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Postcolonial Nostalgia
The Ambiguities of White Memoirs of Zimbabwe
ASTRID RAscH

This article introduces the concept of “postcolonial nostalgia” to discuss four
memoirs by white expatriate Zimbabweans Alexandra Fuller and Peter Godwin.
The authors borrow from colonial discourse, producing nostalgic accounts that
may appeal to their Western audiences but which fail to challenge colonial mindsets
in the way that their postcolonial self-image might lead us to expect. Written at
a time of national crisis in Zimbabwe, the memoirs contrast a past of childhood
innocence and settler contributions with a dystopic present. Even as the authors
dissociate themselves from the white supremacist regime of the past, they present
white settlers as benevolent and productive, and seem to lament the replacement
of white order with nothing.
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INTRODUCTION

“Mum has made it clear that ... I have no patience with nostalgia,” notes
Alexandra Fuller, who was raised as a white settler in Zimbabwe, Zambia
and Malawi and now lives in the United States but continues to write about
Africa.! With this comment, she relegates colonial nostalgia to her mother
and so assures her reader that her memoir is not, despite the exotic images
she indulges in, a nostalgic enterprise. The difference between herself and
her mother is summed up in their pronunciation of the mother’s childhood
home: “Mum pronounces the name of the country with a long colonial-
era e—Keen-ya (/ki nja/), as if Britain still stains more than a quarter of
the globe pink with its dominion. I, however, pronounce it with a short,
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postcolonial e—Kenya (k nja) [sic].”? Her mother may be caught up in the
past, but Fuller, we understand, is postcolonial. But is her mother right?
Or might it be the case that one can see the world through a postcolonial
lens, yet still view the colonial order of the past with nostalgia?

In this article, I will use the work of Fuller and her fellow Zimbabwean
expatriate Peter Godwin to argue that we need a more complex concept
of nostalgia for the colonial era if we want to understand the ambiguity
of contemporary Western memory practice: what I term “postcolonial
nostalgia.” Rather than simply rosy images of the past, we find many
examples of texts that criticize empire on the surface, yet also perpetuate
discourses from the colonial era and lament its passing in subtler ways. In
personal memoirs like the ones examined here, the image of the past is
further complicated by the authors’ private investment in questions of guilt
and responsibility. “I have tried not to be wise after the event,” Godwin
says in a preface, “but to describe things as they seemed at the time, even
where that may have portrayed us unattractively.”® Those words register
his awareness of the shift of perspective from the time he grew up in white
Rhodesia to the time of writing in the mid-1990s. Even if Godwin says
he does not want to be wise after the event, the effort to expose actions
that appear unflattering in hindsight is in itself part of a gesture toward
his own changed, postcolonial perspective. His unexplained reference to a
white “us,” however, reveals that distinctions from the colonial era persist.
Writing after decolonization for audiences who probably see themselves
as having left the colonial order firmly behind, these authors engage
with the past in ambiguous ways because of the postcolonial context, and
accordingly I refer to this as a postcolonial nostalgia, rather than, say, an
imperial(ist) or a colonial nostalgia.* Postcolonial nostalgia, then, may be
understood as a memory practice that purports to have no patience with
nostalgia, but at the same time still stages the allure of a lost colonial past.

THE AMBIGUITIES OF POSTCOLONIAL NOSTALGIA
In recent years, we have witnessed a wave of nostalgia. Produced for and
by Westerners, a whole body of text and film is emerging about Africa,

portraying an exotic continent made fertile by the presence of benevolent
Europeans, its wildlife preserved by their conservation efforts, yet always
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at the brink of despair because of the avarice of a corrupt black elite.?
This surge of nostalgia includes both idealizing images of the past that
straightforwardly celebrate colonial rule, and more ambiguous accounts.
In the case of Fuller and Godwin, explicit condemnations of racism and
colonial inequality coexist with stories of a prosperous past that has been
supplanted by a poorer, more dangerous and more primitive present, to
the detriment of the authors’ families and the community at large.

As sociologist Fred Davis argues in his study of nostalgia, the senti-
ment fundamentally relies on a constructed contrast between a positively
remembered past and a present that is found to be lacking in some sense.
The “‘good past/bad present’ contrast” is so central that Davis calls it
nostalgia’s “distinctive rhetorical signature.”® But as I demonstrate in the
following, nostalgia can be more complex than this simple dichotomy
would seem to imply. Indeed, criticism of the “dark side of empire” may
be one way for postcolonial writers to establish a platform from which to
indulge in colonial fantasies, and the confession of racist guilt may pave
the way for self-redemption. The assumption that one has, as Fuller says,
“‘no patience with nostalgia” may help readers and writers of these post-
colonial memoirs to see themselves as on the right side of history even as
they perpetuate colonial language and compare the present negatively to
a more ordered and more innocent settler past. This article thus argues
that the profession of an empire-critical view may in itself be part of a
rhetorical strategy enabling postcolonial nostalgia, now supposedly free
of the moral taint of outright empire celebration.

To describe this contemporary form of nostalgia, I use the term
“postcolonial nostalgia.” By “postcolonial” I mean not simply a temporal
marker indicating that it comes after colonialism, but also a moral marker,
indicating that it is premised on a societal rejection of the colonial system.
This rejection is far from complete—indeed, as I will show, language
handed down from the colonial era persists even among those who seek to
distance themselves from it—yet there is a qualitative difference between
how empire is spoken about today and the time of high imperialism. Over
the course of the twentieth century, there was a gradual “moral disarma-
ment of empire.”” Disparate pressures such as colonial nationalism, the
Civil Rights movement and later the academic field of postcolonial studies
combined to develop a postcolonial mainstream in which the racist and
exploitative structures of the past were verbally rejected, if not sufficiently
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expunged. This revision informs the narrative framework for stories about
the colonial past in Western societies. But, as indicated, the postcolonial
agenda has not meant the disappearance of nostalgic longing for the colo-
nial past. My concept of “postcolonial nostalgia™ is different from existing
notions of nostalgia relating to colonialism in that I take the contemporary
discursive distancing toward the colonial record as defining for the way
the past is remembered. It is, in other words, a nostalgia in spite of itself.

