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Dambudzo Marechera as Shamanistic Seer: 

How would Marechera see the Australia of today?
By Jennifer Armstrong
Zimbabwean writer Dambudzo Marechera lived in Rhodesia and later Zimbabwe from 1952-1987, a time of great social and political upheaval.  Marechera was a teenager by the time that the war for liberation – or second Chimurenga -- began in Rhodesia.  Due to the historical features of his time, Marechera’s writing embodies states of mind that seek to come to terms with the extreme aspects of human experience – war, poverty, madness, loss and blind human cruelty.  Marechera seeks to elucidate an underlying psychological reality that comes from direct experience of life’s extremes, rather than taking the political positions of the main political players of his time at face value.  Marechera’s writing is heavily influenced by his insights into and awareness of what Carl Jung refers to at the “participation mystique”.  According to the “Lexicon of Jungian Terms” at The New York Association for Analytical Psychology: 
Participation mystique consists in the fact that the subject cannot clearly distinguish himself from the object but is bound to it by a direct relationship which amounts to partial identity. . . . Among civilized peoples it usually occurs between persons, seldom between a person and a thing. In the first case it is a transference relationship . . . . In the second case there is a similar influence on the part of the thing, or else an identification with a thing or the idea of a thing. 
[Identification] is a characteristic of the primitive mentality and the real foundation of participation mystique, which is nothing but a relic of the original non-differentiation of subject and object, and hence of the primordial unconscious state. It is also a characteristic of the mental state of early infancy, and, finally, of the unconscious of the civilized adult. i
The deep psychological tendency to identify with larger systems of power, often to one’s great detriment, is what I shall show Marechera to be critiquing through his writing.  He sees the systems of State power do in fact presume the collaboration of their citizens with the values perpetuated at a State level on the basis of the ‘participation mystique’.  Since Marechera takes as given the British or Zimbabwean State’s presumption of its transcendental right to control him as a subject, he attempts to turn the tables on State.  He employs a strategy of advising his readers to seek their absolute independence from State control, on the one hand. On the other, he is prepared to exacerbate his psychological union with the State, becoming mentally and emotionally ontologically one with it, if only to drag it down, with all of its orchestrating powers of domination, to the destiny to which it has condemned him for being poor and black.
Marechera’s writing pivots upon his awareness of how the unconscious of the civilized adult unites him, psychically, with the organised political State, which is, in turn, in a position to regulate his activities, identity, and emotions.  His works are shamanistic, firstly by virtue of relating to the participation mystique, through aesthetic imagery and in terms of his formulas for solving various societies’ ills.  Secondly, he relies heavily upon his esoteric knowledge of the social unconscious, and how that functions normatively, to break the hypnotic link of shared self-identity between the subject (individuals in states of subservience) and the powers that they are unconsciously beholden to.  Part of his strategy is to make us experience (if not always to see clearly) the link of self-identity that humans tend to maintain between themselves and their political organisations – that is, the unconscious collusions we engage in with regard to established power structures.  He attempts to radically alter our perspectives by giving us an awareness of our subjection to “the paranormal” – encountered in the form of unconscious social forces.  He also employs an inspired prophetic mode (similar to the prophets of the Old Testament) to re-envision a different kind of political reality from the ones we are habituated to accepting as normal.    Nearly all of his writing is designed to force us to examine our tendencies to identify ourselves with State power at a fundamental visceral and emotional level.  The “healing of society” he envisions as a result of his efforts is to be obtained through causing us to imagine new, healthier conceptualisations of identity that do not do harm to the poor and disenfranchised members of society.
Shamanistic insight comes about through an experience of the world in terms of immanence – or in direct relation to the realm of sensory and emotional immediacy (which like the biological rhythms of the nursing mother, no doubt has its own rhythms and vicissitudes).  It is, in other words, deeply visceral in insight and practical in application.  Just as the elephant senses through its feet the vibrations of the earthquake or upcoming environmental disaster, so the shaman also experiences the changes in political or social consciousness through his extreme state of psychological immanence – which I have codified as a feeling of one’s proximity to death. The adult, as shaman, descends to this level, and draws adult wisdom from such a re-visitation of this pre-logical and “magical” stage of development.)    
It is by these means – and often by means of the shaman’s ultra-sensitive, shattered or traumatised sensibilities -- that the seer experiences the subconscious dynamics undergirding  “rational society”.  These insights include a look into the dynamics of splitting  identity, projective identification and repression of cognitive awareness.  The shaman thus uses pre-rational and pre-Oedipal modes of awareness in order to open up the windows of the imagination – that is both to know what he knows as well as to create what might be (that is, what he doesn’t know.) This is important, for the repression of historically based social trauma might only serve to entrench social pathology from one generation unto the next.  Thus, the shaman, who represses less of his consciousness than others might, serves the important role of diagnosing and healing the hidden illnesses of society. Due to the violence through poverty that he experienced under the colonial regime of Rhodesia, Marechera was able to understand more about his world than would those who are relatively emotionally and psychologically protected from the negative extremes of human experience through higher status, class privilege and/or wealth.  The shaman experiences a reality that is without shock absorbers.  

