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This thesis examines works written about imp r isonment by

fou r Sout h Afr i ca n polit i ca l prison wr i t ers who were i ncarcera t ed

f or political r ea s ons . My I ntroduction f ocuses on cu r r ent

r e sea r ch and literature avai l abl e on the subject of pol itica l

pr i son-wri t ing and i t just i f i e s the s tudy t o be undertaken .

Chapt e r One e xami ne s the Nat i onal Pa r t y' s poli cy pertai ning t o

the hold i ng o f politica l pr i s one r s and di s c usse s t he wo rk o f

Michel r ouca ul t on the subject o f impri sonme nt a s we l l a s the

connec t i on he makes betwee n knowl edge and power . Thi s chapt e r

also cons i de r s t he fact or s t hat mot ivate a prisone r to writ e .

Bearing i n mind f oucault ' s findings , Chapt e r s Two t o f ive

undert a ke detai led s tudie s o f La Guma ' s The St one Count ry , Denni s

Brut us'S Le t t ers to Mart ha , Hugh Lewi n ' s Band i et and Br e yten

Breyt enbach 's The Tr ue Conf ess i ons of an Albino Terro rist ,

r e spect ively . Pa rt i cul a r emphasis i s placed on the r eact i on of

these writers against a repress ive government . In addi tion ,

Cha pt e r s Two t o five reflec t on the wa y i n which i mprisonment

a f f ected t hem f rom a ps ychological poi nt o f view , a nd on the

manne r in which t hey were, paradoxi cal ly, empowe red by thei r

pr i s on expe r i e nce . Chapte rs Four a nd Fi ve also conside r capital

puni shment and Lewin and Bre yt e nbac h' s re sponse t o living i n a

hanging j a i l. I c ont emplate brie f ly t he works o f Frant z fanon in

t he conc l us i on i n order t o elabor ate on the rea s ons f or t he

fail ur e o f t he s ys t em o f apa rtheid and the poli cy of politica l

i mpr i sonme nt a nd t o r ei nforce my argument .
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Int r oduction

Most count r i e s , a t some t ime in their history , have he l d

politica l pri s one r s . From the Roman Empi r e in a nc i ent t imes t o ,

mor e rece nt ly , countr i es such as t he Un i t ed St at es and South

Af r i ca , t here have been i ndividual s i nca r ce r ated f or poli tica l

r ea sons . Significantly, political pr i s oners have , ove r t he

cour se o f the ye a r s , documented t he ir p rison e xper i ence s ,

resulting i n a b r oad range of political prison- writing . The

j ailed f iftee nt h- c ent ury Fre nch poet , Fran~ois Vi llon, f or

example , produced Ba lla d des Pendus, whi l e awai ti ng e xec ut i on,­

Lady Const ance Lyt t on wr ote Pri s ons and Pr i s oners , based on her

expe riences i n an Engl i sh pri son at the turn of thi s century , and

Al exander Sol zhenitsyn in The Gul aq Ar Chipe lago (1974) de s cribed

his inter nment i n the Sovi e t pr i s on camps establi s hed by Sta l in.

More r e cent l y and i n t he third wor l d, Nquq i wa Thi onq ' o has

written Deta i ned: A Wr i t er' s Pr ison Dia r y (1989) , Nawal el

Sa'adawi ha s penned Memoirs From the Wome n' s Pr i son (1991) and

Nobel Peace Pri ze winne r, Aung San suu Kyi, has published a

coll ect ion of e s s ays , Free dom From Fea r (199l) , whi ch includes an

account of her t e rm a s a polit i cal prisone r under house arres t i n

Burma (Mya nma r ) .

In t hi s int roduct ion my obj e ct i ve, i n t e r al i a , is to draw

attention to the scope of mater ial a va i l ab l e on the t opi c .

Anthologies and comment a r i es on genera l pr i s on-wr i t i ng are

avai lable. Col l ect ions s uch a s Ge r t r ude Ka t z ' s The Time

Ga t he r e r s : Writ ings From Pris on {19701 , whi ch dea l s with prison

l iteracy in a Montrea l pri s on. and Fra nk Earl Andrews and Albe r t

Dicke ns ' s Voices From the Big House : A Col l ec t ion o f Fict i on by
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Long Te rm Convicts (1974) , whi ch conta ins mater ial by t hes e t wO

convictS, are non-spec i fi c i n f ocus and a r e not conce r ned with

the anal ys i s of wr iti ng, political or ot he r wi se . Victor

Br ombert' S The Romant i c Pri s on : The French Tr a di tion (1978) ,

Phi l ip Pries tley's Vi c t or i an Prison Lives : Engl i sh Pri s on

BiographY 119 85) , Judi t h A. Sche f fl e r 's a rt i c le 'Romant i c Wome n

Writ i nq on I mpr i s onment a nd Pri s on Reform' (198 8) and H. Bruce

Frankl i n' s Pri son Literatu r e in Amer i ca : The Vict i m as Cr i mi na l

and Artist (1 989 1 , as i ndi cated by the ir t it les , f urni s h

diffe r e nt pe r s pective s on pri s on lit e rat ur e. Mildre d C.

Ander Sen ' s doctoral t hes i s , Aut obi ographical Response s t o Pr i son

Expe r i e nce : An Examina t i on o f Se l ec t ed Wr i t i ngs o f t he Late­

Nineteenth and Twent iet h Centu rie s (1988 ) , unde rta kes a

substantial c r it i c a l ana l ys i s o f prison wr i t i ng in genera l , using

f or ma j or cons i de r at i on works by Osca r Wi lde, E.E . Cummi ngs,

He rman Cha rl es Bosman and Brendan Behan .

My stud i es have a l s o

'Fr om the Women' s Prison :

a cquai nted me wi t h Barbara Har l ow ' s

Third Wor ld Women' s Narrat i ves o f

Pr ison' (1986) , Mi r i am Cooke 's ' Pr i s ons : Egyptian Women Write r s

on Is lam ' (1 988 ) and Suha Sa bbagh' s ' Palestinian Wome n Wr i t e r s

and the I nt ifada' ( 198 9 ) . The predomi nant f oc us of these

art i c l es , howe ve r , i s on women interned in the t hird wor ld .

Art i cl es on Yugosla v c amp lite r ature , including Toma s Ve nclova's

' Pri son a s Communi ca t i ve Phenomenon: The Li t e r at ure o f Gul aq'

(19791 and Matt F. Oj a ' s 'Toward a Defi nit i on o f Camp Lite rature '

(1989 ) provide i nsight s i nto i mprisonment unde r oppre ssive

reqi me s but thei r emphas i s i s obvi ous ly not as geoqraphi c a l l y

wi de -ranqing a s , s ay, Andre Brink' s e s sa y on poli t i c a l pr i son -
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writin9 , which is i ncluded in Writ ing in a St a t e o f Siege

(19831. 1

Writing by Sout h African political prisoners spans more than

f orty yea rs , ext end i n9 f or most of the time the Nat i onalist

90vernment was i n powe r . Nume rous books , many wri t t e n by Sout h

Afri can pol i t i ca l p risone rs, were banned a nd were a ccessibl e t o

non-South Afri ca n readers only. Such banned boo ks include those

by Albie Sachs , Ruth Fi r st and Mos e s Ol amini , t o name a f ew. z

The numbe r of previ ously banned books ava i lable in Sou th Afri ca

has, nev e rtheles s , substant i ally i nc reas ed a s a r e s ul t o f

political changes be9i nning in 1990 , Works devot ed e xclusive ly

t o the South Afr i ca n politica l prison-syst em are Govan Mbeki 's

Learning From Robben Isl and (1 991) , J Ur gen Schadebe r9 'S Vo ices

From Robben Island (1 9941, Neville Alexander's Robben Island

Doss i e r 1964-1914 11994J and Ha r riet Deacon's The Island : A

History of Robben Isl and 14 88- 1990 (1 996) . The aut ob i ography of

Nel son Handel a , Long Wa l k to Freedom (1994) , chr on i c les Mandela ' s

t wenty-seven years in pri s on , and Goodbye Bafana (19951, by J ames

Gr e90r y, Mande la ' s jaile r at one t ime , of f e r s an i nSi9ht into the

relat ionship bet we en t hese t wo men ,

Geoff r e y Bould' s a nthology, Consc i ence be my Guide (19 91) ,

cont ains an a s sortment o f wr it i ng by pol it i cal pri sone rs from

di f feren t count ries , inc l udin9 South Afr i ca . Barba ra Schr e i ne r 's

collection, A Snake With I ce Wat er (1992 ), i ncludes inte r views

wi t h and excerpts from t he writ t en wor k of pol i t i ca l and non­

political women pri soner s . Both c omp i l at i ons include brie f

int roductions but no c r i t ical cons i de r a t ion o f the na rratives

pre sented . Harl ow in Res i stance Li t erat ure (19811 devotes a

chapter , 'Prison Memoi r s o f Pol i t i ca l Detainees' , t o pr i s on



mal e and the f ema le political pr ison-exper ience , gender

cons iderations are of no particular significance i n t hi s s tudy.

My choices of wr i t e r s have not been made wi t h t he s e in mind ;

nor , indeed, ha ve they been made a long rac ia l lines. As s hown

ear l ier, several women have wri t t e n a bout t he i r pr i s on

experience, but only Joyce Si ka kane and Ruth f irs t f it wi t hi n the

par amet e r s of this t hesi s . Si ka kane, who wrote f or The Wor l d a nd

The Rand Da i l y Ma i l ne wspapers, has not been i nclude d here,

however , because in her book, A Window on Sowe to, she devo t es

only s ixteen pages t o her arrest , detention, t ria l and banning .

I have a lso excluded fi rs t , a j our na l i s t by prof e s s i on because

she wa s not act ively worki ng as a wr i ter a t t he time of he r

int e r nment - a bann ing order ha d prohibited her f r om doi ng s o

but wa s t ra i ning f or a new career a s a l i br a r i a n . Since

politica l af f i l i at i on is one of my conce rns , f irst ' s membership

in the same organi zations as La Guma , a nd the depth and range of

La Gurna ' s wo rk significant ly influenced the f inal c hoi ce . fi r st

a lso had somethi ng in common wi t h Brutus . Both we r e c ha r ge d

under t he General Law Amendment Act and imprisoned i n 1963 .

Whi le first's wr i t t e n account of 117 days i n Ma r s ha l l Square

pol ice sta tion is a n i mportant document , I ha ve sel ected Brutus ' s

wr iting i n s t e ad , as he was one of t he f irst polit ical pr isone rs

t o respond in wr i t i ng t o his i mprisonment on Robben I s land ,

arguably the most notorious prison i n South Af r i c a. I t s hould be

noted , however, t hat t he po l i t i ca l pr i s on-wr i t i ng o f women and

al l of South Afri ca ' s divers e races is wide l y r e f e r r ed to in t he

thesis.

Since my inter est in thi s study extends t o l i t e r a t ur e

produced i n react ion agai ns t a r e pre s s i ve r e gime , i t is crucia l



wri t i ng and inco r porates a cons i de r a tion of f i rs t ' s pri s on

na r r a ti ve i n her boo k, Bar r ed : Women, Writ ing and Politica l

Detention , whi l e Iaon Davies eva l ua t e s the prison wr i t i ng o f

Breyt e n Breytenbach in s ome de ta i l and me nti ons the work of Rut h

fi rst in Writ e r s in Prison (19901. Both studies a re broad in

f ocus , howeve r , a nd not s pecifi c t o Sout h Afri ca . Kate Millett

in The Politics o f Cr ue l t y (199 4) also i ncludes a Chapt e r on

Sout h Af rican pri s on-wri ting bu t t o draw her conclusions she us e s

novels , such a s those by Sipho Sepamla a nd Miriam Tla l i , r ather

tha n accounts by write rs who were i mpr isoned for po l i t i ca l

r easons.
J .U . Jacobs a nd Shei l a Roberts dea l specifi call y with

poli tica l pr i s on-writ i ng fr om a South Afri can perspec t i ve .

J acobs , i n pa rt i cular , has wr i t t e n a rticles including ' Na rra t i ng

t he Is land: Robben Isl and in South Af rican Li t era t ure ' ( 19921

and ' Te xt s Under Arre s t : The Autobiographical Writings o f Helen

Joseph' 119931, a s wel l a s a number o f short pi e ce s f ocusing on

aspects of poli t i ca l i mprisonment, i ncluding i nterroga t i on ,

conf ess ion and t he writ i ng o f t he prison memoir . Robe rts's

app roach i n 'South Af r i ca n Prison Litera ture' ( 1985 ) i s more

gener a l. Both have written articles on Br e yt e nbach's pri son

l i t e r a t ur e . Hermi na van Vuur en's M.A . t hesis , Poet ry in Prison:

A St udy of Breyten Breytenbach' s ~ive Volumes o f Pr i son Poet ry i n

Translation (1991 1 and Ileana Dimit riu ' s M.A . thesis,

Recons t r uct i ng the Hostil e Space : A Zen Buddhist and

Psycho logical Reading of Br eyten Breytenbach 's The True

Conf es s i ons of an Albino Te r r orist 119921 a lso dea l at s ome

l engt h with Breyte nba ch' s pri s on wor k .



Cecil Abrahams, Fra nk Chi pa s ul a , Janet McArthur, Chi kwe nye

Okonj o Ogunyemi , M, J . Salt and Bahadur Tejani have authored

a rticles conce r ni ng t he poet r y produced by Dennis Brut us i n

pr ison a nd , in addi t i on, t here is Ria de Meeste r 's M.A . t hes is ,

Denni s Brut US ' Prison Poems : The Gr i m Assertion of Some Se nse o f

Worth (1980) . I am a l so familiar with C.J . Driver ' s a r t icl e 'The

Vi ew From Makana I s land : Some Recent Pri s on Boo ks From South

Af rica ' (1975) , whi ch provides a r e vi e w of publ i s he d Sout h

Afr i can pol it ica l pr i s on-lite rature , including D.M . Zwe l onke,

Brutus , Hugh Lewin and Sachs . Furt he rmore , I am aware o f Anthony

D. Cavaluzzi's 'Exi led Within: Voices Fr om Sout h Af r i ca n

Pr isons ' (1990) , whi c h is an art i cle on t he wri t i ng o f Mol efe

Phet O, Lewi n, Moses Dl ami ni , Indres Naidoo and Caesa rina Kona

Ma khoere, and with Che r r y Cl a yton's ex~inat ion o f pri son

na r r at i ve s by South African women , in he r artic le, ' POSt ­

Coloni a l , Pos t - Apa r t heid , Post-Femini st : Family and State in

Pr i son Na r r a t i ves by Sout h Af r i can Women ' 119921.

Mi chelle Aa r ons ' s M. A. thesis, ent itled Pr ison Exper ience in

the Work o f Some Sout h Af r i c an Wr i t e r s From Les s ing t o Cr oni n

(1988) , cont a i ns fi ve chapt e r s , t h r e e devoted t o the wor ks o f

political p risoners, namely Fi rst, Zwelonke and J e r emy Croni n.

Hitz i Me riwether i n her Honours thes i s , Libe rating Wome n

Pri s oners: I ssue s o f Race and Ge nder i n the Pri s on Li te ratur e o f

Ruth Firs t , Be ssie Head and Caesa r i na Kona Makhoere 119931 ,

f ocuse s her a t t e nt i on on writ i ng by t he t hree wome n named i n t he

t i tle: and Rosemary Fo l l i ' s M.A. t hesis, A Tent o f Bl ue a nd

Soul s i n Pai n : Cr ea t i ve Responses t o Pr ison Exper ience Wi t h

Emphasis Upon Exi s t e nt i a l and Aut obi ographical Element s With i n

Selec ted South Af r i c an Pr i s on Writings (1994) , cons i de r s the wor k



of Bosman, Brutus and Cr onin, two of wh i ch wer e pol i t i ca l

prisoners. In he r Ph.D. thes is, Sel f , Li f e and Wr i t i ng i n

Selected South African Autobiographica l Texts (1994) , Judi th

Coul l i e ana lyzes a broad sel ect ion of autobiographica l t e xt s by

Albert Lut huli , El len Ku zwayo and Breytenbach to name a few,

while Sandra Young in he r M. A. dissertation, Ne got i a t i ng Truth,

Freedom and Se lf: The Prison Narrat ives of Some South Afri can

Wome n (1996) , concentrates her attention on t he poli t i ca l p r ison­

wri t ing o f First, Ma khoer e , Emma Ma s hi n ini and Maggi e Resha .

Except for these wor ks and a number of artic l es whi c h touch

briefly on political pr i s on-w r i t i ng i n a relat ivel y narrow sense,

I am not awar e of any f urthe r r esearch or p ubl i s he d documents

that e xclusively consider i n de ta i l t he a c counts of politica l

prisoners in South Af r ica . I have accordingly e lected t o e xamine

a select i on of Sou th Af r i c an politica l pr i s on-wr i t i ng in s ome

dept h, having bee n drawn t o a consideration of t he wo r ki ngs of

power i n such a s i tuat i on . The wr i t i ngs I have chosen were

written by Al ex La Guma, Dennis Brutus , Hugh Le win and Breyten

Breytenbach, individuals who we r e imprisoned because of thei r

opposit i on t o apa rtheid. Interned un der changing legislat i on, '

at di ffe r ent t i me s a nd in diffe r ent j ails, all f ou r polit ical

prisoners we r e professional wri t e r s and political activists

before internment.

La Guma was a member of t he Sou t h African Communist Party

(SACP) and a repres e nt a tive of the African Nat i onal Congr ess

(ANC). A prol ific wr ite r , he produced articles for newspapers

and j our na l s , s hort stori es and novels. He wa s charged wi t h

t r e a s on , banned under the Suppression of Communism Act , placed

under hous e arre st a nd inte r ned under suspic ion o f promot ing the
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wo~k of t he ANC and the SAC P. He wa s deta ined seve ~a l times

during the mid 1950s and early 1960s and held i n a va ~ iety of

p~isons, including Ma i t l a nd a nd Roeland Street jails. Br ut us . a n

outs po ken s upporte r of t he South Af r ican Non-Ra c ial Ol ympic

Committe e , wa s banned under t he General Law Amendment Act, whi ch

l oos e l y defined t he c rime o f sabotage. He was interned on Robben

Island i n 1963, accused of br e aking his ba nni ng orde r and wa s

subs equent l y placed under house arres t unt il h i s depa r t ur e from

Sout h Afr ica i n 1966. I n addi t ion t o produc ing severa l vo l umes

of poetry, Brutus has wr i t t e n a number of ar t icles on pol i t i c a l

issues and South African literature .

Le win , a member o f the Armed Resistance Movement (ARM) , wa s

charged under t he Sabotage Act and served seven years i n Pr etoria

Local and Pr e t or i a Cen tra l Prisons from 1964 to 1971 . A

j ournali s t by profess ion, Lewin has wri t t e n a numbe~ of poems , a

sbort story , a va riety of cbildr en's boo ks and an account of bis

pr i son e xper ience. Breytenbach, one of tbe founding membe r s of

tbe pol i t i ca l organization, Okhela, wa s charged under t he

Terrorism Act a nd sentenced t o n ine years in pr ison. Hi s ter m

was s erved a t Pr e t or ia Central and Pollsmoor Prisons and he wa s

released i n 1982. He bas produced f ull - l e ngt h works (fiction and

non-fiction ), numerous COl lections of poetry and s everal ar t i c l es

that focus not only on pol i t ica l t opic s but on li t era r y i s s ue s a s

we ll .

I n my sel ection, as indica t ed , I bave t r ied t o ac c ommodat e

some diversity i n political ideology, as we l l as variety in

generi c form, bence the f oc us on fiction, poetry, prison memoi r

and autobiography . Except f o r a discussion o f enforced

bomosexuality and a number of references wh i ch document both the
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t o discus s t he dua l f unct i on of t he wr i t e r. As committed

oppone nts to aparthe id, La Guma , Brutus , Lewi n a nd Breytenbach,

impri soned for t heir wri t i ng, t houghts , pol i tical a ff i liations

and/or actions , were unable to r e spond t o t heir confinement

wi t hout commenting on the system that inte rned them. Thus , a

close ana lys is of each work has to include a detailed revie w of

each wr i t e r ' s politica l convict ions . I t is also necessary to

consider how t he s e a cc ompl i shed and r espected wr i t e r s use the ir

abi lity to p l ace their unique exper iences wi t hi n a literary

framewor k . I nde ed , as Brin k points out in Wr i t i ng in a State of

Siege , ' whethe r [a wr i t e r ] wr i tes a bout • . . silence or violence,

about hi s t ory or t he cont empor a ry s cene , about private f ea rs or

t he socio-political dimens ion of mon, the wri t e r ' s pr i ma r y

concern is with t he qua l i t y of his work ' (1983:170 ). A fur ther

reason fo r e xamining t hese selected works i s t ha t they provide a

historical pe r s pe c t i ve on t he wa y in whic h t he system of

aparthei d ope rated i n Sou th Afric a .

Throughout t hi s s tudy , in a ddi t i on to f oc us i ng on the f orm,

cont ent and language o f each t ext and, as ment i oned , h igh light i ng

the pol i t i c a l convictions o f t he individual wr i t e r s , I shal l

stres s significa nt s i milar i ties in and dif f e rences be t wee n the

i ndi vidua l s . for purposes o f compa rison and clarification, I

shal l refer to othe r polit i cal p rison- writing as we l l .

For the bene f it o f r eaders other t ha n South Africans, I

shall expl a in un f amil i a r concepts and re f e r ences. I sha l l

i ndi ca t e s ources by means o f t he Ha rvard met hod a nd shal l

di stinguish t he aut ho rs' occa s i ona l use of dots f r om my elli pses

by mea ns of the word ' sic ' i n t he quotat i ons cite d . As ma ny o f



the narratives a r e published in the Uni ted States, much quoted

material conta i ns American spelling .

Not e s

1. I have referred, here , t o a se lect number of books and

articles on t he sub ject of prison l i te rature. My bibliography

includes a more comprehens ive list and, f or addi t i ona l

information, I re fer t o those bibl iographies wh i ch appear in loan

Davi e s ' s Wri ters i n Prison, Barbara Harlow's Resistance

Literature and H. Bruce Fran klin 's Prison Literature i n Ameri ca.

2. I shall d i s cus s t he s e and many others i n t he chapters tha t

fol low.

3. I intend to exami ne these laws in some detail i n Chapter

One .

,i



CHAPTER ONE

POLIT ICAL PRISON- WRITI NG

The National Party assumed cont rol in South Africa in 1948

and he ld power unt i l the e lection of Ne l s on Ma nde l a a nd the

African Na t i ona l Congress (ANC) i n 1994. For over f orty years

t he Nationa list government devised, i ns t i t ut e d and 'per fe c ted ' a

system whi c h woul d suppress oppos ition t o t he policy o f

apartheid. ' Laws we r e enacted whi ch led t o the ba nn i ng ,

detention, tortur e and imprisonment of numerous people. The

purpose of thi s chapte r is to provide an account of t he most

s i gn i f i ca nt of such laws and to e xamine t he Nationa l i st

government's internment of pol i tical prisone rs a nd its r esponse

t o wi de - s pr e ad c l a i ms o f human r i ghts' abuses. I int end

simul taneously t o assess the findings of independent repor t s on

the s ubjec t and to fol low t hi s wi t h a n e xaminat ion of the wa y i n

whi ch writers react a gainst a r e pre s s ive r egime , wi t h pa r t i c ul a r

emphas i s on po l i t i c a l prison-writ ing in South Africa . In

addition I sha ll consider t he f a c t or s that motivate a prisoner to

wri te, in order to show varying responses t o imprisonment, a nd I

propose t o conclude the chapt er with specific reference t o t he

work of Miche l Foucault on the subject.

I n 1950 the South Af r i can government passed t he Suppress ion

of Communism Act , a s weeping bill tha t out lawed the Communi st

Party of South Af r i ca a nd made it a crime t o be a member of the

party or t o adva nc e t he a ims of communism. The act also

permitted aut hor i t i e s t o ta ke action aga i n s t those peopl e and

organizations suspected of i nc i t i ng oppos ition to apa r t he i d
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pol icies. The Pub l i c Safety Act , wh i ch empowered t he governme nt

t o proclaim a s tate o f eme r genc y , and t he Cr iminal La w Amendment

Act, whi ch sanctioned corporal punishment for those who prote sted

agains t any law, f ol l owe d in 1953. By 1960 , the government had

banne d t he ANC a nd the Pan Af r i c an i st Congress ( PAC) under the

Unlawful Organizations Act wh i ch , li ke t he Suppression o f

Communism Act, also provided for the conviction of any person who

was a membe r of a banned organization.

Further legis lation wa s i ntroduc e d t hroughout t he 1960s ,

inc luding t he General Law Amendment Act of 1962, wh i ch l oosely

defined the cri me o f s~botage . In add it i on, authorities we r e now

permitted t o p l ace banned pers ons unde r hous e a r r e s t, an

extremely p rohi bi tive measure. In her a utobiography , Side by

Side , Helen J oseph, t he f irst pers on in Sout h African to be

placed under house a rrest , describes wha t the next five years of

her life woul d ent a i l :

No longer could I l e ave my house after 6. 30 p . m.
or at a ny time du r i ng t he weekend , or leave the
magi s terial a rea of Johannesburg , o r be in any black
area , or fa c t ory, or communicate with any banned or
list ed pe rson . Nor could ~ny of my friends vi si t me i n
my hOme , or even w~ l k down my ga rden path, nor could I
attend any ga t herings, socia l or po li tical. Over and
above a l l t hese prohibit ions, I wa s compelled to r epor t
t o t he Cent r al Johan nesburg po l i ce station every day
betw een midday a nd t wo o'cloc k, e xcept o f course on the
days when I was conf ined t o t he house (1993:122 ).

Onder the General Law Amendment Ac t , any person suspected o f a

political cri me could a lso be deta i ned wi t hout wa r rant and he l d

wi thout t ri al fo r n i ne t y da ys .

A more oppre s si ve piec e of l egislation f Ol l owed in 1965 .

The Cri minal Procedur e Amendment Act made it legal fo r detaine es
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to be held in solitary confinement and anyone l i ke l y to give

evidence for t he state in a criminal or political t ri a l coul d be

detained for a period of 180 days . Detainees were permitted to

have access to s tate o f fic ials only and no court had juri sdict ion

to order the release of a ny detainee. I n his autobiography, No

Life of my Own, Fr a nk Chi kane e xplains how the s e measures

affected him. As a membe r of the clergy , he wa s i nt e r r oga t e d a nd

detained because the police we r e convinced that he wa s conspiring

with the people to whom he mi n i s t ere d :

Throughout my time i n Rus tenburg prison I was kept
i n solitary conf inement without access to a l awye r or
vis its by t he fami l y . I wa s not allowed any reading
material .. .. I t too k me about thre e months of arguing
wi t h the magistr ates who vis ited me once e ve r y t hree
weeks, ac c ordi ng to t he regu l ati ons, be f o r e I got a
copy of t he Bible (1989:33-34 ).

In 19 67 t he Terrorism Act was pa s sed and t he bill p rovided

for indefinite de t ent i on without tria l as we l l . Indeed, in Di a na

Russel l's compilation , Lives of Courage: Wome n f or a New South

Afr i c a , Feziwe Bookholane reca lls t hat she wa s deta i ned f or over

a year be fo re being convicted and s e ntenced to e ight years in

prison for inci ting peop le to leave the country a nd undergo

military training (1991 : 60- 61) .

In 1976, i n r e s ponse t o the Soweto unrest, the government

i nt r oduce d t he Int ernal Security Amendme nt Act , whic h e na bl ed the

Mi ni s t e r of Justice to ban and detai n , without trial , anyone

suspected of subve rsion. In A Life , Mamphe l a Ramphele, a medical

doctor, r emembers t he day she wa s served wi t h a banning order

that e f fect i vely banished he r to another area o f the country as

we l l. She was con fid ent that there had been a mista ke whe n she
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noticed that both her name and identity number were incorrect ly

entered on the doc ument :

I po inted this out to Captain Schoeman; he simply
asked me to indicate the correct ions to him, a nd
proceeded to a l ter the document ac co rdi ngl y , making a
mocke ry of t he legal requirement t hat the banning
orders be given ' unde r t he hand of the Minister', as
the document piously proclaimed (1 996 :119).

Whi l e the South African government continued to pass l aws

designed to silence a ny opposition t o t he policy of a pa r theid ,

they fe rvently denied t he ex i s tenc e of pol i tical prisoners.

Maj or General J amie Roux, Deputy Commi ssioner of Prisons , for

example, told a group of journal ists : ' The r e are no political

pr i s oners on Robbe n Island . They have a l l been convi cted of

criminal off ences' (Amne s ty International Re port 1978: 79 ).~ This

is a cur ious reacti on, s i nce numerous pr i s oner s on Robben Island

have s poken about the de l i berate separ a tion of political and non­

pol i t i ca l prisoners , whi c h would seem unnecessary i f al l

prisoners we re c riminal o ff e nders. Alexande r , ] f or example , in

Robben Isl and Dossier 1964-197 4, di s c us s e s the wa y i n whi c h

prisoners we r e di vided for work purposes:

Al l po l i t i ca l pri s oners a r e s entenced to "hard l abour " ,
a ve ry va gue term, whi c h is inter preted most
whi ms i c a l l y, de pend ing on policy , t emperament, and
a t mos pher e at t he va rious levels of the p rison
bur e aucr acy.

Unli ke common-law pr i s one r s who, at least
t heoretically, have t he possibility of receiving
tra i ning in s ome s kill or other, the pol i tical
pri soners on Robben Island have none (1 994 : 29) .

Consistent wi t h t he gove r nment's ne gation o f the s tatus o f

political prisoners wa s t he r e fusal to disclose how many people
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we r e i n detention. I n Murie l Hor re Ll t s compilation, A Sur ve y of

Race Relat ions in South Africa, it is not ed that t he Mini ste r o f

Justice dec lined t o rel ease t h i s informa tion, based on hi s

asser t ion that i t wa s ' not in t he pub lic interest' to make t he se

fi gures ava i lable (1970 : 63) . Indeed , the suppression of

i nformat ion wa s an issue tha t continued to dominate and p lague

the ne got iat i ons following Mandel a ' s release fr om prison i n

February 1990 . And, unt il t he issuing of t he Groote Schuur

Minute i n May o f t hat year , t he situation regarding pol itica l

prisoners r emained unr esolved , as Mande l a r e ca l l s in his

autobiography , Long Wa lk to Fr e edom:

The pr i ma r y issue di s cus sed was the defini t ion o f
political pri s oners and political e xiles. The
gove r nme nt a rgued f or a na r r ow definition , want i ng t o
r est rict the number o f our pe op l e who woul d qua l ify f or
an i ndemnity. We a r gued for the broa dest possible
de finition and s a id that any pe r son who wa s convicted
o f a n o f f ense [sic] t hat wa s po l i t i cal l y mot iva ted
should quali fy fo r an indemnity. We could not a gree on
a mutuall y s a ti sfactor y defi n i t i on of "politicall y
motivate dH crime s , and this woul d be an issue that
woul d bedevi l us for qui t e a whi l e to come (1 994 : 505) .

Anot he r s ub jec t t hat provoked considera ble debate wa s the

human r ights' r ecord of t he South Af r i c a n government , wh i ch

consistent ly de nied t hat t orture occurred. Nume r ous indiVi duals

and organizat ions, neve rtheles s , gat her ed informa tion that

challenged the government ' S pos it i on . The Detai ne es' Parents

Support Commit t ee (DPSC), for example , collected seventy

af f i davits f r om deta i nees asse r t i ng that torture was us e d on a

wi despr ead basis a nd t hat exposure t o cold, 'hooding ' and

elect ric-shock t orture were c ommon p r a ct i ces,' whil e t he ANC

publi cat i on, Torture is Part of t he System,~ contains a
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comprehensive list o f various t e chnique s used by the securit y

pol ice:

. . . r eports we r e recorded o f fren zied secur i t y police
violence, i ncludi ng hitting wi th fi s t s , sla pping ,
ki cking and bea ting wi t h any weapons a t ha nd - stic ks ,
batons , hosepipes, gun butts and other ob jec t s .
Vict i ms o f t his t ype of s t ate t e r r o r had the ir t oes
c rUShed with c ha i rs o r bric ks, their headS banged
agai nst a wa l l or a t a bl e , a nd we re dragged a bout by
their hai r (1 984:11).

In hi s def initive study, Detention and Tort ure in Sou th

Afr i ca, Don Foster i nclude s severa l statements by det a inees,

whi ch support c l a i ms of systematic psychological and phy s i ca l

tortur e , as this e~ample appropr iately shows:

1 wa s suspended i nt o a j a c k whe r e 1 wa s ha ndc uf f ed
below the knee s a nd my arms, and an iron bar was f orced
between my arms and l egs , and 1 wa s l e f t hang i ng
between the t wo tables. I was being pushed and I wa s
t old to t e l l the truth. The y put a rubber tube on my
f a ce . And 1 wa s bl e eding from my nose and somebody was
st abbi ng me with a sharp instrument a t my pri va te part s
- for about four t o f ive hours (1987:12 8) .

Similarly , an Amnesty I nt e r national report, Pol i t i ca l

I mpr i s onment in South Africa, contains we l l documented e xamples

of human rights' abuses a nd concludes that 'the pattern t hat

eme rges, on e xamining the available evidence, is one o f tortu r e

being used almost on a r outine bas is by secur ity po lice an d tha t

the Government, by fai ling to remedy the situati on , appears to

condone the pr a c t i ce ' (1978 : 56) .

In some cases, torture was so ext reme, that t he detai nee

died in detent i on, an issue that the Sout h Afr i can governme nt

r e sponded to wi t h a variety of e xplanat i ons. Excuses r ange d f r om

s l ipping on a bar of soap in t he shower, to f al li ng down t he
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stairs, t o hitting t he bac k of t he he ad aga i ns t a wa l l . Whe n a

prisone r , Sif undi le Mat a l asi, wa s f ound de ad i n hi s ce ll, the

aut hor i t ies claime d t hat he ha d us ed hi s s oc ks to hang himsel f ,

whi l e Edwa rd Mzolo's de a t h wa s not only deni ed but t he Minister

of Law and Order contended t hat he had not been deta ined in the

f i r s t pl ace . Anot he r detaine e , Ahmed Timol ," wa s he l d under the

Terrori sm Ac t a nd fell t o his death from the t e nth floor of

Secur ity Headqua r t e r s. Brigadi er Piet Kr uge r, Deputy Chief of

the Securit y Police , des cribed Timol' s demise in the fol lowing

wa y, as repor ted in Hi l da Bernste in's South Af rica: The Terrorism

of Tort ure : ' We who know t he c ommunis t s know t ha t whe n they plan

to use viole nce t he y ma ke t he ir people s wear a n oath to commit

suicide r a ther than to mention t he name s of their comrades. They

are taught to j ump out be f o re t he y are inte rrogate d ' (1972: 1) .

Whe n it wa s diffic ul t or impossibl e to de ny human rights '

abuses , t he gove r nme nt a rgued t hat Sou th Afr i c a was not unique

and t hat r epress i ve measure s we r e used a l l ove r the wor l d. Julie

Frederi ks e reports in her book, Sout h Af r i ca : A Dif f e r ent Kind

of Wa r , that Lou i s Ie Gr a nge , Minist er o f Law and Order, told a

Foreign Corr e s ponde nt s As sociation :

I know that South Af r i ca is be ing blamed f or the number
of deaths i n de t ent i on . I know it i s a pa r t i c ul a r
po int of debat e . but the fa c t of the matter is. ladies
and gentlemen. t ha t one must also look at t he s e matters
in pe r s pecti ve . I am not trying to say that one should
ta ke these t hings for gr anted - not at a ll! It is a
ve r y ser iou s mat ter when a nyone dies in det ent i on .
But . i s thi s now so except ional in the worl d ? I can
quot e you f i gures of count ri es fr om whe r e some of you
come whi c h i s much highe r than any f i gur e that South
Africa ha s had f or the l ast t e n years (19 86:119).
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This response is as ludicrous as suggesting that genocide i n

Rwanda is justified bec a us e similar massacres have occurred in

Na zi Germany, Cambodi a , Yugoslavia.

At this point one has t o pause and ask how the Sout h African

government managed to imprison and detain so many people and ye t

conceal most of the i nformation pertaining to the prison system .

Their deception wa s achieved through collaboration, secrecy,

denial, and, perhaps thei r most powerful vehicle, the Prisons

Act. Before I d i s cus s this ordinance , however, I s hould like t o

examine t he case of Black Consciousness l e ader, Steve Bi ko, whos e

de ath in de t ention highlights the wa y i n whi c h the government

conspired with t he police and some doctors and l a wyers in order

to conceal a nd suppr ess evidence . 7

Biko wa s arr ested on 18 August 1977 and detained under

Section 6 o f the Te r r or i sm Ac t . ' He died l e s s t ha n a month later

on 12 September 1977. The post - mortem report concluded that

de at h wa s caused by extens ive bra i n damage. The Minister of

Jus t ice, James Kruger , ne ve r t he l e s s, asserted that Bi ko had been

on a hunger st ri ke, whi l e the attending doctors, Lang and Tuc ker,

maintained that Bi ko was shamming , despite the fact that they had

found him lying on the f l oor, hype rventilating and wi t h f roth at

his mouth. A l umbar puncture had also revealed the presence of

r e d blood cell s in the spinal flui d , whi ch i s an indication of

possible ce r ebral ha emorrhage . An inquest wa s held and , although

the cause of death wa s never disputed, the verdict, as recorded

in Bernstein's No.46 St e ve Bi ko , foun d that no one wa s

responsible:
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The cause or li kely cause of Mr. Bi ko's death wa s a
head in jury, fol lowed by extens ive bra in inj ury and
other compl ications including r ena l fa i lure .

The head in jury wa s probably sust ained on t he
morning o f 7 September duri ng a s cuff le wi t h Sec urit y
Po lice i n Por t Elizabeth . The available evidence does
not prove that death wa s br ought about by an act or
omission i nvo l ving an offence by any person
(1 978b :11 5) .'

The i nqui r y revea led much about the South African judicial

system, i n part icular the i nabi l i t y of j udge s and magistrates to

protect human r ights. IO The ANC report, Torture is Part of the

System, contends that the rea s on why the system failed was

because t he j udi c i a r y collaborated aga i ns t political pr i s oners :

The e videnc e of police wi t ne s s e s is almost always
accepted by t he cour ts, despite t he wide s p r e ad
allegations o f torture whi c h a re r epeated i n det ai l,
often t o judge s and magistrates who have pres ided ove r
innumerable cour t hearings and hear Simi lar a l legat i ons
from countless detainees. There has bee n no stat ement
from j udge s or magistrates condemning po l i ce
p ractices . .. (1984 : 4- 5 ) .

Berns tein, i n the wor k cited , maintains a simi lar pos i tion but

cl a i ms that l ega l powe r lay i n the ha nd s o f the Securi ty Police

and that a t r ia l had nothing t o dO with j u s t i c e , s ince t he

decision wa s predete rmi ned : ' The outcome' , Bernst e in ma int a i ns ,

'rests entirely wi t h the Security Pol ice. The outcome is in fac t

a lready decided , behind closed doors , and the trial it sel f i s

only the f i na l procedure; coming before the j udge i s t he on ly

publ ic act i n a pl a y largely pr e pared i n secret; t he a c ting out

o f t he final par t o f t he script ' (l972:49 ).

In t he l ight o f the above, it is logical t ha t co-operation

ena bled the South African gove rnment to remain secretive about
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the t r eatment of political pri sone r s . 11 Thus , the police we r e

able to set up a c amp i n t he Hkambathi fores t near Lusikisi ki , i n

the forme r ' i ndependent' homeland of Tr ans kei, where they

i nt e r r ogat ed and tort ur e d a group of me n detained under t he

Te r r or i s m Act. " Simila rly, when Htha yen i Cuthsela , one o f the

deta i nees, died in de t ent i on, the pol i ce r eturned his body to his

family in a seal ed coffi n and re f used to i s s ue a death

certificat e, despi t e the official claim t hat death wa s due t o

natural causes.

Thr ough t hese act i ons t he pol i ce a t tempt ed to de ny what ha d

oc cu r r e d in t he for est. Negat i on, as ment i oned earlier, wa s a

common techni que used by t he gove rnme nt , whi ch we nt to great

l e ngt hs to prove its i nn ocence. Andrew Mla ngeni i n Schadeberg's

anthology, Voices f r om Robben Isl and, for e xample , recalls that

swift , supe rficial changes took p l ace i n order to i mpress f oreign

observers: '3

A f ew days a fte r our arr ival we we re taken out for the
f irs t t ime to work in the c ourtyard, little knowi ng
that people f rom Britain woul d be arriving ... [s i c ] I
think t hey represented the Dail y Telegra ph . They f ound
us kn i tt i ng j e rse ys . The pr ison autho r i t ies said ,
'Thi s is the type of work we a re g i vi ng them, not hard
l a bour ' . The moment t he y l eft, everything wa s t a ke n
away a nd s tones and big roc ks we r e brought i nt o t he
ya rd on wheelba rrows (1994: 23) .

When de nia l was not s uf fici ent to suppress information, the

gove r nment banned or r e s t rict ed publications a nd organizations.

The y r efused a request by t he I nte r nat ional Commi t t e e o f the Red

Cross to vi s i t detainees on a regula r ba s i s and ba nned a

Christian I ns t i t ute report ent i t led Torture in South Af rica. I n

response t o fo s t e r ' s Detention and Torture i n South Africa," the
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Minister of Law and Order suggested t ha t t he report wa s

politica l ly biased a nd t hat t he fi ndings had t o be proved i n a

court of law. To enforce its assertions, the government ha d a t

i t s disposa l t he Prisons Act , whi c h made it a n o f f e nce t o publ i sh

what the government perceived as false informat ion with regard t o

the admi nistration o r to the e~perience of a prisoner. Thus, t he

report about Robben Is land by the Aust ra lian journa l ist, Oavid

McNi coll, appe a r ed i n The Rand Dai ly Hai l on 12 July 1973, wi t h

severa l omissions . l l His inte rview wi t h Ne l s on Ma ndel a p rov ided

the reader wi t h the fo l lowing:

Now , you have as ked me many questi ons . I woul d l i ke
you to listen to some complaints.

(Si xt y- f i ve wor ds deleted : the Commiss ioner of
Pr isons s a ys ~the allegations . . . a re false" and draws
a t t e nt i on to Section 44 (f l of the Prisons Act whic h
ma kes it an of fence t o pub l i s h a statement about jails
kno wing it to be f alse ) (1973:13 ).

Wha t t he gove rnment did not want the Sout h Af r i ca n reader t o see

we r e the fo l lowing wo rds, a s i ncluded in Ma nde l a , Tambo, and t he

African Na t i ona l Congress :

These [complaints] refer to e arlier days on t hi s
is l and, be fore t he present commandant c ame and things
i mproved.

Oft e n the y wer e ba d . Prisone rs we r e me r ci l e s s l y
be at en up. I was on one occasion stripped and made t o
stand at atte ntion, star k na ked, f or an hour. This i s
no way t o t reat someone of my standing. We have had a
bad time because of the a rbitrariness o f the
autho rities (J ohns and Davis J r eds 1991: 165).

The Rand Daily Ma i l had a l s o publ ished a seri es of articles

based on the e xperiences of the pol itical prisoner, Harold

Strachan, who wa s inte r ned i n Pretoria Loca l Prison. The

newspaper was convicted o f r eport i ng on conditions in South
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African jails and one of the a uthors of the articles wa s

imprisoned . I nevi tabl y the pro s e cut i on had pers uaded the court

that t he r e was nothing wr ong with t he pr i son system. Horrel l

attributes this to the e vidence provided by State wi t ne s s e s:

'Instead o f initiating a f r an k exami na t i on of the prison system

and what more could be done to imp r ove i t ', says Horrell, ' t he

Gove r nme nt ha d i ns tituted a series of case s, ma i nl y punitive in

thei r scope , a t which wit ne sses f or the St a t e had g i ve n a

complete a nd unsat i s f a c t or y deni a l t hat anyt h ing was wrong'

(1970 : 58) . New pr ocedures we r e introduced a s a r e s ul t o f this

c a s e and , from 1974, a ll in format ion regardi ng prisons and

prisoners had to be forwa r ded and Chee ked by the Medi a Liaison

Section of t he South Afr i can Prison Serv ice . Any add i t i ona l

comments made by t he Prison Se r v i ce ha d to be pub l i s he d and given

equal pr ior ity . A. Mat hews , in Freedom, St a te Security and the

Rule of Law, s uggests t hat t his f orm o f c ensorship resulted in

A soph i st i cated f orm o f press co-optation wh i ch has
e ns ured, and wi l l ens u re in the fut ure , t hat ne wspapers
wil l no t go overboard on pr i s on conditions .. .. An editor
who pub lishes a d r amat i c e xpose i n br e a c h of the
arrangement s is l ike l y to be prosecuted; and one who
submits to t he scheme for ve rifi cat i on is unl ike l y to
make shocking revelat i ons (1 986 : 152 ).

I n t he s ame way t hat t he National Party r estr i c t e d

information conce r ning the pris on system, so its members enacted

laws tha t would restric t art ist i c e xpres s i on , pa rticular ly

wri t i ng. A gove rnment responds i n this manner only if threatened

or i ntimidat ed by the power of t he wr i t ten wor d . In South Af ric a

t he gove rnme nt obvi ous ly fe a r ed t he conseque nc es t hat f r e edom of

exp r ession might bring , hence t he ha r sh censorship l aws, the
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banning of books and the imprisonment o f wri ters . I t woul d

appear t ha t the desi re t o suppress the product i on and cons umption

of li t e r a t u r e and to limit the flow of information is an

ac know ledgement that lit e r a t ur e can be powerful, my next poi nt

for discuss ion.

