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Abstract 

This paper engages with Marechera’s approach to characterization and 

language in “The House of Hunger”. It argues that the protagonists in 

these stories defy conventional modes of characterization; they are rather 

dislocated individuals whose fractured selves reflect the rupture in society. 

Through an analysis of Marechera’s stylistic decisions—such as the use 

of profanity, metaphor, surreal imagery, and syntactic fragmentation—the 

paper contends that these decisions are not merely aesthetic choices but 

necessary strategies for representing psychological and social 

disintegration in postcolonial Zimbabwe. It concludes that Marechera’s 

work cul-de-sacs the reader into a redefinition of literary commitment and 

the importance of privileging existential honesty over ideological 

conformity. 
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1. Introduction 

Dambudzo Marechera’s The House of Hunger goes beyond the limits of a 

traditional short story collection; instead, it functions as a cohesive novella 

sustained by a singular narrative voice and an enduring sense of moral 

decay. Despite its narratives appearing fragmented, the text achieves 

structural and thematic coherence through the consistent presence of a 

nameless narrator, whose disjointed recollections reveal the physical ruin 

and psychological torment of postcolonial existence. Each story returns to 

similar emotional landscapes - poverty, brutality, isolation, and defiance - 

weaving them into a unified pattern that links personal pain to collective 

hopelessness. The house of hunger operates simultaneously as a physical 

space and a figurative realm embodying the moral and spiritual desolation 

of a society scarred by historical subjugation. Through his fusion of poetic 
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intensity and brutal candor, Marechera channels disorder into a singular 

artistic defiance of moral collapse, grounding the work’s coherence not in 

narrative structure but in a continuous emotional and intellectual quest for 

meaning within ruin. 

The House of Hunger by Dambudzo Marechera, first published in 

1978, represents a major move away from earlier traditions that so greatly 

influenced African Literature especially that from Zimbabwe.  While 

Zimbabwe’s literature of Marechera’s time was consumed with the 

struggle for building a new nation and restoring the cultural heritage of the 

Zimbabwean people, Marechera’s work is unique for its focus on 

individualism, its subversive stance/counter-hegemonic views and a 

sharply articulated modernist worldview. Clearly, The House of Hunger, 

which won the Guardian Prize for Fiction in 1979, is more than just a 

loosely linked series of narratives; it articulates a manifesto of alienation, 

anger, and creative defiance. 

Though set within the historical context of colonial Rhodesia, 

Marechera’s The House of Hunger intensely depicts the difficult material 

realities, disjointed identities, and psychological trauma which Black 

Zimbabweans experienced. In doing so, however, Marechera does not 

offer a barefaced portrayal of victim-hood nor an unambiguous account of 

defiance. Instead, focusing on state-sanctioned violence, endemic poverty, 

and institutional failures, he questions the ways in which all of these 

distort the individual’s sense of awareness. His characters such as 

Fumbatha, thus, are largely unstable and alienated individuals with self-

destructive tendencies which generally cause them to be estranged from 

both society and themselves. Since these characters exist against a 

backdrop of profound existential, psychological, and intellectual 

desolation, their responses to these pressures range from insanity and 

affective aggression to iconoclastic emptiness. This perspective aligns 

with Jack Rondeau’s critique of attempts to sanitize Marechera’s work for 

Western audiences (Rondeau 55). 

 

Marechera’s distinctive use of caustic, lyrical, profane, and frequently 

hallucinatory language is central to his literary achievement in The House 

of Hunger. Through his surreal assemblage of images depicting urban 

decay, psychological turmoil, and verbal outbursts, Marechera’s narrative 

becomes a site of conflict. As Musaemura Zimunya observes, Marechera 

“did not simply write; he vomited, he bled words” (Veit-Wild and Schade 

67). Within this violent aesthetics of expression, Marechera traces the 

Zimbabwean society’s moral and psychic deterioration during the period 
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56 
 

of colonialism. This is probably why Sully Abu opines that Marechera’s 

language “leaves the reader thoroughly shaken” due to its “angry, anarchic, 

irreverent” nature and violent imagery (Abu, “Dambudzo Marechera” 76). 

This paper engages with Marechera’s approach to 

characterization and language in The House of Hunger. This study argues 

that the protagonists in these stories defy conventional modes of 

characterization but are rather dislocated individuals whose fractured 

selves reflect the rupture in the society. Through an analysis of 

Marechera’s stylistic decisions, such as the use of profanity, metaphor, 

surreal imagery, and syntactic fragmentation, this paper contends that 

these decisions are not simply aesthetic choices but necessary strategies 

for representing psychological and social disintegration in postcolonial 

Zimbabwe. This advances the idea that Marechera does not simply depict 

alienation; but he enacts it within the text itself. 

In doing this, Marechera provokes his readers to reconsider the 

reductive tendencies of realist and nationalist approaches in African 

Literature. Through this work, he urges a critical re-examination of what 

it means for literature to be “committed” in a postcolonial context. Is 

Marechera’s writing fundamentally apolitical, or does it represent a radical 

form of protest? Does it express nihilism, or a unique kind of resistance? 

