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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Abdulrazak Gurnah, a well-known Tanzanian-born British novelist, is renowned for his
astute examinations of identity, migration, and colonialism. His writings, primarily,
dwell on the impact of colonialism and explore the struggles of the African diaspora, and
simultaneously probe into the individual relationships that defy the norm of
heteronormative society. The complexities of homosocial and homosexual interactions
are reflected in his works through various characters’ intimate relationships and
coalitions. These bonds between individuals of the same sex might be seen as indications
of close friendship, solidarity, and emotional support. Homosexuality refers to feelings
of romantic and sexual attraction between people of the same sex, whereas Homosociality
refers to interactions between people of the same gender that are non-romantic or non-
sexual, often including close bonds or camaraderie. Both approaches, however,
investigate same-sex relationships from a variety of angles, each with its unique
emphasis. Focusing on the complex interplay of bonds and identity within masculine
relationships, this study investigates the performative nature of Homosociality and
Homosexuality in Gurnah’s Paradise (1994). The performative aspect of gender and
sexuality in the novel’s social setting is illuminated which dissects the characters and
their activities to determine how both the aspects are performed, negotiated, and
subverted.

Keywords: Abdulrazak Gurnah, homosexuality, homosociality, paradise.

Introduction

Abdulrazak Gurnah, born in 1948 in Zanzibar, is a Tanzanian-born British novelist whose literary works have
consistently garnered attention, both for their vivid narrative and the profound themes they encompass. A
central voice in modern East African literature, Gurnah’s journey as an author can be understood in tandem
with his own life experiences, which have heavily influenced the thematic undercurrents in his writings. A
recurring motif in his works is the portrayal of migration, exile, and displacement. These themes can be traced
back to his own life, as he fled Zanzibar in the late 1960s following the violent aftermath of the island’s
revolution. This traumatic event, coupled with his subsequent life as an immigrant in England, has indelibly
marked his narratives. In his book By the Sea (2001), Gurnah unravels the complexities of forced migration,
reflecting the anguish of those torn away from their homeland. Similarly, his earlier work, Memory of
Departure (1987), showcases the agonies of displacement and the haunting memories of a homeland left
behind. This novel, among others, suggests that migration is not always a choice, and even when it is, it comes
with profound consequences for identity and belonging.

Gurnah’s exploration of identity goes beyond the postcolonial experience. As seen in his array of works, he
delves deep into the intricacies of human relationships, often against the backdrop of broader socio-political
dynamics. This can be observed in Admiring Silence (1996), where the writer navigates the terrains of
interracial relationships, love, and the challenges of cross-cultural identities in a postcolonial world.
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Furthermore, his work often brings to light the multifaceted nature of Muslim identities in East Africa, a
reflection of his own upbringing in a Muslim community in Zanzibar. His characters, with their diverse
backgrounds and experiences, navigate the complexities of their religious and cultural identities, adding layers
to the narrative. His oeuvre is a testament to the breadth and depth of his literary prowess. Drawing inspiration
from his own experiences and the tumultuous history of his homeland, he offers readers a kaleidoscope of
themes ranging from migration and exile to the complexities of postcolonial identities. Each novel, while
distinct in its narrative, paints a segment of the larger mosaic of East African history and identity, making
Gurnah’s works an indispensable part of modern African literature.

Gurnah’s novel Paradise (1994) is a complex and multilayered exploration of pre-colonial East Africa,
illuminating the experiences of individuals who navigate the intricate web of societal norms, expectations, and
historical upheavals. Its relevance in the annals of literature, especially within postcolonial studies, cannot be
overstated. It unfolds in the early 20th century on the Swahili coast of East Africa and chronicles the life of
Yusuf, a young boy sold into servitude by his indebted father to a wealthy merchant named Aziz (Gurnah, 1994).
The narrative oscillates between Yusuf’s challenging existence under Aziz’s dominion and the broader societal
shifts that shadow the characters’ personal lives. The novel, in its entirety, can be described as a journey; both
literal and metaphorical. As Yusuf accompanies Aziz on a perilous expedition into the African interior, he
encounters diverse landscapes, peoples, and cultures, which simultaneously becomes an inward journey of self-
discovery and understanding.

