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Introduction 

Johannes A. Smit 

M. van Wyk Smith provides an overview of the historical role the two kinds of Ethio­
pia played in Western thought's dialectic representation of Africa. As heuristic discur­
si ve device in the context of transcultural representation, he argues, the 'elusive power 
of myth' creates a cognitive scheme through which non-Africans accounted for their 
experience of Africa. More generally, myth may prove to be the way in which people 
account for their experience of the new and unknown. 

Commenting on the significance poetic and mythological thinking may have for 
intercultural exchange, Walter K5ppe argues that Bleek's contribution in the fields of 
Mythology and Comparative Linguistics derived from his appreciation of the contri­
bution to modern Germanic Philology by the brothers Grimm. Fostered in an atmos­
phere of a romantic, anti-authoritarian and democratic tradition of scholarship, his 
methods, thoughts, ideals and values impacted on his transcription of IlKabbo's narra­
tions. Koppe suggests that this may be further explored as it concerns concepts of text, 
origin and Erkenntnisinteresse. 

Focusing on the atmosphere of uncertainty, complexity and multiplicity which seems 
to pervade academia, Henriette Roos points to the importance of interdlsciplinarity, 
processes of interaction and the local focus in South African texts addressing 
transcultural ism. She argues that aspects of genealogy, cultural differences, history, 
feminism and literary form, constitute a motivational cluster which contextualises the 
phenomenon of literary transculturalism. The question, however, is why there is a 
specific image, that of the Bushman, which should suddenly 'enjoy' such a conspicu­
ous popularity. 

D. Lloyd argues that the shift from noble to ignoble savage arose from travellers' and 
missionaries' encounter with new peoples and new situations in the context of a devel­
opment of justificatory discourse for imperial expansion during the first years of the 
British occupation. In the absence of detailed information about African peoples, the 
Europeans were forced back on themselves in order to provide a framework that could 
make sense of their experiences. In so doing they created a construct modelled after 
the Adamastor discourse. He refers to views by Barrow, Le Vaillant, Thomas Pringle, 
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Johannes A. Smit 

John Moffat, David Livingstone and R.M. Ballantyne. 

Arguing that Fynn's varnished portrayals of himself as colonial informant on indig­
enous peoples were aimed at procuring a land grant in colonial Natal, J. Pridmore 
comparatively reads elements of his life within the wider context of nineteenth cen­
tury literature. She refers to the emergence of travel writing at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century and the fact that its literary depiction was determined by a dichotomy 
between 'Empire and the Savages'. Notwithstanding the hospitality of local commu­
nities, this trend developed unchallenged with Fynn's 'vamishings' not detracting from 
the fact that he stood in a 'category of his own'. 

Arguing that Pringle shifts representation from the natural sign to distinction, differ­
ence, analysis, the table and taxonomy, Nick Meihuizen shows that his aesthetics was 
an aesthetics of the classical epistemeiempire. Not drawing on the mediating mythol­
ogy of Adamastor, his simplification of complex systems under the aegis of 'the recip­
rocal bond' between imagination (artistic creation) and resemblance in his poems nev­
ertheless exhibits the imperialist epistemological frame for ordering the world-which 
in his case, articulated the 'reason of the Enlightenment' , the 'spirit of religious reviv­
alism and romantic idealism'. 

Different from the usual focus on myths and animal stories from Africa, Annie Gagiano 
explores the importance of Jordan's tales about men and women in his Tales from 
Southern Africa. She points out that South African literature is dangerously or 
unhealthily detached from the non-literate-they who appreciate the mythopoeic as it 
engages 'actualities' as well as 'mysteries'. She illustrates the importance of the so­
cially pertinent themes in these stories, especially as they engage the overcoming of 
social crises. 

Exploring perceptions of the Anglo-Boer War among the Russian pUblic, Apollon 
Davidson and Irina Filatova point to portrayals of Boer soldiers, officers and the then 
President and overview various kinds of literature produced in the process. So insatia­
ble was the public demand for news of the Boers and their challenge to the British 
Empire that many magazines and publishers not nonnally covering of international 
affairs hastened to get on the bandwagon. Important is that the two historical links 
between Russians and South Africa, first with the Boers and secondly via the ANC are 
vital links in both countries' histories. 

In view of racial difference in the teaching context Myrtle Hooper engages Heart of 
Darkness and Mhudi concerning 'cultural translation' . Important is how language and 
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Introduction 

rhetoric are articulated on the conceptual object (nation). The production of an 'other' 
which is 'entirely knowable and visible' is a recognisable feature of colonial power 
and ethnographic practice. The challenge for cultural translation is to confront im­
plicit meaning and silences in practices. 

Carli Coetzee argues that even though conservative fictions only use particular pasts 
to construct fictions of nation-building, they often also contain contradictory and more 
subtle 'progressive' elements. These are sometimes at odds with expectations of an 
unsophisticated singularity of purpose. As an illustration she examines the work of the 
Afrikaans writer C.M. van den Heever, placing his farm novels within the larger con­
text of his ideas about the evolution of what he regarded as the spirit of the nation. 

Focusing on Conrad, Schoeman and Coetzee, R.J. Balfour explores the significance 
the garden as trope has for their ideological and conceptual frameworks. To various 
degrees, he argues, all three writers directly or indirectly expose the inability of colo­
nial-patriarchal discourses successfully to contain, (distort or pervert) the meaning 
ascribed to that which they define as Other. Like Conrad, Schoeman and Coetzee also 
critique the discourses which determine power and signification in society. 

Positioning her focus on problematic issues related to 1930, lo-Marie Claassen points 
to a conference at Fort Hare in which black and white participated on equal terms. She 
argues that this conference's focus on 'Christianity in Action' , provided possibilities 
in South Africa which were silenced in its aftermath. 

For her sociolinguistic case study, Varijakshi Prabhakaran compares social stratifica­
tion evidenced in Idian (ITe) and South African Telugu (STe) respectively. In the con­
text of various historical, social and economic factors and drawing on research data, 
she argues that ITe remains determined by social stratification-castes and sub-castes 
differences are present in and continued by regional dialects. This restricts both down­
ward and upward socio-economic mobility. Comparatively, the hold of the caste sys­
tem on South African Indians has disappeared. Even so, she found that social stratifi­
cation based on caste is still evident in speech. 

Examining press witchcraft discourses in 1988-1989 on the eve of the Liberian civil 
war, Louise M. Bourgault overviews the press' preoccupation with the paranormal, 
the creation of a Liberian politico-religious symbol system and the collapsing of the 
Head of State's authority into this powerful symbolism. These are elements, she ar­
gues, which may provide a better understanding of the nature of Liberian culture and 
the civil war. 
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Johannes A. Smit 

Referring to the role 'Empire and Response' play in teaching postcolonial literatures 
in the undergraduate curriculum in tertiary education David Attwell engages the ques­
tions, 1) how to develop a curriculum dealing with the literature of the colonial scene 
and its aftermath that does not fall back on misleading dichotomies; and 2) why one 
should bother with the literature of the encounter at all? Why should one not simply 
decolonise the canon altogether and teach an entirely Afrocentric curriculum? Be­
tween the extremes of an exclusive focus on either a historical, localised understand­
ing and indigenous-language writing or a myopic focus on superficial globalism, he 
argues, in the context of 'cultural poetics', for an approach departing from a rhetoric 
of contact. 

Pointing to various evaluations of Rider Haggard's conservative influence on romance, 
Lindy Stiebel researches the use of landscape in the work of South African writers 
who claimed to have been influenced by Haggard, as well as in aspects of twentieth 
century popular culture in South Africa. She mainly focuses on nostalgic discourse. 

In her review of Text, Theory, Space, Shirley Brooks positions its discourse within 
post-colonial studies and asks whether it as well as this discourse are not iconoclastic 
acts of geographical and historical bridging, effacing disciplinary boundaries, e.g. ge­
ography and history. Pointing out that 'space' has become a central explanatory con­
cept in contemporary social theory she argues that the participation of literary theo­
rists in this endeavour makes for welcome (theoretical) contributions. 

4 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



The Ethiopia Metaphor: 
A Dialectic Myth of Africa 

M. van Wyk Smith 

'Myths solve nothing, arrange nothing', claims Frank Yerby in his novel, The Man 
from Dahomey ('Note to the Reader'). But since he is merely writing fiction about 
Africa he may be forgiven for such a careless attitude to myth. By way of contrast,let 
me quote a serious historian of Ancient Egypt, Barry Kemp, who has to handle myth 
rather more circumspectly: 

All people's knowledge of most things-their everyday 'worlcing knowledge'-is 
throughout akin to myth, and is in part truly myth. We cannot afford to be too dismiss­
ive of myth or patroniSing about it, for it is an inescapable facet of the human mind 
(Kemp 1989:6). 

It is this elusive power of myth that shall concern me here, and myth not only as itself 
a form of knowledge or a cultural artefact that represents the world in a particular way, 
but more especially as a heuristic device, a way of actually processing our experience 
of the new and unknown in such a manner that we can begin to understand it. I want to 
suggest that certain myths that initially seem naive and even preposterous, may, be­
cause of their dialectic structure, actually encourage investigation and debate, and 
may thus even help us to see what otherwise might not have been seen at all. 

I am in the broadest sense concerned with Europe's (or the West's) organising 
myths of Africa, and in particular I want to look at the Mediterranean and later Euro­
pean mythology surrounding a place---or indeed various places-called 'Ethiopia'. In 
the first part of the paper I shall attempt a rapid and even impressionistic sketch of 
what the ancient, classical, medieval and Renaissance world of Mediterranean Europe 
understood by the term 'Ethiopia'. I shall follow this with an equally brief look at 
what happened to this concept of 'Ethiopia' once Europe had established contact in 
the early sixteenth century with what was taken to be the 'real' Ethiopia of Abyssinia. 
I hope to consider, finally, what relevance all this may have for our understanding of 
the historical representation of southern Africa and its inhabitants from the sixteenth 
century onwards. 

The most important point to make about Europe's Ethiopian myth is that from 
the very beginning it had a binary, dialectic structure. According to Homer (Odyssey 
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M. van WYk Smith 

1.22-24) the Ethiopians were 'the farthermost of men', and were divided into two, 
some living 'where Hyperion sets and some where he rises'. In the Odyssey they are 
the favoured of Poseidon; in the Iliad (1.423-4) they are visited by Zeus and all the 
gods, and they are called the 'worthy' (or 'noble') Ethiopians. A similar reference in 
Book 23.205-7 seems to endow the Ethiopians with the immortality of the gods, or at 
least with long lives. That Homer's apparently fanciful Ethiopia may have had its 
origin in the actual kingdom of Kush in Upper Nubia, of which record also exists in 
the Old Testament, and that its legendary reputation was successively taken over by 
the even more remote kingdoms of Meroe in the northern Sudan. Aksum in what is 
now northern Ethiopia, and later the Solomonic empire of Abyssinia, have been exten­
sively argued (Thompson 1969.1989; Van Wyk Smith 1986; Munro-Hay 1991), and 
shall not detain me further for the moment. 

Homer's suggestion that there were two Ethiopias ensured the longevity and 
procreative powers of his myth and allows us to speak not merely of an Ethiopian 
myth but of a dialectic metaphor or discourse of Ethiopia, an explanatory economy 
that would take on a life of its own. Homer made no distinction between his Oriental 
and Hesperian Ethiopians, but Herodotus, in attempting to turn mythology into an­
thropology, did just that. In reviewing Xerxes's army in Book 7 of the Histories, he 
refers to the 'eastern Ethiopians' as Indians with 'straight hair', while his 'western 
Ethiopians' are Nubians and others 'who came from the regions above Egypt' and 'are 
more woolly-haired than any other people in the world' (7.69-70). Earlier he refers to 
'a great city called Meroe, which is said to be the capital of [these] other Ethiopians' 
(2.29), located 

where the south declines towards the setting sun '" the country called Ethiopia, the 
last inhabited land in that direction ... [where] the men are taller, handsomer and 
longer lived than anywhere else (3.114). 

Here was the stuff of debate and argument, a Derridean differance that would over the 
centuries seek resolution in various realities while developing into an ever more broadly 
dichotomised ethnography of Africa. Herodotus's attempt to explicate Homer's dis­
tinction as one between Indians and Africans found few successors. Actual Greek 
contact with Meroe after Herodotus's time and the development there of an African 
culture strongly influenced by the classical world, followed by the extensive explora­
tion of the Red Sea coasts and inner North-East Africa under the Ptolemies (Burstein 
1989; Shinnie 1967), gave currency to a purely African division of the Ethiopians. The 
Kushitic and Meroitic Ethiopians became the tall, noble and long-lived eastern Ethio­
pians of Homer's myth while the nomadic pastoralists further afield, of Nilotic and 
negroid origin, became the 'other' or 'western' Ethiopians of the Homeric paradigm 
(Romm 1992:50-55). 
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The Ethiopia Metaphor 

What was at first merely a schematic geographical distinction and then a rough 
ethnographic one, soon became an essentially evaluati ve one. Agatharchides of Cnidus, 
whose work on the Erythraean (or Red) Sea provides us with the first extensi ve review 
of the information about inner North-East Africa available by the second century BC, 
limited the term 'Aethiopian' strictly to the Meroitic Nubians, perceived by him as a 
highly civilized race in contrast to all the peoples around them. As Burstein puts it: 
Agatharchides 'made Meroe the centre of Greek interest in the Sudan for the rest of 
antiquity' (Agatharchides 1989:21). He also put into common currency prototypical 
descriptions of the primitive non-Ethiopians: 

They always live without clothes, and, as they have sexual relations with their women 
in common, they consequently consider the children who are born their common off­
spring (5.52b). 

The terms used here are diagnostic and became standard tropes in the late-classical, 
medieval and Renaissance literature of primitivism. 

Writing about a century after Agatharchides, Diodorus Siculus flattened out 
the former's careful distinction between Ethiopians and other Africans, and identified 
the Meroitic Ethiopians as Homer's 'faultless men ... the first to be taught to honour 
the gods' who 'from all time ... have enjoyed a state of freedom and of peace one with 
another' (3.2.3f). Even more importantly for the later mythography of Africa, Diadorus 
regarded these Ethiopians as 'the first of all men' (3.2.1 f) and the origin of Egyptian 
civilisation. He thus formulated what Martin Bernal believes was an ancient Egyptian 
and Greek tradition, namely that the sources of Dynastic Egypt were essentially Afri­
can and had first taken shape in Upper Egypt and Nubia, a view confirmed by much 
recent scholarship (Adams 1977; Bernal 1987 ; Hoffman 1980). The classical tradition 
of a noble and originally eastern Ethiopia in due course blended readily with a later 
patristic, medieval, and early Renaissance Christian myth that the Nile was in fact the 
Gihon of the Book of Genesis, flowing from paradise (Van Wyk Smith 1986). Ethio­
pia thus became the location of the earthly paradise, a tradition which in tum inspired 
or at least encouraged the later myth of Prester John's African Christian utopia, and 
finds expression in a pervasive cartographic tradition from the thirteenth century on­
wards which depicts the terrestrial paradise as located in east or southern Africa (Van 
Wyk Smith 1986, 1988a, 1988b). 

If Diodorus exaggerated the noble Ethiopians in one direction, he did the same 
for his 'savage Ethiopians'. Generalising from Agatharchides's ethnography of spe­
cific peoples, he describes the 'great many other tribes of the Ethiopians' as 'entirely 
savage and display[ing] the nature of a wild beast' . They are 'black in colour and have 
flat noses and woolly hair'. They have 'a shrill voice' and cultivate 'none of the prac-
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M. van ~k Smith 

tices of civilized life as these are found among the rest of mankind' . They go naked or 
in animal skins, have their wives and children in common, and sleep where night finds 
them (3.8.1-5). None of this is new to us, largely because at almost the same time that 
Diodorus wrote, Lucretius produced his paradigmatic description of the primitive life 
in Book 5 of the De rerum naturae (5.1011-1090), which specifically invoked the 
features of nakedness, poor speech (or the lack of it), the commonality of wives and 
children and the absence of fixed abodes as the mark of the primitive. What had started 
with Agatharchides as a relatively innocuous ethnography of a particular group of 
African people now became and remained for many centuries-indeed, up to our own 
time-a fully-fledged discursive schema for representing the other. Lucretian primi­
tivism has been extensively discussed (Lovejoy & Boas 1935; Burstein 1989), and I 
do not wish to take the theme further here, except to stress that as a trope of the primi­
tive, along with the ethnography of the 'savage Ethiopian' on which it is based, it was 
always only one half of a dialectic paradigm that also included the 'noble Ethiopian', 
thus constituting a broad discursi ve range for European depictions of and debate about 
the people of Africa. 

What this means is that Europe's discourse of Africa was never merely a matter 
of representing Africa and Africans as simply and irredeemably 'other', as cultural 
binarists inspired by Foucault and Said have tried to tell us. That it was not so can 
easily be demonstrated from the record. If we pursue the motif of the 'savage Ethio­
pian' down the West Coast of Africa, for instance, examining its shaping influence on 
the European encounter with these parts, it is tempting, at a first glance, to assume that 
John Matthews's (1788: 159) infamous resume adumbrates the whole record: 

Trace the manners of the natives, the whole extent of Africa from Cape Cantin to the 
Cape of Good Hope, and you find a constant and almost regular gradation in the scale 
of understanding, till the wretched Cafre sinks nearly below the Ouran Outang. 

There are, however, a number of comments to be made about that statement, apart, of 
course, from expressing abhorrence at its offensiveness. The most pertinent argument 
to be brought against it is that precisely because such views were seen to devolve from 
ancient stock perceptions of the 'savage Ethiopian' , they were constantly challenged 
by European observers who, alert to the dialectically constructed nature of the Euro­
pean response to Africa, invoked either personal experience or the myth of the 'noble 
Ethiopian', or a mixture of both, in order to project a quite different image of West 
Africa. Olfert Dapper describing Benin in the mid-seventeenth century, or William 
Snelgrave, Michel Adanson, Jean Baptiste Labat and C.B. Wadstrom describing 
Whydah, Dahomey, Senegal and other parts of Guinea in the eighteenth century, are 
just a few of the names one can invoke for more carefully nuanced ethnographies of 
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The Ethiopia Metapiwr 

West Africa (Van Wyk Smith 1990). Thomas Winterbottom, for instance, writing in 
1803 about several years of experience in Sierra Leone, specifically declared 

the thick lips, flat nose, and particularly the woolly hair of negroes, circumstances on 
which the advocates for distinct races of mankind [have lai(H so much stress, as of no 
great importance (1.196). 

He went on to a personal testimony which, though cast in the progressivist assump­
tions of the Enlightenment, nevertheless explicitly resists the pressure of stereotypes: 

In describing the disposition of nations who have scarcely emerged from what is 
termed a state of barbarism, observers are too apt to be led astray by individual acts of 
kindness or of injury, and ... decide upon their character with too little diffidence as 
well as discrimination. Thus to one people they attribute virtues too sublime to be 
consistent with human frailty and depravity, while others they accuse of vices alto­
gether inconsistent with their small progress in civilisation .... If my testimony can 
avail ought in placing the character of the Africans in a more just and proper point of 
view, it will only be a grateful though inadequate return for many acts of kindness 
recei ved at their hands (Winterbottom 1803: 1.210-211). 

A further point to be made about the John Matthews passage quoted earlier, and one 
which will take me forward to the next part of my argument, is that 'the wretched 
Cafre' he refers to was, of course, not the Xhosa and other Bantu-speaking peoples of 
southern Africa to whom this offensive term came to be applied from the nineteenth 
century onwards, but the Khoi, or so-called Hottentots. Indeed, it was the Khoi who at 
last came to bear the full brunt of the 'savage Ethiopian' tradition. Depicted almost 
from the moment of first contact with Europeans in the tenns ofLucretian primiti vism 
derived from Agatharchides-woolly hair, flat noses, clucking speech or speechless­
ness, nakedness, commonality of wives and children, and homelessness-the Khoi 
became living avatars of the absolutely 'other' in European ethnography: in the words 
of Father Guy Tachard who visited the Cape in 1685: 

The south point of Africa is no less remote from Europe, than the manners of its 
inhabitants are different from ours (Tachard 1688:67). 

Yet even this excessive othering by no means signals a monolithic discourse. Pre­
cisely because the stock description of the Khoi was recognised as the derivative clas­
sical caricature that it was, more careful observers could and did attempt to formulate 
much more compassionate and complex ethnographies of the Khoi. Key figures in 
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this regard were Olfert Dapper, Peter Kolben, Francois Ie Vaillant, John Barrow, and 
the latter's illustrator, Samuel Daniell, as I have argued before (Van Wyk Smith 1992). 

The history of the eastern or 'noble' half of the myth or trope of the two Ethiopias 
has had a career at least as protean and persistent as that of the 'savage Ethiopia'. A 
full account of it would have to examine the tradition of a Christian Ethiopia as pre­
served in Mediterranean Europe, from the time of the conversion of the Kingdom of 
Axum in the fourth century (Munro-Hay 1991) down to the emergence of the Prester 
John myth in the late Crusades and its attachment to Abyssinian Ethiopia (Slessarev 
1959). Such an examination would show that Edward Gibbon's famous conclusion 
that after the Islamic conquest of North Africa, 'encompassed on all sides, the Ethiopi­
ans slept near a thousand years, forgetful of the world, by whom they were forgotten' 
(Gibbon 1870:2.788), only to be reawakened by the Portuguese in the early sixteenth 
century, will not hold. Christian or Abyssinian Ethiopia was never really 'lost' or 'for­
gotten', either as an actual place or as the subject of myth. The steady, if limited, 
exchange of information on the Mediterranean network of trade and pilgrimage, much 
increased at the time of the Crusades and culminating in the appearance of several 
Ethiopian embassies at various European courts from the thirteenth century onwards 
(Doresse 1957:2.230-234; Beckingham 1966), meant that the Portuguese had quite a 
shrewd idea of what they were looking for. Furthermore, the patristic tradition of bib­
lical exegesis had endowed texts such as Genesis 2: 13, which describes the paradisal 
Gihon as 'the same ... that compasseth the whole land of Ethiopia', or Psalm 68:31, 
which prophesied that 'Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hand unto God', with a 
symbolic import that ensured the continued mythic presence of the 'noble Ethiopia' in 
the European mind (Courtes 1979). 

Nor did the enigmatic Ethiopia of 'noble' Africans, the site of paradise and the 
empire of Prester John, dissolve once Abyssinian Ethiopia began to be opened up to 
the West. On the contrary, it can be shown that Abyssinia was at first vastly inflated 
both in the European consciousness and on European maps of Africa of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries (Randles 1959; Skelton 1961). In a paper which examines 
the relationship between theJesuit Jerome Lobo's description of Abyssinia in the early 
seventeenth century and Samuel Johnson's Rasselas, I have previously surveyed sev­
eral centuries' of constant debate about the country. In this literature the dominant 
theme was how to reconcile the fabulous land of classical and early Christian repute 
with the actual place encountered by embassies, explorers, and missionaries (Van Wyk 
Smith 1994). The resultant mythographic pressure is well summed up in Job Ludolf's 
complaint, expressed after he had read much of what had ever been written about 
Ethiopia: 

Others there are, who to waste idle hours, and designing some fabulous inventions, or 
to represent the platform of some imaginary commonwealth, have chosen Ethiopia 
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The Ethiopia Metaphor 

for the subject of their discourse, believing they could not more pleasantly romance, 
or more safely license themselves to fasten improbabilities upon any other country 
(Ludolf 1681:1-2). 

Ludolf cites as two major offenders the evidently fictitious Giacomo Baratti, whose 
Late Travels '" into the Remote Country of the Abassins (1670) may well have pro­
vided the source ofRasse1as's 'happy valley' (Kolb 1958: 13), and Luis de Urreta, who 
was described by Samuel Purchas as 'a Spanish friar and lier' and about whose history 
of Ethiopia (1610) Purchas remarked 'I know not whether his book ... hath more lies 
or lines' (purchas 162511905:7.411). Ludolf could have mentioned several other works, 
and more were to appear after his time, such as Simon Berington's Memoirs of Signor 
Gaudentio di Lucca (1737) and the pseudonymous Drake Morris's Travels (1755), 
both of which invoke a utopian Ethiopia, and, of course, Dr Johnson's Rasselas (1759). 

Merely to dismiss such works as at best moral or political allegories set in an 
exotic site or, at worst, foolish fabrications misses an important point. Their choice of 
Ethiopia is not accidental, but is evidence of the continued interest in and debates 
surrounding the location and identity of the 'noble Ethiopia' of the ancients. Such 
works are part of the fall-out of much more serious debates about the origin and nature 
of African polities and complex political structures that obviously did not conform to 
the alternative 'savage Ethiopia' paradigm. So, for instance, James Bruce's monumen­
tal Travels to Discover the Source of the Nile in the Years 1768-1773 (1790), while 
constituting the first serious and extended first-hand description of Abyssinia in Eng­
lish, grappled with the actualities of Ethiopian custom, court and culture even as Bruce 
also developed a bizarre historical theory to explain how the Ethiopians ofAxum, 
ancestors to the people he met, could have founded first Meroe and then the glories of 
Dynastic Egypt. That Bruce was completely on the wrong track does not diminish the 
seriousness of his intent or his willingness to explain African realities in terms of 
indigenous rather than external dynamics. 

Nor did such endeavours to square myth with actuality come to an end during 
the final European opening up and scramble for Africa. W.G.L. Randles showed long 
ago (1959) how the Shona culture of Monomotapa was depicted in terms strongly 
reminiscent of Prester John's Ethiopia by writers from Joao de Barros onwards, not 
only to compensate for the rapidly diminishing status of Abyssinian Ethiopia, but also 
as a way of comprehending a complex Bantu polity. At the time of the British Abys­
sinian Campaign of 1868 it was once again the ancient cult of a 'noble Ethiopia' and 
the Solomonic succession of Ethiopian kings that was invoked to explain the charis­
matic power of King Theodore II over both his subjects and foreign observers (Hotten 
1868; Stanley 1874:270; Matthew 1947:188). John Buchan tapped into the same tra­
dition for the enigmatic protagonist and apocalyptic theme of his political romance, 
Prester John (1910), set in the Eastern Transvaal. The myth suffuses the African ro-

11 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



M. van WYk Smith 

mances of Rider Haggard, and it inspired the enormous international interest which 
the coronation of Hailie Selassie attracted in 1930, as evidenced by Evelyn Waugh's 
attempt to demythologise it in Remote People (1931). Moreover, it lies at the root of 
the millennialist and Iiberationist Rastafarian movement which the same event brought 
into being. Until well into the twentieth century Abyssinian Ethiopia has commonly 
been described as an archaic, patriarchal world frozen in biblical time. David Matthew 
detected 'aspects of the Christian world in Abyssinia which seems to suggest not so 
much Byzantium as the late Middle Ages' (1947:174). As late as 1972 Duncan Forbes 
thought that 

this, undoubtedly, is the Christian Church as it once was; as it was before the Refor­
mation; as it was in Byzantine times (Forbes 1972: 132), 

a sentiment anticipated by one ofthe most eminent living Western authorities on Ethio­
pia, Edward Ullendorff, who describes a land 'forcefully reminiscent of the Old Testa­
ment world' in every respect (Ullendorff 1968:3). But perhaps the most sensational 
contemporary manifestation of the lasting powers of the myth of a 'noble Ethiopia' is 
the tragic recent history of Ruanda, where part of the trouble between Rutu and Tutsi 
stems from a tradition, actively promoted by nineteenth-century missionary anthro­
pology, that the Tutsi were not of Central African or Bantu origin but formed a Hamitic 
aristocracy of Ethiopian origin (De Waal 1994). That myth could have such terrible 
results may condemn but does not discountenance the myth. On the contrary, its power 
and hence the need to take it seriously is only demonstrated the more devastatingly. 

The impact of the dialectical trope of two contrastive Ethiopias on the early 
colonial mythography of southern Africa is not difficult to demonstrate. One can be­
gin with the Adamastor episode in Canto 5 of Camoes's Lusiads (1572), where it is 
clear that Camoes configures Da Gama's encounter with Adamastor as a rite of pas­
sage, a transition from the 'savage Ethiopia' of one part of the tradition to the 'noble 
Ethiopia' of the other (Van Wyk Smith 1988a). This is obvious from the careful flank­
ing oftheAdamastor episode by two strikingly different encounters with the Khoi, the 
western one warlike and treacherous, the eastern idyllic and pastoral. Further evi­
dence is to be found in the standard southern African topography of early Portuguese 
cosmography with which Camoes would have been familiar, according to which the 
Cape of Good Hope marked the southern limit of the boundary between Africa and 
Asia. According, for instance, to Duarte Pacheco Pereira, whose Esmeraldo de situ 
orbis, compiled between 1505 and 1508, was the first complete router or roteiro of the 
Portuguese sea route to India, the Nile was the dividing line between Africa and Asia. 
This was an ancient idea, but what was new was that Pereira placed the Mountains of 
the Moon, Ptolemy's sources of the Nile, at the Cape, and then argued: 
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The Ethiopia Metaphor 

At this promontory Africa comes to an end in the Ocean, and is divided from Asia; 
from this point the boundary of Africa runs due north following the course of the Nile, 
through the midst of the Ethiopias [note the plural] ... to Damiata on the Sea of Egypt 
(Perreira 1937:155). 

Many early maps of Africa show this massively elongated Nile, and the myth of a 
southern African Nile source deluded both David Livingstone, who died in what is 
now Zambia looking for it (Livingstone 1874), and the Voortrekkers, who gave 
Nylstroom its name because that is what they thought it was. 

Such a bizarre reading of southern African geography only makes sense if we 
acknowledge the power of the myth of two Ethiopias and assume a presupposition on 
the part of early writers that in southern Africa would be found an interface between 
two radically different Ethiopias or Africas such as once existed between the 'noble 
Ethiopians' of Kush, Meroe and Axum and the 'primitive Ethiopians' of the Sudan. 
Such a distinction is exactly what emerges from early southern African ethnography. 
As I have already indicated, the Khoi were persistently identified as the primitives of 
classical record. It was not accidental that by the end of the eighteenth century, when 
James Bruce sought a fitting analogy to distinguish the Galla of Somalia and southern 
Ethiopia from his 'true' Ethiopians he should have found it in the Khoi: the Galla 
'greatly resemble the Hottentots' (Bruce 1813:3.243). By contrast, the Nguni peoples 
became candidates for the role of 'noble Ethiopians' almost from the moment they 
were first encountered. In the very year that Bruce published his Travels to Discover 
the Source of the Nile (1790), a reviewer of Francois Ie Vaillant's South African Trav­
els surmised that the Xhosa were 'Cushites': 

We strongly suspect that they have emigrated from Abyssinia ... and if we do not 
admit of their being Cushites, we may at least derive their customs from the naviga­
tors of Solomon, perhaps the colonists of that country (Critical Rev. 1790:43). 

A few years later John Barrow produced an ethnology of Khoi, San and Xhosa which 
confirmed these analogies and became canonical for much of the nineteenth century. 
Of the San he wrote: 'The character drawn by Diodorus Siculus, of some of the Ethio­
pian nations, agrees exactly with that of the Bosjesmans' (1801:1.282). He tried to 
rehabilitate centuries of vilification of the Khoi, 'the many ridiculous and false rela­
tions by which the public have been abused' (1.151), but found the power of myth 
hard to combat. His Xhosa, however, walk straight out of the pages of Herodotus: 

The men ... were the finest figures I ever beheld: they were tall, robust, and muscular; 
their habits of life had induced a firmness of carriage, and an open, manly manner, 
which, added to the good nature that overspread their features, shewed them at once 

13 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



M. van WYk Smith 

to be equally unconscious of fear, suspicion, and treachery. A young man about twenty, 
of six feet ten inches high, was one of the finest figures that perhaps was [sic] ever 
created. He was a perfect Hercules; and a cast from his body would not have dis­
graced the pedestal of that deity in the Faroese palace. Many of them had indeed very 
much the appearance of bronze figures (Barrow 1801:1.169). 

Similar descriptions and heroic illustrations to support them can be found in the work 
of Samuel Daniell and Ludwig Alberti, and in George French Angas's famous litho­
graphs. The Kaffirs Illustrated (1849). 

The encounter between white and black on the Eastern Cape frontier did not, of 
course, remain a merely aesthetic one as the nineteenth century wore on. However, as 
a more conflictual and complex perception of the Xhosa developed among white ob­
servers, the paradigm of the 'noble Ethiopian' was simply transferred to the Zulu. Dan 
Wylie (1995) has demonstrated conclusively the excessively constructed nature of the 
white image of Shaka Zulu, and the extent to which it drew, right from the start, on 
classical and Renaissance teratology, involving figures from Saturn and Polyphemus 
to Adamastor. What is furthermore remarkable is the correspondence of many early 
representations of the Zulu to those of Meroitic Ethiopians. Here, for instance, is C.H. 
Caldecott writing up a group of 13 Zulus whom he and his father had taken to exhibit 
in London: 

[The Zulus are] a fine, handsome race, bold, fearless, and commanding in appearance 
.... In shape tall, robust, and athletic, good-humoured, frank and pleasing in manner; 
and with a dignity of carriage and an openness of eye. indicative to the beholder of 
dauntless courage and perfect independence (Caldecott 1853:30). 

We are approaching here, of course, the broader, persistent and complex myth of the 
Zulus as a proud warrior people, about which I do not wish to say any more than that 
it was variously bolstered by allusions to a northern or Ethiopian source of, or influ-

. ence on, Zulu culture. The belief crops up in Hugh Mulleneux Walmsley's Ruined 
Cities of Zulu land (1869)-his 'Zululand' is in fact the Manicaland of Monomotapa 
and Great Zimbabwe fame. Egyptian and Ethiopian avatars shadow Haggard's ma­
nipulation of the Zulu in his African romances, while Charles Barter's ambitious epic 
poem, Stray Memories of Natal and Zululand (1897), feels constrained to oppose wide­
spread 'Suggestions of a northern clime' (87) in accounts of Zulu origins. What lies 
beneath such beliefs seems to be a substructural blending of anthropology, history and 
myth, a schematic attempt to make sense of the great Nguni migrations. That there 
was a long, slow movement of Bantu-speaking peoples from east to southern Africa is 
now generally acknowledged, as is the fact that, in Monica Wilson's words, the 
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Nguni show marked similarities in economy. local grouping. law. ritual. and symbol­
ism with the cattle people of the Sudan, Uganda and Kenya borderlands (Wilson 
1969:130). 

The possibility of a strange confluence here of myth and scholarship brings me to a 
conclusion. 

I would suggest that in the vast body of Western or European or early white 
colonial writing on Africa, the Ethiopia metaphor, the dialectic myth of two kinds of 
Ethiopia, constitutes a perceptual grid that has revealed new dimensions at least as 
often as it may have encouraged obfuscation. The persistence of this binarist construc­
tion of African difference demonstrates the need for myths that do not merely explain, 
but actually provide the discursive mechanisms for explanation and rebuttal. I believe 
that the Ethiopia metaphor provided a cognitive scheme through which (and perhaps 
only through which) non-Africans could articulate their response to people whom 
they perceived as very different from themselves. Although the polarising thrust ofthe 
paradigm of a 'savage' and a 'noble' Ethiopia encouraged excessively 'othered' views 
of African people often enough, its very excessiveness also generated debate and dis­
sent, while its range could both elicit and accommodate comparative appraisal. Unless 
we assume that there is an essential Africa which must either be wholly captured by or 
wholly escape non-African discourses, we must accept the facilitating power of myth 
in transcultural representation. The question then is not whether the mythic percep­
tions that Europeans brought to bear on their encounter with Africans were 'right' or 
'wrong' or 'good' or 'bad', or should have been different, but whether any meaningful 
engagement at all could have taken place without such explanatory mythographic grids 
in position. 
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Wilhelm Heinrich 
Immanuel Bleek (1827-1875): 
His Contribution to the Study of 
Southern African Cultures 1 

Walter Koppe 

Jakob Grimm (1785-1863) and his brother Wilhelm (1786-1859) have become a house­
hold name through their collection of fairy tales (1812 & 1815:Vols. 1 & 2); they laid 
the foundation for modern Germanic Philology through their research in the fields of 
Mythology and Comparative Linguistics, which resulted in among others two vol­
umes of Deutsche Sagen (German Sagas), a Deutsche Grammatik (German Gram­
mar) and the first three volumes of the thirty-two volumes strong Deutsches Worterbuch 
(German Dictionary) completed in 1960-in much the same way Wilhelm Heinrich 
Immanuel Bleek has made an opening for the study of African Languages and Litera­
tures. Born into a family of scholars at a time when Goethe (1749-1832) and Hegel 
(1770-1831) were still alive; a contemporary of Marx (1818-1883) and Darwin (1809-
1882); with first hand experience of the Gennan Revolution of 1848 in Berlin, where 
he had contact with Jacob Grimm who was then delegated to the first but short-lived 
Gennan Parliament in Frankfurt-he was fonned in his methods, thoughts, ideals and 
values by a soundly founded democratic tradition of scholarship. This is the first of a 
series of papers examining these roots through Bleek's early publications as well as 
unpublished documents with the aim of highlighting a significant intercultural ex­
change between Europe and Southern Africa in the nineteenth century, the extent and 
importance of which is only being fully realised now. 

My own interest in Wilhelm Heinrich Bleek the philologist, was created through 
my interest in medieval literature. I thought it fascinating to enter the mind of people 
of a world some 800 years old, simply by reading their literature-treaties, epics, 
poetry, romances ... and I say 'simply' because a good many pieces of this literature, 
especially the romances, are so very enjoyably readable-to me that is, and they are 
easy to understand-in terms of their own structure which they are not shy to hide. 

I Paper delivered at the first CSSALL (Centre for the Study of Southern African Literature and 
Languages) Interdisciplinary Conference. University of Durban-Westville. 13-16 September 
1995. 
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Walter Koppe 

Medieval romances I would call mythological fairy tales, the dividing element be­
tween the mythological and the fairy tale being the ferment of christianity in its vari­
ous substitutions. Through the presence of Christ's love, blood and redemption and its 
substitution through courtly love, jousting and rewards, the heroic tale of old is halted 
and transformed into something new: the tale is split into two; two heroes, Parzival 
and Gawain, doubling the same path into two different ways of adventures with one 
sanctification in the end only. The mythologicallheroic and the fairy tale/new/modem 
held apart and in balance. 

Not so simple of course is the task of approximating the particular mindset of 
those people, some 800 years ago, the emotional contours of their producing and re­
producing such literatures and how they were meant to perhaps facilitate them as 
mindsetting tools. But that might after all be too trivial a question within postulates of 
postmodernity where there is no apparent case for teleology. 

Through further exploration into the realm of fairy tales proper-i.e. proper 
within the context of Germanic philology and there in the first instance relating to the 
collection offolklore material by Wilhelm and Jacob Grimm-I came upon the equally 
famous collection of Southern African Folklore-Specimens of Bushmen Folklore 
collected byW.H.I. Bleek, Ph.D. and L.C. Lloyd, edited by the latter, London 1911. In 
paging through, two texts held my initial attention and have subsequently never failed 
to touch me; I quote from the translation into English. The first text ofBleekILloyd's 
Specimens is called '/lKabbo's Capture and Journey to Cape Town'. First Account 
(given in May 1871): 

I came from that place, I came (here), when I came from my place, when I was eating 
a springbok. The Kafir took me; he bound my arms. ( ) We (that is, I) and my son, with 
my daughter's husband, we were three, when we were bound opposite to (?) the wagon, 
while the wagon stood still. We went away bound to the Magistrate; we went to talk 
with him; we remained with him. 

We were in the jail. We put our legs into the stocks. The Korannas came to us, 
when our legs were in the stocks; (we were stretched out (?) in the stocks. The Korannas 
came to put their legs into the stocks; they slept, while their legs were in the stocks. 
They were in the house of ordure (?). While we were eating the Magistrate's sheep, 
the Korannas came to eat it. We all ate it, we and the Korannas. 

We went; we ate sheep on the way, ( ) while we were coming to Victoria; our 
wives ate their sheep on the way, as they came to Victoria. 

We came to roll stones at Victoria, while we worked at the road. We lifted stones 
with our chests; we rolled great stones. We again ( ) worked with earth. We carried 
earth, while the earth was upon the handbarrow. We carried earth; we loaded the 
wagon with earth; we pushed it. Other people walked along. We were pushing the 
wagon's wheels; we were pushing; we poured () down the earth; we pushed it back. 
We again loaded it, we and the Korannas. Other Korannas were carrying the handbar-
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Wilhelm Heinrich Immanuel Bleek (1827-1875) 

row. Other people (i.e. Bushmen) were with the Koranna; they were also carrying 
earth; while the earth was upon the handbarrow. They again came to load the hand­
barrow with earth. 

We again had ( ) our arms bound to the wagon chain; we walked along, while 
we were fastened to the wagon chain, as we came to Beaufort, while the sun was hot. 
They (our arms) were set free in the road. We got tobacco from the Magistrate; we 
smoked, going along, with sheep's bones. We came into Beaufort jail. The rain fell 
upon us, while we were in () Beaufort jail. 

Early (the next) morning, our arms were made fast, we were bound. We splashed 
into the water; we splashed, passing through the water in the river bed. We walked 
upon the road, as we followed the wagon, while the wagon went fIrst. We walked, 
following the wagon, being bound, until we, being bound, came to the Breakwater.( ) 
On the way, we ate sheep as we came to the Breakwater; we came (and) worked at it. 

( ) A white man took us to meet the train in the night. We early sat in the train; 
the train ran, bringing us to the Cape. We came into the Cape prison house when we 
were tired, we and the Korannas; we lay down to sleep at noon. 

My first reading is disturbed/interfered/masked by a reading evoked and remembered: 
Paul Celan's Todesfuge (1952): 

Schwarze Milch tier Fruhe wir trinken sie abends 
wir trinken sie mittags und morgens wir trinken sie nachts 
wir trinken und trinken 
wir schaufeln ein Grab in den LUften da liegt man nicht eng 
Ein Mann wohnt im Haus der spielt mit den Schlag en der schreibt 
der schreibt wenn es dunkelt nach Deutschland dein goldenes Haar Margarete 
er schreibt es und tritt vor das Haus und es blitzen die Sterne er pfeift seine RUden 
herbei 
er pfeift seine Juden hervor laftt schaufeln ein Grab in der Erde 
er befiehlt uns spiel! aufnun zum Tanz 
Schwarze Milch der Fruhe wir trinken dich nachts 
wir trinken dich morgens und mittags wir trinken dich abends 
wir trinken und trinken [. . .]. 

Black milk of dawn we drink her at dusk 
we drink her at midday and morning we drink her at night 
we drink her and drink 
we are digging a grave in t!Je sky one does not lie tight there 
A man stays in the house who plays with the snakes who writes 
who writes when it darkens to Germany your golden hair Margarete 
he writes it and steps out of the house and the stars are glistening he whistles for his 
dog 
he whistles for his jews for them to dig a grave in the earth 
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Walter Koppe 

he commands us let's fiddle for a dance 
Black milk of dusk we drink you at night 
we drink you in the morning and at midday we drink you at night 
we drink and drink [ ... ](a.t.). 

I think it is the simplicity of rhythm, the naive but pleasant flow and ebbing of words, 
the unsureness of a final meaning that I experience here and this experience has a ring 
of trueness to it and I think it is because of its non-proclamation of truth. This text­
induced experience suggests to me a particular reality which is present in the text but 
not entirely; which is there within myself but not exclusively there either; nor does it 
exist within the speaker's mind alone-it is a shared reality which can only become 
real when and while it is shared. It is a reality in waiting. A reality which will become 
true if it is not invoked again and again and will simply fall away and be replaced by 
other realities if not invoked again and again. 

My second reading takes //Kabbo's account of capture and journey to be litera­
ture and, well, a piece of as much a mythological as of a fairy tale nature. Why? There 
is a feeling of wellness with the hero, a feeling of strength, of focus and directedness. 
There is a hero to begin with. And there he is following a path set out for him, to be 
followed, for him to see: as if it was his real life-which it is as much as it is not­
because his world and the world of these adventures do not coincide, they are not 
really the same, even though they are very much what they are: capture, imprison­
ment, hard labour .... How the two are brought together one does not know: the ele­
ment of strangeness: being estranged from one's place in a way ultimately purposeful, 
yet beyond the hero's own reasoning-that is fairy tale stuff, that is mythological 
material because it contains duplicity, the otherness, the other side of that that does 
happen and it points towards an end, an end that will become the beginning of a new 
tale-in other words: my second reading of IIKabbo's 'Capture and Journey to Cape 
Town' takes it for me into the frame oflistening to a medieval romance. 

The second text I want to quote from BleekILloyd's Specimens is IIKabbo's 
Journey in the Railway Train (Fr0"J Mowbray to Cape Town and back.) 

I have said to thee that the train (fire wagon) is nice. I sat nicely in the train. We two 
sat in (it), we (I) and a black man.( ) 

A woman did seize my ann; she drew me inside, because I should have fallen, 
therefore she drew me in. I sat beside a black man; his face was black; his mouth 
(was) also black; for they are black. 

White men are those whose faces are red, ( ) for they are handsome. The black 
man he is ugly, thus his mouth is black, for his face is black. The black man then 
asked me: 'Where dost thou come from'? I said to the black man: I come from this 
place'. The black man asked me: 'What is its name'? () I said to the black man: 'My 
place is the Bitterpits'. 
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Wilhelm Heinrich Immanuel Bleek (1827-1875) 

This text strikes me because of its final statement: 'My place is the Bitterpits'. Listen­
ing/reading/remembering with a twentieth century European literarily conditioned mind, 
this one sentence alone is richly connotated with associations of epic qualities: 'The 
Bitterpits', the 'Breakwater Prison' of then, the 'Robben Island' of today .... that is 
epic stuff. 

I have so far treated these texts quite liberally as narratives; I have also set 
aside, in the words of Helize van Vuuren (1994:69) 

our neo-romantic obsession with the so-called impurity of the Bleek & Lloyd collec­
tion because these texts have been preserved in a fixated fonn in the written circuit. 

Apart from the many questions raised by Helize van Vuuren as to for instance Wilhelm 
Bleek's skills in transcribing the spoken Bushman dialect and then translating it into 
English-which by the way he had started to learn in 1848 while studying in Berlin2; 
or the artificiality of the narrative context, to which the Bushmen narrators had to get 
accustomed-apart from these and related issues within the context of the 'project' of 
'reconstruction of the lXam's oral tradition' (Van Vuuren 1994:62) I would like to 
focus for a moment on three aspects: the concept of text, the idea of origin and the 
question of Erkenntnisinteresse. The term Erkenntnisinteresse-a rather insistently­
used term in academic writing in Germany from the late 1960s through the 1970s-is 
meant to indicate a socially responsible raison d' etre of the direction of a researcher's 
project: to what end the research is undertaken and who in the community would be 
served by the ensuing knowledge: those already in power or those wanting to liberate 
themselves from ignorance. The context here, of course, was and-within the South 
African developments of today-might again be, to be aware of political power play. 
Bleek himself was a keen political observer. His letters from Berlin, written during the 
revolution of 1848 to his parents in Bonn, show the analytical mind of an actively 
participating observer (see note 3). Throughout his rather short life, Bleek has repeat­
edly considered this aspect of Erkenntnisinteresse. I am very interested in 
contextualising this particular aspect from the point of scientific reasoning at the time 
in Europe where I see at a glance the romantic notion of a collective cultural memory 
still partially intact in bits and pieces of fairy tales but dying out and rapidly being 
replaced by a culture of industrial production; then the idea of evolution in nature and 
the search for origins and sources: the sources of rivers. of peoples and their cultures, 

2 Bleek's letters to his parents, written mainly from Berlin and Frankfurt, c. 1848-1850. V.C.T. 
Library. The Bleek Collection, sign. Cl.l-C1.16. 
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Walter Koppe 

the origins of language, of history, eventually of mankind. I quote from an article in 
The Cape Monthly Magazine Vol. IX September 1874:129) 'On Inquiries into Aus­
tralian Aboriginal Folklore': 

I thought it my duty to put aside for a time the, to me, very important work of a 
comparative Grammar of the South African Languages, and to try to rescue. while it 
was still possible. something of the language and literature of this dying out nation. 
The result of these researches, undertaken under the auspices of the Government of 
this Colony, has exceeded my most sanguine expectations, although we have as yet 
fathomed only to a small extent the rich mine of Bushman traditional literature. 

The second aspect, the idea of origin, needs to be explored. Fresh evidence has just 
been produced in that respect, as to civilisations that had flourished long before our 
time and having disappeared virtually without a trace3• That in tum points to the direc­
tion of a third aspect I want to touch upon briefly: the idea of text. I think we will have 
to abandon the more traditional ideas about texts as documents, having an originator 
and a specific format. We also might then have to abandon the more traditional ways 
of interpreting what then will have been a text in the old format. I am partially and 
very tentatively pointing toward interdisciplinary research in the field of cognitive 
science and brain research in particular. To give but one simple example: nerve end­
ings of brain cells in the newly born need constant stimulation to connect and become 
active. Repetition becomes the very base of our laying the pathways in the neural 
network for the acquisition of knowledge. The physiological and the intellectual are 
mutually interlinked. From repetition to mimesis, this shift, this differance, might well 
be the wing of poetry, a rhythmical reaching out and returning, the mythical moving of 
the spirit upon the face of the waters. Text as a written document would then be a 
script, notation, musical score, cryptogram. And reading such a text could in fact amount 
to nothing more than reading out numbers. I want to think in the direction of liberating 
the text from academic constraints and freeing it so that, in the words of IlKabbo 

[ ... J that I may ( ) sitting, listen to the stories which yonder come (?), which are stories 
which come from a distance. [/lKabbo explains that a story is 'like the wind, it comes 
from a far/off quarter, and we feel it'.J Then, I shall get hold of a story from them, 
because they (the stories) float out from a distance; while the sun feels ( ) a little 
warm; while I feel that I must altogether visit; that I may be talking with them, my 
fellow men (BleekILloyd 1911:301). 

1 I am referring to Graham Hancock, Fingerprints of the Gods. A Quest for the Beginning and 
the End (1995). Of the few traces left of earlier civilisations, some are presumably kept in 
mythological tales. 
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Wilhelm Heinrich Immanuel Bleek (1827-1875) 

When I realised how very closely w.H.1. Bleek's work is related to the work of Wilhelm 
and Jakob Grimm in subject matter, in method and in that particular German spirit of 
the time, which is romantic, anti-authoritarian, quite fiercely democratic and deeply in 
love with the philological journeys into medieval times and all matters mythological, 
I began to think it worthwhile to explore those roots, traditions, sentiments, theories of 
origin and evolution oflanguages and cultures-but not, and that, I think, could make 
such a research so interesting, not in the direction of past European History, but to 
explore an African Culture, strong in its powerful tools of the mind to survive over 
thousands of years and to assess the changes, the damages, the adaptations and the 
challenges that have occurred and still have to be faced vis-a-vis a culture of different 
dimensions, strength and power. 
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'Moon, Man, Women, Bushmen: 
Reconciling the Irreconcilable?' 

Henriette Roos 

A direct impulse for the paper I am presenting today* , was my reading of some of the 
contributions to the third issue of Alternation (2,1: 1995). That the journal published 
by the CSSALL so demonstrably encourages ongoing research and dialogue in the 
field of its specific interest, must bear testimony to the relevance and validity of both 
the Centre and the journal in present day South African culture and scholarship. 

In the introduction by Smit (1995:1-4), as well as the writings of Moran 
(1995: 16-36), Mngadi (1995:37-45) and the book review by Van Vuuren (1995: 151-
154), certain key words and themes linked not only the essays written by the individu­
ally mentioned authors, but also encapsulated, so it seemed to me, the pervasive at­
mosphere of uncertainty, complexity and multiplicity (amongst [literary] scholars) 
when discussing notions of aesthetics, value, power, knowledge, feminism, nation, 
culture, history and racism, to paraphrase Smit's introductory paragraph. And in them­
selves, these essays demonstrated that in present day South Africa, the study of the 
notions listed above, is indeed following an 'interdisciplinary route, unfold(ing) through 
processes of interaction and (is) ultimately focus(sing) on the local' (to once again 
paraphrase Smit). 

A few of those key words and common notions raised, form the base on which 
the edifice of my own arguments is constructed; arguments relating to the phenom­
enon of transculturalism in South African texts published during the past decade. These 
notions concern aspects of genealogy, cultural differences, history, feminism and liter­
ary form. My argument is that exactly these notions form a motivational cluster which 
contextualises the phenomenon of literary transcultural ism, and that they are motivations 
directly related to socio-ideological discourses in South Africa today. 

What I have identified as instances of literary transculturalism, came to my 
notice as part of a greater research project currently in process, namely the effort of 
rewriting Afrikaans literary history within the context of an encompassing Southern 
African literary whole. During my readings, a significant number of repetitive images, 
themes and devices appeared across a wide spectrum of texts written in Afrikaans and 
English (and according to other literary historians, they are also present in Black in­
digenous writing) during the last decade, but specifically during the past five years. In 
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'Moon, Man, Women, Bushmen: Reconciling the Irreconcilable?' 

a paper read at the leLA conference in 1994 and recently published (Roos 1995), I 
proposed that amongst others, the heightened occurrence of translations from one South 
African language into another, the novel which presents personal history as part of the 
documentation of the greater South African story, the feminist mood, the interest in 
orature and the publication of verbal narratives, and the renaissance of folklore and 
fairy tales, are commonalities that speak of a marked transcultural movement in South 
African literature today. As a demonstration of this phenomenon, I went into greater 
detail to show how one of these themes, namely that of the exterminated world of the 
Bushman, has been assimilated, appropriated and transformed in modem day texts. 
That several of the essays in the above mentioned Alternation concentrate on aspects 
of this same issue, indicates that these surmises were not entirely subjective. 

Since then, my initial interest which led mainly to the description of what I had 
seen as a literary motif, has broadened to include the question of WHY this specific 
image should suddenly 'enjoy' such a conspicuous position. Especially in the case of 
Afrikaans writing, but also with reference to most 'White' writing, there seems to be a 
rather paradoxical regard for a world that has become all but totally extinct, physically 
and culturally, precisely through the annihilating disregard shown to that world in 
earlier times by White colonists. And in a more academic context, the description of 
the extent and range of this particular assimilation of an indigenous, ancient African 
world also offered new perspectives on the question of the genealogy and cultural 
boundaries of specifically Afrikaans literature. 

Regarding the notions of 'genealogy' and 'cultural boundaries', their inherent 
multiplicity of meaning, and the almost self-evident result of uncertainty which fol­
lows any dialogue about, or analyses of, their function in textual studies, must be 
emphasised. In the first place: I see the current interest in genealogy not as a simple 
search for origins, it much rather stems from a renewed realisation and the experience 
that the past lives in the present. Foucault (1977: 142) wrote that 

and 

what is found at the beginning of things is not the inviolable identity of their origin: it 
is the dissension of other things. It is disparity. 

the search for descent is not the erecting of foundations; on the contrary, it disturbs 
what was previously considered immobile; it shows the heterogeneity of what was 
imagined consistent with itself. 

In the same vein the second concept, that of cultural difference!boundary, does not so 
much refer to a state of visible difference, as to 
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Henriette RODS 

articulating the differences between representations of social life without surmount­
ing the space of incommensurable meanings andjudgements that are produced within 
the process of transcultural negotiation (Bhabha 1990:3] 3-314). 

But then also, continues Bhabha, 

in the restless drive for cultural translation, hybrid sites of meaning open up a cleav­
age in the language of culture which suggests that the similitude of the symbol as it 
plays across cultural sites must not obscure the fact that repetition of the sign is, in 
each specific social practice, both different and differential. 

In this particular instance the symbol, which I shall call the 'Bushman-motif' for the 
purposes of this paper, is a multifaceted one, referring to the world of the Bushmen, 
that nomadic group of hardy hunter-foragers who were the earliest known inhabitants 
of Southern Africa, and who left not only a countryside filled with marvellous paint­
ings and engravings, but, before they were exterminated by White settlers, also let 
some vestiges of their narrative art be known. Some of those 'cultural sites' and 'so­
cial practices' as they are manifested textually, the different repetitions of the sign, and 
a hypothetical motivation for these differentials, are what I would like to discuss here 
today. 

From the list of texts given as references, the diverse nature of the relevant 
titles and the recent date of their publication can be deduced. Popular fiction, prize­
winning novels, docunovels, scientific reports, collections of poetry, autobiographies, 
art exhibitions, philosophical treatises, children's stories, books for coffee tables are 
included-a veritable postmodernistic 'cultural site'. And as is to be expected in a 
postrnodernistic space, defining the hierarchical boundaries between genres, meaning 
and intended reading audiences proved to be very difficult when discussing these texts. 

Perhaps one may impose a self-styled order by referring in the first place to the 
essentially oral nature of Bushman narrative, and the manner in which this character­
istic has been presented in the writings mentioned on my list. The prime source of 
Bushman folklore preserved for Western consumption, is the famed collection by Bleek 
and Lloyd from 1911. A paper read at the 1995 CSSALL conference (Koppe 1995), 
gave a detailed account of the subsequent influence of that early text. I would like to 
draw attention to the diverse nature of my list of modern day analogies. The most 
reputable probably is the 1993 collection by Megan Biesele of oral narratives from the 
JuJ'hoan people living in Namibia and Botswana. The author, a famed anthropologist, 
presents her 'translations' as faithful renderings oftranscripted performances; the work 
is the result of years of scientific research, illustrated with photographs and maps, the 
style precise and erudite. Also presenting itself as,a recording of Bushman narratives, 
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'Moon, Man, Women, Bushmen: Reconciling the Irreconcilable?' 

is the glossy publication by Coral Fourie (1994). But this is a book of a different order: 
the 'transcriptions' are accompanied by idealised drawings of the numerous narrators 
and highly decorative illustrations done by the editor, interspaced by lyrical, often 
cloyingly sentimental 'quotes' from what is called 'Bushman songs'. And yet, both 
collections reveal an explicitly feminist tone, letting the spotlight fall on female narra­
tors, emphasising the pivotal role of women in the Bushmen society, focusing on nar­
rations concerning menstrual rites, childbirth, and the (feminine) image of the moon. 
The third analogous text is of a completely different genre; this is the collection of 
poetry by Stephen Watson, titled The return of the moon (1991). Here the well known 
poet rewrites the Bleek transcriptions, trying to 

bring the words of the narrators to life once more, and in such a way that they might 
continue to speak to us who are alive in the last decade of the twentieth century (Watson 
1991:11). 

A remarkably similar mood is created in the work of the Afrikaans poet Petra MUller. 
In a collection of poems published in 1987, she uses images from the world of the 
Bushmen, and especially the myth of the returning moon, to speak of the mortality of 
man. Speaking in this vein, one must also mention one of the best known Afrikaans 
novels of 1993, Karolina Ferreira by Lettie Viljoen. In her story of transformation 
and rejuvenation, the moon is a recurring, portentous image, one of the complicated 
characters is the shamanistic homopathic healer Willie who once was saved from cer­
tain death by a small group of Bushmen, and the narrative mood is decidedly feminist, 
commenting bitingly on the power games that men play. 

Disempowerment, dispossession and the conflict of race and gender form a 
second group of 'social practices'. One important category is made up of scholarly 
research reports mainly by scholars in Anthropology and the Social sciences. The 
range here stretches from the analytical and ethnologically sound Hunters and herders 
of Southern Africa (1992) by Alan Barnard (1992) to the riveting and passionately 
written description of what may be seen as ethnocide, Robert J. Gordon's The Bushman 
myth. The making of a Namibian underclass (1992). This latter work makes lucid use 
of state and church documents, photographs, analyses of movies, museum exhibits 
and other 'Western' depictions of the Bushman people. Gordon stunningly represents 
his theory that the focus on the 'difference' between and unassimilability of colonist 
and Bushman, premised the nature of the white man's discourse on Bushmen and the 
firm belief that they must disappear from the face of the earth. But a second and some­
times just as interesting category is that made up by fictional works. Die /coms van die 
hyreen, a short novel by Dolf van Niekerk, depicts the growing enmity between a 
desperate white farmer and a Bushman who suddenly appears on the drought stricken 
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Henriette Roos 

fann, looking for ancient engravings as a proof that the land rightfully belonged to his 
forebears. Their struggle forms the central plot line, simultaneously incorporating topical 
situations like land restitution and primeval shamanistic experiences. Set in much ear­
lier times, both Geoffrey Haresnape (Testimony 1990) and Karel Schoeman (Hierdie 
lewe 1994) touch on similar themes. Schoeman's prize-winning work is the story of a 
dying old woman, recalling her stunted life on a lonely farm. Some fragments of her 
tale refer to the callous dispossession of land belonging to Bushmen. In Haresnape's 
novel, the narrative form is that of an oral report by a woman of ill repute, a social 
outcast, describing the last, decadent days of a nineteenth century rural community 
during which also the few remaining members of a Bushmen clan were hunted down. 
But this is also an intensely lyrical text, and in the narrator's final song of salvation 
images from Bushmen myths intermingle with allusions to Christ. The repeated refer­
ences here to the moon, linked to the occult, and the idea that the characterising func­
tion of naming people, animals and plants can attain mystic dimensions, also occur in 
the previously mentioned book by Viljoen. 

Bushmen narratives concerning the transformation of people into animals and 
visa versa and the ominous part played by the moon in this magical world, have for a 
long time been regarded from a Western perspective as subject matter for children's 
tales. Especially in the Afrikaans literary tradition, fragments and adaptations of the 
Bushmen world readily found its way in stories written for young readers, and as Van 
Vuuren (1994) indicates, even the Von Wielligh collections of folklore intended for 
the adult reader, were judged as too simplistic to be included in the literary canon. The 
two small books recently published by Hanneke du Preez, Kgalagadi Tales (1994; 
1995) present this conventional view of the Bushman as primitive child, only half 
human, at its stereotypical best. In her patronising 'word to parents and teachers', the 
author claims that these stories are 

truly primitive ... in the style and spirit of the Bushmen .... [and clhildren sense in 
them a kinship for which there is no rational explanation. 

Just how widespread the acceptance of this viewpoint may be, can be indicated by the 
fact that these booklets with their pretty illustrations, were translated into sixteen dif­
ferent African and European languages and sold/are selling very well. But claims as to 
the childlike quality of the Bushmen world can not always be taken at face value. One 
of the most revered texts of classic Afrikaans literature, Dwaalstories by Eugene Marais, 
is a collection of four lyrical tales preceded by a strikingly misleading foreword in 
which the author describes his writings as tales of little meaning, childlike, literally 
transcribed from stories told by old Bushmen. And then he confronts his reader with 
some extremely complex and sophisticated narratives, in which the authentic depic-
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tion of the harsh African veld, a world of drought and hunger and transmogrification, 
becomes a stunning indigenous manifestation of the nineteenth century symbolist mode. 
This structural 'exploitation' was repeated, and in my view extremely effectively, in 
John Miles' docunovel Kroniek uit die doofpot (1991). The real but still unsolved 
murder of a young black policeman by his fellow officers, who feared that he would 
inform on their involvement in then operative death squads, is reported by Miles ac­
cording to structural patterns typical of the Bushmen oral art, but also with explicit 
references to characters, episodes and even specific phrases taken from the Bushmen 
stories 'edited' in 1927 by Marais (Roos 1993). 

In popular fiction the symbol and its different signs have become very notice­
able in the last few years. Two authors seem to dominate this trend. Piet van Rooyen 
won the competition run by the glossy magazine De Kat in 1993 for his novel Die 
spoorsnyer (1994), a tale of hunters, the hunted and shamanistic hallucinations. The 
main character, a Namibian Bushman incongruously called Paul Chapman, uses his 
remarkable knowledge of his people's traditional way of life to act as a policeman and 
spy for white farmers. The very topical question of divided loyalties and lost identity 
forms the central theme, but it is treated in a rather superficial way. Even less convinc­
ing is Willem Kotze's T'sats van die Kalahari (1994), which underwrites the percep­
tion of the primitive, animalistic nature of the Bushman world. In both cases the au­
thors have also published autobiographical texts, in which references to their fictional 
characters and events abound. The most interesting is Van Roayen's Agter 'n eland 
aan (1995); not only is the real life person of Paul Chapman extensively described, but 
the author's personal involvement with the JuI'hoansi people of Namibia, his dealings 
with the world famous Marshall foundation and Megan Biesele and his matter of fact 
style create an unexpected but credible linkage with other textual sites. 

I do think that even this cursory review demonstrates how, by its pervasive 
presence in such differing texts, the Bushman motif makes it possible for notions of 
aesthetics, power, culture, history, feminism and racism to be explored. This explora­
tion must take cognisance that nowadays there is a great and world-wide interest in 
folkart and folklore, in rural crafts, in meeting with different cultures. The introduc­
tory essay to Contested images, a collection of scientific reports on Rock art research 
edited by Dowson and Lewis-Williams (1994:348), stresses the 'remarkable power of 
this art to arrest the attention of the modern viewer' . This very fact was demonstrated 
by an impressive exhibition of ancient rock art paintings and engravings, together 
with modem day popular crafts, held in Rotterdam in the Netherlands at the beginning 
of 1994, and called 'The return of the moon. Bushmen art from the Kalahari'. 

The textual power of the Bushman motif may partly lie in such a nostalgic 
longing for a bygone world; in modem man's ultimately unrealistic wish to 'return to 
nature'. Andrew Smith (Dowson & Lewis-Williams 1994:389) cynically refers to the 
Bushmen as the 
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original ecologists. They are presented as an admonition to those who degrade the 
environment today. This is a comfortable view for present day colonials because it 
provides something for which the Bushmen can be admired but which, at the same 
time, removes them from the political arena. It reduces the guilt of their destruction 
by placing them along with the inevitable destruction of the environment consequent 
upon colonial expansion. The shooting out of game and the decimation of Bushman 
communities become closely related, even inseparable--unfortunate but unavoidable. 

(As an aside: I must refer here to the text written by Coral Fourie. The production of 
that book abounds with ironies, especially in the context of Andrew Smith's words. 
Not only is it published by an elitist group named 'Ekogilde', but according to the 
short biographical notes, many of the original oral performances were given at the 
Omega SADF base. Having had access to the subservient Bushmen soldiers stationed 
at this notorious military camp, the editor's credentials appear somewhat suspect.) But 
to return to the question of guilt: certainly also in a political sense the casting of Bushman 
as characters in stories about racial conflict and the dispossession and restitution of 
land is an easy way of fictionalising contentious issues. After all, very few claimants 
to the disputed land are left. Gordon (1992:212-214) convincingly argues that the 
treatment of the Bushmen in Namibia anticipated the racial ideologies of Nazi Ger­
many, but that forgetting or rationalising this colonial experience comes easier than in 
the case of the European holocaust. However, in many of the above mentioned texts 
the white man's guilt is the central concern. The final paragraph of Die spoorsnyer 
ends in a question: 'Wie sal die skrywer en die sersant genadig wees'? (Van Rooyen 
1994: 117). By touching on this sense of wrongdoing, even jf it avoids the really topi­
cal, the narratives partake in the rewriting of the history of Southern Africa. 

The markedly feminist mood displayed in so many of these texts may be seen 
as a different form of rewriting history. By accentuating that relationships of equality 
characterised these ancient societies, the struggle for gender equality in modern day 
life gains unexpected support. Biesele (1994:85) defines the nature of Julhoan tales as 
'organic pictures of the balance and interweaving of the powers of women and men'. 
Mysticism and the power of the subconscious are related notions; in the reports on 
rock art research, through the retelling of oral narratives and even in the modern nov­
els where only allusions to the Bushman motif appear, strong emphasis is placed on 
the spiritual, the unseen and the striving for a harmonious relationship between the 
everyday and the inner worlds. 

Regarding much of what has been said, one may come to the conclusion that 
the present prominent position of the Bushman motif very likely is just another fash­
ionable trend. In describing the nature of so many displays of rock art in museums 
today, Andrew Smith also laments what he sees as the 'manipulation of "the Bushmen" 
in popular literature, advertising, [and] the manufacture of souvenirs for tourists .. .' 
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(Dowson & Lewis-Williams 1994:399). It is therefore noteworthy that on its back 
page blurb, the autobiography by Piet van Rooyen is approvingly compared to A Year 
in Provence, that tremendously popular and very trendy European fake. 

r, however, would prefer to interpret the recurrence of this motif in a positive 
light. Megan Biesele (1994:47) states that 

stories playa part in engaging and motivating social energies in a desirable way; ... 
stories are makers of sense .... 

In a similar vein it may be argued that through these recurring images conventional 
boundaries are extended and ovenun, the present literary activities are inspired by the 
cultural past, a reappraisal of a common, but long neglected heritage is done. Particu­
larly in the case of Afrikaans literature where stories about and from the Bushman 
world have often been told, the latest crop does reveal a new attitude. Traditional 
perspectives about the genealogy and aesthetics of Afrikaans literature are challenged 
as what used to be peripheral now becomes prominent. 

Whether only echoing it, or hopefully in some instances encouraging it, these 
texts participate in a transcultural South African discourse about new beginnings, chang­
ing values, and broadened histories. Gordon (1992:220) concludes about the present 
scientific attitude that 'much of post-1980s Kalahari scholarship is emphasizing ... not 
difference but similarity and ha[s] strong integrationist overtones'. And in a literary 
context too, what may seem to be irreconcilable can be reconciled; stories are makers 
of sense. 

