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ABSTRACT

The literature produced by writers who align themselves with national liberation and
Tesistance movemnents presents a serious challenge to dominant standards of literary -
aesthetics, Resistance writing aims to break down the assumed division between art and
politics, and in this view literature becomes an arena of conflict and struggle.

This dissertation examines certain aspects of the poetry of Mongane Wally Serote in
order to explore the relatonship between aesthetics and resistance in his writing. Over
the last two decades, Serote has made = significant contribution to the development of
South African literature, and his work has important implications for literary criticism in
South Africa.

Chapter 1 looks at some of these implications by discussing the concept of resistance
literature and the main issues arising from the debates and polemics surrounding the
work of Serote and other black political writers. Perhaps the most important here is the
need to construct a critical approach to South Afirican resistance Iiterature that can come
to terms with both its aesthetic qualities and political effects. This kind of approach
would in some way attempt to integrate the seemingly incompatible critical practices of

Accordingly, Chapter 2 is a materialist approach to aspects of Serote’s early poetry.
 The critical model used is a simplified version of the interpretive scherma set out by
 Predtic Jameson in The Political Uncenscious. This mode] enables = discussion of the
poetty in relation to ideology, and also suggests ways of examining the discursive
strategies and symbolic processes in this particular phase of Serote’s development.

Serote’s later work is tharacterised by the attempt to create & unifying mythology of
resistance. Chapter 3'thus looks at Serote’s long poems from an idealist perspective that
is based on the principles of myth-criticism, As this is a complex area, this chapter
merely sketches the main features of Sercte’s use of myt‘i asa form of resistance, and
then suggests further avenues of exploration along these. linés. The dissertation
concludes by pointing towards some of the iniplications of recent political |

- developments int South Africa for Serote and other resistance writers,
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INTRODUCTION

The 1960s was a time of worldwide upheaval and rapid change. For the industrialised
nations of the West, this period was characterised by immense progress in science and
teclﬁ:\ology, “ut was also a time of protest and revolt by a younger gencration disenchanted
with the materialistic values of the dominant culture, Tn Africa, many nations achieved
mdcpemdcncc from colonial Tule, but ther: experienced the ravages of post-colonial
corruption and continued economic exploitation. In Southern Africa however, this was a
fime when national s'z:fuggles for liberation increased in intensity, in response to the severe

and often Drutal oppressive measures designed to maintain white capitalist domination.

The nature and practice of resistance to political oppression differs from place to place (and
there are also disparities in the ideologies of different resistance organisations within the
same national region), but it is possible to discer common elements. From a literary point
of view, the processes of Tesistance in Angola, Mozambique, Zimbsbwe and South Africa
have served as a fundamental aesthetic and political quality in the formation of a new and
.éhallcnging form of literature.! In South Africa specifically, the closing years of the sixties
saw the producﬂo:q_\of new forms of poetry and performance, which were generaily Imked
with the cmergmgcélack Consciousness Movement.

The impact of the new poetry was remarkable. It provided the impetus for a xenewal of
black writing in South Affica, and has been called "the single most important socio-lterary
phenomenon of the s'eventies“ 2 The academic significance of the new black poeiry lies
mamly in its radical challenge to asyamed notions of the nafure and function of literature, for
it cxca*ed much conu'dvcrsy tnd theoretical confusion in departments of English literature in

South Afncan universities. The gcncr‘m/alm of this dissertation is to explore and clanfy

1 5ee Selwyn R. Cudjoe, Besistance and Caribbean Litarature (Chicago: Ohio University Press, 1980), and Barbara
_ HarIow. Resistance Litsrature (New York: Methuen, ), E7) for a discussion of this process,

2 Michael Chapman (ed.), Soweio Pac.'ry (Jobanmesburg: McGraw-Hilt, 1982} p. 11



‘2
several issues arising from the on-going debates over the relationship between literary

aesthetics and the pelitics of resistance in South Africa.

This study loors at aspects of Mongane Wélly Serote's poetry for a number of reasons.
‘While it is irnportant to congider the entire body of recent biack writing in a discussion of
aesthetics and resistance, Serote's work exemplifies the general stylistic and political
concerns of this literature, Atthough Serote is a versatile writer, most of the criticism
concentrates on his novel. A focus on his poetry would be an attempt to address the
imbalance in existing criticism. In addition, Serote is the only black South African poet to
have sustained and developed the emergent poetry of the 60s into a coherént and potentially
unifying mythology of resistance. In this respect his work provides a profound literary
illustration of the unfolding historical process of resistance to apartheid over the last twenty

years,

The process of Seroﬁe's literary prpdﬁctiun to 'data can be seen as movih'g through three
distinct phases. Each phase is marked by specific and shifting Jdeclogies and aesthetic
concerns, but generally informed by the aesthetics and politics of resistance. In this view,
phase one would be the early poetry collections Yakhalinkomo (1972) and Tsetlo (1974).
Phase two would include the long ‘epic’ poems No Baby Must Wesep (1975) and Behold
Mama F!owe}s (1978). Sexote's novel To Every Birth its Blood (1981) would also be
incFaded here, but this is difficult to slot into a specific ideological or acstheic catogory.
The ideology of Black Consciousaess 1*; prominent in the first phase, but other ideological
s&éins become evident in the second. The novel in particular is characterised by the

emergence of a new ideological position. Phase three is Serote's .more recent postry, The
Night Keeps Wm!ang (1982) and A Taugh Tale (198’?} 'I'ha)poem "Tirne has run out® will
also be discussed hcrc, as this marks a tansmon between phases two and three.

3 Nick Visser, “Fictional projects and history: Mongane Serote’s To Every Birth its Blood” p, 73
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Although any attemnpt to fix a writer's work iato various ‘phases’ of development will
always be somewhat arbitary, I feel that this kind of aivision of Sarets's work reflects the
changing and developing of his political consciousness: from an initia” yardcipation in Black
Consciousness, through political exile, into a strong commitment 10 the ideals of the African
National Congress. This dissertation traces Serote’s changing aesthetic concerns in relation
to his political development and the recent history of resistance in South Africa from two
different perspectives - the materialist and the mythological.

This kind of approach is a response to the intense theoretical and thetactitical debates

' smiounding the Tirerature of resistance in South Africa. Critical resgonées to the work of
Serote and ather poets are a clear indication of the challenge posed by tiﬁs literature to
dominar. standards of literary and aesthetic value. The first chapter is thus an overview of
this controversial ares, and the outline of an approach to Serote's poetry that conld possibly
come to terms with the theoretical implications of resistance literature for South African

.
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CHAPTER 1
RESISTANCE LITERATIGRE AND CRITICAL.  ATES IN SOUTH AFRICA

Resistance poems...are part of a historical

process...[and] neither the self-satisfaction of

aestheticism, of a belief in art for art's sake,

nor theoretical claims to scientific and

academic objectivity can account adequately

for the historical challenge posed by the

literature of resistance to the cultural

hege:aony of the west. Within this historical

conjuncture, the inherited notion of literature

in the west as objective, aesthetic,

representing universal human values is either

compelled to redefine its criteria or is destined

- inevitably to participate in the First World’s

post-colonial project of cultural imperialism 5
The work of Mongane Wally Serote is part of the historical process of resistance to
apartheid in South Africa. ¥hile there are differences due to the specific nature and practice
of resistance in this country, Serote's work and that of his contemporaries finds a context in
yesistance kiterature produced worldwide by oppressed and minority groups - a literature in
~ which po]hncs has a central and determining position. The literature of resistance offers 1
serious challenge to the besic tenets and assurapticns of literary studies in Western
academies, and the ongoing debates surrounding black South African writing ov_ér the last
three decides are evidence of this challenge. This chapier looks at the concept of resistance
literature, examines the challenge to dominant modes of criticism which this literature poses,

and then suggests a criticzl approach that mighf resolve some of the problems,

To begin with, the c._zgory ‘resistance literature’ is problematic. Serote's work does
ciuestion and challenge received notious of aestbetics and literary value, and it is always
mmpﬁnggw assign writing to a neat category for purposes of analysxs But reduging all
South Air-xcan writing that challenges the doninant order to 2 single category will inevitably
disguise hnd downplay the ideological differences that exist between various writers, and

5 Berbara Havlow, Resistance Lizerature (New York: Methuen, 1987) p. 40



tend 1o gloss over the ideological shifts in Serote's own work. As Tim Couzens has pointed

ont:

There is a danger that ...a11 black protest poetry will be lumped together in one
undifferentiated mass ...Black profest poetry ...omst be seen to reflect differing
ideologies and differing mte:rcsts just as the black political movements did -
often contemporaneously

Couzens' article also raises the important question of the relationship between ‘protest’ and
‘resistance’, for he concludes by saying (having spoken throughout of "protest)

Poetic resistance, like political resistince, amongst black South Africans has
been continuous: but it has not been undifferentiated.”

The point about the continuity of black opposition to apartheid is important, as is the advice
to the literary critic to be sensitive to ideological differences between hlack writers. But there
is surely a significant difference between protest and resistance.

This difference has been outlined by Michael Chapman. In his view,
It has become necessary to distinguish between two major kinds of Soweto
poetry, those of "protest’ and ‘resistance’. The former may be seen as confining
itself to critical observations of the existing scene, while the latter actively -
demands change.®
In texms of this distinction, the 'shift' from protest to resistance ocours in 1972 with the
publication of Serote's Yakhal'inkomo and James Matthews and Gladys Thomas' Cry
Rage. While this a useful point to note wien searching for a suitable category for Serote's

work, there are certain problems in Chapman's analysis.

The labe} ‘Soweto poetry' is mgani to be read mctaphoﬂcally, and Chapman makes it cicar
that 'Sowezo' is symbolic of 2 new mood in post-Sharpevzlle Black writing. '‘Soweto .
poeiry’ thus includes a diversity of writers who have in common a serions commitment 0
the struggle agaiitst apartheid. But it is incorrect to mark Serote and Matthews as initiating &
shift i in. intention fromprowst to resistance. Resistance is evident in black South African

(15 gg}: Couzens, *Politics and Bigick Poetry in Souh Africa 1930-1950", Africa Perspecuve No.7, (Aprik
p- 1

-7 Tim Couzins, "Folitics and Black Poetry in South Africa 1930-1950", p. 14

8 hg?m Chaproan, Soxth Aﬁvcan English Poetry: A Modern Perspective (Iolmnmsburg* Ad Donher 1984)
b



'writing from the early 1960s, and further exploration of ‘resistance” in literature seems
toindicate that the concept is more complex than merely being the next siep after ‘protest’.

RESISTANCE IN SOUTH AFRICAN LITERATURE

The 1960s was a crucial period for politics in South Africa. The Sharpeville crisis forced
black politicians to adopt revolutionary stategies, and the ANC and PAC carried out
campaigns of sabotage during 1961 - 1964. Important later even': were the assasination of
Hendrik Verwoed and the rise to power of John Vorster, who ushered in & new wave of
repressive laws. More significantly, at the end of 1965 the police had succeeded in crushing
organised black resistance, by, destroying the PAC's and ANC's networks within South
Africa. The movements were forced to operate wholly in exile, and this left 2 political
vacuum ia terms of organised resistance within the country, But this was soon filled by the
emerging Black Conscicusness movement, whose ideological seeds were being sown
during 1966 - 1969 an black campuses by students disenchanted with the iberal ideology of
NUSAS.9

To an extent, severe political repression also took its toll on black writing, with many
writers either being banned, jailed, or choosing exile. In this respect, Serote speaks of the
'blank page' of literary history, a complete absence of literary reference points for himself
 and other aspiring black writers of this period.10 This is generally true, for links with the

past were interfered with by censorship, bannings, and other methods of inculcating
 historical amnesia such as Bantu Education. However, the 60s were far from a period of

silence for biack writing, and this period sees the emergence of resistance literature in South
Africall '

9 For 2 detailed and mszghtfu! discussion of this period see Tom Lodge, Black politics in South Africa since
1943 (Johannesburg: Ravan, 1983)

10 Interview (video) with Edward Blishen, JCA Writers in Conversation (ELondon, 1986)

11 Sew the survey by Jacques Alverez-Pereyre, The Postry of Comnttment in Sowth Africa (London:
Heinemann, 1984), and the poetry collections: Tim Couzens & Essop Patel (eds), The Return of the Amasi
Bird (Johamnesburg : Ravan, 1982) and Iohan van Wyk, Fieter Conradie & Nik Constandaras (eds), 54 in



"he term ‘resistance’ was first applied to literature by the Palestinian writer and critic
Ghassan Kanafani in 1966. In this specific situation, the term ‘resistance’ presupposes an
occupying power which has both extled and subjugated a given population. The dominant
order has in addition significantly intervened in the Hiterary and cultural development of the
subjugated people. In resisting these interventions, both writer and critic define literature as

an arena of struggle.12

The first signs of resistance literature in South Africa appear a few years earlier howevey, in
response to the Sharpeville crisis and new conditions of illegality. One of the most
significant of these is Bessie Flead's poem "Things I Don't Like" (1962)13 which in its
militant tone and foregrounding of the concept Black' anticipates the later Black
Consciousness poetry. Another importent early respouse is Ingrid Jonker's "Die Kind wat
Doodgeskiet is deur Soldate in Nyanga” (1963) - almost prophetic in the light of Soweto
1976.14 But it is in about 1966 that a new aesthetic begins to take shape in black South
African writing, For example there is Doflat Brand's poem “"Afrika Music and Show
‘Business"13, which uses concepts borrowed from jazz music to aesthetically mediate a
powerful critique of the exploitation prevalent at many levels of South African society. This
kind of poem has correspondences with developments in black American writing, The year
- 1066 saw the emergencs in Ammca of 2 new 'black assthetic with the publication of Amiri
Baraka's Black Art, and the coining of the term "Black Power" by radical activist Stokely
Carmichael - events which had an important bearing on black resistance and writing in
Souih Africa.16

PoésieiSA in Poetry (Pinetown; Owen Burgess, 1988) -

12 s Barbara Hatlow, Resistance Literature (New York: Methuen, 1987) p.2, "Resistance” is first used as ¢
generie term in African kteraanemE.MDmhnsonsmllecuouochzmblquemdAngolanpoetryWhen
Bullets Begin To Flower (1972) :

13 in Tim Couzens & Essop Patel {eds), The Return o}"keAmBn-d pI79. -
14 in Johan van Wyk, Picter Conradie & Nik Constandaras (eds), SA in PodsielSA in Poetry pAST.
13 in Tim Couzens and Essop Patel (eds), The Return 3f the Amasi Bird p. 190
16 See Peter Hom, "When it Rains it Rains: U.S. Black Conssipusness and Lyric Pootry in Soath Africa®
in Michael Chapman {od) Soweto Poetry (Johannesburg: McGrawiiill, 1982)



Many critics have struggled to find a suitable yo1eric term for the work by black South
African writers who began to publisk towards vhe end of the 60s. While terms such as
'‘Soweto poetry', ‘Black Consciousness poetty’, ‘post-Sharpeville black writing', and ‘the
new black poetry' have their merits, this dissertation will argue that the term ‘resistance

~ literature’ offers a more useful category for the work of Serote and other South African
writers who align themselves and their work with the broad struggle against apartheid. A
good working definition of the term is offered by Barbara Harlow in her book Resistance

Literange ;

Resictance literature calls attention to its.'s, and literature in general, as a
political and politdcized activity., The literature of resistance sees itself
furthermore as immediately and directly involves] in & struggle aga’:st ascendent
or dominant forms of ideological and cultural production....Whereas the the
social and the personal have tended to displace the political in western caltural
and literary studies, the emphasis in the literature of resistance is on the potitical
as the power to change the world, The theory of resistance literature is in iis
politics. 17 o

1t is in this cuitural form of resistance that the chailenge to established meihods of literary
criticism, and theories of aesthetics, manifests itself.18 The ideological and cultursl
challenge is also part of the general strategies of resistance organisations, which incinde
armed straggle: | '

.armed struggle is not the just the husk, but the very fruit of cultivation

forcing its roots deep into the land....the extreme importance of the cultural

form of resistance is no less valuable than armed resistance itself. 19
In South Africa the strategy of armed struggle was adopted in 1961 by the ANC and PAC
after the Sharpeville crisis and in response to severe state repression.20 The notion of armed

struggle appears in South African literature in sovels such as Elegy For & Revalﬁffonmy by

17 Barbara Harlow, Resistance Literaturs ¢%w York: Methuen, 1987) pp. 28-30

18 Ses also the discussion on resistance si: Hibrature in Selwyn R. Cudjoe, Resistance and Carribean
I_.ftem:ure {Chicago: Ohio University Press, 1980} .

19 Ghassan Kanafani, in Barhara Harlow, Resistance Literature p. 11. Serote's later work aligus itself with
this position. ' _ >

20Tom Lodge, Black politics in South Africa since 1945 ¢b. 10




CI Driver (1567) and Alex la Guma's In The Fog of the Season’s End (1972), andin
Serote's work from about 1975 with the poem No Baby Must Weep. A strong militant
sensibility inforrns the work of exiled poets such as Denis Bratus and Keorapetse
Kgositsile, and even the work of Arthur Nortje - usually regarded as a symbolist poet - has

overtones of armed resistance:

Darksome, whoever dies

in the malaise of my dear land

remember me at swim,

the moving waters spilling through my eyes:

and Iet no amnesia

attack a fire hour:

for some of us must storm the castles

soime define the happening.21
Poems such as David Bvans' "Poet and Guerilla" and Keorapetse Kgositsile's "New
Age" 22 make the connection between writing and fighting quite exphcn, and set the tone

for rmch post-1976 resistance literatnre,

“The role of poetry in struggles for liberation has been significant, and it has provided a
¢artain impetus to the process of mobilising collective respenses 1o uppression, as well as
providing a repository for popular memory. The main aesthetic features of resistance poetry
can be ssen for example in "A Different Poem". Here Onesima Silvers from the Cape Verde
Tslands demands "A different poem / for-ie peaple of the islands"23 - where the 'differeat
poein' 1s also the poem itself which raises the demand. This poem s the precursor of many
resistance poems, where the ide# of language as a site of struggle is prominent, and 'poctry’
becomes the subject of the poem - buta Subject to be resisted and undermined, for ‘poetry’
with its 'ﬁurcf aesthetic and conplex web of meanings js the property of the ruling class,

¥

21 iksx;'hur Nortle, “Nauves s Latter” in Barry Femberg {ed), Poets 1o the People {I..undun Hcmemann, 1980}

in Barry Femberg (ed), Poeis 1o the People pp.21 & 41 -

23 Opesima Sitvera *A Different Poem” in Clerald Moore & Ul Beier{eds.), Modern African Poetry
(London: Penguin,1984) p. 59 _
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The same idea surfaces in radical black American peetry, for example in the words of Don
Lee: _

I ain't se¢n no poems stop a .38,

1 gin't seen no stanzas break a honkie's head.

I ain't seert no metaphors stop a tank,

1 ain't seent no words kill

&Ethewurrdwasmlghuerthanthe sword

pushkin wonldn't be fertilising russian soil

& nntil my giniles can protect me from a nightstick

1 guess i1 keep my razor

& buy me same more bullets. 24 .
The earliest example of this kind of poetry in South Africa is in the "protest songs” of James
Matthem:

10 ]abel my uttetings poetry

and myself a poet

would be as self~deluding
 psthe planners of parallel devclopment. 25

“While not all b&ack South African writers would align: themselves wuh this kind of aesthettc
raanifesto, tha:c isa general tendency for Iocal resistance poetry to follow this pattem A
recent (198’?) pocmdchvemd anonymaously to the Division of Aftrican Hterature at Wits
Umversity is a good example, al.hough hene the undermining of the concept of ' "poetry” is
taken to the ligit: | |

24 Cynoted in Georgs Gugelberger (2d), Marrism and African Literature pi5.
25 Tames Maxthews and Gladys Thomas Cry Rage! (Tohanneshurg: Sprocas-Ravan, 1972), p. 70
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aesthetics for a new society

to hell with poetry _
if it can't fill siomachs
to hell with poetry
if it can't stop a bullet
to hell with poetry '
' if it's written for prizes & flattery
to hell with poetry
if it's written for academics and aualysts
to hell with poetry
if it can't break our chains
to hell with poetry
if it can't use a gun
to hell
to hell
with poetry
if it doesn't torrent oppressors -
isay '
to hell
with poetry
: if it can't plant seeds
for a new day
a new humanity
anew africa
a new zzanig26

The pMIBﬂCCtS the cffécm of the state of emergency on political writing, and also the

contradiction which occurs at the exiremes of resistance aesthetics (the poet would like to do

away with the concept of ‘poetry’, but cannot escape poetic conventions such as line snd |
rhythm, however broken these might be). |

Sexote is generally too precccupied with personal and political realities to indulge in abstract
and zhetorical word-play about the nature of poetry, but many of his poems do highlight the
issue of language and its relationship to power, for example "Black Bells" and "Prelnde” 27
The broad Literary context of hi§ work is black hmw 111 English, which has,'genca'ally

spcakmg always had a political thewstif teris of cohtcnf. More immediately the context is

: %Theamhm-isanonymovs, but the poem is "endorsed by " 1) khuisanqnsém;embieZ) iﬁémr&aculﬁnal
collective 3) meropa ars 4) BLAC (blk liberation arts collective) '
27 1n Yakhol'inkomo p. 62 and Tsetlo p. 9
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resistance lterature propcr, which only really takes shape in South Africa in the 70s and 80s
in the work of Black Consciousness poets such as James Matthews and Mafika Gwala, and
the later generation of Staffrider poets, in fiction from writers like Mtutuzeli Matshoba and
- Njabulo Ndebele, in performance from poets such as Mzwhake Mbuli and Mi Hlatshwayo, -
and in theatre from Black Consciousness groups such as MDALT and Iater plays like 2‘ he |
Hungry Earth and Asinarali.

Resistance in South African literature has sparked off an ongoing series of critical debates,
which cssentialiy revolve around the thorny question of the relationship between aesthefics
~ and politics.

ART AND POLITICS - THE AESTHETICS OF RESISTANCE
Politics in a work of literature is like a pistol-shot in
the middle of a concert, something loud and vuigar,
and yet a thing to which it is not possible to refuse
one's atiention.28
‘Litsrature has always concerned, itself with both the ‘private’ and 'public' domains of
human experience. Frivate' literature deals with individua! inner’ experience, and literature
that treats public ar collective themes can Icosely be termed political literature. Whereas *his
‘distinction is in most cases not applicable to African Hiterature, western literature has 2 long
tradition of rigid separation between the tvo domains, For example, C.M. Bowra defines
political poetry as: |
the antithesis of all poetry which deals with the special, individual activity of the
self and tries to present this as specially and as individually as it can.??
Bowra points out that political poetry as defined above is nothing new and in fact dates back
at least to Greek and Roman times, but his analysis remains largely at (t}xe level bf content
and does not begin to explore the ideplogical factors at play in the pmdbction of political

28 Stendhal, cited in Michast Wilding, Political Fictions (Londow: RKP, 1982) p. 8
29 ¢. M Hown, Poerry and Politics (Cambridge: CUP, 1966) p. 2
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r}goetry. Although Bowra's view is sound within the necessary historical limitations of his
analysis, recent theoretical advances have suggested that the aesthetics of political poetry -
and indeed the aesthetic domain itself - might be ideologically determined.

It is not enough to define political poetry as the mere antithesis of private poetry. Private
poetry can be very political, as C. Craig shows in his study of Yeats, Eliot and Pound, who
were:

iciven to politics in order to maintain the institutions and the paiterns of society

which preserved and promulgated the kinds of memory on which their poetry

relied. The open poem demanded for its completion not the free mind of

democratic man, but the ~ch mind of the privileged within a democratic society.

The open poem demanded as its counterbalance the closed society.30
Conversely, it could be said that the open or democratic society demands as its
counterbalance the 'closed’ poem. Closed in this sense would mean, for example, that
aesthetic structures such as extended metaphor and complex allusion are stripped away
because they are seen as reflecting the consciousness of the ruling class; and social,
economic and political themes are foregrourided at the level of content. 1t is in these kinds of
literary principles that the outlines of resistance aesthetics begin to emerge - although there
are varying and historically specifis aesthetic and socio-political ideologies in texts of-
résistanr.';c._ In the case of Serote, resistance is always at the core of his work, but there are
changes in the aesthetic structures which mediate and transform the core ideﬂlogy of

resistance,

Ngugi wa Thiong'o has clearly defined the aesthetic conflict over the question of politicsin
literature. As he points out ;- "
...in lLiterature there have been iwo opposing aesthetics: the aesthetic of

oppresmon and exploitation and of acquiescence with Impcnahsm, and that of
human struggle for total liberation, 31

3¢, Craxg Yeats, Eliot, Pound and the Politics of Poetry ( London: CroomHelm, 1982) p. 71
31 Ngugi wa Thiong'o, Writers in Politics (London; Hememann. 1931) p. 38
\\\
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‘What Ngugi refers to as the aesthetics of oppression can also be seen as the aesthetics of the
rational, empirical, alienated Western consciousness rooted it a Cartesian-Newtonian
worldview (commonly understoad as the aesthetics of modernism or liberalism), The
fundamental deterrinant of this aesthetic is the subjective cognitive experience of the
isolated individual, the aesthetic of 'private’ poetry:

...aesthetic satisfaction consists in a subjective awareness of the harmony
between the imnginative representation and the understanding: in other words, it
is an affirmation of pure mind, and distinct from the body and its
existence....Aesthetics affirms the delight in pure rationality and in so doing
confirms the sphere of pure and "use-less' subjectivity.32

An aesthetic experience that is distinct from the body and its experience is also outside the
limitations of time and space, i’tis thus timeless and universal - and also apolitical, since itis
removed from the constraints, _ocial and historical specificity. This view of aesthetics is
diametricaily opposed to both African and resistance aesthetics.

In the first place, the conccl;z of "art for art's sake' has little or no place in African artistic

and critical thought - art is traditionally functional and part of the everyday activities of life,
and does not exist in a use-less subjective vacuum. The ides of participation is central here.
In the classical Western view the spect;uorlcriﬁc is passive and detached from the art work,

in order to obtain ‘objectivity’, As Jim Morrison wrote:

There are no longer "dancers”, the possessed.

The cleavage of men into actor and spectators

is the central fact of our time..... _

We are content with the "given” in sensations
quest, We have been umtamorphosised from a mad
body dancing on hillsides to a pair of eyes .
staring in the dark.33

.
i

The ‘mad body dancing on hzl!sxdes recalls the world of shamans and other dwmely

32 Petec Ackroyd, Noses faraNew Culture (London: Vision, 1976) p. 42. Ackroyd is expressing Kant's
view of aesthetics, as opposed to Burke's - wh:chwouldputmdwﬁuﬂlandsoclalvaluepnormmeanobm
in dtself, However both views still depend on a division between fhooght and feeling, the ‘Cariesian spliy
that informs much of mainstreasn Western thinking.

';‘;’; James Douglas Mosrison, The Lards and The New Creatures (New York: Simon & Schuster, 19?1) D
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‘inspired performers, and suggests the alienation of nuch Western art from the prixzcy
sources of creation. In the traditional African scheme of things, there is no such thingasa
detached, objective observer.34 The artist is inseparable from his audience, and both
parﬁcipate in the process of artistic creation. In resistance aesthetics, literature has a
primarily practical and political function: There is no place for spectators in the struggle for
liberation - participation demands total commitment. Ideally, this zlso applies to the literary
critic. Aé Palestinian resistance writer Ghassan Kanafani suggests in a provocative

statement:

No research 6f this kind can be complete unless the researcher is located within
the resistance movement itself in the occupied land, taking his testimony from
the place in which it is bom, lives and is propagated: the lips of the people.33

Secondly, where traitional Weste:m aesthetics are derived from the isolated and alienated
individual, in the African context the individual is only definable within the farger whole of
the community. Thus African aesthetics emphasises comnmtinal rather than individual
experience, and the individual self is realised in collective action. This idea is at the heart of
remstance aesthetics:
Acsﬁeﬁos...m the exertion of the imagination, starting from the facts, be they
pleasant or unpleasant, to sitaate the collective subject in such a way that it can
act meaningfully and with a chance of success. 36
The aesthetics of resistance have slso been de?ned as?

...an insistence on honesty and rigour in perception. Honesty in not rctreaung
into legend and mysucmm Hotesty in demythologizing and exposing the
reality of oppression and exploitation. Rigor in describing tyrants and their
tyranny, without escape into parable and naturalistic metaphor.37

- In other terms tlus is "an aestheuc of the antiliterary itself: a kind of counterfiction, & poetry

34 see for example Wole Soyinka, Myth, Literature mdmmﬁzm World (Camibridge: CUR, 1977)

35 Ghissan Kanafani, in Ba:bar&Harlow.RmmLmuw 7.3 .
36 Peter Hom, "Assthetics and the Revolutionary Ideology® Critical Arts Vol. 3, No. 4, (198‘)‘) P. 20

37 Reith Gottschalk, "Review of Inside by Jesemy Cronin®, in Critical Arts Vol. 3 No. 2 (1984) p.56
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"without metaphor, a narrative without irony."38 While the above definitions are not always
applicable to Serote, they do provide general guidelines to the aesthetic dizections within his

work.