Paradise grapples with several poignant themes, which Gurnah masterfully weaves into the fabric of his
narrative. While the bulk of colonial literature tends to focus on the era during and after colonial rule, the novel
is distinct in that it casts a lens on the period just before European colonization. Gurnah offers a snapshot of
the internal dynamics of East African societies, marked by trade, inter-tribal conflicts, and the influence of Arab
traders, setting the stage for the imminent European conquest. Yusuf’s servitude to Aziz becomes a lens through
which Gurnah probes the stratified social structures of the time. The power dynamics between master and
servant, creditor and debtor, and the wealthy and the impoverished are starkly illuminated, offering insights
into the entrenched hierarchies of pre-colonial East African societies (Mzamane, 1995). As the title suggests,
the concept of the text is multifaceted. For Yusuf, it becomes synonymous with elusive freedom and autonomy.
The novel delves deep into the notions of masculinity, where power, control, and dominance play pivotal roles
in defining manhood (Wright, 1999).

Delving into Homosocial Bonds

Homosociality, as a term, refers to the formation and sustenance of same-sex relationships that are not of a
romantic or sexual nature. This encompasses friendships, mentorships, brotherhoods, and other close bonds
that men, in this context, form with one another. The term emerged in socio-cultural studies as scholars tried
to dissect the distinctions between romantic, sexual, and non-sexual bonds (Sedgwick, 1985). In Paradise, the
intricate fabric of homosocial bonds is woven throughout the narrative, revealing the multifaceted nature of
male relationships in pre-colonial East Africa.

The first and foremost homosocial bond portrayed in the novel is the relationship between Yusuf and the men
in positions of power around him, like Aziz and Khalil. While at face value these relationships operate within
the confines of a master-servant dynamic, a closer examination reveals a deeper connection of trust,
mentorship, and mutual understanding (Gurnah, 1994). Such relationships, while shaped by societal
hierarchies, also offer spaces for camaraderie and personal growth. Trade caravans, a common phenomenon
on the East African coast, were not just about commerce but also about the establishment of tight-knit
brotherhoods among traders. Men would spend months together, navigating the challenges of the wilderness,
fostering deep bonds of trust and mutual reliance. Khalil’s interactions with other traders, as depicted in the
novel, underscore the essence of this brotherhood, which was vital for survival and success in their trade
expeditions (Sheriff, 1987).

Religion, particularly Islam, played a pivotal role in shaping homosocial bonds. The mosque was not just a
place of worship but also a space for social interaction, discussions, and communal activities among men.
Shared religious beliefs and rituals further cemented these bonds, creating an intertwined network of social
and religious relationships (Middleton, 2004). Paradise offers a nuanced exploration of homosocial bonds, set
against the rich backdrop of pre-colonial East Africa. Through the interactions, relationships, and challenges
faced by his characters, Gurnah illuminates the multi-layered tapestry of male relationships, deftly navigating
the interplay of power, trade, and religion.

Trust, Solidarity, and Camaraderie

The motifs of trust, solidarity, and camaraderie are recurring elements in Gurnah’s Paradise, giving depth and
dimension to the homosocial bonds in the text. These elements, often interwoven, shed light on the intricate
dynamics of male relationships in a complex societal setting. Throughout the text, moments of crisis
consistently underscore the importance of trust. For instance, the caravan journey, fraught with dangers such
as wild animals, hostile tribes, and treacherous terrains, requires an unwavering degree of trust among its
members. Yusuf’s reliance on his fellow travelers, especially in understanding the unfamiliar world around
him, brings out the nuances of this trust (Gurnah, 1994). Such trust, built over shared experiences and
challenges, becomes a defining aspect of homosocial bonds in the narrative. The impending shadow of
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European colonization and the external threats posed to the indigenous communities lead to heightened
expressions of solidarity among men. When faced with the unnamed European explorer, the members of the
caravan, despite their internal differences, present a united front. This cohesion, driven by a mutual need for
protection against external influences, showcases the importance of homosocial solidarity in challenging times
(Lofchie, 1965). While trust is foundational, Gurnah does not shy away from exploring its fragility. Instances
of betrayal, suspicion, and intrigue permeate the narrative. This delicate balance between trust and distrust
adds depth to the portrayal of homosocial bonds, prompting readers to reflect on the fluidity and complexity
of human relationships (Sheriff, 1987).

The spaces that men share, both physical and metaphorical, foster camaraderie in the novel. Mosques,
marketplaces, and campfires become arenas where stories are shared, deals are struck, and relationships are
forged. These shared experiences, both mundane and profound, allow for moments of light-heartedness,
shared laughter, and mutual respect. Such camaraderie provides a counterbalance to the novel’s intense
moments, highlighting the full spectrum of male relationships (Middleton, 2004).