In or de r t o examine t his conviction more thoroughly, it is

nec e s s a r y t o f ocus on some of t he l egislative measures i nt r Oduc ed

by t he South Afr i c an government, most notably t he comprehens ive

censorship regulat ions, whi c h affected not only wr i ter s

(i nc l ud i ng j our nal i s t s) , but artist s, phot ogr aphe r s and producers

of plays as wel l. The gove r nment i mpos ed its first s weeping

restr iction on wr i ters i n 1966, whe n i t banned numerous wr i t ers

i n ex ile under the Suppression o f Communism Ac t (1950) . Thi s

meant t ha t people li ke Eze kiel Mpha hl e l e, Lewi s Nkos i and Mazisi

Kunene we re un able to have their works pUblished and read i n

South Africa. Wr i t ers l i vi ng in South Africa we r e s ub jected to

simi lar restra ints . Author, Don Mat t e r a , for e xample, was

banned, during t he early 1970s, for a period of nine years, whi ch

ha d di s t r e s sing consequences for him, as he explained i n a n

inte r vi ew with Essop Pate l in ' Out of the Twilight ': ' it was t he

most t rying t i me o f my l i fe ..•. 1 moved into this l one l y wor l d,

the wor l d of t he forgotten , t he wor l d of the tw i l i ght

people • . . and you die ' (1983 : 8- 9) . Playwright Athol f'ugard, on

t he other hand, wa s s ub jected to a different form of repress ion.

When his play. Sizwe Bansi is Dead , opened in 1972 , Br ian Astbury

r e ca ll s that

On the opening day the police visited us a nd i n f o r med
us that we woul d not be a l lowed t o ope n . This at 4.3 0
i n t he a f t e r noon . We too k hurri ed legal opinion. At
8.00 o 'cloc k - wi t h a f u l l-hous e audience c l amouri ng a t
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t he door s - we we r e told that we woul d a l l end up in
jai l. We cancel led (1979:np l.

Wor ks that we r e published often appea r ed wi th parts of the

text missing. Thus , Gordimer's The Blac k Inter preters, published

i n 1973 , had por tions bl a cked out because of a mista ken banning

order on the poet Madlenkos i La nga . ' · Newspapers suffered as

wel l a nd during t he 1986 state of emergency many appeared wi t h

blan k s paces in news r epor t s , a s Ha r ve y Tyson , a distinguished

South Af r i can j our na l i s t , explai ns in Edi tors Under Fi r e :

As censorship grew s teadily tighter and t i ght e r
duri ng t he 1980s , government c ensors wer e fo rced , ye ar
by ye ar, t o think constantly of how to control not only
what t he newspape rs printed, but wha t t he y d id not
print - empt y s pace . It must have dr i ve n them to
dist r action . Especially a f ter they f i nal l y d iscovered,
a fter a decade's duel with newspa per editors , t ha t they
could no more ban space than they could stop people
thinking (1993 : 2 63) .

Tys on ' S Observation t hat t he gove rnment c oul d no t s t op

people from t h i nk i ng is pertinent. There a r e a lso numerous

e xample s of how possession of banned literature ke pt the spar k of

fr ee dom alive . I n Frederikse' s The Unbrea kable Thread, Monge zi

Radebe, a pol i t i c a l a c tiv i s t , d i s cus s e s this connection:

. •. if you go on a farm where pe op le are complete ly
illiterate , it is not i mpossible t hat you should come
acro s s an old ANC or Communist Party book or some
po l it i ca l book t hat would be regarded as subvers ive by
the system • ...

J know, for instance, people in Heilbron whom I had
ne ver thought were po l it i ca l l y aware , and I got
f ri endly wi t h one a nd he gave me The Struggle is My
Li f e b y Handela • . .. A man selling coal, who wa s a
de l ivery boy - J had never thought that he had been t o
school , and I knew him not to be i n a position to r ea d
anything or wr i te his name, but he gave me t ha t book.
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So it wa s li ke t ha t i n t ownships a ll ove~ (1990 ;15 8­
15 9) .

Censorship ~egulat ions c~eated eKtreme ~eactions. Wh i l e a

wr i te~ may choose whether to wr i t e or t o ~emain s i lent, a

decision that may t he n be t r a ns pos ed i nt o opposition to or

a ccept ance o f the sys tem, the a r t i s t i c pr oce s s i n South Afr i ca

wa s affected by the delibe r ate creation of a c l imate of fea r a nd

s uspi cion , leading people li ke Ali Ma zr ui , a we l l known Afri can

s cho lar, t o c onclUde that t he decision t o wr i t e depended on the

cour a ge of the write r . In Contemporary Black Sou t h African

Lit e r a t ur e ; A Symposium, Mazrui says that 'the art ist, t he

wr ite r, t he teacher' had to ' bala nc e , firs t, t he rear of the

prison bars; secondly, the f e ar of de a th ; t hi r dl y, t he f e a r of

eKile. Different political systems i n Afri ca dncIude di fferent

t ype s of fears, and the balance bet ween t he s e fears dete r mine s

t he response of the wr i ter or the a r t i s t ' (Li ndf or s ed , 1985; 92 ) .

On the other hand, once a reader ga ined access to banned

litera t ur e , the eKperience wa s so meaningful that some

i ndividua l s r eport a signi ficant change in pe r s ona l di rection .

Tim J enkin , a political prisoner who escaped from Pret oria

Ce nt r al Prison, descri bes his pol i t i ca l e duca t i on in and

membe r s h i p of the ANC a s a product o f his exposure t o banned

mater ial. I n Es c ape From Pretoria, he e laborates;

I began to devour books by t he t on and inevi t ably
r ead some t ha t I knew woul d not be a l lowed in Sou th
Af r i c a . The fact that t he s e we r e banned a t home lent
them a certain fascination. After a wh i l e I made a
point of seeking out these books, not because I ag~eed

more wi t h the v iewpoints exp r e s s ed in them but beca us e
I felt that I had to br oaden my horizons a s much as
possibl e whi l e I had the opportunity . From t hem,
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however - e s pecia l l y the one s about Sou th Afr ico - I
learnt that there wa s another wa y o f looki ng a t my
country and that the policies of its government were
not altoget her defensible (1 987 : 4) .

Res trict i on o f e xpression and reoding materia l, then, had

diverse e ffects. There is no doubt t hat f or wr ite r s ond

journal i s t s the c ensorship regulations po s ed a s igni f icant

problem , particularly when the South African government had the

abi l ity t o imp rison and torture wr i ters and to c lose down

newspapers , as Tyson records in the work I ha ve me ntione d :

Whe n the newspaper named The Wo r l d wa s Shut down by
the gover nment, press fr eedom finally d i ed i n th is
country. Al t hough closure of The lri orld cou ld not s top
its edit or s and journal ists , a nd those on other
newspapers, f r om s tating their opinions or report ing
many fa c t s wh i ch the a ut hori t i e s wa nte d suppressed , we
knew that from t he moment t he y came to ta ke Percy
Oobora a way no newspaper wa s sa fe i n Sou t h Afr ica. I'
The court s could no longer p rotect us. lri e were free
only so l ong a s we had t he support of a l a r ge sec t i on
o f t he pub l i c . We could operate only so l ong oS t he
gover nment wa s too a f ra i d t o do wha t mony authori taria n
states had done in t he r est o f Afr i ca and the wor l d
(n 93 : l 62) .

The delibe rate r e press ion of l i t erature and o f the print

media is a powerful weapon o f control . The write r i s faced wi t h

t he choices o f not only whe t he r to wri t e or t o r ema i n silent, as

previously suggested, but a lso whe t he r t o conform or to oppos e

t he polit ical situation . Withi n t he limitations established by

t he government, t he wri t er must rea ch a decision about how t o

dea l with censorship res tri c t i ons and whe the r sel f -censorship is

necessary i n order t o guard against recriminat ions. Of ten this

choice manifest s itsel f a s a desire to wri t e but t o avoid
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publ i ca tion. S' ketsh and New Cl assic , ou tlets for c r eati ve

writers, were considerably affected by this a t t i t ude. Wr i ter a nd

edi t or , Sepaml a, t el l s Tony Emmett a bout how t he quant i t y o f

ma t e r ial he received wa s reduced because of wr i t er s ' fea r of t he

post. The y we r e afra id t hat the i r SUbmissions wou l d 'fa l l into

t he wro ng ha nd s and they might be spotted' (Emmett 1982 :177).

I n a c limat e of i ntimidat i on , the c r eative process is of t en

severel y hampered and wr i t e r s must confront problems as s oc i a t e d

with compromise and l oss of integrity. Simi lar ly, publishers

have to address their situation, particularly in rega rd t o

government repr i s a l s and economi c l o s s e s . Ad. Donker, Taurus and

Renoster are some of the publishers who accepted t he chal l e nge

and Ravan Press openly acknowledged i ts support of write r s who

refus ed t o appeal to the Pub lications Board. I n an i nte r v i ew

wi t h t he poet, Oswald Mtshal i, i n t he 4 J uly edition of The Star,

Mi ke Kirkwood, one of Ravan publishers, d iscusses t hi s c ommi t me nt

when he notes that Ravan Press attempted to 'convey t he

sol i da r i t y t hat e xist[ed) between t he b lack writ e r s and Ravan

Pr es s as a publishing house '. These wr i t e r s, Ki r kwood

acknowledges, had 'taken a stand on princ iple agains t appea l ing

and we as a publishing house support [edl t hem wholehe a r t ed l y'

(Mt shali 1980 : 21). The situation Kir kwood describes, however,

ma y be viewed in two ways . On t he one hand, a n appea l is

undesi r abl e because it suggests an acceptance of t he pol icy of

apartheid. On t he other hand , it woul d appear t hat the

government succeeded in inducing a s tate of self-censorship,

which may have been more effect i ve than direct i nte r ve ntion .

The response to certain l iterary wor ks by t he South Afri can

government a nd the manipulation o f literature needs furthe r
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discussion at this point, in order to highlight what I view as an

of f icial acknowledgement of the t hr eat of literature because of

its power . James Kr uge r, Mini s ter of Police, succinctly revealed

this o ff icial recogni t ion a t the Na t i ona l Party Congress, whe n he

mentioned the t hr eat of ' Bl a ck Power Poet ry ' in connection wi t h

the Black Consciousness Movement ' s desi r e to undermine the

apartheid syst em. His v iew of thi s t hreat , a s noted in Emmett 's

'Oral, Poli tical and Communal Aspects o f Township Poetry in the

Mi d- Sevent ies', wa s g leaned f r om a document whi c h s t at ed that

poetry should be wri t ten on s ubjects ' that ki l l ' and t hat ' bl a c k

drama must be revo lut i onar y' (1 982:175).

Moreover , Stof fel Botha, Mini s t e r of Home Af f a i r s , t ol d t he

South Afric an Hous e s o f Par liament t hat s ome ki nds of t he a t r e

woul d not be tol e rated . He justi fi ed his assertion with the

f ol l owi ng comments , recorded in the 19 May ed i tion of The Star

t ha t , ' i n c e r tain communities , spontane ous t he a tre wa s used t o

agitate the audience . . • . When t he s how ends , the a udience is so

emotionally charged that they wi l l not calm down be f or e

everything in the vicinity , from buildings to cars and even other

people, ha ve be en a t tacked' (1 988: 4) .

Since members o f t he government be l ieve d that literature had

the power to in flu e nc e , p r ovoke and i ncite people to action , it

is no s urpr ise t hat t hey, t oo , used s imi l a r me t hod s to achi eve a

specif ic goa l. Mat t hew Kr ous e , in an a r t i c le in the pe r i odi c a l ,

Spark, provi de s an exampl e of thi s r e sponse , whe n he recalls

t hat , whi le serving in the South Afri ca n Def e nce Force (SADF), he

received a poem wri tten by the Chief of t he Defence Force ,

Genera l Gelde nhuis. The poem print ed on blue card wi th a
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reproduction of the General's handwriting wa s i nte nde d t o provi de

moral upliftment ; it r ead as fo l lows:

Dear f ellow-sol dier ,
your presence i n the
unrest areas
i n t he s e times
i s vi ta l
for our country and its
peoples
you must do your
share
to return our country
t o no rma l
this we do, amongst
others,
by protecting t he vast
majority of people
f r om a s mall element
of murder ers , a rsonists
and t hose see king
violence.
Stay calm. Set the
example .
It is not easy, but I know you c an
- I trust you
Le kke r wees (1 990: 13) .

At this stage, I s hould l ike to digress briefly in or der to

examine t he Sou th Afr ican gove rnment's abi l i ty t o man ipulate a l l

f acets of t he medi a . The purpose of this d i s cus s i on i s t o show

how t he government at t empted to control media i n t he same way

t hat i t control led l i t e r a t ur e and i t i s my i nte nti on to highlight

how both print a nd e l e c troni c media we re used in order t o af f ect

public opinion a nd to discredit t he opposi tion. The South

Africa n government a nd the SADf provided f unds and technical

assistance for numerous t e l e vi s i on and film p r oduc t i ons. The

object of t hi s initiative wa s to ensure t hat pro j ects we r e
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developed that presented Sou th Af r ica i n a pos i t ive wa y and t ha t

convinced South Afr i c ans of the need f or mi l i tary servi ce a nd t he

importance of mi l itar y operations. II Thus a f i l m l i ke BaCk to

Freedom, made in col labor a tion wi t h UNI TA f or ces , li r e lie d

heavi ly on a nti -Cuban a nd Rus s ian me s s ages, wh i le t he television

serial, Reece , a i r ed on the South Af r i can Broadcasting

Cor por a t i on (SABe ), glamori zed wa r a nd the heroic acts o f membe r s

of the SADf. Victori a Brittain, i n Hidde n Li ve s , Hidden De aths ,

also points out t hat South Afr i ca n t adi o t r ansmi tters we re used

to broadcast information al lover Southe rn Afr i ca . The s c ope o f

these br oadcas t s was varied but the int ent ion was t o present

South Af r i ca in a compl i me ntary light :

. .. po wer fu l Sout h Afri can r adio transmitters have been
us ed to bombard loca l popu lat i ons wi t h lies. Ra di o
Trut h fo r the Zimbabwe d i s s idents , Voice of Free Afr i ca
for MN R,20 Voi ce of the BLa c k Coc ke rel for UNITA,
regularl y retai l s tories of battle s , government deaths
and d i p l omatic s upport f or the r ebe l s, whi c h are
d r eamed up i n South Africa • . . . There i s frequent
fa vourabl e r e f erence t o South Africa , Israel and the
Unite d States and equa l l y freque nt condemna t ion of
Soviet pol i c ies .. . {1990 : 122) .

Perhaps the mos t profound e xample of the wa y in whi c h t he

South African government sought to control and mani pul a t e t he

media wa s the Mulderga te affa i r dur i ng t he 1970s . The seance I

exposed how t he government ha d set up or had t a ke n over a s e ri es

of pub l i c a tions and media out lets , inclUdi ng ne wspape rs,

photograph a genc ies and trave l magaz ine s, bot h nationally and

inte r nationally . The Citi zen ne wspape r, ba s e d i n Johannesburg ,

wa s secretl y f unded by the gove r nment, and the blac k ma ga zine s

Hit and Pace were started with fu nds provided b y the I nf or ma t i on
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department. Hortors, a South Af r i ca n publishing and pr int ing

company, r eceived large amounts of money f rom this department, a s

did Val iant Publishers , News Photo Agency and Af r ipix . the Sout h

Af r i can government us ed a frontman, John McGo f f , in o r der t o

purchase The Sacramento Union, a daily pa per in Cali forn ia. and a

control ling interes t in the United Press Internationa l Te levision

News , London . The government also fi nanced a ta keove r o f the

Morgan Grampion Publishi ng Group i n Britain and La Nouve l l e

Societe de l a Pr ess e i n France. ll

Wh y did the Sout h Afri ca n government go to t he l e ngth of

acquiring and controll ing newspape r s and pUblishing companies?

The only r a tional a nswer i n t hi s c ase is because they r ec ogni zed

t he power o f medi a an d lite rature and the way i n wh i ch approving

stor ies about South Af r i ca might a f f e c t internationa l opinion an d

f or e i gn i nve s t ment. My discuss i on earlie r has revea led how the

gove rnment a t tempted to supp r ess i nfo r mat i on a bout pol i t i c a l

prisoners and human r ight s ' a bus e s . The mani pu lat ion o f media

and lit era t ure allowed the government to continue to deny

allegations a nd to create a climate in whi c h it wa s po s s ibl e to

control pub lic op inion a nd international confidence in South

Af rica. Secrecy and collabo r at ion were s ecured and guaranteed .

Consequently , it is no surpri se that prisoners were

subj ected to a constant flow o f bi a s ed i n f or mat i on . In My Fight

Against Aparthe id, Mi chael Dinga ke, imprisoned on Robben I sland

for f ifteen yea r s, s ays t hat government -sponsored publ i cations

were often del i vered to t he pri soners i n censored form;l2 and,

i n Robben Isla nd He l l-Ho le, Dlamini, a po litical pr isoner who

spent t wo ye a rs on t he Isla nd , s peaks about t he o ff icial choice

of l iteratur e as wel l a s of films in prison:
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There had been a lot of speculation on the type of
films to be shown. The ma j or i t y view is that they are
go i ng to be films on t he Bantustans and i ts leaders
... . They a re going t o be d rummed r epeatedly into our
heads until we thin k, spea k and dream only about
Bantustans. Since mid-1964, they have be en busy
feeding us with t he monthly government propaganda
organs l ike Bantu printed in English whi c h is rea lly
for the Bantust ans (nd :176).

Since the South African government was we l l versed in the

way in which to manipulate media and , perhaps because i t feared

subversion, it f ol l ows that i ts members wou ld a lso hamper the

release of any litera tur e about prisons in South Af rica . Books

wr i t ten by South Af rican po l iti c a l pr i s one r s challenged

Nationalist policy by counteracting the si lence and

disinformation produced by t he gove rnment a nd we re accordingly

banned in South Afr i ca for decades. They wer e , nevertheless,

pUblishe d ove rseas and helped to reinforce t he internationa l

appeal f or an end to apa rthe id. Now wide l y available in Sou th

Africa, such pri son works p rovide evidence about a time in South

African history that needs to be evaluated . By piecing together

snippet s of information it is possible to bui ld up a picture of

the way i n whi ch t he pri son system operated a nd the manner in

whi ch polit ica l pr isoner s wer e t r eated . In the chapters that

follow, I i ntend to pay a great deal of a ttention to their

t r ea tme nt but, at this point, i n order t o show the diverse

responses to impr i s onme nt , I should like t o focus on the factors

that motiva t e prisoners t o wr ite.

Owing t o the t raumatic na t ure o f any political pr i s on­

situat ion, i t is ext remely dif ficul t for such prisoners to come

to terms with their confinement. To wr i t e about the ordeal is
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perhaps one wa y of dealing wi t h the experience, although re living

the pa i n of internment is difficult. Wr i t i ng ha s a cathartic

e ff ec t, however, allowing the wr iter an emotional release. Trade

unionist, Mas hini n i r e ca l l s in Strikes Have Followed Me Al l My

Life that wh i l e s he wou l d have 'li ked t o forget' certain ' ve r y

painful mome nt s ' i n her past and in he r present, she found 'that

putting on paper some of t he se terrible times wa s therapeutic',

and that if she could live he r li fe once again , she woul d

' willingly fo llow t he s ame pa th ' (l991: xvii).

The need for r eaffirma tion is anothe r motivating factor,

since it a llows a wri t e r t o place a pr i s on exper ience in a l a r ge r

context. Political activist, Zwelon ke , ma i nta ins in Robbe n

Island that wri ting hi s book fill ed him wi t h a s ense of

nostalgia, no t for p rison , but for the individual he had become:

' I am pr oud of the man on Robben Is land. He r ejected a slave­

li fe. He c hose to fight ' (1989 : 2) . For some, wri t i ng about

imprisonment i s logical and inevitable. Poet , Mongane Serote , in

Soweto Poetry , a ff i r ms that ni ne mont hs of solita ry confinement

affected him to the point where his writing woul d always be

linked to a nd influe nce d by hi s prison experience : 'i f I was

going to continue wr i t i ng , t he r e wa s no way I could go on as if J

wa s not aware that t he r e i s solit ary confinement , torture and

death . .. . J could not i gnor e the f ac t t hat t he interes ts of the

oppressed [were } de fined in te r ms of i mpri s onment , boycotts and

s tri kes' (Chapman ed. 1982:113) .

Many pr i s one r s ca nnot f or get what they have endured and must

wr i t e in orde r to i nform ot he rs about the way in whi c h t he system

operates . These prisone rs want t o r emember and t he n to s hare the

experience to ens ure t ha t people wi l l ne ve r forge t a n important
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part of their history . This i ntent i on is r e vea led by Mos i uoa

Pat ric k (Te r r o r) Le kota, who spent six ye a r s on Robben Is land.

I n Pr ison Lette rs to a Daughter , he a sks his daughter , Tjhabi, to

promise to s hare his letters:

You must promise me t ha t you wi l l share these letters
wit h other chi ldren and people of our country . You
s e e , you are not t he only pe rson who want s to know why
I and other pe ople were put i n prison and a r e st i l l
bei ng i mprisoned by t hi s gove rnme nt . . . .

Wi l l you t hen s t a r t by s hari ng this l etter with your
brothe r and sis ter , companions a nd schoo l mate s ? And as
you grow olde r help othe r people understand wha t I am
about to say t o you ? It is the trea sure o f the peop l e
of ou r beautiful countr y - Sout h Afric a. Preserve i t ,
my child, and ca r e fu l ly pass it on to those who wi l l
grow up clutching t he hem a nd pleats of your s kirts
(19 91: 11-12).

Linked to t he des ire t o remember a nd t o share the Sout h

Af r i can e xperie nce was the motivat ion to remi nd the reader of t he

prisoners who r emained i n prison.

prisoners in hi s dedic ation i n Bandiet and

many politi cal

exampl e, c i t es Bram Fische r , Joc k Strachan

Lewin , for

and othe r politica l

ot her prison accounts

contain portrait s of people l ike Nelson Mande la, Rober t Sobu kwe

and Govan Mbeki , so pr ov i d i ng insights i nto t he c haracters of

individuals who played an i mpor t a nt r ole i n shapi ng South Afr i can

history. Dinga ke 's c omments on Mbeki are an e xample o f t hi s :

I would mi ss Gova n ' Zizi' Mbeki. We cal led ea ch
othe r 'swaer' (brothe r - in- l aw), I don't know why, but
t hat 's how i t was, ' brot her-i n- l aw' . Zizi, the mos t
senior (a ge- wi se) o f our sec t i on, be lied his age by
'befriending' t he yout h a nd participating in t heir
fr olicsome games, monopo ly and l udo . Always f ul l o f
be ans, Zi zi (1987 : 230) .
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As mentioned, one of the reasons for wr i t i ng is t o divulge

i nf orma t i on about the prison system, and ye t the e xtract ion of

information from pris one r s t hemselves is wha t c haracterizes the

detention process. While the prisoner is const antly coerced into

ma ki ng a statement, particularly when t ol d t hat cOlleagues have

co-operated, t he ove r whelming response is to remain silent. Whe n

released, t he desire to r ecount the ordeal provides a sense of

relief a nd ye t t he prisoner remains c autious in order to protect

prisoners who remain inside. Breytenbach confirms this dilemma

i n The True Confessions of an Albi no Terrorist :

In some i ns t a nc e s I have used the real names of
people involved, mainly because i t would have served no
pur pos e to camoufl age t hem. In many other cases I ha ve
modi fi ed or rep lac ed the names - but be hi nd every name
there' s a r e a l pers on , a nd you may rest a s s ured that
the peopl e concerned wi ll r e cogni se t hemselves
{1984b : 308} .

Mot i va t e d by the desi re to d i s c l o s e information and ye t

restrained b y t he probl ems o f s e lf- cens or s hip , the wr i t e r is

placed in a n awkward pos ition. For Lewin, t he situation wa s

f ur t he r compl icat ed b y his belief that wr i t i ng about the

exper i ence might f lat t er t hos e who had been in charge of meting

out his puni s hment: ' I hesitate to wr i t e a nyt hi ng about what I

have e xpe ri enced - not because it wor r i e s me , nor be ca us e I

thin k i t unimp ortant , but becaus e it may give satisfaction to men

li ke Auc amp a nd Swanepoe l. They a re the sort of men who wield

power in South Afr i c a t oda y and t hey are men who li ke hearing

about t hemsel ves ' (197 6:14).

Some po l i t i ca l p r i sone r s have suggested tlat their reason

for wri t i ng goes beyond t el l i ng a personal story , ext ending t o



t he i nclusion o f a collective concern t hat highlights the

problems fac i ng " 0 entire group . "e i ntention '0 place "
pers ona l situation withi n " group context a l l ows <he po litical

prison account '0 functi on 0 0 eve levels . Thu s, <he • I • becomes

' we' ; the p risoner becomes e ve ry a f f l i c t e d man or e very tortured

woman . Pastor of t he Evange lical Lutheran Church in Southe rn

Af r i ca, Tshenuwani Si mon Fari sani , expl ains this in Diary From a

South Afr ican Prison :

In one smal l s ense t his i s a per s ona l s tory, but in
a not her wide r, more r ea l ist i c sens e it is South
Afr i ca 's t ragi c s tory . •. . I t is not my i nt ent i on to
c reate a mart yr out of one who spent only 442 days in
f our detentions. Many othe r s ha ve be en held
l onge r • . .•This i s our experience: our oppression , our
tortur e , our suff e r i ng . Our death . Our hope. Our
inevitable victory. Our f reedom ll98 8a : 81.

Prisone rs ' s t or ies whi l e d istinc t a nd varied are t he re f o r e

capable of art i cu lat ing a broader conce rn and it i s when a wr i te r

admits that hi s or her prison e xperience i s not unique that i ts

wi de r significa nc e becomes apparent. Dlamini confirms this

point :

We had represented man i n hi s struggle against t yrann y ,
opp r ession a nd e xp l oitat i on just as other men had done
s ince time i mmemorial ; and we l e ft others to continue
t he s t ruggle unt i l such t i me that peopl e shall live in
brothe r hood in South Afr i ca irrespect ive of t he i r
colour, race or rel igi on lnd : l 97) .

The assoc iat i on of t he i ndividual wi t h the collect ive pl ight

ser ves to lin k. t he wor l ds i nside and outside t he prison. Prison

becomes a mi crocosm fo r South Af rica: t he condi t ions in prison,

includi ng t he segregation and t he treatment o f p risone r s , a r e an

extensi on of t he pol icy o f apart hei d. Lewin draws a t t ent i on to
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this connection in Sandiet: ' I t confi r med my view of Centra l as

a mi r r or of the out s ide Sout h Af r i can societ y: a r ot ten regime,

devoi d o f moral jus tifica t i on , ma inta ining cont rol through deceit

and double-dealing, and, in the process, befou l i ng e ve r yone'

(1976 : 17 6-177) . First , i n 117 Da ys, menti ons the same point ,

which she r ega rds a s a n illust r ati on o f t he absurdity o f the

policy o f a part he id . He ld at Ma r s ha l l Squa r e pol i ce s t a t i on, she

notes how a s 'a prisoner ', s he wa s ' hel d under top s ecur i t y

conditions , wa s forbidden boo ks, vi si tors, c ont act wi t h any other

pr isoner' . Li ke 'any white South Af r i ca n Madam', howe ve r, she

'sat i n bed each morning, and Af r i ca ns di d t he c leani ng for t he

~missus'" (1 982 : 37) .

Ultimatel y , though, prisoners wr i t e as a f orm of

res Ls t ancecP I n pri son t he y wr i te because t hey are denied

acces s to wri t ing materials and the c overt wr it ing or memorizing

of a poem becomes an ac t o f defiance . Prisoners wr i te us ing

what e ver ma ter ials a r e a t t heir d i s posal . including pins , ma tch

stic ks and toilet paper, a nd t hey hide t he i r wo r k in order to

protect i t f r om t he aut hor i t ies . Sac hs was s o f r us tra t e d by

havi ng t o wr i t e wi t h a s l i ce of che e s e a nd a f i shbone , during hi s

168 days of sol itary con f i neme nt , t ha t he t ook t he ma t t e r to

cour t a ski ng that he be gra nted t he s ame privileges as awaiting­

t rial pr isoners, notably t he r i ght to exerc i se and to receive

reading and wr i ting material s." Sachs was one o f the f ew

prisoners who won his appeal, a l though Sr eyte nbach was a l l owe d to

wr i te but not t o Show his wor k t o anot her pe r s on , whether

prisoner or wa rde r .

On r e l e a s e , prisoners oft en seek publ i cati on o f ma ter i a l

pr oduced in prison in order to r esist t he s ystem that interned
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t hem. In hi s Preface to The J ail Dia ry of Albi e Sochs , secns

t ell s how he 'wr ote . . . b y hand, rapidly, in sec ret , ond re lied on

f r iends to hove [his mo t e r ial ) t yped It WoS 0 bitter per iod,

and writi ng wos more t hon 0 r e leose I t wos the only j oyous

activity (he) could manage, an i ntimate fo r m o f clandestine

res istance ' (199D :np) . Alexande r associates r esistance wi t h t he

exposur e o f conditions in pri son :

It wos on unspo ken inj unct i on unders t ood by all
prisone rs who were rel e a s ed f rom t he i s l and t ha t one of
the most i mpor t an t c ontribut ions t hey could rnoke to the
wel l -bei ng o f t hose t hey left beh ind wa s to let in the
l i ght of pUbl ic scrutiny on the going s - on in t hot
pr ison. We knew thot t he ~vi le deeds" of the prison
a uthor i t ies coul d no t wi ths tand t he l ight of day . Any
e xposure , no motter how mil d, wou l d have the effect of
(at l e ast temporari l y ) re ining t hem in a nd thus 90 i n i ng
metaphorico l l y (and in some ca s e s literolly) a l ea s e on
li f e for the i nmat es (1994:vii) .

Fa r isani ' s opposit i on t a ke s t he form o f a challenge. His

rej ection of off i c ial doc tri ne suggests t he pres e nce of

'overwhelming evidence of torture [t hat) ha s been amassed by

former de t a i nees and by tria lists , by t he church , and by

pol i t i ca l, l awye r s ' , medica l , and other human- r i ghts gr oup s' .

Unfo rtunatel y , however, 'all o f thi s .. • [was) r out i ne l y br us he d

aside by t he Sout h Afr i can government and judiciary a s ~communist

propaganda , a n evil c r usade , a tot al onslaught to di s c r edi t and

destabili ze our good gove rnment , our Christion s oc iet y,

democracy, Western civilization, and t he capi talist e cc ncmy"

(1988a : 7) . Zwelonke 's r esi stance , a s e xpressed in Robben Isl and ,

stems from his sense o f f r ustrat i on a t the irrationality of the

poli t ica l system in South Af r ica:
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If you do admi r e the work o f a fr ee mind , why do you
restra i n the mi nd of the bl a ck man i n South Af r i ca ?
You give it inferior institutes o f l e a r ni ng . You
brainwash it to ac cept apartheid , the ma ch i ne r y of i ts
own des t ruction. You loc k i t up on Robben Is land .

This is a hell of a frustra tion. I had decided to
bar my mouth from telling the story of the p lace. But
I am going to wr i t e about it; it is easie r t ha t wa y .
It has bee n a closed book , and now I am ope ning it
(1 989 :3) .

What is evide nt from my d iscus s i on i s that these account s

are cha racteri zed by the need to kee p the s piri t of defiance

al ive in order to maintain the struggle wi t hin and wi t hout South

Af r i ca . As acts of defiance , wr i t ings about the prison­

experience by South Af r i can pol i t i ca l prisoners , who we r e

imprisoned beca use of thei r opposition to t he policy of

apartheid , contain overt political comme ntary. I n dedicating

his Robben I s l and Hell -Hole to Rober t Sobukwe and a ll Aza nian

pat r iots, Dl ami ni f ocus e s on the fi ght f or fre edom: 't he

struggle ... i s no t li ke a coat wh i ch you can put on whe n it i s

cold and r emove whe n it is hot. You must cont inue wi t h t he wor k

outsi de from whe re you l e ft o ff. The r e is no ho liday in t he

struggle. A revolut i onary neve r rests . And remember our peopl e

are being killed - dying day i n a nd day out' (nd: 195 ) .

In the I nt r oduc t ion to Joe Slovo's autobiography The

Unfinished Autobiog r aphy , Helena Dol ny a dmits that Slovo agreed

to wri t e the book beca use he wa nt ed to ' e xpress his vi ews on s ome

of t he more s e nsitive pol i t i ca l issues ' (1996 : xvii l and i n The

True Confessions of an Albino Terrorist, Breyt enbach concedes

tha t his mot iva tion for wr iti ng t he boo k wa s to produce ' a
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political t e xt' - ' i f it t urne d out to be more " l i t e r a r yN than

expected it can only be because I couldn't help i t ' (198 4b :309 ) .

In t he Pre fac e to Firs t ' s 117 Da ys, Rona ld Segal mentions

that, based on t he political value t ha t a book woul d have, he

persuaded he r t o record her exper i ence s of life in prison: and

Sachs articul ates the specific intention for Island in Chai ns,

co-written wi t h Na i doo : ' our obj ective wa s to convey the meaning

of Robben Island t hrough t he expe r i ence s of one prisoner t old

extensively and concretely' .2 ~ The y hoped t hat 'ea ch reader

(woul d ] be stirred b y the story it tells i nto thinking about the

contribution he or s he [could] make to t he closing down of the

Island pr ison, [and) the re l e a se o f a ll po l i t i ca l p risoners in

South Africa ' (1 982:278) .

The funct ion of Mas hi nin i ' s Stri kes Have Followed Me Al l My

Life is to ' ser ve a s a living memor y of the evil of the apartheid

regime ' (19 91:110). Colin Bund y' s i ntroduction to Govan Mbe ki's

Le a r ni ng From Robben I sla nd s ummarizes the purpose of Mbeki ' s

prison wr i t i ngs:

.. . t he le ssons f rom Robben I s l and gathered in this
publication - o f f er t o historians and political
scientists valuable raw material for any study of t he
i deas and i deol ogy o f the ANC- SACP alliance. They
provide activi sts with 11 disti llation o f p ractical
l essons about politica l organisat ion, learned in the
most t esting conditions •. . . they are pages in a truly
international literature - a r e c or d throughout the ages
o f the cre a tivity a nd indomitability of pe ople
i mprisoned f or their be l i e f s . These p rison essays mark
a victory in the continuing cont est betwee n the pe n a nd
the s wor d (19 91: xxi x).

Wha t is significant about Lea r n i ng From Ro bben Island is that its

e s says were pr oduced in pr i s on as pa r t of a syllabus de s i gned by

30



the ANC to educate prisoners on Robben Island . The result s we r e

encouraging , a s Mbeki recalls :

We t ook people f rom t he l owes t l e vel, who came to the
I s l a nd i ll i t e ra t e , e ne they had t o be taught. I
r emember one group I hod - I started with t hem when
t hey were illiterate - started them up. And by the
time t hey l e f t Robbe n Island they we r e able to write
l etters home . ... And t hey spoke English. And, so we did
that. Mo s t people when t hey came to Robben Island we r e
at about t he JC [St a nda r d 8J leve l, and by t he time
they left they we r e doing degr ees and things li ke that
(1991 : xx ) .

Prison became a place of l earning, a p lace wher e p risoners

could hone thei r s kills in pr epara tion f o r a new South Africa .

This is a poi nt I s hal l examine in s ome det a il in t he chapters

t hat fo llow, s ince i t i s my i nte nt ion to demonstrate that,

notwithstanding the Nat i onal i s t government 'S a ttempt s to silence

the opposition, imp r i s onmen t and t he li ke s erved, if a nything, t o

empower political p r i s oner s a nd to strengthen r e s o l ve and

determination . J e nki n , in the work me nt i oned , describes t his

process o f re-educot i on in pr i s on :

The r e i s no way that pol i t i ca l i mprisonment can
s erve to rehabilitate a polit i ca l prisoner . For a
political prisoner 'rehabi li t a tion ' means r e-educat ion
and in Sout h Afr i ca th is means adopt i ng the ideology of
aparthe id - ha r dl y li kely e ven for a p r isone r broken by
the e xper ience. Had t he autho ritie s ot tempte d to
'reha bi l i t ate ' p risone rs it woul d have bee n res isted
wi t h everythi ng at t he prisoners ' dispos al. They knew
this a nd it is for t his r eason t hey did not t r y t he i r
hand a t i t . All they could hope for i s that the
exper ience wou ld se r ve to mel l ow t he prisoners or sap
thei r resolve to fi ght apartheid when t he y get out. It
usually did t he opposite (1987 : 116- 117) .
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In t he light of the above , it is obvious that i mpr i s onme nt

had a posi t ive impact on sOme politica l prisoners, despi te the

harsh condi t ions the y e ndured. I bel ieve, t oo , tha t one o f t he

rea sons why t he e xperience had such imp l i cations wa s because

i mpri s onme nt provided an opportunity t o spend t ime wi t h people

li k.e Ma ndela, Si sul u and Fi s c her. Blac k. Conscious ne s s l eader,

Se t h Ma zi buk o , says i n Mande l a, Tambo, and the Af r i ca n National

Congr ess t ha t he is gr a t e f ul that he wa s sent to Robben I sl and

because his life c hange d a f t er he met Ma ndela:

I consider t he Boer sending me t o 'The I sla nd ' a n
honor. Wha t i t did f or me! How I changed! Al l
because I me t Nel son Mande l a a nd learned f r om him and
the others. I had been brought up to be l i eve t ha t
Ma nde la wa s a n a ni mal . Our parents taught us : ' Don 't
get involved in po l i t i c s beca use you'll e nd up a
t errorist and go to prison l i ke t ha t Mande la.' But how
I learned (J ohns and Davis eds 1991 :159).

Prison became a t r a i n i ng g round for f uture leaders and

ironi cally , the South African government provided t he t ool s that

str e ngt he ned t he opposition. ' So wha t wa s the pur pos e o f thi s

i mpri sonme nt ? ' , as ks Ebrah im Ebrahim, who wa s sentenced to t wenty

ye a r s on Robben I s land:

It wa s not a deterrent - it became a s chool of
revo l ut i on . It ha rdened you , it made you more
conscious , it matured you. People c ame i n wi t h a lor
of funny ideas, but when they left pr i s on they we r e i n
a pos i t i on to give leadership and d i rect i on to t he
struggle. As more a nd more people returned from the
I s l and , the whole struggle wa s s t rengthened (Fr e de r i ks e
1990 :13 3) .

The threat of banning, de t ention, torture a nd impr isonment d id

not succeed in rein fo rcing Na t i ona li s t policy. Similarly, t he

government's enforcement of a code of silence r egarding t he
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treatment a nd internme nt of polit ical p risone rs and its

censorship of literature , j our nals a nd newspapers did no t achieve

the des ired e ffec t; no r did an e laborat e and costly p ropaganda

campa ign manage t o uphold t he policy of apartheid indefi n i tel y.

At t hi s poi nt in t he discussion , it i s nece ssary t o e xamine

this c laim i n re l at ion t o one of the aims o f t his s tudy, which is

t o demonstrate that South African po l i tical prison-wr i t ing i s a s

much about the powe r of the prisoner as i t is about the power of

the prison system a nd , by i nference, the South Af rican

gove rnme nt. I n order to investigate t he wa y i n whic h power

operates i n soci ety , I s hall refer to the work o f Foucaul t , one

of t he most important French philosoph e r s of t he t wentieth

century . I ndee d , Lawrence Kri trman , in the I ntroduct ion t o

Michel Foucault; Politics, Philosophy , Culture, claims t ha t 'no

other t hinker in r ecent history • . . so dramatically influenced the

fields of history , phil os oph y, l iteratur e and l i t e r a r y t heo r y ,

the socia l sciences, e ven medicine' (1990 ; vi x) .

I pl a n , in this section , to f ocus on Foucault 's definitive

resea r c h on the sub ject of imp risonment and I shall pay

part icular attention to his critical observations on t he t opi c s

of exc l us i on , del inquency , surveillance, discipline, ' the

ca r c e r al ' , knowle dg e and power. Furthe rmore , I intend, where

releva nt, to r e late my commenta ry to the system of poli t i ca l

i mpri s onme nt in South Afr i c a . Be f ore embarking on t h i s

discussion , however , it is useful to provide a brie f out l i ne of

Foucault's background in o rder to establiSh the events and

e xperiences t hat i nfor med hi s wr i t ing.

Born in Poi tie rs, France , i n 192 6, Foucaul t r eceived t he

l i cenc e de philosophie in 19 48 , t he licence de psychologie in
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1949 and t he agn i ga t i on de phi losophie in 1952. He s ubsequent l y

earned the Dipl6me de psycho-~thologie in 1952 and wa s awarded

his Doct ora t es lettres in 1961, wr i t i ng a t hesi s entit l ed

Hi s t or i e de la Fol ie ii l ' J ge Cla s s i que . Foucault produce d an

eclect i c body o f work on sub jects ranging from c l i nica l medi c i ne

and ins anity to impr isonment and sexuali ty. Some of his t i t les

incl ude The Archaeology of Knowl edge and the Discourse o f

Langua ge, The Birth of the Cl in i c, Madness and Civil i zation a nd

The History of Sexuality. He combined academic pursui ts with a n

act i ve po litical career and wa s one of the founders o f the Group

d'in.torma tion sur les p risions (GI P) . The o r ga ni zati on

investigated pri son conditions in Fra nc e a nd aimed to incr e a s e

public evarene ee t hr ough a eeri es of p r ot e s t r a l lies. Foucaul t

a lso f e r ve ntl y supported t he Solidarity movement in Poland, wrot e

artic les for an I t a li an ne wspaper on the revolution in I r an and

demonstrated aga i n.l5 t General Franco's e xecution of mil i tant s in

Spa in .

Whi le Fouc a ul t prefer red not to identify his poli tical

pos i tion , he conceded in a conversat i on wi th Paul Rainbow,

entitled 'Polemics, Pol i t ics, and Pr oblemi zat i ons : An

I nte r v i ew' , that he had been 'situat ed i n most o f the squares on

t he polit ical chec kerboard, one a f t er another and s omet i mes

s imul taneously: as an anarch ist, leftist , ostent at i ous or

disguised Ma rxi s t , nihilist, expl ici t or secret anti-Marxist ,

technocrat in t he servi ce of Ga ullism, new l ibe ral e t c' (Rainbow

ed.198 4:383 ).

When considering South African poli tics in general and

polit ica l impri.l5onment in pa r t i c ular , i t i s imperat ive t o ref e r



to one of Fouc a ult' s ma j o r conce rns - exclusion . I n his boo k,

Madne s s and Civi lization , Foucault observes that the insane

repl aced t he leper a s t he princi pa l person e xcluded from society .

'Leprosy d isappeared, t he leper vanished', Foucaul t e xpla ins, but

t he ' s truc t ur e s r emai ned'. Fre quently, Foucaul t cont inues, t he

methods of 'exc l usion woul d be repeated, s trangely s imi lar t wo or

t hr e e centu ries l a t e r ' . As a r e s u l t , 'poor vagabonds, cri minal s ,

and "deranged minds" woul d ta ke t he part played by t he l epe r '

(1 988 :7).

Foucault s ustains t his line of t hought in Di s c i pl ine a nd

Punish,l6 whe n he s uggests t ha t the c riminal, li ke the l e per and

the madman, is isolated from society. Labelled as a 'de linquent '

and i nc arcerated in pr i s on , t he crimina l is cut of f from t he

outSide world , i n much t he s ame way as t he madman i s ma r ked and

imprisoned in a n asylum. 27 Similarly , in The History of

Sexual ity , Foucault argues that society b rands and e xcludes any

individual who is conside red sexually devia nt:

On the list of gr ave sins, and separated only by t heir
relative importance, there appeared deba uc he ry
(e xtr ama r i t al relations ), adultery, rape, spirit ua l or
carna l incest, but a lso s odomy, or the mutua l "caress".
As to the courts , t hey could condemn homosexuali ty as
we l l as infidelity , ma r r i a ge wi t hout parenta l consent,
or be s t i ali t y. What was t a ken int o account in the
civil a nd religious jurisdict ions a l ike wa s a general
unlawful nes s . Doubtless acts "ccrrt r a.r y to na t ure- we r e
stampe d as e s pecia l l y abominable, but t he y we r e
per ceived simply as an e xtreme f orm of acts ~ against

the 1aw~ ( l 990 : 38 ) .

I t is important to note the close correlation between

Foucault's concept of exc l us i on a nd E1leke Boehmer's de f i ni t i on

of the term 'other ness ', one of the de f i n i ng f eatures of post -
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colonia l l itera ry criticism. I n her boo k Colonia l and

Postcolon ia l Li t e r a t ur e , Boehmer maintains that colonized peopl e

were r e garded as '~primitives" , inferior t o Europeans' and that

thi s representation wa s built on 'the powe r f ul strategies of

exc l us ion and repression' (1995 : 80} . Boehmer asserts a s well

t hat 'the naming of other peop les - as ir rational, ba rbar ian,

Indian, animal -l ike - wa s simultaneous ly an act of evaluat ion,

us ua lly o f downgrading ' (1 995 : 80) . In The Colonizer a nd t he

Colonized , Albe rt Memmi ma ke s a simila r po i nt when he observes

t ha t the very existence of the coloni zer r e quired that a negat ive

'image of t he coloni ze d be suggest ed '. He implies as we ll tha t

these images bec ame 'excus e s wi t hout whi c h the p resence and

conduct of a coloni zer ..• woul d s eem shoc king ' (1 991 : 79) . ~'

The s imi larit i es between t he attitudes towards the l epe r ,

t he ma dma n and the delinquent , and t he l abell i ng of the coloni~ed

people are clearly a pparent . This concept of 'otherness' i s

r e levant to my study for a number of r easons . In one respect,

the system of apa rthe i d e ns ured t hat the di fferent rac ial groups

i n South Afri ca we r e completely segregated. Laws such as t he

Popul a tion Registration Ac t of 1950 c lass i fi ed t he populat ion

according t o race. As Helen Su zman point edly observes in her

aut obi ogr aphy, In No Uncertain Terms , a whi t e person was def ined

as a person who 'in a ppearance obviously is a whi te person and

who i s not ge nerally accepted a s a Co l o r ed person' or who , as an

i nd i v i dual, is 'general ly accepted as a whi t e person and is not

in appearance obviously not a wh i te person' (1993 : 99) .

