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Abstract

Since the transition from apartheid, there has been much discussion of the possibilities for the
emergence of a truly ‘national’ literature in South Africa. This thesis joins the debate by
arguing that Black Consciousness, a movement that began in the late 1960s, provided the
intellectual framework both for understanding how a national culture would develop and for
recognising it when it emerged. Black Consciousness posited a South Africa where formerly
competing cultures sat comfortably together. This thesis explores whether such cultural
equality has been achieved. Does contemporary literature harmoniously deploy different
cultural idioms simultaneously? By analysing Black writing, mainly poetry, from the 1970s
through to the present, the study traces the stages of development preceding the emergence of
a possible ‘national’ literature and argues that the dominant art versus politics binary needs to
be reconsidered. Emphasising the long-term influences of education and language policy, and
of publishing, the thesis documents the continuous dialogue of art and politics in South

Africa, and in the process unpicks the paradox of South Africa’s (un)national literature.
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Introduction

This thesis is motivated by two different thoughts that may seem unrelated. First, the author
was struck by the apparent paradox within Black Consciousness. Why was an Africanist
movement dedicated towards pride in and reclamation of African identity and culture writing
in English? Second, David Attwell and Derek Attridge in their introduction to The Cambridge
History of South African Literature (2012) write of a felt need to respond to claims that the
idea of a national literature is in question.

The question of a linguistic paradox specific to Black Consciousness has not received
much in-depth criticism. Indeed the answer is all too obvious. English was the common
language bridging the different oppressed groups Black Consciousness united as Black.
Additionally, English was the language of the intellectual arena the movement was founded in
and a tool that allowed international communication. Moreover, the apparent paradox
becomes less of one given Chinua Achebe’s famous adage that rose to prominence on Twitter
following the Nigerian author’s recent passing: “Let no one be fooled by the fact that we may
write in English, for we intend to do unheard of things with it” (Teju Cole qtd. in “Chinua”
2012: n.pag). Thus Achebe conceives of African agency within the English language and
suggests an ability to inscribe African cultures and languages into the chosen medium. There
is potential for hybridity. This message of Black Consciousness, that a theoretical paradox
does not surface in practice, is endorsed by Stephen Gray (1989) as the means to create a
national literature in a country divided by eleven official languages and cultures.

This thesis therefore explores cultural exchange. But the problem remains of how
language and literature can be brought into a single frame of reference. Literary critics and
linguists have long asserted their right to be considered as actors in profoundly different

disciplines. Literary critic Elias Schwartz, writing in 1970 on a different subject but
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nonetheless testifying to the tensions between the two fields, fiercely insisted that “linguistic
analysis is not, and cannot be, literary criticism” (qtd. Fish 1980: 99). Equally, Attwell and
Attridge’s introduction warns of the problems of grounding claims of a national literature in
language (2012: 3-5). Yet literature does not necessarily rest above language, as becomes
clear if one follows Stanley Fish in challenging the distinction between ordinary language and
literary language, therefore asserting “literature is language” (1980: 108). His is an argument

on two fronts:

[First the distinction] impoverishes both the norm [ordinary language] and its
(supposed) deviation [literary language], and second [Fish denies] that literature,

as a class of utterances, is identified by formal properties (1980: 97).

Fish continues to make a compelling and interesting case in both instances, raising two

particularly important points in the process. Concerning literature he states,

Literature, I argue, is the product of a way of reading, of a community agreement
about what will count as literature, which leads the members of the community to
pay a certain kind of attention and thereby to create literature (1980: 97. Original

emphasis).

Implicit in this opinion is the suggestion that differing communities can create different
‘types’ of literature. If agreement is reached within a group about what form or language
counts and over the purpose it needs to serve, then this must be considered literature even if it

differs from other, more established interpretations. Consequently, this thesis is insistent that



the texts analysed in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 are credible literature and must be treated as such.
They represent a form agreed upon by segments of the African population in response to the
prevailing needs of the community. This treatment is in sharp contrast to the dismissive
labels, including ‘anti-poetics’ and ‘dirty aesthetics’, which were applied all too frequently at
the inception of these works and in some subsequent critical discussions.

Fish’s argument also confirms there is no such thing as ordinary, at least in the

derogatory sense the term is often used. Indeed, his usage reflects a certain positivity.

Ordinary language is extraordinary because at its heart is precisely that realm of
values, intentions and purposes which is often assumed to be the exclusive

property of literature (Fish 1980: 108).

It is the ordinary’s extraordinariness that is integral to the discussion offered in Chapter 6. The
definition of ‘ordinary’ offered here, in line with the meaning Njabulo Ndebele (1986)
ascribes to it, necessitates a celebration of the quotidian, which itself is used to suggest that
everyday happenings and feelings, and daily events that are seemingly unremarkable for not
having extreme consequences are not unimportant or unworthy of attention. The term
ordinary, therefore, is thus not used in this study to suggest an impoverished or limited style --
rather the exact opposite.

These two considerations need to be kept in mind during the following pages. Fish’s
observations suggest that discussions of language and literature might proceed alongside each
other and in places merge. Indeed, given their shared properties, it becomes apparent that
language can be used as a rehearsal space of sorts for a literary quest. If Black

Consciousness’s medium of choice confirms a notion of syncretism between English and
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African languages, can this be extended to literature? Can the necessary syncretism behind a

national literature be achieved, and if so has it been achieved in South Africa?

A Starting Place in History

Attempts to write a national history of South African literature are by no means new. Michael
Chapman’s Southern African Literatures: An Introduction (1996) was one of the first
noteworthy publications following the transition from apartheid to offer an inclusive
narrative. Meanwhile, in recent years The Columbia Guide to Southern African Literature in
English since 1945 (2010) and The Cambridge History of South African Literature (2012)
have been published -- offerings compared by Margaret Lenta (2012), whose succinct review
illustrates their respective merits and shortcomings, which this study seeks to redress.
Primarily, concern can be expressed over the inclusive approach and the classification
processes used in each. Gareth Cornwell’s introduction to The Columbia Guide correctly
argues that inclusivity is necessary to avoid “missing a sense of the general picture” (2010: 1).
However, it also raises possible objections to any exclusion that does take place (Lenta 2012).
Secondly, both collectives embrace groupings that respond to history and political events. The
Cambridge History sees literature written from different demographics and subject positions
grouped together in response to common historical variables, including early modernity,
empire and apartheid, which are treated unequally. This approach reverts back to a style of
political periodization, something akin to the colonial/postcolonial lens, which The Columbia
Guide termed an “unsatisfactory option” (Cornwell 2010: 5). Although the main body of The
Columbia Guide “intermingles authors in the apartheid and post-apartheid eras” (Lenta 2012:

111), the introduction remains constrained by such troublesome political groupings. Generic



overviews are presented on “White Writing” and “Writing Black™ in each of the periods
between 1948-1973 and 1974-1990.

These constructions reflect a common tendency to group together and simplify periods
and populations that themselves include distinctive shifts in form, authorship and purpose.
Such internal differences are expected in any of the four groupings. Thus the aim to describe a
national literature is undermined at its conception. Linkages between broadly defined
narratives are difficult at best to establish when each discrete grouping is in reality too
multifaceted to be simply considered as one narrative. Any claim to have completely
eliminated these pitfalls would be fallacious, although this thesis does attempt to mitigate
them. Here, and although potentially criticised for its exclusivity, the fourth category
considered in The Columbia Guide, “Black Writing, 1974-1990”, is broadly adopted. This
approach, by treating one group discretely, reveals the series of discontinuities and changes
that exist within supposed ‘singular’ narratives despite the common recurrence of familiar
names and concerns. Moreover, the grouping chosen represents perhaps the most fitting in
any search for a national literature. The broadly Black Consciousness nature of the writing
considered allows for a subtle but necessary reinterpretation of what constitutes national
literature.

The Columbia Guide defines a national literature as “a coherent body of writings to
which all its citizens have access and with whose representations they can all identify”
(Cornwell 2010: 2) -- “a cultural reservoir containing a reasonably coherent reflection and
embodiment of the history, character and aspirations of a unitary nation state” (2010: 6). On
this basis Cornwell is correct to suggest, “South Africa does not have — has never had, may
well never have [a national literature]” (2010: 2). Similarly, The Cambridge History quotes

Andries Oliphant’s (2004) belief that there is no national literature because there is no



national culture, defined as a single nationalist narrative to which all have contributed over
time. Given the profound scars in South Africa’s past and continuing felt marginalisation (see
Chapters 6 and 7) this single nationalist narrative is showing few signs of realisation.

To prevent a pervading sense of futility at the outset then, this study constructs a
contrasting notion of national literature based on ongoing processes of syncretism. To adapt
Stephen Gray’s (1979) metaphor of different islands in an archipelago that will remain
different but exhibit some interaction, a national literature would be the realisation of the
situation demanded by Black Consciousness. Steve Biko spoke repeatedly of a state where
previously competing cultures are established alongside and are able to mutually inform each
other. However, as with Black Consciousness, this is not a form of assimilation or the
formation of one sole narrative. Like Biko hoped this should be a completely new situation --
a continuing commentary on the present. Both The Columbia Guide and The Cambridge
History, meanwhile, consider a national literature to be, in part, a reflection of a history to
which all relate and contribute.

The argument pursued here rests on a redefinition. At this point therefore it is perhaps
wise to more clearly define other terminology deployed in the following pages. As in Black
Consciousness, the term Black is a collective representation of all the oppressed groups in
South Africa. However, such generic classification is avoided where possible and substituted
by appreciation of difference between African and more specific ethnic identities. The
respective usage rests on the nature of the discussion and the need, in certain instances, to
recognise the various cultural practices of different ethnic groups. Furthermore, there is
hesitancy in referring to cultural ‘traditions’ because these connote historicized, immobilized
and generalised concepts. ‘Tradition’ is therefore replaced with ‘idiom’, which is preferred

because it allows the evolutionary nature of culture and the differences between these



alternate modes to be recognised. Finally, in reference to culture there is often a tendency to
compare African cultures with a monolithic Western counterpart. This again reflects a generic
assumption made by Black Consciousness that positioned African culture against an Anglo-
Boer colonial force (Biko 1971). Admittedly Afrikaans culture is frequently argued to be
itself a uniquely African concept but it must similarly be recognised as a competing,
potentially oppressive force alongside European and American -- thus Western -- cultural

imports.

The Stages to Realisation

The alternatively defined national literature mirrors the new South African state advocated by
Black Consciousness that will likewise not be achieved instantly. Biko recognised the new
state would be a “glittering prize on the horizon” (1973: 98), which would take some time to
be realised. A national literature, too, is not inevitable and, if it is to develop, will only do so
incrementally. This insight allows for differences, which are often ignored in narratives that
treat Black writing uniformly. Recognising the nature of process across four decades, this
study moves beyond commentaries that deal specifically with writing produced during one
phase, for example Michael Chapman’s Soweto Poetry (2007) whose restricted focus
occludes some of the longer-term facets of the literature. The following chapters are based
around these stages of progression, thereby sketching the nuanced picture within a single
narrative in order to show whether the syncretism and cultural relationships demanded by a
national literature are achievable.

Chapters 1 and 2 are not directly concerned with the process of literary development

but with the political history needed to understand the rise of Black Consciousness. Chapter 1



tackles the initial formation of the Nationalist state and argues for the importance of culture
behind Afrikaner ideology. Moreover, through an in-depth exploration of Bantu Education,
the chapter asserts the prominence of language in apartheid’s implementation. This case study
is directly relevant to literary concerns. The divisions caused by Bantu Education’s insistence
on mother-tongue instruction speak in part to the liberation movement’s adoption of English
as lingua franca, as reflected in literature.' Secondly, the syllabus introduced goes some way
to explaining the literary forms and the nature of syncretism and appropriation used by
African writers during the period. Thirdly, this case study follows the approach Alan Brooks
and Jeremy Brickhill (1980) apply to the Soweto Uprisings and stresses the central
importance of Bantu Education to Black Consciousness.

The dissatisfaction created in the African population by these educational changes
mobilised a new intellectual movement. Chapter 2 explains in full how this led to the creation
of Black Consciousness ideology and what the movement’s influences and aims were. This
account’s central motif rests on a revisionist approach towards ideas of difference. Long
formulated as a political organisation situated on the opposite extreme to white racist rule,
Steve Biko’s assertion that Black Consciousness was the antithesis to white rule has generally
been upheld in commentaries (1973: 90). However, Chapter 2 illustrates an ideology based
not on a simple binary and recognises a far more nuanced relationship between black and
white. Furthermore, the dichotomised politics/culture framework is reassessed. The chapter
looks directly at whether Black Consciousness was a political movement or a cultural body.

These are questions that are frequently ignored or answered all too uncritically in much of the

' The use of mother-tongue as a generic label is now very problematic (see Chapter 8). It is,
though, relevant to the history discussed here and preferred over the term ‘vernacular’, which
often characterised official apartheid discourse and, as Ngugi wa Thiong’o notes, has several
false connotations attached to it (n.d: 7).
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historical literature. One reason for this oversight perhaps lies in the approach these accounts
take towards the formation of the movement. Many begin with Black Consciousness born as
if from itself because little historical background is presented. Others trace the influence of
past Africanist groups (Gerhart 1978). In opposition to these accounts, and drawing on the
close integration between politics and culture in hegemonic discourse analysed in the
preceding chapter, Black Consciousness is formulated as an essentially cultural movement.
This is done insofar as a clear division between politics and culture can be drawn. Indeed, the
suitability of this very division is implicitly challenged in this thesis as a whole.

Black Consciousness as literary development can legitimately be discussed alongside
the development of Black Consciousness as an ideological outlook. Chapter 2 makes the
stages explicit by tracing the varying influences behind Black Consciousness. These include
The Wretched of the Earth (1965) where Frantz Fanon outlines his thoughts on literary
development. The final aspect of the historical narrative comprises the eventual decline of
Black Consciousness. Nonetheless, the presentation attests to the ideology’s continued
presence within South Africa. This distinction is fundamental to the ability to deal with each
different period in one account whilst also offering another departure from similar studies.
Literature produced after 1976 from poets and writers not easily identified with the Soweto
movement is rarely discussed within a Black Consciousness context. Indeed, while explicit
links are hard to make, it is necessary to show potential reasons for doing so. A movement
that inspired a generation, Black Consciousness’s lingering presence in much post-Soweto
cultural work cannot be discounted as readily as the historiography suggests.

Chapter 3 bridges the gap between the historical and political narratives offered in the
opening two chapters and the stricter literary criticism that comprises the bulk of this study.

Focusing on literary journals the chapter stresses the essential mediatory role they performed



between literary and political developments. Moreover, this relationship is revealed as a
flexible two-way dialogue and at times a problematic one. The analysis concerns The Classic,
Staffrider and the Medu Arts Ensemble Newsletter. Respectively this sees discussion of a
journal originally conceived before Black Consciousness, the mouthpiece of Black
Consciousness, and latterly one formed in exile after Soweto but adoptive home of many of
Staffrider’s contributors. These three examples offer a similar guide towards the processes
behind literary development outlined in Chapter 2 and reveal the changing nature of content
and syncretism that marked each stage. Perhaps most importantly, despite these changes, the
journals create one continuous line of development. Successive journals both build on and
respond to the critical debates of its predecessors.

The Classic and Staffrider had highly divergent policies and were arguably separated
by a period of relative silence, though this is disputed (Couzens 1982: 9-10). However, both
journals remain united through the work of the Soweto Poets who are the focus of Chapter 4.
The emphasis here is threefold: to underline how Soweto Poetry reflected Staffrider in
affording purpose, urgency and agency to the African population; to establish an appreciation
of their poetry as literature and thus dispute the connotations behind the ‘anti-poetics’ label; to
move beyond simple formulations that see Soweto Poetry as purely a response to Black
Consciousness ideology (Ngwenya 2012). Instead, the argument reverses this relationship and
demonstrates the essential role Soweto Poetry had in contributing directly to the movement.
By uniting these three aims the chapter is able to show the linguistic and cultural syncretism
used by the Soweto Poets. One example is foregrounded: their unique ability to comment on
history through an obsession with the present.

The newfound confidence exhibited over the present, like other literary developments

traced in Chapter 4, was built upon by cultural workers in succeeding years. Chapter 5 begins
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with discussion of trade union activities and poetry in the 1980s. This is gradually broadened
to embrace general poetic developments during the period and then to include other cultural
events, particularly theatre. This approach unites poetry and theatre as sites of performance
and underlines their similarities. Moreover, it further collapses the dichotomy between
politics and culture by considering certain political developments as fundamentally theatrical
events. Chapter 5 shows how the present is physically appropriated because the performance
spaces themselves temporarily demonstrate reassertions of past histories and rehearsals of
future, needleless to say liberated, conditions. Consequently, the necessary syncretism of
African and Western cultures both past and present displayed in literature from the 1970s and
1980s i1s translated into the wider environment. The literary imaginary provisionally becomes
actual physical reality.

The final chapters represent what theoretically should be the final stage of literary
progression and ascertain whether these temporary rehearsals were fully realised. Briefly
offering an overview of the changing demands placed upon writers in the years immediately
before and after transition, Chapters 6 turns to a group of poets who, though not specifically
aligned with Black Consciousness, do suggest aspects of its ideology. The analysis reveals
how this collective seeks to build on past developments whilst navigating the heated terrain
that is contemporary literary politics. This is done through new methods of syncretism and
appropriation. Similarly, new avenues of communication are opened. International dialogue is
combined with renewed interest in other internal influences. The latter of these conversations
and the need for them to be explored in more detail elsewhere is briefly mentioned in Chapter
7 by way of a concluding comment. It is argued that a similar style of analysis would be
beneficial in considering not only the texts of different literary traditions but also the validity

of Biko’s cultural theory. More effort is not taken in this regard here because of reservations
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and difficulties in offering complete literary analysis on translated material. Reliance on
translations would unduly complicate the approach this thesis takes towards questions of

language. Moreover, to use J. M. Coetzee’s definition,

The task, which faces the translator at every turn, is one of carrying across from
one language not so much as the words as the systems of assumptions behind

those words (1992: 182).

With such assumptions largely culturally determined, an over-reliance on translation would
Jjeopardize the ability to judge accurately the very processes of cultural syncretism that are
integral to this project.

This brief summary gestures towards the numerous similarities that are evident across
different language literatures and literary forms and the possibility of a national literature.
However, drawing upon the deep-seated ambivalence and concern with aspects of the new
hegemony explored in Chapter 6, this concluding chapter ends by discussing whether South
Africa has just experienced a false dawn. This observation is the central preoccupation of the
conclusion. The study ends by bringing together the literary, historical and political concerns
raised in previous pages and offers an answer to questions about South Africa’s national
literature. Is there sufficient syncretism between equally valued cultures?

The conclusion also gestures towards the implicit focus on reimagining difference. In
each of the chapters outlined above attempts are made to move beyond simple binary
constructions. These have long been the principal theoretical constructions behind scholarly
discussions in most disciplines that concern South Africa. This is unsurprising given the

historical visibility of racial difference and the profound constitutional difference in
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governance experienced in the country’s recent past. Indeed even where racial divisions have
been abandoned this is done through reliance on the apartheid/post-apartheid binary
framework. This study chooses instead to provide a historical narrative that emphasises
continuity and development over abrupt change and its consequent ‘either/or’ nature. It is
argued that difference exists not only between but also within apparently homogenous
categories. Similarly, stress is placed on the middle ground and syncretism. Where there is
syncretism, this is not to be understood as a complete overlay but as things apart with a
mutual tendency to influence. To again cite Gray’s metaphor, the single groupings being
compared are prominent peaks simultaneously different but with the potential to have internal
and underlying connections. Aside from providing an alternative definition of national
literature it is hoped that this approach will reconstitute the long dominant debates between
art-for-art’s sake and art-for-politics’ sake.

