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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to offer insight on Nadine Gordimer's analytical 

approach to depicting existentialism in Julie Summers in The Pickup. It necessitates 

going into a section of Gordimer's writing that many scholars have neglected. That is 

the situation's philosophical element. That dimension is concerned with man's being 

and existence. Individual freedom and responsibility, according to existentialism, a 

philosophical and literary school of thought, are two variables that govern man's 

existence in any given community. The study looks at the novel's text in order to 

illustrate the conflict between society and the individual. In The Pickup, Gordimer 

places Julie in a situation where she must choose between what she wants to 

accomplish and what society expects of her. Julie's attempt to map out her life's 

paths, as well as her efforts to overcome a number of obstacles, will be examined in 

depth here in order to underline the existential aspect that underlay it. In a nutshell, 

Gordimer's approach of portraying Julie will be examined from an existential 

perspective. Julie's personal sense of self and the lens through which she observes 

the surrounding community, its values, and social traditions will be the subject of 

the study. 
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1. Introduction         

According to Benet (1984), “The nothingness he begins with is thus the source of 
man's freedom, for at each moment it is man’s will that can choose how to act. Man 
is or should be responsible for the consequences of his action” (p. 330). 
Existentialism is a philosophy from the twentieth century that examines human 
existence and how people understand themselves in the universe. Humans exist 
first, according to Existentialism, and then each individual spends a lifetime 
creating his essence. In simplest terms, existentialism is a philosophy that 
emphasizes the importance of free will, choice, and commitment in determining 
one's identity and purpose in life. Such a view of existence, according to 
Existentialism, goes hand in hand with the core tenet of Existentialism that 
‘Existence precedes essence’. Though its founders did not agree on a formal 
definition of Existentialism, there are some general characteristics that can be 
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considered common concepts of this philosophy. A man is nothing more than what 
he has become, according to existentialist. 

Anxiety and alienation are two aspects of Existentialism that specify the existential 
individual's life. Alienation is "a reaction to socio-economic condition, accepting it 
as the eternal state of humanity and a social being, attempting to affirm its 
selfhood by retreating into her/his own individual pattern of life" (Ali,  1997; p. 8)  
as described in Sartre's Being and Nothingness.  

2. Research Objectives 

In this study, Julie's perspective on her community in South Africa, especially her 
parents, will be used to highlight alienation as a feature of existential freedom. As a 
result, alienation and anxiety are both common features of human existence, and 
Gordimer's The Pickup will expand on these two topics.    

3. Discussions and Analysis 

"The Pickup" is a novel by Nadine Gordimer about a young man named Abdu who 
arrives to South Africa from an Arab country that is not mentioned, and Julie 
Summers, a young white South African lady who encounters Abdu on the streets of 
Johannesburg. The two meet under unusual circumstances, which lead to the start 
of their love story. 

Gordimer's interest with the representation of the self and the other is explored in 
The Pickup. She is interested in showing the influence of the current power 
structure on people's private lives. Julie Summers is the daughter of a wealthy 
South African businessman whose car breaks down in the midst of a busy 
Johannesburg street, causing chaos. The car is driven to a garage where Abdu, an 
undocumented Arab immigrant, works as a mechanic. Abdu goes to look at Julie's 
automobile to see if it needs to be repaired. From the first glimpse, love blossoms 
between the two protagonists. Julie is the one who takes the initiative to convey 
her affection for the Arab man. She quickly adopts the man as her boyfriend, and 
the two quickly form a relationship that is mostly based on sexual pleasure. As a 
pair, this relationship quickly transforms into a social one. 

Julie feels estranged from her parents as the only child of a divorced couple. She 
considers her parents to be embarrassing, and she has no desire to communicate 
with them, given that the father is married to another woman and the mother is 
married to a young casino owner in the United States. Julie is estranged from her 
father and refuses to live in the suburbs in luxury. 

