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Abstract-- The Pickup is one of the few late novels of Nadine 

Gordimer's creative genius, which is not about the well-known 

political conflict of apartheid, but rather the equally thought- 

provoking subjects of migration, identity and belonging. 

Gordimer does not view immigration as a legal and 

administrative process. It is a very human process of 

exchanging emotional ties and moral choices. The transnational 

trauma experiences of her characters are connected to her 

search for dignity, selfhood and meaningful attachment. This 

paper aims to explore how the novel can be understood as a 

reinvention of the notion of personal freedom, constantly 

engaged in a "conversation" with the laws of immigration and 

cultural difference as well as the unequal allocation of global 

mobility. It is argued that Gordimer does not provide any 

ideological certainties in her close reading of the novel, but 

rather allows for migration as a condition which is a test of 

individual desire and one's ethical responsibility. Her success 

lies in the fact that she demonstrates that borders are only a 

factor of movement and passports, but it cannot necessarily 

determine human identity and belongingness. In the context of 

the current migration debate, the Pickup is very topical today, 

since it is not a political statement but the life experience which 

is being highlighted here. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

In some novels, a "political context" for the creation of the 
novel is likely to be "historical" and thus more remote, less 
"urgent. Others are still alive because they ask questions that 

are not bound by history. The latter is certainly the case with 
Nadine Gordimer's The Pickup. Although the novel was 
written in the early years of the twenty-first century, the 
issues it raises are all the more pressing in an age of 
unprecedented migration, disputed borders and rising 
concerns about national identity. The Pickup is rare in 

offering no drama of the migration, only in political terms 
that are not known. Gordimer is not concerned with slogans 
concerning immigration, and the novel does not become an 
argument for or against the policy of the state. Her focus is 
elsewhere, on the more silent effects of political choices 
which seep into everyday lives. The official discourse of 

visas, permits and deportation orders is in the background, 
and the emotional impact of these institutions is at the heart 
of the story.  

In so doing, Gordimer returns to migration its distinctly 
human side, which is often forgotten in public discussion. 

The narrative movement of the novel is the relation 
between Julie Summers and Ibrahim ibn Musa, but it would 
be a mistake to say that The Pickup is a love story. The two 
develop a relationship, slowly exploring the notions of 
belonging, cultural identity and personal freedom. Both the 
characters do not belong to an ideology to belong to or to be 

a part of. They are normal human beings with all aspirations 
and a sense of belonging. Their lives are affected by the legal 
systems that steal their emotional satisfaction and peace of 
mind. Thus, the novel challenges the implications of political 
interference in private life. Public institutions seemed to be 
more like private institutions, and the reason is obvious – 

political interference. 
  The patient storytelling is one of Gordimer's strongest 

attributes. She doesn't do much in the way of confrontation 
or climaxes. Instead, she allows meaning to emerge from 
hesitation and silence, and through the accrual of experience. 
Julie's empathy for Ibrahim builds as the situation unfolds. 

Ibrahim's discontent with his situation is not through 
impassioned speeches, but rather through small 
conversations. These subtle nuances of the unfolding minds 
of both the characters and, in certain circumstances, a silent 
drive to shape lives, are the unusual feature of the novel.  The 
reader is not persuaded to accept what the narrator tells 

him/her, but rather because the invented world appears to be 
recognisably true. The creation of a probable world, such 
that the actions of the characters do not violate the laws of 
that world, is what makes the realist novel a successful one, 
as Miriam Allott has said. This is what Gordimer's fiction 
does over and over.  

That's not the only reason to reconsider the Pickup. The 
novel has attracted a lot of criticism from the perspectives of 
postcolonial identity and transnational migration. All these 
are good ways—but at times, these miss the moral dimension 
of the narrative. It is not the movement of populations which 
concerns Gordimer but the movement of conscience. What 

if the idea of home, privilege and freedom is no longer taken 
for granted? Answers are not given explicitly. Instead, they 
are an outgrowth of the changing perspectives of Julie and 
Ibrahim, whose lives are complicatedly entangled but 
increasingly disconnected.  
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The Pickup isn't just an immigration novel when read in 
this manner. On belonging in a world where some can move 

around more and some can't even move. It's always been 
successful because it's found how the political becomes 
personal. 

