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Peekay’s Heroic Journey


The Power of One, by Bryce Courtenay, is a story about a timid English boy growing up in South Africa. Along the way he encounters oppression and racism against numerous groups of people that force him to make judgments and find the actual truth. Although he may not have intended to, Courtenay structured The Power of One into an example of hero folklore. Portraying aspects of departure, initiation, return and more, Peekay’s search to understand himself and his place in Africa follows Joseph Campbell’s outline of a typical mythological hero in The Hero with a Thousand Faces.


From the beginning heroes are bestowed with some trait or circumstance that makes them different (Campbell 319). Although born under seemingly normal conditions, Peekay is breast-fed and raised by a Zulu nurse rather than his own mother. In this manner he comes to accept part of the black culture into his life at an early age. This is unusual for the time because apartheid oppresses the black population and keeps them from attaining many of the liberties enjoyed by the rest of the “white” nation (Courseworkbank). Campbell writes that, as a child, the majority of people around the hero usually do not accept him (326). At five years old, Peekay is sent to an Afrikaans boarding school where the older students harass him for being English. One student, deemed “the Judge”, singles Peekay out because he has a bedwetting problem, is uncircumcised and is more intelligent than the rest. These occurrences are part of what Peekay overcomes by the end of his heroic journey.


In myths, an unseen and poorly understood force calls upon the hero to begin his adventure (Campbell 51). The Power of One describes a black medicine man, Inkosi-Inkosikazi, who takes Peekay into a world unknown as he attempts to solve the boy’s bedwetting “issue”. No one quite understands what is happening when Inkosi-Inkosikazi uses ox shinbones and unconscious chickens to send Peekay across a pseudo-threshold. The first threshold to be crossed by a hero leads into the unknown where he will discover the path to understanding either himself or the world around him (Campbell 79). Inkosi-Inkosikazi sends Peekay into a “night country” where he must perform a series of tasks and as a consequence will feel better about himself. This is the medicine man’s way of calling Peekay to come to terms with who he is. However, this is not the true threshold because Peekay is brought back almost immediately and sent off to boarding school again. To begin his initiations at this point, Peekay would have to obey the calling. 


For any number of reasons, the hero often refuses the call to action. He either feels that he cannot fulfill the duties placed on him or simply wishes not to be a part of it. Therefore, the hero becomes more introverted (Campbell 64). After Inkosi-Inkosikazi cures his bedwetting and Peekay returns to boarding school after the break, Peekay does not do much else to change his situation. The medicine man instilled the power in him, yet Peekay chooses to do nothing with it. Instead he manifests himself into his new pet chicken, Granpa Chook. Reflecting more what he probably hopes for himself, Peekay wishes nothing but happiness and freedom for Granpa Chook. This is Peekay’s way of not coming to terms with his situation and not taking a stand for himself against the older Afrikaners. 


Peekay’s unwillingness to obey the call is not permanent, however. A “threshold guardian” comes to meet the hero before he crosses the first threshold (Campbell 77). When Peekay is ready he coincidently meets Hoppie Groenewald, the boxing champion of the railways. For Peekay, the unknown lies beyond Hoppie. Yet Hoppie gives Peekay the confidence and desire to begin his journey by instilling a dream to become the welterweight champion of the world. With this in his heart, Peekay sets out to accomplish all he can, and find out more about himself at the same time. 


Most mythology contains a man or woman with supernatural powers who comes to the aid of the hero. The helper gives him advice or trinkets that allow the hero an easier passage into the unknown (Campbell 72). Numerous figures aid Peekay along his journey, however, they do not fit Campbell’s exact description. Peekay meets each one during his road of trials rather than before and none of these people possess supernatural powers. An elderly German music professor named Doc impacts Peekay’s journey to the greatest extent. Doc helps Peekay understand himself more by building his confidence and teaching him not to hide his true nature. Through Doc, Peekay also learns to appreciate the logic and rationality of nature while at the same time developing a love for the mysticism of music and Africa. Similarly, Geel Piet, a black prisoner, informally teaches Peekay boxing technique and Mrs. Boxall, the librarian, bestows compassion (and English literature) upon Peekay. If any of these characters were removed from the narrative, Peekay’s journey may have fallen short of its potential.


After all the initiations are complete, the hero is expected to return to his original world and share what he has learned. However, many times the hero is not eager to leave what he has discovered and live again among those with underdeveloped senses (Campbell 193). Toward the end of The Power of One, Peekay has endured numerous trials and should be ready to return with understanding of human equality as well as extensive knowledge of most academic subjects. Despite this, Peekay chooses to continue working in the mines of Northern Rhodesia for additional three months terms because deep down he still cannot resolve fear and hatred due to the humiliation he suffered as a child. Peekay’s feelings of fear for what he left behind resemble when Campbell’s typical hero is afraid of returning to the ignorance of society. Since the hero wishes to stay in the realm beyond, “the world may have to come and get him”(Campbell 207). Botha, the diamond driller whom Peekay works for, comes to get Peekay one night by storming into the bar looking to fight him. Although this seems like it may be yet another trial, the outcome of the encounter ultimately leads to Peekay’s return. 

Campbell’s hero returns from the unknown with the knowledge that what seems to be two distinct entities are actually one (217). Peekay’s return occurs when he realizes Botha is the Judge from his childhood. He proceeds to use every bit of boxing knowledge to teach his lesson of compassion and equality between all. Peekay lives among the whites, yet is a beloved legend to black Africa as “Onoshobishobi Ingelosi”, the Tadpole Angel. He is English and studies among them, yet earns the respect of every Afrikaner he meets. Even as a boy, Peekay speaks English, Afrikaans and most of the tribal languages to bring all the peoples of Africa together. It takes Peekay most of the novel to understand fully what he has symbolized the entire time – the oneness of Africa and the strength within to keep that alive. 

He no longer sees himself as different or deserving poor treatment and rather understands that he is a part of Africa just as equal as everyone else. Advancing through stages similar to those of Campbell’s hero and attaining the same goal, Peekay grows to understand the natural oneness of the universe through departure from his world, a series of initiations and finally the ultimate return. Joseph Campbell’s, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, provides an excellent outline with which it is possible to describe the journey of numerous literary characters including Peekay in The Power of One.
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