This	 fact	 is	not	 limited	 to	Muslims	and	Hindus.	Pius	Fernandes	 is
aware	of	his	own	religious	difference	despite	his	immersive	experience	with	the
Shamsi	community:	“How	did	I,	a	Christian	Goan,	Pius	Fernandes,	come	to	be
in	the	midst	of	this	Shamsi	Muslim	procession	of	floats,	pining	for	its	queen?”66
Yet	 the	choice	of	narrator	 is	hardly	accidental.	The	Goan	Christians	of	eastern
Africa	are	peculiar	among	the	rest	of	the	Indian	population	of	the	region,	neither
fully	African	nor	fully	Indian,	as	it	were,	but	also	neither	Hindu	nor	Muslim,	nor
Sikh,	but	Christian.	Fernandes	 is	 the	paragon	of	 the	perpetually	peripheral,	 the
figure	who	both	suffers	and	enjoys	multiple	marginalities.	His	cultural	position	is
reminiscent	 of	Edward	Said’s	 position	 in	 relation	 to	 the	Palestinians.	Both	 are
vociferous	narrators	of	their	people’s	plight	and	identity.	Both	are	Christians	in
predominantly	 Muslim	 cultures	 that	 find	 themselves	 countryless	 and	 on	 the
margins	of	other	states.
Given	its	ubiquity,	religion	is	a	flashpoint	for	intercommunal	conflict.	It	is	the

source	of	antagonism	between	Europeans	and	Indians	in	The	Book	of	Secrets	as
it	 is	 in	so	many	other	African	novels.	 Islam	 is	particularly	 troublesome	for	 the
European	missionaries	because	it	cannot	be	dislodged.	One	of	Corbin’s	 journal
entries	 recalls	 his	 passing	 a	 Swahili	 mosque	 in	 which	 Mariamu	 was	 being
exorcised	of	the	demons	(shetani)	that	allegedly	possessed	her.	The	procedure	is
an	 unpleasant	 and	 painful	 one	 and	 thus	 initiates	 conversation	 and	 conflict
between	Corbin	 and	 the	mukhi	 of	 the	 local	mosque.	 The	 latter	 insists	 that	 the
practice	 is	 in	keeping	with	 scripture	 and	 is	 necessary.	The	missionaries	 finally
take	Mariamu	 into	 their	 care,	 a	 move	 that	 creates	 scandal	 and	 intensifies	 the
already	 fissile	 differences	 between	 the	 Muslim	 locals	 and	 the	 Christian
missionaries.	The	tone	of	this	encounter	is	set	earlier	in	the	narrative	when	Mrs.
Bailey,	one	of	 the	missionaries	who	befriend	Corbin,	states	her	concerns	about
Indians	 and	 their	 religion:	 “The	 Indians	 are	half-savages	 .	 .	 .	Gone	 too	 far	 the
other	 way.	 At	 least	 the	 African	 you	 can	 mould.	 But	 the	 Indian	 and	 the
Mussulman	 [Muslim]	 are	 incorrigible	 in	 their	 worst	 habits	 and	 superstitions.
They	 will	 always	 remain	 so.”67	 Other	 than	 the	 obviously	 dismissive	 view	 of
other	African	religions,	 the	missionaries	are	not	conscious	of	 the	 irony	of	 their
rhetoric.	If	the	Indian	and	the	Muslim—in	this	case,	the	Indian	Muslim—is	too
set	 in	 his	ways	 to	 yield	 to	Christian	 proselytizing,	 he	 is	 no	 different	 from	 the
European	missionaries,	for	whom	it	is	most	certainly	inconceivable	to	renounce
Christianity	 for	 Islam.	 The	 Muslim	 zeal	 that	 comes	 through	 this	 dialogue
suggests	 that	 the	 Indians	 could	 hardly	 have	 been	 indifferent	 to,	 or	 estranged



from,	their	religion,	“converts,”	the	way	that	Salim	is	in	A	Bend	in	the	River.
The	magnetism	of	The	Book	of	Secrets	lies	in	the	fact	that	it	keeps	returning	to

the	 personal	 and	 to	 the	 local	 as	 the	 most	 absorbing	 and	 important	 sites	 of
historical	knowledge.	Personal	and	private	relationships	are	 the	 tightest	 threads
in	the	narrative.	These	personal	stories	include	Pius	Fernandes’s	unrealized	love
for	 Rita;	 Rita’s	 troubled	marriage	 to	 Aku;	 the	 fate	 of	 the	 Boyschool	 after	 the
revolution;	the	homosexual	poet-teacher	Richard	Gregory,	with	whom	Pius	has	a
strange	friendship;	and	Desouza,	the	Goan	who	harbors	a	vitriolic	hatred	for	the
English	and	who	ends	up	back	in	Goa,	never	to	return	to	eastern	Africa.	Personal
memories	 are	 vital	 because	 they	 are	 the	 cellular	 units	 with	 which	 historical
memory	is	reconstituted	after	its	recovery	from	Corbin’s	diary—the	sort	of	text
that	fostered	the	macrohistories	that	were	so	crucial	to	the	colonial	project.	What
hastens	this	recovery	is	 the	fact	 that	Corbin’s	diary	is	“incomplete	as	any	book
must	 be.	 A	 book	 of	 half	 lives,	 partial	 truths,	 conjecture,	 interpretation,	 and
perhaps	 even	 some	 mistakes.	 What	 better	 homage	 to	 the	 past	 than	 to
acknowledge	it	thus,	rescue	it	and	recreate	it,	without	presumption	of	judgement,
and	as	honestly,	 though	perhaps	as	incompletely	as	we	know	ourselves,	as	part
of	 the	 life	 of	 which	 we	 all	 are	 a	 part?”68	 But	 Corbin’s	 narrative	 is	 not	 at	 all
expendable.	If	history	truly	is	an	archive,	then	The	Book	of	Secrets	has	to	include
British	colonial	texts	in	this	archive.
The	novel	does	not	take	“British”	or	“colonial”	for	granted,	nor	does	it	rest	on

some	consensus	about	what	these	are	or	how	they	operate.	The	novel’s	inclusion
of	 Germany’s	 brief	 history	 on	 the	 eastern	 African	 coast	 and	 of	 German
characters	is	itself	unique	because	most	eastern	African	novels	only	signify	the
English	and	their	rule.	The	novel	breaks	the	Kurtz/Marlow	personae	of	European
colonial	 archetypes	 and,	 unlike	 Gurnah’s	 Paradise,	 humanizes	 the	 colonizer,
incorporates	 him	 into	 historical	 discourse,	 and	 shows	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 the
lives	of	the	Europeans	and	the	Africans	were	interlocked.69	Alfred	Corbin	is	an
advocate	 of	 “Indirect	 Rule”	 and	 he	 is	 at	 times	 ambivalent	 about	 the
implementation	 of	 colonial	 policies.	Maynard,	 the	man	 he	 is	 to	 replace,	 is	 far
more	 heavy-handed	 and	 brutal	 than	 Corbin,	 but	 insists	 that	 his	 job	 is	 born	 of
necessity.	 Maynard	 is	 suspended	 from	 his	 post	 because	 of	 allegations	 of
excessive	 violence	 during	 his	 time	 in	 the	 King’s	 African	 Rifles	 corps.	 He
interrogated	 harshly	 and	 had	 a	 reputation	 for	 dispatching	 noncompliant	 and
subversive	 Africans.	 He	 had	 “shot	 many	 [Africans]	 in	 Tanga.	 And	 killed	 one
with	his	own	hands,	one	who	refused	to	obey.”70	But	 like	Marlow,	Corbin	 is	a
colonial.	He	is	inconsolable,	for	example,	about	what	he	perceives	to	be	the	vast
abyss	between	British	 judicial	 codes	 and	 local	 cultural	 customs:	 “How	do	you



deal	with	another	culture’s	ghosts?”71	His	cultural	limitations	are	distinguishable
and	his	ideological	commitments	are	under	duress,	but	they	are	not	ambiguous:
“I	 found	 myself	 explaining	 the	 political	 map	 of	 Europe	 to	 [Mariamu]—the
countries,	 the	 languages—drawing	 crude	 comparisons.	 How	 to	 explain	 my
reason	for	being	here,	leaving	that	fairyland	to	come	to	this	darkness,	where	the
kerosene	lamp	casts	our	long	shadows	on	the	wall	and	outside	the	hyena	barks
and	the	night	owl	shrieks—where	I	have	no	one	of	my	kind.	To	help	you,	your
people,	I	offered.	She	looked	nonplussed.	On	orders	from	my	Sultan,	then.	That,
she	 understood.”72	 Alfred	 Corbin’s	 disquietude,	 despite	 the	 possibility	 of	 his
having	been	intimately	involved	with	Mariamu,	is	only	a	result	of	what	he	feels
to	 be	 the	 impossible	 task	 of	 making	 the	 “natives”	 recognize	 the	 thankless
rectitude	 of	 his	mission,	 which	 has	mired	 him	 in	 darkness	 and	 distanced	 him
from	“his	own	kind.”
In	 the	 introduction	 to	 this	 volume,	 I	 discussed	 the	 problematic	 ideological

deployments	of	“syncretism”	in	scholarship	on	Islam	in	sub-Saharan	Africa.	In
Vassanji’s	 fiction,	 and	 even	 in	 Naipaul’s	 A	 Bend	 in	 the	 River,	 there	 is	 a
phenomenon	 approaching	 a	 syncretic	 religion,	 though	 it	 does	 not,	 strictly
speaking,	involve	African	cosmologies	and	spiritual	systems.	Shamsi	Islam	may
not	 be	 a	 fusion,	 per	 se,	 between	 Islam	 and	 Hinduism,	 but	 is	 certainly	 an
expression	of	Islam	that	has	strong	Hindu	additives.	 It	 retains	 the	features	of	a
religion	 that	 most	 would	 identify	 as	 Islam,	 but	 it	 is	 a	 very	 different	 Islam.
Shamsi	 Islam’s	presence	 in	Vassanji’s	narratives	 is	vital,	not	only	because	 it	 is
the	institution	through	which	Afro-Indians	(some	would	say	ironically)	preserve
their	bonds	with	India	but	also	because	it	is	a	forum	through	which	the	narratives
engage	historical	developments	elsewhere	in	the	Indian	Ocean	basin,	outside	of
Africa,	in	India	itself,	the	homeland.
While	the	Partition	of	India	in	1947	does	not	factor	too	explicitly	in	Vassanji’s

novels,	 it	 is	 present.	 Unlike	 Naipaul’s	 novel,	 Vassanji’s	 novels	 stress	 Shamsi
Islam’s	salient	features	as	a	way	of	speaking	to	Indian	history	and	specifically	to
what	 is	 one	 of	 the	 troubling	 features	 of	modern	 Indian	 culture	 and	 politics—
sectarianism	not	only	between	Hindu	and	Muslim	but	between	Muslim	and	Sikh
and	 Hindu	 and	 Sikh.	 The	 maneuver	 also	 reminds	 the	 reader	 of	 the	 truly
international	 scope	 of	Afro-Indian	 civilization,	 and	 the	 eastern	African	 coast’s
dynamic	 role	 in	 this	civilization.	Through	 the	Shamsi	community,	Africa	 finds
itself	in	a	very	different	symbolic	situation.	It	is	not	an	origin	but	a	destination,	a
haven,	for	immigration	and	refuge.	It	offers	relief	from	poverty	and	persecution;
it	is	not	the	source	and	the	cause	of	these	conditions.
From	 the	 first	 pages	of	The	Gunny	Sack,	 the	Shamsi	 sect	 of	 Islam	 is	 in	 the



foreground,	and	there	is	special	emphasis	on	its	powerful	Hindu	flavorings	and
interactions.	Shamsi	Islam	becomes	a	sort	of	countermetaphor	for	the	pernicious
and	malignant	religious	parochialism	that	explodes	throughout	India	and	the	rest
of	 the	 Subcontinent	 in	 the	 twentieth	 century.	 Everything	 about	 Shamsi	 Islam,
even	its	nomenclature	and	founders,	is	tied	in	some	way	to	Hinduism:	“His	name
[the	founder	of	the	Shamsis]	was	Shamas,	and	they	called	themselves	Shamsis.
Thus	was	the	village	of	Junapur	in	India	converted	to	an	esoteric	sect	of	Islam
that	considered	thundering	Allah	as	simply	a	form	of	reposing	Vishnu.”73
Though	it	might	be	inconceivable	to	many	Muslims	that	Allah	could	assume

the	form	of	a	Hindu	god,	one	that	is	represented	in	objects	and	images,	Shamsis
find	it	quite	commonplace	to	think	of	him	exactly	that	way.	The	nomenclature	of
Kala’s	great-grandfather’s	name,	Dhanji	Govindji,	itself	reveals	mixture.	“Dhanji
Govindji.	 How	much	 lies	 in	 a	 name	 .	 .	 .	 Dhan,	 wealth;	 Govind,	 the	 cowherd
butter-thief	 gopi-seducer,	 dark	Krishna.	A	 name	 as	 Banya	 in	 its	 aspiration	 for
wealth	 as	Hindu;	 yet	 gloriously,	 unabashedly,	Muslim.	For	 the	 esoteric	 sect	 of
the	 Shamsis	 there	 was	 no	 difference.”74	 The	 fusion	 of	 Hinduism	 and	 Islam
among	the	Shamis	is	manifest	even	in	their	attire.	The	“Muslim-Hindu”	fashion
of	clothing	is	normal	for	attending	mosque,	as	evidenced	when	Pipa	takes	Aku	to
a	 Hindu	 ceremony,	 the	 event	 that	 brings	 Pipa’s	 peculiar	 relationship	 with	 the
book	of	secrets	to	Aku’s	attention.
Hindu-Muslim	 strife,	 however,	 is	 not	 obscured	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 altruism	 or

symbolic	 reconciliation.	 In	 fact,	 the	 conflict	 follows	 the	 Indian	 community	 to
Africa	and	marks	the	way	they	live	out	their	lives	in	their	adopted	homes.	In	the
opening	 pages	 of	 The	 Gunny	 Sack,	 one	 reads	 that	 eastern	 Africa’s	 Indian
community	 included	 both	 Hindus	 and	Muslims,	 but	 this	 meant	 that	 “tempers
were	short,	daggers	glinted	at	secret	meetings.”75	Religious	divisions	are	also	the
most	factious	issue	in	the	context	of	romance	and	marriage.	Hindu	man,	Muslim
woman;	 Muslim	 man,	 Hindu	 woman,	 whatever	 the	 case	 may	 be,	 there	 is
resistance	 from	 both	 sides,	 sometimes	 violent,	 sometimes	 even	 fatal.
Communities	 exact	 swift	 punishment	 on	 those	 who	 transgress	 the	 taboo	 of
courting	 someone	 from	 the	 other	 religion.	 In	The	 Book	 of	 Secrets,	 the	 Hindu
bookkeeper	 is	 attacked	 by	 Shamsi	 thugs	 for	 being	 amorously	 involved	 with
Parviz,	a	Shamsi	girl.	Though	the	attack	on	her	Hindu	lover	and	the	subsequent
besmirching	 of	 her	 public	 reputation	 makes	 Parviz	 more	 penitent	 and	 more
devout,	 the	 religiously	 induced	 shame	 of	 her	 infraction	 finally	 pushes	 her	 to
commit	suicide	by	drowning	herself	in	the	ocean.	This	situation	is	also	mirrored
in	 The	 In-Between	 World	 of	 Vikram	 Lall,	 when	 the	 phlegmatic	 narrator	 Lall
recounts	being	intimidated	in	Dar	es	Salaam	by	a	band	of	young	Shamsi	 thugs



for	his	involvement	with	a	Shamsi	girl,	Yasmin.
The	conflict	between	the	religious	communities	also	finds	many	allusive	and

tongue-in-cheek	 expressions	 throughout	 the	 novels.	 When	 Kala	 joins	 the
National	Service	and	goes	to	the	“interior,”	he	comes	across	a	shop	whose	walls
are	 decorated	 with	 national	 and	 religious	 imagery,	 “a	 religious	 calendar	 with
English,	Arabic,	and	Hindu	dates,	with	Hanuman,	Ganesh	or	Rama	covered	over
with	a	photo	of	the	Kaaba.”76	This	 image	at	once	shows	how	closely	entwined
these	 two	 religions	are	 for	 the	 Indian	community,	but	 the	superimposition	of	a
photo	of	 the	Kaaba	over	 images	of	 the	Hindu	deities	also	 indicates	 rivalry	and
the	desire	of	each	 to	dominate	 the	other.	The	struggle	 is	at	 times	narrated	with
levity	 to	 suggest	 something	 about	 its	 absurdity.	 When	 Sona	 is	 in	 college,	 he
speaks	of	“Indian	boys	studiously	avoiding	each	other	at	the	showers,	but	.	.	.	all
the	 while	 throwing	 casual	 glances	 at	 each	 other’s	 members	 [to	 determine
whether	or	not	the	penis	is	circumcised]	as	if	to	ask:	Hindu	or	Muslim?	Muslim
or	Hindu?”77
Whatever	 their	 internal	 differences,	 Afro-Indians	 all	 suffer	 from	 the	 image

ascribed	to	them	as	exploiters	of	Africans.	Unlike	Naipaul’s	A	Bend	in	the	River,
Vassanji’s	 novels,	 including	Vikram	 Lall	 and	 the	 short	 story	 collection	Uhuru
Street	 (1992),	 neither	 of	 which	 I	 have	 discussed	 at	 length,	 do	 far	 more	 to
challenge	 and	 to	 rectify	 the	 narrative	 of	 the	 cunning	 and	 crafty	 Indian	 who
exploits,	connives,	and	benefits	from	African	suffering	and	English	overlordship.
Certainly	Vikram	Lall	is	a	corrupt	figure	who	makes	millions	from	the	Kenyan
state,	but	he	is	far	more	penitent	than	Naipaul’s	Salim.	Salim	is	conscious	of	this
ignoble	 role,	 certainly,	 but	 he	 embodies	 the	 perennial	 eastern	 African	 pariah
nonetheless,	and	 in	 the	most	unapologetic	way	at	 the	end	of	 the	narrative.	The
decision	 that	 he	 comes	 to	 after	 he	 realizes	 that	 his	 world	 is	 gone	 is	 to	 “live
dangerously.”78	He	says,	“I	began	to	deal	in	gold	and	ivory.	I	bought,	stored,	and
sold	 .	 .	 .	Money	 could	 be	made.	But	 to	 get	 it	 out	 of	 the	 country	was	 another
matter.	Money	 can	 be	 got	 out	 of	 countries	 like	 these	 only	 if	 you	 deal	 in	 very
large	sums	and	can	get	high	officials	or	ministers	to	take	an	interest.”79	 It	 is	 in
this	context	that	the	finally	repentant	narrator	of	Vikram	Lall	finds	absolution	in
religiosity.	He	knows	it	will	never	be	extended	to	him	by	Kenyan	society	or	its
government,	from	whom	he	has	extorted	obscene	amounts	of	money.	While	Lall
is	a	Hindu,	his	first	real	personal	experience	with	faith	and	religion	comes	when
he	hears	the	muezzin’s	call	to	prayer,	at	the	end	of	his	narrative	when	he	returns
to	 Kenya	 to	 set	 the	 record	 straight	 by	 testifying	 before	 the	 Anti-Corruption
Commission:	 “From	 somewhere	 close	 by	 comes	 a	 call	 to	 prayer—a	 long,
wavering	arc	of	sound	rising	above	the	rooftops,	a	reminder	to	the	faithful,	a	call



to	 the	Almighty.	We	 find	ourselves	 staring	 at	 each	other,	 lost	within	 the	 spell.
How	 insignificant	 we	 seemed	 at	 this	 moment,	 a	 shady	 businessman	 with	 his
clever	 lawyer.”80	 Lall’s	 newfound	 attention	 to	 the	 spiritual	 leads	 him	 even
farther:	“I	buy	a	kanzu	and	a	kofia	and	wear	them	like	a	devout	Muslim.”81	Lall
does	 not	 convert	 to	 Islam,	 but	 through	 it	 experiences	 the	 beginnings	 of	 self-
restitution	 and	 atonement:	 “We	 go	 to	 the	 temple,	 and	we	 do	 our	 round	 of	 the
murtis	separately,	each	to	make	our	peace	with	our	gods.”82
If	Naipaul’s	A	Bend	in	the	River	is	an	exercise	in	lifelikeness,	it	is	a	failure.	It

is	 missing	 what	 Amin	 Malak	 claims	 is	 so	 crucial	 to	 Vassanji’s	 novels,	 “that
discernible	sense	of	ambivalence,	whereby	loyalty,	commitment,	or	affiliation	is
mutant	and	not	 fixed,	 interim	and	not	everlasting,	 relative	and	not	absolute.”83
Vassanji’s	novels	animate	a	vibrant,	fluid,	multifaceted	Afro-Indian	society	that
is	beset	not	only	by	inner	conflict	but	also	by	great	unity,	a	rugged	harmony,	and
continuity.	His	portraiture	cuts	across	states,	from	Kenya	to	Tanzania,	from	the
eastern	African	 coast	 to	 India	 itself,	 from	Africa	 to	Europe	 to	North	America.
The	Indians	in	Vassanji’s	novel	reside	in	lands	ruled	in	turn	by	Omani	Sultans,
Germans,	British,	 and	presidents	 and	 autocrats	 of	 independent	 countries.	They
are	not	just	Muslim	but	also	Hindu;	not	just	Hindu	but	also	Muslim.	Vishnu	and
Allah	are	one.	One	of	the	most	important	members	of	this	“civilization	without
countries”	 is	 a	 Christian.	 They	 write	 in	 Sanskrit,	 Arabic,	 and	 English.	 They
speak	Kiswahili,	 some	better	 than	 others,	 some	better	 than	 the	 native	Swahili.
Some	 intermarry	with	Africans,	while	 others	 resolutely	 refrain	 from	 doing	 so.
Some	 remember	 India	 and	want	 to	 go	 back	 there,	while	 for	 others,	 India	 and
Pakistan	do	not	mean	anything.	The	Indians	that	Vassanji	portrays	are	Gujaratis,
Punjabis,	and	Goans.	They	are	implicated	for	their	racism	and	their	exclusion	of
others	 from	 their	 midst,	 but	 they	 also	 participate	 in	 the	 struggle	 for	 their
freedom,	dignity,	and	self-determination.	They	are	the	unknowing	intermediaries
of	 colonialism,	 but	 they	 are	 also	 among	 its	 greatest	 adversaries	 and	 critical
narrators.	 But	 Naipaul	 is	 consistent	 in	 one	 thing.	 He	 himself	 takes	 Salim	 and
Indar’s	 advice	 to	 heart	 as	 he	 tramples	 on	 his	 history.	He	 is	 too	 strident	 in	 his
injustice	to	the	very	features	of	Afro-Indian	society	from	which	his	own	personal
experience	and	art	arose—being	fragmented	like	light	through	a	prism	into	many
colors.



CHAPTER	5

Revisiting	Nuruddin	Farah’s	From	a
Crooked	Rib

We	are	trying	to	build	a	microscopic	replica,	a	female	defense	machine,	against	the	experiences	and	the
experiments	and	the	lies	of	the	State.