II.   IMMIGRATION AS HUMAN EXPERIENCE 

But as for the Pickup, it succeeds in one quiet way: It 
personalises something that's usually spoken of in the stilted 
language of policy. Immigration for Gordimer is frequently 
a matter of statistics, the laws of the border, and the legal 

procedures; her focus is on the emotional effects of these 
procedures. She is not interested in the workings of the state, 
but the lives interrupted, redirected and in some cases 
changed by it. Politics is present throughout the whole novel, 
but in terms of quotidian human interaction and not public 
discourse. 

The story starts deceptively easy. After Julie's car breaks 
down, she and Ibrahim run into each other. There's no 
indication in this opening that the novel will be about 
migration and belonging. Gordimer deliberately refrains 
from making dramatic openings, as she does not want the 
reader to be aware of the grand designs of which the 

characters are a part. By the time Julie and Ibrahim become 
embroiled in immigration law, they no longer belong to the 
social categories. Their romance, therefore, has an emotional 
aspect, and all that ensues in terms of political outcomes 
feels less symbolic. Maybe the most moderate episode in the 
novel is the deportation order against Ibrahim. Gordimer 

does not minimise the violence of her scenes nor does she 
accentuate them. Bureaucracy should be impersonal, 
procedural and indifferent. It's lack of interest that makes it 
strong. Immigration officials are not shown as villains. They 
simply do their job as officials. Every day choices of life are 
not just an official matter; it is something more. Both lives 

are out of gear with the normal course of life. Their plans are 
shattered, and their relationship starts becoming insipid. 
Gordimer is being realistic in realising that history can often 
change the lives of people through administrative moves, not 
through dramatic confrontation. 

Julie's experience of this change is one that she wouldn't 

have expected for herself. Until now, her life has been one 
that travels across borders with little thought. Having a 
proper pass in her purse and her education and economic 
standing are not at stake, she has never had to consider the 
privileges of citizenship. Her lot in life will lead her to a 
different reality because of Ibrahim. Gradually, she comes to 

understand that the old saying 'freedom isn't free' is true. It 
is not only a question of personal will but also of documents, 
nationality and the arbitrary differences established by 
modern States.  

It is not an instant of ideological illumination that 
Gordimer provides. It's something that happens by 

experience, and Julie's changing perception is even more 
credible. It is a similar situation with Ibrahim. He has been 
dreaming of a different life, dreaming that there is someplace 
out there, beyond the borders of his own land, where there 
will be opportunity. Gordimer recognises the validity of this 
dream but not its romanticism. Migration offers hope, but 

also means splitting from family, language and familiar ways 
of life. Therefore, Ibrahim's dissatisfaction is neither 
condemned nor celebrated. It's considered one of the greatest 
paradoxes in today's world, where freedom of movement is 
a dream, a reality, but still uncertain. 

After the trip to the land of Ibrahim, perhaps the most 

amazing turnaround in the novel is that. It is only logical to 
suppose that Julie, an outsider, might not be able to adopt the 
culture and customs that are foreign to her. Gordimer 
stealthily buys into that aspiration. Without realising, Julie 
starts to feel comfortable in a community far away from all 
she knew. She discovers that belonging is not a dramatic 

conversion, but an ordinary way of doing things: thinking 
about sharing food, sharing talk, doing things together and 
most of all, realising that hospitality can create bonds 
stronger than a geographical location itself. 

