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Abstract 

This dissertation aims to examine the different effects of war movements on the 

displaced people. The study attempts to provide an analysis of Nadine Gordimer’s  

July’s people in a way that evokes the social, cultural and psychological problems that 

the war displaced people suffer from as a result of their displacement. In short, the 

study attempts to show the negative effects of war displacement on the dislocated 

people. The research is informed by three literary theories, which are feminism, Neo-

Marxism, and psychoanalysis. Reading Gordimer’s July’s people in the context of this 

research suggests the destructive consequences and damages war displacement has 

had on the displaced people’s psyches’ and social relationships. 
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Résumé 

Notre travail de recherche traite comme  thème  la guerre et ses effets sur les peuples, 

et  nous   avons choisis le roman «le peuple de julay  » de l’écrivaine «Nadine 

Gordimer  » pour mieux comprendre la situation des  distants. Nous  analysons  le 

peuple de julay et nous traitons les problèmes : sociales, culturels et psychiques qui 

causent le malheur des distants  à cause de la guerre, tous simplement   nous  essayons 

de répondre sur les effets de la guerre sur les distants. Nous avons appliqué trois 

théories littéraires pour analyser notre roman. Cet analyse nous permis détecter les 

effets de la guerre sur les peuples. 
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 ملخص

هذه األطروحة، نزوح الحرب في رواية شعب جوالي من قبل نادين غورديمير هو عمل تحليلي  يهدف إلى 

اية شعب ت الحرب على النازحين. تسعى هذه الدراسة إلى تقديم تحليل لرودراسة التأثيرات المختلفة لحركا

بب الحرب. جوالي بطريقة تظهر تثير المشاكل االجتماعية والثقافية والنفسية التي تعاني منها النازح بس

ى وباختصار هذه االطروحة تسعى الى  اإلجابة على السؤال ما هي اآلثار السيئة لنزوح بسبب الحرب عل

ريات التحليل نازحين. ويعتمد البحث على تطبيق ثالثة نظريات أدبية، هي النسوية، والماركسية الجديدة، ونظال

سببواألضرار الناجمة عن النزوح بالنفسي. قراءة شعب جوالي لغورديمر يهدف الى  إبراز اآلثار السلبية   

االجتماعيةالحرب على النازحين من حيث األضرار  النفسية والعالقات   
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Introduction 

Recently, war displacement is considered as one of the most troubling topics in 

the world. It became the talk of the hour since it has reached frightening numbers all 

over the world. Its dimensionsprompted many scholars to make researches and studies 

regarding its different effects on society, in general, and on the displaced person, in 

particular.Many literary works have represented the various aspects of war 

displacement, such as, the suffering and conflicts faced by displaced people in a vivid 

way. 

One of the best depictions of war displacement in literary works is Nadine 

Gordimer’s  July’s People. The novel was written in 1981. Its setting is South Africa 

at the end of the Apartheid regime. The novelexplores the nature of the 

wardisplacement and its impact on both individual and social levels. July’s people 

delineates the destiny of the Smales family who fled their home to their servant’s 

village in order to save their lives after the rebellion of the blacks in their home city. 

On their way, the Smales lose their economic and social status and suffer from 

different kinds of problems. 

This study is an attempt to analyze the impact of war displacement on the 

different sides of refugees’ lives. It explores the negative effects of war displacement 

on the displaced people through the characters of July’s people.  

Many books and researches such as the article of Ali Erritouni, “Apartheid 

Inequality and Post apartheid Utopia in Nadine Gordimer's July's People”, and 

Shahram R. Sistani’s “Nadine Gordimer’s July’s People: A Periodic Postmodern 
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Revisitation of History” shed light on Gordimer’s depiction of the apartheid era, but 

they only focus on one aspect which is the relationship between blacks and whites 

under the apartheid system.In Addition to that,Gordimer was considered as a political 

writer and all of the works that were written about her criticize her political orientation 

especially that, she presents a new demonstration of the Apartheid system where 

blacks are in position of power and whites are in position of weakness.The 

previousresearches tend to link the novel to local South African problems and neglect 

war displacement which is aninternational issue. Therefore, this dissertation is going 

to study war displacement in the novel with an emphasis on itseffects on the displaced 

people. 

The aim ofthis study is to show the negative impact of wardisplacement on the 

refugees. The reason behind choosing Gordimer’s novel as a case study is that the 

latter was well received in South Africa and beyond and Nadine Gordimer is 

considered to be one of the most significant writers of fiction throughout the world. 

Additionally, the novel gives a fictional view to how war displacement occurs and it 

provides an adequate representation of the suffering of refugees in a war movement 

setting. Besides, the writer in the novel presents a remarkable description of the 

characters’ emotions and experiences. 

So, to get to know the war displacement effects on the refugees we get to 

answer the following questions: What are the main problems that refugees suffer 

from? How do the characters of the novel represent the experience of war 

displacement? What does the psychological state of characters tell us about the 

psychological state of the displaced people? To what extent was the writer successful 

in portraying the suffering of the refugees in her novel? 
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To answer the above questions, the dissertation is divided into three chapters. 

The first chapter, “War Displacement in Literature and History”, provides a general 

overview of war displacement and its relationship with literature and with the writer, 

Gordimer. Itexplores war displacement in history and literature. First, it presents the 

three main phases of war displacement that took place during the 20th and 21st century. 

The three phases are world war II, the cold war and theArab spring. These phases 

mark the largest population movements in the history of Mankind. Besides, the 

chapter gives the major reasons that caused these movements, such as ethnic conflicts, 

colonization, and wars of independence. Second, it deals with the representation of 

war displacement in literary works. The study demonstrates the different problems of 

war displacement and its effects on the displaced people such as nostalgia, cultural 

clash and fragmented identity. These problems are examined with a link toa number of 

important novels that dealt with war displacement, with a special focus on the 

relationship between Gordimer and her war displacement experience--which prompted 

her to write about it in her novel. 

The second chapter, “The Impact of Displacement on Power Transformation”, 

provides a description of how war displacement affects the social structure. War 

displacementcaused a reverse in power in different relationships, such as, the 

relationship between master and servant and between husband and wife. To analyze 

the power transformationin the novel, Neo-Marxism, precisely the concept of 

Hegemony of Antonio Gramsci, andsecond wave feminism are relied on. 

The third chapter, entitled “A Psychological Reading of War Displacement”, 

Analyses the psychological problems that displaced people suffer from because of war 

movements. The study deals mainly with the problems of trauma, helplessness, fear, 
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madness and the different problems of belonging that every displaced person may 

experience. The analysis is informed by thepsychoanalytical theory. 

As an outcome, the study concludes that the displaced people are 

negativelyaffectedby war displacement. Socially speaking, the refugees mainly suffer 

due to shifts in power, in addition to psychological problems such as, trauma, fear, 

helplessness, madness, and many others. In July’s people,Nadine Gordimer managed 

to reflect most of the psychological problems that the displaced person may 

experience.  
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Chapter one: 

War Displacement in History and Literature 

 

War displacement is an expression that has been widelyused in the 20th and the 

21st century. As a result, of the population movements that started by the mid of the 

twentieth century until nowadays. These movements caused serious problem that has 

disturbed the world. 

This chapter covers two different aspects of war displacement which are 

history and literature. First, it provides is a historical background. It deals with the 

major phases of war displacement and its causes with reliance on statistics. It also 

depicts the different characteristics of war displacement literature and its 

representation in novels. It focuses mainly on three key features that exist extensively 

in displacement writings which are: nostalgia, fragmentedidentity and cultural clash 

between the original culture and the host culture. The study is linked to such novels as  

Elaine Russell’s Across the Mekong River, Mornings in Jenin by Susan Abulhawa and 

Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runne, in addition to Gordimer’s July’s People. At the 

end the chapter gives a description to the relationship between Nadine Gordimer and 

war displacement. 
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The term War displacement was defined for the first time in the 1951 

convention that was written by the UN and signed by most countries as: 

Any person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons 

of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or 

political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable, or 

owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that 

country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his 

former habitual residence, is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to 

return to it. (14) 

The term can also be defined as a case in which “people flee their homes in 

response to the conflict they may flee across the international borders or remain within 

their own states as internally displaced persons (IDPs)” (Fiddian-

Qasmiyeh,NandoSigona, and Gil Loescher 318). 

War displacement is a major term that covers different sub terms and concepts. 

Because the labels of the displaced person change according to different elements 

such as their status, under which rank they are registered in the UN or whether they 

cross national borders or not.  