A truly political aesthetic, an aesthetic of résistance, would thus reflect the values and
aspirations of subordinate and resisting classes, and would have as its ideal the

revolutionary transformation of society.

Generally speaking, this aesthetic resists the dominant aesthetic of the ruling class. As
Michael Wilding has pointed out, "the aesthetic clash carries the force of ideological clash:
class struggle."39 Resistance aesthetics is then a mode of pexception that resists the power

of reification - the reductive disease of capitalist consciousness that reduces the world of
fuman relationships to abstract relations between things, In literary terms, resistance is a
symbelic act where the writer as an individunal subject projects and models his or her
insertion into the collectivity in a mcanmgﬁll way, thus illnminating the relationship between

individeal conscicusness and the collective historical experience.

This ndtion is from the outset a foundation of Serote's literai'y activity, although there are
changes in the way Serote's subjectivity interfaces with collective ideologies - changes in
response 1o the -unfclding of history and resulting fro.mn the development of the poed's own

political consciousness.

The notion of ac'sthetids as a terrain of political struggle goes back at least as far as the
ebates over aesthetics and politics in Europe in the 30s, for example in Brecht's concept of
;'ea]ism in axe:

With the people s&uggling and changing reality before our eyes, we must not

cling to 'tried’ rules of narrative, venerable literary models, eternal aesthetic

Iaws....Realistic means: discovering the causal complexes of society /
unmasking the prevailing view of things as the view of those who are in power

38 T, B. , Preface 1o Modern Fiction Studies Vol, 35, No. 1 (Spring 1989)p.5
39 Michael Wilding, Political Fictions (London: RKP 1982) p.11
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/ writing from the standpoint of the class which offers the broadest solutions for
the pressing difficulties in which human society is caught up / emphasizing the
element of development / making possible the concrete, and making possible
abstraction from it.40
The kind of realistic literature suggested here requires a new language and a new aestheic,
one that is capable of rendering reality in a form that everybody, not just the privileged few,
can master. Thi¢ is sometimes difficult for writers and critics to accept. For exaraple, Pablo
Neruda underwent a shift in his aesthetic concemns in the 1930s, siating that:

It was a great effart for me to sacrifice obscurity to clarity, for obscurity of
language has become the privilege of a literary caste....] have rcsolved to
become more and more sixople in my new poems, more simple each day.41

Similar ideas prevail in African literatnre, This kind of aesthetic is evident in works of
fiction like Sembene Ousmane's God’s Bits of Wood and Ngugi's Petals of Blood, novels
in which the coIIectwe subject is sxtuatad in such a way that it acts meaningfully and with a
chance of succc:ss The same 1ciea informs the secondpart of Serote's novel To Every Birth
its Blaod_, and takes shape in his poetry frorn Behold Mam2a Flowers onwards,

P
=5

Tt would thus seem that the aesthetic thrust of resistanes ¥terature is towards bridging the

conceptual divide between art and politics. This artificial &ichoﬁnmy has engbled Literatnte

mmwwhgofmmmmm&madmﬁmfwmymam
dominance rests on the claims to universality and intrinsic unity between form and content

* of a Literary tex, propesties whioh axc only accessible to the aalytic processes of practicat

criticism, But along with the eriergence of resistanch in South Afican literature has come an

assault on these foundations of htcmry swdy. |

. mmmmu.aa.mmmrottm {London: Verso, 1977) pp. 81 -82

:;S%)Wclhgi Chapma, Soutk Aﬁzcnn English Poetry; A Modern Pe*tspecm (Io!muwsburg‘ Ad Donker,
g 2
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THE CHALLENGE TO CRITICISM
Critical approaches are not simply intellectual constructs
existing in some purely abstract realm. They are
positions people hold, positions that serve particular
interests and satisfy certain needs.42
ver the last twenty years or so, the positions held in literature departments by exponents of
practical criticism and its associated ideology of liberal humanism have been gradually
undermined by materialist-orientated scholars, This is a worldwide 5+ ad in literary studies.
For example, John Barrell in Poetry, Language and Politics has given a clear account of the

weaknesses and the pilitics of practical crificism. As he points out,

«certain texts have been defined as literary in a way that has had the effect of
~ defining a kind of utterance which can be used at once to instantiate a political
view of the world and to claim that this view is above the political; and that a
particalar reading-practice, a particular discourse, has been invented in terms of
which that claim can be made. If we question the discourse, we are also free to
guestion the objects it defines, and, along with the literary text, we are free to
question the notion of 'full humanity' which validates the claim that such a text,
because it is ‘universal, is therefore not political 43
In South African literary studies the questioning of the discourse of practical eriticism has
been a feature of critical debates in English universities over the last twenty years. While
generally concerned with the art/politics relationship, these debates have largely been
initiated by the work of Serote and other writers already mentioned above. These often
actimonious exchanges have been adequately described elsewhere,44 and I will mercly
outline the salient features in order to give a sense of the main issues and directions in

 criticism of recent black South African writing ia general

The positions beld by those involved in debates around critical approaches so black writing

42 Nick Visser, "The critice] sitnation and the situation of criticism®, Critical Arts Vol. 3, No. 2 (1985) p.
4 {emphasis added} : _ .

43 John Barrell, Poetry, Language and Politics (Manchester: Manchester Univeesity Press, 1988) p, 11
44 Ses for exampls Critical Aris Val. 3, No. 2 (1984) and Jerery Cronin, * "The law that says/Corsteicts
the breath line(...)" South African English Language Poetry Written by Africons in the 19708 * English
Acadermy Review No, 3 (1985) - :
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’can be broadly characterised asl either idealist or materialist. Idealist positions see the text a5
free from the constraints of society and history, and focus on the unity and universality of 2
literary text. Materialist positions see the text, and other cultural artifacts of a more popular
nature, as products determined by social, economic and historical forces. Criticism here
would focus on the way the product relates to its determining base, and would seek to
expose contradictions within the text, and in what ways the text represses the underlying
conditions of its production.

The dilemma of the idealist position in approaching black political writing can be seen, for
example, in this statement from Colin Gardner:

Faced with red-hot writing from a buming or molten situation, can we even be
certain what literature’ is, or what the task of criticism is, or what relationship
should exist between literature and criticism and reality?45
An example of the matmiaﬁstposiﬁminrelaﬁontoidcalismismefuﬁwzingﬁ'ommhael
- Vaughan:

..a new black township literature has emerged, whose aesthetic impetus is
imbricated with Black Consciousness and populist precepts. Liberal criteria for
the evaluation of aesthetic quality, grounded in the concept of a sensitive and
humani¢t individualism, and backed by the authority of 2 universalist acsthetic
order, have been treated with somewhat scant regard by the exponents of this
new literature 46 ‘

While these statements are by no means fully representative, they do indicate the nature of
critical debate between these two schools of thought. Generally speaking, these critical
debates have concerned ﬂlemselvcé with the f;ollowing issues; 1) the relevance of 'fhe
English Great Tradition in a Scuth African context, 2)if Western lterature is being studied,
 what is the validity of the method of practical criticism and what criticai approachies) would
replacet, 3) the demystifying of the liberal humanist world-view and its accompanying
univecsalist assthetics, 4) the construction of a world-view grounded in historidal

45Colin Gardner, "Mmgme Serote’s 'City Johannesburg's Approaches toa Poem“' in Michael Chapman
(ed), Soweto Poetry (Johannesburg: McGrawHill, 1982) p. 200 |

46 Michasl Vaughan, "A critique of the Dominant Ideas in Depertments of English in the Bnglish-Speaki
Universities of South Afiica® Critical Arts Vol. 3, No. 2 (1084) p. 45 R "
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materialism and a cc - sequent redefinition of aesthetic criteria.

In addition to this, the study of a work of African literature makes the questions of critical
approaches and aesthetic criteria more complex. For example, are Eurocentric critical
theories such as Marxism and structuralism relevant to a study of African literature 7 Is
there an Afrocentric critical method for evaluating texts produced on this continent 7 What
critical approach would adequately wieet the historical challenge posed to inherited notions
by th. literature of resistance ?

Debates around such issues began in earnest at the Poetry '74' conference held at the
University of Cape Town. Mike Kirkwood put forward the notion of 'art for liberation’ and
questioned the concept of ‘English South African cultare’ in his polemic against Guy
Butier47 These were popular points of debate in the burgeoning Black Consciousness
movement, bt had not been previously sired at any major gathering of (mainly) white
acadernics. Kirkwood's views were given added weight by the presence of Serote, MtshaE,
James Matthews and Sipho Sepamla at the conference - but it was to be the last time for
méhy .years that black poets would be present at such occasions.48

Tim Couzens pointed the the way towards a materialist ‘sociological’ approach to black
poetry, and emphasised the importance of historical specificity in his paper at the same
conference.49 And the negligible amount of criticism at the time of black South African

poetry is mdmahed by the pancity of entries under this headmg in thc bibliography to Poetry
South Aﬁ-zca (a selection of papers from the confersnce).

Froma late 1980s perspective, it seems as if the events of Soweto 1976 gave real impetus to
- the rcvmanary scholarship of materialist litexary critics and hJStonans and further |

47nglﬁrkwood,“ﬂm00hmmramﬁqmofﬂwﬁnghsh5mmmcuhmthwxy in Peter
Wilhelm and James Polley (eds), Poerry South Africa (Johsnneshurg: Ad Danker, 1976)
48Seroussvnewsontheoonfucme,wmchcoumdndmﬂatbeassssmaumbyparcelbombm\IQ‘Mu:ofS;i\St:}
Ieader Onkgopatse Tiro, aremh:samclc"FechngrhoWam in Michael Chapman (ed), Soweto Poetry

| 49 Tim Couzens, "Black poetry in Africa" in Peter Wilhelm and James Polley (eds), Poetry South Africa
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:wveakme:d the hold of the liberal humanist paradigm in the fields of Hterature, sociology and
history. In 1977 a new journal, Work in Progress, was launched, and Tim Couzens3 Isabel
Hofmeyr and Kiwyn Sole>0 all put forward powerfal arguments for a ‘new conceptual
framework’ and 'comprehensive theory’ - grounded in *..storical materialism - for black _
South African literature. Sole's article in parﬁcular is important when approaching Serote's |
early work, for he points out the necessity of going beyond the printed page when
exarnining Black Consciowsness texts .. rmt *filters ont' much of the dynamic ethos and
processes of performance which inform the final published product.

But amund the same time as the Work in Pragress articles appeared, Dr, A.G. Ullyatt
published an arficle in Contrast magazine which drew sharp responses from other critics.!

~ Ullyatt's main concern is "that black poets in South Africa persist in using almost every
-possible occasion to castigate the prevailing system of government withont regard for any of
the basic precepts of poetzy."

This approach once more exposed the hrmtauons of liberal humanism and practical criticism
in dealing with polm.cal fexts, and thess limitations were made clear in the responses to
Ullyatt's article.

Of these, thcmost comprehensive was that of David Manghar Brown, who argues that
"materialist literary cnumsm .... Se2ms to provide the answer to the glaring inadequacies of
much Western criticism of African literature, o many of which found a cbmfonable home
in Ullyatt's article.”52 Maughan Brown however does not arguc the merits of a Marxist
analysm of African literature, but concentrates instead onpmsenung the case for a black
criticism and & 'black aesthcuc . His axticle is irpportant since it brings debates on South

50 Tim Couzens, "Criticism of South African iterature®, Work in Progress No. 2 (Nov, 1977); Isabel
Hofmeyr, "Problems of Creative Writers: A Reply”, Work in Progress No. 2 (Nov. 1977); Kelwyn Sole,
“Problems of Creative Writers i South Africa: A Tiesponse™, Work in Progress No. 1 {Sep. 1977)

S1 A . Ullyatt, "Dile:tnas in Black Poetry™ Contrast No, 44 (1977)

iﬂ David N{:Sughan Brown, "Black Criticism and Black Aesthetics” in Michael Chaﬁmaﬁ (ed), Soweso
ofiry o )
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African black writing into line with the wider context of debates in criticism of African
literature - debates which are concerned with the idea of black or African aesthetics, and the
applicability to African writing of Eurocentric critical models.3

But black critics in South Affica have generally not induiged themselves in polemics abo.t
critical approaches, and have in most cases firmly rejected the views of white critics. The
approaches of critics such as Njabulo Ndebele, Mafika Gwala, Mbulelo Mzamane, Sipho
Sepamla and others4 are largely 'participatory’, and concerned with the ideological issue of
how black writing can best serve the interests of the liberation struggle - with the important
exception of Es'kia Mphahlele, who has always taken a more "universal’ and myth-critical
approach,33

Of the black writers who have participated in the art/politics debate, Njabulo Ndbele has

been consistently prominent both as & writer and critic. As early as 1973 his views were

..at variance with many of the criteria associated with liberal humanism. In
'Artistic and Political Mirage' Ndebele acknowledged the vividness of Mishali's
descriptions, but noted as serious limitation the poet's apparent unwillingness
to confront the fact of a reality which, far from being monistic, is definitely
seen to be alterable by virtue of man's social actions,36

53 An overview of thess debares cant be found in David Attwell, "The British Legacy in Aﬁ'ican ciiticism®
English in Africa WVol. 11, No.1 (May 1584)
34 The very brief mention of black critics here is by no means an atiempt at a 'marginalization' of these
views, The problem of the relationship between art and politics has always been an issue only for white
asademics, while black writers generuily take for granted the necessary unity of art and politics. See:
Sipho Sepamla, "The Black Writer in South Africa today: Problems and Dilemmas" New Classic Nv, 3

(Wattville, 1976)

- "The thrust of black writing since the mid-sixties; A subjective view” in Ezekiel

Mphahisle & Tim Couzens {eds) The Voive of the Black Writer mAﬁ'tca

(University of the Witwatersrand, 1980)
Mafika Gwala, "Black Writing Today™ Staffrider Vol. 2, No, 3 (Johannesburg, 1979)
?gi':?%l}elo Mzamane, "tharamre and Politics among Blacks in South Africa” New Classic No., 5 (Wattville,
Njahuln Ndebele, “Turkish Tales, and some thoughits on 8.A, Fiction™ Staffrider 6, 1 (1984)

-~ "The rediscovery of the ordinary: Some new writings in South Africa” Journal of
. Southern African Studies 12,2 (1986)
55 Es'kia Mphahilelo, Voices in the Whirlwind (London: Macmillan, 1973)
== "The Voice of Prophecy iu African Poetry™ English in Africa Vol.6 No.1 {March 1979)
- "Mong{mess(emte 5§ Odyssey: The pth that breaks the heels” English Academy Review
o

36 Michael Chiapman, South African English Poetry: A Madern Perspective p.192
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In the article mentionsd by Chapman, Ndebele points to the work of Serots as being the
right direction for black writers to folluw - i.e to adopt a 'resistance’ as opposed to ‘protest
stance in their work. Ndebsle's critical work over the last decade is of special significance to
the debates over art and politics. As Michael Vaughan has shown, Ndebele does not take
sides within this debate, but achieves a new position on it by advocating the necessity for a

conjunction between art and politics.57

‘With regard to debates in English universities though, it was clear that by the mid-1980s
materialist-orientated literary critics, solciiologists and historians had established themselves,
and it seemed that the argumerits over the issues outlined above were over. Several papers at
two important conferencesS8 had shown that materialist approaches offered an effective
route to understanding the complexities of black South African writing in relation.to social
forces and realities. And while pointing to some possible new points of departure within the
liberal fremework, Colin Gardner in his 1985 article seemed unable to go beyond the
questions he had posed some years earlier:

What opportunity for detachment is offered by our presant civil war, or by the
recent South African army attack in Botswana - an attack, by the way, in which
Thami Mynele, a close friend of Serote's and the illustrator of most of his -
published works, was killed? ...Finally, what is, or should be, or could be, the
role of poetry itself at such a moment of crisis? And what is the role of
“criticism? Or hasit a role?3

A convincing reply to Gardner was given by Jeremy Cronin in the same issue of the English
Acadenty Review.80 Cronin sees the debates around black poetry as being between the

2;8%1::21&1 Vaughan, "The Writer as Storyteller?" African Studies Institute seminar paper no.226 (March
58 These are: the conference o Liteature and Society in Sontherm Africa held at the University of York in
September 1981, and the collegiom "Poblish~r-Writer-Réader” at the University of the Witwatersrand in
September 1982, The York conference procetdings have been published in the Jowrnal of Southern African
Studiez 9, 1 (Qctober 1982) and in Landeg White and Tim Couzens (eds) Literature and Society in South
Africa (Cape Town: Maskew Miller Longman, 1984), The procsedings of the colloqium "Publisher-Writer-
Reades” are edited by Susan Gandner and published by the Department of Compatative Literatie, University
of the Witwatersrand (1986}, Significant articles and papers axe listed in the bibliography to this dissertation.
39 Colin Gardner, "lrony and Militancy in Recent Black Postry®, English Academy Review 3 (1985)

66 Jeramy Cronin, " "The law that says/Constricts the breath line(..)'s South African English Language
Poetry Written by Africans in the 1970s", English Academy Review No.3 (1985) -
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formalist and sociological schols of thought (i.e idealist vs. materialist), and in his view
these debates have thrown up a number of theoretical obstacles which have impeded further
investigation of this poetry, Cronin's way out of the 'theoretical antinomies' is to adopt a
sociolinguistic approach whereby a “close analysis of the poetry in terms of its social and
historical significance” can be undertaken.

Crorin's approach does point towards a new direction in studying black poetry, and this
will be used in the laner discussion of Serote's texts. But his ideas seemed to go unheeded in
some guarters, for in 1987 an article by Stephen Watson appeared in Upsiream magazine
which stimulated debates that had much in common with those in Contrast a decade

earlier.61

Watson castigated the work of Serote and his contemporaries for what he termed its "still-
born quality” and "smpct‘]ﬂng' intellectual poverty”, and relegated it to the minor position of
a "modest part of conternporaty South African poetry in English," Criticism was similarly
dismissed - "all those learned, sarmest articles in Michael Chapman's Sowero.Paetry,

celebrating this poetry, now look stupid at worst, premature at best.”

In reply, Kelwyn Sole62 pumtad out Watson's "faulty assumptl pns” and "unconscious use
of racially exclusive categories of thought." Sale finds "Tittle mfference in his [Watson s}

- personal predilictions from a discourse hegemonic in university English depastments in this
country until very recently - a:libersal, anti-theoretical and anti-politeal impulse first sexiously
assaulted by Blﬁck Consciousness poetry and drarha in the early Seventies.” In Sole's view,
Watson's apprbac_h is not "sufficiently probicmaﬁsmd" and he suggests that Watson take
"into account the political, stylistic and oultural context from which this poetry arises and ty

61 Stephen Watson, "Shock. of the O1d: What's Become of 'Black‘ Poetry’, Upsiream Vcl 5, Ne.2
(Autumn 1987)
62 Ketwyn Sole, "The Shock of the ©id2: More Likely Nostalgia for the Past™ Upm'emn Vol. 5, No. 4

. {Spring 1987), Lionel Abrahams intervened in the debate on Watson's side i 4 letter in Upslream Vol.§,
- Na.l {Summer 1988}
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which it addresses jtself."

The preceeding discussion gives an outline of the directions in "metacriticism” (criticism
about criticism) - debates concerned with the relationship between art and politics, and
arising from the challenge issued by the emerging voice and aesthetic of resistance in South
African writing over the last thirty years. In summary, one could say that the smergence of
the new biack poetry is coterminous with the rise of materialist-orientated scholars in the
arts and social sciences at English-speaking universities, who have used the nevr poetry and
its 'sociological' nature as ammunition for their assaults on the literary bastions of liberal
humanism, The liberal humanists are usually attacked by the materialists (and with good
reason) for the inébi]ily of "raditional' methods of criticism such as praciical criticism to

come to terms with the social and peditical significance of texts fror writers like Serote,

It would appear that roaterialist approaches have gained ground over the last two decades,
and from a faeoretical point of view these have much to offer in terms of uﬁderstanding the
cnmplek set of relationships between literature and society. But in their obsessions with
context and exposing the faulty assumpﬁdns and false con:v.éiousness of the idealists (or
'formalists?), the materialist {or I’socio-histcrical') critics tend to .Iose sight of the actual texts
and are thus unable to say anything meaningful about symbolism and aesthetics, Nor (with
the exception of Jeremy Cronin) has anything resembling an mfom:ed close reading of
South A&xcan resisﬁahcc poetry been forthcoming from materialist eritics {even thongh Tim
Couzens pointed to tlns possibility in the mid-Seventies).63

 Idealist approaches are pﬁmarily f:dncemed with aesthetics, but with demise of liberal
humanism and practical m-itici.sm these appx'bé.ches are ‘opcn to charges of "imrelevance”, and
also fail to account for the political impulses behind the wfiﬁing and performing ofmsistanc;:z
ntemmre;'.- Bat these approaches do offer ways of undexs_mimg the textmal and formal

63 Tim Couzens, "Criticism of South African literature” Work in Progress No, 2

i
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dynamics of black writing, and cannot be lightly dismissed.

In my own view, thers are merits and shortcornings on both sides of the debate. Whileitis
important to formulaté new approaches to the poetry, it is also imperative to avoid the

pitfalls of a rigidly idealistic approach (being apolitical and abistorical) on the one hand, and
the reductionistic determinism of materialism on the other. My own formulation of anew
approach is not intended as yet another intervention in the overcrowded terrain of
metacritical wrangling, but instead seeks new areas of exploratioh. I have thus attempted to
construct a critical approach to Sexote's work that would in some way combine idealism and

materialism without conflating these views or lapsing into a chaotic and diffuse eclectism.54

Criticism will always have two aspects, one turned

" towards the structure of literature and one turned -
toward the other cultural phenomena that form the
social environment of literature.55 :

This dissertation is primarily concerned with investigating the relationship between
aesthietics and resistance/in the writing of Mongane Wally Serote. In terms of the slve

‘quetation from Northrop Frye, aesthetics would cormrespond to the 'structure of lterature',

ans, ;iésiswncc would be the ‘cultural phenomena that form the social environment' of
Serote's work. But in transferring Frye's paradigm into an African context it is important to
tzke note of the views of African crilics on the function of criticism and the role of the critic,
For example, Abiola Trele has stated

© ...we must see the critic himself as the active and inteiligent mediator between
the writer's consciousness and the responses of his larger andience of readers. If

64 ful tist of the considensble body of textual critiéism on Serote and other black poets is given in the
bibliography. I have decided not to discuss this here, as most of the theoeretical stances have siready been
described. T do however refer o this criticiso: where it has informed or sdded to my ow., readings of Serote,

85 Northrop Frye, The Critical Patk (Brighton: Harvester, 1983) p. 25
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+ We accept the unifying role of the critical intelligence, we must expect the critic
himself to possess as complete an awareness 4s possible of the entire range of all
that has gone into the literary work, and his activity as one which brings into
sharp focus the the various directions within the work as well as the relations
outside the work itself which have determined, or at least shaped, the
imaginative process which brought it into being. This means that the ciitic's
intuition....mnst consist to a certain extent of some form of knowledge, of 2
commaon sensibiity that unites him with the writer and that relates him instantly
to his work.66 ' '

An approach to Serote along the lines suggested by Irele would meet the need of
approaching his work with respect to the broader horizons of African cultvral expression,
But this approach raises problems when applying it in a South African context. For
exampie, to what exteﬁt can a white South African critic claim a unifying common
sensibility with a black township writer like Serote, given the very real (if externally

impused) cultural and class divisions that exist in South Afsica? Obviously it would be naive
 for the white critic to claim direct experiential understanding of the material conditions that
inform Serote's work. But, as Wole Soyinka suggests :

Critical responses are in themselves an index of ... attitudes and are, even more
relevantly, a reflection of thase world-views which separate and profoundly
affect the relations of art and life in differing cultures. A ground common to all

- fortunately makes comparative referepecs possible: the creative man is
universally involved in a subtle conspiracy, a tacit nnderstanding that he, the
uncommisioned observer, relates the plight of man, his disasters and joys, to
some vague framework of observable truths and realities.67

In the South African context, the system of apar:hezd in all its cruelly elaborate
manifestations makes up the "vague frasoework of observable truths and realities” thas

- congtitutes Sexote’s external references. This socio-political framework can be a mon
reference potnt for both writer and eritic, if they both share a commeon desire to see it
dismantled and replaced by & new social ordsr. |

C

There are guidelines, thea, for a critical approach which is Afrocentric and that locates

G5 Abiola Irele, The African Experience in Literatirs and Ideology (London: Heinemann, 1981) p. 33. Inele's
view has been elaborated upoa with regard to South Afiican literature by Peter N. Thuynsma in his paper
“South African literary criticism: Beyond the exotic?” (Presented at the Grahamstown Festival, July 1985)

67 wole Soyinka, Myth, Literature and the African World . 44
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Serote's poetry in the broad context of African literary expression. Within more si)eciﬁc
circumstances though, his writing is part of a worldwide literature of resistance - a literature
that arises from national libexation struggies and resistance movements against Western
imperialist domination of Africa, Central and South America, and the Middle and Far Bast
{the "Third World"). With regard to criticism of this literature, Barbara Harlow has pointed
towards the need for

;_..a criticism which must account not only for the poetic values in the verse but
for its historical relevance as well, come to terms niot only with its ideological
persuasion but with its lierary significance also, and with the dynamic impetus
of the poetry's engagement, at once imanediate and symbolically mediated, with
a historical reality.58 _
Bearing in mind Harlow's prescription and the other points raised above, my own approach
to Serote’s poetry is to examine it from two differing but hopefully coﬁ;plerncntary

perspectives.

The first is to take a matenahst approach to Serate ﬁrith the intention of nxplonng the ways

in which resista:ice is present 'on & aesthetic level as a symbolic act. HeJ!re Tuse soma

elements of the interpretative model suggested by Fredric Jameson in The Political

. Unconscious.5® 'I'l:us model enables an exploration of the social and historical context, as
well as the changing ideclogica) directions of Serote’s poetry. It would be 2 valuabls

| exercise to explore Serote's entire outpnt from this perspective, but for clearer fuci; Ihave
limited this section to & discussion of sproe important poemns from Serote’s first phase of
literary activity. | |

| %cnndly, I wz’il atterapt (0 account for what Harlow calls the symbohc mediationof
$erote's engdgernent with a historical reality. To my mind, this is equivalent to exploring
the mythological dmmnsmns of Serote's work. Here there are no existing modeis % apply,

68 Barbara Harlow, Resistance Litgrature p. 70

69 Although Jameson does mot disciss texts of resistance ot Afvicen literstue, his model has been applied in

#n African context by Abdul JanMohamed in his book Manichean Aesiherics (Amberst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1983) . 4 U
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althongh some critics have made imporfant contributions in this area.”0 In this section I
discuss Serote's two 'epic' works No Baby Must Weep and Behold Mama Flowers, the
poem "Time has run out”, and The Night Keeps Winking and A Tough Tale, the two long
poems written in the 1980s.

70 Eiskia Mphahiele "The Voice of Prophecy in Afvican Poetry” English in Africa Vol, 6, No.1 (March
199‘?895})2&:1& "Mongang Sexote’s Odyssey: The path that breaks the heels", English Academy Review NoJ

(
Francis Faller, ** Past, Present and Future Vision: A Cmnparauve study of three long poems by Neruda, Paz
and Serote”, English Academy Review No. 5 (1987)

S|



«.all literature...must be informed by what we
have called a political unconscious, that all
literature must be read as a symbolic meditation
on the destiny of community.”
The debates in South African literary criticism over the relationship between art and politics
reveal the problems in constructing a critical approach to the wark of Serote. Sociological and
matexialist approaches seetn to have some promise, but with the exception of Abdul
JanMohamed's Manichean Aesthetics, none have to my knowledge employed The Political
Unconscious by Fredric Jameson as a model for analysing the aesthetics of resistance in black
Squﬁh African literature. In my reading towards a suitable critical approach a staternent from
Jameson seemﬁd to point at a fundamental theoretical mxth, with important implications for
htmry mtxc:sm.

