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ABSTRACT

The article focuses on how the popular genre okdlate fiction is subverted and re-constructed fie t
postcolonial context, with emphasis on two postualotexts- Nuruddin Farah’s Sweet and Sour MillndaDoris
Lessing’s The Grass Is Singing. A detective n@agel genre, has been known for presenting insightnormative social
and moral values and critiquing contemporary socigtural malpractices through the character of tpeotagonist,
mostly presented as a heterosexual white maledigur the postcolonial context, this popular gehss been made an
instrument to cultural assertion and self-definiti@gainst the appropriations and manipulations undemerous
variations of power-relations- from colonialismdatatorial regimes. Whereas in Nuruddin Farah’se&tvand Sour Milk,
the conventional search for the reason of the deatbontextualizes the genre into a search forstesice and self-
definition against the manipulations of the soatdictatorship in the post-independence Somatid)aris Lessing’s The
Grass Is Singing, the search for the motif of mutdads to a revealing commentary upon racism itisern Africa in the
apartheid era. With its focus on the conventionthefgenre of detective fiction, the article witiadyze how this popular

genre is subverted, reconstructed and re-conteiziedlin these two novels.
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INTRODUCTION

A detective novel, as a genre, has been viewed a®dium of reinforcing normative values belongimg t
dominant ideologies of a culture (usually, the whiblonialist supremacist discourse) by criticizenmgpmalies to those
cultural constructs as a criminal offense. Conwaglly, the genre develops in the form of quesarae for truth or
puzzle-solving; and revolves round some incidemgkdoery, a murder, kidnapping, blackmailing, omsoother thing that
appears anomalous or paradoxical to the socio+alliorms. The emphasis usually rests on an epidtgical and
ideological insight into how justice is served, gally through the medium of the white male detectis-protagonist.
Thus, the detective fiction, in course of its réggea popular genre in the nineteenth century,dsa€awelti observes in his
study of literary formulas, set an ideologicallyguéated formula following a pattern that “... clgahas some special
appeal and significance to many people in the oeillike it “... becomes a matter of cultural bel@mvthat calls for an
explanation along with other cultural patterns” @@ti 21). Indeed, he raises the question as tathene'some works of
literature become popular primarily because... tleeybody values and attitudes that their audiencghes to see

affirmed... ” (Cawelti 22). Having become a formfa popular literature since the Victorian eree tletective fiction can
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very well be seen as a hegemonic tool for implegrthe colonialist ideology of the white suprensacialues across the
homeland and around the colonies, emphasizing sesefinguilt and chaos for the absence of thoseegadnd promising
hope of redemption by abject submission to thatiqdar discourse that assures coherence and dtdean be easily
imagined how the genre used to exercise such athorhably immense influence on the cultural psyahthe era as it
normalized the European-colonialist concepts abnatity, law, order, justice, and criminality iertns of an absolute

system - epistemologically as well as ideologically

Right from the beginning, detective fiction hasezged as a kind of formulaic structure indicatihg marginal
space or the terra nullius of the colony. Withie fbrmulaic structure, the antagonist charactectians as the indicating
point of the ideological boundary between “... gegmitted and the forbidden” (Cawelti 35) in order‘express, explore
and finally to reject those actions which are fddein, but which, because of certain cultural pasteare strongly
tempting” (Cawelti 35). Quite obviously, race, coyp authority and nation became defining criteliimehoosing a side; in
selecting which should be the marking line betw#gs antagonist and the protagonist and which vagkesild be
associated with the antagonist or the criminal. iflygosition of law and order upon the colonial sdbjwent hand in hand
with the justice-abiding narrative of detectivetifim- both promoted domestic policing on variousels. In his
commentary on the crime fiction of Australia, Anterj and Wales- three British colonies, Stephen Knidpserves how
crime fiction emerged as one of the earliest litefarms to respond to new social and cultural tess resulting from
the colonial situation. From the introduction oétimarginal as prone to evil and destined to dibeodestroyed, as in the
stereotypical caricaturized portrayal of an indigermmed Tonga form the Andaman Islands in Sir Ar@onan Doyle’s
The Sign of the Fouwho is dwarfish, deformed, adept in killing withoconscience at the master's order, and dies
conveniently at the requirement of the plot withant script-space for redemption; to the represemtaf the colonial
and transnational space as potential threat t®thish imperial ethos of scientific prosperity andltural openness as in
Conrad’sThe Heart of Darknesshe colonial space is stereotyped as the cefeiloand criminality which is likely to be

penetrated and enlightened by the white ethosadparity, spirituality, and rationality.