Other scholars have developed related terms. Patricia Lorcin distin-
guishes between “imperial nostalgia” which “is associated with the loss
of empire, that is to say the decline of national grandeur and the inter-
national power politics connected to economic and political hegemony,”
and “colonial nostalgia” which “is associated with the loss of sociocultural
standing or, to be more precise, the colonial lifestyle.”® Lorcin’s two
concepts, then, are used to describe that which is longed for rather than
the moment of longing. In contrast, “postcolonial nostalgia” focuses
our attention on the way in which contemporary recollections of empire
orient themselves toward a postcolonial discourse in the present. Renato
Rosaldo’s concept of “imperialist nostalgia” similarly addresses what he
calls the “ideological” function of nostalgia—not what is longed for, but
the shape of that longing. Like postcolonial nostalgia, its imperialist cousin
“revolves around a paradox.” Here, “people mourn the passing of what
they themselves have transformed.... [IJmperialist nostalgia uses a pose of
‘innocent yearning’ both to capture people’s imagination and to conceal
its complicity with often brutal domination.”® Imperialist nostalgia is thus
itself part of the imperialist process of transforming the society it nostalgi-
cally describes. In proposing that we add “postcolonial nostalgia” to our
conceptual toolkit, I do not reject the work of Rosaldo and Lorcin. Indeed,
postcolonial nostalgics can be imperialist in their blindness to their own
complicity and may lament both loss of national grandeur and the colonial
lifestyle. But to understand how contemporary nostalgia works, we need
to see how it can apparently buy into a postcolonial worldview, yet also
betray nostalgic tendencies of longing for past structures and values, and
so perpetuate discourses and mindsets left over from the colonial period.

As expatriate Zimbabweans living in and writing for the West, God-
win and Fuller illustrate what postcolonial nostalgia can look like in the
twenty-first century. Peter Godwin was born in 1957 in what was then
Southern Rhodesia, and since leaving Zimbabwe in the early 1980s he has
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lived intermittently in England, South Africa and the United States. He has
published a number of autobiographical texts, two of which are examined
here: Mukiwa: A White Boy in Africa (1996) and When a Crocodile Ents
the Sun: A Memoir of Africa (2006). Alexandra Fuller was born in England
in 1969, but her parents who had previously lived in Rhodesia moved
back there when she was only a toddler. From there, her family moved to
Malawi in 1982 and to Zambia the year after. In 1994, Fuller settled in
the United States with her American husband. She, too, has published a
number of autobiographical works, of which this article will treat Don’t
Let’s Go to the Dogs Tonight: An African Childhood (2002) and Cocktail
Hour under the Tree of Forgetfulness (2011).

As will be detailed below, the country they grew up in has been ravaged
by crisis for two decades now. The widespread corruption, human rights
violations, poverty and hunger that have afflicted the country during Robert
Mugabe’s regime have sent several million citizens into exile.!® Western
media attention to Zimbabwe has tended to focus on the white farmers
who were the victims of a brutal campaign of “fast-track land reforms”
during which most of them were evicted from their lands. Accompanying
this media interest, there has been an outpouring of memoirs by white
Zimbabweans after the beginning of the land reforms. These texts often
have a similar focus on white suffering, obscuring black victims.! In the
process, the image that emerges of the settler colonial period and the
long-term presence of whites in Zimbabwe tends to become positive to
the extent of dehistoricizing the current moment and downplaying past
and present inequalities.’> Many of the new memoir writers are farmers
who were directly affected by the reforms. But as Rory Pilossof suggests,
the crisis has also created an opportunity for “more established writers,
such as Peter Godwin and Alexandra Fuller, [who] have used the fast-
track land reforms and the market they have created for white narratives
from Zimbabwe, to produce their own works that piggyback on the rural
landscape.”'® As I will argue, these two authors have produced memoirs
that romanticize the settler colonial past and lament the deterioration
of the country associated with majority rule, even if they do so in more
subtle ways than some of their farmer colleagues.

Memoirs are an interesting source for studying the relationship
between individual and collective memory. In this genre, we can observe
the way in which people use their own life stories to position themselves
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in relation to publicly circulating narratives. Thus, memoirs written after
decolonization tend to signal the authors’ attitude to the imperial past by
either countering or corroborating the way that past is discussed in society
at large."* Many of the memoirs written by white Zimbabweans after the
land reforms are quite unashamedly proud of the era of white minority
rule and explicitly contrast it with the present. The narrative community
they address is first and foremost the globally dispersed diaspora of white
“ex-Rhodesians” who use online media to lament the end of the white
minority regime.!® Such memoirs, however, have had limited commer-
cial success, partly because they are written by amateur writers and often
self-published, but partly also, I would argue, because they are likely to
strike at least some Western readers as too unapologetic about the colonial
past. Fuller and Godwin, by contrast, are professional writers, published
by big publishing houses, reviewed in major newspapers and frequently
cited as part of the canon of modern Zimbabwean writing. The narrative
community they address is a much wider one, counting many readers
who would consider themselves firm opponents of colonialism. They are
able to appeal to this wider community because their books display, in
addition to their literary qualities, a much more ambiguous stance toward
the colonial past and the postcolonial present.

Godwin states in the preface to his first memoir that it is “not a
work of forensic research,” and that instead “I have written as I remem-
ber, with all the foibles and imperfections brought on by the passage of
time.”!® Godwin and Fuller’s books are written not with the aim of being
objective analyses of a historical situation but of giving readers a sense
of how the authors see and saw their lives, with open admissions of their
subjective perspectives and flawed memory. My purpose in analyzing them
is therefore not to judge whether they should have written differently or
whether they should refrain from speaking altogether.!” Rather, I want
to demonstrate some internal tensions and inconsistencies in their texts,
because these ambiguities illustrate a wider phenomenon of postcolonial
nostalgia that characterizes much engagement with the colonial past today.

As suggested by Pilossof’s remarks, in these and other nostalgic
accounts of Africa, the continent as imagined in the West becomes a prod-
uct for Western consumption: “stories of white adventure in Africa and
the decay brought about by black (mis)rule fall upon an almost insatiable
appetite.”'® Decolonization far from eradicated Western ideas about Africa,
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so in the commodification of Africa for the West, colonial stereotypes are
dusted off and updated to the tastes of a contemporary audience.'® But
in the postcolonial era, readers are assured that the stories they read are
written by progressives, not nostalgic reactionaries. Indeed, so common is
the tendency for writers to cite their liberal, postcolonial credentials that
Binyavanga Wainaina includes it in his mock advice to an imagined author
in his essay “How to Write about Africa”: “Throughout the book, adopt
a sotto voice, in conspiracy with the reader, and a sad I-expected-so-much
tone. Establish early on that your liberalism is impeccable, and mention
near the beginning how much you love Africa, how you fell in love with
the place and can’t live without her.”?° Once a postcolonial perspective is
established, Wainaina implies that writers set themselves free to repeat any
colonial stereotype imaginable. The two authors studied here continue that
practice. In the following, I will trace how Fuller and Godwin represent
themselves as “postcolonials,” critical of colonial rule, only to undermine
that image through a series of nostalgic gestures.