.Jideology is not somcthmg which informs or invests symbolic production, rather
rhe aesthetic act is irself ideological, and the production of aesthetic or narrative form
1is to be seen as en ideological act in its own right, with the function of inventing
imaginary or formal "solutions" to unresolvable social contradictions.”? (emphasis
akd)
Notions of a 'imeless’ and ‘nniversal’ aesthetic, and rigid distinctions between ‘private’ and
| ‘public’ poetry, collapse in the face of this kind of thinking, Jameson also emphasises the kcy
role of ideology in literary criticism, as&d while hig investigations are largely cmcemed wnh
westezn htemryandtheomeucalwmks hzscmceptofthe‘pohucalunconsmous smmdtcmc
‘to offer the most effective route 1o a fuiler understanding of resistance liserature in gsncml and

Serote's work in particelar, But hcfm discussing Serotc s early poetry from this perspective, I

71Fred:ic Jameson, The Political Unconscious (L ondon: Methuen, 1983) p.70
72 Predric Tameson, The Political Unconmous P79
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would like to b..efly discuss some theoretical underpinnings of terms like 'resistance’, and give
an outline of Jameson's concept of the political unconscious as a model for a materialist

approach to Serote's work.

THE DIMENSIONS OF RESISTANCE

There are many forms and forces of exploitation and oppression, and equally as many, if not
more, ways of resisting domination by a particular class or racial group. In his introduction 10

In Resistance, Gary Okhiro argnes that: |

«.straggle is the core of history and the principle dialectic in that struggle is between

_oppression and exploitation, on the one hand, and resistance on the other. Resistance

. thus constitutes 2 fundamental theme of history .... resistance in the face of
' oppression is a self-evident truth .... the cause of slave revolt was slavery.’3

“This is bagically a paraphrase of one the central tenets of Marxism, and generally true, but

“historical and socio-political c:rcumstances will necessarily determine the extent, strategy, and

effectivenass of the resistance of a particular group in a given tlme and place.

Resistance is undoubtedly a fundamental theme of South Aftican history. Vernon February
shows the presence of Iesistance. in South Africa as early as 1672, when two colonists were
threatened by a Khoi with the following words: "Duytsman een woort calm, ons U kelum” 434
white man ony word speaks us you kill)74 . and indeed the history of South Africa can be
viewed as the histo:y of Slack resistance to white conquest and domination:

This resistance has taken many forms which naturally underwent profound
modifications in the years following the arrival of the first colonists led by Jan van
Riebeeck in 165%. Each form of resistance represented a specific reaction and
attempted solution to the political, material, and organizational problems generated by
white hegemony; sach expressed simulteneously continuity and rupture with the

T3Gary Okihizs (o), In Resistance (Amherst; University of Massachussets, 1986) p.1 |

74_' Vemon February, And Bid Him Sing { London: Kegan Panl Internationat, 1988) p. 89, The articls also deals
with the creote asturs of Afrikaans, and has important implications for the notion of Afrikaans as a language of
resistance. Sec for example the work of Hein Willemse and Sipho Sepamia’s poem "Come Duze Baby®,
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practices of the past.”

Although a full survey of black resistance in South Africa is outside the scope of this
dissertation, this history is one of the master codes of Serote's work. A critical approach to
literature located within this master code would deal with the idea of literature as a form of
reSistance, showing how in both politicad and literary terms Serote's work is 2 socially symbolic

- act of resistance,

The gualification of 'symbolic' with 'socially’ echoes the subt'ttie of The Politirul Unconscious,
and also points to the problem' of art's relationship with reality. An act of resistance that was _
merely symbolic would be ineffective if it did not have an impact in the 'real’ or:social world,
bui to what extent can literature claim any effectiveness in terms of changing the matcnal wmld‘?
This question is discussed more fully later in the chapter. |

The characteristics of resistance literature have already been discussed. In the case of Serote, Vo
will have tocloseiy exarine the idcolngics of speciﬁczcsistance movements (Black “
Conscionsness and the African Nauonal Congrtss) and the mterfaccs of Serote's subjectivity
with thesc broad ideglogies, shifts in the poet's ideology over the past twenty years, and the |
artistic realigation of these processes in the actual texts. Rut first the concept of msz..tm" will
have to be'clearly described and defined, Jest it temiio a vague and undifferentiated term with
little analytiz power. 1
In Resisting Navels an exploration of 1dcology and literamre, Lennard Davis dlscusscs

resistance as both a psychoanalytic and & pohtlcal texm.76 Resistance in ti%e psychological sense
is & term in Frendian analysis. Freud says that resistance;

75 Rabert Fatton, Black c'omsamess in Sau:h Africa; The Diafecﬂcs of Ideological Resistance to Wﬁue
Supremacy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986} p.l

6 Lennacd Davis, Resisting Novels (London: Methuen, 1987)

6o
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means opposition, All those forces within the patient which oppose the procedures
and processes of analysis, i.e. which hinders the patient's free association, which
interferes with the patient's attempts fo remember and to gain and assimilate insight,
which operates against the patient's reasonable ego and his wish to change.”7

While this is a useful insight, Davis does not extend his own view of psychological resistance
far enough, for 't is important to realise that in the process of psychoanalysis resistance is
- inextricably linked with repression: |

A violent opposition must have started against the entry into consciouspess of the
questionable mental process, and for that reason it remained unconscion  .ss being
something unconscious, it had the power to construct a symptom. This same
opposition, during psychoanalytic treaiment, sets itself up once more against our -
effort to transform what is unconscious into what is conscious. This is what we
perceive as resistance. We have proposed to give the pathogenic process which is
demonstrated by the resistance the name of repression.™ _

The notions of resistance and repression have important political connotations, and are a.80
essential to an understanding bf the péhﬁcal anconscious. There is in psychoanalysis a dialectic
Yetween resistance andreprcséion, szmﬁarm the concept of class struggle that in Marx's view

~ inforrns the mo&ement of history:

"The hislory of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles: freeman
and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and jonwrneyman ~ina -
vrord, oppressor and oppressed - stood in constant opposition to one another, carded
on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either
in a revolutionary reconsutuuon of society at large or in the common ruin of the
contending classes. 7

In psychoanalysis the mamfcstation of resistance in the individual is a symptom of underlying
pathology - the individual whose ego organization is weak will find a reurotic solution to -
certain forms of intier repression. In the same way, societies generate i&eolr)gies 10 rationalise:
asymmes:ical power relations which have been repressed, distoried or elided in languagc. The _.

writer-or critical theorist can thus iead society to &alf-awamnes& E\y exmmng the roots of its

77 LGna:dDav:s, Resisting iovels p. 12

78 Sigmund Frend, Jntreductory Lectures on Psyahaunalym (Harmondsworth: Pengmn 1973) p. 335

79 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, %CommumstMamifbsm‘ In Fredric Jameson,mpam:m:
. Unconscions p.zﬂ _
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legitimating ideology. A poem or political theory which performs this kind of analysis can be
considered a symbolic act of resistancs against collective repressicii.

While the main thrust in terms of resistance in Serote’s work is towards exposing the roots of
the dominant ideology of apattheid, there is a change in the way this manifests in the texts. A
large part of Serote's eatly work (Yakhal'inkomo, Tsetlo, and the first part of To Every Birth
its Blood ) is concerned with the process of self-analysic, and political analysis is Jargely
through metaphoric process and the porirayal of suffering and oppression in 2 township
situatioi.. Political and ideological analysis becomes more explicit and militant in later work,
with the growth in Serote's poli-ﬁcai consciousness due to the circumstances of exile, events

such as June 16 1976, and his later work as a msmber of the African National Congress 50

- Psychological resistance and pelitical resistarce have a dialectical relation in the social world,
Politically progressive forces will have to work to ove:cn_nie the psychological resistance of
groups who are in some sense wedded to their oppression. Political resistance is thus partly
concerned with defeating psychological resistance throngh analysis and action. This is also true
for tke iritvidual in an oppressed sitwation - for example in Black Consciousness thinking a key
idea is nat the first step on the road to liberation begins with the inward-looking process of
overcoming the inferiority complexes inculcated by oppi‘ession. A central theme in the writin gs.
of Steve Biko is the notion of psychological liberation as a prefequisim for pohncal freedom:

On his own, therefore, the black man wishes 1o explore his surroundings and test his
possibilities - in other words to make his freedom real by whatever means he deems
fit. At the hcartofthlshndofﬂimlﬂnglsrhatthemostpntcntwcapmlmﬂwhands of
the oppressor is the mind of the cppressed. If one is free at heart, no man-made
chains can bind one to servitude, but if'one’s mind is so manipulated and controlled
by the oppressor as to make the the /nnpmsséd believe be is a Liability to the white
man, then there will be nothiqg the oppressed can do to scare his powerful masters.

soFmSemtesmmwofthrspmoess,seeEs Pahad’s interview with te 1989 (Imlnded an
appendix to this dissertation) P ‘iero Q1989 ag

[
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Hence thinking albng the lines of Black Consciousness makes the black man see
himself a5 a being complete in himself 81

This attitude certainly informs Serote's early work, but as suggested earlier there is a
development away from a concernt with psychological liberation to the more concrete
practicalities of political struggle.

Tn the political sense, resistance is either armed or passive and refers to the refusal of oppressed
groups to meelly submit to ruling class power. Political resistance implies a rejection of the |
sfams qup and a sense of solidarity against oppressive structures, James Scott has defined the
term more closely:

..xesistance inchy - § any act(s) by member(s) of a subordinate class that is or are
intended either to mitigate or deny claims {for example, rents, taxes, prestige) made -
on that class by supcrordmatc classes (for example, landlords, large farmers, the
state) or to advance its own clmms (for example, work, laud charity, respect) vis-a-
vis those superordinate classes82

Although theze are the inevitable problems associated with attempts to define broad concepts, -

~ Scott points out that this definition allows for both individual and collective acts of resistance,

" and does not exelude those forms of ideological resistance (such as protest or Tesistance
literature) that challenge the dominant definition of the situation and assert diffcient standards of

justice and 'cqﬁity. This is important when applyiné the concept to Serote's work, which is from

the beginning a literature of challenge and deﬁaﬁce against the systematic repression of the

spartheid state,

Scott goes on to discuss the apparent dichotomy between real rEsistance, on the one hand, and
' token, incidental, or even epiphenomenal activities on the other. In this view:

Real rcsistancc is (a) organised, systemaﬁc, and cooperative, (b) principlcd or

8151ave Biko, “BMCunscmmmdﬂmqnestforamwhummty”mAckedSmbbs (ed , Steve Biko - 1
Write Whas I Like (London: The Bowerdean Press, 1978) p. 92. )

82 sames Scott, Weapons of the Weck (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985) p.290
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selfless, (c) has revolutionary consequences, and/or {d) embodies ideas or intentions
that negate the basis of domination itself. Token, incidental, or epiphenomenal
activities by contrast are (a) unorganized, unsystematic, and individual, (b)
opportunistic and self-indulgent, () have no revolutionary consequences, and/or (d)
imply, in their intention or meaning, an accommodation with the system of
domination,83

Scott points out that these divisions are inportant when analysing various forms of resistance in
relation to one another and the system of domination in which they occm' However, he goes onl
to show in his analysis that the apparent dichotomy fundamentalty misconstrues the very basis
of the economic and political struggle conducted daily by subordinate classes.

In this view the institutions of repression play a part in setting the parameters of resistance; and
to the extent that such institutions are effective they may prccludz all but token or informnal acts
of remstance This is arguably the case in South Africa, where resistance (at all levels of class
division) oscillates from organised Tegitimate' activity tos violent confrontations to stebborn and
sparadic acts of petty resistance, This oscillation may i :lomc cases be due to changes in the
soclal organization of the resisting groups, but it is more likely to be doe to changes in the level
of tepression, If only radical political Qctiﬁty or armed Shuggle is seen as 'real or 'true’
Icsi;stamc, then we simply allow the stmcture of domination to define for us what is and what is -
not-resistance. If one starts io look at what it means for rdal people to reject, refuse, or resist
subjection of themselves or others, as Scott does in his c:rhausnve study of a peasant

conmzumty in Malaysia ".... it becomes apparent that the 1bmary division between resistance and
non-rcs:stancc is an urireal one. "84

C‘.Ioaka:r to home, this vistv informs the new hlsnonogmphy of resistance in Sonthern Aﬁwan
smdxcs. For example, Leroy Vail and Landeg White havc ﬁntad that

4

83 Jamies Scott, Weapons of the Weak p292 ' \
84 Iamt%s Bcott,Weapons of the Weak p.viil ‘
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...resistance studies have been extended to include everything from foot-dragging
and dissimulation to social banditry, to arson, to poaching, to theft, avoidance of
conscription, desertion, migration, and riot. The new resistance is, in short, any
activity that helps frustrate the operations of capitalism and its creatures.85

To this can be added the acts of resistance that take place in the symbolic or ideoiogical domain,
such as works of literature, popular performance, songs, chants, slogans and the like.

These kinds of arguments provide a strong foundation for the use of the texm 'resistance’ as a
category for literature that challenges the social order. But in South African literary criticism
there is a tendency to distinguish between resistance and protest. Some critics have seen the
ideological shifts in black South African Litexature as some of kind of development from
‘protest’ to 'resistance’, but this approach tends to mask the political thrust of Serote’s work.
To par.:phrase Terry Eagleton, resistance in black South African Hterature is like politics in |
South African sport - it is there from the beginning.86 It is more aceurate to conceive of Serote's
work as resistance literature, '

In approaching resistance literature, it is seful to introduce a working distinction between
acsthetic ideologies and socio-political ideologies within texts. Jeremy Cronin offers the work
of HLLE Dhlomo as an example of disjuncture between these types of ideology in the same text
- whem the overt African nationalist socio-political ideology (an ideology of resistance) is
mediated, and sometimes 'hijacked’, by an aesthetic ideology and an assihetic practice based on
194 century English romantic views7 The same point oan be made with rogard to Sounds of
* a Cowhide Drum by Oswald Mishali. 88

Linking this notion to the categories of 'protest’ and 'resistance!, it conld be said that 'protest

85 Leroy Vail & Landeg White, *Forms of reststasice: Songs and perceptions of power ini colonial i
{unpub, seminar paper, Efzhadzs University, 1783} o colonial Mozambique
86 Terry Bagleton, Literary Theory (Oxford: Basil Blackwedl, 1983) p. 119 _

87 Jeremy Cronin, “Ideology and Literary Stdies in South Africa® (mimeo, UCT, 1085)

88 Njabulo Ndebele, "Artistic and Political Mirage: Mishalf's Sounds of a Cowhide Duum” in Michsst
Chaptnan (ed.) Soweto Poetry (Johannesburg: MeGrawZill, 1982) ' :
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poetry is undeniably political, but has a subdwed and minimal impact due to the disjuncture
between aesthetic and socio-pouﬁbal ideologies. Resistance poetry, on the other hand, would be
characterised by a confluence and mutual reinforcing of 8.6‘51]]3118 and political ideolagies, and
would play an effective part in the context of broader polmenl initiatives. In the case of Serote,

| although the socio-political thrust of his work is broadly speaking always onc of resistance,
there are disjunctures and contradictions in aesthetic idenlogies. This is seen for example in the
novel To Every Birth its Blood wherc the "irruption of hxsmzy” into the process of production

' ofthetext leads to an instability of structare and & certain degres of "ideological fluidity"

A

The concept of resistance, thcn. has political and psychologinal dmensnm& and is mpoﬂam in i
understanding both the historical dialectics of sosiety and ﬂw psychodynamlcs of the [ndmdnal.
In iterature, it can funcuon as an urmbrella category whlch snbsumcs other dcsmpuoms Shchas
protest, indictment, political literature, or conmmitied hterature (literature engagé). In lipr:mry
crmmsm,acoheremmodelforanalymngahmymasanacmfres:stanccxsofferéﬁby _
Fredric Jameson i his formulation of the political unconseidus, While not prctendmgm\ full -
'und?,ﬁstandmgoﬂam&sons exm:peiycomplexdaahcncalthmhng.lwﬂlcndcavonr‘p givcan -
ouﬂmaofbxs&xeory antithenappl:,rtinstt)anexammauonc:fSe:rote'suearlywoa-k.90 ‘g

39Nmkvm'mmrmmmd:mmmmofmw Mong&neSmtesToEwrme 4 a:m*
English Academy Review No. 4 (1987) “

90 My discussion of Jameson draws on William C. Dowling, Jameson Althusser Marx (Loudon: Mextimen,
IQWMMMMWSWMQ 7‘au’m:nm dwmesdemichwnAeamdes )

.‘-Il
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Marx and Engels laid the foundations for Jameson's concepts by showing the necessity of
understanding the relation between ideas and the material world:

We set out from real, active men, and on the basis of their real-life process we

- demonstrate the the development of the ideological reflexes and the echoes of this life
process. The phantoms formed in the human brain are also, necessarily, sublimates
of their material life process, which is emnpirically verifiable and bound to material
premises. Morality, religion, metaphysics, all the rest of ideology and their
corresponding forms of consciousness, thus no longer retain the semblance of
independence.d1

Marx and Engels thus stress the notion that ideas must be bound to material developments, and
that those structures of intellectual and cultaral life - the ‘superstructure’ - are ideological -
because such systems embody the beliefs and myths of certain dominant classes. It is useful to

link this idea to Freud's theories of art and culture, bearmgmmmdh:s notion of repression -
menuonedearher

As Lennard Davis has pointed out, the base/superstructure model evolved by Marx nd Engels
to explain the workings of history and society is not all that different from Freud's view of art
as a sublimation of instinctual drives - where art is a kind of reflex and stands in dynamic
relation to the base of libido which is displaéed upwards. Herbert Marcuse explains this
process: |

Under the law of the aesthetic form, the given reality is necessarily sublimated: the
- imuuediste content Is stylized, the "data” are reshaped and reordered in accordance
with the demands of the art form, which requires that aven the representation of death
and destruction invoke the need for hope & need rooted in the new consciousness
embodiedmmcworkofm” |

9Ny, u%’d Davis, Res:sang Novels p.2?
92 Hervert Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dmrmon (London: Macmillan, 1979) p.7
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The conscious mind thus works in supe:rstructmal relation to the dynamically repressed. With
regard to ideclogy, Freud's application of the unconscious to culture and history further opened
the notion that no idea is what it seems, that all idéas and social formations have an unconscious
component.93 In the area of literary theory, these key ideas of Marx and Freud find their most

sophisticated elaboration in Jameson's conceptualization of the political unconscious.

Building on from Althusser's notion that "ideology is eternal, exactly like the unconscious”,
Jameson is able to construct his 'doctrine’ of the political unconscious. Referring to Marx's
definition of the fundamental dialectic of history cited earlier (the 'uninterropted narrative’ of
the struggle between ruling and oppressed classes), Jameson states: '

Itisin dcteéting the traces of that uninterrupted parrative, in restoring to the surface
- of the text the repressed and buried reality of this fundamental history, that the
docrrine of a political unconscious finds its function and its necessity.9

The palitical unconscious is thus an historicised revisioning of Freudian theory, and the
unconscious is now seen.as the collective denial or repression of underlying historical
contradictions by hiuman societies.95 Jameson goes on to show that from this perspective the _
distinction thax is conveniently made between cuitural texts that are social and political and those
that are not, is scmething worse than an etror, In this view, 'individﬁal consciousness’ .is only a
meaningful construct in that it irnplies collective consciousness or a total social system, in the
sane way that 2 sentence is only coherent within the larger system of language. Individuality at
the Jevel of conscionsness itself is a pathological manifestation of estrangement from the
collective: | |

~..[it is] a symptom and a reinforcement of the reification and privatizﬁtion of

contemporary life. Such a distinction reconfirms that structural, experiential, and
conceptual gap between the public and the private, between the social and the

93 Y ennard Davis, Resisting Novels pp.32-35

94 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscions p.20 :

95 1t is important though to relativise the notion of 2 ‘political wnconseious' - for affer plovghing one's way
through Jameson's text it is quits epsy to forget that other very powerful notions of the naconscious exist, for
exaimple Jung's ‘collective unconscious’ and Poincaré's 'mathemasical unconscicus’,
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psychological, or the political and the poetic, between history or society and the

"individul", which - the tendential law of social life under capitalism - maims our

existence as individual subjects and paralyzes our thinking about time and change just

as surely as it alienates us from our speech itself....The only liberation from such a

constraint begins with the recognition that there is nothing that is not social and

historical - indeed that everything is "in the last analysis" political %6
Of course, this idea is nothing new in most contemporary African literature - where aliénatioq is
an alien concept due to the impossibilty of conceptualising the individual as separate from the
commubity, and where the concept of ‘art for art's sake' has failed to take root for the same
reason. Many African writers and critics have emphasised the idea of African literature as a
‘political’ literature -for example Achebe states that in Aftica

.. art is, and was always, in the service of man.. There is no rigid barrier between

makers of culture and its consumers. Art belongs to all, and is a ’funcuon of
“society.97 ' .

As we have seen, this is also a central assumption of resistance litbranne, and it is certainly a
cornerstone of Serote's work. As he says:

1 believe there is no difference between producing a pair of pliers and prodecing a
poem. They both coatribute to the broad definition of culture, and ultimately that is
what is important. There is no writing for the sake of writing.98

T here is 'zo weiting for the sake of writing, this raises the uestion of the function of
literature in socicty. and it is here that the docmne of the political unconscions prcwxdes an -
answer. But in order to understand the operation of the political vnconscious in the symbohc
domam of Yiterature, the concept of hcgemony must be briefly explored. -

Amonia Gramsci redefined and refined the Marxian concept of ideology by introducing the idea
of hegemony - t."ie notios that ei ruling class does not always ‘imposs’ its ideology on
subordinate clagses but that the zdeoiugy must be wxﬂmgly aoccptcd. Gramsci makes 1deo10gy

96 Fredrio Imneson. The Poiitical chommus P20

Chinua Achebe, Marning Yet on Creation Day (London: Heinemann, 1968) pp. 18, 22 _
98 Michael Chaprnan, Ttesviesw with Mongane Serote’ in Michasl Chapmen (ed), Soweto Poetry p. ns
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more concrete and tangible by shifting the discussion of ideclogy from a focus on domination to
& more complex situation in which the conscionsness of the oppressed permits them to accept
the domination that shapes their perceptions. The role of the intellectuz! or writerin a |

revolutionary struggle is to 'conscientize’ the subordinate classes into an awareness of their

. passive acoeptancé of dominant ideology or hegemony, and to replace old hegemonic forms

with new ones more appropriate to liberation and equality.??

‘ From Seyote's early participation in the Black Consciousness movement to his present position

in the cultural wing of the ANC, his work has always been informed by this perception of the

‘role of the Wﬁiter But the aesthetic structures through which the conscientization is mediated are

necessarily nmdzﬁed by the processes of history, and the more personal civcurnstances of exile

and shifting ideological affiliations.

In applying tﬁc concept of hegemony to literature, Abdul JanMohammed (following Jameson
andEagletonj distinguishes between the ideological functions of hegemonw and nonhegemonic
(or ‘counter-hegemonic’) texts: | |

In the rass of hegemonic Iiterature that is justifying an established ascendancy, the
ideological function of the text, in its existence as a symbolic act, is to "soive"
contradictions in order to secure a coherent world, but in its existence as a
determinate object the ideological function of the same text is to preserve the
contradictions it wishes to solve.....because [2 nonhegemonic group] is as concerned
with defining and clarifying its values and pnonues as with "subverting” the
ascendancy of the dominant group, the primary 1deologlcai function of
[aonhegempnic] texis as acts and objects i3 to bring to consciousness the deep
* contradictions afflicting the subjugated group and thereby to "solve" these
-contrmhcuoﬂs b}f malnng thcm avaﬂable 10 conscmus, discursive analysw 100

A more straightt‘ofwmd way of saying this is that the ideological function ofahegcmonic text is

”nmmu of Gramadi in Lennard Davis, Remﬁng Novels pp.39-40
lﬂﬂAbdnxlanMohammed,MmhmAmhem p. 267
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o icpreSs the political unconscious, while the function of nonhegemonic or resistance Hierature
is to restore to the collective consciousness those repressed historical contradictions that make
up the political unconscious. But here literature must confront the paradox of its statas as a
symbolic act, since both the processes of preserving and "solving' contradictions take place
within the symbolic domain of experienice.

In hegemonic and counter-hegemonic (tesistance) literature, the text is both a symbolic actand a
symbolic act. The text is a genuine act in that the writer wants to do something to the world, but
thie work is ‘merely’ symbolic in that is h- sio direct impact on the material world.101 Mazouse
gives a succint view of the text's potcntiai effect as a socially symbolic act:
Art catmot change the world, but it car contribute to changmg the consciousness and
drwes of the men and wormen who could change the world.102
A hegemonic text can indirectly influence the material world by reinforcing certain dominant
beliefs and attitades (and in the process contribute substantiaily o the writer's social status and
bank balance). The physical consequences of writing are perhaps more apparent the case ﬁtt‘
nophegemonic texts or resistance literature, where the work can contribute to the process of |
raising political awareness, but the writer may be assasinated, imprisoned, banned, or forded
into exile. Serote and many other South Aftican writers, both black and white, have
experienced these kinds of reactions to their work. . |

In the case of hegemonic literature, the function of & political crificiscn is to make visible the way
in which the ideclogical structures of the text register the strain of repressing the political

. unconscious, or "to refuse the spontaneous presence of the work - to deny that nammlness in

J order 10 m.akcztsml dewmnnaum appear. v103 (A nm:-pohncal criticism would deny any |

. rcpressxon, ad point instead to the 'unity’ and "oniversal meaning’ of the work). In

101 See William Dowling, Jameson, Allfwmr» Marx p.122
102 Hesbert Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dimension 932
103 Terry Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology (Londom: Vﬂso. 1986) p.101
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approaching a nonhegemonic text, the function of the (nonhegermonic) critic would be 1o
illuminate the ways in which such texts make historical contradictions and repressed realities
available to conscious analysis, (Hegemonic criticism would seek to contain and marginalise the
potential effectiveness of these texis by denying them any aesthetic value - see chapter 1 for =
examples). '

Tn Jzmeson's model, any stmdy of resistance literature

....remains ineffective if it is limited to the merely 'sociological' perspective of the
pluralistic rediscovery of ...isolated social groups; only an ultimate rewriting of these
‘utterances in terms of their essentially polemic and subversive strategies restores them
to their proper place in the dialogical system of social classes, 104

A proper rewriting of Serote's texts in Jameson's terms roust take place within the totality of
society, taking ato account the Iimitatims'i’mposed on any individual's atterapt to conceive of
- something that is necessarily beyond the boundaries of individual consciousness. In this view,

interpretation of a text is on three levels or within three concentric and ever-widening

 interpretstive ‘horizons'.

