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INTRODUCTION

From the advent of ime and civilization, females have confronted what they
perceive to be the male domination of affairs in the human society.
According 1o the African-American feminist eritic, may Helen Washington,
all facets of the society must conform to the male order before they are
adjusted to be correct. However, she reasons that this scenario cainot
continue since it is lopsided and primitive of women. She argues for a fairer,
egalitarian, non-sex biased society which accords similar rights and
privileges 1o its male and female members alike. In her essay, “the Darkened
Eye Restored: Notes Towards a literary Ilistory of Black Women. she opines
that:

What we have to recognize is that the creation of the fiction of
tradition is a matter of power, not justice, and that power has
always been 1 the hands of men — mostly white but some black
When are the disinherited.... Those ditlerences and the
assumption that those differences make women inherently inferior,
plus the appropriation by men of the power ta define tradition,
account for women's absence from our written records (Gales,
Iroed., 199):32).

In The Sexual Mountain and Black Women Writers — Adventures in Sex,
Literature and Real Life, Calvin C. Hernton supports Washington’s views
and proceeds 1o show clearly that the male domination of all aspects of life in
the society still exists. He reasons that. “the complexity and vitality of black
female experience have fundamentally been ignored” and that, “black male
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writing has been systemalically discriminating against women” {Hernton
1987:39).

The situation referred to by Washington and Hernton reveals itself in the
societies projected by Lucy Dlamini and Sembene Ousmane in Swaziland
and the French speaking regions of West Africa respectively. Like n the
Alfrican-American settings, women begin to emerge from behind the veil of
male-based culture to voice their needs and concerns. Initially, they are taken
for granted. Conversely, as events unfold, men begin to take them serious and
to contetid with their vearnings and aspirations.

Dlamini’s The Amaryllis is set in Swaziland in the late 1960s and early
1970s. it also forays intv neighbouring countrics like South Africa,
Botswana and Lesotho. The title of her novel recalls a beautiful, pink-colored
and sweet scented, but rare flower that grows from a bulbous plant tound
usually in semi-arid areas. Qusmane’s God’s Bits of Wood on the other hand,
is set in the late 1940s largely in Mali and Senegal, two prominent regions in
the former French West Africa. It is essentially about the strike action
embarked upon by African workers on the Dakar — Niger Railway Line
which spanned thousand s of kilometers across ditferent time zones,
territories, peoples and cultures. Put simply, “God’s bits of wood” children of
God the creator’ (Ousmane 1970:62). _

Dlamini’s novel is about Tana — Tanethu — and other members of the
Mdiluli family in their quest to build a strong, economically sound and united
family amidst the social chaos and decay of moral values in the
Logoba/Mhobodleni/Ka Khoza area resulting from the rural to urban
migration and the mushrooming of squatter settlements. These settlements
were occasioned by the quest for wage employment at this period in the
history of Swarziland, which threatens their efforts. Tbe Amaryllis equally
celebrates the establishment of the University of Swaziland — fondly
referred to as “Mvasi” — and the warm reception accorded it by the Swazi
nation. Historical figures such as the late King Sobhuza II and Professor
S.M. Guma, accord the story some verisimilitude. Thus, the novel 1s a
mixture of fact and fiction, credible and incredible events. The book therelore

recalls works such as Felix Mnthali’s Yoranivyote and manifests attinity
with God’s Bits of Wood in the sense that, as Ousmane’s novel recalls and
celebrates the 1947 — 48 Workers’ sirike — the Dakar — Niger Railway
Strike - which outcome uplifted African workers and restored some of their
dignity which had been denied them by the French Colonizers. In the
Amaryllis, we witness a young woman making choices and determining her
future. Viewed against the backdrop of her culture, the heroine of the story
appears 1o be rebelling against the status quo.

Whereas the heroine in Dlamini’s novel is Tana, in QOusmane’s book it
is Penda and a host of other women who ensured the success of the worker’s
strike embarked upon by their male folk. Penda led the Africa women on a
long, arduaus protest march to Dakar — the French colonial Capital. In the
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mates. She is resolute in her convictions about dating a single man and
avoiding sexual intercourse until after marriage. This stance deprives her ol
her first and anly boyfriend, Reuben who is impatient to the puint that he
experiments with a willing girl.