Extracts taken from Marechera’s texts reveal the writer to be a social and political critic, poet and seer, intent upon examining the sources of social pathology within the body politic, and of providing a healing remedy.  The task this writer takes on in relation to both Zimbabwe and Britain is to provide a revitalised, updated re-reading of cultural texts  as cultural symptoms, sewing together important elements of the past with those that appear within the present to create a sense of present reality that is poetically and psychologically true.  Needless to say, the Zimbabwe of today has more need for Marechera’s shamanistic writing and diagnostics as his critiques of the newly liberated Zimbabwe of the early eighties seem even more pressingly relevant.  This paper is concerned with the shaman’s visionary perspectives of Zimbabwe and Britain, however it is necessary to bring the shaman himself up to date, to revitalise our sense of the here and now after which, we will suggest a visionary outline for a critique of a third country:  A shamanistic vision for Australia’s cultural and political landscape.
Let us turn momentarily to an extract from Marechera’s short story, “Fuzzy Goo's Guide (to the Earth)”, which he wrote for children, and see how Marechera wanted Zimbabwe’s youngest generation to learn shamanic wisdom for themselves, so as not to be taken in by the adults and their political rhetoric. Witness Marechera’s tongue in cheek humour, which is also delivered with a deadly serious intent to educate the young before it is too late.  The following was written about Zimbabwe in the early 80s (Marechera, 1994):

You know what I said about big people! They have a torture machine called drought which they bang on the heads of the little people: they say there is no food. Drought means no food for the little citizens. All the big chefs will be eating silly -- but not for you. Especially if you are sick (243).  

In the same story Marechera goes even further in his endeavours to safeguard children from the devices of "civilisation" employed by adults. He encourages them to doubt and fear a range of adult authorities -- including the police, ambulance men who "rape you (girl or boy) if you are unconscious", and powerful members of the political inner circle known locally as the "chefs".  The “shefs” – mashefu in Shona – are those who squander power whilst directing other people’s fortunes.   Marechera desired to instil an emotion of doubt regarding the shefs as a way of protecting the young from ideological subsumption into the political roles and models of their elders, especially given that these roles are likely to inculcate and reproduce the errors of the past. 
Dambudzo Marechera's passionately experiential and gnashingly sarcastic point of view, also gives us his ecstatic insight: that the greatest danger that can come to children is that presented by adults and civilisation.  The suggestion, in Fuzzy Goo, is that one should be on one’s guard at all times and not trust those who represent “parents” in society such as the “in loco parentis” national government.  Marechera’s approach invites children to escape the imposition of the adults’ systems and values in order to experience life in extremis (Marechera, 1994):  
It is usually better to run away from home. All you need is a rucksack and a small tent. (241)
To experience life raw and on the edge is a recipe for shamanistic journeying.
The author lived in Britain as a student and then illegal immigrant in the late 70s (Veit-Wild 2004)  ii  London had a different set of problems to be diagnosed thus, to come under the healer’s knife.  In “Portrait of a Black Artist in London,” a choreodrama, Marechera saw his body as the register by which he would experience the effects of the British body politic.  His piece reads as a diagnosis of the deep pathology of that society, through the register of his body – For Marechera, his body is “the dead reckoning” since the author  is able to prophesy its destruction, along with its mother state – British Imperial power.  Its pre-Oedipal register provides Marechera with a conceptual map where he anticipates, “the B52’s bombing strategy” – a sense of inevitability within which illegal African migrants whom he defends in the choreodrama and the rulers of Westminster share the same destructive fate.
Both the human body and the body politic are read as deeply human, organic and as therefore capable of being subjected to pathologies.  Hence, both can potentially be cured in relation to each other.   The human body is also the most finely honed measuring instrument to read the body politic because it’s the smallest, most delicate unit in terms of registering political reality.  This is how a revelatory poetic vision of reality presented itself to Marechera, living as he in fact did, as an illegal immigrant on the streets, experiencing British State-orchestrated racism in the late 70s (Veit-Wild, 2004).  No solution for his desperation was in sight when he wrote “Portrait of a Black Artist in London”:

Everywhere the argument reels from mouth to mouth

Everywhere the headache bounces from head to head

My body is the map on the wall seas rivers mountains islands

My body is the B52’s bombing strategy the dead reckoning

From the deep of the sea the highest of granite peaks

And the air in between are the split infinitives of my speech. (268)
Here we are in Georges Bataille’s territory of ‘non-knowledge’, the territory of the unseeing eye which presumes only not to know, but which senses nonetheless the shocking order of reality, within a pre-Oedipal viscosity swamped by the participation mystique.iii  Here, too, we find the limits of socially orchestrated knowledge and reason in the negatively (non-positivistic) rendered space, a space which the psyche occupies between formal, linguistic markers which denote accepted reason.  It is through this “eye” that black immigrants locked within the confines of a foreign and historically imperialist nation see their destiny as destruction.  
The writer’s approach is prophetically shamanistic – involving the obliteration of the rational mind (either through drinking, psychoactive drug taking or transgression – all of which Marechera was party to), which leads to a way of seeing with the “inner eye” of the non-rational or pre-Oedipal (not yet developmentally “egoistic”, but narcissistically omnipotent and omniscient) mind. The writer calls to account salient political views along the lines that blacks shouldn’t reproduce, and that they are dangerous and destructive social outsiders.  He teases out the conclusion for typecasting them that way – which is death-- the microcosm of self dies, and the macrocosm of the nation as the mother who gives life must die as well.  Within the pre-Oedipal mind, both are ontologically and epistemologically entwined and inseparable and both the colonial “son” and his mother represented by a Westminster system which outlaws illegal migrants, are destined for the same deadly fate.  The natural consequence of determining somebody’s value on the basis of their “race” is that the entwined destinies of mother Britain and her colonial child yield to self-destruction. Hence the prophetic warning from “Portrait of a Black Artist in London” (Veit-Wild 2004):
Crimson drop after crimson drop colours with coriander London’s demise

Do not ask, “Where do you come from” but “Where are you going” (268) 
In the ending of “Portrait of a Black Artist in London”, Marechera rereads the sublime meanderings of Edmund Spenser’s “Prothalamion” in a more sinister but (in terms of the body’s registers) more accurate political light.  Spenser’s decorous language acclaims the purity of the Thames, a life force of British imperialism in relation to two swans (Spenser 2008):

So purely white they were

That even the gentle stream, the which them bare,

Seem’d foul to them, and bade his billows spare

To wet their silken feathers, lest they might

Soil their fair plumes with water not so fair,

And mar their beauties bright

That shone as Heaven’s light

Against their bridal day, which was not long:

 Sweet Thames! run softly, till I end my song
The genteel image of yore is contorted by Marechera to produce a terrifying depiction of the status of the black migrant subject, dwelling in the Britain of the late 70s.  Marechera’s reading of British society is of one that, at a State level, arrogantly refuses to nurture those to whom it coldly denies citizenship.  Spenser is thus demonically rewritten in Marechera’s “Portrait of a Black Artist in London” in the following way as a curse:
One hundred years of solitude are contained in this single drop