In Ta ameson’s ﬁ'amcwnrk, the ﬁrst horizon is the pohucal and historical context of thc work. In
thB case of Seroha. individual texts must be analyzed in relation to political ideclogies of
resmtance and specific historic events, in crder to show the interfaces of Serote's subjectivity
with the wider collectivity. The main aim here is to examine the ways in which Serote's work
resists the domnant ideology of apartheid, and in so doing discloses the presence of those

social mnuadmuons which necassanly exist in the manichean smwm of the South Aﬁman
socﬂtormahm

The conoept 'manichean tefers to the dualism of Man, founder of Manicheism in sbout
ZSDAI) Mamchmsm becamc one the. most mﬂucnual of thc Christian heresies, and although

1M predric Jamou. The Political Uncanscious p. 86
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quite complex in its mythology, basically teaches

the existence of two eternal principles, that of spirit, light, and truth, and that of
matter, darkness, and falsehood. These two principles are personified as God and the
Prince of Darkness, and although they are both eternal, only the principle of light is
divine. The kingdom of God consists of light, force and wisdom working together in
serene harmony; the kingdom of darkness is chaotic, noisy, and confused.105

‘When this kind of thinking informs & political ideology, the rling class or racr quates itself
with the divine principle, and relegates the subordinated classes/races to the realm of
unredeemable darkness. The use of the concept as a tool of analysing the ideological and social
formations of colonial societies was introduced by Franz Fanon in his important works Black
Skin White Masks and The Wretched of the Earth. In Fanon's analysis the Europzan colonizer
sees himself as God, and Africa as the repository of evil:

The colonial world is & Manichaean world. It is not enough for the settler to delimit
physically, that is to say with the help of the anmy and the police force, the place of
the native. As if to show the totalitaria;: character of colonial exploitation the settler
paints the native as a sort of quintessence of evil....the native is declared insensitive
to ethics; he represents not only the absence of values, but also the negation of
values, He is, let us dare admit, the enemy of values, and in this sense he is the
absolute evil, 106

The specific form of Manicheism which underiies the ideology of apartheid has been traced by
Abdul JanMobamed. Although the ideology (or political mythology) has mmdergone
modifications over the years, at the core is the neo-Calvinist notion of predestination of the
Afrikaner - the Aﬁakaner is chosen by God, and the African is a demonic agent sent to test him,
Apartheid as a soclal 1k\:rolg;ramrm: is thus the implementation of the divine plan, and in order to
maintain this divinely Iaglslated social order the Afﬂkaz;er is willing to repress blacks as
rathlessly as necessary: | “

The sense of superiority gained from this manichean polarization allows him to live

‘happily amongst a host of moral and social contradictions: while claiming privileged

access 10 Christian compassion, he denies humanity to the blacks; white worshipping
Justice, he practices racial discrimination; wlnle claiming to be cwﬂizr,d, he tortures

103 settrey B, Russen. The Prince of Darkness: Radical Evil and the Power o GoadiuHmo;y ﬁ[mdon
Thames & Hudson, 1989) p, 84 d

+ 106 Brantz Fanoa, The Wretched of the Earth (Harmondmmlh. Pengutn, 1967) pp. 3132
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p=ople who attempt to exercise their political rights; while arguing that he is
developing Africa, he systematically retards African development, and exiles,
tortures, and murders African intellectuals; while pretending to be independent from
the blacks and promoting "disinterested" theories of "separate development,” he
depends entirely on the exploitation of cheap African labour for his comfort and
wealth; and while zealously fighting godless communist totalitari-nism, he has in fact
created the most ruthless, authnritarian, and systematlcally in! :.aan society in the
contemporary worlu.lm - :

1t can be argued though that this kind of analysis underplay; the role of cap'sé:ﬂism and westem
inperialism in allowing the average white South African te live quite happily amongst a morass

- of social contsadictions. It is perhaps alse unfair to Iay the entire historical burden of

responsibility for apartheid and its inherent Calvinistic menicheism entirely upon the Afrikaner,
al:hough hé ‘must mdoubtedly shmﬂde:r oSt Df the blame for its ideological elaboration into &
particularly harsh and brutat system of pohuaalrepresmon since 1948 Inthis respect, Robert
Fatton has described the South African pohﬂcal £CONoMYy as & 'Valkskapmlmmc developing. )
because of the active ideology of racism ent;machmg upot the materjal base of society, and ‘.
requiring for its emergence in the 30s and 40&

a conjuncture of economic and culﬂhral forces resulting in three different but
interrelated phenomenas the éssolunoqf of the process of multiracipl prolerarianization
induced by British-led mdustnahzaqpn, the sutsequent re-crel ;i1 of the organic
unity of the Afrikaner 'nation’; and the cultural and cthlcal differentiation of the
Africans as an exploitable periphery,108 '

Broadly speaking, the idealogies of both the fricen National Congress and the Black
Consciousness Movement ars ideclogies of xesmmncc against the above forces and phmomcna,
although varying markedly in 5pec1ﬁcs and ; praxls Tris beyond the bounds of the present

-analymsmmmdataﬂﬂlehlsﬁoryaudchangesmnhdogiwlemphasmandpohucalmwgy

of these mszstance Iovements, but these wzll be touched on where thcy ane relcvant to Serote's

w_qu.'

107 Apdus JanMoImmed.Mamckeaa Aestheties |

_ msRobman,BIkamciammmSa A)‘hcap.-‘!a

:'J
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The first horizon of Serote's work, then, is the ideology and history of black resistance to
apartheid over the period 1969 to the present.10 The ideological function of ks texts, as both
socially symbolic acts and determinate objects, is initially to disclose and resolve the
contradictions listed above, by describing the marginality of black life under apartheid and
bringing to ceasciousness the political structures which keep black people suppressed. But as
the processes of history interface with the personal life of the writer, the contents of Serote's
own political uriconscious become more conscious. The ideological thrust of his work takes on
new directions, to point now to the political action needed to make concrete the psycholoéical
liberation already achieved in ﬁe initial inward-looking' process,

The second horizon of the text inx Jameson's model is constimted by the tension and struggle
between classes, or the social order in its broadest sense. Within this horizon Serote’s entire
body of work must be approached by exarining it as an individual utterance in the antagonistic
systcni of class discourses. This dizlogue bet\ireen classes is made possible by the unity ofa
shared code. Jameson's example of this is the English Civil war: |

where the 'antagonistic dialogue' beiween a hegemonic Anglicanism and a
suppressed Puritanism shattered into & vast and discordant heterogeneity of militant
seets ... each of which defined its political relation to all the others in the religious
terms of prophecy, biblical interpretation, radical theology, and the like.110

In this historical situatior, religion is operating as the shared code within which the antagonism

between opﬁbsing discourses is fougut out. A similar process informs the current 'civil wax' in

159 Again, it would be beyond the scope of the dissertation sa chart these in detail, and tease out all the
implicatiois’; bot important processes and events here ars the emergence of the BC movement, the restisction of -
its activities with the banning of ceztain key figures in 1974, the Soweto rebellion of 1976, the ultimate banning
of BC arganisations in 1977, the death in detention of Steve Biko in 1977, growing guesilla activity by the
ANC, the implemsntation of a ‘passive revolution” by the SA govemment [0 countex ‘total onslamght' together
with massive clampdowns inside the country and cross-border strikes against insurgents, the emergence of mass
based organisations sy~ as COSATI the UDF, uprisings in black townships in 19841985, the imposition of -
the state of emergency 1t 1986, increasing polarization between black and while on the one hand, but increasing -
convergence aid unity between resistance organisations on the other, - -

110 wittism C. Dowling, Jameson Althusser Marx. {Lovdon: Methuen, 1984) p. 129
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South Africa, where the antagonistic dialogue is oroadly speaking between a hegemonic
Calvinism and a suppressed African hamanism, which has shattered into a polarised system of
cortending ideologies. Instead of religion, howeveér, the shared code is race, and the possibility
of even an antagonistic dialogue between classes is severely lirnited by the monological
character of apartheid discourse. Here Graham Pechey has defined apartheid as a

stridently racist dialogue inimical to any dialogism ... a politics of permanent crisis
whose curiously apologetic postures take their character from a primgl failure which
can never be acknowledged. Its direct coercion can silence discourse only piecemeal
and contingently, in a killing or a gaolmg It is proof that that seemingly purest of
monologismus - a discourse of pureiy unilateral instrumentality subserving naked
Tepression - is always unrealisable thit side of a genocida!l final solution, 111

T_he symbolic action of Serote's work is td resist the monologism of apartheid, and restore fo
meaningful dialogue the suppressed voices of the blaék_ majority in South Afxica, This is
mhaﬂy doue thfough a redefinition of self and society, by negating the stereotyped and negative
images of black culture propoundad through the ideological institurions of the apartheid state,
Ultimately though, in the same wrif.f as Alex Ia Guma, Serote respénds to the absolute

s mamchear ism of apartheid with absﬁlutc negation, and his work advoca.cs a total destruction of o
the aparthcid system. 112 '

- Within the scr:nnd horizon of htcrary mteq‘mtamn, the ObJJ:t of study is the ‘ideologeme’, or
minimal unit around which class discourses are orgamz.cd, As Jameson conceptilises it

The 1de~*alogenm is an amphibious formativn, whose essential characteristic may be
describad as its possibility to manifest itself either as a pseudoidea - a conceptual or
“belief system, an abstricr value, an opinion or prejudice - or as a protoniarrative, a

kind of dollective fantasy about the "collective charactars” who ave the classes in
upposmon.113

1n Setote's woﬁ;, this xmmmal umt is in broad terms 'rhc noti- . of rcsistance But the

111 Graham Pechay, "On the Bordcrsathakun Dialogxmm,ﬁecolomzuum in mo;gwmmmm :
. No. 9,12, (1987 p. 80 . '

N2 Avdul JanMohsmed, Manichean Aesthetics p, 278
113 Fwdnc Jmnesm, The Political Unconstious p. 87
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ideologeme changes over time, Resistance in Serote's early work coalesces around the ideas of
psycholngical libcraﬁon and making the positive the concept 'black’, to counter negative
European stereotypes. Another strong idea here is the portrayal of suffering as a direct result of
the political system. As Serote's political consciousness changes and develops, resistance
becomes roore concrete and clearly defined, and begins to include the necessity uf armed
suuggle, as well as changing the emphasis from race to class, The process of analysing his
work within this second horizon will explore the way in which these ‘core ideas' are |

- transformed into poetry

* The third horizon of Jameson's mael is History in its broadest sense, the untranscendable
horizon which makes meaning possible. This is - the realm of what Jameson calls the ideology

- of form. Hcre a pmmisihg area of inquiry is iﬁto Serote's use of ruyth as a frrm of ;esistance,'
and a separate chapter Is devoted to a discussion of Serote’s texts within this furthest horizon.
What follows is an examination of Serote’s early work, within the methodological limits of the

first and sccond horizons as outlined above.

In Jamesor's interpretive model the first-horizon of the text is the narrowly political, and it is
the cmergenée of Black Conscidus.ness BCusa ﬁeliﬁcal force that informs the idmlogical
direcidon of the first phuse of Serote's work, althcmgh this is not clcaﬂy discernable in thc first
- po&ms. Talkmg about his beginnings as a writer, Sexote says:

Basically I felt there were things I wanted to say. My baclrground of Alex made e
feel exmemely disenchanted, like gverybody else. I wanted to use writing as a

mediun to express this diseschantment, Alexandra was for me a definition. of the
-way blacks lived in our countzy as a whols. 114

134 meerview in Staffrider Vol. 4, No, 1 (198i) p. 30
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Monganc Wally Serote’s first published works were two poems which appeared in 1969 - "Cat
and Bird" in The Classic snd "This Oldwoman" in New Coin.115 "Cat and Bird"
metaphorically expresses Serote's disenchantment, there are no explicit social or political
Soft steps,
- Expressed fully by the tecth,

Meeting each other through the road of flesh,
And blood, the last sweat of the bird

Dripped. '

The cat slid across the green grass,

Glowing hunger ix its dark eyes.

Into the dry, dusty leaves .

- Iehid. |

On the surface, the poem is a rather simplistic description of an everyday encounter between
two age-old adversaries, but the raetaphors ‘read of flesh' and 'sweat of the bird' are unusual,
as are the 'dark eyes' of the cat. 'Road' and 'sweat snggest work, and associations of
exploitation/suffering can be made - the cat of white capitalism preying on the bird of black
labour, But this reading can be inverted: here the cat becomes the threat of emerging and
growing biack resistance to the bird of white domination, the cat hiding in the 'dry, disty
ledves' - sfpromi-nent jmage in Scroi:efs early work. 'Road" here would have connotaiions of

distance, another prevelent image in Serote, as is the associated image of blood.

~ Perhapsitisa pitmﬁch to demand this kind of political meaniilg from a seemingly umocuous
poeni. But placing the poemn in the ideological framework of emerging BC thought, as well in
the overall conte:ﬁ (of Scrotes work, shows the vallduy of this kind of reading. It is also

interesting to nbte that this peem was not included in Yakhal’ Inkomo but was part of Serote's

U5The Classic Vol. 3, No, 2 {1969) p.17
New Cam Vol 5, No 2. (1969) p9
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second collection Tsetlo, where Mbulelo Mzamane refers to the piece as a ‘political fable’.116
Gordimer's remark that the poetry of Black Consciousness was both "hiding-place and
megaphone'117 is dlso relevant here - this poem tending very much to be allusive rather than
openly confrontational, or propagating an id_cology, as the later poems do. The poem is also
interes\.agin éhat the eﬁcounter between cat and bird is indicative of the manicheanism that
underlies South African society. As Fanon has said,

The settler's woik is to tnake even dreams of liberty impossible for the native. The
native's work is to imagine all possible methods for destroying the settler. On the
logical plane, the Manichasism of the settler produces a Manicha¢ism of the native.
To the theory of the 'absolute evil of thc native' the theory of the ‘absolute evil of the
settler' replies, 118

In terms of Iameson s critical model, this primary manicheanism would inform the ideologeme
of resistance in Serote’s Wnrk
“This Oldwoman"; published at around the same umc as "Cat and Bird", is also suggestive of a
| mamchean view, and introduces other elements of Serote's ideological and thematic
prcoccupauons Women are 2 powerful symbolic and literal presence in Serote's work, and the ~
'oldwoman'119, although ‘worn and torn' is still an object of beauty for the poct - but the
beauty is ‘foreign' to him. Thers are suggestions of a deep ahenauon herc, another prevailing
theme in thie, early poems and the first part of To Every Bk {rs Blood. But the wonian is also
assomated with history:
' Me tatking with her,

Ifeel the bittex winter cold:

I'slikedrivinginacar -

Watching untouched natural sdencry unfold

118 1neroduction to Sexote's Selecred Poems Uohanncsbnrg Ad Donker, 1982) p.7
117 Nadine Gordimer,The Black Interpreters (fohannesburg: Spro-Cas/Ravan,1974) p. 52
118 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth 2,73

119 ‘This was changed 1o 'old woman’ for inclusion in the collection Yakhal micamo. pil. The whole poem was
int fact substantally revised - rct‘erenmmm the revised version,
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(Me think angrily rushing past, the car windows remaining behind).

And when I stop and think,
The prize: a frozen past.

_'This old woman stalks up the street now
Like the stranger that takes 3 glance at me
From his car, and me from mine,

When the traffic light turns: Redl

“This old woman,

Serote feels allenated from both his wmmumty and the past, which is *frozen' - and at this

stage foels a nameless anger at bis condition. A pointer to the source o this feeling is the

'stranger’, No clues are ngcn asto }us identity, buthe is assmtcd with the red traffic light -

suggesting batriers and division, the great divide between black and whife - and another
portrayal of an encoun_tea- is prescated.

- Thave discussed these first péims to show how théy contain embryonic kernels of Ser:'s

" -main themes, and mdxcata towards the aesthetic of resistance which develops over umc The
paems are also important for another reason. In 1969 Serote was detained under the Texronsm |
Act aud spent nine months in solitary confinerment. These poems were wntten befme Serote's
detention, and “Cat and Bird" was acmally used as an instroment of interrogation on Serote -
the extremely bizarre sitaation of the poet being tortured by his own poem, 20 There is an anger
and militancy in poems witten after his release - for example "What's in thls Biack 'Shit" -
which can only be attributed to this kind_pf first-hand experience of the core bmtal.i.ties of the _
apartheid sy,rstem. In addition, it is hkelyﬁm the cxi:cricncc of detention played a part in
Serote's decision torbecome actively irivolved in the pmerging BC movement,

The notion of a frozen past'in “This OIdwoman“ also ;yggests'Smtc’s very real sense of.

120 gee intarview with Serote, May1980 {Appendix)
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isolation from a living literary tradition into which he could write, This is mentioned in the
Staffvider and ICA interviews cited earfier, and the same issue arises in a panel discussion at
University of Texas in 1975 - where Serote also mentions other important preoccupations in
connection with his early work:

When I started writing, it was as if there had never been writers before in my
country, By the time I had learned to write, many people - Zeke, Xgotsitsile, Mazisi
Kungne, Dennis Brutus - had left the country and were living iz exile. We could not
read what they had wxitten, so it was as if we were starting right from the beginning,
From aropnd 1969 - 1974 a whole new group of people started wriling: the

- newspapers described us as a ‘new wave of poetry', whatever that means. At the
head of this group was James Matthews, who set the standard of how we were going
to dJeal with the things around us. There was aiso a group of students, the South
African Student’s Organization - SASO - which was very influenfial in determining
what pcople were gom,# to write about. At that tirne many people were responding =2
literary criticism jz the newspapers; their writing was being influenced b+ the
standards creatgd by the mewspapers. Then 8ASO, BPC, BCP and other black
organizations came out with their own magaz s, through whait we could publish;
they gave us a platform from which we could speak directly to the black -
commumty 2

 Aswell MPhaSlSJB' ing his Hterary mootlessness, Gerote also points to his rejection of wiits

liberalism and commitrrent to a black audience, and the influence of Black Consmousness in thy

 form of SASO on his wntmg. The next section of this chapter explorcs aspects of Serote's ear]
‘poetry (Yafchal inkoma axd Tsetlo) 1 in relaion to Black Consciousness Meology/phuasophy «
the cmergence of the nmvemmn being ¢ highly significant political pmcessm the eaﬂy 70s and

thus crucial in defimng the first "horizon’ of Serote s first literary phase,

. Serote was an activé partcipent in organizations ssocla ted with the Black Consciousness
‘movement from 1970 - 1974, As awnterhewoxkedmxh CULCOM, the cultural commites of

SASO!BPC. Here he wm'ked with Strmi Moodley and Saths Cooper, who were later to becom
key figures in the movmnt, axd helped 10 form the South Afiican Black Theatre Union

121 peruth Lindfors (ed.) Contemporary Black South Afritan Literature: A Symposim P26

i
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(SABTU). Serote then worked with the sultural groups Mihlot and MDALJ before leaving for
Columbia University on a Fulbright scholarship in 1974, Serote’s time in America was the
iieginniﬂg of his long exile, and the start of his jdeological break with BC. But ar this first

stage, BC ideology is cleazly the dominant strain in Serote’s think*ag and writing.

The Black Consciousness movement was mads v.. of several organisations engaged in

promoting the cause of black liberation. Prime mover among fhése was the South African
Students Organisation (SASO), which was + - «ed ss 4 resalt of the break away by black
students from NUSAS i 1968, The philosophy of Black Consciousness “rystalhsed through
attempts to name aud describe the impulses and ideas that had fuet'ed the breakaway and
promoted black’ snhﬂanty

The \ﬁhole. prea nf smdics on Black Conamc . 5 is franght with controversy, and there are
many definitions of what it was.and #5, and 1t meant then and means woday, and differing
cwazuéatigms of its influence and impact on Mstorical and political processes of the 70s and 80s.
For the purposes ofthié“study, I have found Robert Fatton's study Black Consciousness in
South ,éﬁ-zca to be the uiost useful, as it focuses on Black Cmsmcusness asan 1dealogy of

reszstauca As Fatton pomts oug,

~ 'The process of makmg a revolutio requires not only organization but atso 2 process
- of ideological diffusion wherchby the hegemony of the dominant classes is-
disarticulated and ultinately displaced by a new philosophy of emancipation, The
Biack Conseicusness Movement effected precisely such disarticulation and
displaccmt‘ and it implant:d into black South Aﬁica & new iﬁmiagical terrain, 122

Th the extem that hmraﬂn'c can aid in eﬂ’ecnng thc dismculauon «afthe hegemony, this wou} "
b thé ideologzcwi ﬂ/tncnnn of Serote's early work, The ﬁrst phase oflus wanrk also assisted in |

B _ﬂlemplmﬁngimobkcks hteramraof anew:dcolaglcalmm in termes of

oPenmg up pnssxl:nhues and way ] the aesﬂwuc strucmres rec;-.ued m articuiate the

122 Robet: Fation, Black C‘umcmmesx it South Afm:a p. 125



55

new ethos of resistance inspired by Black Conscicusness.

According to Baruch Hirson, the major themes of Black Consciousness included

a liberation from psychological opression, the building of a new awareness, the
establishment of a new basic dignity, the framing of a new attitude of mind, a
rediscovery of the history of the people, and a cultural revival Y23
Culturaily speaking, the thrust of BC ideclogy was contained in the notion of
‘conscientization', and art (in particular poetry) was an essential part of the process of raising
awarenéss, and effecting the psychological liberation that was the precondition for progress in
the stroggle agaiust oppression. Speaking of his part in this programme, Serote says:

We tried as much as we could o introduce poetry readings. People were not nsed to
reading pociry publicly. We wanted to conscientize writers and the black public. At
that time we had defined our audience as mainly the black corrmunity.14
The notion that poetry, and especially pesformed poetry, can be instrumental in raising
cousciousness probably derives from the 'counter culture' and Black Power movements in
America in the 1960s,123 which had a strong influence on BC thinking, and also has
awiecedents in Aftican oral tradition, But Serote's statement does point to an important aspect of
BC ideoiogy - that there was a definite ‘line’ for writers to follow. This is set out in more detail
in the foilowing extzacts from CULCOM documents, which are worth quoting from at length,
for théy explain the rols of postry in BC's cultural programmes:
Coture cotdd be said t0 be the sum total of the day to day experience of a people. It
is the expression of iheir feeling, experiences and aspirations and their social
involvement which must be geared towards making them self-reliant and
independent. ' ' - :
- What cold be done is conduct & revival service of the good of the past that has been

123 Baruch Hirson, Year of ive, Year of Ask (London: Zed, 1979) p. 196
- 124 sapvider wmerview, Vol. 4 No. 1, (1981) p31 o
1231 tiave explored the potentiz] of perfonned poctry as 4 means of raisng consciousness in an Howours
dissertation “"Foeury in Performance; Bob Dylan aud Yim Monrison” (Wits 1985). From 2 broader perspective, and
an important dins with respect 10-its status as 2 resistance movment, Black Consciousaes in South Africa is 3
facet of worldwide counter cultire and student uprisings of the 60s. '

4
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tarnished and buried. Relevant art and other pursuits should not be apologetic but
should aim at killing the myth that Blacks are incapable and non-human. Drama,
poetry and other relevant writing could be used as instruments of empowering the
people.

[Because of the negative psychological effects of colonialism] ....we believe that in
order to liberate the people we first have to inculeate into the people a sense of pride,
dignitzy and consciousness, a sense of awareness, self-assertion, This can be done
~ by redirecting Att. We believe that art has a purpose, and its purpose is action. It
- contains the energy which could change things. Therefore, we are commmed to
liberating the people through the different manifestations of culture.

Black Poetry and Litetature

1. The commision felt that it could not stipulate a set of rules which would govern
the style poetry should adopt as this could destroy originality.

2. It was suggested that CULCOM .... could only direct the themes of poetry and
gear it to changing the system and hberaung the people.

[These suggestiﬁns and recommendations with regard to poetry were formally
adopted as follows]: -

1. We should get poets together to form workshops.....

2. Poetry reading sessions should be conducted widely as a means of
congoientisation,

3. There s dd be no rigid standards as to how poets should express themselves
as this alienates them,

4. We should&scm:ragc conterm for commercial gains as this contributes to market
poelry,

5. We should te-direct protest poetry to suit our ultimate goal - liberation, 126

Like any other ovd'ﬂy ideological staterents about culture and art, the above are radical and
thetorical, and ars problematic in certain aspects - for example the easy and ghib notion of ‘the R
people’, and an unproblematic view of the idea that art has the power to effect changes in the
wmatexial world. But the docurnent is important in that it supports the idea that BC was from the
outset an ideology of rééistance, comumitied to Tiberating the people’, and that poets working -
‘within this ideological framework are necessarily writing resistance poetry. The shift from
protesttercmstammpoeuylsimphedmﬁmlastsmwmcnt (dated 1971) - - and this can beseen
in Sexrote’ s work when poems in Yakhal'inkamo Ci972} and Tsetlo (1974) are comp&re,d with
the two earher pcems already discussed, aIthough the: stht in eraphasis is not always clearcut or

IZﬁSAse documents (1971).

4.\
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absolute.127 For example, Richard Rive in his article "Black Poets of the Seventies” suggests
that:

"Yakhal'inkomo" is the cry of the cattle at the slaughter house. It is a negative and
recipient concept. "Tsetlo” is a bird which leads you to sweet honey, to a dangerous
snake or to something unnsual. Tt leads you on. It is positive and hits back.128

While Rive seems to have missed the fact that "Yakhal'inkomo' is also associated with jazz
saxophonist Winston Mankuoku Ngoz, and therefare has positive/resistance connotations
when linked to the notion of the 'jazz aesthetic', he is generally correct in pointing out that
Yakhal'inkoms is transitional is ideological terms - marking the shift from the poetry of Black
Protest to the poetry of Black Consciousness (resistance).

Thls transition is apparent in the opening poern of the collection, “The Actual Dialogoe™:

‘Donot fear Baas,
It's just that I appeared
And our faces met
In this black night that's like me,
Do not fpar - ‘
We I:,i'!aIWays meet
Wheii you do not expect me.
I will appear :
In the night that's black like me.
Do not fear -,
Blame your heart
When you fear me -
I wilt blame my mind
When I fear you

127Note also that the ideology only imposes guidelines on content, and ¢’ on form ~ which in itself is
problematic if one assumes the necessary dynamic interelatedness of content and form. This has important
implicarions for understandiag resistanse aesthetics in Serote’s work. Phases one and two are characterised by 3
highly original and creative aesthetic and style, but one which is informed by an externally imposed ideological
content, In phase three, Serols seems to be subordinating aesthetic originality 1o an externally imposed aesthegic
ideclogy.

128 Enplish in Africa Vol4, No.1 (March 1977) B
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In the night that's black like me.
Do not fear Baas,
My heart is as vast as the sea
And your mind as the earih.
It's awright Paas,
Do not fear,

In keeping with BC ideclogy, Serote is pointing to race as the major factor in the Soutk African
situation, and is developing the ideas of manichean division and encounter between black and
white. Here the influence of Negritude on BC thinking is apparent in the opposition between the
black heart and white mind.12? This is not merely lazy or clichéd writing however, for it is
possible to read this as an ironical eitation of the stereotyped image of black people held by
whites:
The black continues 10 represent himself to the white in the white's own image of
him, in the white's own clichés of black generosity of naturs, an image to be found in
Othello and before, as well as in Césalv~, And it is this image of the black that the
white need not fear. The ironical citation of it, however, undenmines it, and sg
threatens the white. 130 :
The irony and undermining is sharply reinforced by the deliberate switch into biack township
English in the nse of the word "awright', This also indicates that from now on the 'actual
dialogue’ will be held on Serote's ‘furf,, ift his way of using the language, and on his own
terms - a.possibie rezson for placing the poem at the opening of the collection. 131

The poem also illustrates the dialogical system of antagonistic class discowses mentioned in the
discussion on theory, and Sexote’s way of resisting the monclogism of apartheid discourse.

129 gor a discussion of the Negritnde connection, see Temba Sono, "Some concepts of Negritude and Black
identity” SASO newsletter (June 1971). _ ' ' . :
130 3ohn Haynes, African Postry and the English \anguage (London: Macmitian, 1987) p. 70

31 There has betn mach debate over the idea of "andience’ of the early poetry from writers like Mishali, Sepamia
snd Serots - whether their writing was intendod mainly for iberal whites or wes in fuct ‘authentically’ addressing

- the black ‘community", I feel that this will always remain a matter of conjectuce, but I would suggest that this
poem and others like "City Johannesburg” indicate that Serots doss have a while readership in mind. But their are
other poerns, such as "Hell, Well, Heaven" and "My Brothers in the Streets” which clearly address a black
audience, and follow the Eng that poetry should taks according to CULCOM.
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There are two "dialogues' or conversations in the poem - the imaginary conversational sitnation
set up in the poem between the black speaker and the white ‘Baas' (who is only present by his
absence), which is necessarily antagonistic, and the "actual ¢ialogue’ between the post and the
reader. The meaning or interpretation of both dialogves depends on whether the reader is biack
- or white.132

Resistance is evident the poemn. in that the black speaker in the imaginary discourse has nsurped
the dominant conversatiotal role - usually held by the Baas' in South African class discourse -
by placing himseif in the role of reassurer. There is 2lso a ‘hidden agendi‘ here - in avertly

. reassuring the baas and telling him ot to fear, th " peer is drawing atention to his own
biackmss and to the baas's fear, adding an exti'awla.yi:i af mcamlag 1o the clichéd comparison of
black {Lnd mgfm, and conccalmg an intentmn 10 foster anxmty in the baas.}33 The black speaker

implies thsjfhezsnolongeraﬁmd,andlsqmprepamdtoconfmntthe baas with this new

K4

; Vi}’e will always meet _

%, When yon do not expect me | : |

{ dore the tome of resistance is continued in the implicit threat that the white baas's complacency -
15 going to be contmuously shaken in the future, and that white will not saccced in shutting

black cut, or repressing him, from consciousness.

From a psychological perspective, th; black apparition may be seen as somé ki, 7 'retom of
the repressed’ - the baas's own unconscious addressing hm in much the same way as the
blacz corpse functions in Nadine Gordimer's novel The Consmatianzst, (wnttm around the
same ume) But the poern can also be read as Serote's plungmg deep into his ovm unconscious,
and overcoming the inojected fear of the white baas - in the process dxscovermg his authentic

132The:emsblackandwhmammdmihescnseasdefmedmBlackConscmusncssmology - wheze “white
is . waie-of mind or ideological position and not a racial category.