Abdu, whose true name is Ibrahim Bin Mousa, comes to South Africa for 
materialistic motives, as many young men in Arab countries do. He is an immigrant 
who has settled in a foreign country and is fluent in a language other than his 
native tongue. He is employed as a mechanic by a black South African who owns a 
repair shop. Abdu's formal stay in South Africa has expired, and he has been 
classified as an illegal expatriate. He is required to live in the care of his employer 
and sleep in the workshop's cottage. Tereza Stejskalova  (2008) observes: “He is 
one of the unwanted and unaccepted. The more he is denied movement, the 
greater is his desire to move. His status manifests itself through the notion that the 
social stature he enters relegates him to the position of unwanted alien and 
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insignificant invader. He is reminded of this position wherever he goes. Being 
detached, listening rather than speaking that is his response, his manner of 
communication in that other world” (pp. 52-53). 

Abdu has a strong desire to learn English so that he may speak effectively with 
Julie and find work in any foreign nation. He insists on communicating with Julie in 
English rather than his own tongue. His aversion to his native culture is reflected in 
his demand. According to the story, “He slips from his own identity, here into a 
disguise, the nobody Abdu”. (Gordimer, 2001; p. 34). The story further describes: 
“He is here, and he is not here… It is a state of suspension from the pressures of 
necessity” (Gordimer, 2001; p. 3) 

Abdu and Julie develop a strong emotional attachment to the point where she 
endorses him as her boyfriend. However, things are not going to be easy. When 
Abdu's protector, the owner of the garage, notices Julie's interest in him, he turns 
against him. As a result, the former develops a strong dislike for the latter. He says 
“It was a shame to see what she was doing with this fellow.” (Gordimer, 2001; 31).  
The employer's new passive attitude toward Abdu grows, and he goes to report his 
illegal status to the authorities. Julie wastes little time or effort in locating a 
solution to Abdu's illegal overstay, knowing that he has already been reported to 
the police. She makes every effort to resolve his issue so that he can remain in 
South Africa with her. Julie seeks the assistance of her uncle's lawyer. He informs 
her, however, that Abdu has broken the law by exceeding the duration of his 
residency permit. 

After failing to solve Abdu's problem, Julie seeks help from her father, who has 
many connections with high profile people who might be able to help her. Julie and 
her lover pay a visit to her father's house. Julie, he discovers, is just as embarrassed 
of her father as he is. His materialistic principles never make her happy. Abdu, on 
the other hand, is ashamed of his poverty and of the country he has fled, referring 
to it as "charity place" at times and "hell" at others. In fact, the two loves are 
diametrically opposed not only in their upbringing but also in many other ways. 
Despite the fact that they are emotionally and physically bonded, they have 
opposing views on how life should be lived. Julie's disdain for her father's way of 
life stems from her understanding of how life can be enjoyed regardless of 
circumstances. Such contradictory attitudes, based on their particular desires, 
reinforce their existential standing. 

Julie discovers the kind of life she has been searching for a long time through her 
union with Abdu. She initiates a love-relationship with an outsider in order to 
validate her liberty and justify her stance toward the community as well as her 
parents. As Hemswork (2012) states “Julie’s self-image of herself is mainly 
constructed on her liberal views. She appears as capable of defending her views 
and making them valid” (p. 69).  Though they are united in love, Julie sees this 
relationship through a different lens. She finds a way to affirm her existence on her 
own terms in this relationship. She is simply guided by her own thoughts. As 
Barker (2017) remarks, “The representation of everything her life and her feelings 
are not. That is an opposite of pure alterity because of the very high degree of 
repulsion against what she feels she stands for…She rebels against the values of 
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her parents and her rebellion leads her to settle for a relatively ascetic existence” 
(p. 103).  

