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Abstract: This study has been undertaken to learn about the difficulties of residents and migrants due to 

colonialism and imperialism We must note that the type of slavery that is most evident in this book is not what 

generally people associate with but in Paradise it is the slavery of ‘pawning’.  Pawning is a way of having 

someone’s child to be used for debt. Pawning system was very much prevalent in the East African countries. 

Gurnah creates a satirical narrative and he calls it ‘Paradise’. Gurnah’s paradise begins when Yusuf becomes a 

pawn, or “Rehani” (Arabic), to Uncle Aziz.  Through this new journey of life with Uncle Aziz, Yusuf is driven 

into a new world that was entirely different 
 
INTRODUCTION: 
 
Africa is made up of people with different languages and with a variety of approaches to cultural expression in 

the verbal arts. Every part of the continent has long-standing oral traditions, while some countries, like Egypt, 

have long established written traditions as well. The oral tradition is the back bone of African arts and letters. It 

is a living tradition that spans ancient and contemporary periods and all aspects of African life. It contains verbal 

and nonverbal forms such as poetry, oral narratives, riddles, proverbs, songs, festival drama, music and dance, 

sculpture, and different kinds of artwork made from various materials. Each of these forms can survive without 

language. For example, the narrative tradition relies on proverbs, riddles, songs and chants, while the festival 

drama relies on all the other forms for its richness. This is because African culture sees as by the world is 

interconnected; a view that inspires and sustains the call-and-response approach is evident in most African art 

traditions. 

 

Even in African tradition emphasizes the role of communities in social construction and the maintenance of 

human rights and dignity, they also call attention to the ubiquity of creative power. Narrative performance is an 

informal activity throughout Africa, narrative traditions are formal and ritualized. This means that the different 

forms can be changed only within certain boundaries and must be precisely taught. 

However, recognizing the social and political import of the oral traditions and colonizers’ efforts to denigrate 

African cultures and traditions, contemporary writers like Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, Flora Nwapa, Bessie 

Head, Ngugi wa Thiong’o and others began to include proverbs and the roles and functions of local traditions 

and customs in their works. By focusing on specific aspects of the narrative traditions, they were able to 

introduce African narrative techniques and themes into written and contemporary African literature, especially 

the short story and the novel. 
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The main stream of African literature – West African literature is a combination of literary, educational and 

political developments. The West African literature is widely produced in the novel form. The technique of 

writing a novel is achieved by a wide reading of novels and understanding of the intricacies of characterization, 

plot, language, social and psychological insight. The serious reading of novels in West African began with the 

emergence of grammar schools, which provided the best opportunities to the students to achieve the talent to 

start their careers as writer. The novel in West Africa was pioneered by its middle class. It is the education at 

background and social circumstances which gave rise to the novel in West Africa. Another major influence 

responsible for popularity of the novel is the upsurge of popular pamphlet literature in the market town of Onista 

in Eastern Nigeria, at the end of Second World War The factors that gave rise to the popular pamphlet literature 

in Onitsha were the location of the town and its market (the largest in West Africa), the Post-war growth of the 

number of literate people there the growth of the urban population, the spread of locally owned and operated 

printing presses. 

 

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE ON ABDULRAZAK GURNAH 

 

Abdulrazak Gurnah was born in Zanzibar, Tanzania, in 1948. He is a reputed novelist and academic. Like most 

of the protagonists in his novels, he made England his home when he migrated in 1968. He came to England to 

pursue a university education. Gurnah was also, in part, driven out of Zanzibar to escape the civil unrest, 

whereby the sustained violence against the Arab population in the country made it an unwelcoming and 

uncomfortable home space for them. He received his PhD from the University of Kent, where he was later a 

professor in postcolonial literature. Gurnah documents the British migrant experience, the troubled experiences 

of individuals living in postcolonial Zanzibar, and how individuals residing in the two cultural spaces find routes 

into their subjectivities by undertaking philosophical and subjective journeys. Gurnah has written nine novels, 

and his career as an author span over three decades, with his earliest book being Memory of Departure (1987) 

and the latest one being Afterlives: By the winner of the Nobel prize in literature 2021 (2020). His most 

acclaimed novels are the last gift (2011), Desertion (2005), By the Sea (2001), admiring silence (1996), paradise 

(1994) (won Whitbread award) which were shortlisted and longlisted for the Booker Prize, respectively. 

Desertion (2005) was shortlisted for a 2006 Commonwealth Writers Prize. 

 

 

ABDULRAZAK GURNAH’S ART OF WRITING 

Before embarking on a full-length study of Gurnah’s novels, it is viable to state his position as an artist vis a vis 

society, world literature, and art itself. Gurnah’s function as an artist, and as an originator playing with meaning 

in his literary universe must be understood. He is aware that his role as a writer is not that of an originator of 

sense but as a seeker of meaning. He understands that his art of writing helps him decipher a complex world 

where a few people wield power and oppress others. 