1331 am drawing on John Haynes very able discussion in African Poeiry and the English Langua,gg Bp.65-74
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black self and effecting the psychological liberation that is a key component of the resistance
ideology of Black Consciousness. N. Chabani Manganyi exlains this process in several of his
important essays on the psychology of Black Consciousness, for example in "The Mrking of &
Rebel™ |

- For us the p_l.tr\gationl' that accorpanies authentic self-knowledge was instrumental in
getting us out of the trance of being pariaks and victims ....the false consciousness
lures both him gnd his master into a restive kind of complacency ...to free themselves
from this, black» have tumed blackness into & virtue and are making assertions and
demands on its behalf, 134

u\ [ . . A = | |

- What s import'ci)u here is Manganyi's description of the process of‘purgatiorf necessary 1o

: aclueve. psychologmal Hberation, which in this ﬁrst horizon of literary meaning reveals itseif as

a strong puhucal and ideological strain in Serom s ‘work: Th., main element in thx., process

- would be the pm‘g;mg of all traces of mfmmty and suhmsmon mculcatcd by years of defercnc*
towhitsrale. |

(13

i)

The poem was written in 1970 or 1971, when Serots was stamng lus active involverent with

BC. An important ideological component of BC was the nncompromising xejecuon of white

beerahsm andtluscamcsthroughmthapoem,althoughﬂmmmalsoasuggcsuoncfSemtes L

vacillation between the hbcral 1dcolog1ca1 position of reconciliation and the idea of aggressive -
resistance to'white domnauan. | |

Mtuylelo Mzamar:c reads the poem in its political context, and suggests that Serote is
propagating the idea that the 'actual dlalogue should be between black and white and not white
and other whites outside South Africa-ie.a plca for political understandmg between the ra,cs,
and an identification of fear vs the obstacle preventing this. 135 This is cer” ‘faly an important
Ideologcal marker’ in phase one of Serote's work, where there is often a vacﬂhauon bemeen

134 Noel Chabani néagmyi, Looking Through the Keyhole (ohannccburg: Ravau, 198) p. 69
135 sohn Haynes, African Poetry and the English Language p.10



61

the poet's anger at white abuses of power and his desire for reconciliation and healing.136 But
there is also a str mg rejection of the white liberai position, as in the poem "Hippie or Happy™:

..You follow Christ - I hear; you pot I'm told.
The newspapers say it, you know,
And you just want ta walk arournd,

- And they say you have ~=rtificates;
Maybe you are a piece of art walking around
Made by time, _' '
Whose anms are guns,
Whose face looks mad.

Here Serote shows quite graphically that in spite of their tcken gestures of protest against the
system {like smoking "pot’), most white liberals are inextricably tied to the system of
* domination, and thus will prefer to ‘walk around" instead of engaging in real political action.
 Similar sentimeny are expressed in "Trey Do It': | |
: '..._T!my dapple the house -
With the black of an Indian or the black like mihe,
_ Then they smile. Broader. __
R The image of 'crocodile tears’ = 7
To repeat is when X continue
‘Poetry of manotony -
So let's stop, we need 2 change.

A miain tenet of Black Consciousness ideology was ty extend the concept of "blackness' to all
| ogpreséed groups, and thus Asians and ‘Coloureds' were integrated into the movement
- provided they accepted thieir blackness. This idsa is evident in the poem. But white liberals are
castigated for their hypocrisy in gestures jowarls nonracialism, like the presence of ‘token'
blacks at parties, and the rejection of this position is clear in the closing line. But this also points

towards the need for a new poetry, a new aesthetic that would poweffuﬂy ébnvey the emerging

136 For an interesting discussian of Serote's work from a theological perspective see A, S, van Niekerk,
Liominee, are you listening to the drums? (Cape Town: Tafelberg, 1982)
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voice of resistance,

The voice of resistance is not always audible in this first phase, and it is also problematic to

assume that there is a smooth development of the new aesthetic.137 But there are certain poems
which can serve as 'matkers’ of Serote's political thinking, and vﬁhich show that the primary

ideological function of reéistance literature is to probe out and raise up the repressed contents of

the political unconscious into to the realm of conscious awareness.

A key poem here is "What is in this black 'shit™, Jeremy Cronin has ax}alysed in detail the
linguistic functioning in the pﬁem of the word 'shit', where in the movement of the pocm the

' interjection shifts from literal and metaphorical meanings 1o become an act - an act of remstance
against the pass sfficer, and by implication the apariheid system itself. This illustrates tﬁc notion
of a socially symbolic act mentioned earlier, and at this historical moment the 'dethroning of the
individual aparrhcld fanctionary’ can omly be symbolic, for the idea of organised resistance and
'material dethroning of the whole system’ has yet to take root in collective consciousness.

The poem is aisb a useful parachgm of the process of the political unconscious becoming
conscious. "Shit’ in the posm can be read as signifying white racist discourse, which in being
internalised by the old woman and the father in the poem leads > acceptance of their oppressed
position. In the case of the father, having to continuslly swallow and repress this 'shit'results
in him venting %ﬁs frustrations upon his daughter:

This 'Shit’ can take the form of action:

137 1t would be interesting to chart this emerging voice historically, discussing specific poems in relation io
deviopments in BC ideology and important events such as the steikes of 1973, the Frelimo' ralfy in Durban in
1974 and he subsequent banning of key ligures in the movement. But none of Scrole’s early poems are dated,
and one would therefore have to take a broader view. It is also not possible to assume a straightforward
development from Yakialinkoms through Tsetlo to No Baby Must Weep. Several poems inTsetlc were written
beiore publication of the first collection, and acconding to his publisher, Serots worked on No Baby Must Weep
tram shout 1972-1974 (interview with Adrisan Donker, September 1989) :
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" My younger sister nnder the full weight of my father
And her face colliding with his steel hand,
T'm learning to pronounce this 'Shit’ well -
Since the other day _
At the pass office '
When I went to get to employment,
The officer there endorsed e to Middelburg,
So X said, hard and with all my might, ‘Shit!'
I felt a little better;
But what's good, is, I said it in his face,

A thing my father wouldn't dare do.

. That 5 what s in thls black 'Shit',

The poet, however, is in the process of purgmg lnmsclfof contamination, and refusesfo

. internalise white racist discourse. He symbolically resists the racist connaotations of 'sim by
wiolently flinging the word into the face of the pass officer, a4d in dialogical terms reclaims a
" discursive space that has long been denied him.

Two pmnts s:emtobeemergmgf;omﬁwdxscussmnsofar First, mﬂuntheﬁrsthmzonof
tbasphaseofSerotcswark the tcxtsmnstbcmdas socmllysymbohcacmofrcsxstancc
where the symbohc acnon ofthzsremstamc is Jargely informed by the ideology of Biack |

Cunsmousness. Asg Jeremy Cronm has pammd out,

This ideology fostered a particular poetic practice in which the problem of lauguage
and its material effects on the consciousness and behaviour of radically oppressed
individuals was Inghhghted. It gave rise to a political, restorative and therapeutic

practice upon languagc
Second, within the second hotizon the restorative and therapeutic practices on Iénguage have the
effect of overcoming the munologlsm of apartheid dlscoursc and reclaiming an opposzuonal
space for the black voice in the antagonistic system of class discourses.

/r
13870cemy c:rm * The Law that sayal(:onsmols ihe bmth—lmc( X South African English Language P
Written by Ai’mans in the 19?05" Engksk Academy Review 3, 1985p. 44 ooty
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A deiled poem-by-poem reading of Yakhal inkomo and Tsetlo would be necessary to firmiy

| establish the points already made. But it seems safe to assutne at this stags that the ideclogeme
of resistance is constituted in these texts by the processes of psychological riberation and
making positive the concept 'black’. Resistance is also evident in the process of Serote
exposing and undermining the ideological structures of government by portraying the effects of
apartheid in terms of spiritual, moral and physical destruction in the Lives of townéhip

inhabitants, This can be clearly seen in "City Johannesburg", 2 poemn which contains most of
the important features of Serote's eq;:ly work, | |

As Colin Gardner has shown, “City Johannesburg" is opentoa ira_ﬁety of raadmgs. ‘The poem
is one level "a personal lyric - & ery of suffering, and frustration, and indignation.” On another
level the poem may be read as "a perceptiv> nnalysis of the working of advanced capitalism

within South Africa'’s apartheid system."139 From another perspective, Mbuldo Mzamane has

o ~ drawn attention to the way in which Serote appropriates the rolc of the traditional Imbongi or

seroki (praise-poetyin order to rebuke white employers of black labour.140 This view;ﬁf\" zems to
point towards some kind of opposition to white hegemony. But to what extent can thm pem be

read as an act of resistance?

A reading of "City Johannesburg" as a rysistance poem would benefit from a prior discussion
* of the politics of technology, or the witys in which technical systems such as cities embody the
political ideclogies of the ruling class. 141 In 2 complex argurnent, and ane which is difficult to

139 Colin Gardner, “Mongane Serote’s *City Johannesburg”: Approaches 1o a poem” in Michael Chapn

Soweto. Poetry {Johannesburg: McGraw-Hill, 1982) P s fed)

140 Mbuilclo Mzamane, “The uses of traditional orel forms in back South Aftican literature” in Landeg White &

Tira Couzens (eds.) Lierature and Society in South Africa (Caps Town: Maskew Miller Longman, 1984)

141 This iui turn would be situated within the beoader context of our current ecological and avironmental crisis

and from 4 Iterary perspective the relationship between literature and the environment is important hers, See

Stanley Frislick, “The Envircnment in English African Literature™ Paper presented at the 'Green Congress'
(HSRC, Preioria, March 1990). ' o
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con'lpms& Langden Winner has writteri a persuamvc analysis of the relationship between
pohtics and technology. As he puts it |

The issues that divide or urite people in soc;ety are settled not only in the institutions
and praéiices of politics proper, but also, and less gbviously, in tangible
arrangements of steel and concrete, wires and semiconducts s, nuts and bolts ..., the
adoption of a given technical sﬁpwm unavoidably brings with 1t conditions for human
relationships that have a distinctive political cast - for example, centralized or
decentralized, egalitarian or inegalitarian, repressive or liberating, 42
In this view the . v infrastuctie of & city such as Johannesburg would be inextricably linked
to the political ideology of apariicid. In the same vein, laborr historian Mike Davis has argued
- that "these mnrmt demgxm for fortified skyscrapers ...signal the coercive mtent of

pmmﬁmmmhmummam ambmon,nottqhegemqmm themtymﬂwfashmncvfthegrrai;-

mﬁdmmstbuﬂdmgs, but rather to polarizs | it into radically antagonistic spabes."#43 These
polarized spwes can be clearly seen in the physml layout of South African cities - smrmmded

by _the bldek tcwnsh_rpa wh;ghinsmy lay siegs to thecl&esthat have been construcied agmnst_‘ .

them,

In "City Jobanmesburg" Serote describes the city as 4 locus of both repression and death, The

* city is & closed spase, and 2 ‘pass' is needed to editer it i ong Is black and resident on the

petiphery. The carrying of_fhe ‘pass' is so internalised that it becomos identified with Hifs itself
My hand pyises to my back trousers gocket "

Ormtomymneuackztpocket
Fermypass mylife

‘The uppresswc presence and unnam]pess of the tity is medmedthmugh its persomﬁeanon a8
: acmanmwhchmhalesmdmhm&mdaﬂymssofbiwkworkm Technology,mm:ts
"neon ﬂowcrs“ “electrical wind”, and “cement trees” has&sPhcednammthnmenzt}mm

1421.angdemner The Whale and the Reactor (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986)p, 29

143 Mike Davis, "Urban renaissance and the spitit of postmodermism” cnedm Barbsra Harlow, Resistance
Luera:m P 15

2
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city parasmcally embeds 1tse1f mt{. the conscionsness of the poet in a totalitarian way;

1 can feel your roots, anchcmng your might, my feebleness
In my flesh, in my mind, in my blood,

Ar_ui everything about you says it,

That, that is all you need of me.

' In this poem Serote is beginning to develop the binary opposition between death and life,

- repression and resistance, that wiil characterise his long poems and the novel To Every Birth ity

Blood. At this stage however the emphasis i on idenfying the chuses and roots of the

| '-oppresswe system, which is ulnmateiy equated with the overpowering force of death:

Jo'burg Chty, you are dry like death,
Jo'burg Chty,_thanncsburg, Jo'burg City.

‘Resistance is ptescntnn a symbolic and rather abstract level, but the ending is important fora -

wlumamhmmmahasmsonamesmﬂl English romantic and urban wasteland raditions.

'Iha syd}:oﬂc wucm ofhv&rung the dorinant view of technology as ‘progress' and somethmg

'mn@mmhumhMbymng:tmadermmynotbcpohncallyaﬁ‘ecnvc .

__ mmmwfmb:hmng'ﬁwpwple Bmthcpnhncaleﬁ'mofapoemdcpmdsla:gelyupomts

'rwepnon.'rhcpounm surelymmﬁedfmawhtem&dcr as the ironic s&h:te mtheo-pe’nmg i
: 1masqggem mdSmmagﬁmreclainnngadmlogmlsPaccfm‘thempressedbhchmm By -

: eqummgﬁ:clﬁcralpmmccofdcammAlmncha(ormanyblackwwnsiupforﬂmtmatm)

with the symbolic dcath-hha qua]mm of (white) Johanncsburg, Serote begins to bring the

-. margimhscdmcsofblackcxpmencglmtothehghtofdascurswcanalysxs.ltlsmthls _
 dislogioal struggle that Serote's carly poetry becomes a socially symbolic act of resistance.

2

y
T
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CONCLUSION

The general aim of this chapter was 10 outline a possible the ztical basis for discussing
Serote's work as resistance texature. Jameson's interpretive model seems to offer an effective
method for this kind of discussion, but a full examination from this perspective would entail a
closer reading of the texts in relation to the ideology of Black Consciousness and the history of
the early 70s in South Africa, The notion of the political uncenscious is particularly relevant
here, as this was a time when fhe awakening power of black and African nationalism began o
confront the repressive forces of white ruling class. consciousness on all levels of the complex
South African social formation.

For Serote, the inward-looking process of arriving at self-knowledge and psychological

' libemtion isonsof symbolicélly resolving the political contradictions ershedded in his own

_ ﬁnconsciaus - both by participating actively in a cultural resistance movement and writing a new
- kind of powerful and self-assertive puetry But even at this early stage of his development asa
" political writer, Serote felt the need to define  new assthetic that could extend the provesses of
resistance set in motion by the idgologi;:al interventions of Black Consciouspess into a more
mﬂuant and rc?a}utionar;:f mode of cultural politics. In other words, the struggle in South Africa
needed 2 new and unifying mythology of resistance that could articulate the aspirations and
 drive towdrds hbermon of the oppresscd classes, and situate this pmocss within s broader
historical and pohtical context,

This transitional stage is apparent in seirarai poems in Tisetlo, 144 but is perhaps most evident in
"Mode of Broken Pieces". This is the longest of the early poems, and here Serote gestures
towards the aesthetic structures and mythological themes that emerge in No Baby Must Weep
and Behold Mama Flowers. The poem is structured around the mcm'ring refrding

144 3¢ for exampie *A Poem on Black and White® (p.11), "Dusban" (p.32), “A Wish 10 Eye Gocl {p.41), and
"Sunsst” (p 62)
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I
picked pieces of my bro-
ken heart early one mornizig

The poem nanﬁtcs, in images of death and decay, a joﬁmey through South Africa in which the
poet atterpts .0 piece together the fragmented experience of life under apartheid. Serote begins
to seek out the Toots of oppression by extending his consciousness into a wider political and
historical arepa: |

why?

did white people have blue eyes?

because now

District 6 dapples them :

pitched in a black heart red with blood like Jeaping flames

glowing in song and warmth _

‘2s afro-american horns crack in the air

saying the hour is disastrous beeuuse everybody is fighting

on the dump heap K '
where white people throw refuse thought about us

Signs of the apocalypiic vision of final confrontation betweon black and white that develops in
the later poems are evident here. These lines ai'sb signal the influence of reodemn jazz musicians
such as John Coltrane and Miles Davis on Serote's literary style, !5 as well as pointing to the
urgent need for black unity in the political struggle. The poem ends with a reference to a guerilla
attack on civilians by raembers of the Palestine Liberation Organisation: |

in Ale-

xandra

145 7Thig is already apparent in the structure of eartier poems such as “Hell, Well, Heaven”, as Jeremy Croin
has pointed out in " "The Law that says/Constricts the breath-line(...)": South African English Language Poetry
Written by Africans in (he 1970s". See chapter 3 of this dissertation for a further discussion on thit point, Fora
survey of performance culture i black urban areas see David B. Coplan, In Township Tonight (Johanneshurg:
Ravan Press, 1985) and Kelwyn Sole, "Oral Performance and Social Struggle in Contemporary Black Soith
African Literatare®, TriQuarterly 69 (Spring/Summer 1987) N ' '
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Dis-
trict
chatsworth and black east west south and north
Ipicked thepie-
of my bro- -
- ken
*  hea
' I‘t o . _
' bqr.tow 3 cwilmed progress’ .
'givmg e | _ P
: :.:Mda:rpm. o

. Eventhoughﬁmfmaf&cpmwmmahﬁandhgﬂyﬁamted,&e'bm&mpmm of
- mmmmmmmmmamPMmmgmmofhmmmmm.:._.'
eﬂmmafmewmmmpmnsmﬁwwmmmmmWesmm
#mvﬁmummbmm,wmhh@mmsmh&mwmmm

mmmm&mmmmmtmcmme&uhmfmw

'_.'tbsfmm&fﬁ)epoqn,Suumﬂmndsanddcvchpszhmcbﬂkngcmwaﬁﬂlyﬂadgcdm
__&mmmwmmmmmmmwu&qupmm&m

- wmks froma mydmnn@j perspective.
3 ., |
a A & —
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CHAPTER 3
RE-VISIONING HISTORY: SEROTE'S USE OF MYTH

AS A ¥FORM OF RESISTANCE

If history is the sentence of our imprisonment, then
history, recoded, can become the password of our
release ...the revisioning of history is, therefore, 2
revolutionary act, 146

The poetic and the revolutionary impulse are
it.;erdependent ...poetry is the human protest
against the dehumanizing elements in society ...the
imagination, which conceives the forms of kuman
society, is the source of the power to change that
SOCiﬂtY.l‘ﬂ '

- Time and Space are ineluctable restraints on human consciousness. Every poet confronts
these limitations, attempts to transcend them, and redefines them in 4 unique way. Whea
thepnem begins to probe the underlying nature of the poet's reality - diagn-wing causes,

- presceribing remedies, revisioning history, expiaining the inexplicable - the poet is making

‘myth. This proceis is the foundation of any cultuss, and indeed the creating of myth is an
essential part of human existence: | |
Mythology can be mediatory, even therapeutic, by enabling man to susfer the
‘intolerable, gaze on the terrible, and sing of the ineffable; his great
achievéments as well as his remarkable disasters .... pass into the poetry of
mayth, and becoms a compatible eleraent of his crdinary existence. 148
Myth and poetry are closely related, and this relationship has often been the subject of
academic investigation.14? The word 'myth’ however, is highly problematic for materialist

145;;%2:11 Jewin Thompson, The Time Falling Bodies Take to Light (London: Rldﬂ'iﬁmchmm, 1081y
pp-8'% 247. : _

347 Northrop Frye, The Critical Path (Brightom: Harvestst, 1983) p.34

148 g1dred Jones, "Editorial® African Literature Today 11 (Loodon: Heinernann, 1980) p, 2
149 See for example Jobn B, Vickery, "Literanzre and Myth" in Jean-Pierre Barvicelli & Joseph Gibaldi
(eds) Interrelations of Literature (New York: Modern Language Ass, of America, 1532) As he points out
"Wheze the dynamic and viable forces of myth are located in modem national literaturss is one of the

- tantalizing questions facing e contemnpormry stadent of the relation between myth and literature.” (p, 26.)
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literary critics and histoﬁans. From this critical viewpoint, myth is usnally associated with
depoliticization and falsification of history, or the idealist concepts of universality and
timelessness. But certain aspects of Seroie's wark seem to suggest that myth is an
appropriate analytical category. So at the risk of smk.mg in "the quicksands of the possible
relation between myth and history",130 this chapter aims at a meaningful discussion of
Serote's long poems in terms of this mlahoushlp, and an exploranon of the poet suseof

myth as a form of cultural resistance.

The previous chapters have argued that Serote's work is inseparable from the historical

 process of resistance to apartheid in South Africa. From a broader persprective his work
would share a context with literature linked to national liberation su'ugg}c;ﬁ and resistance
movemmeats against Western domination in other parts of Africa and the 'third wopkl'. With
regard to the historical aspects of resistance literature, Barbara Harlow has pointed towards

 the need for "a criticism which must account [for].....the dynemic impetus of the poetry's
engagement, at once immediate and symbolically mediated, with a historical reality."151

Harlow's own criticisrn generally falls short of her own rather absolutist prescriptions, but
her work is important in establishing critical gujdelines for texts of resistance, The kind of
criticism Hazlow calls for would be difficult to realise in practice, as this would have to be
based on theory that énabled a synthesis of idealism and materialism. 152 Given the history

150 David Attwell, “Wole Soyinks's The Interpreters: Suggestions on Context and History” English In
Aﬁ'zca 8, 1 {March 1981) p.71 ff

151 Bartiira Harlow, Resistance Literature (New York: Methuen, 1987} p.70 (see Ch.1 of this
;. dissertation)

152 Foe example, the kind of approach taken by Tay Cantor in The Space Between: Literature und Politics .
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981) See also Fredric Jameson "the simultansous ».ngnition
of the ideological and Utopian fimctiong of the artistic text...” The Political Uncanscious (Lendon
Methien, 1931) Pp.289-299
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of critical debates around black poetry in Sosdth Africa this kind of synthesis seems to be

some way off.

The general intention of this chapter is to point to.possilblc areas of discussion with regard
to this kind of theoretical project, by focusing on the wﬁys in whick Serote's long poems _
both éngage with and symbolically mediate. the historical reality of South Africa.153 Here I
wmlk? argue that the ‘symbolic mediation' of 'historical reality’ is another way of talking
about my:h By writing long 'lyrical’ poems Serote is necessarily participating in myth-
making activities, and his experience of history is mediated thmugh myth. It is imporiant

* though to describe the Kinds of myths being created by Serote, and to evaluate their political
effectiveness, In order to do this, the problematic relationship of poetry to materialist
criticism will be discussed, and the concept of myth will be more clearly defined. But this
entails a brief discussion of the relationship between literature and history.

|I|""_'~J-.»

/*:‘

!
ey T
’? I8

mmﬂmmsx

In the loose application of Fmdnc Jamcson 5 mmrpmtauve mode] uscd in the previous

- chapter, the third semantic horizon of a given th aconsumtad by the "ideology of form”.

Tt is within this furthest honzon that  history becomcs the ultimate detcrminmg fon:c i

shapmg atext, As Iamcson puts it: R : | o

With this final horizon, then, we emerge into a space in which History
becomes the ultimate ground as well ss the untranscendapde limit of our
undcrstmﬂmgmgenﬁalandomtexmalmtmpremuonsm yeticular, 154

‘ Jameson goes on to ghow that, in spite ot' attempts by non—Marxisq(cntxcs o depnonuse
I-]Jstory it is in fact the master interpretive: codcvmchsubsumcs&l the others, -

153 Thesemmpoems'mnab Must Weep" {1975), 'Behommm 1973), *Time hag sun
out” (1979), and *A Tough Tale" (i987).

154 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious p. 100
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- Furthermore, in his view there is nothing to be gained by indulging in polemic debate as to
the ultimate priority of one interpretive code over the other.

While it is not the concern of this chapter to engage in such debate, it is necessary to give
an alternative mw for Jameson's absolutising of history demes the potzntial of myth asd
form of consciousness which is able to transcend the limitations of material bcmg In
Afyican literature, Wole Soyinka's Myth, Literamre and the Africon World ,_;bﬁ‘m's an
cxamplc of an aJtcmativ;s in terms of a nyyth-critical approach. Fsem Soyinka's pegnve,

a!temptssuchaslamesonswsubsumehwmmmaxﬁmmrpretauon ndersmncmnm - O

' dcmmmngmasmrmdemldbeabwamnstypwal of a gertain European intellectal

"This process of intellection requires tﬁc propagandlst knack of turning the

~ unprovable into an authoritative doncept, indoctrinatixg society into the
acceptance of a single, simple critetion as governing any nizmberof human
acts and habits, evalpations and even habits of understanding ....it is the
responsibility of today's Aftican inteliectual not only to question these criteria,
but to avoid the conditioning of the spef being by the mono-criterion
mathodm‘:ogy of Europe. 155

Leavmg Saymkas own ideological precun:pauuns aszda this statement has mphcanons
for;hedehamsw&rﬂzcmlauonnfmemmwmstory 'Ihcmamqueananhmmtewhax
mmuhmmmmdﬁmmdbythchzstomalpmmss 'Ihxswillprobahlyalwaysbea

| contentious iseue. Narthmp Frye for example argnes against Jameson's  historical
dsetmmmsm from a perspizctive that, a}ﬂwugh part DfﬂleElltﬂpcan mteilecnmi tradition,
has cmrcspondem:cs with the views of Soyinka. =

nycsbookanncatPazk, mcssay o tlw social ﬁ‘uui“xt of literature andhu:rary
criticism, pmnts outthc Timitations of dctm'mzmsnc approachcs o hmw texts, These

:;g;;\rok; ggyuﬂca, Myth, Literature and the African World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Prm
P

¥
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approaches are characterised by the impulse to find the ultimate meaning of literature in
something that is not literature, for éxamp!e history or some other equally abstract sociat
"force', Marxism, according to Frye, takes a social view of lterature that (in theory) is -
broad enough to see literature as an active part'of the socio-historical process. In practice
however, Mnmsm operates as merely one more determinism, which avoids every aspect of

literature except one allegorical interpretation of its concent. 156

In Frye's view of literature, every poet has his own distinctive structure of imagery which
vsually emerges dven in his earliest work, and which does not and cannot estentially
. change, He focuses on the importance of structural elernents in the literary tradition -

fonventions, genres and the recurting use of certain images or image clusters (the

i

"'.archetypcs'}. The use of recurrent images is a prominent featﬁ_re of Serote's work, and it is
important to trace the patterns and development of these when examining the resistance
mythology created by the poet over the last two decades.

With regard to the relationship between literature and histary, Frye has pointed out that:

- ¢riticism myust develop a sense of history within literanwre to complement the
historical dfiticism thot relates literature to its non-liters . historical B
background ... [eriticism] must develop its own form of overview, on the
basis of what is inside literature rather than outside it. Instead of fitting
literature into & prefabricated scheme of history, the critic should ses literature
as 8 ¢coherent structure, historjcally conditioned but shaping its own history,

- responding to Lut not determined in its form by an extgrnal historical
~ process, 137 '

From this perspective the study of literature through its larger structural principles is
ignored by most social critics. Tho result is a supexficial treatment of Titerature, a method
. ‘which is largely 4 process of tensing’ things out of a text that seem in}gmsﬁng for noo- -

" .

156 Noxthrop Frye, The Critical Patk. p. 16
157 Northrop Frye, The Critical Path p. 24
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literary reasons. In addition, socio-historical criticism is always "affirming the consequent”
- the material determinants of g text are known in advance of reading it, and th s analysis
merely confinms what is already known.158 Perhaps the true test of historical materialism
as a literary theory is whether it can predict a text from a given set of material circﬁmstances

and social forces,

In que’stépproach, hmum is all about somctlnng else, even when social protest is its
explicit theme, THis statement would appear to be contrary to the ethos of resistance
literature, and is definitely in conflict with the ideas of Jameson, But a full study of any

| literature has 16 deal with myth, the 'something eise'_ that always escapes the categoxies of

Substantial portions of The Political Uncmciaus are devoc:ed to Jameson's xﬁs_é;ue of
Marxist criticism from the crude reductionism of determinism and his attempts to enfold the
" myth/archetypal criticism of Frye in the embrace of historical materialism. In discussing
Serote's work_,-;pe-limitcd appliqatioh of Iam‘fcson’é‘mddel (the first two hBﬁzm&} to
Serote's early woa:k:sa@quate for discussing the ideblogiéal and social aspects of these |
poerns. But as Serote mov@& hitg exile and a new political consciousness, he begins to use
myth and the Iong lyric or epic fo;m&m{tmtcgy of literary resistance. A critical appmach
~ that denies the concept of myth will £ail t:; éb)asmc io these texts. I have thms attempted to
consu'uift an api:roach combining certain aspects of Jameson, Frye, and Soyinka, in order

, 10 coms to terms with the full historical and literary significance of what might e called
Serote's major works. |

158 *pe sifences, or contradictions ... fhe text speaks from them wo leam that George Eliot was peti-

~ bourgeois, and that the petite-bourgeosie could not resofve cerinin contradictions, say certain words, it

ceqtain sitences. But this was ¥nown, of course, before wa read George Eliot." Jay Cantor, The S
Between: Literature and Politics p.‘S : Y ' pace
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POETRY. MYTH. AND CRITICISM

The typical objections voiced by materialist critics against myth can be seen in Kelwyn
Sole's paper on Black Consciousness writers.13? He identifies two camps of black mtcrs
of political inclination: a cultural nationalist group on the one hand and those who adopt
elements of a class analysis on the other. (Int this view Serote would belong to the latter
camp, but it could be argued that in the course of his writing Serote has displayed
alegiances to both causes.). It is the writers with cultural nationalist leanings - like Es'kia
Mphatilele, Mothobi Mutloatse and Ingoapele Madingoane - who regard myth as an
sssential part of poiitical literature. Following Roland Barthes, Sole then soggests that

" myths are & form of depoliticised speech - “smoothing out contradictions between objects

so that they £it into a seemingly natural literary uniircrse." Sole cites Madingoane's Africa,
My Beginning as an example, where Africa is mytholog1sed s a continent of imemal
hmmony and humanity d:smptcd only by the’ outside forces of European colama}zsm

'Ihe undcrlymg thrust of Sole's cnucrsmm o aict the necessary process of writcrs to "move

bcyond weeving an :mpenen-able curtam of nationalist sentiment and black collectivity” and
establish a pahumsed hmnn'e whzch will be meamngful to lower class black people.” In
Sole's view a great deal of Black Conscicusness-based literature has failed in the Jagter
task, and remains anideaﬁmﬁmmuhamcteﬁsedhy "the myths of a far-distant utopian
past and hopeful 7 mtm-e, chmmcles of mdmdual experience which are supposed to be
reIcva:nt in themsclvm. and endlcss ha.rpmg on injustice withont alternatives being pose&."