South Afr i can government of ficials f r eque ntly referred to

the inf eriority of the ma j ori t y of Sou th Afr icans as wel l .

Hendri k Verwoerd , t he Mi ni s te r of Na t i ve Af fa irs , ~~ f or ins t a nc e ,
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introd~ced the Bantu Education Act, by asserting t hat , a s

inferior beings , blac k So~th Africans woul d be deprived of

certain opportunities, because 'in terms of the government plan

t he r e i s no pl a c e fo r the Bantu in t he European communi t y a bove

certain f or ms of labour •.. [. ]the Bantu must not be lieve that he

wi ll gra ze on t he green pastures of the white man' (Govan Mbeki

1996: 22 ) . In The Mind of SOUth Africa, Allister Sparks notes

t ha t the 'stereotypical image of the black African - as s t upid

and feckless, mildly dishonest but generally good-natured, a

child dependent on whites for guidance' (1991 : 215) - contributed

t owa r ds the e rec t i on of physical a nd psychological barriers whi c h

separated South Africans from each other.

As noted, the South African government effective ly i sol a t ed

most political opponents as we l l. Li ke lepers, people who

disagreed wi t h the pol icy of apartheid we r e l abe l l e d as

communists, and l e gi s l a t i on such as the Suppression of Communi sm

Act, whi c h I discussed at the beginning of the chapter, made it

illega l to be a communist or a member of a communist

or gani za tion . I t i s necessary to mention here, howe ve r , that t he

Act defined a communist as ' a person who professes t o be a

communist or who . •. is deemed by t he Governor-Genera l ... t o be a

commun i s t on the ground [s ic] that he is advocating .. •any o f t he

objects of communism' and as a pe r s on who i s aiming 'at br ing ing

about any political, industrial, social o r economic change in t he

country by unlawful acts' (Raux 1978:379-380 ). In addit ion, a ll

t hos e regarded as subversives we r e isolated from the South

African pub l i c through measures such as house arrest , forced

exile, banishment and imprisonment, procedures that I have

already considered at some length.
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I n Madnes s and Ci vil i zation , foucau l t ma kes anot her

i mpor tant point about t he wa y i n whi c h peopl e a re expe l l ed from

society , linking the e xc l usion o f t he madman wi t h people' s 'fea r

and anxi ety '. He e xp lains t hat in the e ight eent h c entury , peopl e

were 'in d read o f a mysterious d i s e a s e t hat spr e ad, i t wa s said,

f rom the houses of confinement and woul d s oon threaten the

f ea r of those inside

t hat t hrough

confined f o r r e a s ons

Not only we r e peop l e i n

drea de d t he pos s i b i l ity

mi ght be c lassified and

cities ' (1988 : 202 ) .

the asylum, but they

i nf e ct i on t hey , too,

of insanity.

The South Af r i can government us ed f e a r and intimidation t o

convince t he majori t y of South Af r i c ans that i f s us pec t ed of a ny

wr ongdoi ng, imp r i s onment and a l l it ent ailed were a certainty.

Communi sts a nd t e r rori s t s, t hos e whom the gover nment deliberately

sought to e xclude f rom t he gene ral population , wer e portra ye d as

a ma jor t hr eat to t he s e curi t y and t he we l l - be i ng o f a l l

c i tize ns . 3o In her book, South Af rica: A Different Kind of Wa r ,

Frede ri ks e il lustrate s t h i s po i nt when she r e l a tes how South

Afr i cans we r e brainwa shed into believing that the communist

onslaught wa s i mminent. She repo r t s that it wa s common for

students , at t e nding veld s chool , 31 to rece ive t he f o l l owi ng

l ecture :

The c ommunist s ays, ' Give me a c hild be t we en 0 and 6
and I wi l l wi n t he wa r' . They a r e not in a hurry ­
they want t he whole wor l d and t hey won ' t s top anywhere .
The i nsur ge nts wil l t ry to c reate c haos, as we s aw in
t he Sowet o r i ot s . The y we r e part of a communist
onslaught . • . . The so-called free dom fighters on our
bo rde r s are not f i ght i ng f or f r eedom, but f or
communi sm. Thi s can be seen in urban t e r rorism . I n
Soweto t he r e a r e hund r eds o f terrorists (1986 : 9) .
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The lecturer goes on to say t ha t i t wa s essentia l t o 'ma ke

us e of our superior knowledge to ou t wit the communist s. How do

we ge t this knowl edge ? List en to the r adio . Re a d a ll t he

papers .... We must be li ke David against t he Phil istine Gol iat h,

and South Afr ica wi l l triumph a gainst the Red Onsl aught'

(Fr e de r i ks e 1986: 9) . Wha t i s interesting a bout thi s address is

not on ly the distinction be tween good a nd evi l, between Civi lized

David and barbari c Gol i a t h , but t ha t knowl e dge is advoc a ted as a

way i n whi c h t o outmanoeuvre t he e nemy.

I intend t o r eturn to an exami na t i on of t he relationship

between knowledge and power a t a l ater s t age . At this j unct ur e ,

however , it is prudent t o conc e ntrat e on a sec ond topic f or

discuss ion - del i nquency - whi ch Foucault u s es i n a way that

needs expl a nat i on . As noted, he suggest s tha t the crimi nal i s

a l ways b randed a s a de l i nq ue nt b ut that 'delinquency i s f or t he

mos t pa rt p r oduced i n a nd b y an i nca rceration whi c h, ultima t e ly ,

prison perpet uates i n i t s tur n ' (301) . Whi l e Foucault de s c r i be s

de l i nquency a s ' a fo r m of ille ga l it y' or a t l e a s t , as having ' i t s

roots in illega l i ty', he argues that i t ' i s an i ll egalit y that

the ~carceral syst emN
, with a l l i ts r ami f i ca t i ons, has . .. e nc losed

i n a defini t e mi l ieu, and to wh i ch it has given an ins t rumenta l

role i n rel ation to t he ot her il l e gal i ties ' (277) . Acc or di ngly ,

he r egards t he 'delinquent' a s an ' i ns t i t ut i ona l product' (301)

and argues t hat prison ine vita bly produce s del i nquent s bec ause of

t he physical c ondi t i on s to whi c h the ma j or i t y of prisoners are

sub jecte d.

Foucaul t adds t o his di scussion on del inquenc y b y posing t he

question, ' why a nd how is t he prison cal led upon to part i c ipa te

i n the fabricat i on of a de l inquency that it is suppose d to
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combat? ' (278} . He a nswers by suggesting that t he forma t ion of a

delinquency has a numbe r of advantages. First, by isolat ing

of f ende r s and r emoving t hem from t he general popu la t i on , a

'swarming mass ' is turned into a 'smal l and enclosed group of

individua ls ' (278 ), on whom a per petual wa t c h can be k.ept . This

delinquency, Foucaul t determines, i s ' a polit ica lly or

economica lly less dangerous .. . f orm of il legality ' (277) be c ause

prisone rs , once isol ated f r om soci ety a nd under cons tant

surve i l l a nce , are easier t o cont rol a nd mani pul a te .

In the ca se o f South Afr i c a , under the apa r t he i d gove rnment ,

t his a r gument doe s no t always ho ld t r ue , de s pite t he a ut ho r i t i es'

attempt t o e xercise control. As I have s hown , po l i t i ca l

prisoners on Robben Island, f or e xample, made productive us e o f

their time i n pri s on and when r ele ase d, we r e de t e rmined to

continue t he fi ght fo r freedom a nd were e quipped wi t h t he sk.il ls

t o do so. As I shall demonstr a t e duri ng the course of this

t he s i s, t he presence of these i ndivi duals, committed to t he

struggle a gainst a partheid, had a significant effect on t he f i na l

pol itica l outcome that resulted i n the first, fu l l y democrat i c ,

national e lections in 1994 . Su r vei llance of these offenders

against t he government had not a ch i e ved a pol it ica l ly ' l e s s

dangerous . . • f o r m of i l legality' but had d i r e c t l y contributed to a

decisive po l i t i ca l solution to over forty ye ars of mino r i ty rule.

What Foucault s e es as a s econd adva ntage f or t he authori t ies

in relation to t hat whic h he terms 't he fab rication of

delinquency' i s , neverthe l ess, pa rticul arly r e l e vant to the South

Af r i can pr i s on system. Here I re f er to the us e of wha t he calls

'conc entrate d , supe rvised and disa rmed i llegality' in r e lat ion

' to othe r illegalit i es ' (278) . Non-pol i t i ca l prisoners, f or
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example, policed t hems e l ve s , as Natoo Babenia reca l l s in Memo irs

of a Saboteur . He comments t ha t the prisoners on Robben I s land

bad their 'own law of the j ungle ' and their 'own law courts , wi t h

a magistrate, prosec utor and defence l a wyers ' . Once a sentence

was passed in such a court, there wa s no appeal process , whethe r

tbe sentence was death or a 'blow t o t he head wi t h a mug filled

wi th sand' (1 995 : 13 4) . It wa s eas ier and safer to a l low non­

pol i ti cal prisoners to control t hems e l ve s and po litica l prisoners

as we l l . Babenia recol l ects t ha t politica l prisoners we r e

t er r i fi e d by the power accorded to non-pol i t ica l pr isoners by

prison authorities:

The c riminals s oon dri f ted i nt o sight , s izing us up.
They ambled bet ween us leering wi t h we a s e l e yes, the ir
shorts pulle d so far down their bums stuc k out. They
were l ooki ng for l.uities: wi ve s .... The Af rika ne r
wa r de r s r ejoiced a nd encouraged the c r i minals t o
i ndulge i n s odomy and taunt us' {l 995 :l25j .

Foucaul t i s of the opinion that a ny system of po l i c i ng whi ch

aims a t a permanent form of survei llance applies not only t o

thos e in prison but t o society a s a whol e. I n order t o clarify

thi s point , it is necessary to cons ider Foucault's c la im t hat

s urve illance not only ope r a t e s i n combinat ion wi t h the t e r m in

prison, but also a s a method of observa t ion used be fore and after

imprisonment. I ni t i a ll y , Foucault e xpla ins , 'po l ice surve i lla nc e

provides t he pr i s on wi t h offenders' who, once interned and in

cl os e contact wi t h other offenders , are converted 'into

del inquents, t he t argets and auxi liar ies o f pol i ce supervisions'

(282) . It follows t he n that there i s a direct relationship

between the wa y in whi ch delinquents are organized in prison and

the manner and ease wi t h whi ch they are supe rvised. Foucaul t



argues that , even when of f ende rs are rel eased , s urve i lla nc e wi l l

' send bac k a certain number of them to prison ' (2 82 ) . He

qua l ifies this statement by asserting t ha t the en l ist i ng of s p ie s

'and a l l t he resu l t s o f non -rehabil i tation (unemplo yment ,

prohibition s on res idence, enf orced residences, probation ) make

it a l l t oo easy fo r f or me r p r isoners' t o become rec idivi s t s (28 1-

282 ) .

In order to augment his discussion on the concept of

survei l lance, Fouc a ul t provides a de t a i l e d account o f Jer emy

Bentham's proposed Panopticon, a circular building wi t h a t owe r

i n t he ce nt r e . l1 The tower, Foucault e xpla ins, 'is p ierced wi t h

wi de wi ndows that ope n ont o t he i nne r s i de o f the r ing; t he

peripher ic buildi ng is di v i ded into cells , each o f wh i ch e xtends

the who l e wi dth of the building'. The cells have 'two wi ndows,

one on the inside, corresponding t o t he wi ndows of t he t ower ' ,

and one 'on t he outs ide', whi c h permi t s 'the l i ght t o cross the

cell f rom one end t o the othe r'. As a consequence of this

a r r angement , a ll that is necessary is to position 'a supervisor

in a ce nt r a l towe r and to shut up i n each cel l . . . a condemned man'

(200) .

The e nvisaged result of the Panopticon des ign is t hat t he

crowd is eradicated and repl aced by a gr oup of isolated

i ndi vi duals , on whom a task may be imposed. Furthe rmore , t he wa y

i n wh i c h the fa c i l i t y is ma na ged ensures that the prisoner ' i s

t he ob ject of information, ne ve r a subject i n communi c a ti on ' .

Thus, the prisone r ' is seen, but he does not see' , a s i t ua t ion

t hat Fouca ul t concl udes 'is a guarantee of or de r ' (200) .

Mas hi nini, in St rikes Have Fol lowed me all my Life , poignant ly

describes a similar control ling e ffect o f be i ng moni tored,
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without seeing the monitor. Through ~ window in her cel l ,

'somebody in t he corr idor c ould see you' , s he e xplains , but it

was i mpos sib l e to 'see out' {l 991: 61 ) . ' I t wa s a f r i ghtf ul

thing ' , M~shinini continue s , be cause while trying to s l eep , you

were aware o f 'two e ye s pierci ng' through you, making you f ee l

l ike an an i ma l in a n e nc losure (1991 : 64) .

As not e d , what is val uable to thi s study, part i c ula r l y in

r e lation t o the fun c t i on of power in societ y, i s not only

fouca ult ' s exposit ion of the wa y in whi c h survei l lance opera tes

i n prison , but a lso his descript ion o f t he manner in whi c h t he

permanent pol icing of delinquents is accompanied b y t he perpet ua l

surve i l lance of t he population. In Di.5cipline and Pun i s h, he

assert s th~t t he .5upervi.5ion o f t he population i .5 'silent,

mysterious , unperceived vigilance ... [s i c] i t i s the e ye of t he

government cease lessly open and wa t c hi ng wi t hout distinc t i on over

all cit i zens ' (280) .l] Fouca ult infers that t he surveillance of

the populat ion, l i ke the observation o f prisoners, a l l ows fo r

greater control, but points out t hat control is poss ible onl y

t hrough t he enforcement of d i.5c ipl ine .

Throughout Discipline a nd Punish, Fouca ul t e xamines t he

connection between 'different d iscipl inary insti t ut ions' (13 9 ) ,

p~rticularly in r e l a t i on t o his belie f t ha t being part of societ y

i.5 li ke being i n pr ison ~nd vice vers a , ~n a.5pect o f his work

that I .5h~l l now f ocu.5 on. He de.5cr ibe.5 t he ~dmin i.5t rat ion of

Mettr~y, ~ c or rectional faci l i ty f or young offende r .5, wh i c h

opened i n france i n 184 0 and wh i ch he cal l.5 a ' c loi .5ter, p ri s on ,

s chool , r egiment ' (293 ). Inmates we r e divide d i nto small gr oups

which , according to Foucault, followed five parallel models ­

' t he family', 'the a rmy' , ' t he vor xs hcp" , 'the school' and 'the
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judicial' prototypes (2 93- 294) . Internees were separated into

sma ll groups cons isting of ''"brothers" and two "e I de r brothe r s"' .

They we r e 'commanded by a head' (293) , and super Vised i n the

workshop by foremen. I n addi t ion, an hour and a half o f

s chool ing wa s provided every day and insubordination was pun i shed

on a regular basis .

Thus, Foucault argues, ' the s uperimposition of d if ferent

models ' meant that the chiefs ~t Mettray we r e ' not e xact ly

j udge s , o r teachers, or f oremen , o r non-commissioned off icers, or

~parentsH , but something o f a ll these things i n a qui te spec i f ic

mode of i nt e r ve nt i on ' (294) . Foucault's assessment o f the

func tion o f discipline is echoed in his conclusion that t he goa l

at Mettray wa s to produc e an i nd i vi dual t hat wa s both compl iant

and p rofi c ient, and he asserts that it i s this ob jective t hat

links the prison t o 'a whole series of ~carce ral" mechanisms'

DOe }.

At this point i t is pert i nent t o cons ider more c losely how

the topics under discuss i on r e late t o t he sub j ect o f power.

Moreover , it is ne ce s s a r y t o r efl ect on the r el a tion shi p between

power and the internment of of fenders in a fac i lity where

constant su rveil lance a nd di s c ipl ine ensure contro l . H To

e xamine this connection, it is necessary to outline Foucau l t's

per ception of power, again a s presented in Discipli ne and PuniSh .

I n this work, he t rac e s the movement fr om spectacular publ i c

execut ions t o more subt le forms of punishment i n order t o show

t he progression towa r ds greater and more deceptive control o f t he

general popu l ation. To demonstrate t his point, the wor k opens

with a graphic description of a 1757 e xecution, captu red i n all
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i t s gha s t l y detail by Foucau l t, who explains t ha t the accused ,

Dami ens , wi l l ha ve all his f l esh :

... torn f rom hi s breast s , arms , thighs a nd calves wi t h
red-hot pince r s, hi s r ight hand, ho l ding t he kni f e wi t h
whi c h he c ommit t ed the said parricide , burnt wi t h
s ulphur, a nd on thos e pl aces whe r e t he fl e sh wi l l be
torn away , poured mo l t e n lea d , boiling oi l, burning
res in , wax and sulphur me l t ed together and then his
body ... cons umed b y fire . .. (3 ) .

The grue some sta ging of an e xecut i on in a publ ic p l ace and

the joining of d rama and pain wa s in time r epl aced, Foucau l t

declar e s , by a 'less i mme dia t ely phys i c a l ki nd ' o f pun ishme nt,

whi ch wa s a f u s i on o f 'mor e subt l e, more s ubdued s uf fe rings' (8 ) .

Fouca ul t depi ct s thi s as a t r ansi tion ' f rom one art o f punishing

t o another, no l ess s kilfu l l , lone ' , f r om the prac t i ce o f publi c

execution to t he inte r nment o f pr i s one r s 'in a r c hi t ec t ur a l

masses .. . gua r de d by the s ecre cy of admini s tra t i ons ' (257) . Power

t hen become s more perva s i ve and a t times , Foucault suggests , more

effective whe n it obse rves rather than puni s he s ; ' i t is

everywhere a nd always a l e r t ' (177).

In Kr i tzman ' s col l ection o f i nte r vie ws a nd ess ays e nt it l ed

Mi che l Fouca ult : Poli tics, Phi l osophy , Cul t ure, Foucault , in an

ef fo rt t o c lari fy his earli e r t houghts on t he s ubj ect , proclaims

that it i s necessary to answe r t he que s tion ' what is power? '

(1990 : 102 ) . Mor eover , he c l a i ms that it is cri tical to

cont emplat e how power i s used and t o determi ne wha t happens whe n

one person wi elds power ove r anot he r . In the same essay, he

indicates t hat, in hi s op i nion , the r e are a number of

mi sunder s tandings about t he wa y i n wh i c h power is utilized in

society. Fouca ult , for i nsta nce, be lie ve s that inste ad of
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r egarding powe r as t hat whi c h 'pre vents pe op l e doing some t hi ng'

(1990 : 102) , it is necessary to consider it in a positive l i ght.

Elsewhere, Foucault confirms that ' what makes power ho ld

good, wha t ma kes it a ccepted , is s i mply the f act that it does n' t

only weigh on us a s a fo rce that s ays no, but that i t traverses

and produces things , it induce s pl easu re , forms know l edge ,

pr oduc e s d iscourse ' (Ra i nbow ed . 1984: 61) . Foucaul t ma kes an

i mportant link here, when he assoc iate s power wi t h knowl edge and,

in t he ea rl ier work, Discipli ne and Punish , t here i s a reference

t o the productive rel ationship between t he two . Power , he says,

' pr oduc e s knowledge .• .. power and knowledge di r ectly i mply one

another . . . . t here is no power r e lat i on wi t hout the corre lat ive

constitution of a f ie ld of knowledge, no r any knowledge that does

not presuppo se a nd constitut e at the same time power relat ions'

(27) .

Foucaul t s us tains t his argument by s ugges t ing that the

correlation between power and knowledge s houl d be a na l yz ed

according to ' t he s ub ject who knows , t he objects to be known ',

rather t han in association wi th 'who is or i s not free i n

relation to t he power sys tem' (27). He ma i nt a i n s that t o have

knowledge i s to ha ve power a nd that t he reorganizing of knowledge

creates new fo rms of power. ' In s hort' , he continue s , ' it i s not

t he activity of t he s ubj ect of knowledge that produces a corpus

of knowledge , us e ful or res i stant t o power, but power- knowledge ,

the p roces s es and s trug gl es t hat t raverse it and of whi ch it is

made up, t hat determines t he f orms and possible domains of

knowledge' (28) .

In t he chapters t hat foll ow, I intend t o draw attention to

the connection between power and knowledge, emphasi zing bot h the
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ne gat ive and the positive aspects that characteri ze this

r elationship. In addi t i on , I s hall re fer, whe r e appropriate, to

t he topic s alre ady dis cussed, including e xclusion , delinquency,

surveillance, discipline a nd the 'carceral ' , in order to

demonstrate t hat South African pol i t i ca l pr i s on-wr i t i ng is as

much about the powe r of the prisoner a s i t is about the power

e xercised by the r egime.

In addition, a n exami na t i on o f selected t exts wi l l provide

information a bout a time in South Af r i can history that the

Nationalist government at tempted to conceal; in part icular, the

way in whi c h the po l i t i ca l pr i s on- system f uncti oned . My

discussion wi l l i nclude a bri e f ove r view of r ele vant socio­

pol it i ca l i s s ues and t he argument wi l l be rei nfor c ed wi t h

examples f rom a varie t y o f r e s ources pertaining to the pol i t ica l

prison-experience. Ultimately , howeve r, my ma i n f ocus in the

next chapters wi l l be on the chose n texts and t heir authors ­

Ale x La Guma , De nnis Br ut us, Hugh Le win a nd Breyten Breytenbach

and how they were bot h negat i ve l y a ffec t ed a nd, ultimately,

empowered by apartheid and their prison e xperiences.

Not e s

1. Aparthe id wa s a l egal l y e nf or c ed syst em of race segregation.

2 . No aut hor i s a t t r i but e d t o t his publication. I shall cite

this under Amnesty I nternational in my bibliography.

3. Al exande r , a n educ a t or and pol i t i ca l a c t i vi s t, wa s arrested

on a c ha r ge o f conspi ring to commit sabotage and spent ten yea rs

on Robben I s l a nd .
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4. In Don Foster's Detention and Torture in Sou t h Africa, the

practice of 'hooding' is described in detail, i f not wi th

complete clarity:

they put a kind of canvas bag ove r your f ace and
then they c lose your nose and your mouth, and by t ha t
time actua l ly you are sitting on a seat and then t he y
t a ke a bag, the one which they norma l ly us e for be lts
for the convicts . So t he y put i t here, then they c " ll
i t the handcuffs - t he y put t he handcuf fS here as we l l
as here. Then they tie them t o a seat and you sit li ke
this (1967 :l32l .

5. No aut hor i s attributed to this publicat ion. I shall cite

this under African Na t i ona l Congress in my bibliography.

6. Ahmed t i mo l , a teache r. wa s never charged wi t h any crime and

was never brought before any court .

7 . The Bi ko i ncide nt echoes the death in detent ion of a

pr isoner, Joseph Md l ul i , in 1976 . The South Af ri can government

attempted to suppress t he post-mortem results and deta ined

Mdl ul i ' s lawyer. Gri ffiths Hxenge, under Section 6 of t he

Terrorism Act. Ultimately, the Pieterma ritzburg Supreme Cour t

found t hat nobody was respons ible f or t he death. I n 1981 Mxenge

wa s f ound savagely murdered at the Umlazi Cycle Stadium in

Durban. Whe n the court dismissed , as speculation , t he charge

that he had been assassinated for political reasons, his wife,

Victori a Mxe nge , herself a lawyer , declared that she would

identify her hus ba nd ' s ki lle r s . She wa s murdered in 1985 . In

Augus t 1997, three policemen , Dirk Coe t zee , David Tsh ikalange a nd

Butana Almond No f ome l a, who we re implicated i n t he murder of

Gri f fi ths Mxe nge , were granted amnesty by t he Truth and

Reconciliation Commission.
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a . Sec t i on 6 of

detention wi t hout

t he Terr orism Ac t relates specif i ca l l y to

t r ial and a l l ows t he arrest and de t ention of

any pe rson suspected of being a t e r rori st .

9. Five wh i te South Afr i can pol i cemen have now conf essed

culpability f o r the ki l l i ng of Biko and ha ve appli ed to the Truth

and Re c onc i l i ati on Commission for amne s t y . Initial evidence ha s

been give n i n t he c ase a nd he a rings a r e expec t ed to reconvene in

the l a tter part of 1997.

10. In Death Squads: Apartheid's Secre t We apon , Patric k

Laurence point s out t ha t few po l i cemen we r e convicted for t he

deaths o f deta inees . Pros ec ut i on was an e xcepti on , not a rule ;

Only one pol i ceman wa s convicted fo r t he death of a
detaine e : Sergeant Harms van As ... was convict ed o f
c ulpa bl e homic ide af t er a detainee , Pa ris Mal a t j i, wa s
fo und dead with a bul l et wound i n t he middle of his
head (1 990: 66).

11 . Foster, never theless, observes t ha t 'nume r ous cas es for

damage s have been set t led out o f court, i nd i cati ng t aci t

admissions of i r r e gul a ri t i es' (1987 :102) . Tho se who r eceived

payment incl uded Mr s Md l ul i and Mrs Bi ko.

12. Colonel Swanepoel , who wa s i n cha rge of t he c amp , mentioned

t ha t i t had been set up in the fores t because 'secrecy wa s one of

my mot iva t ions' (Be r nste in 1972 :7) .

13 . Ml angeni, l i ke Ma nde l a , wa s sentence d to l ife imprisonment .

He was released in 1989, hav i ng s pent t went y-six yea r s in prison.

14. Foster ' s study , however, was under t aken unde r the auspices

of t he Ins t itute of Cr i mi no logy at t he Uni ve rsity of Cape Town.

15 . Alexander prOVides a det a i led criticism o f McNic ol l ' s

ar ticle:



..• one s ta r tl ing d istort ion {not necessari ly
de l i berately done } is pr e sent in the articl e; the
portraya l o f Mande la a s one who i s obsessed wi t h the
idea t hat because o f his p rof essional and pol i tica l
status outsi de p rison, he r e sents being treated as
i nf e r i or to Coloureds and I ndians inside p r i s on . No
doubt, Mande l a used the e xample of a man such a s he wa s
outs i de in o rder to ridicule the e xcuse that Afri cans
are supposed t o be ~inferiorH becaus e i n general t he y
have an i nfe rior ~standard o f living ~ i n South Af r i c a
but s urel y h i s point wa s t hat the re is no good reason
for di scri mi na t i on as between any t wo prisoners in
South Afric a . This c rucial point was mi s s ed , or
omitted , consequently distorting the image o f one of
the l east snObbish and most modest me n i n a ny South
Afr i can gaol (l 994 : 90) .

16 . Jane Gr ant, i n ' Si l enced Gene r a tion ', e xplains how i t wa s

t ha t the omiss i on o f quotat i ons from t wo poems by Langa wa s an

error : 'The quotat i ons • . . wer e i ncorrectl y deleted, due t o a

mist a ken belief t hat Mad lenkos i Langa had been banned . It was

actua lly Mr Langa 's brothe r , Ben jami n, who wa s banned i n Octobe r

(1917 : 43) .

Pe rcy Qoboza was ed i t or o f The Wor ld whe n he wa s arrested

held unde r Sec tion 10 (I } (a ) of the Inte rnal Secur ity Act .

1913 '

11 .

18. In t he s ame way that the government bl amed communist

indoctrination f or t he deat h i n de t e ntion of people li ke Timol ,

so the SAOr defe nded thei r pro j ects as a r e spons e t o communism.

John Gilmor e, i n 'The Role of the SADF in the Film Industry' ,

ma kes the observation t ha t:

. .. the SADf t r ains mor e people in f i l m and video t han
any ot he r orga nisation . •. . The mos t important pa r t of
t h i s tra i ni ng is t he att i t ude and appr oach t hat i s
de ve loped i n the young t r ainee , that f i l m and video is
a wea pon to be used i n t he f ight against the
'Communists ' (1990:23) .
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19. UNITA, t he Nationa l Union for the Total Independence of

Ango l a , received f i nanc i a l a nd mi l i ta r y support from the

Na t i ona l i s t government .

20. MN R, the Mozambi que Na t i ona l Resistance, a lso r ece ived a id

f rom the Nat i onal i s t government.

21. Additiona l, detai led info rmation on i llicit f und i ng o f

publications and on the Mu l derga te scan dal is contained in

Richard Leona rd's Sout h Af r i c a a t Wa r: Whi t e Power and the Cr is is

in Southern Afr i ca (1983: 161-1 97) .

22. I n My Fi ght Against Apa rthe i d , Dinga ke vie ws Nati onalist

Gove rnment censorship o f t heir own propaganda , 'in pursuance of

thei r perve r t ed pol icy o f kee pi ng prisone rs uninformed', as 'an

absurdity to outdo all their abs urd policies of the pas t'

(1987 : 202 ) .

23. Har l ow in Res ist ance Litera tur e, enl arges this c laim:

. . . a ut hori t a r i a n cont rol over the "power of wr i t i ng N i s
e s pecially e vident i n t he case of political pr i s one r s
in the ba n on a l l wr i t i ng and r eading materials whi c h
is gener a ll y imposed on these detainees. Such a ban,
itself p r ovo ked by the particular apt itudes o f
polit ical prisoners, serves t o condition in a n
i mportant way one of the crucial modes of prisoner
resistance : wr i t ing (1987: 125) .

24. This case is known as Rossouw v Sachs , 1964.

25. All r e f e r ences t o Isl an d in Chains , as t old by I ndr e s Na i doo

t o Albie Sachs, wi l l be a t tri bu t ed to Na idoo .

26 . All references to Disci pl ine and Punish wi l l be f r om t he

1995 edition . He ncefor t h only page numbers wi ll be given.

27. It is note worthy, a s Deacon po ints out in he r work, The

Isl and: A Histor y o f Robben Isl an d 1488 -1990, that Robben I s l a nd



func t ioned not only as a prison, but 'a lso occasional ly housed

quarant ine cases . .. and a fe w insane people' (1 996 : 2l . I n

add i tion, a hospita l wa s e s t a bl i s hed on the I s l a nd , whi c h t r e a t ed

the i nfi rm, the demented and t hos e s uffer ing from l eprosy.

28. Franz fanon simi lar ly observes in The Wr e t c he d of t he Ear t h,

t ha t colon ia l ism may be compared t o 'a mother who uncea s i ng l y

res t rains her f undament ally perverse of fspr ing from.. •gi ving f r e e

rein to i t s evil instincts' (1968:211 ).

29. Verwoerd be came t he prime minister of South Africa in 19 58.

He was assassina ted i n 1966 .

30. In Schadeberg's Voices from Robben Island, Aubrey du 'ro.it , a

warder on Robben I s l a nd , e xplains why he wa s scared o f pol i tica l

prisoners:

As an Afrikaner I grew up believing t ha t t he ANC, PAC,
Um khonto we Si zwe me ant t he Commun ist enemy... your ha ir
stood on end whe n you heard the name Ne l s on Mandela.
These a re t he peopl e who are going to ta ke over the
country. The Afri kaner peop l e we r e f r i ght e ned o f t hem
(1994 : 47) .

31. Only wh i t e s tudents were allowed t o attend ' ve l d ' schools ,

which l a s t ed a week a nd too k p l a ce in r ura l areas. 'Ve l d ' is t he

Afri kaans word fo r uncultivat ed pasture.

32. Bentha m's expe rimental prison design wa s never imp lemented .

33. Here, foucault 's ideas are simi lar to those expressed by

George Or well i n his nove l 1984 .

34. In terms of politica l imprisonment, discipline fun c t i ons in

t wo ways - as a means of controlling prisoners and as a wa y of

prisoners controlling t hemse l ve s . In The Jail Diar y o f Albie

Sachs , Sachs refers t o t he l a t t e r whe n he r ecords that he fo rced

himself to arrange his ' activities e ve r y da y ' , de vi s i ng a s tric t
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'regime' , which e nabled him to 'e f fe ct some degree of contro l

over [hi s) l ife ' (1 990:1 67).
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CHAPTER TWO

ALEX LA GUMA: WR I TER AND FIGHTER

Wr it i ng about condi t ions in South Africa wa s one of t he

ma jor concerns of Al ex La Guma , who bel ieved t hat a wr i te r wa s

obliged to inform and educate the r ea de r i n order t o create

change i n the country . I n an a r t i c l e ent i t l ed ' Literature and

Li f e ' , he explai ns this responsibi lity:

When I wr ite in a book that somewhere in Sout h Afr ica
poor peopl e who have no wa t e r must buy it by the
buc ketful f r om some local expl oiter , t hen I a lso
entertain the secret hope t hat when somebody reads i t
he wi l l be moved to do something abouth [s ic ] those
r obbe r s who have t urne d my country i nto a mater i a l and
cultu ral wa s t e land for the ma jority of the inhabi tants.
But this is a lre a dy be ing done in South Afr ica , and I
woul d be satis fied to know that I had something to do
with it (l970:237 ).

I t i s clear that La Guma did not dist inguish between t he c r eative

endeavour and the pol it ica l r ol e, and t ha t he vie wed t he c r a ft of

writ ing as a me a ns for a c t i ve pa rticipation in the pol i tica l

arena a nd to fu rther t he l i be r a t i on struggle.

To place La Guma 's convictions in t he i r context, it i s

necessary t o discuss his involvement in pol i t i c a l affa irs and his

approach t o wr it i ng , wi th particular emphasis on his wr i t t en

response t o t he t otalitarianism of the South Af r i c an stat e. I

i nt end to f o l l ow this wi t h a c lose analysis of La Guma ' S novel

The Stone Count r y, so as to demonstrate how the book provides

i nf or mat i on about t he t r e atment of pri s one r s (both politica l and

non-political ) a nd about South Afr ica, i n genera l, during the



apartheid era. To f urther the discussion, I shall refer to

Foucault in order to examine La Guma 's wor k in relation to the

concepts of powe r and empowerment. In addition , I shal l

consider, for the additional insights they offer, La Guma's

novels In the Fog of the Seasons ' End and Time of the

Butcherbird, as we ll as a selection of contemporary pol itica l

prison - writing . To s how that despite i mpr i s onment , he remained

committed to t he goals o f the l i be r ati on s t ruggle , I propose to

conclude t he chapt e r with a n examination o f t he wa y i n whi c h

prison af f ect ed La Guma and , again, I shall consider the

rel ationship be tween pri s on-writi ng a nd the prisoners'

empowerment.

Born in 1925 in District Six, La Guma wa s expos e d to

politics at a n earl y age. Hi s f a t he r , J ame s La Guma, was a

member of the Communist part y and a union organi zer. La Guma

ac knowl e dged that his father had a profound i n f luenc e on him and,

in an inte rvi ew with Cecil Abr ahams in Alex La Guma, he said t ha t

his 'fathe r had a grea t deal t o do with molding [his]

philosophical and political outloo k and gui di ng [hi m] towards t he

reading of serious works, both po l iti c a l and literary' (1985; 3).

Al t hough interested in education , La Guma wa s passionate about

other conce rns. He volunteered for the Spanish Civil Wa r at age

thirteen and for the Second Wor l d Wa r t wo years later . Refused

participation because o f his age a nd physical i mma t u r i t y , he l e ft

school wi t hout matr iculating a nd t ook a j ob in a ware hous e . His

interest in studying pers i sted, howeve r , and he continued his

educ a t i on as a night stude nt, matriculating in 19 45.

I n the wo rkp l a ce , La Guma became inc r easingly political , 1

joining t he Young Communist League in 1947 a nd the Exe cut i ve



Committee o f the South African Colour e d Peopl e s Organi zation

[SACPO) i n 1955 . He was selec ted t o r epre s ent t he SACPO at the

Congl:e s s o f t he People, whe l:e t he Fre edom Cha l:te r wa s dl:a wn up,

but his group was det a i ned en route t o t he meet ing.

Chal:acterist ica lly , La Guma d id not a l low the inci de nt to

diminish his optimism about the outcome of t he Congl:es s .

Repol:ting i n the 7 Jul y issue o f New Age , he comme nted:

The t ask a head of the Sout h Afl: i can Coloul:ed Peopl es
Ol:ga ni zation and the othel: sponso ring o rgani zat i ons is
to c a r r y t he Fr e edom Chart e r t o every c orner of the
l a nd and t o a cqua int al l those who are outside the
libe r atory s t r uggle wi th t he i de a s embodied in i t
(1 955 :5) .

New Age , a lef t-wing pub l ication , had approached La Guma t o

work f or t hem as a r eporter and th is wa s t he s t a r t o f his career

in j ou r na li sm. Bet wee n 1955 and 1956 he wr ot e severa l articles

tha t e xposed and c omment ed on s oc io-pol i t i ca l issues , including a

piece on Roel and Street j ail , based on his own experienc e s in

prison. Entit l e d ' What Goes on in Roeland Str eet J ail ', the

articl e a sse rts t hat ' none of t he per i odi c stateme nts of pl: ison

authorit i e s have s ucce eded i n glorifyi ng its grim r ecord . I t is

a place where c r i mi nals are always punished, but seldom reformed '

(195 6b : 6). I n 1956 La Guma was arrested wi t h one hundred and

fi fty - five ot he r s , i ncluding Mande l a and Sisulu , and cha rged with

t rea s on. Because t he tre ason tri al was i nit i ally hel d in

Johanne s bur g ,2 La Guma was separa t ed f rom hi s f amily a nd unable

to continue wi th his profession . Despit e t he s e hardsh i p s , he

r emaine d hopeful, a s il l ustrated in an a r t i c l e e ntitled ' The y a l l

Have Their Troubles, but Nobody Complains ' :
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I tried t o f ind complaints , regrets, t e a r f ul ne s s among
t he accused, but instead there is only conf idence,
geniality a nd high spirits , a l l combined wi t h
i ndes t r uc t ibl e dete rmina tion. He r e i s the spirit of
man, t he wi l l to go forward, t he courage to l oo k a head
and submerge per sonal hardships f or the common good.
Here is the br i c ks and t he mor ta r , t he muscles and the
sine ws, the li fe blood that go i nt o the building of a
new life (19 57:4- 5).

Af ter a year of del ibe r a t i on, t he majority o f the accused

wer e r ele ase d , including La Guma . Victory was marred, however,

by the events at Sharpevi lle and the de c l a r ati on of a state o f

emergency i n 19 60. Because o f the emer gency regulat ions , a l l

acqui tted t r e a s on- t r i a l i s t s were again a r r ested , including La

Guma, who was detained for s even mont hs. He wa s interned again

i n 1961 for organi zi ng a genera l st ri ke a nd banned under the

Suppression o f Communism Act a year l ate r. The ban had far-

reaching implications , since ho ... 00' allowed '0 t a ke part i o

political act ivit ies and had '0 r esign from ' 0- Age. The Sout h

African gover nment' s attempt '0 r estrain La Guma's political "0'
creat ive endeavour s neve rtheless achieved a r e su l t <ho

authori t ies did not expec t . Una ble to work, La Guma foc used on

his cre ative wr i t i ng , managing to produce severa l short stories

and a novel, A Walk in t he Night , whi c h appea red in 196 2 . The

boo k wa s based largely on his e xpe r i ences while g rowing up and

dealt wi t h the s ocio-pol it ical p robl ems e ncountered by t he Cape's

coloured community. La Guma expla i ned this poi nt to Abrahams

wi t h pa rticula r r e fe r ence to the t it l e of t he novel :

One of t he r e a s ons why I call ed the book A Wa l k in the
Night was tha t i n my mind the coloured community wa s
still d iscoveri ng thems e lves in re la t i on to t he general
st r uggle agai ns t raci sm in South Af r i ca . They were
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walking , enduring, and in this wa y the y wer e
experiencing t h i s walking in the night unt i l s uch t i me
as they f ound themse lves and were prepa red t o be
cit izens of a society to which t he y wa nt e d to make a
c ont ribut i on (Abr a hams 1985 : 49) .

Thi s idea i s cons istent wi t h La Guma's a es e er roo t ha t, for

him , litera ture, soci et y and pol i t ics c annot be sepa r a ted and

tha t the pol icy of apartheid c r e at ed a sit ua tion where ar t f or

art's sa ke c ould not be contempl at ed . In an essay ent i t l ed ' The

Condition of Cultur e in Sou th Africa', he concl Ude d :

It is perhaps poss ible, wi thin t he environment of
developed societies, t o c r e at e with a ce rtain amount of
confidence the impression t ha t art, culture, t he l e vel
of civilisation of a people, have nothing o r little to
do wi th soc io-economic and politi cal f orces wi thi n
these societies; thll t culture has not hi ng t o do wi t h
poli tics. In South Africa t hi s is not poss i ble
(1971b : 113).

By 1963, La Guma wa s back in j ail , t his t i me unde r susp i c i on

of aiding the underground movement of the ANC. l On re l e a s e he

was p laced under a five-year house arrest, hav ing t o appl y f or

his wi fe , Blanche, to live wi th him . And a Th r e e f ol d Cord , his

second novel, wa s publ ished in 1964 by Seven Seas Pub l is he r s in

East Ber l in and aga in La Guma us e d t he book as a vehicle to

comment on living conditions and social p r oblems.· from 1964 to

1965 La Guma wor ked on The Stone Count r y , t he novel whic h

descri bes some of his e xperiences in pri son and whi ch I sha ll

r e view i n more detai l. After serving four months of detent i on in

Roeland Street and Ma i t l and prisons, under suspi c i on of promot i ng

the work of the banned Communis t party , La Guma and h is fami ly

f i na lly decided t o l e ave South Afri ca on a one - wa y e xi t permi t .
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His de pa r t ure in 1966 was mot i va t e d by his de s ire to rema in

active in the liberation str uggl e, as d is cussed wi t h Abrahams:

. . . i t was mor e o f a mixture o f deCisi on a nd
requirements of the sort of political struggl e. I t was
felt t hat aft e r having s pent four years under house
arres t a nd going into t he fifth ye ar wi th the prospect
of another five ye ars t here wa s no point in remaining
Loc ke d up i n one 's home i nde fi n i t e l y . One cou ld be
mor e constructive and f r eer outside. So we came to
Europe to carryon what we were doing on anot her front
(1 985 : 16) .

I n e xile La Guma continued to write a nd r ema i ned active in

t he political arena , underta king nume r ous spe aki ng engagements

for t he int e rnational Anti -Apa r theid Movement . The Stone Country

appe ared in 1967 and he wa s a wa rded the Lotus Pri ze fo r

li t e r a t u r e by t he Af r o-As i a n Wr i t e r' s As s oc iat i on i n 1969 . \ His

response to the honour wa s appropri a tely a r tic ula t e d in 'Addr e s s

by Lotus Awa r d Winner':

The Lotu s pr ize f or literature that has caused me to
be he re , points a t s everal conside rations . I t is a
t ribute t o my own humble c ontr i buti on to the store of
Af r o-As ian lite ratur e . It i s a l so a de c l a r a t i on o f
s o l ida r i t y wi t h the people o f South Afr i c a who are
f ight i ng the wor st forms of oppression .

If t his award s hould go to a nyone, it should really
go the [sic) South African people. For i n t rut h,
wi t hout the people o f South Af r i ca , I could not be a
wr i ter . Who has i nspired me to s e t down those
t hous ands of wo rds in the books publ ished with my name
on t hei r cove rs? The lives of t he pe ople , their love ,
t heir hate s , their sorrows and joy , their hopes and
aspi r at ions, a l l these t hings stand behi nd al l wo r t hy
wor ks o f a r t and cul t ure . Without t he bac kground and
i nspirat i on o f t he pe op l e , a r t, literature woul d
degenerate i nto meaningles s scribbl i ngs (197 1a :1 95).
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The discourse highlights La Guma's assertion t hat the

author's duty wa s to wr i t e a bout South Afr i c a , no t onl y as a

reaction aga i ns t the South Af r i ca n regime, but i n o r de r to i nform

people about c onditions i n the count ry. La Guma c l ear ly felt

that he had been successful i n t hi s r e ga r d , s ince he cons i dered

t he a wa r d as a show of sol i darity wi th t he people o f Sout h

Af rica .

In 1970 La Guma became chairman of t he London distri c t of

t he ANC and in 1971 he edited a book, Apa rthe i d, wh i ch i ncl Uded a

collecti on of essays a nd poetry on t he subject o f South Afr ican

rac ism. 6 In the Fog of the Seasons' End appea r ed in 1972 ,

follo we d by A Soviet Journey, wh i ch documented his t ravels and

experiences in the former Soviet Union . Time of the Butcherbird

was publ ished in 1979 and was the f i r st La Guma novel to be

wri tten entirely outs ide South Af r i ca . Being r emove d from his

subject d id not t r oub l e La Guma , who reasoned that an

accomplished wr i t e r c reates from the imagination: '1 do not

agree wi t h t ho s e peopl e who a rgue that a wr i t e r cannot wr ite

about a s i t ua tion whe n he i s not present on t he s ce ne' , he

ma intained (Abr a hams 1985:16). Whi l e La Guma wa s inherent ly

positive, his approach contraste d wi t h the attitude e xpressed b y

other writers who had be en f r ustrated and debi l itated by t he

years in e xile. In Chi rundu , Ezekiel Mpha hle l e , the Sout h

Afri can wri ter and critic, explained that his 'homecoming was

another wa y of dea ling wi t h i mpot e nt anger. It wa s also a way of

extricat ing [himsel f ] fr om t wenty years of c ompromise, f or e xil e

i s ... compromise .. • . a ghetto of the mind' (l 981 : x) .