I drink it explode view the falling star’s glittering minute

Bread milled from stone’s reason’s yet cannot conjure Windscale

I know what I want which is not my desire but the hidden persuader’s

Rippling softly, dirty Thames, reflecting softly my suicide’s rain

In Malet Street I drink the bitter juice Socrates’ hemlock

Crimson drop after crimson drop colours with coriander London’s demise

Do not ask “Where do you come from” but “Where are you going” (Marechera 268)
This is because the political entity of the British State reveals itself on the level of the intuitive insight as being genocidal – it is “the millions” blood which fall into Spencer’s otherwise sublime Thames.  The colonial subject meets the true nature of his bloodsucking host – the “spirit” whom he seeks to turn the tables on. He knows the identity of this host due to the debilitated condition of his body, through being on the run as a “Black Artist”: “I look in the mirror squarely at the aging horror.” (265)
London’s denial of responsibility for the outcomes of exclusionist policies is finally hammered home in the last stanza of “Black Artist”:

Ripple softly, dirty Thames, reflect softly our suicide’s rain

Clouds of fire loose my millions of blood onto the ebbing tide

I can use the fable when Pilate and Falstaff iv mingle their brains

In the sink

Ripple, O ripple softly, dirty Thames (268)
Falstaff here is Marechera as the shamanistic trickster, who points out the hidden pathology underlying the genteel British self image.  Viewing himself as part of the body politics’ ontological unity, the shaman as trickster mingles his brains with autocratic Pilate, just as London washes its hands of the betrayal of Christ (by condemning the black immigrants to the fate of being persecuted by the law).  
If Marechera came to Australia what do you suppose his inspired and penetrating eye would see?  This ecstatically inspired shamanic mind with its gallows humour would certainly pounce to provide an overall redemptive reconstruction of power relationships, revisualising what is high and low; the meaning of being the colonial and the colonised.  The writer’s imaginary re-experiencing of the early fragmentation of mind experienced at a primal level (in terms of the mother-child unity) would enable him to imagine the basis for new intersubjectivities informing an entirely different set of political dynamics designed to be affirming and healing.
He would condemn the racial divides – the gap replicating that which pertains between rich and poor.  Marechera would waste no time in exploiting the pubs and hotels, meeting up with those who were cashless and rootless like himself – those who had no basis to judge him, but had ways of seeing that could lend themselves to a poem, a short story or the outline for a book.  What would he register in his body concerning the grand desert that keeps the small towns separated at the edge of oceans?  Prophetic geographical vision would be read in terms of the political landscape, viewed in terms of the march of history – our immanence within the appearance of a grand image of transcendence.  Marechera’s Nietzschean mode of disruptive wisdom and untimeliness would certainly suggest itself in a preposterous revaluation of values, in which (quite different from Nietzsche’s chosen heroes) the valiant Aboriginals of yesteryear, along with the disenfranchised migrants of the detention centres, would see themselves as coming to a new life as the bright stars of the Southern Cross.  The Outback itself would receive a baptism of meaning as the distance between available watering holes that the Jolly Swagman (himself most likely the offspring of transported prisoners of Mother England) had to traverse before he committed suicide.   Marechera’s lumpen proletarian humour would have found an ideal outlet in disrupting and reworking Australia’s myths.  Marechera’s ecstatic, shamanistic, visionary mode would most probably imagine the past on the basis of features of the present, weaving their geographical features and cultural products together, in order to elucidate latent spiritual realities within some literary shroud.  Would such a shamanistic view of contemporary Australia be revelatory to us, today?  

Marechera’s beloved Zimbabwe, unlike Britain or Australia, did succumb to destruction and political catastrophe and claims of famine, but not on the basis of any prophetic vision.  The writer’s mode of seeing had been informed by a need to avoid such an outcome – it was a mode of diagnosing problems in a shamanistic vein in order to instigate a preemptive healing.  Unfortunately Marechera’s mode of writing was rather ineffectual in reaching those in power that he sought to reach.  The author died in poverty, facing his own destruction in the late eighties, blocked from ever leaving Zimbabwe again.  The prophetic mode failed, in terms of acting as an early warning system – only the artistic and spiritually enriching aspects of his writing and his warnings of social decay and advice on how to survive societal destruction live on through us, his readers.

