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ABSTRACT

This study of South African literature and Johannesburg's black urban

townships is undertaken in the broader context of humanistic gecgraphy.

The of 1 as a d tool of cal enquiry
for the study of place is traced, and several types of literaxy geography
&are categorised and re iewsd. ‘omg these are Angle~American cases in
which applications and criticise rely on coaventional techniques that
treat pross and poetry in isolation from the conditions of their pro-

duction. Such analysis is inappropriate to South Africen creative writing

which may not be d without its wider sociological
contexts. In an account of the historical development of primarily black
urban~focused South African literature, three major eras are identified,
namely, 1iberal, protest and black consciousness. Each period was matched
by a distinctive ideology, content and writing form. These trends,
together with their influence on the weys in which place is created, and
the extant to which it is treated in literature, foxm ¢ key element in

the d in p literaxry 1s of ‘s

inner city slumyards, her Sophiatown, Alexandsa and Soweto, prose and
poetry is uged tc draw attention to their physical fabric, the lifestyles
and activities they supported and mo ¢ importantly, the senses of place or
placelessness vhich they gave to their occupants, The latter expariential

of the wost vividly with their 'objective'

Following dividual of 1i on esch

teunship, recurring themes and topics are discussed by way of conclusion.




PREFACH

The world of the common people has recently begun to atiract the
scholarly gaze of South African researchexrs. One wmay trace a turaning
paint in the history of South Africen geographical studies to the
momentous black township troublas of June 16, 1976 waich highlighted the
bias of the formex decadi’s sesearch. ¥rom the 1Y80s, a fascination with

the previously unexplored loval klack townships has hlossamed.

I was fortungte to begin my studies at the Uuniversity of the
Witwatersrand after the events if 1976 had been digested, and was szon
asxposed to the fresh awareness among geograpbars of urban areas whick had
literally been ont of sight and mind. Personal concern with this new
found terra incognita for human geogzaphers coupled with my interest in
South African literature gemmipated the following study in liverary

geography. My enthusiasm was kindled two years ago when, virtually

ignorant of Black Soutl African 1 I

Mphahlele, doyen of African literature, and requested a preliminary
reading list on arban-related novels by black authors. Within hours he
had opened 2z new and challenging world to me and for this I shall be
eterns)ly grateful, The interest was crystailised in its geographical
context by the earliex into the of literary

in South Africa by my supervisor, Sordon Pirle,

The task of formulating, executing and writing the research reported
here has been made that wuch easier by a nuwber of acquaintances and
organisations. I am indebted to Gordon Pirie who not only sparked and
nourished my initial interest in the subject, but also aumirably advised
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and guided me throughout the vesearch period, Nis continual encouragement
was instrumental in bringing the woxk to complatisn. The nembers of the
Gsograghy Department have in many ways, whetber social or academic, addart
to the pleasnure of post-graduate resesrch &t the University of tha
Witwatersrand. I wmeution particularly Professor Keith Beavon, Cbris
Rogerson and Bernle Moop for thedr wvalneble sadvice during t-xbulent
moments. Mike Proctor must take credit for the final printed form of the
dissertasion, Withcut his unfailing assistsnce, the battie wi'h tha weed
processox wonld long since have been lost. Grateful thewks go to my
mother who kindly typed the initial draft cf the dissertation, snd to
Cheis Rogerson who assisted in proofreading the finmal copy. A special
note of appreciatian is owed to Professor Tim Couzens snd Professor
Charles van Ouselen for their valuable comments on my ressearch proposal.
Some of the of the di were 4t the Assocfation
of Ameri hald in D.C. in April 1984.

Without genexous funding obtained from ths Senior Bursary Committee, the

opportunity for me to attend this weeting would not have been afforded.

Finally, to the t of the V. and the Human Seisnces

Resesrch Council whose fi {al 4 was during this

studw, 1 extend my sincorest thanks,

In the course of this di n for awkw=rd
stylistic problems, psrticudarly concerning referencing, bad ta be
confronted, Whore possible, I have adhered to the Harvard style, with
exception in the treatment of poetry. Within the text poems are referxed
to by thair author, follewed by title, date of collectien or journal, and
page uwuwber. 1In cases where poems are part of 2 collection, their
individual titles do not re-dppesr in the reference ilist. Those poens

appearing in journals are referenced again by title ot the end of the
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dissertation. Another deviation from the conventional referencing
technique concerns the use of various editions of literary texts. In many
instances earxly oditions of novels or autobicgraphies were either out of
print or unavailable. Whereas the dates cited in the text are theose of
the original publication of the werks, the page num‘ber:s relate to mors
recent gnd available editions, the publication dates of which are
illustrated in bracketed form in the final refevence list. The small
print journals of limited circulation have alsc hawmpersd swooth
referencing procedures., The {lassic journal, for example, has repeatedly
faded and heen reborn lete with

volume numbers,

pagination and aven Yeles. Addd 11y, in the

of the
history of South Africes, literature, certe.n book titles were mentioned
only te illustyate the prograssion of the 13 esraturs, its dominant nature
and themes through time. Unless these work. are cited or used in the
litexary goography analysis of Suuth African blac: townshipz, they are not
included in the refesences.

A final word is due regarding the unusual syntsx of certsin cited
literatuze, especially that composed by black authors apd ponts. Im the
toxt consideration is given to departures from style familiar to theose
schooled in the 'Xing's Lnglish'. Suffice to remark here that citations
kave boen checked assiduously against the original,




CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The idea of geography as an art (Meinig, 1983), as a subject with a
'soul' (Wreford Watson, 1983) is presently being assesr.d with new
conviction and determination. Concerned to revive their discipline after
the shellshock of a theorctical and quantitative wevolution, a nuwez of
influential huvan geographexrs have openly rejected the rigid, if
mathematically elegant, scientific procedures adopted in the gquest to

szn geography s place ssong the prestigious matural sclemces. Several

geographers turned from a ism with g, theory~ and
law~formulation, peradigw-trading and model-design (Smith, 1979) to
ensconce geography in the arts, Among the growing number of
practitioners, the objectivity and rigour of positivist research is being
replaced by unconcealed subjectivity; by reflective and urashamedly

ewotional writing,

Albeit new to some, the search for “real geography, with fire in it"
(Wreford Watson, 1983, p. 391) is not & phenomenon only of the past
fifteen years. Not all human geographers embraced the scientific
methodology of the 1960s. The past decads has nevertheless shown a
significant reappraisal of positivist approaches. Objectivit}; and
=opicrisism have been deemed not only unne.essary on occasion, but alse as
obstacles to the study of people and their enviromments (King, 1976; Tuan,
1976; Relph, 1977; Suith, 1979). The call iz strengthening for

application of nou-positivist modes of oxplanation in the name of a




humanistic geography wore suited to analysis of the tapestry of sociery,

its strains and contredictions.

There are a varisty of humanistic approaches within the social sciences
which assert the primiry importance of people, their beliefs, praferences
and experience of social und built envicsiwents. They have as common goal

examination of the subjectivity of both and ob: d [ Johnstt

1983). OF these perspectives, three have been identified as particularly
relevant to human geography. They are idealism (Gualke, 1974; 19763 1977;
1981; 1982), phenomenology (Relph, 1970; 1977; 1981; Tuan, 1971; 1976;

1979a3 1979b; + 1976) end wxi: alism (Samuals, 1978; 1981).

To idealists, phenomenologists anrd existentialists, geographical
knowledge exists only in a person's experience of the world, and can be
appreciated solely by sensitive analysis of that experience. On this

i a hy is 1ly ore which studies

diversity, subtlety, ombiguity and mearing in a world shaped by sentient

beings. Some h g the of an idealist,

logical or exi ialist to selected subject matter.

Possibly wors common, however, i3 the argument for a general subjectivist
orientation without referenmce to a specific philosophy (Joknston, 1983).
In the lattsr case humanists search for a more comprehonsive understanding
of lived experience through such wy.uues as the oral interview and

creative litarature.

One consequence of the eclectic appr achos identified above is the
absence of an explicit humanistic traditiop in geography. Proponents urge

development of a new focus which relates the cou.spts of humanism %o the

of "so that the product really is




v PO 'humanistic geography'" and not simply some vaguely humanistic approaches
forced onto the status guo (Relph, 1981, p. 135). DBesides noting lack of
a firm tradition in humanistic geography, critics heve condemned its
emphasis on the unique at the expense of gensralisation snd verification,
\ its lack of clayity and its social and eavironmental irrelevance {Pocock,
1983).

From the above it is plain that there Is emerging a hesitant,

and 1 fleld of ic enquiry struggling for
lity and 1 clarity, The most sound and
unifying stragth of humanistic lies in the

passionate conviction that "... tha soul of geography {s the geography of
the sonl” and that "dreams and ambitimms, Ffeelings and beliefs ..." are
the messure which shaps the map of sographies ot che world (Wreford

. Watson, 1983, p. 391).

Whatever the methodology or philcsophy adopied, one of the majox

of any is the subtlety and meauning of

envirsomental expevience. Structured interviews, oral histories and
creative liter: s provide some persomal sccounts of this experience.
Once interpreta. they wmsy offer dingight into the sywbolism end
connotations of place, [n particular, stch humanistic geugraphy has been
rasponsible for the dawning of a sub~discipline known as literary

hy which provi the for ti h here.

The subject of the dissertation iz se¢. s-ainst the background just
sketched of partial exploraricns and 1 : tr offered by positivist

research and of & gatbering interest .. . nanistic geography. The

dissertation is alsc a response to gaps i -sedge concerning physical
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conditions, daily activities and personal experiences in what are often

referred to as black townships in urban South Africa,

Belated {nterest in the b)ack urban residenti-l landscape of South

Africa has spawned an i ing volume of h in the name of
dermystified, de-whitened and de~coleonised local urban gesgraphy (see for
« ‘ample, Beavon gnd Rogorson, 1981; Crush, Reitsma and Rogerson, 1982).
Such research has been conducted waithin a posivivist fracevork using ss
sources of fnformation, ceususes, ad hoc surveys, commission reports and
news documents. The information derived from these sources is useful, but
partial, failing as it does to convey cognitive slements of the townships.
Information is sorted into conventional categories and nothing is known
about the persenal experience of living in townships, attitudes to

townships and humaa relations ir townships.

The principal object of the research reported hero is to investigate
the treatment of black urbanism in some English language literature, and
within that compass, to discern what literature divulges sbout the meening

of black urban plsces. Subsidisry to this, it Is hoped to datermine the

value of South African litarature as a non-positivis: information source

about townships and to oxamine raly the bl and of

iiterary geography as they hecome apperemt from several local cases. To
thea\ ends, the study commepces with & review of the literary feographic
£iald {chapter two). Emphasis is upon the notion of place end the role it

plays in of 1 Chapter three prosents

& detailed sccount of the social, political, cultural, historical and

d South African literature, The importance

of this 1 in il b 1 is

spelled out. Special attention is accorded tha theme of urbanisw in South

e e




Afgdcan yriting with sost consideration being given the authors and posts

whose work is -rawm upon in 8 substantive manner in the succeeding

chaptar.

Research inte the treatment of townships in South African literature
involved reading ana placing into historical, soclologicel aund
ideological comtert several urban-oxiented works. The writings of a wide
range of local writers reprasenting o variety of race aod class
beckgrounds wera drawn upon. Literary sources tapped Included the navel,
autobiography, and poems published in popular msgszines, Jjournals,
puiilished texts, edited collections and anthologles. The writings axe

concentrated be! -nen the late-1920s and present day.

In the process of reading township-oriented litersgture, it becamws
apparent that the writing foenses selectively upen only a handful of black
townships. There are, indeed, many townships about which nothing has been
written din a literary vein. Other places recelve little more than
wmention in gcattered writings. From the earliest days of black
urban-rolated writing, emphasis has been upon Johannesburg's townships
including the racially mixed inmer city suburbs of Doornfuntein and
Vrededorp, the freehsld townships of Sophintown and Alexandra and the more
rigidly controiled, sprawling township of Sowsto. By virtue of the large
yolums of literature they heve generated, it seemed sensible to confine
the dissertation to en in-depth analysdis of just these areas. This is not
to nullify the importance of writings about other South African townshipe
such as Marabastad, one of Pretoria's cratwhile locations and Distriet
Six, once famous and infamous suburb of Cope Town Inhabifted largely by

‘coloured' people.

S S
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Johannesburg's townships and their literary interpretation are
examined individually and hirtorically in the fourth chapter, Although no
straitjacketed procedure ¢’ analysis is followed, am attempt is made in
each casa to umcover descriptive information revealing the physieal
attributes of townships, the lifestyles they support and the experience of
them. As indicated, discovering the sense, symbolism and weaning of place
engendered by towmships is a central task of this project. In the final
section of the fourth chapter recurrent themes in tosnship writing ars
identified and discussed, Tssues concerning the velationship bafween
township literature and its soclal and political background, ara,

ideology, wmode of h di and

individual experience ars brought to the fore. Mat*ers relating to the
subjectivity of literature, fact versus fiction, the ropresentativeness
of individual experience gs expres d in literature, and the matter of

and

1 are aired. In conclusion, the merits

and de-werits of literary peography are assessed.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE STUDY OF PLACE AND LITERARY GEOGRAPHY

The Study of Place

"0f all things that are ... the greatest is place, for it holds all
things" (Thales, cited by Laertius, 1853 traaslation, 7The Lives and
Opindons of Famous Philosophers, 1, p. 35)

Humanistie geographers have asserted fuat their discipline should be

towards 1 and

with spucific reference to the study of places (Tuan, 1975; 1976). In
this respect the perspective has been successful in recovering
person-oriented notions of place frow the abstract geometries of the once
popular locational analysis: ‘“mere space” is translated into an
“intensely human space" (Tusn, 1976, p. 269). Proponents of humanistic

h; k led the int t in place as a4 well-established

tradition in humen geography. They point nevertheless to the meagre
understanding geographers have of the concept (Tuan, 19743 1976; Relph,
1976; Buttimer, 1980; Godkin, 1980; Seamon, 1980). Concern amomgst
humanistic geographsxs is with the semse of place; with an individual's
subjective, personalised swensitivity to particular environments.
Appreciation is shown the meaninmg which specific places hold for both
residents and outsiders. This 'quality' of place (Walter, 1980) is shaped

by sensory morai N , foelings, ideas: "A
place is seen, heard, smellad, Imagined, loved, hated, feared, revered,
enjoyed .,." (Walter, 1980, p, 173). Awareness of place is neither

absolute nor universally shared:




Every place has e spaciai character for its residents, its visivors,
and those who 'keow' ix only as second hand, Each place kas a
parsonality of ivs owm, buried perhaps beneath prejudice and
emotion, derived not just from buildings, but alse from contours,
streat patterms, dresms, colour, smells, noises .., Individual
cities create varying senses of place. Tho same environment 3s pot
necessarily experienced in the sswe way by different individuals
««. or by different groups (Eliot Hurst, 1975, p. 41).

This individuality of place is evident in the hwmanistic perspective
which proclaims thet place is Aumar experiemce. Places are made and
igentified by people: interpersomal relationships play o central rola it
their making and meaning. As such people are place and place is peopls
{Pocock, 1979, p. 342); "when wo talk about places, we srs Talking about
1ife® (Briggs, 1968, p. 36).

Literary Geagraphy

d literaxy offers one avenus of enguiry inte

the study of place (Crist, 1962; Lloyd, 1976; Seamen, 1376; Jeans, 1979

Pocock, i979; 1981b; 198lc; Tuen, 1978; 1983; Hudson, 1981; Olwig, 1981;
Meinig, 1983; Wreford Watson, 1983). Jt is largely a vesponse to the
supposedly objective, often abstruse scientific procedures smployed in

may use the subjectivity of
aovelist, poet, sutoblographes and dramatist either to complement and
extend or to challengs and correct the empiricism of the quantitatively
oriented observer.

The stress placed by positivist geography on abstraction ever the past
two decades reduced the world to "an empty shell wheras pecple (wers)
strangaly absent" (Jones, 1962, p. 9), Down tho years sevexal schulars

pleaded for humanising geography; making human geography ware humane. &

is H&j 's 1970, p. 7) " what shout people in




vegirnal 2% I i

1}v of the values of literary
geography Wreford Watson (1983, p. 391) remarks:

people back in".

"the poets put the

Reazting to such stimuli, the engagement of geographers with

litorature has not beem uniform. At the most inmocuous level, literary
citations are selected on the basis of their ability to describe and
inform in & particularly evocetive, entertaining and/or
fashion.

anecdetal
Srch literary geogrephy colours and revitalises "the drab and
lifeless body of regionai geography" (Meinig, 1983, p. 318), and may throw
light on and make problematic the more mundane aspects of life which are
taken for granted. As Seamon (13976, p. 299) observes:

By and env as other,
mwors sensitive individuals have known it, we, es wmore typical

people, may become more aware of patterns in our own experience that
se had not kanown before. In this way we ourselves uinome more

1

® to our own 1 situstion.
For these reasons several have ad ted ~f
1 texts in h cultural L 4; Hoy and

Elbow, 1976; Silverman, 1977; Lamme, 1977; Wyckoff, 1979; s.lter, 1981).

At a more complex lavel, lorati of 1

is
conducted with the intention of unravelling the delicate nuances of place
meaning; untangling the subjective, porsonalised construstion and

conpotetions of location, At its wost valuable the latter treatment of

literature lavelves research inve the sociology of the text. Under these

literary

has contributed not only to the study of
place, but to particularly semsitive, perceptive studies of the human
condition and 1ife exparisnce.



The considerable volume of orestive literature devoted to the

porerayal of place offers a vast, often untapped source for the ardent

literary geographer. In the face of an abundance of creative uriting

which senetrates the subjective d. of env 1 experi

the among hunan h

to pursua literary enquiry may seem

surprising, One reason for the 1limited support accorded the

sub-discipline is the geographier’s lack of 14* cary training and thus lack
of confidence in his or her ability to analyse creetive composition for
its geographical value (Lamegran and Toth, 1976).

Some geographers, whilst acknowledgiag tl.at the vision of the literary
geographer is unlikely to be hampered by the disciplinacy blinkers of

scientafic meth~d, rejset without question the hias of highly persomal,
emotirn-laden writing. To this one may counter that the 'failing' or
wockness' 45 actually invaluable to geography. Following Wreford Watson
(1983, p, 391), 4t is possible to insist that ™... a poat caught up in
passion can point to issues essential for geography. Geography can't

afford to miss out om passion - far less dismiss it. Geography without

passion s about as alive ay a body witboutr blacd". Other geographers

have either merely presumed that literature ssrves no useful purpose in
1

g or have d the
as naiva, d zaiding,

as window
the complex totality of
the literary work from which the prose is extracted and isolated (Thrift
1878). Gregory (1981, p. 2) harshly condemns

The casual ransacking of fictionsl writing 4s a ready of
uncovering the most obvious images of intentionality ptised from
the material structures which holp give them their offectivity, and
divorced from amy serious recognition of ... the sociology us ﬂ\e
text ... the exaspexsting interzogation of the mundan
transparestly trivial devold of any attempt to locate the socinl
sctions  4pn wilder sequences of social reproduction and
transformation,

10
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although these points reveal the disadvantages of a-contextual literary
analysis (possibly the prime failing of literary geography), they
themselves are not beyond criticism. Words do have an appeal in their owm
right, intenticnality is not always that obvious, the mundane and trivial

often esuapes notice. Taking care not to or deny tha

appeal of literary descriptions, the superiozity of a4 literary geography
more committed to contextual interpratation c¢annot be overlooked
(Morrison, 1981; Silk, 1884). As Thrift (1983, p. 12) clarifies:

The literary meaning of the experience of place and the literary
expression of that meauing of place are both part of a cultuzal
creation and destryction, They do not raside in the text. They are
ot d in the of the work. They
do uct begin or end with the pavtorn and the nature of the
readership, They are a function of these things and more. They are
811 moments in & histerically cumnlative spiral of signification.

In this context literature is clearly 'the mirror of iife' (Apte, 1970),
an attempt by people to understand and tell the truth about human
experience (#all, 1379), It reflects social chenge, and the salient
features of social and of

tg humen
goographers. The challenge for literary geogrophy must be to prode,
contextualise and explain as well as to entertain through rol'icking,

seamy, leisuraly, desperate. geutle purtrayal of place,

Although consistent in thelr overall comcarn with place, studies in
literary goography vary comsiderably in terms of the depth of literary
analysis, the nunbex of vorks and authors/posts considersd, the type of
literary material sslected, the themes chosen for discussion snd the
extent and categorisation/scale of place examined (far example, zegiom,
nation, city or rural distriet). For the parpcses of this presuntation,
the field ig reviewed in three sections. Following an accownt of the

origins and carly development of literary geography, the second section



observes contemporary works which demonstrate the use of creative

literature in an attempt to roconstruct reglons and/or capture the spirit

and personality of locsles. In the second category, studies which testify

to the use of literaturs in furnishing insight into the meaning and sense
of place are prasented. Also within this category axe pil.acas which,
Tather than comcentrating c¢n place, use literaturc as primary evidence in
geographical intarpretation of particular gsocisl phenomena, themes and
problems. A final section pays spocific attention to studies in literary
gevgraphy which examins exclusively urban-related themes.

Initial Deparcures

The firat

mdaal

collaction of writings concestrating on material of
albeit by a

, is found in Shazp's

Literery Geography published in 1907, Basays focus primarily on the
geseriptions of nature and rural landscapes in the works of such novelists

as Sir Walter Scott and Thomas Hardy. The earliest acknowledgement by a

of the in 1

of material of geographic
interest can bs traced to Wright's (1926a; 1924b; 1928) avticles published

in the Geographical Review. Intexpreting the works of Dante and Homer,

Wright draws attention to the reflsction in early literaturs of then
curkent ideas and theor

sueh hical as the
shipe and constituents of the corth, ahd latirude and longitude of lapd
masses, He points, further, to the highly developed "gesgraphical
instinct” of "men of latters"; a "fascinating" reallty to which students
of geogrophy {unlike those of history) bad devoted scant sesesrch.

Reseavchers warmed slowly to Wright's work. It was only in 1948 that
Darby's pionesxing 'Geography of Thomas Hardy's Wessex' was published,

Writt'w long before the formalisation of phenomenological and humanist

12



movements in human geography, Darby's paper attempted recomstruction of
the landscape im Thomas Hardy's novels. Darby confined his study to the
Dorset area and discussed aach of five reglons in tarms of their physical

gsurroundings, settlement and economy,

Literary no further adh in the following

decade and only a handful in the technocratic era which was the 1960s.

was 1y a of many humsn having

regional in the rush to jodn the ranks

jostling for selentific zespsctability.

