TASK 30 – THEME OF BITTER FRUIT

When the course of history was changed in South Africa, with the abolition of apartheid, Nelson Mandela advised the nation to “Look Forward” rather than backward.  He advised them that the only way they could look forward was to forgive the past and move into a new era.  The characters in Dangor’s novel Bitter Fruit prove to us exactly how impossible it is to escape the past and how much our past shapes the present and future.  The author suggests that as much as humans attempt to avoid their pasts, these events will rise like ghosts to haunt us until we deal effectively with them.

The novel begins with Silas, one of the main characters, coming in contact with a person from his distant past. In this event Silas, an ex-member of an organization which worked against apartheid, encounters Du Boise, the man who raped Silas’s wife 18 years before.  He follows the man but does not approach him.  Instead he informs his wife of his encounter.  His wife, Lydia, unable to deal with the past, deliberately smashes a beer bottle and steps on the pieces, attempting a bloody catharsis.   As Dangor suggests, the past cannot be escaped that easily.  Lydia’s past continues to cause her pain through the fact that her son, the product of her encounter with Du Boise, has the same eyes as her attacker.  She has written of her past in a diary that she keeps as locked up as her emotions.  Her past affects her relationship with Silas, whom she sees as selfish and unable to deal with her attack.  In fact she approaches all men with disdain and skepticism, including her son whom she sees as a seducer of older women and their victim at the same time.  While in the hospital she looks upon the friendly Irish doctor’s bedside manner as patronizing and having an ulterior motive.  Lydia suffers in silence and fears that her encounter with Du Boise will eventually be made public through the trials of confession.  Her guilt is also fueled by her education in a Catholic convent.

Finally Lydia unleashes her pent up feelings in a one night stand with a man half her age while at Silas’s birthday party.  She admits it was the only satisfying sex she has ever had.  In that single act she frees herself and leaves Silas, moving south with no fixed destination. 


The past also plays a role in the actions of Michael, Silas and Lydia’s son.  He discovers Lydia’s diary and finds out that Du Boise is his biological father.  This simple act sends him in search of his past.  He looks first for his father’s half-brother (Silas’s mother was the second wife of Ali Ali and shunned by Ali Ali’s family).  He travels the township where his grandfather lived and finds his half-cousin who convinces him to join the mosque where Ali Ali was the imam.  He also learns of his grandfather’s past in which Ali Ali killed a British soldier in India as revenge for shaming Ali’s sister.  After killing him, Ali escaped to South Africa to begin life as an imam.  In addition to joining the mosque, Michael joins an extremist group allowing him to gain possession of a gun.  

He decides to find Du Boise and kill him, as his grandfather killed as revenge.  He shoots Du Boise in the face and escapes ironically to India.  


The final member of the immediate family to be affected by the past is Silas.  He looks upon the past rather nostalgically to when he was involved in exciting plots and movements of the anti-apartheid movement.  He sees his life as a bureaucrat as dull and often wishes for the good old days, even taking a drive through the area where he used to bring one of the subjects of his many affairs.  In speaking to his old friend Alec, he insists on using the old Soweto slang as a connection to their roots despite the fact he lives in a somewhat upscale area compared to his beginnings.  Silas seems rooted in the past and lives in the present like a ghost, moving from room to room of his home without interacting with Lydia or Mikey.  He eventually moves out of Lydia’s room.  When she leaves him, he seems resigned to the fact and remains in the house, wishing for better days.  


Even the minor characters, Kate and Julian, are remnants of a past life when they were not used up and bitter.  Even though Julian comes out of the closet as a homosexual, he tries too hard to play the role of flamboyant gay and offends many people.  In the end he seems like a pathetic drunk unsure of his role in life.  Kate too appears to long for the past.  Perhaps this explains her desire to sleep with Mikey.  She continues with her own humdrum and confusing life as a lesbian while at the same time trying to lure Mikey back to her.  She too is unsure of her place in the world.


Dangor seems to feel that the more we seek to escape the past, the more we become mired in our own sorrows.  Only those who deal with the past will effectively move on and as Mandela suggests, “Look Forward”.