But Ibrahim still dreams of a happy life elsewhere. This 
turnaround is accomplished in a very delicate way. The 

foreign visitor finds his contentment; the native son is 
emotionally elsewhere. Gordimer does not highlight this and 
does not invite easy conclusions to be drawn from this Irony. 
Rather, she gives room to readers to see how people can use 
the same location differently. Ultimately, the novel does not 
show home as just a mere birthplace. It serves as one’s 

memory, subtle nuances of life, nostalgia, and all emotional 
parlance. It's precisely this refusal to reduce migration to 
something simpler: triumph or tragedy that brings The 
Pickup its achievement. Gordimer knows that crossing 
borders doesn't necessarily mean that you are liberated, and 
that staying at home doesn't always mean you belong. She 

fights against these binaries and makes a very human story 
out of a political topic of today. But, even if the political 
realities of the immigration debate have faded from memory, 
the novel's emotional hard truths still ring true. 

III. JULIE AND IBRAHIM: TWO WAYS OF 

UNDERSTANDING FREEDOM 

The Pickup is NOT an emotional issue between Julie and 
Ibrahim's different cultures. The theme of relations among 

various races and classes/nations has been a theme in 
literature since time immemorial. It is in another originality 
that Gordimer's talent is found.  
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What she's interested in is what occurs when two people 
start grasping freedom in very different ways. Their romance 

gradually becomes more of a quest for belonging than a love 
story. Both of them have been on a long journey - and neither 
of them was the one they had planned for - and now they are 
nearing the end of the novel! 

Perhaps one of Gordimer's most uncomplicated heroines 
is Julie. She is free from ideology and not embarking on a 

cultural-change mission. Throughout the novel, she seems to 
be out of touch with the wealthy world that has influenced 
her. However, that distance is also a privilege. She can turn 
her back on her social background, as she has never known 
the insecurity that comes with exclusion. However, 
Gordimer does not condemn Julie's blindness; instead, she 

shows that it is not limitless, with the power of experience. 
Instead of argument, the novel is founded on experience, and 
this reliance upon the educative power of experience is one 
of the best traits of the novel. 

The narration follows Ibrahim back to his country, and the 
presumed direction of flow subtly moves. The foreign 

landscape is no exotic tableau to dispense wows to Julie or 
the reader. The writer does not show language as anything 
amazing for either character. Rather, Julie attempts to be 
more attentive and picks up new ways to live.  She's a good 
observer and steadily learns new behaviours, without 
judging or attempting to change. Her life was not a string of 

extraordinary experiences because she received all kinds of 
sympathy or affection. Whether it's the practice of 
hospitality, conversation and shared habits or not, the 
foundations of real belonging can be built — but not through 
political rhetoric. 

This isn't a change to be taken lightly. So, Julie realises 

that she has found out that identity isn't so set as she used to 
think. The house is no longer a concrete space and is 
transformed into a web of human relationships. Gordimer 
suggests that one can affiliate through involvement and not 
birth. This insight is given in the story, and is never offered 
as a philosophical conclusion. It's very quiet and therefore 

all the more convincing. 
But Ibrahim's journey is quite different. Slowly, Julie 

begins to live in the here and now as Ibrahim continues to 
live in a future 'elsewhere'. He desires to leave his country, 
and that's good. Still, opportunities have been few and far 
between, and he has made it clear to any doubter that when 

he has to deal with economic uncertainties, his only way to 
find fulfilment will be across the boundary of his country. 
Gordimer is very sensitive to this desire, though, as she 
knows that migration is sometimes a necessity, and not a 
choice. She also lets you know the cost of her company.  

 
 

Ibrahim is now more and more isolated from the 
community, who are continuing to support him. He feels he 

is constantly going places where he can't, and this hinders 
him from living in the place that he lives. 

The most amazing thing about Gordimer's 
characterisation is that she does not solve this tension. Julie 
doesn't just "find herself", or Ibrahim does not fall to be a 
tragic victim of circumstance. They are both in a state of not 

being fully complete, uncertain and at times contradictory. 
An unfinishedness at the heart of Gordimer's realism. Rarely 
will someone get to the conclusion to identify/or personate 
and/or be happy. They are continually working on these 
questions, and the novel doesn't try to answer them. 