—The	Absent	City,	Ricardo	Piglia

Freshman	novels	are	a	strange	species	and	often	suffer	strange	fates.	They	can	be
memorialized	either	as	the	genesis	of	greatness	or	as	a	listless	but	necessary	step
toward	that	greatness.	In	the	event	that	the	critical	reception	of	a	first	novel	leans
toward	the	latter	assessment,	much	can	be	lost	or	ignored.	First	novels	may	not
always	 be	 the	 most	 masterful	 artistically,	 but	 they	 are	 the	 product	 of	 some
stimulus	that	prompts	an	author	to	commit	to	paper	and	to	discover	through	the
process	 of	writing.	 They	 are	 the	 first	 time	 an	 author	 finds	 something	 pressing
enough	to	embark	on	the	testing	voyage	of	fashioning	a	work	of	art.	This	is	why
I	will	pay	another	visit	to	an	African	novel	that	launched	the	remarkable	career
of	one	of	the	continent’s	finest	crafters	of	the	art	form,	but	one	that	has,	because
of	its	deceptive	simplicity,	generally	eluded	critics.
Essays	 in	 journals,	 anthologies,	 and	monographs	 largely	 skip	over	Nuruddin

Farah’s	first	novel,	and	perhaps	the	first	Somali	novel	in	the	English	language,	in
favor	 of	 engagement	 with	 the	 novels	 that	 compose	 the	Blood	 in	 the	 Sun	 and
Variation	 on	 a	 Theme	 of	 an	 African	 Dictatorship	 trilogies.	When	 it	 has	 been
taken	up,	Farah’s	From	a	Crooked	Rib	(1970)	has	often	been	read,	with	a	small
handful	 of	 exceptions,	 as	 documentation	 of	 Islam’s	 subordination	 and
marginalization	 of	women	 in	Somali	 society.1	 The	 narrative	 is	 replete	with	 all
the	controversial	and	polarizing	issues	associated	with	particular	interpretations
of	 Islam,	 such	 as	 arranged	 marriages,	 polygamy,	 and	 female	 circumcision,	 to
name	 some.	 These	 elements	 in	 the	 novel,	 pressing	 as	 they	 are,	 have	 invited
issue-driven	 engagements	 rather	 than	 holistic	 discussions	 that	 attempt	 to	meet



the	 text	on	more	circumspective	and	critical	 terms.	The	novel	 follows	 its	main
character,	Ebla,	an	uneducated	and	pious	young	woman,	from	her	rural	nomadic
jes	 (an	 encampment	made	up	of	 several	 families	 that	 live	 together)	 to	 a	 larger
town,	 and	 then	 eventually	 to	 Mogadiscio	 around	 the	 time	 of	 Somalia’s
independence	(1960).	The	narrative	offers	a	restorative,	but	not	 idyllic,	portrait
of	women’s	relationship	to	Islam.	As	such,	her	(mis)perception	of,	and	distaste
for,	 her	 new	 urban	 universe	 is	 not	 testimony	 to	 Islam’s	 refusal	 of	 modernity.
They	are	what	give	From	a	Crooked	Rib	its	ideological	properties,	the	means	by
which	 the	 novel	 anticipates	 and	 confronts	 secular	 dispositions	 in	 postcolonial
literary	 criticism	as	well	 as	 the	 limited	 social	 purview	of	 the	nation-state—the
failure	of	which	is	all	too	evident	in	contemporary	Somalia.
Secularity	in	the	western	academy	has	camouflaged	scholarship	that	is	hostile

to	or	dismissive	of	Islam.	Edward	Said’s	 idea	that	criticism	must	be	secular,	 in
The	World,	the	Text,	and	the	Critic	(1983)	and	Representations	of	the	Intellectual
(1993),	 is	 born	 from	 his	 fascination	 with	 Erich	 Auerbach’s	 removal	 from	 his
cultural	 milieu	 and	 exile	 in	 Istanbul.	 Auerbach’s	 displacement	 was	 the	 most
determinative	 factor	 in	 the	 production	 of	 his	Mimesis,	 one	 the	most	 important
texts	in	the	evolution	of	literary	criticism	as	practiced	today.	The	secular	critic	is
not	necessarily	hostile	to	religion,	but	is	aware	(ideally)	of	his	relationship	to	a
certain	 interpretive	 community,	whether	 that	 community	 is	 ethnic,	 national,	 or
religious.
However,	not	all	secular	scholarship	is	ascribable	to	Said’s	position,	as	is	often

thought	 to	 be	 the	 case.	 Some	 of	 it	 is	 very	 much	 couched	 in	 old	 religious
antagonisms	 or	 their	 residues	 in	 the	 form	 of	 subtle	 ideological	 assimilations.
While	 I	 do	 not	 claim	 that	 literary	 criticism	 hostile	 to	 Islam	 is	 motivated	 by
conscious	 and	 explicit	 religious	 agendas,	 the	 hostility	 toward	 Islam	 in	 the
“secular”	western	 academy	 is	 too	 similar	 to	 the	historic	 hostility	 toward	 Islam
from	 an	 openly	 Christian	 perspective	 to	 be	 coincidental.	 More	 interestingly,
secularism	 has	 also	 suffused	 the	 postcolonial/third	world	 academic	milieu	 and
the	work	of	even	those	scholars	who	are	most	lucidly	aware	of	this	condition.	In
his	 book	Unveiling	 Traditions,	 Anouar	 Majid	 warns,	 “As	 long	 as	 the	 secular
premises	 of	 Western	 scholarship	 are	 not	 interrogated,	 it	 is	 unlikely	 that	 the
discursive	 interventions	 of	 a	 few	 highly	 talented	 Third	 World	 critics	 can
effectively	contribute	to	the	emancipation	of	all	Third	World	peoples.	No	matter
how	insightful	and	 liberating	Western	self-critique	can	be	 it	 still	partakes	 from
the	secular	assumptions	of	the	liberal	tradition	and	cannot	persuasively	intervene
in	any	discourse	without	accepting	the	limitations	of	its	condition.”2	Secularism
cannot	 be	 isolated	 from	 the	 other	 conditions	 that	 produce	 postcolonial



intellectuals,	 such	 as	 class	 privilege,	 exile,	 and	 the	 cultural	 purgatory	 of	 in-
betweenness	 or,	 as	 Majid	 terms	 it,	 “homelessness-as-home	 or	 home-as-
homelessness.”3	But	this	lack	of	a	home,	literal	and	figurative,	hardly	means	that
postcolonial	 scholarship	 resides	 in	 a	 cultural	 vacuum.	 The	 space	 may	 enable
resistance,	 but	 more	 than	 anything	 else,	 it	 retains	 the	 signature	 of	 a	 western
academic	ethos.
In	addition	to	the	hostility	to	Islam,	much	critical	material	on	Farah’s	novels,

even	masterful	and	meticulous	material,	exhibits	a	stark	absence	of	engagement
with	 Islam.	 This	 is	 odd,	 given	 the	 fact	 that	 Islam	 occupies	 a	 central	 place	 in
Somalia’s	social	and	cultural	 fabric.	Many	Somalis	consider	 their	culture	 to	be
the	 bequest	 of	 the	 prophet	 Mohammad	 and	 they	 consider	 themselves,	 as	 a
people,	 to	 be	 directly	 descended	 from	 him.	 Thus	 this	 omission	 in	 scholarship
cannot	 be	 explained	 as	 a	 benign	 oversight	 or	 a	 mere	 matter	 of	 interpretive
choice.	 It	 is	 a	 product	 of	 either	 ignorance	 or	 disregard,	 neither	 being	 less
innocuous	 than	 the	 other	 for	 the	 scholar	 who	 chooses	 to	 write	 about	 Farah’s
novels.
I	do	not	mean	to	claim	categorically	 that	postcolonial	scholarship	is	blind	to

its	own	internalizations.	Postcolonial	scholarship	is	increasingly	self-critical	and
interrogates	the	epistemologies	it	inhabits,	at	times	to	the	point	of	implosion	and
incapacity.	 But	 the	 secular	 disposition	 of	 the	 western	 academy	 has	 produced
overdetermined	 and	 politically	 motivated	 analyses	 of	 Islam	 that	 need	 to	 be
confronted.4	 Hostility	 to	 Islam	 in	 literary	 scholarship,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 simple
absence	of	engagement	with	the	religion,	is	facilitated	not	just	by	secularism	but
by	 a	 mistaken	 and	 undertheorized	 understanding	 of	 secularism.	 This
understanding	is	based	on	the	commonplace	usage	of	the	term—the	absence	(or
at	 least	 restraint)	 of	 religion	 in	 social,	 public,	 and	 intellectual	matters.	 Farah’s
first	 novel	 is	 perhaps	 also	 one	 of	 the	 first	 African	 novels	 that	 is	 thick	 with
attention	 to	 Islam	 as	 a	 political	 anxiety	 for	 non-Muslims.	 It	 compels	 critics	 to
evaluate	 their	 own	 assumptions	 about	 religion	 and	 religious	 subjects	 in	 a
postcolonial	context.
Farah’s	From	a	Crooked	Rib	opens	in	a	small	rural	encampment	from	which

its	main	character,	Ebla,	escapes	to	avoid	an	arranged	marriage;	she	then	goes	to
the	city	of	Belet	Wene	 to	 look	for	her	cousin,	and	 then	 to	Mogadiscio,	a	 then-
multilingual	 and	 vibrant	 city.	 She	 is	 thrust	 into	 a	 new	 environment	where	 she
finds	 herself	 unemployed,	 sees	 Europeans	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 and	 struggles	 to
understand	urban	dialects	of	Somali,	with	their	prodigal	lexical	borrowings	from
Italian	 and	 English.	 Her	 character	 lends	 itself	 to	 both	 incisive	 and	 simplistic
critical	 inferences.	 In	 his	 essay	 “Nuruddin	 Farah	 and	 the	 Changing	 Roles	 of



Women,”	 which	 otherwise	 recognizes	 Ebla’s	 dignity	 and	 intelligence,	 J.	 I.
Okonkwo	 writes	 that	 the	 “general	 odds	 .	 .	 .	 weigh	 against	 the	 female	 in	 a
traditional	 Islamic	 cultural	 environment.”5	 As	 such,	 “[Ebla’s]	 revolutionary
outlook	on	life	makes	her	question	the	application	of	Koranic	teaching	to	every
detail	of	social	life.	One	is	surprised	that,	despite	her	rural	nomadic	background,
she	is	capable	of	examining	not	only	her	individual	plight,	but	also	the	place	of
women	 vis-à-vis	 the	 male	 in	 society.	 Ebla	 ponders	 over	 many	 issues.	 Such
intelligence	 and	 individualism	 are	 at	 complete	 variance	 with	 the	 prescribed
confinements	of	Ebla’s	cultural	and	religious	environment.”6	 It	appears	 to	be	a
matter	of	 intuition	 for	Okonkwo	 that,	 first,	 Ebla	 has	 to	 streamline	 her	 faith	 in
order	to	be	revolutionary,	and	second,	that	it	 is	indeed	surprising	that	a	woman
from	 a	 rural	 background	 can	 think	 and	 be	 in	 possession	 of	 intelligence.	 Of
course	Islam	need	not	be	applied	to	“every	detail	of	social	life.”	But	this	cannot
be	what	Okonkwo	really	means.	If	this	were	what	he	really	meant,	it	would	not
need	to	be	stated	in	a	scholarly	article.	One	does	not	need	to	state	that	religion
cannot	possibly	be	applied	to	every	aspect	of	life,	unless,	perhaps,	they	mean	that
it	 cannot	be	 applied	 to	any	 aspect	 of	 life,	 especially	 if	 that	 life	 is	 the	 life	of	 a
revolutionary	and	an	“individual.”
G.	H.	Moore,	one	of	the	contributors	to	the	anthology	Emerging	Perspectives

on	Nuruddin	Farah,	implies	that	Ebla	is	hostage	to	her	womanhood,	which	is	in
turn	 captive	 to	 Islam.	 His	 argument	 springs	 from	 one	 of	 the	 most	 poignant
passages	 in	 the	 novel,	wherein	 Ebla	 reflects	 upon	 her	 lot:	 “‘Tomorrow,	 in	 the
future	I	will	be	myself	and	I	will	belong	to	myself,	and	my	actions	will	belong	to
me.	 And	 I	 will,	 in	 turn,	 belong	 to	 them.’”7	 What	 is	 to	 be	 gleaned	 from	 this
passage	 is	 an	open	and	 shut	 case	 for	Moore:	 “All	 this	 is,	 of	 course,	 pure	 self-
delusion.	 Adrift	 in	 the	 city,	 without	 means	 or	 family	 of	 her	 own,	 Ebla	 is	 the
pawn	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 those	 around	 her.”8	 Moore	 does	 not	 expressly	 mention
Islam,	but	one	has	to	wonder	whether	he	would	have	come	to	this	conclusion	as
swiftly	if,	instead	of	Ebla,	there	were	a	Christian	woman	or	a	man	at	the	heart	of
the	narrative.	Only	a	Muslim	woman	could	be	so	 thought	 to	suffer	 from	“pure
delusion”	for	asserting	herself	and	for	taking	the	reins	of	her	destiny	in	her	own
hands.
It	is	common	in	the	west	to	see	Muslim	women	as	victims	in	wont	of	a	heroic

rescue.	 Certainly,	 From	 a	 Crooked	 Rib	 does	 not	 mystify	 the	 strictures	 of
traditional	Islam,	nor	does	it	trivialize	Ebla’s	social	limitations	as	a	woman,	but
it	 does	disabuse	certain	 readers	of	 the	 idea	 that	 Islam	necessarily	 impairs	 self-
determination	in	women.	I	want	to	be	clear	that	in	taking	this	position,	I	am	not
offering	a	gender-based	reading	of	the	novel,	but	a	discussion	of	the	way	gender



is	used	to	bait	and	impute	Islam	in	“secular”	criticism.	Throughout	the	narrative,
Ebla	 finds	 agency	 under	 the	 aegis	 of	 Islam	 rather	 than	 despite	 it.	 Therefore,
Moore’s	 claim	 that	 Ebla’s	 self-affirmation	 is	 “pure	 self-delusion”	 indicates	 an
austere	view	of	agency	and	 the	conditions	 that	 enable	 it.	The	 idea	 that	Ebla	 is
victim	of	her	own	cultural	environment	is	a	residue	of	the	resilient	notion	of	an
essential,	presocial,	and	“universal”	woman	who	languishes	under	the	praxis	of
Islam.	This	 idea	unwittingly	concedes	exclusive	power	over	social	and	cultural
institutions	 to	 men,	 making	 women	 mere	 recipients,	 rather	 than	 proactive
producers	and	guardians	of	these	institutions.	From	a	Crooked	Rib	features	other
women—though	 I	 will	 not	 discuss	 them	 in	 this	 chapter—who	 are	 powerful,
cunning,	 and	who	 enforce	 and	 impose	 Islamic	 values	 and,	 sometimes,	 violate
them	with	impunity.
Then	there	are	readings	of	From	a	Crooked	Rib	that	do	not	even	recognize	its

political	registers	and	dismiss	it	because	of	its	putative	youth.	In	her	essay	“The
Novels	of	Nuruddin	Farah,”	Florence	Stratton	makes	 the	 rather	bold	 argument
that	 “From	a	Crooked	Rib	contain[s]	virtually	no	explicit	 allusions	 to	political
matters,	 but	 it	 appears	 to	 have	 only	 a	 social	 level	 of	 meaning	 until	 it	 is
considered	in	the	context	of	the	later	novels.”9	Her	comment	is	odd,	especially	in
light	of	the	fact	that	she	claims	that	From	a	Crooked	Rib	(along	with	Sardines)	is
a	feminist	novel,	one	that	preceded	the	attention	to	women’s	issues	in	the	novels
of	Bessie	Head,	Mongo	Beti,	Buchi	Emecheta,	and	Ousmane	Sembène.	 If	 it	 is
indeed	possible	 to	write	a	novel	 that	has	only	social	but	no	political	meanings,
retroactively	introduced	political	meanings	are	still	political	meanings.	Political
meaning	is	often	generated	in	a	literary	context	by	rereadings	through	the	lens	of
other,	 and	 usually	 subsequently	 produced,	 texts.	 Deliberate	 or	 otherwise,
retroactive	 or	 contemporaneous,	 Farah’s	 first	 novel	 does	 have	 political
meanings,	which	 explains	why	 the	 novel	 appears	 on	World	 Literature	 Today’s
2006	 list	 of	 banned	 books.10	 Stratton	 continues	with	 her	 negative	 assessment:
“As	the	novel	 is	set	on	the	eve	of	Somalia’s	Independence,	Ebla’s	status	in	the
society	as	a	material	object	 to	be	bought	and	sold	with	no	 reference	 to	herself
seems	 to	 mirror	 the	 fate	 of	 Africa	 during	 the	 colonial	 era.”11	 Contrary	 to
Stratton’s	claim,	Ebla	occupies	the	very	core	of	the	narrative.	Stratton’s	reading,
like	 Moore’s,	 neglects	 the	 ambivalences	 in	 Ebla’s	 consciousness	 that	 are
conveyed	through	the	narrator’s	awareness	of	Ebla’s	intelligence	and	penetrating
(though	 sometimes	 mistaken)	 perception	 of	 the	 world	 around	 her.	 Ebla	 does
exercise	 agency,	 if	 not	 always	 in	 the	 world	 of	 the	 novel,	 through	 her
consciousness,	which	means	that	she	possesses	narrative	agency.
Stratton’s	 conclusions	 about	 the	 novel’s	 lack	 of	 ideological	 and	 political



substance	also	stem	from	her	 formal	assessments	of	 the	novel.	She	asserts	 that
Farah’s	freshman	novel	lacks	artistic	merit:	“Stylistically	and	technically,	From	a
Crooked	 Rib	 is	 a	 most	 unsatisfactory	 piece	 of	 work.	 It	 does	 not	 prepare	 the
reader	 for	 the	 elegant	 prose,	 intricate	 structures,	 or	 displays	 of	 technical
virtuosity	 of	 the	 later	 novels.”12	 Stratton	 goes	 on	 to	 attribute	 this	 to	 Farah’s
youthful	 “state	 of	mind”	 at	 the	 time	he	was	writing	 the	 novel	 and	his	 need	 to
make	a	debut	on	the	literary	scene.	But	how	could	a	novel	written	on	the	heals
Chinua	Achebe’s	Things	Fall	Apart,	Ngugi’s	A	Grain	of	Wheat,	and	Awi	Kwei
Armah’s	The	 Beautyful	 Ones	 Are	 Not	 Yet	 Born	 categorically	 lack	 artistic	 and
substantive	merit	and	still	be	published	and	endure	for	as	long	as	it	has?	From	a
Crooked	 Rib	 does	 in	 fact	 prepare	 readers	 for	 Farah’s	 subsequent	 novels.	 It	 is
dialogue-driven	and	fashions	a	complex	woman	at	its	center,	a	female	character
who	is	believable	as	a	person	from	Ebla’s	background.	It	does	not	follow	that	not
being	fully	empowered	means	categorically	to	lack	power,	either.	Against	these
sorts	of	readings	of	Farah’s	first	novel,	it	is	important	to	recuperate	the	aesthetic
(and	thus	political)	importance	of	From	a	Crooked	Rib,	an	especially	urgent	task
given	the	novel’s	highly	gender-conscious	and	political	engagement	with	Islam.
Expert	knowledge	of	Islam	is	not,	of	course,	a	requisite	for	insightful	literary

inquiry	into	all	aspects	of	Farah’s	work,	but	its	absence	in	this	particular	context
has	 yielded	 reductive	 and	 explicitly	 political	 engagements	 with	 the	 religion.
These	assaults	are	often	justified	by	the	idea	that	they	are	echoes	of	Farah’s	own
personal	 antireligious	 views.	Critics	 consult	 Farah’s	 biography	 for	 clues	 about
assessing	 the	 positioning	 of	 Islam	 in	 his	 novels.	 In	 this	 capacity,	Amin	Malak
writes:	“One	can	argue	that	Farah’s	attitude	toward	Islam	undergoes	a	tentative
qualitative	shift	from	a	rejectionist	and	predominantly	negative	stance	to	a	more
reflective	 and	 respectful,	 if	 distant	 and	 disengaged,	 appreciation	 of	 it	 as	 being
essentially	 benign	 and	 tolerant,	 though	 it	 may	 not	 be	 progressive	 enough	 to
match	the	challenge	of	modernity.”13	Even	if	one	were	to	concede	that	the	novel
is	 perhaps	 Farah’s	 most	 anti-Islamic	 one	 from	 a	 personal	 standpoint,	From	 a
Crooked	Rib	cannot,	by	virtue	of	being	a	novel,	sustain	or	privilege	any	absolute
reading.	The	novel	can	be	read	as	a	critique	of	Islam	certainly,	but	the	manifold
ambiguities	in	the	narrative	also	yield	oppositional	readings.	One	does	not	have
to	refer	to	Farah’s	biography	or	to	his	later	novels—those	written	in	a	period	of
Farah’s	 life	when	he	was	personally	more	 temperate	 in	his	views	of	 Islam—to
find	 a	more	 equitable	 portrait	 of	 the	 religion.	 It	 is	 already	 present	 in	From	 a
Crooked	Rib	as	long	as	the	critic	is	inclined	to	acknowledge	them.
Ebla’s	conflicted	and	cryptic	self-perception	and	consciousness	provide	much

of	the	political	substance	in	From	a	Crooked	Rib.	She	is	a	pious	Muslim	woman,



but	 she	 is	written	 in	 a	way	 that	 eludes	 cliché;	 she	 is	highly	 religious	and	 self-
aware	 as	 a	 consequence.	The	narrative	 is	 set	 in	motion	with	 an	 act	 of	 agency,
when	Ebla	escapes	an	unwanted	arranged	marriage	in	her	jes	and	goes	to	a	town
called	Belet	Wene:	“‘But	Giumeleh	[the	man	she	was	initially	arranged	to	marry]
is	 the	 wrong	 match.	 I	 definitely	 can’t	 marry	 him.’”14	 Her	 defiance	 continues
through	 the	 novel	 as	 she	 assails	 those	 controversial	 practices	 associated	 with
particular	 interpretations	 of	 Islam,	 illustrating	 Anouar	 Majid’s	 call	 for
“indigenous”	resistance,	a	resistance	discourse	that	evades,	on	the	one	hand,	the
blind	spots	and	lofty	theoretical	prescriptions	of	some	postcolonial	criticism,	and
on	the	other	hand,	“the	extremist	religious	practices,	[which]	ultimately	threaten
the	Islamic	cultures	that	sustain	the	identities	of	women	and	men	equally.”15
The	issue	of	female	circumcision	(or	female	genital	mutilation),	for	instance,

is	 one	 that	 can	 never	 be	 invoked	 apolitically.	 Ebla	 graphically	 describes	 and
condemns	her	 experience	with	 female	 circumcision,	 a	 custom	 that,	 contrary	 to
popular	belief,	has	no	sanction	in	the	Qur’an.16	“‘Oh,	my	God.	What	a	painful
thing	 it	was,’	she	recalled.	There	were	only	 two	 times	 that	she	wished	she	had
not	been	born,	and	one	of	them	was	when	she	was	circumcised.	It	was	not	only
painful	but	a	barbarous	act,	she	thought.	‘Are	there	people	in	the	world	who	are
not	 circumcised?’	 she	wondered.	 She	 recalled	 everything.	They	 had	 sliced	 out
her	clitoris	and	stitched	the	lips	together,	thus	blocking	the	passageway,	but	also
leaving	a	small	inlet	for	urinating	through.”17
While	Ebla	is	hostile	to	circumcision,	she	also	wonders	if	it	 is	not,	 in	fact,	a

reality	for	women	everywhere	in	the	world.	The	passage	stages	the	tension	that
emerges	 around	 this	 controversial	 practice,	 a	 circular	 argument	 that	 persists	 in
some	 basic	 outline	 in	 all	 intellectual	 and	 political	 confrontations.	 Those	 who
oppose	it,	spearheaded	mainly	by	feminist	and	human	rights	groups	based	in	the
west,	 do	 so	 on	 the	 grounds	 of	 its	 barbarity	 and	 the	misogynistic	 regulation	 of
female	 sexuality	 that	 it	 represents.	Critics	of	 this	position	 (which	 is	not	 to	 say
they	are	proponents	of	the	practice	of	female	circumcision)	contend	that	morally
qualitative	 approaches	 to	 the	 practice	 are	 complicit	 with	 the	 old	 regime	 of
western	 cultural	 domination	 masked	 as	 altruism.	 Opponents	 of	 female
circumcision	 strike	 back	 at	 the	 accusation	 of	 western	 neocolonialism	 by
underlining	 the	 impoverished	 appeal	 to	 cultural	 relativism	 that	 unwittingly
apologizes	 for	 the	human	 toll	of	 the	practice.	Francoise	Lionnet’s	Postcolonial
Representations:	 Women,	 Literature,	 Identity	 breaks	 out	 of	 this	 ellipsis	 by
wrestling	 with	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 practice	 and	 especially	 when	 it	 is
consensual	 and	 performed	 and	 enforced	 by	 women	 themselves.	 Lionnet	 also
suggests	 that	 this	 practice	 is	 not	 too	 different	 from	 the	 monitoring	 of	 female



bodies	in	the	west,	at	least	in	spirit.
It	is	important	to	note	here	that	it	is	African	fiction	and	not,	as	is	widely	and