In the postcolonial context, however, such steqgedyare deconstructed and often reconstructed tas| af
defiance against authoritarian discourses suchoémialism and autocracy. This popular genre hasnbmade an
instrument of cultural assertion and self-defimitegainst the appropriations and manipulations undmerous variations
of authoritarianism. Doris Lessingkhe Grass Is Singinig one such text where under the structure of ederumystery-
cum-detective novel, the novelist tries to expose aften reverse the colonial stereotypes. Sehéncblonial Rhodesia
(presently Zimbabwe) depicting the lives of the t@hsettler community, the novel opens with an krtin an English
newspaper under the title “Murder Mystery” thataep about the murder of Mary Turner, wife of a tstsettler farmer,
by the native houseboy Moses. The evocation ofptiezle-solving “who is the killer” genre is immetlily shattered
upside down as the same newspaper report alsoansritiat the murderer has confessed to the crimidas been taken
under custody by the colonial police for furthegdeprocedures. What rather the story invitesdtlers to engage further
in is “why does the murder take place” insteadwlié the murderer is”. The author thus reverses filwarvery beginning
the popular detective genre into creating an emgpsfiudy into racism, white supremacy and colodisd¢ourse. While the
narratorial voice describes objectively, quite disgionately and ironically indeed, as is usual measpaper report, how
the local community of white settlers keeps on ahhbush attitude towards the murder and the ndteseboy’s

involvement in it; the omniscient author also shdle gruesome incident through the consciousne$smy Marston, the

| NAAS Rating: 3.10- Articles can be sent ¢dlitor@impactjournals.us |




The Detective Fiction in the Postcolonial Context: &enstructing the Genre in Nuruddin 3
Farah's Sweet and Sour Milk and Doris Lessing’s thed3s is Singing

newly employed managerial assistant to the Turnghg has the idea that the murder has somethindptavith the
crossing of the line in the white master/black slaglationship and yet is confused and disillusibbg the community’s
contemptuous silence and denial of it. It is thitobhgs consciousness that the hidden measures obtbeial discourse in
the apartheid era in terms of objectifying and eggting native Africans as black and thereby nec#gshe epitome of

evil and incapable of all possible human emotiams relationships, is made clear:

Mary Turner... since she was dead, was no longeolalem. The one fact that remained still to betde#h was
the necessity for preserving appearances... it'whise civilization’ fighting to defend itself thatad been implicit in the
attitude of Charlie Slatter and the Sergeant, ‘hivilization’ which will never, never admit thatwhite person, and most
particularly a white woman, can have a human m@tatiip, whether for good or evil, with a black mersFor once it
admits that it crashes, and nothing can save jtaBove all, it cannot afford failures, such asTheners’ failure (Lessing
29-30)

Like her blurring of the line between the mastevel relationship in case of Mary and Moses, whihrtarrative
constantly keeps away from any distinct definitmther than some vague ideas and assumptions, besisio blurs and
subverts the detective novel’s intention of reinfing the white colonialist ethos by engaging inegmer commentary on

racism and apartheid.

Moreover, Lessing willingly manipulates and subsetie conventional structure of the detective dittgenre.
She consciously avoids any attempt to explore motddus operandi behind the murder. Just as thether exposes
right in the beginning who the murderer is, anddbg, leaves no room for suspense, it also wistftdtains a decided
opacity around the motif of the crime and the cotteni and focuses rather on the life of the victamd eventually goes
deeper into the dark sides of Mary’s psyche. Lessaiakes it quite clear that the focus will be ocisa as the narrative
traces the lives of the Turners rather than thatloses. The story turns into a trajectory of ratygaMary’s life from
childhood up to her final predicament, involvingedentless depiction of her inner torment and gshdierangement into

loss of control and total surrender to Moses.