As the above guide illustrates, this reconsideration of the art versus politics dichotomy
can be seen through the order the chapters are presented. Chapters 1 and 2 tackle politics,
Chapters 4, 5 and 6, meanwhile, offer literary criticism. Chapter 3 both in content and
position occupies a middle ground. The emphasis is on an exploration of the interactions and
crossovers between art and politics, what one may call literary politics. Therefore literature is
not considered as something fundamentally apart or as having a manifestly political role.
Literature is different, but this is an apartness mitigated through the political sphere --
something not to be mistaken with having an explicitly political means. As will become clear,
this study shows the relationship between art and politics to be the key to the possible
realisation of a genuinely inclusive South African literature. But it is a relationship
continually in motion. Much as the following chapters sketch a continuous narrative from

early-apartheid through to the present day, this is a narrative that has not reached an end.
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Instead the conclusion represents a turn to the future. Gaps and boundaries mean different
things to different people and potentially obscure truth; the task of the historian is surely to

reduce their ubiquity.
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Chapter 1

The Language and the Tribe: Afrikaans, Apartheid and Culture

Apartheid in South Africa was in one sense rule from, through and for language. Recent
histories have highlighted the apparent lack of a single grand plan behind apartheid’s
formation (Posel 1997; Welsh 2009); John Lazar writes of a “complex, changing, and often
contradictory mix of both short-term pragmatism and general ideological thrust” (1993: 362).
Such revision is undoubtedly correct given the ‘urban crisis’ of 1940 and 1950 (Posel 1997;
Lazar 1993), the needs of business for different types of black labour (Legassick 1974; 1976),
and the resulting partial stabilisation of the urban African workforce (Mabin 1992), which
together make apartheid a more reactive and less systematic set of policies than its critics
have sometimes believed. Afrikaner nationalists nonetheless described their policies in terms
long familiar to their constituency. At their heart lay the Nationalist principle, language and a
“love for everything that is our own” (Giliomee 2003: 468). The following chapter will
briefly examine the obsession with language and how this contributed to a system of
government that placed language at the heart of several policies in order to ensure the survival

of the volk and volkseie.

1.1 — Apartheid from Language

Dunbar Moodie’s influential work The Rise of Afrikanerdom (1975) traced the prominence of
the Afrikaner Civil Religion, with the second chapter discussing the Calvinist origins of
Nationalist ideology. Indeed Calvinist theology, based on a fundamental understanding of the

Bible and not the “failed” (Hutmacher 1980: 181) interpretations of other religions, is
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routinely cited as a main motivation behind Afrikaner Nationalism. This, though, has been
fiercely disputed. Andre du Toit, for example, argues ““its prominence is simply assumed”
(1983: 921) and unable to “stand up to rigorous critical scrutiny” (1985: 209). Whatever
Calvinism’s malleability as a religious doctrine -- only in 1957 was the Dutch Reformed
Church (DRC) able to agree on an ‘apartheid bible’ despite Biblical justifications for racial
exclusivism having been articulated decades earlier -- this indicates Calvinism’s uses as a
framework for thinking about government that Saul Dubow observes demanded “a self-
referential discourse, coded vocabulary of imperatives and shibboleths which could be, and
were, constantly reinterpreted in light of political realties” (1992: 217).' Briefly sketched,
Calvinism stressed the importance of national pluriformity and of a “God willed [...] diversity
of People” (Stoker 1941: 250) with one supreme, predestined and unconditionally elected
volk.> Such assertions depended on the literal interpretation of several biblical passages
including Deuteronomy 14:2, Acts 17: 26 and Genesis 10 and 11. Genesis in particular spoke
of national and linguistic divisions ordained by God.

German Romanticism shares similar thought. Although neo-Calvinist belief in God’s
ultimate sovereignty does not rest easily with the Romantic primacy of the volk (Dubow 1992:
220), both philosophies stressed national diversity and unity in diversity. Certain congruence
could be, and was, manufactured by German Romanticism’s appeal to an idealized
mythological past and open distrust of Enlightenment expectations of grand truth. And it was

the notion of each “volk [having] an immutably fixed character and identity” (Orman 2009:

" The World Alliance of Reformed Churches declared Biblical justifications for apartheid a
heresy in 1982. Earlier many individuals also attempted to denounce the DRC’s beliefs but
these were in Rev. Pierre Dill’s words, “lonely voices crying in the wilderness” (1968: 47.
See Moodie 2009: 19 and Giliomee 2003: 463).
* Afrikaners’ unconditional election was exemplified by their survival of the Great Trek and
Boer War.
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85) that came to permeate the thinking of Afrikaner Nationalists exposed to Romanticism in
their formative years. Notably, D. F. Malan was influenced by Immanuel Kant’s early
Romantic philosophies while studying abroad at Utrecht University in the early 1900s
(Giliomee 2003: 365-6). Parallel claims have also been made about Hendrik Verwoerd,
although Roberta Miller’s (1993) study has recently shed doubt on them.

Language was posited as the essential defining characteristic of the nation and volk.
For Friedrich Schleiermacher and others, including Wilhelm von Humboldt and Johann
Gottfried Herder, “the idea of a volk without a language of its own was treated as a logical
absurdity or Unding [literally ‘non-thing’]” (Orman 2009: 32-3. Also see May 2007). Earlier
Enlightenment thinkers had underrated the importance of language, leaving leading
Romantics intent on rethinking previous philosophy to advocate an organic linguistic
nationalism. Such ideas attempted to show “that language was inseparable from thought and
that each language constituted the unique expression of a particular culture” (Seyhan 2009: 8).

Romantic philosophy when slightly reconfigured arguably bears resemblance to
Structuralist literary theory. To précis Ferdinand de Saussure, the leading Structuralist
proponent, the relationship between words and what they represent is broken down to a three-
part system of signifier/signified/sign. De Saussure claimed it was not true that words stood
for pre-existing concepts and, consequently, there were “no exact equivalents in meaning
from one language to the next” (2004: 67). Words and language represent differing things
dependent on the cultural context. In turn, the text of a culture is affected by that culture’s
language. This relationship has also been partly observed by Claude Levi-Strauss in ‘Incest
and Myth’ (1972) and Roman Jakobson (1971) who, when conducting tests at the Moscow
Psychological Institute in 1915, reported that German and Russian participants depicted

words differently depending on their linguistic gender. Interestingly, Jakobson was a central

17



figure in Russian Formalism, a theoretical school that posited differences between literary and
ordinary language and advocated the need for literature to defamiliarise. These two
contestations provide important touchstones throughout the following pages. Black
Consciousness poetry from the Soweto generation collapsed this language hierarchy and
believed in the need to make familiar (Chapman 2007a: 23), though current Black
Consciousness aligned poetry now writes to defamiliarise (Horn 1996). Moreover, evidence
of Structuralist belief can be discerned in Steve Biko’s argument against charges that Black
Consciousness language incited violence. Biko challenged apartheid by invoking a theory of
language remarkably similar to that which constituted a founding principle of the apartheid
state.

These streams of thought drew lines between language, culture, and national identity
in a manner similar to how Calvinist theology drew lines between the saved and the damned.
Unsurprisingly then these ideas found favour with Afrikaner Nationalists, where language
acted as a core value of the Afrikaner people. Such core values are defined as being “the
heartland of the ideological system and [acting] as identifying values which are symbolic of
the group” (Smolicz 1981: 75). Their preservation is integral to the pride and unity of that
group. History demonstrates this as so in relation to the Afrikaner struggle. The Afrikaans
language had become the main method for Afrikaners to confirm their own unique, and not
just poor or degenerate identity, separate from the Dutch. Moreover, Afrikaans served as a
major unifying factor in the Boer struggle against the English and became their greatest tie to
the land. These struggles have been widely documented in different contexts by Isabel
Hofmeyr (1987), Hermann Giliomee (1991; 2001), Bettina Migge (2007) and Jon Orman

(2009). In all accounts the role of literature is notable.
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1.2 — The Rise of Afrikaans Literature

The deliberative growth of Afrikaans literature was an essential element to each of the three
struggles outlined above. Despite achieving status as an official language in 1925 through an
amendment to Section 137 of the South Africa Act, Afrikaans was still tinged with
connotations of poverty. As Hofmeyr (1987) sketches, producing Afrikaans literature was
seen as the route to vindication. Concerted efforts to do so were repeatedly made. Gustav
Preller and C. J. Langenhoven were both instrumental figures. Langenhoven in particular was
notable for speaking of the close unity between the language and the land, which made
Afrikaners a distinct people. This relationship, which echoes the sentiments of Nationalists
who speak of Afrikaners as South Africa’s first settlers and rightful occupiers, came to be
shaped in a very real sense by many Afrikaans authors through their use of the Farm Novel
genre (Coetzee 1988; Devarenne 2009).

The advance of English, both educationally and economically, had also seen Afrikaans
dismissed as a possible language of success. This perception was again countered by
literature. The Pérelspan group under S.J. du Toit’s leadership was arguably the first
organized body that attempted to give Afrikaans institutional support. This was achieved
through the promotion of Afrikaans publications including the Patriot newspaper and the
children’s book Eerste Afrikaanse prentjies boekie vir soet kinders -- the first Afrikaans
picture book for good children (A. Coetzee 1990: 326). The Patriot was a valuable tool in the
struggle against the English. With a readership largely found in the rural districts of the Cape
Colony, the Patriot was exploited by Afrikaner sheep farmers who wished to participate in
the wider cohesion of the Afrikaner population and express the threat the British posed to

their livelihoods through the 1894 Scab Act. This act, which introduced the compulsory
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dipping of all sheep in efforts to eradicate the prevalent scab disease threatening the wool
industry, represented the superiority of English speaking farmers’ faith in scientific study over
long-held Afrikaner local knowledge and farming practices (Tamarkin 2009).

Two further instances of British political threat dominate Afrikaner history. Both the
Jameson Raid 1895 and Boer War 1899-1902 led to widespread indignation and suffering
amongst the Afrikaans population. Home language literature was consequently embraced as a
form of “cathartic renewal [that] helped restore dignity and purpose to [Afrikaners]” (Moodie
1975: 41). Moodie highlights Jan Celliers’s Die Vlakte collection and Totius’s By die
Monument. The latter example explored the pain and suffering of individual Afrikaners whilst
allowing those “who had not been directly affected to partake in the national grief” (Moodie
1975: 42). Such collectivity remained a thematic mainstay of Afrikaans literature until the
1960s (O’Meara 1997: 126). Unity was achieved through language and literature.

Literature was a key feature of the battles to preserve Afrikaans language. Moreover, for
Nicolaas Petrus van Wyk Louw, perhaps one of the most articulate thinkers and finest writers
of Afrikaner descent, literature justified “the existence of the volk [...] as a separate language

group” (Sanders 2003: 77). Moodie summarises Van Wyk Louw’s thought on art:

The [writer’s] end is to convey with integrity, movingly and powerfully, insight
into the depths of the human condition in all its grandeur and its grubbiness, its
horror, its glory and its pettiness — whether in crisis or in mundane everyday
activity. That is the artist’s vocation [...] Only through such creative work can a

People claim a right to exist (2009: 4).

Van Wyk Louw ascribes supreme importance to literature because it exists to create a right to
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exist and make people feel things anew. To a leading Nationalist thinker, literary language is
something above ordinary language. Consequently this thesis’s decision to adopt Fish’s
approach in collapsing this hierarchy becomes increasingly more pertinent and an ideal
method for assessing literature situated firmly against minority Afrikaner rule. However, Van
Wyk Louw also posits literature as indispensable to the nation. For several Nationalist writers
this facilitated a means to explore the abiding essence and truth of the volk. Meanwhile, for
Van Wyk Louw, identity and cultural idioms were continually shifting with no abiding
essence. He thus entered into conflict with more mainstream nationalism. This tension, which
occupies Moodie (2009), Rich (1993) and Sanders (2003) to varying degrees, is additionally
evident in their respective views on liberalism, the force that shaped segregationist and,

subsequently, apartheid thought.

1.3 — Liberalism

The “protection and advancement of the Afrikaans language was perhaps the most important
raison d’étre for the NP’s [Nationalist Party’s] existence” (O’Meara 1997: 125. Original
emphasis) and an issue of high importance for the whole Afrikaner population. Following on
from German Romanticism, Afrikaans was key to their national identity. J. C. Steyn, a
prominent Afrikaner writer and academic, once proclaimed, “my existence, my identity, my
core, my everything is locked up in Afrikaans. An existence in another language will be
second-hand for me” (1980: 460). And, apartheid apologists argued, this existence was
essential for others too.

Later transformed into a policy of vertical racial division, apartheid was born from a

policy of horizontal separation resting on liberal foundations. Indeed, the leading liberal
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theorist of the time, Alfred Hoernle, a man not overly racist and once cast as the “champion of
the oppressed” (qtd. Kros 2002: 64), was cited by Jack Simons as the man responsible for
“inventing the actual idea of apartheid” (Rich 1993: 65). The reaction to the decline of classic
liberalism in Victorian Britain had seen an embracing of the collective community rather than
the individual. In South Africa this change coincided with civilizing missions that sought to
bring progress to other civilizations in a way that became largely synonymous to liberal
intellectuals with a policy of ‘cultural differentiation” (Dubow 1987: 80). From this
perspective, Hoernle argued, a policy of total separation was preferable. Different languages
and cultures needed separating for their own progress and survival. The alternative,
domination, was ethically unacceptable. Van Wyk Louw phrased this liberal ambition as
Survival in Justice. The bare survival of a separate volk was the “last temptation” (qtd.
Moodie 2009: 5) and was instead only important if done in a way that allowed just relations,
not harming or discriminating against other ethnic groups. And, although this belief was at
odds with the Calvinistic sense of inherent existence, he remained “deeply committed” and a
“devoted nationalist” (Moodie 2009: 7). Arguably, Van Wyk Louw represents the arrogance

and hypocrisy of liberalism:

[Louw’s] rationality conceals, however, the violent cognitive remapping of the
polity in post-war Afrikaner-nationalist thinking, which prescribed its sense of
‘cultural identity’ — the volkseie [what is unique to the volk] — as the universal:
Afrikaners constitute a volk — an entity bound by ties of race, ethnicity, language,
culture, history, religion, and so forth — so all other groups must be volkere too.
Louw’s jargon of nationality disguises a discursive formation of volkere, of

‘other’ national groups, in the image of ‘the Afrikaner’ (Sanders 2003: 70-1).
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Liberal trends across Europe exhibited similar hypocrisy. South African policy
correlated with the League of Nations’ emphasis on collective rights and self-determination,
something often conducted on a linguistic premise. In increasing similarity to South African
thinking, and underlining further hypocrisies of liberalism, Mark Mazower (1998; 2009) notes
how modern liberals within the League and in Eastern European states were attempting to
create national communities through state action. This required the state to be the most
powertful actor at the risk of overriding opponents, even if these were ethnic communities
within its borders. If the League had continued to think this way and become a success, South
Africa would possibly not have constituted an international anomaly. However, the League’s
various failings and the subsequent events of World War Two saw a realignment in thought.
Advocated a decade earlier by Edgar Brookes, there was renewed respect for individual
human rights, something enshrined by the United Nations Charter. Consequently, South
Africa’s course was taken alone despite the leading role played by its prime minister Jan
Smuts during the UN’s foundation. Changing international experiences of liberalism had
helped define South Africa’s route to apartheid but had eventually seen it left isolated. This
route was not portrayed as one of discrimination but represented a just respect for different

cultures and languages.

1.4 — Apartheid through Language

Apartheid was born in part from a misconceived philosophy of language which posited
different language groups having fundamentally different cultures that could only survive

when apart. Such beliefs might seem viable, with apartheid racism seemingly owing more to
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manipulation driven by short-term political calculations. However, such an apology is belied
by Afrikaner attitudes toward the ‘Coloured’ population.’ Creolist theorists believe Afrikaans
to originate from Dutch settler interaction with slaves and indigenous Khoikhoi, therefore
making it the true language of South Africa’s Coloured population.’ Yet, despite sharing the
same language, Coloureds had “borne much of the brunt of apartheid oppression” (Omond
1980: 15). White minority rule ignored the complication of a shared language and maintained
a “remarkably ambiguous” (Giliomee 2010: 14) attitude towards the Coloured population.
This was until settling on a ideological reworking of the volk whose “purpose was to preserve
the purity of the all-white nation” (Goldin 1987: 167).

Nonetheless, language featured prominently in apartheid discourse and was used as a
major political means of identifying and separating the volk. Segregation was conducted
through ethno-linguistic terms. Bantustan policy created homelands designated to serve
different language communities, though failing to appreciate the diverse linguistic
backgrounds of urban Africans and the wide-ranging overlap in language and culture between
these groups. This linguistic division was shown repeatedly in apartheid policy. Nationalist
control of the airwaves is perhaps the starkest example (Orlik 1974). The most damaging,
however, was arguably undertaken through education. Unsurprisingly given the role of the
Broederbond, a body where “educators have always comprised the largest single occupational
group” (O’Meara 1997: 45), in Nationalist policy formation, education was promoted as the

best means of aligning individuals with their ethnic community. Cultural promotion in

> Mohamed Adhikari (2006) provides an illuminating biography of the Coloured population in
Not White Enough, Not Black Enough.
* The two communities also largely shared a common homeland -- the rural Western Cape --
while Coloured and Afrikaner intellectuals had worked extremely closely over Cape politics
and in the language Bond. Such commonality is perhaps why J. H. H. de Waal, who wrote the
first Afrikaans novel, argued for Coloured and Afrikaner unity while Hertzog also argued for
unity as a pre-cursor to solving the Native problem (Goldin 1987).
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education would best be achieved through mother-tongue instruction. Therefore a radical
overhaul of the education system occurred that culminated in the passing of the Bantu
Education Act in 1953. The new policy came into full effect two years later and is discussed
below. In order to appreciate the scale of change it is first necessary to provide a brief

synopsis of education history in South Africa.

1.5 — The Failings of Mission Education

Though education can be traced back to before the arrival of European settlers (Raum 1966:
89; Troup 1976: 8), only an appreciation of schooling from the mid-1850s on is necessary
here. Since their arrival in the country in 1806, the British had promoted the education of the
‘uncivilised’ and ‘illiterate’ -- both African and Dutch -- through the European style and the
English language. Concerning specifically white education, the following expansion of
schooling into the interior throughout the nineteenth century was in the first instance
conceived as an attempt to alleviate the growing ‘poor white’ problem (Duff 2011). After the
Boer War it was reinvigorated by the British High Commissioner Alfred Milner and the
Acting Director of Education, E. B. Sargent, who aimed to redraw the curriculum to promote
the “greatness of the English Imperial idea” (Hexham 1981: 19-20). These attempts were
beset by tensions over medium of instruction. Hermann Giliomee (2003) documents the
Afrikaner Nationalist battle to preserve their language in the wake of British Imperialism.
These struggles ultimately concluded in the 1910 Union Constitution where English and

Dutch both became official languages and all government schools, either unilingual or
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bilingual, were obliged to teach both languages as subjects.” The correspondence courses set
up to reach the remote, sick or too young to walk were also conducted in dual medium
(Malherbe 1939). Despite this policy, T. J. Haarhoff briefly notes the continuing hostility to
bilingual education that saw a pendulum swing towards Government schools becoming “more
and more separate” (1946: 6).

These contestations in the arena of white schooling are admittedly not directly relevant
to the changing policies towards African education. However, they are worthy of note
because the debates they raised over language in education policy, expressed in government
debates during 1944 and studies by E. G. Malherbe, largely foreshadowed concerns with
apartheid education. One leading problem was the lack of teachers who met the minimum
requirements to conduct bilingual teaching, including correctness on paper and in speech and
fluency with accent and idiom (Malherbe 1946a: 22). Secondly, Malherbe’s studies suggested
a higher attainment of knowledge in bilingual institutions and revealed that the “handicap” of
being taught in the wrong medium (i.e. not the mother-tongue) “is not permanent” (1946a:
57). Elsewhere, for example in the armed services before 1948, bilingual education was found
to increase tolerance for, and unity amongst, English, Afrikaners and even Africans
(Malherbe 1946b: 13). These findings, though suggesting the benefits of bilingual education,
also suggest why a Nationalist government would be so intent on advocating unilingual
education in the future.

