
Who am I? 

Sam Raditlhalo 

The Construction of Identity in Twentieth-Century 
South African Autobiographical Writings in English 



 



 

 

RIJKSUNIVERSITEIT GRONINGEN 
 
 

‘who am i ?’ 
 

 
The Construction of Identity in Twentieth-Century South African 

Autobiographical Writings in English 
 

Proefschrift 

ter verkrijging van het doctoraat in de 

Letteren 

aan de Rijksuniversiteit Groningen 

op  gezag van de 

Rector Magnificus, dr. F. Zwarts, 

in het openbaar ter verdedigen op 

donderdag 9 januari 2003 

om 16.00 uur 

 

door 

 

Samuel Ishmael Raditlhalo 

geboren op 8 juli 1964 

te Johannesburg (ZA) 



 

  

Promotores   : Prof. dr. H.E. Wilcox 

      Prof. dr. A. Roscoe 

 

Beoordelingscommissie  : Prof. dr. E.J. Korthals Altes 
      Prof. dr. A.A. MacDonald 

      Prof. dr. J. Ogude 

 



 

  

 
This one is for my sons 



 



 

 i 

Table of Contents 

TABLE OF CONTENTS.....................................................................................I 
Acknowledgements ....................................................................................... iii 

PART I: INTRODUCTION................................................................................ 1 

Focus of Study............................................................................................. 12 
CHAPTER ONE: ‘I HAVE SEARCHED FOR MYSELF’: DEFINING IDENTITY IN 

SOCIETY......................................................................................................................22 
Discourses on identity.................................................................................. 22 
The creation of the state of South Africa........................................................ 28 

CHAPTER TWO: ‘WE CAN DO NO MORE THA N TELL OUR STORY’: ON THE ORIGIN 
AND SPREAD OF LIFE-WRITINGS....................................................................................40 

Authorising the self...................................................................................... 40 
The implications of modernity on self -writing................................................ 57 

CHAPTER THREE: `EXPERIENCING IDENTITY`: SELF-CONCEPTUALISATION IN 
EARLY AND MODERN SOUTH AFRICAN COMMUNITIES ....................................................64 

The purpose of names among African communities........................................ 67 
Praise poetry as an aspect of modern Identification....................................... 73 
The Self -in-Others....................................................................................... 76 
Political identity.......................................................................................... 78 
The uses of self -writing ................................................................................ 86 
Forging and resisting identities in South African autobiographies.................. 88 
Exiled from the self: physical, spiritual, and mental exile ............................... 94 
Post-apartheid ‘self -writing’...................................................................... 103 

PART II: INTRODUCTION .......................................................................... 106 
CHAPTER FOUR:  ‘AN ETERNAL ALIEN’: AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL BEGINNINGS, 

1900 – 1960...............................................................................................................122 
Ambivalent selves: William Plomer and Roy Campbell ................................ 125 
Forced to Grow: Peter Abrahams............................................................... 132 
Re-telling a life: Eskia Mphahlele............................................................... 138 



 

 ii 

Formulating selves: Bloke Modisane .......................................................... 144 
Out of Africa: Trevor Huddleston ............................................................... 151 

CHAPTER FIVE: ‘UNZIMA LO MTWALO’: REDEMPTIVE SUFFERING AND IDENTITY 
IN SOUTH AFRICAN PRISON & EXILE LITERATURE, 1960-1980S....................................159 

The reluctant fugitive: Frank Chikane......................................................... 162 
Wa thint’ abafazi: Helen Joseph................................................................. 165 
Into the bowels of hell: Indres Naidoo, Caesarina Makhoere and Simon Farisani

............................................................................................................................ 178 
CHAPTER SIX: ‘LIVING IN THE INTERREGNUM AND BEYOND’ (1980 – 2000) ..203 

Patches on a cloth: Bessie Head................................................................. 205 
Re-cycling and re-making ‘natives’: Es’kia Mphahlele ................................ 214 
Re-writing histories?: F.W. de Klerk........................................................... 223 

CONCLUSION............................................................................................... 234 

BIBLIOGRAPHY.................................................................................................. 254 

PRIMARY SOURCES 
SOUTH AFRICAN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL WRITINGS .............................. 254

SECONDARY SOURCES
THEORY, CRITICISM HISTORY, COMMENTARY..................................... 271



 

 iii 

 Acknowledgements 

In his classic autobiography, Es’kia Mphahlele, reflects his life in this unforgettable metaphor: 
' No use trying to put the pieces together. Pieces of my life. They are a jumble' (Down 
Second Avenue, 1959: 74). No pattern can be imposed on such a seeming haphazard life.  
Nor is there any pattern to be discerned. This is an apt description for the sort of life 
experienced by the majority of South Africans before 1994. The need to know who an 
individual is, and to what purpose one has a life is an integral part of life-writings and forms 
the core of this study. South Africans have striven to know themselves, to set patterns to 
their broken lives and merge their fractured selves into a discernible and comprehensible 
whole. It is infinitely ironic that the state that sort to eradicate such a quest for wholeness 
ended up engendering the very process it sought to obliterate. During the four years I 
researched this thesis I have been intrigued by the tenacity with which South Africans clung 
to a sense of their selves as 'people of this land, this native furnace' and thus authored their 
multiple selves to reflect this identity. 

I wish to thank people who have been instrumental in making sure that this study became a 
realizable quest. First is Professor Herman Wekker, whose foresight in coming out to South 
Africa made the initial institutional contact a living reality. The Committee for South Africa did 
more than fire up my ambitions in accepting my tentative proposal and awarding me a 
fellowship which made this study possible. My heartfelt gratitude to Professors Helen Wilcox 
and Adrian Roscoe for continual encouragement and critique of the thesis as it took shape. 
The Bureau Buitenland family deserves a huge thank you for their conscientious 
arrangements during my visits to the Netherlands, and for putting up with my eccentricities: 
it could not have been easy. I thank the secretariat staff in the Faculteit Letteren, together 
with those of both the main and faculty libraries for always providing sterling service with a 
smile. My thanks also to the Universities of the North and later of Venda for allowing me time 
off in which to write the thesis. 

I thank Rogier van ‘t Land for the unselfish work he put into making sure the thesis got to its 
final stage, as well as mogatsaka Matshidiso for putting up with my periodic absences, 
encouraging while maintaining a welcoming domestic space.  

 
        Byatladi, July 2002
 



 



 

 1 

PART I: INTRODUCTION 

...we know that while intellectuals 
wear themselves out with sterile rhetoric 
about how to understand “the other”, 
indigenous people continue to live the 
most horrendous injustices which have 
been perpetuated across the centuries. 

Victor Montejo  

The study of autobiographical writings in South Africa has been a growing academic 
activity since the turbulent mid-Eighties when it became apparent that the grand 
narrative of apartheid could not go on for much longer. Self -writing, life-writing as 
auto(self)/bio(life)/graphe(writing) is an important literary site since it interrogates 
issues of subjectivity, experience, writing a displayed self  and a particular milieu. It is 
also found in all humanistic practices and endeavours. Contemporary readers 
immerse themselves in a particular spatial and temporal frame through reading of a 
fourth-century autobiography as much as a twenty-first century one. Historical study, 
as part of a field of signifiers, informs the contemporary reader in a meaningful way 
how subjectivity, cultural practices, sociology and everyday concerns come into play 
and make the reader fully involved in ‘reliving’ the life of the narrator. As Albert 
Stone argues: 
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Because each autobiography is a cultural artifact celebrating individual 
consciousness, style and experience, its readers must learn to adjust 
critical focus from individual text to social context to appropriate 
conceptual frameworks – and, I would argue, back to the single text 
again. For we are chiefly interested in autobiographies in order to find out 
how people, events, things, institutions, ideas, emotions, relationships 
have become meaningful to a single mind as it uses language to pattern 
the past. (1981, 8) 

Stone here points to the interconnectivity a reader discerns in an autobiographical 
text, the interconnectivity discernible between the personal and linguistic fields. This 
makes a study based on South African autobiographical writings brimming with 
historical and social foregroundings - even while the autobiographical subject resists 
such foregrounding – important in that we excavate and make visible the unsaid, the 
under-stated, the evanescent of the South African world. For autobiographical 
narrators, it is important to place themselves at the front of often conflicting social 
processes as a subject worthy of consideration.1 This inevitably brings 
autobiographical writings to the attention of literary theorists who offer contesting 
readings of the literature.  

But what is autobiography? In his text, On Autobiography, Philippe Lejeune 
provides a working definition of autobiography, expanding it to include what he 
considers to be its principal elements and how it may be differentiated from other 
modes of self -expression. He notes that autobiography is: 

[A] retrospective prose narrative written by a real person concerning his 
own existence, where the focus is his (sic) individual life, in particular the 
story of his personality. (1989, 4) 

The four elements he states as being key to an understanding of autobiography are: 
 
§ Form of language 
§ Narrative in prose 

• Subject treated: individual life, story of a personality 
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• Situation of the author: the author (whose name refers to a real 
person) and the narrator are identical 

§ Position of the narrator: 
• the narrator and the principal character are identical 
• retrospective point of view of the narrative 

 
Lejeune makes a distinction between any work that fulfills all of the above in every 
single category is autobiography and those that do not do so. He notes that other 
sub-genres, while close to autobiography, do not necessarily meet these 
requirements, and lists these as follows: 

 
 memoirs: (2) 
 biography: (4a) 
 personal novel: (3)  
 autobiographical poem: (1b) 
 journal / diary: (4b) 
 self-portrait or essay: (1a and 4b) (1989, 4) 
 

Although autobiographical writing can be said to date back at least to the fourth 
century, theory about autobiography as a serious and popular study began around 
1956, 'about an hour ago as such matters must be judged' (James Olney, 1980: 6-
7).2 Studies interested in the genre criss-cross the gamut of scholarly approaches, 
ranging from the de-constructionist stance, the post-structuralist school to humanist 
and sociological positions.  

For the deconstructionist, autobiography is not in itself ‘truthful’. Rather it is 
determined by ‘discourses’ prevalent at the time of its writing. Margaret Daymond 
notes that: 

Autobiography is mediated in the sense that it cannot be written outside a 
discourse; even a resistance discourse, such as a celebration of 
blackness, will be contaminated by the dominant values of the society in 
which it functions. (1995, 564) 
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Daymond here argues in a similar fashion to Paul de Man who makes a show of 
refuting the subjectivity of the autobiographical subject in rather grand terms: 

We assume that life produces the autobiography as an act produces its 
consequences, but can we not suggest, with equal justice, that the 
autobiographical project may itself produce and determine the life and 
that whatever the writer does is in fact governed by the technical 
demands of self-portraiture and thus determined, in all aspects, by the 
resources of his medium. (1979, 920-921) 

Paul Eakin, however, resists this view of autobiography for, as he states, 
language cannot be seen to take primacy over the author, as though the author is a 
creation of language qua language: 

Whether or not de Man’s practice corroborates his theory, his stated view 
of autobiographical discourse in particular and of language in general 
controverts the traditional conception of autobiography as a theatre of 
self-knowledge, and self-discovery. In his view, the balance of power in 
the relation between self and language in autobiography shifts decisively 
to the side of language: the self is displaced by the text, with the result 
that the portrait of the self is eclipsed, supplanted instead by knowledge 
of the trope of self-reference and its structural function in the rhetorical 
system. (1985, 189) 

As I hope to show, while language, particularly in the post-colonial world, 
does make a significant contribution to how subjectivity is experienced by the 
subaltern,3 self-knowledge and self -discovery remain, to my mind, primary for the 
writing self, the historical subject of autobiography. Mark Freeman makes the point 
that we should not, in discerning internal conventions and structures of 
autobiography, fall into the fallacy of assuming that all that is in the text results from 
a careful, skillful (mis)use of language: 
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To confer primacy upon language need not result in breaking the 
covenant between word and world; it only breaks down the spell of the 
conception of the relationship which supposes language to be a mere 
mirror of the world, a transparent vehicle for its disclosure. But this is 
hardly ample reason to leap to the conclusion that words cannot disclose 
or reveal. To leap to this conclusion is in fact to fall prey to a fallacy as 
well as a particularly crude form of either-or-thinking: either language is a 
mirror or it is a reality unto itself, autistically self-enclosed, a veritable 
prison, in which there exist no doors leading out. (1991, 223) 

While I view language as an area that shapes discourse, I would allow free reign to 
Freeman’s comment: in effect, I would argue that language, qua language, cannot in 
itself have primacy of consciousness even as it works within the interstices of 
consciousness. For thought to be, there must be a consciousness shaped in turn by 
culture expressed through language. To attempt to uncouple the two is reductive. Of 
course, De Man is ably supported by other scholars such as Willis R Buck Jr, who 
tend to see an autobiographer’s identity as simply ‘fiction’: 

Few autobiographers, of course, are willing to acknowledge openly the 
fictionality of their constructed identities and the falsity of their writing 
simply because they share with every other human being the bias toward 
identity. But in this unwillingness, the autobiographer is guilty of a second 
degree of falsehood. Claiming to represent the truth about himself, while 
at best capable of offering a formalisation that is identity, the 
autobiographer makes false overtures to his readers. He is, as it were, 
guilty of a representational falsehood in portraying the fiction of identity as 
truth (1980, 483; my emphasis). 

Since the present study concerns itself with the very construction of identity that 
Buck sees as fiction, it will in the coming chapters be interesting to test the validity of 
my readings of the autobiographies selected against his view of fictionality. Identity, 
I contend, is never fictionalised: it is a mediated aspect of our humanity, and 
although we cannot claim to have a central identity into which we pour all else, we 
can in fact adapt our given identity in such a way that it can add others to it: with 
time, for example, one’s identity can be stretched to include aspects of nationality, 
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ethnicity, multi-cultural dimension, and a global facet. Thus it may be that we might 
speak of an individual as encompassing these aspects that confer a multiple identity: 
South African, Tswana-speaking, cosmopolitan, citizen-of-the-world. Each of these 
aspects of identity points to the hybridity that comes with the modern age. Identity 
can be viewed as fiction if it is not seen and forced to conform to the view that it is 
opposed to truth. Here we should see fiction as formal construction, part of the 
social constructions we engage in from time to time. 

Post-structuralists theorise on autobiography quite differently from de-
constructionists. In this approach, the main argument is that writing supersedes the 
mind (a sort of Cartesian reversal!) and, as Edmund Smyth notes, this is in itself 
problematic: 

For theorists such as Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault and Jacques 
Derrida, the self is situated within the texture of the discourse; rather than 
being, in humanist terms, the origin of meaning, it is deeply implicated in 
language … Just as the text was no longer to be considered univocal and 
coherent, so the subject has to be seen as fractured, disconnected and 
unstable. The emphasis on the decentred self would mean that 
autobiographical writing could no longer be regarded as a privileged and 
unproblematic site of expression: the unity of the text has been contested 
in parallel with the unity of the subject. (1995, 2) 

Such assumptions do not take into consideration the fact that the decentred self can, 
under pressure, be so fractured as to become doubtful of it-self (as I hope to show 
with Bloke Modisane, for instance). I am struck by how difficult it is to reconcile 
these assumptions with the South African experience, how far removed they are 
from the narratives of South African autobiographies, and in a sense I find it 
unhelpful to apply such theories to the selected books. For the South African 
experience, while not unique, was one in which the very contestation over politics 
manifested itself in the creation, fostering and resistance to particular identities. This 
does not imply that South African autobiographies are homogenous and merely 
mimetic: some of the texts will conform comfortably with such theoretical 
contestations and assertions, some will not. What it does mean is that the social 
processes and strategies I mentioned earlier seeped into the conscience of South 
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Africans to such a degree that agency became the top priority. To contest the texts 
produced here would of course be germane: literary studies exist to make us see life 
and texts differently. But to challenge the unity of the self while it was actually trying 
to make itself coherent because of the very fracturing fostered by the state is 
unhelpful and inappropriate to the urgency of the autobiographical need: it is to carp 
from a theoretical laager. Scholars such as Jane Watts (1989)4 have shown that the 
South African experience has necessitated a different take on autobiographical 
writings. As the critic John Sturrock wisely suggests: 

It is no longer necessary to decide whether this episode or that in 
autobiography is perfectly factual when the factual and the fictive alike 
are intentional, a word I use here in its perhaps less familiar philosophical 
sense, as describing that which is not given by the world but “intended” 
by the mind … As theorists set on interpreting the contents of the text we 
can take comfort from knowing that the autobiographer was there before 
us, that what we are reading is already an interpretation and the writer 
was an active, not passive force. (1993, 287) 

One of the reasons why a study of autobiographical narratives is important in 
understanding historical processes lies in the fact that the human subject has a 
capacity to be creative, interpretative and thus a shaper of his or her experience. 
Approaches to autobiographical studies in recent times have largely hinged on two 
preoccupations: those propagated by the proponents of post-structuralism and those 
with a humanist impulse. The former hold that an autobiographical text is a 
discursive play of various articulations by which de-centred human selves constitute 
their reality. The humanist critics hold that autobiography has the power to record, 
to give witness, and is the conscious exploration of the self. The self in this instance 
is a site of meaning even, as in the South African situation, when such meaning 
seems a Kafka-esque nightmare from which they are trying to awake. Thus to study 
the autobiographical texts of a society in which the very being of people, the self, 
was subjected to a conscious effort of ‘thingification’ is to study the tenacious spirit 
of a coherent (at any rate, a near coherent) self making meaning of a debilitating 
environment. In the words of Thengani Ngwenya, it seems simplistic to adopt 
European-derived post-structuralist emphases for the study of South African 
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autobiographies precisely because the (unified) selfhood of South Africans has been 
continually assaulted by the apartheid state, possibly with a view to rendering the 
black person in particular, but also all who opposed the state, a non-being 
(Ngwenya, 1996: 19). Certain historical particularities peculiar to regions and 
countries defy the neat categorisation of ‘universality’ of the human experience, and 
thus such narratives as those that emanate from these regions and countries make 
the post-structuralist theory of decentring inadequate as an analytical tool. Jane 
Watts raises this matter succinctly: 

In this situation the writers’ need to find their own individuality becomes a 
prerequisite to literary creation. And indeed autobiography is the South 
African writers’ answer to this interference with their consciousness – 
they use it to try and reverse the conditioning process in order to free 
themselves, through reassessment of their entire growth and 
development, of their mental subjugation, to make their consciousness. 
(1989, 115) 

The importance of this comment revolves around identities denied and enforced, 
identities becoming part of the way in which individuals hung onto their sense of 
humanity. Indeed, the manner in which pre-colonial South Africans constructed their 
identities cannot but be far removed from patterns in the period immediately 
following 1948, though certain remnants of such forms of identification still survive 
today. In order to apprehend and comprehend a life lived under such trying 
circumstances, the individual, in assessing the present, makes tangible sense of the 
past in asserting his or her humanity ‘within the totality of material practices of a 
social formation’ (Coullie, 1994: 13). 

What some post-structuralist theorists set out to achieve is to deny absolutely 
the text’s stated positions and facts. It is as though, in reading, these theorists set 
out to ruthlessly tear down, falsify, find fault and render the text a fictive creation. As 
Njabulo Ndebele (1989, 28) notes, this sort of reading necessitates that the critic 
should `read primarily for the purpose of finding something to shoot down, and 
when [they] have found it, be ruthless in [their] mission of demolition, of shattering 
myths, and pulling down false gods'. While such a reading is important when coming 
to de-cipher charlatans who routinely wish to cash in on the world’s morbid 
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fascination with, say, Adolph Hitler, by publishing a supposedly ‘authentic’ diary or 
memoir of the subject, it simplifies matters considerably to imagine all 
autobiographical writings as subsumed by charlatanism. This points to the denial of 
everything to do with writing, the authority of the author and their agency. Key areas 
of this framework are, as Richard Freadman and Seamus Miller put it: 

[T]he denial of the referential power of literature and its image of the 
individual; the adoption of decentred models of the self; the denial of [the] 
originary authority of the author; the (related) denial of determinate 
meaning, and so of determinate acts of interpretation of texts; the (again 
related) image of the text as embodying an infinite plurality of meanings. 
(1989, 100) 

An acceptance of these positions would mean that the study of autobiography 
is but an act of futility, except where it seeks to show falsities, fractures and fault-
lines. The present study, while indebted to much of the scholarship on 
autobiography, links up the significance of autobiography within a particular socio-
political setting and its active function in that historical moment. It examines the 
form and function of autobiography in the context of an obsessive attempt by the 
South African government to erase people while attempting to secure unwanted 
group identities. In this instance, denial of the primacy of autobiography would seem 
superfluous because twentieth-century South Africa was in many ways a pariah 
state. Simply to assume that denial can work does not make autobiographical studies 
any richer. When agency is denied the historical subject, it is by means of narration 
that the autobiographical subject gains agency. A good example of how such a 
refusal to grant authority might result in resistance is Nelson Mandela’s 
autobiography in which he shows how the hegemonic structure that became known 
as apartheid invoked his own sense of counter-hegemonic agency, the human 
agency that cannot be erased by textuality:  
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I was not born with a hunger to be free. I was born free – free in every 
way that I could know … it was only when I began to learn that my 
boyhood freedom was an illusion, when I discovered as a young man that 
my freedom had already been taken away from me, that I began to 
hunger for it. (1995, 86) 

This fits in with what Judith Coullie observes in her study of some South African 
autobiographical writings: 

 

It must be noted …that apartheid effected a prolonged crisis of 
uncertainty on almost all its peoples, forcing South African 
autobiographers to attempt to forge selves that were worthy of telling 
about, to subvert the official versions of reality and thereby redefine the 
real, to generate ways of telling that might fit the tale. (1994, 8) 

Within the limitations placed on the autobiographer by issues of textuality, therefore, 
what Coullie points at in this regard is the agency to disencumber the self and re-
map reality in that self’s image.  

Some autobiographical theorists are humanist in orientation. Chief among 
them is James Olney,5 who collapses the three distinct sectors of life-writing into a 
meaningful whole: 

The bios of the autobiography, we may say, is what the “I” makes of it; yet 
as recent critics have observed, so far as the finished work is concerned, 
neither the autos nor the bios is there in the beginning, a completed 
entity, a defined, known self or a history to be had for the taking. Here is 
where the act of writing – the third element of autobiography – assumes 
its true importance: it is through that act that the self and the life, 
complexly intertwined and entangled, take on a certain form, assume a 
particular shape and image, and endlessly reflect that image back and 
forth between themselves as between two mirrors. (1980, 22) 

Thus, rather than reading for the characteristic ‘theoretical flaws’, the humanist 
critics look to a life as lived, with autobiography being a writing about life. 
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Interpretation here is important, for, as Janet Gunn explains, it is as though, in 
reading, the narrator and the reader merge: 

This reading (or interpretative activity) takes place, moreover, by selves 
who inhabit worlds, not by a subject who has had to pay the price of 
world-habitation for access to itself. The self who reads, whether it be the 
autobiographer or the reader of autobiography, is the displayed self, not 
the hidden self. The displayed self is the self who speaks, who lives in 
time, and, by virtue of living in time, who participates in depth and thus 
can experience the inter and transpersonal grounds by which personal 
identity becomes possible. (1982, 9) 

Autobiographers, in this instance, are active interpreters of events and developments 
within their era, just as the reader becomes included in that temporal space and 
apprehends the narrators as displayed by themselves on the larger canvas of their 
community. Such a reading is not to rarify history, of course, but to see how the 
narrator mediates time and place. From this distance, William Spengeman notes that 
autobiography is to be read 

not as one thing that writers have done again and again, but as the 
pattern described by the various things they have been done in response 
to changing ideas about the nature of the self, the ways in which the self 
may be apprehended, and the proper methods of reporting those 
apprehensions. (1980, xiii) 

There are other theoretical positions which one finds compelling in studies about 
autobiographical writings, and which I will use sparingly in the course of this study. 
These include the sociological theoretical approach, for instance, which sees identity 
as mediated through subjects as they are reflected and refracted by those around 
them. In this regard Nick Crossley’s arguments against the duality of the body and 
mind are pertinent. In a similar fashion, Bakhtinian thought about dialogism dovetails 
with Crossley’s work quite well. In this approach, the self is not merely ‘for itself’. It 
exists and gains awareness of itself only because it is in an endless dialogue with 
others, and, whatever labels it accepts or rejects from them, it does so cognizant of 
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the act of dialogism. What I intend to do is to attempt a multivalent approach in 
merging my interpretation and analysis of the selected texts with these theoretical 
tools as an act of dialogism. While critical approaches, as I hope to have shown, are 
tools to deploy in research and analysis, one of the more nuanced approaches that I 
find applies more readily to this study is a post-colonialist and cultural one 
extensively used in cultural studies and based primarily on the works of Stuart Hall. I 
discuss this approach in the next section as well as why, in my view, this study is 
different from others done in South Africa. 

Focus of Study 

The theoretical approach adopted in this study is one advanced by Stuart Hall, 
together with a sociological and dialogic understanding of texts and the world from 
which they emerge. Autobiography, in this instance, is viewed as a quest for 
meaning even as the autobiographical subjects construct identities for themselves 
using the material predicates of culture, power and history. These three elements of 
societal evolution and development take on a particular bent and hue when viewed 
through the prism of post-colonialism. A careful reading of the post-colonial world 
reveals a multiplicity of identities that underlie national identities and in this regard it 
is important to take Hall’s observations about Caribbean and related identities into 
account. Having discussed the first position on cultural identity that he views as 
homogenising in its insistence on ‘oneness’, Hall posits the second observation about 
identity thus: 
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There is … a second, related but different view of cultural identity. This 
second position recognizes that, as well as the many points of similarity, 
there are also critical points of deep and significant difference which 
constitute ‘what we really are’; or rather – since history has intervened – 
‘what we have become’. We cannot speak for very long, with exactness, 
about ‘one experience, one identity’, without acknowledging its other side 
– the ruptures and discontinuities which constitute, precisely, the 
Caribbean’s ‘uniqueness’. Cultural identity, in this second sense, is a 
matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’. It belongs to the future as much 
as to the past. It is not something which already exists, transcending 
place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from somewhere, 
have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they undergo 
constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some 
essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history, 
culture and power. (1994, 394) 

This second position accounts to a large measure for the trauma of the colonial 
experience. Dominant regimes wrote their own version of (cultural) identities in the 
psyche of their subjects, and apartheid South Africa was no different. To return to 
Hall’s formulation, it is not only in Said’s 'Orientalist' sense that subalterns were 
constructed as different and other within the categories of knowledge of the West by 
dominant regimes but also that those regimes had the power to make them see and 
experience themselves as 'Other' (394). It is  important, particularly in chapter five, to 
observe Cabral’s injunction that national liberation is an aspect of culture, thus of 
cultural identity. In the post-colonial world, cultural identity can and has been 
confused with a static, rarified and fixed notion of an ‘ethnic’ identity. This view of 
cultural identity then becomes wrought with difficulties if it is collapsed with an 
ethnic identity. Some post-colonial African problems - such as the Rwandan massacre 
of 1994 - are as a result of the ‘othering’ process of ethnic thinking engendered by 
colonialist/apartheid rule, which process tends to survive the national liberation 
phase. I attempt to separate cultural and ethnic identities in the concluding section 
of the present study because in most instances these identities are routinely 
collapsed together as being exactly the same when, in fact, scholars such as 
Mahmood Mamdani convincingly show that they are vastly dissimilar.  
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 I explore the implications of Hall’s observations within African and 
African-American communities more fully in the second chapter. The study looks at 
the construction of identities in South African autobiographical writings from the turn 
of the twentieth-century to its close. Of the hundred or so texts studied, direct 
reference is  made to thirty, and a careful analysis of them is undertaken in the last 
three chapters. This study hopes to expand the field of analysis of South African 
autobiographies through this wider scope. To date, South African academics have 
undertaken three major doctoral studies on autobiographical writings,6 and 
numerous sociological studies have been done in which the subjects of the interviews 
give voice to their subjectivities. Each of the three doctoral studies deals with various 
aspects of autobiography: Judith Coullie’s looks at subjectivity and how a life is 
inscribed in a text using a wide range of sub-genres that constitute autobiographical 
writings such as worker autobiographies. Thengani Ngwenya’s seeks to excavate 
ideology and literary form in seven selected autobiographical texts. Lynda Gilfillan’s 
investigates how autobiographers mediate and supersede a hegemonic structure like 
apartheid. My study, in contrast, seeks to overarch the field in that I do not make a 
clean break between black autobiographers and their white compatriots and I include 
a range of male and female autobiographers from the whole of the twentieth-
century. The contextual approach I adopt is necessary if we are to understand how 
the South African reality and contestation over identity were mediated by those 
whose lives, past and present, have encompassed them. As Ngwenya himself notes 
in his study: 

A careful analysis of the internal organisation of autobiographies as well 
as their contextualisation in relation to broader socio-historical conditions 
will reveal the attempts of different writers to engage with ideological 
issues while recording the unique character of their experiences as South 
Africans. (1996, 24) 

This would have been a rather sterile research project if I had chosen to read 
these autobiographies without placing them within the contexts in which the 
historical subjects found themselves. The conditions and eras in which, say, Frank 
Chikane and Alan Paton grew up are different. Yet each in his own way sought to 
define for himself a sense of South Africa, what the country meant to him. While 
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autobiographies by white writers tend to be individualist and to celebrate the writers’ 
achievements in a particular field (Ngwenya: 1996, 19), there is, of course, a 
significant corpus of white autobiographies who do break the bounds of individualism 
and of “race” as lived and understood in the South African context, and thereby 
attain transcendence. Again, the era in which Helen Joseph experienced and brought 
through her subjectivity and identity is markedly different from Caesarina 
Makhoere’s. And yet each in her own way strove for one objective: a South Africa 
they could, with pride, call ‘home’. What I am contending here is that each of the 
autobiographers had a sense of looking at South Africa in a way that allowed them to 
thoroughly identify with it. It is this peculiarity, this understanding that this is ‘home’, 
that for most of these autobiographers constitutes an identity. Identity here is closely 
tied up with the concept of ‘home’. Hall, in yet another facet of his notion of identity, 
argues that identity cannot become if it does not take into account the contestations 
between language, culture, history and power:  

Identities are about questions of using the resources of history, language 
and culture in the process of becoming rather than being: not ‘who we 
are’ or ‘where we came from’, so much as what we might become, how 
we have been represented and how that bears on how we might 
represent ourselves. Identities are therefore constituted within, not 
outside representation. They relate to the invention of tradition as much 
as to tradition itself … not the so-called return to roots but a coming to 
terms with our ‘routes’. (1996, 4; emphasis added) 

For the present study, this is the theoretical position I find most useful: it buttresses 
the idea of identity as a construct at the same time as it seeks to show that, without 
a consideration of the ‘routes’ by which we appraise the self in the present, our 
‘roots’ are but metaphors constructed through time. While encompassing twentieth-
century autobiographies from South Africa, the study is defined by key moments, key 
eras in which the events shaping the individual narrator forged their agencies, 
changing in turn their destinies. It is impossible, as I stated earlier, to examine these 
autobiographies without necessarily casting an eye on the routes (to use Hall’s term) 
by which the authors can claim ‘to become’, how they are represented and how they 
seek a unique disencumbrance.7  
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A second consideration is that, with the dawn of democracy in South Africa, 
black people may be said to have found their voices. I believe this to be a fallacy. 
Black and white people have always had their voices. It is simply that South African 
academe in general was not listening, implicitly colluding with the state. 
Autobiography has been the dominant form of writing by black South Africans which, 
while in some instances suppressed by censorship or banning orders, nevertheless 
made itself felt in the society. This has given rise to a number of preening assertions 
by white academics. Guy Butler believes that the autobiographical form exists 
because, in the face of constant onslaught, black South Africans could not produce 
literary works of art: 

Some have, however, produced works in English, mainly short stories or 
biographies which give us insight into what it is like to be on the other 
side of the colour line (Ezekiel Mphahlele, Peter Abrahams, Nat Nakasa, 
Boetie, Noni Jabavu). Perhaps a people in so rapid a state of growth and 
transition cannot be expected to achieve the degree of detachment 
needed for extended fiction. (1972, 6) 

This is a rather unfortunate observation made by a South African academic who at 
the time the comment was made did not realise, perhaps, the serious implications 
the construction of alternative identities meant to the authors, the resistance of a 
hegemonic social system. Post-modern criticism, for one, would place such 
observations under erasure. Development is one thing, survival is quite another. The 
existing and increasingly award-winning fiction by black South Africans points to the 
fallacy in Butler’s observation: before 1994, there simply was no attempt to 
fictionalise a reality that was, in itself, un-real. In a sense, this accounts for the 
reticent style with which Coullie, as a white, recognises her situatedness: 

I will never fully understand what it means to be impoverished, black, 
illiterate: but I do believe that by paying attention to the life stories of the 
oppressed I am, in a small way, helping to erode the gap between 
academic activity and activism….Academic analysis is never a substitute 
for the testimonies of the oppressed. (1994, 18) 
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I try to avoid this sort of pitfall by re-reading South African autobiographies from a 
perspective based on by eight years of democracy. This brief period has produced an 
opportunity to see if a certain South Africanness is possible, assisted in part by the 
process of ‘reconciliation’ (toenadering) that seeks to close these ‘gaps’ in perception 
that academics inadvertently engendered. Autobiographical study is a growing field 
in South Africa today, and the issues of identity and identification should become 
part of that scholarly activity.  

This study is divided into two parts. The first section is theoretical, concerned 
with the orientation and tools I use for the research on South African 
autobiographical writings. The section (consisting of three chapters) explores issues 
of identity, the genesis of autobiography and its spread, and includes a chapter on 
Southern African cultural practices that show remarkable (auto)biographical 
instances. Specifically, the initial chapter explores issues of identity, attempting to 
arrive at a conception of identity that is germane to the modern age. To this end, as 
stated, I explore the views of Stuart Hall, as opposed to other views on identity 
formation, and I look at issues of the ‘decentred self’ within the context of the South 
African and the African-American experiences. What I contend is that, in each case, 
to seek to arrive at a ‘stable self’, given the vagaries of slavery and colonialism, is 
futile: these selves were forged under difficult conditions and circumstances. Historic 
imperatives made such a forging of self an odious undertaking, and Frederick 
Douglass, together with Sojourner Truth, are ready examples. Sidonie Smith captures 
this view succinctly when she observes: 

The fictions of the autobiographer are always mediated by a historic 
identity with specific intentions … of interpreting the meaning of her lived 
experience. (1987, 46) 

Chapter two explores the origins and spread of autobiographical writings, a 
literary genre often seen as problematic by scholars because they cannot determine 
the fault lines through which they assume autobiography is constructed. 
Autobiography, as a genre, remains tied to argumentation about its truthfulness. 
There may well be a measure of validity in such claims, but, equally, the practice of 
rarifying one autobiographical text over another points to the instability of theories 
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about the genre. In this instance, Stephen Gray returns to the problem of disbelief in 
the South African context: 

Autobiographical works about the rise and entrenchment of apartheid in 
South Africa are notoriously unread in general, because autobiography 
itself as a literary category remains highly problematic; for our current 
tastes it is the form of sell-out bourgeois individualism. (1990, 101) 

Bourgeois individualism, or testimonial writing? The last clause in the sentence is 
unfortunate, as Gray highlights the reluctance in South Africa to undertake a serious 
study of autobiographies, if not by academe, then certainly by the general public 
who do not wish to be told of the unfortunate and impoverished lives of their 
compatriots. 

 Chapter three examines African conceptualisations of self through the 
medium of oral literature (orature). While it is true that Southern African 
communities did not have a system of writing, it is fallacious to assume that the 
concept of self was not part of their cultural experience. Indeed, such 
conceptualisation gave rise to the present system of surnames in African 
communities. Naming, an important cultural practice, imposed on Africans a burden 
of poetry: each clan had to have a family praise poem, each person had to be poetic 
in praising themselves. Praise poetry, far from disappearing, is still practised in this 
age, and Liz Gunner’s work in the area of Kwazulu-Natal in particular points to the 
importance of the practice, and how a previously stultified academy is now seriously 
studying self -conceptualisation in South Africa. The chapter also mediates the 
transition from such pre-colonial practices to the adoption of the written 
autobiographical form. Here I examine issues surrounding the imposition of an ethnic  
identity, its rejection, and the importance of an urban environment in that rejection 
as a South African identity is forged.  

Part II of the study moves from theory to specific historical and textual 
practice. In the introduction I look retrospectively at the making of the South African 
state and what this meant for its citizens. I attempt to show how the South African 
War made possible the ‘de-horning’ of black South Africans’ frugality.8 The Land Act 
of 1913 (extended in 1936) created circumstances under which black South Africans 
were made a proletariat class in itself, ushering in a new era in South African socio-
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historical and economic experience. This in turn gave rise to a virulent attempt by 
black South Africans to regain lost identities which had been erased by the 
progressively racist nature of the state. Through organizations such as trade unions 
and later political parties such as the Communist Party and The African National 
Congress, an impetus began to gain momentum as Africans in particular fought to 
ameliorate their lot and regain their collective sense of worth. An example of an 
autobiography describing these early struggles would be Gilbert Coka’s The 
Autobiography of Gilbert Coka 1910 – 1935 (1991). As the secretary of the Vryheid 
branch of the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (I.C.U.), Coka witnessed the 
first mass movement of black South Africans, providing vital insight into many 
aspects of life at the time: education, social relations, everyday happenings, 
aspirations and the activities of those early political activists.9  The year 1948, while 
seminal in South African historiography, was but a culmination of progressive social 
engineering. Institutionalised racism had become a way of life from the beginnings of 
the twentieth-century and, while many South Africans would not deny its damage to 
themselves, the autobiographers point to how their selves were forged in resistance 
to or acquiescence in apartheid. I also examine, in brief, two autobiographies that 
show these broad strokes by which we can read such acquiescence and resistance: 
Gordon Winter’s Inside Boss: South Africa’s Secret Police (1987) and Sindiwe 
Magona’s To My Children’s Children (1991).  

In chapter four I examine the autobiographies written between 1900 and 
1960. I look in close detail at The Autobiography of William Plomer (1975), Roy 
Campbell’s Light on a Dark Horse: An Autobiography (1951) and contrast these with 
Peter Abrahams’ Tell Freedom (1954), Es’kia Mphahlele’s Down Second Avenue 
(1959), and Bloke Modisane’s Blame Me On History (1963, rpt 1986). The 
discordances of South Africa are examined through a close analysis of the texts, and 
through a refraction of observations gleaned from them concerning how they 
mediate their hybrid selves. I end the chapter by examining the autobiography of 
Trevor Huddleston, Naught for Your Comfort (1956). The linking concern in the 
readings of these autobiographies is to discover how they mediate the socio -political 
circumstances in which they find themselves. 

In chapter five I examine the literature produced as a result of writers having 
been incarcerated in the bowels of hell to which South Africa descended after the 
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rule of law was discarded (1960- 1980s). In particular, I look at political and prison 
autobiographies, examining Frank Chikane’s No Life of My Own: An Autobiography 
(1988), Helen Joseph’s Side By Side: The Autobiography of Helen Joseph (1986), 
Janet Levine’s Inside Apartheid: One Woman’s Struggle in South Africa (1988), 
Indres Naidoo’s Island in Chains: Ten Years on Robben Island by Prisoner 885/63 
(1982, reissued 2000), Caesarina Kona Makhoere’s No Child’s Play: In Prison under 
Apartheid  (1988), Tshenuwani Simon Farisani’s Diary from a South African Prison 
(1981), and Molefe Pheto’s And Night Fell: Political memoirs of a prisoner in South 
Africa (1983). In each of the texts, I examine how the writers contested the ways in 
which state apparatus moved to erase people’s self -conceptualisation and identities. 
In particular, I excavate the fault lines of race as a predicate upon which identities 
were rendered visible and, of course, invisible. The tragedy that was apartheid is 
captured movingly in these texts, and the very ‘routes’ by which the country attained 
its national selfhood are vividly defined and inscribed in them. In this instance, 
national selfhood reveals the political engineering needed to demolish the apartheid 
ideology’s myth of assigning identities. Apartheid mythology assumed that, while all 
whites belonged of course to ‘races’, all black people belonged to ethnic groups, thus 
necessitating the deployment of civil laws for the former and ‘customary’ laws for the 
rest. While civil laws were susceptible to change in certain circumstances, ‘customary 
laws were static. In this manner, ‘traditional’ authority became the site for a fixed, 
rarified ‘cultural’ identity that could not attain citizenship. Resistance to apartheid 
ideology and the attainment of nationhood involved removing these binary opposite 
identities.  

The closing chapter looks at the self -writing of two key South African authors, 
Bessie Head’s A Woman Alone: Autobiographical Writings (1990, edited by Craig 
Mackenzie), and Es’kia Mphahlele’s Afrika My Music  (1984). Head in particular is 
chosen because she in many ways encapsulated the difficulties of being a woman, of 
mixed race (‘Coloured’), and exiled from South Africa. She was to be denied the 
citizenship of Botswana, India and a host of other countries and yet she managed to 
create an identity so powerful that it is inconceivable that her texts were not 
prescribed on South African undergraduate courses. Head is contested as a 
Botswanan and South African author. Mphahlele, by contrast, chose at one point to 
return voluntarily from exile to apartheid South Africa. His autobiography records in 
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minute detail how attempts were made to re-tribalise/re-ethnicise his cosmopolitan 
self, and how he was in effect ‘re-cycled’ by the apartheid machinery. In resisting 
such re-cycling, he shows how a self that has grown larger than the cages of South 
Africa can make its own music; for, as long as the soul is free, chains to him are 
mere nuisances.  

In the last part of chapter six, I contrast F.W. de Klerk’s The Last Trek – a 
New Beginning: The Autobiography (1998) with the sort of self -conception the 
esteemed South African writer J.M. Coetzee, reveals in the autobiographical sections 
of Doubling the Point: Essays and Interviews (edited by David Attwell). Coetzee, like 
De Klerk, sees himself as a South African. Both men are, of course, Afrikaners, but 
their Afrikanerness itself is contested on the larger terrain of what it means to be 
South African. The fractures even within Afrikanerdom are apparent, as shown by 
Carl Niehaus in his autobiography Fighting for Hope: His Story (1993). These men 
reveal how, as Hall has argued, identities are contingent on a myriad socio-historical 
strategies and processes, and how identities should be conceptualised as being in a 
constant state of flux, never fixed, or immutable. 

In such a vast subject area, straddling theory, texts, language, history and 
identity, I have made selections or these divisions solely to achieve a workable 
organisation of material and foci for analysis. But then, as Michel Foucault (qtd in 
Coullie, 9) points out, a reading of such texts must entail:  

An awareness that criticism – understood as analysis of the historical 
conditions which bear on the creation of links to truth, to rules, and to the 
self – does not mark out impassable boundaries or describe closed 
systems; it brings to light transformable singularities. (1984, 335)  

I take this to mean that there ought to be a close link between the process of 
analysis and the actual historical conditions. The ‘singularity’ of the South African 
experience is ‘transformable’ by the very act of writing and interpretation.  
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CHAPTER ONE: ‘I have searched for myself’: Defining Identity in 

Society 

No great work has ever been 
based on hatred or contempt. The true 
creator always reconciles peoples through 
some part of his heart and life … An artist 
cannot refuse reality, because he must 
give it a higher meaning. How can one 
justify reality by ignoring it, and how to 
transfigure it if one accepts to be 
subservient to it? 

Albert Camus 

Discourses on identity 

In this chapter I analyse range of the theoretical postulations on identity. The field of 
this dissertation is a challenging one, encompassing the autobiographical subject and 
the intricacies by which identities have come to be seen as constructions in the latter 
part of the twentieth century. This is markedly different from how identity was 
perceived in the Western world in earlier ages, owing to extensive recent 
interrogation of the concept of ‘identity’. This concept and its myriad forms 
(‘selfhood’, `individual subject', ‘identity formation’, ‘identification’) have received 
considerable attention in the last two decades, particularly from academics in the 
fields of Literary Criticism, Sociology, Psychology, Psychoanalysis and Political 
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Science. Taking Stuart Hall’s reading of identity (Hall: 1996, 2-3) as central, ‘identity’ 
will be appraised in this section not as an essence, but ‘as a strategic and positional’ 
phenomenon. In Hall’s view, identity operates ‘under erasure’ in the interval between 
reversal and emergence, an idea which cannot be thought of as unmediated by other 
discourses than culture. ‘Identification’, on the other hand, indicates the construction 
of identity through recognition of a common origin or shared characteristics with 
another person or group, or with an ideal, and with the natural closure of solidarity 
and allegiance established on this foundation. In contrast with the ‘naturalism’ of this 
definition, the discursive approach sees identity-formation as a construction, a 
process never completed - always ‘in process’. It is not determined in the sense that 
it can always be ‘won’ or ‘lost’, sustained or abandoned. Though not without its 
determinate conditions of existence, including the material and symbolic resources 
required to sustain it, identification in this sense is in the end conditional, lodged in 
contingency; even when secured, it does not obliterate difference. In this sense, it is, 
then, possible to view ‘identity’ as contested terrain.  

The idea of identity as process is part of a growing debate in which little 
agreement has begun to emerge as to what `identity' is. However, there is general 
agreement that in Europe the preoccupation with `identity/identification/selfhood' 
begins in the post-medieval period, particularly with Protestantism, and thence 
spreads to the Enlightenment period. Raymond Williams sees `individuality’ as 
related to the break-up of the feudal system: 
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The emergence of notions of individuality in the modern sense can be 
related to the break-up of the medieval social, economic and religious 
order. In the general movement against feudalism there was a new stress 
on a man's personal existence over and above his place or function in a 
rigid hierarchical society. There was a related stress, in Protestantism, on 
man's direct and individual relation to God, as opposed to this relation 
mediated by the Church. But it was not until the late seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries that this new mode of analysis, in logic mathematics, 
postulated the individual as the substantial entity (cf. Leibniz’s ‘monads’), 
from which other categories were derived. The political thought of the 
Enlightenment mainly followed this model. Argument began from 
individuals, who had initial and primary and laws and forms of society 
were derived from them: by submission, as in Hobbes; by contract or 
consent, or by the new version of natural law, as in liberal thought. In 
classical economics, trade was described in a model which postulated 
separate individuals who [possessed property and] decided, at some 
starting point, to enter into economic or commercial relations. In utilitarian 
ethics, separate individuals calculated the consequences of this or that 
action which they might undertake. (Williams, 1976: 135-6)    

In terms of the arts it will be observed that as early as the fourteenth-century in 
Italy, a small coterie of an emerging class of the newly-rich foreswore the Church, 
colonised leisure time, re-discovered classic Greek and Roman literature and art, and 
through this process engendered what has come to be known as the Renaissance 
period. This was an age of expanding trade that made various European centres 
accessible to one another; an age where rising crop yields eradicated famine and 
ushered in an expansion of outlook. The Italian perception spread to these other 
centres of Europe because it was so innovative in breaking up the often constricting 
relationships of ‘God-man’ and ‘state-individual’. In other words, it freed individuals 
who wanted a life not dictated by the Church or imposed from above by state 
functionaries. One cannot negotiate this field without also looking at the seminal 
intervention of the French philosopher Rene Descartes (1596-1650). As Hall 
intimates (1992, 282), Descartes ‘settled accounts with God by making him the Prime 
Mover of all creation: thereafter he explained the rest of the material world entirely 
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in mechanical and mathematical terms’. This culminated in ‘the Cartesian subject’, in 
which the conception of the rational, cogitative and conscious subject was placed at 
the centre of knowledge.  

Sociological conceptual shifts, however, challenged the ‘subject’ as conceived 
by Descartes. Hall cogently suggests that the notion of the ‘sociological subject’ 
raises serious doubts about the centred, unified ‘subject endowed with the capacities 
of reason, consciousness and action’: 

The notion of the sociological subject reflected the growing complexity of 
the modern world and the awareness that this inner core of the subject 
was not autonomous and self-sufficient, but was formed in relation to 
‘significant others’, who mediated to the subject the values, meanings and 
symbols - the culture - of the worlds he/she inhabited. G.H. Mead and 
C.H. Cooley, and other symbolic interactionists are the key figures in 
sociology who elaborated this ‘interactive’ conception of identity and the 
self. According to this view, which has become the classical sociological 
conception of the issue, identity is formed in the ‘interaction’ between self 
and society. The subject still has an inner core or essence that is ‘the real 
me’, but this is formed and modified in the continuous dialogue with the 
cultural worlds ‘outside’ and the identities which they offer.  

Identity, in this sociological conception, bridges the gap between the 
‘inside’ and the ‘outside’ - between the personal and the public worlds. 
The fact that we project ‘ourselves’ into these cultural identities, at the 
same time internalizing their meanings and values, making them part of 
us, helps to align our subjective feelings with the objective places we 
occupy in the social and cultural world. Identity thus stitches (or, to use a 
current medical metaphor, ‘sutures’) the subject into the structure. It 
stabilizes both subjects and the cultural worlds they inhabit, making both 
reciprocally more unified and predictable (1992, 275-6).  

The interactive sociological model, however, was not without its problems in the 
latter part of the twentieth-century. Quite early in critical arts, as modernity was 
being celebrated by the twentieth century, writers such as T.S. Eliot (‘The Waste 
Land’; ‘The Love Song of Alfred Prufrock’), Kafka (The Trial), and James Joyce 
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(Ulysses) problematised conceptions of ‘selfhood’ in their works. The selves in these 
texts reflect the complexity of modern living, being angst-ridden, alienated and 
dislocated. Modernism ushered in more problems than it resolved for the identity of 
individuals, despite the preceding ‘enlightened’ understandings of the self as a 
rational, cogitative and conscious subject.  

When late-modern ideas of the 'subject are scrutinised, they will be seen, 
ironically, to suffer from the very advances in human thought and progress that 
Descartes celebrated. According to Hall, the five major ruptures and disjunctures in 
the history of human knowledge which have forced a re-thinking in how selfhood is 
constructed are these:  

 
• Traditions of Marxist thinking: one of the conditions of Marxist 

thinking which has since been re-visited with vigour states that 
‘men (sic) make history, but only on the basis of conditions 
which are not of their own making’; 

 
• Freud's 'dicovery' of the unconscious: the theory that our identities, 

our sexuality, and the structure of our desires are formed on the basis 
of the pyschic and symbolic processes of the unconscious, which 
function according to a 'logic' very different from Reason, plays havoc 
with the concept of the knowing and rational subject with a fixed and 
unified identity - the subject of Descartes' 'I think, therefore I am' ; 

 
• The work associated with the structural linguist, Ferdinand de 

Saussure, who argued that persons are not in any absolute sense the 
`authors' of the statements they make to produce meaning expressed 
in language. Language is social, thus it pre-exists individual humans; 

 
• The work of French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault, who 

isolates a new kind of power, evolving out of the nineteenth century 
and coming to full flower at the beginning of this century [i.e., the 
20th century]. This he labels disciplinary power, concerned with 
regulation, surveillance and government of, first, the human species 
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and secondly the individual and the body. Thus the more collective 
and organized is the nature of the institutions of late-modernity, the 
greater the isolation, surveillance and individuation of the individual 
subject; 

 
• The impact of feminism both as a theoretical critique and as a 

movement, part of the ‘new social movements’ of the 1960s as a 
watershed decade of late-modernity, which politicised subjectivity, 
identity and the process of identification as gendered identities 
became apparent. (1992, 285-91) 

 
While many commentators do not accept the five de-centrings as outlined by Hall, it 
is difficult to perceive how late-modern subjectivity is to be reflected upon and 
refracted by the academy if these arguments do not form part of the process by 
which identity is intellectualised. As with the South African case, for instance, the 
first theoretical rupture that Marx caused, concerning the making of history is very 
pertinent, thus affecting the very conceptualisations of identities by the citizens of 
that country. The subjectivities of South Africans owe much to a reliance on 
collective memory, too. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), as an 
example, relied on this collective memory, showing how the desires of individual 
victims clashed with the ‘logic’ of apartheid. As Njabulo Ndebele reflects on the TRC 
and collective memory, he writes that: 'Hopefully, it is this reflective capacity, 
experienced as a shared social consciousness, that will be the lasting legacy of the 
stories of the TRC.'10 The same holds for the rupture observed by Ferdinand de 
Saussure, for language in South Africa has played a major role in the construction of 
peoples and concomitant identities. And how can we argue with the Foucaultian 
rupture, for the South African state became obsessed with bodies, their scrutiny, 
their surveillance, capture and ultimate dis -memberment (as on its killing farms such 
as Vlatplaas). Lastly, the feminist rupture enriched South African subjectivities and 
repressed social identities, freeing women to increasingly experience and author their 
multiple selves through self -writing. Feminism exposed, as a political and social 
question, the issue of how South Africans are formed and produced as gendered 
subjects by politicising subjectivity, identity and the process of identification. 
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As the next section will highlight, it is these ruptures in human history that 
severely underlined the creation and maintenance of a distinct South African state 
which in turn engendered the multiple and variegated identities among its citizens as 
revealed in its autobiographical heritage.    

The creation of the state of South Africa  

For the purposes of a thorough-going discussion of the construction of South African 
identities, it will be pertinent to discuss the construction of the state of South Africa 
itself. This must involve attention to the processes of colonialism on the one hand 
and of nationalism on the other. While scholars do not always see the process of 
state formation as a necessity in studying contemporary society, it may be 
misleading to leave out so massive a dislocation of identification in the now post-
colonial worlds. Walter Benn Michaels argues that 'virtually all the events and actions 
that we study did not happen to us and were not done by us ...When, however, we 
claim it as ours, we commit ourselves to the ontology of "the Negro", to the identity 
of "we and "they"...' (1995, 59). Colonialism caused so many distortions in the 
history of African societies that these contemporary societies cannot divest 
themselves of foundations of inequality by attempting to avoid the unpalatable past 
and thus to study these inequalities is to partake in the evolution of their 
epistemology.        

 Colonialism worked primarily on the process of a constructed ‘Other’ 
to differentiate its victims from ‘Us’, that is, through the process of differentiation 
and thus identification. More pertinently, the Age of Enlightenment, by categorising, 
cataloguing and historicising human cultures, assisted in the process of evolutionism 
by which the mysteries of the world could be explained as those of a guiding Deity 
through whom the world was not produced as one single, perfect planet, but came 
about through processes of change. While explorers, voyagers and navigators were 
prone to be unflattering in their presentation of those on whose shores they landed, 
and with whom they interacted, their observations enabled a mode of difference, so 
that the idea of ‘primitive’ societies evolved into a science:   
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Cultural anthropology, in its worst expressions, became the mirror 
reflecting "primitive" societies, focusing on their particular positions on the 
linear chain of civilizations, and, later on, as a service to colonial 
enterprises, analyzing the conditions for converting those societies .... 
Such is the context which metaphorizes the names of Africa.… Only from 
the eighteenth century is there, thanks to the Enlightenment, a "science" 
of difference: anthropology. It "invents" an idea of Africa. Colonialism will 
elaborate upon this idea. (V.Y. Mudimbe, 1994: 29-30).   

Thus was knowledge deployed for means that created identities of difference. 
Meanwhile, colonial actions were not in and of themselves acts of charity. As early as 
1493 Pope Alexander VI in Inter Coetera stated: 

Among the works well pleasing to the divine majesty and cherished of our 
heart, this assuredly ranks highest, that in our times especially the 
Catholic faith and the Christian religion be exalted and everywhere 
increased and spread, that the health of souls be cared for and that 
barbarous nations be overthrown and brought to the faith itself (Mudimbe, 
30). 

Papal instigation thus made possible the overthrow of societies: the exploitation of 
the ‘Other’ had ecclesiastical blessings. As God's representative, the Pope could 
"give, grant and assign for ever [to European kings] countries and islands [newly] 
discovered" (Mudimbe, 30). In the then-existing international context, non-Christians 
had no rights whatsoever. On the basis of Julius II's Universalis Ecclesiae of July 28, 
1508, the world was seen as ready to be colonised in the name of religion. For 
Father Sepulveda, a rigorous Spanish and Aristotelian philosopher, ‘all natives were 
meant to be subjugated.’ According to him, it was God's explicit purpose, in creating 
natives, for them to be subjugated and it would be morally wrong to oppose their 
enslavement and exploitation because such opposition thwarted that purpose 
(Mudimbe, 33). Spain of course was not the sole and initial coloniser. The Tordesillas 
Treaty of June 1493 had been devised to divide the world between Portugal and 
Spain.  
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From such beginnings, colonialism became both an ecclesiastical and secular 
enterprise. For several reasons, the full-blown colonisation of Africa did not begin 
until late in the nineteenth century. What had been the only areas under occupation, 
Algeria in the north and South Africa in the south, were not then seen as 
fundamental to the Scramble that would soon ensue. One scholar, Mahmood 
Mamdani, locates the fundamental shift in this position to the resolution of the 
American Civil War, which had repercussions for Africa few could have anticipated: 

The moment of the Scramble was a meeting point of several interrelated 
developments, both internal and external. The end of slavery in the 
Western Hemisphere underlined the practical need for organizing a new 
regime of compulsions, except this time within newly acquired African 
possessions. From being a humanitarian impulse, the movement to 
abolish the slave trade gained practical immediacy in the aftermath of the 
American Civil War. A direct effect of the war - which rerouted the supply 
of southern cotton to the north - was an acute shortage of cotton for 
textile production elsewhere, the "cotton famine" as it came to be known. 
To address the dilemma this vital shortage posed for its leading industry, 
the British Cotton Growing Association was formed in 1902. By 1904, the 
cotton question had become sufficiently important to be included in the 
king's speech. This changing context helped swing important sections of 
manufacturing opinion against slavery in favour of colonization, so that 
Africans who yesterday were transported to the New World could now 
stay at home - in both instances to produce cotton for "the Satanic mills." 
(1996, 37) 

The colony that later became South Africa had originally come about when 
the Chartered East Indies Company decided to have a suitable refreshment station at 
the Cape of Good Hope en route to the East Indies. The scene for a Dutch 
settlement at the Cape was set by several voyagers on their way to the East Indies. 
Vernon February (1991, 15) observes that the first voyager was Cornelis de 
Houtman, who set sail for the East Indies, via the Cape, in 1595. He was back in 
1597. He found the scenery beautiful, the flowers lovely and the vegetation 
memorable. Other references to the Cape were made around 1649 by Janssen and 
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Proot, who were aboard the Haarlem when she was shipwrecked at the Cape in 
1647. The original need for a piece of land for refreshments - a kostgrondje - turned 
by 1657 into the need for a colony when the first Dutch settlers became 
‘freeburghers’. Other nationalities involved in this colonial enterprise were German 
and French. Under the stewardship of governor Simon van der Stel, then in the 
colony itself, the Chamber XVII decided to send French Huguenots, including 
uytgeweecken piedmontoisen of dalluyden onse gellofsverwanten (exiled 
Piedmontese and valley people, our spiritual kin), to the Cape. At the Cape at least, 
the French were given a taste of the policy of assimilation. That is, the sort of 
assimilation the French Huguenots underwent was remarkably similar to that which 
later French later adopted in their colonies: complete absorption of the subject 
peoples. As refugees they had spent some time in Holland and were not ignorant of 
the Dutch language. The LeFebres had lived in Middleburg, Holland, since 1514, the 
Malherbes at Dordecht since 1618, the du Toits, Jouberts and Malans in Leiden since 
1605, 1645 and 1625 respectively. The process of identification, which was started 
by Jan Van Riebeeck as the man assigned the task of setting up the first refreshment 
station in 1652, as well as many other accounts of a constructed difference of the 
'Other', is apparent among the French and German colonialists when they arrived at 
the Cape. Vernon February notes that there was hardly any difference in their 
perceptions of the Khoikhoin: 
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The Dutch involvement with the Cape is well documented. We have many 
accounts of the early Dutch attitudes towards the KhoiKhoin, whom they 
derisively called the ‘Hottentots’. The most important accounts are by 
Frank van der Does, Joris van Spilbergen, van Warwijck, Paulus van 
Caerden and several others. Many of the accounts are documented by 
Isaac Commelin’s Begin ende Voortgangh van de Oost-Indische 
Compangnie published in 1646. The general picture concurs with that of 
the Germans and the French at the Cape. The emphasis is on the 
horrible physical appearance of these ‘savages’, their disgusting eating 
habits, their ‘ugly speech’, which was remarkable for the ‘click sounds’. 
Borrowing lavishly from one another, one observer after the other adds a 
horrible picture of the original inhabitants of South Africa. Their accounts 
would find resonance in present-day apartheid South Africa. The 
language of the Khoikhoin is depicted repeatedly as clockende als 
calcoensche hanen (clucking like turkeys). (1991, 8)    

This description of the language of the Khoikhoin firmly attests to the de 
Saussurean rupture on selfhood and difference. According to de Saussure, language 
is social and pre-exists our humanity. Thus to describe the Khoi language in these 
appalling terms implies that even at that time racist language was not unknown to 
the explorers and the would-be settlers. It was a material aspect of everyday 
discourse from within their own societies. Also of significance is how February moves 
between two positions on the Khoikhoin - either as ‘the original inhabitants of the 
Cape’ or as ‘the original inhabitants of South Africa’. This is significant because the 
historiography of the country would have it that the Khoi-San were the original 
inhabitants of modern South Africa, a point about which apartheid ideology made 
much, arguing that the black people moved from the Great Lakes regions of Africa 
and helped in the process of annihilating the Khoi-San. Apartheid thus predicated 
itself on the myth that both white and black were moving from opposite directions to 
settle the land, a favourite teaching in schools from 1955. Recent archaeological 
findings in the country disprove this claim.11 That February himself cannot disclaim 
this thesis points to its tenacity. He does note, however,  (in Mind your Colour), that 
the merger of French, German and Dutch to form the Afrikaans language was as a 
result of assimilation:  
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The Afrikaans language was an important factor in the genesis of 
Afrikaner nationalism. Afrikaans history is also rich in dag-joernale 
(diaries). We know from sources that Henrik Bibault’s cri de coeur in the 
streets of Stellenbosch, ‘Ik ben Afrikaander’, in 1705, was more than an 
act of disobedience. For the first time, the word ‘Afrikaander’ was used to 
mean ‘white’. (1981, 5)  

One constant in the Dutch settlement of the Cape (and later the hinterland 
which came to be designated as South Africa), and especially in the meeting of the 
Westerner and non-Westerner, is the concept of freedom . It is present in the 
thinking of both Khoikhoin and Dutch. In fact, the Khoikhoin were quick to complain 
about the increasing encroachment of Dutchmen on their land (February, 39). When 
the Cape was annexed by the British in 1806, matters of freedom became the clarion 
cry for the next two centuries (and survive even after the first free elections of 1994, 
if one believes the Afrikaner Weerstandbeweging, led by Eugene Terreblanche, and 
the Freedom Front, led by General Constand Viljoen). The ‘intrusion’ of the London 
Missionary Society, among other missionary societies, in the nineteenth-century 
made for constestations around slavery and its eventual abolition (1834). It is 
instructive to note that this very intrusion enabled the missionaries to construct their 
own identity as ‘British’ and ‘English’. Careful comment on missionary influence and 
importance in this construction is given by Catherine Hall and Paul Gilroy.12 Settlers 
depended on slaves - Khoikhoin, Malay, Griqua - and efforts to ban slavery made for 
rumblings among the ‘free burghers’. With these rumblings went the constant border 
wars in the Eastern Cape between settlers and Xhosas, together with the seeming 
oppression of the Dutch descendants by the Cape Colony’s British authorities. These, 
as is well known, gave rise to the Great Trek of 1836, an event around which myths 
were woven to portray it as an act of freedom-seeking Afrikaners. In the hinterland 
the Boer republics of Transvaal and the Orange Free State were founded, and while 
this may be seen as a testament to a tenacious belief in freedom, it is prudent to 
note that: 
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The fact that the slaves were only freed in 1834 (in the Dutch colony of 
Surinam they were freed as late as 1863!), was of no consequence to this 
definition of freedom. Later on...this concept of vryheid 
(freedom/liberation) would find its reflection in the Anglo-Boer Wars 
(1880-1 and 1899-1902), referred to by the Afrikaners as the Wars of 
Liberation (vryheidsoorloe). (February, 51)      

South African colonialism meant that religious and cultural differences were 
emphasised and propagated. Major changes in the African communities’ lives centred 
on Christianity. While "social Darwinism" operated for those Africans who had 
converted to the Christian faith, the more unfortunate natives who had lacked the 
wherewithal to prosper economically had to endure the misery of labour in the 
mines. The converts worked with the missionaries in the realisation that ‘Christianity 
went along with new forms of agricultural production for the market, a transformed 
ideology towards accumulation, and a readiness to accept the education being 
proffered by the missionary’ (Shula Marks: 1986, 46). Especially in Natal Province, 
missionary stations were flourishing centres. A prosperous African yeomanry was 
apparent: 

To take but a couple of examples: The Reverend Daniel Msimang, one of 
the early followers of the Reverend Alison, had two houses on eighty-nine 
acres at Edendale and large blocks of shares in the syndicate from 
Edendale that had bought up land at Driefontein and Kleinfontein in the 
1860s. His movable property included 2 ploughs, 2 wagons, 36 oxen, 260 
goats, and 20 cows. His son, Joel, born in Edendale in 1854, was also a 
wealthy man. Although he lost 700 head of cattle during the rinderpest 
epidemic...he was nonetheless able to apply for permission to purchase 
two farms in 1916. (Marks, 46)  

It is observable here that even the naming of places marks them, sites them, as 
colonial terrain (Edendale, Driefontien, Kleinfontein). Both English and Afrikaans 
systematically eradicated original place names, and by the same process acculturated 
the native inhabitants. Marks observes that the mid-Victorian ‘code words’ of 
progress and improvement were a battle cry rooted in material reality for the 
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prosperous peasantry and what the petty bourgeoisie derived from this materiality in 
such cities as Kimberley and Johannesburg. It was out of the mid-Victorian vision of 
a "progressive world order," based on the virtues of free labour, secure property 
rights linked to a free market in land and individual tenure, equality before the law, 
and some notion of "no taxation without representation", that African Christians in 
the nineteenth century constructed their world (Marks, 47-48). In this manner, they 
could not de-link their identification from that of the colonizers, and came to view 
themselves as South Africans (this would have major implications for the coming 
century in which a nascent middle class of Africans began to agitate for 
representation, equality and political rights).  