LIMITS OF SELF-SCRUTINY

As indicated above, there is an ambiguity in Fuller’s and Godwin’s mem-
oirs between their criticism of colonial rule and their nostalgia for the
past. While this article will focus on detailing the nostalgic clements of
the texts, it is useful to take a moment first to examine their criticism of
settler colonialism. Part of the challenge in analyzing these texts is that
the criticism is often not explicit but comes across through, say, an under-
tone of self-mockery or a matter-of-fact representation of violence. We
see this in a scene from Fuller’s childhood: “We cheer when we hear the
faint, stomach-echoing thump of a mine detonating. Either an African
or a baboon has been wounded and killed.”*! While there is no explicit
condemnation of this cheering, we get the distinct sense that Fuller wants
to communicate the absurdity of her childhood values and behavior to
her contemporary audience. Through such implicit rejections, Fuller and
Godwin distance themselves from the lack of respect for African people
that they identify with the majority of settler Rhodesians. But just as it is
possible to feel several things at once, so a text can fail to live up to its own
standards. In the case of Fuller and Godwin, such internal inconsistencies
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do not necessarily make the authors’ postcolonial sentiments false, but
they do reveal the limits of their self-scrutiny.

In all four memoirs, the writers condemn the crimes of colonialism,
positioning themselves as progressives who harbor no dreams of bringing
back white rule. However, in their first memoirs the two authors go to
much further lengths to critically explore their personal participation in an
unjust system than they do in their second memoirs. These first two narra-
tives are thus much closer to seeking absolution through confession than
are the later books, which project injustice as an exterior phenomenon.??
And yet, even within these stories of personal blame, we find extenuating
circumstances that seem to relieve the authors of real guilt.

Fuller’s first memoir explicitly engages with her own and her family’s
racism. She frequently cites her parents’ use of racist slurs like “kaffir,”
“muntus,” “baboons” and “Affies” and speaks openly about her own par-
ticipation in such racist attitudes, like when she quotes her eight-year-old
self: ““When I grow up, I’ll be in charge of muntus and show them how
to farm properly,” I declare.”?® However, with her constant references to
her parents’ derogatory language, she locates responsibility for the racism
with her upbringing, relinquishing any deep, personal culpability for what
could only be a learnt response.

In her second memoir, her parents’ vocabulary has been sanitized of
racist epithets, and they generally enthusiastically exoticize black Africans
rather than express disgust towards them. Whereas in Fuller’s first memoir,
she was told that certain behavior like “dancing hip-waggling to African
music” must be avoided “[b]ecause it is something only muntus do,” in
her second, “Mum clapped along to the dancers, and cocked her hips this
way and that.”?* While her mother still unabashedly exoticizes the black
people she meets, she has become much less offensive to contemporary
sensibilities. Instead of Fuller’s parents, it is now imperial rule more
broadly that comes in for critical scrutiny. In particular, the author cites
Caroline Elkins’s Imperial Reckoning, an indictment of Britain’s violent
repression of the Kikuyu during the Mau Mau uprising.”® By detailing
the atrocities committed by British soldiers, Fuller props up her liberal,
anti-imperial credentials but moves blame further away from herself and
her family and onto British actions, in a different colony more firmly part
of the imperial system than Rhodesia after its Unilateral Declaration of
Independence (UDI) in 1965.
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The difference between Godwin’s two memoirs (published before
and after the land reforms) is even starker. The first contains criticism of
the casual racism that surrounded him in his youth, like his boss’s “stream
of racial joshing and taunting” of black colleagues which Godwin “did
my best to ignore.” Godwin uses his parents’ record as “part of the old
white liberal establishment” who “didn’t support Smith and his Rhodesian
Front Party, unlike most whites” to suggest that he, like his family, was
always critical of the governing white supremacy.?® At one point, as though
in the ultimate distancing maneuver, he even describes fantasizing about
killing the prime minister Ian Smith himselt.?” Godwin’s critical take on
white Rhodesia causes him to interrogate his own role in the civil war. As
a police officer, he threatened a young black man with torture and death
if he refused to tell the whereabouts of the guerrillas. He recalls seeing his
own reflection in a window: “It was a terrifying face, coursed through with
anger and despair. It was the face of someone who would kill an unarmed
civilian for withholding information. It was my face.”?® And yet, even as
Godwin cites his own brutality, he also makes himself a victim of the war
that brought him to such actions, not only out of anger, but also “despair.”

The second memoir has no such accounts of white supremacy or
of Godwin’s participation in it. Besides a few scattered references to the
civil war, only one page is devoted to the history of (Southern) Rhodesia,
mentioning briefly the injustice of “[r]acially based land tenure,” but also
the benefits of colonization: “the black population increased with their
access to Western medicine, with people like my mother carrying out
wide-scale vaccinations against killer diseases.”® Thus, any investigation
of the colonial record places responsibility with an anonymous system of
European colonization and is tempered by his insistence on the contri-
butions of settlers, who are much more closely associated with Godwin
himself.?® In general, rather than preoccupying itself much with the coun-
try’s historical background, the book focuses squarely on the suffering of
whites under Mugabe.

Despite the difference between their first and second memoirs, even in
their first memoirs, Fuller and Godwin tend to provide justificatory context:
Fuller’s racism was a learnt response from growing up in a racist family and
society; Godwin’s human rights violations during the war were a result
of the brutality that surrounded him, and anyway, his colleagues were far
worse. This inbuilt legitimization renders their confessions hollow. Their
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self-redemption is granted partly through the very act of narrating, which
implies regret and a consequent right to forgiveness; and partly within the
narrative, as the story itself reveals that they were never to blame in the first
place. However, in terms of the progressive self-image of the authors and
their audiences, these acts of confession, and in the second memoirs, the
occasional criticism of empire, create a stage from which the settler past
and the postcolonial present can be discussed without fear of immediate
accusations of nostalgia. In other words, the acknowledgment and regret
of past crimes can be used to undermine any meaningful challenge to the
broader mindset that produced them.

Fuller and Godwin are following a familiar pattern of metropolitan
remembrance when they present themselves as skeptical of the horrors
of empire even as they fail to resist its legacies in their own texts. In the
1980s, Salman Rushdie and John McBratney criticized the wave of British
“Raj nostalgia,” focusing both on books and films that romanticized the
colonial record in India and on more ambiguous representations.® They
argue that despite the unflattering portrayal of empire in The Raj Quartet,
the author Paul Scott “unconsciously undermines the force of his indict-
ment of Empire,” because of his longing for imperial values and his focus
on British characters.?> As Rushdie concludes, “[i]t is no defence to say
that a work adopts, in its structure, the very ethic which, in its content
and tone, it pretends to dislike. It is, in fact, the case for the prosecution.”??