These questions remain essential for understanding Marechera’s literary 

project. 

Through a non-conformist approach to his writings, marked by a 

subversive and intensely subjective perspective, Marechera elevates his 

place within the canons of African literary history. Brought up in the town 

of Vengere in colonial rhodesia, where he was born in 1952, his young life 

was filled with instability, poverty, and violence, circumstances that 

would later manifest as central motifs in his writing. The early loss of his 

father in a hit-and-run accident left a profound psychological imprint, 

becoming an enduring metaphor in his work for the destructive forces of 

a dehumanizing society. 

It was very clear early in Marechera’s life, that he was a brilliant 

pupil when he attended St. Augustine’s Mission school. Later in life he 

was awarded scholarships to the University of Rhodesia and later, New 

College, Oxford. Marechera was a thorn in the flesh for the authorities of 

these institutions because of his erratic behaviour and outspokenness. His 

unwillingness to respect institutional authority ultimately got him expelled 

from both universities. Despite his exit from the universities and formal 

education, Marechera nevertheless developed a fierce intellectual life 

through an unquenchable reading habit which allowed him to be shaped 
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by a broad spectrum of the Western literary canon, with influences ranging 

from Shakespeare and Milton to Joyce, Kafka, Camus, and Ginsberg. His 

encounters with writers from Europe in the modernist tradition, as well as 

with European existentialist thinkers, are strongly reflected in his 

philosophical concerns and experimental narrative style. 

Marechera lived on the margins throughout his adulthood; often 

in precarious conditions, until his death in 1987 from AIDS-related 

complications at the age of 35. Even though his career was brief and 

turbulent his works, most notably The House of Hunger, Black Sunlight, 

and Mindblast continue to be of great influence on African literature and 

even today is lauded for its stylistic audacity and existential depth. In his 

writings, Marechera resists unlike some of his contemporaries such as 

Achebe, Ngũgĩ, and Soyinka the idea of using fiction as a vehicle for 

cultural affirmation or political critique. Through his refusal of this 

instrumentation of literature, he rejected both colonial and postcolonial 

orthodoxies, critiqued the shortcomings of newly independent African 

states and refused ideological affiliation. As Mbulelo Mzamane has 

observed, Marechera was a “misfit” within African letters, his work 

marked by an uncompromising vision that resisted easy assimilation. 

Though stylistically abrasive, non-linear, and frequently 

hallucinatory, drawing on Western modernist techniques, Marechera’s 

writing remained rooted in the harsh realities of township life. Even 

though he has often been compared to James Joyce, Marechera’s fusion 

of stream-of-consciousness with political violence creates a distinctive 

literary idiom that foregrounds disruption and eschews closure or 

consolation. Marechera’s rejection of literary convention, especially his 

skepticism toward narrative form, rounded characterization, and the 

capacity of language itself to convey truth or redemption places him ahead 

of his time, anticipating later postmodern developments in African 

literature. For Marechera, writing is a probe into the failures of society and 

the psyche, exposing language’s entanglement with power and alienation. 

Marechera’s work is undergirded by a profound ethical sensibility despite 

its apparently nihilistic nature. His literature mourns lost innocence, 

historical violence, and the collapse of human connection, while 

challenging facile narratives of colonialism or revolution. For Marechera, 

literary honesty necessitated confronting the psychological devastation 

wrought by history; a recognition that the “house of hunger” is as much 

internal as external. 
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2. Characterization in The House of Hunger 

In The House of Hunger Marechera’s characterization technique 

significantly differs from those that constitute the conventions of 

postcolonial African literature. Instead of presenting unrealistic figures of 

resistance or cultural affirmation, Marechera created characters who are 

marked by a disrupted sense of self, conflicted morality, and self-

destructive tendencies. These characters by inhabiting a society steeped in 

social constraints and ontological despair embody the psychic injuries 

imposed by history and poverty. Through a modernist lens, Marechera 

constructs his characters not as agents of individual destiny, but as 

manifestations of social collapse and alienation. 

 

2a. The Damaged Subject: Psychological Dislocation in the Modern 

Protagonist 

Central to The House of Hunger is a nameless narrator, widely regarded 

as a stark erasure of Marechera himself. This figure resists the norms of 

the traditional protagonist, lacks a moral trajectory, any triumphant 

overcoming of adversity, and absolutely no redemptive closure. Rather, 

through a consciousness fractured by trauma, cynicism, and persistent 

chaos, the narrative is carefully filtered. The narrator’s perspective 

emerges not from analytical distance but from the immediacy of 

psychological distress, thereby epitomizing the anti-hero: alienated, 

inwardly turned, and stripped of heroic illusion. The House of Hunger is 

explicit in recounting the narrator’s violent upbringing, especially his 

father’s brutality, the endemic violence of the township, and the emotional 

hardening that followed. “I suppose I was beyond worrying about health; 