Throughout this period there was a widespread concern that African students in mission
schools were receiving a better education than many white students. Government schools

were suffering from the changing whims of government policy and the difficulties in

> Unilingual schools saw primary instruction through the home language and second language

medium was only introduced in higher grades. Bilingual schools had to make provision for

simultaneous education through parallel classes or teachers using both media to one group.
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increasing attendance throughout rural areas (Duff 2011: 234). In reality these suggestions are
easily disproved given the problems in attendance and funding that beset mission schools.
Reports often spoke positively of improvements and increasing attendance but when taken
comparatively these rises, if present, are always modest. Many Africans continued to receive
education in their local communities, owing from custom and mission distrust to practical
concerns over finance and difficulties of access. Just over two percent of the African
population enrolled in 1905 and none at a post-primary level (Troup 1976: 14).

The other irresolvable trouble lay in funding. State sponsorship for mission schools
generally occurred when the mission’s work was deemed to be synonymous with the
government’s wider political programme. Meghan Healy talks of annual state grants of £100
being given to the American Inanda mission to support the operating costs associated with
five ‘kraal schools’ in the early 1880s (2011: 249). Their work in educating and converting
non-Christian girls in Natal was perceived as a possible source of social order because it
linked into colonial officials’ wider policies of discouraging polygamy. Moreover, despite the
passing of the Natal Code, which ensured village patriarchal dominance over their dependants
and thus placated African fathers who often wanted their daughters to stay home, the state

encouraged Inanda mission education by finding

promise in schoolgirls’ education in Western domesticity [which they believed]
would stabilise new sorts of African homes and therefore mediate the political

threats posed by amakholwa [educated African Christian men] (Healy 2011: 248).

Conversely, funding was denied to mission schools that provided expensive curricula or too

heavily promoted substantial training in industrial skills. This may have allowed Africans to
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compete economically and challenge general trade, which is to say white artisan trade.

Even after Union, funding remained a problem. There was a slight increase when the
Native Development Fund allocated £340 000 annually along with one fifth of tax revenues
but this did not support the seventy-five percent increase in pupil numbers that occurred
during the same period (Troup 1976: 15). Worsening as the Great Depression began to be felt,
school buildings fell into disrepair and schools were hit by a shortage of textbooks and
teaching materials that left “disgruntled teachers’ [...] grievances mount[ing]” (Kros 2002:
54). Certain other fundamental problems remained after the Depression and subsequent
outbreak of World War Two. General Hertzog was forced to postpone efforts to centralise
mission administration and funding. Such moves may possibly have improved efficient
schooling by regulating the density of schools, class size and student progression (Fleisch
2002). The failure to introduce these changes left schools suffering through inter-mission
hostility and the complex relationship between central state, Provincial Administrators and
missionary societies that was beginning to show signs of internal division (Horrell 1968;
Hyslop 1993).

Problems also lay in the curricula. Mission schools aimed to provide English style

education. Peter Kallaway notes, in addition to the use of English medium,

The dominant tradition of missionary education stressed the need to ensure that
schools for the indigenous peoples offered the same curriculum and education of

the same quality [...] as schools for the colonists (2002: 8).

Africans became versed in the respectability of ‘true’ European society and history, the

English language, and an evangelised Christian religion. Indeed, in most respects the

28



curriculum “deviated but little from that applying in European schools” (Ross 1966: 5).
Oxford University Press (OUP) identified “the main area for [the company’s] expansion in
Southern Africa [...] as the provision of books for the [...] ‘Native Education’ programmes”
(Davis 2011: 81).°

The literature provided in class was that of an accepted European canon. Classic texts
were studied along with selections of Enlightenment and Romantic poetry. Notably, the
largest disturbances against mission education occurred at Lovedale between 1945 and 1947
with Robert Shepherd, the school’s principal, seeing fit to blame a misunderstanding of Oliver
Twist, the senior form’s set text. Combined with the students’ knowledge of Enlightenment
philosophy and Romantic poetry, Lovedale appeared as a “manifestation of the oppressive
ancien regime” (Kros 2002: 62).” This example highlights the frustration of African students
schooled in an assimilation they were thereafter very largely denied. Parallel educational
trends can be traced across the African continent. French colonial education promoted “the
rhetoric of assimilation”.* Education was designed to assess individuals’ ability to absorb
Western culture and thus their entitlement to the privileges of citizenship. And in all instances
African literature bears witness to this problem. Consider for example the work of the
Negritude writers or elsewhere Tayeb Salih’s Season of Migration to the North (2003) and
Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Weep Not, Child (1988). Clearly, mission education had a profound
impact on African literature: it schooled writers in the English classics and Western aesthetic

but also absorbed them. Subsequent output was the representation, by an elite, of an attained

culture (Ndebele 1984). The written word delayed the promotion of an evolving African

% Davis goes on to highlight how expansion was difficult for OUP because of a lack of
funding and the central coordination of education policy.
7 Baruch Hirson provides full details on mission education and the Lovedale Riots (1979: 20-
30). He also includes detailed figures on Bantu Education (1979: 44-6).
$ My thanks to Kate Skinner for this suggested phrasing.
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popular culture and is presented as from and for the Western hegemony.

1.6 — The Introduction of Bantu Education

The mission traditions in South Africa and the continent were not uniform. Similarities
between mission education policies can be traced but there are also contrasts, for example the
mission tradition in British West Africa. Here, as with the Bremen Mission in Togo,
education was designed to further the creation of a native elite.” The majority were educated
in local languages and practical skills; academic education in English was reserved for a
select elite. This alternative approach began to gain support in South Africa. The Native

Schools Inspector Robert Plant wrote in 1889:

It will be better to lay a broad foundation [...] What I think ought to be aimed at is
a general low average of excellence, rather than the distinction of a few. What
should the scope of our educational work be? I would define it as being able to
qualify the Native youth for the effective discharge of their probable duties in life

(qtd. Healy 2011: 260).

Such statements bear all the hallmarks of Verwoerd’s speeches on education policy sixty-five
years later. Bantu Education attempted to rectify the problems of centralisation and student
frustration discussed above whilst also creating students with renewed appreciation for their
own society and their true place in it. Crain Soudien and Fhulu Nekhwevha’s (2002) article

‘Education Post-1948’ describes numerous instances of mission education disconnecting

? German mission societies with similar policies were common across South Africa.
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students from historical cultural practices. Bantu Education sought to provide a reconnect,
albeit cynically, to essentialised versions of ethnic African cultures. Language remained
central.

The Bantu Education Act was conceived in the Department of Native Affairs, headed by
Dr Verwoerd between 1950 and 1958, as a direct response to the Eiselen Commission Report
on Native Education (1949) and education principles formulated in the state-sponsored
Journal of Racial Affairs. Highlighting the failings of mission education, the Eiselen Report
placed emphasis on the need to provide an “education for Natives as an independent race
[and] prepare Natives more effectively for their future occupations” (qtd. Horrell 1968: 4).
This recommendation represented a nod towards the Nationalists” apartheid policies and at all
levels the Commission favoured closer integration of education policy with central state
governance. Centralised governance would see education “integrated organically with all
other state efforts to raise the level of Bantu life” (Horrell 1968: 8). School control was placed
in the hands of the Department of Native Affairs through the creation of a Division of Bantu
Education; mission schools were either denied funding or coerced into moving under
Department of Education supervision; teacher training was conducted by state training
institutions alone and teachers trained in private institutions would “not necessarily [be]
employ[ed]” (Verwoerd 1964).

Teacher provision underlined Nationalist ideology. A paper presented to the One-Day
Conference on ‘The Bantu Education Act’ on 6 July 1962 firmly advocated the use of female
teachers. Two leading reasons were provided. First, society benefited by providing unmarried
women a “respected place in the community” (Schiff 1962). Second, the move was beneficial
to children because of supposed female nurturing instincts. This gendered approach ties in

with the wider Afrikaner discourse of the volksmoeder, further enhanced in Bantu Education
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with the provision of mother-tongue instruction. Marijke du Toit (2003) has recently
examined the role women played in constructing Afrikaner Nationalist discourse while
Hofmeyr (1987) notes that women were still largely consumers of Afrikaner culture. Both
readings correlate with the provision of female teachers. Bantu Education aimed at
constructing new ethnic nationalisms amongst Africans whilst making them consume a pre-
determined version of their own culture. Given this basis, the Black Consciousness
construction of masculinity during the liberation struggle takes on additional importance.
Such centralisation saw the construction of a new nationalist hegemonic discourse
(Hyslop 1993: 399), though a large degree of emphasis was placed on the local community. In
keeping with Verwoerd’s previous academic beliefs outlined in a 1936 research proposal
where he viewed social welfare as best maintained through bottom-up schemes with the
emphasis on informed local bodies (Miller 1993: 656), Bantu Education saw the creation of
local Bantu Authorities and ‘Bantu’ run school boards and committees. Between 1964 and
1966 over fifty thousand parents were actively involved in school affairs with five thousand
serving on school boards. These boards allocated and controlled equipment distribution and
investigated complaints. School commissions, meanwhile, maintained school grounds and
advised on teacher appointments (Horrell 1968: 25; Kgware 1966: 57). Pupils were charged
with the care and general up-keep of school. Funding was also the community’s responsibility
and the biggest burden. Though ZAR 13, 000, 000 was provided annually from the
government’s general Revenue Account and some monies were provided by the sale of school
land or buildings, the rest -- an estimated ZAR 5, 000, 000 in 1954 -- came from African taxes
(Horrell 1968: 29). These taxes were later raised. Within the classroom all but primary core
readers had to be self-provided and, along with possessing adequate stationery, were pre-

requisites to admittance (Pelzer 1966: 73). Muriel Horrell suggests the cost was ZAR 17.25,
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ZAR 28 and ZAR 48 for pupils in lower primary, higher primary, and secondary classes
respectively (1968: 50)."

By not straining government finances, Bantu Education did allow a previously unseen
growth in the scale of African education. Education was never made compulsory for Africans
as it was for Indians and Coloureds, yet M. C. Botha, the Minister of Bantu Education,
claimed by 1966 there had been “a tremendous quantitative growth, of very nearly 250%, at
all levels of enrolment up to Standard VIII in the Secondary School” (1966: xii. Original
emphasis). W. M. Kgware asserts attendance reached 83% by 1963 with roughly 1, 770, 000
pupils enrolled (1966: 58). These figures are generally proven by Horrell’s research.
Appealing to parents, many of whom who had not received even a basic education, and by
removing a mass of youth from the streets, a growing concern in terms of crime, Bantu
Education was an “astounding success” (Hyslop 1993: 395) when speaking solely of
enrolment figures. Yet undoubted problems persisted. A widespread primary school
bottleneck existed because of limited secondary school expansion. Meanwhile, the Cingo
Commission report into education in the Transkei criticised the policy of ‘hot desking’. The
school day was shortened to only three hours for early-grades pupils therefore allowing
teachers access to two groups daily. Furthermore, Freda Troup angrily proclaims, “the schools
are grossly overcrowded [...] Children double up at desks, try to write on their laps, or sit on
the floor using their benches as desks” (1976: 28).

These grievances were only minor compared to the clamour of anger directed towards
syllabus changes that again brought culture and language into focus. Verwoerd’s often-cited

speech on Bantu Education given in 1954 reads,

' Using the conversation rates listed on www.measuringworth.com these figures can be
equated to roughly £302.60, £491.50, and £842 .40 in today’s money.
33



The Bantu must be guided to serve his own community in all respects. There is no
place for him in the European community above the level of certain forms of
labour [...] For that reason it is of no avail for him to receive a training which has
as its aim absorption in the European community while he cannot and will not be

absorbed there (Pelzer 1966: 83).

The primary syllabus, which Verwoerd boasts “enjoyed a good reception in all directions”
(Pelzer 1966: 90), consisted of basic instruction in reading, writing, arithmetic and religion.
Otherwise the syllabus was orientated to vocation rather than academia and included lessons
on handicraft, hygiene, singing, gardening, and environmental studies (Scott 1953: 16)."
Moreover, along with a stress on “initiative and self-confidence” (Fleisch 2002: 41), the
Eiselen Commission recommended the syllabus fostered “punctuality, a sense of duty,
persistence, sociability, mannerliness, neatness, and reliability”. Such characteristics are
typical of semi-skilled labourers needed to meet the industrialising economy’s needs (Hyslop
1993). This was not an education that met the needs of education but rather was a means to
political ends.

Predetermined and essentialised cultural concerns were also firmly entrenched. The
Institute of Race Relations felt “there was too much emphasis on the needs of rural children in

the tribal environment” (Horrell 1968: 58) as Bantu Education sought to foster Christian

' In state supported schools, religious instruction was focused on the Bible and Christianity.
Environmental studies was a mix of history, geography, nature studies, and natural science.
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National Education (CNE) and the Afrikaner Nationalist principle.'> The influence can be
traced to the ideological influences of Afrikaner Nationalism sketched above and advocated
by the 1947 Sauer Commission. However, there are two other sources. W. W. M. Eiselen,
chair of the commission that bore his name and previously the Transvaal’s Chief Inspector of
Native Education, was a trained anthropologist. During his academic studies he became
respectful of Pedi and African cultures and mixed these views with the beliefs of the Berlin
Missionary Society (BMS) that he was exposed to during childhood. The BMS argued
African cultures had the dynamism to progress but were being forced into decline because of
their contact with white society. Eiselen was convinced African culture would only survive
amongst its own kind, as he somewhat poetically summarised in his reformulation of the ugly
duckling fairytale (Kros 2002: 65). Meanwhile, Caroline Suransky (1998) and Linda
Chisholm (2002) have explored the international influence behind Bantu Education. In
particular Dutch educational practices can be traced. Both systems promoted vocational
education. The Dutch advocated hierarchical education although this was based on academic
achievement and not race. Only the top secondary schools allowed entry to university while
“the other types of secondary schools provide other, less esteemed opportunities for follow-up
education or jobs” (Vrooman 1986: 71). CNE also crossed the Dutch/Afrikaner divide
through DRC mission schools and gained a foothold in Afrikaner Nationalist thought through

the fight against the English.

"> The Institute for Christian National Education’s manifesto insists education is “grounded in
the life- and world-view of the Whites, more especially of the Boer nation” (1948: Article
14).
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1.7 — Mother-Tongue Instruction and Opposition

The ultimate marker of culture became the ultimate marker of educational change. Bantu
Education introduced the mother-tongue as medium of instruction for all subjects on the
primary syllabus through to Grade Eight. Contrary to previous policy, English and Afrikaans
were regarded as foreign language subjects. This decision also increased the status of
Afrikaans whilst simultaneously reducing the influence of English (Kamwangamalu 1997: 6).
However, both the official languages were introduced in Grade One so children were quickly
learning three languages. A similar policy was intended for secondary schools but was
deemed unfeasible until 1959. The three-year delay in introduction allowed all secondary
starters to progress through the full primary course taught through the mother-tongue. It was
from the same year that examinations could only be written in African languages and not in
the pupil’s chosen language.

This legislation left African parents “incensed by the bare-faced policy of
discrimination” (Troup 1976: 22), though mother-tongue instruction itself proceeds from a
sound theoretical base. Results under the previous language in education system were, in
Verwoerd’s view, “disappointing” (Pelzer 1966: 76) and in 1953 UNESCQ'’s publication The
Use of Vernacular Languages in Education had stressed “the important value of mother-
tongue education” (Mesthrie 2008: 321). Subsequent research presented by UNESCO (1968),
Neville Alexander (2004; 2009; 2011) and at a language colloquium at the University of
KwaZulu-Natal (Chikoko 2009; Mashiya 2009) have all reaffirmed its value to learning.
Being the language “in which we first meet the world, form concepts, learn to expand and
deepen thinking, feeling and imagining” (Alexander 2009: n.pag), the mother-tongue is the

natural instrument for early and maximum communication. Chikoko and Mashiya’s
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contributions at the UKZN colloquium reported that mother-tongue instruction aided child
confidence, better grasping of subject material and new concepts, rejection of rote
memorisation in favour of dialogical learning, and increased capacity to learn second
languages if these are phased in appropratiely. In class, students generally expressed
themselves freely and contributed to lively discussion. Such enrichment and lively discussion,
often involving all students and not just those proficient in a language or subject, characterise
a healthy learning environment. Even J. C. M. Mbata (1962), one of apartheid and Bantu
Education’s fiercist critics, recognised the sound theoretical principles of the policy change."
Mbata’s criticisms rested on the unique South African situation into which mother-
tongue instruction was being introduced. For many African children, he argued, the mother-

tongue was not the language most encountered and used in their immediate enviorment:

[The white educationalist] finds it difficult to concede the word ‘eight’, for
example, is more real to the six-year old growing up in Orlando, Johannesburg, or

at Chesterville in Durban, than the Zulu equivalent ‘isishiyagalombili’ (1962: 1).

Citing the 1936 Interdepartmental Committee on Native Education, he further argued that
mother-tongue instruction was against parents’ wishes. Africans needed knowledge of the
offical languages to access the economy and civil service. As Nkonko Kamwangamalu

summarises,

"> Mbata was a founding member of the ANC Youth League and labelled apartheid a “twisted
theology” in an open letter to the Minister of the DRC published in SA Outlook 95.1 in
November 1965. He later received a banning order under Section 10 of the Suppression of
Communism Act.
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[The] mother-tongue [was] a dead end, a barrier to more advanced learning and a
lure to self-destruction. Also, they [Africans] saw such an education as a trap
designed by the apartheid government to ensure that the black pupils did not
acquire sufficient command of the high-status languages [English and Afrikaans]

(2004: 136).

The offical languages were of course offered but, for the Institute of Race Relations, their
introduction was too early. Development of both the mother-tongue and the additional
languages is hindered if a second language instructional competence level is not first reached
through mother-tongue instruction (Chikoko 2009). Standards of English, for example,
slipped with Bantu Education. Teaching was left in the hands of Africans who often had poor
qualifications, if any, in teaching the language. Consequently, mistakes in grammar and usage
were often passed on and “patterns of ‘African English’ — aberrant non-standard English —
had evolved and were being perpetuated” (Horrell 1968: 62).

Mbata’s other criticisms lay in the practicalities of teaching. He wrote, “progress in the
publication of suitable textbooks in the vernacular does not seem to be impressive” and most
pupils would complete primary school “without any experience of direct study from
textbooks” (1962: 2). In support, the Revised Booklist for Primary Schools published in 1962
reveals only five texts in both Xhosa and Zulu across all primary standards and subjects,
excluding languages.'* For teacher reference there were five in South Sotho, three in Xhosa,
two each in Zulu and Venda and one in Tswana. However, Caroline Davis’s research into

OUP in South Africa suggests that mother-tongue textbook publication was the publisher’s

" These figures exclude the nine series of arithmetic textbooks published in mother-tongues
because the six languages covered are unspecified. Their inclusion would still not greatly
improve the figures’ appearance.
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greatest, and a growing, market. Bantu Education stimulated a

fast growing market [...] almost overnight, for vernacular literary productions.
There is no reference to these OUP publications in the archive files, but eighteen
literary texts in Zulu, Sotho, and Xhosa published by OUP Cape Town from 1957
to 1963 are deposited in the British Library. These were mainly poetry, drama and

fiction in Xhosa, with two Zulu texts and one of Sotho poetry (Davis 2011: 85).

Furthermore, and as discussed in Chapter 8, criticism of current day African language
publishing laments the diminishing market for school textbook publication. Historically this
was the only profitable area because of Bantu Education.

Regardless of mother-tongue textbook provision, but exacerbated if Mbata is believed,
teachers were forced to translate material published in Afrikaans or English into mother-
tongues. This process was not straightforward with some contemporary critics blaming
African languages’ “reduced communicative power and symbolic purchase” (May 2007: 144)
as insufficient to express the modern, scientific world. OUP did draw up plans to publish
“language courses, dictionaries and mathematics courses, which involved translating and
revising existing texts” (Davis 2011: 92) whilst the Department of Bantu Education
established a series of language committees that were tasked with developing corpus planning
techniques (Cingo 1966: 149). However, these achieved limited success. Alexander maintains
these bodies were systematically underfunded and reflected the official line on Bantu
development (2004: 117).