Fuller and Godwin are able to both condemn and romanticize the
settler colonial past by relegating responsibility for its crimes to an anony-
mous system. Even in the case of her family’s racism, Fuller suggests that,
despite their colonial habits, people like her parents were and remain
unaware of the implications of colonialism. She says that she has the
impression that her mother “is speaking of a make-believe place forever
trapped in the celluloid of another time, as if she were a third-person
participant in a movie.... The violence and the injustices that came with
colonialism seem—in my mother’s version of events—to have happened
in some other unwatched movie, to some other unwatched people. Which
in a way, they were.”3* Fuller portrays her mother as simply caught up
in an illusion rather than a complicit participant in colonial violence and
expropriation. Similarly, while Godwin pits his family against the white
supremacist regime, his conclusion that “most whites were still in the thrall
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of the prime minister, Ian Smith” exonerates the spellbound majority from
charges of deliberate racism.*

In the historical work about white Rhodesians that Godwin wrote
together with Tan Hancock in 1993, they argue that “perhaps their worst
collective fault was an almost infinite capacity for self-deception.”?® Like
Hancock and Godwin, the memoirs represent white Rhodesians as essentially
good people who were more interested in maintaining a comfortable way
of life than in the “big issues,” and whose racism and defense of colonialism
stemmed from self-delusion rather than malice.?” Indeed, Hancock and
Godwin’s argument that white Rhodesians “voted for heroes rather than
policies” suggests, like Fuller’s representation of her mother, that they
failed to grasp the implication of their support for the repressive regime.
Following Smith “lemming like ... into the abyss,” white Rhodesians
were supposedly “easily led, and more easily deceived”—an analysis that
essentially acquits ordinary citizens while condemning their leader.®® Fuller
secks to make the reader understand the motivation and mindset that lay
behind individual subscription to white rule as detached from its violent
reality, of which she shows that she herself is aware. Her mother, then, is
used to mark a distinction between Fuller and the colonial discourse of her
parents’ generation, but also to give that generation a sympathetic face.

In his discussion of The Raj Quartet, McBratney argues that Scott
adhered to a “liberal ethos” of interracial “partnership” which his novels
show to be bankrupt on the “large, public scale” but to triumph at the
level of individuals.® So, too, Fuller and Godwin level their most severe
charges of colonial injustice at the anonymous system of white rule, while
exonerating individual white settlers like themselves and their families
from real responsibility. Instead, they point to their contributions and
sacrifices to Africa and to their own innocent relationships with individual
black Zimbabweans.

NOSTALGIA FOR CHILDHOOD INNOCENCE

Nostalgia is fundamentally about yearning for some other time or place.*’
In retrospect, nostalgic memories take on an Edenic quality in juxtaposition
to a less magical, less innocent present. Fuller and Godwin might protest
that their childhood memories are not very Edenic, that they have been at
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pains to emphasize all the death and discrimination they witnessed growing
up. Indeed, they do have quite mixed accounts of their childhoods which
include stories of abuse, of losing siblings, of witnessing racist violence and
of the brutalizing effects of the civil war. They describe the internaliza-
tion of racist attitudes, as when Fuller’s childhood self remarks that she
“hope[d]” no “Affies” had used the cup she was drinking from, and the
normalizing of racist violence, as when Godwin cites a boy who matter-
of-factly remarks, “You know, my uncle shot a kaffir once.... But it was
OK because he had a licence.”*! And yet, while the adult writers distance
themselves from this climate and their own participation in racist practices,
their childhood selves are also characterized by a personal innocence, an
innocence that appeals to the audience’s nostalgia. As the authors posit a
contrast between that magical, innocent past and a disenchanted present,
they confirm a Western audience’s suspicion that Africa is “going to the
dogs” without white governance. Importantly, the object of Fuller and
Godwin’s nostalgia is studiously vague. It is through the contrast to a grim-
mer present that we sense the authors’ longing. Whether they yearn for
the securities of a colonial order or for a brief period of post-independence
racial harmony is hard to pin down. What is clear is that some unspecified
kind of past emerges as happier and more prosperous than the present.
A way to overcome the dilemma between the authors’ postcolonial
self-image and their attachment to a time and lifestyle associated with
white rule is, as Ashleigh Harris points out, to invoke the innocence of
childhood. Referring to Mukiwa, she describes how Godwin uses “the child-
subject’s pre-political consciousness” which “puts him beyond reproach,
and yet the broader political conditions are made clear to the reader.”*?
Thus, Godwin’s child protagonist has little awareness of racial conflict, as
opposed to the adult protagonist. In a way, the child’s perspective allows
the narrator to adopt a position of naiveté as though the unawareness of
political issues meant their disappearance. The fact that their childhoods
coincide with white rule may make it difficult, for the authors as well as
for their audience, to determine whether nostalgia relates to childhood
as such or to white rule. As Tony Simoes da Silva notes, “[i]nsofar as
childhood will always presuppose, indeed signify a degree of innocence
from broader ideological elements, frequently it is through the voice of
the small child that White South Africans seek to negotiate the past with
an eye on the present.”** Note that Fuller and Godwin speak to a larger
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commemorative community some of whom recall white settler Africa with
explicit nostalgia. A dehistoricized version of the past which paints over
or naturalizes racial inequalities can be defended as a credible rendition of
the child’s experience, while at the same time working to provide ideologi-
cally useful firsthand evidence of happy racial relations under white rule.**

While Fuller, at least in her first memoir, stresses the racism of her
childhood home, she and Godwin both describe their close relationship
with one or more of the family’s black servants, repeating a trope that
one finds in a number of end of empire autobiographies. Both of them
stress the physical closeness to their nanny, her smell and the look of her
skin.*® This is reminiscent of what Stoler and Strassler have observed about
former Dutch colonizers’ memoirs of Java, in which “stories of former
servants are filled with tender anecdotes, demonstrations of affection,
loyalty and mutual recognitions.” This is not, they document, how the
servants themselves recall relationships to their former employers, and yet
in European nostalgia this is “a familiar story: the feminized, depoliticized
home as the locus for a kinder, gentler colonialism.”*®

Interestingly, the closeness to the nanny is remembered as illicit:
Fuller describes how she would stick her hand under the blouse of her
nanny to feel her breast when she needed comforting. “I know, without
knowing why, that Mum would smack me if she saw me doing this.”*” And
Godwin describes having to keep his trips to the Apostolic church with his
nanny secret because she was convinced his parents would not approve.*8
This suggests a special kind of intimate relationship that circumvented the
otherwise restrictive race relations of the era, allowing Fuller and Godwin
to project their postcolonial politics back in time onto an, at least occa-
sionally, color-blind childhood self.

