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':nThls dlssartatlon examlnes the work of Be351e Head WLth”_

Fa'VLew to sophlatlnatlng'prevalllng'understandlngs,of her]f

 _texts whlch tend Lo concentvate on Head's place 1n a. f_'

N

'qtradltlon of Afrlcan women Wi 1ters*.ﬁgurrent cnlplcalﬁ]_

3wnrks.emphas;sedgelected.aSpects.of;heaa?s_biééraﬁh?fandffi

'-”éaaUme-her-preseﬁtationkcf'the*'traditicn*-andfforalitY’fi*n""".

of Serowe to be accurate. We argue J.n thla dzssertat.lnn '

' _fthat Head has constructed and nmnlpulated concepts Gfii;"

:-’tradltlon’ and rOralltY’ ln her texts to suit both her;gfxpm

;1ntellectual concerns and her flctlonal lntentlons

Broadly these are to present her WOrks as the recordedi_f

¥

: hlstory nf-an oral Afrlcan soclety. Head s six nnvels"

'7as well as aspects of her letters and 1nterv1ews areﬂx'“'

“_
examlned ln order ot demonstrate thls assertlon

S
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- INTRODUCTION
o Bmcx wamm\r WRITERS AND THEIR ’FOREMOTHERS’ :

A cn:w*ou Bacxonom —

”:In aLscu551ng tne‘works of 89551e Head, Lloyd,Brown‘make§ o-

- the £0110w1ng rather'breathtaklng clalnu,"more expllcltly'l;“_

'_:_than most she 18 speaklng on behalf of and’ about thoo'

" Afr1can Woman, wﬂlle compelllng our attentlon as a VGlCEiS
';-:for all women“ (Brown l-975 34) . . 'I‘he- 1dea that- any Woman |

;wrlter soeakq ﬁor or reflects the experlence of m;lllons_-
_ may today appaar rather dated, partlcularly when 50 much o
' contemporary scholarshxp urges us- ' hlstor1c1se;;:

'contextuallse and de*essentiaiise 1 erary texts.,o*'
However, Brown is not alone iﬂ maklng such clalms f0r the
- works. of womEn writers; and much contemporary llterary ;]"
'crlt1c1sm on African wcmen wrltora contlnues to operate ,?'

_from this assumptlon.

See, for example, Andrade (1990),. Carby (1987) and =~
Mohanty (1984) T



‘When one turns to South Africa, approaches like those of

Brown ban'alsOHbe foﬁnd,'pérticularlﬁ in relationfto'the'a'7

works of Bessie Head. The major . object of this thesis 15  f

'fathexefore on the one hand, to trace these essentlallst'”

ldeas in the cr;thlsm of Head's texts and, on the other

hand,_to,offer an altarnat;va;approach to har work.

_Thia.iatrodﬁcﬁioa attEméts'to lay.fﬁé'framEWOik for such
" a project by looking at some of the debates relatlng tot.'
blaqk meen wrlters - flrst in. the Unlted States of
Bﬁe’ri‘(‘_:a.,' and then ;I.Il Afr:n.ca.. : By draw:.ng on recent'
| }devéidpments :in* black Amarlcan femlnlst llterary o

criticismf and applylng--thesa to Afrmcan '11teraryf'

 criticism. dn'women writers, the introduction seeks o

evoke a more frultful approach to the works of Head thana

-_has thus far been the case.

‘The central concern of the debates surrounding the work

of blackvwomen writefs,z'in keeping with debatas in.the |

Developments in wider feminist scholarshlpa

influenced literary critics to question the exact
nature of their task. This questioning: ranged from.

a broad attempt to establish for black women writers
~a 'place’ in literature as a whole to‘an attempt to

"refuse the cultural framework of patrlarchy ( Humm

- 1986:104). A number of critical landmarks in this

response to the writings of black women are worth .

noting: Alice Walker (1983); Barbara Smith (1985)

and Deborah McDowell (1985) all attempted <o
redefine the criticism of writings by black American

women. Critics such as Chandra Mohanty (1984) and

Hazel V. Carby (1987} have questioned the notions

and assumptlona underlylng thesa Works In one way

2 .



Sarger body of femlﬁlst thought, 1s whether thare 15 a

recoqnlsable black female, or even female,

 Quest1ons as to the. nature of women’ 5 wrlnlag and the .
Jextent to Whlch the eritic would have to acxnowledge the
race and gender of the wrlter have becume paramount.J
 'Th1s approach. has not been W1thout 1ts own set of
7*problems, ‘as the terms avallable to theSe ‘critics
'requlred deflnltlon and debate themselves As Gemma‘Tang”
- Nain. (1991 13) has argued, ‘there is “eoma amblgulty ..;”ﬂ“
.'-assocaated_ thh the -adgeclee- 'black’" _iﬁ "blaek-
efeminiam?.a“critics ﬁave qsed'ﬁﬁis word so-diffarea;iyef

5fethat,'asﬁﬂaih (1991-13—14{-pcin*$ out}_SOméifeminist*'

 aesthat1c._;"'

_ewrlters have argued that 'black' does not refer to. sklnyf_a

e:colour; They have, 1nstead argued that 'black' people  :"1

" are those who have suffered. ﬂﬁolonlal and lmperlal"'

_domlnatlon“ (1991 13)

i

or another, these latter ‘éritics have attemptéd to
establish whether women’s writing can be understood

as expressing an 'essential’ black female identity.

The problem with this c¢onception, as Nain {1991;147%"
- indicates, is that within this definition of ’black’
one would have also to include, for example, the
Irish;, who have suffered the colonialism of the
"British. The kev problem is thus whether we can
identify an essential black female aesthetic, and it
is this guestion that is belng debated at  the
moment . An answer to this question seems an almost
impossible endeavour if,. as Carby {1987), Nain
(1991) and Mchanty - (1984) have argued, we cannot
really seem to. come to any agreement as to what

defines  'black’ or, as Linda Alcoff (1988) “

- demonstrates, ‘female’,

3



o Nevertheless,. th'ese a-tte'r'ﬂﬁts' o -estebli's'h -'e' "ne'w-'f:-:'
. aesthet:.c: tor the lli-erary works of black women have beeni.

__;-extremely valueble l'£‘i. unearthlng and leg:_tlmatmg the’

' '-works of these writers. - However, ‘many crlt.z.cs (for'-'

N 'example, -s..arby 198'7 Mohanty 1984 and Andrade 1990) have -
argued that there are a nu:nher of assumm::l.ons underlylng_ :

much “of this cmtloal work "-tha_t'- requlre urgent.

-examinatiOn-." . ‘;['he most mgn:.fmant of these is the" -

-as'smption that-all women. wrlters- have; by v:r_rtue-- of_

- thelr gender, a common style or 'langaage' - Furthermore, .

as Carby t1987) po:l.nts out, - man.y of these analyses o

_'suggest that crlt:.cs cannot assess the works. of black'-

women w*:.ters w:Lt:hout follow:mg a number of 'rules’ --On_e .

| e;;ample__ . of t-hese ' rules wou;d | be - the or:.tlcal-
- prescription,-. recomended by Glorz,a T Hull Pat:rlcx.a
Bell Sr‘ott and Barbara, ritch, that all analyses _ _in:' '
" [b]lack ‘women’ s studles be fezm.nlst,_ radlcal,_._ a_r__ld_
'-analyt'ieel“' (Carby 198'? 10). As a consequence of thls'
.klnd of presorlptlon, much of tue cr:.t:.cal WOrk has "
:.t;self become_anblguous and__ obsc:urlr__lg, and__h_as -tended' |
- either to ignor-e works. which -do not fii;--'- t-he'_p_re_soribed

‘black feminist’’ mould or, converse”ly,"has- resu'lt:'e-'l in

the mampulatlon of ‘a work unt:.l :.t i&oes fit the___"'

prascribed mou]_.-d.

. The posltlng of these rules wh:.ch shOuld be adhered to--

in examlnatz.ons of ‘the works of women wr:l_ters has legd to._"



a |
 thé _ development of - another" mlsgulaed assumptlon
.concernlng the work of black women wrlters.~ One-such'

ﬁ’rule' whlch ‘has become p*oblemaclc was put forward byf"

_-_jBarbara Smlth (1985 8) who argued that a (PIEferably}5:{

"-black crltlc who' assesses the works of black: womem
";wrlters chould flrstly be femlnlst and,-secondly, “work

'f;_frcm the assumptlon that Black Women erters constltute -

"-fan 1dent1f1able llterary tradltlon“ . As Carby (198? 9)-~

: :pOLnts out--thls conceptlon of-the role of the-crltlo-ls -

E hlghly problematlc because Lt aSSerts the “exlstence of -
': an essentxal black femala experlence and an exclu51vef 

fc black female language A whlch thls experlence is;

embodledﬂ-' It also, ant:ltz‘orep\r'::r'b].arnat:l.c':ally,g pnalts thejﬂf

'=ex1stence of a long and unbroken chain of women,yﬂatersfc

W1th scant regard.pald.to their: dlfferlng expermencos andg;'

”-locatlons.

. As datby;f1987;10) maintaina; “a'black'feminist criticiaﬁ;:
:”cannot afford to. be essentlallst _and ahistorical
reduclng the experlence of all black women to a common.
_denom;nator and llmltlng.black.femlnlst crltlcs_to'[thel'
N exposition;of an. eqUivalenr-black-'Eemale imaginatimu*";
I£ the crltlcal endeavour were to restrlct 1tself to suchi
an act;v;ty, a deta1led.exam1nat1on of how women.wrltersJ -
have responded to their daffarent env;ronmeats and tha:j_

ways in which they have made use of 'the reSOUrces-



'avallable to tnemxwlll not only'be me0351ble.but perha@s“",_g
_falso unde51rable.--g'; o g@?;i_,¢f"*"f”_-  ”?]~:ﬁ ;_I
. “ ; -~ . oo

Yet a'ﬁother” scholar, ‘Deborah NMcbowell" el'g"ss) ;"-has' argued.
'e.for a greater awareness of nheee lmpllClt assnmptlons

} concernlng'a‘wemen s 'tradltlon when examlnlng'thE‘works_

- ef black'women wrlters.z'MCDowell has argued'that we have

:7:to env131on the parametere of a tradltlon as somethxng to E

ije debated.and establlshed She warns’ that we Should.not L
”slmply assume these paramebers, 1eet we - rely tee ea511y'e'

‘ :”on generalltles, especwally in relatlan to the ex1stence '

_ffof a black female 'conec1eueness* er v1smnir 4_-

”he 1ssues ralsed by these scholars cencernlng the wﬁrks'
;Jof black Amerlcan women.wrlters remaln central to current_.'
_ debates surreundlng the work.uf WOmen.wrlters 1n general

i"Our-concern, however,.ls-w1th-the1r 51mmlar1ty to 153ue5f5
”_cuxrently requlrlng attention 1n the exlstlng crltlcal

= assesements uf many black Afrlcan women wrlters.

There are many similarities between the- hletory of black:
WOmen wrlters in Amerlca and that of black women wrlters'
in Aﬁrlea. In South Africa, aﬁ-Che:ry;Clayten;(1989:1) .'
has peinted out, black women “haﬁe'been the 1es£'g£eup_f
'Wiﬁhin'the codntry_ge'findzaeiitefary;ﬁlatferm&_f@f!@hee

\

e

. For . a"more detalled dlBCUSSlQﬂ of McD&Well's'
pos;tlon see Carby (1987: ;2 14) and Wall (1989 5)



more- than 140 blaek South Afrlcans wrltlng ln Engllsh”

- gdnce about 1920, only seven have been women . Despltef=

" these flgures hewever, and in much the same way-as. blackf'

'Amerlcan women,wrltera ‘have achleved,prominence, Afrlcan;

women writers have recently started comlng to the fore 1n-"

academlo llterary c1rcles. A8, Clayton notes 1n her'

Introduetlon" to Wbmen and ertlng in South Afrlca, o

recent publlcatlons by'black women in thlS country have '
' begun to make "the llves of black women less 1nv131b1e

M

_'(1989 :2) .

Althouqh not a concern of thls the91s, the questlon of
whether or not there are 51m11ar1t1es 1n the actual,texts
of Afrlcan and Amexlcan women wrlters hes yet to be'

| explored fully, an enterprlse whlch may also ralse someel

llnterestlng challenges to‘the current debate. There are, S

~ however, _seme_ 1ntereet1ng 31m11arit1es between the
critieal wotks'eu::ounding the texts of:blackenmer;oeuf:
women.ﬁritere ahd blaek African wemen writefe;“ahd'it”ist
w1th theee critical 51m11ar1t1es that we wall engage in -

more detall.

.The wrltlngs cf Afrlcan‘woﬁen authors heVe glven rlse to
- a body of scholarshlp that hae sought to analyse and'
- codify Afrlcan women 8 texts, (for example, Brown 1975,
Davles and Graves 1986 Frank 1984 & 1937 and a spec1al

lssue of Research in Afrlcen Lik eratures 1987). 'In*a

5



_’not:.ceably ma] e-domnated d;.sc:.pllne,_ this acholarsth o

has performed a valuabie funct:.on :m making Afra.can women”:

L '_'wr:i.ters more vxs:l.ble and. their texts more access:.ble to_

'the academ:.c World

_However, like "-:all | pioneerin'g _ ventures, and, ‘_ in.
o part'ieula'r, llke the cr:Lt:Lcal workra surround:.ng the }

wrxtlngs ‘of black Amer:l.can women wr:.f:.ers, it also has

_-many sh_ortcom:,_nge . Much of this _scho_larship! for e;cample P

" LaPin (1984), i;itt_:l_e (19'310)3 and'{iia—me‘ (1983), tends to

' be general and, at tiniea-, acontextual. 'ﬁn“exampi'e' of "

- this tlandency to remov'e the wr:r.ter and the text from

'_the.u: oontext is ev:.dent J.n the follown.ng extract: P where'. |
it is assumed that the exper:.ence of the 'tradrt.:.onal :_-

Afl:’.can woman’ is and was alwaye and everywhere the same- ﬁ

'-'I.Secause | 1.n trada.t:.onal Afra.ca. woman relgned :
.-'_supreme as the giver and susta:n.ner of 11.fe, she
:met: the most uLgent requ:l.remente of the fam:u.ly..
um.t and underscored her concern in creat:l.ons o:-'_ -
verbal ar_t. she scothed her newho:r:n with rock:.ng- a
tune's ' c'omposed verses' '_'_'t:o praise a son, _.._s_angaﬁ '
bric.le's' _'1amente' at ‘her d-eughter's marriage_,'
instructed.. '_oh;.‘.ldre_n through tr'a'tji.it._ional itaies._'
By 'recreet_ing images on behaif of her 1oye_d-bne-s r L

she inoved them to a sense . of well--beihq ‘and



u; promoted harmony ln Per domestlo domaln :(LéEihj

1984 102) - | ;

ISGholarly evaluatlons of ertlng by Afrloan women are,
._furthermore, lncllned to operate from a set of largely 
: unchallenged and unexam;ned assumptzons. These problems,

'are 51m11ar to those polnted out in rela*;on to the'o

. SCholarshlp on blaok Amerloan women wr;ters and concern

 3quesL1ons regardlng the "female tradltlon’ aodaﬁpho-_f
'(blaok) female aesthetmof | The underlylng problenlw1th-
- orltlcal percengons of - blaok Afrlcan womerl - wrlters

: fappears to be’ thh the s;mpllstlo conoept:on of a.wrltten'”

':H 'female tradltlon‘ as g;owlng: out_;oﬁ an exlst;ngq -

.ﬂfcxgan;c".oral tradltioo__og' s;orypolling,}'_-For' same: ;:

: -ofitios'_at leaso, this assumption ‘of an. 1mp11c1tj o

_smmmlarlty in the ways wWomern 'te]l stor;os* also 1eads[fo

'them to assume that all. Afrloan women wrlters have the.
same set of female oonoerns by and large, motherhood,.
marrlage and men, and, more '1mportantly, the -same;
'technlques and styles by means of whloh they vooallsej

these concerns.- Lloyd_Brownr Eor example,:says

- Having established that_there ié_a_tradi;ionUOEJ
.fem_ale needs and. roles, the woman. writer in -
Africa is beginning to 1estob1isho a parallel

tradition': one in which the writer is conscious



~of be].ong:.ng to a trand:.t:..on of 1;|.ﬂerature by

Afr:.can women.. {1975 184)

" Bruner {19772 293, ‘too, ‘makes .tti:i._s'."'ae--suinpt'ien‘::-" "Even 't'hé__:' :
 genre [of woments fiction] as '[brai-] tale, short etory or

legend, is ‘an old. form, conta:.m.ng,' perhaps, a new

: -_message. '.I'he d:.lemma storles are among the populazz torms__'.

of Afr:.can folk a.rt.“ Bruner assumes not only that wonIen
use forme that are nat.urally' female, but: that they de:
.eo bettt_r to present the concerns that are equally'\_:

'naturally' female.

Assum:x.ng the ex:.stence of a 'black- women writers’

't:rad‘.:_l.tz.-on'- ig net restricted ta the critice.--, _Eli‘_en'

kuzﬁeﬁo, a South Afrlcan ‘woman wrlter, makee the'eeme55
aesumpt:.on about the cont:.nu:.ty of the oral ‘and Wr:.tten'..--"
- storytell:.ng trad...tlon in her werk S:Lt _Down_ and Llsten_- .
(1990) ~ As ind:.cated by the title and the int:roducta.on
‘to this .book, Kuzwayo expreeees the" dee.‘..:ce to wr:.te down E
the oral stories of her -chlldhoed .whx.ch, she e-ay_s,
"provided 0p§orfu_niti'es of great I1ea'1:'n:i.ng for "I:he. yeuth- .
of that era".! It is 1l.:hes.ie stories that _Kuewayo wishes

to "trap” on paper before "they v_anished 'f-oré\ker‘_‘. The

The "Introduction" to Sit Down_and Listen hLas no
page numbers, thus references to thie section w:Lll
not pbe numbered.

10



stoﬁéeller -_:‘;n-'..Kuzwéiyo*s- iﬁtﬁ:__o_dudﬁ;ioﬁ is’_-d “ghe ., and it -
| ig her storiésotha;;Kuzwayo3hopeé:g_' " .
'7wili'séfve_as'a remiﬁdefﬁto_thosofof.qs?whoqéhare e
 othe.story—Eoiling tra&jtions as”ﬁéll és'a.ﬁinaowf
:"through which those who have baen brought up to o
.look inwards only can - peep and- 1eaxn a 11ttle;fo_ 

h oabout their nemghbours~

| There:;are;'threé;_assﬁmpoions at play in’ Kuzwayo s

'-fCOnneptuéliSatioh of ‘orolity’.--one,_that the ‘oral

_ tradltion is contlnuous and can be ‘trapped' on paper in

o the wrltten form ln a slmple and unoompllcated way, two,

‘that storytellers are lmpllCltly women and that they are”--

"helrs to thlS tradltlon, and three, that the only;_
'corrmmity :.n South Afnca Wlth an oral tradltion to

access-ls black : The-oonsoquenoo of theSE'assumptlons:ls

‘that they Aeny that orallty may be present in dmfferent'_-f

-1:8031et1es 1n a number of dlfferent forms _and - may
: orlglnate from a number of different souroea. Thzs point
is espaglally pert;nent in the case_of Bessle:Headr-aS

critics have to date simply assumed her to-be aocossing_

a con51stent oral tradltlon that can Only, by deflnltlon-o';

almost be black

African women writers are thus often presented as simply_

'_.Slottlng into a. pre~exlst1ng traaltlon., It s
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-'furthermore assumed that these women,percelve themselves.'
'-as part of this tradltlon and as has been shown thh the e
E example eF Ellen Kuzwaye, many women'erters do make thls~

'faseumptlon themeelves._ Thue for wrltere and CrlthS

o allke, there is an 1mp11c1t contlnulty between a female*?ﬁ

oral tradltlon and the wrltten texts that have begun to -

1_--emerge frqm.Afrlcan women wrlters. There are, of ceurse, f 
':"a number of problems w1th thls assumptloﬁ.a Ae Isabel.
"_Hofmeyr (1991 131) pelﬂts out,_“thls medel is rather enelVr
'g dlmen51onal and does not allow us conceptual ln51ght 1ntoﬁ
' the dlveree ways in whlch wemen erbers in partlculaﬁefj
::epproprlate, or-nmre-properly, gender' tradltlen, rof'
;meet thElI‘ partlcular -neede"" 'If' we, even 1n thee_:
_rbroadest eense, acknewledge that women have a dlverse .;

*range of experlencee, then we have also to acknewledge_

'-_"that thelr responses to these experiences Wlll be as_if

dlverse, and it - this multlpllﬁltv ‘of women’ s;J
experlences and llterary responees to whlch much of the
- more recent: critical work_(suchﬂas that of Carby (1987), -

for inetanee)-is calling our. attention.

As scholarship in other areas has ehewn,e'traditiene?.ere

_ eeldem continuous and organiC' Inetead, tradeflons are
J

1nvar1ably much mere rtac:ent:,r synthetle and lnwénted than o

their proponents suggest [Hobsbawm andrRanger-lQBB). .AS-_'

Hortense Spillers (Andrade 1990:91) asserts, *traditions

are not born. They are made We‘would add that they aree

12



- not, like objects of nature, here to stay._;-__bﬂt _s'ﬁrir:_i.-ve'es_

. created social events only to the extent that _aix audience -

cares to intersect them." She states fu'ftﬁer_"the;:..work.cf:‘
_bla6k wcmen's ﬁriting.hcf only'redefines'traditicﬁ, bdﬁh
also disarms it by suggesting that the term itself is a
eritical fable intended to encoce and circumeciibe~ane.
iﬁner:circle.of emPOWefed-textS"(Andrade 1990 :95) .- We'
‘have . to be able to examine _and, ‘more 1mpcrtantly,'
.-questmn a.L:L texts written by Wcmen at the level cf. how'
they'lnteractrWLth the SpElelc concerns of'the soc1et1es .e

-from whlch they ntlglnate

Along with Deborah Mcncwell,'Barbara_Chfietien'points out-

'thatyfif'there”is.c ’ttaditioh'ﬁof~black"women writers,_ e

it is still deveicping‘ She questions whether one can
'thecrlze effectzvely'abcut an eVOLV1ng process and,pcintSLe
- out the need to examlne the phllosophlcal questlons'
. underlying the task cf the crltlc when aesessxng the

IWOrks of black women wrlters (Carby 198? 14).

In'mnch the same-waf as critics”have pcckeéed:the WOrke_
of black.American woren authors; critica'of.Afkican-wemen_
writers have frequehtly resorted to 9051t1ng "an
experlentlal relatlonshlp that exlsts'betweEn “ae critmcs
and black WOmen as wrlters who represent black women 3
'reallty" (Carby 1987 16) In keeping w;th_the arguments_.
of crltlcs guch as Mchanty {1934);'Ccrbj (198?)eeﬁdf
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‘Andrade (1990), we nééthd:mbve~éway-frpm eff@rﬁsfto
._defiﬁE-the'assential'qualities bf’biack.ﬁomen's.writin§s=
towards more context-specmflc understandlngs of thelr
. workaﬁ- As Clayton (1989 4) has noted "the flctlhna1 
| curve_{of women’ s novels 1n“50uth Africal isfpart;y
--detgrﬁined bf thé“éﬂﬁhoi's.position”within thé sbcial
'_forﬁétiéh". We need, therefore, to re—examlne the novels’
_of nlack women w1th thls context-spec1f1c1ty 1n mlnd.
'Carby (1987 16) also axgues that we . have ‘to be .
__“hlstorically speclflc and aware of the dlfferentlyz
-_orlented soclal 1nterests W1th1n one and the same 51gn'
_ communlty. In fhese terms, black and femlnlst cannot be:._
.abéolute, transhlstorical forms:;.,-of 1dent1ty" 6 1f
_?they are taken as absolute, one. consequence may be thau. 
we end up 1gnor1ng or, more=-dangerously, obscurlng.
: cruC1al 1ssues relatlng to the dellberate craft 1nvolved'

in the llterary enterpr:.se.

Related to this, Mohanty-' (1984:334) and n'ay':hozld (1990:ii~
 111) assert that we need,to dlfferentlate between “wcman“

and WQmen“- in .Qxder - to  better understand the 

relationship between the two. "Woman"®, Mohanty argues,“__.'

'CECllY LockeLt {1990) has taken this argument'dne_

- step further by arguing that not only are the

experiences of women context-specific, but so too is

the feminist theory which has thus far been used in
analyses of South African writing. See Katherine

Frank (1984) for a discussion of the extent to which

feminist criticism has been. used 1n the crltlclsm,of“

the Afrlcan novel. -
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fié'a?ﬁcultural'andlidéblogical'dompdéite"'Wheféas-“wamEﬁ“;,  s

'-are'“real; maferiai'SubjédtS“;: Mohanty further contandsf.‘”

that 1t ig the conflatlon of these two categorles that' o

“ has 1Ld to the productlon of a composlte, singu1ar_s
'Thlrd World Woman' i an xmage Whlch appears arbltrarlly_Lj

: _constructed" (Mohanty 1984 334)

'_The conflation of "mean"'énd'"wnmeﬁ"-is'partidﬁlé”ﬁyj'
'-"\"-'s:Lgn:Lf:Lcant when we exam:.ne the works of black A:Erlcan"
Women.'wrlters,- as it often results ln a partlcular

: _1nab111ty to dlstlngulsh the wrlter from her subjects

'=Such aSSumptlons lead cratlcs to ignore the crltlcal or

";'analytlcal 1nsmghts brought to the text by an Afrlcan-

-;:-woman wrlter-' Instead, we. are left wmth the'. view that = -

o Afrlcan woman wrlters all speak for and about the 'Thlrd _f~-

_ Wor_ld_ Woman* '_-.a concep_t wh:l.c.f__h accordq.ng to Mohanty'

(1984:335), is the result of:

 An analysis of ’sexual'diffErenqef in'the form”6f_aff ,_f_'_ ”

'cross-culturally slngular, 'ﬁonoiithic 'ndtion '6f
."patrlarchy of male domlnance [whlch] leads to the'
| constructlon of a similarly reductive and,homogeneous'“
notion of:,,f.the 'Thlxd World lefebence"- that  
stable, ahistbrical- something that' apparentlyf
'50ppresseé most lf not all the wemen in thesea

:countrlea
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:ﬁMbhanty further p01nts out that the assumptlon that allﬁﬁ
- women, “across classes and cultuxee are samehew 5081ally ;
constltuted as a homcgeneous group“ leadr to wemen bezngef
'"characterlzed as a 51ngular group ‘o the basls of a?
ejshared oppre531on" (1984::37)‘- Thls assumed homogenelty 
',tends to obscure the dlfferenL experlencez even women ln .
~ one couqtry w111 ‘have had R |
' - An example of a crlthue based on the assumptlon that_”
7.'female experlence' isg homogeneous, lS ev;dent 1n Nad;nb@'
: Gord:.mer s preface to Ellen Kuzwayo s Call me Woman

fGordlmer asserts that Kuzwayo 8 autoblogrephy speaks of

the llfe of that generatlon of women anywhele.“;fike'
Cin dlfferent epochs in dlfferent countrles - who : 
"have:moved from,the tradltlonal plaue 1n.home and fl_
'*famlly systentto an 1ndustr1allsed.world ln Wthh:” 
| _they had to flght ta make a place for themselves._ _' _
{1985 xi) .

By .streesing; Ruzwayo'’ s 'simiiaritieel to  other women,
Gordimer obscures the fact that Kuzwayo cannot éimplf.be-
_aSsumed:to be representetive ef'ﬁnmen “anywhere“' she
'cannot even be assumed to be representatlve of all black3_
Sputh African women as - and-Gordlmer (1985:x1)-he;self'
' pbints-this.oet - she is"“ene-ef #ﬁe last dld A£ri¢an°

upperéclaas—Christienized,gat"heme in'Eurepean'culture’
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but not yet robbed ‘of land and pre—conqueet Afr:l.can o

".'_'culture",' a. sPecJ.f:Lc descr:.pt:.on o:E a partn.oular South-

"." .

_'Afrlcan experlence.:l"'

' 'I‘he exper:l.ences of Kuzwayo w111 d:.ffer vastly from tha

-experlenc,es ew'en cf other black women who may, for

examp}e, be uneducated or non—l:l.terate wor*ﬁ 1, have .:.J.ttle_ L

- _or no expers.enoe of urban llfe, or haVe only ever 1:Lved _

J.n the urban areas. Even the :Eact that KuZWayo Was able-.- Dl

. to record in Wr:.t:.ng, and publ:.eh her exper:.ences places o

"'her in a very dlfferent context from many women J.n South_'- S

Afr:.c:a.- Thus to general:.ee in: e:l.mple, 'essentlallst','}"

terms from the exper:.ences of one of the 'women" in South .

-Afr-:._.ca._-.to the -l:Lfe o'.E' woman _J.n South Afr:u.ca is to: |

o sifnpi'ify the issue. The assmnptlons underly:.ng muoh of

. X '.the crlta.cal works on black women wrn.ters have to be-'_ .

h .'-coneldered and a more thorough tnvest:.gatlon of the

'quest:l.ons ra:.sed in oonneotion w:l.th these presuppos:l.ta,ons" '

has to be carrled out.

It is to’ one of these assumptions that we turn-:_ our

attention in this thesis. We will eﬁ:amin_e critically

those. suppositions relating "s_pec'i.fically to a _'women"e'_

: 3.:I.te:t:a'u:}r traditioh' Wh:l.ch :Ln re'latioh to hfficah women .

"wr:i.ters -~ as we have shown - pos:.ts a smooth tra.ns:Lt:Lon.'
from the oral to the written 'trad_;:.t:.on' Th:.s task w:l.ll ':

 be undertaken in ‘relation to that _. _"'tr_ad:.t:l,on' _broadly _

17



labelled as ‘oral’. It is our cénﬁ'entidn that, rather

_than characterlslng women wrlters as passmve r901p1ents

'( oral" or Pllterate-)- of an ex;stlng f'female oral:"

tradltlon' we' should CGﬂstrue them as actlve agents,"'

'dellberately and sy%tem@tlcally transformlng bcth the_

'oral tradltlons and the '11terate tradltions avaﬁiable'

fto tham to. make thelr wrltlng embody thelr partlcular_ S

-concerns._ Women wrlters, we would thus argue, actlvely

j-manipulate the idea of ~trad1t10n - and use_ lt to .

;ventrlloqulse uhelr spec1f1c gender concerns in as much o '

as.they foreground women’ s 1ssues 1n thelr texts They

- can thus be sald tu genaer‘ tradltlon.: Hﬁwéver, as has

: been dlscuased, above, the ex1st1ng scholarsh;p pays-v-

llttle attentlon to these 1ssues, and 1nstead assumes 41

-that women‘wrlters, andgpartlcularly'black:women.wrlters,n'

" make ’natural' use of the oral tradltion', a tradltlon’

'frequently often also eharacterlsed as thplr own These"

_;assumptlons are nuslead;ng_and tend to obscure-rﬁther':”
than.reveallwhat ‘we need to.know. I?or inSténce, how 1s
thié 'oral tradltlon‘ handed on from woman to woman°
.What apprentlceshlp, if any, ‘do llterate wrlters undergo
‘in the roral tradition’, and,  if there isn_nq
.apprenticeship ns SQCh} what.infdrms.and'snapes'their 6wnf
per'c'.ep"tinns of the oral -tradiﬁion in __Wh.ich- they are
_ apparently worklng or, ag we .cdntend': which they :

dellberately and consc;ously declde to make use of“'
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r _If the rlterary cr1t101sm on: the works of Afrlcan ‘women
: wr1ters~1s to advance, then 1t 13 cruc1al that these.”.
_quesrlons be addressed In thms the51s we exam;ne these 
:ﬁquestlons in relatron tc Bessie Head a wrltmr noted for;ﬁi
af'_her 1ntentlona1 use of oral Btarytelllng styles and
¥ techn1ques and her deplctlon of Tswana wnmen genera11y rH
T_Qand their storytelllng patterns partlcularly. r_:;n'f~
1:add1t10na much of the crltlcal work -on Bessre Head hasr'

1',focused on lSSUBS of her use of ‘trad;tlonal oral

5['storytelllng+_ aa well as her plaCe 1n the ’wamen s

_rrtradltlon' and We tHUb have a source of’ crltlcal WOrk on';

_whlch to base our examl ap;on.

- Haflng establlshed the crltlcal framework _1n thlST

'}"-1ntroductlon, Chapter I seeks to 1llustrate the extent tog

whrch scholarsh1p an Head assumes that her work reflfcts[
a ‘true’ Afrlcan world and tradltlon Our attempd

_ *establ1sh an alternatlve apnroach to her works beglns:

Co w1th the recognltlon that Head dld not Slmply 'reflect'; B

the worlds in which she llved, bqt that-her.flctlon_was:-”

.'Prombtei by a set of'aésthetic and'intellectual-choices;-'”

In" Chapter IT we speculate on what may - have gulded her
chOLces by Outlrnrng an . 1ntellectual blography throughz
Whlch we attempt to 1dent1fy th strands of 1nfluence on*"

Head's-conceptﬁal.framework;f-_N"'
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”frgUSLng Head's 1ntellectnal blography as a sprlngboard we

'-then ra examlne three domlnant areas that we ccnsrder_.'

'CruC1al Eo any asseﬁsment of Head’s work._ These are her3”
f;vrewa on. ’Afrlcan tradltlon' her use of arallty, and.her"agf-

&eplctlons of women Much of the scholarshlp on Heaa has.

f;stressed har negatLVB view of Afrlcan tradlﬂron,_ and 1t

1n Chapter III where we examlne Head s often amblguous*

'Jpresentatldq of Afrlcan ’tradltlon"i Intertw1ned W1th'3*'-57

-l._ls thls area of her work to mhlch we turn.our attentlon:;.

*’tradltlon' 1s her*use of orallty and the supposedly oral _“

.;ﬂature of her textst We questlan the extent to whlchg'f_
-_:Head’s texts are ‘oral"and 1n Chaptar IV axamlne the
.zfrnature of tha ’orallty she deplcts.- Lastly, 1n Chapter:"
iﬁfﬂv we explore how Head s presentatlan f womenfahr}ﬁasa

- compllcates many of the crltxcal assessments of her'work.

' :In ﬁhe flnal chapter we turn to a’ readlng of A BeW1tched

Crossroad Head's leasL examlneﬂ text, and attempt-t0'~

"gdemonstrate how the alternatlve approach establlshed 1n--5”"

"_thls thesis opens up. new 1n31qhts lnto thls work lq |

partlcular and her wrltlng more cenerally



'CHAPTER I

' TAKING HER AT HER WORD:
" CRITICAL APPROACHES TO BESSIE HEAD

There'ié_a_large body of literary schalafgﬁip,_locgl'and.
intergational; dcﬁéerning the works of Bessié Headfﬁﬁith
- concentrates on a nunber OEJJEntrai.issﬁés.iﬁdiudiﬁg her':'
":pérsOnal 'lifé;-'hEr. éutobiography1 (whéfhéf; tﬁue'mor
-uﬂtrué);. herj.insahity, and .har  use of 'an ~fbfa11
storytelling tradition’. The latest -de#éldpment  in
'-approachES tb'the'worksfof Béééie'ﬁead domes-frqm'a groﬁp-:
of-Ameriéan.wgmen who examine her'wark-by.qpmpariﬁg'it to |

the fiction Of other Afriran and American women writérs.

An indication of the variety of approaches applied to
Head's fiction is_evideﬁced by the nﬁmber'af eritics who
‘use the same biographical data ‘to arrive aé 'vaaﬁly"
differing conclusions abdut'HEad*s'writing,.or, as 1s

more often the case, about her personal likes, dislikes

An extensive bibliography of'these criticaljtexts

has been nublished by NELM: Susan Gardner and L

Patricia E. Scott (1989),
a1



~ and _'con_:v_r_ictibns.h_ 'S-arvan. (1987:85), for instanéé ,__'argﬁ'es- :

| that in A ( uestion of__'?cﬁwe__r, Head is " bbsessed'.'\'w:ilth'_aex;'
The réason he offers iS'that shé grew up inf; beérahouée.7"
Head,; he argues, | -ha"s'_' a ."distaéte -. fér_' sex" arising'
dire#ctly’ from -hér early’ experiences. thnéon -(-1935-204)-
 on the other hand, sees the :Lrnagery of sexval excess in
.‘t:he novel as a "metaphor far ather typea of excess"._"
Nkosi (1981:102) ma:l.nta:l.ns that Head "has the profoundest .

_ 'convmt.wn about ‘the "inslgnlflcance of sex".”' :

.Ho_w_reirer; this diversity 'h-dtwiﬁhstahdiﬁg, Head éfcho'larshi;i“
cah' ' fdr . our -’pui‘:poseé ' be divided into a nur':nb.er' of
group:.ngs that usefully ' illustraﬁe the c:r:n.t:l.cal :
_shortcom:.ngs referred to in the Introductmn. “These
_groupings are, b'r:_oadly_., ‘the .autabz.og_xjaphmalf and -
_'biographical approaches, agsessments of her depiction of ”
._womét;, and = discussions ‘regarding her dép’iction_ of |

rorality’.

As regards autobiographical approaches, Head .herSeif. has
encouraged cr:.tlcs ‘to examine her works from th:.s
~ perspective, sayn.ng, for :Lnstance, that A Question of
Power _"i's toﬁally _autcbiographical“ (Mackenzie and
. Clayton 1989:25).  Much of the work done on Bessie Head

from this perspective is extremely insightful.’ Héwe\?er;'

Cherry .clayton {Wilhelm), Cra:l,g Mackenzie and
Charles Ponnuthurai Sarvan, among others, have used
the autobiographical approach to illuminate many
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cne-najor»drawbagk.with thia approach is'that it'hasg
':'almost obseaslvely limited the readlng of her work to a

'narrow range of concerns 11nked, in turn, to aspeﬁts of

_'her own life. ‘A smgn;flcant danger 1nherent in pos;tlng"”'”

- such a one- to-one ralat;onshlp between life and texb i

that it m;nlmlses-the degree of craft and skill ev;dant-_':

in Head’s work. Another dangev is that it encourages a
. reading ©of  her texts ln the light of a cmrcumscrlbed"

j_range of concerns.

Two . such predominant' éoﬁce:ﬁs_ have 'beén Hﬁeégrs
’Goléurednéss‘ and;héf 'inéanity‘ ~ As fegards*the first,
"crltlcs have almost always assumed that Rer status . as
' ’com3ured‘ has resulted Ln & singulal lack of ldentlty
Her;refugee_status-and.experlences 1n-Botswana'prov;de
vet m@ié material for such critics of her works. Head
herself 1dent1f1es one of her magor themem as refugeemsm'
' and history (Mackenz;e 1990 67- 68). Bruner (1981:261)

. says much of Head‘a writ:.ng const:.tutes a "recall of'

1nterest1ng aspects of Head’ work. Critics such as
Susan Gardner, Elizabéth Evasdaughter and Femi ojo-

Ade have, on the other hand, tended to use it rather -

simplistically, an approach which will be discussed
1n more detail in the body' af thma chapter

Examples of critice who concentrate on this aSpect"

of Head’'s works are Cecil Abrahams (1978); Lloyd W.

 Brown (1981}; Charlotte oruner {198%); Susan Gardner .
{1985}; Jean Marquard (1978); Lewis Nkosi (39881);
Kolawole Ogungbesan 1979);  Arthur Ravenscroft

[197g Charles P, Sarvan {1987); and Cherry Wmlhalm
(198 ¥
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'pérSQnal”and ethnic.paét*,' Hey novels, Bruner argues,_- 
“aﬁl*deal_with'the~reariegtat10n of the exlle_to_a_new, E
gomewhét hésﬁiie sdciatyﬁ-and migror ﬁher oWnﬂunrewarded.a.
struggié for'acaeptance_iﬁ her new communityﬂ (Bruner

'1981:263). .0gungbesan's'{1979)'ﬁerceptiqn of Hhad's_:
alienation is somewhat G&ifferent.  He argues that
although.Héad’sﬁfﬁeréd'élienationlﬁn Botswéﬁa, there 18-
a discernible Movement in her novels and'stories_tdﬁards

an acceptance of Botswana and,. he argees ' evidenced by

_the example of the Cape Gooseberryf a s-: of Ner having .