'Wlule this is valid criticism - and any account of Serote's long posms would have 1o

evaluate their political qualities on these grounds - Sole's view of myth s not without -~ -
problems. | |

159 Kelwsm Sole, "Culture, Pphtx:sand the Black Writer: A critical look st prevailing assnmpmns

Ensiisk in Africa 10, 1 (May 1983)
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There is a danger in taking the rather narrow concept of myth espoused by Barthes and
displacing this onto black writing. Wole Soyinka, for example, has argued swrongly against
the tendency of the [Nigerian]leftocracy’ to take on the "mantle of abuse from Em'opcan
leftist criticism as it antomatically attaches to the sheerest idealist suggestiveness in any
" form of Hiterature,”160 Tho paradoxes of the Barthesian approach are clearly identified by
Soyinka: | | |
Evézjc essay in Barthes's collection, Mythologies, is....an unconscions act of
linguistic vengefulness: even as language takes off the mask of petit-
bourgeois mythology of ¢veryday objects and activities, it clothes them anew
in the garb of bourgeois intellectualisn, ,..ds [Barthes] not part of a new ideo-
mythical langue which merely occiudes the real possibility of an
understanding and transmission of & proletarian culture!61 |
Soyinlka's views heve their own inevitable problems, and it would also be fanciful to
* speculate that anything like a ‘leftocracy’ might be operating in South African liwrary
erlticism, :hmmtobgmndencymoughforsomcm?scmmmwo:k&bmrhe'
assumptions of Western leftist criticism and either ignare the idealistimythical aspects of
writers like Serots or dismiss them as ‘cqnu-adicﬁons'. In Soy_ipka's aﬁalysis, the
ideologial fanction of saaerialist crdcism in s search forthe cansal Historical and socin-
economic némrkofsoci&yineveryworkofanis "onlyaﬁmhefattmpttopmtactthg
hegemony of appropriation by the inteflectual crtic class in particular, ard this is especially
true w;mn such éﬂﬁcis::# shooses to zgnore the received ﬁ:ncﬁon as maﬁifesmdin
effect-!llﬁz ) . f .'K . ] : .

(2d), Blac’s Literature and Literarv Theory p43
161 Wole Soyinka, "The critic and society: Barthes, lefiocracy and other mythologies” pp. 34, 54
162 Wale. Soyinks, "Ths critic and society: Bacthes, lefiocracy and other mythologies” p, 38

160wole Sayinke, *The critic and society: Barthes, lefloceacy and otber mythologies" in Henry Louis Gages -
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Saole does pomt out with regard to Africa, My Beginning that this poemn was (in-
performance) one of the most popular works of the late 70s in Soweto, ard that the
symbole nsed it the poem had much emotional meaning {or Madingoane's audiences. But
in Sows’ view these symbels are often extremely generalised and abstract - 2 conclusion
arrived at through the process of counting the number of times 'africa’ is used in the poem.
There is surely morr o criﬁt;ismﬁxan this, and while Sole has made valuable contributions
to the study of contextiisl and political issues in black pocuy an informed strong reading of
thesetextshasnot yetbeenproducedbymatenahst oritics.

It is also interesﬁﬁg to note that with regard to criticism of Serow, schislars working from a
mate::ahst paradigm seem to be solely concernsd with his prose (To Every Bmiz its Blood),

. wlulemucswhoa:cmﬂcﬂm%ucaﬁymcﬁnedteudtocmcmmmtﬁepoeuy 163

Novehsﬁcd:scmn-se - narative - seems o be more readily accessible tof,ghe analytic
methods of historical soaterialism and socfological criticism than Serote’s potry, which
tends to resist appmmanon by this particular cnucmi discourse. A posmbla reason for thiy
nnghxheixithevmy nanneofpueucmguage.

;'f' -

In apomuﬂxﬂyargued defence of poetry against the totalizing tendencies of the T
‘sociological idea’, 1.P Ward has noted that as the evolution of the sociology of fiteratare

| haspromded, the pre-eminence of the Iyric poent as the prototype of the Hiterary object has
dechned It is difficult to compress Ward's arguments into the conﬁnes of this chapter, but
his mam assumptions are as follows. What makes poetry is no underlying ‘essence’, bt
rather a '

'-:_7 gertain deflection of language from what we cxpedtcd, or the capacity of a
word arrangement to hold compeiling meaning without the normad everyday

153 Eekia Mphatisele, "Mongane Serote’s Odyssey: The path thai brealm the heels” English Avadeny
Review Vol.3 (1985) and Frangis Faller, ** Past, Boesent and Future Vision: A Comparative study of tlu-ee
lovig poems by Neruda, Paz end Serote™ Enghsh Academy Raview 5 (1987) _
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reference. In every poem, language is arranged not to address a listener or
support & social configuration such as a group or institition, and yet also
that langnage thereby becomes arresting and intelligible. The tension this
entails comes from a tripartite paradox; namely, &) language is social, b}
poeiry is language, ¢} yet poetry is not social, not accountable by the
sociological idea ....Poetry truncates the very thing that in ali other cases
Ianguage strives to achieve.164

There could be pmhlems in applying this to mmswncc poetry, where in many cases the

poem is obviously addressing a particular group, and. also attempting "to hold compelling
meaning" precisely throngh the use of nonnal everyday refcrence

Ward's ideas are still relevant to the present study thougln m/p«'t\lcular the notion that the
fundamental charactensuc of a poem is that signifies only ibwg“ With yegard to pohncal
poetry, or poetry that clearly deals with social matters, Ward has pointed out that itis
usuaﬂytheconsmwnthe mal(mdnmﬁxcsamalnseﬁ)ﬁlatmmcdmmmpmocm

: thspoem.thcr andmost:mpormnﬂyforthepmtargumenn’\vardsuggcststhatthe
_mhucalvxswnor the poet of the soc:ally collective world is gcnera]lytowardsautopmn

futare. In other words, the poetry of sesistance inevitably makcs us® of myth 1o negate the._

) dmunantmythologmsofﬂw mhngclass and.mconvey avision of the ideal socxctydxms

the goal of the revnlutmn,

i

Y

AR
Thmwanotapmelyzdcahsncmwofpoeny Wil.h mgmdtoculunalproducnonm
gencral, Fredric Iamcsonhassuggestedﬂ:at |

all class consciousness - or in other words, all ﬂcology in the strongest/ -
sense, incinding the most ‘exclusive forms of rulmg—c!ass consciousness just
as much 1s those of opposmonal or repressed classes - is in its very natare
- Utopian ...insofar as as it eXpresses the unity of a collectivity; yet it must be
* added that this proposition is au aliegorical one. The achieved collectivity or
organic group of whatever kind - oppressors fully much as oppressed - is
Utopian not in itself, but only insofar as all such collectivites are themselves

164 1B Ward, Paetry and the Sociologizal Idea (Brighton: Harvester, 1981) p, 202
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figures for the ultimate concrete collective life of an achieved Utopian or
classless society. 165

With this proposition in mind, the mythologising of past and future that is a feature of
Serote's long poems can be understood fromn a materialist perspective - but with the
qualification that as well as projecting the figurative unity of a collectivity, Serote is atso
engaged in consttucting s political mythology; a countertmythology' to the dominant
mythologies of capitalism and apartheid. 66 Serote's counter-myth is also in response to a
felt need for the farmulation of a new and unifying African mythology. As Eskia
Mphahlele has pointed out: - B
~ Political styles demand a redefinition of a people’s culture from time to time,
~ and we have been too busy surviving. Our Lterature in the last thirty years
reflects this. We have lost sight of the myths that could stabilize our spiritaal
and mental life and save it from the religion of the desperate, the poor, the
helpless, the downtrodden, that the missionaries left us hanging onto while
a pretty noisy and powerful segment of the western world was asserting a

completely different set of claims for Christ from what we had been
hoodwinked int6 believing. 167

The sense in which myth is used as an analytic category in discussing Serote’s long poems

is this broad notion of a counter-myth, or the use of myth as form of resistance, In this

respect Thomas Knipp has suggested theta working out of the complexmcs of the
histdhical myth or countr-myth provides a basis for a hermeneutic for much African

poetry. Knipp suggests that the counterymyth of African poets can be construed as 8

conjugation of a process moving throngh time, consisting of five 'tenses’:

1) The rich black past in which a secure black identity was and can again be
rooted, This rich past exists in a dounble sense: first as history, as a record of
past glories; and second as the culture of the people from which the poet was
torn by the process of westernization,

165 Fredric Jameson, The Political Uncenscious (London: Methuen, 1981) p.291
166 1; 15 also important to consider the complex reletionship between myth and ideclogy. For example
Ronald Grele hag suggested: "Myth sets the stage for the drama and ideology puts it on the road.” (in

. discussion at the Workshop, University of the Witwatersrand, Febraary 1950,)

167 Eekia Mphshlele "The Voice of the Black Wiiter in Africa” Senate Special Lectures 1080
{Tohammesburg: University of the Witwatersrand Press, 1980) p. 8
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2} The cynical conquest of the continent and its culture by grcedy and rapacmus
Europeans.

3) The period of bondage when whites exploited Africa and during which the

- black personality was purified by redemptive suffering. _

4) The rebellion and trivmph of resurgent blacks against often decadent, always
exploitative white domination,

5) The productive and creative future in which African glory renmns and African
leadershlp enriches the gnaliiy of life not only for Africans but for all the human

It would be a nseful project to trace the historical devélopment of black poétry in South
Africa in terms of this schema, allowing for the necessary differences in ideology and class
affiliation between poets, In the case of Serote these 'tenses’ are present to some extent and
with va::ying degrees of emphesis (and the necessary modiﬁcations by specific
circumstances), and are evident in the ways in which history is mediated and the future
nnagmed in the long poemnis.

Leongrd Thompson's discussion of black political mythology in South Africa has parallels
with Knipp's framework. In this view, ZbIa;ck South African resistance has over the yeérs
been creating a liberatory mythology (which ironically is similar to the antx-nnpe.nahst
element dominant in early Afn]mncr nannnahsm) Thomapsan distin gmshes three tendcncxes
w:thm black remstanr:e mythology: 1) A+ vc:smn giving precencence to the African tradition
of ubuntu, including Christian pacificism and the ideas of (4okandzs Chandi, 2) a version
which stresses African culinral identity, shaped by the Pan- Africanist Congress and the
Black Consciousness movement, 3) the Marxist myth of an end to expleitation and
suffering throngh the collective revolutionary action of ‘the peaple’. 169 It is possible to
sitiate different phases of Serote’s work within each of these versions - as Serote moves

into & radical and thetorical aesthetic position in his journey through history and exile.

153'I'humasR Knipp, "Myth, History and the Poetry of Kofi Awoonor* in Eldred Jones {ed) African
Literature Today No, 11 (London: Heinemann, 1980) pA3

IG;I;onard "Thompson, The Politcal My&afogy of Apartheid (New Haven Yale Universny Prws 1985)
P
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The discussion of Serote's use of myth a5 a form of resistance would also be in line with
with the ‘positive hermeneutic’ of Jameson's approach, This is to demonstrate the ways in
which a given cultaral object projects "its .. Utopian power as the symbolic affirmatior of 2
specific historizal and class form of collective unity."170 The nse of myth in Serote’s long
poems must be read as this kind of symbolic afffrmation, in the context of the broader
counter-myth and artstic articulation of the political processes of resistance.

"o re-vision history is to redefine time, and a useful enry POi:it into Serote’s uses of myth
is through a discussion of the changing temporal concepts and chronological frameworks in
the long poems. Broadly speaking, this is 4 process of moving from a circular o a linear
pesception of time - for both Serote the individual and the symbolic collectivity projected in
By hiéwﬁﬁng._Wighmgardmthisproccss,E]ias Canetti has observed that: |

A new power which wants to assert itself must also enforce a new chronology:
it must make it seemn ss though time had begun with it ... For a civilization, as
for an individual, periods when the awareness of time is lost sre periods of
shame ... which aré forgotien as soon as possible. 17!

The period of white domination is 3 time of shame for blacks, and in order to sunder the
' false time of white minority rule Serote must develop a vision of # new social order and a
new non-shamefut experience of self and time.}72 This now chronology gradually takes
shape in Serote’s work from No Baby Must Weep (1975) onwards, and achievesa

© concrete linearity in A ToungaIé (1937). The following dJ'#t:usaiDn outiines the main
features of this process. ' '

170 The Political Unconscions p291 | |
17{ Eliay Canetti, Crowds and Power (Harmondsworth: Pengain, 1973). Cited in Kelwyn Sole,

* "This time sot again™ the Temporal and Political Conceptions of Serote's To Every Birth its Blood.” (Paper
presented at the History Workshop, University of the Witwatersand, 1990) p.}7

172 Relwyn Sole, " This time set again® the Temporal and Political Conceptions of Serotes To Ever
Birth its Blood." p.17 o o
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“In his first publishad poem Serote conceives of history as 2 ‘frozen pa‘st‘..173 It is the
process of defrosﬁng and retrieval of this 'frbzcn' history that to a large exient informs the
long poem "No Baby Mﬁsth&p“. This process takes pléce within Ianguage itself - itis a |
dialogical quest for & new mode of speaking that will enable the recoding and revisioning of
history and negate the desiructive discourse of apartheid. This is expressed in the poem:

tirne
mismeingmdm:afdisccmy
: mcauscaﬁwréusday,thcmmntthatcomesmustbebmndnew
like a baby | |
' soanrbmkentongues_
and long-soiled lips .
U'canmpeforncwwurdsbecauscoldoneshavebrokenthw 5
* earth o pieces
lookatﬁmeyesofthcpeoplc
" theirfaoes
_andthmrgmti'

W

___'Ihenecéto gmpefornc:wwords hasalrwiybacnexpmssedm&epocm'mack
’ Bcus'174whuﬁ“memnmmﬁxatdnvcsﬂuspoemforwardmthcdcmmexpressm
wordsth:mheryofwords ﬂxewholepoeﬂlcnactsthestmgglsmhustou:,tosmash
 down "Whitey's' world of meaning, and achievs another discourse.”!75 ‘No Baby Must
Wecp mmcmaltsauonoftbmdxscomsemmcformofthclonglyncalpoem - although -

173 m Oldwnman New Coin Vol.3 No. 2 (1969} p.9
174 yakhal'inkome (fohannesburg: Ad Donker, 1972) .62

Y75 Jeremy Cronin, * "The law that says/Constricts the brésth line(..)": South African English Languags
Poeiry Written l:wy Aficany in the 1970g " Englisk Academy Review No3 (1985)
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even at the level of aesihetic form the poem resists and rearranges the conventicns of this

genre.

The overall 'narrative’ of the poem is the elating of a joarney through istory that is bath
-~ literal and symbolic - it is literally a journey through the individuat mnnryofthepbet(as
told o his motim') which is interwoven with the symbaolic journey of a tiver down to the

sea. It is the joumey that.connects and integrates the fragments of memory and cxgieﬁencc, -

and enables the (symbolic) resolution of some of the contradictions of existence,

The hotion of fragmention is casried through the recumring images of the broken and
wounded body, |

who am i*

broken like this

thatbalf-face s
half-nose

 silent and loaded with sadness

A

]

' Thamythoft&&odydividﬁdisu&delyusudiﬁmsismﬁterﬁi&c, and has its Toots in
‘ malpcxfmnc&Pathmdahasdcscﬁlf,ﬁedm e
There is an oldﬂlemc,a“body dmded,“thatmrrsmthefolkpoeuyofall
countries. The popular singer<imagines his feet in one place, his kidneys

somewhere else, and goes on o describe his whole body, which he has left

. 'behind, scattered in counzrysxdcs and cities. That's how I feltm those
' . days 176

Ny

176 in Racbaca Harlow, Resisiance Literature p., 45

i~

i
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The period Nerud:: is referring to is Chile in the 1940s, when he was writing his Jong epic
poem “Canto General”, and moving from house to house to avoid detention by government
authorities, In the poem, the dismembermnent of poetic identity is reconstraeted in ties of
solidarity with the people themselves.177 Serote's eéxperiences during the writing of “No
Baby Must Weep” could have becnsm'aﬂar as this period was for Serote a time of moving
around the country - both in his werk as & Black Ccnsqmusucss cultural organiser, and to

WL
avmd the nmasmg,‘ly severe smtc repression of the movernent. g

| Butthcmnnccnmsanduesofsohdamyarcnmmbefaundmthckmdoftéxtualmutyand

- \*-\,.\).- 5 : . ’ ’ .
177 Bacbaii Harkow, Resisiice Liserature p.45 ' g \\

paﬂmnmg of images (hsplayedm the comcnuona! Iong 1ym:. Integration ammmlunon

ocnﬁrmstcadonasymbahcandmyﬂmallevﬁm;omythmghpmmﬂhismm
ﬂma'poemmbmsionofﬂwpamculmtybfmmdmdualmbjewnmmxmmm :

cahc&wexpmnfmhmmwm'-apmwﬁchismmmm@;y
ﬂroughthci}g:mgmgwofthenmandmdlssolunmmﬂzs:se&:fcollecuve

: m@&ﬁ%%mgﬁuﬂiﬁuﬂh@w%mﬂwnwwm

hndnf»bmﬁbu\}nhrmme&* S __ /

wansayonuday . \ .
5‘&15 ﬂWW a-_;_. N . A N
wﬂlstandmﬂwbnghtbnghtsun
ﬂnsﬂowwﬂlhavenopctals

o=y

o, E Dﬁ&d&y L o .

ah".'r

\\ ,,-" "

173AlexLevum MonganﬁSmtesNoBabyMnstWeep mMchaelChapman d, Smﬁﬁ'ﬁ”
(foannesbarg: McGraw-H, 1982) . 76 o0 e
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The political mcamng of this vision of hberaum is not clear, and the 'effectiveness’ of ?“&
poemasPohncal Wnunglsdcbatablc 179 1t does however show that this was a time of
mcmmntyandtransmonforScmm. Ittsdlﬁ'iculttodateﬁleacmalnmcofwnmgoftha
pocm - the only clue in the text is a reference mﬂmassamnancnofOnkgomTﬁom
1974 (p.30). This was a tize when state repression of Black Consciousiss was on the
increase, and also ape.nod Wiiks Serote was becoming swars bf the lmitations of Black
Consciousadss as a poitical K’o:ce. Both of these factors contributed to Serote’s decision to

: gommgxﬂc andﬂmcndm\{ ofﬂmepo_emmstbercadwuhttusmnmd.

|

-'msfmmajahmaxy;@mmaﬂewasmmngmmmmm
'Hom" lmThroughrwenngsmthomchouﬁmﬁicanexﬂesandblackAmmcm

mmmmaMmemAmmMMmmm hagsaid, |-

&)

wﬂmmmmbmmthcpmod 1974-1978; Smcseanstohavecomwa

' 'de@wmﬁamdmgdkmmhuﬁemmbcmmmdchs&mcmﬁfm

mmmmmcmmmmmwmmmmemmmmm

' “BeimldMamn.,Fiowm ﬂmmu&)mﬁmwhohofﬂcamdl
must say that the romaeticism and sentimentality that I had when 1 left South
Africa was extremely chiidish when I began to upderstand some of the
mnvcsthatﬁzeA&acanmmtwasmsmg.‘sl

iy :
Serote’s move towands class analysis and awereness of th& broader context of explmtatmn
mddommanonmaconstantthemeintlmpoem, for example: ‘

how can i forget
”tha:eventheshmvvmkedand bhnkcdasthesoﬂfeﬂ,
on men digging goid bentith the earth -

ah, :

__.Iwmm&mmafmmmblﬁn-m the poem:
- “"ike me writing poems/ hoping they will be read/ rubbish...” (p.27)

18C Dated ay wiisten in 1975, but only published in 1978. Setote also 1o work on To Every Bi
Blood'at around this time, b __ vy Binhis

181 Inw with Mongane Wally Serote (May 19893

#
i

—
_;
T

0
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i will defy the chains of the rand with s frozen face
i will defy the chains of the dollar with its frozen eagle in flight
i know that the worid has stopped spmmng
it is held in white palms
 africa, what are we going ﬂ_bdo AOW,,

Serote no longer has togrope for new wt&ds' as the imaemalising of the discobrse of class
 economics has given his poetry a firmer quhucal gromdmg in terms of analysing the
forces of domination and clanfymg his ow,n experience (although these is stll no certainty

about what i$ ity be done). But rather paradloﬁca}ly the medxauon of history thmugh myth N

: -bacomes asamgerfcaturc ofthzspoemm campazison with "No Ba.by MustWecp“
; ’IhmmtwommnaspactsmthmproccssHF:rsﬂy,thepomszcmw'sammpttocomem
termsmﬁaﬂwumrmsedbyﬂxcﬁ;ﬁ':caﬁponanent by1mphcanon,ﬂwmmh1stowof
suffering and m;ploxtanonundechsmd on.Auhistoncal canvas as large as this -
eanarﬂyhcpoeﬂcallydepmwdthmughthenseofmym,mdthcmmnwaymwmchthms
: _dm;wu; wepoemlsthma:ghSaoteswm(pohumcd)vermonofacreauonmyﬂ:132 _
‘{‘harctellmgoflhemyofmmn:scastlnmamchcantﬂms,butSvaemﬂw
‘Westerii oyth of Africs as the dar¥ dﬂVﬂlSh continent and the coloniscrsasbnmgers of

light. In :he poem, Adrica dropped froms "gcc;d s back pocket 2s he was creatlﬁg the world,

but this was seen by the devil, who Jater camc in the gu:.sc of the coloniser ami stols the
continent for himsslf. Isbut the retelling of & -:;reatwn myth does not lead to any kird of
'msoluuon, rather it mcreases the poets sms- of existential anguish and ahenauon. |

hfcandthcwrthmlhngonandonandm

like a tennis bail which skpped out of a childlike throw
. onandon

182 vpatiold Mams, Flowers" pp.50 -56. It is difficult to discem Serote's exact mieanings here,
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god knows where to
and there is a screaming silence somewhere
god |

what's happening

Serote then locates this myth in personal experience - 8 meeting \_with the artist "Skunder
Boghossian” in Washington. Some kind of knowledge of the wider historical context of
oppression is reached here, again with the idea of learning/discovering through time:

time teachesus
tine took mie that day
and 1 began tfo pick up pieces of the continent
sod -
help the continent, it fell from your back pocket
* children want to rest

mammgmsumwdtﬂcmmwcmld:enwhocantsmﬂcanymore
R

o zsalltbishfeaboutallﬂﬁs
" lookstthe/continent, the continent, the continent
* sweat blood tears blood
is&xntwhmwmustrmsm

'Ihmemndus&ofmyﬂns mthcattanpttacmw aucwandmspu'atozy mythology of
resistance through the naming of heroes, At various places in thepoem Serote tnvokes such
‘figures as Tshaka, Dingsan, Luthudi, Sobnkwc, Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, George
"andsmmanxacksou, Cabral, Mondlane, Tito and Lumurbe. Tis s & common feature of
epic poetry t{groughout world 1usm1y As Mircea Eliade has po:med out:

The anhistorical character of popular memory ... refuses to preserve the
personal, hisiorical elements of a hero's biography ...the historical
- character of the persons celebrated in ¢pic poetry is not in quéstion, But
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their historicity does not long resist the corrosive action of
mythicization, 183
Serote however does not locate his Lieroes in some timeless and unspecific space, although

the langnage of poery and the form of the epic or long lyric makes a degree of

- mythicization unavoidable. The named heroes are constantly grounded in relation to both

individual.and collective experience of the forces of oppression - throngh the mention of

~ specific 'ordinary’ people such as -

when phatadi tremblel:l in the street
his heart pouring bload ont like an angry fouutain
and his scream tore the night, fighting with death

tell me where is henry dumas

ah, my brother

i won't get into names; the list, my bmther,
grow and grow like death

ﬁnd the constant references to the pdnet‘s family, anonymous children, and *brothers’ and
‘sisters' in the struggle, Textually, the inseparability of individual from communal
experience is shown through the alrost random interchanging between i' and 'we' in the
nervative voice (slthough in places the ¥ is clearly the voice of the exiled post addressing.
his audience at home). In this way th':e fero is & collective construct, and the figure for the
concrete collective life of the yet to be achieved new’ socisty éiiggestcd in the closing lines

 nfthe poon

i can say - -

your dignity is locked tlght in the resting places

i the places whcreyou shall drink water

‘around the fire where you shall langh wnh your children
ican sdy otherwise

your dignity is held tight in the sweating cold hands of deah

183 Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the zzenmzf;eemm (Now Jersey’ Princeton Univessity Press, 1965) p43
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the village where evervthing is silent abont dignities

iwill say again

behold the flowers, they begin to bioom!
The kind of liberation suggested here is more specific than the rather vague dissolution of
the individual subject in "No Baby Must 'Weep". Serote clearly identifies where the obstacle
10 & new and dignified society is Iocated - in the 'hands of death'. In the same way as the
first part of To Every Birth its Blood, the power of the apartheid regime is constantly

associated with the force of death in "Behold Mama, Flowers". This is resisted and

| symbolically overcome by the forces of life - mediated symbolically in the orgaric
regeneration of the flowers with no petals of "No Baby Must Weep"” into the blooming
flowers of this poem. |

Serote's poem "Time has run out* first appeared in Stqffvider in Noverber 197938 While

this is not a long poemm the ‘epic’ style of those already discussed, it raises similar kinds
 of questions regarding the postic nse of myth to convey a political ideolbgy and view of

history, More importantly, here Serote foregrounds the apocalyptic vision that is a subtext |
- in the previous poems. o

The notion of apocalypse is introduced in "No Baby Must Weep™:
i am the man you will never defeat |
1 will be the one to plague you

i wil_l be your shadow, to be with you always

184 Theze arc different versions of tis poem - referencss are to tho one in Tim Couzens & Essop Pats
{eds), The Return of the Amasi Bird (Johannesburg : Ravan, 1982) Pacl

fet)
W
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and one day

when the sun rises

the shadows will move, heaving like a tired chest

there shall be millions of shadows '

and the eaxth shall be cold

and the river will freeze : N
and the plants will refisse to grow

and the earth shall be dark

and we will be alone

Au implicit warning to the 'bans’ and sounding of 2 note of resistance is present in an

_ earlier poem "The Actual Dislogue” - "we will always meet/ when you 46 not expect

| me",185 'I‘he idea of resistance is now more developed, but at this stage the actual
confrontation is merely metﬁphoz icandina mythical futurc_

Thete i$ a more concrets notion of the necessity for confrontation through sction in “Behold
Mama, Flowers": '

filookback/ _
my foomﬁntsmpoc s of Blood
on the temrible sand
there is the hill now | -
it broke your grandfather's back -
iwiﬁcomcthém,mdun!oadmysuimases
these suitcases, full of wounds
i will unload them
and1wzilbetunb1c,ahestarswdlpophkebm'snngbaﬂons
the sun will Jick '
3 andl:kemnccsmd,mcmpmwilltumbhdown

185 Yaphatinkomop.9

P |

T
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‘The failures of the past and sufferings of the present are redeemed through the unleashing
of apocalyptic revenge, but this is a rather undifferentiated view of political action. Given
the mythological mediations necessitated by the poetic form though, this view can be
understood, and must also be read in terms of the inevitable limits operating upon an
individual poet's ability to foresee the future, 186

Nick Visser has pointed out the effects of the 'iruption of history" into the process of
production of 7o Every Birth its Blood. 187 While these disruptive effects are not readily
apparent in the structure of Serote's longer poerms, 88 a comparison of "Time has run out”
with the earlmrpoems reveals g similar "movement through Black Consciousness towards
a recogriisably non-racial democratic position"189 (althongh this is only completed with the
publication of A Tough Tale in 1987). As in the novel, there is no simplistic shift from
Black Conssiousness fo-an ANC position in the poem. To the extent that ideologica]
analyscs of poctry are posszble, there are signs of Serote moving away from Black

" Consciousness thinking as carly as "No Baby Must Weep."1% But the strong sense of
mmment apocalypse and acceptance of the necessity of armed resistanca in "Time has ron
out" sesm to indicate that events such as Soweto '76 and the death of Steve Biko had a
ma;or impact oni Serote’s political thinking and poetic precccupations.

