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Abstract: 
Graham Greene is the novelist who befalls to be about politics at the concluding period of his 
novelistic age. As a result, the elements of politics became stronger than those of religion in 
his descending creative scenario. He, once, remarked: “Politics are in the air we breathe in.” 
The statement is absolutely true in the reference of his novel―The Comedians. In this novel, 
Graham Greene has altogether ignored religious or theological issues, and dealt with the evil 
and terror prevailing in the contemporary world represented by the political scene in Haiti 
under the dictatorial rule of Doctor Duvalier. Moreover, Greene brings out the inseparability 
of comedy and tragedy, and depicts the comic enjoyment of men through the most horrid 
conditions. The novel turns around the lives of three crucial characters―Brown, the narrator 
and protagonist; Jones, the self-styled army “Major”; and Smith, the U.S. ex-presidential 
candidate. Besides, there are two others―Dr. Magiot, a physician, who is a devoted Marxist 
and Martha Pineda, Brown’s mistress. These characters bear the strong effect of political 
obligation which produces a controversial core of the novel. Finally, it may be concluded that 
the comedians in the novel are playing the role of real politicians.  

Keywords: Political, comedian, dictatorship, revolution, Communism, commitment and 
government. 
Graham Greene’s novelistic growth turned to the political direction in the later span of his 
life and he seems to have been a marvellous exponent of the political fiction. His political 
imagination has diverse aspects of the politics―domestic politics, sexual politics, national 
politics and foreign politics―that have been veined in his novelistic upliftment. It is the 
result of his political views that The Comedians has a unique framework which is 
strengthened and solidified with the political fundaments of the comedians.  

In most of his novels, Greene has tried to portrait the operative and imperious 
influence of the dictators domineering in the contemporary period. Referring to The 
Comedians, during a conversation with Marie-Françoise Allain, Greene has confessed: 

“I was haunted by Haiti.... Papa Doc and his Tontons Macoute  managed to turn the 
country into a particularly macabre place.... The Comedians... described some of the grim 
realities of Haiti.”1 

 In The Comedians, Haiti is displayed struggling under the dictatorial ruling of Papa 
Doc Duvalier and the secret police of the state. Greene had paid a visit to Haiti earlier in the 
fifties with the breath of satisfaction as he asserts: 

“My first two visits to Haiti in the fifties had been happy enough.”2 It was in the 
sixties that he was “rewoken by an article [I] read on Papa Doc’s Haiti.”3 

 During his brief visit in 1963, he found ample evidence of the suppression in the 
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country, and noticed in each and every part of the city, the scaring presence of the Tontons 
Macoute―Papa Doc’s followers and supporters. “Still,” says Shelden, “the devil himself 
remained a figure in the mysterious distance, a sombre ruler in a black hat.”4 

 The miserable but amiable Haiti which Greene had known in the 1950s had become 
one huge prison where everyone lived in terror of Papa Doc. “He was,” as Shelden continues 
“a voodoo version of Colonel Elwood Davis, and was obviously destined to join Greene’s 
cast of characters.”5     
 On getting back from Haiti, Greene provided the Sunday Telegraph, a brief article 
about Papa Doc’s sway of horror and then began creating his fictional portrait of life under 
the dictatorial influence in The Comedians. He was well-acquainted with the fact that “a 
writer is not so powerless as he usually feels and a pen as well as a silver bullet can draw 
blood.”6    
 Furthermore, Greene has stated, “The Comedians, I am glad to say, touched him on 
the raw. He attacked it personally in an interview he gave in Le Matin, the paper he owned in 
Port-au-Prince―the only review I have ever received from a Chief of State.”7 About the 
subjective content of The Comedians, David Lodge rightly says, “It seems to be that in an era 
in which cruelty and injustice in the public life have grown into uncontrollable proportions, 
the private pursuit of happiness is inevitably attended by absurd incongruities and indecorums 
that compel the individual into a resigned adoption of a ‘comic’ role.”8  