NOTES:

i   See: “Participation Mystique,” In Daryl Sharp, “Lexicon of Jungian Terms,” (NYAAP), New York Association for Analytical Psychology, <http://www.nyaap.org/index.php/id/7/subid/56> (11 October 2008).

ii For this period of the author’s life see Flora Veit-Wild, ed., “The Writer-Tramp: London, Wales and Sheffield,” Dambudzo Marechera: A Source Book on his Life and Work. (Trenton, Asmara: Africa World Press, 2004), 185-268.
iii See for example Georges Bataille, “Solar Anus”. In Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 1927-1939. [Trans. A. Stoekl. Ed. A. Stoekl. Theory and History of Literature. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 14 (1985)], 5.
Note: In psychiatric terms, the adult deployment of pre-Oedipal perspectives indicates a tenuous grasp of reality, as per the inability of the infant’s to identify its mother as a separate person from itself.  [See: Gal Gerson, “Object Relations Psychoanalysis as Political Theory,” Political Psychology, 25:5 (2004), 773.]
Marechera, however, sees that projective identification is how Westminster politics especially with regard to sexual vices.  (See: “Portrait of a Black Artist in London,” In Veit-Wild., p 253 and earlier pages depicting the sexualisation of the black subject.) Marechera reflects back this negative “projective identification”, but in doing so he plays by different rules:  The shaman chooses to return to a pre-Oedipal state to gain insights to overcome the pathology in the body politic. In undertaking such a project, his safety is assured since he has effectively “tamed the spirits” (that is, he understands, from personal experience, how these political dynamics work.)
iv. Falstaff is a common type of shaman as trickster.  [For his character, see Ronald McKinney, “The Trickster as Comic Hero: Falstaff and the ethics of chaotic dissent,” Philosophy Today 51:2 (2007), 176 -85].  Pilate represents here the British autocrats system which signs the author’s death warrant:  “Luke’s gospel makes mention of the Galilean pilgrims, whom Pilate slaughtered, ‘mixing their blood with their sacrifices’ (Luke 13:1)”— notes Alice Camille in “Autocratic Pilate,” U.S. Catholic  71:11(2006), 40.
WORKS CITED
Bataille, Georges. Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 1927-1939. Translated by A. Stoekl. Edited by A. Stoekl. Vol. 14. Theory and History of Literature. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985.
Camille, Alice. “Autocratic Pilate,” U.S. Catholic  71.11 (2006): 39-41.

Gerson, Gal. “Object Relations Psychoanalysis as Political Theory,” Political Psychology, 25.5 (2004): 769-94.
Hicks, Steven V. and Alan Rosenberg. “Nietzsche and Disruptive Wisdom,” 
Dialogue and Universalism xv .5-6 (2005):7-19.

Marechera, Dambudzo. 1980. Black Sunlight. London: Heinemann.
———. “Portrait of a Black Artist in London”.  In Veit-Wild, Flora. Dambudzo Marechera: A Source Book on his Life and Work. Trenton, Asmara: Africa World Press, 2004. 250-268.

———.Fuzzy Goo’s Guide (to the earth). In Scrapiron Blues. Edited by F. Veit-Wild. Harare: Baobab Books, 1994. 239-247.
McKinney, Ronald. “The Trickster as Comic Hero: Falstaff and the ethics of chaotic Dissent,” Philosophy Today 51.2 (2007): 176 -85.
Sharp, Daryl. “Lexicon of Jungian Terms.” (NYAAP), New York Association for Analytical Psychology. <http://www.nyaap.org/index.php/id/7/subid/56> 
(11 October 2008).
Spencer, Edmund. “‘Prothalamion,” Poets Graves. <http://www.poetsgraves.co.uk/Classic%20Poems/Spenser/prothalamion.htm>
(17 August 2008).
Teskey, Gordon. “Allegory to Dialectic: Imagining Error in Spenser and Milton,” PMLA 101.1 (1986): 9-23.
Veit-Wild, Flora. Dambudzo Marechera: A Source Book on his Life and Work. Trenton, Asmara: Africa World Press, 2004.
Walsh, Roger. “The Shamanic Journey: Experiences, Origins, and Analogues,” Re-vision12 (1989): 25-33.