Such scepticism can perhaps be questioned. A memorandum in connection with a

proposed Bantu Language Institute drafted in May 1960 notes concerted efforts to assure
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sufficient financial backing from a variety of African, non-African and ad hoc funds that
would enable initial one-off meetings leading to a full-time body with funds available on a
permanent basis. To prevent government interference and allow for maximum success the
body “should not be large [...] It would seem wise not to exceed twenty”. Members would be
chosen mainly on their qualifications, though pre-determined availability was also a factor.
They would have “first, a knowledge of a Bantu language which is, or which is equivalent to,
mother-tongue knowledge; and secondly linguistic training”. It was hoped the Institute,
though having “a modest name and modest claims”, would independently improve the
orthography and vocabulary of Bantu Languages and perhaps lead to the creation of a Bantu
Authors’ Society. These efforts, even if successful, would have no immediate effect in the
classroom. Teacher morale, though low in mission schools before the introduction of Bantu
Education, arguably fell further. Though some teachers believed “it was better, much better”
(qtd. Soudien 2002: 221), Crain Soudien summarises how many teachers decided to abandon
the profession in protest at the “racial and cultural stereotypes [Bantu Education] crafted”
(2002: 222). Soudien also interviewed a teacher from Langa who continued to teach in
English. Such resistance was common. The Cape Africans Teachers’ Association provides
one example of the hostile reception Bantu Education received, although admittedly this
union itself fragmented. The newly formed Cape African Teachers’ Union was more
welcoming.

Outside of the classroom the vitriol was at its starkest. I. B. Tabata and the Non-
European Unity Movement led the criticism in the fiercest and most prolonged attacks
although, ironically, Neville Alexander, a supporter of mother-tongue instruction, originated
politically from this movement. Elsewhere The Education League (1959) felt Bantu

Education was unchristian and indoctrination based on a gross reinterpretation of CNE. A
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publication by the South African Congress of Democrats, aptly entitled Education for
Ignorance, described the policy as providing an “emasculated curriculum” in “austerity
schools” (n.d: 3). Furthermore, it contained a column by Trevor Huddlestone that branded
Bantu Education as “racialism at its darkest and most damnable. [A] vicious and most
horrible attack on human freedom” (n.d: 1). One passage made comparison to Nazi Germany

and implies a speech by Hitler could easily be attributed to Verwoerd.

1.8 — Culture at the Forefront

The history of Afrikaner Nationalism from its ideological foundations, through its formation
as a political platform, to its zenith during apartheid has been one obsessed with culture and

language. Indeed Dan O’Meara writes,

‘Cultural’ issues had always stood at the very heart of Afrikaner Nationalism [...]
The Broederbond too had come into being in the realm of what nationalists called

kultuurpolitiek [...] and still vigilantly patrolled its borders (1996: 125).

Culture was at the forefront of South Africa’s politics and through acts such as Bantu
Education that promoted tribalism, essentialised cultural traditions and discrete language
groupings, was the primary means of apartheid’s ‘divide-and-rule’. Yet to use the words of
Caribbean poet Kamau Brathwaite speaking in another context and to speak of culture not just

language:

It was in language that the slave was perhaps most successfully imprisoned by his
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masters; and it was in his (mis-) use of it that he perhaps most effectively rebelled

(1970: 17).

As the following chapters explore, Bantu Education’s introduction was the first of two major
educational changes that gave raise to Black Consciousness and a new struggle politics based
on culture. However, its misuse of mother-tongues and culture may also have helped prevent

the goals Black Consciousness strove desperately for.

42



Chapter 2

Redefining Black and White: The Changing Nature of Politics and Culture

The Bantu Education Act did not represent the culmination of Verwoerdian education
policies. Continuing the unashamed rhetoric of separate development, Verwoerd tackled what

he perceived as a problem in higher education when he announced:

It will also become evident that the different Bantu national communities will
only obtain this real value of universities and university-trained persons if these
institutions, lecturers and students emanate from their midst, if the institutions are
built and the students study in their own communities and hence areas, and if they

stand among their own people to serve them (qtd. Pelzer 1966: 250).

The Holloway Commission' had previously announced academic segregation impractical
while both the University of Cape Town and University of the Witwatersrand had criticised
the idea in the 1957 publication entitled The Open Universities of South Africa.> However,
such pressure failed to prevent the introduction of the 1959 Extension of University Education
Act. This act, although true to its name given the following sharp rise in numbers of Africans

receiving tertiary education, bolstered separate development by making it illegal for non-

' Dr J. Holloway chaired the Commission of Enquiry on Separate Training Facilities for Non-
Europeans at Universities in 1953-4.

* Their opposition focused on the pursuit of truth, which, they argued, was a university’s
ultimate mission. This search could only be conducted within autonomous institutions that
synthesised ideas from persons of different belief systems and cultures. Government
interference would “impair the machinery of the mind” (Forster 1940: 7). Moreover, they
argued the quest of truth must be conducted within the light of reason. Interestingly, N. P. van
Wyk Louw had earlier suggested in a different context that “reasonableness” (Moodie 2009:
7) was suggested by the presence of two or more different parties and beliefs.
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white students to attend white universities. Replacing social segregation at universities, where
non-white students were prevented from sharing accommodation or participating in sports and
social pastimes alongside white colleagues, South Africa’s four ‘open’ universities -- Cape
Town, Natal, Rhodes, and Witwatersrand -- were to be largely prohibited from admitting non-
white students. The government sought to create separate college institutions for African
students in line with their ethnicity -- Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho, Coloured, or Indian. If these ‘bush
colleges’, as Mervyn Shear (1996) notes these new universities were derogatorily termed
given their remote location, offered a specific course or the University of South Africa
provided a correspondence equivalent, the Open institutions could not admit non-white
students without written ministerial permission. Despite numerous attempts, such permission
was an extremely rare occurrence. There were only four instances in 1960 (Horrell 1968:
115). Furthermore, the Act saw the government gain control of the University of Fort Hare, a
past breeding ground of prominent African politicians.

Belying the rhetoric of ‘separate but equal’, student life was more regulated than at the
white or Open universities with increasing restrictions on the choice of societies and freedom
of speech. Moreover, the government directed considerably less money to these African
universities. Mamphela Ramphele’s (1996) autobiography is just one account that documents
the resulting comparative shortfall in equipment, facilities and general standards. Ramphele
would have been particularly aware of such inequality because she studied medicine, the
course where activist and academic Z. K. Matthews observed the “venom of the Bill seems to
be particularly concentrated” (1957: 42). Indeed, even prior to 1959, medical students were
increasingly being refused admittance to their clinical years and suffered the rough end of
unofficial admissions quotas. After the Extension of University Education Act, students were

banned from examining white patients or corpses while the previous relationship between the
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Medical Schools at Fort Hare and Natal and the open universities was “wrenched apart™
(Tabata 1959: 7).

Such changes were met with fierce resistance. Much of this was centred on the Fort
Hare Campus. There were several demonstrations. Eleven students and fifteen members of
academic staff, both white and non-white, were consequently excluded. At the Open
Universities demonstrators asserted the validity of predictions their representatives made
some years previously, when they wrote exclusion “would come as a severe shock to the
morale of such [African] people by adding to their feelings of insecurity and frustration and
thereby increasing their sense of inferiority” (1957: 28). Such language became commonplace
in subsequent years. And these continued hardships felt across campuses evolved a decade
later into a new African politics, Black Consciousness, based at Fort Hare under the

leadership of medical student Steve Biko.

2.1 — The Rise of Black Consciousness

The rise of Black Consciousness has been much discussed. Gail Gerhart’s Black Power in
South Africa (1978) and more recently The Law and The Prophets (2010) by Daniel
Magaziner are just two studies that provide detailed accounts of the movement’s formation
and thinking. Here, a brief synopsis is offered in order to establish how Black Consciousness
as a movement and ideology underpinned the literary production discussed in the following
chapters.

The results of the Extension of University Education Act and the continuing
restrictions on campus life further added to the intense frustration and anger felt by Africans

towards South Africa’s oppressive regime. Yet during the 1960s there was no suitable vehicle
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through which to vent these emotions. Following the Sharpeville massacre in March 1960 and
the subsequent imposition of a temporary State of Emergency, the Pan Africanist Congress
(PAC) and African National Congress (ANC), the two leading parties of African political
expression and actors during the protests, were quietened. With these organisations banned
their leaders were arrested or forced into exile. Only a few cells of active resistance remained
within South Africa. Meanwhile, on campus there was a similar lack of representation for
African students in political student groups. The main centre of allegiance had traditionally
been the National Union of South African Students (NUSAS), formed as a non-racial,
national body to advance the interests of all students regardless of race. And, indeed,
following Sharpeville there was a sharp increase in the number of African members, aided by
the then president Jonty Driver calling for a more radical tone and a move to action over
politics and rhetoric (Gerhart 1978: 258). However, by 1967 the leadership was still
predominantly white and concentrated at the four Open Universities. Thus they largely spoke
of white academic concerns. This was much to the anguish of the African student body who,
dismayed by their failure to speak on the African experience, felt the need for NUSAS to
maintain a wider political platform. Magaziner (2010) notes a similar concern was being
raised within a second student body, the University Christian Movement (UCM), which
shared a large degree of leadership crossover with NUSAS.

The potential for rupture was emerging. During the annual NUSAS conference at
Rhodes in 1967 the split became more divisive. African members were told they had to use
segregated social facilities. It is from this point that a new Black politics emerged within
NUSAS that would fundamentally divide the organisation. No longer seeing NUSAS as
representative or respectful of their situation, talks began between African NUSAS members

along with colleagues from the Turfloop campus branch of the PAC. Gerhart (1978) traces the
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first discussions back to July 1968 and a year later at the July 1969 general conference in
Turfloop, this group officially splintered and founded the South African Students’
Organisation (SASO). Steve Biko was appointed president. SASO was careful to first position
itself as a body willing to work alongside NUSAS and promote what Colin Collins, the
General Secretary of the UCM, called “race relations, not race separations” (qtd. Magaziner
2010: 28). SASO initially wanted contact with NUSAS and upheld it as the National Union.
However, this apologetic stance profoundly changed during SASQO’s first year. Leaders began
to speak of self-reliance. This message was combined with hostile criticisms of NUSAS and
liberalism, which were derided as worse than the Nationalist Party for their pretensions of
moral superiority when they had proven unwilling to work for the African cause.

Liberal moral corruption was a hallmark of SASO rhetoric and a frequent topic in
Biko’s I Write What I Like essays penned under the pseudonym Frank Talk. Liberals’ lived
experience meant they were unable to relate fully to the African experience and could not
“represent, however ‘beautiful’ [their] words, the concerns of Blacks” (Sanders 2003: 205).
This irresolvable paradox has been discussed by Jane Poyner (2009) in reference to J. M.
Coetzee’s writings, an author who does note the limitations of his art, though numerous other
liberally minded actors arguably still attempted such representations through politics and
literature. Indeed, Biko suggested, by remaining confined within the white experience,
liberals all too often fell back on white privilege and spoke within the roles of established
discourse. Africans were accepted as workers supporting white ascendency and liberal
concerns failed to move beyond this notion. Viewed cynically, they just argued for improved
conditions for African workers: “the black person is still a thing, only the thing must be given
more oil to function with better efficiency” (Ndebele 1972: 20). Another criticism focused on

the liberal ideology’s notion of black assimilation into an already established white society.
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Most famously Biko wrote; “integration is a one way course, with the whites doing all the
talking and the blacks doing all the listening” (1970: 16). “Blacks don’t need a go-between”
(1970: 20). Secondly, Biko criticised liberal politics for dictating how the oppressed should
feel and respond to their oppression. It must be recognised that Africans have the “right and
duty to respond to the kick in the way he sees fit” (Biko 1972b: 195. Original emphasis).
SASO’s distance from liberalism saw it based on principles similar to racial separatism.
Such was its stance that the organisation received criticism from both sides of the racial
divide for falling in with Nationalist policy and continuing to promote racism. Indeed, similar
criticisms were perhaps unavoidable given Sanders’s work on complicity. He writes, “when
opposition takes the form of a demarcation from something, it cannot, it follows, be
untouched by that to which it opposes itself” (2003: 9. Original emphasis). The Nationalist
Party itself felt the degree in overlap in their policies meant Black Consciousness was not
initially considered a threat and was briefly encouraged (O’Meara 1996: 170). Perhaps
interpreted as a back-handed compliment, Jimmy Kruger, the Minister of Justice and Police,
even suggested Black Consciousness must have been a white invention. The African
population were not capable of such ideas. However, Biko defended his ideology from such
charges. He claimed racism was based on the desire to subjugate, which his demographic was
incapable of because of their situation. SASO member Bennie Khoapa offered a
comprehensive reanalysis of the situation in Black Viewpoint, a Black Consciousness
affiliated journal. He wrote that what is defined as separatism is actually the process of

“regroupment” necessary because of “the paradox of integration”. He stated,

The fact that blacks must sing black and black together before they can sing black

and white together | ...] the fact that blacks must unite before they can separate
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and must separate before they can unite [...] History has charged us with the cruel
responsibility of going to the very gate of racism in order to destroy racism — to

the gate not further (1972a: 64. Original emphasis).

Most commentaries now attest to Black Consciousness’s non-racist stance. Yet many
are all too quick to present the history above in a simplistic binary. Magaziner’s is a notable
exception as is the highly critical account by Baruch Hirson (1979). Yes, SASO and Black
Consciousness were based on a degree of separation between white and black; however, this
neglects both the associations that did exist between them during the 1970s and the conflicts
rising within these two discrete categories. For a thesis that observes the interactions,
appropriations and syncretism between the two literary cultures that represent these prevailing
demographics and ideologies during this period and forward, such political nuances must be

recognised.

2.2 — Exploring the Binary of Black Consciousness

Michael Lobban (1996) is careful to note that the many responses towards Black
Consciousness and black activism more generally during the 1970s tended to judge these
rising phenomena against a ‘white’ view of society and culture. This view presupposes a unity
within the white demographic that “simply did not exist” (Lobban 1996: 18). Since the late
1950s there had been growing tensions within the Afrikaner population between those with
verligte and verkrampte tendencies. These debates over liberal constitutional reform were

played out within the Nationalist Party and the public sphere but were at their most intensive
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in the Broederbond.’ Three particular tensions increased in profile during the 1970s. Firstly,
the Nationalist Party became increasingly divided on the primacy of race over culture. A
longstanding issue, Verwoerd’s more careful formulations during his premiership and earlier
academic career repeatedly spoke of the centrality of culture and of differences in experience
(Pelzer 1966; Miller 1993). However, Goldin (1987) notes the apartheid state re-constructed
the volk as purely all-white. This led to the exclusion of the Coloured population from the
hegemony. The majority of white Afrikaners viewed them as culturally Coloured despite
Moodie’s insistence that in a great many ways they were “culturally Afrikaner” (2009: 10).
Indeed, their oppression saw apartheid divert from its foundations and has led to a resentment
towards the Afrikaner establishment that still permeates Coloured literature today (Chapter 7).
The stress on race over culture also saw the Nationalist Party pursue allegiances with the
English speaking constituency. This alliance meant the oppressor could be portrayed as a
white Western bloc, not just as an Afrikaans population, that could be written against in
literature through appropriation of a singular European literary tradition. However, Sanders
argues this imagined unity was also fractured by Biko. Black Consciousness rallied against
the Afrikaner and white liberals “to a different range of affect [...] The Afrikaner represents
dominion over the body; the Liberal, control of the mind” (2003: 192). A different form of
freedom needed to be won from each.

The final, increasingly urgent, division centred around the emergence of an ultra-

conservative group, represented by A. P. Treurnicht, within the Broederbond. Treurnicht’s

’ The Broederbond can be juxtaposed against SASO and Black Consciousness. Both were
largely founded on religious and educational principles and saw themselves as cultural bodies
dedicated to re-imposing their respective histories and traditions. Sadly, there is little
comparative work on their different strategies and the different emphases they placed on
language and culture. Their insistence on the links between culture and politics has seen
commentaries concentrate largely on the political implications of their actions.
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dismissal of Black nationalism in the period, claiming it could not exist because there was no
shared culture between the different ethnic groups, was a misreading of Black Consciousness
thought. But it does provide an interesting point of departure for discussions of a group that
did seek to re-invoke African history and culturally reset the table “in true African style”
(Biko 1972b: 69). Treurnicht’s recourse to cultural differences here is questionable since race
was his main differential. He was opposed by Johan Degenaar, a professor at Stellenbosch
University, who questioned what the acceptance of English speakers meant. “If they were to
be accepted because of their common European culture, what of educated urban blacks who
had grown up in Christian Western traditions?” (Moodie 2009: 21).

Clear divisions, centring around liberal tendencies, existed within the Afrikaner
establishment. However, in the wake of SASO’s rise, the liberal group itself was not
homogenous. Gerhart notes the break that occurred within NUSAS and the Liberal Party.
Some members welcomed SASO’s formation with others left to wonder what their role in the
struggle was now. Could they still make a meaningful contribution? Alan Paton’s private
correspondence in 1973 reveals his fears that Africans would never again feel whites capable
of telling the truth. On the other hand Neville Curtis, the NUSAS President in 1972,
acknowledged and accepted the reasons behind SASQO’s formation. He heralded the need for a
fundamental restructuring and reassessment of the union. Curtis argued liberals must finally
recognise that they were “inextricably part of what they had rejected” and take a “realistic and
more radical” attitude with a “shift from talk to action” (1972: 119-20). Such was this stand
that the government-initiated Schlebusch Commission into Certain Organisations accused
NUSAS of promoting Black Consciousness. Hirson notes the lack of evidence for these
findings but there is still much credence to his overall claim that the NUSAS/SASO break

was “more organisational than ideological” (1979: 114). Indeed, it is largely impossible to see
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a complete division between the SASO leadership and some white liberals, despite their
continual statements of non-collaboration. Biko in particular maintained links with NUSAS
figures while he entered into constant communication with Donald Woods, editor of the
liberal Daily Dispatch (Woods 1978; 1980). Though Woods strongly condemned Black
Consciousness when founded, his initial respect for Biko grew into friendship. Woods acted
beyond the usual journalistic concern for his informants when protecting Biko as a source
whilst his and his family’s friendship with Biko saw them frequently placed against the law
and suffer threats of violence (Hutmacher 1980). Moreover, the activities of SASO and the
Black Peoples’ Convention (BPC), the community wing of Black Consciousness, reflected
much work done by NUSAS. There were large similarities in the educational and clinical
programmes the organisations undertook. The Black Consciousness Home Education
campaign for example, hoping to provide home students with tuition manuals, worked closely
with TURRET, the correspondence arm of the white liberal scheme SACHED. Such was the
intimacy that the Minutes of the SASO Executive Council Meeting on 2 January 1973 reveal
the deep dissatisfaction some members felt over the scheme. SASO’s leadership was forced to
announce that the links “must not be considered as official co-operation with TURRET and
that all finances be directed to SASO”.

These documents hint at yet another division caused by Black Consciousness. SASO’s
rhetoric and policy caused friction within not only the organisation but the wider African
community. Despite the use of Black to include all oppressed peoples regardless of ethnicity,
the label did not reflect a harmonious homogeneity. Magaziner quotes the World journalist
Percy Qoboza who argued SASO needed to stop discriminating between “relevant black men
and irrelevant black men” (2010: 145), categories reflecting those proposed by Gerhart who

speaks of African Nationalism in terms of “rebels” and “realists” (1978: 39). Black
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Consciousness represented the younger intellectual rebel movement that argued vehemently
against the realist African politicians who chose to work within the apartheid state’s
Bantustan policies and arguably thus became complicit actors in the status quo. Black
Consciousness’s cynicism towards the white establishment’s concessionary political offerings
saw them dismiss realists -- those who chose to use the opportunities offered as a platform for
change -- as irrelevant in Black Consciousness’s battle for liberation. This is despite such
realism giving the African population a degree of expression during the silence of the 1960s
and Hirson’s contention that their aspirations “were not dissimilar” (1979: 304) to Black
Consciousness. SASO rhetoric instead painted realism as an abandoning of a people and
viewed these ‘sell outs’ with more distaste than the white oppressors themselves.