Tana's position is at odds with the prevailing trend in the Swazi Society
so vividly depicted. She believes the trend to be morally reprehensible. She
thus wages a relentless war to sensitize ber siblings at home and her friends
at school against such a practice. Her posture which stands against the
predominant male — ordered ethos surrounding her, is credible and realistic,
hut appears strange and weird in the existing social parlance. However, she 1s
the voice of reason, a visionary whose aclions and beliefs serve to wam
against the consequences of promiscuity as manifested m the contemporary
society. Tana Mdluli is therefore a suitable role model for today’s youth
our HEV- AIDS’ devastated world.

In Gods Bits of Wood. a sirike situation involving local African
workers demanding equal labour rights and fairer treatment from their French
Colonial employers serves to mobilize and enlighten both men and women to
united action and team work agamst their oppressors and exploiters. For
instance, it is during the strike that, contrary to their traditional role as house
wives, women are allowed to attend and address a political meeting in a
society where the very idea is “unfamiliar and disturbing”. We therefore
realize “how many traditional belicfs are being swept aside by the turbulence
of the strike” (Charley Willred 1971:178). '

The Dakar — Niger Railway Strike brings about a situation where men
become increasingly dependent on women:

The days passed, and the nights. In this country, the men often
had several wives, and it was perhaps because of this that, at the
beginning, they were scarcely conscious of the help the women
gave them. But soon they began to understand that, here, 100, the
age to come would have a dilferent countenance. When a man
came back from a meeting. with head bowed and empty pockets,
the first things he saw were always the unfired stove, the useless
cooking vessels, the bowls and gourds ranged in a corner, empty.
Then he would seek the arms of his wife, without thinking, or
caring, whether she was the first or the third. And seeing the
burdened shoulders, the listless walk. and the women became
conscious that a change was coming for them as well... And the
men hegan to understand that if the limes were bringing forth a
new breed of men, they were also bringing forth a new hreed ot
women {OQusmane 1970:53-54).

Penda — a fearless female, organises a march with other women in support ol
the Workers® Strike. She subsequently emerges as a [oremost leader of the
march by African women from Thie’s to Dakar. In the course of the stike
she makes a speech at one of their meetings. The speech confirms T
leadership s

101

Francis Ibe Mogn

I speak | ame of : i
C]u:]kat n ;5)6 name of all of the women, but I just the voice they have
L \[L]]r; Db[f.l r}-ou what they have decided o do. Yesterday we all laughed
gether. but Tor us women this strike still ibili .
oL < < means the possibility of :
life tomorrow. W 1 e Botod oy
- We owe 1t to ourselves to hold up a 1 i
= b i 5 S p our heads and not giv
now. So we have decided that tomorrow we w " A

et 7tll march together to Dakar

I'he Amaryllis depicts a situation where

b 7 th Ot 1S 2
Madluli’s unique personality i, Renbon e b o

e e g 1y emerges. Her male friend, Reuben takes her out
e ac ;31 soon after they meet at the University. In the course of the
chat we observe lier resolute position LSS g I 1 co

S0 8 on issues such as dating and courtshi
i ot ting and courtship.

3 — . 2
Tana, *... 1 would like to know you better, and may be vou

[ could be friends in a special kind of w
responds: h
‘Not so fast Reuben ‘We s

S0 fas scarcely  know
(Dlamini 2001:70). e

and
. However, Tana

each ather vet

At this poinl, Tana patiently listens to Reuben

| ’ a he intimat er wi 1
family background. Once N

it a while she interjects to clici inii i
- _ i - : e g s clicit more miormation
r:;;: l:élm Aﬂir“m En]ji when he has finished telling her his background that she

onds ¥ by letting him know about h 4 4

: fully by s er. When, much later. Re

P Uy by let t 5 2 uben
(r:;lmb the issue 0[_p<re—mar|_tal sex, Tana resolutely opposes the idea. Tana’s
_q_;.r_}_lﬁme 1S Busisiwe which literally means “we are blessed to have vou:’
(,}. ). Therefore, she must live up to her billing_ At the start of her University
programme, her parents emphasize this point to her: ’

o ][\'{y L:'h]ld. I'ana.’ Father said, tumning to me, ‘your mather
L “don’t kx'mw how to thank you for being such a blessing to
‘.us tamily. You have truly lived up o your name, Busisiwe -
w ar S AV i 2 i ; :
Yse are lble.sscd to have you™ — which vour mother cave vau
our ‘n\n?[ ter and I feel truly hlessed for having such a child.”
_ Fe alsa trust Thal‘yl'nu’ﬂ continue ta heed our advice while
vou ud at thait place of higher learning, which we have been
wamed, can destroyv a child morall s K
. V 4 ) - Also, do no ;
= g ¥ ot forget 1o read
_— ]50. 1"33 d;]lltl_..}. we, in turn, will keep vou in our prayers
seeching the Almighty to keep vou on His siraj rrow
3 3 s straight and narrow
s i Ay straight and narrow