Department of Afrikaans 
University of South Africa 

*Paper presented at the first CSSALL Interdisciplinary conference, University of Dur­
ban-Westville, 13-16 September 1995. 
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Noble Savage and 
Ignoble Savage: 
Changing Perceptions in the 
Early British Period 

D.W. Lloyd 

The responses by travellers and missionaries to the black peoples they encountered on 
the colonial borders of the Cape during the first years of the British occupation reveal 
an important shift from positive notions about blacks to perceptions of savagery which 
justify imperial expansion. Generally, other races are seen in terms of stereotypes 
which are projections of the European travellers' preoccupations. This is perhaps not 
surprising, because on the colonial frontier the travellers and missionaries encoun­
tered new peoples and situations. In the absence of detailed information about these 
peoples, the Europeans were forced back on themselves in order to provide a frame­
work that could make sense of their experiences. In so doing they often created a 
construct-the 'Other' --everything that the European is not. As Frantz Fanon points 
out, reality is seen in Manichean terms in which the self and the Other are radically 
sundered (Fanon 1968:41). 

From a Jungian perspective, the ignoble savage can be perceived in terms of a 
European shadow self, for it is an Other that 'personifies everything that the subject 
refuses to acknowledge about himself ... for instance, inferior character traits and other 
incompatible tendencies' (Storr 1983:221). However, ideals can also be projected on 
to the Other (Whitrnont 1969:165). This could explain the origin of the idea of the 
noble savage. 

After the Khoi in Table Bay attacked Vasco da Gama's party in 1499, the pre­
dominant European view of these people was negative. Reports of the horrors suffered 
by Portuguese castaways further tarnished the image of southern Africa. It is not sur­
prising that Luis de Camoens chose to present a negative portrait of the Cape in his 
epic The Lusiads (1572). Adamastor, the guardian deity of the Cape, is presented as an 
ignoble savage. Stephen Gray comments on Adamastor: 

he is menacing and inimical, and seen across a barrier ... his responses are essentially 
childish and they obey paternalistic directives; he is capable oflove, but only carnally 
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Noble Savage and Ignoble Savage 

.... he is likely to foment rebellion, against those keep cheating him of his birthright, 
so that his strength of arm has to be encountered with superior ingenuity .... he repre­
sents heathen sin as well, still to be reclaimed by Christ (Gray 1979:27). 

In short, Adamastor represents all that is dark and irrational, which has to be subju­
gated by the enlightened European spirit. This constituted the dominant stereotype of 
indigenous inhabitants of southern Africa for the next two hundred years. 

After the Dutch, under the leadership of Jan van Riebeeck, established their 
station at the Cape, many European visitors arrived and commented on the Khoi. Per­
haps the most influential narrative of exploration before the first British occupation of 
the Cape was that of Franc;ois Ie Vaillant (travelled 1781-84)1. Immense ideological 
changes had occurred in Europe since van Riebeeck's time, which enabled Ie Vaillant­
a student of the French enlightenment-to entertain Rousseauesque ideas of escaping 
from the confines of European civilisation to be free to encounter uncontaminated 
nature2• He specifically wanted to meet mankind in a natural state for, like Rousseau, 
he believed that civilisation corrupted man and 'in an uncivilized state man is natu­
rally good' (Ie Vaillant 1796.11: 124f). Of the Gonaqua people, whom he met on the 
western side of the Great Fish River he says: 

I had here an opportunity of admiring a free and brave people, valuing nothing but 
independence: never obeying any impulse foreign to nature, and calculated to destroy 
their magnanimous, free and truly philanthropic nature (II. 14). 

The embodiment of all that is fine in the 'savage' is found in 

his beloved Narina. With her he engages in a charming flirtation on the wooded banks 
of the Great Fish River. Le Vaillant's pastoral idyll is remarkable in southern African 
travel literature, as he frankly and sensitively portrays his love. 

I In the Dutch period, the fullest narratives of exploration in southern Africa before Ie Vaillant 
travelled in the sub-continent are those of Peter Kolb (1719), Anders Sparrman (1775) and 
William Paterson (1789). In her examination of the writings of Kolb, Spamnan and Paterson, 
Marie Louise Pratt (1992:41-57) notes that Kolb, in his accounts of indigenous inhabitants, 
engages in dialogue which (like Ie Vaillant) gives a more benign dimension to his representa­
tions than do those of Sparrman and Paterson, who were influenced by 'Linnaeus' 1759 classi­
fication of humans' (Pratt 1992:45). Pratt argues that Spamnan and Paterson, unlike Kolb, saw 
the indigenous peoples of southern Africa as scientific abstractions, and, that seeing others as 
objects is a prelude to imperial domination. However, neither Kolb, nor Sparrman, nor Paterson 
presented indigenes as noble savages. 

2 Peter Knox-Shaw (1984) in 'The Explorer, and views of Creation', discusses Ie Vaillant as a 
disciple of Rousseau. 
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For Ie Vaillant, the Xhosa are also noble savages. However, he was aware of atrocities 
committed by both Dutch commandos and Xhosa warriors in the First Frontier War 
that had ended only a year before his travels on the eastern borders of the colony. In 
attempting to justify the nobility of his tribesmen he resorts to a trope which was to be 
adopted by numerous liberal-minded commentators that were concerned with the co­
lonial frontiers. He complains that the Xhosa had been slandered by the Dutch border 
farmers in an attempt to justify their own rapacious actions to the colonial authorities. 
Colonial whites on the frontiers are seen as vicious, slothful and corrupt whereas blacks 
are innocent and preyed upon. Thus, if the Xhosa pillaged, burned farms and mur­
dered some of the owners, it was only done in self-defence. Le Vaillant argues: 

What I had learned confinned me in my opinion that the Caffres in general are a 
harmless and peaceful people, but that having been continually oppressed, plundered 
and massacred by whites, they had found themselves reduced to the necessity of tak­
ing up arms in their own defence (Ie Vaillant 1:316). 

He is 'convinced that they were incapable of deceiving me, attempting my life, or 
robbing me of my effects' (11.24). However, the traveller has moments when he offers 
another construct of the Xhosa, which is illustrated by his reflections on the wreck of 
the Grosvenor off the Pondoland3 coast: 

I was told that ... an English vessel had been shipwrecked on the Coast, that being 
driven ashore, a part of the crew had fallen into the hands of the Caffres, who had put 
them all to death, except a few women, whom they had cruelly reserved [for their own 
use 1 (1.306). 

Survivors of the wreck mention suffering abuse, but no-one was killed and no woman 
was raped4• Le Vaillant has given credence to an incident which portrays the Xhosa as 
viciously slaughtering helpless men and raping innocent women. His sympathy for 
the suffering victims involves him in a moment of conflict between his Rousseauesque 
ideals and his penchant for the exaggerations of eighteenth-century sentimentalism. In 
effect he dismisses the noble savage to pander to European fantasies about Adamastor. 

Le Vaillant's contrary views arise from his perception of African and Africans 
as the Other. Where possible, he projected his ideals onto the non-European peoples of 

3 The people inhabiting the Pondoland coast were not, in a narrow definition, Xhosa, but 
Pondo. As a stranger in a strange land. Ie Vaillant understandably conflated the two very closely 
related peoples and presented to Europe a simplified icon of violence. 

4 Percival R. Kirby in his True Story of the Wreck of the Grosvenor (1960: 131f). 
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Noble Savage and Ignoble Savage 

southern Africa. However, in so doing he was interpreting Africans in terms of a West­
ern ideology and making them serve the demands of that system of thought. But he 
hereby denies blacks their full humanity as they exist as ideological abstractions. This 
is why, it would appear, that, as demands change, icons of virtue can occasionally 
become figures of menace. Despite the contradictions in Ie Vaillant's depiction of the 
Xhosa, he nevertheless inaugurates a tendency of perceiving blacks (especially the 
Xhosa) on and beyond the colonial frontiers as noble savages. As in any trend there 
were exceptions, yet this perception of black peoples lasted well into the next century. 

While Ie Vaillant's account of his journeys can be regarded as being in the 
confessional because he subjectively relates his experience, the next important writer 
about the frontier, John Barrow, writes in a scientific, objective style that attempts to 
eliminate his presence in the text. This is not surprising, as he is a scientist collecting 
information about a colony that had, in 1795, been acquired by Britain. Barrow's most 
striking encounters with the people of southern Africa occur during his first journey to 
and beyond the eastern frontier in 1797. Because of his scientific bent, he seldom 
depicts direct action or subjective interaction but, instead, as Marie Louise Pratt has 
pointed out, he offers his readers anthropological sketches: 

The portrait of manners and customs is a normalizing discourse whose work it is to 
codify difference, to fix the Other in a timeless present where all 'his' actions are 
repetitions of 'his' normal habits .... He is a sui generis configuration, often only a list 
offeatures (Pratt 1985:127). 

As a result of Barrow's scientific approach both blacks and whites are reduced to 
ethnographical specimens-abstract ideas, not subjects possessing their own individu­
ality. For him, individuals exist only as anonymous members of groups which have 
essential and unchanging characteristics. If the ethnographical portrait is to be scien­
tifically valuable it must be seen as objective, hence references to the subject are elimi­
nated. The observer functions as a recording mechanism, a transmitter of information. 
This information, because it is objective and, hence 'true', can define the real nature of 
the Other. The Other becomes 'fixed' in a stable set of norms. This is specially impor­
tant on the colonial frontier where the traveller encounters other peoples who have to 
be accommodated within a given system of thought, thus rendering that which is strange 
more comprehensible. 

Although Barrow is severely critical of Ie Vaillant's sentimental approach to 
Africa, the scientist persists with the Frenchman's stereotypes. Thus, the frontier Boers 
are monsters of sin and sloth, whereas the Xhosa are 'fixed' as noble savagess. His 
most eloquent description of the tribesmen is: 

~ lM. Coetzee in 'Idleness in South Africa' from White Writing (1988:29) comments mainly in 
relation to Boer 'sloth'. Concerning the Xhosa, Coetzee (1988:31) mentions how the Spartan 
simplicity of the Xhosa lifestyle and their consequent 'freedom from the more debilitating as­
pects of civilization' are ideals 'the British public school system would later try to reproduce'. 
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D.W Lloyd 

There is perhaps no nation on earth, taken collectively, that can produce so fine a race 
of men as the Kaffers: they are tall, stout, muscular, well made figures. They are 
exempt, indeed, from many of those causes that, in more civilized societies contribute 
to impede the growth of the body. Their diet is simple; their exercise of a salutary 
nature; their body is neither cramped nor encumbered by clothing; the air they breathe 
is pure; their rest is not disturbed by violent love, nor their minds ruffled by jealousy; 
they are free from the licentious appetites which frequently more proceed from a 
depraved imagination than a natural want: their frame is neither shaken nor enervated 
by the use of intoxicating liquors, which they are not acquainted with; they eat when 
hungry and sleep when nature demands (Barrow 1801:2040. 

Barrow uses the generic portrait of the Xhosa in the above passage to argue that civi­
lisation produces a way of life which impedes the growth of the body to its full poten­
tial, disturbs the mind and depraves the spirit; whereas if a man lives in accordance 
with nature, he fully develops his physical aspects, has a pure imagination and is bal­
anced emotionally. Coming from a Britain undergoing an industrial revolution which 
caused hundreds ofthousands to labour in abject poverty, live in slums, malnourished 
and pacified by huge quantities of penny-gin, it is not surprising that Barrow saw 
Xhosa life as idyllic6• 

The plight of the working poor also generated a revivalist Evangelical move­
ment, spear-headed by John Wesley (1703-1791). The Evangelicals not only attempted 
to minister to the needs of the poor in England, but they also sent missionaries to 
Africa. Thus, about the time that Barrow was encountering his Xhosa, missionaries 
were already arriving at the Cape. The Evangelicals were also partly responsible for 
the liberal movements in British politics which led to the abolition of the slave trade in 
1807. 

Thomas Pringle, one of the more remarkable writers of the early British period, 
was deeply stirred by the Christian revival and political liberalism. Numerous poems 
such as 'The Bushman', 'The Hottentot' and 'The Captive of Camalu' all stress the 
wrongs done to the indigenous population from a liberal Christian point of view. 
Pringle's major prose work is Narrative of a Residence in South Africa (published in 
1835 as the second part of Pringle's writings about southern Africa, with the overall 
title, African Sketches). The Narrative can be divided into three sections. In the first, 
Pringle attempts to come to terms with his new environment as well as the frontier 
Boers. In the second, he is in Cape Town where he clashes with the governor, Lord 
Charles Somerset, about the freedom of the press. After this explosive altercation, 
Pringle no longer reins in his Christian and liberal sentiments and a polemical strain 

6 Barrow knew all about hard labour. His parents belonged to the rural poor and in order to gain 
an education he worked, as a clerk, in an iron-foundry in Liverpool (Lloyd 1970: 16). 
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Noble Savage and Ignoble Savage 

emerges in his writing. In the third section of his narrative, he returns to the frontier 
and is fully prepared to champion the Xhosa as noble savage oppressed by exploita­
tive whites. 

One of the expressions of Pringle's sense of the noble savage occurs in his 
journey from the frontier to Cape Town. His ideas of justice and humanity are out­
raged when, in a Beaufort gaol-a 'dismal' cesspit (Pringle 1835: I 68)-stood a Xhosa 
youth who 

was truly a model of juvenile beauty ... and the mild, yet manly expression of his full 
black eyes; and ingenuous open brow, bespoke confidence and good will, at first sight 
(Pringle 1835: 169f). 

In the gaol, we are presented with a contrast between a vision of colonial oppression, 
attested to by the vile conditions prevailing, and an embodiment of the grace and 
innocence of the oppressed. Like Barrow, Pringle stresses physical perfection, can­
dour and calmness of spirit. The trope is continued as Pringle subsequently argues 
that, while the youth did commit a crime, he was forced into it by the murderous 
attitudes and actions of the frontier Boers (120). Hence, as with Barrow, the Boers are 
really to blame for the situation. 

In the last section of the Narrative, Pringle is similarly outraged by the British 
authorities' treatment of Macomo, the co-regent of the Xhosa nation. After outlining 
the sufferings of the innocent and noble Xhosa, he concludes with what could be 
called his credo: 

Let us open our arms cordially to embrace [the black tribes of southern Africa] as 
MEN and BROTHERS. Let us enter upon a nobler career of conquest. Let us subdue 
savage Africa by JUSTICE and KINDNESS and the talisman of CHRISTIAN TRUTH. 
Let us thus go forth ... to extend the moral influence, and, if thought to be desirable, 
the territorial boundary also of out Colony, until it become an Empire (Pringle 
1835:479). 

There can be no doubt about the sincerity of Pringle's liberal Christian sentiments: he 
regards blacks both as men and brothers. However, the imperial rhetoric somewhat 
contradicts his noble vision, for imperial subjects are seldom the equal of their rulers. 
By projecting ideals of justice and Christian truth onto the Xhosa, he has made of 
them a talisman-a symbol-not actual people who may have their own ideas about 
life, belief and action. 

Although Pringle's ideals continued to be promulgated by men such as Rev. Dr 
John Phillips during the 1830s, the tradition of the noble savage was a dying one 
(Fairchild 1928:363). Because slaves in the Empire had been freed in 1834, some of 
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D.W lloyd 

the impetus in representing blacks and Khoi as wronged innocents was diminished. 
More importantly. the sufferings of British soldiers and settlers during the 1835 Fron­
tier War helped in the eclipse of the tradition. It is difficult to expound one's oppo­
nents' nobility if one is at the recei ving end of the assegai. Another factor contributing 
to the demise of the noble-savage stereotype was the Mfecane Wars that raged for 
approximately a decade on the Highveld as a result of the expansion of the Zulu em­
pire and the depredations of people such as the Griquas, who possessed firearms? 

One of the best-known examples of Mfecane violence occurred in 1824, when 
Rev. John Moffat's mission at Kuruman was threatened by the MantateesB, a people 
displaced by the Mfecane. He called on the Griqua to help him. The Griqua defeated 
the invaders, and after the battle Moffat reported that Bechuana (Tswana) tribesmen 
attacked Mantatee women and children: 

When the enemy retreated, many of the females were left behind, who perceiving 
mercy was shown to them by the Griquas, ... called out 'I am a woman, I am a woman'! 
.... But this touching appeal had no effect on the hearts of the relentless savages (the 
Bechuana), who now rushed upon them .... butchering in cold blood, the helpless 
women and children, and hewing with their battle-axes. the heads from the bodies for 
the sake of some paltry ornament (Thompson [1827]1967.1; 1967: 149). 

From Moffat's accounts of the interior of the sub-continent, a picture emerges of a 
land plunged into endless violence, where life is nasty, brutish and short. This is scarcely 
a place of noble savages. The conclusion can easily be drawn that it is the task of the 
humane European to rescue the benighted African from his plight. Indeed. this pro­
vided a rationale for subsequent imperialistic policies9• 

7 The exact cause, even the existence, of the Mfecane has been debated (Etherington 1991 :3-
21); however, modern theorising is irrelevant concerning the impact Thompson's 1828 account 
of the battle (see next paragraph) must have had on his contemporary readership. Although this 
is a second-hand report. related to Thompson by Moffat, I have chosen it to represent something 
of the prevailing conditions in the interior of southern Africa because Moffat's own account was 
only published in 1842. Thus. Thompson's version of the battle would have had a prior impact 
on British stereotypes of indigenous peoples in the region. 

8 The Mantatees were named after their Queen Regent, MaNthatisi. They are more correctly 
named the Tlokwa, who were displaced from the north-eastern 'Orange Free State' (Bethlehem 
area) by the refugees from imperial Zulu expansion-if revisionist theories of the Mfecane will 
allow such an explanation. 

9 Patrick Brantlinger (1985:167) maintains that negative attitudes towards central and west 
Africans crystallised in the I 840s-a little later than in southern Africa. 
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NobLe Savage and IgnobLe Savage 

Moffat's influence was great because in 1829 Mzilikazi, king of the Matabele, 
declared that all travellers had to proceed via Kuruman in their northward journeys 10. 

One of the more important guests at Kuruman was William Cornwallis Harris, who 
hunted on the Highveld plateau during the mid-1830s. Because he was primarily inter­
ested in big game, his reports about people tend to be laconic; however, his descrip­
tions of wasted villages and whitening bones are all the more powerful for their terse­
ness ll . Perhaps the most influential traveller to pass through Kuruman was David 
Livingstone, later Moffat's son-in-law. Livingstone's principal aim was to save Afri­
cans from the horrifying effects of the Arab slave trade. In his Missionary TraveLs and 
Researches in Southern Africa (1857), he argues that the introduction of Christianity 
would give Africans the moral strength to resist slavery; greater economic prosperity 
would undermine the practice and enable the people to be 'possessed of firearms'­
which would discourage the attacks of slavers (Livingstone 1857:675). Prosperity would 
be achieved by 'encourag[ing] the Africans to cultivate for our markets' (675). Fur­
thermore, 

by the production of the raw materials for our manufactures, African and English 
interests will become more closely linked than heretofore, that both countries will 
eventually be benefited, and that the cause of freedom throughout the world will in 
some measure be promoted (vi). 

His aims are somewhat similar to those of Pringle's 'credo', even if Livingstone lays 
greater stress on the Victorian notion of material progress. Like Pringle, too, he does 
not quite fully appreciate that Africa can only be a junior partner in co-operation; 
indeed, the exploited partner. However, unlike Pringle, Livingstone does not represent 
Africans as noble savages, but brutalised savages in need of redemption, as well as 
moral. material and cultural 'elevation' (673). 

Yet, Livingstone does not portray blacks as viciously savage or actively igno­
ble; this representation emerges in the contemporary colonial novel about southern 
Africa. which did not have to be tied to facts in the same way as the travelogue. In The 
Mission, or Scenes in Africa (1845), by Captain Frederick Marryat, the hero, Alexan­
der Wilmot, searches for an aunt lost during the wreck of the 'Grosvenor'; and, while 
some perceptions of blacks are favourable, Alexander's real thoughts about 'Caffres' 
emerge when he discovers his aunt had died: 'you don't know ... what a load has been 

10 Northcott (1961: 145) deals with Moffat's relationship with the Matabele king. 

II Harris (1838:298) mentions 'scientifically' examining the crania of fresh human remains. 
The impression that I have is that he was not heartless; he, like Moffat, had simply seen too 
many ravaged or decomposing corpses on the Highveld. 
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D.W. Lloyd 

removed from my mind' because 'he [his great-uncle] has no grandchildren living the 
life of a heathen and knowing no God' (Marryat 1845.1:319). Obviously, living the life 
of a savage is worse than death itself. Accounts of black cruelty, derived from Moffat's 
description of the slaughter of the Mantatees, further endorse the idea of black sav­
agery. The Xhosa are also guilty of atrocities for when the Mantatees flee eastward, 
they 'may be said to have been exterminated, for the Caffres (Xhosa) spared neither 
man, woman, or child .... their destruction was horrible' (II:71). 

The stereotype of the savage, whose life was nasty and brutish, had by the 
1860s and 70s become so entrenched that R.M. BalIantyne, author of The Coral ls­
land, could, in his novel about southern Africa, The Settler and the Savage (1877), 
safely assume the endorsement of his metropolitan audience when he characterizes 
Hintza, the paramount chief of the Xhosa, as a man who 'possessed in a high degree 
all the vices of the savage-ingratitude, avarice, cunning and cruelty' (Ballantyne 
1877:394). The novel is silent about any possible 'virtues' of the savage. 

Forty years previously Pringle had vehemently defended the Xhosa; now they 
wear the mask of Adamastor, as do other black peoples of the sub-continent. The 
transformation of the indigenous peoples from noble savage to ignoble savage is com­
pleted. 
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Hunter, Trader and Explorer? 
The Unvarnished Reminiscences of 
H.F. Fynn 

1. Pridmore 

At the time of Farewell's trading expedition to Port Natal in 18241, English writing 
was fairly well established in the context of the Cape Colony (Ross 1993: 192-204). 
From the beginning of the nineteenth century, a specific genre of travel writing had 
emerged in the Cape and when the first writers began to describe European acitivity in 
the interior, they followed the dominant patterns established by this framework (pratt 
1992:58-69). Broadly speaking, the kinds of literary depiction that had evolved by the 
1820s were based on the essential differences between Europeans and indigenous people 
and during the 1830s. this Cape colonial discourse crystalised into what Crais has 
termed a dichotomy between 'Empire and the Savages' (Crais 1992: 125-131). 

Utilising Fynn: Early Writing on Natal 1830-1850. 
In January 1829. two Cape travellers, Alexander Cowie and Benjamin Green, crossed 
the Mzimvubu river and proceeded to Fynn's umuzi on the Mzimkhulu where they 
were hosted for a few days. Fynn escorted them to Dingane who provided them with 
supplies and permission to request food from imizi under his jurisdiction on their way 
to Delagoa Bay where they planned to open further trading networks. The expedition 
was unsuccessful and on their return journey in April 1829 they contracted malaria 
and died from the disease (Leverton 1989: 176). A 'hottentot' servant of Fynn's had 
accompanied the iJI-fated expedition and he returned with their travel notes which 
Fynn then forwarded to J.c. Chase, a prominent eastern Cape colonist (Kirby 1968: 190-
193) who then constructed an official report for the colonial office (Kirby n.d.:184). 
Chase realised that Fymi was an important source of information on the interior and in 
December 1829 he wrote to him requesting written material on indigenous peoples in 
the Port Natal hinterland and historical information on Shaka2• 

1 My paper to the Southern African Society for Eighteenth Century Studies Conference, 27-30 
September 1995 (University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg), aimed to explore the literary context 
of Fynn's early Cape career prior to 1824. 

2 NAFP 1,1: Chase to Fynn, 10 December 1829. This abbreviation (NAFP) is used throughout 
to refer to 'Natal Archives, Fynn Papers'. 
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The Unvarnished Reminiscences of H.F. Fynn 

Although Chase did not utilise this material until he published his book on 
Natal in 1843, his contact with Fynn in 1829 marked the beginning of a trend in using 
Fynn as a source for written depictions of the Natal region. From 1831, Robert 
Godlonton, the eastern Cape landowner and politician and editor of the settler-focused 
paper, The Grahamstown Journal (Le Cordeur 1981:640 relied heavily on Fynn for 
both letters and editorials on Natal. The gist of the Fynn-based material which ap­
peared in The Grahamstown Journal was clearly biased towards Europeans and con­
tained derogatory remarks about the 'hostile disposition' of indigenous peoples3. Brit­
ish officials like Andrew Smith and traders like James Collis also sent reports based 
on information which they obtained from Fynn to Godlonton's paper4. In 1835, 
Godlonton published his own narrative of the frontier conflict of that year and used 
material which he had gleaned from Fynn to substantiate his argument for the neces­
sity of immediate official British rule over inherently anarchical African societies to 
the north of the Cape Colony, Shaka and Dingane being instances of the kind of 'vio­
lent disposition' displayed by local rulers (Godlonton [1835] 1965: 161). 

Godlonton was not the first Cape merchant who realised the significance value 
of negative depiction in order to encourage official British involvement in Port Natal 
and its valuable commercial hinterland. As early as 1832, Nathaniel Isaacs, a trading 
acquaintance of Fynn, had written his now infamous letter in which he pointed out the 
importance of portraying the Zulu as 'bloodthirsty' so that the British authorities would 
realise the necessity for colonial control in Natals. Although based in St Helena and 
West Africa from the 1830s, Isaacs continued to urge Fynn to publish, repeatedly 
stressing the utility of published works in persuading the government to formally an­
nex Natal6. In his own book, published in 1836, Isaacs deliberately constructed Shaka 
as the worst kind of tyrant (Wylie 1991 :70-91) and depicted his atrocities as the exces­
sive actions of a psychopath (Wylie 1992:410-418). For Isaacs ([1836] 1936:30-31 ;73), 
Fynn was the perfect counterpart to Shaka and he carefully juxtaposed the two indi­
viduals as the representatives of civilised humanity and sub-human savagery. 

1. C. Chase, in the meantime, had continued to obtain material from Fynn dur-

3 See for example, The Grahamstown Journal 12 August 1831; 21 September 1832; 29 No­
vember 1832; 17 June 1834; 7 August 1834. 

4 The Grahamstown Journal 15 June 1832; 28 June 1832; 24 August 1832; 28 September 
1832; 22 November 1832. 

5 NAFP 1,10: Isaacs to Fynn, December 1832. 

6 NAFP 1,13: Isaacs to Fynn, 20 June 1836; 1,26: Isaacs to Fynn, 7 September 1840. 
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ing the 1830s7 and during the 1840s, realising that this information was valuable in 
arguing for British annexation he published his collection of manuscripts as The Natal 
Papers (Chase 1968). Included in this publication was a lengthy description of Shaka, 
probably originally obtained from Fynn, but similar to that in Isaacs' 1836 book. Chase 
depicted Shaka in the most negative terms, portraying him as a 'South African Attila' 
who had been responsible for the death of one million people (Chase 1968:20). Unlike 
Isaacs, however, he did not deploy Fynn as counterpart to Shaka and instead used 
Fynn as a dependable source on the 'history of the tribes' and their helpless position as 
fugitives in the wasteland which had resulted from Shaka's atrocities. For Chase, Fynn's 
evidence of the traders' actions in providing patronage for these people under their 
collective 'chieftainship' was written, and therefore indisputable proof, that the com­
munities in Natal were in urgent need of the benefits offered by British rule (Chase 
1969:34). Chase's publication represented the beginnings of an official 'settler' 
historiography of the Natal region (Smith 1988:14f), just as Donald Moodie's work 
The Record had marked the onset of a general South African historiography between 
1838 and 1841 (Ross 1993: 192f). By the time of the official annexation of Natal in 
1843, there already existed a considerable literature on the region's past, many ac­
counts being based directly or indirectly on Fynn's earliest observations in the 1830s. 

Colonial Natal 1850-1855: Contextualising the Fynn Text 
Upon his return to Natal in 1852 as a colonial official, Fynn was well established as an 
accepted authority on the region. In 1850 Bishop Gray, on a reconissance trip to Natal 
had consulted Fynn for information on the African people in Natals. Gray based his 
own ideas on Fynn on the images pro po gated by Isaacs and Chase that Fynn had been 
a 'chief' over refugees at Port Natal (Gray 1850:88-102). This notion ofFynn as some­
one who had had intimate knowledge of the indigenous communities in Natal, was, by 
the 1850s, a widely accepted concept and it was important in providing a basis for the 
way in which he was viewed in the colony. In 1852 Fynn's supposed knowledge ob­
tained him a position as an interpreter for Pine's commission on land distribution in 
Natal and his 'evidence' on Shaka's 'devastation' of the region9 became the founda­
tion for the European history of the colony which emerged during the 1850s (Wright 
1989:277). 

7 NAFP 1,6: Chase to Fynn, 14 November 1834. 

8 NAFP 2,119: Gray to Fynn, 26 March 1850; 2,122: Gray to Fynn, 27 May 1850. 

9 Proceedings and Report of the Commission Appointed to Inquire into the Past and Present 
State of the Kafirs in the District of Natal. 1853 pp. 5f. 
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The Unvarnished Reminiscences of H.F Fynn 

By the mid-1850s, Fynn was not only an acknowledged source of historical 
inforrnationlO, but was also as a Resident Magistrate, a respectable member of colo­
nial societyll. This was in a sense a continuation of his role as an official in the Cape 
colony during the 1830s and 1840s and was in marked contrast to his early career at 
Port Natal. At the time of the traders' initial settlement at Port Natal, the process of 
'going native' was to a large degree accepted by colonial reporters as an activity elected 
by isolated Europeans who found themselves among indigenous peoplel2. In 1832, 
Godlonton reported in the Grahamstown Journal that Fynn and his fellow traders at 
Port Natal were 'placed (like Robinson Crusoe) out of reach of humanity and its laws' 13. 

A notable example of Fynn's particular assimilation into Zulu society was Isaacs' 
description in his 1836 publication where he portrayed Fynn as practically naked and 
hardly recognisable as a European (Isaacs 1936:95). 

However, during the course of the century the idea of 'going native' became 
increasingly repugnant to Europeans (Street 1975 :8), as notions of separate races and 
inherent difference became more clearly defined in colonial society (CoIlits 1994:66). 
By the 1850s, when Fynn constructed his reminisences, travellers in Natal who met 
him were pointing out that his living 'completely as a native' was 'probably more 
from necessity than choice' (Spohr 1965:91). By the end of the nineteenth century, 
individuals who had known Fynn as a magistrate in Natal in the 1850s,were placing 
him in an established colonial setting and depicted him as a European who had distinct 
authority over the blacks under his jurisdiction 14. George Russell for instance, remem­
bered Fynn administering flogging sentences without so much as looking up from his 
snuff box. Local Africans who were given these punishments would then 'respect­
fully' greet Fynn with the title inkosi before leaving his magisterial office (Russell 
1899:171). 

Fynn's position as a magistrate in Natal made him an invaluable link between 
colonial and African society. Officials, settlers and missionaries all viewed him as a 
source of knowledge on indigenous peoplel5 . John William Colenso, appointed by 
Bishop Gray as Natal's first Anglican bishop in 1853, toured the colony in 1854, and, 
despite his condemnation of colonial attitudes (TitIestand 1993:201), he recognised 

10 The Natal Mercury 14 April 1853; 21 April 1853; 28 April 1853. 

11 NAFP 3,209: Labouchere to Fynn, 29 July 1853. 

12 Cape Town Gazette and African Advertiser 6 January 1826. 

\3 The Grahamstown Journal 3 August 1832. 

14 See for example Webb & Wright (1976:277). 

15 NAFP 3,219: Daniel Lindley to Fynn, 27 October 1855; 3,222: Shepstone to Fynn, 2 January 
1857. 
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1. Pridmore 

Fynn as someone who was as 'well acquainted with the natives' as Shepstone (Colenso 
1855 :216). Fynn's unique knowledge was, for Colenso, that of an expert on the Shakan 
period and he borrowed Fynn's written notes for his own publication 16 which included 
material on Shaka's 'continual ravages' of the Natal region (Colenso 1855:ix-x), and 
his behaviour following Nandi's death (Colenso 1855:225-227), accurately recorded 
by Fynn who was an eye-witness to these events (Colenso 1855:216). Colenso also 
used the information he obtained from Fynn for his 1856 Zulu language publication 
on the people living in the Natal region prior to and during the reign of Shaka (Colenso 
1856:12-24). 

Colonial Natal 1855-1860: Producing the Fynn Text 
In 1856, Robert Struthers replaced Robert Moreland as Fynn's clerk and interpreter 
(Clark 1972: 146). Struthers had spent the four years prior to this appointment in trad­
ing and hunting in Zululand (Struthers 1991: 16-21). As a competent speaker of Zulu, 
Fynn had no need of an interpreter and later evidence given by Fynn's son to James 
Stuart suggests that Struthers' main task was secretarial and that he in fact assisted 
Fynn in collating and writing up his notes during 1858 and 185917 • Although Struthers' 
own hunting and trading reminsences were not published during his lifetime, his ca­
reer in Zululand from 1852 to 1856 had been successful and he had made substantial 
profits during this period (Struthers 1991:15). 

Although hunting and trading in the Natal-Zululand region had changed con­
siderably in the period between Fynn's activiities in the 1820s and Struthers' trips in 
the 1850s, it is possible to view Fynn's writing as part of a general nineteenth century 
'hunter-trader' literature. Hunting in Southern Africa had, particularly in terms of large 
game like elephant, moved beyond the Cape by the 1820s as the 'elephant frontier' 
was pushed beyond the borders of the colony (McKenzie 1988:62). As more Euro­
pean hunters ventured into the interior, the 'hunting journal' became a well established 
geme in Victorian imperialliteraturel8 . Stephen Gray has described these hunting texts 
as a geme which 'epitomizes the pioneering, frontier-type experience' (Gray 1979:97f). 
While Fynn may have recorded the earliest instance of European elephant hunting 
from Port Natal, this activity was well-established in the region by the time that Struthers 

16 NAFP 6,60: Colenso to Fynn Junior, 23 March 1880. 

17 Killie Campbell Africana Library, Fynn Family Papers, File no. 30104, Extract no. 4, Notes 
on the Life of H. Fynn, dictated to James Stuart by Fynn junior. December 1906, p. 8. 

18 Notable examples are Harris ([1841]1969), Drummond (1875). 
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The Unvarnished Reminiscences of H.F. Fynn 

started to work on Fynn's manscripts in the 1850S19• Fynn's description of a Euro­
pean-aided elephant hunt in which sixteen elephant were killed (Stuart & Malcolm 
1950: 120) pales into insignificance when compared with Struthers' journal where two 
or three elephant were shot on an almost daily basis (Struthers 1991 :29-30). 

Oral evidence collected by James Stuart in the early twentieth century points to 
an increase in elephant hunting in Natal from the 1820s, resulting from European 
instigated ivory trade from Port Natal (Webb & Wright 1979:144). Fynn, said one 
informant was 'the greatest ivory trader' (Webb & Wright 1976: 111 t). However, later 
research suggests that Farewell's ivory trade from Port Natal although important20 did 
not occur on any significant scale (Hedges 1978:232-234). Archaeological evidence 
has pointed to the predominance of Delagoa Bay rather than Port Natal trade up to the 
1840s (Hall 1987:126t), several years after Fynn left Natal in 1834. Fynn's comment 
that 'Shaka's consternation was great' on being shown European firearms in action 
(Stuart & Malcolm 1950: 120) is difficult to conceptualise in the context of consider­
able trade with Europeans through Delagoa Bay. Even during the 1850s, when the 
Natal-Zululand firearm trade was well-established, Struthers noted that it was rela­
tively simple for Mpande to obtain arms and ammunition from Delagoa (Struthers 
1991:47t). Oral evidence from King Cetshwayo in the 1880s suggests that Fynn and 
the Europeans were important in providing trade goods like blankets rather than fire­
arms (Webb & Wright 1978:9). A final point on the trade issue is Julian Cobbing's 
argument for Fynn's participation in the east coast slave trade (Cobbing 1992: 15-17). 
This remains contested and there is no coherent material in Fynn's writing to either 
support or negate this proposition (Hamilton 1992:42-45). 

Fynn, like other Victorian writers on Africa, depicted himself as one of the 
earliest European visitors to the interior, reporting that on one occasion he sent Afri­
can retainers in advance of his party to a local homestead 'to guard against causing too 
great a surprise to the people on entering their kraal, for we were declared to be the 
first Europeans who had paid them a visit' (Stuart & Malcolm 1950: 102), the context 
of nineteenth century literature on Africa, he was one of the majority of literate record­
ers who viewed the continent from a narrow European perspective Davidson 1964:36t). 
By the I 850s, travellers' accounts had become a curious blend of reality and fiction, 
often based on a version of Defoe's Robinson Crusoe (Knox-Shaw 1987:143t) and 
there is no reason to see Fynn's (or Struthers') particular travellers' tale as an excep­
tion to this trend. Fynn's statement that 

19 Examples of hunting expeditions to Natal are Webb (1990:169-175), Hummel & Craig 
(1994:19-24). 

20 Leverton 1984: 17, Campbell to Bell, 10 October 1828. 
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J. Pridmore 

Taking my kaffir interpreter, Frederick, with me, I walked round to the head of the 
bay in search of inhabitants; we came across none, though we found several foot­
prints (Stuart & Malcolm 1950:60). 

contains the main elements in Defoe's novel-the loyal 'Man Friday', the uninhabited 
beach and the suggestive footprints (Pratt 1989:15-18). 

Fynn's account also reflected the 'alien' African context which I.M. Coetzee 
and other scholars have described (Coetzee 1988:chapter 1; Wade 1993: 1-2). This has 
been a consistent theme from the early 1800 and there is a continuity between, for 
instance, Barrow's conceptualisation of the 'savage' and innately hostile Cape indig­
enous communities (Barrow 1802:28) to Burton's 'pallid and sickly green' east Afri­
can landscape (Burton [1856] 1982:129) and Mostert's Cape Point which he describes 
as a place of 'the greatest loneliness on earth' (Mostert 1992:8). Fynn's description of 
the Delagoa Bay hinterland as a place where 

fevers and ague prevail owing to the humidity of the air, the wind bringing with it 
noxious vapours rising from extensive swamps (Stuart & Malcolm 1950:47). 

can be viewed as belonging to the same category. 
In sharp contrast to the inhospitable south-east African environment were Eu­

ropeans' reports of the treatment they received from local communities. Fynn described 
in some detail the way in which a 'native doctor and several women' successfully 
treated him for malaria (Webb & Wright 1978:42t). He also noted that even people 
that tended to treat Europeans with suspicion, would never refuse to feed a hungry 
traveller (Webb & Wright 1978: 107). Altough later travellers were able to rely on 
missionary stations for medical care, hunter-traders during the 1850s also mentioned 
Zulu hospitality. W.C. Humphreys, for instance, on his journey through Mpande's 
kingdom in 1851, noted that an important headman, Nongalaza ka Nondela, was 'ex­
ceedingly kind' to him (Pridmore 1993: 12). 

Another thread in Fynn's narrative is his discovery of the wreck of the Grosvenor, 
an East Indiaman shipwreck on the east coast in 1782 (Stuart and Malcolm 1993: lOOt). 
Although there had been information available on this wreck from the Grosvenor s 
survivors since the eighteenth century (Kirby 1953), Fynn stressed his own role in 
identifying the site of the remains. Images of castaways were evident in Cape-based 
literature from the seventeenth century (Vigne [1748]1993)21, and the 'discovery' of 
shipwrecks has remained a fairly common theme in writing on white exploration of 
the interior (Becker 1985:90-102). 

21 The narrative was set between 1686 and 1689. 
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The Unvarnished Reminiscences of H.F. Fynn 

Although much of Fynn's writing can be seen as part of a general nineteenth 
century literature on the South African interior, encompassing a number of European 
attitudes towards Africa, there is much truth in James Stuart's remark that Fynn stood 
in a 'category of his own' (Stuart & Malcolm 1950:ix). It is Fynn's (or Struthers') 
particular varnishing that has made the Fynn Diary into what Cobbing has termed 'the 
greatest publishing disaster' in South African literature (Cobbing 1988:524). I have 
elsewhere dealt with the question of Fynn's personal motives in constructing his jour­
nal in order to obtain a land grant in colonial Natal (Pridmore 1991:24-26). It was 
these motives which led him to construct specific images of his own role in Shaka's 
presence, and these images were produced in the context of colonial Natal in the 1850s. 

Although not published until 1888, specific ideas, in the Fynn text, for instance 
that of Fynn doctoring Shaka were particularly well received by colonial readers as 
they blended in with white settlers' own perception of their imperial role (Denoon 
1988:121-125). Similarly, Fynn's negative depiction ofShaka found fertile ground in 
the developing historiography of Natal (Wylie forthcoming)22. It is these varnishings 
which have led to the widespread abuse of Fynn as a supposedly authoritative source, 
particularly since the publication of The Diary of Henry Francis Fynn in 1950 (Pridmore 
1994:60-72). A comparative approach within the wide context of nineteenth century 
literature on the Natal region seems to offer a more informed perspective. 
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Pringle: 
The Aesthetics of Empire 

Nick Meihuizen 

With Don Quixote, according to Michel Foucault in The Order of Things, 'writing has 
ceased to be the prose of the world' (Foucault 1974:47) as it was in the Renaissance, 
when there is an unChallenged continuity between signs and things, or words and 
world. 

Flocks, serving girls, and inns become once more the language of books to the imper­
ceptible degree to which they resemble castles,ladies, and armies ... (Foucault 1974:47). 

This type of resemblance, so clearly undermined by the deluded hero, tells of distinc­
tion, not connection. This distinction prompts the observation that language 'now pos­
sesses new powers, and powers peculiar to it alone' (Foucault 1974:47). In the second 
part of the novel, Don Quixote is clearly recognisable to certain people who have read 
the first part, as he himself becomes his own text: 

Don Quixote's truth is not in the relation of the words to the world but in that slender 
and constant relation woven between themselves by verbal signs. The hollow fiction 
of epic exploits has become the representative power of language (Foucault 1974:47). 

As we will see in more detail in this essay, words in Pringle cannot be trusted in 
relation to the lived-world of his readers; end-notes are needed to secure them in the 
understanding, they are not necessarily continuous with the world. 

Thus, as Foucault points out, cognitive emphasis shifts from the value of re­
semblance to that of difference. On the basis of this emphasis on difference, on dis­
tinctness, and the 'rationalism' it entails, a new conceptual configuration or episteme 
comes into being. The modifications involved that effect knowledge include an em­
phasis on analysis rather than analogy; a displacement of resemblance by comparison 
(which implies an analysis of aspects of things) and representation (as in the case of 
Don Quixote, where romances are clearly seen to be so many words, as are, by exten­
sion, the exploits of the knight himself). A final epistemological modification is the 
displacement of the infinite play of similitudes by the possibility, at least, of 'a com-
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Nick Meihuizen 

plete enumeration' in the form of a table (such as the tables of genera and species 
developed by the natural historians). 

It is too simplistic to maintain that Classical rationalism made nature more 
mechanical and calculable. There was a mechanism that offered, for a relatively short 
period (the last half of the seventeenth century), 'a theoretical model to certain fields 
of knowledge such as medicine or physiology' (Foucault 1974:56). There was also a 
mathematicising tendency, 'constant and continuous in the case of astronomy and part 
of physics' , but only sporadic in other areas. But, according to Foucault, these tenden­
cies should not be confused with the relation Classical knowledge bears to the mathesis, 
or the 'universal science of measurement and order' (Foucault 1974:47), which im­
plies qualitative ordering as opposed to the merely quantitative ordering of mathemat­
ics. The ordering of elements in a system depends upon an analysis of that system, and 
qualitative analysis uses a system of signs, not algebra, as an instrument. 

If signs are now freed from the world, similitude, although generally ousted, 
still plays its part, as no relation of order between two elements can be accomplished 
unless some degree of resemblance occasions their comparison (Foucault 1974:67). 
Resemblance and sign now respond to one another in a new way. Once the purveyor of 
precise marks, similitude is 'now the undifferentiated, shifting, unstable base upon 
which knowledge can establish its relations, its measurements, and its identities' 
(Foucault 1974:68). From this base, comparisons can be drawn through a process of 
analysis, which culminates in an ordered table of elements. 

The goal of Classical knowledge is to achieve the mathesis in its wide sense 
as a general science of order, through the table. The table is 

a simultaneous system according to which the representations express their proximity 
and their distance, their adjacency and their separateness-and therefore the network, 
which, outside chronology, makes patent their kinship and reinstates their relations of 
order within a permanent area. In this manner the table of identities and differences 
may be drawn up (Foucault 1974:720. 

As Mary Louise Pratt points out, in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 
the prime exemplar of such totalising classificatory systems was Carl Linne, more 
commonly known as Linnaeus. His Systema Naturae comprised, 

a descriptive system designed to classify all the plants on the earth, known and un­
known, according to the characteristics of their reproductive parts. Twenty-four (and 
later twenty-six) basic configurations of stamens, pistils, and so forth were identified 
and laid out according to the letters of the alphabet. Four added visual parameters 
completed the taxonomy: number, form, position, and relative size (Pratt 1992:240. 
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Pringle: The Aesthetics of Empire 

The two poles of the general mathesis are taxonomia, the qualitative ordering of com­
plex natures, such as in the work of Linnaeus, and its quantitative counterpart, mathesis, 
in its narrower sense as the ordering of simple natures, which are subject to an alge­
braic method of analysis. Genetic analysis, or, simply, genesis, is at the basis of both 
the above. 

Both human nature and nature are involved in the notion of genesis. They guar­
antee 'the reciprocal bond' between imagination (a property of human nature) and 
resemblance (an effect of nature). Human nature mobilises the imagination, which, if 
the source of disorder and vague resemblance, restores order by duplicating repre­
sentation, reminds us of the present significance of the same representations experi­
enced in the past. Nature mobilises 'shifting resemblances and the vague murmur of 
similitudes', thereby, prior to any order, resembling itself (Foucault 1974:70). On this 
basis analysis follows two directions. On the one hand, we find an analysis that forms 

a non-actual but simultaneous table of comparisons: the analysis of impressions, of 
reminiscence, of imagination, of memory, of all that involuntary background which 
is, as it were, the mechanics of the image in time. 

This corresponds to an extent with the analytic of imagination, where the linear time 
inherent in representation is transformed into a 'simultaneous space'. On the other 
hand, we find the analysis that tells of the resemblance between things prior to 'the 
tabular redistribution of their unordered similitudes'. This corresponds roughly with 
the analysis of nature, 

In short, 

including the lacunae. the disorders that confuse the tabulation of beings and scatter it 
into a series of representations that vaguely. and from a distance. resemble one an­
other (Foucault 1974:69t). 

[n]ature and human nature, within the general configuration of the episteme, pennit 
the reconciliation of resemblance and imagination that provides a foundation for, and 
makes possible. all the empirical sciences of order (Foucault 1974:71). 

The remainder of this essay will attempt to cast light on Pringle's attitude to 
empire, by indicating his relationship with the Classical episteme. If he is morally 
involved in his subject, South Africa, he tempers this involvement with a type of 
taxonomia. Foucault's analysis points to the compatibility of such a taxonomia with 
the imaginative sensibility, or with that.access to simultaneous and informing percep­
tions peculiar to artistic creation. 
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If we consider the title pages of Pringle's Poems IlLustrative of South Africa 
(1989), we get a clear impression of the tabulatory nature of his project, as hinted in 
his title. Exotic people, strange experiences, animals and places are offered, as in a 
catalogue: 

Song of the Wild Bushman 
The Coranna 
The Kosa 
Evening Rambles 
The Lion Hunt 
The Lion and Giraffe 
The Hottentot 
The Caffer 
The Bushman 
Slavery 
Franschehoek 
Genadendal (Pringle 1989:vii-viii). 

Reading the poems we find details drawn from life, 'illustrative' of the life around 
Pringle, and widely inclusive, considering the flora and fauna recounted in his poems. 
Thus, in place of a mediating mythology with figures such as Adamastor, which would 
stress a continuum of resemblance between Europe and Africa, Africa is, to the best of 
the poet's abilities, presented in terms of its own distinctness, as this is expressed in 
the differences of its parts. Africa is not anything like Scotland, the locals are nothing 
like British shepherds. A sense of analytic discriminative exactitude is evidenced too 
in Pringle's notes to his poems, which suggests that he takes this tabulating seriously. 
Even from the table of contents, then, we obtain a distinct impression of what Pratt 
(1992:9) calls 'the emergence of natural history as a structure of knowledge, and the 
momentum toward interior, as opposed to maritime, exploration' , characteristic of the 
new episteme, or unconsciously assumed epistemological frame for ordering the world. 
Pratt sees these changes as inaugurating a totalising Europeanisation of the world, and 
as thus being indicative of perhaps the most ambitious phase of imperialism. Even to 
be antagonistic to imperialism, as Pringle is, is not to escape the gaze of one's own 
'imperial eyes', which 'look out and possess', if only by means of an innocent-seem­
ing process of tabulation (Pratt 1992:7). 

The poems comprise the first part of his African Sketches, published in 1834. 
The second part is titled Narrative of a Residence in South Africa. Pringle in his notes 
sometimes refers the reader to this Narrative, which then supplements the other notes, 
and like them, sets up a dialogue with the poetry, creating a circle of representation, 
where signs refer primarily to other signs. Anything unusual, and because of his desire 
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Pringle: The Aesthetics of Empire 

to record so much (there are many instances of suchlike), finds definition in his notes 
and the Narrative. Also, and it is this which helps inform his strongly moral relation to 
an ever expanding empire!, Pringle still has recourse to infinity; he believes that Chris­
tianity is the basis of eternal perfectibility. Hence we find a concern with the religious 
dimension of empire, albeit qualified by an awareness of hypocrisy and abuse not at 
all evident, for example, in Camoens' consideration of Christianity. By Roy Campbell's 
time this religious dimension has been dissipated by the analytic of finitude, or mate­
rialism taken to its logical (and discomfiting) extreme. Where Campbell must strive to 
re-establish a sacral relationship with infinity, Pringle must strive against the contami­
nation of infinity by the baser aspects of empire. 

The Pringle family arrived in South Africa in 1820, as part of Britain's move to 
secure the Cape (which she had taken over from the Dutch in 1806) from marauding 
blacks. The role of the unsuspecting settlers was conceived in classic imperial terms 
by the Governor of the Cape, Lord Somerset: 

The officials, and notably Lord Somerset, the Governor, steeped in the classics, the 
only training in sociology then available, thought in terms of the Roman Wall, the 
legions being in fact half agriculturalists, half regimental warriors (Lewis 1971: 101). 

But this colonial attitude was perhaps something of a conceptual fossil. Robinson, 
Gallagher and Denny, in Africa and the Victorians (1981), note that colonial expan­
sion 'was not essentially a matter of empire but of private commerce and influence'. 
They continue: 

Exertions of power and colonial rule might be needed in some places to provide op­
portunity and to protect. But empire tended to be thought of as an auxiliary, in much 
the same way as the liberal state at Home. The main engine of expansion was enter­
prise. Its momentum was attributed to the free energies and aspirations of myriads of 
individual Britons in search of maximum opportunity (Robinson, Gallagher & Denny 
1981:3). 

If this is so, particularly from mid-Victorian times on, the idea of empire still formed a 
backdrop to individual enterprise, with this difference from preceding eras: the em­
phasis, in shifting from state to individual, heightens the sense of constitutive finitude 
that begins to dominate awareness from the early nineteenth century. As committed as 
Pringle is to 'Home', his reformist tendencies, for example, go against the grain of 

I Paul Kennedy, in 'Continuity and Discontinuity in British Imperialism 1815-1914', notes: .... 
during the half-century after 1815 the empire expanded by an average of about 100,000 square 
miles per annum' (Eldridge 1984:29). 
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Nick Meihuizen 

local authority, representative of the state. Thus, the freedom of the press, which Pringle 
advocated, might contribute to a lowering of public morale. And so Pringle finds him­
self standing for individual rights, which are not necessarily commensurate with the 
good of the state. 

Ernest Pereira and Michael Chapman, in their introduction to African Poems of 
Thomas Pringle, indicate Pringle's divided sensibility in a way that gives emphasis to 
the thrust of the present essay: 

Inheriting the reason of the Enlightenment while catching the spirit of religious reviv­
alism and romantic idealism, Pringle was ... to be attacked by the Tory Governor of 
the Cape, Lord Charles Somerset, not only for his 'whiggish' propensities, but for his 
revolutionary (Jacobin) sympathies (Pringle 1989:xv). 

The 'reason of the Enlightenment' implies the Classical episteme. I will argue that this 
episteme is never far from Pringle's perception; indeed, perhaps his African experi­
ence contributes to the sense of distinctiveness attached to it. Like Camoens's stay, 
Pringle's stay in Africa is of limited duration, some six years; he also brings to Africa 
a very different frame of reference, but departs having embodied something more of 
Africa than Carnoens was able to do. Does this frame make him more susceptible to 
the world around him than does that of the earlier poet? Is the Classical episteme better 
suited to a more reflexive consideration of empire than the Renaissance episteme? 
One suspects that its atomising tendency leads to a greater regard for specifics and 
peCUliarities, which might have escaped attention when similitude held sway2. Thus 
the 'spirit of religious revivalism and romantic idealism' perhaps goes hand in hand 
with the 'reason of the Enlightenment' in Pringle's case. 

Pringle's Poems Illustrative of Southern Africa has as one of its epigraphs lines 
from a dedicatory sonnet by Spenser (1970:412), which, however appropriate, tell of 
the continuing (if unconscious) sway of a linguistic imperium, a sway at odds with 
Pringle's political sentiments. It is unlikely that Pringle even considered the political 
implications involved3; as late as 1928, with the publication of Pauline Henley's Spenser 

2 Pratt (1992:44-52), distinguishing between the approaches of Kolb and naturalists Sparrman 
and Paterson, notes an increasing emphasis on the difference between Khoikhoi culture and the 
European paradigm in the latter two writers; for Kolb, Khoikhoi culture seemed almost continu­
ous with European culture. 

3 As George Nadel and Perry Curtis (1964:9), in the introduction to Imperialism and Colonial­
ism (1964), point out: 'Because of the existence of Ireland ... the English were not entirely 
innocent of the colonizing process. Men like Raleigh and his half-brother Sir Humphrey Gilbert 
had gained valuable experience in the technique of planting colonies on hostile soil through 
attempts to pacify the Irish'. 
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Pringle: The Aesthetics of Empire 

in Ireland, and, in fact, for many years after, Spenser's 'creative and polemical writ­
ings' were 'treated as discrete entities' (Canny in Coughlan 1989:9): 

Rude Rymes, the which a rustic Muse did weave 
In savage soyl, far from Parnasso Mount, 
And roughly wrought in an unlearned loome (Pringle 1989: 1). 

That the other epigraph (in Latin), from Lucretius, refers to the Pierian realm of the 
Muses (Lucretius 1951 :54), also tells ofthe continuing sway of a linguistic imperium 
and its trappings, which Pringle clearly considers to be benign, as did the Romantics, 
whose politics were similar to Pringle's. Peacock, Shelley, Keats, Thomas Taylor and 
Blake all invested much in classical culture, but would never have abided the imperial 
expansionism with which it is invariably linked in Camoens. But that Pringle travels 
to the outposts of the empire 'loca nullius anteffrita solo' (,where no foot has ever 
trod before', Lucretius 1951 :54) without any initial misgivings regarding the rights of 
the settler to do so, suggests that he yet participates in the mind-set of the imperialist. 
Of course, he is soon to qualify his participation in aspects of this mind-set, much to 
the annoyance of a local representative of empire such as Lord Somerset, who, appar­
ently, did all he could to prevent Pringle from succeeding in the colony (Pringle 
1989:·xix). 

Virtually all of Pringle's poems exhibit aspects of a tabulating tendency. Typi­
cally in his tabulations he evokes taxonomia (the logically structured ordering of com­
plex natures, such as in the work of Linnaeus); and he evokes genesis (or ordering 
based on a simultaneity linked to resemblances perceptible in nature and the mind 
through agencies other than logic, such as superficial similarity, and memory). Al­
though one cannot really isolate taxonomia and genesis, it is convenient to group po­
ems according to which type of analytical perspective, in my view, predominates. 
Thus, of the first type we might include his most famous poem, 'Afar in the Desert' , 
very popular in the nineteenth-century, when it was, of course, extravagantly praised 
by no less a figure than Coleridge, who declared it 'among the two or three most 
perfect lyric Poems in our Language' (in Pringle 1989:80). We might also include 
'Song of the Wild Bushman', 'The Coranna', and 'The Kosa'. Of the second type, we 
find 'Evening Rambles', 'An Emigrant's Song' , and 'A Noon-da y Dream' . Space dic­
tates that I deal only with a representative poem of the first type, 'Afar in the Desert'. 

'Afar in th.e Desert' builds upon discrimination and combination, but is not 
without recourse to the play of memory. Thus, in the first stanza the distinctiveness of 
the experience is offset by traces of 'the Past', which lead to a comparison between 
past and present, but also, by the end of stanza two, an eventual distinct solitariness, 
suitable for recounting the uniqueness of the experience: 
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Nick Meihuizen 

Afar in the Desert I love to ride, 
With the silent Bush-boy alone by my side: 
When the sorrows of life the soul 0' ercast, 
And, sick of the Present, I cling to the Past; 
When the eye is suffused with regretful tears, 
From the fond recollections of former years 01. 1-6). 

He refers specifically to Scotland, his principal key of comparison: 

And my Native Land-whose magical name 
Thrills to the heart like electric flame; 
The home of my childhood; the haunts of my prime; 
All the passions and scenes of that rapturous time 
When the feelings were young and the world was new, 
Like the fresh bowers of Eden unfolding to view 01. 13-15). 

And yet, apart from the vivid 'electric flame', Scotland is conditioned by vague gener­
ality and cliche. Pereira and Chapman observe that Pringle was inclined to be journal­
istic in his attitudes towards writing (Pringle 1989:xxi), often never moving beyond a 
surface facility. However, he is provoked at times by his African experience to set 
aside cliche, and turn to new signs, beyond the reassuring murmuring of repetition and 
convention which often plague his verse4 • Thus the third stanza of' Afar in the Desert' 
takes on a uniqueness of its own, where linguistic resemblance (in words from the old 
country, such as 'haunt' and 'glen') vies with the distinctiveness of the fauna, arranged 
in a sequence that does little more than enumerate. But his table suggests the simulta­
neity of experience in the African veld, which is not constrained by personal history or 
the larger 'historical' sequence of epic narrative, say; if it verges on science (pringle is 
philologically scrupulous in his use of diacritical marks, for example), the table yet 
conveys immediate perception: 

Afar in the Desert I love to ride, 
With the silent Bush-boy alone by my side: 
Away-away from the dwellings of men, 
By the wild deer's haunt, by the buffalo's glen; 
By valleys remote where the oribi plays, 
Where the gnu, the gazelle, and the hartebeest graze, 
And the kildil and eland unhunted recline 
By the skirts of grey forests o'erhung with wild-vine; 

4 Let it be granted, however, that Pringle deliberately cultivated a 'very simple style' (Pringle 
1989:77). 
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Pringle: The Aesthetics of Empire 

Where the elephant browses at peace in his wood, 
And the river-horse gambols unscared in the flood, 
And the mighty rhinoceros wallows at will 
In the fen where the wild-ass is drinking his fill (U. 41-52). 

It is in conjunction with this stanza that we might first consider Pringle's notes. Again, 
a discriminati ve exactitude is apparent: 

The Oribi is tenned by Lichtenstein the Antilope Pigmea; but it is not the same as the 
Blauwbok of the Colonists, or the Iputi of the Caffers, an animal from nine to twelve 
inches in height, which is, I believe, the true Antilope Pigmaea. Oribi is the Hottentot 
name of an antelope somewhat resembling the Steenbok (A. Rupestris), but rather 
larger, and of a darker brown colour (Pringle 1989:83). 

The note has no bearing on the impression conveyed by the poem. It is concerned with 
classification, and seeks to place its subject in the proper niche in the conceptual grid. 
In a sense, the Oribi in the poem becomes displaced by this grid, or table, which takes 
on a greater significance than the living creature, emphasising the present centrality of 
representation. Similar notes are found dealing with the Gnu, Gazelle. Hartebeest, 
Kudu, and Eland. The name of this last beast draws from Pringle a disparaging obser­
vation regarding inexactitude in the application of a conceptual grid; he in fact criti­
cises a type of complacent reliance on resemblance: 

The name of Eland, i.e. Elk, has been applied to this animal by the Colonists, from 
some fancied resemblance to the elk of Europe, in the same mode as many other 
names of animals have been misapplied by them (Pringle 1989: 84). 

The following stanzas convey a similar impression of simultaneity; there is 
nothing much else remarkable in them, although perhaps, stanza four is more success­
ful at imparting the distinctiveness of the animals: 

Afar in the Desert I love to ride, 
With the silent Bush-boy alone by my side: 
0' er the brown Karroo, where the bleating cry 
Of the springbok's fawn sounds plaintively; 
And the timorous quagga's shrill whistling neigh 
Is heard by the fountain at twilight grey; 
Where the zebra wantonly tosses his mane, 
With wild hoof scouring the desolate plain; 
And the fleet-footed ostrich over the waste 
Speeds like a horseman who travels in haste, 
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Hying away to the home of her rest, 
Where she and her mate have scooped their nest, 
Far hid from the pitiless plunderer's view 
In the pathless depths of the parched Karroo (II. 53-66). 

Pringle's note regarding the quagga tells of his search for a natural signS, which he 
establishes through a combination of words, if not all natural in origin (and 'neigh' 
surely is), then certainly having onomatopoeic value: 

The cry of the Quagga (pronounced quagha. or quacha) is very different from that of 
either the horse or ass; and I have endeavoured to express its peculiar character in the 
above line (Pringle 1989:84). 

While he assumes the ability of language to relate to the world. he must yet offer 
guidelines as to the pronunciation of his subject's name. 

The concluding stanza suggests a temporal relation to infinity to be derived 
from the solitariness and barrenness of the desert; this is the point to which the simul­
taneity of the table has been leading us, and it is something of a climax, reinforcing 
simultaneity by evoking the infinite dimension of the divine, while at the same time 
implying a Genesis and teleology: 

And here. while the night-winds round me sigh. 
And the stars bum bright in the midnight sky, 
As I sit apart by the desert stone, 
Like Elijah at Horeb's cave alone, 
'A still small voice' comes through the wild 
(Like a Father consoling his fretful Child). 
Which banishes bitterness, wrath, and fear,­
Saying-MAN IS DISTANT, BUT GOD IS NEAR! 

5 His interest in natural language is also evidenced in a poem for 'Juvenile Readers', where the 
cry of the honey-bird is rendered as, 'Cherr-cherr, cherri-a-cherr, cherr-a-cu-coo-laf'; the noise 
of the bees as, 'Boom-a-boo,foom-a-boo, boom-bom-a-boo-la!' This originary language is equated 
with indigenous tongues in one of the conclusions of the poem (two exist): 

Now think, little dear, as you sit at your tea, 
'Sugar-a-sweet-a-lip! sugar-a-boota!' 
If thou art a Honey-Bird, who is the Bee?­
Alas! the poor Negro-who suffers for thee 
In the slave-cultured Islands far over the sea, 
Crying, Charaib uloolula! Afric uloola!'{Pringle 1989:880. 
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Pringle: The Aesthetics of Empire 

The Missionary simplicity of the final line belies an expression of the mathesis, or the 
'universal science of measurement and order' (Foucault 1974:56), where we find, so 
to speak, the terms of a qualitative equation: physical absence is countered by spiritual 
presence. The formulaic neatness of the statement reflects scientific exactitude, but 
the sentiment expressed is one of being alienated from human existence, and by impli­
cation, the rationalising centre of the mathesis. The imaginative move here is charac­
teristic. Pringle, the tabulator of empire, must also tabulate a religious dimension counter 
to the imperial urge, while at the same time, as the formula tells, so clearly a part of it. 
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A.C. Jordan's 
Tales from Southern Africa 

Annie Gagiano 

Jordan's 1940 novellngqumbo Yeminyanya (translated into English in 1980 as The 
Wrath of the Ancestors) has a place of honour in Xhosa literature. Not at all as well 
known is his 1973 collection, Tales from Southern Africa (Jordan 1973a), which he 
wrote in English. In the collection of essays which appeared in the same year (To­
wards an African Literature-Jordan 1973b). Jordan himself wrote that 'the English­
speaking world knows far less about ["the tales about men and women"] ... [than 
about] myths and animal stories' from Africa (Jordan 1973b:4) and he suggested that 

the cultural world is looking for just these and other traditional artistic possessions, of 
which South Africa itself has not become aware (Jordan 1973b: 14). 

In 1990 Noverino Canonici wrote that 'the folktale tradition ... permeat[es] not only 
literary forms, but all forms of life' (Canonici 1990:128), though simultaneously ac­
knowledging many signs of the decline of this cultural resource (Canonici 1900: 134-
136,140f). If it is true that 'cultural identities are formed and informed by a nation's 
literature' (Morrison 1992:39), the various strands of South African literature may be 
thought of as dangerously or unhealthily detached from the awareness of those who 
are non-literate (known to be a large majority of South Africans). Renewed interest in 
and use of our folktale resources may be one way of bridging this gap. For, as Isidore 
Okpewho insists, 'the mythopoeic fancy ... concerns itself with the entire spectrum of 
the social universe' and he recognises its engagement with what he calls 'actualities' 
as well as 'mysteries' (Okpewho 1983:114)1. In the following brief discussion of Jor­
dan's Tales (Jordan 1973a) I shall demonstrate how wide ranging and socially perti­
nent the themes of these stories are. 

Without presuming to know the principle(s) in terms of which Jordan selected 

1 In We Spend our Lives as a Tale that is Told, Isabel Hofmeyr concludes: 'oral literature quite 
literally forces scholars to lift their eyes from the page .... one not only has to confront context as 
a very material reality, one also confronts anew the complex links that unite producer, text, 
audience and the world (Hofmeyr 1993:181). 
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A.C. Jordan's Tales from Southern Africa 

the thirteen Tales included in the collection, this reading finds in his re-telling 2 of 
these traditional stories a discernible focus on processes of social adjustment, espe­
cially in the overcoming of social crises. In his work Myth in Africa, Isidore Okpewho 
(1983:69) suggests that 

the more 'poetic' a tale is, the stronger is its content of intellectual play and thus its 
availability for exploring larger cultural or existential (as against experimental) is­
sues. 

Jordan's Tales do not merely enshrine reaffirmations of 'custom', but portray chal­
lenges to, enlargements and adaptations of 'custom' itself3. It is also evident that this 
author's interest lies more in the discovery or employment of 'internal' mechanisms of 
adjustment to pressures or threats to the societies which he shows us, than in celebra­
tions of military or muscular force. Confirmation of this tendency is the preponder­
ance of female protagonists in these Tales, whether in heroic or in socially transgres­
sive roles (and frequently transgression itself precipitates heroism). The argument of 
this essay is that Jordan's Tales from Southern Africa can be fruitfully read as a com­
posite portrait of societies capable of achieving vital adjustments in response to a 
variety of challenges. 

A good place to begin this brief introduction to Jordan's Tales (most of which 
seem to have been told to him by women-by 'the widow, Nofali'; by his great-aunt 
and by an unnamed 'woman from Qumbu' (Jordan 1973a: xxi if-from the 'Foreword' 
by Z. Pallo Jordan) is with the last one in the collection: a hilarious 'Parliament of 
Fowls' 4 story in which all the birds of the world come together in seemingly orderly 

2 Scheub (in Jordan 1973a:1O,l3,1lt) in his 'Introduction', comments that 'the narratives ... 
have not been retold by A.C. Jordan so much as recast by him'. 'He used techniques of the short 
story to bring life to the skeletal outlines' to compensate for the devices (gesture; tone; audience 
participation; etc.) at the disposal of the oral performer of the ntsomi. 

3 In a section of his 'general' Introduction to Jordan's Tales, Scheub (Jordan 1973a:9t) writes 
that the 'broad theme [of the Xhosa ntsomi tradition] centers about the need for an ordered 
society, a stable and harmonious community ... this ideal society ... thematic movement from an 
impure society through purification and into a healthy social order. TIlls odyssey is often ex­
pressed by means of a dramatic enactment of the male and female initiation rites, and usually 
finds its metaphorical perfection in symbols of nature' . 

• I am alluding to the fourteenth-century English poem by Geoffrey Chaucer, which (many 
scholars suspect) may contain disguised allusions to contemporary politics, although the osten­
sible subject is courtly love. Thokozile Chaane, in a paper called 'Orality and Narratives: The 
Art of Story Telling', delivered at the December 1991 New Nation Writers' Conference, indi­
cates that' A general practice was the use of animal characters in the stories. TIlls came in handy 
when wrongs in the society had to be pointed out without causing embarrassment by directly 
accusing anybody-another peace-keeping device' (p. 3). 

