Analysis of Dereck Walcott’s A Far Cry From Africa
Background to the Poem:

Writers write with a purpose. Among other things, the main focus of writers is to reflect the experiences of people in time and space especially regarding their historical experiences. The issue of land is an age-long fact relating to the essence of African culture and personality. There is no African community without recourse to land as a high spiritual essence. East African land (Kenya to be exact) is very fertile for the production of coffee and other cash crops like cabbage, carrot, cucumber, onions and other edible vegetables and fruits. 

During the early part of the 20th Century, the interior central highlands in Kenya were occupied by British and other European farmers, who became wealthy farming coffee and tea. By the 1930s, approximately 30,000 white settlers lived in the area and were offered undue political powers because of their effects on the economy. The area was already home to over a million members of the Kikuyu tribe, most of whom had no land claims in European terms (but the land belonged to the ethnic group), and lived as itinerant farmers. To protect their interests, the settlers banned the growing of coffee by the natives, introduced a huge tax, and the landless were granted less and less land in exchange for their labour. The British and Indian immigrants and colonial masters decided to disinherit the Africans of their land. This they converted to personal farms and employed the Africans as slaves to work on their disinherited land. The situation resulted in anarchy and other forms of land policies that never favoured the Africans. A massive exodus to the cities ensued as their ability to provide a living from the land dwindled. The matter became more worrisome when some Africans became agents for the whites in this disinheritance business. Imposition of taxes and the inability of the natives to acquire land for agriculture resulted in various forms of resistance from the natives. The Africans reacted by organizing themselves into guerrilla groups to fight these whites.

Considering the issue of dispossession of land by the Europeans, the Africans decided to take various measures to fight the injustice. One of such measures was the formation of Mau Mau [a guerrilla group] that attacked the British officers and some Africans who were in support of the Europeans. They had ammunitions with which they fight. They lived and operated from the forest. From October 1952 to December 1959, Kenya was under a state of emergency arising from the Mau Mau rebellion against British rule. The governor requested and obtained British and African troops, including the King's African Rifles. In January 1953, Major General Hinde was appointed as director of counter-insurgency operations. The situation did not improve for lack of intelligence, so General Sir George Erskine was appointed commandeering-chief of the colony's armed forces in May 1953, with the personal

backing of Winston Churchill. The capture of Waruhiu Itote (a.k.a. General China) on 15 January 1954 and the subsequent interrogation led to a better understanding of the Mau Mau command structure. Operation Anvil opened on 24 April 1954 after weeks of planning by the army with the approval of the War Council. The operation effectively placed Nairobi under military siege, and the occupants were screened and the Mau Mau supporters moved to detention camps. May 1953 also saw the Home Guard officially recognized as a branch of

the Security Forces. The Home Guard formed the core of the government's anti-Mau Mau strategy as it was composed of loyalist Africans, not foreign forces like the British Army and King's African Rifles. By the end of the emergency the Home Guard had killed no fewer than 4,686 Mau Mau, amounting to 42 per cent of the total insurgents. The capture of Dedan Kimathi on 21 October 1956 in Nyeri signified the ultimate defeat of the Mau Mau and essentially ended the military offensive. The people that were Mau Mau members were generally termed Terrorists during the independence struggle of the country in the 1950s.
Most writers wrote to protest the injustice. The stark realities of the battle/war that ensued between the two opposing forces account for the writing of this poem by Derek Walcott. What is instructive to note is that Walcott is a Carib, whose root can be traced to KIKUYU (Kenya) and Europe. As a matter of fact, it is said that his family was of mixed race and ethnicity; His family is of English, Dutch and African descent. Walcott was born and raised in Castries, Saint Lucia, in the West Indies. Note that the occupants of the modern West Indies were offspring of Africans who were shipped to the new world as slaves.

Now, as a man and writer with mixed race or blood, he finds it difficult to support either of the two races at war in Kenya. While he would have loved to identify himself with Africa, he finds it difficult to turn his back on English that has given him room large enough to express himself. He thus, becomes caught up in the middle- neither belonging here (Africa) nor there (the new world- Europe/America). He becomes a microcosm of other West Indians with African ancestry who are trapped, forever longing for a reunion with their cultural roots, but find it difficult to leave where they are as they are aware that they can never fit in to their formal homeland, if they choose to come back.

NOTE PLS: That Walcott is not in support of the ravaging of Africa, specifically Kenya, by the whites in this poem; neither is he in support of the actions taken by the African Gorilla fighters as their actions unfortunately led to loss of lives and property.

