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A JOURNEY WITH No END

AMY BLESSING '97

I found myself
haunted by an impression I myself would not

understand. I kept thinking that the land smelled
queer. It was the smell of blood, as though the soil was
soaked in blood.

—CarlJung upon arriving in Africa

Every day has been a battle against howling moral
head winds, I had lived amidst stark good and evil,

surrounded by mystery and magic. There was a
witchdoctor in the servants' quarters, and Zionists
danced around fires outside the window.

—Rian Malan, on living in South Africa

Rian Malan is a white South African who wrote an unbelievably

graphic, detailed book describing the injustices in his country and,

more importantly, in his own heart. But for me Rian Malan is much

more. He taught me to understand myself, to question my beliefs

and open up to new ideas. In his book, My Traitor's Heart, he

describes what it is like to be a traitor to his own people and how

he decided what side to take in the struggle against racism, equality

and capitalism. Malan showed me that it is all right to be born in

one group, yet sympathize with another. But more importantly he

made me understand that it is impossible for me to turn my back

on who I am or how I was brought up. In response to foreigners

questioning him about apartheid he says,

I would have told you that only I, of all my blind clan and

tribe, had eyes to truly see, and what I saw appalled me. I

would have passed myself off as a political exile, an

enlightened sort who took black women into his bed and

fled his country rather than carry a gun for the abom inable

doctrine of white supremacy. You would have probably

believed me. I almost believed myself, you see, but in

truth I was always one of them. I am a white man born in

Africa, and all else flows from there (Malan 29).

This statement made me think about myself, where I was born and

who I am. I am unable to disregard the fact that I was born in the

wealthiest country in the world, and even among my countrymen, I

was born into the upper class. My private education, conservative

parents and ingrained religious beliefs are something I will always

have with me. My background shapes my morals, my beliefs and

how I felt when I was in Africa.

I spent the spring semester of my junior year studying in South

Africa. South Africa, the land of the racist white Afrikaner. The land

of bloodshed, political strife and white supremacy. I thought I would

be so different: the educated white American, coming to show all

my South African friends the way it was supposed to be. I was go-

ing to show them of their evil, racist ways, judge them harshly and

preach to them of a better political system. But just like Rian Malan,

I was wrong. Instead I feared that perhaps I was racist after all. I

began to love my own country and believe that perhaps America

did not have any problems. I had no concept of South African blacks,

I could not understand them, I became afraid of them. I thought

my sympathy would be enough. Does sympathy make me liberal?

Malan says, of his early days, "I was a sentimental little fellow who

liked natives and thought it a pity that they were so poor and that

so many whites were nasty to them" (Malan 51). This was how I

felt. So how did I come to grips with my own fears, my own history

and learn to deal with my cowardice? My Traitor's Heart helped

me sort through these feelings. And as I lay back each night in

Africa to read the pages of Malan's book I had to live with the reality

of the horrors he wrote about. I woke up each morning in this

strange land of hatred and murder. I was not in America, I was not

safe from my fears.

Amy Blessing lives in Oregon with her extremely conservative and loving parents. She is a senior at Denison and is counting the days
until graduation. She plans to move to Chicago after graduation and find a job that is not in retail or food service.
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My first reaction to this book was that it was all right for me to

be afraid. South Africa is anything but a safe country. When I first

arrived, I was given countless lectures to watch my back, who to

look out for and when to be afraid. Afraid? Who did they think they

were talking to? But I soon learned of the violence that grows from

fear. South Africans turned to violence because they could not

understand one another, and they grew to fear each other. It was

from this violence that my own fears arose. If the daily news re-

ports were not enough to scare me, my friends had their own per-

sonal experiences to share. But Malan scared me the most. And

who was I afraid of? This was a country where everybody hated

everybody. Whites against blacks, blacks killing blacks and whites

slaughtering each other. Malan was also confused.

One minute, you'd be harrowed with guilt and bleeding

internally for your suffering black brethren, the next, you 'd

recoil in horror from the things they did, and from the

savage latencies that seemed to lie buried in their hearts.

You yawed between extremes. Sometimes you completed

the round trip in fifteen minutes.

(Malan 88)

I could hear Malan speaking to me. I was unable to understand

why blacks in South Africa killed each other. Stories of tribal wars

raged on more than anything else. It made me mad at them. The

next minute I would read about Steve Biko's brutal murder in prison

and curse the white settlers for ever coming to Africa. And the next

moment I myself would be afraid of the black people in Africa. This

was the worst fear of all. After all my understanding of cultural

differences and commonalties; after all my accepting parents had

taught me; was I racist?