The idea of what Harris terms the “prelapsarian” idyll of childhood
gains strength from the contrast to a fall, a loss of innocence or a disrup-
tion of the old order, and in the case of Zimbabwe this is provided by
the history of the fast-track land reforms.* In the mid-1990s, Mugabe’s
regime became increasingly dictatorial. In response to popular demands
for democratic change, it used white farmers as a scapegoat for the lack of
economic progress. From 2000, a series of land reforms were launched,
in which about four thousand farmer families were evicted and their
lands distributed to so-called veterans of the independence war.*® This
brutal racialized violence was sanctioned by a state-sponsored narrative
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representing whites as enemies of Zimbabwe who wanted to recolonize
the country.®! In addition to the white casualties, a much larger number
of black farm workers were also attacked, killed, raped or displaced. Yet in
Western media, the focus was overwhelmingly on the white victims of the
conflict.® The crisis thus provided an occasion where postcolonial sensibilities
could be pushed to the side to make room for sympathy with the evicted
farmers. Paul Gilroy says that in Britain the response was an “anxiety over
the fate of Britain’s abandoned colonial kith and kin.” He argues that the
“repetition of tragic southern African themes” was “deployed to contest
and then seize the position of victim.”%® As we will see, this is a gesture
that also manifests itself in memoirs by white expatriate Zimbabweans.

Symptomatically, Godwin sketches the total descent into chaos as
the moment when the servants turn on their employers. This comes out
most strongly in the case of his parents’ long-time housemaid Mavis who
left them. Like the Dutch in Java, Godwin’s parents are shown to have
thought of their relationship to Mavis as something more intimate than
an employer-employee relationship, but their trust was broken and the
servant’s loyalty was not to be counted on in the time of crisis. Under
pressure from her “greedy” nieces, Mavis allowed the violence from
outside to slip into the family home, in the shape of thugs demanding
“retrenchment payment,” causing Godwin’s mother to ask, ““How could
you Mavis?’” As though by divine punishment, Mavis died shortly after this
episode, out of shame, so we gather, as she had stopped taking the pills
with which Godwin’s mother had supplied her.>* Part of the catastrophe
of the present is thus that it destroys a relationship otherwise represented
as idyllic in its prelapsarian innocence.

Davis reminds us that nostalgia is occasioned by the present, not
by that which is nostalgically remembered in itself.%® So what is it then
about the present that occasions nostalgic accounts of the colonial era in
Africa? Much of the explanation must of course be found not in Africa but
in those places where the accounts are consumed, namely, in the West.
While the notions of a natural racial hierarchy and Western countries’
right to colonize other countries have generally been sidelined from the
mainstream, much of the discursive baggage of colonialism lingers on,
making Britain and the United States especially fertile grounds for nostalgic
reminiscence. Gilroy has argued that metropolitan Britain is still trapped
in “postcolonial melancholia” because it has failed to face up to the grim
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aspects of its imperial past. Calls for the British public to admit to those
horrors are often met with a defensive response, in which empire is justi-
fied and the British themselves are made out to be its ultimate victims.
This may help to explain the persistent interest in romantic accounts of
empire.®” In the United States, there has long been a fascination with all
things British, including the country’s imperial past and the glamor and
frontier heroism with which it is associated. Antoinette Burton argues that
television programs for American audiences whitewash British history to
allow people to project fantasies of conflict-free race relations onto Britain.>
In the case of Fuller’s and Godwin’s memoirs, the texts let readers savor
the contrast between a dystopic present where the country has descended
into chaos and a comparatively happier past.

WHITE VICTIMHOOD AND THE VIOLATION OF HOME

Besides the invocation of childhood innocence, nostalgia in the memoirs
is not so much a case of simple idealizing images of the colonial past—the
authors are too critical of the racism and repression of that past to celebrate
it outright—but rather of contrasts with an even more dysfunctional
present. Of course, criticizing contemporary violence and repression in
Zimbabwe does not in itself pose a challenge to a postcolonial worldview.
Indeed, Mugabe’s misrule can rightly be seen as a betrayal of the ideals
of equal rights, full democratic representation and protection against
exploitation that informed the campaign against colonialism. As we will
see, criticism of Mugabe is not the sole province of white writers either.
But unlike their black Zimbabwean colleagues, Fuller’s and Godwin’s
representation of a country in crisis revolves around white victimhood and
nostalgic contrasts with the innocent past. The focal point of this contrast
is the white family home.

The invasion of Godwin’s family home by thugs signals a breakdown
of order and a violation of the sanctity of the domestic. This speaks to
a widespread theme of whiteness under siege in discourse at the end of
empire. Wendy Webster argues that in the late colonial era, stories of
settler societies at war with indigenous insurgents and of white British
communities experiencing an influx of nonwhite migrants showed both
kinds of communities as “beleaguered and vulnerable. Both converged
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on a common theme: the violation of domestic sanctuaries.” These stories
“made domestic order central to Englishness, setting the idea of white
homes against the incapacity of the colonized /immigrants for familial and
community life.”*® In the memoirs of Fuller and Godwin, we find such
imagery reproduced and refurbished for a decidedly postcolonial era. The
breakdown of order marks the transition from a fondly remembered past
to a dystopic present and is acted out on a family home that stands in for
both the white body and the nation at large.

Fuller describes independence through two stories. The first, an
account of the arrival of black children to her school and the departure
of almost all the white pupils, props up Fuller’s postcolonial credentials,
as she mocks her childhood prejudice. The conclusion of this story is the
realization that “I do not turn black” from sharing bathwater and sleep-
ing areas with these new children, who surprise her with their civilized
manners.® Yet in the second story of independence, it is the #ncivilized
behavior of black Zimbabweans that is stressed. As in the late colonial
stories described by Webster, the focal point of the story is “the violation
of domestic sanctuaries.” First, squatters moved onto the Fuller family
farm, and later, soldiers arrived at their house “war-trigger-happy” and
high on “ganja.”"!

Webster notes that in the stories of white domestic Englishness, par-
ticular attention was paid to “specific domestic boundary-markers—front
doors, letter-boxes, windows.”%? The same is true of Fuller’s account,
where the soldiers violate the frail barriers that kept the white family
safe. She describes her childhood self and her mother desperately trying
to block the simple wooden door, but losing the struggle to the “three
grown men” forcing their way in.%® Elsewhere, her father berates another
group of soldiers who complained that “You called us baboons”: “You
jumped into my bedroom window. That is not a civilized thing to do, that

is a baboon thing to do.”%*

In her father’s commonsensical explanation
for his use of an extremely racist epithet, it was the soldiers’ violation of
the domestic space and their “uncivilized” manner that earned them the
label. The strength of this account relies on the disruption of family life
and the threat to vulnerable children and a pregnant mother from soldiers
who were not only armed but who also flouted expected norms, being

intoxicated, careless with their weapons and violating the domestic space.