mistakenly	thought,	Alice	Walker’s	insultingly	shoddy	Possessing	 the	Secret	of
Joy	 (1992),	a	comically	poor	“sequel”	 to	The	Color	Purple	 (1982),	 that	ushers
the	 issue	 of	 female	 circumcision	 in	 its	 modern	 forms	 (nineteenth-century
European	colonials	took	a	passing	interest	in	the	matter,	too)	to	the	forefront	of
political	 and	 academic	 debate.	 Ngugi	 and	 Farah’s	 fiction	 are	 among	 the	 first
literary	works	to	explore	this	practice	and	to	situate	it	in	the	context	of	colonial
and	postcolonial	discourse.	At	most,	Walker’s	novel	may	have	awakened	popular
American	 attention	 to	 the	 custom,	 which	 is	 comparatively	 late	 to	 all	 things
African.	 The	 previously	 cited	 passage	 hints	 at	 the	 stakes	 in	 the	 conversation
around	 female	 circumcision	 without	 prescribing	 or	 prognosticating	 a	 solution.
The	 practice	 is	 not	 the	 central	 conflict	 in	 the	 novel	 and	 the	 narrative	 remains
irresolute	 about	 it.	 Naïveté	 and	 defiance	 together	 inhabit	 Ebla’s	 reflection,	 an
internal	stress	that	is	characteristic	of	her	sentiments	toward	other	aspects	of	her
life	and	place	in	society.18
This	 internal	 tension	 is	 strongly	manifest	 in	Ebla’s	dealings	with	 the	men	 in

her	 life.	 In	 this	 capacity,	 she	 is	 both	 respectful	 toward	 tradition	 and	 social
protocol	yet	rebellious.	When	in	Belet	Wene,	a	 local	widow	introduces	Ebla	 to
Awill,	an	educated	official	who	works	in	Mogadiscio,	and	the	two	subsequently
get	married.	Awill	turns	out	to	be	abusive	toward	Ebla	and	forces	himself	on	her
right	 after	 their	 marriage.	 After	 Awill	 leaves	 Somalia	 and	 goes	 to	 Italy	 for
business,	Ebla	marries	Tiffo,	an	elderly	man,	in	order	to	spite	Awill.	“Tiffo	is	not
here,	so	nobody	can	give	me	orders—at	least,	not	until	Awill	comes	home.	And
when	 he	 comes	 home,	 which	 will	 not	 be	 long	 now,	 I	 will	 tell	 him	 what	 he
deserves.	I	am	master	of	myself.”19	Ebla	seems	resigned	to	the	fact	that	she	must
comply	with	men	and	 their	wishes,	but	 she	 resolves	 to	 tell	off	Awill,	 claiming
herself	 in	 the	 process.	 Ebla	 then	 challenges	 polygamy,	 a	 practice	 that	 is
permitted,	 but	 not	 required,	 by	 the	 Qur’an.20	 “But	 I	 am	 a	 woman,	 and	 for	 a
woman	 there	 are	 many	 limitations.	 For	 one	 thing,	 Awill	 could	 marry	 another
woman	and	bring	her	home,	and	 I	would	not	be	able	 to	 say	a	word.	He	could
marry	three	more,	if	he	wanted	to.	I	wish	he	would	do	that.	Maybe	dwelling	in
hell	is	preferable	to	being	its	neighbour.”21
What	Islam	prescribes	is	not	always	acceptable	or	desirable	to	Ebla,	so	she	has

to	amend	its	teachings	to	fit	her	own	volition.	While	she	cannot	easily	opt	out	of
her	 marriage	 in	 the	 event	 that	 Awill	 does	 marry	 other	 women,	 she	 is	 hardly
inclined	 to	 accept	 it	 happily.	 Ebla	 assigns	 her	 own	moral	 value	 to	 polygamy,
which	for	her	is	akin	to	the	fires	of	hell.	Despite	these	numerous	moments	in	the



narrative,	critics	easily	identify	and	emphasize	passages	throughout	the	narrative
that	underline	Ebla’s	diffidence.	The	following,	for	example,	is	a	case	in	point:
“He,	the	Almighty	God,	is	the	one	who	has	fixed	the	status	of	human	beings.	He
made	me	cost	half	of	a	man,	and	He	must	have	had	a	good	reason	for	doing	so,
otherwise	why	did	He	do	this	to	me?	I	am	a	woman,	and	because	I	am	tempted
more	than	a	man,	my	weakness	comes	to	light	faster	than	it	would	in	the	case	of
a	man.”22	Perhaps	Ebla	does	harbor	notions	of	women’s	weaker	constitution	to
some	 degree.	 To	 portray	 her	 otherwise	 would	 amount	 to	 little	 more	 than
contrived	and	gratuitous	revisionism.	Nevertheless,	Ebla’s	sentiment	is	also	held
up	 to	 irony	 against	 her	 simultaneous	 need	 to	 navigate	 her	 world	 on	 her	 own
terms.	Ebla	says,	“What	an	agony,	what	a	revolting	situation!	Naturally	women
are	born	in	nine	months	just	like	men.	What	makes	women	so	inferior	to	men?
For	sure	this	world	is	a	man’s—it	is	his	dominion—as	long	as	women	are	sold
and	 bought	 like	 camels,	 as	 long	 as	 this	 remains	 the	 system	 of	 life.”23	 She	 is
lucidly	clear	about	the	fact	that	she	lives	in	a	patriarchal	society.
Unable	to	disperse	the	tension	between	her	deference	to	Islamic	customs	and

her	 desire	 for	 self-determination,	 Ebla	 reconciles	 subversion	 and	 agency	 with
Islamic	 teachings.	 More	 accurately,	 Islamic	 doctrines	 themselves	 become	 the
source	 of	 her	 social	 agency,	 as	 in	 her	 knowledge	 that	 she	 can	 even	 lie,	 as
Mohammad	says,	if	circumstance	requires	her	to	do	so.	Ebla	makes	it	clear	that
Islam	 is	 not	 at	 odds	with	 being	 self-determined:	 “Freedom:	 that	was	what	 she
worshipped.	 Not	 the	 freedom	 to	 sleep	 with	 any	 man,	 for	 every	 man	 was	 not
worth	 sleeping	 with,	 neither	 could	 every	 man	 be	 a	 good	 husband.	 She	 was
unique	 in	 forming	 ideas	 about	 things.	 Marriage	 was	 a	 sound	 refuge.”24	 The
gravity	 of	 this	 passage	 lies	 in	 its	 affirmation	 of	 marriage	 and	 the	 way	 it
decouples	freedom	from	the	freedom	of	sexual	license	as	it	is	understood	in	the
west—the	right	to,	and	the	self-evident	desirability	of,	premarital	sex,	casual	sex,
and	 sex	 with	 multiple	 partners,	 for	 example.	 The	 passage	 makes	 a	 cloaked
statement	about	notions	of	women’s	freedom	that	were	flourishing	in	the	west	in
the	 late	 sixties	 and	 early	 seventies,	 notions	 that	 will	 always	 hang	 over	 any
reading	of	From	a	Crooked	Rib,	and	by	which	the	agency	and	power	of	its	main
character	will	be	judged.	Rather	than	seeing	marriage	as	a	snare	for	women,	Ebla
sees	it	as	a	privilege	that	men	must	earn,	one	that	many	fail	to	do.	Moreover,	the
narrative	voice	itself	recognizes	and	validates	Ebla’s	motives	and	agency:	“She
was	unique	 in	 forming	 ideas	 about	 things.”	Ebla	 is	 irreverent	 toward	men,	but
her	irreverence	does	not	always	violate	the	framework	of	Islamic	propriety	and
values.	 “Since	 she	would	 not	 be	 able	 to	 do	 anything	 about	 it,	 why	 not	marry
simply	for	the	sake	of	living	a	married	life	and	thus	avoiding	spinsterhood?	Why



not	 get	 married	 to	 Awill—or	 whoever	 falls	 into	 the	 ditch	 of	 matrimony,	 she
chuckled	 to	 herself—in	 order	 to	 get	 children	 of	 her	 own	 blood,	 of	 her	 own
stock?”25	 Not	 only	 is	 Ebla	 aware	 of	 marriage	 as	 an	 economic	 contract	 and
protection	 from	potential	 solitude,	her	 statement	also	satirizes	and	appropriates
patrilineal	attitudes	toward	procreation	and	posterity.	Marriage	is	not	inflicted	on
Ebla,	 but	 is	 indeed	 hers	 to	 own.	 She	 cannot	 flaunt	 “the	 ditch	 of	matrimony,”
which	means	 that	 she	 knows	 that	marriage	 can	be	 a	mire	 for	women.	But	 her
conclusion	is	to	find	its	pragmatic	benefits	to	herself.
Ebla	 also	 experiences	 a	 sexual	 awakening	 that	 is	 difficult	 to	 characterize,	 a

self-realization	 that	 is	 born	 of	 both	 despair	 and	 power.	 In	what	 is	 perhaps	 the
most	 harrowing	 passage	 in	 the	 novel,	 Ebla’s	 sexuality	 bursts	 forth	 through
grippingly	vivid	narration,	demonstrating	 that	 she	 is	 even	capable	of	deviating
from	her	own	calcified	sense	of	Islamic	propriety	when	circumstance	occasions
her	to	do	so.

With	her	hand	she	 felt	down	her	body,	naked	under	 the	sheet;	 she	scratched	her	sex,	 then	chuckled.
“This	is	my	treasure,	my	only	treasure,	my	bank,	my	money,	my	existence.”	She	let	her	hand	lie	upon
it	for	a	while,	and	wondered	if	she	had	not	got	tired	of	playing	uninteresting	games	with	foolish	men
on	beds.	The	area	of	her	sex	was	slightly	damp	.	.	.	She	looked	into	herself	and	found	something	new
about	 herself.	 She	 looked	 into	 herself	 literally—a	 thing	which	 she	 had	 never	 done	 before	 .	 .	 .	 She
thought	 she	 had	 lost	 the	 game:	 she	 had	 become	 a	 prostitute	without	 realizing	 that	 she	 had	 become
one.26

This	narration	provocatively	suggests	 that	men	are	incapable	of	satisfying	Ebla
sexually	 and	 she	 must	 therefore	 gratify	 herself	 in	 this	 capacity.	 On	 the	 other
hand,	she	belatedly	 realizes	her	passage	 into	sexual	bondage	because	of	 forces
larger	than	her	own	desires	and	will.	The	passage	ends	at	least	as	enigmatically
when	 the	reader	 is	confronted	with	a	quasiexistential	moment:	“She	closed	her
eyes,	wandering	into	nothingness	and	creating	in	her	mind	something	which	had
never	existed	before,	and	which	would	never	exist.”27	She	closes	her	eyes	and
meditates	about	a	world	entirely	of	her	own	making,	but	one	that	she	is	clearly
aware	 will	 not	 materialize.	 The	 passage	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 striking	 and
exemplary	in	the	novel,	not	because	it	psychologizes	Ebla	or	because	it	attempts
to	 penetrate	 her	 mind,	 but	 because	 it	 subverts	 simplistic	 interpretations	 of
Muslim	women,	even	the	most	orthodox	Muslim	women.
Later,	when	Ebla	discovers	 that	Awill	might	have	been	conducting	an	affair

with	 an	 Italian	woman,	 she	 takes	 a	 husband	 (Tiffo)	 out	 of	 vengeance,	 a	move
that	 both	 harnesses	 and	 violates	 Islamic	 mores.	 In	 Islam,	 a	 woman	 is	 free	 to
divorce	 and	 remarry	 if	 her	 husband	 commits	 adultery	 or	 otherwise	 flouts	 his
responsibilities	and	obligations	as	a	husband.	And	certainly,	Ebla	 is	married	 to



this	 sort	 of	 man.	 But	 her	 choice	 to	marry	 a	 second	 husband	 is	 a	 violation	 of
Islamic	 law	 because	 she	 does	 not	 first	 seek	 a	 divorce	 (talaq).	 While	 she	 is
exceedingly	pious,	Ebla	is	also	able	and	willing	to	suspend	her	values	when	they
conflict	 with	 her	 interests	 or	 when	 they	 obstruct	 her	 from	 attaining	 what	 is
beneficial	 to	 her	 at	 a	 given	 moment.	 Resolve	 and	 despondency,	 power	 and
powerless,	 and	 freedom	 and	 entrapment	 cohabit	 Ebla’s	 character	 and	 offer	 a
closer	approximation	to	the	social	and	personal	experiences	of	many	women	of
Ebla’s	station.
One	of	the	most	important	intellectual	conversations	that	From	a	Crooked	Rib

achieves	 is	 with	 the	 Qur’an	 itself.	 The	 novel	 functions	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the
historically	 exclusive	privilege	of	males	 as	 the	 sole	 interpreters	 of	 the	Qur’an,
and	Islamic	teachings	in	general.	At	times,	the	novel	casts	Ebla	as	an	interpretive
device	 to	 revisit	 those	 doctrines	 that	 have	 historically	 been	 deployed	 to	 the
disadvantage	of	women	in	some	Islamic	societies.	The	epigraph	from	which	the
novel’s	title	is	derived	is	referred	to	as	a	Somali,	rather	than	an	Islamic,	proverb:
“God	created	Woman	from	a	crooked	rib;	and	any	one	who	trieth	to	straighten	it,
breaketh	 it.”	 This	 distinction	 is	 of	 crucial	 importance	 because	 it	 suggests	 that
many	 gender	 practices	 that	 are	 imputed	 to	 Islam	 are	 actually	 spawned	 from
particular	 interpretations	 of	 the	 Qur’an.	 More	 specifically,	 the	 distinction
indicates	that	gender	practices	are	the	product	of	interpretations	of	the	Qur’an	in
a	 particular	 time	 and	 place.	 Veiling,	 a	 custom	 thought	 to	 epitomize	 Islamic
virtue,	is	odd	to	Ebla,	who	only	encounters	it	in	a	town,	in	Belet	Wene,	when	she
sees	Arabs	for	the	first	time.	However,	Ebla	first	idealizes	them.	“I	would	like	to
meet	an	Arab	 .	 .	 .	Because	 they	are	 the	prophet’s	 relatives.	They	are	nearer	 to
him,	aren’t	they?”	But	then	the	widow—a	powerful,	landowning,	and	licentious
procuress—quickly	tells	her	that	the	Arabs	are	no	closer	to	the	prophet	than	the
Somalis	 are,	 noting	 that	 her	 first	 husband,	 who	 was	 an	 Arab,	 made	 her	 veil
herself,	something	she	clearly	found	disagreeable.28	The	widow	also	berates	the
quality	 of	 the	Arabic	 that	Arabs	 speak,	 indicating	 that	 it	 is	 not	 their	 exclusive
domain.	The	widow	then	tells	Ebla	 that	her	first	husband	divorced	her	because
he	 thought	 she	 was	 being	 adulterous	 every	 time	 she	 spoke	 Somali	 to	 another
man.	In	this	exchange,	the	narrative	assaults	Arabs,	not	to	assault	Islam,	but	for
the	opposite	 reason.	 It	assaults	Arabs	and	Arab	customs	as	a	way	of	divorcing
the	religion	from	them	and	in	order	to	highlight	the	fluid	and	progressive	version
of	Islam	that	Somalis	practice.
Ironically,	the	Qur’an’s	renarration	of	the	story	of	the	Garden	of	Eden	is	a	bit

more	charitable	to	Eve	than	the	Judeo-Christian	version.	In	the	latter,	it	is	solely
Eve	who	is	beguiled	by	the	serpent,	which	then	has	consequences	for	Adam	and



the	 couple’s	 posterity.	 In	 the	 Qur’anic	 version,	 Adam	 and	 Eve	 are	 equally
culpable	for	their	transgression	against	God’s	decree	not	to	eat	the	fruit	from	one
tree.

And,	 O	 Adam!	 Dwell	 thou	 and	 thy	 wife	 in	 Paradise	 and	 eat	 ye	 whence	 ye	 will,	 but	 to	 this	 tree
approach	not,	lest	ye	become	of	the	unjust	doers.
Then	Satan	whispered	them	to	shew	them	their	nakedness,	which	had	been	hidden	from	them	both.

And	he	said,	“This	tree	hath	your	Lord	forbidden	you,	only	lest	ye	should	become	angels,	or	 lest	ye
should	become	immortals.”
And	he	sware	to	them	both,	“Verily	I	am	unto	you	one	who	counselleth	aright.”
So	he	beguiled	them	by	deceits:	and	when	they	had	tasted	of	the	tree,	their	nakedness	appeared	to

them	and	they	began	to	sew	together	upon	themselves	the	leaves	of	the	garden,	and	their	Lord	called,
“Did	I	not	forbid	you	from	this	tree,	and	I	did	not	say	to	you,	‘Verily,	Satan	is	your	declared	enemy.’”
(Qur’an,	7:18–21)

From	 a	 Crooked	 Rib	 shows	 that	 patriarchy	 and	misogyny	 are	 in	 fact	 cultural
performances	rather	than	immutable	teachings	in	the	Qur’an.	It	also	shows	that
there	 is	 no	 hegemonic	 form	 or	 practice	 of	 Islam.	 Islam	 can	 accommodate
critique	and	dissent,	neither	of	which	are	necessarily	vanguard	 importations	or
inspired	by	western	intellectual	and	cultural	developments.	From	a	Crooked	Rib
is	 itself,	 therefore,	 an	 interpretive	 intervention,	 a	 revision	 to	 the	 teachings
derived	from	the	Qur’an.
It	 has	 been	 contended,	 unsurprisingly,	 that	 Farah’s	 cosmopolitan	 and

intellectual	 formation	might	be	 the	 reason	 for	Ebla’s	 critical	postures,	 and	 that
Farah	 flattens	 his	 main	 character	 into	 a	 transparent	 mouthpiece	 for	 his	 own
political	 views.	 The	 novel	 was	 written,	 after	 all,	 at	 the	 height	 of	 social	 and
political	 transformations	 throughout	 the	 west	 as	 well	 as	 in	 Africa,	 where
Marxism,	 feminism,	 and	 other	 “isms”	 flourished.	 But	 this	 contention	 is
disquieting	 because,	 besides	 its	 appeal	 to	 author	 intent,	 it	 resembles	 paternal
colonial	 ideas	 of	 the	 “other”	 who	 needs	 to	 be	 rescued	 from	 herself	 by	 the
munificent	west.	This	 suspicion	 suggests	 that	 Islam	 is	 an	 ahistorical	monolith,
that	Muslims	 themselves	 are	 incapable	 of	 self-interrogation	 (even	 though	Ebla
looks	 into	herself,	 literally	and	 figuratively),	 and	 that	 they	 lack	 the	 intellectual
faculties	 to	evaluate	 their	own	practices	and	beliefs	until	prompted	to	do	so	by
western	academic	prescriptions.
The	 contention	 that	 Ebla	 is	 a	 victim	 of	 her	 Islamic	 traditions	 also	 misses

Farah’s	highly	polemical	style	and	the	particular	reverence	he	shows	to	women
and	 children	 throughout	 his	 corpus.29	 His	 consistent	 portraiture	 of	 women	 as
strong,	 intellectually	 inclined,	 and	 independent	 has	 prompted	Derek	Wright	 to
write	 that	Farah	 treats	“women	as	 the	subjugated	self	 in	every	one	of	us.”30	 If
women	are	the	subjugated	self	in	all	of	us,	it	is	because	they	are	shaped	by	their



social	relations	and	are,	to	a	greater	degree,	disadvantaged	by	them.	They	are	not
romanticized	 metaphors.	 Nor,	 as	 the	 narrative	 shows,	 is	 Ebla	 necessarily	 an
aberration	 from	 a	 mold	 of	 Somali	 womanhood.	 Here,	 Farah	 invokes	 a	 figure
from	Somali	 antiquity	 to	 buttress	 his	 portraiture	 of	 his	main	 character.	Ebla	 is
guided	by	the	wisdom	of	Arrawello,	a	Somali	queen	who	reigned	a	millennium
ago	and	who	inspires	Ebla	through	her	many	teachings	and	her	famed	subversion
of	 gender	 roles.	Arrawello	 is	 quoted	 as	 saying,	 “‘Ye	women,	 say	 ‘No’	 even	 if
afterwards	 you	 come	 to	 regret	 it.	 Be	 obstinate,	 and	 let	 no	 man	 shake	 your
feminine	resolve.’”31	 It	would	 be	 unlikely	 and	 entirely	 unconvincing	 to	 cast	 a
two-dimensional	 and	 passive	woman	 as	 the	main	 character	 of	 the	 novel.	Thus
there	 is	 in	 Ebla	 the	 strength	 and	 dignity	 of	 Somali	 women	 that	 Farah’s
subsequent	novels	 insist	 their	 readers	 recognize,	an	 insistence	 that	was	born	 in
the	pages	of	From	a	Crooked	Rib.
I	would	like	to	pause	here	and	reflect	on	a	troubling	presence	in	this	chapter.

In	my	reading	of	Ebla,	I	am	conscious	of	the	stubborn	shadow	that	lingers	over
postcolonial	studies	and	that	no	amount	of	self-reflexivity	has	entirely	alleviated
or	 theorized	away.	Ali	Behdad’s	essay	“Une	Pratique	Sauvage,”	which	recodes
Gayatri	 Spivak’s	 claims	 in	 “Can	 the	 Subaltern	 Speak?”	 rightly	 warns
postcolonial	 scholars	 against	 unwittingly	 exploiting	 third-world	 subjects	 as
materials	for	their	own	work	and	advancement	in	the	western	academy,	which	is
sometimes	guilty	of	reproducing	social	hierarchies	not	entirely	dissimilar	to	the
ones	it	purports	to	combat:	“It	 is	crucial	 to	raise	the	question	as	to	what	extent
postcolonial	 praxes	 have	 contributed	 to	 that	 depressing	 form	 of	 intellectual
neocolonialism	 in	 which	 the	 ex-colonies	 have	 provided	 yet	 again	 the	 ‘raw
materials’	 for	 Western	 academic	 consumption.”32	 I	 certainly	 do	 not	 want	 to
understate	 the	 experiential	 gulf	 between	 Ebla	 and	 persons	 like	 myself.	 I
recognize	 that	my	 reading	of	 her	 story	 is	made	possible	 by	 the	distance	 that	 I
enjoy	 from	 her	 subjectivities.	 However,	 the	 charge	 of	 exploitation	 is	 also
problematic	because	 this	 charge	 is	 itself	born	of	 social	privilege,	distance,	 and
contemplative	comfort.	At	the	worst,	it	can	be	taken	to	mean	that	nothing	ought
to	be	said	or	written	out	of	fear	of	being	accused	of	complicity	with	neocolonial
cultural	 exploitation.	 This	 could	 amount	 to	 inaction	 and	 silence	 in	 the	 face	 of
systematic	 and	 highly	 political	 misrepresentations—in	 this	 case,	 of	 Islam	 and
Muslim	women.	While	I	am	offering	that	Muslim	women	are	not	categorically
victims	of	their	culture	and	their	customs,	I	am	also	suggesting	something	about
the	western	academy	and	its	 intellectual	predilections.	So	if	my	argument	were
received	 as	 being	 written	 for	 “Western	 academic	 consumption,”	 it	 would	 be
appropriate.