186 See Farkicl Mphshlele, *The voice of prophecy in Afcican poetry” English in Africa 6, 1 (1979) As
he points oot: “The voice of prophecy hardens into apocalyptic tones in the heroic postry of any time of
I;gl%ucﬂcmﬂm,wmﬂaubemhImkaudewmbhckandhm {n. 35)

Nick Visser, "Fictiona! Projects and the Eruptions of History: Mongane Serote’s Ta Eve:yﬁmh it
Bilood.” Enghsumdmyﬂevimuwa?)p?s :
188 There is however a thres year delny between Serote's mofwnﬁng "Bekold Mama, Flowers” in

1975 aud its publication in 1978, It would be interesting to » ifﬂwmanuscﬁptsshomdénychangwom
thig cracial historical period.
Bf:o::ifk v;sger *Fictional Projects and the Irruptious of History; Mongane Serote's To Every Birth its

P
lmmmphmmmmmtmmemmmeﬁmmmmmmmm
uwhm“smmmﬁmkmgmeﬁ!shiﬂmfﬁmdofmmng.wmmghmngpeophmhw“ "
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These events are prominent in the textual development of the poem, which is again a
journey through collective memory and hissory, But Serote is now in full control of the
discourse of liberation and resistance, and the metaphorical flowers and long intensely
subjective passages of the earlier poems are now direct and nnambignous statements of
necessity; '
ask us the price of liberation
- and we ask ourselves nothing nice now

‘.

can someone teach us how to mount the wound, the fight.
time has run out -
period.

Having travelled through history in his long poetnss, Serote now stands at its edge. 191 The
- hourglass image of time running out poses the question of what will restore its flow, and it
is clear that at this stage Sm‘olae se_es.no alternative to the inevitably violent and revolutionary
transformation of society - the 'word of wisdom' asked for in the poem is not forthcoming,
and any possibility of dialogue is negated by the finality of the closing ‘period", The full
stop at the end of the poem also metaphorically signals an end to the cyclical and

mythological perception of time present in the previous Jong poems, and 2 movement into a
Iinear and more overtly ideological consciousness.

NOW WE ENTER HISTORY
"Time has run out" marks a transitional phase in Serote's life and work. As the necessity

for organised mass resistance became more trgent - in response to the climate of intense
" repression created by the state in the aftermath of Soweﬁdi- ‘76 - Serote returned from

191 e will have to come right up to the edge to find out where we arc, and Who we a:e, At the edge of
history, history itssif can no longer help us, and only myth remaing equal to reafity,” William Trwin
Thompson, At The Edge of History New York: Harper & Row, 1971) p. 163 '
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America in 1978 to work with the MEDU Art Ensemble in Gaberone. Here he completed
the novel To Every Birth its Blood in 1980, and another long poem The Night Keeps
Winking (1982). Ideologically speaking, with this poem Seroie seems to have made the
shift from Black Consciousness to a Marxist revolutionary position within the African
National Congress.

The general pattern of development of Serote's wor™- in the 19805 is indicative of a general

process - where “as mythology is moved into history, it becomes ideology.”192 As the

decade moves on, and the demands of political and cultural commitment becoms more

pressing, Serote's literary output diminishes in quantity and takes on a deeply ideological
tone that separates it from his earlier work. In fact, Serote’s main role in this decade is that

of a cultural activist and polemicist - a significant change from the impassioned poetic
 visionary of the previous decade.

But changes in form, content, and ideoloeical stances of writers are occasionsd by the
demands of history and necessity. As Michael Chapman has noted:

Some of us may regret that Serote set out alwost ruthlessly in the course of
the 1970s to excise his own recognisable art. We can nonetheless respect his
conviction that at certain momsnts people are called on to act in the public
world even when they might want to contemplate, and to speak in the
- sanctioned phrases of the ‘movement’ even when, temperamentally, their
human voice is plaintive in its concern. 193 :

Here Chapman identifies an important dilemma for the politically comnmited artist, and one
which is fundamental to the relationship between acsthetics and resistance, Serote's
intention might be to write works which would fumction as inspirational myths for the

192 Ronald Grele, in discussion at the History Workshop 1990 (University of the Witwatersrand), This
statement embodiss a complex dialectic betwesn myth and ideology, and it is beyond the scope of tiis-
chapter 10 discuss this in more detail - save to point ont that a more comprehensive examination of Serota's
uses of myth would be based in this kind of dialectic, ' -

193 Michaet Chapman, *A Tough Task for the Critic” Upstrezm Vol 6, No. 3 (Wimter 1988) p. 28
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masses of oppressed and struggling people in South Africa, bt his ideological commitment
to a particuler party line might prevent the full emotional and creative artistic expression of
this myth, It is important to assess to what extent the adherence to 'sanctioned phrases’

comprormises the potential irnpact of Serote's use of myth as a form of resistance.

The ideological shifts taken by Serote are indicated by a surer grasp of the linear
chronological progression needed to bring about revolution and the establishment of a
people’s democracy in South Africa. To some extent, this moves the poetry out of the
'pure’ mythological domain of cyclical time and into the ideological real’ world. But this
does not diniinish the apo@calyptic and mythic nature of The Night Keeps Winking and A
Tough Tale . .

Serote's work and life have become more deeply informed by a broadly Marxist and
revolutionary ideclogy during his long period of exile. With regard to the mythological
dihnensiuns of this world view, Emest L, Tuveson has examined the millenarian and
apocalyptic stucture of Marxist ﬂmﬁght. Here Tuvesun shows how in Marx's view of
history, "the series of historical ages is a long prepatation for the ultinate Armageddon, the
one great conflict in which the opposition of classes is violently solved."1%4 Generally
speaking, Serote’s rc-visidning of history in his long poems is a graduai process of
tedefining this apocalyptic view of revolution in the South African context.

As Tuveson points out, the apocalyptic interpretation of revolution gives':hc practical
revolutionary a numiber of advantages over other prophets, Firstly, in this view revolution
15 inevitable and victory for the oppressed classes is certain - the Iogical outcome ofa

;194Emesr.L. Tumu”ﬂwmiﬂmmsmmofm Corvrunist Manifesto® in C, A. Patrides &
Joseph Wittreich (ads.) The Apocalypse in English Renaissance though and Bterature (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1984) p, 385 _
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predetermined historical process. Secondly the revolutionary act is given a definite shape,

and the destruction rather than the conversion or re-education of the ruling powers becomes

the method and the goal of revolution. And lastly, the process of revolution becomes closed

rather than open. The revolutionary act is not merely a reform or improving change, i} is the

~ final solution and the absolute answer - to both the existential dilemma of the alienated
individual and the collective problems of humanity in general, 195

The myth of a new society created through revolutionary action by thc proletariat is the
informing vision of "The Night Keeps Winking” and "A Tough Tale". Ins the earlier poem
however this myth ig not fully gmiculated, but Serote’s movement towards this ideclogical
position can be seen in the rewritten and extended version of "Time has ran out" which

forms part one of "The Night Keeps Winking”.

Here Serote retams the substance and spirit of the original version of the poem for somne
seven pages, and then adds in a new seven page closing section. In the same way as the
original poem, the first part is important from a mythological perspective for the
establishing of an opposizional myth to the one of the core myths of apartheid - the battle of
Bload River and the sacred covenant or vow.196 In his poetic re-visioning of history,
Serote uses the events of Soweto 76 to resist the core apartheid myth of pradesﬁned and
God-given racisl superiority (and its specific modification in the early 80s into the ideclogy
of 'total onslaught):

ccccc

.and Soweto will answer:

195 Emast L. Tuveson, *The millenarian siucture of The Communist Manifesto™ p. 385
196 For a full snalysis of the the palitical and religions dimensions of this myth, see Leonard Thompson,
The Political Mytholozy of Apartheid - _ o

L
Ve
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School children took the streets one day. There will never be another Soweto. There
are many kinds of deaths, and Soweto knows them all; South Africa too, and Southem
Africa. You cannot kill children like catile and then hope that guns are a monopoly. We
made love in strange places in ghettoes. We gave birth in these holes. We learnt from
the pain and sorrow of having lost our children to so many and such cruel deaths as
malnutrition or murder or madness, dying while throwing spears or stones and
being shot dead.

We must now ¢, »: our land, even if we die in the process. Our history is a culture of
resistance,

Ask Mozambique
Angola
Zimbabwe
Namibia

Ask South Africa
Yes-

from blood river

to Sharpeviile to Soweto

we know now
that oppression has at last been unmasked....

“The entire histary of confliot in Southem Africa has beea reduced and mythically

- transformed into a dialectical clash between the murderous forces of opprcssioh and the
resistance of the exploited rﬁasscs. The ideology of "total onslaﬁght' ig confronted by the

seemingly indestructible countter-culture of total resistance, which is set in the context of the

historical and revolutionary progression towards ﬁberéﬁon of South. Africa's neighbouring

states. 197

197 The publication of The Night Keeps Winking coiticided with the cultural guthering and conference on
"Cultire and Resistance” held in Gaberone in July 1982, This was a seminat event for resistance art and
cultire, Attenided by many exiled ANC artists and actjvists, it was the precursor of several such festivals to
be held in the 19803, and unequivoczlly set aut the idedlogical and aesthetic criteria for artists to adhera to -
" The artistic path must of necessity be dictated by the experiences and destiny of the peopls who are
velentlessly striving for liberation. It is incumbent upon artists 1o contribuce w e changing social reality
of their snvironment. Such change will inevitably iead to & positive transformation of our eulture,*
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The threat implicit in the closing line of the earlier version of "Time has run out” takes on

" concrete form in the new section added on to the poem (which begins after the line "can
someone teach us how to mount the wound and fight" on p. 7). The new ideclogical strain
that emerges in part 2 of To Every Birth Its Blood is a dominant infiuence here. In the
novel, the Movement  (a symbolic term for the ANC) becomss the political means for the
implemer ion of the revolution and the entry into and reclamation of history by the nation
of the oppressed. As Kelwyn Sole has noted: '

The Movement is, without fail, referred to as purposeful and correct, In its
active and militant opposition, the Movement unmasks the truth about South
African oppression and sets in motion a process of polarisation whereby mare
and more of the country's inhabitants choose one side or another, until the
final apocalyptic confrontation looms near,198
In literary terms, the Movement is constantly assoejated with organic life forces and
probcsses which are purifying and restorative - in dialectic contrast to the images of death
and decay which mediate the harshness and brutality of the apartheid system. This binary
opposition between death and life is a continual thread in Serote’s work, and is one of the
key ‘archetypes' (in Frye's sense of the word) in his resistance mythology.199 In the poem
- this opposition is starkly and anambiguously stated: |
now

the night and the blood and us
are here again

Editorial, MEDU newsletter (Festival Edition, 1982). See also Cynthia Kross, "Culiure and Resistance”
Staffrider Vol. 5, No, 2 {1982)

198 Kelwyn Sale, " *This time set agafn's the Temporal and Political Conceptions of Serote's To Every
Birth its Blood." p.14 _ :

199 I, his most recent elabaration of this view -"To hold onto life, apartheid has to be a master at making
déath, and the more it serises its end, the more it devises more effective ways of making death - hence the

scoepting death to gain freedom, The dying expressions on the face of apartheid have become an
inspivation for the cppresssed to seek more effective means of eventually dropping it dead, no matter what
the cost may be..." Mongane Weily Serote, "Now we enter history” in Willem Campschrear £& Joost
Divendal (eds.), Culture in Another South Africa (London: Zed Books, 1989) p. 17 '
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oppression and Revelution
pus and LY
one stinks
the one screams
Rut, _
no screams ring forever
nor does pain last forever
something will always be done...

Having constructed a binary opposition, Serote must now move towards its symbolic
resolution in order to complete the mytt. This is achicved by the forward progression into
linear time and the inevitability of victorious revolution, which disrapts and displaces the
meaningless monotony of white capitalisg chronology:

soniething will always be done
the night knows this
_this night which makes a day
which goes to make the night
knows lots about a mass no
this bright eye of the night
is knowledgeable about hideous nights
when it keeps forming andforming
giving way to the dawn |
it winked and winked
lou g ago -
it winks and wicks now
-8 we design our day
and the day designs us
apifinewmenmdwommarcbmn

'i‘EE::ocuc metaphors for the linear time of revolution and liberation are the recurring ones
of the ‘new dawn', and the ‘new day’.200 The inexorable progress towards this new time
is conveyed by the repeated references to the ‘bright eye of the night' which keeps

200 5es also the poems “The Breezing Dawn of the New Day”, "No More Strangers”, and "There Will be s
Better Time" in Mongane Wally Serote, Selected Poems (Johannesburg: Ad Donker, 1982)
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winking. In this image the time of oppression and suffering - the night - is also a time of
learning and formation of a new consciousness, which enables the 'design’ of a new day
after the final confrontation, ‘The night keeps winkine' has undertones of menace, and
suggests both the idea of enlighterment through adversity and the slow but inexorable
progress to the classless society:

where everycne will s_d and write
where man child and wornan are eager to learn
not tO oppress
or exploit one another
where the day and the night
. unfold.

In this new time the normal rhythmé of day and night are restored through the will and the
actions of the people. The retrieval and restoration of history (through the correct political
and revolutionary process) thus depends on the total destruction of the ruling system,
which maintains pewer by stopping time:

1 said

blue flaraes are leaping to the .nkyinmycolmu'y

whete ox masters pray -

know God

Iay their hands on the Bible

and within a Iaager hail theiz srrength avd ttmr ahxlxty 10 stop time

- inside this hour
an intensely Iong and dragging movement
we know
our morning is coming
stil} we move
our will as stubborn as time

our eye as vigilunt as the stars like a bird through the wind,
we move through time _ o
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our hands.
The clichéd images of stars and a bird are pressed into political service to convey the
inexorable progression towards the morning of the new day. Oppression is the thief of time

- but time is now retaken into the hands of the people, in the process of entering history.

‘The remaining two sections of "The Night Keeps Winking" are continued variations on the
themes already described, and the ending is a statement of the apocalyptic revolution which
the whole poem has been moving towards:

todayin

orlando

moroka

boojlsans_

sockmekaar

dube

sasci

durban power station

new canada

red, blue, green and yellow flames scream to the silent sky,

Al possibility of dialogue is negated as thé instruments and instutitions of white capitalism
are consumed by the inferno of revolution. The lines refer to actual ANC artacks on
strategic police, military and industrial targets, but also gesture towards a symbolic
resolution of the dialecticul conflict between Oppressor mﬂd oppressed. In comparison with
the endings of earlier poems such as “No Baby Must Wesp® and "Behold Mama Flowers",
this is & far more concrete expression of neceséary poliﬁcai uction, and on & prophetic level
prefigures the upsurge of popul;r protest that swept South A‘?fnca during the years 1983 -
1986200 | o N )

201 For accounts of this petiod. see Martin Murray, South Africa: Time'of Agony, Time of Destiny
(llg.gl_})don. Verso, 1987) and Richard Manning, "They Cannes Kill Us Al (Boston: Houghtor Mifftin,

o
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This tuxbulent period was also a time of changes for Serote, and he moved to London in
1986 to work at the UK office of the ANC for the Department of Arts and Culture. Since

" then, his only published literary work is the long poem "A Tough Tale", and much of his
creative energy has been devoted to the demands of exile cultural politics. Here his primary
concern has been the definition and practical elaboration of the social structures necessary
to implement a new people's culture,202 |

| "A Tough Taic" is conceptually similar to the binary structure of To Every Birth its Blood,
where the conflict between the forees of oppression and resistance is symbolically resolved
through the restorative ivad purifyin g"organic forces of the Movement. But the poem - free
from the irruptions of history that create ideological fluidity in the navel - is more coherent,
and.begins. to explore the practicalities of creating the new society that is to emerge from the
final confrontation betwesr, the polarised forces of evit and good Serote has outlined this
process in 2 number of articles and speeches which clearly show the ideological
foundations of "A Tough Tale” - for example:

This is the story about two forces, one fighting for the oppression and
exploitation of the majozity, and the other fighting for the majority to become
free, non-racist and democratic, It is a story of how a people can degenerate to
the lowest form of human life, It is also a story about how & people can emerge
in glory as they releass their power for creativity to utilize the the individual and
collective talent and put these to the use of all, To the glory of humanity! 203

"A Tough Tale" is the telling of this story in poetic and mythical form, Tt is the culmimgtion
of the process of reclaiming history and creating a mobilising mythology of resistance

202 es for example Mongane Wally Serote, “Powar to the People: A Glory to Crestivity™ in Kirsten Holt
Petersen (ed,) Criticism and ldeology (Uppsala: Scandinavian Ingtitute of African Studies, 1988)
~ "Now we enter history” in Willeny Campschreur & Joost Divendal {eds.), Culture in Another South

Ajrica :
- "Cultural Resistance, Mobilisation and Peopie’s Fréedom” (mimee, London Nov, 1989)
203 Mongane Wally Serats, "Power to the People: A Glory to Creativity” p.194
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which Serote begins with “No Baby Must Weep" in the early 70s, and is now able to
articulats in direct and uncompromising terms.

The poem develops the linear chronological consciousness which begins to emerge in

previcus poems, as the people move from being objects of history to becoming its masters:

we carry it through

one step ata time.

we hear each pulse of the heart and each blink
oftheeye

remember, oh commade

that history which ever seemed to discard us

which forever threw us on the banks of the river

taught us '

that with warm hearts, and clear minds

with clean hands and unsparing tongues

with eyes which have sight and can see

wee can take it in our arms to destroy oppression
and exploitation | )

. Having sharpened their perception through straggle and the lessons of the empty time of

suffering under white domination, the people who have made the comrect political choice
can now re-enter the stream of history. The moment of liberation is near, and victory is

certain no matter what the cost:

. 'we have told our tale
imblood
" we will wait as time unfolds

‘and we hold it in the palms of our hands

for we are gods

who make children . :
who make the hour of the day
whose word will be final about otr destiny
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one morning
my people will hang on a sunxise

we shall have buried Apartheid-
how shall we look at each other then,

what shall we look like when that sunrise comes? -
what shall we do with its first minute
first hour
first day?
Here towards the end of the poem, the findl apocalyptic confrontation is imminent, and the |
new day and new chronology is at hand. Serote can now glimpse into a post-apocalyptic

future of a new country based on a non-racial democracy and socialist economic prirciples,
an senerging from the victorious struggle of the people i
the masses, the workers the snulents, the
learned - '
defend and bwilt the ANC Sactuand the SACP
 with many painfyl days
“which
like the hour-srm on aclock o
takes time to come and go, E
we orgaunise owrselves
md so engrave hope and opnmsm
on ous future

\
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CONCTUSION

Serote is the only black South African poet of the last twenty years who has consistently
explored and articuiated the potential of myth as a form of resistance.204 The preceding
discossion has largely been a response to Serote's resistance mythology as a coherent
structure, and an attempt to sketch the outlines of a possible myth-critical approach to
resistance literature in gcner_al. There is however much work still needed to establish the
full significance of Serote's poeiry from this perspective,

A point of departure here would be a full analysis of binary oppositions as primary
structural devices in Serote's texts. The structuralism of Clande Lévi-Strauss is a useful

 approach, where he has argued that binary oppositions are fundamental to human language
and cognition, 205 Myth, as a deep siructure of cognition, is patterned along the symbolic
resolution of the binary oppositions that are part of collective human e:gpm'ience (eg.
Masculine/Feminine, DayiNighi, Iﬁéh/[.bw and so on), -

I the case of Serote, the binary oppositions created by the political peculiarities of South
* Aftica become the core structures of his iong; poems and the novel, The main oppositioﬁ |
here i the diglectical one of oppressor/oppressed, which is symbolically mediated throngh
the opposition of deathylife, and symbotically resolved through the inevitable final victory
of the fbrces of life, This main opposition gives rise to several others which are reccurring

f-atures in Serote’s entire body of work - silence/action, individual/collective,

204 The only other South African poet who comes to mind here is Breyten Breyienbach, and it would be
- usefil project to compare the different mythologies of the two poets - who share broadly similar political

affiliations, bat who differ markedly in their poetsy. o

205 Clande Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology (Paris, 1963)
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weakness/strength, suffering/liberation, alienation/integration - all of which must be traced

and described in a full discussion of Serote's uses of myth.

Another important area of exploration is the concept of archetype as set out in Northrop
Frye's framework, The repeating images and motifs that are a strong feature of Serote’s
work are the means whereby Serote's aesthetic of resistance is given form. To take one
example, the moon in Western literature is generally a romantic image of mystery and
transcendance, often associated with the "White Goddess’ and the visionary quest.206 In
Serote's poetry the moon is the 'bright eye of the night', and symbolises both constant
witness to the brutalities of apartheid and the guiding light towards the practical knowledge
nec‘:esséry for the implementation of revolutionary action.

The idea of amhétypes can also be linked to Lévi-Strauss's concept of the 'mytheme’ or
structural unit of myth, and Jameson's concept of the ‘ideologeme’ or minimal unit around
which anitagonistic class discourse is organised (see chapter 2). Another parallel here is
Stephen Henderson's notion of ‘mascon’ images. ‘Mascons' are a "massive concentration
of black experiential energy" and are "not really images in the literary sense of the word;
rather they are verbal expressions that evoke a powerful response in the listener because of
their direct relationship to concepts and events in the collective experience.”207 Serote's
mascons of "dongas”, "dust”, the "joumey, the "river", the "traiﬁ", and his nse of political
slogans and naming of popular heroes, are charged with powerful meaning in the black

South African context. An exploration of the pattern of deirelopnmnt of these mascons

206 See Robert Graves, The White Goddess (Loadon: Faber & Faber, 1961)

207 5,U. Jacobs, "The Blues: An Afro-American Matrix for Black South African Writing" English in
Africa 16 No.2 (Qctober 1989) p. 11. Jacobs' article also taises the idea of the jazz acsthetic', gr the use of
modem jazz, struchures such as polyphony and improvisation «s aesthetic equivalents for writing. This is
especially relevant to Serote's work, and [ have explored facets of Serote’s use of jazz forms in an earlier
essay on T Every Birth its Blood (Honours seminar papez, 1983). For the political implications of juzz,
and its poteatial as a literary stracturing device see: Frank Kofsky, Black Nationalism and the Revolution
in Music (New York: Pathfinder Press, 1970), and William J. Harnis, The Jazz Aestheric (Columbiz;
Undversity of Missowns Press, 1985) ;
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would be necessary to further establish the full dimensions of Serote's mythology of

resistance,

The concept of a heroic mythology of resistance also raises the thorny issue of the influence
of African oral performance on Serote, and the extent of any possible continuity of
traditional oral modes of culmxal expression into contemporary urban black culture. This is
a highly problematic area, and the conflicting positions taken in this debate are characterised
by statementé such as “the oral tradition is lodged deep in the soul of every African
writer*;208 and "it is possible to find some common concerns in the traditional and modern
PpoEtry ... but such simitarities can only be explained on the basis of the poet's personal
feslings, they do not reflect an imitation of the oral tradition."209

This kind of mncertainty makes a detailed examiration of Serote's own position with regard
to oraﬁtyﬂitcracj’{‘interacﬁons difficult, but I have explored aspects of this elsewhere. 210
Perhaps the most important to note here is that Serote's earlier work does show certain
affinities with oral modes, especially in the range of 'voices' that are present in
f’akhal’inkorno, Tsetlo, and No Bdby Must Weep; Ag Serote's work becornes more
ideological and nationalist in con.nent however, the diversity and mythic richness of the.
range of voices is suppressed in favour of the single monotone of the ideological authorial

voice.

208 Mbulelo Mzamane, “The uses of traditional forms in black South African litersture® in Landeg White
% gz;a Cou;zzens (eds.) Literature and Society in South Africa (Cape Town: Maskew Miller Longman,
p. 1 s _ .
09 1sidore Okpewho (sd.), The Heritage of African Poetry ""ogex: Longman, 1965) p. 49
210 eanley Frielick, "Winged Wosds/Caged Texts: Oral Tradition and Teaching African Litsrature® in
Bdgart Siensert and Nigel Bell (eds.) Oral Tradlsion and Education (Natal University; Oral Documentation
and Rasearch Centre, 1985) .

Y\
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This movement away from affinities with oral performance and into an rcreasingly abstract
and linear nationalist consciousness has important implications for the mythological status
of Serote’s work. As James P. Carse has noted: |

Myth provokes cxplanation. but accepts none of it. Where explanation absorbs
the unspeakable into the speakable, myth reintroduces the silence that makes
original discourse possible.11

From the previous discussion of Serote's usé of myth, it seems clear that the general
ditection of his poetry over the years is a movment away from the rich resonance and
original discourse of No Baby Must Weep and Behold Ma g Flowers into the more
explanatory and almost propagandistic style of The Night Keeps Winking and A Tough
Tale. ‘This undoubtly results from the demands of adhering to a political and aesthetic
ideology that is'pemeived as correct and necessary for the processes of total resistance and
cutural revolution. But almost pmdb:cically, it could be argued that this kind of shiftin
aesthetic concerns actuaily comprorises the potential political effect of the poetry. |

Njabulo Ndebele is one the few critics in recent years to have pointed out the weaknesses
of overtly political art in its obssassion with the spectucie and surface symbols of
oppression.212 In this respect, his criticism of To Every Birth its Bloodis cqually
applicable to Serote's later poetry:

...the problems of the South African social formation are complex and all

embracing; ... they cannot be reduced to a single, siniple formation. In fact, one

- novel has already attempted an infusion of the ordinary into the spectacle.
 Serote's Te Every Birth its Blood attempts to deal with the ordinary concerns of
people while placing these problems within the broad political situation in the
countiry. In the end though, the spectacle takss over and the novel throws away

the \Irllctazhlt%r of the tension generated by the dialectic between the personal and the
public, .

211 james P, Carse, Finite and Infinite Games (Harmondsworih: Penguin, 1987 p. 139 |

- 212 Njabulo Ndebele, "Turkish Tales and Some Thoughts on SA Fiction" Staffrider Vol, 6 No, 1(1984),
“and "The Rediscovery of the Ordinary” Journal of Southern African Studies Vol. 12 No. Zi(Apsil 1986)
213 Nijsbulo Ndebele, *The Rediscovery of the Ordinary” p. 156, Kelwyn Sole makes a similar point -
"Tb2 ‘trge consciousness' of authorial ideology eventually suppresses the srbitrariness of individual Jife
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If Frye is correct in pointing towards the imagination as the source of social change, then a
successful political poem must go beyond the surfaces and arcuse and rearrange the
unconscious impulses that fire the imagination into action. A ¢lear and finm poetic staterment
of this position in African literature has been made by Wole Soyinka: |
....... "My tongue
‘Does not readily marry slogans,”
Said the poet. I heard it echo
In the mind's secretive dialogne with igself,
Better & wait in tense silences,
Glimpsing 2 promise of the future Word,
The poem unsung, the verse that kneads
Abandoned clay, and brings to puise
The dream feast of all humanity

But if phrasemongers have indeed usurped the world,
And dreams come packaged, handy like 2 sansage roll,
The poet chooses: DANGER - DREAMS AT WORK.

- Now mark my slogan well.214

The use of slogans and the repetitive overuse of the surface symbdls of oppreésion
eventually have a nombing effect on the imagination., A fruly effective mythology operates
beyond the surfaces, upon the unconscious (politicat or collet;:tive) in both the individnal
and society, where the real changes in attitudes and consciousness necessary for political
transformation ¢an take place.

Over the course of two decades S@rdne has indecdconstructcd a mythology of resistance
that is relevant and purposeful for his chosen constituency. Whether this has any

experience Serote is striving to give expression o, and the Movement ends with a weight of tmnsforming |
potential it cannot adequately bear” - in " "This tirne set again® the Temporal and Political Conceptions of
ggiote'sTo Every Birth its Blood” . 23 - '

Wole Soyinka, "My Tongue Does Not Marry Slogans” in Mandela’s Earth and other poems (London:
André Deutsch, 1989) pp. 50-56
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significance beyond these narrow parameters is an open question. The recent and rapid
changes in the South African political climate, and the collapse in Eastern Europe of

| . Marxism a5 a workable political ideclogy, underline the urgent need for local writers to

evolve a new and unifying mythology that can fulfill the cultural needs of an exmemely
diverse population in a 'new South Africa’213 According to Serote, the direction of the
black South African poet in the 1980s wax to serve the liberstion struggle. 216 It remains to

be seen what form and direction a new Suuth African poetry will take in the 19905.