Into this ‘settled’ and enchanted world of prosperous farmers and gentry was 
introduced the Land Act, no.27 of 1913. Just as Africans began to enthuse about 
“civilization” and the faith displayed in the mid-Victorian vision, both imperialists and 
Cape liberals retreated from it. As Marks (57) observes, the demands of monopoly 
capital, first in the diamond fields of Kimberley and then in the gold fields of the 
Witwatersrand, for vast quantities of unskilled, cheap labour, and the speed with 
which that labour had to be identified, conquered, and coerced, left little room in the 
long run for an enfranchised black peasantry and artisan class. Late nineteenth- 
century imperialist expansion, ‘Anglo-Saxon race pride’, notions of efficiency, and the 
rise of Afrikaner nationalism, worked together to undercut the ambitions of an 
African elite. Unlike earlier settler farmers, who sought to flush out land and labour 
from peasant communities through an ongoing and endless series of so-called Kaffir 
wars, the demand of mining capital was for self -reproducing peasant communities 
(reserves), which would at the same time supply them with migrant labour in 
ongoing cycles. The point about the South African land law of 1913 is not just that 
peasant communities were confined to 7.13 percent of the land area - an allocation 
doubled by the Native Trust and Land Act of 1936 - but that there was a repeated 
effort to create and hold reserves in land which was held in customary possession. 
The Natives Land Act of 1913 was an occasion for a wave of forced removals of 
Africans from ‘white land,’ graphically described at the time by the writer Sol Plaatje. 
Through such acts, the political identity of black South Africans was disrupted and an 
ethnic identity encoded by the restrictions to ‘communal lands’, forerunners of the 
‘homelands’. Black citizens were of South Africa but at an enforced diminished level. 
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These acts created a huge marginal peasantry with little option but to become a 
captive labour force. Complex pass laws were enacted that simultaneously prohibited 
blacks from moving about the country to get the best jobs on the best available 
terms in a free market and branded those without employment as vagrants. For 
those with employment, there was the Masters and Servants Act, which made it a 
criminal offence to break a labour contract, and a panoply of labour legislation that 
prohibited blacks from doing skilled work in most workplaces. For those caught up in 
it, cheap labour was a costly affair. Legally entitled to be in an urban area for only as 
long as they were employed, hundreds were daily sent to jail by commissioners' 
courts for staying longer than seventy-two hours without the requisite permission or 
for failing to produce their passbooks on demand. An estimated 17.5 million black 
people were prosecuted under the pass laws between 1916 and 1981 (Mamdani: 
143-4; 227-8). 

It must be noted that the hapless South African elites in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth-centuries – yeomen, the petty bourgeoisie - who saw their 
fortunes disappear under a cloud of mysticism and rapaciousness, unleashed the 
desire to consolidate on a class basis. But this nascent class was too inconsequential 
as far as size and influence were concerned. As Tom Nairn puts it in his article on 
nationalism entitled ‘The Modern Janus’, elites on the periphery of power ‘had to 
contest the concrete form in which progress had taken them by the throat, even as 
they set out to progress by themselves’. To defend and expand their opportunities 
they had in turn to mobilize their own society and consciously create a ‘militant inter-
class community rendered strongly (if mystically) aware of its own separate identity 
vis-a-vis the outside forces of domination’ (as qtd in Marks, 68). The formation of the 
South African Native National Congress (SANNC) in January of 1912 in Bloemfontein 
was just this form of reaction, with John Dube as its first president. He was educated 
in Inanda and Amanzimtoti Theological School (later Adams College) before 
accompanying the missionary W.C. Wilcox to the United States in 1887, where for 
five years he worked his way through Oberlin College. After a brief spell back in 
Natal, he returned to the United States between 1896 - 1899 for further training and 
to collect money from American philanthropists for a Zulu industrial school along the 
lines of the famous Tuskegee Institute established by Booker T. Washington in 
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Alabama (Marks, 43-4). What this points to is the amount of acculturation Dube 
would undergo, and in the process inscribe himself as a South African nationalist. 

The formation of the SANNC was a direct result of the creation of the Union 
of South Africa after the internecine war between the British and Afrikaner 
communities. Rising Afrikaner nationalism confirmed suspicions long held by black 
South Africans that the form of appeasement arrived at would be at their expense, 
as the Land Act demonstrated. The mollifying British authority only added to the 
agony of the blacks. What the Africans keenly felt, at that time, was more bluntly 
expressed in 1910 by Jules Harmand, namely the whites’ an over-weening sense of 
superiority: 

It is necessary, then, to accept as a principle and point of departure the 
fact that there is a hierarchy of races and civilizations, and that we belong 
to the superior race and civilization, still recognizing that, while superiority 
confers rights, it imposes strict obligations in return. The basic 
legitimation of conquest over native peoples is the conviction of our 
superiority, not merely mechanical, economic, and military superiority, but 
our moral superiority. Our dignity rests on that quality, and it underlies our 
right to direct the rest of humanity. Material power is nothing but a means 
to an end. (as qtd by Edward W. Said: 1993, 17) 

As Mamdani notes, Smuts was equally smug in his 1929 Rhodes Memorial Lectures 
at Oxford, seeing Africans as mere children: 

The African, Smuts reminded his British audience, is a special human 
“type” with “some wonderful characteristics,” which he went on to 
celebrate: “It has largely remained a child type, with a child psychology 
and outlook. A child-like human cannot be a bad human, for are we not in 
spiritual matters bidden to be like unto little children? Perhaps as a direct 
result of this temperament the African is the only happy human I have 
come across”. Even if the racism in the language is blinding, we should 
be wary of dismissing Smuts as some South African oddity. Smuts spoke 
from within an honourable Western tradition. Had not Hegel’s Philosophy 
of History mythologized ‘Africa proper’ as “the land of childhood”? 
(Mamdani, 4) 
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I believe that these two extracts sufficiently show how, at the turn of the century, 
the kind of racist perspective shown by early settlers in South Africa was still 
germane. Viewed from a different perspective in the twenty-first century, the rise of 
African nationalism might be seen as uncouth in the face of such crude racism. Yet it 
is well to remind ourselves, as Michael Herzfeld (1997, 171) succinctly puts it, that 
‘we cannot afford to be sanctimonious when we meet in others substantial traces of 
the ideological histories of which we have tried to cleanse ourselves’. In a sense, the 
rise of African nationalism at the beginning of the twentieth-century was a result of 
feeling a diminution of political identity; denied any form of identity and 
identification, it was impossible for black South Africans to know themselves as 
cultural and political beings, since even their cultures were being re-written and 
distorted. Colonialism wrought a country out of disparate communities, European 
and African. Two different cultural forces were working through the communities, 
fostering a process of acculturation and assimilation. Twentieth-century South Africa 
would come to see contestations of identity to a degree that was unique in the 
annals of humanity.  

Thus the idea of individuals constructing their selves, writing themselves into 
being through autobiographical writings, holds a particular appeal in the South 
African context. Self -writing becomes a way of, initially, protest, then a record of 
disproving state engendered lies (especially in prison literature), then historical 
documentation of lives dislocated by apartheid and a search for meaning. The texts 
attest to the search for political, philosophical and social answers, engaging in 
communal identification. In some cases, there seems to be a need for reassurance. 
However tenuous the autobiographical form might seem as literature, these texts do 
emerge as literary. Jane Watts notes: 

The use of personal history as an illustration of the troubles of an entire 
community is what transforms these autobiographies and 
autobiographical fragments into literature. It is here that the writer 
universalises (not in a romantic but in a socialist sense) his experience, 
where the ‘I’ of the memoir is transmuted into the universal ‘I’ of group 
identity; or even, as D.J. Enright suggests in his memoirs, where ‘I’ bears 
the sense of ‘eye’. (1989, 125) 
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It with this observation in mind that I turn to chapter two and outline the origins and 
spread of autobiographical writings. This will help in our understanding of the self 
against the fragmentary nature of the modern South African state and personhood. 
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CHAPTER TWO: ‘We can do no more than tell our story’: On the 

Origin and Spread of Life-writings 

I am made unlike any I have ever 
met; I will even venture to say that I am 
like no one in the whole world 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau  

Authorising the self 

At the heart of life-writing are individuals who begin to narrativise their story - in 
most instances for public consumption. While there may be many reasons why 
people write their life-narratives, in western society at least the genesis of the genre 
is usually associated with the Confessions of Saint Augustine (c. 400) though it 
reaches back to antiquity with, say, Seneca’s Letters from a Stoic  (ca. 63-65). This 
perception, amongst others, has been instrumental in the logocentricism at the heart 
of western culture,13 which is to say that the self has a teleological beginning that is 
uniquely western in origin. It must be added that it is not only western society which 
has preserved a distinct genre in life writings, as Felicity A. Nussbaum attests (1988, 
n. 8).14 Despite evidence to the contrary from scholars outside Europe, however, this 
logocentric view is deeply embedded in western scholarship; an attack on such 
logocentricism is provided, among other scholars, by Gayatri Spivak.15  

The ‘self’ which Saint Augustine helped to usher into being became a key 
symbol in the growth of western culture, and in the confessional model which 



 

 41 

allowed for a plethora of later autobiographies. Following in the tradition of Saint 
Augustine, for example, comes the autobiography of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (The 
Confessions, 1781), which ushered in the male secular hero intent on creating 
himself with a view to worldly fame and success. As Jill Kerr Conway suggests, this 
model of the Napoleonic hero emerges next to Augustine and Rousseau in creating 
the self ‘who embodies the feelings of his people in battle for political and economic 
freedom’. Later comes economic man as a model, self -created, given full expression 
in Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography (1818). What is celebrated here is the 
accumulation of wealth, the economic discipline of thrift, industry and deferred 
gratification, introducing in the process the archetypal captain of industry (Conway: 
1998, 8). Heroic stories of conquest concomitant with colonialism added to the 
genre, but, as Conway notes, the main changes came in the past century in terms of 
authenticity, that is, when the truthfulness of the narrated life began to be 
questioned: 

By the turn of the twentieth century, a new quest for authenticity emerged 
in Western European culture. The new concern with authenticity was the 
product of multiple interactions between economic and cultural forces. 
The wealth created for Europeans by the economic and technological 
capacity to exploit distant regions fostered the world-weariness of fin de 
siècle decadence. The transfer of scientific skepticism to the newly 
developing social sciences resulted in the idea of cultural relativism. This 
reductive view of culture was the framework within which materialist 
economics combined with the first efforts to develop comparative studies 
of religion to define religious belief as a form of neurosis. And the visible 
and cultural effects of a fully articulated urban industrial production 
system raised for the first time the possibility of a radical break between 
nature and the engineered environment. Decadence, cultural relativism, 
lost belief and the break with nature were major themes of modernism 
which gave rise to a new type of autobiography, the story of the modern 
quest for meaning, given classic form in narratives like James Joyce’s 
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916) and poetic expression in T.S. 
Eliot’s “Ash Wednesday” (1930) and The Four Quartets (1942). (1998, 
10) 
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The self -absorption of the male hero in these texts is perhaps unsurprising: 
after all, History (with a capital ‘H’) has always been seen as gender-based, and 
therefore what Western writers wrote was taken as germane. The feeling that an 
‘authentic’ reality can be brought about through the strivings of individuals might 
account for the reverence in which certain early twentieth-century writers are held 
and canonised. Men make history, as Marx commented. The sense that culture was 
decaying, the feeling explored by these writers that modernity was in a state of 
crisis, and therefore that in reflecting this world writers had to show its complexity – 
these are captured in a position advanced by Eliot:16 

Our civilization comprehends great variety and complexity, and this 
variety and complexity, playing upon a refined sensibility, must produce 
various and complex results. The poet must become more and more 
comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to 
dislocate if necessary, language into his meaning. (2000, 2361)  

For Sidonie Smith, the teleological aspects of the all-purposeful, rationalising self are 
part of the enlightenment engendered by a number of interlocking phases in western 
society: 

 

Politically, the enlightenment self is aggressively individualistic in its 
desires and liberal in its philosophical perspective. The French Revolution 
with its cry for liberty, equality and fraternity; the philosophical systems of 
Locke and Rousseau with their emphasis on empiricism and the 
experience of the individual’s senses as originary loci of knowledge; the 
self-absorption of Romanticism and its preoccupation with subjective 
experience; the economic and political shift from aristocratic to bourgeois 
power; the progressive tendencies of Darwinism, particularly social 
Darwinism; the consolidation of Protestant ideology with its emphasis on 
the accessibility of God to individual prayer and intercession; all these 
phenomena coalesced to privilege the self-determining individuality of 
desire and destiny. (1993, 8-9) 
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Smith here outlines the key moments within which the parameters of the 
enlightenment self operated. That is, the discursive political fields helped and forged 
ideas of the self, to an extent that the senses were rarified over the spiritual 
dimension as the loci of (self) knowledge, thus allowing such selves to apprehend 
themselves as unique beings in the world, unlike any others. In therefore articulating 
their autobiographical selves, there is a sense that this ‘uniqueness’ sets them apart 
even while they are part of the whole. This new notion of self retains traces of what 
St. Augustine had implied, a unique appraisal and interaction with phenomena. But in 
reality such a view really lies in antiquity. Modern scholarship should not disguise the 
fact that the discourse on the self may be traced to the philosophical musings of the 
Greek philosopher Heraclitus. What autobiographers such as Augustine and 
Roussseau were doing can be traced, in a sense, to how Heraclitus theorized on the 
self and its functions. While contemporary scholarship holds that Descartes 
crystallised the discourse on self and reason – the separation of body and mind – a 
perceptive chapter by James Olney in Metaphors of Self  (1972) argues that the 
postulation of the self as the centre of a logos owes its origins to a larger cosmology 
of meaning outside the individual, a greater Logos (which to Saint Augustine was 
God). In the Heraclitean manner, I use ‘logos’ as a suffix to suggest how we 
harmonise various sites of scholarship as bodies of knowledge (‘logy’) with what we 
perceive as the real world (what Heraclitus saw as the greater ‘Logos’). Here ‘logos’ 
will also pertain to self -knowledge. For, as Heraclitus’ notion of continual flux 
suggests, self -knowledge, too, brings interaction with the world around us, a 
constantly changing world in which we also change. Following Olney, ‘logos’ would 
then come to mean ‘the principle of harmony, of measure, of proportion underlying 
all change … realised in the self as teleological change ...’ (5). Thus the greater 
‘Logos’ would have to do with the world, the universe as it were. As we shall observe 
in later chapters, self -knowledge can never be realised if the world is characterised 
by chaos and disconnection.  

Heraclitus made an important inquiry into how individuals arrive at 
meaning.17 Though he is best known for his declaration that the elements are in 
continual flux and transformation, Heraclitus is the first philosopher to declare that 
every cosmology begins with self -knowledge, and that one can never exhaust one’s 
search for oneself if this state of flux exists. I find, for the purpose of this study, that 
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this notion has striking similarities to the modern notion of self, as the re-readings by 
post-modern theoreticians such as Stuart Hall, philosophers such as Karl Marx and 
Michel Foucault, and psychologis ts such as Freud demonstrate (Hall: 1992, 285-291). 
For, if one concentrates on the meaning of Heraclitus’s four notions – the intimate 
relation of self -knowledge and cosmology, the flux of the world, the ‘becomingness’ 
of the self and the identity of the logos with Logos  - one comes to realise that his 
conclusions are wholly human in that humanity (individual or collective) is actively in 
search of itself: ‘I searched for myself’ (Olney, 6-7). With the passage of time the self 
continues to be transformed, but it can be argued that humanity itself does not 
change that much, in that the search for self -knowledge remains at the basis of who 
we are. Time carries each of our selves away and we are continuously dying to our 
own passing selves. Thus each self’s ability to assign meaning to something comes 
about only when the elements that go with that thing take on a relationship to one 
another. That is, meaning only emerges when the self perceives a pattern which 
comes about in chronologically or geographically discrete items and elements. For 
the self whose life is being narrated, it is essential that a pattern should exist, or be 
seen to exist, before it is committed to paper.  

This presupposes phases through which reality is mediated by the self, 
seeking reasons for life’s inexplicable phenomena and arriving at a logos which 
makes meaning of one’s life patterns. But central to such reasoning, in Heracliatean 
terms, is an important premise that at each juncture of this continual search the self 
evolves. Heraclitus held that ‘one cannot step into the same river twice’, denoting in 
this cryptic statement the constant state of things as being in flux. If we therefore 
consider the self in autobiographical writings, we realise how, even with narratorial 
progression, the logos of the self keeps changing, reflecting and refracting its milieu 
and circumstances. For the purposes of literature, autobiography poses seemingly 
endless debate, as this comment from Robert Folkenflik illustrates: 

It [autobiography] is a highly problematic form (some would say genre) 
that encourages the asking of questions about fact and fiction, about 
relations of reality and the text, about origins. Is autobiography to be 
found in referentiality, textuality, or social construction? Is there a self in 
this text? The subject is radically in question. (1993, 11-12) 
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However fictitious autobiographical writings might seem, it would be inconceivable, 
for example, for Richard Wright to have written his excoriating autobiography, Black 
Boy: a record of childhood and youth (1937; rpt. 1966), before experiencing the 
harshness of his young life in the Deep South reflected in being black and American. 
The blend of chaos and disconnection that we observe in this text means that there 
is no harmony between Wright’s ‘logos’ and the outside world. In this autobiography 
we are able to see the four notions of Heraclitus at work: search for self -knowledge, 
the constantly changing social and political milieu (and how the self changes with 
such socio-political pressures and imprints), the growth of self -awareness, and the 
identification with what he sees as his ultimate Logos – a literary life. While Black 
Boy is not the culmination of his entire life, it is a phase he went through while be-
coming.  

Louis Anthony Renza refracts the four notions of Hercalitus when he notes 
that the consciousness of the materials of life as past, termed “l’histoire”, is 
constituted by a more formatively essential, potentially explicit, present 
consciousness of these materials. In his view, the autobiographers’ present is free 
from their past-present; it exists in its own right toward its own future, and thus is 
directed toward their past as if for the first time; that is, in a way, it was not actually 
lived. Subjects do not negate the past so much as re-live it: their present literally 
forms their past in the moment of their writing, and is therefore as much an Erlebnis 
as the experience they recollect (Renza: 1973, 42). Elspeth Graham (1996, 209 & 
213) hints at the problems engendered in attempting to define the genre of 
autobiography when she differentiates among ‘autobiography’, ‘self -writing’, ‘life-
history’, ‘narrative’, and ‘life-writing’. For her, the term self -writing perhaps most 
clearly represents the variety of strategies and forms that are used by writers to 
articulate and assert themselves through the act of writing about the self. But Olney 
is not even interested in trying to define the word. In his first chapter he mentions 
that: 

The most fruitful approach to the subject of autobiography, I believe, is to 
consider it neither as a formal nor as an historical matter … but rather to 
see it in relation to the vital impulse to order that has always caused man 
to create and that, in the end, determines both the nature and the form of 
what he creates. (1972, 3) 
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Thus Olney lays great emphasis on what ‘subjects’ have to say about their 
metamorphosis in line with their lifetime achievements. The lifetime’s work of C.J. 
Jung seems to confirm Olney’s assertion, when Jung writes in Memories, Dreams and 
Reflections: ‘My life is what I have done, my scientific work; the one is inseparable 
from the other. The work is an expression of my inner development; for commitment 
to the contents of the unconscious produces [my] transformation. My work can be 
regarded as stations along my life’s ways’ (as quoted in Olney, 91). Hence for Olney 
it is impossible that the Cartesian subject can be all-knowing, fully self -sufficient and 
all-conquering since the self needs time to distill meaning emanating from disparate 
phenomena. Such reasoning extends to the autobiographical act as well: 

Awareness of the nature of self-being is essential to the full 
autobiographic art; this being so, Descartes’ “Cogito, ergo sum” is a 
preautobiographic statement. Few people would dispute what Descartes 
said, but a great many people, of course, have disputed what that reveals 
beyond “sum”, and what it tells about the nature and quality of that being 
whose existence is indisputable. To realize the quality of such being is an 
act altogether separate, and different in kind, from the original and mere 
“cogito”. This separate act, which is an act of realization, definition, and 
transcendence, is what one finds in autobiography, complete or double, 
and in poetry. The act of autobiography and the act of poetry, both as 
creation and as recreation, constitute a bringing to consciousness of the 
nature of one’s own existence, transforming the mere fact of existence 
into a realized quality and a possible meaning. In a certain sense, 
autobiography and poetry are both definitions of the self at a moment and 
in a place: and I do not mean, for autobiography, that it is a definition of 
the writer’s self in the past, at the time of action, but in the present, at the 
time of writing .… In the great autobiographers, whether it be 
autobiography as such or poetry, consciousness of this continuing 
creation of the self accompanies the creation, and, in the moment after, 
becomes it …. (43-44) 

To return to an earlier example, when Wright sits down to narrate his 
Southern experiences, he is not outside their frame of reference, outside their 
control, and may in this way assign his own meaning and nuance to them borne of 
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the realization of what impact they had on his psyche and self. He searches for the 
self that was constantly being denied, constantly being superimposed on by the Jim 
Crow existence of African-Americans in that part of the United States. Self -
realization, self -definition, and transcendence are only allowed to become possible 
when the self is outside the dehumanising environment. As this study will hopefully 
show, the disparate experiences of individuals such as Wright became reflected in 
the autobiographical writings of South Africans. While it is not a re-writing of Wright’s 
text, Abrahams’ autobiography Tell Freedom (1954, rpt. 1981) has many stylistic and 
literary allusions to Black Boy, and in this way shows trans-atlantic influences in 
African autobiography. The search for individuality in both texts is circumscribed, 
almost incidental, yet both texts show the tenacity of such individuality in societies 
that threatened it. This is but one aspect that some South African autobiographies 
share with African American life-writings. Bewildering experiences in both instances, 
the chaos and disconnection engendered by racism, reveal both sets of writers 
striving for stability and significance of events. It is Olney, once more, who captures 
this truth succinctly: 

Art, both autobiographic and poetic, mediates between the transient world 
of sensation and feeling, of event and emotion, and a constant, stable 
realm of pattern and significance. The poet, in his passion for perceiving 
and holding formal patterns, transforms a myriad passing sensations into 
a single, apprehensible and meaningful artifact; and like the poet, the 
autobiographer who draws out of the flux of events a coherent pattern, or 
who creates a sufficient metaphor for experience, discovers in the 
particular, and reveals to us, the universal. (45)    

As already noted, Sidonie Smith  (1993, 5), among other theoreticians, decries the 
universalising of the self by tracing this mode of representation back to the 
Renaissance.18 Thus, in Eliot’s case, the ‘universal’ itself is a problem since he 
homogenises very disparate experiences in terms of autobiographical writings. 
Taking her cue from Terry Eagleton, who writes that ‘certain meanings are elevated 
by social ideologies to a privileged position, or made the centres around which other 
meanings are forced to turn’, Smith tries to show how the meaning of Western 
selfhood began in the eighteenth (and nineteenth) century and passed through the 
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mills of enlightenment, romanticism, expanding bourgeois capitalism and Victorian 
optimism. In this way the individual came to be conceptualized as a “fixed, extra-
linguistic” entity that consciously pursues its own unique destiny (5). Persistently 
rational through the agency of reason, the self comes to identify, classify and know 
the world in a monologic engagement that establishes individual consciousness as 
the centre and origin of meaning. For Conway, the later stories of colonial conquest 
engendered a self which collapsed its agency within the Western concept of 
‘progress’: 

In these stories of conquest the Western European male, and 
occasionally his female counterpart, is engaged in a literal psychological 
journey. He is tested by the forces of nature and cultural conflict, and he 
acts as an agent of the Western concept of progress, a god as 
impersonal as any Greek deity, the dynamic of history which Europeans 
thought promised perpetual social improvement and gave them the right 
to “civilize” the world in their image. (1998, 10) 

This interpretation has serious implications for the slave and colonial enterprises and 
especially for how western culture would deride first the slave and later the 
colonised. From a western cultural viewpoint, slaves and colonised subjects did not 
possess that critical faculty of reason. This of course was part of the myth 
engendered by cultural anthropology. For people of African descent, engagement 
with the genre of autobiography thus began as a problematic: it was a necessary 
stage in proving that they were human beings. It made little sense to attempt to 
come up with a self in the European mode that purported to colonise, to engage in 
industry or in any other social or cultural endeavour by which the Western 
conception of self had been formulated. As slaves, they were at the very bottom 
rung of existence, a socio-economic position not encompassed by the models of 
autobiographical writings. To achieve a subjectivity, slaves and ex-slaves had to 
show evidence of their humanness. An example of this attempt to prove their 
humanity can be taken from Sojourner Truth’s ordeal. Bell Hooks (1997, 227) notes 
that, in addressing the abolitionist cause at the Akron convention in 1851, Truth 
literally had to bare her breasts when challenged about whether she was a real 
woman.19 
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In analysing slave narratives, Henry Louis Gates Jr notes that black people 
had to present themselves as “speaking subjects” before they could begin to divest 
themselves of the burden of being objectified as commodities within Western, and, in 
this instance, specifically American culture. Writing thus became an important tool 
for inscribing their humanity. After Descartes, reason was centrally privileged among 
human characteristics. And writing, especially after printing became widespread, was 
taken as a visible sign of reason. Blacks were ‘reasonable’, and hence ‘human’, if – 
and only if – they demonstrated mastery of ‘the arts and sciences’. Hence it was 
critical to have verification from prominent citizens in countries where slaves lived, 
attesting to the fact that the narrative was actually written by the subject: ‘Written 
by himself/herself’ stood in place of the usual contemporary sub-title. An area of 
western selfhood is thus built on exclusionary practices, that is, it becomes identified 
culturally through construction of an other – exotic, unruly, irrational, uncivilised, 
illiterate, regional or paradoxically female, unnatural. Of course, the otherness of 
those taxonomically classified as ‘black’ comes one step further down the line from 
the displacement of western woman as less rational than western man: the 
argument holds that, rather than working logically, women’s minds worked through 
another, marginalized, kind of logic. Effectively women go incognito before the 
Cartesian cogito as self -consciousness seems to evade them (Smith, 4). This 
disregards the question of gender in African-American autobiographies, prevalent 
even as far back as the Victorian era with cogent contributions from individuals such 
as Sarah Stickney Ellis, Dinah Maria Mulock and Walter Besant. Thus, while belonging 
to the West, women are ‘other’. They are in the culture and yet not of it. In 
interrogating a dominant symbolic order begun with the Chain of Being, one finds 
negatively constructed exclusions: not-male, not-white, not-American (Betty 
Bergland, 132). These point to the truth of Smith’s assertion that the 
autobiographical form is inherently ‘androcentric and has reproduced the 
patrolineage for the last 500 years’ (1987: 26). 

As I hope to have shown, autobiography is a male, bourgeois genre and the 
result of centuries of preening selfhood. Having made the genre an exclusive zone, 
the male bourgeois writer went on to give it propriety and literariness. An 
autobiography, or autobiographical acts, must consider the following criteria: the 
content reflects the society of the author’s time; the narrative mode is introspective 
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and intimate; and the events are organised in a coherent, chronological and linear 
narrative form (Nicki Hitchcott, ‘African Herstory’, 1997: 16). While most 
autobiographies, such as The Confessions, or autobiographical acts such as John 
Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s The 
Confessions and Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions of an Opium Eater, meet these 
criteria, these straight-jacketed selves were conceived under the pressure of their 
own times and discourses. Thus some of those written later, such as James 
Gronniosaw's A Narrative of the Most Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James 
Albert Ukawsaw Gronnionsaw actually conformed to the stereotypical thinking 
concerning major social practices of their times as shown by discourses one reads in 
the texts: denied humanity as exemplified by slavery, colonialism, and oppression. 
Texts such as Gronniosaw's partake in the very mission of oppression. As Abdul R. 
JanMohamed observes, it is through the construction of a supplicant self that 'the 
dominant culture can elicit the individual's own help in his/her oppression'.20 The self 
conceived under such conditions is one about which no theorising during the 
Renaissance, the enlightenment, or industrial revolution was thought possible. 
Indeed, such selves are conceived and thought of outside history.  

Given these generic assumptions, the concept of selfhood could not ipso facto 
be extended to non-westerners, for to start with a lack, to start at the cusp of time, 
is to realise the self in ways that the autobiographical form does not always 
acknowledge as germane. The slave began life with no authentic name, since this 
aspect of identity was constantly changed, as masters changed: slaves had no family 
lineage, no ‘constructive’ social milieu, no certainty about their ages, no teleological 
assertions to meaning in the greater interplay of the Logos and logos. One has to 
think not only of the social chaos that the system slavery caused to its victims, but 
the psychological dislocations that the victims suffered, as documented in Toni 
Morrison’s powerful novel, Beloved. After being sold as a slave, it was as though the 
slave had to start a newer, different version of one’s own self. But what kind of self 
was it if it is not buttressed by kinship, reason and rationality? This is what Gates 
muses on when he writes about the slave story in James Gronniosaw’s A Narrative of 
the most remarkable Particulars in the Life of Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, an 
African Prince, As Related by Himself . According to Gates, in utilising the ‘trope’ of 
the ‘talking book’ this slave ‘wrote not primarily to demonstrate humane letters, but 
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to demonstrate individual membership in the human community’. Writing took on the 
function of a complex ‘certificate of humanity’ (1988, 52). The slave had to become 
human, and writing was a means to be. But this in itself was a double -bind. In a 
good example of the fact that writing in itself was not sufficient, Gates notes that 
Gronniosaw’s primary text, even as it seeks to show Gronniosaw as a human being, 
remains silent on his humanity: 

The book had no voice for Gronniosaw, the book – or perhaps the very 
concept of “book” – constituted a silent primary text, a text, however, in 
which the black man found no echo of his own voice. The silent book did 
not reflect or acknowledge the black presence before it. The book’s rather 
deafening silence renames the received tradition in European letters that 
the mask of blackness worn by James Albert Gronniosaw and his 
countrymen was a trope of absence. (62) 

It had to be an exceptional slave, therefore, who could pierce the smugness 
of European letters in such a manner that a reader would have to acknowledge the 
presence, and the humanity, of the autobiographical subject. Prejudice had much to 
do with the arrogant dismissal of Gronniosaw’s subjectivity, and only time and 
circumstances were to change the willful self -blinding in the habit of seeing black 
people as absences (shades of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man). 

One of Paul de Man’s suggestions with regard to autobiography is that 
whatever the writer does is in fact governed by the technical demands of self -
portraiture and thus determined, in all aspects, by the resources of his [sic] medium. 
To paraphrase Geoffrey Harpham, if de Man’s suggestion is valid, then the slaves 
knew that their lives were worth narrating precisely because this medium allowed for 
two things: to demonstrate their humanity, which was being questioned, and to 
subvert the enlightenment view that autobiographers were necessarily men and 
women of action, a mode of being that had as its primary orientation its own 
conversion into narrative, its own eventual reading by others (Harpham, 42).  

Among the more intriguing aspects of the processes of colonising and 
enslaving was their conflation with Christianity. This gave the colonised and slaves a 
crutch, for, by reading the Bible against the grain, they – in disparate continents and 
in different times and places – could recognise in the Bible stories their own material 
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conditions. Both recognised the brutalising ‘master’ as the antithesis of the very 
religion he professed. In an analysis of slave narratives, Stephen Butterfield notes: 

Most slave narratives are strongly Christian. Evangelists of freedom, the 
authors praise God, prayer, good works, and the anti-slavery cause and 
denounce all forms of sin, especially drinking, swearing, lying, stealing, 
fornication and breaking the Sabbath. They are careful to distinguish 
between “true” Christianity and the religion used by their masters to justify 
the slave system and teach them obedience. Slavery itself is the most 
enormous sin, because it is an intrinsic evil and because it forces a whole 
range of sins on the people caught in its coils. It leads the master into the 
temptation of committing any kind of outrage on his slaves; it tempts the 
slave to murder and mayhem against the master; it has no respect for the 
marriage relation and thus encourages fornication; and the masters don’t 
allow the slaves to practice true religion and meet freely to discuss and 
worship ... Typically, Christian doctrine brings coherence into the life of 
the former slave, so that he may find a new identity he can take pride in. 
(1974: 15-16) 

Having been freed by any means at their disposal, it behoves former slaves to fight 
for the eradication of the pernicious system. Renaissance individualism cannot be 
achieved at the expense of the enslaved. The peculiarity of an ‘I-You’ relationship is 
intricately African in its dimension of being-for-others - that is, it seems peculiarly 
African in how it reflects on the cultural sense by which Africans live: one is not born 
for oneself, but rather for the community. The Southern African saying, motho ke 
motho ka batho ba bangwe/umuntu ngu muntu nga bantu (you are because of other 
human beings who in turn are because of others), encapsulates this peculiarity. 
Butterfield notes that selves borne of this mentality, even in an American context, 
were never torn apart by the engine of industrialism, or starved by the long and 
persistent practice of legalised and institutionalised land theft and converting other 
people’s lives into capital. The self so conceived is a conscious political identity, 
drawing sustenance from group mythologies and past experiences and giving back 
the iron of its endurance for use by those who might follow. This self belongs to the 
people, and the people to the self (Butterfield, 3).  
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Frederick Douglass serves as an example of someone who put slavery on 
trial. As a public speaker within the cause of the Abolition Movement, he evolved an 
identity that merged the public and the private, though his humanity was under 
question. He writes that his introduction on occasion had to carry assurances that, 
yes, he could in fact speak: ‘Many came, no doubt, from curiosity to hear what the 
negro could say in his own cause. I was generally introduced as a “chattel” – a 
“thing” – a piece of southern “property’ – the chairman assuring the audience that it 
could speak’ (My Bondage, 366). Douglass suffers such humiliation because he 
knows he can be of better service to those still in chains by being dignified and 
attaining nobility: ‘I have found in my experience that the way to break with 
unreasonable custom, is to contradict it in practice. To be sure in pursuing this 
course I have had to contend not merely  with the white race, but with the black’ 
(Life and Times, 804). Paul de Man notes that readers may see themselves troped in 
a text and thus enact/re-live the life of the narrating subject. Conway places this 
point in perspective: 

What makes the reading of autobiography so appealing is the chance it 
offers to see how this man or that woman whose public self interests us 
has negotiated the problem of self-awareness and has broken the 
internalized code of a culture which supplies notions about how a life 
should be experienced. Most of us, unless faced with emotional illness, 
don’t give our inner life scripts a fraction of the attention we give to the 
plots of movies or TV specials about some person of prominence. Yet the 
need to examine our inherited scripts is just beneath the surface of 
consciousness, so that while we think we are reading a gripping story, 
what really grips us is the inner reflection on our own lives the 
autobiographer sets in motion. (1998, 17) 

In a sense this is an element of what has become known as ‘the tradition of a model 
life’ (Leigh Gilmore: 1994, 75). Nevertheless, there is a crucial difference, for as 
Butterfield observes (156), the elements embedded in a slave narrative involve self -
tutored literacy, education as a means of understanding a brutal and brutalising 
environment, resistance that preserves the integrity and goals of an individual 
person, the inability to fit the mould of the docile and obsequious skivvy, anger and 



 

 54 

discontent, flight, active group politics, and movement up the social scale. Thus, as 
Julius Lester recognises: 

The “I” which is me is more than my name, an identification tag used for 
social convenience. When “I” say that “I” am a revolutionary then “I” 
become You, if you will allow me, and You become “I”. God, this is so 
hard. Most people won’t let you inside them. We are educated to keep “I” 
exclusive, to protect and to shelter it, but when we are afraid to let 
somebody else enter our selves, we won’t live. (as qtd in Butterfield, 225) 

This ‘I-You’ mode of identification makes it easier for lives, experiences and texts to 
cross what Paul Gilroy terms the ‘Black Atlantic’. The confluences of such 
identification have never been more apparent than in the parallel lives of Malcolm X 
(later re-named Malik Hajj El Shabbazz) and Stephen Bantu Biko, the founder of the 
Black Consciousness Movement in South Africa. Both revolutionaries in their 
disparate continents died young for their beliefs, leaving lasting impressions and 
impacts on their nations. It comes across in precisely the same manner as the 
Wright-Abrahams identification, the trans-atlantic manner which influenced Africans 
on the continent in profound ways. As Es’kia Mphahlele notes in his historical survey 
of the encounter between Africans and African-Americans, the latter played an 
historic role in Africans’ realization of themselves, pointing out how they could 
imagine the possible futures of their lives and society.21  

It ought to be noted that not all forms of identification involve a militant 
process. Sometimes this process leads directly to identification with the slave 
master’s culture to an extent where the two, at least in the slave’s mind, are 
indistinguishable. Through subtly efficient acculturation, slaves such as James 
Gronniosaw bound themselves to the culture within which they found themselves, 
utterly rejecting the prevailing culture of black slave communities. Having assimilated 
completely, it is then essential for Gronniosaw to attempt to position himself within 
the cultural milieu and social context of his master. The wording of the title of his 
autobiography reveals the subject’s inherent contradictions: an ‘African prince’ who 
became a slave and who, against all odds, found the institution a blessing. The 
phrase ‘Remarkable Particulars’ translates as a meaningful life full of purpose and 
action, buttressed by recognisable achievements. But clearly Gronniosaw recognised 
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that his tale might not be believed, hence the rider ‘ As Related by Himself’. If one 
takes a contemporary example mentioned by Betty Bergland, the problems of 
assimilation into a dominant culture bedevil the reception of Richard Rodriguez’s 
Hunger for Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriquez. According to Bergland,22 
the autobiography of this second-generation Mexican-American speaks a dominant – 
meaning assimilationist – discourse in which American school experiences become 
the avenue for upward mobility and erase the subject’s ethnicity. The wide 
readership and circulation enjoyed by the text among Anglo-Americans would 
suggest that the narrative privileges certain Mexican-American subjectivities and 
supports prevailing social relations. This is one way in which to read Kaizer 
Matanzima’s Independence My Way (1976). For to read this text is to see how one 
individual’s subjectivity can be willingly subsumed under a dominant ideology, much 
as Rodriquez forges his subjectivity to fit in with, to be part of, the dominant 
ideological and cultural milieu. 

The special nature of the South African case dovetails with the slave 
narratives. Colonialism itself took two forms: direct and indirect rule. In South Africa, 
it was a complex mix of the two forms. The colonial experience – in broad terms 
when compared to outright slavery – though brutal and punctuated by ‘frontier wars’ 
of attrition and land alienation, was less savage than the atrocities of slavery, of 
family disruptions, of having members ‘sold down the river’. The colonial experience 
was less brutal than the unforgettable indignities suffered by African-American 
women, and though it placed African cultures under severe constraints, it also 
allowed these cultures to adapt. Colonial experience was also encountered with the 
assistance of Christianity through the missionary enterprise. Converts (in Zulu this 
would be amakholwa) wrestled from their ethnic communities nevertheless led 
fruitful lives as men and women of enterprise, aspiring to gentrification as a 
prosperous yeoman class (Bundy: 1979). This process of social differentiation, 
however, necessarily created class divisions sustained and augmented by the 
‘civilising mission’. Indirect rule, seen as benevolent by some scholars and 
autobiographers, such as William Plomer, was in the words of Mamdani much more 
dangerous: 
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Theoretically, the experience of indirect rule should alert us to the 
relationship between culture and politics, identity and power, thus 
distinguishing between cultural and political identity – particularly when 
the raw material of political identity is drawn from the domain of culture, 
as in ethnic or religious identity. To make a distinction between cultural 
and political identity, I suggest we historicize political identity by linking it 
to political power. It will help underline the fact that all political identities 
are historically transitory and require a particular form of state to be 
produced. Whether religious, or racial or ethnic, all subaltern identities 
have a history: that history is framed by the state, in our context, colonial 
and postcolonial. (2001, 5) 

Thus the value of culture may in itself be overturned to construct newer and more 
antagonistic identities. It is because of this foreclosure that, just as historical 
disjunctures wrought havoc in the lives of everyone, so did this nascent yeoman 
class begin to wither and die. However, it clung to the view that education should be 
the next step for communal self -improvement. As the often-quoted remark by 
Benedict Anderson attests, it is the nascent middle-class of any society that begins 
the peculiar sense of identification that makes up the ‘imagined community’, a 
hallmark of nationalism (1983: 74). In a sense, as Anthony D. Smith observes, 
capitalist colonialism is its own gravedigger (1971: 71-72). Whereas it tries to 
preserve the political status quo, in order to exploit the colonies’ labour more easily, 
it simultaneously needs skilled labour for its modernising impetus. Three groups thus 
emerge: a native bourgeoisie, a small urban working class, and intellectuals. It is the 
native intellectuals in a colonial setting who attack the shoring up of traditional 
regimes of chieftaincy and begin to demand native industries and redistribution of 
wealth. In their desire for rapid industrialisation, the intellectuals produce their 
nationalism, just as anti-colonialism fits in with their need for quick modernisation.   
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The implications of modernity on self-writing 

As with slave narratives, it is pertinent to note that any interrogation of literature’s 
construction of identity necessarily entails a need to contend with two points, 
namely, how narrative facilitates the construction of nationalist identity and the 
particularities of literature within historical moments. This leads to an important 
question implicit in the post-colonial experience. Since the act of restoring the African 
self to its history is usually itself dependent on a western language and register, does 
the act of restoration lead to the construction of new(er) cultures or is it just the 
repetition – under the guise of nationalism – of colonialist discourse? In one 
instance, the question can be posed thus: 

Can an oppressed nation or segment of it, engaged in a struggle for 
liberation from its oppressors rely on knowledge produced, researched 
and theorized by others, no matter how progressive, who are members of 
the oppressor nation? The same question put in another way is: can the 
right of a people to self-determination in the production of knowledge be 
overlooked and liberation for them through knowledge produced by 
others? 23 

For Simon Gikandi (1991, 11), literature has to address the initial situation in 
which the African problematic developed; that is, it has to begin with a 
reconstruction of the colonial phase and to express the conditions in which 
knowledge about phenomena is produced. Further, such literature has to struggle for 
intellectual space from western thought in the modernising world: it has to attempt 
to articulate a new way of apprehending the African world and experience. This 
entails, in Gikandi’s view, a reversal of the cultural disjunctures of the colonised: in 
effect, it has to address itself to the question of the creation of an African community 
in the marginal space between autonomy and the colonising structure. Narrative, 
particularly ‘life-writing’, has to fill in the ‘gaps’ left by everyday practice and is 
defined by the boundaries of these ‘gaps’. As he further observes, African Literature 
is determined by the interaction between African cultural traditions and the socio-
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historical environment, which triggers a positive consciousness needing to express 
itself in writing (13). It is the intellectuals’ awareness of the lack of representation in 
colonial Africa that propels a search for an alternative narrative, which seeks not only 
to install a cultural genealogy but also to mark the terrain with which the writer can 
identify (Gikandi,  14). If identities are only formed or searched for once a people 
perceive a threat to their being, then African nationalisms were the most useful 
vehicles in the search for identities. This is because, as Frantz Fanon observes, 
‘nationalism is that material keystone which makes the building of culture possible’ 
(as qtd by Gikandi, 7). I would argue that identity in pre-colonial Africa was 
malleable, a cultural aspect of being that could, with time, privilege and necessity, be 
discarded for another one.  Nationalism consolidated a more nationalist outlook 
about identity over an ethnicist one which, however, brutally repressed by 
colonialism. Mamdani is able to show this encumbrance when he notes: 

I am not arguing that ethnicity did not exist in African societies prior to 
colonialism. It did, but as a cultural identity. We need to distinguish 
between three different claims to ethnic identity: as a cultural identity, a 
biological identity and a political identity. Before colonialism, ethnicity 
existed as a cultural identity: every ethnic group had ways of absorbing 
strangers. You could become a Muganda or a Yoruba. Colonial 
ideologues like Sir Henry Maine or Lugard denied the historical and 
cultural nature of ethnicity. Instead, they claimed ethnicity to be a non-
historical biological identity, a natural way of being of a primitive society. 
On these theoretical foundations, colonial power built a legal-
administrative edifice. It framed customary law as ethnic, and created an 
ethnic administrative authority to enforce the law. It enforced ethnicity as 
a legal and political identity. (2001, 4)  

It is useful, then, to highlight the ways in which autobiographical texts are 
constructed via multiple narrative strategies. Through these strategies we interact 
with the texts to reach an understanding of their multiple styles. In her study of 
autobiography Coullie writes: 
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autobiography defines its own limits, as all concepts do, relationally: like 
history, it is about ‘real’ events; unlike history, it is personal, not 
impersonal and does not involve the effacement of the narrating voice; 
like journalism, it usually covers a protracted period, and does not seek to 
present itself as a purely ‘objective’ discourse; like fiction, it constructs 
stories around themes and significances and in forms that will entice the 
reader; unlike fiction, it insists on the verifiability of much of its material; 
like fiction and popular movies, television narratives and so on, 
autobiography often constructs heroes and villains, relying on culturally 
accepted clichés of narrative situation and interpretative models; unlike 
these media, it insists that these readers actually lived. Autobiography 
usually expressly invokes a contractual agreement with the reader: the 
reader reads the references as true, and the text undertakes to refer to 
people, places and events which had material existence. (1991, 226)         

What this implies is that autobiographies generally employ variegated strategies by 
which major concerns are made explicit. This does not necessarily mean that there is 
a simple mimetic correlation between life and the written self, but rather that 
discursive strategies come into play such that the text is viewed as autobiographical. 
It is the ‘material existence’, then, of much contested South African history which 
becomes an organising theme around which most of the autobiographies from the 
country are written. While there are a host, too, of private autobiographical writings, 
it is impossible to ascertain how many these may be precisely because they are not 
in the public domain. The life-stories already in the public domain give, in personal 
detail, the lived experiences of the subject, and because of the country’s tumultuous 
history, the reader anticipates that the autobiographies will attest to the ‘real’ of the 
narrated events.  

What may strike most readers of South African autobiographies as an over-
emphasis on history and racism must be understood as an enabling factor without 
which most of these texts may not have been produced at all. In its viciousness, 
institutionalised racism - while attempting to impose its versions of identities on a 
whole country – carried its own internal contradictions. As Mala Singh observes: 
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[A]partheid was a powerful allocator of identity. It assigned identity 
through legislation and other sanctions. It suppressed identity - through 
centralising race and ethnicity at the expense of other markers of identity. 
It facilitated identity through unifying its opponents in a common assertion 
of non-racialism and anti-racism. (1997, 120) 

What Singh points to is the almost schizophrenic motivation of apartheid in 
constructing ‘otherness’, and the equally tenacious struggles to prove such 
constructions wrong. The battle for non-racialism embodied in the texts studied 
herein shows the adherence to the recognition for a common humanity by South 
Africans. For some critics, particularly those not directly concerned with twentieth-
century African self -writing, autobiographies are more fictional than real. This may 
be explained by the fact that, in the act of writing, the autobiographical subject (the 
speaking “I” in the narrative) calls upon the historical subject (the biological life) to 
act as an objective ‘witness’ to the narration. Some autobiographical texts have 
proved to be works of immense untruth, but rendered so meaningful that at the 
beginning they are praised as ‘authentic’. As Shari Benstock (1988, 19) sees it, it is 
the subject who is made a material witness to the object of investigation, and this 
presents a further division between the present moment of the narration and the 
past in which the narration is focused (Benstock, 1988: 11). Such gaps in temporal 
and spatial dimensions are often successfully hidden from reader and writer, so that 
the fabric of the narrative appears seamless, spun from whole cloth. While Benstock 
advances reasons for this seeming seamlessness - conscious control over the subject 
matter, for example, or the view that the life history is grounded in authority - she 
does not consider whether, as readers, we are not taken in by the ideology of the 
autobiographical subject. This is a crucial distinction to make, for even as we resist 
textual interpellation (and probably become irritated by it), we should also recognise 
that part of the function of the seeming seamlessness of autobiographical writing 
rests on an ideology being espoused, and how it operates within the text. The 
rendition of  ‘lived experience’, the careful transmutation of mundane historical life 
into art, is an imperative of ideology. So, whereas Benstock (16) would see the split 
self of the speaking subject as primordially divided, where the ‘walls that defend the 
moi are never an adequate defense work against multiple forms of the je’’, I would 
suggest that the apparent suturing of this division, especially with those who write 
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from the position of the ‘Other’, is the function of ideology. This is particularly 
apparent in autobiographical instances in which the subject under investigation is 
from a category that seeks to justify their imperative to write, having existed as 
‘forever outside’, thus forever a marginal subject – categories of humanity such as a 
woman, a black person, a Jew, a homosexual. Terry Eagleton aptly captures this 
reciprocal relationship: 

History, then, certainly ‘enters’ the text, not least the ‘historical’ text; but 
enters it precisely as ideology, as a presence determined and distorted by 
its measurable absences. This is not to say that real history is present in 
the text but in disguised form, so that the task of the critic is to wrench the 
mask from its face. It is rather that history is ‘present’ in the text as a form 
of a double-absence. The text takes as its object not the real, but certain 
significations by which the real lives itself (sic) - significations which are 
themselves the product of its partial abolition. Within the text itself, then, 
ideology becomes a dominant structure, determining the character and 
disposition of certain ‘pseudo-real’ constituents. This inversion, as it were, 
of the real historical process, whereby in the text itself ideology seems to 
determine the historically real rather than vice-versa, is itself naturally 
determined by history itself. History, one may say, is the ultimate signifier 
of literature, as it is the ultimate signified. For what else in the end could 
be the source and object of any signifying practice but the real social 
formation which provides its material matrix? (1976, 72) 

Autobiographical texts exemplify Eagleton’s point because they use fictional narrative 
strategies. Whereas the account we read is ‘true’, in its rendition the society’s self -
representation is reconstructed by the subject who draws on the full range of 
linguistic flexibility and the permutations of descriptiveness and metonymy that are 
denied a formal, straight historical account of any era. However, this does not mean 
that such historical predicates are a basis for what can be outright lies, but rather 
that it is for the subject the very fabric in which to insert a life. Thus, in order to 
explicate autobiographical writings of the periods under study, it is essential to bear 
in mind the intertwining of history with power (or lack thereof), together with 
culture. While autobiographical subjects, for want of any other yardstick with which 
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to delineate time, will necessarily refer to dates as markers of their passage from one 
stage to the next in life, these significations of ‘real lives’ remain but attempts to 
partially abolish the very history within which they operate. History cannot be left 
behind, or totally discarded, but autobiographical subjects seek to defy its autonomy 
in the construction of their identities. In order to reduce it to a backdrop for their 
lives, they shift to the significant others - family, siblings, children, community, 
organisations. But the insistence of ideology makes the reader aware of what 
Eagleton implies by history operating as a double-absence: it is forever being made 
even as a subject progresses with the narrative, but in the texts it may appear as 
unimportant dates which do not call for elaborate comment. Individuals react to 
historical markers such as public events while, in writing about them, the 
autobiographical narrator wishes to put at a distance this social matrix of identity. 
Such attempts at resistance, of course, stem from the human agency with which the 
autobiographical subjects imbue themselves, and which, indeed, they possess. 

What I have done in this chapter is to show the myriad ways by which the 
autobiographical form came into being, how, for example, it spread with the 
influence of commerce and printing and, as it spread, mutated into newer forms or 
models which served to consolidate selfhood. And yet these models of  
autobiographical writing excluded those members of society seen as less than human 
(in this instance, slaves) or less than powerful (western women). With time, 
however, such subjects, too, learnt the art of autobiography and wrote to confirm 
their humanity. The colonial encounter in Africa brought its own political, social and 
autobiographical baggage, but Africans themselves had to prove their humanity and 
search for selves that had been lost by assimilation. This necessitated the invention 
of a tradition of autobiographical acts in writing. The spread of nationalism made 
such self -conceptualization and self -assertion seem even more urgent. But before we 
concentrate in detail on African nationalism and its concomitant assigning of 
identities in the period 1900 to 1998, it is important to peruse traditional African self -
conceptualisation first. The self -conception of African communities, in antiquity as 
well as in the modern period, will form the focus of the next chapter. It is 
inconceivable that these communities did not have a sense of self, a subjectivity that 
mediated their own world before the colonial enterprise radically changed their lives 
and ontologies. This sense – expressed in orature – had the significance of making 
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pre-colonial lives meaningful, and it is only by way of extensive scholarship in the 
area of self -conceptualisation that it becomes apparent. While I will concentrate on 
earlier African self -conceptualisation, I will also try to link this with the later process 
through which enforced identity became the basis for African rural-urban divisions. 
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CHAPTER THREE: `Experiencing identity`: Self-conceptualisation in 

early and modern South African communities 

I 

Eye me 

Why because I 

Is a cruel 

memory 

 
Mongane Serote 

The preceding chapters have attempted to look at self -conceptualisation as societies 
changed under the pressures of time. Chapter one examined the critical work on 
self-writing and chapter two looked at how life-writing spread in societies where the 
practice became common currency to such an extent that slaves adopted it. In the 
present chapter, I examine pre-colonia l and modern conceptions of selfhood within 
African communities as a way of forming a link with the preceding chapters. 

As we have seen, scholars who share Sidonie Smith’s thinking (1992), locate 
the rise of individuation within the enlightenment period, and later within the spread 
of commerce through capital accumulation which became possible with the Industrial 
Revolution. While in no way disregarding the intricacies of this argument or of the 
historical events to which it refers, we must not forget that, at, say, the time of the 
French Revolution, larger communities were being created in the southern 
hemisphere, and by individuals with as much ambition as Napoleon. In this instance 
we may speak of Tshaka, King of the Zulu nation, who in twelve short years  built an 
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empire that could, in its day, rival militarily superior nations. For such figure, a sense 
of his own individuality – the conviction that he was a person of destiny - had to 
begin with the triumph of his subjectification (a new capacity for self -determined 
agency) over another form of subjection (such as loyalty to a monarch or chief). This 
implies that identities are formed in the interaction between objectivizations that 
society makes of persons and groups and subjectivizations that people themselves 
are able to create (Birgitta Svensson, 1997: 71-104).24 The biography of Tshaka 
persuasively illustrates how the seal of subjection can be broken. In the process, an 
individual, answerable to a higher authority such as that wielded by a king or chief 
over his subjects (an authority traditional in most pre-colonial societies) begins to 
construct a subjectivity in order to inscribe his/her own ‘seal’. This process entails the 
necessity of self -mastery, self -knowledge, self -expression and self -fulfillment.  