ﬁlnally found a home.“  ' o ﬁ'.ﬂ:fm{i,au-

Susan Gardaer (1985; 1989) ssems unable to make up her
fmiﬂd mﬁ-the issue-.‘ Headfs idéﬁtity;x Gardnef believe$
 that Head caﬁnat be v1ewed as Botswanan, s she neithex
‘speaks nor wxltes ‘the. language &° Bqtswéna, nor, Shé
~ believes can Head be-regarded-as a ?zolouredﬂ writer
‘since she_aces not apeak'Afrikaans, and, lastly, Head
cannot be regarded'aa an African writer beCause_“she:has

described embarrassing and annoying incidents - when

) ; ouds . Gather, the Cape Gooseberry, a
South Afrlcan;plant, acclimatised so successfully to

i -

Botswana that the jam made from its fruit came to
provide a source of income for a number of the .

“agricultural co-coperatives in Botswana.
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. students at African unlversitles bave disowned her-*

wrltlng“ (1985 45)

'Lloyd BroWn 1denu1f1es the source of Head's allenatlon' 
not only in. her exile but also ln her skin uolour°- “The
c;rcumstances of . her birth cut her off" from contact wlth _
her. black Afrlcan sources, but hav;ng lnherlted the
c1V1llzatlon of the Chrlstlan West she has had to remgln
"=the West's hmstor;cally unwanted offsprlng" (1981-159f 

160) . 1z Athough he pclnts out what he’ percelves to be:

the amblgultles 1nherent 1n,Heaa 8 ‘race’, he nonetheless
 unpr0blemat1cally alots her 1nto-what he 1dent1fles.as-a 
_ qppcmflc'Afrlcan.women s llterary tradltlmn, and does. not.
-questlan_her-ch01ce of the African 'tradmtlon' whlchx

 dominates her texts.

Related to ‘the discuésionS; of Head’s {alien&tiqﬂ; ond

status as an exile are those discussions that centre on’

1 Gardner’'s discussion of this isﬁcohfusing. Althaugh
' - . she dismisses all of the tHree categories as
unlikely descriptions of Head, she fails to offer an

alternative, Writers like Chinua Achebe, for

 example, write in English and are still considered
- 'African writers', In addition, not all those who
write in Afrikaans are ‘coloured’, and vice-versa.
Furthermore, “‘embarrassing incidents" seem. an
unlikely reasci for a writer not to be perceived,

- even 1f not by herself, as an African writer. All in
-all, the reasons for this Bectlon of Gardner 8

article remain a blt obscure.'

r Sarvan (1987) too dlscusses this aspect of Head s

+alienation’ in relation to the rharacter Ellzabeth

’ 1n A Duestion of Power.
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-hér'insaniﬁy, These'oftenfcdnflatg.the charaqt¢£s.iﬁ hér  o
" novels with Bésﬁie 'H'e_a'd- the persén' and, _év_én-_ '-i:nore '
| corifusi_ngly,._-- Wi-t_h_-lr{a'ad the writer. an example of this =
tende'nc_:y_- _ié._ evident. in s_ar\fari*.s {1987 iIB_._:l')- _di-sbussi_on of
_Elizébeth’s thaviour at a mental ins'tif:ﬁ'l::'i'onf in .}_&_

- Question of Power.®

Committed to an asylum, Elizabeth is asked to

' join the o&héx*-inﬁates"in'-keeping--the place_
clean, put  she refuses, -deniariding dif.ferent' o
'tréaﬁm_eﬁt because 'I'm got an Afr:ncan' (p.;'j,Sl:)'; |
'ﬁoﬂve\}ér,'" Elizabeth's = real desire is  for

‘acceptance by Africans as an African: -

":l:' - dearly loved-‘ Rdbert | éobukwe : Iand. the. |
: polltlcs he expounaed in the vears 1958~ 60.

' e Sobukwe’s view was Pan Afrlcan and
geherally mcluded ‘all things African, w:.-th'
an adge of ha.rshness in it th-at forced one t’o.': :
make an :.dent:.f:.c:atlon with bemng Afra.can and |

o a ‘gsense of belonging to Africa ...’

- Whereas ‘the discussion in the first pafag;:aph of the - :

" quote above concerns Elizabeth the character, the second

1 tirsula_ Barnett (1983: 1120-202) “is another, ‘though
less contentious, example of this confla.t:.on of
character and novelist: :
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opatagraph;_whioh appears-simply-to continuo'the'oointf'f

about Elizabeth the character is, in faet ’ rics* 'a- quote o

from the novel but & quote, ln the flrst person, from a.

fpersonal letter written to Sarvan by Be551e Head

| A_oeconé oritio to.concentrato'ongﬁéad'o nadneés.by
| exominiﬁg _both _the".noﬁélist and"the_.characterofis
B E.\'rasd'aught_:tezr {1989y, Althoﬁgh. ' "sﬁé states at..- the
'--béginningoofgherfarticlefo"Whilo'an”authof oanhot.be::f
'diognosed 'fronlsa ,litéraiﬁ' text, & character can. be“l'
(1989 72},. she contlnually _draws' comparlsons 'and”f
oconflates the. categorles of *wrlter':and“’oharaoterff%lf
that’She herself:dmstmngu;shes”betﬁeén at ﬁha ouESeE,

- Evanaughtér-ﬁalso makes  use. of the DSMrIII“ to_-'

catalogue and understand' Ellzabeth's charaoter._ WhllE;:;. ”

the: Valldlty of thls manual has been questloned-x

elSewhere, lts ‘use in 'thlS' context is partlcularly o

questionable. Evasdaughter seems 1ntent on shoWLng that_.
the novel follows both the DSM~III‘s chart of breakdown_
as well as the process of recovery. It 19 dlfflcult to_

understand why this is significant as we are offered no

o Desk Reference to the Diagnostic Criteria from

Diagnostic . and Statisgtical  Manual of Mental

Disorders,  Third  Edition {DSM-III,  1982).

Praotltloners of - psychology and psychiatry, have,-

since the inception of this manual, debated its

legitimacy as a dlagnostlc tool. It is in the llght-__
of these debates that we should guestion its use-in

- a  work ~of literary criticism in  such an

unquestioning and uncritical fashion (see for

"_examplo, Weiten (1992)).
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“fiﬁsiéhte-iﬁte hew*thie wOuld-effeet-the ways in' which

' Head. preeents her experlenees ln and opinions of Serowe_'r'

and the lssues on Wthh she so determlnedly focusee.__”:

2 further=adjuﬁet'toﬁthe:autobiographical-approaehfis'f:

eriticism that is anecdeta1 and deeply perconal The

'moet well known example of thle tendency no remlnlece_-

comes frem Suean Gardner {1986)

) :'..__Be:seie.- had’ :slemet:imels. been a burden to me her
‘.lleEtere- were jinereasiegly_'intruSive;Tebeut.Imy_.f;’:
 pereena1'life {end7her Queriee ebouﬁlit'”i'think; e.
'may now be 1nterpreted as warnlng 51gnals - whyrfe
- did she want ‘a photograph ef me, beemdes -all_-___'_' N

Jethese from Serewe for 1nstance9 Whv the querlee
ag to whether I was marrled°), but I had always .

cared for her. (Gardner 1986 126)15

15

In a review artlcle on Head Stephen Gray (1991 100)
makes similar remarks:

"I drove her there; even belng driven was a . treat.
But once at reception with her meagre luggage, I was

in for two astonishments. The first was Begsie with

a ‘Lion Lager tin in her hand interviewing the throng -
of prostitutes ... And then Beggie entering the ...

casino. ... The commotion she created- ’‘You see, you

only have eyes for the—money in your plastic cup; no
eves for me’ - was near to hav1ng us escorted out.
... Then I realigsed she was lost in thers, drew her

hand out of her garment and led her meekly to the :
- more familiar bar-area." S
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- Dovey (1989':‘-‘30) contends that the intention of Gaz?:dnerf=s'-:-- |
: art:l,c:le 15 a vlndlcatlon of Gardner by herself, becausej
- “Head had accused [her] of ‘profeesa.onal mzsconduct'"

The second 1eeue ra:.eed by Gardner 5 artz.c:le, Dovey--

'argues, | :Ls whether b:l.ography is more pr:l.va.leged than_

'autoblography and t:hus, whether Gardner’s presentatlon of o

--..._Head's b:.ography (wh:l.ch she cla:t.ms :Le 'true o __ J.s _more

ac*ceptable or bellevable than Head's own’ aut"ob:.egranhyh'

:'twha.ch Gardner claz.ms :I..S untrue ) As Dovey (1989 37)

po:.nts out the ‘trubh’ conta:.ned J.n any autoblography :|.s- L

| -_'relatlve and whether or not Head‘s aul:ob:.ography J..e true SR

' should not concern us ae cr:l.tlcs as much as I't:he wr:.ter g

identity [wh;ch c_:a_n be sought] in her w;‘:._t-:.ng v

" These individual, highly personalised memories of Head
. provide no insights into her works and the ’tradifions’

or -”"ski'lle‘ she 8o deliberately . utilises in ~their

construction, | 'A{e" Dovey says, "The -’truth5 '.Which ‘each

"succees:l.ve reader f:.nde in a book l:Lke Quest:.on of .

: Power is not 1J.kely to be’ affected by the 'true story "

offer_ed by Gardner’s arta.cle" ._(1989.3'?) . If enyth:.ng, =
articles which concentrate on the au-t:ho-r i3 personal'-
: knowledge and remlnlecences of Bess:.e Head succeed in

creatzng the :mereSSlon that at leaet some of t:he Head :

schol areh:.p has become a c:ontest ‘in whlch the wﬂ‘mer

'knows Head the most profoundly
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IAnother broad area of 1nvesttgatlan 1nta Head‘s worka 1sf

'_an exam;x;txon of her female characters.t Crltics who"

have concentrated on Head's’ presentatlon of women - have;”

f-generally-done-so only-ln so-far as thls toplc relates to

_the blographzcal and 1nsan1ty themes outllpad above.;t
-:Thus any exam;natlon of Head's: presentatlon of women 1n'
‘her novels and’ short stories is subordlnated to the 3
'_analYSLS of one of these broader themes,-partlcularly'_
'-_ those of her sanxty and 1dent1ty (examples of - thls: 
_lnclude Sarvan 198? and Johnson 1985} -

'Ojé?Ade's-reading3cf A Que tion'of'Power cbﬁcludes with"

| the words- “Bessle Head's wrlttng proves that womanhomd_,
_and.femlnlnlty are not a stlgma, but elements of dynamlamt 
'_maklng for the full partxcmpatlon of the woman in the
_-soc1o-polltlcal order“-(1977-20},'and he argues, lt 15:
"symbollc" that the VlSlOﬁ of a neﬁ'world “comes from the'.
- mind of a woman labelled lnsane by soc;ety" (1977 21)
 There is here no real attempt to understand how Head’

deplctlons of women functlon 1n her texts.

Some crltlcs haﬁe- attEmptéd to ﬁnderstand 'Head' 
characterlsatlon of women in Lexms of the1r ro]es as
mother, ln fact often in terms of Head‘s role as mother-
‘Although not conctntratlng'lon thlS aSpect of Bead’'s

_texts, Walhelm {(1983: 11} for exdmple, has argued that it
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is partly the needs of Ellzabeth’s small son {A Questlon'_'

"“of Power) that pull ‘her back to sanlty and reallty B  “

_-Charloﬁte' Brﬁﬁer- takes . Ehis"dne step further,- by -
'f_constantly streSSLng that the facts cf Head's 81ngle'

parenthood are as dlstrESSlng as her allenatlon and.ex1le_f

'Ln Botswana: "Her 1nszghts as a woman, an lntellectual L

Sa mo: »ut'a'slngle paren;, an outslder who_has borne &

'.'hiétory'wof 'disofientabibn' even as a birth”;labeliili'

-_}[ coloured‘] all Enhance this. portrayal [of"exilé]ﬁ
(Bruner L981 266) "Hence,? Bruner Gontlnues,:'*thé

woman, with 11m1ted employment status, as sole provider

'undergoes addltlonal Btraln and;psychlc stress if she lsﬁwg;

- an elee W1thout support of husband, frlends, or a known:  

'commun;ty" (1981;268)._ Aga;ni the-ten51ons-presentw;n5 "

: Head’s Fictional depictions Qf'womén remain"unexp1bred,

Where crltmcé have not.. subsumed Head 5 presentatlon of3  
women into 1ssues of.ldentlty, exlle or 1nsan1ty, theY3 
~ have subsumed hér”into a 1arger trad;txon_of African.
.woﬁen writersuwhere, 1n the words of.pioyduﬁrowﬁ " [m]ore
expllcltly than nmst she is speak qgfui aln of and:'
about the Afrlcan woman, whlle compelllng Dur attentlan

as a voice for all WomPn“ (1975 34) .16 :.

16 Other examples~of this generalization ffbm.thé'case .

of women to themes like insanity, race and belonging
~are: Lewis Nkosi (1981:101-3} and Lloyd. Brown

{1981:165-7) . Although Brown discusses what he calls

Head's ‘"new woman' in sgome detail, he does not
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Vlsel arths that, llke leve Schrelner,*B3551e Head
fccnnécts’the pefsoﬁal with.thé”pciiticcih.thecc
-1nd1v1dual w1th her' hlstory ;;s;'isﬁettliﬁks
'patrlarchal and racial domlnatlon,_fceedcﬁcfcr
;wcmen_and_natlcnal llberatlon.,_Heac'a'critique.

cft Africaﬁ' éccietyf'is"dceply ifeminisﬁf..hcr_
utcpiantblcts'enable the public.ehergence cf'

women's power. (1990:123) &

Ic is “the women in Head's ncvels who, in ?icel's wor&s;_'
."uncover her burled self ~ [and] 1ead.her people out. from
under" {1990 .123) . The assumptlon-operatlng.here~;s_that
*'cné'wcman charactEI'rﬁbreseﬁta“ail*woménf~if.natfali- 
| cppreSéed pédﬁlé. Béssié Hédd ﬁéisélf cftEncﬁakés theée
:clalms for her characters in her capaC1ty as. a wrltnr of‘
__chtlon. Iﬂ a .c::t:':r.tn.cz_a,l-wo::'k_IT however_ assumlng that one
wcmah gpeaks foiialltwcmen'does_nct allow us 1nsxght_;ntc
the fine ways in'which-each individual wtiter, ih thiéz
casé'BeSSié_Head, will use stofiec cf-ﬁoﬁéh tc'explcie'

what she perceives as their particular oppressiomns.

- Gaxdner {1985:45) states that Head, *cléarly deliﬁeates
the oppressiveness'of tribaljlife for women, compounded

by urbanisation®. It is, however, in the same article

relate this concept of the 'new‘ woman back to the
actual experiences of Serowe women,
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' -that she argues - as we have already noted - that “[Head]

cannot be vhewed as Botswanan as. she nelther speaks nor__';'

writes the 1ndlgenous 1anguage_ : Why then,_a'e Head'

'-parceptlons of Bctswana.women and SOClety almply assumed._f :

.fto.be-rellable?-The_argcment reverts to- an_'crganlcf

'WOman's 'tradition*.cr-’experience' in terms of which

Head, as a woman , can- speak for most, 1f not all other o

'women._ Head's perceptlons of these women, and thelr'  .

'relatlve accuracy ox 1naccuracy, are nelther questzoned;
nor_examlned. Her deplctlon of the p951t10n of women in
Sércwe SQCicﬁynln;partlcular is taken fc: granted_cesplte.
the fact that, as Gardner (1985:45) herseif'agkﬁowiedges;f

: ﬁeédchad]ﬁo,accESS.tc thé'lchguage'SPern-bY”these.womenf”
- and was:cftén; in_her'owﬁ.WQﬁdS, énfoutsidér'lobking:ic:
_“Affcr'all'.I;m'such an”isoiated.gcddam outsidér'trying
lto be an Afrlcan of Afrlca“ (Vlgne 1991 24) and “There s

a ‘whole 'world I know nothlng about, especlally the.“'

VSetswana.gonvexsatlcns“ (Vigne_lggl.;lﬁ);' o

Acﬁeminal area of:Hcéd'SChclafship is'repiéséhﬁed.by én |
| excminaticn 'of her use of the ‘oral storthiling

tradition’, It is with this~area'6f criticism that this
_thcsis will engége'most-fully. A number cf crltlcs have:
examlnad Head’s use of the ‘oral storytelllng'tradltvon'
:-but_the most extensive crltlcal_work in thls:area-has'
been done by Craig Mcckencie (1989 (1); ;198912)_-and;

-{1985}) who has-focuséd élmcét_exclusively*chzﬁead'sﬁusé
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of the ‘oral 'traditidﬁ',' 'Mackenzie's -wqu,_will_'be_

examined nmore extensively later om in this chapter, -

Two assumﬁtipns_conéefning'orality appear:td form the
basis of ﬁhe notion of ‘an  ‘oral tradition’ in the
criticajg_wdrks. that deal with this aspect of Head’s
fiction. The first is that thié tradition is continﬁoné_
| and - 'organically} passed dowm from generation "to:_
genératiqn developing eventually into the female writtén'
.ftradition{ now evident, La Bin (1984:102); for example,
says that‘“:.._the women’s voice has nct'lain_dofmaﬁt to
b éuddenly.unléashed'by the world of print.”-itihas_
_spokeﬁ for centuries in an unbfoken-chain bf.vérbal
crea:idﬁs, some of which were gradually trahsmnted inte
the'writtEn word." This conceptﬁaiisatioh of the oral
' and_.thé written _ia a consequence of 've:y valuable
eritical attempts.tb make the works of women.wrﬁ,ers more
visible, and one of the ways in which this has been
~achieved has been to argué that a ‘hidden’ or 'concealed’
rwomen’s tradition’ has been in existence for-many'yaaré

and needs only to be revealed.

The second assumption is that an ‘oral tradition' is'very'
often an intrinsic part of thé make~up of é.woman. The
Charéctérisation_of women-as storytellers has become "one
- of the most enduring gtereotypes in southern Afridﬁn oral

literary studiea" {(Hofmeyr ;992:39) and much of what is
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- writtgn:abdut women as_authors of written téxts_drawa on

this ‘stereotype" of womert a8 ‘natural StorYtelleraf.

lecyd Brown (1975:"4) stresses-the"cantinuiuyf-of'the- o

"woman?s' tradition’: "Women have always .playéd'-a :
considefable-role, as stcrytellers'énd.performérs, in the
oral.tradiﬁion". The same aésumptian'ruﬂs.thfough the“
: following_ﬁextréct  taken Efrom an 'ingioducticn to a

) -r6cently-publiShed collecticn of women's writing.

The process of transference within.and between
communities has stretahéd,avér many ¢enturies ko
 'the extent that these narratives are still teld
today and have influenced the style,. structure,
themes and tona of a'wriﬁer.such as Bessie_Haad. |
It Eheréfore.femainé a'vital_féctaf within the
formation of South Afridan.narrativeé of the past
.cantury and needs to be.plapad in relation to the :

literature that follows it, (Van Niekerk 1990:17)

At no stage is the quéstion of how this aral_‘ﬁraditicn'
is trénaferred "within and between" the-.communities
examined. Secondly, it .is agsumed that Head is
uhwittingly influenced by a distinguishable orality
present in modern day Serowe rather than viewing her use
of_oral_forﬁs as a conscious decision on hexr part te
achieve.é particular fictionéi goal, Rather than simply

stating that Head "achieves an unigue and harmorious
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dombihation_-gf indigenous storytelling tradition and
 Western-1iterary cdnventions" (Van Niekerk 1990:22), we

- need to investigate how and why she achieves this.

'Heéd is consequently asgumed to be & part of an organic,
female oral storytellihg tradition.- Thus ﬁwo traditions
are harnessed lnto one: the oral tradltloﬁ and,the st111~ 
'devaloplng women s written tradition, as is evident in a
statement like: “with-ﬂead_as an 1mportant forerunnex,
-_thé:eighties was a vita1-péridd fof-thé emergence of
black women’s voices" (Van Niekerk 1990:23}; Head héfsé1f 

has quastiohed the Validity of attempﬁing'to §1ace her in

any. klnd of ldentlflable 'tradmtior'-'“l wouldn’t say I
‘was aware of a special wrltlng tradltzon.;_x waa.awa;e
that I had to communicate certain things, pérhapa th&t.I7
hed set very'high standards . for myself.,. So dit's later
that reviewers and critics give you thesegcategoriés;

slots, and so on" (Mackenzie and-ClaYtoh-lQSQ;?)i :

- Ursula Barnett (1983:198;200) naé a more &omplex view of
Head's use of.aral forms. She acknowledges that geadfé
sourées are ‘traditionsl’ and ‘oral’ in the sense that:
they are often based on legend and myth, hut-she;aiéc-
points out that Head used the_:ecoxdéd'writgen_ﬁistory b£ 
Botswana as a basis for her:_fic’tj.oni B ﬁérhet;: aigp,;'
examines very briefly some;of the'ﬁechniqﬁes-émplpyed Ey :

‘Head to recraate'the feel of an oral tale in‘her.fictién;'
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' ackndw-llédging"’ tha-l: 'Héad isl”'a.'_. "c.:'réft:sman“- ¢ 1983 203) '
.  bu11d1ng a tale up carefully from a chosen settlng or
scenef Barnett has gone part of the way 1n her analysls _
. of Head's ‘use af__the qral_ trad;tlon,- buk -she has o

' neglécted roné | very ;-impoftaﬁt?ﬁ”élémeﬁt Z'qf- .Head’s

| p:esentationfo£4¢his 1oral tradition{fQ:how did Head,

'wihh;no7Seﬁswaﬁé,fgéinvaGGESs to5tbis;ﬁraditiaﬁ? -Whatz= 

'_informs_ Head's pércepticns of Qrallty° ‘These are

- jquastlnns that have yet to be answered

3_Lew1s Nkosm approaches the problem of Afrlcan wrlters'
' use;of"tradltlon’ by prOVldlng usg wmth & practlcal
concéﬁt,_one that nmy prove frultful in- @ttemptlng to
N undeiatapd_ﬂead's use-of 'crallfy' * Nkosxfpoa}ts»the
éxistence  of:'a “usable trad1t10n“-'(1981?97)  7'Thi§-v

tusable tradltlcn‘, Nkosl argues, entails Lhoae aape

_of a perce;ved tradltlonal past that may prove useful fdr '

wrlters wrltlng about contemporary lssues.' Thls thESlS
will attempt.to'argue.that Head;has_not.only £Ound.but
-aiso gohe' some way. ﬁowards 'cphstructiﬁg' a'_’uéablé
| traditipn? which ghe employs cohécidusly-and déliberétél?u
in'her'fiction;  We will retuwsn to a more detalled

_dascu351on of thls poznt latez 1n ths thesls. ”;'

Let us now turn to‘Macken21e, w%o has examlned Head’s usa
of 'orallty’ in most detallm_ Head does not, Mackenzle

v

argues, make use of a "novel idea* in choosing the
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T"storyteller framework“ {1989 39) o Mackenzle does,

'how@ver, cknowledge that Head chooses to use thls form.j

LN 1t is clear that the aukhor Wants to present all the

S famlllar Camponents of an.Afrlcan storytelllng ethcs the

'-Tt'camp flre settlng) the old and wise narrator, a known and

J_.nf: 1ma-te aud:l. ence, an ending wh:.r;h provc_)kes r_e»-_evalua_tlon _
~and comment" (1989:39) . 'Mac}cenz.ie-'éppréaigtes' ‘the fact -
:_thaﬁ Hééd' reiies Zén "oral sources suﬁﬁiéﬁeﬁtéd_ bﬁ:
: extraneous llterary Qnes" (1989{1) 37} Fq;thérﬁbre; he_

;-qtates

'  @£9.'naprativeh;talé;  th prlmary metho&
“: acé6r&in§ to-'Walter o, Ong” - bY Whlch. oralhilf
'; rcultureb deal with the £low of llfe, L8 therefoue'.
_the-genre adOpted by Bessme Head¢' The storle&;
are the klﬁd of sLorles that the v1llagers tellE F'

: .-each other‘

thle Mackenz:e 5 research. has done much to open up a?
useful area of 1nqu1ry into .Head 8 work, it - not:
withoﬁt"its. prbblenm' The majcr weakness bf thls
'reaearch ‘is the fact that he has expllcitly rélled pn'
“Ong’s (1982) characterlsatman of crallty_and lite:gqy;
_whidnfis_hotéd'fbr a nmnplithic_and;undifferenﬁiéﬁed

conceptualization Qf.'ordlityf1and;the'5b:al_tradition’x
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Street (1988'3¢5}”Q;critiogzes ~bng'“for his ~use'-of§ilf

“presentwday:'oral"cultuféﬁ ... as. evmdence of the

nature of past EOCletlES" and above a"'lr for the blpolar’._*

'deplctlon of orallty and llteracy whxch leadsﬁ to

erroneous assumptlons regardlng “western“ versus'“hon4j

'western“ thought processes and culhural oharacterlstlos.*-~

Wostern,. llterate thought S' sald to be ratlonal;

o.detached and Ob]ectiVP as, by eatﬁnsion, are 1ts members:

fiStreet 1988:5) . Oral, non—western, thought 1s mnemonlc,"'”

| rh?th@ic;-oddit;ye_and redundant (Ong 1982 38 40}

chkenzle's rellance on the Wbrk of. Qng leads hlm £o

.ﬂ asaume that the.'oral T admtlon‘ on whlch Bes51e Heado

"'draws 13 Stlll in - ex;stence and chat lt cdn be easlly“f.
_-%eparated from the rest of VLllage lﬁfe which; as we W1ll'

5 demonstrate later,_has_for-at least a centu:y, bEEnf

infiltrotedfby-literooy | Seoondly, he assumﬂs that thls_

-.foral tradltlon' is readily acoe551ble to someone who haso E

© no command of * the lndlgenous language of Serowe.

Fdrthermoré; he does not questlon the extent to whlch_

- Head not only-utllmses thls-’tradltlon’,-but;ln-nmny-"

' instances invents it.

A further, related 1ssue ‘is the questlon of whose 'oral

tradmtlon* Head is supposedly maklng usé. of. None of the_-'

.

”; _ Leroy vail and Landeg Whlte (1991) cr1tmc1ze Ong on

the samne grounds
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"

r_crltlcs Who dlSCUSS Head’a use of orallty questlon that

Cits orlglnal : slngle---squrce -3 _.serowe,.w:'_zTh;s.
":uﬁquestloning approaﬁhIto Qra1i£y"méy havé §0méthingﬁtb'
17_.do_with"théiﬁame;gééumpfibﬁ made by EIlen.Ku#ﬁéyb 4’ﬁhaﬁ'j
 only black.péoﬁle éan:hé§e“an_6£él_Eradiﬁiﬁn'that*is'“

:  at1ll ea51ly acce551ble.9 WAs'Shuman (iQSGfIESTIPOintSI_"

"-  out, lt 1s erroneous tc presume that only predomlnantly
_oral cultures have oral artistic forms ' In other WGrds,:'."

”f 1t ‘may not be the case that Head.Smely transported orala'3_":.

w{features 1nto her- wrltlng, but that many ot thOSe_iT 

features percelved.by the reader to be part of the oral

:tradltlon of Serowe’ nay--ln factp be re31dual ‘oral

'}ffeatures of Head's own upbpﬁnglng And ‘to contlnu§$; 
'”*;+Shum:ﬂ s pclnt c1986 185}, Vhere isa constant 1nterplay:
-'between "oral” and “11tera&e forms" The Botswana Head -

ﬁwrote.of_ls quern Botswana and,-although there may-well;.-:

bé:an'identifiablé 'oral tradltlon‘ there 15 no doubt

that aapects of llteracy would have influenced TSWana'"

' "llfe and thu$ also. p0551bly whatever 'tradltlonal oral

'culture' that may have exlsted ' To assume that Headz
makes uge oﬁ a; clearly 1dent1f1ab1e and v1rtually statlcf

orallty in. her books' is thus really to examlne the 1ssuE-

© rather supdrf1¢1ally.

. :,"'

n

g

% ' gge the Introduction to this thesis. '

40



In e_c:_idition; Maekenzie--faile; to take a number of_. other
erucial issues:inte account. He_neglects te'examineethe
'peeitien of women in Tswana ebciety;'an ieeue'with-which S
 _Head concerns herself in great detall.- He. does'not‘e
attempt to establlsh the nature of Tswana storytelllng-

- Head draws on, nor does he. attempt to come to terms with
 Head'’ e_perceptmens of Tewana society. He_tqe takes_ﬂead .
at her word. Above all, though he claims Head utilises:

: thes'ordlf #eeourqes p:esentfin the aociety.she.livesfin?'-
_he'makee no attempf to understand'the eomplexiﬁy'of
'_Heed's encounter with that society or the ‘exact nature of

the oral sources to which she would have been privy. .

Véry'reeently,'there has beeh'another"departure-in Head
_-echolarshlp, namely - an. attempt to. place her w1th1n a
broadly femlnlst Afrlcan, Amerlcan and Asxan women s

tradltlonllg One recent example of this trend is ja'"

collection of essays-ent;tled;Motherlands: Blggk Womgg;_
Writing from_Affice, the'Ceribbean and.Seuth_Aeia;'- The
essays confeining criticism ef*Headfs_writinge are all 3
.comparative: she'ie_comparee to Aidoo (Rooney 1991:99-
126); 'Nwa§a and NjaU"(Bryce—Okunlola '1991-2004218){
.Macgoye (Ribera 1991 310*32“) and, flnally, to Emecheta
and Rhys (Fido 1991: 330-347)

19 | Alice Walker has also dedicated her 1988 collection

~of essays to "the great African writer Bessme Head" _7.-'

(Walker 1988: xl}
At



 While this - criticism does servé to extend  the
_ perspectives from which Head is viewed, it tends also to

reproduce many of the probleme noted above. -For}exaﬁple;

one critic, Rooney; while Offerihg a complex'analysis of

Head's work tends to v1ew her in terms of:a dlSPOS"essedgf]7

exlle -a forelgner to Botewana attemptlng to. make sense
 of what she sees ,around ‘her: Be551e -Head,.ls. atm-

crossroads of disPosseSEion or  ae.. unbelonglng o

. {1991:119);  Even more conventlonal ig Rooney £ summlng

- up:, "Elize‘eth_recovers her,elf,-herzmental.peacegend
eoe;ai_being}.fﬁrougheherHpaftieipetion in the collective
: pfoject'-of £He vegetable garden-.io; ﬁﬁich peOPie_.of.
dlfferent races and different places are :lnvolved“_
':(1991 119). The nnderatandlng Rooney offers. of Head’

; work ls, therefore, not at all new '—; lt does not

'reoon51der the context in.whlch the Work 15 w:;tten,other o

than wmthln a somewhat broadened ’female' or ‘femlnlst"'

'exilef-parameter andL as.such, once more 51mpl1f1es

Head's presentation of Botswana into a one—to one: o

relation between experlence ‘and text. E

: BfYceeokunlola, ‘in the _eame “collection, . almost-
:immedietely falls into the trap of asauﬁing'that ﬁead is
simply one in anlong 1ineeofnoral storyteilere:nowein'“
print: "the source of . thelr creath1ty iiS]~.ih'*the.:
communal- storytelllng tradltmon of thelr foremothers"f

'(1991 201} The _ corollary to Bryee—Okunlola 5
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'_concéptualisa“iOn*of*a'Ibﬁg3line of'*cral"“foremﬂtherS“_ “'

is ar ins;stence on.motherhood as the crucmal entry pomntﬁf-

to an understandlng of Head’a texts.

wo

Klbera alao inserts Head 1nto a 'womeﬁ‘s‘traditionf.;:f.:

-thls ~t1me- wr;tten. - by comparlng ‘Head and. Macgoye*-

'“Macgqye and Head's flctlve worlds share as much 1n_

_ _common.aa the writers themserves do-ag WDmeu-and as

'j:;tréﬁéﬁlanted 'individuaIS" (1991 318 emphaSLS added}.-;”
:BBBSJE Head and Marjorle Macgoye are, she a;gues,.st;llf.ﬂ

"mmre allke because they “share thelr ;; -gendef,’their_

voﬁatlon as writers and thelr commltmnnt to thelr adopted'_fu

';_nmtherlanda" (1991 310} The 1mpllclt assumptzon 1s,*~'

sonce agaln that,-as women=wr1ters,-the essenbmal female - -

experlen“e allows for Head and Macgoye to Bhare the Same .-u.'

 -;‘female’ style and the same aet of concerns, as_ a

' necessary consequence . of - thelr _ gender.  ,-' This

'{esséntiallst' reductlon - of female experience is @ .

-feinfdrcedh when one con51ders that Macgoye, a white
woman, was born and ralsed 1n Engl ind.. Thusronce aQain,V

Head is- subsumed 1nto a. genealogy of wormen wrltnrs who
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:_.have'little in:commen_other than_the f&ét.that they are .
wemeﬁ.and-wfiters;“ | |
" Ribera has, though unlike many other crltlcs, plcked up"
on the fact that Head’s presentatlon of women is not:
unamblguous - 'Head held that tradltional Afrlcan
eocieties,'with:thelr rlgldly defined, stereotyped sex .
_ roies,-encduraged'the serS'to'obiectify and manipulate
-each 6ther";_ oftenl-resulting  in "warpea cultural.
etﬁitudeS“ (1991g315);  she reallsea that Head 1sf
attempting to.erk'but_the "1oosen1ng;gr1p-of.trad;tlon_.
on women’s lives and on the resulting ambivalence in
'female' atﬁitudea 'ﬁo men, marriage -an& '¢hildren“'
{1991?322};.and-pe;ceives”that thisemight be perplexing =
as ﬁead_hag.a “unique but double-edged'pérﬂpectiﬁe:n[Hef]
ventaée point.allch [her], simuitaneeusly,ean outsider’s
clear-sightedness, an insider;é intimacy and the'very'
'real' risk of. miswiﬁterpreting what ({she] see(s};

(1991:325).

In co.clusion, it is evident that many critics have”faken

Head's works_too easily at face value, asgsuming a direct 

e Flaine Savory Fido begins her article as follows:
"Mother, from whom we leave and to whom we return,
the one who is the starting point of all journeys
and the point of reference for all destinations...”
(1991:330), further evidence of the intention of
establishing a tradition of women wrlters who write
only in relation to other women. o
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_'relatlonshlpt in varylng acgrees, between. the events %qﬂ

"'Hﬂad*q llfe and her fictlon In order to 51destep the '

: prablems lnherent in thls approach we need to questlon

-”the 'assumptlons concernlng ‘Head’s rellabillty as . a

s _wltnes_s of _s_ero'w’e life a_n_d o_ral_:r.ty. . We beg:.n th:l.s_'__..-

questioning in the hppe_;hat'it.willfrevaél_tofus the -

: gxtgnbitb which Head craﬁtéd-he: works sc;preciéély-tﬁat} _

"thé?.coﬁl&'easiiy éubsequently_bé tqkeﬁ'at-facézvaiﬁe by

' her oritics.
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. CHAPTER IT
' FOUNDATIONS:

‘AN TNTELLECTUAL BIOGRAEHY

In the previous chapter we examined a number of critical

approaches to the works of Bessir .¥~~ in. ofder 'to

demonstrate that the critics have . % imed a
. f_;:rit:i-cai stance Whlch has, to varyiné;;i" . \'?‘A}'Lll?._':_eﬂ
in the positing of a more or less one-toSi L sahip

-betwéen Head's iif_e and fiction. 1In tf.'h'ié'f chaherr, we |
e‘.stablish. the \basis. : for our cbn'te'r_lt_iqii- | .t'hat:. her
- narratives are Far _rﬁore 'intri_cat:_'é'ar'x_d. _'crafteti*" -l:_ha.ﬁ
'-'literary eritics have préviously tended _-'t:cls__l.&st_éume," To
_démqnst-'rate Ehis_ contention, ._w'e turn to He’ad_'.s,._‘i_ :
_intéllédtﬁal' biégraphy as a n.'le'a:'r':.‘;' of 'e"s'tc-_tblishi.n'g the
“ideas and intellectual curﬁnts-tﬁa’t shape hér'_fictioﬁal
worlds. The use of Heéd*s _biography as a means of
understanding her fiction is not new and has_b'e.:en applied
bymany critics as the previous chapt:er has s'hdw"ri . This
chapter employs this broad criticai emphasis','_'but aims to .
extend the exaﬁlinat_i-on bf'_Hea‘d.'s_ biography to focus on |

those .aspects that may, br‘oa‘dly;' ‘be '_dalled
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' intellectual’ . Rather than emphasising tﬁpse aspects bf_ |
Head's life t'hat nﬁany éritias have azgﬁgd- appea_r 'aﬁ
‘autobiography’ in her fictional texts, w.:_a need to
establish th’e"inﬁellactﬁai premia'eé that inform bﬁ:caadlf”'
what she selects for use in her texts and, furthermore,
the extent to which she shapes and transforms the issues
and ep'isodes of Botswena life that she perc;eives'arouhd
her., The emphaSis'will,'tharéfare, heidn those of Haadfs
N be_liaf-a_',. intareata. and ide'o:;ﬁogies “‘that _cc’mld ._"n_ave'
mot_ivatéd the style and form of many of hex texts and
that may hﬁve'ebntributed.to the choice of content in
thelr writiné. It will ulti'niataly be argued that Head’s
fiction is not- as much a ‘*real’ reflection of what
Botswana was or is, 35  an-_inta1le¢tual1y- inspired
matipulation and invention of what Head felt it .'Ol.lgh'l‘- to
ba, .

The _’caak of esta-b‘lishing an intellectual biography for
Bessie Head has been made easier by the recent
'publ.ic:a.tié.m of a aollection of letters written by Head
from Serows Lo Randolph Vigne (199%). The publication of
these letters raises an important iasu_e: there appears to
be an enormous .dia'jum:t_*.ure between _the contént'.. of the
letﬁers and.-_.*the fiotional texts published b}f Besaie.'Head'f
many of which v‘éare written at_ the same tino as the
:Lettéra selected for publication by Vigne. The
diajuﬁctlorﬁ .b'etween the lettexs and Head’n tesits would
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appear to cdafimn.hhe contentioﬁ of thiﬂ.ﬁhEaisgthat
Head's Works are more deliberately crafted than has
previously been assﬁmed. .Moreover, these lettérs have
provided rew perspectives on Head’'s fiction . which
f_challenge-many of the_dritical assessments 6£rhar‘w6rks
_'_ to date, especially when one bbsg“ﬁea- the disparity
between Head's fictional repreaentatibh;s af'Af'ria_an women
- Whidh.dften tend towards the sentimental and idéélised
- - and the very negative attitude towards these same women
that she expresses in'_ her letters. A diacu_ssion' of

' Head’s presentation of women is contained in Chapter V.

better&, interviews and occésionai"articles'writtan by K

_Head will be used £§ ‘provide insights into the
intellectual framework with.which she approachedISerowe,
and the extent to which these influenced her writing.
Egtablishing a clear’frameworkiof Head's beliefs is a
diffiault taék as-hér views are frequently:contradictory_
and her ficﬁibn refiecfs the'parédoxical nature of her
thought; 5She embraces an extenaiva,;divérae and often

conflicting set of political ideclogies, religious

beliefs and viewpoints. In the light of these new

parapéctives-prbvided by the letters and interviews, her

fictional texts could be renassaséed as the arenas in

which she Btrﬁggles to co'n_trbl and fuse a number of
ideologival tendencies. This chaptexr will not attempt to

draw out all the contradictions and incongruities in
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Head’s intpllectual'*mapfs but wxll 1n5tead concentrate"_ﬂ“
on the majcr strands of thought claarly evident in the.-
sources referred to above. ' We will thus. attempt to galn-”
Bome sense of ‘the effect Head’'s belmefs would have had on

her views of Servwe_life, éhd how Ehese-viewa}ucombiﬁa&-i
with her new experiences of an Aft;cén country~that’ié:
not - South Africa,z' aré fused ‘ih  her = fictional
representations of Sarowe‘ A étyiistic,_.iitefary _

analysxs uszng these 1n31ghts will e carried -out in

" later chapters of thls bhesis. -

A number of stiands in Head's thinking become clear .