From	a	Crooked	Rib’s	anticipation	of	critical	reductions	about	Muslim	women
characters	lends	itself	to	an	evaluative	discussion	about	other	things.	Through	its
exploration	of	the	consciousness	and	experiences	of	a	character	on	the	social	and
economic	 margins	 of	 her	 society,	 the	 novel	 questions	 the	 viability	 and	 the
credibility	 of	 the	 “nation-state”	 long	 before	 the	 emergence	 and	momentum	 of
antinational	and	antistatist	theoretical	anxieties	in	postcolonial	criticism.	Farah’s
freshman	 novel,	 written	 at	 the	 peak	 of	 national	 rapture	 and	 enthusiasm,
anticipates	 the	 disillusions	 and	 ultimate	 dissolution	 of	 the	 “secular”	 and
“Marxist”	 nation-state	 after	 the	 fall	 of	Barre’s	 regime	 in	 1991,	 a	 development
that	ushers	 in	 the	open	clan	and	 tribal	warfare	 that	has	 ravaged	Somalia	 since.
The	state	and	certain	elements	of	“secular”	academic	criticism	that	are	united	in
their	 shared	 distance	 from	 other	 (traditional,	 religious)	 sections	 of	 Somali
society,	 their	values,	and	 their	needs,	 is	something	I	will	come	back	 to	shortly.
While	 Ebla	 does	 not	 “represent”	 the	 rural	 Somali	masses	 in	 some	 simple	 and
self-evident	way,	she	does	offer	a	glimpse	into	the	way	the	state	is	perceived	by
some	sections	of	Somali	society.
Ebla	is	not	the	first	character	of	her	kind	in	African	fiction.	Most	novels	of	the

period,	 including	 Achebe’s	 and	 Ngugi’s,	 center	 on	 nonurban	 and	 traditional
peoples	 and	 the	 trials	 that	 they	 face	 because	 of	 a	 rapidly	 shifting	 society.	But
there	is	one	important	difference	between	Ebla	and	the	characters	in	other	novels
written	when	Farah	wrote	From	a	Crooked	Rib.	One	does	not	have	to	look	too
hard	to	find	critical	materials	on	Achebe’s	Things	Fall	Apart	 that	affirm	Efwefi
and	 Ezinma’s	 agency.	 These	 two	 women,	 interestingly	 enough,	 are	 not	 even
main	characters	in	Achebe’s	novel,	and	play	far	smaller	roles	than	does	Ebla	in
From	 a	 Crooked	 Rib.	 Yet	 criticism	 that	 insists	 that	 these	 two	 women	 are
categorically	 victims	 and	 pawns	 is	 scarcer	 than	 the	 same	 sort	 of	 critical
conclusion	 about	 Ebla.	 The	 particular	 dismissal	 of	 Ebla’s	 agency	 is	 surely
connected,	consciously	or	otherwise,	to	perceptions	of	Islam	as	a	religion	that	is
essentially	 at	 odds	 with	 women’s	 power.	 In	 the	 next	 section,	 I	 will	 forge	 a
connection	 between	 Ebla’s	 religious	 disposition	 and	 the	 broader	 political
framework	 that	 governs	 the	 world	 in	 which	 she	 lives.	 I	 will	 also	 answer	 the
question	 of	 how	 the	 religious	 subject	 encounters	 and	 negotiates	 secular	 and
national	rhetoric	and	symbolism,	both	of	which	are	alien	to	Ebla.
African	nationalisms	are	largely	heirs	to	nineteenth-century	European	national

thought.	 Like	 the	 latter,	African	 national	 discourses	were	 teleological,	 holding
the	restoration	of	“nation”	in	its	final	form,	the	democratic	nation-state,	to	mark
the	closure	of	history.	These	national	discourses	were	also	wed	 to	Marxist	and
secular	 initiatives.	 This	 largely	 European	 pedigree	 of	 African	 nationalisms



marginalized	 religion	 during	 the	 processes	 of	 decolonization,	 even	 though
religion	 and	 religious	 organizations	 often	 played	 a	 key	 role	 in	 these	 same
processes,	starting	in	the	early	twentieth	century.	Islam	was	especially	influential
in	 the	 Somali	 movement	 against	 the	 British,	 Italians,	 and	 Ethiopians,	 a
movement	that	was	spearheaded	by	Muhammad	Abdullah	Hassan,	a	history	that
surfaces	 in	Close	Sesame,	 the	 last	 novel	 in	 the	Variations	 on	 the	Theme	of	 an
African	Dictatorship	trilogy.	From	a	Crooked	Rib	emphasizes	the	fact	that	Islam
is	 a	 unifying	 culture	 for	 many	 Somalis	 and	 that	 it	 is	 the	 framework	 through
which	 they	 feel	 that	 they	 are	 in	 relation	 to	 their	world.	The	 novel	 reminds	 its
readers	 of	 the	 existence	 and	 importance	 of	 other	 Somalis	 and	 not	 just	 the
wealthy,	the	westernized,	and	the	urbane.	It	brings	to	term	a	different	portrait	of
Somali	 society,	 and	 in	 the	process	 demotes	 the	 ephemeral	 and	 limited	vista	 of
both	 the	 state	 and	 the	 intellectual	 elite.	 In	 Ebla’s	 case,	 Islamic	 consciousness
remains	 the	primary	 lens	 through	which	 she	makes	 sense	of	her	 life	and	 those
things	that	are	larger	than	her	and	over	which	she	has	only	limited	control.
Ebla’s	 experiences	 challenge	 the	 manufactured	 synonymy	 between	 national

and	cultural	 identity	because	she	does	not	recognize	 the	former	but	affirms	 the
latter.	When	 in	 Belet	Wene,	 she	 is	 faced	 with	 new	 entities	 that	 she	 does	 not
recognize.	She	does	not	recognize	“national”	institutions	such	as	“Government”
or	“police”	and,	on	one	occasion,	Ebla	wonders	whether	 the	 latter	 is	a	“tribe.”
The	term	tribe	is	an	unintended	euphemism	for	the	clannish	nature	of	Somalia’s
central	“national”	government,	but	 it	also	 forebodes	 the	 looming	disintegration
of	the	Somali	state	into	open	clan	warfare.	She	also	does	not	recognize	national
designations	 of	 peoples:	 “I	 heard	 about	 the	 Abyssinians,	 the	 Arabs,	 and	 the
Kikuyus,	 but	 I	 have	never	 seen	 any	of	 them.”33	 She	does	not	 use	 the	national
markers	 “Ethiopian”	 or	 “Kenyan,”	 among	 others,	 some	 of	 which	 became
national	 signifiers	 after	decolonization	and	 independence.	Nor	can	Ebla	 access
the	 exclusively	 urban	 sensibilities	 of	 postindependence	 “national”	 Somalia.
“People	here	 in	Mogadiscio	 and	 in	 towns	don’t	have	 the	 slightest	 idea	how	 to
take	care	of	beasts,	how	to	milk	them,	how	to	love	them,	how	to	sacrifice	their
own	lives	 to	make	 the	beast	happy	and	fat	and	healthy.	They	know	how	to	eat
meat	and	drink	milk,	but	that	is	all	they	know.	How	ignorant	and	proud	they	are!
A	white	man’s	language	is	no	knowledge.”34
This	 passage	 reaffirms	 the	 rural	 and	 the	 pastoral,	 and	 questions	 the	African

metropolis	(a	facsimile	of	European	ones,	especially	in	the	1960s	and	1970s)	as
the	 site	 of	 “postcolonial”	 consciousness,	 challenging	 the	 privilege	 of	 Dakar,
Nairobi,	and	Lagos,	among	many	others.	In	this	passage,	Ebla	also	questions	the
very	narrative	that	encapsulates	her.	Can	the	English	language,	for	example,	be



her	 language	 or	 convey	 her	 experience?	 “A	 white	 man’s	 language	 is	 no
knowledge.”	 In	 this	 moment,	 the	 novel	 examines	 its	 own	 existence	 in	 the
English	 language,	 which	 means	 that	 it	 recognizes	 that	 it	 already	 exists	 in	 a
particular	 mode	 of	 knowledge.	 It	 raises	 the	 question	 of	 the	 desirability	 of
European	 languages	(Italian	also	appears	 scattered	 throughout	 the	narrative)	as
mediums	of	African	cultural	and	literary	life.	It	does	not	take	for	granted	that	the
English	 language	 is	 decidedly	 desirable,	 advantageous,	 and	 accessible.	 Ebla’s
reference	to	English	and	Italian	languages	as	vessels	of	“knowledge”	poignantly
foreshadows	Ngugi’s	refusal	to	disentangle	language	and	cultural	knowledge	in
his	essay,	“The	Language	of	African	Literature.”35
Even	 the	 idea	 of	 an	 “official”	 and	 “national”	 Somali	 language	 is	 unsettling

and	 alienating	 to	Ebla	 because	 this	 language	 “was	 a	mixture	 of	many	 dialects
spoken	 in	what	 is	 now	 known	 as	 the	 Somali	 Republic.	 Ebla	 could	 not	 follow
what	 [Tiffo]	 said.”36	 The	 narrative	 corroborates	 her	 alienation.	 “What	 is	 now
known	as	the	Somali	Republic”	captures	the	state’s	recency	and	artificiality,	an
entity	 that	materialized	without	 the	 knowledge	 of	 large	 sections	 of	 the	Somali
population.	Alas,	Ebla	is	even	unaware	that	the	region	from	which	she	has	come,
Ogadenia,	a	region	that	is	predominantly	Somali	and	to	which	Somalis	maintain
irredentist	 claims,	 has	 passed	 into	Ethiopian	 hands,	 signaling	 her	 ignorance	 of
official	 geographies.	 Ebla’s	 ignorance	 about	 the	 national	 membership	 of	 the
region	 to	 which	 she	 is	 native	 is	 also	 a	 wider	 narrative	 statement	 about	 the
transience	and	fickleness	of	maps,	a	leitmotif	that	drives	Farah’s	celebrated	later
novel,	Maps.
From	 a	 Crooked	 Rib	 finds	 confluence	 with	 its	 contemporaries	 (Ngugi’s	 A

Grain	of	Wheat	and	Gabriel	Ruhumbika’s	A	Village	in	Uhuru,	among	others)	in
their	shared	antinational	ethos.	But	From	a	Crooked	Rib	is	not	merely	an	assault
on	 the	 state.	 It	 also	 animates	 a	 segment	 of	 Somali	 society	 that	 is	 ignored	 by
official	 state	 discourses	 and	 by	 those	 postcolonial	 theories	 of	 subjectivity	 that
tended	 to	 celebrate	 and	 normalize	 “hybridity,”	 cosmopolitanism,	 and	 the
globetrotting	intellectual	as	the	paragon	of	the	third	world	experience.	The	novel
gives	visibility	and	a	voice	 to	 those	sections	of	 the	population	 that	are	used	as
mascots	 by	 nationalist	 iconography	 but	 that	 do	 not	 ultimately	 benefit	 from	 its
mechanisms	and	 its	dispensations,	especially	 in	an	African	context.	Nationalist
(statist)	discourses	have	constructed	the	masses	as	their	image,	a	maneuver	that
Ernest	 Gellner	 addresses	 in	 Nations	 and	 Nationalisms	 when	 he	 states,
“Nationalism	 usually	 conquers	 in	 the	 name	 of	 a	 putative	 folk	 culture.	 Its
symbolism	is	drawn	from	the	healthy,	pristine,	vigorous	life	of	the	peasants,	of
the	Volk,	of	 the	narod.”37	 In	 this	sense,	From	a	Crooked	Rib	must	count	as	an



important	 text,	or	prototext,	of	“subaltern	studies,”	as	 indeed	 the	category	now
extends	beyond	the	Indian	subcontinent.	The	novel	is	largely	ignored	by	critics
and	 this	 oversight	 corresponds	 to	 Ebla’s	 own	 marginality	 and	 invisibility,
teetering	on	the	edge	of	the	“nation”	to	which	she	only	tenuously	belongs,	being
economically	and	culturally	marginalized.38
While	 postcolonial	 scholarship	 has	 often	 assaulted	 the	 African	 state’s

homogenizing,	authoritarian,	and	corrupt	nature	(not	to	mention	the	fact	that	the
state	often	persecuted,	victimized,	and	exiled	postcolonial	intellectuals,	or	those
who	 would	 later	 become	 postcolonial	 intellectuals,	 for	 their	 views	 and
activities),	 the	 two	 do	 converge	 in	 their	 common	 dislocation	 from	 local
identities,	which	 includes,	 among	 other	 things,	 a	 distancing	 from	 religiosity.	 I
should	 qualify,	 however,	 that	 the	 state	 in	 Somalia	 had	 forged	 an	 interesting
relationship	with	religion,	which	emerges	in	some	of	the	criticism	that	addresses
Islam	 in	 Farah’s	 novels.	 In	 the	 novels	 of	 Farah’s	African	Dictatorship	 trilogy,
Islam	 is	 in	 the	 service	of	dictatorship.	When	 the	newish	Somali	 state	 ceded	 to
dictatorship,	it	harnessed	a	version	of	Islam	to	reproduce	and	enforce	its	power
at	 the	 family	and	domestic	 level.	This	was	achieved	by	exploiting	male	power
over	 women	 and	 parental	 authority	 over	 youth,	 creating	 a	 microcosmic
dictatorship	 in	 the	 domestic	 sphere.	However,	 as	 I	will	 argue	 in	 the	 following
chapter,	 the	 opposition	 to	 dictatorship	 also	 finds	 expression	 in	 Islamic
consciousness.
The	west’s	confrontation	with	the	Islamic	world	imprints	literary	scholarship

in	 an	 African	 and	 broader	 postcolonial	 context.	 In	 using	 the	 term
“confrontation,”	 I	 do	 not	 mean	 to	 echo	 Samuel	 Huntington’s	 “clash	 of
civilizations”	 thesis	 (though	 George	 W.Bush’s	 use	 of	 the	 term	 “crusade”—
retracted	or	otherwise—demonstrates	 that	 this	paradigm	still	has	 its	mobilizing
uses),	or	to	concede	to	the	dualistic	worldviews	that	trivialize	the	more	complex
historical	 interactions	 between	 the	 Islamic	 world	 and	 the	 west.	 But	 it	 seems
problematic	 and	 somewhat	 disingenuous	 to	 understate	 their	 relationship,	 and
especially	 in	 recent	 decades,	 precisely	 as	 a	 confrontation.	 Even	 if	 the
confrontation	 is	 based	 on	 imaginary	 enmities	 and	 rests	 on	wobbly	 ideological
and	historical	foundations,	its	effects	have	been	no	less	dire	for	all	the	millions
who	have	suffered	war,	loss,	displacement,	and	discrimination	all	over	the	world.
Contemporary	developments	 in	Somalia	hover	over	my	rereading	of	Farah’s

first	novel,	especially	since	women	suffer	so	greatly	in	war	and	political	chaos.
However,	 despite	 the	 momentous	 shifts	 in	 Somali	 history	 in	 the	 past	 two
decades,	I	have	returned	to	this	“freshman”	novel	for	two	main	reasons.	The	first
is	 the	 same	as	 the	 reason	 for	 this	project	 as	 a	whole,	which	 is	 that	 the	 critical



material	that	has	developed	around	the	novel	is	uneven	and	incomplete.	A	while
ago,	 at	 the	 University	 of	 California,	 Los	 Angeles	 when	 I	 began	 writing	 this
chapter,	an	acquaintance	asked	me	why	I	was	so	invested	in	offering	a	rereading
of	From	 a	Crooked	 Rib,	 stating	 that	 “women’s	 agency	 under	 Islam	 is	 ‘passé’
because	 it	has	 ‘already	been	done.’”	This	 remark	 showcases	 the	 insularity	one
often	finds	in	the	humanities,	as	well	as	its	susceptibility	to	fashion,	irrespective
of	whether	or	not	these	fashions	resonate	outside	the	academy’s	walls.	I	am	not
under	 the	 illusion	 that	 this	 chapter	 will	 alter	 popular	 perceptions	 of	 Islam	 or
Muslim	women.	My	goal	 is	 a	great	 deal	more	modest.	 I	 think	 that	 the	 task	of
redressing	 misperceptions	 and	 misrepresentations	 of	 Islam	 in	 academic
engagements	 is	 still	 incomplete.	 In	 this	 sense,	my	 reading	of	From	a	Crooked
Rib	might	 at	 least	 complicate	what	 people	 assume	 about	Muslim	women,	 that
they	are	anonymous	shadows	in	birkas	and	the	consummate	victims	of	stoning
and	other	draconian	moral	codes.	I	have	not	offered	anything	new	in	this	chapter
theoretically.	Rather,	I	have	tried	to	show	that	Farah’s	first	novel	is	crucial	to	a
holistic	 appreciation	 of	 his	 subsequent	 ones	 because	 it	 sows	 the	 seeds	 of
characters	 who	 are	 seamless	 in	 their	 relationships	 to	 tradition,	 religion,
nationhood,	and	modernity.	From	a	Crooked	Rib,	as	young	and	as	imperfect	as	it
might	 be,	 is	 testimony	 to	 the	 power	 of	 fiction,	 to	 the	 power	 of	 the	 novel	 as	 a
form	of	intellectual	probing,	innovation,	and	vision.



CHAPTER	6

A	Typology	of	Political	Islam

Religion	and	the	State	in	Nuruddin	Farah’s	Variations	on
the	Theme	of	an	African	Dictatorship	Trilogy

Gladly	to	Allah’s	dwelling
Yonder	would	I	take	flight;

There	will	the	darkness	vanish,
There	will	my	eyes	have	sight.

—Henry	Wadsworth	Longfellow

Few	issues	are	as	combustible	as	 the	prospect	of	religion	entering	politics,	 like
contraband	passing	through	official	inspection	at	a	harbor	or	a	border	crossing.	It
is	something	that	frightens	most	people,	especially	those	who	live	in	societies	in
which	the	two	are	thought	to	be	separate.	But	Christian-inspired	ideologies	move
power	 levers	and	 legislation	all	 the	 time	 in	much	of	 the	“secular”	west.	 In	 the
United	States,	all	one	needs	to	do	is	cast	a	fleeting	glance	at	the	frenzied	disgust
in	 response	 to	 the	 topics	 of	 abortion	 and	 homosexuality,	 or	 consider	 Barack
Obama’s	 repeated	proclamations	of	his	Christian	 faith	during	his	campaign	 for
presidency	and	afterwards.	In	France,	the	assault	on	veils	and	veiling	is	in	large
part	a	visceral	Catholic	backlash	guised	as	a	defense	of	universal	women’s	rights
and	dignity.	In	the	same	way,	the	fear	of	religion	entering	the	political	in	today’s
world	 is	 actually	 the	 fear	 of	 Islam	 entering	 the	 political.	 In	 this	 chapter,	 I
examine	 the	 nature,	 or	 rather,	 the	 natures,	 of	 Islam	 in	 dictatorial	 Somalia	 as
portrayed	 in	 Nuruddin	 Farah’s	 Variations	 on	 the	 Theme	 of	 an	 African
Dictatorship	 trilogy,	 which	 composes	 Sweet	 and	 Sour	 Milk	 (1979),	 Sardines
(1981),	 and	 Close	 Sesame	 (1983).	 Throughout	 much	 of	 this	 project,	 I	 have



shown	how	Islam	has	often	been	alienated	from	the	life	of	the	nation-state.1	But
this	 has	 not	 always	 been	 the	 case.	 In	 this	 chapter	 I	 show	 the	ways	 that	 Islam
encounters	the	state—sometimes	in	its	service,	other	times	against	it.2	Religion
always	 enters	 the	 Political	 because	 the	 boundaries	 between	 the	 private	 and
public	spaces	are	quite	porous.	If	not	through	official	institutional	channels,	then
religion	 can	 enter	 through	 the	 philosophical	 and	 ideological	 formation	 of
political	 figures,	 who,	 as	 Jose	 Casanova	 claims	 in	 Public	 Religions	 and	 the
Modern	World,	 can	 be	 conditioned	 by	 religious	 ideas,	 and	 then	 enter	 political
life.	The	presence	of	religion	in	political	matters	does	not	inherently	jeopardize
the	 integrity	 of	 polities	 and	 public	 discourse	 and	 is,	 as	 counterintuitive	 as	 it
might	sound	to	many,	often	quite	commensurable	with	both.
The	African	Dictatorship	trilogy,	as	I	will	henceforth	call	it,	traces	the	lives	of

three	interconnected	circles	of	young	Somali	 intellectuals	who	cohere	around	a
common	 struggle	 with	 the	 intersection	 of	 Islamic	 tradition	 and	 the	 dictatorial
regime	of	Mohammad	Siad	Barre,	known	as	the	“Generalissimo.”	In	the	process,
the	trilogy	stages	the	conversation	between	Islam	and	a	western-educated	elite	in
the	period	of	time	between	independence	and	the	dissolution	of	the	Somali	state
in	the	early	1990s.3	The	trilogy	culminates	with	an	assassination	attempt	on	the
Generalissimo	 at	 the	 end	 of	Close	 Sesame	 by	 a	 somewhat	 unlikely	 character.
Much	existing	criticism	on	this	trilogy	emphasizes	the	collusion	between	Islam
and	 the	 levers	 of	 dictatorship.	 Critics	 have	 pointed	 out	 ways	 in	 which	 state
power	 is	 reproduced	 on	 the	 family	 level	 through	 elders,	 patriarchs	 and
matriarchs,	who	 subscribe	 to	 austere	 and	 reactionary	 interpretations	 of	 Islamic
doctrine.	 The	 Somali	 state,	 while	 supposedly	 secular,	 Marxist,	 and	 national,
actually	relies	on	the	strictures	of	traditional	Islam	to	propagate	its	power	among
the	masses.	While	 Islam’s	 role	 in	 dictatorial	 Somalia	 is	 a	motif	 in	 the	 trilogy,
Farah’s	trilogy	actually	offers	a	dynamic	discourse	on	Islam.	It	explores	Islam	as
a	safety	valve	for	stagnation,	dictatorship,	and	the	status	quo,	but	it	also	portrays
Islam	as	a	vehicle	for	progressive	and	deliberative	political	consciousness.	The
latter	 tendency	 in	 the	 trilogy	 has	 been	 lost	 on	 many	 critics,	 perhaps	 due	 to
overstatements	 of	 Farah’s	 own	 alleged	 anti-Islamism,	 or	 perhaps	 due	 to	 some
critics’	own	hostility	 toward	Islam.	By	the	end	of	 the	 trilogy,	Islam	finds	some
redemption	in	the	elderly	character	Deeriye,	the	central	figure	of	Close	Sesame,
on	whom	all	 the	 forces	of	social	change	converge.	He	 is	an	elderly	 figure	but,
unlike	 his	 counterparts	 in	 Sardines	 and	 Sweet	 and	 Sour	 Milk,	 is	 pious	 and
learned,	 politically	 conscious,	 cosmopolitan,	 tolerant,	 and	 reflective.	 In	 his
character,	the	archetype	of	the	complacent,	complicit,	and	obsolete	conservative
Muslim	 patriarch	 is	 vanquished.	 However,	 this	 counterportrait	 of	 Islam	 in



Farah’s	 trilogy,	while	 it	crystallizes	 in	Close	Sesame,	 also	exists	 latently	 in	 the
first	two	novels	of	the	trilogy.
Often,	 scholars,	 assuming	 consensus	 from	 their	 readers,	 offer	 casually

reductive	or	wooden	observations	about	Islam	that	would	incur	heavy	criticism
and	even	dismissal	 if	made	about	feminism,	Marxism,	or	any	other	 intellectual
tradition	with	which	the	western	academy	is	more	familiar	and	invested.	In	this
context,	one	can	write	and	publish	on	 the	evils	of	 Islam	 in	a	given	novel	with
minimal	 intellectual	 interrogation.	 For	 example,	 Farah’s	 African	 Dictatorship
trilogy	 is	 replete	 with	 overt	 and	 tacit	 criticism	 of	 the	 Generalissimo’s
misappropriation	of	Marxism	and	national	discourse	in	order	to	mask	the	tribal
nature	 and	 interests	 of	 his	 government.4	 In	 Sardines,	 for	 example,	 there	 is	 a
protracted	dialogue	between	Medina,	the	editor	of	a	national	newspaper,	and	her
Italian	 friend	 Sandra	 about	 Marxism’s	 very	 relevance	 and	 benevolence	 to
postcolonial	 Africa.	 Ultimately,	 the	 dialogue	 unmasks	 the	 European,	 colonial,
and	 even	 Christian	 genealogy	 of	 Marxism.	 But	 this	 salient	 trope	 in	 Farah’s
trilogy	 has	 never	 prompted	 any	 critic	 to	 categorically	 characterize	 the	 entire
trilogy,	or	Farah	himself,	as	anti-Marxist.
Islam,	 like	 any	 other	 social	 paradigm,	 is	 prone	 to	 various	 deployments.