The aim of this chapter, therefore, is to show how individuation was as much 
a part of the African milieu as of any other. Indeed, secondary readings such as D.P. 
Kunene’s Heroic Poetry of the Basotho (Oxford, 1971) cogently illustrate this point. It 
is accepted that most pre-colonial African societies were oral ones, that is, they had 
not evolved writing as a means of communication. But it makes no sense to see their 
art forms as ‘primitive’ and ‘backward’. Kunene’s text is selected from a host of 
others for reasons of locality – Southern Africa - but also because the author is a 
world-renowned oral literature practitioner and educationist. He engages the reader 
in a sophisticated and thoroughgoing analysis of heroic poetry in which, for our 
purposes, we begin to see how speakers for communities conceived of themselves as 
subjects-in-the-world while perceiving objects-in-the-world. Also, it is important to 
realise that a great deal of what Europe came to know about African communities 
was mediated through the biased comments and writings of explorers’ travelogues 
and missionary accounts.25This unfortunate fact is why, in today’s terminology, we 
may distinguish between trained native and untrained or alien ethnographers. The 
myths about pre-colonial African societies constructed by untrained, non-native 
ethnographers have not been easy to displace, and have endured in many ways: 
indeed, they have even significantly influenced diasporic African communities. It is 
useful, at this point, to consider the myth of the African as a ‘noble savage’, a 
‘perpetual child’. A ready example of such tenacity, found in Kunene’s introduction, 
illustrates this mythologising aspect of missionary explorations. He writes of two 
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white missionaries who, in describing the performance of oral poetry by a native, 
choose to say: 

In a large gathering, sitting round waiting to hear a royal message, a man 
seems suddenly seized by an irresistible devil [sic!]. He leaps forward, 
parades in front of his friends, his head held high, his eyes large and 
staring, his face contorted, his voice raised in pitch, making violent 
gestures; he declaims his praises but without varying the intonation of his 
voice, and with such a stream of words that it is difficult to understand all 
the words. He goes on and on as if deluded, possessed and mad, and 
when he reaches the end of his long poem, he engages in several wild 
capers, his feet kicking the dust around him, sketching with his hand the 
gestures of a warrior hitting his enemy or stabbing him with a spear. Then 
his features relax, a contented smile takes place of the ferocious 
expression of a moment ago and he goes calmly back to his place among 
his friends, to listen to and admire the grimaces of him who has replaced 
him in this strange exercise. The white man laughs, finding this infantile, 
ridiculous and grotesque. As for the black man, he admires, he exults at 
this spectacle which for him is worthy of heroes and which responds to 
his most intimate ideas and to all that is virile in him. (Kunene, 1971, xii)     

This passage makes it easy to perceive why non-native ethnography is still 
difficult to accept in Africa. There is no ‘identity’ here but an ‘irresistible devil’ who 
causes madness, whose prime form of expression is ‘wild gesticulations, contortions, 
violent gestures’. Clearly, in the view of the outsider, this performer has no idea of 
‘poetry’, for his tone is raised high, with little or no variation, despite the length of his 
poem. Delusion, madness and fawning praise are standard in this poetic expression. 
Thus ‘the white man laughs’. Of course he should, for he is among a community 
which he perceives as composed of perpetual ‘infants’ (the kind of thinking, as we 
shall see, displayed by Smuts), whose most intimate ideology remains at the virility 
stage. Early ethnographers conflated ‘civilisation’ with maturity, and, finding 
communities with a different culture from theirs, labelled them as centres of  
‘perpetual childhood’. It must be added, however, that not all non-native 
ethnographers display this uncouthness towards cultures not their own. Hoyt 
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Alverson’s text, Mind in the Heart of Darkness: Value and Self -Identity among the 
Tswana of Southern Africa (1978), falls into this category. As we shall note with 
Alverson’s study, the ethnographer who confers agency on his subjects makes more 
sense of their cultural practices than one who comes with pre-conceived notions of 
‘native’ practices. Svensson (1997, 91) opines thus on this area: ‘One’s personal 
cultural competence is decisive for who one becomes, the identity one acquires. A 
sure self -identity is important if one is to be able to identify what one wants, which in 
turn expresses who one is. The choice directly reflects the self’. Thus, to understand 
the poet’s oral performance even within a pre-colonial setting, we need to know 
what the subject matter of his poem is, when it was composed, and how he locates 
his being-in-the-world through his poetic rendition.  

The purpose of names among African communities 

One of Kunene’s important contributions to identification (a process of articulation, a 
suturing, an over-determination as Stuart Hall would have it) is through his 
demonstration of the function of orality in pre-literate societies such as the Sotho. 
Using heroic poetry as a point of departure, he re-constructs how early Basotho 
communities conceptualised their being-in-the-world. The poetic rendering of 
warriors and kings’ heroic deeds in pre-colonial societies, emphasising the virtues of 
manly prowess, resembled precisely the oral traditions of the Anglo-Saxons and the 
Vikings. Thus Kunene begins with the ‘manhood of man’ by showing how the name 
of a great king, Moshoeshoe, came into being. After a successful cattle raid, Leqopo 
of the Basotho began to sing his own praises thus: 

 
Ke nna Moshweshwe moshwashwaila wa ha Kadi 
Lebeola le beotseng Ramonaheng ditedu. 
 
I am the sharp shearer, the shaver, descendant of Kadi, 
The [barber’s] blade that shaved off Ramonaheng’s beard. (Kunene: 
1971,1).    
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Leqopo coins the  name ‘Moshweshwe’ on an occasion suitable to himself, thus 
signaling how he is to be described in future. Prior to this raid, Lepoqo (c. 1786-
1870) was an ordinary mortal, but through such a deed of daring, of testing himself 
against adversity, he can choose a new name and become someone else, for his 
action has demonstrated depth in personality and courage. This point is re-iterated 
by M. Damane and P.B Sanders in the introductory chapter to their text, Lithoko: 
Sotho Praise Poems (1974:13), where they write: ‘After initiation…young warriors 
were expected to prove their manhood, and they generally did this by cattle -raiding’. 
C.M. Bowra explains that cattle -raiding was necessitated neither by starvation nor 
war. It was mainly to test and acquire one’s place-in-the-world, comparable to the 
traditional Masai lion-killing rite of passage. Heroic poetry works precisely because it 
shows that obstacles in the path of the protagonist have been overcome: ‘It works in 
conditions determined by special conceptions of manhood and honour. It cannot 
exist unless men believe that human beings are in themselves sufficient objects of 
interest and that their chief claim is the pursuit of honour through risk’ (Kunene, 8). 
Thus, through an accepted cultural praxis of raiding one another, a man comes into 
‘being’. Valour was an indispensable aspect of these communities, and conditions 
under which it was tested included frequent wars, battles, and skirmishes, 
encounters with wild beasts, hunting expeditions, cattle raids and, generally, the 
presence of any source of danger to life and property. 

Praise poetry, as praxis, also had to do with initiation and the 
conceptualisation of individuation. Alverson remarks that, among the Tswana, this 
was seen as a way in which a name (leina) came to acquire deeper meaning for each 
initiate: 
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The word “name” (leina) in ordinary usage refers not to a proper 
designation of a person but to a genre of oral poetry which every Tswana 
(traditionally, at least) was expected to master – as a composer – in the 
process of growing up. In former times young adolescents were sent to 
“initiation schools” where they underwent a complex and lengthy rite-of-
passage into adulthood. This rite was an extended period of instruction in 
the knowledge and skills associated with leading an adult life as a 
responsible member of Tswana society. As part of this schooling 
youngsters were taught how to compose poetic formulations which would 
capture the essential meaning of the various deeds the child would 
accomplish in the school and later on in adult life. Each child was taught 
literally how to compose poetic praises of self. Public, poetic self-praising 
was explicitly taught as a prerequisite to acquiring a proper adult social 
personality. These praise poems composed to oneself and for everyone 
are called leina or (literally) “praise names.” (1978, 194) 

As we shall see in the following sections, praise poems played, and continue 
to play, a significant role as autobiographical sites, extending and reinforcing 
selfhood. Naming in itself is important in that it begins the process. What Alverson 
relates shows that each initiate symbolically creates ‘experience’. In Alverson’s view, 
such skillful composition and artistic praises predicate upon the self the epithets of 
the heroic, which are then central to understanding Tswanan self -identity (192). The 
Tswana, cognisant of the ‘treasure’ they carry in names, induce behaviour in 
individuals that attests to the correctness of a particular name, and hence its 
identification is constantly being made and re-made. Like the Sotho-speaking peoples 
of Southern Africa, the Tswana believe very strongly that a name is destiny (leina le 
ya boreelelong). The naming process in the Basotho community is pertinent here if 
we are to understand how, in constructing eulogies and praise poems, the naming 
transference and perpetuation were seen as critical. For the Sotho-speaking sub-
nationalities of South Africa (Western, Northern and Southern Sotho groups), a 
common proverb states that names had to be a tag of identity within whose contours 
and parameters a child had to stay, otherwise a bad name pre-destined its bearer to 
a life of delinquency, mischief and infamy (ina lebe seromo).26 Here is an extract 
from Kunene that neatly captures this argument: 
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In naming a child, the [..]Sotho did not, as a rule, choose a name simply 
because the parents liked it, but for its relevance to a given situation, or 
for a certain purpose that the name was supposed to fulfil; this in addition, 
of course, to naming the child after someone, a relative. There was, 
besides, the belief that when it grew up, a child might act according to its 
name. The saying, Lebitso-lebe ke seromo, ‘An ugly name makes its 
bearer behave according to it’, reflects this attitude. Thus choosing a 
name for a child was a serious matter, and not always an easy one. (13)   

Cowardice in these communities was anathema, a way of bringing dishonour to your 
age set. A ready example of how cowardice  - and its consequences in buttressing 
identity by lineage - was viewed follows, where suspect defecation is used as 
censure for cowardice: 

 
Mohlang moo ha kgethahala batho, 
Yare mapjheha a ikgetha, a ipontsha; 
A ngwapaka dithaba, 
A hasa thaba ka masepa, mapjheha: 
Mapjheha a ipjhehela mesifa! 
 
Mapjheha a tshwarwe, a faolwe, a se tswale! 
A ya tswala ba jwang bana? 
A ya tswala maperere! 
 
On that day there was a separation of men, 
Yea, the cowards separated themselves, and were seen; 
And they clawed the mountain-sides, 
They splashed the mountain with their liquid excrement, 
The cowards splashed their heels with liquid excrement! 
 
Let cowards be apprehended and castrated, and they should not beget! 
What kind of issue would they beget? 
They would beget [other] cowards! (Kunene, 8-9) 
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The poem illustrates the importance of lineage, in that the progeny of cowards would 
have led a harsh existence, the ‘sin of the father’ being translated to subsequent 
generations. As a means of social control, and of ensuring group cohesion, the value 
of bravery was significant in that it ensured a particular ethic. It may also be 
pertinent to point out that surnames proper have a different connotation for the 
Nguni (Zulu and Xhosa) and Sotho (Tswana, Pedi and Sotho) speakers. In the Sotho 
cluster, a surname is seboko, and in the Nguni cluster it is called isibongo. The root 
of these surnames is found in praise names, so that each family must have a praise 
poem dedicated to it. Praise poets, in turn, are called sibongi/seroki.  Thus we 
understand that ‘praise poems’ (now generically called isibongo/dithoko) of the kind 
embodied in surnames, were a significant means of identifying the individual, the 
family, the clan and the extended family and in this way served as (auto)biographical 
sites of the clan. But, as illustrated above, such sites can embody such characteristics 
as valour or cowardice and serve as reasons for social ostracism.  

In an interesting recent illustration of lineage, the poet Antjie Krog 
demonstrates how an old witness to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
explained who he was. Punctuating each one of his nineteen generations of 
forebears by striking his knobkerrie on the floor, Chief Anderson Joyi would not 
countenance beginning his testimony without outlining his ancestral lineage; and in 
explaining why he began his testimony in this manner, he said that these names 
gave his story a “shadow”, placing in perspective what had happened to him. This 
granted him the ability to endure past and present. This is an important observation 
in that it demonstrates lineage and how chief Joyi conceives of his selfhood. Of 
course, as recounted in English by Krog, his preamble resonates with Biblical 
overtones and does not do justice to its rendition in the Xhosa language: 
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King Thembu begat Bomoyi; and Bomoyi begat Ceduma; and Ceduma 
begat Mngutu; and Mngutu begat Nxego; and Nxego begat Dlomo; and 
Dlomo begat Hala; and Hala begat Madiba; and Madiba begat Thato; and 
Thato begat Zondwa; and  Zondwa begat Ndaba; and Ndaba begat 
Ngubenuca; and Ngubenuca begat Mtikara; (this is the house where 
Matanzima comes from, the right-hand house); and Mtikara begat 
Gangeliswe; and Gangeliswe begat Dalindyebo; and Dalidyebo begat 
Jongiliswe; and Jongiliswe begat Sabata; and Sabata begat Buyelekaya; 
and this is where I begin. (1998, 136-7) 

Southern African communities, at a time when they were totally unaware of 
European philosophical discourse, set great store by identity and the politics of 
identity and identification. An identity that came with a name was seen as both 
given, as in the proverb, and assumed, as Moshoeshoe’s example illustrates. This 
kind of concern with naming and identity in Western Europe has long been the 
subject of scholarly enquiry, seen for example in Jean-Paul Sartre’s The Problem of 
Method (1963a). The dialectics of subject-object have also long been the concern of 
Southern African peoples, and the reflective and pre-reflexive debates have been an 
aspect of their lives too. If, for Sartre, the division is simply to compare written notes 
on the division of consciousness, it stands to reason that for Moshoeshoe and Tshaka 
this was not important, since philosophising on such matters did not need to be put 
in writing: they knew who they wanted to be (nation builders) and acted according 
to their subjectivizations. This does not suggest that both were non-reflexive 
individuals, but that life stories (narratives in which one person presents his or her 
self on the basis of a structured perception of the self) came out of praxis, that is, 
after concrete action which would then make up life histories (history outside the 
control of the individual). For the modern conception of selfhood, this becomes the 
crux between story and history, particularly if the individual is prominent. This points 
to the close, at times contrasting relationship between personal and public narratives 
in the form of (auto)biographies and history per se.       
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Praise poetry as an aspect of modern Identification 

The contemporary scene makes us aware that this form of self -conceptualisation is 
still very much alive within present-day Southern African ethnic groups. Liz Gunner’s 
fascinating study of Zulu women’s praise poetry confirms this. In her article ‘Songs of 
Innocence and Experience’, she says that ‘the poems are statements of individual 
identity’ (13).27 While most Zulu poetry is concerned with individual identity, it is also 
performed in social events meant for public or group consumption. As Gunner 
observes, performance in itself is a requirement of this society: 

Not to perform (on suitable occasions), to hold back, is regarded as a 
clumsy, anti-social act, and to perform, even if one cannot be 
outstanding, is highly approved of. Composing praises and participating 
in praising is part of the way in which an individual conforms to the high 
value which the culture still places on the verbal, vocal and dramatic 
skills. (as quoted by Coullie: 1999, 67) 

Gunner emphasises the importance of praise poems for a woman since they can 
make her widely known among her contemporaries. In turn her contemporaries may 
greet her in their praise poems. Her praise poem, or part of it, may be quoted if she 
is the topic of conversation, and in this sense a woman’s izibongo stands as a 
celebration of her personality and achievement. Examining their allusive language, 
metaphors and forms of parallelism, Gunner divides women’s praise poems into a) 
those of married women; b) royal women; c) those composed by mothers for their 
infants (izangelo), and d) those of diviners of the future (izangoma), who are usually 
women. Such poems are performed on a variety of social occasions, sometimes in 
the privacy of a homestead, often in open courtyards or fields. Since great store is 
placed by rural communities on the marital status of women, it is incumbent on such 
women to act in unison as a group, emphasising group identity. Thus, it is highly 
unlikely to find a married woman constantly in the company of the unmarried, and in 
her own group she will be expected to perform accordingly. Apart from much else, 
what the praise poem does is to locate its subject within a particular milieu, and 
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Gunner concludes that to be known by a praise poem is to strengthen one’s sense of 
belonging to a community and cultural group. Coullie goes further. In her appraisal, 
she notes that praise poems, as autobiographical utterances and sites of biographical 
details of the family and clan, serve a wider purpose: 

The praise poem…is a statement of identity in community, its appeal lying 
in social anchoring and the pleasures of performance and the performer, 
whether that be the subject of the poem or not, and the auditors. Instead 
of a developmental depiction of a subject, of a self split between the 
private, interiorized ‘real’ and the public persona, the self in oral poetry is 
addressed as a knowable, stable and unified entity. The subject is hailed, 
interpellated, known, through the praises, to him-/herself and to members 
of the community. Instead of the economy of personal revelation, of 
individualised confession, oral forms rely on communalism, on shared 
knowledge and ritual, on conformity and concord. (1999, 72)     

The praise poems act as vehicles for identification, though, as Coullie notes, the 
entity of self is seen as remarkably stable. This is because, as she observes, there is 
little ‘scission’ between past and present: 
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Praise poems do not need to convey a linear, quantified sense of history 
in which causality and secularist logic predominate because in 
unadulterated South African cultures there is no scission between 
knowledge and belief, the secular/material and the religious, as there is in 
settler culture…The hailing of the subject in praise poetry thus carries 
with it a significance beyond an obvious social recognition. The subject of 
the poem is defined, identified, recognized, named adjectivally for living 
auditors and for the ancestors. The subject is situated in an almost 
unpunctuated stream of time, from the past of the ancestors to the future 
generations who may invoke the subject through the performance of the 
praises. The whole subject – physical, psychological, and spiritual - is 
hailed. A person is not construed in terms of the Western separation of 
technologies for mind and body and soul (represented in the largely 
incompatible and highly specialised disciplines of psychology, medicine 
and theology). Individual southern cultures conceive of being as a 
continuous state. (1999, 75-6) 

 What is discernible in Coullie’s observations are two vastly different kinds of 
ontology - Western and African - which carry with them divergent values in terms of 
aesthetics, forms, and techniques with regard to self -representation. Both modes 
arise from a need to fix, define and construct an identity. In narrative, autobiography 
emanates from the authorial self, while in praise poetry it issues from the community 
and the self (Coullie, 62). Yet, as with many other forms of post-colonial baggage, 
Black Southern African autobiographers have adopted the Western mode of 
constructing identities. Jane Watts observes that South African black autobiographies 
seek identification with the community, giving it a voice through representation: 

The form does seem in many ways peculiarly adapted to the needs of 
South African writers, absorbed as they are with their own and their 
people’s search for identity, with the evolution of consciousness, with the 
attempt to make sense of their life and condition. (1989, 108) 

It must be added too that apartheid’s miasmic atmosphere made even 
knowledgeable white academics behave out of character: with few exceptions, the 
majority completely ignored the rich oral heritage of Southern Africa, seeing it as 
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part of the uncultured, thus uncouth, nature of the ‘natives’. The ignorance of such a 
cultural heritage was driven by ideology, for to acknowledge African ontologies and 
teleologies was to give them a cultural history at odds with apartheid thinking. The 
paradox, of course, was that when it became necessary to understand the ‘natives’, 
subjects and departments such as Bantu Studies and Volkunde sprang up at some 
universities with curricula in keeping with apartheid ideology, in which whole cultural 
practices were invented, rarified and thrust down the throats of the ‘natives’. It was 
left to ‘native’ scholars to produce literature on orality and oral literature itself. These 
included Z.D. Mangoeala, E.S. Segoete, Sol T. Plaatje, B.W. Vilakazi, H.I.E. Dhlomo, 
Godfrey Pitje and C.T.D. Marivate.28 

The Self-in-Others 

A less exalted but equally crucial way in which African individuals define themselves, 
for the purposes of the present discussion, may be defined as ‘self -in-others’. 
Because of the strong bonds of kinship within African communities, it is virtually 
impossible for one’s identity not to have external or group referentials. This is a 
phenomenon in which, should someone meet the individual, they can easily 
recognise an identity that has to do with significant others, witnessed for instance 
through one’s surname. This ‘being-for-others’, or ‘self -in-others’, comes close to the 
African understanding of being in the world because others are manifestly there and 
because the identity of an individual depends on the existence of other people. A 
common saying in Southern African communities, motho ke motho ka batho/imuntu 
ngu muntu nga bantu (literally, a person is a person through other human beings), 
which describes the process whereby one’s humanity is confirmed by people to 
whom one is related or by bonds of friendship. This major plank in the edifice of 
Southern African communities’ life conceptualisations has evolved as a philosophical 
discourse called botho/ubuntu. Although not specific to Southern Africa - sharing 
central tenets with Christianity and Socialism - it has become the key manner of 
describing the worldview of the region’s peoples. It operates both at a macro and 
micro level – that is, it may be used at the national level to urge participation in 
government initiatives, or at the personal level where an individual feels incomplete. 
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A ready example – at the micro level - of the feeling that a self cannot exist without 
a community around it is given by Sindiwe Magona who, in Forced to Grow, recounts 
vis iting the United States of America as a student. What her text reveals is a deep 
sense of dislocation when all the individuals whose presence used to assure her of 
her identity are absent from her milieu: ‘[N]ow I was alone. Absolutely petrified, I 
saw how insignificant my new-found independent living made me. I was nobody. I 
counted for nothing’ (1992, 207). This strong illustration of a sense of identification, 
a ‘self-in-others’, though often seen in Western terms as typically female, is also 
applicable to African males. What Magona attests to is that, for her, such human 
relationships as those she enjoyed in Gugulethu township sustained her: the image 
she writes about of herself as  a ‘faceless blob’ is particularly striking in that, though 
she is alive, she feels unrecognised and unrecognisable, thus robbed of a sense of 
who she is, a sense also determined by how others see her (face). As a daughter, 
sibling and mother, she knows her township persona operates on three levels, so 
that she is recognised by elders, that is, by those of her mother’s generation, by the 
younger generation of her younger siblings’ – who use ‘Sisi’ to describe her – and by 
her own children’s generation. Thus her sense of identity would be multifaceted. An 
individual may not know that she is Thembeka’s mother, for instance, but would 
know that she is MaNtumbeza’s daughter, and so on. To overcome this sense of 
dislocation, Magona draws her Ugandan friend, Erlin, into an arrangement: they will 
call each other at least once a day in order to confirm that they are both alive and 
well, even if it means letting the telephone ring twice without a verbal exchange. As 
she says, this method of communication ‘not only kept me sane but increased my 
appreciation of my children and my family. These were the people with whom I 
identified myself. They gave meaning to the life I lived, the me I knew, and whatever 
tranquillity I enjoyed’ (208).  

 Thus, it is possible to realise that, whereas self -definition as 
encapsulated by praise poems is one way in which individuals experience their 
subjectivity, the need for definition as conferred by others is also strong.  

It should be stated that the stages of African self -conceptualisations 
described so far in this chapter operate simultaneously as an endless process of 
dialogism. For the initial phase, a child’s name is chosen by the parents and no child 
has control over such a process. Yet the same name can be incorporated into a 
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praise poem in order to differentiate the individual from others, while the self -in-
others stage cannot be avoided, for the individual is constantly surrounded by it. 
From the time individuals are born, they are so- and-so’s child. Later, as they grow, 
they are so- and-so’s brother, sister and cousin. Much later, should they so choose, 
they become so-and-so’s wife and husband, and so-and-so’s parent, until they 
become grandparents, and later join in their progeny’s ancestry. Hence Magona 
entitles her first autobiographical instalment To My Children’s Children (1991). What 
she attempts to do is meld the oral and the written traditions and communicate 
directly with descendants who are not living, at least at the time when both 
instalments were written. The opening of the first book reads: ‘Child of the Child of 
My Child. As ours is an ora l tradition I would like you to hear from my own lips what 
it was like living in the 1940s onwards. What it was like in the times of your great-
grandmother, me…’ (1:italics in the original). Magona’s second text, Forced to Grow 
(1992), closes in the same oral style with which the first text begins. And since the 
grandmother would, in a traditional setting, be the storyteller, Magona reverts, at the 
end, to this mode as her closure: ‘So, my child, that is the story of your great-
grandmother. That is the story of where you come from. Listen: ‘Kwathi ke kaloku, 
…’ (231-32). Although in neither of these texts does Magona use praise poems for 
herself, she uses and mingles the two other forms of self -definition, and in so doing 
hopes to leave her intended progeny-audience in no doubt about who she is.  

Political identity 

A further important strand in the self -definition of black South Africans comes 
through the resistance they collectively placed at the centre of their political identity. 
This strand, which begins most tellingly in 1912 with the first political organisation 
being set up by themselves, reflects the twentieth century as a period of resistance 
and protest about lack of political power, and becomes a major theme of twentieth-
century South African history.   

At the turn of the twentieth century, from 1899 to 1902, Britain and a section 
of South African whites, the Afrikaners, fought a war which resulted in the two Boer 
(Afrikaner) republics of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal joining the other 
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two provinces ruled by the British, the Cape Colony (since 1806) and Natal. 
Thereafter, Britain wooed the defeated Afrikaners into forming a union of political 
power, which resulted in the Union of South Africa in 1910. Anthony W. Marx’s 
remarkable study, Making Race and Nation, sets out with clarity and calm authority 
the way in which the idea of a union was conceived, with its obvious benefits, but 
also the impetus behind such an initiative, the ‘native problem’:  

In 1906, one of Milner’s aides wrote what came to be known as the 
Shelborne memorandum. This text sets out British interest with 
astonishing clarity, advocating the formalization of a single state based on 
a union of English and Afrikaners. The division of South Africa among 
“separate governments” of colonies and defeated republics was decried, 
not least because these polities did not correspond with the “natural 
conditions … the division of race” unifying whites. Disunion was further 
decried for the resulting lack of coordination of railway development and 
fiscal policy, but it was “the native problem” that was most significant. 
Without a “federal union of some sort,” whites would never be able to 
defend themselves from the majority. This problem prompted the obvious 
solution: “a fusion of thought, aim and blood between British and Boer 
stock” and  “political institutions “that would give expression to such 
“unified South African nationality” based on “the mutual respect begotten 
in the arduous struggle” of the war. (1998, 93) 

What the memorandum thus envisaged was that, out of the blood spilt, a state 
would arise, but not a unified nation. Britain was intent on consolidating its imperial 
conquest, and the imperative for consolidating its control over its prize was worth 
much more than any moral commitment to blacks (Marx, 94). Imperial states need 
noble reasons to go to war, and, ironically, in this instance Britain’s stated reasons 
had been ‘to protect the natives’ (Paton, 52). Black South Africans, excluded from 
the Union, remained discontented, and the various changes that came over the 
country from the beginning of the union saw their description, and hence their 
identities, changed accordingly. First, black South Africans were called ‘Natives’, that 
is, native to the land. Then they became known as ‘Kaffirs’, that is, non-believers in 
Christianity. Then it was decided by government to call them ‘Plurals’ as a way of 
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describing the various ethnic groups of the country. Later, they were known as 
‘Bantus’ (singular ‘muntu’). This arose from the Nguni word for people, which is 
‘abantu’. At times this group of South Africans was known as ‘non-Europeans’ and 
‘non-whites’. Until fairly recently, that is, towards the close of 20th century, these 
were the official identities of black South Africans until they in turn gave way to the 
new appellation ‘Blacks’. Currently, however, the appellation ‘blacks’ has given way 
to ‘people of colour’ in mainstream newspapers. The changes denote the various 
phases in which the political order of South Africa became contested terrain, and this 
contestation had to do with the denial of identity to the major section of the 
populace. The various stages of the struggles for self -definition (the term ‘black 
South African’ was favoured by the blacks themselves) illustrate the fact that an 
identity imposed from without can have serious repercussions if the recipient does 
not agree with it. More specifically, such an identity, as in the case of South Africa, 
carries with it ideological overtones that make it impossible to accept.  

The Anglo-Boer War had given the Afrikaners a sense of themselves as a 
people. The act of war, with its metaphors of crucible, fire and brimstone, forged an 
identity that had not been there, or at least at the time was not as binding on 
Afrikaners as a feeling of being under threat of annihilation. Commenting on just 
such a process, Chinua Achebe29 reminds us that identities are malleable, contingent, 
and evolving: 

The duration of awareness, of consciousness of an identity, has really 
very little to do with how deep it is. You suddenly become aware of an 
identity which you have been suffering from for a long time without even 
knowing. For instance, take the Igbo people. In my area, historically, they 
did not see themselves as Igbo. They saw themselves as people of this 
village or that village. In fact in some places “Igbo” was a word of abuse; 
they were the “other” people, down in the bush. And yet, after the 
experience of the Biafran War, during a period of two years, it became a 
powerful consciousness. But it was real all the time. They spoke the 
same language, called “Igbo,” even though they were not using that 
identity in any way. But the moment came when this identity became 
very, very powerful … and over a very short period of time.  
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What Achebe recognises in his own West African situation is also applicable to South 
African Afrikaners. The Igbo communities shared a language, but were not, in the 
strictest sense of the word Igbo (at least to themselves), ‘Igbos’. But the identity that 
came with the war, and the manner in which, in northern Nigeria, they came to be 
known as Igbo, and thus to be singled out for massacres, accounts for their adopting 
the identity, not as ‘people down in the bush’, but as themselves. Similarly, the term 
‘Afrikaner’ was hardly known among the people who later became Afrikaners. For 
much of the eighteenth, and even well into the nineteenth century, they still called 
themselves Dutchmen and women, descendants of those who had arrived in 1652. 
But, as Vernon February shows in his text Mind Your Colour, the civil disobedience of 
one Hendrik Bibault with his cri de coeur in the streets of Stellenbosch in 1705, 
shouting ‘Ik ben enn Africaander’, later led this to become the collective term for 
white South Africans of Dutch descent. War would later harden this identity.30  

A further qualification is necessary. The term ‘South African’, as may be seen 
from the preceding, was for a long time an arbitrary, messy and slippery one. Among 
the authors of almost 120 autobiographical texts, who can cla im to be an authentic 
‘South African’? Coullie again provides some useful insights:   
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The term ‘South African’ is used rather loosely here to include 
autobiographies by people who were born in South Africa as well as 
those who were born elsewhere but who define themselves as South 
African or describe their experiences in South Africa. In such cases, 
‘South African’ refers to the second aspect of the genre’s defining 
nomenclature, viz. bios (life), where texts deal with the lived experiences 
of the author/narrator/protagonist while living in South Africa (never 
overlooking the arbitrariness of this geographical legacy from 
colonialism). My reading of these texts as a body of ‘South African’ writing 
seeks to reaffirm the indissoluble links between all who were subject to 
this national nightmare, whether categorised as members of the 
oppressor or oppressed classes and also to contribute - in spite of cogent 
arguments against the use of such arbitrary historical demarcations - to 
the reclamation of a (diverse) national identity which is important in the 
healing process of nation-building. It is well to bear in mind that very 
many of the autobiographers were denied South African citizenship when 
they wrote their texts. (1991, 10)   

The qualifiers that Coullie adds - the arbitrariness of colonial legacies, the nightmare 
of identities denied and withheld, the tenacious will to self -define the 
author/narrator/protagonist as ‘South African’ - all point to the difficulties an 
undertaking such as classification can involve. Concomitant with Coullie’s 
qualification, therefore, I will provisionally accept that the second aspect of the 
defining features of autobiography, that is, bios (life) within certain recognisable 
national boundaries, be the yardstick which will guide the discussion of the texts. 
However, I have to add a qualifier at this point: ‘South African’ was for many years 
both a term of use and abuse, particularly by members of the oppressor class who 
were either born in the country, or arrived in it as immigrants. Those from the 
oppressor class who benefited most from the oppression of the black South African 
almost always took flight: nothing illustrates this fact more than the autobiographies 
of William Plomer, The South African Autobiography (1984), Dan Jacobson’s Time 
and Time Again: Autobiographies (1985), and Christopher Hope’s White Boy Running 
(1988). This is not to score a moral point in relation to the project of nation-building 
and reconciliation currently under way: it is to make a distinctive delineation of those 
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who, precisely because of an accident of birth, could choose to take flight from South 
Africa. In a sense, they were the beneficiaries of both colonial oppression and 
apartheid brutalisation of the  ‘other’. Materially, educationally and culturally, they 
benefited from these interlinked processes.  

The reverse side of these processes is shown by Gordon Winter’s memoir, 
Inside Boss: South Africa’s Secret Police (1987). Winter arrived in South Africa from 
the United Kingdom as a near-destitute, hippie-type of youth with a criminal record. 
Showing contrition and wishing for a better start, he became a trainee journalist, 
worked hard and pretty soon fell in with the ‘master race’ philosophy of the 
Nationalist Government, becoming a state spy who destroyed lives as he passed on 
confidentialities from black South Africans to the cynically named Bureau of State 
Security (BOSS). What Winter says about his actions shows what kind of atmosphere 
was being engineered by BOSS: ‘One of my first victims was Raphael Tshabalala, the 
man who taught me about the Pan-Africanist Congress and its anti-Communist 
policy. I asked Raphael if he knew any black who had been approached [to spy for 
BOSS]’ (1987, 58). This is a rather difficult autobiographical text to read, precisely 
because the trust that so many individuals place in Winter is repeatedly broken. 
Winter uses his political identity to dupe political activists into a web of intrigue 
leading to their incarceration, torture and possible death. How to define him as ‘a 
South African’ is truly problematic, since he not only wrought havoc in such a 
manner that lives were sometimes lost through his spying, but he later fled the 
country, made himself a good book deal and presumably lives on the proceedings. 
Winter, like most immigrants in South Africa, did not pause to decide if the 
oppression of blacks by whites was necessarily a bad thing. The giveaway, in his 
account, is the alacrity with which he signed up for BOSS, because, as he relates, he 
was repaying South Africa’s ‘kindness’ to him (Winter, 37).  

The use of British dual citizenship, that is, the unbroken connectivity of kith 
and kin to Britain from its former colonies, is also one of the reasons why it is 
inappropriate to classify individuals who spend time in South Africa as ‘South African’, 
which again places the reconciliation project under the microscope.  Indeed, ‘race’ 
itself is not a stable signifier in this process of finding out what the self makes of its 
life and milieu. Commenting on this aspect, Coullie writes: 
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Race has also been treated as an unstable signifier: although race has 
been a prime signifier in South Africa, not all individuals belonging to a 
specific race group define themselves primarily in terms of their official 
race classification. Many defy racist discourse precisely by refusing their 
given racial classification. All labels are used provisionally, and with great 
care to prevent reifying them (1991, 15). 

What this signifies is that, while racist thinking was a key aspect of 
identification as seen by the state, individuals who saw themselves in a different light 
transgressed the boundaries set by the state. The state itself assisted people who 
wished to be ‘re-classified’, although the tests to be undertaken in the process were 
truly bizarre, and in this instance Don Mattera’s Memory is a Weapon (1987) comes 
to mind. Born of ‘Coloured’ and Tsonga parents but tracing his lineage to an Italian 
grandfather and Tswana grandmother, he still had to undergo a test to ‘prove’ his 
‘colouredness’. 

Afrikaner nationalism was, of course, not tied solely to the so-called Anglo-
Boer war itself. From the time of the Great Trek from the Cape Colony (1838) by 
those who were then termed the free burghers, to the advent of the war, the Dutch 
descendants could not tolerate equality in ‘State and the Church’ with anyone not of 
European descent. Paton explains as follows: 

There were many causes of the Trek, but the prime cause was the desire 
of the Boers to get away from these alien ideas of racial equality which to 
them were abhorrent. In the course of their trek north, the Boers 
conquered one black chiefdom after another, they set aside inadequate 
land for those they conquered, and they finally established their two 
republics, of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. In the Transvaal, 
it was categorically laid down in the constitution that there was to be ‘no 
equality in Church or State’. It was hardly necessary to say what kind of 
equality was meant. (1988, 5)31 

The National Party’s political triumph in 1948 saw a further consolidation of this 
position. There was no mistaking how the triumphant administration of Dr Malan, the 
elected Prime Minister, felt about its ‘manifest’ destiny, as Christopher Hope 
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illustrates from his autobiography White Boy Running (1988, 50): ‘The incoming 
administration of Dr Malan wore its distinguishing marks proudly: it was ‘pure’ 
Nationalist, Calvinist, racialist, isolationist and one hundred per cent Afrikaans; it did 
not see itself as having a mandate but rather a mission to remake the country in its 
image’. Paton expands on this triumphalism and the re-making of the country in 
these terms: 

However, one new element would enter into these new politics and the 
new philosophy, an element noticeable in the days of the old republics. 
These resurrected doctrines would be given new justification, not merely 
that of self-preservation, but that of peace and security for all peoples in 
South Africa. Each race would be given an assurance of the maintenance 
of its racial identity, of its culture, of its language, of its God-given right to 
develop along its own lines. ‘Apartheid’ was the keyword of the new 
politics, but ‘identity’ was the keyword of the new philosophy. Learned 
men – who should have known better - talked of  ‘identity’ endlessly. If the 
Afrikaner had found his identity, he would help everyone else find it too. 
And God help those who didn’t want to be helped find it. (7-8, emphasis 
added)            

In this wry extract, Paton comments on the manner in which, in order to protect 
themselves, the Afrikaners embarked on enforcing ‘identities’ that the recipients did 
not want. The numerical weakness of the whites in general had much to do with the 
‘new thinking’, so that ethnic identities coterminous with the territorial ones that 
substituted for ‘homelands’ (KwaZulu, Bophuthatswana, QwaQwa, Lebowa, 
Gazankulu, Venda, KwaNdebele, Kangwane, Transkei and Ciskei) could account for 
all black South Africans as ‘nations’, with the rest of the country left to the whites. 
But, as Paton’s last sentence makes clear, this was never going to be a process of 
free will but only a process of ‘enforced identities’, a process in which those who 
sought to carve out for themselves different identities from those prescribed by 
government officials would be doomed. As far as the government was concerned, it 
was the sole arbiter of what each identity’s parameters and contours were. And it is 
important in this regard to mention one point: the ethnic variety of whites was not a 
barrier to all white people being regarded as ‘one race’ which could conceivably be 
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viewed as ‘one nation’, while the black people were seen as ‘other nations’. White 
immigrants had merely to subscribe to one of the two official languages, English and 
Afrikaans (the latter being made an official state language in 1925 by Barry Hertzog) 
for the schooling of their children, business transactions and general communication. 
Their languages, which would ethnically distinguish them, were not essential to their 
being ‘South Africans’, and history had proved, with the French Huguenots, that such 
assimilation was possible.  

Central to the thinking of the new politics was the fact that, since black South 
Africans spoke various languages, they were ‘different nations’. It must not be 
thought, however, that the era from 1910 to 1948 passed unproblematically. Far 
from it. The Prime Ministers who ruled before 1948 tried to out-do each other in 
showing who was most serious about solving the ‘native problem’. For instance, the 
reason for the 1934 fusion of Hertzog’s South African Party and Jan Smuts’ 
Nationalist Party into the United Party was because both saw racial discrimination as 
the best way for the survival of white South Africans. As Marx observes, Hertzog and 
Smuts agreed that ‘to build a white nation in South Africa it was essential that the 
principle of differentiation shall be the principle of native policy’ (102).  Dr H. F. 
Verwoerd was adhering to a time-honoured principle, therefore, when he became 
Minister of Native Affairs. His ministry became a major avenue for the propagation, 
proposal and implementation of acts of parliament aimed at emasculating black 
South Africans through a stringent form of Afrikaner ethnic domination. As Professor 
Z.K. Matthews commented at the time, Dr Verwoerd seemed determined to get 
everything African under him, and had the Afrikaans Press supporting his ideas.32 A 
history to be written in human blood thus awaited the land. It is infinitely ironic, too, 
that Paton, with prescience, published his seminal novel Cry, the Beloved Country at 
the end of January, 1948. On May 26 that same year, the Afrikaner Nationalists came 
to power. 

The uses of self-writing 

It is possible for autobiography in the modern sense to be used and conceived as a 
repository of history. That is, some autobiographers continually de-centre themselves 
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and highlight the social and political issues of their time. The process of writing is 
itself important, expressing and filtering experience. As James Olney comments, 

The bios of autobiography, we may say, is what the ‘I’ makes of it; yet as 
recent critics have observed, so far as the finished work is concerned, 
neither the autos nor the bios is there in the beginning, a completed 
entity, a defined, known self or a history to be had for the taking. Here is 
where the act of writing – the third element of autobiography assumes its 
true importance: it is through that act that the self and the life, complexly 
intertwined and entangled, take on a certain form, assume a particular 
shape and image, and endlessly reflect that image as between two 
mirrors. (1978, 22)   

The act of writing, therefore, gives the ‘autos’ and the ‘bios’ a chance to conceive of 
a form, a presence, of self -conception, with avenues of referentiality and thus of a 
consciousness. In so doing, an identity is forged in the act of writing and is 
maintained. It cannot be an identity at odds with that image constantly bounced 
between an ‘autos’ and a ‘bios’. If we begin with the autobiographies of individuals 
who lived during the era sketched above, we cannot but be drawn into this 
historically specific period, for its referentiality in the lives of individuals was 
profound, making it difficult to ignore the psychic dimensions of a history of racial 
discrimination and formalized apartheid. While it would be unfortunate to view every 
life story as having to do with apartheid (a sort of deficit discourse since the writers 
would see apartheid as the ultimate signifier), it is equally true that most life writings 
from South Africa do not shirk the ‘socio-political determinants’ of their day. Some 
critics, such as Paul John Eakin (1985, 3), are adamant that the separation between 
autobiographers as historians and as literary artists is untenable: ‘They perform willy -
nilly both as artists and historians, negotiating in narrative passage the freedoms of 
imaginative creation on the one hand and the constraints of biographical fact on the 
other.’ Or, as Karl J. Weinstraub implies, self -conception cannot be without a definite 
locale, for self has to be seen to be in the act of becoming in a particular 
environment and place: 
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It would seem that autobiography adheres more closely to the true 
potential of the genre the more its real subject matter is character, 
personality, self-conception - all those difficult-to-define matters which 
ultimately determine the inner coherence and the meaning of a life. Real 
autobiography is a weave in which self-consciousness is delicately 
threaded throughout inter-related experience. It may have such varied 
functions as self-explication, self-discovery, self-clarification, self-
formation, self-presentation, self-justification. All these functions 
interpenetrate easily, but are all centred upon an aware self aware of its 
relation to its experiences. (1974, 824)  

 
It is the inter-related experience of much the subject’s life that draws us as readers 
to an autobiographical text, the more so if and when it displays that difficult to define 
aspect of life: character. As readers, we are vicariously transported to space and 
time that gave the displayed self  meaning.  

Forging and resisting identities in South African autobiographies 

In examining how African self -conceptualisation has evolved, it is clear that the 
colonial baggage carried by people of African descent has deeply affected the 
processes of self-representation, self -formation, and identity. Many autobiographical 
texts from South Africa grapple precisely with this: self -presentation of a character 
against the backdrop of a larger canvas of the challenges of growing up and 
maturing in a (then) divided country and society. ‘Life-writing’ attempts to portray a 
life as understood by the subject, a life being lived and reflected upon. In many 
instances this is a kind of justification of a life whose narrativity becomes 
exceptional, whose contours and parameters the autobiographical act seeks to 
recount as justifiable and justified. The design of autobiography may be a quest to 
bear testimony to the imagined, constructed self fashioned out of the act of writing. 
But what this act of construction deploys as its raison d' être is its witness to truth in 
the details of the ‘narrative’. Unlike fiction, the autobiographical act, at its core, 
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places ‘truth’ as its underlying motive, particularly since the reading public may make 
it a point to check for factual accuracy (or inaccuracy). The subject operates on the 
assumption that what it discloses is believable and germane to the interests of itself 
and the reader. Hence it is this self that constructs meaning, thereby locating itself 
discursively as a site of meaning. Thus autobiographical acts are seen as literature. 
And yet it important, always, to read these texts not as transparent historical 
documents (which would defeat the aims of the texts as literature). A caveat by 
Linda Gilfillan (1995, 13) here is appropriate: 

The writing of autobiography at such a moment has a variety of functions, 
including the following: it tells black people “who they are, and where they 
come from, and what they should be doing about [their oppression]” 
(Mphahlele 1981b:44);it “documents” black people’s “physical and human 
settings in stark, grim detail”(Mphahlele 1987:54). However, it would be 
inappropriate to the present task to read these autobiographies as 
transparent historical documents or anthropological source-books, texts 
“non-Africans, desiring to discover some putative “truth about black 
Africa”, might mine. (Christie et al 1980:122) 

The examples used herein under seek to illustrate in minute detail aspects of 
resistance and the forging of alternative, counter-hegemonic identities. And although 
I do necessarily concentrate on black autobiographers to the exclusion of others, I 
believe that since this is the group denied the agency to forge its own identity, the 
preponderance of the majority of examples used are taken from this racial group 
because it was the one whose struggles with authoritarian engineering was more 
eminent. The function, therefore, of bearing witness is utilized by these 
autobiographers, forming what Gilfillan theorises as ‘affirmative deconstruction’. (13) 

If we theorise literature as a social institution, then it is important to 
understand how literature can be seen as ‘a field of institutionally regulated textual 
uses, functions and effects’, and not as ‘a formally unified set of practices of writing 
in need to be explained socially but as, precisely, a specific region of sociality’ (Tony 
Bennet as quoted by James Ogude, ‘The Sociality of Literature’: 1998, 3). Literature 
has to be understood, in this instance, in the context of changing social practices 
with which it is contemporaneously co-existent. Thus it opens itself to intertextuality 
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and dialogic engagement between itself and other ‘adjacent zones of institutionally 
regulated practices’ (qtd in Ogude, 3). If we see, as has happened in South Africa, 
racism as an institutionalised social practice, then ‘life-writing’ as literature seeks a 
systemic and systematic engagement with that institution which proscribes the self’s 
humanity. This strand of identity construction and interrogation of the self assumes a 
teleologic understanding of it-self and its world. Starting with Peter Abrahams’ Tell 
Freedom (1954), Es’kia Mphahlele’s Down Second Avenue (1959), Albert Luthuli’s Let 
My People Go (1962), and including Mark Mathabane’s excoriating Kaffir Boy: The 
True Story of a Black Youth’s Coming of Age in South Africa (1986) and Kaffir Boy in 
America: An Encounter with Apartheid (1989), South African autobiographers could 
not fashion a self that was not in some important way linked to institutionalised 
racism. Apartheid sought to construct an identity of the African as timeless, fixed, 
immutable. Over-stressing the fixedness of African ethnicity as ‘biological’ while 
viewing [the] white South African component as homogenous, the fact is that this 
component comprised the following ethnic constituencies: English, Welsh, Scots, 
Afrikaner, Portuguese, Australian, Polish, Jewish, Italian, German, and Greek. 
Pertinently, this configuration of whites as a ‘race’ excluded the Chinese and Indian 
South Africans. While the Chinese were designated ‘honorary whites’, the Indians 
remained Indians. All this made ethnic identity a big lie, as was life under apartheid. 
Es’kia Mphahlele noted concerning life under such as system: ‘[Blacks] tell whites a 
million lies a day in this  country. First, because we have to survive, second, because 
they themselves already live a big lie.’ (1984, 6-7) 

Thus, if we are to make sense of any South African identity as it appears in 
autobiographical writings, we need to grapple with the construction of identities 
within a framework of institutionalised racism. Racial classification under South 
Africa’s laws was one of the most confusing and debilitating areas of living in a 
divisive and divided society. For instance, it was possible for a white person to apply 
to be classified ‘Coloured’, i.e., as a bi-racial individual. It was also possible for a bi-
racial person to apply to be classified ‘white’. It was not possible, however, for any 
individual to apply to be classified as ‘black’ by choice, or to change from being 
originally classified as ‘black’ to being re-classified as ‘white’. Primarily this was 
because re-classifying a ‘white’ person’ would have played havoc with the myriad 
laws pertaining to every aspect of that individual’s life such as housing, education, 
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taxation, marriage, sports life, use of amenities and so forth. And yet, in all their 
absurdities, apartheid laws decreed that any visiting African-American was, for the 
duration of his or her stay, to be classified as an ‘honorary white’, thus affording the 
visitor the benefit of using the hotels and other facilities which such an individual 
took for granted in the United States. For the purposes of this discussion, the 
following schemata of South African citizenship will apply: white equalled ‘first class 
citizen’, Indian/Asian equalled ‘second class citizen’, biracial equalled ‘third class 
citizen’, and black equalled ‘fourth class citizen’ or ‘foreign native’. It must be noted, 
however, that over the years there was significant overlap between the second and 
third citizenship, particularly in terms of state-designated amenities.       

In the South African situation of institutionalised racism, expression and 
identity were irrevocably interlinked with constraints such as location, period and 
‘citizenship’. As Stuart Hall has noted,    

...actually identities are about using the resources of history, language 
and culture in the process of becoming rather than being: not ‘who we 
are’ or ‘where we came from’, so much as what we might become, how 
we have been represented and how that bears on how we might 
represent ourselves. Identities are therefore constituted within, not 
outside of representation. They relate to the invention of tradition as much 
as to tradition itself, which they oblige us to read not as an endless 
reiteration but as ‘the changing same’ (Gilroy, 1994): not the so-called 
return to roots but a coming to terms with our ‘routes’. They arise from the 
narrativization of the self, but the necessarily fictional nature of this 
process in no way undermines its discursive, material or political 
effectivity, even if the belongingness, the ‘suturing into the story’ through 
which identities arise is, partly, in the imaginary (as well as symbolic) and 
therefore, always, partly constructed in fantasy, or at least within the 
fantasmatic field. (1996, 4) 

In this extract Hall points to how, in speaking about our innate ‘identities’, we are 
actually positioning ourselves in history: that is, we use the historical, linguistic and 
cultural treasure troves we have inherited to position ourselves in the present. The 
manner in which we access our selves is through the narrative of history. In this 
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manner we arrive at ‘who we are’, given that we cannot be without reference to 
those who preceded us: we represent ourselves by reaching into the past to justify 
our representation of ourselves and how we perceive ourselves. In this sense, 
therefore, the three categories around which identity hinges - history, language and 
culture - tend to operate at an interpellative level of discourse. For instance, we do 
not, as a rule, imagine a pre-linguistic self, and a state of being pre-linguistic seems 
rather too far-fetched. Most of us would accept that, while culture evolves and in 
that evolution buttresses both language and history, we of necessity relate to those 
from whom we sprang, be it the Gauls for the French, the initial Dutch settlers for 
the Afrikaners, the Celtic and Scandinavian nomads for the British, Shaka for the 
Zulus, Moshoeshoe for the Basotho, and so forth. It is in this manner that one 
understands Chief Albert Luthuli when, at the beginning his narrative, he makes a 
case for ‘The Home of My Fathers’ in chapter one. Significantly, he places himself in 
the grand narrative of the Zulu people, thus endorsing his ethnic identity (though, as 
the narrative progresses, one notes that he chooses not to wallow in it): 

At the time when the Battle of Waterloo brought to an end the turbulent 
and disruptive career of the Emperor Napoleon, a man of similar ambition 
came to power in far-off and little-known Zululand. In a brief twelve-year 
reign, Shaka, undoubtedly the greatest of the Zulu kings, welded a 
number of bickering clans into a strong united nation...Groutville is my 
home, and the home of my fathers. (17-19) 

A number of interesting observations points about the discourse on identity can be 
teased from the extract. There is, for example historical depth: the use of Shaka in 
the ‘father of the nation’ mode of identification when writing of one’s Zulu 
background, seen as having been ambitious as Napoleon. Then there is the creation 
of a nation as an act of will, and also the territoriality that goes with identity-
formation. This is an ethnic identity foregrounded by Luthuli in the opening chapter. 
For some autobiographers, however, ethnic identity is erased. This can be seen in 
how the urban-rural divide, the very cornerstone of apartheid ideology, made many 
black South Africans identify with the cities in which they were born. In her text 
Strikes Have Followed Me All My Life, Emma Mashinini emphatically disavows an 
ethnic background in place of a cosmopolitan identity that a city such as 
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Johannesburg can nurture: ‘I was born on 21 August 1929 at 18 Diagonal Street, 
Rosettenville...Just across a vacant field from us was the white suburb of Westdene. 
The field was there to divide us, but black and white children used to meet regularly 
and play with one another. It seemed the most natural thing to do.’ (3-4). Mashinini 
conceives her identity in a manner that repulses any notion of an ethnic identity: she 
is an urbanite. Hence the emphasis on her place of birth: 18 Diagonal Street, in the 
middle of Johannesburg. While Luthuli makes a case for his ethnic identity through 
accretion, Mashinini works hers through deduction and expects the reader to ‘fill in 
the blanks’ as it were. Secondly, Mashinini grew up in a multicultural era of South 
African history when race, though pervasive, was not yet institutionalised. In the 
entire autobiography ethnicity is hardly mentioned. The urban environment breaks 
down the boundaries of grand apartheid, leading the inhabitants of townships to 
construct a form of ‘identification’ not anticipated by apartheid engineering33. In this 
case, identification will be taken as a construct.  

When 1948 saw the political ascendancy of Afrikaners under the aegis of the 
National Party, it was particularly their policies which to a large extent reinforced 
identification within the African communities. As Minister of Native Affairs under the 
Malan administration, Dr H.F. Verwoerd had an ideal ‘native’ in mind, and creating 
this ‘native’ required that he attack everything the majority population had achieved 
thus far, particularly through missionary education. What is of interest is that such a 
divisive political strategy made it possible to construct the very identification 
represented as undesirable, that is, identity via negatives. An allegiance cannot come 
about if it does not place an earlier version of one’s identity under significant threat. 
Consider what Luthuli renounces as anachronistic thinking here: 

The ethnic grouping principle in education and other spheres of life is 
significant. Africans were very painfully beginning to shed themselves of 
purely tribal allegiances. Even in the most backward areas they are 
beginning to see themselves as part of a larger African community, and 
many made the step of expressing allegiance to South Africa as a whole, 
and to the family of mankind. (48) 

Thus when the attempt to create a Verwoerdian ‘native’ became apparent, Africans 
who had begun to construct a version of themselves felt wholly deprived of their 
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identity as being South Africans. From this point in their history, every aspect of 
black South Africans became ethnicised: marriage, housing, schooling and tertiary 
education, tenure of land, cultural practices, and authority in the various ethnic 
reserves. Opposition to any prescribed aspect of black life was from 1948 construed 
as ‘seditious’. What this means, in effect, is that any form of questioning, of 
disagreeing with what the state apparatus decreed as germane for Black people was 
met with a strong message of verboten since the White people in government had 
the ‘right’ answers. An ‘urge towards self -discovery’ (Watts, 107) became 
unavoidable.          

Exiled from the self: physical, spiritual, and mental exile  

One way in which to make sense of South African identities is to read the 
autobiographies as expressing the metaphor of exile. As a metaphor, exile here may 
be understood as alienation from one’s truer self and denial of the human spirit, the 
psychic dimension which, ultimately, leads to physical exile from (or incarceration in) 
the land. Nowhere is this more apparent than in Mathabane’s Kaffir Boy. Growing up 
in the township of Alexandra, he experiences the harshness of black life through the 
unremitting intrusion of police into the community’s affairs. He witnesses the 
humiliation visited on his parents by the constant demand for legitimacy in ‘white’ 
South Africa and the utter terror caused by pass raids. Early in the text he makes an 
observation which, in its starkness, takes the reader beyond the point of shock. His 
father, the bread-winner, is incarcerated for a pass book offence and has to provide 
labour for a farmer in the then Eastern Transvaal in near slave-conditions.34 This 
leaves his family in serious problems since the mother, seen as an illegal person in 
the urban area, and un-schooled, cannot find employment. Thus the family actually 
starves. At some point Mathabane notes how ‘suffering had finally succeeded in 
penetrating to my very soul and established within my consciousness a certain fear 
of living’. At the age of ten, he has begun to lose hope: ‘Strangely enough, however, 
on each birthday I somehow got the feeling that I had aged more than a year. 
Suffering seemed to age me more than my birthday’ (162). Beyond the cruel 
childhood Mathabane experiences in a township adjacent to what is the richest 
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property in South Africa, is the absence of hope in someone so young. Neither school 
nor home offers any reprieve from the daily grind of hunger, fainting spells and a 
constant worry about where money for health considerations and food will come 
from. Gangsterism, the life of a street urchin, beckons and he nearly succumbs. 
What saves him, paradoxically, is the throw-away rubbish of his grandmother’s 
employer: a tennis racket and old books, such as Treasure Island, and comic 
magazines: ‘These books and toys revealed to me a new reality. They moulded my 
thoughts and feelings and made me dream. My interest in learning increased’ (171). 
He develops a voracious reading appetite and a passion for tennis which sees him 
survive the grimness of the township. Ultimately, he leaves South Africa on a tennis 
scholarship arranged by the American international player Stan Smith, whom he had 
the good fortune to meet during a tennis tournament. Yet, as he observes, ‘Deep 
within me I knew I could never really leave South Africa or Alexandra. I was 
Alexandra, I was part of what Alan Paton described as “a tragically beautiful land”’ 
(348). Mathabane chooses physical exile, even while remaining pyschically linked to 
South Africa, just as Es’kia Mphahlele goes into exile in order to find out who he is 
but uses South Africa as a prop to most of his intellectual output. Down Second 
Avenue narrates this quest for connectivity, this passionate need to divest oneself of 
an imposed identity while searching for one’s ‘changing same’. When he is forced to 
abandon a secondary school post rather than teach Bantu Education as introduced 
by the Nationalist Party, he goes to Lesotho, ostensibly to teach. He knows that he 
cannot embrace bitterness, but what he actually wants is unclear: ‘I went to 
Basutoland in search of something. What it was I didn’t know. But it was there, 
where it wasn’t, inside me. Perhaps it was hate, maybe love, or both; or sordidness; 
maybe it was beauty.’ (1959, 184). 

Mphahlele, who grew up in the slum of Marabastad, later demolished because 
of its proximity to Pretoria City, eventually returned to Johannesburg to work as a 
fiction editor for Drum magazine. But somehow he felt a need for the classroom and 
this explains his acceptance in September 1957 of a teaching post in Nigeria. The 
state made much about giving him a passport. This was the beginning of a twenty-
year teaching career that later included work in France, Kenya, the United States, 
and Zambia before an ultimate return to South Africa. More than anything, Mphahlele 
brings into his quest that extra dimension of someone who, while searching for his 
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truer self, nevertheless feels duty bound to excel, to be equal to men and women 
anywhere. He writes movingly of the sense of liberation he felt when in Nigeria. 
Having been denied his basic humanity, and thus an ability to attain his truer self, he 
sees the relative ease with which Nigerians live – as though confirming that 
colonialism is but a phase in their lives - and feels his inner self thaw. He emphasizes 
that he is drawn to ‘the abundance of humanity in Nigeria and Ghana and their 
theatrical lifestyles. First there was the scintillating sense of freedom and daytime, 
after the South African nightmare. You wanted to slow down, shake off the cold 
sweat after the nightmare had spat you into the full glare of Nigerian daytime.’ (20-
21). In a sense, what Mphahlele records is the unreality of his then reality. For him, 
reality always meant Kafka’s nightmares, not as the literary reflections of a writer’s 
insights into the breakdown behind the normality of everyday life, but as the 
normality of everyday life itself (Watts, 110). Hence he comes to identify with South 
Africa, never rejecting it as he perceives its tyranny of place and time in his life. He 
later feels the pain of Sharpeville and the Student Uprising of 1976. The two 
countries, Ghana and Nigeria, function as a restorative for him, so different from an 
Africa that was being debased in the south:  

 
Yes, Nigeria and Ghana gave Africa back to me. 
..... 
There we were, urbanites who had not yet shared in the full urban life of 
the white man in South Africa - where we had felt police terror as 
children, Rebecca and I; where missionary and government authorities 
had been tugging away at our souls, each claiming our loyalty, and to hell 
with the ancient traditions of our people, their humanism. The bonfire - so 
much for your traditions: the Christian god be praised; Ezekiel is his 
name, his sins have been washed away... (26-27) 

 
We get here a sense of how angry Mphahlele was, how debilitating the whole 
religious and state ethos he grew under must have been. First, we witness the ever-
present terror of the police, much as in Mathabane’s life. Second, there is the 
ruthless suppression of what was a defining aspect of his people, their cultural 
practices, their innate humanism. Third, the labelling aspect of Christianity that was 
usurped by apartheid’s petty officialdom: from now on you are Ezekiel. In order to 
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get an officially approved passbook, one accepted any name an official might think 
fitting - Piet, Kobus, Petrus, John, Mirriam, Gladys, whatever. It is a crucial point to 
make at this juncture since, when Mphahlele settled down to continue his quest in 
exile, he decided that, as a name, ‘Ezekiel’ was too Judaic and thus not really 
himself. In rejecting it in favour of ‘Es’kia’, he also closed the door on Judaeo-
Christian heritage in his life. But when he returns to South Africa in 1977, it is to go 
through a painful experience of being ‘re-processed’, as it were: ‘The moment we 
arrived in Johannesburg to work at Wits Rebecca and I realised that we were being 
re-cycled into the ‘Bantu-designated’ stream’ (Afrika My Music , 224). But they have 
achieved fortitude through years of being abroad, and they bear up.  