dead souls have no such worries,” he notes. “I was, I knew, a dead tree, 

dry of branch and decayed in the roots. A tree, however, that was still 

upright in the sullen spleen of wind” (Marechera 19). This metaphor 

encapsulates his existential condition: spiritually depleted, yet unwilling 

or unable to collapse. His survival is less an assertion of hope than a 

reluctant persistence, a motif resonant with modernist literature where 

existence without meaning and endurance without purpose is 

commonplace. The narrator in Marechera’s The House of Hunger like 

many of the central figures in most of his works, is overtaken by 

introspection and emotional instability; his perceptions is often clouded 

by hunger, despair, and fury. Thus, he fails to function as a stable lens 

through which the story is told. The outcome is a narration punctuated by 

hallucinations, violent reveries, and philosophical digressions. This yields 

a non-linear structure that mirrors the fragmentation of memory and 
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trauma. In this way, the narrator is more than a witness to the “house of 

hunger”; he is both its inhabitant and its consequence. 

 

2b. Fractured Selves and Inherited Wounds: Mapping Psychological 

and Familial Trauma in Marechera’s “The House of Hunger” 

One of Marechera’s major artistic departures lies in his intense focus on 

the fractured inner lives of his characters, marked by wounds, anxieties, 

and neurotic patterns In contrast with the rational, politically engaged 

protagonists of earlier African literature, Marechera’s characters are often 

depicted as fundamentally damaged individuals overwhelmed by paranoia, 

psychic pain, and a sense of alienation. The family, ordinarily a foundation 

of cultural continuity and moral instruction, appears here as a source of 

repression and violence. The narrator’s memory of being beaten by his 

father at age nine, an early act of paternal violence, functions symbolically, 

marking the beginning of the narrator’s psychological disconnection. The 

trauma is internalized, surfacing later as erratic behavior, mistrust of 

authority, and emotional detachment. As Ismail Mustapha observes, 

“Marechera’s characters are participants in their brutal drama of existence, 

of horror, perversion and absurdities and hopelessness. Marechera’s hero 

is more than anything else an anti-hero, a deviant in conditions of 

alienation and social disequilibrium” (Mustapha, The Place of Violence 

42). 

Drawing on a Fanonian framework, Marechera’s use of dreams 

and hallucinations functioned as a narrative conduit into the fractured 

subconscious of his characters. By allowing disruptions to his narrative 

continuity, he emphasized the disintegration of self that Fanon identifies 

as central to the colonized subject’s experience. Hallucinations of decay, 

violence, and bodily deformation materialize the psychic residue of 

colonial domination resulting in the internalization of systemic violence 

and the alienation at the heart of the postcolonial psyche. The text thereby 

insists that psychological harm is as corrosive and consequential as 

physical oppression. In addition, Marechera’s characters in The House of 

Hunger on numerous occasions reveal traces of this unresolved Freudian 

tension in their familial interactions. The modern son dynamic is riddled 

with tension, occasionally erupting into open hostility. The narrator’s 

resentment of his mother’s sexuality, her choices, and her language 

signifies deeper psychological tensions. He describes her verbal assaults 

as physically “smashing” him, underscoring the emotional and linguistic 

violence at work. The breakdown of the family unit thus becomes a 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                     LNR 31, 2 (2025): Kayọde Kofoworọla 
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microcosm for broader social disintegration, where authority wounds 

rather than protects, and affection is inseparable from harm (Matsika 115). 

 

2c. Minor Characters as Social Embodiments 

Marechera rendered his protagonists with psychological complexity, 

while engineering his minor characters to function more as social types 

than as individuals. Through these emasculated characters the wider 

realities of Zimbabwean township life, precarious, stagnant, and often 

grotesque, is explored. By accentuating the precariousness and 

expendability of life in The House of Hunger through grotesque visages 

and hyperbolic traits of the characters, Marechera amplifies the text’s 

critique of a society steeped in alienation and lack. 

Consider the old man imprisoned for begging and loitering. 

Throughout his life, he remains largely invisible—his existence only 

becomes “significant” in the moment of his violent death beneath a train. 

Marechera’s chilling description—“Nothing is left but stains, bloodstains 

and fragments of flesh when the whole length of it was through with eating 

him” (Marechera 31)—operates on both literal and metaphorical levels. 

The old man is consumed by the machinery of modern life, crushed by a 

system that criminalizes poverty. Marechera does not flesh him out as a 

full character with backstory or aspirations; instead, he becomes a fleeting 

spectacle—a synecdoche for a generation ground down by systemic 

neglect (Hamilton, “Tracing the Stain”). 

Likewise, figures like Peter, the abusive husband, and Vestar’s 

son, with his relentless vulgarity, embody the normalization of violence 

and survival at any cost. These characters are static; their purpose is not to 

undergo transformation but to illustrate the environment’s ever-present 

brutality. Marechera himself describes his artistic project as a “painstaking 

exploration of the effects of poverty and destitution on the psyche and the 

higher themes” (qtd. in Okonkwo, “Review of The House of Hunger” 88). 

Despite their brevity, Marechera invests these peripheral 

characters with a jarring sense of reality. His skill lies in animating even 

minor figures with a disturbing energy—their grotesque actions and 

unpredictability serve as markers of the psychological toll exacted by 

systemic neglect. 