:through'a-reading of hex lenters,'interviews and: non-
flCtlQn ‘wxltmngs.*l The flrst discernible srrand. of

" influence is AfrlcanLSnt-'ln partlculax, the effect that

Robert SQbukwe had on ber, (She herself has listed h1m~
ag one of the most lmportant 1nf1uences on her baliefs.}

A seccnd,_mmportant lnfluence is. the smgnlfxcdnce=sha'

'attached'td history and the possible link between her

- ¢onceptions of history and her Rfridanist views, Related.:

to Head's views on history is. the fact that Botswana
achieved its'indepéndence in 196¢ with relative ease,

whilst Head was stayving in Batswana. ' ‘Botswana's

independence is significant in that it appears to have

3 The sources referred to are: Randolph Vigne (1591) ;
: Cralyg Mackenzie (1990} and Craig Mackenzie ~and

Cherry Clay:on {1989},
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"-daepiy-influenced her perépactives7on Aﬁ#ida as'a whoie;”
and to have Sharﬁeﬁéd-har bérceptions of South Africa and
Botswana specifically. Third, Head's impreésipné of
" sgraditional’ Afriééﬁvstructuﬁes, past and present, haed
Lo be examinEd.'.we will also'explore the relaticnship#

_ between women and oraiity in.Head’s wbrk,” Foﬁrth,_the
 fact that Bessie Head was émployed és a joﬁrnalist whilst
in South Africa cannot‘be_ignored_as this.iﬁ:itséif ieads'
to-a_partiﬁula:'narrative style as well;as'a'partiqular:_
-concéptian} twheh' combined- with -the dﬁive' td_ wﬁité- 
fictioﬁ),:of the need to 'tell.a story’ in the broadest
‘sense.  Her journélistic'backgrdunﬁ may well élso-have. '
~ influenced her pérceptions-of 6ra1ity; -

® % ok k % K

Little is known'of Head's early_life as very few details
‘are available.? - She was born on 6 'Jﬁly 1937 in
Pietermaritzburg and placed.intc'foster'café, In 1950
she was removed from her fostex. parents and placed in an
Anglican mission orphanage_whére, in her own words, she
vharboured a terrible and blind hatred for missionaries
and the'Christiahity which'they'répresantad"_and, once

she left the mission, she "never set foot in 4 Christian

3 The information contained in this'daacription of
Head's early life is taken from the chronology of
Head's life by Craig Mackenzie (1989(1)).
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- ghurch agaio“*(Mackénﬁie'19§0 4)1_ Wh;le at the mission

sohool she attended hlgh school and tralned as a prmmary_oo-'

‘school teacher, a JOb she then did from 1956 to 1958.2
| From 1958 to 1960 she worked as ‘a oolumnlst for the

Golden Cmtv Post in Johannesburg

In 1960 Bessie Head moved to Cape Town where she met and,
in 1962, married Harold Head, She lived in'CapeoTown'for

Just over three years and in March 1964 left South.Afrlca'

__for Botswana, where she rema;ned Untll her death o 17;'“-

'-July 1986.

One of the most  significant and easily _disoeroiblo-

- strands of _infiuenCe - on ‘Head e éfricanisnh?‘ o
particularly that of ﬁobert¥SobukWe; Her first_contaot.
with RobertISobukwe and the Africanist moveméno’within
thefAfrican'Nationol Congroas at the time may very well

.have‘been'through her pesition on the Golden c;tVQPoot-ih

Johannesborg in which Africanist appeals'were'oubl;shed.

on 29 March 1959, while Head was working for the

23  No mention of where Head worked as 4a teaoher appearsi
in any of the texts either about or by Head.

Pom Lodge (1990,21) defines Africanlsnlas_ﬂan appeal
“that would overcome the psychological inhibitions
produced by racial oppression® which would consist

‘of "a rdclally assertive nationalism which would

garve to foster gentiments which were part of the
‘natural’ psychological make-up of all Afrigans®.
Such an appeal would also, therefore, emphasise
"indigenous leadershlp" and ‘"national self-
- determination®, N . S L
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newspaper, the follow1ng Afrlcanlst asaertlon by Sobukwe_:*
was publlshed- “The masses do not . hate an abstractlon'
like 'oppre551on"or 'capltallsm'..;; They make these

thlngs concrete and hate the opprossor - in South Afrlca"'...

‘the White man.“ -(I-odge_ 1990:83).

Beasie Head would alzo still have beenkiﬁ Johannesburg -

‘during the Pan-African Congress’'s (PAC) Positive Action

3Cam§aign,'oulminaﬁing'in~the'shootings'at sharpe?ille.:N

This campalgn was led by Robert Sobukwe, ‘Head's "hero“

(Vigne 1991 i), ; In 1960, the year ‘Head moved. to C&pe_”
.;'Town, the PAC [ bllowing its - natlonal campalgn) wag
o banned under a State of Emergency This. . POSlthE A#tlon"
: Campalgn "had had its greatost suocess in Cape Town,-o&
where the entire Afr;can communlty’Went on strlke“ (Vigne

1991:1). These events led to what Vigne has called tha

"electric" political atmosphere of the 19805,-thE'era R

during which'Bessie Head was knOanaa'a'“tlre-eatlng

,,Airlcan natlonallst and a suppoxter of. the Pan-Afr;oanzst_.

Congress“ (V;gne 1991: 1)

In 1985, 1lthough by this tlma having undergone a xadmcal"

change in. her attitude to the PAC, Bassie Head retalned

her respect and-admlratlon for Robert sobukwe, a.deeply f:

'symboiic;'yet distant, leader.” It'muat,be remembetEd"

% ‘Tom Lodge (1991: 80) argues ‘that Sobukwe's leaderah1p
was distant and symbolic for the PAC as a whole:
whilst in prison "he continued to fulfil important |
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that Robert Sobukwe led the organlsatlmn for a very shorti
period of tlme ‘before he was 1mprlsoned and, as such'
”much of his leaderahlp of the nmwement st from the

' dlstanced locatlon of- Robben Island,_'--SQbukwe 5

'Afrmcanlsm, Heéd sayn, managed to give har, a‘perscn wmth'

a "very broken sense of hlatory" "a_sense"of balanue Ve
he gave me a comfortable black skin in which_td live and

i;wmrk"-7 "Sobukwe's view,' she explains, “was Pan African

'_and he parsonally lncluded all " gs African, but'with o

~ an edge _of harshness that forced one to make an
: 1dent1f1catlon w1th Afrlca and a sense of belonglng ko
-_Afrmca" (Mackenzie 1990.97). Althpugh Head claimed in
-1985'that she "carefLlly avoided poii&icsﬂ'(Maékenzie
._1990'97);'tﬁis sense . of'belongih . Africa never left
_ hér, deSplte ‘her dlSlllUSlOﬂmEML w1th the PAC as a
polltlcal group As edrly as 1959 she became dlstressed
 with what she termed "the black power people® who have
~ "no heart“ andnwhose "appa*ently compllcated 1ntellectua1_
reasoning is derived from the 1nfer10r1ty complex whlch
wants_to 1mpress-perhapg rwhitey that the black man ‘has
got brains. It is all sham and pose and ego and

- something I can’t stomach" (Vigne 1991:92-3),

symbolic and _charismatict fuhctions, partially

compensating for the sericus shortcomings of those
people who were at liberty to actually lead the

organisation®, "in reality, though, Scbukwe’s
achievements #¢ & litical leader were very

uneven",
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" Ina very uncanny way, much of what Head writss mirrors . .
what Sebukwe belleved or is ::ecorded as hav:l.ng sald. F.'or .

eaample, in a speech del.wered to his’ fellow students :Ln '.

.' _h:u.s final year at Fort Hare Un:.versity, Scabukwe expla:.ned. B

__what it means to. be an Afrwan nata.onal:l.st.

. we “have made our | e'he:_i._ee.' And we have chosen -
African N'at'ionalism because of ite dee§ ‘human
- significance; bEEauee of iﬁe i'neviﬁab-ila‘tf and
necessity to worlc! progrese v Werld c::l.v:.ln.zat.mns- |
will not be complete until the Afrman« has. made-._: o
.h:l.s Cfull centr:.}zution._ .o t w:.sh to make it

clear again that we a.:r:e an't:n,-nobedy. We are pro-:-

.-'._Afrn.ca.. We breathe, we areezli, we live Afra.c:a,'-'

| because Africa and hu.‘man:l.ty eﬂe .\n.separable xr |

.’

-on the 1iberatmn: of Africa depends the
l:.beratn.on of the whele world. - (Pogrund 1990 37)-_ -

-.!’i

‘.\

| This prs.ncipal bel:.ef of Sobukwe 8 ):everberatea threugh
. Head'’s words,. "Afr:.ca is go.'l.ng t‘.o r:..se to a great he:.ght'
of c:.vil:.zat:.on and th:.s is going to \pe dene, in the last

resort, with African hrains e .(Maﬁgkenz:.e 19_9_0.4_&?.).

Like Head, Sobukwe had a deep-seatec? mlstrust of the =

destructn.ve eifects of hatred, In Sobukwe E: words.

B
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.o a doctrlne of hate can never take people-_:

anYWhere It is too exactlng It wazps the;_”:_--l"”“'

_.mmnd.' That is why we preach the doctrxne crln"
’1o§e;_1ove for Afrlca We can never-do-enoughf_

 -for Afrlca, noxr. can we love her encough. The mpfe;;
we do for har, the more we wmsh to do (Pogrund-

- 1990 35)
- Elgewhere he said:

N thﬁre is only one race to Whlch we all belong'- 
' =f-and tha& 15 the Human Race._ In our. vocabulary, .
' therefore, the word race, as applled to man, has-3

- no plural form. (Pogrund 1990 92)

'” 3 fusion-of-tﬁe.above'two atateméntE is:fundamantal toan
| uﬁdérstanding.of'ﬂeadts texté;{és is”evideqcéd'by bothHQ o

..Quéétion of Power and Hhen RQin*Gloﬁdé Gaghér;_and is
| _expressed by Head in 1962 two years after hef arrival in

\

Cape Town in "Let me tell a stcry now ...t

If T had to writexahe dayfI would just iikeitd'
say people is people and'not:ﬁamn'white; damn
black, Perhaps if I.was a-gdb& enough“wriﬁef'l

-  cou1d3stillfwri§e_damnfwhite, damn_blaék_and_'
still make peéple'live.' Make~you.loﬁe thEﬁ, ﬁo; :

because of the colour of their gkin hut beéause
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:]theyﬁareaimportant as: human beings. (Mackenzie - .

1990:6)

"This'dislike for racial categories ﬁéy_be'aszmﬁéh_due_to

o the_influenée of Sobukwe'aé to the influenﬁe;of-;he Non-. .. -

European"Unity_va@ment.(NEUM) anu”the south_ﬁﬁricanﬂ-

_Liberal Party (SALP). The NEUM was established in 1943,

and was "largely & bproduct of résisténcé' against

-_Segregationist consultative and'adminiﬁtrative badiea;

constztuted by the state ....especlally ‘the Coloured

| Advmsory Counczl and the Coloured Affa;rs.coun01l {CAD) *
(Nasson 1990:191). Both Nasson (1990:91) and Lodge
1(1990:39) have pointed out that the NEUM drew much of its

fbllowing;frmm teachers and was led by a "fadical-middle~ f .;

class 1nte111gentsxa", 8 group to wh;ch Head would have
had access 1n Cape Town - on’ her arrival, Her aoclal
'c+rcle in the early 1960s incli ded Lewis Nk051 and Dennms::
- Brutus (both of whom went into axlie and whose 1oss she
mourned (Mackenzme 1990 13}, Randalph 'Vlgne (of the
_ SAEP) dnd Patrick Duncan”(alSO'pf theIQALP énd the editor
of Contact, ﬁar.whom Harold Head-worked)f aﬂmng others.

Head’'s husband was, in addition, a member of the NEUM.
The juxtaposition of the PAC and the SALP in Head's

' social circle is not as strange as it would at first

appear, and much of what is contained in Héad‘é-fiction
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”kia”a_fusion.éf'the-tﬁa ideélogieé.“g_'ln fa&t;Sohukwé
himself, Lodge qrgues,'wa§ a "libeial of“ancﬁhef'dolour“a
(Lodge 1991; Pogrund 1990:244) who drew not only from the
;idéclogieé ¢f:the PAC but alsoc frequéntly'frdm.a_libe:al: '
‘athos of individual martyrdom* (Lodge 1991:82-3). -

fThé NEﬁMﬁ-which was:to become the "maj@r'poiitical force -
. among cdioured'intéllECEualSﬁ.(Lodge519§0539);-had two
gu1d1ng princzples,' one of -which was - "an abidiﬁg
commitment to non- raclallsm“ and the'ather'a_“lihégof
:non-collaboratlon with the regimé*xfﬁaSson 1990;i92i
"Thls belief in non- racialism is espec;ally pertlnent to
'.Bes&;e,Head as it was, according to’ Nasson {1990: 192),'
néﬁiéo.much a belief that race *s 1rrelevant, but thatg
raées did-ﬁbt exiat, a sentmment expresaed by Rlchard- _

Rive in the followmng statement

. I don’t believe 1n this whole 'oncept Qf race .;,
.' T am as antlt-whl.te as I am anti-black Ur antl?l

;Jplnk or antl—blue. I do bel;eve entlrely‘ln nor-
" racialism as a.tenetewhere'colour is no criterion

" at all. (Quoted in Nasson 1990:192)

26 This assertion will be examined in mora detall'ln_
later chapters of this thesis deal;ng w;th Head’
fiction,
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_ Richarddnive:aﬁd Bessie Head were, at the very least,
-acquaintances}_both living in Cape Town at the'same-time;'

and, very likely, moving in similar poiitical cireles.?

A further similarity between Robert Sobukwe and_Bessie-
Head is their idiésyncratic dislike_of=1abeilipg.ideas
and beliefs, as though this would ‘close’ the ideas off ) )
- from proper use. They both felt that no one belief was
in itself the perfect sdlutidn to any_prablém. '§t the
'laﬁnching coﬁference-af_#he'Phc held pﬁ 4-6 Apfil 1959,
_deleéatés-from allTQVErﬂSoﬁth'Aftica'ﬁeard Sobukwe’ s
' opeiiing address on thé first daj; in'which he explained

:the princ;ples on which the PAC was grounded. 'On the

second, day' cf the conterence, Sobukwe by- now the S

acknowledged leader of  the Afrlcanlsts,“ answered
.questlons put to hxm by the delegates present at the

'meetlng.

One [délégate]:saidz.'I am not aufe_Wﬁether_he:".
[Sobukwél is more inelined to éociﬁlism or to
communiem’, and was told by Sobukwe that it was
not necessary ’'to give names to things.  We do

not have to follow partidular ideologies if we do

27 Professor Peter N. Thuynama remembers Rlchard Rive

saying that he knew Bessie Head while she was living

in Cape Town. It is possible that through Rive aud

the activities of her husband, Harold Head, Bessie

Hoad would have heen welluacqualnted Wlth this fcrm"

of non—raclallsm.
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‘not accept them completely +» we borrow from

Fast and West_,..'; (Pogrund 1990 93)
Head, in a comparable tone, wrote in 1978:

I have avoided poiiticai démps.and ideolbgies
' hecause I.'fee1 they falgify truth. ':iﬁ  wa5}"'
xgnecéésary.:foi me 'tb' concentrate directly on

;people because I believe it is only people who
make people sufrer and not some hldden, unknown

God or- dEVll (Mackenzie 1990: 63)

Vernon Gibbe::-'d28 has *his té'say-of Beséie Head: "“She
saw throqgm people S0 eas;ly that I doubs.. she had much
time for any of the Botawana politicians, " .ﬁiithé
time Head wrote Of her avoldance of po;;tacalapartiés and
‘camps, she had cl&ariy ﬂéen of this opinion for a numbéx
of years fof, as early as 1967 she had. written in a |

letter o Randélph Vigne (1991:54):

Thuve are really wicked people on this earth.
BUT THEY ARE NOT IN CAMPS. Thexefore you can't
say all communists and supporters of communism

are good, The most evil. people 'are“_theie;_

2 yernon Gibberd, a friend of Besala Uead’s, was a  :
volunteer worker in Botswana for many years. :

¥ Letter frqm_Vernon Glbberdﬁ97 December 1997
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"I'h'e-ref-e-re-"Yeu' can’t 1azv all white men afe'"-_ éx}izl .
eThelmbstNgood peoﬁleefound theréeeide'ﬁy Side'
"w:.th t:err:.ble brutee. _ You can‘t_ say Afrlcan_-'

people, because they walk around in raﬁs and

tatters, are - good.

It; .ie alse ..clear, ..hoﬁever,e_sﬁhéﬁ Eead :qcanﬁetll
‘uncompllcatedhy be called an Afrlcan natlonallst. She'
:is,e-ehe says, '"surprlsed" at the extent to whldh]_
  :"creat1ve Cwriting  is :often regarded -'.*?_-zaS-_ a
:natienalxepiq”aetivitiﬁ_(MaekenZIQ 1990:10;;,: I£ it is
-7at'a11 natieﬁaiietic; she”argues, Ehen perheps it is

rather at the level of a. "rather subdued communlcatlen a'

erter. [has] e Wlth, his - own- secmety“' (Macken21e S

199b:101}. ,Despite th;s avewed lack of fnetlonalle;'

.intention;:glimmers'of Spbukwe*s Paﬁ—Afriéanist“brend of -

naticnalism nenethelese.filter'thrbugh_her writings.

Thej.profundity of . Sobukwe’'s influénce  on Head*® is

-0 Another influence that Sobukwe may have had on Head

-~ and this must remain speculative for the moment -
- ig her interest in oratory. Sobukwe was renowned for
his considerable rhetorical prowess. Pogrund {1990} -
- Qemonstrates how Sobukwe’s oratorical skills had

- begun while he was still a student leader at Fort
~Hare University. Sobukwe's speech at the launch of
the PAC (referred to above)} was, Pogrund says,

‘scholarly as always, but now there was a fluency -
and passion which put it among the finest oratory I -
had heard" (1990:91). It is thus possible to
speculate that Head was able, particularly during
her stay in Johannesburg while Sobukwe lived in

- Soweto, to hear Sobukwe speak and that this may have

60



_.exﬁfessed in.theseeWDrdsZWrittenfiﬁ ;978;-afte£”shé'hadif~"T
" heard about Se_bukwe's death_. - Her response. tcl_:._" sobukwe_ﬂ"é-'
'dﬂath"seeme'also to demeﬁstraﬁe.the'ekteﬁﬁ to whieh he

meyehave:heen §fmbo1ic of the idealistie*feelings.abdut |

Africa Head-soeoften Verbelised'in“her own wqus:

Robert.Sobukwe dled. I loved the man deeply and
”I have slnce hisg death been looklng over somei
'_thlngs he wxote.'. :~1 knew he was a rlch and}'
eexeatlme man, but 1ook1ng QVer his papers 1t
never . struck. me before that ‘he was also so
.ideallstlc The 11ght ﬂent put.for me Wlth_hls
Ideathyanor-days_and_éeyS T cried:simpiy because .
he was 't-t_;e_.;;'nly man I ever loved and trusted,

(Vigne 1991:219e220):

Related to Head's Af?iéanibt'ﬁeliefS'is her inteﬁeet in

history - it was, aftE“ all Sobukwe, she lald, who ‘had -
lglven her a sense of her own. history. '_ She ‘was

'"faSC1nated by hlstory, by the mlgratlone oflpeople, by.'
the meetlng of many strange cuitures and by trade and the
" exchange of goods " (Mackenzle 1090 83) It is noti.'.
surprising that Head's 1mag:_l.natmn was taken w:Lth hlStOI’Y
since there were} at this-time (19609_and 708) a huﬁber

of significant developments occurring on this front.

played a part in her later 1nterest in the oratory
of, for insta -ce, the kgotla‘

- 61



oThesa'ohanges in.appfoachfxihistorioal”methodaha?a;oftén;o
'beén:kefarredzto“as_'radioal_historiographyf_aithoagh
_this oatagory.aombrised'a ﬁumbar of difﬁerent:oendaaoies"'
| iﬁ_.épproaohas to hiatoryq-'-fTwo overalkl ”hiStoricaljz
: philoSoﬁhias.afe evident'in Head‘sawotks. the first,
-prevalent .in tha 19505 and 605,_was-the claSSLCally:
ﬂ_natlonallst 1nterpratatlon of hlEtOIY‘aS the~story of the_
'_unxold;ng_of a natloa. A_movement that aroae largely 1n'
'afaspooae to'coioﬁialf%iews of African history, it tanded
= like tha hlstory 1t sought to unseat - to focus on the
:Chlefs, leaders and rulers of natlons or soc;atles
headlng for lndependant natlonhood . A;saoond 1aterj@.

' development ln.Head's approach.to hlstorY-is ahalogaus Lo

davelopments in hlstorlography that had a mora popullst;:ff

focus. Generally known as. ‘history Erom belQWf, this
school of thought which became very influential in South
Africa,:foousad on Ehe atrugglas of ordinaryﬂpeopIE.
:Ba331e Head is clearly 1nterested in the hlstorles ofl
both the.‘blg men' (such as Khama tha Great} and thea
ordinary people (for example, those w1th whom she lzvad_

in Serowe).

It wOuLd:appear that Hea&'a engagamant.with_history-at
the  level of research was-daveloped'duringahar stay in
Botswana.  Her éarly- novEIS;_ she aays, 'ooﬁtain:oonly_
"peaceful rural scenes. ... haétily_snatdhed to foxﬁithe

backdrop to torturous novels". It was only “iater;.muoh
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later {that"she]'became-acquainted”with'the’hisﬁory of

fBotswana and it was like beoomlno acqualnted w1th a’ wayn-

.ﬁs_of llfe that was appllcablﬂ to all the trlbes of Afrlca"

(Mackenzle 1990 87). It becomes - clear that 1t 1s her'

:_lnterest in the hlstory of Botswana that ‘leads her to

T unde:standgh;story in new ways:

f:: The hlgh clamour and viclence of South Afrlcan'_'”{
iiszhnstory domlnetes all the southern 1ands 50" they"L'-
- are wrltten of Sin hlstory books _esf-meref
?appendages of South.Afrxcanﬁhlstoryu -Botswsna 1s
i\no mere exten31on of South Afrlcan hlstory andn
:’the great arld waste; nd the hastory books would.

- ‘have- us belleve.z (Maoxen21e 1990 1987)

fThe work of Mary'Benson in partioular-seems'to heVe'had'

S an enormous effect on Bessle Head — ("she_is'famous for'-

L her beaatlful blography on Tsheked1 Khama" (Vlgne_s
'1991 198)) - and thelr 1nterpretatlons of the hlstory of
the Tswana people under Khann concur (Wylle 1990 222 ff}

-Msry Benson 8 book also eppeers 1n the blbllography to |

Seroue' Vlllage of the Rain Wind.

In this text Head concentrates on the lives Of three'
'individuals-wﬁom she-identifies as the "great' men of-n
-Serowe- Khama the Great, Tshekedi Khama and Patrlck vann

) Rensburg.(Head 198L:xiv), drawing the ;nformatlon on
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‘their lives from themselves, from books written about

~them and’ from interviews conducted with peeple'liﬁing_ini

'Serowe at-theitime.”'Anfeiamination'of'the-bibliograthf _

 :Head consulted in wrltlng the 1ntroductlon - bearlng ln:.
.mlnd that the ‘text was only publlshed in 1981 - draws_'
exclusxvaly on mater1a1 publxshed ‘prior to 19?5, and -
concantrates on publlcatlons in the 19603.: Rev1s;ons ot'v
 3£;1can :hlgtp;y, _broadly categor;sed _as 'radlcal’

© occurred in the late 708, and it appears that Head has to

. some extent antigipated this historiographical tradition, .

_ especially in her choice of the themes she considered
- worthy offhiétéfical';tfentioh# self-help, migration,
pgopléfs'ﬁaﬁés, treétﬁeﬁt;@f;matriage &ndldeaﬁh_an&.a'.*

detailed description of village life. Her choice’ of

methodology - that of the oral interview - is-a further -

iﬁdiCatidn-cf”the-similérities between'hér workrand thé- -

work of radlcal hlstorlographers at the tlme, who often'*

'relled on broadly oral sources. One of the maln tenets

- of radlcal hlstorlagraphy in general, acgordlng. ;og

__'Bozzoll ‘and Delius (1990,;?)n.was thgt it “disputeéffh-

colonial ‘denial of a meaniné‘ful' pracdlo‘nial'. Afr’icah_
hlstory and stressed‘the centrallty of African 1n1t1at1ve;

in ‘shaping the past and present of the Afrlcan '
continent" WithOut-dbﬁbt it~is ﬁﬁis understandlng of:.
 h1story that lnforms Head 8 approach to the 11vas of the _

three . great“ men outllned above.
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'y

':The:need te rewrlte‘ aniacce table hlstory of Afr;ca forf
_ p .

Ly

. her readers at most hand herself at least, 1s clarlfledf?'”"

"-1n her response to the story of Nongqawuse,_ Intrlgued by l

_the events Surroundlng the Xhosa cattle kllllngs, she‘_

'*wrote: '“I -used to . ‘hate,- deeply, the smlrklng whltehﬁ"'

_hlstorlan view of our school history text books, like
_ that just what -the_rnat;ves WOULQ"dO”QU§Vigge'
_,ﬁ1991 1241 3 | R | |

' In addition, as Bozzoll and Delius point out (1990 15),77:"
h;nmny black 1ntellectuals, partlcularly in the 19505 and:-'
"SQs, were denled-accesa to the 1nst1tutlons.Whlch¢wqula_n
eeenable thenlto practlse hlstory., The stuﬂ,ifying'context; -
- of b}.ack educatlon in Scmth Afrlca dlsabled t:hem as :
h’puplls and later,has academlcs, whlle many ware denled' o
. access to lJ.brar:L.es,- arch:.ves and un:.vers:.tles.. ]-:_:AS'.a ..
.consequence of these restrlctlons, 1t was through-the,f
genres of journallsm and "hlstorlcal flctlon“ that the_'
'"black lntelllgentsqa Jf, found 1ts vomce" : It 15 not a
surpr;elng, therefore that it 13 through these genres:
thaE”Beeeie.Head, stlmulated by ‘the need-to reftell
history, eays she. is "a pioneer“hlazihg e new”ﬁrail into
'the futﬁre“ {Mackenzie 1990« 64), and clarlflee her role‘e

“in this future in the follow1ng way-'

-1

This is easier to understand punctuated as:

%I used to hate, deeply, the smirking white

“historian view of our school history text books,
like, ‘That is just what the natives would do.'" -
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C Tt would seem as though Afrlca rlses at a poxnt;'

's 1nfh;story when wer]d trends are more hopefully
-_agalnst e§p101tatlon, slavery and oppresslan ;,f-'
.ali_of_whlch-has seen synonymous_wlth.thesnemesﬁ,

_ AfriCa}u_Iﬁheve ieCotded.whsteyerihopeful Ereﬂd’f””
was .presented to me in ah attemstktofshepe the .
- fui_;i;fe, th.ch I. ‘hope w:Lll be: eﬁe'- ofdlgnltY anf‘

" compassion. . (Mackenzie 1990:64)

g;The-relesOfﬁa.writeI:WhOiin.some Qay shaﬁés'thé;fﬁ;ﬁref:
.fﬁught alsc -have“ Eeen 1nformed by Head s eatiy;_w
} 3ournallst1c experlsnces .— the need to. 'record" for -
posterlty what she w&tnesses arsund her. | | N
v

Lo :,‘

Head also often expresses a need to make hlEtOry more egu.y

"allve"; thls is one of- the drlvmng forces behlnd much's:“

of her work. | She expresses her admlratlon for Sols
"Plaatje's ablllty to do just that 1n.her3foreword to
:_Natlve Life in South Afrlca.32 in'herVOVﬂ'work about

sSerowe, she ‘remarks that “there lsn t anything 1n thls

'-v1llage that an: hlstorlan.mlght care to write about. Dr.

| lelngstone passed thlS way,-Lhey mlght say.' Hlstorlanss
do not write about people and how strange and heautlful;
'they_ere - just living" fMacken31e 1990: 30} Head's aim

above is in keeping with the radical hlstorlanS' Canefﬂ

12 Reprinted in Craig‘Mackensie'(iggoj;
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to tell of the "everyday llfe of the people" (BOZZOll and
:Dellus 1990 15) It is also, howeVQag ut thla polnt thatwl
. the dlstlnctlon.between ‘flctlon and ’hlstory 1n Head's
: texts beglns £o blur and this blurring Wlll be examined

“in detail later ln,thls thes;s. -

'Many‘critics have'categériSEd'Head‘ﬂ‘interest ih'historYl'

as the lnterest that an exlle, an orphan and a person off:"

-’m;xed race’ must of nec3391ty:demonstrate.“ There is

an cobvious element of-truth'in-this_?}Head'herselfflist$ '

‘exile and refugeeism as one of her themes (1979:20-26).

' We would, however, like to extend this argument one step -

further. For Head, an examination of the history of

'1Botswana}'a cduntry'Which'she'believed'had'hever'truly

. been colonlsed became also an attempt to understand‘what o

she had experlenced ln South .Afrlca.  Im 1979,-;_h

mentions her flrst novel, When.Raln Clouds Gathér} in the

following way:

The central chéracter in'the'n§v61{ a black South
‘African refﬁgeé is almost insipid, a gﬁiieless;
simple-hearted simpleton. But that is a true
reflection of the black ~ South Afr:.ban-
perqonal1ty ' We are an oppreased people who have: -

been strlpped.bare of every human rlght. 'We do]'

ke See Chaptér_I for a list of such critiéal wprks. |
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]-n°§_kﬁow what ltfis'like-to have our aaﬁitiéné'
':a.rou'sad, ‘or do we - really sae l:.berat:ton on an_ o
immediate hor:[.zon. Botswana was . a -trau.mat.:.c.'_

"'__exper:.ence to me and I found people, 1m.t1ally,

 extremely ‘brutal and harsh, only in the sense

© that T had nmever encountered humsn ambition and
Qre'ed_ _.befo're 1n a- biaek _.ﬂfox_m_'.- ._ - {Mackenzie

1990:68)

T—Iav:.ng 1dent1f1ed in herself a’ need to erte a hlstory of
Afrlcan ‘gJao;;!le.F Head moves from her personal themes to .
themes relevant to l:he cont:.nent J.n wh:.ch ‘ghe llVES‘ o

A 'e"ens_e'__ef hlStOI'Y wa_s'tc:t’al_;]-.y lll'a_.cki-n_g- 1n me and
' it was as :Lf -far' back-.i.n. hist;ctlry, 't'hi‘EVea' "had."
_-stolen the land and were so anxious to cover up.. -
all traces of the theft that correspond:l.ngly, all __ .
' :'tracea of the true history have baen obl:l.terated .
_We,. as black people, cc:«uld make v,lo appraz.sal of
‘our own worth we dld not know who or what we
were,-_ apart from objecta bf’ abuse and
- exploitation. 'Ea_ch' nation offers the wgrld a |
little of -itsiight* each nation boasts of the
great men who shaped its . destiny In a
'.creatlve sense’ I found myself left w:.t:h only.
" guestions. I-Iow do we and our fature generat;ona

L _'resclve Qur dest:.ny° How do we - wr:Lte about a :
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Worldlong since lost, 'a_'_:wdrld'_.t',-hat. neverseemed )
mearit for humanf-; in“the fita't._place, a world that
_re.f]-.:eclted only miae_iy__aﬁd hate? J;t'_-wa_s_rt:_;;' at:__ter'r@'t- E
to -aaawer: so;fqe ._of. these-..question's ‘that afEated B
8 many si;{ran'g;e - divergencee in my own w‘o’rk.".

{Mackengie 1990:66)

Head's need to erte the hlstory of the Afrlcan people J.S :
' also related tc) her concept of non- rac1allsm, A_cco_r_dl_rig
to ‘Head, her_- J.-nte_rest_ in- h_;l.story .da.d:.noi_:___ only_- imply &

desire ‘to ré.c'ord the particular history of a specifit

: perlod ‘but ‘the. des:l.re to wr:l.te about "themes that . are o

.l::.nked to the eternal stream of mank:l.nd S hlstory" o

"(Mackenh1e=1990-78),.and.1t 18 here.that Bessie Head's
conceptmns of rellg1 on become :mec:rtant. As'has alr.eady.
I':been mentloned, Head professr 4 a very strong dlSl_'Lke for

the Chr:LSt‘LaI‘llt'.Y that she came to assocxate w1t:h the__.
missionaries of her _-ch:l_..’_l._-dhood, and___yet_- she ;never__’- lo_s.t_“_
interest -in -'reli.gion.'g'___-_' se. Her int-aafests r'anged £rom

: Afr:.can rel:l.glon - most germane to the dlscuss:.cm at 1"Land :

~ through to Buddhz_sm, Hmdulsm and the varled for:ms of_ o

Chrlstlanlty she encol..ntered both in the hJ.st:ory of and

'_amcrngst the people workmg in Serowe:.

It is, however, ' hmugh an examinatioa " of her
understanding of African rellg:x.on that. he:. conceptlon of

h:.st_ory becomes clearer. .For Head, African relz_g_rlon _was '
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:.ntrlgu:.ng for its: capamty to 1ncornorate the mmut:.ae S

ef everyday la.fe‘ "

'.._ the appeal h:l.s [Prof Mb:Lt:L s] :|.deas have for

' 'g_me 1s that they are w1de and ge;nerous enough to"
" take in all the humble who shall ‘one Gay,
| '_uneﬁpéé'_t'_ediy} .'ther:.t:, t‘:he__': ear.ﬁh-. It is hard o °7 ¢

] irn?aglne a heaven where _t‘-I:Le "_Pope -o_ff_:.clat:es,

| bedause soimeny--'peop-le 'Woﬁ.l'd'hairé”to be ex&:ludéd} L L

- . .'but it 13 easy Lo ;Lmaglne a un:.\rerse and a peoplef._ '_ o
"J.nst:antly 3.mmersed in & rel:Lg:Lous way cf lsfe.'-_'.j o
' .-_'I'he_re are _t-ree_s- in t.hls_unlvel;se_and they might
tell a man J.n -his oﬁrﬁ' 'se’c.re.t'.__]::i_e'art'--_'jtha.t. '_ they
| '.'llke to dwell near his hul:. _ Alscr 'ch'i:ck'fens' '-é'nci-”i.
. birds and r:.vers and sunsets and everyth:.ng that

' £lows and l:.ves {Mackenz:.e 1990 51)

'_The tens:.on in Hedd's v:Lew is mnedn.ately apparent-

L WhllSt ‘wishing on the one hand to do 3ustsce to ti'le

'great men’ of h:.story and focus on 'kmgdoms"' she -
wn_shes also to capture the mlnute detall around whlch the
l.wes of ordlnary people are constructed. -_She att-empt:.s--- ..
" to portray s:l.multaneously both the general- -and"": the :
Bpec.‘l.flc.‘ and make each as :meortant as the other. -This
"tendenc:v to romantlcn.se the great: rulers of Afrlea and

-yet d.t *‘he same time fulf:_l her more radlcal hlstor:.cal
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| tendencles has 1ed to many of the unresolved dlvergence@ &
.1n her werks._' - | IR

'iit'is'aisd this cendepﬁ.efareligiQn-thaﬁfgjbeidea:ﬁs'ﬁitﬁ
.fa3linktto Heed’e visien-of'Afriean'tradition}"rn“EMCh_
 the same way as. she expresses her 'understandlng of_ﬁ.
szfrlcan rellglen as a’W1de and generoua 1nclusron of all

'=.aspects of life, she deplcts trlbal exlstence in many of .

her fartlonal texts as.a "deep rlver L unruffled by

confllct or a- mevement forward, [rn Whldh] the people;-"

'*llved W1thout faces, except for thelr ﬁhlef whose face. =

e was the face of all the paople“'(Head 1977 1) aHer

'ﬂfresponse- to Afrlcan tradltlen diee -however, often"'

: ambigddue and contradlctory B '"The Cellector nEﬂe”*'

Treasures“ she offers the followang explanatlon of whyd}V

B men in Botswana are "ev11"' o

} he wae=a_man,wheeii§6d by éhedtradiﬁioaa:and';
taboosf.eutlined; fer “all the -peopleaubya_ehe -
forefathere”.of the #ribe3 '-fHe”_had little

| indi#idua1ﬂ freedem” to assess whethere theeeed
traditions were _compaseionate_eor not - they
:demanded that he dcbmply'eand.=obeye-the:-rulee}*.”
wlthout thought. . The aneeetore madejso manyix
errors and one ot the moet bltter-maklng thlngs:'
.was ‘that they relegated to . men a zf-*erlor

_ p091t10n 1n the trlbe, whrle women were regarded
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‘in a congenltal sense, as belng an’ 3.nfer1c3r form ’

of human_l:,__fe_. {Head 197'? 92)

.'I'he two concept::l.ons of . trlba.L l:.fe outllned above are - .
'.clearly at odds w:.t‘I each othar and, perhaps, may cmly be -
'explained by refe-rence once aga:.n to. the -fac:t that Haaa

: _dellberately manlpula"es tradltlon, alang with many other-"'
..aspects of l:l.fe., t:o sult. her f:!.ctz.onal purpose - in t:hJ.s-"-'--

. - case a represent:atlon of the llvea of women in Afrlca. )

.:Thls c:ontentmn ,forms the baa:.s of the dlSC_IISS_lOIl in o

' C"lapter IV and V

-H.e.r dvera_ll reapohsata 't:ra-ditic')n""'in Affieah .'”soaiet-y lS
| aﬁlb.igu.cas’:. She. reacts angr:.}y and sympathet:l.ﬂally to the_' _. '
L _:posn.tz.on of Afr:.can wurnen in Botswana and yet :Ln herﬂ""'
| lette-rs de.spases them; shw- -':La 1ntr1gued by the kgot-la and .
the oral and other resources she sees there an:l yet one ;..

B 'gets t.he sanse that her percept::.ons of th:.s 1net:.tutmn

are based more on what she has read about Khama the Great

_ than anythlng she herself has W:Li“ne:ssed and she prornotes o
the :Ldeal:.stlc: vision of an u.nruffled tr:l.ual exlstence'

and vebt 13 fascinated wlth people who have departed from '

~what .is perce:.ved _a's' ’tradltlonallyf_ acceptable.

Overall', she 1is smmultaneously harshly cr:.t:.cal and

_ sent:i,ment_ally =r:.'o_11~.pllmantary of the Afr:g_can people -and the

situations she encounters in Botswana:. Conseguently much

of what she writes about Botswana, or Af'r.iCa,-" is
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‘contradictory and corfubing. -.1ese contradictions are

often apparent in her texts and will thﬁS'be'examihediiﬁ,¥ ""'

_detail in Chapters ITI and IV,

| Héad'a response t6 those traditions peftaining Ed-the
'positidn of Vfofnen iﬁ .Afr.i'c.'a'n sdciety is 'bften; :looseély,
K férninist" - and many of t:hese percept:.ons seem to have :

ar:.sen from ‘her own experlences after her arrival in
 Botswana:;"Itfs pretty terrlble I-tell you-for a woman:"
' aloﬁé. in Africa.- Men treat women as thé cheapestj

commoditf" (Vlgne 1991 11). In-a 1983 1nterv1ew,_Head
'_says that the oppre551on of women in Afrlca arlses from

two sources:

Black woﬁen.héve_a_ce;cain history oL oppressioﬁ'
'withinﬂAfripan éultﬁré,  WQméh héve always had é
Sédondu'pdsiﬁiqn':to men, In a _sddiety_';ike'.
Botswana,'édme.oﬁ'womEnfs'prbb;ems'are]:ootedfin -
custom and tradition.: ﬁhat is certainly very '
dom;nant here lS that the male had a superlor'
pOSltlon to the female._ . {and] there’s
- another oppressaon the white man brought 1n.