Before her eventual exile, such worries never troubled someone like Ruth 
First. In the foreword to her book 117 Days, Albie Sachs movingly captures the kind 
of person First was, and I quote him at length: 

We pride ourselves on belonging to a nonracial organization dedicated to 
building a nonracial society, but we carry with us a multitude of 
complexes, whether of inferiority or superiority, very real cultural 
differences, related principally to language but also to customs, ways of 
doing things, cuisine, even modes of address and styles of speaking. 
Growing up as a critic of apartheid in the rich but sterile world of the 
oppressors in the lush northern suburbs of Johannesburg is not the same 
thing as growing up in the spartan but vivacious universe of the 
oppressed in Soweto. How did Ruth respond to this contradiction? For 
her there was nothing problematic about being in the struggle against 
national and class domination. South African society was manifestly, 
even grotesquely, oppressive and everyone had to do everything 
possible to replace it with something better. There was never any onus on 
her to justify being in the struggle; on the contrary, the onus was on those 
outside to justify their nonparticipation. What was important was that she 
was not a white fighting for the blacks, but a person fighting for her own 
right to live in a just society, which in the South African context meant 
destroying the whole system of white domination. (8) 

Thus it would be wrong for any reader of Ruth First’s text to perceive here a 
negative personality. She might seem intimidating, but was she not arrogant or 
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dismissive. First believed from her student days that apartheid was wrong, and no 
amount of debate could convince her otherwise. For her, to be white was merely an 
accident of birth, and she brought all the resources of her privileged background to 
the struggle which tragically claimed her life. Such observations in these texts 
illustrate the complexities that needed negotiation in the process of self -definition in 
South Africa. Such identification is also apparent in Joe Slovo’s Slovo: The Unfinished 
Autobiography. For Slovo, in particular, it was incomprehensible how the Jewish 
community in South Africa, having known so much pain, could itself inflict 
unremitting suffering on others (Slovo, 22). An immigrant from Lithuania, Slovo 
could have ended up in Argentina and become a Latin American with all its cultural 
implications, if, that is, his father had had his way. Slovo forged his identity in South 
Africa and created room for himself in the hearts of the oppressed. Thus the struggle 
for human rights, human dignity, and an identity everyone could be justly proud of, 
interpellated not only locally born South Africans but immigrants as well. Take, for 
instance, the kind of identification shown by Michael Dingake’s autobiography My 
Fight Against Apartheid. Born in neighbouring Botswana, Dingake initially comes to 
South Africa as a student who later, because of financial constraints, works in 
Johannesburg in order to save money for tertiary education. Since the concept of 
‘foreign native’ does not apply to him. - in apartheid South Africa, non-South African 
black people were ‘foreign natives’ but were as equally discriminated against as ‘local 
natives’. Thus Dingake feels the same daily humiliation as Africans in South Africa. 
This is an angry text, for Dingake describes, in minute detail, just how invidious 
passes are to black dignity and self -esteem:  

The pass laws are a humiliation to African dignity, a scourge to their 
economic opportunities, and a shameless badge of slavery. Passes - 
permits, reference books, identity documents, passports, whatever the 
official form of the moment - are a nightmare to Africans in South Africa. 
Nightly, they dream of raids on their homes for passes, queueing up at 
the pass office for passes. (30) 

Such statutory identities are also the cause of tremendous harm to the communities. 
For example, should one’s pass not be in order, one cannot get employment, or even 
venture out of the township in which one is living. Thus, out of desperation, 
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individuals begin to socially cannibalise those closest to them by becoming criminals 
and robbing other community members of their pay (46). Through a combination of 
anger, frustration and ‘sober consideration’, Dingake joins the African National 
Congress (ANC) and assumes another facet of his identity by becoming a member of 
the National Secretariat. He does not contemplate going back to Botswana to save 
himself when the Emergency of 1962 takes its toll: ‘Running home to Bechuanaland 
was easier said than done for me. For 16 years I had worked and lived in 
Johannesburg and many of my friends did not even know my Bechuanaland 
connections.’ (78). When he does go to Botswana, it is to evade detection by the 
security police. Unfortunately, during an attempt to visit the ANC in exile in Tanzania, 
he is kidnapped by the then Rhodesian security police and handed over to their 
South African counterparts at the Beit Bridge border post. Thus begins a period of 
fifteen years with hard labour on Robben Island. The rest of the text describes the 
daily grind of life on the island. Paradoxically, only here does Dingake, under difficult 
conditions, achieve his ambition for higher education - he leaves the island in 1981 
with three degrees. 

One of the most remarkable ambiguities of the South African furnace was 
how it placed individuals at a cross-roads: one was either for ‘the struggle’ or not. 
This is what the narrative of Tim Jenkin, Escape From Pretoria , so movingly captures. 
As a young man growing up in middle class suburban South Africa, he gets a lesson 
in realpolitik when a canvasser from the white opposition Progressive Party makes 
him aware of how limited his choices really are. To make his point he held up a hand 
with outstretched fingers and said that for every white person there were five 
choices: joining the Nationalist Party, doing nothing, leaving the country, doing 
something unconstitutional, or, lastly, joining the Progressive Party (Escape, 10). 
Three years at university teach him and his friend, Stephen Lee, one thing only: that 
education reinforces apartheid rule. In the Sociology course he learns, for instance, 
that everyone in their station served a function, that black people provided the 
labour which the country needed and that whites had to rule as a result of skills and 
the tradition of ruling. Any conflicts, it was noted, were brought from outside by 
communists bent on destroying a perfectly working system of governance (6). Jenkin 
and Lee begin a systematic process of self -education, reaching for colonial and 
imperial roots in order to understand their society. They decide, in their final year at 
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university, to do something ‘unconstitutional’ and join the ANC from Europe. Earlier 
on, however, Jenkin has to unlearn his naive cultural upbringing. On a visit to Britain 
in 1970, he writes about how, needing work, he becomes reluctant to take a job in a 
factory:  

After spending a few weeks with relatives in London I managed to get a 
job in a glass-fibre factory in Kent. It was on the shop floor and at first I 
was a bit reluctant to accept it, as I always considered factory work 
beneath my dignity. In South Africa only blacks worked in factories. (3) 

This illustrates the often confusing metamorphosis that most whites had to undergo. 
When confronted with his naivete about South Africa by friends and relatives, Jenkin 
becomes aware of the lie he had been living. By joining the exiled ANC organisation, 
he and Lee assume a dangerous identity, at least as defined by the state. From 
Europe they return to South Africa to propagate the message that apartheid is 
wrong. Adopting global Communist party practice, they constitute themselves as a 
cell and plant numerous leaflet bombs in major cities. Such acts were always meant 
to coincide with an important event in South African history from the ANC’s point of 
view: March 21 for the Sharpeville commemoration, June 16 for the Student 
Uprising, and so forth. Crucially, the two bring into perspective the different ways in 
which skin pigmentation had sunk into the psyche of South Africa’s body politic: 

Changing premises, purchasing equipment and just doing what we were 
doing made us realise what an advantage it was to have a white skin 
while running an underground cell. No one suspected a white person of 
being engaged in subversive activities against the state - whites were 
never ‘terrorists’. A white skin was a passport to places where blacks 
would automatically be under suspicion. (23) 

Thus skins (and skeins) of meaning collided in a manner that, for all a white person’s 
bravery, made the security police fanatically detest anyone caught who happened to 
be a ‘subversive’. In most instances the police felt ‘betrayed’ by someone whom they 
were protecting. What was even more annoying for the security police was how the 
two, Jenkin and Lee, broke down interracial sex barriers and openly flaunted their 
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lovers: Jenkin with Daphne, a biracial woman he met at the University of Western 
Cape, and Lee with Feroza, a South African Indian woman. For their troubles, Jenkin 
and Lee received twelve and eight-year prison sentences respectively.  

Possibly the most moving chapter in the text is when, as ‘bandiete’, Jenkin 
and Lee ‘meet the comrades’, that is, all the white political prisoners held in Pretoria 
Prison. Here, in the ‘New European Section’, were collected all South Africa’s 
detested white prisoners: Denis Goldberg, Dave Kiston, John Matthews, Alex 
Moumbaris, Raymond Suttner, Tony Holiday, David Rabkin and Jeremy Cronin. Here 
jail terms ranged from seven years to three life sentences in the case of Goldberg. 
These men, whose professional pursuits ranged from law to the academy, all had 
one identificationary ethos: they were members of a revolutionary organisation, and 
to that extent shared with Jenkin and Lee their need to escape. Through carving 
wooden keys and working steadily on all the doors, Jenkin, Lee and Moumbaris 
eventually escaped to Swaziland, then to Angola and re-joined the ANC in Dar es 
Salaam.           

When a reader contemplates other autobiographies by white activists, the 
picture that emerges is remarkably similar to Jenkin and Lee’s in that such activists 
were raised in families of English-speaking South Africans. Carl Niehaus, on the other 
hand, is an Afrikaner and suffers the worst backlash from his own family and 
community. In the brilliantly written Fighting For Hope, Niehaus considers the 
options open to him as he grows to understand his world, his people, his culture. He 
calls chapter two ‘Learning to see through their eyes’. Yet he seriously wants to know 
what kind of person he is likely to become, and with what kind of individual he is 
most likely to feel comfortable (36).  

This quest, even during his teenage years, makes him dig into the self in 
ways that make it easier for the reader to comprehend Afrikanerdom. He chooses to 
reject indoctrination even at high school, but suffers tremendously for his lonely 
choices, even having debilitating fights with his parents. But, as he writes, when he 
questions the right of black people to protest, he recognises that he is growing up 
the hard way: ‘That morning in the cloakroom was the forerunner of many occasions 
when I faced hard decisions which at times were associated with terrible loneliness 
and even despair’ (40). After high school he goes to the Rand Afrikaans University 
(RAU) in Johannesburg and begins to be indoctrinated in the same way that Jenkin 
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and Lee were at the University of Cape Town. If a skeptic questions why apartheid 
succeeded so well, the following extract is a useful reminder of how education in 
ethnically designated universities actually made apartheid succeed: 

With few exceptions, our lecturers were conservative and our lectures 
confined to the dogma advocated by the university. Anthropology was 
really ethnology. In political science we learned about the Government’s 
homeland policy, which the university strongly supported, and in 
philosophy much attention was given to the Dutch philosopher 
Dooyeweerd’s Calvinistic notion of “sovereignty in one’s own circle”. (50)  

The above extract is instructive since it illustrates a number of points: the utter 
subordination of education to political ends, the longevity of the dream first 
introduced by Verwoerd (a citizen of the Netherlands who emigrated to South Africa, 
bringing strong Calvinistic leanings in his philosophy), and the tenacity with which 
educated Afrikaners, themselves the beneficiaries of the political victory of 1948, 
could come to buttress apartheid.35  

When Niehaus begins to question the very basis of apartheid education in the 
light of on-going agitation for change in the townships, he is met with utter hostility. 
Eventually suspended from the university for ‘subversive’ activities, he goes to the 
University of the Witwatersrand where, in student activist circles, he meets further 
rejection: ‘Virtually from the very first day that I began to attend Nusas [the National 
Union of South African Students] meetings, rumours began to circulate that I was a 
spy for the “regime”(103). While many reasons may be postulated for the callous 
behaviour of the Wits student leadership, it is instructive to learn how Niehaus finds 
companionship in the township of Alexandra, where he forges and deepens his own 
sense of what he would like to be seen as: a South African of Afrikaner stock. In 
Alexandra he confronts a different youth. He meets individuals such as Obed Bapela 
and Paul Mashatile. The role of identities and how these may be bridged is illustrated 
by how Mashatile in particular was fond of calling Niehaus boertjie  (little farmer), but 
in an affectionate and endearing manner, and eventually learns to trust him. Niehaus 
begins to see how much of their lives is a total commitment to fundamental change: 
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In their student organisations, sports and youth clubs, they were fighting 
to preserve their dignity under the apartheid system. They tried bravely to 
clean up the dirty streets of Alexandra, which had no sewerage system or 
regular rubbish removal service. At an early age it became clear to them 
that they had to fight for fundamental change. (87) 

It is through his interactions with the Alexandra community that Niehaus finally takes 
the plunge to become an ANC member, despite its use of violence to overthrow the 
state. This is not an easy decision, and when he and his then girlfriend are charged 
with high treason he knows that he can never go back to being a simple South 
African middle class citizen. Like Ruth First, he attempts suicide, something he only 
discloses in the book.36 More than any other individual, Niehaus is candid about how 
his identity, in the cooped-up environment of prison, was ‘shaped and re-shaped’ 
(139). 

Post-apartheid ‘self-writing’ 

There appear to be many reasons why autobiographical writings in post-1994 South 
Africa are being published. Some authors are essentially caught in the paradigm of 
identity-formation and clarifying their roles in the struggle. Some, however, justify a 
particular viewpoint to a self that is now ‘almost’ recognisable, that is, they are 
attempting to find out how they became who they are at this point in South African 
history. Such a text, for example, is J.M. Coetzee’s Boyhood: Scenes from Provincial 
Life (1997) and Youth (2002). Coetzee looks back to a self fifty years ago and 
analyses the formative years of his life, and arrives, ultimately, at ‘the changing 
same’ (after Hall: 1996, 3). I believe it was incumbent on Coetzee to write his 
autobiography since he is, at best, the most misunderstood South African writer with 
an international reputation. His books are often perceived as ‘cold and sterile’ even 
when they extensively expose South African reality. The reasons for the texts’ 
‘coldness’ might well be that they have the ‘cross-border’ reader in mind; hence 
some South Africans may feel that they are downright condescending to South Africa 
itself, with what is perceived as ‘remote intellectualism’. Consider the fact, for 



 

 104 

example, that he makes allusions, in his titles, to Flaubert, Tolstoy, and William 
Cooper, writers virtually unknown to South Africa’s majority population as a result of 
an anorexic educational system.37 At any rate, the autobiography itself is a 
scrupulous memoir on growing up in a household of mixed parentage, with his 
mother of German extraction and his father an Afrikaner. As a child, he has to make 
serious choices about Afrikanerdom, Anglophone culture and even religion since his 
family is atheist. It is a penetrating study of what it meant to grow up in apartheid 
South Africa, and at one point, when the question of religion arises, he chooses to be 
a Roman Catholic and escape the enforced religious observance that Afrikaner 
students are subjected to. More pertinently, he writes (18): 

The topic is difficult to raise at home because their family ‘is’ nothing. 
They are of course South Africans, but even South Africanness is faintly 
embarrassing, and therefore not talked about, since not everyone who 
lives in South Africa is a South African, or not a proper South African. 

This is a significant extract because it reveals how South Africanness is contested 
terrain. The family may be embarrassed, yet are of South Africa with its farms (one 
of which, in an echo of Michael K, Coetzee sincerely loves) and vales and dales; yet 
also they are acutely aware, as a family, that some are denied this South African 
identity. Thus, although Coetzee does not elaborate, in keeping with the 
incomprehension of youth, as readers we are expected to know what the child 
narrator leaves out. This is a problematic tactic, particularly since Coetzee chooses 
the third-person narrative stance; yet, as Shaun De Waal asks: ‘How many people, 
looking back 50 years...can use “I” without feeling, to some degree, that it means a 
different person? Many autobiographies are precisely about the mutations of that ‘I’ 
over time, attempts to gather all those instances of ‘I’ into a coherent whole’.38 Thus 
the child can, dispassionately, discuss racial issues and contentious points quite 
innocently. To this extent, therefore, settling for the third person allows Coetzee to 
look back at that evolving ‘self’ with some measure of objectivity. He does not justify 
himself, makes no grand-sounding disclaimers, but simply reviews his younger self in 
the light of the recent past. In this way we, as readers, can gauge the porous 
surfaces through which South African identities slipped during the difficult years.     
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In this chapter I have attempted a number of fundamental analyses, 
beginning with and demonstrating the longevity of orature in present-day black 
South African lives as  (auto)biographical sites for clan and the self. I traced this to 
the manner in which praise poetry has always played a very significant role in the 
lives of African communities, as shown by Alverson’s analysis of the concept of 
naming among the Batswana and Kunene’s study of the role of heroic poetry among 
the Basotho. I pointed out the ‘self -in-others’ as an important strand of identification 
common in Southern Africa as a further distinguishing feature of autobiographies 
from the region. I then showed how the processes of acculturation and colonialism 
bring into being bi-polar social dynamics – for example, repression of Africans - 
which later results in their resentment and rejection of the ethnicisation of their lives. 
I have demonstrated how urbanization as a site of political growth brings forth a sort 
of identification that was not anticipated by apartheid ideologues: witness Magona’s 
positioning of herself as ancestor to her great-grandchildren within the tradition of 
orature, Jenkin and Lee’s insurgency, Niehaus’ refusal to be a ‘pure’ Afrikaner and 
the myriad routes by which Kuzwayo and Mashinini eschew safety and participate in 
the broader goal of re-conf iguring South Africa according to the ideals of its  
inhabitants.  

It is becoming clear that we can learn more about South Africa’s human past 
from reading these autobiographies than through endless re-readings of official 
history. What emerges essentially  are bitter struggles for justice, human rights and 
dignity. Enmeshed within all these struggles is an attempt to eradicate imposed 
identities for all. Looked at from that angle, the reader of these texts realises the 
enormous price paid, but also cannot miss the massive, almost titanic, triumph of will 
shown by the people. Autobiographies such as Coetzee’s further enrich an already 
fascinating field of literary discourse.           

In the next three chapters, which form Part II of this study, I undertake a 
close reading of three distinct periods in the evolution and growth of autobiography 
in South Africa. These chapters are preceded by an introductory section outlining the 
historical periods and the autobiographical modes prominent in the twentieth-century 
struggle for South African identity. 
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PART II: INTRODUCTION 

Remembering is never a quiet act 
of introspection or retrospection. It is a 
painful re-membering, a putting together 
of the dismembered past to make sense 
of the present 

Homi K. Bhabha 

This introduction focuses on the three categories of South African autobiographical 
writings that I shall be examining in the remaining chapters. I look first at what 
might be seen as ‘traditional’ autobiographies, that is, those written to show the 
binary divisions of South Africa prior to and immediately following the introduction of 
apartheid. I then examine how, within the hardening political phase of the 1960s and 
beyond, prison writings became common, often cut across by intense gender 
awareness. Lastly I examine those autobiographies written in the period I term the 
‘interregnum’ (the early 1960s to the mid 1980s), a period in which exile was the 
dominant generic category. In every instance, I attempt to see how autobiographical 
subjects shape their sense of themselves and how they view the ever-changing 
South African socio-political landscape. In particular, I show how South Africanness 
was contested terrain, but also how autobiographical subjects mediated it for 
themselves. For instance, in her autobiography To My Children’s Children, Sindiwe 
Magona (1991, 3) places a high premium on her South Africanness: ‘Born before the 
end of the Second World War, when South Africa was still a British Colony, I was, 
therefore, a South African citizen’. This is a good distinction to make, for the changes 
that were to occur after 1948 negated the very South Africanness she felt was her 
birthright. In her second autobiography, Forced to Grow, she writes about a 
significant point when, returning to South Africa after spending time abroad as a 
student, she is faced with two signs at the airport: ‘South Africans. Aliens … the signs 
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above the counters shouted. I fell in line with the other foreigners. Verily, I was back 
home.’ (1992, 218). The irony of ‘home’, as we shall see in the section dealing with 
exile and political autobiographical writings, is apparent: whereas Magona points to 
the fact that she was born a South African citizen, the state sees her as an alien. 

The turn of the century produced some remarkable individuals whose lives 
were to be intricately interwoven with that of the country. In the truest sense of the 
word state, at that time there was a country with a sovereign state, but there was no 
nation. There were conglomerates of contending, disparate groups all in the process 
of attaining their version of South Africanness. Individuals born in this era who have 
written their autobiographies include Alan Paton, Nelson Mandela, ZK Matthews, 
Frieda Bokwe Matthews, Ellen Kuzwayo, and Helen Joseph. What is observable in 
most of these autobiographical writings is a need, within the exigencies of 
identification, to ‘place on record’, as it were, the myriad routes by which the 
individual arrives at an understanding of the country, its peoples, hopes, and 
aspirations. But, and this is the paradox, this need to bear witness cannot be 
attained outside the matrix of the body politic’s historiography, and hence the 
conflation of the individual with the history of the land. Of course, it is quite 
reasonable to expect to find some autobiographies that are intricately private (such 
as Stephen Gray's An Accident of Birth or William Butler's Karoo Morning), in which 
the body politic does not intrude on what is seen as a life lived without constraints, 
and which thus contemplates the autobiographical subject’s place in the use of 
historical and discursive raw materials. 

That a system ostensibly created to assign identities could end up facilitating 
a whole range of other sites of meaning and self -realisation is fortuitous only if we 
deny the recipients of such actions the agency with which their autobiographies 
abound. Though 1948 is one of the more seminal years in the country’s history, most 
of the autobiographers begin with the early part of the century in terms of recalling 
and recording their life histories. For they constantly speak of the time when they 
were children, unaffected by what they did not realise till much later in life, and their 
individual responses to the reality of the country. The instability of race as a signifier 
- which I pointed out in the previous chapter with the example of Don Mattera - will 
become apparent when we discuss autobiographical texts from the 1940s especially, 
but it is a constant thread that we should not lose sight of. From the 1960s, for 
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instance, a prominent black newspaper columnist, Nathaniel Nakasa, wrote 
intelligently and with much decorum that belied the anxieties he felt about this over-
concentration on race. The newspaper which gave him this opportunity, the Rand 
Daily Mail, has the good fortune of claiming that, by providing Nakasa with regular 
column space (an unheard of phenomenon in the 1960s), it made it possible for him 
to become the epitome of ‘the journalist as autobiographer’. 39 With his column ‘As I 
See It’, Nakasa was even then prodding the interstices of racial categorisations in 
such seminal contributions as the following: 

 
I am a Pondo, but I don’t even know the language of that tribe. I was 
brought up in a Zulu-speaking home, my mother being Zulu. Yet I can no 
longer think in Zulu because that language cannot cope with the 
demands of our day. I am a South African - my people are South 
Africans.  
Mine is the history of the Great Trek, Gandhi’s passive resistance in 
Johannesburg, the wars of Cetwayo and the dawn raids which gave us 
the treason trials in 1956. They are part of me. (as qtd in Singh, 2)        

 
The rejection of ethnicity as noted also in Mathabane’s autobiography, the 
affirmation of a milieu called ‘South African’ - even though some would bitterly reject 
Nakasa’s claims to be a South African - reveal the foresight that a crisis with identity 
can foster in a doubting self: who am I, essentially? That he is a Pondo by patrilineal 
fiat (a sub-ethnic group of the Xhosa) and his mother a Zulu is a further marker of 
questions that are resolved by his claiming to be a South African: who are my people 
and what is my history?  Nakasa’s quest and arrival at who he is exemplify the inter-
related processes of power, history and culture in how we formulate, and are made 
to forge, our myriad identities. 

While such texts as those preceding the fateful year of 1948 will be used 
sparingly in favour of those written during and after the 1940s, reference will 
constantly be made to them. A key text in this regard will be Z.K. Matthews’ Freedom 
for My People: The Autobiography of Z.K. Matthews (published posthumously in 
1981). This text is not chosen arbitrarily, but because for almost the entire century 
Matthews reflected aspirations of a common identity in meaningful ways. If self -
realisation is marked by peaks of euphoria amid troughs of despair and self -doubt, 
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there can be no doubt that Matthews’s life was heavily indebted to the former rather 
than the latter position. A gifted scholar, he qualified as the first black Bachelor of 
Arts graduate from Fort Hare in 1924, became the first black principal of a college of 
higher education - Adams College in Amanzimtoti, Natal; the first black law graduate 
from the South African University in 1930; the first black South African to hold an 
M.A. from Yale University in 1934; and became, in 1935, a student of the famous 
Social Anthropologist, Malinowski at the London School of Economics. Thereafter he 
began lecturing at Fort Hare as a full member of staff in January of 1936, mainly in 
Anthropology, Bantu Law and Administration.  

Later that year he was honoured as a member of the de la Warr Royal 
Commission on Higher Education set up to investigate and report on the status of 
higher education in the territories of Uganda, Kenya, Tanganyika, and the Anglo-
Egyptian Sudan. The recommendations led to the setting up of Makerere College in 
Uganda. He was Visiting Professor at Union Theological Seminary in New York during 
the academic year 1952-3. In 1962, having left Fort Hare rather than submit to the 
authority of a state busy creating it as a ‘tribal’ university for the exclusive use of 
Xhosa students - done with the aid of the Separate Universities and Fort Hare 
Transfer Act - he was chosen as Secretary for Africa in the Division of Inter-Church 
Aid, Refugee and World Service of the World Council of Churches. His last honour, 
before he died, was to become Botswana’s first Ambassador to the United States and 
Representative to the United Nations. Matthews received many honours, including a 
Doctorate of Humane Letters from Baker University in the United States and a 
posthumous LL.D, honoris causa, from by Lincoln University. He passed away in 
1968 while serving as Botswana’s Ambassador in Washington.40   

Throughout a life of turbulence, he remained a member of the African 
National Congress, an organisation with which he fully identified and to which he 
committed a significant part of his activities and time. He was also one of the 
Treason Trialists, most of whom were arrested in the early hours of 5 December 
1956. His arrest coincided with that of his eldest son in Durban, Joseph Gaobakwe. 
The title of his text, Freedom for My People , betrays its major concern.  

In choosing one text to elucidate an era, I do not wish to negate others, nor 
to validate Matthews over other autobiographers. It is merely that, as Kaja Silverman 
(1983, 180) notes: ‘Language … ensures that all of the members of a group inhabit 
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the same psychic territory, and regiments the exchanges which take place between 
them’. The language to which Matthews is subject, the historical forces that at once 
inhibit and enable his self -realisation, together with his own courses of action make 
the text a fascinating study of subjectivity and of an unwillingness to be subjected to 
social and political domains in which he cannot act as an agent of change. Matthews 
was the proposer and prime mover of the ‘Congress of the People’ held in an open 
field in Kliptown Johannesburg, on June 26-27, 1955. From this meeting, attended by 
hundreds of delegates from country-wide organisations, emerged the Freedom 
Charter, a document that was to guide the aspirations and values of those South 
Africans who believed in non-racialism. Frieda Matthews, his wife, has written: 

Well do I remember the day my husband and sons, with us concurring, 
first mooted the idea of a Congress of all people of South Africa 
regardless of colour or race or party politics, coming together to discuss 
the possibilities of a non-racial constitution, one that would recognise that 
South Africa is multi-racial, that all its peoples have contributed equally to 
its development - the White man with his initiative and capital and the 
non-White with his labour. Neither of these could be called less in value 
than the other because they need one another and are complementary. 
(1995, 55)  

South Africa is a land of infinite ironies and wasteful of far-sighted opportunities: it 
took a further 41 years for a constitution of just this sort to be adopted by a 
parliamentary body. On May 08, 1996, the South African parliament adopted its 
constitution by an overwhelming majority of all its peoples’ representatives. 
Furthermore, the arbitrary use of ‘race’ as a marker of who could be ‘truly’ South 
African was rudely shattered, on April 10 1993, when Janus Walusz, a Polish 
immigrant, murdered Chris Hani in his driveway as Hani alighted from his car. 
Immigrant South Africans have in the past been associated with vicious forms of 
brutality, and Walusz’s act explains why Magona observes in her autobiography, To 
My Children’s Children, that while she worked as a domestic she had an aversion to 
immigrants. I quote her at some length: 
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Mrs Paporokoulus, an immigrant like her husband, seemed to have 
chosen her new country because it answered a deep need within her 
being, struck a chord within her soul. She had heard that in South Africa 
the black people do not enjoy the protection of the law; that the workers, 
especially domestic servants, were at the mercy of their employers. From 
this family, newly immigrated to South Africa, I inherited resentment. 
Resentment that any white from anywhere in the world can come to 
South Africa and be what I could never be. Do what I could never do. 
Enjoy luxury I could never dream of … The same government lavishes on 
these transplanted whites (for that is the only criterion for the invitation) 
even the political rights it has systematically taken away from me and 
mine, over the centuries … of all the members of the oppressing class in 
South Africa, it is, to me, this group that chooses to be my exploiters, my 
oppressors; the rapists of my pride and violators of my humanhood, that I 
find hard to swallow. (1991, 136 -137) 

The actions of white immigrants towards black South Africans have made 
them the target of deep-seated resentment. As the semi-autobiographical novel by 
Miriam Tlali, Muriel at Metropolitan (1987), shows, this group of people, such as the 
Lithuanian Jews who had sought refuge from the worst excesses of European anti-
semitism and ruthless discrimination, had no compunction in becoming oppressors 
themselves. Domestic servants in South Africa, as Magona’s example showed, are 
the most horribly abused and under-paid class of worker, and treated more or less as 
blocks of wood that must at all times be in attendance. Like the farmworkers, 
domestic servants face the fundamentals of racism, where not to countenance 
appalling treatment leads to dismissal and almost certain starvation. Farmworkers in 
particular are the subject of on-going murders. It is testimony to the resilience of 
Magona’s spirit that, when she is dismissed from such servitude, she starts 
scrubbing, cleaning, cooking and selling sheep heads in her township of Gugulethu 
simply to survive with her three children and five siblings. At this point in her life she 
was subsisting at a level close to foraging. One point that leaves the reader truly 
aghast is that, in a relatively rich country like South Africa, black lives should be so 
bleak: having nothing to cook for the evening, she nonetheless places a pot filled 
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with water on the primus stove. But, as the children are still young, the longer it 
takes to prepare supper, the sooner they nod off: 

The picture is clear today for it has not, for one day, left me. I had a pot 
boiling away on the primus stove. The children waited and waited. The 
pot boiled away on the stove. The children waited for the food to cook 
…without the hope that they would be getting something to eat, the 
children would have been restless, crying for food. They had fallen asleep 
unaware that nothing but God’s clean water was in that pot busily boiling 
away on the primus stove. (1991, 180 - 81) 

I have found this an unforgettable image because it shows the depth of 
poverty that Magona underwent. But equally, I think its power lies in its honest 
assessment of her situation. It is in such instances that the ‘arbitrary’ nature of who 
is considered South African can be contested. Textual encoding of individuals such as 
Magona, especially where she becomes a cipher in her own eyes as a domestic, 
should enable us to read these texts as ways in which autonomous selves are 
sometimes reduced to stereotypes or to absences. The selection of moments such as 
these is often a guide to instances where a country’s underbelly is laid bare, its 
putrid culture seen in stark terms. In such de-centring of the self, the linear 
narratorial story is made to be (dis)jointed. But Magona’s ultimate aim is not to carp, 
only to reveal how, even as an individual, it is possible to lose that sense of 
individuality in moments where nullity, brutal deprivation and what I term 
‘thingification’ - that is, the gradual processes of social intercourse by which an 
individual literally becomes a ‘thing’ in the eyes of the beholder - are operational. 
This straddling of incompatible discourses is nowhere so apparent as in the following 
extract from Magona’s text. Going to work with other domestic servants one 
morning, she is surprised at her own insight into the lives of the other women on the 
bus who, like her, are subjected to a process of de-individualising. These women are 
flesh and blood people, with opinions, views and clearly defined subjectivities:  
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I was struck by the wholeness of women who, I knew, would be 
transformed, the minute they opened the gates of the houses where they 
toiled. From the alert, knowledgeable, interesting people they were on the 
buses, they would change to mute, zombie-like figures who did not dare 
have an idea, opinion, or independent thought about anything, anything 
at all. Not even what colour they would look best in! (1991, 145)  

As a survival strategy, ‘thingification’ is therefore a recognisable code in which both 
oppressor and oppressed partake, though it cannot be said that they experience it in 
equal measure41. Nevertheless, there exists a definite ‘co-voicing’ of the process, an 
unfortunate but necessary agreement between unequal collaborators in a dialogic 
relationship. It must be added, however, that not all relationships between 
master/mistress and servant functioned at this crude and demeaning level. Some of 
the texts record precisely the subjects’ refusal to become ‘things’, and an assertion of 
their individuality in stringent terms. Not all the stereotypes are accepted by the 
recipients, and therefore the autobiography as a record of personal achievement is 
intertwined with accounts of attempts at nullity, brutal deprivation, mere survival 
(Coullie, 1991, 77).  

The categories of autobiographical writing to be discussed in the next three 
chapters are in most instances determined by the autobiographical narrator: the 
writing subject. Many, as mentioned, met difficulties in their routine lives and strove 
to overcome them. Partly this accounts for the predicate of hardship-as-context for 
works such as Caesarina Makhoere’s No Child’s Play: In Prison Under Apartheid  
(1988) or Emma Mashinini’s Strikes have Followed Me All My Life: A South African 
Autobiography (1989). Even where autobiographical narrators rank experiences by 
starting with their childhood, a great deal of the work concentrates on the 
contingency, the context giving rise to the text. Thus, we can legitimately categorise 
the examples above as falling within two distinct genres: prison autobiographical 
literature and political autobiographical literature. But one can make a further 
delineation: that the prison texts may also be coupled with the politically overt 
autobiographies. Not many people who landed in a South African prison came out to 
write a “true account” of their experiences if they were not deemed ‘political’. 
Criminals, pass offenders and such-like prisoners are not given to making this genre 
a vehicle for an explication of their experiences - either because of shame, fear, lack 
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of education or merely the opportunity to do so. But, to complicate matters further, 
prison/political may also be deemed as a form of exile literature, for the 
autobiographical narrators of exile literature, unable to return, were quarantined in 
psychological prisons. While we can see distinctions within internal exile (prison, 
banishment, house arrest), we need also to see physical exile as a tortuous form of 
imprisonment: denied the right to come home, denied the right even to be present at 
the funerals of kin, seeing the long years of sometimes fruitless ‘struggle’, some lives 
began to disintegrate horribly. My assertion at this point is that physical exile was 
not, and cannot be viewed as, a soft option, and that exiled self -writing is a part of 
prison-writing and political autobiography.  

The second category of autobiographical writing seems to suggest itself: 
prison-and-gender in politics. The second aspect of this category, gender, seeks to 
capture a facet of South African women’s lives. It is an often repeated truism that to 
be a woman, a mother and at times a professional, is challenging everywhere, but no 
more so than in South Africa. One should add that the unstable marker of 
black/white resonates with all the elements of patriarchy that are common to South 
Africa. As Coullie points out: 

The fluid configurations of gender have to be probed with greater 
sensitivity. This is especially true of South Africa, a country with 
enormous cultural diversity (Malay Muslims, Xhosas, Jews, Zulus, 
Afrikaners, Portuguese, Tsongas, English, ‘Coloureds,’ Hindus of Indian 
descent, and many more), but with one common denominator, viz., the 
oppression of women. The forms that this takes range from the extremes 
of desperate poverty, abuse and rape (many have claimed that South 
Africa’s rape statistics are amongst the highest in the world) to job 
discrimination and sexual harassment. (1991, 54)         

In this instance, therefore, one has to have a greater awareness, by looking 
at the enormous difficulties faced by women in South Africa, of how their selves and 
how they could have been constructed within the quagmire that Coullie delineates. A 
significant number of quotations in this study point to Sindiwe Magona’s two 
autobiographical texts, To My Children’s Children (1991) and Forced to Grow (1992). 
Another text in this gendered category will be Bessie Head’s A Woman Alone: 



 

 115 

Autobiographical Writings (1990), an edited collection of her correspondence. There 
is a reason for the choice of these texts. It has become apparent that they have not, 
surprisingly, received the critical attention they deserve, apart from an essay here or 
there by Margaret Daymond and other scholars in South Africa, or the occasional 
review article. While South African women have contributed to this category (the 
texts by Zola Budd, Ruth First, Bessie Head, Noni Jabavu, Helen Joseph and Ellen 
Kuzwayo spring to mind), thoroughgoing critical attention to such texts remains 
minimal, as though their authors’ identities were not also under the anvil. How such 
women, diverse and dispersed, construct for themselves spaces for their identities to 
flourish (or not) remains a key concern of this thesis. 

The third category in this study will concentrate on what may prove to be a 
suitable point to end: autobiographies written in the interregnum phase and post-
apartheid and autobiographical writings. Here the texts that already suggest 
themselves include F.W. de Klerk’s The Final Trek, Bessie Head’s A Woman Alone, 
and Es’kia Mphahlele’s Afrika My Music . I end with J.M. Coetzee’s view of the new 
kind of South Africanness that he wishes to see and interrogate its premises. This 
phase of autobiographical writing can, at the best of times, be highly amusing, 
entertaining and irritating (sometimes all at once). Part of the reason for this stems 
from seeing the slippages, the attempts at exculpation for some historical events, 
which led their autobiographical narrators (the ‘I’ who writes the story) into 
contortions of what may be accepted as falsities and downright lies. Since 
scholarship places such a high premium on seeing autobiographical writings as 
‘truthful’, the unmasking of certain textual idiosyncrasies here will be unavoidable, 
not because one is vindictive, but because the dictates of scholarship cannot be 
superseded by expediency. It is my considered opinion, for example, that De Klerk’s 
text should be analysed for the ‘un-truthfulness’ it seeks to make ‘truthful’. This is 
what cynics call autobiographical autopsy, and the book has been met with harsh 
reviews.  

A final qualification is that, while texts may be read according to 
categorisations to facilitate case study readings, the case for seeing the subjects as 
transgressives is important. The transgression of social barriers is also an intricate 
aspect of self -realisation, self -formation. What a number of autobiographical subjects 
record is a willingness to move to plains not previously thought attainable: Es’kia 
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Mphahlele with his interest in English Literature; Nelson Mandela taking on his 
gaolers; Karl Niehaus taking on his tribe; Sindiwe Magona holding onto a dream of 
her betterment through education; Mamphele Ramphele attaining the office of Chief 
Executive Officer of a formerly white institution; Helen Joseph emerging as a stalwart 
of political struggle, even as she suffers house arrest. The list is long. Also of 
significant value, so far as the women autobiographical subjects are concerned, is to 
see the various previously forbidden spaces that they manage to make their own. In 
a perceptive essay, Betty Bergland (1994) makes an important contribution to the 
study of women’s autobiographies by seeing the different spaces the subjects strive 
for. She uses a good metaphor - the chronotope - to substantiate her analyses: 

In The Dialogic Imagination M.M. Bakhtin argues that our image of what 
is human is always concrete - temporally and spatially positioned in the 
universe. Bakhtin’s term for this time-space dimension, chronotope, 
borrowed from mathematics, expresses “the inseparability of space and 
time.” Bakhtin argues that our image of the human being is “intrinsically 
chronotopic.” In the literary context, he claims, the “chronotope makes 
narrative events concrete, makes them take on flesh, causes blood to 
flow in their veins …” Further, the abstract elements in fiction and “the 
philosophical and social generalizations, ideas, analyses of cause and 
effect gravitate toward the chronotope and through it take on flesh and 
blood, permitting the imaging power of art to do its work. Such is the 
representational significance of the chronotope” (250). He also argues 
that this category functions to situate historical figures in time and space 
to make that place seem natural. Certainly one could argue from 
Bakhtin’s observations that it is through the flesh and blood of the 
chronotope that ideology operates, making a certain social order seem 
natural because it is seen to reside in flesh and blood.             

It seems to me that a chronotopic reading of some texts by both men and women 
would be apt for deciphering spaces forbidden and naturalised. What Bakhtin alludes 
to is intricately bound to what I am to explicate. For, in this constant interplay of 
space and time, as autobiographical selves mediate  routinely lived everyday 
existence, are encoded cultural biases and absurdities that the subjects decipher, not 
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as stereotypes of brutalisation but as trangressives. This trangressiveness on their 
part, however, is seen by them as ‘natural’, imbued with ‘flesh and blood’ since their 
very presence in forbidden spaces attests to their humanity. Chronotope as 
time/space provides what we may perceive as a noncogitive and nonlinguistic 
strategy for examining the subject of autobiography. For life-writing is linked in some 
important ways to the chronotope. Because autobiography possesses power to shape 
an image of the human, as the reader imagines the speaker in the here and now of 
the speaking ‘I’, the chronotopic placement provides important ways of situating the 
speaker in the world (Bergland, 154). But, since some of the reading has to be based 
within nonlinguistic parameters, it is also crucial to see how autobiographical 
subjects, consciously or not, situate themselves within the social formations that give 
them a sense of ‘arrival’, signalling to the cultural ‘Other’ (and the reader) an 
attainment of being. Chronotopes, in this sense, are not  ‘natural or self -evident 
categories, but are culturally prescribed and embedded with cultural meanings’. 
(Bergland, 156)  

   I begin the survey in the 1900s. The texts show themselves to be locked 
within the South African discursive fields even as they reflect different eras. While 
this was an era of industrialisation, coupled with spectacular urbanisation as the rural 
areas could not support the majority of the inhabitants, it placed irreconcilable 
Afrikaner/English/Liberal political alignments in conflict. While the Great Depression 
resulted in the impoverishment of many platteland (the hinterland) white farmers, a 
phenomenon that led to many of them losing their farms and coming to the cities, it 
made competition for jobs a difficult area of social interaction. This phenomenon was 
so significant that the Carnegie Institute in the United States funded a study on what 
was termed ‘the poor white problem’ (see, for instance, the text on South African 
photography titled Democracy’s Images, 1998). Afrikaners were fearful of the English 
when, in an effort to play fair, the then ruling United Party reformed aspects of the 
colour bar and increased African education. These reforms fed concern among 
Afrikaners that the English intended to abandon the post-Boer War deal of white 
unity via segregation. Having lost most of the arable land through the Land Act of 
1913 and the Extension of the Land Act in 1936, African communities began to move 
into the cities in a regular but steady flow. Matters were certainly not helped by the 
strike of 70,000 African mineworkers in 1946 who, in the light of British victory in the 
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War, pushed for and expected better salaries and treatment (Marx, 103). Afrikaner 
nationalism believed that it had to act as a bulwark against what was perceived as a 
threat from the African majority. The ultimate aim was of course for the two ‘races’ 
to be totally segregated, dividing South Africa into two states, black and white. 
Because of economic necessity, however, this aim was ‘not practical’. Even though 
the Tomlinson Commission had shown that ethnic homelands were viable only if they 
received massive financing, the state was not in a position to implement this policy. 
But the seemingly inexorable laws of apartheid were, nevertheless, passed. A 
reading of these shows that little heed was given to their ultimate consequences, and 
that the end was certainly seen to justify the means. Anthony Marx writes:  

The 1950 Population Registration Act set the foundation for apartheid by 
establishing distinct racial categorization of the population according to 
subjective interpretations of reputation and “appearance.” 
Complementary acts forbade cross-racial marriage or sex [Mixed 
Marriages Act, 1950], ignoring past Afrikaner indulgence. The Group 
Areas Act of the same year reinforced residential segregation, the pass 
system was “rationalized” in 1952, and in 1953 the Bantu Education and 
Reservation of Separate Amenities Acts divided schools and most public 
facilities accordingly. Even the potential alliance with coloureds, formerly 
embraced by Afrikaner nationalists, was abandoned as inconsistent with 
racial domination. As most coloureds had supported the United Party, the 
Nationalists paid little costs in 1956 in depriving the coloureds of direct 
representation. They were placed on a separate voters’ roll. (103-04) 

With the laws passed and enacted, particularly the Population Registration Act, there 
followed the idea of ‘giving everyone in South Africa his or her own identity’. Some 
people resisted these ethnic identities, others sought their own version of identity 
through the porous terrain of apartheid dogma. An amusing anecdote about this 
process is narrated by Phyllis Ntantala (1992, 130). While house-hunting in Cape 
Town in 1945 - not easy then - she and A.C. Jordan, her husband, went around 
Athlone after being referred to certain house owners. They usually assumed that the 
people they had been referred to were black Africans because of their surnames, but 
in most instances they encountered ‘coloured’ individuals. Each time they arrived at, 
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say, Mr Ndlovu’s home (in the Nguni languages, ‘elephant’) they found a Mr Oliphant 
(elephant in Afrikaans), who was then a Coloured person. A Mrs Siphondo would 
invariably turn out to be a Mrs Spawn, and Mr Segalo a Mr Segal, a Coloured person. 
Mr Mthimkulu (in the Nguni languages, literally ‘Big Tree’) turned out to be Mr 
Grootboom, a Coloured person. As we observed with the naming of people within 
African communities prior to colonialism, cultural practices themselves can change if 
placed under erasure. ‘Beating the system’ by ‘passing’ for what one was racially not 
(coloured, even white) and forging a false identity at the time when the Western 
Cape had been decreed as the home of ‘whites’ and  ‘coloureds’ was one way in 
which identities could be nullified and others simply adopted (shades James Weldon 
Johnson’s The Autobiography of An Ex-Coloured Man – first published in 1912 – a 
text that emphasises biological and psychological determinism). This was also 
because of economic and social necessity. The policy of granting the Western Cape 
to the coloureds - that is, through the Coloured Labour Preference Policy - stipulated 
that, unless there was no coloured person to fill a particular position or vacancy in an 
organisation, then and only then could an African be employed for that task. While 
job discrimination is certainly a world-wide phenomenon, only South Africa could 
have dreamt of the dubious honour of legally creating unemployment (Magona, 
1992, 2-3).       

Further laws, as the years went by, included the following: the widely 
interpreted Suppression of Communism Act of 1950 and the stringent Criminal 
Amendment Act of 1953. Through these two laws in particular, the government 
sought to throttle dissent and protest. These laws worked in tandem with earlier 
ones, such as the Native Urban Areas Act of 1923, making local authorities 
responsible for the welfare of Africans in their midst, as well as the Riotous Assembly 
Act of 1929. While the Criminal Amendment Act made it virtually impossible not to 
break any law, however trivial, by way of  ‘protest’, it was, in Paton’s view, through 
the Suppression of Communism Act that the government became a law unto itself:        
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The Suppression of Communism Act was our first deliberate step from 
the rule of law. The powers given to the Minister and the actions taken by 
him under the Act were not subject to the review of any court of law. If he 
‘deemed’ a person to be furthering the aims of communism, he could ban 
such a person from public life. The most extreme step taken by the Act 
was house arrest, and the most extreme form of house arrest was to be 
confined to one’s home for twenty-four hours of every day (1988, 36). 

Such, then, was the triumphalist spirit of the Nationalist government in its first few 
years in power. These laws were to play a crucial role during the next forty-six years, 
augmented and aided by a myriad other laws such as, in the 1960s, the Criminal 
Procedure Act of 1965, which allowed the Minister of Justice to detain persons 
without charge or trial for periods of up to one hundred and eighty days. This period 
was renewable at the Minister’s discretion.  

One of the first South Africans to express feelings of autobiographical 
subjectivity was Gertrude Sarah Millin, with her text The Night is Long (1941). James 
Rose-Innes’ Autobiography, though posthumously published in 1949, was written in 
early 1927 and was the very earliest autobiographical text to appear in twentieth-
century South Africa. The first texts documenting the mounting frustration of an 
autobiographical subject on paper were by Peter Abrahams, whose Return to Egoli 
(1953) and Tell Freedom (1954) record the intense feelings of subjection to the 
inexorable and the closing of topes (spaces) to the intellect and aspirations. Prior to 
Abrahams there were autobiographies which were largely divorced from the social 
milieu within which their subjects lived, such as Roy Campbell’s Light on a Dark 
Horse: An Autobiography (1951).  

My intention is to place autobiographical texts in one of the three 
chronological chapters based on when the autobiographical narrator, the ‘I’ who 
writes the story, was born and the period being described, rather than when the text 
was published. The cradle-to-grave autobiographical format, while traditional, is not 
necessarily the format always followed by autobiographers, and their texts are not 
necessarily published soon after being written. The majority of autobiographies, such 
as prison memoirs, are contingent, based on the context that the autobiographical 
narrator deems important to the idea of his or her identity, or even of its denial. Most 
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end at the moment of triumph over adversity, climaxing with a sense of achievement 
in spite of the odds.  

The second criterion for the chronological placing of an autobiography will be 
the period being narrated by the autobiographical subject, the speaking ‘I’ in the 
narrative. This is chosen because, as indicated, the periods covered by the historical 
subjects - referring to the biological life - are sometimes similar, so that 
contemporary intertextual links can be made. Thus the selection of one text over 
others is not because of a hierarchical decision, a sort of ranking according to 
literariness, but because of judgements on which of the autobiographical subjects, in 
the articulation of the imperatives of writing, best capture the flavour of an era.  

The three defined eras in the study are the years 1900 and 1960, the period 
between 1960 and 1980, and the period after 1980. One of the last works to be 
discussed introduces a popular autobiographical process, self -justification of actions 
over the years.  New ground within a familiar field must now be tilled, for, while the 
South African past cannot be undone, it must be transcended. 



 

 122 

CHAPTER FOUR:  ‘An eternal alien’: Autobiographical beginnings, 

1900 – 1960 

Africa is very difficult to see 
because it is gun-shaped and heart-
shaped. It takes heart to see her. It takes 
some cultural and racial overcoming. 
Actually, it takes being a true richly 
grounded human being to see her without 
prejudice, superiority or an agenda 

Ben Okri 

In this chapter I examine the manner in which South Africans born within the first 
part of the century articulated their identity and in what ways the idea of  'South 
Africanness' came about. Twentieth-century South African identity cannot be 
assumed to have come out of the blue: because of South African colonial history, 
because of the myriad ways in which white and black inhabitants of the land 
perceived their enforced separation, it cannot be assumed that all South Africans 
understood one another as South Africans. To understand how we have arrived at a 
situation in which the coat of arms42 of South Africa celebrates unity in diversity 
because of the polyglot nature of the nation is to explore the ways in which 'identity' 
was a crucial aspect of defining the citizens of the land and thus the nation. 

A nineteenth-century North American intellectual, W.E.B. Du Bois, once 
suggested that a major issue of contention in the twentieth-century would be over 
the question of the 'color line - the relation of the darker to the lighter races of men 
in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea' (1903, 54). It was as 
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though Du Bois had foreseen the way in which race and racialism would define the 
world, giving rise to so many of the twentieth century’s problems and struggles. 
Indeed, for South Africans who penned their life writings early in the century, it is as 
though there is a compelling need to say something about the racial nature of the 
society in which they found themselves.  Defining one's self made it imperative to 
speak of the Other and its place in the universe (though, in the contemporary 
context, such identification is proving more and more difficult). This reflection on a 
divided society found its earliest articulation in literature, as may be seen in such 
texts  as Thomas Pringle's poem 'Afar in the Desert' and Olive Schreiner's ground-
breaking novel, Story of An African Farm (1883). Living in the then British colonies of 
the Cape and Natal, writers who attended to the beginnings of what would later 
become known as South African Literature did not on the whole avoid questions 
thrown up by 'the color line', and later autobiographical writers also wrote on this 
same topic. Frantz Fanon (1971, 73), writing on aspects of communities closely 
sharing a geographic space but ideologically apart, postulated that ‘the 
Manicheanism of the settler [community] produces the Manicheanism of the native 
[community]’. Race, which over-determines South African culture and society, is 
central to the process of analysing ontology and epistemology and the relationship 
between consciousness and the materiality of lives. The relationship between ways 
of being, seeing and speaking are what might be seen as discursive construction and 
re-construction of the historical subject.43  

Early literary utterances on the racial nature of South African society 
necessarily had to do with how the society evolved from the so-called Kaffir Wars of 
conquest in which the African and white communities met at the cutting edge of 
colonisation. Pringle (1789 -1834) and Schreiner (1855-1920) thus created what 
Michael Chapman (1981, 16) labels the liberal humanist voice which informed South 
African poetic activity and reflected the times in which they lived. And this in some 
instances also became evident in the autobiographies that came to reflect early 
twentieth-century South Africa. There is thus a strong link, in these early 
autobiographies, with literature. Poetic expression was seen as the 'educated man's 
affair' and it is mainly male writers who brought into being South African poetry 
written in English. What may be observed, however, is that self -identity in these 
early autobiographical poems and, later, autobiographies was grounded in where 
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they originated and how they came to South Africa. In such texts there is more a 
stress on trans-national identities (British South African, Jewish South African, etc) 
than on a single identity (South African). The feeling that South Africa was provincial 
to the United Kingdom underlines this emphasis on ambivalence, liminality, and  'in-
betweenness', and only later is a distinct South African identity brought into being. 
Texts such as Cecil Margo’s Final Postponement: Reminiscences of a Crowded Life 
(1998) and Isie Maisels’ A Life at Law (1998) well illustrate the liminality that 
routinely crops up in some South African autobiographies. 

 Stylistically, the nature of South African autobiographical writings 
differs according to the demands placed on the historical subjects. This kind of 
difference is offered by Ngwenya when he observes that: 

As a result of racial divisions which pervaded South Africa, 
autobiographies written by black and white writers tended to exhibit 
markedly different styles and themes. The extent to which self-conception 
is shaped by external social, political and historical forces is clearly 
observable in these fairly distinct thematic and structural differences 
between autobiographies of black writers and those of their white 
counterparts. While the former invariably recount their struggles against 
debilitating social milieux, the latter tend to celebrate the nurturing effect 
of family and community on the growing consciousness of the writer. 
Black autobiographers focus, almost exclusively, on the effects of racial 
subjugation on their communities as well as on their personalities as 
individuals. They write about the experience of growing up in 
impoverished urban residential areas set aside for blacks such as 
Marabastad, Vrededorp, Sophiatown and District Six and the struggle to 
escape from these materially deprived areas. While white 
autobiographers take the myth of happy childhood for granted, black 
authors tend to dwell on circumstances which made their childhoods 
abnormal rather than normal and happy …South African black 
autobiography exhibits a communal orientation not found in 
autobiographies by South African white writers. (1996, 140-141) 

Among the texts that show this sense of ambivalence (some of which I discuss here) 
are William Plomer's The Autobiography of William Plomer (1975), Guy Butler's Karoo 
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Morning: An Autobiography (1977), Mary Benson's A Far Cry: The Making of a South 
African (1990) and Roy Campbell's Light on a Dark Horse: An Autobiography (1951). 
These will be contrasted with Peter Abrahams's Tell Freedom (1954), Es'kia 
Mphahlele's Down Second Avenue (1959), and Bloke Modisane's Blame Me on 
History (1986)44, which reflect another version of this ambivalence. The various ways 
in which culture, language, history and power are able to speak though the subject, 
influencing the subject's consciousness to arrive at a point of understanding who 
they are, will be analysed. The self is constituted by and in such societal interplays, 
hence Michel Foucault’s remarks: 

It is not just in the play of symbols that the subject is constituted. It is 
constituted in real practices -- historically, analyzable practices. There is a 
technology of the constitution of the self which cuts across symbolic 
systems while using them. (1984, 369)   

Ambivalent selves: William Plomer and Roy Campbell 

It can be said that the genre of autobiographical writing in South Africa, as with all of 
the country’s written literature, began as a 'borrowed' cultural practice that was 
distinct from how black South Africans articulated their selves. As we observed in 
chapter 3, early African conceptions of selfhood came from a different ontological 
stream. The textual construction of a self owed much to western forms of learning 
and the ability by the historical subjects periodically to move between South Africa 
and the United Kingdom adds to this sense of 'borrowedness' (at least with the early 
texts). The 'symbolic' institution of colonialism gave a significant number of South 
African autobiographical subjects their constitution, as may be observed in William 
Plomer's case45. Plomer was to play an important literary role in South Africa and his 
text Turbott Wolfe (1926) remains a milestone in the country's literature. Near the 
end of the nineteenth century, his father, Charles, got into a spot of trouble in 
England and the writer's grandfather came to the rescue in a rather novel way. 
Plomer relates how this came about: 
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My grandfather said he would pay for Charles's debts, but he must go to 
South Africa. It was 'the coming country' and one with great prospects, it 
was said, in the matter of wool: besides, the climate was good for 
asthma. Convention had triumphed again: the lightly erring youngest son 
was packed off to 'The Colonies', to sink or swim. (1975:45) 

Charles Plomer thus comes to South Africa and becomes, in a sense, a 'naturalised' 
South African. The manner in which he hopes to resist this 'naturalisation' is shown 
by the fact that, as the narrator avers, he never feels settled and later goes back to 
England at the advent of the Anglo-Boer War. Of course he is shunted back to the 
country by the stern grandfather who sees the war in a way that would have been 
common for a military person of his times:  

'What on earth have you come back for?' asked the astonished colonel. 
'Aren't we fighting for you? It's your duty to go back at once and help.' 
That phrase 'fighting for you' suggests that he now regarded his youngest 
son as a naturalised South African. (57) 

When Charles Plomer therefore comes back to South Africa, he brings with him a 
wife and thus later his children, destined to spend a significant part of their lives in 
the country. The question of a trans-national identity owes much to the ability of the 
dominant nation to allow for such an arrangement. William Plomer himself is born in 
the country, though for the parents this link with South Africa is rather temporary as 
his mother in particular could never think of South Africa as 'home' (98). While 
Charles Plomer does a variety of jobs in the then Northern Transvaal, he ultimately 
lands a position in centrifugal Johannesburg, and the family treks to the South. It is 
here that Plomer’s self -definition and identity meander between a limited acceptance 
of colonialism and defensiveness about the ways in which such a practice might be 
seen as beneficial to the colonised. The question of the Other looms large in these 
parts of the autobiography, and the subjectivity of the narrator depends in large 
measure on how he mediates the institution of the mine. Of particular interest is how 
he writes of the pass system: 
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The pass system can be regarded as a kind of slavery and was much 
hated by Africans, not least because failure to produce a pass on 
demand led more and more as the years passed to their being bullied, 
victimised, and penalised by hectoring and vindictive policemen. In any 
case the obligation to carry a pass was imposed by white men and may 
well have seemed to be the stigma of a serf: but it is difficult to see how 
so large and fluctuating a migrant population could have been controlled 
or provided for without some such a system. At least no African, I believe, 
ever thought of my father as a slave-driver or indifferent to social justice 
or what may be called human rights. (996-7; emphasis added)46 

If the viciousness of the pass system is analysed, it would seem Plomer is being 
economical with the truth in this instance. For to stay near the mines, as his family 
did, meant to observe the daily grind of the Other. In any event, the text skillfully 
avoids questions of why it was necessary for the settled communities to suddenly 
become a 'migrant population' under the vicious imposition of the Hut and Poll 
Taxes. The kind of analysis one finds in a text such as Sol Plaatje's Native Life in 
South Africa: Before and Since the European and the Boer Rebellion (first published 
1916) is absent from Plomer's text, thus making it difficult to explore in detail how he 
sees his identity at this point, beyond that of a trans-national citizen. Indeed, at one 
stage Plomer is compelled to defend colonialism in a deft and remarkably self -
justifying manner: 
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The black men had come to the Rand not because they wanted to but 
because they had to earn money to pay taxes and could not earn it at 
home. This economic pressure, or exploitation, would now, I suppose, be 
called 'colonialism'. This propagandist word had not then been invented: 
the process of developing, or milking, 'new' countries was still called 
colonisation. Sensible men knew that, like all other human activities, 
including Christianity and Socialism, colonising sometimes led to terrible 
abuses but need not necessarily be an evil thing. Mid-Victorians, like my 
father, who had been brought up to be obedient and to think and do what 
they were told, and who were not of the questioning or analytic turn of 
mind, took it for granted that colonisation was on the whole a good thing, 
which, properly managed, brought the supposed benefits to the colonised 
as well as undoubted profits to European entrepreneurs and prestige to 
European empire-builders. (94-95) 

It is such conviction regarding the division of self and other, self and reality, that 
allows the narrator to perceive his opinions as being due to independent thought: 
there is no sense of their being shaped by current discursive practice. If the reader 
recognises that ‘the knowledge that the human subject possesses about itself figures 
within discursive systems of power that are available at a given historical moment’ 
(Nussbaum 1989:15), then the fact that Plomer is able to construct such an 
observation about colonialism in his autobiography becomes indicative of features of 
the distribution of power in the social formation of the time. These are features of 
patriarchy and racism, which may be seen structurally to heap confidence and might 
upon a white male such as Plomer (Coullie, 85). Thus, what had been brought about 
by conquest, 'new' countries, while being milked, are being so in a benevolent and 
'civilised' manner (in the European tradition). Plomer's sense of identity would 
suggest that to live in 'The Colonies' necessitated benevolence and a certain level of 
paternalism predicated on trusteeship. His sense of being operates within the settler 
myth with all the baggage such a myth entails.   

Having narrated his coming to age, schooling, and literary endeavours (such 
as the setting up of the groundbreaking literary journal, Voorslag, with Roy 
Campbell), the narrator takes up the rest of the text with his life in England, 
permanently removed from the ambivalence of identity. South Africa was still to 
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provide the impetus for his literary endeavours, however, and he does take an 
honoured position as a South African writer. 