In the intricate narrative fabric of Paradise, homosocial relationships are not merely personal ties; they serve
pivotal roles in shaping and reflecting societal norms, hierarchies, and practices of pre-colonial East Africa.
Gurnah, with his acute observation and lyrical prose, offers a compelling exploration of these relationships’
broader implications for society. The intricate hierarchy of East African society is often mirrored in the
dynamics of male relationships. Trade relationships, like those between Aziz, Khalil, and their associates, go
beyond mere economic transactions. They form the backbone of societal power dynamics, influencing decisions
ranging from inter-community relations to marital alliances. The trust and camaraderie built within these
networks often determine one’s societal position and influence (Sheriff, 1987).

Within the confines of the male sphere, mentorship plays an essential role. The older generation passes down
knowledge, traditions, and trade secrets to the younger ones. Yusuf’s journey, both physical and metaphorical,
is shaped by the wisdom and experiences of those around him. Such mentorship ensures continuity of tradition
and sustenance of societal practices (Gurnah, 1994).

Homosocial relationships also serve as arenas where masculinity is defined, regulated, and performed. Through
interactions with peers, elders, and subordinates, individuals negotiate their understanding of manhood. The
societal expectations of masculinity, including aspects like bravery, leadership, and responsibility, are
reinforced within these male spaces (Sedgwick, 1985). In Paradise, homosocial relationships are not isolated
threads; they intertwine to shape the societal fabric of pre-colonial East Africa. Gurnah’s intricate portrayal
underscores the multifaceted societal roles these relationships play, serving as reflections of power, tradition,
unity, and masculinity.

Threads of Homosexuality

Homosociality and homosexuality, although they both involve same-sex relations, are distinct in nature and
implication. While the former concerns non-romantic and non-sexual bonds between individuals of the same
gender, the latter involves romantic and sexual attractions. In Paradise, Gurnah takes readers through a
nuanced exploration of these two facets of male relationships, often blurring the lines, yet maintaining a
distinct boundary between them. One of the most vivid distinctions between homosocial and homosexual
bonds lies in their emotional attachment. Homosocial bonds, like those between Yusuf and his fellow traders,
are built on trust, mutual respect, shared experiences, and camaraderie (Gurnah, 1994). These bonds, although
deep and intimate, do not possess the erotic charge characteristic of homosexual relationships. While it delves
deep into the emotional terrains of male bonds, explicit homosexual relationships remain largely implicit.
Pre-colonial East African societies, as depicted in the novel, had well-defined roles and expectations for men.
Homosocial bonds were not only accepted but were vital for societal functioning, be it in trade, mentorship, or
spiritual guidance. Homosexuality, on the other hand, had a more complex reception. While not overtly
addressed in Paradise, there are subtle hints at the existence of such relationships and their often-clandestine
nature, due to societal and religious implications (Amory, 1997). The arenas where homosocial and potential
homosexual interactions take place in the novel also serve as distinguishing factors. Homosocial interactions
occur in more public and communal spaces like mosques, marketplaces, or during trade journeys. In contrast,
any hint of homosexual interaction is set in more private, concealed spaces, reflecting the societal need for
discretion and privacy concerning such relationships (Sedgwick, 1985).

Gurnah’s narrative strategy often leaves readers with a sense of ambiguity. While he paints a vivid picture of
homosocial bonds, any exploration of homosexuality remains understated, making it a subject of
interpretation. This ambiguity serves a purpose, prompting readers to reflect on their preconceptions and
unravel the intricacies of human relationships themselves (Wright, 2009). In Paradise, he offers a layered
exploration of male relationships, drawing a nuanced line between homosociality and homosexuality. Through
his intricate narrative, he challenges readers to distinguish, reflect, and appreciate the multifaceted nature of
human connections.