Dur i ng his period of ex ile, La Guma wa s elected secret ary­

general of t he Afro- Asian Wr i te r s ' Association and became Chi e f
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Caribbean representat ive of the ANC, wi t h res idence in Cuba . He

also began work on a new nove l, whic h he t entatively t i tled 'Z one

of f ire' . He died in 1985 , a f ew weeks a f t e r receiving t he t it l e

of Of fi c e r o f t he Order of Ar t s and Letters from t he Republ i c of

france . Earlier, in correspondence wi t h La Gurna and as reported

in the December issue of Sechaba , the french Ambassador i n

Pretoria remar ked that the a ward was made ' a t t hi s momenr of

support f or t he Black communi t ies of Sou th Africa, who are

vi ctims of a partheid' (Sec ha ba 1985 :13). In res ponse , La Guma ,

in t he same publ i c a t i on , noted: ' Your appreciation o f my e ff or t s

is appreci ated wi t h deepest wa rmt h a nd at the s ame time pr ide

tha t the l i fe a nd struggl e of my peopl e could i ns pire my work and

earn me such distingu ished recogni t i on' (1985 : 13). These

sentime nts echo the v iews e xpressed in 'Addr ess by Lotus Award

Wi nne r ' and confi rm La Guma 's lifelong commitment to t he peopl e

of South Africa and to t he s t r uggle fo r liberation. Jan Ca r ew i n

an obituary for La Guma reiterates this opinion:

Through your wr i t i ngs and your l i f e , you made a moc kery
of that shallow cl aim that Afri can wri t e r s should
clois t er t hemselves in ebony towe rs and l eave the
pol i t i c s of liber ation alone. for you, ar t and
lit e rature were lightning rods catching the
i nc a ndesce nt glar e o f t ruth and transmitting it not
only t o your own people but to people al lover the
wor ld who are st rugg ling t o ma ke t he wor l d a bet ter
place t o l i ve in ( l 985 : l 80l .

La Guma's life may, t he n, be defined by t wo e lements: his act ive

participation i n po l i t i ca l affai rs a nd his unceas ing i nt e r e s t i n

c r e a tive wr i t i ng . That he managed successful ly t o combine a

ca r e e r in politi c s and liter ature was no accident but an

extens i on o f t he princ iples t o whi c h he constantly drew
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attention. In ' Addre s s by Lotus Awa r d Wi nner', he asserted t hat

a ' r e a l writer can never di vor ce hims e lf fr om the life of t he

people, f r om the st r uggle f or human happiness, freedom and soc ia l

jus t ice ' (197 l a : 196) . I n South Af r i c a, however , t he c onnec tion

be twee n the wr i t e r and the peopl e wa s affected by a complex

system o f ' r ea l it i e s '. La Guma e xplained:

When we sit down t o wr ite a boo k, 1 or any of my
col l e agues a r ound me, we are , as wr ite r s , fa ced with
t he r ea l i ty that 80\ of t he popul a t i on li ve s bel ow the
b r ea d-line sta nda r d ; we are faced wi t h t he rea l i t y
that t he average dai ly population of prisoners i n South
Afr i c a n pri sons amount s to 70,000 pe r sons. We are
f aced wi th t he rea l ity that hal f t he non-whi te people
who died las t ye ar were be l ow the a ge of f ive ye a r s .
These a r e the r ealities (Wastbe rg ed . 1968:22 ).

In not onl y r e s pond i ng t o t he e nvironme nt he described but in

a l so decla r i ng t hat i t wa s a wri t er' s du t y to reac t a gainst the

aut hor i t arian regime and in f orm the r e ader about l i ving

conditions in t he country , La Guma's purpose, a s mentioned a t t he

start of t he chapter, was t o a l ter people ' s opinions about Sou t h

Africa. Not su rprisingly, he l i n ke d thi s goa l wi t h his c r eati ve

i mpul s e :

.. • a s f ar as ins pira t ion goe s , 1 t hi nk wha t I f ound i s
that it has ins pired me t o expose the situation wi t h a
vie w o f changing people' s ideas a bout wha t is happening
i n Sout h Afr i ca - o r t he ir a cc eptance of idea s , s o t hat
t he y c an move f orward t o t ake down t he ba rrie rs whi c h
exi st between di ffe r ent peopl e s .•.. t he problem i s t he
compa rtme nts int o whi ch people a re divi ded t hat imbue
t hem wi th set i de as, set opinions a bout t heir posi tions
- a nd the diff i cu l t y is get t i ng people to r id
t hemselve s o f t he s ituat i on (Oue r de n and Pieterse eds
1978:93) •
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La Guma' s conce~n wa s t o s how wha t most South Af ~ i cans endu~ed

but he ~ecognized that the situation , though g~ave , wa s not

uni que and that huma n ~ights ' abuses we~e encounte~ed wor l d-wi de .

Whe n writing a bout conditions in South Af r i c a he hoped ,

t he r e f or e , to draw attention to t he globa l strugg le fo r f~eedom ,

as he ment ioned in 'Literatu~e and Life ':

The mu~de~s pe~pet ~ated by the i mperialists and
colonialist pl unde r e rs a re just as abhor~ent in Vietnam
as t hey are i n Sout h Af r i ca ; and those who cher ish
f~eedom , humani ty a nd progre ss a re haile d wi t h j oy
e qual ly in all parts of the wor l d . We all come f~om

various countries , we spea k various l a nguages, and we
a r e t r avel ling along vari ous paths, but all towards a
singl e goal (1970 : 2381 .

Thi s v i ew is r eit e r at ed at t he star t of The Stone Country, 7

wi t h La Guma 's inclusion o f a n epigraph b y the Ame r i c a n socia lis t

leader, Euge ne Debs , whi ch reads a s f ol l ows :

Whi l e t he r e i s a lowe r cl a s s , I am in it.
While there is a c r i mina l e l ement, I am of it .
Wh i l e there i s a soul in j ail, I am not f ree .

This epig r aph hi ghlights La Guma's be l ie f in t he un iversa l i t y of

suffe ring, s i nce no-one c an e njoy f reedom whi le people a l lover

the wor l d a r e be i ng oppressed. I n addi t ion , i t sets the scene

f or t he nove l, whi c h c ent r e s on t he s ocio-pol i tical is sues t ha t

c rimina l ize and i mpri s on l a r ge numbe r s o f the South Afr i c a n

populati on . I n order t o p lace t he s e is s ue s i n context i t i s

necessary , a t this po int, to provide a s ynopsi s o f t he nove l.

The Stone Country t e lls t he s tory o f Geor ge Adams, a

coloured man , a poli t i ca l prisoner in Cape Town 's Roeland Street

jail. Arrested whi l e distr ibut ing ill egal lea f l ets , Adams is

exposed in prison t o the mac hina t i ons and viole nc e o f pr i s on
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gangs. He meets The Casbah Kid, on t r i a l fo r murder, a nd

But c he r boy , the l eade r of a gang , who i s ki l l ed in a bloody

scuffle . He a l s o encount e rs Gus, Morgan and Koppe, who are

planning a n escape that ult i ma t e l y proves to be unsucces s f u l. '

The novel i s based on La Guma's personal e xperience of

impri sonme nt and i s dedi cated to 'the dai l y average of 70,351

pr isoners in South Afr i can gaols i n 1964' . g This i s s ign i f ica nt ,

not only bec a us e i t shows his concern for t he prisoners but also

because he does not distinguish between po l i t i ca l and no n­

political p risoners. Many a re in prison as a r e s ult of t he

system , the innocent victims of a r a c i st society. The Ca sbah

Kid , who i s gui lty of a punishable crime, has grown up i n

squalor, and i s soci a lly , economica l ly and pol i tical l y

disadvantaged . These ci r c wns t a nc e s do not e xonerate him but

explain why t he crime may have occurred. In conversation wit h

Adams , The Casbah Ki d e xpounds:

For so long as I can remember , my oI d man, he wa s a
drun ky and a bully. So many time s I have seen him beat
my rna wi t hout mercy , wi t h a buckle be l t or his fists .
Sometimes he hi t her with a Cha i r. He could knock he r
s e nse less wi t h one blow a nd t hen kick her while she l ay
the r e . So many t imes, also, he whipped me. Mos t of
t he time for nothing, for no reason. I don' t know
where he got money, but he spent i t on wi ne . Most of
the time we had no f ood t o eat. My ma sent me out to
beg at people's doors (142) .

Simila rly , La Guma depict s Butcherboy as a p roduc t of a socio­

economic wo r l d whe r e morality , dignity, education a nd oppor t uni t y

ar e l a c ki ng for the majority of the populat ion. I t is

i nevitab l e , t he re f ore, that Butcherboy i s i nvo l ved i n ille gal

act iviti es because, as Foucau l t e l UCidates in Discipline a nd



Puni sh , ' c r imi na l s, who were onc e t o be met wi t h in every soc ial

class, now emer ged . .. from t he bottom rank of t he socia l order',

from ' t ha t class de graded by mi sery' (19 95 :2?5-276) . Mor eove r ,

maintaining control through violence and i ntimidation , Butche rboy

is, appropri ately, compared to an a nima l :

Gang l e ade r , and incident a lly ce l l boss by vi r t ue o f
his b r ut a lity a nd the bac king of bul lied and equally
vicious t oad ie s, he wa s a s mean as a jackal , blood­
thirs ty a s a wol f , f oul as a hyena, and the g r oup whom
he had trapped in the cor ne r s hu f fl e d nervously on
thei r f eet, and a vo i ded t he pal aeoanthropic g l a r e ( 30) .

The crea tion of a prison envi ronment t hat resembles t he

outside worl d is one o f t he ways i n whi c h La Guma cont inues to

dra w a ttenti on to s ocio- political i s sues . Roeland St reet j a i l is

descr ibed as a str uc ture bui l t during ' Vi c t orian times' (17) but

with a facade t hat ha s , i ronically , been ' brighte ned with l a wns

and flower- be ds: the gr i m face o f a n execut i one r hidde n behi nd a

holiday mask' (17 ) . 10 Thi s Victori a n ext e r i o r p laces t he system

in a hi s t o r i c a l cont ext , s howi ng t hat t he pri son wa s built unde r

British rule and was inhe rited by the Nat i ona li s t government . I t

suggests the continua tion o f oppr ession under a different guise.

The b r a s swork ' pol i shed t o per fe c t i on' is contrasted wi t h t he

interior network of ' cel l s , cages, cor ridors a nd yards' (I?) , an

ant i thes i s that augments t he disparity between appearance and

rea lit y .

The inte rior o f t he pri s on in The Stone Country is one of

ha r shnes s : as c old and uncompromising as s tone:

Gua r d s and prisoners, everybody , we re t he e nf orced
i nhabitants of another country , a nother wo r l d . This
wa s a wor ld wi t hout beauty; a luna r ba rrenne s s of
s tone and steel and Loc ked doors. I n this wo r l d no



trees grew, and the only shade was fo und i n the shadow
of i ts cl iffs o f wa l l s, the only perfume it knew c ame
f r om night -soi l buckets and drains ( I S) .

Through t he use of words l i ke 'stone and stee l' and 'luna r

barrenness', La Guma creates a stark environment, a was t e land

devoi d of natura l beaut y. Adams feels 'l ike an immigrant

enter ing a new and s trange country ' (20 ). so that the

reappearance , in prison, of aspects of the outside wor l d is

unne r vi ng :

In this half-world, hemme d in by s tone a nd i ron ,
there wa s an atmosphere of e ve r y-man- f or-h i ms e l f whi ch
George Adams did not li ke. He ha d grown up in t he
slums and he knew that here we r e the treache r ous a nd
t he wi l y , t he cringers and the boot -lickers, t he
violent a nd the domine e r ing, t he smooth- tal kers and t he
savage, the bewilde red and the helpless; the s trong
pr e yed on the weak, and the strong and bruta l
acknowledged a sort of nebulous alliance among
themselves fo r the terrorisat ion of the under l ing s
(37) •

The menace and the desolation of the environment are

appropria t e l y captured in the title of the novel, The Stone

Count r y , a nd the guards who enforce the rules have

'expressionless faces ' and ' frigid eyes ' (lS }. The Roeland

Street jail i s used as a setting for the presentat ion o f a broad

range o f social pr obl ems . As suggested at t he c lose o f t he

previous quotation, one of the most serious issues La Guma deals

with is the e xistence of gangs in prison. The s e gangs of

col our e d people a re seen as a natural response to the violence of

the apartheid s ystem, to the living conditions of the community

and t o the environme nt of t he p r i s on . I ndeed, Foucaul t s tresses,

in Discipline and Punish, t hat prison 'ma kes possible, even

66



encour ages , t he o rgani za tion' o f wha t he terms 'a milieu o f

del i nque nts, l oya l t o one a nother, hie r a rchized, r eady t o a id and

abet any f uture c riminal a c t ' (199S: 267).

As noted in Cha pte r One , it wa s not unus ua l f or the South

Af rican government t o us e such prison gangs t o int imida t e

i nmates . In The Stone Count r y t hi s i s evident i n the actions of

the Supe r i nt e nde nt , who has to maintain c ont r o l becaus e 'the

Pr i s ons Departme nt e xpected him t o keep proper or de r and t o run

t he pri s on wi t hout i ts inte rnal demerits being exposed too much'

(109 ) . In or de r t o r etain a ut hori t y he , ne vert he l e s s , re lie s on

But c herboy f o r suppor t , a r ole that Butcherboy i s wi l l ing t o

assume in e xchange f or privileges . Thus he is part o f the syst em

and part of the probl em because he prefers t o suppor t t he regi me

rather t han challenge it . After a n altercation bet ween Adams a nd

a guard, Butche rboy is s umrooned t o t ake c a re o f t he si tuation;

Behi nd him, the gua rd l OOked over a t Butche rboy, t he
brute man, who l ounged aga i nst the r ou gh, stone­
cons t r uc ted va l l o f one side o f the yard , a nd s miled a
wi nt ery smi l e , saying, -He 's mos one o f thos e sl i m men.
He ' s l ooking f or t rouble . ~

And But c herboy shifted hi s gr eat shoulde r s agai ns t
the wa l l and grinned, s a yi ng, ~Old bos s , he i s loo ki ng
f or troubl e . A cl ever~ (62- 63) .

Si mi l a r l y , p r i s on of f i c i als , eage r t o demon s tra t e thei r

sup reme power, encou ra ged non -pol itica l pri s oners t o th reaten a nd

ha r ass political pri s oners, a s Olamini e xpl a ins i n Robben Is l a nd

Hell - Hol e ;

All of them were hand-pi cked by t he e nemy f rom the most
no tor ious ~xim~ pris ons of SOut h Afri ca to c~ and
demorali se and humil iate us with t he assistance o f
un couth, uncivi l i s ed , r av Boer wa rders so that we woul d
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never aga in dare t o chal lenge t he sys t em of aparthe i d
colonialis m.

But the hoodlums we r e stil l our pr obl em - they ~e re

a nat i ona l problem - in fac t, they ~e re a na tiona l
tragedy . Many comrades, myse lf i ncl uded , ha d had
patience and forbearance in politicising ma ny of them
si nc e the first pol iticia ns a r r i ved in Robben Island.
The result: on ly a fe w especially among the
i nde pendent s opted for either the PAC or the ANC. The
majorit y belonged to gangs, had t he i r own
constitut ions, aims a nd ob jects (nd: 165 ).

Adams i s faced with a similar s ituation and ha s to comprehend a

comple x social netwo rk i n or de r to p lace h i s own pol i t ical

be l i efs in pers pec t i ve . He unde rgoes a _p r oce s s of discove ry t ha t

helps him to r e c ogni ze the i mportance o f politici zing t he

i nmat e s , my next poi nt f or discuss ion.

The people whom Adams meet s in t he Roeland St reet j ai l show

l i t t l e or no i nte rest in i mproving t heir condition bec a us e they

are uneducated and have f ew expectations. They are conce rne d

wi th t he danger i n their lives and do not have the abi l i t y to

contempla t e change. They a r e me r e l y trying t o survive i n a

hosti le e nvironment and are s urpr ised to l ea rn that peopl e are

i mp r i soned for political offences:

~ .. . Why they pul l you in, mate?~

~Political,~ George Adams ca l led back.
~Pol it ical ?N the voice asked. ~'iou me an you c an go

to jail f o r pol it ics ?~

"Ja ," George Adams l a ughed . "They r ec kon
I ' m planning to up s e t the government ~ (91 ) .

The warders fee l t hrea tene d by Adams because he i s di f ferent ,

more political ly c onscious than the other pr i s one r s , and are

determined to use his political awareness a gainst him. They

automatically exclude hi m, calling him a 'communist' (62 ) and a
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' ka ff ir' (2 4) and accuse him of being too c l e ver . When he is

admi tted t o pri s on , t he warders deal wi th hi m i n a

conf rontational manner, drawing a ttention to his co l ou r and to

his phys i ca l development:

"Another - - - - Communi s t ," the man at the table said.
"What , are you a ka ff i r ? Thi s ---- j a il is gett i ng
fu l l of ---- Communi s ts . " The n he grinned , a gr imace
tha t spl i t his hard face l i ke t he ma rk made by an a xe­
b lade. He tur ned to the one taking t he t humb-print s
and said, "Look here, cu kerel. Look at thi s. You
rec kon he'l l get to be Prime Mi ni s t e r ?"

The ot he r l OOked around and sneered whi le he too k a
p r int. "Hell, not him. He's t oo bloody small" (24) .

Adams is not i ntimi da t ed , howe ve r , and remains determi ned t o

oppos e the system that has imprisoned him. Whe n told that t he

onl y wa y to survive is to stay out of the guard's path, Adams

conc ludes that, while the advi c e is 'probably right', he wi ll not

'give the impression that he woul d back down for anythi ng. Once

you showed you we r e scared or nervous about some t h ing, they were

on you li ke wo l ve s ' (52) . He is not afraid t o c halle nge offiCia l

power and rema ins commi tte d t o pol it i ca l c hange . His digni ty and

mor a l resolve are reinforced, too , by his accepta nce o f the

situation . He has no 'regrets about his a r r e s t ' : 'You did what

you de c i ded wa s the r ight t hi ng , and then accepted t he

cons equence s . He had gone t o meetings and had lis tened to the

speeches , had read a l i t t l e , and had come t o the conclus i on t hat

what had been said wa s r ight' (14) .

Whi l e the ma jority of i nma t e s are pol i t i cal l y i gnor a nt ,

there are characters who display an understanding and a politica l

view of their own. Yusef The Tur k, whom La Guma describes as a

'gent l eman ga ng ste r ' ( 38) , seems to comprehend wha t Adams
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represents and ca lls him , ' t he professor'. Yusef says it i s hi s

du t y t o protect Adams from people li ke Butcherboy; a nd even

Morgan, an escapee, shows a n e l ement a r y i nt e r e s t in pol it i cs : ' A

man go to jail f or almos t anything nowada ys , hey. Ta l ki ng

aga inst the govverme n '. I ' d li ke to do some tal king aga inst t he

- - - - govvermen" (101) . Adams l e a r ns a grea t dea l f r om h i s

i nt e r a ct i on with t he s e people, which he l ps him to a bett e r

under s tanding of the i s s ue s i nvol ve d in the struggle fo r

libe r ati on . Butcherboy , for instance , enforces a system of l a w

and o r der t ha t appears to be as harsh as the South Af r i can

j ud ic i al system:

A not uncommon occurrence i n prison wa s t he " t ria l",
by t he most depraved and brutalised inmates , of some
unfortunate who might have r aised their ire by
rebellion, by boot- l i cki ng a guard, by squea l i ng on
fellow prisone rs , or by provoking vengeance in some wa y
or other. Mock courts, much more dangerous t ha n r ea l
ones, were held in t he cells a nd "sentence meted out"
( 8 2 ) •

Cont rol i s then ma i nt a i ned through violence, as Yus e f The Tur k

e~pla ins t o Adams:

Listen, mate, this is a ja i l, see? Th i s ki nd of
thing happen now and then. They bu i l t thi s j a il , s o
l e t t hem run it. The thing i s , hey, t ha t i nside he re
pe opl e settle t heir own bus i ness a nd don ' t have
nothing, or litt le, to do wi t h the whi te man a s
possible (96) .

Viole nc e characterizes the power wi e l ded by prison a uthori t ies

and the powe r e xeect eed by non- polit ical prisoners. I n

Discipline a nd Punish, Foucault contends that, whi l e prison ' is

supposed to appl y the l a w, and to teach r e s pe ct for it ',
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paradox i ca l ly 'al l it s fun c t i oni ng opera tes i n t he fo r m of an

abuse of power' (1995 : 266) .

Throughout The Stone Count r y, Adams i s most affec t ed by his

rela t i ons hip with The Ca s ba h Kid and i t is this i ntera ct i on that

signi f i cant l y deepens his pol i t ica l unders tanding. I niti a lly ,

The Casbah Kid i s not conce r ned with pol it ica l i s s ue s and he i s

dif f i cul t t o c onvince about the i mpor t a nce and f unct i on of

change. His fata l ism, h is hardened att itude and his l ac k of

se lf-worth wor r y Adams :

You poor sod, you poor, poor s od, you going to die and
you don't give a damn about yourself and about anybody
e lse; e xcept maybe i f you had been shown the wa y, and
ri ght now you 're learning, even if i t i s t oo bloody
late (92).

Thi s observat ion is important because it connects educat i on wi t h

t he path t o revolut ion, 'the way ' , and re i t erates La Guma' s

bel ief in the va lue of l e a r ni ng. His article, 'Afri can Culture

and National Li be r at i on' , asser ts 'that knowledge is a weapon in

the s truggle f or final emancipation, that many failur e s ari se out

of lac k of educat i on' . For La Guma, fu rthermore , ' i t be come s a

duty of the liberated countries to give everyone access t o

educat ion' because i t 'takes knowledge to parti c ipa te i n t he

revolution wi t h intelligence, purpose and s uccess ' (1973 :58) .

He r e La Guma clea rly associates knowl edge wi th power and i t i s

s ignificant that, as the novel pr ogr e s s e s , Adams ma nage s t o

int e r est The Cas bah Kid in the poss i b i l ity o f cha nge . Towards

the end of the wo rk , The Cas bah Kid quest i ons Adams clos e ly :

" Hear me, mister . All t hi s stuff abou t our peop le
getting into the government , too. You reckon i t will
help people like us ? People in prison, l i ke ?N
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George Adams s a i d to this strange boy who was a lso a
murderer : " There wi l l cer tainly be more sympathy, I
r ec kon."

"You rec kon that t i me wi l l come?"
George Adams said , fee ling sad: "You'l l see" (118 ­

119) .

Abdul R. JanMohamed , in Man i c hea n Aesthe t i c s , a cc urat e l y

interprets the r ela t i on s hip be tween Adams and The Casbah Kid as

an opposit ion betwe en determin ism and the potent ia l f or change:

Geor ge 's pol i t i ca l wor k and "agitation" i n pr i s on,
then , const itute the polit ical i mperative of t hi s
novel. La Guma clari fies t he natur e of th is i mpera t ive
by contrasting the Ca sbah Ki d 's fatal ism wi t h George's
be lie f in the possibi l i t y o f change a nd by thus
ident i fy ing fa t a l i sm a s an at t i t ude produced by
b r utali ty and depriva tion, wher ea s the wi l l t o change ,
embodied by Ge or ge , is defined a s a product of self­
respe c t , d i gnity, and a s ense of equality (1983 : 247) .

Change, Adams r eali zes , is dependent on the passage of time , and

when Gus and Morgan 's attempt t o esca pe f a i ls , La Guma uses the

i nc i dent to comme nt on t he fa ct t hat meani ngful change is

i mpossible wi t hout prof i c i ent and s e r ious pl ann i ng , and that the

strugg le fo r l i bera t i on is a t i me -consuming endeavour.

J anMohamed reinfor ce s t hi s view, emphasiz i ng the pa s s i ona t e,

though mi sguided, nat u re of t he escape attempt in The Stone

Count r y . La Guma i mpl ies , says J a nMohamed , that 'ne i t he r can one

easily over turn apartheid's ent renchment in violence nor can a

new enduring community be es t abl i shed by sudden and dramat ic

changes : freedom f rom [the] aparthe i d governme nt can only be

achi e ved by s t e ady , incr emental efforts of the whole community'

(1983 : 246) .
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I have discussed in some detail Adams's po l i tical

development and the wa y in whi c h La Guma places his c ha r acters

and their c rimes in a socio-economic context. At t his point, it

i s necessary to examine, more thoroughly, t he way i n whi ch La

Guma comments on conditions in South Afr ica . The t itle of the

work , i t s el f , refers not only t o a pr ison but to the country as a

whole, since the l a r ge prison populat ion is most l y a r esul t of

the policy of apartheid; evidence of t he neglect and deni a l of

human r i ghts . In The Stone Country, the prison, li ke South

Africa , i s racially segregated, and domina tion and regula tions

exist as t he y do outside. Although Adams and his col l eague,

Jefferson, are arrested together, they are separa ted in pri son

because Jefferson is black. This procedure is an extens ion of

external forces , as Jefferson explains: 'This jai l i s a smal l

something of wha t they want to make the country. Everybody

separate, boy: Whi t e , African, Col our ed . Regulations f or

everybody, and a wh i t e boss wi t h a gun and a stick' (20) .

The contrast between the racia lly segregated sect ions in t he

pr ison i s obvi ous and is used by La Guma t o draw a t tent i on t o t he

dis locat ion inherent in South African society. The whi te section

of the j ai l appears t o be relatively empty and there i s a

surprising atmosphere of relaxation : 'the prisoners, mos t of

them in shorts and bathing trunks, sunned themselves or chatt ed

with their guard . The re were very fe w of t hem, compared wi t h the

numbe r s in the other section' (63) . In compar ison, t he coloured

part o f the prison i s character ized by heat and ove rcr owding :

The heat seemed packed in between the bodies of men,
like layers o f cotton wool; l i ke a thick sauce which
moistened a human salad of accused petty thieves,
gangsters, rapists, burglars, thugs, brawlers , dope
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peddlars, f ew of them st r angers t o t he ce lls , many
already depraved, a nd several old and a bandoned,
suc ki ng hope les s l y at t he bitte r, d i s integ r at i ng butt­
end o f l ife (80 - 81).

La Guma ' s vivid description, enhanced by hi s use of ima gery

and i ronic contr ast , creat e s a detailed and interesti ng pi c t ur e:

human be ings are compa r e d t o the varied i na nimat e contents of a

' sa l ad ', obviously t os s ed t ogether, or are depic ted as ' s uck i ng'

parasit es; and the air, 'like layer s of cotton wool', ta kes on a

claust rophobic rather than a l i f e - sus t a i ning f unc t i on.

I n hi s depi ct ion o f the prison, La Guma shows not only the

complexitie s of South Afri can society ; but also that t he prison ,

as touche d upon ea r l i e r , s eems t o be mere ly an extens i on of the

outs i de wor l d : II ' jerking on hi s shoes', Adams ' i rritably cursed

t he guard . .. the j ail . . . the whol e country t ha t wa s l ike a bi g

s t one prison, anyway' (58) . The war de r s , l i ke t he white s

t hemselves , are impr i soned by their i gno r a nce , vict ims in t he

s oc ie t y t ha t they have c r ea t ed . It occu r s t o Adams, too , t hat

all t he guards are 'pract i cal ly prisoners themse lves, t hat t hey

lived most of their wor ki ng life behind stone wa l l s and bars;

they we r e manac led t o the ot he r end of the c hain ' (10 6) . Mbu l e l o

Mzamane in '"Robben I s l a nd N
: Our Unive rs i ty ' also r ega r ds 'pr ison

i n South Afri ca . . . [a s] a mi crocosm of the li f e outs i de ; South

Afr i ca i s a l a r ge r vers i on of Robben I sland, whi ch has become a

"symbol of coloni za t ion , dispossession of this count ry'"

(1 98 9:97) .

As i n t he constant inte rplay between t he f orces outs ide and

t hose inside the prison, there is an interact i on between the

victimize rs without and the victims within t he prison wa l l s .
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This is highlight ed by the j udge , when he sentences The Casbah

Kid to death. In pronouncing sentence, he ma kes t he f ol l ow ing

observation:

The activ it ies of gangs and indi vi dua l s who r oam
around with the knife as their companion can no l onger
be t ole r a t ed . The State and loca l authorit ies are
i nvolve d i n immense expendi t ure i n improvi ng s oc ia l
conditions . The efforts to allow people t o l i ve bet te r
li ve s are being undermined by elements, such a s t he one
before the cour t , who have established terror and
confus i on (166 ) .

I t seems t hat La Guma also uses this scene to emphasize the

inconsistencies in the law, whi ch is an issue that I examined i n

Chapter One . The implied prejudice of the ruling cla s s i s

presented in the person of the j udge , who appears t o abuse his

privi leges. He doe s not consider the violence implic i t in l aw­

enforcement and shows no interest in mitigating factors. Whi l e

the accused 'comes from a class and from surroundings whe r e

vi olence and drunkenness are an everyday occurrence', says the

judge , 'this cannot be accepted as an excuse' (1 66). In

cont r a s t , La Guma be lieves t ha t violence is a produc t of socio­

economic forces and is critica l of the system of ' j ust ice' and

those who uphold it.

Foucault is equa lly crit i cal of the i ncongruit ies in t he

lega l system. In Discipline and Punish, he explains his

position by asse rting that in a court of law there are

i nva r i abl y t wo particular 'classes of men , one of whi c h a l ways

meets on the seats of the accusers and j udge s , t he othe r on the

benches of the ac cus ed ' . As a resu lt, he conc ludes, 'the

language of the law, whi ch is supposed t o be universa l , i s , in

this respect, inadequate' (199 5 : 276 ) . Furthermore , Foucault
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a rgues t ha t judges , described as 'scarcely res isting empl oye es' ,

ass i st 'in the constitution of delinquency ... in the

dif ferenti ation of il legalit i es' , in the administrat ion,

'colonization' and application of part i cu l a r 'i llegali t ies by

the illegality of t he dominant class' (1995 : 282) .

Whi l e La Guma por tra ys South Africa as an i mmor a l society

that maintains order t hrough violence, he neve rtheless r e cogni ze s

t he unive rsality of t he human condit ion, as discussed ear lier.

Thus, whi l e p r ison i s a r eflecti on of South Af rica and vice

ve rsa, i t is also a represe ntat i on of the wor l d at large. One of

the most signif icant ways i n whi ch La Guma is a ble to comment

more broadly on the universal nature of impri s onment is through

the characte r of Adams. La Guma does not depi ct him as an

embitt e red, viol ent r adic a l but a s a man whos e strength comes

from hi s be l ief tha t a l l peopl e have the r i ght to dignity and

that freedom mus t i ncl ude this. Adams does not articulate a

specific group 's i deology . He has gene r a l moral concerns and is

wi l l i ng to sta nd up f or what he bel i e ve s in:

• .. Adams broke r ank and wal ked up to the fat guard who
was wa t ching t he i ssue o f the suppe r. He l ooked up as
Geor ge Adams approached, a nd hi s e ye s did not change,
but mai nta ined their gr ave ll y loo k.

"What is your troubl e now?" as ked the f r ozen voice.
"I didn' t get a mug when 1 came in . "
~So i t's you aga i n , he y?" The blonde mous t a Che

t witched s lightly . "That's just too bad, jong . No
mug , no cof f e e ."

" I' m enti tled to a mug, i sn't it?" Geor ge Adams
as ked, loo ki ng at t he yellow-lashed eyes. "I can't
help i t if t he man on duty didn't hand out the
s t u f f. " (75) .

In ' Cul t ure and Li be r at ion' , La Guma claims t hat :

76



What we respond to when we read a poem or nove l is
not only l ife, but also its artist i c meri t. But li f e
does not merely mean breath ing in and out , it invol ves
also man's struggle to reach higher leve ls of
civilization, of aoc t a L, e conomi c, and cultura l s tatus,
t he mighty s trugg le to c onque r his own disab i l it ie s and
f orces of nature . So then l i f e must i nc l ude strugg l e
f or liberat ion from all that hinders his
development . • . (1979a : 27) .

It is noteworthy that La Guma draws a t t e nt i on t o a rtist i c mer it,

si nce in my opi nion it is because he is a skil led wr i t e r t ha t he

i s able to extend hi ms e l f beyond the rea lm of the f amili ar in

or de r t o show universal ideas through characters l i ke Adams .

I propose now t o s uppor t this observation by focuss i ng mor e

clos e l y on La Guma's c r ea t i ve ability in The Stone Country. La

Guma uses an interesting i mage , for e xample , t o high l ight the

des ire and the struggle fo r f r eedom. The opposit ion between

pri sone r and warder, bet ween one f orm of power and anot he r, i s

emphas ized t hrough a depi ct i on of t he interaction between the

prison ca t and a mouse :

The cat l a y on its bel ly, f o r e paws extended,
wat chi ng the da zed mouse wi th cruel, g lowing, ye l low­
green eyes . •. • l n the e ye s of the spec ta t ors, it
appe a r ed bored and lazy, but i t s whole body was t e nsed ,
alert, wa i t i ng f or the next move of the mouse . The
head of the mouse t wi t Ched, darting f rom s ide to s ide,
l ooking fo r refuge (125) .

The mouse is small and defenceless , whi l e t he ca t i s s e lf-assure d

and menacing. The t e ns i on between the t wo, i n the wa y i n whi ch

the ca t stal ks a nd pur s ue s the mouse, re i nforces the i dea of

t ens i on between captor and capt ive:

The cat wa s wat c hing the mouse c rouched between its
paws . I t l ay on its be l l y again , b reathing on the
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dusty-grey creature wi t h the bright beady eyes and ti ny
panting jaws. The mouse had its body drawn taut i nt o a
bal l of tensed muscle, wa i t i ng for anot her opening,
refusing to gi ve up hope .. . .

The n the cat made a mistake. It rose up on a l l
f our s . Wi t hout hesitation t he mouse streaked straight
for ward , under the long belly and out past the swishing
tail. There wa s a vast r oa r i ng sound in its ears. I t
was the laughter of the onloo kers .

The cat spun r ound; too late . The time taken to
turn by the cat gave the mouse a f ew s econds headway
and it wa s off, hurtling across the square agai n.
Something huge and shiny - it wa s the boot of a guard
tried to bl oc k its passage , but it swerved ski lful ly,
and its tiny mus c les worked de spe r a t e l y , and it headed
into t he shade (126) .

La Guma captures the sen se of dange r by de s c r i bi ng the cat

as 'cruel ' , drawing att ent i on t o the pi e rcing, ' gl owing' eyes.

Similarly, the e f f ect i s intens ified by the opposition between

the 'bored and l azy' composure of t he cat and the 'taut' and

' t e ns ed muscle' of the mouse. When the mouse, against the odds,

manages to e s cape , the moment of t riumph i s viewed by the

prisoners in a pe rsonal way . The guards, on the other hand, a re

l e f t , li ke the cat, wi t h a f eeling of dissatisfaction:

The paw st ruc k again , j us t as t he mouse dashed i n,
ra king the slender tail , but the mouse was gone, and
outside t he s pectators we r e chuc kling over the
di sappointment of the cat as it crouched waiting at the
hole (12?).

The idea of a cat-and-mouse game between wa r de r and pr i s one r is

used in a simila r way b y Niehaus in Fight ing for Hope : 12

The day after receiving Jansie's letter I wa s
whis t l ing in the courtya rd . The same wa r de r commanded
me t o stop - pr i s on regula t i ons fo r bade singing and
whis t l ing . Usually it wa s wi ser t o avoid t hr e e days of
porridge and wat e r in solitary conf inement , but not
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tha t a fternoon . I r e traced my s t eps, stil l wh i s t l i ng
my ~ happy~ song and e xpect i ng t o be called back .
Nothing happened . The warder was dozing on his c hair
in t he shady cor ner o f the cour tya r d. Was i t merely
part o f a ca t and ~use game, or had he seen t he
cont empt i n my eye s ? 11994: 43) ;

and Fi rst i n 11 ; Days a lso uses the image o f a mouse but in o r de r

t o de scri be t he i nt e r r ogation proces s . She compa r es he rsel f to

'a pet white mouse i n a t oy ferr i s wheel ' {1982: 511 .

The choice o f such animal imagery emphasize s La Guma ' s

depiction of the relat i onship between prison warders a nd the

inmates and between the negative and the positive applicati on o f

powe r . Whi l e La Guma re fer s t o both vict i mi ze rs and vi c t ims i n

an imal t erms, i t is noteworthy that . in Madne s s and Civili za tion,

Foucault explains why pri sone r s , li ke madmen, were regarde d and

depicted a s an i ma l s . I n t hat work. he e s tabl i s he s a li nk between

'a ce r t a i n image o f animali t y' (1988 :72 ) and the e xclusion of the

i nsane fr om society. ' Madne s s ' , Fouca ul t contend s , ' bor r owed i t s

fa ce from the mas k o f t he beast . Those c ha i ned t o the cell

wa l l s ', were not 'me n whose minds had wandered, but beast s preyed

upon by a na tur a l fr enzy ' (1988 : 721. The portraya l o f the

madman, l i ke t he r epre s ent a t i on o f the pri sone r , produced , in

Foucaul t ' s op i n ion. 'the i mage ry responsible f or a ll the

pract i ce s of confinement and the s t r a ngest a spect s o f it s

savagery' 11988 :771 .

As mentioned earl i er, peopl e and their behavi our a re

elsewhe re described by La Guma i n animalistic terms , too .

Butche rboy has an ' ape- l i ke t ors o' 13l ) and eyes a s ' savage a s a

wild boar's' (53) . a nd the pri son i s l ike a jungle, whe r e t he

strong intimidate t he wea k:
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This was the country behind t he coast-l ine o f l aws and
regulations and l abyrinthine legislation: a j ungle of
stone a nd iron, inhabited by j ackals and hyenas ,
s na rl ing wol ves and trembling s heep , ent r apped l i ons
f ighti ng off s hambling monsters wi t h stunted b ra ins and
bodies armoured wi t h the hide of i gno r ance and
bruta l ity, t r ampling unde rfoot those who t r ied t o claw
t he i r wa y from the clut ch of t he s wamp (81l.

The i mpr e s s i on of a wor l d of menace i s created by La Guma through

the select ion of wor d s l i ke 'snarli ng wol ves' , 'mons ter s ' , and

' br ut a l i t y ' , and through the tens i on, already shown, between the

hunters and the hunted. The i mage of a battle between the strong

and t he we ak a l s o r e i n fo rces La Guma's view of t he con f rontation

i n South Africa whe r e t he ruling c l ass are seen a s peopl e armed

wit h ha t red and violence, and t he ma j ori t y are underdogs ,

despe rately t r yi ng t o escape f r om t he const ra ints o f t he

apar theid s ystem. The oper at ion of power is a gain empha s i zed .

The t e ns ion between t hese opposing classes is he ightened by

La Guma's use of l angua ge , e specially di alogue. In Art and

Ideology in the Afr i ca n Nove l , Emmanuel Ngar a draws attention to

La Guma 's display of 'language variation to r evea l t he speech

habits o f a social group .. .. two soc ial gr oups stand out as having

ma r ked dialectical charact eristics: low-class Coloureds and the

uneducated Afrikaaner (s i c ] pol i cema n' (1987 : 92) . This use of

speech pa t terns and t he i nterwe aving of Engl i s h and Afri kaans

with slang is a l so par t i cul a r ly s uccess ful in the novel, as

i llustrat ed in a conve r sation between Solly and But c he r boy:

" Hear me,N Solly wa s t elling Butcherboy. "Reckon
a nd t hink. Tha t i s I i n that canteen . The We l l i ngton
Arms, mos. You know mos that p l a ce , don ' t I s ay?
Awri ght . there I is . Rec kon a nd thin k, I'm having a
smal l wh i t e at the bar when thi s ju~ come in . N
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"What juba?U s cowled Butcherboy.
" Wa it, man. Listen . I 'm t e ll i ng , you, mos. Thi s

r ooker come in come up to t he bar , and he i s jus t l i ke
thi s : ' Gimme a banana lic k-your. ' We l l , I l oo k a t h im,
and I reckon : ' Banana l i c k- your ? Banana ble rry l ic k­
your? What you reckon th i s i s, pa l ? The bl e rry Gr a n'
Hot el?U rn i ,

In another e xample of his s ki l l as a wr i t e r, the recurring

i mage of t he wi nd is used by La Guma i n The Stone Country, t o

ant ic i pate a n event or to conc lude a sequenc e . As the s t ory

progresses t he s ymboli sm o f the wind and it s connection to t he

struggl e fo r power becomes apparent. Initial ly, i t is de scr ibed

as a ' br e e ze whi ch had sprung up during the ni ght' (SOl , while

l a t e r it change s into a wind that 'howled and tore at t he wire

mesh ' (1 47) . The wi nd ' s ac tion i s related t o the cha ract e rs '

internal change s and i t als o heightens the t ens ion c r ea t ed dur ing

the attempted b rea k-out:

Below him, Koppe shivered wi th fr i ght, one f oot
a lready on the ba r , a hand c l awing upwards . The wi nd
wr e s t l ed wi t h him, t rying t o pl uck him fr om t he wa l l
and blow him l i ke a s crap of paper into t he da r k yard
be low. He want ed to scr e am in fear (152) .

La Guma confi r ms that he deliberately attempts ' t o use na t ure i n

t er ms of symboli c potent ial and a lso because the c haracter s ha ve

t o act a gai nst s ome ba ckground' (Abr a hams 1985:7 2 ) . By t he end

of the novel , prior to the execut i on o f The Casba h Kid , t he wind,

now force fu l , ant i cipates a l a r ge r , mo re s ignif i ca nt change in

the country it s e l f , almost l i ke t he wi nd of c hange: 1J ' Out s ide ,

the wi nd wa s starting t o r i s e aga in, and Geor ge Adams could hear

it whi s pe r i ng secretivel y through t he ce ll blocks and t he

outhou se s of the prison yards' (l 67- 168l .
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Thus t he novel ends on a positive note, reinforc ing t he

resolve that Adams embod i e s . It is as though vi ctory fo r t he

oppressed i s imminent a nd we see this in the composure o f The

Casbah Kid who, on his way to the gallows, is no l onger a fi gure

of f a i lur e . 14 The yout h' s spark of emot i on suggests his

acceptance of death rather than his defeat :

Fingers with bitten nails t ouched the screen, and f or
an inf initesimal instant there was a fl i cke r of l i ght
in the cold , gr ey e ye s , l i ke a spar k of faulty
elect r icity. The bitter mouth c r ac ked slight ly into
one o f i t s r are grins (168) .

I t is s i gni ficant, too , t hat the conclusion of The Stone Country

i s a f f i r ma t i ve , since t hi s s trengthens my conviction tha t La Guma

wa s not broken by his exper ience i n pr i s on . On the cont r a ry, La

Guma rema i ned committed to the s truggle f or l iberation a nd

bel i e ved that victory wa s inevitable. 'The Condition of Cult ur e

i n South Africa ' i ncorporates his vision of the future:

I n the f ace of t r emendous odds , in the f ace of the
pressure put upon us , we do not f ear t he fu t ure,
confident of the f ina l emergence o f the t r ue ideals of
humanity, c ul t ur e and progress in our country.
Al t hough many of us have been fo rced int o exile, t o
live a s r efugees in strange countries, I do not bel ieve
we have become so demora l ised as to doubt the f inal
victory (1911b : 121) .

I i nt e nd to return to t his di s cussion at t he end o f the chapte r

in orde r to exami ne, in more de t ai l , the wa y in whi ch

i mprisonment a ffected La Guma. At this point, however , I s hould

l i ke to focus on La Guma 's novels, I n the Fog of the Seasons' End

and Time of t he Butcherbird , a s t hey provide a ddi t i ona l i ns i ght s

into his pol i tica l and, associated , c r eative development .
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I n t he Fog of the Seasons ' End tells the sto ry o f a coloured

~n, Beuke s , an unde r g round worker t or an il l egal pol i t i ca l

organi ~ation , and o f -h i s blac k colleague , El i as Tekwa ne , who i s

bet rayed t o t he aut hor i ti es . l ~ Te kwane i s t o rtur ed t o death by

the securi ty pol i ce and Be ukes becomes res pons i bl e f or co­

or di na t i ng t he s a fe passage o f three pot e ntial fr e edom f ighte r s ,

who have to be t ra ns ported a c r os s the border f or mi l itary

training . The novel demons t r a tes a pr ogre ssion in poli tica l

thought - away f r om t he idea represent ed by the pr ot agoni s t i n

The Stone Count ry, who i s pol it i c a l l y awa r e and able t o suggest

t o hi s f e llow i nmates me r e ly that di gnity a nd fr eedom a r e

possibl e and i nevitab l e - t o a n a cceptance and s upport of a r med

st ruggl e i n I n t he Foq o f t he Seasons ' End . I
'

In or de r t o place both t he na r r ative and La Guma ' s

convi c t ions in c ontext , i t i s valua ble a t t hi s point t o p rovide a

br ief histor ical bac kground t o t he a rmed str uggle . The banning

of t he ANC, PAC and South Af r i can Communist Pa rty (SACP) in t he

ear ly 1960s a nd the government ' s use o f f orce to c r us h non­

vi olent res i s t a nc e cont r i but ed t o the ANC' s dec i s i on t o e s t ab l i Sh

a mi l itary wi ng known a s Umkhont o we Si zwe (MK) . In hi s boo k, No

Eas y Walk t o Freedom, Mandela claims that, whe n t he dete rmi nati on

was reached, ' t he ANC heri tage o f non- vi olence and r a c ial harmony

was ve r y much with us . We felt t hat t he count ry wa s d r ifting

towa rds a c i v i l wa r in whi ch Bl a c ks and Whi te s woul d f ight each

ot he r . We viewed the si tua tion wi t h a la rm' (1989: 110) .