If Plomer’s measured but distanced narrative of his autobiographical self in 
South Africa reveals a certain reluctance, Roy Campbell, in his text, goes for the 
colonial mythologies in re-membering the self  that came into being at the time. 
Campbell portrays a unique, autonomous self that denotes the vagaries of the white 
male conqueror let loose in the proverbial Garden of Eden. The reader cannot fail to 
see these conceptualisations of self from the opening chapters: as a boy he had a 
full and wholesome life, hunting wild pigs, killing snakes, and being a crack shot in 
adolescence. He enacts the trek by going on a hunt in the then southern Rhodesia 
(present day Matebeleland), and later, he is a stuntman doing all sorts of acts such 
as falling from high places, eating fire, and chewing glass (1951, 243). Later, in 
Provence, he becomes an accomplished bull-fighter, besides being a skilled sailor, 
expert horseman, swimmer and marksman. He goes to the Spanish Civ il War, keeps 
his charge-sheet ‘stainlessly’ clean, and emerges with an honourable discharge 
(237).  For Campbell, there is no ambivalence in so far as his intellect is concerned: 
he is above average, a soldier and adventurer. He constructs a transcendental being, 
capable in almost all fields of knowledge and (masculine) occupations and is a 
master of languages. Consider how he inscribes his attributes: 

I am able to address the barrack-square as a Sergeant-major, and 
explain the parts of a machine-gun, speaking as one ranker to another, in 
English, Swahili, or Chinyanja; I can address the English Society at 
Oxford or Cambridge from the same platform as T.S. Eliot, or Sir Osbert 
Sitwell: confer ceremoniously in flowery Zulu or Sintabele with 
delegations of headmen: I can join a knot of stokers in a pub in Glasgow 
or Liverpool as one of them: I can lecture in French or Castilian to the 
Universities of France or to the Ateneos of Madrid and Barcelona: I can 
give a talk to the Portuguese people, from the B.B.C., in Portuguese, on 
street-warfare, Civil Defence, as I did in 1941 … and feel equally   at 
home in the Sergeants’ Mess or the high table at Magdalen College. (62) 

Of his forebears, Campbell is clear that he has inherited the best from all of them: 
from his maternal grandmother, a Gascon, he inherits his love of bull-fighting, French 
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and Spanish poetry; from his paternal grandfather the ‘malady’ of versifying; from his 
father an uncanny ability to deal with his fellowmen and a mastery of horses.47 In 
true colonialist style, Campbell regards all African men as ‘boys’ and women as ‘girls’. 
He states positions that are in line with the prevailing ideology of the times, an 
ideology of apparent exclusion and (conditional) inclusion. At one point he observes: 
‘There is no doubt that the average native is socially inferior to the white man, but 
he should not and cannot be prevented artificially from becoming his equal, for the 
good of all concerned’ (163). Living in close proximity, in Natal, with African and 
Indian South Africans does not in any way mediate how his ambivalent self can, 
through acculturation, be hybridised. Local culture is relegated to a set of 
‘superstitions’ (47), symptomatic of a bygone era. The inconsistencies revealed by 
the need to include, however, are not sustained. Some of the crudities inherent in 
the text resonate with the discourses of racism and sexism, as the following 
observation on black-white relationships reveals: 

I think it is silly to interbreed, though I have no colour prejudice. Hybrids 
are rarely any good, except in the case of a donkey stallion and the mare 
of a horse. When super-annuated English society-tarts take up negro 
lovers, it is generally a sort of perversion like the exaggerated feeling for 
dogs and cats. I knew one who went negro in order, as she said, to ‘study 
conditions amongst the negroes’. Having selected the negro with the 
largest ‘condition’ she could find, she brought him to Europe. I knew this 
couple who happened to call on me in a Levantine port … I was working 
in this town in partnership with three very deeply-coloured Saracen-like 
gentlemen and they were highly indignant when they saw me sitting at 
the same table with a negro. I explained it away by saying it was an aunt 
from South Africa with a dear old faithful servant. It did not help matters 
when she started wiping his nose for him in front of everybody, and then 
putting his tie straight. (162-3) 

The extract shows the level at which Campbell is imprisoned by prevailing discourses 
of the time. Sexism and its corollary, racism, inhere with an exaggerated 
conceptualisation of himself as the ideal, the yardstick of ideal white malehood. In a 
sense, and although he hardly wishes to bolster colonialist claims as Plomer does, he 
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partakes in the enterprise, nevertheless, at the cultural, thus, social level. Like 
Plomer, he was to use the South African landscape for much of his poetic output, 
and ‘The Flaming Terrapins’ is as fine a poem as any he wrote, confirming his status 
as a major poetic voice. Even more puzzling are some of his prophetic poems in 
which he realises the coming consternation over political power that was to engulf 
South Africa from the 1950s. Poems such as ‘The Zulu Girl’ (the ‘girl’ part is surely 
instructive as the subject of the poem is actually  a mother!), ‘The Serf’, ‘Rounding 
the Cape’ and others show a foresight about the coming uprisings that few poets 
reflected at the time. In ‘Rounding the Cape’, Campbell’s ambivalence and prescience 
are apparent in the last two stanzas of the poem: 

 
Farewell, terrific shade! though I go free 
Still of the powers of darkness art thou Lord: 
I watch the phantom sinking in the sea 
Of all that I have hated or adored. 
 
The prow glides smoothly on through seas quiescent: 
But where the last point sinks into the deep, 
The Land lies dark beneath the rising crescent, 
And night, the Negro, murmurs in his sleep.48 

 
The markers of ambivalence, disdain and fear are apparent. The mountain itself is a 
‘terrific shade’, and the seemingly inescapable ‘darkness’ of Africa is embodied in this 
mountain; he has both hated and adored, perhaps in equal measure; and that 
presence, that figure in the door – ‘the Negro’ – is still somnolent but shows 
murmuring intimations of awakening discontent. Campbell, like Paton after him, 
admires the beauty of the land and its seductive spirit. The point of identification 
with a land is a double bind since one cannot conceive of ‘promised lands’ without 
any inhabitants, hence the ambivalence as far as ‘the Negro’ is concerned. It is this 
sort of ‘in-betweenness’ about South Africa that he also reflects on in his poem ‘The 
Serf’. Campbell eventually died in a car accident in Portugal as an expatriate who had 
fought with the Bloomsbury Group in London from which he was ostracised.  

The inter-cutting discourses of incessant political manoeuvrings in 
colonialism, nationalism and post-colonialism reached their apogee in the Nationalist 
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Party victory of 1948 with the incoming ideology of state-sanctioned separation of 
the races. While Afrikaners knew that their policies of total racial and ethnic 
separation were an inherent aspect of their survival, the preceding years had 
ushered in a discordance over how other South Africans viewed the future of the 
country. Commenting on the prevailing ideological discourses, Tom Lodge, who 
refers to these struggles as the ‘second phase’ (1983, 123) of black resistance to 
oppression, writes: 

The phase of mass political campaigning … was to develop as a result of 
the incorporation by political organisations of the new social forces 
released in the previous decade. The new nationalist movement 
contained within it several different tensions, between ethno-nationalists 
and social radicals… (1983, 141) 

The nature of the ambivalent selves, henceforth, would be challenged by such social 
movements that sort to create spaces of identification for themselves. While Plomer 
and Campbell, as examples, might well have been ignorantr of the vast discontent 
that the polity they took for granted engendered in others, certainly movements such 
as the Industrial and Commercial Workers Union (I.C.U.) had begun to tap into an 
inchoate, nascent nationalism described in graphic detail in Gilbert Coka's 
autobiography. Such nationalism would be would be propelled by the second phase 
to fruition.  

Forced to Grow: Peter Abrahams 

Growing up in the late Thirties and early Forties in South Africa was a difficult period. 
And yet the inherent wish to collapse debilitating separatist identities of race, 
buttressed by sharp class distinctions, could not even begin to be realised in 
situations where the overlordship of race became stridently shrill. Peter Abrahams’s 
autobiography, for one, details a painful coming of age and conscious growth. In the 
process, his text disrupts many of the prevailing, dominant ideologies even as he 
knows that he cannot fulfill his potential within the stifling, ever tightening social 



 

 133 

milieu. What he aims for is a multi-vocal discourse by which he can create a 
fluctuating, liminal identity that eludes categorisation. While the written text depicts 
events between 1919 and 1938, it was written at the time when the state began to 
campaign for popularisation of notions of eie kultur, eie volk, eie land  (Gilfillan, 
108). But being what is called “Coloured” in South Africa, Abrahams could not be so 
easily dispensed with, and his description of who he is instructive: 

My mother was a member of the Cape Coloured community. Coloured is 
the South African word for the half-caste that was the by-product of the 
early contact between black and white. The first children of Europe who 
reached the Cape of Storms were men without women. They set up a 
half-way house to the East there. There was intercourse between white 
men and black women. The result was neither white nor black. (10) 

The confirmation of an identity that is neither–nor, and especially the ‘in-
betweenness’ of it, troubles the younger Abrahams. It appears at first as though the 
racist stereotypes of the period are acceptable to the narrator, but the text quickly 
disproves such a reading. While, as a child, he is taken to live with his aunt Liza in 
Elsburg because the family falls on some pretty tough times after the death of his 
father, Abrahams, on his way home from buying crackling, comes across three white 
schoolboys who insult him and his  deceased father. Enraged, he fights them, but is 
soon to know that no one touches white people. At night, the father of one of the 
boys arrives at the family shack, and Abrahams' own uncle beats him up severely at 
the behest of the white man. He is then instructed to beg for forgiveness: 
 

Uncle Sam stopped. I lay whimpering on the floor. Aunt Liza sat like one 
in a trance. 
‘Is he still stubborn, Sam?’  
‘Tell the baas and basies you are sorry.’ 
‘I’m sorry,’ I said. 
‘Bet his father is the one who believes in equality.’ (40) 

 
Later on Abrahams meets a young man called Joseph, who announces himself as 
“Joseph! Zulu”. Abrahams can only recall that he is Lee: “‘Lee …’ But I did not know 
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what I was apart from that” (43). Later, his aunt instructs him in the order of the 
social hierarchy: 

 
‘You are Coloured. There are three kinds of people: white people, 
Coloured people, and black people. The white people come first, then the 
Coloured people, then the black people.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because it is so.’ 
Next day, when I met Joseph, I smacked my chest and said: 
‘Lee! Coloured’ 
He clapped his hands and laughed. (44) 

 
Abrahams’ identity, given his family genealogy, is incomplete at this point, and he 
later learns from his mother that he is the descendant of Abyssinian kings, his father 
having migrated from Ethiopia to work in South Africa as a mineworker. For a while 
this centredness satisfies the child-narrator, but it is not enough to displace the 
squalour and poverty of Vrededorp where he returns. He is lice-ridden, a typical 
township ‘skollie’ (child vagrant) who pilfers, does not attend school and is underfed. 
Part of his growth involves learning that one of his friends, Dinny, whom he always 
assumed was ‘Coloured’, is in fact ‘half -Indian’ (97), a further collapsing of the rig id 
structures of apartheid in his mind. Soon, he learns to interact with the harsh reality 
of the suburbs as he sells firewood. In scenes that resemble the younger Es’kia 
Mphahlele’s travails as he ventures into the white world, Abrahams nevertheless 
attains a shift in consciousness as he is introduced to a world of deprivation and then 
to one of fulfillment. He begins to question the obvious divisions between the 
suburbs and Vrededorp, his mind grappling with the enormity of it all 
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We walked away from Vrededorp, away from the narrow, mean streets, 
away from the throb of the pushing crowds. We walked steadily till we got 
to the broad, tree-lined streets of upper Fordsburg … The broad 
pavements were clean. No black water ran down the gutters of these 
streets. No half-naked, potbellied children fought and played in these 
gutters. The houses were of bricks … A stranger walking here, in the 
shade of the broad pavements, seeing the trim, fenced-off houses, and 
the riot of flowering colour within each front garden, would find it hard to 
believe a place called Vrededorp was less than half an hour’s walk away. 
The contrast was so great, I might as well have stepped into another 
world, on another planet. (1954, 103) 

This is exacerbated by his introduction to formal learning ‘quite late for a beginner’ 
and his discovery of language and literature. As Lynda Gilfillan notes, in these 
childhood experiences, of course, the autobiographical self constructs, in the 
intersection of race and class, the subversion by graphos of articulating its wish for 
freedom. The graphos ‘tells’ of the unfreedom of the autos, betraying the subject’s 
interpellation by notions of race and class. It is a deliberate post-colonial writing 
strategy. Helen Tiffin notes that the post-colonial text seeks 

the erosion of that former authority and a liberation into a world in which 
one’s own identity may be created or recuperated not as an alternative 
system or fixture, but as process, a state of continual becoming in which 
author/ity and domination of any kind is impossible to sustain. Through 
polyphony, hybridisation, and the continual erosion of all traditional 
strategies of European containment, post-colonial texts liberate 
themselves from both historical capture and contemporary containment; 
and escape relegation as “other” by recuperating “self” in the process of 
annihilating such constricting binaries. (1988,179)   

Thus when the text is authored, Abrahams confesses to a selectivity of points to 
highlight aspects of his reclamation of identity as he perceives it, not as he would 
have it officially sanctioned and conditioned. At any rate, because of liberal 
institutions, which tended to accommodate indigent students, Abrahams and others 
like him did not have a choice of the kind of institutions they could attend. At the 
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Diocesan College outside Pietersburg he mixes as freely with groups of fellow 
students (as he would at St. Peter’s in Johannesburg, where he was to meet Es’kia 
Mphahlele). While here, in this ‘valley of peace’, he re-assembles his self in a place 
where is he ‘Peter not ‘kaffir’, though he is nevertheless not out of reach of those 
who would shatter this sense of identity. In Pieterburg one day he is most rudely 
pushed away as he emerges from a shop through a door reserved for ‘Europeans’. 
He asks himself about the person involved after he relives the encounter: 

Why did he look so sick with disgust? The other wouldn’t have mattered if 
he had not looked so sick with it. Am I really like ordure to him? Only the 
touch of that could make me feel and look as he did. Only that. Only that. 
Sick with disgust. Only that … The disgust one feels when touching 
human waste ... Savagely, insistently, my mind forced the error of the 
equation into the peaceful valley of the Grace of God. (245) 

Of course, for Abrahams, the problem he faces is eminently one of how black bodies 
are experienced in the colonial and oppressive environment. He finds it difficult to 
reconcile his conception of his self with what the pusher propagates: that of 
‘thingification’/objecthood. Nick Crossley, who must be quoted at length, captures 
Abrahams’ predicament: 
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At one level this entails, as Cooley (1902) famously argues, that we 
derive our sense of self from the image of our self that others reflect back 
to us in interaction. I may be my own blind spot but others have a direct 
experience of me. They are direct witnesses to my various moods and 
preoccupations. I am an object in their perceptual field; an object which 
they must typify and classify with all other objects of their experience. And 
they will communicate their experience of me, their judgements and 
types, back to me in the course of our interactions. This may be direct, 
as, for example, when they explicitly label me. But it could be indirect. 
The view they have of me is embodied in the way they act towards me 
and that view is thereby conveyed to me. This is not to say that the agent 
must accept each and every label that is thrown at them. They may resist 
labels and or attempt to negotiate the specific labels that are applied to 
them … agents go to great lengths to create particular impressions of self 
and to manage the flow of information about their self that circulates in 
any social situation. Notwithstanding this, the only court of appeal 
regarding the ‘self’ that is available to agents, even if they only wish to 
convince or persuade themselves, is the realm of (potentially) publicly 
available action. (2001, 143) 

 What Abrahams experiences shows the veracity of Crossley’s observations. 
His bewilderment shows that while he accepts who he is, he cannot accept the label 
attached to him by the white man. Of course, for the white man he is no different 
from what Abrahams himself rejects, a ‘kaffir’. There is communication between how 
he experiences his body and how it is experienced by the white man. For Abrahams, 
it is a particularly painful experience. Theorising on this aspect of how black bodies 
are experienced in a colonial or repressive environment, Frantz Fanon (1986, 109) 
writes: 

I came into the world imbued with the will to find meaning things, my spirit 
filed with a desire to attain to the source of the world. And then I found 
that I was an object in the midst of other objects. 
Sealed into that crushing objecthood ... the movements, the attitudes, the 
glances of the other fixed me there … I burst apart. Now the fragments 
have been put together again by another self.  
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It is this process of re-membering that Abrahams needs to undertake, to get to a 
point where he feels ‘whole’ once more. From here Abrahams moves from 
community to community, Johannesburg, Cape Town, and then Durban where he 
finally boards a merchantship bound for England. Although well-known by now as a 
poet, he struggles to make ends meet and feels the welter of racism. He knows he 
has to get out of South Africa in order to breathe freely, fully. Tell Freedom is the 
result of the reflection England affords him. It is a remarkable text – the first 
autobiography in English by a black South African – and the more so as it documents 
the first twenty-one years of what must have been a truly difficult coming to 
consciousness. 

Re-telling a life: Eskia Mphahlele 

That life (bios) can at the best of times become ‘mere fragments’ is borne out by 
Es’kia Mphahlele’s autobiographies, Down Second Avenue and Afrika My Music . From 
its opening sentence, reminiscent of Abrahams’ own experience, Down Second 
Avenue registers bewilderment: ‘I never knew why we – my brother, sister and I – 
were taken to the country when I was five’ (11). Bewilderment as a child is at best 
temporary, but in Mphahlele’s case it forms a leitmotif . His consciousness struggles 
to break through, and awareness is very slow to envelop the self. This of course is 
compounded by the early age at which this seemingly incomprehensible world 
becomes apparent to him as we notice in the first sentence. He is constantly at sea 
moving in ways that are not of his own choosing or volition. After his mother comes 
to fetch the children back to Pretoria, he is thrown into the urban slum of 
Marabastad: he is just as suddenly yanked back to the city as when he was 
‘shanghaied’49 to the paternal village: 
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I never dreamt that I should go back to the city, which I couldn’t picture in 
my mind anyway … Three things stick out in my mind about those few 
days. The few days when whatever hand it was that drove the train of my 
life across the trackless wilds suddenly decided to take a capricious turn. 
First, my grandmother cried. I had only seen her cry at revival services in 
the Methodist church house. I knew my mother couldn’t just come in the 
middle of the year like that to move a hard-hearted mother-in-law to tears 
with a kind of domestic joke. Secondly, my mother shook our lousy rags 
and scrubbed us clean and wrapped us in brand new clothes … Thirdly, 
those bright lights we found on Pietersburg station after travelling many 
miles of dusty road. (23-5) 

His brief sojourn in the village gives him an ancestral identity which would later be 
eradicated by urbanisation. He labels the chapter ‘The Tribe’ as a way of showing, at 
one level, the vestiges of tribal life, and at another, the disintegration of the same 
tribe through urbanisation. This is the process that Nationalist Party policies would 
later try to reverse, policies that decreed a black person had only one (tribal) 
identity.  

His introduction to slum life is also an introduction to his parents’ fragile 
relationship, so that when it breaks down the whole family joins his maternal 
grandmother’s home in the Second Avenue of the title. The grim existence begins, 
and Mphahlele describes it with an acute sense of remembered pain. With school a 
terrifying environment, home uncomfortable because of overcrowding, and the world 
outside hemmed about by racist practice, it is no wonder the autobiographical 
subject alludes to these early mingled memories as a ‘jumble’. Rational, linear 
ordering is impossible with conflicting memories underlined by loss: ‘No use trying to 
put the pieces together. Pieces of my life. They are a jumble. My father’s image 
keeps coming back only to fade. I can’t think of him but as a harsh, brutal, cold 
person.’(74-5). For a sensitive personality, this must have seemed the harshest of 
times. Here a sense of self is seemingly denied a chance to grow since it has to 
emerge out of other experiences that should make sense, and consciousness must 
be moulded by such experiences. Hence the leitmotif of bewilderment: ‘All the way 
to Sunnyside in the morning I was confused. I wondered whether this was the sort 
of life one was to continue to live until one’s death…’ (50). Even in high school, this 



 

 140 

sense of life lacking purpose persists: ‘I hadn’t the slightest idea what high school 
education was for, and for a long time I was bewildered’ (125). The one thing that 
does break through his foggy mind is what his station in life is designed to be, and 
thus he begins to see a chink through which he forges his identity: 

For the first time in my life, when I was at St. Peter’s, an awareness was 
creeping into me: an awareness of the white man’s ways and aims. There 
was complete harmony between us and white teachers at school and 
between them and the African staff. And yet no one, Brother Roger or the 
Principal, or the Community fathers, ever said anything about the attitude 
they thought we should adopt towards whites and white authority outside 
school. Slowly I realized how I hated the white man outside the wall[s?] of 
St. Peter’s. (126) 

This awareness, as it dawns, is important: it draws distinctions concerning behaviour 
that are racial and human. The relationship at St Peter’s is harmonious, an island in a 
sea of racial tensions and discordance. The distinction between one set of white men 
and another points to the humanistic level at which Mphahlele operates, rather than 
to a totalising and counter-racist attitude. Since the staff is African, the observation 
also qualifies how he views employer-employee relationships. Having grown up in a 
situation where his grandmother, mother and aunt were domestic workers, it is a 
salient point, for he then knows that this harmonious relationship is rare outside the 
walls of St. Peter’s. It is an inclusive awareness, therefore, declaring as it does a 
sense of his identity in relation to others about him.  

It is here, too, that he meets Peter Abrahams, who at this stage is working 
hard at being a poet. Abrahams was writing verse influenced by Marcus Garvey, the 
Jamaican activist who advocated a return to Africa by African-Americans. Writing on 
this aspect of Mphahlele’s encounter with Abrahams’ verse, Gilfillan (165) makes an 
important observation: 
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He recalls Abrahams’s poetic celebration of blackness in the tradition of 
Marcus Garvey: “I remember how morose the verse was: straining to 
justify and glorify the dark complexion with the I’m-black and proud of it 
theme (Mphahlele in Down Second Avenue, 128). Indeed, given the 
“either/or” – in Abrahams’s case, the “neither/nor” – logic of official race 
classification, it was predictable that Abrahams would reject the 
classification “coloured” and embrace instead (however briefly) the 
Africanism of Marcus Garvey. Mphahlele’s recollection of Abrahams at St. 
Peter’s is more than a little satiric. By representing a desperate Abrahams 
attempting to assume a “black” or African identity, Mphahlele distances 
himself from the quest for identity through the valorisation of blackness. 
He implies, moreover, that Africans such as himself had neither access to 
nor need for theories that “justify and glorify the dark complexion”: “I 
remember him vividly talking about Marcus Garvey, taking it for granted 
we must know him.” (Mphahlele in Down Second Avenue, 128) 

Gilfillan’s reading of the encounter is important since, in exile years later, Mphahlele 
would go on to challenge even the exponents of blackness celebrated by Leópold 
Senghor as disciples of ‘Negritude’. What Gilfillan demonstrates, of course, is the 
contrasting swirls of conscious decisions someone like Abrahams attempted to make 
in rejecting the official identity meted out to him, showing too that at this point in 
Abrahams’s life identity was a critical issue that found a creative outlet. Later, 
Mphahlele had reason to change his mind about Abrahams. As an M.A. student, he 
says: ‘When I read Abrahams’s books I began to understand what it must have 
meant to him to want to justify himself’ (195).  

While Mphahlele may satirise Abrahams’s quest, he himself was not having 
matters made easy by his own growing sensibility. As his awareness unfolds, this 
sensibility becomes a niggling ‘foe’: 

I was restless. My sensitivity was a foe at the time. I took offence at the 
slightest remark from the white man if I vaguely suspected that it was 
meant for me. I had chronic emotional upsets, so that the more I tried to 
think things out the faster my spleen seemed to fill up. (137) 
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It does not ease matters that at the time he has these emotional upsets he is 
working as a messenger in a lawyer’s office in Pretoria. Being a messenger in itself is 
a lowly position, but it brings its own share of bruises to the sensitive person. Whites 
with whom Mphahlele interacted did not make it easier:  

…‘yes, John,’ here; ‘yes, Jim,’ there; what do you want, boy?’ here ... 
That girl who phoned an official next door and said in Afrikaans: ‘---, here 
is the Kaffir with the documents.’ The old man who tottered up to me and 
said, ‘Jim, where is the General Post Office?’ The post office clerk who 
shouted across the counter: ‘If you Kaffirs doesn’t bloody well stand 
straight in line I won’t serve you.’ One insult after another came back, 
fresh and poisonous, to plague my sleepless hours… (137-8) 

What the extract illustrates is that, coupled with what would by now be a growing 
sense of self, the autobiographical subject grapples with two irreconcilable 
processes: understanding his world and his place in it, and also, making up a 
coherent sense of himself and his apparent loss of dignity. If forming an identity 
goes hand in glove with a right to dignity, the extract demonstrates that for the 
white man and woman in South Africa this was not the case when it came to 
Africans. The same nonchalant insults, and their seeming inexplicable casualness, are 
understated in the autobiographies of Plomer and Campbell. There wasn’t much 
conscious thought as to the insults. They were a way of life.  

The quest for an identity with which Mphahlele’s autobiography opens is 
consolidated in the life by a number of circumstances: he starts writing fiction in 
order to better understand his world, becomes a teacher, expelled for daring to 
question the provisions of the Bantu Education Bill, and a fiction editor on Drum 
Magazine in Johannesburg. Importantly, he constantly realises that in a way the 
urbanised African was becoming a new person with the demise of the tribal system. 
While the authorities stress the development of Africans ‘along their own lines’, he 
notes that: ‘We couldn’t see the lines and footprints. They got so mixed up with 
other footprints in the course of time, and the winds had been blowing away some, 
too’ (166). In a number of ways this statement anticipates post-coloniality, the 
hybridisation of intermingling cultures and the constantly shifting borders and 
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limitations that such an intermingling entails, and which in turn produces dynamic 
identities. For as Edward Said notes, cultures tend to 

cross national boundaries, [and] defy the police action of simple dogma, 
and loud patriotism. Far from being unitary or monolithic or autonomous 
things, cultures actually assume more “foreign” elements, alterities, 
differences, than they consciously exclude. (1993, 15)  

 The dynamic identities of Mphahlele and his contemporaries’ were hybrid 
identities, able to mediate western influences with African ones. This was what the 
state did not want and actively worked against. Because of immense frustration as a 
fiction editor, he knew, like Abrahams before him, that in order to freely breathe and 
to fulfil his potential he had to leave South Africa. An African with a Masters degree 
in English Literature, he was not going to be of any use in a country that consciously 
prevented Africans from personal growth beyond ‘certain forms of labour’. In one of 
the interludes that punctuate the chronological narrative, he notes both the irony 
and the choices open to him: 

Of course, the easiest way out would be to leave the soul in this cage, 
and start a new life, resolve to fling ambition to the winds, and just 
become a thoroughly sensuous animal; leave aspirations, ambition, 
ideals, planning and aesthetics to the elect. Or you might deny existence 
of that in you which cherishes ambition and the rest, and seek no more 
than food, shelter, clothing. What joy and abundant satisfaction they must 
derive from life who did not wish for anything more than the bare 
necessities, like an ox! Or you might booze all extra-physical stirrings out 
of your system, as so many, oh so many, educated Africans do…But of 
course once sensitive to things that are, enough to know that they weren’t 
there and should be, you know you couldn’t go back, could you? And 
your tribal cord had long, oh so long been severed and all talk about 
Bantu culture and the Black man developing along his own lines was just 
so much tommy rot. You just felt the world getting too small for you, ever-
contracting and shutting you in. (202-3)    
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It is in this instance, therefore, that, rather than give up those ambitions, suppress 
those stirrings that would have him subsist as an ox, Mphaphele chose exile. He 
notes, of course, that the Verwoerdian dream of separate development is ‘tommy 
rot’. To have done so as far back as 1959 shows remarkable perspicacity, and to live 
to see the demise of the system of apartheid was immensely satisfying. This sort of 
foresight may be contrasted with the inanity of positions a reader picks up in, say, 
K.D. Matanzima’s maudlin text Independence My Way (1976). Matanzima was one of 
the brutal ‘homeland’ leaders who, in 1976, chose Pretoria’s offer of ‘independence’ 
for the Transkei in the present day Eastern Cape Province. Apart from anything else, 
the text reveals how ethnicised identities were to an extent taken up by some South 
Africans and used for ostensible political gain.     

In exile Mphahle le was to have a life-long engagement with issues of identity. 
From the publication of occasional essays in journals such as Présence Africaine to 
The African Image (1974) and beyond, issues of identity were to engage his 
attention. Always, he was profoundly aware of the constant ‘dialogue of two selves’, 
‘between two streams of consciousness: the present and the living past’ (Gilffillan, 
173). Indeed, his dialogic notion of identity makes sense when viewed against the 
backdrop of what Homi K. Bhabha discusses. Bhabha makes the point that  

identity is never a priori a finished product; it is only ever the problematic 
of access to an image of totality [which] marks the site of ambivalence. Its 
representation is spatially split – it makes present something that is 
absent – and temporally deferred: it is the representation of a time that is 
always there, a repetition. (1994: 51) 

Formulating selves: Bloke Modisane 

A distinctly individualised and communal voice pervades William ‘Bloke’ 
Modisane’s autobiography, Blame Me on History. In this text, Modisane extends the 
ambivalence, the hybridity of the other autobiographies discussed so far. From the 
provocative title suggesting the author as a mistake of history, the self as an 
historical subject inscribes the processes by which he views himself as a ‘mistake’ of 
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history. For instance, the text eschews (conventional) chronological ordering of the 
narratorial self, and it is also significant in that it was written at the apogee of self -
exile as a choice open to Black South Africans, when Modisane left the country in 
1959. Nineteen sixty was to be a watershed year in South African politics. For in that 
year the Sharpeville Massacre conscientised a hitherto uncomprehending world to 
the brutalities of apartheid, a year in which armed insurrection by the African 
National Congress and the Pan-African Congress became a reality. What followed 
after 1960 in terms of South African autobiographical writings could not ignore these 
seismic changes to the body politic, except as an act of wilful self -blinding. Indeed, 
Modisane chooses a moment in time that demonstrates the tearing down of 
certainties, and compacts such destruction with his self . This communal self acts as a 
voice protesting at the loss of place in much the same way as do sections of Trevor 
Huddleston’s autobiographical text Naught for Your Comfort (1956). The 
autobiography begins with the destruction of Sophiatown, the freehold African 
suburb whose demolition began on February 10, 1955 and took all of three years to 
complete. Modisane articulates a communal death and sees it as the death of 
something within himself: 

Something in me died, a piece of me died, with the dying of Sophiatown; 
it was the winter of 1958, the sky was a cold blue veil which had been 
immersed in a bleaching solution and then spread out against a concave, 
the blue filtering through, and tinted by a powder screen of grey; the sun, 
like the moon of the day, gave off more light than heat, mocking me with 
its promise of warmth – a fixture against the grey-blue sky – a mirror 
deflecting the heat and concentrating upon me in my Sophiatown only a 
reflection. (1986, 5) 

Here Modisane strives for a language that can best capture his sense of alienation. 
He describes how he walks through the shattered suburb, mentioning the names of 
those whose houses were long ago torn down until he stands on the ruins of his own 
former home. Standing on these ruins, he further accentuates his sense of loss: 
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The house in which I had been born was now ground into the dust and it 
seemed appropriate that I should be standing there, as if to witness the 
closing of a cycle of my life in its destruction; my friends were leaving the 
country, Ezekiel Mphahlele had taken a job in Nigeria, the Millners were 
gone to Ireland, Arthur Maimane was in Ghana, and soon the crew of 
‘Come Back Africa’ would be leaving. (1986, 10) 

It is from this position of alienation and desolation that Modisane begins to unravel 
his sense of self, his growing up in Sophiatown and how with its death he chooses to 
flee the country. The sense that this enforced uprooting was an injustice provides 
the narrating self with a launch pad to view his life teleologically as forever linked 
with this event and place. This is observable when he describes what Sophiatown 
mean to the community: 

Whatever else Sophiatown was, it was home; we made the desert bloom; 
made alterations, converted half-verandas into kitchens, decorated 
houses and filled them with music. We were house-proud. We took the 
ugliness of life in a slum and wove a kind of beauty; we established 
bonds of human relationships which set a pattern of communal living, far 
richer and more satisfying – materially and spiritually – than any model 
housing could substitute. The dying of a slum is a communal tragedy, 
anywhere. (1986, 16)    

Describing the same destruction of a community in which he had lived for twelve 
years, Huddleston is more blunt: 
 

[W]e had to keep the citizens of Johannesburg awake to the plain truth 
that the Government’s scheme was not slum-clearance but robbery: 
robbery carried out in the interests of and under pressure from the 
neighbouring white suburbs : a political manoeuvre. (1956, 139) 

In a similar vein, Modisane extrapolates the myriad laws which had kept him at bay 
as a ‘native’ (in much the same way as awareness grows in Mphahlele). School 
becomes the place for a questioning self to interrogate what could not be 
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substantiated by observable reality, and, in making sure that he passes 
examinations, Modisane adopts flattery while disagreeing with his systematic 
manipulation. Knowing that the history teacher, for instance, could not in any way 
answer pertinent questions on the origins of his subjugation, he subverts the 
intentions of the school system. Commenting on his history lessons and growing 
awareness, he writes: 

[H]istory revealed that truth may have a double morality standard; the 
white man petitioned history to argue his cause and state his case, to 
represent the truth as he saw it; he invoked the aid and the blessing of 
God in subjugating the black man and dispossessing him of his land. It 
was impossible to understand history, it showed a truth I could not 
accept, so I learned my history of South Africa like a parrot, I reproduced 
the adjectives describing African chiefs, and for external examinations I 
added a few of my own adjectives to flatter the white examiners…And 
there in Sophiatown I seemed to be walking on the pages of history, a 
broken, defeated soldier, crushed and humiliated… (1986, 45-6)  

What the passage reveals is a hybridity that arises if such a process of 
acculturation is denied. On the one hand, the history books describe pre-colonial 
African leaders in unflattering terms (‘malicious’, ‘venomous’, ‘inhuman’, ‘beastly’, 
‘godless’) which makes the sensitive mind recoil from them, cutting the link of 
identification with that Africa, while in the present the self is told it must grow above 
a particular station, that it would need at least two thousand years to approximate 
‘European civilisation’ (the same kind of alienation Mphahle le mulls over when 
contemplating the non-physical needs of his narrating self). The conflicting messages 
create in Modisane an aesthete’s personality caught between two cultures but 
expected to glorify one that he intuitively knows is not authentic. Having grown up in 
an urban environment with limited cultural outlets for black South Africans, Modisane 
nevertheless learns to appreciate art and music and to enjoy further reading as a 
result of his work as a journalist for Drum magazine and later as music reviewer for a 
newspaper called Golden City Post. Paradoxically, for him and others, being so 
educated and holding ‘respectable’ jobs causes further alienation from the 
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community. In effect, the split in identity is felt on both sides of the divide, as the 
following extract illustrates: 

I am an eternal alien between two worlds; the Africans call me a 
‘Situation’, by Western standards I am uneducated. If I had my life again, 
although I would select to be black, I would want a university education, 
to read philosophy, social psychology and history; in my loneliness I tried 
to learn too much and live too many lives, I tried to concentrate 2,000 
years into thirty. Perhaps Dr Verwoerd is right: Natives should not be 
educated beyond certain forms of labour. The inadequate education I 
received is responsible for my unrequited hunger…(1986, 218) 

Since the African community recognises his situatedness as an in-between 
personality, Modisane tries to join the very world whose culture he presumes to 
share to some limited extent. However, the strict laws on separation of the races 
laws make it impossible even to mix with enlightened whites:  

I was alienated by a culture which at the same time imposed upon me an 
observance of its values; but there was always present the provision that 
if I was law-abiding and accepted the denials of this discriminating 
civilisation, that if I conducted myself – even though I was subhuman – 
like a civilised man, I might, God willing, be accepted and welcomed into 
the exclusive club in about 2,000 years. I am a freak, I do presume an 
appreciation for Western music, art, drama and philosophy; I can 
rationalise as well as they (educated whites) and using their own systems 
of assumptions, I presume myself civilised and then set about it by writing 
a book with the title, Blame Me on History which is an assumption that if I 
am a freak it should not be interpreted as a failure of their education for a 
Caliban, but a miscalculation of history. (1986, 178-9) 

In an attempt to escape his dilemma, Modisane begins to write short stories, 
but this soon proves inadequate, just as political involvement soon reveals itself to be 
less than fulfilling. It is then that he takes a bizarre decision: to enjoy life to the 
fullest and to make love to as many women as is physically possible. It is a 
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counterpoint to the alcoholism as a bane of educated Africans that Mphahlele writes 
about. Modisane develops morbid habits: 

It became a moment of urgency in my life that before they lead me into a 
South African jail or my mutilated body is lowered into the cold earth, I 
must have savoured every pleasure, languished upon the taste of every 
experience of vice, and thus demonstrated an appreciation of the life I 
was permitted to live. I searched for new vices, did research into little-
explored experiences; sought out and devoured anything vaguely 
pornographic, and then turned round looking for rationalisations, a 
philosophy to justify the depravity of my life. (1986, 207) 

In trying to confirm his humanity, his manhood (he sees racism itself as inherently 
male-oriented), Modisane goes the way of most sexists and it is about such moments 
of crisis in his narrated life that South African critics in general have had vociferous 
disagreements. Having shunned political involvement of any kind, he seeks his 
salvation in depravity, while aware of the overwhelming loneliness that conquest 
after conquest engenders. Even inter-racial love affairs prove particularly risky 
because of the then Immorality Act and the Prohibition of the Mixed Marriages Act. 
His marriage to Fiki Plaatje fails precisely because he has conditioned himself not to 
feel, not to pay attention to those who profess love to him. Being denied a 
scholarship to study in the United States does not ease matters, and at some point 
he curses the country: ‘I do not care to be South African, nor do I particularly feel 
myself persuaded to become Christian in accordance with the doctrine of a faith so 
heavily putrified by the ethics of Calvinism’ (1986, 179). His attempts to acquire 
British citizenship for Fiki and himself are thwarted, and, having no passport, Fiki 
refuses to go on what she sees as a reckless dash for the unknown. Determined to 
leave, Modisane resists all forms of maternal pressure to stay. Without a passport 
and with little prospects of obtaining one, he chose to escape the country using the 
trans-national trains running between South Africa and its neighbours. Knowing the 
holiday spirit of a long weekend in the country, he correctly gauged that security 
during such a spell of merrymaking and relaxation would be lax. Like the opening to 
the text, the closing paragraph captures the poignancy of the departure: 
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Then the train entered and puffed its way out of Mafeking, and South Africa and 
everything I have known, loved and hated remained behind me. I was out of South 
Africa. But it was no victory or solution, the compulsive agony was still with me, the 
problem was still with me … [M]y physical life in South Africa had ended. (1986, 311) 

 
 
The narrator points to a physical excision of himself from South Africa. That 

also concludes the narrative, but he does not give an account of his life outside of 
the country, as though his rootedness is to a place, a milieu, and a locality. The end 
of a South African physical life obviously does not mean the end of life itself, and 
precisely because he chooses not to narrate that other aspect of his life in other 
countries (much like Mphahlele, who revisits his re-entry into South Africa after exile 
in Afrika My Music ) readers are then tied to ‘the tyranny of place’ in the life of an 
individual and community. In a sense, it is a way of tying up the title to the locality, 
as if to say: ‘I am what I am because of this place, this system, these people, and 
what comes after is not as crucial in my formation and identification as these 
indelible years of my life’. His daily existence seems a repetition of the same, as he 
notes: 

I PROHIBIT YOU! I prohibit you! I prohibit you! Whenever I turned – in my 
mind, in waking hours, in my sleep – this was the confrontation glaring at 
me; it shouted at me out of the legislature, the Church, in the streets, I 
saw it in men’s eyes, in the anger of their impatience, and like the sun 
against the sky it was fixed implacable in the soul of the white man (1986, 
205). 

This alienating environment is echoed in Mphahlele’s autobiography. How he chafes 
at these billboard warnings at all times! Having experienced such a constant denial of 
his hybridity, Modisane eschews further discussion of what the world outside South 
Africa must have been like, which is in itself a powerful indictment of the country 
(Gilfillan, 165). Modisane went to live in exile, first in England, and died in March 
1986 in Dortmund in the then West Germany.   
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Out of Africa: Trevor Huddleston 

The ambivalent lack of, yet presence of, identification reflected in the texts above is 
mediated in part by Trevor Huddleston’s thoughts on what it means to be a South 
African. Having spent almost fifteen years in South Africa, and most of it in 
Sophiatown, Huddleston was an eye witness, and as a man of God lived  faith to the 
fullest. As a priest of the chapel of St. Mary Magdalene in the Church of Christ the 
King in Sophiatown, Huddleston experienced his milieu and its struggles as one of 
the community. As such, his autobiography is less a literary or even political work 
than an indictment of apartheid South Africa. The text does not begin as most others 
discussed here with childhood experiences, growing up and reaching maturity. It 
begins with what his commitments are. He narrates how his taking of vows was to 
map the course of his resistance to racial discrimination in South Africa: 

When, fifteen years ago, I stood before the High Altar in our great and 
beautiful church at Mirfield, to make my vows, I knew what I was doing. I 
knew amongst other things that the vow of obedience, willingly and freely 
taken, would inevitably involve not the surrender of freedom (as is often 
supposed) but the surrender of free-will. I knew that it would involve, 
some day, somewhere, the taking-up or the laying down of a task 
entrusted to me by the Community, a task to be done not by myself 
alone, and therefore not dependent upon my own desires and wishes. I 
knew what I was doing. I was glad to do it. I am still glad, and thankful, to 
have done it. For it is this vow of obedience which alone gives man the 
strength, when he most needs it, to die parting from what he loves. (1956, 
13-14) 

The opening makes the reader aware of the sense of commitment the subject is 
capable of. It is this sense of commitment to the Church in particular and to human 
kind in general that affords Huddleston the uncompromising stance he takes during 
the time he spends in South Africa. While the reader might get a sense of what 
South Africa was like in 1945 and onwards in  historical tomes (such as, for instance, 
Tom Lodge’s Black Politics in South Africa Since 1945) the human side of such a 
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narration (as history surely narrativises), the lived experience under cruel 
circumstances surely belongs to autobiographical texts. Huddleston’s text addresses 
in large measure Karl Weintraub’s suggestion that readers ought to put themselves 
in the position of the writing subject: 

The dominant autobiographic truth is, therefore, the vision of the pattern 
and meaning of life which the autobiographer has at the moment of 
writing his autobiography. Autobiography cannot be read in a truthful 
manner if the reader cannot, or will not, recapture the standpoint, the 
point of view of the autobiographer as autobiographer. (1975, 827) 

That Huddleston is a man of the cloth, a priest and monk, makes it 
imperative that our sense of what is truthful in the narrative be confirmed: it seems 
profane to even question his viewpoint. His understanding of past events, what they 
signify and the role he feels bound to play in them makes one crucial point: in 
organising his text, the narrating subject wishes to account for his vow of obedience. 
Hence the chapters will highlight the disparities, the hardship of black lives within 
post-World War II South Africa, without necessarily striving for an episodic, 
chronological order. The point of identification with the community in which he lives 
is placed early in the text: 

What I shall try to avoid is that common persistent error in all such 
assessments – the attempt to be impartial. By this I mean that I shall write 
this book as a partisan, for I believe that Christians committed in the field 
of human relationships are partisan, I believe that, because God became 
Man, therefore human nature in itself has a dignity and a value which is 
infinite. I believe that this conception necessarily carries with it the idea 
that the State exists for the individual, not the individual for the State. Any 
doctrine based on racial or colour prejudice and enforced by the State is 
therefore an affront to human dignity and “ipso facto” an insult to God 
himself. It for this reason that I feel bound to oppose not only the present 
Government of the Union of South Africa but the legislation which flows 
from this policy. (1956, 16) 
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With this sort of understanding of human relations, Huddleston was to become a 
major critic of the South African government. The text, written in exile in England 
after the Community of the Resurrection decided that he was in danger of 
imprisonment, takes a moralistic stance against the imposed and enforced identities 
that the government wished to make a given. The suppression of personal liberties 
(as exemplified in Modisane’s and Mphahlele’s texts) was anathema to Huddleston. 
While choosing every terrain in which to advance his view of this abhorrence, he was 
of course raising the ire of state officials and was labelled ‘disloyal to South Africa’. 
He wrote in particular to sections of the English press describing the lack of civil 
liberties faced by Black South Africans, the erosion of their humanity. And he did not 
agree to being labelled a traitor to the country: 

I cannot accept that criticism, for I feel convinced that the Christian has a 
loyalty which stands above – far above – such considerations. Apart from 
the need to arouse the Christian conscience in the world, there was in my 
heart, from that moment in clear and unmistakable form, the desire to 
identify myself with the African people in their struggle for human rights 
and personal freedom … identification means more than words, more 
than speeches. For the Christian, so it seems to me, it is part of the life of 
faith itself. It is this mystery which finds its very expression in the Stable 
of Bethlehem: God, Almighty and Eternal, identifying Himself with man at 
his most helpless, with Man in his utter littleness and poverty … I have 
knelt in the sanctuary of the lovely church in Rosettenville and washed 
the feet of African students, stooping to kiss them. In this also I have 
known the meaning of identification. The difficulty is to carry the truth into 
Johannesburg, into South Africa, into the world. (1956, 57-58) 

Huddleston surely is aware of the huge irony of this extract: by using the Christian 
faith to attack a doctrine of racial discrimination supposedly supported by the Bible, 
he exasperates Afrikaner dominees beyond description. In chapter Four, he tries to 
understand the foundations of such a philosophical-religious outlook as that 
espoused by the Dutch Reformed Church. The Church was a powerful psychological 
crutch in the lives of Afrikaners, and what it preached and taught was not challenged 
(at least until dissidents such as Beyers Naude, then moderator of the Nederlands 
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Gereformeerde Kerk, came onto the scene in the early Seventies to say apartheid 
was wrong and anti-God). Dutch Reformed adherents were taught that South African 
differences were not politically engineered but ‘eschatological’: 

I do not think it is an exaggerated view of the underlying belief of the 
Dutch Reformed Church. And it is a view held and preached by the 
minister in the pulpit. With all its faults and errors, the Dutch Reformed 
Church seems to have succeeded where many other Christian bodies 
have failed, in giving its lay members a theological outlook in life … 
Basically the Dutch Reformed Church cannot conceive of a relationship 
between black and white in this world which is in any sense real or 
tangible in terms of love. Perhaps at the end of time. in the last days 
(which is what eschatology means) it may be possible. (1956, 51) 

It is against this viewpoint of a church favouring the doctrine of racism that 
Huddleston bridles. Indeed, the motivation for writing this autobiography is partly 
based on his heroic efforts to stop the removal of blacks from Sophiatown 50. 
Providing official reasons why this removal was deemed necessary (and 
foreshadowing the mass removals of the sixties and seventies of ‘surplus peoples’) 
Huddleston is uncompromising: 

The “problem” of the Western Areas was added to all other “problems” of 
South Africa. But basically the issue is dead simple. It was just this: that 
white Johannesburg had encroached on black Johannesburg, and so, 
naturally, black Johannesburg must move on. MUST MOVE ON. That is 
why the Western Areas Scheme is so terribly important to the Christian: 
or rather, why it ought to be. An African freehold township, established for 
fifty years, can be uprooted and totally destroyed, because it is 
contiguous with a European suburb. The question of right or wrong does 
not make any relevance. The story of Naboth’s vineyard rings no bell. 
Arguments soundly based on economics, or town-planning and on 
history, have no meaning whatsoever. If a black township stands where a 
white suburb wants to stand, the township must go. We can think of a 
justification afterwards. (1956, 138) 
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It might be easy for the reader to decide that this accusation is excessive and 
therefore false, but secondary readings such as Tom Lodge’s Black Politics in South 
Africa since 1945 (and its updated version) would be enough to bring a sense of 
objectivity to such a view. As Huddleston further reiterates, his anger is against this 
blatant opportunism and prejudice that lacks Christian moorings: 

I weep because the Western Areas Removal Scheme, and the uprooting 
of sixty thousand people, is being carried out with the connivance of the 
Christian conscience of Johannesburg. I weep because in spite of all we 
tried to do, we have failed so utterly to uphold principle against prejudice, 
the rights of persons against the claims of power. (1956, 143) 

Huddleston lived a rather unusual creed as a South African: he was imbued with the 
ethos of practising what he preached at a time when ideas of racial superiority and 
inferiority were in their prime. And yet he had the common touch to make friends 
with any person within and without the community of Sophiatown. He was 
instrumental, as he narrates, in starting the African Feeding Scheme (feeding 
destitute school children and thus guaranteeing them at least one meal a day), the 
building of the Orlando Swimming Baths (which still stand, and which this writer has 
used), the emergence of the Huddleston Jazz Band (which gave Hugh Masekela, 
amongst others, a start to his brilliant musical career), the Newclare Squatters Fund, 
and a host of other commendable ventures of community service. And amidst all 
these there has been his ability to shame the wealthy into giving generously to his 
requests (much as Mandela does now, shaming big business into building schools 
and health centres in the more under-developed areas of the country). Thus the 
complications of race in South Africa need to be mediated by an understanding that 
matters of such profundity have significant areas of grey within them. Huddleston at 
some point was under serious threat of imprisonment, possibly even bodily harm. 
The Community of the Resurrection recalled him to England, where he was to a 
launch an impressive second phase of his engagement with the South African state 
as an anti-apartheid activist. When he died, his ashes were returned to the re-named 
Sophiatown and consecrated in the Church of Christ the King. This was as he wished, 
for as he writes in the text, his memories are intricately tied to Sophiatown: 
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My recollection of Sophiatown will always be set in the context of the 
laughter of children: the swimming pool on a summer day, with the mass 
of glistening brown bodies and the noise of them splashing and the water 
pea-soup, so thick you cannot see the bottom. It was a good sight and a 
good sound to come to when one had been walking the streets of the city 
or attending some dreary committee of church finance. (1956, 157) 

From Huddleston’s autobiography, the reader is invited to view what other South 
Africans later managed to achieve: cross-racial transcendence. This sort of 
transcendence involves more than interracial contact or exposure. Most of all, it 
involves convictions. It also displays one crucial fact about identity: that it is a 
tenacious and uncompromising aspect of human beings.  

In this chapter I have attempted to analyse how the authors negotiated their 
selves while enmeshed within the discursive fields of their various eras, beginning 
with twentieth-century attitudes towards colonialism and the place of the coloniser 
and the colonised. In particular I have stressed how, even without a conscious effort 
on the part of the subjects, a level of hybridisation became apparent: Campbell, for 
instance, makes bold claims of being able to discourse with every social strata at 
home and abroad. And yet he comes across as an ambivalent person, neither fully 
European nor fully African, something he only resolves through flight to Europe. 
Hybridity in this instance is shunned, even as it imprints itself and gets an airing in 
his poems. The same claim can be made against Plomer, the coloniser who accepts 
(in Albert Memmi’s terms). Both individuals follow the standard model 
autobiographical writing dissected so neatly by Sidonie Smith: that of emphasising 
the individual’s senses as originary loci for knowledge, with a marked preoccupation 
with self-absorption where individual experience is concerned (Campbell more than 
Plomer). The selves portrayed here are those of ‘self -made men’, strongly predicated 
on industriousness, thrift and a special endorsement of human capacities. In both 
texts there is little that shows identification with South Africa other than as a 
backdrop and Muse for their literary output. 

The other models of autobiography I have discussed in this chapter are 
markedly different from Plomer’s and Campbell’s. Abrahams’ text is an assault on 
what it means to be classified ‘coloured’ within the South African milieu. His coming 
to consciousness is problematic because of the negative implications of that identity, 
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and as the state hardens its policy of separate development, he finds himself in a 
situation where he cannot acquiesce in an imposed identity. In essence, Abrahams 
becomes the first recorder of a struggle, as a black person, with the constraints of 
hybridity within an asphyxiating political environment that seeks to encumber his 
true self  as a writer. In order to ‘breathe’, he chooses exile, becoming, at least in 
written form, the country’s first ‘eternal alien’. 

Because of what he believes apartheid did to him, Bloke Modisane writes a 
psychological autobiography that eschews a linear structure, lacks any chronological 
ordering, and bases itself on the tragedy that arises from ‘slum clearance’. As might 
be seen in some political autobiographies, Modisane’s autobiographical subject 
identifies so much with a locale that it becomes inseparable  from him. But in using 
such a narrative strategy, the subject then excoriates his self by suggesting that all 
his life’s ambitions were frustrated by the system under which he matured. The 
destruction therefore of Sophiatown is the destruction of all he and his community 
hold dear. By contrast, Mphahlele uses the conventional style of writing an 
autobiography, with one difference: he uses the leitmotif of bewilderment to 
confound any simplistic reading of his text. That is, he uses this leitmotif to reflect 
and refract any claim that black lives could not have been that extreme. Importantly, 
he also utilises the stream of consciousness technique in the interludes that 
punctuate the text. In these interludes, he pauses the flow of the narrative to make 
broad social commentary, and here the ‘I’ of the autobiography turns to the ‘eye’ of 
the witness. The harsh criticism he meets in the interludes also reflects the hybridity 
that Modisane feels, the notion that, for better or worse, he and his people have 
been de-tribalised and are willing and capable of living within the cultures of the 
twentieth-century. 

Lastly, Huddleston uses the polemical style of autobiography. He is quite clear 
that his form of identification with the plight of the African community of Sophiatown 
in particular is morally correct, and this allows him to lambast apartheid ideology. He 
predicates his polemic on the doctrines of Christianity, and this serves as a foil for 
the belief in the minds of apartheid’s supporters and practitioners that it was actually 
sanctioned by the Bible. Moreover, Huddleston shows the porous nature of ‘race’ as 
understood and experienced in South Africa. This also becomes a major factor in the 
autobiographies of white South Africans who defy separate development.             
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As South Africa enters its own phase of nation-building, it is no longer enough 
simply to view another person as racially different from oneself. Instead, linkages of 
the sort discussed here come to signify new beginnings. The critical phase of 
ambivalence and the hybridity discussed here point to the role culture plays in 
mediating self -conceptualisation and actualisation. That so many South Africans 
could only find fulfilment of their selves outside of the country points to the 
important role of adaptation to other cultures. Access to European cultures in South 
Africa was denied to the ordinary citizen, hence the constant need for flight. Yet the 
lure of home was strong enough for those who survived to see the dawn of a new 
era and return to South Africa as South Africans. New beginnings had to be re-
configured. Such beginnings had to negotiate the ‘‘darkling plain’ that the country 
faced from the Sixties through to the Eighties - the subject of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: ‘Unzima lo mtwalo’: Redemptive suffering and 

Identity in South African Prison & Exile Literature, 1960-1980s 

DESDEMONA: Am I that name, Iago? 

IAGO: What name, fair lady? 

DESDEMONA: Such as she says my lord 
did say I was. 

SHAKESPEARE, Othello, iv. ii 1622 

This chapter explores the genre of prison and exile writing that reflects the decades 
from the 1960s to the 1980s. The two descriptive terms, prison and exile, are placed 
together because prison writing emanates from an impulse that also spurs 
autobiographical works penned in exile. In relation to South Africa, such texts were 
written by individuals who had, at some point, fallen foul of state authorities and 
their authorising apparatus. In some cases, the state had, after often lengthy trials, 
prescribed incarceration, while others had to accept what was called an exit permit, 
which allowed individuals, having been categorised as an ‘undesirable’, to remove 
themselves from South Africa, though they could not, under any circumstances, be 
permitted to return. A desperate choice was to leave the country by unofficial means. 

Those who left South Africa, and those who stayed in prison, had the burden 
of physical and spiritual exile imposed on them, which is what ties these two sets of 
autobiographical writings together. Neither set of exiled individuals was permitted by 
state authorities any form of redemption. Incarcerated persons, on completion of 
their sentence, could be ‘banished’ to a remote part of the country from which they 
did not originate for periods of up to five years at any one time. Such banishment 
involved severe restrictions which proscribed the individual’s daily activities and 



 

 160 

interaction with the local community where they found themselves. A key restriction 
involved a banned or banished person remaining within the confines of their 
residence between the hours of six in the evening and six in the morning during 
weekdays; nor could they leave their domicile between six o’clock on Friday 
afternoon and six o’ clock on the following Monday morning. This even interfered 
with the spiritual lives of detainees as Sundays fell within the restricted times.   

As a form of punishing ‘recalcitrants’, banishment had been retained from the 
1927 Native Administration Act which, at the time, empowered the Governor-General 
to order any tribe or native to proceed forthwith to any designated place and not 
leave it again except by permission. The Act allowed the officers concerned or the 
Native Commissioner to serve any African deemed a problem to be carried without 
prior notice from his home and, with only what possessions which could be carried, 
to be dumped anywhere within South Africa, as a form of internal exile. The most 
harrowing aspect of banishment was its indefiniteness, for the order simply remained 
in force until the government whimsically gave permission for the banished person to 
return home. This Act was used more prominently from the late 1950s and early 
1960s onward following the mass arrests of those suspected of responsibility for the 
pass burning incidents around the country. One direct consequence of pass burning 
was the Sharpeville massacre of March 21 1960. Banning a person, by contrast, was 
carried out in terms of the Suppression of Communism Act of 1950 – first introduced 
in Parliament as the Unlawful Organisations Bill – which allowed the South African 
Minister of Justice to restrict those deemed to oppose apartheid policies. 

A primary concern of this chapter involves the definition of what is 
‘‘autobiographical writing’ and what may be seen as a ‘memoir’. Nicki Hitchott51, in 
an essay published in Research in African Literatures 28(2), makes a subtle 
distinction between autobiographies which ‘simply record a chronological series of 
verifiable facts and those which trace the development of the author’s personality’. 
She sharpens this distinction by classifying the former as a memoir, or a ‘referential’ 
communicative text, and the latter as an ‘emotive’ communicative text. For her, the 
distinction lies in a memoir referring to ‘a context beyond itself, and conveying 
concrete objective information. Autobiography, on the other hand, aims at 
expressing the addresser’s emotional response to a particular situation, rather than 
being a purely referential description of it (1997, 19-20). It is useful to see this 
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distinction as a matter of emphasis. However, I venture to pose a few questions: for 
example, does a record of verifiable facts necessarily preclude authorial/narratorial 
development? Does such a record not, in some instances, involve rather painful and 
spiritually draining episodes that, on closer scrutiny, reveal an emotive response? 
Can emotive responses be carefully delineated according to ‘emphasis’? Hitchcott is 
silent on these matters, and my concern is that too heavy an emphasis may not take 
into account the subtle manner in which individual narrators of specific episodes 
reveal the depth of their emotional response. To base one’s criterion of distinction 
solely on what is seen as ‘emotive’ communication is to miss the various ways in 
which the historical subject (the biological life) may refuse to allow the 
autobiographical subject (the speaking “I” in the narrative) too much emotion. 
Emotions emanating from, say, torture, may be suppressed or even elided from a 
textual account because of shame felt by the historical subject. The point is, some 
texts which detail periods of torture – and are thus referential - may be so painfully 
‘real’ that the scenes being described seep through to the narratee, however pared 
down their construction. However, a scene involving, say, an incarcerated person 
seeing his or her child for the first time in ten years – and is thus significantly 
emotional - may reveal nothing of the depth of anguish such a prisoner-parent may 
feel. Historical subjects can and do choose to be economical with the ‘truth’ of 
verifiable facts.   

My contention is that certain autobiographical texts’ ability to record in 
chronological order verifiable facts should not suffer under the instability of academic 
nomenclature. Such facts impact on the reader to a degree that the space-time 
dimension of narrator and narrattee is reduced to nil, while accounting for the 
narrator’s perceived growth in the eyes of the reader. Redemptive suffering is 
understood here as that form of suffering in which the autobiographical subject 
accepts the suffering in order to ameliorate the larger suffering experienced by those 
with whom he or she identifies. This strategy forms narratorial hooks creating a 
literary chain of textual identifications that cannot survive the strictures such as 
Hitchcott proposes and propagates in her essay. The constant repetition of such 
suffering in diverse texts, and, more importantly, the acceptance of it, means that 
there exists a greater ideal towards which the autobiographical subjects propose to 
journey. Instead, therefore, of seeing a memoir as an instance or chronicle of 
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verifiable facts, perhaps the boundaries Hitchcott constructs need to be made 
contextual, and hence easy to stretch to suit particular circumstances. I am not here 
arguing a case for autobiographical regionalism, but suggesting rather that 
specificities of experience, which allow for the growth of a particular part of a literary 
tradition, might be seen as a criterion for according certain genres the title ‘prison 
literature’ within the world body of literature per se.     