Such criticism borders on ironic given another split in the African population, briefly
mentioned above, that saw Black Consciousness charged as a racist belief itself furthering
apartheid’s aims. Proponents of non-racialism, ANC communists and Trotskyists outside the
Congress personified by Hirson’s critical tone in Year of Fire, Year of Ash, frequently united
in dismissing Black Consciousness and adopted sceptical and occasionally confrontational
attitudes towards it (Gibson 2004: 1). In contrast, Sipho Buthelezi’s commentary on Black
Consciousness argues the ANC gave the new movement its “most enthusiastic support”
(1987: 31). Leading ANC figures, for example Nelson Mandela (1997) and Thabo Mbeki
(2007), have also praised and offered eulogies to Biko and Black Consciousness, although
their words must be treated in the context of the anniversaries they celebrate. Tensions
between these organisations have arguably never completely ceased and have had a profound
impact on current South African literature and national culture as later chapters demonstrate.

Mbeki’s piece is particularly interesting in raising one of two other questions of

relevancy raised by SASO. He writes, “naturally the BCM [Black Consciousness Movement]
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could not exercise any significant sway over the ordinary black working people of our
country” (2007: 25). Black Consciousness did not dismiss working class people as irrelevant
but regarded their struggle as irrelevant. In a similar manner the gendered dimension of the
struggle was largely irrelevant too. Ramphele has recounted her struggles to advance the
female cause within Black Consciousness. The movement was very much founded on
conceptions of manhood (Magaziner 2010: 33-6). Feminism was a struggle that had to remain
secondary to the racial struggle. Female Africans were Black first and women second. This
tension and the gendered constructs of Black Consciousness thought are illustrated, and
sometimes redefined, within the poetry of the period (Chapter 4) while current poet Lesego
Rampolokeng’s sexual imagery also arguably relates back to this theme (Chapter 6). A
cultural analysis also lends itself to exploration of the (ir)relevancy of the class struggle, again
dismissed as secondary to the racial one. Although by 1976 SASO President Diliza Mji,
giving the Presidential address during SASO’s 8" General Student Council, had accepted the
need to “start interpreting our situation from an economic and class point of view” (Mji 1977)
it was very much missing from earlier literature or treated as an afterthought. Alan Brooks
and Jeremy Brickhill note the economy is often the last thing to be mentioned in Steve Biko’s
essays (1980: 77). Yet how did a movement, largely formulated by students and within a
petty-bourgeois framework, which hoped to unite all oppressed people and gain a
membership of over one million people, relate to the urban everyday and appeal to the
concerns of the working class?* Was Buthelezi correct in claiming these “university students

became alienated from their own people” (1987: 24)?

* The hope of attracting a membership exceeding one million was expressed during the first
conference of the Black Peoples’ Convention in 1972.
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SASO and Black Consciousness divided the population it sought to unite in several
ways. It also mobilised a student demographic that newly questioned the role of their
forebears and the history of the struggle. Mandla Seleoane’s view is common: “I reasoned
that if my parents had done a little more towards its realisation it [liberation] might not be
quite so distant, and the vision might be a little clearer” (2007: 73). In so doing a radically
new way forward in the liberation struggle was proposed. Yet this direction cannot be seen as
simply white versus black. The relationships within each group and across the race divide are
far more nuanced. This complexity has raised questions that still permeate contemporary
debates, nearly twenty years after South Africa’s transition to democracy. And these questions
found expression within cultural production that sought to explore the space between the

commonly accepted racial and cultural binaries. But why culture?

2.3 — Culture, Politics, Psychology?

Black Consciousness not only redefined the relationship between groups but also sought to
redefine the very terms on which the struggle was conducted. Expanding on a declaration
uttered by Biko in I Write What I Like Magaziner had suggested in reference to the political
battles between the Nationalists and white liberal progressives, “‘blacks are tired of standing
on the touchlines to witness a game they should be playing’. They would rather ignore the
game altogether” (2010: 30). However, it is felt here that Biko was not just advocating
ignoring the ideological debates within the white population but rather expressing an
ambivalence to politics generally. Frustrated by the lack of speaking opportunities, Black
Consciousness instead concentrated not on the struggle for political liberation but adopted a

psychological and cultural standpoint.
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The histories of Black Consciousness all gesture towards the ideology’s psychological
quest to assert a new identity and pride. Surrounded by oppressive discourse, Africans had
come to accept its truth and required liberating not just from the white oppressor but from
themselves. Biko announced the need to address the oppressed’s felt inferiority and “pump
life back into his empty shell” (n.d: 29). Black Consciousness linked the individual to the
community through ideas of respect. Both need pride in their own and are placed in mutual
relationship. The primary individual and internal process, Cynthia Kros (1999) and others
correctly argue, led into a wider political project that would help create a new South African
society with racial equality. For Derek Hook (2004) this psychological struggle is thus best
termed ‘psychopolitical’. However, this future, continually referred to by historians who seek
to analyse cause and effect, was rarely articulated by Black Consciousness leaders
themselves. This political end was so distant on the horizon that it was largely
incomprehensible, thus helping to explain the poor articulation of guidelines on how it would
be achieved. “Until [the] goal [of individual mental liberation] was achieved, the future was
unthinkable” (Magaziner 2010: 51).

Hirson’s criticisms of Black Consciousness centre on the lack of this clear future and
the movement being, in his view, “superficial”’, sounding “like a course in group psycho-
therapy”, and “apolitical” (1979: 297). Indeed, Black Consciousness was carefully positioned
as apolitical in the immediate timeframe. The movement’s initial membership included ANC
and PAC activists, discouraged violence and was sceptical of marches, rallies and other

typical tools of political expression.” Muting its political thrust, Black Consciousness was not

> According to Hilda Bernstein, Biko was “always a spokesman for non-violent ways” (1978:
16). This attitude found favour with liberals and again provides another bridge across the
divide. It could be tentatively suggested that his distaste of violence is attributable to his past
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about protesting against the situation but thinking through and presenting a challenging
alternative. Thus the movement “publicly emphasized its more cultural and intellectual side”
(Gerhart 1978: 291). In 1972 the 2" SASO Conference was focused on ‘Black Creativity and
Development’; a year later Black Community Programmes led the National Arts week at
Turfloop. Yet this gesture towards culture represents a common endpoint of analysis.
Historians all too frequently return to the political and fail to provide a revised history that
favours cause and process. It is Black Consciousness’s apparent apolitical nature that needs to
be respected for bringing an all-encompassing dimension to the struggle. A cultural fight
allowed the struggle to be conducted on the very same grounds that were initially so
important to the rise of Afrikanerdom, although cognate issues of Afrikaner capital have also
been debated principally by Posel (1997) and O’Meara (1996). Moreover, a cultural
discussion represents an analysis that stays true to the philosophy.

Culture was the means through which the psychological battle would be fought.
Explained at length in Biko’s 1971 paper ‘Some African Cultural Concepts’ first given at the
Ecumenical Lay Training Centre in Natal, culture was integral to the oppressed actively
fashioning their own identity. Refusing to simply acknowledge a pre-Van Riebeeck culture
that had been distorted and judged inferior to imposed colonial cultures, Biko also spoke of
the fundamental aspects of African culture that continued to be expressed. These he termed
“modern African culture” (1971: 41). Colonial and apartheid rule, Biko argued, had posited
the notion of a traditional time bound African culture and set up a binary between inferior and
superior cultures. Africans had been made to compare, resulting in a bastardized African sub-

culture and seeing “African people in the urban complexes [...] mimicking the white man

experiences, including the violence that accompanied his brother’s arrest in 1963 for being a
suspected Poqo activist.
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rather unashamedly” (1971: 46). Biko’s thought collapsed this binary and instead recognised

modern African culture where Africa still speaks.

I am not here making a case for separation on the basis of cultural differences. I
am sufficiently proud to believe that under a normal situation, Africans can
comfortably stay with people of other cultures and be able to contribute to the

joint cultures of the communities they have joined (Biko 1971: 45).

The coming pages explore Biko’s view to see if literary works of the time, broadly defined as
Black Consciousness works, succeeded in collapsing the either/or binary and were able to
bring through the modern African culture within and alongside the Western cultures
established as dominant. Could literature witness a cultural duality that asserted African
culture alongside the revolt of modernity against the past?® Furthermore, the analysis will
continue to the present day and compare the different approaches and whether such methods
of appropriation and syncretism were able to establish respect for African culture. Was Biko’s
dream of a “culture that accepts the humanity of the Black man, a culture sufficiently
accommodative of African concepts to pass as an African culture” (1976: 56) realised? And
was this a completely new state that neither aped imported cultures or simply reproduced
indigenous cultures?

Black Consciousness recognised the role language had played in oppression and in the
development of inferiority. Consequently, language was adopted as a weapon. And, despite

their initially relaxed approach to Black Consciousness, the Nationalists themselves, perhaps

% Richard Greenough (1966) announces this duality as one of African nationalism’s
continuing tropes.
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unsurprisingly given the stages of their own history, similarly recognised power’s cultural
foundations and quickly become concerned with this new rhetorical and cultural threat. In
1975-6 the state moved to undermine the ideology and placed culture on trial. Becoming
concerned with Black Consciousness’s militant language, the state tried nine SASO members
under the Terrorism Act in what became known as State vs. Cooper.” Comprehensively
discussed by Lobban, this became a “trial of ideas and culture” (1996: 45). The third charge,
he notes, rested exclusively on cultural matters by citing five literary works; three plays, one

song and one poem, which, for the state, sought

‘to denigrate the whites and represent them as inhuman oppressors.” [Moreover]
Cooper, Myeza and the last six [defendants] were charged with writing anti-white

material and staging provocative plays and poetry readings (1996: 49).

Aside from attesting to Black Consciousness as a cultural rather than specifically political
force and highlighting the importance of culture to apartheid power relations, this charge
raised a third consideration. It formed part of the first indictment that was quashed and
replaced during June 1976. The subsequent indictment saw the removal of explicit cultural
matters that “henceforth [...] were to be anchored to the hard facts of rallies” (Lobban 1996:
50). Thus culture was discussed within a political framework. The distinction between the
categories was removed. Given the tendency to criticize literary output during this period for
abandoning aesthetic standards in favour of the political, this step, made by the state, provides

an important benchmark rendering the debate of reduced importance. Indeed, even a greater

7 Saths Cooper was the first name on the charge sheet. The others were Strini Moodley,
Aubrey Mokoape, Mosiuoa Lekota, Nkenkwe Nkomo, Zithulele Cindi, Muntu Myeza,
Pandelani Nefolovhodwe and Kaborane Sedibe.
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attention to aesthetics would arguably have done little to minimize the literature’s political
thrust such was the content. Mongane Serote’s poetry is just one example. Either way, culture
was accepted by both sides as being deeply embedded within South African politics.

In an attempt to devalue and destabilise the power of Black Consciousness rhetoric and
cultural action the trial conversely provided the movement with an opportunity to examine,
explore and perform culture. During the one hundred and thirty-six day court hearing Black
Consciousness culture was consistently performed inside and outside the courtroom. The
crowds that gathered to witness proceedings frequently sang freedom songs, recited verse and
gave the Black Power salute, the raised clenched fist, adopted by Black Consciousness.
Furthermore, literature’s function in the liberation battle was discussed and ultimately
embraced. The trial explicitly questioned art’s nature and function. It was definitively
discussed during an exchange between expert witness, Gessler Nkondo, and the prosecution.

Lobban cites the following exchange:

REES: Isn’t the poem merely a setting forth of ideas?
NKONDO: No.

REES: What is the poem then? The function of a poem and poetry? (1996: 63).

The very language of this literature, be it poetry or manifesto, faced the most scrutiny.
Steve Biko’s testimony provides ample evidence. The case rested on proving the intensity and
implicit violence of language in SASO and Black Consciousness publications. Faced with the
prosecution’s assertion that certain lexical choices and passages increased hostility towards
the state and threatened the maintenance of law and order, Biko argued that the language used

was commonplace in the townships and suggested true African feeling. The claims were also
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flawed by the prosecution being “merely interested in the language” whilst Biko insisted “you
have got to take it in context” (1976: 158). The crux lay in language choice. Biko defiantly
argued, with such passion that he at times appeared to be the interrogator, that mis-readings
could occur because English, the language of the texts, looked analytically at word choice and
often “doesn’t accommodate a very honest expression sometimes of basic feeling” (1976:
104). Meanwhile, African languages see “the emotion behind the word” (1976: 194). They
have a different idiom. Consequently, some words do not appear as strong as they do in
English. This hints towards a problem of translation where the idiom cannot be reconfigured
accurately, which Biko does accept. However, he maintained SASO English’s language
choice was not a problem. Both speaker and audience were African and therefore similarly
understood the context and meaning, ultimately different to that provided by an ‘English’
analysis.

Use of the English language was cited as a necessity of the situation and, arguably,
was established by social conditions beyond their control. English had already established
economic and intellectual capital; Black Consciousness was attempting to communicate
between numerous different ethnic and linguistic groups and needed a common language. But
within this commonality lay two very real problems of usage implied by Biko despite his
repeated assertion that he was “not complaining against the language” (1976: 24). First, and
quoting the defence lawyer, Mr Soggot, is the ability of English to make Africans feel “a little
bit of a foreigner in the linguistic field” (1976: 24). Unable to fully understand English and
anxious about their ability to effectively communicate a reply, language thus sees Africans
define themselves as inferior. This action is in comparison to native speakers who adopt an
enhanced image of intelligence by articulating a response. Africans do not reply because their

lack of comprehension makes them “feel things rather than say them” (Biko 1976: 23).
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Contrary to English’s use by SASO, the English language thus becomes a tool helping to
cause inferiority.

A second apparent contradiction speaks to the heart of Black Consciousness ideology.
Sociolinguist Bernard Spolsky writes, “most ethnic groups believe their language is the best
medium for preserving and expressing their traditions” (1998: 57). Such an assertion when
referenced in an African context begins to speak to Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s idea of the “colonial
bomb” (1986: 3). Claiming an effect similar to that Black Consciousness recognises in South
Africa’s African population, this bomb sees a colonised people devalue their history and
culture in light of the colonial presence. Reclamation can only take place and the idiom of
African culture be restored, Ngugi argues, through use of “our [African] language” (1986:
108). Furthermore, from a personal perspective, Ngugi turned his back on English in favour
of his mother-tongue in order to communicate directly with the proletarian masses of his
community. Such a choice arguably should appeal to a Black Consciousness movement that
initially failed to reach the wider African franchise and spread away from university
campuses and intellectual circles (Hirson 1979; Lobban 1996).

Why then did the Black Consciousness movement, which aimed to promote pride in
African culture, not embrace African languages and instead favour the use of English? Black
Consciousness accepted, unlike the Afrikaner Nationalists, that language, though important,
was not the only cultural marker, least of all the ultimate marker. Moreover, there was a
desire to reach the international community and achieve the very real need of commonality.

Support can be found in Anderson’s argument, summarised by Stephen May:

It is always a mistake to treat languages in a way that certain nationalist

ideologues treat them [...] Much the more important aspect of language is ‘its
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capacity for generating imagined communities, building in effect particular

solidarities’ (2008: 131. Original emphasis).

Though romantic idealism was superseded by practicality, this apparent paradox provides
room for analytic departure. It is contended that, as Chinua Achebe decreed was necessary,
the English language when used must carry the weight of the African experience and provide
a new English suited to its new African surroundings. Did English in South Africa remain in
“full communion with its ancestral home” (Achebe 1965: 28)? And can it be suggested that
this resolution may have hindered South Africa’s future, Biko’s ideal society and its national

literature?

2.4 — The Location of Black Consciousness Thought

The language debate between Achebe and Ngugi cannot be exactly overlaid on the South
African situation. As Jon Orman warns, “one cannot readily make universal generalisations
from the analysis of specific cases” (2009: 29). In both contexts, as Ngugi protests, English
had served as a colonial language while the reasons that Achebe uses to affirm its importance,
that English was a common language and the one of international and intellectual debate,
remain valid. However, apartheid does not read as a simple form of colonialism. The
Nationalists’ language polices complicate the debate because English became seen as the only
possible language of ethnic reconciliation. Mother-tongues had been used to enshrine
division. Meanwhile, Black Consciousness belief in the inadequacy of the liberal voice
increased the necessity for English to be used by Africans. Africans themselves needed to

appeal directly to the white voice in the absence of a sufficient white liberal counterpart.
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Despite its shortcomings though, it is beneficial to use the Achebe-Ngugi language
debate as an introduction to the Black Consciousness language paradox because it illustrates
the movement’s wider approach to the academic system. Biko, Barney Pityana and others
drew widely on existing intellectual thought before expanding and manipulating it to form
their own ideology. In a manner reminiscent of the cultural synthesis they wished to achieve,
Black Consciousness thought celebrates the intellectual tradition associated with Africa and

the Diaspora and combines these with Western intellectual thinking. Gerhart writes,

[SASO’s literature] incorporated thought from independent Africa and America
where political struggles had been won but were still, especially America, trying
to define and shape their cultural goals [...] Never had such a deliberative and
thoroughgoing effort been made to borrow and selectively adapt foreign ideas

(1978: 273).

Her assertions are unquestionable. Yet Black Consciousness looked further and there is
evidence of thought prevalent in Latin America, the Caribbean and Europe.

The largest influence on Black Consciousness heralded from Martinique and the
French colonial experience in the form of Frantz Fanon. Indeed Biko’s most famous essay
‘Black Souls in White Skins?’ is a direct allusion to Fanon’s polemic Black Skin, White Masks
(1968). Fanon’s thought is present in the recognition of the psychological battle, the need for
polarization in the race struggle as a means of change, and the mistrust of bourgeois blacks
who are determined to work within and alongside the oppressor. Moreover, Fanon’s four

stage identification of literary development -- colonial, national, fighting, postcolonial --
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contained within The Wretched of the Earth (1965) provides a useful tool of analysis for the
literature discussed in the forthcoming chapters.

Colonial literature disregards the vitality of native culture, is shaped by the European
tradition, and “corresponds point by point with [that by] metropolitan counterparts” (Fanon
1965: 158-9). The second national stage continues to reflect the borrowed European aesthetic
but writers remember their own past by depicting old legends “steeped in humour and
allegory, at other times in anguish, malaise, death, and even nausea” (1965: 159). However,
writers simply recall events and fail to establish an active presence within the story set
amongst their own people. This stage progresses into the fighting stage. Writers transcend the
lament and offer a call for revolt. They awaken and unite their people by expressing their true
feelings and becoming “the spokesperson of a new reality in action” (1965: 179). The fighting
stage 1s also characterised by an art emerging from those who had never previously
considered writing but now wish to join the struggle, shape and open the soon liberated
nation. Finally, emerges a postcolonial literature that announces the death of the colonial man
and offers a total change. Writing shows “none of that tiresome cultural indecisiveness [and]
depends on exceptionally inventive cultural manifestations for its very existence” (1965: 171).
There is a return of colour and the imagination.® Furthermore, this literature does not suppress
difference or look uncritically at the indigenous culture, traditions or modernity. Rather it
builds a completely new context with an emphasis on the individual and decentralization
away from the elites, the petty-bourgeoisie and their anti-national culture (Gibson 2003).

Fanon’s model does have its limitations as M. N. Al-Abbood (2012) and others have

observed. Homi K. Bhabha (1994) has dismissed the prospect of complete assimilation that

® Edouard Glissant has announced this as a return to a point of “entanglement” (qtd. Parry
1994: 22).
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Fanon describes and it is indeed hard to assert that South African literature ever fully entered
the colonial phase. There was a wide range of African language literature created by elites and
the wider African population that does not imitate colonial literature. Furthermore, some
English language literature remains fiercely ambivalent to European culture. Certain
interestingly parallels can, however, be drawn between the subsequent stages and South
African writing. Black Consciousness poetry in the 1970s exhibits hallmarks of national
writing while aspects of Fanon’s fighting and postcolonial literatures are easily recognisable
in 1980s and post-transition literature respectively (see Chapters 4, 5 and 6).