Regional Reconstruction

From the mid-1960s and significantly post-1972 (when a number of

geographexs attending the annual of the 1
Goographical Union agresd to explore the regional novel in teaching

zegional geography), & fiood vt aret’  ia:. by geographers attempting to

d the use of iva ] in di ing 1 took up
where Darby had left off. Vividly descriptive and apparently factual

information was extyacted from the regional novel and applied in the

of 4 £ | . In scme instances explicit
attention was paid to the mannar in which regions wera perceived by the
creative writers concerned. Such porcoption was usually explained
following fairly detailed research inte biogryphical and dutobiographical
accounts of the authors whose writing was under sexutiny, More often than

not the new 1if 1 itself primarily with

ing the ' 1ity' of place d by the literary artist.

Central to these and indeed most subsequent studies in literary geography

was the dcelon that i revealed the spirit of place

13




dn a manner which had ¢ wiously sluded the geographer. As Gilbest (1960,
w. 167) asverts "Reali., -n» falthfully shown: it is not lost in the din
twilight of modern geogra,tical ,{argon. The novelists paint a picture of

real eav¢h”,

Exanples of studies in the t: i with ‘s (1965)
interpretarion of Scotland presented in the writings of ir Walter Scott.
The detailed reglonal nuances pervading Scott's poetry ané novels are
carefully examined. Similar studles include discussions of xzegional

themes in the writings of DR, L (8polton, 1970; Simp: fous Lay

and Paul, 1984), and oxamination of the persomality of the South
Staffordshire conlfield area as conveynd in the regional novels of Francis
Brett Young (Jay, 1975). The writinns of Yousg ave identified as a
valuable complementory source o ompirical rvesearch in the ‘'Black
Country'. In a slightly different vein, one geographer eclucidates the
extont %o which a consistent image of the Northern England regien 8

projected in the works of a veriefy of British regional writers (Pocack,

1979). Individual of those most  dnd and
sywboiic of the North (smoke, land disfiguvement, encroschment of
industrial ugliness into the English countryside) prevides a basis fox
creating & representative image of the vegion, Bqually committed in the
prevecupation with regiomal construction is wotk which attempts to
Jjustify the allogedly Ffictitious Yoknapatawpha County depicted in the
work of Williaw Faulkner s a representation and veplica of zeal-life
Lafayette County, Pennsylvania (Alken, 1977; 1979), Unlike most literary

) the prime here is not to measuxe Faulkner's work

a8 & for . Yontead, dir ¢ is shown in how he workea

with ideas axd shaped fils material so as to convey a set of understandings

,at  vardous lovels of sophisticatfes. Accordisgly, the  litarary
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geographical work on Faulknexr has been praised as an attempt to transcend
utilitarian assessment of literature by passing into the reslm of literary
eriticism (Meinig, 1983).

" B

Iin a nusher of bave explored the

possibilities offered by less conventional sources of fictioa for
regional and place information. Sclence fiction (£lbow and Martinson,
1980; Wartinsom, 1980}, c<bildren’s stories (Lloyd, 1974) and mystery

novels (Mc Manis, 1978; Brooker-Gross, 1981) have cowe under the scrutiny

of literary »  In most instanpces, such studies
proceed little bayond evocative plase reconstruction. At best they night

stiemlate thought about cateyeories of place.

Literature and the Sense of Placa

The between outlined above and studies
concerned with literature and the sense of place is the degree to which
regions/places are interpreted in terms of the connotations and meaning
which they hold.” Whorsas mary literary geographic studies were and are
primarily with 11 the tangibi of

concrete placas, tho following pose as central problem the experience of
place. Analysis goes beyund recapturing the image or perscnality of
locales to uncover and allew insight into specific literary responses to
envivonments., Exsmples of themes pursued and Analysed. include
“eonflicting emotioms between imtemse attachment to place and an

of ald ion” (Radeld: tead, 1981, p. 1) and
"existentinl insideness and existential outsideness" (Seamon, 1981, p.

85). The titles of articles are 4 good indicatlion of this more abstracted
and themetic approach. Rather than 'The geography of Thomas Nardy's
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Wessex', 'The black vowntry of Francis Brett Young', 'Scotland through the
eyes of Sir Walter Scott'! anu e novelist and the north', publications
allude plainly to such {ssses as 'raots and rootlessuess’ and 'yearsing

for home' .,

The most substantial number of essays concernad with the sensa of place
are t¢ be found in Pocock's (1981a) edited collection. Concributiens
include an interpretation of novelist Geoxge Crabbe's avecation of tie
Sandlings veglon, Suffolk (Prince, 1981}, Crobbe's writing reveals a

powerful to placa. 1 are oftat projected
inta lendscape symbols, that in features and sspects of vthe landscaps are
reflactions of the auther’s mood, state of uind or belisfs at a particular
moment in time. The impliecations and significance of landscape symbolism
ave further examined in a study of Mary Webb's experience of Ghropshire
{Paterson snd Patersen, 1981). Another essay dwells upon the trostment of
spacific notions of roots and rootlessness in the novels of George Eliot
{Middletr~, 1981). Allegiance to the fv e place and reluctance to settie

elsewhuexe 1s explained in terms of these concepts.

Other presentations investigate the 'insider's' view of Sowth Central

Hebraska ot the turn of the nineteenth centary (Krome, 1879), the

isalatt and placel in Rolvaag's Norrh Dakota

regional novel Glants fn the Farth (L 1972), the of

place in tho literature by Western United Stares vagional writers
(Erisman, 19803, sand Sarat Chaadra's perception and gentimental
attachmeny ¢2 bis Bengall home region (Phusea, 1976; Dutk, 1981). OF
particuldr intarest, by virtne of its reliance on local poetry rather than

the novel, {s an investipation of the '{nsider's' raspunge to Kansas

(Stuwp, 1981).
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Literary Geography of tha City

It is coivenient to set literary interpretations of urbanism apart from
other literary geographical studies for two ressons. First, much work has

been by who are not . Second, since the

subject of this dissertation is the uxban black township, the relevant
literatvre might best ba seen in the convext of specifically

urban-oriented analyses.

Awong these scholars who heve examined urbsnism and urbanisation as

thomes in 1 and y 14 particular has
been shown in portrayal of the <ity in the writings of widely ac:laimed
poets and novelists (see for example, Dunlop, 1934; Gelfant, 1954;
Releigh, 1968; Strange, 1963; Walker, 1969; Apte, 1970; Williams, 1970;
1573; Zelliott, 1970; Briggs, 1972; Gihdan, 1978; Pike, 1982). The wealth
of criticel literature amalysing Dickens' smbivalent, complex, detailed
image of Lond.m - a place combining power, prestige, beauty, ugliness snd
all types of humanity - is strdking in this respect (Welsh, 1971; Howe,
1973; Androws, 1979; Schwartzbach, 1979).

Vivid literary presemtation of the city Is not only a4 phenomenon of
First World literature. The theme of the city, its attraction, power and
often negation of traditional values is alsn prominent in Third World
African literature, The writings of Ekwensi (1954; 1961a; 1961b), Nwapa
(1971}, Achcbe {1958; 1960; 1964), Nzekwu (1961; 1962) and Soyinka (1965)
portray the ¢ity ¢3 a major force with which the characters continuocusly
struggle. With a few exceptions (most notably perhaps the work of Noss
(1974)) tue treatment of the city in African literature has nevertheless

escaped the attention of both literary critic and geographex,




Regarding research by literary geographers, it appesars that in thedx

interpretation of the c¢ity thrownh literature, euphasis is upon the

creative writer's ability to reveal the atmosphere, ambiance and meaning

of city life. Some have gone so far as to pronounce the spacifically
literary image uf the city 28 the "best focused image ... sensitive to
\ " both structural design and the significance of detail, identity, meaning
) ... how it feels to live in it" (Ramanujan, 1970, p. 224). Although ot
writing under the banner of literary geography, one particular geographer
{Eliot Hurst, 1975, p. 40) has illustrated and asserted the value of
literature in revealing otherwise hidden city images. He suggests that
the sense of place offersd by otherwisz inanimate "collectioms of wood,
brick, steel, concrete and asphalt” is both facilitated by and experienced
by ity residents. This notion that peaple are a vital elert of place,
that they 'make' place, emerges stronmgly in the Sowth African literature

to be exanined.

The 1literary contributions of city inhabitents who share their
experience of city life by writing about it are invalusble to the
geographer. Firstly, such writings bring out the more dully expressed,

and 1 of Secondly, they

enliven and add nuance to the city picture and/or capture attitudes
towards these places, Literaturs way also offer primary evidence central
to geogrephic insight. The latter application is well illustrated in
Wraford Watson's (1979) Social Geography of the United Statas (although
“tha work does not use litarature as the prisary source of information and

. sannot be clossifiad as an exercise in literary geography per se).

Host 1literary geographic studies of the city heve focused upen the
American city. The work of Paterson (1976} and Lloyd (1976; 1981} in
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particular, has asttempted to probe respectively uxban poetry and fiction
in the interpretation c¢” lmerican urbanism, Paterson k1976) outlines in
"detail the constantly changing at.itudes towards the rapidly developing
American city as revealed in poetry of different times. Perceptione of
the city which he identifies incliude the mid-nineteemuk cemtury view of
the city as an alien force (an encroachment of the urban and man-made upen
the beanty of the natural); the image of the city as a soures of endless
and varied stimulation; the city as represencative of gargantuan feats of
human engineering; the city 4s hexo, destination, challenge, and finally,
the city as conflict, separation and desplation associated with increased
white wigration to the suburbs and black ghetto oceupation of the central
ity areas.

Lloyd (1976} discusses the way in which the characters portrayed in ten

novels life in 1 } century Boston cognise their
environment in terms of idontifiable places, their spatial relations and
their personal meaning. In a further study (Lloyd, 1981) he remarks upon
the unique value of urban fiction in its ¢bility to illuminate aspecis of
Amecican middle elass suburban 1ife, Unte again exomining the literary

works of several Boston ids Lloyd the of

11 in their + Resideurial mobility was found
te dominate the lives of major charasters in these novels, Lloyd

this d to «f the 1 nei

as a vital measure of individual and family worth. His analysis brings
home the scelally determined meaning attached to various residemtial

components of the city.

Moving from British and North Americas city themes, one might mention

that one geographer draws attontion to the treatment of St. Petersburg in



nineteenth century Russian literature (Acdrews, 1981). Dominant themes
are those of place and image. Special attention is p-id to the manner in
which the physical reality of the city is %ranscended in the works of
Pushkin, Gogol, Dostosvsky and Bely. This experience of the Russian city
is parceived to be mirrored in the literary devices of image and symbol.
For exampls, the inhabitants of Bely's St. Patersburg are portrayed as
phantows, thereby sywbolising their hypoosis by a sinister, illusive,
ethereal, modern city in which “passers-by and actors in the daily round
are simply marked participants in the continuing masquerade of the urhan
carnival® (Andrews, 1981 p. 161). Further work dealing with con-American
o~ British cities refers te reflections of urbanm life and the city in
Indian literaturs (Dutt and Dhussa, 197&; Noble, 1976). Im these studies
focns is upon the image and meaning of some In’lan cities and various

mang of in the indi 1

Althouga tha South African city, and for that matter, town, village and
region, is to 1y in local 1 this 'backdrop’ has

veceived scant attention by literary writers and geographers. Other than
a handful of exercises In liverary geography (Butler-Adam, 1981; Pirie,
1982; Steenkamp, 1963; Hast and Pirde, 1984; Titlestad, 1984), and the odd
citation to embellish an article ox adorn a chapter (of which the
'frontispiece’ in D.Y. Swith's Living Under dparthedd (1952) is a good
examplel, a vich and unique boty writing lies largely untapped.
Eapecially vital and infumati‘ve is s proliferating body of South African

litezature by blacks in which as 3 i theme.
This urkanism is primarily that of black residential areas or townships,
districts which hove recently been magnets of increasing attraction to

soclal scientists.




Whereas this chapter has been with tha and
content of tha literary geegraphical approach with particular reference
to Britain and North America, the remainder of the dissertation shifts to
the specifically Soutk African instance. As mentioned In the review of
literary geography, periaps the most meaningful studies in the field are
those which are semsitive to the significance of the social conditions
surrounding literary creasion, Accordingly, the following chapter
provides & review of the making of the texts relied upon in the

exanination of black .ownships in South Africen literature.




CHAPTER THREE

SOUTH AFRICAN LITERATURE, 1820 - 1583

In the previous chapter, attemtion was drewn to the tendency among

British and North American literary geograpuers to overlook the

significance of the and

of 1 This i is largely explained by the
spacific mode of literary analysis adented in Western nations, Thera,
is to a icale method which asserts the

value of & literary piece in its own right. As such, the isolated poem or

prose passage 1s treated without nmuch consideration of its

socio-political contexts.

Woilst the prastical-critique method may or way not be adequate with

respect to W based literary ex it is certainly
inappropriste in the case of BSouth African studiea. South African
licerature is a’product of widely differing ideologies, classes, zaces and
coltures. It 4s also intrinsically tied toc the countxy's peculiar
apartheid doctrine which places the welfare of a suppressed black mgjoxity
in the hands of an elite white minority. Segregation policy has vitally
shaped and infiuenced the writing, publication and distribution of
indigemous literary texts, Ths unigue s!tuation which arises i‘s clarsfiad
by on eptablished authoress and critie:

«o. thers is no country in the Westerr. world where the daily

enactuent of the law roflects politics as intimately snd Blatantly

B Bxative. Hnaginavion, vhetover. 13 spimms wpoes Timds fhe oous

of (vén the most private event set in the overall soclal
determination of racial laws (Sordimer, 1975, p. 132).



Indeed, racialism is so pervasive an aspect of South African life that
one anthor goes so far as te assert " ... a writer in that laxd is
unimportant, Jrrelevant and probsbly alienated uuless he is political.
Art and politics in South Africa ... have become lmseparabla ..."
(Mzamage, 1978, p. 42). In a literature in which even the most day-to-day
activities are fused with overt political comnotations, lecel exitics
have pleaded for enalytical teckniques which take cognizance of both the
discrete text and its social, political and historical background,
Contextual analysis is further necessitated by the often vastly differing

ideologl by A and English writers on the one hand,

and by white and black writers on the other,

South Africam literaturs has beem porsrayed metsphoricelly as a
scrapysrd where the only relationship between the pieces is thex.
geographic origin (Pimchuk, 1963). Until recently Afrikaans and English
language writers tacklied vastly difforing themes and prablems, EBerly
Afrikaans writers were notably less conscious of being in Africa than
their Eaglishk coenterparts (Dslius, 1952). As such, problems and tonsions
specific to South A4frica were avoided in literature. Not only white
litecaturs, but alse black wiiting has been deeved ‘'one eyed',
concentrating on only one section of the zacial spsctrum (Yonyana, 1976,
p. 8. With no evidence of social mobility across the colosr line,
attempts in South Africa to present a totality of human experience are
subverted kefors they reach the printed page:

The black writer in Souch Africa writes from 'inside’ about the

experlence of the black masses, becsuse the coloutr-bar keeps him

steeped fn jts circumstances, confined in a black township and
carrying a pass that ra;ulates hiv movements f£rom the day he is born

to the status of g 'viccania’' to the day he is buried in a

sagrogated cemetery, The white writer, ascetically quarantined in

his test-tubs alite existence, is cut off by enforced privilege from

the greater part of the socioty in which he lives: the life of the
proletariat, the nineteen millions whose potential of experionce he



does not share, from the day he is born 'bass' to the day he is
buried in kis segreiated cemstery (Sordiwer, 1975, p. 148).
fhe call has been sounded at varfous stages in South Africa’s .irerary
past for & unified litersture (Plomer, 1957; Gordimer, 1975; Monyana,
1976; MNphahlele, 1980). Recent trends, particularly in black writing,
nevertheless appear to negate all previous sttempts at reconcilistiom. As
such the need to contextualise thess 'one eyed' writings is that much more

important,

A further peculiarity of South African writing is the censorship it
faces (Kunene, 1281; du Toit, 1983, van der Vyver, 1983), The pervasive
political theme of wost South African writing is largely responsible faor
anforcement of literary censorxship within the country. For the black
South African writer, in particular, the mere act of literary creation is

fraught with state-inosed restrictions. South African legislation has

pursued 2 path beat on bing 1€ not obl black writing in
English. The three 1 le for this role are the
Bantu Education Act of 1953, the t0 the of

Aet of 1966, and the Publications Act of 1974, Established writers tave
repaatedly lambasted the crippling effects of the censored imagination
(Gordimer, 1963a; 1968; Hphahlele, 1967; Manganyi, 1979; Sepamla, 1980;
Nkosi, 1964; 1981; Brink, 1983). Casuvalties of censorship and the
country's literary scens include exiled writers, banning, imprisonment,
struggling publishers and an audionce starved of a complete, indigenous
literature.

Occurrences such ne those listed above sorve to support the contention
that exemination of the treatment of black urban townships in South Africa

aust be mindful of the various processss opurating at particular stages in
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the country's past. Black and white literature eoach menifest these
changing forces in significant and differing ways. An extensive study of
changes in the mode of expression (that is, the literaxy genmve whether
prose or poem), tha literary outlets seiicted (for eoxample, popular

magazines or radical journals) and their relaticnship to these

is also required,

The following is a narratire account of the development of South
African literature. Since the township theme is one tackled
overwhelmingly by black writers, emphasis 1s given to black areative
literature. The formative yasrs of white writing receive fairly detailed
attertion owing te their importance in establishing the liberal tradition
culminating in Paten's Cry, the Boloved Country (1948). Throughout, the
accent is upon those writers whose works are examined and cited in the

£ina} chapter,

Pre~1920: Liberal Writing

Althaagh white sattlement in South Africa began in the middle of the
seventeenth century, the origins of local creative writing are traccable
only to the esrly years of the cighteenth century (Vigne, 1961; Gérard,
i975; Gexdimex, 1375). In sost documentation of South African literary
development, Thomas Pringle (1789-1834), leader of a party of British
settlers, is identified as the first wajor contributor. His writings

the vy South African liberal view “obliqualy

comferting to the white consclence, but none-the-less trus, that any forsm
of slavery degrades oppressor as well as oppressed” (Cordimer, 1975, p.
133). Interestingly, Pringle pursued the theme of inter-racial lave, a
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aubject in and y South African literature,

long before wiscegnation laws desmed it statutory crime (Gordimer, 1975).

After Pringle's departure from the Cape in 1862, a long colonial
silence fell. The literary vacuum was punctuated only partislly by white
missionary and ssttler. Books which were published during this pexiod

comprised quasi-scientific in

form of local fauna
and £lora or adventure stories involving game hunting. Numbering fewer
than twenty, these works oxe dismissed by one critic as crude, exclusively
descriptive and sensational; their poor quality and sparsensss attributed
to settler preoccupation with safety at the expense of intellectual

nourishment (Rive, 19773.

It 1z only with the sppesrance of Olive Schreiner's The Story of an
Afrfcan Farm in 1883 that the depths of imaginative writing are again
resched. The novel which was set in the South African semi-desert of the
Karco was 8 response to the then existing socio-political condition of
colonialisn. It exposed the shallowness of frontier society, Schreiner's
clacgic was succeeded by the works of "half-forgotten versifiera",
"gar-flung novelists” and "the ugual diarists and analysts” (Vigne, 1961,

p. 82) unti) well intoc the twentieth century.

The 1920s were a landmark in South Africen literary achicvement in wore

ways than one, At a time of the first of racial in

the country, the decade witnessed firstly the start of a fresh, robust,

argunentative, more politically d 14 best in the

works of William Plomer, Roy Campbell, Laurens van der Post, Sarah
Gertrude Millin and Pauline Smith. Although black urbanism hed not yet

featurad as a theme in these wri s brief and P

26




af 'locations' were to be found. In gemeral, these novels and poems
i d by {on againgt

reflected a new literary
racialism snd colonjalism. Secondly, the years between 1330 and 1932 saw
the publication of two well-known works by early black writers, namely,
$ol Plastje's (1930) ifhndt and Rolfes Dhlomo's (1951) An African Tragedy.

‘To assoclate tha birth of South Afvican literature with the novels of
Shlsmo and Plaatje s, however, misleading. 4s critics have shown (Vigne,
1961; Nkosi, 1967; GCouzens, 19745 1976: Perrott, 1976; Hofmeyer, 1980;
Barnett, 1983), creative writing by biacks commenced as early as the
mid-uinetmenth century, end was indissolubly linked witk wmissionary
activity. The Paris Evangelicel Mission press at Morijs (Lesotho) and the
Church of Seotland miseion station at Lovedale (Eaatern Cape) bacame the
centxas of early black literature, initiglly in the vernacular and later
in Engiish. Missions encouraged both the preasrvation of folklore and the
writing of novels with a religious and moral background., Accordingly, the
earliest work to be published in English was John Bokwe's Wesikans, The
Story of apn African Couvert (1914). Nokwe, and most black novelists and
poets of his time were experienced journaiists and editors (usually of
newspapers). This tradition persisted amoug black writers until the 1960a
and is partially responsible for Nkosi's (1965, p. 126) condemnation of
most black writing as "journalistic fact parading outrageously as

1 " were the primary outlets for

educated blacks influoncing &he style, form and content of their

imaginative work. Preferesce was shown for the egsay and short story,

genres which have literary ot by blacks.
Likewise the of black with public concern and

social critique considerably influented the wark of carly black creative
writers (Couzens, 1974). Indeed, the :ulaticnship between journalism and
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litezature before 1950 (and especially during the Jrum period of the 1950s
and early 1960s) is an area in need of close attention and further

rassarch (Couzens, 1974).

1920-1950: From Liberal to Protest Writing

Betwaen 1920 and 1940, the subject matter of much black writing was the

massive scale and extent of black i iated with

of mining and later industrial development. Mining ewerged as a major
preoceupation in the work of Rolfes Dhlomo, Vilikazi and later Patex
Abrghams. Conditions under which blacks lived, worked and suffered on the

mines and in the swelling imner city siuss and overcrowded locations were

alongside jons of erime, alcoholism, prostitution and
police brutality (Parrott, 1976). Although this pariod witnessed the
emexgence of & working class culture knswn as 'maxabi', it remained
unpublighed until the 1970s, The thriving culture fashionmed aground
vigorous ’'marabi' music and the illegal drinking dens, 'shebeens',
offered tha only form of vecreation available to the poverty-stricken

black working class. Failure to recoxd the presence and sppeal of working

class culture during the 13403 is to the class of the
prominent black writers during the period. They were patty-bsurgeois im
origin and an oducated minority {n a largely illiterate socisty. Their
writings appeaied to white sympathisers and roflected middle class
aspirations {Parzott, 1976), Urbanism was viewed from an elite
perspective and works woro infused with Christian worals. The city, and
especially Johannesburg, was accordingly judged to be the proverbial den
of vice and evil {Hofmeyr, 1980). Rolfes Dhlomo’s (1931, p. 5) portrait
uf Johannesburg is that of a "revolting, immoral place", basat by vice,

.pwsui\:utian, ganbling and crims. 'The fi-st novsl by a black writex to
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deal with black is by a mi 'y inspired zesl to
instruct and reform a backsliding generation, Interestingly, Dhlomoc's
approach s likened to that of the Reversnd Kumalo, leading character in
Paton's {white, liberal) Cry, the Beloved Country. Only some thirty
(Mphahlele, 1959) and forty-five {(Dikobe, 1973) years later was the half
forgotten slumyard culture of the 1930s and 1940s revived and yevered 4s a

vital, redeeming dimension of black urban life.