I nit i all y MK e ngaged in a s abot age campaign whi ch did not i nvol ve

loss of l i f e , but t he government ' s continued t hreat o f st rong

act i on e ve nt ua l l y led t o the adopt i on o f a programme of guerr i l la

wa rfa re . In The Unf i ni shed Aut ob i og r a phy, Slovo , a member o f t he
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High Command , expla i ns t hat , i n terms o f t he ob jectives o f an MK

document code- named Ope r a tion Mayibuye , ' hundr eds o f activis t s

would l eave the count ry t o be tra i ned in the t echni que s and a r t

of organising and l eading a guerrilla s t ruggl e ••. • t he y would,

with t he hel p of s ome of the newly independe nt Af r i ca n States ,

ret ur n wi t h t he mini mum necessa ry a rmed equi pment t o a widesp read

set o f stra tegic areas whi ch had already been selected '

11996 : 146 ) .

La Guma s i t ua t e s t he event s in I n the Fog of the Seasons'

End aga i nst thi s bac~ground and it i s my opi nion t ha t t hi s nove l

places La Guma ' s be l i e f in t he need f or armed st r uggl e in t he

con text o f hi s pol it i cal thi n ~inq . Viole nce and intimida t i on

permeate In the Fog o f t he Seasons' End and i nitial l y the

deci s i on t o ta~e up arms is s e t i n motion by the t ortu r e o f

Te kwane :

The prisoner f ought f or brea th and s t r uggled to avoid
the bl ows . He c ould smell his own vomit a nd the
detec tive 's ur i ne on hi s c lot hes. St rengt h dra i ned
from hi s body l i~e wat e r f r om a burst bott l e . The
young one drew hi s revolver and s t ruck a t t he
pr i s oner' s writh ing s hins wi th t he ba r rel (7) .

To aChieve t his port r ait o f pain and suf fe r i ng , whi ch

ref lec t s hi s own expe r ienc e a nd his knowledge o f t he pri s on

system, La Guma use s emot i ve l a nguage, such a s 'st ruggled t o

avoid the blows' a nd ' wr i thing shi ns ' . Thi s e xpl i c i t des c r i pt i on

adds to the reader' s unde r s t and i ng o f the ha r s hness of detention

and of pr i son conditions , and r e sembles t he statement s made by

nume r ous detainees . Helao Shityuwete ,ll f or exampl e, deta i l s his

ordeal in Never Fol l ow The Wolf:

"



Putt ing a s tic k i n the loop o f the l eg i rons , t he
pol iceman o r de r ed me t o move back and pul l ed me ove r .
I landed on my back wit h a t hud . Anot her policeman
joined in t o help hol d the s tic k at t he other end.
They s t a r t ed r unning , pull ing me r ound t he r oom . The n
t he rest o f t he gang , some armed with b rooms tiCks and
hosepipes, joi ned i n , chasing after me , hitting out
wildly. Those who could not f i nd s omethi ng with whi ch
t o beat me used the i r boots t o kick out a t me
11990 : 1 39).

La Guma 's Tekwane is det a ined in the Cent ral Po l i ce St ation

whi ch, l i ke the Roeland St reet jai l , is depict ed as a mor e

frightening facet o f t he out side wor l d :

Behind t he ugly mask o f t he regime was an even ugl ie r
face whi ch he had not yet l ooked on. You went through
t he pol ice cha rges in the s qua r e s , t he flailing c l ubs ,
the arrogant re j ect i on of all pleas and petitions,
bl ood dried on t he s t reet li ke s pil led pa i nt whe r e a
shot body had l ain , but here , behind the poli shed
wi ndows , t he gratings and the GOvernment pai ntwork , wa s
another d i mens i on o f terror (3) .

The constant interplay between internal a nd externa l f or ce s ,

between the cor r upt ion i n pri s on and the pervers i on o f South

Afr i can soci e t y , r e aches a cl i max when Beukes i s wounded by the

police . Despe r a t e for medical attent i on but afraid o f being

exposed t o the authorities, Beukes s ee ks attent i on fr om a doctor

who is wi lling t o t reat him without report ing the i ncident .

The ir interaction displa ys the cont r adict ions in t he law and i n

t he soci e ty that c reates it :

If the l aw punishes a crime, murder, rape, t hen I c ould
bring myself t o assist it . I would conside r reporting
a murde r , a case o f assault . But if the l aw de fends
injustice, prosecutes and persecutes thos e who fight
injustice, then I am unde r no obl i gation t o upho l d it .
They have ac t ua l l y g iven us an oppor t uni ty t o p i ck and
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choose. Things happen in our count r y , Mis ter Beukes.
I n j us t i ce prevails, and there are people who have t he
ne r ve enough t o defy it (161) .

The doctor's asse r t i on t hat violence i s an obvi ous res ponse to

the oppression t ha t the government perpetrates is in oppos it i on

to t he comment made by t he j udge when sentencing The Ca s ba h Ki d

in The Stone Country. Al though I observed in Chapter One t hat

ce rt a i n members of t he medica l communi t y were will ing to co­

ope r at e wi t h the po lice, i t i s cl ea r t hat La Guma's cha r acter of

the doct or, in ass is t ing Beukes, is i n opposition to such co­

ope r ation . His view i s particularly apparent i n the c l a i m t ha t

the South Afri can government manipulates and abuses t he l e gal

system.

La Guma focuses on several socio-economi c issues in In the

Fog of the Seasons' End , whi ch places the characters i n the

cont ext of t he i r situa tion and demonstrates the progression of

t he liberat ion s truggle from passive res istance to act i ve

retal i a t ion . Tekwane has been brought up in a r ura l a r ea , t he

son of a migrant worker . Ie Whe n his father is killed in a mi ni ng

accident near J oha nne s bur g , the economic impact and the injus ti ce

of the apartheid system are evident:

One afternoon Elias's mother returned f rom t he pos t
of f i ce and he heard that 'The Pension' wa s finished.
The mine had awarded her forty pounds compensat ion, to
be paid at t wo pounds a month , and that day she had
been t old that she had drawn the last of i t t he
previous month. Of course, t he mine had neg lec ted t o
tel l her , among other things, that the wi dows of Wh i te
miners killed alongside her husband had been awarded
fifteen pounds a month for the rest of their lives
(7 4 ) •
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The l and that Tekwane and hi s famil y p l ough and depend on f or a

livelihood is described as ba rren, wi t h 'stunted t rees ' and

' par che d gullies' (7 4) , p roviding an i mage simila r to the one of

t he wa s te land depicted in The Stone Country . I n cont rast , the

whi te suburbs a re l ush a nd cul tivated , wi t h 'green f oot hi l l s ' (6)

and ' s undrenched be aches' (112 ) . The childr en in Te kwane's

vil l age a r e malnourished and must depend, li ke scavenge rs , on t he

food tossed b y passenger s from a pas s ing train :

Sometimes packet s o f ha l f - eat en f ood we r e toss ed ou t t o
t he shrie king childr en a nd when the train had passed,
whi s tl i ng i nto t he sun-scorched distance, t he y would
t urn back panting, to gather t he j etti soned l e fto ve rs .
The r e would be part l y-bi t ten s andwiches, br oke n
bi scuits, some Chic ken bones with a l itt le mea t l e f t on
them st ic ky wi t h j am f r om crumbl ed ca kes , burs t oranges
and chipped ca ndy (74).

A por trai t o f s uffer ing i n the fa ce of ot he rs' exces s is created

by La Guma through t he de s c r i pt ion o f ' j e t t i s oned leftovers' and

'par t l y-bit ten s andwiches ' , pr ompt ing t he idea that the Whi t e ' s

r efuse becomes the black 's sustenance . The humiliation sugges ted

by thi s e xper ience recurs in di ffe r e nt gui ses throughout the

novel .

When Tekwane, f or example, appl ies f or a pass in orde r t o

see k work i n t he city , t he authori ti es demand that he ta ke off

his t rous e rs , so t hat the y ca n determine his age . Despite his

prote sts that he i s s event een, t hey dec ide other wi se:

The f irs t o f f i c i al said, ' He has ta ken the girls out
i nt o t he bushes too , I bet you. Wri t e t wenty. '

'Right , boss , ' Red-brace s s aid. To Elias, ' You
f asten up t he t r ous e r s . We do not need t o s ee it any
longe r . '

El i as said , drawing up his t r ouser s and f eeling
shamed : 'I am seventeen , s event een , seve nteen.'
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' Twent y, ' Red-braces sa i d. 'The boss has sa id you
a re t wenty , and t wenty yea r s you a re .' (12 7) .

Beukes reca l ls an inc ident , in hi s youth, that had a significant

effect on him:

'My aunty t ook me t o a circus once whe n I wa s a
light y , ' Beukes said. 'I didn't l i ke it . The actors
kept t hei r bac ks to us al l the time and you couldn't
s ee an ything they were doi ng . When I as ked my a unty
why, s he tol d me it was because we we r e sitting i n the
s egre ga ted Colour ed s eats and the actors pe r f ormed
most ly f or t he Whi tes , even if we paid the same money.
I neve r went to a cir cus aga i n aft er t ha t ' (40) .

I t is a lso significant t hat I s aa c , who i s empl oyed by an American

petroleum compa ny a s a messenger, eventua l ly l e ave s t he country

for mi l i ta r y t r a ining . In South Africa , he is call ed 'boy' and

is noticed onl y when 'an or de r had to be g iven or whe n a f a vour

was r e qui r e d ' (Ill) . As a black man, the ' ot her' , he is de graded

and t reated wi t h disdain, as this int eraction wi t h t he whi t e

tel ephonist displays :

' Oh-e r- I saac , wi l l you please get me .. . '
But I s a ac s cowled a t her . 'I have been ca l l ed to

Mi s ter Goodnight 's o f fice , Mi s s Ba r rows, ' he l i ed
s ki l fu l l y, ment i oning t he name o f the managi ng-di r ector
o f t he compa ny . 'Very urgent .'

'Oh, t hen on your way back,' she pe r s i sted wear ily .
' Or you could ask one of the other boys . I need some

Alka-Seltler badly .'
'Righto, Miss,' Isaac r epli ed, pa ssi ng on. Boys ,

boys , boys, he thought , you coul d grow to a hundr ed and
t he y wou ld st i l l call you a boy becaus e you we r e blac k
(110 - 1 11) .

Based on t he s e expe r iences, i t i s not s urpr i s ing t hat the

char acte r s choose t o become involved i n t he armed st r uggl e :
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Now, s itting there in the hot, steamy ki t c hen, [I s aa c ]
t hought that a l l this kowt owing to s t upid i di ots who
cherished the idea tha t t he y we r e God's Chosen j ust
because they had whi t e skins, had t o c ome to an end .
The silly bastards, he thought , they had been stupefied
i nt o supporting a system whi ch had t o bust one da y and
t a ke t hem all down wi t h i t ; instead of permanent
securi ty and j usti ce , they had chosen t o preserve a
t yr anny t hat could only f eed them temporari ly on t he
crumbs o f powe r and privi lege. Now tha t t he writ ing
had started to appear on the wa l l , they e ither
sc rambled to shore it up wi t h b lood and bullets and t he
elect ric torture apparatus or hid their heads i n t he
sand and pretended that nothing wa s happening. They
woul d have to pay fo r stupidity the hard way (114- 115 ) .

Ironical ly, the wh ite e xcess, described in t he tra in incident ,

wi l l degenerate i nto c r umbs , and again we a re reminded of i s s ues

ra ised in Chapter One; name l y t he brutality of the system of

apartheid and t he offic i al attempt t o deny any wr ongdoi ng .

Dur i ng his interrogat ion, Tekwane, whe n as ked t o coll abo rate

wi t h t he pol ice, protests by saying t hat 'his' people have been

' t or n . . . f rom the i r homes, impri soned . . . not f or steal ing or

mu rder, but for not ha ving . . . pe rmission t o l i ve '. 'Our

Childr en' , he l aments , ' live in r ags and die of hunger. And you

want me to co-ope rate ' (5-6 l . His outra ge is obvious and,

although he reali zes t ha t t he pol i c e may ki l l him, he

neve r t he l e s s rema ins commit t ed t o the s truggle fo r l ibera t i on.

'You are going to torture me, maybe ki ll me', Tekwane r e sponds ,

but ' t ha t i s the only way you and your people can r ule us. You

shoot and ki l l a nd torture because you cannot rule in a ny ot he r

way a people who re jec t you' (6 ) .

La Guma's personal r eac t i on to the need for armed s trugg le

is perhaps best understood through the cha racter of Beukes. As
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Adams and La Guma are l i nked in The Stone Country, so Beukes and

La Guma are conne cted in I n the Fog of the Se a sons ' End . Beukes,

for instance, l eads a c landestine exi s tence, whi ch provides t he

reader wi t h an i ns i ght i nto the qual ity of La Guma' s life unde r

house arrest :

I n spit e o f f a t i gue he moved wi t h t he caut ion o f
someone grown used to hiding, to evadi ng open s paces;
the cauti on of someone who knew that a man a lone in a
st reet was as cons picuous as a pyrami d, but that i n a
c rowd one could become anonymous , a voice i n a massed
cho i r (107) .

When Beukes explains to his wi f e , Frances, that he is de t ermined

t o become mor e i nvo lved in the struggle f or libe r ation , t here is

a suggest i on tha t La Guma i s rel iving an i nt e r act i on wi t h his own

wi f e , Blanche:

The y had sat opposite each ot he r wi t h t he pl a t e s of
cabbage stew between t hem and Be uke s had ga zed at her
acros s the table. He had sa id , 'We l l, it ' s not hi ng
tha t 's wrong act ua l ly.'

' Wel l, you better t ell me now' [sic ]
' I t ' s that they want me t o do th is wor k . It wi l l

me an t ha t I got to leave home.'
'NO, man, not t hat. Not fo r good , hey? '
' We l l , not necessari l y . Maybe only f or a whi l e at a

t ime . You see, I 'm one of t he few t he police don't
know about . I don't reckon so , anyway.'

' Do you want to do it? '
He had said desperately : ' I don't have to . But ,

we l l , there's so fe w, s o damn f ew now to do t he work .
With al l those people in pri s on we got t o a l mos t s tart
allover aga i n. We've got to keep i t a l ive , s ee? '
(13 6- 137)

I t is log ical, therefore, t o assume that, when Beu kes

responds to the condit i ons i n Sou t h Africa by recognizing t he

need f or armed strugg l e , La Guma i s voi c i ng his support a s we l l:
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Beukes s tood by the side of t he street in the early
morning and though t, they ha ve gone to war in t he name
o f a s uffering people . What the enemy hi ms e l f ha s
cr eat ed , these wi l l become batt le-grounds , and wha t we
see now i s only the tip o f a n icebe r g o f r e sentment
against an ignOble regime, t he tor tur ed vict i ms of
ha tred and humi liation. And t hose who pers ist i n
ha tred and humil i a tion must prepare. Let t hem prepa r e
hard and fast - t he y do not have l ong t o wa i t (160­
161) .

These se ntiment s a re pa r t l y echoed by La Guma i n a n es s ay

entitl ed 'Afr i can Cult ure and Nat i ona l Libera t i on', whe r e he

links knowledge wi t h power:

In Southern Afr i ca where cultura l advancement or
f r ust r at i on depends on the whi ms of t he raci s t
oppr e s sor s, the people have ta ken up a rms in order to
exercise their right to reconstruct and rehab i l i t a te
the personality of the South African people; to open
t he doors of uni ve r s a l learning and culture ; to gain
ac cess t o the knowledge and s cience wi t hhe l d by the
white rac ists, knowi ng that in or de r t o ach i eve t hi s we
must also control the materia l, s ocia l and political
keys (1 973: 59) .

Al though t he r e is no evidence t o s uggest that La Guma wa s

di rectly involved in military action , he neverthe less knew many

of those who worked in t he resistance struggle , as he

acknowledged t o Abrahams :

I knew these people. The y were my f r iends. They came
f rom all wa lks of l ife . Every race. Every rel igion.
We worked together . And when one of us was arre s ted,
we were a l l wor r i e d . But we kne w we had t o ca rryon,
c ome what may. I am proud t o have been assoc ia ted wi t h
them. And I thin k one can s ay that t his s t or y is my
wa y of r emembering t hem. Than ki ng them (1985 :113) .

Appropriately, La Guma dedicated In the Fog of the Seasons' End

t o a clos e per s ona l f riend , ' Ba s i l February and ot he r s ki lled i n
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action , Zi mbabwe, 1967' . Ther e is a suggestion tha t one of

Beukes's contacts, Isaac, who is part of the group going across

t he border t o be trained, is Basi l februa ry. The description of

t he sunrise that fo l lows is one o f hope and triumph ra the r t han

app roaching doom: ' The s un wa s b r ighteni ng the east now,

clearing the roofs of the suburb and the new l i ght br oke the

shadows into scattered shapes' (180 ) . Whi l e remembering hi s dead

colleagues, La Guma emphasizes that victory is near and, l i ke The

Stone Count r y, In t he f og of the Seasons' End concludes on a

posi tive not e. De spite socio- economic hardships and a l ack of

human rights, de spite tor tur e and deat h, Beu kes i s con f ident of

the futu re. As he bids Isaac f arewell, he i s f i l led wi t h pride

and anticipat ion . He recogni zes t he connection between the

t r a i ni ng of fre edom fighters and impending power and is

optimistic that change is on the hor izon : ' He stood there unt il

the van wa s out o f sight and the n t ur ned back to where the

children had gathered i n the sunli t yard' {l e I}.

Time of t he ButCherbi rd ,19 La Guma's fi na l publ ished nove l,

and the only book wri tten entirely outside South Africa,20 a lso

provides an insight into t he ope ration of power a nd into t he

ongoing struggle be tween gove rnment and opposi tion f orc es .

Before d i s cus s i ng this poi nt , howeve r, I shall outline the

history and the a ims o f the Bl a ck Consciousness movement in order

to provide a frame of r e ference f or the na rrative.

I n 1959, the gove rnment pa s s e d the Extension o f University

Educ ation Ac t, whi c h prohibit ed bl ack student s f r om a t t e ndi ng so­

cal l e d whi te unive rs i ties . New triba l colleges , under t he direct

control of t he Mini s t er of Bantu Education, we re e spec i a l l y

est abl i she d to ' accommodate' these students and, ironi c a l l y, it
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wa s at t he s e colleges that new poli ti cal or gan i zations began to

emerge . In 19 69, f or i nstance, a number of students bro ke awa y

from the whit e domi nated Na t i ona l Union o f South African Students

(NUSAS) and fo r med the South African Students Organi zation

(SASO) , whi ch wa s off icially i na ugura ted a t the Turfloop tribal

col lege near Piete rsburg . Bi ko wa s e l ec ted President and in his

boo k, I Wr i t e Wha t I Li ke , he exp l a i ns that ' what SASO has done

is simply to t a ke s toc k of the present scene in the country and

to realise t hat not unle s s t he non- white students dec ide to lift

themselves from the doldrums wi l l t hey eve r hope to ge t out of

t hem. Wha t we want i s not black vi s i bil ity but real black

participation' (1986 : 5).

Bi ko's r eference to black s tudent s li fting 'themselves from

the doldrums ' i s s ignifi cant, pa r t i cul arly in re lation t o the

domin ant i deology of the Black Consc ious ness movement , whi ch

urged blac k South Africans to rid thems e l ves of the psychology of

inferiority , to build t heir own val ue syst ems, to become aware of

their economic and po l i ti ca l power , and to take pr ide in their

blac kness. The movement advocated a non-rac ia l society but, a s

Biko explained , the enti r e s ystem in South Af r i ca had to be

r econs t r ucted before black and white could l ive t oge t he r. In the

a for ementioned book, Bi ko e l abora t e s : ' If South Africa is to be

a l a nd where black and whi t e {coe xi s t ) without f ear of group

exploitation', it wi l l come about 'only whe n these t wo opposites

have i nterpla yed ' and have c r eated a f ea s i ble i ntegration of

' i dea s and a modus v ivendi ' . It is i mpossible, Bi ko continues ,

to conduct 'any struggl e wi t hout off e ring a strong counterpoint

to the white r aces ' t ha t i nf i l t r a t e South Afri ca n society so

successfull y (1986 :51) .
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The Blac k Consciouness movement a ttempted to f unc t i on wi t hi n

t he l aw, pa r t i cu l arl y through community proj ects, and recognized

t ha t pat ience and long-term deve l opment we r e an e s sent i a l part of

t he liberation pr oce ss. The movement qui ckl y spread from

univers ities to schools, gaining i n popularit y . Unfortunately,

t he student protests t hat culminated in the ki l l i ng of unarmed

Soweto students in 1976 had s er ious cons equences. Al l Blac k

Consciousnes s organizations were banned and, a s di s c us sed in

Chapter One , s eve r al leade rs , i ncluding Bi ko , we r e murdered or

detained . Many students we re d r i ve n into e xile or left the

country to train as gueril la fight ers .

La Guma sets Time of the But cherbi r d against this bac kground

and the pl ot centres on Shilling Muri le, who has spent eight

years in p r i son . He i s bent on r evenge and returns to his

vi l lage to kill Hanne s Me ul en, who , wi t h a colleague, Opperman,

wa s responsible f or the death of Muri le' s br other ma ny ye a rs ago.

The community t o whi ch he r e t urns , however, i s under threat of

removal, an is s ue not previous l y di s cussed b y La Guma. He

expl ained this shift in emphasis as f o l l ows :

I be l ieve that one of t he mos t serious social problems
o f Sout h Af r i ca i s that o f ma s s r emoval of millions of
Afri ca n people from their we l l-estab l i s hed homes and
the government pr ogram t o establiS h or reinfo rce
" Bant us t ans." I n addi t i on, of course, it is not only
the fact of t he " Bantustans " but a l s o t he att itude of
t he peopl e and the r esistance tha t 's been put up on
vari ous l evels i n the r ural areas to this pol i c y
(Abr a hams 198 5: 115).

The nove l , dedica ted t o t he di s pos s e ssed, opens with a

powerful des c r iption of a f orced remova l :
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The dust settled slowly on the me ta l of t he tank and on
the surface of the brackish wat er i t cont a ined ,
laboriously pumped from below the sand: on the rough
cubi s t mounds of f olded and pi led tents dumped t he re by
of f ic i a l dom : on the s ull e n f ace s of the peopl e who had
been un loaded l i ke the odds and ends of fur ni t ur e they
ha d been al l owed t o br ing wi th t hem, powderi ng t hem
grey a nd sett l ing i n the perspir ing line s around mouths
and i n t he eye sockets, sett l i ng on the unkempt and
t r ave l -cr ea s ed c lot hes , s o that they had the loo k of
scarecrows left behind, abandoned in th is place (l} .

Cha r act e rist ical l y , La Guma cr e at e s the impression of a wasteland

through t he use o f 'dus t', 'brackish' and 'scarecr ows ', whi ch

int ens if ies the sense of desolation and dislocat ion . Mur i l e

moves i nto t he l andscape , dressed in a j a c ke t t ha t ' wa s a ca s t ­

off top of khaki serge batt ledress' (13-1 4 ) and there is a hi nt

t hat revolut ionary violence is i mmi nent . It is as though the

char acters i n In the fog of the Seasons' End have ret ur ned f rom

mi l i tary training, ready for action.

As mentioned, Mur ile's mission i s motivated by t he ea r lier

and v i olent death of his brother, Timi, at the hands of Meulen

and Opper man . 2 1 At t he time , in a s cene remini s cent of t he

t ort ur e sequence in In the fog of the Seasons' End, Mur ile and

Timi , t he t wo brothers , are t ied to a fence post and l eft

over nigh t :

The t wo men coughed and choked, wriggling in t heir
bonds. Timi coughed, sneezed and sprayed mucus,
moaning as he sagged against the electri c f lex that
held him t o the fence post . Shi l l ing Murile wr e s t l ed
with the flex but Opperman in his rage had been
bruta lly eff i c ient. The rubbe r-bound wi re held t hem
f a s t , sunk into flesh, c l ampi ng t he veins , mu sc les,
bones . Struggle agains t their pini ons brought only
painful t orture, so after a while they gave i t up and
waited for morning (75) .
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When Meulen and Opperman return the following day, Mur i l e ,

anguished be cause his brother has die d dur i ng the night, attacks

them: 'The spike o f bottle-glass slashed the l ength of

Oppe rman's left f or earm, opening it t o the bone so that he

screamed with pain, staring at the belching b lood ; Me ul e n clubbed

the black man's skull with t he butt of the shotgun ' (77 ).

Ironica lly, Muri l e i s s ent enced to t en years hard labour f o r

the attempted murde r, whi le Meulen and Opperman a re fi ned . Whe n

the judge pronounces sentence , t he ' l e ga l ' irregularities of the

South Af r i c an judicial syst em are aga i n highlighted:

As f or the dea t h o f the Bantu Ti mi , the judge said
tha t t here had been provocat ion . Me neer Meul en had not
intended the death of t hi s Bant u, but he should have
a cted with mor e t hought. Nowada ys eve r ybody wa s ve ry
conscious of t he necess ity to s how the whi te people in
a good l i ght i n re lat i on to the blac k popul a t i on , and
Meneer Meulen' s actions did not help . Inside the
count r y certain liberal ist ic elements and Commun ists
would capitalise on such mishaps as this , and overseas
the enemies of t he country like the Communists there as
wel l a s the OAU a nd t he united Nat i ons would also ta ke
advantage of such events fo r thei r attac ks • . . . The judge
had no alte r nat ive but t o render a severe repri mand and
a s tiff fine (77).

Foucaul t 's view o f the pr ejudice inherent in the j ud i c i a l

syst em , a s touched upon ear l ier , is pa r t i c ul arl y r elevant in

relation t o the j udge' s bia sed proclama t i on. In Discipline and

Punish, Foucault , e laborat i ng on hi s previ ous argument , explains

t hat 'it would be hypoc r it i cal or naIve' to presume t ha t ' t he law

was made f or all i n the name of all ' . I ns t ead , Fouca ult claims ,

it would be advisable t o a cknowledge t hat the law ' was made f or

t he f ew and that it was brought t o bea r upon ot he r s'. Thus, he
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conc lude s , ' i n principle i t applies t o a l l citizens' but in

theory it is app l ied ' t o the mos t nume rous and l east enlight ened

clas s es ' (1995 :276) .

La Guma cont inue s to draw a t t ent i on t o l ega l ~ ssues

t hroughout t he novel, parti cul arl y with reference to mass

r emovals. In Time o f t he But che r boy, the communi t y is be i ng

r el ocate d in orde r t o make wa y for whi t e deve l opment and

financ i al gain . The blacks, despi t e t he ir hi s t ori ca l connection

to the l a nd , are shown no compa s s i on and are bl untl y told by t he

Commissione r t hat t heir appeal s t o the government have been

deni ed . Mma-Tau, a member of t he community , and an e xpone nt of

Blac k Consciousness, r efuses to accept thi s dec i s i on and urges

t he people to protes t t he r emoval . In an emot i ona l plea s he

reminds them o f the s uf fering they have e ndur ed unde r t he system

of aparthe id:

. •. men a re of t wo kinds , t he poor who toil and create
t he riches of t he earth : and the r ich who do not toil
but devour i t . The meani ng is t his: that t he people
demand their share of the f r uits of the ea rth, and
thei r r ulers , o f whom t he whi t e man is a lac key, a
s e r va nt , refuse t hem a fair porti on . And it i s this :
t ha t the people insis t , the ru lers deprive them of
work, drive them from thei r home s , and i f t hey still
resist, send t heir lac keys to s hoot t hem down wi t h guns
( 47) .

Like Te kwane in In t he FOg of the Seas ons' End, Mma - Tau

r ecogni zes t he power o f the Sout h Afri can government but is bold

enough to defy i t s officers in or de r to maintain her integri ty .

Pre f err ing ' d ignity i n hell' to humilia tion ' i n t heir heave n' ,

she declares that ' i f the y wa nt to throw us out' , t hen they

should 'come a nd cha s e us a l l over the hi l l s f irst ' (86}.
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A direc t and vi olent confront ation en sues betwee n t he poli ce

and the community, d i ffe rent f rom t he pas s ive res ist a nc e shown by

some chara cter s in the other nove ls. Through his por t r a ya l of

t he collective strength and determina tion of the community, l2 La

Guma aga i n draws attent ion to t he uni ver s a l strugg l e fo r

liberat ion . As Mma - Ta u e xplains, ' a who le peop l e is s tarting to

thin k of collecting a collect ive debt, the time fo r collect ing

this debt is drawing on. Allover the count r y pe ople a re feeling

i t ' (80) . The p r otes tors are confi dent , defi ant and de s c r ibed as

a 'mass of s i nging people ' (114) , whi l e t he pol ice a re

'grot esque ' (115) , armed wi th 'automatic r ifles' and 'long riot

staves ' (11 4) . Aga i nst t he s e odds , it i s unlike ly that the

peopl e wi l l succeed and yet the r ea ct i on i s s ignifi ca nt because

i t shows the ir 'unwillingness to be ens laved' (118) . Indeed , as

Memmi contends in The Coloni ze r and the Colonized, v ictory for

the oppres se d i s not entire l y improbabl e , because ' t he coloni zed

can wa i t a long t i me t o li ve .. . • r ega r dl e ss of how soon or how

violently t he coloni zed r e jects hi s s ituati on , he wi l l one day

begin to overthrow his unl ivable exi s tence wi t h t he whole fo rce

of his oppr es s ed personali ty' (19 91 : 120) . Ti me of t he

Butche r bi r d t hus conclude s wi t h optimism. The drough t t ha t has

plagued t he country is abou t t o come to a n end and , in contrast

to the de s olate scene t hat opens the novel , the l andscape i s now

des cr ibed a s 'golden ' (119) a nd t he p r ospec t s f or change are

possi bl e.

By focussi ng on t he problems involved in ma s s removals , La

Guma is able t o c omment on the si tuation a f fect i ng the ent i r e

non- whit e communi ty i n South Afri c a. Mur i le is black a nd his

expe r ience of pri s on and the l aw is simil ar to the expe rience s of
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Adams and Beukes , part i cu l a r l y when Mur i le observes, i n a now­

fami li a r image, t ha t South Afri ca is a prison i t s e l f : ' our

peopl e go to pri son every day. Are not our l e ade r s in prison?

We are all in pr ison, the whol e count ry is a prison' (80 ) . La

Gurna is consist ent i n showing the socio- economic depr i va t i on of

the non - whi te communi ty in order t o place his cha racter's act ions

in cont e xt . 2l The wor l d t hat they i nhabi t is depi c t ed as harsh

and des ol a t e , fr om the ' l unar ba rrenne s s of s t one and steel' (18)

in The Stone Count r y to t he ' l ong, dry , b r oke n dusty stretches of

r eddish-yel low land' (13) i n Time o f the Butche r bi rd . La Guma

delibe r a t e l y use s this vision of South Afr i ca t o e duca te the

reader about the country :

... somebody a sked me a l it t le wh ile a go why I a l ways
wrote about t he wea t her i n South Africa. We ll , part of
t he f act i s that the wea t he r plays a pa r t i n creating
t he a tmosphere a nd i t helps t o descri be the scenes and
so on. The r e i s a lso t he f act that over seas people
be lieve t he Sout h Afri ca n r egime's t ouri s t propaganda
t hat i t i s a c ountry with perfec t weathe r . I had an
i dea tha t r at her we could use the weather as a f e at ur e
of South Afr ica , but a l s o i n t e rms of its s ymbol i c
potentia l , and t hus a t t he same time make i t or t r y to
make i t genuine l y Sout h Afr ican . I n other wor ds, I am
cont esting t he of fici al propa ganda of South Africa's
natur a l beauty and trying to show the world t hat the
t ouri s t poste r wor l d of wonde r f ul be ac he s and beautiful
golf l i nks is not the total picture (Abr a hams 1985 : 71­
7 2) .

By present ing t he weather as a dete rrent r a the r than an

att r act i on, La Gurna as ks t he reader to consider another

perspe ct ive . Ge r al d Moore exami nes, in Twelve African Wr i t er s ,

La Guma 's cha r acte ristic emphas is on environme nt and his use of

prose that 'li f ts the glos s y sur face of f Cape Town 's tourist
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brochures like a sca l pel, and s hows us the s warming mise ry of

existence for the ma j or it y of its cit i zens ' (1980 : 108) . At

times, however , La Guma's description o f nature s erves a

different pu rpos e. And a Threefold Cord, f or example, port rays

Cape Town as a blea k, wet and mis erable place, and yet the nove l

concludes wi t h a brief glimps e of hope : 'As he l ooked ou t at the

rain, he saw, to his sur pri s e , a bi r d dart suddenly f rom among

the patchwor k roofs o f the shanti e s and hea d s t raight, stra ight

i nt o the s ky ' (198 8 :112 ) . Similarl y, in t he final pages of The

Stone Country, there i s a feel i ng of confidence, rather than of

disappoint ment : 'The wi nd had died away, a nd it loo ked as if i t

woul d be anot he r hot day. The s ky wa s pa l e, wa s hed-out in the

war ming dawn; a f lock of pigeons, fl yi ng i n hapha zar d f or ma t i on,

st rea ked of f and over the pr i s on , headed t owards t he sunrise '

( l 62 ) . In the l i ght of t he above, it is clear that La Guma 's

work is defined by a pers i s tent s ense of optimism and that ,

despite per sona l and pr ofes s i ona l ha r dshi p , he wa s not de f e ated,

but empowe r ed by life in prison, my next point of f ocus .

One of t he reasons why La Guma ma i nt a i ne d a pos it ive

attitude wa s because he had conf i dence i n the process of

l i be r at i on . 24 He recognized that powe r was not pos s ibl e wi thout

knowl edge and t hat the education of the South Afri c an populat ion

was o f vital impor tance to t he s uccess of the r esistance

struggle . He acknowledged, a s we l l, t he problems e ncounte r ed by

the ma j ori ty of non- wh ites i n South Af rica and yet be l i e ved , as

seen, in the inev i table victory of the s t ruggle for fr eedom.

Adams in The Stone Country a r ti culates this conviction , whe n he

contemplates t he encounter be tween the cat and t he mouse :
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You were on t he side o f the mouse, of a l l t he mice,
[he) t hought. The l i t tl e men who get ki cked in t he
backside a l l the t ime. You got punched a nd be aten li ke
t hat mouse, and you had t o duck and dodge to a voi d the
cl aws and f angs . Eve n a mouse tur ns, someday (127) .

The same bel ie f is presented in I n the f og of t he Sea sons ' End,

wi th the i nclusion of an epigraph , Martyrs , by Cont e Sa i don

Tidi any:

Banquets of blac k ent rail s o f t he Bl ac k,
Armour of parchment o f wa x,
frag ile and fugit ive when f a c i ng the burning stone,
Will be shattered like t he spider web,
In the f og of the seasons' end.

La Guma also maintained t ha t the s uccess of t he libe ration

s truggle must be cons idered in relation t o the past. In 'Afri can

Cul t ur e and Nationa l Liberation', he says that 'we look back at

t he past i n order t o uncover values, assess t hem f rom t he poi nt

of view o f modern times, and a ttempt to determine and unde rstand

t heir place a nd ro l e in history and modern c ivi l isat i on '

(1973 : 57) . I n Time of t he Butcherbird, Kobe , protes ting the

fo rced removal, a lso focuses on t he pas t but his concern is with

i ts pers is tence :

We have been t old that we must go f rom our l and , f rom
the l and of our ancestors . But it i s a ver y dif f i cult
thing to upr oot a n o ld oa k of many years . The r oot s of
such a t r e e are very deep. Ce rtainly one can ta ke an
a xe a nd cut down such a t r e e , that is easy , but t he
r oots remain and are very hard t o dig up. So you see,
the t r e e r ea l l y rema i ns. The t r e e goes on (12) .

These e xampl es c l ea rl y demons trate both La Guma' s be lie f i n

the c los e connect ion between t he past, the present and the future

and his asserti on that a pe opl e ' s history provides a frame of
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re fere nce f or t he l i ber a t ion s t ruggle . A knowledge, an

understanding a nd an apprecia t i on of t he past, then, prope l t he

st ruggle f orward, securing a c e r tai n vi c t ory . The port rayal o f

Tekwane 's de ath i n In t he Fog of The Seasons ' End i s significant;

There was t he da rkne s s o f the s ac k a ga in . Ta l k,
talk, tal k . But t he ghost s wai t ed f o r him on s ome far
ho ri zon . No words came , only the s creaming o f many
c rows c i r c l i ng t he bat t l e f i e l d . Wahl ul a amakos i! Thou
hast c onquer ed t he Ki ngs ! The fa r figu re s moved a long
the f ar hor i zon . He! Uya kuhlasela -pi na? Yes , whe r e
wi l t thou now wa ge wa r ? Far , fa r, hi s a nces t ors
gat he red on t he misty ho ri zon , t heir spea r s s pa r kl i ng
l i ke d iamonds i n t he exploding s un (175) .

A confrontation is i~inent . In a 1956 artic le fo r New Age , La

Guma anticipates t hi s i dea : ' Da y by day the unity o f the

oppressed people s of the world grows s t ronge r ' , he af f i rms ,

addi ng t hat 'from Afr i ca t o As i a t he f or ce s of ant i -imperi a l i sm,

peace and f r iends hi p a re march ing f orwa rd' and t hat 'the sun of

colonial s l a ve r y and wa r i s se t ting fa s t ' (1956a : 3 ) .

Despite t he subject matte r and the por t r aya l of a dismal

state of e xist ence , the re f ore , La Guma's nove ls are pos i t ive

comments on t he u l t imat e success o f t he l i be ration s t ruggle . In

In the Fog o f t he Seasons ' End , Beukes decla r es hi s s a t is fac t ion

i n the f ac t ' t ha t we are now working f or armed st ruggle. I t

give s people conf i dence t o t hink that soon they might combine

~ss ac t i vity wi th mi li t ary fo rce . One does not like f a c i ng the

fas c i s t guns l ike she ep ' (143) . I n Time o f the But che r b i r d , Hma­

Tau s tates that one ' da y we will have guns t oo' (B7) and when

Hurile a cqui res a n automatic shotgun he mentions that he i ntends

to ' f ind out what ca n be done with i t ' ( l I B) . It is obvious that

La Guma came to consider that the us e of weapons wa s i nevitabl e
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and neces s a ry in or de r to achieve f r eedom and he freq uent l y

voice d t hi s op i nion. In ' Li t erature and Li f e ', fo r instance , he

asserted :

The people of Vi et nam, t he people of the Port ugu e s e
colon i e s , of Namibia. [sic ] Zimbabwe [sic ] Sout h Afr ica
who are toda y wa gi ng an armed s trugg le fo r nati ona l
li be r a ti on and i ndepe ndence simul taneous l y struggle for
the rebirth o f t hei r national cultur e s . In these part s
of t he imperial is t dominated wor l d the armed s truggl e
he l ps solve the cont radi c t ion be tween i mpe ri a li s m and
t he aspirations of our peoples t o nat iona l
r e j uve na t i on. Deprived of t he r ight to li ve according
t o the ir own values, our peoples are engaged i n a
struggle that wil l lead them to fu l l express i on in
terms of their own history and cu l t ur e (1970 : 239) .

As I have t ried to show, La Guma f e l t that l iterature , l ike

the armed s truggle, has an effective r ole t o play i n any

libe rati on movement, whe t her in South Af r i ca or e lsewhere . His

concl udi ng remarks at the 1967 Afri can-Scandinavian Wri ters'

Confer e nce emphasize t he necessary commitment :z~

The Sout h Af r i ca n a r tis t fi nds himself wi t h no other
choi ce but to dedicate h imself to that movement whi ch
must involve not only himself but ordinary people a s
we l l . So that I say that in our soc iety we are
prepared to run guns and to hold up radio s t ations , i f
it is necessary . I s ay this because I be l ieve t hat ,
whe t he r we are ~uropean wr i t e r s or Afr i can wr i t e r s or
American wr i t e r s , a ll human activi t y which does not
serve humanity must be a was te of time and e f f ort
(Wa s t be r g ed . 1968 :24 ) .

I n Chapt e r One I suggested t hat imprisonment s trengthened

t he resolve of many prisoners and that the exper ience of pr ison

was empowe r i ng. La Guma, whos e spiri t o f defiance wa s not broken

by detention, prison, banning and house arrest, wa s no e xcept ion.

He rema ined devoted to the goals of the libe r a tion s truggl e ,
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certain of its ultimate success, and consistent ly s trove, i n his

creative writing , t o educate the reader about condition s in South

Africa i n orde r to alte r opinion and to bring about change in the

country .26

Note s

1 . La Guma, who wor ke d as a clerk, a bookkeeper and a fac t ory

wor ke r, helped to organi~e a strike in 1946 for better wor ki ng

conditions at Metal Box Company.

2. The first sessions of the trial were held in J oha nne s bur g ,

amid mass demonstrations . Later the proce edings we r e moved to

Pr etoria . During a period of fi ve years, the prosecut i on

attempted to pr ove t hat the ANC had become a communist

organi~ation. The t rial concluded in 1961, whe n al l the accused

we r e fou nd no t gui l t y .

3. La Guma was interned f or f i ve months and his wi f e , Blanche ,

was also detained. In Abrahams's Memories of Home, Bl anChe

r ecall s how she 'knew that Alex was being deta ined at t he s ame

prison as [s he) wa s , f or he sang bac k in r epl y t o song s that

(s he ) s ang, l i ke light opera , t he songs wh i c h [t he y) sang at

home ' (1 991 :1 2) .

4. The no vel dea ls wi t h life in a suburban s lum. I t wa s

publ ished in East Berlin because, nothing La Guma, as a banned

person , said or wr ot e could by r eproduce d i n South Afr ica.

5. I ndira Gandhi presented La Guma with the award in Delhi,

I ndi a . Angolan poet, Agos t i nho Net o , and the Vietnamese wr i t e r ,

To Hoai, wer e also honoured .
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6. In his Introduction to the co llec t ion , La Guma s ta ted t hat

hi s i nt ent i on was to inform the r e ade r and to ga ther

i nt ernati onal support for the s t ruggl e against aparthe id: ' I t is

hoped t hat thi s volume wi l l cont r i but e toward a bet t e r

understanding of wha t i t means t o l i ve under apartheid; and that

it wi l l ra l ly f urther suppo rt f or the heroic South Afr ican people

who have once again launched an armed struggle for l i be r a tion '

(1978:1 5) .

7 . All references t o The Stone Count ry wi l l be from t he 1991

edi t i on. Henceforth only page numbers wil l be given.

8 , Koppe, though r e luctant , ag rees to par ticipate i n the escape

attempt . Ironically , he is the onl y one who succeeds .

9. This dedication appears i n t he Heinemann edition of t he

novel (1982 : np) .

10. The phys ical description of the pri s on is similar t o La

Guma's de s c r i pt i on of t he Roeland St r eet jail in an a r t i c l e ,

' What Goes on in Roela nd Str eet J a i l ' :

In Roeland St r eet, Cape Town, wi t h t he blue bul k of
Tab l e Mounta i n in t he bac kground, stands the mass of
b r ick a nd stone whi ch is t he city j a i l . I n spite of
the c a refully t ended lawns and flowers which fron t it ,
this pl ace ha s never been able to disgui se the cold
at mosphe r e about i t , and none of the periodic
s tat ements o f prison authorities have succeeded i n
g l orifyi ng i ts gr im record (1956b : 6) .

11 . A s i milar view is present ed by Jacobs in ' Br e yt en

Breytenbach a nd the South Afr i ca n Pr ison Book' (1986 : 96) .

12 . Ni e ha us , convicted on a charge of high treason, was

sentenced in 1983 t o f ifteen year s in prison .

13 . In 1960 , the Britis h Pr i me Min i s te r, Sir Ha rold Macmi ll an,

made a f amous speech to t he Sout h Africa n parliament in Cape
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19 . Al l references f rom Time of the Butche rbird wi l l be from the

1979 edi t i on . Hencef orth only page numbe r s will be given .

20. In conversation with Abrahams, La Guma ment ioned t ha t:

As I info rmed you be fore, I tri ed to draw pi c t ure s of
the coloured people in my ea r lie r books . Havi ng de a l t
wi t h them to a certa i n extent, I then t ur ned to ot he r
scenes i n our s ociety . I star ted i n I n the Fog of the
Season's [s i c ] End where we not on ly have col our ed
pe ople but t he res t o f t he soc iet y comes i nto the
pictu r e . In Time o f the Butcherbird I di scus s the
various communi tie s in the c ount r y and thei r
re lat i onship (1985 : 116- 117) .

21. By the time Mur i l e returns, Opperman has died of natural causes

22 . In 'Afr ican Cult ur e a nd Na t i ona l Liberation', La Guma poi nts

to t he r ole of t he masses i n t he struggle f or freedom. He says

t ha t ' the s t rength and vita lity of the revolution is der i ved from

the awa kened creat ive ene r gy of the masses and t he i r asp irat i on

f or a new li f e , enlightenment and cul t ur e ' . Moreover, he

r ea s ons , 'real progress ca nnot be decreed from above ', s i nce

' l i ving c r ea t i ve progress i s the product of the masses

thems elves ' . We must, he concl Ude s , 'raise t he l owe s t sec t i ons

of t he population t o the state o f ma king history' (1973 :58 ) .

