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ABSTRACT

major part of Canada is peopled by immigrant Europe
fierce struggle against the hostile landscape. Then there
China, Africa, India, Sri Lanka, Pakistan and other sout
mifority settlements of the
. uages, English and French,
and the Federal Government proclaimed i i i in a bilingual framework in
October 1971.

Keywords: Empire, Colonizatiog

The question of equajs

erd of socio-economic, technological and industrial
ically, educationally and technologically, one of the frontline

s long-continuing question for national identity especially at
so because the natives there had hardly any established and resilient
cept in some folk forms—Ilegends, myths, set of beliefs, songs etc.

protagonists in Mar Laurence’s fiction is a microcosm of problematic of complex Canadian
identity at the nation€l level. In this connection, Margaret Laurence’s views reinforce the dilemma
of the complexity of this psycho-social and psycho-cultural Canadian construct: “If our upsurge of
so-called nationalism seems odd or irrelevant to outsiders, and even to some of our own people
(what’s all the fuss about?), they might try and understand that for many years we valued ourselves
insufficiently, living as we did under the huge shadows of two dominating figures, Uncle Sam and
Britannia. We have only just begun to recognize ourselves, our land, our abilities. We have only just
begun to recognize our legends and to give shape to our myths.” (Heart of a Stranger 217) Margaret
Laurence (1926-87) has been called “Canada’s most successful novelist” by Joan Coldwell “the most
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significant creative writer in Canadian literature.” (The Oxford Companion to Canadian Literature
vii) Laurence has been ionized as the quintessential Canadian writer. There are two major reasons
for Laurence’s importance to Canadian literature: first is her stature as an artist in her own right, and
second is the degree to which she, as “den mother,” fostered the success of her “tribe” of Canadian
writers, as she called them.

In fact, her importance to the development of Canadian literature cannot be overestimated.
Laurence’s stature is reflected in the impressive amount of material published on her work. Margaret
Laurence is, of course, most famous for her Manawaka cycle of Canadian fictions — The Stone Angel
(1964), A Jest of God (1966), The Fire-Dwellers (1969), A Bird in t ouse (1970) and The
Diviners (1974). The Stone Angel, as the first of her Manawaka texts, owerful impression
on Canadian readers and critics. W.H. New judges The Stone Anggl “one o ost illuminating

novelist...the publication of The Stone Angel was hailed
original literary talent on the Canadian literary h
important novelist in that vitally formative period

mind, establishing her as
the quintessential Canadian writer. Her is hi ignificag. Canadians do not think of
Laurence as an author of African text
Canadian fiction has overshadowed he

a. Her first book, A Tree for Poverty
iterature, appearing two decades before
novel, This Side Jordan (1960), her first

, her first memoir, The Prophet’s Camel Bell

and feed to be placed beside her Manawaka fiction.” (Margaret

r 311) Indeed, Laurence published her first four African texts before

ada. This experience, at a critical point of decolonization in Somalia

Canadian writing greatly. Clara Thomas states that “Her experience of

Africa, between 195088Nd 1957, acted as a kind of dynamic culture shock, a catalyst, on the talents

of Margaret Laurence” (The Manawaka World of Margaret Laurence 17) and Patricia Morley claims

“The way to Manawaka lay through Ghana, Nigeria, and the searching desert sun” (Margaret
Laurence: The Long Journey Home 39).

Laurence’s African texts have been so overshadowed by her subsequent Canadian books that many

readers and even scholars are still unfamiliar with her African writing. Only recently has it begun to

attract the critical attention it deserves, and even then it is often considered in isolation from her

Canadian writing. Indeed, it is dismissed as “apprentice work™ by certain Canadian critics. As Clara

