Poetry 8
Fourth year-Second Semester
The last lecture
The 12th lecture:                                                                                                                                      د.حصة
A Far Cry from Africa - Poem by Derek Walcott 
A wind is ruffling the tawny pelt
Of Africa, Kikuyu, quick as flies,
Batten upon the bloodstreams of the veldt.
Corpses are scattered through a paradise.
Only the worm, colonel of carrion, cries:
“Waste no compassion on these separate dead!”
Statistics justify and scholars seize
The salients of colonial policy.
What is that to the white child hacked in bed?
To savages, expendable as Jews?
Threshed out by beaters, the long rushes break
In a white dust of ibises whose cries
Have wheeled since civilizations dawn
From the parched river or beast-teeming plain.
The violence of beast on beast is read
As natural law, but upright man
Seeks his divinity by inflicting pain.
Delirious as these worried beasts, his wars
Dance to the tightened carcass of a drum, 
While he calls courage still that native dread
Of the white peace contracted by the dead.
Again brutish necessity wipes its hands
Upon the napkin of a dirty cause, again
A waste of our compassion, as with Spain,
The gorilla wrestles with the superman.
I who am poisoned with the blood of both,
Where shall I turn, divided to the vein?
I who have cursed
The drunken officer of British rule, how choose
Between this Africa and the English tongue I love?
Betray them both, or give back what they give?
How can I face such slaughter and be cool?
How can I turn from Africa and live? 
This poem is a good representative through of the Caribbean literature. If you are able to remember any characteristics of the Caribbean literature, you will find it applicable to this poem. First of all, it is written by someone who is a Caribbean who is suffering or enjoying. It is a question whether he is suffering or enjoying his double identity/ his hybridity. We find him speaking of the two cultures describing setting of Caribbean land and describing a kind of this difficult communication/ difficult confrontation between the colonizer and the colonized.
We cannot describe the poem as pure political. Generally speaking, the whole poem has political orientation since it is speaking of the power controlling and leaving that on the land. So, it is a quest for political identity or liberalization. It is a request for political liberation and national independence. They want to set themselves free of the authority and power of the British and to assert their national identity. They want to be recognized as a nation.
In this poem, Derek Walcott is asserting a kind of unique view. We do not find him assaulting or complaining of the British. In fact he is trying his best to maintain a balance between the superman who is Britain with all the technical power and gorilla with its primitively (primitive, savage behavior). That is why I started by saying he is trying to avoid assaulting the colonizer or complaining and praising the colonized. He is trying to maintain a kind of balance. Here we find a unique approach/ unique views about the issue of the Caribbean identity. When it comes to asserting the identity, he is not defending their permittivity or assaulting or cursing the colonizer. He was describing the Caribbean’s’ destruction of their own nature and land (this is what we saw in the first stanza) which he called is paradise (Corpses are scattered through a paradise). He is referring to the land and the savage practices on this land. 
(The violence of beast on beast is read As natural law)
What is this beast on beast? It is fighting for surviving which is primitive. This is one of the points speaking of the law where he is trying to maintain a balance. Both of them are having a kind of savage practices. One is defending his existence on the land and one is defending his land and trying to survive under this authority. He is blaming both of them for their practices on the land. These practices have led to this scattering of the Caribbean. The first reference by him is the civil was in the Caribbean. We all know that Britain always enhances and encourages and creates good circumstances for such civil wars. This is the way Britain has ruled almost all the colonized countries. They were raging a kind of civil war and a struggle within to keep her at a distance and manipulating the results. This is what he is referring to. They are having a civil war. There is a reference to the baby in the cradle/ a reference to Christ peace be upon him. He is referring to Christianity. Christianity is the religion of the British if it is not the religion of all the Caribbean because some of them are pagan and some of them are Christian. The reference to the child in the cradle is a reference to the Christianity which called for sympathy and mercy which never been shown by the British for those who are under their power. 
We said that the poem has asserting of unique identity and the issue of the Caribbean identity. He was trying to be in the middle, not to belong to the Caribbean or to the European. So, he commit to both. He has shown a kind of commitment to both of them because of his hybridity. 
The poem is revealing a sense of loss of hope. There is a complete absence of equality, understanding, a balance in the power and a control over themselves. Both of them are out of control. 
To savages, expendable as Jews?
Threshed out by beaters, the long rushes break
In a white dust of ibises whose cries
Have wheeled since civilizations dawn
From the parched river or beast-teeming plain.
The violence of beast on beast is read
As natural law, but upright man