This question haunted me for my entire stay in Africa. I could

not understand what happened. I grew up in Oregon where there

are very few African-Americans. In all my twelve years of school

there I went to school with three black people. I began to wonder

if this sheltered white life had left me void of understanding in ra-

cial matters. Also, maybe I was susceptible to racist feelings. And

the awful thing was that Malan's book was confusing me more. He

had a file of what he termed "ordinary murders," giving me the

impression that these were everyday events. They made me ques-

tion cultural differences and shy away from blacks. These stories

haunted me; they haunted me when I closed my eyes at night and

confused me during the day. One story is about a young black
boy's funeral:

The . . . father asked the [black gangs] to stay away, but

they don't like being told what to do. so they throw the

father into his son's grave and hit him with shovels... the

old man eventually gives up and sits down on his dead

sons coffin, cradling his bloody sons head in his hands.

The [gang] buries him alive (Malan 331).

Why would blacks be fighting against one another when there is a

much larger evil to overcome: the white government (this was be-

fore the abolishment of apartheid). Were they stupid? Theyshould

have understood the power in numbers they had. My cultural up-

bringing made me think they would understand this. But for them

it was a fight against tribes as well. This was something I was unable

to understand due to my background. In Africa I had classes with

mostly black people. I walked into one of my classes on the first

day and sat alone in the upper right corner. The three other white

people in the class joined me. The blacks sat in tribes, in small

groups, huddled together, talking among one another. And I was

in the corner with my own tribe. I began to understand, it was not

about skin color. It was about culture, language and history. Why

did I group an entire country of people together because they are

all black? I think of everyone living in my countryas American. But

I soon realized that in South Africa their country does not tie people

together. Instead, they are bound by the history and cultures of

their tribes. And what was even stranger was that I began to learn

that whites hated one another as well. The English against the

Afrikaners, it had always been that way. Where did I fit in? I was

alone in this strange land of hatred. But I kept looking for the an-

swers, I kept trying to find out if the fears in my own heart about
being racist were true.

Cultural differences began to frighten me. I found the

Afrikaners to be stubborn racists, yet most of my friends were of

this tribe. My illusions of grand sermons on equality had left my

mind. Soon I would have to preach them to myself. I was walking

one day and a black man pulled along side me in a car. My heart

raced, I looked around for safety. The man asked me where the

university was, I gave him directions. He thanked me and the con-

versation was over. I felt silly for being afraid. A week later the

same scenario occurred, yet this time the man was white. No pound-

ing heart, I was not afraid. After I had given the man directions to

the university, he began driving along side of me. He said crude,

sexual things to me and exposed himself to me. I ran, and his car

followed. I was afraid of a perfectly decent man because of his skin
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color. I trusted a pervert because of his skin color. But I was in a

country where nothing made sense. I hoped to plead insanity and

continued my quest for answers to my own traitor's heart.

Then I decided perhaps it was all right for cultures to be differ-

ent. Often I question things that are different. My family never

taught me to question capitalism, class stratification or power struc-

tures in America. I was brought up to believe in the American dream,

the great melting pot. But Africa brought me to a place where I

could no longer melt. Black medicine men in Africa tell people

with AIDS to have sex with a virgin and they will be cured; children

and babies are raped for this reason. Malan tells his own stories of

black African culture:

We're in a forest.. . watching an African father hack off

his living daughter's arms. She says, 'Please father, let me

go, I won't tell anyone,' but her father just keeps hacking.

Apolitical power struggle is underway...and he needs her

body parts for battle medicine (Malan 331).

Malan does not pretend that these things are acceptable, but per-

haps sees that they are the product of cultural upbringing. I tried

to accept these vast and brutal differences. I tried to compromise

my own western upbringing to accept these African traditions. But

I could not get rid of my own morals. These stories scared and

confused me. Science had always been truth to me. It is not hu-

mane to rape children and hack off their arms. This is where my

prejudices stemmed from; I could not get over the vast differences

in cultures. So I looked for answers, I looked for someone to blame.

I continued to blame myself: was I unable to accept these other

cultures merely because they were different from my own? But the

oppressed people of South Africa are not saints, they have their

own problems, inadequacies and cultural practices that may or may

not be universally ethical. I decided not to brand myself a racist

only because I did not agree with every cultural practice in our dif-

ferent worlds.
Soon I began to look at the whites inhabiting South Africa. I

made generalizations about my white friends and the part they

played in the racially stratified society. In South Africa it is hard not

to base all assumptions on skin color because it is all anybody talks

about. Malan says, "To hear me talk you'd imagine there was no

more to life than being white or black" (Malan 69). And in South

Africa this was true. I began to judge the Afrikaners harshly. This

was the white tribe where the apartheid system had emerged. These

are a people with a history of hatred and a history of fear. Hearing

my friends talk about blacks I became defensive and asked them

what they had ever done to help. All the violence began to wear on

me. My last week at school a huge racial uprising occurred on cam-

pus. I could not understand the screaming because it was in a for-

eign tongue, but when the hitting began I knew what was going on.