 

2d. Rebellion Through Deviance 

A core innovation in Marechera’s fiction is his depiction of social 

deviance not as inherent moral failure, but as a form of psychological 

protest. Many of Marehera’s characters are not intrinsically evil yet they 
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resort to theft, violence, and self-destruction as a reaction to unrelenting 

degradation and oppression that is their world. Deviant behavior, thus 

becomes a distorted mode of resistance, a desperate response to conditions 

rendered unlivable by colonial and postcolonial realities. 

However, instead of romanticizing this deviance, Marechera 

portrays it frequently as brutal and morally disturbing. Yet he continually 

foregrounds its structural roots. The narrator reflects, “The law... was 

something to laugh at, something that deserved rape and acid just as much 

as the next thing” (Marechera 22). Here, the law is depicted not as a force 

for order, but as complicit in violence—an object of justified retaliation. 

The characters’ actions, however reprehensible, are framed as logical 

responses to systemic humiliation. This theme places Marechera in line 

with the absurdist literary tradition, where meaning collapses and 

rebellion manifests as madness. His characters are not traditional 

revolutionaries; their acts of resistance unfold in their own bodies and 

minds, rather than through organized political action. 

 

2e. Autobiographical Imprint and Narrative Identity 

Deeply marked by autobiographical undercurrents, Marechera’s 

characterization blurs the boundaries between author and narrator, as the 

text echoes Marechera’s own experiences especially his expulsions from 

educational institutions, vagrant years in Oxford, and frequent 

confrontations with the law. The protagonist’s university education 

alienates rather than empowers him, leaving him estranged from both his 

origins and the intellectual elite. Central to Marechera’s approach to his 

narrative is how to handle the issue of the crisis of narrative identity 

because he recognised that his characters are not unified selves, but 

composites of conflicting impulses and fragmented identities. In line with 

Marechera’s philosophy which embraces the rejection of power control, 

distrust for ideology, and a disregard for conventional morality.  

Consequently, he frequently made use of the first-person narration 

to intensify the sense of immersion in a fractured psyche. Hence, the 

narrative voice oscillates unpredictably from one of internal reflection to 

that of vulgar vituperation, and from that of an elevated poetic musing to 

a near-unintelligible series of breakdowns. This multiplicity of tone 

reflects a fragmented sense of self. In The House of Hunger, 

characterization thus becomes a dramatization of existential chaos. 
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3. Language and Style in The House of Hunger 

The language of Dambudzo Marechera’s in The House of Hunger is 

unorthodox. By employing language as both a mirror and a weapon, to 

reflect the fractured psyches of his characters and to challenge literary and 

societal norms, Marechera’s prose consistently subverts expectations. His 

diction thus becomes a site of psychological excavation and political 

defiance instead of being a mere transparent vehicle for storytelling. By 

adopting a blasphemous, poetically raw, unrestrained, and hallucinatory 

mode of storytelling, Marechera’s wields language as a form of aesthetic 

violence with which he slices like a doctor’s scapel through outdated 

values inherited from colonial times as well as the bourgeois sense of self-

importance and even his readers' belief in their emotional security. In 

doing so, he gives voice to the trauma of postcolonial Zimbabwean 

existence that is often never expressed by anyone. It is, therefore, not 

surprisingly that critics like Jack Rondeau (2024) reject attempts to 

“sanitize” Marechera’s writing for Eurocentric audiences. He argues that 

such efforts would erase the very qualities that define its power. 

 

3a. Poetic Density and Grotesque Imagery 

A remarkable aspect of Marechera’s prose is its poetic density. Marechera 

often moves away from standard syntax and instead constructs passages 

saturated with imagery that conveys the sensory and psychological 

brutality of township life. Thus, metaphors of rot, filth, and decay fill his 

descriptions, as in the example below: 

 
Life stretched out like a series of hunger-scoured novels 

stretching endlessly towards the horizon. One’s mind 

became the grimy rooms, the dusty cobwebs in which the 

minute skeletons of one’s childhood are forever in the 

spidery grip that stretched out to include not only the very 

stories upon which one walked but also the stars which 

glittered vaguely upon the stench of our lives (Marechera 

33). 

 

From the passage above, Marechera’s signature technique which fuses the 

epic with the sordid and the lyrical with the grotesque, becomes evident. 

The metaphor of “hunger-scoured novels” frames life itself as a narrative 

shaped by emotional, physical, and spiritual deprivation. As a result, the 

mind is presented not as a rational organ, but rather a haunted, decaying 

space. Marechera’s surrealism amplifies the reader’s sense of unease and 
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offers a more visceral emotional register for experiences of deprivation 

and alienation. Marechera even extends this technique to depictions of the 

urban environment. For example, he writes:  

 
What else may?” His arm swept the panorama of barbed 

wire, whitewashed houses, drunks, prostitutes, the 

angelic doors of god- created flies, and the dust that 

erupted into little clouds of divine grace wherever the 

golden sunlight deigned to strike (Marechera 21). 

