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A HISTORY OF SOUTH AFRICAN
LITERATURE

|

This book is the first critical study of its subject, from colonial and
pre-colonial times to the present. Christopher Heywood discusses
selected poems, plays, and prose works in five literary traditions:
Khoisan, Nguni-Sotho, Afrikaans, English, and Indian. The discus-
sion includes over 100 authors and selected works, including poets
from Mghayi, Marais, and Campbell to Butler, Serote, and-Krog,
theatre writers from Boniface and Black to Fugard and Mda, and
fiction writers from Schreiner and Plaatje to Bessie Head and the
Nobel prizewinners Gordimer and Coetzee. The literature is explored
in the setting of crises leading to the formation of modern South
Africa, notably the rise and fall of Emperor Shaka’s Zulu kingdom,
the Colenso crisis, industrialisation, the colonial and post-colonial
wars of 1899, 1914, and 1939, and the dissolution of apartheid society.
In Heywood’s magisterial stydy, South African literature emerges as
among the great literatures of the modern world.



Preface

This book reflects the cosmopolitan and international character of my
native land. South Africa has one of the world’s most extensively creolised*
societies: apartheid was a last attempt to fly in the face of that reality. Each of
South Africa’s four interwoven communities — Khoisan,* Nguni—So’tTfé,*
Anglo-Afrikaner,* and Indian* — has an oral and literary tradition of its
own, and each tradition is a strand in a web of literary forms around the
world. The subject of this book is their merging through bodily and literary
creolisation, from pre-colonial to present times.

While recognising that community tensions survive in South Africa,
and offering explanations, this book emphasises the African origin of our
species, our civilisation, and our oral and written literature from ancient
to modern times. The past three-and-a-half centuries have been a series of
rites of passage™ (rites de passage), marked by violence in each phase, from
armed dominance by whites to the achievement of equal esteem and voting
power for all South Africans. A prodigious literature reflects that process.
Its outlines, and the peculiarities of its texts, have been obscured in the
past by segregation into English, Afrikaans,” Coloured,* and black.* In
approaching them as a single subject, this book overflies the colonial past.
On the further horizon, the exchange between coloniser and colonised has
been reciprocal: the violent colonising process has transformed Europe and
its literature. Comparable to the nineteenth-century tension between the
Slavist versus Europeanist elements in Russian literature, South African
literature reflects the tension between Africanist and Europeanist readings
of its past.

Part 1 introduces literary responses to struggles that culminated in the
massacre at Sharpeville (1960). Part 11 outlines literature during the ensuing
thirty years’ armed struggle and the present settlement. The glossary and
map address localities and words.

Words and phrases in the glossary are marked* at their first appearance.

vii
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CHAPTER I

Introduction: communities and rites of passage

SOUTH AFRICAN COMMUNITIES: CONFLICT AND LITERATURE

Amidst confusion, violence, and conflict, South African literature has
arisen out of a long tradition of resistance and protest.” In order of their
arrival, four main| communities have emerged in the course of sertlement
over the past millennia. These are: (a) the ancient hunter-gatherer and
early pastoralist Khoisan (Khoi and San*) and their modern descendants,
the Coloured community of the Cape; (b) the pastoralist and agricul-
tural Nguni and Sotho (Nguni—Sotho), arriving from around the eleventh
century CE; (c) the maritime, market-oriented and industrialised Anglo-
Afrikaner settlers, arriving since the seventeenth century; and (d) the Indian
community, arriving in conditions of servitude in the nineteenth century.
All these and their sub-communjties are interwoven through creolisation,
the result of daily contacts varying from genocide to love-making. The
result of the interweaving is a creolised society and an abundance of oral
and written literatures. Super-communities have been formed by women,
gays or male and female homosexuals, and religious and political groups.
Distinctive literary movements have grown around all these community
divisions.

A literary example from the earliest community relates to the exter-
mination and assimilation of the Khoisan community. Kabbo, a San
(‘Bushman’™) performer from South Africa’s most ancient community, with
an oral literary tradition that goes back many thousand years, narrated his
journey to imprisonment in Cape Town after his arrest for stealing sheep:

We went to put our legs into the stocks; another white man laid another piece of
wood upon our legs. We slept, while our legs were in the stocks. The day broke,
while our legs were in the stocks. We early took out our legs from the stocks, we
ate meat; we again put our legs into the stocks; we sat while our legs were in the
stocks. We lay down, we slept, while our legs were inside the stocks. We arose, we
smoked, while our legs were inside the stocks. (Bleek, p. 297)