 

My proposed study seeks to understand Gurnah’s work beyond the labels of postcolonial writing or world 

literature. Though he is generally described using such terms, Gurnah is aware of the reductionism of such 

terminology. He considers these terms useful, only in so much as they are helpful for organizational purposes. 

He says in this regard, in an interview with Fabienne Roth‘I would not use any of those words. I wouldn’t call 

myself a writer of any kind. In fact, I am not sure that I would call myself anything apart from my name. I guess, 

if somebody challenges me, that would be another way of saying Are you a […] one of these...?” I would 

probably say “no”. Precisely, I don’t want that part of me having a reductive name. On the other hand, it depends 

on how this question would be asked; for example, if a journalist asks in an interview, “Are you a world literature 

writer”, what is he going to put down when he goes away from here? But I am not that. I’m a complicated 

something of that . 

 

My study helps one understand how the subject traverses the rugged terrain of oppression that is operative in 

the hotspots of postcolonial societies, in the lives of women, lower classes, and children, in Gurnah’s novels. 

Subalternity and non-representation are operative far and wide in several forms, and encumber the individual 

psyche. Such a study of Gurnah’s novels is called for, since it examines the operations of power and how 

individuals and communities find ways to counter it, through resistance, revolt, assimilation, articulation, and 

recording and passing on stories and histories, through various dimensions like morality, archiving, space, etc. 
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At the core of the theory of subalternity lies the desire for subjecthood and its expression. Subjectivity is a 

much-talked-about notion in literary and cultural theory. The subject is at the core of most human endeavour’s. 

Subjectivity as an issue and a concept cannot be pinned down to a singular meaning; we must grapple with it 

and understand ourselves to find meaning in our lives. There are four ways in which the word subject, which is 

not interchangeable with the self, can be employed: as the subject of grammar, the politico-legal subject, the 

philosophical subject, and the human subject. This novel presents how the characters in Gurnah’s novels come 

to terms with their subject positions and subjectivity. Subjectivity must subsume some agency. Conditions of 

oppression are such that they either ultimately subdue the subject, or reinforce in them a will to become an 

agent. 

 

Subalternity includes agency as its practical, proactive component. Agency exists, not in individuals alone, but 

in communities too, because no individual has a solitary existence or identity, typically. Agency comes from the 

realization that we can change something about our world and can be conscious contributors to our life. Our 

experiences have an essential role to play in the extent to which we can be agents. Agency, like subjectivity, is 

not already existent, but is nurtured. Moreover, agency does not merely mean overcoming situations, because 

that would again suggest that those very situations are driving us. Agency, in its real sense, comes about when 

a subject acts beyond a prevailing situation or the environmental constraints. The concepts of subalternity, 

subjectivity, and agency is dialectically related. The boundaries of these categories overlap. Through my 

research study I may delve into subjectivity, how it becomes problematic for the subaltern, and how the subaltern 

relocates himself/herself in the dominant discourse, thereby becoming an agent. 

Paradise depicts an earlier period in African history. This novel is divided into six segments which moving 

around the stories of the young slave Yusuf and his master Aziz. We must note that the type of slavery that is 

most evident in this book is not what generally people associate with but in Paradise it is the slavery of 

‘pawning’.  Pawning is a way of having someone’s child to be used for debt. Pawning system was very much 

prevalent in the East African countries. Gurnah creates a satirical narrative and he calls it ‘Paradise’. Gurnah’s 

paradise begins when Yusuf becomes a pawn, or “rehani”(Arabic), to Uncle Aziz.  Through this new journey of 

life with Uncle Aziz, Yusuf is driven into a new world that was entirely different. Yusuf used to live in a rural 

area with his parents up to twelve years.  When Uncle Aziz came for a visit to his house, he was ignorant about 

his departure from his native place. Yusuf was used as compensation for his father’s debt, “He had come to 

understand fully that he was there as rehani, pawned to Uncle Aziz to secure his father’s debts to the merchant.” 

After leaving his parents, he travels with his new master to his household. When Yusuf arrived at this new place 

which is called ‘Paradise’ by Gurnah, he started working along with another slave Khalil in Aziz’s shop. Here, 

for the first time he gets conscious about his own identity. Aziz started dreaming to visit the East African 

dominant place with his new master but his desire is devastated when Aziz goes away leaving him in a small 

mountain town in the custody of his relative Hamid and his wife Maimuna. But it was not the end of Yusuf’s 

dream. Several merchants take halt at Hamid’s house and from here Yusuf starts to collect stories about their 

explorations in the interior part of the East Africa. Still Yusuf was unaware that Uncle Aziz was not his real 

uncle. 