69 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



Annie Gagiano 

fashion to choose a leader according to the (apparently) perfectly sensible and appro­
priate criterion of which of them can stay in the air the longest. The story, in Jordan's 
handling of it, becomes a brilliantly satirical anecdote, exposing the extent to which a 
combination of power-hunger, pomposity and chicanery can turn a neatly hierarchical 
and bureaucratically organised situation into a nightmare of competing political group­
ings and legalistically irreconcilable contestations: Grass Warbler hitches an undetec­
ted ride on the majestic Eagle's back and flutters and flips about in the air trium­
phantly after Eagle's return to the earth, with consequent argument, counter-argu­
ment, outrage and scapegoating in a display of ambitious power competition. Although 
this story is fonnally one of those animal fables along the pattern of 'Why such-and­
such a creature behaves in such-and-such a fashion' (like the two previous Tales in the 
collection: 'Why the Cock Crows at Dawn', 260-262, and 'Why the Hippo Has a 
Stumpy Tail', 263-265), Jordan's 'Choosing a King' (266f)-in its comparative length 
and in the delightful, biting vividness of its portrayal of individual bird 'characters' in 
recognisable political roles-is evidently a cautionary tale as enjoyable as it is poten­
tially educational. Is it incidental that this one story has no female characters? 

The tale which Jordan placed first in the collection (18-31) is called 'The Tur­
ban'-which refers to a woman's head scarf or doek. It is a moving, delicately-told 
story of marital love gone wrong, faintly like Shakespeare's Othello, but unlike that 
play in the degree of emphasis Jordan places on the larger familial and social context 
of the tragedy. The story features a younger wife, devotedly loved despite her child­
lessness. The husband has children by his elder wife and so intense is his passion for 
the younger woman that he resists pressure even from her own family that he take 
another wife to 'compensate' for her barrenness. When both wives gather honey on an 
expedition, the prudent older woman saves some for her children and her husband. 
Expecting that his childless wife will have saved even more of the delicacy for him, 
the husband is so appalled to find that she failed to keep him any that he gives her a 
blow which, to his horror, kills her. Any remaining sympathy for this man (compro­
mised by his petulance, impetuosity or harshness) is seriously undennined when he 
proceeds literally to cover up his deed by stealthily burying the dead woman and her 
belongings before setting out towards her people where both he and she are expected 
at a wedding festival. As Scheub writes, 

It is his ability to continue with life, almost as if in a stupor, as if nothing had hap­
pened, that invests the story with much of its horror, and which simultaneously, strongly 
underscores the love that he had for his wife (Jordan 1973a: 16). 

A favourite with her people, he is nevertheless summoned from dancing and ritually, 
wordlessly executed by them when an eerie little bird, a 'fonn' of the dead wife's 
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AC. Jordan's Tales from Southern Africa 

turban, reveals his guilt to them. But the story is put in a realm beyond affirmation of 
custom 5 when it ends with the dead man's arm rising to press the woman's turban to 
his heart. Fascinatingly, the story indicates the unusual intensity of this passion as 
recognised by this society: as both destructive (and punished when it goes awry) and 
yet finally, poignantly beyond the reach of the customary, outliving even its own pro­
tagonists. The tale is a fascinating introduction to a group of stories of the type usually 
taken to have the principal purpose of unambiguously affrrming social cohesion and 
time-tried habits. 

A tale that in Jordan's telling foregrounds domesticity by showing its disrup­
tion and eventual restitution is called 'Demane and Demazane' (34-54) after the boy­
and-girl twins who are its chief protagonists. The first part of the story is the well­
known 'amasi bird' episode in which the bird who undoes the field-clearing labours of 
the parents is captured by the father and ransoms itself in captivity by yielding amasi 
to his family in a time of general drought. Under peer pressure the twin children break 
the father's rule of secrecy and the bird escapes. Terrified of paternal punishment, the 
twins flee into the bush, find shelter and set up their own version of domestic cosiness 
in the 'Rock-of-two-holes', only to encounter a cannibal (or Zim)-from whom they 
escape when a mother-bird, reassuring them that they are loved and longed for at 
home, flies them home to a reception on their mother's best kaross. One might see this 
story as portraying a restoration to civil ordinariness and social and familial harmony. 
Yet it is noticeable that adventurousness is portrayed as admirable; although it cannot 
last (the amasi bird is lost; the children return home from their camp), it is shown to 
have been enriching. Like others in the collection, this story foregrounds unusual and 
transgressive conduct without merely warning of the inevitability of disaster. 

A story with a similar pattern of a family break-up and eventual reconstitution 
is called 'Nomabhadi and the Mbulu-Makhasana' (155-177) 6. The first part of the girl 
Nomabhadi's life takes place in a village where drought and consequent starvation 
have killed all the children except herself and her two brothers. Jealous of the younger 
brother's bigger portions, the elder kills him and is himself put to death when his sister 
reveals the fact. The eeriness and stress of the situation is indicated also in the surreal­
ist detail that everyone here has earlier stopped speaking; the sense of doom is inten­
sified when the news of the sibling murder leads the other adults to kill one another­
as if that murder has severed some final sustaining ideal. Social breakdown culmi­
nates in yet is offset by the parents' decision to send Nomabhadi off to her prosperous 
uncle while they set fire to themselves and their homestead. Nomabhadi, the sole 

5 Here I disagree strongly with Scheub, who concludes that 'the narrative thus becomes an 
affirmation of tradition over boundless emotion' (Jordan 1973a: 17). 

6 Compare the ntsomi Scheub prints on pp. 547-551 of his book (Scheub 1969). 
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Annie Gagiano 

survivor of the doomed community, fails to obey her mother's final injunction to look 
neither back nor to left or right. Because of this failure her life is invaded and her role 
at her uncle's homestead usurped by the nearly-human but repulsive Mbulu-Makhasana 
(perhaps a 'recurrence' of the elder brother's jealous greed?). The infiltration of the 
family by this new form of anti-social greed is abruptly stopped when its uncontainable 
intensity is exposed in a public ritual or test: the Mbulu-Makhasana's hidden and bound­
up tail bursts out and yanks her into a trough of milk. But not even then is the envy of 
this sub-human creature finally defeated, for a pumpkin plant grows nighbnarishly out 
ofthe Mbulu-Makhasana's grave and the fruit attacks Nomabhadi while she is being 
prepared for womanhood. Once again Jordan's telling of the story emphasizes not 
only a need for perpetual vigilance, but for courage, meticulous care and social coop­
eration. 

The tale of 'Sonyangaza and the Ogres' (193-216) similarly portrays the neces­
sity of a rescue-and here, too, its success is not the sole achievement of the dashing 
hunter-hero, but comes about partly due to the resolution, spirit and intelligence of 
both his abducted twin sister and her little half-caste daughter, with the reunion of the 
three as a family group rounding off and crowning the story (215-216), after the defeat 
of the ogres. 

The tale called 'Siganda and Sigandana' (219-237) is a well known story of 
sibling rivalry that turns murderous. Nevertheless, Jordan's telling intensifies the poign­
ancy in especially two aspects: by portraying the brothers as unusually close and loyal 
in their tenderly mutual affection and b)' the strongly empathetic portrayal ofthe way 
the beautiful white cow arouses the more cowardly elder brother's envious desire and 
greed. It is unmistakably a novelist's talent whichjuxtaposes (the younger) Sigandana's 
spontaneous and joyous hymn to the loveliness of the white cow (227: given in both 
Xhosa and English versions) with the guilt-ridden, nervy, fevered musings of the elder 
brother about this cow (230) (after he has abandoned his sibling to probable death in 
order to steal it). The 'happy ending' is deeply shadowed by the earlier brotherly be­
trayal and the grief (and dismay) it causes both father and brother. What happens is at 
the end contained by the wider community, from which Siganda expels himself by 
fleeing from impending retribution. 

A more troubling and eerie story of social transgression and exclusion is the 
one called 'The Woman and the Mighty Bird' (241-248): a tale with distinct emphasis 
on a male power structure in the society depicted here and with little by way of indi­
vidualising characterisation. The story is starkly told: there is, we are informed, a 
powerful taboo against going into 'the depths of the forest'-

[t]he depths were greatly feared by the whole community. and though no one ever 
gave the reason why, the women were constantly warned by the men never to go 
anywhere near the tall trees (241). 
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A.C. Jordan's Tales/rom Southern Africa 

The woman of the title is, we are told, 'beautiful' and 'young' (241) and the only wife 
among the women who, when during a long spell of cold sufficient wood is harder to 
find, decides to risk going into 'the depths', where she finds many bundles of ready­
cut wood, guarded by a fearsome and huge bird-'the mighty bird/Of manifold wind­
pipe and manifold dewlap' (243), as he announces himself in a song. He allows her to 
take a bundle of wood on condition that she promises never to say to 'those of Ndela' 
(245)-Le. her husband's family-that she has seen him (the bird being described in 
emphatically male tenns: 'a big tall man'; 'a great bull'; 'a giant bull'-242). She 
does this three times; her husband grows predictably suspicious and when he threatens 
to kill her unless she tells the truth, she admits to having seen the giant bird-who then 
surges up to the house, causing the husband to faint in a fright, and swallowing the 
woman before 'reced [ing] to the depths of the forest' (248). If the function of this story 
is merely to endorse a patriarchal social and familial structure, as Scheub suggests 
(238-240), there are nevertheless oddities and ambiguities in the temporary duration 
of a secret pact between the woman and the giant bird and in the initial benefit this 
brings. The woman is, as has been said, hardly individualised, though the pattern of 
her conduct seems to indicate that she represents marital (indeed, 'female') untrust­
worthiness and its rightful punishment. Yet the bird does not seem to have any sense of 
alliance with the human male, the woman's taboo-upholding, disciplinarian husband. 
Perhaps the story can be read as obliquely recognising the unacknowledged or 
unacknowledgeable danger of female adultery in a society that caters for male po­
lygamy (even though this husband has only one wife). This story is mysterious in 
Jordan's handling of it and, ifthe woman comes across as sly and manipulative, the 
husband is evidently harsh and unheroic: amongst all the tales this is also the one in 
which there is least evidence of social mediation. 

The story called 'The King of the Waters' (179-191) fonns an interesting coun­
terpart to the 'Mighty Bird' story; Jordan fust introduces the ostensible, male hero, the 
'renowned hunter' (179) prince Tfulako, who is denied a desperately needed drink by 
the waters of a spring. The King of the Waters' relents when Tfulako promises him 
'the most beautiful of [his] sisters to be [his] wife' (181). This peremptory though life­
saving decision is reported when he gets home, 

[b Jut everybody, including the beautiful princess, felt that this was the only offer 
Tfulako could have made in the circumstances. So they awaited the corning of the 
King of the Waters (182), 

though no-one knows in what shape he will appear. Nkyanyamba, the 'King of the 
Waters' (182), eventually appears from a cyclone in the fonn of an inordinately big 
snake. He takes up his place as a 'burden round [the] body' of the princess, 'restring] 
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Annie Gagiano 

his head on her breasts and gaz[ing] hungrily into her eyes' (182)-an evidently phal­
lic and erotic, but threatening and alien presence. This young woman (to whom the 
whole focus of the tale now shifts) also betakes herself to 'her mother's people, far 
over the mountains' 7. As she travels, carrying the python, she expresses her revulsion 
and distress in song, to which the snake replies, also in song, proclaiming his worthi­
ness; as Jordan puts it, they journey 'singing pride at each other' (183). On arrival the 
princess pretends sexual and social capitulation; on the pretext of needing time to 
beautify herself, she confers with her maternal uncle and his wife to make a plan to 
save herself. Jordan vividly conveys the shuddering stress of the situation for this 
young woman, who yet manages to steel herself to execute the family plot. She goes 
back to the snake so well oiled that, when invited to embrace her, the creature slips 
down repeatedly and is stunned-she can then go out and lock the door before the hut 
is burnt down with the python in it. She is nevertheless not declared free and ready to 
return home until she can handle the skull of the snake with casual fearlessness, decid­
ing to take it back as a washing vessel for her brother: a ritual indicatiye of her promo­
tion in status attained by her courage and endurance in overcoming lingering fears. A 
slightly ironic touch at the end is Tfulako's belligerent posture and fierce decision to 
'save' the sister who has already extricated herself from the coils of 'The King of the 
Waters': the closing song echoes that of Tfulako and his hunters at the beginning 
(181), but changes it to proclaim the defeat of the snake, largely his sister's victory 8, 

which is sung of as a communal achievement (191). 
Scheub tends to see all the tales as validations of custom; my reading discerns 

both validation and interrogation of (some) customary practices in Jordan's telling of 
the stories. The tale called 'Sikhamba-nge-Nyanga' ('She-who-walks-by-moonlight': 
252-259) shows how custom can function to validate the abuse or neglect of excep­
tionally valuable individuals-a wife is neglected for supposed barrenness, but is ca­
pable of giving birth to a daughter of matchless beauty; Sikhamba-nge-Nyanga should 
not be SUbjected to the customarily honoured but naggingly selfish demands of a with­
ered old woman, as a result of which the whole community (including her own small 
baby) temporarily loses her. This, too, then, is a story of restitution after loss and 
exclusion and it shows the need to be flexible, also about 'time-honoured' customs; 
here, too, a young girl (the mpelesi-256) is the unobtrusively daring saviour-fIgure 
of the tale. 

1 Like Nomabhadi in 'Nomabhadi and the Mbulu-Makhasana' (Jordan 1973a: 155-177). 

8 Despite the 'feminisation' of the focus of the tale after its opening, it is interesting that 'the 
princess' is never named, remaining 'Tfulako's sister' (190) to the end. 
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A.C. Jordan's Talesfrom Southern Africa 

The two stories which by their unusually lengthy and detailed unfolding achieve 
the central position in this collection are placed back to back. They are called 'The 
Maidens of Bhakubha' (57-98) and 'The Story of Nomxakazo' (l08-152) and in both 
the female protagonists are the main focus of attention and reattest profoundly com­
munal values after social breakdown. 

In the land of Bhakubha the princess, the youngest member of a large group of 
(about two hundred) maidens, is so charming and so much a favourite that she is 
affectionately nicknamed Nomtha-we-Langa (i.e. 'Mother-of-the-Sunbeam'). The girls 
spend their days together and delight especially in swimming in the pools of the river 
which separates their kingdom from the neighbouring one. They make teasing but 
courteous acquaintance with the young men of that kingdom, whose prince Sidlokolo 
picks the young princess as the loveliest among her peers during a playful yet ceremo­
nious encounter. At her first menstruation the lively young princess is, however, obliged 
to 'undergo custom' (60) during a period of social isolation. Mischievously, she plays 
truant in order to join her friends on one of their picnic outings and she chooses the 
unknown and feared 'Lulange pool' (61) for them to swim in. Just as they intend 
leaving this pool to return home, they discover that a slimy monster has stretched out 
on their clothes so that they are obliged to beg him to allow them to retrieve their 
clothing. This creature, too, is explicitly male and described as gazing lewdly at each 
maiden as she makes her request. Princess Nomtha-we-Langa alone, the last of the 
maidens, scornfully refuses until she eventually 'screwed her face and so shaped it 
that it looked as ugly as the monster's' (65), mocking and defying him-to which he 
retaliates by biting her in the thigh. This transforms her into a monstrous version of 
herself while the 'Slimy One' (65) itself disappears. If the wilfulness and disobedience 
of the Princess have 'be-monstered' her, the effects also reach far beyond herself: the 
story fascinates because it moves beyond the obviousness of retribution to the diffi­
culties of restitution. 

Besides indicating the protective effects of sexual schooling which members 
of this culture are required to undergo, Jordan's telling of the story exhibits the far­
reaching social consequences of this crisis and the widespread and socially coopera­
tive effort required to solve it. The story portrays two societies remarkable for the 
degree to which their members generously accept responsibility both for themselves 
and for others (see especially Jordan's depiction of the deliberations of the Bhakubha 
court on pp. 70-74). The author heightens one's sense of civilisation as the product of 
human dealings and renewed compacts, compensating for human weaknesses and fail­
ings. The social sophistication exhibited here is demonstrated in the way culprits are 
not simply expelled or ostracised; a type of containment is still operative. Jordan is 
evidently fascinated by and interests the reader in the courtesies of the many human 
interchanges he depicts. The maidens of Bhakubha are indeed sent into exile, but are 
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Annie Gagiano 

given respectable shelter by Prince Sidlokolo of the neighbouring kingdom, while he 
himself sets out to fight the monster and to find the princess who has herself been sent 
away to an outpost-it seems, partly to punish and partly to protect her from ridi­
cule-by her own father. In Jordan's vivid formulation, 'Sidlokolo and the youths of 
his age group ... resolved to get themselves fully involved in this matter' (74). The 
situation is nevertheless subtly entangled and difficult. No monster rises from the pool 
to the prince's repeated challenges as if to emphasise the atypical nature of the threat 
confronted in this story-almost as if to show up the shallower imagining of the typi­
cal 'rescuing prince' tale where the monster is defeated in battle or through guile. 
Before setting out to find Nomtha-we-Langa, Sidlokolo is warned by one of the grand­
mother guardians of the princess that 'a rare kind, a deeper kind of bravery' is required 
by this situation: 'the bravery to bear agony' (78). He must promise not to try to see 
her in her altered state. When he and his braves eventually locate her, he is thus over­
come with melancholy. For her part, the princess has to endure the bleakness of her 
isolation as well as her sadness with dignity: 

She never sees anyone .... The door opens ever so little and a hand and ann, all cov­
ered with gloves made of buckskin, stretches out to recei ve the food .... She walks to 
and fro, to and fro, to and fro ... Thinking about home, thinking about the other girls 
(Jordan 1973a:82). 

She has been ostracised, but her deed caused the expulsion of many other women. 
Watching from afar the outpost where the princess is kept, the prince and his compan­
ions see a strange, towering wall of white (surplus milk that has welled up out of an 
earth pit) and 'just as the first sunbeam of the morning struck it' (92). Nomtha-we­
Langa plunges into it and with great joy recovers her own shape. Predictably, she and 
the prince marry soon after the other maidens are returned home (many of them also 
marrying young men of the adjoining kingdom). But far more than a superficial happy­
ever-after fairy-tale, Jordan has drawn the lines of a social growth process possible 
only in a healthy and flexibly complex society. Although the miracle of her healing 
may be regarded as a lucky accident, there is a sense in which it is the culmination of 
the many caring, tactful and committed efforts made by those in the story who love 
Nomtha-we-Langa, the restoration of the princess rising-like the milk wall-from 
their courage and determination to contribute mutually towards the healing of the 
disrupted community. Something of the complexity of the achievement is recognised 
in the charming speech of the chief counsellor at the prince's court: 'All your fathers, 
grandfathers, and great-grandfathers at this meeting', he tells the prince, 'envy you 
this great deed' (96), although he killed neither monster nor enemies. 

Scheub's introductory commentary on the last story dealt with in this essay, 
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A.C. Jordan's Talesfrom Southern Africa 

'The Story of Nomxakazo' 9 (108-152; Scheub's comments 99-107), is interesting and 
useful. This is also a tale of a maiden and of her maturing as it affects the fate of a 
whole nation, but this young woman, whose very name brutally recalls the slaying of 
men in the battle which took place on the day of her birth (109), is distinctly less 
pleasant and more obviously spoilt than the princess in the preceding story. Intoxi­
cated by his victory on his daughter's birth-day (in a battle which establishes him 
indisputably as the most powerful ruler of the region through the defeat of his closest 
rival), her father the king rashly vows to mark her maturity by bringing her enough 
cattle to 'darken the sun' (110). His is indeed a distinctly warlike, rapacious society­
a point subtly criticised by the tone and terminology of Jordan's opening descriptions 
(e.g. 108-109). 

When Nomxakazo duly comes of age, successive offerings of cattle are all met 
by her smile of contempt (112), necessitating greater and greater devastation of sur­
rounding communities to raid enough cattle. Eventually the scouring warriors encoun­
ter an extremely strange, huge creature, Maphundu (or 'You-of-the-Nodules '), who is 
strikingly described as a huge tract of the earth itself (113). Showing no respect for 
'great creating nature' 10, they raid his abundant herds of cattle. At last Nomxakazo is 
satisfied: the feasting which follows leaves 'thousands of carcasses rotting on the plains' 
(113). The excess continues until the time for her 'coming-out' feast occurs-but then 
Maphundu arrives to take Nomxakazo away in exchange for his raided cattle. Her 
father's military might cannot save her. Maphundu first humbles and disciplines her in 
his own peremptory ways and then deposits her in a cave far from her native land. She 
is, she discovers, in the country of one-legged cannibals called the Dlungu-ndlebe II. 
Her beauty saves her from being eaten by them and yet again she becomes a king's 
pampered darling until she is so repulsively fat that they decide to eat her instead. But 
she prays for rain, and three times the fire is put out, the third time killing the old 
cannibal king. Now the Dlungu-ndlebe fear her and let her go. 

In hunger and hardship she makes her way home, 

begging for food ... among people whose youthful men have been slaughtered ... 
homes destroyed ... cattle ... looted, by her father's warriors, to satisfy her father's 
vanity and hers (Jordan 1973a: 130) 

9 A Zulu version of this tale (with an English translation) is recorded in the Callaway collection 
(Callaway 1868:181-217). 

\0 Shakespeare: The Winter sTale, 4.3.88. 

II Scheub points out (Jordan 1973a: 1 (0) the irony that these creatures were formerly exiled by 
Nornxakazo's people because their cannibalism was considered disgusting and sub-human; these 
same proud people have now become more degraded than the cannibals! 
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Annie Gagiano 

in words which by their bleakness and doom-like rhythm hammer home the cost of 
Nomxakazo and her father's ugly self-indulgence. 

She eventually reaches her now wretched home, to be told by her mother that 
'death ha[s] entered this land' (133). So appalled is she now that she asks: 'Who am I 
that anybody should pity me'? (135)-and that moment of deep self-abnegation be­
gins her recovery and that of her people. If we think of truth and reconciliation in a 
shattered land, this tale portrays the slow, humbling process needed to soften the previ­
ously mighty before repentance can begin. 

In the meantime the son of the rival king whom her father defeated decides 
that, although he wants this most beautiful young woman for himself, he will deliber­
ately humiliate her father by not going through the obligatory marital formalities­
also an arrogant illustration of excessive privilege. Nomxakazo is magically enticed 
and then kidnapped-but she asserts herself and redefines the situation by consenting 
to go to the prince. The abduction becomes a state visit; she so impresses her would-be 
captors that one of the prince's old counsellors is moved to declare: 

She has the heart of a human, she has a liver, she is alive in the head ... she ... means 
to go back to her people still a maiden-She has ... left us only the straight road to go 
by-the road of custom (Jordan 1973a: 148). 

Not surprisingly, her return home becomes the occasion for a formal proposal of mar­
riage with much bride-tribute in cattle-now her own people foresee that once mar­
ried she will be 'a mother to all homeless wanderers' (152). Her role has inverted: 
from the destructive daughter she has changed to the saving parent and leader. 

Unlike the typical fairy-tale with its focus on personal or perhaps also familial 
happiness, the author stresses the social, 'national' dimensions of the story. Jordan's 
telling embellishes and vitalises a story in which devastation among nations and the 
internal rot of greed are overcome in a process of social restructuring 12 ; by the end of 
the story, representatives of both societies participate together in the re-achieved cour­
tesies of 'feasting and rejoicing', their 'mingl[ing]' now that of 'friendly' people (152). 
The 'Callaway version' or recording of the story (Callaway 1868: 181-217) is notice-

12 Scheub (in Jordan 1973a:107) sees it as follows: 'Her odyssey leads her to a respect for 
custom which has but one purpose: human relations based on respect and made beautiful through 
love'. In his Foreword, Z. Pallo Jordan (1973a:x) characterizes the aim of the traditional ruler as 
'the reconciliation of parties rather than the interpretation of points of law'. He also suggests 
that A.C. Jordan (his father) 'sought to transform the tale into a great collective symbol around 
which the African people could be mobilized for social and political change' (Jordan 1973a:xxii). 
It seems particularly inappropriate of the folklorist Richard M. Dorson (in the introductory 
editorial essay, 'Africa and the Folklorist', to the volume African Folklore (Dorson 1972:30), to 
single out A.c. Jordan as one of those who 'lose sight of the contemporaneity of folklore'! 
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A.c. Jordan's Tales/rom SouthemAfrica 

ably briefer in its depiction of what in Jordan's version becomes the reconstitution of 
social relations-depicted in full and subtle detail. Earlier, the prince had told 
Nomxakazo: 'We thank you for making humans of us' (149). She has also redeemed 
and rehumanised her own broken people. 

Jordan's Tales have no ring of nostalgia. If they commemorate and celebrate a 
proud and complex African civilisation to dispel the blind condescension of European 
racists, they do also point forward to what a combination of peoples in this land must 
rediscover and regain in their own rites of passage towards mutual recognition. These 
Tales from Southern Africa exhibit the hard-won achievements of communities beset 
by threats from outside as well as from within, constantly driven to redefine human­
ness. I conclude by citing Toni Morrison: 

The imagination that produces work which bears and invites rereadings, which mo­
tions to future readings as well as contemporary ones, implies a shareable world and 
an endlessly flexible language .... Living in a nation of people who decided that their 
world view would combine agendas for indi vidual freedom and mechanisms for dev­
astating racial oppression presents a singular landscape for a writer .... How stunning 
is the achievement of those who have searched for and mined a shareable language 
for the words to say it (Morrison 1992:xiit). 
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The South African War and 
the Russian Public 

Apollon Davidson and 
Irina Filatova 

Public opinion has its natural flux and reflux. 
T. B. Macauley 

I know where there is more wisdom than found in Napoleon, 
Voltaire, or all the ministers present and to come-in public 
opinion. 

Talleyrand 

Church services are held for President Kruger's health. Orchestras in public places 
are asked to play 'the Boer anthem' and when they do they have to repeat it indefi­
nitely, 

reported a St. Petersburg magazine in 19001• 

The Boers and everything that is in any way connected with them now attract the 
interest of all sections of the public. In a beau monde sitting room, at newspaper 
publishers, and in a cabmen's inn you hear one and the same conversation, about the 
Boers and the Boer War, 

wrote an anonymous Russian author, calIing himself Boerophile, in a pamphlet 'In 
Relief to the Boers!' published in St. Petersburg in 19002• 

Things reached such a pitch of Boer-mania that another Russian author sounded 
an almost plaintive note: 'Wherever you go these days, you hear the same story-the 
Boers, the Boers. and only the Boers'3. 

I Zhurnal dUa vsekh. 1900, No.1. 

2 Burofil. V pomoshch buram! Prichiny voiny i yeio techeniie. Vozmozhnyie posledstviia anglo­
burskogo stolknoveniia. (Boerphile. In Relief of the Boers! The reasons for and events of the 
War. The possible results of the Anglo-Boer collision). St. Petersburg, 1900, p. 25. 

3 Bury i anglichane (The Boers and the British). St. Petersburg, 1900, p. 3. 

Alternation 4,2 (1997) 81-102 ISSN 1023-1757 81 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

Literary Russia and the Anglo-Boer War 
This was hardly an uncommon observation for in truth at the turn of the century the 
Boers were at the height of fashion in Russia. Pictures of the Boer soldiers and officers 
and of President Kruger and his generals appeared in virtually every illustrated maga­
zine on a regular basis. Thousands of articles and many books and booklets were 
published about the Boers and the Anglo-Boer War not only in the big cities of the 
Russian Empire (such as St. Petersburg, Moscow, Kiev, Warsaw, Tashkent, 
Yekaterinoslav, Odessa, Vilnius, Tiflis-now Tbilisi), but even in towns as small as 
Borisoglebsk,-a place not easily found on a map. 

The volume of these publications was enormous. In Georgia alone, for exam­
ple, there were so many of them that a special study, The Reflection of the Anglo­
Boer War in the Georgian Media', could be undertaken several decades later". So 
insatiable was the public demand for news of the Boers and their challenge to the 
British Empire that many magazines and publishers not normally given to coverage of 
international affairs hastened to get on the bandwagon. Among the publishers to carry 
such articles were, for example, such unlikely enterprises as the Printers of the Staff of 
the Separate Gendarme Corps, the Printers of the Turkestan Military District and the 
Printers of the Poor Children's Home. 

The overwhelming majority of these publications, irrespective of their quality, 
were outspokenly pro-Boer. Even the titles were often so partisan that it was hardly 
necessary to read the text: Why We Should Wish Victory to the Boers; The Transvaal. 
The History of its Suffering under British Domination; The Boers. The Fight for Free­
dom. 

It is impossible to tell how many translations of Boer literature appeared in 
Russia at this time. Hundreds of journals and magazines were published in St. 
Petersburg, Moscow and provincial towns and nearly all of them were interested in 
the Anglo-Boer War. No bibliography of these publications exists and a systematic 
search for translations, let alone general publications about the war, could take years. 
We have looked through many periodicals of the beginning of the century and discov­
ered dozens of literary translations. 

One would hardly have expected to find a large survey of Boer songs and po­
etry in Russian at the beginning of the century, yet there exists an article entitled The 
Poetry of the Boers'S, published in Russian in 1901 which had been translated from a 

4 V. B. Donadze. 'Anglo-burskaia voina i ieio otrazheniie v gruzinskoi presse'. (,The Anglo­
Boer War and its Reflection in the Georgian Media'). (In Georgian). In: Trudy Tbilisskogo 
Gosudarstvennogo Universitela. Vol. 33. Tbilisi, 1949, p. 97-129. 

~ Vera Beng. 'Lirika Burov'. (,Lyric Poetry of the Boers'). Novoie vremia 27110-9111 1901, 
No. 9213. 
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The South African War and the Russian Public 

volume of collected Boer poetry published in Amsterdam in 1898. No full texts were 
reproduced and the poems were anonymous since the Amsterdam volume did not give 
the names of the authors, yet the fact remains that as early as 1901 the Russians could 
read Boer poetry. The national anthems of both the Boer republics were published by 
many Russian newspapers and journals in prose and verse form6• Pamphlet publica­
tions were also available'. 

Boer prose had come to Russia even earlier. In 1900 one of the most popular 
Russian journals published Jacob Swart's story, 'For the Motherland'. The plot of this 
patriotic melodrama rested on the notion that Paul Kruger, in anticipation of war with 
England, spent large sums of state moneys purchasing arms in Europe without inform­
ing the government or the Volksraad. The missing funds have to be accounted for, and 
Kruger persuades a clerk in the Finance Ministry to declare that he should patriotically 
take responsibility and confess to having squandered the money. 

You must put up with the idea that you will be considered a thief until such 
time that we can make our secret public and everybody sees that you are a 
hero, 

Kruger tells him8• 

Letters and first-hand accounts by Boer fighters appeared frequently in Rus­
sian literary periodicals. Their stories were simple and always touching in one way or 
another. One Boer, taken prisoner by the British, related his dramatic escape from the 
prisoners' camp when he hid himself among the bodies of his dead comrades that were 
to be taken outside the camp to be buried9• Another, an officer from the Ladysmith 
district, wrote of how both the Boers and the British while not making a formal truce, 
spontaneously ceased fire during the 1899 Christmas nightlO• 

6 For example, Priroda i liudi 189911900, No.3, p. 48,50. 

7 For example, Gimn burov. Ramotsvetnoie mamia Transvaalia (The Anthem of the Boers. The 
Many-Coloured Banner of the Transvaal). SI. Petersburg, 1900. 

• Jacob Swart. 'Za rodinu! Rasskaz iz nedavnego proshlogo Transvaalia' ('For the Motherland! 
The story from the recent past of the Transvaal'). Niva 1900, No. 27, p. 538. 

9 Vera Beng. 'Zhivoi sredi trupov. Neobychainoie begstvo bura iz angliiskogo plena' (,Alive 
among the Dead. The extraordinary escape of a Boer from British captivity'). Novoie vremia 4 
(17) May 1902, No. 9397. 

10 'Rozhdestvo pod Ledismitom. lz pisma transvaalskogo ofitsera' ('Christmas near Ladysmith. 
From the letter of a Transvaal officer'). Russky listok 1899, No. 353. 
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Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

Several books by Boer political leaders were published in Russia. The first of 
these, A Century of Wrong II , and Piet Joubert's 'Message to Queen Victoria', appeared 
in 190012 • General Christiaan De Wet's memoirs were published in St. Petersburg in 
two different translations, both from the Dutch, with Pastor Gillot contributing a pref­
ace and commentary to the first translation and supplementing it with additional mate­
ria\. This first translation ran through three editions in 1903 and 190413 and the second 
translation was published twice, in 1903 and 190814• Kruger's memoirs were also trans­
lated into Russian in 190315• As these publication dates attest, the Russian public's 
fascination with the Boers considerably outlasted their defeat in the war. 

It is hardly surprising that notes by Villebois-Mareuil, the Commander of the 
European Legion, should have been published in Russian in 190216 but it is, on the 
face of it, far more surprising that in the same year the Russian translation of Arthur 
Conan Doyle's strong statement of the British imperial case, The War in South Africa, 
should have appeared17• This latter publication did not, however, derive from any be-

II Stoletiie nespravedlivosti. Sbornik mate ria 10 v po anglo-burskoi voine v Yuzhnoi Afrike (A 
Century of Wrong. Collected materials on the Anglo-Boer War in South Africa). Vol. 3. St. 
Petersburg, 1900. 

12 Transvaal. Istoriia iego stradany pod angliiskim vladychestvom. Poslaniie 
glavnokomanduiushchego transvaalskimi voiskami generala Zhubera k angliiskoi koroleve (The 
Transvaal. A History of its suffering under British domination. Message of the Comander-in­
Chief General Joubert to the British Queen). St. Petersburg, 1900. 

13 [Christiaan De Wet]. Borba burov s Angliiei. Vospominaniia burskogo generala Khr. Deveta 
(The Struggle of the Boers against England. Memoirs by the Boer General C. De Wet. Trans­
lated from the Dutch original by Yeo N. Polovtsova. Preface. commentary and appendix by 
Pastor Gillot). St. Petersburg. 1st and 2nd ed.-1903, 3d ed.-1904. 

14 C. De Wet. Borba za svobodu. Vospominaniia 0 trekhletnei voine burov s angliclUlnami. (c. 
De Wet. The Freedom Fight. Memoirs of the three years of the Boers' war against the English. 
Translated by L Zhdanov). St. Petersburg, 1st ed.-1903, 2nd ed.-1908 

15 Memuary Kriugera (Kruger s Memoirs). Supplement to the magazine Vsemirny vestnik, 1903). 

16 (De Villebois-Mareuil]. Anglo-transvaalskaia voina. Zapiski burskogo generala Vilbua de 
Mareil (The Anglo-Transvaal War. Notes by the Boer General de Villebois-Mareuil). Translated 
from French, St. Petersburg, 1902. 

17 Arthur Conan Doyle. Voina v Yuzhnoi Afrike. ieio prichiny i sposob vedeniia (The War in 
South Africa, Its Cause and Conduct). Translated from English. Odessa, 1902. 
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The South African War and the Russian Public 

lated demand for a less partisanly pro-Boer text. The publication of Conan Doyle's 
book was subsidised by the British who must have regarded with some alarm the 
possible political implications of the Russian public's pro-Boer passion. But even so 
the publisher could be only found in Odessa, not in Moscow or St. Petersburg. 

Among the Russian intelligentsia the British faced an uphill task. This was true 
even with the greatest figure of all, Leo Tolstoy, despite his pacifist convictions which 
might have been expected to preclude him from taking position for either of the pro­
tagonists. Tolstoy followed the events in South Africa closely and made copious notes 
about them which he then published under the title About the Transvaal War. Just how 
preoccupied his household was with these distant events is evident from the frequency 
with which his wife, Sofia Andreievna, mentions the subject in her diary. Although 
Tolstoy was the main proponent of non-violence of his time, his attitude to this war 
seems to have been a special case. This is evident from the account by a reporter from 
one of the St. Petersburg papers who visited Tolstoy at the beginning of 1900: 

The Count was not willing to discuss his works, but as soon as the Transvaal and the 
Anglo-Transvaal war were mentioned, the great old man became animated, his eyes 
glittered. 
-'You know what point I've reached?'-he said, 'Opening a paper every morning I 
passionately wish to read that the Boers have beaten the British"B. 

Another interlocutor related a similar conversation with Tolstoy: 

'I know', he said, as if apologising for breaking his moral religious principles, 'that I 
should not rejoice at the victories of the Boers or grieve about their defeats; after all 
they kill the English soldiers too. But I cannot help it: I am glad when I read about the 
defeats of the British, it cheers my soul"'. 

The majority of popular Russian writers ofthe time shared Tolstoy's attitude. 
Mamin-Sibiriak strongly denounced the British in his story about the war, 'Eee'. Al­
exander Kuprin entitled his Boer war story, 'The Murderers'2o the title applying only 
to the British, of course. Nikolai Karazin published several stories about the war, all 
highly condemnatory of the British while Vladimir Giliarovsky published a similarly 
engage poem 'Thoughts of a Boer Prisoner '21. 

IB Novoie vremia, 10 January 1900 

•• V.A. Posse. 'L.N. Tolstoy kak chelovek. Iz vospominany' ('L. N. Tolstoy as a Person. From 
the Memoirs'). In: Gorkovskaia kommuna, 17 November 1940. 

20 Odesskiie novosti, 1 January 1901. 

2. Russkoie slovo, 25 December 1901. 
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ApoLlon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

The war re-animated the interest of the Russian public in the South African 
novels of Rider Haggard, Jules Verne, Meyne Reid, Louis Boussenard and other Euro­
pean writers, leading to print runs for these novels which were immense for that time. 
Particularly popular were the novels Pieter Maritz-the Young Boer from the Trans­
vaaL, by the German writer, August Niemann, and Captain DaredeviL by Louis 
Boussenard. . 

For several years the Anglo-Boer War became the favourite subject of Russian 
cheap popular fiction. One such offering, For the Boers! Russian VoLunteers in the 
TransvaaL, appeared as early as 1900, the author choosing the pseudonym, 'Boerphile '22. 

The most popular of these popular publications was Rose Burgher, the Boer Heroine, 
or the GoLd Prospectors in the TransvaaP3, a novel published in series, one booklet in 
a colourful cover every week. The genre of serialised fiction was thoroughly in vogue 
in Russia at the time. There were endless series about Sherlock Holmes-imitations of 
Conan Doyle's stories, and series about Nick Carter, Nat Pinkerton and 'the Russian 
detective Kobylkin' were very widely read, even by those who sneered at their quality. 
At the tum of the century these serialised novels clearly filled the entertainment space 
in society which is now filled by popular TV series and 'soaps'. 

The booklets were produced by different authors, some of them not without a 
literary talent, but the fact that they were targeting people without sophisticated liter­
ary tastes ultimately defined the manner in which the booklets were written. The names 
of the authors were never mentioned perhaps because there were too many of them or 
because they were serious writers who wrote these series for money but did not want 
to be associated with this kind of literature. In any case it was impossible to find out 
who actually wrote the Rose Burgher series. 

The plot of Rose Burgher is more intricate (although certainly more artificial) 
than those of Dumas' novels. It revolves around Cecil Rhodes, his second wife-in 
the past a poor adventurer-and her daughter, the Boer heroine, Rose Burgher. The 
heroes find themselves in the richest houses of Cape Town and Johannesburg, in the 
trenches of the Anglo-Boer War, in the deserted mines and on 'death islands'. They fly 
air balloons, sail ships and get caught in shipwrecks. However, even this novel did not 
consist of sheer nonsense; many historical realities and personalities were reproduced 
correctly. The authors must have read dozens of books and articles about South Africa, 
and certainly not only in Russian. And the style and manner ensured that the reader, 

22 Burofil. Za burov! Russkiie dobrovoltsy v Transvaale (For the Boers! Russian Volunteers in 
the Transvaal). Moscow, 1900. 

23 Roza Burger; burskaia geroinia. iii zolotoiskateli v Transvaale. Roman iz anglo-burskoi voiny 
(Rose Burgher; the Boer Heroine. or the Gold Prospectors in the Transvaal. A Novelfrom the 
Anglo-Boer War). St. Petersburg, 1902. 
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The South African War and the Russian Public 

most likely a youth in his early teens, would wait with a sinking heart for the next 
Wednesday or Thursday or Sunday, when he would rush to the nearest book shop or 
news stand to pay 5 kopecks for yet another issue of Rose Burgher4• 

The Pro-Boer Craze 
Writers, journalists, publishers and other representatives of literary circles were not 
the only group of Russian society to contribute to the pro-Boer sentiment. There were 
many other participants in and propagators of the pro-Boer campaign each with their 
inflections and contributions to the general cause. 

Churches collected donations for the Boers. Albums, icons, books, luxury edi­
tions of the Bible and gramophone records with Russian poems and songs about the 
Boers were all sent to the Transvaal. Several streets in Russian towns were renamed in 
honour of the Boers. In Kharkov the City Council was offered to name three new 
streets Transvaal'skaia, 10ubertovskaia and Krugerovskaiau while Russian 
Mennonites26 named two of their villages after Pretoria, one in Orenburg near the Ural 
Mountains, the other on the Terek river in the Caucasus27 • 

After news of Cronje's imprisonment reached Russia a mass campaign was 
organised to collect donations for a gift for him. The gift, a huge two metre high 
porphyry cup of traditional Russian design, decorated with silver, enamel, emeralds 
and rubies, was despatched to South Africa only at the war's end together with huge 
lists containing seventy thousand signatures of Russian well-wishers. After many ad­
ventures it finally arrived in the Transvaal only in 1921. 

The cup was symbolic. Such huge cups, known as bratinas, were used at com­
munity ceremonies for communal libations--every military regiment, for example, 
had a bratina. The libation was poured into it and then the whole community (regi­
ment, members of a club etc.) ladled out their portions by small cups which, when not 
in use, hung along the sides of the bratina. A bratina signified unity and brotherhood,-

24 Eighty years after the Russian Rose Burgher was written a well known South African writer 
Nadine Gordimer published the novel Burgher's Daughter. The main character of the novel was 
daughter of a Boer communist, Rose Burgher. 

2S Russkiie vedomosti, 9 December 1899. 

26 The Mennonites are a sect of Protestant Christians widely spread in Holland, Germany, France, 
Switzerland, the USA and several other countries. 

27 The Mennonite Historian (Canada), vol. XX, No.3, September, 1994, p. 1. We are grateful to 
Professor c.c. Saunders of the University of Cape Town for this reference. 
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Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

the word itself deriving from 'brat'-'brother' in Russian28 • 

Theatres and circuses tried to catch the public mood. The programme of the St. 
Petersburg Circus, for example, was based on South African events, and the programme 
of the Moscow City Circus was entitled At the heights of the Dragon Mountains, or 
the War between the British and the Boers29. 

Business also contributed to the craze and certainly benefited from it. Children 
played with new toys which ridiculed John Bull and picturesquely glorified the Boers. 
Restaurants, inns and cafes were given South African names and their interior re­
arranged accordingly. An inn known as 'The Pretoria' was opened in St. Petersburg 
near Tsarskoselsky railway station which served the line leading to the upper class 
suburb. Even in so small a town as Kozlov an inn known as 'The Transvaal' was said 
to be 'doing well'. 

Politicians could not but feel the mood. One member of the Moscow City Duma 
(Council) wrote in his memoirs: 

During the Anglo-Boer War all the Councillors were united in their indignation against 
the British and their sympathy for the Boers. The names of Kruger and Botha could 
constantly be heard. Events involving the Boers generally and at Ladysmith in par­
ticular were sometimes of more interest to the Councillors than the problem of buying 
the city horse tram line .... The elected members of the Duma clubbed together to 
order a wonderful gold goblet ... which was sent as a gift to the Commander of the 
Boer armyJo. 

Central to pro-Boer activities in Russia was the Dutch Committee for the Re­
lief of the Wounded Boers, formed in the first days of the war and active throughout 
the war from its headquarters on St. Petersburg'S main street, Nevsky Prospect. A 
number of eminent people served on the Committee including the St. Petersburg aris­
tocrat, Count PA. Heiden, the Minister of the St. Petersburg French community, E. 
Crottet, and three big businessmen, G. Heyse, H. Kruys and Van der Pals. The Head of 
the Committee was Pastor Hendrik Gillot, the Minister of St. Petersburg'S Dutch com­
munity, who was constantly in touch with Dr. Leyds' mission in the Hague. 

28 Some of the Russian presents and souvenirs, the bratina among them, are now exhibited in the 
Museum of Culture and History in Pretoria. The bratina stands in the centre of one the halls with 
304 long lists of signatures, beautifully decorated with water colour paintings next to it. Several 
books that were among the presents are housed in the Stell en bosch University library. 

29 Moskovskiie vedomosti, 19 February (3 March) 1900; Kurier, 1900, Nos. 44-51. 

JO N. I. Astrov. Vospominaniia (Memoirs). Paris, 1941. 
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The South African War and the Russian Public 

The Committee issued regular information bulletins and addressed repeated 
appeals to the Russian people, starting in October 1899 with an appeal for donations 
for the Boer wounded. 70 thousand roubles were collected (a very large sum for the 
time) in only a month, the money being used to send a combined Russian-Dutch hos­
pital (the Russo-Dutch Ambulance) of 40 beds, to South Africa. By December the 
donations exceeded 100 thousand roubles, giving the Ambulance enough funds for six 
months, including return tickets for the staff, and the public were informed that doc­
tors and nurses from Amsterdam and S1. Petersburg were already on their way to 
South Africa. 

Estimates of total donations raised vary slightly according to the sources used, 
but concur on the general level of the figures. The Moscow newspaper, 
MoskovskiieVedomosti, estimated that in all the Committee had collected 165, 547 
roubles during the war, with 117, 300 roubles spent on the Russo-Dutch Ambulance 
plus widows' and orphans' allowances. A further 48,245 roubles were handed in to the 
Russian Credit Bank which had opened its own Russian-Boer Fund for the restoration 
of ruined Boer households3!. 

The Committee appealed to the leading artists, actors, musicians, composers, 
writers and other public figures of St. Petersburg to donate their portraits, pictures, 
autographs, paintings and drawings for the cause. This was how one ofthe best known 
gifts to the Boers, the album St. Petersburg-the Transvaal, came into existence. The 
album was luxuriously published and contained reproductions of paintings by Repin, 
Rerikh. Makovsky and other world famous Russian artists, as well as portraits and 
pictures of ballet dancers. opera singers and actors, many of these celebrities supple­
menting their gifts with warm wishes of success to the Boers. The album-a copy of 
which is housed today in the Stellenbosch University library-also included key docu­
ments of the Committee. together with pictures of its members. and portraits of Pres i­
dents Kruger and Steyn. the Ambassador of the Transvaal in Europe. Dr. Leyds and 
the General Consul of the Orange Republic in Europe, Hendrik Muller32• 

The Russian Right Contribution to the Boer Cause 
The Russian public concurred in seeing the Boer struggle against the British as a battle 

31 Moskovskiie vedomosti. 15 March 1904, No. 74. 

32 Sankt Peterburg-Transvaal. Izdaniie Gollandskogo komiteta dlia okazaniia pomoshchi 
ranenym buram (St. Petersburg-Transvaal. Published by the Dutch Committee for the Relief 
of the Wounded Boers). St. Petersburg. 1900. 
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Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

between David and Goliath but there was often little agreement beyond that for, strange 
though it may seem, the Boer cause found sympathisers both among the opponents of 
the Russian monarchy and absolutism and among staunch Monarchists. 

Russian officialdom played a very active if not the major role in the pro-Boer 
campaign. The Anglo-Boer War was boon to the pro-regime circles, not only because 
it weakened Britain, Russia's main rival, but because it served conservative domestic 
interests as well. Loud expressions of compassion for the suffering of a foreign people 
distracted public attention from the issue of social and political inequalities at home. 
Moreover, the war served to strengthen chauvinistic trends in the Russian society, a 
society in which only a permanent state of excited nationalism appeared to hold out 
any prospect of overcoming the tensions stemming from deep social divisions. 

In February 1900 the Troitse-Sergiev Monastery sent a gonfalon, religious ban­
ner, 'sanctified at the relic of S1. Sergy' to the Boers. The fathers thought of sending 
'the air that covered the remains of the Saint' as well but 'in view of the dangers on the 
way' the air was stored in one of St. Petersburg cathedrals until the end of the war33. 

This generosity towards the republican Boers did not betoken a liberal consciousness 
among the leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church. At the same time that this gift was 
being made the Church was excommunicating Leo Tolstoy and declaring him to be 
the anti-Christ. 

Conservative journalists and writers took pleasure in stressing similarities be­
tween the Russians and the Boers, some of them fairly far-fetched, for the Boers were 
taken to exemplify many of the values that the government wanted to inculcate in the 
Russian people: simple-mindedness, patriarchal devotion to family and community 
values, fanatical religiosity and enmity to the wants of the 'depraved' West, for this 
kind of mentality was thought to be less susceptible to 'alien' ideas stemming from the 
Western democracies. 

'The Boers have much in common with the Russians' , wrote the most influen­
tial Monarchist newspaper, Novoie Vremia, at the outset of the war. 

First, they, as well as the Russians, are predominantly agricultural people inclined, 
just as we are, to the extensive cultivation. Second, the Transvaal is now suffering 
from the invasion of foreign capitalists, just as Russia. The Transvaal uitlanders who 
are the cause of the war, can be safely compared to the American, Belgian and Jewish 
capitalists who overrun our country34. 

33 Moskovskiie vedomosti, 10 (22) February 1900; Novoie vremia, 12 (24) February, 1900. 

34 Novoie vremia, 20 October (1 November) 1899. 
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The South African War and the Russian Public 

Another writer in the same newspaper argued: 'We have a lot in common with 
them (the Boers). They are muzhiks, fighting against gold mining capitalism'35. 

'A Mennonite is a taciturn, reserved "Boer'" , wrote a Mennonite writer, author 
of the most authoritative book on Russian Mt?nnonites, 'apart from the fact that he 
does not fire guns or cannons ... '. This author was to publish a complete history of 
Russian Mennonites under the title From the World of the Russian Boers or 
Mennonites36. 

are 
'The Boers look like our Cossacks', wrote a Russian author M. Protasov. They 

tall and perfectly built. They are physically very strong, have remarkable endurance 
and are, indeed, indefatigable. An open face with large features, darkish brown hair 
and a light brown beard and moustache, kind thoughtful blue eyes-such is the ap­
pearance of the Boerl7• 

The religiosity of the Boers was always stressed by conservative Russian writ­
ers as one of the main features of their character. 

The Boer professes Reformed teaching .... It (the Bible) is his only faithful friend; to 
it alone does he open his soul; it alone inspires him to his heroic deeds and to his truly 
Christian life, which leaves even his enemies, the British, in a state of dumb and 
respectful amazement, 

wrote Protasov38. 
The conservative Novoie Vremia summed up this view: 

Straightforward religious farmers, who have decided to shed their blood to defend the 
freedom of their Fatherland will al ways be closer to the heart of the Sacred Rus'·, than 
our enemy from time irnrnemorial~old and egoistic England. Their deep faith makes 
the Boers our own brothers40• 

'5 Ibid. 3 (15) October, 1899. 

36 Mennonite Historian, op. cit, p. 2. 

'7 M. Protasov. Bury i angllchane (The Boers and the British). St. Petersburg, 1900, p. 20,27. 

]8 M. Protasov. Op. cit., p. 26. 

,. Rus-the Russian state before the 13th century 

40 Novoie vremia, 16 October 1899, No. 8490. 
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Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

Glorification of the Boers went hand in hand with abuse of the British. 'The 
brave Boer endeavours to protect his independence from the greedy Brit'4I, as one of 
Novoie Vremia's writers put it. In such monarchist publications liberalism was always 
associated with greed and conservatism with honesty. Conservatism was good, liber­
alism bad. Comparisons between the two, in a manner that was invariably unfavour­
able to the British, was a staple topic in the pages of the Russian monarchist press. 
Virtually every day one could read something like: 'The liberal self-interested Brit .. , 
could not stand against the persistent and stubborn resistance of the honest and con­
servative Boer'42, or 

The Boers constitute one family, alien to party struggle and any liberal negativism. 
They are accustomed to strict discipline, and the elder is a born and undisputed leader 
of the junior. 

The juxtaposition of conservative virtue and liberal viciousness was situated in 
a global context. 

The deep historical meaning of this war is that faith, patriotism ... the patriarchal 
family, primordial tribal unity, iron discipline and complete lack of so-called modem 
civilisation have already become such an invincible force, such a redoubt, before 
which ... even the seemingly unbeatable British began to tremble, 

wrote one conservative Moscow newspapec43• 

Such perspectives fitted easily into the assumption that Russian conservatism 
was actually carrying the flag of all the forces of progress. As one of the editorials of 
the Novoie Vremia asserted, 

As we battle without cease persistently against Britain on the territory of the Asian 
continent we wage the struggle not only for ourselves, but for humanity. We fight for 
the victory of the humanitarian interest over the brutal egoism of the Anglo-Saxon 
race44• 

41 Ibid. 3-15 October, 1899. 

42 Nachalo i konets anglo-burskoi voiny 1899-/900 (The Beginning and the End of the Anglo­
Boer War, /899-/900). St. Petersburg, 1900, p. 22. 

43 Moskovskiie novosti, 27 February (11 March) 1900. 

44 Novoie vremia,18 (30) October, 1899. 
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The South African War and the Russian Public 

The loathing of Russian conservatives for this perfidious liberal super-power, 
was visible even in the titles of their books and pamphlets of the time about Britain: 
British Policy as a Source of World Tragedies, The Decline of British Political and 
Military Power, Colossus on Clay Feet, On the question of the British military superi­
ority, etc. 

Some of these publications could claim a degree of respectability but there 
were many that fed the Russian public with cheap and even racist propaganda. The 
South African pamphlet by S.1. Glebov (pseudonym-Gnedich) was one of many ex­
amples. Glebov was something of a phenomenon who wrote on any readable topic he 
could lay his hands on-in 1900 alone he published about a dozen pamphlets on such 
burning issues as Bald St. Petersburg and the Hygiene of Head-Wear. The book useful 
for each and everyone; Hygiene of Life, or how to live hundreds of years, and so on. 

Such an author could not fail to tackle the Anglo-Boer War. In his pamphlet 
about it Glebov dealt with England in the most abusive manner he could muster. Eng­
land, he wrote, 'is a trading country, and its conscience is of the same nature'; 'we 
understand the feeling of loathing inspired by England' , and so on. The Boers, on the 
contrary, were all 'Orthodox Christians, and generally a very God-loving nation'4s. 

In the eyes of Russian conservatives all means were good means when de­
ployed in the noble cause of opposition to the cruel West. 

It is much more appropriate to join hands with future Mamais46 and Genghis Khans 
and lead them against Europe than to fight for those who deeply hate us and try to 
destroy us by hook or by crook, 

wrote the Novoie Vremia 47 • 

Monarchist papers tried to present this massive pro-Boer campaign as a spon­
taneous upsurge of the popular emotion amongst ordinary Russians. This was only 
partially true. Thus, Monarchist and other conservative newspapers were the most 
active collectors of donations for the Boer cause: the Novoie Vremia collected 40 thou­
sand roubles; the Sankt-Peterburgskiie Vedomosti, 16 thousand roubles, the 
Peterburgsky Vestnik, 6 thousand roubles; and the Moskovskiie Vedomosti, 5 thousand 
roubles. The majority of donors were clerks, traders, officers and clergymen, that is, 

., S.l. Glebov (Gnedich). Novy Napoleon iz yuzhnoafrikanskoi voiny Transvaalia s Angliiei, 
1899-1902 (New Napoleon from, the South African War between the Transvaal and Eng land, 
1899-1902), St. Petersburg, 1899. 

46 Mamai~ne of the Tatar invaders of Russia in the 14th c. 

47 Novoie vremia, 3 (15) October, 1899. 
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Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

the same social strata who dominated the membership of the Dutch Committee for the 
Relief to the Wounded Boers. In the end even Gillot himself had to admit that only 
'very seldom the donations were received from ordinary people'48. 

But pro-Boer propaganda had an undoubted mass appeal, for the Russian chau­
vinistic interpretation of the Anglo-Boer War was not merely the creation of a narrow 
layer of politically conscious Monarchists, but was nourished by mass perceptions of 
a more general nature. It is, in this respect, worth mentioning a curious document 
housed in one of the Russian archives: an anonymous letter addressed to the Foreign 
Minister, Vladimir Nikolaievich Larnsdorf, and forwarded from his office to the Po­
lice Department. The letter, sent from Moscow some time in spring 1901, was the 
work of several people (there are several different hands) at least some of whom were 
clearly semi-literate, for the rules of grammar spelling are mostly ignored, phrases are 
cut in the middle and many words are unfinished49. 

Thus one anonymous writer pleads: 

For one and a half years of the heroic struggle of the Boers, our Government has been 
indifferent, and even by diplomatic means has not protected the poor wounded he­
roes-the Boers, thus because of that we ask Your excellency to receive the Transvaal 
Ambassador, D. Leyds, during the first week of the Lent, and to accept the tormented 
Boers under your protection. 

Another petitioner (in a different hand) threatens: 

Don't you see that Russian society is irritated by British impudence, the second year 
already ... (unintelligible-AD, IF). If you do not sympathise with the Boers at least a 
bit, and do not take any measures to defend the oppressed, then take care, we'll show 
you what for. We'll be convicted anyway, but we'll send you to the better world. You 
might think that this is funny, but there is absolutely nothing funny here. Remember, 
last year kings and tsarinas, etc. were gathered to their fathers. There will be a place 
for you too in the better world. Of course, you will not believe this letter, and will not 
get frightened, but it does not matter. 

Remember Russia at the Berlin Congress of 1878, where Beaconsfield and Salisbury 
jeered at us. What right did they have to shout and to break the San Stefano treaty, 

48 A.L. Vitukhnovsky. 'Anglo-burskaia voina v otsenke russkoi periodicheskoi pechati (Russian 
Media about the Anglo-Boer War'). In: Uchionyie zapiski Petrozavodskogo Un iversiteta , 
Petrozavodsk, 1962. 

49 Gosudarstvenny Arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federatsii (State Archive of the Russian Federation). Fund 
102 (Police Department), 1901, file 15, lists 14-15. 
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The South African War and the Russian Public 

now is it not possible to show them, just make a demonstration on the Indian border, 
if only you do not want to dance to the British tune, if you don't-you have only to 
say a word, and everything will be there. Why have you not received President Kruger? 
If you do not receive Mr. Leyds, you have only yourself to thank for the results. 
Moscow. 

Yet another writer exclaims: 

Who would have thought that such an obscure land could for one and a half years 
fight against the colossus; i.e. David against Goliath; they are fighting for the right 
cause, and if you allow them to be wiped out from the earth .... (The letter is cut at 
this point.) 

One wonders who wrote all this. Drunken students? Intelligent, but no less 
drunken criminals? The authors certainly read newspapers for all the newspaper cliches 
are there-the reference to the 'offenders'-Beaconsfield and Salisbury, and the San 
Stefano treaty, the call for a 'demonstration' on the Indian border, the sacred belief in 
the military might of Mother Russia-just say a word, and 'everything will be there', 
and at the same time some quite revolutionary sounding threats to the government. 
Whoever the authors were, one feels sure that it was such human material as this 
which constituted that backbone of Russian chauvinism, the Black Hundreds. 

Social-Democratic and Liberal Response 
Many opponents of Russian tsarism felt that the Boer republics stood for democracy 
against Europe's most powerful monarchy. Others denounced Britain for what they 
saw as yet another act of imperialist aggression in the colonial partition of the world. 
Among the latter was the young and still obscure Vladimir lliich Ulyanov (Lenin) 
whose article on the war was published in the first issue of the Iskra, the organ of the 
Russian Social Democrats, in 1900. Although Lenin denounced the role of British 
capitalism in the war, as did the Russian conservatives, his vision ofthe Boers and of 
the South African conflict sharply differed from theirs. 

The democratic perception of the South African situation in Russia was shaped 
by one overwhelming influence from South Africa-that of Olive Schreiner. 

Even those who have made a special study of Olive Schreiner's work and in­
fluence seem to be unaware of her huge and early popularity in Russia. Ruth First and 
Ann Scott published a list of translations of Schreiner's works into every possible 
language in the world, including Czech, Ukrainian and Esperanto. but do not mention 
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Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

a single Russian translation5°,-and yet there were scores of them. 
In 1893, for example, Russian translations of Schreiner's story, 'A Dream of 

Wild Bees', and of her novel, The Story of an African Farm, were published in one of 
the leading Russian literary journals, Vestnik lnostrannoi LiteraturySl. 'Trooper Peter 
Halket of Mashonaland' was published in the same journal in 1897, just a few months 
after it appeared in English52 ; and this was only the first of many editions. Her short 
stories, 'Dream Life and Real Life', were also published in Russian at the end of the 
last century, and some of these were incorporated into an essay about Olive Schreiner 
written by the young (and then unknown) Maxim Gorky53. 

With the outbreak of the Anglo-Boer War the tempo of publication of Olive 
Schreiner's work quickened. Her writings appeared in such leading journals and maga­
zines as Niva, Russkaia Mysl, Zhumal Dlia Vsekh, Literatumyie Vechera, Zhivopisnoie 
Obozreniie, Novy Vek, Mir Bozhy and Russkoie Bogatstvo. In 1900 the Dream Life 
and Real Life stories were published as a book, and in 1904 a second edition ap­
peared54. Newspapers and magazines kept their readers informed about events in Ol­
ive Schreiner's life and her remarks on a variety of subjects and political issues. 

Russian literary critics heaped praise on Schreiner, one of them even compar­
ing 'Peter Ha1ket' to Leo Tolstoi's novelsss, while another thought that Schreiner's 
'sublime fantasies are sometimes reminiscent of Dante' 56. 'Dream Life and Real Life' 
was praised for employing 'poetic images comprising the core issues of morality '57, 

and some Russian authors even believed that Schreiner possessed a gift of prophecy 
and sometimes called her 'the Cape Cassandra'. What made a particular impression 
was that she had warned not only of the possibility of the Anglo-Boer War but also of 
its dramatic results. In this connection one magazine even compared her to Jesus him-

so Ruth First, Ann Scott. Olive Schreiner. London, Andre Deutsch, 1980, p. 371-376. 

51 Vestnik inostrannoi literatury September-December, 1893. 

52 Ibid. October, 1897. 

S3 M. Gorky. 'Allegorii Olivii Shreiner' ('Olive Schreiner's Allegories'). Nizhegorodsky listok 
No. 56, 26 February 1899. 

S4 Olive Schreiner. Grezy i snovideniia (Dream Life and Real Life). St. Petersburg, 1900, 1904. 

SS Russkaia mysl August 1900, p. 277. 

SiS Vestnik inostrannoi literatury October 1897, p. 21-22. 

S7 Zhumal dlia vsekh June, 1900, p. 786 
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The South African War and the Russian Public 

self: 'She too preached in the desert'~8. 
For the majority of Russian readers Olive Schreiner's novels and stories con­

stituted their first discovery of South African realities. They had read novels about 
South Africa before but all of these had been written by European authors who had 
never visited the country and used it only as scenic background for romantic adven­
ture stories. Schreiner's realistic approach was a real eye-opener, as even the first 
Russian critical essay about her was to admit~9. 

Even more important was the democratic nature of Schreiner's interpretation 
of South African problems, with its strong resonance for democratic circles of Russian 
intelligentsia. Indeed, among democratic Russian intellectuals not only was Schreiner 
considered the greatest authority on South African problems and her opinions often 
quoted60, but effectively they adopted her view of South Africa and of more general 
problems pertaining to the South African situation (race, gender, colonialism etc.). 
They saw Schreiner's descriptions of race discrimination and of the position of Afri­
cans as a reflection of the position of their own illiterate and deprived compatriots61 • 

No wonder that Schreiner's vision of the Anglo-Boer War was accepted by 
Russian democratic intellectuals as their own. Ironically, her book about the war, An 
English-South African s View of the Situation, was never translated into Russian, but 
it was extensively quoted and attracted considerable attention among the reading pub­
lic. Her stand against the British invasion of the Boer republics turned her into such a 
heroine in Russia that Russian newspapers frequently published her pictures along­
side those of the bearded Boer fighters and leaders, while journalists wrote romanti­
cised versions of her suffering under the British authorities during the war62 . 

Although the tide of the pro-Boer sentiment flowed strongly among the demo­
cratically-minded Russian intellectuals but there were dissenting voices. For a start, 
the excesses of pro-Boer propaganda did not remain unchallenged. Students of St. 
Petersburg University wrote that: 

.\8 Mir Bozhy October, 1901, p. 41-42. 

'9 Vestnik inostrannoi literatury October 1897, p. 19. 

60 See, for example, V. Lesevich, 'Oliviia Shreiner i ee proizvedeniia' ('Olive Schreiner and her 
Writing'). Russkaia mysll901, Book VIII . 

6, See, for example, Zhumal dlia vsekh June 1900, p. 767-768. 

62 See, for example, 'Oliva Shreiner' ('Olive Schreiner'). Mir Bozhy October 1901, Part two, 
p.41. 
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Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

We all feel sincerely and deeply for the Boers as fighters for independence and free­
dom. However, we have closer and more crying needs .... Can we, indeed dare we, 
forget that hundreds of thousands of our own compatriots are starving in three south­
ern provinces, and that very unnerving news is corning from Transcaucasia as well?'63 

Several prominent Russian intellectuals denounced anti-British hysteria. In his 

book Three Conversations the influential philosopher, Vladimir Soloviov sharply re­
jected militant anti-British propaganda and defended Britain and its culture. Even 

Tolstoy, despite his admitted pro-Boer stand, was worried by the fact that more often 

than not Russian sympathy for the Boers went hand in hand with hatred of the British. 
The liberal Vestnik Yevropy was unimpressed by the pro-Boer craze and wrote: 

'We have enough of our own business and troubles of all kinds'64, a view echoed by 

the Narodnik paper Nedelia6S • Social Democrats were more categorical: 

itself: 

For Goodness sake! Why worry about the Boers? Think about your own people. Look 
at what is going on in the south: there is famine there ... 66. 

Priroda i Liudi went even further and attempted to debunk the sacred subject 

Our Editorial Board is often criticised for lack of sympathy for the Boers. What are 
we supposed to sympathise with? With the fact that they beat and have always beaten 
the Natives? That they turn them into slaves and use them as working cattle? That 
they deny these unfortunate creatures even the right to be considered human beings? 
That, having occupied huge territories, they do not use the land and do not allow 
others to use it, like a dog in the manger? .... Think about it: we know no more about 
these 'poor' Boers than about their neighbours, the Kaffirs, the Bechuanas, the 
Hottentots, and about others, even less. Isn't, really, this passionate love which has so 
suddenly overwhelmed our society really rather funny?67 

Strangely, even the Printers of the Staff of the Separate Gendarme Corps pub-

63 Kurier 6 November, 1899. 

64 Vestnik Yevropy No. I, 1900, p. 383. 

65 Nedelia No. 44, 1899, p. 1463-1464. 

66 Zhizn No. 12, 1899, p. 380. 

67 Priroda i liudi No. 22,1900, p. 352-353. 
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The South African War and the Russian Public 

lished an anonymous and clever pro-British book, The Anglo-Boer War and the Rus­
sian Press, written, perhaps, by an Englishman68. 

However, despite reservations, Russian society was seldom as united as it was 
in its sympathy for the Boers. The majority of both the right and the left, the conserva­
tives and the liberals, the republicans, the Social Democrats and the Monarchists were 
pro-Boer and anti-British. 

Tbe Distant Ecbo 
Russian involvement in the Anglo-Boer War and the emotional engagement of the 
Russian public with the Boer cause was, no doubt, a phenomenon in Russian history 
as much as it was a factor on the international arena. It has become an integral part of 
Russia's nostalgic image of itself at the tum of the century and remained this for many 
decades to corne. 

Five decades after the Anglo-Boer War Konstantin Paustovsky, one of the best 
Russian writers of the twentieth century, wrote: 

We, the children, were shocked by that war. We hated the British and felt sorry for the 
phlegmatic Boers who fought for their independence. We knew about every battIe on 
the opposite side of the world .... We were carried away by Pieter Maritz, a Young 
Boer from the Transvaal·'. 

In 1961 a well known writer llya Ehrenburg wrote that when the war broke out 
he first 'wrote a letter to the bearded President Kruger' and then, having stolen ten 
roubles from his mother, 'set off to the theatre of war'. He was soon caught and re­
turned home70• 

Don Arninado (pseudonym of Arninad Shpoliansky, a Russian emigre journal­
ist and writer) a schoolboy at the time of the war, also went 'to help the Boers' together 
with several friends. They too did not go far, of course71 • 

•• Britanets. Anglo-burskaia voina i russkaia pressa (The Anglo-Boer War and the Russian 
Press. Britantsa). Printers of the Staff of the Separate Corps of Gendarms, St. Petersburg, 1900. 

69 Konstantin Paustovsky. Dalekiie gody. Povest 0 detstve i yunosti (Remote Years. A story o/my 
childhood and youth). Moscow-Leningrad, 1946, p. 45-46. 

70 llya Ehrenburg. Liudi. gody. zhim (People, Years, Life). First and second books. Moscow, 
Sovietsky Pisatel Publishers, 1961, p. 27. 

71 Don Aminado. Poiezd na tret'emputi (The Train on the Third Track). New York, 1954, p. 10-
12. 
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Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

Those who were still younger played their Anglo-Boer wars in their court­
yards. There was usually a small problem: nobody wanted to be British. 'I was a Boer 
too when we played in the streets of our village and at the school courtyard', wrote 
Samuil Marshak, a well known poet and a brilliant translator of the English poetry into 
Russian72. 