215 Forexample, "We medwmh:mwnshtwnposmve myﬂm.ogy.oncwhemvatmsuchasmn-

jnjence, respact for diversity and grassroots democracy replace the wom-cut valuesof power politics, ITam
uggesting that we merely attempt a resurrection of some or other pseado-historic utopie, but that we -

reals a new hybrid mythology. A mythology in whick the best values of our age arg ~elebrated, ritualised

lospecied by all people ... We will need to reclaim the life-affirming myths of our past and present in
¢ bmldamwpost.&pmhe:dculm Iml.ewis,'ﬂwlaunmgcclebmuon . and registing the
e of death” Kngenna Mo, 2 (Caps Town, 1990) -

A

[
)

8 Chapmm, “Taterview with Mongane Scrow {1980) in chhael Chapman (ed.) Sowe:o Poetry
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CONCLUSION

This study has suggested that the term ‘resistance literature' is an appropriate analytics” ~ategory
for examining the work of South African writers who stund in opposition to the domina..
culture of white capitalism. In this respect literaturs and aesthetics are a tercain of struggle, and
writing becomes an important cultural weapon in the ideclogical and sywuibalic domain of art aud
its meanings. The challenge posed by South African resistance literature to dominant aesthetic
criteria and literary standards is of critical importance to local literary studies.

Bearing this int mind, the dissertation has attempted to give soms indications of the possible
literary and political significance of Mongane Wally Serote’s poetry, The formmlation of a
mﬂtﬁbie critical approach was secondary aim of the project, but owing to the general confusion
ai d lack of consensus in this area there is perhaps an overemphasis on theory at the expense of
close readings of Serote's texts. In addition, as Serote moves into an overtly ideclogical mode
that mnds more towards repetitive rhetoric than poetry, it becomes more difficult ta evaluate the
'llterary' qualities of his work.

I have howevcr generally taken into account the need to "do justice to {Serote's] poetryasan
evolmtion of perception and style”,217 by outlining and applying a critical approach that could
possibly integrate the literary idcologies of materialism and idealism. A succesful synthesis here
would be necessary for a full understanding of the complex relationship between assthetics and
resistance, an understanding that could go "beyond the assertions by liberal-Marxist academmics
as to the superior 'truth’ of worker-consciousness and class analysis."218

217 Michael Chapman, *The Liberated Zone: The Possibilities oflrmgmmveﬁxpressmn in a State of
Emergency”, English Academy Review No. 5 (1988) p. 42

21‘8M1 F]?:gpﬂm;"l’li@hbﬂated ,-one.ﬁml’ussilﬁbuesofhnagmaﬁveﬁxpressmumﬁmmof '
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Cn a more perscnal level though, I have had a very real sense of being overtaken by history
during the wrifing of this dissertation. I begar: my research in June 1986, shorily after the
imposition by the state of a countrywids state of emergency. At this time, the upsurge of mass-
based resistance that had been steadily increasing since 1983 was at its peak, and this gave a
sense of relevance and urgency to my academic work. The dissertation was completed in June
1590, shortly after the lifiing of the emergency in most parts of the country.

But the major ‘irription of history' into the writing of this project was the sudden lifting of
political ruscrictions on black resistance organisations in February 1990. Through this move the
 political, historical, and theorstical justifications of total resistance have been seriously

' undermined, with important implications for local artists. Albie Sachs for example has recently
called for writers and painters to "shake off the gravity of their anguish and break free from the
solernn formulas of commitiment 219 This kind of shift in ideology and aesthetics is crucial for
the continued dcﬁelopment of South African writing, and Sachs’ paper in particular has aroused
much controversy and debate over this issue. It remains to be seen exactly what position Serote
will take in this debate, and what effect the recent change in erophasis from the politics of
resistarice t the politics of negotiation will have on his werk. It does seem though that
resistanice writers, having played an histoﬁca]ly significant role in the development uf South

African Heerature, will have to redefine and radirect their creative energics. The next few years

 promise to be an exciting end innovative pesiod for all Suuth African writers,

219 Albie Sachs, “From Solidzrity to Artistic Freedom”, Weekly Mail Vol. 5, No. 3 (February 1993) p. 23
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iew with Mongane Wally Serote - May, 1989

[This interview is the result of a joint effort by a 3rd year student Ms. Roshana Pahad and
myself, Through the intexvention of Mr. Essop Pahad in London, we were able to send
questions to Mongane Wally Serote, and these were answered in the following interview.
{Mr. Pahad has kindly given permission for this to be included in my dissertation, but no
part of this interview may be reproduced in any form without the permission of either Mr.
Pahad or Mx. Serote.} The tape we received from London was of poor quality, and is
inaudible in places. I have only minimaity edited the transcriptios, and elipses indicases

- conversational pauses.]

Essop:
Wally, poems like "What's In This Black Shit" have exrrems:; shock valye for the
whnc population. Was this your intention? '

Wally: -
* No... That poem comes from:the collection Yakhal'inkomo.. The significance of
this i th'ax_ most of those poems were ;'v\'v:ittcn in the early 60s, and were written when one
was very conscious of the fact that apartheid seemed to be taking its course according to ity
architects, and the effect of this was shown in the quality of life of the people - the way
people lived - anid the way they responded to these effects in the sense that every morning
one saw quetes and quenes of people being marched because they didr't have permits..
and when you 1alk about permits its a series of perthits - housing permits, residential
permits etcetera.. So, it is at this point that I myself was affected by this also, and one had
this very strong feeling that one had to fight this one way or another, and I think "What's in
« this black shit" expresses that .. deep fesling of wanting to ﬁght and trying to articulate
what one does when one i’ights which is mally . the fecl i Yakhal'inkomo, '_f-.

i
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Essop:

Wally, the earlier works are inspired by Black Consciousness.. what would be
your atfitude towards this... I mean in terms of the early inspiration of BC... your
understanding of BC as being a state of mind?1

Wally:

Er.I think in a certain sense .. when it is said that BC is a state of mind.. it's
correct. It is correct because .. to a very large extent it is an expression where people
wanted to know what is the significance of being black.. when everything had been telling
them that being black is equal to inferiority. So really one was trying to address -if one
could say this - the mind, possibly. As human beings we know that we are like everybody
else.., worthwhile... And I think the whole BC philosophy was really based on this... To
say this that being black does not mean to say that people are not people - because we are
people we are as worthwhile as anybody else. I think this is the significance of BC,
especially because it was articulated at a point when repression through apartheid was at its
highsst, and at the same time there was nothing articulating mass consciousness. Because
of this I think it was important. '

Essap:

When you joined the African National Congress, which is an illegal organisation -
which means going into the underground and doing much more dangerous work, possibly
meaning also a greater commitment and determination to proceed with the struggle... Did
this shift in areas of your political work.. did it have any effect on your writing and if so
what kind of effect - for example in terms of sharpening your own idedlogical perceptions
of what is going on in SA, and how what is going on should be changed asd could be
changed ? '

Wally: _

Weli, I think one coming from the background of BC and moving into the ANC,
one constantly had to agdress I think two main issues regarding to s&ugglc in SA. The first
and most important was the question of unity. Us being a people who are South Africans..
how do we apply the principle of unity? And as soon as one addresses this question one

1BC and _ANC are abbreviations far Black Conscicusaess and the African NAtional Congress
raspectively. These organisations were generally named in full in the imanview.
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has to immediately address the question of non-racialism... The two in my view then lead
to o4’ other very important [question] the question of democracy. And think once one has
dealt with these three ... very imporiant reference points for our stmggle.. one also
develops another very important .. understanding, that in fact South Africa is part of the
worlé. Now once one has done this you can no longer talk about "state of mind".. First of
a1l the question of unity is a Guestion that we are going to have to battle over for a very long
time if we are to build a nation. Secondl once you deal with the question of non-racialism
in fact that itself locates you within the world, makes you understand thet all people aspire
to make the world a better place .... and you have to create relations with them... and as I
was saying eardier on the question of democracy - now it has becore & very key issue
internationally. So the ANC, by becoming a member of the ANC, one was actually
becoming a member of humanity in a sense .. you were joining human beings in the world
who are siriving for the creation of a civilised world, so to speak. So the limitations that
were put around the definitions of BC .. were at one point .. we had to exclude the re-
education of certain people for the betterment of the world because of the colour of tieir
skin .. the limitations.. but other limitations were that the BC movement was really a
student movement, it has ultimately no mass base.. and thirdly, also very impoftant, I
know that with the masses we tried to have relations, but it was a student movement - we
tried to havg relations with workers, but it couldn't because it started as a student
movement. So there were many limitations around BC. At the same time I think it is very
impertant to note tis significance of its emergence at a phase of our struggle when

repression was having a field day you know - it helped people to stand np, to want 1o fight
back, to want to express themselves and articulate their aspirations.

Essop:
' ‘Would you say that this broadening of your political understanding, your political
experience, in relation to the role of the working class for example... was it at that time
already beginning to be expressed in your work, or had you already been nioving in that
direction in any case before you came to the realisation that you can't really move ahead
without moving the masses, without the working class playing such an important role?

Wally: . -

Br, it s very difficult'to answer this because.. [ want to start by saying that T think

there are very vety few pesple in SA who have not been touched and mobilised bythe
articulation of the African National Congress, and we are not talking about in recent times,

we're talking about historically. I personally grew up in Alexandra whicll .. one can safely
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say that it was a firm base of *he African National Congress. So the seeds for aspiring for
freedom to me were planted in the first instance by the parents of the African National
Congress as early as in the 50s. But of course political consciousness is a development. |
would say that even in the 60s when I was active as an ANC member in the underground ..
which led to my detention I cannot say that I was as conscious of what the future South

* Africa must be as I am now - although I was active as an ANC member.. I interacted with
ANC people - the consciousness grew much later when I was outside of South Africa and
had much more intimate and direct contact with other figures of the nioversent.. at various
levels. This provided a growth in my vnderstanding and I'm sure that this has informed my
writing a lot, |

Essop: _
"~ You've touched on two areas which I think we can touch on now - one is the
question of detention and one is the question of writing.. You were detained in 1969..

Walky:
Hm.,

Essop: | L 0 ' ' .

Befors we come 1o this interesting  whict happened to you in detention ~were you
able at all 1o do any writing, or were you o ‘iedpaperandape.nsoyou werentablctodn _
- any writing at ail?

Waily: _

‘Well, I did write when I was in detention... it was almost like plotting.. one of the
Liggest operations o get 4 pen to start with., which I got.. and when I got that pen T used
toilet paper, and I used to have rolls and rolis and rolls of writing material which I used to
hide in my cell. But it is unfortunate that at one time when I was caught .. speaking to other
comrades ovex.. you know.. the little windows where we used to talk, when they searched
my cell they found these things and they msposed of.. they took them with them. So by the
time I lefs detention I didn't have anything that I'd written.. but { did write, which belped
me a lot because it mude me .. harness my mind in a cermin direction - trying to understand
the struggle, trying to understand the condition that I was in, appreciating the presence of
other people around me ...(indistinct)_ ~becaus? I'd never seen them, byt having discussed
with them .. through the window all sorts of things .. we had develop~d a certain refation
- which .. necessarily began to even inform my writing, There are wo people thar I think of
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very dearfy .. many times .. when I think about the poems of that time. The first one was
Benjarain Ramoutse, the second one was somebody who .. [ do not know his name but
wha was a SWAPO comrade and an old man .. Both these comrades hac’., when we
arrived in prison .. had been in solitary confinement for almost three years. So they had
absolute experience in terms of how ..the prison timetable, the prison wardens .. and they
could advise on who to deal with ..among the convicted prisoners. So reaily when one
went inf.- prison and was able to create relations with these people.. it was almost like one
has acompass, and one was no longer in foreign terrain. It was very important because
through this we were able to undermine evary plan which the regime had about us ~ the
fact that they were putting us in solitary confinement - I mean 1t was to isolate us so that -
they are in absolnte control of us ..but this undermined that - immediately, So .. many of
the things I was writing about .. it was really to naderstand how it is possible for a person
1o be in solitary confinement for three years .. and this man from Namibia told me that
when he arrived he could only speak his own dialect and Afrikaans, but by the time we
were talking.. I mean he was speaking English, he was speaking Zulu, and Setswana -
which he'd learnt under conditions of solitary confinement. And then there was ..
Benjamin Ramoutse .. I remember that the first few days I used to hear this voice either
singing or almost commanding all the detainees to stand up and .. Il say £, 1 in the sense
that fight at that moment meant that one had to fight against being isolated and even being in
solitude, Ramoutse used to hit on the wall, Ramontse used to sing revolutionary songs,
Ramoutse would call cells - you know.. number one number two number three number
four .. because he knew there were so many cells. Eventually somehow we had no choice
but to respond to his call, and when we responded we began to know ..about the ANC and
other things, and how we came to be in detention, and of course for me personally | it was
very intense msplrauon which one had to batile and understand,

._.\“‘I

Essop: R
““"Jow long were you in detention?

Wally:
' » I was in detention for nine months, -

Now you were tortured once in detennon Could you rcpeat plense the story you
said to me earlier in connccﬁun with.the poem "Cat and bird" ? ’
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Wally:

Well, I'd like to broaden this a little bit because we talked a little about BC and
th' ags like that .. You see .. by the time I joined the BC movement I was coming out of
detention, and there were many things that I'd become aware of which I hada't known
before I was detained .. First .. I was absolutely shocked by the power that the security
police had. In 1969, if people recall, when we went to prison I think we were among the
first people to be detained under the terrorism act section 6 which was passed in '67.. So
when when we went in. 9 prison we didn't know what this meant. Now the first shock was
we kept alone in a cell. The second shock was no one had access to you but the security
guard, The third was while one was outside one was reading about how people were killed
by the security branch, especially people who came from the rural areas ... and you realise
that actually these people had the power to snuff out your life like that ! (snaps fingers).
And also you became aware of how .. first of all | mean they are using the wealth of the
count. v, the law of the country, they are backed by the state, the state empowers them to
seek, find and desiroy - I'd like to put it that way. I remember that my first encounter with
this man .. Swanepoel .. first that I heard of him was when I looked at his picture I think it
was at the market square when he was looking over the body of ..(indistinct).. I saw a
picture of him in shorts looking at the first detainee to die.. and suddenly I was face to face
with him in life .. which I must say was a great shock to me. The first words that he said to
me was .. he asked rae whether when I was outside I had read that somebody called
{indistinct).. had been killed in detention, and I happened to know because I was
following this very closely as I working as & journalist. So I said yes, and he said you have
Jjust met the man who killed him, and I can show you where I killed him. Now you see
~there’s 4 problem here, in the sense that when you sit outside of prison and you read
these things - somewhere inside you., you caonot believe it, it is not possible for you 1o
believe that actually this has happened. Now here was a man telling me this and ! had no
doubt in my mind. Then of course hie hauded me over to the people .. there were teams of
two .. I think I must have been there for seven days or seven nights because .. I began to
realise after some fime when I was thers that ., First I began to realise that it seemed P'm
seeing the same people but in different clothes, and then suddenly I realised, I could sense
when they come with freshened deodorants. Then I realised that you know.. I was going
day after day afier day standing, being asked questions, and of course being seriously
tortured and beaten. Now one moment .. you sec when you come from any township ..
let's say from among the oppressed -really .. what .. there's one rule - is that you don't
divulge any information to the enemy or to the state. Now I was confronted with this - and
they were asking me definite questions - whers is so and so, what did he do, so 20d 50 and
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so and so .. and, not knowing about denying everything flat - and it is not possibie to do
that .. but I did know. I stood there and I said I don't know this, T don't know that.. Then
Swanepoel realised .. I think he must have reslised that was (indistinct) .. and he said to
one of the people please read what so and so said about this man, and it shocked me when I
heard this, it absolutely shocked me - because I thought all the things that were related to
him was secret - he must have noticed that I was absolutely shocked. I don't know where
he found this poem .. which I'd written many years when I was in shorts then .. called
"Cat and Bird" - and he recited this poem to me. Of course, in the (indistinct) one knew
what that meant - I'd watched the cat happening onto the bird .. so I knew what it was
going to be and he did it .. by the time he'd reached the last line where the cat ju.ps for the
bird and puts its teeth into the flesh and blood breaks - he kicked me at that point..

Essop:
At this point you of course were tied, I mean your hands were tied..

Wally: _ : _ _ -
My hands were bound .. I'd been there for many days .... What I was saying is
that I wanted to relate this to BC because .. you see .. once one had experienced the might
of the security branch and the might of the state .. the way it was absolutely throwa on us.
When I went out .. I had to look at every place that I knew very differently because
suddenly I kriew that if we were going to fight we were going to have to be extremely
organised, very strong, and know exactly what we wanted .. So this was my problem
when I was within BC - I was among students, and I was pot a student myseif .. and I
could sense many times when they were talking that they didn't really understand what they
were talking about .. and this is not negative criticism, I'm just trying to identify absolutely
what was my dilemma at that time becanse I remember that I used to discuss with many of
them ., you know we'd have to find a way of understanding - I didn't know what was that
way, I wasn't as politically conscious as I am now, I was not aware of the world, I very
sincerely believed that the only people that were going to fight were there insids the
couniry, no other help - I sincerely believed this.. And continuously in my mind was ..
having experienced this systematic repression .. how it expresses itself in the security
branch, in the police - having experienced it I could feel its organisation. X continuously
wondered what type of organisation we would need which will confront this. The only
thing I'm relating that to about this .. you know a time came when what I had expected to
happer happened - when the state or whoever it was who made these decisions that it was
going o bit at the BC movement. And .. if then ] had known that what we should have
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done was to link this movement to the history of our struggle .. I think this is whas I would
have done, and I keep asking myself what why was it that I didn't have this consciousness
to link what we were doing to the struggle of the past - because this is where I was
struggling. Many of us then .. I know some people who left to join the ANC then .. but
even then, when you see this very significant development one said you know they are
going to look for anms somewhers.. It is my hope at the present moment that very very few
people in SA would be like us then .. and when T say this I'm underlining the importance
of the mass democratic movement in SA.. and of course honouring the initiatives that
people took to ensure that this broad, broad - the broadest mass movement must remain -
because this is how a people will begin to sense the power that can challenge the state, and
this is where people get the confidence and the strength to challenge the state,

Essop:

We come to last part .. yow've been saying all along about how in fact quite rightly
like everybody else one develops ... Are there any specific ways in which living in exile
has enabled you to further broaden your political understanding, helped you to get further
contexts, and even perhaps to come into more closer touch with ., the breadth and the depth
of .. mythical and much wider scale, and in that sense .. Is there a way in which in fact
exile helped you and therefore .. helped to produce .. writing from you which was a more
broadening form?

Wally: :
Well, you know coning from among the oppressed the first and most important
thing about exile is that .. first, I must say that T regard the fact that 'm in exile as an
assault on my person, on my cevelopment, on my tight to be in our conntry, But having
said that, exile is no longer important for e precisely becuse I've become a member of the
ANC - which has one, first and most irportant given me a sense of the size of the world ..
which in itself, that knowledge - just to understand the size of the world negates oppression
.. that knowledge that the world is so big, consists of different types of people, different
political trends, and compels you to find the trend that you will alizn yourself with, and
begin to actually have exchange with some of the people coming from thase - j'ou begin to
develop a sense of ]:hc world which means .... You suddéaly discover that .. you're part of
~ the world - very important knowledge if you come from among the oppressed. And
secondly, itk very important for me since I've been in exile was .. for the first time in my
life T met a communist, and 1.. I .. T kept saying to myself, I remember, the firsf time I met
this person I wondered what a communist has to say - and of course coming from $A you
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have all sorts of different thinking about what a communist is. And the first comamunist that
I met was Angela, Angela Davis .. in New York. T'd heard many black Americans talk very
badly about communism. Of course coming from South Africa ..(indistinct) .. and the first
question that I asked Angela was: can you explain to me this question of race and class ..
and I had read by then roany things that were challenging the way I was thinking .. but the
most important thing that made me think more about communists was when Angela said,
sort of atternpted to relate struggle from different parts of the world to class .. for me at that
time it gave me a sense .. and thought to myself if communists think in this way .. which
means what they are saying is .. they are talking about human beings in the world being
one - while different we're one - I found that a very interesting thought .. and I aspired
from then on .. I wondered a lot about communists. After then .. you see this was my first
encounter with a cornmunist - sornebody who stood in the world and said Tam a
commupist'.. Coming from SA ..

Essop:
.._biack and a woman..

Wally: :
Yes, black and a we_.an ..and somebody who had fought, and by the time I met
her she had been underground, she'd confronted the FBI, she'd been in prison, and I was
meeting this person and I was very curious... but for me yon see at that point I was batiling
with the thought peoples, the relationship between peoples, and I listenex! #o her articulate
this, and I remember at that time the main issue was Angola especially .. 75,76 .. and

. Guinea-Bissau .. angl I was very interested ,. and one otber perversity that. had was that [
reslly wondered about the Soviet Union, and here was somieone who described o me in
full detail .. but of course you know since then I've met communists in the ANC and I've
had very many discussions with them, and of course they've contributed a Iot to my
thinking and to my understanding of the world.

Essop:
' 1¥'s very interesting what you're saying about Angela ....(indistinct)... but Angcla,
whom I know very well, used to always sasr to :ne how much the SA struggle - that is the |
ANC dnd the SACP had inspired her in alf her struggles, and she always said ... ‘well if
the ANC instructs me I will go and do it' ..., and its very interesting because it proves your
point about the breadth of the contact and the more one knows ..2d then you a South
African poet got inspired by Angela Davis who in tum had been and continues to be



130

inspiced by the struggle in South Africa... I want to proceed with this a bit in terms of
meeting .. because .. in the last few years you've been in England .. you've had the
opportunity to discuss with not only communists but other well-known progressive writers
- people like Graham Greene, Pinter, Salman Rushdie .. and a number of others ... How
has this contact helped you ..because I mean if you were not in exile the possibilities of
perhaps meeting these people might not have occured .. as it is so many of our wonderful
cultural workers at home at the moment are missi.g this .. { mean in what way has it sort of
helped yon?

Wally: _

‘Well you see I started by saying that exile is an assauit .. but since 1974 which is
the year when my exile starts I've met many many other writers in the world .. in different
parts of the world .. we've had all sorts of discussions.. and many times I've been angered
by one element when this has happened .. the fact that I can't go back to SA to review, to
review my knowledge against the background of where I belong.. This is what has angered
me very very much, On the other hand .. of course my having been with exiles suddenly
brought also forward .... mads me understand the significance of ..our struggle in the
sense that I've met many weli-ravelled, knowledgeable and informed writers ... but
always felt that the history of struggle has imparted to me a broad undzcstanding of the

- world, of life, which can make e stand on any platform and be able to give a point of
view, an opinion, about events in the world. So in a sense one has o find, continually fight
- for the relations of the two. It is true that being in exile makes one have access to the world,
but also important is that this knowledge that seeks that yon have close contact with ..
where you come from .. The importgnce of this is that now for me it makes me understand
.. it mukes me have a sense of belonging .. and itis in this regard where I see how the
~ ANC has enhanced my craftsmanship as a writer .. because it has enabled me to have
access not only to the world but has continuously given me the tools thropgh which I
should understand this world. But as 3 writer I always wanted .. once 1 understood, once I
_knew ..1had to then creatg out of this world .. through my writing,

Essop:
Wally, how did exﬂe affect your poems Tsetlo and Behold Mma Flowers?

iy

Wally:
Well, Tsetlo was wiitten in SA notin exllc Behold Mama Flowrs the Iong
poem .. it is one long poem and a few short ones, but the long poem is important to me in
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the sense that I wrote it at a time when I was beginning to understand what I said earlier on,
when 1 began to grapple with the understanding of the size of the world... The first thing
that storuck me was that first of all racism is not peculiar to South Africa - it exists in the
world. Secondly, the possibility of non-racialism. Thirdly, the nnderstanding that actually
there are two political economic systems in the world, and wanting to identify .. which one
to I belong to .. do Behoid Mama Flowers for me it was the articulation of that straggle and
an attempt to understand this .. And lastly to say you know.. because once one leaves ones
home one also becomes very conscicus of it. I then suddenly began to understand from
what pecple were saying ..that to say I'm an African doesn't mean that I come from SA but
it suddenly said to me here is a whole continent of Africa. Behold Mama Flowers also tries
to sxamine the whole of Africa and I must say the romanticism, sentimentality that I had
when I left SA was extremely childish when I bcgan to understand some of the issues that
the African continent was raising.

Exsop: _ _

With..this tremendous breadth of experience ., that you've accumulated over the
years .. when you still write now .. I mean how much ..and you spoke earlier about
relating it with the past .. how much do you still draw on the 60s for inspiration?

Wally:
Well you know... the 60s in terms of the history of our struggle have become much
more important than they've ever been in our struggle now ., first when you look at the
~ people, individeals who were active in the 60s, and secondly when you look at the
movement as a whole coming from that time .. and you suddenly see how .... I mean for
instance one sits down and you read the Freedom Charter ...which in fact comes from even
before the 60s ..but even before that you look at the fonndi.iig of the ANC ..because the
rock of the founding of the ANC was this question of unity ...which is still ...in our
struggle .. and continously when one reads what the founders of the ANC were saying
about uaity we find out how extremely relevant what they were saying then is to the present
time, and you actually see how from what they were saying emerges that practice ... look at
many of the documents that emerged cut of the 60s - strategy and practice of the ANC -
 which is 4 document which for many many years whetbér ve had one struggle or had not ;
' one struggle remamed extremely relevant ... so the 60s ...is a period which for a very losig
umemamstﬂlgomgmscamh through, we are still going to be inspired by, we are still
going to create as & way of understanding the significance of that period in our struggle .,
because in fact that was the rock of aar future, [:1_1
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Essop: _ .
Wally, at t* =~ moment you are in close contact with cultural workers .. in what way
has this affected your work and inspired yon?

Wally: :

Well.. in many many ways. I think the first and most important if ane were to
comment about current cultural workers in SA is the conviction among many cultural
workers is'that they must find a mass base for cultural expression. This is very very
important .. and I'll show the importance of this .. through 2 criticism. I'm currently
hearing that you see many Sonth African plays ..and after some I'm going to say if I've
seen one of them I've seen all of them ., and I'm asking myself what is the problem with
our theatre? Well, first I think is the fact that theatre workers themaselves are not organised,

. 50 that they can have a broad pdint of reference for their work. Secondly, it depends upon

* wiiting. Ttis the script that informs theatre, but it is the lives of the people whics yforms
the scnpt  writers in SA have got a different period to live as mdividuals aspiring for whi.
was not a reality for them, and presently I think we are paying the price for that, I am very

. confident that the turning point will come soon. When I read about the Congress of South
African writers, when I read some of their publications, when I read in the newspaper
abeut what they do, plus I've met some of the people - -Ihave no doubt in my mind that the-
Tespect our people have had for literature .. will .. will be honoured. I am very confident

~ about this, and what makes me confident is the fact that many SA writers have. cometo
terms with the (indistinet)..they cannot write and becoms aloof to what is preoccupying
thousands and thousands and thousands of people in §A - the IAsses. Many SA writers

- have come to use this as a point of reference, saying to themselves we must find 4 wayin -
which this informs their craft, and I think this is where the turn will come. Another sector
which T think is going 1o hecome very (indistinet) in axpressmg SA culture is fliming - one
senses all the time that the Film and Allied Workers crganisanon is battling against great
odds to find a basis among the masses. They're ca’ttinuously searching for the aesthetics
that is informed by reality, by the life experience of the people. I think at the present
moment these are the two sectors which .. I o not think I'm exaggerating or I'm wrong to
think that there'll be lots of innovation, there'll be lots of fmshneas,},mem'l] be lots of
contribution to literature, riot only in SA but in the world, 1 Ithink so. Theatre too, I think
will follow, because one can sense the restlessness among theatre people, Maybe they're
beginning to fesl that one two three pieces that were produced were very important - after
that it was a repetition. They are aware of this.. and they are finding ways and means of
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searching. Another sector which is part of our people in SA is painting and sculpture,
which unfortunately at a certain period of our lives was divorced from our s¢ople - because
it was turned into profiting and commodity. But I think that our people have always
created, tbrough painiing, through sculpture, through art and craft, and the siruggle, the
way the straggle is articulated, is going to redefine this knowledge of our peopie. It is
going to reinform onr people about the significance .. of this art form. One can already see
how the painters and sculptors are beginning to look back in their past, looking at those -
who created before them - which signifies another restlessness -that they are not
comfortable in the present, they are seeking a point of reference from the situation .. and
thers have been lots of important creations in this area .. which will become a mirror
through which our people lodk at themselves .. to gain skills again of this art.

Essop:

Wally I'm thanking you for doing this interview. Let me jost add that as far as I'm
concemed your work has not only had a big impact upon cultural workers iz SA, but has
also had a very big impact internationally .. because you know that ..very many important
cultural people all over the world have taken an even greater interest in our struggle in 5A
.. (ending indistinet) | B
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