The poet has ambivalent feelings towards the Kenyan freedom fighters and the counter-terrorist white colonial government, both of which were 'inhuman', during the independence struggle of the country in the 1950s.
SETTING:

The spatial setting of the poem is Africa, Kenya to be exact, made bare in the word ‘KIKUYU’ , which is one of the ethnic groups in Kenya. The temporal setting was in the 50s when agitation for Africans’ control of their land, their destiny, their territory was high.
THEMES

1. Senselessness of war or war is ruinous/war is evil:

Senselessness of war is another theme tucked in the lines of the poem. The very first stanza of the poem depicts a scene that can be likened to a battleground, where corpses litter everywhere, with blood running like streams. This, no doubt, creates in the syntax of imagination of the reader a gory sight, sense of untenable and mindless wastes of man. It reveals the senselessness of war; the foolishness of man and the bestiality entrenched in his system/make-up. It should be noted that this battle, on the one hand, came about as a result of the cruel imperialistic exploits of the British without creating sympathy for the African tribesmen, justifying their activities with all the resources at their disposal; and, on the other hand, the brutish response of Kenyas (the Mau Mau fighters) who throw caution to the wind in their quest for justice. Walcott depicts Africa and Britain in the standard roles of the vanquished and the conqueror, showing in the process the negative effects of their actions. This depiction objectively allows Walcott to contemplate the faults of each culture without reverting to the bias created by attention to moral considerations.

2. Divided Loyalty: This theme is made bare largely in the last stanza of the poem where the poet intimates us that white and black blood circulate along his veins. The reality of this split identity makes it impossible for him to support either of the warring factions. He is loyal to Africa and he wants to remain so; but then he doesn’t see himself relinquishing the English he loves so much. This divided loyalty births confusion and anxiety in him, hence he wonders how miserable his life will be if he chooses to identify wholly with either of the warring parties. The confusion of his heart is succinctly captured in the rhetorical questions that proceed from him: 
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? 
The divided loyalty creates in the poet ambivalent feelings towards the Kenyan terrorists and the counter-terrorist white colonial government, both of whom saw as 'inhuman', during the independence struggle of the country in the 1950s.
3. Negative effect of Displacement and isolation:  This theme gains expression in the last stanza of the poem. The poet here shows us that he is poisoned with the blood of both Africa and Europe. This is very important and understandable, particularly considering the background and history of the poet, like other West Indians/Caribs, who are displaced, having been shipped from Africa to a new world, to become part of a new order. The effect of displacement and isolation suffered by their ancestors still rubs on everyone in the new world, like the poet. This is heightened by the way many female Africans in the new world were forced into marriage or, better still, violated by their masters, thereby giving birth to children with hybrid heritage. The poignant effect of this is that such offspring don’t really see themselves as having a place they can truly call theirs. They often fail to see themselves as whites due to the stark realities of the black blood in their veins; and at the same time, they don’t regard themselves as blacks owing to their white affiliation. This always creates anxiety in the West Indians. 
An understanding of this salient fact helps in appreciating the high level of displacement and isolation the poet feels due to his hybrid heritage, making it difficult for him to identify directly with one culture, as he has in him both blood. This makes it difficult for him to choose or support either of the two warring parties, thereby becoming isolated. Note that one’s sense of identity is predicated on cultural influences, which ultimately defines one’s character. But what happens when one cannot identify himself with a particular culture due to the conflicting cultural influences at work? Anxiety, confusion and isolation are often the aftermaths. Such is the state the poet finds himself.
POETIC DEVICES:
Alliteration: lines 5, 7, 3, 9,
Metaphor/imagery/symbolism: worm, superman, colonel, beaters, ibises, upright man,  (representing the whites who have no sympathy of so ever towards the dead or the blacks generally); the white child could be read to be a metaphor for the whites, all in an attempt to justify their bestiality: The metaphor of a white child hacked in bed is utilized to exemplify the viewpoint of the West feigning innocence; Gorilla, Savages, native (representing the blacks who battle the whites to their own funerals).
Simile: line 10, again: delirious as these worried beasts. ALSO: again, A waste of our compassion, as with Spain,

Allusion: historical (Jews), (as with Spain); Biblical (Paradise- indicating the state of Africa before the incursion of the white imperialists who have now desecrated a beautiful place with their sordid activities)

Personification: his wars Dance to the tightened carcass of a drum; necessity wipes its hands

Upon the napkin of a dirty cause.
Rhetorical Question: last stanza of the poem.
Analysis of BUILDING THE NATION By Henry Barlow

Themes: hypocrisy of African leaders, marginalisation along class lines
Corruption and abuse of power

Background to the Poem:

Since independence, many African states are yet to climb out of the crypt of misery. The reason for this is, however, not far-fetched. African leaders that occupied the vacant seats vacated by the colonial masters merely continue in the garbs of their masters, plundering and fattening on the nation’s resources without recourse to conscience. To worsen things, they often pretend to be sacrificing their comforts in their bids to make life more meaningful to their hapless citizens. The follies of their actions and inactions, their high level of hypocrisy coupled with their corrupt tendencies, undoubtedly, account for the writing of the poem by Henry Barlow.

Setting of the Poem

The spatial setting of the poem is ‘Vic’, which can be regarded as a place where an event is taking place, in this case a luncheon. The temporal setting is Post-Independence era marked by hypocrisy, abuse of power, corruption, ineptitudes, etc.