(Mackenz1e and Clayton 1989 15)

However, while Head clearly hag an interest in women and
‘their position, it is not straightforwardly feminist and

we need consequently to complicate the understanding of
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Head as femlnlst spckesperson for all Afr:Lcan women. '_S_-hé o

- h_ajs_~' aoc_j__;_ - eas:.ly been adopted .mto t:_he' ) 'femlm.st_

t:.rada.t:.on' :Leavmg the exact nal:ure caf her compllcated-'-
'reSponae to the pOBlthI‘i of women. 1n Botswana largely'

- unexam:.ned

_ _'Her' in'it'ial 'r'espbnse, ) in” "1"956"5', “te the Africaxi’ 'women_':_ -

'around her in Serowe was very dlf ‘erent te her later'-

o flctlonal deplctlons of women. "t‘he women here k.lnd Qf.__

tleat men like property. . Same' with - the men.__i Then
there B al}. th:l.s fever:l.sh hoppa.ng about lookJ.ng forf-.
’S_OME_THING'_.__. It's a fever and hel_l here - e_ve_ry_body_-.s _' :
 sex organs® (Vigne 1981:10). By 1970, hér'oﬁinibns do

not ‘geem to have é:'ha__nged' that &'ra'ﬁiatidal'ly. g She is a

typical African woman, whom ‘I d:l.sln.ke :.ntensely She -

' gumps at: the band wagon of any sensat:.onal story and o

_makes it rldlculous " (V:Lgne 1991 10) Both of the 1at:ter

comments- were -made :Ln let-ters to Randolph V:Lgne-, "-whlareas o

- the flrst comment comes from an interview w.tth academn.cs-ﬂi '.
mt_erested in her work, Thie dlsjunctmn betWeen her_
:per's'anal’. 'aﬁti "private' virws. suggests that her
'p'r'esén.tation'-of _wémén in h'er ’fictﬁioﬁ is part of her

”deliberahé attempt Eo.rEWrite and ‘gender’ both Aﬁrican -

hlst:ory and Afrlcan traditions, by foregroundmg aspects o

oﬁ African llfe pertinent to women. Head's presentatlon )

~of women ig, in other words, an intellectual construct:

not, __-aLs' has been previously -assumed, the natural'-
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c:onsequenc:e of bemg a. woman wr:.ter wrlt:mg about Afr:,can

womnn 11’1 order tq cha.trgplon the:.r cause. .

-Head’s presentat:mn Qf the 'oral tradltlon' requlﬁces re—. o
examinat::.on for much l:he same, reason. as - does her'-.'.
| 'presentatlon of women , She_..did_ not speak --Ej_-etsw_ana: and "
thus could not have had ‘first-hand knowledye ‘of the
; .ora.iity. _pr.ésent afdu’n_d_ h;e‘r_ in "Bdt_swahn.é ‘ " Her interést_, in

orality seems to stem directly from her interest in the

‘kgotla, and her admiration for Khama canmot be -

-undéres_t-imatéd’ in this _regar&:

_'t\.:)r_le".- thing ‘that ._inte_res"té__'. me abdut Khama 'is' thé-_
':_quéstiicfs.n' of ".t_lattir'al gé__riiu's -. or. inte’l‘l-igen-c‘fe;_ =
without book learning. .I have sa‘en"hbw_'it jwqua-__ o
:o'ut:'. in | v:illage life as X 'l'.iave;. wdfkeci' 'w'irh
: completely :Lll:l.terate pecple who are br:l.llz.a.nt: at
pmk:l.ng up J_a.c:ts and deta:l.ls and he had t;hat
_ knack . Wherever there is that klnd of apark, you.- o
get records of it and the_mlssmnar-les _wrot.e

re&m’s about.Khama.. (Vign'e _1_9’91 :.1.'80)

Many of Head's impressions of orality and the kgotl_a-aire' -
" taken from these "reams® of missionaries’ records. It is '
algo possible that her interest in orality derived from

the '_r'adic_al historian's use of ‘oral tradition’ and



:J'personal testlmomy* and thls method is mmst clearlY,”?" '

'_1llustrated in: Serowe* Vlllage of the Ra:l.n W:Lnd, .

:'Whatever ural teatlmony Be351e Head may bave been prlvy 
'-'t.o would hava filtered through her own 'conSc:J.ousness’

and,_ Whllst all tha p01nts outllned above remaln-f

'féievant, one musu remember also that Head was a wrltery -

of flct:l.on w:.t.h a journallstn.c background o Head’
- motlvatzl.on for: wrlta.ng was, she exp'talned 1n an’ J.nt:ervz.ew :
in 1985 tolbecoma “manklnd‘s storyteller" (Macken21e and

ZClayton 1989 12) In the same year, she also Wrote::

I*Qiéw-mf'aﬁn'aébivity as'a-Writér'aslazkihd bf. -
-'part1C1patlon in the thought of the whole world  f'
_No__other occupaulon provxdes- for :such an

1nteznatlonal outlook as mmltlng._" T have ﬁw"_i
.natlonal my African 51de, but I am also very
much an 1nternatlonal klnd of person. (Mackenzie”:.'

{1990 :95)

'Hér.choide_of whaﬁito.write abqut,'what.to récoragland
how to presént.it}'would be noﬁdifferent to that ofxany.
other person 1n her posltlon as partlclpant obserVer

She herself admlts to us;ng' her "1mag1natlon“ (Head i

'1977.6ff) 1n addltlon to other sources to canstruct the:
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;story ‘of an 1ncxdent.“ﬁ'Furthermorej'hér joufnaiistic

_baquround, as she p01nted out in a\JBBS mnterV1ew,-'-

"benefitﬁed me later fq; my part;cular_k;nd_of style,._I;
'am_nOt'loose and'baggy.  i}m'very concige and.taut, éﬁd :
I"_ihtend_. saying 'as ;much‘ ds possibie. ‘in ‘the most
-ecgndﬁicai.wayﬁ'(Mackénzié“and Clayton 1989:8§§ It is
| this Fecbncmical”waY%ZijWritingy bf'usihg symbolic_

ocburrences}-charadtéis and 'traditlons' iﬁ'hef texts,

that requ;res our close attentlon.

| In'thé qourée of-the-next-three chabters we'dembnstraté
how Head‘s 1nterests 1n the dlfferlng 1deolog1es and

aspacts of Afrlcan llfe OUtllDEd here are expresead in-

L her texts

M The most obvious c¢ase of this is evident in her
descriptions of XKhama in the *"Introduction" to
Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind where there is a
mixture of - historical fact and imaginative
‘speculation. ' B ' S
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'CHAPTER IIT

| THE LITERATE SOUL I:
' VISIONS OF TRADITION %5

leen Head s :Lnterest in 1ssues of Afrlcanlsm and hlstory' :

 ¢5'1t ig hardly qurprlslng that she 1s also concerned w1th._

1:the Questla _of 'tradrplon' Many crltlcs have p01nted_:
ko themps_-of' tradltlon and nwdernlty os major
'_'preoccupatlons 1n her WTltlﬁg. However, whlleﬁoritiqs
have noted ‘this tendency -in Head's work, fow have
- actually' probed her- portrayal- of "tradltlon‘ in any
: detail ' Where the issue has been broached, orltlos have-:
| smmply assumed that Head reflects io: 'accesses a
ftraditional' reality.‘ Mackenzie (1989(1)) sees in. much
- of Head's work “tho confrontatlon between old and.new,_or
ﬁoré precisely, betweon traditional-African.ahd.WEStern
 thinking® (1989 (1) :37) and'assumesﬁﬁer_presentation of

-the ‘old’ to be aocurate.'_Cherrydclayton-SEes:Sebina:in

3. We use the term ‘the literate soul’ to refer to

those of Head’s characters who make ’‘proper’ use of

the confluence of ’tradition’ and ‘orality’. This

aspect of Head'’'s depiction of such characterg has
been noted by Cherry Clayton (1988:61) who ‘has

termed Khama Head's "literate heart”.



5\ Bew1tched Cgossvoad_as Standlng for "a core of trlbal

'memory amldst change and upheaval and Eor one confluencet*iv'

j”of tradltlon and Western lnnovatlon"'(1988 60) Desplte"l”

| the value of work by, for example Cra;g Mackenzle (1989)_t.~

'and Cherry Clayton - (1988), Head 8 treatment ef.ﬁ_”h

rtradition’ remains lndquestioned;

L'The very concept of ’traﬁltlon’ is, Of course, difflcultt
;ro déal wzth - it 1s ’anclent’ but also ferever changlng'

- and must remaln, thereFore, a- Sllppery abstractlon,?

However, slnca the concept of ’tradltlon’ is so central'te

'_to Bessme Head’s wcrk it 13 cruclal to 1nvestlgate

,What ths chapter Wlll attempt to show is how Head'

-Zdeplctlon.of Serowe-‘tradltlon' is far froma :eflectlon-t

_and'is;'inStead- an 1nvent10n, ”'Fﬁrthefmeref”we ﬁill';
attempt to establlsh that Headﬁs 1nVentlon of tradltlon’.

Cis undertaken on the ba31s of a partlcular understandlng_.
of tradition. derlved on the ons hand trom Afrlcanlst.'
‘assumptions, and on the other from a pertlcular vmew_cf'

orality and literacy, Largely because of the ideological

T

Concepte of ‘tradition’ are difficult to grasp

becauge they are frequently simultaneously broad and
narrow, ‘Tradition’ can be used to delineate a vast
range of practices, beliefs and actions. Hobgbawm .
~and Ranger (1983) and Deborah McDowell {(1975), among . '

others, have pointed to the dJdifficulties which
inhere in attempts to delineate ‘tradition’. For the
purposes of this chapter, therefore, ‘tradition*
will be understood as those customary practlces and

- beliefs that are percewed to 1nhere :.n a g:.ven._

community.
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_ _ - o _ o 2 -
-Hlmperatlves fram whlch her concepts of tradltlon and“;

C LY ‘J

_ orallty are::dar;vgd,- they are. often confllctlng and_'

perplexlng .-:n cbndlﬁ51on,~we trace thrcugh a number of '_i.;°

Head’s texts the often complex and contradlctory elemennsfi“7'

“of her vmew ‘of tradltlon : .i.;nﬁﬁ

B Y T U Sy

T

'_'As demonstrated 1n Chapter II, Head lS caught ul 1n a"

lnumber _cf” often conLradlctory :1ntellectual cross—

-Curfeﬁbs one of her stated lntellectual alms lE the'  o

-Vdes1re to wrlte an ant1~colonlal hmstar&ca1 narraC1ve'

(Mackenzie -1990-55}- ' The resultant hxstory depicts a

fportralt of Afrlcan.llfe not that dlstlnc“ from colon1a11  J

'portralts of the same perlcd | As Landeg Whlte (1980 540)'

o p01nts out, many wrlters who stress the ’tradltlonal’_ln  :;

'thElr work end up with an Afrlca that consmsts solely of

_vfllégé_culture,_t1mele3$;'pééﬁdral éndpvirtuaily;' '
seifrdontaiﬁed, _foperéting'.:-within :'sﬁpict_:

i geographical .iimitq, Fightihg-'wars bn.'a tiny
scale, never engaglng in 1ong dlstance trade and_

~ never subject to any substantlal change qntll thez

[ ca

comlng.cf hhe Whlte anaders’}."[l s] thé

image of a culture with customs but-nozhlscory!_'f
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_ As. is the case Wlth 1mm:h natlcnallst, anti;ccloniaii;ﬂu
._ertlng whlch often szmply 1nverts the recelved colonlalee
categorles, Head :chertalnurespects unWLutlng;y'adoptsT ¥
the categcrles of a statlc (1f pleasant) 'ffaditicnal'
" past and a- rapldly changlng (1f often unpleasant)
_'.-cclcnlal perlod . Another terraln 1n whlch-;one~ can-e'

: hrOn ly detect thlB unw1tt1ng adoptlon cf ccldnial”g

'categcules is in her understandlng of orallty, whlch she'uf

in many ways sees as synonymous with ’tradltlon'  As.

Vall and.Whlte (1991) have recently demcnetrated, much cigy__~

3_the popular thlnklng in the area of orality is dcmlnatedue

. by the notlon- of the 'oral man’ (1991 18) : Flr5t f'

: systematlsed by scholars 1ike McCluhan in hls 1962 text |

'The Gutenburq Galax ' the concept of the '11terate man'f-” o

and its counterpart ‘oral man’ were concepts that came to:'

_ stand for a crude"us! and "them’ or ?flpat world'.and:;_,

'.'_t__h_i_rd world paradigm (Vail and White 1991:18;24).

Whereas 'we' were 1i£¢rété; | iﬁdividualistic'  éﬁd;”
| developed 'thej’ were oral, communal and ﬁndeﬁdeveIOPec.”'
Aas vail and White (1991Je"show; these. notions were
.subsequently propagatedlin a more'sophisticated'éuise:by'
| Walter Ong, Mcciuhan*e“student e.In ﬁhg‘s'qcheme; the
- oral and the 11terate represented a grnat d1v1de Whlch.:

‘reflected not only_ two dlfferlng fechnologles of_'

'_ccmmunicatlon, : but," furthermore, : th dlBtlnGt 5"

technolcgles with ccgnltlve and cultural consequences.'
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n terms of this schene, aﬁy' co'mmigy that féiiés"‘ on
oral medla of communlcatlon 15 seen to be governed by
:custom and tradatlon_ alone. _ beeover,. such oral
communltles supposedly allow for no- dlSSEHSlOn 1n thlsin
;_t:ad;tlonally governed;rlgmd_lnSLStence-on.colleotivlty.

By contiast, literate societies are seen to be £lexible,

“indﬂviduaiiStic'and modérn. In. addltlon, Ong s vxew of'fnf

o

' _oral soc1etles was often accompanled by a romantLCLZatlon '

-of vmall scale, face-to face soc;et;ee._ Whereas for-

”;e.MoCluhan~ we' were_‘advanced' and forWard—looklng,-for'

:dOng We ' w1th our development had 1ost the splrltuality_
_and.morallty that Supposedly aocompanled the small scale='

: doral oommunlty

_ cholars likeIBrian Street'{1988) and Amy.Shuman £1986y

._'have cr1t101sed these 1deas extensmvely and haVe shown -

'-Zthar a technology of communlcatlon.does not automatlcally'='

”{ have partlcular coonltlve oonsequences.. SPreet has also '

demonstrated that a technology of communlcatlon sucb as

wrltlng cannot in. and of itself brlng the changes, such- :

as a. ma551ve Shlft to 1nd1v1dua11=m or a move to

.development,_ that llteracy is sometlmes sald _Eo_'
_preoioitated Put. another way, 11teracy w1ll make 11tt1e
_ diffefeace to the lives of those-who:axe extremely-poor.
The.effeots of literaoy areyalwaye Curﬁaileddby_the:
~ context in wﬁiohfit_occure aodeitefconeequehdee.wiliﬁ:

differ from place to olace; fFurthermore,_theee'sqhola;sj )
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:‘haVef criticised ‘any views 'that*'woofd 'ettach 'morai
1m@llcaflons to forms of communloatlon, and 50 would

-elther glorlfy llteracy or romant1c1se oxallty.

,-However, desplte suoh crlthues,.Ong and Mccluhan g v1ews'_
remaln W1despread and Head’s thlnklng ln many ways falls’.
g 1nto,the;r model. For example,;her_1n51stence.that oral
66mmunitieauare'bf'definition ftraditionalf end'coﬁﬁunol K
'isftyoiceljof the ’oral man’ approach.? Secood1y,'hef.
o bei_ief'_-.'_th_'et_ only -"_lit_eracy Will enable the's_e ‘illiterate
fcommunities_tooadvence_into’eonfempofery’Waye.of thiokingf_'
is again syﬁptomatic~of_ideae thatfinveetpiiceracy'with,

' great power and potential fo:“social'upliftment.c'“3

,Headie,view is, hoﬁeoer,-comﬁlicaﬁed by]hex desire to
: velofise-the"oiai’,'andﬁher oegendencé.on '1iteracy':as '
-the_ path to the future ie' not as siﬁréight_fdrw_ard_ as
McLuhan*e.:ﬂ. She does 'not"Wish;-to: denigrete;,oéal_
commﬁnities and, accordingiy,'eeeme to ﬁékeea-deep level
dihtihotion,betkeen 'iiliteratef.and-{oral':- the fo?mer
uhdéSirable, the létﬁér'honourebie .The ﬁenereﬁion of the
‘oral’ ig poss;ble in these terms because, as vail and;”
White contend, the llterate/oral dlstlnctlon has oome to
stand for preVLQusly held dlstlnctlons of us and them"'
'c1vmllaed_and unc1v1llsed'. 'modern and tradltlonal'

" The Stempgof_’oral‘ comes to symbollse 'tradltlonal'

This new vocabulary of 'oral' allows, furthermore, for
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N utepiéé;depietiehe'dfjentire:”drei”coﬁmﬁnitiES'} enabiin§"
‘a ﬁxiter_te”threed through ﬁhie'definifion_df an.'efal'
community’ any _hﬁmbe:_ ef _additional Hrbmghtic and
Ieentimental ideas;. ﬁhe' ﬁoet cemmene.ofl'these
-’sentimental' ideae £Unning through the work of ﬁritefs

| _whe stress this concept of the -*oral 'man’" 15_ a

'T: concentratzon on the hegemonlc functlons ef orallty 1ng'5

nonllterate or prel;terate socletles whlch, they argue,
were ‘communal’ rather than.personal anﬁ.lndlvldual.
-Thuse‘bral' and-'tfaditional’jand_*COmmunelfebecame; in

:many ways, ‘Synonymous . it-is-clear also that-in many

_ 1nstances Head yokes teqether conceptlons of orallty ,f'J

'soc:.ety and "trad:i.t:l.on‘- and 1t :Ls these underly"'
B conceptlens that requlre more: attentlon than they have as.
yet recemved. A more detazled examlnatlon of Head'

uSe of orallty is carrled out in Chapter IV.

In her figtion, Heed achieves an ingeniously authentic

presentation._of .'tradltlon' ‘evidenced in the

" - Thig contention that Head has constructed

tradition for presentation in her texts will form
*he basis of the ’'model’ which will be used for the

broad examination of Head’s texts carrled out in
this and the next two chapters. ’ : :

38 The intention of this thesis is s1mply to present a

broad overview of the e&thncgraphy of aspects of

Tswana life relevant to ¢ discussion of the works of

Bessie Head. As a consequence, the ethnography
offered in this chapter will not be an attempt to

;dellneate isgues in Tawana ethnography as a broad'
field of enguiry in itself, but rather to ascertain
the dlSparltles between Head’s presentation of

ftradltlon' and those 'tradltzonal' ~aspects  of

84



_crltlcal responses to her work waever,-Head treat57
ftradltlon xn much the same way as she characterlses the""

dlfferences between"orallty"and 'llllteracy o Her:f

' 1nab111ty to v1ew tradltlanal ' Afrlcan _'SQClety S

___dlspaSSLOnately 1eads her elther to abhor what She::: .»-Z---

Y

v

_7perce1ves as 'tradltlonal" Afrlcan soc1ety,-_ t0'_f 
_romantlclse lt to the extent that it becomés the 1dy]llc
-.pastoral qettlng descrlbed by Landeg Whlte above
(1980 540) Tradltlonal structures are elther"gaod' oY
._.‘bad' The former are to be restored and malntalned the:

_ latter destroyed. In many ways what Head appears to be f]

' r:argulng - partlculariy 1n her. later works —'13 that the__

- way forward for Afrlca 15 back 1nto the 'old oral, good;z

_tradlhlanal' ways of llfe. .4 £.

ﬁéad'SVIPreséntaEion bf 'thé 'Erﬁditibhai".hiétory .Qf.

: ”Seroweg as an h;stor+ca‘ly unchanglng constant is,
'furthermore, 1naccurate,. Onl by ultlmately ngSSlng_ 

over SOClal and.polltlcal lelSlonS in Serowe BDClety can

' Head.descrlbe Serowe as a world that Tmoves o slow;yk

" that it seems to be asleep within i_'tsélf.'. | It is like a

broad, = deep, 'unrﬁffled river and as__acgoﬁmddating;

Anything trat falls into its  depth: is_-aﬁsorbed“'

Tewana life that would remain most easily accessible
to Bessie Head as a resident of a Tswana village,
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(1990:69).% This characterisation of both the history =~
and ‘tradition’ of the Bamangwato is equally evidemt in

’Seﬁoweé.Village'of-the Rain Wind, . 'Tradition' for Head

s cbﬁtinuous, stable, dépendable, an ?anqienﬁ.pattern"
(Head 1981:xiii), a pattern, Head wouid have us beliéve,_'
'still imprinted on the minds of many of the old people,

(hence her concentration on the ’'oral’ nature of Serowe):

| Thé majwrityr' who _ére  the paoft Surﬁive on
little. It has been like this for ages and ages
-~ this flat continuity of lifé; this_strengﬁh_cf
holdiﬁg qn_and iiving_wiph thggbare_necéSSities.

' Serowe is a traditional African village with its

. times and seasons - for everything; the SeéSoﬁ:af"
plouﬁhing; tﬁé_sedsan'for weddings, the season_.
fér.'repairing hukbs and courtyards and fox

observing the old moral taboos. —(Head 1981:xi)

Head’'s account of 'tradition’ in Serowe is}ntheréfore,"én"
interprétation rather than.a rEflection,:aﬁ_iﬁventicn_
rathef than a dizsovery. A perusal 6f Isaac.Schapefa*s
wcrk, fqr ekampie, indicateé that Head's depiction of Eﬁe"
homogadéity of Serowe society is tenuous and inaccurate.

The creation of the Tswana population in Serowe was the

L a fictional example of the depidtion of tribal life
~ as a river is in "The Deep River", the first story -
in The Collector of Treasures. : o
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- result of numerous factors, among them refugeeiem, -
migratidn~aﬁd an unending'search'for”wa?er~“ Schapeza"

(1970 57) palnts out that the Ngwato populatlon ia, as a

ccnaequence of thelr hlStOry a by no. means homogeneous.f.h

Only one-flfth of the populatlon belongs to the “rullng'c
“_ dynasty" and "olber descendants of the people who foundedf
_the trlbe"; the remalnder are what are knawn as bafalad;.
. fore gners or refugees - 'who became eubject to the
.Ngwato chmafs at varleus tmmes through conquest ln war,e'
veluntary:subm1351on, fllght from an 1nvad1ng army
| seCeseien'fromISQme other twibe' (Schapera 1970: 57)
‘Thus Sercwe i, in: fact a heEerogepeoue_-communlty, .
;_conslstlng of peoplie who -are "linguiéﬁicaliy “and -

_culturally distinet® (1970:57), differing in "language,

40 The Tswana people in Botawana migrated from what is

- now South Africa in approximately ‘the eighteenth

century Their arrival in Serowé in the early part

of this century is thus welatively recent. On their
arrival in Botswans, they were artacked (in the

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries) by the Mantasi,

" the Ndebele, the Matabele, and the Transvaal Boers.
While under Boer attack, Botswana became a British
protectorate. Governed by British rule, the African
inhabitante of the then Bechuanaland were divided

politically into eight separate ’‘tribes’ (merafe),

each occupying its own separate land and, although -
gubject to owverriding British rule, in control of

their own affairs under the direction of a ‘chief’
{kgosi, morena). The Ngwato, residents of the area
in and arocund Serowe, c¢onstitute the largeet of
theee groupmngs ' ' o

o All references te the hlstory of the Tswana are

drawn from the following sources: Comaroff, 1985;

‘§chapera, 1938; 1940; 1970; 1975 and Stewart and.
Armstrong, 1990. ' S S
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custom and tradition’ so that they-now'do hqt éven3have_”'

3_ a.“cbmmdn cultural backgrnund“ (1970 62) : Bessie-HEadp':f“

thereﬁore has many dlverse *traditlons befcre her manyz

| of which have been dlluted even furrher by colonlal_

_admlnlstratlon, ChrlstlanlLy, mlssian_sqhocl=educat;qn"_'

and miqrant labour, and-it“is this diversity that 15“ 
_played down in “‘her texts, 1ﬁ'favoﬁr:offa'mare=ﬁnitary_'

vision of_fAfrlcan tradition’,

'_Another 'dimension ‘of Head's dépictibn of tradition -

conaerns khe contradlctlcn in the notion that it ls_

static and unchanglng At the level of 'deep structure,

_'tradltlon' ensures that everythlng stays the sane,_a

view evmdenced 1n the falloWLng desariptlon of llfe in’

the vzllage« hre llve by such an ancment pattern"f

‘:flgﬂlzxiii}. ‘It is.this an01ent pattern that, for Head,

underscores all the actlons and bellefs of the people in

- Serowe.- However, wh;ist lns;stlng; that -*tradmtlon{
ensures that _vmllage Iife in unchanging, Head

simultaneously concedes that everything has changed.

Head says, "Traditidn,'with its narrow outlmok,'daes not
combine happily with common sense, humanity and a'bﬁoad'
outlook (1981:xiii}. ‘Tradition’ is both a 'deep rivex’
_capablé'of abéorbing-evén.thé-ﬁqst foréigﬁ'idea, aﬁd yat

a belief system that has a narrow field of visien and

lacks common sense.
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‘An interesting example of the ways in which these

contradictions express themselves in her writing is

provided by Heéﬁfsjdescriptions of thma._ Despite.thé_-:“

'weaknesses-Héa@ pefceivés:ih the"traditianél* outlook,
it is Khama's ‘traditional’ backgrmund'that'enabiés:him .“
to become the mﬁn'Héad.has'présen*ed us with.  Sﬁe“argues

'that "all men are products of themﬁ envmronmant and
' only a ‘ba81cally humane socmety could. have produced"

Khama“ (1981¢ 3) She- exaggeratas those a!‘acts of

'_*Khama 5 personallty that glve substance to he1 =-rumemt -

that he is who he 1s because ot hlS t:admtlon.~ xerawe s '
' past, she arguas "has created its present" (1981077) “'f
‘Whilst underscuang the 'tradltlonal' nature of Serowe'
}life, Hea& ‘alsod emphapﬂaes that Khama °ard his __éh .
Tshekedm Khama caused the "old order of trad1tlcr, ritual
and ceremony"'(lQ&l:xiii} to die. Canfusingly, Head
seems_simultanecﬁsly'to want to present tradition as
_contiﬁuous.and.unendiﬁg, énd.yet shé rémains awafé:of-the

‘invention’ of traditioﬂ undertaken'by Khama., In marny

Another example of Head’s insistence that the people
of Serowe are the way thay are because of their
traditional past is:
"Traditional African life has its mean individuals

42

and its- gcad individuals -~ the mean are often

embarrasgad into a display of generosity; the good,

and Thato Matome is. one. of them, are simply a direct
expression of all that is to bhe most treasured in

the ’'law’ or traditional custom. This law or custom
which peaople often refer to is so satred, personal

and immediste that it is written in the heart. Tt

dictates how man should. care for man.' (Head
1981:83) ' ' o
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WaYS , Head'a Outllnlng of - the hlstory oﬁ the permod is

: QOVerned.by her characterlsatlon of tradlt;on ~as one of

'Khama the Graat s guldlng'prlnclples. Elsewhere she has-

| wrltten, and 1t is worth quotlng in full

'.No new idea Standstharply'alcof_from:thé édci&l
 :-boa&,'declaimiﬁg-its=sﬁperiori&yn~-it is:abaorbe& f
and transformed untll 1t emerges somewhere along: . 
: the llne as Tour tradlhlonal custonv" Everythlng'
.lS touched by ‘our tradltlonal custom’ - Brltlﬁh_;
":Imperlallsm,;' Engllsh Independence,_ new o
jedugatlonal methods, prcgress,.and forelgﬁéra;:

:It_all'belongs. (1990:69e?0)

'An alternatlve readlng 1s, of course, bhat Head percelves

'African tradltlon’ as so powerful a force, desplte the

~narrowness of ‘bad tradm;;on't that it can engulf any?new
‘development or alternative ‘tradition’ in its path. The

eviderne suggests once again that Head has consciously

pregented her work on SeroWé’as'a tale with ancient -

origins about ancieht occurrences and concérns. Even

-when relating incidents that occurred fairly recently

{less than ‘a lifetime - earlier), she prefaces these
accounts with phrases such as "the old;pecple saids

(1981:xix), and often uses this phrase to introduce or

_ substaﬁtiate-a point she herselﬁ_is nmaking.
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'Z'Head saye that 1n South Afrlca she had lost “that 1mage

' of Afrlca, anc1ent and ex1st1ng 31nce tlme 1mmemorral"l .

_an Lmage that she regalned in Bctewena where "the

presence ef the tlmeless and lmmemorlal is everywhere —;'”

";n people,_;n an;mals,'ln-everyday lrﬁe_ane in custem-and
.__traditio‘n’" {Mackenzs.e 1990. 86). Head’'s aim beca.me .t'.e

express through.the h1etery of Botswana what ehe felt was .

the hrstery of r-rlca.' In 1984 she wrote “Mbst of Afrlca '

'ewae galnlng lndependence [by 1964] and I was part of the
-'stlrrzng of the tlmes.e It was con301ously 1n my mlnd
:_'_"t:hat Afrn.can 3.ndependence had to be def:.ned :Ln the

' .broadest pOSSlble terme" (Mackenzme 1990,85),_

-:Head does not however, 1gnore the 1ntrusmon of 'medern"
1',ways 1nto vzllage llfe,-_ In the story "Llfe“ Head

!l

' rasserts.'

On thelr (the:mlgrante } return they brought with
them bits and kits of a foreign culture and cltyre
habits which bhey had absorbed. _Vlllage people
reeeted-iﬁ-their-ewnIWéy} what they-liked; and
was beneficial- ‘to them - they absorbed; for
1netance, the falth—heallng cult churches whlch

: _1nstantly took hold like wrldﬁlre - whet waee-'

' harmful to them, they rejecped, (1977:37)-
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:In thls etory wbat lS regected by the-'tradltlonalf

h; values of theﬂ 1nhab1tants of the :v1llage .ie-'an

eccnomlcally lndependent woman, Llfe._ Thus:altheughgﬁead.& e T

states that the -V:Ll_lag'ers_ were always "':_Lcioking-  for the |
‘light’ and by that they meant that they were ever alert '

“to receive ﬁew-fideae that would_hfreehen"' up the

'_'ordlnarlness and everydayness of v1llage llfe“-(19?7 38),.ehf*:

it is the older, more conservatlve 'trlbal‘ world that

”'_--ultlmately wins. Desplte the fact that Llfe s husband 1531

'--1mprxsoned ' the ‘message is clear._ people who cannot_h].j

- conform to llfe in the v1llage Wlll be destreyed by 1t

:_ The ’tradltlonallsm' of the vlllage, Wthh results in the _:' o

_udeath of a woman, is descr;hed- 1n the followang S

-COmpa5310nate terms

-eustom demanded that peeple care about eache
'-other, and all day long there was th;s constant_; -
".traﬁf;c of people Ln and out of each other e f“h
._llves. ... It was&the-ba51c strength Qf:VlllagE.
_1i£e, | It .cfeahed people“.ﬁhoee stpathetié:
responses 'we}e 'eiweysh fu11y"awakened, :and' it
_rewarded them by rlchly fllllng in a'void thatvu
was one blg, gaplng yawn.’ When the hyster;a and';;”
cheap rowdlnees were taken away,~L;fe fell 1nto'
the yewn}-she=had-nothiﬁg inside herseif:te cepee h1
-w1th this way of 11fe that had finally caught up -
~ with her, (1977:43)

92



Head's amblvalent treatment of tradltlon is evzdent even“

in her first novel When Rain Clouds Gather publmshed 1n-s

;969, fLVe_years.after her arrlval_ln_aqtswana, ﬁMany

.criticﬁ, among them‘wiiheim (1983) -and Mackeﬁzié (1989); ”
have argued that Head's aim is, in the ﬁaing_tdfshbw up
the ﬁegative aépéQtsfofitraditidh'and tribaiism.'gC#aig
'ﬂhckenzié“ekplains:that-Wheanain;Clouds Gathéffis a
"reallst novel" w1th an-“underlylng tone of romance and'
pastorallsmﬁ (1989{1) 13). He states, furthe;, that1tpe_
theme of the text. :Ls a “Welluworn"'one af . "tl'l:e_'_-.cc':;ifl:i..'ct
'--between?umdernlty and_tradltlon";'_-He has( hpwever; 
 '99erloéked the_contrédictidns'in &nd.a:gumenté agdinst

this perspective that Head herself injects into the

texts. This novel, for example, contains interesting

insights ~into Head’s perceptions of the ambiguous
"relatiqnship between the pcéitive and.negativé-aspe¢ts-of 
traditioﬁ}tht_frustrate straightferard_readings of the .

text.

There are, certalnly, many 1nstances ln her work of how
'tradltlon and its atructures have "ruined a contlnent“
{Head 1969:15). . ‘Tradition’ is often characterised as
the most ruinous élement'of.lifé'in Serowe, and Head

often resorts to stereotypical behaviour and characters

'to make this point clear. - Thus in When Rain Clouds

Gather the follawing extract lends credence to

Mackenzie’s undersﬁdnding_mf_theftext:j
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'It:" was the mént’ality of the old hag that- ruined

a whole contlnent - some sort of Cllnglng,fh:"-

_ anoestral, trlbal bellef that a man was nothlng B

'._more than a grovelllng-sex organ, and-that theref
'wae no - such thlng ae prlvaqy of sool and body,?f

‘and that no ordlnary man would heSLtate to jump-'

".on a mere Chlld (1969 15)

_‘T:aditioh',#she_argues}.is ;eeponsible'not.only for-a_
) dangerous narrow~mindednese that is in itself hazardous,

_'_but results also J.n materlal cond:.t:l.ons of poverty and :

xstarvation._

Year in and year out people had grown the exact
game cropsL_ Somewhere along the l;ne they had _
become m:Lxed up w:Lth t‘.r:Lbal t:rad:l.tions ‘I‘hey had. -

:become flxed ;,, You could just- not see beyond ﬂ.

the t:radltlon and’ :Lts safety to the amaz:.ng truth L

- that you were starving..  (1968:43)

_ Thue'despi&e.Head*s assertion that viliage life is so

broad; inclueive"and'gehefdus, it is also, ‘she appears to
be argulng, marred by oertaln 'tradlulonal' behavmours,

'the customary practlces that Head 80 deeply'desplees'_-

Surely there was a_flow'of:feeling here from .

people to people? She:made_her.homehat first in
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IthetCentrai'pert'bf_a particulargsillagetward}
IfeThey'werétaTiekelatives;-end she'WES.amazed_to |
' uneeverta_permanent edult gaﬁe that;shoeld,teally~
 ﬁeve beeﬂ reiegatedjto childfen}.dx'llfbewitCh
*yau'aﬁa-ysariisbewitchime';- .;"ThiS'seemed-te
'Ellzabeth the only savagely cruel side to an’ |
'fotherW1se beautiful society. (1974:21)

o The ’flow of feellng' referred to ebOVe, eV1denced in the :
"f'51mple statement "'People never llve alone 1n the world'

‘he sald ea31ly, 'You have frzends here. We' i1 flnd them -

_'and they w111 lock after the chlld'" (1974: 176), is what

 comes. to 'characterlse Head 8 dEf;nltan..df __good' _

tradition’. -

Her stress ds'the.gentleness of Afriqen'lifé in her texts -
arisesiftom;her_interest-ih African religieh; - It is here
that:Heéd's selectiveness concetning‘Africaﬁ-traditioh is
again demonstrated, as the rellglous aspects of African
- life result in a new set of phllosophles [whlch] were.
spun around the everyday . events of people’s lives and -
1ncluded the anlmals, the floWe:s'and the occupations-bf
" mankind. Then mankiﬁdfsaid: fﬁe 1ike it'“ (1974-41).
Thus the ablllty to share and lnclude ls deemed unlquely -
sAfrlcan by Head, and agaln ‘one is remlnded of Vall andt.

'Whlte s (1991) comment that the writers who fncus_on
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‘oral communities’ focus also on the communal nature of -

‘those societies in an idealised, romamticised language...

.Maa_cke-ﬁz:-':i_e _(198_5-(1)- :35) ‘has pej,;lﬁe'd out It.ha'.t Head_..__"s' la'e.t.

three'publigatiene are'aa.attembt:to valoriee'what she .
Péfceiirés._ the' 'Afriéan.'wafof'.li'fe to bé"” our c.on't:en.tien"

_ 1e that thls valorleatlon has its roote early on 1n her_' 
career, a ¢ ,m*hclon shared Ly Cherry Llayton (1988 57—
8). Head's bellef ln the superlorlty of 'Afrlcannees' 1ea'
=lo! strong that,' even. before her.%"eutward—reachlng":'
(Mackenzle 1989 48) text:e have been wra.tten., she arguea :

'_'that ‘white people who are ’generous' are actually';

' Afrz.can

  _,;. the Eugene man totally blurred the leldlng
_:llne between the ellte who had the means ferfa
educatlon and_-the ;lllterate -who had -none,
 Educatien Was-for a1l?. ‘He always turned up :
"eomething for ebetyone.- In this respeet; he waeJ”
' an African, ot a white man, aad'th'e_ _s.ubt;l-et’y_ of
it spread. to hig conduct iﬁ. everyday. 1ife;:

(1974:72)

" Whereas Head's first three texte are, by and large, nore
crltlcal of tradltlonﬁ - w1th few exceptlone ’tradltlon‘
is seen as a restrictive, inhibitive force - in the later -

texte _ Head refines her' treatment ef._traditional'
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" structures. :-'?Tr‘.?.ta_itional ' behaviour-or, in other woxds, =

 what  Head believes traditional behaviour to 'be;,  is =

~rooenticieed'andesen;imentelieed_tofthe;exterp'that, for

insbanee} 'African 'ways of life’ are held up as the

~yardstick ty whloh all other“phllo ophies of life should -~ =

&

"be measured

__They_{white Chrietiane].hed_broﬁghtea new order :"
: of:ﬁﬁings into tﬁe‘leﬁdiaﬁd-they‘ﬁéde théfpéapiéf.
.cryl' for love. One neVer had to ‘exy for respect R
in the customary way. of llfe. _Respeot_was just
there for people all the time. :Thatswas:Wh§~he_

rejected all things foreign. (1977:10)

~ Thus . particularly in the__leﬁer works, 'selected-

traditional values and patterns of existence are depicted -

as flowing and comtinuous, and certain characters, for

example-Ralokae'("Heavenfis not. cloBEdF)k_are_made'to .

represent thls "arcient etream of-holiness'that=people'-3 o

had llved Wlth before any whlte man had set foot in the =

land“ (1977.11) Anti- socral behavrour is presented as
| an-’innoVation*"“'There ig thleV1ng and adultery golng-
oﬁ such as was. not possmble under Setswana law‘";_
t1977 18} . 'Setswana law' is therefore, 51multaneously-
lnhlbltlng Tut also loglcal ordered and responsrble for

the promotlon of peaceful 'co- exlstnnce
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. A:fufthéf, more COmpllcated elemenr 1s the ease w1th'

-' Whlch Head so oft:en equates the. negat,'l.ve aspects of_f.

"tradlt;onallsmf__wlth- tribalism, another . form  of
'ignorance’ leading ko extreme conservatism. The complex

relationship = between tribalism, 'traaitioﬁalismf and

e -'evil"' i mo.ét ‘¢learly demonstrated in When Rain Ciouds

.:'Gather by the character Matenge. | Head 5 portr‘ayal of

thls man comes dangerously close to that ‘of an impish

o _fiend rather tnan what Head-would l;ke:the reader to.