In adopting and internalising Christisn and mission ideslogies, black
writers of the early twentieth century were sncouraged to criticise not
only black urbanisatior and urbenism, but also certacwn aspects of
traditionsl African s :deties. Despite pressures to reject tridal
enstous and lifestyles, a number of black South African writexs documented
the aistory and cnltures of their respective societies. Plaatje’s Mhuds
was gset in the context of black South Africa between 1820 and 1850, In
Valley of a Thous4nd Hills, Herbert Dhlomo attempted to revive the
historical and legendary fizures of the Zulus, their gods and ancestral
spitits to revcreate the past in order to remove’ the despair of the
presont {(Couzens, 1971). Themas Mofolo traced in Cheka (1925) the life of
the Zulu leadexr. The poetry of Benedict Vilikazi, whilst influenced by the

English romantics, was infused with Zulu heritage (Parrott, 1980).

Although tha view expounded by the maj.. ity of South Africap literary
critics 1s that black writing prior to 1851 consisted of but a few
isolated literary events, recent archival research has illuminated
virtuslly continuous literaxy creation during this peried. The reception
of early black writing by coptemporary writers is ambivalent. Hphahlale
(1980) acknowledges the value of writing which moulded a hlsck South

African literature. Others judge early attempts as a "rickaty beginning",
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oo Imitgtive of writing by whites ... stilted and banal. The
chief motive bshind its creation seemed to have beer to impress on g
patrunising White readership the measure of sophistication achieved
by the Black anthor (Rive, 1982, p. 12).

During the 1930s eoud 1940s literary contribution by white South
Africans was once mors slowed. The war years inhibited indigenous
literatuve, producing gener "ised emotiomal accounts of and ‘eflections
on the Second World War (Gordimer, 1975}, Of the innovative white writess
to have emarged in the provious decade, both Plomer and van der Post wers
in exile. Although nc furthor novels appeared £1.m Mofolo or Plaatje,
black writing waintained its foothold. Herbert Dhlomo preduced Tde §irl
Who Eilled to Save (1936) and The Valley of a Thousand Hills (1940}.
Poetic output flourished, its most nolablae contributors being Benasdlct
Vilikeazi and James Jolobe. The pericd witnessed also the rise to
recognition aof the coloursd poat and novelist, Peter Abraksms. Abrahems
began his carser by contrinuting protest poetry to the CQaps Standsrd
between 1938 and 1939, His first collectisn of poems was publisked in
1940. Thereafter several novels appeared including ¥ine Joy (1946} which
records conditions in the primarily black urban township of Malay Camp.
The work leans on the 'Jim~goes-io~Jo »urg’ motif which deals with black

demoralisation und coxruption by city 1ife. His autobiography, Tell

Fresdom, followed in 1950, The book dbrahams i in

the muitiracial area known as Veededorp.

Following their accession to powar in 1948, the Afrikapar nationalists
began to rigidify, codify and implement lang entrenched colour prejudice
as apartheid. It was during this formalisation of raclalisa that a new
wave of South African writers emerged giving expreasionr to the oppressive

system under which they lived and wrote,
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The first (and possible most influential) novel of this keenly
sensitive and perceptive genre of white South African literature was Alan
Paton's Cry, tha Jeloved Cauntry. Published in 1948, the work was the
first attempt by & white writer to deal explicitly with the problems of
black urbanisation and urbanism. Paton devotes a provocative chapter of
his novel to the chronic housing shertage confronting urban blacks in

Jobannesburg. The readsr is intreduced to the black slumyards, #reehold

townships, sguatter settlements and i s their

deviance and bieak physicel app Paton's 1al work
suggested & Christian solution to ths political problems of racist South
Africa. Albeit thy focus of considerable criticism, the impact of Paton's
novel, both locally and internationally, was stziking, Faveercdle
critiques acknowledged ite lyrical beauty and power that moved the
congcience of South Africa as no previous book had done (Gordimer, 1975).
It was assorted that whilst the novel may not have occcasioned the
restructuring of the country, it marked the boginning of attempts to
critically reappralse the warped society with which it was concerned.
Paton was labelled as an ipitiator, an inmovator and one 9[ South

Africa's most sincexe creative writers (Rive, 1983).

Vhilst Paton's couragecus plea ior vesial justice ssrned him the

raspect of many blacks, the liberalism propounded by the novel was often

rejectad. The liberaliet philosophy was embodied in the movel's leading
character, Stepher Kumalo of whom 2 leading black eritic writes:

... We, the young, suspectad that the priest was a cuaning
expression of white liberal sentiment ... Stephen Kumalo: ar
embodiment of all the pleties, trepidations, and humilitiss we the
ygxﬂlxslg hnv‘ls )hegun to desplse with such & consuming passion (Nkesi,
1965, p. 3).

31




White 1ib.ra! South African writing as epitomissd by Faton wis developed
by Harry Bloom, Dan Jacobsen, Nadine Gordimer, Dophne Raske and Jazk Cupe
in the 1950s and decade following. Of these writers Jacobson makes
pointed reference to life in an Africen township mear Johennesburg (see
The Beginners (1966, p. 195)) while Goxdimer (4 Worid n? Strangers (1958),
and to a lesser extemt in The Lying Days {1953)) and Bloom (in Episode,
(1956)) trest as cemtral thema the h its physical

atmosphere, and meaning. 4 World of is, N d ay

the firgt novel by a white South African in which the black character
transcended the steveotyped image of the passive black as propounded by
white liberals (Nakasa, 1975). In their committed attempts to study the
effects of vacialism and apartheid on white and black pacple alike,
so-called liberal novels were identified as “"Somth Africa's largest

contriburion to literature" (Vigne, 1961, p. 95).

For the purpose of avoiding conrf it seems appropriaze at this
juncture to define and elaborate upon the concepts of 'liberal’ and
‘protest’ writing with respect to South African literature. Local liberal
writing is defined as the product of whita South Africans who feel thay

have a role %o play in pacceful and b solutions to the

country's political . are

1y moral;

attitudes towards the black recipient indignant, yet paternmalistic, The
victimised spectator tends %o ocmain passive rather than betome an

activist in search of his oun freedom (Rive, 1377).

The line dyawn betwsen liberal writing and what has become known as
prot( & writing is £ine and not always clear. Novels such as Gordimer's 4

World of Strangors and Bloom's Episode, for exumple, fall uncomfortably

into the libaral category by virtue of the race of their writers. Neither




novel complies with the standard 'definitions' of liberal writing, since

each fulfils criteria of the more radical 'protest' school.

Protest writisg is more or less chronologically located betwoen
liberal and post-1976 black consciousnsss writing., It is loosely defined
as "writing by blacks describing their situation to whites whom they felt
hed the power to effact change" (Rive, 1982, p. 12). Such writing began
in the late 1940s although traces azre evident in tht works of the Dhlomo
brothers, Sol Plantje and the sarlier work of Pater Abrahams. &n

important distinction betwsen libersl and protest writisg lies in the

emphasis of the former on the victim and that of the latter on

victim{sation. On eccount of its favourable selling power. wost of the
Soath African literatura published abroad has been protest literature

(Lindfors, 1966). Protest writing although attacked by some black and

many white is by (1979, & d in
English in Africa , 6(2}, p. 15):

... protest is in the people. nd if you write hones\:ly about the
life arcund you, the protest comes out of that, It's not a goal on
its owm. A writer's purpose is to try and express the truth of his
#oclety in & particular time and a particular place, and Lf protest

% arising out of the people, if it's the yeast that is there, if
1t's bubbling, it will come out in the writing.

1950-1960: The Drum Era

The 19508 saw once more an lorating rate of black ton and

associaved accommodation cxises. In response to the proclamation of
Johannesburg 83 a 'white' avea which blacks were prohibited from
inhabiting, o vest movement from imnmer city areds to the unproclaimed
freehold western areas of Sophiatown, Murtindale and Newclara occurred.

Overcrowdad Sophiatown became tha centre and topic of a new surgs of black




writing. Blacks begen to write about themsolves, not in terms of the epic
past, but in terms of the present., The exporxience of black urban life,
especially in Sephiatown, was brought to paper for the first time (Nkosi,

1965}, Ideological dnfluences exerted by church snd rural social

were ly K (Sole, 1979). The journalistic
tradition maintained its earlier vole, dincressing ita influence and

1l in the 1 of Jrua

Drum wes the first South African magazine of wide ecirculation to invite
black writers to submit li{terary in English, 3By p

several talented writers, it was possibly the most important landmark in
the development of black South African literature in English, The first
few issues of the magazine (originally titled African Draw) featured
script which the white proprietor and white editors thought would best
express 'the African'. They contained:

... articles on ’‘music of the Tribes’, and 'RKeow yourselves®
recounting the history of the Bantu tribes, instaiments of Cry, the
Beloved Country: features about religlom, farming, sport and famous
men; )and strip cartoons about Gulliver and St. Paul (Sampson, 1956,

P. 15).
Anthony Sampson, Afrfcan Drum's editor, soon realised that he had
misjudged his sudience. Stordes based upon explanations and portrayal of
black customs and tradition appealed to white readers but failed to

attract blacks, A dingly, tribal wete el

Gulliver's Travels and The Bible were replaced by American comfc strips
featuring Black heroes, and more black journalists were hired (Barmatt,
1983), he newly titled Drum reshaped its i{mage to encompass the

of black life. It bocame "a real proletarian

papar. It talked about the urban black man generally" (Myhahlsle, 1982,
interviewed in M. Chapman (ed.}, Sowete Postry, p. 42). "It was a symbol

34



of the new African cut adrift from the tribal reserve - urbanised, eager,
fast-talking and brash" (Nkesi, 1965, p. 10). "The black writer was
asserting his ssnse of permanence in an urban ghette life ... The writors
helped fashion a township culture und gave it litevary exprassicn"
(tphahlele, 1980, p. 7).

Drum's leading fictional writers imcluded Lewls Nkosi, Can Themba,
Todd Matshikiza, Arthur Meimane, Ezekiel Mphahlele, Nat Nekesa, Bloke
Modisane and Casey Motsisi, Together they produced vigerous, lively
sketches of life in the black urban townships of Johanne, burg, Pretoria
and Cape Town. Alongside cziwe sxposures, sport, jaze, picture features,
cover girls and exyusés of social conditions, the fiction spoke of "the
drama of black life, its triusphs dnd defeats, survival, its culture and
sub-culture, the gpolice torzox and lpgislated restrictions it was
subjected to' (Mphahlele, 1980, p. 7).

The litevary style adopted by the Druc writers was borrdwed from the
Harlem Renaissance Sthool. It was best represented in the writing of Todd
Matshikiza (see Matshikize, 1961) and hance known as "Matshikize". Drus
writing style has besn variously described as “rdcy, agitated,
impressionistic” (liphaklele, 1980, p. 7), "daring, #ad exciting ... a
language that spoke of violente, deprsssion, exhilaration" (Rive, 1980,
p. 23) ond "sharp, elliptical, impediate ... a style that secems
particulaxly adapted to black South African 1living” (Treadgold, 1962, p.
57).

The short story form w.d widely preferved as that most sulted to black

writing, It allowed an imwediate, intense and concentrated way of

, unbuxdening frustration and anger. Moreovesr, the nature of the black
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vrban long, complex, reflective litarary

works an impossible feat (Nkosi, 1965; Meimane, 1971; Monyana, 1976),

According to Nkosi:
It is not so much the intense suffering ... which mekes it
impossible for blaék writers to produce long and complex works of
litexary genius as it is the very absorbing, violent and immediste
nature of experience which impinges ué)on individugl life ,.. in
Johannesburg there was too much of this direct experisnce to be had;
there was no privacy in which to reflect (Nkosi, 1965, pp. 17-18).

It is this directness of experience and subject matter in black writing

which is parceived to be responsible for its journalistie tendencies: its

presentation of ‘“concrete reslity with cinematic accuracy but

d by the into art" (Honyana, 1976, p. 86).

The fiction of the Drum ore, as in the case of writing prior to 1950,
was aimed at the black intelligentsia and white liberals. It attewpted to
arouse white consciousness to the plight of those racially dominated
{Sole, 1379). Courting little political confrontetion (Rive, 1983} it
retained many of the sttitndes of black elite writing in South Africa
three decades bhefore. Althcugh writers were wore aware of their
contradictory position than were their predecessors, the writing of the
19505 was still petty-bourgeois oriented. It identified more with white
iiberals than with the black masses (Sole, 1979).

following the establishment of Drum thare arose a group of liberal and

radical seriels that took a stromg fap id line and

black authors to write militant protest fiction (Barnett, 1983).
Publications such a Fighting Talk, New Age, Afrieca South and The New
Afrdcan advocated social and political change din South Africa. They
published stories that rovealed the frustrations, pains and indignities

suffered by blacks in a white-ruled society. Such stories provided an




outlet for & vi 1 of political o which graw up
alongsids the escapist literature of Jrua (Barnett, 1983). Cortributicns
included the prose of Alex la Guma, James Matthews and Richard Rive (all

of whom wrote against a of Sdx), Me 's ghorsy

storles set in Sophfatown and Themba's hest known work 'Requiem for
Sephiatown' which was initially published in Africa South.

It was during the Druw period that the "culturel lamorality act™
(Abrshams, 1970, p. 20), the Bontu Education Act of 1955, became law,
Bantu Education sought te retribelise {ndividuals who had two or three
decades of uxban living behind them (Sole, 1979), As a result of this
venture, English as a medium for black writing {n South Africa snffered an
alwost killing blew. The Act was one more manifestation of apartheid, It

transferred control of black ed from the p: 1 ods

department to the level of central and within from

the Department of Educetion to that of Native Affaixs (Barnett, 1983).
Schools and higher educatior imsticutions wers requa..ed to accept
students only fxom their own ethnic groups. The medium of instruction in
privary schools became the verndcular of the particular area. Private
schools which had wmurtured and developed the writing potential of such
authors as Mphahlels and Abrahams were clesed. Fort Have, the only hlack
university, was transformed into 4 tribal college with several white
academics dismissed on grownds that ‘they were "destroying the
government's poliey of apartheid" (Sele, 1979, p. 157). Displaying

for d; Western in terms of style and
techniques, ctontemporary black writing (to be examined later) is a
menifestation of post-1955 Bantu Education.
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Having served as an important testing ground for a generation of black
writers, Druw had fulfilled its role in promoting black South Africas
Iiterature. By 1857 the Ffictional content of the magazine had declined
considerably. Black short story writers opted for a more serious platform
and began contributing to a number of emerging journals which wexe anxious
to encourege black writing. These include The Classie, New Coin, The
Purple Rencster, and New Wation, Writing by blacks existed alongaide that
by whites such as Nadine Gordimer, Lionel Abrahams and André Brink. This
co-existente went some %ay to achieving a ‘unifiad' South African
literature. Writers to have been introduced through the pages of these
new magdzines include Don Mattera who wrote poignantly of Sophiatown and
Oswald Mtshali who later published his poems of uxban township life in

Seounds of & Cowhide Drum (1971},

Within a short period of time, however, almost gll black writers of the

19508 were silenced. The 1966 to the of Cs

Act placed 2 blanket ban on the works of many of these suthors. Forty-six
uriters were banned by a Gazotte of April 1,
1966, among them Mphohlele, Nkosi, Modiaane, Matshikiza and Nakasa. The
At the publication, reading or
dissemination of any speech, writing or nade or

produced by such writers (Baxmett, 1983). Passession of the material of
both banned writers and those few to remain unbanned (Motsisi, Matthews,

Rive) was controlled by censorship laws.

In the years between 1940 and 1970, most influentisl black and coloured
Soutk Afxican writers either chose or were foxced into exile. Those who
volunteered exile so as to preserve their creative abilities sway from
h of hip and h, included

_South Africa's stifling




Jebavu and Nakasa, Mphahlele, Nkosi, Themba, La Guma and Hodisane were
among those forced into exile under the Suppression of Communism Act. The
exilad writers were compalled to rely on foreign journals and publishers
for thelr work. The New Stotesman, Encounter, Observer, Black Orpheus,
Transition and Presence Africsine were some such outlets. After srriving
in their newly adepted countries, exiled writers began to publish full
length books. One of the novels published during this period was La
Guma's A Welk n the Night, (1962) which provides a vivid sccount of
ghetto ex’stence in Cape Town's District S!x. Possibly of most
significence was the spate of autohiographical writing that occurrved in
exile: Mphahlele's gocounts of Marabastad in Down Second dvenye, (195%)
Modisane's Sophiatown in Zlams me on History, (1963) and the township
experiences and expectations of Nkosi (Home and Exile (1965)) and Jabavu
{Orawn In Colour {1960) aend The Ochre Peopla (1963)). In re-creating
South Africa oversess, exiled writers often focused upon tesmships and

gave them highly personal and detailed treatment.

South African censorship has baen responsible for the growth of two

aasi £ 1 , one by exiles and another by paople
remaining in wzhelr home country to stroggle against the curtailment of

free literaxy oxprassion, Of interast in the latter regard is Monyava's

(1976, p. 90) ob that the i of the totally deprived
writar (one exiled or impriscned) often blooms. But,
where the oppressor has not taken everything - for esgample where
Gardimer is pe!nitt to erate in the half-light of spurious

freedom - spirit es  indeed whither, the creative
imagination dying with it,

The effect of banmmed black writers (whe were so influential in thedr
day) on today's young South African blacks has been minimal (Grant, 1978).
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As Goxdimer (1973) points out, few of the young aspiranvs writing &t
present have read evea the early work of the exiled writers: it was bamied
while they were still school-going. It iz, wmoreover, not only South
African audiences that are deprived by nanning, The exilad writer is
iimself ensnared by the 'tyranny of place’ (Mphahlele, 1982). One of his
most tragic dilemmas is how long he can continue to draw on a countzy

spiritually waes he is removed from it physically (Anderson, 1977; Graat,
1978

Post-1980; Black Consciousness Writing

The 1960s were barren for black South African writing, Of the few
authors to remain in South Africa following the mass exodus of the
previouy descade were Rive, Matthews and Motaisi. The only novels by black
wyitors published during vhis period were Rive's Fmergemcy (4964}, set in
District Six end Dugwore Boetia's Familiarity fs the Kingdon of the Lost
(1969), created against the backdrop of Sophiatown. Matthews and Motsis{

tha 1 short story 3 1y against beekd of the
Cape slups and Sophiatown.

Contributions hy white writers were equally scent = a characteristic
which hag persisted to the presaent day. Gordimer continued to write short
stories and novels from an radieal

Paton
produced short story collections, an autobiography and two further
novels. 4 tzickle of writess best Tepresented by ‘sestiger' Afrikaners
4ndre Brink asd John Coetzee stimulated a txadition of increasingly
radical Literature forever 4% the mercy of the cemsors. Other thas the
occeulonsl dncidentol references to black urban areas, South African

iiterature by whites, whilst dealing with racdal issues, was noi concaxped
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with the township as mejor setting or theme. After the novels of Patenm,
Gordimer and Bloam of the late 19408 end 1950s the only significany

to the 1 about: ware a first novel T'sotsi

(1980) wrltten by playwright Athol Pugard and two novellas under the title
Sad Laughter Hemories (1983) by Jsc de Ridder, a newcomer to the literazy
scene. % works offered fresk insight into the now demolished freehold
township of Sophiatown. Tsotst and Sed Laughter Nemories have in common
‘outcast’ central characters, namely, a tsotsi (villain; petry criminal)

and a gangs* hrough whose syes Sophiatown life nnfolds.

Whereas writing by whites has changed little in volume, content, style

and theme over the past ceatury, the in black 1

has beea little short of revolucionary. Contributions by black writers
changed both qualitatively and quantitatively following the excellent
reception of Mishali's postry collection Sounds of a Cowhide Drum (1971)
which reached out to the liberal white. It wa. an unusual combination of

personal reflectd ‘nd sherp (Lindfors, 1977) il

the harsher aspdcts of Sowetan life. The poetic trend initisted by
Mtshall gained impstus and replaced the short story, novel and
autobiography as the dominant mode of litarary expression. Reasons given
for the change in llterary mode include the belief that poems were less
likely to #£all foul of the censors due t) their limited intellectual

appeal. writing h were

to be more suited to
convey tho pew ucgency of the South African politicsl sphers. Moreover,
because it lends itself to communal activity (in the form of reading
groups) rather than private contemplation, postry is an extansion of an
oral tradition in black soviety. In the face of escalating black
consciousness .nd pursuit to reaffirm these traditional roots, poetry is

the. wediun for yritd




The new black writing is largely a delayed response to the Pan African
Congress anti-pass campaign which ended in viclence at Sharpeville
township on 21 Maxch, 1560. {uestions of black rights in a whita~-ruled
society are expressed through a poetry of overt protest widch is concerned
with describing to a white readership the oppression of blacks. As iu the
past, writing is designed to wobilise sywmpathetic white liberals into
effecting change. It has become known as Sowero poetry, or
post ~Sharpeville postry, and has been stamped as "the zingle most
lsportant sonio-literary phenomenon of the seventiss im South Africa®
(Chepren, 1982, p. 11). Following the tradition set by the racy
Sovhistown prose of *he 1950s, the poetry of the 1970s and 1980s
songeatrates on the immediacy of day-to-day township life, It adopts a
*cyark English idiom znd ghetto-derived imagery" (Chapman, 1982, p. 11)
vhijch escheys rhyme and closed forms in favour of cpen or 'naked’ forms.
Tows. stylistic features are believed t¢ be mors sppropriste to the

"11gcuss of contamporary black cxperience” (Chapmen, 1982, p. 11).

In ke live years following the pwblication of Mtshali's cellection,
~%nlve hooks of poetey by blacks appearsd. Those to be extensively cited
ieisr +a¢,ude the works of Mongane Ssrote sthose several poems of Alexandra
townstit, wive published in his collections Yakhal'inkomo (1972) and
Tsetlo (3%74) 'The nevly estsblished Siphe Sepamla put to papes his
satirical, ironic reflections of urban black eyperience in Jurry up to It{

€1975) auw: The Biues is You In ¥o (1976).

By the . |4-39708, the volume of black literature published within South
Africa hes dramatically incressed, This was largely attributable to the
establicbass, of a nusher of local publishing houses including Bateleur,

Ad Donker, p47{d Philip, Ravan Prass and Blac. Following the Soweto riots




of June 1976 (& response to the immediate issue cf Afrik;aas es a medium
of instruction in black schools which sparked off nation-wide
confrontation), black writing underwent a shift in motivation, theme snd
tone., It found its full power in an expression of uncompromising

resistance. Writing was primarily a to the black

mavement which has be.ome an important aspect of the Souwth African
political scena. Initially spreed by black student organisations in the
eazly 19708 and acceleratrd aftsr tha Soweto disturbances and death of
Staeve Biko, black comsc.. nns sought to repair the damages infiicted by
apartheid. It s defined as "un awareness by black people that their
bumanity is coustituted by their blackness .., It is a determination to
be judged ro lowger by white values, and it signifies a re-discovery of
their history and mlture" (Buesak, 1977, p. 9).