Commonly, the phenomenon of War is as old as the existence of the human 

being. It started in ancient times as a result of the search for a better life conditions 

(food and water) .The outcome of this conflict was the population transfer from one 

area to another. Recently, new type of conflicts has appeared. Each nation tried to take 

over large areas for the purpose of domination and building empires; and this caused 

huge human movements. On one hand, there was a movement of soldiers and settlers 

from their native land to the colonized one, and in another hand, the movement of the 



7 
 

citizens of the colonized land, who refused to live under the rule of the new colonizer 

and escaped to other countries, to search for safety and stability. 

 Historically speaking, the largest emergence of human’s movement turned 

back to the period of the 20th and 21st century. It was divided to three main phases in 

which the starting point was the World War II (1939-1970s).The second phase was 

represented in the periods during and after the Cold War (1980s-1990s).The third 

occurred recently after the Arab revolution which is called the Arab spring.   

First, the era of World War II was considered as the largest and the most 

destructive conflict in human history. It caused many economic and social crises in 

Europe and drove millions of Europeans to be dislocated. Contextually, European 

civilians were forced to leave their homelands because of the occupation and 

instability. Whereas statistics show that “in Europe it is estimated that in the 

immediate aftermath of World War II there were some 40 million displaced persons” 

(Ambroso2).   

Europe as a whole with its different parts and races (Germans, Eastern 

Europeans, Jews…and many others) witnessed displacement with massive numbers 

As Wasserstein stated 

The end of World War Two brought in its wake the largest population 

movements in European history. Millions of Germans fled or were expelled 

from Eastern Europe. Hundreds of thousands of Jews, survivors of the 

genocide perpetrated by the Nazis, sought secure homes beyond their native 

lands. And other refugees from every country in Eastern Europe rushed to 

escape from the newly installed Communist regimes. 
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Likewise, Africa and Asia suffered from war movements at that time. In fact, 

the war did not affect only the European countries, but their colonies were also 

affected by the World War II for several reasons, such as Wars of independence, 

ethnic conflicts and civil wars.  

In one hand, the post-world war era witnessed many independence movements.  

Plentiful countries revolted against their colonizers asking for their independence, 

especially after the power collapse of the colonizer countries like Britain and France 

which at that time were colonizing most of Africa and Asia. Wars of independence led 

to a vast movement of people who escaped from Conflict zones to more stable places. 

For instance, during The Algerian war of independence 1954-1962 people fled from 

country sides to cities or the neighboring countries as an attempt to survive. Nazeer 

Ahmed declared that "Over two million in a total population of ten million were 

forced out of their homes and put in concentration camps. Beside the internal 

displacement there was external displacement toward the neighboring countries as 

well. In the same context Guido Ambroso mentioned that there were “110,000 

refugees to Morocco and 152,000 to Tunisia” (2). Ahmed points out that the refugees 

were not only from the occupied countries but they were also from the colonizing 

countries as well, such as settlers who were forced to emigrate after the end of the 

wars of independence. He adds that: 

The cessation of hostilities and independence movements opened the 

floodgates of refugees from North Africa into France. More than a million fled, many 

were Frenchmen, and others were Algerians who had sided with the French during the 

war. The children and grandchildren of the North African immigrants constitute an 

unwelcome presence in France and face systemic discrimination in the land of their 
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adoption. Their presence rocks the social and political fabric of France even to this 

day. 

The Algeria war of independence is just one example of several Asian and 

African countries, in which the process of independence produced large numbers of 

displaced people. Consequently, war displacement problems existed largely during the 

wars of independence after the World War II.  

In another hand, World War II fueled Ethnic conflicts in Europe, which in turn 

increased the number of displaced people, the polish race and the Jews are the most 

affected races because of Hitler’s racist ideologies.  Hitler said to his soldiers “I have 

sent to the east my 'Death's Head Units', with the order to kill without pity or mercy all 

men, women and children of the Polish race”( Fischel  35 ). Such actions by Axis and 

the Allies led to the largest refugee Crises in the history of mankind. Ambroso stated 

that there were “13 million ethnic German Volksdeutsche from the Soviet Union and 

other East European countries and 11 million forced labourers and displaced persons 

in the territory of the former German Reich”(2). 

The second phase was the cold war (1980s - 1990s). During this period vast 

population movements happened for a number of causes such as the dissolution of 

Soviet Union and ethnic conflicts.  Firstly, the dissolution of Soviet Union is the focal 

purpose behind war displacements at that time, since it led to the emergence of new 

countries which created confusion about the which place to belonging to. Ambroso 

presented this problem as when someone is from place (A) and his parents from (b) 

and he married someone from (C) and he is living in (D) the problem is where does 

this person belong? (4). As a result, the collapse of the Soviet Union produced 
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gigantic movement of the inhabitants who were trying to get to their home countries. 

Meanwhile, many people found themselves homeless and f belonging to nowhere. 

The cold war did not affect only Europe but it affected the different parts of the 

world and that’s because the end of the union transformed the world from Bipolarity 

to Unipolarity. Statistics showed that: 

the number of refugees rose from 14.7 million in 1989 to 17.2 million in 1990 

and to 18.3 in 1993 as a result of new conflicts in the Middle East (Iraq), 

Europe (former Yugoslavia and former Soviet Union) and Africa (particularly 

in West Africa, including Liberia and Sierra Leone, the Horn of Africa and 

increasingly the Great Lakes. ( Ambroso 2) 

Secondly, ethnic conflict and civil wars played a vital rule in the displacement. 

Like the case of conflict between the Armen race and the Azeri’s in Nagorno-

Karabakh, formally part Azerbaijan. The conflict resulted of a large number of 

refugees that was approximately more than 570,000 displaced people (Ambroso, 1-2). 

The clash between different races at that time 

The third phase took place after the Arabic spring. It started by the jasmine 

revolution in Tunisia, a civil rebelling against the president Ben Ali, then in Egypt, 

Libya Yemen and Syria. The later was the most affected country by the problem of 

war displacement. The different revolutions covered large areas in North Africa and 

Middle East. Depending on the UN records there are 43.7 million displaced people in 

the world mostly because of internal conflicts between government and armed groups 

(Jacques 1).  
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I. War Displacement in Literature  

War literature is one of the well-known genres of literature and it has extensive 

mass of readers. One of the themes that is often found in war literature is "War 

displacement” which usually lies down under the notion of diaspora literature. 

Diaspora according to William Safran is “metaphoric designations for several 

categories of people— expatriates, expellees, political refugees, alien residents, 

immigrants, and ethnic and racial minorities” (83). Refugees’ literature can also be 

defined as a literature that abbreviated multiple aspects of refugees suffering. It 

represents their experience, memory and even hope. It is also, expressive and includes 

a description of the experience of refugees.  

Literature of refugees is commonly linked to post-colonial literature because 

most of people’s dislocations took place during and after wars. Place and 

displacement are “crucial features of post-colonial discourse” (Ashcroft et al 391).  

Displacement literature has different notions, issues and themes that make it 

different from other genres. Martin Baumann states that it is “celebrated as expressing 

notions of hybridity, heterogeneity, identity fragmentation and (re)construction, 

double consciousness, fractures of memory, ambivalence, roots and routes, discrepant 

cosmopolitanism, multi-locationality and so forth” (324). 

There were many figures that wrote about war displacement in literature such 

as Salman Rochdi, Nadine Gordimer, Ruth Hartley and others. The most poremenent 

novels that dealt with war displacement are Elaine Russell’s Across the Mekong 

River,Mornings in Jenin by Susan Abulhawa and Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runner. 

Across the Mekong River is "A multifaceted tale of complex characters finding 

new lives in their new world"(kirkus reviews). It is about a displaced family that flees 
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from Laos to USA to survive after an armed conflict that happened in their country. 

The main events in the novel took place in America which was the dream land for 

them. But the dream land becomes their worst nightmare.  

Mornings in Jenin by Susan Abulhawa is a Palestinian novel about a 

Palestinian family ) Abu al-Hija family( from the village of Ein Hod in Haifa. The 

members of the family witnessed displacement and wars over four generations, since 

the Palestinian Nakba of 1948 and until 2002. The writer describes the human 

emotions of people who possessed houses and lands in the past and then altered into 

displaced persons. What is remarkable is that they always carry their identity and 

homeland in their hearts wherever they go. 

Similarly, Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runner depicts the story of a father and 

his son who had to flee Afghanistan after the intervention of the Soviet Union and 

Taliban takes over the country. The novel’s events takes place in USA, a refugee land, 

its presents the daily life of the afghan community and Afghanistan in two different 

phases; the first is the childhood of Amier and Hassan and the second is when Amier 

departed back to save Hassan’s son Sohrab.  