Writer Anastasia Tsvetaieva recalled that she and her sister Marina who was to 
become famous poet, used up all the stock of paper in the house on drawings of the 
Boers and Queen Victoria. The Boers in these pictures looked very heroic, while the 
Queen was, on the contrary, quite unattractive: small, fat, with a repulsive big nose 
and an ugly crown73 . 

Anna Akhmatova, the greatest Russian poet of the twentieth century, mentioned 
the Boers in one of her poems as part of her image of the beginning of the century: 

Austere and gloomy .... 
Are Boers with rifles7'. 

All his life Roman Sharlevich Sot, St. Petersburg military historian, kept the 
most precious treasure of his childhood, a memorial Boer war medal with President 
Kruger's portrait. 

A Russian folk song about Transvaal which appeared at the beginning of the 
century and began with the words 'Transvaal, Transvaal, my country, you are all in 
flames!' has survived throughout the Soviet era and is remembered even today. 

In 1948 Soviet poet Mikhail Isakovsky wrote a poem about it, expressing, per­
haps, the feelings of many Russians73 . 

Transvaal, Transvaal, my country .... 
How did it get 
To Smolensk land, 
How did it enter a peasant home? .... 

I hardly even knew then 
At twelve-

72 Sergei Marshak. Sochineniia v chetyrekh tomakh (Collected Works in Four Volumes). Vol. 4. 
Moscow, 1960, p. 526. 

73 Anastasia Tsvetaieva. 'Iz proshlogo' ('Prom the Past'). Navy mir 1966, No. I, p. 81. 

74 Anna Akhmatova Beg vremeni (The Running of Time). Leningrad, 1965, p. 288. 

15 Mikhail Isakovsky. Stikh; poslednikh let (Poems of the Last Years). Moscow, 1952. 
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The South African War and the Russian Public 

Where this Transvaal was, 
And whether it existed or not. 

Yet it found me 
In my native Smolensk land, 
It followed me 
Along the quiet village streets. 

And I understood its pain 
I saw that fire, 
I repeated:-Transvaal, Transvaal!­
And my voice trembled .... 

I was singing out my anger and my sorrow 
With the words of that song, 
I repeated:-Transvaal, Transvaal!­
But I thought of the other country-

About the one with which 
My life was tied for ever .... 

Transvaal, Transvaal! .... -1 knew 
Many beautiful words. 
But I remember this song 
As my first love .... 

At the end of the 1970s the song was quoted again in a poem about the time of 
the Russian revolution and the civil war: 

Beyond Okhta, beyond Okhta, on the Vyborg Side76 

Yesterday's soldiers sing about the war. 
Smoke dangles over the chimneys, the sunset burns 

in the window 
Transvaal, Transvaal, my country, you are all in flames. 

Workers return from their shift, beyond Okhta the rain 
is pouring 

And a legless beggar turns the handle of his street organ, 
begging for vodka. 

76 Okhta and Vyborg Side-regions of St. Petersburg. 

101 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



Apollon Davidson and Irina Filatova 

On the wall the pictures of dead soldiers are covered 
with dust. 

Transvaal, Transvaal, my country, you are all in flames. 

Carriages, barracks, dug-outs, and widow's cheese-cloth 
cosiness. 

And the coupons are exchanged for bread in the morning. 
Through years and partings, it rings, it aches in me: 
Transvaal, Transvaal. my country, you are all in flames". 

The Anglo-Boer War must have touched upon some vital nerve in the Russian 
society if it proved to be so important to so many different people and has been re­
membered for so many decades. We still have to understand what it was that made the 
Russians during the Soviet era feel so nostalgic about it. 

In the history of relations between Russia and South Africa there were two 
most important periods of direct contact, direct link. The first was the Russian in­
volvement in the Anglo-Boer War and the second. the Soviet ties with the ANC and 
SACP. Politically and ideologically the two seem to be complete antitheses-yet they 
are closely interconnected: the second would not take place without the foundation 
laid by the first. 

Centre for Russian Studies 
University of Cape Town 

Department of History 
University of Durban-Westville 

" Pesni russkikh bardov. Teksty. Seriia 3. (Songs of the Russian Bards. Texts. 3d series). Paris, 
Ymca-Press. 1977, p. 71-72. 
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Nation, Narration and Cultural Translation: 
Heart Of Darkness and 
Mhudi 

Myrtle Hooper 

Preamble 
Since this paper was written originally some four years ago, it seems relevant to sup­
ply a little of its history. My interest in Bhabha came about somewhat fortuitously as a 
result of research into the concept of 'cultural translation'; a concept which has be­
come rather more current, and, perhaps, rather more respectable, now, than it was at 
that time. Again, the quest which preceded my discovery both of the concept and of 
Bhabha was motivated by a need for a theory that would provide ways of reading 
metropolitan, mainstream, canonical, European texts side by side with local texts. 
This need had its roots in my teaching context: being 'white', teaching 'white' and 
'black' literature at a 'black' institution to 'black' students demanded the formulation 
of at least pedagogical reasons for selecting texts for study, and it seemed important 
then, as now, to step back a little from the more pressing hegemonies of, on the one 
hand, apanheid and the 'South African situation', and, on the other, questions of aes­
thetic value which still seemed to permeate the English academy. The two texts which 
proved most productive of such formulations, and which, I confess, I drained dry, 
were Hean of Darkness and Mhudi. At the time it seemed an innovative manoeuvre to 
couple and compare them: and this paper represents the most theoretically developed 
articulation of the concerns that motivated the manoeuvre. The paper was prepared 
originally for the 1993 Conference of the European Association of Commonwealth 
Languages and Literature Studies, which had the distinction of being the fIrst confer­
ence I'd been to abroad in the company of a number of South African colleagues. The 
paper is itself already a rewriting of earlier ideas; and this re-presentation offers me an 
opportunity to test the currency of the theoretical positions I struck then: the some­
what self-conscious sense of writing back, critically and theoretically, to the European 
centre which had at last graciously overcome the cultural boycott and opened its cul­
tural and academic arms to us. 

************ 
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Myrtle Hooper 

In his 1990 critical collection, Homi K. Bhabha made the theoretical move of coupling 
the concepts of nation and narration: a coupling which I've tried to complicate by 
adding the concept of cultural translation. While it is not my intention here to examine 
the intricacies of Bhabha's theoretical explorations, I briefly summarise points that 
emerge in his introduction to the book and in his contribution to it. Though problem­
atic, this ethnographic concept, in my view, constitutes an interesting paradigm case 
of the relations between nation and narration and can be fruitfully studied in terms of 
Heart of Darkness and Mhudi. 

Bhabha's emphasis, in the first place, is on 'nation' as an idea, as a discursive 
and cultural construct, as, in his words, 'a system of cultural signification ... the repre­
sentation of social life rather than the discipline of social polity' (Bhabha 1990: 1 f). 
His theoretical move of studying the nation through its narrative address is thus one 
which 'does not merely draw attention to its language and rhetoric: it also attempts to 
alter the conceptual object itself', to recognise the 'performativity of language in the 
narratives of the nation' (Bhabha 1990:3). 

In the second place, the 'incomplete signification' that characterises the 'ad­
dress to the nation as narration' has the effect of turning 'boundaries and limits into the 
in-between spaces through which the meanings of cultural and political authority are 
negotiated' (Bhabha 1990:4). It is in such 'in-between spaces' that new critical and 
theoretical bases are developing. Says Bhabha (1990:6): 

It is when the western nation comes to be seen, in Conrad's famous phrase, as one of 
the dark comers of the earth, that we can begin to explore new places from which to 
write histories of people and construct theories of narration. 

If we grant with Bhabha, therefore, that 'English is no longer an English language', 
then we should also recognise the 'post-colonial and neo-colonial conditions as au­
thoritative positions from which to speak Janus-faced to east and west', and the onus 
that exists, in such conditions, of dealing professionally with local situations that are 
themselves defined as liminal and borderline (Bhabha 1990:6). 

Granting thus the authority of postcolonial positions, Bhabha comes to a tanta­
lising and somewhat paradoxical conclusion. He says, 

there are those who have not yet found their nation; amongst them the Palestinians 
and the Black South Africans. It is our loss that in making this book we were unable to 
add their voices to ours. Their persistent questions remain to remind us, in some form 
or measure, of what must be true for the rest of us too: 'When did we become "a 
people"? When did we stop being one? Or are we in the process of becoming one? 
What do these big questions have to do with our intimate relationships with each 
other and with others'? (Bhabha 1990:7). 
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Nation, Narration and Cultural Translation 

The questions are Said's, and they are cited to represent what Bhabha thinks must be 
the problematic of nationness for 'Palestinians and Black Sputh Africans'. The para­
dox of which Bhabha appears unaware is the alterity of the 'us-them' relationship thus 
engendered, an alterity which might become apparent if we recall the traditional promi­
nence in Africa of linguistic formulations such as ubuntu, or the ways in which, in 
African society, the naming of an individual can reflect the renewal of the community. 
An anecdote from Bessie Head (1981:xxi) describes an instance of such naming: 

Rebatho means 'Now we are people'. The grandparents had seen no grandchildren in 
the family for a long time. Then a young grand-daughter married and gave birth to a 
son. This caused joy and relief to the grandparents. They exclaimed: 'Rebatho, now 
we are people again' . 

The reservation might justifiably be expressed that it is precisely this 'nationness' that 
has been lost to 'Black South Africans', but it is a reservation that would emerge oddly 
from the pen of one who is not, I suspect, in a position to advance it with the kind of 
postcolonial authority he has himself advocated. It would also emerge oddly from the 
pen of one who has asserted that: 

The 'other' is never outside or beyond us; it emerges forcefully, within cultural dis­
course, when we think we speak most intimately and indigenously 'between our­
selves' (Bhabha 1990:4). 

It is not my purpose simply to quibble with Bhabha when I am in substantial agree­
ment with him, indeed am appropriating for my own use the postcolonial spaces to 
which he gives theoretical recognition. And yet the authority with which I advance my 
critique is a significant one, since it draws on the ethnographic claim of 'being there' 
(the term is one coined by Clifford Geertz in his 1988 study Works and Lives: The 
Anthropologist as Author); the claim of dealing on a daily basis, in my own 'local 
situation', with the 'Black South Africans' who have, in Bhabha's reading, 'not yet 
found their nation' . It is this situation that directs my interest in Bhabha. and motivates 
both the theoretical exploration of cultural translation and the comparative application 
that follows. 

Bhabha's full-length contribution to his collection is entitled 'DissemiNation: 
Time. Narrative and the Margins of the Modem Nation'. and it is in this article that I 
find terms in which to construe my situation: in the recognition of 'the cultural con­
struction of nationness as a form of social and textual affiliation' (Bhabha 1990:292f), 
and in the argument for 

a tribe of interpreters of [the] metaphors [of nation]-the translators of the dissemina­
tion of texts and discourses across cultures-who can perform what Said describes as 
the act of secular interpretation. 
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Myrtle Hooper 

To adopt these terms is explicitly to declare my allegiances: in addition to being a 
white South African teacher of black students I am one who is convinced of the need 
to recognise the linguistic and the cultural interfaces that characterise postcolonial 
readings of much literature in English (and in other languages as well). 

The ethnographic bias of these allegiances might already be apparent: before 
exploring them in relation to the concept of cultural translation it seems apposite to 
give attention to Bhabha's own consideration of the ethnographic model which might 
be seen as informing colonial power. In his earlier paper, published in 1986 and enti­
tled The Other Question: Difference, Discrimination and the Discourse of Colonial­
ism', Bhabha offers an analysis of such power that works towards an understanding of 
'the processes of subjectification made possible (and plausible) through stereotypical 
discourse' (Bhabha 1986:149). In this analysis he asserts that [the] 

predominant strategic function [of colonial discourse] is the creation of a space for a 
'subject peoples' through the production of knowledges in terms of which surveil­
lance is exercised and a complex form of pleasure/unpleasure is incited (Bhabha 
1986: 154). 

'Colonial power', he says a little later, 

produces the colonized as a fixed reality which is at once an 'other' and yet entirely 
knowable and visible. It resembles a form of narrative in which the productivity and 
circulation of subjects and signs are bound in a reformed and recognizable totality. It 
employs a system of representation, a regime of truth, that is structurally similar to 
realism (Bhabha 1986:156). 

If the production of an 'other' which is 'entirely knowable and visible' is a recognis­
able feature of colonial power, it is also strikingly characteristic of traditional ethno­
graphic practice. Recognising this, we should recognise also the perilous susceptibil­
ity of conceptions of ethnicity to a spirit of ethnocentrism (and its ugly sister racism) 
in any study which insists on cross-cultural difference. 

This corrective notwithstanding, there remain important reasons why literary 
studies should retain-or develop-an interest in the sphere of ethnography. Not least 
among these is the substantial theoretical upheaval which the discipline has under­
gone, in response to postrnodern suspicions of grand narratives and reflexive explora­
tions of the literary nature of the narrative activities of the ethnographer. 

Indeed it would be doing Bhabha himself an injustice to oversimplify his ap­
preciation of ethnography. He speaks, in the article in Nation and Narration to which 
I have already referred, of the 'narrative splitting ofthe subject of identification [that] 
is borne out in Levi -Strauss' description of the ethnographic act' , a description which 
Bhabha (1990:301) summarises as follows: 
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Nation, Narration and Cultural Translation 

The ethnographic requires that the field of knowledge-the total social fact­
must be appropriated from the outside like a thing, but like a thing which 
comprises within itself the subjective understanding of the indigenous. The 
transposition of this process into the language of the outsider's grasp-this 
entry into the area of the symbolic or representation/signification-then makes 
the social fact 'three dimensional'. For ethnography demands that the subject 
has to split itself into object and subject in the process of identifying its field 
of knowledge; the ethnographic object is constituted 'by dint of the subject's 
capacity for indefinite self-objectification (without ever quite abolishing it­
self as subject) for projecting outside itself ever-diminishing fragments of 
itself' . 

If it was Bhabha's contention earlier that the address to nation as narration attempts to 
alter the conceptual object itself, it seems fair to register the ways in which revisionist 
ethnography has done so too (and here I draw a distinction between it and the tradi­
tional ethnographic practice which might be seen as constituting a model for colonial 
power). A major figure in such revisioning is James Clifford who, in a collection enti­
tled Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, makes the radical claim 
that ethnographic writings should be recognised as fictions, in the dual senses of hav­
ing been made and having been made up (Clifford 1986:6). He speaks in particular of 
reflexive accounts which 

have the effect of transforming the 'cultural' text (a ritual, an institution, a life history, 
or any unity of typical behavior to be described or interpreted) into a speaking sub­
ject, who sees as well as is seen, who evades, argues, probes back. In this view of 
ethnography the proper referent of any account is not a represented 'world'; now it is 
specific instances of discourse. But the principle of dialogical textual production goes 
well beyond the more or less artful presentation of 'actual' encounters. It locates cul­
tural interpretations in many sorts of reciprocal contexts, and it obliges writers to find 
diverse ways of rendering negotiated realities as multisubjective, power-laden, and 
incongruent. In this view, 'culture' is always relational, an inscription of communica­
tive processes that exist, historically, between subjects in relations of power (Clifford 
1986:14). 

Rather than the objectification of the self which B habha, following Levi-Strauss, rec­
ognises as characterising ethnography, Clifford's version is a subjectification of the 
object of study: a deliberate recuperation of the autonomy and intactness of the lan­
guage-culture systems being studied, and, in traditional parlance, being translated. 

It has not been my innovation to apply the concept of cultural translation to 
narration: I am following the initiative of Robert Hampson in a study entitled 'Heart 
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Myrtle Hooper 

of Darkness and the Speech that Cannot be Silenced' (1990), which is in its tum a 
response to the comparison Clifford draws between Conrad and the anthropologist 
Malinowski. Yet if we join Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1989:36) in recognising 

cross-culturality as the potential tennination point of an apparently endless human 
history of conquest and annihilation justified by the myth of group 'purity', and as the 
basis on which the post-colonial world can be stabilized 

we might get some sense of the productivity of the concept of narration as cultural 
translation. 

The use I am making of the concept here is twofold. First, I wish to take up 
Bhabha's contentions about 'Black South Africans' by reflecting on the ways in which 
the act of cultural translation that takes place in Joseph Conrad's 1902 novella Heart 
of Darkness is reversed in the 1930 novel Mhudi, which has been identified as the first 
novel in English by a black South African. Subsequently, I wish to position myself, in 
the terms Bhabha (1990:293) advocates, as a 'secular interpreter', as a translator of 
'the dissemination of texts and discourses across cultures'. 

It has been my concern elsewhere to offer readings of Heart of Darkness and 
Mhudi which seek to reveal their respective alignment on 'two sides of Empire' (Hooper 
1992), and which seek to contrast the respective treatment given in them to 'woman of 
darkness' and 'mother africa' (Hooper 1993). I will here restrict myself to the posi­
tioning of the respective narratives as acts of cultural translation: that is, in relation to 
the communities which they evoke and in relation to the Empire of their day. 

In the article referred to already, Robert Hampson draws attention to the pres­
sures of audience which are brought to bear on Marlow's act of narration. Citing Benita 
Parry, Hampson (1990:26) reminds us that Conrad's 

original constituents were the subscribers to Blackwood's and New Review, an audi­
ence still secure in the conviction that they were members of an invincible imperial 
power and a superior race. 

It is Hampson's (1990:26) own observation that: 

Conrad shows his understanding of the parameters within which he was writing by 
mirroring them in Marlow's relations with his audience. Marlow's audience, like the 
readership of Blackwood's Magazine, is made up of males of the colonial service 
class. 

Marlow's narrative of Africa is thus predicated on the imperial language-culture sys­
tem which he shares with his auditors. As Talal Asad (in Hampson 1990:26) points 
out: 
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Nation, Narration and Cultural Translation 

When anthropologists return to their countries, they must write up 'their people' , and 
they must do so in the conventions of representation already circumscribed ... by their 
discipline, institutional life, and wider society. 

Asad has elsewhere drawn attention to the relative power of languages out of which 
and into which translation occurs, in the first place by citing Walter Benjamin's in­
junction that the translator should (though doesn't often) allow his or her own lan­
guage to be 'powerfully affected by the foreign tongue', and in the second by insisting 
that the translator's language is not always willing to 'subject itself to this transform­
ing power'. He says, 

I attribute, somewhat fictitiously, volition to the language because I want to empha­
size that the matter is largely something the translator cannot detennine by individual 
activity (any more than the individual speaker can affect the evolution of his or her 
language)-that it is governed by institutionally defined power relations between the 
languages/modes oflife concerned. To put it crudely: because the languages of Third 
World societies-including, of course, the societies that social anthropologists have 
traditionally studied-are 'weaker' in relation to Western languages (and today, espe­
cially to English), they are more likely to submit to forcible transformation in the 
translation process than the other way around (Asad 1986:1570. 

Complicating the picture Asad offers is the fact that the allegiances of the 'translator' 
are neither simple nor clear-cut. Daniel Kunene, for example, who is also by birth a 
black South African, and whose first language is Zulu, describes the difficulties he 
experienced in translating the Sesotho text Chaka into English. Despite an initial deci­
sion that his 'first loyalty was to the original' , in the end, he tells us, 'I split my loyalty 
virtually equally between the donor language and the recipient language' (Kunene 
1981 :xx). The reason he offers is that: 

The translator comes as a kind of cultural go-between who provides his good services 
to pass on, as best he can, the benefits of one culture to the practitioners of the 'other' 
culture (Kunene 1981:xix). 

From these problems-the authority of medium and the allegiances of the transla­
tor-it should be apparent how significant is the question of 'for whom' the transla­

tion is made. Unlike criticism, Asad (1986: 156,159) points out, which, in order to be 
responsible, 'must always be addressed to someone who can contest it', cultural trans­
lation is addressed to 'a very specific audience, which is waiting to read about another 
mode of life'. And unlike linguistic translation which is 'faced with a specific piece of 
discourse produced within the society studied', the challenge confronting cultural 
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Myrtle Hooper 

translation is the 'meaning implicit in a range of practices' (Asad 1986:16), the si­
lences that must be responded to and interpreted. 

It is perhaps the respective responses to silence that most crucially distinguish 
the narratives of Heart of Darkness and Mhudi. As Chinua Achebe (1978) has claimed 
in a biting critique of Conrad's novel, Africa serves merely as a setting or backdrop for 
the story that is Kurtz (as Seidel 1985:86 has put it), and the Africans are effectively 
silent. The focus of my interest has been the African woman in Conrad's text, and 
particularly the iconic mode in which she is represented. The African woman in Plaatje's 
text, by contrast, is the central character around whom the narrative coheres, and a 
woman who is defined, in large measure, by her voice. Deriving its power from the 
community which sanctions it, Mhudi's voice is nevertheless a distinctly individual 
one, and one which I believe reflects both the concerns and the communal positioning 
of her writer. 

Unlike the complicated frame which characterises Conrad's text, the narrative 
strategy which Plaatje adopts is relatively straightforward: predominantly omniscient 
with a brief first-person recapitulation given to Mhudi in Chapter 3. The critical at­
tempt to read the novel as the narrative of 'HaJf-a-Crown', the grandson of the pro­
tagonists, is rendered most obviously problematic by the 'padded Victorian style' of 
which Plaatje has been accused (by Janheinz Jahn, amongst others, cited in Couzens 
1978a) because, in combination with a sophisticated incorporation of images, sym­
bols and structural devices gleaned from oral tradition, it reveals the writer's location 
at the interface between two demanding language-culture systems. Unlike Marlow 
who represents an alien culture for an audience of intimates in the language he shares 
with them, Plaatje is representing his 'own' culture for an 'alien' audience in the 'al­
ien' language. 

As the first black South African to write a novel in English, Plaatje thus stands 
as a particular instance of the concatenation of the concepts of nation and narration 
which concerned Bhabha. A founder member of the South African Native National 
Congress, Plaatje travelled abroad both to England and America to plead for their 
intercession at a time when extremely punitive legislative measures were being en­
acted against his people. His decision to write in English, then, (made, as Tim Couzens 
1978b:61 has it, without fuss), can clearly be understood in terms of his desire to 
represent their cause. 

It should also be understood in terms of the two 'objects' Plaatje specifies in 
his Preface to the Original Edition: 

(a) to interpret to the reading public one phase of 'the back of the Native mind'; and 
(b) with the readers' money, to collect and print (for Bantu Schools) Sechuana folk­
tales, which, with the spread of European ideas, are fast being forgotten (plaatje 
1978:21). 
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Nation, Narration and Cultural Translation 

The potential loss of his cultural heritage was plainly a keen experience for Plaatje. 
And yet the problems that confront him in his narrative endeavour are endemic to its 
cultural translation because it comes so close to the ethnographic act of salvage which 
James Clifford (1986: 112t) denounces thus: 

Ethnography's disappearing object is, then, in significant degree, a rhetorical con­
struct legitimating a representational practice: 'salvage' ethnography in its widest sense. 
The other is lost, in disintegrating time and space, but saved in the text .... The re­
corder and interpreter of fragile custom is custodian of an essence, unimpeachable 
witness to an authenticity. (Moreover, since the 'true' culture has always vanished, 
the salvaged version cannot be easily refuted.) 

In PI aatj e 's concern with the preservation of oral culture against the inroads of British 
colonialism, we must, furthermore, recognise two paradoxes. On the one hand, the 
translation of oral culture takes place into the medium that is threatening it. On the 
other, in inscribing traditional stories Plaatje is effectively abrogating many of the 
functions they would have had in an oral culture, not least of which is the delimitation 
of access. His act of cultural preservation, then, impacts back upon the culture it is 
seeking to preserve because he is translating it for an alien readership. In this regard, 
Plaatje is very like the character he writes: dislocated out of the community of oral 
culture by his education, by his use of English, and particularly by his act of inscrip­
tion, the voice he attains is an implicated voice, a hybrid voice characterised by the 
syncreticism which Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1989: 180) recognise as the 'condi­
tion within which post-colonial societies operate'. 

Yet since, in addition to the voice he allows Mhudi, Plaatje succeeds in incor­
porating multiple language-culture systems into his text, his achievement might be 
seen as approximating the kind of polyphony which has been recognised and advo­
cated by revisionist ethnographers. In Clifford's (1986:15) words, again: 

As Bakhtin ... has shown, dialogical processes proliferate in any complexly repre­
sented discursive space (that of ethnography, or, in his case, a realist novel). Many 
voices clamor for expression. 

Again, 'as written versions based on fieldwork, these accounts are clearly no longer 
the story, but a story among stories' (Clifford 1986: 109). 

The questions with which, in conclusion, I would like to return to Bhabha are 
these: whose nation? in whose language? for which readers? Given the authority I 
have claimed for my position as a postcolonial critic and teacher, it is perhaps apposite 
to emphasise the subjectivity of this reading: the texts I have chosen to exemplify 
processes of cultural translation are English texts because I am English-speaking; my 
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interest in Bhabha's comment is motivated by my experiences, as a white South Afri­
can, of black South Africans. The differences of which I write are not those of alterity, 
but those of multiplicity, and the nationness of which I am myself conscious arises in 
the complexly rendered discursive spaces of dialogical processes. I hope these are 
spaces which Bhabha himself would deem worthy to explore. 

************ 
This is the point at which the original paper ended. I would, now, like to recur to the 
bracketing comments with which this version of it began, because, looking at the 
paper with older eyes which have witnessed some changes in the interim, (of both a 
sociopolitical and an academic nature), it seems curiously incomplete. I have, subse­
quently, made further studies using the terms outlined above: of Mofolo's Chaka, of 
Lessing's Grass is Singing and Rooke's Grove of Fever Trees, even of Coetzee's Life 
and TImes of Michael K. Part of my efforts have been directed at incorporating a 
theory of reading and readership into the paradigm of narration as cultural translation, 
and in doing so I have drawn on Nkosi's concept of cross-border readers who are 
interpellated by the texts they read and which read them. I have also been conscious, 
within the defined field of Conrad studies, for example, of the incursions and 
reclamations that are being mounted by critics and scholars abroad. One cannot sim­
ply revert to the parochialism of 'hands off our lit'-tempting as this response might 
be. Yet despite my awareness of the proliferation of postcolonial theory (with which I 
battle somewhat vainly to keep up), one of the reasons I feel I speak with more author­
ity now than I did at the time I made these explorations is, perhaps paradoxically, the 
confidence of canonicity, in its more positive aspect. To writers, critics and theoreti­
cians abroad who would speak on behalf of the South Africans, black and white, who 
'lost their nation', it is much easier in 1997 than it was in 1993 to retort, No they 
haven't! Haven't you heard ... ? Haven't you read ... ?! 
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The Afrikaans Farm Novel and 
Idealised Sons: 
C.M. van den Heever's Farm Novels as 
Narratives of the Nation 

Carli Coetzee 

In this paper I argue that in conservative fictions of nation-building, fictions that are 
often assumed to make only affirmative use of the particular past they care to remem­
ber and construct, there can be found contradictory and more subtly 'progressive' 
elements. These are sometimes at odds with expectations of an unsophisticated singu­
larity of purpose. As an illustration I examine the work of the Afrikaans writer C.M. 
van den Heever, placing his farm novels within the larger context of his ideas about 
the evolution of what he regards as the spirit of the nation ('Die Afrikaanse gedagte', 
or the Afrikaans idea). 

I take up some of the issues raised in J .M. Coetzee's discussion of Van den 
Heever's work in his White Writing (1988) (without which my own would not have 
been possible), but direct my attention differently. Whereas Coetzee reads Van den 
Heever's novels as fictions of the attainment of a particular kind of consciousness, 
namely the anti-individual consciousness that allows the farmer to imagine himself 
part of a collective and timeless husband to the farm owned beyond question, I read 
these texts as fictions of the 'Bildung' of individual members of the nation, in a con­
tinuous and evolutionary differentiation from the forefathers. Coetzee's reading stresses 
the tendency in the novels to hagiographise the forefathers and their ways. 

I aim to point out how Van den Heever desires to show the new generation of 
'Afrikaner' men (and, to some extent, women, as I argue in my paper) the way in 
which they ought to differ from their predecessors. 

The farm novel, the past and idealised patriarchy 
With the publication of Coetzee's White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in South 
Africa, the South African farm novel was re-evaluated and theoretical interest in the 
genre reactivated. Coetzee, making use of some of the insights of the critical literature 
on the German Bauemroman (Zimmermann 1975, Schweizer 1976), pays attention to 
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The Afrikaans Farm Novel and Idealised Sons 

the ideological content of ostensibly innocent fictions of the land written by white 
South African writers. Central to his reading of South African (white) pastoral is his 
view of the farm novel as 

essentially conservative ... ; it looks back, usually in a spirit of nostalgia, to the calm 
and stability of the farm, a still point mediate between the wilderness of lawless na­
ture and the wilderness of the new cities; it holds up the time of the forefathers as an 
exemplary age when the garden of myth became actualised in history (Coetzee 1988:4). 

Coetzee's reading of especially the Afrikaans farm novels of the 1930s focuses on the 
'retrospective gaze' which locates the ideal of the nation's wholeness in the time of the 
farming forefathers. In this reading the farm novels pretend to concern a moment 
'''outside'' history' (Coetzeee 1988: I 1); time in these novels is the cyclical time of the 
farm and the family, of indisputable succession and obedience. The farming family, in 
Coetzee's reading, functions as a structure that directs all movement and development 
into the patterns of nature and the seasons, since the individual farmer relinquishes 
individuality in order to be absorbed into what Coetzee sees as 'a transindividual fa­
miliaVtribal form of consciousness' (Coetzee 1988:4). 

The value of this argument lies in its foregrounding of the ideological under­
pinnings of white pastoral in South Africa, that is the attempt to provide a 'transcen­
dental justification for ownership of the land' (Coetzee 1988:106). A similar trend 
towards revealing a concealed ideological desire or programme can be discerned in 
the critical literature on the German farm novel of the 1920s and 1930s, most notably 
in the work of Gerhard Schweizer (1976) and Peter Zimmermann (1975). 

Coetzee regards as one of the chief ways through which the farm novel achieves 
its ideological goal (an attempt to naturalise white ownership of the land) the particu­
lar way of depicting the forefathers. In the novels, he argues, one sees 

efforts to buttress Afrikaner patriarchalism in order that a heightened significance 
should be attached to the acts of the founding fathers, to maintaining their legacy and 
perpetuating their values. Thus we fmd the ancestors hagiographised as men and women 
of heroic strength, fortitude, and faith, and instituted as the originators of lineages 
(Afr./amilies). The farms they carved out of the wilds, out of primal, inchoate matter, 
become the seats to which their lineages are mystically bound ... (Coetzee 1988:83). 

Each generation, argues Coetzee, must re-establish its natural right to the farm; the 
individual farmer needs to learn to see himself as an embodiment of all those who 
have gone before him, and whose responsibility towards the land he perpetuates. Thus, 
in Coetzee's reading, the realisation of the self as the 'transitory embodiment of a 
lineage' is tied to a particular kind of experience of the land that, in Van den Reever's 
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Carli Coetzee 

fiction, is available only to (male) Afrikaners (Coetzee 1988:87). At the heart of Van 
den Reever's farm novels, Coetzee argues, is the transition from (false and limited) 
individual consciousness to (true and timeless, because cyclical) lineal consciousness. 
In this state the farmer sees the meaning of his farm revealed to him, a meaning that is 
supposedly revealed to each new husband-farmer who proves his worthiness of the 
name and land of his forefathers. 

This reading relies on the fiction of cyclicality built into the family name that is 
passed on from fathers to sons. Presumably, then, the revelation of the farm as source 
of meaning and anti-individual identity must be part of the experience of every gen­
eration. Van den Reever's work, contrary to the expectations of a genre that character­
istically supports conservative political programmes and the maintenance of 
patriarchally dominated family life, exhibits what seems like a liberalising tendency 
in this regard. Instead of locating the 'idea of an ordered and happier' time in the past, 
these novels attempt their critique of the present through a presentation of an imagined 
future. In many of Van den Reever's farm novels the transformative experience is 
located in the present generation, which is contrasted favourably with the unconscious 
and animal-like existence of the forefathers. Van den Reever's texts do not contain 
simply the contradictions that are the effect of an attempt at ideological blinding. Ris 
aim is not to 'cover and to evade' the instability of the period; instead he wishes to 
exploit and direct the changing fortunes of the nation. 

It is to this aspect of Van den Reever'S work-my reading of which deviates 
from Coetzee's-that I now turn. 

The Afrikaans idea 
Van den Reever's fictional work of the late 1920s and 1930s, is self-consciously con­
cerned with the creation of the new Afrikaans nation, represented in the novels by 
farming families, especially by the sons who distinguish themselves from their fathers 
by being more consciously aware of their relationship with the land. The novels are 
thus, as Coetzee also suggests, narratives through which Afrikaner (male) identity is 
presented as having its foundation in a mysticised ownership of the land. The con­
sciousness of this new generation of sons differs significantly from that of their fore­
bears, however, who are shown living in a state of unconsciousness. In his reinvention 
of the 'Afrikaans' farmer and relations within the Afrikaans nation-family, Van den 
Reever emphasises the evolution, rather than persistence, of the content of the Afrikaans 
idea. 

The transformation that Van den Reever's works are concerned with is, then, 
not one that occurs for each generation, but one that is part of the experience of a 
particular group. It follows, too, that this group includes all Afrikaners, and not only 
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the farmers among them-the farm stands metonymic ally for land as the farmer stands 
for the Afrikaner. 

The famHy in Van den Heever's farm novels 
In the novels written during the late 1920s and 1930s, Van den Reever develops some 
of the ideas related to his theory of the Afrikaans idea by means of men who are born 
into a lineage which owns the land, but who are initially unconscious of their true 
connection with it. The connectedness to the land is something potentially shared by 
all the male members of the lineage, but Van den Reever is interested in showing how 
the new generation is more consciously 'Afrikaans' than their forefathers. Most of his 
novels deal with the conflict between the generations, yet more than the relationship 
between father and sons is at stake, since Van den Reever aims to show how the new 
generation will improve on what has gone before. In many of these novels, set in a 
time roughly contemporaneous with their composition in the 1920s and 1930s, it is 
stated that farms have been in the family since the Trek-an originary moment seem­
ingly beyond interrogation (Van den Reever 1928:99; 1930:69; 1935:178). 

Van den Reever's farm novels undoubtedly serve to legitimate white owner­
ship of the land, and in this sense they share the conservative impulse that character­
ises the farm novel generally. What is interesting in his work, however, is his concern 
with improving on the values and ways of the fathers. The nation he wishes to contrib­
ute to is one in which blood is valued highly; yet he chooses to do this by developing 
a new farmer type who is gentler than the stem patriarchs of the past. 

With one notable and fairly late (1944) exception, Van den Reever avoids the 
time of unconsciousness in his narrations. Coetzee has shown that the novels 'display 
a developing engagement with the problem' of consciousness (Coetzee 1988:88). One 
reason for Van den Reever's avoidance of the time of the unconscious forefathers is of 
course the problema tics of depicting a consciousness that does not articulate itself. 
When he does choose to write about the unconscious period in the history of the volk, 
a time when the founding fathers are supposed to have lived in an harmonious rela­
tionship with the land, however, Van den Reever is faced with one of the implications 
of the Afrikaans idea, namely its condonation of aggressively acquisitive claims on 
the land as basis for Afrikaner national language and spirit. Van den Reever wishes, 
lM. Coetzee has suggested, to preserve in his farm novels a putative 

organic mode of consciousness belonging to a people who, from toiling generation 
after generation on the family farm, have divested themselves of individuality and 
become embodiments of an enduring bloodline stretching into the mythical past 
(Coetzee 1988:6). 
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This bloodline connecting the generations is traced through the patriarchal name which 
fathers bestow on the sons, who must prove themselves worthy of it. Crucial to the 
propagation of the name and the 'blood' is thus the begetting of sons who can perpetu­
ate the lineage. Likening the farm novel's end to that of the romantic novel of mar­
riage, Coetzee argues that the attainment oflineal consciousness, and the awareness of 
one's status as husband to the land, is its desired 'consummation' (Coetzee 1988:101). 
The appropriate end to the farm novel shows the individual farmer's conscious en­
trance into the line of husband-farmers who have been wedded monogamously to the 
land of the ancestors (Coetzee 1988:86). 

While the forefathers were similarly wedded to the land, Van den Heever shows 
that they lived unaware of their eroticised bond with the ancestral farm. Many of Van 
den Reever's novels are concerned with the moment when this relationship is brought 
to consciousness-the moment, too, of the birth of the Afrikaans national idea. Re 
shows how, in the unconscious (and less Afrikaans) stage of the nation-family's exist­
ence, relations within the family, like the relationship between the farmer and his land, 
remained undervalued because unarticulated. The new generation of farmers he cre­
ates are more benevolent rulers over their households and value the ties of blood that 
bind families together. In this way authority within the household can be legitimated, 
and through it the right to ownership of the land. The threat to the propagation of lineal 
consciousness is thus significantly located in the farming family's relations among 
themselves. and the wider world is relegated to a position of relative unimportance. 

In the plots he provides for the previous generations, Van den Reever shows 
that ties of blood, most often represented in the novels by the love of mothers, were 
sometimes disrespected. The patriarchs are often concerned with profit, and to this 
end they exhaust both the land and their kin. In the narrative that ends with the mar­
riage between a farmer and his land, there is no position for women other than as birth­
givers to the next generation of sons, who carry the name of the father. Women have to 
leave the farm of their fathers and take on the name of another farm's bloodline. Here 
they have to earn their rightful position within the family, but Van den Reever shows 
some of these women exhausted and ignored as the husband-farmers misguidedly 
undervalue the organic unit that is the family and its land. 

Van den Reever's plots of the attainment of lineal consciousness by the men of 
farming families, if read as narratives of the growing awareness ofthese men as mem­
bers of the familial nation, also seem to be concerned with accommodating mothers 
and daughters-who are present in their role as carriers of 'blood' rather than power­
in the new Afrikaner family-nation. The new generation of Afrikaners will include, 
and respect the contributions of both men and women; those excluded during the ear­
lier phase of Afrikaner identity, it is suggested, were the women members of the fam­
ily itself. In a number of his novels, and most significantly in Laat vrugte, Van den 
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Heever presents, critically, the position of mothers in the previous generations. In the 

eyes of mothers, he writes, one sees 

the far melancholy about things that have remained unclear, about an early, passion­
ate adventure, when, far and high, the heart went to pick the pure flower of love (Van 
den Heever 1939:25)1. 

The flower metaphor is more explicitly applied to the early dreams of a farm girl in 

another passage, where the destroying force is identifiable as the unsympathetic farm­

ing men of this 'ox-like'2 generation (Van den Heever 1939:26): 

Yes, the years have taught her, they have cut more sharply and restrictively across her 
life, with heavy, thick-soled boots they have tramped on her existence, they have 
erased her dreams like foolishnesses, like spiderwebs, merely covering the 
thoroughway; they have pushed everything away, down, lower, towards the earth. 
And now she has only her body, her mother's body that has been pulled down by the 
years, and her dreams lie trampled on the ground like a flower on the ploughed field, 
where it does not belong, where the practical things, hard deeds, reign alone and the 
rest is rubbish (Van den Heever 1939:69)3. 

For this generation of men, all shows of emotion are regarded as 'womanly weak­

ness'4 to be countered if one wants to retain mastery. The animal-like fathers treat 
members of their own families as-in a revealing set of nomenclatures-'servant' 
(Van den Heever 1928:8) and 'slave' (Van den Heever 1939:59)'. In Langs die grootpad 
Hansie learns about the purifying value of suffering from his mother (Van den Heever 

1 die verre weemoed oor dinge wat onbegrepe bly, oor 'n vroee, driftige avontuur, toe die hart 
ver en hoog die suiwer blom van die Iiefde gaan pluk het. 

2 beesagtige. 

3 Ja, die jare het haar geleer, dit het skerper en vaster oor haar lewe heen gesny, dit het met 
swaar, diksoolskoene op haar bestaan getrap, dit het haar drome soos sothede, soos spinnerakic:e, 
wat net die deurgang versper, weggevaag; dit het alles weggedrulc:, ondertoe, af, laer, aarde toe. 
En nou het sy nog net haar Iiggaam, haar moederliggaam wat afgebeul is deur die jare, en haar 
drome Ie weggetrap in die grond soos 'n blom op die ploeg land, waar dit nie hoort nie, waar die 
praktiese dinge, harde dade die enigste is en die res bog. 

4 vroulilc:e weekheid. 

, bediende. slaaf. 
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Carli Coetzee 

1928 :51), and marries a woman with the same name as his mother, an indication that 
not only the patriarchal name and values will be carried on in the next generation. 
Henning in Laat vrugte is said to have the gentle eyes of his mother (Van den Heever 
1939:220) and grows up to value her and to sympathise with her sorrow. 

The value attached to Afrikaner women as carriers of blood, and the need to 
include these women in the nation, can be read as a reaction to certain external influ­
ences, most notably the opportunities open to young women in the cities. Hofmeyr 
notes that the city's employment profile favoured the entrance of young women into 
the labour market. The young women who were sent to the city in order to help sup­
port their families not only were in a position to question parental authority, but some 
ended up marrying non-Afrikaner white men (Hofmeyr 1987: 100). 

An even greater threat to the maintenance of pure Afrikaner womanhood was 
that posed by the 'entry of the daughters of the new [Afrikaner] proletariat into the 
vice market' in Johannesburg (Van Onselen 1982: 146). In Langs die grootpad a daughter 
leaves her father's farm after the entrance of an acquisitive stepmother; her ruin and 
eventual suicide in Durban is emblematic of the destruction of Afrikaner womanhood 
by the city. Van den Heever's farm novels emphasise the centrality of Afrikaner women 
(as mothers) to the success of the farming family; this contribution refers metonymically 
to the role of women as the carriers of the values and 'blood' of the nation. When 
education for women is advocated in the novels, this is motivated as necessary in 
order to deserve and assist a husband (Van den Heever 1928:23,143). In Droogte a 
'feminist' character, and the views she expresses are clearly marked as unacceptable 
by her anglicised name ('Joey'), her use of English words and the fact that she smokes 
(Van den Heever 1930:67). In Groei the 'feminist' character reads books on the posi­
tion of women, as well as 'erotic' literature-an association that is intended to show 
the unworthiness of this un-Afrikaans approach to the woman question (Van den Heever 
1933:75). 

The farm novel as a narrative through which the Afrikaans nation is imagined 
as a community of interlocking families in this respect differs little from the way that 
other nations have invented themselves. Presenting the family as the organic unit within 
which relations need to be reformulated significantly locates important tensions within 
the 'nation' itself, rather than between the Afrikaans nation-family and other 'nations' 
which may lay claim to the land. Writing at a time when authority within the Afrikaner 
family seemed threatened by the possibility of economic and social independence for 
urbanised Afrikaner women, Van den Heever is most concerned to include women, 
and Afrikaner daughters especially, in his reimagined nation. Thus the protagonists of 
the farm novels characteristically learn to respect ties of blood, a value shown being 
held by, as well as being represented by, farming women. 
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The Afrikaans Farm Novel and Idealised Sons 

The new generation of fanners, conscious of their Afrikaans identity, are often 
presented as more 'feminine' than the forefathers. Not only do they show respect for 
the values of mothers, but they are often educated, and hence able to fonnulate and 
interpret Afrikaans ideals. The stern patriarchs of the novels are not simply 
hagiographised for their strength, fortitude and faith (Coetzee 1988:83); they are shown 
to represent the outdated shape of the Afrikaans idea. One reason for the choice of 
intellectual men as carriers and interpreters of the values of the nation may well be 
Van den Reever's concern to legitimate his own position as an intellectual articulating 
the ideals of the volk. The novels also reveal that, for members of the reinvented na­
tion, intellectual abilities will be at least as important as physical strength. Through 
characters like Ransie in Langs die grootpad, who returns to the farm where his pred­
ecessors are said to live unconsciously, like plants (Van den Reever 1928:178), Van 
den Reever develops the possibility of a new ideal of (intellectual) masculinity in 
contrast with the sometimes destructive patriarchy identified with the previous gen­
erations. 
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Gardening in 
'Other Countries': 
Schoeman, Coetzee, Conrad 

R.J. Balfour 

Both Karel Schoeman and 1M. Coetzee make use in their writings of the garden as a 
postcolonial trope. Joseph Conrad's (1912) short story 'A Smile of Fortune', written 
almost a century earlier, also makes use of the garden as a trope, but the ideological 
and conceptual framework employed by Conrad differs considerably from the work of 
the latter novelists. Although Schoeman in Another Country ([1984]1991) has been 
accused of a lack of social commitment, the novel in fact contains a sustained debate 
centred on the ability of a European language (and consequently its community of 
users) successfully to accommodate itself to Africa. Coetzee's novel Life and Times of 
Michael K (1983) evidences the alienating and self-destructive nature of ideological 
encampments. The novel articulates the hope for, and possibility of a new type of 
relationship with the African land, whose sustaining value as mother of all things is 
reaffirmed by K's labour. Conrad's short story 'A Smile of Fortune' (1912) examines 
the problematic nature of a discourse which is predicated upon difference. All three 
writers directly or indirectly expose the inability of colonial-patriarchal discourses 
successfully to contain, (distort or pervert) the meaning ascribed to that which they 
define as Other. 

In all three texts, that which is defined as Other by the dominating discourse 
falls beyond the semblance of cultivation. The garden is not only an attempt to trans­
late the landscape into understanding, but is also an attempt to create a binary system 
of signification. In other words, the garden as a sign is an attempt by colonial-patriar­
chal discourses to establish a sense of Self as garden, by which the Other as desert or 
wilderness may be known. Paradoxically this very attempt to establish Self and Other 
through the landscape is problematic. For, as I shall demonstrate, attempts to generate 
signification appear to result in the generation of meanings antithetical to those in­
tended by the grand narratives and binaries of patriarchy and racism. 

I shall refer to Saussure's ([ 1915]1988: 10) understanding of the signifier and 
signified in his lecture, 'The Nature of the Linguistic Sign' as well as to Lacan's 
([1957]1988:80) development of that position in 'The Insistence of the Letter in the 
Unconscious', and will locate the three different gardens within the 'languageJdis-
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R.i. Balfour 

course' of postcolonial literature using the three texts cited above. Further to this I 
shall locate each landscape discussed within suitable literary antecedents. By drawing 
on the metaphoric and metonymic meanings gardens have had within certain other 
literary genres, Schoeman, Coetzee and Conrad problematise as well as chart the as­
similation of the trope of the garden, familiar in medieval and renaissance texts, into 
colonial and postcolonial texts as a space and entrepot. 

A language community occurs where the members of a group are agreed upon 
the transmission of meanings through language. As Saussure (1915:8) says, 'the mean­
ing of a word exists by virtue of a kind of contract agreed upon between members of a 
community'. This contractual agreement through language upon the purpose and sig­
nificance of the European presence in South Africa is examined by Schoeman through 
his rendition of the lives and lifestyles of the succeeding waves of colonists in 
Bloemfontein. Another Country (1991) is therefore concerned with the European co­
lonial transplantation into South Africa. The novel contrasts Versluis' journey to 'aware­
ness of Other centres of Self with the fear and inability of a colonial community to 
allow for such an awareness (Eliot (1871]1965:243; e.a.). 

While the coloniser is prepared to penetrate and exploit another space, the co­
lonial community allows for no reciprocity in its relationship with the land that sus­
tains it. Coetzee (1988) in White Writing discusses the preoccupation white South 
African writers have with a landscape that escapes containment within their language. 
According to Coetzee, the conceptual and linguistic framework of the colonists suited 
the landscape of Europe with its vertical as opposed to horizontal plains. South Africa 
with its vast plateaus of desert scrub and long grasses and flat crowned savannah trees 
demanded of the European eye, aesthetics and linguistic repertoire, considerable ad­
justments. It was this challenge to accommodate the land within a suitable conceptual 
and linguistic framework that colonists mostly sought to deny. By preferring to re-cast 
South Africa through existing ideological and linguistic lenses, the colonists become 
prone to fissures, anxieties and difficulties with themselves and the land, evident in 
the art and literature of the colonial period. 

An example of such a text, although it is not set in South Africa, is Conrad's' A 
Smile of Fortune' (1912). This narrative illustrates the colonist's problem of accom­
modating the landscape to his expectations vis-a-vis his treatment of the garden, the 
place of women in colonial society, and the representation of subjugated races. The 
gardens of Another Country (1991) which are located in South Africa, are the sym­
bolic embodiment of the limitations of language used by Europeans in the context of 
colonial Bloemfontein-a spring of flowers. The colonist's seeking to belong and prob­
lem with articulating the experience of belonging in Africa, is evidenced in the am­
biguous physicality of 'literary gardens'. 

In other words, by refusing to acknowledge that which pre-dated their arrival, 
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Gardening in 'Other Countries' 

the colonists establish a contradiction within their psyches. Theirs is a refusal to rec­
ognise the inevitable process of hybridisation that accompanies a cultural transplanta­
tion into another context. This contradiction defines their existence against the ele­
ments, instead of their accommodation to those elements. The garden as a concept is 
ambiguous because it is of necessity a manifestation of cross-cultural fertilisation (in 
every sense), and yet is viewed by the colonists as a bastion to shield and nurture them 
against the encroaching forces of an alien land. A change of ideological optic might 
result in the view of the garden as a gift from the land to the community in need of 
nurturing. But then such a view would collapse the binaries that characterise colonial 
discourse and would make nonsense of notions of Self and Other. 

In Conrad's short story 'A Smile of Fortune' (1912), the younger Jacobus, a 
ship chandler and owner of an enchanting garden, is ostracised by a community whose 
values are based upon the false binaries of Self and Other. Jacobus' elder brother, also 
known as Jacobus, has sown his wild seed across the island, creating a labour force of 
ill-treated mulattos, the treatment and placement of whom are acceptable in the con­
ceptual framework of the colonist. But the younger Jacobus however, a result of his 
degrading infatuation with a travelling circus woman-who refused to marry him whilst 
nevertheless bearing him a child--continues to suffer condemnation by the island's 
decayed French aristocracy for his transgression of bourgeois convention. The wilful 
creation of a mulatto caste is therefore not as problematic for this community as the 
birth of a white child out of wedlock. 

The colonial communities of Bloemfontein in Another Country (1991) and of 
the tropical isle in 'A Smile of Fortune' (1912), share the refusal to acknowledge the 
Other, who may be a bastard, an indigene or a mulatto. Their refusal is belied by the 
fact that their gardens, the spaces which sustain them, are themselves products of 
cross-fertilisation. The 'shared agreement' Saussure speaks of concerning the mean­
ing of the word, termed here discourse, is predicated upon racial and gender binaries 
which are as possessi ve as they are alienating. Schoeman's gardens-those of Hirsch, 
the German-Jewish storekeeper, and van der Vliet are prime examples-are never 
merely ornamental. Their function is that of the Biblical garden which sustains sur­
vival, possession of the land and pleasure. 'Keep(ing) Europe alive ... in the heart of 
Africa' (Schoeman 1991:8), as Mr. Hirsch states, is a defensive stance against the 
emptiness and consequent incomprehensibility of the land. This perception of empti­
ness is false. The emptiness is really an idea of self that is based upon false binaries, 
which as part of a larger discourse, that of patriarchy and racism, is imposed upon the 
land. The garden in such a scheme becomes a means of defence against an existential 
insecurity. Mrs. Hirsch, referring to the garden, says her husband 'conjured it out of 
nothing' (Schoeman 1991:32). The semiology of the garden encompasses all that is 
opposite to the wilderness (the space, or the nothingness) that Mrs. Hirsch fears: it is 
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R.J. Balfour 

order against chaos, shade against sUnlight, survival against starvation, knowing against 
the unknowable and so on. As de long (1988:2) claims in her discussion of Another 
Country (1990): 

The concept of 'White experience' is able only to convey meaning insofar as it denies 
and excludes its subconscious links with 'Black experience'l. 

Hirsch's garden, like that of Mrs. van der Vliet, ripples with the sound of voices: the 
mistress and the servants, the former fearful and suspicious of the land, the latter in 
servitude to the transplanted values of the deferred Centre, which may be the Kassel or 
Delft the European left behind (Jacobs 1995:5). 

Ironically the 'nothing' Mrs. Hirsch speaks of, which is the wildness of Africa, 
implies a sign, as Saussure would suggest, that cannot be possessed; a space that can-

. not be translated into understanding. It is everything that falls beyond the 'knowing' 
of the garden. Later Mrs. Hirsch speaks of the gardens flourishing as a 'provisional 
victory' against a country described as 'an enemy, an inimical being' (Schoeman 
1991:33). 

The land, to which is ascribed the status of Other, is able to--and in the story of 
Versluis does-reclaim its own. With his use of High Dutch, fastidious habits and 
bourgeois values, Versluis is the epitome of one who distinguishes between self and 
other. In the person of Gelmers, the unsophisticated rural Dutchman, who is also suf­
fering from tuberculosis, Versluis meets his Doppelganger. The realisation that within 
the system of fine discriminations (whether based upon language, race or class) there 
can be no accommodation with the ultimate Other, Death, is what changes Versluis. To 
live and die in peace he must abandon the assumptions, values and perceptions of the 
white colonial community in Bloemfontein. The land as signifier within their dis­
course is able to elude control of, and finally undermine the dominating discourse. 
Ultimately we are led to believe that the land has reclaimed its own, in the person of 
the terminally ill Versluis: 

the unknown land grew familiar and the person passing through could no longer even 
remember that he had intended to travel further. Half-way along the route you discov­
ered with some surprise that the journey had been completed, the destination already 
reached (Schoeman 1991:311). 

Versluis goes out to the land alone, and yet not alone; he is 'embraced' and 'absorbed' 
as its own. A complete shift in perspective is evidenced here, now Africa becomes that 

I Begrip soos blanke ervaring dra egter net betekenis oor in die mate waarin dit sy ondergrondse 
verbintenis met swart ervaring uitsluit .... 
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Gardening in 'Other Countries' 

which is associated with Self and Europe becomes that which is Other and unknown 
(Balfour 1995:8). 

The postcolonial debate around the trope of gardening recognises that the gar­
den forms part of the semiology of colonial discourse (it is not for nothing that Jan van 
Riebeeck writes in his diaries of the need to 'plant gardens' for the replenishment of 
V.O.C. ships). In Coetzee's (1983) novel, Life and TImes of Michael K, the garden is 
located within the same semiology, but employed to a different purpose. K's garden 
becomes an antithetical sign, an undermining and fertile negation of the sterile sandy 
soils of the Cape Town municipal gardens in which he worked before leaving with his 
mother. In 'A Smile of Fortune' (1912) the garden lies within a coalescence of dis­
courses which evidence patriarchal and colonial strains. Saussure (1915:10) refers to 
the 'linguistic sign as not a link between a concept and a name, but between a concept 
and a sound pattern'. The 'sound' garden is a concept which implies reference to the 
whole discourse of colonisation. The signifier (garden) is the word whose sign is em­
bodied in the oasis-like symbol apparently captive in an alien and wild space, and 
whose signification is the discourse which establishes itself in opposition to that de­
fined as Alien or Other. 

Nowhere is this better demonstrated than in Coetzee's first novel Dusklands 
(1974), which in this context is used to illuminate the value and difference of K's 
garden in comparison to the others. Eugene Dawn, strategist and mythologist, an­
nounces the abolition of Man's relationship with mother earth. Dawn's proposal, sin­
isterly similar to Kurtz's 'exterminate the brutes', and reminiscent of Nazism's 'final 
solution' , insists on the complete sterilisation and poisoning of the Vietnamese 'earth' . 
Not only is his repugnance against the sons of the (Mother) soil revealed in his trea­
tise, but more importantly in his understanding of his sexuality: 

My life ... has become a continual battle to keep my poise of mind against her [his 
wife's] hysterical assaults and the pressures of my enemy body (Coetzee 1974:8; 
e.a.). 

Finally, Dawn's belief is encapsulated in his advocacy of the Athena myth: 

We have the capacity to breed out of our own head ... our future belongs not to the 
earth but to the stars (Coetzee 1974:31). 

The horrific outcome of Dawn's internalisation of that myth is portrayed in his subse­
quent breakdown and his mutilation of his son; effectively Dawn becomes a frag­
mented and self-alienated being, the Chronos figure who devours his own seed. In 
effect his end portrays the consequences of betrayal of the relationship between earth 
and humankind. 

127 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



R.i. Balfour 

Reading the sign through its possibilities of signification enables the reader to 
find beneath its enigma, as Genette (1988:76) observes, a question which refers to the 
assumptions and fears that surround and seek to know that sign: 'the inimical being' 
(the untamed wilderness). Critically this realisation brings forward the acknowledge­
ment that within the discourse of binaries, possession is also dispossession, inclusion 
can also mean exclusion and potentially, Self may well mean Other. 

The Life & Times of Michael K (1983) re-affirms that bond between the soil 
and the life it brings forth. Here the ashes of his mother and the sustenance of the soil 
affirm K's life, both physically and spiritually, between the fences of competing dis­
courses. Coetzee implies a perpetual state of conflict between these two discourses: 
while we are aware of the discourse of oppression, the discourse of resistance forms a 
powerful, but implied presence in the novel. Both discourses define the soil as a sub­
ject and sign to be known, possessed and regulated. Lacan' s discussion of the signifier 
and the signified when applied to our analysis is particularly helpful as it makes the 
problematic nature of the garden as sign less resistant to interpretation. 'There is', he 
suggests, 'a perpetual sliding of the signified under the signifier' (Lacan [1957]1988:87). 
If Hirsch's garden in Another Country (1991) is the European interpretation and trans­
lation of Africa as well as embodying colonial discourse, then it may also be validly 
claimed that the symbolic act of gardening becomes metonymic of the act of naming. 
In other words cultivation becomes the physical embodiment of a language's attempt­
ing to affix a single meaning to the land, thereby coming to 'know' it. This is clearly 
not the case in Life & Times of Michael K (1983), where K's relationship with the land 
is not one of overlordship, but rather of symbiosis. 

In fact what Lacan (1988:85) views as the signifier's intrusion into the signi­
fied makes us question the very place of that signifier in reality. Mrs. Hirsch's oblique 
reference to the 'provisional' and therefore temporary nature of the garden and its 
ability in collusion with the land to defy its European interpretation comes to mind. If 
meaning is contingent, then this is evidenced in K's garden which is initially unrecog­
nised as a garden by the opposing discourses of the State and the Resistance fighters. 
K's answers to the soldiers' interrogations as to the nature and purpose of his plot are 
remarkable for their ability to elude committal to either of the factions who criss-cross 
the former Visagie lands: 

'I'm not what you think', he said, 'I was sleeping and you woke me, that's all'. They 
[the soldiers] gave no sign of understanding (Coetzee 1983: 123). 

The crucial lesson K must learn, and does learn on the Visagie farm, is not to become 
accustomed to possessing the land (as colonial-capitalist discourse would have it): 
'Whatever I have returned for, it is not to live as the Visagies lived ... the worst mis-
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take', he says (Coetzee 1983:98). Unwilling to become the 'kaffir', and thus posses­
sion of the young Visagie's discourse, K abandons the land and the seedlings. He must 
learn to become a sign, like the land. And the land, which freely intrudes on and re­
cedes from K's garden, is like the very fluidity of language itself; it remains elusive 
and resistant to a discourse of binaries, and its real and abstract fences which attempt 
containment. 

It is to such a discourse of binaries that resistance writing succumbed, as Ndebele 
([1984]1992:47) notes, when it allowed itself to be overdetermined by the need to 
oppose apartheid). By continuing to relate and protest against the horror and spectacle 
of South African history, without being able to imagine and articulate a more humane 
alternative, this type of writing, as described by Ndebele, became maimed and stunted. 
And Michael K represents an effort to be non-binary, non-oppositional and yet to 
articulate that alternative. 

The sustaining irony of Coetzee's novel is that within the discourse of the State, 
the opulent gardens of Schoeman's Another Country (1991) have become detention­
camps herding in the homeless surplus populations of South Africa-a grim reminder 
of the bantustan system. Nadine Gordimer (1994:182) in her article 'The Idea of Gar­
dening' claims that in Michael K, 'freedom is defined negatively: it is to be out of all 
the camps at the same time', but this is not the point Coetzee makes regarding the 
insidious nature of ideological camps. These camps destroy those within and seek to 
destroy those without. 

K actually finds himself in the space or transfer, as Lacan terms it, between 
signifier and signified, and Coetzee positions the text within that space. Gramsci's 
term interregnum, may be another way of identifying the space into which Coetzee 
inserts his text. The interregnum, identified by Gordimer as the late period of the 
Apartheid state's decline, evidences the spasmodic death of one era, whilst the other, 
as yet unidentified, struggles to be born. Michael K chronicles the change of eras in 
South Africa. In the painful and bloodied process of negotiating the emergence of a 
new discourse the 'incessant sliding' of the signified under the signifIer takes place. 
This is suggested in the text by the fact that in the past, the Visagie lands and gardens 
symbolised the possession of the land by colonial discourse, which Othered people 
like K. The sign, or land, rejects this signification and eventually plays host to resist­
ance fighters, army absconders and soldiers alike. More appropriately it sustains the 
likes of K, a voluntary outcast between the fences. As a space between competing 
discourses the land is vital to the process of birth. 

Concurrently Coetzee implies a connection between the interregnum and its 
significance for the writer, either crippled by the torsions of power or marginalised to 
the point of insignificance. K's narrative exists in the corridors between camps. He is 
squeezed between the discourses the camps represent. One has only to think of the 
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R.i. Balfour 

soldiers' harassment of K, their attempts to extract information and thereby extinguish 
resistance to state dominion. Or alternatively there are the attempts of the liberal doc­
tor to elicit K's story, hoping for a place for himself and for K in the as yet uncertain 
future. 

If Coetzee located Life & Times of MichaeL K (1983) in the future, in an inter­
regnum between eras, did Schoeman not for comparable reasons position his narrative 
a century before the successive years of Emergency and Isolation? If one text portrays 
the birth and the other the death of an epoch, both essentially with similar recognitions 
and concerns, how can Schoeman's Another Country (1991) be dismissed by de Jong 
as irrelevant and lacking in social commitment? Not only does Another Country (1991) 
demonstrate the inherent self-destructiveness of colonial discourse, but also the po­
tential of those 'between the fences' to anticipate an alternative which acknowledges 
that real belonging must mean the collapse of artificial binaries which alienate people 
from each other and the land. 

Adele Scheffler, the crippled sister of the young Lutheran pastor in Bloemfontein, 
and guide to Versluis' awakening soul, is one who refuses the inappropriate European 
colonial translation of the African landscape. Marginalised in the community because 
of her deformity and gender, she nevertheless sees the need 'to give the silence a 
voice' (Schoeman 1991:200) on its own terms and not through the use of German or 
High Dutch which she views as irrelevant (if not damaging) to the South African 
landscape. The cultivation of flowers, the neatly tended vegetable rows and swept 
pathways of Hirsch's and van der Vliet's gardens may appear initially to be innocuous 
in themselves. But their meaning is belied by the incipient patriarchal discourse of 
exploitation, possession and contempt for the space into which these communities 
transplanted themselves. Voicing the silence is not re-creating the landscape to reflect 
one's own discourse, but is rather allowing oneself to be re-created by and through a 
new context without being compromised by the 'cultural baggage and arrogance of 
the deferred centre. 

Conrad's short story 'A Smile of Fortune' (1912) although in many ways dis­
similar to the two South African texts, is included here because its portrayal of the 
garden powerfully evidences the collusion of the dominant discourses of this century: 
patriarchy and colonialism. Driver (1988:4,3) in her essay 'Woman as Sign in the 
South African Colonial Enterprise' shows that the purpose and place of the woman 
within patriarchal discourse is 'to perpetuate the (racial) divisions of colonial dis­
course'. 'A Smile of Fortune' (1912) also provides a particularly good example of the 
'signifier's' ability to elude any attempt at fixing signification. 

A young captain approaches an island identified as 'the pearl of the ocean' 
intending to trade with the merchant Jacobus and becomes mistakenly involved with 
the younger of the two brothers, the ship chandler. Conrad conflates the metaphor of 
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the pearl used to identify the island with the promise of commercial wealth. Later the 
'pearl' becomes synonymous with Alice, Jacobus' daughter, born out of wedlock, whose 
life is the embodiment of his disgrace, and who is associated always with her father's 
magnificent garden. Alice is a child of a union which is disgraceful to the decayed 
French aristocracy because it represents a possibility which menaces them: that of the 
illegitimate but racially 'pure' offspring of the ruling caste. Her father, accepting and 
uncritical of the aristocracy's judgement, sequesters Alice in his garden, thereby pre­
venting her socialisation in human and humane company. By agreeing with their ver­
dict on his infatuation, Jacobus develops in Alice the maladjusted, suspicious and 
depri ved person that she is. Alice becomes the external manifestation of the defonnity 
Jacobus perceives in himself. 

Her slatternly appearance-the dirty, flimsy wrapper, soiled shoes and unruly 
mass of hair-owes itself to Jacobus' self-disgust. She is at once a contrast to, and 
product of the old garden which she inhabits. The garden's allure and beauty is belied 
by, and owed to, her presence. Conrad opposes the signification ascribed to Alice by 
the community which seeks to discard her. At times she offers the reader poignant 
insight into the person she might have become, but for the maiming discourse of her 
father. The garden owes its luxuriance to Jacobus' wealth which is gained from specu­
lative trade in the Pacific area. It begins to assume the accumulated meaning of the 
metaphors of corrupt commercial gain, the seductive woman and the seduction of the 
young man. These are potentially three linked signifieds for the signifier, the garden. 

Lacan's (1988:89) definition of a metaphor is illuminating regarding the multi­
ple significations Alice comes to bear within her imprisoning garden: 

The metaphor's creative spark springs from two signi fiers, one of which has taken the 
place of the other in the signifying chain, the hidden signifier there remaining present 
through its metonymic relation to the rest of the chain. 

It follows from this that if the garden is metonymic of the colonial enterprise, it may 
also potentially be a symbol of the female's signification in patriarchal discourse. Driver 
terms woman 'an object of exchange' within colonial discourse; she is the means and 
site of mediation between cultures, or in this case discourses: the pearl of great price is 
the promise of wealth and the possession of the female. In describing the garden, the 
young man sees Alice as synonymous with the space she occupies. 

The garden is Conrad's (1912:41) reconstruction of the medieval idea of the 
edenic garden, a co-mingling of European aesthetics and lush tropical vegetation: 

it was magnificent ... smooth green lawns and a gorgeous maze of flower-beds dis­
played around a basin of dark water framed in marble rim ... she [Alice] did not stir ... 
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as if watching the vision of some pageant passing through the garden in the deep rich 
glow of light and the splendour of flowers. 

According to Foucault (1986:24) the garden may also be construed as a heterotopian 
site because it evidences the presence of conflicting discourses in society. Heteroto­
pias, says Foucault, are 'capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, 
several sites that are in themselves incompatible' (Foucault 1986:25). The garden in 
'A Smile of Fortune' (1912) is the discourse within which Alice is held captive, and is 
simultaneously the space from which she captivates and damns the proponents of that 
discourse, her father and the young captain. 

Conrad's garden is a paradise which becomes desolation, a sign which eludes 
capture and taunts the would-be possessor. There is no doubt that Joseph Conrad is 
drawing upon the literary genre of the medieval courtly romance. Alice may be com­
pared to the Rose at the centre of the enclosed garden in Guillame de Lorris and Jeun 
de Meun's The Romance of the Rose ([c. 1277]1962). The allegory of the courtly ro­
mance is equally present in Edmund Spenser's poem The Faerie Queene (1609). Book 
II Canto XII of this poem, where the meaning of the rose receives sinister extension, 
details the destruction of Acrasia's 'Bower of Bliss' by the intrepid Sir Guyon. Al­
though the knight here must also undergo a series of trials, as in The Romance of the 
Rose, Spenser allegorises the quest by transforming the 'rose' (Bk II Canto Xll:74f). 
Acrasia, although seemingly pure, and surrounded by a Bower of roses and flowers, is 
nevertheless the seductress (II. XII:77). Her real purpose, as the agent of evil, is to 
transform goodly knights into slaves of their sexual appetites. Jacobus similarly, and 
perhaps more perversely than Spenser's Acrasia, uses the lure of his daughter as an 
instrument (and not an agent) to capture the young captain through his appetite for 
wealth and sex. 

Alice in 'A Smile of Fortune' (1912) like Acrasia, is 'imprisoned' by her bower. 
The sustaining irony of her situation is that she is the product of her father's unre­
strained sexual appetite. In effect she is his lure to the garden, the price of which is 
neatly figured by Conrad in the golden sovereigns with which the young man acquires 
a cargo of rotting potatoes, which he in turn sells to the traders at Port Philip Heads 
where the hinterlands are afflicted by a famine. This act evidences the young man's 
slide into corruption. 