Post~1976 black writing of tounships seldow pauses to convey township
description, atmosphere, lifestyle and esperionce. Morsover, the central
confrontation of black lives - apartheid - no longer appears in the form
of sheboens or pass raids, but in the lives of communitjes nprooted and

dumped by rosettlement, the oxperiences of strikes, student

demor s and dmpri ¢ , 1380).

In the mew writing, concern is not with urbanism or township life but
with igsues and events deriving from white arrogance and black
subordinstion (seo for exsmple Tlali's Asandla (1980), Sepemia's The Root
ds One {1379) and Ride on the Whirlwind (1981)) or with issues of bleck
libezation (see the frecdom songs which suffuse Staffrider magazine).
There scems to be little cause for celebrating urban living, and those

writings whiek reflect upon townships do so within the context of

oppression. Acvordingly, Soweto is povtrayed as a stifling, terror struck
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abode (ses esperially in the po.ms of Mafika Gwala's Jol Imkomo 481,
Sepanla's The Soweto I Lave (1977), and the short stories of Mtuin.ell
Matshoba's £all Me Not & Man (1979) and in contributions to the popular
journzl, °  frider). The lurid depictions by Chris van .Wyk of the
coloured townships and those of Alexandra in Serote’s No faby Hust Weep

(1975) are further products of The new critical trend in black literature.

In additicn to #ts new motivaticn and themes, contemporary black
writing has taken on A different tome and styla. Although still a
literature of protest, it shows confidenca in the inevitable future of a
South Africa led by blacks. Regaerding style, traditional African oral
tachniquas of repetition and paralielism have been incorporated into the
literature, Writings are further shaped by the guthentic township milieun
of jazz music and punctuated with black power rhetoric. More than
dislike, there ls gctuslly contempt shown for Western continuwities and
stylistic traditions:

Wo will have to donder (sma.h) cenventional Iitoru.are, old

fashioned critic end resder alike. We aro geing to

shiz on literary convention before we sro threugh, going to

experiment and probe and not give a demn what the crxt{cs ha':e to

say. Decause we are in search of our true solves - undergoing
seif~discovery as a people (Mutloatse, 1981, p. 5).

EZnglish that we uss in our poetry ... is the language of urgency
whichk we u o bacause we have got an urgent mossoge to daliver ... We
have not gcu the time to embellishk this urgent message with

like rhyme, isubic pentameter,
abstract [igurns w2 nocch and an arnatu and lofty style (Mtshald,
1896, p. 127).

The eudience in mind is for th. first time, @ biuck cummunal one
engaged 4in oral performance, Comtempu.ary black writers regard
themselves as social beings ingolved first hand in 4 ~cople's struggle.

The prime Jmportance of literature is accordingly to communicate. As

‘S\lch, 1 and di (especially poatry) have grown in

4y




of June 1876 (a to the fmmuediate issue of 1 as a medium

of instruction in black schools which sparked off nation-wide
confrom.ation), black writing undervent a shift in motivation, thems and
:one. It found 1¢s full power in an expression of uncomprom{sing
resistance, Writing was primarily a rvesponse to the black consclousness
movement which has become an impoxtant aspect of tlhie South African
political sceme. Initially spread by black student ovgsnisations tn the
warly 1970s and accelerated after the Soweto disturbances and dea h of
Steve Bike, black conscionsness sought to repadr the damages inflicted by
spartheld. *t is defined as "an awaremess by black people that their
human{ty is constituted by their blackness ... It is 4 determination to
be judged sno longer by white values, and it sigrifies a re-discovery of
their history and calturs" (Boesak, 1977, p. 9).

Post~1976 black writing of townships seldom pauses to convey township
descripticn, atmosphers, lifestyle and experience. Moraover, the central
confrontation of black Iives - apartkeid - no longer appesrs in the form
of shebeens or pass raids, but in the lives of communities uprootsd and
dumped by resettlement, the experionces of strikes, student

demongtrations, detentions and impri-omment {Gordimer, 1980).

In the new writing, cencern is not wiih urbanism ox township life but
with dissues and ovents deriving from white arrogance and black
subordination {see for cxample Tlali's Amandla (1980), Sepamla’s The Root
is One {1979) amd Ride on the Whirlwind (1961)) or sith lgsues of black
liberation (see the Froedom songs which suffuse Staffrider megazine}.
There seems to be little cause for celebrating urban living, and those

writings which reflect upor townships do so within the context of

) Soweto is portrayed as o stifling, terror struck
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sbode (see especially in the poems of Mafika Gwala's Jol Iukoums (1976},
Sepamla's The Soweto I Love (1977), and the short staries of Mtutuzeli
Hatshoba's Call Me Not & Man (1979) and in contributions to the popular
journal, Staffrider). The lurid depictions by Chris vam .YWyk of the

coloured townships and these of Alexandra in Serote's Ne Baby Hust Wesp

{1975) aze further products of the new erirical trend in black litexaturs.

In addition to its new motivation and themes, contemporsry black

writing has takan on 2 different tome and style, Although still a
literature of protest, it shows confidence in the inevitable future of &
South Africa led by blacks. Regarding style, traditional Africaen oral
techniques of repetition and parallelism hava been incorporsted imta the
literature. Writings are further shaped by the suthentic township milien
of jazz nusic and punctuated with black power rhetoric. More than
diclike, there is actuglly contempt shown for Westerx continuities and
stylistsc “raditions:

We will have to donder (smash) conventional I1iterature, old
fashioned critic and reader alike. We are going to pee, spit and
shit on literary convention before we ars through; we are going to
experigient and pxobe and mot give a damn what the critics have to
say. DBecause we are in search of our true selves - undergoing
self-discovery as ¥ prople (Hutloatse, 1981, p, 5).

Englisi that 9e use in our poetry ... is the ldanguage of argency
which we usa because we have got an urgent message to deliver ..., We
have not got the tiwe to ewbelllsh this urgent message with

3%~ rhyme, lambic pentasetar,
shstract ti.gqmas of speoch and sn ornate and lofty style (Mtshald,
1876, p. 1279,

The audience in mind is for the first fime, a black communal one
engaged 4in oral parformance. Contemporary black writers regard

themselves as social baings involved first hand in a people’s struggle.

The prime of 1 is dingly to commusicate. As

‘lmch, 1 und d: (especially poetry) have grewn in
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the townships. Several poets organise themselves in groups often avolding
publication for fear of banning and/or in refusal to gear their writing to

the norms of white publishers and editors (Emmett, 1979).

Although there seems to be evidence of & dilution in the use of
literature towards lower patty-bourgeois énd even worker elements, black
consciousness pastry Fetains a strong petty-bourgeois snd imtellectual
bias {Sole, 1983). A number of established writers are nevertheless

le in their o to the class struggle (for example,

Gwala, Serote, 2nd Matshoba).

Publication of black consciousness writing in South Afrdca is meagre,
This is largely attributable %o the risks confronting potential
publishers of the overtly political. Publishers face irredeemable
financinl losses incuwred by banning and loss of readership by white
andiences who have condemned the mew black literature as shrill hysteria.
One outlet for Soweto writine has nevertheless baen successful. The
literary magazine Staffrider which first appeared in March 1978 has botl.
challenged and transformed the social image and meaning of literature in
South Africa (Vaughan, 1982a4; 1982b). Staffrider publishes the works of
all races althuugh tho majority of comtributions sra by bplack writers.
The jousnal has fostered an ldeology of communal spirit (Couzens, 1982).
Its roadership is large and almost exclusively black. Contents expravts
life in the raw and speak of survival nsually In the form of short stories
ar?! poems., Established writers zub shoulders with youthful members of
swall rogional gvoups and tl. individuality of the writer is played down
by omitting biographical notes on the pages. Several non-commar al
outlets in the form of writer's groups aid in the distribution of the

magazine to the townships (Visser, 1982), [Laitorial control is in the
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hands of varions black art groups who select and forward the material they

wish to have published. In so dolng the popular, communal nature of the

is and P . As d in the case of Drum,
several writers have earned recognition through the pages of Staffrider.
Many have proceeded to have rovels as well as poetry and short story
collections published in the Staffrider series put out by Ravan Press (for

exanpla Mirian Tlali, Mbulelo Mzamane, and Mothobi Mutloatsa).

The startling growth of contemporary black writing in recent years

stands as proof that o P + however haya not
obliterated Soutk African literature. Moreover, the persistently brave
attempts of publishers and authors has led to the lifting of bens and

vo~publication ©f a numher of early works. South African literature

survives, if seme whart "1y and deviously. A4s a poet assvress:
They doa’v in prison
go they banmed . . Brutus' poems

and Wopko Jansme's poems

and Breyten Breytenbach S poems
and Wally Serote's poems

and Sipho Sepamlals pems

sisl James Matthew's poems

arvl my own poems

They hete music and poems

and pictures and stagutes

they have cleaned out the couatry
thera is silence bauween its bare walls
cleaned by the vultures

But uraccountably
msie czosses the boxder
on waves of atl
throogh every :r ck
‘bstweon the heavily armed border posts
('Silence in Jail', Hown, 1979, p. 17)

Appreciation of this 'music' is vital to an understandivg of facets of

South African life. It supplements more conventional aonrses of
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informetion employod in sveial science research, In the study which

follows it is shown to bring mew to a proli

awong South African scholars in black urban residential areas. Having

the ci: ¥ the devalopment of township~
orlensed South African literature, it is appropriate to proceed to the
apalysis of Johannosburg's black urban townships in South African

literature.




CHAPTER FOUR

JOHANNESBURG'S BLACK URBAN TOWNSHIPS IN
SOUTH AFRICAN LITERATURE

There is reason on an intellectual plane for all human geographers to
consider carefully the premise of literary geography as an investigative
tool in any real world setting. The distinctive urban geography of South
Africa, however, adds special weight to the case fox a literary geography.
It is commonplace in the social and political history of the countyy that
many thousands of people have been displaced from their homes, communities
and local areas {from their plsces) and moved elsewhere. South Africa's

h i beax to the and

destruction of comntless places at all geographical and emotiomal scales
(Butler-Adam, n.d.). Many more places are under threat of destruction,
and many thousands of people may lose places of substantial meaning end
valie to them. For those people bexaft of places or denied the freedem to
nske and define their own places, namely, the black population, the South
African landscape is characterised by 'almost placas' rather than 'fully
realised places' (Butler-Adam, n.d.). What may be 4 whole landscape is

for many an experiential landscape of holes.

Through the medium of South African literature, many residents and
outsiders have articulaced their personal impressions of the homes and
places they have known, lost and been forced to know. In keeping with the
increasing and massive rate of black urbanisation over the past century
such writing has been predominantly urban in nature. Although the phrase

‘almost places' smbraces with equel validity rural and urbon arcas which
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bave been destroyed and from which black wesidents have been hesrtlessly
displacad, the emphasis in the li*ersture and the facus of this svudy

falls upon places inhahited by urban. blacks. In the South African context

these contentious segregated districts are genera.ly known as townships.

At the outset @ distinction must be drawyn between the original and
contemnorary meanings of the word 'vouwnship'.

In sarlier periods
*tosmship’

often raferred to inner city greas and freehold suburbs of
white urban South Africa which housed working and middle class Indian,

coloured and black (and 1ess often white) landowners, tenan’s end

sub-tenants, By contrast the term ’location' described specifically
segregated, strictly controlled and most often enclosed black regidential

aress conmonly found on the periphery of South African towns and wities.

In laver years, frllowing the demise of multiracial city subuzbs and

digplacement of thair dinhab to isolated

areas,
"tounsiip' came tu be vsed synonymously with 'location'. GCertainly within
the Johannesburg metropolitan area, sdoption of the term township is both
profarred and widaspread.

Virtually without excaeption sach of the four aress to be discussed has

In
spite of this shared label and in che light of the comments made above, at

baon referred to in the past, or is presently known as 4 township.

least three of the four places differ vastly in terms of their histories,

reasons for establishwent, and physical fabric. The litexary recnrd of

townships points o even more profound contrasts in the ways in which the
aress were and are pagcedved; ir what they symbolise(d) for ocoupents and
onlockers. With an insfight and perception that ¢ften eludes the academic

researcher, Greative writers ha o ingly displayed the or

. personality pecnliar to stocifie townships.

Through their postry and
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prose are re-created the souls of places that were cherished, feared,

hated, iost and saved,

Tn the following prasentation four geographic oreas have been chosen
for discussion. Each has played a vital role in the lives of
Johannesdurg's black population. The first area for discussion comprisea
the inner city slumyards of sarly Johannesburg. These were piaces of
multiracial occupance ostablished and destroyed before the formal
entrenchment of aparvheid. Second and third are Alexandrs and Sophiazewn,
freehold townships of mere or less gpontaneous sertlement which werw
sstablished in the first decdde of this century. Whereas the history of
the formar is cas uf hardship and despair singled swith triveph, that of
the latter 1z only of traumatic siruggle and lose. The £inal place for
consideration is Sowsto. Although initially formed in tho 1930s, this
sprawling dormitory of ome and a half sillion people and arena of torrid
racial confrontation is regarded by many os epitomising contewporary

black urban liviag.

Prior to the of ’s & ia

litarature, & brief history of black settleroent in and arcund the ity
will he sat ovt, The primary purposs of this venture is to supply an
obiestive empirical referent dgainst which backeloth the literature
should be viowed. The information will also reveal the omplex
relitionships which exist butween the touwnships, The histories of all

four places are indeed i bly linked, €1 of the slumyards

and freehold guburbs, for example, was the major contributing “actor tu

the riplosive growth of Sowato,
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Mapy people have known intimately more than cne of the townships.

i Memaries of aud attachment to one particular place in turm shsped

of and di ion with gnother. All four places share
B comuon elements: each was an overcrowded incubator of secisl distress and
all have bred vare irgemuity for survival. Differing eircumstances of
their establishment, and in some cases, their obliteration have, howsver,

glven the everyday drama of black urban existence a different gloss., Tne

literary product of soch P a unique to that
particular place, at ¢ particular moment in time, As such and as will be
shown shortly, certain anviromments have been imbued with strikingly

dissimilar meaning, significance and enotion.

. Brief History of Black Settlement in Johannesburg

After tie discovery of gold on the Witwetersrand in 1886, the area

a growing h papulation. Johannesburg was rapidly
tranaformed from a mining town into an industrialised city. As early as
1896 th - cemsus racorded a population of 102 000 of whom half were
black fas pis, 1980}, The vast majority of blacks served imitdally as
sontrsct workers on the mines, but as the town developed, many securad

employment 35 d t4 and in the al and service sectoys.

Wheress mine workers wers housed in compounds, most urban blacks were

N expected to find their own accommodation in the vicinity of places of
employment, At the time Ilittle attempt was made to anforce racial
separakion although various suburbs had been set aside for vcespation by
specific race groups. Multiracisl communities soon developed in areas

such as Vredsdorp, the 'Malay', 'Coolic' and 'Kafir' locations to the

gouth ©f ¢ha area lator to be known as Pugeview (Frescura, 1978, Kagan,
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1278). Insanitary conditioua iy these two locations were ignored by city
authorities and black employers, until bubonic plague broke in 1904. In
accordance with what has becore known as the sanitation syndrome (whereby
black populations were removed from central areas te distant locatioms for
silegedly comstituting o heslth hezard), large numbers wf people were
moved fram the slums to Klipsprul. location, twenty kilometres south of
Johannesburg cley centre (Kagan, 1978). The ground allocated to the
residents of Klipspruit (which later became known as Piwville, Soweto}
adjoined a municipal sewage works. Corrugated iron shelters and raimwatar
tanks (whick gave the township the indigenous title: emslankizl) were
provided and remained in use for several decades (Lewis, 1966). The irony
of transporting persens from an insanitary slum to land in the vieinity of
sewuge works on grounds of health control cannot be missed. The outbresk

in 1918 of an influenza amongst K1 was to be

oxpected. As this occurred during @ period in which white ratepayers were
complaining that their labour force was too far removed (Frankel, 1979),
the city council was compelled to establish Western Native Township to the

south of the rapidly develeping suburb of Sophiatown.

Bophiatown, Mertindale and Newclare (collectively known as the Western
Areas and often simply as Sophiatown) were established in 1905 and 1908

(Lewsen, 1933). Of his own volition the owner of Sophistown emd

1le d large of the to white pceupance.
The siting of the municipal refuse dump and sewsge worls in the vicinity
of the suburbs discouraged white settlemenr and the restrictive title
deeds precluding purchage of stands by blacks were amended to ensure
sales. Newclare became a colovred township with freehold rights in 1908
and the western edge of Johanmesburg developed as an area pradominantly

settled by blaeks, coloureds and Indians employed in Johannesburg.
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In addition to the Western Avess towaships, Alexandxa tounship scme
thirtesn kilomewres from the cantre of Johannesburg operated ds a freehold
d&st;ict for black and coloured settlement. The township, althovgh
originally intended for white occupanes, was estebllished in 1912 as &

‘non-white' area. In the following decadss it earnmed the title 'Dark

City' possibly on account of its absence of straet lighting, shortage of
amenities and bleak appasrence.

The Johansesburg Cit Qouncii’s d h

as K1 and
Western Native Township, togevher witn tie Irechold eveas, r:.s {ncapable

of sbsorbing the entire black population of Jorausnesburg. ike wuy for a

rampant and 1 t1 k g busi in ‘white' areas was
conseguently opened (Koch, 1983). White landowners would buy or rent
ground on whick sh would be end let to blacks at

exarbitant rates. In thi{s wanner, once fashionsbla suburbs were

transformed into overcrowded slumyard areas. Doornfontein servss as a

prime example having been tronsformed from an elite suburb to an extenaive

network of yards by tho 1920s. The profitability of vack-renting created

4 belt of slumyards from the western suburbs through the city rentxe to

the districts on the sastern side of Johammesburg. The belt included
Fordsburg, Fexreirastown, MHarshalitown, Dooxafontein, Jeppe, Ophirtos,

and (Kagan, 18783 Koch, 1983).

The Ayurx after 1920 saw the promulgation dand implementation of varions
measures to clear L sburg of its black populatisn. It was reported
in the 1921 Native Afraire Comsission thar “the town is a Rurogaan area in
which there is no place for the redundant Native" and praposed in the
Stallard Commission of 1922 that it “should be a recognised principle that

) Natives ..., should only be permitfed within wunicipal arces in so Ear and
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for so long os their presence is demanded by the white population." (both
citations in Kane-Berman, 1978, ». 71). These two recommendations were
embodied in the Native (Urban Areas) Act of 1923 which provided for
compulsory residential segregetion. As such, local authorities were
forced to supply hous!ng for the black labour residing within their
boundaries and to control the influx of blacks into urban areas (Rich,

1978; 1980).

In response to the provisions of the Act, tha £irst steps were taken to
devalop what was heralded as the model township of Crlande, the nuclens of
the present complex of townships known as Soweto (Beavom, 1982). The
march of imner city slumyard clearance contributed considerably to the

growth of Orlando prior to 1939 (Trump, 1979). Many hlacks, however,

cuntinued to live illegally in the sl ds and areas

(Koch, 1983,

The Western Areas and Alexandza township soon degenerated into
severely overcrowded and blighted areas. In sddition to housing workers
ineligible for or resisting accommodation in the strictly controlled
locations, they absorbed & maysive influx of blavks to Johannesburg. This
cityward movement was stimulated by demand for labour in the war
industries and object poverty in the resexves (Proctor, 1879; Ledge,
1981). In the early 19508 some 40 000 people ascupied 1700 plots in
Sophiatown., The number of families in the township averaged just over
eight and over ore half of all families occupied enly one room
¢Jehannesburg, 1950). Tenure was overwhelmingly leasehold and
exploitative rack-renting was rife (Pirie and Havt, 1985). By 1958
Alexindra likewise had a swollen population of 98 000 (Anon, 1980).

54




Whites raised cbjections to black settlement in Sophiatown and urged
local authoxities on several occasions to clear the township, Their pleas
became louder gs suburban growth in the Johannesburg erea brought the
houses of whites claser to the fringes of Sophiatown, eventually enveloped
it, and made it a black snclave in dan otherwise white region. By the
mid~19408, proponents of removal argued that displacement of blacks from
Sophiatown was not only a racially motivated action but also 2 sium
clearance programme. I was lei. to the “atives Resettlement Act of 1954
to facilitate the demclition of the Western Avess amd removal of their
inhabitants to Meadowlands end Diepkloof fn Soweto, Within ten years
Sophiatewn had ceased to exist both in name and physically. The campaign
had representad an attack on black freehold rights which symbolised a
permanence incompatible with the prevailing doctzine of blacks ez

tempoxary scjourners.

Following the pattern set in the Sophiatown example, the rapid growth
of Alexandra coupled with its emcroachment' onto nearby white suburbia
alprmed the authorities. Alexandra was perceived tc be a hoalrh menace
and harbour of criminals, aud from the 1940s resolutions wer  wde %o
abolish the township. lImmediately preceding the passsge of the Berter
Administration of Designated Areas Act of 194Z which allowed the State
grester power in the contyol and adwinistvation of Alexandra, .t was
declared that family acco. ndation wuuld be aliminated from the township.
Houses were to be replaced by hostels for 's.ngle' men and women. Between
1962 and 1379 Alexandra faced its shore of removals; ovar 50 000 people in
all.

Wheress the hotly disputed Western Aveas Removal Scheme was

ingeniausly devised and effectively implemented between 1955 and 1962,
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with 60 000 persons uprosted 4nd relocated, the Alexendra removals were
halted 4in 1979. The earlier decision to convert the township into &
hostel ares was geversed and the last & 000 families officially permitted
to rmeain in the township which was to become & family residential ares,

Survival of Alexandra 1s attributed to a numbar of facters including

P among the Resattl t Boars, shortage of funds and lack of

alternative accommodation.

The slumyards, as well ay Smudateun and Alexandra do net stand as the
only areas in the local urban history to face clearance and demolition.
Countless sther townships have experienced similar fates, The tiree areas
are neverthnless diatinguished in respect of their freehold status and the

rich literatures they gemerated.

Since the estsblishment of Orlando in 1930, Sowsto has developed into
the largest complex of South African townships. Twcated twenty kilometres
to the south west of central Johannesburg, it is the product of programmed
population rewoval and homogenised dumping mestly in the post-1950s eza.
Small uniform units built in sprawling institutionsl rows house most of
the removees frow the schemes outlined above, together with a vast number

of victims from later schemes.