Ngugi’s	Weep	Not,	Child	examines	Christianity	as	an	Africanized	religion	 that,
though	once	a	tool	of	colonial	inculcation	and	expansion,	has	also	lent	itself	to
anticolonial	 struggle	 and	 mobilization.	 In	 this	 spirit,	 Ahmed	 Bangura	 states,
when	addressing	assertions	that	Ousmane	Sembène’s	Les	bouts	de	bois	de	Dieu
is	categorically	anti-Islamic,	that	Islam,	like	Christianity,	has	various	utilities	and
operates	 across	 the	 political	 spectrum	 in	 colonial	 West	 Africa.	 No	 absolute
interpretation	of	Islam	in	Sembène’s	novel	will	endure	critical	scrutiny	because
of	 the	 decentered	 nature	 of	 the	 novel	 form.	 “Ousmane	 does	 not	 categorically
reject	 the	 notion	 of	 the	will	 of	Allah,	 nor	 for	 that	matter	 of	 Islam	 as	 a	 divine
creed.	All	 he	 does	 is	 present	Muslims	 in	 dialogue,	who	 debate	 the	 concept	 of
predestination.	 The	 dialogic	 structure	 of	 the	 novels	 effectively	 debunks	 a
fatalistic	and,	hence,	reactionary	interpretation	of	the	concept	in	order	to	replace
it	with	 a	 progressive	 interpretation,	 one	 that	 reconciles	 the	 idea	 of	 the	will	 of
Allah	with	social	activism.”5

Farah’s	 trilogy	 does	 not	 obscure	 the	 destructive	 and	 coercive	 uses	 of	 Islam.
Rather,	 it	 puts	 these	uses	 into	 conversation	with	 its	 other	 employments.	While
the	position	of	Islam	shifts	as	the	trilogy	unfolds,	one	can	also	see	that	a	kinder
reading	of	Islam	is	already	present	in	Farah’s	African	Dictatorship	trilogy.	From
a	 Crooked	 Rib	 is	 Farah’s	 earliest	 novel	 and,	 if	 we	 accept	 Amin	 Malak’s
statement	 to	 be	 true,	 his	 most	 anti-Islamic	 novel	 accordingly.	 But	 as	 I



demonstrated	in	the	previous	chapter,	this	novel	carries	the	seeds	of	a	contrastive
reading.	While	 it	 evidences	patriarchy	and	 female	 subordination	as	 supposedly
sanctioned	by	Islamic	 teachings,	 it	equally	serves	as	proof	of	how	women	find
agency	and	power	through	Islam.	Having	said	this,	legitimately	critical	portraits
of	 Islam	 do	 exist,	 as	 I	 have	 insisted	 in	 my	 readings	 of	 Abdulrazak	 Gurnah’s
novels.	It	would	be	intellectually	dishonest	and	irresponsible	to	claim	that	such
criticisms	are	necessarily	either	 impaired	by	ignorance,	prompted	by	prejudice,
or	 both.	 The	 African	 Dictatorship	 trilogy	 certainly	 features	 characters	 who
embrace	 unyielding	 interpretations	 of	 Islam	 that	 in	 turn	 reinforce	 dictatorship.
For	this	reason,	it	is	worthwhile	revisiting	first	some	of	the	tropes	and	motifs	that
have	invited	focus	on	Islam’s	negative	facets.
A	 subtle	 but	 penetrating	 example	 of	 the	 coupling	of	 Islam	with	 dictatorship

comes	from	the	very	(non)portrayal	of	the	Generalissimo’s	person.	Elusive	and
amorphous,	the	Generalissimo	is	almost	never	“seen”	or	“heard”	in	the	texts.	His
ubiquity	 is	 known	 only	 through	 his	 effects.	 This	 feature	 of	 the	Generalissimo
recalls	Islam’s	stringent	interdiction	against	visual	portrayals	and	representations
of	God,	as	well	as	its	refusal	to	embody	God.	There	are	more	obvious	and	satiric
couplings	 of	 the	 Somali	 dictatorship	 and	 Islam.	 The	 declaration,	 LABOUR	 IS
HONOUR	AND	THERE	IS	NO	GENERAL	BUT	OUR	GENERAL	throughout	Sweet	and	Sour
Milk,	 resembles	 the	 first	prayers	 recited	by	Muslim	 faithful,	 the	 first	 and	most
formative	of	the	five	pillars	of	Islam,	the	shahadah—La	ilaaha	illa	Allah—which
translates	into	the	routinely	spoken	and	chanted	affirmation	of	the	singularity	of
God,	“There	is	no	God	but	God.”	Additionally,	the	General	has	99	names,	just	as
Allah	himself	is	signified	with	99	other	names	throughout	the	Qur’an.	Moreover,
the	Somali	state	apportions	 the	Islamic	 tenet	of	martyrdom.	In	Sweet	and	Sour
Milk,	 Soyaan,	 one	 of	 the	 twin	 sons	 of	 Keynaan,	 a	 lowly	 official	 in	 Barre’s
government,	is	poisoned	by	Barre’s	regime	for	his	revolutionary	activities.	He	is
presumably	 poisoned	 by	 Beydan,	 another	 woman	 whom	 the	 twins’	 father
marries,	suggesting	that	the	practice	of	polygamy,	too,	can	have	its	uses	for	the
state.	After	his	death,	Soyaan	is	claimed	as	state	property	and	a	loyal	servant	of
the	Generalissimo.	Though	Soyaan	was	a	vociferous	opponent	of	 the	state	and
the	 Generalissimo,	 he	 is	 enshrined	 by	 the	 state	 by	 having	 streets	 and	 schools
named	after	him.	His	political	views	dissolve	 in	death	 into	 the	 larger	presence
and	 power	 of	 the	 state,	 and	 he	 becomes	 the	 subject	 of	 both	 a	 religious	 and	 a
political	hagiography.
The	Somali	state’s	official	rhetoric	exploits	Islam	because	it	is	recognizable	to

the	masses,	an	expeditious	way	to	garner	popular	support.	The	authoritarian	state
thus	 deceptively	 characterizes	 itself	 as	 “Marxist-Leninist	 Islamic.”	 The	 state



claims	 all	 political	 and	 cultural	 forces	 by	 ingesting	 them:	 “Long	 live	 the
Revolution	.	.	.	The	Marxist-Leninist	Islamic	Revolution	.	.	.	Long	long	live	the
General	 .	 .	 .	 Pater	 Noster,	 the	 Father	 of	 the	 Nation.”6	 The	 state	 reins	 in	 all
ideologies	 and	 becomes	 an	 omni-ideology	 that	 coalesces	 and	 neutralizes
nationalism,	Marxism,	 Islam,	 and	more	 oddly,	 a	Roman	Catholic	 element	 that
harkens	back	to	Italian	colonialism.7
Islam’s	 role	 as	 the	 proverbial	 opiate	 that	 distracts	 the	 masses	 from	 their

material	 lot	 operates	 in	 Farah’s	African	Dictatorship	 trilogy	 just	 as	 it	 does	 in
much	 African	 literature	 elsewhere.	 Sembène’s	 Les	 bouts	 de	 bois	 de	 Dieu
captures	 how	 Islam	 resigns	 some	 believers	 to	 political	 and	 economic
subordination	guised	as	God’s	will.	As	such,	some	pious	characters	in	the	novel
are	 disinclined	 to	 rise	 up	 against	 the	 French	 rail/colonial	 administrators.
Mabigué	 inhabits	 the	 same	discursive	 space	 as	 do,	 for	 example,	Qumman	 and
Kenyaan	in	Sweet	and	Sour	Milk,	and	Fatima	bint	Thabit	and	Idil	in	Sardines.

Je	sais	que	la	vie	est	dure,	mais	cela	ne	doit	pas	nous	pousser	à	désespérer	de	Dieu	.	.	.	il	a	assigné	à
chacun	son	rang,	sa	place	et	son	rôle;	il	est	impie	d’intervenir.	Les	toubabs	sont	là;	C’est	la	volonté	de
Dieu.	Nous	n’avons	pas	à	tous	mesuerer	à	eux	car	la	force	est	un	don	de	Dieu	et	Allah	leur	en	a	fait
cadeau.8
[I	 know	 that	 life	 is	 often	 hard,	 but	 that	 should	 not	 cause	 us	 to	 turn	 out	 backs	 on	 God.	 He	 has

assigned	a	rank,	a	place,	and	a	certain	role	to	every	man,	and	it	is	blasphemous	to	think	of	changing
His	design.	The	toubabs	are	here	because	that	is	the	will	of	God.	Strength	is	a	gift	of	God,	and	Allah
has	given	it	to	them.]9

There	 are	 similar	 sentiments	 in	 Sardines	 where	 stagnant	 Islamic	 tradition	 and
complacency	 effectively	 sabotage	 political	 action.	 Idil,	 Medina’s	 immovable
mother-in-law,	 declares,	 “We	 can	 tell	 the	 world	 what	 pleases	 the	 ears	 of	 the
world.	But	the	facts	are	facts,	and	God	is	God.	It	is	all	in	the	book.	Allah	says	it
very	 clearly	 in	 His	 book,	 the	 Holy	 Koran.	 Clear	 and	 distinct	 as	 the	 Sacred
Word.”10	The	historical	 is	represented	as	distinct	from	the	religious,	and	God’s
will	separate	from	human	agency,	recalling	the	idea	that	Islam	is	ahistorical,	that
it	 has,	 if	 we	 summon	 Hegel’s	 words,	 vanished	 from	 the	 stage	 of	 history	 and
retreated	into	“oriental	ease	and	repose.”11

Other	 juxtapositions	 between	 the	 worldly	 and	 the	 Islamic	 that	 suggest
incompatibility	flourish	in	Sweet	and	Sour	Milk	and	Sardines,	but	 they	are	also
held	up	to	irony:	“No	word	from	Soyaan.	There	was	a	light	scatter	of	dust	falling
on	the	aluminum	roof.	Qumman	looked	up	at	the	ceiling	while	she	waited	for	his
response.	He	 looked	up	 from	his	Neruda.	Against	 the	bottles,	 he	noticed	now,
there	stood	the	family	copy	of	the	Koran.”12	Soyaan	is	exhorted	to	swear	upon



the	Qur’an	 that	he	will	not	 involve	himself	 in	political	 trouble,	while	knowing
that	his	promise	will	be	a	perfunctory	one	 that	he	has	no	 intention	of	keeping.
Soyaan	must	swear	to	preserve	his	safety,	but	the	fact	that	he	is	to	swear	to	avoid
the	 political	 by	way	 of	 the	Qur’an	 captures	 the	 supposed	 discord	 between	 the
former	and	the	latter.	The	view	of	Islam’s	fatalism—all	that	happens	on	earth	is
by	God’s	design—is	why	the	regime	uses	it	as	a	tool	for	preempting	dissent	and
disaffection.
Moreover,	 Soyaan’s	 immersion	 in	 Pablo	 Neruda’s	 poetry	 itself	 invokes	 the

ghost	of	a	spirited	Marxist	who	had	inexorable	praise	for	Joseph	Stalin,	and	who
is	a	literary	figure	of	great	import	around	the	world.	The	significance	of	Neruda
here	is	that	the	political	philosophy	to	which	he	so	strongly	adheres	is	thought	to
be	 in	conflict	with	 Islam	and	Islamic	worldviews,	 including	by	many	Muslims
themselves,	who	think	of	Marxism	and	communism	of	all	stripes	 to	be	haram.
Even	 the	older,	wiser,	 and	worldlier	Ebla	 (introduced	 in	From	a	Crooked	Rib)
makes	statements	in	Sardines	 that	can	be	construed	as	 fatalistic	or	apolitical	 in
nature:	“Why	is	my	daughter	taking	a	perverted	interested	in	faraway	revolutions
in	Latin	America,	Southeast	Asia,	South	Africa,	etcetera.	So	why	must	you	hold
the	banner	of	the	revolutionary	when	you	are	not	properly	initiated,	why	are	you
at	 the	head	of	 the	 list	of	 student	agitators?	Do	not	hold	 the	banners	of	banned
underground	 movements,	 do	 not	 tire	 your	 arms,	 but	 lower	 your	 head	 and	 be
careful.”13	This	passage	yields	multiple	readings.	Ebla	seems	to	be	discouraging
awareness	 and	 involvement	 in	 politics	 outside	 the	 known	 and	 the	 local,	 and
encouraging	apathy	and	capitulation.	However,	a	holistic	appreciation	of	Ebla’s
thoughts	 in	 this	 passage	 suggests	 prudence	 and	 skepticism	 about	 universal
abstractions,	 as	 well	 as	 an	 instinct	 for	 survival	 indicative	 of	 wisdom	 and
knowledge	 that	 her	 daughter	 Sagal,	 in	 her	 youthful	 rebelliousness,	 lacks.
Moreover,	Ebla	refers	to	Sagal	as	an	“uninitiated”	revolutionary,	suggesting	that
Sagal’s	might	 be	 an	 inchoate	 and	 unseasoned	 political	 ideology.	A	 convincing
reading	of	this	particular	passage	hinges	on	another	exchange	between	Ebla	and
her	daughter,	which	I	will	discuss	shortly.
Farah’s	 trilogy	 also	 critiques	 conservative	 and	 unbending	 interpretations	 of

Islam	in	its	representation	of	some	elderly	members	of	the	community.	Qumman,
the	twins’	mother	in	Sweet	and	Sour	Milk,	though	well-meaning	and	protective,
is	characterized	by	her	fear	of,	and	aversion	to,	ideas	that	she	perceives	to	be	un-
Islamic	 or	 simply	 unfamiliar:	 “Before	 her	 God,	 before	 her	 Creator,	 she	 could
show	herself	as	she	was.	 ‘God,	O	God,	forgive	us	all	our	sins.	Amen’	 .	 .	 .	She
pointed	 at	 the	 poster	 on	 the	 wall,	 the	 poster	 of	 a	 raised	 fist.	 She	 looked	 at	 it
intently,	fixedly.	‘Remove	it	please’	.	.	.	Representational	art,	figurative	art—and



miscellanea!	A	fist	raised	upwards	at	the	heavens,	defiant	as	the	devil	himself.”14
Qumman	 is	 referring	 to	 a	 poster	 of	Malcolm	 X,	 or	 Ernesto	 Che	 Guevara,	 or
Marxist-Leninist	imagery	of	a	factory	worker	with	a	defiant	fist	raised	to	the	sky.
Qumman’s	 suggestions	 to	 Soyaan	 and	 his	 twin	 brother	 Loyaan	 are	 all	 of	 a
placating	 and	 disarming	 nature,	 beseeching	 them	 to	 accept	 and	 defer	 to	 the
powers	that	be:	“She	had	a	suggestion.	Loyaan	should,	like	Soyaan	before	him,
add	 his	 name	 to	 the	 end	 of	 the	 long	 list	 of	 regimented	 men	 and	 women.	 He
should	 do	 his	military	 service.	He	 should,	 like	 every	 humiliated	 civil	 servant,
sing	the	praise-songs	of	the	General	in	return	for	a	position.”15	Qumman’s	one-
dimensionality	is	most	clear	in	her	response	to	the	appearance	of	Soyaan’s	lover
Margaritta	 and	 their	 “bastard”	 child	 after	 his	 death.	Her	 principal	 objection	 to
Margaritta	 and	 her	 child	 lies	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 are	 not	 Muslims:	 “That
woman’s	child	[is]	the	devil’s	breed.	I	don’t	want	them	here	in	my	house,	and	I
don’t	want	Soyaan’s	name	linked	with	that	Christian	[Margaritta]	either.”16	Not
only	is	Qumman	superstitious,	but	she	is	also	quite	bigoted.
Farah’s	 trilogy	also	assails	 the	misogyny	of	some	“traditional”	Muslim	men,

some	of	which	 is	hyperbolic.	 If	 the	Somali	government	 is	dictatorial,	 it	 is	also
patriarchal.	Rather,	it	is	dictatorial	because	it	is	patriarchal.	Keynaan,	the	twins’
father,	 is	 an	 incarnation	of	 this	patriarchy	and	often	espouses	 sexist	views	 that
are	 so	 acerbic	 as	 to	 make	 him	 appear	 like	 little	 more	 than	 a	 foil	 character:
“‘Women	are	for	sleeping	with,	for	giving	birth	to	and	bringing	up	children;	they
are	not	good	for	any	other	 thing.	They	are	not	 to	be	 trusted	with	secrets.	They
can	 serve	 the	 purposes	 Allah	 created	 for	 them	 originally,	 and	 no	 more.’”17
According	to	this	utterance,	man	is	not	only	superior	to	woman	in	the	world,	but
he	is	also	a	spiritually	superior	being,	which	is	why	some	men	believe	that	they
are	 intercessors	 between	 women	 and	 God.	 In	 Sardines,	 Medina’s	 grandfather,
who	is	likened	to	a	baboon,	states:	“A	woman	needs	a	man	to	intercede	for	her
and	present	her	to	Allah;	a	woman’s	god	is	her	husband.”18	And	then,	the	most
controversial	 and	 polarizing	 issue	 that	 characterizes	 perceptions	 of	 women	 in
African/Islamic	 societies,	 female	 circumcision/genital	 mutilation,	 which	 I
discussed	in	the	previous	chapter	on	From	a	Crooked	Rib,	surfaces	in	Sardines
as	 well.	 Medina	 is	 determined	 to	 protect	 her	 young	 and	 precocious	 daughter
Ubax	from	this	practice.	Sagal,	too,	is	aware	of	the	premium	that	a	woman	has	to
pay	 for	 compliance	 with	 customs.	 “Then	 another	 barbarously	 painful	 re-
infibulation	 awaits	 them.	 If	 they	 are	 good	Muslims,	 they	 go	 to	 heaven	where
Allah	will	assign	them	their	usual	job—that	of	serving	men.”19
Political	 conflicts	 in	 the	 novels	 transpire	 most	 passionately	 in	 domestic

spaces,	 between	 and	 among	 family	 members,	 sons	 and	 fathers,	 mothers	 and



daughters,	 as	 well	 as	 between	 siblings,	 underscoring	 the	 intimate	 relationship
between	 national	 politics	 and	 the	 dynamics	 of	 personal	 relationships	 in	 the
domestic	 sphere,	 especially	 in	 the	 context	 of	 dictatorship.	 One	 of	 the	 tensest
political	 conflicts	 in	 Sweet	 and	 Sour	 Milk	 is	 between	 Loyaan	 and	 his	 father
Keynaan.	Loyaan	describes	his	father	as	someone	who	believes	that	the	universe
is	flat	and	who	is	a	timeworn	simpleton	in	cultural	and	political	matters:	“‘When
you	would	 confront	 him	with	 a	 question	 of	 universal	 character,	 his	 answer	 is
tailor-made,	he	will	say:	“Only	Allah	knows,	only	Allah.”	Suddenly,	however,	he
behaves	as	if	he	were	the	most	powerful	of	men,	the	biggest.	Suddenly,	he	is,	as
Soyaan	called	him,	the	Grand	Patriarch.	This	happens	when	he	is	in	front	of	his
children.’”20	 Keynaan’s	 deference	 to	 God	 and	 the	 Generalissimo	 spawns	 his
tyrannical	 behavior	 inside	 the	 home.	 The	 domestic	 sphere,	 while	 supposedly
“private,”	 is	 not	 really	 so	 in	 terms	 of	 its	 relationship	 to	 the	 state.	 Keynaan
compensates	 for	 his	 servility	 and	 powerlessness	 in	 the	 public	 sphere	 by
tyrannizing	his	wife	and	sons	at	home:	“Whenever	a	superior	officer	humiliated
him,	he	came	and	was	aggressive	to	the	twins	and	his	wife.”21	The	abuses	and
emasculation	that	Keynaan	experiences	are	not	transgressions	of	protocol	by	his
superiors,	 but	 deliberate	 and	 calculated	 strategies	 by	 which	 state	 power
replicates	itself	in	the	family	unit.
The	 critique	 of	 Islam	 in	 Farah’s	 trilogy	 is	 also	 embedded	 in	 recurring

reflections	 about	 the	 authenticity	 of	 Somali	 culture	 and	 the	 search	 of	 some
characters	 for	 idiosyncrasies	 of	 Somali	 identity	 that	 they	 think	 are	 entombed
under	 layers	 of	 imperial	 superimposition.	 According	 to	 many	 in	 the	 circle	 of
friends	 and	 intellectuals,	 Islam	 constitutes	 one	 of	 those	 “imperial”	 layers.
Loyaan	remembers	his	dead	brother’s	words.

How	could	 they	make	him	understand	 that	at	 school	 they	were	 told	 they	had	no	history?	Garibaldi?
The	Tower	of	Pisa.	The	Duomo	of	Milan.	Crispi.	Il	Duce.	They	were	told	that	Merca	had	no	history
since	 it	 didn’t	 have	 monumental	 buildings	 in	 which	 children	 sought	 the	 ghosts	 of	 their	 historical
antecedents.	What	lies!	Merca	had	no	documented	history.	Mogadiscio	had	none.	Well,	not	until	 .	 .	 .
here	we	are,	hear	us	out	(had	said	the	teacher),	not	until	the	Arabs	came	.	.	.	The	Crescent.	The	Cross.
The	Red	Star	of	human	sacrifice.22

While	Marxism	(and	by	extension,	Soviet	influence)	and	Italian	colonialism	both
had	a	profound	impact	on	Somali	society	and	its	political	and	social	trajectory	in
the	twentieth	century,	these	two	presences	are	comparatively	ephemeral.	Arabic
and	Arabs	 are	 focal	 points	 of	 rhetorical	 attack	 because	 their	 influence	 is	 both
more	 contentious	 and	 more	 deeply	 engrained	 in	 Somali	 historical	 memory.
Ubax,	Medina’s	daughter,	refuses	to	consort	with	some	of	her	cousins	because	at
times	they	lapse	into	Arabic,	a	language	that	she	does	not	speak	and	that	disbars



her,	 just	 as	 it	 does	 Yusuf	 in	 Gurnah’s	 Paradise.	 Not	 only	 does	 the	 Arabic
language	 eclipse	 Somali	 as	 the	 lingua	 franca,	 but	 the	 social	 and	 material
conditions	of	Arabs	are	thought	to	be	superior	to	those	of	the	Somalis:	“She	was
thinking	 about	 the	 fact	 that	 among	 her	 mother’s	 people,	 among	 the	 Arabs	 in
Somalia,	 infant	 mortality	 was	 much,	 much	 less	 than	 that	 of	 the	 Somalis.”23
While	 this	 statement	 is	meant	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 inequity	 between	Arabs	 and
Somalis,	 it	 also	 demonstrates	 the	 difficulties	 in	 delineating	 them	 in	 absolute
ways.	The	speaker,	like	Yusuf	in	Gurnah’s	Paradise,	reveals	that	she	has	mixed
heritage.	More	 importantly,	 these	 negative	 attitudes	 toward	Arabic	 in	Sardines
provide	a	class-inflected	contrast	with	Ebla	and	the	widow’s	attitudes	in	From	a
Crooked	Rib.	Ubax,	the	daughter	of	a	privileged	and	educated	Somali	woman,	is
alienated	from	Arabic	in	a	way	that	Ebla	and	the	widow	are	not	because	of	their
piety	and,	perhaps,	their	socioeconomic	background.
Whatever	 the	 view	 of	 Arabs	 and	 Arabic	 might	 be,	 the	 debate	 about	 the

relationship	between	Islam	and	Somali	identity	has	its	own	life	in	the	trilogy.	But
in	Close	Sesame,	one	encounters	Deeriye	and	the	ghost	of	Mohammad	Abdallah
Hassan,	 known	 as	 the	 “Sayyid,”	 a	 nationalist-poet	 whose	 Somali	 heritage
stemmed	from	his	Islamic	piety	(he	was	a	dervish),	which	 in	 turn	 impelled	his
anticolonial	and	national	commitments.24	The	trilogy	does	not	ultimately	locate
Somali	national	identity	in	an	atavistic	dream	of	authenticity	and	antiquity,	but	in
a	 consortium	of	Somalia’s	national	 integrity,	 anticolonial	 struggle,	and	 Islamic
consciousness.
In	Sweet	and	Sour	Milk,	 there	 is	 a	 poignant	 symbolic	moment	 in	which	 the

role	of	Islam	as	a	tool	of	dictatorship	is	challenged.	This	challenge	comes	in	the
form	of	 an	enigmatic	passage	 that	does	not	 a	validate	 Islam,	but	 casts	 it	 in	 an
ambiguous	light.	“Enveloped	in	numerous	shadows	of	past	and	present	polemic,
Loyaan’s	 mind	 jerked	 as	 though	 it	 were	 a	 compass	 pointing	 to	 a	 direction,
indicating	the	point	in	a	detail.	He	turned	Mecca-wards—the	Kaaba	of	darkened
stones.”25	 Loyaan’s	 mind	 sifts	 through	 the	 “shadows”	 of	 past	 and	 present
polemic,	 suggesting	 the	 transience	 of	 many	 political	 ideologies	 in	 modern
Somalia.	Mecca	and	the	Kaaba	are	the	only	details	in	his	dream,	the	only	things
that	are	distinguishable	in	the	shadows,	the	only	things	that	are	culturally	viable,
perhaps.	But	 this	symbolism	is	complicated	by	 the	description	of	 the	Kaaba	as
“darkened	stones,”	which	indicates	impermeability	and	inertness.
The	ambiguity	in	the	passage	reflects	the	larger	ambiguity	that	envelops	Islam

in	the	trilogy,	which	allows	for	Islam	and	Muslims	to	be	narrated	from	spaces	of
great	intellectual	and	philosophical	clarity,	even	in	Sardines	and	Sweet	and	Sour
Milk.	To	this	end,	there	is	a	penetrating	moment	in	Sardines	wherein	Ebla	says,



en	force,	to	her	daughter	Sagal:	“I	have	Allah,	his	prophets	and	the	Islamic	saints
as	my	glorious	guides.	For	you,	nothing	is	sacred,	nothing	is	taboo.	You	are	as
inconsistent	 as	 your	 beliefs	 and	 principles	 are	 incoherent.	What	 is	more,	 your
generation	 hasn’t	 produced	 the	 genius	 who	 could	 work	 out	 and	 develop	 an
alternative	cultural	philosophy	acceptable	 to	all	 the	members	of	your	 rank	and
file;	no	genius	to	propose	something	with	which	you	could	replace	what	you’ve
rejected.”26	 These	 words	 are	 not	 the	 words	 of	 an	 obsolete,	 superstitious,	 or
acquiescent	person	who	is	politically	incapacitated	by	her	faith,	but	the	words	of
an	 individual	 who	 deciphers	 what	 is	 and	 is	 not	 politically	 and	 ideologically
feasible	in	her	environment.	This	passage	also	mitigates	those	earlier	passages	in
which	Ebla	appears	to	be	making	archaic	and	apolitical	statements	to	Sagal,	and
it	certainly	impacts	one’s	holistic	reading	of	Ebla	in	From	a	Crooked	Rib.	Ebla,
while	 remaining	 pious	 and	 traditional,	 proves	 to	 be	 a	 more	 than	 formidable
interlocutor	for	her	daughter	and	her	“progressive”	circle.
There	 is	a	corresponding	moment	 in	Sweet	and	Sour	Milk	wherein	Keynaan

states:	“You	are	full	of	self-importance,	each	one	of	you	.	 .	 .	No	young	man	of
your	 age	 that	 I	 know	 of	 has	 ever	 appeared	 as	 ‘dangerous	 priority’	 on	 the	 list
drawn	up	by	the	Security.	No	young	man	of	your	age,	you	hear	me?	The	General
fears	no	threat	which	might	come	from	you	and	your	lot.	You	have	no	common
ideology	for	which	you	fight.	You	have	no	organized	protest.	Skirts.	Air	tickets
to	 Europe.	 Posh	 cars.	 These	 are	 what	 you	 are	 after.”27	 Though	 Keynaan	 is
definitely	 trying	 to	demoralize	his	 son	 in	 this	moment,	 he	 is	 also	breaking	his
own	mold.	He	ceases	to	be	the	wooden	and	one-dimensional	patriarch,	a	foil	to
his	 sons’	 ideas,	 but	 a	 site	 of	 compelling	 discourse.	 Keynaan’s	 statement,	 like
Ebla’s,	exposes	 the	mortal	 ironies	of	 the	young	intellectual	 left;	 its	appetite	for
all	things	fashionable,	opulent,	and	European;	its	lack	of	a	unifying	vision;	and
its	ultimate	lack	of	political	clout.	Not	only	is	the	“official”	Marxism	of	the	state
a	 lie	 in	 postindependence	 Somalia,	 but	 the	 Marxist	 ethos	 of	 the	 vanguard
intelligentsia	that	opposes	it	is	also	broken	and	unrealized.
Medina	is	one	of	the	characters	who	best	embodies	this	ethos:

[She]	 spoke	 four	 European	 languages	 quite	well	 and	wrote	 in	 two;	 her	Arabic	was	 as	 good	 as	 her
spoken	 Somali;	 she	 considered	 the	wealth,	 literature	 and	 arts	 of	 these	 as	 her	 own;	 she	 loved	 these
foreign	cities	in	which	she	took	residence	as	much	as	she	loved	Mogadiscio.	Medina	was	accustomed
to	 receiving	 the	 best.	 In	 Europe,	 whether	 in	 Stockholm	 or	 London	 or	 Rome	 or	 Paris,	 she	 was	 the
beautiful	black	goddess.	In	Africa,	whether	in	Mogadiscio	or	Ouagadougou	or	Dakar,	she	was	envied
for	her	cosmopolitan	ease,	her	African	pride,	and	her	open-mindedness.28

In	describing	a	cosmopolitan	and	eclectic	woman,	the	passage	also	exemplifies
the	 ironies	 about	 which	 Keynaan	 speaks:	 the	 fashions,	 privileges,	 and



indulgences	of	the	intellectual	left.	Medina	is	polyglot,	enjoys	European	learning
and	travel,	has	translated	W.	B	Yeats’	“A	Prayer	for	My	Daughter”	into	Somali,
is	an	“exotic”	African	beauty,	and	is	a	Pan-African	who	is	at	home	in	any	corner
of	the	African	continent.	Medina	is	also	financially	privileged.	What	she	lacks,
however,	 is	self-consciousness	of	 the	circumstances	that	govern	the	ideological
positions	she	assumes.	This	begins	to	change.
The	largely	European	orientation	of	this	group	of	students	is	gravely	wounded

in	Sardines	when	Medina	has	a	pivotal	conversation	with	her	close	Italian	friend,
Sandra.	 This	 tense	 conversation	 showcases	 European	Marxism’s	 shortcomings
and	 less-than-generous	 intentions	 toward	African	 emancipation.	Through	 these
exchanges,	 the	 reader	 becomes	 acquainted	 with	 the	 trilogy’s	 philosophical
problems	 with	 Marxism	 in	 an	 African	 context,	 which	 go	 beyond	 the
impracticality	 and	 impossibility	 of	 its	 implementation	 as	 a	 political	 and
economic	 model.	 In	Culture	 and	 Imperialism,	 Edward	 Said	 expresses	 similar
skepticism	 about	 Marxism’s	 commitments	 to	 liberation	 struggles	 around	 the
formerly	 colonized	 world.	 “Much	 of	 Western	 Marxism,	 in	 its	 aesthetic	 and
cultural	 departments,	 is	 .	 .	 .	 blinded	 to	 the	 matter	 of	 imperialism.	 Frankfurt
School	critical	theory,	despite	its	seminal	insights	into	the	relationships	between
domination,	modern	society,	and	the	opportunities	for	redemption	through	art	as
critique,	 is	 stunningly	 silent	 on	 racist	 theory,	 anti-imperialist	 resistance,	 and
oppositional	practice	in	the	empire.”29	This	silence	 is	not	a	result	of	neglect	or
oversight	according	to	Said,	but	“deliberate	abstention.”30
Sandra	 goes	 beyond	 Said’s	 observation	 of	 the	 Frankfurters’	 silence	 by

insisting	 that	 Marxism	 is	 European	 property	 and	 that	 postcolonial	 Africa	 is
essentially	 the	 recipient	 of	 European	 benefaction,	 a	 political	 gift:	 “‘I’m	 not
talking	about	Africa.	I’m	talking	about	Marxist	theory,	the	Marxist	ideology	that
is	basically	European,	both	in	its	outlook	and	philosophical	development.	Hegel,
Marx,	Engels,	Lenin.	They	 are	 all	European.’”31	 Sandra’s	 comments	 represent
Marxism	not	as	a	universal	paradigm,	but	a	cultural	import	that	is	misplaced	in
an	environment	whose	political	character	is	shaped	more	by	local	identities	and
values.	The	idea	of	“class	solidarity”	does	not	mobilize	people	in	a	largely	rural
and	“clannish”	culture.	Sandra’s	comments	not	only	disrupt	a	friendship	but	also
signal	 the	 divergence	 between	 European	 Marxism	 and	 African	 revolutionary
consciousness:	“The	two	were	never	on	the	same	terms	as	they	had	been	before
the	confrontation,	before	 that	 conversation	 took	place.	For	one	 thing	 they	now
invariably	avoided	any	topic	related	to	the	European	left	and	their	position	vis-à-
vis	the	African	continent.”32
Sardines	also	suggests	a	relationship	between	Marxism	and	the	Christianizing



project	 in	Africa	 (Sandra’s	 Italian	heritage	 is	not	coincidental	 in	 this	capacity),
both	of	which	are	European	paradigms,	a	significant	ideological	dilemma	for	the
people	of	a	country	that	 is	heavily	and	historically	Muslim.	“The	sun’s	ray	fell
on	Medina’s	forehead:	a	lamp	was	lit	there,	a	lamp	of	consciousness.	She	smiled.
‘Your	 grandfather	 came	 carrying	 the	 light	 of	 the	 civilizing	 mission	 of	 the
crucifix,’	she	said.	‘When	its	flame	waned,	Marx	lit	another.’”33	The	proponents
of	Marxism	 in	 African	 revolution	 submit	 that	 the	 exploitation	 of	 Africans	 by
Europeans,	 meaning	 the	 exploitation	 of	 one	 race	 by	 another,	 necessarily
summons	and	corresponds	to	the	exploitation	of	the	proletariat	by	a	bourgeoisie.
Ergo,	 African	 liberation	 must	 necessarily	 adopt	 Marxist	 sensibilities.	 But
Marxism	 might	 be	 as	 imperialist	 and	 neocolonial	 in	 its	 consequences	 for	 the
African	 continent	 because	 it	 forges	 dependent	 relationships	 between	 those
African	 states	 that	 adopt	 it	 and	 an	 outside	 power,	 whether	 “eastern”	 or
“western,”	 a	 concern	 that	 imprints	 George	 Padmore’s	 Pan-Africanism	 or
Communism?.	Medina	 knows	 that	 “she	was	 a	 ‘guest’	 in	 the	Marxist	 ideology
which	she	couldn’t	twist	as	she	pleased	for	she	needed	the	Soviet	or	the	Chinese
or	 the	 Yugoslav	 stamp	 to	 give	 it	 credibility,	 she	 needed	 the	 approval	 of	 the
European	intellectual	left.”34
Additionally,	 the	 failure	 of	 the	 “masses”	 to	 understand	 the	 significance	 of

Marxism,	 Marxist	 figures,	 and	 Marxist	 (or	 Marxist-influenced)	 cultural
production	also	recurs	 in	 the	 trilogy.	 In	Sardines,	Ebla’s	 reaction	 to	a	poem	by
Che	 Guevara	 poignantly	 captures	 the	 gaps	 between	 the	 lofty	 ideal	 of	 “global
Marxism”	 and	 daily	 Somali	 realities.	 “Ebla	 said	 she	 did	 not	 understand	 its
significance.	How	could	she?	The	poem	was	written	originally	in	Che’s	mother-
tongue;	for	years,	 it	had	lived	in	 the	borrowed	garments	of	English	translation,
which,	 in	 turn,	 was	 further	 rendered	 to	 Somali.	 Ebla	 couldn’t	 appreciate	 the
design	 and	 the	 tapestry	 of	 the	man’s	 ideas	 and	metaphor.	 She	 argued	 that	 had
someone	read	her	a	poem	by	the	Sayyid	or	Qammaan,	or	one	by	an	Arab	from
medieval	 times,	 she	 might	 have	 got	 closer	 to	 wrestling	 with	 or	 grasping	 the
poet’s	intentions.”35
It	is	clear	that	the	distance	between	Ebla	and	Che’s	poem	is	not	a	function	of

her	 intellectual	 deficiency	 or	 provincialism.	 Ebla	 prefers	 and	 appreciates
medieval	Arab	poetry,	even	though	it	is	removed	from	her	temporally,	to	poetry
that	 is	 contemporaneous	 but	 culturally	 removed	 from	 her.	 Ebla	 does	 not
understand	the	poem’s	significance,	or	at	least	the	poem’s	significance	to	herself.
It	 is	 not	 the	 case	 that	 she	 does	 not	 understand	 the	 poem’s	 importance.	 This
difference	 is	 not	 just	 a	 semantic	 one.	 It	means	 that	 Ebla	 is	 equipped	with	 the
intellectual	faculties	to	recognize	the	poem’s	implications.	Ebla	reads	the	doubly



translated	poem	beyond	the	words	and	concludes	that	she	does	not	appreciate	the
“design”	 and	 “tapestry”	 of	 Che’s	 metaphors.	 She	 is	 unable	 (or	 perhaps
unwilling)	to	relate	Che’s	poem	to	the	very	particular	nature	of	her	own	milieu.
She	 cannot	 relate	 to	 the	 theoretical	 prognostications	 brandished	 by	 the	 young
intellectual	 left	 and	she	appears	 the	more	contemplative	one	 in	 the	discussions
between	herself	and	her	daughter.	No	less	than	the	other	cognizant	characters	in
the	trilogy,	Ebla	possesses	the	capacity	to	recognize	and	articulate	her	station	and
her	historical	 formation.	She	affirms	 the	proximity	and	 importance	of	 Islam	 to
herself	 and	 her	 environment	 and	 prefers	 it	 to	 the	 ephemeral	 and	 misguided
Marxism	that	the	younger	generation	has	adopted.
The	 importance	 of	 the	 trilogy’s	 reflections	 about	 Marxism	 transcends	 the

narratives,	 which	 respond	 to	 the	 once-fortified	 place	 of	 Marxist	 doctrines	 in
African	and	Pan-African	political	 thought.	They	are	a	response	to	the	premises
of	Chinweizu,	George	Padmore,	 and	Ngugi’s	 early	work,	 among	many	others.
As	 a	model,	Marxism	 has	 not,	 at	 least	 in	 Somalia,	 been	 able	 to	 take	 stock	 of
local	experience	and	subjectivities.	Even	more,	 the	 intellectual	hostility	 toward
Islam	in	the	trilogy	reflects	the	philosophical	principles	and	assimilations	of	the
leftist	intelligentsia	in	the	world	of	the	novels	and	outside,	in	the	academy.	The
various	 “specters”	 of	 Marxism	 in	 the	 revolutionary	 left	 and	 in	 literary	 and
cultural	criticism	have	contributed	to	the	longevity	of	an	antagonistic	discourse
of	 religion,	 even	when	 this	discourse	proves	 incommensurable	with	 social	 and
historical	realities	in	a	given	society.
If	Islam	occupies	an	ambiguous	position	in	the	first	two	novels	of	the	African

Dictatorship	 trilogy,	 it	 evolves	 into	 a	 more	 visible,	 proactive,	 and	 central
constituent	 of	 Somali	 political	 consciousness	 in	 Close	 Sesame.	 Much	 like	 in
Gurnah’s	 novels,	 the	 importance	 of	 Islam	 and	 Islamic	 civilization	 imprint
themselves	 in	 the	 very	 form	 of	 the	 novel,	 in	 its	 aesthetic	 complexion.	 The
African	 Dictatorship	 trilogy	 centers	 Islam	 through	 a	 mosaic	 of	 invocations,
references,	and	appropriations	of	other	literatures,	ranging	from	Somali	proverbs
to	excerpts	from	the	works	of	western	thinkers	and	novelists.	Each	novel	in	the
African	Dictatorship	trilogy	is	broken	up	into	parts	and	each	is	inaugurated	with
proverbs,	 epigraphs,	 and	 excerpts	 from	writers	 as	 disparate	 as	 Dylan	 Thomas
and	George	Lamming,	Rabindranath	Tagore	and	Bertolt	Brecht.	In	the	narrative
itself,	characters	are	sustained	and	energized	by	authors,	poets,	and	thinkers	from
around	the	world.	Sagal’s	reflections	about	the	politically	motivated	rape	of	her
friend	Amina	 is	 immersed	 in	 the	 sagacity	 she	 finds	 in	 the	works	 of	 Friedrich
Nietzsche,	Yeats’s	 “Prayer	 to	My	Daughter,”	 and	 John	Coltrane,	whose	music
she	 calls	 poetry.	 These	 figures	 seamlessly	 coexist	 with	 poets,	 writers,	 and



thinkers	 from	 around	 the	 Muslim	 world,	 such	 as	 the	 Somali	 oral	 poets	 Abdi
Qays	and	Nuri	Qonof,	and	the	Kurdish	poet	Al-Zahawi.
The	 most	 important	 contribution	 of	 Islam	 to	 Farah’s	 art,	 however,	 is	 the

written	word	 itself.	 Islam	was	 instrumental	 in	 bringing	writing	 and	 literacy	 to
Somalia	long	before	Somali	acquired	an	official	orthography	in	the	1970s.	This
important	 development	 is	 present	 in	 the	 narratives	 through	 character	 dialogue
and	reflection.	While	Nuruddin	Farah	himself	maintains	that	growing	up	reading
Arabic,	Italian,	and	English	was	an	alienating	experience,	 the	Somali	people	in
fact	 have	 almost	 always	 been	 in	 possession	 of	 a	 writing	 culture.36	 Nasser,
Medina’s	 brother	 in	 Sardines,	 says	 of	 the	 prophet	 Mohammad,	 “Through	 the
irony	of	history	an	illiterate	‘prophet’	changed	a	people	from	being	oralists	and
forced	 them	 to	 belong	 to	 the	 written	 tradition.”37	 Just	 as	 the	 Arabs	 were
transformed	from	an	oral	culture	to	a	written	one,	so	too	were	the	Somalis,	and
Islam	 was	 the	 catalyst	 in	 this	 metamorphosis.	 “The	 Arabs	 refer	 to	 their	 own
language	 as	 the	 language	 of	 the	 Koran.	 With	 one	 single	 stroke,	 with	 a	 very
simple	order	of	divine	 imperative,	Allah	willed	 the	Arabs	 to	become	a	people,
yes,	a	people	with	a	written	tradition.	Read	in	the	name	of	Allah,	say	My	name
after	 the	 angel	 Gabriel	 who’s	 brought	 to	 you	 the	 divine	 message	 of	 literacy.
Mohammad	was	an	ummt	and	he	read.”38
Perhaps	 literacy	 itself	 was	 the	 most	 important	 legacy	 of	 Mohammad’s

message	to	the	Arabs.	It	is	literacy,	perhaps,	that	is	the	transcendental	signified,
and	not	a	divinity	or	an	originary	phenomenon.	And	naturally,	since	the	Qur’an
was	one	of	the	first,	if	not	the	first,	written	documents	in	Somalia,	it	was	also	the
first	literary	document.	Nasser’s	statement	complicates	the	relationship	between
a	written	text	and	a	sense	of	communal	organization,	the	one	Benedict	Anderson
claims	began	 in	 the	west	and	 in	 the	eighteenth	century,	by	suggesting	 that	 this
link	 might	 have	 antecedents	 before	 the	 eighteenth	 century	 and	 outside	 of	 the
west.	The	moment	in	history	when	the	Arabs	became	conscious	that	they	were	a
distinct	 people	 is	 the	moment	when	 they	were	 given	 the	Qur’an,	 the	moment
they	became	Muslim.	Thus	 religious	 consciousness,	 rather	 than	having	 to	 first
recede,	is	shown	to	be	very	much	integral	to	national	consciousness,	or	at	least
an	 embryonic	 form	 of	what	we	would	 today	 call	 national	 consciousness.	 This
observation	 (and	 it	 is	 an	 observation)	 is	 not	 confined	 to	 Islamic	 societies.
Armenian	national	identity,	for	example,	is	tightly	bound	up	with	the	Armenian
Orthodox	(and	Apostolic)	Church	and	with	the	Armenian	claim	that	they	are	the
first	Christian	nation.
Farah’s	novels	celebrate	writing	and	insist	that	the	Somali	people	are	a	literate

and	 literary	 people.	 The	 novels	 are	 not	 impelled	 by	 the	 need	 to	 restore	 to	 the



Somali	people	a	dispossessed	oral	literature	that	harkens	to	a	remote	and	ancient
heritage.	For	 this	reason,	Derek	Wright	states,	“Farah’s	fiction	has	been	slower
than	some	of	his	contemporaries—notably	Ngugi	and	Armah—to	recognize	the
positive	strengths	and	reconstructive	potential	of	oral	cultural	values	and	modes
of	 expression.”39	 Farah’s	 novels	 certainly	 do	 not	 deny	 the	 presence	 of	 oral
expression	in	Somali	culture,	but	neither	do	they	grant	it	any	special	place	ahead
of	writing.	Somalis,	by	virtue	of	their	Islamic	culture,	have	almost	always	used
writing	as	a	medium	of	expression.	The	fact	that	this	writing	was	conducted	in
Arabic	 is	 no	 more	 (or	 less)	 problematic	 than	 it	 being	 in	 English,	 Italian,	 or
orthographed	Somali.	The	relationship	of	Islamic	scripture	to	the	Somali	people
is	as	historically	engrained	as	that	of	Christian	scripture	to	the	Amharic-speaking
Ethiopians	 as	 a	 people,	 a	 historic	 reality	 that	 partially	 relieves	 Farah	 from	 the
politically	loaded	and	oft-banal	debates	surrounding	orality	in	African	literature.
The	African	Dictatorship	trilogy	refuses	the	imprecise	idea	that	orality,	no	matter
how	 nondescript,	 somehow	 authenticates	 a	 literary	 text	 as	 African.	 This
inclination	 is	 at	 the	 core	 of	 Eileen	 Julien’s	 skepticism	 toward	 the	 uncritical
applauses	 for	orality	 in	Africanist	scholarship.	However,	pointing	out	orality	 is
not	 always	a	purely	 rhetorical	move.	 In	Farah’s	novels	 there	 are	oral	 elements
such	 as	 parables	 (the	 parable	 about	 the	 small	 aboor	 ant	 is	 a	 case	 in	 point),
poems,	and	songs.
A	 specific	 section	 of	 Farah’s	 novel	Maps,	 though	 not	 part	 of	 the	 African

Dictatorship,	trilogy	speaks	exactly	to	this.	The	novel	features	a	strong	critique
of	writing	and	an	affirmation	of	oral	literatures	in	the	context	of	anti-Ethiopian
nationalistic	rhetoric.	The	narrative	distinguishes	between	writing	and	literature
by	 insisting	 that	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 have	 the	 former	 without	 the	 latter	 and	 vice
versa.	“Amharic,	although	a	written	language	for	centuries,	with	little	or,	he	said,
no	 ‘exceptional’	 literary	 figures	 to	 speak	 of;	 Somali,	 a	 language	 that	 had	 no
orthography	 until	 October	 1972,	 with	 ‘exceptional’	 poets,	 gifted	 orators	 and
highly	 talented	wordsmiths.	The	question,	he	argued,	was	not	a	case	of	one	of
oral	 literature	 against	 a	 written	 one,	 no.	 It	 was	 language	 with	 phenomenally
sophisticated	 literature,	 against	 another	 served	 poorly	 by	 her	 poets	 and	 prose
writers.”40	The	contradistinction	between	oral	and	written	is	unimportant	here	in
comparison	 to	 aesthetic	 mastery	 as	 the	 key	 determinant	 of	 the	 wealth	 of	 a
language.	 It	 is	 indeed	significant	 that	 the	name	of	 the	 last	novel	 in	 the	African
Dictatorship	 trilogy,	 Close	 Sesame,	 comes	 from	 “Ali	 Baba	 and	 the	 Forty
Thieves,”	one	of	the	tales	in	1001	Arabian	Nights.	“Open	and	close	sesame”	(or
simsim)	are	spoken	words	with	great	affective	power.	They	open	and	close	 the
cave	 in	which	Ali	Baba	stores	his	 treasures,	 just	 as	“close	 sesame”	signals	 the



close	of	Farah’s	trilogy.
If	Farah	nods	in	the	direction	of	the	redeeming	qualities	of	oral	expression,	as

Derek	Wright	states,	it	is	nonetheless	only	a	nod.	Wright’s	observation	that	Farah
is	late	in	recognizing	the	importance	of	orality	is,	on	the	whole,	quite	true.	Not
only	 does	 the	 African	 Dictatorship	 trilogy	 cultivate	 the	 idea	 that	 writing	 is
important	 to	 Somali	 culture,	 it	 also	 emphasizes	 the	 hazards	 of	 uncritically
celebrating	the	oral.	In	Sweet	and	Sour	Milk,	the	spoken	word	is	complicit	with
the	power	of	dictatorship	because	it	fails	to	provide	a	firm	and	final	“truth”	about
the	 lifelong	 political	 commitments	 of	 Soyaan	 after	 he	 is	 killed	 by	 the
Generalissimo’s	regime.
The	African	Dictatorship	trilogy’s	negotiation	of	orality	challenges	the	notion

that	unlike	writing,	the	verbal	signals	a	presence,	a	present	person	who	provides
inerrant	 narrative	 and	 testimony.	 It	 is	 in	 fact	 the	 spoken	word	 that	 is	 unstable,
unreliable,	 and	 shrouded	 in	 secrecy,	 rumors,	 and	 manipulation.	 Orality	 is	 the
very	vehicle	by	which	the	Generalissimo’s	regime	covers	its	tracks.	It	draws	its
strength	 from	 the	 elusive	 nature	 of	 spoken	 words	 and	 from	 the	 considerable
difficulty	 one	 faces	 in	 either	 corroborating	 or	 disproving	 their	 veracity:	 “The
Security	 Services	 in	 this	 country	 recruit	 their	main	 corps	 from	 illiterates,	men
and	women	who	belong	to	an	oral	tradition,	and	who	neither	read	nor	write	but
report	 daily,	 report	what	 they	hear	 as	 they	hear	 it,	word	by	word.	They	 report
verbatim	what	they	 think	 they	heard	when	they	walked	into	a	shop.	They	need
no	warrant	to	arrest	anybody.	Everything	is	done	verbally	.	.	.	Most	of	these	are
not	even	traceable	to	their	origin,	for	there	are	not	written	warrants.”41
Rumors	 especially	 function	 as	 an	 instrument	 of	 state	 power;	 they	 “rule”