Themes of the Poem:

Hypocrisy:

This theme is in the heart of this poem. The persona, right from the first stanza intimates us how he drives the PS to ‘an important urgent function’. It is, however, disappointing to note that the so-called ‘important function’ is nothing but a luncheon, an occasion for dinning and wining on the nation’s resources. This line in a way reveals the hypocritical nature of many African leaders who often play on psyches of their citizens, avowing that they are doing much to make life much more meaningful for them, even when all clues are pointing in the other direction. To heighten our disapproval of this important luncheon, the persona goes ahead to name some of the activites that take place at the arena of action: 

Cold bell beer with small talk,

Then fried chicken with niceties

Wine to fill the hollowness of the laughs 

Ice-cream to cover the stereotype jokes

Coffee to keep the PS awake on return journey

What is most shocking, however, is the response of the PS when his driver tells him he has eaten noting upon request. He says shamelessly: 
Mwanainchi, I too had none!
I attended to matters of state.
Highly delicate diplomatic duties you know,
And friend, it goes against my grain,
Causes me stomach ulcers and wind.
Ah, he continued, yawning again,
The pains we suffer in building the nation!

The response becomes an eye-opener for the citizens as it shows the level of hypocrisy of their leaders, subtly calling for a change in the status quo, if they ever desire to see a change. The poem no doubt portrays African leaders as leeches that feed on whatever they can to the utter disadvantage of the less privilege. Even at this, they still claim to be building the nation. What a tragedy.
3. Corruption and Abuse of Power
This is another theme explored in this power. This is made bare in how leaders appointed to serve as the representatives of the people, seeing to their welfare, often change gear instead to serve their stomachs. They become very greedy and insatiable, using their political power for selfish aggrandisement.  This is the case with the PS in this poem, appointed to serve the will of the people, to make the nation a better place to live in. However, in a manner characteristic of African leaders, he has learnt to drive very fast, carefully disguising his actions and intentions. In the first stanza, the person’s statement, ‘I drove a Permanent Secretary/To an important urgent function’, no doubt, at first gives a false impression of a leader concerned with the welfare of the people. The persona, however, quickly adds the nature of the so-called function, ‘...to a luncheon at the Vic.’ From there, he goes ahead to catalogue some of the niceties that are put in place to satisfy the greedy tendencies of the PS and his comrades. Despite all these, the PS still claims he is working hard to ensure the enthronement of better life for his people, even when this adversely affects his health:

Highly delicate diplomatic duties you know,
And friend, it goes against my grain,
Causes me stomach ulcers and wind.

Only a fool will not see through the high level of abuse of office, the corruption and the deception tucked in the PS’s statement. Indeed, African leaders have always seen their appointments into an office as an opportunity for self enrichment; thereby abuse the sanctity of their position. To cover their tracks, they always find a way to show how they have been working relentlessly. Fortunately enough, the governed always know about their treachery.
4. Disillusionment:

Wherever corruption, abuse of power and carefree attitude abound, the people directly affected are often disillusioned. This important fact which has characterised many post-independence African states is re-echoed in this poem. The corrupt tendency of the PS, a microcosm of African leaders, births in the driver disillusionment. After carefully analysing the type of luncheon the PS goes to, with its antendant privileges, he tells us how the PS uses him as an instrument to keep awake on the return journey, asking him whether or not he has eaten:
I drove the Permanent Secretary back.
He yawned many times in back of the car
Then to keep awake, he suddenly asked,
Did you have any lunch friend?
I replied looking straight ahead
And secretly smiling at his belated concern
That I had not, but was slimming! 

Note that the persona reveals the PS’ concern as a ‘belated’ one to show how late it is, how insensitive the PS has become. One, perhaps, expects the PS to show some level of human sympathy, but what follows is a thunderbolt:

Upon which he said with seriousness
That amused more than annoyed me,
Mwanainchi, I too had none!
I attended to matters of state.
Highly delicate diplomatic duties you know,
And friend, it goes against my grain,
Causes me stomach ulcers and wind.
Ah, he continued, yawning again,
The pains we suffer in building the nation! 
This is perhaps the highest level of wickedness any leader can do to his followers: to deceive them, to play on their intelligence, to make them see they don’t count and that their lives don’t matter much. Little wonder that the driver too suffers from ulcer, only that his is caused by his inability to have access to his rightful share from a common pot.

At another level, the disillusionment of the people springs from the fact that while the real labourers continue to labour under harsh economic realities of the moment, with their lives dotted by austerity, their leaders keep enriching themselves with their sweats, claiming their action is for the benefits of all. Perhaps, the persona makes all this bare to awaken in the reader revolutionary tendencies, capable of changing the status quo.
POETIC DEVICES
1. Irony: 
The whole poem is an irony, evident in how the PS claims to be building the nation whereas he is only building his stomach.

2. Alliteration: lines 11, 17, 23. 

Language: simple and direct. This perhaps has been carefully, unintentionally done as the intention of the persona is to awaken the consciousness of the masses to the unpardonable atrocities of their leaders. Hence, the choice of language they will easily understand. 
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