From the 1930s, vha black housing problem in Johannesburg bscame
eritical. The war years brought net only a tremendows influx of blacks
into the city, but also 2 shortags of manpower and building materials,
Housing in  the

ps was d 1ly slowed. The

hy 4n 1940 by v g tenants in Orlande to take in
sub-tenants. This prastice wes to spread immeasurably both legally and
1llegally, and in the ecarly 19408 thers were estimated to be B 000
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sU',~tenants in Orlando East alone (Stadler, 1979). The housing situation

= a 4 d further with ing o 11 in 1943 apd
i

1944, Eleven squatter settlements containing between 60 OD2 and 90 000
people sprang up outside the city (Rane-Bexman, 1978},

In March 194k, a group of sub-temants from Orlsades East, Newclare and
Riiptown led by James Sofesowbe Dpanze set up 250 sheltars of hessias
around wooden frames on witnicipal land in Orlando. The camp which came to
be knoum a8 Shanty Town, grew to support over 20 000 people, I spite of
protest and resistance the Shenty Town community was uprooted within a few

yeers and housed in an emergency camp gt Moroxa, on the far side of
Orlando (Kane-Barman, 1978).

In 1948 it was estimated that 50 000 black fam{lies in and aroumd

Jobannssburg required housing (Hellmamn, 1949), It was only in 1954 vhet &

sarious attewpt was made to alleviate the housing shortage. The building

process was spurrted on by relaxgtion of the industrial colour bar in the

' Bantu Building Workers Act of 1951, The legislation allowed blacks to he
trained to construct houses In the townships, thexeby substantially

zeducing labour costs (Morris, 1980). The housing crisis was further

amnlivrated by the introduction of gite and service schemes whoraby blucks
were. 3¢ to build 'y shacks on 1,

could be constructed.

Sites wntil houses

The population of Soweto increased from 18 000 {n 1935 (Lewis, 1966) to
191 000 two decades later and 347 337 in 1963 (Mlope, 1977). Botween 1958
and 1976, the number of houses built in Sowato had once more declined. In
1973 the number of families on walting lists for houses ia the township

| was 14 250 and in 1976 the figure was 22 131 (Kane-Berman, 1978). The
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situstion has altered little today in spite of a trend towsrds acceptance
of the permanent status of the urban black (especially after the Soweto
riots of 1976} and the incraasing involvement of the private sector in
providing hiousing in the townships.

Soweto has its share ¢f rutted roads, darknesa, filch sad smog. The

of the is appalling. In 1980 thare were no

B , modern centres, wffice blocks or largs

buildings. Telephones are rare and recrestional facilities scarce. The

hostile Soweto enviromment has nevertheless failad £o mar {and in scme

instances may ever here kindled) the creative spirit of many of its

inkabitants. Whereas Sue=to contzasts with the slumyards, and with

Sophistown and Alexandrs by virtue of its artificial establishment,

racial homogeneity and diffarent physical app arance, it too boasts &
and 1

(nner City Slumyards

The collection of writers to have captured the personslity of the

slumyards is probably as varied as were tha areas themselvas. Whereas the

authors and poets preoccupied with the towaships s:ill to be examined are
relatively homogencous in texms of race and background (predominantly
black with 1 white ‘N

s to the
slumyard literature come from blavk, white, colonzed and Indian authors.

Writings alsc range across a broad time period extonding from the 1920s to
the 19808,

The works of two major authors, Dikobe and Abrahems are exteusively

cited in the following pages, Dikobe's novel, The Marabif Dance, published



o "7‘1"""‘ Pt

in 1973, is devoted to recollection of Doornfontein during the 1930s. His
work forsakes description of the sordid details of Doornfontein’'s endemic
poverty and overcrowding im a comvincing representation of the urban
social provess as was evident in the slumyerds. Dikobs has earmed the
unique veputation as the only established author to have belonged to tha
working class at the time he wrote. Unlike most black petty-bourgeois
writers serving pstit-bourgevis {and/or rulirg class) interests and
expounding petty-bourgeois ideoclougy, the man who was oDce newspayr
of ghetto

4 a novel

vendor, washer and hawker P

society (Couzens, 1978). The Narabi Dance has been cited as an authentic
1 of the in with which its author was so femiliar

(Couzens, 1976). In its analysis of working class life in Johannesburg
during the 1930s and 1940s it is perceived to be more factval than
fictional. Onc of the themes of Dikche's novel centres around recognition

of the inevitable of black urbanisation and the need to adapt

to the urben way of life.

The sacond prominent writexr of thke urban black experience in the 1930s
and 1940s is Shcaohams. Abrahams was one of the forerunners of the protest
school of literature iulentified in the previous chaptex. His work, whilst
effactively bringing te life the charm of his home piace, Vrededorp,
reveals his passionate desire to leave the suburb and all it stands for.
The unifying theme of Abrahams' autobiography Tell Freedom, beccues the
author's successful escape from conditions which crippled his family,
friends, childhood gcquaintances and others belonging to the coloured

race (Ogungbesan, 1979},

In this section an attempt 1s mads to bring together the literatures of

3 the slumyards. A fleoting impression is given of their appearance and
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population structures, More detailed attention is paid to the sctivities
and lifestyles they wupported, the senses of place or placelessness with
which they were associated and the effects which their demolirion and

clearance had on inhabitspts.

Detailed description of the physical fabric of the slusysrds is
uvncommon in literature. Thase awthors to have memorised and captured

aspects of these areas in writing appear to have dwelled more upon such

1 as end personality. There are
navertbeless, scattered literary citations that vevivs a pictura of the
slumyards. Sculiy (1923, p. 207) sheds light on typical accommodation in
the TFerveirasdorp area. He zecalls a galvamised iron warrea whick
comprised four narcow sheds enclosed by a fence of iron sheets. The sheds

were 4divided inte cublel which 1y two metres

square. In the tzaditien of the rack g in the

slumyards and outlined at the beginniug of this chapter, cubicles were let
to couples and families at high costs.

4lthough Dikobe is more concerned with re-craating the activiries and
social processes at work in Doornfonteln than he is with pictorial
representation, he does afford biief Insight into typical housing
conditions fin the suburb, It is made g:~wn that the Nolefe yard, hame of
his chief character is "also home vy . 4 then twenty other people. It
comprised 4 yow of {ive rooms, gach about “ourteen by twelve faet in siza®
{Dikobe, 1973, p, 1).

4 further portrayal of tha slumysrd aress (in this case the wodteran
edge of the belt) amexges in the writing of Fugard (1980, p. 70) who draws
attention to thelr furtive natvre, He vividly vecalls:




st ot

j

<. & fringe world of unkempt, mestly ugly, mostly deuhle-storiad
buildings whose £5 the

and cement grsy haukynrds. At ground level thera was 8 host oi

run by whites, Indians and

accasilonal eelmx:ed .vv In the zooms above them could be fnund
anything from cast-off white mea lying on their beds ana staring
vacantly et the celling to shyster luwyexs and pass book racheteers.
in the side streets were factories and warshouses. A few of the big
hostels for bachelor Africans weyre also in the neighbourhocd.

The notion of the slumyards as home ¢to cutcast soclety and dubilous
practices is further brought out by Scully (1923) end Jiggs (1981, p.

358). The latter in us “chrobb and /
shebeens and brothels", Fugard's passage points also to the multiracial
composition of the inpmer city. In contrast to the racial hamegeneity of
acdern day townships, the slumyards housed a stavtling varlety of race
groups and natic.dlities. In his penetration of the hidden, and largely
undisclosed imuer city world, Scully (1923, p. 207}, for example, records
ths population of Forrairasdoxp as heir ' T black aud represanting some
twelve African races; of the rxemain #, foer-fifthy were of mixed
origin and the balance white, The mnite inhabitants gers by and large

foreigners of Europesr origin,

Moving from a discussion of the compusition of ths slumyards to the
lifestyles and actir - ‘es they supported, it bacomes slear that informal
activities feature «inently in the slumyard literature. Then, as now,
poverty wes endemic among the black population of Josannesburg. Wages
paid to men in the mining and industrial fields and fu women in domestic
seivice were meagre. Survival frequently necesvitated a supplementary
source of Income which was usually secured thr.. ~% informal activities.
These activities are often illegal and dangsre . 18 in cases of illicit
liquor dasling in 'shebaens' or gangsterism. '. ' are ao integral a part
of black literature that they have merited in- . 11 attention (see for

example, Hart and Rogerson, 19564).
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The brewing and selling of liquor emexges as a major precccupation of

/‘/ . slumyard dwellers, ezpacially women. Dikobe recalls of the Molefe yard,
3 Deornfonteins
. When it rained the yard was as muddy as a catcle kraal, and the
" smell of beer, thrown out by the police on their raids, was
7 The beer bi was_mostly dome on Sundays for the

s benefit of the domestic workers, The skokisan enabled men to fight
. more bravely in the Amalaita boxing bouts. Those with stronger
beads drank methylated spirits (Dikobe, 1973, p. 1).

Home-brewing served & multifold purpose. Women were able to carry out
a tradition which they had brought with them from the rural areas. They
were further sble to supplement the paltry earnings of their husbands or
fathers employed in industry and mining. Morsover, drinking formed the
core of the wild 'marabi' parties which offered the prime recreational
outlet for slum dwellers, Tumultuous, crowded, noisy socisl occesions
centred around the liquor trade are responsible for the radisant and

to emerge in Dikebe's novel.

Not all writers, however, saw a positive side to thes brewing trade.
g Writing in the 1920s of Prospect Township (another area in the slumyard
belt), the first black novelist to write in Englisk openly reveals his
horror at:
... & revolting and immoral place: where the black sons and
daughters of Africa are kicked about by unbridled passions ss a
* fontball is on the playfields, Here one may come across any kind of
debased humanity ... ) wders ave committed here with animalish
forocity through the influence of drinks and faithless women ...

strong and violent drinks are brewed in broad daylight (Dhlomo,
1931, p. 5).

Dhiomo's writing smacks of a missionary educavien (and reliance upon

the mission press for publication of his novel) in its stxong moral

and d of hanisatd aud This
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his of the essence of 1ife in Prospect is

reconcilable with that of Mphehlele (1959, p. 117) who asserts "If you
have never seen Prospect then you don’t kvow the world. You must sell

beer to live or else work for a wnite man'.

Besides 11licit liguor brewing and selling, activities of the slum

woxrld inhabitantz included gangsterism and gambling (Abrahams, 1950;
Dikebe, 1973). Children played sirect games in a manner typical of a
ghetto axistence (Abrahams, 195%). The reality of extreme impoverishment
affectively strikes a chord when told of ragged children whi scavengs "for
unksoun tressures in the rubbisk heaps” \Dikobe, 1973, p. 101). Social
activities were, however, not exclusively raflective of working class
culture. Ona of the major temsions im Dikobe's novel, for example, is
concarred with class diffexentiation among slum dwellers. This teasion is
reflectad in two contrasting forms of culiure - the petty~-bourgeois
Furopoanised concerts and ballrcom dancing of the Bantn Men's Social
Gentxe, and the working class emlture centred around the shebeens and
mazabi music {Cougeus, 1978). Likewise, Abrahams records a typically

love among of cinems which was

<. Vrededorp's most powerful link with the outside world. Throwrh

it we kept in todch with the scientific advances of our time, From
ir we drew our pleture of the world of white folk., Our morals were
fashioned theze ... Illusion and reality often merged at the
bioscope (Abrahams, 1950, pp. 1131-1i2).

One iaformal activity characteristic of black urban aveas is street

vending. Togachsr with brewing and gengsterism, hawkers and their

activitics are a vital di i of 1 In most

ingtances the colour and thelr 4 are
identified as 4 major contributiea to township stmosphere and

personality, One writer of the slumyards .o have svoked begutifully the
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 movement, variety and noise of informal selling and shopping in Vrededorp

writes:

And from the streets and houses of Vrededorp, from the back-yards
and muddy alleys, a loud babel of shouting, laughing, cursing voices
rise, are swallowed by the linitless sky, aud rise again in m\ending
tumult - ... There were small, well-built Basuto wowen.
balanced their sh > baskets, ins, bundles tied 1n
spotless white sheets, delicately on their heads ... There were
tall, swaying Zeln women ... And the women of the Bechuana and the
Baroleng ... The womsn psused at the stalls that lined the sldewalk,
bought, and movad on. The traders were Indians, They stesd by
tables piled high with hard-boiled eggs, steaming sweet potatces,
Indisn sweetmeats, fruit, vegetables, and all manner of edibles.
They called out their wares in high, tinny voices; reedy and
sourding strange against the desp»thruated Africen voices. Davting
in and out among the women and stalls were ragged boys of all
shapes, and of colours ranging from bleck to a pale, almost white,
yellowish fairmess ..., Boys fall over each other battling for
orangevpeels swimming on the black water of the gutters ... carts
pulled by grest horses moved slowly by ... children playsd in the
streets till the motors were nearly on them then jumped clear;
screams, lsughter, shouts, eries, everything but silepce (Abrabams,
1950, pp. 58-60).

In these respects Vrededorp justified its characterisation as "heart
throb of the dark people of the ciry" (Abrahams, 1950, p. 95). The
sentiments are echoed in the keartfelt prose of Indian aunthor, Ahmed
Essop. To him Vrededorp embodisd an oasis of sociality. He remembers
particularly "the roucous volces of vendors, the eternal voices of
children in streets and backyards - the veriety of people, the spicy
odours of Orientzl foods, the bonhomie of communal life ..." (Essop, 1918,
p. 99). White suburbs were alien amd chilling by comparisen as were the
sterile new arcas to which Vrededorp inhabitants were moved. Embedded in
Essop's memory of the suburb is Fifteenth Street where "every house shared
a commen wall with another, each had its distinctive architectural beauty

and character" (Essop, 1983, p. 8).

Roferring to the sense of place invoked by the simmyards, literary

evidence points for the most part to a sincere affection for thesae aveas.
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Allegiance to the inner city slums emerges most acutely in literature
which their A 1f not love of life in the

slumyards is nevertheless pot unanimoos in literaturs., This is most

noticeable in the work of Abrah Whereas Abrahams' image of V: P

i5 certainly portrayed with emergy and enthusi (a8 &r
to the stark descriptions of nis childhood locatien, Elshurg (Abrahams,
1950, pp. 18+19)), the theme of his autobiography Tell Freedom, almost
contradicts this impression. A majer theme of the work is in fact the
anthor's successful escape from life in such places as Vrededorp, In the
opening lines of the baok, Abrahams' desire to bresk eway from his
surroundings and achieve his dream outside South Africa is made cleax:
I hed my nose and lips against the pane and tried to lick a
rnmdtcp sliding down on the other side. Ag it slid past my eyes, I
saw maty colours im the raindvop ... It must be warm in thera. Waxm
and dry. And vperhaps the sun will be shining in there ... T we
inside the rai.ndrap, away from the wisery of the coid, demp rcum
(Abrahars, 1950, p. 9}.
Two worlds are prosented: the raindrop world of “warmth and sunshine™
which is the quest that gives direction to the author's life, end the
abfect xeality 4in which he is foreced to dwell. What the passage and
indeed the autabiography suggest is not the sense of belonging offerad by
Vrededorp. The subuxb is more 4 sywbol of the stifling Seuth African

environment in which black dreams and smbitions aye fevtered,

Appropriate to Abrahams' rejection of his home environment was his
incessant yearning for and identification with the “broad, clesn,
tree~lined streets" of the white suburbs which he would roam frequently
and listlessly. The "silences" of these straets were "sweet" to him, and
there was "living, breathing space”, strong brick houses, tho magic of
electricity and “besutiful" sounds of & vexiety mever heard in Vrededorp
(kbrabame, 1950, pp. 163-164). A4nd yet Abrahams' writing of the squaler
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and poverty of his childbood is neithar d nor angry. It does not

dwell upon deprivatiew, and the colour and personality of his home suburb

permeates his work.

The and to the slumyards as reflected in the works

. of both Abrahams and Dikobe are complex and agmbivalent. Whilst
. undoubtedly capturing the vibrant atmospheres of Doornfontein and
' Vredederp, place appears plmost incidental and is not celebrated in theds
literature as in the example of writing abuut Sophiatown to ba examined
later. Dikobe's comment ic more a revelation of adaptation to and
survival strategies in working class uxban environments, than it is a ;

! glorifying of thoss lifestyles. Nostalgia for rural lifestyles and

attraction to the white suburbs of 1y
Bikobe's novel and Abrahams' autobiography. Scphiatown writers, by
contrast, revel in their urban existence vregardless of its squalor and
danger. In thelr work, the oxderly, sobex, inert suburbs of affluent

Johannesburg are targets only of contempt.

Somewhat contrary to Abrehams and Dikobe (whose work fails to evoke
eitlier & strong sense of place or a traumatic sense of loss brought about
by slumyard clearance), stand the writings of a number of literati who
have mourned the passing of tlhe slumyards. Writing of the "ome-iiue
soulful ghetto" of Doornfontein (Rabothatha, 1981, p. 45) & poet
indignantly asserts:

««. And now they are
bulldazlng the placa down
thers's hardly anyone left
except the whores and oere ...

Sometime we going to
bulldeze down their
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Fomes ek s&
4nd send them to &
Township and see
How they like it ..,
{'Doornfontain’, JSiggs, 1961, p. 358)

The appalling tragedy oacasioned by the suburb's demolition incited a
contemporary authoress te anger and resentment, Reproaching the
injustice of segregationist legislation, she grieves for the howe of "The
Modikwe Dikeba's, the Jazz Maniacs and the famous backyard communities",
Hexr story reveals the tragic symbols of the progression of spartheid. It
tells of & Doornfontein reduced to "hidecuts of corrugated tin” thas
lurked "behind every horrifying ramshackle”. The pathos of Group Aress
legislation is dramatically captured in the vision of a pitiful group of

men, women and children nestled amidst the remnants cf the "last of the

m-group'd shantles ... of the We - grouy - you - there - fopls - and
animals - one * side - and - peopla » w1y ~ please dct" {Rabothatha,
1581, p. 45).

Others bemoanad Vrededorp's doom. For many the suburh had sysholised

the g pleasure of exi ir a time-hallowed suburb where
every brick, finger-stained pillar and wall, cresking window had bacome
part of the mellow aura of urban definition” (Essop, 1983, p. 8).

Bestruction of the suburb had d a of human rel

that had constituted the living tissue of cummunal existence. The pain of

loss becage svan more acute when £

d their new h
Lenasia. In Essop's opinfon the richness of communal 1ife was dented in
Lenssia whera “stereotyped houses were separated by concreca walls,
hedges, gardens and oper spaces where each family was thrown back upon its

sterile individuality” (Essop, 1983, p. 8).



"the emotional declaration of one of the cheractexs about whom Hphahlsle

writes stands as a further revelation of the megnitude of loss imparted

through the slumysrd clearance:

I thought I had seen enough darkness im the world until the
government of Johannesburg wanted to take away Prospect and build
[ factories. Our people refused to move ... (Mphahlele, 1959, p. 117)

A final illustration of the meaning which the siumyaxds held in the
eyes of thelr ovcupants is made ¢l 'ar through the words of a contemporary
Sowetan poet. Although the exact lusation of his 'sium’' is not known, it
is likely to have been somewhers within Johannesbuig city. The poen
affizms firstly the loss experienced by thosa writers quated above. Morze
dmportant, though, s the preference expressed for slum life over and

above & prssibly more confortable existence in Soweto.

will have to ask for my slum Iocation again
fesl a lot want wrong when I was moved from it
lot died in the process

lost my stamce for standing up st:aisht
lost the rhythn ~f wulxina zigh

lost my sense of

lost the feel for .avmg

lost sense of vmell

jost the sense of Jdiscriminating

lost my pride of not caring for smart things
lost that heart for shariag ...

D e e A T

I need to hold onto sonething
like the shine of curruuted-imn roofs or the rusted coating
I zeed to take in some
less obnoxious than the billwing smoke £xom
nearby foctories
1 need o big wide yard
in whic™ to dance in prayer or do the jive
1 need a roofing that can resound
vith hard-clapping soulful singing and foot stamping
or just the thud of drunken brawls

% know T don't just want fresh air
I nead ths smell of sweaty life
oh yes I want to live colourfully once more
('When 1 lost slum life’, Sepamla, 1977, pp. 18-18)




Convention.l documentation of the slumyards adequately conveys the

histories and to @ lesser extent, the conditions of thesc areas,

Literature allows the researcher to probe the lifestyles they support,

their atmosphsres and personality. As this section has deelt with more

than one suburb, it is difficult to summarise adequately thedr litarary
presentation. Inconsistent attitudes towards the same place and towards
different places serve to underline the personal mnature of creative

writing and the wmatter of author idiosynerasy. Lizevature has
nev: les:

1y 11 the paradcx of a slumyazd

which paverty, ffering and danger with warmth end

The paxadox is furtiier brought to the fore whoa conaidering varied
attitudes to the slmmyards,

charm.

On the one hand thezs is the writing of
Abrahams whichk testifies to his uitimate rejection of life in Vrededorp

and #11 thet i stands for. Ou the other hand there scand the laments of &

group of writers bitterly opposed to the destruction of their homes and

slupyards and bemoaning their passing, Although themavicelly not as

unified and clear as the writing of some of the townships to be discussed,

it 45 beyond doubt that' Seuth African literaturs informativsly
supplements moge bland documentstion of the slumyard component of local

uxbanigs,

Sophiatown

"hen Sephiatown is finally obliterated and her people finally
scattexs

exod ... South Africa will have lost not omly & place, but an
1desl” (Huddleston, 1956, p, 137)

The words cited above are those of one of Sophiatown’s most favourably
4ispesed residents and their message is

ded in 41l che 14
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The emotiopal declaration of one of the characters abouvt whom Mphshlele

writes stands as a further revelation of the msgnitude of loss iwparted -
through the slumyard cleavance:

I thought I had seen encugh derkness in the world until the
N government of Johasnesburg wanted to take away Prospect and build
factories. Our psople refused to move ... (liphahlele, 1959, p. 117)

4 final illvstration of the meaning which the slumyards bald in the
eyes of their occupants is made clear through the words of a contemporary
Sowetan port. Although the exact iocation of kis 'slum' is not known, it
da likely to have been somewhere within Johannesburg city, The poem
affims firstly the loss experienced by thase writers quoted above. Hore
dmportant, though, is the prefarence exprassed for slum life over and

sbove & possibly more comfortable existonce in Soweto.

I will have to ask for my slum location again
I feel a lot went wrong when I was moved from it
lot died in the process

o5t my stance for standing up stmight
Just the rhythm of walking right

lost my senss of humour

lost the fieel for loving

lost my sense of smell

lost the sense of disctiminatiﬂg

lost my pride of not caring for swsr: things
lost tha: heart for sharing ...

o bt et e
-

-

need to hold onto semething

1ike the shime of corrugated-iron roofs or the xusted coating
1 need to take in semething

logs obnoxious than the billowing smoke from

nearby factories

I need a big wide yard I
dn which to dance in prayer or do the jive

1 need a roofing that can resound

with hard~clapping soulful singing and foot stamping

or just the thud of drunken brawls

I know I don't just want fresh afr
I need the smell of sweaty life
ok yes I want co 1lve colourfully once more
¢*When I lost slumw life', Sopamla, 1977, pp. 18+19)




Conventional documentation of the slumyards adequately conveys the
histories and to 4 lesser extent,
I

the vondizions of these areas.
allows the

to prebe the lifestyles they supporct,
thuir atmaspheres and persomality. As this section has dealt with more
than one suburb, it is difflcult to summarise adequately theisy literary
preseptation, Inconsistent attitudes towsards the same place and towards
different places sarve to underline tvhe personal nstuxe of craative
writing ard the matter of author Jdjosyncrasy.