This p;u‘::nfa] advice and exhortation further strengthens Tana’s convictions
;1(1::111[[ Al'mcgrmmrc .zmd her leadership role both n ht;r family znul.iI;L[E:zul:EEiz;
COH;}};}t.mc?lltl‘l.t.\;"l:;::]:le:c;‘illr])g)c;;t Ir‘.::lh inemb and sch('»ol mates, this rcsuﬁltc
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adjusted to be wayward. Tana’s bosom friends and school maltes, Julie and
P:tiem:e try to persuade her to revise her stern stance lregardzng casuall slclex,
but she remains committed to her resolution against it. Julia admonishes
"Iﬁ?;?:know Tana,’... ‘I wouldn’t be your true friend if I didn’t giv;-; yc?}] my
A P _
ini / d I've not the slightest doubt that 1f you

nest opinion. Reuben loves you, an : C t _

?:vised gour stand on certain expectations in a relationship between two
; that ntji...

ople who love each other, he would dump : = .
E)Iflop Tana. ['m telling the truth. Reuben’s using Sylvia for what he can get

ile waiti t ind (94).
while waiting for you to change your mind ( '
However Tagna does net change her atntude‘or waver in he.r to}]gh s;g:llcte(;
She instéad sulks and devotes all her energies to her studies im a bi

surmount the emotional setback:

succeeding days and weeks, 1 felt as conspicuous as an
alcnhilxl;l; :E;fh, lcrnjwin}g that most pcfoplc were awa;; tht{i;t :12%
relationship with Reuben begun \m.th such promise ;j 10 -ia
bemona, the malicious would call it pqde) had been mp_p._ 11'(1l
bud. To stifle the pain I buried myself in my books, den;;;'lg ]eeg
satisfaction when each assignment was retu::ned with nothing e;u
than a B grade and very warm comments from my lcct‘urer?l.u'l
weekends I escaped to my home to brez}thc fresh air. M;a]:;vu ile,
Reuben himself had kept his distance since the Sunday fo ciwlllng
my discovery. Afier church he had appmac.hed me but : aL
frozen his steps in mid-stride by hissingly telling him to g:td osd
And from then on, I never looked_ bac}(. T was disillusion ]:n :
bleeding inside, but I refused to give either him or the onlookers
the satisfaction of seeing me waver (98).

In Gods Bits of Wood, Penda’s speech at the strike_rs‘ meetingh in ;h:;’s
i 1 itive action as they decide to march to Dakar
energizes other women into positi . e
i at the French Colonial exp
to vent their anger and frustration a ! ] ation
African workers. It is even ac}mowledge that, Uit was th_e ,ﬁrst tlfne C\:;glg;;g
memory that a woman had spoken in public in Thie’s, ...” (

1970:255). Ibrahim Bakayoko who is viewed as the ‘strength’ and ‘soul’ of

the strike, lends firm support to the women in their planned -march.

i as ‘soul’ and ‘brain’ of the Dakar —
roko and Lahhib are regarded as tl}e sou rair
g?gki:r} Railway Strike respectively (256-257). Bakayoko tells the other

strikers:

‘We have no right to discouragg anyone who wants 'to sttlgkte iz
blow for us,” he said brutally. ‘it may be Just that b O‘:’v ; s
needed. If the women have decided, all that is left for us to] ovc
help them. [ move that the del?gates frorp I)_a-llmr ;5_,
immediately to warn the local committee of their arrival... (

256).
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True to Bakayoko’s reading, the march from Thie’s to Dakar proceeds and
succeeds. It thus becomes the lethal hlow which serves to alert the French
Colonizers to the firm resolve of the African Strikers to attain their objectives
of having all the demands met. The solidarity exhibited by the women in
their march -to the colonial headquarters strengthens the strike and adds
fervour to it. The workers refuse to return to work under the old working
conditions and the strike drags on and degenerates into what Hadrame the
shopkeeper describes as “a war of eggs against stones” (65). The authorities
cut off supplies of food and water in a desperate and cruel attempt to force
the strikers back to work.