Mohammed Abdalla, vested with the charge of supervising the porters and guards during their protracted
commercial venture into the hinterlands, was initially portrayed as “the demon.” Within this designation, he
emerges as an imposing and formidable figure, capable of instilling dread within his subordinates. This persona
is conveyed through his visage, defined by “scowling, snarling looks” and a gaze marked by an unrelenting and
merciless quality, thereby telegraphing an ominous promise of suffering for any who might contravene his
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authority (Gurnah, 1994, p. 46). Upon Abdalla’s announcement to Yusuf of his participation in the forthcoming
trade expedition, a malevolent smirk graced his countenance. This predatory expression evoked in Yusuf
recollections of the menacing canines from his nocturnal reveries. Abdalla embodied multiple conventional
attributes associated with masculinity, accentuating his authority and the assertive quality of his aspirations.
These desires were unconventional and placed within the context of societal norms that typically favor
heterosexual relationships. This complex character dynamic unfolded during their journey together: The
porters told Yusuf that the mnyapara would be tupping him before the journey was much advanced. ‘He likes
you, but who wouldn’t like such a beautiful boy? Your mother must have been visited by an angel’. ‘You’ve found
yourself a husband, pretty one!” Simba Mwene said, laughter rolling out of him (p. 117). These words highlight
how the novel primarily centers around the boy’s youthful and attractive qualities. The author often describes
him using words that are usually associated with femininity, like ‘pretty’ and ‘angel.” This stands in stark
contrast to the portrayal of Abdalla, who is linked to imagery of masculinity and authority.
It is evident that the treatment of sexual stereotypes is a substantially heightened level of subtlety and
ambiguity characterizes the portrayal of homosexual relationships in the novel. In the context of Yusuf’s
journey into the narrative’s inner depths, Abdalla experiences a moment of panic, worried that their guide
might be leading them astray. He takes great care to ensure that the deceased are treated with the utmost
respect. Even though he went through a severe beating, his friends still admire his bravery. As they travel
together, Abdalla looks out for Yusuf, making sure to show him important things along the way, especially when
he thinks Yusuf should see them (p. 117). Later on, Abdalla acknowledges that Yusuf has grown and matured
during the journey. While Yusuf notices that Abdalla had an intimate moment under his clothing when offering
this compliment (p. 174), he chooses to let it pass as a minor incident. In response to Khalil’s inquiry, which
reads:
‘How was that devil Mohammed Abdalla? The savage sultan really taught him a lesson, eh? You were
there! But before that ... what did he do before that?’ [...] ‘After every journey people come back with
terrible stories. You know his reputation with the men, don’t you?’ Yusuf offers a reserved and succinct
response, stating, ‘He treated me kindly’ (p. 181).
It is a fact that Yusuf’s physical appearance has such a profound effect on so many individuals around him has
an impact on Abdalla’s behavior. The persistent attention and advances Yusuf receives from both men and
women contribute to normalizing Abdalla’s attraction towards him. An illustrative example can be found in the
case of Simba Mwene, who initiates taunts concerning Mohammed Abdalla’s role as Yusuf’s spouse but
subsequently extends a provocative proposition: “You’re too beautiful for that ugly monster. Come and give me
a massage later tonight and I'll show you what love is” (p. 117). Moreover, Yusuf later delineates a noteworthy
shift in the treatment he receives from his male peers: “The men still teased him but with increasing
friendliness. When he sat with them in the evening, they made room for him and included him in their talk.
Sometimes a hand stroked his thigh, but he knew to avoid sitting next to it after that” (pp. 134-135). In this
context, Schwerdt (1997) opines that Yusuf’s striking physical attractiveness bestows upon him a conspicuous
presence, rendering him a near-constant subject of scrutiny by both heterosexual and homosexual admirers (p.
99).
The novel also presents a homoerotic dimension in the relationship between Yusuf and Khalil. Khalil takes on
the responsibility of protecting Yusuf when he arrives at the Aziz land. During their shared sleep, their
proximity is marked by a peculiar intimacy, characterized by “their heads were close together and their bodies
far apart, so they could talk softly” (p. 23). An intriguing episode arises when Yusuf becomes profoundly
frightened by the presence of wild, local dogs, resulting in an involuntary accident due to fear. The narrative
describes this incident in a manner reminiscent of interactions observed among the porters: “Khalil hushed
him with a finger across his lips and gentle pats on the head, and when Yusuf still could not stop, he stroked
his hair and wiped the tears from his face. He helped him undress and stood nearby while Yusuf did what he
could to clean himself at the standpipe” (p. 27). Subsequently, during his extensive journey, Yusuf harbors
affectionate recollections of Khalil and the shared moments they experienced. This emotional attachment is
reciprocated by Khalil, underscoring the depth of their connection.
The exploration of human relationships, particularly those that oscillate between the domains of homosociality
and homosexuality, is set against the backdrop of characters navigating their internal turmoils. For instance,
Yusuf, the central protagonist, undergoes a transformative journey, both literally and metaphorically. His
interactions with various male characters along his trade expedition, lead him to introspect on the nature of his
own desires and emotions. While his camaraderie with fellow traders showcases a homosocial bond, his
ambiguous relationship with individuals like Aziz often strays into a terrain of deeper emotional and potentially
erotic undertones (Gurnah, 1994).
The novel exhibits a rich tapestry of character interactions that delve deep into the psyche of individuals,
highlighting the struggles, acceptances, and denials intrinsic to their relationships. Aziz and Khalil, two central
characters, present a compelling study of the juxtaposition between societal expectations and personal
inclinations. Their interactions, though often underlined by power play and societal hierarchies, also exhibit
moments of tenderness and vulnerability. These moments, while not overtly homosexual, challenge the
boundaries of traditional homosocial bonds (Wright, 2009).
Characters grappling with their own feelings often find themselves at odds with the rigid societal structures of
pre-colonial East Africa. The nuances of personal desires versus societal expectations are evident in the internal
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conflicts of characters, wherein they often seek solace in the realms of spirituality, mysticism, or sheer denial
(Amory, 1997). Gurnah, through his narrative style, often leaves the desires of his characters unspoken or
hinted at, further complicating the dynamics. This ambiguity serves as a powerful tool, allowing readers to
engage in the process of unraveling the intricate layers of characters’ internal conflicts and their relational
dynamics (Sedgwick, 1985). The multifaceted character dynamics provide a profound exploration into the
realms of homosociality and homosexuality. While Gurnah intricately sketches the external interactions, it is
the internal tumult, the unvoiced desires, and the societal pressures that elevate the narrative, offering readers
a deep dive into the human psyche.