Through reading the above novels one notices that war displacement literature 

can be defined by certain features that distinguish it from other types. The major three 

characteristic of war displacement literature are the affiliation to homeland, identity 

and cultural cash. 

For a displaced person the homeland remains the ideal home despite 

everything. It is the only place they belong to and they feel alienated as soon as they 

move out.  This is why all the writings about refugees idolized the homeland and the 

hope to go back. According to  Salman Rushdie in his “Imaginary homelands”, “exiles 
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or emigrants or expatriates, are haunted by some sense of loss, some urge to reclaim, 

to look back, even at the risk of being mutated into pillars of salt”(2) .  He continued 

by saying that “our physical alienation from India almost inevitably means that we 

will not be capable of reclaiming precisely the thing that was lost; that we will, in 

short, create fictions, not actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, imaginary 

homelands, Indias of the mind”.(2) 

William Safran in his article, Diasporas in Modern Societies: Myths of 

Homeland and Return, mentioned six characteristics of displaced persons which are 

the shared memory betweenthe displaced people about the homeland, in the sense of 

idealizing it and hopingto return to their homeland once the reason for their migration 

has disappeared. Another characteristic is the commitment towards their home land 

and to each other in all aspects. In addition to that they always remain the link with the 

homeland, save the link and stay attached to it (83-84). 

When speaking about homeland, many issues like dislocation and nostalgia 

emerge to the surface. Dislocation is the first feeling the refugees experience when 

parting their homes, their lives, their past  to the new land with different languages, 

different styles of life and ambiguous future. This makes them feel alienated and lost. 

Moreover, the displaced people’s writings are always full of themes such as a dream 

and hope to go back. This leads us to the second notion which is nostalgia or 

homesickness. 

Mornings in Jenin is full of home attachment emotions. The novel starts by the 

scene of Amel when she was dying. She remembers only one thing her homeland 

“She closed her eyes, reborn, the cold steel still pushing against her forehead. The 

petitions of memory pulled her back, and still back, to a home she had never known”. 
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In addition to that, Yahiya the grandfather has only one hope that is to go back home 

and every day he tries to convince himself that it is only a temporary situation. He 

realizes that “his miserable tent in Jenin had turned into clay. The symbolic 

permanence of the shelter was too much to bear. He would rather have stayed in the 

cloth dwelling, its leaky top and muddy floor confirming only a temporary exile”. 

Likewise, in The Kite Runner, Amir, the son, lived most of his life in America 

but he never felt that he belong to it, America did not even play a role in the building 

of his personality. He maintained the attachment to the homeland and admits that his 

life in Afghanistan made him the person he is: 

I became what I am today at the age of twelve, on a frigid overcast day in the 

winter of 1975. I remember the precise moment, crouching behind a crumbling 

mud wall, peeking into the alley near the frozen creek. That was a long time 

ago, but its wrong what they say about the past, I' learned, about how you can 

bury  it. Because the past claws its way out. Looking back now, I realize I have 

been peeking into that deserted alley for the last twenty six years. (1) 

Identity is the second feature, which the refugees struggle to preserve. 

However, most of refugees have fragment identities because of their exposure to new 

cultures. Identity is a very important element in the displacement literature since it is 

very sensitive and get affected by everything around the displaced person.      

Morning in Jenin gives great presentation to identity preserving in the refugee. 

Most of the characters in the novel were born or lived most of their life in a refuge but 

they did not forget how they are. Amel who lived her whole lives in USA kept her 

identity in her heart and passed it to her daughter Sara who continued on her mother 

steps after her death. 
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Similarly, In Across the Mekong River, we find the fragmented identity in the 

character Nou Lee who choose to live in an America style of living instead of the 

Homge one as an attempt to survive as when the character said “my mind reeling with 

what I am about to do. What I must do to survive”. The adoption of the American 

identity appeared in name changing from a Homge name “Nou Lee” to an American 

name “Laura”. 

 Cultural clash appeared in two ways: between new culture and native culture 

and between the members of the same refugee’s community, because some refugees 

want to embrace the new culture and others refuse that and prefer to preserve their 

own culture. In the three novels, the refugees come from a conservative background 

(Plastain, Laos, and Afghanistan) which is the opposite of the American way of living 

and this led to many conflicts through the story lines. 

Clash between the members of the same culture usually happens between 

different generations as parent sons clash. This is identical to the conflict that occurred 

between Nou and her parents in the Across the Mekon River in which she wants to 

adopt the American culture to have a better life but her family cannot accept that as 

when “She weeps softly and stares at me with dark, accusing eyes. I long to reach 

across the void, to cry out to them: please understand”. In another situation, the 

daughter and the mother could not come to agreement about “marriage”. The mother 

wishes to marry her to a wealthy man from the Homge culture but the daughter’s 

dream is to have a career instead of marrying at young age.    

One of the most important novels that dealt with war displacement is July’s 

people by Nadine Gordimer. It’s about Gordimer prediction of the political and social 

change that will occur in South Africa when the apartheid ends. The main theme in the 
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novel is war displacement and its effects on the characters. Gordimer managed to 

made this them alive. In other words, reading the novel makes the reader feel as if he 

is reading a biography or real events.   

The success of the of Nadine Gordimer in depicting the refugees struggle goes 

back to her  ancestors’ Jewish origin and the Jewish diaspora which give her a 

backgrounded about refugees and the problems they face in the war displacement. Her 

parents were refugees  and were pushed to leave Europe for their safety, which makes 

her second generation immigrant. Gordimer has described her father “as lacking a 

strong personality, almost as if burnt out by the experience of persecution and the 

effort involved in bringing his nine sisters out from Europe to safety” (Newman). In 

addition to that, her husband was a refugee that fled from Germany Gordimer 

“married Reinhold Cassirer, an art dealer who had come to South Africa as a refugee 

from Nazi Germany.” (Nadine Gordimer Biography).  

In addition to her background as a second generation refugee, she witnessed, 

while growing up, many events of forced migration especially after 1948 when the 

apartheid started such as Sophia town in which the blacks were forced to live their 

homes for their safety. All of that made Gordimer sympathize with the displaced 

people In her interview, she said that “my husband, Reinhold Cassirer and I, we hid 

people. We did all sorts of things”. Hence, Nadine Gordimer was very affected by the 

idea of war displacement because she lived her entire life around displaced people. 

Nadine Gordimer admits that she suffered from psychological problems such 

as issues of belonging, lost, and identity conflict, when growing up because of her 

situation as second generation refugee.  The writer’s psychological problems were 
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shown in the novel throughout the characters and specially Maureen (the wife) and her 

children.  

Reading Gordimer’s biography and novel, there is an interesting the number of 

similarities between the life of Maureen (the main character in the novel) and 

Gordimer.  It’s like she was narrating her own life. Both had older sister that left 

home, had a servant that lives in the yard, white liberal women And both of them grew 

up next to Gold Mines. Gordimer used the character to reflect her emotions and for 

that the psychological problems of refugees were greatly portrayed.    

The main problem faced by Gordimer and every refugee is Home and 

Belonging.  Belonging to a homeland does not only relate to the place but it is also 

covers culture, language and history as well and in the case of the novel it’s also about 

race. In the same context, the author suffered from problems to a country but not to its 

people as South African society is made of black majority.    

In the words of Gordimer about her suffering of this issue: 

Only through the writer’s explorations could I have begun to discover the 

human dynamism of the place I was born to and the time in which it was to be 

enacted Only in the prescient dimension of the imagination could I bring 

together what had been deliberately broken and fragmented; fit together the 

shapes of living experience, my own and that of others, without which a whole 

consciousness is not attainable. I had to be part of the transformation of my 

place in order for it to know me. (82) 

The writer experienced the feeling of homesickness through her parents and 

people around her she mentioned that “the eager to get back home “my mother’s 

friends, who saved all their lives to afford one trip “home” to England on retirement” 
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(Gordimer75). that was represented in the novel as well “there was the constant 

subliminal feeling between him and her that they must discuss, talk. How to get out of 

here? Where to? (35). 

 Gordimer in her childhood learned that South Africa is not her country, but a 

country overseas is the homeland. She was taught that “Our place as whites outside 

that world that was the world, overseas” (Gordimer 77) . For that Gordimer suffer 

from confusion about where she belongs. 

Gordimer in her writing of Julye’s people displayed the problems of refugees. 

She depended on presenting issues that she and her parents suffered from as refugee. 