“chinkjneﬂis:-a;frightening-man whd-hqlds the.:eins'6f_
ﬁr093685'in-Af:idéfin_his handg, = It is wprth”quoting'
:'Headfsldesciiptioﬁfof Maténge in some'detail;-for”it'ié.:
| héré that many'interésting:aspeéts'of:Héadié'impréésions ’

of tradition become ¢leari

It.wa§ he, Matenge, Gho'realiy'comménded thé'.
_largest fgllowmg of d:_ehard tradltlonallsts the_.
ones who from generatlon to generation saw to 1t
that things remalned as they.were ...:It was he,
 Maknn§e;'who underétocd.tribalism,'that it'Waé 
eséehtiaily thé rule 6ffthe iiliteraﬁe man.Who;
when he was in Ehe'majority, feared and despised -
- anything that wasj-not. pért of “the ébysm¢17
garkness in which hé lived.  (1968:44-5 emphasis
 added) o | | | |
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Thus !?illitera?e’*ﬁ-~-_ not; oral -4*'_peoplé j are
't:&@itionalistf, ‘tribelist’ and, not only igCaﬁable_¢£_ '
writing, b@t also 'iﬁcapable of - dlaa#, logical and
rationél'thbught}p_Tha"illiﬁerate? marn (és:oﬁﬁosed to
the *sral’ man) lives in a world of darkneés} a kiﬁd.of
spifitually abusive enVironment'that,-by exténsion, can
._only ke allQV1ated through the 'good tradltlonal' and}
.'oral’ man’s acceptance of 'llteracy and the 'light’ it

. affords. Head has orice agamn clearly set up the dmvzslon

:Qf:thé ’6ral’ versus the literéta_Jmanf and'haé subsumed
into. 'Ehis oral/literate segregation images . of 'the
'cmv1l;zed' and uncivi‘ized’ man dlscuBSEd by Vall and
‘White (1991}, although with a somewhat dmfferent slant.

- 'Orallty is GlVillBed and leads, therefore, to l;teracy,_

villiteracy” - is uncmvmlmsed “and leads only to

destfuctiOn. Thus true oralmty'.impliés a ‘literacy of
| the soul’ - the kind of literacy necessary if African

-people are to advance into the future.

lmackenzie's'éséertioﬁ:that'in Head;s ndvels “mbdérnity
confronts tradition and Head clearly shows that she
- favours the first* (1959(1):22f, does nqt.enﬁompasa the
complexities of Head's presentation of *traditioﬁf. As
we:have:shown} paft of Head's view of ‘bad:tradition?.is
exemplified in Matenge,.but éhe aiéo'offers.us_a foil to
Matenge iﬁ_the form of Dinorego. Whereas'Matange is the 

‘arch ’illiterate traditionalist’, Dinorego is an ol man
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who has used both hlS 'trada.t:.onal' ways and his 'oral' '

nature to move forward and to advance spirltually

' -Dinorego, like Matenge, is a carzcature (although g very o

pleasant one), who only comes to full expression in her

- later books, {Seblna in A_Bawitched:Crossroad is another
such character. He is discussed in some detail in

Chapter VI of this thesis.) =«

Dinorego_is‘aﬂ'old 'traditibnal*'man,'but-hé has-retaina& :
only_those'aspects cf_*txadiﬁionf and.’custom' which_
enable him-to ptesef&e“the broad, uanffled, acceptlng

view of life and the world that Head consistently argues

is charactgrlstmcally Afrlcanf He is gentle and wise - .
_an'eral'man;4 ra£har thah anl'iiliteratef-man.  Both
Dinorego and Makhaya to .a ceriain extent, remain
rtyaditionsl’ in their use of the 'good’ *traditian*
which gives rise to their willingness to accabt:new
ideas, Head has repeated-ﬁany times thatu’tradition"is
like_a'rivér; ineluding all in its path as its own. Thus
progress can only be achieved through the'prdber use of
the includive nature of 'tradition’., Dinorego admires
Makhaya for his implicitly ‘correct' use of traditiomal

custom:

Dinorego = was very impressed by Makhaya's
relationship with the women., It seemed to him

that Makhaya was well versed in ancient Afﬁican -



customs -wh‘ere'the":ﬁan méiiitained his di'gnity'an“d '
self«cohtrc’:l in front of woman, except that: in

former ‘times this man had maintained it over a
".harem of concublnes, .wh:a.le Makhaya had none.

(1968:138) |

‘Makhaya, lt seems, is humane 'p'recis__ely because, like
Dinoregod, ._he has. ma.intaineci only those 'tradif.ional '
customs which dienify human behaviour, éL 'r'iafrai'n repeated
at f_egular 'iriterva.l's thro._u-ghout Head’s .wo'rk._' " He is
con_ﬁrasﬁéd' in t.h'e novel i.to the men who were the ré_sult: "of
"a iéhdle_ society . (that;] had connived at producing a race
of degéneraté' men by stressing’ théir.supericrity in the
law" wh_i-lé "overlooking how it affected them as |
_ in_dividuals’" '_ (1_'968':93') . The st.range union of rié'eé_ling to
look back into the past and yet simultaneously into the
future is thus best demonstrated by Dinorego and Makhaya,. :
Makhaya’s ab:.l:.t:y t:o break - away from t:hose as;:e-cts of.
tradition that Head feels_. a_re nega_l:n.ve'__and unwanted in
modern Africa ié re‘ififorced by her placing him in the
~"most custom-bound" ‘tribe’ in Africa - the Zulu - "where
‘half the men and women still walked around in skin and |
beads' (Head 1969:124). The point is, that despite hoth

the narrator and Makhaya's :.na:.stance t,?&at- he is nc:t: a

" tradmtn.onallst, i'traditlon' is the cnnat:ant pomt of

reference for all defmlticns of what he w Head -can,

101



-evidently,  only explain.-Makhaya. by7'refer3ncef to his

‘tradition, even if only to delineate what he is not.

A similar sleight of hand is involved in blending in the
 character Maru both the *tradmtlonal'_and'the Stfongly'
anti-traﬁitibnal Maru is “magnlflcent because there is -
'no—One else who could teach.ycu a broader view of 11fe,“
he is “majEStLC“ with "gods in hlS'heart whO'say,-?Marry 
that Masarwa.'’ th _elée-ﬂhas _Qods in - his heart?"
(Mackenzie and Clayton 1989:19). So Maru, although an
often maliéioﬁs's¢hemer,.also'becomes a symbol of the “
.'newf Aﬁrican-maﬁ'ﬂead so compellingly-tﬁies"tb.créate.
Head-onge-again-resbrts tn"traditional"terms tc;explain.

| Ma:u?s pdwérs&'he is simultanecusly bélieved_tp'be "the

'reincafnatiaﬁ of Tladi, a nmnstrdus'anCestial African
* witch-doctor who had been‘alpeffbrmerlof horxi £ic magic®, .
and someone who “had ali the stuff that ancient kingéiaﬁé :
Chiefs' were made of" - it is the latter .in Head’
estlmatlon that allowa him the power to carry out hls

'_compllcated plan.

In conclusioh, it becomes clear that Head s use of
'tradition'-_and foral;py is complex”. She very
| creatively weaves tréditio;ﬁand-mbdérnity}wand oﬂaa;;vtk
‘illiteracy and 1ite£acy'togethef through her narratives.
The intricate weaving.df thesé boncepts_is often so

subtle an undercurrent that it is read by the critic as ”
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'7_record of a tradltlonal,_oral world R

exactly that whlch Head WlShQS us to perceive a.writgén-7

A framework from which we can more easily understand =

 'pract1ces writers cull frmm a perCElved ’tradltlonal'“

*:deplctlons of the ’Afrlcan tradit%on'lln the present,'

"Head's tréatmeﬁt of-traditidh-has been dffered by Lewis _

_ NkOBl who has argued, although not in relatlon to BESSle

'tradit;on’ '41987:97) in thelr texts._' Thls ’usable_

. tradition’ develops from ox. conalsts of the customa4y

-Rpast Whldh they consmder ’usable’ in th91r £1ctlonal"

'Head's WDrkS, that many Afr:l.can erte-rs employ a ’U.Sﬁble

' -Head empha31sea- the ‘usablef- aspecLs of “gerowe’ s

‘traditional’ past a.nd ‘either ignores or is severely .

“critical of tH0se aspects oﬁ-'tradltlon': hat do not_

“adnere to her deflnltlon of tradltlon in Serowe.'

'Thus once Head has reflned her flctlonal 1ntentlon —-to'

demonsbrate.both the 'tradltlonal' and oral’ nature of-f'

life in’ Serowe - .she sets abaut creatlng a . very

'con31stent picture of the‘Afrlca ShE‘WlSh&S her reader ko
be left with. The culmlnatlon of thls art is- Serowe'

Village of the Rain Wind where, whthout close readlng,

one has just ‘heard’ the story of Serowe through the

mouths of its residents. ~ In_ the next chapter we
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' demdnstrate~th9_ways,in_whicthqad:achieveéfé unified -

© oral impression in her texts. -
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- CHAPTER IV

THE I:ITERATE S’OUI’: e o
VI’SIONS OF’ QRAI:ITY

Steries are not. l:.ved but told
r Louls e. Mlnk - 1974.

_I'n : 'the : br‘evi'eus "'chapte;t‘. _"we' demonstrated  how "H'ead‘

des:l.re to recreate 'Afﬂfﬂ ca or' 'Afrmanness‘ leads to an-__-_:

often ':anented' or 1m¢g:|.ned v1ew of Afra.can 'trad:.tlon'

'Head‘s re- J_nterpretatmn of tradltlon s:mz.larly reeults '
'.1n - transfcrmed cemprehensmn and preeenta.tlon th
er_allt_y ~ As has already been’ md:l.cal'ed Head fashlone' '
c:'on"cepts of - 'eral:.ty " to :accomodate ;_ her rewr_:.t:ten
 version .r:i:' _‘-tred:.t::.on' . | I\'-iead-’.s_ : atte‘rﬁpﬁ 't'o_ pi:eS'ent- 'th_e_'
- histery of Se.rowe-_as"-e-rally,'_'-reeerded" and"'transmit_t_ed'f'
alsg effects. a--'sﬁecific binery' understandiné of the

relatmnshlp between oral:.ty and llteracy - what has been
permed the "great d:.w.de" by Brian St.reet (1988) One
outcome ef the Vgreat d:l.v:.de" v:l.ew -of oral:.ty and

'l:.t:erac:y 1s that Head draws bOundar.:Les around oral:l.t:y'
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-that, as this chapter lndlcates, are art;ficmal glven thﬁr.

ethnography of Serowe._ : e '_ S 'f

i

;Thisf chapter seeks to illustfate the techniqués' énd o

strategles Head employs in creatlng thls unified 1llusaon
of orality. These lnclude her ;nventlon of the kgotla.:

: hér definit1ons oﬁ both 'oral;ty’ and fllteracy‘¢;her

depiction of Khama . the Great as an 'oral chief’, and, o

finally, the ways in-which-she edits the'dral téstiméniés

‘she callected for presentatlon in Sercwe Village pf the
_Raln Wlnd ' Thls chapLer traces these strategles in a.
Fnumber of her texts and then examines how they operate in

Serowe_ln some deta;l.

' Besgie Hedd dﬁncentrates dn two 'forms’:bf orﬁlity in hef
texts - the less ’formal’ arena that she very broadif-
categorises asﬂzétbrytelling; ~and -the _more 'formal?
orality of the kgﬁtla. Head‘s perceptlmns of orallty in -
the . kgvtla would ‘appear to be ldea1lsed descrlptlons'

based perhaps_on her own gbsarvatlons of the kgatla 1nl

action, but also, more impqr;anthy,_pﬁ her riading of
historical accounts of the Khamasf use of the kgotla;
InterEStingly,_oﬁiy'twd of the old-men she interviewed

for.Serbge:'VillaQQ of the Rain Wind'spéak-about the

kgotla. It is . contention that Head’s depiction of
the kgotla had less to do with what the kgotla actually

was or what it meant to those whd participated, and mbre;-
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"to'do with what-qeadﬂthéugﬁt'it-wasfor should'havé'been,
in keeplng wz.th her own v:Ls:Lon of ’tradlt:l.onal Afr:l.can. '

| llfe dlscussed in the preVLOus chapter

Head,malntalns a dlstlnctly roﬁantic notlo; f'the kgotlé '_
ln;her works, a VLew uhat is refuted by a  reading of
'Sch'ape:ra, s that: there is a s;gnlflcant dlst:.nct:.on_
' betWEEn L'.he kgotla in Head's 1mag1nat1.on and the kgot.la'
" in 'real%ty_,-partlcularly 1n.the'way 1n_um¢chxthase:ff
cbuh*iifmeetihds cf.th;‘Ward'wereféarried put%' Althpughp
faé Séhaﬁeta,points out, the kgbtia was csténsibiy-a'forum1
for &ebate and’ dlscusslon, in whlch "anvbody may speak"
'_“openly and frankly“ thus enabling the® ‘chief Fto: J
';-ascertaln the feellngs of the people generally“;.hﬁé f
.chnnges 1ntroduced 1n. Botswana - under the colonlal”
admlnlstratlon meant that although toplcs ware brought'
before the kgatla for dlSCﬁBSlOﬂ, the de01510ns made in -
the kgotla were generally Sthe same as those prev1ouslyz
reached by the ch1ef and h;s:personal advzsers, who as
leaders of.the tribe’dan'sway public_épinibn}" and mu¢ﬁu
the same point could be made aboﬁt-the prééoionial kgb;ia

{Schapera 1970:73).%

Historically, each village, or collection of small

_villages, belsngs to a ward ﬁnder the71éade:éﬁip-ofﬁan"

3 ' Orlglnally'publlshed in 1940 reprlnted in M. Fortes
and E E. Bvans-Pritchard (1970} o _
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"here.d:.t ,try headman“ Each- ward has 1ts own hamlet, and. .
itsg own kgotla and, accordlng to Schapera, t:hx.s g*auplng
into wards fa.c:.l:.tates the easy absorptlon of :_mm:.grants”-'
'or conquered people as every person must llvel in a war.l'- '
(19‘70 58) -_I-Iolv\.r_e_ver_,. just as ._.'many' other. aé'pect':?s' :_.df_: |
_'trlbal’ ll.f.e'_chaiige.d_ :wi't'h _the_arr:i._x%__al__ of the c.:olc.m.ia_l
- powers, 80’ tbo_ did __the' role and function _6f tha.kgd&.;a.-_

- As eafly as. 1940, - Schapera wfot’e:_"

R M'u-ch.._of his”'[the chief‘s]' t_:ime’ is SPenE da:l.lyn.n -
‘his -kgbtla- ( do'uﬁc'il——pzlace}” where .he”-listéﬁé to
ne'ws-, pet:.tmns, and complaints frorn all over
the. tr:Lbe.,' and gives. orders for what:ever act:l.on
. may be necgss-ar_y.‘ .Hsg must pr_otect l;he_.- r:l.lght_s of
h':'i-.s_ subj eét_s,_ﬁ’rovidééljus&iCe for the ir..lj'ured'_énd '
oppressed, aﬁ'd_‘ pﬁnis‘h_ __..wrongdoei:sq' 'Before{'-' the
"est-ablishmeﬂt of the Prdtectdfat'e, he was the
.supreme judge of the trlbe. . 'I‘h'i.a functi_én has
been taken over by the Adm:.m.stratlon, but;'{:‘_:hi's :
‘court is still the _ha.ghast, Native t-r:.bunai,\\ig to
which a :r:ight: of appeal _li'es from the.- ve_rdictzé; of .

the others. (1970:69)
' Proof of t:he dlm:Ln:Lsh:Lng pcwers of t:he ch:l.ei J.n the '

kgotla is evmdenced in Tehekedi Khama and Bathoen 5 legal

action in 1._936 ‘against the Hn.gh Comr_m.ssmne_r fo:r:_the.
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 issue  0£1'£he' Pﬁaclamatibns“-*which;'-acéording to -
: 'Tsﬁekedi, "altered certdln Native laws and. customs, thus.
'exceedlng the powers canferred upon hin; and_v;olated"
':treaty rlghts_ reserved to .thelr- respegtive ﬁtribes";
__1Prédictab1y( the. court' fdundf iﬁ 'févour” of 'the:-ﬁigh_.
 Comm1ss1oner and only in 1940 did Tshekedl begln to apply

_ the proclamatlons whlch he had untll then 1gnored

: A major Shlft in the role of the kgotla occurred under__n
'Tshekedl | Khama45 ~who, unllke his -predecessors,.
introduced much_new'legisiatlon.”_Previdualyfthe chie£$I

i.ﬁad:bEen"mnré.“C6nce£ned:to ﬁaintain-the'ekisting-laW-'
than‘to alter ite, Khama s actmons were unprecedented.as

he ":Lntrcaduced 50 manv changea tha.t the people t:hemselves- |
_sometlmes-dlst;ngumsh betwaen_'tradltlcnal Natlve-law‘
: aﬁd'#Khamé’s law’, although both are equally binding ﬁpon 

them' (Schapera 1970:69 ££). A'sigﬁificant'shift.in the .

4 ' The proclamations in question were (1970:66~7):

1., Native Administration Proclamation (No. 74 of

1934) which specified the rights, powers, and duties
. of the chief and other tribal authorities and made

succession to chieftainship subject to the approval -

of the Administration, who could pass over an heir
- they considered unsuitable or unsatisfactory.
2. The Native Tribunals Proclamation (No. 75 of
. 1934) which removed from the tribal courcs all cases
of treason, sedition, murder or attempted murder,
culpable homicide, rape or attempted rape, assault
or intent to do grievous bodlly harm, couspiracy

- against the chief, and a varlety of other statutory

-offensea. :

45
- Head's SDElllng has been adhered to throughout.
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way's injwhieh'mettere arising fromJ;iibel'life wereféeelt'7--'

with resulted, and an increeeing need-fer'adminietfetien_;'
'deeeleped The consequence ‘of thle 1ncreaelng need fer"
_bureauerecy in tr1ba1 admlnletratlon was that Tshekedl
”was oeten referred to as the "offlce chief" rather than
"kgotla chmef“ The dlstlnctlon between Khame and bis
:__eon Tehekedl is made more sharply by Head,.whe_says;
“durlng Khama ‘g ‘time mee lletened 'not-wlth-theif’eere{:
but Wlth thELr ineldee' and so were they ¢ verned" (Head:_'
-elgsl :38) . |

' Head’ = 1dea1lsatlon of the kgetla reaches its peak 1n the*

story "Kgotla“ and in Ser

owe_:- Villat e _of the -Ra_ln W:._nd.
ona p;ectlcal level the;kgot;aiserves_the £unctien'of an
"eral?- newspaper -in 'e ‘village where Wno-eday~5peeee¢
:ﬁitheut'ite'ﬁews“.IHead'1977:63}} | At_an'ideoiogical
level, however, it reﬁresents a world Head argues isein' 

many ways superior to the one we have at present:

Behind the kgotia, enﬂadministretive block had .
'Eeen set up to modernize village life. ,.. They
had not. time to llsten to the tW1tter of birds in
the anc;ent shady trees that surreunded thee'
- kgotla, but the two worlds daily travelled_emde'
by side and the _bureaucraeiC"worLG;‘wae ”ﬁaet
devouring 'up the ectivitieel'of the -ancient,'

. rambling kgotla world, (1977:62)
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The kgotla, w1th its physmcal locatlon in the centre of

the v1llage, is also the centre of the ’people'J”

' the .;kgotl_.a Wa_s'st:_ij_.l__ the p’eopl.ef'-s p_lé._c:e'. "____-It'
- was the 1531:’ st‘ronghold where people. caul:l.'d make

| the:.r &" gumh and d:.sputes heard, where nothxng o
new cou.a.d be said about’ human nature - it had all
.been said since ‘time immemoxial and it was all
of 'the,_ _samé. pattern, repeatmg :!.t‘.SEJ..E from_ |
'generation Lint‘o' gen'eratlon All this made ‘the -

kgc:stla world a holy world l;’na msz.gad __;}t-mts_ own
pace and time s {1977 62 o

Seeing in the kgotla an :_opportiﬁi;.: S \;olt the

o -'Ql_-”an:dneses. of - 'tra'd'i-tiénal’”«'?.%fric;ar_l -I_I.if'e,"""hv__-_r_,» &ont:;ésté |
it _With_mode::n administrative st'ructu'res,. often denyi'ng o

the extent to which . the kg‘ot_la_ itsélf_.'waé_ a fofm of

administ:ration for the incumbent 'ch.{ef ' Mackenzie

(1989 (1) :43- 45) has correctly md:l.cated the s:.m:.lara.t:.es' .

between Head’'s fictional (The C:ollector of Tre&sures} and

"h:l.stomcal.'_ (Serowe: Village of the Rain W‘J;,Ilgi_):
depictions of the kgotla. . He has further demonstrated_
“how the".m:jre 'historica'_-l'_ depiction of the kgotla has
been submerged into Head.fs. "pér'tis?n ‘role ... "iz'i' ‘the
writ:i'ng__ of ' Serowe _':s soci'al. h'_i_stq::y“ 11989 {1) :.43) ' He*-‘
has, hémfever, failed' to take into acdou'nﬁ the divergen_cés_

between Head’s accoual. of the kgot:la in Serowe and
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accounts of thenkgotia'offéred By two of the old men® .. -

_ 1nterv1ewed 1n Serowe. Héad'allowé the kgntia,-bcth'in L

ferowe: vlilage of the Raln Wind and in A, Bewltchad_"_
- Crogsroad, far more symbollcrweight than do either of the |
" old men. Head uses the kgétla‘aé'symbolic.cﬁ_éustqmary
practlces and ways of life in general, Thé old men 
-'1nLerv1ewed-on the other hand are rather more cr;tzcal or

 realistic abaut,z;s role.

It is, essentially, Bessi; _Héad.iﬁho zﬁecides. on how_-
differen# aapédts:of the ‘tréditionalf'are ultimatelY
characterised. Her attitude towards the testimonies she
_héard in Serowe i best demenstrated by har assesament of
Serowe under TShekedi Khamat “Pécple seenlanxidus-ta-bury
this perlod of severe, Spartan wcrk and yet it isg ona of
theJmast glorious aspects of Serowe’s hlstory“ {198L:78) .
It is thls same ’editorial’ vo;ce that_ governs her
presentation of, among other things, the-roié'nf_the.

kgotla in Serowe.

‘In Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind Head offers the

following description of the kgbtlai

In Sér0we,_the chief*s kgotla is in the central

part of the village ... It is'now Surrounded by 

46 The old men referred to are Lekoto Digate {1981:40~_
- 1} and Grant Kgosi (1981:1237-132}). :
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t-he .a;dministrati:ve" buildi_ng-s of the Bamangw_at:d
" Tribal Administration and the offices of the
'Céntz.:ai District Council'. "'I'oday, braa.kinc._':;".in. on |
the anvlent traditidn ara the dllckety ulack of
typewriters and a huge army of clerks, but durlng'
Khama's time men listened. 'not wmth thé;r eara,
but wmth themr 1n31des’ Hh’ 80 ghey ware

'governed (1981 38}

Two details in this description dééa:véhwEﬁtion;"fhe
first is that the quotation as to hoﬁ'ménﬁliéten in the
kgotla is téken from a magazine article also reﬁerred}tdﬁf
by Héad in the introdﬁctidﬁ tp&this"sedtion.of Qaroﬁp :
(1981:37) and not from the oral testimomy of the men she
interviéwa,'and tha'seéohd is the biblical tbné_af the
phfaae, "and so thay were gaverned" .{we turn tbfthis

later in the chapter}

The only old man interviewed dirsctly about'thé kgotla
{this ip the only interview in the section on the kgotla,
in fact) conours with Head’s contention that it is
rancient’ and ‘traditional’. He says that visiting the
kgotla every day "is éomething deep in our custom"
(1981:40). ‘He also, however, concurs with Schepera's :
-degcription of the kgbtla; which differs quite
significantly from Head’s, when he lists the functions of

the kgotla, Those aspaacts of hhe old man’s dascription
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_ Whldh canaur more w1th 5‘%:hatrﬂan‘r:t than Wlth Head have been

hlghllghted

:-Here_ﬁup}ic'announéements are made from'highéif
aﬁthority Here meetings are called for tha:  -~
whole trmbe and each year 1t 1a the . duty of the

| chmef s kgatla tc announce le&sema, that is the

-'tmmg for plcughlng, and.permiasion is then given '
 for the whole trxbe to atart the plough;ng
season. [The kgotlas] ensure that the people are

--wellwlnformed of all the events that are takmng f

B place, here-in_Sercwe and in the whole country.
(1981:40 emphasis added)

Another interesting comment,on the kgotla comeé-ﬁrom-aﬁ

interview with Grant Kgosi entitled "The End of an Era".

{Head 19€1:127-132). This interview indicatea;the extent -

to which the kgocla ;a not simply what Head wmshﬁs it to
be,_especlally when one considers that despite the fact -
that Xgosi has go important a eontalbution ta_make about.
the kgotla{ it is not even included in the section on the
kgutlé, évidende-yet again of the editorial autharihy
employéd by Head iﬂ Ehe stfuatﬁ?ing of the text. Kgos;“

protesta thac the kgotla "favours the ;mportant mMars, - _It

- is not easy in the chief’s kgotla to get judgemant_. :

 against an important man ... That is what-kgptla does for

the important man. He (sic] favours him® (1981:131-2),
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-Head's presentation of Bc:t:swana's h:.story atfirms Nkos:. s -
‘assertion t:h_at, the 1ysable tradition’ is employed t:,o'
- enhanc:é._ a 'praint & x&r_itér"i_s' m;ak_ing- in tha prese_nt.
Head's inteﬁ-tibn, in this in'standa, is to demonstraﬁe
that al-though mari_y'- aspects of Bor.'swana have cha_nged,
those essentially Afmcan features of the. kgot.la have___‘_\ |
survwed the d:.alugue mth colomal powers, .
' Baséi-a- Head's insistence . th’at 'Serowe 'i.é' an toral -

_-comunity is often bel:.ed by observatn.ons she herself

. makes. Her dep:.ct:.on of Tshek-,.di Khama ag an ‘'office

ch:.ef_' is. s:,gnz;-f_;,cant as it indicates qu_:.t;a_ clearly the
’f!.ili:erat_e-" aspects of Serowe.life, As early as the turn
of .t_he nineteenth century, 1:i,_r,eracy' ..“w_as to play an
ii-aportant role in the process of sociveconomic
* gifferentiation" (Comaroff 1985:36).  Conversion to
Christianity included a probationaryﬁ period in which -
cﬁiﬁverts had to. commit themselves to "méhbgamy. 'and
minimal 1iterac_y;'. only after a period of susta_ined
instruction were they examined as candidates for
baptism'; in which “tickets, registers, and ledgers
pl_otted che progress of each part:icipant" {Comaroff -
1985:141).  In addition, the misaionaries' learned
Setswana and, "with the assistance of-Mﬁffatfstiblical
| translations, they soon bagan systematis insrﬁﬁéucbion in
literacy", Vernacular religious tracts, prayer bocks and

hymnals wére also printed (Comaroff 1985:141), as Davi_d"
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Vincent (1989:2) has pointed put: “Literacy hecame a
consequence, a cause, & JUATAaNtor; and.eventually:tﬁe

very éﬁitome of prog$es$;“ particulariy in.thé7church.

Despite much evidence that suggests that Serowe-_didj .
indeéd.haVe-a written”histcfy, as indicated abcve by, for
example, mission lnvolvement, Bessie Head insists time

and again that the hxstory of Serowe i8 oral "Serowe is

an hxstorlc v;llage but not spectaaularly‘so, its. hlstory'-3

‘s preaar;pusly cralﬁ {1981.xii}. This 1nszstence on the
 5_histqry of Serowe as oral is-juxtaposed agalnst ler use
of statistics concerning populaticn,_Watér shortages and
‘migrations recorded by missionaries”already in BctsWana'
at-théftime. Slgnzflcant also is tha fact that -even the; 
most 1llibera*e person will particlpate in a documentary'
culture to a greater or lessexr extent,_and asiVxncent;_
{1989:12) points out, reading and writing enters’"tha;'
fabric of popular culture" amadst the "storywtelllng andg :'

the folk songs, alongszda the custoems and rltuals" 'The

divisions between those wha can and those who gannot read' '

and write are not as sharp aa Besgie Head has made them
out tb be. Recent research into orality and literacy hag
clearly demonstrated that “Ehe literate and the noné'ﬁ
literate, and their respective structures and artifacts
[ form] a complex sgeriegs of conflicting and mutually
rainfbreiﬁg-'relationships#. (Vinaeﬁt _1989}13}. The

genezal point to be made here is that in a documenﬁary
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-'-'sc;cmety:' such as Botswana must: have been at the turn of:_"."" o

_:thla cent:ury, there is c:learly less of a chasm betwaen o

ila.teracy and J.lls.teracy or oral:.ty than Head would have

L’S bala.eve . . S o

Heaﬁ’s tendency to rely on the great dlv:.de between

' _-__'ora.ln.ty and l:.teracy is ewdenced i, :her view of Khama_."

.:.s__._--,-;-....‘- ,_sayg; . . . \;__‘..

the Great., In her letters to Randolph V:Lgne- Head -p-raa.sea
-Khama :L‘or h:t.a J.mmense ‘wisdom - "w:.thout book learmng" '
’{V:Lgrne 1991 180) . somahow :.mply:.ng !-hat he was unable to

'read or write. OF t:.h:,_s lack__oi;‘_,\ _'boqk 1ea.rmn:§" Head =

II ﬁave seen how it worka out :Ln vz.llage lite as-_'
'-II have wc-rked with completely llllterata peo_ole.-"
who are br:n.lln.ant: at picking up fact:s and detalls' |
and he [Khama] had that knagk, When;ever t_hq;:e-:.s _“"'_:' ;
that kmd- of spark you get 't‘eco'rds-' d.f 'i-'t:‘ ”énd' the'
massicmar:.es and travellers wrote reams about

Khama. (Vlgne 1991 18(])

_She character:,ses Khama * g dn.alogue w:l,t:h tha colomal
powers as one mathod through whu;h he -was able ho
separate the positive aspects of "traiditibn"__from _t;h‘e

‘negative. According to Schapera Khama was
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o a man o'f'e:.c_.c.:'eptf‘iona-l .abiill'it:'yl aﬁd_ -éﬁt_.erprise, who
...t:hrab.gh sh_e\_er foxfc_é- o:f:;p_ersoﬁélitﬁr-v\ras abletcs do - '
- much for the material advancement of his people;
but he was also firmly insisﬁént; on h-:zls:. rights ég' |
._cﬁief_ f_.-_arJ\g_l bn_:oéked no oppos:i_.tic::nﬂ.' The rj,gh-t_ of -
| .apz:iliaai ffc‘:ﬁ&n' the'”' chief?s-verdicts e‘stabl'ish'-hd T
| 1919 did l:.tt:le M,_“..;p, s:l.nce, ‘by an astom.sh:.ng :
--_._'arrangement, the appeal court nslsted of -the.
-'Di:_atrzicl:-.-Comr_x;ss;.oner ‘and the chief himself!

(1970:81)

_"I'he""-'ébove '-char'écteris'ation*' of Khama as’ shrewdly‘- and.
X pol:.t:.cally ast:ul:e d:l.ffers s:.gn:.ficantly £from Head’s

'depz.ctmn of him as an expansive personal.zty, in ‘touch
 with the feelings of ‘his’ peo,. & man whose."ma;hnef:
”w'as very quiet*, whose life evidenced a “spark c_jf _Igen'i_us" .
.-_énd' true _greatness; {Head -f981:4). _ It Jis nbt thé
intention to deny th-e’s.é .assertiohs. _ conc:ernizig the.'
character Of Khaﬁia,_ but s:mely Lo point oul: that,'
althcugh Head acknowledges that many people were unhappy
with Khama's actions, she does. not: easm'ly gntertain
characterisations of him that differ .rac:iically from hex

OWII. .

Bessie hLead stresses the ‘oral’ in favour of the
'literate’, seeing it in Khama's case as inextricably

linked to his excellence as a leader. 'Ait_hough Hea_d
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wanks us to view Khama as an ‘oral man’ she does not wish

 us to ﬁee-him'as'what she hésroften charactérised-as the

' '1llltwrate mam" Thug in Khama, we flnd the deflnltlve'

examplw of mﬁat “we term Head' *llterate soul’ﬁ' The

_st:ress on Khama ara an ‘oral man' is .‘.Ln strong‘ contrast to.

the facts of hls llfe‘ he was a . teacher ak a m1591on=

school whlle Etlll a young'man. Khama muat have achLred '

"the ‘ability to. instruct other converts in the . ba31c'

skills necassary to read from hymnals and prayer books.

- Furthermqre, he also sent _letters to the Brltish_'*

government which he may have dictated but, even if did

nbt'write:them himself,  he was_at'the very least well-

acquainted with the function and ‘requirements- of a

HIEtEEr.

The exact nature of the ‘orality’ in Head’s texts is

further complicated_by her reliance on biblical language.

- Thé'use of biblical'lénguage~is undérstandable iﬁ.that it
s the one reglster Stlll easmly accesslble in the':
‘Erdglish language to Elgnlfy a sense of archalcness*, and

- it is thus possible that Head has conflated these bwo

forma’ -~ the ‘oral’ and the biblical - into one 'African

oral’! tradition.

Biblical imagery which comes to the fore in A Question of

Pguerfis refined in-pieces such as The Collector of

Treasures and A Bew tched Crossraad. Mentlon is made of
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A

o ._ Sodom. and Gomorrah (1974: 64) ; Moloch (1974 64}, a de:.ty
to whcm peaple of Israel occaswnallv sacr:.f:.ced t:helr_._--_'.
.chlldren, sornewhat rem:.msvent: of "Lookn,ng for a Raﬂn'”
""Gad“ Moses and the: Jews (19’?4 86), and Davu:l's song, !'I-_ o
' .Ihave- been t;hrough the valley of the shadow oi:‘ death |
: ('1974-'202) - | All these; :Lmages and moxe resonate through

. the pages of A Questwn of Power and are wovan subtly'-"'- o

thrC_Jugh the -narra_tlves '1,.1_1 The Col-_lectc:r of 'I_’reasures and o

. A:Bew itché&.erEsroad. 3

Head's use-'of biblical "'languag-e may originate from her'
" own school:.ng at: an Angl.i.can m:.ss:l.on school’ 1n South*'

'Afrlca. Assummg -that t:h:.s is the case, her en-joyment or

'feel' for bn.bl:.cal 1anguage would have. been reinforced

by the deep respect she ‘had for Khama,_. and from her.'.
.readlng of Khama g8 letters and transcr:.pts of hisg
Speecham Khama based many of h:.s arguments pertammg'f-”
;:fto the changes m Tswana law on. Chr:.st:mnity and its

"'-:_‘-__laasons. B:Lbl:.cal language probably fwured qu:.te

targely in both his own and the m:.sSJ.OnarJ.as'- ‘written

explications of hi's adtions An examinatmn of the

portmn of Xhama’'s speech reproduced in 5erowe v 1llag_

of the Rain Wind lends credence to this argument. His

speech is heavily loaded with biblical turn of phrase and

resonance. Examples of this are: *You did not obey this

iaw also ..."* (1981;39) and "I say this law is also g_o_'od_;'_'

let it be upheld and continue to be law amon_g'_'blac-k
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_peop1e7aﬁd;white_peqple“_(1931:9)._ Héad;ofbeﬁ_yokés'the-

“biblical and.the traditidnal'tcgether, and this.may veny__ '_"

‘well be .a result of thlE deep~seated admlratlon for

;thama, who in her opinlon, managed to straddle both the3_ 

_t:adltlonal and_the blbllcal in the‘best 1ntarests_cfnthe '

' Bamangwato;'“a1l Rhama's féforms Wére to observe this:'

._base - a harmonlcus blendlng of tradltlonal custom and'*

'-fchrlstlan warshlp" (1984 553

_:Despite’the Fact that Head privilegés 'orélityf as the

central featuré'ﬁﬁ"traditidnalf'Afridanllifé; it is

_;evident'that mOSt:cf her'source'nmherial comes from. -

_wrltten accouan such as nu831on records, historical .

texts and other archlval material and she is campelled to ;
:-refer ta these just as frequentiy as she refers to the_
memory of the ‘old men’. ‘One reference ;Which._lam'
.pakticularly.intefestiﬁg*is’N?embezi*s (1955) é911§¢tibh
of 2u1u._proverbs}_ f Hér _aclnéwledgemen; of the. tekt
. indicates Ehat'itﬁhaa"béen used as a SOurce. .0he of the-

more unusual texts Head made use of was the 1vjngstone '

Padlso Readers, a sarles of Setswana and Engllsh prlma:y R

scheol readzng books, oneg of which is referred tc as the

source of one of her storles in The Cgllector_ of

Treasures.

The use of-written‘adaptatioﬂs ofzpreviodsxy told oral

tales in classroom readers has been documented by Isabel
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. | o 22
' Hofmeyr (1991). While on the ‘one hand the présenee of
oral - s»crles in the classroom may be ev1dence of "the
- power of ‘oral culture~ to asse:t itself in literate

ilocales”, this,integration in the classroom also had the

B effect of “usurp[lng] the role of non—formal educatlon in.

the household“ Furthermore, it had far reachlng effects 
oh'“the style and place of teliling; the meaning and
_ deflnltlon_qf the genre; and the status of the teller”

| {Hofmeyr 1991:645).' The stbriés themselves became moré:
‘restrained and:formaliéed'but; most imporﬁéntly; the
.storlea told became "things that belonged to the realm of
prlmary educatlon and henee of chlldren" (1991,647), a.
sltuatlon that  has not : a#waya prQVailéd -since

- Storytelllng at tlmes 1nc1uded &'ults in 1ts audience

Bessie Head's atyle-bf storytelling has beén influenced

by at 1east_ona'aspedt of this ’story book’ recordiné of
oral ftalés ~ hei:.stories ére'?:ary short and,' as is
_evident'in_FTha'Deep River";.oftan'the issues at hand
have beén "streamlined’ to facilitate easier recounting,
and the style and seﬁting of.the story have been created
to cﬁhform to how and where Head expects- an oral
storyteliing-sessian would occur.__ More im@ortantly,
however, is the fact that Head presenta as 'oral’ a story
that was 'llfted'-from its cqn%ext, reworked, and then

?epl&ced, in this new form, onto-the'written page. Her .



insil ;stence on the oral’ nat:ure of Serowe 8 storytell:.ng

past must at the very least, Be questa.oned

Cra_.:i_.g- : Mae’kerlzie "(1989(1}'and(._2}-) '--h'z__a.s "_writt_er" J.I]. .zﬁuc‘h |
) detail of the .oral. format empleYea by Head-_ to present the

tales. ef Serowe. While hi's assessment of her use of "orél

_' forms in general is no doubt ac'curate, the :Lnterestlng

_po.mt: is that although the sLorJ.ee are presented in an_“'

- 'oral stozyt_:el_llng' ;_ormat,_. they were _;I.Illtlally collected
in an interview situation, often in Setswana and thus

through an interpreter. Head’'s distance from the stories

is th'us two—-fold- one, - she was not able to _'epea'k or

_ -understand Setswana- and . two, g the 'stOri'es- were.__'

transcrlbed and ed:.t:ed et 1easi: twa,ce in the wrlt'ten
o ferm Altheugh the most; 1og1cal way t:o understand Head’

'collectlon of the testlmemes would be that they were

collected in a’ Inore or less. 'fermal‘« manner, Vernon

© Gibberd doubts -"whether she based Serowe on formal
| in&'erifiew_s. I suspect she absorbed the information as

she went along - and either had a very dvood memory or a

very syetemat:ic method of stockpiling bits of use-fui-

:Lnfe[rmat:.on]" 47 Bither way, whether - Heed |

Tan

ml:erv:.ews or simply remembered stories she was told, !:.he.

illusion of ’oral’ storytelling’. re.ma._ms. just--t_hat - an

illusion, The relationship hetween an interviewer and

@ Letter from Vernon Gmbberd, 7 December 1992
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intérviéwéé _-is_ _slgnlflaantly différént':'tc:' the
relatlonshlp between the storyteller and hls audlence_

Head presents in her storles.