The irony that slowly unfolds is one which Gordimer is 

able to control very well. Julie is allowed free movement and 
is taught the importance of being settled. Ibrahim dreams of 
going away, but is restricted on a number of occasions. No 
moral judgmental attitude is taken in either career. The 
contrast, rather, inspires readers to re-read some assumptions 
and speculations about migration. But it doesn't make one 

free to be able to cross borders, the novel suggests.  It is 
pertinent to note that a Passport permits travel, but it does 
not award one any membership to belong to. 

This is where The Pickup distinguishes itself from many 
of the stories that are being told about migration today: It is 
also a story of the disavowal of the notion that movement is 

necessarily the fulfilment of a dream. Gordimer is no 
sentimentalist and a victim of no political oversimplification. 
What she is interested in is the observation that can only 
occur in a frame of the observation of people's reactions 
when they're taken away from the comfort of their own 
certainty. What is memorable about Julie and Ibrahim is that 

they are people who can love and hate, hope and despair 
equally. 

At the end of the novel, the reader realises that the main 
travel has never been a geographical one. It's been moral, and 
it's been emotional. The passage between continents is only 
the exterior of a more profound one in which two people are 

forced to rethink freedom and to ask themselves what it is to 
be free, and to which place they belong, and if there is a final 
place to which they belong or a final answer to the question 
of freedom. Gordimer does not provide answers to these 
questions, but instead leaves them open for her readers to 
follow along with long after the end of the book. 

IV. BORDERS, IDENTITY AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY 

The greatest legacy of the Pickup is that it doesn't view 

borders as just political lines. They are moral constraints and 
are distinguished in the novel in terms of privilege, 
opportunity and responsibility.  
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Passports may be used to tell an individual where he or 
she can go, but not where he or she will feel at home. 

Gordimer keeps coming back to this distinction, implying 
that the legal and the human identities do not usually 
correspond. It is the novels' refusal to take simple moral 
stances that is particularly striking. Gordimer neither 
criticises immigration policies per se nor envisions a world 
where national boundaries would no longer exist. This is a 

form of abstraction which would have weakened the novel. 
But rather she poses a more probing question: What does 
happen to normal human relationships when they are placed 
under institutional rules, which allow little room for 
affection, loyalty or personal commitment? Such answers 
cannot be found in any political rules or any dogma. It is 

disclosed gradually, by means of the life story of Julie and 
Ibrahim. 

The Pickup seems to transcend its own time and place. 
This book is not only about one migrant or one nation, but 
about a world of increasing inequalities of migration. A 
border can be virtually unnoticeable for some, and it can be 

a defining point in their life for others. Gordimer does not 
melodramatically observe this difference but makes it up to 
the reader to read between the lines. The quietness is a 
strength in this novel. It won't overstate things and therefore 
will convince more. 

V.   CONCLUSION 

The Pickup is one of Nadine Gordimer's most 
accomplished novels as it tells the story of ordinary people's 

experience of migration rather than abstrusely of politics. 
Julie and Ibrahim are not just a portrait of two contrasting 
cultures but one of the insecurities that come with any in-
depth quest for identity and belonging. Theirs is a 
relationship that shows that, at times is no escape route, there 
is no freedom of movement. It is influenced by the past, the 

nation, the status and condition of the economy and most of 
all the way people react to each other. But it is Gordimer's 
realism that she's not lyrical romantic nor doctrinally 
dogmatic, but it allows experience to speak for itself.  

Her characters are never used as pawns in a proffer of 
argument. The characters are very much human with all the 

passions and aspirations, like contradictions, harmony and 
susceptible to change. It is that dimension of human 
experiences and a will to move forward that makes the novel 
more memorable and lasting in people’s minds. Twenty 
years later, the Pickup resonates with the readers more than 
ever before since the issues raised are more current. In 

today's global political context, issues concerning migration, 
citizenship and cultural identity are dominating discussions. 
“Behind every border there is a human story – there is an 
individual who wants to be recognised, to have dignity, a 
place where he or she can feel he or she belongs,” Gordimer 
reminds us. There is an underlying quality in the novel which 

emphasises the importance of everyday lives; perhaps that is 
an enduring contribution of the novel to modern literature. 
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