To put it another way, the story of The Pickup is primarily about escape as a means 
of achieving fulfilment. This is a cross-border escape from one country to another. 
In this escape, each of the major characters expresses a desire to live in the home 
country of the other, but they are met with numerous obstacles that force them to 
take two different ways to the predicament in which they find themselves. Julie is 
able to adjust to her new circumstances and accept the independent and 
responsible approach she has taken. Abdu, on the other hand, offers a different 
attitude than Julie's. That is to say, despite their proximity, they are unable to find a 
common ground that unites them in their perceptions of the world around them. 
Each fails to comprehend the other's motivation for fleeing. . Abdu once says, “Like 
me, like me, she wants to go back where she belongs. She looks for somewhere 
else” (Gordimer, 2001; p. 129). In this connection the following  statement of 
Stejskalova (2008) is remarkable: “Both reject the place they have been assigned , 
both make a choice, both pick up different culture and commit themselves to being  
outsiders, the cultural other, the exile” (p. 51). 

As soon as Julie realizes that all of her attempts to officially extend Abdu's stay in 
South Africa have failed, she makes the most extraordinary decision a young 
woman of her generation could make. She decides to accompany him on his 
journey home. This is a choice neither her father nor Abdu agrees with. She made 
this choice for a reason. It is an entirely self-contained rationale, regardless of 
other people's perspectives, including Abdu's. Julie appears unconcerned about the 
difficulties and obstacles she will face. Dimitriu (2003) states: “She embarks on a 
journey of self-discovery that proves to have no boundaries other than those 
imposed upon her by her own inner dedication. Rejecting what she comes to 
regard as the superficial landscapes of global opportunities, she identifies the map 
of her own inner life as a new country of exploration” (p. 32). 

Julie's decision to accompany her lover on his return journey to his country is an 
entirely existentially free one that entails accountability. She is free to go wherever 
she wants. She prefers to walk on the edge of the impossible and the unexpected. 
Again, frustrated by his daughter's refusal to heed his warning, the father goes on 
to discuss other characteristics of Julie's character that he believes are critical and 
necessary in light of the kind of life she has led. He understands how important 
freedom and independence are to her. Restriction and confinement are two things 
she despises. He also understands that she regards her mind as the sole dictating 
educator who directs and controls her activities in a world where she rejects the 
norms and customs. The father is well-versed in the nature of life and living in the 
country to which she is relocating. He is well aware that his daughter will never 
feel at ease in those environments. That is why he is terrified of the kind of life she 
will have. As Dana Mount (2014) states “He lashes out at her by using her feminism 
against her and invoking racist stereotypes of women in non-western cultures” (p. 
113). 
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Julie's relationship with her native friends has deteriorated: “The struggle to stay 
clenched tightly inside her. It possesses her, alien to them…. She feels she never 
knew them… They are strangers and he is the known” (Gordimer, 2001; p.91). Julie 
purchases two plane tickets, one for herself and the other for her companion, after 
realising that she will be unable to live in South Africa without Abdu's assistance. 
This behaviour is even more startling or shocking to Abdu than it already is. It is at 
this point in her life that she realises Abdu is her best friend on the face of the 
planet, and that separating herself from him is necessary for her happiness. The 
tickets serve as proof of her ability to make decisions on her own, and they serve 
as documentation of that competence. The incident serves as an illustrative 
example of her existentially rebellious personality. 

In response to Julie's insistence on accompanying him, Abdu informs her that it is 
against the customs of his home country to live with her without marrying her and 
that he has decided to marry her. Julie happily receives this decision and complies 
with it. This decision marks a drastic turning point in her lifestyle. Hemswork 
(2012) illustrates it in the following way: “She turns from a pampered daughter of 
liberal success to one longing for inhabitation in a new community that has its own 
restrictions” (p. 72). 

Despite her awareness of the unknown peril that awaits her, she is internally 
prepared to deal with the consequences. She is adamant that she will not look 
back. She never appears to take a moment to consider her options before making a 
choice. According to Mallika (2017), “Julie is able to choose where to be a global 
citizen. And what comes to grounding herself in a place, she does not care about a 
Western family, even with the strong attempt of her father, who tries to persuade 
her not to go to the East” (p. 215). 