:ﬁater thét-evéning, as'hé.sat'with'his'éhilaren 
' néarxtheldutddpr firé for the evening meal, é -
sﬁiie agaih flickered over his . face;l.;..A gqust
of astonlsheﬂ laughter ahook hls family out of
 the solenn maod of mournlng that had fallen upon .
them and - uhey all turned eagerly towards their B
Vgrandfathe:,.sen31ng that he had a story to tell. .
_(1977;8) o : L _ : : R

_ "ead reinforces the oral impression by apparently

'ohjective' 'validatmn of the ald man 8 story - he 1 \feaks i

w13ely“; prefacing what he says thh, "as you all knaw" f
(1977.8) ‘and ending with the . satisfaction of_ “the .
'listeﬁers. Thus the short story begine and ends with.ﬁhe
emphasis on the.orally told ééle: Y The old man leaned.
forward and stirred the dying fire with a partially
burnt-~ut 1og' of wood. His '1is£éner's sighed the vay
péople do when they have heard a particularly good stbryfﬁ
(1977:12). This image of the-storytélier_is a fefrﬁiﬁ -
running through stories like "The Wind and a Boy® as well
as in phrases 1ike-ﬁfdr'ye§rs.and yéafs..;.“_(3977?69)

and storytelling by the fire (1977:71-2}.
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- '_It 13 c;.ear then “that Head does not s:unply ami stra:.ght-" S

' ferwardly ‘*make her experlence the experience of oth,ers oo

-(Mackenzle 1989(11 42), Jn a transFer cf*what she sees 0r  .

: hears into ;what we read. it w_ould appear, ra_th_e_r,_ --tha_t'
she utilises '_lar;.y aspects -"Q-f._language,f traditi'oz_‘z_.a_}__--and_ '
storytell;ng}that.she can in order to create for us the

illusion chat what we read was indeed her experience.

Serowe: Village of the Rain wing ceﬂstitﬁtesfthe'best"':
example of’ Head's atthnpt to present “in wrltten forrn, an. -

g _eg_sentl_ally"oral’ history of Serowe. ' Her J.nsa.stenee.

that - the 'hiéi:ory -of' Serowe’ is -'oral is- sustalned o

N througheut the text, w:l.th phrases 11ke "but only the very

"61d people remember- thlS" 41981 x:.) ;P va number of people' - |

- wou1d repeat the ‘same ¢tory“ (1981'xv} and “one of his

| -eyes has closed c:ompletely with age, but no ~ he says,-

his memory" -(1981 11) Head underp:l.ns all the narra.t:.ves-- '

:Ln thls text w,LLh these :Lnd:.cators of the 'oral:.ty' -

present m. Serowe, desplt:e the fac*‘ that: she - herself

makes use almost: excluslvely of m:.ss:.onarles records in

‘her outllne c:f the events in Khama s llfe (1981 3- 9)

Head iuterjects the ‘oral’ ﬁarra_i:ives with authorial
“comment intended to bolster the impression that these
" storytelle s are very old people and that they are indeed

'traditional historians’:
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:.Hs can tell you exdless tales about the long, dlm'{f”
'pjpasb, which is’ ‘a pain to no one, but nothlng:ffJ*'
about the near present whlch ls a pain to p
‘everyone ... When. he descrlbed new tools,_new_.
ways- of .J..J.v;.ng-,- he had an - enchan_tlng way of
'saying- 'Thakaa" whlch means : 'I’m.sufprisedi“

'.(1981.1.1)

Be581e Head ‘shows the old man referred o in the above-;H
':extract a. photo of Khama It appears that the purp0°e of o
~Ethls lsfto authentlcate the old nan s memory, whlch may-.

:not - a-s sh_e-claxms - -be-so mich for her_self -as.f-or the |

readers. Tsogang - Sebina, anothér of the old  men

'zinterviewed by Fead-:makes-a“very'revsaling cOmment'on

_ w;shos t:o ennoble.

| 'the nature of oral t:estlmony' -"I can’t. remsnber ‘80 far
-back all the detalls of wy llfe durlng Khama ) tlme, but B
-Khama was ‘a g:l.ft of God to the people" {1981-23),-_.'

:Lnd:l.cat:l.ng qulte czlearly l:hat in some J.nstances at least :

'memory can be governed both bt* what the. llstener wants _
to hear, and what the speaker w:.shes t:o rsmember.
Another mterest:.ng aspect of Sebma g account is that- he
is an extremely 'l:r.t;era_t:e man. Trained as a tea-eher. in
South Africa, he worked for Tshekedi Khama as a grain
'org.;ariiser,i -keepi_ng record of t_ha arﬁount c‘:f grair_l'psopls |
produced, . hence hi_s- - spoken 'L:'estimoriji might be o_raily_-

executs'd, but he is by no means the *'<:>'ra_3.'-man_r Head
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A further elament in support of the contentlon that Headl~”
is not 51mply the scrlbe of an ordl communlcatlon, is the -
.fact.that_a number_of,thg.!cralf accounts.follqw;the same.
'fofﬁat,. a clear indication :thét' mény.tof _thé_vtoralﬂ

stOrYtelling':situatibns.wefe; in faqt, straightfo:ward

_interviews;“- On'writing them down, howaver, Head has -

-

1 omitted her 51de of the conversatlon, thus éréating the'

tmpresslon *hat the storles ftowed naturally from the'

‘teller to the llstener in one,-unamblguous mcvement. It o

is. clear,"for- ipstancet that Akanyang Malomo .aﬁd
Kebotogetse ‘Maseme,_ énd -Khunong Letsomo and. Sekgabe_
Ntshwarlsang are respondlng to the gsame questlons at the .

Outset.

.Akanyaﬁg Malomofé'aécount-bggins, "i'ﬁas'born in.Setowé;
I]héve-never beenfto_schdoi; My mdthéf'uséd to make
these pots for oﬁr _hoﬁSe’ and"I}.lggrﬁt from her".
'(1981*43) = In aiméét _identical terﬁs; KebdtogetSe_
= Maseke 5 account beglns, "I was born in Serowe. I havet
never been to school. I tan sklns accordlng to the way
of oux fo:efathérs and the knowledggzwas_passed on to.me
- by my father" (1981:44). :One' tan almost hear the :

questions being asked: Where were you born? Have you ever

# ' Despite the fact that Clayton, among others,

acknowledges that Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind-

. contains 'authorial selection of oral  histery to

illustrate her topics" (1988:57), Head’'s insistence

that they are, in fact, ‘oral narratives' is never
-doubted . IR o M _
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- bééﬂ' to school? (It'-is'-ndssibié that’.this queétioﬂ'a

”;uontalns the hidden questlon 'Do you' read and wrlte?') .

_How dld you,learn to make pots/tan 1eather? Deaplte the :

:fact that Head acknowledges that she-asked questlons and’

-=thus directed the form of the tale (1981 58}, by leaving

- :.the questlons out of the transcrlbed record Head has, atf.

a surface--level, qulte -successfully -created -thei'
impression that it lS the nature of an oral testlmony to
£ollow thls, aad oﬁher, form&ts; Interestlngly, the
credlblllty of one of Head's 1nformants is questloned by
:-the people in the vmllage. Kebonang Ramnsamg (1981 76):
”15 characterlsed by the others as an old man who ‘gets

-~ confused and knows llttle;: Head rEVeals-her own.rc;e ln i
: Ehé sbruéturing;cf.the ihtervieWa-with the words: “Pebplé-.
seam an:f::l.ous to bury thJ.s period of severe, Spartan work' .
and yet :Lt is one of tha most glormus aspects of
" Serowe! s_ hn.story, o f1981 76) clear indication that it is
hér' own lnterest Whlch dictates the - selectibn faﬁd

presentatlon of the testlmonles 1n this text

A sedond-ekample dﬁ Head's o:deriﬁé and structuring_bf
the tales is to.be found in the narratives of Khunong 
fLetsoﬁd and Sekgabe-N;shwariéang) Letsomo's éccount
beging, I was born at the ﬁiﬁe.the tribe wasnmbviné £rdm '
_Shoshong to Palapyehand.I’Wasjbofn in Palapye"_(1981:47).
Th_e second narrét_tive beg_ins,' ux 'wais ‘porn in Serowe and '

attended primary school up to Standard Two" (1981:49);
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”cic'is'ﬁleér:th&t ffcmVa ccﬁbariscncof'thé-ébcﬁé-?'C”
| accounka alcne, a number cf questlcnlng-patterns bagln Lc
,emerge.: Thus, an. part at least, the EXhlblthﬂ cf these
_ acccunts ag - ’organlcally’_ told 'cral tales‘ -is 3a
' carefullyj ccnsﬁructed 1llu51on on Head! part, ”cn
'l_iilﬁsioc'“that mcSt-*readers, whlle acknowledglng 1ts

.:ex1stence ln The Collector of Treasures, have tended to

overlook in §grcwe,;V1llaae.of,thg Raln-W;nd.

k _ Th'_'cnly' sfcry' whlch retalns the - origlnal 1nterv1ew
]fcrmat 15 that cf Ramcsamo Kebonang, Whlch she descrlbes
iﬁ the fOllOWlngJWayﬁx | o
: one-inﬁéfviéw-i-hAd with the old mari, Ramosams
.}'Keboﬁang, seemed at- flrst the most frustratingi;f?
Stask I had ever undertaken. He was very cld-andﬁﬂ'
ill. ‘He wheezed and WhlnPd ‘his way through the;:
intervaew. He couldn t concentrate and he Eald "J'
all scrts'cf'lrrelevant thlngs, Yet later when'
‘I came home T lanqhedftc;nwself ccd ﬁhcught;
'Ikﬁe héd a lovely ﬁay tcday;'with,_ﬁamcscmo'
Kebonang!’ I decided to reccfd-the_irrclevant.

W

{1981:67)

Many cf Head's descrlptlons_ of the old people she

' 1nterV1ewed contain such deplchlcns of the old mern - whmch
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‘can only be desc*rbed as—gualnt and charmrng,“ ev1denoe-f ﬂ.

of the. rather heav1ly sentlmen*al end romantlc notlons'W

Head enterta:.ned about the old men of the v:l_llage._ L

'“JChristian'WtrShip is a- oompllcatlng factor in Head s:
r'oral man/llterate soul" equatlon, for lt was the'
3mlsslonar1es who were to brrng 11teracy ite’ Afrlca., ﬁhe-

'complex relatrOnshlp of fChrlstlanlty, llteracy;_ end

'Afrloa:_ ls. explored- lq most detall ln A Bewitched
gssroad Her attempﬁ to-’solve’ the problem of the

mlssz_onarles bega.ns in Serowe* V:Lllage of the Raln Wlnd.'

-fwhere I-_Ieadr ‘making an exceptlon, says of the mrssronary"

'odohﬁ-meokenoie-thet'it wes vnot his aim to n@ck ar'd
.fdesplee black people and hrs observations of all therj
_rltuals and oeremonres of the people are recorded Wlth-h

etunn;ng accuraoy (1981,4}. Unllkegother m1531onar1ee'

and ooIOnial'administrators} "hiS'SYmpathies'were broad_'d;

.-and generous hlS Chrlstlanlty flexlble and adaptable to

all srtuatlons" (1984 48)

18 'fDescriptione_euch-as these are not restricted to old

people, and her descriptions of other people in the

village are similar. Her tone is often that of a
' bemused_parent'or elder. For example, she says the

. following in regard ito the self-help projects in
.~ Serowe: "The poor and illiterate are,slowly building -
- up their own econcmy where no one is-exp! ﬁltlng them

'_and they control their own affairs. It is a common

sight at Boiteko ko see a member pick up a garment.
or an article and say, with a very learned air: ‘Now
"what are my production costs? How am I. go:l.ng to

price ths artlole?’" (1981:172)
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‘Head cammot, if she chooses to exalt ‘literacy”’, dismiss .

the‘miesidnerieS'eﬁt HF haﬁd”?S'hef béliefifhat'litereCY S

'*;1and educatlon are essentlal for progress 1n Afrlca have

‘to’ lead her to. acknowledge that it was the m1551onar1es”_;e"'

~ who first brought readlng and wr1t1ng<té the Southern' 
'Afrlcan people,ﬂ | Qeep;te_ her_ avowed dlsllke for
- - Christianity, He'ad_""a'séerts-' thai‘.: _:Lts messag‘e 15_- an’

‘veternal" one, unfolding as a *daily drama around the -

T.miesione hoﬁéeS* 711§84349)L" The ’unfoldlng'_ of the:’:""

__'Christian 'drama’ is very similar to Headts descrlptlons__'*

of the movement of village life. - ’'Tradition‘ is nmot

_@isﬁurbedﬁby Christianity, but;ﬁdulds and adapts thefnew

:JbeliEEs o She has also to acknowledge the roele of

_Chrlstlanlty, as she cannot downplay 1ts part 1n maklngT'

Khama lnto_the cpmpaselonate:leader she_hes-presented to _f 

us,

In A Bewitchezi .Grossread', : Clh:r.ist:i..an.ity: and iite'rady .-
becorne J.ntertw:l.ned a log.u.cal extens:.on of the- fact that

all. llteracv classes were almed at g1v1ng ronverts the
 Skll1S necessary to read the Blble.-:’Cau91ng-the book_to
speak*eccnfuees_onryfthe.old,eeepecially.the_oid ﬁmn

Bebina who says:

- We are a people dccustomed only td' speech, se'..the
urge ':_Ls to enquire about ’f'h:t.s new mode of

communieation. My people WlSh to say, waltl So
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efyeu mean these are reel ty the words qf men? Is}e--' -
"thls what men.are really say1ng° Is humqn theugﬁt
Inow 80 preserved like I:he fresh greens of early'_'
isumm=r°-5- The eld man dellghted in testing out'

. -the p*eservatlon of “human thought on paper._yHe;':

; asked.many tmmes that the passage be repeated to
..'”_h:LItl to ensure had it had not flown away }.:Lke a_— _

“bird and-been loet. (1984 79)

- Why the _yenifg_ _are"'not _ihtimi_déted_ by reading, and -tﬁurn te-_

. it eagexrly is_;ﬁever' explained;f-but it  i$ I1¢Qical' to

. assume that Head belieéves the young to be ‘the natural

~ leaders, the new geﬁeretieneof;ﬁfricane'ﬁho“arefgoingytee'“

j_.leed -Af'rica forward into a -’literat-e’ 'fﬁiture ; Des‘b-ite o

ethe fact that it 15 llteracy that s g01ng to. lead the
way  into the future, Head still emphasmsee now the'
desitiée aspeete_ef Bamangwatq ’trad;tlon' absorb new
'iﬁnovatiene, streseing'ﬁhat”cnly useiees.tradiﬁioné gave
' waY in _'Ehe'- fa--ce' Bf "that cool, inteil‘e:et.u.ai world®.
3{1984-65} represented by Khama 9 Chrlstlanlty '.The'”
'deep‘ tradltlonal structure of llfe ‘doeas not change~ “It
had not mattered where the-old men_m;grated wlth-hls_
- people, he_had always leoked out'eﬁer-en ﬁnchanging vie@‘

of flat open plains and dreaming hills® (1984:163).,

- Illiteracy is once more'.aseociated with ;in-hLuTlaxii'ty . This

_tendency is especiall'r clear in her descfiptien'ef the
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Ndebele: "as though an inhuman brute f.ice, that was

‘alvost a kind'of aull“illitefacy1;inforhEd the'neart'off

the Ndebele nat:.on" { 1984 155) However the relateonshlp::__

"between 1llJ.teracy and m‘aumane behav:Lour has to be
_'.amblguc_nus-. as some df.'-."th_e -most_ s-en_'_e.r.n.l::t.v'e;l}g_r an&-.
'sentimentally presented'characters in~thie text are also

1lllterat94l These gerr*le llllt.erate people, we'have".”' .

argued. are character:.eed by Head as’ 'oral' and yet alse

o llterate' : :Ln- a I_nore '-spn_r;.tual’ -sense... The - separat__;_;qn
'bet:Ween ‘those who- are 'preébminantly ‘oral’. and- thbse’ who

-are predommantly 'llterate’ 1s e'v'ldenced in A Bew:.tched |

\

g c_rc_assro_ad‘ when, after a number Qf years, : Seb:j.na s
-gi*andscﬁ and his young, -educat:-ed_ fr:.end encounter thé'_ old’ B
- man on their retum-:"'frem 'j"s_'cheol-':-_ ""‘I-‘he "'t‘we 'yeuncv men:' '

:."Walked’ into Sebina’s 'y'érd to'g‘ethe'r. . In one glant strlde

t:hey represented a- completely new. generatlon of 1earn:.ng '

(1984:194) .

It :LS therefore eva.dent that Bess:.e Head has contrlvecﬂ an

if

| J.nt:rlcate aral 1llus::.on 80 successfully that it has’ for_.'

the most part‘_ been assumed to be an accurate reflectlon -

of'the orality 'preserit in Serowe. -EQually importantly,_

it is evident that the oral:l.ty present in Head's text:s is

an - 1:I.lus:.c>n and not, as so many cr:.t:.cs have assumed

' s_:.mply the r_esult- of a wrlter _:r.n Afr:.ca havz.ng_. access .tc -
the ways in Whic'h_ -bral:_i.ty_.'is' employed in African s-'o_c:.i.e'ty';

'_In the ri_éxt’ chapter, we t_urn our _attention to how Head__’s___

N 1.34



deplctlons of ’tradltlon’ and orallty’ confound.a 81mple

femlnlst readlng of her characterlsatlons of women.-
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CHAPTER V

"an INFERIOR ronu OF HUMAN LIFF'-~
f FoREGRounnwa WOHEH s COHCERNb 50

Many of the cr:.tlca.. responses to Bessie Head's work are
.governed by the assumptlon that she ig a feminist erter, :
in part because w:l::l.ters assess:l.ng her WOrk from .a
fem:l.m.st perspectlve assume her port.rayal of women ;m
Serowe to_be an-accurate reflection of reality.* 'He:
- feminism ":_i_.s consequently seen as reéid'iﬁg in her
sy’mpafhetic’ __axi_d sensitive pbrtrayéls of  women's
. subordlna‘tion, a_ﬁd it is as. _a.' spo‘keépér’Son _o.:r..' _
representatlve of these WOmen that she is ha;led.' One of
' the ch.tJ_.cs who assesses Head’s works in terms of -its-.:
feﬁiniét intent'is Robin Visel, who argues that Head's
- feminism is impiicit in.her cﬁiticisﬁ of "the cofrupt,

inefficient, sexist, and racist.. traditional chiefdom"

50 Mackenzie and Clayton (1989:15)

51 A cursory reading of the Schapera (1938;19490;
1970;1975)  Comaroff (1985) - and Stewart &nd.
Armstrong g (1%90) belies the &ccuracy of Head's
depictions of women. : _



(19801173 .- Visel -argues further' th‘at bo'th Paﬁ’lina end

" Makhaya (When Rain Clouds Gather) succeed in organ:l.zz.ng

- the villagers " agaJ.nst: the r:Lg:Ld hlerarchy in Wthh wornen
and slavee_ have l_ow status and_-few r:.ghts" (1990_:11_7) ax;d'

concurs with Fr'ank-"s (19-84-391 ‘assertion that it is the

' . "madwoman in the v;r.llage" that haunts the worke of Bmsme_'_ o

- Head. De:.dre LaPJ.n too character;.zes I-Iead's texts as
"-‘:predo_mlnantly feminist. - Bessie Head, s_he argues , traces

.'t-he' .ét'r'uggle- women wage in order' to’ cla’ir'ns. the right Eo

make cho;.ces for thernselves part:l.calarly 1n A Questlon of

. Power (_1.984 115} 52,

: Bryce Okunlola argues that at least one of Head B novels,

- __Questz.on of Power:.
'. .exempl:.f;._es _._the feiniﬁist'_"_-ﬁoti-dn' of ._'\,t'h.e
lIllelSlbl..:.lty of the personal and politic'al' er',
in psychoanalytw terms the body and the. text.’
~ In the a.c:t of wr:.t:mg, the womarn wr:l.ter recreates‘ }
| herself, her text the site of her resistance from
. within ﬁer céptivity to the 'pet'riarchal syxnbolic_: N

order. {1991:213}) .

82. Clayton (Mackenzie and Claytvon 1889:3); Mackenzie
: (1989) and Bryce-Okunlola (1291) are three further
-examples o©of works in which arguments for Head’'s
feminism are based on the assumption. that Head's
dep:l.ctlcms of women in Serowe. a.re accurate.
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 7There is, of. cOurse; much in Head'sftextS'that7snpports_n_

¢such readlngs, and she has also. encouraged a reading of

femln‘sm 1nto her texts. Ina 1983 1nterV1EW'Bhe sald fI'
'can apprehend people 8§ - women's — sufferlng and "lf I:

'oalk about'women in Botswana then I talk about them only.

"from my knowledge of Bamangwato hlstory“ (Macken21e and

3Clayton 1989:15-16). In an intervlew1w1th Jean_Marquard{

' Head:characterises The-Colgector of Treasures as "mainly
_about calamltles woﬁen _egperiénCE7 ih  the fvillage“

'(Marquard 1978/’?9 hO)

Hbﬁéverf from Head g lettera.— and 1n her texts -as We1 

:shall show &{ 1t Ssems that the questlon of - Head’s‘

feminlsm is- not as stralghtforward as tertaln cr1t1cs;-*

have - lndlcated. The publlcatlon of her letters castsv
donbt 0vef whether-hertf;otlonal portrayal of-women,;s~
R indeod "accutaté;'jsinﬁo. mény."Of _horﬂnléttotoo are
disparaging_Of the;women-ogound.hero--Eﬁfthérﬁbre% Hoad'
__denied fominiét intent.in:her work-in a latér interview,t
saying: "very often I have needed atmaéculino-vohiolo.
just~bécon3e there;was nothing-eloe-that'would suit 4t
'[her message]" (Mackenzle and Clayton 1989 12) : In the.

followlng oxtraot from the same 1ntervmew, Head clearly'“

does not_percelve harself aa.femlnlst: _—

oh, I love these blg menl If I haven't got them;

I create themlll.. There s this big iemonlst o



_rﬁovem’ent” :Ln the world today and we da_r'_e not say
tthis -graﬁd"maﬁf but rathér,.'-ﬁﬁig' nitﬁit?.
Well, '_ahyﬁay; _'fb.ré'ive .me femi.riis_ts' “ |

~ (Mackenzie and Clayton 1989:16)
In a 1968 letter to Randolph Vigne she wrote:

' '.You know who is the sPreader of rac:.al:.sm'? :I:t is
" the women, alwéys women. | They are the real
poison. Men can’t afford to be rac:l.alz.sts; They
.sl.eép' around too -much. ':...- ‘God, the_ genuiﬁ.e.
. 'Afiéi’r:ars'vmman-is a dominating teri:or. i I"'-m scared _
'shitless myself, how much more must a. man be?

o tqune 1991:71- 73)

. T‘lé ﬁoml'an J.n Héad*a 'noﬂ;aficﬁional feSPOnses are, it ‘is
ev:.dent, very da.ffe:::ent to many of her often romant:.c:l.sed
fictional dep.lct:l.ons. ' In addition, many of Head" s more_ '
'fem:.m.st' characters are presented as :..ndependent and'
strong—w:.lled, they are not deplcted as the prime movers
.m ‘bringing ahout the changes in their posit-:.on in
soca.e\;.j.. | By and 1a:r:ge,- Head attributes what female
emanc:l.pat:l.on there has 'be'en. in Botsﬁana to two male
Eorces: one, Khama - for abol-..sh::.ng bogadl and er.abl:.ng
women to br:l.ng complalnts ~ against men w:.thoi.tt_-_'a_ male

sponsor ~ and tWO, Chr:.stianity = which gradually '



eliminated polygamous marriage. A _Bewitched Crossread

uémpnétrates=this-assertion quite clearly.

In deaiing with Head, then, oﬁé faces 8. centrai diiemma -
the crltlcs have tended to ges her work as . ﬁemlnlst_
whlle her texts themselves only jpartly support such.
| readlng‘s . One .way out of this. d:i.'lérm is to reassess thz_a'
QueatiOn éf'howr'accurate’ Head's fictional depictions of
women:.afé.' ..If we abandon the'.hotion of Héad 'és.
;*spokespefson"or documentef for_’Serﬁc:‘vw.'=:.v'u'cu'ne_.-n-,s'3 then:We 
' open'the ﬁay to'readiﬁg'her depiétibnS'of.womén as-an.
‘invéntion'iand, theréforé, llke Head’s other flctlve
'-_inventiona; it is cherned by ¢erta1n 1deas and'
intelleutﬁél’éﬁrreﬁES' As we have seen, Head’s thinking "
'often has a blnary and at  times, “contradiCtory,.
._ character_ to it, and her view of women -is no less
ambigﬁous.~' Ey recognls;ng the amblguxty_;of Head_si
diapirit.ions' of wofaén, we are able t:’dmoiré'r"away from
_readings-that éee hei ﬁdrk-as uneqﬁivocally feminist,'
 towards a more SODhiséicated'assessment thét is able'tb

encompass the contradictions - rather than the supposed

feminist unity - of both her.fiction.and.nnn?fictibn
woxk. - |
| ® . Lloyd Brown’s (1981: :34) assertion that Bessie Head

‘"is speaking on behalf of and. abouh the African
woman", while compellxng our attention "as a voicde
for all women' is one example of such !spokesperson’

approaches to the feminis. nature of Head's work.
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3 bne'CQntfal contradictidn in;aSSessing Head?s view of |
wwmen tékes'us back td.the'qﬁestioh of ’Efaditionfjéiﬁ¢e."
moSt feminist feadings of her_WQrk-assume_that.all“wdmén '
‘are involved in a struggle_againstjthe opﬁxeSSive'mighE '
'6f an’ oﬁt*datéd,.'male?dbminatéd .ﬂAfriban Eraditionf;
'Hoﬁevér,Jas we have'already_ihdibétéd in Chaﬁter'iil,
such. & straightforward reading df;Aifigan tradition as
_ 'bad'.' aﬁd modarnity-as 'good' is not possible; Instead
if we are to grasp the complexlty of Head's texts we must
begln by recognlslng that she does indeed see certaln
aspects of tradltlon - albeit - male damlnated _askff
 someth1ng to which women should sabmlt Certaln womer,
like Dlneled;.ln.“A Collector of Treasures",_cén résiét
oppressive ‘bad’ tradition but overall it is the ’good’

women who. uphold the ‘good’ tradition,5
As Kibera:puts.it

The _wqmen - Ma?ia, Péulina;' Mafga:et - are
strong, independentemindéd.individuals; the;hep -
Gilbert;-Makhaya,.Mérﬁ - are enlightened énd'
gsensitive. Yét, before and after marriage;'they

all f£all back, par:-pf-the time at leést,_on the

s The ways in which ‘good’ women uphold ‘good’

tradition is especially evident in A Bewitched
. Crossroad, as we demonstrate in the next chapter of
 this theSlS.
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old gender roles of female d00111ty and nﬁle

mastezy {1991 323)

'~ However Head ddes not just shidbw women in relation to an

overarching male tradition; she also focuses 6n a sub-

7:_tradition_of'womeﬂ*s cfeft; This dlgnzfymng of women's -

_craft is a ‘strategy common to 'other black womenee
wra.ters55 bub we' argue that it 15,.at least 1n Head 5 
."?case, not 1ust & reflectmon of how the worid 1s, but"'
rather an actzve - creat.n.ve - J.ntarvent:l.on hecessary if
. she 1s to gender the notlcn of tradltlon 1n any way. In_
.- pursu:.ng th:.s argument regardlng Head' - view _-_.of
.tradltlon, this chapter beglns by - showmng how her blnarv
:_1v1ew of women (and men for that matter) comforms closely:"
toeher vlew.ef-'tradltlon’;and iorallty’-ae havxng .geodf
_:and 'bad"aEpecte' Secdﬁ&ly,-in keeping~with her need to-
portray Serowe as p*edomlnantly 'trad1t1Qnal’, she slote"
wometi into thlB pictare by focu31ng on a set of 'women 8
_-tradltlonS!'— nmlnly assocmated w;th craft - and these
the chapter examlnes. Thls foregroundlng of women’s
craft can thus be regarded as a type of genderlng of
-t:raclz.t‘.:l.on &_lnd t:h_:l_.s chapter extends tk_ns -._argumer_lt_- by
“analysing her treatment.of pelygamy and'monegamyﬁin the
eéme light, Interestingly the%aree ef ﬁfemaie :raditiOn*

Many  black American women writers, for example

. Shange (1982) and Naylor (1988) have included

- recipes, weaving designs and ‘household hints’ in
their texts to the same end. - -
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‘that some critics asaume to'be pre's'ent_ in Head's work = .

namely a "female oral trad:l.ta.on’ - is "tiot mach in

" e\rldence, as we demonstrate later in th:.e chapter.

Head's approach ‘to . her female characters J..S often ae'

problematlc as are her deplct:l.cms of ’tradn.tlon" and' ”

o -

""‘oral:l.ty - " Sh elevates women - who are, by -h’er

def::.n:s,t:l.cm.r go:.ng to accompany the 'new' Afr:.can mari 3.nto

i the future whereas ‘bad’ women are often, for examplg,
Presented ae ‘conspiratorial and leerOUS Iﬂ"ﬂ_hﬁl.’-;;..lié;iﬂ |

'Cloude Gather. the women - "wnre determ:.ned to keep her

[Paullna] trapped in a frustration far greater than thelr |
owIL, In fact on eeveral occas:.ons, th:r.s pawerful l:.ttle-
".-'c:llque ha.d stepped in’ and w:Lth a few, " c:unnJ.ng words' -

destroyed tent-at:.ve frs.endehlps [with men]""._(lg-_ss.: 93).

Partleularly in the flrst three novels, -friendship's o

beuween _ wemen are presented ~xas extraord:.nary
E:.L'_:_i_.zebeth_’e .fr'iendsh‘ip_ _.w:.th. Kenc_)e:l., one _--of the few
. friendships Ibetwee:n women in Head's texts, is not ‘that of
two equals, a’nt’l_ ‘her comments on Keng's-i'e notebook are

quite patronising.

 Head tends 'also to buy into the *scheming  woman’
stereotype in her dep:.ct:.ons ‘of 'bad* women._ Maru - an
example of the '.n.ewf Afrlcan man - fmds all the - women"
-Wi.'th.whom he has had affairs ’bad women'’. They Confus-e

him because he discovers "that a tender smile and a
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schemng mmd went hand in hand, a beaut:uul vo:l.oe turned

:.nto a dom:l.nat:l.ng viper who confused the inner Maru, who_'--'-

was ~the king of heaven, w:l.th the ow:.er Maru and hz.e'

earthly pDSlthI‘l of fut;ure paramount cha.ef of a trz.be“ )

' (19‘?1 35) | *‘Good’ womén are the oppoe:r.te, of the above

; _-Lnetances of ’bad’ women For example, Margaret Cadmore o

" :Le ep:.rxtually rather than phyemally attractWe and,

: because she 15 the . good' woman who flnally suoceede An

_ai:traci-mg Maru, she '=-.._l$-‘ ".emotlonal.ly _p.a.es:we-'-' -(Head_ o

- "Googd wonien' often -qleo evxdence the same - blend of-_

_'trad:l.t...onal’ and mudern’ as’ the 'good men’ . In "Heaven :

_J.El not Closed“- Galethebege a'GhleVES in her life "t-:h'e___'-'- -

perfec:t blend of Chrlstlanlty - from whloh muc:h of her o

' goodness flows - and her plaoe in "trada.tlonal' Tswana

life by agreeing Lo marry Ralokae according to hig

wishes, She managee,%through- her actions, to do what the

Chrietian miesionary is irxcapable- .of. doing- by achieving
in her own la.fe a compromlee ot tnndernese bet.ween _
two tra.d:.t:.one opposed i:o each ot:her" (1977 10-11).
Relokae, her husband, Jin. ~many ways repreeente ‘good

tradition’, that "anc:.ent stream of hol:l.ness that people'

had liVed' with before any_wh:l.te-'man had set. foot_ in the__"__

lénd"z(ié??:ll)aoGaléthebEQe'rejects"the_Chrietianity E

offere'd by the ‘missionary Iend turns - to - the more
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-_underetandlng *tradltlon' o represented by her husband -
1n WhLCh she is- ‘able to malntaln her bellef zn God. .
Johantah, in "Jacob: The Story of a Faith-Healing Priest'

iekelSQHa“fgood wbman‘;;_She becemee:Jacob's wife'andv-
shows Jacob, through her 'actionms, 'thet vthere were'
'st?ict;ﬂ'herd*and#faet_';eee '§6vErhiﬁQ' the eeﬁduct_,ef
_familymlife*'{ﬁea&'1977;34);eJehaﬁnehﬁsziﬂeistehce thet'

_-her-childrenibe reared*in aecordahce with theee rules

'-ﬂpleases Jaeob as “half of the customs too agreed W1th the

- many . good thlngs the Loxd had po:.nted out to ' [hlm}!‘
'(19?7 35)= The behaV1our of the-‘good women ’ 1n Beeeie:
Head 8 flctlon serves to. re;nfOrce the rgood’ aspects of

| custom that Head coneletently premotes in her texts.' .

_.Anothgr.wey'iﬁ w@ich'Head'e per;iayel of'weﬁen eenebe .
. linked te_her.cohetructioheof tradition-ie through her
"idenﬁification ef'a series of ’female traditions’. As
‘part of her insistence on the - larger ‘traditional’
framework ef:Serowe life; she oﬁten hones in on ene area
Q-that_of.wbrk or craft_-eie‘identifying}a ’WDmen?s
traditien' Her concentration on the role ‘of women in
the malntenance of dally llfe is one way in whlch Head
could be said to gender' the tradition of everyday lmfe,_.
distinct.frem the.'tfaditieﬁf]at the ievel ef_the”poiity'
which is predominantly_‘male’ein character. _She has

~ said, for instance,.!These.skills,ofeagriculture are
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;angient"sﬁﬁlls.;' All women hava that® (Mﬁékehﬁie aﬁd ”

~ Clayton 1989: 9 10} In When Rain Clouds Gather she

 ~statesx “The women were the. tradltlonal tlllers of the'f

. earth not ‘the fmen. Tﬁe woman ‘were the backbone of .

' agrlculture whlle the men on the whole were cattlel'
E drOVers“ (1968 34).- Much of her writing stresses the'f
 fvreat1ve powers of wnmen k=) hands : For example, 1n “The j
) Collector of Treasures" Dikeledl is descrlbed as haV1ngE{

'““soft, caressmng, almost boneless '{hanus], _hands of;E
'Hstrange power-~ work of beautlful deslgn grew fram those
_ hands“ (1977: 90), Head-stresses also how women*s~hands”
 -are 1nvolved in malntalnlng the cycllcal nature of 11fe'

'-_1n SerOWE*

 Women’s hands build and, smooth mud huts and mud’
o  éou£tya?dé éﬁd decoraﬁe the'wails of the ﬁud
-_bburtfardsiwi;h.ihtricate-paﬁtetns,g;Then_the.
"-fierce7Ndveﬁber_and:becember_Ehunderstorﬁ$ swéep' -
éwmy.éil the_beautiful patterns,} At_phe.tighhj,z
seaspn_ﬁé%Ithis work, the mud pattérns‘will be
" built :up' again.' ‘There seems to be little
' .confuslan on the SUrface of life. ;l; ;t has:'
’been_llke_thls for ages and-ages_- this-flat
'contlnulty of 1life; thls strength of holdlag on
- and 11v1ng with the barest neces51t1es (1981 x—"

'_RiJ_
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Thesé skillé*reiaﬁing tozthe building and maintenaﬁcé bf;i'

the home are c'learly ascrlbed to a llneage of women'

' ak:.lls. In Serowe. VJ..Lla =9 of the Ra:.n Wlnd Head qu:.t:e- '

":clearly establlshes jdst such a female l:.neage.' _"Akanyang'-_
__Malomo is one of l:he last tradit:l.onal pot—.makers in

" S-e_rowe. She 1aarnt the. trade from her mother but: in turn'.-"
”__'_has' no daughter or granddaughter who is w:..llmg-'_ e c_arry_' .'
on the traditlon® (1961:42, emphasis added). éleariy the.
S c:oncept: of a lmeage of skzlls specific and :meortant to :

'-'_women is :therent :Ln her descrlptlon above and, in Lhe _

sense . t:hat 1t def:l.nes a s:.gm.f:.aant: role for women Ane t:he_.- B

 maintenance of everyday l_lfe, is alm_ost;_ _cerl_:alnly___

- *feminist’.

Ano_the_r way: i th.ch Head could be saJ.d to 'g.e'ndé'r‘ -
tré.dit'ibn is i-hraugh her " treatment of monoga:rw | Many of._ _:
-the-_:\:cr_a'.tic_s who ha\m cla:.med Head'a warks as the new
'{?'o'i(:e for all: Afr:l;can ..women very‘ -often stress -her...."
" 1nsxstence on monogamr, wn.thout pay:.ng attention to how.
.she rnanages to c:onvey i:he 1mpress;cln of monogamy as the :

_ ’_nat:ural'; loga,cail_. e:_ctens_a-.on of incidents buried deep :Ln '

a 't-radi'ti'onéll, 2 poly'ga.moua_past;. " Schapera (1940:3314)
has pointed oug that.'.the.. fa.c:-t_:- that the majority bf_"'I'swa'na_

marriages were monogamous is in reality of J_.it_t'.le__'

-consequence as all rules and- régiilation’s-p-ert:ai’n’ing-to
:marrlage and’ the position of women in soc:.ety relied on

‘the 1deal, polygamous form of marmage.
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'_'Be551e Head preeents morogamy in her texts as the onlya;
-_humane fornl ef’ marrlage. She fu ther stresses its
- 1mportance by nmklng characters who subscrlbe to thls;'

fornlof marrLage noble in the;r farﬂs ghtedness Through

_her flctlonal deplctlons of marrlage, Head argues that _

' the roots of moncgamy are as - 'tradltlonal"and ’anclent‘”
'as are those of polygamy The auperlorlty ef people, 
3fpartlcu1arly'men; wha opc for menogamous rela onshlps ls:”
- clearly_e;pl;cated in, for example, “The Deep Rlver" and
.j"Thefﬁovefsﬁ, wﬁefefthe'hefeilea?ee h;e ’trlbef;to lmVe

- in a monogamous marriage 'with the woman he loves.

.y In: "Huntlng," Tholo 8 qoodnesa 13 exempllfled Ln the wayf'
he reacts when Thato tells hlm that she 15 pregnant,-
'thlnklng that thlS w1ll eause hlm.to leave She w1she5_

~h1m &o leave as she haa iallen in love with hlm and_

- bellevee_he wlll hur; her as all her other lovers-have_”;

(1977:107) . . Instead of leaving, Tholo simply says: "We
can get marriedi;.‘_I can arrange eﬁerythingﬂ-(lé??-id?)
'The most slgnlflcant aspect of thle etory i's that 1t {the
' flna; atory in the-collectlon —'set in the present) in
many ways parallels the first atdry'in the.aolLecticnif
“"The]Deep RiVef“J—_set'in'a:distant past. Both';hefmale _
- characters in these steriea,.althoﬁgh genefaticns apart,
'chooae-ﬁore or less eqﬁal;:monegamous:geiationships wi&ﬂ

their wives, Thus the text comes a full circle, and the
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moré_'modern' man, like his ancestor, choose% monogamy

gover polygamy

Head_further emphasiées_the 'détural?nétate of monogany
"”by'ﬁaking_dertain”aspécta-Qf'ﬁale'and fémale ideﬁtity
..un&éf'sirabl"e wheh'_"’bad’ cha_.rac_i:ér's"_r_esor_t_ to pbiygazri_oﬁs_ N
 .béhaviOur'.'F6r example;-the'ﬁale chérécﬁeru in Heéd'S %
texts wha do not get 1nvolved 1n monogamous, more or less
equal relatlonshlps w;ph : women - become “Wthlng,-

effeminate shaﬁcws_of men who really feared-womenf_{Head.

51968;93l : The 'bad*~women'Who'coopefate-in polygamoué  -

_behav1our “had been lylng to. themselves for so long in

-thelr sexual frustratlon that thay w0uld not admlt the

'Jreal'reaSOn that Paullna domlnated them.all.was because'__

‘ghe was the klnd of w0man who could not lle to men“ (Head-

. 1968: 93)

,MékhayaE(When;Rain Clouds.Gather)_rejects the'traditiQnal
 £orms of nmfriagé offered,to:him'by his:’customf*and
chooses instead only Paulina.  As soon as he moves in
" with Péﬁlina, he termq itﬁa"marriage"aﬁd calls her his

'wifé' . The way-ln.whlch Head ‘rolls’ more modern social

structurés back into elements of:marrmage.patterns of the~

past remains unexamlned in the analyses of_her works .