162 History & Memory, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Fall/Winter 2018)



Postcolonial Nostalgia

Together with the positive description of the introduction of multi-
racial schooling, this is Fuller’s most direct engagement with the transition
to majority rule. As one of the soldiers says, “This is Zimbabwe now. You
can’t just do as you please from now on. From now on it is we who are in
charge.”®® Eventually, their land is “put up for mandatory auction under
the new land distribution scheme.”% This is certain to remind readers in
the early 2000s of the ongoing land reforms, even if the immediate post-
independence process was quite different.®” Through the voice of her
mother, Fuller directly links the experience of losing the farm to the loss
of her baby brother: “Mum starts having problems with the pregnancy.
She says her problems are caused by the stress of independence. Losing
the war. Losing the farm.”% While Fuller stresses her support for the
transition to majority rule by celebrating it as a moment of racial justice
and personal enlightenment, independence also comes to signify loss and
the transgression of the sanctity of the family home. The transgressed
boundaries of the home are metonymic of, on the one hand, the vulner-
able body of the child and the pregnant mother and, on the other, of the
nation at large, with independence marshaling in a time when intoxicated
soldiers “are in charge.”®

In Godwin’s second memoir, it is not doors and windows but the
bougainvillea that marks white domesticity. The flower reappears through-
out the text as a symbol of the presence of white people and the order and
fertility they bring with them. Consequently, its disappearance signals the
disruption of order. Around Godwin’s parents’ home in Harare, referred
to as “Fort Godwin,” stood a tall hedge of bougainvillea, keeping out “the
huddled masses outside.””? At the time of the land reforms, the hedge was
ignited by the fires of the hawkers who lived on the street outside. With
the hedge gone, the family is “totally exposed; anyone can peer straight
into our inner sanctum.””? This stresses the idea of the family home as
separate and sacred, but also as vulnerable and under siege. The national
crisis is suddenly on their doorstep. It even feels like the Blitz, we are told:

As we sit there, the mournful wail of the air-raid siren marks the first
class of the day across the road at Oriel Boys School.

“Always reminds me of being in London during the Blitz,” says
Mum. “Feels like it now too,” she says, surveying the smoldering
cinders of Fort Godwin’s bougainvillea battlements.”
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The Second World War acts as a central reference point in the memoir, so
the comparison with the Blitz is hardly coincidental. Gilroy argues that
the war has become “an ethnic myth” for white Britons, a “memory of
the country at war against foes who are simply, tidily, and uncomplicat-
edly evil.””® Arguably, it is not only in Britain that the Second World War
serves such a purpose. In the United States, where later wars have been the
subject of heated debate, the Second World War similarly allows people to
imagine their country fighting an unambiguously righteous war. Writing
for these Western audiences at the time of the land reforms, Godwin is
keen to garner all the sympathy he can. He reminds readers of the record
of white farmers who fought with the Allies during the war and compares
white Zimbabweans, as here, with Britons under siege during the Blitz,
and, as elsewhere, with Polish Jews during the Holocaust.”

The burning of the hedge is followed by a series of increasingly
nightmarish visions that are rich in colonial imagery of the mysterious,
primitive and dangerous “dark continent.””® Godwin recalls: “In bed I
lie listening to the hawkers quarrelling. The walls dance with the shadows
caused by their fires, fires that now burn along the edge of our garden
and seem to surround us.””® And the night after,

in my restless dreams, the Hindhead hawkers are barking and whoop-
ing like the Dande ambuyas, the grandmothers forced by their own
children to imitate baboons. They are scampering up and down the
foot of our garden. Their eyes reflect the flames of their fires. They
are whooping and barking and waiting.”

Unlike Fuller’s father, Godwin refrains from directly comparing the people
outside to baboons by first placing the idea in a dream, then adding the
simile that the hawkers are “like” the ambuyas who are in turn just made
to “imitate” baboons. But the word is still there, in plain sight to be
associated with the people outside his bedroom window. They become
a menacing and inarticulate, even animal-like presence, not walking but
“scampering,” not speaking but “quarrelling ... whooping and barking and
waiting.” This draws from a catalogue of Western imagery about “primi-
tive Africa.””® When Godwin depicts fires that make the walls “dance,” he
calls forth associations of ritual dancing around fires, an equally familiar
exoticizing trope. All these images arise merely because the boundary that
kept the family apart from the outside world has been burned, breaking
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down the established order. The incineration of the hedge is a bad omen.
Within a month, Godwin’s ailing father dies. As in Fuller’s memoir, the
vulnerable white family is under siege and the violation of the marker of
white domesticity is a portent of personal loss. Thus, the national tragedy
is acted out on the white body through the violation of home, shoring up
the symbolic triad body-home-nation.

Like the trope of violated domestic spheres, this adoption of a victim’s
position was a common feature of discourse in late imperial Britain. Bill
Schwarz argues that in the 1950s, “[f]irst, whites were coming to imag-
ine themselves as historic victims; and second—commensurably—blacks
were believed to be acquiring a status of supremacy.”” Instead of seeing
the people who lived their lives without shelter on the street as the actual
victims, Godwin makes his family out to be the victims because they were
exposed to the gaze of those people outside. Similarly, Fuller’s family are
portrayed as at least as vulnerable as the hungry squatters who move onto
their land. Taking “possession of [the] coveted role” of the victim, both
authors draw from a panoply of siege narratives which hark back to the
colonial era and which have already been adapted to make sense of the
end of empire as a story of beleaguered white domesticity.®

Of course, Fuller and Godwin and their fellow white memoirists
are not the only ones to have written critically about the Mugabe regime
and its human rights violations. Indeed, the critical interrogation of the
nation’s past and present has been a central preoccupation of much of the
literature written by black Zimbabwean authors over the past decades.
In the novels and short stories of Yvonne Vera, Chenjerai Hove, Petina
Gappah and Brian Chikwava, the violence and repression of the Mugabe
era is insistently exposed and condemned. Interestingly, this literature is,
for the overwhelming majority, written as fiction rather than memoirs. We
can only speculate as to the reasons why so few black Zimbabwean authors
have taken up the autobiographical genre. One suggestion would be that
the consequences of writing nonfiction that is critical of the regime are
more severe for black authors still resident in Zimbabwe than for white
expatriates. Indeed, the few exceptions of black memoirs have been writ-
ten from abroad. In Homelessness Sweet Home, Hove comments that it is
precisely exile that allows his nonfictional engagement with contemporary
affairs: “My advantage of being away from the loaded guns and furious
soldiers and militia paid to get angry on behalf of the president enables
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me to reflect on some of the ingredients of the new [constitution].”8!
Already in 1984, Mugabe’s political opponent, independence leader
Joshua Nkomo, wrote from his exile that “[t]he greatest irony of my life
is that I have written this record of it in Britain, the country that for so
many decades refused our people the freedom they fought for. But the
right to publish my memaoirs is one that I gratefully claim even from my
former oppressors.”%2

There are, however, differences between the kind of dissent one finds
in these texts and that of Fuller and Godwin. First, the focus in Fuller’s
and Godwin’s texts is on the plight of whites, to the general neglect of
black victims. In the works of Vera, Hove, Nkomo and others, the trau-
matic stories of black Zimbabweans take center stage. Second, while these
black authors share the condemnation of contemporary violence, they
do not posit a contrast between a more ordered past and a disordered
present. Rather, the contrast is between different faces of authoritarian
regimes.®® Itis precisely the continuity of repressive practices that Nkomo
finds ironic. In his harsh criticism of censorship in Zimbabwe in 2010,
Hove says that the 1973 law enabling it is “a burdensome relic from the
colonial era where entertainment was viewed in terms of the colour of
one’s skin.”%* His criticism of the exclusion of displaced Zimbabweans
from the political process also relies on a historical parallel: “The ballot
box only appears to us in dreams, which border on nightmares, just as
the Rhodesian times when strict and bizarre preconditions were imposed
on Blacks before they could be allowed to vote.”8® While they present a
devastating criticism of contemporary repression, these authors also have
little nostalgia for the system that went before, pointing instead to tragic
connections between past and present.