1



2 Introduction

Kabbo and his Khoisan family had experienced hardship through the white
man’s appropriation of his hunting grounds, with its animals and plants. In
reply his community appropriated the white man’s animals and, through
imprisonment or extermination, lost their heritage of innumerable gener-
ations. Kabbo’s formerly expansive and ancient Khoisan community has
been described by Donald Inskeep as ‘ultra-African’, and their cultural
modes of survival as ‘masterly adapration to the environment’." Nonethe-
less, except in outlying districts such as the Kalahari and Namagqualand,
as a community the Khoisan have disappeared. The destruction of their
corporate communities appears in Shula Marks’ article ‘Khoisan Resistance
to the Dutch in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries’.* That ancient
dominance survives as a genetic component of varying visibility amongst all
the other South African communities, including descendants of the slave
community of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Matching
their genetic survival, they provide a community background to the work
of a diversity of writers, from Olive Schreiner to Zoé Wicomb. Creative
admirers abroad, including D. H. Lawrence and the pioneering film direc-
tor Sergei Eisenstein, have been attracted by peculiarities in Khoisan oral
poetics, notably the use of repetition, exact reporting, and straight-faced,
restrained yet powerful protest. .

The dwindling of the Khoisan presence began with the arrival of the
more powerful, iron-using, and agricultural Nguni-Sotho communities.
They contributed to the loss of terrain and corporate existence among the
Khoisan, but from their creolising precursors gained their golden complex-
ions, click languages, zest for hunting, powers of endurance, and articles
of theology. Their early rise to power culminated in division between the
descendants of King Phalo of the Xhosa in the eighteenth century, and the
rise and. fall of the Shaka kingdom in the first quarter of the nineteenth.
‘Consequences of this power struggle include the mfecane* Idifigane,* a frat-
ricidal civil war waged around 1820 by the Zulu nation against neighbouring
Nguni and Sotho communities. Massacres exposed the land to armed incur-
sions by white missionaries and farmers after the 1820s. Another cause of
loss of power was the Xhosa cattle-killing of the 1850s, a cult movement that
resulted in loss of life comparable to the Irish potato famine of the 1840s.
A substantial literary heritage has arisen out of these struggles. Notable
among these are the Colenso crisis in the Anglican church of the 1860s
and its satirical echoes in novels by Olive Schreiner and Douglas Black-
burn, the emergence of authentic South African history through the oral
performances and memories of poets, theatre writers, and performers such
as Krune Mqghayi, Sol T. Plaatje, Thomas Mofolo, Herbert Dhlomo, and



Introduction 3

many others. Through abundant literary creativity in recent decades, Zakes
Mda and others have brought this dominant community to the summit of
South African literature.

Early competition for hunting and grazing grounds among hunter-
gatherer, pastoral; and agricultural communities was intensified through
the arrival of settlers from Holland, England, France, and Germany, in the
seventeenth to twentieth centuries. Horses, wheeled vehicles, and firearms
ensured early military triumphs. Strife between the colonising communi-
ties led first to the Trek of 1835 from the eastern Cape into KwaZulu-Natal,
Gauteng (Transvaal) and the Free State, and later to the fratricidal conflict
between Afrikaners and English imperialism in the wars of 1879—80 and
1899-1902. The industrial process of the later nineteenth century resulted
in a twentieth-century struggle for the suppressed black majority to achieve
recognition and democratic representation. Struggles persist to the preééﬁt
Survival is not easy in a landscape beset by droughts, viruses, economic
hardshlp, and a society infected with crlmmallty and the legacy of segre-
gation and apartheid. The white community’s experience and perspective
has appeared over the past century among numerous writers, from Olive
Schreiner and Eugéne Marais to André Brink and ]. M. Coetzee. In frag-
mentary and largely unpublished form, C. Louis Leipoldt offered an early
and searching analysis of colonisation and the wars leading to the formation
of the Union of South Africa in 1910. He dramatised the early colonial period
in his play Die laaste aand (1930), an attack on segregation in early Cape
society. The situation leading to the war of 1899-1902, and the war itself,
appear in his novels Chameleon on the Gallows and Stormwrack. As writers
trapped in the creolisation process, writers such as Peter Abrahams, Bessie
Head, Alex La Guma, Lauretta Ngcobo, and Zakes Mda have exposed the
white community to searching interpretations.

The Indian community arrived in KwaZulu-Natal as part of a
nineteenth-century labour recruitment drive that amounted to slavery.
Though scantily assimilated through creolisation into other communities,
the writing repertoire of this community includes Mohandas K. Gandhi,
Ronnie Govender, Deena Padayachee, Ahmed Essop, and Agnes Sam.
These have contributed substantially to modern political awareness, the-
atre work, and prose writing. Together with all the others, this community’s
leadership contributed materially to the peaceful outcome of the 1994 elec-
tion. In practice, a vast and eventually successful majority resulted from
the apartheid era’s classification of South Africans into voting whites and
voteless non-whites. It became a question of time for the majority to assert
its independence.