The upright man is the man who is standing on his feet and the second one is primitive like the animal; he is not upright man. This is a reference of the permittivity of inhabitants of the Caribbean. So, he is giving honest description of both of them (superman/ upright man/ gorilla/ crawling {walking on four}). He is honest in describing both of them to come to the main issue of his criticism of them as being both of them are doing no justice for this land neither the original inhabitants who are the Caribbean who are the savages and the gorilla or the colonizers who are the outsider and who are supposed to be civilized and superman. Superman is a reference to technology and authority and ability to make a change.
So, we may trace a sense of lost hope in his poem. What does this do with loss of hope concerning what is going on? And there is a kind of showing commitment to both of them. Which kind of loss he is in? >>> It is loss of identity. He is unable even to pass any kind of judgement. He is watching from a distance. All what he find is violence committed by both against this land. He cannot judge who is what. Both of them are working against the land.
Being lost between these two identities, he is trying to find a voice that can express him properly without hurting his identity. When it comes to the identity he feels that he is loyal to both of them to the extent that he cannot curse the British for their performance on the land and he cannot assault the Caribbean for their savage actions or the violence they are committing. But he is trying to find another voice that may speak to both cultures and not what he is doing. Since he is hybrid and sense he is suffering this loss of hope in finding or asserting his identity, he is trying to find a voice in between/ a voice that stands for both to adopt both cultures. He has come to another voice. This means we have first voice and this first voice is torn between the two. The other voice is the voice that adopting both cultures. He is trying to reach a compromise to both cultural houses  >>>(the house of the Caribbean and the house of the British.

In the second stanza, we find him saying:

Again brutish necessity wipes its hands
Upon the napkin of a dirty cause, again
A waste of our compassion, as with Spain,
The gorilla wrestles with the superman.

He is talking about the two cultures (The gorilla wrestles with the superman)>>>the gorilla which is the Caribbean/ the colonized and the British/ the colonizer.
Now he managed to come with this image that justifies his position. This image is describing both of them, their position on the land and their relation to each other. One is permittivity and the other is technical. One is savage and the other is civilized. One is superman and the other is gorilla. 
I who am poisoned with the blood of both,

It seems that he is not really happy. 

Where shall I turn, divided to the vein?

It is not our interpretation but he is admitting very clearly in this part that he is divided and that he is lost. He is مقسم حتى النخاع.       
I who have cursed
The drunken officer of British rule, how choose

He is naming their mistakes. He is naming their brutality and violent action against each other.
The drunken officer of British rule, how choose
Between this Africa and the English tongue I love?

Look at the way he is presenting the division he is living in. It is this Africa when he was born. Culturally speaking, he likes the primitive culture of this Africa and he likes the English language. He finds himself at ease by using English to write because this is the language of education. There is no organized education in the Caribbean. The Caribbean culture is an oral culture/ folklore as we all do. We love the oral culture as being part of our grandfathers’ community and culture. So, he loves the culture of the folklore of African. He feels he belongs there but he equally loves the English tongue/ the English language which is a reference to education/ writing/ civilization. This Africa is a reference to peculiar nature when it is compared to the British. He is not very clear in showing his views concerning the African heritage. He is referring generally to Africa which is a reference to the culture/ the folklore.


This is the question he is raising at the end:
   
Betray them both, or give back what they give?
How can I face such slaughter and be cool?
How can I turn from Africa and live?

Should I betray them both, so I do not show reality, commitment, belonging to any of them, and betray both of them?  
If to give back what they give>>>> he will give back to the Caribbean love, respect that is usually given to parents, love relation since he is hybrid and this special significant culture heritage of the Africa. It is significant; it is not like the British. It is completely different. We are speaking of primitive society when it comes to their behaviour, culture, folklore and their treatments of the strangers. And their nature is special. What to give back to England? They have given him the tongue/ language, so he is writing in English. This is one of the characteristics of the influence of the colonizer on them.  

How can I face such slaughter and be cool?

We cannot say that he is by the British against them because there is a clear reference to civil war in the beginning. And then there is killing by this superman in the middle of the poem. So, this slaughter is against the Caribbean but not necessarily only by the British because there is also raged by the British since they are the superior authority on land and they allow such slaughter to happen. 