‘However, . Héadfs treatment'oﬁ'nmnogamy results 4in the

7relative'passivity'of women once it has been'established. -
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This pa331v1ty is ev1dent 1n the f0110W1ng incident fromb
WhenfRaln,CIOuds-Gather. WbenﬂPaullna discovers that her
:child_'is dead, M_akhajra' will not all_o.w her to follow
| oﬁstomefy praotice ﬁhich:diotate she lock st herssoo's'
 remains - saylng, ”'All'these rotten custdms are’killino'
ius; Can't you see I m here to bear all your burdens?’"
(1968 1sz) In thls 1noldent, only Afrlcan t:adltlons
that are deleterlous are subverted Head sSeems 1ncapable-:
'of_metlng~out_the ssme txeatment.to tradlt;onelly held
.__gende: specifio'roles whicb eseumeethat,_oboe:married{

women will submit to the decisions of men.

'."Impllclt in a number of assessments of Head's work is the
assumptlon that because 56 much of her wrltlng is about
women the narrator must hence also be a woman. Bryce-
_Okunlola ig one critic who has 1n31sted that becauees
Head, among other women_wr;ters,-uses motherbood as. -.
~ metaphor for the cfeatiye-prooess_itself“”(1991:201) her
storyteller must be femaie. 'The'use of motherhood_as a’

_metaphor'for creativity, BfYce—Okuniola aSSerts;'points

to "the communal story-telllnq tradltlon or thelr [Women _'

writers'] foremothers--_{1991.201). . Fldo (1991 335)
.a_rgues that. ﬁessie I’-’Ieed. wribes isn a | style "full of
'sbstraotions.and moral tefms,:[andl setms'hoth}mission—
school and-close to the'Afrioan'ﬁraditions"of'morai
teachlng though words“, a language which helps her deal

w1th the "divorce of the tongue from the heart Whlch'



~ accompanies. theﬁ'division“ of mother from daughter.®

omehow,_Fldo seems to be argulng, the Orélity of”the'“"'

) Afrlcen people w111 allmw Head to get closer to her j"

mother Orallty, in Fido’s sense, 1s thus StrlCtLY ‘a

.femare mode of communlcatlon. N --,:5,'..""

':5The impreESion that'the forality’ in Head*s-texte?is a

- dlstlnctly female orallty is mlsleadlng. An examznatlon

_of The Collector ei Treasures; the text most concerned_

T_w1th women, reveals that only two storles make expll¢1t -
:-reference to women as. storytellere._ “The Wlnd and a l
 50y'" a 'storyteller' WhO'lS the yoﬁng boy S grandmother
 15 referred to. The fact that she - lS a storyteller S

igehappens, in Head'S‘words, qulte accldentally"'{197? 71} .

-Desplte the fact that the .woman has approprlated her*e_f’

' story into a tradltzonal fornet her sterytelllng centres'
en Robinson Crusoe-__ (1_9_77 ;72-3}. a remnant of _t;__h_e-' old

wemen’e”deye_et school.

- The estery' *Hunting" 'has  a mbre definlte female
'storytellert character, Thato. This etoryteller sits

and watchee-a;fire_as she_teils her stquus ‘with "the
_ unerriﬁg heart of a gnod Steryteller" (19f7»168+9) 'The
functlon of her storytelllng is, largely, to relate “the
:anredlble muddle and nonsense peoplh make o’f the:l.'r J.J.ves.'

‘each day® (1977:109) to her husband. ~ Whether this
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: activity is éssentiéily.femélé or not is difficult to

determine.

Tt might of céurse.be-grgued that some of the participant
'_obserﬁér“ narrétorst-ﬂho 'appéér_ in étdries like "The
Special One".énd_“Jaqu the ‘Faith Healing Priest" could
bé céﬂstrued ﬁé female. ﬁoweVer, tﬁe case.is hbt dlear—j
c:ut. 'a_nd."'t\rhiie "t_he'ré. is a case to be ‘made that ﬁhe '
:  narfétor'in "The Spacial.oneﬁ_may be fémale, in the wther

story there is no direct evidence of this contention.

“Whaﬁ'is'evideht'is that Head’s stories do_not.so.nmchf
‘provide a means through which the centuries-old 'oral’
voice of women, (see LaPin (1984) for example) oaﬁ be
'heafd, as much as they.are'narrativés:constrﬁdted around
the lives of women, intended to bring to the fore the
diffiquities or 'caiamitias"Womén face in their everyday.
| livéa. Veﬁyjdften; the medium ﬁhrough”ﬂhich the story is:s
commuﬁicated.is *the old‘ﬁen;, t197?=6}8;24;61), the ‘old
pedplé' | (1977:4?), simply. ‘they! or  ‘'people’
(1977:44;57;69) or the 'gossip-mongers’ (1977:77;84).

To sum up, we argue here ﬁhaﬁ'_ﬂead’s_ inconsiéﬁgnt
K treatmént of women and their changing role.in_sbciety has
much to dc.with her need to find a place for ﬁomen'within
her elevaﬁed dépictidns of 'tradition’ and, to a lesser

extent, ‘orality’. Much of what Head presents as



o _;:’. orality’ _.i-.”a:;," ih-f_ac___t,' a part'icu'.;l_._‘a.r _forx'n__of.. rﬁal_e o_rality_:
'cqﬁ'tri:_{g' on history and t_:.us'stdm. | ¥here I:It_h.é | w;amenof _
is'e'ro'we' do speak it is generally bﬁ.f_tﬁe%ﬁi:‘ 1iv‘es_ {the

| mdwxdual’a life, r.lo.t'..'tha'.f'_.lif’e' of ' the po_li_t:Y)_ or of
their crafts (ag‘a:l.n a personalié.e.d., arena)l. | An

Lnterest.z.ng omlssmn, on Head’'s part, of the role women

played in the 'llfe' of the pol:.ty is. av:.danced J.n her

_.-:Lack of regard for ‘the role women pla,yed :Ln both . the_

"’Chx_:n.-st_;:l.an.i.ty and l:.ter_acy of Serowe. The great.majg;_;li_:y.

| of wqmeil_ were  church-goers and, by- 1940 ; four tlmes as

many giri.s '. Were -feceiving .e:a:"ly'- edﬁcatibn at.s. boy's.:.

Bearmg in m:.nd that l:Lteracy was a pre-requlslte for .

'__conf:.rméttmn :.n the church, 1itera::y has, in Head 8

texts; remaa.ned more or less the preserva of men.

If we understand 'feminism' as the critical étit'émpt to
foreground, understand and challenge the oppression ¢t
women, . then ‘much of Bessie Héad'.'s wr-i'tirig" can most
certa:.nly be vz_ewed a8 broadly 'femm:.st:' ‘Herx femmsm
is partlcularly evident if we exam:.na her f:t.cta.onal.
intentions and the message underlying her presentation of
both t:hé ‘good’ men a:i‘d women in her novels. It is not.
our intention to deny the feminist- a.speccs evident. in
many of Héad’é char'acterisatiohs of women but, rather, ta
point to the problem which :theres in tha cra.t:.cal
:Lnsistencr- on her femmism - a select:.ve readmg of t:hteli

' text'.s.

153



' Thus despite the paagresslve nature of many aSpects of'

"Head’s ViSlOﬂ of maleffemala relatlons, her attempts to

”eatablish a 'new' Afrlcar~woman are 1nh1b1ted by her own _

deep belief in ‘the essentlal identities, rples “and

behavxou:s-of males_and females. In addltlon; ghe u;és:
- these gender catégqries td'understand'ather-aréas of -
ﬁ_life,gfp:'example, when shée attributes male and female
chéfaﬂteristiés ‘to certain..EQrms:'af behavibur; . An
example of this tendency is the comment in A Ouestion of
  £9@5; Ehat the only ‘true’ ﬁrieﬁdahips aré'thosé'bétwéen_.
men, and that ffiéndahip' ‘therefore - has  masculine
:Qualities ALl tha strong female charactars in the erstf
: three novels find their ultmmate source of. strength 1n

thelr male. companlons - Tem, in A ueshlon”of Power~~

raises this issue with Blizabeth:

*Ydu”&ré a atrénge wbman; Elizabeth : The thinga -
you draw out of a man! You know, men ddn‘t really 
dlscuss the Geep. metaphys;cal profundltles wlth.
womert , On, they talk about-love_and thlngs like
that, but their deepest feelings they rESErve f&r
other men.’' (1974:24) |

_Eiizabeth’s response Lo Ehis'ramark is equally telling:

why, yes, she thought, that was the only

reasonable explanatian_ of the ©relationship
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:'bel:'ween"j Sello and .' ‘her.  ‘The '.'-:base’_b-.f it was :
."h_masculiné' Right from the_start;HSello had_;hé '
air of ong who was simply piqﬁing up tpé threadsj -
of a long friendship that had been briefly

interrupted at some stage. (1974:24)

 “Unl1ke Buchl Emecheta (Ln The ngs of Motherhood}; Bessle.

'Head duas not offer her characters the more ‘radical’ or
' 1rqvolu;10nary‘ option of rejecting thewﬁ-pos;tlon ln.
soclety. Head’'s' charactera are subject - mnra gentle;
gradual change. Head ra;ely dev1ates'zh _ny su-talned
ﬁay‘from'dommdnrf held notions of the place oF nmn and
women in seciety, or, as Kibera aays‘_"marrlage_altersp
[hexr éhafacters]_ ta- fit their,fconﬁentiénal roles™

(1991:323) .

The inconsisténbies pré&eht in Heaa*s famaie'dharacters
are evidence of her attempt to create 1ot anly a 'new
African’ ldentlty in general, but also a revxsed 1dent1ty
for < African women within the-“*newf'fbcundarles of
"bradiﬁion’ that she hergelf has diﬁwn:-:Her dépictions

of women therefore centre around the gendering of craft,
and the identification of a 'place’ for women in her own

view of the essenﬁially'male:’tradition'-6f'the'pclity.

what becomes especially ¢lear is that Head’s work on

women is as difficult to categorise as are her visions of

155



156

'orality anddtradition,_ She draWe:onfideaseend_ideologies N .

| ;when_ _an_'c‘{ how they suit her and, i’n_ th:i_.‘?- 1i_gh£, ‘the .
eriﬁicef insistence.enlher.'femiﬁimnf.iﬂdicatee~onqe
again - hew _fhef conefruetion of a 'women’s- 1iterery B

:tradltlon'_ #hich 'iS"implicit VA efeminist 'ean become";
mlsleadlng in 85O far as it encourages ‘4 partisan readzng
of, in thls case, Bessle Head s texte. Despite Kibera’ g’

- {1991) 1n51ghtful cnmmente-lnto the nature-of Héadf

'ldepictlon of women,, ghe concludes that Head belongs to.

’ "that small band of female writers who, between the 19605 -

and;the 19803, grappled.W1th and succeeded at the taek of
.dePicting societies in trensitiehdand giving voice'te the

female dimension d£~experience”:(19913327).

As.Carby (1987) haé warned, we must not reed'textsfas
| though they reflect fmxed gender 1dent1t1es. | Mehy
critics readlng of Head has come eloee to p081tlng just

such a fled 1dent1ty - a type of 'Thlrd World Wcman’e
that Head’s texte are eeen to reflect. The woman it is |
assumed Head's writing depmcts is smmllaéite the type of
'Third World Woman’ Mohanty has outlined - a Wbman_whe
leads "an essentially truncated ”life Lased en_ her
'feminine gender (ieed: sexually eohstraihedj and being
rthird world! (read: _ignorant,-.poorg'-uheducated,
tradition-bound, domestic, famiiy-oriented, vieijmized;

ste.)" (19843337),



Instead of reading texts ln such flxed ways{ we should
try to view literary texts as actlve 1nterventlons and -
.-'lnvenﬁlons‘ ff“ in on~g01ng debates and- dlSGourses
regardlng gender roles and the struggle over. thelrf

:deflnltlon | ThlE chapter has attempted an lnltlal step  
in thls process by settlng out the extent to Wthh Head _'
:has5 lnvented an 1dea of fwomen ' rather than s;mply~.

reflectlng it._
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CHAPTER VI
" A BEWITCHED CROSSROAD
"Cause the Book to speak, child!"
Thus far we have indicated how Bessie Head has fabricated

-srﬁn-se of tradition epd orality in her teict':s.'- We have

s als:b 1nd1cated how her por!:rayal of trada.t:.on mterferes

. wn,th her deplctlons of women- We have traced these areas S

_-of Eabra.catmn in a range of her texts Here we turn to

an texammatlon of A BeWJ.tC‘hed Cro sro ad, a text in whlc.'h_
these fabr:.catmns are part:.cularly ev:.dent By employmg
"the. framework establlshed t:hus far :Ln tha.s thesis, we'_
hope in thlS chapter to st:.mulate new 1n31ghts .mt:o' |

Bes:s:l.e Head’s least -examined work

A Bewitched Crossroad appears to have confounded the

critics, with many of them simply ignoring its existence, -
even in critical works written or compiled a number of
years after it was pgbiished_, ‘One possible reason for -

this could be that this text does not fit the category -
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*African femiﬁist woman'_ w:it-e_r_'._ .-'.__ aS_.signed_ to Heé_xd by

~almost all her critics.®

Thus while the.ériﬁicé have written mnch-abbut.Héadf'
_ ear11er worka, the same cannot be =aid about her last
~ work, the text she cons:.de;ed her most 1mportant meca on
-:Khama i:he Great. In 1973 she Wrote of what was to be_come_
A Bewa.tched Crossroad' "I h.ave' done a 1itt:le'work, very - |
_' 13.ttle, in my Serowe book, on Khama the Great. 'The':&éal
.work 1f I ever attempt 1t, is still far in the future“
.(Vlgne 1991: 179) And yet thls work, her ”real" work, 13
neglected by the -cr:.t:.cs. - For example, a recently
published collectlon of fem:l.m.st :Lnterpretatmns of
Afr:.ca ¢ Carlbbean and Asa.an. womer ' s writing (Motherlands
'1991), contains four essays Whlch deal directly w:.th'-

Head's texts, Not one of these -'ess_ays; however, makes

‘meéntion of A Bewitched Crogsroad. -

Where crn.t:.cs have examined the text, they have concluded.
~that it J.s a failed attempt to combine the histor:.cal and
fictive d:_.scourses .He-ad exper:.ments.w;.th in her earl_:.az_: -
works . Ronée’s assertion (1995:27) _that the tekt_ does

not succeed, in part because the names of the characters

% The bnly ~notable  exception  to feminist

categorisations of Bessie Head is Ojo-Ade’'s 1977

article, in which he argues strenuously against

viewing her work as feminist. His later writing
{1983), however, too resorts to broadly feminist

- interpretations of her work.



'aré i tcngue4twi'st;ing"mind-beride:rs v, ignore's ”t;l'ie cru(:ial '

quest;ons attendant on any attempt to analyse the text._f-

'Mackﬁnza.e g {1989(1) 47} summx.ng up is far more sens.'l.t:l.ve_ :

. _and attuned to the lssues, although he attempts ne major:
critical ,understandlng of . the text in any of hms ﬂ
pﬁblished' pi'ecés Mackenz:.e argues that although the |
-t_ei_ct -__is-_a_ '“muché—né'eded re_appz_'alsa-l uf the h:u.sto_ry_ _c:_f the-' '
?duthérh'Africaﬁ.region“, it failé'aé'a-piece df fiction_ 
'_-and rcannot Glalnllts place as a thoroughgalng hlstorlcal;
'.work e;ther“.{1989(1) 147) The text is not hlstorlcal,_ '
ﬂhe* contends, because 1t has. none of -"the- dry,
_unfemlttlngly factual quallty of the school text-book"
'and argues that the novel 15, 1nstead an . "1dlosyncrat1c‘.

mlxture of fact and flctlon“'{1989(1),18}.

. Whi1e M5¢kenzié.aCRnowledges”that'Head,,in some seﬁsé;"
: c:eateé_an oral'impréSSioﬁ in her texts, he nonetheiééé
assumes that her accEssing'of this - 'oral tradltlan’ is'
unprdblematié. Of The Collectmr of Treasgrgs and Seroge»

- 1llage of the Rain Wlnd he says '"[Fhe stories] are

contalned. by a larger narratlve framework '.,.: which
contextualmses the tales for the_reader.and3transcribes.
the ordl tale into the wfitten_shdrt story‘ {1989523).
Her stories, he continues, 5areziifbed.from the stream'cf
daily village life for the edifigzaﬁion, in the main, of
‘a literate, removed aﬁdience“ (1989:24) . While;MaCRen:ie;v'

has not directly addressed the issue of orality in a2
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"Bewltched Crossroad we can aSSume that 1t weuld net-a
'differ smc.mflcantly from hisg. ruhceptlens of her use off

. orallty in the two texts mentloned above.

- Clayton’'s reading of A B"ewi't:'ch_ed-Crossro'ad i:oo_.‘ containe

many inSightful comments on the text:;'This text, she
:'_contends, is "a correctlve hlstorlcal study . fﬁhich]*
-.draws on her deep sympathy with' the African past"
| {1988-61} However, she too reads Head's eelllng of the

.hlstory of Serowe through the character of Seblna as an_

' unproblematlc '"confluence of Afrlcan tradltlon and_ o

We.st'e.rn: iﬁﬁovatlen"' (19-88:60) . A -Be‘wa.tched Croesread_,'
_ClaYten'afgues;3evidencea the "hapg? cofe#iStence-of 
.medérn idiom and African proverb" in which there isva;
__ﬁconstant drawiﬁg' on’ &raditional” eeng  an¢ -legendu

(1988:62) .

We inﬁénd' to Idemonetrat:e 'that 2 Beﬂvitghed Crogsﬁoad"ie_ _
not s:.mply an attempt to render an oral memory in the'
written form. . This text, rather,. constltutes” a
conscious, deliberate'.undertaking ‘on  Head's part to
present to the reader a constructed '-inyented fe:al..
history'. Hewever, at the same tlme, Head attempte to
embed - thls oral vo;ce in a literate hlstorlcal narratLVe'
'and we examine th:._s. synthes--z.s as a response te the’
problemn of wr-it:ing historical. noveis._- in .SOu-thern-_AfrJ'z..ca...

If Head's view of erality ig finvented’, then 5O too is
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1'191? deplctmn of ‘women and, ‘in conclﬁs’ion; | this'chaptor_}: L

'examlnes the ways J.n whlch women are portrayed J..I'J. A

- Beggltched -Crossgoad | In keepmg w:.th the argument

'IEﬂtabllShed in the pravmus chapter, we attempt: to show

how. her v:.ew of women is subordlnated to her model of

'tradltlon

In'A'Bewitc:hod Crossroad, Head relies quite heavily on a

" number of written sources in order to recreat.e an oral L

texture on the wr:.tten page._' Her debt to. the text:s._

]_llsted ln her blbllography starts to become ev;dent ‘on

'tpages 22 24 of A BEWltChEd Crossroad, whlch ls, more or;

less, a su:rtmarlsed ve.rslon -of Omer—Cooper-s (1966 24-48).

'I'he Zulu Aftermath The. descrlptlon of Shaka k] J.n:an:l.t:y.'_

seems almosL certalnly to haveibeen derived. frontthter s
'gruesome accounts of ha.s actions (for example R;Ltter .

1955:3.08—'336) . Head sa_vs of thter 8 text:

o I dédiﬁatéd.my:booko[?]_to.éhoka,_afﬁer readiﬁg
_ R__:'_L'tte'i*. I .a'ocept_his'version'and in‘torprétatiOri, |
because I grew up in _N_at_al' and Zulﬁéspeaking-
people é't:re like that ‘they are like Shaké; hairing -
never forgotten h:Lm, that one perbonal ik, a:nped. _
_'a mass o_f_ people_ . I grew up surrounoed“ by that -

. atmosphere. (vigne 1991:124)
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'Although Hwﬁd lengthens and shortens accounts to SUlt herhf'

. purposes, . ‘the hlstorlcal style’ employed by thter - of

5telling_the story_of a nation through the ectlens of a

few'individuals-is'maintained;_Ritter?s (1955) acCoﬁnt7

' ef the rlse of the Zulu emplre too seems to have been.*'

';lnf aantlal in detﬂrmlnlng the madel Head uses. to..

hﬂapprcach telllng the story of Khama the Great, and many.
'-of the contradlctlons polnted-out ;n relatlon to Head'
'use of *orallty are also presert 1n thte: 'S Lext -In

the 1ntroductzon to Shaka Zulu. The Rlse of the Zulu

' ere, thter says . that his book "attempte to portxay-
' Shaka, the founder ef the Zulu natlon, as the Zulus saw

:hlm ;r;“ (1955 IX) He w1snes, ‘he contlnues. tc descrlbe-

;thls perlod of hlstory ln the "v1V1d and dramatlc style_.e'

:pecullar to themr [Zulu? bleckD] natlon“ :a style:that-

"arose £rom the fact that'

almost every evenlng Zulu fathers spoke te thelr

children of the tradltlons of the Zulu natlon,
.h-whlch they in 1turn had learned from the;r:
“fathers, ... The earliest zchronicieet'of_ eil'
_peoples were presumably _'orai* - they wefe
-nOnethelees chronlcles for that, and the author_
‘has not he51tated to refer, occasmonally, to_the'i

. Zulu. oral tredition as a. chronicle,'and-te.the
'_eleers who seoke it as chrom.clers. (Ritter

- 1955: IKJ
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.BESSle Head1 'it: seeme had 1ess”-cbnfidénc9. iﬁ':the
memorles of the 'chronmclera’, relylng as heavlly as she
'does on the books llsted in her blbliography for the
1n£ormatlon.necessary fom-a.Bewitched.Crossroad Ritter’s
 11Stlng of his oral' sources contalns .an lrony of'whlch
‘he seems unaware._ His sourcea are mentloned. 1n the
.fOIIOWlng order' flrst, Ritter’s father, Captain C. L A.
'__thtgri fNat;ve_Comm1551oner'-and.maglstrate: gsecond, his
_mateﬁna; grandfather, the_ Rev. . C.W.. Possélﬁ,' a
missioﬁary, thlrd, Chief Slgananda Cube, seEWént_'tq
 .Sl'u-';n.]-ua.:_ja;_n'd,_;La.'s’til.y,_r himself. It is perhaps_superflﬁoua
to mentidn thatubnly”cne Of‘Rittet'é Eources'; CﬁiefJCuBe
el wou1d be'ab1e to provide him with.é description of
Shaka "as the Zulua saw him" (1955 IK), and not even with
_:a vmv1d 1mag1nat10n could any one of the nther ‘oral

sources’ be conSLderPd zulu.-_

The thard of Head's sources we examine is Twentz Years in
_Khama's Countr 7, the mem01rs of m1551onary J. D. Hepburn.
‘Bessie Head’s dlsllke for Macheng s disrespect for
chrlstlanlty is remlnlscent of Mrs Hepburn > descrzptlon

of him-

~ Macheng now openly persecuted tha'christiahs,
: g1v1ng ordars for certaln regiments to go out to
the veldt (country) to herd his cattle every

sunday, ‘while 6thers were nrdered'£6 appear at



: _thé khotla {chief’s courtyardl to-seW'and bray
" akins Qf wild anlmala - anythlng to prevant the =
"'young people from golng to school or church. .....
'Macheng was the most *epulslve 1ook1ng african I
hawe ever seen, - He had 1lived with the
MbselekatSe in-Matahaleland for many years, and
" had thoroughly imbibed the abominable customs Of
the people. (Hepbuzn 1970[1895]:4-5) |

Compare this to Head'é degoription of Macheng:

Macheng favoured t%é _o1d. cugtoms, and the
.existanée of Christienity in the town with its
powerful leader,';ankléd. :TaWards tha end of his
'fivevyéar cule ﬁacheng was dri#en_to a'frehzy of
despair, abolishing sabbath observance and
ordefing déy and night drum beating and wailing.
(1984:53) o

Another similarity between-ﬂepburn and Head's accounts
cencerns ‘Khama the Good" (Hepburn 1970[1895):5),
rationally Christian and rorally superior, who triumphs.
'Head's description of hgﬁ thé paople followed.Khama to
Serowe has been, almost word for word,lplagiariséd from
-Hepbﬁrn's a¢count. Here are the two descriptions side-.

by-side:
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Hepburn: For weeks long strings of people - women
:wiuh baskeﬁé~dn ‘their headé,;men, SOme-with
bundles, ‘ari other driving pack oxen ~ Eiled up o
B .the_kloqf. ‘The stream flowed steadlly o, untll o
 the town ‘of Bamangwato proper became almost
.desarted, and only a few old mén'and servants
'remained with = Sekhorme  &nd  - Khamané.
(1970118951 :21-22) |

Head: For weeks after Khama had left the town,
long streams of pecple ~ women with baskets on
their heads, and men driving'backabxen loaded
_with goods ?'nmvgd ouE of Shoshong until the
‘Bamangwata capital'wﬁs almmét deéerted._ Only &
few old men and servﬁnts'remainéd.with-Sekgcﬁa';

‘and Khamane, (Head 1984:54)

Head has, in fdcﬁ, *1ifted’ many incidents iﬁ'Hepburn‘s
book and merely 'oralised’ them through Sebiina for use in
her book, Sebina himself, in fact, is a certain
: Mogalakwe in Hepbuin's book. Despite Head's expianaﬁion
that the character of Sebina'is_"representative" and
: derlved from an essay entitled "History of Makalaka“ by

. Peter Mazebe Sebina {1984 Author ‘s nata}, ‘she has llrted _3

him out mf Hepburn's pages and on to her own
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In Head’s text, Hepburn reada to the old nmn Seblna who

-_.asks for the readlng to be repea*ed many tlmes over., He.

wzshes-he-could.raad, but "Alasl ‘the naw_learnlng was
lost to himw -Fis éyésight was too'poar and;only_receivéd""
a vague blur iri the materlal handed o him. "But'Ifhavé_
many eyes that wmll see for me,’ he thought"'(ﬁead
1984:79),1and'he ensires that his son learns to read.

" Hepburn's account is worth quoting in full:

© ‘Read that again,’ he said; and I read it again,
~ and read it a great ‘meny times over to h:t.s_ '
'_request." o _ S0
) .He ‘took the bcoks in his hands, and looked at the::_'
7'-place T palnted sut. to him wath my finger " How
|  h1s heart yearned to read the words, but ha;cduldT
'not .__ N . _ | . _.
-;*What am I to do?’ he sald I ¢an*£ reédr'and
these old eves of_mmne will never learm. ... but
it is too late for Mogaiakﬁefn he ”dan' never
learn.’ ... : | | _
He said, 'You must tell my son all this, &nd he
must ﬁake haste and learn-ﬁo.read,'then hé-will
be able to explaln and read it all to me,’ ..l
The next. day he brought bath hlE wives to me ko
beach them ta_read \Hepburn 1970[1895} 54 5)
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_ Hepburn too admires_the.old man for his dépth.and breédth

" of vision ~ similar to the way that Head makes him into
the ﬁltiﬁate 'literate soul': ."From all 'I.'saw. of
Mogalakve ana from all I heard about him, I believed him
ta héve been,-although a heathén,.a f:uly brave and

great-souled man" (Hepburn 1970t18953=56).

That Bessie Head has deliberateiy c:éatéd the_impréasich'
of brélity in many of her texts has been argﬁéd in éume
detail in Chapﬁer .5 Iﬁis imp#eésiéﬁ of_orality is';
.conveyed'inIA.Bewitdhed_drossrpgg ﬁhrough_Sebiha. Hééd
uées.the:incidents-of his lifa to uhfpld,ﬁheﬁstory_qﬁ
SEtowé. In additioﬁ,fhe is the'maané_whereby his people
6dme ﬁo undeiétaﬁd thé '‘new ways' of Khama. Sebina
réihterprets or explaing what Khama has dedided fo the
people in his ward;.Hié role in thé text is, therefore,
ﬁbt-resfricted tb.providing domfort aﬁd.legdership for
his peopie, but extends also ‘to.'teliing_ them their
'hisfory: "The old man shifted hia.postﬁre to that of an

57 For example, the story of "How the Phuti Became the
Totem of the Bamangwato" in Serowe is attributed to
Mokgojwa Mathware (1981:16), but could Just as

easlily have been derived from, for example, Mary :

Benson's account (1960:24-25) which Head had already
read when she was doing research for Serowe. -



anc;ent hmstorlan recountzng the hlstory of hls clap“

(Head 1984 62)% from his point of view,

' Anether hallmark of Head’s +invention’ "ié apb:a'rent_ in her

~ views of 1ite£ac§._' Deepite Sebina?e "efality’} for'

example, Head characterlses the way he vmews the world

and even un&erstands hletory in 'llterate‘ terms “and _'

_page by page, like some glgantic and 1nv151b1e book, ltS:
[the-town g1 llfe, its confualon, 1ts Lurmoll-and new

direction wou]d be comprehended by him® (1984 6“} : Head;"

-subtly weaves orallty and llteracy eogether,; untll'_

'literacy becomes an almost nai ural consequence of the
‘proper’ use of ‘tradition’ and ‘orallty';. Seblna is

| éaid to'like_thé cool, ratiehal, logical thought'qf'Khéma
:(1984365i; and the :dﬁi&_ dﬁaﬁacle in :Ehe-Wway Of."hie

' learning to read himself is his eyeéight.(lQB&:?Q), Thus

. once again,"aérdeﬁpnstrated in ChapteffIII, the best kind

6f.fqﬁal' ﬁan has a ’1iterate.eou1'.

S

‘Bessie ﬁead’e sources for A ngitcheducrosgroad'are,_
therefore, clearly not ‘oral’. She has managed, in
- gertain chapters'a& leaet, to giva a,fairly-consistent
-impreseien of 'eraiity* thfough the_eﬁaractef ef Sebina.:

In addition; she has bolstered the overall impression of =

‘What posture do ancient historians have? Perhaps nhe
intention here is to physically reinforce the ‘oral’.
nature of the history being related. :
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ﬁﬁi?ﬁral; ﬁtyle,.by'adopting_hhe.nariaﬁivé"frgmé{og.ah
drai chiéfly5history in.which tiﬁe is imaginedﬁés paséing'_L
in agnatlc anits or ‘chiefly chunks' 3 . Sarowe Vlllagg
-g;_g_g Rain Wlnd is based on three such lelslons of
_plme. the era of . Khama the Great,_the era of %shekedl_
'_;khaﬁa and lastly,-Patrlck van Rensburg ' Thlﬁ mqael of - -

#éhiéfly' hlstory based on the expllcatlon of agnaﬁlc

trelatlonshlps appears as well in A BertChed 
_fand we are 1ntroduced to 1t on the flrst page- “They were.
'zstlll in the midst of thelr_uncertaln wander;ngs when_'
o o ;_betswaiﬁg diéd._.He was.sudéeédea.by:his*SQn}'Mdtsﬁiping"“
_ | | (Head 1984:9), and *Tumbale, the blasphemer, replaced his
 €:' o | ;.:' :f§Fher”gs_ﬁambd:é§_bamboéhéba& j1984£14)¢: |

 }'However, thlS 'oral' style ls not the only one that she” ”

8 | ’_uses and along31de lt she develOps a more: ’llterate'f;.

- | iwestern’ ‘style of hlstorlcal narrative. In this iattery
node time 15 marked by dates rather than agnatlc links
and_‘trlbal"mlgratlons.'"Before tha year 1816 i.ov
-(1§84:19) and "About the_year.lBZO ..}’F (1984 2“) are'

‘time markers.

S

_wﬂat Head is, 1n'effeCt2 tryihg\td'dghis_cfeaté the

LE

_il}uaion_of-cdmbining two styles:of historical narrative

*. ' For an in-depth discussion on the ways in which oral

;  historical narrators use chieftain¢y as "one of the

shaping horizons of their narratives", see Isabel
Hofmeyr {1991), Chapters 5 and 6
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- an oral and a ‘literate’ or an 'African’ and a
- 'western’. While the point may appear obvious it is

‘worth stressing since certain critics like Mackenzie have

read . this text as 'a'n__'élt_tempt to combine ’fact’ and

"fiction'."' .Howe'ver,', as Mink has painted Ou'f. (1374), 'such.
a d:LstJ.nct.wn is not val:Ld s:ane hJ.stor:Lcal facts cannot 3
_be sundered from the narra.t:.ve in wh:.ch they are
 embedded Mink states further_“An hlstormcal narrative = =
does not demonstrate the necess;ty of events but makes
_ them 1nte111g1ble by unfoldlng the story whlch connects
' the:.r s:n.gm.f:l.cance" (Mlnk 1974 111).

Head's_ attempt to provide ys with an roral’ recounting of

‘the history of the Bamangwato people is not a failed

 attempt at either fietion or history, it is simply an

attempt to do something different with both these forms.

Aga_in;' Mihk is. uéefu’l‘: "narratives are in an mportant

sense prmary and J.rreducihle. 'I'hey are not J.mperfect_

substitutes for more soph:.st:.c:ated forms of explanat:l.on'_

and understanding® (Mink 1974:123). Thus the difficulty

_with' Head's narrative is, in part, a complication

asoci_-a'ted with W;ant:_i.ng-'to marry together often disparate
historical ."’voir:ég" in order to create the ’‘complete’

picture of Khama she would so much like to offer.

Head sets out, therefore, to write an historical novel

‘much like _Piaatje's Native Life in South_ Africa and.



A

Mhud:. The struct::.ﬁrés of Native -T..:'Lfe i'n"Sout:h Afri’ca- and . o

Serowe Vlllage of the Rain Wlnd are very s:Lm:Llar - both’

' purport to t:ell ‘the h:.story of a ceri:am hlstorn.cal

permd through the. recc::r:ded stora.ea of tha :.nd:.vidual'
players. Head‘s su:nmmg up- of Plaatje s worlc inm s:.mllar

Lo her J_ntent:l.ons in A Bemtched Crcgsrcad and Seroge- -
V:Lllaqe of the Ra:m W:Lnd: -

——t

 Native _Life is wide and deep in its histor_'ic_:al- :
reach. A full portrait of the times emerges and
we are presented with a view of history reaching -

fba'cik::;ear_ly '_fiVe- Huridr_e_d'years and up. to a pé-riod.

S of .t:_ransi'tion .a_$ it has 'affected the '.lives. of

_b.LaL.k people [Plaat:}e s] main a.:.m :Ls to
prese__nt the black personallty as de_servm_g

: -juStiée, humanity and_.d:.gm.ty. {Head .1990;8'1;)

Head emulates Plaatje s attempt to Wrs.t:e J.n a manner in

- wh:.ch the hlstorical facts of the lives of black people

are made readable and powerful in their :Lnfluence. In__-'
the "Introductxon-' to the 1978 edition of-Mhudi, Tim

Couzens could easily be writing about Bessie Head’s last

work and it is thus worth quoting at length: -

Plaatje is concerfxed not only to :de'f-énd' the
customs of traditional life of the Barolong (and,

ko some extent, by extension, Qf' the blacks -
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'generally) '-'bu't__ he _'_i\s. 'a.ls;'o intént | n.'_
relnterpretlng hlstory from the point of v1ew of£ "

“his own people. ‘I'h:ls does not, however, :mely '
that he is totally and a.deal:.st:.cally backward—'.'

) 1ook;|.ng and incapable of accepting change. As a
Lutheran himself, Plaatje pramses Moroka for hlS
'acc:eptance '..d_f _t:he- C‘hrJ.stlan m:.sswnanes L

'_'_Broadbent and Hodgson, _and ‘see himself f_:t.rmly'. o
w:Lth:Ln a’ part.lcular " ['i:i_..teraxy]_'-' :-tra_dition_._ o

{Plaatje 19'}'8 11)

Two more significant similariti_é_s ‘between Plaatje and

- Head’s -worksr- emerge' in Couzens’ 'diacussion.. -The f-i.rat: is.

their attempt to reproduce an ‘oral' “history .1*1 the__"

- w:_r:.ltt_e;l fcurm Both resorh to blbllCal reglster and ep:l.c
language tao -._re:n_.-nfo_rc:e the archaic style of the:language,

Of - tihis use of'biblic-al 1anguage. Plaatje says: "The __

simu.lara.ty be..ween all pastoral natlons J.s such that: gome

' passages in the hlStOry of the Oews read uncommonly llke
- a description of the Bechuana during the ‘nineteenth

‘century" (1978:12~3) . A Bewitched C_rossrpad qontains' an

analogous idea: "’The Jews,’ Sebina said, eagerly. 'They

are so much like us! We have listenad to these stories in

"_.great Wcmder,- ast:ounded' to hear ffth-ings- in the new'_

learning t:hat do not d:.ffer from our an cust.oms”'
(1984:78-9). = Sebina’ s__son cdncurs—_.__' After readlng ko

Sebina from the Bible he s”ays L § -1 .thlS any d:.fﬁerent
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from our life father? ... The Word of the Book does not

‘differ from  our  own lite.’*  (1984:79). . Couzens -
conolndss, 7mnohf*as wo"have about"Beééié'iHead, that. .
=;nplaatje [ cho;ce of reglsters here 15, Lo soma extent,":

& creatmve act" (1978,13).