23. Mphahlele offers a simila r i ns i ght in a n essay ent i t l ed

'South African Li t e r a t ur e vs the Polit i cal Mor a l i t y ' , when he

says that La Guma 'documents the sett i ng i n a l l it s s ordi d and

oppressi ve detail to show how huma n character c an be held

hos t a ge, ravaged, or even e xi led, by t he pol i tica l and ec onomi c

structures det ermined by a ruling class' (1983 : 9) .

24 . La Guma considered that the progress and success of t he

liberation struggle depended on t he establ ishment of spec if i c

goa ls. This vi ew is e xplained in ' Cul ture and Libe r ation ' :
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CHAPTER THREE

DENNI S BRUTUS: POET AN D PATRI OT

A f erve nt de s i re t o inform the internat i ona l communi ty about

conditions i n Sout h Africa mot ivated Brutus, a poet and human

r i ghts ac tivi s t, to travel t o Baden-Baden in 19 63 . His mi s s i on

was t o addre s s t he Int e r na t i ona l Ol ympic Committ ee in an e f fort

t o have Sout h Africa exc l uded f rom the Ol ympi c Games. He d i d not

suspe ct that i t was goi ng t o be an event fu l endea vour . Befor e he

was able t o l eave t he country he was arrested and then relea s ed

on bail pending t r ial. Undet e r red, Brut us decided t o l e ave Sout h

Afri ca via Swa ~ i land and t hen Mo~ambi que . Since he had a

Rhodesian passport thi s s eemed completely f e a s i bl e ; however, he

had dramati ca lly miscalc ul a t ed t he r e s ource f ul ne s s of the s ecr e t

pol ice , a s he explai ned t o E. Ethelbert Mi l ler in 'An I nt e r vi ew

With Denni s Brutus':

Fr om Swa ~i land I went t o Mo~ambique; that was a big
mistake . When I got there the Portugues e Secret Police
were waiti ng f or me . They arrested me, and t urned me
over t o the South Af r i ca n Sec r e t Police who t ook me t o
J ohannesburg in a ca r . When I got out o f the car with
my baggage, I just put my bag s down on t he sidewalk a nd
t Ook of f . I t wa s 5 o 'cloc k i n t he a fternoon and t he
s t r ee t wa s crowded. I d idn't t hink they would s hoot
me; I was wrong . They s hot me a t close range i n the
back . I t was close e nough t o go r i ght t hrough my body,
penetrating my gut , my s t omach . The y never had t o take
the bullet out becaus e there was no bul l et ; it just
we nt c l ea r thr ough me . I wa s taken t o a hospita l and
f inally s entenced t o prison and now had a n extra c r i me
because I had escaped fr om the pol i c e (1915 : 45 ) .
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Othe~ t h i ngs apa~t, t hi s [s ucce s s] depends a lso on
whethe~ the l ibe~ation movement establishes the p ~ec ise

object ives t o be a chieve d on the wa y to regain ing the
r ight [s ) of the pe opl e i t p resent s and whom it is
ass ist ing t o ma ke i t s own hist ory, t o control f r ee l y
t he disposa l of its productive f or ce s, wi t h a n e nd to
the eventual deve lopment of a r i che r c ul ture -­
popular, scienti f i c and un iversal (1 97 9a : 35) .

25 . The t heme of t he conference wa s 'The Wr i te r in Afr ican

Society, I ndi vi duali t y and Socia l Comment'.

26 . Brutus ma kes a comparable remar k when he notes t hat La

Guma's 'dedication t o the s t ruggle f or fr ee dom and justice in

South Africa made him b l unt in his opposition to racism or

oppr e s sion and f or t hri ght in h is commi t ment t o a free Sou th

Afr i ca'. Brutus believes that La Guma a lso ' put h is t a lent a s he

put his li f e , a t the service of the struggle f or f reedom in South

Africa ' (Abr ahams ed , 1991 : 5).
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Thi s sequence o f events is s ignif icant . I t h ighlights the

brutality of the South Afr ican government, whic h impr isoned

Brutus on Robbe n Is land short ly after he was injured . I t a lso

demonstrates Br utus's courage and his pe r s i s t ent def iance of t he

syst em of a partheid, a n i s s ue I i ntend to draw att ent ion to

throughout the chapter . In his wri ting , Brutus pr ov i de s t he

reade r with a gre at dea l of in fo rmation about l if e in prison and

I propose to use the volume of poems , Letters to Ma r t ha, t o

demonstrate thi s point. l In addi tion, I s hall re f er, wher e

necessary , t o a s election of Br utus' s poet r y fr om other volumes,

as wel l as t o othe r cont emporary po l it i ca l pr ison-wr i t i ng; and,

in order t o consider t he rela t i onshi p between Br ut us ' s wor k and

t he conc ept o f power , I shal l refer to Foucault. I s ha l l also

examine the wa y i n whi ch Robben Island af fected Br ut us as a

person and a poet, and show t hat , whi le his management o f the

prison e xpe rience changed ove r t he ye ars , 2 the ima ge of prison

continues to permeate his poet r y. In conclusion , in orde r t o

show the nature of the re lat i ons hip between his polit i cs and his

li t e r at ur e , and to illust rat e his consistent des ire to educa te

the r eader about Sout h Africa, I i ntend to e xplore how he managed

t o combine the r o les o f t e ache r , poet and a ct i vi s t. Brutus's

pr i s on expe r ience, howeve r, cannot be d i s cus s ed in isolation and

must be eva l uated i n t e rms of t he ye ars t hat pr eceded and those

t hat f ol l owed hi s i mpr isonment .

Brutus was born in Sali s bury , Southern Rhode s ia (now Ha rare,

Zimbabwe) , in 1924 . His parent s r et ur ned to South Af r ica shortly

a fter his bi r th and he grew up in the colour ed t ownship of

Dowe r vi l le, Port El izabeth , a modest community of about one

hund r ed homes . Al though economical ly deprived , hi s pa r ent s we r e
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extreme l y house - proud , a s he r ecalls in an es s a y entit led

'Childhood Remin iscences', and ' the y t oo t ri ed, i n thei r small

house, i n discomfort and with a constant batt le aga i ns t penu r y,

t o be genteel ' (1968 : 94) . In the s ame essay, Brut us notes wi t h

affect i on tha t Dowe r vi l l e wa s home to a col l ection of fa scinating

people :

There wa s gent le Ben J eptha , a pi l l a r of our smal l
community and a leading figu r e a t t he smal l school -cum­
church whi ch served most of the people in Dowerville.
And big Bi l l J ohnson , the American negro boxer and
sailor who had settled wi t h his col our ed wi f e - t he y
owned the f irst gramophone I ever saw, one of those
enormous horn-things; years l at e r , when I firs t heard
the hoarse grit ty voice o f Ma Rainey - mot her o f t he
blues - it wa s the image of Jim Johnson's huge horn­
trumpet she evoked. And there was Nurse Courtiers , who
had t he only telephone in the area, and Mr Ruite rs, who
was a special person because he was the princ ipal of
t he school . The re we r e a lso t he black sheep in our
community - women whos e l i ves , I gathered vaguel y, we r e
onl y to be tal ked about i n undertones , and not in t he
presence o f t he c hi l dr en, and drunken Pappiegaan, who
r olled up the street at t he weekends, and hi s no-good
son Harry, who popped in and out of reforma t or ie s
(1968:93- 94) .

Br utus 's parents were school teachers and hi s mothe r wa s

pr ominent in church activities. She st imula ted his i nte r e s t in

Engl ish literature by encouraging him t o read and t o rec i t e

poe try, most notably the wor k of Wor dswor t h and Tennyson . His

f at he r , howeve r , as Brutus r emembers, was aloof:

In my childhood years, I r emember him a s a ste r n and
a bril liant man, surrounded wi th books and papers and
much preoccupied wi t h his wo r k. We saw li t t le of him,
and whe n he spoke t o me, it was because he had to s co l d
me or t o inquire with amused contempt what I ha d been
up t o l at e l y (1968:94 ).
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Growing up, Brutus did not attend school on a regula r basi s .

A nose injury whi c h l ed t o spontaneous and incessant nose-b leeds

kept him at home, where he spent a great dea l of t i me r e ading

newspapers and magazines. This life-style did not restric t him

f r om pursuing his passion f or football and cr icket, alt hough the

playground in Dowervi l le wa s mo re hazardous than e xpec ted, as he

reveals in t he fol lowing poem:

It wa s a sherded [s ic ] wor l d I entered:
of bro ke n bot t le s , rusty tins and split roo f t iles:
the l i t t e r ed earth wa s f ul l of menace
wi t h j agge d edges wait i ng the na ked f e et :
holes, t renches, ditches we re scatte red traps
and the broken land i n wa s t e pl ot s our playi ng fi eld :
this was t he wor l d through whi ch I l e a r nt t he wor ld
and this t he i mage fo r my vision of the wor l d
(1978b :31l.

from time to time Brutus managed t o att end a primary SChoo l

r un by nuns and then at t he age of f ifteen he e ntere d junior h igh

school. He received a Ci ty Council bursa ry whi ch a l lowed him to

continue his studies at f or t Hare and he graduated in 1947 ,

achieving a Ba chelor's degree with a distinct ion in Englis h . He

joined the social servic e s at the r eque s t of the Bureau of

Coloured Af fa i rs and s tart ed teaching in 1948 . I n no t i me he

became disillus ioned wi t h a system of education whi ch he

considered second-class and was appalled by the i de a s he wa s

expected to endorse :

I wa s told I had to t each b l a c k kids the y we r e
i nferi or . I wa s told ~they don ' t ne ed t o know Eur opea n
or Amer i can history because they're never going to ge t
the re - it s none of their bus i ne s s . N I r e f us ed t o
accept this • . . . I woul d answer a ny question they as ked,
i ncluding questions a bout the poli tical system , and
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whether or not t hey we r e inf e rior . So i t was
i ne vi t ab l e tha t I wa s served wi t h a n orde r whi ch made
i t a c rime for me t o teach (Mi l ler 1975 : 44 ) .

Brutus 's c omment s i n t his quotat ion ma y be re lat ed t o the

concept of exc lus i on whi ch I referred t o i n Chapt e r One. As head

of the school ' s sporti ng act ivit ies, Brutus observed a s ys tem of

segregat i on s imila rl y a llied with the idea of i nf e r iority. I n a n

artic le ent i t led 'Spor ts Test for South Africa', Brut us argue s

t ha t 'spor t in South Africa means "whi te sport'" and ' s elect ion

on me r i t - t he fundamenta l of sport - i s mean ing less • . . except in

rel ati on t o the 3 million Whi t e South Africans' . Since non­

whi tes are never 'considered for a nat ional team, no mat t e r what

[t he i r ] abili ty or how clearly [t he y) merit [s ) select ion' , Sou t h

African sport, Brutus concludes ' is a fr aud ' 0959:35 l. 3 In

response t o these practices, Brutus fo unded the South Afr i can

Sports Assoc iation i n 1958 wi t h Alan Pat on as patron. Br ut us ' s

a im wa s t o draw a t t e nt i on t o racism and t o t he e xerc ise of

governmental power i n South Af r ican sport . He des ired espe c ial l y

t o arouse the inter est of the Inte rna t i ona l Ol ympi c Commit t ee ,

whose cha r t e r ca l ls for no discrimination.

Brutus's oppos i t ion to government pol i cy did no t go

unnoticed and i n 1961 he was dismissed from his teaching job a nd

f or b i dden to wr i te and to publish . He wa s banned from taking

part in any meeting wi t h more than t wo people and from joining

any spo r ting organizations. Despite these r e s t r i c t i ons , Brutus

r ema i ned def iant and , although conf ined to J ohanne s bur g , he

invented r easons that al lowed him t o travel. He elaborates on

this strategy in Palaver: Intervi ews With Fi ve Af r i ca n Wr i t e r s i n

Texas:
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· .. for the he l l of it , I used to th in k up e xc uses for
having to trave l . I woul d persuade my wife t o fi nd a
p r etext (s he wa s about 700 miles away f rom me ); I
would smuggle a note down to her and back woul d come a
t e l e gr am, "Baby serious ly ilL " or something like t hat .
I woul d have to go to court, and there would be a l ega l
p rocess by whi ch the banni ng order • . . woul d be set aside
f or t wenty-four hours or forty-e ight hours . .. • I li ked
t hos e t r i ps because I was doing wha t they were te l ling
me I couldn't do. I was defying the ir or de r s and
actua l ly conducting unde rground political act ivity a t
t he same t i me (Lind f or s , Munro, Priebe and Sande r eds
1972 : 27 ) .

In a further gesture of disobedience, Brutus wrote under an

assumed name and enr ol l ed at t he Uni vers i ty of the Wi t wa t e r s r a nd

for a l aw degree. He a lso managed to ge t a job wi t h a pr ivate

school in Vr ededorp , a place t hat he de s c r i be s in one of his

poems:

Thr ough jagged streets in Vrededorp
under the papery pre-dawn moon,
past pee l i ng house s , roachey shops,
obscenely hoarse t ube rcular rooms ,
clutch ing you r keep-sake f ragment's go ld
"Endure, Endu re" ! I c ried aloud (l 975b : 2) .

In 1962 he s ecretly assumed t he role of secretary for the newl y

formed South African Non-Racia l Olympic Commi tt ee and i n 1963 he

embarked on his notorious trip to Baden-Ba de n whi ch ul timat e ly

led to t he i mprisonment on Robben Is land . !

Brutus's fi rst collection of publ ished poems, Sirens ,

Knuckles, Boots, ~ a ppea r ed whi l e he wa s se rving this pr ison term .

The vo lume did not go unnot iced by t he author ities:

.• . t he book came out whi le I wa s i n prison and I wa s in
f act i nt errogated about i t and a further cha rge woul d
have been br ought a ga inst me, e xcept that I qui t e
honestly couldn't remember t he date at whi c h I had sent
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these poems off. And if they could have f i xed a da t e I
t hin k I would have been prosecuted (Due r den and
Pieterse eds 1978:57-58 ).

Ever r e solut e , Br utus d i d not a l low t his ha r a s sment to subdue his

cr eati vity and even in prison he continued t o wr ite poems,

inc l uding a fe w on sc raps of t o i l et paper, whi ch we r e l at e r

inc l uded i n t he volume , Let ters to Mart ha . His f ind i ng the means

t o do so i s simi lar t o the resourcefulness of ot her prison

writers, as Nkrumah reveals in Ghana: The Autobiography o f Kwame

Nkruma h: 'There was' , Nkrumah aff irmed, ' only one wa y' to 'ke ep

in touch with the Party outside those whitewashed walls - by

writ ing'. His ent ire ' l ife then centred around t he p roblem of

how t o get hold of a penci l and a supply of paper .... The pape r

looked li ke be ing a ma jor problem unti l [he] s uddenl y saw the

answer staring [him ) in the face. Each day [pri s one r s] were

given a fe w sheets of toilet paper' (1989:128).

Brutus was released in 1965 and like La Guma wa s i mmedi ately

is sued with a further banning order, which aga in res tri c t ed his

moveme nt , this time for a f ive-year period. The ban also

hindered his involvement in any communi ty, sport or pol it i cal

ac t ivity and his ability to write and to publ ish . He d id,

however , continue to wr i t e poetry, cla ndes tine l y,6 whi ch he

considered a form of protest, as he points out in 'Protes t

Against Aparthe id':

I think one may say in all seri ousnes s that to wr i t e at
all once you are banned from writing - and it does n't
mat te r whe t he r you write we l l or badly - cons titute s a
form of protest against apartheid in South Afr ica. The
cons equence s of this are perhaps even more serious i n
that they e xtend beyond the particular person. I t
means that a large number of articulate people who
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could wr i t e , who wou ld have things t o commun i cat e, a re
cut o f f from the communi ty . The y may not s pea k to i t ,
address it, or express their thoughts. I t work s the
ot he r way as we l l . Not onl y may they not speak, but
those who wa nt t o listen cannot list en - i t cuts both
ways (1969 : 94) .

Cl e a rly affected by the r est r ictions and yet det e rmi ned to

remai n defi a nt, Brutus was faced with a di ffi c ul t dec is i on.

Marr ied with e ight childr e n, i t became impossible fo r him to

suppor t his fam i l y and i n 1966 he received a one - wa y exit vi s a

which a l l owed h im to l ea ve , but never t o re t u rn to Sout h Africa .

The emotion of the j our ney is ca ptu r e d i n the fi nal s tan za of a

poem wri t ten in f l i ght:

Peace wi l l come.
We have the power
t he hope
the resolution .
Men wi l l go home (1989 :96 ).

Brutus's determinat ion a nd his be lief in the ultimat e victory of

t he s t ruggle fo r l i be r ation are s imilar t o La Guma's. Undefeated

even in exile, Brutus rema ined act ive i n hi s ef f or t s to have

Sout h Africa excluded from the Olympic Games, which he managed to

achieve . Init ially he l i ved in London and, since he had been one

of the f irst prisoners to be released from Robben Is land , he

assumed an act ive r ole i n the campaign t o i n f or m the

int erna tional community about prison condi ti ons. While thus

employed, he worked as Di r e ct or of the Wor l d Campai gn f or t he

Release of South African Pol itica l Prisoners. He appeared bef or e

the Uni t ed Nations and the Red Cross and held numerous press and

television conferences i n order t o draw attention t o t he

s ituat ion on Robben I s l a nd .
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In 19 68 he publ i shed Lette rs to Mart ha, which a lso includes

poems wri t t en a f ter his release from pr i son. In 'Poetry of

Suffering: The Black Experience ', he i ndicates that some of

t hem, as me nti oned above , 'we r e wri t t en in prison on toi le t

paper, or a ft e r coming out of prison. Some of t hem we r e found ~n

pr i s on , and when t hey we r e , t hey were de s t r oyed. And so t hey

were r eproduce d subsequently ' (1973 :5 ) . In Afri can Wr i t e r s

Tal king, Brutus explains that bec ause of his bann ing order, i t

wa s ' illegal to write poe try , but it was l ega l to wr i t e letters'.

Thus , hi s poe tr y ' had to be i n the form of l etters . . . to peopl e ' ;

hence the titl e of the vol ume, whi ch refers to Brut us' s

correspondence wi t h hi s s i s te r - i n- law, Martha, duri ng his

brother , Wi lfred ' s, int e r nment (Ouerde n and Pi eterse eds

1978:58) . A year l ate r Brutus pub l i s he d a small vol ume ca lled

The Denver Poems and ac cepted a teac hi ng position at the

University o f Denve r . The Oniversity o f Texa s published his

Poems From Algiers i n t he same year, whi c h includes seve r a l poems

dealing wi t h t he dislocation of li fe i n e xi l e . 7 The opening poem

'And I am Dri f t wood' captures this s ense of a l i e na t i on :

And I am dr i f twood
on an Algerian beach
a l ong a Mediterranean shore

And I am dr i f t wood.

Others may lol l i n the ir ca rnal pool
was hed by t i des of sens ua l cont ent
i n va riable f low, by r egulat e d plan

but I am dr iftwood . •. (l 972 :5) .

Always eager t o defy t he South Afr i can authorit i es, Brutus

even managed to produce a volume, Thoughts Abr oad, wh i c h was
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ava i lable i n South Africa . The boo k, writ ten under the pseudonym

John Bruin, appeared i n 1970. The f ol lowing ye ar Brut us moved to

Northwes tern Univers ity in I l linois to teach li t e r atur e with a

specia l emphasi s on Afri can wri ting and proceeded to l aunc h the

Int e rnational Campaign Against Racism i n Sport, whi ch wa s pa rt l y

responsible fo r the banning of the Rhodesian t eam from t he 1976

Olympics. The col lection of poems enti t led A Simple Lus t , whi c h

appeared i n 1973 , describes l i f e i n prison and in exi l e. Thi s

wa s fo l lowed in 1975 by China Poems, whi ch wa s wr i t t en dur ing a

stay in the People 's Republic of China. The se poems dea l wi t h

general subjects l i ke nature a nd age and t hey are marked by a

depa r t ur e in f orm. Not more than a f ew lines, the poems are

influenced by the Japanese hai ku and the Ch inese c hueh chu, a s

the fol lowing e xample, included in Stubborn Hope, illus t rates ;

A fern
ca n sei ze the artist
wi t h its beauty (1978b : 77) .

I n t he same year , he publ i shed the vol ume , Strains, whi ch

i ncl ude d a collect ion of verse wr i t t e n in the early 196 0s in

South Afri ca, as we l l a s more contemporary verse composed over

many years and spanning a var iety of cit i e s and places .

Duri ng t he 1976 Montrea l Ol ympic games, Brutus c ampa i gned

for the exclusion of New Zea l and , c i t i ng t ha t nation's continued

sporting r e la t i ons hip wi t h South Africa . As a result of hi s

efforts, most of the Afr ican nat ions wi t hd r e w from the games. I t

i s interesting to note that his cont i nued determination to

prevent d iscriminat ion i n sport i s presented i n his poetry a s

wel l, reinfor cing the relationship between his pol it ics and his

l i t e r a t ur e :
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The New Yor k Ti mes r epor ts t hey say t he y are hurt;
t he telex carr ies news o f an Aust r a l i a n decision;
in dor pies and plains in t he Free State
t he r ugby-playe rs writhe , runni ng thei r handS
over the br ui s e s of de f ea t i n Britain,
We s t German fr i ends renounce their neo- na zi pos t ure ,
a t runca ted t our moc ks t hem wi t h uncer tainties
- everywhere t he s portsmen dr aw in their robes
and wi t hdr aw , f earfu l of contamina tion,
while t he f oul ichor oozes f rom their wound s ­
I ndee d I f l og f r e s h l a she s acr os s t he s e thieves!
And t hey ble ed •.. • . [s i c] (1976b : 42 ) .

This poem appeared in t he volume , Stubborn Hope , published in

1978 .

Wi t h the independence of Zimbabwe i n 1980 , Brutus was placed

i n an awkwa r d posi t i on and again f a ced depor t at i on, although this

time f r om t he United St at es. Born in Zimbabwe and in possession

of a Briti sh passport and an Ameri can visa , he wa s told t o

surrender hi s passport and obtain a new one from the Zimbabwe

consulate . In the interim , his Uni t e d States visa had expired

and he wa s order ed to l e ave t he country. 8 Lega l p r oce edi ngs

ensued and continued throughout 1981 and 1982 until he was

f inally given permission to r emain i n Ame ri ca. The st rain and

the financial burde n we re exhaus t i ng , as he expl a i ns in 'Shal l I

be Deport e d fr om the USA? ':

I ha ve th i s tremendous dema nd on my time: t he
litigat ion, t he f ight to stay in the United States and
not to be deported. And this in t urn has r un up an
enormous l egal bi l l . I have to do addit iona l speaking
engageme nts just to raise money to pa y l e ga l e xpenses.
So I have l ess time than ever and i t ma kes i t diff icult
t o write (1983 : 16) .

Despi te the s e time - const r ai nts , Brutus produced a vol ume entitled

Sa lutes and Cens ur es in 1984 . He was al so the rec ipient of t he

119



Langs ton Hughes a nd Paul Robeson awards , both i ns tit uted by

i mpor ta nt Af r i c an-Ameri can civil - r i ghts act ivi s t s and a rtists .

Brutus's int erest in wr i t i ng and t e aching conti nues today .

He has held the pos i t i on of Professor of Blac k Lit e r atu re i n the

Depa r t ment of Black Community Educat ion Researc h and Develo~nent

at the Uni ve rsity of Pi t tsburgh and spe nt eight wee ks teac hi ng a t

Oxfor d Uni ve r si t y in 1 990. He wa s f inal ly a l lowed t o r e t urn t o

South Afr i ca i n 1 991 , after a n absence of t wenty- f i ve years ,

giving hi s f irst poetry-reading under the auspi ces of the

Congre s s o f Sout h African Wr i t e r s and t a ki ng par t in the New

Nat i on Wr i t e r s ' Conf e r ence . The following year he assumed a

vi siting l ectur e s hi p a t the Uni ve r s ity of Dur ban- Westville. He

publi shed Sti ll t he Sire ns in 1993 and current l y res i des in t he

Unite d St ate s .

from t hi s narrat ive i t is evident that Brut us has managed to

combi ne the r oles of teacher, poet and act ivist, a point t hat I

sha l l return to in due course. Similarly, h i s protest against

t he South African government was constant and determined, a

r esponse t ha t he e xplained at the 1967 Afr ican- Scand i navi an

Writers' Con f e r e nc e :

. .. 1 cannot claim any c redit f or gun -running. I have
not i n fact c a r r i ed any guns. The nearest I have got
t o c a r r yi ng guns wa s t o let ot he r people fi r e t he ir
bullets into my body. I do no t know i f t his can
qualify as gun -running . In fact my point is that this
i s i rrelevant, it does not matter. I ment i on i t in
pass ing . I am not concerned wi t h ho w a man e xpresses
his i nvol veme nt ; I am desperately concerned that he
shou ld . He must e xpre ss his conce r n wi t h human bei ngs,
not as a human be ing but a lso as a writer . . . (W~stbe rg

ed. 1968 :4 9- 50 ) . 9
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To 'expres s his conce rn' and in order to draw attention t o

condi tions in South Afr i ca, Brutus, as previ ous l y mentioned,

wr ot e about hi s pr i s on exper ience, my next point fo r

cons ide r ation .

I t is ne cessary when di s cus s ing Brutus's i mpri sonment to

desc ri be both wha t he enc ounte red when he r eached Robben Is land

in 1964 and his r esponse to the s ituation . Located ten

kilometres off the coast of Cape Town, Robben Isl and wa s a

maximum-security prison f or black males . Mandel a, Si su lu a nd

Govan Mbeki we r e among those int e r ned on the Is land . Prisoners

suf fe r ed at t he hands o f t he i r whi t e warde r s, who subjected them

to freque nt acts o f phys ica l br uta l it y a nd psychol ogic a l

per secut i on . Desp i te the cold , we t c l i mat e of Robbe n Is land ,

inmates r ecei ved fe w items o f c lot hing and wer e expected,

moreover, t o exist on a sparse die t even though they wor ked long

hours . In Sc hadebe r g' s compilat i on, Voi ces From Robbe n Is land,

Mbeki e laborates not only on t he prisoners' die t but on the wa y

in whi ch apartheid ope r at ed in pr ison:

Afr i can prisoners were put on t he F die t scal e which
meant meal ie pap i n the morn i ng wi t h a little b i t of
sugar, boi led mealies at lunch, and i n the e ve ning it
wa s back to mealie pap, but wi thout suga r. Three times
a wee k we got some meat. The D d i ets were f or the
colour ed and I ndian prisoners. They a lso had mea lie
pap in the morning but wi t h milk , s ugar and a mug of
coffee. And f or l unch they had meal i e rice wi t h fa t i n
i t, and bread i n the eveni ng . . . . and i t wa s smeared wi t h
dripping. We had no bread (1994:29}.IO

When Brutus arri ved on Robben I s land he was i n no condit ion

to endure these harsh measures, since he was st i ll r e covering

f rom bu l let wounds , as Na i doo recounts i n Isl and i n Chains:
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transported by t ruc k from pr i son

The arduous t rip wa s punc t uat ed

the prisoners were fed, a s Brut us

A day or t wo af ter my admiss ion, abou t two hou rs
after be ing locked up for t he night , the door opened
and I saw a pale body come flying on to the f l oor of
the hospita l c e l l. When the doors were re l ocked I r an
to t he body and recognized my comrade Dennis Brutus
l ying there semi-conscious . . . . [a nd] i n t r emendous
pain . .. . His whole back wa s red and blue and there was a
deep gash r ight across his stomach. Al though there
were no marks on his head, his face wa s cont orted wi t h
pa i n and he coul d hardly speak, j us t mumble; one of
our comrades offered his bed and we made i t up and
ca rried hi m t o it (1982 : l03) . n

The journey to t he I sl and had not been easy. Brut us wa s chained

with sixty other prisoners and

in Johannes bur g to Cape Town.

with a stop in Co lesberg, where

reca l ls i n the f ol l owi ng l ines:

Cold

the clammy cement
s ucks our na ked feet

a rheumy yellow bulb
light s a damp grey wal l

the stubbl ed grass
wet wi t h t hree o' clock dew
i s bl ac k wi t h gli ttery edges;

we si t on the concrete,
stuff wi t h our fingers
the s ugarless pap
into our mout hs

then labour e rect;

form lines . .. (48) .
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In this ext r act fr om a poem in Letters to Mart ha , the sense

of chill is int ens if i ed by the s uggest ion that the concrete floor

i s capabl e o f suc king t he la s t r emnant o f warmt h out of the body.

The picture i s one of blea k desolat ion , whe r e the grass is

'stubbled ' , as ster ile as the 'cement' of t he man-made

st ructures , and is compa rable to La Guma 's de s c r i pt i on of the

Roeland St r eet pr i s on as 'a lunar ba r r enness of stone' (1991 :16).

Brutus us es similar ima gery t o depict the hostility of the

envi ronment on Robben Isla nd :

Cement - gr ey floors and wa l l s
c ement -gr ey days
c ement-gr e y time
a nd a gre y susur rat ion
a s o f s ea s breaking
wi nds b l owi ng
and ra ins dri zzling .. . (36).

In t hi s poem, the claSh of t he e lement s against the ' ceme nt - g re y'

st ructure emphasizes t he hars hne s s o f the s etting ; and t he

bor ing r outine o f pri son exi s tence , suggest ed by t he wor ds

'cement - grey days' and ' cement -gre y t i me ' , r einforces the

impress ion of t he f utili t y o f hi s sit uation . Brutus notes that,

despite the s e conditions, t he most pre ca r i ous e lement about life

on Robben Isl and wa s t he rela t i onship be tween po l i ti ca l and non­

pol itical pr isone rs :

When we got t o the Is land i n 19 64 -- I 'm told things
have i mp rove d somewhat since t hen -- whe n we got the re,
ther e we r e one thousand a nd one hundr ed political
p r isone r s , and there we r e t wo hundre d prisoners who
were s e r vi ng li f e f or var i ous criminal act s -- multiple
murde rs , perve r s i ons, i ndet e r mi nate s entences for an
unending s e ries of house-breaki ngs, bur gla rie s , assault
and o f f ences. The se t wo hundred pr i s oner s wer e put in
cha r ge of t he pol i t ical pri s oners . It wa s t he ir job to
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discipl i ne us, feed us, ta ke us to work, see that we
worked hard (1973 : 7).

Zwe l onke , in Robben Is la nd, provides a spec i f i c exampl e of

the way in whi ch non- political p r isone rs, direct ed by a white

warder , trea t e d t he pol it i ca l prisoners:

Mr Mlambo ..• wa s made to dig a pit big enough to fi t
him . Unaware of wha t wa s t o fo l low, he was sti l l
digging on when he wa s suddenly overwhe lmed by a group
o f convi c ts. The y shoved hi m int o t he p i t a nd started
fi ll i ng it up . He s truggled t o climb out , but t hey
held him fas t . When they had fin ished, onl y Mlambo ' s
head appeared above the ground. A white warder, who
had directed the whol e bus i ne s s, urinated i nto Mlambo' s
mouth • . . . Whe n the wa r de r had finished, his face wa s
covered with piss . Then vi cious blows of fi sts and
boots ra ined around t he defence less head st i ck i ng out
of the ground . Some gra zed it , some softer bl ows
l a nded and some s avage ones did not ... . He d i d not c ry
out or spea k. When they we r e tired of the f un, t hey
le f t him to he lp himself out of his grave (1989 :l 4) .

Non-pol it i ca l prisoners routinely us ed vi olence in or der al s o to

control and intimidate whi ch , as seen i n my discussion on

foucault, e xposed poli t i c a l prisoners, at t i mes, to an even more

t hrea tening e nvi r onment . In Discip l ine and Punish, f oucaul t

expl a ins that these condi t i ons we r e del iberately c reated i n order

to 'give free re i n to some' and t o put 'pressure on others ' .

Thus , by 'exc luding a particular section' not on l y from s oc i e t y

but from othe r p r i s one r s as we l l, and by 'making another

{s ect i on ] usefu l' , it wa s possible to 'neutralize' certain

i ndi vi duals and to 'profit ' f rom others (1995 :272) . To his

dismay, Brutus discovered that, in an environment designed to pit

one prisoner against another, ordinary objects we r e used by
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prison gangs as deadly weapons. Thi s is demons t rat e d i n poem
2: 12

One learns qui te s oon
t ha t nails a nd scr ews
and othe r sizeable bits of metal
must be ha nded i n;

and seeing them shaped and sharpened
one i s chil l ed, appalled
to see how v i c ious i t can be
- t his s imple, useful bi t of s teeL .. (3) .

Fea r i s coupled with humil iation when, in the next stan za, Brutus

describes a practice t hat was standard procedure i n prison .

Known as t he 'tauza' or 'thawusa', it i nvol ve s the searching of

body part s in order to check f or hidden weapons. Thi s i s a lso

ment i oned by Dingake :

Le euwkop was a lso notorious for f i lthy body s ea rche s .
On admission prisoners we r e thoroughl y searc hed ­
stripped naked and forced t o thawusa - an acr oba t i c
dance that e xposed the rectum . Even af ter the t hawus a
wa r de r s ' gloved fingers poked i nto the rectum to ensure
that no cash, dangerous weapons or any contraband was
concealed deeper down t hi s most private organ ...
(1987 :l36).

The r e are two sources of violence t hat mul tiply the danger f or

t he pr isoners : one from the searchers and the ot he r f rom those

who hide t he we apons . Brutus c apt ur e s t his sense of mena ce

through his contrasting the sharpness o f the weapons with t he

sof tness o f the flesh:

and whe n these knives suddenly f l ash
- produced perhaps from some disc ipl ined anus
one gra sps at once the s tee l-bright horror
in the morning air
and how soft and vul ne r abl e i s naked fl e sh (3) .
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The feroc ious use of weapons be come s a reality in the next

poem:

Sudden ly one is t angl ed
in a mesh of pos s i bi l i t i e s :
notions cobweb a round you r head ,
t endrils s prout from your guts in a hundred

di rections:

why d i d this man stab this man fo r that man?
what wa s the natu re o f t he emot i on
and how did it grow?
wa s this the r eason fo r a war de r' s unmoti vat ed

senseless brutality?
by wha t shrewdnes s wa s i t ins ti gat ed .. . (4) .

'Tangled ' , 'mesh ' and 'cobwe b' s uggest ent rapment , whi l e the

rhetorical quest ions i n t he second stanza r einfo rce the idea of

Brutus's confusion about t he motivati on f or s uch ' senseless

brutality' . Remorseles s viol enc e is an issue frequently

contemplat ed by othe r wr iters about life in pri s on . As shown in

Chapter Two , La Guma , in The Stone Country , r e counts several

instances of gang violence . Dlamini implies t ha t savage

outbursts by such groups a r e often s pon t aneous r at her than

premedi tated , whi ch i s a depa r ture from Foucault's claim about

the maintenance of organized control by ot he r prisoners:

When we returned to pri son , we went f or tauza as
usua l . One membe r of the Big Fives wa s standing na ked
in front and was about to hand over his clothes to a
warde r when suddenly s omeone f r om nowhe re pr oduced a
c r ude i ns t rument and stabbed hi m on the shoulder.:)
Bl ood spur t e d out . The r e wa s anothe r thrust and yet
anot he r in qui ck s uccession. At fi rst the re wa s
conf usion as pr i s oners , includ ing wa r de rs panicked and
scampered about. Later on t he warders regrouped and
cha r ged at the a s sai lant . Just t hen a not her convict
produced a knife a nd pl unged i t into t he neck of
another Big Fives member. Sc reaming . the ma n went t o
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f a ll near where the wa rders we r e still assaul ting the
fi r s t assailant. The second assai lant was also gr abbed
by the wa r ders and pumme l led (nd . :1 10 ).

The cruelty o f t he c apto r s and the vi olence of the pr isoners

is hi ghlight ed by Brutus who, in t he f ina l stanza of t he poem

unde r di s cus s i on, provi des a series of hypothetical questions and

answer s concerning prison brutality:

des ire fo r prest ige or l us t f or powe r ?
Or ca n it - st range , most stra nge! - be love ,

strange l ove?
And f rom wha t human hunge r was it bo rn ? (4) .

Homos exualit y a nd Brutus' s att itude t o i t are expl ai ned i n the

words ' strange love ' , whi ch he views as an i nevitabl e consequence

of t he pri s on sys t em. I nde ed , Foucaul t asserts, in Di sci pline

and Puni s h , that one of the ' ways o f exerc is ing power over men'

i s by ' c ontroll ing their relat ions' (1995 : 198) ; and , while

Br utus i s concerned with the connection between homosexua lity and

power , he i s part i cu lar ly alarmed by t he way in wh i c h

homosexual i t y i s us ed by bot h warder s and non-polit i ca l p r i s oners

as a powerful means of humi liat i ng the pol it i ca l p risoners . l 4 He

expresses his distress also i n the f ol l owing wor ds from 'Poetry

of Suffer ing: The Blac k Experience': 'perhaps the mos t

hor ri fyi ng was the fact that t he wa r de r s would use these crimina l

prisone rs for sexual assaul t on t he pol i t i ca l prisoners . It wa s

seen a s a wa y o f breaking thei r mora le' (1 973:7) . I n t he s ame

work, Brutus continues to voice his disapproval of enforced

homosexual i ty in prison and gives the r e a s ons for hi s rea ct i on:

... my disapprova l is not based so muc h on t he act , but
on the use o f the a ct as a deliberate technique fo r
dest roying a man's own self-regard and i dentity, hi s
own morale . .• . what is s trik i ng is t hat f i r st t he y woul d
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sta r ve a pri soner into s ubmi s s i on . His food woul d be
wi t hhe l d . If he declined to s ubmit , he woul d be beaten
into s ubmiss ion. When he had reached the point of
consent i ng, t hen he woul d be left a l one. No food , no
water -- t hough stil l an occasiona l beat ing. They
woul d drive hi m to the point whe re in despe r a t i on he
wa s begging fo r s e xual assault . Because this was t he
ki nd o f price t hey woul d e xact f rom him, and he
understood t hat t here woul d be no f ood a nd no wa t e r
unti l he had consent ed {1 973 : 7} .

As desc r i bed here, t he act o f sexual assaul t i s paradox i ca l :

it is resisted and want ed a t t he s ame t i me , a s reveal ed i n poem

" Pe r haps mos t t e r r i bl e a re t hose who beg fo r i t ,
who beg f or s exual a s s a ul t .

To what despe rate limits are t hey dr iven
and wha t fi e rce agonies they have endur ed
t hat this, whi c h t hey have re s i sted ,
shoul d seem to them prefe rabl e ,
e ve n desi r able . • . (8).

There is no pe r ve rse pleasure i n t he sexua l act , only a fee ling

of despe r a t i on . Through the us e of the wor ds ' e ndured' and

'resisted', Brutus creates a counterpoint be twee n such su ffering

and defiance . Pri son is cl early a wor l d wi t h diffe rent va lue s

and expectations , f orced homosexualit y be i ng one o f them, as the

closing stanzas demons t r ate :

I t is regarded a s t he dept hs
of absol ute and ludicrous s ubmission.
And s o perhaps i t i s .

But it has s eemed to me
one o f the mos t te r rible
most rend i ng l y pathet i c
of a l l a prisoner ' s pred i cament s (8) .
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Not sur prisingly, Brutus ret urns on many occas ions to the

t heme o f sexual assault and in poem 15 again ment i ons the

dehumaniz ing effects of i mposed copulation :

Extrapolation
is the essent ial secre t of our nature
- or s o one may call it:

the c apacity
t o ennoble
or pe r vert
wha t i s otherwis e
simply ani mal
amor a l and i nstinct ual

and i t is thi s that argues f or us
a more than ani mal dest i ny
and give s us the potent ia l
f or the diabol i c
or divinity (16) .

The use of alliterat ion in ' a ni mal ' and 'amora l '. in ' di vin it y'

and 'di abo l i c', unde rl i ne s the re lationship between man and

anima l and empha s izes the f ormer 's potent ia l f or heaven or f or

he ll. Poem 6 has also suggested this potent ia l :

Two men I knew spe c i fical l y
among many ca s es:
thei r r eactions were enormous l y different
but a t e nse thought l ay a t the bottom of each
and f or both ther e was danger and fea r and pa i n
drama .

One s imply gave up smoking
knowing he coul d be bribed
and hedged his mind with r omantic f antasies
o f beautiful marriageable daughters;

t he other sought escape
in fainting f its and a sthma s
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and finally f l ed into insanity:

so great the pr essures t o e nforc e sodomy (7) .

For some prisoners, the psychologica l ef fects o f what t hey

see as the di s tortion of the se xual act a r e as distressing as are

the use of force and intimidat ion to maintain control. Equal l y

dis turbing is the humi liation that r esults whe n sexual favours

can no longer be re l ied on t o pr ovide pe r s ona l benef i t . Poem 8

i l l us t r at e s thi s point:

"Blue champagne" they ca lled him
- t he most popula r "girl" in t he place;
so exc i t i ng perhaps , or sat is fying:
you ng certa i nly , wi t h yout hful curves
- t hi s wa s most hi ghly prized .

And so he would s leep wi t h seve ra l
each night
a nd the song once popula r on t he hit -pa rade
became h i s nickname .

By t he time I s aw hi m he wa s olde r
(George s a w the e vil in hi s f a ce , he said )
and he had become t hat most perve rse among
the perve rted :

a "man" in the homose xual embr ace
who once had been t he " woman " (9).

In this progr ession f r om man to 'gir l' to man again, the

role r eve rsal and l os s o f loo ks i s presented by Brutus as a

movement f rom you t h and popul a r it y to old age and degeneration.

Innocence be comes ' perve r s e ' experi e nce , wi t h a negative rather

t han a pos i t i ve aspect . It is notabl e that , in And Night Fell,

Pheto al so t a lks about homosexuality but suggests that, whi l e

homosexual pr os tituti on i s a r espons e to conditions set up t o
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humiliate and fo rceful ly subdue the prisoners, it i s oft en a

means of security . In describing his detention in The Fort,

fo rmerly a prison in Johanne sburg, he says:

It is here that the toughest, most notorious ghe t t o
gangsters a re held , and where several gang murders have
occur r ed; he r e that some pr isone rs become "mistresses"
of the feared long - t imers and others who have s urvi ved
through thei r b rut e strength. Sometimes, if not
a lwa ys, men become mist resses of others fo r protect i on
(1 9B5 : 178) .

Like sex, even relig ion become s a commodity in prison and i s used

as a bartering tool, as this excerpt from poem 4 displays :

Pa r ticular ly in a single cell,
but even in the s ect ions
the r eligious sense asser ts it self;

perhaps a childhood habit of nightly pr aye r s
t he accessibility of Bi b les,
or awareness o f t he pr oxi mity o f death:

and , of cour se, it is a currency
pietistic e xpre ssions can pur cha s e favours
and it is a way of suggesting reformation
(which can procure pr omot i on ) . . . (5) .

As evidenced i n many pri s on -wri t ings , the Bibl e is frequently the

only r e ading mate ria l avai lable , s o t he prisoner, to fi ll in

t ime , often turns to studying it. Re ligion , howeve r, has

diffe rent meaning s f or dif f e r ent peopl e and the words 'purchase

favours ' and 'proc ur e pr omot i on ' suggest t hat re l ig i on , li ke

l ove , can be misused and l end itse lf to forms of deceit.

Mor eove r, ba r teri ng is advantageous t o bot h pr i s one r s and

warde r s , a mut ual l y benef i c ia l relati onshi p t hat may be

understood in ter ms o f what Fouca ul t calls a ' use f ul delinquency'

(1995:2BO). In Discipline and Punish, he ma i nta i ns that, if
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'i lle ga l pract Lces ' are supervt sed, it is possible to e xt rect.

f I"om t hem 'an illicit pI"ofit t hr ough e lement s , thems e lve s

i ll egal , but rendered manipulable by their or gani zat ion in

deli nquenc y. Thi s or gani zation ' , Foucault concludes , is a device

for manag ing and ' exploiti ng illegaliti e s ' (1995 :280).

BaI"te r i ng, en f or ce d homose xuali ty and gang violence are , as

seen, components of prison li fe that disturb Brutus, and yet t he

suffering and pa in tha t his fami ly must endur e a r e e qual l y

t r aumat i c . In fac t, Foucaul t i ndic at e s i n Discipline and Punish

that the dislocation of the fami l y unit is one o f the tactics

used by authori ties i n the cr e at ion of delinquency . He e xplains

t hat 'the i nmat e ' s f ami l y' is thrown 'int o dest i t uti on' , whe n the

head of the family i s sent to prison. In addi t i on , chi ldren a re

reduced ' t o abandonment, t he whol e f ami l y to vagabondage'

(1995: 268) . Whi l e Brutus, i n the ninth poem, does not r e f e r t o

hi s fami l y i n terms of destitution, he reflects on t heiI" sense of

los s, on the way in wh i c h t hos e outside must a lso suf fe r . Since

lit tle or no informati on is re leased from prison, the fami l y mus t

s t r ugg le to sur vi ve , must o f ten r emai n i gnorant of what the

pr isoner i s experiencing :

The not - knowi ng
is perhaps t he wor s t part of t he agony
f or tho se outs i de :

not knowi ng wha t c r uelt i es must be e ndured
wha t i ndi gni t i e s the sens i tive spi ri t mus t f ace
wha t wounds the mind can be made to i nflic t on itsel f :

and the hunger to be thought of
to be remembered
and to reach across space
wi t h filaments o f tenderness
and consolation .• .. (10)
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Brutus uses the t e r m ' hung e r' to descr ibe bot h an emotional

and a phys i cal need on the part of the prisoner a nd his family .