Julie is a revolutionary with a strong sense of self and an audacious personality. 
Her decision to quit her family and her father's fortune in order to be with her 
boyfriend is a profoundly felt existential one. It's a choice that must be crystal 
obvious to her, regardless of whether it's crystal clear to others. Julie's vacation to 
Abdu's nation is once again a journey of self-discovery for her. She's on a quest for 
fulfillment, and she's looking for the uncommon and strange. It's a voyage that 
reveals fresh possibilities in the face of adversity. She chooses the path that takes 
her to her full potential. 

Julie begins to see and comprehend things she never imagined possible until she 
reaches Abdu's country. At this point, she realizes she is losing the benefits of her 
former extravagant lifestyle. When Abdu returns to his homeland, he discovers 
that his real name is Ibrahim be Ibn Mousa, which he was given at birth. Abdu goes 
out of his way, once again, after settling into the village, to introduce the newcomer 
to his family, this time as his wife. Julie needs to broaden her horizons. Individuals 
representing diverse cultures and religions coexist in close proximity. Because the 
village lacks alarm clocks, residents are awakened by Muazzin's call to prayer, 
which is broadcast throughout the community. Additionally, it states that women 
are not permitted to eat with men and must do so while covering their heads. Julie 
realizes that in order to fit into the new community, she must accept all of its 
differences. She will also need to learn a new language. She must familiarize herself 
with the new traditions associated with a new religion. She must become 
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acquainted with all of the new community's traditions and conventions, including 
food customs and acceptable female social behaviour, as well as how they conduct 
themselves in a Muslim society.    

Julie makes the decision not to be guided by anyone because she has a strong belief 
in what she is doing. She is doing everything of her own accord and is not under 
any type of pressure or force. Julie wants to make herself useful to others while 
learning Arabic by teaching them her own language, English. As a result, Julie's 
efforts to teach English to the family members are welcomed and appreciated.  
Barker (2007) states: “Although her ability to communicate with members of the 
community is rudimentary, the community’s need for an English teacher provides 
her with a sufficient sense of purpose” (p. 104). 

Julie demonstrates an extraordinary capacity for adapting to the new way of life 
she is forced to live over time. She is completely free to go wherever she pleases. 
She chooses to travel to dangerous locations where others would never venture. 
She adopts an air of acceptance and adoration from her peers. Julie quickly 
reclaims her previous confidence. She begins to adapt to many of the customs of 
her new community, such as rising to the sound of Azzan in the morning. She fasts 
during Ramadan as a statement of commitment to the current fasting rituals. She is 
distancing herself from her previous life in a variety of ways. In a nutshell, Julie's 
new way of life focuses attention on a variety of issues. 

In her role as a new member of the family, Julie is initially isolated from the 
women's world until they learn about her willingness to be of assistance to them. 
She never loses up on her goal of becoming acquainted with all of the members. 
Like any other woman in the community, she accepts the constraints that have 
been imposed on her. She is adamant about becoming close to the family's female 
members, and she goes to discover more about the rules that govern them. She 
develops some familiarity with them, which eventually becomes reciprocated, and 
they begin to regard her as one of them. Mount (2014) states: “Julie’s invitation 
into the women’s spaces is an invitation to participate in the everyday life in the 
desert town. However, her outsider status means that while she is invited into that 
sphere, it restricts her less than it does to the other women in the family. Her walks 
are significant example of this unique independence” (p. 71). 

Ibrahim's mother embraces Julie warmly as a daughter-in-law and is completely 
smitten with her. Julie admires her mother tremendously. She has a great deal of 
respect for the senior woman. She is in awe of her mother's religious commitment 
and obligations, which include fasting and praying during Ramadan. Worsfold 
(2010) states “What impresses Julie is the natural dignity of the woman and the 
order and stability that her Muslim code allows her to sustain in her life in the face 
of great difficulties” (p. 170). 
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Indeed, Julie and Ibrahim lack mutual understanding. While Julie appears to be 
desirous of escaping her perks, Ibrahim aspires to them. Speaking of Julie and 
Ibrahim's differences York (2001), “Despite all the intimacy, Julie and Ibrahim 
remain stranger to each other, each on a personal, but parallel journey. Instead of 
trying to grasp the truth about each other, they are ultimately able to see beyond 
themselves” (p.12). They are eventually able to see beyond themselves, rather than 
seeking to know the truth about one another.  