Homosexuality and Identity

The portrayal of homosexual relations, often shrouded in ambiguity and subtle hints in Paradise, provides
readers with a lens into the broader societal perceptions and implications of same-sex relationships in pre-
colonial East Africa. Gurnah masterfully navigates this delicate subject, making profound statements about
acceptance, prejudice, and the societal cost of non-conformity. Within the confines of the societies depicted in
the text, homosexuality, although present, often remains a taboo topic. However, Gurnah subtly portrays how
communities might have a silent acceptance of such relationships, even if they do not openly acknowledge or
discuss them. This silent acknowledgment often gets intertwined with power dynamics, where those in
positions of authority might have more leeway in their personal relationships without facing overt societal
backlash (Epprecht, 2004).

The societal perceptions of homosexuality were also deeply influenced by religious beliefs and cultural
practices. The Islamic faith, dominant in the coastal regions depicted in the novel, has explicit views on
homosexuality, which further complicates the acceptance of such relationships within the community. Gurnah
touches upon these religious undertones, suggesting how individuals often grapple with their personal desires
in the face of their faith (Gurnah, 1994).

Characters who potentially harbor homosexual desires find themselves navigating dual identities: one that
conforms to societal expectations and another that seeks personal fulfillment and expression. This duality
becomes emblematic of the broader struggles of individuals in the face of societal norms and the quest for
personal identity (Sedgwick, 1985). Gurnah provides an intricate exploration of societal perceptions
surrounding homosexuality in pre-colonial East Africa. While the narrative is steeped in subtlety and
ambiguity, it poignantly highlights the challenges, dilemmas, and implications of navigating homosexual
relations within the societal framework.

Performance, Gender, and Identity

Judith Butler’s groundbreaking work on gender performativity provides a theoretical lens to deconstruct and
understand gender and its performance in sociocultural contexts. Rooted in the fields of feminist theory, queer
theory, and philosophy, Butler’s work challenges traditional binaries and notions associated with gender and
identity. At the heart of his theory is the idea that gender is not something we are born with or something
intrinsic to us; rather, it is something we ‘do’; an act, a performance (Butler, 1990). Contrary to the traditional
belief that gender arises from biology or is a static category, he argues that it is a set of behaviors and actions
repetitively performed, which gives the illusion of a stable gender identity. Her work is pivotal in deconstructing
the conventional binary thinking around gender — male/female, masculine/feminine. She posits that these
binaries are socially and culturally constructed, and thus, can be deconstructed and challenged (Butler, 1993).
The notion of gender fluidity, as acknowledged in contemporary discourses, can be traced back to her critiques
of these rigid classifications.

While Butler underscores that gender is performative, she also recognizes the constraints individuals face
within societal norms. The very acts of gender performance are often regulated by societal norms and
expectations. However, since performance is an ongoing act, there are opportunities for resistance, subversion,
and the creation of new gender scripts (Butler, 1997). Her theory of gender performativity offers a radical
rethinking of gender and its construction. By positioning gender as an act and performance, she opens up
avenues for understanding its fluidity, complexity, and the possibilities for transformation. In the context of
literature and cultural studies, her work provides a tool for analyzing and interpreting representations of
gender and sexuality.

Using Butler’s theory of gender performativity as a lens to examine Paradise, provides insightful
interpretations of character dynamics and relationships, offering a deeper understanding of gendered
interactions and identities in the novel. Yusuf’s journey, both literal and metaphorical, can be seen as an
evolving performance of his gender and identity. His interactions, choices, and internal struggles are not just
reflections of his personal growth but can also be viewed as acts that constantly redefine his gendered self in
the changing contexts in which he finds himself. This performance is shaped by societal expectations, personal
desires, and the influences of the male figures he encounters.