 

Marechera, through juxtaposition of spiritual language (“angelic,” “god-

created,” “divine grace”) with imagery of waste and decay (“barbed wire,” 

“drunks,” “flies”) produces a biting irony. Also, by appropriating the 

metaphysical register only to subvert it, he exposes how spiritual discourse 

collapses under the weight of social degradation. Mbulelo Mzamane 

observes that this incongruity which emphasizes the moral absurdity of 

ghetto life, is both deliberate and unsettling (Jones 219). 

 

3b. Profanity and Street Vernacular as Linguistic Protest 

Marechera’s strategic use of profanity is equally central to his style. This 

is why words such as “fuck,” “shit,” “arse,” “bitch,” and “nigger” litter the 

text with notable frequency. These expletives, aside from being simply 

intended to shock, also represent a deliberate rejection of sanitized literary 

conventions. Thus, vulgarity in The House of Hunger, is both an 

ideological and aesthetic stance that signals the collapse of refinement in 

the mildest pervasive violence, psychological turmoil, and social decay. 

Marechera’s linguistic violence is not confined to subject matter but is 

embedded in his syntax and diction. Phrases such as “biting intimacy” in 

rain and “tongue-scalding coffee joy” reinforce the sense that brutality and 

aggression permeate even mundane exchanges. Through this approach, 

Marechera crafts a style that is best understood as socio-linguistic 

rebellion (“Herald Zimbabwe”). 

A particularly illustrative example appears in a scene where the 

narrator recounts the verbal abuse of his mother: “She liked nothing better 

than to nag me about how she had not educated me to merely sit on my 

arse...” the expletives of her train of invective smashed my body in the 

same way as the twentieth-century train crunched the old man into a stain” 

(Marechera 9). Here, words are not mere symbols; they inflict real damage. 

As Wayne and Grogan argue, language in Marechera’s work is “not 

neutral. It wounds. It disfigures. It annihilates” (Wayne & Grogan 104). 
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In this way, Marechera’s linguistic strategies vividly dramatize the 

entanglement of colonial trauma and social breakdown as even children 

are caught up in this linguistic decay. Vestar’s son confronts the narrator 

with, “What do you want with my mother, mint? Begging for arse, you 

fucking stinking nigger?” (Marechera 37). This harsh use of language, 

particularly by a child, exposes how deeply violence internalized and why 

social breakdown is inevitable. Thus, language in The House of Hunger is 

not just a mirror of reality but an active, even destructive, force within it. 

Marechera’s connection to marginalized communities is revealed 

in his commitment to street vernacular. By allowing his characters to 

speak in their normal everyday language, he retains their voices and the 

roughness of their daily life experiences. This approach resists elitist 

expectations and preserves the authenticity of the township experience. It 

is a kind of linguistic realism, though filtered through Marechera’s 

distinctly modernist sensibility. By adopting a highly disjointed structure 

for his narratives, consequently, Marechera’s stories, through their 

employment of a radical fragmented narrative form, undermine, 

deconstruct and reject conventional plot structures, chronological 

progression, and stable narrative perspectives. In contrast, his adoption of 

the stream of consciousness articulates the mental turbulence that defines 

his characters. As a result, the narrative regularly changes course without 

forewarning, alternating between the past and present, external reality and 

internal subjectivity, and from realism to sheer hallucination. 

The title story of this collection of stories, “The House of Hunger”, 

shows this fragmentation, as it reads like a montage of episodes, dreams, 

and personal soliloquy rather than a linear narrative. Because time 

progresses in a non-linear fashion, scenes reappear, sometimes distorted. 

Characters vanish without warning and the narrator’s tone oscillates 

rapidly from lyrical musings to vulgar eruption. Through these calculated 

incoherences, the inner disarray wrought by destitution, imperial trauma, 

and mental affliction on the subjects is reflected. 

Marechera can be categorized with modernists such as James 

Joyce and Virginia Woolf because they share stylistic, structural, and 

philosophical affinities, even though Marechera’s style is more intuitive 

and less uninhibited. In the same manner as Joyce, Marechera utilises 

language to capture the flows of reasoning and sentience. Yet, in contrast 

to Joyce’s linguistic elegance, Marechera’s style is deliberately abrasive. 

His sentences often overflow with emotion and association, becoming 

dense and chaotic (Decker 2020). This stylistic rupture sets Marechera 

apart from the dominant practice of African realism of his era, as 
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exemplified by writers such as Ngugi wa Thiongo and Chinua Achebe, 

whose orderly narratives and unified moral vision Marechera spurned. 

Instead of this form of lucidity, he enacts a refusal of coherence in a 

splintered world through the tumult of his prose. Marechera’s language is 

also marked by what might be termed “linguistic violence.” His words 

often unsettle rather than clarify, combining lyricism with brutality. This 

verbal violence mirrors the psychic and physical violence that his 

characters endure.  

For example, in “Burning in the Rain”, the protagonist sees not 

himself but an ape in the mirror. This is not merely a metaphor for 

dehumanization but a depiction of the psychological effects of colonial 

racism. The character internalizes the violence to the point that he 

perceives himself as subhuman. Marechera’s fluid, unstable prose allows 

for this slippage between metaphor and mental collapse as his metaphors 

and images are often condensed and layered with meaning.  