Coetzee's discussion of Girard's triangular forms of desire in Doubling the 
Point (AttwellI992:74) elucidates for us the sign called Alice. The captain's idealism 
and naivete cloaks 'the spirit of covetousness' within him. It is the reprobate Jacobus 
who manipulates that 'spirit' hoping to escape from his own shame. By extending 
commercial and other favours to the captain, Jacobus hopes that he will be able to rid 
himself of Alice. This would have the consequence of removing the material embodi-
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Gardening in 'Other Countries' 

ment of his disgrace in the eyes of the island aristocracy, thereby bringing about his 
reconciliation with them. Clearly Jacobus conceives of no responsibility towards Alice; 
she is a cast-off from a time best not remembered. 

The subject, here the young captain, yields, according to Girard, his autonomy 
to the sign (or model as Girard terms it), Alice. Jacobus manipulates the captain's 
desire to possess the 'pearl' and allows for the conflation of Alice with the desired 
outcome of commercial success. But Alice is possessed already, not only by her gar­
den, but by implication by her father. She becomes the intended 'object' of a very real 
'exchange' whose consequence is alluded to via the space she occupies: 

The garden was one mass of gloom, like a cemetery of flowers ... she mused mourn­
fully over the extinction of light ... only whiffs of heavy scent passed like wondering 
souls ... like a voluptuous sigh (Conrad 1912:50f). 

The young captain, aware of the 'ignoble transaction' , begins to see the garden as the 
site of treachery; Alice threatens suicide, refusing to be removed to what she perceives 
to be another prison. Further to this, the young man is repelled by his attraction to 
what Alice represents to him, which is the sexual relationship of a human animal to a 
master. This insight is finally what appals the narrator and reader about Jacobus. Alice, 
in turn, realises that by choosing to remain in the garden and accepting the status her 
father created for her, she avoids any further degradation at his hands. Her response, 
effectively the only human(e) choice available to her, signifies the sign's refusal to be 
fixed either as sign or as object of exchange: 

The sign always to some extent eludes control by the will, whether of the individual 
or of Society: that is its essential nature (Saussure 1915:9). 

Alice, unwilling to become another signifier in someone else's night-sky, remains 
prisoner to her garden and Jacobus to his disgrace. Finally the exchange which Jacobus 
has wished to bring about does not take place. Critically Conrad appears to acknowl­
edge that the attempt of patriarchal-colonial discourse to determine the place of woman 
as a 'Sign' results in the obliteration of any signification. 

If men are viewed as bearers of civilisation and woman as the occupants of 
baser stations associated with the 'natural', as Driver (1992:457) maintains, then Conrad 
certainly problematises that role, showing that through its' dehumanisation of the op­
pressed' as Sartre puts it, Patriarchy damns its victims and adherents, depriving both 
of the autonomy of choice. 

Unlike the narratives of Coetzee and Schoeman, Conrad's narrative is unable 
to imagine an accommodation with that which is defined as Other by the dominating 
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R.J. Balfour 

discourses. It is unable to imagine an alternative means of constructing that world. 
The figural narrator, the young man, tainted by his experience, returns home to Eng­
land where commercial transactions and sexuality are regulated and policed by soci­
ety and the law. Jacobus, his daughter, and by implication the entire island's popula­
tion of mulattos and enfeebled aristocrats remain petrified within self-annihilating 
discourses, embodied in the garden. 

By choosing the garden as a site of transfer between discourses, all three narra­
tives effectively prevent dominating discourses (and interpretations) from de-limiting 
the boundaries of signification, thereby reserving for themselves areas of unknowing 
or what Naipaul (1964:32) refers to as 'areas of darkness'. Like Conrad, Schoeman 
and Coetzee also critique the discourses which determine power and signification in 
society. But as their texts are postcolonial, they demonstrate an acute awareness of the 
fragmentary nature of discourses and flux. These narratives foreground the ability of 
hidden voices to intrude, re-interpret and overturn seemingly transparent ways of rep­
resenting the land and its relationship with succeeding generations of migrant peoples. 

References 

Department of English 
University of Natal (Durban) 

Anwell, D (ed) 1992. Doubling the Point: Essays and Interviews: JM Coetzee. Harvard: Harvard 
University Press. 

Balfour, R 1995. Journeys through Private and Public Obligation: An Analysis of the Self/Other 
Binary in Karel Schoeman's Another Country. 1995 AUETSA Conference Proceedings. 

Coetzee, JM 1974. Dusklands. Bloemfontein: Ravan Press. 
Coetzee, JM 1983. life and TImes of Michael K. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 
Coetzee, JM 1988. White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in SA. Sandton: Radix & Yale 

University Press. 
Conrad,JM 1912. A Smile of Fortune. In Boris Ford (ed): Twixt lAnd and Sea. Harmondsworth: 

Penguin. 
de Lorris, G & J de Meun 1962. In Robbins, HW (trans) & CW Dunn (ed): The Romance of the 

Rose. Toronto: Clarke, Irwin & Company. 
Driver, D [1985]1992. Woman and Nature, Woman as Objects of Exchange: Towards a Femi-

\ 
nist Analysis of SA Literature. In Chapman, Michael (ed): Perspectives on SA English litera­
ture. Johannesburg: Ad Donker. 

IDriver, D 1988. 'Woman' as Sign in the SA Colonial Enterprise. Journal of Literary Studies 
I 4,1:3-20. 
IEliot, G 1965. Middlemarch. Harvey, WJ (ed). Harmondsworth: Penguin Books. 
IFoucault, M 1986. Of Other Spaces. Diacritics Spring:22-27. 
Genette, G [1964]1988. Structuralism and Literary Criticism. In Lodge, D (ed): Modem Criti-

134 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



Gardening in 'Other Countries' 

cism and Theory: A Reader. New York: Longman. 
Gordimer, N 1984. The Idea of Gardening. The New York Review of Books 2 February: 2-3. 
Jacobs, JU 1995. The Enigma of Arrival in Another Country by Karel Schoeman. British Com­

parative Literature Association Conference at the Edinburgh University, Scotland, July. 
de Jong, M 1988. Representasie as Teksuele Ideologie in 'n Ander Land van Karel Schoeman: 

Lees as Dissent. Journal of Literary Studies 4,2:174-195. 
Lacan, J [1957] 1988. The Insistence of the Letter in the Unconscious. In Lodge, D (ed): Modem 

Criticism. New York: Longman. 
Naipaul, VS 1964. An Area of Darkness. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 
Ndebele, N [1984]1992. Rediscovery of the Ordinary: Some New Writings in SA. In Chapman, 

Michael (ed): Perspectives on SA English Literature. Johannesburg: Ad Donker. 
Saussure, F de [1915]1988. In Lodge, D (ed): The Nature of the Linguistic Sign: Modem Criti­

cism: A Reader. New York: Longman. 
Schoeman, K [1984]1991. Another Country. Schalkwyk, D (trans). London: Picador Publish­

ers. 
Spenser, E 1987. The Faerie Queene. In Roche, TP (trans & ed). London: Penguin Books. 

135 R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



A Conference that Could Have 
Changed our World: 
Fort Hare 1930 

Ja-Marie Claassen 

Introduction 
The year 1930 was momentous in South African history. The country was, like the rest 
ofthe world, slowly recovering from the ravages of the depression, but it was beset by 
many problems. Newspapers of the time reflect the concerns addressed by conference 
after conference: labour problems and the condition of poor whitest. 'Race relations' 
referred to the relationship between Afrikaans and English speakers. Relations be­
tween black and white were termed the 'native question'. In this era the ANC, under 
leadership of Dr. A.B. Xuma, was concerned with the same thing, but its conferences 
were almost exclusively attended by black members, to such a degree that Die Burger 
of 12 July 1930, while reporting in almost neutral terms an ANC meeting held at 
Worcester in the Boland, thought it worthwhile to mention the fact of a lone white 
female in the audience (Die Burger 12/7/1930:3). 

In such a climate an unusual conference, in which black and white participated 
on equal terms, was held at Fort Hare under the auspices of the then uniform 'Stu­
dents' Christian Association of South Africa', apparently, however, on the initiative of 
its 'native branch' (sic). The assembly, held from 27 June to 3 July 1930, was termed 
the 'Bantu-European Students' Conference' and speakers were drawn from all walks 
of South African academic life, with guest speakers also bringing greetings from the 
Indian, British and American Student Christian movements. 

Although the conference was by its very nature Christian, and a great part of 
the programme devoted to religious exercises of varying kinds2, the theme of the confer­
ence was 'Christianity in Action'. This 'action' was to be to find solutions to racial 
conflict through the economic upliftment of black South Africans. If the spirit of the 

I Die Burger of 18 July 1930 reported on a high profile conference held at Pretoria which could 
come to no concrete proposals for the upliftment of poor whites, but had called for Church and 
State to co-operate. 

2 An average of S4 minutes per day for the week's duration was spent on devotional exercises. 
Topics addressed on the first four days were almost exclusively religious. 
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A Conference that Could Have Changed our World 

conference had been allowed to take root in South African society as a whole, the 
history of the subsequent sixty-five years might have been very different. However, its 
religious aspects were brushed aside, its economic proposals were ignored by the po­
litical establishment of the Hertzog era, and its social arrangements were made the 
object of a witch hunt which effectively ended all such contact for more than half a 
century. Worse, the practical combination of religion and politics practised within an 
egalitarian setting was seized upon as virtually anarchic. As will be shown below, it 
was made clear that in future white Christian students' interpretation of equality be­
fore God as reaching into the sports field and the dining room would not be tolerated 
by the white establishment. 

Most participants in this historic meeting are long since dead, or, due to old 
age, they are no longer able to give a lucid report of all aspects of the matter. I have, 
however, been fortunate to obtain a copy of the programme of the conference (Figure 
1), as a well as a formal photograph of all participants (Figure 2), and a pre-conference 
document entitled 'Introduction to Conference Topics' edited by Max Yergan, the black 
American who had been one of the prime movers of the conference. It has been easy 
enough to look up newspaper reports of the era, as well as to follow the subsequent 
debate in Church publications of the time. I have decided to concentrate on the report­
age in Die Burger, as the mouthpiece of the Afrikaner establishment, and of Die 
Kerkbode, as embodying the official policies of the Dutch Reformed Church of the 
time. Together these reflect the reactions of the 'coloniser' to a combined effort of its 
own 'youth wing' and that of the 'colonised' in a unique chapter of the 'colonial dis­
course'. The oral testimony of my mother, now 90, who was involved indirectly in 
preparation for the event, and of my aunt, who died in 1995 and who actually was a 
delegate, has been invaluable3• The reminiscences of some of the other participants, 
and reflections on the conference in the epitomised biographies of others have also 
afforded certain insights (Brookes varia, Beyers 1987). What follows is, however, in 
the main a reflection of the shifts of focus on the conference, as these could be gleaned 
from the daily and weekly publications referred to above. 

Preparation 
There had been a great deal of preparation beforehand. A letter to Die Burger of July 
21 1930 attests to the build-up of publicity before the event. Three years previously a 
similar conference, on a much smaller scale, had been held at the Lovedale Institute. 
According to one of my oral sources (Latsky), the success of this small conference4, 

3 They are Mrs C.E. Latsky and Miss M.D. Boshoff, both of Cape Town. Miss Boshoff was at 
the time of the 1930 conference travelling secretary for schools of the SCA References to their 
oral narrative will be given by means of their surnames. 

4 A contingent from the Western Cape travelled to Fort Hare by train to attend (Latsky). 
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arranged by Rev. Willem Conradie, then of Stellenbosch, and Rev. A. Cardcross Grant, 
warden of St. Matthew's College, at the end of September 1927, had led to a decision 
to launch the larger meeting. Yet even this conference had not been the first of its kind. 
Brookes (1933:16) refers to a series, held at different venues, starting with an initia­
tive of the Dutch Reformed Church in 1923, and repeated in 1925 under the auspices 
of the so-called 'Joint Councils'5. In January 1927 the DRC again convened a meeting 
of black and white leaders (Brookes 1933: 16). 

White students participating in the September 1927 conference had included 
seven young men from Stellenbosch, almost all from the (Dutch Reformed) Theologi­
c~l Seminary, six young ladies from Huguenot College at Wellington (at that time a 
liberal arts college for women falling under the University of South Africa) and one 
young lady from the University of Cape Town. The heartiness, friendship and mutual 
enrichment experienced by these young Bolanders and the Xhosa-speaking students 
at Fort Hare led to further student co-operation (Latsky). In February 1929 the Joint 
Councils held a leaders' conference in Cape Town with twenty-seven black and 
eighty-two white delegates, 'which evolved a programme of action, sane, liberal and 
practical, that is in itself a justification of the Conference movement' (Brookes 1933: 16). 

So, the winter conference of 1930 was the sixth in a series. From an open letter 
addressed after the event to both Die Kerkbode and Die Burger by the then President 
of the SCA, Professor H.P. Cruse of Stellenbosch, and its General Secretary, Fred 
Liebenberg6, it is clear that the main initiative for this larger conference had come 
from the 'Bantu Section' (sic) of the Students' Christian Association, under the leader­
ship of Max Yergan, who had been the driving force behind the establishment of this 
section eight years previously. The scope of the conference, as planned, was ambi­
tious, encompassing the whole of its strong local membership (at both the 'Native 
College of South Africa'-now Fort Hare-and the Lovedale Institute), that is, 130 
black students, as well as fifty-three white students from all other South African uni­
versities'. Other interested persons made up the total of three hundred and forty-four 

~ Brookes (1933:14) explains these as co-operative bodies operating in individual towns, on 
which black and white representatives met to 'serve as a rallying point [for] public opinion on 
race questions'. From this developed the Institute of Race Relations. 

6 October 1, 1930. 

7 Brookes (1933:17) lists the Universities of Cape Town, Stellenbosch, Witwatersrand, the 
University CoUeges of Transvaal (now UP), Natal, Rhodes, Grey (now UOFS) and Huguenot, 
the theological Institute of Wellington and St. Paul's Theological College, and the Heidelberg 
and Bloemfontein Normal Colleges. Six of these were 'wholly or largely Afrikaans-medium' 
(Idem). From a declaration issued in December 1930 by the Nusas Executive, it appears that the 
invitation had been circulated by that body (Die Burger 23/1211930). 
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delegates (sixty-nine black, eighty-seven white 'senior visitors', many of them aca­
demics from various South African universities, and five overseas visitors (Brookes 
1933:17). A wide spectrum of political figures had been invited, but it appears that not 
all came. In particular, apart from the brilliant and liberally-minded Cape Parliamen­
tarian, lannie Hofmeyr, none of the Government had responded to the invitation to 
join the discussions. 

Social Arrangements 
Preparation by the local organisers had been almost ludicrously sensitive to current 
white prejudices and South African mores: one whole floor had been set aside for the 
white visitors, beds had been fitted with new cotton ticking mattresses, stuffed with 
fresh grass. White delegates were expected to bring their own pillows, sheets and 
blankets. Separate dining facilities were provided for, but it is to the credit of the 
visiting students that they chose to sit at unsegregated tables, initially, as one young 
delegate candidly confessed, from curiosity, but, after the first day, from interest and 
friendship (Die Burger 10/9/1930). The formal photograph ofthe delegates (Figure 2) 
shows clearly the relaxed attitude of all-something not to be wondered at in a normal 
society, but for the South Africa of the 1930s, remarkable in the extreme. Delegates 
are grouped according to age and gender, not racial appearance. My second oral source, 
Miss Boshoff, appears as the furthest to the right of a group of women in the second 
row from the rear, standing next to a local delegate, whose arms are folded before 
him8• The seated figures (third row from the front) are clearly the senior delegates, and 
here, too, there is clearly no social discrimination. 

The seven day programme was very full, but Monday afternoon, the fourth 
afternoon of the conference, was set aside for relaxation. At the 'Sports meeting' all 
the individual events (a team event pillow fight, foot races, long jump, and, for the 
ladies, a potato-and-spoon race) were won by black students. White students from the 
northern and southern universities organised a rugby 'intervarsity', and some bold 
spirits then decided on an 'interracial' match (letter from W. Wessels in Die Burger 101 
911 930, Brooks 1933: 17). Ofthis match more below. 

Max Yergan had prepared a pre-conference document, which, as he explained 
in its foreword, was aimed at providing information on 'the general line that [would] 
be taken at the conference', to sharpen issues as preparation for intelligent discussion 
and to suggest questions for such discussion, and to suggest books for preparatory 
reading. He saw the conference as 'living evidence of ... a spirit ... dissatisfied with a 
world where false gods are worshipped ... ' (Yergan 1930:Foreword). Clearly the con­
ference was aimed at effecting a change in the attitudes of whites and the conditions of 

8 Her eyes and memory had both failed her to such an extent at the time of writing so that it was 
impossible to ask her to identify any of the major figures. 
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lo-Marie Claassen 

blacks in South Africa, but this change was envisaged as the fruit of a spiritual deepen­
ing and of the discovery of common spiritual values. Yergan's Introduction (1930) 
does not contain all the papers to be read at the conference, and also has three papers 
which did not form part ofthe final programme. One, by the Bishop of Bloemfontein 
(Carey in Yergan 1930), had a spiritual content, and two were on economic and social 
problems of black people (Ross & Henderson in Yergan 1930). Also, judging from 
small discrepancies between the titles of papers printed in this document, and those 
printed on the programme of the conference (see Figure 1), some speakers had adapted 
their papers between the printing and their delivery at the conference9• 

In spite of Governmental non-response, the programme (Figure 1) lists an im­
pressive array of high-powered speakers: the opening address by the Cape M.P. had 
been preceded by welcoming speeches from the local magistrate, the mayor (presum­
ably of the town of Alice), the principals of the Lovedale Institute and the 'South 
African Native College'. Fraternal greetings were delivered from Student movements 
in Ceylon, Great Britain and the United States. The chairman of the World's Student 
Christian Federation, Francis P. Miller, chaired the conference, and was one of the 
first speakers, with as his topic, trends in student thought world-wide. Clerics, both 
white and black, from throughout South Africa, led devotional topics-a Presbyterian 
minister from Pretoria, two theological professors from Stellenbosch, the President 
and ex-President of the Methodist Church in South Africa, the moderator of the Bantu 
Presbyterian Church, ministers from Johannesburg, Pietermaritzburg and Lovedale, 
and also laymen with theological leanings 10. 

• Although the titles differ slightly, the topics appear to concur in the case of printed articles and 
talks by Shepherd, Pim, Phillips, Ballinger and Brookes, all 1930. Cf. Figure 1. Only Oswin 
BuH's written paper and oral topic appear to differ widely, but as both are spiritual matters, we 
shall not pursue the topic further. 

10 Some read papers on spiritual matters, others led devotional periods. See Figure 1. The 
names, in order, are: Rev. A. Cardross Grant, Warden of St Matthew's College; Rev. E. Macmillan, 
St. Andrew's, Pretoria, who was a leading figure in the Moral Rearmament Movement (the 
so-called 'Oxford Group') and had been Moderator of the Presbyterian Church of S.A.; Prof. 
A.M.K. Cumaraswamy, Trinity College, Ceylon; John Ramsbotham, Cambridge, England; 
George E. Haynes, New York (an American black, perhaps, but not certainly, the same person 
who later became UNESCO chairman for Educational Reconstruction-Whos Who 1952); 
R.H.W. Shepherd, chaplain and director of publications at the Lovedale Institute, author in later 
years of about 700 pamphlets and books, and later moderator of the Church of Scotland, a rather 
conservative thinker, according to Beyers (1987:750); Prof H.P. Cruse, Stellenbosch, SCA 
Vice-President; Rev. Allen Lea, President, Methodists of SA; Dr. D. Moorrees, DRC students' 
minister and great enthusiast for missions; Rev. Edwin N. Ncwana, Pietermaritzburg; Rev. G.H.P. 
Jacques, Ex-President, Methodists of SA; Max Yergan, SCA Organiser; Rev. W. Mpamba, Mod­
erator, Bantu Presbyterian Church; Oswin Bull, layman. 
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Not all the clerical speakers devoted themselves to 'devotional topics'. On 
Monday, June 30th, the fourth day of the conference, delegates, no doubt inspired by 
three days of spiritual fare and fraternal communication, turned their attention to the 
practical application of the spiritual call to practise justice and equity in society. The 
first speaker on social issues was the Rev. Ray E. Phillips of Joh annesburg II , whose 
paper on 'Conditions among Urban Bantu '. had appeared in the Introduction as 'Bantu 
Urban Social Conditions' (Phillips in Yergan 1930:22f). Talks were for the most part 
paired, and the complement of Phillips' paper was a talk by Mrs Charlotte Maxeke of 
Johannesburg on 'Social conditions among Bantu women and girls'12. For the remain­
der of the conference speakers were from a secular background, except in the periods 
set aside for devotions. 

The list of 'secular' speakers reads like a 'who's who' of the later South Afri­
can Liberal Party and the early executive of the ANC. Some of the black speakers 
were lesser-known, apparently local dignitaries, such as Mr. T. Makiwane of the 
Transkeian Agricultural Department, who, while painting a chequered picture of Afri­
can rural life, pleaded for a return to the land. He was paired with W.G. Bennie, former 
Chief Inspector of Native Schools l3 to talk on 'Bantu Rural Life'. Presumably their 
talks would have complemented the papers by Ross and Henderson (in Yergan 1930). 
Of these, Ross had made the important point (in Yergan 1930: 15) that black labourers' 
wages were often kept low by employers who erroneously assumed that black people 
were supported by subsistence farming and needed to work only in order to buy 'luxu­
ries'. Henderson's paper (in Yergan 1930: 18-21) was an extract from an address held 
before the 'General Missionary Conference of S.A.' (not dated). In it, he quoted fig­
ures from the Blue Books of 1875 that showed that, in the present era, economically 
speaking, blacks were losing ground: 

Ll A missionary of the American Board Commissioners for Foreign Missions (Congregational 
Church), who started both the Helping Hand for Native Girls Organization and the Bantu Men's 
Social Centre. The Institute for Race Relations was constituted at his house in 1929. His book, 
The Bantu are Coming appeared in 1930 (Beyers 1987:620). 

12 See Figure 2 third row from front, just to the left of the middle of the row, a buxom lady in 
black. 

13 He was grandson of the missionary genius John Bennie, known as the 'father of Xhosa 
literacy', and son of John Agnell Bennie, Free Church of Scotland minister at Lovedale. He 
later initiated the teaching of Xhosa at the University of Cape Town, and from 1930 on was 
involved in producing Xhosa literature for young people. He also revised the orthography of the 
Xhosa Bible, which was published posthumously (Beyers 1987:52f). 
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A family of six was spending in 1875 an average of 12.18s. on blankets and articles of 
apparel. In 1925, when the cost of these articles had increased greatly, it was spending 
only 2.3s.3d., which gives 7s.23d. per individual (Henderson in Yergan 1930: 19). 

Henderson also stressed the imperative for religious workers to concern themselves 
with econom"ic objectives, and to place their expertise at the disposal of those 
non-religious organisations who were working to improve economic conditions, even 
at the risk of conceding the credit for it to the secular body. For him the Church should 
function 'seven days a week' in social and educational upliftment programmes (in 
Yergan 1930:20). 

The call for an equitable economic order had further been addressed in the 
Introduction (Yergan 1930:16f) by Howard Pim, a chartered accountant who was a 
noted philanthropist and a Quaker lay worker among boys in Johannesburg. His phil­
anthropic interests were wide-ranging. He was one of the founders of the Joint Coun­
cils movement, a former vice-mayor of Johannesburg, a nature lover, member of the 
Council of Fort Hare. His major concerns were the upliftment of the destitute and the 
criminal (Beyers 1987.V:650f). His talk would have followed the same lines. This 
paper, too, was supported by joint talks: by Miss Margaret Hodgson, of the History 
Department of Witwatersrand University, and by Professor D.D. Jabavu of Fort Hare. 
Miss Hodgson, who was also later to be a founder member of the Liberal Party of 
South Africa, was to achieve fame under her married name of Ballinger, as one of the 
four 'native representatives' in Parliament (Beyers 1987.V:26f). On this occasion her 
historical survey of parallels in labour enfranchisement in Britain and South Africa 
ended with a call for the recognition of black citizenship (Die Burger 217/1930:9). Her 
fellow speaker was the famous son of a famous father. D.O. Jabavu had been the fIrst 
South African black to achieve a B.A. degree from the University of London. The 
refusal of the board of governors of Dale College, King Williamstown, in 1903, to 
accept him as student, had been one of the reasons why his father, John Tengu Jabavu, 
the educator and independen~ newspaper publisher, had led a campaign for the estab­
lishment of the 'South African Native College' at Fort Hare (Jabavu 1922:72-94). He 
had been the fIrst academic appointee to this College (1915), and had followed his 
father's footsteps in the Classics, as well as branching out in Anthropology and Afri­
can studies, thereby combining the Old World and the New (Beyers 1987.I1I:448; 
Mandela 1994:42,47). 

We can guess the thrust of this session by examining Pim's paper (Yergan 
1930:16f). In it he pointed out that a 1926 recommendation for a Commission to be 
appointed to carry out an economic survey of South Africa black people had not yet 
been obeyed, that such a commission would need to break new ground with regard to 
methods, and that its premise should be the economic unity of all, black and white, 
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A Conference that Could Have Changed our World 

under a common government in a single state, stressing that the 'predominance of the 
social over the economic aspects of human life should not be forgotten' (in Yergan 
1930:16) and emphasising that black South Africans had an enormous capacity for 
development (in Yergan 1930: 17). His call had been that the investigation preliminary 
to such an economic survey should proceed immediatelyl4. From a report in Die Burger 
of 2 July it would appear that some of his points would not be acceptable today as 
propagating racial stereotypes and accepting discriminating practices as 'natural': a 
call for whites to bear the expense of pass law administration, and not to inflict its 
costs on verskrikte naturelle (frightened natives). A later report gives more of the con­
tent of this session, including Miss Hodgson's stress on the irrelevance of colour in 
what she reckoned should be seen as a class struggle. This report also emphasises 
Prof. Jabavu's call for: 'Tax according to ability and allocation of land according to 
need' (Die Burger 717 11930:9). 

The next topic clearly tied in with the previous one, and related to industrialisa­
tion. The co-secretary of the Johannesburg 'Joint Council of Europeans and Bantu', 
R.V. Selope ThemalS , added his voice to support a talk which had also appeared in 
printed form. The first speaker here was Miss Hodgson's future husband, William 
Ballinger, the Scottish trade Unionist and prominent socialist who was organising for 
the Industrial Commercial Union, the strongest black union in South Africa at the 
timel6. He had himself been educated through the Workers' Educational Association in 
Scotland, and later acquired a bursary for study in Denmark. Apparently, he came to 
South Africa with the intention of instituting a similar educational system for the 
upliftment of workers in trade and industry. Beyers (l987,V:28) portrays him as hav­
ing a somewhat abrasive personality. His paper first gives a short socialist-style theo­
retical overview ofthe flaws ofthe capitalist system, and proceeds to show how South 

14 A report was published soon after, and must already have been in existence, without his 
knowledge. Its principal thrust was the over- abundance of white labour and the under-supply 
of black labour. This is ascribed partly to the migratory (seasonal) nature of black labour, and 
the use of able-bodied men to do 'women's work' as domestics, a point also touched on by Mrs 
Maxeke (see below). The report advocates raising living standards of rural blacks, employment 
of black women, and the deployment of black men in different areas, reallocating certain jobs to 
whites (Die Burger 21ntI930:7). To what degree this report influenced subsequent legislation 
is outside the scope of this paper. 

" He was later (1935) to join with Dr. A.B. Xuma and Z.R. Mahabano in founding the 
'All-African Convention', which chose Prof. Jabavu as its president (Beyers 1987,V:955). 

16 Die Burger of 10 July 1930 reports with relish that the private funds to support Mr. Ballinger's 
appointment had run out and that the I.C.U. had been bankrupt for some time. See Beyers 
(1987,V:28) on differences between Ballinger and Clements Kadalie of the I.C.U. 
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African blacks are thrust 'from Feudalism to Industrialism'. He lists, predictably, ra­
cial and tribal differences, legal and legislative bars, the lack of educational facilities 
and the lack of the franchise as the principle obstacles to the improvement of their 
conditions. The paper calls for a minimum living wage, and suggests questions for 
consideration, which range from the organisation of and part to be played by to the 
unions, the need for the redistribution of land, the responsibility of students to en­
lighten 'their people' (presumably both black and white) about such matters, and the 
need for Labour Colleges and similar bodies (Ballinger in Yergan 1930:26). 

Only two of the seven days of the conference were devoted to social and eco­
nomic matters, and the final session on the second day was again 'devotional', but 
with a difference. Two speakers addressed the practical application of the delegates' 
faith to the burning matters at hand. The topic of 'The Racial Question in the Light of 
Christ's Teachings' was treated first by Dr. A.B. Xuma, the well-known gynaecologist 
and obstetrician, member of the Joint Council in Johannesburg, and remarkable for 
the fact that in that same year the ANC had chosen him, a non-member, and in his 
absence, to join its executive (cf. Mandela 1994:passim17). According to Beyers 
(1987.V:994f), Dr. Xuma's talk, entitled 'The Breach in the Bridge between white and 
black', compared circumstances of black people in South Africa with those in the 
U.S., and his conclusions were optimistic. Die Burger of 7 July comments on the 
speaker's passion, and sees as his major contribution the observation that not 'lawless 
Communists' but the 'laws of the land' were turning the indigenous population into 
fertile soil for Communism to grow in. 

Perhaps the most remarkable presentation at the conference was that of the 
second speaker in this session. It was more in the way of a confession than a scholarly 
paper. The printed version is predictably spiritual in its advocacy of Christian love and 
a search for truth in every person's attitude to 'the other' (Brookes in Yergan 
1930:27-29), but on his own evidence Professor Edgar Brookes deviated from this to 
recant much of what he had ever written before on the topic of race relations (Brookes 
1977:43-45). He was an English speaker from Natal, an economist at the Transvaal 
University College (now University of Pretoria) who, on his own evidence, had been 
so impressed by the Afrikaner 'struggle' with which he became acquainted after his 
appointment at T.u.c., that he had argued in his doctoral thesis for 'rights for all' in 
the 'separate development' mould. Such advocacy out of the mouth of an 
English-speaker had been manna from heaven for the Afrikaner establishment. The 

17 Soon after the conference he announced the ANC's plans for the future, which would include 
recognition of detribalisation and the fact of permanent urbanisation of many black cities, where 
permanent markets would be encouraged (Die Burger 1217/1930:3). He became its president 
again in 1940, led the Anti-Pass-Law Campaign in 1944, and was arrested but not charged 
during the Treason Trial'-affairof 1958 (Beyers 1987.V:995). 
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dissertation (Brookes 1924) had been published with funds made available by the 
Prime Minister I.B.M. Hertzog (Beyers 1987,V:98). Brookes had, however, after un­
dertaking a visit to the American South, changed his attitude and was then further 
influenced by South African liberal political thinkers (who with him founded the Insti­
tute of Race Relations in 1929) and by Dr. F.N.D. Buchman of the Oxford Group. At 
the conference he now stood up officially to recant his own former thesis and to argue 
for economic integration (Brookes 1977:43-45)18: 

'" I took the opportunity of standing up and publicly recanting-yes, I remember I 
used the word 'recant' -the doctrines of separate development set forth in my His­
tory of Native Policy seven years before. I had now put apartheid behind me for ever 
.... [I had] the courage to get up and make this public statement. I am glad that I made 
it. It was leaping into cleanness. 

For Brookes, this cleansing of the soul led to a lifetime of liberal activities and educa­
tional striving. His own personal catharsis helped him perhaps to understand the leap 
in thought that many of the young white delegates had undergone in the first few days 
of togetherness, but it was perhaps also this catharsis that spelled the death knell of the 
movement, as will become clear below. For the moment it was soberly reported in Die 
Burger and his call for all students to commit themselves to a life of victory, also over 
prejudice, for white students to invite their black colleagues to a similar gathering, 
was conveyed without comment (Die Burger 31711930:6). 

Initial Reportage 
Initial reportage in Die Burger appears fairly neutral, and was probably sent in by a 
delegate as 'correspondent'. The first report appeared on the Wednesday of the confer­
ence, reporting on the Monday's session on economics. Pim and Hodgson are neu­
trally reported, but Professor Iabavu's talk, which laid blame on politicians for foster­
ing misunderstanding, and a call for government intervention in the form of labour 
bureaux, was given the greatest emphasis by being the subject of a triple heading: 
'Politicians Taken to Task'/'Native Leader's Outburst'/'Discussions at Conference' 19. 

18 Also in 1930 he collaborated with J.H. Hofmeyr, Ronald Currey, H. Ramsbottam, Rheinallt 
Jones, TJ. Haarhoff and Olive Schreiner on a book to celebrate 21 years of union (Brookes 
1930: 177,46). It was equally liberal in its advocacy of an integrated economy, even if its ap­
proach may now be found to be unpalatably paternalistic. 

19 Die Polietisi (sic) Geroskam/Naturelleleier se Uitiating/Besprekings op Konferensie (Die 
Burger 21711930:9). 
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The next day the newspaper gave its correspondent's fairly sober enthusiasm for the 
success of the conference, a (for the era) sensational twist by wrenching into a sub­
heading the comment that 'Colour had been totally forgotten' (Die Burger 7/3/1930:6). 

Die Burger next ran a much longer report, dated 2 Jul y, with a colourless triple 
headline giving the topic and thrust of the conference. It carried a resume of several of 
the talks, among others, Pim's, and short thumbnail sketches of some of the speakers, 
including Mrs Maxeke. Racist terminology is unselfconsciously applied to the vener­
able lady20, but the report itself is obviously positively meant and shows appreciation 
for her multilingualism, good humour and intelligence. The reporter's assertion that 
the Tuesday of the conference had seen 'stormclouds appearing' is not borne out by 
the report itself, which is redolent with the obvious good humour that prevailed. This 
rather ingenuous report21 manages to convey the general atmosphere and anyone who 
has experienced the weariness of a week-long conference will recognise the mood that 
lay behind the 'loud cheers' that greeted Professor Brookes, as the last speaker on the 
fifth day. 

Reportage in the official organ of the Dutch Reformed Church (to which per­
haps more than half the white student delegates belonged) was not long in forthcom­
ing. The first report appeared on July 16, some two weeks after delegates had returned 
home, in the same edition of Die Kerkbode that carried a longer article on a schools' 
SCA conference held in June at Cradock, and apparently attended by white high school 
students only. The article on the Fort Hare conference, by Rev. J.W.L. (Lou) Hofmeyr, 
was the first in a series of six, running weekly from July 16 through August 20. These 
were wholly positive, and, while purporting to give an overview of the entire proceed­
ings, treated one topic each week, in turn. These were: 

I Composition and Purpose: 'To Decide what Jesus would have Done-how to Ap-
ply the Golden Rule'; 

II The Greatest Problem of our Time: 'How to live in Peace with One Another'; 
III Greetings from the British, American and Indian (sic) Associations; 
IV The De-tribalised Native (sic) in the Cities: A Call for Black Cities 'near European 

(sic) Cities' (and grateful recognition for those already established, also an analy­
sis of Mrs Maxeke's talk and approving report on her call for black-white women's 
councils); 

20 Unrepeatable in this day and age. Remarkably, when quoting speakers, the writer refers to 
'young men' and 'girls', (ongetroude jong mans and meisies), an uncommon practice at a time 
when pejorative racist terminology prevailed, in apparent unconsciousness, in most situations. 

21 The writer was naively pleased that the black students had called for a hymn in Dutch (Afrikaans 
was not yet used in religious exercises at the time). 
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V The Rural Native (sic), with Positive Report of Mr. Malliwane's (sic) Talk on Land 
Reform; 

VI Means to Improve Race Relations: 'What Will be the Result of all this Discus­
sion?' 

This last section (Die Kerkbode 20/7/1930) gave a glowing account of barriers 
broken down, co-operation promised, friendships forged, penfriends and book lend­
ing envisaged, determination of black and Afrikaner to learn each other's language, 
promises to eradicate prejudice and racist language, and appreciation for the need to 
recognise one another as fellow South Africans22. 

The outcry 
Alas, except in the lives of some individuals perhaps21, this good work and good will 
were soon undone. Already on July 11 the first negative rumbling appeared in the 
letter columns of Die Burger. 'Jong Afrikaner' from Agter-Paarl wrote, decrying 
'so-called professors' who were trying to remove the barriers between black and white. 
Already, this first letter carries all the hallmarks of racist rhetoric: 'Old Jim sleeping 
with my sister', Palestine as the hub of the world, whence Ham moved into Africa and 
subservience, black 'ingratitude' for white 'munificence', the provision of unappreci­
ated free education, 'a call to drive the white man into the sea', Voortrekker independ­
ence, the oorsese (foreign) ignorance of these liberal professors, philanthropy without 
indulgence exercised by noble leaders of the past like George Grey, and a call for 
segregation. This writer sounds as if he had 'read the book'. The letter is a classic 
example of uninformed prejudice. 

Ten days were to pass before the next letter was published, together with a 
reply from Professor B.B. Keet of Stellenbosch Theological Seminary, and F.J. 
Liebenberg, General Secretary of the SeA It had clearly been held back until their 
reply could be prepared. The rhetoric of the correspondent is even more excessive. 
Another factor was involved: the writer accused Die Burger of having been led by the 
nose and of participating in the encouragement of 'abhorrent practices' such as mixed 

22 The matter enjoyed considerable reportage in other journals as well (e.g. Het Zoeldicht, 
paper of the DR Mission, 15 July 1930), but I wish to keep to these two, in order to trace the 
nuances of establishment Afrikaner thought on the matter. 

23 Die Burger of 19 July reports a meeting of the inter-varsity 'Students' Parliament' where 
land reform was discussed. It is not possible to ascertain how many of those involved had been 
influenced by the Fort Hare conference, but there does seem to have been a spirit of openness 
about the discussion, which may indicate positive influence. 
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lo-Marie Claassen 

sports. Advocates of these things, he said, were clearly 'SAP supporters'24. The lan­
guage of this letter does not bear repeating. The writer was afraid of the broadening 
influence of the conference, and reported in veiled language a schools' SCA meeting 
addressed by a returned delegate (his hints were clear enough to achieve 
near-identification of place, educational provenance and identity of this young zealot). 
His less than veiled references to Fort Hare College as institution, to Mr. Yergan as a 
black American and to the ideals of the Conference make disturbing reading, even 
after more than sixty-five years, as does his attack on the Students' Christian Associa­
tion and its influence at white schools of his time. The reply was dignified and to the 
point: 

The tone of the diatribe is aimed at confusing the reading public, the SeA does not 
reply to anonymous accusations, but calls for the writer to come forward openly to 

discuss his objections, and the general readership should not allow itself to be influ­
enced by such a letter. 

The reference to the SAP must have stung Die Burger to the quick. Four days later 
appeared a second level editorial, entitled 'Playing with Fire' ('n Gespeel met Vuur). It 
chose as the object of its criticism Prof. Brookes' call for the desegregation of univer­
sities, as being the place where black and white should meet. It referred to the logical 
conclusion, only to deny it, that desegregation of education would lead to interracial 
friendship: the editor of Die Burger reckoned that interracial antagonism would arise 
from perceptions of inequality of rights, but did not conclude that this anomaly could 
he ended by the awarding of equal rights. Inequality remained axiomatic and segrega­
tion was the only way to keep black students pacified. The editor went on to question 
the wisdom of the social mixing at the conference and ended with a flourished gener­
alisation: 

The precedent created in a moment of thoughtless enthusiasm and in an artificial 
atmosphere, can easily have the result that the vital condition for the preservation of 
white civilization in S.A. could be affected, to the eventual detriment of both whites 
and natives. 

He left his readers with the question whether it was safe to leave interracial consulta­
tion in the hands of persons 'prepared to play with fire'. Here. too, the rhetoric is 

24 The South African Party of Gen. Jannie Smuts were the sworn political enemies of the Na­
tional Party, of which Die Burger still is the official mouthpiece. 
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A Conference that Could Have Changed our World 

familiar and the logic unimpeachable, if the basic premises of the writer are not ques­
tioned, as we now do. Its influence on its readership was devastating. 

The next letter-writer was less vitriolic than the first two. 'Questioner' ('n 

Uitvraer) from Stellenbosch criticised the Stellenbosch theologian Du Plessis for hav­
ing written that the fear of 'Equalization' (Gelykstelling) was a chimaera that had been 
buried at Fort Hare. This obviously more educated (but less logical) writer quoted Dr. 
Eiselen25 on the 'danger' of equality as leading to French-type assimilation, and he 
launched a polished attack on Du Plessis' 'death of a chimaera' as meaning the end of 
the 'volk' -and as laying a new burden on ministers of the Church. This he contrasted 
with Hertzog's 'admirable policy of segregation' and he called for a successor to take 
over when 'the hero weakened at last', as weaken he must in his position as 'sole 
political defender of South Africa'. The threads of his argument are difficult to distin­
guish, but the smoothness of his prose could have swayed many (Die Burger 12/7/ 
1930). 

Two days later the second-level editorial was again devoted to Fort Hare, and 
now Die Burger coined an alliterative phrase that was hereafter to be substituted for 
the official designation of the conference: 'n Flater van Fort Hare (' A Blunder at Fort 
Hare'). Apparently Edgar Brooks had said in an interview with an Anglican Church 
journal: 

The white students were not segregated, but ate together, prayed together, played 
together, and shared the same roof. It is good that this should be known .... The stu­
dents are aware that they flouted convention, but the fire of liberalism is burning high 
in our land ... 26. 

The editor went on to call upon the executive of the Students' Christian Association to 
clarify the issue 'in the interests of the Association itself'. This editorial is a model of 
insidious rhetoric: subtle praeteritio 'it refuses to believe' (koester vir geen oomblik 
die gedagte) that the Association approves of such 'social egalitarianism'. There is no 
real English equivalent available to convey the pejorative connotation of the Afrikaans 
saamboerdery (perhaps 'bundling together'), a word loaded with a heavily negative 

2S Oflater Eiselen-report fame, the basis of the notorious 'Bantu Education Act' of 1953. Brookes 
and Macaulay (1958: 114) comment that the good work of the Booker Washington Tuskegee 
Institute, with its motto 'Separate but equal', could spawn an Eiselen Commission, perpetuating 
tribal and linguistic differences. 

26 Die Burger (14/811930:6), here retranslated from an Afrikaans translation of Brookes' words. 
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lo-Marie Claassen 

meaning, which was hereafter frequently to feature in the rhetoric27• 

As the Afrikaans saying goes: the fat was now in the fire-and it was not the 
'fire of liberalism', Brookes himself wrote, forty-seven years later, 

... one afternoon there was a rugby football match between the whites and the Afri­
cans present. So far the Afrikaans-speaking world had looked on the conference with 
growing uneasiness, but this was too much, for Calvinism, apartheid and rugby are 
the threefold cord of Afrikanerdom (Brookes 1977:45). 

This is in hindsight. A scant three years after the event, when he delivered the 
Stokes-Phelps lectures at the University of Cape Town, he was more sanguine 
(1933: 17f): 

The chief articles of the charge against those responsible for the Conference were the 
common meals at which black and white students sat side by side, and fraternization 
on the playing fields. It may not even now be generally known that this process of 
'de-segregation', as it has been happily termed, was a spontaneous act of the students 
themselves, who broke down the perhaps too timid arrangements for conventional 
separation made by those responsible for the Conference28• 

This was borne out by the words of a student from the Missionary Institute at Welling­
ton, W. Wessels, one of the few letter writers openly defending the matter. He gave a 
careful exposition of what Brookes called the 'too timid arrangements' and explained 
how it came about that he relinquished his original intention to 'eat at a separate ta­
ble'. He described four categories of games, at all of which the black students beat the 
white. His comment on the rugby match is revealing of a conventional attitude scarcely 
conceivable today: 

27 This editorial was questioned and criticised in the editorial of the September edition of 
Nusas, the official journal of the National Union of South African Students, which approvingly 
quoted Leo Marquard as saying 'Students are Revolting' (reported in Die Burger2l9/1930),but 
by December the Nusas executive felt obliged to publish a disclaimer of any responsibility in 
the matter, and to any opinion on it. This was reported in Die Burger of 23 December, and on the 
next day it carried a resume of the comment by Die Volksblad (Bloemfontein) that Nusas had 
left the SCA 'holding the baby', and relating the Fort Hare incident to what it considered an 
'equally serious' declaration by the Nusas 'Students' Parliament' in favour of 'free love' (Die 
Burger 2311211930). 

28 Brookes (1933:17). The speaker continues with an interesting comment: 'Only in 1932 did a 
similar "de-segregation" of a prominent Native leader take place on a South African-bound 
mail steamer, at the initiative of the returning South African International Rugby Team.' 
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A Conference that Could Have Changed our World 

All honour to Mr. Howard Pim that he stopped a football match that had been ar­
ranged by the students between themselves29• 

Wessels stated that he himself disapproved of the interracial 'pillow fighting' event, as 
being a 'contact sport', but referred to all other games of this nature occurring daily on 
farms, where black and white children played together30. Another participant, signing 
himself Afgevaardigde (Delegate), writing on 11 September, told of participating in 
the long jump, but not the rugby. 

It is clear that after 14 August Die Burger was on the warpath. The polemic 
continued on the letter pages with a series of defence and rebuttaPI but the battle lines 
drawn on the editorial pages were now extended to the pages carrying news. A first 
inforrnalletter by Professor H.P. Cruse, vice-president of the Association, describing 
the conference and explaining its aims, conduct and results, was published on an in­
side news page (Die Burger 21/8/1930), with the comment that the executive of the 
SCA would be meeting in December only, after which a 'code of conduct' (vaste 
gedragslyn) would be announced. The implication was that a code was needed. In this 
time the enthusiastic and positive series of weekly reports by Lou Hofmeyr in Die 
Kerkbode was just running out, and that the journal on 27 August had a short comment 
on the fact that there had been some unhappiness about 'small matters that some of us 
could not approve' (dingetjies ... wat sommige van ons nie kan goedkeur nie) but 
calling for appreciation for and a continuation of the newly positive attitude engen­
dered by the conference. Die Kerkbode never did express itself more strongly, either 
for or against, the matter. 

29 Aile eer kom Mnr. Howard Pim toe dat hy 'n wedstryd in voetbal stopgesit het wat onder die 
studente onderling gereel was (Die Burger 10/911930). 

30 This was severely criticised by 'long Afrikaner of Agter Paarl', in a vitriolic diatribe which 
was based largely on the argument 'the blacks don't want it anyway', and hauling up Piet Retief 
as example of guilelessness (Die Burger 1219/1930). 

31 Pro: Rev. W.S. Conradie of Grahamstown, who 'had been there and seen no harm' (Die 
Burger 3/9/1930); D.F.B. de Beer of Cape Town (Die Burger 2619/1930) (see below). Con: 
'Belangstellende' (Interested) (Die Burger 1219/1930); 'long Afrikaner' (Young Afrikaner) (Die 
Burger 121911930); I.I. van Zyl of Tarkastad, who considered the white students' participation 
as 'n vernedering (a humiliation/demeaning) (Die Burger 3/10/1930; Fred Hattingh of 
Stellenbosch, who called for continued segregation as obedience to the command 'honour thy 
father and mother' , Die Burger (311 011930); G.D.I. Venter of Bloemhof, who attacked de Beer 
and the communal Communion celebrations (Die Burger 17/1011930). 
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lo-Marie Claassen 

Recantation 
On August 30 the SeA Executive met at Stellenbosch, and its declaration, signed by 
Prof. B.B. Keet, its President, and F.I. Liebenberg, its general secretary, was published 
as 'news' on page 7 of Die Burger of 11 September. A four-tiered headline appears 
innocuous: 

Rapprochement was needed at Fort Hare CongresslRight attitude had to be created 
for discussions/SCA Executive answers/Eating together justified by unusual circum­
stances? 

The insidious question mark at the end of the last sub-heading immediately undercut 
any impression of neutrality. Turning to the leader editorial of the same date, we find 
an alliterative flourish in its heading: Die Flater VergoeiliJCl2. The editorial itself gave 
a deconstruction of the various arguments, and quoted the unfortunate Wessels'letter 
of the previous day, as indication of the corruption and decadence of the proceedings 
at Fort Hare. The leader's most positive point, and one with which modem readers 
can agree, is that the SeA declaration was too concerned to try to counter the newspa­
per's own earlier criticism by careful hedging and damage control: 'that it had not 
been so bad, that life would go on as usual, the white students, as guests, could not 
have behaved differently, given the circumstances'. The SeA declaration does strike 
one as timid, and its last paragraph even went so far as to enjoin members to observe 
greater care in the future33• 

The leader editorial of the next day, September 12, continued the attack under 
the heading Maatskaplike Segregasie (social segregation). It called into question the 
polarisation of attitudes, decrying the kind of attitude that considers that there is no 
mid-way between racial hatred and indiscriminate fraternisation. It then went on to 
stigmatise all that had occurred at Fort Hare as being examples of the latter extreme, 
which it continued to criticise in strong terms, wrenching out of context the words of 
the English missionary author Oldham to 'prove' that social integration was impossi­
ble and unacceptable. Here the editor was redefining the issue, setting his own param­
eters in a binary trap, and then pushing his opponents into the comer he wished to see 
them34• This rhetorical ploy was countered a fortnight later by Rev. D.F.B. de Beer of 

32 'The blunder glossed over'. Afrikaans f and v are identically pronounced. 

33 Mrs Latsky comments on this that the SCA was in the end fighting for its very continuation, 
and without such a recantation, it would most probably have been forced to disband. This did 
occur, under similar circumstances, some thirty-five years later. 

34 See de Kock (1995:65f) for similar examples. 
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A Conference that Could Have Changed our World 

Cape Town, who quoted Oldham more fully, showing that Oldham's thrust had been 
to show the absolute imperative for Christians not to allow for barriers between man 
and man, (Die Burger 26/9/1930). On the whole, however, more letters were pub­
lished condemning than defending the proceedings at Fort Hare. 

By October I, Die Burger had succeeded in persuading its readership (which 
included many members of Dutch Reformed Church councils). On the same day Die 
Kerkbode carried, and Die Burger reported, a repudiation of the conference by the 
Church Council of the Stellenbosch ORe. The statement called in the usual terms for 
the finding of solutions to racial conflict, affirmed its adherence to the missionary 
ideal, but 'feared that missionaries' work would have been harmed' by the events at 
Fort Hare. On 24 October Die Burger called a halt to further correspondence on the 
matter, with the publication of a defence of the conference by IH. van Schalkwyk of 
Ermelo, who took the paper to task for its 'unchristian' spirit in its criticism of the 
event. This correspondent's arguments appear as typical of his time, and in some ways 
illiberaP5, but it is interesting that Die Burger chose to close the polemic on a rela­
tively positive note. 

Correspondence in Die Kerkbode, a weekly, continued longer, presumably also 
because its readership was geographically more widespread, and postal services were 
slow. A writer from Bethal Mission Station, Transvaal, in December 1930 questioned 
the ability of black and white truly to have understood one another, 'as so few whites 
were familiar with the African languages', an admirable sentiment, but clearly based 
on a total misconception of the linguistic and academic atmosphere at the 'black' Uni­
versity36. Another letter, published a week later, also from a missionary, from Senan, 
Sudan, appears even more disturbing, reflecting, as it did, an extremely illiberal atti­
tude. The writer quoted with approval the leader of Die Burger of 12 September and 
joined in its criticism of the declaration by the SCA Executi ve. He ended by calling for 
the DRC to take a stand37 • 

35 A veteran missionary, van Schalkwyk nevertheless adhered to establishment thought, for, on 
his own admission, practical reasons, but he did argue for contact between white and black, if 
only for the sake of academic 'research'. He admitted that Christianity could not justify segre­
gation, but deplored the prominence Prof. Brookes had given to the social mixing, which he 
deemed a minor matter ("n bysaak'). He stressed the need for the intelligentsia to meet, while 
pointing to 'more serious evils'-irnrnorality and miscegenation, where white also met with 
black (Die Burger 2411011930:11). 

36 Hendrik Hofmeyr (Die Kerkhode 1211211930). 

37 lJ.A. Malherbe (Die Kerkbode 1711211930). My research did not produce any further offi­
cial declaration by the DRC, but Die Kerkhode of 11 February 1931 carried a report by Rev. T.]. 
Kotze, official students' chaplain of the DRC, on the spirit prevalent at the SCA Council meet­
ing held at the Strand in December 1930, declaring himself satisfied with the attitudes of stu­
dent participants. 
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lo-Marie Claassen 

This call had in part been answered by the Stellenbosch DR parish on October 
1 1930. An official statement by the Full Council of the SCA had, however, also been 
published. When the Council met in the Strand from 17 to 20 December 1930, the 
students were fully conscious of the weight of establishment disapproval that had 
been brought to bear. The chair at this meeting was the Professor Cruse who had been 
one of the participants. One can imagine that he too, experienced pressure. Their dec­
laration was published in Die Kerkbode of 4 February 1931. It ratified the October 1 
letter published by the Executive, and added two resolutions: that it would in future be 
more careful of 'national feeling' (volksgevoel) and that it acknowledged 'the fact of 
existing racial differences' (diefeit van bestaande rasseverskille). With regard to this 
second resolution, it quoted a declaration by the Executive of the 'South African Na­
tive College Students' Christian Association', who, while restating their determina­
tion to work for social justice for all, and welcoming all offers of help or invitations 
from the white section of society, 'did not wish to insist on intimate social contact'38. 
Again one is left speechless at the tact with which the black students accommodated 
the timidity of their white counterparts. 

Conclusion 
And so the new-found unity was dissipated. The men and women at this conference 
were in some cases the leaders, black and white, in intellectual thought and politics for 
the next three decades. Some, like Edgar Brookes and the Ballingers, went on to fulfil 
a calling to work for justice for all, others in the conference movement went on to less 
spectacular careers of service39, but others, we can imagine, were scared off from any 
further attempt to continue the lines of discourse opened at the Conference. Only dur­
ing the Sixties were similar attempts at interracial student contact explored by the 
SCA, and after the second of these, what had been feared after Fort Hare took place, 
and the unity of the Association was dissolved. 

The leader editorial in Die Burger of 11 September 1930 had as its final clincher 
a rhetorical adynaton: would these white students, it asked, be holding a similar con­
ference at Stellenbosch in the next year, to which black students would be invited as 
their guests? On Saturday, 9 July 1995 while still working on this paper, as I came 
from my office in the Old Main Building of the University of Stellenbosch, my head 

38 Die Burger letter writer W. Wessels had, in his justification of the proceedings, also given the 
bizarre infonnation that Mrs Maxeke based a belief in separate heavens for black and white on 
her reading of John 14:2 (Die Burger 10/9/1930). 

39 Miss Boshoff retired as head of Child Welfare in Cape Town in 1965, her sister devoted a 
lifetime, with her husband, ministering to the poor in St. Stephen's DRC, Cape Town. 
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A Conference that Could Have Changed our World 

dazed with disturbing phrases and images from the racism of most of the letters I had 
been reading, a rainbow throng of young people poured from the university theatre­
they were attending a conference of the National Party Youth League. I could not help 
reflecting on the lost years40. 
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4.30 p.m. 

6.00 p.m. 

7.45 p.m. 

STUDENTS' CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATION 
OF SOUTH AFRICA 

Banlu·Eur~p~an Slud~nls' C~nru~nc~ 

Fort Hare 

271/' lune to 3rd lui)), 1930. 

Pragramm~ ~r C~nfu~nc~. 
(Subject to alteration ifnecessary) 

N.B. Unless otherwise stated all meetings of the full conference 
will be held in the hall of the Christian Union at Fort Hare. 

Friday, June 27th 

Opening Ceremony of the new "Christian Union." 
(See special programme for full details). 

Supper. 

AT LOVEDALE. 

OPENING OF CONFERENCE 

(a) Welcome to Delegates and Visitors. 
The Magistrate. The Mayor. 
The Principal of Lovedale. 
The Principal of the South African Native College. 

( b) Installation of the Chairman of the Conference. 

(c) Opening Address, 
by Mr Jan H. Hofmeyr, M.P. 

9.30-9.45 p.m. Evening Devotions. 
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Saturday, June 28th 

9.00-9.45 p.m. Devotional Period 
led by the Rev. A. Cardross Grant (Warden of SI. Matthew's College). 

10.00-11.00 a.m. Address: "The Revelation of God the Eternal." 
Rev. E. Macmillan, D.D. (of SI. Andrew's 
Presbyterian Church, Pretoria). 

11.30-12.30 p.m. Fraternal Greetings from the Indian. British and 
American Student Christian Movements. 
Prof. A.M.K. Cumaraswamy (of Trinity College. Kandy, Ceylon). 
Mr John Ramsbotham (of Cambridge University. England). 
Dr George E. Haynes (of New York, U.S.A.) 

1.00 p.m. Dinner. 

2.30-2.45 p.m. Discussion of the morning address. 

7.30-8.30 p.m. Address: "The Unique Revelation of God in Christ." 
Rev. R.H.W. Shepherd (of Lovedale). 

8.30-8.45 p.m. Evening Devotions. 

Sunday, June 29th 

9.00-9.45 a.m. A period on Bible Study, conducted by Professor H.P. Cruse (University of 
Stellenbosch). 

10.00-10.30 a.m. Communion Services. as announced. 

11.00-12.00 p.m. Address: "What does God Require of the Individual?" 

12.00 p.m. 

12.45 p.m. 

3.30 p.m. 

7.15 p.m. 

8.30 p.m. 

Rev. Allen Lea (President of the Wesleyan Methodist Conference of South 
Africa). 

Council & Staff meeting 

Dinner. 

AT LOVEDALE. 
Dr H.P. Cruse presiding. 
Address: "Present day Life and Thought amongst Students." 

Mr Francis P. Miller (Chairman of the World's Student Christian 
I Federation). 

AT LOVEDALE. 
Address: 'The Christian Ideal for Human Society to-day." 

Dr George E. Haynes, (Secretary of the Federal Council of Churches of 
N. America.) 

Evening Devotions. 
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Monday, June 30th 

9.00 a.m. Devotional Period, 
led by Dr D. Moorrees (Minister of the Dutch Reformed Church for 
work amongst students). 

9.30-10.45 a.m. Address: "Conditions among urban Bantu." 
Rev. Ray E. Phillips (of Johannesburg). 

Address: "Social Conditions among Bantu Women and Oirls." 
Mrs. Charlotte Maxeke (of Johannesburg). 

11.15-1.00 p.m. Discussion of the above addresses in full conference. 

1.15 p.m. Dinner. 

2.30 p.m. Sports. 

7.15 p.m. Addresses: "Bantu Rural Life." 
Mr T. Makiwane (of the Transkeian Agricultural Department). 
Mr W.O. Bennie (formerly Chief Inspector of Native Schools). 
Discussion in full conference. 

9.15-9.30 p.m. Evening Devotions 

9.00 a.m. 

9.30-11.00 a.m. 

11.30-1.00 p.m. 

1.15 p.m. 

2.30-4.00 p.m. 

7.45-9.15 p.m. 

9.15-9.30 p.m. 

Tuesday, July 1 st 

Devotional Period, 
led by the Rev. Edwin N. Ncwana (of Pietermaritzburg). 

Addresses: "An Equitable Economic Order." 
Mr Howard Prim (of Johannesburg). 
Miss M.L. Hodgson (of the Witwatersrand University). 
Mr D.D.T. Jabavu (of Fort Hare). 

Address "Industrialization and the Bantu." 
Mr R.y. Selope Thema (co-Secretary of the Johannesburg Joint Council 
of Europeans and Bantu). 

Dinner. 

Discussion of the morning's addresses in full conference and in groups. 
Mr W.O. Ballinger (adviser to the I.C.U.) 

AT LOVEDALE 
Address: "The Racial Question in the Light of Christ's Teachings." 

Dr A.B. Xuma (of Johannesburg). 
Prof. Edgar H. Brookes (of the Transvaal Uni versity College, Pretoria). 

Evening Devotions. 
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Wednesday, July 2nd 

9.00 a.m. Devotional Period, 
led by the Rev. G.H.P. Jacques (Ex-President of the Wesleyan Method­
ist Conference of South Africa). 

9.30-10.00 a.m. Business Meeting. 

10.00-11.00 a.m. Address: "The Witness of the Ages to God's Gift of Power." 
Mr Max Yergan (of the Students' Christian Association). 

11.30-1.00 p.m. Discussion: "How can students and others work for the Victory of God's 
Cause in the World ?" 

1.15 p.m. Dinner. 

6.45 p.m. Address; "The Influence of Christ in the Life of a people." 
Prof. A.M.K. Cumaraswamy (ofCeylo). 

9.15-9.30 p.m. Evening Devotions. 

Thursday, July 3rd 

9.00 a.m. Devotional Period, 
led by the Rt. W. Mpamba (Moderator of the Bantu Presbyterian Church). 

9.30-11.30 a.m. Address: "'The Life of Love." 
Mr Oswin Bull. 

10.30-11.30 a.m. Closing Period. 
Address; Mr Francis P. Miller (Chairman of Conference). 

Lovedale Press. 
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Social Stratification in 
South African Telugu (Ste)­
A Sociolinguistic Case Study 

Varijakshi Prabhakaran 

1 Introduction 
Various historians· have documented the socio-economic conditions which compelled 
the Indians to emigrate from nineteenth century British India. The main focus in such 
research was on the effects of British rule in India, e.g. the Sepoy Mutiny of 18572• 

However, Indian migration during the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth 
centuries was not only the creation of British colonialism in India but also socio­
economic conditions in diaspora areas controlled by the British. While the increase in 
land revenue, the deterioration of the handicraft industry, the waning of crops, the 
scarcity of raw materials and famine together with the rigid caste system and illiteracy 
exerted a weighty pushing influence on the decision of Indians to emigrate. many 
were lured away to satisfy labour market needs of the gradual expanding British capi­
talist plantation economy in other colonies. This is manifest in that the vast majority of 
Indians emigrated mainly to other British colonies, one exception being Surinam, then 
a Dutch colony. 

The Andhras (as the Telugu-speakers are called) emigrated to Natal to work on 
the British-owned sugar plantations. The conditions. especially those created by the 
so-called Company and Crown rules. under which Indian labour was shamelessly ex­
ploited in Natal are already documented (prabhakaran 1992:37-39). However, for the 
purposes of this article, a few may ~e mentioned. 

The Andhra migration began with the export of indentured. contract or culie 
(coolie) labour in the 1830s. This happened in the wake of the labour-Western capi­
tal confrontation concerning slave labour, the resulting labour needs created by the 
abolition of slavery in 1833-the emancipated former slaves refused to work under 
the same conditions for the same white employers-and the ever increasing expand­
ing of British industry in the colonies. The labour scarcity threatened the British 'cash­
crop' economy. e.g. sugar, rubber and coffee and private enterprise. This situation 
prompted the British to start recruiting Indian labour (of which the Andhras formed a 

I See Raghunadha Rao (1988); Kondapi (1951); Bhana (1987), etc. 

2 See Chopra et al (1979) and Sarojini (1986). 
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Social Stratification in South African Telugu 

part) under an indentured system. 
As early as 1854 sugar-cane proved quite lucrative in the colony of Nata!. This 

created an even greater demand for cheap labour. Labour was needed for the day-to­
day weeding and fertilising of the sugar-cane fields and harvesting (Prabhakaran 
1992:40). On the basis of the successes of the nearby Mauritian plantations-which 
heavily depended on cheap Indian labour-Natal plantation owners zealously sought 
to secure Indian labour. They pressurised the British government to procure such la­
bour and the government in tum approached British India. The British Indian govern­
ment agreed to send indentured laboures. The present day South African Telugu (STe) 
owes its existence to the importation of indentured Andhras from the districts of 
Srikakulam, Visakhapatnam, Guntur, Krisna, East and West Godavari districts, cittur 
and other districts of North Arcot of Madras Presidency (cf. Swan 1985 & Bhana 
1987). Initially, they were to come and work in Natal for a three year contract period. 
Later, these contracts were extended to five years (Calpin 1949:6). 

Although the British government passed a series of laws to protect the inden­
tured labourers, many Indians became the miserable victims of their indentureship. 
Many were mislead by the deceptive persuasions of recruiters. Andhras, along with 
Tamil-speakers, were either lured by promises of an improved quality of life as inden­
tured labourers or accepted the offer due to personal problems (prabhakaran 1992:41). 
When the first steam paddler, the S.S.Truro, docked in Natal on 16 November 1860 
carrying 342 passengers, the first batch of Andhras arrived in the colony of Natal 
bringing their Telugu language and cultural norms and values with them. 

According to the various documentations of the arrival and dispersion of Indi­
ans in Natal in general (Bhana 1987; Kuper 1960) and the Andhras in particular 
(Prabhakaran 1992), the latter were settled along the coastal belt from Port Shepstone 
on the South Coast to Kearsney on the North Coast. They were contracted to various 
leading employers such as Blackburn Central Sugar Company, Kearsney Estates, La 
Lucia and Muckle Neuk Estates, Natal Sugar Company, Natal Government Railways 
and Tongaat Estates. 

When their initial indentureship contracts expired, many Andhras stayed on in 
areas such as Illovo, Esperanza, Urnzinto, Congella Barracks, Stella Hill, Sea View, 
Puntans Hill and Clairwood. With the implementation of the Group Areas Acts (1950-
1960), some of the prominent Andhra settlements such as Stella Hill, Sea View and 
Clairwood were uprooted. The Andhras were forced to move away from areas they 
have been inhabiting for nearly one hundred years. One hundred and thirty seven 
years after their arrival in South Africa, the present-day Andhras are mostly scattered 
all over KwaZulu-Natal with a few thousand living in the provinces of Gauteng and 
the Western Cape. Although their actual numbers are not documented separately, the 
Andhras are a minority within the minority Indian community in South Africa. 
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VarijakshiPrabhakaran 

Telugu and the Caste System in South Africa 
Swan (1985:281-283) and Bhana (1987:79) demonstrate that the majority of the 
Andhras came from lower caste groups (see table 1) and from uneducated classes. 
They were recruited for hard manual labour based on their physique rather than on 
their educational qualifications. Despite the fact that some of the immigrants could 
read and write Telugu, most did not have any formal education in the Telugu language. 
With the exception of Pundit Vara<iacharyulu no other person has immigrated from 
the Brahmin class until recently. As Naidoo (1986:115) states, 'At no time did the 
country receive a truly representative cross-section of Indian society ... '. 

Table 1- Distribution of Telugu castes3 among Madras passengers -1860-1902 
(percentages) 

Castes Total average Traditional professions in India 

balija 3,3 a sUdra caste 
boya 0,3 hunter 
cetty 0,3 merchant 
ciikalildobhi 1,7 washer man 
cavarailgavara 1,7 non-vegetarian merchant 
gentu4 1,4 Telugu-speaker 
golla 1,0 herdsman 
kamma 0,9 agriculturist 
kiipu 2,5 farmer 
miidiga 1,4 cobbler 
mala 2,3 pariah 
pariah 14,6 same as milia 
reMi 1,7 agriculturist 
telugu5 0,7 Telugu-speaker 
uppara 1,3 a mining caste who are tank diggers 
unknown (along 
with Tamils) 10,7 

(Bhana 1987:79) 

3 Telugu castes are separated from the Tamil castes. See table 6 for other Indian Telugu castes 
and their professions. 

• Gentii (Gentoo) is not a caste. The Telugu-speakers were referred to as Gentoos by the Dutch. 

~ This could be the Telaga caste (oil-monger). 
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Social Stratification in South African Telugu 

In the state of Andhra Pradesh, India, the gavara, kamma, ret/4i and kiipu castes 
are considered as middle class castes. The remaining castes are considered lower castes. 

Due to the confusion concerning the English terms or foreign culture of under­
standing, the meaning of the terms varafla andjiiti, 'caste' is not always understood 
correctly. This has lead to many different views. Mesthrie (1990:336-337) quotes Dutt's 
(1931:3) summary concerning caste as follows: 

Without attempting to make a comprehensive definition it may be stated that the most 
apparent features of the present day caste system are that members of the different 
castes can not have matrimonial connections with any but persons of their own caste; 
that there are restrictions, though not so rigid as in the matter of marriage, about a 
member of the caste eating and drinking with that of a different caste; that in many 
cases there are fixed occupations for different castes; that there is some hierarchical 
gradation among the castes, the most recognized position being that of the Brahmans 
at the top; that birth alone decides a man's connection with his caste for life, unless 
expelled for violation of his caste rules, and that transition from one caste to another, 
high or low is not possible. The prestige of the Brahman caste is the comer-stone of 
the whole organization. 

Mesthrie (1990:337) lists the most frequently accepted attributes of castes as endogamy6, 

occupational specialisation?, hierarchy8, commensality and hereditary membership. 
Dutt correctly points out that marriage is strictly confined to members of one's own 
caste group; strict rules are followed concerning eating and drinking with other caste 
groups. It is the writer's personal experience that the Indian Telugu community rigidly 
follows the rules and prescriptions of the caste of one's birth. Despite one's individual 
ability or merit acquired through education, or socio-economic status attained through 
economic activity, this cannot be changed. A sub-group within a caste may try and 

6 Until 1970's endogamy (marrying within the same caste or the tribe) was strictly followed by 
most of the Indians in South Africa. Endogamy is still rigidly followed by most of the Telugu 
castes in the modem Andhra Pradesh, India. 