Literature has
thelass ively 41

d the paradox of a slumyard
which

poverty, and danger with warmth and
charn. The paradox is further brought to the fore whem considering varied

attitudes to the slmmyards. On the one hand there is the writing of
, Abrah, which testifies to his ultd

Tejection of life in Vrededorp
On the other hand thers stand the laments of &
group of writexs hittetly - “poved to the destruction of their homes amnd
slumysrds and bemoaning their passing.

and all that it stends for.

Although thematically npet as
wrified and clear as the writing of some of tho townships to be discussed,

it 4s beyond doubt that' Seuth African literature inforsutively

sapplements wors hland documentation of the slumyard component of local
urbanism.

Sophiatown

"When Sophiatown is finslly obliterated and her people finmally
scatterer

South Africe will have lost not only a place, but an
idead" (Huddleston, 1956, p. 137)

The words ¢itud above are thoss of one of Sophiainwn's most favourably

disposed tesidents and their megsage is ded in all the 1




gbont the t...» 24p. Yore than any other black urban area, Sophiatewn was
“calebrated . dmn ... literature" (Nkesi, 1965, p. 40}, Both the
over shalming nunbe. of writers to have preserved the memory of Sophiatown

in their work and the volume of 1 it ked, stand as eloquent

testimony to a legendary "slom' of unique and captivating personality,
4 8 ry

The vast majority of Sophiatown literature was fashioned in an era of
ineyeasing racial repression which ultimately manifested itself in

destruction of the township. 4s cutlined in chapter three, writing of the

19505 flourished with the emsxgenca of the £ixat outlet for black

literatuyge in the form of Drum magazine. Several of the authors cited in
the following prescntation at some stoss either worked on the Jrum stoff
or contwibuted shorc stories to vhe jousiil. The careers of mony were in
fact launched as journalistc or creative writers through the poges of che
popular magazine. Their writing generally conforms with that of the
'protest' school. 1t comprised, for the first time on any significant
scale, work about black wrbonism by blecks themselves. Severa) of the
authors wrote in the racy, coustic style of America's Harlem Renaissance
school (see Bone (1965) for more information on this subject). Their
outspoken writing was not overlooked by South African censors and much of
tho meterisl guoted in this section bas been banned from local circulation
and quotation (with axception of scholarly comsultation and citation in

high. .egrue dissertations).

Exiled Yodisane 1s one of tho prime contributors te the literature of
Sophiatown, ‘The theme th thiough his (banned in

South Africa) 45 the senseless destruction or hkis past. This is
symbolised by the destruction of Sophiatown, his cherished home.

Modisane's autobingraphy is unifiad by hatred and hitternmess. It has been




laballed an ungarnished account of inteusely personal suffering (Barnett,
1983) in which everyday degradation and brutality are widely exaggeratad.
Such exaggeration is perceived to reveal the "posturing fantasy" bied by
»he urban black lifertyle (Bordimer, 1967, p. 47).

Motsisi and Themba both wrote fn a lusty, jocular, satirical, wisty
sometimes cynical style as if to cenceal the anxiety and insecurity of
living in Sop’ .atown. Their writing was & wry and subtle exposé of the
sometimes absurd world they m.habited « a world of “early morning beer
raids, pass vaids, permit raids. Raids, raids, raids" (Motsisi, 1963, p.
31). Of the Sophiatown literary coterie, Themba's work has possibly
received the most critical attention. He is veputed to have “fused into
the English language the township idiom and rejuvenated tired words with
an extreme imagery deriving from & life of demger omd violemce" (Nkosi,
197%, p. 103). Themba's best cxeative moments are his celebrations of
Sophiatown, a place which he saw as ewbodying the strength and the will of
black peopls to suxvive. In his beliaf, the most splendid moments of life
in Sophiatom surpassed all that whice Johannesburg had to offer (Nkosi,
1975). Themba's pungent prose was dipped into the potent brew of
backstreet urban life, with its ingenions methods of survival and

lawlessness which he came to admize increasingly,

Fugard, Huddleaton, Sampsen, Gordimer and de Ridder are the five whites
to have written about espects of 1ife in Sophistown. Each in their own
way was closely linked to the township., Fugard was said to spend much
time in the suburb, discovering how people lived there (Nkosi, 1973). His
only novel, Psotsi, is one of the few unbanned full lengrh works offering
anr insight into the Sophistown experience (Gray, 1981, p. 61). Gordimer
formed a close relationsitip with the Dium writers who then became the
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inspiration for 4 Worle of setrangers, subsequently praised as the first
novel by a white writer to penetrate and bring to life the complexity of
the bleck character and hiu/her sbode, Huddleston lived and loved
Sophiatown. His roles in tha community vemged from parisk priest to
leader of the cpupaign against its removal. Sampson was the first editor
of Drum. He came to know Sophiatowm through his many visits to and
experiencas in the hotes and shebeens of his fellow co-editors, creative
writers and journalists., Whereas de Ridder may not have have had first
hand experience of Sophiatown, he describes Sad sughter Yemordes &s
™argely teue" (de Ridder, 1983, preface). The 'novel' 1is based on
rocordings of his intexviews with & group of ex-Sophistown gangsters.

Through their £ de Riddex reates the world they had known

so wall.

Sophiatown, a "crowded, ramshackle slum set on a hill about oz miles
out of Johannesburg” (fampsom, 1857, p. 703} wan overcrewded, blighted and
poverty-stricken: part of "the garbage heap of the proud city" (Patem,
1948, p. 27). Physically, the slumscepe was composed of "sordid and
over~crowded backyards ... dusty, dirty streets ... slovenly shops ...
sprawling and unplanned stretches of corrugated-iron roofs ... fostid and
insanitary yazds” (Huddleston, 1956, p. 132). The insalubrious expanse
was morked by absence of street lighting, open gntters, garbage,
inadequste f£ilthy lavatories and stench (Sampson, 19563 Gordimer, 1958%
Yodisene, 1963; Fugard, 1980).

In keoping with its wmaterial troppinge, ophiatown took on the
characteristics of a poor ghottv and 4 slum underworld in zespect of the
labour and lives of its youth and aduits. The games played by the

tounship children were typically those of the public street: "dodging




traffic, steaiing rides on horse~drawn trolleys" (Modisane, 1963, p. 18).

Activities which engaged adults included the legal and illegal ways of

eking out a survival idn the informal sector. Among those earning @
livelihood in this fashion were:

+.. sweet-potato seilers, meize sellers, and sweet-reed sallers
... squash sallers, shos-lace sejlers ... women squatting in theiyx
timeless patience behind their huge dishes of maize~cobs, dried
moroge peatut Joubes, wild fruits like wmarule, mablatswa ...
(Themba, 1972, p. 27)

Others  includey dors, by vendors,
coffae~cart traders, beggars, txuant losfers and 'ndd job boys' who ren
étrsnds for shopkeepers (Modisane, 1963; Fugard, 1830). The range of
illegal activities pursued included gembling, prostitution and crime,
which gave Suphiatown the label ‘Chicagoe uf South Africa’ (Dikoba, 1977).
The township was "a pretty tough place. The living was fast and the money
came and went easily. Fou knew who your frienda were, you knew your
enemies and you kept a careful eye om the rest” (de Riddexr, 1983, p. 18).
Shebeen 'queens’ and 'kings' sold liquor discretely in their ingeniously
concealed dens which went by such exotic names as 'The Cabim the S$ky',
"The Thirty-Nine Steps', 'The House Back of the Moon', 'House of Truth',
and ‘House of Saints' (Sawpson, 1957; Themba, 1972). Professional gamers
conducted #llicit lotteries ('fak-foe') and thieves, pickpockets and
frauds extorted money and property. Thugs and killers semetimes operating
in vicious gangs named, for instance, Ameriecans, Vultures, Berliners,
Bestapo, spread tacror over the neighbourhood (Nxumslo, '1954; Modisane,
1863; Mattexa, 1971; Themba, 1972), Mattera (1971, p. 33) recalls his
experjences as leader of the Vultures as a "sordid chaptar” in his l{fe.
Gangsterdism was "a way ot 1life in Sophiotown" (Mattera, 1971, p. 33)
"Yiolance and death walk(ed) abroad ... striking ont in revenge for

| thrills and caprico’ (Modisans, 1963, p. 59). The staggering waste of
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life which resulted was claimed to account for "the raw experience of
living ... intensely snd dramstically" (Nkosi, 1958, p. 5). "Sophiatown
‘became a slum jungle of hers-today-and-dead-tomorrow" (Boetie, 1969, p.

193,

The repellant decay and squalor of Sophiatown, ivs overcrowdedness,
devisnce, poverty and flourishing informal economy justiffed its slum
reputation. The suburb was, however, a2lso home to 4 number of well~hovsed
middie class professionals who lived so as to benefit from proximity to
places of work and services, and in most imstances from freehold title.
Their "besutiful® homss, sometimes "double stor{ed mansions”, stood
side-by-side with quaint cottages and rusty tin shacks, "locked in a
fraternal embrace of filth and felony" (Matteva, 1971, p. 31), The

impression created by the of this petty s element was
that:

++. the most talented Afrigan men and women from all walks of lifc
- 'in spite of the hardships they had to encounter = came from
Sophiatown. The best musicilans, s~solers, educationists, singers,
artists, doctors, lawyers, clergymen (Tlali, 1978, p. 70)

Various race groups reprasanting all strata of society mingled in the
cownstip parning it the status of "the most cosmopolitan of ... black
sacigl iglacs and perhaps the most porfect experiment in none-racial
commnity living" “Modisane, 1363, p. 16). Shopkecping, likewise, cbeyed
no clustering principles:

. an 'American' barber's shop stands next to an African
he:bulist s store, with {ts dried roots and dust-leden animal hides
banging in the window. You can go inte a store to buy & packet of
cigarettes and be served by a Chinsman, Iadian or a Pakistand
(Huddleston, 1956, p. 127)

There wag

... Moosa's store with all those fruity, sweoty things in the
windew was a Chink butcher ... And, nest to the buccher, the Bicycle
Shop with its hlaring juke~box (Thambﬂ 1972, p. 26).




Writers of Sophiatown unanimously reveal the complexity and vast
contxasts offerad by the township. Themba (1972, p, 104) assures "it was
not all just shebeeny, smurty, illegal stuff. Some places it wes the
stuff that dresms are made of," 1In one place there was both squalor and
charm, violence as much as companionship, bleakness as well as vitality,
1ight end darkness, hope and despair. Sophiatown represented "a complox
parudox which attracted opposites; the ring of joy, the sound of laughter
was interposed with the growl and smell of insult" (Modisane, 1963, p. 8).
The township was "clear and pleasing in places, drab and disgusting in
othars. Everywhere are the extremes of life” (Mokoto, 1960, p. 11). It
ewbodied "all that was bert and worst of African life in towns" (Sempson,
1956, p. 161)., There "everything teemed, rotted and flourished"
(Gordimer, 1958, p. 161). "Sophiatown for all its horror< was
civilisation” (Manganyi, writing of Mphshlele, 1983, p. 127). Finmally,
Sophiatown was

the skeleton with the permsnent grin. A live carcass bloated with
grief and hapniness. Where dscency was £cund filth and beauty

hidden behind ugliness. Lnere vicé was a virtue nnd virtue a vice. &
black heaven crawling with hell (Boetis, 1969, Pp. 18-19).

In Huddleston's (1956, p. 132) opinion Sophiatown boasted "a vitality
and exubarance ... which belong to no other suburb in South Africa ... It
positively sparkles with iife". These sentiments are echoed by Sampson
(1957, §. 703) who on driving through the white suburb of Westdens located
immediately adjocent to Sophiatown, would beceme highly aware of its:
neatness, staidnoss and deadly quict. He was struck by "the contrast, and
the suzge of 1ife” on reaching the first crumbling cattages and tumbledown
shacks of Sophiatown: "the swart (black) jowl against the rosy cheek of
Westdene" (Themba, 1972, p. 107).
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In the restless and emergetic township which mirrored "an American
Muzical® (Sampson, 1957, p. 702)

... the whole ¢ycle of living made a continuous and simulteneous
assault on your semses ... men shouting in rhe street, a procession
some sort, perhaps 8 school or funesal parade, children
quarrelling, a baby crying, a woman singing at a washtub, the rusty
bray and slam of the communal lavatory in the yard as people trooped
in snd out of it ... Taere were summer nights in Scphiatown ...
when no ope seemed to go to bed at all ... Urchins gawbled under the
stroet-lights ,.. There was singing and strolling; now and then one
of the big American cars that the gangsters use would tear
scrunchiog over the stones, down the street, sstting long tongues of
dust uncucling ... There was giggling omd flirting ... On such a
night, suddenly, & procession would Wurst round the corner,
swuying, rocking, moving by a musical peristalsis: men, women and
children, led by a saxophone and tin whistles ..., (Gordimer, 1958,
pp. 150 and 162-163).

On Friday the rosembled an beehive “the

maddest, creziest, noisiest bloudy stew of people in the whole of this
world ... a buman volcamo ... a jostling, dusty, heaving wass" (de Ridder,
%933, p. 112). Yet on Saturday mornings

The sun peeped out slowly from the Easterly wemb. Slowly, almost
furtively as though it wanted to fake Sophiatown by surprise. But
Sophiatown cannot be taken by surprise. Sophiatown may go to sleep
late in the night, drunk, violent and rowdy, But in the small hours
of the morning she wakes up, yawns awsy her hangover and prepares
herself for another uncertain day" (Motsisi, 1963, p. 31).

On Sunday Sophiatown put on another face of colour and spectacle:
The streets seethed with people and the usual drums, trombones,
bugles and concertinas sounded the ‘Marabi' as gaily dressed woman
danced ... Some walked to and f£rom church, erect and proud and
cleansed, from one week's sinning and debauchsry, ‘u praparation

50;): another. Tha sun was at i¢s Sunday best" (Mattera, 1971, p.
35).

In these yespects, Sophistown acquired the symbolic status of being at
the "centre of the metropolis” (Tlali, 1975, p. 70). It was "the most
Lively, imp and 4" of (Sampson, 1957, p.

703). Appropriate to its proud stending the township was likened to “the
gay Dovds of Johsanesburg”, to "New York™ (Mattera, 1971) and to




"Limehouse, Chelssa, Tottesgham (ourt Road snd Surbiten rolied into one®
(Sampson, 1956, p. 28). Several writers hava described its 1ife in a
flood of rich adjectives: ™ hy

brawling,
vibrating® (Thembe, 1972, p. 104), "wild, esciting, tumultuowus ... vital,
raw, violemt" (Paton, 1981, p. 111}, "gay, squalid, dengerous aud
intensely human" (Sampson, 1957, p. 702).

The bustle and v iriety of Sophiatown wers respopsible for transforming
the suburb from g labour camp to a lived~in iwome:

<o We meda the dosert bloom; made alteratisns, converts
hal into the houses and filled them
with wusic. We were hom.e-prm:d. We tock the ngliness of life ina
slum aad wove & kind of beauty; we established bonds ¢f humgn
relationships which set a pattern of communal living, far richer and
more satisfying - materielly and spiritually - then any modal
housing could substitute (Modisane, 1363, p. 16}.

Giving oredence to Elfot Hurst's assertion that people ave place and
place is peopls, Sophiatewn both moulded and became the personalaty of its
people. Nodisans asserts: "we did not live in it. we were Sophiutown"

(Hodisane, 1963, p. 9). In ome 4 the b ished: part of a

strait-laced character which had previously been starved (Gordim..,
1958). Themba goes even furthor to declaim that “you don't just find
yourself hers, you make it and find yourself” (1972, p. 107). The
pownrful sense of belonging snd attachment to Sophiatown is poignantly
revealed in the following two testimondes:

Somgthing in me died, a pioce of me died with the dying of
Saphdatoun (Hadisane, 1963, p. 5},

cawnot sdy why I wes ieft behind to mark the ultimate death of

Supb:(utovm, because with it someth._xg{g was dying within, gwall and
unnoticeable, but dying just vhe same” (Mattera, 1971, p. 44)
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The soul of Sophistown was not only a product of its own unique
attributes., It was also defined in relation to the soulless municipally
centrolled locations, places whose qualities were intimstely shaped by

Suphiatoun memories and expectations:
Sopbiatown is mot a location. That is my fivst reason for loving
it, It is so utterly free from monotony, in its siting, in its
bulldings and in its poeople . (Locations) are abstract,

colourless places (Huddleston, 1956, PP 12!» and 1263,

As in the casa of Soweto, the psllor and rigidity of the matchbox houses
in the black locations is ¢ recurvent theme in South African literature,
Meadowlands, the suburb of Seweto te which the majority of Sophistown

residents were moved was described as:

«.. soul-destroying, s depressing monsotony, the houses look like
thouscnds of mushrooms op a hillside, small unit detached houses
diapatfhed without love or propriety, menolithic monsters from tha
architect's boards of the National Building Research Institute

(Modisane, 1963, p. 103).

Maadowlands is much teo vlean for ws. It’s been cleaned up of all
eolour and spirivual values that one still recognises in the life of

Sophiatewn (Nkosi, 1998, p. 3).

The sense of placelessn ss aud unbelonging conveyed by the locations

emphasised Sophiatown's peculiar embrace, By virtue of the tall irom

locations, and by viriue of the prosence in every

fences  around m
location of 4 white superintendent and officials, it wes remarked that

location cannot balong to anyone except the people who control it, the
European officials who live far away in the city, that other abstrastion,
*the municipality'" (Huddleston, 1356, p. 126). Sophlatows was not fenced
in, there was no superintendent, nobody had to ash permission te live or
visit there. So it was that Tlali wrote of "wur Sophiatown" (Tlali, 1975,

p. 733,




\ The sense of loss which was cccasioned by the destruction of Sophiatown
in the nome of slum clearsnce is & final indication of the meawing which
suffused the township, In his poem 'The Day They Came For Our House',
Mattera poignantly captures the tormuat, animosity and hopelessness

hrought about by the municipal wreckers.

.+ Armed with bulldozers
R they caite
to do a job
3 nothing moxe
. Just hired killers

We gave way

there was nothing we could do

B although the bitterness stung in us,
| in the place we knew to be part of us
and in the earth avound

i He staod
. . Slow, painfully slow
8 clumsy crushers cxawled
over the £irm pillars
into the rooms that held us
and the roof that covered our heads

We stood

Dust clouded our vision
; We held back our tears

it It was over In minutes,

one.
Bulldogers have power
¥ They can tdke spart in a few minutes
] all that had “een built up over the years
' and raised over generations

i and generations of childrenm.

§ The power of destroying
the pain of baing destroyed

Dust ...

.. {'The Day They Came for Our House', Mattera, 1983, pp. 5-6)

N < The pain of Sophidtown's removal lurked behind the prose of even tha most

witty, light-hearted and jocular of writers

I do not .Uke the dead ayes with which some of these ghost houses
stare back at mo, One of these days I, too, will get me out of here,
Finlsh and clear! (Themba, 1972, p. 108)
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The callous, Sophiatown inte "a

wasteland, like a canvas by Salvador Dali, with 41l the despairing posture
of mass desolation" (Modisane, 1963, p. 42). "Buildings lie beaten by
bulldozers / and scavengers rake / The skeletal dreams / Of a dispossessed
people” (Mattera, 1963, p. 3)). All that remained of the township was its
"proad indestructable soul ... an undying sywbol for those who loved
Sophiatown, and those who feared it" (Modisane, 1963, p. 33). Before its
denise Sophlatown had been "a sygbol of the black man's capacity to endure
the worst; it was also a symbol of his arrogence, resilience and scorn for
the white suburb from which he was excluded" (Nkosi, 1065, p. 40).
Prostrate Sophiatown hed bacome a stark symboi of faded dreams and broken

lives, its peuple "pawns on the devil's board" (Bostie, 1969, p, 14).

Thers iz little doubt that the lived world of Sophiatown preserved in
writing adds richly to the sclentific information sources on the township,
Whereas official reports have emphesised observable and quantifiable
features of the place - its rundown appearance especially - literary
sources make much more of the underlying gualities of community, vitality
and opportunity. Above all it appears that Sophiatown offered & sense of
stature, belonging and individuality in conditions of poverty. The
heartfelt accounts giver in literatyre underline the paradox of

Saphiatown: emotional plopty among material shortage.

Sophiatown has been demolished and her people scattered. As in cases
where districts have changed their character and when there are few people
able to articulate thelr memories of those placas, literature is one of

the only sources of 'sense-data' gbout the township. Under these

1s particularly apt.

, a literary




Alexandra

Alexandra stands out in local black urban history as a tract of
territory to hava survived contimaal promise of obliteration. The
literature pertaining to the township (particularly that by residents)
mirrors uncextainty, frustration, despair and fear of the imminent doom
awaiting its people. lLoss af Alexandra meant not only losing ome's home,
friends and family, but also losinj a treasured end rare sense of freedom.
Soweto, the distant township to which residents were wmoved, held
verifiable connotations of sterility, monotony and contrel -
characteristics from whick Alexandra had been spared. Especislly
cignificent was the resilience of Alexandra's people, their resistance to
the removals and struggle to save a place they loved. Powsrful allegiance

to Al d: the writing dedicated to her cause, In

the following examination of South African writing, the sense nf Alexendra
is brought to the fore, The study commences with a presentation of the

and ds to unravel the

p's physical and
meaning which it held for its residents.

Certainly for the white, and oftem to the black writer, Alexandra's
tleak physical appearance could not be denied. Unlit streets, f£ilth,
poverty, urban decay and high incidence of gangsterism and crime had
earned the township the title 'Dark City', Alrhough official documents
and news reports have chronicled the squalid fabric which was Alexendra,
1y

nowhere is the portrait of the as 1y and
painted as {a literature. One observes for example the manner in which
one of the township's most revered and sensitive poets captures the

startling between Al dra and adjacent
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Alexandra 1is closely related to Johannesburg. From the centre of
the Golden City to the Centre of the Dark City is a mere nine miles.
Wheze one starts the other ends. The difference between the two is

like day and night. that says 'y g about the
progress of man, the dis:ance which man has made in terms of
technology, effiiciency and comfort: the Golden City says it well;
the Dark City, by contrast Is dirty and deathly. The Golden City
belongs to the white pecple of South Africa, and the Dark City to
the black peopls (Serote, 1981, p. 28).