Somalia.42	It	is	rumored	that	Soyaan	was	a	committed	revolutionary	dedicated	to
the	 state,	 and	 this	 rumor	 rests	 on	 another	 rumor	 in	 the	 narrative,	 Soyaan’s
supposed	utterance:	LABOUR	IS	HONOUR	AND	THERE	IS	NO	GENERAL
BUT	OUR	GENERAL.43	 This	 central	 rumor	 is	 generated	 by	 Soyaan’s	 father
Keynaan,	who	claims	that	he	heard	Soyaan	reciting	this	slogan	at	death’s	door.
Soyaan’s	twin	brother,	Loyaan,	refutes	this	rumor	by	claiming	that	his	father,	the
initiator	 of	 the	 rumor,	 was	 not	 even	 present	 when	 Soyaan	 died.	 Loyaan
subsequently	embarks	on	a	mission	to	prove	that	Soyaan’s	loyalties	were	not	to
the	 Generalissimo,	 but	 in	 fact	 against	 him.	 Loyaan	 can	 only	 evidence	 his
brother’s	 true	 wishes	 and	 beliefs	 by	 producing	 an	 elusive	 document	 titled
“Dionysius’s	Ear,”	a	written	indictment	of	the	state	and	its	abuses.	Since	verbal
expression	is	not	traceable	to	its	source	in	this	context,	the	written	word	comes
to	serve	as	an	origin	for	Soyaan’s	person,	his	thoughts,	and	his	values.	Sweet	and
Sour	Milk	makes	subtle	commentary	on	the	relationship	between	orality	and	the



dignity	 of	 a	 particular	 African	 culture,	 holding	 the	 former	 to	 be	 detrimental
rather	than	redeeming	to	the	latter.
As	 previously	 mentioned,	 the	 portraiture	 of	 Islam	 undergoes	 some

permutations	from	the	beginning	of	the	trilogy	to	the	end,	and	its	importance	to
social	 change	 and	 subversion	 is	 suggested	 throughout	 the	 trilogy,	 not	 just	 in
Close	 Sesame.	 As	 early	 as	 Sweet	 and	 Sour	 Milk,	 Islam	 provides	 an
organizational	outlet	for	resistance	to	the	state.	Members	of	the	clergy	come	into
conflict	 with	 Barre’s	 regime,	 and	 the	mosque	 is	 portrayed	 as	 a	 focal	 point	 of
discontent,	grievance,	and	even	antiregime	activities	that	result	in	the	execution
of	 a	 number	 of	 sheikhs.	 “To	 the	 right,	 a	 mosque	 with	 a	 well	 and	 men	 that
streamed	in	or	out,	telling	a	rosary	of	wishes	to	Him	who	knew	all	their	secrets
before	they	even	uttered	them.	They	surely	were	telling	Him	how	unhappy	they
were	under	the	General’s	regime,	through	Loyaan.	They	surely	were	reminding
Him	 of	 His	 responsibilities	 toward	 the	 families	 of	 the	 ten	 sheikhs	 recently
executed—the	sheiks	whom	He	should	have	avenged	earlier.”44
The	execution	of	 the	 ten	sheikhs	resurfaces	at	 the	end	of	 the	narrative	when

Soyaan’s	 sentiments	 toward	 them	 and	 what	 they	 represent	 comes	 to	 light.
Soyaan	seeks	an	audience	with	the	Generalissimo	and,	during	their	conversation,
the	Generalissimo	asks	him	whether	the	execution	was	wrong.	Soyaan	answers,
“‘Yes,	 it	 is	 unconstitutional	 to	 pass	 laws,	 sign	 decrees,	 run	 a	 martial-law
government	and	then	sentence	these	sheikhs	to	death.	It	is	against	the	teachings
of	the	Koran	on	which	they	base	their	arguments.’”45	The	ten	executed	sheikhs
committed	a	“crime”	that	is	not	entirely	clear,	but	their	deaths	at	the	hands	of	the
state	signals	the	narrative’s	disentangling	of	Islam	from	the	state	and	its	interests.
Also,	 Soyaan	 implies	 that	 the	 importance	 of	Qur’anic	 teachings	 supersede	 the
arbitrary	 legislation	 of	 the	Generalissimo’s	 government	 for	 these	 sheikhs.	 The
executions	 also	 forebode	motifs	 and	 events	 in	Close	Sesame,	 wherein	Muslim
consciousness	 is	 at	 the	 forefront	 of	 resistance	 against	 the	 state	 through	 the
peculiar	character	of	Deeriye.
Toward	the	end	of	Close	Sesame,	Deeriye	tells	a	story	(a	Somali	oral	parable),

an	 allegory	 for	 the	 relationship	 between	 Islam	 and	 history	 that	 refuses	 the
construction	of	 Islam	as	static,	oppressive,	and	ahistorical.	 In	 this	story,	an	old
blind	man	loses	his	walking	stick	while	stopping	for	a	rest.	He	risks	injury	and
getting	lost	to	search	for	the	stick,	without	which	he	would	be	immobilized.	He
soon	stumbles	over	a	small	mound	on	the	ground.	He	asks	a	bystander	what	it	is
that	he	had	stumbled	over	and	is	told	that	it	is	an	anthill.	The	old	blind	man	asks
the	bystander	who	made	the	anthill,	besides	God	Almighty	of	course,	 to	which
the	bystander	 responds	 that	 the	anthill	was	constructed	by	a	 tiny	ant	called	 the



aboor.	 This	 story	 conveys	 the	 idea	 that	 divine	 and	 earthly	 agency	 are	 not
necessarily	 in	 conflict.	 The	 old	 man	 reflects	 on	 the	 marvel	 of	 the	 aboor	 and
thinks	that	the	“greatest	wonders	of	the	world	is	God	himself—only	the	second
greatest	 miracle	 was	 man.”46	 The	 anecdote	 illustrates	 that	 man	 is	 not	 just	 a
product	of	history	but,	just	as	importantly,	its	producer.	Deeriye	and	the	historic
figure	 of	 the	 Sayyid	 are	 religious	 individuals	 and	 actively	 involved
revolutionaries,	agents	of	Somalia’s	national	formation.47	Deeriye	in	particular	is
a	pious	man,	but	he	is	neither	quiescent	nor	fatalistic.	He	does	not	“receive	with
gratitude	all	of	the	gifts	that	providence	had	bestowed	upon	him.”48
Deeriye	is	the	antiarchetype	of	the	reactionary	conservative	Muslim	in	Farah’s

other	novels.	He	is,	in	a	way,	the	incarnation	of	the	intelligent	Somali	King	Wiil-
Waal	 about	 whom	 he	 speaks	 so	 much	 to	 his	 children	 Mursal	 and	 Zeinab.
Deeriye’s	person	is	a	site	of	“linkage,”	as	Raymond	Ntalindwa	argues,	a	linkage
between	 the	 spiritual	 and	 the	 historical,	 the	 precolonial,	 colonial,	 and	 the
postcolonial,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 clement	 intellectual	 and	 the	 insurrectionary	 who
takes	 up	 arms	 for	 his	 cause.49	 His	 character	 conciliates	 Islamic	 consciousness
and	piety	with	a	sense	of	justice,	circumspection,	and	political	responsibility	in
Somalia’s	 turbulent	 postcolonial	 period.	 He	 is	 not	 an	 antiquated	 and	 stringent
patriarch,	but	an	individual	who,	as	Angela	Smith	puts	it,	is,	“the	embodiment	of
the	most	positive	side	of	Islamic	life.	Though	his	‘rhapsodic	movements’	are	at
times	 absurd	 to	 the	 younger	 generations	 he	 is	 a	 source	 of	 both	 traditional	 and
political	wisdom.	He	is	the	most	romantic	of	Farah’s	characters,	still	in	love	with
his	dead	wife	who	 lived	 to	be	old	and	 fulfilled	her	 role	of	 the	unpolitical	wife
and	mother.”50	For	 these	reasons,	 though	Close	Sesame	 is	narrated	 in	 the	 third
person,	Deeriye	is	the	privileged	character	whose	consciousness	and	convictions
merge	with	the	narrative	voice.
Deeriye’s	 most	 important	 philosophical	 commitment	 is	 his	 belief	 (though

afflicted	by	ambivalence)	in	nonviolence.	He	consistently	denounces	violence	as
a	 means	 to	 achieving	 either	 civic	 justice	 or	 political	 and	 social	 change.	 This
belief	is	most	visible	in	his	dealings	with	his	sons.	Unlike	Keynaan,	who	co-opts
his	sons	by	intimidating	them	and	imposing	his	beliefs	on	them,	Deeriye	engages
his	son	Mursal	(who	is	writing	a	doctoral	dissertation	on	the	political	relevance
of	 the	 Qur’an	 in	 a	 Muslim	 state)	 in	 protracted	 intellectual	 discussions	 about
Somali	political	life.	The	dialogue-driven	nature	of	this	and	Farah’s	other	novels
is	 a	 means	 of	 demonstrating	 the	 Somali	 proclivity	 toward	 intellectualism	 and
conversation,	 rather	 than	 violence,	 as	 methods	 for	 solving	 social	 problems.
Deeriye	does	not	take	recourse	to	his	parental	authority	to	diffuse	controversial
topics	or	to	discourage	his	sons	from	political	dissent	and	independent	thought.



Deeriye’s	 discussions	 with,	 and	 lenience	 toward,	 his	 sons	 is	 his	 method	 of
trouncing	 one	 of	 the	 dictatorial	 state’s	 main	 vessels	 of	 control	 over	 Somali
society:	the	coercive	family	patriarch.
One	of	the	key	points	of	disagreement	between	Deeriye	and	his	son	is	the	use

of	 violence.	 This	 is	 because	 Islam’s	 history	 itself	 features	 episodes	 of	warfare
and	assassinations	as	a	means	of	achieving	power	or	justice:	“Thus	they	spoke	of
Cumer	ibn	Khattab,	the	Second	Caliph,	and	his	having	been	killed	by	a	madman;
they	spoke	of	the	third	Caliph	Cuthmaan	ibn	Caffaan	and	his	being	besieged	in
his	residence,	taken	hostage	and	killed;	of	Cali	ibn	Taalib	being	assassinated	too;
claiming	the	Caliphate	on	 the	strength	of	being	a	blood	relation	of	 the	Prophet
himself.	In	short,	they	spoke	of	power	politics,	assassinations	for	political	ends,
state	and	traditional	politics.”51
The	 progression	 of	 power	 and	 its	 changing	 hands	 during	 the	 early	 days	 of

Islam	 is	 an	 allegory	 for	 the	 tribal	 violence	 that	 characterizes	 contemporary
Somalia.	The	 father	 and	 son	debate	 the	 theological	 significance	of	 figures	 like
Yazid	Mucaawiya,	who	carried	out	acts	of	violence	against	other	Islamic	figures
and	is	generally	censured	in	Shi’a	Islam.52	But	Deeriye’s	stance	against	violence
as	an	instrument	of	politics	shifts	after	his	son’s	death,	who,	like	Soyaan	in	Sweet
and	 Sour	 Milk,	 is	 also	 imprisoned	 and	 killed	 by	 the	 Generalissimo.	 Deeriye
himself	makes	an	attempt	on	the	Generalissimo’s	life,	both	to	avenge	his	son	and
to	 remove	 a	 dictator	 from	 power.	 This	 action,	 while	 motivated	 by	 a	 strong
personal	 factor,	 is	 the	 last	 of	 a	 long	 history	 of	 political	 activities	 for	 which
Deeriye	is	known	and	respected.
Deeriye	is	revealed	to	the	reader	as	having	an	extensive	political	past	that	still

lives	with	him.	He	was	a	 fighter	and	organizer	 in	 the	 independence	movement
against	the	British	in	the	same	spirit	as	the	Somali	nationalist-poet	Sayyid,	who
was	Deeriye’s	 role	model	 in	 his	 youth.	 The	 Sayyid’s	 fight	 against	 the	British,
Italians,	 and	Ethiopians	 in	 the	early	 twentieth	century	not	only	was	a	 fight	 for
territorial	 sovereignty	 and	 national	 liberation	 but	 also	 was	 motivated	 by	 a
Christian	predisposition	against	Islam.	For	Somalis,	confrontation	with	European
cultural	 domination	 corresponds	 with	 Islam’s	 confrontation	 with	 Christian
domination.	The	Sayyid	 enjoyed	 a	 lot	 of	 success	 throughout	 his	 career,	which
included	 the	 establishment	 of	 a	 short-lived	 Dervish	 state	 and	 staving	 off
domination	 until	 after	 the	 First	 World	 War.	 He	 was	 finally	 defeated	 by	 the
British,	but	not	until	after	he	had	killed	Richard	Corfield,	an	important	colonial
administrator,	in	action.	What	is	important	about	the	Sayyid,	as	with	Deeriye,	is
that	 their	 Islamic	 devotion	 is	 not	 antithetical	 to	 revolutionary	 action	 or
intellectualism,	but	a	part	of	it.	Deeriye’s	Somali	and	Islamic	platforms	did	not



have	a	provincializing	effect	on	him.	In	fact,	he	was	necessarily	both	a	Somali
nationalist	and	a	Pan-Africanist:	“Deeriye	saw	himself	as	a	Pan-Somalist	and	a
Pan-Africanist.	He	would	immediately	add	that	the	two	were	not	contradictory.
He	was	 a	 Pan-Somalist,	 because	 he	was	 a	 Somali	 nationalist	 and	 his	 political
mentor	 had	 been	 the	 Sayyid.	 Pan-Africanist:	 because	 he	 was	 a	 man	 who
followed,	with	enthusiasm,	all	 the	 liberation	movement	 in	Africa.”53	 It	 is	 these
two	 figures,	 the	 most	 pious	 of	 Muslims,	 who	 turn	 out	 to	 possess	 the	 most
political	 initiative	 and	 might.	 The	 Sayyid	 fought	 to	 expel	 all	 foreign	 colonial
elements	from	Somalia	and	to	define	a	national	character	in	his	own	time,	while
Deeriye	fights	to	rid	Somalia	of	its	national	autocrat.	It	is	not	the	intellectual	left
(Medina	and	friends)	that	converts	its	ideals	and	philosophies	into	action,	but	the
generation	 that	 fought	 colonialism	 and	 imperialism,	 and	 it	 is	 the	 latter	 who
ultimately,	 and	poetically,	 comes	 full	 circle	 and	poses	 the	biggest	 threat	 to	 the
“national”	dictatorship	that	sprang	from	the	demise	of	colonial	rule.
Deeriye,	 however,	 is	 no	 more	 a	 one-dimensional	 character	 than	 Ebla	 is	 in

From	a	Crooked	Rib.	He	is	not	entirely	altruistic	and	untroubled	in	his	political
convictions	or	in	his	Islamic	faith.	He	is,	for	example,	critically	aware	of	Islam’s
imperious	past	 in	Somalia	and	talks	about	 it	with	a	 tinge	of	sarcasm:	“It	 is	not
true	that	 the	concept	of	 the	state	 is	new	here,	or	 that	 it	was	introduced	here	by
Europeans	 intent	 upon	 civilizing	 the	 native.	 Islam	 and	 contact	 with	 Persia,
Turkey	and	Arabia	 took	care	of	 that.”54	Deeriye	recognizes	 that	 the	concept	of
the	state	was	first	imposed	in	Somalia	by	other	Muslim	entities,	and	his	personal
faith	 does	 not	 despoil	 his	 historical	 perspective	 on	 the	 role	 of	 Islam	 in	 the
internal	 contradictions	 and	 tensions	 of	 Somali	 national	 identity.	 Deeriye
possesses	 the	 self-reflexivity	 that	 marks	 Gurnah’s	 narratives	 and	 main
characters:	 the	 ability	 to	 incisively	 examine	 one’s	 own	 historical	moment	 and
cultural	 milieu,	 even	 if	 it	 means	 coming	 to	 unfavorable	 and	 disquieting
conclusions.
Additionally,	while	Deeriye	loves	Natasha,	his	son’s	wife,	a	Jewish-American

woman	 from	 New	 York	 City	 (in	 contrast	 with	 Qumman’s	 contempt	 for
Margaritta	in	Sweet	and	Sour	Milk,	who	is	Catholic	and	Italian),	Deeriye’s	love
is	 unsettled.	 He	meditates	 at	 length	 on	 the	 political	 implications	 of	 Natasha’s
Jewishness,	 and	his	 peers	 “couldn’t	 understand	how	Deeriye	 could	 approve	of
his	 son’s	marriage	 to	 a	 Jew	when	 he	 said	 he	 was	 a	 pious	Muslim—to	which
accusations	he	responded:	‘All	Jews	are	not	Israelis	and	even	then	all	Israelis	are
not	 Zionists.	 I	 oppose	 racialist-Zionists	 policies,	 not	 Jews.’”55	 Not	 only	 does
Deeriye	reject	any	contradiction	between	Islamic	piety	and	benevolence	toward
a	Jew,	but	he	also	distinguishes	between	Jews	and	those	Israelis	who	adhere	to



aggressive	Zionist	doctrines.	Even	so,	Deeriye’s	love	for	Natasha	is	curbed	by	an
internal	 conflict:	 “He	 lay	 in	 bed	 and	 thought	 to	 himself	 that	Natasha’s	 calling
him	away	from	his	communion	with	the	Divine	Being	made	his	life	resplendent
with	contradictions.	It	pained	him	to	think	(when	at	his	lowest	and	weakest)	that
Satan	employed	 the	 services	of	 a	woman	 (a	daughter	of	Eve)	who	was	a	non-
Muslim	to	achieve	this	separation:	this	was	what	crossed	his	mind	long	before	he
was	able	to	condemn	his	wicked	reasoning,	long	before	he	was	able	to	admit	the
sinfulness	of	his	 logic.”56	Deeriye	 is	 susceptible	 to	misogynistic	notions	 about
the	 sinfulness	 and	 deceptiveness	 of	women	 (he	 refers	 to	 them	 as	 daughters	 of
Eve)	 and	 especially	 non-Muslim	women.	And	 initially,	Deeriye	 does	 not	 fully
embrace	Natasha	but	the	two	of	them	grow	close	to	one	another	in	their	mutual
pain	of	losing	Mursal.	Deeriye	eventually	prostrates	himself	before	Natasha	and
asks	for	her	forgiveness.
Recurring	 dreams	 and	 visions	 suggest	 that	 Deeriye	 possesses	 divine	 and

prophetic	qualities,	just	as	Yusuf	does	in	Gurnah’s	Paradise.	Through	Deeriye’s
dreams,	 Farah	 is	 proposing	 something	 about	 the	 possibility	 of	 Islamic	 virtue,
salvaging	 it	 in	 a	 time	 of	 political	 turmoil,	 transformation,	 and	 uncertainty.
Deeriye’s	moral	strength	and	qualities	draw	sustenance	from	the	content	of	his
dreams.	 The	 visions	 are	 providential	 and	 Deeirye	 never	 doubts	 this	 to	 be	 the
case.	Nor	 is	 the	 reader	 given	 any	 reason	 to	 doubt	 them,	 because	 the	 narrative
assumes	 a	matter-of-fact	 tone,	 simulating	 the	 truth	 of	 these	 phenomena	 to	 the
Muslim	faithful:

These	visions	guided	him	through	a	forest	of	contradictory	pathways,	led	him	to	a	clearing	in	which	he
stood,	a	man	above	the	squabble	and	quagmires	of	interclan	rivalries	and	disputes;	led	him	away	from
the	political	amalgams	of	irreconcilable	views	.	 .	 .	Visions	moulded	him;	these	visions	gave	him,	his
thoughts,	his	ideas	and	his	prophecies	a	recognizable	shape	and	gave	his	soul	the	inner	peace	which	the
conquering	colonials	and	 the	national	despots	had	either	denied	him	or	could	not	afford	 to	offer.	He
believed	in	the	truth	of	the	visions	and	never	doubted	or	questioned	them	.	.	.	These	visions	and	dreams
had	been	his	companions	during	the	most	arduous	years	of	his	imprisonment.57

In	 these	 visions,	 Deeriye	 finds	 not	 only	 respite	 from	 the	worldly	 but	 also	 the
clarity	with	which	to	navigate	it.	Deeriye’s	dreams	also	mirror	his	respect	for	the
dignity	of	women,	and	especially	his	respect	for	his	late	wife,	Nadiifa.	His	views
of	 his	 wife	 contrast	 with,	 and	 ultimately	 offset,	 his	 own	 ambivalence	 and
misogyny	 toward	women.	They	also	contrast	with	 the	behavior	and	sentiments
of	 Keynaan	 in	 Sweet	 and	 Sour	 Milk,	 and	 Medina’s	 grandfather	 in	 Sardines.
Deeriye	 even	 risks	 blasphemy	 to	 praise	Nadiifa,	 extolling	 her	 by	 using	 highly
venerable	language	in	the	narrative.	“During	one	of	my	irreligious	fever-ridden
bouts—may	God	forgive	us	and	all	Muslims	all	sins,	amen!—I	am	supposed	to



have	described	Nadiifa	as	an	angel;	 I	am	supposed	 to	have	said	 that	 she	could
come	to	me	at	will,	any	time	any	hour	she	pleased	and	I	would	keep	myself	free
for	her.	Now	that,	I	believe,	was	an	exaggeration	on	my	part	and	an	irreligious
thing	to	utter.	No	mortal,	not	even	Nadiifa,	should	be	offered	that	privilege;	only
God.”58

Nadiifa’s	words	of	advice	to	Deeriye	are	neither	apolitical	nor	capitulated,	like
Qumman’s.	Like	Ebla’s	words	of	counsel,	Nadiifa’s	words	are	sagacious:	“‘All
life	is	not	politics,	Deeriye,’	and	she	left	it	at	that.”59	She	objected	specifically	to
the	fervor	and	consuming	nature	of	Deeriye	and	Mursal’s	political	commitments:
“‘There	 you	 go	 again,’	 she	 said	 in	 her	 teasing,	most	 friendly	 voice.”60	 She	 is
leery	 of	 political	 involvement	 if	 it	 means	 that	 it	 might	 endanger	 her	 family’s
lives:	 “Do	 you	 remember	 that	 you	 said	 that	 you	 would	 never	 discourage	 or
encourage	Zeinab	or	Mursal’s	involvement	in	politics?	Why	don’t	you	challenge
Mursal’s	moratorium	on	his	political	 activities	 if	 you	 suspect	 they	are	harmful
and	 dangerous?”61	 Hers,	 like	 Ebla’s,	 is	 a	 wise	 and	 forbearing	 approach	 to
politics	in	a	volatile	and	dangerous	society:	“‘Politics	is	not	only	a	war	of	left-
wing	and	right-wing	principles.	 It	 is	also	 the	making	of	choices—personal	and
political.	 I	plead	with	you:	please	 let	 them	make	 their	own	choices.	But	guide
them	gently.’”62	Nadiifa	 bears	 the	 ultimate	weight	 of	 history	 on	 her	 shoulders
because	it	is	her	family	that	is	ultimately	sacrificed,	though	she	does	not	live	to
see	it.	“Nadiifa!	The	woman	who	bore	the	burden	of	history	like	a	hump	on	her
back.	A	patient,	loving	person,	generous	and	conscientious,	who	was	responsible
for	 building	 a	 homestead	 whose	 greatness	 dwarfed	 all	 other	 houses.	 Such	 a
generous	woman	she	was;	she	never	said	one	wicked	word	about	his	politics	in
public	or	private.”63
Nadiifa	is	credited	with	“building	the	homestead	whose	greatness	dwarfed	all

other	houses”	and	as	a	consequence,	through	her,	as	with	Deeriye,	the	narrative
unlocks	 the	 secret	 to	 undermining	 the	 foundations	 of	 Somalia’s	 dictatorship.
Undercutting	 dictatorship,	 and	 especially	 one	 that	 exploits	 the	 patriarchal
tendencies	in	traditional	Somali	society,	is	necessarily	related	to	acknowledging
the	 burdens	 and	 dignity	 of	 Somali	women	 and	 recognizing	 their	 power	 in	 the
domestic	sphere.	The	family	unit	is	the	bedrock	of	larger	hierarchical	structures;
if	 the	 family	 unit	 is	 coercive,	 unsympathetic,	 and	 unyielding,	 then	 the	 same
practices	will	flourish	on	a	political	level.	Deeriye	and	Nadiifa’s	parenting	is	an
active	assault	on	the	foundations	of	Barre’s	autocracy.
Deeriye	 is	 the	 character	 on	 whom	 the	 ideological	 posture	 of	 the	 African