The reluctant fugitive: Frank Chikane 

A key aim of this chapter is to examine further the question of identity construction 
and especially to see if prison/exile autobiographical texts allow for identity’s fullest 
possible realization. Identity in this instance takes on a particular bent since, as 
alluded to above, it is through a tenacious belief in the righteousness of a chosen 
struggle that the historical subject may in a sense ameliorate the suffering of others. 
Such a struggle might also sometimes ends in rather appalling circumstances. This 
should not imply that such suffering is willfully courted as a matter of choice, but 
rather the reverse. In identifying with a social milieu, for instance, the historical 
subjects ought at least to feel themselves duty-bound to undertake what is clearly 
not supportive of a repressive state. An instance of such a choice in fictive writing 
would be the priest in Graham Greene's The Power and the Glory. In Frank Chikane's 
autobiography, No Life of My Own: An Autobiography the historical subject attempts 
to account for his own choice when he begins his narrative with point blank focus on 
this aspect:  
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If I was asked whether I would have liked to live the type of life I am living 
now, I would most certainly have said No. If I was asked to choose a 
particular type or form of life to live, I would have definitely chosen a 
normal life like other people. But now I am living a life that is not my own; 
I am living not for myself but for others. I am living a life full of risks and 
uncertainities, to such a degree that I work on the basis that I could be 
assassinated at any time of my life. It is a life full of detentions, torture 
and treason trials, but no crime, even within the very unjust apartheid 
laws. It is a life full of external pressures that disrupt any form of normal 
family life. My family sees very little of me. My wife, Kagiso, has assumed 
almost all the burdens of the family. She also acts like a single parent. 
Our boys, Obakeng and Otlile will be eight and four by the end of 1988. 
Even when I am not in prison or in hiding, they see very little of me. The 
family knows very little of a ‘Daddy’ who goes out with them – except on 
work trips. (1988: 1) 

A sense of persecution underlies this extract. Chikane brings about the ideas of 
redemptive suffering and identification: he is under constant threat of being 
assassinated, yet he ‘works’ on the basis that he is prepared to die; he is not living 
for himself but for others, and he is adamant that, if he had a choice, he would not 
countenance such a lifestyle. There is a level of awareness (‘I work on the basis’) 
intermingling with an almost resigned acceptance of it all (‘I am living a life full of 
risks and uncertainties’). Acceptance in this instance comes from the fact that while 
he is aware of the risks and uncertainties, he is willing to forego whatever (relative) 
safety may come from a cessation of his ‘work’. He oscillates between unspecified 
‘work’ and prison, involving periods of hid ing, experiences which cause undeclared 
pain except, in Hitchcottian classification, as ‘a record of simple verifiable facts’. The 
autobiographical subject does not say much, but, even from the little we have read 
so far, can we say that he is unemotional? Why, we may ask, does he not ‘give it 
up’? It all implies a process of identification with a larger polity, a larger social milieu 
since he names the source of his troubles, ‘unjust apartheid laws’. While he insists 
that no crime is responsible for his present predicament, surely that sword of 
Damocles hanging over his head is warning enough to those who do not want this 
form of identification not to venture into this kind of identity construction?  
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A quest for identity, under the circumstances he describes, presupposes a 
situation of seemingly reconcilable differences. Writing on this aspect of identity 
construction within autobiography in his doctoral study ‘Order Out of Chaos: Purpose 
and Design in Autobiography’, Frederick Stephen Thompson suggests that the 
autobiographical subject’s quest, and the society’s, must be seen to be converging to 
a point of creativity, since: 

…identity, to realize its greatest potential, must be established in a social 
as well as personal context, the second stage of the autobiographer 
formulating a social role which maintains his personal values and which 
gives his life a moral purpose. A complete resolution of the identity crisis 
cannot occur until the self, no matter how strong in its sense of self-
definition, discovers a constructive association with society. (1975, vi)         

It is in ‘constructive association with society’, the manner of which leads to self -
realisation, that redemptive suffering may be understood. The process is seen by 
Thompson as moral in orientation because the quest, as alluded to above, is for a 
higher ideal. If the Chikane example is anything to go by, this quest supersedes even 
family ties, not in a crude sense, but in a way that makes the family understand that, 
in attempting to come first in the historical subject’s life, it would occlude an 
important aspect of its personality. If ‘identity’ literally means ‘sameness’, then 
something of this quest also involves the active attempt to co-share values and 
principles that are of benefit to the larger milieu within which the self finds itself. 
Historically and culturally, the self has to have a centre from which it draws 
sustenance and in which there exists mutuality. That is to say, the self is determined 
by and influences its environment, its society.  

Terry Eagleton, in an essay on subjectivity, takes on various positions that 
seek to demonstrate that culture and history are important components of the self. 
He writes:  
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There is … absolutely no reason for the postmodernists to persist with 
their tedious straw target of human autonomy as individualist, 
undetermined, monadic, paranoically totalized and the rest. A self-
determining human subject is not one who miraculously conjures him- or 
her-self out of nothing … He or she is rather someone who has been able 
to negotiate his or her freedom within the determinants set upon it by 
nature, and by the right to self-determination of others. It is for this reason 
that all the ponderous chicken-and-egg arguments between ‘humanists’ 
and ‘(post-)structuralists’ about whether the subject or structure came 
first, whether we fashion ourselves or have the job done for us, whether 
we are autonomous or determined, are finally beside the point. For the 
autonomy of the human subject simply means that it is determined in 
such a style as to be able to react back upon those determinations and 
make something new and unpredictable out of its encounter with them. It 
is part of the nature of a subject that it must either continually make 
something of what makes it, or go under, and this is just another way of 
saying that its nature contains an enormous hole where, if it is to survive 
at all, culture and history must implant themselves. (1997, 269)52 

Wa thint’ abafazi: Helen Joseph  

The constant interplay between society, history and culture, together with the self, 
thus offers a way of perceiving subjectivities that accept so momentous a 
phenomenon as redemptive suffering. In Eagleton’s terms, it is foolhardy to ignore 
how much history and culture are inscribed in personalities who make up 
autobiographical subjects. Here life can be seen as a journey that takes the self on a 
meandering but purposeful endeavour. In reflecting on such a journey Helen Joseph, 
in her autobiography Side by Side, alludes to this process: 
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On that day in August 1956, I was already fifty-one. I often wondered how 
it took me so long to find the road to what must surely be the highest 
peaks of my whole life. On that day I walked with seven women at the 
head of a march of 20, 000 women of all races to the Prime Minister of 
South Africa. Looking back now at age eighty, it seems that perhaps for 
twenty years I travelled inevitably, if unknowingly, uncaringly, along this 
road towards that great day and what followed it. As a white in South 
Africa, I belonged to an unjust society, protected, cosseted by the colour 
of my skin. I had left England when I was twenty-two. It was only in my 
forties, during and after the Second World War, that I began to open my 
eyes to the real world around me. (1986, 21) 

It is little wonder that Joseph foregrounds her race in this extract precisely because, 
when she describes how she joined in a march of those women, she was being a 
transgressive. She had chosen to identify herself with what was unusual in an unjust 
society: the course of justice that, in the eyes of her fellow white South Africans, 
would bring the demise of their privileged lifestyle. In this context, Joseph’s 
transgression was all the more remarkable since, for white South Africans, race could 
not be transgressed. To paraphrase Henry Louis Gates, Jr., the growth of race 
consciousness, racism and racialism was coterminous with a shared assumption 
among South Africans that race was a “thing,” an ineffaceable quantity, which 
irresistibly determined the shape and contour of thought and feeling as surely as it 
did the shape and contour of human anatomy (Gates: 1986,3). If we follow the logic 
of her statement, it means that Joseph had contracted out of her ‘race’, that she was 
not behaving as South African society expected her to.  

This account is written in such a way that it collapses the space-time 
chronotopic divide, and allows us to actually determine what it felt like. After the 
presentation of the deputation’s protest to the functionaries of state (the then Prime 
Minister, J.G. Strydom, had refused to meet the delegates), a half -hour period of 
silence was called for and observed by the women:  
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The clock struck three and then a quarter past; it was the only sound. I 
looked at those many faces until they became only one face, the face of 
the suffering black people of South Africa. I know that there were tears in 
my eyes and I think there were many who wept with me. (2)   

In organising, canvassing for, and joining women on this march, Joseph certainly 
placed herself on the path of redemptive suffering, for henceforth her life would 
utterly change. She was then living in a country undergoing rapid political change 
and got caught up in its swirling currents. The change that she underwent was 
gradual, however. It involved much soul-searching, and, as a lecturer in the 
Women’s Auxiliary Air Force during the Second World War, she notes that: 

A new world was opening up for me, a new vision and new knowledge. I 
began to view the South African scene with better-informed eyes. As I 
studied the conditions in which black children struggled for education and 
opportunity, and compared them with how most whites lived, I began to 
feel ashamed of my own position as a white. Talking about democracy 
brought home to me that black people did not share it with me. I had a 
parliamentary vote and they not. As I spelt it out to the WAAFs, so I spelt 
it out for myself, questioning my own values as never before. I did not 
turn immediately into a socialist, but began to see people as human 
beings, regardless of colour, began to have some idea of how the half of 
the South African world lived. To some extent the ties to my comfortable 
civilian way of life were still strong and I could not really see myself living 
any other way … But the seeds were there. (27) 

A remarkable aspect of the Joseph personality is that she does not see what she was 
doing as anything transgressive. There is instead a constant reference to her shame 
because of ‘race’ that reveals humility and an understanding of the difficulties that 
underlie the lives of the ‘other’. Also, in the text the autobiographical self does not 
come across as unremittingly abrasive. And yet, in the socially stifling 1950s of South 
Africa, she chose to live in Johannesburg alone without her husband, Billie Joseph, 
who lived in Durban. She chose not to have a family - which she claims is not much 
of a choice: ‘yet to be totally without a family is not to be envied’ (16). In her mature 
years she finds a purpose which brings her much pain and suffering akin to what 
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Frank Chikane described. A point that makes a strong impression on the narrator is 
the fact that she could, at any time, have chosen flight, have chosen to return to 
England. She does not do this, and indeed makes reference to this much later in her 
text. What she undergoes is a systematic process of victimisation, and her private 
self shrinks at the horror of it. Describing how she is raided the first time, she writes: 

The first raid on my flat appalled me. The very thought of hostile hands 
fingering my private papers, of hostile eyes reading my private letters, 
was utterly repulsive. Yet, since I had chosen the road of public political 
action, I could not hope to escape such police attention. (53)    

Just as Chikane does not have a life of his own, so in this instance Joseph 
illustrates her loss of a private self and she fully understands why – she had chosen 
a difficult role and therefore incurred the wrath of the state apparatus which viewed 
her stance as a threat. The self -effacing stance she adopts in her narrative belies her 
importance in the Congress of Democrats (COD), an extra-parliamentary political 
group that she had joined and of which she was secretary. Its first national president 
was Bram Fischer. The COD was set up with the aim of changing the views of white 
South Africans and worked in close alliance with the African National Congress and 
the Indian National Congress. This alliance had joint committees with its national 
presidents occasionally meeting to plan and evaluate progress. Joseph writes that, in 
any one of the meetings, she was always learning: 

These meetings were especially valuable to me because there I met the 
leaders of the other congresses and from other regions. It was a unique 
privilege. I was always there with our national President and one or two 
others, so I did not have to do much talking myself. I was able to listen 
and admire the stature of these national leaders. I was always learning. 
(43)    

One cannot fail to notice the self -effacement here: she ‘did not have to do much 
talking’; she sits and listens and admires the leaders (mostly men!). One may argue 
that here Joseph adopts a gendered role, but equally that, as a late-comer to politics, 
her fears of making errors are genuinely the reason for her reticence. And yet in 
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terms of what Patricia Meyer Spacks calls ‘female rhetorics’,53 there is an element, 
too, of self -suppression when she hints at her “unworthiness”. It may be a good 
point to remind ourselves of what Jill Conway recognises about female 
autobiographies: 

The history of women’s autobiographical writing in Europe and its 
offshoots underlines the extent to which experience is both shaped by 
gendered difference and subject to the same economic and cultural 
forces which influence the shape and style of male narratives. To begin 
with, women inherited a different tradition from classical antiquity and 
early Christianity than the one which shaped St. Augustine’s 
consciousness. Classical antiquity provided only the myth of the 
Amazons of the female heroic action and saw the image of the physically 
powerful female as monstrous rather than admirable. The fabled Greek 
democracies revered by the post-Renaissance West did not count 
women as citizens and left them out of the political theory which is central 
to the Western ideal of democracy and of citizenship. Although the 
women of the Hebrew Scriptures gave ample evidence of the power to 
rule, and to bear witness, the Pauline influence on the Christian 
Scriptures gave early Christianity its fear of the senses and the injunction 
that women should keep silent in church. Thus the problem of voice for 
European women was acute since their culture defined them as 
incompetent in or irrelevant to two core areas of speculation about life, 
politics and theology. (1998, 11) 

Because Joseph believes herself to have been ‘privileged’ to work with so 
many ‘worthy’ leaders, this sense of not-quite fitting in is a constant refrain in the 
text. It is as though Joseph doubts her ability to make a meaningful contribution 
both in the theorising and strategising on aspects of the struggle. She seems, at 
times, to suffer culturally (as a western woman) and from a perception of patriarchy 
within the African National Congress, though of course she sees her participation as 
a 'privileged' one. An example of the sense of 'privilege' is the following, where she 
listens to the witness Nelson Mandela speaking from the dock: 



 

 170 

Listening to Nelson, I realised again the grandeur and prestige of the 
African National Congress. Even though I was banned, detained and 
facing a charge of high treason, I wondered how I could ever have 
deserved to be so honoured as to be close to these leaders of the 
Congress Alliance. How could I really have come so far in less than ten 
years, after my fruitless existence during so many years of my life? (95)  

Joseph, in this instance, goes to the leitmotif with which she started the text: her 
supposed blindness to the real situation in South Africa. By her own admission, she 
has developed a political self in a relatively short period of time. Equally, the 
autobiographical subject makes it a point that the idea of identifying with the 
personalities she respects is also an acceptance of her bannings, detentions and 
possible incarceration, which the historical subject experienced. Joseph believes she 
does not deserve to have been singled out as a trialist, but the state views her as a 
dangerous person and labels her a communist and she joins the national leaders in 
the dock as the Treason Trial begins: 

After my flat was searched I was driven to a police station to be 
fingerprinted for the first time in my life. I was subjected to it on many 
occasions later, but that first time was a horrible experience. I had my 
hand seized and my thumb roughly pressed down onto an inked pad. 
Then all my fingers in turn and then the other hand. It made me feel as 
though I had been convicted already, but I scarcely knew of what, for 
treason still meant nothing … I knew that even in South African law, an 
accused is presumed innocent until found guilty, but I didn’t feel that this 
was the case at all! What with fingerprinting and a police escort, I felt like 
what I was: a prisoner. (54)  

Joseph’s criminalisation is as acutely felt as her being served with a five-year 
banning order in the middle of the trial itself. After the trial, she has a brief respite 
during which she investigates the experience of those banished to internal exile. In 
this instance her identification, coming so close after the treason trial, is complete. 
The harrowing experiences of the banished she would later publish as Tomorrow’s 
Sun. Having identified with the oppressed, and having vowed to fight with them ‘side 
by side’, she undergoes further difficulties: 



 

 171 

On 13 October 1962, I became the first person in South Africa to be put 
under house arrest. The minister was “satisfied” that I had engaged in 
activities which were furthering or were calculated to further the 
achievement of any of the objectives of communism. Because of this 
satisfaction he could and did tear my life to pieces, set me apart from my 
fellows and deny me association with others, the very stuff of life itself. 
(122)  

This house arrest, of course, was meant to augment the already strict restrictions of 
her banning orders. House arrest meant that she could no longer entertain visitors, 
that she could no longer have social engagements. At some point she is sorely tested 
regarding her religious practice since she has to be in her home throughout the 
weekend. It is ironic that apartheid, which the Dutch Reformed Church saw as 
having been ordained by God, could, in protecting itself, sever believers from the 
Church. This form of incarceration made the historical subjects their own jailers, with 
regular trips to a designated police station to report and sign a book as evidence of 
their presence in the chosen magisterial district. Failure to do so meant a trial and 
probable jail time. At this point, too, she cannot enter a building that houses any 
trade union activities and offices, and thus loses her job with the Transvaal Clothing 
Industry’s Medical Aid Society, of which she had been secretary-director. Nor is she 
free of intimidation and death threats. Answering her phone call early one evening, 
she is frightened out of her wits: 

 A very quiet English voice asked to speak to Mrs Helen Joseph. “Now 
don’t put the phone down. I have a very important message for you.” I 
waited. “I am coming tonight to get you and kill you.” I slammed down the 
phone and phoned the police who said they could do nothing about it. 
They wanted to know why I was under house arrest and why my husband 
did not protect me. (148) 

Here intimidation foreshadows what became a regular feature of South Africa: the 
unexplained deaths of activists. It is important to note, too, that the police whom she 
calls are not the security police. Regular police did not know all the activists, and so 
could not understand why she is under house arrest. This is because the security 
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police did not deem it necessary to keep the regular police informed. Ironically, the 
police also reveal their gendered mentalities: why couldn’t Joseph’s husband ‘protect’ 
her? In the masculine world of the police, it is inconceivable that Joseph could be a 
transgressor. Indeed, her intimidation is such that she survives gunshots fired 
randomly at her house, and a bomb scare. However, at no point does she 
contemplate flight:   

Personal reasons for going were many and varied. None may sit in 
judgement on those who had made a difficult and painful decision for 
themselves and their families. In some cases it was the fear of 
interrogation and detention, of possible conviction and gaol. “You are 
useless in gaol!” I heard this very often but I didn’t agree, for to me there 
is an enormous value in being ready to endure something of what our 
friends and colleagues endure, in keeping that undying pledge of the 
Freedom Charter, “Side by side, throughout our lives, until these 
democratic changes have been won.” (164) 

As elsewhere, the core of Joseph’s understanding of herself is apparent: she 
is  part of a stratum of South African society that has accepted redemptive suffering, 
an acceptance based on knowing that, while she cannot enforce change, her mere 
presence is enough. Although she acknowledges the reasons that others had given 
for choosing the exit route, she is clear that, for herself, childless and (at this time) 
still single, it is not an option. Indeed, there is a sense in which she criticises those 
choosing flight: 

Some would say they must go for the sake of their children. I think of the 
Mandela children, the Sisulu children, the Motsoaledi children and so 
many more. Yet I am childless, so it is not for me to question such 
decisions. Others were unable to adjust to banning orders and house-
arrest restrictions. This must depend on the individual capacity to adjust, 
to accept what you cannot change. (164) 

The depth of this understanding of the extent to which others suffer, the 
juxtaposition of those who claim to be going because of their children with  Mandela, 
Sisulu and Motsoaledi, is especially telling. It is as though the autobiographical 
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subject, while understanding what drives others to choose flight, reserves part of the 
moral high ground to explain her own choice, to say ‘If others can endure, then I am 
not special’. Admittedly it is not a simple value judgement to make, but if identity 
formation involves the confluence of social and individual values, then it becomes 
clear why Joseph adopts this stance. Nowhere is such a stance more explicit than 
when, in a moment of self -sacrifice, she renounces her British citizenship: 

Early in 1973 a law was passed in Parliament which filled me with 
forebodings. It provided for the removal of South African citizenship in the 
case of citizens who had the nationality of another country, “when it 
appeared that it would not be in the public interest that such a person 
should continue to be a South African citizen.” I was a South African 
citizen, but I was also British by birth. This alarmed me, for the last thing I 
wanted was to be compelled to leave South Africa. This land was my 
adopted home and I belonged there. Yet the authorities might well not 
agree with me and the minister need not supply any reason for a decision 
to withdraw South African citizenship. If this happened to me I could be 
liable for deportation  … I went speedily to the British Consul and 
renounced my British nationality. I bought myself out of the British 
Commonwealth for eight rands and ten cents. Now I was safe. I could not 
be deported. The government might still do many things to me, but it had 
me for keeps and I was satisfied. (173)       

Since most of the white South African exile community chose England as a 
destination of safety, Joseph’s act is all the more astonishing given that she had 
nothing about which she could be apologetic: she had endured the lengthy, costly 
and debilitating Treason Trial of 1956-1960, nine years of bannings and house arrest, 
intimidation, death threats and the harsh loneliness of those long years. Yet, as she 
buys herself out of the Commonwealth, she is ‘satisfied’ because the government of 
South Africa had her forever. As with Chikane, she lives with the uncertainty of death 
but makes it clear that her stance cannot be changed by those who threaten her life. 
Indeed, in a mild way, her act reflects what Alan Paton, in his autobiography 
Towards the Mountain (1981, 56), realised when he wrote that ‘This feeling of what I 
can only call British nationalism, declined in strength as one became more and more 
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of a South African.’ Such sentiments contrast quite sharply with Janet Levine’s stance 
as a liberal in South Africa. She explicates this in her autobiography Inside Apartheid: 
One Woman’s Struggle in South Africa. Liberalism has almost always been the 
preserve of white, English-speaking South Africans and had always been at odds with 
black nationalism and its communist sympathisers. Indeed, it is a conflict that 
continues to this day with the liberal Democratic Party, the official opposition, at 
odds with the ruling African National Congress. Levine, for her part, could not 
envisage the kind of self-sacrifice seen in Helen Joseph. She writes: 

Overt political acts of “terrorism,” leading to martyrdom and prison, were 
options I had rejected since my days of student activism. What were my 
other options? My quandary was the disturbing search for identity of the 
white liberal. And although I continued to develop and embrace the 
identity of a white liberal activist, it was always with gnawing doubts 
eating away at the edges of my persona. Like other liberals I knew, I had 
become a convincing rationaliser. (1988, 134)        

There are sharp contrasts here with the Joseph autobiographical subject. At 
no point does that subject believe she is courting martyrdom, and at no point in the 
narrative does she speak of engaging in acts of terrorism. For Levine’s 
autobiographical subject, it was important to ‘play safe’. She knows that Joseph 
never had “terrorist” intentions (at some point she lived very near the Joseph 
residence), and that her crisis of identity is precisely because, in identifying with the 
oppressed, she had to be cloaked with redemptive suffering. Instead of stating it as 
clearly as possible, Levine ‘rationalises’. In the broad struggle for emancipation in 
South Africa, little or no room remained for tergiversation, which becomes part of the 
reason why Levine chooses, at the close of her narrative, flight to the United States 
of America. In a way that raises questions of honesty in an autobiographical work, 
Levine claims that she later tries to ‘rationalise’. The blurb to the text says that she 
was an associate of Steve Biko. The word ‘associate’, in its pristine sense, means 
someone in close contact with, someone who knows the discussant very closely. The 
historical Levine subject only met Biko once. There is a telling episode that the 
autobiographical subject narrates in her coming into contact with him. Taken by a 
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journalist colleague to the South African Student Association (SASO) conference in 
Hammanskraal, she writes: 

“Which one is Biko?” I was eager to see in action, among his followers, 
the man who was the moving spirit behind the development of the Black 
Consciousness (BC) philosophy … I had studied the faces of the SASO 
leaders on the rostrum, trying to decide which one could be Steve Biko. 
One man in particular had a look of strength and resolution about him. 
Biko, I thought. But when he stood up to propose the formal adoption of 
the report, he was introduced as former SASO president Barney Pityana.    
(130 -31) 

Here the narratee may experience a moment of confusion: how could someone who 
hardly knew the person she wished to see ‘in action’ be seen as an associate? She 
practically has to imagine the historical Biko by dressing him up with ‘strength and 
resolution’. But she has to study the faces on the rostrum and imbue each one with 
her projections before she is disappointed. The point is, she did not know Biko at all, 
and it is infinitely cynical to label herself as his associate. She was certainly against 
all that Biko stood for - black emancipation. For the liberal-minded South African, 
freedom had to come on their own terms, with them as advisers, the ‘know-it-all’ 
community who could tell the ‘uncouth’ about constitutionalism, bills of human 
rights, respect for property rights, individual freedom and all that Liberalism holds 
dear. In this way, liberals hoped to dictate the pace and possibly direct the changes 
to come. The point is, this superiority complex of liberal white South Africans is 
exactly what Biko found distressing and was totally against. His view was that black 
people did not need intellectual overlords and he wrote vigorously on this subject in 
his text I Write What I Like. 

Driving from a meeting held in a township, where she was introduced as a 
sister in the struggle, Levine is troubled precisely because she and her kind are no 
longer in any position to ‘direct’ black aspirations: 
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Driving home, I was confused and troubled. The meeting had been a rite 
of passage for me. In the priest, Molefe, and the young man from the 
UDF I had seen the faces of the new South Africa, irrevocably committed 
to changing the country. For the first time in twenty-two years of political 
involvement I felt the sap rising. It was different from what I had 
experienced in 1976. Now their moment – a faint, distant vision coming 
closer – was at hand. It was not my dream of a shared South Africa, but a 
vision of black nationalism triumphant. (255) 

Levine does not believe, to the extent that the Joseph autobiographical subject does, 
in the Freedom Charter and neither does she ever discuss it. For someone worried 
about the ‘future’ this seems an odd omission until one realises that this document 
was for a long time discredited as ‘communist’ inspired. The level of distrust for the 
very people who see her as ‘a sister in the struggle’ makes her quandary all the more 
profound since those people who laud her do not know her inner thoughts as 
expressed above. She knows that the tide is turning, and instead of intensifying her 
efforts, she studiously avoids redemptive suffering. This avoidance, of course, is her 
right, and no one expects her to sacrifice herself. But it is also important to note that 
so many people in the text imbue her with heroic characteristics while she carps 
about black nationalism which she sees as emerging ‘triumphant’. This sort of 
response has been standard in settler communities whenever an African country 
showed signs of achieving independence. Not surprisingly, it is after this point that 
the Levines leave South Africa. In the United States, she continued to argue against 
economic sanctions being imposed on South Africa, suggesting instead that such 
sanctions would ‘hurt’ black people most. But, writing of the very same period, 
Joseph reflects on her life and is certain of victory in the end: 
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Thirty years ago, it was indeed the road less travelled by. But no more. 
Today there are untold millions marching along the road despite all the 
hardship and suffering they must encounter. Today it is an onward, 
accelerating march towards a free, democratic South Africa. My book is 
ended. Our struggle is not, but one day it will be. I do not know if I shall 
still be here then, for my time is running out, but I know that all that I have 
lived through, together with the people I love, will not have been in vain. 
(242)   

Unlike Levine, therefore, Joseph is clear that, despite all the suffering, the struggle 
has really been about achieving a ‘democratic South Africa’ which has very little to do 
with ‘black’ triumphalism. In the final chronotope of the text, she writes about 
metaphoric windows in a way that indicates how diametrically and ideologically 
opposed are the two texts, hers and Levine’s: 

Over the years I have become ever more conscious of my white guilt. It is 
not mine alone. I share it with a few million other whites. That does not 
make it less mine. I have never been able to forget Lillian Ngoyi’s bitter 
outburst about my pink skin making me better off in gaol. It does not 
make a difference that I have been gaoled, house-arrested. So have 
many others. I benefit by this accursed system and cannot shed my 
whiteness. I feel shame and contrition for my white skin for I have not 
been able to expiate. I cannot do it alone. The real expiation can only 
come about if white people of South Africa shed their greed and their 
fears and stand with the black people in every way. [I]n this book I have 
tried to open some of the windows on the history of the liberation 
struggle. I cannot open them all; mainly these are windows through which 
I myself have looked. We are halfway through this decade and I cannot 
see clearly how it will end, but I hope that there are signs of a new, freer 
South Africa. (238, emphasis added) 

Joseph once more places race at the fore, but only to highlight the ‘unsaid’: as a 
signifier, race in South Africa had been rarified to a level that was pathological. Her 
shame is no less painful than the fact that she is seen as a transgressor by the state 
and has to be ‘punished’. She is also clear about what the cause of all the suffering 
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has been, which she sees as white greed. More importantly, she makes it conditional 
that only through identification with their black compatriots can a ‘freer South Africa’ 
come about. She concludes by using the window as a metaphor for having searched 
for her self, and it is fair to conclude that she is content with the signs of an 
emergent South Africa. 

Into the bowels of hell: Indres Naidoo, Caesarina Makhoere and Simon 

Farisani 

A significant amount of prison literature came out of South Africa in the last two 
decades of the past century. It is no coincidence that Robben Island features largely 
in such writings because a number of prisoners who were incarcerated on this island 
wrote memoirs about their experiences. One such text is Indres Naidoo’s Island in 
Chains: Ten Years on Robben Island by Prisoner 885/63 (1982, reissued 2000). It is 
a harrowing account of the depths of depravity called imprisonment. But the account 
is important, in my view, because it highlights the necessity of redemptive suffering 
that Naidoo underwent. There is a view in South Africa, which may have an element 
of truth in it, that African-Indians were not part of the identificationary process so 
necessary to weld together a South African identity. While there certainly was a 
component of the Indian community that resisted such identification, the Naidoo 
family can lay better claim to having been part of the struggle than most black 
families can. In reviewing the re-issue of the text, Henk Rossouw notes: 
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Born in the Naidoo family, Indres grew up with the demand for human 
rights as part of him, like a tongue. His grandfather used his body as a 
shield to protect Mahatma Gandhi in Johannesburg from the blows of the 
police, and was sent to prison 14 times. His grandmother gave birth in 
prison. His father studied under Gandhi in India, and was jailed six times 
on his return. For more than a hundred years, the solidarity of the 
Naidoos, with their strong sense of “we”, gave them the agency to 
protest, fight, resist. Even at the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
hearings in the Fort, they submitted their testimony together, as a 
family.54   

 His family’s hundred years of identification with the South African 
reality is something that Indres Naidoo implicitly understood. It may be that he felt 
destined to play his role. Growing up in such a political atmosphere must have been 
a heady experience. When the African National Congress was banned in 1960, 
therefore, he and other like-minded individuals and cadres decided to join the 
military wing of the movement. He and two other cadres were arrested just as they 
were about to blow up electricity pylons, and for this they got various sentences, 
Naidoo himself ten years. The memoir opens with their arrest and the beatings 
endured during and after trial. But the experiences on the island take centre stage, 
and Naidoo’s introduction to life on the island in 1963 is anything but cosy. When he 
is picked out by a warder, he remembers that the first tussle was over language, 
which was clearly an attempt at diminution, at making the Indian feel worthless: 

 
 One of the young warders came up to me and said, ‘God, hiers ’n koelie 
hier. Wat maak die koelie hier? – God, here’s a coolie. What is a coolie 
doing here? 
‘Sir,’ I replied in English, ‘we are not coolies.’ 
That really set him off. 
God, watter taal praat jy jong – God, what language are you using, man – 
die plek is Robben Eiland – this is Robben Island – en in die plek ons 
praat nie daardie kaffirboetie se taal nie – and here we don’t use that 
kaffir-lover’s language – nog, hier ek is jou baas – what’s more, here I am 
your baas. (66) 
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It is a conversation regularly repeated in many of the autobiographies by ex-
prisoners, revealing the attempt to crush their sense of being, to belittle and 
ultimately destroy their sense of worth. Language, the central signifier of Afrikaner 
nationalism, was to be the weapon of control and instruction. But Naidoo, a South 
African of Indian descent, is further reminded of the contempt the Afrikaners 
reserved for his community. The extract also illustrates the young warder’s 
bemusement for it was not common for Indian South Africans to engage in political 
acts that would see them wind up in prison. Such an identification, however, was 
being forged, and the Naidoo family was prominent in the process.  

Naidoo writes about the bitter times on the is land. In the 1960s, when 
political repression in South Africa was at its height, prison conditions were at their 
most primitive. But the prisoners bonded together in a way that surprised the 
warders. By bringing them together in the first place, the authorities merely 
extended the form of identification that they had started out with. Naidoo writes: 

It was a bitter time for us, a time of hardship and suffering, yet we were all 
sustained by the feeling that something special was happening; that 
through our comradeship and our day-to-day struggles in support of each 
other, something very fine and deep was growing – we could feel the new 
South African nation in birth, right there in the depths of prison, and this 
gave us strength to fight on, and great hope for the future. (57) 

That the ‘new South African nation’ was made possible by such imprisonment is 
infinitely ironic, given that it was meant to achieve the opposite. Through strategies 
such as hunger strikes, go-slows (that is, to work at a pace inconsistent with the 
warders’ demands), and a steadfast belief in themselves, the prisoners wore the 
warders down. Thus when a reader comes across criticism such Judith Coullie's 
(1994, 77) that Naidoo sets up his characters for shooting down, one is alerted to 
the inconsistencies that critics are wont to come up with. For instance, in her thesis, 
Coullie takes Naidoo to task for setting up the warders as irredeemably bad, the Pan 
African Congress prisoners as uncooperative, and the ANC prisoners as egalitarian. 
Coullie does this not on the basis of a well-reasoned criticism but as a way of 
showing the book’s weaknesses. This is engineered disputation, the idea being to 
read in order to unmask falsities. In the first three years of Naidoo’s incarceration, 
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the conditions on the island were bestial, and cannot be otherwise described. The 
endless disagreements between the ANC and PAC prisoners are understandable only 
if one acknowledges the fact that, at the time of Naidoo’s incarceration, it had been 
four years since the Africanist members of the ANC broke away and founded the 
PAC. Relations between the two groups of prisoners were always going to be 
difficult, and not to acknowledge this is merely to score points. Then again, the 
Naidoo text arose from regular readings of his experiences over the radio in 
Mozambique with a signal beamed to South Africa. This makes the text appear overly 
critical, but, and this is the crux of the matter, when someone like Nelson Mandela 
makes similar points critics keep a respectful silence. Why one autobiographical 
subject is made more believable than others is a question of how as critics we set 
them up as heroes or saints over others.  

One of the key texts to reflect the changes that South Africa underwent in the 
1970s is Caesarina Kona Makhoere’s No Child’s Play: In Prison Under Apartheid 
(1988). Here there is an uncompromising spirit recognised by Mazisi Kunene in his 
poem 'The Rise of the Angry Generation' and celebrated in lines such as the 
following: 

 
...The once proud planet shrieks in terror 
Opening a vast space for the mysterious young bird. 
For the merciless talons of the new generation 
They who are jot deterred by false tears 
Who do not turn away from the fire 
They are the children of iron 
They are the fearless bees of the night 
They are the wrath of the volcanic mountains 
They are the abiding anger of the Ancestral Forefathers.55 

 
It is a generation that learnt to fight fire with fire, in a language that is as 
uncompromising as their humanity was seen as non-negotiable. Makhoere represents 
the new brand of activists from 1976 onwards who took to the streets and launched 
a revolution. While many arguments have been made and re-made about exactly 
what caused the 1976 generation to decide on the politics of conflict, it cannot be 
denied that one of their key inspirations was the spirit of the Black Consciousness 
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Movement, which had a huge psychological impact on black people at the time. The 
feelings that the movement sought to engender in blacks, particularly the message 
that psychological liberation was indispensable to physical liberation, found fertile 
ground in a generation that had nothing to lose. While the older generation of black 
people was viewed with near contempt by the younger one, Black Consciousness 
adherents had the advantage of being closer to the youth in age. They were also 
highly articulate and could easily reach out to the youth by advocating an 
uncompromising spirit of black solidarity, initiative and resistance to the status quo. 
When the Student Revolt broke out on the fateful morning of June 16, 1976, the 
groundswell not only involved student frustration with Afrikaans, which provided the 
spark, but also with the lives of black people in general. Consider what Makhoere 
articulates when, in the act of attacking their teachers at the Vlakfontein Technical 
High School, the students psychologically liberate themselves. Matters were not 
helped by the fact that the teachers here were mostly male, white, and of Afrikaner 
stock, who had earlier rendered assistance in the arrest of some students wounded 
in a skirmish with the police: 

When the bell rang we all assembled in the school yard. But when the 
teachers appeared, standing in front of us, we charged them. We were 
angry that these very teachers had handed our wounded colleagues to 
the police to be arrested. By beating them up we wanted to show them 
how we had no respect for them, that we were not afraid of them. We had 
stopped being nice, tolerant, obedient students. This was the language 
they understood best. (6)      

The loss of respect for authority, particularly when that authority was seen as 
insensitive, is apparent here. But much more important is the loss of fear of the 
white male, an aspect of South African society which for a long time had been the 
determinant in regulating the success of apartheid. The fact that Makhoere and her 
colleagues plan and execute their deed reveals the level at which both sides – the 
regulators of authority and the regulated - spoke one language: force. It is in this 
way that the students graduate from being obedient and tolerant to being political 
activists. While they may not, at this point, have recognised that they were in fact 
undergoing a rite of passage in adopting redemptive suffering as their manner of 
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identification, the determination to continue the process begun with the revolt is 
unnerving. Makhoere and her companions begin to encourage, assist and carry out 
recruitment for the ANC’s external guerilla army. She comments forcefully: 

You can’t fight bullets with stones. The trigger-happy apartheid monster 
had to be met with its own death weapon. Period. End violence with 
violence, period. It was better to send our comrades outside to be trained 
and armed. It was time for our comrades to rise and join our only shield: 
Umkhonto we Sizwe (The Spear of the Nation), the military wing of the 
African National Congress, known as MK. I spoke to seven people, six of 
them students. I wanted us to get military training. Unfortunately one of 
our committee members was arrested and revealed all our plans and 
those who carried them out. This place was now too hot for me. We had 
to hide. I decided to go to a relative in Potchefstroom and lie low for a bit. 
That was the biggest mistake I ever made. (6)    

The stark manner in which Makhoere, in a few sentences, describes her 
conversion from a schoolgirl to an activist is rhetorically powerful. Organised violence 
in the form of military training and incursions into South Africa become the main 
defining aspect of her life. She is adamant that apartheid cannot be overhauled by 
‘peaceful’, legal means such as those Levine wants. Nowhere in these early pages 
does Makhoere doubt the righteousness of her actions, nor does she see herself as a 
‘martyr for terrorism’. In this instance the impetus is provided by the shooting, 
incarceration and death of fellow activists caused by what she terms ‘the apartheid 
monster’. The anger that propelled the initial uprising fuels her actions, but, as her 
mistake in visiting her relative implies, she is arrested. Incredibly, in an exceedingly 
sad part of the autobiography, the police are led to her hideout by her own father. 
As Makhoere writes about this, the reader senses how she attempts to come to 
terms with this betrayal: 
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When I was born in 1955 my father had been a policeman for seven 
years … He knew I was on the streets, organising and fighting, opposing 
the system. He knew I was in the leadership in the fight against Bantu 
Education in particular, and the anti-apartheid struggle in general. Even 
today I don’t really blame him for everything that happened to me. He 
never deliberately tried to hurt me or my mother. He was trapped and 
could not help pointing out where I was hiding when I was on the run. (1)  

Here the divisions between the two generations are apparent (in stark shades of 
Bopha! the play). While the father is an officer of the law, his daughter is 
diametrically opposed to the very laws he is supposed to enforce. The father, while 
never acknowledging his daughter’s actions, knows that she is endangering his own 
career in the police force. Just a few years short of retirement, and thus of his 
pension, he cannot help but lead the security police to her hideout. His belief in her 
innocence also reveals a naïve acceptance of the rule of law, for he does not know – 
being in the regular police force – the methods and tactics of the security police. For 
Makhoere, however, this is a baptism of fire. When she is arrested and taken for 
interrogation, it is to be met with a manifestation of the ‘apartheid monster’ she so 
hates. As she recalls the first incident, her pared down tone belies the horror of the 
situation: 

I spent the night at Mamelodi Police Station. The following day I was 
taken to Compol Building in the centre of town. Compol building houses 
the Pretoria Security Police. I was marched to the first floor, into a small 
room where, without warning, I was beaten up. Four hefty men, two white 
and two black, gave me the beating of my life. Van der Merwe, Beukes, 
Selepe and Dunura threw me all over the place. I thought they would kill 
me there and then. The ordeal I underwent still hurts today. Other people 
described how helpless you feel, how at some point you no longer know 
you are human; that’s how I felt. (7-8)    

Such beatings, which feature regularly in most prisoners’ memoirs, operate 
on two levels in the extract: first to break Makhoere’s physical resistance to the 
security police’s interrogation, and second to instill in the detainee a fear of further 
beatings. In this way the cooperation of the detainee, whether voluntary or not, 
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could secure a ‘confession’ to ‘terrorist acts’ and thus a conviction. It is interesting to 
note that the South African general public was not divided by the claims of former 
detainees that they had been beaten and tortured. As Natie Ferreira observes in his 
autobiography The Story of an Afrikaner: Die Rewolusie van die Kinders? white and 
black people had implicit belief that dreadful things happened when someone was 
detained. But the paradox of the present situation is that white South Africans cry, 
‘We did not know’. As Ferreira observes (in relation to the then Minister of Police in 
South Africa), as a newspaper political correspondent he was critical of government 
statements and conducted his own survey: 

House of Assembly. The Minister of Police, Mr. Jimmy Kruger, yesterday 
categorically denied that South African policemen tortured prisoners and 
said such scandalous allegations should stop. He appealed to members 
of the Opposition to help set the record straight, saying: ‘These things are 
absolutely scandalous and you should raise your voices against it. I want 
to deny categorically that the South African Police, and particularly the 
Security Police, torture prisoners. The scandalous insinuation is that they 
(prisoners) are being murdered by the Security Police and that everything 
that follows is just eyewash.’ Since the deaths in police detention of the 
Imam Haron and more recently Mr. Mdluli and Steve Biko, I have been 
conducting a private survey. Wherever I go I ask people the following 
simple question: ‘Do you think the Security Police actually killed so-and-
so?’ Do you know, Mr. Kruger, I must have questioned several thousand 
people over the past few years and the vast majority have replied ‘Yes,’ 
without hesitation. (1980, 58)        

Makhoere’s experience, coming long before Ferreira wrote his observations, must 
have been among the first in the period immediately following June 1976 (she was 
arrested on October the 25th of that year). One of the reasons for recording such 
brutal acts of state-sanctioned terror, I believe, is to carry forward the identification 
process with which the detainee started out. It is as though the autobiographical 
subjects, in their sometimes dry, matter-of-fact accounts, seem to be relating an 
oblique message to the narratee: ‘This happened, I was there. But you were there 
with me.’ The power of such an account makes it cement certain popularly held 
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views as truth, and Ferreira's straw poll indicates the extent to which the veracity of 
prison accounts were believed in certain quarters of the black community. This 
message intensifies as the autobiographical subjects begin to describe the conditions 
and struggles in prison after their sentencing. For Makhoere, saddled with a five-year 
prison term, the conditions in her initial prison, Kroonstad, were certainly bleak. 
Matters were not helped by the fact that, together with fellow prisoners, Makhoere 
steadfastly believed that the struggle for human dignity and respect, coupled with 
the struggle for freedom, could not be won by docility. She writes of numerous 
physical fights with warders – male and female – and policemen, together with on-
going hunger strikes that they periodically engaged in. In particular, the tone with 
which she began her personal narrative does not change, but intensifies: 

After all, there is one thing that I have learned about this system of the 
South African government. When you talk soft, they don’t listen to you, 
whatever you say. Until you take action, action in the true sense of the 
word, where people are fighting physically, not verbally. It is only then that 
they believe you mean business. You must hit hard. (41; emphasis 
added) 

If the time for patient and respectful requests for better treatment, better 
understanding and greater tolerance belongs to the generation exemplified by Chief 
Albert Luthuli (Let My People Go, 1962), Makhoere’s angry generation fights fire with 
fire. Certainly in the text there is very little room granted to feminine tastes, feminine 
touches and sympathies. It is as though their imprisonment un-sexes them. Consider 
the following episode in which Makhoere and a colleague attack a particularly vicious 
warder who, by Makhoere’s account, ill-treated them with relish. Having carefully laid 
a trap for the warder, whom they had nicknamed Mbomvana (literally, ‘the red one’), 
they execute it with deliberation and a degree of satisfaction: 
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And we [with Thandisa Maqungo] went for Mbomvana. We stabbed her 
several times with those mathematical instruments. We had made up our 
minds that this person was not going to treat us like this; we wanted to kill 
her, have had enough of her. We assaulted her for a long time, stabbing 
her in the face, on the head, on the body, all over. She was bleeding on 
the passage of the floor. After we had satisfied ourselves we went back to 
our cells. (64)       

Between warder and prisoner, therefore, there was no love lost. In this instance the 
equivalent of Naidoo’s identity-in-opposition account of the relationship between 
warders and prisoners on the island is apparent. There is a kill-or-be-killed mentality 
here that illustrates just how far from one another the representative antagonists 
were. Nor is there any hint of the empathy, at a human level, as Mandela’s 
autobiography resonates. This makes it very difficult for Makhoere’s autobiographical 
subject to come to terms with reconciliation. For this subject, such a process would, 
at the time of her writing at least, surely have appeared absurd. Segregated as a 
punishment from her colleagues and fellow prisoner, Makhoere’s bitterness breaks 
through: 

I spent two-and-a-half months there, alone. From August until the end of 
October. That segregation was the most destructive part of my sentence. 
If I had had to stay there until November I would have gone raving mad. I 
was on the brink of it. Fortunately I was transferred to Pretoria. Whenever 
I think of it, that hatred starts again. I am trying to outgrow it. But when I 
think of that particular period – they ill-treated you always in prison, but 
those months I will never forget – I think I will not ever forgive those 
people. Of course anything is possible, but I don’t think I will change in 
this respect. At times I think I am tough. They did not break me then, 
either. (75) 

The familiar device of solitary confinement as a means of driving prisoners 
mad is here laid bare, but with a terrible proviso, delayed revenge. Makhoere is 
possibly the first historical subject who contemplates this act in her autobiographical 
subject without flinching. But there is in the extract also a degree of vulnerability. 
The autobiographical subject does not categorically state that she has an ‘unforgiving 
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spirit’; she simply thinks it is not possible to manifest it. She does not shut the door 
on reconciliation, she has her doubts, and knows that she is vulnerable: ‘At times I 
think I am tough’. For such activists as Makhoere the process of reconciliation must 
be particularly difficult to negotiate, especially as, at the end of her narrative, she 
lives in a similar state of limbo as the Chikane autobiographical subject. Indeed, the 
chronotope she adopts is that of an open cell, an open cage, an indeterminate sea in 
which she may be devoured by a predator at any time: 

Umzima, mchana, umzima [it’s heavy, cousin, it’s heavy]. The struggle is 
hard and long. Today I sit in a small room, with white walls, a tiny bed, a 
table there. At least I can open the door when I want to. The rulers of this 
country have declared a State of Emergency. We heard that my name 
had appeared on the death squad hit list, so it would not just be arrest 
and detention this time. So I live for a while in a little barren room in 
another town, and then I move on. I cannot walk into a city centre, in this 
different city, for fear someone will recognise me. I change hats, doeks, 
make-up, hair styles. It has become a game. My comrades take care of 
me. So many of us these days are ‘swimming’. We hide like fish in the 
water, one person among the people, my people. (120)  

This extract, much like Chikane’s, reveals the uncertainties that directed activists’ 
lives as they were then perpetually on the run. They were hunted, but the 
remarkable form of identification with which they began remains their source of 
inspiration. For Makhoere to write about how she ‘swims’ among ‘the people, my 
people’, reveals the extent to which the polarities of identification, at least in the 
black community, between her initial arrest and release have collapsed together. In 
the period of the declaration of the first State of Emergency in South Africa in 1985, 
the townships were entirely in black hands for the youth had then decided to ‘render 
the country ungovernable’.  

For Makhoere and others like her, the temporary respite between hiding 
places was made much easier than when she was initially arrested. But the threat of 
assassination remains. It remains, in essence, a powerful chronotope, because, 
without being giving any details, the narratee remains unaware of whether she 
manages to survive the times or not, for this is information that she does not 



 

 189 

provide. For the record, the text does reveal the aftermath of Makhoere’s life: she 
did manage to survive the death squads. The acknowledgements in the texts are 
directed at the Black Sash, a liberal organisation which fought for human rights in 
South Africa. This, we may surmise, is her earlier foothold prior to being on the run 
once more. Further, acknowledgements are paid to personalities who at some point 
worked for the ANC’s Cultural Desk. This is revealing, for the perceptive reader will 
recall that the ANC was never allowed to operate openly as an organisation within 
South Africa between the periods of its banning under the Unlawful Organisations Act 
of 1960 and its unbanning by F.W. de Klerk on 2nd February 1990. Thus it is safe to 
assume that, at one time during her period of ‘swimming’, Makhoere left the country 
for the relative safety of exile and also began to study for a business degree. Her 
autobiographical account, however, is an important document if we are to broadly 
understand the manner in which black social and gender roles were subverted in 
volatile periods of South African historiography. Beginning with her daring defiance 
of her father as a policeman, she represents a literary iconoclast, a common feature 
among autobiographies written by black South African women. A critic of black 
women autobiographies sees these as diverging from white women’s accounts in 
significant ways. In her article on African-American women, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese 
observes: 
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A literary tradition, even an autobiographical tradition, constitutes 
something more than a running, unmediated account of the experience of 
a particular group. The coherence of such a tradition consists as much in 
unfolding strategies of representation as in the experience itself. Some 
would even argue that the coherence of a tradition is only to be sought in 
the strategies of representation; the self is a function of discourse – a 
textual construct – not of experience at all. Others, including black 
feminist critics, would emphasize black women’s writing as personal 
testimony to oppression, thus emphasizing experience at the expense of 
text. Neither extreme will do. The coherence of black women’s 
autobiographical discourse does incontrovertibly derive from black 
women’s experience, although less from experience in a narrow empirical 
sense than from condition – the condition interlocking with gender, class, 
and race. But it derives even more from the tension between condition 
and discourse, from changing ways in which black women writers have 
attempted to represent a personal experience of condition through 
available discourses and in interaction with imagined readers (65).56                  

It would be difficult for a critic to see the autobiographical subject of Makhoere’s 
work as simply a textual construct because the details described are too vivid. In 
other words, she constructs in the text that which has acted and interacted in 
society. Also, the experiences she describes are part of the social fabric of South 
Africa and are recounted in an idiom that is distinctly South African. This idiom of the 
township Makhoere employs to authenticate her self, involves a language that is 
culturally urban, militant and suave. Indeed, it says much about the publishers’ faith 
in her project that this language is not provided with a translations, suggesting that 
her audience is primarily black and South African.   

If Makhoere managed finally to escape the grasp of the ‘apartheid monster’, 
other autobiographical subjects record a different outcome. The 1980s were a period 
of unprecedented repression and heightened resistance. Many of the submissions 
alleging crimes against humanity that the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
received and had to investigate stem from this fateful decade. When witnesses to the 
brutalities of state repression began to publish autobiographical accounts of their 
detentions, a modicum of honesty began to seep through the morass of lies and 
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subterfuge engendered by the apartheid government. It must be remembered that 
this government was particularly sensitive to perceptions that could be formed in 
western countries by the publication of anything that was deemed negative to its 
interests. While autobiographical writings published in the West claimed to testify to 
the atrocities of the South African government, at the same time the myriad routes 
by which the self -same government attempted to provide a balanced view of its 
actions were also highlighted. The government was wont to pay well-placed 
individuals in the Western media for favourable reviews, as well as making it possible 
for such individuals to warn it beforehand of any unfavourable publications so as to 
ban them before they reached the news stands in South Africa. In this way the battle 
for the hearts and minds of the western populace was an on-going and lasting 
project. In his autobiography Inside Boss: South Africa’s Secret Police (1981), 
Gordon Winter candidly admits that part of his ‘assignment’ was to refract the 
favourable publicity that a text may have obtained from the objective press in 
Britain: 

Another ‘instant action’ job was to get advanced copies of any books 
published in Britain which Pretoria knew would contain material critical of 
the South African government. As a journalist it was simple for me to 
contact the publishers and arrange to get review copies of the books on 
the day before their official release, or even earlier. I would quickly read a 
book for ‘danger content’. (175)  

With such dispatches from Britain, Winter managed to keep South Africa’s 
secret police, relevant officials and cabinet ministers educated on the ‘danger’ 
content of publications which were then routinely banned. This of course did not only 
happen in Britain, but in most western countries. However, the western concerned 
groups were not, in  most instances, convinced by the subterfuge. Publications of 
personal accounts still made such groups pause and reflect on the situation in the 
country, and in some instances, take appropriate action. In the foreword to the 
memoir of Dean Tshenuwani Simon Farisani, Diary from a South African Prison, John 
Evenson writes of the paucity of black accounts of their lives in South Africa. This is a 
crucial point to make, for, as many critics have previously recognised, the black 
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person in South Africa was always spoken of and spoken for, but rarely heard as an 
individual. Evenson makes a telling point when he writes: 

Life in Southern Africa is best described by those who live it. But firsthand 
report from black people of South Africa is often missing. This book by 
Reverend Dr Tshenuwani Simon Farisani is such a witness. Unfiltered by 
Western preconceptions and justifications, this is a personal account of 
the struggle of a pastor and prophet for truth in a land that mocks all 
concepts of justice. It is a witness that must be heard if one is to begin to 
understand the depth of evil that permeates the minority-rule of South 
Africa today. (1987,11)   

Farisani’s account, therefore, seeks to lay bare the problematics encountered by 
anyone who dares, at the time, to question the South African state. Inspired by the 
doctrine of liberation theology, the Dean was in the wrong place in the wrong era, 
but he nevertheless persevered with his mission. In doing so, however, he incurred 
the attention and the subsequent wrath of the South African authorities, and his 
diary begins with his first detention (he was to be detained on two more occasions). 
In particular, this diary is an exploration of the intractable positions of the opposing 
ideologies of liberation and apartheid. Farisani believes that his preachings are 
inspired by the Holy Ghost and therefore that he is on a righteous path. This is 
revealed by how he writes about himself in the third and first person, shifting almost 
imperceptibly between the two positions as though he manages to step out of 
himself. He begins his account in a self -deprecatory manner. He surely cannot see 
the security police coming on a 'friendly visit' for the reason that in the volatile 1980s 
there was no love lost between certain sections of the community and the South 
African police in general. One was either a resistor or a collaborator, and a 'visit' by 
the security branch usually spelt trouble: 
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He preached on Matt 2:20-28. Almost cracking the corners of his mouth, 
his chest expanding rhythmically, most probably responding to the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit and the congregation’s undivided attention, 
he exploded. The Dean, a youthful man, perhaps a little overweight for a 
man just under five feet and a half, excused himself from the joyous 
company. Something told him that this was no friendly visit. I expected 
God to intervene. After all, was I not preaching the truth? Was it not God 
who called me into the ministry to preach the Word, the love, justice and 
equality in apartheid South Africa? I looked all around me, and finally into 
the overcast sky, but God seemed to have retired behind those 
unthinking black clouds. Was God perhaps on holiday? (16-17) 

Farisani’s narrative of his initial arrest indicates the total disbelief that he could have 
fallen foul of the authorities for anything as innocent as preaching the Gospel. 
Indeed, he rather naively thinks that the righteousness he believes in is so apparent 
that it cannot be faulted. But he learns a painful lesson in that, in identifying with the 
masses and providing a message of hope, he sidesteps the ideology that is enforced 
in the land. Such an ideology was justified on Biblical grounds and was therefore 
tenaciously believed by the police and the general white populace. When he is taken 
to his home in order for the security police to search it, he resorts to reading the 
bible while the search goes on. He is rudely shocked from this exercise, however, 
and his bible is confiscated. The point is that in such instances the sanctioned law of 
the State supersedes biblical injunctions and instruction. In the same episode, 
Farisani relates the result of reading the ‘wrong’ scripture when a young security 
policeman finds out which part of the Bible he is reading. There is an element of 
hysteria in the policeman’s castigation, as though something so sacred has fallen into 
the ‘wrong’ hands: 
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This is the hell we shall not stand. Always reading the wrong verses of 
the Bible. Stop this kak [Afrikaans for human excrement]. After all, you 
don’t understand the Bible. No Lutheran does. All communists, Catholics, 
Anglicans, Methodists, the English press! The Christian Institute, Black 
people’s Convention [BPC], the South African Student Organisation 
[SASO], the South African Council of Churches, the World Council of 
Churches, your Lutheran World Federation! All ugly organizations 
promoting murder and rape of children and women under the cloak of 
human rights – wolves in sheep’s clothing. The United Nations. Double 
standards. This government, my government, comes from God. Why 
don’t you preach Romans 30 [In fact he meant Romans 13]. Only one 
church – and I am very proud I belong to it – preaches the true gospel in 
South Africa. Give me this damn Bible. (22-23; explanations in the 
original) 

This extract appears as a first person narrative in the text. How the historical subject 
could re-construct it in its entirety is beside the point. What it reveals about the 
mindset of the policeman, and of his own community, is the deep religiosity that they 
professed (even if, as the ironic bracketed comment reveals, they did not know the 
bible as well as they thought!). Indeed, as Winter relates, the genuine religious 
fervour of the Afrikaners made it a rarity to find a home without a Bible. Yet the 
blindspot was that their love of Christ did not extend to their fellow compatriots. For 
the policeman therefore to cast his net as wide as he does to include all 
organisations critical of the South African government shows his utter conviction in 
the righteousness of apartheid. The point is substantiated by Ferreira, who notes 
that in Afrikanerdom it was near heresy to question any dogma that authority 
dictated. The Dutch Reformed Church oversaw a great deal of this self -deception. As 
Ferreira notes: 

If the Afrikaner church really believed in the teaching of Christ it could 
never have remained silent throughout thirty years of Nationalist rule. And 
it did. It lends its silent support to every action of the Nationalist Party. It 
has become a party church, a political church, a dead church. (68) 
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For Farisani, detention meant a long trip from home. He was taken from the 
Northern Province to Pietermaritzburg, nearly a thousand kilometres away. There he 
was interrogated and repeatedly tortured by the security police. It may be necessary 
to add that he was not tortured by the security police who had initially arrested him, 
but by their counterparts in Pietermaritzburg. This made their actions impersonal – 
they did not know him at all, had had no contact with him prior to his arrest and 
detention. What they knew of him was supplied by their inland counterparts, and his 
‘confession’ would be used against him as an authentic document of the court. The 
rules of civility are thrown aside as soon as he comes into the prison, where, as he is 
processed, he commits a cardinal sin: 

A woman sat behind the counter and took my personal details: name, 
address, age, profession, etc. Then, looking at me with utmost contempt, 
she said, “What have you done?” “Nothing, madam.” I clenched my teeth 
and held my breath. “Madam is your black kaffir ass [kaffirgat]. Sergeant, 
take this baboon from me.” Evil words battled for the way and blocked her 
throat. “To him there is no missus and no Baas,” said the sergeant. “He 
calls us sir and now calls you madam. Tonight he shall know the 
difference. Write Section Six of 1967 [a no-trial detention act]. He is a 
terrorist. All of them are terrorists, the whole church and their 
organizations, devils, satans, communists.” (29-30)   

The issue of language, as seen in Naidoo’s initiation into Robben Island’s 
mores and values, is again apparent in Farisani’s account. In his anguish, however, 
Farisani re-discovers his love of God, and this provides him with an important 
psychological handle on reality to withstand the worst that his tormentors might 
throw at him. It is at this point, too, that he argues against suicide, a common 
concern of prison literature. His steadfast spiritual belief is also reflected in other 
autobiographies such as Makhoere’s and Frances Baard’s (My Spirit is Not Banned, 
1986). In prison the Bible serves a double role: to remind the detainees of their 
spirituality and to bolster their spirits to hold on, to believe in the righteousness of 
their cause. Of course, not all detainees write candidly on this aspect of their survival 
strategies.   
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After his release, Farisani continued to preach as he pleased. He was 
adamant that he preached out of love and compassion. But he was caught up in the 
intricacies of a total geographic separation of all ethnic groups in South Africa. Since 
he lived in the area of the VhaVenda, he was not immune from communal concerns 
at the time of Venda’s supposed independence from South Africa. This leads to his 
second detention: 

A day before “Venda Independence” celebrations, I was asked to preach 
at the stadium. I preached about a foolish man who built his house on 
sand and the wise man who built on a rock. That night I was raided at 
home from 3 o’clock until 11:15 the next morning. My house was 
ransacked. I was banned from the rest of the program, and could not 
preach at any official function. Little did the authorities realise that I 
preached out of great love and not out of malice. I wanted to help people, 
not flatter them with the gospel of peace when there was a war raging at 
their door. (63) 

The war that Farisani refers to was the low-intensity war between the South African 
states and the guerilla units from the ANC and PAC which were making increasingly 
daring incursions into the country. Of course, each time such an event took place, 
known activis ts and suspects were rounded up for detention. This happened to 
Farisani (his third detention) after a unit of Umkhonto we Sizwe bombed the Sibasa 
Police Station. On this occasion he is tortured to such an extent that he suffers a 
heart attack. Accused of knowing the bombers, he is tortured and electrocuted. This 
part of the text makes for grim reading: 

I was forced to undress. Only my underpants remained on my body. They 
put a canvas bag over my head. Water was poured on the floor. A 
gluelike substance was poured over my spinal cord. Electric wires were 
attached to my earlobes and back of the neck. After pouring water over 
my head, they switched on the current. I jerked and collapsed into the 
water, the electric wires still on. From morning till noon I went through the 
process. I cried like a baby and begged for mercy. (70) 
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Such methods of torture and interrogation were not uncommon, but rarely has a 
window into the South African security police been opened with such a nakedly 
candid and factual account. Because of pressure from the Lutheran Church in the 
then West Germany, Farisani became a leading cause for Amnesty International. 
Much pressure was brought to bear on South Africa, which could no longer ignore 
world opinion. Farisani and his family left South Africa for treatment at the Center for 
Torture Victims in St Paul, Minnesota. He was, at the time the text was published, 
adamant that he intended to return to South Africa and continue his ministry, despite 
the negative publicity that his memoir brought for the country. In addition to the 
memoir, he also recorded an oral presentation on details of his ordeal. The videofilm 
was titled The Torture of a South African Pastor.  