In addition, she witnessed the black Suffering after they were forced to leave their 

lands to the white.  

As a conclusion, this chapter has dealt with the evolution of war displacement 

through history, Withe mentioning the three main phases of war displacement in the 

last century and current one. Besides, the portrayal of war displacement in literature 

with the reliance on three different novels. At the end this chapter provides a 

description to the link between Nadine Gordimer and war displacement. The second 

chapter will deal with different representation of the problems of war displacement 

and its impacts on refugees through the analyses of Nadine Gordimer’s July’s people. 
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Chapter Two 

The Impact of War Displacement on Power Transformation 

 

There is a strong relationship between war displacement and power. Forced 

migration leads to a noticed transformation in power. The constrained movement 

prompts a shift in power where the strong ends up noticeably feeble and the other way 

around. Julye’s people presents the concepts of power transformations in a setting of 

forced displacement. The characters of the novel forcibly move from one place to 

another, in which the one catches sight of a remarkable demonstration of the transfer 

of power. In the novel, one can infer the effect of forced migration on power as it 

causes power imbalance in various relationships such as husband-wife and master 

servant relationship. 

 This chapter examines the structure of power through the characters and its 

shifts before and after the displacement. The major characters areanalyzedto show 

how power changes in war displacement relying on Neo-Marxism, precisely on 

Antonio Gramsci’s concepts of Hegemony. In addition to, another theory that is 

feminism, exactly depend on second wave feminism of Simone de Beauvoir.  

Interestingly, the setting of the novel is during war movements in which the 

social structure changes leading to the shift between the dominant and the subordinate 

for that reason Neo-Marxism is the most appropriate theory since Gramsci’s concept 

of hegemony displays the relationship between the dominating group and the 
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subordinate group (Storey 81).The shifts in power occurred in the female characters in 

the novel, and as indicated by the second wave of feminism there must be a social 

change so that the women get their independence and gain power and that is precisely 

what occurred in the novel  

The concept of power transformation has experienced a remarkable change 

since the distribution of power in the novel before emigration totally contrasted after 

dislocation. The first power transformation observed in the novel emerged in the 

relation between servant and master which transformed later to became a host and a 

refugee relationship. The second presentation that existed in the novel was the 

exchanging of roles between the husband and his wife of the Smales family in a 

refugee setting. In addition to that, there is power shift in the female characters in 

July’s family (the mother and the wife), who show signs of power and weakness in 

different situations in the novel. 

Julye’s people was written in 1981. It is about a fictional civil war in South 

Africa between the blacks and the whites. It depicts a South African family’s struggle 

during a displacement. The Smales family problems started after they were dislocated 

and forced to flee their home toward their servant’s village. Maureen and her husband 

are white liberals in South Africa where they enjoyed a high economic and social 

status. On the other side, July was a black servant of the Smales for fifteen years. 

From what was mentioned above, that power before the blacks’ revolution was in the 

hands of the Smales family and July was totally dependent on them since the South 

African society at that time was a hierarchical and racist society.  

Before war displacement, The Smales family was very powerful thanks to the 

social structure of the South African society that celebrates the dominance of the 
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whites over the blacks. The symbols of the Smales power were presented in their 

social status, their possessions, and their style of life.  

Bam’s work as an architecture symbolizes the high position of the Smales. 

Besides, they lived in luxury. For instance, Bam bought a car as a fortieth birthday gift 

for himself; the hunting trips represented their luxurious life also. All of that made the 

Smales family the powerful side at that time. By contrast,  as well the black character 

“July”  was the weak side in the relationship since the Smales were his providers. His 

weakness was presented in his persistence in calling Bam “master” instead of “sir”, 

“You say I can come inside? - He used to have the habit of knocking at a door, asking, 

the master he say I can come in? and they had tried to train him to drop the ‘master’ 

for the ubiquitously respectful ‘sir’” (52).  The relationship between the Smales and 

July at that time was one of a master and servant, and it can also be described as a 

dominant and a subordinate relationship in which the Smales are the dominants and 

July is the subordinate. 

 However, he cause behind this power distribution was the nature of their 

relationship. They were "his employers, and he was completely depended upon them. 

And they treated him as such"(10). The authority of the Smales and weakness of July 

were caused by the social and economic situations where they were living.  

However, all this changed when the displacement took place. The two sides of 

power changed completely “As if the vehicle had made a journey so far beyond the 

norm of a present” (4). The first transformation in power emerged on the change in the 

relationship between master and servant to become a refugee and host connection, “he 

turned out to be the chosen one in whose hands their lives were to be held; frog prince, 

savior” (9). After the war started, the Smales were forced to move to the village of 
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July. The displacement made the Smales very weak and under the mercy of July since 

they were completely dependent on him because “They had nothing” (29). 

Christopher Heywood described July’s role transformation as a “transformation from 

servant to protector to commander"(qtd. in Nicholls 51). 

 At the beginning of the movement, July kept serving the Smales and looked 

after their needs as if nothing changed, but after a period of time, the relationship 

changed. July started to comprehend the new power that he gained from the new 

situation and take advantage of it appears to be “their servant, their host” (1).Then, the 

relationship evolved to be under his control and he “remains the white family's savior, 

but as time goes on they become his people"(Gale Cengage Learning 3). The 

empowerment of July on the expense of the Smales was illustrated in the novel 

through several incidents such as the possession of the keys of the Bakkiy without the 

approval of Bam and Maureen, the interference in the Smales decisions and the angry 

reactions towards Maureen.  

 The first sing of July’s power transformation was when July drove the bakkiy 

to the nearest store without asking the permission of the Smales. Moreover, July 

declared that the car belongs to him and refused to give Maureen the keys when she 

asked him. July’s determinations on holding the keys go back to him considering 

himself as the dominant part over the Smales and the responsible on their possession 

as an ordinary side of the new social structure. Secondly, July appeared in different 

situations as the decision maker of Bam and Maureen matters. For instance, when 

Maureen told him about her desire to work in the field with women he refused 

because he didn’t want them to be independent and he wanted to remain their provider 

i.e. the dominant. Furthermore, he even refused to let them take care of themselves 

like washing their clothes or bringing woods for themselves, even the use of the 
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black’s medicine was banned on them. In brief, July named himself the provider and 

the dominant over the Smales and used all of his power to keep things that way.  

Thirdly, July in different situations had a furious moment toward Maureen for no 

particular reason. When she asked him about the stolen gun he exploded on her, "you 

make too much trouble for me. Here in my home too. Daniel, the chief, my-mother-

my-wife with the house. Trouble, trouble from you. I don't want it anymore"(151). His 

reaction can be linked to his way in confirming that he is the powerful part now, and 

he is the dominant and she is the weak part and his subordinate. July’s reaction toward   

Maureen is an attempt to impose his new power i.e. He still feels weak and inferior 

toward Maureen. In other words, he becomes angry whenever he feels that his power 

is threatened. For that, July had certain reactions such as raising his voice and 

imposing his opinion on her. 

In his quarrel with Maureen, July suddenly “began to talk at her in his own 

language his face flickering powerfully … She understood although she knew no 

word. Understood everything: what he had had to be"(152). July chooses to speak 

with Maureen using his mother language for two reasons. The first is that the language 

refers to his way in declaring himself as the dominant over himself and no one can 

control him. The second reason is that using his language and not the former master’s 

language is the language that is he used to be ordained by, he "learned in kitchens, 

factories and mines" (96) the English language to July is a language that was based on 

“orders and responses, not the exchange of ideas and feelings"(96). Also, the use of 

his language is in a way an attempt to present power. English at this point is presented 

as the former master’s culture. As Storey argued that: 

The dominant element of this new language is English, but the language itself 

is not simply English. What emerged was transformed English, with new 
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stresses and new rhythms, with some words dropped and new words 

introduced (from African languages and elsewhere). The new language is the 

result of a ‘negotiation’ between dominant and subordinate cultures, a 

language marked by both ‘resistance’ and ‘incorporation’. (80) 

Furthermore, the use of the African language demonstrates the new social 

change and the end of the old hierarchical system because of the emergence of the 

new power. Through reading the novel “it becomes clear that language in this contexts 

is a battlefield – as much as battlefield as the realm of private and political relations it 

helps both to constitute and to conceal” (Clingman 200). Moreover, it’s an attempt 

from July to impose his culture on the Smales’s culture. By this action, July affirms 

that he is now dominant and has no master, so, he doesn't have to utilize the previous 

dominant language and culture According to Ali Erritouni “the reason for July’s 

adopted assertiveness is an act of reconsideration of the social status of his former 

employers” (72). July used the language as the way of defense on his power, Storey 

interpreted by “ is the result of a hegemonic struggle between two language cultures – 

a dominant language culture and subordinate language cultures, involving both 

‘resistance’ and ‘incorporation’” (Storey 81). 