Rain, for instance, is depicted as a cleansing force, yet always with 

an ironic undertone in a society resistant to being cleansed.  Marechera’s 

use of color in expressions such as “black thoughts”, “whitewashed 

houses”, “red blood”, etc., serves both literal and symbolic functions by 

enabling the compression of complex emotional and political realities into 

brief but potent phrases. As the narrator notes, “thoughts as black angry 

thoughts” rain down on the white-washed ghetto, expressing inner turmoil 

against a fragile exterior (Marechera 45). His figurative language carries 

violent and erotic overtones, blending motifs of mortality, sensuality, and 

derangement. Women, especially, are frequently portrayed through 

expressions linked to notions of decay and aggression. While this may 

primarily reflect the narrator’s psychological state, it also raises significant 

questions about the relationship between gender, language, and trauma in 

Marechera’s work (Ploughshares 2018). 

 

3c. Allusion, Satire, and Linguistic Paradox 

Marechera’s narrative voice is imbued with intricate intertextuality, 

drawing on Milton, Blake, Shakespeare and the ideological frameworks 

of European philosophy. These borrowings are rarely acts of homage; 

rather, Marechera refracts and caricatures them, and destabilizes the 

authority of these cultural monuments, remolding their imagery and 

language to sharpen his critique. For instance, the narrator’s locker is 

plastered with depictions of Satan, and excerpts from Paradise Lost are 

evoked not as reverent citation, but as rallying cries for revolt and defiance. 
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66 
 

As Sully Abu observes, Marechera’s language “leaves the reader 

thoroughly shaken”—a result not only of its raw energy, but also its 

irreverent, subversive deployment of established traditions (Abu 76). 

Marechera does not accept the authority of the literary canon; rather, he 

appropriates and reconfigures it, using canonical references as a means of 

critique rather than homage. 

Irony forms a core aspect of Marechera’s style. His narrators, 

acutely aware of the absurdity and futility of their circumstances, 

frequently employ irony as both shield and weapon. For instance, when 

the narrator remarks that he feels “upright in the sullen spleen of wind,” 

he undercuts the very notion of resilience, exposing it as a kind of darkly 

comic posturing (Marechera 19). Another core component of Marechera’s 

stylistic method is paradox. Adopting deliberate contradictions in his 

narratives, he portrays his characters as both living and dead, their homes 

as both havens and prisons and their language as both a tool of revelation 

and obliteration.  These linguistic paradoxes that are at the heart of 

postcolonial subjectivity, where the uneasy coexistence of learning and 

alienation, historical consciousness and inherited trauma and,  endurance 

and existential futility is pervasive. 

 

4. Hunger, Violence, and Alienation in The House of Hunger 

Dambudzo Marechera’s The House of Hunger charts the existential 

desolation, systemic collapse, and psychic injury functions as a 

penetrating study of existential emptiness, structural deterioration, and 

psychological fragmentation. The collection as a whole but more 

especially the title story charts the shattered mental and physical realities 

of postcolonial Zimbabwe, with hunger operating as a unifying metaphor. 

In Marechera’s treatment, beyond physical want, hunger is more than an 

empty stomach, it is a condition that aches the soul, slowly undermines 

identity, dignity, and empties life of meaning.  Violence threads through 

this hunger, and alienation blooms in its shadow, together forming an 

unsettling portrait of existence in a society bereft of anchor, morality, and 

shared vision Rejecting prescriptive moralising, Marechera instead crafts 

his vision through concentrated lyricism, surreal narrative shifts, and acute 

psychological acuity. 

The central motif in Marechera’s collection is hunger and it 

operates at both literal and figurative levels. While the recurring presence 

of food scarcity shapes the lived experience of numerous characters, 

Marechera’s deeper concern lies in hunger as an existential state, a 

pervasive void that engulfs identity, purpose, and spiritual wholeness. In 
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the opening scene, the narrator divulges, “I got my things and left. The sun 

was coming up. I couldn’t think where I’d go. But I felt the hunger, a very 

big hunger” (Marechera 1). Here, hunger surpasses bodily necessity but 

rather functions as an instrument for articulating alienation and existential 

fatigue. Thus, the act of leaving becomes a symbolic disengagement from 

familial, moral, and national commitments rather than that of a literal 

relocation. This “very big hunger” reverberates throughout the collection, 

reappearing as emotional yearning, sexual compulsion, and intellectual 

dissatisfaction. 

As Mbulelo Mzamane notes, for Marechera “hunger... is not 

merely the absence of food, but the lack of all things that make human life 

meaningful” (Jones 223). By broadening the notion of hunger, Marechera 

connects individual deprivation to larger existential and societal 

breakdown. Even when characters find food, they remain unsatisfied—

still yearning for dignity, identity, and coherence. Marechera frequently 

represents this existential hunger through the body. Characters’ physical 

states—thinness, illness, episodes of fainting—are described in 

metaphoric terms, linking corporeal suffering to spiritual crisis. The body 

becomes both a site of revelation and a canvas for the era’s afflictions. 