Effectively employing simple images of darkmess and light, the poet
emphasises the gphysical proximity yet emotional distance between
Alexandra and Jobaanasburg., Imextricably linked as are night and day, the
twe 'cities' diffex vastly in terms of the 'quality of life' they offer,

The image of Aloxandra as a 'dirty and desthly ghette' is commealy
painted in the literature of the township. The picture of extreme
deprivacion has, moreover, altered little over the years. In the 1940s,
Alexandra's unkempt streets, absence of lighting, oxtensive yards,
overerowding, thieving and illicit brewing was remerked upon;

Things are so ..+ that the white people of Orange Srove and
Norwood and Highl.’mds North got up a petition to do away with the
place altogsther {Paton, 1948, p. 41).

* decade later the township Is painted in all its squalor as

... an abandonad-looking place ovutside the northern boundaries of
Johannesburg, a kind of vast, smoking rubbish-pile picked over by
yoracious humasity, All the people wio lived there werked in
Johantegburg, btut the fown did not own the place, nor was it
yosponsible to it. It had the aged look of all slums - even the
earth, the red dirt roads, ssemed worn down to their knobbly shins,
and there was ncthing, no brick, poat or piece of tin that was mew
and had not beer battered in and out of the shape of a succession of
uses - but, in fact, like everything else in Johannasburg, it was,
in terms of humdn habitationz, young, fresh, hardly begun; perhaps
thirty ox forty years old. From the beginniag, it must have been a
proliferation of divt and decay ... (Gordimer, 1958, p. 130).

As a place of mean shops ond sordid, patched and pocked hovels, of
naked children and skeletal dogs, Alexandra wes perceived to epitomise
zecting drabress (Sordimer, 1963b, pp. 174 and 270). Some twonty years
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later contemporary writing records the appalling physical fabric of the
‘Dark City'. Echoing the aced appearance which struck Gordimer in 1958,
de Ridder (1983, p.52) likens Alexandra's tangle of streets and side
alleys to the "gcars of time on an oid man's face":
Its a mass of rusted tin and rotted bricks spewed along the curve of
the Jukskei River as it chews its way through tha brown earth of the
Transvaal highveld. TIt's a living mess ... dreary, colourless and
bloody frightening (de Ridder, 1983, p. 52).
In Sexote's (1981, p. 54) words also, Alexandra iz a “mess”, a harsh
environment plagued by pass regulatioms, police, torn streete,
frightening crowded houses, rubbish, neglected animals and brutal gangs

{Sarote, 1981, pp. 30 and 54).

Yot, for all its glaring material deficiencies, Alexandra was prizoed by
many of its occupsnts as & haven, froe of many regularions applicable to
locations. Once again, it ds the poets and novelists who have delved
beneath the patrid surface to uncove. a unique atmosphere and irenically,
a profound sanse of security and belonging which the township gave its
inhebitants. Through large parts of such writing, residents voice
vigorous opposition to the demelition of Alexendra and displacement of her

people.

Al dra’s redeomi " is

in a manner common to that
of auch township writing. Ag in the cases of Sophiatown and to a lesser
extent Vrededorp, Doornfontoin, District Six and sven Soweta and
HKarabastad, it 4is people and their peculiar adaptation to sznd
transcendeace of physical deprivation that amage up the personality of a
place. Alexandra is accordingly iikened to a stew bubblimg from the

variety and exuberanco of her inhebitants. Similox to other hlock urben



;
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areas it is during the street scenes, the week~end and the nights that the
township parades its best face:

Alex makes its pec liar Sunday moranings, afternoons and nights. The
sunt, the smell of ood, music; the women in their brand new Sunday
skirts - something about the way thay walk, they smile. They are
loud when they talk or laugh « the women ... hug the sun ... in
their gestures ,.. Thers is a Sunday noise inm Alexandwa. It pugys
and buzzes ... (Sorote, 1981, pp. 25 - 26)

Even the Aunger of Alexandra's streets which were prawled by petty

criminals, gangs and I officials can take &n a

light. V of hie "home", one poet/novelist
relates the personal security the township offered despite its “danger",
"darknsss" and "hooligans" (Dikobe, 1982, p. 39). Sercte (1981, p. 71)
proceeds even further acknawledging bis gratefulness for the "animal
agility, a kind of tiger alertness " and self-defence ho was taught in

Alaxandra's streets.

In Gordimer's (1958) A Wordd of Strengers (the £irst novel by a white
writer to penetrate the roality of township existence), the leading
character is drawn towards ond decply enriched by 1ife in Alexandra. The
experience of living in the townships (notably Alexandra and Sophiastown)

sheds iight on a4 brittle existeucs in affluent suburbs of white

In his of tho two distant, quite separate and
isplated worlds, the narvator of d World of Strangers makes no bones ‘about
where his preferences lfe. The celebration of life in impoverished
tounships auch as Alexandra does not arcuse moral or intellectual cutrage,

but is affirmed as ministering to an emotional miourishment.

As will be discussed shortly, a £lood of postry which grappled with the
threat of Alexandta’s vemoval emerged in the late 1970s, As illustrated
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in the third chapter of this dissertation, re~awakening of the poetic mode
of expression bugan with the black consclousness movement. Although
initially st4l] 'protest' in nature, literature was divected away from
1liberal white readership towards the biack community with the intent of
stimu.ating awareness a:;d rejection of black subordination.

P the more y writing of Alexandra is the meaning

with which the township is iwbued and the sense of loss brought about by
its partizl clearsnce. An impressive number of poems focusing upon
Alexandra flowed from the work of Serote who currently exiled im Botswand,

knew, Joved and was from the His dintanse,

pain-wracked verse veveals a remarkeble affinity with the dying township.
Ancther established -riter and of black 1 postxy

communicated, throv i verse, his anger at Alexandra's impending doom. In
kaeping with the tradition set by the new black poetry, Gwala (1982)

writes witn ied and about the white avarice,

authority and manipulation confrented during Alexandra's struggle.

A striking phenomenon of the Alexandra puetry is its personification of
placa.  Alexandre is endowed with human qualities suggestive of the rare
kinship present between township and resident. In Serote’s writings, for
exdample, the place is addressed ard symbolised as a mother:

Wers it pogsible to say,

Mother, I wdve seon more beauriful mothers,
4 most loving mother,

And tell her there I will g,

Alexandra, I would huve long gone from you
('Aloxandra', Sorote, 1972. p. 22}

As such "she' is part of his being, roprosenting and embodying the pain,

anguish, unshekable endurance and humility of biack urban Iiving:




And Alexandra

My beginning was knotted to you,

Just like you knot my destiny.

You throb in my inside silences...

Alexandra, I love you;

I know

When all these worlds hecame funny to me,

I silently waded back to you

And amid the rubble I lay,

Sinple and Elack

('Alexandra’, Serote, 1972, pp. 22-23)

It ds difficult to slaborate on the deep senss of belonging and place
shown by the post. Alexandra's #4lth and decay (“your breasis ot.e the
dirty waters of your dengas™) and her viclence (“you twighten me, Mama /
You wear expressions like you would be nasty 1o we"), cannot loosen or
unfgsten his tie to har:

I lie flat while others walk on ms to far places.

1 have.gone from yon, many times,

I come back
¢'Alexandra’, Serote, 1972, p. 22)

In his secend postry collection (1974}, Serote’s despair of
Alexandra's predicament continues to pervade his writing. Heartfelt
images of tears, blood, mute s¢reams, and death coexist with the roar of
the bulldnzer, heaps of yubble, dazed man and women, confused children and
desolate strsets (poems: ‘'Amother Alexandra’, pp. 5260 and 'Amen!
Alexandra’, p. 14). Rather than promising to rettrn to Alexandra to be
apid the rubble, Serote seems to mourn yet accopt the township's passing,
preserving it as g memory:

Alexandra you are a thundex clap,
that froze in our heart:

like a woment which becomes 2 crusl memory
('Amen! Alexandra', Serote, 1974, p. 14)
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At the risk of detracting from the poignant recoilections of Alexandra

in Sercte's poetry, the glaring between these and thoss
of his later novel To Every Birth Its Blood (1981) demands attention.
Whereas the former are saturated with a strong semse of place, the latter
conveys almost exclusively a meaningless environment: a sSense of
placelessness. Passages such as the follewing are representative:
But what is this shit, what is this thing called Alexandra? Seven
streets, Twenty-two avenues, Houses. Tin Honses. Brick houses.
Torr. Streets. Smel). Dongas. Dirty water in street. Dark City. The

devil's kitchen. Township Alex. What is this mess? ... Permits.
Passes. Police ... What is Alexandra? (Sexote, 1981, p. 41)

Explasations for the controsting styles con only be guessed.

tte b ds of the » the most noticeable
difference occurs in the moment of their writisg. The poetry wer i ritten
during the period of the Alexandra removals end demolition. Readers tend
to regard the ‘iterature as protest writing aimed at a sympathetic,
potentially infiuential white liberal readership. Yet Serote's writing
is allegedly not overtly political (Levumo, 1982). Critics have proceeded
further to assert that by virtus of its highly personal nature, Serote's
writing is neither designed for any particular readership, nor intended to
ineite reaction by whites. Apart from these considevations, the poetry

may have been conceived and started before the confirmation of Alexandra's

suzvival. the real lanatior, the + batween Serote's
postry and his novel are a splendid lllustration of an awkward problem

confronting use of literature as a tool of geographical eaquiry.
The last poems about Aiexandra to be cited here mirror the themes

evident in Serote's pootry. Once sgain the township is attributed humen
qualities and, as befure, it symbolises endless suffering and gullant
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struggle. In a poem effectively titled 'Alexandra (Tzudged on)', Moloto
states:

I remember your flesh, bullet-riddled.
Reddish soaking clothes

Dripping like a blanket on 2 line
Drops shtinking soil below.

Msomi's raign

Your wound deepetied when friends
Divorced you to marry Thembisa and Soweto ...

I remember your people
Pinking you to stay.
Leaders drunk with fatigue
Dragging you fxom a whispering death.
Although hurt U trudgad of
{'Alexsndra (Tzudged on)' Molots, 1980, p. 20)

‘The concluding verse captures beautifully the unflinching cosmunal spirit
of & people determined to save a dying home. Courageans collaboratfon

betweun and exh d leaders willed the township to

survive. Thoss who left were bru. la' traitors, the new areas they
inhabited, "diseases". Moloto's linc. ““our wound deepened when friends /
Divorced you to marry Thembisa and Soweto” srve an echo of Lengwati’s

«.. Dear late Aler ...
I remember the disaases you
suffered from, Diepkloof
Meadowlands, The \iaa' Klipspra:
Alexandru s Langwnci 1378, p. 32}

and Gwala'y

++. Alexandra
your sons are exiled
to boxhouses
of diepklaof
meadowlands
thembiss

but always

they return

to your guttered streats

to your squeezad vnrcu...

{'Alexandra', Gwala, 1977, p, 46)



Only in Gwala's poetry is the white person not spared the blame for
Alexandra's fate. Gwala goes beyond expressing his affection for
Alexandra to attack the neighbouring cause of its deterioration.
Materialist greed (embodied in elite white Sardton subnrb) operating
through foul laws is the target of Gwala's disgust:
Alexandra ...
The enriching monster thet is GOLD
plerces electric éyes into you,
‘Threatens everything black
- Sandton seems to f£loat upon a sea
of san
In which is deeped the arena blood
of your sons
By gready landgrabbers you are made
to be & pair of scissors
to cut through tha ditty cloth
itios

of Group Areﬂs inhibition.,
(‘Exit Alexandra - 2315:74', Gwala, 1982, pp. 27-28)

These words, as indeed much of the writing about Alexandra, were
inspired by the black consciousness movement outlined in the previous
chapter. Whereas the literature examined shares themes identified in the
protest writing gbout Sophistown, the urgency of its message is wore

characteristic of contemporary Sowetan postry. The poetic mode of much of

the 1i further with the d ly prose form of
fophiatown and slumyard writing. In meaning and intent, however,
Alexandra’s literature deviates littl~ from the literature chserved in
the Sophiatown example. 7This 1s so in spite of the fifteen to twenty
years which lopsed between proliferetion of the twe literatures. On a

physical plane, Alexandta and Sophiatown shared rundown appearances and

14 -y 4 of slum Balanced against these

ibl was their ity, chaos apd warmth as

brought out In the obsarvations of creative writers. In the Alexandra
case too, this information is absent or withheld from official information

, soarces. Finally, the demolition of parts of hlexandra and displacement
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of her inhabitents to Soweto kindled a spats of smouldering poetry which
was not dissimilar to the embittered prose provoked by the slumyard and

Sophiatown xemovels. 7This literature &ffirms the sense of place and

belonging which the 4 forded its

Apart from age and era, the single greatest difference between the

reglity of black settlement which the 1 d so

far, and that of Sowato, is that unlike Alexandra, Sophiatown and the
slumyards, Soweto's permanence bhas never yet beem 2t risk. Consequences
for her own litersturs are explored below.

Soweto

Many vietims of *slum el nce' in che area live

in Sawete, which in a rising tide of black consciousness snd white shame
has become the subject of extensive literary scrutiny. Housing rlose on

one and half million peopls, the townskip has acquired the status of &

ghetto symbolic of Pp! and lised

vinlence. This home of but & fraction of South Africa's dispossessed, is

"

deseribed by a journalist as "... a vibsating, pulsating, and complex

world where violemce, poverty, imjustice, crime and despailr coexist with

the leughter of children, i 1 and d

«.." (Les, 1978, p. 1). Tts literary representation, although mirrex of
most of these aspects, falls {or deliberatsly avoids) to evoke the sense
of plate characteristic of the township literature just examined. The
oversbelming smphasis by black and white writexr alike is upon relating the

appalling ronditfons in a2 austere and hostile envizonment.




In the ensuing prasentation the image of Sowsto revealed in black and
white South African 1 1 4] a of the

physical conditions in the township are laid out asud such pervasive images
as darkness, dirt and death, and themes of viclence, fedr, alisnatfon and

rlacelessness are identified in the writing.

Those writers to have expressed their dimpressions of Sowete in
1iterature consistently reveal the aliepation which they experienced from
the townsitip, To one authoress, the place is one where definitions are
persistently challenged. In her own woxda:

houses  (are) the outhonges of white  suburbs,
\’-W—Hi.ndwa-one-daor, multiplied in institutional rows, the hovels
with tin lean-tos sheltering huge old American cars blowzy with
gadgets; the fanpy suburban burglar bars on mean windows of tiny
cabins; the rosming childron, wolverine dogs, hobbled denkeys, fat
nakad bab.{as, vngnbond chickuns and drunks weaving, old men
boys in rags, tarts in
ﬁnety, the smail of uffﬂ coaking, the mear patches of meslies
between shebeen yards stinking of beer and urine, the litter of
twice-discarded possessions, first thrown out by the white man and
then picked over by the black (Gordimar, 1979, p. 149).

The combi: na\:ion of sights, sounds and smells i{s repellant. Whereas the
suthoress in question had found an intangible appeal, an indefinable
vitality, beneath the squalor of Alexandra and particularly Sophiatown,
Soweto seems not to have a siugle redeeming attribute. Children roam
rather than play apd giggle; women shout rathsr than gossip and laugh.
The inability of the white outsider to identify with the township
envirepment 13 spelled out by another authoress. On a journey through
Seweto, she was horrified by the squalid houses, rutted roads, litter and
staring pecple. She felt herself "ripped out of time, fmrled into that
squalid and picturesque past conjured up by nincteenth century
illustrators - the wo 1 of Charles Dickens' Londan or Hogarth - not my

world at all" (Marquard, 1977, p. 56).




White discomfort and alienation in Soweto is shockingly captured in
%ionel -Abrshams' 'Soweto Fumeral' (1879, pp. 14-18). The Johammesburg
poat had travelled through the tcwnship "Unwishingly imtent / to reach one
Sunday suburk more / of mortal knowledge”. Rather than focusing upon the
funeral activities to whick he ls spectator, he is mesmerised by the
surroundings where a

++. dormitory world of low mow huts
in ranked hattalions, waiform by blocks
quilts the tilting hugeness of the veld
House patterns 4,8,C,D

in turn dasisc thelr order to our eyes
‘$oweto Funeral’, Abrahaws e al, 1975, pp. i4-16)

As white city dweller he is sstranged by tha "ruled”, "tabulated”, flat
township lail out in "rigid rows" which dare not "interxupt the sky / or
curtail distences”. He is reduced to the status of “"tourist" who strays

"the namsless ravelled streets of / ,.. live ignorance”.

For the most part, black South African litarature chronicles the
adverse physical conditions in various suburbs of Soweto and the
dehumanised, anti-social violence and bloodshed they breed. Writing does
little to conces) an existonece of "only chaos and despair in the juabled
shattered existence of the Soweto Ghette” (Tlali, 1981, p. 13).

Among the Soweton ’muburbs’® treated in literature is Orlando and its
"ulcer" (Mphahlele, 1959, p. 203), the adjolning squattex settlement
knoun as Shanty Town. The world of Orlando was "a pit of darkaness,
darkness charged with screams, groans, yells, cries, langhter and singing
..+ hunsnity gasping for air ... life thrown into a barbed-yire tangle"
(Mphahlele, 19839, p. 204). In Mphahlele's opinion the township was a
'gloziﬂ.nd version of Protoria's Marabastad (Mphshlele, 1959, p. 203), The
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T SO

only tarred rcads led to authority in the form of the white

superintendant, There was no w or el %y. The
irony of the absence of the latter in the immediats vieinity of the
Orlande Power Station which Lights the Golden City {s transparent:
The power station iocoms loud

It stands clear against the sky

This source of city light

High above

‘The sob sacking shuncy plights ...

The power statls

Is not fox v.hei: glary,

Ever or aver in t:he unswitchable night

('0rlando: A Wintertima', Lipkin, 1957 p. 99)

If the cramped three-roomed sub-economic houses of the township
spitomised bleak living, conditions in the "sob sacking shenty plights" in
the valley between Orlando East and Orlando West were infinitely more
dismal, Shunty Town f£irgt received literary attention in Paton's Cry, the
Beloved Country. The spontanenus squatter settlement was a survival
rosponse to the chronic housing shortage following the tremendous influx
of blacks te Johannesburg in the ~arly 1940s, itself s novement stimulated

by labour opp in wartime y. Paten's 134

documentation of the housing crisis (Pinchuk, 1963) was nndoubtedly tteant
to raise outcry pmong influential white liberals. He tells of the

search for d and of vhe bribary and corruption it

occasionid (schoed later in Matshoba's writing). The climactic outcome of
the crisis was the emergence overnight of Shanty Tewn, & conglomeration of
"tragic habitations" cowprising an amaming variety of ingredients:
sacking, corrugated irom, wood, hessian, grass ..." (Paton, 1948, pp. 49
and 57), The improvised rickety structures, poverty and squalor of the
settlement together with the astonishing resilience among its people is

poignantly captured by both Paton an Mphahlele.
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Bousing in Pimville, another of the original sectioms of Sowsto was
equally bizarre and desperate. It was a "village of half-tanks used es
howses™ (Paten, 1948, p.61). Jabava (1963, p. 206) notes with horror the

o

“ "purgatorial" conditions in the township. Ailegedly a temporary

g : - settlement, emsTankini suxvived for over half a century.

The newer 'suburba’ of contemporary Sowetc are portrayed with gloom and
despair not dissimilar to accounts already cited. Curiously named 'White
City Jabavu' featurss in one of Mtshali's poams:

I don't see

of a widow's garments
of mourning.

Maybe the only

whiteness is

of a waif's teeth that chatver
in the hungry mouth.

Or the

white eye-ball

of a plundered corpso,
lying in the gutter.

Azound me

is the glcamy
streot corn

where dark ﬂ.gu:-s
dart to deal

& deadly blow

on pagsersby.

I hear

women streas

in sorrow and despair
drying the gay rivers
of carousers

)‘ stop
bue: uhat is white

in Vhite City Jabavu'
¢'White \.i:y Jabave', Mtshali, 1971, p. 70)




Other than the poet's indignation at the irony of the subuxb's

inappropriste name, nouice the sbundant use of images of death, darkuess
aed viclence. The portrait of White City Jabavu is both representative of

the larger Sowsto and an overriding vhems in Soweto Yiterature,

Images of X ¢

LA e dust, dirt and rubbish point to a choking environment under which I
B aspirations and ambivlons are buried, from poemy led S
with the stifling township include the fullowing contriburion by ome who i

claimg

4 have suwen yubbish bins t
but Soweto is the best ons

she contains the garbage

of all ages(

'Vaka', Manaka, 1980, p. &2)
A second poet imploxes us to:

1 . Took deep into the ghmto
And see todernised grave:
I ¢ Whera only the livisg doad exiot
S Manacled by chains
N 3 80 at pot to resist

) Look the ghetto over
; You will see smog hover
A Ang dust chok:
A . The ufnmss-;.tvmz
4 . The Gheti:o » Maponya, 1980, p. 9}

. Several lines of yet another poew polnt further to this experiential
1‘ landscape of placelessnass:
i .

these streets ars bloody dirty i
t.hese SETLELS ZO 1 8
o they ve wovan the chlldren of this town into their dust s
o they've woven to nowhers
. thesn strests are dirty and dusty
3 they've made the children of this town gasp in thelr dongas %
{"No Baby Must Weep’, Serote, 1975, p. 46) :

In keeping with ity origins, Soweto remains little more that 4 labous

entrepft, a place which has never basn allewed to evolve into a city with
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an Infrastructure and faeilitvies befitting the size of its population,
One glaring symbol of Saweto's rui- as & labour camp are the hostels which
house mainly those wen separated from their families by the influx contrel
laws. Theae 'single’ quarters are among the most pernicicus facets of
Suwetan 1living to receive literary attention. Matshoba's (1981)
provosatively titled 'To Kill a Man's Pzide' probes deeply the evil of
hostel life. The opening lines to hir story xead:

Every man is dorn with & certain amount of pride im his humenity.

But I have coma to believe that pride is only a martal thing, and

that there are many ways to destroy it., Ous sure way is tn take 4

man and place him in a Soweto hostel (Matshoba, 1981, p. 104).
Matstoba lashes out at Mzimhlope hostel, home of some twenty thousand
migrant labourers, as a "shameful place”, Soweto's own "Auschwitz”, a
rotting, neglected unhygienic pigsty of deprived men living in “the lowest
state of derelicrion", Forty-eight men occupied each "fifty pace long"
dormitory:

There 1s absolutely no privacy there. You sleep in your corner of

the closet, or the door-like 1id of a brick kist in whieh you are

supposed to keep your possesgions, 4 metre from the man neat tu you
and the wen below you (Matshoba, 1981, p. 117).

In this debasing, inhomane enviromment im particular and in Soweto in
general, murder and violence is rife. This s not to suggest that it ds an
exclusive feature of Sowetv. Sophiatown and Alexandre alse had thedx

share of gangsterism and danger. Nowhere, however, is the titerary

of viol as as it s in the Soweto example. Two
leading black South African poets, namsly, Scpamla and Mtshali have
written extensively of brutality in Sowsto. One critic has noted the
astonivhing nuwber of words in Sepamla’s poet § that embrace the concept
of fear. They include terror, flecing, cowed, scared, alarm, frantie,

cowvardly, hounded, panic, seurry, scuttle and tremble (February, 1982),
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Sepamla's ccllection,

ironically titled The Soweto 1 Sove (1977},

reflects the terror of one South African landscape in which life i3 a
nightmara,

The world and tha existence presented in Mtshali's disturbingly vivid
postry about black urban life {s equally distorted and tiltad.