In the resulting hardships and confrontation with agents of the colonial
authorities, many people lose their lives. Those who survive suffer untold
hardships that extenuate their endurance and this brings out the worst traits in
some individuals, while it also reveals the best, but hidden attributes in others.
Still, the workers remain adamant and the strike lingers on. In the end they
win as the French Colonial Railway Company accedes to the Strikers’
demands. A foremost leader of the Strike, Lahhib, sends a telegram from
Dakar which confirms the end of the Strike;

“Conditions accepted. Strike terminated. Return to work tomorrow. .. ™ (320
It is plain that, whereas in The Amaryllis, Tana Mdluli is a moral voice for
Swazi women on crucial social issues that affect all women, Penda and other
females in Gods Bits of Wood actively join their men folk in an
economically-driven battle against colonial, capitalist exploitation to regain
dignity for Africans. In the process the women break new grounds as they
begin to make themselves heard and felt poignantly in public meetings for
the first time in their society. Dlamini’s novel voices opposition to some
long-established, male-based practices in the Swazi society as exemplified in
the responses of the heroine, Tana to these manifestations, while Ousmane’s
book shows African women in a colonial and exploitative situation pooling
their energies and ideas together to wrest the initiative from their foreign
OPPressors as a step towards redefining themselves and charting the future for
oncoming generations regarding the usefulness of team work. To corroborate
the story, Qusmane remarks in his Author’s Note on the Dedication page of
the novel: )

The me and women who, from the tenth of October, 1947, wo the

nineteenth of March, 1948, took part in this struggle for a better

way of life owe nothing to anyone: neither to any “civilizing

mission” nor te any parliarnmentarian. Their example was not in

vain. Since then, Africa has made progress (v).
History has relvealed that Ousmane was among the strikers. Even though the
story is told with some fictional undertones in a novelized form, the strike did
occur within the dates stated above. And, the African Strikers had wom a
sweet victory which serves as a lesson till today. Ousmane’s statement
above serves as a backdrop to the revolutionary import of Gods Bits of Wood
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and goes a long way to give the Railway Strike much credence and place it
within the framework of a historical milien. The author employs this
propitious favourite themes of anti-exploitation, anti-colonialism and pro-
Africanness (Pan Africanism) — themes espoused and propagated by the
Negritude Movement. Ousmane is therefore an Africanist who is fully
committed to the ideals of black consciousness or the beauty of the African
cultural heritage.

A close reading of The Amaryllis reveals that, like Ousmane, Dlamini
equally cherishes and advocates this Africanist consciousness. Accordingly,

she projects key characters in her novel who set the tone for other people to

follow. For instance, she vehemently condemns and remounces some
emerging tendencies — the renegade western habits of loose living, casual
attitudes and the appropriation by females of male clothes. These are
practices that run counter to the traditional African heritage of closely-knit
family subsistence. As Tana Mdluli is ready to depart for further studies at
the University, her father remarks:

... While I cannot say all daughters should follow their mother’s
examples, at least I can ask you to do exactly that. My child, don’t
like your prodigal sister, deprive us of the joy of one day giving
you away in marriage to a deserving young man, and of
presenting us soon after with grandchild, all begotten within a
marriage sanctioned by the church. T therefore, ask you to keep
away from all those' alcohol-drinking and cigarette-smoking
young men.

“This country is changing before our eyes. Certain behaviour that we thought
belonged to big cities like Jozi or Thekwini have now been brought here. For
example, I have even seen some of your age mates walking around in
trousers. Again, we don’t expect you, once you are out of our sight, to begin
dressing like a harlot. Trousers belong to men. Why indeed should women
want to wear trousers when we men never long to be seen in a skirt?”

‘So, my child, 1 don’t expect you to defile your father’s house by
coming here wearing trousers. You are not a man nor have I seen any
indication of the harlot in you...” (Dlamini 2001:58).

From the foregoing, it is apparent therefore that Ousmane and Dlamini
are proud of their African cultural heritage and would strive to any length
to uphold-it. The two writers employ literature to propagate their cultural
ideals. Dlamini’s heroine, Tana remains steadfast throughout the story. She
heeds her parents’ advice. Ousmane’s females led by Penda energize their
men folk with a supportive protest march from Thie’s to Dakar in their bid
to ensure a successful strike. Both writers harness history by recreating action
and recalling events which occurred in the past to spur other generations to
follow the appropriate paths by making the right choices in life. Essentially
then, the two texts act as vehicles for far-reaching and progressive social
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change. The characters in the two j
I : novels embark on a journe i T
the better in their various societies. ! et TS b
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