Dictatorship	 trilogy	turns,	but	he	is	not	the	only	affirmative	Islamic	element	in
Close	Sesame.	There	are	strong	thematic	and	aesthetic	components	in	the	novel



that	 emphasize	 the	 central	 importance	 of	 Islam	 to	 Somali	 culture.	 Mursal,
Mahad,	and	Mukhtaar	(along	with	a	fourth	friend	named	Jibril)	are	involved	in	a
plot	to	assassinate	the	Generalissimo.	Interestingly,	all	three	of	their	names	begin
with	 the	 letter	 “M,”	 an	 alliteration	 that	 signifies	 “Muslim”	 or	 perhaps
“Mohammad,”	especially	since	the	fourth	member	of	 the	group	is	named	Jibril
(Gabriel)	and	who	remains	comparatively	invisible	in	the	plot.	One	of	the	most
crucial	 Islamic	motifs	 is	martyrdom	in	 its	various	 interpretations;	both	Deeriye
and	Mursal	ironically	die	violent	deaths	in	their	battle	against	the	Generalissimo.
Prior	 to	 his	 own	 death,	Deeriye	 sustains	 himself	 greatly	with	 prayer,	 ablution,
and	the	thought	that	he	and	his	son	are	martyrs	for	both	earthly	and	providential
causes.	Deeriye	says	of	Mursal,	“Contact	will	be	made	again;	from	the	void	will
come	the	voice,	his	voice:	a	pious	Muslim	dies	twice:	a	martyr	thrice.	Yes:	listen
to	his	voice	from	the	void.”64	Deeriye’s	disappearance	after	his	 attempt	on	 the
Generalissimo’s	 life	 is	 immersed	 in	 bewildered	 speculation:	 “No	 one	 could
account	for	Deeriye’s	movements	for	three	solid	days.	And	it	took	the	best	part
of	the	fourth	day	to	piece	together	stories	stranded	with	gaps	nobody	could	fill.
Was	 he	 the	 old	 man	 all	 in	 white	 (as	 though	 adorned	 in	 Archangel	 Azraail’s
shroud)	 who	 was	 seen,	 three	 nights	 previously?”65	 For	 those	 days	 that	 he	 is
missing,	Deeriye	himself	becomes	a	supernatural	figure.
When	Deeriye	is	finally	located,	the	possessions	found	on	his	lifeless	person

are	 telling,	 some	 of	 the	 most	 important	 of	 them	 being	 texts:	 “When	 they
searched	 his	 body,	 they	 found	 the	 following:	 a	 tattered	 copy	 of	 the	 Qur’anic
chapter	 Ya-sin	 (an	 important	 central	 surah),	 notes	 on	 the	 Sayyid’s	 ‘Death	 of
Corfield,’	 a	 pamphlet	 on	 the	 underground	 activities	 of	 the	 ANC	 [African
National	 Congress],	 Nadiifa’s	 photograph,	 Deeriye’s	 own	 card,	 a	 couple	 of
inhalers	 to	 forestall	 an	 attack,	 and	 the	 standard	 revolver.”66	 These	 articles	 are
vaguely	 reminiscent	of	 the	contents	 in	 the	Generalissimo’s	hands	 in	Sweet	and
Sour	Milk,	 who	 held	 “the	 Blue	 Book	 of	 the	 General	 and	 Lenin’s	 writings	 in
improvised	 translations;	 in	 the	 other,	 the	Holy	Koran.”67	 The	Generalissimo’s
version	 of	 Islam	 was,	 more	 than	 anything	 else,	 the	 key	 to	 his	 power.	 The
impoverished	translations	of	Lenin’s	writings	translate	into	the	impoverished	use
of	 those	 same	 doctrines.	Deeriye’s	 belongings,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 constitute	 a
symbolic	 confluence	 of	 Islam	 and	 the	 imperatives	 of	 African	 struggle	 and
identity.	The	Qur’an	and	the	ANC	pamphlet	are	both	written	texts	that	augment
Soyaan’s	 “Dionysus’s	 Ear,”	 incontrovertible	 testimonies	 to	 Deeriye’s	 political
views,	items	that	synthesize	his	Islamic	faith,	his	commitment	to	fashioning	an
independent	 Somali	 state,	 preserving	 its	 dignity,	 and	 maintaining	 a	 larger
perspective	of	all	African	struggles	for	self-determination.	The	juxtaposition	of



Marxist	 texts	 and	 the	Qur’an	 among	Deeriye’s	 personal	 effects	 is	 not	 entirely
odd	because	the	trilogy	suggests	the	symmetry	(if	only	symbolic)	between	Islam
and	Marxism	 all	 along,	 a	 relationship	 that	 the	Generalissimo’s	 regime	 fails	 to
forge.	The	Generalissimo,	 the	narrator	of	Sweet	and	Sour	Milk	 states,	not	only
misquotes	and	distorts	the	Qur’an,	but	he	also	distorts	and	misquotes	Lenin	like
an	 “infidel”	 so	 that	 he	 can	 stay	 in	 power.68	 That	 somebody	 who	 could
misconstrue	Lenin	is	described	with	religious	terminology	suggests	not	only	that
Lenin’s	writings	have	spiritual	value	but	also,	by	inference,	that	the	Qur’an	is	a
historical	text.
Toward	the	end	of	the	novel,	Deeriye	is	portrayed	as	man	who	has	made	peace

with	himself	 and	his	destiny,	 and	accomplishes	 this	 largely	 through	devotional
acts.	 There	 are	 protracted	 descriptions	 of	 Deeriye’s	 prayer	 throughout	 the
narrative,	but	the	most	penetrating	is	in	the	closing	pages	of	the	novel.	“Alone,
he	listened	to	the	beautiful	chanting	of	the	Koran,	responsive	to	nothing	but	the
Holy	Message;	 impervious	 to	 the	outside	 and	profane	world,	 indifferent	 to	 the
visitors	 who	 called,	 for	 many	 had	 heard	 the	 midday	 news	 which	 confirmed
Mursal’s	encounter	with	death.	He	wasn’t	going	to	let	anyone	spoil	the	pleasure
the	reading	gave	him.	He	registered	every	word’s	rise	and	fall.	The	poetry	of	the
Koran	had	an	organic	 rhythm	of	 its	own—rather	 like	water	descending	 from	a
great	height.”69
This	passage	demonstrates	that	the	Qur’an	is	at	once	an	orally	performed	and

a	written	text.	It	is	also	important	to	remember	that	the	Qur’an	was	an	oral	text
before	 it	was	 a	written	 text.	 It	was	 a	morphing	 text	 that	was	 in	Mohammad’s
memory	 during	 his	 lifetime	 and	 was	 not	 committed	 to	 writing	 until	 after	 his
death,	 during	 the	 first	 caliphate	 of	 Abu	 Bakr.	 What	 is	 also	 important	 in	 the
passage	is	that	while	Islam	becomes	a	vehicle	for	revolutionary	political	change
at	the	end	of	the	novel,	there	is	also	a	figurative	return	to	the	spiritual	principles
and	harmony	 that	 it	 offers	 its	 followers,	 a	harmony	 that	 is	not	 encumbered	by
worldly	woes	 or	 responsibilities.	Deeriye	 experiences	 the	 divine,	 the	mystical,
and	 the	 sublime	 purely,	 and	 without	 interruption	 by	 the	 clutter	 of	 political
thought.	 It	 is	 his	 wish	 to	 be	 reunited	 with	 Nadiifa,	Mursal,	 and	 Soyaan	 after
death.
Perhaps	 the	 most	 powerful	 and	 symbolically	 important	 moment	 in	 the

narrative	occurs	when	Deeriye,	at	the	moment	of	his	assassination	attempt,	pulls
out	 prayer	 beads	 rather	 than	 his	 pistol.	 The	 narrative	 offers	 two	 speculative
explanations	for	 this	event.	The	first	 is	 that	Deeriye	accidentally	pulled	out	 the
beads	 in	 the	gun’s	 stead.	The	second	 is	 that	 the	beads	got	wrapped	around	 the
gun,	 preventing	 Deeriye	 from	 firing	 the	 weapon	 at	 the	 Generalissimo.	 This



image	might	 affirm	 the	 politically	 incapacitating	 nature	 of	 religion,	 that	 Islam
indirectly	 played	 in	 a	 role	 in	 salvaging	 the	 dictatorship	 and	 “disarming,”	 as	 it
were,	 its	opponents.	But	since	Deeriye’s	political	and	 revolutionary	credentials
have	already	been	established	by	this	moment	in	the	narrative,	it	is	more	likely
that	the	imagery	is	a	statement	on	Islam’s	true	peaceful	nature.	Deeriye	himself
gives	 into	 violence,	 though	 he	 spent	 his	 life	 denouncing	 and	 discouraging	 it.
What	 happens	 is	 almost	 supernatural.	 The	 prayer	 beads	 at	 once	 stop	 Deeriye
from	violating	his	own	ethics,	but	they	also	contribute	to	his	becoming	a	martyr
in	 the	 most	 brutal	 way:	 “And	 the	 general’s	 bodyguards	 emptied	 into	 him
cartridges	 of	 machine-gun	 fire	 until	 his	 body	 was	 cut	 nearly	 in	 half.”70	 The
narrative	 is	 making	 a	 mildly	 cloaked	 statement	 about	 the	 ultimate
incompatibility	of	 religion	and	violence—a	counterimage	 to	 the	portrait	 of	 the
chronically	violent	African,	the	chronically	violent	Muslim.
Nuruddin	Farah	has	produced	quite	a	bit	since	the	African	Dictatorship	trilogy

and	 has	 moved	 onto	 newer,	 though	 related,	 thematic	 pastures.	 His	 two	 most
recent	 novels,	Links	 (2004)	 and	Knots	 (2007),	 are	 to	 compose	 a	 third	 trilogy.
These	 novels	 explore	 exile	 and	 immigration	 and,	 in	 an	 ironic	 twist,	 are
punctuated	by	a	subtle	nostalgia	and	elegy	for	 the	Somali	state	and	 the	 limited
order,	 security,	and	stability	 that	 it	provided	 the	Somali	people	 in	a	 time	when
lawlessness	and	clan	warfare	are	ravaging	the	country.	Somalia	is	threatened	by
disintegration,	 piracy,	 perennial	 interclan	 warfare,	 and	 Ethiopian
interventionism,	 which	 is	 viewed	 as	 being	 instigated	 by	 western	 powers.
Moreover,	the	Islamic	Courts	Union	is	seeking	to	implement	sharia	law.	Viewed
against	 these	 developments	 in	 the	 last	 two	 decades,	 I	 insist	 that	 the	 African
Dictatorship	 trilogy	 is	 still	 relevant.	 The	 argument	 that	 Islam	 has	 multiple
relationships	 with	 the	 state	 is	 important	 in	 a	 climate	 in	 which	 the	 religion’s
presence	 in	 politics	 is	 automatically	 seen	 as	 violating	 cemented	 ideas	 of
progressivism,	 democracy,	 and	 modernity.	 The	 African	 Dictatorship	 trilogy
highlights	 the	 possibility	 of	 Islam	 as	 an	 empowering	 and	 dignifying	 political
framework	 that	 is	 not	 necessarily	 complicit	 with	 all	 the	 menacing	 isms—
fanaticism,	 fundamentalism,	 extremism—that	 are	 very	 real	 pathologies.	 These
pathologies,	I	would	add,	are	far	larger	problems	for	the	societies	in	which	they
exist	 than	they	are	for	 the	west.	These	 isms	are	at	 large	 in	parts	of	 the	Muslim
world	 today	 but	 they	 are,	 also,	 imagined	 to	 some	 great	 extent	 by	 western
societies.
Having	said	this,	I	anticipate	the	argument	that	Deeriye’s	fusion	of	Islam	with

politics	 forebodes	 “Islamic	 fundamentalism”	 in	 contemporary	 Somalia.	 But
Islamic	 fundamentalism	 materialized	 with	 the	 establishment	 of	 an	 Islamic



republic	 in	 Iran	 after	 the	 revolution	of	 1979.	Whatever	 its	 definition,	 however
odious	 one	 might	 find	 its	 expressions,	 Islamic	 fundamentalism	 is	 a	 recent
phenomenon	 and	 has	 allure	 among	 some	 segments	 of	 the	Muslim	 population
around	 the	 world,	 Somalia	 included,	 in	 part	 because	 of	 the	 ideological	 and
material	failures	(and	sabotage,	as	in	the	case	of	Egypt	and	Iran)	of	other	models
of	governance	and	social	organization—secular	nationalism	and	nation-states—
to	articulate	and	to	deliver	on	the	needs	of	these	societies.71	It	also	developed	as
a	reaction	to	the	ongoing	economic	hegemony	of	a	handful	of	western	countries
and	 the	 accompanying	 neoimperialist	 policies	 toward	 much	 of	 the	 Muslim
world.	But	of	course,	it	is	easier	for	many	to	believe	that	Islamic	fundamentalism
is	a	purely	and	totally	self-contained	development,	an	interior	ailment,	nostalgia
for	the	glories	of	the	early	caliphates,	and	regressivism	for	the	sake	regressivism.
These	 intellectually	undernourished	and	embarrassingly	simplistic	explanations
are	 the	 reason	 that	 “scholars”	 like	Bernard	Lewis,	 an	apologist	 for	British	and
American	 neoimperialism	 and	 Zionism,	 enjoy	 such	 great	 esteem	 in	 official
circles	and	the	popular	discourse.72
Nuruddin	 Farah,	 like	 Salman	 Rushdie,	 occupies	 a	 peculiar	 place	 in	 the

imagination	of	the	western	readership,	or	at	least	that	part	of	it	that	reads	serious
literature.	Both	of	these	writers	have	enjoyed	enthusiastic	appraisal	in	the	west	in
part	because	of	a	fundamental	misunderstanding	of	the	way	their	novels	position
Islam.	 The	 use	 of	 dialogism,	 satire,	 caricature,	 and	 realism	 are	 mistaken	 as
assaults	 on	 Islam,	 and	 so	 the	 authors	 are	 thought	 to	 confirm	 western
characterizations	 of	 Islam	with	 the	 intellectual	 authority	 that	 only	 an	 “insider”
can	provide.	However,	this	approach	is	not	just	a	disservice	to	Islam.	It	is	also	a
gross	underestimation	of	 the	genre	of	 the	novel.	 If	 the	modern	novel	 is	 indeed
“dialogic,”	 which	 means	 that	 it	 stages	 difference,	 discussion,	 and	 dissonance,
then	 Islam	 is	 “always-already”	 relational	 in	 Farah’s	 novels.	 It	 is	 always
conversant	with	those	discourses	that	act	on	it	and	are	in	turn	acted	on	by	it.
In	his	2007	guest	appearance	at	UCLA,	Simon	Gikandi	made	a	proposal	to	the

predominantly	academic	audience.	Assailing	the	nation-state	and	its	cohorts,	he
stated,	 is	 the	 luxury	 of	 intellectuals	 who	 benefit	 enormously	 from	 the
institutions,	stability,	and	safety	of	states	elsewhere	(meaning	 in	 the	west),	and
who	do	not	worry	about	being	arrested	on	a	whim,	silenced,	or	even	executed.
Antistatist	postures	are	not	only	born	of	exile,	trauma,	dislocation,	violence,	and
persecution,	 but	 they	 are	 also	 the	 luxury	 of	 those	 intellectuals	 who	 have	 the
freedom	to	move	about,	not	as	refugees,	but	as	travelers	and	intellectual	tourists.
From	a	Crooked	Rib	 and	Farah’s	 later	African	Dictatorship	 trilogy	 force	us	 to
question	this	observation,	to	put	it	to	the	test	by	asking	a	series	of	questions.	Is



suspicion	of,	and	opposition	to,	the	state	exclusively	the	project	of	the	economic
and	 cultural	 elite	 in	 the	 postcolonial	 world?	 Farah	 has	 said	 that	 Somalia	 “is
incestuously	 clannish,	 it	 is	 a	 country	 populated	 by	 a	 race	 of	men	 and	women
who	 are	 decidedly	 united	 in	 their	 unmitigated	 arrogance	 and	 pride	 in	 being
unique,	 the	 only	 country	 in	Africa	 that	 qualifies	 as	 being	 a	 nation.”73	 But	 the
Somalis	are	also	a	people	 that,	perhaps	because	of	 their	 largely	pastoralist	and
nomadic	culture,	are	not	inclined	toward	the	idea	of	a	centralized	and	tentacled
state,	a	sentiment	that	is	resonated	by	Deeriye,	who	says	that	regardless	of	clan
and	tribe,	“the	Somali	doesn’t	believe	in	the	logic	of	the	state	working	justly	for
all.”74
The	skepticism	toward	the	state,	its	organs,	and	its	agendas,	then,	cannot	be	an

exclusively	 intellectual	preoccupation.	The	refugees	of	Rwanda’s	genocide	and
Darfur,	among	other	places,	would	not	think	so.	Certainly,	human	suffering	has
been	 caused	 by	 the	 failure	 of	 states	 in	Africa,	 but	 it	 has	 also	 been	 caused	 by
functional	 states	 themselves.	 The	 hostility	 to	 the	 state	 in	 some	 postcolonial
scholarship	 (and	 I	 should	 be	 clear	 that	 not	 all	 postcolonial	 intellectuals	 are
hostile	to	the	state)	is	not	only	an	imagining.	It	is	largely	a	matter	of	history—the
African	 state’s	 devolution	 into	 corruption	 and	 dictatorship.	 This	 cannot	 be
denied	 simply	 because	 it	 is	 fatiguing;	 and	 it	 has	 been	 copiously	 and	 perhaps
exhaustively	pointed	out	by	postcolonial	intellectuals	and	writers.	If	the	African
Dictatorship	trilogy	polemicizes	the	state	through	the	voices	and	experiences	of
privileged	 intellectuals,	From	a	Crooked	Rib	 raises	questions	 about	 the	 “state”
and	its	relationship	to	cultural	 identity	from	different	figurative	quarters.	These
lucrative	questions	ought	not	 to	be	abandoned	 in	 the	heat	of	Somalia’s	current
crucible.
The	other	question	 that	Farah	has	 addressed	 is	whether	 the	 state	 in	Somalia

will	 always	 be	 a	 dictatorial	 one.	 In	 a	 1996	 interview	with	 Patricia	Alden	 and
Louis	Tremaine,	Farah	said	that	opposing	dictatorship	on	a	purely	political	level
in	 Somalia	 (and	 elsewhere	 in	 Africa)	 is	 fruitless	 because	 dictatorship	 is
nourished	by	the	authoritarianism	encoded	in	Somali	culture	itself.75	If	this	is	the
case,	 then	 the	 state	 is	 ill-fated	 in	Somalia,	not	because	 it	 fails	 to	 take	 stock	of
popular	Somali	culture	and	values,	but	precisely	because	 it	does.	Whatever	the
case	 may	 be,	 the	 novel	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 guiding	 and	 inventive
documents	 we	 have.	 Farah’s	 writings	 are	 constantly	 negotiating	 and
renegotiating	 the	 terms	 of	 the	 conversation	 between	 state	 and	 culture,	 a
conversation	that	is	not	likely	to	end	soon.



Conclusion

I	 said	 in	 my	 introduction	 that	 I	 am	 not	 interested	 in	 fastening	 this	 study	 to
current	 events,	 which,	 admittedly,	 may	 appear	 to	 be	 a	 decision	 born	 of
diffidence,	or	worse,	of	insularity	and	intellectual	cowardice.	On	the	other	hand,
this	study	 is	an	affirmation	of	narrative	and	 its	ubiquity.	 It	 is	an	affirmation	of
texts	 and	 textuality	 in	 a	 time	 in	 which	 inconsequential	 persons	 can	 catapult
themselves	 into	 the	 world	 limelight	 by	 threatening	 to	 burn	 books.	 Islamic
civilization	and	culture	is	an	organism,	an	ecosystem	rather,	that	emerges	from	a
wide	 body	 of	 texts,	 including	 literary	 ones,	 as	 well	 as	 from	 a	 wide	 body	 of
cultures,	ideological	perspectives,	and	political	camps.	And	while	this	study	has
proceeded	 from	 attention	 to	 particular	 texts	 and	 particular	 experiences	 in	 this
ecosystem,	 I	must	underscore	 the	necessarily	global	dimensions	of	 any	critical
discussion	of	Islam.
The	narrative	of	 Islam	has	a	 lot	 to	gain	 from	attention	 to	 its	African	 selves,

and	I	remain	optimistic	about	the	power	of	novels	to	this	end.	Nuruddin	Farah,
Abdulrazak	Gurnah,	 and	M.	 G.	 Vassanji’s	 novels	 demonstrate,	 with	 rigor	 and
artistic	 sensitivity,	what	might	only	 seem	banally	obvious—that	 Islam	 is	many
things.	It	is	a	part	of	modernity;	it	moves	in	and	out	of	the	life	of	states;	it	is	a
point	of	linkage	between	cultural	ports;	it	has	a	unique	relationship	to	Arabic	and
Arabs,	but	it	does	not	belong	to	them;	it	is	a	source	of	spiritual	nourishment	as
well	as	a	political	language.	Islam	is	also	a	great	source	of	literature	and	writing.
The	fiction	of	the	three	novelists	that	form	the	center	of	this	study	demonstrates
how	 attention	 to	 Islam	 can	 have	 productively	 transformative	 consequences	 for
postcolonial	studies	and	its	imperatives	in	a	particular	African	context.	The	state,
transcultural	consciousness,	and	writing	itself	are	not	novelties	in	eastern	Africa,
something	that	became	obvious	to	me	only	after	I	had	read	these	novels.	These
texts	 disrupt	 some	 of	 the	 smugness	 that	 has	 arisen	 around	 postcolonial
scholarship	in	unique	ways.	These	fictions	are	important	because,	as	they	enter
and	 reenter	 the	African	“canon”	 through	different	doors,	 they	contribute	 to	 the
completion	of	the	idea	of	Africa,	to	the	way	it	is	imagined.
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into	the	sphere	of	Soviet	influence.

72. Bernard	Lewis	is	generally	know	as	an	Ottoman	historian,	but	his	What	Went	Wrong:	The	Clash
Between	Modernity	and	Islam	in	the	Middle-East	(2002)	illustrates	most	lucidly	the	idea	of	modernity
as	a	determinate	historical	condition,	one	that	is	at	odds	with	religion	and	religiosity.	His	fifth	chapter,
“Secularism	and	the	Civil	Society,”	evidences	the	problematic	and	dated	ideas	of	“secularity,”	ideas
that	are	on	the	wane	because	of	far	stronger	and	more	rigorous	scholarship	on	the	matter.	The	central
claim	of	Lewis’s	book	is	that	the	Islamic	world	suffers	from	self-inflicted	problems	that	result	in	its
inability	to	keep	pace	with	the	west.	The	fact	that	it	was	published	right	after	9/11	is	itself	noteworthy,
as	its	claims	lend	themselves	quite	well	to	rationalizing	the	hawkish	American	political	and	military
posture	toward	the	Middle-East.

73. Farah,	“Why	I	Write.”
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75. Patricia	Alden,	“How	Can	We	Talk	of	Democracy?	An	Interview	with	Nuruddin	Farah,”	Emerging

Perspectives	on	Nuruddin	Farah,	ed.	Derek	Wright	(Trenton,	NJ:	Africa	World	Press,	2002.
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