In the custody of Hamid, he found new companion Khalil who was also a pawn ‘pawn’ (Rehani) to Aziz.  He 

was also working in the shop to pay his fathers’ debts to Aziz.  They both worked in a shop, but did not get any 

wages for it. However, they were not kept in fully captivity so they had some free time to visit nearby villages 

simply as they wished.  This type of slavery was not similar to that of the Africans taken to America by 

Europeans. Although it was different from Europeans mode of slavery, it does not mean that humiliations were 

not committed. Africans did not want to be seen as being as cruel as the Europeans. Even though there were a 

number of forms of slavery that existed in Africa before the arrival of Europeans, it was very unusual to find 

the type of chattel slavery.  It was also not moral to take children as payment for debts. 

Here in the novel, we find the development of a soft relationship between Yusuf and Aziz. When Aziz came 

back from his journey, Yusuf started spending more time with Aziz.  After sometime, he went on trade 

expeditions with him. They used to talk with each other 

in a way that reader of the novel would not expect slave and master with each other. 

By the time Aziz begins to see Yusuf as part of the family.  He let his home opened 

to him, “You have a home here with me. You know that, I think. Make it your home and we will talk when I get 

back.”(Gurnah, 195) 

 

The wide collections of critical study are based on Gurnah’s Paradise. These studies analyses the inter-discursive 

bond that the story creates with nineteenth-century travel writing on East Africa. Jacqueline Bardolph argues 

that ‘the safari to the interior resembles the well-known account by Tippu Tip, first published in 1903’. Tippu 
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Tip was an eminent Arab slaver of the same time when Paradise is set. He played an important part in some of 

the nineteenth-century British explorations. Bardolph highlights the cruelty of the societies depicted in Gurnah’s 

novel which give the impression to be set in comparison to the analysis given by some travel the books of that 

period. Bardolph advocates that Gurnah’s description is set in contrast with European travel narratives: 

‘The society described can be harsh, with abject poverty like that of Yusuf’s parents,       submission like that of 

the semi-slaves, or the permanent threat of violence in the midst of adventure. In contrast, the travel accounts 

by Speke or Krapf appear aseptic.’ (Wright, 81) 

Displacement is an important theme we can notice throughout the storyline. Slavery is depicted as the biggest 

factor which displaces characters in the novel. Gurnah advocates that we are as alienated as we are connected, 

particularly in a culture that deals with pawn kind of slavery and trade. This theme of displacement is continued 

through the post-colonial analysis that the novel proceeds. The novel reconsiders texts on colonization and 

transcribes back to them. As Julie Newman proposes, “postcolonial novelists reposition the novel in relation to 

its point of origin, or historical position so that they can ‘repossess their own stories’ and ‘take control of their 

own reality’, are, through their self-consciousness, politically more effective than representational or 

nationalistic works.” (Newman 4) 

 

Both Khalil and Yusuf are emigrants, and both have emotional impact. Though they are not physically much 

tortured by Aziz, but reaction towards the situation reflects their mental agony. They express their feelings in 

different ways. In ‘The Mountain Town’, the subject of displacement becomes clear. As far as Khalil is 

concerned, he has acknowledged his destiny of being a pawn. He knows all the terms and conditions of his 

slavery and mentally negotiates and accepts them. He is faithful to his master and expects Yusuf to be like him. 

He instructs Yusuf: 

“He ain’t your uncle; you’d better learn that quickly. It’s important for you. He doesn’t like little beggars like 

you calling him Uncle, Uncle, Uncle. He likes you to kiss his hand and call him Seyyid. And in case you don’t 

know what that means, it means master. Do you hear me, kipumbu, we, you little testicle? Seyyid, you call him 

that. Seyyid!” (Gurnah, 52). 

Khalil frequently prompts Yusuf of his place. He wants Yusuf and himself to recognize each other as slave. On 

a trip to the mountain town, Yusuf comes to be aware of the true meaning of displacement when Mohammed 

Abdalla shouts that he has to trade with them and “learn the difference between the ways of civilization and the 

ways of the savage. It’s time you grew up and saw what the world is like…” (Gurnah, 53). On the journey Yusuf 

acquires the temperaments of the civilized. He is told relentlessly that the savages do not get familiar with God 

and that is why the civilized will always conquest the savage. He learns that: 

‘This is what on this earth we do …. To trade we go to the driest deserts and the darkest forests, and care nothing 

whether we trade with a king or a savage, or whether we live or die. It’s all the same to us. You’ll see some of 

the places we pass, where people have not yet been brought to life by trade, and they live like paralyzed insects. 