Crucially, hunger in The House of Hunger is systemic rather than 

merely personal. The “house of hunger” is not a single dwelling, but a 

metaphor for the nation itself, a society founded on the structural 

marginalization of black life. The desires, aspirations, and identities of 

Marechera’s characters are shaped—and frequently thwarted—by the 

material and symbolic exclusions imposed by colonial and postcolonial 

systems. 

 

4a. Violence: Structural, Familial, and Internalized 

Marechera’s deployment in The House of Hunger of the Grammar of 

violence saturates nearly every facet of his fictional landscape. As a result, 

his narratives depict an unyielding cycle of brutality; assaults, stabbings, 

sexual abuse, and mutilation, that never appears as gratuitous spectacle. 

That aims not at mere, but which is designed as a deliberate commentary. 

Rather, such manifestations of violence serve as both symptomatic 

expressions of deeper socio-political disorders and as incisive critiques of 

the structures that sustain them. In this literary world, power is stripped of 

moral grounding, existing solely in the raw capacity to inflict pain, 

dishonor, and subjugation. 

The family, often idealized as a place of refuge, is anything but 

safe in Marechera’s stories. Rather, it unfolds as a crucible of suppression 
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and emotional harm. The narrator’s father is portrayed as a despotic 

patriarch, enforcing discipline through corporal punishment, while the 

mother’s verbal cruelty inflicts comparable damage. Domestic abuse is so 

normal that a neighbor’s assault on his wife is brushed aside by other as 

“just another household ritual.” This normalization of abuse perpetuates 

intergenerational trauma, making violence an almost inescapable part of 

daily life. The violence in The House of Hunger is not confined to the 

private sphere as it spills over into public spaces with equal intensity. Acts 

of cruelty erupt in bars, on streets, and even in public restrooms. In a 

particularly vivid episode, an old man is depicted killed by a train, and his 

body reduced to “bloodstains and fragments of flesh.” Here, the train 

which is typically a symbol of progress, becomes an instrument of instant 

destruction, underscoring the hollow promises of modernization in a 

postcolonial African context. 

State violence, as evident in Marechera’s frequent references to 

arbitrary arrests, police brutality, and punitive action against minor 

offences such as loitering or begging, constitutes another critical 

dimension to Marechera’s narrative in The House of Hunger. These 

depictions echo Frantz Fanon’s assertion that “colonialism is violence in 

its natural state.” Marechera extends this logic to the post-independence 

era, suggesting that state violence is internalized and perpetuated by new 

black authorities against their own populace. On a psychological level, 

characters internalize violence and are not simply passive victims but 

rather become the embodiment of the aggression that surrounds them.  The 

narrator thus frequently conveys his characters as an inner fury, a 

destructive drive that can be directed either inward or outward. This 

internalization destroys the boundaries between victim and perpetrator 

thus manifesting as emotional numbness or antisocial behavior. 

 

4b. Alienation: Dislocation of Self and World 

In The House of Hunger, alienation is at the core of the characters’ 

existence. Marechera’s characters are disconnected from others, from 

themselves, from their own words, from the society they live in, and at 

times from reality itself. They exist as exiles within their own 

communities—unable to secure belonging in the township, the family, the 

nation-state, or within their own inner worlds. This condition is mirrored 

in their fragmented thoughts, broken relationships, and persistent inability 

to forge meaningful connections. 

Education, which is conventionally considered a path to self-

improvement, instead exacerbates the protagonist’s sense of alienation. 
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Exposure to Western knowledge alienates him from his community, yet it 

does not grant acceptance within the colonial system. Education becomes 

a double-edged sword: it offers critical awareness but also psychological 

displacement. The protagonist describes this condition as “intellectual 

leprosy,” a metaphor that illustrates knowledge as a kind of social and 

spiritual disease that marks him as an outsider. 

Marechera’s exploration of alienation through existentialist 

themes such as those found in the works of Sartre and Camus is however 

grounded squarely within the postcolonial experience. In Africa, colonial 

education, religious dogma, and economic disenfranchisement create a 

uniquely black alienation. As a result, Marechera’s characters are deprived 

of access to fully partake in the colonial system and therefore find 

themselves unable to reclaim any form of precolonial identity. They 

inhabit an Interstice and are caught in the crosscurrents of competing 

worlds, cultures, and identities. 

In the House of Hunger, Marechera, through many characters who 

exhibit symptoms of psychological instability such as paranoia, 

hallucinations, and psychotic breaks.  By refraining from medicalizing 

these conditions, Marechera instead; presents madness as a form of 

heightened awareness; and a reaction to the absurdity and violence of the 

world. In this way, alienation is both a source of suffering and a form of 

insight. The madman, like the artist, perceives the hidden violence 

embedded in social structures. 

 

4c. Collapse of Institutions: Family, Religion, and Education 

Marechera’s representation of estrangement of alienation is intensified by 

his unflinching depiction of institutional decay. The foundational 

structures of society; family, religion, education, are exposed as hollow, 

dysfunctional, or even complicit in violence and disorder. In The House 

of Hunger, the notion of family is divested of its nurturing potential. 