The second 51m11arlty refex;ed to above is tha czaftlng

of- an ' oral‘i 1mpressmon ev;dent ln both the textskj

AoCordlng to Dr S M. Mblema, Plaat;e'“seems to-have

:called Mhudl his ’evenlng-reader’“ (1978;151;3'Cou2én5

'Pclnts.out ‘that f.s'

By thls he [Plaatae] dld nct,. nean that it was;~'
¥tr1v1al evenlng eadzng Qulte the contrary' He..3;
seems to have regarded Mhudl as . analogous to
_-folk~talps, 1egends and oralvhlstory passed f:om o
one generatzon to another around the flreslde at
nlght. Tt should thus conta1n the w1sdom and - -
hisEory-of hlS people, the-very_COro of-hls~own

culture. Mhudi is very close to the spoken word

'-because_that'is the:waj'Plaatje learnt much of
the history and fable he fecounta:in.theonovél*
The form of the novel is not 50 muoh'a 'readen'

:-but that of a ‘spoken sto:y'told to the wrltez i
(1978:15)
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By arguing that Head has /invented’ an oral tradition, we
o are-not-wishing'to deEr&cEffrom.her achieﬁément; -Indéed,
iher ’ihﬁentionsi.gré oftén:ingénious'respénses_to'one of

the problems of an on-going South African genre - the
_ historical'noval. Head’s'respbnse to the'problemsof ‘how
:'one combines ' Fact’ and flctlon 15 to comblne two -
hlstor:l.cal styles, bulldlng on a legacy she :therz.ts from,. :

‘Plaatje.  Even her llftlng trom ‘epburn is ‘not w1thou§..
_-prededent in South African literature. Peter Abrahams
.has also,.ln his hlstorlcal novel ﬂlld Longges , lifted
sectlons from  Mhudi, o Interestingly, Abrahams*'
' borrowmngs antall lifting the 'oral' sectlons from.Mhudl
and may have been txansferred to solve 51m:lar problems"
that Head faced in creahlng an oral vomce Ln a. wrmtten;

text

Thé.iast area Eo'which we.turh our attention is.Head's-
presentatlon of women in A Bewmtched CrOESroad Wbmeﬁ
are, by and 1arge, neglected in this text, samethlng that
is inevitable lf{ as we have-argued, Head~ls_u91ng a
| predominaﬁtly malé~centred form of hiétoriéal narrative
'for the telling of her StOIY* all the hlstarlcal actors
-are male; and all the ;ncmdents in the rext are related

through male: characters and at least one aspbuu:of her

8  The most obvious example of plagiarimn'in Peter
: Abrahams® book is the song on (210-211} -~ which -
~ comes from Plaatje’s text (51). E
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. oral style is taken er frem male chrefly narratn&e

:Flndlng an cvert, ‘active place for women Wlthlﬂ smrh a
heavily agnatmc style is a dlfficult enterprlse : As a
- ronsequence, women § concerns are neither foregrounded'
| nox detailed. Female characters are always presented as

adjuncts to the male characters in the novel, where they
are even d*scusaed at all It is our contentlon that the
lack- of senSLtlvely drawn female characters in thls novel
is, in _parL, a substantial reason for the crlplcs’

neglect of the text. If one has'argued'se:coherently tor
: Besaie'.Headfs 1nclusron in a bldck womern wrrterq**
'i.:.i'adit'ic_m_"that is -.femzl_.nls‘_r;, then one has, by force, to
ignore this text whieh is so male in orlentatlon,'
-T Despite the fact that more women than men were members of
'the mhurch (Comaroff 1985; and,hence llterate, thelr role
in the llt.eracy and Chr:.et:l.an:.z_:l.ng of the Bamanqwato"

people 1s in this text'largely'ignored by Head,

" The ohly.chapter.where'WOmenfe concerns are dealt with
directly is Chapter 12, where'Head.eutlinee“the aboiition
~ of bogadi. The abolition df-hegadi.is presented as part
of the dnwgeing dialegue. betweaen Chrietianityr'and
customary practices and, yet again, it is the male
characters - Khama, Sebina, and the other'elders'4 who
are the main players in this scene.. Sebina'E'wife,

-disturbéd_by'the prospect of no bogadi, says:
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| }The ﬁbmeﬁ7woﬁ1d ﬁever-eﬁﬁrove of the'abelition
- of bogadl,._She grumbled.'* 'Bogad1 has been
"marriage and securlty for the chlldre What 1s e
_'human soczety comlnq to in Bamangwate country?'
;.-. Bakhwm was- woman who knew her place, ‘whith

was 1n“her awn yard f She belleved wemen"

-shouid get comment on Schal mattere - that was

the preserve of men (1984 168)

'It ls the eld man, Sebmna, who is nmet pleaeed by the

L..proepect because vit pleased [hlnd that some subject hac

finally beetlrred Bakhwi, oqtf' o nraditlonal,
_ conservative' mould“ {19841 168rw ' B aDlllty e

straddle the 'tradltlonal' and thé - »na~1s rhe
'superier old man ev;dent in 8o nan». ’V f Head’

:sterles. BakhW1 because of her dependence Wl the (5ld!
waye'_makes a. “shameful, and retrogresemve sratement"
{1984:173): |
"May I aek‘whatlie wrong with a good beahing'frdm:
a husbhand?’ her deep, masculine voice boomed over-;
the assembly. A brating ensured that a woman
remained'en'the right read. We are-gomng to haye_
- a -let-'qf wbmen ‘with locee._morals_ in:gthie

 society.’ (1984:173 emphasis added)
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It is significant that her voice is masculine for, in

muich the same way #s Head sees feminine qualities as

being undesirable in a man, 'masc:'uli.né' ‘qualities are

undesirable in a mrdah'. It is almost as if Head ig

saymg that ngt to want emar\cn.pat:.on is unfammme. ‘Head

.contmues t:o adhere-to the e=seni-n.alist, 'natural'

' _qual:.t:.es of gentleneas and subserv:.ence t:o hen t‘nat

defme women . J.n her earl:l.er texts. 'I'he impression that
the emanc:.pated woman is also in some way a fem:.nine

wcman is re:.nforced in the following extract'

'A:few :weeks later _bbgadi, of the bridé-pridé, by |

| general public approval v}as_ abolished - from

'_ Bamangwato __s'oéiety._.__ But ._the women did not
'imrhediately react in an overt way to tﬁhéi:& newly
.earn_ed freedoms, . In fact, they kept.their' shawls
around their s-hc:uldérs 'and looked as coniaerv'at:ive
as 'éveryone pige. Bub thare were the beginmngs
of an J.ndepemient a.nd emanca.patad woman in the

soclety. {1984 1"3)

Hence even the liberation of women has perforce te be an
even, quietly achisved act 86 au not to disturb 't:he
equilibrium of the evemhanded scac:.ety so carefully

eng;.neered by Khama .

178



178

A Bewitched Crossroad is overtly different from Head's

previous texts. This difference is mdst_ disu-e-:nible in

the'style with which she approaches the work. However, -
the igsues examined in her_lést_ Lk remain.:,,*}he-_ same 28
those in the earlier works. It is clear that if we
- approach this text with a view to exaﬁxining the ways in
‘which orality and tradition have been constructed and
st:eamlined, we are_able-to_atrive at a more complete.

understanding of the ways in'__whic:h A Bewitched Crogsroad

is an extenéion of Head’s previous works.

De:spiﬁé-t'he fact that the text is, in many ways, “heavy
going” and a _'_'famiiiar tale of colonialism all over
_aigain“ (konge 1985:27), it is also a verjr sophigticated
attempt .t'u present as ‘oral’ 'iarge.'chunks of the history
of a pericd s0 negatively overwritten by colonial
historians. For Head has .suc_:céeded in at least one
respecii: the playéra in the .histdry of colonial Africa
have become active particiﬁanta in the decision which so
affected its future. _Déspite the idealisation of Khama
~and Sebira, the text makes c¢lear .hat the history of
Botswana could so easily have become the history of so
many other countrigs in Africa, were it '_nc’:t' for the

aatujte'politiéal vision of Tshekedi Khama.

Above all, what the text demonstrates to us as orities is

the extent to which Head has so carefully manipulated oux |



own convictions . concerning . history, orality and

tradition. fwe'assume that she is pregenting.ustith ;=~

| éither'tha_freal? or the 'imaginéd{ picturs 6ﬁ Serowe,
‘and fail to take into account the blurring of the line
~ between thése two styles. _If thé text'fails}_it fails
pértiy_due to oﬁr own inabiiitg tb_xéécgnise whét it is,
and our insistence that it be amsessed in tetms of what

it is mot.
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| CONCLUSION
. SEROWE: HEAD'S 'HALYL.OWED GROUND’
It is fitting that the most perceptive remarks on Bessie

Head’'s works must, ultimately, come from her own writing.

What we have argued in this thesis is not that different_ 

- to what Head-believes she hag achieved:

The least I can ever say for myself is that I
forcefully .creéued,"uhﬂer.'ﬁxtfamely 'hﬁstile
conditions, my .deal life. T took an cbscure and
unknown'village in'the Southern &fricag bush and
made it my own hallowed ground. ... My work was
always 'tentativé= because it"ﬁaé ~always ‘8o
completely new: it created new worlds out of
nothing: .., it brought all kinds of people, both
lite:ata and éemi—literate cogether,'and it did
not ‘really qualify who was who =~ éveryone had a

place in my world. (Mackenzie 1990:28)

Or, as she saye alsewhere, she has created a "Botswana of

my own making" (Mackenzie 1990:63) .
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We have argued that Bessie  Head‘s-'creaEion of “the
_illusidn of'a"traditibnal*'and 'oral' Serowe, and. thé
_’emphaams that this thesis has placed on these aqpects of
| hex gwrltlng, should be seen in . the context of her

intelléctﬁal_cghcérns{ Her stated desire. to write *a
vaét-kind;df panoréma of tribal llfe"_(vlgne ;991:188)w.

combined with her Africanist beliefs, her deeply-felt

_ ‘respect for African religion, and her interest in

history, make her-concentration=on-crality and tradition

'-a-logical'aSpECt of her texts. Bessme Head was caught up |

in.a number of often contradlctory currents and much of

her wrltlng constltutes a creatlve attempt to resolve

_fmany of the contradictlons 1n ‘her own. thouqht

Thréa of1Béssié Head*s.intéllectual éoﬁcerns ﬁﬁvé_béén.bf
partzcular iﬁportance-'to this theéis?-"herr-attitude
tawards ’tradltlon', her conception of o*allty* and her.
beliefs about the social position of women. What becomes
eVident'through ei*reading af'her-texts ié that hef
concepts of ‘tradition’ and hex beliéfs.about the nature.
of 'qralityi'hava led to very specific renditions of
these aspects of Serowe life in her texts.,  Both _.
'eraditiont and 'orality'-figure largely in her.texté;f.
- Starting as a_m@re-backdrop'to much of her éariy'writing,f
tradition and orality adhieve_places of prominence in‘her_;

'later‘texts.
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o In part‘.lcular, He&d uses Serowe _Vllla a- of the Ra:.n i

' and A BeW1tched Crossroad .as. the Vehlcles for her

'recreatlon of a sense of what she belleves the essence Qf
-Afrlcan llfe should be. -JUst as memy other Afrlcan:
_wrlterﬂ have done, Bessme Head goes back’ 1nto what she
percelves africa’s past: to be. From.thls pas:f;-'he K
'-gleans thoee-_usable aepects of Af@}can_lle'and employs‘l
.thenf to cenétfudﬁ her . ésééssﬁeﬁts and. depiCtions bf
eAfrlca 1n the present and her hOpes for” anlca 1n the
'future. What results lS an apparently Unlfléd body of
writing - in whlch -Afrlca iS' seemmngly -faathfully

i

represented through the eyes ot .the African people
" The illusion -'?:af'_.bo_th-tiie, ‘orality’ and ‘tratition’ of
':Se£OWe in'her‘&ekté'isVSeSE-understoo& thefefdreeas a
_strategy - one that she GOHSClDuSlY emplcye in order. to
"best satlefy\her 1ntellectua] eoncerns.- Elleen Jullen
'recognlslng the etrateglc nature of the use of 'oralmty'
f';n‘wrxttenhtexts, has argued thet-oral references.ln the
" works of Afric&n writers?ﬂhold.the’means.ef-imagiﬁative
solutaons to problems of aesthetic and ideoleg%pal -
dzmensmons" {1992.Preface),e_The extent to which mﬁeﬁ of
the orality'of'Sercwe in Head;s texts is iﬁagiﬁed'has.

been discussed in much detail in this thesis.

Head’'s task of 'recreating Africa’ is, as Julien points .

out, Eraught with a number of aesthetic difficulties.* In
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' oddioioh to the.ﬁéed to ‘create’ the illusiongof-a'Serowé_
-that is still both oral and tradltlonal Bessap Head has 
also to find for herself an acceptable ’voloe' through'
i which to communloate thzs 1mpressmon. Common to ﬁaﬁy"
" South Afr;can wrlters, Head has also to find a voice that
.:15 ablo_to speak_ao;oss ;he social d;vzslons_wh;ch are so -
muc_ii- aﬁ'-_'peiri-_ of South African life. '__-In addit-ioh,_ this
_voioeﬁmust'by dofinition bef'rechnisably’oAfrioan,.In"
BéSsie Head's;cése;_hGWEver;'spéaking for others becomeé
: ooen' more'5diffioﬁ1t ésr she ,-s}'.eSpecialiy in  her
_ inability to Sbeak..Setswaﬁa, an -?ootsider' 'in' éhe'
community shé wés trying-so hard to déoiot.: Héé'solunion-_
. ko thls problem was to adopt the lllusory poaltlon of7
partlolpant observer - an observer who putatlvely had
._acoess to the ways in Wthh tor ! and traditlon’ are
' orally transm;tted in an Afrlcan Lommunmty, For examplef

nmny of the lnterv1ews in Serowe: villaqe of the Rgln

Wind are presented-as tales spontaneously arlslng from
:tha'oral nature of Sorowéiekistenoa; Aa'was indicated iﬁ
Chapter III, however, Head's roléiaS'interviewer and
editor of these *oraliy'transmitted' talés isﬁsubmerged_
and what remaing is aﬁ illusion of the oral nature of

Serowe.

By submerglng her own rola ln the gatherlng of the ovral
testlmonles, Iead.succeeds ln her adoptlon of yet another

strategy employed to solve tha problem of speaking for

T
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others: shé_ invent :|.n h'erllte'_xté the fictional equivalent
of the 'true’ African ‘oral ' voice ' ﬁresumably that voice

 which the particiﬁant .observ.e'r.would have ‘heaxd’. 'I‘hus,._
" as we have shown in the previous _chap'te':'.:, Sebina is an
invention - Bessie Head'’s sdliitidn'to_ the neéd for an
roral historian’ . By 'speaking’ as she does through the
~voice of an ‘oral mahif , Head ig able to present us with
_w_hat' we 'wbuid perceive as the ’true’ stoxy of Serowe's
hi-story; Overall, _therefc‘:‘ré,_ Béss_ia Head’s solutions to
these aéé_thétic considerations have without doubt been
not only imag‘ina_ti\;é} 5ut"a1$o high].ﬁ sﬁcces_sful, _jddgiﬁg_:._
by the critics’ unquestioning respa;ise' to her creation of
these il_lus.;i.on_s;. It i$ our belief that once the invented
nature of Head's works is more widely sccepted, new axeas
of ir;ves_ﬁ'iga'tion in the. schalarship on Bessie Head?s

wri#iﬁg'will open up, .

Wh.at .is equally rioteWorf.l_ly is that des‘piﬁ_‘e the 'invented' |
néture of the ’‘orality!’ :.n her texts, she anticipates in
her wri .ing both the movement towards' ﬁhe use of ‘oral!
history in brcadly revisionist historiographies. The use.
of a community’s own ‘oral’ stories to construct the
history of a period - récordéd in a wfitten téxt - has
become a much-used format. In many ways, therefore,
Head's work. prefigur.ed the current movement i:owards_ oral
. testimonial _'1i£era1':ure. An exémple of thisi'_typé. of
_ h'i'stbriograéhy is Bozzoli’s (1991) Women of Phokeng which



.CGhsists -cf..oral: %ntér;iewéf récorded"hf' a. literaﬁe  ::
jllstener and transmltted to a. llterate audlence through 'J
‘the written nedlum.  R B
What mﬁst not bélforgo;ﬁen;_ana what the works of Beésie'
'Head-have-quite clearly indicated, is.nhat even.sﬁch
'apparently 'ObjeCthé’ recordings _'f .*orality'. are
_determined by *he 1lstener s needs and dntentions, An ”
"oral vo;ce' dcea not just smmply amerge spOntaneously
ﬁrom below but is’ created by a series of medlatlans and

flnterventlans on Lhe part of 1ntellectuals, wrlters and-.
'academALs‘ A critical look at.the work,pf Bess;e.Head cqn_

.indeed lead-us to-investigaie criticaily many araas~bff
.revi310n1st scholarship in which oral testlmony has been

used.--

 Head'a ﬁWofks_.and the eritical - :eactions'_they hﬁvé

elicited, also evidence the'symbclism_with'which.mény”l'
schblars=€inveat ‘orality in - discussibns- oﬁi African
_litératuré}- Julien has outlined-thié symbolismﬂand she
points out that many writérs and Eheir.criﬁids.believe_
that "almost anaraanlj there is something: ontologlcally

oral about Africa and that the act of wrlnlng is -

therefore dlsjunctlve and allan far afrlcans“ {Julien__ |

_1992;8) It 18 clear that certain crltlca¢ such as Fldo_"
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(1991); have subscfibéd to this-idea.m- To a ‘certain x"l

~extent Head 8 works alse conform ko thls idea, but it 15.?

: interesting that she_ moves_.beyond the _llm;tat&ons  _
iﬁherent' in the aYmb¢lisnt“of'.ofaliEy* bﬁ 'créating’fa. m
iogical;_ftréditionallyf-deﬁermined mmvé from rorality*
_to-fliteracy’ aﬁd‘by-méking rtrue oralitYf ¢ontingent on
a form df.,sgiritﬁal iitefacy. - The beiief'.in the
'illusiohff df.'SEEOWe's'.oraiiﬁy ‘WOuld nbt -have ‘been
malntalned for so long had such an.unquestlonlng approaah

to. her wrltlng not been the case.-

By making trué-'ofalityf'ccntiﬁgent on literacy, Head
| _achieves two of her aims. Firstly, she manageé ko
inﬁégrate_the ﬁeneficial aspedts of the past with those
of the present in her fictional texts. BSecondly, she
manages. to argue, through this fictioﬁal COEbiﬁaticn'of )
past and present, for the Afrlhanlst assertion thaﬁ_
Afrlcan -1deas are, ultirately, -necessatyu“fqr the
"rebirth?'of Africa. This blend of fAféidanism':and
Imoderﬁity is, she Feels, necessary for thelsurvival.of
' Africauiﬁ the futura; In her continual stress on the

river-like nature bﬁ tradition and its ability to absorb

51 Fido (1991:335) argues that Bessie Head’s use of

English is "¢lose to the spirit of AaAfrican

traditions of moral teaching through words" and that

it is through Head’s "idiosyncratic English style’

that she is able to 'deal[ing] with the divorce of
the tongue from the heart which accompanles the
lelSlQﬁ of mother from daughter“ _
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.e'ver:; the most foreign of ideas, Head is identifying wh'at:_

'_she bel;eves to be a mode of COﬂtlHUlty for Africa - a

- mode that does not allenate 1tse1f Erom modernlty¢ and

'-that takes from the 'tradltional' and the 'modern' what- -

w;ll, ldeally,-allcw its followers to reject raclsm,

brutal sexism and the abuse of power.

Thé re examlnatlcn of Head's WOrks 1n.th13 thesls has,
attempted to extend current crmtlcal thlnklng whlch sees
 Head.as spokesperson far‘Afrlcan‘women, accessing realmty
and transcrlblng 1b 1n her taxtsi We have demonstrated_
that - ln order to. achleve a more complex understanding of
-'her work, we ‘have to.quest;on sugh_charagtermsatlops af
her'writing;' Such assessments of her wbrks, we have.
:.érgued;:héve led to narrow an< seléctivé reaéings oﬁ_thé.
_hdepiCtions of_woméﬁ - and} in fact, tradition and orality
- in her texts. We have attempEEd %o broaden the zrena
in which thé'dxitical response ko her work canuoccur_by
arguing that such straightforvard attémpts to make her
' téxts exclusively"feminist’ limit our'appreaiation of
lher_ skillé as é writer;__ Furthermore;, hy -réading_
‘feminism’ directly into her texts, critics have obscuxed
‘the extent to which her deépictions of women are as

‘created’ as her depictions of ‘tradition’ and torality’.

The type of'approach to thh works of women writers

advoéated by Barbara Smith ~ that all'assessments of the
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work df black womeu be “femlnlst,“ radlcal,_ an¢;'
analytlcal“ (Carby 1987: 10) e 15 lnSufflClent 1f we are_'

o undarstand the ways in.- Whlch wnman wrlters actively -

-'partlczpate in creating ‘their own v;snons of the ‘world. o

An 1nslstence an the‘underlylng essentlal slmlxarltles in.
 the works of women wrlters laada CrJthS to- elevate ;
.certaln aspects-of wemen's texts over-other, posalbly -'
_mo:é_challenging; aréas in_ﬁhéir work;. Thé approadh we
'have_éttempted-toiuse-in'ﬁhis thesis_has taken-ﬁeed of
Carby’S'édvice - that we approach the works of wdmén'

_wrzters within a context - spec;flcr_questlonlng framework

- so that we. are better able to asaess the1r achmevnments.=-7

Headfs.inSistence dnAAfrican_'tradition' an&"forality' is -
'nét'*£519é* and, pérhéps}'éﬁeﬂ-retrdgreasivé-but is,:
rather, ‘evidence of her. act:we partimpat.:.on in the
shaplng and defzn;t;on of Southern Afrlc 341 llterature

We need to_c#edlt women wrlters w;Lh an engagemént_w%th
their work, yather than simply"assuming 'Ehenl to' be
passive ‘inheritors’ of a 4f¢male tradition’ of one sort
or another, 'In order to da this,'we”ﬁeed'to challenge
cﬁr'dwn,.as well aa;the writer‘s aasumptidns,.about the

nature of their work,

The final word must,'dnce again; belong to Head. $he
believes that Ellen Kuzwayo has achieved much in her

writing, for
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.';g. at the end of the book [Call Me Wbman] one 1 i
' -fea¢s as if a snadow hlstory of SOuth Afrlua has 
.'been wrztten,:there is. a sense of trlumph, of '
_hope in thls achlevement and that one has read |
..the true hlstory of the land, - hlstory that
v1brates with human compasslon and goodness.ﬂ

(1990 89}

In the san@ way, Bessme Head has, by her own aam1331cn,'
' -created an ldylllc and appeallng qerowe. As crltlcs, we
need now ;o-nwve-beyond assessments of her wéfk'thét
'-11m1t her ekllls to mere descrlpt;on and rﬂccrdlng, and'
'_1nto approaches to her work ‘which enable us to 1dent1fy

and underbtanq t e ways in whlch she has 3mnaged

: persuade her audlence.that she has cap‘mred the. asaenbmal o

_character of Africa on the wrltten page.

1904



. LIYT OF REFERENCES

S
-

'-Abrahamrs; Cecil. . _ o
 “The Jyranny of Place: The Context of Bess;e

' Head's-Eﬁctmon." Wblld Iaterature Written in

Engllsh 17 % 1878) 22-29.

_A.bra.hams, Peter.---' _ _
Wlld Corggest London Faber and Faber, 1951

31cof£,_L1nda"

"Cult‘ura,l Femlnlsm versﬁs Post- Structurallsmv 'I'he"

Ident:J.ty Cr:l.s:.s. in Femirn.st -Theory S:.gns-

Journal of Women m Culture and Society 13

(;.988) d 405 437.

"Andrade; Busanfﬁ. _ _
u Réwfiting 'Histoxir, : Motherhdod' and R’ebellicn'
Namlng' an Afrlcan Woman 2 therary Tradmt:.on .
Pesearcg in African Q;;ggggg;gg 21 (1990)‘ 91~
110, o

- 191 .



192
'Barnett, Ursula A.

‘A Vlalon of Order: A Studg of Black South African
_ therature in -Enqlggh  [1914—1930}, -London:';”

Sinclair Brown, 1983.

. Benson, Mary. _
TShEkedl Khama._ hondon; Fabér dnd;fabér,.lng.f
' Bozzoll, Bellnda and Dellus, Peter.

“Radlcal Hlstory in South Afrlcan Society._

L Radical History Rev1ew_46/? (1990); 13—45,-

"Brown, Lloyd w._

' -Women erters in Bldck Afrlca. New York:

_GreenWocd Press, 1575.
Bruner, Charlotte H. |
"Been~To or Has-Been: A Dilemma for Today's

_ African Woman." Ba-Shiru 8.2 (1977): 23-3L.

[

"Bessie Head: Restless in a Distant Land.” Eds.
- Car01yn Parker fand_ Aihold_ Stéphén _Whén_ the
| ngmﬁggg_ggggggg.' ﬁashinqtbn: Threé Continents
;Péess, 1081, . : S S



“  Bryce-0kun1o1a, aane | _ _ _
| -:"Motherhood.as a.Metaphor for Creat1V1ty in Lhreeﬁ'
| '_ _Afr1can.Wbmen g Novels Flora Nwapa, Rebeka Njau

. and.Be351e‘Head R, Sushella_Nasta.Mbtherlands»_'

Black.Women's ertlng from‘Afrlca, the Carlbbean.

and South.Asla,- London: The.Women-s Press,glsgl.

-.L-.I‘ o
[

5Qcarby, Hazel v.

ReCOnstructlng Wbmanhoo The Emergance of the 

Afro— Amerlcan Wbman Nbvellst Oxford Oxford'-fﬁ

Un;verslty Flgss, 1987.
: Claytan, Cherry

Women and.ertlng in, South Afrlca, Joﬁannesburg:

-Helnemann, 1988%.

/A World Elsewhere:’ Bessie Head as Historian."
English in Africe 15.1 (1988):55-69.

. "Post~colonial, ?ost—apartheid;* Post-feminist:
Family and Statg in Prison Narratiﬁes.by sduth'

African Women." Kupapipi 13.1-2 (1991): 136-143.

193



COma.roff . Jean.

gz of Power, Sm.rlt ot Res:l.stance The Culture

and Hlstorv of a South Afrlcan Peonle. Cha.cago: :

. Un'l.vers:l.-ty of Ch:.c_ago Press,._--l_QB_S._

. Davies, C.B. and Graves, A.A,

' T ,Iambz.ka Studles of Women :|.n Afr_tcan theratureo- .

:New,__Jersey: Af_r:l.c_a_Wor_ld Press, 19-86.

Daymond, M. -J'.-_ o
) “Preface‘ Fe;mlnlsm and Wrz.t:.ng " Current Wrz.t:l.ng
2.1 (1990): i-v. |

s Doveﬁr. 'Earesa.- ' _ _

| “A Questn.on of Power* Susan Gardner 8 Bz_ography
versus Bessie Head's Autoblography.“ Epgllsh_-_ in
Africa 16.1 (1989): 29-38. | |

- "Between the Lines." Rev. of Between the Lines,
ed.. Craig Mackenzie and Cherry Clayton. English
‘in Africa 17.1 (1990): 95-98. "

Evasdaughter, ‘Elizabeth.
'Bessie :_ Head’s “A Question of Power’ as a .
Mariner's Guide to Paranoia." Resegarch in _iﬁkfriaaﬁ'

Literatures 20 {1989): 72-82.

194



E,ﬁb. Elaine savory.- |
' -_"Mother/lands Self: and Separatlon 1n theberk of

_ Buc:h:l. E‘mracheta, Bessle Head and Jean Rhys.‘_' Ed
__Sushe:...-a Nasta Motherlands : Blac" Womon s Wr:Lt:J-.ng
the Cdrzb ean _and South Asn.a. -

:Landon, The. ‘Women’ s Press, 1991

- from 'Africa -

;Frank, Katherzne. -
- "'Femxn:.st Crltlc*sm and the Afrlcan Novel W

|  ' M&dﬂ 14 (1984% 34- 48* S

[

_fwwémeﬁf'Withou;f'Men: The  Feminist Novel in

© Africa.® African Literature Today 15 (1987): 14r

34

: Gardner, Suaan

"Product:.on ‘under Drought Cordltlons. '_Africa o

Inslght; 15 1 {1985): 47’-47

E)

"sDon’t. ask. fqr' the true sto’rii_' B, Mamo;‘_:r_ of -

Bessie Head.' Hecate 12:1-2 (19B6) :110-129..

195



'Gardnar, Susan and Scott, Patric;a B.

Bessxe Head: 2 Blbllograpuz. - NELM B=bllographlc"

'_Series Number One ESrQhamst0wn:-Natlonal Engllshf .-”

 LLterarY Museum; 1989,

Gibberd, VErnon.
Letter‘_lz December 1993

Gordimer, Nadine. o _
"Preface.mé-.Elien Kuzwayo Ca 11 ME Womaﬁ.'

Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 198;

.Gray, Stephen..

Rev of A wOman Alone, Tales of Tendernéss'and.:

~  Power and Bessie Head, Cralg Macken21e. English_ -

in Afrlca 18 (1991} 99 -102.

-Head, Beasie..

When Rain Clouds Lather - Lbndohszeinemaﬂdg

1968

-Maruf- London; Heinemann, 1971, -

-y

A_Quéstion of Power. London: Heinemann, 1974..

_1_:96 ]



g@g gollector of %reasures.' Londbn&'Héiﬁemann,;_::
_1977 B

'fl-Londonr'

.':fHelnEmann, 1981

-A Bewztched Crossroad ﬁn Afrlcan ag;} 

thanngsburg: Ad.Donker,_1984

.’Téles'_rf TenderneSSI and PoWer.i-J Ciford:
 He1nemann, 1989
,:mmmmﬁ,a b

“antv Years 1n Khama g - Countru_and Ploneer;ng

EﬁﬁﬁﬁLﬁQ&iJﬁﬁ&Lé@LOf Lake Ngém_ Londonz-Fran;_* r

_Cass & Co, 1970. Orlglnally publlshed 1895. .
Hobsbawm, E. and T. Ranger, eda.

The Invenrlon of Tradltlcn. Cambrldge Cambridqef"‘

Unlvers;ty Press( 1983*-

197



1 5

Hofme;yr Isabel .

:  AR Important' andIaImaginativef'AntﬁleQY.a
Staffrider 9.4 (1991) : -1.2'9_132. . _

_"’Jonah and the Swallowmg Monster* Oral:.ty and" |

-theracy on a Berl:r_n M:Lsszl.on Statlon :Ln the..

'I‘ransvaal. " Journal of Southern Afrlcan Stud:l.es

i 17. 4 (1991) 632-653.

L : L 5
. - i

_v'We Spend Our '_'Y:ea'i*s._aé a Tale That -ig Told’: -
Oral . Storytelling,  Literacy ~and  Historical |
. Narrative in the Changing Context of a Transvaal

' Chiefdom.® Diss. U of the Witwatersrand, 1991.

“G.eﬁder_r.;__,.- Patt_:‘_efns,'_ of Story-telling and -Fofced_

' Removals: A Transvaal Perspéactive. 'f The Societies

of Southern Africa in the 1gth and 20th Centuries

18 (1992): 39-53,

Critics, Brightdﬂ: Harv‘esrt:e'r Press, 1986.

198



'5 -thnaan. 3.

":“Metaphor, Myth and Meanlng in Bess;e Head =} A

'ﬁuestlon of Power " Wbrld therature ertten in

.Engllsh 25 {1985] 198 211

Julien} Eileen. _ o o
o N Afr;can Ngvels and th Ouestlon. of Oral‘EZ

_Bloum#ngton~ Indlana Unlver51ty Press, 1992

: .rZ:':- L

o

Y

" Kibera, Valerie.

i

“ Macqoye and ‘Besgie Head.* Ed: Susheila Nasta

.)\

| 3 Motherlands° Black Women‘g Writlnq from Afrzca,'~r

V the Caribbeaﬂ: and, South Asla, -'_Londog: The

._ Wbmengs P_ress-F 1991 .'L .:_. . .  : 55; .

' mmYOi Ellen .

Slt Down ang’ Llsten._.cape_ide: Davidehilipz.'

e

_Eubl;shers, 1990. o '  ST | }"

Lapin, Deidre.

“Wbmen in Afrlcan.therature.“ Eds Margaret Jeanff

. Hay and Sharon_Stlchter Afrlcan Women South of,'

- the.Saharé;-fLoﬁdon'and New'Xork: Loﬁgﬁan; 19&4;

199

! »adopted Mdiherlands: The Novels of Marjorie =



 Little, Remneth,

Litedature. Loﬁd9n£ Ma§millan,-l9B0}_. 
Lockett, Cecily. ﬁ
"-'F'eminis'm(s} &nd Wr:.t:.ng J.n Engllsh :Ln SOuth'-

Afrlca.“ Cﬂr?eﬂt ertlng 2 1 (1990)' 1~ 21
Lodge,_Tom.f

__ Black Pol:.t:l.cs in South Afrz.ca. S:.nc:e 1945

Joha:mesburg Ravan Press, 1990

A -Libera‘_l._ "of Aho-t:her Coloux. " Rm}. _ of Sobu’kwe '

_and:'Aggz'rt;heid Benj amin Pog*‘und Transformatmn" |
16 (1991;‘ 76- 88 ' L '

f mackenz1e, Craig and 01ayton, Cherry, eda. )

 Between the Lines, Grahamstown Natlonal Engl ish

Literary Museum, 1982.
Mackenzie, Craig. (i‘)

Bess:.e Head:  An Introduct:.on. - Grahamstown:

Nat:_.onal hngl_l_sh_l._lterary Museum,_ 1989.



(3)

_"Short F:Lctlon 111 t:he Maklng The C‘ase af Bess:.e S

Head " E gllsh in Afrlca 16 1 (1989} 17—28,_

~ London: Heinémann, 1990.

- ”Marquard, -J'ean. _ _
"'Bess:.e Head* F:-c:.le and Corrrmum.ty 1r Southern ’

AErlca.“ London Magaz:l.ne 18., 10 {1978/9) 48 6l. _

'chowall Deborah. _ _
"New B:Lrect'l.ons for Black Femlm.st: Crlt.’LClSIﬁ
Ed. Elalne Showalter The. New F'em:l.nlst Cr:Lt:Lc:Lsm.

NEW York Pam.tl'lﬂcm.Jr 197 5._ _

M_:i.'nk'_., _.Loﬁis' 0. | o
| "History ahd: Fict ion as 'M_édes. of. Cdmpréhensiéﬂ. .
Bd. Ralph Cohen New Directions in Literary
..'.I_-Ii'st.og. 'Lond'on.:.: Rou'tiedgfel'& .Ke..ga.n Pa'ﬁl-,. 1974,

Mohanty; Chandra T. _
: "Under Westem Eyes. | Fenum.st ucholarshlp and _
Colom.al D:Lscourses." Bo g_z_;x 2 12, 3/13 1

(1984): 333-358, |

201



H_aliii, Gemma. Ta.ng

-"Bladk "olomen, _ Sexlsm and Rac:.sm. Bl‘-&ck-_ér Anti-.

_ :'.Rac:_.s!_:_ :Fe;n;nlsm? " Fem:.m.st Rev:.ew 3'? (_-1_9-5__3,:(1)'_: i~ |

Naseon, 'B':'_.":l.:l.' IR

_-'-'_’I'he_-_fI_J_n__:i.ty;Mo'vement- Its. Legacy 1n Hlstcrlcal----

. ConSc_iOus-ness.“. Radlcal Hlstag Rev:l.ew 46/_7" .

_'__N':a_ylésr, Glari.a. :

y_ London Vlntage, 1988
' Rkosi, I..ewis. :

Tasks and" Masks- Themes and Styleb of Afrlcan .
_ Ll.te_:r_a_ture_.__ Ha:r:lc:w Longman,. 1981 | | -

'“'.Nyembezi, c L. Sibus:u.sm
” Zulu Proverns. ' Johannesburg Wit'wat_ersr-and .'

Ur‘-s.versn.ty Press r 19 55

OQunbeaan, Kolawole.
"The Cape Gdoseberry also Graws .m Botswana'
.All_enat:l_.c-n \and -Cornm:.t:ment J.Il the ert:l.ngs of -
Be.s.sie I-iead b Journal of Afr:l.can Studles 6 1

: (1979) : 206-212.

202



Ojo-Ade, Femi ..

"Bess:l.e Head's . Al:l.enat.c,':l Herolne. : V:.cm.m or .

Vlllalnﬁw Ba-Shlru 8. z (1977): 13- 21..:_':__"

'-"Fe"ma"ie ' 'Writéfs-', 'IM'al'e*-' Cr:.t:.cs."_' African |

tharature 'I'odaz 13 (1983} : 158 179

. Omer-Cooper, J.D.

- The Zuly Aftermath. LQndoﬁ} Longman, 1966.. .

'V_ong. walter J._

_ 0""&11[2\7 anci theracv* The Technoloqlzlng of the

' Word. London* Methuen, 1982.

Plaatje, S01. i

- Mhudi. London: Heinemann, 1978.

Nati_ife Lire in South Afr_ic&_i. Johannesbuxrg: Ravan "

 Press, 1982.
Pogrund Benj amin.

§obukwe and Agarthe:.d -thannesbﬁrg: Jonathan

': 203 .



| - IIthirT'
'Ravenscroft, Arthur. | | a
| '“The Nbvela of BESSle Head " Ed Chrlstopher

' Heywood Asnects- of South .African .therature._

London:-He1nemann-(1976}: 1?4-186.-

Ritter, E.A. | o |
haka Zulus TheZRlse of the Zulu Emplre._Londoﬁi
'*. Longmanir 1955. : '

'Roﬁgé, Bafrj;  _ _ o -
"A Bewitched Crossroad.” Fair Lady 20 March
(1985 27. R

. Rooney, Carollne.

“'Dangerous Knowledge’ ahd"theﬂ Eoeticél_bf:

Survival: A Reading of Our Sister Killijoy and A

Question  of Power." Ed. Susheila Nasta

Motherlands: Black Women's Writing from Africa,

the caribbean and South Asia. London: The

s Women'é'?re$&;'1991.-

_ Sarvan;_ghﬁrles~?;' _ S
 "Bessie Head: ‘A Question Of Power’ and
| Idemtity." A_fs_:mm_mmm____m_mm 15 (1987>

 g2-88. |



| Schapera, Isaac.:

a Handbook of Tswana Law and Custom.- London i
Oxford_Unmvar31ty Press,_1938f_ -

R

y _and Faber, 1940.

.Marr1 ed Llfe in an Afrlcan 1I'rvt.b&*. .Londdr_l_: Faibef;_ :

. -

R "'I'he Polltical Organlsatlon of the Ngwato of.-..

'Bechuanaland Protectorate," Eds M-._-E‘ortes and-.-'

'E, E. Evans Prltchard Afrlcan Polltical sttems._

: Oxford: Oxford Unlverslty Press, 1970,

f?Kinship_andﬂMarriage among_the'TsWana.“ Eds A.R.

fRadC1ifféeB:¢wn_and_Daryll Forde_Afﬁican-gzétems

. of Kinship and Marriage, - London: Oxford

‘Shange,

Univérsity Press;'lQ?S;-'

Ntozake.
_iSaSSafraES‘-ngreSB-and Indigo. London: Minerva,
1982, |

- 205



Texts Qz'Urban Adolescents. _Cambfidgé: Cambridgef.

' Unlver31ty.Press,_1986._-

' smith, Barbara. "

"Towards a Black Feminist Crltlclsm n Eds Jualth'

Newton and Deborah Roaenfelt Femlnzst Cr;t;c;sm]:

' and.SOCLal Change, New York. MEthuen, 1985, -

Stewart, Julie and Armstrong, Alice.

The Legal fituation of Women in Southern Africa,
Vol _II. N Hararef'_ﬁniversityﬁ'of_ Zimbabwe

Publlcatlcns, 1990;7

_Street,:Brian V.

 Cross-Cultural _ Approaches = to  Literacy.

Unpublished,

L]

- "a Critical Look at Walter Ong and the ’'Great

- Divide’." Literacy Research Centre 4 {1988): 1-5.

| Vazl, Leroy and Whate, Landeg.

Power and the Pralsp Poem: Sﬁuthern _African -

Veoices ‘in Hlsto;g, Charlottesvillé; University:{

" Press of Virginia, 1991.

206



van Niekerk. Annamarie. ed.'

E&AQWJE the, Bllnds. A Ce tury. of SOuth Afrlcan o

',_Womgn sﬁsbo:;,_ﬂzrJohannesburg. Adjﬁggnker,;1990.
. Yoo
': Vigne, Randolph, ed

Gesture of Belonglng Le;ters fgonlﬂeasle Hegd= :
1965 1972 f Londoa- Heinemann,_lQQl :

. Vipcent, David. - |
" Literacy and Popylar Cultyre: England 1750-1914.

  Ca@bridge=.cambridge_UniverSity_Pﬁesé,_;gsﬁj'

Visal, Rob1n.' R _ .
'"V:"We Bear the Wbrld and We Make It» Béséiefaéa&
an@ QOIIVE: Schrglner,i Research in.3Afri¢an

#ilteratures 21 {199D);_115§124~h

B walker, Alice. -

In Search of Our Mbther B3 Gardeus._ Dondon: The

' Women s Press, 1984

Wall, Cheryl, ed. - |
o Changing Qur ' Own Wb#ds: Essays cni,Cfiticism, "
ory . whmen.  London:

' Rutgers University Preas, 1989.

“a07



| 208
'_Welten, Wayna.__
R - Psxchologx Themes and Var:l.atlons Pac:l.fz.c Grove. -

Brooks/Cole Publa.sh.mg, 1992. .

_Wh:.te, Landeg._ o
'“L‘ﬂ;erature and Hlstory in Afr:.ca’." Journal of

?3_ggylcananlstorz_zl_(1930); 537-546.
Wllhelm, Cherry. _ _
' "Bessme Head* The Pace of Afrlca._" English .in

Afr:.ca 10..:. (1983). 1- 13.

Wylie, Diana.

- Southern African Chiefdom. Hanover 'énq___hdn'doné-

.. University Press of New England, 1990.

ok Bozzoli;'aelinda..

Women of Phokg_c[ Consciousness, Life

trategie . and_ Midraricv - in _South

 Africa, -19;_00 - _1983. Johannesburg:

Ravan Press, 19971.






Author: Castrillon Gloria Ledger.
Name of thesis: Invention or reflection- - Tradition and orality in the works of Bessie Head.

PUBLISHER:
University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg
©2015

LEGALNOTICES:

Copyright Notice: All materials on the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg Library website
are protected by South African copyright law and may not be distributed, transmitted, displayed or otherwise published
in any format, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner.

Disclaimer and Terms of Use: Provided that you maintain all copyright and other notices contained therein, you
may download material {(one machine readable copy and one print copy per page)for your personal and/or
educational non-commercial use only.

The University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, is not responsible for any errors or omissions and excludes any
and all liability for any errors in or omissions from the information on the Library website.