(and be cool?) >>>>>>This cool is a reference to coolness of the British people. It is referring to both; the savage action of the Caribbean and the coolness of the British. So, I cannot be like the British when it comes to slaughter and killing. 
They are emotionless and they are cool; they can control themselves but I cannot be like that. Half of me is belonging to them but the other half is making me emotionally move towards this slaughter. In this last stanza (I who am poisoned with the blood of both,)>>>> in fact it is one sentence/ one verse line describing his own position/ trying to describe his own dilemma, suffering, and struggling for identity>> (struggle that has not been resolved by him). Instead of resolving this problem or showing his belonging to one of them, all what he is doing is enhancing and asserting one division with his identity.
He is poisoned with the blood of both. When you are poisoned, you are completely overwhelmed with this division. Poison is a reference to the inseparable. When they describe themselves to be poisoned with something, it means it is part of them. It has been part of their blood. Also the word poison is used to show us to what extent he cannot find an outlet to separate himself. They are approaching to the involvement of something with the same image of being poisoned. But as for Derek, he is poisoned with too interest and here he is poisoned with blood. He is more honest in describing this poison because usually if you are poisoned with snake, this poison goes directly to the blood, so either you change your blood or you have to live with this poison within you. The idea of poison is there. It is inseparable and cannot get rid of. Here he is poisoned with two bloods because his two parents are from different cultures; his father is Caribbean and his mother is British. So, he lives with the mixture of two bloods but he is suffering a lot due to this. He lives with the mixture of blood that is of African and British. This has a negative connotation because blue blood of the British should not be mixed with this African primitive gorilla blood. It is an irony because he is not insulting or assaulting his own nation as an African but he is speaking ironically in a negative approach to the idea of being hybrid as being poisoned and again poisoned means inseparable; he should live with that. And poison means suffering to him to carry both cultures, both blood and both identity. Though he is describing them as being savages and speaking of the slaughter but he cannot announce his African roots. He is admitting his African roots and he cannot submit himself completely to the immoral practices or performance of the British on the African land. He is suffering a struggle between his love for both of them. Do you think that he cannot announce his loyalty to one of them on the expense of the other one that he might be rejected by both of them? If he is to show loyalty and love and defends his African roots, he feels that he might be dismissed or rejected by both of them? So, he cannot announce where he belongs because he has his fears of being rejected by either the African or the British. He prefers to speak of both of them as being poisoned with blood/ as poisoning him with their roots or blood. 
If you have the chance to read something about Derek Walcott himself, you will find him showing admiration, love and interest in the folklore and primitive culture of the Africans and he speaks and writes English. This is the double identity. 
We can conclude by saying the issue of the Caribbean identity for Derek Walcott is still a kind of tension between the African oral tradition and written literary tradition of Europe in general and of Britain in particular.
What about the title? >>>>‘A Far Cry from Africa’.
What it is cry? Why it is far? He is not living in the same place where he belongs. In both places he is not belonging. When he is in England, there is this land when he belongs to. It is far enough. And when he is in Africa, part of him belongs to this technical perfect land called Britain. So, in both cases he is alienated. Being hybrid, he is suffering this sense of instability. He says far cry from Africa which means that he is referring to being alienated from Africa. We will understand that Walcott is working and living in England as university professor.
This is the instability. This is the split in his identity and the break in his attitude.
Do you think that he managed to be honest and to show commitment and loyalty for both of them? Is he doing justice for both of them in this poem? 
To show commitment to both of them he should justify both positions and performances. And what he is doing is that he is dealing with virtues and vices. That is what he is doing in the first stanza and he makes it clear in the second stanza. In the first stanza he was giving a piece of description of what is going on land/ on the ground. So, he is referring to the virtues and vices. The primitivity is not only a description that has been given to the savage/ it is not for the Caribbean only. It is the African and other performances and practices of the British. The relation to the land is responsibility of both of them. So, he is referring to both virtues and vices which mainly show us that he managed to something, not to resolve his own belonging and identity, but his attitude to both of them. He has maintained a kind of balance, commitment and a compromise in his evaluation of both performances on the land.
Walcott is not to carry weapon and go to fight. He is fighting with the language/ with the pen that he has been given by the British (with the English tongue). He is showing that he is not satisfied with this slaughter. He shows his rejection of this slaughter with weapon that has been given to him by the British themselves which is writing. So, he is defending in a way. He is pessimistic. He is not optimistic concerning a resolution of what is happening and not optimistic even to come to a resolution concerning his own identity. He lives with the mixture of two bloods but he cannot stay and watch doing nothing against this slaughter. He cannot stay cool and this coolness is a reference to the British. So, this part of me cannot be of any use at this moment. And the use at this moment is the weapon that has been given to him by the British and that is writing. So, he is defending. He is not silent.
You remember Yeats who is writing to defend his own country. And now we have Derek Walcott. You can go back to Heaney’s ‘Digging’ speaking of the pen as a sword or as a gun. We may think of the pen as being gun throughout these poems speaking of the identity. When it comes to the subject of identity, poets can do nothing but writing to defend and to help people to take action to defend the identity. So, here he cannot stay cool though he enjoys this coolness by blood. What he can do is to use what he has been given by those who are behind his possessing of the English tongue. So, he is fighting them with what he has got from them. That is the English language.
The Africans are savage. He starts describing the civil war between them. It is not only being killed by the British. They are killing themselves. So, they are savage enough not to turn and to defend themselves against the British. They are busy with killing each others. So, they deserve what is happening to them but it does not mean that he is praising the British. He is describing them as superman. Superman is not praise. It is a power. He is referring to the authority. And gorilla is a powerful but savage. He is describing honestly the power of both of them. The superman is a power that has been enhanced with the technology while gorilla is a primitive power that is neglected and never been shaped and sharpened and used against the enemy/ against the colonizer. Instead it is used against each other in the civil war. So, he is referring to them for not being able to defend themselves and instead they kill each other and wasting this paradise. He loves his land. He described it as a paradise. He is referring to this innocent child in the cradle and that is Jesus Christ peace be upon him. The innocent children who are being killed should remind them of crisis. They should show mercy to them. They should think of their responsibility towards them instead killing each other. So, he is swinging in between.
Every time he is about to praise the British for their civilization, he remembers that this civilization is used against the African land. And every time he is trying to defend his land for being a paradise and these are the citizens of these lands/ the original inhabitants, he remembers that they are killing each other with a power that should be used against the British. So, he is just keeping himself as a kind of apace/ distant but he could not because he is involved in both.
So, he was unable to resolve this and he is not happy with this division within him but he was able at least to give us these of his mental attitude.
(At the end the doctor mentioned what you have to study for the final exam).


Best wishes
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