 The Comedians, set in Haiti under the dictatorship of Doctor Duvalier, better known 
as “Papa Doc”, rotates around the lives of three important characters―Brown, the narrator 
and protagonist; Jones, the self-styled army "Major"; and Smith, the U.S. ex-presidential 
candidate. Besides, there are two others who are essential as well as indispensable to the plot.  
They are Dr. Magiot, a physician, who is a devoted Marxist and is confined to his political 
commitment; and Martha Pineda, Brown’s mistress. Brown, Jones, and Smith meet for the 
first time aboard a Dutch ship named Medea of the Royal Netherlands Steamship Company, 
which is on its way from New York to Haiti. Smith, Jones and Brown who all arrive in 
revolution-torn Haiti and Dr. Magiot, who lives in Haiti, constitute a group of characters who 
among themselves carry the impact of political participation which forms the heart and soul 
of the novel. Haiti, which is “no longer an attraction for tourists,”9 itself occupies the 
prominent position of a major character. It delineates the mixture of terror, flight, anguish, 
and political turmoil blended with compassion and pain which has provided a background in 
several of Greene’s novels: for example, London during the Blitz in The Ministry of Fear; 
troubled Mexico during a clerical purge in The Power and the Glory; war torn Vietnam in 
The Quiet American; and Paraguay under dictatorship in The Honorary Consul. In The 
Comedians, Haiti is exhibited toiling under the tyrannical and autocratic reign of “Papa Doc” 
Duvalier who is compared to Baron Samedi, the black prince of the dead Voodoo beliefs and 
his Tontons Macoute the secret police of the state. Though “Papa Doc” never appears 
personally in the novel, his semblance is once seen by Brown in one of the government 
offices, he surveys in the company of Mr. Smith. Brown marks its scary and alarming 
impression: 

 “... the portrait of Papa Doc―the portrait of Baron Samedi, clothed in the heavy black 
tail-suit of graveyards he peered out at us through the thick lenses of his spectacles with 
myopic and expressionless eyes. He was rumoured sometimes to watch personally the slow 
death of a Tonton victim. The eyes would not change....”                                             (The 
Comedians, 108.) 

In fact, Haiti is more than a background for the political novel―The Comedians.  In 
the foreword to the novel, which is in the form of a letter to one A. S. Frere, Greene gives a 
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detailed analysis of Haiti. In this literary composition, he communicates on the contemporary 
situation that is both political and critical as he writes: 

 “Poor Haiti itself and the character of Doctor Duvalier’s rule are not invented, the 
latter not even “blackened” for dramatic effect. Impossible to deepen that night. The Tontons 
Macoute are full of men more evil than Concasseur; the interrupted funeral is drawn from 
fact; many a Joseph limps the streets of Port-au-Prince after his spell of torture... in that 
former lunatic asylum near Santo Domingo...” (The Comedians, 14.) 

 The monstrous and villainous swayer “Papa Doc” and his bugbears ‒ the devastation 
of ordinary life ‒ explicitly portray the crippled and offensive life of civilians in Haiti. Haiti 
is a despicable and contemptible land, “a country of fear and frustration”, where “violent 
deaths are natural deaths” and people like Philipot die of their ‘environment’ that is 
unbearable.  

 In this province, ordinary people have to fight with poverty, confusion,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
violence and vehemence. But such anarchy and lawlessness is not only in Haiti, it is all over 
the world. Greene’s picture of Haiti is just a little cosmos of the utterly confused conditions 
in the world at large as Mr. Smith states: “It’s the same in all countries.” Again, when Brown 
tells him of the social and political condition in Haiti, the latter replies: “When you look 
properly at things, they are pretty bad everywhere.” Speaking of the horrifying torment and 
suffering inflicted by the police on Joseph, he comments: “The police are the same 
everywhere. It happens often enough at home... in the South, coloured men shut up in jail, 
refused a lawyer...” (The Comedians, 104.) Brown almost echoes Smith when he says that 
Haiti is not an exception in a sane world but it is a small slice of everyday taken at random. 
Thus, it is obvious that Haiti is nothing but a confusing political system that is responsible for 
all the miseries and difficulties of the contemporary man. 

 It is against this background that the main characters of the novel namely Brown, 
Jones, Smith and Dr. Magiot try to make sense of their lives. At times they need to change 
masks or roles to survive the ugliness, squalor, abject poverty and meaningless violence. And 
Haiti also provides the backdrop for the philosophical basis upon which these characters 
place their notion of life and values. It provides them with a land of uncertain happenings 
where they can set out to seek authentic selfhood, advance toward the meaning of real life 
and embrace the “contingency” of existence as well as comprehend that “nothingness” is an 
alternative which man must face in order to exercise his most precious gift, that is, his 
freedom.10 

 In fact, The Comedians is located in “a strange country” where terror, tension, death, 
and devastation dominate. Yet it is to this place that all the main characters in the novel are 
fascinated. Contemplating about Haiti aboard the steamship Medea, Jones reflects that “... 
there was plenty for all of us to weep for where we were going.” Yet he hopelessly longs to 
live there, because he meditates that there is no room for him outside of Haiti. Likewise 
disappointed by life in U.S.A., the Smiths also wish to get an area of missionary work in 
Haiti. They anticipate they can do some good in Haiti, and spare the republic by their 
vegetarianism, and great love for the coloured people. 