Aziz and Khalil’s relationship is a vivid portrayal of power dynamics, which are deeply entrenched in gendered
performances. Khalil, with his authoritative stature, often embodies a hypermasculine performance, while Aziz,
with his nuances of vulnerability, sometimes blurs the boundaries of conventional masculinity. Their
interactions, loaded with dominance and submission, can be seen as repetitive acts that not only solidify their
gendered roles but also open spaces for subversion, echoing Butler’s idea of citationality (Butler, 1990).
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The subtle homosexual undertones in the relationships among certain characters in Paradise challenge the
traditional gender binaries, Butler critiques. While these relationships might not be overtly labeled as
homosexual, they exhibit traits of gender fluidity and performance that go beyond the established male/female
dichotomy. The ambiguity in these relationships underscores her argument that gender is a construct, fluid,
and performative (Wright, 2009). Drawing from her notion that gender performance, though regulated, offers
opportunities for resistance and subversion, Paradise presents characters who subtly resist and challenge the
established gender norms of their society. Whether it is through non-conformist relationships, the questioning
of societal roles, or the internal conflicts of characters, Gurnah paints a picture of individuals navigating the
tumultuous waters of gender performance in a pre-colonial East African setting (Gurnah, 1994). By applying
her theory of gender performativity to the intricate tapestry of relationships and characters in Paradise, one
gains a deeper appreciation of Gurnah’s nuanced portrayal of gender, identity, and relationships. The novel
stands as a testament to the fluid, complex, and performative nature of gender, reflecting the universality of
these concepts across diverse cultural landscapes.

The interplay between performance, identity, and societal norms in Paradise, provides a rich tapestry for
exploring the fluid nature of gender and the external and internal forces that shape it. This dialectical
relationship not only shapes the narrative of individual characters but also offers commentary on broader
societal structures and expectations. The actions of characters in the text often arise in response to the societal
norms they find themselves embedded within. These norms prescribe specific behaviors, actions, and identities
that individuals are expected to conform to. However, as Butler asserts, while individuals enact these gendered
performances, they do so within the constraints of existing societal structures, making gender performance a
complex interplay between agency and societal expectation (Butler, 1990). The characters frequently grapple
with the fluidity of their identities, a reflection of Butler’s assertion that identity is not a fixed state but a
continuous act of performance. Yusuf’s journey from a naive youth to a more discerning adult, for instance,
underscores this fluidity. His interactions, choices, and evolving self-awareness are shaped by the societal
norms he encounters, and yet, his identity remains in flux, continually redefined by his experiences and
performances (Gurnah, 1994).

The novel also delves into the societal implications and costs borne by those who resist or challenge normative
gender performances. Characters who deviate from established norms, whether subtly or overtly, often find
themselves facing ostracization, ridicule, or other forms of societal backlash. This underscores Butler’s
observation that while gender is performative and fluid, it is also regulated by societal norms that reward
conformity and penalize deviation (Butler, 1997). The dialectic of performance, identity, and societal norms in
the novel does not exist in isolation. It intersects with other social constructs such as race, class, and colonial
dynamics. These intersections further complicate the gendered performances of characters, illustrating how
societal norms are multifaceted and are shaped by a confluence of factors, not just gender alone (Mbembe,
2001). The novel offers a nuanced exploration of the dialectic between performance, identity, and societal
norms, echoing Judith Butler’s theories on gender performativity. The novel serves as a reminder of the
complexities of identity formation and the intricate dance between individual agency and societal constraints.
In Paradise and literature at large, characters often employ strategies of both conformance and resistance to
navigate the intricate web of societal norms. Gurnah’s characters, embedded within the East African pre-
colonial setting, provide insights into the diverse ways individuals interact with the expectations of their
society. For many characters, conforming to societal norms is not merely a choice; it is a survival mechanism.
Within the novel, conformance serves as a way to avoid conflict, gain social acceptance, and achieve a sense of
belonging in a world where deviations can lead to severe repercussions (Gurnah, 1994). Historically, conformity
has often been utilized as a strategy by marginalized groups to navigate oppressive systems and avoid potential
harm (Fanon, 1961).