 Nevertheless, the empowerment of July was confronted by the weakness of the 

Smales. In other words, every situation in which July enforces his power and the 

Smales consent his action is a sign of their weakness. For instance when July took the 

bakkiy without the permission of Maureen and Bam made them furious, but they did 

show this or expressed their anger when they confronted July after he came back, 

because they were in a weak position because of their new social situation. Another 

illustration of their new position was shown through Maureen’s reaction when July 

brought radio batteries from the store, a reaction that she used to do when her friends 
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get here flowers and chocolate, “Oh how marvellous. How clever to remember.—He 

had heard her say it all when friends brought her flowers or chocolates” (55). In other 

words, the new social situation made things that were insignificant become vital. 

In another hand,  reversing roles between master and servant can be explained 

also as Clingman stated, “As servant is thrust overnight into authority, and as master 

and mistress have to learn their new arts of dependence, each figure is shown, 

suddenly deprived of the social supports of a previous identity, struggling desperately 

for a new frame of reference” (199).  

 During war displacement in July’s people, there is an inverted order of 

authority in which the Smales have become subordinate to July who represented the 

dominant. At the end, the dominating group succeeded in enforcing his power among 

the subordinating group, in which Maureen and Bam admit July’s power over them.   

The second shift in power representation in the novel was the exchange of the 

roles between Bam and Maureen. In a normal situation, the husband is always 

portrayed as the powerful part in a marriage relationship. He is responsible for making 

living and protecting his family, but what was presented in the novel was entirely the 

opposite. Since the start of the journey, Maureen was the powerful part in the 

relationship. She was the one who takes care of the whole family and their 

possessions. She reaches a point of abandoning her morality for the benefits of her 

family; in addition to that, she did the entire quarrel and the bargains with July for her 

family. The empowerment of Maureen was at the expense of Bam since there cannot 

be two dominant sides in one relationship i.e. whenever there is dominant there must 

be a subordinate. Bam’s position changed from being the dominated before the 

dislocating to turning into the subordinate after it. Bam was weak and unable to take 
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care of his family or even to stop July when he took over their possessions. He was 

always out of the picture because of fear.  

In displacement, Maureen's and Bam's power level changed completely in the 

new situation. She became more independent and strong. As Stephen Clingman 

argued that Maureen’s daily activities to survive, helped in her mental development 

(199). In her new society, she no longer depends on her husband, but she developed a 

new position for herself.  These aspects of Maureen’s empowerment existed since the 

start of the journey. As Simone de Beauvoir's stated, "women must define themselves, 

articulate their own social constructs of what it means to be a woman, and reject being 

labeled as the other"(qtd. In Abdulsattar Abdulatif 73). Maureen while living in a 

refuge refused any type of free facilities by July or his villagers. She insisted on doing 

everything for her family like washing their clothes and even volunteered to work in 

the field with the village women. Even when July refused she offered money as a 

payment for the services that July and the villages provide her with.  

The new situation that Maureen finds herself in helped her to discover her 

internal power. She transformed from a suburban housewife that is totally dependent 

on her husband to become a powerful woman that takes care of the whole family in 

order to survive. In her “attempts to overcome the constraints of her current existence 

Maureen actually discovers the limits of her former existence and the arrogance of her 

comfortable sense of personal worth"( Cengage Learning 201).   Contrasting to Bam 

who lost himself in the refuge, he is no longer the breadwinner for his family and he 

lost all his property and social position “what was he here, an architect lying on a bed 

in a mud hut, a man without a vehicle” (98).  Maureen was very strong, she knew how 

and when to behave in every situation “everything came easily to her now, if she 

didn't know what was expected of her she did as she liked"(114). She relied on herself. 
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Her presentation of power manifests in her insistence on doing all the jobs to provide 

her family (working in the field, bringing water and washing clothes), preserve the 

family possessing and doing all the fights for her family. Bam in the other hand, didn’t 

know what to or how to behave “if he couldn’t pick up the phone and call the police 

whom he and she had despised for their brutality and thuggery in the life back there, 

he did not know what else to do” (145). 

 Maureen was the one who takes care of the possession of the family. Since the 

beginning, she was the one who fight to preserve the family belongings. Starting from 

the opening scene, the first thing she asked about when she opened her eyes was the 

car while “her husband was awake although still breathing stertorously as a drunk. She 

heard herself speak.—Where is it?—She was seeing, feeling herself contained by the 

vehicle” (4). In addition to that, all her confrontation with July was a direct result of 

his endeavors of imposing control over her and her things. It started when he 

proclaimed that the car now belongs to him. The second was presented in the novel 

the moment Maureen discovered that he has been stealing from her, actually, the 

things that he took has no importance to her and she didn’t need them but she didn’t 

accept the idea of losing her belongings. Maureen had a powerful response toward 

each incident she confronts July, unlike Bam who more often than not was frail and 

didn't comprehend what to do.  

Notwithstanding, Maureen in more than one situation was the one who stood 

in face off July when he tried to enforce his power over them. She faced him 

whenever he did something wrong like when he took over the car and when she 

discovered his thieved. The most remarkable circumstance in which Maureen 

confronted July was after the loss of Bam’s gun. She was very powerful and 

confronted him with harsh words once she said: 
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You’ll profit by the others’ fighting. Steal a bakkiy. You want that, now. You 

don’t know what might have happened to Ellen. She washed your clothes and 

slept with you. You want the bakkiy, to drive around in like a gangster, 

imaging yourself a big man, important, until you don’t have any money for 

petrol, there isn’t any petrol to buy, and it’ll lie there, July, under the trees, in 

this place among the old huts, and it’ll fall to pieces while the children play in 

it. Useless .Another wreck like others. (153)  

The reaction of Bam indicates his weakness since he “lay down on his back, on that 

bed… and at once suddenly rolled over onto his face, as the father had never done 

before his sons…She looked down on this man who had nothing, now. There was 

before these children something much worse than the sight of the women” (145). 

The reverse of the roles between Bam and Maureen affected also their natural 

roles. Maureen abandoned her natural role of motherhood. As Simone de Beauvoir 

stated, “they are told that bringing up children is their divine mission". Maureen is no 

more limited to the divine mission, she is more powerful. As a result of the role 

exchange and the shift in power between Bam and Maureen the children were a part 

of Bam’s activity instead of Maureen’s. Bam appears to have a more fatherly attitude 

towards his children, mainly because they constantly follow him during the day. They 

were “generally around, as the blacks’ children were always about their adults” (35). 

The new setting and the change in power brought about by it caused a 

separation amongst Bam and Maureen: 

Her. Not ‘Maureen’. Not ‘his wife’. The presence in the mud hut, mute with an 

activity of being, of a sense of self he could not follow because here there were 

no familiar areas in which it could be visualized moving, no familiar entities 
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that could be shaping it. With ‘her’ there was no undersurface of recognition; 

only moments of finding each other out. For the children, she chose to appear 

as ‘their mother’, his ‘wife’, this morning. But she was no one to whom he 

could say that the chief was going to tell them to go. He had no idea how she 

would deal with his certainty. There was no precedent to on, with her. And he 

himself. How to deal with it. (105) 

After the loss of his gun, Bam became weaker than before. The gun was the 

only remaining possession that symbolized Bam’s power. It made him feel his 

masculinity over Maureen and that he is helpful for something. Losing the gun, 

transform him from being strong to being weak and from feeling useful to feeling as if 

he is nothing. In the words of Nancy Bailey "the theft of the gun is a devastating blow 

to Bam's power and pride both in societal and psychological terms"(qtd.in Abdulsattar 

Abdullatif 15). 

July’s mother and wife represent the oppressed women. They are powerful 

women in a patriarchal society July village is a society in which women are just the 

subordinate of men and they should obey their orders without discussion. This was 

calibrated in the relationship between July and the women in his family in several 

situations such as when he brought the white people with him and housed them in his 

mother's hut without asking for her opinion or respecting it. The wife and the mother 

were against hosting the whites but they couldn’t do anything since July is the 

powerful and dominant part in the family. In addition to that, when July was working, 

Martha wasn’t allowed to take any imported decision she had to write a letter to July 

and wait for his decision. 
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 However, Martha and her mother in law were not weak. They were very 

powerful women in the absence of July unlike the ordinary women in a patriarchal 

setting. The signs of power were demonstrated in the character of Martha in different 

ways. Martha was an educated woman she knew how to write and read, not an 

ignorant one and that make her powerful women. Besides that, since July was working 

six hundred kilometers away from home and she merely sees him every two years she 

was the one who takes care of the whole family (the children and the mother in law). 