 In the novel, Dr. Magiot, the black communist, is a courageous man whose 
fundamental political beliefs and a unique balance of mind are noticeable. He has determined 
to pick up a certain attitude to life (communism) rather than to join the terrorist movements of 
“Papa Doc.” This attitude is nothing but a political commitment on behalf of the whole 
mankind. Besides, he may be said to be creating, “a certain image of man as he would have 
him to be.” In shaping himself, he is also shaping other men. He is so much of a humanist 
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that he cannot remain untouched. His last epistle to Brown is a sorrowful cry of commitment 
to his humanistic belief. He quotes: “Communism... is more than Marxism, just as 
Catholicism... is more than the Roman Curia. There is a ... mystique as well as a politique. 
We are humanists, you and I. You won’t admit it perhaps... I implore you―if you have 
abandoned one faith, do not abandon all faith. There is always an alternative to the faith we 
lose. Or is it the same faith under another mask?”  (The Comedians, 285.)    

 Like Dr. Magiot, Mr. Smith and his wife are also committed to their belief. They are 
Americans by origin, and they wish to spread vegetarianism in Haiti to purge the country of 
bloodthirstiness, and “passion.” The Smiths are not disturbed or discouraged by the violence 
and terror that rocks Haiti. In their cool complacence, and unquestioned humanness, they pass 
through life without a scratch. Their indestructible faith, and naive attitude to their 
environment allow them to live in undisturbed contentment. Faith in the freely chosen cause 
to serve humanity in their own fashion gives them a unique balance of mind; they are wholly 
committed to the cause they stand for. Like Dr. Magiot they do not know that their 
commitment involves beliefs which may turn out to be true or false. Smith’s desire to spread 
vegetarianism to flush out violence and bloodshed and Dr. Magiot’s campaign to spread 
communism in terror-ridden Haiti, are fantastic ideas. Both Smith and Magiot have allowed 
their lives to be profoundly influenced by their beliefs. Their desire generates its own 
standards and rejects the role of reason. There is no rational consideration, which can justify 
it. Probably no reason can be given for or against commitment. It just happens. They do not 
doubt, or interrogate the success of their belief, nor do they feel that the political climate in 
Haiti is not conducive to their campaigns, rather they think that what they are doing is the 
only possible practical solution to end the disturbance that rules Haiti. They remain 
committed even though their beliefs are being challenged every instant. But such challenges 
are no obstacles to the man of faith. Both Dr. Magiot and Smith are insignificant and 
inefficient before the large and formidable force of “Papa Doc”, but they fight as if the two 
were equal powers. It is absurd to put up resistance; after some time Dr. Magiot is killed. The 
only positive outcome of the commitment is that it gives him a certain rock-like stability. He 
like Smith is able to find an absorbing interest in life, and so ignore much of the pain and 
suffering that lesser men in Haiti seem to be disturbed with. Belief and commitment are 
necessary to anchor life in “the tossing ocean of violence and terror.” Magiot’s faith in the 
“future of communism” is the lifebuoy that saves him from mental torture and collapse. But 
ironically, his loyalty to his belief is the very cause of his sad end. He dies for his faith.11 

 Indeed, Greene seems to suggest that the comedians are the characters without 
laughing or succeeding in making anyone laugh as they are living in the atmosphere of 
physical and political violence that is always trying to stand in the way of comedian spirit. 
The principal idea conveyed in this novel is that in an age in which brutality and injustice in 
public and social life have grown to uncontrollable proportions, people can best survive by 
changing according to the changing tides while there may be prevailing any type of political 
turmoil. Greene appears to be saying that today man is living in a world of changing 
situations. He has been uprooted and lives in the whirlpool of unceasing conquest. Man in 
this condition cannot seize a situation or conquer it. In this regard, Karl Jaspers’ assertion is 
entirely trustworthy:  