Instead of support, the family becomes a locus of trauma: parents are often 

abusive or absent, siblings are emotionally distant, and the home itself is 

marked by psychological instability. The traditional role of the family 

which is to transmit culture and values, has been supplanted by a cycle of 

dysfunction and estrangement. 

  Also, religion collapses under scrutiny, and even though 

Scriptural allusions abound, they are undercut by a sharp irony. Religious 

institutions, particularly the church, are depicted as hypocritical and 

preoccupied with empty ritual rather than genuine redemption. Notable is 

Marechera’s use of grotesque religious imagery, such as “god-created flies” 
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and the “angelic doors” of public toilets, merges the sacred and the profane 

to underscore the absurdity and impotence of institutional faith. Through 

this method, he highlights religion as yet another failed structure rather 

than a source of solace. 

  Education, on the other hand, initially imagined as an avenue of 

emancipation, emerges instead as a sphere of bewilderment and 

heightened estrangement. The university, rather than offering direction, 

intensifies the narrator’s existential disquiet. The university, rather than 

offering direction, intensifies the narrator’s existential disquiet. The 

educated individual becomes a liminal figure: mistrusted by the state, 

alienated from the uneducated, and betrayed by his own ideals. Thus, 

education is not a source of empowerment but of further displacement. 

  This comprehensive institutional breakdown serves as 

Marechera’s critique of postcolonial modernity. In both colonial and 

independent Zimbabwe, these pillars fail to provide stability or meaning. 

Rather than support life, they contribute to its unraveling. Marechera’s 

vision aligns with postmodern nihilism where a skepticism toward grand 

narratives and institutional legitimacy abound. 

 

4d. Anarchism, Nihilism, and the Pursuit of Self-Emancipation 

Beneath Marechera’s bleak depictions of violence and alienation lies a 

pronounced philosophical anarchism. His protagonists exhibit no 

inclination toward reform but instead repudiate structures of power in all 

manifestations, whether domestic, spiritual, pedagogical, and civic. Their 

actions arise not from traditional ethics but from impulse, anger, and a 

desire to disrupt.  

  The narrator’s rejection of political ideology underscores his 

anarchic orientation. He critiques colonialism but is equally skeptical of 

African nationalism. Rather than construct alternatives, he insists on 

fracture, negation, and the refusal of conformity. This approach places 

Marechera’s work in conversation with existential anarchists such as 

Camus and Artaud. Amid the surrounding chaos, moments of longing 

endure. Characters seek political freedom not as an end in itself, but as an 

existential compulsion through which they seek to escape structures of 

domination as well as the corrosive effects of self-hatred and despair. The 

quest is always incomplete, yet it remains central to the narrative’s energy 

and tension. Marechera encapsulates this paradox in a striking admission: 

“What I wanted to say was so difficult because the machinery which I was 

forced to use was itself part of the thing I was trying to say” (Marechera 

48). His argument is that the very tools of expression; language, narrative  
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and thought, are implicated in the oppression writers aim to critique. 

Nevertheless, Marechera chooses not to relent in writing, protesting, 

refusing silence. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Marechera subverts conventional literary forms and foregrounds a radical 

African modernism that privileges rupture, decay, and existential inquiry 

over reconciliation. By means of his fragmented and innovative narrative 

style, he confronts the socio-political and psychological realities of 

postcolonial Southern Africa. His characters emerge as reluctant anti-

heroes who are often self-destructive and unlikable, yet profoundly human 

in their struggle to endure systemic violence and profound alienation. The 

novel’s disjointed and hallucinatory structure mirrors the characters' 

psychological fragmentation. Ultimately, Marechera’s characters are 

consumed by their environment, unable to rise above it. Their anarchic 

expression and relentless questioning embody an ongoing struggle for 

meaning, self-liberation, and resistance against total subjugation. 

Language in The House of Hunger is much more than a narrative 

tool; it is a sometimes violent, sometimes wounding, always restless force. 

This accounts for Marechera’s refusal of the safety of polished expression, 

opting instead for a diction that is raw, visceral, and frequently grotesque. 

He tears through sanitized depictions of African life to reveal the chaotic 

and painful realities beneath. His diction moves restlessly, alternating 

between lyrical beauty and coarse profanity, while being filled with 

surreal imagery and fractured metaphors that articulate a fragmented 

consciousness shaped by the devastation of both colonial and postcolonial 

trauma. 

Marechera embraced chaos, rejected ideological fragility, and 

confronted efforts to mask unease in his creative vision. Through his 

unflinchingly honest voice, he refused silence where it was expected, 

instead turning linguistic fragmentation into a mirror for fractured lives. 

The House of Hunger remains significant in Zimbabwean and world 

literature today because it neither offers resolution nor easy appropriation, 

but rather demands that readers critically engage with the turbulence and 

uncertainty of lived realities, rendering it a disquieting yet indispensable 

work in the postcolonial canon. 
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