Not all resistance is overt. In the intricate dynamics of Paradise, some characters employ subtle acts of
resistance to challenge societal norms. These acts might include forming unconventional relationships,
questioning established beliefs, or engaging in covert acts that defy societal expectations. Such subtle resistance
echoes Michel Foucault’s assertion that where there is power, there is resistance (Foucault, 1978). Some
characters and other literary works exhibit a dual strategy, where they conform outwardly to societal
expectations while inwardly resisting or subverting these norms. This duality allows individuals to maintain an
appearance of conformity while preserving a sense of self and personal agency. It is a nuanced strategy that
speaks to the complexities of navigating societal norms, especially in oppressive contexts (Bhabha, 1994).
While resistance offers a path to challenge and potentially change societal norms, it often comes at a cost.
Characters who overtly resist societal expectations in Paradise, sometimes face ostracization, ridicule, or even
violence. Such portrayals underscore the reality that while resistance is necessary for societal change, it is not
without its challenges and sacrifices (Gurnah, 1994). The strategies of conformance and resistance in the text
provide a nuanced exploration of the ways individuals navigate societal norms. Whether through overt acts of
defiance or subtle acts of subversion, Gurnah’s characters highlight the complex interplay between the
individual and society, echoing broader themes in postcolonial literature.

Performance as Shield and Subversion
In Paradise, as in much postcolonial literature, the act of performance is multifaceted, often serving as both a
protective shield against external judgment and as a subversive tool against normative structures. Through his
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rich characterizations, Gurnah aptly demonstrates how individuals employ performance in intricate ways to
navigate the complexities of societal expectations. The performative aspects of identity can act as a shield,
offering characters a way to protect their inner selves from societal scrutiny. By outwardly conforming to
societal norms, characters can avoid potential backlash, discrimination, or violence. This shielding aspect of
performance is reminiscent of Erving Goffman’s theory of “presentation of self” where individuals manage their
outward appearances to fit into societal expectations, much like actors on a stage (Goffman, 1959). For instance,
characters might cloak their true feelings, beliefs, or desires under layers of socially acceptable behaviors and
expressions, not only to blend in but also to protect their psychological and physical well-being (Gurnah, 1994).
Conversely, performance can also serve as a subversive tool. Characters may utilize performative acts to
challenge, critique, or even mock the very societal norms they are expected to uphold. This echoes Judith
Butler’s concept of “performative subversion” where established norms are destabilized through their very
enactment (Butler, 1990). Within the novel, such acts of subversion can be subtle, like slight deviations from
expected behaviors or more overt acts of defiance. These performative acts challenge the rigidity of societal
norms and highlight the fluidity and constructed nature of identity.

Gurnah masterfully presents characters who oscillate between using performance as a shield and as a method
of subversion, reflecting the complex interplay between individual agency and societal constraints. This dual
nature of performance highlights the intricate dance individuals must perform in societies laden with restrictive
norms and expectations (Gurnah, 1994). His Paradise underscores the pivotal role performance plays in
individuals’ lives, both as a means of self-protection and as a tool for challenging societal norms. The novel
provides a profound exploration of the balance individuals must strike in their performative acts, oscillating
between conformance for survival and resistance to change.

The choices made by characters in literary works not only shape their trajectories but also reflect and potentially
challenge larger societal structures and norms. In Gurnah’s Paradise, the outcomes of the characters’ choices
provide poignant commentary on the complexities of individual agency, societal expectations, and the
transformative power of decisions. Characters’ choices, especially those that deviate from societal norms, often
have ripple effects that extend beyond their personal lives. Such decisions can lead to societal backlash,
ostracization, or even violence. This reflects Edward Said’s notion of how individuals’ actions within
postcolonial contexts are often not just personal but inherently political, challenging established systems of
power and control (Said, 1978). The characters who choose to defy societal expectations face various
repercussions, from strained relationships to more direct forms of punishment. Yet, these choices also
underscore their agency and desire to chart their paths, even in the face of adversity (Gurnah, 1994).

The decisions made by characters often reflect their internal battles; struggles between personal desires and
societal expectations, between tradition and modernity, or between self-preservation and authenticity. Such
internal conflicts mirror Frantz Fanon’s exploration of the psychological toll of colonialism and the challenges
of forging one’s identity within oppressive systems (Fanon, 1961). While the choices of characters might lead
to challenges and setbacks, they also possess transformative power. Decisions that challenge societal norms
can pave the way for broader societal change, reflecting the power of individual agency in reshaping collective
narratives. This is reminiscent of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s idea of the subaltern’s potential to speak and
effect change, even within oppressive structures (Spivak, 1988). The choices and their outcomes in Paradise
provide a nuanced exploration of the interplay between individual decisions and broader societal structures.
Through the consequences faced by his characters like Yusuf and Khalil, Gurnah illuminates the intricate
balance between personal agency and societal constraints, revealing the transformative potential of individual
choices.