Thomas declares - “The writing of The Prophet’s Camel Bell marked the end of the apprenticeship
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experiences that the years in Africa had given her; the book was her acknowledgement of that
apprenticeship and her farewell to it.” (The Manawaka World of Margaret Laurence 33) Other critics
value the African writing in its own right. In his after word to This Side Jordan, George Woodcock
judges, “This Side Jordan proved to be more than a mere apprentice’s exercise by the audacity with
which it handled the vital conjunction in the mid-twentieth century of the African tribal
consciousness and the European rational and individualized consciousness” (This Side Jordan 284).
Most significant is the influence of her African work on her Canadian writing. Because critics,
especially Canadian critics, often regard her Manawaka cycle in isolation from her other writing, the
important connections between the two bodies of work, and indeed thedifluence of her African
writing on her subsequent Canadian fiction, have not been fully appre argue, however, that
her African experience made her a great Canadian novelist. Her experience @@living in Africa led

Margaret Laurence’s work as a creative writer can be
according to its physical landscape, i.e. firstly, her
Canadian writing (Manawaka fiction). The categori
i point of view of themes
. The central metaphor of
‘Journeying’ and ‘Travel’ provides a
metaphor provides the much-needed ‘d i reality in its proper perspective.
2-59) sojourn in a ‘strange’ continent
ocial, political, cultural, religious and

was first formed in Neepawa, Manitoba” (Margaret Laurence
ife _African experience, for Laurence, acted as a catalyst and

at the level of individuals and nations (particularly those
erging fresh as independent countries) from her varied experiences

hich are perceptively portrayed in her African writings.
ed her first African book A Tree for Poverty: Somali Poetry and Prose in
1954 and called this \W@rk a labour of love. She takes the title for her English translations of Somali
poetry and prose from two lines in a Somali gabei which seem to suggest this literature in its entirety.
“For a nomadic people with few possessions and no written language,” Laurence writes, “oral
literature is both refuge and riches, truly ‘a tree for poverty to shelter under.”” (Heart of a Stranger
77) She has worked from literal translations, paraphrase and dramatic renditions where facial
expressions and gestures helped to convey the original meaning. In rendering this first translation in
English of oral Somali literature her deep sense of a literary value system and her sensitivity to other
people and culture is evident from her acknowledgement in the preface to the 1965 edition of A Tree
for Poverty. In this connection, Patricia Morley has rightly observed: “In this connection, Patricia
131

International Journal of Research in Social Sciences and Humanities



http://www.ijrssh.com/

International Journal of Research in Social Sciences and Humanities http://www.ijrssh.com

(JRSSH) 2014, Vol. No. 4, Issue No. I, Jan-Mar ISSN: 2249-4642

Morley has rightly observed: “In commenting on the folk tales, Laurence writes of the pride, courage
and humour of the ordinary Somali herdsman in a land where individualism and independence are
necessary for survival.” (Margaret Laurence n Appreciation 11)

Laurence’s anti-imperialist stance and respect for others’ freedom and different point of view are
perceptible in her travelogue The Prophet’s Camel Bell (1963) which was also published with a new
title New Wind in a Dry Land in America in 1964. George Woodcock calls it one of the finest and
most evocative travel books ever written by Canadian. He sees it as an intermediate genre between
the novel and the ordinary travel narrative. He, therefore, links it to her fiction by theme and structure:
“Her novels are all in a sense travel books, vividly descriptive in terms ofgdhvironment, involving a
great deal of journeying, both inner and outer, and coming at the e se self -transforming
realizations, that are the destinations of all internal voyaging.” (Joprnal of

chapter “Innocent Voice,”

‘Memsahib,’ she records her reaction thus: “The w

could not face the prospect of being called ‘Memsa

of white man’s burden, paternalism, everything I di

Again in the second chapter “Footsteps,” s i i or human dignity and bias
against the imperialist stance “Every tr h some bias. Not being a

| believed that the overwhelming

ified as imperialists, and feeling about

nd had grown up in a country that once

to be suffering from a colonial outlook,
certain type of English who felt they had a