Despite some borrowings, Black Consciousness remains fundamentally at odds with
Fanon. Black Consciousness ideology was at best psycho-cultural and not psycho-political
because the emphasis was placed at all times on patience and identity. The notion of self-
inspection was not used, unlike Fanon, to trigger a single mass eruption of violence that
would cause liberation. And, unlike Fanon, liberation was evidently not beginning in the
stirrings of the proletariat, whose unique situation was initially ignored. Rather the
intellectuals represented the start of the ideology, the very same “products of the universities”
Fanon viewed with “suspicion” (Hirson 1979: 112).

Magaziner also observes the apparent incompatibilities between Fanon and Negritude
that Black Consciousness readily used together. Admittedly Black Consciousness’s Africanist
approach can be seen as a direct response to Negritude, a movement that originated in France
during the 1930s and features the Senegalese poet Leopold Senghor and Aime Cesaire from
Martinique as its main protagonists. Both philosophies were dedicated to the affirmation of
African values and culture; to Africans identifying their position in society and beginning to
proclaim their Blackness. Meanwhile, Biko “employed dialectics remarkably similar to

Sartre’s [and Negritude]” (Magaziner 2010: 42) when attempting to posit Black
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Consciousness as the antithesis to white supremacy. This was a tendency Fanon frequently
bemoaned.” However, there do appear to be differences to the movements’ approaches.
Blackness for Black Consciousness was a state of mind while for Negritude it “connoted the
pigmentation of one’s skin” (Snail 2008: 55). Snail continues to observe that Negritude aimed
to the complete revival of indigenous culture and the assimilation of Africans into the norms
of white society. Such statements are in stark contrast to Black Consciousness that, as
aforementioned, aimed at the creation of a new society. Senghor’s interpretation of Negritude
though, as opposed to Cesaire’s, may actually question these perceived contrasts. Equally to
Biko, though not as centrally, Senghor spoke of the primacy of culture and of real freedom
being “freedom of minds” (1965: 77). Fundamentally, Senghor’s Negritude was also
committed to a new non-racial society. His essay ‘Association and Assimilation’ dismisses
claims of absorption, integration and one-way assimilation in favour of a process of duality
with “each one having at the same time to adapt himself to the nature and habits of the
associate” (1965: 52). Assimilation in this sense does afford equal respect for black and white
values, much like Biko’s joint culture.

Biko’s desire for modern African culture to occupy a position alongside Western
European cultures in the future is also reminiscent of thought originating from elsewhere on
the continent. Amilcar Cabral’s view of national culture significantly spoke against the blind

acceptance of the indigenous culture. He argued only the relevant and positive aspects of

? Fanon’s scepticism is similar to that of Es’kia Mphahlele (Nkosi 1981; Reed 1965).
However, Mphahlele’s second edition of The African Image (1974) along with his
correspondence with N. Chabani Manganyi (2010) suggests a possible sympathy towards
Black Consciousness’s stance. Arguably, “ripples of Black Consciousness’s explosive
vocabulary were reaching him” and he was adjusting to “them [college-boy theorists]
selectively” (Attwell 2005: 127-8). He perhaps also felt that mileage was left in their work
when compared to the accelerated growth of non-racialism that, by the late 1970s, was
superseding Black Consciousness.
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African culture be invoked and this must be done “without underestimating the importance of
positive contributions from the oppressor’s culture and other cultures” (Cabral 1980: 43). As
long as these influences do not perpetuate inequality, Cabral, later echoed by Biko, believed a
successful future national culture would have foundations in both African and other cultures."
These beliefs were also remarkably similar to those of Zambian president Kenneth Kaunda.
Magaziner observes Biko’s view, not just reminiscent of Cabral, also hints towards Kaunda’s
rejection of the either/or model of dominant discourses (2010: 46). And such an opinion hints
towards the thinking and criticism that Black Consciousness suggested was central to its
processes. As will be shown through literary analysis, there was no blind acceptance. All
situations, including the more utopian post-transition experience, have been criticised and had
‘grey’ areas explored by Black Consciousness affiliated authors.

The African Diaspora was also a central component. Black Consciousness was in
many ways modelled on the Black Power phenomenon that swept America a decade earlier.
Gerhart’s Black Power in South Africa (1978) prevents the need for a wide discussion of these
linkages. Suffice to say writings by influential African-Americans including Eldridge
Cleaver, Malcolm X, James Cone and Stokely Carmichael all appear intertextually in Black
Consciousness literature. This is notwithstanding the influence of music. Brian Willan’s
(1982) portrayal of Sol Plaatje’s early life depicts the importance of music to the African
petty bourgeoisie and notes how performance was based on the Western model yet forged a
unique identity out of European, African and American styles. In Kimberley especially, the

American influence was heightened by the presence of Will P. Thompson from the Coloured

' Black Consciousness itself fulfilled one of Cabral’s prophecy. He had spoken of the need
for black intellectuals to undergo a “spiritual reconversion [or] re-Africanization” (1980: 45.
Original emphasis). Black Consciousness, established in the universities, was reconfirming
African identity in black intellectuals.
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Jubilee Singers group.'' This musical linkage has since been reinforced by the prominence of
African-American jazz, which became incorporated as a continual backing to the everyday
urban township environment and remained an important touchstone in South Africa literature
from the Drum generation forward. Much of this literature is interestingly illuminated when
read against work produced during the Harlem Renaissance. However, Black Power’s biggest
influence was in the form of language and symbolism. Black Consciousness directly
borrowed the clenched fist Black Power salute, one of the lingering symbols of resistance
since Soweto. The salute was used as an integral form of non-verbal communication. Mthuli
Shezi, the Black Peoples’ Convention vice-president, who scripted the play Shanti, left no
doubt to his political opinions and the context of his plays because he decreed a black fist to
be carved on his headstone.

The biggest import was slogan and language. Apartheid and the white power structure
were newly referred to as ‘the system’ while Gerhart writes of the proliferation of terms such
as “relevance and power structure” (1978: 277). These terms, abounding in Black Power
rhetoric, had not previously appeared in the South African struggle. Also sloganeering
including ‘Black is Beautiful” was borrowed. So was the word that came to define the
generation. ‘Black’, used as an alternative to Negro in America, replaced terms such as
African and Bantu in South African discourse and, defined as “status-more-than-colour”
(Gerhart 1978: 277), was employed to unite all oppressed peoples -- African, Indian or
Coloured -- regardless of their ethnicity. Initially, the terminology was resisted and SASO
was forced to remain ‘non-white’ until 1970 when the constitution finally officially

recognised ‘Black’. The SASO newsletter in the previous September had already defined the

' In reference to the above Achebe-Ngugi language debate, Willan’s piece is also notable for
its observation that the African petty bourgeoisie embraced English for practical reasons that
overshadowed any political concerns.

69



movement’s view of the term; but Black became increasingly favoured as Black
Consciousness extended its appeal to the Indian and Coloured populations who originally
resisted the grouping. The Afrikaner Nationalist Party even showed increasing acceptance of
Black over their original term Bantu. Black allowed a positivity to be attached to identity. The
oppressed were no longer being defined in the white image. And, such was the attraction of
this authoritative step, Black retained a place in the liberation discourse even away from the
SASO mainstream. For example, The Star on 20 December 1974 reported the Black
Renaissance Convention meeting in Hammanskraal earlier that month had decided on a move
away from SASO/BPC although Blackness remained central to its message.

The term caused friction with Biko’s aims. Writings on the issue suggest a conflict in
thought whilst it also complicated the resetting of South African culture in a more African
way. Strinivasa Moodly, a member of the Natal Indian Congress, wrote in the SASO
newsletter, Blackness was used to unite on a basis of oppression and not “superficial cultural
differences” (qtd. Buthelezi 1987: 27). Not only undermining the primacy of culture in Black
Consciousness ideology, Moodly’s view seems incompatible with Pityana’s suggestion in
SASO publications that Blackness was “much more fundamental” (qtd. Buthelezi 1987: 27)
than colour, but history and associated pasts, of which cultural practices are integral. Moodly
was clearly aware that culture remained an irreconcilable feature of difference between the
groups united as Black. A singular Black culture could not be brought about. To speak of
African culture thus neglected other marginalised demographics in respect to the central
message of Black Consciousness.

Black unity was a political tool whilst Black Consciousness as a cultural organisation
remained fundamentally an Africanist movement, that speaking of “our culture” or “Black

Culture” implied “African culture”. However, a certain leeway could be granted. Biko wrote,
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“Black culture above all implies freedom on our part to innovate without recourse to white
values” (1973: 96). He speaks of a culture defined outside the norms of colonial discourse,
which Ngugi (2012) argues was the reason behind the notion of competing ethnicities.
Although different, their equality suggests a relative commonality. The new South Africa
would see sharing, a situation where writers and artists could include aspects of all cultures
where none were given prominence. The apparent incompatibility of African and Black
culture spoke to process. However, the result would not similarly sideline other oppressed
cultures. The message spoke to all: discover and respect your culture; assert your culture;
embrace culture’s fluidity, its present and future.

Black Consciousness also incorporated the liberation struggles occurring in the other
Americas. Although not as prominent at its founding, interesting relationships occurred
between South Africa and the Caribbean. Poetic and musical exchanges surged to prominence
in the mid-1970s with the rise of Dub Poetry in the Caribbean and these have been returned in
much recent South African cultural output. Meanwhile, developments in revolutionary
struggles in Grenada during 1979 reconfigured the language debate in South Africa. Ideas
expressed by Chris Searle about language being “itself [...] at war” (1984: 20) and
“imprisoned and chained” (1984: 107), along with the notion of a new revolutionary language
being necessary in the battle for liberation, featured in conversations and debates in the 1980s
when activists began to look forward to the end of apartheid. Moreover, both these struggles
were faced with how to use language to mobilise ordinary people. Searle speaks of success in
Grenada but SASO was forever beset with difficulties in extending their voice off campus.
Many of the literacy projects established within local communities faced problems in training

volunteers, establishing attendance and increasing membership (Lobban 1996: 25). Such

71



literacy programmes were crucial to the process of raising consciousness. They also reflect
yet another instance of ideological borrowing.

The Brazilian educationalist Paulo Freire promoted literacy education that
foregrounded a sense of community within the education system. Jon Reyhner describes his

method of

‘culture circles’ where teachers would become ‘dialogue coordinators’ and
students ‘small group participants’. [Freire’s] egalitarian idea was to promote "the

work of 'man with man' and not 'for man"” (2012: n.pag).

Literacy was based not only on learning to read but on students exploring their own reality
and discussing it critically with others. Similarly, the Black Consciousness Home Education
Scheme discussed in 1973 at SASO’s Executive Council Meeting removed the idea of
individual education in favour of a community aspect where the student body and teachers
would work together and listen to one another. The emphasis was on achieving a joint social
utility and an environment where students were “not to be made aware but [made] oneself
aware” (Magaziner 2010: 129). Education was about facilitation. A student’s own knowledge
and culture would be respected which, when compared to Bantu Education, was a very
necessary method. However, again, the parallel between Black Consciousness and the original
idea was not straightforward. C. A. Bowers has written of Freire’s tendency to use Western
education assumptions “that undermine indigenous knowledge systems” while his ideas in
practice suggest the “colonizing nature of the cultural assumptions underlying his pedagogy”
(2005: vii). These were the very education practices Black Consciousness was reacting to.

Furthermore, Freire argued for independent thinkers while, for Magaziner, Black
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Consciousness literacy attempted to push individuals in a certain direction -- to acceptance of
the conclusion already realized by Biko. As phrased in the Bible: “Go ye unto the world and
speak to the people, teach them everything that I have taught you” (Matthew 28: 18-20 qtd.
Magaziner 2010: 133).

Quoting the Bible, Magaziner suggests another prominent influence on Black
Consciousness thought: Western religious and intellectual beliefs. Black Consciousness
leaders were all schooled in Christianity. Pityana later became an Anglican priest. Their
ideology was grounded on a reinterpretation of Christianity in the form of Black Theology.
Believing in the fundamental truth of Christianity, Biko (1973) advocated a re-examination.
The oppressed would be given an active role in their own salvation and beliefs in
transcendence would be reconsidered. Such was the centrality of religion that SASO
newsletters became a bible to activists and Biko frequently aligned himself with Jesus. Bokwe
Mafuna, anything but critically, notes “one of Biko’s favourite verses was from Luke 4:18-9”
(2007: 84), which reads “He hath sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to
the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised”.
Continuing this theme, a Christian religious motif constantly features in poetry from the
period. Chapter 5 will see the discussion turn briefly to the realization of Black Theology in
the successful theatre production Woza Albert!.

A second link can also be made to the Western establishment. Black Consciousness
was based on entering into critical debates on present and past ideas, creating a synthesis and
appreciating how competing ideologies work together to give rise to subtlety and nuance in
intellectual discourse. Then how these thoughts could be used to realize a future were
suggested. Magaziner feels the method “of individuals critiquing, shifting, and thinking

forward into the future” was “very much a product of the Western academic tradition” (2010:
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41). His continued analysis reveals corruption of this Western method because Black
Consciousness did not work with the complete thought but only selected passages. Ideas were
borrowed unashamedly throughout their own literature. Thus by “not exactly respecting
copyright [they] violated modernist [and importantly enshrined Western] notions of
intellectual property” (2010: 48-9).

Black Consciousness thought was a collection, possibly even a corruption, of a vast
depository of material. Literature from across Africa, the Diaspora, liberation struggles and
even the West were rephrased and reconsidered in the creation of a composite ideology. The
creation of Black Consciousness is also the aim: the ability to discuss and place together, with
equality, ideas from a wide range of intellectual cultures. And the links across the globe
established by this intellectual syncretism and appropriation are all maintained in the cultural

output born from it.

2.5 — Soweto: A Black Consciousness Finale?

The events of 16 June 1976 in Soweto need little attention having been presented at length
elsewhere (Hirson 1979; Brooks 1980). The march of several thousand high school students
towards Orlando Stadium was met with police aggression and live ammunition.'” Police
Minister Jimmy Kruger aimed to make Africans “tame to the gun” (qtd. O’Meara 1996: 193).
Violence escalated and triggered a widespread revolt that spread throughout the country and
has been widely cited as marking the beginning of the end for apartheid and awakening the

international community to the situation within South Africa. Additionally, Soweto

' Figures range from between 1500 to closer to 20 000 depending on the source. More
authoritative texts seem loathe to offer exact figures. Brooks and Brickhill observe “thousands
of pupils [marching in] over a dozen columns” (1980: 8).
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announced the end of Black Consciousness as a movement, reconfigured splits in the
liberation struggle, and further complicated the role of language.

Soweto “stemmed from language” (Magaziner 2010: 156). The immediate cause has
been recognised officially by both the Cilli€ Commission into the Uprising and the judgment
of State vs. Twala and Others" as language in education policy. The march was foremost a
march against the recent fifty-fifty ruling that saw the compulsory use of Afrikaans as
medium of instruction in mathematics, social science, history and geography alongside
English that was used in science and practical subjects. Contemporary reasoning centred on a
fifty-fifty language split being the only way to satisfy English and Afrikaans speakers, the
demographics that largely funded Bantu Education. However, the policy had been
formulating for several years from differing perspectives and lay in the necessity of Africans
taking their place as workers in South African industry. As early as 1949 there is evidence of
such thinking. Brother Patrick True, the then Principal of Modderpoort School wrote in a

memorandum submitted to the Commission on Native Education,

I should think apart from the territories it is very rare that the pure vernacular is
ever heard [...] Africans must take their place in society, a multi-racial society.
Often his well being depends upon his ability to understand his interlocutor. He
must therefore learn both English and Afrikaans [...] I am convinced that fifty-

fifty education [...] has no bad effect on the students.

" This refers to the trial of eleven members of the Soweto Students’ Representative Council.
They were charged with sedition offences and the Council was said to help organise
demonstrations and speak for Soweto’s population (Lobban 1996: 219).
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Just under twenty years later the same reasoning appeared in a secret Broederbond

communication that suggested Afrikaans as a student’s second language:

Most right-thinking Afrikaans speakers today address the Bantu in Afrikaans
whenever they meet [...] As the national economy requires Bantu to be in contact
with white employers and co-workers, instruction in one of the two official
languages must take place (a) through contact with whites and (b) through

instruction at school from the first school year."*

Brooks and Brickhill take the reasoning further and argue Afrikaans’ imposition was an
imperative reaction to Black Consciousness and the growing self assertiveness of African
youths who were beginning to challenge the cultural hegemony (1980: 46). Regardless of
reason, the fifty-fifty ruling was greeted with anger by students and staff alike. Students were
faced with the difficulties of learning core skills in a foreign language that they had not
encountered in the teaching context before while staff were left to teach in a language they
themselves had limited command of."” Subsequently a march was planned across Soweto to
present these grievances to the Department of Bantu Education. In protest students displayed
banners including ‘Down with Afrikaans’ and ‘Blacks are not Dustbins — Afrikaans Stinks!”.
Criticism by the select historians who foreground the language question have
interpreted these banners and the reaction to fifty-fifty education too literally. They simply

claim Soweto was an uprising against Afrikaans. This view misses the nuances of the

'* A copy of this circular entitled ‘Afrikaans as Second Language for the Bantu’ can be seen
on display at the Hector Pieterson Museum in Soweto.

" Schools could ask for exemption if they felt their staff were under-qualified. However,
while the appeals were considered schools had to continue in dual-medium. There is little
evidence of any successful appeals.
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situation. The revolt cannot be portrayed as one against a language per se but rather its
imposition, an idea supported by Jacob Dlamini’s recent revisionist work Native Nostalgia
(2009). The urban African population had embraced Afrikaans as part of the linguistic
environment and it was practised everyday in slang derivatives such as tsotsitaal. Similarly,
the coloured population for whom Afrikaans was their language did participate in the uprising
and their espousal of Black Consciousness ideology, cited by Hirson as “strange” (1979: 297)
in light of Afrikaans’ role in Soweto, is perfectly reasonable given the revisionist
interpretation. Furthermore, examples including the case of the Meadowlands Tswana School
Board can be cited, as Brooks and Brickhill do. In this instance the school board suggested
they were not opposed to fifty-fifty based medium of instruction but its imposed
implementation that specified which subjects would be taught in Afrikaans (Brooks 1980:
49). Explorations of language’s role in South African must be careful of writing against
Afrikaans. Although connotations associated with the language are inescapable, Afrikaans
remained, both during apartheid and after, a valuable means of expression among Africans
and Coloureds and should not be used to criticise their words. Indeed, perhaps its use
becomes even more poignant and purposeful for the very fact that it can represent criticisms
of a system that invested so much in Afrikaans as a marker of separation. A language that was
abused in a “God like decision” is arguably the best means of writing against those very same
“God like decisions [...] The old dictum that whites know what is best for blacks”, as a World
article in response to the fifty-fifty ruling put it on 25 February 1976.

Language imposition alone fails to explain Soweto and the sheer scale of the violence
and protest that erupted not just in the immediate aftermath but in the ensuing months. The
uprising tapped into longstanding resentment, the sources of which have led questions to be

asked about just how instrumental Black Consciousness was in the events of 1976. The South

77



African Education Trust’s The Road to Democracy in South Africa (20006) illustrates the
competing claims that have been made over Soweto’s history. Central to these different
interpretations are the reach of Black Consciousness beyond the confines of the university
campus. Brooks and Brickhill’s account gives credence to Black Consciousness’s integral role
by situating the revolt as a reaction to growing student discontentment with Bantu Education
and the associated overcrowding, high wastage rates, racist content, poor facilities and
standards, and high costs. These fundamental concerns with education were shared by
students and staff who formed a generational alliance that had rarely been seen before in the
liberation struggle. Thus the uprising had a broader base of support and fresh impetus because
teachers and parents were able to introduce wider political grievances into the debates.