7 The caste system in India has a traditional occupational specialisation such as a bOya must 
hunt, the cakiJli must be a washer man, the miidiga must be a cobbler and so on. However, this 
traditional occupational specialisation is not rigidly followed even in India in the present-day 
situation and was long forgotten by the Indian South Africans. 

8 The Indian castes system has a fourfold classification in which the Brahmins occupy the top 
position, Kshatriyas (warriors) next, followed by Vaishyas (merchants) and finally Shudras 
(worlting class). There are also the Harijans (untouchables) who occupy the bottom of the caste 
system. 
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VarijakshiPrabhakaran 

attain higher socio-economic status. Even here, however, it will still belong to the 
same hierarchy (cf. Sivarama Murty 1980). 

Based on available ship lists at the University of Durban-Westville Documen­
tation Centre, it was mainly the Telugu dialects of Eastern, Central and Southern India 
which found their way to South Africa. Various socio-economic factors such as inter­
marriage, Tamil numerical majority, the virtual absence of a separate Andhra identity 
and religio-cultural reasons (the shared Dravidian heritage which influenced the crea­
tion of common religio-cultural practices among the Andhras and the Tamils) created 
the conditions whereby Tamil, being a dominant 'in-group' (Indian) language to Telugu 
in South Africa, substantially influenced Telugu (prabhakaran 1994a:68). Many im­
migrant Telugu speakers became bilingual in Telugu-Tamil. In the process of the Andhra 
assimilation with the Tamils, later generations became either fluent or passive or semi­
fluent bilinguals in both languages. 

Due to this assimilation, the Andhras lost their separate identity. It gradually 
led to the erosion of their ethnic mother tongue (EMT). In addition, English exerted its 
influence on the Andhras. Due to its status as a lingua franca, it superseded Telugu 
and prompted them to learn English. Most shifted their EMT towards English. A 
small group of loyal Andhras, encouraged by the arrival of Sir Kurrna Reddy, Second 
Agent-General (1929) and Sri Srinivasa Sastry (the Indian High Commissioner in 
South Africa, 1929-32) founded the Andhra Maha Sabha of South Africa and are at 
present trying their utmost to nurture and retain the Telugu language. 

Particularly since the mid-1950s, caste does not have the same function in the 
Indian South African situation. Kuper (1955) observes that by the middle of the twen­
tieth century, the Indian population of South Africa did not maintain the rigid caste 
system anymore. After the first few decades in South Africa, it did not play an overtly 
important role anymore. Currently, it is not maintained and does not exert any influ­
ence on their socio-politicallife. However, many present-day Telugus remember their 
original caste backgrounds. Even so, as they are primarily from the upwardly mobile9 

in South Africa, the caste system does not have a rigid hold on their lives as in India. In 
interviews, while discussing their caste backgrounds, the Andhras did not register any 
fear or guilt about it. Although stiIl aware of their caste background, they are not caste­
conscious any more. This is conversant with Mesthrie's (1992:7) statement that, in 
general, caste-consciousness was reduced within one or two generations of the Indian 
emigration. It was not relevant to their daily life or in the struggle for their survival in 
an alien environment. A small group of people within the South African community, 
however, (e.g. the Gavara koma~{s, the non-vegetarian merchant caste) still refer to 

• The upward mobility of the Telugus in their caste system is discussed in the following sub­
heading. 
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Social Stratification in South African Telugu 

themselves as Gavaras and maintain their distinct caste identity even in behavioural 
pattern and religio-cultural activities (cf. Prabhakaran 1995). 

2 Indian Telugu (ITe) and STe 
In India, Telugu (one of the major Dravidian languages) is spoken in Andhra Pradesh 
which lies in the south of the central part of the Indian peninsula. This region has 
about 90 million Telugu speakers. Sanskrit scholars of ancient times named the speak­
ers of Telugu Andhras. Telugu itself, has a two-pronged development, one from the 
native Dravidian languages and the other from Sanskrit. 

The origins of Telugu dates back to the second century BCE and has a long 
literary history going back to the eleventh century CEo Currently, Telugu is the only 
Dravidian language in India which shares its linguistic borders with five others: two 
are from the Dravidian group of languages (Tami~ and Kanna~a) and three from the 
Indo-Aryan languages (Hindi, Marati and Oriya. Due to foreign invasions it was spo­
radically exposed to various other languages and cultures throughout the centuries. 
This brought about many linguistic changes and in time made it very assimilative in 
nature. 

The present state of Andhra Pradesh, India, consists of twenty-four districts 
with four main Telugu dialects: the Northern, Southern, Eastern and Central dialects 
(cf. Prabhakaran 1996: 119). However, since Telugu society in India is divided into a 
sizeable number of castes and sub-castes, many more may be discerned. Brahmin 
speech contains such prosodic features as aspiration, retroflexion and sibilance, intact, 
as borrowed or re-borrowed from Sanskrit. Other caste speakers, who were tradition­
ally not exposed to Sanskrit, substituted these prosodic features with those indigenous 
to the Telugu language. An individual educated in Telugu may then have two types of 
pronunciation: one that he/she has acquired because of education, i.e. pronouncing as 
per the spelling, and the other which is normal in his/her colloquial speech. 

There exist many caste and even more sub-caste dialects in Andhra Pradesh. 
Since they lack some morphological and phonological features of Sanskritised Telugu, 
Telugu linguists usually do not regard them as standard dialects. In India, the formal 
educated speech of the Central region has become the norm for standard Telugu (cf. 
Krishnamurti 1974). 

Outside Andhra Pradesh Telugu is spoken in various states of the Indian sub­
continent as well as in other countries such as Mauritius, Malaysia, Singapore, Burma, 
Thailand and more recently in the European countries, the United States of America, 
Canada, Australia and South Africa among others. 

The Telugu language in South Africa is a separate dialect which developed on 
its own through contacts with South African languages such as English, Zulu, Fanagalo, 
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VarijakshiPrabhakaran 

South African Tamil and BhojpurilHindi. Due to the socio-economic and political 
sanctions imposed by India and various other countries on South Africa during the 
apartheid years, STe speakers are not aware of the linguistic changes that have oc­
curred in modern Telugu in India or elsewhere. Furthermore there was no immigration 
of any kind of Telugu language speakers from India after the indenture system ended 
in 1911 (except for a handful of priests and teachers who were imported before 1945). 
All these factors virtually meant that South African Telugu had no linguistic contacts 
with India. 

On the question 'How far does the STe resemble the original Telugu dialects 
that were brought into the country?' (prabhakaran 1996:118-127) it can be demon­
strated that STe is an amalgamation of various dialects which came with the immi­
grants. In time. it developed as a new dialect due to its contacts with other languages 
in South Africa. 

3 Upward and Downward Social Mobilities-The Andhra Situation in South 
Africa 
Over the one hundred and thirty seven years of its presence in South Africa, the socio­
economic development of the STe speaking community determined the fate of Telugu. 
During the long process of its evolution, any society usually evolves to the good. With 
an increase in the quality of education and improved living conditions comes behav­
ioural pattern change and upward social mobility. 'Progress' is rarely retrogressive. 
The sociolinguistic study conducted by Sivarama Murty in the district of SrikakuJam, 
Andhra Pradesh, India, on the social mobility of the Telagas and Velamas (see table 6) 
shows upward and downward mobility respectively. His study illustrates how lower 
caste Andhras (in this instance the Telagas) achieve social progressiveness due to 
education, literacy and economic development. On the contrary, mainly economic 
factors produced retrogression among the Velamas. In the Indian South African con­
text, change has been mainly progressive. Retrogression, however, can also be identi­
fied (mainly among immigrants-see sub-section 6). 

By the 1940s a new generation of educated Andhras (and other Indians) called 
the 'new elites' were emerging. They were very aware of their caste hierarchy within 
the Indian community. These new elite Andhras clearly demonstrated an upward so­
cial mobility and as Maharaj (1992:4) comments, 

were differentiated from their underclass roots in terms of their superior positions in 
the occupational hierarchy. made possible by their advanced educational qualifica­
tions. 

During this process of evolutionary upward mobility, the lower caste Andhras 
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Social Stratification in South African Telugu 

tried to imitate the upper middle caste Andhras by changing their names, surnames 
and life styles (see the following sub-sections for more details). At this stage there was 
no correlation between their original castes and their occupations. A lower caste per­
son from C13 or C14, for example, became an official priest in a Hindu temple and 
performed prayers and presided at Weddings, basically functioning as a Brahman. The 
rigid caste hierarchy became blurred. These changes led to the attrition of many caste 
terminologies, occurrence of semantic changes and finally contributed to the upward 
mobility of the Telugu (Indian) community in general (Mesthrie 1990:339-344; 
Prabhakaran 1994b, 1995b & 1996). 

Sivarama Murty (1980:380) demonstrates that it is possible that 

an upward mobility in a certain caste people contributes for the development of con­
textually varied alternations in a linguistic system in the immediate generation due to 
literacy and the other contributing variables like prestige and power. 

Downward mobility, however, does not exert an influence on a vernacular in the im­
mediate generation. It mainly affects future generations. The writer hypotheses that 
this statement of Sivarama Murty is applicable to the ITe situation and differs in the 
STe situation. Especially two sociolinguistic aspects of STe viz. the social stratifica­
tion revealed in the language and the way in which upward social mobility in the 
South African Andhra community affects language change in STe, substantiates this 
hypothesis. In the next sections, this hypothesis will be argued for in the contexts of 
upward mobility and the social stratification of STe with information gathered in field­
work. 

4 Methodology 
Following Mesthrie (1991, 1992), the fieldwork comprised two main activities. 

4.1 Questionnaire-based Interviews Eliciting Words and Sentences in Transla­
tion from Englisb 
Words known to have undergone change and reported to be diagnostic ofIndian Telugu 
caste dialects, both regional and social were focused on. In addition, information was 
obtained from religio-cuItural domains in which STe is mostly used today (cf. 
Prabhakaran 1993; 1994 & 1995). Following Labov (1972), information was also elic­
ited from formal, informal, casual and STe speeches recorded on various occasions 
between 1989-1996 by the researcher and her research assistants. The quick question­
naire was administered to 80 chosen fluent (both ITe and STe speakers), semi-fluent 
and passive STe speakers of various generations. 
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VarijakshiPrabhakaran 

4.2 Interviews 
Interviews were conducted in the provinces of KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng and Eastern 
Cape (especially in the former homeland, Transkei). These were useful in obtaining 
information on caste dialectic retention and change. The interviews were conducted 
with the help of two research assistants and some informal assistants (fluent STe speak­
ers) who volunteered to help. 

4.3 Interpretation 
Since all raw data must be interpreted, and when not available, compared to existing 
studies, a hermeneutical approach was used which included available data documented 
on caste dialects of ITe and research conducted among various Telugu dialects and 
class/caste variants in India. 

5 Age, Sex, Generation and Caste Awareness of Interviewees 
Details about the formal informants and the interviewees are presented in tables 2 
through 5. 

Table 2-Age of the sample 

Below 20 21-30 31-40 41-50 51-60 60+ Total 
6 10 14 15 15 20 80 

Table 3-Sex of the sample 

Male Female Total 
37 43 80 

Table 4-Generation of the sample 

Gl G2 G3 G4 G5 Total 

10 8 25 27 10 80 

Key to generation: 
G 1 = Immigrants to South Africa from India (Andhra Pradesh). 
G 2 First generation born in South Africa whose parents were born in 

India. 
G3 Second generation born in South Africa whose parents were born in 

South Africa. 
G 4 & G 5 = Third and fourth generations born in South Africa whose grandpar­

ents and great grandparents were born in South Africa. 
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Table S-Caste awareness of the sample 

Aware of the caste background 

Not aware of the caste background 

Total 

6 Social Stratification in STe 

18 

62 

80 

Various sociologists have worked on the problem of social stratification (Sahlins 1958; 
Kirchhoff 1955 and others). In the recent past, linguists have contemplated the role of 
'social dialects' in linguistic change. Sociolinguists such as Labov (1966; 1970), 
Gumperz (1958), Klass (1980), Pandit (1972) and Bright and Ramanujan (1964) have 
put forward their hypotheses on the role of social dialects in linguistic change. In this 
paper I briefly evaluate the hypothesis advanced by Bright and Ramanujan (1964). 

Bright and Ramanujan (1964:471) have proposed a hypothesis to account for 
the dynamics of linguistic change. This hypothesis is concerned with the role of 'caste 
dialects' in linguistic change. An earlier version of this hypothesis is as follows: 

In general. the Brahmin dialect seems to show great innovation on the more con­
scious levels oflinguistic change-those of borrowing and semantic extension-while 
the non-BriJhmin dialect shows greater innovation in the less conscious type of 
change-those involving phonemic and morphological replacements (Bright & 
Ramanujan 1964:471). 

Bright's hypothesis has another part which explains the bi-directionality of linguistic 
change in Brahmin and non-Bramin dialects in term of the literary factor (Bright & 
Ramanujan 1964:478). 

Until recently (cf. Mesthrie 1990, 1991 and 1992), little attention was paid to 
the social stratification present in the various South African languages (both indig­
enous and immigrant). This is especially true of the study of South African Indian 
languages. If the conspicuous presence of social stratification in Indian languages in 
South Africa and the caste influence on language are considered, this is surely a situ­
ation researchers will have to address. 

Although ITe has attracted the attention of various sociolinguists (Donappa 
1974; Krishnamurti 1974; Radhakrishna 1983; Sankara Mohan Rao 1983; Sivarama 
Murty 1979 and Venkateswara Sastry 1994 among others) trivial attention was given 
to the social stratification. Sivarama Murty (1979 & 1980) and Venkateswara Sastry 
(1994) try to illustrate some of the main sociolinguistic variables in ITe. In this section 
my main aim is to present some sociolinguistic features which clearly mark the social 
dialects of the present-day STe speakers. 
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Following Sivarama Murty (1979:920, the author provides a random caste 
breakdown of a small village in Srikiiku~am district (in modem Andhra Pradesh, In­
dia). Representatives of most of these (except BT(ihma'1) castes appear to have emi­
grated to South Africa (cf. Swan 1985:231 and Bhana 1987:79). 

Table 6-Telugu castes and division in modern Andhra 
Pradesh (Cl- CI4IO) 

No Caste Traditional occupation 

Cl brahmaf} (priest and pure vegetarian) 
C2 kalimi koma(i (vegetarian merchant) 
C3 gavara komaO (non-vegetarian merchant) 
C4 telaga (a variety of Naidu) 
C5 kiipu (a variety of Naidu) 
C6 velama (a variety of Naidu) 
C7 sarabu (gold-smith) 
C8 vadrailgi (carpenter) 
C9 talakaliltelaga (oil-monger) 
ClO pont/am (vegetable vendor) 
Cll eta (basket maker) 
C12 mangali (barber) 
Cl3 ciikali (washer man) 
C14 mala (harijans) 

Sivarama Murty (1979:96-98) classifies these 14 caste groups into four classes based 
on their social stratification as follows: Class 1 (C1-C4 and C7), Class 2 (C5-C6), 
Class 3 (C8-ClO) and Class 4 (C11-C14). Being aware of the lIe caste system and 
linguistic variables, the writer follows the same class division from Cl to C14. 

The social stratification perceived in STe will be discussed under three catego­
ries viz. 1) address terms used by the speech community; 2) linguistic variables; and 
3) other social variables noticed. 

6.1 Address terms used 
Address terms used by this speech community can be once again divided into three 

10 To facilitate easy reference, the following abbreviations are used in the text: C = Caste; HC 
= High Caste; MC = Middle Caste; LC = Low Caste; GI-G5 = Generations 1-5. 
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categories: 1) kinship terms; 2) third person pronouns (male and female); and 3) po­
lite/impolite suffixes added to certain words. 

6.1.1 Kinship terms used 
In many Indian languages kinship terms are used among the members not only within 
the family and the caste but also concerning members of other castes as well. ITe is not 
an exception to this norm. Sivarama Murty (1979:93) observed this among ITe speak­
ers of a small village in the modem Andhra Pradesh state, India. He noted this across 
C2 to C8 and states that use of kinship terms across other castes is not common with 
Cl and is less frequent in C9-C 14, the lower class. His findings also illustrate that C5 
(Ktipus) use kinship terms more frequently than any other community because they 
address the other four (CI-C4) communities with kinship terms. The reverse is very 
rare. In the ITe social system, the immediate lower group (especially of the middle 
caste) tries to develop its relations with the immediate upper group. However, the 
upper groups do not like to develop such relations with lower caste. Thus the trend in 
ITe is upward mobility rather than downward. 

The following are the kinship terms used among the ITe communities. The 
order indicates the relative frequency of the items used. 1) mama uncle; 2) amma 
mother; 3) ayya father; 4) nilnna father; 5) akka elder sister; 6) tammut/u younger 
brother; 7) anna elder brother; 8) bilva brother-in-law; 9) vadina sister-in-law; 10) 
peddamma mother's elder sister; 11) pinnamma mother's younger sister; 12) cinnilyana 
father's younger brother; 13) pedaniinna father's elder brother; 14) peddayya father's 
elder brother; 15) tlita grandfather (both maternal and paternal); 16) ayyamma father's 
mother; 17) ammamma mother's mother. It is imperative to state in this context that 
Brilhma'}s, the upper caste, never address any other community with kinship terms. 
This is reserved for members of their own caste. 

Mesthrie's work (1990:345-348) demonstrates that although the domain of kin­
ship terms is 'susceptible to influence from the dominant language' (English in 
KwaZulu-Natal), the South African Bhojpuri (SABh) retained most of its original 
kinship terms over the years. Similarly, many of the above mentioned kinship terms 
survived in STe, however, their usage is limited only within the family and not across 
the other castes. During interviews, almost 90% of the interviewees stated that they 
are aware of most of these kinship terms and use them only within their home and in 
close family domains. 

During her stay in South Africa the author has observed a few of the STe speak­
ers of Kamma, Klipu and Gavara castes addressing the Brlihmal} caste immigrants 
with kinship terms such as anna, tammudu, akka and amma (displaying upward mo-
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bility). It is necessary to note in this context that they do not use the same tenns with 
the local born STe speakers who are not their relatives. These findings substantiate 
Sivarama Murty's notion that lower caste Telugus address upper caste Telugus with 
kinship tenns in order to improve their social situation. However, it is interesting to 
note that within a few years of their immigration, some of the Brahma'} caste ITe 
speakers have changed and are addressing the STe speakers (although aware of the 
latter's lower caste status) as anna. vadina. mama and amma. This type of downward 
mobility is not possible in the ITe social situation. This is unique to the STe situation. 
Some of the present-day Briihma,! immigrants to South Africa are trying to develop 
their relations with the STe speakers and display a downward mobility, which is unu­
sual among the ITe community. 

6.1.2 Third person pronouns used 
In the Telugu language, third person pronouns are mainly used as reference tenns. 
When a Telugu speaker (addresser) refers to others or reports about other persons 
(both male and female), he/she uses these pronouns. ITe has different degrees of po­
liteness and impoliteness. This is present in the reciprocal detennination of the use of 
certain pronouns and the caste/social stratification of the addresser. For example, the 
ITe speakers use tenns expressing high degrees of politeness, viz. (w)viiru, ayana and 
atanu (to refer to male only) to higher and middle caste Telugu speakers. They use 
wll{1u1vllf/u for lower caste people (see table 7). The middle caste ITe speakers use the 
tenns ayana, atanu and atagapu for the higher, middle and lower caste groups respec­
tively. However, lower caste refers to the middle and higher caste people as atanu, and 
use vatJu to the equal caste people. 

Table 7-Third person pronouns (referring to male persons) 

Class 

Class 1 

Class 2 

Class 3 

Class 4 

STe 

Tennsused 

viiru, iiyana, atanu 

iiyana, atanu 

ayana, atanu, atagiinu ({lu) 

atagiinu, vii9u1d9u 

atanu, vllf/u1iitJu (commonly) 

iiyana (by present immigrants only) 
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Social Stratification in South African Telugu 

The pronouns used to refer to females exhibit social stratification in ITe too. The terms 
used by and for the higher caste Telugus to refer to female in the third person are: 
av(w)ieJa (very polite), ame (polite) and adi (impolite and intimate) (see table 8). 

Table 8-Third person pronouns (referring to female) 

Class 

Class I 

Class 2 

Class 3 

Class 4 

STe 

Terms used 

avieJ,a 

avicJ,a, ame 

ame, adi 

adi 

ame, adi (always) a ammiJy (derogatively) 

Due to the choice of kinship terms and/or the third person pronouns used by an ad­
dresser, it is evident that an ITe referent can identify the caste status of the addresser. 
However, it is imperative to mention that educated middle and lower caste people tend 
to use higher caste terms in formal and careful speech. 

The tables (tables 7 and 8) and the interpretation of the information clearly 
demonstrate that STe speakers exhibit social stratification in the use of third person 
pronouns and display both upward mobility and social stratification in the use of cer­
tain kinship terms. 

6.1.3 Addressing-polite/impolite suiTlXes added (masculine) 
Social stratification is also evident in the choice of use of other addressing suffixes 
added according to caste. Table 9 is self explanatory and illustrates the polite/impolite 
terms used by different caste groups of ITe and STe speakers. It is pertinent in this 
context to note that while using these suffixes, the ITe speaker is very cautious. The 
reason is that the use of a lower suffix for a high caste person is offensive. Inversely, to 
use a higher (very polite) suffix for a lower caste person indicates sarcasm. Due to a 
lack of caste consciousness amongst themselves, the STe native speaker does not ob­
serve such caution. This use of the wrong suffixes, often offends immigrant ITe speak­
ers. 
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Table 9-Addressing-polite/impolite terms used (masculine): 

Castes Class terms used Comments 

Briihma'.l class 1 ema'.lr.ji most polite fOITI1 

Kiipu class 2 ema1J4i, emoy most polite, just polite 

Telakali class 3 emayya, emoy slightly polite 

Mangali class 4 babu, ayya, ra polite, slightly polite impolite 

STe (usually) emayyii, anr.ji & ra slightly polite polite impolite 

and intimate 

Although it is evident from the above table that the STe is closer to LC reflex in its 

general linguistic variables, it still reflects some features of HC variety in addressing 

others as -ayya & -an4i' (almost everyone uses these telTI1s). However, theSTe speak­

ers use -an4i' only to address the Telugu teachers or the Telugu lecturer (at UDW). 

They use the telTI1 ammii very frequently to address any woman or young girl. Many 

uneducated Telugu (as well as Tamil) speakers literally translate this term amma 

(mother) into 'mummy' and use it to address any woman ofIndian background. Lastly, 

it is pertinent to note that not all the Gavara, Kamma and Kiipu caste people of STe 

exhibit the salient features of their caste illustrated above. 

6.2 Linguistic features-social stratification 

6.2.1 General linguistic features 

Table 10 provides infolTI1ation regarding the general linguistic features observed in 

different caste groups of ITe and STe speakers of different generations. The features 1-

4 are phonological features whereas the remaining two are morphological and general 

features respectively. 
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Table 100Generai Linguistic variables in Telugu 

ITe STe 
CI C2 C3 C4 GI-GS 

Retroflex ~,~,~ are phonemes + -/+ 
Aspirated stops are available + 
TJ is a phoneme + + + + 
Initial va becomes b + + + -/+ 
Past suffix 'marker -' in . + + + + 
Use of mlru for 2nd p. sing. + + + -/+ 

(cf. Sivarama Murty 1979: 94-96) 

This table displays both the social stratification and upward mobility of the STe com­
munity. It is mainly due to education, literacy and contact with Tamil. In ITe the retro­
flex ~,~,ry' are phoneme only in class 1 (castes 1-4) and absent in other classes. The 
presence of two out of three (IV and fry') of the retroflex are found in STe speech 
contexts. Many of the present-day G3-G5 STe speakers who are bilingual and fluent 
in STe and South African Tamil (SAT) retain and maintain these retroflex due to Tamil 
domination on STe (cf. Prabhakaran 1994b). This retention of retroflex is a good ex­
ample for upward mobility in STe. 

The use of mtru for second person Singular demonstrates an upward mobility 
due to education and literacy. Only the STe speakers who are educated in the Telugu 
language maintain this feature. Other STe speakers from G2-G5 do not display this 
feature in their speech context (both formal or informal). The remaining features (2-5) 
in the above table demonstrates social stratification and MC and LC varieties. 

Social stratification is reflected in the Telugu villages in Andhra Pradesh, In­
dia, in many other linguistic variables. Venkateswara Sastry (1994) demonstrated some 
of them present in different castes of modem Andhra Pradesh. Following Venkateswara 
Sastry (1994:315-319), STe can be compared with some of those linguistic variables 
as reflected in the Indian Telugu castes. 

The table below clearly demonstrates that although STe speakers originally 
hailed from lower middle castes, they display both high and middle caste linguistic 
features and social stratification. Some of these features display upward mobility. For 
example, word initial stress and regular vowel harmony, two usual linguistic variables 
witnessed in HC and which are totally absent in MC and LC are frequently witnessed 
in STe. Similarly, presence of the fricative If/ which is totally absent in lower caste 
speech patterns is occasionally present in STe (cf. Prabhakaran 1994a & 1994b). How­
ever, the presence of hyper forms, irregular vowel harmony, makes STe closer to MC 
and LC varieties. 
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Table ll-Other Jinguistic variables according to castes 

No Features HC MiLC STe 

Word-initial stress + +-

2 Vowel harmony (regular) + +-

3 Vowel harmony (irregular) + -+ 

4 Internal sandhi (by deletion of unstressed syllable)- + +-

5 Sandhi (regular) + 

6 Hyperfonns + + 

7 Emphatic stress (prolonged at the time of constant release) + + 

8 Presence of fricative If/ + +- +-

9 Presence of /tl!:/ + +-

10 Presence of {w] in word-initial and medial position + 

11 h/hp distinction + +- +-

Any sociolinguist with an awareness of Indian Telugu caste systems would 

easily differentiate between the high and low caste Telugu speakers. This is precisely 

because of the many phonemes, aspirations, retroflexion and sibilance, intact, as bor­

rowed from the Sanskrit language. The middle and lower caste would not use them in 

their fonnal and infonnal speech. However, educated people in Telugu try to maintain 

two pronunciations in their speech. The one type of pronunciation is that acquired due 

to education, i.e. pronunciation as per spelling requirements in careful speech. The 

other type is nonnal in his/her colloquial speech. Table 12 and 13 illustrate some of the 

phonetic differences between the HC, MC and LC Telugu speakers and compares 

such difference within the STe context. 
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Table 12- Phonetic difference between high and low caste 
Telugu speakers 

High Caste Middle and STe Gloss 

Low castes 

Ihh/ (bhayam(w)] {bayaW} {bayaw} fear 

/khI {khu:ni} {ku:ni}/ {campu} {campu} {saccipo:vu} murder 

/Kh/ (mukham(w)] {mukaw} {mugaw} face/mouth 

/dh/ {ba:dha} {ba:da} {ba:da} {katta} pain 

/gh/ {ghali!asala} {gail~asa:la } { gan!asa: la} famous Telugu 
singer 

/gh/ (me:gham(w)] {me:gaW}/ {mabbu} {mabbu}/ {mbbu} clouds 

/dh/ (dhanam(w)] {danaw} {danaw}/ {ru:""} wealth! money 

Table l3-0ther phonetic differences and caste variables 

Phoneme Grapheme Upper caste Other castes 5Te 

m ma + + + 
n na + + + 
1J Qa + +-

la + + + 
la + +-

w wa + 
u u + +-

6.2.2 Caste differentiation in Telugu lexis 
Another area where social stratification (of class or caste) is evidenced in the Indian 
languages is in the use of lexical items. Various linguists (Misra 1980; Mesthrie 1990; 
Venkateswara Sastry 1994; Labov 1966 among others) have claimed that use of cer­
tain lexis demonstrates the class/caste status of the speaker even though the speakers 
claim high caste status. Following Mesthrie (1990:340). certain Telugu lexis used by 
various castes of ITe speakers and may be compared with STe. 
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Table 14- Caste differentiation reflected in the use of Telugu 
lexis 

Brahmin caste Middle and lowerll STe Gloss 

(orthographic form) castes 

a:bdikam taddinoldina dina death ceremony 

bho:janam annam/ku:4u ku:qu (mostly) ~ (rarely) food 

jalam mancini: llu/ ni: ((u ni:llu (mostly) ni:((u (rarely) water 

bo:dhincu ne:rpu ne:rpu teach 

sampu: l7)am pu: rtiga:1 anta: anta: completely 

duslu4u ce44aviuJu dongo:t/u mischievous 

swapnam kala kala dream 

prasannam santo~am santO~am happy/happiness 

putrut/u kot/ulw kot/ku son 

poutn¢u manavtu/u manvtu/u grandson 

dhu:li dummu dummu dust 

dhanam dabbu/ru:ka ru:ka moneyl wealth 

kalya:1,Iilm viva:haml pelli pelli (mostly) pelli (rarely) maniageJwaXling 

durgandham va:sana gabbu bad smell 

upaca:ram se:va se:va service 

vidhawa vidava/mU1)(/a muT)I/fJ/ bo:qi widow 

This table clearly demonstrates the social stratification in STe against upward social 
mobility. 

6.3 Other social variables according to the castes 
In the ITe caste system, the caste and social stratification are also reflected in the ini 
paru (surnames) and names of the Telugu. Most of the Telugu castes have certain 
suffixes attached to surnames and names (see table 15). These serve to indicate caste 

11 The second lexis in the column are of the LC varieties. 
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status. In modern civilised and urbanised Telugu contexts, this practice is gradually 
disappearing. Many, too, have Sanskritised names (which may conceal the original 
caste system) and use these more often than their Telugu ones. Although similar cir­
cumstances are evident in STe situations, it is interesting that many of the present-day 
South African Telugu speakers still have names (with or without the knowledge of the 
caste background or significance attached to their caste) which demonstrate social 
stratification and their caste background. 

Table 15-Telugu caste name endings 

No. Castes Names generally end in 

l. brahman ravu, murti, siistri 
2. kalimi klJmar; ravu, murti, ayya 
3. gavara koma{i ravu, murti, ayya 
4. telaga dora, ravu, murti, ayya, anna 
5. kiipu niii4u, murty, ayya, anna 
6. velama niii4u, rdvu, ayya 
7. sardbu acari, murty 
8. vQ{lrangi barra4u, acari 
9. telakali ayya 
10. ponrj.ara ayya 
11. eta o4u,ga4u 
12. mangali brj.u.giir/.u 
13. ciikali brj.u,garj.u 
14. miilalmiidiga lJrj.u, gii4u 

STenames niiir.j.u/nllitj.o, areari, ayya, anna, Orj.u, gii4u 

From the information obtained during interviews there is especially one good exam­
ple of a Telugu family name (the original immigrant name was taken from the ship 
lists and was confmned by the immigrant's grandson during an interview) which clearly 
demonstrates the social stratification and upward mobility of the Telugu castes in South 
Africa. The original immigrant was called appigiuJu who hailed from the miidiga caste 
(see the table above). His son was named latchanna (reflecting the upward mobility of 
their caste towards either telaga or kiipu (i.e. from C14 to C 1 or C2). The grandson of 
the immigrant (the present-day STe speaker) is named varado.raju (again indicating 
upward mobility towards the riiju (Kshatriya) caste (not present in the table above) 
which is a Sanskritised religious name. 
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grandfather son grandson 
appigii4u ----> latchanna ----:> varadaraju 

The present-day varadaraju's son's name is shailendra (great grandson to the immi­
grant appigii4u). Thus, generation by generation, upward mobility in the caste of the 
present-day STe speakers are still taking place. 

7 Summary and Conclusion 
It is an accepted fact that language exhibits variation based on geographical and re­
gional differences. The Indian linguists and grammarians have recognised this as early 
as the third century B.C.E. Social variation includes all kinds of differences in speech 
correlating with socio-economic class, caste, occupation and age. In ITe the social 
stratification is evident due to the availability of different caste, sub-castes and re­
gional dialectical differences. Although the STe speakers have long ago forgotten the 
caste system which their forefathers brought to the country and which the ITe speakers 
still follow rigidly, social stratification based on caste is still evident in their speech. 
The foregoing sub-sections demonstrate that to certain degrees and in some cases, it is 
still present. It also demonstrates upward social mobility. It has been argued that such 
stratification in STe is present in phonology, morphology and in the use of certain 
lexis. The results, then, support Sivarama Murty's (1980:380) research. 

A few concluding comments concerning the downward mobility of the present­
day immigrant ITe speakers in South Africa may be made. 

Since the early 1980s, ITe speakers of various castes have immigrated to South 
Africa. They settled in the four former homelands and became citizens or residents of 
the Republic of South Africa after the constitution of the new democratic South Africa. 
These immigrants are all highly qualified 'technocrats' or 'professionals' and speak 
ITe as their home language. They came from He and Me Telugu societies with one or 
two families from Le. Most of them arrived with young children (between the ages 2 
and 6) and some families had children since then. In these communities, the language 
shift towards English (cf. Prabhakaran 1995b) is taking place very fast and even mono­
lingual immigrants (Gl or G2) are becoming bilingual (Telugu and English) and mul­
tilingual (Telugu, English and Afrikaans). Eleven children (five from He and six from 
MC) from these families were included in the research. The following graduallinguis­
tic changes in their speech patterns were documented. 

1 The three retroflex consonants Sll,fl.. do not occur freely and the difference be­
tween s.s.~ is vague. 

2 Polite and address terms for masculine and feminine are gradually disappearing. 
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3 Aspiration is rarely found and almost absent in casual and infonnal speech; 
hyper corrections are evident in fonnal speech. 

4 Kinship tenns are restricted only to family members. This is significant, since 
none of the families included in the study have any relatives in South Africa. 

5 Loss of caste tenninologies among many other lexis is taking place. 

These findings show variations in the present generation. In some of the immigrant 
families, ITe is not spoken at home anymore. This profoundly influences the speech 
and caste consciousness of the present younger (G 1 or G2) generations. The reason 
for the downward mobility could be due to a lack of socio-economic status and power 
for immigrant ITe speakers in relation to the STe speaking society. The ITe speakers 
do not enjoy any prestige due to their caste status or due to their educational qualifica­
tions. Thus, a downward mobility in the immigrant generation ITe speaker or in their 
immediate next generation born in South Africa is inevitable. These findings contrast 
Sivarama Murty's hypothesis and demonstrates that the STe situation is unique and 
different from the ITe situation. In the ITe situation, the downward mobility of HC 
speech variety and an upward mobility of a LC towards a HCl2 are not possible. This 
is an important finding and needs further research. This may focus on a similar socio­
linguistic study of the influence of social stratification and caste influences on Indian 
languages in India and those in South Africa. 

Department of Indian Languages 
University of Durban-Westville 

The author wishes to thank the University of Durban-Westville for financial assist­
ance towards this research. The author is also grateful to the Centre for Scientific 
Development for their assistance for her previous research on STe, because a substan­
tial amount of data from that research has been used in this article. Opinions expressed 
in this article and conclusions arrived at are those of the author and are not necessarily 
to be attributed to the Centre for Science Development. 

12 As an example-one of the interviewees infonned the writer that his father, an immigrant 
during the first decade of the century, was a 'shit-bucket carrier' and later became a priest in a 
Hindu temple. 
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Occult Discourses in the Liberian Press Under 
Sam Doe: 1988-1989 

Louise M. Bourgault 

Part I: Introduction 
With peace threatening to spread over Liberia in the wake of recent elections, it seems 
an excellent time to attempt to disentangle some of the causes of the horror of the past 
seven years. Indeed, many an observer has commented on the state of deep spiritual 
crisis which has pervaded Liberia throughout the 1990s1• This research examines press 
witchcraft discourses in 1988-1989, the period leading up to the Liberian civil war 
which began on Christmas eve 1989 and lasted almost until the election of War Lord 
Charles Taylor in July 1997. 

Interest in this research, however, actually predates the civil war. The author 
has long held a desire to explore discourses in the African press, an aspect of African 
media studies which has been sorely neglected in the literature (Bourgault 1995:202-
205). Her specific interest in this context is occult discourses, whetted largely by the 
remarkable prevalence of witchcraft stories in the Liberian press during 1988-19892• 

Indeed, even the most cursory of glances at the press of this period reveals a decided 
preoccupation, some would sayan obsession with the paranormal. An understanding 
of this predilection would surely shed light on the nature of Liberian culture and pos­
sibly help in understanding the civil war which was soon to follow. 

A A Look at Liberian History 
Liberia's 'modem' culture began with the establishment of the first colony of freed 
American slaves in 1822 at the mouth of the Mesurado River in what is today Liberia. 
In 1847, the Monrovia settlers issued a 'Declaration of Independence' from the Colo-

• See Enoanyi, especially Preface pp. xi-xv; Ellis (1995:1650; Kpatinde (1990:16-23); Diallo 
(1990:240· 

2 The author served as Chief of Party for the USAID supported Liberian Rural Communica­
tions Network from April 1988 to March 1989. For a discussion of that project, see Bourgault 
(1994). The project was provided with all weekday editions of the daily press published during 
that time. This study was derived from the author's personal collection of the week-day news­
papers which she judiciously collected from that period. 
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Occult Discourses in the Liberian Press 

nization Society and putatively became Black Africa's first independent and sover­
eign republic (Liebnow 1987:16). The early settlers, who generally settled in coastal 
areas of Liberia were joined by other groups: freed slaves from Barbados and human 
cargo from slaving ships captured on the high seas. Settler penetration into the interior 
of the country was piecemeal during the nineteenth century. And it would not be until 
the twentieth century that the tribes of the hinterland would be officially incorporated 
into the nation3• 

The 150 year story of the relationship between the 'settlers' and the native 
tribesmen is a rather sorry and exploitative one in which the Americo-Liberians meted 
out to their African brothers treatment not dissimilar to that which they had received in 
America. It is a story of detribalized persons of African ancestry assuming overlordship 
of natives. The story includes the forced labor of ethnic Liberians, expropriation of 
their tribal lands, and the denial of their rights. The story of Liberia is also one of the 
gradual 'enfranchisement' the Liberian 'natives' or 'country people' ofthe interior by 
American-Liberians. Since the 1980 coup, this process has taken on terrible violent 
overtones. 

B The Creation of a Liberian Politico· Religious Symbol System 
A study of witchcraft discourses in Liberia must begin with an overview of Liberian 
cosmology. Liberian popular cosmology is a pastiche of traditional African religio­
cultural elements, bits of popularized Islam, and liberal doses of nineteenth and twen­
tieth Christianity filtered through waves of returning ex-slaves, and European and 
American missionaries. 

Traditional Secret Societies 
The sixteen or so ethnic groups native to Liberia (Liebnow 1987:35) were organized 
spiritually and temporally into a variety of societies, most of them secret, whose task 
was the maintenance of spiritual and temporal order. Probabl y the best known of these 
were the Poro and Sande complexes of the west and central Liberia. The Poro and 
Sande traditions are believed to have come south and west along with Mande speaking 
peoples during the 1700s from what is now Sierra Leone and Guinea. The Poro (male) 
and its female counterpart (the Sande) are viewed by scholars as being particularly 

3 The twentieth century saw a rapprochement between the Americo-Liberian settlers and the 
peoples of the interior. President Arthur Barclay, during his term (1904-1912) extended citizen­
ship to the Liberian 'tribes'. though they were not granted the privilege of suffrage until the 
Tubman era which began in 1944. 

187 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



Louise M. Bourgault 

significant institutions because their spiritual authority (authority governing ritual 
matters) is pan tribal or pan ethnic, stretching across easily half of Liberia and into 
parts of Guinea and Sierra Leone as we1l4• 

The Poro and Sande complexes functioned to socialize members, to maintain 
relations with the spirit world, and to maintain political and social order. Socialization 
of members involved complex rituals, in which terror, ingestion by spirits, and death 
were important metaphors5• The ritual metaphors taught important lessons, among 
them the gravity of authority, the moral ambivalence of power, the clarity of social 
boundaries, and the exigencies of secrecy6. The terror which these rituals inspired 
demonstrated viscerally the depth of awe the society required of adherents, adherents 
who were sworn to secrecy under pain of severe punishment or death. 

Bellman's much quoted work on the Poro, The Language of Secrecy (1984) 
informs us that the content of secrets actually was less important than the demonstra­
tion of their form. The maintenance of secrets (if a mo 'you must not talk it') was 
largely a matter of shifting context. When and with whom secrets could be shared was 
all part of the mystery of the Poro. It could take a lifetime of learning to know how to 
sort out one situational context from the next. This is why the leaders of the Poro were 
perforce old men. Members of the Poro were not to trifle with the society'S powers; 
and they were not to trifle with its leadership. 

According to Tefft (1992:37), ten of the sixteen Liberian ethnic groups em­
braced the Poro. Those that did not represented the more fragmentary forest groups 
(the Kruan-speaking peoples) of the east and southeasC. They were thought to each 
have their own parallel politico-spiritual institutions (Ellis 1995: 187). Significantly, 
the Krahn, the group to which Samuel K. Doe belonged, also lacked the Poro organi­
zation. So did the Islamicized Mandingo group, whose people have been coming south 
from Guinea for the last few hundred years. 

Of course the Poro and Sande together with the entire edifice of traditional 
religion in Liberia, if not to say all of Africa, has been poorly understood. Colonial 
self-justification and missionary myopia combined with nineteenth century social 
darwinism to relegate African religion to the realm of savagery. This is an assignment 

4 A number of authors have discussed the Pora and Sande societies in some detail. See espe­
cially Bellman (1984). See also Tefft (1992:26-47) and Liebnow (1987:43-45). 

5 See Gay's 1973 novel Red Dust on the Green Leaves, which contains an account of the Pora 
initial ritual. See also Bellman (1 984:Chapter 6). 

6 For a further discussion of the power of secrecy in Africa, see Cotter (1993:5). 

7 See Liebnow (1987:36-38), for a linguistically driven account of Liberia's ethnic groups. 
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from which African religion is finally emerging in the hazy sunset of modernism in the 
Itwilight of the twentieth century. 
I The Settlers, not unlike European colonialists elsewhere on the continent, were 
llittle interested in the people or the culture of the Liberian 'tribes' or 'country people' 
las they became known. Only in the early twentieth century was citizenship granted to 
ithe indigenous groups, and not until Tubman's Presidency (1944-1971) was the Poro 
recognized as an important politico-religious institution. 

A politician of considerable acumen, William Tubman sought in the wake of 
World War II, to acquire foreign investment (to globalize) for the Liberian economy. 
To do so, he needed the cooperation (perhaps the coopatation) of powerful inland 
chiefs. Through shrewd negotiations of patronage, Tubman began to bring the Poro 
under the power structure of the Liberian government. His vaunted Open Door policy 
was a two pronged effort which delivered talented 'country people' into the govern­
ment while bringing the Poro under the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Tubman further 
charged the ministry with the licensing of Zoes (ritual officers in the Poro), and he 
declared the Liberian president the head of all Poros (Liebnow 1987:84). He also 
initiated the process of appointing a Chief Zoe, ultimately responsible at the federal 
level for all matters pertaining to traditional ritual 8• 

Secret societies not incorporated in the Para, societies such as the Leopard and 
the Baboon, societies which were/are said to engage in murder and cannibalism, have 
long been banned in Liberia (Liebnow 1987:84). These were greatly feared by both 
indigenes and settlers alike. 

Settler Cults 
But the Americo-Liberians were not content to ban secret societies which they feared. 
Mindful, no doubt of the terrifying power of the unknown, the ruling settler classes 
developed their own: the secret Worshipful Grand Masters of the Masonic Order; the 
UBF, the United Brotherhood of Friendship; and the SMT, the Sisters of the Mysteri­
ous Ten. Shrouded in mysterious rituals and secret oaths, these societies were feared 
and hated by ordinary Liberian 'tribesmen', though successful indigenous Liberians 
were allowed to apply for membership in these groups. 

In a presidential display of society power, Tubman commissioned the construc­
tion of a splendid Masonic temple on Mamba Point in Monrovia. The hated temple, a 
symbol of settler hegemony was sacked in the days following the coup of Samuel Doe 
and the People's Redemption Council (PRC) in 1980. Nevertheless throughout the 

• See Bellman (1984:25-28) for a more detailed account of the powers and the manner of 
organisation of the Zoes. 
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1980s rumor and fear abounded about the power of the secrets hovering over the ran­
sacked remains of the Masonic edifice. Historian Gus Liebnow's remarks are telling 
in this context. 

Another institution with distinct political overtones was also dealt a mortal blow at 
the time of the coup--the Masonic Order, which served as a semi-religious, semi­
political guardian of Whig privilege. One experienced a strange feeling in the weeks 
following the coup in passing the Masonic Temple high above Mamba Point in 
Monrovia. The now sacked edifice stood silent, its windows and door half ajar, the 
wrought iron gate around the courtyard standing half open, and not a soul was in sight 
on what had once been its well manicured grounds. The temple appeared to be totally 
irrelevant to the new Liberian society. Yet at the same time, the vacated building 
seemed to pose the lingering menace to future trespassers that might be attributable 
by a Gola or a Mende tribesmen to the wounded spirit protecting a desecrated grave 
of the Poro secret society. The Masonic Order's power may have been diminished, 
but few would risk fate by further abusing it (Liebnow 1987:202). 

Liebnow's passage clearly sheds light on the sensitivity of Liberians to signs 
and metaphors within their culture. 

Christianity 
Throughout the l800s, meanwhile, a Christian symbol system had been rooted into 
the political stylistics of the nation of Liberia. 

Within a very short time after settlement in 1822, missionaries from Europe 
and America had begun coming to Liberia. By 1838, there were ten schools founded 
by church groups and staffed in most cases by Black settlers. Drawing from the rheto­
ric which emboldened U.S. settlers, the Liberian Republic's first President, President 
Joseph Jenkins Roberts talked of the 'manifest destiny' ofthe settlers to bring civiliza­
tion to what were believed to be tribal heathens (Liebnow 1987:24). And not surpris­
ingly, 'manifest destiny' came to have an important if unseemly economic underbelly. 
Missionary activity in the interior was encouraged by the settlers who charged the 
missionaries fees or taxes on their missionary 'concessions'. In this way, missionaries 
to the Liberian interior participated in the settlers' colonial project in ways analogous 
to Christian missionaries elsewhere on the African continent. The latter, operating at 
the pleasure if not the behest of colonial powers, often provided for natives and colonials 
alike, an important ideological undergrid to economic exploitation of virgin territo­
ries. 

It is noteworthy in this context that missionaries in the country established 
printing presses in Liberia and published religious tracts and newspapers from the 
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1820s. Thus, early on, the Christian churches were involved in disseminating a Chris­
tian religious discourse that would help to create and to sustain a generalized Liberian 
culture, while promoting English Iiteracy9. 

With a symbol system which privileged Christian culture came the native infe­
riority complex. In popular parlance and popular iconography, what was of Americo­
Liberian origin or K wii (i.e. 'civilized' in the Kpelle- the largest ethno-linguistic group 
in the country with about 20% of the population) was good; what was from the 'coun­
try people' (Liberian English for ethnic Liberians) was bad lo. Thus the generalized 
Liberian cultural formation, was a Christian one skewed toward the more elitist Epis­
copal, Baptist, and Methodist creeds. Indeed the identification of members of the True 
Whig Party, which dominated Liberian politics from 1877 to 1980, with certain estab­
lishment churches was clear. Tubman (1944-1971) was himself a Methodist minister, 
and his political speeches drew heavily from the Bible. Tolbert (1971-1980), Tubman's 
vice president and his successor, was the pastor of a Zion Baptist Church and also 
served as head of the Baptist World Alliance. 

Syncretistic churches, of which there have long been a great number in Africa ll 

also developed rapidly in Liberia. These were tolerated as long as they did not pose a 
threat the Whig hegemony. 

Islam 
Over the 150 years of Americo-Liberian rule, efforts were made to control the incur­
sions of Islam into the Liberian territory. Missionaries were particularly encouraged to 
establish Christian beachheads in towns in the northwest in the path of the Mande 
diaspora (Liebnow 1987:81). Islam, as part of its own sweep downwards, neverthe­
less, trickled in with Mandingo traders. They became known for their esoteric brands 
of magic, (Bourgault 1988/1989; Ellis 1995: 188), popularized 'folk' variants ofIslam, 
all quite distanced from middle eastern orthodoxy. 

All of these beliefs fused into a generalized Liberian culture, one which was 
sustained in the popular press. It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss the many 

9 For a history of the Liberian press, see Rogers (1988). 

10 See M. Sonia David's 1992 article 'To Be Kwii is Good: Personal Account of Research in a 
Kpelle Village'. See also Twe's (1997:91) article 'The Asili of Liberian Psychology' which 
argues that Liberian culture internalised negative self-images from 'American stereotypes of 
Africans and violent and uncivilized'. 

II See Turner (1977) and also Turner's Forward in Hackett (1987 :v-xi), and Hackett's (1987:237-
241) Conclusion. 
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religious discourses which appeared in the Liberian press during the period covered 
by this investigation. This paper limits itself only to those discourses which make 
mention of the paranormal. 

C Newspapers Surveyed 
From a privately held collection of nearly a year's worth of week-day Liberian daily 
newspapers, the author randomly selected the month of June 1988 as a source of sto­
ries on the occult which would serve to supply material for a more focused analytical 
read12• From this process, the following papers were included in the survey: The Daily 
Observer, the Spectator, the Liberian Mirror, the Liberian Herald (Catholic), and the 
Standard. All of the papers surveyed in this research were private or quasi-private, as 
the state-run New Liberian had ceased publication or came out only infrequently dur­
ing the 1988-1989 period when this author was collecting newspapers. 

A careful examination of these papers revealed that accounts of the paranor­
mal, stories concerning the paranormal or mentioning the paranormal occurred in at 
least one of the five published papers near I y every day. The Liberian Herald, the paper 
of the Catholic Church was the exception, as no stories of this type were found within 
its pages during the period of time studied. 

A central assumption of the subsequent discussion is the existence of an inte­
grallink between the narratives appearing in the Liberian press and the social arrange­
ments and preoccupations of readers. Such assumptions have become commonplace 
in post-modem journalistic analyses which are sensitive to the rift between accounts 
in newspapers and the 'reality' they purport to depict. Post-modernism recognizes the 
role of audience as consumer in the shaping of newspaper articles which are more 
story-like, more humanized, and more self-referential (Luthar 1997:49). Such ap­
proaches have long been seen by the present author as inherently more reasonable 
than the (vain) modernist search in so much of the African press for such chimera as 
objectivity and an abstracted, distanced perspective. Drawing from Obeichina, 
Okpewho, and others, this author has described the role of the oral narrative in shap­
ing the mass media including the written press in Africa (Bourgault 1987:211-236; 
Bourgault 1995:180-205). 

The arguments presented herein are also enriched by those of Cameroonian 
scholar Achille Mbembe. Mbembe uses the African novel and the African press inter­
changeably to support and inform his work on political symbolism in what he calls the 
'post colony' (Mbembe 1992a: 1-30). Mbembe defends this practice by noting the close 
kinship between the two, 'the sort of functional reciprocity between narrativity and 

12 See Note 2 above. 
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temporality'. He adds that 'all human experience has a temporal quality and there is a 
direct link between lived temporality and the narrative act' (Mbembe 1992b: 134). 
Mbembe argues that a generation of African politicians have continued to censor nov­
els because the leadership clearly recognizes the informative power of these genres, 
together with the closeness with which they approximate the actual reality of political 
situations. Echoing Bellman's treatise on secrecy, moreover, Mbembe (1 992b: 134) 
discusses censorship and refers in this context to a post-colonial culture 'of servitude 
which privileges "acts of telling" (actes de raconter, de faire recit) , . 

Emmanuel Obeichina (1972: 19-27) notes the similarity in style of newspapers 
and market literature in Nigeria, both of which are said to construct narratives consti­
tuting a 'bricolage' of stories derived from many sources: the Bible and Christian 
Catechisms, English literature, international news media, the popular cinema, but first 
and foremost, African folk tales. 

Drawing from the above specialists of the text including many the Africanists 
among them, the author treats the sample of the Liberian press studied herein as a text 
which promotes and sustains a discursive vision of Liberian society. She is not con­
cerned with efforts to look behind the articles in a search for the 'accuracy' of the 
reporting or the 'real' account of events being described 13. 

For the purposes of this discussion articles have been grouped in a two-fold 
classification: A) stories of the occult involving no criminal proceedings, and B) sto­
ries of criminality and the occult. 

Part II of the paper will describe and discuss the stories. informing the reader to 
the extent possible as to the ernie meaning of the stories in the Liberian context. Where 
appropriate. it will venture tentatively into the realm of etic interpretation. 

Part III will once again take up the question of Liberian politico- religious 
symbology in conjunction with the view of the press as social text. It will combine 
these ideas with additional aspects of Liberian history and politics together with an­
thropological study of witchcraft. Through post-modem distancing. the study thus 
proposes to offer a tentative interpretation of Liberian press discourse on the occult. 

To facilitate the discussion of the newspaper stories. the articles discussed be­
low have been arbitrarily numbered 1-16. 

Part II: The Stories 
A The Occult in Non-Criminal Cases 
The following six stories have been grouped together because all seem to share a 
relatively benign view of the occult or to narrate a somewhat amusing account of 

13 See Geschiere' s (1997: 19-25) important and enlightening discussion on the phenomenology 
of witchcraft in anthropological writing. 
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human/occult interaction. A description of these articles follows. 
Story 1, 'Barolle to Upset Cornerstone' appeared in the Spectator (June 3 

1988:7), the typical sports page of most papers. The non-bylined article speculates on 
the Liberian soccer team's (Barolle's) ability to beat its Ghanaian (Cornerstone) oppo­
nents. 

Mighty BaroUe which was reported to have been in secret camp (e.a.) is expected to 
put up a hard fight against Comers as the Ghanaian side is affectionately called. 

This story implies that team members have traveled to a sacred/powerful venue 
to obtain important 'medicines' (figuratively 'powers', literally 'potions') which will 
enable them to win the match. This is a typical practice in competitive SpOrts14• 

This author is surprised to not have uncovered more references to 'medicine in 
sports' within the period examined as the practice is said to be very common. 

Stories 2 and 3 both ran on page 8, the back pages of the Daily Observer (June 
2 and June 7 1988). Story 2 is entitled 'Man Gives Birth to Twins'; while Story 3 
features the headline 'Yekapa Hospital Denies Twins Story'. Both were written by 
c.Y. Kwanue. In the first account, a man has allegedly given birth to twins, a male and 
a female, the first of whom, the boy, has died. According to 'eyewitnesses', so the 
story would have readers believe, the man and his spouse went to a healer because she 
failed to conceive a child. The healer reportedly gave the wife some medicine which 
the man seems to have taken by mistake. After he gave birth, the story continues, the 
man admitted to hospital officials, that he used witchcraft to transform himself into a 
woman, and to have sexual intercourse with men. Another hospital official is alleged 
to have told the reporter that an operation was performed in order to make it possible 
for the man to give birth. 

Clearly this story contains several different discourses on occult phenomena: 
the medicine potion, the man's initial sexual transformation through witchcraft, the 
hospital's alleged performance of an emergency 'sex change' surgery, the birth of 
twins l 5, and finally the death of the boy twin. Almost one week later, the Daily Ob­
server ran the follow-up story (Story 3), rare in the case of occult stories. 'Yekapa 
Hospital Denies Twins Story', Story 3, carries a photo of a European physician, Dr. 

14 A number of Liberian friends and specialists have remarked on the typicality of seeking 
'powerful medicine' in order to gain an advantage in competitive sports. See also Allen's 
(1992: 124-142) novel, for a fictionalised account of this practice. 

I~ The birth of twins is often considered portentous in a number of traditional African cultures, 
including many Liberian ones. See Bourgault (1988/1989). See Also Gay's 1973 novel, Red 
Dust on the Green Leaves: A Kpelle Twins' ChiLdhood. 
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Lennert Reitner, who purportedly is responsible for the denial. Reitner, moreover, is 
reported to castigate hospital nurses for spreading stories. The article documents Dr. 
Reitner as also urging reporters to verify facts and to seek clarification before publish­
ing. Clearly dissatisfied with Reitner's account, the reporter has solicited the opinion 
of a Liberian physician at a different hospital to inquire if such a birth were possible. 
The answer provided by this second physician clearly straddles two phenomenologies 
and is quite representative of the views of many educated Liberians: 

Dr. I.P. Jalloh explained that biologically it was not possible for a man to give birth to 
a child. But he said 'when witchcraft is implied in African Science, it is indisputable 
that such may happen' . 

By seeking a quote from a Liberian doctor, the reporter is clearly trying to 
extricate himself from a charge of unprofessionalism. Journalist Kwanue goes on to 
note that he has been called to the Observer headquarters to defend himself. 

Story 4 is entitled 'Lightening Kills 65 year old Woman', by Miaway Gruah. 
Run on page 1 of the Mirror, Story 4 served as the paper's lead story on June 7,1988. 
The story details the death by electrocution of a woman in Nimba county. An account 
from her brother describes how he failed to rescue her. 'The whole body was filled 
with electricity and each time I tried to save her I received powerful shocks'. The story 
goes on to narrate that the old woman's home was subsequently burned in the fire. The 
brother describes the 'whole episode' as 'very mysterious'. 

Death by lightening is one of the many causes of death regarded in Liberian 
cosmology as a 'bad luck death'. This belief is widespread among many of the Libe­
rian tribes. 'Bad luck' or inauspicious deaths are believed to be the result of witchcraft, 
'society business', i.e. the occult (Bourgault 1992:22t). But in a curious circularity of 
logic, victims are often blamed for their fate. The logic employed herein is that those 
who delve in black magic will ultimately become its targets. So when a 'bad luck' 
death befalls a person, the person is seen as having dabbled in the occult. Victims of 
such inauspicious deaths do not receive proper funerals, for a proper funeral assures 
the continued participation of the deceased in the affairs of his or her living kinsmen. 
It is hoped that without a proper send off into the spirit world, the victim's spirit will 
travel far away and find other living beings to trouble. An alternative explanation of 
the woman's death could be that a relative of the victim has 'witched' her. The com­
ments of the woman's brother, particularly the account of his attempted rescue, may 
be interpreted as a means of deflecting potential accusations of his compliance or 
participation in his sister's 'bad luck' death. 

A similar story, Story 5, 'Mysterious Death Hits Duala' by John Adams, tells of 
a sixty-six year old man who collapsed and died while reading a letter to his relatives. 
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The article, which appeared in the Standard (June 21 1988:8), reports that the relatives 
were panic stricken. We can assume they believe as the Liberian adage says, that 'No 
one dies for nothing' , a reference to the belief that death occurs because of causative 
human agents. Indeed the term 'mysterious death' is clearly code for allegations of 
witchcraft. Like the brother in Story 4, the relatives undoubtedly fear oncoming accu­
sations of witchcraft. Alternatively, they may also fear becoming its next victims. 

Story 6, bylined 'our reporter', tells of an encounter by a human with a water 
spirit. Entitled 'Woman Dies After Speaking with Crawfish in Grand Bassa County', 
it appeared in the Spectator (June 14 1988:8). This story tells of a fisherwoman who 
died soon after meeting 'a black fat ten-footed crawfish from the Mechlin River'. The 
women is alleged to have narrated this event to her husband, shortly before her death, 
as the content of a recent dream. In the dream the crawfish accused her of having 
caught all of his relatives and he has warned her that this would be the last time. 

The black fat crawfish is undoubtedly some variant of a water spirit (in Kpelle, 
kakalee) which promises men or women success in their waking lives in exchange for 
a human life, sometimes that of a relative, sometimes their own. This spirit, like the 
more well known mammy water, eventually extracts its 'pound of flesh' for the pact 
made with it. 

Mammy water myths have been explained as powerful warnings against ex­
cessive accumulation (Bastian 1993: 129-166). Story 6 appears to recapture the same 
theme. For the article goes on to say that the 'lady' in question had become a success­
ful trader, one who had built a large home from the proceeds of the sale of crawfish 
caught with hand-made baskets. But fish trapping in this manner is clearly a female 
role-ascribed subsistence occupation. Such work is thought unlikely to amass serious 
capital particularly by women. If at all, it could have become accumulative only in the 
wake of the spread of the money economy to the 'country people' in the post World 
War II era. 

What can these stories mean? And what is their function? The sports story is 
little more than a gossipy speculation on the Liberian teams chances. This mention of 
the occult is a mere harmless aside. The twins story is a concatenated lot of contradic­
tory rumors. Its open- ended style invite comment and discussion, engaging readers to 
start their own discourses. Clearly the European doctor in Story 3 felt compelled to 
respond in a subsequent story. But his action only opened up the floor to more discus­
sion, a response by a Liberian medical doctor. The twins' story seems to also be giving 
a moral lesson, castigating the father for his careless sexual practices and possibly 
warning against the dangers of homosexuality. Certainly the crawfish story provides a 
moral lesson. The lightening and the letter stories provide cautionary messages. They 
remind the reader that danger abounds, that powerful forces are on the loose that can 
strike at any moment. They are accounts by reporters who obtained them from the 
persons directly implicated. 
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Stories 1-6 stylistically resemble tabloid stories in the western press. They op­
erate to amuse the audience and to sustain a belief in popular witchcraft discourse. 
These stories are essentially open-ended - with many unanswered questions, many 
unresolved details, and often with contradictory reports. Such articles make ideal pieces 
for group reading, where more literate members of African villages or neighborhoods 
read newspapers to the unschooled. The missing details will then be filled in by the 
listeners and will continue to circulate in the medium of 'pavement radio', or as it is 
known in the francophone nations, Radio Trottoir. Eventually, they may resurface in 
the press again, transformed into new articles, new folktales for urban masses16. 

The above stories also stand out because they make no mention of perpetrators, 
i.e. they contain neither direct nor veiled accusations of witchcraft. But a far greater 
number of press accounts treating the occult include accusations or allusions to crimi­
nal occult behavior on the part of the perpetrators. A number of these are detailed 
below. 

B Criminality and the Occult 
Stories 7 through 15 have been grouped together in this section because they share in 
common accounts of victimization, and an apparent or at least possible level of 
criminality. In all but one of these accounts, the perpetrators potentially face arrest or 
are actually being held pending trial. The vast majority appear to derive from 'beat 
reports' from the police, from the Ministry of Internal Affairs, or from unnamed 'secu­
rity forces'. 

The beginning of Story 7, "'I Killed Seven Persons": Witch Confesses in a 
Church', sets the tone and mood of the articles which appear in this section. 

In the wake of the rising rate of witchcraft activities in the country, a man identified as 
Junior MacCarthy has revealed his involvement in the killing of several persons in 
the Logan town area. 

Story 7, written by E. Frederick Baye, appeared in the Mirror on (June 28 
1988:1). The article provides an account of a young man, Junior MacCarthy, who 
during an alleged religious conversion, confesses to participating in the killing, among 
six others, of a two year old baby. In the course of his confession, MacCarthy has 
named two conspirators, one of whom is the baby's mother. MacCarthy claims to have 
given up the pact when his colleagues asked him to give over his mother to the witches. 

16 For discussions of 'pavement radio' or Radio Trot/oir, see Ellis (1989); Nkanga (1992); and 
Bourgault (1995:201-205). 
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The story, with its sensational headline, is accompanied by a dramatic news photo of a 
pastor brandishing a large cross at the church where MacCarthy confessed. 

Though the legal implications of the story are not treated in the article, those 
accused by MacCarthy will undoubtedly face investigation by officers from the Min­
istry of Internal Affairs. 

A non bylined Story 8 involves an accusation of murder whose motive appears 
to stem from the threat of witchcraft. 'lohn Early Charged with Murder', appeared in 
the bilingual Spectator (lune 7 1988:8). This story deals with a father, lohn Early, who 
has recently been charged with the murder of his 25 year old son, Samuel. The story 
goes on to provide an account from witnesses saying the two had quarreled after the 
father had refused to give the son money to support the younger man's girlfriend. The 
son threatened to 'fuck with him (sic.)' ifhis Dad did not give him the money. The son 
said he would kill his father and that 'nothing would come out of it'. The threat sounds 
very much as if the son had planned to use occult powers against his father, and thereby 
has caused his own death. 

Story 9 by Victoria Nyumah reports on the death of a man 'in the prime oflife' 
and the subsequent arrest of his ex-wife/girlfriend in connection with his death. The 
article entitled 'Death in Girlfriend's Room', appeared in the Daily Observer (the 
premier paper) lune 21, 1988, on the back page, page 8. The deceased apparently died 
in Monrovia with his ex-wife, Miss Borbor, who is also the mother of two of his 
children. His current wife and additional children (number unspecified) are reported 
to live in Buchanen. Another girlfriend, a neighbor of the ex-wife in Monrovia is also 
reported to be among the mourners, for she too, notes the article, has a child by the 
deceased. The article reports that the girl friend, Miss Borbor, in whose room the man 
died, has been 'arrested on suspicion', even through a later paragraph indicates that 
the pathologist who examined the body 'suspected no foul play'. One can only specu­
late that Miss Borbor has been accused of 'foul play' within the framework of 'African 
Science'. Indeed, as noted above, many Liberians believe that most deaths (except for 
death by 'old age') are caused by human agents. Once again the Liberian expression, 
'no one dies for nothing' comes to mind in this context. 

Both Story 8 and Story 9 contain decided elements of terror as they clearly 
implicate the occult in the commission of murder. Indeed tradition dictates that to kill 
one's kin is an abomination. Both of these stories also contain elements of the moral 
tale, warning that acquisitive lovers can cause rifts between kin. In Story 8 the girl­
friend's financial needs led to deadly violence between Samuel Early and his father 
lohn. In Story 9 the victim seems to have run afoul of a life which included too many 
different love interests. 

Story 10 is entitled 'Alleged Witchcraft Girl Reveal Human Feast Palaver: Int. 
Affairs Probes'. Written by Edmond A. Sakpa, Story 10 appeared in the Standard 
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(Wednesday June 8 1988:1) with a continuation on page 6. It reports the investigation 
of a nine year old girl, Betty Darpoh, accused of involvement in witchcraft. The story 
alleges she is accused by the Ministry of Internal Affairs of being a witch, and that in 
the course of the proceedings against her she has accused two Internal Affairs Minis­
try workers, Cecilia Washington and Sarah Richards of being witches themselves. The 
accused, Miss Darpoh, is said to have admitted being involved in witchcraft against 
'some hardworking Liberians'. But she has named conspirators Washington and 
Richards because they allegedly demanded that she deliver her mother to the witches 
coven for murder. Betsy, having no relative other than her mother, is said to have 
resisted the witches, Cecilia and Sarah who in tum, 'beat her'. Cecilia and Sarah have 
denied the allegations. They have asked to prove their innocence through a sassywood 
ordeaP7. 

In Liberian English, those who do harm to others in their dreams are called 
witches, or in Kpelle, stick people or wulu nuu (Bellman 1984:56). Liberians believe 
that when individuals go to sleep at night, their dream spirit may take over. In dreams, 
they may fly (travel) from place to place and cause harm. Witches are particularly 
keen to eat new victims. Participants in witchcraft covens secure their membership 
and the illicit power which comes with membership by delivering up their loved ones. 

A variant on witch covens is the secret society (mentioned above) named after 
a given animal, i.e. leopard society, baboon society, or crocodile society, for example. 
Here the activity appears to be similar. Participants meet one another in the world of 
dream, deliver up victims which the group may harm, kill, and sometimes 'eat' (actu­
ally or metaphorically). 

Story 11, 'Leopards Invade Town', appeared with no byline in the Daily Ob­
server (June 27 1988:8). Here the occult is heavily implied though not directly stated. 
Leopards, especially in a group, are extremely rare in Liberia, so this story seems to be 
an account of an attack by members of the leopard society. The description of the 
leopard invasion moreover, belies the 'other worldly' origin of the animals. 

The elders [in Duanpea Town where the attack is alleged to have taken place] 
explained that around the time of the incident, there was a heavy downpour of rain, 
and while the people were asleep, the 'leopards' began chasing domestic animals. The 
elders said there was nothing much they could do but run for their lives. They said that 
they heard what appeared to be the sound of a wild animal pounding on the door with 

17 A sassywood ordeal is a fonn of 'truth test' which involves the administration of a poisonous 
potion, sassywood, by a qualified zoe. The innocent or truthful are said to be only mildly af­
fected or unaffected by the poison whereas the guilty are said to become violently ill or to die 
from the test. Many a forced confession has no doubt been extracted from terrified victims of 
ordeals. Another method of administering an ordeal is to touch the skin (sometimes the tongue) 
of the accused with a red hot cutlass. 
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its claw. No one was reported injured or physically attacked by the 'wild animals'. 
The use of quotation marks by the Observer in this account makes it clear that 

the intruders are not to be seen as real animals. Moreover, anthropological descrip­
tions of Leopard Society attacks describe 'leopard' behavior as curiously human 
(Bourgault 1988/1989). Clearly the villagers of Duanpea Town are terrified. 

Most of the elders who spoke to our correspondent said they had a sleepless 
night on June 15; and that in the morning, they saw footprints of what looked like the 
ones made by leopards. When they traced the footprints, they were led to a valley 
where skull of a sheep was found. The inhabitants there have appealed to authorities in 
Zoe-Geh to provide some protection for them against strange wild animals because 
they believe that the animals may one day come back. 

The response of government officials to a reported incident of an illegal secret 
society in instructive in its inactivity. 