Bot h par t ies mus t cope psychol ogi ca l l y wi t h the dissolu t i on of

the f amily uni t : t her e i s a nee d t o be remembered and a des i r e

to cross t he d ivide in o r de r to provide some sense of comfort and

security in precari ous times . Even t he smallest pi ec e o f

i nf or mat i on i s reassuring:

And knowl edge ,
even whe n it is knowl edge of ugl i ne s s
seems to be preferable,
c an be better endured.

And so,
f or your consol a ti on
I send these f ragments,
random pebb l e s I pic k up
from the landscape of my own e xperience,
t r a ve r s i ng t he s ame arid wastes
in a montage of glimpses
I a llow myself
or s tumb le a cr os s (l O) .

Thought s a re randomly collected and c are fu l ly pre s ent e d by Brutus

to surmount the prison regulat ions and, more especia l l y the

censor s hi p of letters, and there is also an i mpr ession t hat he is

select ive in order to spare the family pa i n. The s nippet s of

inf or mat i on that Br utus does share a re compared to 'pebbles' and

his e xperience be come s the 'landscape' o f r eference . 'Ar id

was t es ' is a disturbing image, reinforc ing his depict i on of

Robben Island as a wa s t e l a nd .

The responsi bility a pr i s one r fee ls f or hi s loved ones is

art icu lated i n several prison accounts, a s demons trat ed by Koi gi

wa Wamwe r e i n Conscience on Tria l:
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How is everybody a t home ? . . I t is te rribly pa i n f ul
thinking about i t al l . I know our enti r e f ami l y must
have been acute l y agon ized by my detent ion . .. . and
therefore . .. sorrow stricken . ... detent i on i s by no means
dea th. Ne i the r i s it the worst of th ing s t ha t could
happen to a f amil y . . . . It i s i mpe r a tive now t hat all of
us be able to go through this or dea l i n one pi e ce
(1 988 : 36 ) .

I n hi s l e t t e r , wr i t t e n during detention as a pol it ical prisoner

in Kenya, wa Wamwe r e shows the depth o f fami l ia l conce rn that , as

a ru le, never leaves a prisoner . Cut off from the out s i de , the

only contact i s wi th i nmate s and warders . Brutus reveal s ,

however, that there are occas ions when even thi s precar i ous

re lat ionship can be constructive .

conclude s that:

It is not all terror
a nd deprivation,
you know;

In the tenth poem, he

one comes to we l c ome the closer contact
a nd understanding one achieves
wi t h one's fellow- men,
fel lows, compeers;

and the disc ipl ine does much t o f orce
a shape and pattern on one's da i ly l ife
as wel l a s on the days

and honest toil
offers some r edeemi ng hours
for the wa s t ed years;

so t here are times
when the mind is bright and restful
though alive :
rather li ke t he fu l l calm morning sea (11) .
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Brutus uses phrases such as ' br i ght and restful' and 'calm

morni ng sea ' to reinforce the idea tha t t he r e a r e positive

aspects to pri s on li fe. Thi s is i n s ha rp contrast to t he

brutali ty and the se xual beha vi our he depicts elsewhere. He

' welcome[s] t he c loser contact' a nd suggests t ha t an

understandi ng and f e l l ow sh i p between i nma t e s is pos s i bl e and t hat

discipline and rout i ne give s t r ucture to everyda y exist ence.l~

'Shape ' a nd ' pa t t e r n ' are pos i t i ve word s and the wor k t he

prisoners must do , a lthough bac kbr e a ki ng , is de s cribe d as 'honest

toil' that gi ve s t he individual a sense of accomplishment.

Thi s is an i nte r esting depa rtur e from the s ent i ments

expressed by Brutus i n 'Poet r y of Suffering : The Black

Experience ' , whe r e he ment i ons t he f utili ty of prison labour:

It 's a very dul l ki nd o f occupation. If one we r e only
breaking stones, I guess t hat woul d be bad enough . You
we r e given a whee lba rrow load o f s tones eve ry morning
a t about seven and you were r equired t o reduce it to
grave l before the s un went down. If you failed to do
that, you go t no f ood, not t hat day and not the next
da y. So it was qui t e important for you to reduce the
stones to gravel . And when you were done, at the end
o f t he da y, the grave l wa s scatt ered along t he roadway.
The r e was rea l l y no use fo r i t , and i t was done in a
s ens e t o r emind you how f ut i l e your wo r k wa s ...
(1973:5) .

Routine and d isc i p l ine a ffo rd the pr i soner a sense of control

over his e xi stenc e and, thus, s ome s ma l l mea s ure power; and the

cont rast between the pos i t ive and the ne gative qual it ies of

prison life , and the need to find a r e deemi ng aspect in its

monotony, ar e f eatur es that s urf ace in many prison wr i t i ngs .

Sachs t a lks at l engt h about how he pa rt i t i oned his day in order

t o gua rd a gainst boredom and how the pro l ongi ng of simple
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act i v i t ies provided him wit h hou rs of s timulat i on (19 90 : 53) ; and

Fi kil e Bam,1 6 i n Mzamane's '''Robben Island": Our Univers ity ' ,

mainta i ns that he used his time in pr ison as an oppor t un i t y to

communica te with the most vital group o f peopl e he had e ve r met :

By a nd l a r ge , t a king the whol e e xperience, it i s one of
having a sense of inne r vi ctory wi t hi n me. Pr ison i s a
waste o f t ime; t en years i s a wa s t e of time of our
life. But, a t t he same t i me, it ' s t he so r t of
experience whi ch I don't fee l that I regre t having gone
thr ough, espec ia lly f or the good compa ny one ac t ua l l y
had i n prison. I've neve r aga in had such a gr oup of
people around me with whom you could communicate in so
meaning ful a wa y (1989 :97 ).

Brutus was also affected by the people he met i n prison

which, perhaps, made the ordeal mo re manageable and certa inly

cont r i but ed t o his constant protests against the South Afr i can

government . He mentions men li ke Mande l a and Sisul u i n many of

his poems, and in 'Robben Island', f or example, he recal l s:

In a long shot down the rectangula r enc los ure
stone -wal l ed, wi t h barred windows I f i nd myse lf
anonymous
among t he ot he r f a ce l e s s prisoners

I see mysel f again bent on my stone block
c rouched ove r my r ockpi l e
and marvel

I see the men bes ide me
Pea ke and Ale xander
Mande l a and Sisulu
and marvel . • . (1 9 84 : 38 ) . 1 7

In t he poem ' Ye s Mande l a ' , included in St a f f r i de r , Brutus writes

of Mandela's fortit ude : 18

i n the salt is land a i r
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you s wung your hammer, grimly, s toi c
f a c ing t he d i m pat h of i nt e r mi na ble years .. . (1991 :11 ) .

Brutus r eminds t he r eader that t he s e and other courageous men

have s uffered greatly, a nd that knowledge o f t hem must be

promoted and memori es fos t ered. This l ast poi nt is aga i n ra ised

i n a poem from A Si mple Lust:

And remember
t he men on t he island
on strips of matt ing
on the cold f l oor
between cold wall s
and the l ong endles s ni ght (1989 : 126 ) .

It is noteworthy that , as in these l i ne s , whe n Brutus remembers

Robben I s l a nd he empha s i zes 'the long endl e s s ni ght{s ]' and the

blea k des olat i on , as suggested in t he r epetition of the word

' col d ' . Cl early, he r e i nfor ces he re , and e l sewhe re, the negat i ve

r at her t han the posi tive aspects of prison existence . Thi s

high lights t he ps ychol ogi ca l t rauma he su ff e red , whi ch I sha l l

now discuss.

The p r ospec t of spending countless days behi nd bars is an

early source of Brutus ' s dis t urbance . Not s urprisingly, poem I

illus t r at e s his anxiet y:li

Af t e r the s entence
mingled feel ings :
sick re l ie f ,
the l oad of t he approachi ng days
app r e he ns i on
t he h i nt s of brutal i ty
have a depth of pe rsonal meani ng . . . {2 l.

Once convict ed , the s e nse o f r e l i e f i s complicat ed by the

uncertainty o f the f ut ur e . Brutus chooses t he wor ds 'mingl ed ' ,

' s i ck ' a nd ' l oa d ' to r ein fo rce his impression of t he complexity
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and the burden of his s ituation. I n contras t, however , the

second stanza is unexpectedl y affi r mative:

e xul t a t ion -
the sense of chal l enge,
of conf rontation,
vague heroism
mixe d wi t h sel f -pity
a nd t empered by the know ledge of those
who endure much more
and endure .. . [s i C] (2 ) .

sel f - pity i s addressed by

who have pe r s e ve r ed,

o f the wor d ' e ndure '.

Strange ly , the f irst wor d of th is stan za c reates

t he know l e dge that ther e are othe rs

t ha t is supported by t he r e petition

nee d to overcome such compr ehensible

The

agains t

an idea

an atmosphere o f

ordea l becomeslines reveal how the

we i ghs fee lings of self -pity

the ens ui ng

whe n Brutus

celebration and

more ma nageable

othe r p r i s on wr i t e r s. Fi r st reca l ls her process of ad justment:

I embarked upon a campaign to accommodate mysel f t o
the prospect not of ni net y days i n a cell, but years.
The sooner I got used t o t he i dea , I decide d , the more
easi ly I would bear it . Once convicted I woul d be able
to r ead, study , pe r haps even wr i t e : at wor s t I cou ld
store e xper iences and impr essions f or the day I cou ld
write. I would struggle to erase se lf- pity (1982 :57} .

Br utus on many ot he r occasions high l i ght s the ment a l strain

of i mprisonment and seve ral poems from Letters to Martha

empha s i ze that t he determinat i on to survive o f fe rs a di fficult

challenge . Howeve r, t o meet t hes e c hall enges and t o overcome

hardshi p i s an a ccompli shment t hat pr ovide s t he prisoner wi th

some s ens e o f power , one o f the posi tive a spects of t he prison

experi ence . I n poem 16 Br ut us concl udes :

Quite earl y one reaches a s tage
where one resolves t o embrace
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the status of pr isoner
wi t h all i t entails ,
s avour i ng t o t he full its bitt erness
and s ee king to e scape nothi ng :

" Mis te r,
this i s pr ison;
j us t ge t used to the idea"

" You're a convict now. N

Late r one changes
t r ies t he dodges,
see ks the easy outs.

But the a cceptance
once made
deep down
remai ns (17 ).

As t ime passes , moreover , i t i s even pos s ible to ta ke advantage

of the system, as Makhoe re , a polit i cal pr i s oner who spen t s i x

years in seve r al prisons , divulges in No Chi l d' s Pla y:

I n pr ison , whether you smoke or not, i f you have the
oppor tunity of buying anyt hing , buy cigarettes ; it i s
t he be s t bar t e ring commodity. When the I nt e r na tional
Red Cross came , t he y gave us c igarettes and chocolates.
We d i dn' t tell t hem t hat we did not smoke, we jus t took
t hem a nd put t hem in our rooms . We ate our Chocolates
and exchanged t he ciga r ettes. There are prisone rs who
need them. We gave these me n ciga rettes, they gave us
newspa pe r s (1988: 42- 43 ).

Whi l e e ve r y pri s oner, surely, ' tri e s the dodge s ' (17) and

l ea r ns to outwit the a uthorit ie s , Br utu s , neve rtheless ,

emphasizes tha t , to mai nta in his sanity , it wa s necess ar y t o

accept the predi cament. I n poem 13, he describes a wa y to c ome

to t e r ms wi th t he experience :

"At daybreak f or the i sle , N
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and
"look your last on all a ll things Icvejy;"
and
"So , for a beginning, I know
there is no beginning."

So one cushions the mind
with phrases
aphorisms and quotat ions
to blunt the impact
of this crushing blow.

So one grits to the burden
and resolves to doggedly endure
the outrages of prison.

Nothing of him doth change
but that doth suffer a seachange . . . [s i c] (14) .

Nonetheless, the i mpl i ed sea journey f rom Cape Town to Robben

Island is a journey from one set of circumstances to another, a

tempestuous journey that will r e s ul t in profound change and t he

trauma I am at present di s c us s ing . ' Impact' and 'blow' , i n t he

second stanza, suggest an external menace, a violence the

prisoner must prepa re for p s yc ho l og i ca l l y . As indicated ear l ier,

Brutus was repeatedly subjected to harsh treatment and many o f

his poems focus on this aspect of his prison experience:

On torn ragged feet
t rail ing grimy bandages
wi t h ba re thin legs
I puttered a round the prison ya rd awhile
while politicos learning of me gaped
wonde r i ng how they had managed to make o f me
a thing
o f bruises, rags, contempt and mockery.

In time things grew be t t e r (l978b:29 l.
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Frai l and weak , Brutus was i l l -prepar ed for l i fe on Robben

I s l and and , when prison authorit ies decided t o move h im t o

so l i tary confinement, t he expe r i e nce had a signif icant ef fec t on

his san i ty, as he poi nt s out in 'Dennis Brutus: An Inter view'

At first, he ' wa s in a sma l l cel l that was supposed to

accommodate t hi r t y- fi ve , but i n fac t 65 . It was crowded', and he

looked forward t o the prospect of a t r a ns f e r t o solitary as a

're l i ef ' • ' I n f a ct , however, a f ter a month or t wo [he] began to

have hallucinat ions , and • . . at tempt ed suicide, a nd ... had t o be

hauled out of there' (Thompson 1983: 73). Many political pr ison­

wr i t e r s have documented the i r suicide a ttempt s . Fir s t , for

i ns t ance , swallowed an ent i r e phi a l of pills (1982 : 131 ), and

Niehaus tried t o hang himself:

Thr oughout t hat ni ght I paced my cell .... By e ar l y
morning 1 wa s cra zed wi t h fear and lay on the cold
concrete floor, na ked , ba ngi ng my head agains t t he
wa l l .. • . Wea r i l y.. . 1 tied a knot a round the ba r s of t he
window and then made a l oop a round my neck. The rope
j e r ked and pull ed t ight, a st rong whi s t l i ng s ound
echoed through my ea r s li ke that of the steam t r a i n at
Zeerust. Dar kness de s ce nded (199 4:42 ).

Solita ry conf i nement over a period of fi ve months af fected

Brutus on many l evels and i t is cl ear that punishment and

deprivat ion Cha racteri zed this o f ficia l exercise of power , which

is in complete contrast to the obj ect ives outl ined by Foucaul t i n

Discipline and Punish. Fouc aul t , for instance, not e s that the

pur pos e behi nd placing the prisoner in isolation wa s

rehabilitation , not puni shme nt . Thus , 'alone in his cel l, t he

convict is handed ove r to himself: in t he si lence of his

passions and of t he wor l d that surrounds him, he descends i nto

hi s conscience , he quest ions i t and fee ls awa ken i ng within him
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the moral feel ing t ha t never entirely pe r i s he s i n the heart of

man' (1995 : 238) .

Brutus is obviousl y not concer ned with his consc ience but,

inter alia, wi t h t he f a ct t hat , during his pe r i od o f isolation,

t he mental st rain almost des troyed hi s con fidence i n his ability

as a poet. Whi l e in ' s ol i t a r y' , he wa s able to ' re-examine ' hi s

poetry, leading him to conclude that it wa s 'too e l abor at e '. As

a result , he endeavoure d to have it all dest royed ; ' i t

seemed . .. so much of a s how-of f and self- display ' that he wa s

embarr assed by it (Thompson 1983 :?3 ). Poem 5 in Let ters to

Mar t ha poi gnant l y descr i be s bot h thi s menta l pre s s ure and t he

personal s truggl e Brut us waged wi t hin hims e lf during his period

of confinement:

I n t he greyness of i solated time
which sha f t s down i nt o t he echoing mi nd ,
wra iths a ppea r , and whi s pe r s of hor rors
t hat people the l abyrinth of sel f .

Coprophilism; necrophi l i sm; fella tio;
peni s - amput at i on;
and in th i s gibberi ng society
hoot ing for r ecognit ion as one 's other selves
suicide , sel f -damnat ion, wa lks
if not a companionabl e ghost
then a famil iar famil i a r,

a doppelgange r
not to be s ha ken of f (6) .

Brutus c r ea tes , he re, a ni ghtmaris h scene t hrough the use of

i mages t hat suggest ghoul s and demon s. The i mpression is

intensi fi ed through the re fe rence to s exua l pervers i ons like

' coprophi l ism' , 'necrophi li sm' and 'fe l l at i o' ; and 'echoi ng',
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'whispers', 'gibber ing ' and 'hooting' provide an ac compan ying

auditory effect.

Whi l e i t is clear that Brutus suffered physica l ly a nd

psychol ogi call y, many others wi thstood even grea ter hardships,

and he ment ions in t he interview wi t h Wi l l i am E. Thompso n t hat

some of the me n from t he resistance movement we r e 'beaten and

tor tur ed , some of them maimed for l i f e ' :

I s aw a professor of mathematics, a bri l l iant ma n, who
sat a ll day in a corner of his ce l lon Robben I s l and ,
in a heap, li ke a sac k of pot at oe s . His bra in had bee n
shocked s o many t i me s with electrodes tha t he was l ike
a vegetable . He wa s n ' t li ke a human being any more.
But what puz zl ed me about t hem wa s t hat these people
had the determination t o continue the struggle
(l983:76 ) .

I t i s perhaps this image of the professor, menta l ly, emotiona l l y

and physically destroyed, that Brutus presents i n a poem from

Salutes and Censures:

Sometimes they squat on the floor
sometimes they c rouch in corners
sometimes, li ke emptied sac ks
they s pread limply on the ground
and sometimes, i n damp dar k patches
they sit l i ke mouldy vegetables :
they a r e the pol i t i ca l pr isone rs
who nurse i n their b r oke n fra mes
the f rail flame of humanity
whi l e monsters growl to snuff it ou t :
i t burns in these men and women
s plendid and inquenchable
as t he red miles of sunset (1984: 36) .

Despite t he i r ' broken f rames', Brutus marvels a t the desire

for l i f e , which he describes as 'splendi d and inquenchable ' . The

f or t itude o f t he s e pol it ical pr i s one r s inspires Brutus and eases



pr isoners in the ir perseverance were,

hi s ment a l strain.

the human spirit ;

Island, or dina r y

heroe s t oo:

Impr isonment has

and i n poem 14 he

not succeede d i n brea king

s tresses tha t , on Robben

i ndeed ,

How fortunate we wer e
not to have been exposed
t o rhetor i c

- it woul d have f a l s if i ed
a s imple e xper ience :
living gr imly,
griml y endur ing

Oh there wa s occasiona l heroic posturing
mainly from the immat ure
- and a dash of demagogic bl oodt hirs t i ne s s

But gene rally
we we r e s imply prisoners
of a system we had fought
and s ti ll opposed (15) .

Prisone rs a re f ac ed with a difficult choice and must dec ide, as

in poem 16, whe t he r endurance depends on a cceptance of , or

opposit ion to, not onl y the pr i s on system but the politica l

s ystem t hat has int e r ned t hem. Having chosen to ac cept hi s

i mpri sonment and painfully r e cogni zi ng that t r a uma is pa r t of the

prison e xperience, Brutus, neverthe less, remains defi ant towa rds

hi s captors and uses t he wor ds 'sti ll oppos ed ' to confi rm hi s

per s onal commitme nt to t he s t r uggle. 2o

The l i n k between a resolve such as Bru tus' s and t he pos it i ve

aspects of power a re , i n Foucault 's opi ni on, logical because

ther e 'is no power wi t hout pot e nt i a l refusa l or r evol t ' {Kr i t zman

ed. 1990:8 4}. Foucault a l s o explains t hat ' t hose who resi s t or

rebel aga inst a f orm of power' cannot s i mply ' cri t i ci ze an
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institut ion ' , ' cast b l ame ' or ' denounce vi olence' , but must query

how ' such re lations of power' are ra tionalized (Krit zman ed

1990 : 84) . Thus, in protesting against t he prison s ystem, i t i s

necessary to unde r st and and t he n denounce not onl y t h i s

institution , but t he pol i t ical process a s we l l . As a wr i t e r

Br ut us ac knowle dged that, i n c onside ring whet he r t o articulate

hi s opposition to the South Afr ican regime and t he system that

int e r ned him, he was faced, as discussed in Chapt e r One , with

f our choice s . He outlined t hese a t the 1967 Afri can-Scandi navian

Wri t e r' s Conf e r ence :

He [t he wri te r ] mus t either wr i t e or he must be si l e nt;
he must go t o prison or at l e a s t find himse l f in
po l itica l opposition. Al l these poss ibil i t ies are open
t o him. But because of his necessity to write, this
need t o l i be r at e himsel f, this need t o be t rue to
himsel f, he is almost i nevit a bl y going t o fi nd himself
i n coll i s i on wi t h his society ( W~ stbe rg e d . 196 8:84 ) .

In t he same essay Br utus suggest s that a write r' s commitment

is l i n ked to t he desire f or f reedom :

I n Sout h Af r i ca commi tment is not a problem . You do
not have t o be hero [sic) t o be committed , you are
compel led t o be committed, you are i nvolved in a
s itua t ion s o fr aught wi t h evil t ha t you a re br ough t
into col l is ion wi t h i t . That i s the onl y way o f
assert ing certain human va lues and t he f undamental
value that the wr i t e r is so i ns i s t e nt on claiming f or
himse lf, the value o f freedom, f reedom o f expression
what e l s e i s he s ee king i n his wr i t i ng but pre cise ly
the freedom? (Wil s t be r g ed . 1968 : 33-34).

Thus , t he writ er , li ke t he prisoner, yearns fo r i ndepe nde nce a nd

l iberation, a longing that Brutus repeatedly draws attent i on t o

i n Letters to Martha. I shall now give conside ration t o t hi s

l ac k, since f reedom i s a bas i c human r ight , and to l ose it , not
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of one's own free wi l l and f or a long peri od , pos s i b l y forever,

can r esult i n trauma phys i ca l, psyc hol ogi ca l, spi ri t ua l and

emot ional. Poem 17, f or example, f oc uses on t he absence of

phys i ca l f r eedom a s exper i enced b y t he pr isone r :

In pr ison
the clouds a s sume i mport ance
and the bi r d s

Wi t h a smal l spa ce of sky
cut of f by wa l ls
of blea k host i lity
and pressed upon by hosti l e a uthor i t y
the mind t urns upwa r ds
when it can

- there c an be no hope
of seei ng t he Stars:
t he arcs and f l uorescents
have blot ted t hem out .. . (18) .

The fi r st two s tanzas set t he s ce ne and COntrast t he

con fineme nt of the prison ce l l with t he wi de - ope n e xpanse of t he

s ky. As in mOSt pr ison- wri t ing, the prisoner's s pace is de fined

by wa l l s and bars that restrict the view of t he outside wor l d . 21

Brutu s 's obs erva tion of birds provides t he st i mulus fo r a

contemplation of l iberty :

t he complex aeronaut i cs
of t he bi r ds
and t he i r exube rant a crobati cs
be come matters fo r i nt r i gued spec ulation
and wonderment

c l iche s about the f reedom of t he birds
and their abso lute freedom f r om ca r e
become meani ngfuL . . (18) .
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Brutus, released fo r a moment f rom his mental s uf fe r i ng,

uses words li ke 'aeronauti cs ' and 'acrobat i cs' to ach i e ve a sense

of movement, and the enjoyment of the e xpe rience i s he i ghtened

through the choice of 'exuberant' and 'wonderment'. In this l ast

word, t here is a feeli ng of marvel and even of ch i ldl ike

i nnoce nce . I n t he f ina l s t a nza the focus s hifts to the clouds:

and the graceful unimpeded motion of t he clouds
- a kind of music, poetry, dance -
sends del i ca te rhythms t r emor i ng through the f lesh
and fantasies course easily through t he mind :
- where are t he y going
where will they dissolve
wil l they be seen by those at home
and whom wi l l they de light ? (18) .

The clouds possibly provide a comfort ing l i n k bet ween t he

pri soner and t he f amily, yet they also serve to r einforce the

cont r a s t between int e r nal restric tions and externa l freedom,

anot her source of psychological trauma. Brutus, l ike La Guma ,

uses t hi s contrast, however , to comment on broader aspects of

f reedom . In the same way that prisoners and wr i t e r s des ire to be

li berated, s o every person has a need f or independen ce o f

movement and of choi ce :

It must be absolutely basic f or a human bei ng to be
f r e e , it is part of our psyche, ou r na tur e . I t ' s as
elemental as the need t o breathe or to eat or to sl eep ,
to excrete, or to make love. Freedom i s an appeti te, a
lust which we have. And if you ca n ' t have i t , you'd
rather die than go without freedom (Thompson 1983:76­
77) .

The l os s of liberty and the consequent quest to redeem i t ta ke

on another dimension in poem 12, which dea ls wi t h t he dep r iva t i on

of music, a lack that prison authori ties hope wi l l suppress all
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enthusia sm fo r life , a iming by c reating apa t hy a t s uppressing

oppos i t i on. The need f or sound i s viewed, by Brutus , as simi lar

to t he ' appet ite ' fo r f ood , the hunge r for t he f ormer growing

more intens e a s time pas ses :

Nothing wa s s adde r
t here was no mor e s addening want
t ha n t he deadly l ac k
o f mus i c.

Even in the cosy days
of " awa i t i ng tria l N status
it wa s t he deprivat i on
a nd t he need
that one fe lt most .

After sentence,
i n the rasping convict days
i t grew t o a hunge r
- the bans on s i ngi ng , whi s t l i ng
and unapprec ia t i ve ears
made it wor s e .

The n those who shared one's loves
and hunger s
grew more dear on th is a ccount
fi ks and Jeff and Nevi l l e
and t he others

Stra ins of Ei ne Kleine Nacht mus ik
the Royal Firewor ks ,
the New Worl d ,
the Empe r or and Eroica ,
J e s u , joy o f man's des iri ng .

Sur r eptitious wisps of melody
down the damp gre y concrete corridors

J oy (13) .
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The poem p rogr e s s e s f rom a 'deadly l ac k/of mu s i c' in the open i ng

stanza t o the sheer emotion and energy of the c losing line,

'Joy' , reinforced by the reference t o compos i tions that are

uplifting and sugges tive of cel ebr a tion and tri umph.

Mus i c ha s the abi l it y t o counter t r auma and t he powerful , i f

t empor a r y, e f fect it c an have on t he psychol ogica l we l l - be i ng of

prisoners i s wel l documented ." In My Fight Agains t Apartheid,

Dinga ke t al ks about the i mpact of mus i c, wh ich proved to be bot h

soothing and inspiring for prisoners (1987 : 156) , and, in And

Night Fel l, Pheto recal l s the r ousing comr ade s hi p tha t resul t ed

from the singing of songs:

As soon as the steel doors and iron bars of these
t wo cel l s next t o me we r e loc ked , the recent a rriva l s
would start s inging . It did not matter whether t he
prisoners kne w each other or not . They all knew the
ghetto songs, the pr ison songs that I f irst heard a t
J an Vorster, then here a t Hillbrow. Many of these
inmates we r e paying their fift h or sixth visi t to jai l .
Anyone would start a song and the rest woul d pic k it
up . I woul d also j oin in and in a short t i me t he whol e
police station woul d be singing, in sympathy wi t h each
other, and as an encou ragement to each other
(1985 : 163) .

Mus ic a lso has a unifying effect, establ ishing a connection

between the persona l and the collective suffering of the

pr isoners . In t he same way , Brutus's individual t r auma li nks him

t o the ordeal experienced by an entire gr oup o f Sout h Africa n

politica l prisoners. I n 'An I nt e r vi ew wi t h Dennis Brutus', he

broadens this connection to show how his regard f or human r i ghts

encompasses a concern for South Africans as wel l as a globa l

compassion . Clearly, the mental strain of imprisonment, and the

loss of physical, ps ychol ogi ca l , spiritual and emot iona l freedom,
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strengt he ned his bel ie f in t he nee d fo r a unive rsa l struggl e f or

libe r a t i on : ' To me, you see, t he not i on t hat my s truggle i s a n

inte r nationa l s truggle i s not something I have t o t heori ze about:

it ' s a l i vi ng th ing' (Mi l l e r 1975 :47 ). Brutus's assert i on echoes

La Guma's s tatement i n ' Culture a nd Liberat i on':

... the a nt i -colonial is t str uggle ha s dr awn mill ions of
people t ogether fr om a l l parts of the world. The
colonized count ries, the newly i ndepende nt
c ount rie s ... the metropol itan count ri e s ... a ll f or m this
mighty f orce, reinforcing each other in the s t r uggle
f or the progress o f a l l mankind . South Af ri ca has no
l onge r become a loca lised i s s ue (1979a:3 4-35 ).

The l ong i ng for l i be r a tion , to whi c h I have pointed, i s

presented i n poem 11, where fr eedom depends on a re lease f rom the

rest raints of prison through a change in the pol itica l system:

Events have a fresh dimension
for all things can affect the pace
o f politica l development

but our concern
is how they hasten or delay
a spec ial freedom
that of those the pr isons hold
and who depend on change
t o give them libe r ty • . . (12) .

Brutus asserts t hat a new way of thinking i s required t o rele ase

South Africa f r om i t s prison - l i ke state but i s conce rned about

the speed of change , whi ch can ' haste n or delay' i ndependence .

Whi le this poem does not deal wi t h Brutus 's trauma i n part icular,

i t nevertheless re inforces the link between his menta l anguish

and his constant yearning for fr eedom, a freedom about whi c h he

is uncertain, as the f i na l poem demonstrates:

I remember r i s i ng one night
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after midnight
and moving
through a n i mpul s e of lone li ne s s
to try and f ind the s tars.

And through the haze
the battens of f luorescents made
I saw pinpri cks of whi te
I thought we r e stars ... (19) .

The image of t he solitary f i gure is diminished whe n compa r ed with

t he expanse of t he night -sky and is used effect ively t o emphas ize

the sense o f i solat i on . The f ut ur e i s unpredi c table, as

suggested i n the l ac k of cla r i t y imp lied by 'haze', and ye t t he

'pinpr icks of whi t e' s uggest a gl immer o f hope, a hi nt of

fr eedom:

Gr ea t l y daring
I thrust my a rm t hrough the bars
and easing the switch in the cor ridor
plunged my cell in darkness

I scampered to the window
and saw the splashes of l ight
where the stars f lowered.

But through my de l i ght
thudde d the a nxious boots
and a wa r ni ng barked
from the machine-gun pos t
on the catwal k .

And i t i s the brusque inquiry
and threat
that I r emember of t hat night
rather t han the stars (1 9) .

Brutus creates, he re, a tens ion between l i gh t and da rk,

between his own imprisoned s ituat ion and the beauty of t he star r y

sky. The feelings of pleasure and optimism a re dest r oyed by the
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t hreat ening intrusion o f t he guards, whose j a r ring moveme nts a r e

described by the word ' t hudded ' . Notwithstanding hi s bel ie! Ln

t he i nev i t abl e success of the struggle against aparthe i d, i t is

signi fi c ant tha t , i n thi s f inal poem, Brut us conc ludes with a

fee l ing of despondency. The memo r y of pri s on l ife i s one o f

const a nt t hreat and menace and pe rhaps i t i s th i s reco l lect i on

t hat has s trengthened his r esolve to continue t o i nform people

about cond i t i ons in South Afr i c a , a s he mentions i n the int e r v i ew

with Mi lle r :

I was the first man to come out of Robbins (sic] Isl and
ali ve . No ot he r pr i s oner at that time had come o f f t he
island . So I could g i ve people a rundown on
condi t ions . I d id thi s at t he Uni t e d Nations , befor e
t he Red Cross , f or t he press a nd telev i s i on, and d i d i n
f act achieve some improvement in the condi ti ons of t he
ot he r pri s oners . But they're s t i l l t here , and one of
my j obs is t o t ry and get them out 11915 : 461.

The desi re t o draw attention t o the plight o f pri s oners a nd ,

more s pecifi c a l l y , t o inform t he inte rnational communi ty about

condit ions i n South Africa , my ne xt poi nt for conside ration, i s

articu l ated in many prison wor ks , including Al exande r ' s Robbe n

I s l and Dossie r 196 4-197 4 (1994: vii) . I n the Postscript to

Naidoo' s I s l a nd in Chains , Sachs says that Na i doo , after his

re lease , ' wa s c a l l ed upon by t he UN t o t e stify on conditions on

the Is l and, and invited t o addres s audiences in t he USA, Hol land,

Norway, Belgium, the United Kingdom a nd othe r count ries '

11982 : 2181 . He met these r equest s wi thout hesi t a tion . I n South

Afri ca , t oo , Naldoo sp r e ad information about Robben I s la nd by

word o f mout h , whi ch ' d i d much t o keep the flames o f res i s tance

burning ' 11982: 218). Wha t distinguiShes Br ut us from t hese and

ot her polit ical pr i s on-wr iter s , however, is the abili t y, a l r e ady
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ment i oned, t o combine t he r oles of act i vi st, poet and t ea cher . 2l

Brutus confi r ms t hi s poi nt in Out of Exile, when he s ays ' I

suppos e I ' m an a ctivist in severa l areas, one of whi c h i s

academia , one i s a s a wr i t e r , a nd one i s as a pol i tical act i vis t

int e rest e d in soc ial j us tice '. Brutus admits as we l l t hat he is

'comfort a bl e ' wi t h a l l t hes e r o les and does not 'see any one a s

dominant' (Godda r d and We s s e l s eds 1992 :6 B) .

Brut us ' s goa l i n educa t ing peopl e about prison and t he

system of aparthe id was to change internationa l opi ni on and

encourage protest agains t the South African government . Hi s

objec t ive, the dissemination of knowledge , and it s re lat i onsh ip

wit h power, are c l ea r l y appare nt because, as Foucault decl a res in

Di sc i pl i ne and Punish , ' powe r and know l edge direct ly impl y one

another . .• . there is no power relat ion without t he corre l a t ive

cons t i t ution of a f i e l d of knowledge, nor any knowledge t hat doe s

not pres uppose and constitute at the same t i me power r e l a t i on s'

(1995 : 2 7 ) •

In 'Poetry of Suf fering: The Bl ac k Experience', Brut us

cl ai ms tha t 'most South Africans li vi ng in exi le t end to concern

t hems e l ve s wi t h the predicament of those who are still i n t he

country .... This is the kind of thing I do ... tryi ng to make peopl e

more aware of condit ions in South Afri ca and tryi ng t o move

peopl e t o e xert some pressure for change' (1 97 3 :3 ) . Many of his

poems address this concern and describe his trave ls a round t he

wor l d :

I come and go
a pilgrim
grubbily un kempt
stubbornly cheerful
defiantly wh i s t l ing hope
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and grubbing f or crumbS of success
ou t of all nea r -defeats

I shuffle through the wa i t i ng r ooms
and the air-terminals of the world
i mposing and importuning
whi l e the politely courteous
acquaintances
co-operate
help arrange my departures
wi t hout any pang o f gr e e t i ng

I wor k my stubborn difficult unre warding wi l l
obtuse ly addleheaded clumsy:
some few things happen
and I plod or shuffl e o r amble
wracked wi t h anguished f ru s t r a t e hunge r
and go on (197 8b :25l.

courteous'

Br ut us wr ite s of a di ffi cul t and a t

animated'cheer f ul' a nd ' whistling', hi s

with indifference, as ' pol i t e l y in the second stanza

times a f ru s trat i ng

sugge s ted by t he wor ds

demeanour wa s often met

a .Whi l e he tri ed t o be posit i ve,task .

implies . He e xpla i ns how, ' when you go on a campus i n Australia

or elsewhere, one of the problems you have to contend wi t h is no t

me rely the i gnorance and the innocence of t he people you spea k

to , but when they have t hi s ki nd o f unpleasant knowledge thrust

upon them, the y disli ke it ' (1973 : 4l. Brutus ac knowledges that

his mi ssion wa s a r duo us but he accepted the chall enge beca use he

felt compe ll ed to t ell people about conditions in South Af r i c a .

These lines f r om the first poem in a section entitled

'Postscripts' in Let t ers to Mart ha support my claim:

rathe r I send yo u b i ts to f i l l
t he mosai c of your calm and pa t i e nt knowledge
- pi ck i ng the jagged bi t s embedded in my mi nd
pa r t l y to wrenc h s ome ea s e fo r my own mi nd .
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And part ly t ha t some world s omet ime ma y know (20 ) .

Brutus ' s approach here i s t wo- f old. He admi t s that wr i t i ng

about the prison experience on Robben I sla nd ha s helped him t o

come t o te rms wi t h his trauma and he points to h i s e ndeavour s to

affect public op i n ion. To be effec tive, though , he ha s had t o

appea l to a broad s e ction of t he popula tion . Thi s has had

implicati ons for his literary approach :

The f irst thing I dec ided about my f ut ur e poe try wa s
that there must be no ornament, absolute ly none . And
t he second t hing I decided was you oughtn ' t to write
f or poets; you oughtn ' t even t o write fo r people who
read poetry, not even s tudents. You ought to wri te for
t he or di na r y person: f or the man who dr ive s a bus , or
the man who carries the baggage at the a irport, and the
woman who cleans the ashtrays in the re s taurant. I f
you can wr i t e poetry whic h ma kes sense to those people,
then there i s some j us t i f icat i on f or writ ing poe try.
Ot he r wi s e you have no business wri t i ng (Li ndfors ,
Munro, Pri ebe and Sander eds 19 72 : 29 ) .

I n the same interview he rema r ks, too , tha t 'by repor t ing a

simple experience I ask people to ma ke up the ir own minds . But I

don 't try to persuade them as t o how they ought to make up thei r

minds' (1972 : 32 ) .

Brutus , however , has been cr iticized f or his presenta t ion of

a ' simple e xpe rience' i n a d i r ec t manner. Mpha hlele i s of the

opini on that, i n 'Letters t o Ma r t ha , the l ong t hunde ri ng li ne and

awkward phraseology have given way t o a subdued di cti on. And yet

so much of the collection l aps e s i nto talkative verse whi ch

sounds l i ke tired prose: l i ke a guita r s tr ing that has lost i ts

t ens i on ' (1972 : 91- 92) . Similarly, Tej ani bel ieves tha t Brutus

fails be ca us e wha t he has to s ay 'seems s o s tr ikingly fami lia r.

Verse whi c h contains no surprises i ndicat e s some essential flaw
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ei t he r a l anguage problem or an audience problem or just a

bl unted i ntuit ion' (19 73: 136 ).

Ogunyemi, however, rema r ks not only that Brut us ' mainta i ns a

de tached mood and achieves sel f -effacement ' (1982 : 69) but a l so

t hat hi s poet ry has a spec i f ic pu rpose:

I t i s i nt ended to arouse the moral awarenes s o f t he
i nte r nat i ona l community, t o get us t o view ser i ous l y
the individua l scenarios that ta ke place i n South
African prisons , and by extension, in South Af rica
itself. Brutus' strategy is to engage in a quiet,
unobtrusive, and insistent attack on hi s
enemies ... . Part o f his att itude i s a modesty and
humilit y that wi l l not jubilate over victory in any
fo rm (196 2:68 ) .

Ja spe r

' through

A. Onue kwusi concurs (1988 : 67) and R.N. Egudu notes that

images and di ction that a re i mbued wi t h freshness and

vis ion - Brutus proves himself a capable poe t fully commi tted t o

hi s social responsibility' (1976 : 143 }. In my opinion, it is ' his

intell e ctual protest' that has contributed t o Brut us's succes s in

educating peop l e about conditions in South Af r i ca .

Whi l e Brutus emphasizes his personal despondency and the

psychological trauma of his prison expe r i e nce, he nevertheless

expr esses his belie f in the ul timate victory of the s truggle f or

f r eedom. In a poem from Stubborn Hope, one whi ch is reminiscent

of a scene in La Guma's In the Fog of t he Seasons' End

(1986 : 175 ) , Brutus observes:

Behind the dar k hil ls
the spears of dawn advance :
shadows and cobweb mists
shrin k i nt o gullies , ravines,
holes i n the ground:
the terr i bl e ghosts
pale , before ter ror , to nothingness;
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the f ieldfl owers, dre nc hed a nd bowed
li f t with the coming l ight :
the l ong n i ght l umbers grudg i ng l y
int o the past (1978b : 95J .

Brut us s ugge s t s t hat change and a t ra nsfer of powe r are

ine vi t a bl e because t hos e i nvo l ved i n the s t ruggl e t o end

apart he i d a r e i n formed a nd res ol ute . In another poem from t he

abovement i oned volume , he s ays:

At odd mome nts
my bullet s cars will t winge:
when I am r e s t i ng,
or when fa t i gue
i s a cont i nuous shriek in my bra in:
and stra ightway
I am sti f f ened with r e s olve
and am aware of my task
almost with r eve rence
and with humility (1978b : 43) .

Filled wi t h ' r eve rence' a nd ' humi l i t y ' , Brutus, after hi s

r el eas e , cont i nued t o prot e s t agains t the South Afri ca n

government . Thus , his internment on Robbe n Island d id not

dest roy hi m a s a person or a s a poet . I nstead , the pr i son

experie nce int ens i f i ed hi s determination . ' We are all

committed ' , he explains, ' at least t o one va l ue , the a s sertion o f

human va l ue, o f human dignit y• •• •we have a spec ia l f unc t i on when

we see human dignity betrayed . When we s ee humanity being

mutila t ed , we have a f unc t i on a s human beings t o s tand up aga inst

t hese things' (Wli s t be r q ed . 1968: 34 1.

Brutus always r e gar ded hostilit ies and r e s t r i ct i ons as an

oppor t un i ty t o ef f ect c ha nqe and he cons i de r ed h i s commi t ment a s

a l ogical response t o the need for freedom . Threat and cha llenge

mot ivated him and he shared hi s r e cord o f t he painfu l expe r ience



on Robben I s l a nd i n order to r eveal the se ve r i t y of condi ti ons ~n

South Afr ica. Hi s wr i t i ng constantly returns to his prison

ordea l as a point o f reference, as a wa y to present his t hou ght s

on relevant issues . In my opinion, the poem t hat bes t

i llus tra tes t he mul tipl i ci t y of these conc e r ns i s the fo l l ow i ng

from Stubborn Hope :

I am a rebel and f reedom is my cause :
Ma ny of you have fo ugh t simila r st ruggles
t he r efore you must join my cause:
My cause i s a dream of f reedom
and you must he lp me make my dream real ity:
For why should I not dr e am and hope?
Is not r evol ution maki ng r ea lity of hopes?
Let us work t oge ther that my dream may be f ulf i lled
that I may r eturn wi t h my people out of e xile
t o l i ve i n one democracy in peace.
Is not my dream a noble one
worthy to stand be s i de f r eedom struggles everywhere ?
{1 978b : 951 .

What is notewor t hy here i s the emphasis, l ike La Guma's , on

universal concerns , on t he i nternat i ona l struggle f or freedom,

rather than on personal heroism . By ref lecti ng , i n Le t t e r s to

Martha and e l sewhe r e, on t he consequences of his pol i t i ca l

commitment, he is able to offer in formation for both the present

and the future . As I have shown , in using his experience and his

poetry to educate people about South Afr ica , he links knowl edge

wi t h powe r and combines the ro l es of poet , po li ti ca l act ivis t a nd

teacher.
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Notes

1. Al l references to Lette rs to Ma rtha wi l l be from the 1978

edi tion. Hence forth only page numbers wil l be given .

2. Brutus explains that , ' i n time' , the experience ' be came l e s s

intense ... more manageable . I could at first on ly wr i t e about it

from the outs ide, but later on I coul d live inside i t, to some

ext e nt ' (Lindfors , Munro , Priebe and Sander eds 197 2:32 l.

3. The Fre edom Charter adopted at the Congress of the People i n

1955 states that the ' co l our ba r in cultural li f e, in spor t and

in education s hall be abol i shed ' . In recent years , signi fican t

changes have ta ken place. South Africa part i c ipated in the 1992

and 1996 Ol ympic Games, and cont inues t o compete in all

int ernational sporting competitions . Recently, the city o f Cape

Town l ost its bid to host the 200 4 Olympic Games, whe n Athens was

selected as the venue.

4. It is int e r esting to note that First, in 117 Da ys, includes

an account o f Brutus's capture and i mprisonment. She remar ks

also on the stringent s ecur i ty that surrounded Brutus after his

eme r ge nc y su rgery at Coronation Hospital and claims that whe n

'his doctor , a woman , t r ied to see hi m afte r the operation', she

was s t opped by t wo pol i cemen, who thr e atened t o ' arrest ' or to

'shoot' he r (198 2: 47).

5. This volume wa s awa rded the Mba ri prize for poetry . Gordon

Wi nte r i n I ns i de Bos s : South Af r i ca' s Secret Police wr i t e s ,

however, that Brutus refus ed the pr i ze money :

. . • the c ommandant handed hi m a cheque fo r £150. Wi t h
it wa s a letter stating he had won t he money as the
f irs t pri ze i n a Niger ian poe t r y competi tion. Dennis
was j ubi l ant . The money wa s de spe r a t e l y needed by his
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wi f e and children .... But then came gloom. As Denni s
ran his eyes over the accompanying let ter he not i ced
something whi ch caused him t o hand the cheque ba ck t o
the commandant . ' I ' m sorry, sir, but I mus t a sk you t o
return t hi s to the s ender.'

When the astonished commandant asked why, Dennis
pointed to a c lause in t he rules s tating the poet ry
contes t had on ly been open t o non - Whi tes.

' Well, that's a l l right,' smiled the commandant,
'you a re a non-White .' Shaking his head, Dennis
r ep l ied , 'It's true that I ' m classified by Preto ria as
a Co l oured person .... The contest wa s not open to
Whi tes. That ma kes it racialistic, and I wi ll not
associate myse lf wi t h anything of that natur e.'

The much-needed cheque was sent back (1981 : 212 ) .