The presence of both teachers and students makes it harder to ignore the presence of
Black Consciousness ideology. As Tom Lodge (1983) asserts, Black Consciousness was
shaped by Bantu Education. Meanwhile, the first edition of Black Review asserts, “the
struggle is the education struggle” (Khoapa 1972b: 22). Education drove the formation of an
ideology formulated by those with a petty-bourgeois outlook and many of these founding
thinkers found their way into teaching. Aside from participating directly in the uprisings,
teachers disseminated the Black Consciousness ideology to their students. Perhaps
Onkgopotse Tiro is the most famous example. A history teacher, Tiro frequently shared his
political outlook at Morris Isaacson High School, Soweto. He preached against the racist
views encountered in the syllabus and arguably was instrumental in turning his school into
what was dubbed the ‘cradle of resistance’. Tiro’s subsequent expulsion has been cited as a
leading factor in the founding of the South African Students’ Movement (SASM) that
attracted many of its leaders from Morris Isaacson and, despite being officially autonomous,

maintained links with Black Consciousness (SA History). SASM itself became the key
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organisation in student mobilisation and coordinated the march that led to the uprising.'® And
during this march the starkest symbol of Black Consciousness involvement was the Black
Power salute adopted by the students. However, the gesture of the upraised fist was
interestingly used by the authorities to widen the net of blame. They argued it implicated the
Communist Party. Vorster is noted as saying: “Why do they walk with upraised fists? Surely
this is a sign of the Communist Party?” (Brooks 1980: 27).

Alternative accounts dispute the uprising’s Black Consciousness motivations and draw
on the very tactic of marching. They argue, as previously noted, that such resistance was not
generally accepted by the leadership. It was instead the ANC who repeatedly called for the
struggle to be taken onto the streets. The SASM leaders had became disaffected with the
Black Consciousness movement in the period between 1972 and 1976. Consequently, links
were explored between SASM and the ANC underground, facilitated by the release of
prominent ANC members from Robben Island. Such interaction, in Oliver Tambo’s words,
saw “that they [the underground] were able to make an input [and] see that the seeds he [the
ANC] had planted among the youth in Soweto 1976 [...] were bearing fruit” (1987: 129).
From this basis the ANC was able to become more overtly involved and help conduct some of
the protest activity in the coming months. For example, several student stay-at-homes were
called in the ANC’s name during August and September.

For Hirson, in particular, the ANC presence is unmistakable. It was only the need to
maintain secrecy that delayed any overt activity, thus explaining the slow release of ANC
leaflets until several days after 16 June. He cites Winnie Mandela’s assertion that Soweto

“cannot be attributed to Black Consciousness as such” (1979: 196) and declares Black

' Somewhat bizarrely the Hector Pieterson Museum claims SASM conducted a planning
meeting at an Orlando swimming pool dressed in bikinis and bathing costumes to avoid
detection.
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Consciousness’s lead role an unproven myth. Hirson traces the origins back to the turn of the
decade. Abortive military action in Angola had shown a weakness in the South African
regime that the liberation movement felt could be exploited. Meanwhile, strike action in
Namibia during 1971 had been seen as a success for South African workers who adopted
similar tactics throughout the 1970s. The Cape Town strikes in 1972 were a success for the
workers and those in Durban in the run up to 1976 saw Sowetan students recognise the
possibility of strike action as a valid means of resistance. An atmosphere of revolt was
therefore created that “affected a far wider section of the population than [...] SASO-BPC”
(Hirson 1979: 156). Black Consciousness did largely fail to recognise class interests and was
unable to explicitly infiltrate working class movements. Therefore it seems implicit that Black
Consciousness could not have directly contributed to strike action. However, despite a limited
physical presence, the ideology was cited by L. Douwes Dekker, Assistant General Secretary
of the Trade Union Council of South Africa (TUCSA), as perhaps being a reason for the idea
of collective action and turn towards independent Black organisations so vital for successful
strike action. Hirson does mention Dekker’s view but it perhaps requires more attention than a
simple caveat (1979: 128).

The precise attribution of the uprisings will remain difficult to corroborate, though the
influence of Black Consciousness cannot be dismissed as myth. The movement may have
struggled to establish a physical presence off campus but the ideology itself could not have
failed to seep and spread into the consciousness of the wider African population. The analysis
of causes may depend on where historians place their focus: the mental or military battle.
Either way the tensions that surfaced between Black Consciousness and ANC supporters
during 1976 have had a profound effect. Relations remain acrimonious. As this author was

told by an anonymous Black Consciousness activist in interview about Soweto, “where the
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fuck were they [the ANC]?”. Chapter 6 shows how literature has become the haven for many
of these lingering disputes to be expressed. In a bid to win symbolic political capital and
continually re-legitimise their rule, the ANC are criticised for attempting to ‘claim’ struggle
history and erase the presence of other liberation groups. The reasons behind the Soweto
Uprising may remain too complex for simple explanation but the aftermath profoundly

affected the style of future resistance and saw the end of Black Consciousness as a cohesive

group.

2.6 — The End of Black Consciousness

The Soweto Uprising was met with a fierce response from the authorities. Within eighteen
months the Black Consciousness Movement had been banned, Steve Biko had been killed in
detention, numerous other SASO leaders had fled into exile. Yet a newly energised and
determined youth emerged across the country. Julian Brown has warned against Soweto
representing a clear break in protest against apartheid, viewing it instead as a “catalyst, not a
new start” (2009: 343). Either way the liberation struggle experienced a fundamental change
with a more violent and active phase of resistance set to begin. The Truth and Reconciliation
Commission’s Report when referring to Soweto suggested that after Hector Pieterson’s death,
the first casualty of the Uprising, there was a complete transformation of protest from
“peaceful march into a violent confrontation” (1998: 559). The same can be said of the
struggle across South Africa with the youth adopting “whatever means might be at hand —
including notably violent means” (Brown 2009: 343). Deprived of their original leadership,
new activists imbued with Black Consciousness ideology and Black Theology, which had

“wedded suffering and death to hope and victory” (Magaziner 2010: 126), did not share the
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same reticence towards violence. In many instances they could be accused of actively
courting it. Poems contained in the SASO archives at the University of the Witwatersrand
provide clear examples of language that had matured into one of unquestionable

confrontation:

Time to grab arms
And aim them at
The blue-eyed enemy

Lurking in the bushes

God up above
[...]
has also decreed

that we must now KILL (1. 24-35).

And the faith in death Magaziner alludes to is similarly expressed. Consider the following
lines from Glenn Masokoane’s four page draft poem ‘Black Nana Avenge! Arise!’ likewise

found in the Witwatersrand archives:

In death you stand BLACK WOMAN
She now looked relieved. She needed...
The hour has come, death have come!

Comfort got into her, she was calm (1. 25-8).
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Yet this violence and continued protest was not performed ad hoc. The students continued to
operate within an organisational framework. But in the wake of SASO and Black
Consciousness’s decline where were the mobilised to conduct themselves? Under whose
banner was the post-1976 cultural output and protest to lie? It is from this question that the
split between the ANC and those who maintained a broadly Black Consciousness perspective
occurs. Some fled into exile and others remained within South Africa.

The post-Soweto exiles largely found themselves integrated within the ANC
movement, for example Barney Pityana. Many others, including Mongane Serote, chose to
join Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), the underground armed struggle. Despite the PAC in exile
seemingly being the natural destination because of its similar desire to create a cultural
identity for black Africans, the organisation was beset by division and ineffective
organisation. According to Lodge, “the eve of Soweto found the PAC weak and once again
divided” (1983: 316). Alternatively the ANC had a long established tradition of a united and
relatively strong exile movement.'” Integration was not a straightforward process though.
Both the ANC and the South African Communist Party questioned how to effectively
integrate a former Black Consciousness membership while Black Consciousness activists
themselves entered into conflict in some areas. Despite Biko’s attempts some years earlier,
the prospect of a workable united front was not easily envisaged (Tambo 1987; Seekings
2000). Yet it was eased to some degree by Black Consciousness’s stance as a cultural and
community based movement. Theirs was a loose political ideology that could be flexibly
accommodated in other organisations. The emphasis on community equality prevented a firm

hierarchy. SASO’s leadership was regularly rotated. Thus questions of authority, which

"7 Interesting studies of the ANC in exile have been undertaken by Stephen Ellis (1992) and
Hugh MacMillan (2009; 2012).
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Lodge (1983) notes frequently beset exile movements, did not cause fatal problems for those
forced to flee South Africa after Soweto. During this period the ANC’s activities increased,
most notably with a return of the sabotage campaign. Similarly, a wide ranging literary and
artistic movement was established by exiles. Leading previously Black Consciousness
affiliated writers merged into the ANC’s cultural wing. Both of these occurrences had a
profound effect on literature’s future direction.

Within South Africa the political fate of Soweto’s actors was more complex. In April
1978 the Azanian People’s Organisation (AZAPO) was founded. This was perceived as the
natural home for Black Consciousness because it continued the Africanist message and
became popular in the ‘home’ of Black Consciousness, the University of the North in
Turfloop. It also appealed to the young township population when its message was promoted
by the Post and the Sowetan (Lodge 1991: 25). The most notable member was Saths Cooper,
a central figure through the past decade. Cooper’s political move when compared to fellow
Black Consciousness leader Pityana, who joined the ANC abroad, clearly exemplifies Black
Consciousness’s flexibility. AZAPO recognised a narrowness in Black Consciousness
thought and shifted the ideology from the community and the primacy of racial unity towards
a socialist outlook that recognised class analysis. This was a necessary move in the 1980s
when trade unionism and the working class struggle became the focal point of resistance
within South Africa. But AZAPO was weakened by its failure to achieve popular appeal with
the working classes. Lodge writes, “[AZAPO] does not appear to have developed any formal
connections with significant labour organisations” (1983: 345) and had a limited basis for
cooperation.

AZAPO’s socialist stance frequently brought it into conflict with the other political

body to rise after Soweto. Described comprehensively by Jeremy Seekings (2000), the United

84



Democratic Front (UDF) was formed from the study groups established by student leaders in
the aftermath of Soweto in order to discuss the way forward. Exploited and often led by the
ANC and prisoners returned from Robben Island, these study groups continued to work
within Black Consciousness structures, feature prominent Black Consciousness figures, and
share their language.'® Study groups were located in Cape Town and Durban' but primarily
concentrated in Johannesburg. And another location in the East Rand became integral to the
UDF. Modder B Prison contained many students and SASO members imprisoned during the
uprising. There were frequent heated debates about how Black Consciousness should move
forward with some prisoners continuing a ‘go it alone’ approach while others advocated
closer work with the ANC and Charterism. Curtis Nkondo was one of the latter and a figure
Seekings describes as central to the UDF. The conversations within these study groups and
Modder B prison attest to Black Consciousness’s flexibility. Although the UDF came to adopt
a non-racial doctrine in line with the ANC and drew on ANC symbolism, imagery, discourse
and tradition (Seekings 2000: 23), it also exhibited an “ideologically ambiguous” (Lodge
1991: 35) language and sought to be all encompassing. Black Consciousness had a central
place. Most of the national and regional secretaries had originated from Black Consciousness
and it shared an emphasis on community and infusion from below. Indeed, the local was so
prominent that the UDF was criticised for its lack of national coordination and, as such, many
local individuals and groups were able to maintain their autonomy and primary concerns. For

example, individuals could continue a more explicitly Black Consciousness styled approach

'* Seekings suggests that some of those who worked within Black Consciousness
organisations, for example Pope Molefe and Vincent Mogane, were there clandestinely (2000:
31-3).

" Durban’s study groups were important in establishing an Indian membership within the
UDF. This demographic was integral to the struggle especially after Nationalist attempts to
increase their inclusion in the political system after the creation of the Tricameral Parliament.
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because the UDF was used for mainly for support and resources: “[Its] unity was fragile and
limited at best” (Seekings 2000: 22).

The UDF promoted beliefs that corresponded with Black Consciousness and later
AZAPO, despite not sharing the centrality of Africanism. The UDF was popular and,
introducing schemes that reached out to ordinary people, placed community at the centre of
the ideology. Moreover, students continued to exert great influence and, like AZAPO, “a
class-consciousness was the essential motivating force among a large number of its rank-and-
file” (Lodge 1991: 29). Several trade unions joined the UDF and, although the Federation of
South African Trade Unions (FOSATU) did not officially join the Front, there was
cooperation and several related discussions described as “very thought provoking” (Seekings
2000: 64). However, the UDF’s attempts to embrace all aspects of the struggle saw
association with whites. An interesting example is provided by the Congress of South African
Students (COSAS). COSAS helped form the student groups that populated the UDF and
promoted the younger generation. However, COSAS also brought African and white students
together again. The student voice returned to the multi-racial stance SASO had struggled a
decade earlier to remove. Additionally, the UDF had apparent links to the middle classes and
capitalism, which led to confrontation with AZAPO. The visit of Edward Kennedy sparked a
violent clash between the two and saw the entrenching of divisions within the African
population. Although there was a degree of reconciliation between Black Consciousness and
the ANC, splits were emerging between those in exile and those not, while in South Africa

journalist Nomavenda Mathiane commented in The World (1989):

It is not like 1976. [Now] the main conflict is between people who used to be

friends and allies. In 1976 nearly all the activists were Black Consciousness, but
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now some [...] are with AZAPO and others [are] UDF. The fight between the two

is wreaking more devastation than the fight with the System.

The UDF provides a convenient bridge through which to trace the influence of Black
Consciousness ideology in liberation struggle culture. The Front was integral to the
techniques of mobilisation discussed in Chapter 5, played a crucial role in the success of street
theatre and had links to the trade union movement, which lay at the centre of the new struggle
poetry. Although the individual writers discussed may not have direct links to Black
Consciousness the very nature of the ideology suggests there would be an inescapable
awareness that comes through in their written works. Furthermore, both movements
speculated on the creation of a national literature. Biko had asserted his views in ‘Some
African Cultural Concepts’ and the UDF, through its role as facilitator and all-encompassing
nature, was central to the 1980s. This decade was “the time when ethnic politics - ‘black
politics,” ‘white politics,” ‘Coloured politics,” ‘Indian politics’ — became simply ‘South
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African politics’” (Mufson 1991: 3). Is the same applicable to literature? How, in Biko’s

words, is African culture given a place at the table?
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Chapter 3
Speaking and Signalling in Turbulent Silence: The Classic, Staffrider and Medu Arts

Ensemble’

The emergence of Black Consciousness further complicated the relationship between politics
and culture in South Africa. As such, a prerequisite of any literary analysis for the period
demands attention to the very act of publishing that as Nicholas Evans and Monica Seeber
(2000) explore is an essential intermediary between the act of writing and the prevailing
political climate. In particular, and taking increased prominence in South Africa, the literary
journal is the published medium that according to Andries Oliphant is best able to “reproduce,
oppose, resist, and transform” (2001: 91) the political environment. Moreover, enhancing
their value to this thesis’s concerns, Oliphant continues to define journals as “important sites
of cultural production [that] provide forums for new developments [and] mediate and shape
the direction in which a national literature develops™ (2001: 91). Yet, despite their
importance, relatively few comparative studies have been conducted owing in part to their
high mortality rate within South Africa (Gray 1980; Finn 1994). This chapter attempts to
address this imbalance by focusing on three journals -- The Classic, Staffrider and the Medu
Arts Ensemble Newsletter -- whilst also briefly gesturing towards the methods of oppression
used to limit their public exposure. This trio has been selected chiefly because their respective
editorial polices best illustrate the changing prominence of African culture in South African

literature.

"I am indebted to Keith Shear and Judy Seidman for kindly lending me their collections of
Staffrider and Medu Arts Ensemble Newsletters.
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Ndebele (1989b) has examined the close allegiance between literary journals and
writing movements. For white South Africans there is a longstanding history of such
movements, for example the circle around William Plomer in the 1920s, the Dertigers in the
following decade, and the Sestigers in the 1960s. For Black South African artists a similar
tradition is harder to trace. There had been attempts from as early as the mid-1940s to
establish African writers” movements but it was not until 1947 that an African Academy for
Arts was proposed. The Academy sought to reclaim aspects of African heritage in artistic
form and encourage mutually beneficial dialogue among individual writers. Despite
struggling to get off the ground, this initial grouping provoked more insistent attempts at
establishing writers’ movements. Ndebele (1989b) notes the occurrence of six different bodies
at varying points into the 1980s, although, much like literary journals, these all struggled to
achieve longevity.

The first journal of repute was based around such a writers’ collective. Featuring work
from authors including Todd Matshikiza, Can Temba, William Bloke Modisane and
numerous other leading South African voices, Drum magazine was founded in 1951.
Becoming besotted with the urban and the people of the street, Drum’s celebration of
modernity and popular culture was not announced in its first issues. Ntongela Masilela notes
the importance of Lionel Abrahams, Henry Nxumalo and Matshikiza in “persuading Drum
magazine to switch from celebrating ‘tradition’ in its earliest copies to emphasising
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‘modernity’” (2012: 334). Their writings consequently helped make the syncretism of
modernity with working class popularism the hegemonic form of African literature in the
1950s. This literary style was showcased in both reportage and fiction that evoked the

Sophiatown Renaissance, a content that responded to the vibrant admixture of urban life

experiences. For example, African-American jazz influences were placed alongside uniquely
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African shebeens and shebeen queens. Meanwhile, a focus on sex, crime and gangs saw
tsotsitaal feature as the medium of many pieces and helped establish it as the language of the
urban underworld, connotations it has struggled to rid itself of (see Chapter 6).

As alluded to above, the Drum Boys, as the group became affectionately known, were
hesitant in fully embracing the African past or African languages. Concerned by the rising
Negritude movement in francophone Africa, linguistic and cultural syncretism was as far as
the Drum authors were prepared to go. Such a move largely resulted from the journal’s
subconscious desire to aim their writings at the white reader and rouse their consciousness to
the Africans’ situation (Nkosi 1965: 141). Translated into a literary style, this political
outlook led to the “imitation of white writing [and] Western conceptions of literature”
(Zander 1999: 13). The Drum Boys did not appeal to the African population but to a white
audience. They could not conjure African pasts and cultural idioms that may have proved
exclusionary but only hint towards debates around culture, appropriation, syncretism and

audience that became increasingly important in ensuing years.

3.1 — The Three Phases of The Classic

Drum created a popular space for literary journals in South African society. Nat Nakasa, a
writer who had featured in Drum, soon established his own journal The Classic. First
appearing in 1953, this publication published some early work by the writers discussed in the
forthcoming chapters although it pre-dates the Black Consciousness ideology that is the
central motif to this commentary. However, its inclusion is doubly necessary. Firstly, The
Classic raised previously neglected literary questions; secondly, it laid key foundations for

future literary journals.
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Even before the first issue was published, questions surfaced over the direction The
Classic should take. Many saw an opportunity to break from white readership. Richard Rive,
who remained steadfast in his opposition to all forms of race division in cultural circles,
quickly warned against this new direction and wrote privately to Nat Nakasa on 11 April
1963, “if it is going to be another Blacks only magazine it is doomed to failure at its
inception. In the cultural field we cannot tolerate any form of discrimination”.”> He continued,
warning Nakasa on literary quality, “Where possible [content] must be a reflection of merit
and suitability and not depend on mere surface manifestations such as skin colour. This is the
philosophical death-knell of any artistic endeavour”. Although no evidence can be found of a
direct reply, Nakasa’s editorial policy largely agreed with Rive. Nakasa wrote, also in April
1963, in a letter to James Matthews that The Classic would be a literary journal not a political
mouthpiece and would maintain a line neither African nor non-white. It hoped to publish
those who had previously struggled to find publication. Such aspirations are credible and,
though The Classic published mainly African written literature, it must be remembered that
the majority of writers seeking publication in these journals at the time were Africans
overlooked by white edited magazines. In itself that created a secondary problem and saw The
Classic become the focus of more vehement criticism by Rive in an early review. It was, he
wrote in the September 1963 issue of Information South Africa and Analysis, too South
African, a “serious limitation [resulting in] much that is mediocre and plain bad”.’ Rive thus

appears to support the general critical consensus of the period that claimed South African

* This and all letters referenced here can be found in the Nathaniel Nakasa collection in
Historical Papers at the University of the Witwatersrand (see bibliography).

’ Bloke Modisane’s letter to Nakasa on 10 October 1963 issues a humorous riposte. He claims
the review “swollen-headed” and labels Rive “a pain”. This was added to criticism of Rive’s
view of South Africa’s political situation. For Modisane, Rive’s idealised hope of artistic
integration being a means to solve South Africa’s problems was an “infirmity of a ‘friend’”.