Tllustrating their postcolonial politics, Fuller and Godwin also point
out such continuities. Godwin describes how he was involved as a lawyer in
a court case immediately after independence, defending one of Nkomo’s
allies from government attacks of treason. Despite winning the case, the
defendant was “redetained under the Emergency Regulations, the dra-
conian set of laws inherited from Ian Smith.” He concludes that “in the
new Zimbabwe, just as in the old Rhodesia, innocence was no guarantee
of freedom.”®¢ Fuller’s story of losing the family farm to “land redistribu-
tion” starts with a historical overview of the expropriation of native lands

87

and the “policy of racial segregation.”®” The emotional focus, however,

166  History & Memory, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Fall/Winter 2018)



Postcolonial Nostalgia

is on the traumatic experience of her family. In Fuller’s and Godwin’s
memoirs, these moments of criticism of the colonial past coexist with a
nostalgic contrast between an innocent childhood of relative harmony
and later moments of violated white domesticity.

REPLACED BY NOTHING

As we have seen, nostalgia in these texts is partly achieved through an
attachment to childhood, which allows for romantic yet depoliticized
accounts of the past. It is also conveyed in the representation of the takeover
of “white spaces,” which borrows from colonial stereotypes and focuses
on white bodies under siege. Finally, Fuller’s and Godwin’s memoirs are
nostalgic also in the way they portray the replacement of something with
nothing, represented variously as life v. death, order v. chaos, agriculture v.
nature, progress v. regression. As they contrast the past with the present,
Fuller and Godwin stress how the past contributions of white people were
bringing the country forward, while in the present, these efforts are being
negated and the country is reverting to a more backward state.

In their representation of the Zimbabwean crisis, Western media
also tended to enhance the tragedy by juxtaposing the terrifying present
with a romanticized past. As Wendy Willems explains, “Journalists often
used the metaphor of “The Jewel of Africa’ to describe how wonderful
Zimbabwe had been before Mugabe had turned it into a nightmare. The
narrative of the transition from ‘food basket to basket case’ was often
invoked in order to stress that Zimbabwe was the tale of a success gone
bad.”®® This contrast presented the country as regressing, rolling back the
progress delivered by white settlers and briefly enjoyed in a period of rela-
tive harmony after independence in 1980.% The idea of regression itself
harks back to the colonial era, expressed in 1938 by then Prime Minister
of Rhodesia Godfrey Huggins, when he warned that without white influ-
ence the “leaven of civilization would be removed from the country, and
the black man would inevitably revert to a barbarian worse than before.”?°

It is significant that the hedge that marks the boundaries of “Fort
Godwin” is a bougainvillea, a flower that Godwin uses earlier in the mem-
oir to represent whiteness. He describes flying over the “bursts of gaudy
bougainvillea [which] mark the houses of white men. Bougainvillea is
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exotic to Africa, just like the white man. It hails from the rain forests of the
Amazon. From the air, you can trace the progress of the European by the
bright scarlets, mauves, and pinks of bougainvillea.”®! That the “progress
of the European” should be represented by something as innocent and
colorful as a flower speaks volumes about the kind of history Godwin
wants to tell. This is not a story of settlers disrupting communities and
expropriating native lands, but of the spread of irrigation and fertility.”
Godwin continues the tradition of white settlers before him who justi-
fied their claims to the land through “the myth that their presence made
something out of nothing, in terms of bringing out the unused potential
of the African people and the unused potential of African land.”®?® It is a
myth that has long been challenged in the novels and memoirs of black
Zimbabweans. Nkomo describes the pressures after the First World War
on his family and others to move away from the “area of good farmland,
with its regular rainfall and beautiful grass for cattle,” because it “had
been claimed by the white people for their own use.””* Despite such dis-
sent, the idea of Europeans bringing progress has endured. As Godwin
interviews white farmers who have experienced or fear violent evictions, he
constantly emphasizes their development of hitherto barren and neglected
land. One young mother and widow whose husband has been killed by the
squatters recalls: “We bought our farm from a black man in 1986. It was
a run-down overgrown mess.... Now all the rivers flow.” Another farmer
suggests that the land was not even taken before: “This place was mostly
unpopulated when we arrived,” but today “[h]e employs 620 people” and
runs a school and clinic for their families.”® This repeats a trope identi-
fied by David McDermott Hughes, whereby “Rhodesian writers crafted
a property claim and self-image around the figure of an absent native
unworthy of his environment.””® With the original inhabitants unable,
unwilling and unavailable to cultivate the land, it was up to European
settlers to save them from themselves. This is how Rhodesians in the past
justified their presence, and this is how Godwin and the interviewees for
whom he provides a platform continue to represent their history.
Through multiple repetitions, then, Godwin establishes the positive
contributions and “progress” brought by white settlers.”” One of his inter-
viewees sums up the balance sheet: “The white people that came to Africa
did a lot of things wrong.... But history has proved that the white farmer,
the Zimbabwean farmer, is a producer. There’s no way that anybody can
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tell me that the white farmer in Africa hasn’t benefited Africa.”®® As else-
where in the memoirs, the past wrongs of colonialism are acknowledged
only to be instantly put aside, diminished by comparison with a purport-
edly positive overall record. Allowing the farmers themselves to speak as
authoritative firsthand witnesses, Godwin lends a certain authenticity to his
story. At the same time, he is able to let his text utter things that he might
be faulted for stating directly, like the above conclusion that Africa has
benefited from white farmers. Godwin seems to imply that his postcolonial
politics remain unaffected by his representation of the crisis, because he
is merely describing what happened and lending a voice to the farmers’
grievances. But, like Paul Scott before him, his indictment of the colonial
record is attenuated by his (vicarious) insistence on positive achievements.