There has been no official statement from the office of Nimba Superintendent, 
but an executive in the office of the superintendent confirmed the report of the inci­
dent. However, the executive said no official position had been taken because 'our 
Zoe-Geh Commissioner Kamue has not written us in particular'. 

The above stories 10 and II are different from those detailed below. In the 
above stories, there is no mention of body parts. The assumption is that the victims of 
witchcraft or Leopard Societies are killed and 'eaten' whole by the witches or 'leop­
ards'. The following stories, which seem about equally common in the Liberian press 
of the period under study, treat the subject of 'heartmen'. 'Heartmen' in the popular 
Liberian cosmology refers to individuals who are said to trade in human body parts 
useful in the concocting of potions used to cause harm to others. An individual who 
seeks power over others or who would cause them harm may seek out the aid of a 
'heartman'. This author has uncovered no mention of 'heartrnen' in the anthropologi­
cal literature. There is however, mention of secret societies falling outside the Poro 
which do trade in body parts. One such society is the Crocodile Society which drowns 
victims, sometimes leaving their bodies on the riverbanks often with parts removed 
(Bourgault 1988/1989). The author suspects the cultural formation of heartmen to be a 
modem transposition of beliefs from older secret societies. 

The first 'heartman' story, Story 12 is entitled 'Father Arrested for Attempting 
to Sell Son for $2000'. The article is written by A. Boakai and appeared in Liberia's 
best paper of the era, the Daily Observer (June 16 1988:8). This article describes the 
arrest of a man from Guinea who is alleged to have come to Liberia to trade his son to 
a 'heartman' for the latter's use of the son's body parts. According to the report, secu­
rity forces have arrested this man. How this individual came to be suspected of this 
heinous crime is not given; nor is any information provided on the man's response to 
the charges. 
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Yet another 'heartman' story, Story 13, "'Ritual Killing" in Bassa: - 7 Under 
Probe', describes the arrest by the Ministry of Internal Affairs of seven persons al­
leged to be involved in 'ritualistic killing'. Story 13, written by James K. Forkpa, 
appeared in the Daily Observer (June 22 1988:8). One victim's body, that of a three 
year old, is alleged to have been found along the banks of the Timbo River with these 
parts missing: penis, eyes, ears, tongue, nose, fingers, and front upper teeth. The story, 
which could equall y be referring to a Crocodile Society murder, reports that 'the seven 
were apprehended last Friday when a traditional ordeal (see below and see Note 17) 
incriminated them in the killing' . Information as to how or why this ordeal was held is 
not provided to the readers. 

The next ritual murder story, Story 14, is entitled 'Mysterious Murder Hits 
Bensonville'. The story, written by Samuel H. Lavalie, appeared in the Standard (June 
3 1988: 1). The story provides an account of the discovery of the body of an elderly 
man with several parts missing, found wrapped in a sheet, hanging from a tree. The 
story written in an incomprehensive purple prose, contains a thick nest of accusations 
of poor police work against the local police by a government official. These are fol­
lowed by a set of protestations and counter claims from the decidedly defensive newly 
appointed local police chief. This story clearly raises the specter of police (and other 
official) compliance in the murder of the old man. It suggests political disagreement 
surrounding the murder at high government levels. 

Yet another 'heartman' story, one with no byline is Story 15, which appeared in 
the Daily Observer (June 91988: 1). '11 Under Probe in Rivercess-In Connection with 
Man's Death' reports that eleven persons are being investigated in connection with a 
ritual murder. The circularity of the discourse seems particularly evident in the text of 
this story. 

Confinuing these reports, Rivercess County Attorney, Mr. Monis Kaba, said that the 
arrest of the 11 persons followed a ritual performed [an unnamed exercise in the 
divination] by a cultural inspector (name not given). He said that the ritual perform­
ance stemmed from mounting concern and pleas from some citizens who called on 
county officials to probe the death of their colleague. 

A closer read suggests that powerful individuals are trying to frame certain 
officials for ritual murders and have engineered a divination to obtain information 
from the spirit world. The article continues in this vein. 

It [interrogation of 11 suspects] was based on citizen cries that the county invited the 
cultural inspector to perform the ritual, he said. Mr. Kaba added that it was during the 
performance of the ritual that the 11 persons, including a senior district officer (e.a.), 
were implicated. 
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A few paragraphs later, the article is more revealing of the apparent political 
nature of the story. 

In another development, Internal Affairs Minister Edward Sackor has appointed Mr. 
Wallace Joe as Acting Superintendent of Rivercess County. An Internal Affairs re­
lease issued yesterday said Minister Sackor made the appointment to ensure an unin­
tenupted and smooth administration of the County in the wake of the dismissal of Mr. 
Franco B.S. Grimes by Dr. Samuel Kanyon Doe recently. 

This report appears to link Doe and his patronage machine in accusations of 

ritual murder and closed sessions of divination. 
It is noteworthy that none of the witchcraft, 'heartrnen', or ritual murder stories 

specifically mentions dreams, so it is unclear whether the alleged perpetrators are 

believed to have committed these atrocities while asleep or awake. Indeed, oral dis­
courses on witchcraft or 'society business' typically fail to mention the dream aspect 
of the activity unless it is specifically prompted by the researcher (Bourgault 1988/ 
1989). 

Of course, from the point of view of witchcraft theory as social control, it mat­
ters little whether the perpetrators were awake or asleep. For being asleep is no ex­
cuse. Liberians generally believe that individuals make a choice to tap into the occult 
powers deep within them (Bourgault 1988/1989). Those who do fly around in their 
dreams have made a decision to do so. But there is also great circularity and contradic­
tion to this discourse. Believers also allow that it is possible to get 'trapped' into witch­
craft inadvertently, i.e. by making a pact with a stranger who turns out to be 
'otherworldly'. Witchcraft discourse is thus inherently conservative. It operates to 

encourage people not to be greedy lest others become jealous and resort to occult 
powers to get even. And witchcraft discourse also discourages jealousy lest envious 

feelings lead to 'bad dreams' wherein the jealous dreamer veers into illicit or immoral 

dream behavior (Geschiere 1997). 

The witchcraft, heartmen, and ritual murder stories also appear to follow the 

classic witchcraft pattern of using powerless persons to entrap them into naming names 

(Truzzi 1974:663). They therefore have considerable political significance. Like Sto­

ries 4, 5, and 6 discussed in the first subsection, these stories are also cautionary tales. 

They inform readers that no one is safe. But they do more than that. By the sheer 

horror of their accounts, some of which are accompanied by gruesome photographs, 

they invite terror. Those, like Story 14 which castigate police or those which implicate 

other officials (Stories 11, 13, and 15) have a double function. They teach readers that 

authorities have proven themselves either powerless to aid victims or compliant in the 
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Occult Discourses in the Liberian Press 

system of victimization. And most significantly the stories described in this subsec­
tion bear the mark of officialdom. They update readers on the day to day business of 
victimization, the latest targets of such practices, and the futility of fighting the occult. 
In so doing, these stories inform readers about who has power to regulate death, to 
operate in secret, and to use terror tactics. 

It is noteworthy that the Doe regime was known for its recruitment of thugs to 
the ranks of the military and the police. The so-called Youth Wing of Doe's political 
party, the National Patriotic Front or NDPL, largely made up of unemployed youths, 
were particularly active after a 1985 coup attempt against the Doe regime (Liebnow 
1987 :289). Doe was also known for his appointment of barely literate members of his 
Krahn ethnic group to high government offices. Secrecy no doubt helped to cover up 
their inability to function professionally. And fear of unfathomable punishment no 
doubt helped to quell government critics. 

Peter Geshiere notes, 'Power in Africa is at once suspect and indispensable'. 
And as Geshiere (1997:43) states, the central question about power is the myth of 
witchcraft itself! Who kills rightly and who kills wrongly? The reader of the Liberian 
press was left to ponder the answer. 

One additional story in the sample touched on the occult in some fashion but 
was difficult to classify. Story 16, 'Soldier Flogs Mask Man' is included here because 
it supplies a fitting footnote on the relationship of the Doe regime to the spirit world. 
Written by Moses L. Langar Sr., Story 16 appeared in the Standard (June 3 1988:back 
page, p. 8). The story describes how a masked performer, a member of a cultural 
troop, was flogged by one of Doe's soldiers, after the mask [masked dancer] broke a 
window on the soldier's vehicle. 

This particular story cries out for some explanation. Liberians typically believe 
that spirits (usually ancestral) reside in a mask which is usually performed or 'danced'. 
Such masks are often referred to as 'devils' in Liberian English, though these spirits 
are not at all considered to represent an evil principle. Devils, (like ancestors) how­
ever, are to be respected as well as feared because they are capable of both good and 
evil. Masks are considered particularly sacred (and living) when they appear in Libe­
rian villages or towns in conjunction with the enactment of a ritual. Because the mask 
in question was part of a cultural troop performing in Monrovia, the soldier who struck 
it probably did not consider it 'living'. The action nevertheless represented enough of 
an abomination so as to warrant the soldier's arrest. This is documented in the story. 
Such an event may be seen to be indicative of the arrogance and indiscipline of Doe's 
soldiers by the late 1980's. It is a testimony of the failure of that administration to 
fulfill its putative mandate to serve the 'country people' and to deliver them from the 
hated hegemony of the Arnerico- Liberian settlers. 
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Part III: Discussion 
What can we make of the above collection of witchcraft discourses? A present ob­
server of the African scene, Washington Post reporter Blaine Harden supplies a com­
mentary on witchcraft in modem Africa, which provides a useful starting point. 

Juju murders afflict modem Africa in a way that shopping mall and workplace mur­
ders affect the United States. Abhorrent, unpredictable, and atypical though the vio­
lence may be, it happens enough to be a symptom, in Africa as in America, of how 
tradition, myth, and modem stress, can twist behavior. Nursing a grudge and infected 
with the gun-toting American spirit, a self-styled Rambo goes shopping for nameless 
enemies with an AK 47 assault rifle. In need of a spiritual edge over his competition, 
a tradition-steeped, profit-crazed African businessman goes shopping for a juju mer­
chant and a fresh head (Harden 1990:81). 

Harden's comments, though relevant, must be particularized for Liberia. Witch­
craft discourse in Liberia was undoubtedly far more than a business practice, however 
much enmeshed with government as business generally has been in Africa. In Liberia, 
witchcraft was even incorporated into the highest levels of government! And when 
Samuel Doe toppled the Americo-Liberian power structure, he severed the rather tenu­
ous and albeit artificial politico-religious edifice. For a populace steeped in myth and 
magic, this had important consequences. Doe's actions created a vacuum in the po­
litico-religious order. 

As noted above, Tubman had recognized the enormous politico-religious power 
of the Poro. He had attempted to regulate this power by putting it under the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs. The ministry (under the close guidance of these patronage-ridden 
presidencies) had appointed a Chief Zoe. And serious accusations of witchcraft ulti­
mately had come under federal level jurisdiction. Thus the federal government had 
become (at least in theory) the ultimate arbiter of matters of customary law. In terms of 
Liberian politico-religious symbolism, the power over good and evil resided within 
the Americo-Liberian ideo-religious symbologies: mainline Christianity, especially 
Baptist and Methodist conventions, and secret Masonic brotherhoods. 

Doe's coup, complete with the smashing of the Masonic Temple, symbolically 
broke the politico-religious power structure. In the months that followed, it was as if 
bottled up spirit forces had begun to circulate. Doe himself was in need of 'spiritual 
power' both for protection and for political demonstration. And having broken the 
symbols of the past, according to Stephen Ellis, Doe had to improvise. Doe had the 
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier erected to the memory of the Armed Forces of Liberia 
(AFL), and some say he sacrificed a hapless soldier and buried him below it (Ellis 
1995:191). 
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Doe was known to search endlessly for 'strong (traditional) medicine' and to 
be continually looking for supernatural advisors (Ellis 1995:190). In bids to consoli­
date his earthly as well as his spiritual powers. he came to attend both Church and 
Mosque (Ellis 1995: 190). In politics, he courted the Mandingo. a Muslim ethnic group. 
He reapproached the Poro and took the title of tarnue (Liebnow 1987:269). But since 
Doe's Krahn tribe is not part of the Poro edifice. his title-taking was seen by Poro 
elders as nothing more than dabbling. And after 1985, Doe reauthorized the Freema­
sons. 

As tensions increased throughout the 1980s, Liberia saw a great deal of reli­
gious foment in Liberia. Islam made significant inroads. So did the ethnic based 
syncretistic churches such as the Lorna Church. the Bassa Community Church. to­
gether with fundamentalist sects of all stripes. The Jimmy Swaggert Crusade came 
(even while Swaggert was enmeshed in troubles in the U.S. for having been caught 
with Louisiana call-girls) and preached a revival. Swaggert even left his tents behind. 
These quickly became makeshift churches for itinerant Christian fundamentalist preach­
ers who followed in Swaggert's wake. They gathered huge crowds with promises to 
'bind the power of Satan' and to 'deliver adherents from the evils of witchcraft'. At 
that point, Satan did indeed need binding! 

Eventually, of course. the mainline churches rebounded in the 1980s and re­
covered from their taint of settler elitism. But when they did. their umbrella organiza­
tion, the Liberian Council of Churches began to preach a social gospel. And mainline 
churches themselves began to agitate for political change as Doe's rule got more arbi­
trary. more capricious. and more bloodthirsty. 

All the while. Doe failed in his attempts to reorder Liberia's socio-moral order. 
S. Byron Tarr's analysis of Doe is telling in this context. 

Doe controlled none of the auxiliary sources of power which enabled his predeces­
sors to manipulate the authority relationships which both personalized and concen­
trated power in their hands. He was perceived a usurper whose hands were stained 
with blood. For example. unlike Tolbert. who was a Baptist pastor. or Tubman. a lay 
leader of the Methodists. Doe's efforts to join Tolbert' s former church ostracized him 
and the admitting pastor. Doe could not mesmerize persons awed by the formalism 
and bombastic expressions that had sustained the illusion of a Liberia central to Afri­
can redemption and rejuvenation (Tarr 1993:76). 

Ellis (1995: 192) remarks that Doe himself was never able to commit to a spir­
itual order. Though he tried them all. none. it seems, would have him. And in the end 
they all turned against him. 

There is nothing particularly unusual about an African Head of State, (or any 
other) wrapping himself in powerful symbolism or even resorting to extra-temporal 
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aids. This is common political practice. What was different in Liberia however, was 
the structural position of the occult, i.e. its institutionalization at the federal level. 
Unlike the neighboring countries whose policies had been to outlaw witchcraft (Guinea 
for example'S), or to treat it as a local matter (Nigeria and Cameroon)l9, the domain of 
the occult actually formed part of the official government. This gave any Liberian 
head of state the power to directly manipulate the occult. Doe's predecessors, Tubman 
and Tolbert, of course, had also enjoyed this power. But in keeping with the mainte­
nance of an aura of ante-Bellum southern Protestant gentility, they had tended to de­
emphasize this aspect oftheir 'True Whig' one-party states (Ellis 1995: 189). And what 
had been an exceptional story of witchcraft terror before 1980, became almost a ritual 
daily occurrence afterwards. 

Doe played his symbolic cards with a vengeance, using 'mysterious disappear­
ances' to rid himself of his enemies. He also used arbitrary arrests and extra-legal 
trials (Liebnow 1987:262). That the Doe regime should cleave so ably to witchcraft 
discourse only shows the extent to which he was a man of the people. 

Surely not all of the stories provided in this paper emanated from Doe's crav­
ing for power or his bid to control forces. Some of them clearly came from the people 
or from the reporters. For Doe and the Liberian people shared a common epistemol­
ogy and a common symbol system. 

According to Mbembe (1992a:4), who draws from Michael Bahktin, 'the gro­
tesque and the obscene are, above all, a matter of plebian life'. Mbembe's discussion 
of political symbolism in the post-colonial FrancophoneAfrican politics, moreover, is 
applicable to the Liberian situation. Mbembe argues, for example, that the political 
symbolism of eating, dominates Francophone Africa's Big Men. Mbembe notes that 
in contexts of scarcity, the politics of eating, especially immoderate eating, takes on 
important signification. Africa's Big Men, notably Eyadema of Togo; Mobutu offormer 
Zaire; and Biya of Cameroon; are not only metaphorically large, they are big in phy­
sique. To become that way, they are seen by their subjects as literally and metaphori­
cally 'eating the state'. Indeed, former strongman of Zaire, Mobutu Sese Seke was 
fond of saying, 'L'etat, c'est moil' ('I am the state!'). All three of these leaders had 
regular recourse to occult power (see Bourgault 1993:88). 

18 The Poro was outlawed in Guinea by President Sekou Toure after the country's independ­
ence from France. Toure regarded the Poro as a rival and a threat to his power. See Bellman 
(1984: 14f). 

19 Geschiere (1997: 173) writes that many African judicial experts are of the opinion that colo­
niallegal structures which they inherited, particularly in the Anglophone countries, ignored the 
phenomenon of witchcraft and thus left serious holes in their legal systems. Geschiere's 1997 
volume on witchcraft documents, among other issues, the beginnings in the 1990s, in Cameroon, 
of governmental level prosecutions of witchcraft. 
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Mbembe reminds us that African notions of witchcraft are related to immoder­
ate eating, i.e. that witches and other creatures of the occult eat their victims. (Liberian 
rumor held that Doe ate Tolbert's heart after slaying him!) One needs only to examine 
photos of staff sergeant Samuel Doe from 1980 with those of a decade later to see just 
how much eating Doe did. By 1988 Doe's scrawny soldier's body had ballooned into 
corpulence, straining the vest buttons of his three-piece suit. And Doe's menacing 
angular sergeant's jaw had filled into a bureaucrat's flaccid double chin! 

Achille Mbembe's (1992a:23) very controversial work notes that 

the populace have internalized authoritarian epistemology to the point where they 
reproduce it themselves in all the minor circumstances of daily life20• 

He writes that authoritarian symbolism trickles down to the common folk who repeat 
these plays for grandeur in their own intimate circles: 'in cults, secret societies, culi­
nary practices, leisure activities, and modes of consumption, dress styles, rhetorical 
devices, and the political economy of the body' (Mbembe 1992a:23). 

Mbembe's work stresses the peasant's interest in the grotesque. He also notes 
that the subject of the post-colony displays a 'talent for play and a sense of fun which 
makes him homo ludens, par excellence' (Mbembe 1992a:5). For Mbembe, the sub­
ject of the post-colony, ever oppressed, is ready at any instance, to tum officialdom 
into a joke. He is ready to parody and ready to mock at any moment. Mbembe adds 
further that it is this capacity as homo ludens (this capacity for play) that enables the 
colonized subject to switchidentities quickly. And Victor Turner (1992: 115) adds that 
African life is taken up in constant role playing, facilitating a phenomenology which 
certainly eases the quick shifting ofloyalties following a change of government. Else­
where this author has argued that the nature of oral culture is also helpful in this regard 
(Bourgault 1995:198). 

The peasant as homo ludens, par excellence, explains, according to Mbembe 
(1992a:15), why 

dictators can go to sleep at night lulled by roars of adulation and support only to wake 
up the next morning to find their golden calves smashed and their tablets of law over­
turned. The applauding crowds of yesterday have become a cursing, abusive mob. 

Perhaps Mbembe's remarks can serve as some sort of answer to the question 
Enoanyi asked about mobs jeering Doe in the early period of this decade's Liberian 
civil war. 

20 A July 1997 feature on Zairian music aired on National Public Radio recounted how mem­
bers of musical troupes in Kinshasa, especially managers, had borrowed from the bombast of 
Mobutu in claiming important titles for themsel ves. 
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Who are these people marching and asking the man to step down? Are they not the 
same ones who, in 1980 when he toppled the Americo-Liberian regime, danced and 
marched for days and weeks and months, singing praises to his heroism? .... Are they 
not the same people you and I have seen in solidarity marches pledging support to the 
man whenever he has crushed a coup? (Enoanyi 1991:19f). 

It should be recalled that the ruler of the post-colony is in the pay of the greater 
powers. This fact is well known among subjects. The ruler's pretensions to grandeur 
and invincibility are a kind of comic opera orchestrated by the 'Big Man', his hench­
men, and his public relations operatives. Peasants, all too familiar with the spinning of 
yams, recognize to varying degrees, that the post-colony is government by (to use 
Mbembe's Gallic terminology) 'simularum' (Mbembe 1992a: 14). But to openly con­
test the image of the state is to attack the government itself. 

These facts explain why insults or criticisms of people in power, especially the 
head of state, are treated so harshly in the post- colony. Like the secrets of the Poro 
which many people know but cannot discuss, the 'simulacrum' is ifa rno-'you must 
not talk it'. The real power the government has, then, is like that of the Zoes. The 
government has the power to enforce the 'doing of secrets'. 

Department of Communication & Performance Studies 
Northern Michigan University 
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Teaching Colonial Discourse in 
South Africa/South African Literature as 
Colonial Discourse l 

David Attwell 

'Empire and Response' is probably the most popular formula for the teaching of 
postcolonial literatures in the undergraduate curriculum in tertiary education anywhere 
in the English-speaking world. Its seductive clarity cannot easily be dismissed, since 
any number of writers-as the well-marketed manuals amply demonstrate-have made 
productive use of the archive of colonial textuality in shaping their work, both in 
writing back from a relatively autonomous vantage point and in parodic re-writings of 
colonial texts whose authority as the point of reference is not entirely questioned. The 
result is the plethora of courses in which Heart of Darkness is paired with Things Fall 
Apart, Jane Eyre with Wide Sargasso Sea, Robinson Crusoe with Foe, Othello with 
Season of Migration to the North, The Tempest with any number of possibilities, and 
so on2• 

But these courses and some of the surveys which service them embody the 
deficiencies of much postcolonial work to which Karin Barber (1995:3) and others 
have objected, namely that they block 'a properly historical, localised understanding 
of any scene of colonial and post-Independence literary production in Africa', by se­
lecting and overemphasising 

one sliver of literary and cultural production-written literature in the English lan­
guage-and [by treating] this as all there is, representative of a whole culture or even 
a whole global 'colonial experience'. 

Barber is particularly concerned about the effacement of indigenous-language writing 
in this paradigm, and the notions of the postcolonial with which it is often associated, 

I This essay was originally written for a panel on the teaching of African literatures at the 
annual conference of the African Literature Association, 'Migrating Worlds and Words: Pan­
Africanism Revisted', held at the State University of New York at Stony Brook, in March 
1996. 

2 In this essay I do not address the hubris of trying to teach postcolonial theory to undergradu­
ates. I am assuming most readers would share my sense of the absurdity of such an undertaking. 
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for it entails a series of dichotomies-traditional/modern, oral/written, past-oriented! 
contemporary, local/international, and so forth-from which whole areas of expres­
sive culture are made to disappear. The disappeared include the ongoing reinvention 
of oral traditions in the light of modern experience, or as Barber (1995: 12) puts it, that 

huge domain of semi-oral, semi-written contemporary popular culture, in which ma­
terials migrate through print, speech, and electronic media in a network of allusions 
which brings a wide range of 'literary' expression within the reach of the semi-literate 
school-Ieavers who make up the majority of the contemporary urban African masses. 

The essay goes on to address this misgiving in an absorbing examination of the work 
of several contemporary writers of Yoruba fiction whose theme is the anomie of urban 
poverty in Nigeria. 

Barber's timely critique, however, brings the potential for over-emphasis in the 
other direction. For instance, in his endorsement of her article in the editorial preface 
to the issue of Research in African Literatures in which it appears, Abiola Irele (1995:2) 
says Barber's refined sense of context enables her 

to provide a demonstration of an autonomous realm of imaginative expression, driven 
essentially by pressures internal to the society from which it emanates (e.a.). 

It would seem logical to affirm the antithesis to the myopia of superficial globalism in 
this way, that is, to affirm, as the alternative to what Barber (1995:4) calls 
postcolonialism's 'theoretical lock-out' of indigenous-language expression, the epis­
temological privilege of the local. But this is really a false opposition. Despite her 
rhetorical claims, for example, Barber's own discussion of Yoruba-Ianguage writing 
reveal that it would be quite wrong to assert an unqualified notion of autonomy. 
Fagunwa, she tells us, was 

a cultural broker par excellence, a Christian convert, a cultural nationalist, who cel­
ebrated Yoruba culture in the name of the 'African race', while purveying 'enlighten­
ment' to the Yoruba readers to whom he addresses his books (Barber 1995:10). 

She also tells us that post-Independence literary competitions for indigenous-language 
writing continue a tradition started by the Church Missionary Society (Barber 1995: 15); 
that Yoruba writers 

respected great works of English literature, as transmitted through the schools sys­
tem, [and] read imported popular literature from America such as detective stories 
and romances (Barber 1995:16); 
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and that Okediji's Atoto Arere, which she discusses as an exemplary text, makes use of 
'cinematic cuts, stream of consciousness, and a feverish, dreamlike, at times almost 
surreal imagination' -a narrative mode Barber (1995: 17) herself describes as 'mod­
ernist'. It is clear that whilst Barber (1995: 16) claims to affirm autonomy-'specific 
internal agendas defined and expressed in local terms' -her actual analysis constructs 
Yoruba-language writing as a complex mode of cultural translation, in which the liter­
ary resources of disparate cultures are transformed in the formation of a new expres­
sive culture. 

One of the explicit treatments of cultural translation in recent years is, of course, 
Mary Louise Pratt's (1992) Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation. Pratt 
(1992:4) writes about 'contact zones' as 'spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash 
and grapple with each other in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and sub­
ordination'. The notion of 'contact' foregrounds 

the interactive, improvisational dimensions of colonial encounters so easily ignored 
or suppressed by diffusionist accounts of conquest and domination. A contact per­
spective emphasizes how subjects are constituted in and by their relations to each 
other. It treats [colonial] relations ... not in terms of separateness or apartheid, but in 
terms of copresence, interaction, interlocking understandings and practices ... (Pratt 
1992:7). 

The reference to apartheid here is not altogether satisfactory, unless Pratt is alluding to 
the fact that apartheid was indeed an attempt to manage such closeness by throwing 
into reverse the history of urbanisation and deracination that modernity had brought in 
train. Cultural translation is a function of contact, and if, as Barber unwittingly shows, 
the term is applicable to the development of Yo rub a-language fiction, how much more 
relevant it must be to South African literatures which are the product of a long history 
of various struggles over the means of representation amongst indigene and settler, 
settler and colonist, and settler and settler-a history not altogether shared by Nigeria. 
Indeed, so decisive has this history been in South Africa, that literary histories have 
conventionally tended to privilege black English-language writing as the true bearer 
of resistance over and above indigenous-language writing which has still not wholly 
overcome its historical patronage by mission-school and government presses. 

To return to questions of pedagogy: how then does one develop a curriculum 
dealing with the literature of the colonial scene and its aftermath that does not fall 
back on misleading dichotomies? Before answering that question, I shall deal with 
what for some might be the prior one: why bother with the literature of the encounter 
at all? Why not simply decolonise the canon altogether and teach an entirely Afrocentric 
curriculum? I am not suggesting for a minute that courses in the literature of the en­
counter should substitute for courses in African or diasporic literatures. But I am sug-
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gesting that properly conceived, they are a necessary adjunct to such courses. Teach­
ing the literature of the colonial encounter could entail an analysis of how literariness 
and literary value are established and negotiated in cultures which have been, and 
continue to be, subject to colonial intrusion. The broader 'cultural poetics' I am refer­
ring to here could serve as a necessary caution to the unthinking entrenchment of 
literary fonns whose diffusion was a function of the civilising mission (de Kock 1994: 
34). The point would also be to draw students into an understanding of the many­
layered cultural transactions that have lead to the fonnation of a 'national' literature. (I 
would not want to argue that the textual emphasis here excludes consideration of orature: 
that subject deserves full and separate treatment.) It almost goes without saying that 1 
am arguing (and here I support Barber's position) that the sweeping generalisations of 
the 'Empire and Response' fonnula ought to be counterbalanced, if not replaced, by 
an engagement with the specifics of a particular literary and historical context. 

Pratt's work begins to delineate what we might infonnally call the rhetorics of 
contact. 1 shaIl extrapolate from two such rhetorics: 'anti-conquest' writing entails 

strategies ofrepresentation whereby European bourgeois subjects seek to secure their 
innocence in the same moment as they assert European hegemony; 

frequently, 'in travel and exploration writings these strategies of innocence are consti­
tuted in relation to older imperial rhetorics' (pratt 1992:7). 'Autoethnographic' writ­
ing entails 

instances in which colonized subjects undertake to represent themselves in ways that 
engage with the colonizer'S own tenus .... autoethnographic texts are those the others 
construct in response to or in dialogue with those metropolitan representations .... 
[They] are not, then, what are usually thought of as 'authentic' or autochthonous 
forms of self-representation .... Rather, they [involve] partial collaboration with and 
appropriation of the idioms of the conqueror ... [and they are typically] addressed 
both to metropolitan readers and to literate sectors of the speaker's own social group, 
and bound to be received very differently by each. Often such texts constitute a group's 
point of entry into metropolitan literate culture (Pratt 1992:7). 

One may use these tenns as the starting point for a course or syllabus, recognis­
ing that while they do not whoIly escape the self-other binarism, they certainly com­
plicate it and lead eventually to its erasure in the proposition that the colonial scene 
entails a continuum of transculturation which includes all the expressive cultures which 
feel the impact of the encounter in a given context; in other words, one recognises 
points of origin, but only in order to observe that nothing is left unchanged in a histori­
cal process which ceaselessly throws up new expressive fonns. To put this in curricu-
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lar terms, one might begin by selecting a wide range of nineteenth century materials, 
including but not limited to the literary, which introduce the imperial rhetorics to which 
anti-conquest writing is a response. I have found visual texts the most economical way 
of doing this: the orientalist paintings of North African subjects by Gerome, Delacroix 
and Renoir, for instance, and landscape paintings of the South African interior by 
Samuel Daniell, ET. I'Ons and Cornwallis Harris. Visual imagery dramatises effec­
tively the imperious 'roving eye' of the explorer, the tension between foregrounded, 
organised space and backgrounded, disorganised/threatening space, and the replica­
tion of perceptual models drawn from European contexts. After this visual material 
one could begin a discussion of anti-conquest, using extracts from John Barrow's Travels 
(1806)-discussed by Pratt herself-but also a work such as Catherine Barter's Alone 
Among the Zulus (1866). Students might be expected to identify the particular 'strate­
gies of innocence' at work in such texts. Barter's narrative is particularly useful in 
extending Pratt's analysis, to show that the strategies of innocence are both more marked 
and more conflicted in the feminine subject position. The end-point of this process 
might be an analysis of Thomas Pringle's and Roy Campbell's ethnographic poems 
(which are heavily anthologised and which could usefully be recontextualised). Pringle's 
ambivalence, for instance, becomes more apparent to students if it is understood as 
anti-conquest. Consider the following stanzas from 'Makanna's Gathering' (Pringle 
1970:48): 

Wake! Amak6sa, wake! 
And arm yourselves for war. 

As coming winds the forest shake, 
I hear a sound from afar: 

It is not thunder in the sky, 
Nor lion's roar upon the hill, 

But the voice of HIM who sits on high, 
And bids me speak his will! 

He bids me call you forth, 
Bold sons of Kahabee, 

To sweep the White men from the earth, 
And drive them to the sea: 

The sea, which heaved them up at first, 
For Amak6sa's curse and bane, 

Howls for the progeny she nurst, 
To swallow them again. 

Recent anthologisers of this poem refer to it as helping to initiate a tradition of protest 
poetry by 'adopting a pseudo-persona in order to advocate retaliation by the Xhosa 
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Teaching Colonial Discourse in South Africa 

against the injustices of British colonial incursions' (Pringle 1989:xxiv). But this is 
misleading. In his African Sketches, Pringle's tone in discussing the career of Nxele 
('Makanna') is entirely unsympathetic; indeed, the syncretic prophecies and rousing 
rhetoric are presented as a dangerous charade by a power-hungry lesser chief (ap­
pended to Pringle 1970: 144-148). Students could be asked to resolve the anomaly: 
why does Pringle seem to extend support to 'Makanna' in the poem, only to withdraw 
it in the historical memoir? The notion of anti-conquest enables students to make sense 
of this: as one student put it to me: 

Thomas Pringle chose to write 'Makanna's Gathering' from the Xhosa anti-colonial 
prophet's point of view because by the time he wrote the poem, Nxele's challenge had 
already been curtailed. 

Pringle's representation of aspects of Xhosa cosmology in the poem-as in the fanati­
cal reverence for Uhlanga, or the anthropomorphism of the sea as the terrible mother 
who will swallow the White Man she once disgorged on the shore--enables the settler 
imagination to become awakened to a full apprehension of surrounding dangers. The 
ethnographic sonnets, 'The Hottentot', 'The Bushman' and 'The Caffer' encode a similar 
ambi valence: secure in the tradition of ethnographic reportage, they offer a critique of 
settler morality from within, thus humanising, indeed 'civilising' settler conscious­
ness. Recognising this ambivalence is surely more valuable than attempting to posi­
tion Pringle as the founder of a line of oppositional discourse. Anti-conquest provides 
a convenient explanation of it, enabling students to see it as a quintessentially settler 
mode which facilitates partial adjustments to the colonial environment while ensuring 
a position of privilege. At the level of cultural poetics, one could point out that the 
aesthetic mode of a poem like 'Makanna's Gathering' -the distancing of immediate 
reference-makes possible a safe area of imaginati ve apprehension for the settler con­
sciousness as it struggles to come to terms with the frontier; the detached, iconic qual­
ity of the aesthetic, in this context, helps to secure the historical position. 

A suitable selection of autoethnographic writing would have to begin, perhaps 
predictably, with the work of Tiyo Soga. The point here would be to show that there 
are different Sogas, beginning with the well-known, post-Enlightenment Soga, the 
contemporary of Edward Blyden, proclaiming in the Kingwilliamstown Gazette the 
ordinary Xhosa homesteader's right to the discourse of rights3-a useful corrective to 
the prevalent opinion amongst many students that pan-Africanism was born in the 

3 Soga (1983:178-182) published this statement as 'Defensor'. Since Soga and this passage in 
particular have received substantial critical attention recently, I have not' quoted the relevant 
passage. See de Kock (1994; 1996) and Attwell (1997). 
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1960s and that it involves an assertion of 'tradition'. Students (not to mention some 
public figures in South Africa) could usefully be shown that pan-Africanism also has 
roots in the French and American revolutions, that it is a Black diasporic phenomenon 
acting reciprocally on African political consciousness by appropriating the discourse 
of Reason. But Soga also had another rhetoric, which was written in Xhosa--exempli­
fying Pratt's point that autoethnographic writing is 'heterogenous at the recei ving end' . 
Here (in translation) is part of the passage in which Soga welcomes the first issue of 
the Lovedale mission's Xhosa-language newspaper, lndaba: 

So it is, night follows day! Greetings Mr Editor! We hear that you will be reporting 
and publishing events. Is this true? So we are to have a national newspaper! The news 
will come right inside our huts. This is really welcome news. We Xhosas are a race 
which enjoys conversation. The sense of well-being among us is to hear something 
new. When a man who has things to relate comes to a home a meal is cooked in a tall 
pot because the people want him to eat to his satisfaction so that the happiness which 
is the result of a good meal will open his heart and the sore parts will heal. As soon as 
that happens there will be a stream of news flowing out of the mouth ... (Soga 1983:151). 

Whereas the first Soga brought an Afrocentric consciousness into a detached, Enlight­
enment mode of European textuality, here the situation is reversed. Here he brings 
textuality into a realm of Xhosa orality, and develops a narrativising voice which mimics 
oral discourse. However, Soga's (1983:151) attitude to orality is ambivalent, because 
despite the enthusiasm of the opening paragraph, later he is suspicious: 

One advantage we shall reap with the coming of this journal is that we will be confi­
dent that the people now will get the truth about the affairs of the nation. As people 
who are always hungry for news often we find ourselves dupes of deceivers under the 
guise of relating genuine facts. We are fed with half-truths by travellers who pass near 
our areas. 

The chief ad vantage of the journal for Soga (1983: 152), however, is that it will be­
come 

a beautiful vessel for preserving the stories, fables, legends, customs, anecdotes, and 
history of the tribes. The activities of the nation are more than cattle, money or food. 
A subscriber to the journal should preserve the copies of successive editions of lindaba 
and at the end of the year make a bound volume of them. These annual volumes in 
course of time will become a mine of information and wisdom which will be a pre­
cious inheritance for generations of growing children. 

Here autoethnography, as folklore and oral history, appears as the instrument whereby 
a living orality is transformed into literate tradition, which in tum helps to consolidate 
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a certain national consciousness, the ultimate purpose of which is to domesticate mo­
dernity. Autoethnography is here shown as cultural brokerage. 

The differences between Soga's EngJish- and Xhosa-language writing might 
lead to an examination of the choices-with their attendant risks and opportunities­
that writers of autoethnography face, given their interstitial positions as products of 
mission schooling. Over-schematically (in pedagogic shorthand), these choices can 
be said to involve either entering the traditions of the colonial culture and adapting its 
forms and genres to new concerns, or activating indigenous traditions and adapting 
them to changed historical circumstances and performative situations. The first choice 
has the advantage of engaging the hegemonic culture in what is the language of power, 
though it entails the risks of allowing that culture to dominate to the point that the 
autoethnographer is unable to establish a position of authority, or isolating the writer 
from possibly the most desirable audience. The second choice has the advantage of 
speaking from a position of strength, secure in a known idiom, but it entails the risk of 
not being understood or even taken seriously by those in positions of cultural author­
ity. 

One sees these strategies with their successes and failures being played out in 
the work of early black South African poets. In 1906, in response to the Bambatha 
Rebellion, there appeared in the Durban newspaper Ilanga Lase Natal a spate of po­
ems, some of them published anonymously, which dealt partly with the efforts of the 
rebels to recreate the Shakan tradition of seventy years earlier. This traditionalism 
fired the imagination of some of the literate elite who used the occasion to reflect on 
the state of Zulu-and African-authority and custom in the idiom in which they had 
been schooled, an idiom permeated by Romantic and Victorian models. Thus 
Wordsworth's 'TinternAbbey' appears in 'Amagunyana's Soliloquy': 

And 0' er this grand old Ethiopian veld, 
High guarded on its farrnost lines by you, 
Blue mountain range, how oft, for countless moons 
My kin hath chased the striped herd and slain 
And roasted on the spit, and ate, and ate, 
Till kings could eat no more (Couzens & Patel 1982:35f). 

Not all of this writing is amusing; at times, the negotiation of subject positions it 
entails is acute and poignant. In the same poem we have a transcuIturated, literate 
voice taking on a putatively pre-modem persona in order to critique the 'Christian' 
episteme through imagery of contrasting landscapes: 

In yonder vale he's placed his 
Kraal marked everywhere with all that never 
Grew. I hate his most unnatural paths; his 
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Close right angled comers and hot walls .... 
My home is all the 

Vast horizon wide, my couch is earth, my 
Blanket quilted stars ... (Couzens & Patel 1982:36). 

The final triumph of this negotiation comes when the poet affirms an Africanist spir­
ituality, engaging with Christianity but reserving the right to express it on his own 
terms: 

Tis true the Whiteman brings 
a Book which tells 
Of many a vision yet unknown to mine. 
I may not read the hazy mazes of 
His much curved ink, but I read earth and sky 
And men and should it all prove true in hours 
Not yet arrived that his Eternal one 
Is Great or greater than our own Great-Great, 
Then will I do Him homage and serve Him, 
And in the manner he had fashioned me. 
But not in theirs (Couzens & Patel 1982:36). 

The second of the autoethnographic strategies mentioned earlier-that of activating 
traditional forms and adapting them to meet new challenges-is demonstrably more 
confident and effective than the first. Of many available possibilities one might use 
translations from the well-known Xhosa-language poets S.E.K. Mqhayi and 1.1.R. 
1010be. The former's praise poem to the Prince of Wales-which he delivered on the 
occasion of the prince's visit to the country in 1925-ironises its praise names to the 
point where there can be little mistaking Mqhayi's intentions {'body-that-smokes', 
and 'scourge-of-the-nation'} and asks hard questions about colonialism's contradic­
tions (the bible and the bottle, the missionary and the soldier [Chapman & Dangor 
1982:34f]). Similarly, 1010be's 'The Making of a Servant' is a powerful allegory of 
subjugation and resistance, written in an idiom in which there is no cultural anxiety: 

I can no longer ask how it feels 
To be choked by a yoke-rope 
Because I have seen it for myself in the chained ox. 
The blindness has left my eyes. I have become aware, 
I have seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox (Chapman & Dangor 1982:39). 

As the narrative of the ox's subjugation reaches its point of climax through the poem, 
so a countervailing voice, through direct interpolations and the refrain, intensifies in 
its articulation of defiance. This double movement-along with other factors such as 
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the regularity of the stanzas-suggests that this is not, in fact, a poem constructed 
purely on autochthonous lines; evoking oral modes, it is crafted as a written text which 
sustains repeated readings. To return to the theme of a cultural poetics: aesthetic lit­
eracy is, in this context, transculturated as an authoritative discourse at the service of 
African nationalism. 

As a corrective to the possible impression that the emphasis on rhetorical strat­
egies is to some degree ahistorical, I have found it useful to teach two contrasting 
passages dealing with the subject of circumcision rites in the Eastern Cape. The first is 
by John Henderson Soga, from his pathbreaking The Ama-Xosa: Life and Customs 
(1931), and the second is from Nelson Mandela's autobiography (1994). J.H. Soga 
writes dispassionate ethnography, museumising the activities and songs of the abakweta 
as timeless formulations that have intrinsic historical value. By contrast, after describ­
ing the initiation procedures he experienced, Mandela recalls an elderly chief haranguing 
the new initiates, and telling them that while they thought they were now men, they 
were in fact subservient to the State, and that until liberation was achieved the rite 
meant very little. The younger Mandela's disappointment is contrasted with the ma­
ture Mandela's retrospective agreement with the position taken by the chief. Mandela's 
text subjects autoethnography both to the discursive antinomies of conventional West­
ern autobiography (the assertion that Mandela's book turns its back on the European 
autobiographical tradition is at best, only partially true), and to a profoundly historical 
understanding of the changing meaning of tradition under oppression. Interestingly, 
I.H. Soga's neutral version was written at virtually the exact historical moment when 
Mandela was undergoing the rite, although the contextual complexity is erased from 
the earlier account. 

I hope I have demonstrated some of the possibilities for allowing the notion of 
cultural translation to facilitate a wide-ranging discussion of rhetorical strategies that 
evolve during the early phases of a colonial literary culture. The strategies discussed 
here develop in more complex forms later in South African literatures, but this analy­
sis enables students to identify a range of strategies comparatively, with the emphasis 
on their mutual, interactive development. If there is a 'new South Africa' agenda here, 
geared towards unassailably heterogenous classrooms, so be it, but I do claim that this 
approach at least de-emphasizes the construction of a homogenous national tradition. 
It also makes pedagogic sense, at this point in our history, not to construct South 
African literature as a field of competing canons and traditions, but rather as theatre of 
activity in which various expressive modes are deployed to secure cultural authority, 
with varying degrees of success. 
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The Return of the Lost City: 
The Hybrid Legacy of 
Rider Haggard's 
African Romances 

Lindy Stiebel 

Ina strange, oblique way the last eighty-five years of South African fiction has [sic] 
been an extensive footnote to Rider Haggard. We had to wait until 1972 before we got 
a serious 'literary' novel about explorers [Fugard, S. The Castaways]. His allegorical 
battle of love and hate, light and dark, energy and entropy, the cry of the smothered 
soul for release from rational anguish-all these are still with us. His work is vision­
ary, touching on the primordial experience (Maclennan & Christie 1973:35f). 

Although the above extract from Maclennan and Christie's unpublished work Dream 
Life and Real Life will make some hackles rise, there is an element of truth in the 
observation it makes. Though Rider Haggard's influence on successive British ro­
mance writers and colonial civil servants is well known, his profound influence on 
South African writers is less weB documented. C.S. Lewis (1984:128) in an essay 
written in the 1960s entitled 'The Mythopoeic Gift of Rider Haggard' asked why 
'[0 ]bstinately, scandalously Haggard continues to be read and re-read'. He came to the 
conclusion that Haggard's continued popularity rested 'on an appeal well above high­
water mark' derived from a 'great myth' (Lewis 1984:131) that Haggard had devel­
oped in his African romances. While noting Haggard's influence on South African 
literature, most South African academics have been less positive. They see him prima­
rily as a conservative, imperialist writer and have not always noted his contradictory, 
complex position on central ideological positions of his age. 

Stephen Gray (1979: Ill) sees Haggard as part of a boys' adventure story line­
age stretching from Captain Marryatt and R.M. Ballantyne, through Buchan and Stuart 
Cloete, to Wilbur Smith. Since they all 'conform so rigidly to established patterns', he 
judges that it would be a 'tedious business' to discuss them separately. Though Hag­
gard certainly used the formulaic adventure model, his interest lies in the manner in 
wbich he projected doubts about his age and person onto the imaginative geography 
he constructed in these romances; and in this sense he is not as straightforward a 
'potboiler' writer as Gray seems to imply. Paul Rich (1984:135), in an essay entitled 
'Romance and the Development of the South African Novel' which discusses Jess at 
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some length, together with novels by Buchan, Paton, Gordimer and Coetzee, reiter­
ates the durability of Haggard as a romance writer and writes: 

romance formulas remain deeply embedded within the South African literary experi­
ence and it may, indeed, take generations of urban living before the nostalgia for the 
pastoral and idyllic is finally driven from the heart. 

It seems that, as Rich points out, nostalgia is a particularly powerful force in 
what might be called the 'Haggard legacy' in South African letters. More pointedly, 
while South Africa has undergone profound changes in the twentieth century-his­
torically, politically, economically, socially-to which, in Said's terms (1978), the 
manifest level of discourse bears witness, there remains a barely changing latent level 
of nostalgic discourse about Africa. In terms of landscape, that is evident in an ongo­
ing tradition of romance adventure tales, the lineage of which Gray outlines. It seems 
that Haggard captured not only the Zeitgeist of his age in his African romances, but 
also for succeeding generations of South African writers and readers he left a legacy 
of nostalgia for a kind of Africa, cast forever in amber-a mythical Africa that is 
echoed particularly in the geographies of his successors. The more the manifest level 
of discourse has changed, the more the latent nostalgic desire for Haggard's 'safe and 
secret' (Haggard 1894:762) African spaces has survived. At the end of the twentieth 
century with South Africa profoundly politically altered, with violence on the increase 
and the urban jungle becoming more than a metaphor, perhaps it is no wonder that 
Wilbur Smith, billed by many as Haggard's current successor, is the world's biggest 
popular seller with over a hundred million sales to his credit (Smith 1997:72). 

This article will trace a strand of this 'Haggard legacy' in twentieth century 
South African romance literature--especially as regards use of landscape. I focus on 
the role of nostalgia in the depiction of South African topography in the texts of Sol 
Plaatje, Stuart Cloete and Wilbur Smith- South African writers who claim to have 
been influenced by Haggard. It is in the work of these writers that the latent level of 
nostalgic discourse is loudest l . I shall also consider aspects o{twentieth century popu­
lar culture in So~th Africa that show evidence of Haggard's influence. 

I For a fuller discussion of Haggard's influence on and cross-fertilisation between contempo­
rary writers and those of the twentieth century, see Etherington (1984:107-119). One writer I do 
not consider in the chapter as he falls somewhat outside the sequence established, but whom I 
shall briefly mention here, is Laurens van der Post, whose closest link with Haggard was a 
similar belief in Africa as representing a primitive and vital phase of the European psyche with 
which the European had to come to terms to progress. Hammond and Jablow (1970: 146) single 
him out as one 'who has given the most vivid portrayals of Africa and the Africans since Hag­
gard. He has recaptured the wonder of the Africa of the early explorers' . Etherington (1984: 114) 
sees Van der Post as illustrating 'another way in which Haggard's influence has echoed down 
the corridors of twentieth-century fiction'. 
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The Hybrid Legacy of Rider Haggard's African Romances 

1 Sol Plaatje: Mhudi (1930) 
The leap from Haggard, specifically in Nada the Lily (1892) to Sol Plaatje's Mhudi 
(1930) which was hailed as the first novel written in English by a black African, is not 
as big as it may superficially seem to be. For a start, Plaatje, in a letter to Silas Molema 
dated August 1920, described Mhudi as 

a novel-a love story after the manner of romances; but based on historical facts ... 
with plenty of love, superstition, and imaginations worked in between ... wars. Just 
like the style of Rider Haggard when he writes about Zulus (quoted in Chennells 
1997:37)2. 

Chrisman further draws the two writers together by noting that they 'mark either end 
of the imperial trajectory in black South Africa', since Haggard's Zulu romance was 
written during a time of full British control over Zululand and Plaatje's Mhudi came at 
the end of an era of British imperialism in South Africa. Both were sympathetic to a 
pro-imperial British position but anti-Boer; both used the historical romance form for 
a novel set during the period of the Mfecane (Chrisman 1992: 144). 

Mhudi, though published in 1930, was written closer to 1917 when Plaatje 
published his Native Life in South Africa, a scathing attack on the Natives' Land Act of 
1913, a law which restricted blacks to being wage labourers, unable to own or rent 
their own land outside the Reserves. For Haggard, who wrote in a letter to Sir Bartle 
Frere, 'The natives are the real heirs to the soil and surely should have protection and 
consideration .. .' (quoted in Pocock 1993:51) this would surely have also seemed a 
cruel, exploitative step to take. Mhudi tells the story of the displacement in the 1830s 
of the pastoralist Barolong people by the forces of Mzilikazi, their later ill-advised 
joining of forces with the Boers who had trekked up from the Cape and their subse­
quent victory over Mzilikazi who was forced to retreat to present day Zimbabwe where 
he founded the Matabele nation. The narrative is seen through the lovers Mhudi and 
Ra-Thaga, Barolong refugees who shelter in the wilderness where they have a child, 
after which they join up with others of their cIan at Thaba Ncho, befriend the Boers, 
and fight Mzilikazi's army, finally trekking off into the sunset in a Boer wagon given 
to them to start afresh at Thaba Ncho. Plaatje said in his preface that he wanted 'to 
interpret to the reading public one phase of "the back of the Native mind'" (plaatje 
1975: 17)-as Haggard (l949:x) also wished in Nada the Lily to 'think with the mind 
and speak with the voice of a Zulu of the old regime'. Couzens (in Plaatje 1975: 13) 
interprets Plaatje as intending in Mhudi to launch 

2 Also quoted in Chrisman (1992: 144). Both Chennells and Chrisman give their source as 
WiIlan, B 1984. Sol Plaatje: South African Nationalist, 1876-1932. Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press. p. 254. 
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Lindy Stiebel 

a defence of traditional custom as well as a corrective view on history, ... [and] also an 
implicit attack on the injustice of land distribution in South Africa in 1917 .... The 
novel, in other words, is a moral attack on the descendants of those who were wel­
comed to the land and helped by their hosts to drive off those who threatened it. 

It is in the nostalgic depiction of traditional custom and interdependence of people and 
land that Plaatje most echoes Haggard, in my view, and it is on this small, specific area 
of overlap between the two that I shall focus. 

Plaatjeevokes in Mhudi 'a veritable green world of romantic pastoral' (Chrisman 
1992:159). In describing the centuries' old ways ofthe Bechuana tribes in the central 
Transvaal and Kalahari regions, Plaatje writes: 

In this domain they led their patriarchalhfe under their several chiefs who owed no 
allegiance to any king or emperor. They raised their native com which satisfied their 
simple wants, and, when not engaged in hunting or in pastoral duties, the peasants 
whiled away their days in tanning skins or sewing magnificent fur rugs. They also 
smelted iron and manufactured useful implements which today would be pronounced 
very crude by their semi-westernized descendants. 

Cattle breeding was the rich man's calling, and hunting a national enterprise. 
Their cattle, which carried enonnous horns, ran almost wild and multiplied as prolifi­
cally as the wild animals of the day. Work was of a perfunctory nature, for mother 
earth yielded her bounties and the maiden soil provided ample sustenance for man 
and beast (Plaatje 1975:21). 

Similarly, Haggard (1949:23) evokes in the opening pages of Nada the Lily a 
pastoral idyll based on an agrarian society at peace, prior to its destruction by Chaka 
some years hence: 

Before the Zulus were a people-for I will begin at the beginning-I was born of the 
Langeni tribe .... Our tribe lived in a beautiful open country; the Boers whom we call 
the Amaboona, are there now, they tell me. My father, Makedama, was chief of the 
tribe, and his kraal was built on the crest of a hill .... One evening, when I was still 
little, standing as high as a man's elbow only, I went out with my mother below the 
cattle kraal to see the cows driven in. My mother was very fond of these cows, and 
there was one with a white face that would follow her about. She carried my little 
sister Baleka riding on her hip; Baleka was a baby then. We walked till we met the 
lady driving in the cows. My mother called the white-faced cow and gave it mealie 
leaves which she had brought with her. Then the boys went on with the cattle, but the 
white-faced cow stopped by my mother .... My mother sat down on the grass and 
nursed her baby, while I played round her, and the cow grazed. 
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The Hybrid Legacy of Rider Haggard's African Romances 

Both the passages from Mhudi and Nada the Lily sound the same elegiac note-both 
societies described would shortly be crushed: the Langeni by Chaka, the Barolong by 
Mzilikazi who broke away from Chaka; in both books the spaces thus vacated by the 
defeated peoples would be ovenun by the Boers. In both books too, the 'wilderness' in 
its nurturing guise, offers the chief protagonists succour and shelter. Mhudi and Ra­
Thaga find a hiding place in 'an untenanted wilderness' (plaatje 1975:63) in which 
Ra-Thaga is able 'to regard himself as a king reigning in his own kingdom, [with] the 
animals of the valley as his wealth' (plaatje 1975:52). In the 'monarch-of-all-I-survey' 
convention, he is able to climb a tree next to the hut they have built and 'survey the 
land in every direction and see what was going on, at least between his home and the 
horizon' (plaatje 1975:53). Unusually for the convention, Mhudi who is shown as 
extremely wise and brave is also given a bird's-eye view scene: 

One day, I decided to walk along the stony slope to the summit of a koppie at the far 

end of the ridge. My limbs being much better in spite of the abiding stiffness, I could 

pick my way much more easily over the rocks. I couldn't tell what part of the world 

that was, but when I reached the summit, a wide stretch of country was exposed to 

view and the sight of the outer world fascinated me immensely. Emerging from my 
limited outlook of many days in the ravine, where only the music of the birds could 

reach my ears, the sight of the extensive landscape was like being born afresh. The 
succession of woods and clearings, depressions and rising ground, with now and then 

the gambols of a frisky troop of gnu among the distant trees, where the woods were 

less dense, refreshed me, for I had never seen the world to such perfection .... I en­

joyed the refreshing view for a time, although haunted by fear and loneliness; then I 

retraced my steps and wandered back towards the ravine where there was food and 
water (Plaatje 1975:37). 

The vistas afforded to both Ra-Thaga and Mhudi are more circumscribed than those 
typical of Haggard's texts: Ra-Thaga cannot see the world lying before him like a map 
as can Quatermain in King Solomon's Mines, but 'at least between his home and the 
horizon' the view is clear; Mhudi acknowledges her 'limited outlook' as she is in 
hiding, and though she enjoys the 'perfection' of her 'refreshing view' from the hill­
top, she remains 'haunted by fear and loneliness' -sentiments usually absent from the 
more confident, masculinist position of earlier imperialist texts. This is not surprising. 
given the imminent break-up of the pastoral edenic world they had once inhabited. 
What Plaatje conveys is a sense of historical forces closing in, leaving a latent desire 
for the untrammelled, 'Africa-as-paradise' whose occupants live in harmony with the 
land. It is a 
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Lindy Stiebel 

vision of a paradise destroyed by a combination of warring white tribes and Zulus, 
[whichl bears some remarkable similarities to parts of the imperialist vision of para­
dise lost (Hutchings 1981: 10). 

However, despite the gathering storm clouds, Plaatje manages to end Mhudi on a more 
regenerative note than does Haggard in Nada the Lily which ends in a 'genocidal 
closure' (Chrisman 1992: 166). In this way, Chrisman suggests that Plaatje follows the 
romance pattern more faithfully than Haggard, for the ending in Mhudi, in which 
Mhudi and Ra-Thaga leave the Boers to begin a new life and Mzilikazi and Umnandi 
are reunited in the birth of an heir, marks a new cycle of life. It is a new cycle tem­
pered, however, by caution, aware as Plaatje was of the difficulties the black man in 
South Africa was to face from 'such cruel people' (1975: 102) as the Boers-similarly 
described by Haggard. 

2 The 'potboiler' legacy: Stuart Cloete and Wilbur Smith 
A rather critical analysis of Mhudi states that 

the novel shows only that Plaatje was capable of writing a potboiler in order to raise 
money for a more important set of projects [to collect and print Sechuana folktalesl. 
and that his really serious effort had gone into Native Life in South Africa (Christie. 
Hutchings. Maclennan 1980:81). 

Despite any imperfections Mhudi might havel, it is certainly not a potboiler. For Hag­
gard's legacy in that vein in South African literature, we must tum to the novels of 
Stuart Cloete and Wilbur Smith. Cloete (1973: 166) who quite candidly described him­
self as 'by my own definition a first-class second-class writer-neither highbrow nor 
lowbrow', was born in England in 1897, the year of Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubi­
lee. Born into an upper middle-class family of South African origin, Cloete's forma­
tive years were spent in England and France, where his childhood reading included 
Kipling, Captain Marryat, Sir Gilbert Parker and Haggard, whose works 'were the 
literary milk of my boyhood from which I have never been weaned' (quoted in Cohen 
1960:231). Given these literary influences, it was perhaps inevitable that, as Rabkin 

3 Couzens (in Plaatje 1975: 10) calls some readers' criticisms of Plaatje's style as being 'imita­
tive or derivative', 'a very superficial judgement' . He discusses the difficulties a black writer of 
the time would have had in placing a work with a publisher aware of a reading public 'who 
could see no value in things black and who demanded ... slavish imitation of the whites' (Couzens 
inPlaatje 1975:11). Furthermore, Couzens (in Plaatje 1975:11) points out that Plaatje as linguist 
would have been sensitive to nuances of language as witnessed in the humour which 'lies just 
below the surface ofPlaatje's style'. 
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The Hybrid Legacy of Rider Haggard's African Romances 

(1978:39) remarks on discussing South African literature, 'Cloete's own works can be 
described as seeds of that same, now extinct, imperial flower, still flourishing in this 
last of all colonial gardens'. Perhaps it was this dissatisfaction with an increasingly 
changing industrialised Europe that led Cloete to seek for new opportunities in South 
Africa; his interpretation of the move harks to a nostalgia for the wide open spaces of 
his forebears: 

South Africa was in my blood. I had been brought up on stories of hunting lion and 
elephant, of Kaffir wars .... The vast horizon made me want to get on a horse and ride 
towards it. I wanted to hunt, to camp under the stars, to sink myself into it. Much of 
this was, of course, due to the way I had been brought up with stories of Africa, to 
what I had read-Rider Haggard, Livingstone's Travels, Du Chaillu, Selous and the 
works of other explorers. But I think it went deeper than that. It was in my blood as 
well as my brain. My family, father and son, had been here almost 300 years '" We 
were not newcomers nor had we taken land from other people as the American set­
tlers had taken it from the Indians (Cloete 1973:4l.72). 

He managed a ranch in a very isolated part of the Transvaal bush veld eventually buy­
ing his own farm, Constantia, near Irene. Of Constantia, which in its name nostalgi­
cally and fruitlessly recalls its gracious, grander Cape namesake quite removed from 
the aridity of the Transvaal scrub, Cloete wrote: 'It was, though I did not know it then, 
the place where I saw the Africa about which, later, I was to spend my life writing' 
(Cloete 1973: 107). It was here that his writing career got its start after he showed a 
few of his short stories to a visiting friend, Arnot Robertson (Four Frightened Peo­
ple), who in tum showed them to Sarah Gertrude Millin among others-all of whom 
said he had some talent. Cloete sold up and returned to England to devote himself to 
writing. His breakthrough came with Turning Wheels (1937), a book the task of end­
ing which he acknowledges defeated him 'so I killed the lot' (Cloete 1973:179), but 
which nevertheless was chosen in the United States as 'Book of the Month' ensuring 
its success and his future career as a writer. 

The Africa that Cloete describes is still nostalgically the 'Africa-as-paradise' 
familiar to readers, but it is an Eden won at great cost, drenched in blood, and bur­
dened with growing fears of the black man, resulting in a pervasive racism. Turning 
Wheels carries the weighty bitterness of an author who has just missed the imperial 
boat and feels cheated of his birthright. It is the story of Hendrik van den Berg and his 
followers who leave the Cape Colony in 1836 on the Great Trek northwards to search, 
literally, for Hendrik's vision of paradise, which they find at Nylstrom (nowadays 
spelt Nylstroom) in the Transvaal. Unlike Haggard who generally disliked the Boers, 
Cloete depicts them as 
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Lindy Stiebel 

the white Noble Savage, the suitable inhabitants of Africa's spacious paradises .... 
Love of liberty, as Cloete points out, mingles in their search for the earthly paradise 
and lifts it above the mere greed for crops and herds (Howe 1971:125). 

Though Cloete invests the Zulus with some degree of noble savagery-

They were elephants that trampled those who opposed them. They were lions who 
ripped up and destroyed. They were Zulus: their glory was undenied (Cloete 1967:372) 

-they are generally seen en masse as a barbaric and animal-like menace to the indi­
vidualised, heroic Boers. After a Zulu attack on Nylstrom, Cloete writes: 

The lands, too, were devastated. Here was wanton anger let loose. Here was the result 
of taking land from the natives and thinking that those who came down from their 
mountain fastness to stare and trade, or even to work, were tame (Cloete 1967:343). 

The phrase 'taking land from the natives' seems, incidentally, to contradict Cloete's 
proud assertion that his forebears had not 'taken land from other people' previously 
quoted. Cloete's frequently disparaging and generally downright racist attitude to blacks 
in this novel and others leads Tucker (1967:203) to assert that Cloete 'is the descend­
ant of Rider Haggard, with this important distinction: he denigrates the black warrior, 
whereas Haggard idealized him'. 

Despite the slip recorded above where he acknowledges the 'natives' prior 
ownership of land, South Africa is generally seen by Cloete as empty and Africa in 
general as 'a dark continent' (Cloete n.d.:9)-'by and large this was a new and empty 
country washed clean of life by the spears of the Zulu impis' (Cloete n.d.:20). Rags of 
Glory (1963), a 'big novel ... painted on the immense canvas of the South African 
veld' as the blurb tells the reader, and set at the time of the Anglo-Boer wars, confirms 
the 'empty land' possibility: 

Pretoria was where civilization ended in Africa. In one direction, to the south, were 
roads, railroads, towns--Cape Town, the ocean, and Europe. In the other, scattered 
farms like their own Groenplaas, and then nothing. It was true that the President had 
built a railroad to Delagoa Bay so that the republic would have an access to the sea 
that was not English. But it was an empty land the track ran through, a wilderness of 
low veld, and many had died offever in its construction. (Cloete 1974:21) 

The imperialist's enthusiasm for new, wide open spaces is tempered by the knowledge 
of how hard-won are the small settlements established in the vastness and, with the 
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The Hybrid Legacy of Rider Haggard's African Romances 

hindsight of Empire's decline. there is a recognition of how ephemeral these enclaves 
were. Cloete carries the strain of imperialist and Boer aspirations in South Africa. and 
while he could reluctantly accept the decline of British imperialism in Africa. in this 
novel he pins his hopes on white Boer survival in South Africa. This dream is defeated 
by a combination of Zulu might and 'the slow wearing down of disease and from the 
outside pressure of the wilds ... forcing them always into a smaller circle ...• (Cloete 
1967:314). Overtaken as Cloete's dreams of Africa were by the harsh realities of his­
tory. his African novels keep alight the nostalgic latent lamp of desire for a vast. empty. 
fertile Africa but he has lost Haggard's idealism and his contradictory. complex posi­
tion on Africa; instead. using crude tools. Cloete overlays Haggard's more subtle maps 
with garish. prurient nightmare. 

Wilbur Smith is the current. reigning 'modem Rider Haggard' (Johnson in Smith 
1995). He was born in 1933 in Northern Rhodesia. now Zambia. of British parents 
from Brighton who bought a maize farm on the Kafue River. near Mazabuka. His 
British roots however hold firm; despite an African childhood Smith (1995a) main­
tains: 'All my tradition is British. and if there ever had to be a choice for me. I would 
have to go with my British antecedents'. Some of these British roots include an educa­
tion at Michaelhouse. and a reading diet of Rider Haggard together with other boys' 
adventure classics (Smith n.d.:4). 

Starting off his working career as a tax inspector for the Inland Revenue de­
partment in Salisbury. Southern Rhodesia. Smith wrote When the Lion Feeds (1964) 
which. though rejected by seventeen publishers. finally saw the light of day and changed 
its author's career path entirely. This novel begins the saga. set in the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century. of the Courtney family in South Africa. Like his novels which 
were to follow with disciplined regularity. it uses 'the 'Haggard' recipe larded with 
adult sex [which] provides Wilbur Smith with his international best-seller fare: 'end­
less safaris and seductions. big game. game women, an Africa where the approved 
politics are thoroughly conservative' (Chapman 1996: 131). Always adamant that he 
writes to entertain rather than instruct-on Rage (1987) Smith (1988: 1 Of) commented 
'It's not a political thriller and I'm no message writer .... The thought of being labelled 
one gives me goosepimples' -Smith has however consistently raised the ire of leftist 
academics by his wilful manipulation of history to suit his novels' political ends. Har­
ries (1989:4) reviewing Rage remarks that: 

Smith still sees Africa through the eyes of Rider Haggard. and his African characters 
speak in pseudo-biblical tones borrowed from King Solomon s Mines. More danger­
ously. their pronouncements sometimes intertwine innocently with those of other non­
fictional black leaders. Fact and fiction enter into complicity. 
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Rage is particularly apposite as an example of fact and fiction intenningling-set in 
the politically volatile context of the 1950s and 1960s in South Africa, it includes 
known historical figures such as Nelson Mandela, Verwoerd, Malan and Sobukwe; 
together with a thinly disguised Joe Slovo (Joe Cicero) and Winnie Mandela (Vicky 
Gama). It covers the documented events of the Defiance Campaign, Sharpeville and 
the fonnation of Umkonto we Sizwe and Poqo. There is nothing intrinsically sinister 
in this-many adventure tales are set against a verifiable historical backdrop--but 
what needles critics about Smith is his manipulation of historical events, his occa­
sional alteration of historical sequence and characters to suit his own conservative 
political agenda. In the 'Author's Note' placed unobtrusively after the last page of this 
long novel, Smith (1987) disingenuously writes: 

Once again I have taken some small liberties with the timetable of history, in particu­

lar the dates on which Umkhonto we Sizwe and Poqo movements began .... I hope that 

you, the reader, will forgive me for the sake of the narrative. 

He is seen as an apologist for apartheid South Africa in his novels written during that 
time and, given the immense popularity of his books (as previously mentioned and in 
countless editions and translations): 

... it seems very probable that in the English-speaking world outside Africa Wilbur 

Smith is having, via his fiction, a greater formative influence on the popular concep­

tion of Africa in general, and of South African society, history and politics in particu­

lar, than any other single individual (Maughan-Brown 1990:134-135). 

The work which most recalls Haggard and which draws on the lost white civilisation 
theme most strongly is Smith's early novel The Sunbird (1972) 'derived from the 
work of H. Rider Haggard' (Stotesbury 1996:229). The story concerns the discovery 
of the Lost City of the Kalahari somewhere in Botswana by archaeologist Ben Kazin 
and his sponsor Louren Sturvesant. This Carthaginian empire was based on gold min­
ing over 2,000 years ago; now all that is left are traces of the ruins, hidden treasure and 
the legend of 

a race of fair-skinned golden-haired warriors from across the sea, who mined the 

gold, enslaved the indigenous tribes, built walled cities and flourished for hundreds of 

years before vanishing almost without trace (Smith 1974:21). 

Couzens (1982:47) remarks on the similarities between She and The Sunbird: 
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The Hybrid Legacy of Rider Haggard's African Romances 

The whole plot of The Sunbird, like She, is based on the idea of reincarnation, of the 
great civilisation of the past, in Haggard's case Greek [actually not, rather Egyptian; 
Kallikrates is called 'the Greek' to show his outsider status, Ayesha is more closely 
Egyptian in descent, as is Kor], in Smith's Carthaginian, gradually destroyed with 
only the ruins left, tended by a degenerate mass of blacks .... Thus The Sunbird is a 
reincarnation itself-it is a reincarnation of Rider Haggard's writing nearly 100 years 
before. 

There is no Ayesha in The Sunbird but there is a similar attempt in both books to 
imagine an ancient white civilisation in the heart of Africa. There is evidence that both 
before and after writing The Sunbird, Smith was preoccupied with this question. In a 
review of the novel, Smith is quoted as saying: 

It is fashionable now to believe that Zimbabwe was built by Africans without outside 
influence-it is becoming a political/archaeological matter but I don't set out to prove 
or disprove their theory-I leave the question open (Smith 1972a: 17). 