mbryo form in Laurence.
ther Stories (1970), Laurence depicts the winds of change blowing
across Ghana an sequent effect on the lives of the individuals and also culture constructs.
The opening story ofj#fe collection ‘The Drummer of All the World’ has’ the Whiteman’s burden’
as its theme. The story begins with a typical imperialist stance: “My father thought he was bringing
salvation to Africa. [, on the other hand, no longer knew what salvation is.” (The Tomorrow Tamer
and Other Stories 1) In this story, Matthew the narrator has a romantic view of Africa as is also the
case with David Machie in the story ‘The Rain Child.” In fact, both of them are sentimental
pastoralists and cannot accept people as they are. But the story which is based on the vehement
conflicts inherent in the pastoral paradigm, is the little story ‘The Tomorrow Tamer.” It depicts the
inevitable conflict between the forces of tradition and modernity. In narrative terms, the story is quite
simple: a bridge is to be built over the river Owura which will link the old and primitive village
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Owurash caught in the mesh of ancient gods, goddesses, rituals and superstitions with the outside
world. Since the bridge is a product of the Western technology and also its symbol, it becomes suspect
in the eyes of the villagers. They fear that the river-god may be offended and bring disaster for all
Kofi, the young man, who is the first to be allowed to work with the invading labour force, becomes
the high priest of the bridge in due course. But in his pride of achievement, he climbs to the highest
beam of the imposing structure. Standing erect on the steel, the ambitious young man gazes even
higher into the sun. blinded by the sudden brilliance, he loses his balance and plunges to his death in
the waters far below. At this movement, in the story, Laurence writes: “As for the people of Owurash,
they were not surprised. They understood perfectly well what had happenegdf The bridge, clearly, had
sacrificed its priest in order to appease the river.” (The Tomorrow Tam her Stories 103) thus
Kofi’s death, though tragic, enables the new values of the technologj

colonial vision of ‘the other’ and its inabyg
in two other stories of the collection: “
e. the need to respect and accept
impression of condescension. In this
emphasizes the need for “awareness of
respected.” (Prospero and Caliban 108)
in terms of the dependent complex of the

use Griffiths” metaphor. “A colonial writer,” asserts Griffiths, “is
exiled culturally f urces and traditions of English as used in England and linguistically from
the landscape and pedpfe he writes about.” (A Double Exile 9) But this exile in the case of Laurence
has proved a stimulant rather than a handicap because though white-skinned, she is not a colonial
either physically or psychologically. Through her sensitive and perceptive approach, she exhibits her
deep commitment to the life-affirming values of both the cultures and therefore easily escapes the
poverty of a single focus. More importantly, she brings freshness and richness to her vision of human
freedom and human predicaments by making her African stories universal parables by relating them
to the ancient myths and folklore of the African culture as well as the significant parameters of the
Old Testament and Muslim theology.
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This Side Jordan (1960) like The Tomorrow Tamer is set in Ghana in the 1950s, in or near its capital
Accra, “this city where you could feel tomorrow being reached for.” (This Side Jordan 268) At that
time, the country was in the process of achieving its independence; and Laurence as the chronicler
of the psycho-social scenario, brings out the psychological pressures consequence by the colonial
experience on both the Africans and the British. In her only African novel, Laurence juxtaposes and
balances two sets of characters. One type is the White British and the other Black African; and she
proceeds to examine the effects of the colonial encounter on both the colonizer and the colonized.
The novel, in the main, objectifies the sense of double exile and dispossession (rootless-ness) that in
different ways is felt by the British as well as the Africans as a consequencgfof the colonial mind-set.
As the country is progressively moving to attain freedom, Africanizatio hish interests becomes
both necessary and inevitable. Some of the British, whose servicegmay not uired in the new

Cora Thayer’s problem, but of many of the Britishe

The Africans too are not free from the trauma of e
itish. The protagonist in a
en he says in response to

his uncle’s remarks that someday he will know where he bel

today.” (106) But his uncle’s observati ing view is quite pertinent. “But
ies: “I know. Yes, I know.” (This Side
ng ‘the self” engendered by the colonial

prevailing thepé
colonizing, culture

conflict and a
the colonized.
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