 “Owing to the turmoil of modern life, what is really happening eludes our 
comprehension. We are voyaging upon an unchartered sea, unable to reach a shore from 
which a clear outlook on the whole world be attainable....”12 
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 Undoubtedly, modern man has lost his habitation, his consolidation, and his 
trustworthiness in the same manner as Brown has lost his family, his country, his home, his 
belief and commitment. He, like Brown, is willing to accept anything; he is not terrified with 
any event. Brown receives his mother’s sexual floridity, Dr. Magiot’s death, Philipot’s 
suicide, the general vehemence and horror without any shock of pleasure or pain. Besides, 
there is no terror of his own love affair coming to an end. Indeed, this is the result of political 
turmoil prevailing in the contemporary society. 

In addition, Shelden’s evaluation of The Comedians is quite revelatory―“The novel 
has all the ingredients of a good tale from Greeneland, but the author’s heart is not in it.”13 It 
is simply that the novelist is too much under the influence of his work as a journalist. He 
cannot put the facts aside long enough to let his imagination and style take flight. All the right 
journalistic details are in the novel, but the novelist’s independent vision is lacking. In The 
Power and the Glory, Greene concentrates on the human story and uses the political realities 
of Mexico only as a springboard for his imagination. In The Comedians, Papa doc and 
Tontons Macoute are never anything more than the stick figures of a journalistic report.14 
Greene simply could not find the imaginative power to convey more than the surface horrors 
of the place. The Comedians is a better novel than A Burnt-Out Case but it is still the work of 
a writer who knows that his best work is behind him.15 

The comedians contains ample evidence of the suffering of Haitians and the 
complicity of America, but the broader existential stage onto which Greene pushes Haiti by 
the conclusion of the book suggests that reality is itself randomly violent and unjust and that 
though social change is necessary and important it is, at best, a temporary illusion. The forces 
of evil here are political in that they are represented by Papa Doc’s regime, but they are at the 
same time politically undefined in that they sweep through history haphazardly, stopping now 
in Nazi Germany, now in Haiti.16 The situation in Papa Doc’s Haiti ‘isn’t abnormal. It 
belongs to human life. Cruelty’s like a searchlight. It sweeps from one spot to another. We 
only escape it for a time.’ And the comedians are judged by how they behave in the face of it. 

The Comedians is set in the period between President Kennedy’s suspension of large-
scale aid to the country in late 1962 and the resumption of diplomatic relations under 
President Johnson after Kennedy’s assassination. Though millions of dollars intended for 
various projects ended up in the pockets of Duvalier and his supporters, and though his 
regime was the nightmare Greene described, the United States continued to support him as a 
bulwark   against communism. The novel exposes the brutality of the regime and, more 
important, it shows America’s willingness to support any amount of violence in order to 
prevent Haiti from becoming another Cuba. Duvalier, of course, knew this and as Greene 
indicates in several places, alternately blackmailed and humiliated America to keep the flow 
of money running. Dr. Magiot tells Brown there was personal benefit to be gained on the 
American side as well.17 Papa Doc’s supporter in Washington is the persuader for certain 
American-owned mills which grind grey flour for the people out of imported spare wheat. It 
is a matter of amazement how much money can be made out of the poorest of the poor with a 
little ingenuity. In addition, there is a powerful beef-racket overpowering and exploiting the 
weak and poor. 

The most important aspect of The Comedians is that for the first time in Greene’s 
fiction the voice of the non-European articulates its own point of view. Admittedly Dr Magiot 
and the young poet Philipot, who define the tragic reality of Haiti in terms of a revolutionary 
vision, are in one sense intermediaries: they are products of European culture and education. 
Their strength lies in their awareness that cultural dependence is a weapon of neo-colonialism 
and that skills must be acquired from a grass-roots base. The difference in their ages captures 
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the history of Haitian struggle and the desolation at the end suggests the intractable realities 
of oppression.18  
  It is crystal clear that The Comedians, if not a purely political novel, is certainly a 
novel that happens to be about politics in the richest sense; it is a work which dramatizes a 
passionate outrage at the misuses of power in character, dialogue and action. Besides, it is 
right to argue that The Comedians is illustrating Greene’s political imagination that is 
stationed on the surface of comedic background. Considering the thematic concern of the 
novel, S.K. Sharma comments rightly:  

 “Politics, comedy and tragedy mingle in The Comedians to stress the necessity of 
faith and commitment in the nightmare of existence.”19 
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