Godwin’s romantic idea of past settler contributions gains strength
from its contrast with the present. In addition to saying that they made
something out of nothing, he suggests that the absence of settlers means
the roll-back of that progress and the squandering of potential. “Irrigation
has been destroyed, wells ruined, electricity cut off for non-payment of
bills. Some have reverted to medieval agricultural methods on what were,
just the year before, highly sophisticated, productive farms. Unsurprisingly,
yields have plummeted.” While earlier one could see the bougainvillea
from the air, a later overflying, with the land reforms well under way, was
much more bleak: “Even from the air, when we go up in a little Cessna to
get some acrial shots, it is obvious that everything has been jambanja’d,
turned upside down.”” The contrast between these two aerial views sug-
gests a temporal and civilizational regression and equates the presence of
Europeans with fertility and progress. As with the hedge around “Fort
Godwin,” the disappearance of markers of white control over nature brings
danger and primitiveness.

This image borrows from colonial discourses about Africa as cen-
turies behind Europe, or as Hegel would have it, “Unbhistorical ... still
involved in the conditions of mere nature.”'® Josiah Brownell explains
how this purported temporal difference was used in post-UDI Rhodesia
to argue for the benefits of colonization for the black population: “A
fundamental tenet of white settler ideology was the beneficial catalytic
effects that settlers had on largely static indigenous populations. Only
through interactions with an advanced civilisation, it was held, could
the static nature of indigenous society move forward through time.”
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For white Rhodesians, this civilizing role meant that not only was their
presence legitimate but the continuation of white supremacy could also
be justified because, it was argued, “racial advancement in Rhodesia had
to evolve at its own pace within Rhodesia’s unique context,” in order for
“Africans to adapt.”!® In spite of writing decades after decolonization,
Godwin still gives voice to this kind of reasoning: “It is sometimes said
that the worst thing to happen to Africa was the arrival of the white man.
And the second worst was his departure.” While not claiming ownership
of the controversial statement, he does not seem to want to contradict
it either, elaborating instead that: “Colonialism lasted just long enough
to destroy much of Africa’s indigenous cultures and traditions, but not
long enough to leave behind a durable replacement.”!%? Even as he con-
firms his postcolonial self-image by acknowledging the traumatic impact
of European settlement, Godwin echoes the Rhodesian argument that
settlers ought to have been given time to work out a stable alternative.
Crucially, the ambivalent celebration of white contributions is placed in
the mouth of others (“It is sometimes said”) but also still included in
Godwin’s account: this simultaneous distancing from and restatement of
a retrospective idealization of colonial rule is emblematic of what I wish
to term “postcolonial nostalgia.”

Fuller and Godwin perpetuate the image of white settlers as a boon
to the black population by stressing the good deeds not least of their own
families to their black neighboring communities and by positing a contrast
with the regression to a primitive state of disorder that followed from the
removal of white authority. Fuller describes her family’s positive contribu-
tions to the local community and how these were abruptly brought to an
end by independence. Her mother used to run a school and a clinic, both
of which she closed out of spite and anger at losing the war:

Now she says, “Don’t they have your comrades at the hospital? We’re
all lovely socialists together now, didn’t you know? If you go to the
hospital, your comrades will treat you there.”

“But, madam...”

“Don’t ‘But, madam’ me. I’m not ‘madam’ anymore. I’m
‘comrade’.”

“You are my mother...”

“I’m not your bloody mother.”
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“We’re secking health.”

“You should have thought of that in the first place.”

The sick, the swollen-bellied, the bleeding, the malarial all sit
... and wait for a lift into town, where they will wait hours, maybe
days, for the suddenly flooded, socialized health care system to take

care of them.'%

The school Fuller’s mother had provided was also “replaced by nothing,”
because “there is no transport for the children.”* The mother’s embittered
withdrawal of help is one of many examples of Fuller pointing out her
family’s failings. At the same time, though, she portrays her mother and
people like her as indispensable to the black community and emphasizes
the cries for help coming from “ordinary people.” Interestingly, we have
not heard of the school and clinic before this moment, when they are
mentioned to create a contrast where independence means the overnight
disappearance of the order, health and education hitherto secured by
settler families. Despite Fuller’s and Godwin’s overt rejection of colonial
values, they perpetuate colonial stereotypes about Africans being in need
of Europeans. With the Europeans gone, what they leave behind is not,
say, the complex legacies of colonialism or the continuities of political
repression exposed by black Zimbabwean writers, but a disorderly, help-
less, premodern anarchy. Whiteness is replaced by nothing.

CONCLUSION

Fuller insists that unlike her mother, she has “no patience with nostalgia.”
Her mother may not have “woken up” to the violence of the colonial
past, but Fuller is fully aware of it. She is postcolonial. However, despite
the efforts of Fuller and Godwin to position themselves as postcolonials,
their memoirs convey a powerful nostalgia toward a lost era. The effect is
achieved through the juxtaposition of past and present and the repetition
of tropes about primitive black Africans and benevolent Europeans that
are all too familiar from settler colonial discourses of the past. As they
contrast romantic accounts of their childhoods with dystopic descrip-
tions of the violation of domestic spaces, Fuller and Godwin construct
an atmosphere of nostalgia for the colonial order that breaks through the
varnish of condemnation of white supremacy.
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As they conjure up images of a comparatively happy past and con-
trast it to a dystopic present, they cater to audience demands for nostalgic
stories of Africa. For Fuller and Godwin, as well as for their audiences, a
vocabulary and a mindset cultivated in the colonial era seem to endure side
by side with a societal condemnation of the imperial record. As Schwarz
has argued, “the internal mental structures of colonial power outlive their
epoch,” causing in particular “putatively racial truths to hold their ground
in the metropolitan civilizations.”1% As firsthand accounts, these memoirs
allow Western readers to confirm their unspoken suspicions that every-
body was better off with white people in charge. At the same time, their
repeated gestures toward a postcolonial, empire-critical view of history
permit those same readers to perceive their own indulgence in colonial
fantasies as enlightened and fundamentally innocent of racial nostalgia.
While citing imperial injustices, the authors also downplay their own and
their families’ personal role in inequalities past and present, stressing instead
the positive contributions of white settlers and how these have since been
squandered. Fuller and Godwin cast themselves and other white settlers
as both flawed heroes and vulnerable victims. The underlying message
of this postcolonial nostalgia seems to be that white rule might not have
been perfect, but at least it offered something where now there is nothing.

Fuller and Godwin manage to celebrate the contributions of the
white minority in Zimbabwe while condemning the colonial system and
individual acts of racism. Although the idea of a benevolent imperialism
has a long prehistory, this ambivalently nostalgic version of it is a peculiarly
postcolonial phenomenon. It is a response to the postcolonial condition,
in which the empire is seen as morally defunct, while many of the psy-
chological and discursive structures that underpinned it persist, and so
must find new forms. One of these forms, I have argued, is an ambiguous
postcolonial nostalgia.
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