There are no people cleverer than traders, no calling more noble. It is what gives us life.’ (Gurnah, 119). 

On the journey with the purpose of trade, Yusuf is introduced to the viciousness of trade. Even though he 

experiences the splendor of the places he visits and the people he comes across. He learns to read the Quran and 

discovers an intellect of identity within it. The Quran in the novel is used to depict how trade and religion have 

a special relationship. Yusuf, unlike Mohammed and Khalil, still tries to accept and adjust with his own paradise 

despite the situations of his enslavement. Displacement is also generally originated by how a person is seen. 

But Yusuf escapes from this feeling after reading Quran. In the novel we do not come across any moment where 

he deliberately calls ‘others’ another person 

. 

The slavery experience in realistic detail is implemented in Gurnah’s text. Many of the characters in the novel 

Yusuf come across while he is at Aziz’s household. The form of suppression which is articulated by Gurnah is 

about the slave trade in the interior part of East Africa. The subject formation and intervention in Paradise offer 

a relationship with the African American slave narratives of nineteenth century. One of the most famous slave 

narrative Uncle Tom’s Cabin written by Stowe as a reaction to the Slave Act of 1850 finds a thematic association 

with Paradise. Uncle Tom’s Cabin depicts the brutality of slavery in diverse form. This novel was written during 

the time of debate on slavery that whether it should continue or be stopped. Stowe’s commitment to establish 

political dispute is very much impressive which we can also find in Gurnah’s text. Both of them explain 

characters’ state of mind as a moral intellect in relation to tradition and religion. The relationship between the 

Arab society and slavery becomes stronger by the time when Omani Arabs had extended their economic control 

over coastal East Africa. The very first decades of the nineteenth century after the decision made by Seyyid 

Said, the Omani ruler, moved his residence to Zanzibar during first decades of nineteenth century. The trade 

activity had increased between the coastal area and the interior part of East Africa undertaken by Swahili and 
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Arab merchants. It opened new trade routes and cultural interaction between coastal area and internal East 

African culture. 

In his fictitious representation of colonial East Africa and its history Gurnah invites the reader to compare the 

different stories of slavery, trade and colonization told by an exceptionally variegated characters used in the 

novel. The perspective of a young slave as a narrative method brings Gurnah’s text into the mark with some 

other contemporary postcolonial African novels such as Ben Okri’s The Famished Road (1991) and Mia Couto’s 

Terra Sonãmbula (1992). Meenakshi argues that ‘In keeping with the common feature of a ‘disintegrative 

postmodern subjectivity’, the decentered child protagonist helps in maintaining the characteristic of fluidity and 

apparent incoherence’. Yusuf’s consciousness acceptance laid emphasis on the vastness of psychological 

violence to which slaves were subject in colonial times. Yusuf’s life is negotiated by his parents in order to 

compensate their debts. We can notice how his sole nature make him an object for both male and female of 

sexual desires. Aziz’s wife Zulekha, Mohammed Abdalla and the henchman Simba Mwene attempt to take 

sexual advantage of Yusuf. While on his journey to self-cognizance, he never reveals it fully in the text. At the 

end of the novel Yusuf realizes that it is impossible to escape slavery because of the laws of trade. He realizes 

that he does have any choice except ‘acceptance’. What we can analyze in the final section of Paradise that 

slavery and pawning are not purely the result of European colonization. They have been inseparably woven on 

the ground of the social, ethnical fabric. In spite of his slavery, he is able to escape spiritually, emotionally and 

physically as well. 

So, we can say on the basis of the above analysis that Gurnah is clever to present a sequence of juxtaposed 

locations to signify the diverse landscape of the folks living in the interior. The effect of recreation is the 

description of a space that Yusuf passes through his journeys. Gurnah also stresses: 

‘I felt it was necessary in books like Paradise to complicate the vision. I thought it was     necessary to try and 

write and see how it might have worked if you portrayed a society that was actually fragmented.’ 

The main goal of this article is to analyze child slavery and situation from historical and cultural point of view 

point of view on basis of Gurnah’s novel Paradise. Paradise offers a classic model for understanding pre-colonial 

history.  It is an effort to reestablish the diversity encompassing people in the tradition of some other African 

writers such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o and Chinua Achebe. The theoretical portion of this article is first analysis 

of the text and then comparison with other contemporary novels. It also presents some archetypal characteristics 

of postcolonial slave narratives. Master-slave relations are the basis on which characters like Yusuf and Khalil 

grows. We also find the concept of loyalty towards the master on religious and moral ground. Finally, this paper 

justifies the objective to analyze the slave text by one of the most talented postcolonial authors who is not yet 

much discussed. 
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