Conclusion

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Paradise offers an intricate tapestry of characters, relationships, and societal norms set
against the backdrop of the East African coast. Through this narrative, readers are invited to delve deep into
the multifaceted nature of homosocial and homosexual relationships, as well as the performative aspects of
identity and societal expectations. His portrayal of close same-sex friendships and alliances in the novel serves
as a testament to the profound emotional and psychological ties that exist outside the realm of romantic or
sexual relationships. Such bonds, while deeply rooted in camaraderie, trust, and solidarity also play a crucial
role in challenging traditional heteronormative structures and in providing a sense of belonging within an
often-tumultuous societal framework. Distinguishing between homosociality and homosexuality is essential in
the context of Paradise. While there is an exploration of deep emotional bonds, the novel also delves into the
romantic and sexual relationships between characters of the same sex. The complex dynamics and internal
conflicts faced by characters reveal the challenges and potential repercussions of navigating one’s identity in a
society rife with rigid norms.

Drawing upon Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, the novel highlights the intricate performance
that characters partake in, oscillating between conformity and resistance. The ways in which characters
perform their identities, both to shield themselves and to subvert societal expectations, add layers of depth to
Gurnah’s exploration of postcolonial identities. His characters often find themselves at a crossroads, having to
make choices that either align with or challenge societal expectations. These choices, laden with implications,
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shed light on the broader themes of agency, resistance, and the transformative potential of decisions within
postcolonial contexts.

Paradise by Abdulrazak Gurnah serves as a profound exploration of relationships, identity, and societal norms
within a postcolonial setting. Through the intricate lives of his characters like Yusuf and Khalil, the writer
provides readers with insights into the complexities of navigating one’s identity in the face of societal
expectations and the often challenging journey of finding one’s place in the world. His deep investigation into
masculine relationships in the novel stands as a significant contribution to postcolonial literature. His
portrayals challenge typical tropes, present layers of complexity, and offer readers a nuanced exploration of
male bonding in the context of East African history and culture. His exploration disrupts the standard narrative
arcs commonly found in literature, particularly in delineating relationships between men. By delving into the
intricate realms of homosociality and homosexuality, he presents a tapestry of male relationships that defy
rigid, heteronormative boundaries. Such depictions not only broaden the scope of literary representation but
also provide a more inclusive and authentic reflection of human relationships.

The dynamics of male relationships are intricately intertwined with the societal pressures and norms of the
time. Gurnah uses these relationships to comment on broader themes: the challenges of postcolonial identity,
the legacy of colonialism, and the clash between tradition and modernity. These relationships, then, are not
just personal narratives; they are a reflection of larger societal constructs, akin to Homi K. Bhabha’s assertion
that postcolonial identities are formed in the interstices of these broader societal tensions (Bhabha, 1994).
Through his characters, Gurnah also contributes to a more diversified understanding of masculinity. He
presents a range of male characters, each embodying different aspects of masculinity; from vulnerability and
sensitivity to strength and stoicism. Such diverse portrayals challenge monolithic stereotypes of masculinity
and instead humanize and dimensionalize the male experience.

Relevance and Future Studies

While Paradise is set against a specific historical backdrop, the themes explored, particularly around male
relationships, have contemporary relevance. In a world grappling with evolving notions of gender, sexuality,
and relationships, Gurnah’s exploration provides a literary lens to understand and appreciate the fluidity and
complexity of human relationships beyond constraining labels. Gurnah offers a masterful exploration of
masculine relationships, providing depth, nuance, and breadth to the portrayal of male bonds. His work stands
as a testament to the power of literature in reflecting the intricacies of human relationships and in challenging
and broadening societal perceptions.

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Paradise and its comprehensive exploration of masculine relationships, spanning the
realms of homosociality, homosexuality, and gender performativity have far-reaching implications, both for
academic discourse and the broader literary canon. His unique approach, juxtaposing traditional East African
societal constructs with evolving identities, offers an enriched perspective in postcolonial studies. Future
researchers can build upon Gurnah’s narrative to further investigate the intersections of identity, gender, and
sexuality in postcolonial settings, much like Spivak’s emphasis on the subaltern voices and their capacity to
speak. It serves as a stepping stone for discussions on queer identities within African literature. Future studies
could delve deeper into African queer narratives, comparing and contrasting them across different regions and
historical contexts. Such explorations would augment existing queer theory scholarship, which has often been
critiqued for its Western-centric focus. Literary scholars can dissect his portrayal of characters and the
evolution of their relationships and internal conflicts. This could lead to a deeper understanding of character
development patterns in novels exploring similar themes and provide a foundation for more in-depth character
studies in African literature.

The intricate performative nature of bonds, identity, and societal norms presented in the novel, underscores
the need for more expansive gender studies within literature. Embracing the works of Gurnah can help to
diversify the discourse, shifting away from a primarily Eurocentric view and incorporating perspectives from
varied cultural and historical backgrounds.
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