She had to do a large number of duties every day (providing food and water, taking 

care of the children and mother in law, and washing the clothes). Furthermore, Martha 

provided July with financial help also; she used to make things and travel to the city 

with July’s mother to sell them to the whites. In the other hand, July’s mother was 

described in the novel as a powerful woman she was the one who raised July and two 

other children by herself without any hele from the others. She is the one who amade 

him the man he is now. 

In addition to all of that, the relation between July and his wife and mother 

totally changed after the black’s revolution and the coming of the white to the village. 

They were surprised by the man he became. As Nancy Bailey claims that Martha and 

July’s mother do not confirm his new identity as a man of possession. The wife “so 

hesitant and shy and the mother so old and frail in appearance unite to reject not just 

the white woman but the whole power structure which July seeks to exert through 

them” (217). 

Contrastingly, the shift in power in the case of the Smales children was from 

weak to strong. The three children before the displacement appeared to be very weak 

and dependent. They used to be materialist and spoiled since they belong to a wealthy 

family with high social position "Nothing made them so happy as buying things; they 
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had no interest in feeding rabbits” (6). They used to think that every think belongs to 

them like when Bam build the water tank victor protested against the villagers and 

refused to share the water with them "everybody's taking water! They've found it 

comes out the tap…It's ours, it's ours"(62-63), 

After the displacement, everything changed the children turned to be 

independent and strong. They adapted easily the new situation and became 

independent and powerful "they knew how to look after themselves, like the black 

children"(125). They became a part of the new society they even learned the black’s 

language and behaviors “His daughter was eating mealie-meal with her fingers, from a 

pot shared with two or three other small girls. She called to claim him boastfully 

before them” (39). 

The villagers as well showed some aspects of power in the novel. They were 

surprisingly powerful considering their situation and the structure of the South African 

society at that time.  They were very powerful since they manage to survive under 

different circumstances, during and after the apartheid regime. They lived a normal 

life and didn’t let the change of power in the country and the ongoing war affects it. 

Even the coming of the whites didn’t change anything .actually, the reason way the 

war didn’t affect them is because the already witnessed all kinds of problems which 

made them strong and can’t be easily effected by the new situation "their fun had its 

place in their poverty. It ignored that they were in the middle of a war as if poverty 

itself were a country whose dispossession nothing reaches"(41).  

The character of the chief is the prefect character that represents shirt in power 

and the hierarchy of the South African society. The chief power was demonstrated in 

two ways which are powerful (the dominant) and weak (the subordinate). His power 
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was shown in his relationship with the villagers as a powerful figure that everyone 

fears. In the novel, the writer didn’t name him but choose to call him by “the chief” as 

a symbol of power and leadership. Contrary, his relation with the white government 

displayed his weakness. He is very weak and appears to be the obedient servant of the 

white government since 

“when the government is coming, telling him he must pay tax? When they 

saying he must kill some of his cattle? He must do this or this. He is our chief 

but he doesn’t fight when the white people tell him he must do what they want 

– they want. Now how can he fight when the black soldiers come, they say do 

this or this. How can he fight? He is a poor man (122-123).  

After the visit of the Smales to the chief, they noticed his weakness he acts like 

he is powerful but in reality “He’s talking talking. Talking too much. How can he 

fight? Did you see him fight?” He is very a weak character. The chief in novel 

presents the social hegemony of the African society. He is the dominant with the 

blacks and the subordinate when it comes to the whites’ government.  

The representation of the power of the chief was when he asked to see the 

Smales; July obeyed his order and forced bam and Maureen to meet him. When the 

Smales met with him the singes of weakness started to be noticed in his character. 

Especially, after he asked Bam to teach him how to use the gun, which showed that he 

is a man of words not a man of deeds. Besides that, the chief refusal to believe that the 

whites are weak now as if he wanted the situation to stay the way it is he like to be the 

loyal dog of the whites. He even proposes to kill his own people the blokes who 

revolted against the whites all of this demonstrated his weakness and his desire to 

remain that way.  
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As a conclusion, war displacement has many effects on displaced people 

especially in the level of power. The displacement mainly causes a transformation in 

power as power shifts from one person to another. The shift in power in July’s people 

was noticed in different parts. The relation between the Smales and July is the most 

obvious power shift in the novel since the power transformed from the masters who 

now become refugees to the servant who become their host. Followed by the change 

of power that occurred between bam and his wife, the power in their relationship 

moved from being in the hand of the husband as it naturally should and turn out to be 

in the hands of the wife since it has a stronger character. In addition to that, July’s 

mother and wife as well displayed tow aspects of power (weakness and strength).The 

chief as well presents the power alteration between weakness and powerful in his 

relationships with the villagers and the government. The forced movements’ causes 

power transformation in many aspects such as the changing in social class and the 

family relationships.  

 War displacement and the shift in power have affected the displaced people 

especially on the level of psychology. As psychology is the first thing that gets 

affected by the matters that occur to the person during his life, war displacement had a 

huge effect on the psyche of the displaced people.  In other words, the refugees suffer 

from a psychological illness such as trauma, madness and other psychological 

problems. For that, the third chapter of this research deals with the psychological 

problems and illness that are suffered by the refugees. 
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Chapter Three 

A Psychological Reading of War Displacement 

 

The human mind is an extremely delicate element, making it easily harmed by 

the events that a human may experience in his daily life. War displacement is one of 

the worst experiences that a person may have during his lifetime. In  July’s 

people,Nadine Gordimer gives a successful description to the psychological problems 

that the displaced people suffer from in their refuge.   

Hence, this chapter deals with the representation of war displacement’s effects 

on the refugees’ psyches in the novel. The intention behind this analysis is to indicate 

Nadine Gordimer’s noteworthy portrait of the impact of war displacement on the 

refugees’ psychology by studying the harmed psychology of the characters in the 

novel. The analysis is informed by the psychoanalytical theory that relies on particular 

techniques in order to interpret literary texts. This theory depends on its interpretation 

of the psychology and the analysis of the behavior of the individuals be them 

characters, author or even addressed readers. 

The story line of the novel covers the struggle of displaced family in a refugee 

and shows to what extent war displacement affects them psychologically and morally. 

It demonstrates the relationship between the displaced person (Smales family) and the 

host (July’s villagers).  
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As refugees, The Smales family members were the most disturbed characters in the 

novel.  The transition from steadiness and wellbeing to becoming displaced was 

exceptionally difficult for them. They could not integrate with their new society. The 

Smales always felt like outsiders and wanted to get back home as soon as it is 

possible. Through the novel, Maureen displayed several psychological problems such 

as of trauma, belonging and madness. In another hand, her husband Bam and the 

children were psychologically affected as well. Each character had an alternate mental 

issue than the other. 

Trauma is the first thing that the displaced person faces in his displacement. 

The obligation to live a homeland and move to another place to survive is considered 

to be a traumatic event, especially when the displacement is caused by war. Most of 

displaced persons suffer from trauma stress disorder, which is the first reaction of the 

traumatic event such as war displacement. PTSD is described as “a normal response to 

an abnormal event” (Carll xiv).  This disorder is set of symptoms presented by the 

psychological patient and these symptoms are:   “Intense fear, helplessness, or horror. 

The major symptoms of PTSD include re-experiencing of the traumatic event; 

avoiding reminders of the event and numbing; and also increased arousal (i.e., 

difficulty concentrating, trouble falling or staying asleep, hypervigilance, and anger 

outbursts)”( Carll, xiv).  