This is a little disingenuous as he goes on both in this article and in another to discuss 
archaeological ruins at Delphi in Greece which he felt confirmed his 'white built' 
theory in The Sunbird: 

It was a tremendous thing-finding definite links and a building system in Greece 
echoed in Zimhabwe, thus reinforcing my ideas and making them more credible (Smith 
1972b:28). 

Tangri (1990:298) points out that far from remaining outside the political debate in 
archaeological circles current in Rhodesia during the 1960s and 1970s, Smith in The 
Sunbird launches 

a general accusation running through the book that archaeologists are biased scoun­
drels siding with Black Nationalism, too blinkered to accept the truth of ancient Medi­
terranean colonists. 

The Rhodesia Front of course sided with this opinion of Great Zimbabwe's origins, as 
it was in their interest to portray Rhodesia's most famous ruins as white in origin, thus 
justifying their own political existence. 

In Haggard's She, the lost civilisation of Kor collapses with Ayesha's demise, 
but in Smith's twentieth century incarnation of She it is a black slave who escapes 
across the Zambezi returning with a guerilla band who brings about the Lost City'S 
downfall. However, Couzens (1982:49) is correct when he observes that, unlike Hag-
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gard who 'represents expanding British Imperialism' and its contradictions, 'Smith 
contains the tensions of South African imperialism'. Though the Lost City of The 
Sunbird with its ancient origins can coax a small frisson in modem day readers, it has 
little of Kor and its mistress Ayesha's mythical power. As Africa on a manifest level is 
made more and more known and knowable, so does the quest for a lost white civilisa­
tion in Africa become harder to sustain (though not less desirable on a latent level). In 
the 1990s, the Haggard legacy on this score is reduced to the glitzy theme park of the 
Lost City and its Palace located in what was the apartheid homeland state of 
Boputhatswana. 

3 The 'popular culture' legacy: The Lost City and Indiana Jones 
If ever one had to look for an example of a postmodern geographical and architectural 
site in South Africa, then The Lost City, located within the physical space known as 
Sun City, would be a good one to call upon-in true postmodern fashion, it is self­
reflexive, self-ironising and intertexual. The Lost City, opened in 1992, is a 'made 
geography' ,created in the form of 'a postmodern architectural dream' (Hall 1995: 179)­
it is a $300 million hotel complex set amidst fake sculptured rocks, hills, human­
planted rain forests, a created dam, an artificial seaside complete with surfable waves 
and beach sand, a bridge which has a simulated earthquake every evening at dusk so 
that it trembles and smokes, and a synthetic chlorinated river through which an electri­
cally generated tidal current flows. The brainchild of Sol Kerzner, known as the 'Sun 
King' given his status as chairman of Sun International Resorts, The Lost City in an 
ersatz manner draws on the well-worn discourse of Africa, together with that dis­
course's historical antecedents and successors-the narratives of early explorers to 
Africa, the adventure stories of the late nineteenth century (especially those of Hag­
gard), the spectacular World Fairs and Exhibitions of Haggard's day, the blood-soaked 
dangerous Africa of Cloete's potboilers, the novels of Wilbur Smith, the evergreen if 
worn myth of 'Africa-as-paradise', and simultaneously as a heart of darkness. 

Each hotel room in each of Sun City's four hotels, of which The Palace of The 
Lost City is one, has an information file on the resort which includes the narrativising 
myth of The Lost City. It is a generic synopsis of any number of Haggard's novels 
which, as Pocock (1993:244) suggests, 'could be seen as the inspiration of The Lost 
City pleasure resort'. The 'legend', as the narrativising myth is called, begins' A long 
time ago', which recalls the 'Once upon a time' entry into the world of fairy tale, and 
then proceeds to outline a formulaic, conservative European bed-time story of Africa, 
with a happy ending. In essence, it describes the story of 'the Ancient Ones' who were 
'a nomadic tribe from Northern Africa' (thus smarter and whiter than their southern, 
darker brethren, it implies, as such narratives always do) who settled in the Valley of 
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the Sun 'attracted by the fertility of the land and the perfection of the climate'. This 
was for centuries a Haggardian 'safe and secret' place, as the exotic city with its Pal­
ace was sited in a 'secluded valley which was shaped by an ancient volcanic crater'. 
However, one day a strong volcanic eruption destroyed this settlement, and the be­
nevolent dictator-king and his family escaped 'borne to safety on the backs of the alert 
kudus'. Though the royal family returned, the Palace decayed and was finally de­
serted, but its fame Ii ved on however in 'the imaginations of explorers' , one of whom 
apparently is Sol Kerzner: 

Almost three hundred years after the great earthquake. in the last decade of the twen­
tieth century. an expedition came upon this sacred locale and its ruins. The leader of 
the expedition saw the crumbled towers. the heaps of stone and pieces of carvings, in 
the still majestic palace and the remains of the surrounding village. a legacy of untold 
value, silvered with age. He dedicated himself to restoring The Lost City to it's [sic] 
original splendour (hotel information sheet, The Lost City at Sun City). 

The authors of this late twentieth century version of the fairy tale, 'Africa as lost white 
civilisation in deepest, darkest Africa', are Kimberley, Allison, Goo and Wong, inter­
national resort designers based in California. whose 'brief was to create a fantasy 
Africa' (Murray 1996:156), in much the same way as they had created a fantasy America 
in EuroDisney. The legend they created in The Lost City is deliberately derivative, 
referring to similar older romantic narratives, thus the legend can be exotic yet famil­
iar to its visitors. It should give its consumers a sense of deja vu, and yet an equal sense 
of wonder at how well afresh the old Africa myth has been, literally, constructed. 
From the harsh realities of poverty-stricken former Boputhatswana, once ruled by the 
apartheid puppet Lucas Mangope, Kerzner lets rise like a phoenix the promise of treas­
ure, a new Africa, an ancient (constructed) cultural heritage, all in keeping with the 
new South Africa freshly emerging from its dark political past with Mandela at its 
head. As Haggard created for his jaded, urban audience the promise of a new start 
elsewhere in Africa, so does Kerzner provide a new African theme-park in the politi­
cal and natural wilderness. One could even say that some of the tensions of the impe­
rialist age which found their expression in Haggard's fictional African topography can 
also be seen in The Lost City yet they have lost their subtlety and have become banal 
and self-conscious: the golf course clubhouse constructed a la Great Zimbabwe has no 
mystery about its origins-the builders are black labourers hired temporarily by white 
owned multinational conglomerates, the building plans drawn up in America, the em­
pire-builder a late capitalist entrepreneur who has 'dedicated himself' to making money 
in a spectacular fashion. The range of possible interpretations and manifestations of 
latent discourse about Africa has been even further diminished: 
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The world has one role for Africa-as a destiny for other people's expeditions, and as 
the home of 'dark forces'. Rider Haggard, Wilbur Smith and Sol Kerzner have all 
seen this point-and have become wealthy (Hall 1995: 198). 

While I would argue that Haggard had a far more complex vision of Africa than either 
Cloete, Smith or Kerzner, I would agree that it is this monofocal view of Africa that 
pertains in the popular imagination. 

Sol Kerzner has literally cashed in on this fixed romantic mythology surround­
ing Africa and has been appropriately enough pictured by the media 'through charac­
ter-formulae already popularized by the genre of adventure-romance, such as capital­
ist and cultural visionary, working-class boy makes good, and sexually and financially 
driven male hero' (Murray 1996:159). Both Hall and Murray find links between the 
media images of Kerzner as metaphorical 'Sun King' who 'discovers' The Lost City at 
Sun City, and Louren Sturvesant in Wilbur Smith's The Sunbird who discovers the 
Lost City of the Kalahari, a man who is 'building a chain of luxury vacation hotels 
across the islands of the Indian Ocean. Comores, Seychelles, Madagascar, ten of them' 
(Smith 1974:205), and who with his 'golden curly head, his sun-bronzed features' 
(Smith 1974:24) appears as a literal sun king. Kerzner has also been compared to the 
maverick adventurer Indiana Jones of the popular adventure films, and it is film as a 
medium for translating Haggard into a modem idiom that I shall briefly consider be­
fore concluding this discussion on Haggard's legacy. 

The Indiana Jones film character who combines intelligence with commonsense 
and humour in his daring exploits in exotic locations, including Africa, has been seen 
as a latter day derivation of Haggard's Quatermain-Couzens (1994:7), in a review of 
Pocock's biography of Haggard, remarks' Allan Quatermain lives on in Indiana Jones 
and perhaps even in bits of Crocodile Dundee'. The 1985 Hollywood version of King 
Solomon s Mines, starring Richard Chamberlain and Sharon Stone and filmed in Zim­
babwe, was described as 'an Indiana Jones type adventure yam with loads of fun and 
action' (quoted in Murray 1996:161). Murray makes the useful point that for many 
contemporary film goers, the original Haggard romance of the film's title would be 
unknown except as hearsay or a long-ago childhood tale, hence the need for intertextual, 
comparative referencing to 'explain' the film in more up to date fashion 

in terms of a broader contemporary cinematic adventure genre which could be said to 
include Steven Spielberg's Indiana Jones epics, and Romancing the Stone and The 
Jewel o/the Nile' (Murray 1996:161). 

In the case of King Solomon s Mines though, which has never been out of print, and 
which has had five film versions made of it thus far, the story (or idea behind it) has 
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lingered on, albeit with some alterations. The 1950 version of King Solomon's Mines, 
shot in Kenya and starring Stewart Granger as Quatermain replaces the character of 
Curtis with that of a woman (Deborah Kerr) looking for her husband. This, inciden­
tally, has been one of the most telling alterations to Haggard's original tale-Haggard 
could imagine a love/sexual relationship between black and white though he suppresses 
it eventually, but almost one hundred years later Hollywood apparently couldn't. The 
GoodlFoulata relationship in King Solomon's Mines was replaced in the 1936 Gaumont 
British production and the 1950 and 1985 Hollywood productions by a white-white 
love interest, which makes for interesting speculation on the progress of race relations 
in the West, and on what boosts box office sales in the twentieth century. Davis com­
ments on these changes in relation to the 1936 version which stars Paul Robeson as 
Umbopa, who is thus made to sing as well, that 'it is unsettling to see what has become 
of it [the book, King Solomon's Mines]' for not only has the racial composition of the 
love interest been altered, but there is also a 'shift in emphasis from a quest for a 
missing brother in the novel to the itch for diamonds in the film' (Davis 1996: 147). 

What such films have done is to re-make and re-create through technological 
wizardry an image of Africa, its landscape and peoples which is disturbingly for some­
and nostalgically for others-familiar. Despite some of the changes to the manifest 
discourse (the technology to capture images of Africa more advanced, the budget big­
ger), the latent discourse of desire juxtaposed with fear is relatively unchanged: Africa 
in all the film versions of King Solomon's Mines is still a place where one can be tested 
to the limit, experience adventure, capture treasure (now in the form of money-gener­
ating celluloid images) and be threatened by half-naked savages, intriguing and dan­
gerous like the landscape used as backdrop. 

Conclusion 
What I have tried to show is that Haggard's legacy has been far reaching in this century 
and continues to be displayed even in quite divergent forms derived from the original 
texts. What this speaks of primarily is the enduring power of a discourse which Hag­
gard tapped into, with its fixed dreams and fears of Africa articulated frequently through 
the use of landscape, which in the more popular cultural manifestations blurs people 
and landscape into one equation. The appeal of adventure, particularly Haggard's ro­
mance recipe, in a geographical world where there are few secrets left is seen in cul­
tural forms as diverse as Wilbur Smith's novels and the non-fictional books and films 
of the National Geographic Society. In its late twentieth century manifestations as 
theme park site or the set for a slapstick movie star adventurer, the Haggard legacy has 
been diminished and degraded to the level of watered down commercial pap. It has 
lost touch with the complexities and occasional subtleties of the original Haggard to-
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pography, which, though it in turn built on the images of Africa that earlier explorers 
had taken back to Europe, achieved a fresh power that captured the imagination of his 
age. 
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Review Article 
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edited by Kate Darian-Smith, Liz Gunner & Sarah Nuttall 
London & New York: Routledge, 1996,263 pp. 
ISBN: 0-415-12407-7; 0-415-12408-5 (pbk) 

In Rob Nixon's contribution to the edited collection, Text, Theory, Space: Land, Lit­
erature and History in South Africa and Australia, the writer Bessie Head is described 
as having been engaged in an 'iconoclastic act of geographical and historical bridging' 
(p. 252). In thinking about the collection as a whole, I have found this a fruitful phrase. 
Can the publication of Text, Theory, Space itself be said to constitute such an act? Is 
post-colonial studies itself not perhaps an 'iconoclastic act of geographical and his­
torical bridging'? And if it is, what is the new position of the older disciplines that are 
gestured at in the phrase-that is, geography and history? Does post-colonial studies 
represent a meltdown of disciplinary boundaries, or is it more akin to a conversation 
between disciplines? How are these issues played out in the pages of the volume under 
review? 

The project which emerged in the wake of the publication of Edward Said's 
(1978) book Orientalism-that of revisiting, reassessing and theorising the imperial 
and colonial experience which has shaped and continues to shape many of our socie­
ties-is necessarily an inclusive project. The post-colonial focus pulls together in new 
configurations concerns that used to be the subject material of particular academic 
disciplines. For example, because of the need to revisit the history of imperialism, 
scholars other than historians of the nineteenth century are now interested in this pe­
riod. Similarly, people other than human geographers are now paying serious attention 
to space. Post-Foucault, it is widely recognised that mechanisms of spatial control are 
central to mechanisms of social control. Scholars like Said (1993) have pointed out 
that imperialism itself was an act of geographical violence which necessitated the 
control of space. More broadly, the plethora of new studies on space and spatial identi-
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ties suggests that 'space' has become a central explanatory concept in contemporary 
social theory. 

These new concerns are reflected in the key words included in the title and sub­
title of the volume under review. Thus one finds the word 'history' in the sub-title of a 
book described as an 'unprecedented, landmark text in post-colonial criticism and 
theory' (inside cover)-a book in which the majority of contributors tum out to be, not 
historians, but literary theorists, or at least scholars of literature. Similarly, 'space' and 
'land' are important markers in the title and sub-title of the volume. Both these con­
cepts, like 'place' and 'landscape', are traditional concerns of human geographers and 
have engaged them for many years. Clearly, others are now interested in and working 
with these ideas too. The historians, historical geographers and cultural geographers 
whose work has traditionally focused on the intersections between history and geog­
raphy in particular places, have been joined by a plethora of other voices. 

This renewed interest, both theoretical and empirical, in the spatial and tempo­
ral nature of human experience, is all to the good. It should be welcomed rather than 
defended against by those of us trained in disciplines which have traditionally been 
centred on this problematic. For sub-disciplines like historical geography, which has 
tended to be empirically rich but theoretically poor, the injection of theory which ac­
companies the foray into post-colonial studies is an exciting development, long over­
due. 

However, I would argue that the melting-pot approach is neither desirable nor 
practicable. Rather like polka-dot underpants, disciplinary training tends to show 
through. This is a good thing: post-colonial studies can only be strengthened by the 
input of people who are sensitised to historical specificity, or who have thought deeply 
about space, place, and landscape. If I have a criticism of the collection Text, Theory, 
Space, it is that too little of this background-too few of the dots-show through. 
Despite the promise of the title, the editors have invited mainly literary theorists to 
contribute. Out of a total of sixteen contributors, it appears that only five are historians 
and, more troubling, only one (Sophie Watson) is a geographer. 

This would not be an irremediable situation if writers showed themselves aware 
of work done in other disciplines. The footnotes of some scholars trained in literary 
studies show that a genuinely inter-disciplinary conversation has taken place. For ex­
ample, David Bunn's fascinating paper on the Natal sugar baron William Campbell, 
who created and maintained a pri vate game reserve, reveals a close reading of work by 
both historians and cultural geographers. Bunn's work consequently has a historical 
depth and sensitivity to spatial politics that is missing in some of the other contribu­
tions. Nhlanhla Maake, for example, writing on the changing politics of national sym­
bols in South Africa over the course of the twentieth century, bypasses a rich 
historiography to cite a single history text. Thus while some contributors have come 
close to achieving a real bridging in their work, others have been less successful. 
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The remainder of the review considers the extent to which a cross-disciplinary 
conversation has taken place in this volume, and suggests ways in which 'post-colo­
nial studies' has been, or could be, strengthened by an engagement with history and 
geography. 

History and Colonial Comparisons 
The editors of Text, Theory, Space should be congratulated on having attempted a 
comparative task which is long overdue. One of the obvious strengths of post-colonial 
studies is that it encourages comparisons between different contexts in which similar 
politics of conquest have been played out; between spaces in which the colonial expe­
rience has been roughly similar. For an English-speaking community of scholars, the 
spaces of the British settler colonies are an obvious focus. Thus the collection repre­
sents movement towards another kind of historical and geographical bridging, that 
between the pasts and scholarly traditions of Australia and South Africa. (It is worth 
noting that this volume can usefully be compared to another recently published com­
parative study focusing on South Africa and Australia, this time with an environmen­
tal focus-an edited collection entitled Ecology and Empire: Environmental History 
of Settler Societies. (See Griffiths & Robin 1997.) 

This bridging has not really happened before. At one level, it is puzzling, as 
Gillian Whitlock points out, that so 

little attention has been paid to the settler states/invader territories of Canada, South 
Africa and Australasia, although the 'white Dominions' were collectively important 
to imperialist thinking in Britain in the late nineteenth century (p. 65). 

Whitlock suggests that the task has perhaps been avoided for political and strategic 
reasons. She is fully alert to the danger that in subverting political strategies (used, for 
example, in Commonwealth literary studies) which deliberately focused on processes 
of decolonisation rather than on the experience of colonial settler societies, one might 
inadvertently be repeating the initial act of silencing by rehabilitating the voice of the 
coloniser. Some of the contributors to this volume, including Whitlock herself, seek to 
avoid this trap by paying particular attention to the voices of white women, who were 
both part of and yet distinct from the 'masculine' colonial endeavour. The focus on 
women and the ambiguities of their gendered position in the colonial order, reflected 
in papers by Kerryn Goldsworthy, Michelle Adler, Kate Darian-Smith and Gillian 
Whitlock, is an important strength of Text, Theory, Space. 

However, the danger I wish to highlight-one which links to my concern about 
the possible coalescence of disciplines in post-colonial studies-is that of glossing 
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differences between societies, of making broad generalisations about very different 
places. This is a danger to which historians perhaps are particularly alert. The papers 
in the volume which attempt a direct comparison between Australian and South Afri­
can experiences (Gillian Whitlock, Liz Gunner, and Terence Ranger) are located on 
the knife-edge of this tension and are therefore most aware of it. 

All three of these contributors handle this issue well. Liz Gunner is properly 
tentative about stretching comparisons between indigenous oral traditions across con­
tinents, from Zulu oral tradition to Aranda poetry: she places a question mark after the 
subtitle of the section of her paper which raises the possibility of 'cross resonances' (p. 
125). Gillian Whitlock notes that one needs to proceed with caution when attempting 
to incorporate South Africa into comparative post-colonial frameworks. (Unlike Aus­
tralia, South Africa is apparently only recently being looked at in this way, presumably 
because prior to the transition to democracy many overseas scholars felt it inappropri­
ate to do research here.) The danger, as Whitlock sees it, is that post-colonial scholars 
become 

raiders of the 'lost ark', turning to the 'new' South Africa to prove what we already 
know, seeking (and finding) evidence which justifies theories produced elsewhere 
(p.68). 

Terence Ranger's piece, which compares the symbolic history of two famous 
rock formations, the Matopos in Zimbabwe and Uluru (the former Ayers Rock) in 
Australia, is perhaps most sensitive to the dangers of comparison and is self-conscious 
in examining them. As an historian, Ranger is able to view the differences between the 
two places partly in terms of historiography-a perspective often missing elsewhere 
in the collection. In a fascinating reflection on the construction of academic knowl­
edge, Ranger describes his thought process in researching and preparing the article. 
First, he was struck by the similarities between the two places. Later, he became in­
creasingly aware of the differences. In particular, the history of the Matopos seemed 
far more dynamic than that of Uluru. There was an actively remembered black history 
and a much more active white history associated with the Matopos, whereas Uluru 
appeared to be associated with an ahistoric, dreamlike, Aboriginal past. Ranger came 
to the conclusion that these differences were differences in the way that history had 
been written, rather than in the histories themselves, and was able to caution the reader 
about this disparity in scholarly traditions. Interestingly, Ranger cites the work of a 
cultural geographer, Phillip Clarke, when suggesting how a more contested and dy­
namic view of Aboriginal relationships to the land could emerge (p. 164). 

The only objection one could make to Terence Ranger's piece is that it is not 
set in South Africa, but in another southern Africlln space, namely Zimbabwe. The 
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title of the volume does specify South Africa, and one wonders why the editors did not 
broaden the title to 'Southern Africa', or alternatively include work by historians and 
historical geographers who are working on similar topics in South Africa itself. 

Geography and Colonial Spaces 
The bridging which has taken place in Text, Theory, Space between post-colonial stud­
ies and recent work in geography, is less impressive. This is disappointing because, at 
first glance, this bridging appears to be one of the most important contributions that 
the collection has to make. Geographical concepts like space, land, and so on are 
privileged in the title as well as in the description by the editors of what the book is 
about-in their words, issues of 'land, space and cultural identity in South Africa and 
Australia' (p. 2). Spatial metaphors also predominate in the categories under which 
the papers are arranged. Thus Part One is 'Defining the South'; Part Two is 'Claiming 
Lands, Creating Identities, Making Nations'; and Part Three is 'Borders, Boundaries, 
Open Spaces'. 

Unfortunately, these categories do not work particularly well: the papers seem 
to be rather randomly inserted into the different sections. One wonders why the fasci­
nating papers on women and travel are found in 'Defining the South', for example, 
and are not flagged more clearly under a specific heading. (Why, for that matter, is 
David Bunn's paper on the setting up of a private game reserve part of 'Defining the 
South'?) The second section in particular becomes something of a hold-all, with seven 
papers grouped together in a way which obscures the real compatibility between some 
of them. For example, Tony Birch's excellent analysis of the attempted renaming of 
the Grampians National Park in Australia resonates strongly with Ranger's writing on 
conflicts over heritage, space and place. 

This randomness may reflect a wider failure to engage seriously with geo­
graphic concepts. Certainly the promise of a focus on space, suggested by the section 
headings as well as by the title and the editors' introduction, is not fulfilled. If the 
'complex interactions between space and power' (p. 2) are a dominant theme in the 
collection, why do so few papers focus on issues which are being explored in contem­
porary geography? Why are the technologies of spatial control through which empires 
were actually established, so conspicuous by their absence? 

I am thinking, for example, of work on mapping as an exercise in spatial con­
trol. Tony Birch is one of the few contributors who mentions the power of maps. 
Birch's reference is to J.B. Harley's (1988; 1992) work on maps and control. (Due to 
an editorial oversight, Harley is mistakenly rendered as Hartley.) In attempting to 
understand the competing histories and claims to the landscape being played out in the 
contemporary landscape, Birch also takes seriously some of Paul Carter's (1987) ear-
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lier work on 'spatial history'. This work looked at how, through mapping and survey­
ing of what had been constructed as an empty social space, 'the land was ordered and 
labelled, becoming a colonial possession' (p. 180). Birch revisits the role of Mitchell, 
a figure about whom Carter also wrote in The Road to Botany Bay (1987). Mitchell 
was the colonial surveyor who mapped the area in which Birch is interested, and he 
shows how through mapping, Mitchell gave the land a new, British history, expunging 
the histories of indigenous people. 

Birch also points out that mapping is closely allied to naming, as the names that 
places were given on maps inscribed the landscape with new identities. Generally 
these identities were recognisably British. Even when indigenous place names were 
used, this did not represent any kind of lingering resistance, but rather the unques­
tioned authority of the imperial power to appropriate the indigenous and turn it into 
something 'quaint' (p. 177). 

Before leaving the mapping issue, it is worth noting the absence of any actual 
map, deconstructed or otherwise, in Text, Theory, Space. 

Another, related disappointment is the failure of most contributors to take seri­
ously spatial concepts and practices which centrally shaped the experience of colo­
nised peoples and, indirectly, that of their colonisers. An excellent example is the idea 
of the 'reserve' -a term which epitomises British efforts to control and order the con­
quered environment. Reserves were created not only for animals, as discussed by David 
Bunn in his paper, but also for people. In South Africa, the spatial division of land 
which created the 'native reserves' in the nineteenth century formed the basis for the 
apartheid policy of spatial separation and the core of the bantustan system (Welsh 
1971; Christopher 1994). In other parts of the former British empire, indigenous peo­
ple continue to live in 'reservations'. Both David Bunn and Liz Gunner refer to Aldous 
Huxley's ([1932]1977:37,115) metaphorical Reserve or Reservation in Brave New 
World; but this is the closest one gets to a discussion of reserves. The word does not 
appear in the otherwise quite useful index. 

Geographers are presently engaging in comparative work within a broadly post­
colonial frame. Recent examples of such work include the 1994 collection Geography 
and Empire edited by Anne Godlewska and Neil Smith, as well as a similar collection 
edited by Heffernan, Bell and Butlin (1995). Contributors to these volumes are at­
tempting to come to terms with the history of their own discipline, which is of course 
closely associated with the building of empires. Geographers provided support through 
their role as cartographers and by providing a 'scientific' rationale for environmen­
tally-based ideologies of racial superiority current at the time (see Livingstone 1992). 

In the Australian context, the geographer Jane Jacobs has recently published a 
book entitled Edge of Empire: Postcolonialism and the City, which looks at spaces she 
'somewhat unfashionably refer(s) to as the "real" geographies of colonialism and 
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postcolonialism' (Jacobs 1996:3). In her book, Jacobs takes seriously the ways in which 
British imperialism carved its way through space and uses this understanding to ana­
lyse the current spatialised cultural politics of post-colonial Australia, including cur­
rent anxieties around land claims. (It is interesting to note that, in the South African 
material included in Text, Theory, Space there are very few references to the current 
land reform process despite the promised focus on 'land'. This may be a function of 
the fact that the papers emerged from a conference and thus were prepared some time 
before the Department of Land Affairs' land reform programme got underway.) 

Perhaps the reason that Jacobs is not referenced in Text, Theory, Space is that 
the two books appeared contemporaneously. Equally, and more problematically, it 
could be a function of the fact that scholars working in a literary studies disciplinary 
tradition are simply unaware of related work in geography. It is unfortunate that the 
conversation which could have taken place between disciplines in Text, Theory, Space, 
has not really occurred. 

As already noted, the only explicitly geographical paper in the book is an urban 
planning paper by Sophie Watson. Watson's piece is located within recent planning 
literature, which attempts a reconsideration of the modernist assumptions of urban 
planning. Watson concludes her analysis of planning for multi-culturalism in Sydney 
by stating that 'planning has to break out from its rational, comprehensive strait-jacket 
and formulate new possibilities' (p. 214). This is an important contribution, but repre­
sents only a small part of the broad spectrum of contemporary geographical work that 
might have enriched a volume on post-colonial spaces. 

Conclusion: Iconoclasm and Anxiety 
What the volume Text, Theory, Space does bring out beautifully is the anxious under­
belly of colonial power. The triumphalist narratives of a rampant imperialism are bal­
anced, in several of the papers, by the eruption of suppressed or displaced fears on the 
part of participants in the colonial project. This theme is less fully explored for the 
South African case, and would present a fascinating direction for further work. In the 
Australian material, the theme of underlying anxiety is quite well developed. For ex­
ample, in Paul Carter's piece, a suppressed fear of 'groundlessness' manifests itself in 
the Victorian psyche through a fascination with spiritualism. In Sue Rowley's chapter, 
bush-induced madness overtakes those who try to inhabit the land they have appar­
ently claimed and domesticated. 

These concerns resonate with Jane Jacobs' analysis of the controversy over the 
old brewery site on the Swan River in Perth. (It is interesting to note that Tony Birch 
also refers to this case, albeit to make a different point. See p. 178.) In claiming the old 
brewery site as a sacred space, an Aboriginal group destabilised the apparently solid 
ground beneath the feet of the white citizens of Perth. Jacobs shows how the 
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An Act of Bridging? 

uncanny appearance of an ... unknowable Aboriginal sacred in the secular space of 
the city of Perth set in train an anxious politics of reterritorialisation (Jacobs 1996: 130; 
see also Gelder & Jacobs 1995). 

This is a theme which could usefully be explored in the current context of land reform 
in South Africa. 

Moving away from the familiar is always anxiety-provoking. To return to the 
phrase with which I began this review, anxiety is implicit in the 'iconoclastic act of 
bridging' which participation in the project of post-colonial studies requires. One is 
being stretched beyond the comfort of disciplinary traditions and boundaries. But this 
tension and anxiety ought to be productive. While not losing sight of the strengths of 
(and differences between) disciplines, the mid-1990s seem to be presenting us with a 
moment of engagement, a moment when the potential for cross-disciplinary conversa­
tions is almost unlimited. The collection Text. Theory. Space, while representing an 
important beginning, still feels like a rather one-sided conversation. It is up to histori­
ans, geographers and literary theorists to engage with one another, thus continuing and 
deepening the conversation. 
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On the Mfecane Aftermath 

The Mfecane Aftermath: 
Reconstructive Debates in Southern African History 
by Carolyn Hamilton 
Pietennaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 1995,493pp. 
ISBN: 1-86814-252-3 

Reviewed by Keith Breckenridge 
University of Natal 

Historians love to fight. The reasons for this bad temper are not all that clear. Henry 
Kissinger would have us believe that it is the insignificance of academic fights that 
makes them so bitter, and frequent. With more justice I might agree with Mark An­
drews (a formidable Natal and Springbok rugby lock forward) who recently explained 
that aggression motivates when all the other incentives (money, power, love) have 
dissipated. Whatever the case, arguments make for the best kind of scholarship. And 
few debates in southern African historiography have been as bad tempered, or proved 
as productive, and interesting. as the controversy that erupted around Julian Cobbing's 
claim that the narrative of the expansion of the Shakan kingdom in the 1820s was an 
invented 'alibi' for colonial dispossessionl. Much of the richness of this debate has 
been captured by the anthology edited by Carolyn Hamilton entitled The Mfecane 
Aftermath: Reconstructive Debates in Southern African History. 

In broad terms, Cobbing was arguing for a complete reappraisal of nineteenth 
century Southern African history. He rejected the widely accepted idea that the Shakan 
state had sent shock waves of violence across the subcontinent in the 1820s, and pointed 
an accusing finger at the earliest forms of colonial power. In the place of northern 

I Julian Cobbing, 'The Mfecane as an Alibi: Thoughts Upon Dithakong and Mbolompo'. 
Journal of African History 29 (1988) 487-519. 
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Nguni territory as the eye of the Mfecane hurricane, Cobbing offered three external 
sources of violence: the Portuguese slave trade from Delagoa Bay, Griqua and Bastaard 
raiders in the northern Cape, and the invasions of British settlers and troops on the 
eastern Cape. In every case he stressed that it was a search for forced labourers by the 
representatives of the emerging colonial order that prompted the systemic violence of 
the 1820s. 

In The Mfecane Aftermath most of the details of Cobbing's sweeping critique 
have been undone by the careful historical research of almost a dozen scholars. Yet the 
substance of his claim-that it was a colonial search for labour that encouraged re­
gional violence-remains intact. Only raiding across the northern Cape frontier-of 
Cobbing's three 'external sources' of conflict-has survived historical scrutiny with 
any measure of integrity, but that has been enough to prompt the revision of the early 
nineteenth century history of southern Africa2• Several scholars have re-opened re­
search into nineteenth century enslavement, and begun to re-examine the Great Trek 
as a search for forced labour. 

The significance of this volume does not rest entirely upon the future of the 
Cobbing debate. It has also brought to light new forms of historical investigation, and 
a set of interdisciplinary studies which may open research into the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century of southern Africa (a field that was looking decidedly comatose if 
not completely dead). Thus we have tenta.tive but interesting studies of the unusual 
scenes of conflict depicted in rock art from the Caledon Valley, and a provocative but 
historically unsatisfying account of the archaeology of subterranean villages from the 
north-western Transvaal that also date from the 1820s. In both these cases the evi­
dence remains tantalisingly beyond the reach of a straightforward historical analysis. 

The Mfecane Aftermath also presents a good selection of new historiographical 
approaches. Dan Wylie examines a rich collection of colonial historical texts on the 
subject of the Shakan state, and identifies a powerful common desire to debase and 
'assasssinate the character' of the king. Carolyn Hamilton's innovative study of the 
layers of ideas that (mostly colonial) individuals and institutions have produced about 
Shaka since the 1820s goes a long way towards resolving the conundrum of the clearly 

2 See Elizabeth Eldredge's' Sources of Conflict in Southem Africa c. 1800-1830: The "Mfecane" 
Remembered' (p. 126-139), for a convincing refutation of extensive slave raiding from Delagoa 
Bay before 1823; Jeff Peires, 'Matiwane's Road to Mbholombo: A Reprieve for the Mfecane?' 
(p. 222-236) for a defence of the migration of the Ngwane and the insignificance of slave­
raiding during the battle of Mbholombo; and Eldredge's 'Sources of Conflict' (p. 139-150) and 
Guy Hartley, 'The Battle of Dithakong and "Mfecane" Theory' (p. 395-416) for well researched 
rejections of Cobbing's interpretation of the Battle of Dithakong. 

3 Elizabeth Eldredge and Fred Morton (eds.), Slavery in South Africa: Captive Labor on the 
Dutch Frontier, Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press (1994). 
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unreliable evidence offered to us by these sources. In a similarly textual vein, Norman 
Etherington seeks to identify a set of common narrative structures in the workings of 
the history of the Mfecane and the Great Trek. The tensions between these different 
papers also suggest that there are important limits on the capacity of careful textual 
analysis to resolve the most pressing political questions of historical debate4• 

Whatever the individual shortcomings of the papers in this anthology-many 
of which bear the unmistakable signs of being preliminary conference papers-the 
Cobbing fracas, the gathering that Hamilton organised at Wits in September 1991 to 
discuss it, and The Mfecane Aftermath have managed to return scholarly attention to 
the history of the early nineteenth century. This can be clearly seen in the numbers of 
young scholars pursuing dissertations in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of the 
Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. Ultimately, however, it remains true that there is a power­
ful circularity at work here, and until we extend the range of African sources on this 
period we are unlikely to escape the 'blind alley, grubbing for colonialists behind 
every dirt bin's. 

************ 

4 Dan Wylie, 'Language and Assassination: Cuitural Negations in White Writers' Portrayal of 
Shaka and the Zulu'; Carolyn Hamilton, "'The Character and Objects of Shaka": A Reconsid­
eration of the Making of Shaka as Mfecane Motor'; Nonnan Etherington, 'Old Wine in New 
Bottles: The Persistence of Narrative Structures in the Historiography of the Mfecane and the 
Great Trek'. 

5 See Peires, 'Matiwane's Road' (p. 239). 
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De Weg naar Monomotapa: 
Post-Colonial Studies and Dutch Literature 

in 
South Africa 

De Weg naar Monomotapa 
by Siegfried Huigen 
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1996,217 pp. 
ISBN 90-5356-228-1 

Reviewed by lohan van Wyk 
CSSALL 

A fact that is often ignored in South African literary history is the 270 year long (1652-
1925) contribution of Dutch to this history. Dutch is the oldest and the longest written 
language in South Africa. Siegfried Huigen's De weg naar Monomotapa brings this 
literature, and its importance for colonial discourse theory back into focus. The subti­
tle (in translation) reads: 'Dutch representations of the geographic, historical and so­
cial realities in South Africa' It is unfortunate that this important text is not also avail­
able in English. 

The focus is on 'representations' of aspects of the South African reality through 
intensive research of micro-areas, using selected texts as the starting point. As an 
exploration of 'representation' and the institutional sites which determine to some 
extent the form and content of representation it relates to Foucault, especially The 
Order of Things. Representation implies not only the real, but the real looked at from 
a particular political ideology and context. Jan van Riebeeck's arrival at the Cape in 
1652 is variously represented as a great event for the expansion of Christianity and 
civilisation, or as the beginning of suffering and oppression in different ideological 
contexts. 

According to Huigen, who is a lecturer at the University of Stellenbosch, his 
interest in South African Dutch literature developed from his discovery of the 
'drekpoeet' (vomit poet), Pieter de Neyn, who operated at the Cape in the period 1672 
to 1674. This was the beginning of his discovery of a goldmine of material at the 
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South African Library and Archives in Cape Town, as well as in the Stellenbosch 
University Library. One has a feeling that there might even be more undiscovered 
material in the Netherlands. 

In the introduction Huigen explores the relationship between twentieth century 
interest in Dutch literature, and Afrikaner nationalism. Afrikaans literary historians 
struggled with the question of whether the Dutch texts produced in South Africa should 
be part of the Afrikaans literary history. He refers to the contributions of Elizabeth 
Conradie (the two volume Hollandse skrywers uit Suid-Afrika), Gerrit Besselaar's 
Zuid-Afrika in de letterkunde (1914) which is the oldest South African literary history 
and EC.L. Bosman's Drama en ton eel in Suid-Afrika (1928), a detailed description of 
the institutions, theatre companies, theatres and development of drama in South Af­
rica (again covering all the South African languages). 

Conradie argued that the Dutch texts should be part of Afrikaans literature, not 
because of its linguistic form, but because of the shared 'volksiel' (national soul) that 
is manifest in these texts. Huigen refers to the derivation of the notion of a 'national 
soul' from philosophers such as Montesquieu, Hume, Herder and Hegel. Taine popu­
larised this concept by making literature the voice of this national soul. Interestingly a 
similar struggle to define a South African English literature was evident in articles 
such as R.EA. Hoernle's 'Kan ons van 'n "Engelse letterkunde" in Suid-Afrika praat' 
(from laarboek van die Afrikaanse Skrywerskring 1939, p. 92-98). These debates must 
be seen in the context of the shifting signification of the concept Afrikaner in this 
period. Up to about 1933 the concept Afrikaner did not primarily refer to someone 
whose language was Afrikaans, but to a person subscribing to Hertzog's anti-colonial 
slogan of 'South Africa first'. The 'soul' in these discourses refer to this identification 
with South Africa as homeland, and such an identification was at that time essential to 
a definition of a South African literature. The emergence of a strong Afrikaans litera­
ture at the beginning of the century, with its roots strongly in the South African soil, 
contributed to this particular approach to the South African literary identity. 

Dutch colonial literature loses its importance for Afrikaans literary scholars 
after the Second World War due modernist aesthetics. When Dutch is studied in this 
post war period it is the experimental and modem tradition from the Netherlands rather 
than the colonial literature. 

The book consists of five main chapters. Chapter one explores the representa­
tion of the interior of South Africa in the period 1652 to 1686. In this chapter Huigens 
very subtly deconstructs Said's Orientalism and the idea that European representa­
tions of the peoples on other continents were not really determined by an experience 
of reality, but by long existing prejudices. He states that when exploring colonial dis­
courses it is interesting to explore observations of empirical reality that contradicts 
existing discourse, and the condition under which this become possible. Huigens then 

251 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



Johan van ~k 

shows that ideas do change through the experience of reality. There is an important 
difference between those texts based on direct experience and those reporting from 
secondary sources. Plagiarising of previous representations was an established tradi­
tion in this period. 

In the seventeenth century a myth offabulously rich civilisations in the interior 
of South Africa was prevalent and the Dutch were obsessed with discovering these. 
They sent a number of expeditions to find this empire of Monomotapa. They had to 
meticulously record their observations of their journeys into the interior. Each expedi­
tion though was disillusioned with the discursive stereotype. What they encountered 
were Namaqua pastoralists who were not all that different from the Khoikhoi at the 
Cape. (These expeditions though missed the cities such as Latakoo which at that time 
had considerable big populations and were involved in iron-smelting and trade with 
the Portuguese.) Huigens makes an interesting contribution by elaborating on the pre­
scriptions of the Dutch east India Company on how the journals should be constructed 
in terms of a daily report on the geographic position of the expedition, and the careful 
collection of geographic, ethnographic, commercial and political information. He links 
these directives to the genre of ars apodemica or the systematic presentation of obser­
vations when travelling. Huigens also makes the point that if representations are only 
determined by existing discourses, and if reality plays no role, it would be impossible 
to criticise any discourse, because it would be impossible to determine which dis­
course contains the truth. What would make Said's discourse more credible than that 
which he writes about. 

In chapter 2 he contextualises Jan de Marre's lengthy praise-poem to the Cape, 
'Eerkroon voor de Caab de Goede Hoop', as a representation in which the representa­
tion of the Cape is determined by a classical conception of order which were prevalent 
in 18th century Europe, rather than from a specific colonial ideology of power. The 
poem is about the dichotomy of 'order' replacing 'chaos' with colonial settlement 
through a process of cultivation. 

In chapter 3 Meent Borcherd's depiction of precolonial Khoikhoi life in 'Gedicht 
over de volkplanting van de Kaap de Goede Hoop' is seen as a reaction against the 
idealisation thereof by John Philip in his Researches in South Africa. Before Europe­
ans came the Khoikhoi according to Philip lived 'in a state of independence, possess­
ing in abundance the means of subsistence' (Huigens 83). Borcherd through reference 
to other texts such as Kolbe's Naauwkeurige en uitvoerige beschryving van de Kaap 
de Goede Hoop, and the use of poetic imagination, in his construction of his poem 
attacks Philip's 'primitivism'. Borcherd's representation derives from Christianity, and 
the idea that man in his natural state lives in misery. Huigen also mentions another text 
by Borcherds 'Reedevoering over het Christendom' ('Debate about Christianity'). It 
seems as if these texts by Borcherds and Philip can form the basis of a much larger 
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intertextual project. William Wellington Gqoba's 'Discussion between the Christian 
and the Pagan' and 'Great discussion on education' as allegorical debates come to 
mind. 

Chapter 4 deals with the popular history series by D'Arbez (pseudonym for 
J.F. van Oordt) and its increasing focus on the Dutch East India period. Although 
racist prejudice dominate in these texts, there is also another conflicting code of the 
universality of moral and religious values operating in these texts. 

In chapter 5 he rediscovers Jacob Lub's Het zwarte gevaar (The black peril') 
from 1913, and apparently the second Jim-comes-to-Joburg novel produced in South 
Africa. Douglas Blackburn's Leaven: A black and white story of 1908 being the first. 
It is a text dealing with the identity transformations that the main character experience 
through the process of urbanisation and coming to consciousness of his being equal to 
whites. Although the text endorses a patriarchal and rural order the text clearly counters 
the way authors such as Said, Fanon and JanMohamed essentialises colonial dicourses 
as always representing blacks as the 'quintessence of evil' (Huigen 140). The main 
character is portrayed with great sympathy. The impact of realism as literary form was 
possibly decisive in this. 

Huigen surprises not only through the historical detail uncovered, but also 
through intelligent argumentation backed up with extensive evidence. This is an im­
portant contribution and would gain considerably by in future going much more ex­
tensively beyond the confines of Dutch to the texts in the other South African lan­
guages. 

************ 

C;olonization, Violence and Narration 

Colonization, Violence, and Narration in White South African Writing: 
Andre Brink, Breyten Breytenbach, and J. M. Coetzee 
by Rosemary Jane Jolly 
Athens, Ohio & Johannesburg: Ohio University Press and 
Witwatersrand University Press, 1996, 179pp. 
ISBN: 1-86814-297-3 

Reviewed by Stewart Crehan 
University of Transkei 

The contemporary concern with representation usually precludes the kind of ancillary 
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narration that tries to place literary works in their social and historical 'context'. By 
narrating a context, a commentary may claim to have knowledge and understanding of 
a text according to the 'reality' in which that text is embedded, thus forestalling any 
critique of the commentary's own narrative operations. Rosemary Jane Jolly admits 
that it 'may seem strange to introduce this exploration of violence and literature in the 
South African context without a description of that context in historical or sociopoliti­
cal terms' (1). The reason: 'I have no desire to spectacularize, and thus to exoticize, 
the violence of South Africa which motivated the founding questions of this study' 
(1). Turning South Africa-one of the most violent societies in the world-into 'an 
international spectacle', encouraging the voyeurism and moral condemnation that 'rep­
licates the twin violations of pornographic involvement and the myth of objectivity', 
is something she wishes 'most strenuously to avoid' (1). If these are by no means the 
only options-therapy and healing were the goal of the Truth and Reconciliation Com­
mission-one can see why strategies of avoidance and critical distance might have an 
advantage from a literary standpoint over the more familiar encouragement in the 
reader of a moral and emotional involvement whose own deeper motives and effects 
often fail to be taken into account. Indeed, Jolly argues that forms of narrative that 
assume they can redeem us therapeutically by 'treating' or 'dealing with' violence 
invoke a specious kind of closure characteristic of a failed white liberalism (12). 

Violence, then, is not simply an act or event to be witnessed, commented on, 
and imagined, but a process in which all of us, whatever the context, are in some way 
and to some degree accomplices. Before the overt act of violence takes place there is 
symbolic violation, the violation of the other that occurs in discourse, in language 
itself. Taking her cue from Coetzee's Foe, Jolly examines the extent to which acts of 
narration are 'always also, necessarily, acts of violation at the figurative level' (2). 
Certain writers, such as Breytenbach and Coetzee, have challenged or tried to avoid 
such acts of violation. Andre Brink, however, in depicting close relationships as vio­
lent in A Chain of Voices, has according to some reviewers made that intimate vio­
lence seem 'in some sense desirable' (39). This is so, Jolly argues, because the de­
scription of these white-master-black-slave relationships carries an erotic charge, ap­
pealing to sado-masochistic fantasies. Instead of subverting the basis of the master­
slave relationship, Brink's novel, by representing violence as the 'truth' of colonial 
history, and thus promoting horror in the reader, 'overlooks the potential of fiction to 
create readers who may develop alternative fictions about the status of history' (53). 

Breytenbach's strategies for eluding or defying violation are exhaustively ana­
lysed in terms of the self, the relationship between interrogator and interrogated, and 
the unstable, split subject. Jolly's conclusion is, in her own terms, 'fundamentally 
different' from that of Coetzee: reducing Breytenbach's autobiographical attempts in 
Mouroir and The True Confessions of an Albino Terrorist to the status of 'a diversion', 
she says, 'is to forget that they also comprise a complex and vital act of self-defense' 
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(99). Jolly quotes here from Coetzee's Raritan (1991) essay 'Breytenbach and the 
Censor': 'Turning the gaze from the window to the mirror has never been a way out or 
a way past: it has always proved to be what Breytenbach in Mouroir discovers it to be: 
a diversion'. Coetzee has, however, reworked this essay as 'Breyten Breytenbach and 
the Reader in the Mirror', chapter twelve in Giving Offense: Essays on Censorship 
(1996), where the (offending?) passage quoted by Jolly no longer appears. In his book 
Coetzee says of Breytenbach that in 'making the surface of the mirror something that 
one goes through, an opening to an infinite progress, he has deferred the confrontation 
with his enemy twin, and further has turned this deferring into a model of textual 
production' (230). From 'diversion' we move to the more acceptable deferral. But 
Coetzee doubts Breytenbach's strategy in Mouroir of incorporating the censor-figure 
into himself: 'the test is Mouroir, and Mouroir finally dwindles into a doodling with 
Ariadne's thread, the Minotaur forgotten' (231). Between 'a complex and vital act of 
self-defense' and pointless 'doodling' many, including this writer, will be inclined to 
side with Coetzee. 

Jolly's third section comprises subtle and detailed readings of Coetzee's 
DuskLands and Waiting for the Barbarians. Following other commentators, she con­
vincingly demonstrates how Coetzee's metafictional strategies manage to avoid the 
pitfalls into which Brink and-as some (including Coetzee himself) would argue­
Breytenbach have fallen. In Coetzee, sado-masochism ('points in the text where there 
exists the largest propensity for the narrator to perform as sadist, and the reader to 
respond as masochist') arouses no erotic fascination. The reader is provided with an 
alternative ethical and aesthetic position from which to view-or rather to view the 
views-of those scenes of cruelty, killing, and torture evoked in Coetzee's fiction. In 
DuskLands the writer 'takes care to mark the scenes of violence as representations of 
violence' (121) in, for example, Eugene Dawn's Vietnam photographs. Quoting Barthes' 
superbly accurate and apposite formulation, the 'over-constructed horror ... that pro­
hibits empathy', Jolly finds that 'Coetzee's narrative does not encourage the reader's 
involvement as participant in a pornography of violence' (121). 

The argument is carried through with rigour and subtlety. The question of the 
narrative representation of violence/violation is examined from nearly every angle, 
until one finds it hard to find fault either with Jolly's readings or with her conclusions. 
The slide from violence to violation is entirely justified from a Derridean or Foucauldian 
perspective (that is, in relation to 'the violence of the letter '). Although there are times 
(especially in the discussion of Breytenbach) when the argument is elaborated with a 
rigour that may tire the patience of readers who lack the necessary stamina, the book is 
an important contribution to its chosen area of study. It makes a strong, coherent, and 
convincing case. 

************ 
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Clearing Spaces: 
Multilingualism in a Multicultural Context 

Multilingualism in a Multicultural Context: 
Case Studies on South Africa and Western Europe. 
Edited by Guus Extra and Jeanne Maartens 
Tilburg: Tilburg University Press, 1997, 237pp. 
Studies in Multilingualism 10. 
ISBN: 90-361-9778-3 

Reviewed by Johannes A. Smit 
University of Durban-Westville 

This book of sociolinguistic case studies edited by Guus Extra (Research Group on 
Language and Minorities, Tilburg University) and Jeanne Maartens (Department of 
Afrikaans and Nederlands, University of Natal, Durban) is most probably one of the 
most important academic interventions of 1997-i.e. as a bottom-up intervention and 
not a top-down one (cf. Broeder & Extra p. 155). Pioneering as it is, it provides a 
wealth of information ranging from historical factors (including migratory realities), 
current (and past) constitutional/policy decisions and available statistical and demo­
graphic information from South Africa and Western Europe, through sociolinguistic 
case studies as such (with which the book is primarily concerned), to numerous inter­
pretations of this research and suggestions for further research, language policy for­
mulation and constructive engaging of the possibilities open to languages in a 
multicultural context. 

Variously pointing to the hegemonic role Afrikaans played as implicated me­
dium for apartheid (cf. Maartens pp. 29-33; Zungu p. 47 for example), it also does not 
endorse an uncritical attitude towards English as medium of instruction for various 
reasons. In the context of the disjunction between the South African Constitution (which 
recognises eleven official languages) and governance structure practices (which seems 
to favour English), it points to challenges and provides different options of how to 
address this problematic. The book's cross-national or rather, cross-continental nature 
is its strong point and prevents the debate's silting up behind historical politicised 
battle lines. It opens up a space in terms of which the main challenge-as captured in 
the title--can be dealt with responsibly. realistically and pro-actively. 
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If I must abstract from the book three currently relevant issues, they are: 1) the 
antinomy between the South African constitution's provision for eleven official lan­
guages and current language practices in society broadly speaking; 2) the constructive 
possibilities to be gained from home language as well as multilingual instruction; and 
3) the various possible models of multilingual research in a multicultural context for 
purposes of language policy formulation and practices facilitating equal social partici­
pation (pre-empting 'xenophobia, discrimination, and sometimes brutal racism', Ex­
tra & Vallen pp. 174t). 

I 
In the context of the mismatch between language policy and language practice, one of 
the main concerns raised is the 'strongly dominant role' of English in governance 
structures, education and the media (Maartens p. 25). Even though English is a minor­
ity language-with only 9% and 16% mother tongue speakers in South Africa gener­
ally speaking and in KwaZulu-Natal more particularly; cf. McDermott p. 106; Maartens 
p. 23}--Lydia McDermott (p. 105) points out that especially upwardly mobile black 
South Africans view it as the gateway to 'selfempowerment, upward-mobility, sophis­
tication and learnedness'. She importantly analyses this 'myth' in terms of its 
'hegemonic dominance' and 'subversive effects' (McDermott pp. 105ff, 110ft). One of 
the important points on this issue in her overview of 'views of "others" on the mythol­
ogy', is Njabulo Ndebele's implicit argument that South Africans have not yet started 
to appreciate 'the immense freedom of choice before them' [in the new dispensation] 
and Neville Alexander's that 'African languages can be as powerful as English' 
(McDermott pp. 115t). This latter view is importantly supported by J. Keith Chick's 
(pp. 91ft) excellent setting-specific interactional study on the relationship between 
English and isiZulu (which may also be true of minority languages). If the off-setting 
of English as 'language of liberation' during the apartheid years to current inconsist­
encies between the Constitution and language practices are not heeded, McDermott 
(pp. III f, 117) suggests that African mother tongue speakers follow Afrikaans Lan­
guage Movement strategies (which originated in the face of Milnerist 'cultural-impe­
rialist policies' and practices; cf. Maartens pp. 28t). 

Within the current impasse brought about by the prevalence of English in soci­
ety, Phyllis Jane Zungu addresses the 'Status of Zulu in KwaZulu-Natal' by analysing 
isiZulu as first, second and third language in education; code-switching, code-mixing 
and language shift at work in modem isiZulu and makes some recommendations. Im­
portant suggestions address the need for professionals to learn isiZulu (for obvious 
reasons), policy decisions which require Afrikaans and English speakers (especially 
educators) to learn isiZulu and the importance of language as medium of historical, 
cultural, literature and environmental translation in a multilingual society. Pro-active 
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steps by especially Afrikaans and English speakers may lay to rest suspicions that 
'multilingualism' is just another cover for 'apartheid maintenance' (Zungu pp. 46ft) 
she reasons. 

Other case studies on the languages in KwaZulu-Natal include those by Anita 
de Villiers (Afrikaans), Varijakshi Prabhakaran (Indian languages) and Peter Broeder, 
Guus Extra and Jeanne Maartens (languages in the Durban Region). Whereas some 
(majority and minority) language communities do not see their home languages as 
part of the core values of their culture and identity (cf. Broeder & Extra on Dutch in 
The Netherlands and abroad, p. 155), this is not so amongst [at least some] Afrikaans 
speaking South Africans (as well as the Welsh, the Irish, the Francophone Canadians, 
the Flemish-Speaking Belgians, p. 71). In this context, De Villiers' helpful case stud­
ies of Afrikaans in KwaZulu-Natal and South Africa more broadly speaking, points to 
and further advocates 'additive multilingualism' (isiZulu-Afrikaans for example, and 
visa versa) in 'creating a multilingual society' (pp. 71f). 

Varijakshi Prabhakaran (pp. 76ft) overviews the historical factors which lead 
to people of Indian descent representing close to twenty Indian languages in South 
Africa. Of these, only five remain: Tamil, Telugu, Hindi, Gujarati and Urdu, 'plus 
Sanskrit as sacred scriptural language' . Pointing to the shift towards English within 
the Indian community, she nevertheless detects a current 'revival of interest among 
the younger Indian generation in their linguistic and cultural heritage'. This is mainly 
due to 'various socio-economic, religio-cultural and political reasons' (Prabhakaran p. 
89). 

As concluding study of the first section in the book (mainly focused on KwaZulu­
Natal), the 'Durban [primary school] Language Survey' by Peter Broeder, Guus Extra 
and Jeanne Maartens (pp. 121ft) revealed that pupils bring many more languages to 
the classroom than many educators are often aware of. In the light of the prevalence of 
English in many classrooms, the survey also showed that pupils from minority lan­
guages prefer instruction in their first or home language-suggesting that 'the educa­
tion authorities are on the wrong track with the current move towards English as the 
medium of instruction' (Broeder, Extra & Maartens pp. 129f). In the context of isiZulu 
being the majority language in KwaZulu-Natal (with 80% mother tongue speakers in 
KwaZulu-Natal, cf. Maartens p. 23), many a poor academic performance in this prov­
ince may be attributed to isiZulu speaking pupils having to study in a foreign language 
[and teachers teaching in one]. 

II 
Reflecting on the constructive possibilities to be gained from home language as well 
as multilingual instruction, one of the images I toyed with and expanded as if in a 
picture, will most probably only remain a dream. Perhaps. 
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In this dream, I have seen the isiZulu speakers in KwaZulu-Natal (80% of the 
KZN population) as confident, on-top-of-the-game educationists, business persons, 
world-renowned scientists conducting themselves in isiZulu, making a crucial contri­
bution to African and international knowledge. Such a dream, I think, would be any 
educationist's natural dream or rather expectation/purpose towards which to work. 
The question which does not seem to go away, however, is whether such a goal is 
realistically achievable when pupils and students have to learn, study and do research 
in a foreign language (whether 'South African English' or 'Zulu English'). 

This contradiction is amplified when its real implications are analysed. 
It may be true that there are perceptions that English provides the gateway to 

the emerging black bourgeois bureaucratic class. The limited access to this class, how­
ever, will not only frustrate expectations but also prevent the pro-active development 
of a self-sustaining economy and society independent of state or outside funding. 
Moreover, if the critique of this state of affairs collapses into an antagonistic slinging 
match between this class and the English, Afrikaans and Indian bourgeois class(es), 
these middle and upper classes will be using their rhetoric just to justify their 
hegemonies, irrespective of whether they achieved it 'legitimately' or not. The result? 
The majority of the population will remain excluded from improving their quality of 
life. 

Other real alternatives6 would be to 1) not enforce language policy and to allow 
a certain degree of freedom to education institutions; 2) enforce English usage on all 
levels of education and in all or some institutions; 3) to continue to develop the Sci­
ences within Zulu culture and to present Zulu phrases/explanations alongside English 
as medium of instruction; 4) change the language of instruction to isiZulu on all levels 
of education in all or in some institutions; or 5) to allow for a mixture of these options. 

Many issues and contradictions to all these options need to be pursued further. 
I mention only two. Firstly, if English retains its dominant position, the question then 
is whether the isiZulu lifeworld (which will be true for 80% of the KwaZulu-Natal 
population) will not remain barred from educationaVinformationlknowledgeldiscourse 
development, i.e. except for the first few years of basic education. The contradiction, 
here, would be the enforcing of (a locally numerical) minority discourse ([in] English) 
onto a (locally numerical) majority. In the face of the spectre (as both threat and lure) 

6 Such or similar alternatives echo one of the projects of The UNESCO Regional Office in 
Dakar. This project monitors the use of National Languages in Basic Education in Sub-Saharan 
Africa in four areas: 1) countries with language policies but which have not pushed seriously for 
the implementation of such policies; 2) countries in which national languages are taught only as 
subjects but not used as media of instruction; 3) countries in which national languages are used 
as media of instruction only in the early years of basic education; 4) countries in which basic 
education is entirely in indigenous languages (cf. UNESCO Regional Office, Dakar p.7). 
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of universalism-which may not deliver as much as it promises- the result would be 
a cultural particularism continuing to disadvantage isiZulu speakers or at least not 
create the space for the development of their full potential. The detrimental effects this 
would have on the development of the isiZulu lifeworld, speaks of itself. 

Secondly, if options three and its harsher variant, option four, are seriously 
considered and implemented, this will mean the development of (scientific) discourse 
within isiZulu, to various degrees. For the lifeworld development if isiZuhi speakers 
into scientific domains, this would appear crucial. It would mean that isiZulu may 
vitally contribute to an ownership modeF of know led geld is course including both pro­
duction and consumerism of not only discourse but also products in the marketplace. 
As a start, it seems to me that option three must be engaged more vigorously. Initial 
indications are that such developments already exist (practised by numerous isiZulu 
teachers) and that the professional and education sector must seriously consider meet­
ing the challenges posed by the proposals of Zungu (pp. 46ff). 

In the spirit of Multilingualism, the ownership model will guard against a new 
particularist hegemony by also fostering the development of similar activities in other 
minority languages of KwaZulu-Natai. Moving along a different curve, Afrikaans as 
language (and its speakers)-seeing the degree to which it as language is positively 
perceived (cf. De Villiers 58ff)-must continue to free itself from concepts nationally 
and internationally not acceptable. (As was the case amongst educationists especially 
since Soweto 19766.) This can be achieved by reaching out both locally and interna­
tionally. It is at precisely this juncture which I locate Multilingualism and for which it 
is to be applauded. Initiated by the Department of Afrikaans (University of Natal, 
Durban), it does not only reach out to the multilingual and multicultural plurality in 
South Africa (and KwaZulu-Natal); it also reaches out internationally. 

This raises the question offoreign participation in research in Africa (and South 
Africa). To thoroughly research the ravages which Africa has been subjected to by the 

7 The ownership model faces up to the real, embraces both production and consumerism and 
does not exclude multiplicity--contra the consumerism propagated (in and for former and neo­
colonialist countries) by Zygmunt Bauman 1992. Intimations of Postmodemity. London & New 
York: Routledge. The 'ownership model' may be the alternative 'road' to the conflation of cap i­
talism and socialism prevalent in these countries (cf. Bauman 1992:22-25;22). In this model, 
such countries are challenged to see their multilingualism as resource rather than 'problem'. 
They are challenged to put governance structures in place in their own countries as well as in 
former colonies which may facilitate the development of 'foreign' languages for the benefit of 
the people both in the 'home' countries and in the diaspora ones. In the isiZulu-English nexus, 
Britain is not absolved from this challenge. 

• The tradition (if we can call it that) of minority resistance within the Afrikaans speaking 
community (especially since 1948) still needs to be describedlnarrativised. 
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various colonialisms-mainly economically and culturally-much remains to be done. 
This is needed not so much to create objects of blame, foster a paralysing res sentiment 
or absolving one from responsible participation, I think. It is rather needed to prevent 
and block neo-colonial forms of extraction and exploitation. In this, it seems to me, 
Multilingualism has succeeded importantly. The participation of the University of 
Tilburg researchers in the research here presented does not only make (both theoreti­
cal and practical) contributions locally but also internationally, i.e. to other situations 
where one is confronted with contradictions concerning the status of what may be 
termed, generally speaking, minority discourse. Concerning Afrikaans as discourse, it 
also means that its reaching out to the country and language of origin will provide 
liberatory possibilities in the spirit of Multilingualism. 

In addition to English as avenue to contribute to international knowledge, fur­
ther South African-Netherlands participation could, in the spirit of Multilingualism'S 
approach, prove relevant. Similarly co-operative research could operate along lan­
guage trajectories opened up by the focus of the Research Group on Language and 
Minorities on Arabic, Berber, Hindi and Turkish (cf. Broeder & Extra pp. 145ff for 
more language communities researched). The assertion of the realities of 
multilingualism in multicultural context, would guard against language as well as cul­
tural particularism if not exclusivism. Similarly, it will create spaces for the construc­
tive engagement and governance structure facilitation of the education and develop­
ment possibilities which still lies dormant because minority languages are prevented 
from developing their lifeworld potential. Foreign country-South African participa­
tion may importantly contribute towards our reconstructive and development chal­
lenges and practices. 

Multilingualism has opened the door to these and other issues not addressed 
here (cf. Multilingualism for more). In the spirit of El Aissati and Bos' (cf. p. 192) 
proposal, minority languages should not be viewed as home languages of and for 
ethnic minorities but as 'modern' languages which receive 'the same attention all other 
modern foreign languages get'. This has never been more true than now. In the 
multicultural context which is South Africa, for example, the resources minority lan­
guages offer--especially concerning the positive value access to such languages by 
and for non-mother tongue speakers may create within and for our country-need to 
be developed pro-actively. Stated differently: why can English speakers (in both South 
Africa and Britain) not study one of the other South African Languages; Afrikaans or 
Zulu speakers not Tamil, Telugu, Hindi, Gujarati, Urdu or Sanskrit; French or Dutch 
speakers not Arabic or Berber; etc.? 

In the bottom-up approach which sees multilingualism as a 'resource' (and not 
a 'problem' as in top-down approaches; cf. Broeder & Extra p. 155) educators and 
pupils/students (as learners) alike, must realise the possibilities brought about by our 
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newly found freedom. It is hoped that more scholars will participate in such research, 
the debate, and crucially, the participative and constructive pro-active development of 
minority languages. 

III 
In a country which has been ravished by political and other hegemonic discourses, 
Multilingualism, especially as far as it presents us with case study approaches and 
case study data, has done scholarship an immense service. Even though it is true that 
any empirical study will always be discursively slanted, it is for us to evaluate the 
results (cf. my attempt under II above) or prove differently. Even so, the methods 
employed, especially as they attempt to move beyond existing 'census' and 'survey' 
type approaches, signal a desire to greater scientificity (cf. especially Maartens p. 15ff 
and Chick p. 91ff on this issue). To this purpose, each and every contribution provides 
a particular approach (with sample questionnaires and tables developed for interpreta­
tion and evaluation purposes) which may be used for similar studies, further devel­
oped and/or transcended by creating better ones. These comprise the perceptive treat­
ment of existing census and demographic data, the pointing to gaps and how they may 
be transcended for policy formulation (Maartens pp. 15ff; De Villers pp. 67ff; 
Prabhakaran pp. 87f; Broeder & Extra pp. 141; El Aissati & Bos pp. 180f; Van der 
Avoird pp. 197ff); the addressing of issues of first, second and third language learning 
(Zungu pp. 37ff; De Villiers pp. 61ff; Extra & Vallen pp. 165ff; Van der Avoird pp. 
212ff); the study of code-switching, code-mixing, language shift and language change 
(Zungu pp. 44ff; Van der Avoird pp. 207ff; Backus & Boeschoten pp. 221ff); 
geolinguistic studies (De Villiers pp. 52ff); sociolinguistic profiling (De Villiers pp. 
58ff; Prabhakaran pp. 77ff); sociolinguistic diversity studies (Broeder, Extra & Maartens 
pp. 121ff; Chick pp. 95ff); interactional studies (Chick pp. 91ff; El Aissati & Bos pp. 
181ff); the de-mythisising of a language (McDermott pp. 105ff); the development of 
multilingual teaching models and practices (Extra & Vallen pp. 17Off)I; the addressing 
of the education-employment nexus (El Aissati & Bos pp. 182ff); language variation 
studies (El Aissati & Bos pp. 184f); the study of the articulation of socio-economic 
and cultural status (Van der Avoird pp. 201ff). 

Each of these areas of sociolinguistic research opens a space to research the 
real. Even though this notion has suffered much in philosophy and other social and 
human science reminiscences, Multilingualism succeeds in grappling with issues which 
some would claim still form part of the unthought of thought, the irrational of reason 
or the unconscious of consciousness. Even though its sociolinguistic tools will be 
further developed and gaps identified filled, it provides methods and procedures for 
empirical socia-linguistic research which importantly open up questions and proce­
dures before which many remain stupefied. 
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IV 
As evident from the case study research, minority language maintenance is a fact and 
the sooner educators and governance structures in both South Africa and Western Eu­
rope (or elsewhere) pro-actively facilitate and contribute to this state of affairs, the 
better it would be-not only to facilitate improved learning quality but even more, to 
create spaces for constructive contributions to science and development by and for all. 
My view is that hegemonies of whatever kind would only spell one of two alterna­
tives: Babel or conflict. 

In a different context, Zarathustra longed for man to be 'delivered from re­
venge ... [a] bridge to the highest hope, and a rainbow after many storms'. 
Multilingualism in a Multicultural Context9 is such a bridge if not many bridges. 

Drawing on internationally-recognised and constitutional indicatives, 
Multilingualism's sociolinguistic case studies reveals a space where minority languages 
transcend narrow ethnic definition and political co-option. Multilingualism is a posi­
tive resource and anyone grappling with language policy formulation and its imple­
mentation (whether principals, teachers, governance officials), anyone participating 
in practices related to minority languages or the fact of multilingualism in a multicultural 
context, or anyone (researcher/student/leamer) embarking on similar research projects 
cannot ignore it. In this context, I think Maartens' (p. 35) statement apt: 

Only if leadership is seen to take pride in all South African languages; only if all 
schools value every child's mother tongue as a unique asset, offering multilingual 
options; and only if people are rewarded for their know ledge of a variety of languages 
in terms of jobs and status, can language practice eventually reflect language policy. 

The contributors and editors must be congratulated for creating contextual ef­
fects and clearing spaces for not following idealised sociolinguistic trends but for 
constructively engaging the 'indeterminacies, unevenness, diversity, tensions and strug­
gle of real sociolinguistic orders' (cf. Chick p. 91). Pro-actively, governance structures 
and education but also the media, business and private enterprise should participate. 
Research in the same pioneering spirit and which spans the net even wider (to cover 
socio-economic. religio-cultural and political spaces-amongst others-more explic­
itly) promises much. 

************ 
The recognition of the fact that multiculturalism in South Africa is (re)presented in 'a' 

context, may lead to an interpretation conducive to an apartheid mentality. In such an interpre­
tation, South Africa would constitute the or 'a' context, 'multiculturality' would represent its 
cultural diversity and, if multilinguality would then be mapped over this one or single context 
refracted into its diversity of cultural enclaves, then, you would have a post-Apartheid apartheid 
situation. However, the constitution and this book's argument posit a different space-as is 
especially evident from my treatment of the book not only in sections I and III above but espe­
cially my evaluation in section II. It is for this reason that I find the book not to calcify in either 
race or class positions but to move into a space beyond such hegemonies. 
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thor's full name, address, e-mail address, position, department, university/ insti­
tution, telephone/fax numbers as well as a list of previous publications. 

Maps, diagrams and posters must be presented in print-ready form. Clear black 
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