The prison literature of South Africa is a direct product of repression. There 
is, in the memoirs and autobiographies, a sense of ‘shared’ scripting of these 
memories. Most of the security policemen and women are named, the places and 
buildings are also named, and fellow detainees are mentioned. At times a reader 
comes across one incident described by different autobiographical subjects who 
witnessed the deed. This lends an air of authenticity to the narratives since, in 
corroborating their claims, the reader is faced not with one account but several. This 
makes the atrocities committed by the police difficult to ignore and to be defended 
under a veil of silence and denial. For several of the historical subjects, after serving 
their sentences, exile became the only way through which they could assume a 
semblance of normal life. This was the case with Indres Naidoo, Caesarina 
Makhoere, and Mosibudi Mangena (On Our Own: Evolution of Black Consciousness in 
South Africa/Azania, 1989). Other South Africans just could not return for fear of 
being locked up once more, even though they had left the country legally. In a 
memoir written after his ordeal, And Night Fell: Political memoirs of a prisoner in 
South Africa (1983), Molefe Pheto was warned by family members not to return to 
South Africa. Writing from the safety of the United States, he knew that a return 
would mean more of the same. He had been detained in March 1975 and forced to 
spend two hundred and eighty one days without being brought to court on any 
charges. Two hundred and seventy one days of his detention were spent in solitary 
confinement, nearly driving him insane. It is thus understandable that he took the 
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advice of his family seriously. Nevertheless, he writes that, if the security police were 
curious about who wrote the memoir, he would have the right response:      

I have no doubt that the Security Police in South Africa will want to know 
who really wrote these memoirs. I would like to record that they did. Their 
fists did. Their animalistic hatred of me and my friends of what we were 
attempting to achieve for our people, did. Their isolating me, shuttling me 
from prison to prison and holding me in solitary confinement, wrote these 
memoirs. Their brutalization of me and other detainees did. I am only a 
recorder of their deeds. (218) 

In this manner Pheto indicts the state authorities and its functionaries with brutality 
and hatred. It would be fitting to note that he struggles with what language to use to 
indict the police. This is the function of cultural inscription with which each 
autobiographical subject struggles. For such a struggle also reflects the cultural 
milieu within which such subjects find themselves. While Makhoere, for instance, 
resorts in large measure to township patois, Pheto, in the text itself, resorts to a 
montage-like approach, with dramatic moments considerably heightened. In one 
particular episode during interrogation, for instance, there is a tussle with a 
policeman about the word black. It reads as a comical interlude, but also reflects the 
tension language can engender. He notes that, when trying to explain to the police 
his organisation’s cultural orientation, he runs into trouble: 
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I told them: “ MDALI [for Music, Drama, Arts and Literature Institute] is an 
organization of artists formed in Soweto in …” [sic] “Listen!” Heystek, who 
was coming in during the commotion, shouted at me. “Don’t shit on us! 
Why don’t you say Black!” I had purposely omitted the word Black 
because I could not afford another beating. But I soon realized that I 
would be assaulted more, this time, for not using the term “Black”. Either 
way, I had no choice. On the other hand, I had resolved to use the word 
“Black” as much as I could, knowing that they would not approve of the 
positive image of “Black” as used by us. I felt I should pay them back with 
the only weapon I had, although they insisted I use the term “Black”. Their 
insistence was a ploy to frighten me more. In the circumstances, one 
would be afraid to do so. I started “MDALI is a Black organization of Black 
artists formed in Black Soweto.” “We know Soweto is Black!” Heystek 
screamed and cut me short. The medicine was working and it hurt him so 
much he could not tolerate it. (69-70)   

With such improbables Pheto inscribes his political and cultural selves in language. 
And yet, as he observes, it’s a double bind. Heystek knows that Soweto is a black 
township with no white equivalent, so that his own insistence on the use of the term 
becomes a source of irritation because of the positive image with which Pheto 
imbues the term. This ends in the destruction of all discourse between the two. It is 
a moment fraught with the sort of differences that South African prisoners were 
faced with, and, in writing about their experiences, record in minute detail.  

However diverse these autobiographical writings, they are united by their 
autobiographical subjects’ acceptance that what they undergo is for the collective 
good. Indeed, the reverence with which political prisoners were regarded in the black 
communities in particular was almost akin to hero worship. Most autobiographical 
subjects, for instance, write of how, when in contact with common law prisoners, the 
latter showed a marked respect for them and helped them in any way possible, 
procuring for them such things as cigarettes, and, most importantly, newspapers. It 
is not uncommon, too, to come across a key phrase in such texts, ‘my/our people’. In 
such instances, there is a total identification with the oppressed that makes it difficult 
to separate the individual from the wider society. Perhaps, like James Olney, we may 
view imprisonment and all it entails as part of the metaphor of self. In his Metaphors 
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of Self, Olney there is the following extract which, to my mind, succinctly captures 
the texture and contours of the forging of identity in South African prison and exile 
literature: 

Our sense that there is something – in experience – comes only when the 
elements that go to make that thing take on a relation to one another; in 
other words, the meaning emerges with perception of a pattern, and there 
can obviously be no pattern in discrete items and elements. We must 
connect one thing with another and finally assume the whole design of 
which the element is only a part. Metaphor supplies such a connection, 
relating this to that in such and such a relevant way … A metaphor, then, 
through which we stamp our own image on the face of nature, allows us 
to connect the known of ourselves to the unknown of the world, and, 
making available new relational patterns, it simultaneously organizes the 
self into a new and richer entity; so that the old known self is joined to and 
transformed into the new, heretofore unknown, self. Metaphor says very 
little about what the world is, or is like, but a great deal about what I am, 
or am like, and about what I am becoming; and in the end it connects me 
more clearly with the deep reaches of myself than with an objective 
universe. (1972, 30-31)          

It is, I think, a succinct way in which to view this chapter on redemptive suffering. If 
the metaphor of ‘home’ is used as a leitmotif in assessing the seven autobiographies 
discussed here, it will be seen that this ‘home’ makes for the radical transformation 
of at least six of the authors. Newer selves are fashioned in this cauldron in the hope 
that the newer society might emerge: as Naidoo avers, that very society was 
evolving in these stark circumstances. By throwing all political prisoners together, the 
state committed a cardinal mistake: it made them perceive the futility of race 
classification and racialist thinking, and prepared them for the kind of society that 
would have to be brought into being. For Mandela, a greater part of his term as 
president meant living this creed as a reconciler. Physical, emotional and psychic 
suffering forms the main plank of these texts, and the myriad modes in which each 
author seeks to record and explain their diverse suffering adds to the picture of a 
dark and labyrinthine era of South African history. And yet, in having survived such 
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brutalities, each author is convinced of the need for such sacrifice. The identification 
experienced by someone like Joseph resonates with the idea that the greater shame 
would be precisely the lack of such identification. And in a sense all the 
autobiographers discussed here - with the exception of Levine – share this 
identification. What emerge at the end of their ordeals are the kind of newer selves 
that Olney writes about.  

Internal exile, as exemplified by Joseph, was not at all easy. Physical exile, on 
the other hand, was the extreme form of such punishment. Two authors who were 
to make a significant contribution to South African literature chose exile and their 
experiences form the core of the next chapter, followed by an examination of the 
autobiography of F.W. de Klerk, The Last Trek, in an attempt to illustrate how, when 
confronted with a changed reality, identity itself can become a prison-house.  
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CHAPTER SIX: ‘Living in the Interregnum and Beyond’ (1980 – 

2000) 

 

I write best if I can hear thunder 
behind my ears. Not even Rain Clouds 
was real thunder yet. Some of my letters 
to friends are faint rumblings of it. 

Bessie Head 

This chapter examines a selection of South African autobiographical writings 
produced in the immediate aftermath of the Sharpeville massacre of 21 March 1960 
and beyond. The epoch that followed this key event in South African history changed 
the country forever, although this change was not apparent until the middle of the 
decade.  

At the international level, repeated criticism of apartheid policies made South 
Africa, early in the decade, withdraw from the Commonwealth, and on May 31 1961 
it became a republic. This meant that no country could meaningfully intervene, 
diplomatically or otherwise, in how the state ran its affairs. Once more, as mentioned 
previously, this led to an exodus of South Africa’s more gifted citizens as the noose 
of segregation, recrimination and prosecution drew tighter. Many departed on exit 
permits for voluntary exile or left the country surreptitiously. There was the banning 
of organizations deemed a security risk and the detention on charges of high treason 
of the leadership of these organisations, who came to be known as the Rivonia 
trialists. There was also a constant snipping away of sympathisers with the banned 
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organisations as political power shifted towards the ruling Nationalist Government of 
H.F. Verwoerd. Organised protest was no longer viable, and the state’s position 
seemed unassailable. It was a grim period, but also one of relative calm in which the 
economy of the country took off, with annual growth of up to six percent. However, 
almost overnight, the social fabric of communities and the common points of 
reference for people’s identification had disappeared. Because so few 
autobiographers write of the debilitating circumstances they found themselves in 
during the first four years of the 1960s, or of the communities as they literally 
disappeared before their eyes, among those who did write this might account for 
their need to make known the profound impression, as witnesses, such social 
disruptions had on their and others’ lives. Texts such as Bloke Modisane’s Blame Me 
on History, where the destruction of Sophiatown forms the main narrative, operate 
within this discourse. For others, the main aim was to strive to articulate and engage 
their sense of bewilderment, loss, and alienation. Hence Bessie Head’s collection of 
pieces that its editor, Craig Mackenzie, says defy classification. As he explains (A 
Woman Alone, 1990), the heart of the collection comprises letters and journalistic 
essays which act as philosophical reflections on the future of South Africa. Some are 
fictional, some forewords to her own texts and others’: 

The generic classification of the pieces in this volume poses a challenge 
to the literary critic. They span a number of overlapping genres: letters, 
journalism, autobiography, fictional sketches, essays, forewords, 
explanatory notes on novels … The truth is that the majority of the pieces 
assembled here defy classification. At their two extremes they represent 
autobiography and (very nearly) pure fiction. Most of them are however 
strung somewhere between the two extremes, and each (with a few 
exceptions) represents an amalgam of self-reflection, semi-fictional 
narrative, journalistic reportage and cultural comment.57   
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Patches on a cloth: Bessie Head 

The collection’s value lies in how it ‘reveals something of the extraordinary life of the 
author Bessie Head’ (Mackenzie, ‘Introduction’, xiii). She lived a life of such 
extremes, and yet emerged to become one of Southern Africa’s most celebrated 
novelists. Hers is a story that not only reflects unwarranted discrimination and lack of 
an identity, but which also constantly re-shapes the world according to the wonders 
that she wishes to see in it. Born out of wedlock, Head literally had no genealogy, no 
traces of family, no sense of her being-in-the-world. She writes of her beginnings 
with a sense of detachment: 

There must be many people like me in South Africa whose birth or 
beginnings are filled with calamity or disaster, the sort of person who is a 
skeleton in the cupboard or the dark and fearful secret swept under the 
carpet. The circumstances of my birth seemed to make it necessary to 
obliterate all traces of a family history. I have no single known relative on 
earth, no links with heredity or a sense of having inherited a 
temperament, a certain emotional instability or the shape of a fingernail 
from a grandmother or great-grandmother. I have always been just me, 
with no reference to anything beyond myself. I was born July 6, 1937, in 
the Pietermariztburg mental hospital. The reason for my peculiar 
birthplace was that my mother was white and my father black. No details 
were ever available about my father beyond the fact that he worked in the 
family stables and took care of their racehorses. (3) 

This detached writing about her beginning makes for much conjecture. It 
immediately brings to the fore the question of who Head is, since without any family 
(she is ‘the skeleton in the cupboard’) she has no way of shaping her identity 
according to those around her, something a basic family unit usually provides for an 
individual. She is, in Sartrean terms, a ‘being-for-itself’, with no inkling of possible 
hereditary traits, mannerisms, appearance (right down to ‘a fingernail’) and 
temperament. Significant persons who help a self to form an identity that might be 
taken for granted, as in parentage, siblings, relatives and others, are non-existent for 
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her. What she has is a name (born Bessie Amelia Emery) and an understanding that 
she is ‘unwanted’, necessitating an obliteration of any connection with the family on 
her mother’s side. Importantly, the reader realises that the third aspect of analytical 
categories is discernible in her opening paragraph, that of class (the other two being 
race and gender). By her account, her maternal family were racehorse owners. This 
implies wealth, a position in society, and influence. That she is born in 
Pietermaritzburg, a city not far from Durban on the South African seaboard, is not 
difficult to fathom. Durban is the prime city in the country where owning horses 
implies immense wealth and where equestrian competitions take place. For her 
mother to fall pregnant to a stable hand was too much for the family, who must have 
planned accordingly: 

I gained a hazy impression of my beginnings, of a pathetic letter written 
by my mother in the mental hospital, stipulating that above all things, it 
was her earnest desire that I receive an education and that some of her 
money be set aside for my education, of a period of emotional instability 
and depression in her life that had led her to inflict a terrible disaster on 
herself. She had been married and when the marriage fell through she 
returned to the family home. In a sudden and unpredictable way she 
decided to seek some love and warmth from a black man. But the family 
belonged to the top racehorse owning strata of South African society. The 
family home was Johannesburg and it became necessary for them to 
hide their skeleton in the cupboard far from home. (4) 

Head’s beginnings make her life a tragic blend of enigma and human 
prejudice, a life filled with ‘immense sufferings and privation, crippling alienation, and 
perhaps, most of all, personal confusion (Mackenzie: 'Introduction', ix). She fashions 
a life with no referents save for that ‘hazy impression’ about her mother. After years 
of living with foster parents and being enrolled at boarding schools, she qualifies as a 
schoolteacher with a good grasp of the English language, but with, however, a 
fragmented and brutalised sense of self.58 She later abandoned the idea of being a 
schoolteacher and went to Cape Town to find a job as a reporter, after a brief 
sojourn as a journalist for the Golden City Post (later the Post) in Johannesburg.59 
Living in Cape Town in the early 1960s, she experienced loneliness as the community 
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around her crumbled. Prior to this event, she had exulted in the warmth of 
Capetonians and made a point of stressing that, even if she was not fully of the 
country and without kin, at least Cape Town restored her to humanity: 

I love the Cape because it can give me, a writer, a fierce individualist – a 
warmth, a sense of something that is the opposite of isolation and a 
sense of belonging, if not to the country, at least to the human race. I 
found all this among the Coloured community in the Cape. (10) 

This was set to change as government vigilance rendered futile any collective effort 
at ameliorating the circumstances under which the community lived. In an intense 
letter written during 1963, Head appraises her life without friends or companionship, 
a life influenced by ideals  generated by politics: 

One is constantly losing friends these days. Some of the refugees, like 
my friend, ‘D.B.’ [Dennis Brutus] did not want to leave. Wherever he is 
now, I know he is very unhappy. For those of us who are still here, life 
becomes lonelier and intensely isolated. South Africa is an intensely 
lonely, intensely sad country. It must have always been but you only 
begin to notice the loneliness when all your friends are gone … Suddenly 
that happy, warm laughing world is shattered and you are left alone to 
face a horror too terrible to contemplate ... The fantastic thing about 
friendships in South Africa is that one always and only meets one’s 
friends through politics. Every and any man, woman who ever thinks in 
this country gravitates to some political party. Outside this you may have 
friends but none that you could carry on a reasonable or intelligent 
conversation with. Many people prefer not to be enlightened. The world 
terrifies them and yet their very refusal to be enlightened terrifies them 
more. (13-15) 

It is ironic that Head writes so movingly of political organisations, as she 
would have an aversion to them later in exile. Equally ironic, she was at some point 
picked up in a series of arrests following the Sharpeville massacre, and earned her 
freedom only by turning state witness against the Pan-Africanist Congress, whose 
political philosophy she shared (Mackenzie: 'Review', 120). It is from the midst of 
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such conditions that Head considers life as a refugee. The extract from the letter 
reveals a sensitive personality, inquisitive and reflective. The sense of a need for a 
larger community beyond the immediacy of family to allay isolation is apparent. The 
sense of politics as cement for commonly -held aspirations and views is dispersed by 
fear, an important determinant in pre-1994 South Africa60. And under these 
circumstances, Head cannot begin to write or order her life in any meaningful way. 
While she has material that she can shape into a meaningful narrative, she feels she 
cannot because of what she perceives as ‘the permanent madness of reality’. She 
speaks of an idea for a story about a railway worker in Cape Town who, because of 
travel concessions, makes up his mind to spend holidays in Durban with his wife. 
This man, on the eve of his departure, throws a party and rejoices with neighbours 
and friends as this is the first time the community has heard of someone going to a 
‘foreign’ city just to ‘holiday’. At the last moment, as the train is about to pull out, the 
man’s courage fails him, and he and his wife go home. Everyone who had come to 
wish them well simply understands. Cape Town is home and its face – the familiarity 
important to identity - is comfortingly reflected in the faces around him: 

Well there it is. I would like to write a story of the man and his wife who 
never took the train journey, but I can’t. When I think of writing any single 
thing I panic and go dead inside. Perhaps it’s because I have my ear too 
keenly attuned to the political lumberjacks who are busy making capital 
on human lives. Perhaps I’m just having nightmares. Whatever my 
manifold disorders are, I hope to get them sorted out pretty soon, 
because I’ve just got to tell a story (7-8; emphasis in the original).  

This extract, from a letter written in 1962, exudes constriction, a sense of being 
confined to some corner from which it is difficult to extricate the subject. Head is 
aware of her talent and its compulsion. It is indicative of her sense of not being 
fulfilled that she writes of her ‘manifold disorders’, partly  admitting in this instance 
the psychological difficulties that were to assume such prominence in later life. The 
restraints on her talent are her keen sensibility and a need for an enabling 
environment. It may be that this special kind of writer’s block which afflicted Head at 
this time leads her to eventually leave South Africa. And yet she is keenly aware of 
her self and those who are like her: 
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Any biographical detail takes in innumerable people of my generation 
who are scattered throughout the world as refugees. We were forced out 
of South Africa because, unlike our parents and our ancestors, we 
refused to call the white man baas (‘master’). In South Africa it was 
always the white man or woman we considered to be living at death’s 
door, because we could kill them rather than cower … I think we are as 
desperate as anything to make Africa the black man’s land because I see 
no other place on earth where the black man may come into his own, with 
dignity. I have a sort of bitter ha, ha behind everything I say. I knew some 
time ago that I am a useless kind of person in any liberation movement or 
revolution; I can’t stand them or the people who organize them. But I did 
move, in 1964, one door away from South Africa to Botswana. (27) 

While eschewing direct political involvement, Head nevertheless sees herself 
as a part of a growing tribe of South African wanderers who cannot abide the 
injustices of a country that rejects them. The vignette shows the double bind of 
refugee life: to be independent of political organisations while fully aware of the 
reasons for their existence. Moving to Botswana, it is as though Head wishes to be 
close to the country of her frustrations and anguish. She settles in Serowe, a village 
in north-eastern Botswana which she describes as ‘a quiet backwater’ and where she 
writes brilliant novels – all of them designed to challenge hegemony and prejudice 
within Southern Africa and the world in general 
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The least I can say for myself is that I forcefully created for myself, under 
extremely hostile conditions, my ideal life. I took an obscure and almost 
unknown village in the Southern African bush and made it my own 
hallowed ground. Here, in the steadiness and peace of my own world, I 
could dream dreams a little ahead of the somewhat vicious clamour for 
revolution and the horrible stench of evil social systems. My work was 
tentative because it was always so completely new: it created new worlds 
out of nothing; it battled with problems of food production in a tough semi-
desert land; it brought all kinds of people, both literate and semi-literate 
together, and it did not qualify who was who – everyone had a place in 
my world. But nothing can take away the fact that I have never had a 
country; not in South Africa or in Botswana where I now live as a 
stateless person. (28; emphasis added) 

Thus the humanity with which Head infuses her novels emanates from her birth and 
upbringing, her feeling that she is ‘unwanted’, a ‘stateless person’ who knows what it 
is not to be rooted. While living in Botswana, she could not be granted citizenship as 
the government was reluctant to antagonise its powerful neighbour. As Mackenzie 
observes, the decision to settle in Serowe was a paradox that Head deeply resented. 
An extract from a 1973 letter reads: 

When one looks at a life of blunders, I wish to undo only one blunder, the 
decision to build a little home in Serowe. It was as though howling hell 
itself tore at me when I decided to stay here and where the hell could I 
go? (Mackenzie: 'Review’, 121) 

The sort of hell Head writes about is her sense of alienation from a community 
whose ways, values and mores she could hardly begin to understand. Hailed as ‘the 
finest novelist in Africa’, she is nevertheless ‘a woman alone with her son, living in a 
two-roomed dwelling without the convenience of electricity or plumbing’ (Mackenzie: 
‘Introduction’, xviii). The paradox lies in the fact that, for all her sense of alienation 
and feeling ‘unwanted’ by her adoptive country, she was to pay homage to Serowe in 
a brilliant biographical account of the village published as Serowe: Village of the Rain 
Wind (David Philip & Heinemann: 1981). This tender biographical account was 
prompted by Head’s deep appreciation of the fact that, as a British Protectorate that 
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was found ‘unprofitable’, Botswana was largely left intact. As a victim of total 
deracination in the land of her birth, this almost uninterrupted African history in 
Botswana had ‘an immediate and profound influence on her’ (Mackenzie: 
'Introduction', xvii). Assessing what Serowe meant to her, Head provides an inkling 
of her shattered sense of self and its re-constitution, its re-membering: 

Somehow, by chance, I fled to this little village and stopped awhile. I have 
lived all my life in shattered little bits. Somehow, here, the shattered bits 
began to come together. There is a sense of wovenness; of wholeness in 
life here. There were things I loved that began to grow on me like patches 
on a cloth…. (30) 

Written in 1965, this extract comes as near as anything she was to write later to 
revealing what her life in South Africa must have meant to her. While she was to 
suffer repeated bouts of depression and, later, severe mental illness (in 1967 she 
was admitted to the psychiatric hospital in Gaborone61), the growth of ‘things [she] 
loved’ in her is important if we regard the fracturing of a self as cruel. It is from 
Serowe that Head gets a sense of balance and learns to have a reverence for 
ordinary people, which is shaped in part by her feelings that their rootedness is awe-
inspiring. Comparing her inability to write in South Africa with how she could do so in 
Botswana, she makes a perceptive observation about place: 

I have attempted to solve my problem by at least writing in an 
environment where all the people are welded together by an ancient 
order. Life in Botswana cannot be compared in any way to life in South 
Africa because here people live very secure lives, in a kind of social order 
shaped from centuries past by the ancestors of the tribe. I have tended to 
derive a feeling of security from this, so I cannot be considered as a 
South African writer in exile, but as one who has put down roots. And yet, 
certain strengths in me, certain themes I am likely to write about, have 
mainly been shaped by my South African experience  (62; emphasis 
added). 
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Here Head, in line with the interwovenness she mentioned earlier, shows the 
importance of rootedness to place, while at the same time pointing to how her 
experiences in South Africa remain part of her self. The extract seems to validate in 
part Karl J. Weintraub’s observation about the role of the self in autobiographical 
writing: 

It would thus seem that autobiography adheres more closely to the true 
potential of the genre the more its real subject matter is character, 
personality, self-conception – all those difficult-to-define matters which 
ultimately determine the inner coherence and meaning of a life. Real 
autobiography is a weave in which self-consciousness is delicately 
threaded throughout inter-experience. It may have such varied functions 
as self-explication, self-discovery, self-clarification, self-formation, self-
presentation, self-justification. All these functions interpenetrate easily, 
but all are centred upon an aware self aware of its relation to its 
experiences. (1975, 824) 

Head thus shapes her world in line with the experiences that impact upon 
her, as a writer and as an African. Her range of themes (refugeeism, racialism, 
patterns of evil, and the ancient Southern African historical dialogue) allows her to 
take part in and contribute to the world as a whole. In arriving at what she has given 
to the world of the intellect (the 'self -clarification' Weintraub posits), she writes: ‘I 
view my own activity as a writer as a kind of participation in the thought of the 
world’ (Head, 95). This is a perceptive observation of a self whose very beginnings 
were so tangled, so confusing and debilitating. Although she was never to be ‘a 
political writer’, Head certainly found racialism a monumentally  frustrating aspect of 
life. She struggles against this constraint and emerges, from these selected letters, 
as a wholly capable individual with a clear sense of an identity and of rootedness. As 
always, she is aware of what her generation achieves through its agonising search 
for itself. Writing early in 1968, she points out that her generation opened doors 
through which others could come in their quest for humanity:  
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Because what is not too late is the firm and established conviction that 
the underdog is already outside the closed door in which he was locked 
up. It is the most peculiar sensation and I can only express it in a 
personal way, restricted to the feelings of my own life. It was as though 
up to my generation we were all locked up together in a dark air-tight 
room. We even seemed to excrete together there and the stench was 
awful. Then some mysterious hand opened one of the windows and we 
received our first breath of fresh air which contrasted strongly with the 
stench in which we lived. At the same time this mysterious hand opened 
the door. And as we ran out we kept on saying: ‘I’m not going back in 
there. I’m not going back in there.’ A few of our oppressors who had been 
so accustomed to seeing us locked up, ran after us to put us back and we 
turned and rent them to pieces. But we still have this sensation of running 
because of the horror out of which we have come. We don’t know where 
we are running except that we must run. Once I began to feel this 
sensation of running, running, it was at this point that I wanted a haven to 
run towards. Something that made sense. Something worthy of all the 
anguish of my life, because I can’t have it mucked up by politicians, by 
the tom-tom drum-beaters and crooks of our so-called liberatory 
organisations. (48) 

This observation forms part of the ending to Maru, her second novel with racialism 
as a central theme. Head is thus able to strive towards a subjectivity (for herself and 
her generation) that is signalled especially by the title of these autobiographical 
writings. She obtains a voice as speaking subject, and, as Dorothy Driver notes, 
begins to understand her subordination and resistance: 

One achieves a voice – or attains subjectivity as an individual – at the 
point one recognises the ways in which one has been subordinated by a 
political system, and thus made to fit a political category at odds with 
one’s own experiences of aspirations in the world … Subjectivity (or 
voice) depends on placing oneself as cognitive subject in language. This 
means recognising the ways in which one has been constituted in terms 
of specific discourses and thus dissociating oneself from them while at 
the same time claiming a particular and different place within language.62 
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While Head attained a semblance of wholeness in Botswana, she was, sadly, never 
to come back to South Africa, the country of her birth. She died in Botswana on 17 
April 1986, in Serowe, of hepatitis, aged 49.63 Returning to her home country was 
denied her (and many of her generation) by the imperatives of exile. It is important, 
in reading A Woman Alone, to understand why Craig Mackenzie, its editor, took on 
so mammoth a task. The reason, I would argue, may be found in Roy Pascal’s 
reminder of the essential necessity of autobiographical writings: 

All good autobiographies are in some sense the story of a calling, that is, 
they tell of the realisation of an urgent personal potentiality. But in some 
cases the inner calling merges into a social function, a profession, and a 
public personality grows out of the private. The autobiography may then 
be written not primarily for private reasons, but for the public, perhaps to 
satisfy public curiosity, to illuminate the nature of the public achievement 
and perhaps to reinforce it. (1960, 112) 

Thus we have, in her own words, Head’s difficult but truly productive life as lived in 
South Africa and Botswana. She did not, of course, live to see the new South Africa.  

Re-cycling and re-making ‘natives’: Es’kia Mphahlele 

One individual who eventually returned and wrote of the process of being ‘re-cycled’ 
into the ‘Bantu-designated’ system of the then apartheid South Africa was Es’kia 
Mphahlele. His second autobiography after Down Second Avenue (first published in 
1959), Afrika My Music: 1957-1983 (published in 1984), records in minute detail the 
harshness of exile and the improbability of being a world-respected professional in a 
country that does not concede such a status to its own citizens. It incorporates 
Mphahlele’s twenty years of exile, but more especially his attempts to return and 
contribute to his own country’s development, something he and family find very 
difficult. Arriving in August 17, 1977 as a Professor of English Literature, he could 
only work in this capacity if he agreed to be ‘re-tribalised’, that is, if he sought 
employment only in the self -governing homeland of Lebowa and at the ‘tribal’ 
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University of the North. Given the regime’s antipathy towards the English language, 
he was never going to be gainfully employed at any tertiary institution where his 
expertise might be meaningfully engaged. 

It is important to deal, first, with the reasons why the Mphahleles, safely 
ensconced in Philadelphia when they decided to return, eventually did so. Mphahlele 
writes of how, after many years in exile and being part of the international 
community, he and his wife Rebecca felt a need for the connectivity that South Africa 
exerted on them. Writing about this wish to have a final resting place ‘at home’, 
Mphahlele introduces an important aspect of his and Rebecca’s identities that also 
points to the importance of a joint or multiple identity, the spiritual dimension: 

I stop to contemplate a serenity I have discovered in the northern 
Transvaal landscape. I realise how cosmopolitan, how suburban my 
family’s lifestyle has become; for better, for worse we have become 
bigger than our urban ghetto beginnings. The bonds that have held us to 
the original African experience, though, have remained intact during our 
travels. We still feel a strong identity with our ancestors: the living dead 
who are the spiritual dimension of our reason for returning. Come back 
native son, native daughter come back! (9; emphasis in the orig.).   

Mphahlele writes of the sense of an African identity that has also to contend with a 
need for enlargement, to be part of a bursting world able to accommodate talent not 
because of race but merit. He had lived a fulfilling life in exile, but feels the need to 
‘return to base’. Although he provides many reasons for this, one of the most 
compelling is that he feels the sense of adventure for him and his family has cooled, 
and especially the mental stimulation he had sought which was denied him in South 
Africa: 
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Teaching, writing, writing, teaching, the same interminable cycle in the 
long, long quest for a metaphor, for the right word, lucid, fresh like water 
straight out of rock, or like city lights on a clear night that I have viewed 
on the foothills of the Rockies, reassuring, promising, seeming to breathe 
like the life that is stirring down there. If only, if only – ah these days the 
if-onlys seem to come from unexpected corners, in numbers, in broken 
ranks like bedbugs – if only I could teach in my own native land or 
continent! … The gods help us: how can a man teach among people 
whose cultural goals he cannot share? How long can one subsist on the 
mental stimulation one has found? (163) 

Earlier in the autobiography, Mphahlele had written of how Nigeria, his first 
adoptive country after leaving South Africa, had ‘restored Africa back to me’. The 
typical Nigerian was so unlike the typical white South African that he could re-identify 
with the continent once more. This is an important stage of his life, for he was to 
work tirelessly as the Director of the African Programme for the Congress of Cultural 
Freedom to re-assert aspects of African cultural experience. Through this 
programme, he was instrumental in setting up the Mbari Writers’ Club in Ibadan, 
Nigeria, and the Chemchemi (Swahili for ‘fountain’) Writers’ Club in Nairobi. 
Furthermore, he was involved in organising historically important conferences (such 
as that at Kampala in 1962) and writing-competitions throughout Africa. Not least he 
saw the founding of both Black Orpheus and Transition, seminal literary journals 
before political pressure and financial constraints combined to force their collapse. 
This period, from 1957-1966, was truly renascent, marked by optimism about African 
political self -assertion and cultural output. Identifying with Africa as a whole, 
however, had its drawbacks as individual personalities and nationalities tended to get 
in the way of meaningful work. For instance, the Chemchemi venture was not as well 
received in Kenya as Mbari was in Nigeria. As members of the organising committee 
began to resign, Mphahlele recounts this difficulty:  
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Why all the disaffection? I asked the committee members individually, as 
they would never come to meetings. After all, I only had half a year to go 
[as director of the centre]. I firmly believed that the Congress and its 
sponsoring foundation could enjoy credibility only if they supported an 
institution managed by the people of the country in which it operated. 
Why, why the veiled vendetta by the very people who invited me? (87-88) 

What Mphahlele realises here is the importance individuals can attach to nationality, 
and the fact that, as an outsider, he is seen as an obstacle to the advancement of 
the very people who initially invited him. The Pan-African solidarity with which he 
started out in Nigeria receives a rude blow in Kenya, illustrating how easily glib 
assertions of brotherhood or personhood can unravel under, for example, the strain 
of scarce resources. When he gets a teaching fellowship at the University of Denver’s 
Department of English at the end of 1966 (he was to stay until 1974), he vows never 
again to take up the cudgels for an assumed and shared identity: 

I made a decision that survived my vanity: I was never again to fight other 
people’s cultural battles. Even if I was invited or requested, I would define 
the limits in a way that allowed me a relatively unobtrusive role, under 
someone else’s direction, full stop. Only in South Africa, I resolved, would 
I take things in hand where there was an opportunity for initiative that 
needed taking. I kept my resolution among African-Americans in the 
United States. (100-101) 

Mphahlele’s case shows the level at which a person’s identity might at times 
be compromised by nationality, however suitably ‘qualified’ the person might be. To 
decide not to be an active agent in cultural change and exchanges must have been a 
major decision for him. That telling phrase ‘only in South Africa’ reveals the extent to 
which he reflected on the issues of rootedness and alienation. For to have been in 
the United States in the 1960s and yet to have remained uninvolved in African-
American struggles, as an aware African whose identity encompasses issues binding 
‘the Black Atlantic’, suggests resoluteness of a very high order. Indeed, the episode 
shows the veracity of Kwame Anthony Appiah's observation that 'race’ might 
sometimes be an illusory concept: 
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"Race" disables us because it proposes as a basis for common action the 
illusion that black (and white and yellow) people are fundamentally allied 
by nature and, thus, without effort; it leaves us unprepared, therefore, to 
handle the "intraracial" conflicts that rise from very different situations of 
black (and white and yellow) people in different parts of the economy and 
the world. (1995, 107) 

Mphahlele looks forward to intellectual stimulation and growth in the United States, 
having experienced such disappointing episodes in Africa. Indeed, further to the 
Nairobi episode, from August 1968 to February 1969, Mphahlele had taught at the 
University of Zambia as a senior lecturer in the Department of English. He and 
Rebecca left when the government of Kenneth Kaunda could not guarantee their 
security of residence, at a time when the South African government was pressurizing 
its northern neighbours to expel all South African expatriates. He joined the 
University of Denver’s English Department as an associate professor and as a 
permanent resident of the United States. He recounts his brief Zambian excursion as 
‘utter waste’. This move to America, however, has its own drawbacks, as his children 
more than assimilate to the dominant culture there:  

The American culture, to whatever extent we can call it ‘American’, was 
sucking them in limb by limb, voraciously. There are levels at which it is 
extremely accessible, even pleasurably so. Not because it has anything 
to gain by adding five young Mphahleles to its numbers. But simply 
because its mouth is forever open. To use another analogy, American 
liberty, however relative, forges its own chains of enslavement. After all 
it’s a living organism … This can be painfully bewildering for immigrant 
families. One is constantly fighting to instil a basic sense of common 
decency in one’s children, in the absence of a communal structure that 
could foster and promote a distinctive pattern. This is the paramount thing 
African-Americans enjoy and which neutralises the pain of white racism 
and political impotence at the top levels of national administration. (139-
140) 

Coming from an African background where good manners and respect for 
elders are of paramount importance in the young, the Mphahleles have to contend 
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with this lack of decency in American youth, and at the same time watch as their 
children adopt Americanisms and slowly drift away from them. The children’s in-
betweenness, their hybridity, is a source of friction, particularly between parents and 
the oldest three: Tony, Puso, and Chabi. There is also the serious dimension of 
language, though, to their credit, the Mphahleles do not force their children to speak 
Northern Sotho at home: ‘We reckoned that a child conquers his environment 
through language’ (138). Importantly, the couple realise that it makes little sense to 
resist the Americanisation of their children. Theirs is to provide the right domestic 
atmosphere and not to lose sight of their cultural rootedness and thus their specific 
and distinct identity: 

[T]here comes a moment every immigrant youth – European, African, 
Oriental, Oceanic, Puerto Rican, Chicano – comes to acknowledge along 
with the realisation that they are still outsiders: it is that the parents are 
still where they always were culturally and provide a climate of love, 
stability, protection. They will always be there, like a boulder … This is the 
cultural equipment we took into the American setting. At first we resented 
watching our children act out the American ritual, but we came to 
understand, to accept here and reject there. As we did not want to live 
indefinitely in the U.S. The tug-of-war had to continue …(139 & 144) 

The tug-of war Mphahlele alludes to comes to him at 55, when he realises that he is 
an outsider, and a highly visible one at that: ‘I live in a glasshouse, the one I ran into 
eighteen years ago. It’s roomy but borrowed.’ Though he had permanent residence 
status in the country, he feels irrelevant to the American system of education. He 
wishes to be in a place where, as he puts it, ‘your shadow [status] is noticed’: 

I could, if I chose, renew my lease indefinitely in this glasshouse, quite 
forget, write off my past, take my chances in the new territory. I shall not. 
Because I’m a helpless captive of place and to come to terms with the 
tyranny of place is to have something to live for that saves me from 
stagnation, anonymity. It’s not fame you want, it’s having your shadow 
noticed, it’s the comfort that you can show control over your life, that you 
can function. (161) 
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The metaphor of place as a tyrannical presence in his life is one of the most salient 
reasons why, on August 17th 1977 – just over a year after the Soweto Students’ 
Revolt – the Mphahleles returned home for good. The need to be amongst those 
who appreciated them, who understood and shared their cultural being, becomes an 
assertion of their identities, even when faced with almost insurmountable odds and 
uncertainties. In a poignant vignette, Mphahlele writes about the difficulties Puso – 
who had decided to accompany them home - had in South Africa before deciding to 
return to America. There just was no way Puso’s South African identity could be 
wrought overnight: 

I gave Puso regular English lessons to keep him busy while we waited for 
a reply to his application from Lesotho High School in Maseru. By the 
time the reply came in February 1978 saying he should come, we had all 
had second thoughts about the enterprise. He was too restless and 
psychologically suspended between acceptance of the South African 
human landscape and resentment of its political climate. He would have 
to learn Afrikaans if he attended a South African school, and the bush 
town of Pietersburg had already soured his life with racism. One day he 
drifted into a Wimpy Bar and sat down at a table to be served – as 
anyone might do in a hamburger joint in the United States. The African 
waitress told him politely that he was not allowed to sit down. We hadn’t 
seen him go in. Outside he huffed and blurted, ‘These turkeys!’ … In 
March 1978 Puso and we decided that he had better return to the United 
States. It was done. We had to give him back to America, as it were. 
Either way you bleed, if you are a black person. Some bleed fast, others 
slowly. (198 - 199)  

These clashing contexts in one (actual) setting place Puso at the intersections of 
multiculturalism, dis -remembering rather than re-membering or ‘suturing’ his 
identities. Puso, who grew up enjoying very liberal American liberties, is in South 
Africa a danger to himself, as he is forever being thrown back on the one aspect of 
his being he had grown up taking for granted - his blackness - in a country where to 
be black is in itself an indictment of one’s humanity. His displacement and alienation 
are obvious. He has no cultural moorings here, no social antennae that can guide 
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him to avoid harm. His cosmopolitan outlook is at odds with the racist provincialism 
South Africa espouses at this stage. Thus he has to return to a cultural milieu he can 
comprehend, assume an identity he can wear like a second skin. As Mphahlele 
writes, the pain (‘you bleed’) of separating from the children was profound. As he 
contemplates this eventuality, he writes: 'Whenever we reckoned the profit and loss 
entailed in exile, the line between them was never clear when it came to our 
children' (193). 

Having decided to return home, the Mphahleles’ attempts to re-assert their 
African selves are not easy. Indeed, to come back at that stage was particularly 
brave, for one could just as easily be ostracised by the Black community as a ‘traitor’. 
Over and above the expected and routine humiliations he suffers while applying for 
an identity document, driver’s licence, work permit and residential permit in 
Johannesburg, Mphahlele is called a traitor by a group of exiled students at the 
National University of Lesotho: 

A group of refugee students decided to bait me. I was accused, in effect, 
of intellectual dishonesty, of rationalising my return and the aborted 
intention to teach in a university (the North) that had been established 
under a system I had attacked and was attacking … In brief I explained 
that wherever African students are to be found, and I am allowed to teach 
them, I will do it; I had come back to claim my ancestral heritage, to 
assert my role as a humanist; there was nothing that said a person 
cannot and should not work in a system he abhors.64 (212) 

This vignette shows in a veiled way the further vagaries of exile: how, even in this 
situation, communal fracture demands group solidarity, even when  the eventual 
outcome is uncertain. Exile, in this instance, cloisters and suffocates individuality. It 
is quite possible that the students are motivated by envy, by a sense that, while they 
have to act as a collective, Mphahlele follows the impulses of his heart. Crucially, he 
is no longer agnostic, but a humanist, a believer in the Supreme Being who unifies all 
creation, an inclusive entity which does not exclude on any basis. Yet, contrary to all 
this, he is, still, the outsider in his own country when he has returned to it: 
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We sought community, we found it. We sought an identifiable culture, we 
found it. We sought relevance, we found it. We sought a return to 
ancestral ground, this is it, and it cuts across all man-made boundaries. 
We tasted liberty - freedom of association, expression, mobility. We came 
back to none of these. (250) 

This extract brings to mind the observation by Nadine Gordimer that ‘disaffected 
African intellectuals use the autobiographical form as catharsis for the suffering of 
second-class citizens with first-class brains’ (1974, 7). Among the many things the 
Mphahleles found on their return, however, despite all the problems of exile, were, I 
would argue, dignity and respect accorded them by society – the sort that Es’kia 
writes about when he says it is important to have one’s shadow noticed. It is fitting 
that among the many sobriquets that he is now known by is 'Dean of African Letters' 
– a revered title. At last he does indeed cast a long shadow. His life exemplifies what 
Homi Bhabha discusses when he notes that, in many instances, the phenomenon of 
denied knowledge enters the dominant discourse and estranges the basis of its 
authority (Bhabha: 1994, 114). Summarising Mphahlele’s writing, Lynda Gilfillan 
invokes ambivalence and counter-hegemony to describe the autobiographies: 

Mphahlele’s autobiographical writing represents, like the poetry of 
Senghor that Mphahlele has praised, a self that is “the meeting point of 
Europe and Africa … an ambivalent continent” (1963:83). In short, writing 
that inscribes racial and cultural liminalities, re-members a marginalised 
community’s history, and reconstructs the self in terms forbidden by the 
apartheid state, is an undeniable counter-force to the hegemonic ideology 
of the day. (1995, 191) 

What Gilfillan observes is the manner in which Mphahlele celebrates the multiplicity 
of cultural contexts he occupies without giving primacy to any. In doing so, he 
becomes a voice of the voiceless, he re-presents a community of which he is a part. 
In this manner, too, he gives the lie to apartheid’s attempts to ‘straight-jacket’ South 
Africans’ identities into neat boxes overarched by ethnic considerations, always 
separate, always antagonistic and at odds. This sort of re-writing the self is proof 
that autobiographical writings can be counter-hegemonic, for, despite the banning of 
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Down Second Avenue in South Africa, it reached the world in seventeen languages, 
testifying to the power of his portrayal of the horror of his native land. 

Re-writing histories?: F.W. de Klerk 

By contrast, an autobiography from South Africa depicting its provincialism over 
many years is F.W. de Klerk’s The Last Trek – A New Beginning (1998). It appeared 
opportunely, just before the second multi-party elections of June 1999 in a now 
democratic South Africa.65 In a sense, while it may suggest multi-layered readings of 
closure to Afrikanerdom’s claim to political power in South Africa, it also, by its very 
title, makes such readings suspect. The volk embark on a last trek, which is seen as 
ushering in a new beginning. De Klerk’s autobiography places heavy emphasis on the 
autos, and it relies on Afrikanerdom as the beginning and ending of its identification. 
Thus the reader should not expect De Klerk to disavow Dutch settler history because 
such a history is used skillfully by the autos to construct its identity and to make 
claims on the present: hence a ‘new beginning’. From the opening chapter the reader 
is made to see how, using history, De Klerk teleologically places himself among the 
persecuted as he recounts his family history from Zeeland in the Netherlands. He is 
of De Clerq stock (note the change in the spelling, pointing to linguistic 
subordination, identification through acculturation), people who were persecuted 
immigrants from France. Given the long history of settlerdom, he is born much later 
as the nephew of Hans Strijdom, who, following the National Party victory of May 
1948, became the second Prime Minister of South Africa after Dr. D.F. Malan. An 
interesting point about the opening chapter is how it obliquely continues the dialogue 
between Dutch and English descendants of the settlers who fought the two inter-
ethnic wars that finally defined the Union of South Africa in 1910. For example, while 
de Klerk writes authoritatively of the killing of the trekkers who had erroneously 
believed they could settle in Natal under the Zulu king Dingane (the ‘bulalani a 
bathakathi’ episode which precipitated the Ncome [Blood] River episode), nowhere in 
the entire chapter is there any mention of the untold sufferings of black people in the 
two inter-ethnic wars. This is in sharp contrast to Sol Tshekedi Plaatje’s accounts of 
the same periods in Mafeking Diary (published 1973). It is this small but significant 
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detail that reveals how history and race are used selectively, and such selectivity is a 
defining characteristic of the text as a whole.  

De Klerk records as his first conscious memory the laying of the foundation 
stone for the Voortrekker Monument in Pretoria on December 16, 1938, when he 
was two and a half years old. It is an apt choice, showing the awakenings of 
Afrikaner myth-making and struggle in the twentieth century. Thereafter he became 
an ardent National Party Youth organiser at school, ‘’forever mobilizing my friends to 
participate in political activities’ (Last Trek, 12). Later, at university, he extended his 
activities. Here he had occasion, as the Afrikaanse Studentebond (ASB) president, to 
invite Chief Albert Luthuli66 to speak to the students as he was venerated for ‘his 
position as a Zulu chief’ (Last Trek, 13; emphasis added). It is this slipping in of Chief 
Luthuli’s status, nationally and ethnically, that sets the tone for the manner in which 
De Klerk would later deal with representatives of African peoples. The chief’s position 
within Natal’s Groovlei community, and how he came to lose that position, are not 
important matters in the De Klerk narrative: what is important is the attempt to 
reveal the narrator as a forward-looking person (verligte in Afrikaans, as opposed to 
verkrampte, or conservative), a leader who can be unconventional when the 
circumstances dictate. Gushing over the traumatic Sixties decade, De Klerk comes up 
with an extraordinary comment. When writing about the bannings of the African 
National Congress and the Pan-Africanist Congress (described as ‘’radical’) and the 
imprisonment of Nelson Mandela, he claims: 

My reaction, and that of most of my friends at the time, was one of huge 
relief. We were confident we had broken the back of a communist-
inspired revolutionary conspiracy. Now we could get on with the mission 
of developing the black population. (37; emphasis added) 

I choose this extract for what it reveals about the subject. First, here is a mature 
individual who exults over a perceived enemy vanquished by Verwoerdian brutality 
(without recording what little dissent there might have been among his friends). The 
combined institutions of church and state must have played a crucial role in the 
indoctrination of the subject, for, as a student at Potchefstroom University for 
Christian Higher Education, he was also an active member of the Nationalist Party 
Youth League and Broederbond. Second, the subject, even at this time when 
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decolonisation was in full swing in many parts of Africa, believes that the white 
civilising mission is still on, a paradigm that leads in South Africa to the homelands 
system. The implications for development, apparent later in the text, are that black 
people at this time were less than civilised, needing the strong tutelage of the 
seemingly indispensable Afrikaners.  

These observations are crucial if the reader examines the systematic 
indoctrination de Klerk must have imbibed. Potchefstroom is the home of three big 
churches, the Dutch Reformed Church, the Dutch Reconstituted Church, and the 
Reformed or Doppers Church. De Klerk was raised as a Dopper and thus followed the 
teachings of the late-nineteenth century Dutch theologian and politician Abraham 
Kuyper of Amsterdam. Dopper ministers honed their brand of theology into an 
exclusionist, anti-revolutionary, authoritarian and elitist neo-Calvinism. They believed 
that all life was divided into ‘spheres’ – politics, culture, religion, home, and 
education – with each sphere governed by male representatives of God. Thus, 
knowing De Klerk’s religious and educational background prepares the reader for the 
self-justificatory tirades that make the book a mockery of common sense and the 
many deaths endured in the cause of freedom. The adherence to the division of 
phenomena into spheres of influence of control and separateness is part of the 
reason why separate ‘development’ was steadfastly clung to. Writing of the 
homeland system, for instance, he declares: 

One of the main concerns of the National Party at the time was to 
promote the rapid implementation of the homeland policy, a position I, as 
an office-bearer in the party, fully supported … I was convinced that this 
was in the interest, not only of white South Africans, but also of moderate 
and peace-loving black South Africans. At the time the newspapers were 
full of horror stories brought back by white refugees from the Congo and 
other independent territories, where the hasty transfer of power to the 
former revolutionaries had led in many instances to the collapse of 
effective government and law and order.  (38; emphasis added) 

Two points from the extract are observable: first, with its strong anti-revolutionary 
message, the Dopper section of Afrikanerdom made any revolutionary gesture 
anathema, hence the jailing of leaders of black South Africans wishing to advance 
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change. In de Klerk’s terms, only ‘moderate and peace-loving black South Africans’ 
were worth consideration. The extract assumes that such ‘peace-loving’ South 
Africans apparently approved of both their land dispossession and forced removals to 
drought-stricken areas of the country. Second, De Klerk is skilful in manipulating the 
facts of decolonisation. The point about the ‘hasty transfer of power’ bolsters the 
point initially made about ‘developing the black population’, since it subtly 
demonstrates that in other parts of Africa black people were ‘under-developed’. A 
whole sad history of outside interference in the Congo is elided: the assassinations of 
revolutionaries such as Patrice Lumumba are simply seen through the prism of 
‘horror stories’. The fact that such neo-colonial actions quickly moved independent 
Africa into post-colonial uncertainties, nihilism, and downright ruthlessness is not 
given historical context. The function of ideology here is apparent, and its 
interpolation for the reader is such that the later periods of uprising in South Africa 
are seen through this focaliser of disunity and power-hungry black organisations. 
But, in this context, it is understandable that De Klerk is struggling with his ‘roots’ 
rather than the ‘routes’ of his present identity as a member of the ruling class and 
party. He cannot unequivocally discount his settler ancestry, or give account of the 
manner in which South Africa was ‘developed’ without brutalities being perpetrated 
on the indigenous populations. This is where identity becomes an encumbrance. As 
Judith Coullie (1994, 106) points out in another context, here the subject is ‘textually 
constituted, in part, by what can be identified as the discourse of western 
individualism – out of which traditional Western autobiographical practice emerges’. 
The ‘I’ of De Klerk’s autobiography struggles to make the present believable. Coullie 
here captures this point rather well: 

The “I” is a concentration of selves, and memories (constructions) of past 
selves. And these selves are implicated in the discursive representations 
of self that culture and history make available. As Norris observes: “there 
is not privileged ground of reflection from which thought could ever 
organize or control the flux of temporal experience … Perception is 
always already representation” (1982: 47-8) Telling of the present of 
writing involves telling of the past (which is part of the present). Telling of 
the past, however, is no less problematic, for the discourse will always be 
coloured by the present of the narration. (1994, 123) 
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I believe this quotation very aptly accounts for the manner in which, as a member of 
the of the then Prime Minister BJ Vorster’s cabinet, the narrator begins to shift 
direction from accounting for the homelands system to the ‘rearguard’ action he 
depicts himself as fighting. He comes across as a closet reformer, applying such laws 
as the Registration of the Population Act in ‘as humane a manner as possible’. This is 
the telling of the past Coullie writes of as being problematic. When De Klerk later has 
an opportunity to lift the ban on the ostracised organisations of the country, we are 
invited to see such an act as that of a deeply principled person. Of course, there is 
no moment of epiphany, no road-to-Damascus miracle. All of his actions are seen as 
a result of his ‘moderating’ influence and ‘watchdog’ role. For instance, in writing of 
the internal power struggles within the party when Vorster was forced to resign, De 
Klerk makes sure the reader is left in no doubt of his principles when refusing to be 
drawn by lobbyists: 

My overwhelming sentiment at the end of the Vorster era and following 
my first participation in the election of a new party leader was one of 
disgust. I had no desire for this dark side of politics – the back-stabbing 
and the manoeuvring for position, the rapid changes of loyalties and 
intrigues, often inspired by unbridled ambition – which would characterize 
the time. I firmly resolved not to allow myself to become part of this type 
of politics. (63-4) 

In the light of such sentiments, De Klerk would later defend the activities of 
the security forces when, in  the Eighties, the country experienced a low-intensity 
war. In attempting to justify the search-and-destroy policy of the security forces, he 
invokes a legalistic rhetoric: 

The normal processes of the law seemed incapable of effectively dealing 
with this situation. Members of the security forces watched, with 
increasing frustration, while revolutionary movements organized, 
mobilized and intimidated or killed their opponents, seemingly at will. The 
security forces were forced to play by the rules while their opponents 
could, and did, use any methods they liked. (121; emphasis added) 
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I fail to understand which ‘normal processes of the law’ the narrator is writing about. 
The Eighties in particular were a period in which the government twice imposed a 
State of Emergency, suspending in large measure the paltry ‘rules’ of law in 
existence. In this period, many people were detained, tortured, driven mad by 
solitary confinement, or killed in truly brutal fashion (see for instance Mashinini’s 
account of her solitary confinement in Strikes Have Followed Me All My Life). Later, 
in the process of illuminating the murky past, De Klerk once more comes up with a 
rejection of the evidence: 

I reject without qualification that my government was ever behind the 
violence. Although it was now indisputable that some of the security 
forces were involved in secretly instigating and perpetrating violence, 
their actions were in direct violation of my explicit instructions. (202) 

This, the ‘bad apple’ theory, would be the defence advanced by so many security 
personnel and government officials at the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.  

Into this world of a reformist De Klerk enters Mandela, circa. February 11, 
1990. For this momentous event, De Klerk must of course claim his pound of pra ise: 
[‘I had] laid the foundation for the announcements I would make on 2 February 1990 
even before I became president. On 12 September 1989 I announced a new policy to 
permit marches which had been forbidden under the State of Emergency regulations’ 
(Last Trek, 159). The deepening political resolve that the marches illustrated was 
aimed to coincide with pressure to negotiate a peaceful settlement. Thus De Klerk 
removes agency from the masses. Allowing such marches made perfect sense as a 
safety valve and in order that business activities should not be disrupted. At the 
time, it was apparent that the unbanning of the African National Congress, The 
South African Communist Party, and the Pan Africanist Congress, together with a 
host of minor parties, was not an act of goodwill. Apartheid’s bankrollers had begun 
to withdraw help. The rot set in when Chase Manhattan Bank refused to renew the 
government’s short-term loans and the campaign for sanctions began to be felt. The 
years in which the economy was deliberately depressed to allow the government to 
produce a surplus on the balance of payments in servicing its debt were over. 
Sanctions and the looming inevitability of a race war brought the de Klerk 
government to its senses. In a sense de Klerk validates Barret John Mandel’s 
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observation that, in making these ‘verbal constructs’, De Klerk wishes to ‘account’, to 
settle matters about how he arrived at this point in history: 

Autobiography is a retrospective account of a man’s whole life (or a 
significant part of a life) written as avowed truth and for a specific purpose 
by the man who lived the life. Autobiography is a literary art in the 
Aristotelian sense that it is a conscious verbal construct written for a 
specific purpose – a purpose which helps to shape the work and without 
which there would be no work.67 

One of the book’s defining aspects is the grudge between Mandela and De 
Klerk. It is also unfortunate for De Klerk that Long Walk to Freedom came out in 
1994, because he writes in a defensive mode when referring to Mandela (see The 
Last Trek, 174; 201; 206 and 242). When the ‘talk about talks’ phase of the 
negotiations was over and the real business of mapping out the new dispensation to 
follow began, these grudges loomed large. For the narrator, issues such as strikes, 
rolling mass action, the release of political prisoners, and numerous deaths caused 
by seeming ‘black-on-black’ violence all stemmed from Mandela’s being a prisoner to 
‘radicals in his party’. It is as though De Klerk, in writing the book, wishes to show 
that his side was not out-manoeuvred by skillful negotiators (for instance, Cyril 
Ramaphosa, the leading ANC negotiator and later chair of the Constitutional 
Assembly, is portrayed as having ‘cold calculating eyes, which seemed to be 
searching continuously for the softest spot in the defences of his opponents’, Last 
Trek 238). As Anthony Sampson68 characterises de Klerk’s tirade, it would seem that, 
as the deceiver, De Klerk himself was deceived. Perhaps, as with Chief Luthuli, he 
supposed that Mandela was a cuddly, fuzzy ‘tribal’ chief with unusual charm and 
warmth who had earlier endorsed him as a man of integrity. But Mandela could 
never trust him and, as South Africa boiled, soon turned on him with viciousness. 
The tussle between the two would lead De Klerk to abandon the Government of 
National Unity set up by the Interim Constitution and later to resign from active 
politics. Very little of the subject reflected on here is endearing. Perhaps Anthony 
Sampson summarises the autos here with greater accuracy than most reviewers. He 
notes that De Klerk, like Gorbachev before him, never had Plan B of the negotiated 
settlement for history’s many cunning passages and contrived corridors.69 Despite 
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being the joint recipient of the Nobel Prize with Nelson Mandela in 1993, De Klerk 
unwittingly sidelines himself and emerges, in the text at least, as a footnote to 
history. If De Klerk’s autobiography is to offer the other side of the coin, as it were, it 
is infinitely ironic that he is seen, in more unreasoning Afrikaner circles, as a ‘volk’s 
verraier’, the people’s traitor who sold out their ‘way of life’ to ‘the swartes’. It is 
sobering to note just how hard he attempts to justify his political choices in the face 
of overwhelming rejection.  

The foregoing discussion might reveal why identity in South Africa has been 
such a contested terrain. It is difficult sometimes to imagine what life must have 
been like for each of the autobiographers without the hindsight of knowing that 
identity is a complex concept. For this reason, what J.M. Coetzee says of the pitfalls 
of identity has merit. This is because it is possible to avoid being marginalised by a 
debilitating identity. Asked if he considered himself an Afrikaner, Coetzee provides 
this answer: 

No Afrikaner would consider me an Afrikaner. That, it seems to me, is the 
acid test for group membership, and I don't pass it. Why not? In the first 
place, because English is my first language, and has been since 
childhood. An Afrikaner (primary and simplest definition) is a person 
whose first language is Afrikaans. In the second place, because I am not 
embedded in the culture of the Afrikaner (I have never, for instance, 
belonged to a reformed Church) and have been shaped by that culture 
only in a perverse way. 

What am I, then, in this ethnic-linguistic sense? I am one of the many in this country 
who have become detached from their ethnic roots, whether those roots were in 
Dutch South Africa or Indonesia or Britain or Greece or wherever, and joined a pool 
of non-recognizable ethnos whose language is English. These people are not, strictly 
speaking, "English Africans", since a large pool of them - myself included - are not of 
British ancestry. They are merely South Africans (itself a mere name of convenience) 
whose native tongue, the language they were born to, is English. And, as the pool 
has no discernible ethnos, so one day I hope it will have no predominant color, as 
more 'people of color' drift into it. A pool I would hope then, in which differences 
wash away. (1992, 342)  
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The hijacking of the linguistic/cultural label 'Afrikaner' since the 1880s should 
give us reason to pause. Before it became an exclusive term of classification, it 
encompassed other Afrikaners who did not happen to be white (such as Bessie 
Head). When it became anti-British, and later anti-black, it alienated rather than 
reconciled. Coetzee is in this instance anticipating the community of 'returnees' from 
exile with their children who belong to no particular 'ethnos'. There has been a 
gradual growth of Coetzee's pool since 1992, in which the basic identity is 'South 
African' and the stress on speaking the English language. Certainly this pool is the 
one in which Puso Mphahlele would fit. The tragedy of such a pool is its location in 
the urban, thoroughly cosmopolitan, cities of the country. The missing point in this 
observation by Coetzee is the fact that the larger pool is composed of those who, 
while quintessentially South Africans, believe in their cultures, the authenticity of 
their mother tongues, their ancestral beliefs. Also, he tends to forget that, apart from 
the indigenes, South Africa is a colourful country of immigrants. Every other day the 
Italian South Africans, German South Africans, Jewish South Africans, Portuguese 
South Africans, Polish South Africans, Chinese South Africans, or any other grouping, 
may be celebrating a festival of their mother country. These identities remain a 
strong component of significant communities in South Africa, and it will be years 
before an ‘authentic’ Coetzee-esque pool becomes a reality.  

Of late, the human landscape has changed to include virtually every 
nationality on the continent as a result of South Africa’s political stability and its 
relative economic strength. In a sense, for Africans the country is seen as a ‘’coming 
out’ country. One of the more pressing issues with so large a community of 
immigrants has been, paradoxically, identity theft!70 With ‘proper’ identity 
documents, the immigrant is guaranteed the life of a South African with all its 
concomitant benefits. 