In another hand, Caruth mentioned that:   

 

While the precise definition of post-traumatic stress disorder is contested, most 

descriptions generally agree that there is a response, sometimes delayed, to an 

overwhelming event or events, which takes the form of repeated intrusive 
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hallucinations, dreams, thoughts or behaviors stemming from the event, along 

with numbing that may have begun during or after the experience, and possibly 

also increased arousal to (and avoidance of) stimuli recalling the event. ( Cathy 

4) 

The obligation to live Johannesburg and go to July’s village represent the 

traumatic event for the Smales family.  All of the Smales family had shown signs of 

post stress disorder starting from the parents to the children. Re-experiencing the 

traumatic event is one of post-traumatic stress disorder that is shown through the 

characters of the novel. Maureen’s way in re-experiencing the traumatic event was 

represented through the flashback. She kept remembering the revolution and the 

journey they went through to get to July village. Another representation of PTSD is 

the comparison between their life in the past and their life now. As in the opening of 

the novel: “July bent at the doorway and began that day for them as his kind has 

always done for their kind” (1). She even linked the event that she experiencing in the 

present to her childhood. As when she resembled July’s standing in the doorway of 

the hut to her childhood   

The knock on the door. Seven o’clock. In governors’ residences, commercial 

hotel rooms, shift bosses’ company bungalows, master bedrooms en suite —

the tea-tray in black hands smelling of Lifebuoy soap. The knock on the door 

no door, an aperture in thick mud walls, and the sack that hung over it looped 

back for air, sometime during the short night. Bam, I’m stifling; her voice 

raising him from the dead, he staggering up from his exhausted sleep. (1) 

The event re-experiencing was demonstrated in in almost every chapter of the 

novel. As when the writer resembled the hut that the Smales lived in after the 
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displacement to a childhood experience of Maureen “She had slept in round mud huts 

roofed in thatch like this before. In the Kruger Park, a child of the shift boss and his 

family on leave” (2). 

Bam in the other hand, represents the re-experiencing the event through the 

eyes of Maureen. She always looked at him as a man who used to have everything in 

the past and transformed to become no one in the present. The gun of Bam as well 

symbolized the re-experiencing since in the past was used for pleasure and in the 

refugee is for protecting.   

Other than that, Helplessness is one of the overwhelming problems that the 

characters in the novel suffer from since they are displaced people. The displaced 

person is helpless and has no control over his life. For that reason, Gordimer in her 

novel gave it a large space to it. Helplessness was presented in all of the displaced 

characters especially Bam since he is the head of the family and he supposed to take 

care of his children and wife. As Helplessness is when “organism are exposed to 

uncontrollable negative events they often react with characteristic cognitive 

behavioral and emotional deficits that are similar to the symptoms of depuration” 

(Burns and Seligman 267). The characters in the novel are the best representation of it. 

The first sign of helplessness in the novel is presented by both Bam and Maureen 

when they lost control of their lives and had to leave their home in order to survive 

“he turned out to be the chosen one in whose hands their lives were to be held; frog 

prince, savior, July” (9). This situation affected Maureen and Bam in a negative way. 

Bam’s helplessness was demonstrated in his inability to be the decision maker on the 

future of his family. “That he should have been the one to decide what they should do, 

that their helplessness, in their own house, should have made it clear to him that he 

must do this the sheer unlikeliness was the logic of their position” (11). 
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The loss the gun led the Smales to be even more helpless, specially Bam who 

felt like he is useless and very weak: “He lay down on his back, on that bed… and at 

once suddenly rolled over onto his face, as the father had never done before his 

sons…She looked down at this man who had nothing, now”(145). The loss of the gun 

was the most exceedingly terrible experience the Smales had since the obligation to 

leave Johannesburg. It had very bad effect in the psychology of Bam. He felt like he 

lost the last sign of power. Maureen as well suffered from helplessness. Besides Bam, 

The most distractive feeling for Maureen is when she lost control of all aspects of life 

“she was not in possession of any part of her life.”(139).she even could do nothing to 

change this situation since the solution to this issue is out of her hands and “There was 

nowhere to run to. Nothing to get away in” (40). 

Fear on the other hand, is a constant feeling of the Smales as displacement 

persons, from the moment they find themselves obliged to leave their home and head 

to the unknown. As fear is the “emotion in terms of being caused by particular 

patterns of threat-related stimuli, and in turn causing particular patterns of adaptive 

behaviors to avoid or cope with that threat” (Adolphs 80). The feeling of fear was 

found in the novel through the characters of Maureen and Bam. They were frightened 

by many things: on their lives, from the future, on their children and even from the 

host (July) because their lives are in his hands. July’s people is loaded of 

exemplifications of fear from the start of the journey till the end of the novel.  

The displacement itself is out of fear since the Smales left their house on 

Johannesburg because they war scared from the black rebels. the demonstration of 

fear took place in since the beginning as when they were in the route to July's town  

they took side roads because they were afraid of their life “not daring to use the roads, 
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taking three days and nights for a journey that could be done in a day’s hard driving 

under normal conditions” (11).  

The arrival to the refuge land does not mean that the fear is over, but actually, 

it means that they are now facing a different kind of fear. Now they are afraid of the 

rebels to find them and from July, their provider. The Smales weakness and depending 

on July made them live in constant fear, especially after they have seen the other face 

of July after he started treating them in hostility and aggressive way.   

Maureen in the novel could not bear the psychological pressure she was 

suffering from and this made her look after ways to escape reality and ignore her 

problems. She used a book as a way to ignore her current fear from the situation she 

was living in. the escape from reality was illustrated in reading a book 

that moment something bought years ago and never read, perhaps it was meant 

for this kind of situation: Manzoni’s I PromessiSposi, in translation as The 

Betrothed. She did not want to begin it because what would happen when she 

had read it? There was no other. Then she overcame the taboo (if she did not 

read, they would find a solution soon; if she did read the book, they would still 

be here when it was finished. (28)  

The reading allowed her to leave to an alternate place and time, not the ones she was 

living in. it gave her “false awareness of being within another time, place and life that 

was the pleasure of reading, for her, was not possible” (29) 

Belonging to a homeland is another problem that the Smales suffer from. 

Belonging is a sense that everyone needs to have. This need to belong “is among the 

strongest of human motivations” (Garde and Meyer2).  This make the problem of 

leaving a homeland and go to another place very difficult on the psychology.  
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To leave a homeland and go to another place is described as   

community that lurks on the edge of community, without a sense of belonging, 

a community that shuns its own existence. We are an alternative human 

history, unrecorded and unacknowledged even by ourselves, until now. These 

are our haunting accounts of life, adventure, longing, and loss.  Within these 

stories is an implicit warning to a world that seems on the verge of destroying 

its capacity to be a home for us, to off er us any sense of belonging. 

(Madison7) 

July’s people is all about the displacement and issues of belonging. From the 

moment they left Johannesburg to the final scene in the novel, the displaced characters 

suffered from issues of belonging. Arriving to July’s village was the turning point in 

Maureen and her husband’s lives. From the beginning until the end of the novel they 

were struggling to integrate in the new society. The problems of belonging in the 

novel emerged because of several reasons such as the social change, the different 

language and the cultural differences between their homeland Johannesburg and the 

village of July 

The first reason behind the belonging issues such as homelessness “one 

powerful existential metaphor for human condition: (Turnuer 128), loss and nostalgia, 

was the shift in the social position.  The Smales as whites used to live in a high social 

position which is totally different than their current situation. The displacement 

transforms the Smales family from being masters to becoming refugees with no 

authority or power. These progressions are the reason behind the belonging issues that 

the Smales family suffers from in their displacement.  
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Belonging to a homeland is usually related to particular elements such as 

language and culture snice “It can be expressed by language and nonverbal symbols” 

(Garde and Rose Meyer 5). For that both of language and culture play a major role in 

the feeling of belonging to somewhere. The language played a part in making 

Maureen feels like an outsider “there were calls in one of the languages she had never 

understood” (4). In another situation the writer mentioned that “She laughed as adults 

did, in the power they refuse to use. —I tell them? They don’t understand our 

language” (14). The Smales were English language speakers, unlike the villagers who 

were speaking an African language. The diverse languages prompted an absence of 

the correspondence between the Smales and the villagers which made it inconceivable 

for Bam and Maureen to incorporate into the new society.  

Other than that, there was a social hole between the Smales way of life in 

native home (Johannesburg) and July’s village, which made it impossible for Bam and 

Maureen to assimilate into the new society. That crevice made plenty of issues for the 

Smales. For instance, the cultural gap is the different architecture methods between 

the two societies, made everything that Bam knew about the architecture of his former 

work is considered as futile in these societies, in which the cottage building is built in 

a different way than the way he knew “He arranged the stones brought from some 

other attempt to build something that had fallen into ruin. That was how people lived, 

here, rearranging their meagre resources around the bases of nature, letting the walls 

of mud sink back to mud and then using that mud for new walls” (26).  

Other than that, the displaced person’s way of treating his belonging issues is 

by linking himself to possessions or characters from his native land, as Maureen did. 

She built a connection with the car and July as subjects from her former life and her 

link to the homeland that she left behind. July was the only relation between the 
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Smales old life and their life in the refuge, but July in the refuge is nothing like July 

their servant for fifty years. He changed completely as if he is someone else. They 

were shocked by his new aggressive. The loss of the car and the change in July’s 

behavior toward the Smales was one the reasons that pashed the Smales to have 

belonging issues as homelessness and nostalgia. 