Violence is universal. I heard hundreds of black and white boys

hitting each other with cricket bats and hockey sticks. I called my

white friends to pick me up and take me away from it all; I was

afraid. I no longer knew who to fear. The Afrikaners had been

killing blacks for so many years that I thought they could not have

been humane, yet the blacks continued to kill one another. The

only killing in South Africa I felt was justified was then a black man

killed a white. What was wrong with me? Killing could never be

justified. All the violence began to skew my grip on reality. I ac-

cepted the fact that there would always be violence in South Africa,

and I chose, what I thought was the most just violence. My confu-

sion had led me to become numb to violence. And Malan confused

me more. He brought my fears home, he brought them to my own

sacred land.

Malan ran away from his native land; South Africa had caused

him to ask too many questions he could not answer. He grew tired

of the blood, tired of black and white and most of all tired of the

confusion in his own heart. He ran to America. He decided to try

my own land for awhile. He stayed long enough to learn about our

system. "Indeed, many things about America puzzled the socialist

in me. The US was the world's most capitalist country, and yet

there seemed to be no classes in it, and no class consciousness"

(Malan 96). Statements like this made me question why I was lis-

tening to this crazy journalist at all. Just as I found his system disil-

lusioning he felt the same about mine. Yet he may have been wrong.

How could he say America was class free? Malan's lack of sense

made me laugh. But I suppose after living in South Africa it would

be possible to think America had no problems, which would mean

having no classes. By the time I returned I truly thought, for a few

brief moments, that I lived in the land of the free, the home of the

brave and that the American dream was a reality. Another thought

stemmed from my confused and tired brain: was I becoming a so-

cialist myself? In my Sociology class I studied South Africa's future

and we discussed the best political structure for the country. Here

again I thought I would boast of my own great experiences and my

own great country. But the closer I looked, the more I thought

capitalism was a joke; the American dream was long dead and I had
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not only to find a new route for South Africa, but I had to revamp

my own "great" country. Malan became tiresome. He was breaking

down all my walls, shattering all my beliefs.

While I was in Africa "I loved blacks, yet I was scared of them"

(Malan 88). Although these are the words of another, I felt the

same way. I loved aspects of black culture. It was beautiful, quiet,

friendly. Yet, there were times when I was confused and scared of

them as well. When I was in South Africa I loved and hated the

white cultures as well. How could my friends believe what they did

about apartheid? They never said they thought it was right, but

they also never said it was wrong. How could I be friends with such

people? I could no longer find my own moral ground. By befriend-

ing white South Africans, whose grandparents had constructed apart-

heid, was I abandoning my own belief system? I tried to explain to

them and they tried to explain to me. I left Africa, still confused,

happy to be going to a place were I could at least understand the

problems on hand. How do you solve years of racial hatred and

tension? I wanted to leave with an understanding of the future for

the country. When I came I thought "dismantling apartheid was a

question of allowing blacks to move to the front of the bus, use the

drinking fountains, and sit alongside whites at lunch counters"

(Malan 163). Rian Malan goes on to explain that the whole process

is about power. Just as it is in my own country, I thought. How do

I change it? Will I die in my own country with the same pathetic

contradictions in my heart?

Just as Malan was always glad to leave Soweto (the largest town-

ship in South Africa), I was happy to come home. Both of our hap-

piness stemmed from the fact that we left unharmed and moving

further from the violence. I realize now that it was all right for me

to be scared. It is not a safe country. My Traitor's Heart helped

me to see that being afraid is not the problem. The problem is

letting the skin color or the tribe of a person direct my fears. In-

stead I need to learn where the violence and hatred emerge and act

accordingly. I want to share one more story from Malan's tales of

ordinary murder. Asavage white Afrikaner beat a black man within

an inch of his life during a barbecue. A barbecue that was complete

with family, friends and children. As the white man beat and kicked

the black man, "the white children jumped up and down . . . they

were happy" (Malan). This is learned behavior. All my fears and

conflicts stemmed from my culture and what I had learned, not

from myself alone. The barbecue went on as the black man lay

dying. "All these strong, suntanned white people standing around

a fire, stuffing meat in their mouths...while a hog-tied black man

squints at the sun through blood and moans for water in the back-

ground" (Malan 134). This is a perfect metaphor for society. As I

reap the benefits of my education, wealth and opportunity, there

are millions of others who feel hog-tied. For they have no where to

go, they have no means of moving up in society. I continue to stuff

myself with more and more benefits of my luck, turning my back

on those who need my help.