Mary’s is a childhood of poverty and hardship fraugith deprivation and negligence from a drunkatmér and
an embittered mother. Wife of a drunkard tryingfaoe moderately under poverty with the burden af faenily, her
mother ran a store for the native slaves for andjyisomething which she resented every moment. nBeative thus
entangles issues of patriarchal domination andtaisdain deep within the personal level towardgetbping Mary as a
stereotypical colonizer: control-freak, dominatimgnd inhuman in her treatment of the black pedpkspite leading an
ordered life later in her adulthood as a workingwam, she returns to the life of poverty and isolathat she hated most
ardently by marrying Richard Turner, a white farreettling in the Southern Rhodesia, and emerginfy@slomineering
white master (not the weaker and gentler mistrdasng her husband’s illness. The rest of the sisrgedicated to the
description of her alienation and psychologicairtent as she fails to adapt to the surroundingsuétidately surrenders,
psychologically as well as physically, under thatcol of the native houseboy Moses, whom she haieeaeaten while
overseeing the fields during Richard’s iliness. Whhe narrative most ardently follows each andredetail of Mary’s
growing sense of isolation and derangement andugiaglirrender to Moses, it spends almost no timdeireloping the
part from the latter’s point of view. While it cde viewed as a great impropriety on part of thd@ufor not giving

enough space for the character Moses for haviry insthe matter other than confessing his crirmenevhen she intends
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the text to be a critique of racism, the narratarianipulations also emerge to be effectively hangdthe matter. It can be
argued that the author purposefully denies theeretm have first-hand access to the inner psychdades, as is clear
from the deeply ironical final statement: “... whhbughts of regret, or pity, or perhaps even wednduman affection
were compounded with the satisfaction of his coteplerevenge, it is impossible to say” (Lessing 238hile such a
stance leaves room for political interpretationghaf writer’s intentions, Shadia S. Fahim, in heolbDoris Lessing: Sufi
Equilibrium and the Form of the Novebbserves that in the text, the representatiodMo$es is made intentionally

ambiguous and balanced, and thereby, manipulative:

In abstaining from developing the character of Moary further, the narrative creates a tension lwrefuses to
reduce the interpretation of the ending on anylewel and induces the reader to speculate on thbalysm implicit in
the role of Moses. Lessing'’s discretion in remainautside Moses’ conscience, therefore, helps tmtaia the balance

between two levels of interpretation. (Fahim 44)

Such stance initially affirms the colonial raciababurse but then deconstructs and subverts itehysing to
objectify Moses as either evil or heroic. The ottise objective tone of the narrative is at oncendfarmed into a
subjective one that captures the tormented soMlarf as she anticipates her death. It is not thiscawho is stereotyping
Moses with the opaqueness of the bush, a recumage in colonial and detective texts for identifyinatives, criminals
and other marginal figures with the darker sidenofrality, but Mary’s own consciousness thatideaesifMoses with the
bush: “... the bush avenged itself; that was h&trtlrought” (Lessing 218). Lessing intentionallyisl the lines between the
objective linear realistic narrative of the deteetfiction used from the beginning and the subjectone of psychological
exploration, the real and the symbolic, the knowd the unknown in order to unsettle the statusafuapartheid and the
certainties associated with its objectificatiomative people. The lack of narratorial precisicadie towards unsettling the
genres of detective fiction and colonial narratared their tendency towards cultural appropriatignshattering their
permanent prefixed criteria into opaque subversiding in this way that Lessing presents a crigéigef racism and

apartheid through the structure of a detective ewundystery by subverting and reconstructing itsvemtional narrative.

Whereas in Lessing’s text, this popular genre B/stted into a critique of racism in the contexttod apartheid
in the southern parts of Africa, Nuruddin FaraBiseet and Sour Mililso radically remodels the structure of the datec
fiction into creating a revealing commentary on pouelations during the dictatorial rule in postrdal Somalia and
traces hidden links between colonial and postcalodiscourses running deep underneath postcolguaérnments-
especially dictatorships and military regimes. 8eting the era of the dictatorship of General Siy&arre, the novel
develops under the structure of what John Masteratis “... a brooding experiment in quasi-detezfiction” (Masterson
34). It traces the possible reasons and truth bethie sudden and mysterious death of Soyaan Keymdesmused to hold
a significant post in the Ministry of Finance undee socialist-Islamic government run by the Gelhéhnaough the actions
of his twin brother Loyaan whose search for théhtteehind his brother’'s death draws the latter oigeper levels of the

networks of power.