91



writers abandoned aesthetics for political polemics at the slightest provocation. A remedy, he
suggested, was more content from creative authors across the wider continent. Rive himself
repeatedly attempted similar projects, culminating in the Modern African Prose anthology
published in 1967. His criticisms again focused on concerns already acknowledged by Nakasa
and other leading contributors. Nakasa’s correspondence reveals his often fruitless attempts at
attracting literature from across Africa. Specifically, it was the lesser nations they targeted.
The Classic offered to translate into English all work from the Congo, Cameroon and
elsewhere. Here, The Classic reveals a firm commitment to English over both African
languages and urban dialects of which little, if any, were included.

Nakasa was committed to The Classic’s quality. Determined to promote it as a literary
journal he offered considerable editorial feedback that attempted to inspire aesthetic

achievement. He wrote on 6 November 1963 to Dennis Kiley,

I agree with you about our contributors tending to fill the paper with their
miseries. They will have to regard themselves as writers first and black underdogs

later.

To some extent The Classic remained a testament to his efforts. Writers of great repute,
including Lewis Nkosi, Casey Motsitsi and Es’kia Mphahlele, were frequent contributors
even when based abroad. Much quality can be observed. The themes remained similar to
those of Drum despite a decrease in the amount of reportage. Although there was limited use
of tsotsitaal, the tsotsi figure himself was present, though only selectively. For Modisane,

tsotsis helped increase aesthetic quality. His letter to Nakasa on 10 October 1963 explains,
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[They are a] gift to fiction because their zest for living gives a dynamic energy
that the writer can easily embrace so long as [the fsotsi], in particular his violence,

remains a background figure and not the central motif.

Alongside these contemporary and uniquely South African characters, contemporary
Western influences were also given prominence. The first issue contained a critical piece by
jazz musician Julian Beinart while Arthur Maimane, who often appropriated the jazz image in
the mould of township life, was a frequent contributor. Such syncretism and appropriation
received much criticism throughout the 1950s and 1960s. Publicising these Western
influences, critics argued, rendered the African complicit in neo-colonialism. As Maimane
somewhat wryly observed about his own work in a letter to Nakasa dated 23 September 1963:
“I’'m a traitor to the race, you see; corrupted by the neo-colonialists and all that jazz, diggez-
vous?” Ngugi wa Thiong’o was one such critic. In an article entitled ‘Language and
Literature’, which appeared in The Classic 2.1, Ngugi objects to those who write insistently in
colonial languages and give too much attention to Western cultural images. Written in 1966,
Ngugi appeals for a renewed embrace of African languages. The ultimate carriers of culture,
their preservation and assertion was integral to the African experience under apartheid (Ngugi
1966: 43). Ngugi went on to make similar interventions in other journals, perhaps best
exemplified in his two part essay ‘Education for a National Culture’ in the Medu Arts
Ensemble Newsletter Volume 4. The language debate became inescapable in South African
literary circles over the following decades and evidently The Classic, being English medium
but largely African written, was one of the first to formulate the grounds for discussion and

contribute to it.
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Aside from featuring fiction, The Classic was extremely important for formulating
questions that would influence South African cultural debate for a generation. Mphahlele’s
contributions are another example. In an issue that tackled children’s literature and the same
one that featured Ngugi’s ‘Language and Literature’ article, Mphahlele reflects about the role
of women. There is no doubting the prominence this debate gained in Staffrider and the Black
Consciousness period. Moreover, a volume later (The Classic 3.1), Mphahlele critically
tackled literature’s role in society. He advocated the political passion and defiance of
contemporary poetry but only when secondary to “perspective” -- a force that gives energy to
words, crucially “power and beauty” (1967: 16). This essay also emphasised African cultural
heritage and its place in literature. Both, he argued, work as a means of self-knowledge. But
importantly for Mphahlele, heritage must serve a function. Its role is to continually “redefine
the African” (1967: 15) and, like Western influences, should not be presented as a static
phenomenon or part of a binary. Mphahlele gives room for both African and Western
influences at the table of culture, to use the metaphor Biko adopted four years later. His
explanation cites Sol Plaatje’s presentation of Christianity when practiced by Africans. Here,
it has a more hybrid nature and is not purely synonymous with Western civilisation as
European literature suggests. Briefly summarised, Mphahlele’s article argues that literature
must appreciate the relationship between these two supposedly competing influences and
cultures and recognise their mutual tendencies to inform. Art must pay testimony to their
dynamic nature through syncretism and appropriation. Later in the same issue Chinua Achebe
advocated a similar necessity. Again the writer needs to reach into the past so as to allow a
complete knowing of oneself and confirm identity. Yet this appreciation of heritage must not
act “like a millstone around your neck [rather] something you can hold dialogue with” (1967:

24).
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The Classic under Nat Nakasa was carefully positioned as a literary journal that
stressed aesthetic quality over African assertion and political polemics. It was also careful to
appeal to and encourage contributions from across the continent and the races. It embraced a
variety of experiences and raised pressing cultural issues that gathered momentum through the
1970s and the rise of Black Consciousness. Bennie Bunsee rightly claimed on 4 October 1963
in correspondence with Nakasa, “Classic is a classic”. However, like Drum, it suffered from
increasing state repression and the forced exile of many of its contributors. Nat Nakasa was
one of these forced to leave South Africa and, after fleeing to America in 1964, committed
suicide. He edited only the first three issues of The Classic. Without his leadership, the
magazine adopted a different style and its appeal waned. This did not represent the end. Sipho
Sepamla resuscitated The Classic under the title The New Classic in 1975 while later in the
1980s it again reappeared under its original title in cooperation with the African Writers’
Association.*

Interestingly, this series of rises and falls largely coincides with the fluctuations of
Africanist politics in South Africa. Although Nakasa stressed the literary, The Classic in its
different guises has continually explored the differing relationships between the African
population and “traditional and emergent nationalist cultural forces” (Oliphant 2001: 101). In
the few publications that appeared, or were proposed, during the 1980s the tone became
characterised by a foregrounding of African traditional practices and a rejection of Western
influences, in line with the direction of other journals during that period. This will be shown

below in reference to the Medu Arts Ensemble Newsletter. Before this period The New Classic

* There is disagreement over when the first issue of the New Classic was published. Oliphant
(2001) claims it was resuscitated in 1976, however there are archived copies of the New
Classic in the Witwatersrand Historical Papers, referred to below, dated 1975.
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in the 1970s entered into dialogue with Black Consciousness and earlier still, at its founding,
the Negritude movement.

An article in The New Classic published in 1975 exemplifies this conversation with
Africanist politics. Here, Richard Rive addresses Leopold Senghor’s thought. Identifying the
differences between the Negritude movement’s protagonists, Rive’s antagonism surfaces. He
interrogates the validity of a unified Black experience and cultural tradition. Of particular
importance to questions of cultural borrowing is Rive’s view on language. For critics, as
suggested in Chapter 2, writing in the colonial language is the ultimate contradiction.
However, defendants argue colonial languages can be justified by the nature of their use.
Indeed, artists can examine the secret traces of whiteness in blackness and blackness in
whiteness. But, for Rive, neither position can easily be reconciled with Negritude’s emphasis
on a communal past African culture. The artist “changes the connotations to suit himself” and
these attempts to change “flavour” (Rive 1975: 73-4) can only be done individually within the
context of the artist’s own poetic imagination. Therefore these stylistic attempts at a black
language prevent the formation of a national art and a unified black culture.

Rive’s second area for concern revolves around the assertion of past traditions. His
conclusion criticizes Negritude’s tendency “to wallow in its past” (1975: 76). Alternatively he

quotes Fanon,

The man of today, and particularly the black man must not appeal to culture for

the right to live. A culture is required in the present not with the past. No extinct

culture can serve as the basis of a new culture (1975: 76).
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The stress needs to lie on culture’s dynamic nature, idiom, and its continual evolution in light
of current cultural borrowings. Interestingly, this can be examined through Rive’s portrayal of
Negritude as constantly facing Europe. This image can be juxtaposed alongside Walter
Benjamin’s Angel of History. Adopting a position of reference to the white world suggests
the legacy of lost past African cultural practices that keep “piling wreckage upon wreckage”
at their feet. However, it is not possible to remain and “make whole what has been smashed”
(Benjamin 1955: VII). Like the Angel of History, ‘traditions’ keep blowing forward and
progressing. It is not possible to reinstate the past. Rather Africans should notice the present
in order to prevent a growing pile of wrecked cultural practices. Their loss would only be
lamented in the future.

Rive’s piece is typical of The Classic, which throughout its three phases contributed to
Africanist discussions on the appropriation of language and idiom in contemporary culture
and literature. Like Mphahlele in earlier issues, Rive again makes reference towards culture’s
dynamism and the need to embrace all of society’s prevailing influences. These debates
surfaced continually throughout the 1970s and 1980s when literary journals took an

increasingly prominent position in the liberation struggle.

3.2 — Ravan Press, Staffrider and the Urgency of Now

Sanders observes the loss of the African voice during apartheid. He writes, “apartheid seldom
allowed Africans to speak, and it ventriloquized ad lib: ‘Bantu says...”” (2003: 203). The
demise of Drum and latterly The Classic brought this silence into sharp focus and the troubles
of literary publication gained renewed attention with the rise of Black Consciousness and its

associated cultural viewpoint. Steve Biko lamented liberal politics and writing that saw “so
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many things said so often to us, about us and for us but very seldom by us” (1972a: 7. Original
emphasis). Moreover, he argued there are “very few publications that are directed at, manned
by and produced by black people” (1972a: 7). To rectify this the Black Consciousness
influence shifted attention towards journals that were in all aspects African.

The first moves occurred with the production of the SASO Newsletters and the reports
of the Study Project of Christianity in South African Society (SPRO-CAS), which were
affiliated to Black Theological thought. In 1972 two more Black Consciousness influenced
publications were published. Black Viewpoint increased attention on ideology and featured
essays from the movement’s prominent thinkers who explained and defended the Black
Consciousness position. Secondly, Black Review published news of the liberation struggle and
summarised developments affecting Black life. Though Black Review always included a
section on arts and entertainment, neither publication was dedicated in the main to the arts.
They instead favoured an academic audience. SPRO-CAS, though, did eventually introduce a
‘Pop’ section in an attempt to attract a new readership interested in contemporary popular
culture. Moreover, literature’s power to explain politics and awaken the population saw it
quickly become embraced as a leading dimension in the struggle. A dedicated literary outlet
was required and the facilities for these early periodicals, established by SPRO-CAS, became
central to the creation of Ravan Press.

Originally providing the printing services for SPRO-CAS, Ravan was officially
confirmed as a publishing company in 1972. This was at a similar time to the emergence of
other alternative publishers, including Ad Donker and David Philip, who were similarly
committed against apartheid and survived on private funding. Ravan survived as an
independent publisher until 1994 when it was acquired by Hodder & Stoughton and during

this time it remained a company driven by “intense idealism” (Randall 1998: 2). Instead of
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coveting commercial success, Ravan was primarily dedicated to educating and probing every
aspect of the South African experience. Consequently, Ravan positioned itself on the
boundaries and became a radical publisher dedicated to increasing the power of new or
previously marginalised voices and signalling new paths for the country’s culture. In many
ways it became the necessary voice of South African opposition through its determination to
publish hostile work critical of the hegemony and the period’s dominant discourses. This
radical energy was also facilitated by the comparatively young age of its editorial board. Most
had experience of current youth ideologies and student politics. Danie van Zyl, for example,
created links between Ravan and NUSAS and had helped SPRO-CAS get publications
accepted by producing eye catching cover designs.

Glenn Moss delivers the warmest praise for its antagonistic nature when he succinctly

captures the spirit of opposition within Ravan Press:

Thankfully, in its twenty-five years of existence, Ravan Press has provoked the
fiercest of criticism, the strongest of loyalties, the greatest of conflicts. Its authors,
directors and staff members have been banned, its books impounded, its offices
fire-bombed. Education authorities, supported by fundamentalist religions, have
withdrawn Ravan books from the classrooms. It has published books which have
broken new ground, challenged the old order, irritated new elites, won prestigious

awards — and embarrassed supporters, trustees and staff alike! (1998: 13).

However, literary quality was rarely compromised despite its ideology. Historical and

journalistic works admittedly found their way to publication through Ravan but these were

not the only categories. Its editors sponsored imagination. Indeed, half of the best South

99



African authors voted for in a 1997 Mail and Guardian survey found their way as
contributors to Ravan (Moss 1998: 14). Such a statistic is testament to its great success and
dedication to quality.

Ravan’s greatest contribution to South African literary studies and the liberation
struggle was through Staffrider. A notorious cultural forum during the liberation struggle,
Staffrider achieved a print run of over ten thousand at its height. The first issue found its way
to press in 1978 following on from the decline of the journal Bolt that Mike Kirkwood, the
first editor of Staffrider, had previously edited. It was carefully positioned as non-racial and
politically unaligned; like The Classic dedicated not to politics but publishing voices that
were not being heard (Manaka 1982; Oliphant 2001). Indeed, Staffrider published numerous
works from white authors as well as black. There was even a “marked trend towards
equalization” (Finn 1994: 55) in the race of authors during the last five years of Staffrider.
Nadine Gordimer and J. M. Coetzee are the white writers of greatest repute who saw some of
their lesser-known works appear in the magazine. The lack of a clear political stance,
however, did itself make a political statement towards liberation. Geoffrey Haresnape’s
comments on the white journal Contrast can similarly be applied to Staffrider. He writes, the
no-policy on political content “really meant a policy of freedom with the widest possible
scope” (1985: 33). Yet it is hard to deny the Black Consciousness influence that lay behind
the rhetoric. Kirkwood felt Staffrider’s “first leaps were premised on the volatile, unstable
assumptions about the legacy of 1976 [the Soweto Uprising]” (1988: 3) and the influence of
student activism on the situation. Meanwhile, the journal’s original self-editing format
arguably reflected the message of self-reliance integral to Black Consciousness ideology

(Vladislavic 1988: ii). These influences raised debates over racial exclusivity that had
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hindered past writers’ movements and journals. Indeed, they threatened to fatally destabilise
Ravan Press when many writers left and moved to Skotaville, rival all-black publishers.
Arguably Staffrider exhibited a content that could divorce the journal from the white
population. Albeit featuring white-authored texts, these were in the minority and the literature
featured was based exclusively in the contemporary African experience. Oliphant (2001)
traces this decision to Kirkwood’s criticism of white liberal journals such as Contrast, which
existed solely within the white liberal population to the exclusion of many Black writers.
Kirkwood (1976) dismisses Contrast’s claim that its stance upheld aesthetic standards. He
instead argues this commitment tantamount to complicity with the racial arrogance of
colonialism. Therefore this further justified a radical black aesthetics, especially given the

ironic and rather dubious status of liberal commentators.

Insist[ing] on artistic freedom, [liberal commentators] elect to attack writers
committed to political and socio-cultural change as well as freedom for all [...]
Blinded by the desire to retain the cultural high ground, their refusal to participate
in the struggle for social change is directly related to a disenabling and narrow

view of freedom (Oliphant 2001: 97).

Thus Staffrider’s focus and aesthetics implicitly removed aspects of the journal from the
liberal aesthetic tradition. This stressed that art, having a privileged status, was a production
through freedom in order to provide pleasure. Free from outside pressures and vested interest,
art was judged by the individual before appealing to others and assuming universality (Guyer
1996; Schaeffer 2000). Staffrider jettisoned these ideas. Content saw writers “make less of

their individuality. They emphasise their identity as that of a school, a collective [and] give
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[literature] a more ‘popular’ character” (Vaughan 1982: 134). Staffrider was firmly based in
the local community. Its distribution rested on networks created by local groups who released
issues privately throughout the townships because Mike Kirkwood desired to avoid the
racialised dissemination system that saw all booksellers located in white residential areas.
Moreover, until Volume 3 Issue 3, local communities determined content. Community art
groups gathered work and then selected and put forward a few pieces to the national body.
This can be evinced in the sub-headings operating in each issue. Apart from selection, these
groups also provided a workshop environment that was central to township theatre and script
production at that time, excerpts of which were frequently published the journal. This spirit of
community was unique to Staffrider. Writers wrote not only to provide art and make political
comment but also to help other writers and identify themselves as members of a specific
literary group. The lack of strict editorial policy was founded to some degree on the informal
assistance and mentorship provided by other writers and contributors. Meanwhile, Rive notes

his own preference, in a comment applicable to other established names:

Although there are far glossier magazines in South Africa, I find myself writing
more and more for Staffrider [...] Fairly well-established writers are deliberately
trying to identify themselves with other writers who are not quite as fortunate or

as widely published (1979: 337).

Representing a subtle shift in the position he had previously adopted towards The Classic,
Rive was perhaps enticed by Staffrider’s more obvious non-racial character and its perceived
higher standards. It must be remembered that Staffrider was arguably able to appeal to

established names more quickly than The Classic. Black Consciousness’s impact meant
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Staffrider emerged on the back of an upsurge of creativity within South Africa. The Classic,
meanwhile, was born from a period of silence and exile.

The emphasis on community also worked to dismiss the influence of Western
capitalism, which Kirkwood had consciously gestured towards through his original stance on
distribution. Staffrider was made for the collective good rather than aiming to prove a
commercial success and line the pockets of its board. Similarly, Ben Khoapa, writing an
undated draft article entitled ‘White Values — an Assessment of these in Relation to African
Values’ intended for inclusion in the proposed Journal of Social Change to be edited by Peter
Randall, postulated a traditional African approach that saw “all action [as] joint community
orientated action rather than individualistic”. Such individualism is characteristic of a
capitalist approach to society, he writes -- one thus rejected by Staffrider.

Content was of and for the community. Poetry featured in the journal clearly sought to
address the collective but this theme was equally evident in other literary forms displayed.
Michael Vaughan analysing the short stories reveals, “Mtutuzeli Matshoba’s short stories [...]
are very focused on the popular experience and leave behind individual interiority” (1988:
312). Two other means were also employed to emphasise community spirit. These have thus
far not received much critical commentary. Staffrider widened the literary sphere to include
other media. The oral and visual image featured prominently alongside the written. The
earliest editions included Miriam Tlali’s ‘Soweto Speaking’, which provided interviews with
local citizens. Tlali thus created a patchwork of the ordinary. She pressed for uniquely
personal accounts of life in Soweto. These reflected not just the wider political situation and
the struggle against apartheid but also the everyday individual struggles of township life.
Tlali’s contribution consequently foreshadowed Ndebele’s (1986b) assertions that the more

radical methods of resistance were those that depicted individual African experience and

103



agency rather than portrayals of apartheid’s mass dehumanising power. The series revealed
the personal histories that made up the community and evoked them with sadness, humour,
and energy. ‘Soweto Speaking’ spoke of a community spirit and underlined not only the
horrors and hardships of apartheid life but also the continual dynamism of township life, the
evolving appropriation of influences that made it so unique.

Staffrider introduced visual journalism to the cultural struggle through the inclusion of
photography. This exposed all aspects of the struggle and, when juxtaposed with the written
literature, served almost as documentary evidence testifying to the reality and supporting the
images of oppression evoked by authors. Photography also served as a quick translation of the
written as the journal passed from hand to hand, typical of Staffrider’s popular nature. This
popularity was further evinced with photographs that often captured groups of people and
images of an urban landscape that resonated with and were important to a whole community
flow. Moreover, these images heightened the sense of relevancy and urgency that was
paraded elsewhere in the magazine. Photographic images presented largely indisputable
evidence of the injustices being perpetrated against Africans and countered the rhetoric of the
Nationalist government. More widely, photography was embraced as a form that would allow
the struggle to reach an international audience. This was possible because the images captured
were largely politically innocuous and simple images of the quotidian. They were selected for
their specific impact and were not images of explicit political comment per se that risked
banning. Interestingly, however, photography was not free of debates over aesthetic quality.
Joyce Ozynski (1988) notes another instance of appropriation. Such journalism drew heavily
on an already well-established tradition of documentary photography in America. Although

providing legitimacy to this method of commentary it burdened artists with the dil