Now that Ibrahim has returned to his home country, he wishes to travel to another 
country in search of a more fulfilling life in another culture. He wishes to travel to 
America with his wife, and he plans to do so. He is, on the other hand, taken aback 
when he discovers that Julie has no intention of leaving the location where she has 
just arrived. Julie's refusal to accompany her fantasy world to America is an 
existentially responsible and free choice. It's a profoundly felt one, and it confirms 
her existential position. Though her decision and its ramifications are obvious to 
her, others, including her spouse, may not see it that way. 

Ibrahim departs, and Julie finds herself alone in a foreign land with a foreign 
language, a foreign culture, and a foreign religion. He departs in the hopes that she 
may alter her mind and join him one day. A hope that will never be fulfilled. 
JoEvery (2018) points out the following about Julie's current situation: “Julie finds 
belonging within the borders of Ibrahim’s family and their proximity to the desert, 
while Ibrahim leaves Julie and his family behind in search of better opportunities 
in the Western world. These different strategies for reclaiming a sense of belonging 
provide insights into how societal understandings of home have shifted a world 
defined by migration” (P. 35). 

Julie always makes decisions that she fully comprehends and intends to follow 
through on. While her husband is away on business in another country, she moves 
in with his family. She is at ease while he is away. She develops an entirely new 
affinity.  In the language of Coetzee (2017), “Her spirituality is affected by what one 
can only call the spirit of the place. A few blocks away from the family’s home 
starts the desert. It becomes Julie’s habit to rise before dawn and sit at the edge of 
the desert, allowing the desert to enter her” (p. 13).  

Julie seeks to validate her existence by benefiting herself and those around her. She 
proceeds to establish a connection with the new community. She is capable of 
validating her existence in such a way that her existential status is justified., 
Thendral (2018)  aptly says remarks “Julie is a symbol of a woman who searches 
for her freedom and finds it. She has the courage to turn the exceptional 
consequences of her decision into success. She gears up to handle the situation in 
which she finds herself” (p.323). 
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4. Conclusion 

To summarize, The Pickup is a novel about a female's pragmatic perspective on 
how life can be lived in certain circumstances. It's an adaptation and cohabitation 
approach for obtaining fulfillment in the face of anything life throws at you. Julie 
has demonstrated a remarkable ability to exert complete control over her life by 
making free and responsible decisions. Julie's actions are an excellent example of 
how an individual may mould his or her life in any situation. Julie has worked hard 
to find fulfillment in her own existence outside of her own country's borders. In a 
foreign community with a completely different background, she was able to 
overcome all social, cultural, moral, religious, and economic restrictions. She has 
chosen a road that is fraught with adversity and adversity. Despite this, she has 
never been depressed about her decision. She has never been distracted or 
perplexed by her decisions at any point in her life. Her inner serenity has helped 
her maintain a firm and stable position. It's the same inner calm that's allowed her 
to gently accept whatever negative effects her decisions and choices have had 
without remorse. She is capable of taking full responsibility and commitment for 
each and every decision she has made, including her decision to date Abdu, her 
decision to abandon her friends, her determination to marry Abdu and accompany 
him to his homeland, her acceptance of a new culture and religion, her refusal to 
accompany him to America, and her desire to invest in the desert. Julie believes 
that the only legitimate authority that leads and regulates her behaviour is her 
own intellect. Julie has demonstrated that she is capable of affirming her own 
existence. In a nutshell, Julie is a true existential figure in the sense that she takes a 
stand that is entirely her own, regardless of the circumstances. 
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