Thematically and structurally, the story seems dthotv the classical detective fiction as it revaveound
unveiling the mystery behind Soyaan’s murder. Bgradually shifts towards unveiling the hiddenrawrs of autocratic
power- the conspiracies; the unexplained arresteeatiawn; the tortures and murders at the detem@mtres; the oral-

informants serving as spies to the National Segurithe semi-literate nomadic pastoralist sociétg; patriarchal tyranny,
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the nepotism and clan-based violence; the corraptioe conservatism; the collapse of basic humghtsj especially
those of women and children- all are entanglediwithe apparent search for the motif of crime. Atnid in the handling
of these numerous dimensions of power within theealirse of autocracy that the novel departs frarcthssic genre of
solving a murder mystery. In “The Murder of Soyaéeynaan”, lan Adams observes that the opaque samsgarent
narrative does not result from the author’s detirenclude indirect comment against the autocreggime but from the

inconclusive structure of the story that is emptbt@ subvert the calculated finite progressiorhefdetective fiction:

In the classical detective story... the labyrirghriapped, signs direct you away from the wrong &unth blocked
the exit... from multiple possibilities, polygraple§ meaning, emerges meaning single and definititeseems clear that
Sweet and Sour Milkeparts radically from the classic genre in thrastgrn of closure... one senses the relative ldck o
closure to derive less from epistemological skégticthan from an ethical principle which looks withistrust at the
egocentric tyrannies of the General’s... “| am”eTotion of a single superb deductive intelligeimsglied in the figure of
the traditional detective... comes rather too ctostme belief in one leader, one rescuer, thahthesl opposes. (Masterson
342-3)

Farah transforms the journey-towards-truth strgcinto a riddle where neither the protagonist-asat&e, nor
the author can find out the ultimate clue but amittingly involved in the narrative as much as tkader. As Loyaan’s
numerous attempts at penetrating the inner leveleality and truth are frustrated and the compidces prevail, the
reader is also invited to participate in puttingdther the scattered pieces of the puzzle. JacguBlirdolph thinks that by
inviting the reader directly to participate in thet as “free moral agents”, Farah also “... rigksirlg us [the readers] at
times... but we come back for more, because thgmeas he entertains us with are of the kind thatatitnansforming our
vision” (Burdolph 121). Farah transforms the re&lamrge to get at finite solutions to the mysteriago ethical
questioning of the given or the imposed that enbdahe maze-like structure of the story: “[Loyaandk several possible
roads but came upon a cul-de-sac as before. Questitd questions. Whys and no wherefores.” (Fa8yhlSis therefore
that the most significant concept emerging outhaf text is “complications”, a term used by Dr. Aliné/ellie who
reflects that Soyaan might have dies our of “bl@odnplications’(Farah 42). In their book, Patriciddén and Louis
Tremaine observe, “... if it is true, as we aretiethelieve, that Soyaan was murdered in some whgt caused him to be
killed was the complications of his own multiplevétvements and commitments and the complicatingruth by its
appropriation for political purposes” (Alden 52}. i$ this multiplicity of truth and numerous patisil techniques of
appropriation within dictatorship that enhances rieze-like structure of the story with no definsiglutions. Loyaan’'s
circular search and the text's structural inconglsess has a dialectical relationship with thecfiom of the
stateapparatus under the dictatorship of the GEtiertaacts just the opposite as it provides sésrpropriated answers to
the reason of Soyaan’s death at several pointhiéwgr encourages any sort of questioning. This dalth Ndigi Wa

Thiongo’s observation iRenpoints, Gunpoints, and Dreams

Art has more questions than it has answers. Artsstéth a position of not knowing and it seekktmw.... There
may be answers implied in the questions. But tlieyoften hints, open-ended possibilities, and edtitades.... The state,
on the other hand, has plenty of answers and hardhyguestions. The more absolutist the stateleti®it is likely to ask
guestions of itself or entertain questioning byeosh (Thiongo 15)
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The ethical queries are not solved by the protegjdnit left to the reader to brood upon. The detoaton of

the structure of the popular genre thus enablesatitbor to offer a critique of the Barre-dictatopsin Somalia that

resulted into the collapse of individual freedontle Somali national subjects.

Thus, the detective fiction, though a popular georeinculcating values analogous to authority rigathy, and

colonialism, has been reconstructed in the postéala@ontext towards critiquing oppression, raciang authoritarian

suppression of individual freedom.
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