Maureen was the most affected character in the novel.  She suffered from loss. 

So, she looked after an alternative home to belong to like the car and radio. The 

vehicle for her was considered as her alternative home, “She was seeing, feeling 

contained by the vehicle” (4). Furthermore, the vehicle was “a deserted house re-

entered. Trapped flies lay droning into unconsciousness on their backs. It was as if 

“she had walked into that other abandoned house” (12). According to her, the bakkiy 

is the only remaining possession of her from home and at the same time, it’s her only 

way to get her back there. The second item is the radio which for her represents hopes 

“the radio near and at the hours when news bulletins were read she would appear from 

wherever she might be” (25). Maureen was suffering from nostalgia since “every time 

the radio started broadcasting, she stops in her place listening to what it may say 

hoping that the broadcasts will be about the end of the revolution so she can get back 

home”. Feeling nostalgic is “often considered a characteristic of people on the move, 

particularly those who have been forced to move” ( Duyvendak 24).for that nostalgia 

is a constant sentiment to the displaced people.  

The issues of belonging were exhibited in the novel by the displaced characters 

i.e. the Smales family, who were characterized by the loss sentiment.  Maureen who 

fined herself in place to which she does not belong suffered from the feeling of loss. 

Her husband as well had this feeling since both of them went from a homeland to 

another place that does not resemble their native home at all. The formal is a 
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developed city that provides all the necessities for a good life, and the last is a rural 

place that lacks everything. 

Gordimer managed to show the emotion and the feeling of loss of the 

characters in a very creative way. She depended on one hand on the epigraph of the 

novel that says “The old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum 

there a rises a great diversity of morbid symptoms”. By the interregnum, the writer 

means living during a political transition between tow regimes, which mean that the 

novel took place in an atmosphere of loss and ambiguity. The objective from the 

epigraph is to refer to the ambiguity that the refugees emotionally suffer since they are 

living in a period without knowing what is going to come next. Living in interregnum 

is usually linked to instability which leads to psychological issues. On the other hand, 

the writer left the chapters unnamed and untitled can be interpreted by the reader as 

the loss and uncertainty that is experienced by the displaced characters in the novel. 

The blank can also refer to the emptiness that the writer and the characters are 

experiencing in the refuge. 

The open end of the novel, as well, was intended by the author to express the 

psychological trouble of the refugees. The open end gives the novel a sense of life 

without a closer or hope i.e. the characters are just stuck in there with no future to go 

to and no past to get back to. 

The events that took place through the story line and the issues that were faced 

by Maureen push her into losing her mental stability. The madness that is usually 

applied on “people who significantly disturb society” (Gomory, Cohen, and Kirk 3) 

was expressed in the novel through the character of Maureen in two situations. The 

first, sign of insanity, is when she faced July for the lost gun, which he didn’t give any 
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importance, and as her reaction to that she “was stampeded by a wild rush of the need 

to destroy everything between them” (151-152). At that moment Maureen almost lost 

control on herself and let her emotion control her. The second presentation, was 

through the final scene in the novel, in which Maureen represents insanity after she 

hear the sound of a camming helicopter and she starts running in abnormal way. Since 

madness is “related to human behavior or one’s perception of this behavior” Maureen 

behaves in these situations was a sing of her madness.  

As a result of the displacement, Maureen suffered from intense psychological 

conflict, which led her in the last scene to the loss of her mind, because of her losing 

control over her life and her former server and current hosts July. The final scene in 

the novel Maureen was running to the unknown as if she just wants to end everything 

no matter how 

There. The real fantasies of the bush delude more inventively than the 

romantic forests of Grimm and Disney. The smell of boiled potatoes (from a 

vine indistinguishable to her from others) promises a kitchen, a house just the 

other side of the next tree. There are patches where airy knob-thorn trees stand 

free of under-growth and the grass and orderly clumps of Barberton daisies and 

drifts of nemesia belong to the artful nature of a public park. She runs: trusting 

herself with all the suppressed trust of a lifetime, alert, like a solitary animal at 

the season when animals neither seek a mate nor take care of young, existing 

only for their lone survival, the enemy of all that would make claims of 

responsibility. She can still hear the beat, beyond those trees and those, and she 

runs towards it. She runs (160) 
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Besides all of that, there were a number of symbols that had a psychological 

interpretation. Through the novel, it’s noticeable that during the refuge unimportant 

things turn to be very important. Nadine Gordimer demonstrated this in the novel in 

by mentioning that “certain objects and individuals are going to turn out to be 

vital”(6). And that was well presented when she Maureen said “Oh how marvelous. 

How clever to remember.—He had heard her say it all when friends brought her 

flowers or chocolates” (55). Her joy after having the batteries in a refuge resembled 

her joy when she was given chocolates in the past and that represent how despaired 

she is.  

The Smales children, on the other hand, did not show any sing of 

psychological disorder. They were very adaptable after the displacement and 

integrated easily. In words of Martha Bragin “human beings are adaptable, not 

everything that happens to children in war is negative. Children use every opportunity 

to grow and develop well” (198). Victor, Gina, and Royce in the novel adjust in the 

culture of the blacks and the new situations with no trouble, unlike their parents. They 

abandoned everything that relates them to the previous life “the children had 

abandoned shoes” (27). Especially Gaina she became a part of them. She “was eating 

mealie-meal with her fingers, from a pot shared with two or three other small girls. 

She called to claim him boastfully before them” (39). Nonetheless, the displacement 

had a negative psychological effect on the psychology of the children and it was 

presented in the novel by the forgetting of ethic and morality and their education. 

As it was displayed through July’s people war movements impacted the 

psychology of displaced people in different levels. The obligation to live the 

homeland and go to an alternative place is considered as traumatic event that affect the 

refugees. Trauma causes the displaced person helplessness as a result of loss of 
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control on their lives. Besides, a constant fear from everything around them since they 

are living in unstable situation. Other than that, the displaced person show signs of 

belonging issues that are loss, nostalgia, and homelessness. The belonging issues are 

the most common psychological problems that the war displaced person suffers from. 

Based on what was mentioned previously war displacement has negative effects on 

the psychology of displaced people. 
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Conclusion 

 

 In this research, we have made an attempt to study the impact of war 

displacement on refugees on individual and social levels. The research analyzes the 

characters in Gordimer’s July's People as representations of displaced people in order 

to demonstratethe displacement’s negative impact on the refugees. 

Through the research and as it was expected, we concluded that war 

displacement has destructive effects on displaced people. Historically speaking, war 

displacement manifested in large numbers after World War II. The eras  before and 

after the cold war represent the second largest population movement that resulted from 

conflicts. Recently, war displacement is described as the disease of the century and 

that’s because of the frightening numbers of refugees all over the worldbecause of the 

Arab Spring. The displacement occurred as a result of different reasons such as 

colonization, ethnic conflicts, wars of independence, and revolutions against 

tyrannical governments. 

War displacement affects the social structure that leads to a shift in power. The 

power transformations in the novel manifest in the relationship between the Smales 

and July. Power turned from the masters to the servant, which led to instability in the 

power distribution. Besides, there was a change in power on the level of a husband 

and wife relationship. Throughout the novel, the wife in the refuge was represented as 

the powerful character, unlike the husband who was represented as the weak 

character.  
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The displaced people were also affected on the individual level. A significant 

damage was noticed in the psychology of the characters especially the wife. The 

characters display several psychological illnesses that they get because of the war 

displacement. The psychological issues in the novel started by trauma as a result of 

the obligation to leave, and ended up with the madness of Maureen. 

After conducting this study, it becomes clear that war displacement has a 

negative impact on the displaced people. On the other hand, the writer managed to 

present a successful portrayal of the suffering of the refugees in her novel. Additionly, 

the psychology of characters in the novel gives an exact representation of the 

psychological problems that the real refugees suffer from 

On the way to accomplish this research we encountered some difficulties such 

as shortage of time, difficulty finding references and the lack of researches about this 

topic. The different studies gave more importance to the problems of refugees who 

lived a long time in the refuge and ignored the most important part which is the 

obligation to leave the homeland and the journey that they went through. 

This dissertation can be a starting point for further studies since war 

displacement is anew topicthat can be studied from different angles. In addition to 

that, Gordimer’s works, most of the time, are studied in relation to the apartheid and 

South African society but actually, her works are really reaching and cover a variety 

and vivid topics that will be perfect for further studies. 
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