What Coetzee certainly shows is that it is possible, in contemporary South 
Africa, to drop an identity and become merely 'South African'. It also reveals that the 
various labels masquerading as identities that made the land hostile, a furnace, are 
imperceptibly dropping off. I conclude with this observation from Kwame Anthony 
Appiah, which seems to dovetail with aspects of the above argument at some key 
points: 
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There are, I think, three crucial lessons to be learned from these cases. 
First, that identities are complex and multiple and grow out of a history of 
changing responses to economic, political and cultural forces, almost 
always in opposition to other identities. Second, that they flourish despite 
what I had earlier called our "misrecognition" of their origins; despite, that 
is, their roots in myth and lies. And third, there is, in consequence, no 
large place for reason in the construction - as opposed to the study and 
management - of identities. (1995, 108)  

I tend to believe that Appiah’s observation is apt if the foregoing discussion is placed 
within the statement’s interstices. From the discussion thus far, it will be seen that 
identities are complex and are a response to what Hall sees as an interplay of power, 
culture, and history: what Appiah sees as his second point, which he calls their 
‘misrecognition’. I do not think that I would agree with Appiah’s third point, that 
there is 'no large place for reason' in their construction. The fact that identities seem 
to be constructed through illogical and sometimes far-fetched claims to history is 
precisely why, when the lunacy of, say, the Serbian battle cry is heard, scholars need 
to highlight the reasoning behind the cry and then manage such discordant 
identities. Appiah would like to have it both ways: do not ‘recognise’ the lunatic but 
well-reasoned argument about a particular (often ethnic) identity, but do study its 
contours and parameters, its claims to authenticity, and do attempt to manage it. 
Such a position, I am afraid, lacks academic depth. Coming at the end of an 
excellently argued article, it leaves the reader bemused about Appiah’s nonchalant 
dismissal of the logicality enmeshed within the illogicality by which certain identities 
are advanced. To be dismissive of all processes of identity formation and propagation 
is to lump all such identities as exercises in charlatanism. If we do not understand, 
within the South African context, the illogicality (brought to the fore by politicians as 
thoroughly logical) of ethnic and group identities in the years following 1948, we 
cannot account for the fractured selves as shown by the majority of autobiographers 
discussed here, who attempted to assemble their multiple selves into a coherent 
‘whole’: ‘patches on a cloth’, as Bessie Head termed the process of re-membering her 
tortured selves.  

In this chapter I have tried to reveal the difficult process of re-membering 
their multiple selves that Head and Mphahlele, both in exile, had to undergo. Head 



 

 233 

was to spend most of her adult life just next door to South Africa, as it were, battling 
with the illogicalities of ‘colouredness’, sexism, lack of national status, and the 
difficult task of being a writer. Mphahlele, by contrast, had to assemble his fractured 
African self in Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya and Zambia before combining this self with a 
cosmopolitan self. Only when he felt sufficiently re-membered was he to contemplate 
a return to the country of his birth. Both authors try to show how tenaciously they 
held onto their South Africanness, even if such a hold was tenuous at the best of 
times. While Head was to die in exile, Mphahlele had a difficult time on his return, 
but his autobiography shows just how successful the entire process of his search for 
a truer identity has been. He cannot be re-tribalised; he can be insulted but not 
ignored, and he achieves the sort of status apartheid believed was not possible for 
‘natives’. Against such  struggles I juxtapose De Klerk’s attempt, first, to remain 
faithful to his identity as an Afrikaner and, second, to de-politicise and possibly 
uncouple Afrikaner identity from the horrors of apartheid. It is a brave attempt 
coming from a former state president who at one time was responsible for many of 
the painful episodes that some of the autobiographers document. Afrikaner identity, I 
have tried to show, is itself riven by contestations around who exactly qualifies to be 
considered as such. Coetzee provides excellent examples of how on the one hand, 
one can throw away Afrikanerness but be a South African, or on the other, that 
Afrikanerness need not be an obstacle to identifying with the greater South African 
‘family’, the nation. In a sense, while Coetzee opts for an unencumbered, 
cosmopolitan South Africanness, Niehaus shows how it is possible to be both South 
African and Afrikaner without any sense of shame, guilt or maudlin soul-searching 
through a steadfast belief in the greater wholeness afforded by a South African 
identity. As with all other ethnic groups in the country, it will be interesting to see 
how South Africans, now that they agree that they are all South Africans, 
simultaneously depoliticise and celebrate their ethnic identities in much the same 
way as African-Americans, Italian-Americans, Mexican-Americans, Polish-Americans 
and a host of other (hyphenated) Americans are able to do. 
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CONCLUSION 

The present study has attempted to reveal how, in different eras and throughout the 
twentieth-century, South Africans have forged their selves under very trying 
circumstances. The process of forging such identities also involves a rejection of 
imposed identities and an affirmation of what the subjects feel are their true selves. 
To say ‘no’ to ascribed identities and dispossession is to act. This perspective arises 
from Mongane Serote’s poem, There will be a Better Time, a view better illustrated 
by the following lines: 

 
if the we is the most of us   
and the most of us is the will 
the will to say no! 
there will be a better time 
when time has run out for liars 
for those who take and take and take from others, take 
forever! 
and keep taking 
for themselves alone 
take and take and take 
time has run out 
when we say no! 
no more - 
- no is not a word but an act, remember that - !71 

 
Kwame Anthony Appiah avers that identities grow out of historical times within which 
there are changes to the political, economic and cultural life forces, that they flourish 
despite the ‘misrecognition’ of their origins, and that reason plays no part in their 
construction.  While I readily agree with the first two propositions, I do not believe 
that the third formulation, particularly within the South African context, necessarily 
holds true: certainly most of the texts studied here demonstrate that there was a 
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(hidden) role for reason in the construction of such identities: apartheid, despite its 
perceived lunacy, could not have survived for as long as it did if no one believed in 
its reasonableness, if it did not have fervent supporters. Although I do show that 
some autobiographical subjects – such as Levine and De Klerk – are disconcerting in 
how their selves are conceptualised and how they relate their lives within the South 
African polity, in general what the study hopefully shows is the hybridity within which 
South Africans realise their identities.  

The fragment that forms part of the title of this dissertation, ‘who am i?’ 
shows how bewildering the South African experience was for some of its citizens, 
and how, in seeking to answer exactly this question, they strove to prove their 
humanity in a similar fashion to African-American slave narratives. Serote provides a 
clue to this process when he writes in The Night Keeps Winking (1982, 13) that: ‘we 
did amazing things to say simple things/we are human and this is our land’. Hence 
history plays a critical role in this study because the eras delineated here in show the 
acculturation process, the phases of ambivalence, those of outright political struggle 
and lastly the phase of composure, the assurance that comes with having come to 
grips with an identity with which the autobiographical subject is comfortable . 

 To take up Serote’s refrain: how to prove humanity within the South 
African context was for the most part a preoccupation that motivated black South 
Africans, like their African-American counterparts, to acquire learning, to master 
various disciplines of knowledge and ultimately to ‘write back’ in self -representation 
using the modernist vehicle of autobiography to reach a wider audience. Abrahams is 
the best exemplary of the above. Having proven their humanity through inscribing 
themselves in texts, what else could the autobiographical selves hope to achieve? I 
believe they achieved a lot: they made sure that the notion of apartheid racist 
thinking of the ‘native’ as a perpetual child seemed idiotic, nonsensical and utterly 
superfluous. Because the state did not have a place for the ‘uppity native’, exile was 
and remained the only way out of such demoralising and demotivating 
circumstances. In most instances the autobiographical subject recounts the historical 
subject’s most profound moments as the search for reason in a de-humanising 
environment and  becoming an agent of change in that milieu  - the autobiographies 
of Chikane, Farisani, Makhoere and Joseph display this aspect. In such instances, the 
self that comes across most strongly is ‘the scattered self’ since the autobiographical 
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subjects find themselves in an alienating and debilitating environment. While some 
autobiographies, such as Campbell’s, celebrate ‘the social self’ at the expense of 
other selves, believing the self to be the yardstick of (wh ite) male strength and 
daring, other texts, notably Helen Joseph’s, show how incarceration even within the 
home can destabilise this ‘social/sociable self’ if their form of identity is not approved 
by the state. Only in recent autobiographical writings has there been an upsurge in 
the celebratory model of the ‘social self’. 

In a way the readership of autobiography from South Africa is already framed 
in mind of the autobiographer – this reader has to be persuaded of the ‘truthfulness’ 
of the narrated political and personal hinterland, as the latest autobiography to hit 
South African book shelves, Gavin Evans' Dancing Shoes is Dead: A Tale of Fighting 
Men in South Africa (2002), illustrates. Published in England, this narrative of Evans’ 
life as a boxing journalist who was an underground operative for the ANC seeks to 
convince an outside audience of the veracity and righteousness of the struggle for a 
democratic South Africa even if it is tinted with political disillusionment. It does add a 
fascinating facet to the field of South African autobiographical writing, introducing as 
it does the men in the boxing rings of the country and the political battles fought in 
the vicious Eighties. The reader is made to see where the personal and the political 
intersect, to understand the choices open to the historical subject and the decisions 
arrived at.  

One task of a majority of South African autobiographies has been to un-mask 
the official version of events for readers who might find it difficult to believe that 
such events can be possibly perpetrated on a country’s citizenry. Hopefully extracts 
from Natie Ferreira’s autobiography have demonstrated that denial of events that 
were embarrassing for the state was officially built into the South African political 
machinery (which might account for De Klerk’s reluctance about ‘truth’). Ferreira’s 
primary audience is internal: both literate black South Africans in general and white 
South Africans in particular. His task is to make sure that the willful self -blinding of 
the latter group cannot be sustained. Thus the reader of a South African 
autobiography has to be convinced of the veracity of the text, first, and then 
persuaded to the moral stance of the historical subject’s position (as the texts by 
Makhoere,Farisane, Pheto, Naidoo and Chikane illustrate). Not only were South 
African autobiographies written for internal consumption (if they were not banned 
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outright) but since most of writers had either been detained or in exile, a great many 
of them were initially published outside the country for wider dissemination. In this 
case the readership becomes international, having to vicariously re-live the horror of 
life in apartheid South Africa. Thus there is always a strong emphasis on the moral 
stance of the historical subject. If we take Mandela’s autobiography as an example, 
some salient facts will illustrate how the readership of the final text plays a role in 
how it eventually came to be published. The initial draft manuscript was smuggled 
out of Robben Island to England by Mac Maharaj in the 1970s. It provided the main 
body of work for Long Walk to Freedom  (1995). But it could have been published 
even in the 1970s should Mandela have so wished. But I believe he wished for a 
political closure to his long struggle and incarceration, a closure that involved the 
resolution of the South African conundrum. Hence the long delay in publication. This 
is one text in which issues of identity, the political definition of identity and the 
agency of the autobiographical subject, as well as the historical circumstance and 
publishing history, are all closely intertwined. Thus the text assumes a moral 
authority, not of black nationalist triumphalism, but of the triumph of the human 
spirit over adversity and in this way it assumes an international readership. 

William Spengeman identifies three motives for autobiography in the 
Augustinian tradition: philosophical autobiographers who aim to search for the self, 
poetic autobiographers who express the self, and historical autobiographers who 
explain the self. These motives, I would contend, while apparent in some South 
African autobiographies, do seem to an extent inadequate to be applicable in this 
instance. I would propose a fourth category, namely the socio-political 
autobiographer who seeks to construct and persuade. The fragmentary psychological 
state suffered by many autobiographical subjects from South Africa (for example, as 
observable in Bessie Head’s text) attests to a bringing together of a multiplicity of 
selves to form a recognisable whole – 'patches on a cloth' as she terms the process 
of this re-assembling of selves. Mphahlele in particular raises the issue of 
fragmentation when, in a moment that must have been painful, he reflects on his life 
while living in South Africa and says: 'Suddenly I felt as if my life had been one huge 
broken purpose' (1959, 149). Thus Down Second Avenue, which achieved 
remarkable currency in being translated in seventeen languages, shows the 
persuasionary nature of South African autobiography in the search, not merely for a 
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singular self, but the re-construction of various fragments. Mphahlele (218), too, is 
aware of what that persuasion can involve, as he notes that: 

I used to want to justify myself and my own kind to the white man (sic). I 
later discovered that it was not worth it. It was to myself and my kind that I 
needed to justify myself. I think the white man has no right to tell me how 
to order my life as a social being, or order it for me. 

Included here is the South African reader, because the historical subject, in 
constructing an identity wishes to communicate it back to his own kind. This is the 
flip side of what Ferreira sought to do and in a sense it comes back to the notion of 
nationhood, not disparate ‘ethnic groupings’ but a nation in the making. To seek to 
persuade a black readership and divert it from its fragmentary tendencies is also part 
of the autobiographical subject’s objectives, as Naidoo ‘s text illustrates. In this way, 
the readership also involves the historical subject’s choice of which models of 
autobiography to use. Autobiography, as reflected by examples in this thesis, abides 
by different kinds of models: the biblical, praise poem, confessional, self -made 
person (sometimes as hero/ine), psychological, political and the epistolary models . 
These models are used in different ways by the historical subjects, contingent on 
what they wish to convey. An example of the sort of psychological model is 
Modisane’s text, while the model of the self -made individual within the community is 
used by Mphahlele. Forms of praise poem autobiography are interspersed with the 
political form in Magona’s two texts, successfully blending the two models. We 
should not forget Coullie’s point  that, within the South African context, two 
ontologies and modes of consciousness are operative (1999, 75-76). And in the 
choice of which model to use with respect to the reader looms large in the 
consciousness of the historical subject.  I would add the model of the ‘I/eye 
communal selves’ to the models above. In instances of overwhelming oppression, the 
South African autobiography written by various authors prior to the Nineties carried a 
strong sense of bearing witness to the daily grind engendered by apartheid. In this 
manner, the autobiographies from South Africa differ markedly from, say, those 
written by Kenya’s Gikuyu sub-nationality, for instance (although this might not 
always be the case since Kenya has had repressive regimes since its independence in 
December 12 of 1963). The critic James Olney’s rule of thumb here proves useful. 
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According to him, social and political dislocation underpin South African 
autobiographies: 

The comparison between Gikuyu autobiography, with its great story of 
Gikuyu and Mumbi, and South African autobiographies, with its single 
pattern of exile and recollection, breaks down completely, for the pattern 
of South African autobiography is not determined by any internal 
cohesion or social logic, not by any internal social cohesion or social 
logic, not by what I have called social synecdoche, nor by cultural 
heritage that extends from the present individual back through legendary 
ancestors to a divine source. Rather the pattern is determined by 
precisely the opposite – by a social disunion, by cultural and political 
dichotomy. The classic pattern of South African autobiography describes 
a progressive alienation that, forced to the extreme, becomes spiritual 
and physical exile. (1973, 250) 

Olney here captures the pattern quite succinctly: textual examples point to 
the veracity of his observation. For instance, this is the model under which  Levine 
and Modisane’s complete feelings of alienation may be classified. We can also use it 
to comprehend Joseph’s spiritual exile and Head’s physical exile. In each of these 
texts there is no social or political cohesion precisely because separateness 
(apartheid) is the policy of the state that engenders alienation. Hence the need to 
document, for both an external and internal readership, the very real consequences 
of such an alienating country on its peoples. This might account for the lack of 
serious studies of South African autobiographies within its own academy since denial, 
guilt and feelings of inadequacy with the truth are features of contemporary South 
Africa. 

But Olney’s observation, while important in studying South African 
autobiographies, is dated. As Stuart Hall points out, identities are contingent on the 
play of history, culture and power. What this study seeks to do is to analyse how the 
historical subjects understand their South Africanness, their being of a particular 
land. It is a striking detail that none of these texts studied here reflect ethnic 
identities that the state sought so hard to enforce through its policy of apartheid 
(except for the unfortunate Matanzima text Independence My Way). This remarkable 
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feature, commendable as it is, might undergo a change as power relations 
metamorphose.  In the post-colonial world, as in a post-apartheid or even post-
socialist one, identities muted in the past have a tendency to resurface and play 
havoc with the euphoria of freedom. Issues pertaining to culture (specifically based 
on language as its vehicle) tend to be divisive precisely at the time when unity is 
most needed to weld the sub-nationalities into a coherent whole. Eight years into the 
‘new’ South Africa, ethnic rumblings have become more audible. This brings us to the 
rather puzzling non-action on ethnic identities in South Africa at present. Hitherto, all 
white ethnic groups constituted a ‘race’, which was ruled by civic law and which was 
contingent to change as circumstances arose. Black groups, in contrast, were said to 
be ‘ethnic’ in orientation and their biological make-up. This made their ethnic 
identities non-historical, immutable, and forever fixed.   This meant that blacks could 
be ruled by customary law, and to this end the government went about setting up 
customary authority even where none existed before. This brought fixity to very 
malleable identities, malleable since the interconnectivities brought about by 
marriage, friendship and the urban work environments had begun to make these 
identities merely cultural. As noted in the study, the autobiographers eschew an 
overt ethnic identity because of its divisive nature. What does come across, as the 
Serote fragment shows, is that South Africans wish to be seen to be ‘of this land’, 
stressing in this manner their being South African first and something else second (or 
even not at all).  

The reality today is that the South African democratic government has not 
begun to tame this colonial and apartheid imposed monster of (fixed) cultural 
identities which only exist in the minds of outright ethnicists. Perhaps there is a belief 
that some sense of South Africanness permeates all who live in the country. This is a 
cause for worry, not only because, in refusing to de-politicise ethnic identities, the 
state creates room for their currency. Mphahlele, in particular, is scathing when he 
notes that the ethnic factor is also built into the government when it tries to rule by 
ethnic exclusion. He shows historical depth in how colonial rule imposed itself on the 
various communities and the current practice of politically insensitive decisions. This 
is not the first observation from Mphahlele on this issue. Mahmood Mamdani, a 
respected African scholar, also makes a similar point in his Frantz Fanon Memorial 
Lecture (2001, 12) and I add his observations here: 
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In its reluctance to address the ethnic legacy of apartheid, contemporary 
South Africa is following the path treaded by several indirect rule colonies 
on the continent, such as postcolonial Nigeria, Kenya and Sierra Leone. 
Without joining the project to de-racialize civil law with a parallel project to 
de-ethnicize customary law, however, South Africa cannot create a single 
citizenship. Even if inadvertently, this downplaying of the ethnic legacy of 
apartheid will reproduce two spheres in South African society, one 
governed by a de-racializing civil law, speaking the language of rights, but 
the other governed by an ethnically-framed ‘customary law’, speaking the 
language of custom. If post-apartheid South Africa continues along this 
path, will it be an exaggeration to say that it will have reproduced a 
reformed, nonracial version of apartheid?  

What Mamdani does is to re-visit the argument put forward in his Citizen and Subject 
(1996) about the Rwandan Massacres within the South African context. This is the 
potential danger facing the country: that there are in fact two streams of 
governance. One is urban and legalistic, the other is rural and based on nebulous 
cultural/ethnic predicates. The autobiographies studied herein demonstrate the 
dangers of such streams of governance since these streams tend to engender ethnic 
identities. The state wishes to discourage this ethnic thinking by launching a 
Millennium Project which aims to collect, collate and interpret the diverse heritage of 
South Africa so that a common identity and nationhood might emerge. And this, I 
believe, is what Mamdani decries, for such a project is predicated on making sure 
that civic law receives primacy without de-politicising ethnicity and rendering 
customary law subordinate to civil law, for all the citizens of the country. For, having 
seen such a heroic struggle to grant all South Africans an identity they can be proud 
of, it would be a supreme irony if the country ever experienced anything approaching 
the horrors of a Hutu-Tutsi conflict. That is the challenge in South Africa today, to 
make sure that its citizenry have one mediated identity that expresses their 
nationality while being able to celebrate their cultural identities without venerating 
them over and above the political one. 

South African autobiographies show the perspicacity of Carl Niehaus’ 
observation that they, together with their compatriots, have ‘earned the right to 
hope’ for a brighter future. It is a future based on the belief that, having struggled so 
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hard to divest themselves of imposed identities, they can be able to construct a 
broader, more inclusive and common South African identity. The refrain, ‘who am i’? 
can thus be re-formulated, in the twenty-first century to more elaborate ‘who are 
we’? It is this sort of inclusiveness that informs current state president Thabo Mbeki’s 
‘I am an African’ speech delivered on the 8th of May 1996 on the occasion of the 
adoption of the final post-apartheid constitution by Parliament (1998). While the 
dilettante had a field day dissecting and unpacking its claims, this speech, for our 
purposes, remains the most moving testimony to attempts to encompass the 
colonial, apartheid and post-apartheid phases in the making of South Africans. It 
seeks closure to the contestations on identity, and in its panoramic view includes all 
the horrors visited on one group by another, extols and celebrates the land that all 
call home, and points to the inerasable marks the imprints of history have left on the 
soul of the nation in the making. Yet its final inclusive message is in many ways 
reflected and refracted by the kinds of identificationary role of the autobiographical 
subjects I have attempted to highlight in this study. To invoke Niehaus once more, 
South Africa, for all its contradictions and puzzling permutations, remains a land of 
hope. I believe that these autobiographies play a very important role in the collective 
memory of the people of the country, and through such studies it is possible that 
future generations will avoid repeating the idiocies of the past, if they but avail 
themselves of the written lives of those who went before them, and learn to cherish 
the role of their ancestors in showing them the pitfalls of identities withheld and 
fought over.  
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NOTES TO INTRODUCTION 

 
1In his doctoral thesis ‘Ideology and Form in South African Autobiographical Writing: A 

Study of the Autobiographies of Five South African Authors’ (UNISA: 1996, 3) 
Thengamehlo Harold Ngwenya argues that: 

Selfhood is achieved with only a degree of accuracy through locating the writers within 
broader categories to which they belong by virtue of their material 
circumstances, values, interests and aspirations. 

2  William Spengeman (1980, 188-189) emphasises that the growth in such scholarship 
is not fortuitous: 

The displacement of critical emphasis from life to text in the study of autobiography can 
be attributed partly to the development of literary criticism as a whole, which has 
shifted its interests along the same lines over the past half century.  

3 See for instance Gita Rajan’s article ‘Subversive-Subaltern Identity: Indira Gandhi as 
the Speaking Subject’ in Sidonie Smith & Julia Watson (eds). De/Colonizing the 
Subject – The Politics of Gender in Women’s Autobiography, 197-222.  

4 As quoted by Thengamehlo Ngwenya (1996, 19). Watts writes: 

The form does seem in many ways peculiarly adapted to the needs of South African 
writers, absorbed as they are with their own and their people’s search for 
identity, with the evolution of consciousness, with the attempt to make sense of 
their life and condition. 

5  Others would include Georges Gusdorf, Janet Varner Gunn, Sidonie Smith and John 
Sturrock. 
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6 Here I refer specifically to Judith Coullie, Thengamehlo Ngwenya, and Lynda 

Gilfillan’s doctoral works. 
7 A wonderful formulation by Sheila Ottway in her study Desiring Disencumbrance:The 

Representation of the Self in Autobiographical Writings by Seventeenth-Century 
Englishwomen. Groningen: University of Groningen, 1998.  

8 Texts that attest to this are: The Rise of African nationalism in South Africa: The 
African National Congress, 1912-1052, by Peter Walshe; Afrikaner Politics in 
South Africa, 1934-1948 by Newell M. Stultz; Black Power in South Africa: The 
Evolution of an Ideology by Gail Gerhart; The Roots of Rural Poverty in Central 
and Southern Africa, edited by Robin Palmer and Neil Parsons and The Rise and 
Fall of the South African Peasantry by Colin Bundy. 

9 ‘Introduction’. The Autobiography of Gilbert Coka 1910-1935. Mayibuye: Bellville, 
1991: 5. 

10 Njabulo Ndebele, 'Memory, metaphor, and the triumph of narrative'. Sarah Nuttall 
and Carli Coetzee (eds.) Negotiating the Past: The making of memory in South 
Africa. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, 20.  

11 Recent findings show the longevity of black settlement in the country, a favourite 
subject of the current president, Thabo Mbeki. In his state of the nation address 
on February 08, 2002, he observed: 

Remarkable new finds by South African archaeologists at Blombos Cave in the Eastern 
Cape indicate that the prehistory of Africa and its people now needs rewriting. 
Blombos Cave has produced evidence that African people were producing 
exquisite bone tools and delicately made stone spear points more than 70 000 
years ago. But the most spectacular find is a slab of ochre engraved with 
abstract designs 77 000 years ago  

(‘President Mbeki’s State of the Nation Address’: website: http://www.iol.co.za).  
12 Catherine Hall, ‘Missionary Stories: Gender and Ethnicity in England in the 1830s and 

1840s (240-276) and Paul Gilroy, ‘Cultural Studies and Ethnic Absolutism’ (187-
198) in Lawrence Grossberg, Cary Nelson & Paula Treichler (eds.) Cultural 
Studies. Routledge: New York and London, 1992.  
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NOTES TO CHAPTER TWO 

 
13 See for instance Samir Amin’s Eurocentrism. London: Zed books, 1989. 
14 Felicity A. Nussbaum, ‘Towards Conceptualizing Diary’. James Olney (ed.) Studies in 

Autobiography. New York & Oxford: OUP, 1988, 128-140. The same point that 
counters the view that autobiography is distinctly western in origin and form is 
made by Thomas Mallon about Japanese women in A Book of One’s Own: People 
and Their Diaries. Minnesota: Hungry Mind Press, 1995: 19. 

15 See, for example, Karl Joachim Weintraub’s Introduction to The Value of the 
Individual: Self and Circumstance in Autobiography. Chicago University Press, 
1978:xiv. Weinstraub states: ‘To this historian the chosen texts seemed to 
function through a complex historical territory, that Western man [sic] has 
travelled in his effort to arrive at a sense of individuality’. The texts chosen only 
begin with Saint Augustine’s Confessions. For a more recent and expanded view 
of how difficult it has proved to break the logjam of western logocentricism see 
Gayatri Chandravorty Spivak, ‘Teaching for the Times’ in The Decolonization of 
Imagination: Culture, Knowledge and Power. Jan Nederveen Pieterse and Bhikhu 
Parekh (eds.) London & New Jersey: Zed 1995, 177-202. 

16 T.S. Eliot. ‘The Metaphysical Poets’. The Norton Anthology of English Literature. 
M.H. Abrams (ed.) New York and London: Norton, 2000: 2361. 'The 
Metaphysical Poets' was originally a book review in the (London) Times Literary 
Supplement in 1921.   

17 As quoted in Olney. After a philosophical discussion of considerable length and of 
great interest on the ‘logos’ in fifth-century Greece, Guthrie says of the word 
Heraclitus uses it in Fragment 50 (“Listening to me the Logos is wise to agree 
that all things are one”): The Logos is (a) something which one hears (the 
commonest meaning), (b) that which regulates all events, a kind of universal law 
of becoming, (c) something with the independent existence in him who gives it 
verbal expression’. G.S. Kirk & J.E. Raven, The Presocratic Philosophers 
(Cambridge, CUP: 1966:18) hold that ‘logos’ is ‘the unifying formula or 
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proportionate method of arrangement of things, which might almost be termed 
the structural plan of things both individual and sum’. 

18 For the purpose of the arguments being advanced, it is important to take Smith’s 
terms universal, essential and metaphysical as synonymous since they point to 
the conception of the human being as a phenomenon separable and beyond the 
ideologically/culturally constructed. The term self points to an understanding of 
the human being as metaphysical, essential, and universal. Subject, on the other 
hand, has modern theoretical currency and implies the culturally constructed 
notion of ‘selfhood’. 

19 Challenged on the notion that women were not equal to men, Sojourner was 
unremitting in her criticism: ‘Well, children, whar dar is so much racket must be 
something out o’ kilter. I tink dat ’twixt de niggers of de Sout and de women at 
de Norf all talking ‘bout rights, de white men will be in a fix pretty soon. But 
what’s all dis here talking ‘bout? Dat man ober dar say dat women needs to be 
helped into carriages, and lifted ober ditches, and to have the best places ...and 
ain’t I a woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! ... I have plowed, and planted, 
and gathered into barns, and no man could head me – and ain’t I a woman? I 
could work as much as any man (when I could get it), and bear de lash as well – 
and ain’t I a woman? I have borne five children and I seen ‘em mos all sold off 
into slavery, and when I cried with a mother’s grief, none but Jesus hear – and 
ain’t I a woman?’ 

20 Abdul R. JanMohamed, 'Negating the Negation as a Form of Affirmation in Minority 
Discourse: The Construction of Richard Wright as Subject'. Critical Critique 7. 
1987: 247.  

21 Es’kia Mphahlele, ‘Your History Demands Your Heartbeat: Historical survey of the 
encounter between African and African-Americans’. Mimeograph.  

22 Bergland, ‘Postmodernism and the Autobiographical Subject’, 163, n.4. 
23 As cited in Judith Coullie, ‘Self, Life and Writing in Selected South African 

Autobiographical Texts’. Unpublished Ph.D Thesis, University of Natal, 1994: 17. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER THREE  

 
24 Birgitta Svensson, ‘The Power of Biography: Criminal Policy, Prison Life, and the 

Formation of Criminal Identities in the Swedish Welfare State’. Deborah E. Reed-
Danahay (ed.). Auto/Ethnography: Rewriting the Self and the Social. New York: 
Berg, 1997: 71-104. 

25 An account that has particular relevance to Africa is Patrick Brantlinger’s ‘Victorians 
and Africans: The Genealogy of the Myth of the Dark Continent’. Henry Louis 
Gates, Jr (ed.) “Race,” Writing, and Difference. Chicago & London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1986: 185-222.    

26 Kunene and Alverson’s comments reflect a practice that is common across many or 
most parts of Africa. 

27 Liz Gunner, ‘Songs of Innocence and Experience: Women as Composers and 
Performers of Izibongo, Zulu Praise Poetry’. Cherry Clayton (ed.)  

28 The debate on the matter has only now taken form. In this instance, see Isabel 
Hofmeyr’s essay, ‘Making Symmetrical Knowledge Possible: Recent Trends in the 
Field of Southern African Oral Performance Studies’. Oral Literature and 
Performance, 18-26. 

29 Chinua Achebe, qtd by Kwame Anthony Appiah in his article ‘African Identities’, 108-
109. Eds Linda Nicholson & Steven Seidman. Postmodernism: Beyond Identity 
Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995: 103-115.  

30 See Vernon February, The Afrikaners of South Africa. London: Kegan Paul, 1991, 5. 
A good text offering a comparative study of South Africa, the United States and 
Brazil is Anthony W. Marx’s Making Race and Nation: A Comparison of South 
Africa, the United States, and Brazil. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998. 

31 It is noteworthy to realise that at the time of the Nationalist Party triumph in 1948, 
the South African flag was layered with symbolism: it included a miniature British 
Union Jack and banners of the two Afrikaner republics on a backdrop of the 
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colours of Holland. See Anthony Marx, Making Race and Nation, 81. 

32 An interesting point about Dr Verwoerd is offered by Alan Paton in Journey 
Continued  (110 ff.) where he asks quite seriously whether Verwoerd was just 
mad, or mad and evil. See also Z.K Matthews’ letter to his wife Frieda dated 
March 11, 1957 in Frieda Bokwe Matthews’ Remembrances. Bellville: Mayibuye 
Books, 1995, 121. 

33 The same example can be taken from Mattera’s lineage discussed above (pp. 120-

121). 
34 See for instance Slovo’s Slovo – The Unfinished Autobiography (89), where he writes 

about how Ruth First, as a journalist, exposed this labour practice: ‘For a few 
days Ruth and I watched the departure of these mobile cages packed with 
wretched men who had ventured forth into the white streets of Johannesburg 
without the right piece of paper. For this ‘crime’ they labour 12 hours a day in 
the hot sun, dressed in sacks and feel the boss-boy’s sjambok.’ 

35 See for instance this writer’s review of Afrocentric or Eurocentric? Our Task in 
Multicultural South Africa; Quest: Philosophical Discussions, XI No. 1-2, 1997). 

36 See Carl Niehaus, Fighting for Hope, 42 and 110; and Ruth First, 117 Days, 138. 
37 David Attwell, ‘Review: JM Coetzee’s unlikely autobiography gives a human face to a 

writer often perceived as cold’. The Sunday Independent, 1997. 
38 Shaun Du Waal, ‘Caught in the webs of self’, 1. 

 

NOTES TO PART II: INTRODUCTION 

 
39 The material on Nat Nakasa’s columns is gleaned from Habimun Bharath Singh’s 

M.A. mini-thesis, ‘Nathaniel Nakasa -The Journalist as Autobiographer: A Crisis of 
Identity’, submitted to the University of Natal, Durban 1990.  

40 Monica Wilson, Freedom for My People, 234. 
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41 See for instance Bell Hooks’ article, ‘Representing Whiteness in the Black 

Imagination’. Lawrence Grossberg, Cary Nelson & Paula Treichler (eds.) Cultural 
Studies. New York & London: Routledge, 1992: 338-346. 

 

NOTES TO CHAPTER FOUR 

 

42 Writing on the coat of arms, written in the San language, worded as !ke e:/karra 
//ke – unity in diversity.  

43 Lynda Ann Gilfillan, ‘Theorising the Counterhegemonic: A Critical Study of Black 
South African Autobiographies from 1954-1963’. Unpublished Ph.D Thesis. 
University of South Africa, 1995: 11. Gilfillan’s chapter on Tell Freedom and 
Down Second Avenue offers a comprehensive view of the changes in 
Mphahlele’s writing, reading and thought. I have relied on it to plot this section 
of the present chapter. 

44 It is difficult, in all honesty, to determine when all the texts where written, in part 
because some were published abroad and some within South Africa. I can only 
be certain of the Modisane text (first published 1963), Mphahlele (finished in 
Nigeria, at least the second half of it, around 1958), Abrahams (written on 
England when he was in exile 1949). Plomer’s text was written in the early 
1970s, Campbell’s around late 1940s and Mary Benson in the mid-1980s. The 
retrospective view that autobiographers take makes it rather difficult to know 
when they actualy started their books. Only Slovo makes it a point to note that, 
with a life lived in exile, he started making notes about his life by the mid-1980s. 

45 This may not be seen as a generic form by which the autobiographies came into 
being. A similar though different autos emerges from Helen Joseph’s Side By 
Side: An Autobiography of Helen Joseph (1986). Joseph spent a number of years 
in British India as a schoolteacher before journeying and ultimately settling in 
South Africa. 

46 Plomer is being willfully blind to the truth here pertaining to the pass system. In 
practice, there were many passes forming a very difficult obstacle course for any 
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'native' wishing to work and live in the city and its locations. From being a 
villager to a townsman, the following order of passes had to be procured: to 
leave the village, there was the Trek Pass. This allowed the person to travel to 
the city. On arrival in the city there was to be the Identification Pass and the Six-
day Special Pass. The Six-Day Special Pass was protection while the holder 
searched for work, failure in which would have the holder picked up to and 
spend two weeks in jail as a vagrant. After securing work, the person had to 
have a Monthly Pass, which was regarded as a contract of service subject to it 
being renewed every new month without fail by the employer. If on his free days 
he wished to visit anywhere within the vicinity of the city, he would have to 
acquire a Travelling Pass from his employer. Visits to mainly black areas 
necessitated the acquisition of Day Special Pass from his employer, and a 
Location Visitor's Pass from the superintendent of the location where his friends 
lived. To lodge in the location nearer his friends meant that location 
superintendent checked first with the Pass Office to establish if he had a 'clean' 
record. If so, he got his Lodger's Permit. To travel without fear after nine at 
night meant he had to have a Night Special Pass. 

47 I am indebted to Judith Coullie for these observations and how they are used by 
Campbell to construct a textual personality.  'Self, Life and Writing in Selected 
South African Autobiographical Texts', Chapter Three, note 8.  

48 Roy Campbell, 'Rounding the Cape'. Michael Chapman (ed.) A Century of South 
African Poetry. Craighall: Ad. Donker, 1981: 125.  

49 A coinage by Mphahlele. See his Voices in the Whirlwind and Other Essays. Rev. ed. 
Dar Es Salaam: Tanzania Publishing House , 1973: 121.  

50 Sophiatown was not completely razed to the ground. The Church of Christ the King 
for instance was left intact, and a good number of perfectly adequate houses 
were taken over by the state, without compensating the owners. Such houses 
were bought at bargain prices by civil servants, and the suburb re-named Triomf 
(triumph). See Marlene van Niekerk’s eponymous and prize-winning novel 
(Jonathan Ball Publishers 1994, English translation by Leon de Kock, 1999). 
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51 Nicki Hitchcott, ‘African “Herstory”: The Feminist Reader and the African 
Autobiographical Voice’, Research in African Literatures 28(2) 1997: 16-33. 

52 As quoted in Sheila Ottway’s thesis, ‘Desiring Disencumbrance: The Representation 
of the Self in Autobiographical Writings by Seventeenth-Century Englishwomen’. 
The University of Groningen, October 1998: 62-63. 

53 Patricia Meyer Spacks, ‘Female Rhetorics’, The Private Self: Theory and Practice of 
Women’s Autobiographical Writings.  Shari Benstock (ed.) London: Routledge, 
1988: 177-191. 

54 Henk Rossouw, ‘Revisiting the Island’. Daily Mail & Guardian, 14 April 2000. 
(http://www.mg.co.za/mg/books/0004/000411-island.html).  

55 As quoted in Piniel Viriri Shava's A People's Voice: Black South African Writing in the 
Twentieth Century. London: Zeb Books, 1989: 147. 

56 Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, ‘My Statue, my Self: Autobiographical Writings of Afro-
American Women’. The Private Self: Theory and Practice of Women’s 
Autobiographical Writings. Shari Benstock (ed). London: Routledge, 1988: 63-89. 

 

NOTES TO CHAPTER SIX 
 
57 Craig Mackenzie (ed.) ‘Introduction’, A Woman Alone: Autobiographical Writings. 

London: Heinemann, 1990: xiii. A further reading could be Gillian Stead 
Eilersen’s biography, Bessie Head: thunder behind her ears. Her life and writing. 
Portsmouth: Heinemann; London: James Currey; Cape Town: David Philip, 1995. 

58 In his ‘Introduction’, Mackenzie writes: ‘As a South African-born ‘Coloured’, Bessie 
Head was subjected to all the brutalities meted out to those citizens not born 
white, and she, as a ‘first generation’ child of a bi-racial origin, bore the full 
brunt of South Africa’s discriminatory legislation. Her place of birth, foster 
childhood, adolescence as an orphan, her failed marriage and experiences as a 
‘non-white’ in the various ghettos around the cities of South Africa form the 
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background to the first phase in which this volume is divided’ (x).  

59 Mackenzie, ‘Review of Gillian Stead Eilersen’s Bessie Head: thunder behind her ears: 
Her life and writing’. Scrutiny 2, 1(1/2), p. 119.  

60 Here Head anticipates the perceptive essay by Steve Biko in I Write What I Like 
61 Mackenzie, ‘Chronology’, 104. 
62 Dorothy Driver, as quoted in Judith Coullie, ‘Self, Life and Writing in Selected South 

African Autobiographical Texts’. Unpublished Ph.D Thesis, University of Natal, 
1994: 99. 

63  Mackenzie, ‘Chronology’, 105. 
64 Mphahlele here anticipates, in action, what Foucault theorises.  As Foucault 

observes: 

The role of the intellectual is not to tell others what they have to do. By what right 
would he [sic] do so? … The work of an intellectual is, through the analyses that 
he carries out in his own field, to question over and over again what is 
postulated as self-evident, to disturb people’s mental habits, the way they do 
and think things, to dissipate what is familiar and accepted, to re-examine rules 
and institutions and on the basis of this reproblematization (in which he carries 
out his specific task as an intellectual) to participate in the formation of a 
political will (in which he has his role as a citizen to play) (Foucault, in Lawrence 
D. Kritzman (ed), Michel Foucault: Politics, Philosophy, Culture: Interviews and 
Other Writings 1977-1984. Trans. Alan Sheridan et al. New York and London: 
Routledge, 1988:265).   

65  This section initially appeared in its original form as a review article for MASA, the 
newspaper of the University of the North titled ‘De Klerk: Of Old Grudges and 
Wives’, 19 April 1999.   

66 Chief Albert Luthuli, South Africa’s first Nobel Peace Prize winner in 1961, was the 
president of the African National Congress and had a very moderating influence 
on its activities. His autobiography, Let My People Go  (1962) records in minute 
detail the various means that the Congress took from the  1940s to 1960 when it 
was banned, to negotiate with successive governments for a political 
dispensation accommodating all South Africans.  
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67 Barrett John Mandel, ‘The Autobiographer’s Art’. The Journal of Aesthetics XXVII (2), 

1968, 216-226. 
68 Anthony Sampson, ‘Review’. The Sunday Independent January 31, 1999. 
69 Sampson, ‘Review’. The Sunday Independent. 
70 In a strange way, in order to survive, the immigrants will do anything to acquire a 

South African identity document since it secures them social security, medicinal 
benefits and access to housing. If a woman loses an identity document, for 
instance, she might find herself ‘married’ to a man she never met, totally 
messing up her official life. It is a pity that the state has not passed a legislation 
similar to that of the United States, the Identity Theft Act of 1998. 

71 Mongane Wally Serote, Selected Poems. Hyde Park: Ad Donker, 1982:142.  
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Samenvatting 

 

“Wie ben ik?” 

 

De constructie van identiteit in twintigste-eeuwse Zuid-Afrikaanse 

autobiografische werken in het Engels 

 

De studie naar de aard en functie van autobiografische werken heeft een lange en 

gedistingeerde geschiedenis. Dit proefschrift brengt de geschiedenis van de 

autobiografie een stap verder door de autobiografische teksten in het Engels 

geschreven in Zuid Afrika in de twintigste eeuw te bestuderen. Dit grote en 

uitgebreide onderwerp wordt in twee delen behandeld: ten eerste door het 

verkennen van de theorie en de geschiedenis van de autobiografie en van Zuid-

Afrikaanse identiteiten; en ten tweede door de autobiografische teksten op 

chronologische orde door de eeuw heen te onderzoeken, zowel de ontwikkeling van 

de Zuid-Afrikaanse identiteit als van het genre zelf voor het voetlicht brengende. 

Het standpunt dat hier ingenomen wordt is dat zelf -schrijven - auto (zelf) 

bio (leven) graphe (schrijven) - een belangrijke literair gebied is dat als geen 
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andere vorm van menselijke zelfexpressie de verwevenheid van een zelf en taal 

weergeeft. Theoretische benaderingen van zelf -schrijven bestrijken het gehele scala 

aan denkwijzen, waarvan de belangrijksten de deconstructivisten, structuralisten, 

poststructuralisten, humanisten en sociologen zijn, welke allen afzonderlijk inzichten 

bieden in dit literaire genre. Vooral de vervaging van de academische grenzen heeft 

tot een hertaxatie van wat een dergelijke studie mogelijk maakt geleid. Intens 

(academisch) debat woedt rond de vraag of aspecten van de autobiografie niet 

noodzakelijkerwijs zichzelf moeten kunnen produceren.  Autobiografische werken 

lijken het leven van de persona te bepalen; alles wat een auteur van een 

autobiografie doet lijkt gedreven te worden door de technische eisen van een 

zelfbeeld en daardoor in alle aspecten bepaald door het gekozen medium.  Als 

gevolg daarvan worden zelfreferentie en haar functie in het retorisch systeem gezien 

als primaire beslissende factoren van het uiteindelijke product, namelijk het 

machtsevenwicht tussen de relatie van het zelf met taal, welke balans in zoverre 

uitslaat in het voordeel van taal dat het zelf dat afgeschilderd wordt in de tekst wordt 

vervangen door kennis van de conventies en tropen van de autobiografie.  In dit 

geval is het alsof vaardig gebruik en misbruik van taal resulteert in de afwezigheid 

van transparantie, en zo vormt taal een eigen gevangenis met daarin het zelf als 

gevangene. 

In het begin van dit boek wordt de positie ingenomen dat er een 

zelfbewustzijn is om gedachten te realiseren; een zelfbewustzijn gevormd door een 

cultuur die haar bloei en uiting vindt middels taal. Hierdoor kan het zelf niet slechts 
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neergezet worden in taal als een vergaarbak en om dezelfde reden is het een 

misvatting van literaire theoretici te geloven dat het zelf immer gezien moet worden 

als gefragmenteerd, ontkoppeld en instabiel. Hoewel zo’n zelf zou kunnen bestaan is 

het niet verantwoord om aan te nemen dat de gehele mensheid gedecentreerd is. 

Voor weer andere theoretici is het vanzelfsprekend dat een autobiografie 

onderworpen wordt aan een nauwgezette dissectie om haar neer te halen, om zo 

haar tekortkomingen te vinden en het werk te falsificeren. Vandaar dat het belangrijk 

is voor zulke theoretici om de refererende kracht van taal te ontkennen, zodat de 

ontkenning van de scheppende autoriteit van de auteur leidt tot de ontkenning van 

betekenis zelf. Vanuit een humanistisch perspectief zou dit betekenen dat juist de 

misdaden tegen de mens, zoals apartheid en de Holocaust, met aplomb ontkend 

kunnen worden, een situatie die in praktijk geen steek houdt, in het bijzonder voor 

de meeste autobiografische werken uit Zuid Afrika. Een dergelijke situatie zou 

betekenen dat de kracht van het autobiografische zelf en de auteur weggevaagd 

worden. Humanistische critici kijken liever naar het leven zoals dat geleefd wordt 

binnen een bepaald milieu en socio-historische context dan naar ‘theoretische 

onvolkomenheden’. 

Humanistische theoretici zijn van mening dat door de instabiliteit van sociale 

processen autobiografische geschriften blijk geven van, en een bewuste poging zijn 

tot, de verkenning van de dimensies van het zelf binnen de maatschappij en een 

bepaalde tijdsgeest. Binnen deze verkenning komen aspecten van identiteit 

noodzakelijkerwijs naar voren. Deze studie analyseert identiteiten als een integraal 
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onderdeel van de autobiografie. Het centrale thema is een onderzoek naar de vorm 

en functie van de autobiografie in de context van een obsessieve poging van 

voorgaande Zuid-Afrikaanse regeringen om de identiteiten van mensen uit te wissen 

en andere zwak onderbouwde, ‘ideale’ identiteiten. De theoretische benadering die in 

dit boek wordt gevolgd aangaande de constructie van identiteiten is er een die door 

Stuart Hall uitgedragen is binnen postkoloniale studies, en die een duidelijk inzicht 

geeft in de verschillen tussen ‘wat we zijn’ en ‘wat we geworden zijn’. Omdat de 

geschiedenis in dit geval haar sporen heeft nagelaten op onze subjectiviteit 

demonstreert Hall dat identiteiten zowel over ‘worden’ als over ‘zijn’ gaan, en geeft 

hij een inzicht in de samenstelling van identiteiten zoals ze voorkomen in zowel het 

verleden als in de toekomst en dientengevolge constant kunnen veranderen. Een 

constant samenspel van geschiedenis, macht en cultuur weerklinkt in hoe identiteiten 

constant worden herschapen. Deze visie ligt ten grondslag aan de interpretatie van 

de autobiografische zelven in dit boek. 

Hoofdstuk 1 verkent het concept van identiteit nauwgezet door middel van 

een analyse van de constructie van het ‘universele onderwerp’ en hoe dit gezien 

werd als een maatstaf voor het begrip van het ontwikkelingsproces tot  individu. In 

het bijzonder wordt de preoccupatie van Europa met de postmiddeleeuwse periode 

besproken, tezamen met de ‘onttotalisering’ van de relatie tussen het individu en 

God tijdens de Verlichting. René Descartes’ bijdrage is ook meegenomen in het idee 

van formalisering van subjectiviteit. Gekeken wordt naar hoe dit een probleem werd 

laat in de 20ste eeuw met de decentralisatie van een dergelijke veranderende 
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universaliteit. Er wordt aangetoond dat de vijf breekpunten in de menselijke 

gedachtegang besproken door Stuart Hall – het marxistisch gedachtegoed, de 

Freudiaanse ontdekkingen, het werk van de linguïst Ferdinand de Saussure, de 

filosofische imperatieven van Michel Foucault en de impact van het feminisme - het 

eerdere idee van een alwetende, compleet grijpbare, universele zelf in twijfel trekt. 

Verderop in dit hoofdstuk wordt dit begrip van subjectiviteit toegepast op Zuid Afrika 

in het bijzonder en worden de krachten geanalyseerd die deze staat hebben doen 

ontstaan. Aspecten van vroeg kolonialisme en wat dit voor invloed had op de lokale 

bevolking worden behandeld, te beginnen met de Nederlandse nederzetting op de 

Kaap. De kolonisten aldaar drongen een bepaalde identiteit op aan haar bewoners 

door processen van acculturatie en door de onderwerping van het Afrikaanse volk.  

Dit hoofdstuk focust vooral op de schepping van de Unie van Zuid Afrika in 

1910 en wat dit betekende voor aspecten van de constructie van identiteit. Na het 

Zuid-Afrikaanse milieu binnen deze context geplaatst te hebben en de universaliteit 

van het onderwerp in ogenschouw genomen te hebben, hertaxeert hoofdstuk 2 de 

oorsprong en verspreiding van biografieën, zoals die in grote mate beïnvloed is door 

handel en de komst van de drukpers. Het poogt aan te tonen hoe 

taalverschuivingen en literaire conventies in Zuid Afrika op een later tijdstip van 

invloed zijn geweest dan in andere delen van de wereld. Juist zulke 

taalverschuivingen brengen de ontwikkeling van (zwarte) autobiografische werken in 

kaart, in dit geval in een poging de ingrijpende socius van het kolonialisme en zijn 

stiefkind, apartheid,  te verlichten of te verzwaren. De autobiografische geschriften, 
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zoals die geschreven door Afro-Amerikanen, grepen lezers aan doordat zij hen tot 

een innerlijke reflectie op hun eigen levens aanzetten. Op deze manier beïnvloedde 

de literatuur haar lezers om een nieuwe manier te vinden om hun Afrikaanse 

belevingswereld en ervaringen onder woorden te brengen, en om hun eigen identiteit 

te zoeken binnen de marginale ruimte tussen autonomie en de koloniserende 

structuur. Teneinde een dusdanige verwoording tot stand te brengen werd 

‘levensschrijven’ als een toegankelijk genre beschouwd dat de ‘leemten’ opvulde door 

alledaagse praktijk. Literatuur wordt in dit geval bepaald door de interactie tussen 

Afrikaanse culturele tradities en de socio-historische omgeving welke een positief 

bewustzijn introduceert dat zich wil uiten in schrift. Zodra duidelijk wordt dat dit 

positieve bewustzijn niet voldoende gerepresenteerd wordt in een koloniale context, 

zal gezocht worden naar een alternatieve vertelling, niet alleen in een poging een 

culturele genealogie op te stellen, maar ook ter afbakening van een gebied  

waarbinnen de schrijver zich kan identificeren. Toen dit bewustzijn ontstond, werden 

autobiografische werken geschikt bevonden deze rol te vervullen door op een 

zinvollere manier een nieuwe(re) kijk op de wereld te bieden. 

Hierop voortbordurend beschouwt hoofdstuk 3 de prekoloniale concepties van 

het zelf en de ontwikkeling tot individu. Dit om ieder denkbeeld dat Afrikaanse 

gemeenschappen niet over een virulente zelfconceptualisatie beschikken te 

ontkrachten. Het boek ontsluiert aspecten van Afrikaanse zelfconceptualisatie die 

verschillen van Westerse versies op ontologische wijze. Door middel van een 

verkenning van de werken van de etnografen Hogt Alverson en Daniel Kunene wordt 
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uiteengezet dat het zelf in een Afrikaanse context wordt beschouwd als inherent in 

zowel de namen gegeven aan elke pasgeborene en de sterk bepalende rol van 

lofdichten in het creëren van dat zelf als een wezen. Lofpoëzie verwordt daardoor tot 

het (auto)biografisch archief van het zelf; een archief dat zich uitstrekt tot de clan en 

de familie. Door deze uitgestrektheid wordt het zelf een ‘zelf onder anderen’. De 

studie laat zien hoe het bijna onmogelijk is binnen Afrikaanse gemeenschappen als 

identiteit geen externe of groepsreferenties te hebben. In deze zin verwordt het 

Afrikaanse spreekwoord: motho ke motho ka betho (een persoon is een persoon 

door anderen) tot een wereldvisie van waaruit Afrikanen een eindeloos proces van 

dialogisme aangaan. Op welke manier deze blik op de wereld vervolgens vertaald 

wordt naar de modernistische vorm van autobiografieën  wordt gedemonstreerd aan 

de hand van een analyse van autobiografische werken die pogen de Afrikaanse orale 

vormen nauw te verbinden met de Westerse interpretatie van het zelf.  

Het hoofdstuk neemt de oorsprong van politieke identiteiten in Zuid Afrika - 

voortvloeiend uit hoofdstuk 2 - in ogenschouw en bundelt dit besef van etnische, 

politieke en culturele identiteiten (samen) in de term ‘Zuid-Afrikaans’. In het bijzonder 

rijst de vraag: wie is een Zuid-Afrikaan en hoe definiëren we dan de autobiografische 

projecten uit dit deel van Afrika als ontegenzeggelijk ‘Zuid-Afrikaans’? Hieruit vloeien 

de vervalsingen en de resulterende weerstand van identiteiten in Zuid-Afrikaanse 

autobiografieën voort, die grondig onderzocht worden in de hoofdstukken 4 tot 6.  In 

deze teksten is het proces van zelf -schrijven en het patroon van zelfbewustzijn 

doorweven met intergerelateerde ervaringen, die een scala aan functies laat zien, 
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zoals zelfverklaring, zelfontdekking, zelfverduidelijking, zelfformatie, zelfpresentatie en 

zelfverantwoording.  

Hoofdstuk 4 introduceert teksten die representatief zijn voor het vroege 

tijdperk van Zuid-Afrikaanse autobiografieën. Wat deze teksten bindt is het tijdvak 

waarin ze geschreven zijn en zodoende wat voor inzicht ze geven in zelfbegrip en 

zelfbewustzijn. Als we ook maar enig inzicht in Zuid-Afrikaanse autobiografieën en de 

daarin geconstrueerde identiteiten willen krijgen, zullen we moeten omgaan met de 

constructie van zulke identiteiten binnen het raamwerk van racisme. Hier botsen 

verschillende huidskleuren noodzakelijkerwijs en speelt de verwerking van deze 

botsing door het zelf een rol in zelfontdekking, zelfformatie en zelfjustificatie. De 

kritisch behandelde teksten in Hoofdstuk 4 laten de verschillende stijlen zien die 

voortkomen uit de manier waarop zelfreflectie wordt weergegeven door 

verhandelingen die geen ‘vrij-drijvende’ vertelling toestaan, op zich gezien als 

onmogelijk. De invloed van externe sociale, politieke en historische krachten op de 

afgeschilderde zelven maakt dat structurele verschillen onderscheiden kunnen 

worden. Derhalve onderzoekt het hoofdstuk het gevoel van tweeslachtigheid vertolkt 

door Wiliam Plomer en Roy Cambell, en, in tegenstelling hiermee, het diepgewortelde 

gevoel van vervreemding en zinloosheid vertolkt door Peter Abrahams, Es’kia 

Mphahlele en Bloke Modisane. Terwijl de eersten hun Zuid-Afrikaans-zijn als gegeven 

beschouwen en de anderen ernaar smachten, wordt het duidelijk dat zelfs voor 

diegenen die de staatsversie van Zuid-Afrikaansheid meegekregen hebben, een 

mate van ambiguïteit en zelfjustificatie mogelijk is. Gepositioneerd tussen deze twee 
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tegenpolen ligt de zelf zoals voorgesteld en geleefd door Trevor Huddleston die 

gezien wordt als een ecclesiast,  en daardoor bij machte is door het moeras van een 

vervalste en gevoedde identiteit te prikken. Huddleston laat met zijn autobiografische 

zelf zien dat eschatologische argumenten en gebruiken slechts voort blijven bestaan 

door machtsmisbruik. Deze teksten, geschreven tijdens de periode toen naleving 

van de wet de norm was, zetten in ieder geval zelven neer die worstelen met het 

begin van een staat van on-rede. In contrast hiermee openbaren latere teksten een 

verbeten verzet tegen een periode toen on-rede over de manier waarop levens 

geconceptualiseerd en geleefd konden worden niet aan de orde was. 

Hoofdstuk 5 verkent vervolgens de soorten van zelven die in het bijzonder 

vertolkt en gevoed werden tijdens de ‘donkere dagen’ uit de Zuid-Afrikaanse 

geschiedenis, sinds de jaren ’60. Beginnend met de autobiografie van Helen Joseph 

wordt duidelijk dat het Zuid-Afrikaanse verzet tegen apartheid een geheel nieuwe 

betekenis kreeg vanwege de Freedom Charter, die het Zuid Afrika beschreef waarin 

mensen zouden willen wonen. Juist deze nieuwe betekenis van wat het is om tegen 

de opgelegde identiteiten in te gaan en te streven naar ideale Zuid-Afrikaanse 

identiteit, zoals neergelegd in de Freedom Charter, wordt in deze teksten naar voren 

gebracht. Hier worden de verschrikkelijke ervaringen van opsluiting gerelateerd aan 

het recht op een eigen identiteit waarvoor deze mensen streden. Van de ‘vluchteling 

tegen heug en meug’ Frank Chikane tot de gevangeniservaringen van Indres 

Naidoo, Simon Farisani en Caesarina Makhoere ontsluiert dit boek een grotendeels 

onbekend en voorheen verborgen geschiedenis van hoe ver de Zuid-Afrikaanse staat 
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bereid was te gaan om haar tegenstanders te vernietigen. Ondanks de moeilijkheden 

die de autobiografische zelven ondervonden komt toch een onwrikbaar, schier 

bovenmenselijk geloof in de onvervreembaarheid van hun menselijke waardigheid, en 

daarmee identiteit, naar boven. De autobiografische zelven laten zien dat het 

overwinnen van de angst voor de blanke man, een bijkomende factor in het 

reguleren van het leven in het toenmalige Zuid Afrika, een belangrijke rol speelt in het 

verwoorden van een bevrijdende geest van verzet. Binnen het autobiografisch 

schrijven wordt redemptief lijden zo een bindend thema in deze periode, waarin het 

proces van de diepgewortelde identificatie met de weg naar bevrijding opkomt. 

Hoofdstuk 6 gaat over de Zuid-Afrikanen die gedurende het laatste deel van 

de twintigste eeuw fysieke ballingschap in Afrika en daarbuiten kozen als het middel 

om het lichaam en de ziel bij elkaar te houden. Het leven als balling wordt niet als 

probleemloos gepresenteerd: in feite zijn zulke problemen spiritueel in de zin dat 

gangbare referentiepunten dan weggevallen zijn. Het achterliggende idee van de 

bestudeerde teksten wordt ontsluierd door te laten zien hoe een land mensen zo 

beïnvloedt dat het onderdeel wordt van de zelfconceptualisatie van mensen. Aan de 

hand van Bessie Head en Es’kia Mphahlele tracht dit boek de ongrijpbaarheden van 

de ballingschap te illustreren, zelfs als dit diepgewortelde verlangen tot de behoefte 

van een toevluchtsoord leidt. Het is deze behoefte die Mphahlele in het bijzonder 

beschrijft: de schrijfster die, tegen alle verwachtingen in, naar Zuid Afrika terugkeert 

na een indrukwekkende academische carriere in Europa en de Verenigde Staten. Hier 

laat het autobiografische zelf het proces van heling van het gebroken verleden om 
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het heden te kunnen begrijpen zien, net als Head haar eigen gebroken zelf herstelt 

in de relatieve veiligheid van Botswana. Contrasterend met deze twee teksten is de 

autobiografie van F.W. de Klerk. Met zijn zelfrechtvaardigende en bevooroordeelde 

toon voorziet het de studie van het noodzakelijke brandpunt, waardoor we de 

obstinate vasthoudendheid aan principes die de constructie van Zuid-Afrikaanse 

identiteiten zo’n uiterst slepend proces maakten, kunnen zien. Deze tekst 

presenteert de ‘struggle’ als een wedloop tussen de ‘roots’ en de routes waarmee de 

identiteiten verwezenlijkt, begrepen en onderhouden worden. In dit geval wordt 

identiteit als een hinderpaal ervaren omdat het zelf slechts gerealiseerd wordt door 

talige representaties van cultuur en geschiedenis. 

Het afsluitende hoofdstuk verkent de implicaties van geconstrueerde 

identiteiten in het Zuid Afrika van na 1996, het jaar waarin Zuid Afrika voor het eerst 

een representatieve en holistische grondwet aanvaarde. Hopelijk laat dit boek zien 

hoe marginalisatie als gevolg van een broze identiteit te voorkomen is. In een ethno-

linguistische zin hebben Zuid-Afrikanen zich het recht verworven de identiteit te kiezen 

die het meeste recht doet aan hun belangen, boven een overkoepelende nationale 

identiteit. Uit de conclusie volgt dat een ware Zuid-Afrikaanse identiteit slechts dan zal 

verrijzen als dit aangrijpende erfgoed van het land door allen die er in leven 

geaccepteerd wordt. Niet alle  aspecten van dit erfgoed zijn vrij van de pijnlijke 

herinneringen aan het verleden, maar, zoals president Thabo Mbeki’s toespraak bij 

de aanvaarding van de nieuwe Zuid-Afrikaanse grondwet op 8 mei 1996 laat zien, 

kan er geen sprake zijn van een gemeenschappelijke Zuid-Afrikaanse identiteit zolang 
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niet haar verleden, met al zijn tekortkomingen, de trotse bagage wordt van elke 

Zuid-Afrikaan. Identiteiten zijn complex en worden gevormd door een geschiedenis 

van veranderingen door economische, politieke, en culturele krachten. Zoals Mbeki 

hopelijk laat zien is het noodzakelijk ons hiervan bewust te zijn en de positieve 

energie die hierdoor vrij komt te kanaliseren in positieve en emanciperende 

richtingen. 

 

Vertaling: Rogier van ‘t Land 
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