Many of
hs sybjects ere the victims of violently

salf-destyuctive and
ant’-secisl behgviour (Ndebele, 1982}, For instance, a merly born buby is

abgndened on a ¢ubbish heap and attacked by scavenging togs. The horrific

svent rvials the yday almost

fact reslity of tuwnship
povert, fapt mortality and family disintegrerion. In yet another poem,

a wen heving psused to watch 4 senseless murdar on his way to thurch,

saunters home with "heart as light as an angel’s hisa" ('Just a pagserby',
Ytshali, 1971, p. 74). Liie is so precarious that even the dignity of
dying i3 belittled, It is reducad to

the mistress
with whon we
brazanly carry on
an 111 .1t lnve affair
that ends only
in the srave
("Death - the turt', Mtahali, 1971, p. B0)
In Sowato

Kightfall cames like

@ dreauss digea:

seeping t‘nzaugh t‘w poxes

of & healthy b

and zavaging it beyond repair

A murdersr's hand

lurking in the shudwu

clasping the dagg

strikes down the helpless vietdm, ..

Man has teased to ba man
lian has become beaat
Moo has !:ecnma prey .

{"Nightfall ia Soveto’ » Myshali, 1971, pp. 58+59)




Both striker and victim are dehumanised in the brutel township
envircoment. Life is so warped that natural processes sre likened to
ghastly sickness. The casuslty ward of Soweto's largest hospital is

likened to a battlefield:

+<o victims of war
waged in the dark alley
£locked in cars, taxis, ambulances and trucks ...

Doctors darting

from place to pl

with harried rirses .xt their side
2ot it's rridsy nishtil

Zvezybody 8 enjoying

¢ Incaka night - Raragwanath Huspital', Mushald, 1971, p. $6)

The world of Soweto is one where violence is an integral part of existence
This with viel is mot

reducible even to entey
. asonfined to, the works of astablished writers, Less well-knowr poets are
b enually resolute in their view of Soweto as harbour "of crime amd forced
t.rviment / TFrnolaved by aiiments and darkness" ('Sowsto Is ...',
b ¥ Reboehaths, 1978, p. 33). Letlhago's short, chilling poem reads
i hesr
¢ Faint little volces
The folk-zongs ave subsiding
The black slumbnting giant
¥s going to slecp

And deathly fear grips my
('Sowato Village N Lenlhaga, 1980, p. *i)

Sowers is presented across time and “in 8 wide ramge of wurks, as a
brutal aryirenment; one which negatas normel livinz. The stark difference
in literary treatment of Soweto gs cowpared to that of the townships

inad fously is t ble to the black conscious movement of the

19708 er. Yts associated hcightened awavensss of raclal prajudice and

opprsvyw +  Writers may deliberately fail to reveal the colour and life
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in the so as to sid of ; to

subordination. Paradnxically, however, the black consciousness litersture
of Alexandra township dwells upon the commurity, vitality end semse of
place with which the township obliged its inhabitants. It may also have

been that to the & of Sophiat the

slumyards and alexandra thav incited nostalgic writers to emplify the

assets of those places.

Indicative of unfailing perception of Scweto as an alisnating
environment, wven the most elite araa of the township, Selection Pirk, has
"sometaing unsettled about 1t." "The houses, the laws, bricks and mortar,
the neigibours = everything is new or so it fmels. The streets are tarred
and there are pavements of sorts in this part of Soweto ... No. 5444 is
where 1 live" (Manganyi, writing of Mphahlele, 1983, p. 10). The latter
sentence is pregnant with iwplication, Mphahjele's house is defined not
by its appearance or street neme, for example, but by number. It is

rthermore not described as his home but where 'he lives'. The
impression created is one of placelessness. Soweto's alisnstiug effects
sasm to axtend across social strata, across individual suburbs, ross
time and across race. This notwithstanding, there are scattered literary
references to some kind of security and belonging that the sprawling

ghetto has failed to muzzie.

On her return visit to South Africa Jabavu (1963) is struck by the life
nd harmeny in a spectacle of men, women and children laughing, living and
playing oblivious of aend in contrast to their squalid surroundings.
Matshoba (1979, pp. $2~106) xofers to his "dear old Hzimhlope towmship:
"to me it 15 home, and no place is bstter than home". A4s Soweto sprawls

"to the horizons like a roposing gient” he "could ot help feeling




something iike awe, 8 clutch at the heart of my being." Having been away
. some wesks he has missed "the gquicksand of location life" in which

there is "never a dull moment". The ambivalence in Matshoba's "beloved
kennel", in his "wobearably vibrant ... labouz camp" cammot be overlocked.
His Juxtaposiuion of endearment and laudatory adjectives with demeaning
metaphors is deeply ironic. 8o too is Sepamla's statement:

I love you Sowato

I've done so long befors

the sumper swallow deserted you

I bave bemoaned the smell of death

hanging on your neck iike an albatyoss

I have hated the stench of your blood

blood made to flow in every street

but I have taken courage

in the thought that

those who mother your back

will carty on with the job

of building anew

a body of being

from the nshss in che growd

¢*Sowate’, Sepania, 1977, pp. 48-34)

‘The poem stands out in a volume in which tho mood is ome of utter
pessimism. Sepamla’s lave is for Sowato’s peopin and the undaunted
perseverance they symbolise, His words hold intonations of -ourage,
strength, challenge and unbreakable determination in the will to survive

and tranceend suffering.

As much as any placc. Soweto is complex, and the essence of 11fe there

resists easy classifi i ~nd i io the extent possible
Sepamla (1976) has perhaps been be..or able than most to illuminate the
diversity of the township where definjtivns faoa® where authority and hope
are ever present; whore images are distorked and anslogies warped:

The blues is the shadow of a col

dancing the lmmorality Act jittux

the blues is the Group Areas Act und all its jive

the blues is the Bantu Education Act and its improvisations
the blues iy those many words said to repair
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yesterdays filled again and agaia by today's promises...
("The blues is you in me', Sepsmla, 1976, p. 7)

The austerity of Soweto's artificial eauvironment and the predatory
lifestyle and privations it breeds are dramatically spelled out in
literature. Onee again the subjactive world observed by poets and

novelists almost concradicts the by 1
sources, to the official docum:ntations of
Sophiatown which dwells upon the ‘s sl 5

reports emphasise the racial purity and neat orderliness of Soweto.
Whereas literary sources highlighted the emotional affintcy with
Sophiatown, many reveal an emotional sliemation from Scwote. In tandem
with the contrived establishment of the township, the experiential
landscape of Soweto which emerges in literature is one of placelessness,
The consistency with which writers of literature evoks thes wretchedness of
1lifa in Soweto together with the Absence of scholarly penetration inte the
subjective realm of the township adds weight to the vase for a literary

geography there.
Dominant Themses in Township literature
The question wiich arises frcw the preceding sxamination of the

physical condicions, daily activities and persomal experiences in

k burg's sl da hiat Alexandra and Soweto 4s whethex

there are recuxront thewes and topios which thread through the literature.
In the following section, several dominant threads .u the literavure cited
ere drawn together for discussion. They include costrast hestween black
township and white city, monstony versus variety, location versus
frechold arsa, physical deprivation and povertvy, police and offieial

intervention, violence and demciition, and loss.




The first significant theme elucid the

striking da 1 between black and white
worlds; between black townships/suburbs and white cities/towns., Serote
(1881, p. 28) asserts that although Alexandra is only nina miles from the
Goiden City centre, "the difference betwoen the two is like night and
day". In Johennesburg itself “the white and black worlds which jostle one
another on the sama pavement are yet farther agpart tham the stars
themselves” (Huddleston, 1956, p. 24). The grast gulf between city and
towmship is fels by white and black writer alike, Contrasting Sophiatown
with Johanneshurg, Fugard notes "A few blacks away ... was the ‘real’
city, the illuminated, glittering arcade of the white man's world. It
might just as well have been on the other side of the earth” (1389, p, 57).

"

Seen from Orlande, Soweto, the Johannesburg lights . are so far sway,

too far for you to reach, Between you and them is a pit of darkness"
(Hphahlele, 1957, p. 204). The contrast between Vrededorp and the
Johannesburg suburbs, toc, was “so great, I might as well have stepped
into anothexr world, on ancther planet™ (Abrehams, 1950, p. 103).

In Bleom's (1956, pp. 10-13) piece which dyells upon a 'fictional',
#ypical Transvaal location, the shocking contrast between the clean,
tidy, pretty, sholtered rown eud its “suhwerged half, é&n ominous
counterpart that 1ives within its shadow" (Bloom, 1956, p. 10) is

dramatically spelled out., Reminiscent of Serote's passage which

ically p the rel of Alexandra township and

h g8 tha rel botween night and day, contrasting and
yev inextricable, Bloom writas of the twu worlds chat are "like captor end
captive chaimed together .,. naver fzoe from one another" (Bloom, 1956, p.

10). Regardiess of whethar the black urban area in guestion 1s a saburb

af hold or location, and L of the




author's race, black and white worlds, although ’chained together' camuot
A x be recouciled. So it is that the white outsider is a 'tourist' in the
. township (Iionel Abrahans, 1975, p. 16) and the black men and women
alienated or refected by the city:

Jo'burg City, Johannesburg

Listen when I tell you,
N S There is no fun, nothing, in it
~ : when you leave the women and men with such
£rozen axpressiona...

Jo'barg City, you are dry like desth .
("Jo'burg City', Serote, 1982, pp. 22-23).

In addition to the contrast between white and bluck worlds inspiring

' romment, several writers have pinpointed substantdal dissimilarity
between & location (or modern 'township') and g freehold orea (early
"townahdp’). Huddleiton (1956) for one, draws attention to ti &y in

which the word 'location' functloned to endorse a senss of absr  iion,
unbelonging and impermanence. His words can be coupled effectively with

those of Blewm (1956, p. 10) who argues that the concept of 'location'

denotes "not a place whers people live, but one whers something *s to be

found". A common leature of the 1 hss been

tejaction by d: of controlled rips which {mbued
them with feelings of dislocation and placelessnass. Preference was
unanimcusly showun for the spirdt of place offered by less rigidly

supervised frechold areas.

Writers sees to have dwelled at length upon the physical diffarences
betwoen freehold areas and formal locations/townships, The regularity of
the housing layout in Sowoto is bitterly condemned. The monotony of
eudless matchbox homes "patched in similarity on the ground” (Rehothatha,
1978, p. 33), "without love or prupriety” (Modisanme, 163, p. 105), the
“mushrooms” (todisane, 1963, p- 105), "hoxhouses" (Guwala, 3977, p. 4f),
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"kennels" (Matshoba, 1979, p. 92), s consistently spelied out. In many
instances ustrong preference wes volved for the vardety of housing

(even if di ly less sound) in freehold areas. Some

writers proceed so far as to celebrate tha richness of slum life (see for

example, Sepamls’s poem cited earliar) ovar more clinical, regulated

in drab, icipal t B

Their .oiquity means that squalor, poverty and deprivation are

inevitable in tou 1

The smoke £1lled stmogphere,
Iusted corrugated iron strvctures,,rutted sand roads and bleak township
appearance u%o trodted in the writings of each ares examined sbovn, albeit

to varying degroe ravticular significence {5 the tendency of certain

authors to de snvironmentsl elemeats in favour of noting a
vibrant townshi. .re. This is especially the case in the writing
of 4 In sema authors create an atmosphere through

their characters ({see for exawmple, Matshikize, 1961; Motlostse, 1982;

Ndebele, 1982; Matthews, 1283}, In that 1 ne explicit
is wade to either or and detsiled
d is for i peorle These stories usually have

as cent ;a) theme the ability of township dwellers to survive and sowetimes
even thrive in splte and/or because of their opprossive environments. In
most 1iteratvre, however, it s people, thair reailisnce, envrgy and
cosmunal spiric that colours the township, holplng obliterate its rotting
physical fabric and nelping fashion a sense of place, As zuch, & theme
Yhreading through literstsre 1§ that of tho township as pavadox: as place
of contrasts vwhere havshness and despair couexist with spirit and oven
baguty, For this reason too, the township is often likened to the ity as
portrayed by Dickens (Modisane, 1943; Thewba, 1972; Manganyi, writing of

, Mpbuhlels, 1983).



Control and supervision over Territory, life and labour is a further
theme wesving through township litevstura. "The inhabitants o¢ the
location Iive 1lke a captursd people™ writes Bloom (1936, p. 12).

Prohibitive laws, ralds, police harasswent and whive officials ave

of most h ana are grist for authors. Clossly

tied to police h is the of and 1llegal beer

brewing. The shebeeu 15 yev snother paradox in the literature, On the
one hand it is celebrated as & wilgue and fulfilling form of recrestion
midst township deprivation. It sarves also as o valuable neans of cking
‘Mt an  existence through self-employment. On the other hand, ax
¥phahlele, Modisane and Jabdave shew in thedsr avtcbiographies, the
practice is fraught with visk and danger.

The ghetto navure of the townyhips in respect of the lghour and lives
of its youths and adults is revesled without excepiion. Children's games
are sypicelly those of the streets. Youths are preseated es spending
their time in gawbling activities {fah-foe) and adults pursue livelihoods
in the irformel sector nf the econcmy., Activities of hiskers, shebeen
"queann' sad 'kings', and washorwomen are ever pressnt in the township
Sitexavazs, &3 a further phenomenon typleal of slup vaderucrlds,
yislence, uanally initisted by 2 Jumpenproletarfan element 1s o
phenomonen 2xplored by several township writers. Gangsterism and the
terrer 4% evolkes, iurks in the livorat.ce. At times, fear of cyiminals
and is d 3

in writing about Soweto
oopetially, tho lovming presence ot death taints and warps everyday
livig.,

A f£inal topic meriving attention 5 that of the threat and aftermath of
demolition. The d of hi Vrod




Doomfonteis

literature.

and Alexandra stimulated and iafluenced the derivative

bureaucratic wrecking and the huzt and confusion it engendered are commen.

A number of poems dealing solely with demolition (that is, with reference

to a specific township) have emergaud particularly with tle rise of black

cons:

much writing although not dealing

with demolitien per se, is influenced by its imminence, and pertial or

total completion.




CHAPTER FIVE

CONCLUSION

The subject of this dissartation is set against & background of the

partiality of h in the notion of

place and in the sub-dis:ipiine of litexary geography, and an enthusiastic
quest for better kmowledge of conditiens, ifestyles and experiemces in
the black townships uf Soutt Africa. h with an

of the literary geography field (chapter two). This was undertaken so as

to provide a point of intellectual reference for the substantive enqulry.
It was particularly intended to introduce key analytical issues such as

the meaning of place, its individuality and manner of portrayal.

In respense to calls for & literary geography more concerned with
extrinsic relations of texts, the third chapter sought to define the wider
historical, social and political contexts of the works considered in the
study. The development of South Afrd:.n literature between 1820 and the
present was traced with emphasis given to distinct tremds in the writing.
Changes in author class, ideology, imtent, style, prblishing outlat,
literary form selected 4nd sudience were noted. The primary aim of ths
chapter was to elaborate on the need for such background information in
more meauingful literary geographic analysis. This is especially the case
when taking into consideration the overtly political writings of persons

differing widely in terms of ideclogy, cless and culture.

In the fourth chapter, attention turned to the the development of

certain black South African . hips and theds in 1




In the analysis of bucg's h of & origin and

organisation, mo miform procedure was adopted. Whera the writing of one
particular place lent itself to detailed descriptien of violence and
danger and another to portrayal of vibrant info)- 1 economic activities
and & further to evocative physical description, these betame the major

analytical les for the place Examination of

such author choice of ewphasis, whether in the fowxm of a cortain writing

technigue (for example, hasig/de on physical

characteristics) ox through heavily lsboured themes and issues (such as
the senses of fear, belonging snd opportunity) aided the task of
uncovering the mesning(s) of sach township. Consultation of the tounship
literatures makes it possible not only to capture the physical impression
and personality of the places, hut algy to lesxn sowething of ths human
experisptial dialogue with various onvironments. Evidence of
placelessness, aliemation, and senge of place, whether consistent st

contradictory, was noted and discussed in the case of each township.

Of 21l the areds studied, Sophiatown stands as unique in its consistent
porception by whice and black writer as a place of exceptional warmth and
spirit. Without attempting to concesl the greyness and hardship there,

authers have conveyed through vivid prose the enigma of a slum where

quality ds sgurface poverty and suffering. The
literary immges of Alexandra township awd the slum afeas of imnar
Johannesbuxg ofty, whilst sharing aspects of the diverse and vibrout
Sophiatewn atmesphere, are tainted by sometimes blatant contradictions.
Thase were traced to differences in reaction among writers (seq for

example Essop and

), or to {nconsi
within diffevent writisgs of the same individual (as in the cass of

Serote), Soweto, the final
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portrayed ss a violent, sliepating place in which evaryday living is
warped end fuman needs denied. The township is seen to epitomise
controliled, Jsolated, monotomous black urban living, Neither the
expexience of the place nor its persanality seem to detract fiom the harsh
and austere lifestyle it breeds.

Several themes and ideas were found to pervade most if not all townvhip

literatures considered, among them the contrast between black townouip

and white city, stross on squalor, poverty and deprivation, police and
supervisor interference, crime and danger and the sense of loss brought
about by demolition. Certain ideas emerged stromgly im connection with
one ox two places and 4 steady difference was noted {un literature ghaut

legs stringently managed freehold suburbs against that of moze rigidly
conhrolled tows ships.

Ore particslarly interesting observstion arises out of the study of
Jobannesburg's townships and their meaning. s the dissertation’ has
ougpested, the options and axperiences of place by blacks in Johennesburg
have

andfor eve slumperds, Alexondra, Sophiatown and Sowete. It is
smal muer that plece has such significance in thedr lives; It is av

oncr: evarything and nothing.

In the courss of examining the sociology of Touth African literatuve,

three trends in local creative writing were identified, namely, liberal,
protest end black consclovsmess writing., Bach hes placed its mark on
saveral of the works consulted during the couvse nf this study. Liberal,
protest and black

writing have d the writing wode
adopted (black comgoiousness writing for example is usually in the poetic

form}, the aniience to which it reaches (protesnt writing to white liberals
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and black consciouspess writing te readers in the townships), literasy
style (traditional Westera literary techniques of the iibersl writers snd
negation of thase conventions in contemporary black litersture), and
publishing outlst (internatiomal publishers for aucobiographies and
liberal or protest writing, and increasingly, popular magazines for
contenporary iiterature). The ideology prorucnded by each critical trend
has, not least, influenced what is said and possibly left unsaid about
townships and township living. Although the precise effests of cenvorship
on South African literature and especially the treatment of townships and
urbanism in that literature sre impossible to track down, reminder of the
reality of such prohihitive legislation enhances sensitivity ta the

strain under which ¢o meny writers and posts credte,

Of course, certain writers shaxing a common background, era, literary
sode, literary form and audience do themselves actually experience a place
in significantly different ways. Such cases desand that the literary
geogrspher delves into the biographies of the individual writers

concarned to explain the discrepancies. MNore aften .u

i10t, though, the
constusien drawn will be speculative. After all, literary creatiom,
whilst tied to social background and constraints, is also an intensely
personal exercise, If tranylated truthfully into words, prrsonal
thoughts will produce inconsistencies and these will always abound aad
perhaps rever be reconcilable to an 'objective' or even subjectively

shared statement about the meaning of plsce.

The questions of subjectivity and particularly of the reliability of
evidently fictional writing have been raised by several cxitics of

literary geography. Through the course of this dissertation the value of

highly emotional and pachaps d has been d
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Writing suffused wirh images of bloed, or iptenations of fesr and

violence, may offer meie insight into the study of a ples thean wore

! bjective, The amajoyr of literary
i

{ for some is paradoxically its major strength for others.
|

Humanistic
literary geography is concerped with people, their beliefs, preferences
and experiences. As such, it automatically sonfronts and even thrives on
subfectivity and its implicatioms. Both peographers and literary ceitics

have pondered over the relationship between fact and fiction in

literature. Consonant with the popular aphorism that 'there is wors to

truth than facts', Pocock (1981b, p. 11) has esserved that

rictive. reciity may transcend or contals moze truth them the
physica. 5t nver 48y rxeality. And herein lies the paradix of s
literature. Altk. . ditferert in esscues. and therefore a poar

documentary source fut maceriil on places, 'mls or organisations,
litersture yot possesses a peer)®sv o pays 7 uver the seporting
of the soclal sedeatist ... litersiy Likew .. 'S d truth that is
moce humanly significant.

South African critics repaatedly tilt at the accurscy and factual
nature of what is ostensibly fiction. Among black writers sspecially, the
subject matter of novels and poetry invariably rises out of and is set

against & context of real problems and events. Pass laws, detenmvion,

influx contzol, demomstrations, riots and removals form the backdrop to
many & short story, poem or mavel.

The journalistic nature of much black South African literature which is

v
d with of the issues ideatified akove lends

itself to an interesting and much debated question, namely, what is

literature and how 4s the line drawn between literary and non-literary

wri Critics heve usually defined lireraturc on the basis of its
distinguishing use of la (that 4s, 'literary’ as oppused to
'everyday’

or 'scientific’ use of language) {(Wellek and Warrenm, 1949).

i



Much of the work treated here would seem in conflict with this definition

and the improssion given is of an of day-to~day

in ordiuary 1 In this & 1 has beer
defined loosely as any crestive, imaginative, subjective writing of
perscnal experience, As such there has been an intentional overlap
betwesn journalistic end non~journalistic work. This study urges a

widenitg of the ronge of sources used in y literary

Not. only is thera a need to scrutinise regional movels in search for
jasights of use to geographers. Literary geographaers should also be quick
to ahsorb and tap the vast potential c¥fersd by more populer writing.

In taking this strictly literary approach to the study of townships, it
is wot implied that the black towmship is the only serting, or urbanism
the central theme, in South African litersture. Nor is it claimed that

this avepnue of enquiry has hed any lut about

and 1 Literary geography is itself a
partial approach, & start rather than on end to the task of blending
material drawn from literature, statistical records, anchives and oral
ipterviews. Albeit tentative, the project embarked upon here has provided
valuable insight into the of black d which

has not ded in g. For this reason alone,

the difficultias encountered in literary analysis should not bar further

of and with the litergry geographic appreach.

Allaged prabl the of individusl
experience, or bias conceslsd {n ewmotien-laden writing, end
inconsistencies awong writers and within the work of individual writers

can ba turned to advantage and used to gain vital iInsight into personal
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A 1y, d may be clarified once the

social the publication and readership of

& literary taxt are taken into consideration. At least in the South
African case, dop and of the literary »

4 osfers h of h

humanistic geography in the councry.

o
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