Near the end of this book Malan says, "Are you sick and con-

fused, my friend? I'll make you sick yet. I'll hold you down and

pound these images into your brain" (Malan 331). Yes, I am sick

and confused; I needed to drain the emotion out of my body. My

Traitor's Heart brought out more emotion, confusion and under-

standing in me than anything else I have ever read. Combined with

the fact that I was in the midst of South Africa, the experience left

me drained and confused. How can I fix the uncertainties in myself

and change the inequalities of my society? Furthermore, I have yet

to fully understand what those inequalities are. Malan had yet to

figure this out, and I am still on my way to a conclusion. The first

step for me was to begin asking the right questions. I need to learn

to go through life with understanding that I am from one cultural

context and different people are just that, different. But difference

is no longer a bad thing in my mind. I cannot begin to answer the

questions of racism in America. For now people seem to be too

caught up in what to call black Americans. I am no longer worried

about these political terms for cultural groups. There are bigger

problems at hand. Being in Africa when I readMj? Traitor's Heart

forced me to realize the realities and truths of racism. I still battle

in my own mind whether or not I can accept mutilating one's own

child as a cultural difference. For now I am content to congratulate

myself for not being racist. I was put into a situation in which I did

not know how to react. Only through careful, almost painful, un-

derstanding will we all learn to accept one another. I hate to be a

pessimist, but I can never see it happening. We have all been brought

up too differently, we will find similarities in some cultures and vast

differences in others. I cannot find an answer, even the questions

are getting harder to ask. Malan prides himself on being the first

white man to be truly South African. I thank him, for during his

journey, he took me on my own.
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The master narrative is a broad term that can be used and ap-

plied in many contexts. It is a term that, in many ways, is relative to

the exact situation in which one is placed. In one situation the

term might refer to social protocol while in another situation it might

refer to the dominant culture's oppression of the minority classes.

Both Zora Neale Hurston in Their Eyes Were Watching God and

Toni Morrison in Sula, however, use the master narrative in refer-

ence to authority. This authority is rooted in the accepted tradi-

tions, rules, expectations, and definitions which any society or cul-

ture attempts to levy against and upon which to judge its members.

The authority of the master narrative can be most easily understood,

as an often silent, yet unbelievably oppressive force that operates

under the surface of common culture. It searches to define and,

consequently, confine all members of the society in which it fes-

ters.

Given this understanding of the master narrative, it is not sur-

prising to find'that women, especially African-American women, have

often fallen prey to the dictates of authority which rests within its

control. The dominant authority of the master narrative desires to

classify women as one thing or another. The master narrative thrives

on being able to label women as black, white, mothers, whores,

bitches, etc. Once such labels are placed upon women, the master

narrative seeks actively to confine women to such predetermined

roles. The biggest threat to the power of the authority is an au-

thentically defined woman. In this way, the master narrative strives

not to give women the ability to be more than one thing at a time.

It does not want to overtly realize that women are human and, con-

sequently, have the human capability of total and complete defini-

tion. If the authority of the master narrative admits that the true

existence of a woman is as a completely actualized human being

then its power crumbles-women become self-defined. Thus, the

key to feminine power rests in women's ability to become danger-

ously unpredictable through self-definition. The cry is then called

for women to find an existence outside of the stereotypes that the

master narrative actively assigns. Both Zora Neale Hurston's Their

Eyes Were Watching God and Toni Morrison's Sula attempt to an-

swer this cry. Although written nearly fifty years apart, Their Eyes

Were Watching God and Sula similarly trace the physical and spiri-

tual journeys of two African-American women as they search for

authentic existence outside the confines of the master narrative

which attempts to impose definitions of race and gender upon them.

The two struggles differ, however, as Janie, being more compas-

sionate than Sula, has significantly more trouble in finding the power

of her voice outside of the oppressive demands of authority. Yet, in

the end, both Hurston and Morrison are successful in sculptingjanie

and Sula into new models of womanhood.

Let us begin our analysis with the character ofjanie. Through-

out Their Eyes Were Watching God, Hurston makes it undeniably

clear that Janie has no real concept of race or racial identity. Fur-

thermore, it is clear that Janie scorns being identified and catego-

rized by her race. She naturally has no concept of race. Instead,

starting from her childhood, Janie knew that she was something

other than her race. Hurston describes that Janie, although Afri-

can-American, has many Caucasian features, thus indicating a mix-

ture of the blood lines. As a result of her Caucasian features juxta-

posed against her dark skin, Janie is exotically beautiful. As a child,

however, Janie has no concept of her external identity either in

relation to her beauty or race. She remarks after seeing a photogra-

phy of herself,

So when we looked at de picture and everybody got

pointed out there wasn't nobody left except a real dark

little girl with long hair standing by Eleanor. Dat's where
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