6. In 'Protest Aga i ns t Apartheid', Brutus r e f ers to La Guma

when discussing these const raints :

• .• i f you want to wr i t e , and if you f ee l occas i ona l l y
t hat you ought to wr i t e , it introduces a rather specia l
urgency or intensity into your work. I have me t Alex
la [sic ) Guma's wi fe r e cent l y . He wa s worki ng on a
novel while he wa s under house -arrest . She told me how
t he pages, a s he completed t hem, woul d be depos i t ed
under the linoleum so that if he was raided whi l e he
was wri t i ng , the Special Branch or politi ca l pol i ce
woul d find only one page in the t ypewr ite r but wouldn't
find the others (l969:94 ).

7. These poems we r e wr i t t e n whi l e atte nding the Pan-African

Cultural Festival, an event that encouraged Brutus t o c on t emplat e

his 'Afr icanness' . In Poems Fr om Al gi er s , he concludes tha t, as

a 'non-totemisti c UnewU Afri can artist', he ' wil l simply t a ke his

place in the whol e of wor l d culture whi l e a lways bearing c e r t a i n

dist inctive f e at ure s as a result o f his origins and e xper ience'

(l 972 : 26) .

8. Carew, in a l et te r publ ished in The Dr um, outl ined Brutus's

fate i f e xpelled :

160



I f deported t o Zimbabwe, Professor Br ut us wil l be in
danger at t he hands o f the South Afr i c an Secret Police
who are oper a t i ng in that country . If depor ted to
South Afr ica , he wi ll be imme di ate l y ja i l ed unde r the
terms of an ex i t-permit he was r equi red to sign upon
be i ng exile d by the South Afr i c an aparthe i d gover nment
(1982 : 53) •

9. At the s ame confe r ence , La Guma s t a ted t hat he was prepared

t o run guns .

10. Several wri ter s , incl udi ng Mande l a (1994: 342- 344) and

Al exande r (1994: 36- 37 ) , ha ve discus s ed t he di ff e r e nt dietar y

cat egor i e s .

11. Despite his condit ion, Brutus wa s relentl e ssly assaulted by

the wa rders. Naidoo cont i nue s his account :

There were t wenty i n (Br ut us ' s ] group . .. •They we r e
a ll ordered i nt o t he sea to pullout s eaweed, and as
they waded i n knee deep they we r e mer c iles s l y set upon
by the warders who beat them black a nd bl ue wi t h batons
and r ubber pipes •. .• Dennis , who was part i cular l y we a k,
wa s the i r main target, rece iving more blows than
anybody e lse, unti l he virtua l ly lost consciousness
(1982:104 ).

12 . In Lette rs t o Mart ha, the poems t hat dea l specifical ly wi t h

Br ut us' s int ernment on Robben Island are numbe red.

13. The Big Fives we r e a notori ou s prison gang on Robben Island.

Made up of non-politi cal pri s oners , they were among t hose used by

t he warders to keep t he ot he r pr i s oners i n line .

14 . Dlamini describes t his humiliat ion in some detai l :

• . •a pri s on gang known a s the Bi g Fi ves • .• wa s a s s i s ting
the warder s i n t he i ll-treat ment o f pol i t i ca l
prisoner s • . . (a nd ] wi t h the conni va nce o f ce rta i n
warders , l ocked up s ome of our comrades in ce l l s where
the c riminal convicts of t he Bi g fives (s i c ] were i n
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the majority and whe r e during the night our comr ades
woul d be ove r powered and assaulted (nd . : 26 l .

15 . Mande l a describes a similar r e sponse t o l i f e i n p r i s on:

Prison l i f e i s about routine: each day l i ke t he one
be fo re ; each week li ke the one before it, so that t he
months a nd yea rs bl end into e ach other . Anything t hat
departs f r om this pattern upsets t he authori ties , for
rout ine is t he sign o f a we l l - r un prison.

Routi ne i s also comfort ing f or the prisoner .. •.
Routine can be a pleasant mi stres s whom i t is hard t o
resist , for routine makes the time go faster
(1994: 340 1.

16 . Fiki l e Barn was a member of t he Yu Chi Chan Club, a radi ca l

group that s t udi ed gue ri lla warfare . He was s entenced t o ten

years on Robben I s land.

17. George Pea ke , a member of t he South Afri ca n Coloured Peoples

Organization, wa s s entenced to a t erm on Robben I s l a nd , for

planting e xplosives outside a Cape Town prison.

18. Simi larly, in an a r t i c l e entitled ' On Mande l a Re leased',

Br ut us observes : ' Our own courage a nd res ol ution we r e s tee led by

the i ma ge of Mande la. Sti ll erec t , st ill dignif ied, stil l

resolute'. I t is diff i cul t, Brutus, continues, ' not t o be moved

by this unsu r pas s ed emblem of c ourage in our time, not to have

tears o f joy a t t his supe r b icon , t h i s vi ndi ca tion of the

commitment to struggle , t o justice' (1990 : 53 ) .

19 . Ngug i lola Thiong' o , i n Det a i ned: A Wr i te r ' s Prison Diary,

refe rs directly t o Lette r s to Ma r t ha a nd mentions that this poem

'captures very ac curate l y the emot i ons of a new pol i t i c a l

prisone r' (1989 : 144).

20. Mandela says t hat t he political prisone rs on Robben Is land

had decided to ' f ight ins i de as we had fought outside. The
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racism a nd r e pr e s s i on were t he same'. I n addit i on , Ma nde l a

r efe r s to the relationship between knowledge and power when he

suggests t ha t endurance and survival we r e based on know ledge of

' the enemy's purpose be fore adopting a s trategy to undermine i t ' .

Pr i son wa s 'designed t o break one's spirit and destroy one 's

resolve ' and, Mandela conc lude s , 'survival depended on

unders tanding what the authori t ies we r e attempting t o do to us ,

and shari ng that unde r s t andi ng with each other' (1994:340-3 41 ) .

Thus , knowledge promoted a move t o power.

21. Davi d Evans wa s imprisoned f or five years in Pr e tor i a Local

and Pr eto ri a Cent ra l prisons. In a poem entit led 'Lovepoem Fr om

Prison', he pensive l y reflects:

i t takes the dark t o make me see
the daytime eye (being blind to all but f a c t )
sees j us t t he gate, the bars, the wa l l s
and not beyond •. . (Fe i nbe r g ed . 1980:1 4) .

22. In a poem from A Simple Lust, Brutus menti ons t he wa y in

wh ich the singing of the Af rican nationa l anthem inspires the

prisoners:

Today in prison
by tacit a greement
they wi l l sing j us t one song:
Nkosi Si ke ke l a [s i c);
s l owl y and so lemnly
wi t h suppressed passion
and pent up feeling :
the voices s trong and steady
but wi t h tears c l os e and sharp
behind the eyes
and t he mind ranging
wi l dl y as a strayed bird
s eeking some names to settle on
and deeds being done
and those who wi ll do the much
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that still needs t o be done (19B9 : 109)

23. He~e, I am i n ag~eement with Achebe 's v iew on t he function

of t he teacher. In his essay ' The Nove l i s t as Teache r ', included

i n his col l ection , Hopes a nd Impediments, Achebe expla i ns t hat

the teache r must help 'society regai n bel ief in i tse l f and put

away the comp lexes of t he years of denigrat ion and se l f­

abasement' (1 9B9 : 44)
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CHAPTER FOUR

HUGH LEWI N: A JOURNALIST'S STORY Of I MPRISONME NT

In 1964 Brutus wa s still inte r ned on Robben Island and

Mandela, Sisulu and Mbeki were s e r v i ng a sentence of life

imprisonment. On 9 July of t hat year , Hugh Lewin , a journalist

and a member o f the Armed Res istance Movement (ARM), wa s arrested

and s entence d to s even year s in pri s on.

Appr opr i ate l y, Lewi n's writ ten account of h i s imprisonment

is entitl ed Bandiet: Se ven Year s i n a Sout h Afri ca n Prison. l I

propose t o demons t r a te t hat t he book is part i cul a rl y re levant to

this s tudy becaus e o f the wa y i n whi ch i t documents t he politica l

pri son - experi e nce , thi s time f r om a whi te perspect ive : Bandiet

wa s one of the f i r st publ ished narrat ives wr i t t e n by a whi t e

polit ical prisone r in South Afri ca. I n t he account , Lewin draws

att ent ion to conditions in Pret oria Loca l a nd Pretoria Centra l

Prisons and out l i nes the aims and objectives of the ARM , a group

abo ut whi c h little is wr i t t en and to whi ch I s ha l l gi ve

consideration in due course. I sha l l refer t o t he wor k of

Foucaul t in order to demonstra te how Lewin f ur ni s hes the reader

wit h an insight into the ope r ation o f powe r in pr i s on . In

add i tion , he provides unique in f ormat i on about promi nent , whi t e ,

politi cal prisone r s l ike Bram Fi s cher and Denis Gol dberg, whos e

courage and re source fulne s s provide an e xempla ry fo rm of power ,

and this is an aspect of hi s wr i t i ng I i nt end to underli ne in the

cur rent chapt e r.

To enhance my di s cus s i on I sha l l als o refe r t o Lewin's s hort

story 'The Phone Call ' and , in order t o high light the way in

whi ch he deta il s both t he pos it ive and the negative a spec t s of
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his impri sonment as we l l as t he division between the ' ou t s i de '

and the 'inside' , I shal l e xamine his poetry as we l l . In my

conclusion , I wi l l attempt to demons tra te that , whi le Lewin 's

consciousness of se l f was altered , he , too, wa s not defeated by

prison a nd that, despit e his internment , he r emai ned commi t ted to

t he struggle fo r freedom in South Afr i ca. Before pursuing these

objecti ves , however , it is necessa ry to consider Lewi n 's

bac kground and t he events that led up to his membe r s hi p o f the

ARM and his subs equent i mp risonme nt.

Born in Lydenburg, an agricultural town in the Ea s t e r n

Transvaa l, on 3 December 1939, Lewin was the son of an Ang lican

par i s h priest and a nurse . His pare nt s, Wi l l i am and Murie l

Lewi n, moved to I rene , a v illage c lose t o Pretoria, when Lewin

was a year old a nd sent him to boa rdi ng school at the age of

ei ght. He a t t ended St J ohn's College , an e xc l us ive, pr ivate,

boy's school in Johannes burg, whe r e he rema i ne d until he

matriculated i n 1956 .

Two aspects of t hese f or mat ive year s a re notable. First,

Lewi n' s i nt eraction wi t h Fat he r Tr evor Huddle s t on, who exposed

him to the ha r sh conditions in Sophiatown, a non-racia l,

impove rished s uburb o f Johannesburg . 2 I n Bandi et Lewin asserts:

Dur ing my last year s a t school I s pent a number of
Sundays a s a guest of Fat he r Trevor Huddl e s t on and the
ot her f at he rs of the Commun ity o f the Resurrect ion , in
Sophi a town . He re , f or t he f ir s t time, I wa s br ought
into dire ct contact wi t h t he povert y and suf fering of
t he Afr i can community that l ived there. I listened to
t hei r conve rsat i ons a nd he ard t hem s pea k about the i r
frustra t i ons , ca used by the l aws whi c h p revented them
from i mproving t hei r l ot , a nd about their hat red,
e spec ial l y f or t he pass l aws whi ch di s rupted their
l i ves.
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In t he white community, my f a t her wa s a poo r man.
But by comparison with t he Afri ca ns whose homes I went
to, he s eemed very we a l t hy. This dif fe rence between
whi tes a nd bl acks set the l aws whi ch governed them
agai nst t he whol e Christian t ea chi ng whi c h was the
basis of my life (11- l 2l .

The second point of interest i s the wa y in whi ch t he disc ipl ine

and routine of boarding school trained Lewin fo r a greater

cha llenge, mor e speci f ically, fo r his years i n prison: ' It

prepared me to accept an endl e s s and often mea ni ngl e s s routine .

I t t aught me to c he rish and to be deprive d of pr i vacy . I t t aught

me t o expect arbi trary pett iness fr om t he a uthori t i e s ' (154) .

Aft e r completing an extra year of pos t-matr i c stud ies, Lewin

att ended Rhodes Univers i ty i n Gr ahamstown. Whi l e there he joined

several non-racial organi ~ations, among them the Libera l Party,

whose membe rs i ncluded t he author, Al a n Paton , and the outspoken

journalist, Jor dan Ngubane . Lewin was a lso a member of the

nat ional e xecutive o f the Nat i ona l Union of South Af r i can

Students (NUSAS ) and had hi s pa s sport wi t hdra wn after attending a

student conf e rence in Nige ria. Whi l e a t Rhodes he wa s approached

by a fr i end to be come part of a group called the Na t i ona l

Committee f or Libe r at ion (NCLl , whi ch c ame t o be known as the

ARM . A s ma l l non-racia l group, s ociali s t in orientat i on, t he ARM

had appr ox i mate l y t welve members in Johanne sburg , a f e w in Durban

and Port Eli ~abeth and a l a rge r contingent i n Cape Town .

Informal in s tructur e, t he group 's purpos e was to engage in acts

of sabotage in order t o 'shock t he whi t e s into an awa r eness of

the conditions under whi ch the blac ks wer e living ' (12 l. Targets

such a s py l ons , power- s tandards and r a i lwa y-signa l cables we r e
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carefully selected in order not t o endanger human life, and t he

motive wa s to start l e , not t o ki l l . 3

Despite the f a irly amateu rish acts of sabotage c ar ri ed out

by i t s members, the ARM achieved a measure o f success i n

destroying t hei r targets when t he y we r e abl e to obta in a large

quanti ty of dynami te f r om a coal -mine store. Lewin acknowledges

i n Bandiet that he t ook part in th ree of the eight acts of

sabota ge carri ed ou t by t he ARM . Lewin be l ieves, howeve r , t ha t

t hei r s trength l ay in t heir ability to c r eate the illus i on of a

l ar ge r , we l l organiled group. This wa s accomplished by the co­

ordinat ion of attacks between Johannesburg and Cape Town and,

s ince 'Africans' we r e ' i nvol ved in [t he i r] group in

Johannesburg . . . it wa s . . . pos s ible - in fact necessary, be cause of

the apartheid society - to hit ta rgets both i n whi t e and black

areas' (16 ). Notwi ths tanding the impression given by Lewin's

statement, Stephani e Kemp , a member of the ARM, c laims t ha t black

support f or the organilation wa s minimal :

I t hi nk what t he ARM didn 't recognile was the
importance of African nationalism - as a concept , as a
real thing i n this proce s s - so t hat t he y r ecognized a
sort of non- racial ism t hat oblite rated al l t hat. You
know , people we re j us t peop l e , and the f a ct tha t they
were Afri ca n o r whi te wa s unimportant. Ye t i t wa s
i mportant for them t o esta bl i s h t he i r cr e de nt i a l s by
ensuri ng t ha t they had some black suppo rt - and t he y
had ver y, ve r y little (f r e de r i ks e 1990 : 95 ) .

Lewin completed his Bac helor ' s degree in 1960, hoping to

f ol l ow in his f a t he r ' s f oot s teps and attend Theolog ica l Col l e ge

in England . Inst ead, he r eali l ed that he was not p repared f or

t he demands o f the priesthood. He spent a yea r teaChing at a

preparatory school i n Pi etermaritzburg a nd then pur s ued a career
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in j ournali sm, wo rk i ng as sub-edit or on publ i c at i ons fo r bl ac k

reader s , suc h as Drum and Post . Whi l e the ARM 's spo radic acts

appe ar ed f utile to hi m, he r emai ned in t he organization despite

his reservat ions . He points out , neve rt heless , t ha t he ' thought

of leaving ... South Afr ica ' but a 'sense of gui l t ' a nd a ' feeling

t hat [he] wa s pa rt of a prob lem whi ch [he ) coul d not escape f r om

by running away' (13 ) , det erred him f rom going.

He wa s a rres t ed in July 1964 and i ni t i a l l y he ld at Jeppe

police stat ion, whe r e he wa s i nte r rogat ed and a s s aulte d. He wa s

f orce d to s t and f or long pe r i ods and depri ved of s l eep, until he

agreed to co-ope rate wi t h t he authori ties . The e xperi ence was

t r aumat i c ; during the ' f irs t da y and ni ght they had not only

broke n [him), t hey had c ha nged [h im] . They had taken [hi m) from

[his ) wor l d . .. and made [h i m] a part o f t hei r wor l d ' . As a

r esult , he ' fel t too s cared, too a l one , t oo ashamed to f ight the

change ' (31) . Lewin' s feel i ngs o f fear and disloc at i on we r e

i ntens ified a fe w days l at e r, A bomb, p lanted by John Ha rris, a

member o f the ARM, exp l oded in t he Joha nnesbu rg r ai l way station.

One pers on wa s ki l led and s eve r al we r e bad l y in jured .

Par adoxically , the bomb, whi c h 'shat t ered the ARM pol i c y of

avoidi ng ha r m t o pe ople' , wa s planted 'a fo rtnight after the ARM

had effective ly ceased to exist . When John 's bomb we nt off , mos t

of the ARM membe r s we r e e ither out of the country, or in

de t e nt ion' (16 ) .

The pol i ce we r e adama nt, however , that Lewin and the ARM

were r esponsible f or the bla s t . They dr ove him to the sta tion

and showed him the s cene of devastat i on:

' One of your bombs ha s j ust ki l led f our teen pe ople
there. '
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I laughed. It wa s r id iculous, so unthi nkable . I
had to l augh, as van der Me r we , fu r i ous - 'Your bomb "
- bundl ed me i nto t he car . . .• ' Fourteen people !' t hey
shouted, 'your bomb ! You' re going to t a l k
t onight .. . • Fourteen people. Tonight you' l l die . ' Van
der Merwe stopped t he car i n fron t o f t he Greys:
' Toni ght , Lewin, I'm going to ki l l you' (34 ) .

Hoping to extract information f r om Lewin , Lieutenant van der

Merwe ' began hi tt ing ' him, with 'hard fis t s to t he head and face ,

ma i nl y around the e yes and ears'. Al l Lewin ' could th i nk o f wa s

t o scream', unti l he ' found [hi ms e l f] down on the f l oor i n the

f a r r ight -hand corner

over [hi m] ' {34- 35} .

Merwe is essentially a

t hat in Discipline and

of the r oom wi t h van der Me r we standing

The viol ent clash be t ween Lewi n and Van der

st ruggle for power, a nd it i s worth not i ng

Punish, Foucault connects t he prac t i ce of

torture t o a ' ba ttle' , to a ' victory of one adversary over t he

other ' and to a ' duel' (1995: 41) . Mor eove r , Foucau l t lin ks the

extricat ion of informa t ion by mea ns of a p r i sone r ' s confess i on to

'a power relationship' (1990:61) . I n The History of Sexua lity he

explains t h i s as sociation: ' The confession is • .• a r itual that

unfolds within a powe r relationsh ip, for one does not con fess

wi t hout the pres e nce • . . of a partner who is not simply the

int erlocutor but the a uthority who r equires t he c onf e s s ion ,

pres cribes a nd appreciates it, and intervenes i n o rde r to judge '

(1990 : 61) .

Van der Me rwe ' s as s aul t p rompted Lewin t o sue t he Mi ni s t e r

of Justice fo r damages but, c ha racte ristically, none of the

authorit ies wa s fou nd guil t y of any offence. I n South Africa:

The Terrorism of Tor t ure , Be r nste i n discusses the outcome in some

detail : 'The police ma i nt a i ned ' that Lewin ' had be en so
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horrified by the scene at the s tation tha t he had t urned a nd fl ed

back t o the police car, and so anxious was he to get i nt o t he ca r

t hat he s truck his face as he entered'. A prison doct or who

examined Lewin 'found he had bruising around both eyes consistent

wi t h being s truck by a fist' but claimed 'the injuries c oul d a lso

have been caused by Lewi n st riking his head agains t a car door .

The case wa s di smi s s ed ' (1972 : 37 ) . This incident i s yet another

example of t he way in whi c h some doctors and lawyers col laborat ed

with the police and prison authorities i n order t o conceal

evidence which, as mentioned in Chapter One, wa s the norm rather

t han the exception. In Discipline and Puni s h , Foucau lt expl a i ns

t hi s process of co-operation when he notes t hat the ' whole pena l

oper at ion has taken on extra-juridical elements and per sonne l',

result ing i n 'the power o f j udgi ng ' be ing ' transferred, in part,

t o other authorities than the judges of t he offence' (l 995 : 22} .

Physical ly and psychologically ba t tered , Lewin wa s moved

from Jeppe police station to Pretoria Loca l Prison. Lew in

compares 'wa lki ng into prison ' to ' wa lki ng into a butcher's

fridge ' (41) and , li ke La Guma and Brutus, de s c r i be s the p r ison

as having a sterile environment , wi t h 'no c ur t a i ns , no ca r pe t s ,

no heaters, nothing de corat i ve , nothing unnecessa ry .... Essent ia ls

only' (41) . The desol ation of t he surroundings enhances Lewin ' s

sense of vulnerability, pa rticularly when he is t old to s t rip:

From the gloom at the end of t he corridor came anothe r
warder ... . The corridor , and the silent man [ , j ... seemed
for the first t i me to mean prison. And when he t oo k me
into his office at the end of the corridor and sa id
'Strip', I r ea li zed I wa s there, r ea l l y t he r e (4l) .
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In Bould's anthology of pr i son wr i tings , Conscience be my Guide ,

Romme l Robert s, i mprisoned f or organizing a bus boycot t , wr i t e s

of a s imilar process of s tr ippi ng:

My sense of who I was, my i dentity and ambitions were
su spended . I was t ota ll y st ripped .. . (s i c ] I scrutin ised
my cell f or t r ace s of ot her human bei ngs in an attempt
to hol d onto reality aga inst the pe rpe t ua l feeling of
utter we akness.

The stripping of all d i gnit y and ability to control
attac ked my gri p on the situation (1991 :145 ) .

I ndeed, Jacobs , i n ' Confe s s i on, Inte r rogation and Sel f ­

Interrogation in the New Sout h Afr i can Pr i son Wr i t i ng' , confirms

that political prisoners a lways wri te about t he stripping

proces s, as a ' pa r ticularly t raumatic s tage o f the induction into

prison is the st rippi ng naked of the pri soner' {Petersen and

Ruthe rfor d eds 1992: 117) .

I n Bandiet, Lewin describes how he fee l s na ked , having lost

his own f reedom and hi s dignit y, and when he re l i nqui s he s his

persona l pos s e s s ions, he a l s o sur r e nders his privacy, his

identity a nd hi s pe r s ona l power :

You are stripped of eve ryt hing inessential . You a re
s tripped bare and given back only what they think is
necessary. They s t r ip you at t he beginning and they go
on s tripping you, e ndlessly, to ensure that you have
only what t he y t hin k i s nece s s a r y. You are stripped
bare of everyt hing that you can call your own ,
cons t antl y s tripped bare of a nything t hat you ma ke your
own ; you are s t ripped bare in an end les s process of
pee l ing o f f your prot ective cove ring and leaving you
na ke d (41) .

The connection between the loss of liberty and t he

rituali s tic stripping o f power may be exami ned, too , in rel at i on

to Fouca ult who , in Disci p l i ne and Puni sh, maint ains that the
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body of the prisoner ' s e rve s as an instrument or intermediary:

if one intervenes upon i t to imprison it, or make it wo r k, it is

in order to deprive the indivi dual o f a liberty that is regarded

as a right and as property' . The body t hen be come s 'caught up in

a system of constra ints and privat ions , obligations and

prohibitions ' (1995 :11) . Thi s image of be i ng stripped , the

intervention upon the body and t he s ubs eque nt loss of cont rol , is

one of the most powe rf ul image s Lewin us es in order to describe

his response to i mpr isonment a t Loc a l :

Thi s was t he str i ppi ng proces s at its most e s s e nt i a l .
J us t a cell , wi t h nothing in it ; nothing that could
give you a ny sembl ance of control - no light s witch, no
windows whi c h you cou l d open or close , no taps to turn
on or of f, no toi l et to fl us h, no pictur es, curtains ,
carpet s , no phones, radios, ne wspape r s , and no handle
on the inside of the door (50).

I n t his excerpt , Lewi n point s t o the direct r elat ionship

between stripping a nd t he loss o f powe r when he notes that ' any

semblance of control ' was el i minat ed. He is a l s o referring

speci fically to his t hree mont hs in s ol ita r y confinement. He

spent a f urther t wo months awai ting trial and wa s charged in

November 1964 unde r t he Sabot age Act.' As mentioned ear l i e r , he

was s entence d t o seven yea r s in prison. Notwi t hs t a ndi ng his

expectat ions that , a s a convict ed pr i s one r, he woul d be aware of

'some t angible c hange .. . t o mark the t rans it ion from detainee to

prisoner ' , Lewin exper iences onl y 'a f urther stripping down t o a

towel whi ch was not la r ge enough to go once round one's waist '

(16). Des pi te Lewi n's claim, J acobs r ight l y argues i n ' A Proper

Name in Pr i son: Sel f -Identi fication i n t he South African Prison

Memoir' , that ' t he consciousness o f self' is 'modi f ied by t he
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expe rience of prison' (1991a :6) and that 'to ent er p r i s on is to

acqui re a new l anguage and a new name f or the self , and the reby a

new subj ect ivity ' (1991a :7}. I ndeed, Le win does conce de t ha t as

a ' f ull ' prisoner he ' offi c i a l l y' became a bandiet (75 ) and , as I

shal l demonst rat e in due course , he learnt not only a ' new

l anguage ' and ways in whi c h t o wi t hstand his i mprisonment, but

his ' consciousnes s of self' altere d a s well .

Li tera l ly and emot i ona l l y exposed, Lewin ent e rs prison and

wa it s t o r eceive his new prison clot hes , hi s 'underpants , vest ,

khaki shi r t, khaki longs, s oc ks , shoes , s hor t- s leeved jersey,

cordu roy j a c ke t , brown fe l t hat ' . The re is ' one br ight

exception ' to t h is dul l 'br own and khaki' apparel - 'a r ed

handkerchie f ' (75) . This a llocation of clothing is in complete

contrast to t he procedur e desc ribed by Shit yuwe t e , in Neve r

Follow the Wolf , whe r e each pri soner has t o ' st r i p and f ind

somet hing from the p i le to put on • .• . t wo pa irs o f shorts, two

kha ki s hi rts and t wo c anva s j acket s. The re we r e no shoes and we

were s till bare f oot ' . Mor e over, says Shityuwete, the 'clothes

we r e . . •unsu itable f o r t he c old Cape climate' and ext remely dirty

(1990 : 183).

Lewi n i s aware o f the di s t i nct i on between bl ack and whi t e

pr i s oner s at Local Pri son and , by highl ight i ng his experience

f r om a white perspect ive , he i s ab l e t o draw attention to these

differences and t o the wa y in whi ch apart heid operates in prison.

Whi le he manage s t o keep wa r m (we ar i ng ' mos t of [his ) clothes ,

i ncluding t he ove rcoat ') and is comfortably enclosed in his cel l,

the black pri s oners are worki ng outside , having a r rived 'in their

t wo- by- t wo t e am be fo r e the early mor ning s hadows had

disappeared'. They are cl ad onl y i n 'short khaki shorts , khaki
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shirt and small khaki j erki n' (62 ) . They a re wi t hout s ocks ,

shoes , or jerseys.~

In cont r a s t t o these blac k prisoners, t he whi t e pol it i ca l

pri s one rs are g iven no wor k f or seve ra l mont hs . Eve ntua lly ,

howeve r , they are requ ired to r epair mailbags, a t a s k Lewin

wel comes 'wi th a sense o f re l ief to think that i t wa s some thing

t o do, s omething almost ac tive which might l ead to somet hing

else' (93) . Lewin responds l i ke Brutus who (de s pi t e his

dis cla imer e lsewhere ) i n poem 10 in Letters t o Martha des c r ibe s

hard labour as 'hones t t oil', whi c h o f fer s 'some r e de eming hour s'

(l97 6a : ll ) . I n f act , Foucault maintains in Disc ipline a nd Puni sh

t hat one of the 'fundamenta l principles of the pr ison' should be

t o provide wor k t hat 'must not be regarded as the compleme nt and

as it we r e an aggravation of the penalty, but as a mit iga t i on, o f

whi ch it i s no longe r possible to deprive the pr i s one r '

{l 995 : 268- 270}. It is clear, nevertheless, tha t pol itica l

prisoners we r e given mailbags to repair as an additiona l fo r m of

punishment.

Lewin's deta i led account o f the dis tinction made be tween

black and whi t e prisoners goes beyond a compar ison of d res s and

work. He ment ions, fo. e xample, t hat in the white sec t i on of

Local Prison, t hr e e prisoners share e cell {l30} end tha t t oi l e t

pots a re enamel wi th a lid and a sealing rim (58) . I n addi t i on ,

whi t e p r i s one r s are gi ven a steel dixie for f ood (9I) and ' hal f­

a-dczen la rge drums of steaming wat e r' (90 ) for showers. I n t he

black section, t wenty pr i s one r s occ upy a cell (130) and are gi ve n

toi l et pots t ha t are unsanitary, made from iron, 'unc leanable,

and oft e n without lids' (58) . War de r s call the blacks 'kaffi r'

and 'houtkop ' a nd ta ke pleasure in hitt ing them over the head
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lith a wooden t runcheon (130) . 'However grim [h is ] conditions' ,

Zwin r e cogni ze s that , a s a white polit ical prisoner in Loca l

~ison, he i s privileged : 'In our s pec ial s ection of wha t wa s

aetcef Ly a b lack jail, we had a lways been awar e of t he

1iff er ence i n treat ment betwee n us and the blacks ' (130).

The t reatment Lewin r eceives is noticeably di fferent when he

:smoved t o Central Prison . His depiction of Centr al is similar

:0 La Guma 's description of Roe land Stre et j a i l , part i c ul a r l y i n

:elat i on t o t he a r chi tec t ure a nd l ay-out of t he bUi l d i ng : 6

The entrance to Central l ooks l i ke a medieva l
castle : you ente r t he pr ison through t wo huge wooden
doors set into a cr e nella t ed f a9a de of stone and pass
i mmediately through a por t cu l l is of heavy bars into a
small fo r ecourt . This fo r e cou rt f orms a no-man ' s l a nd
be tween Outs i de and Inside . • . and , onc e you're inside
Cent ra l as a pr isone r, you never get back out be yond
t he f ore court . You go fr om the f orecourt t hr ough a
heavy s t eel barred doo r : f rom open-ai r lightness you
are led into a dark na r row pas s age a nd, li ke a lion at
the ci rcus , th rough a nother stee l gri l l e-door out i nt o
a huge inner ha l l, a hollow and ec hoi ng c athedra l dome
of hea vy gri l les and bars and c old stone wa l l s (109­
110 ) •

It is s i gni fica nt that Lewin dr aws a t tention to no-man 's

:and as the link between the freedoms he had ' out s ide' and the

:onst r ai nt s that he wi l l enc ounter 'inside ' its wal ls . Li ke La

;~ and Brutus, Lewin a l s o accentuates t he stone and steel of

the structure i n order to c r eat e the impression of steri lity .

~e prison environme nt is desolat e and depressing as t he wor ds

'dar k' , 'na rrow' , ' hollow' and 'echoing' suggest, and i t r emi nds

~win of the description of Central Prison by the we ll-known

Sout h Afr i can wr i t e r , Herman Charles Bosman :
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equa l ly' for those non-politica l pr i s one r s who 'had bad pr ison

records which we r e aga i nst them whe neve r t he y as ked f or

i mprovement' (130-1 31) . He r ecogni ze s , howeve r , t ha t the

experience taught him a great dea l about be i ng b lac k in South

Afr ica. He r ema r ks t hat he ' had t o go i nsi de to know wha t it ' s

li ke t o be blac k' ( l 4) , to l earn about ' the endless and

inescapabl e drudgery o f menial and mindl ess t as ks [that } could

produce r esent me nt and t ension' . Whi l e 'common suffer ing' could

create ' s ol i dar i t y' bet ween t he victims , Lewin notes i t cou ld

a lso l e ad t o feelings of ' frus tra t i on a nd anger ' (13 1). From

these obse rvations it is cle ar that Lewin's consciousness was

altered by his e xperience of pr i s on.

Lewin i s of the opinion that t he hi gh populat ion i n South

Af r i ca n p r i s on s a t t he time and t he number of exec ut i ons were a

result of t he policy o f apartheid: ' I could s ee why so

many . . . e nded up . . . i n pr ison . . . at Ce ntral - the place whe r e you

li ve t o t he s ound of men be i ng ki lled, official ly . Central

Pr ison is South Af r ica 's hanging jail' (138 ) . Capita l

pun ishment, an extreme instance of the exercise of power, had a

profound and l i fe -alte r ing e f f e ct on Le win and, in Bandiet, he i s

seen to be utt e rly appal led by this a spec t o f pri s on. 9 In orde r

to discuss his response , howeve r, it is nece s sary to examine his

initial reaction to Central Prison. One of t he first aspects

that he draws a t tent i on to , f or exampl e , 1S t he auditory presence

of those i n t he death cells, whom he r e fe r s to as the

'Condemneds' :

The fif t een of us f r om Local we r e dumped i n t he
Ha l l , t hree rows of puz zled, somewhat intimidated
politicals, pus hed into line aga i ns t the wa l l and told
t o s hut up. Stilte/Silence. But the re wa s no s i lence
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in t he Hall' s hugeness: f r om directly beh i nd the
not ice opposite us - St i lte /Si lence - came a cha nt, a
r is ing a nd fa l l i ng chant o f hymns, s l ow , mour n f ul ,
fi l ling the Hall's emptiness , eeri ly drumming through
the bars, ampl ified by the bare wa l ls. The chant of
t he Condemneds . You can never, at Central, f orge t the
Condemneds, up i n t hei r cell s behind t he not i c e in the
Hal l sayi ng Si l e nce (110) .

There a re other prison wr i ters who reca l l the s i ngi ng of the

condemned pr isoners. Makhoere, i n No Child ' s Pl a y, te l l s how, at

Cent ral Prison , the condemned prisoners s lept during da yl ight

hours and sang at night; She explains hOw, 'very l a t e in the

ni ght , maybe one or t wo in the morning, you woul d hea r them

s i nging. And you woul d know that these people were goi ng t o

hang' (1988 : 97) . Niehaus emphasizes t hat such singi ng is

part i cular ly memorable the night before an execut i on . The

si lence, t hough , is equall y haunti ng . I n view of t he i r prox imity

to t he de at h cel l s , the whi t e pol it ica l pr isoners ' cou ld hea r t he

des perate s creams' of t he condemned men duri ng the hour s of

darkness. 'The night before they we r e to be hanged, t hey s ang

until t he early hours of the morning, and then a dreadf ul silence

f e ll ' (1994:127) .

Lewin's perturbation at l i f e in Cent r a l Pri son was

i ntens ified because of his earl ier fr iendship with John Har ris,

who wa s hanged for planting the fatal stat i on bomb:

How woul d I feel , knowing t hat every da y, twi ce a day
at l e a s t , I was wa l ki ng past the place whe r e the y
killed a friend of mine, past the place where John
Harris had been hanged ? Tha t, there, t hat i n f r ont
there , that was whe r e he had died; tha t was whe r e t hey
brought him through, that was where they packed him up,
nailed him down, and they t ook him away that wa y . . .• I
couldn't escape i t . It wa s there. I was there . There
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was nothing I coul d do about it . It wa s not that I
coul d not li ve with i t ; i t wa s onl y that I had to live
with i t (1 48) .

Lewin obs e r ve s , t oo , that Harr is was not remembered for the crime

he commi tt ed but for the fact t hat he wa s ha nged. Ac cor di ngl y ,

pr isone r s we re i ntrigued, rat her t han d isgus ted, by Harris' s

dea t h, and 'remembered him a nd . . . had their s t ories about hi m,

li ke the stor ies they [had] about most whi t e s who hang' . He

'wen t we l l - singing . . . "We shal l ove r come ''' , they r e ca lled, but

' the boere, so t he story went, didn' t give him a cha nce: gave

him a n e xtra long drop, just i n ca s e ' (1 48) .

Ha r ri s ' s dea t h left Le win with 'a fee ling of immens e

sadness', a r esponse compounded by having t o wat ch ' the lines of

l ife t read past the door behi nd whi ch people die an official

death' (148) . Lewin's ac count of wha t happens at a hanging i s ,

therefore, horrifyingly detailed i n or de r to emphas ize t he

i nhumani t y of wha t p rison o f fici al s consider a r out ine p r ocedu re ,

'an o f fici al death':

That day, said one of the young boere i n the shop , they
hanged six of t hem a t the same time . . . . The man who does
it , he said, is very good wi t h them: he put s the
blindfolds on quickly and eas i ly and t al ks to them a l l
t he time a nd pulls the lever wi t hout the guy even
rea l l y knowing i t ' s going to happen whe n i t does
happen ... . Somet imes - not every we e k - t he r e 's s awdust
s cattered on the pathway... . Why sawdust , I as ked. For
the blood Ther e ' s o ften l ot s of blood at a
hanging It comes from allover the place . When t hey
hang wome n they have to strap them up between t he
l e gs be f o reha nd (1 42) .
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Lewin recalls that hangings took place on Tue sda ys and Thursdays

and that the sounds from the gal l ows bui lding we r e as i ntens e as

the singing of the condemned prisoners:

On Tuesdays and Thursdays . . . you come through into
t he soccer yard and s tand wa i t i ng in teams . The gate
ahead - t he gate ne xt to the wa l l of the ga l lows
build ing - i s s hut . You s tand, s ilentl y wai ting. The
workshop boere, i n their overal ls , stand wa i t i ng too ,
silent ly wa t chi ng to s ee t hat you s tay silent. You can
hear knocki ng . From behind the wa l l ahead, t he wa l l
bes ide t he gallows, you can hear a distant knocking .
You stand i n the soccer ya rd in the early morning and
hear knoc ki ng . Sometimes a pr ol onged knoc ki ng ,
sometimes not much knoc ki ng - as t he y put on t he cof f i n
lids (l4 1) .

The effect of this description i s powe rful, pa rticularly wi th the

repet i t i on of t he wor d ' knoc ki ng ' . Lewin cont inues t o emphasi ze

sound and i t s chilling effect on t he p risoners as, fo r example,

i n his recollection of the hanging of a young black woman ,

'brought. .. through as the lights came on'. The s i lence ' out s i de

[t hei r] wi ndows ' i s suddenly bro ken by ' whimpering and crying,

deep sobs of crying movi ng across the yard' , sounds t hat Lewi n

ident i f i e s as those made by 'a woman , a young woman . . . gulpi ng

deep whoops o f we epi ng ' (144) .

'The Condemneds' a re not generally seen and yet, be cause

t hey are heard, their presence is a compelling f orce: ' ins ide

the Ha l l boer's of fice, wa s the daily tal l y o f prisoners ... you

could see the tally for 82 , the Condemneds, al ways at about

seventy or more, awaiting e xecut i on' (144) . Whe n Lewin

encount e r s Diesel, a whi t e condemned man, whom he meets the day

before his hanging, Lewi n is moved by the e xperience :
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I wa s coming in from the shops and he was cross ing
towa r ds the Condemneds ' vi s i t i ng r oom. . •. 1 wasn' t
wat chi ng whe re I was going . •. and we col l ided. He
loo ked down• . . smi l e d an apology and wa lke d on,
accompanied a lways by his boer . He loo ked ca l m. I t
wa s the first t i me I had been so close t o a nyone from
52 and I couldn ' t help noticing that his jacket had
tabs on, instead of but t ons . No but t ons , I wa s told ,
so that they cou ldn't ki l l themselves be f ore being
e xecuted (1 45).

Lewin i s impressed by the bravery i n the obvious 'ca lm' of Diesel

and of othe rs li ke him who are 'able to go out all right, to go

out singing', even t hough they ' are so a l one , f a c i ng the rope,

wa l ki ng out a l one to die' . 10 Lewin is disturbed, neverthel ess,

by t he ' wa rders and a pr iest and a doc t or ' who are respons ible

for 'get t ing you dead as soon and a s officially as pos s i bl e'

(149) .

The effect of the encounte r with Diesel had a conside r able

impact on Lewin , inspiring hi m t o wr i t e a poem entit led 'Hang' ,

whi ch i s i ncl ude d in the anthology , Poet s to the Peop l e: South

African Freedom Poems :

The y came for him ne xt morning
a mild s ummer da y
the sun shini ng outside, al ready wa r m

they came at f i ve .
t he man still called the Sheri ff
and t wo lieut enants
and t hree chi e f wa r de r s
a nd f our head warde r s
and f i ve section wa r de r s wi t h keys

all r e l axed and very a t tent i ve
then t he Commandant
t he doctor
a nd the priest

a llowe d only so f ar as the doubl e door s
where he s t ood helpless
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waving a sort of b less ing
as a l l the o f fic ials
led t he one man
through t he double doors

t he sun beginning to play th rough the s kyl ight
into t he r oom wi t h the hi gh wi ndows . . . (Fei nberg ed.

1960:66-6 7 ) .

Le win draws att ention to o f f i c i a l red t ape when he list s

eighteen individuals i nvolve d in t he e xecution of one person , and

the cont r a s t be twe en the group and the ' one man' r e i nf or c e s the

i mpre s s i on of the vulne r a bility and the isolation of the

i ndi vi dual ; a s the poem continues, this be come s more pronounced:

They were a l l very nice
a ll of them murmuring
and he nodded back , dry-l ipped
and patted hands wi t h his s ection war der
a s the hood was put over hi s he ad

everybody s huf fling , silent
watc hf ul

uns ur e of being part of t he action
al l so, a s it we re , common-place
t he r e cognisable f ace s and uniforms

l i ke want ing t o speak a l oud during a c hur c h serv i ce
wi th his f eet s quar ed in by the l i ne s
o f t he trap on the floor . . . (87 ).

Through t he use of wor ds l ike ' s hu f f l i ng ' and 'unsure' , Lewin

cr eat es a s ens e o f uncertainty in t he wat cher s ' movements. The

r eader i s r eminded , however , that, unti l recent ly, hanging was

'common- place ' i n South Afr ica and he underlines t he g r i m reality

and the mec hanical precision of t he pract ice when he mentions

'the hood' and t he 'feet square d in by the lines '. I n the next

section o f the poem he use s sound t o a chi eve a s p ine- chi ll i ng

effect:

and he t ur ned hi s head wi t h its hood
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l oo ki ng f or a noi s e
a s t he trap

bu rs t
inwards

open
slip
f a ll

t i gh t t aught Is ic] j er k
CRACK . . . (87).

The motion t hat cul mi na tes in the word ' CRACK' c r ea t e s ,

si mult a neously, a gruesome vi s ua l i mage . Once the trap is

r el eased , t he moment of death a r rives s uddenl y and Lewin

highlights the abruptness through the use of ' open ', ' s lip' and

' fa l l'. The concluding l ines a re di rect:

A body is l eft to hang fo r t went y mi nutes
before the doctor declares it

finally
t otally
offici a lly
f i ni sh and k l aar

a co r ps e (87-88).

In t his l ast s tanza, t he 'man ', pr e s umabl y Diesel , i s

dehumani zed . He i s no longer a person but like a carcass at the

abat t oi r. Bureauc racy di ct ate s t hat the body must hang f or

twen t y minute s and Lewin r einfo rce s the irrevocabil ity of the

execution through the choice o f ' fina l l y' , 'totally' and

' officially,. l1 Lewi n ' s description of capital puni shment is as

horri f yi ng as Foucault's depi c t i on of a publ i c e xecution , whi ch I

di scus s ed in Chapt e r One .

Lewin' s greatest cha l lenge at Cent ral Pr i s on is t o pre s erve

his s ani t y . In or der t o cope wi t h the prox i mity of the hanging
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section of the jail, he observes that i t i s necessa r y to maint ain

a distance from it:

You learn to live wi t h i t at Cent ra l beca use - f or
al l the blood on the ground and for all t he singi ng,
the s tories, all the awareness and t he c loseness ­
sti l l there i s a fi na l remoteness whi ch ke eps you
separate . The r out i ne keeps you unthinking about it ,
lets you wa lk past the ga llows every day and not noti ce
it, lets you ca re and yet be r emote. As l ong a s you
can wal k pas t eve r y day , there's always Them- in - t here
and Us - he r e : t hem is fo r dead, us is us, a l ive. So
you stay r emote (14 9) .

Lewin draws atte nt i on to the di s t i nct i on between ' Them' a nd ' Us',

between 'ins ide' and ' out s i de ' but, paradoxically, although Lewin

i s i n pr ison, he is 'outside' , whi l e those awa it ing execution

remain ' inside' . Whi le Lewin is awa r e that to 'stay r emot e ' is

not necessarily a humane respons e , he s eems to suggest tha t a

degree of insensitivity is unavoidable :

But even mo r e hi deous than the gallows themse lves
wa s wa t c hing at Cent ral how it wa s poss ible t o
accommodate to the horror - how you could be come
accustomed to it, how you lea rn t o live with i t and
accept it. So too have people be come i ns e ns i ti ve i n
t he outside society (153) .

I t is ev ident from the di s c us s i on , however, t hat Lewi n was

i nt ense l y affecte d by his eight months at Cent ral Pr i s on and wa s

unable t o detach himself from t he terror of a predi cament which

i ncl uded the know l e dge t ha t e xecut i ons wer e ta king place.

Drive r, in ' The View From Makana Isl and: Some Recent Prison

Boo ks From Sout h Africa', correctly suggests that Lewi n ' s

'understated ' voice sl ips in the chapter on hangings, al lowing

'the horror ( t o) peer th rough' and that 'one of the motives of
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Bandiet' is t o e xpose a 'horror of capital punishment' genera l ly

(1975 : 116) . This is my next point for consideration.

Lewin is vocal about his thoughts on hanging as a f orm of

punishment and be l ieves that it does not work as a c riminal

dete rrent (149) . He suggests that 'any person, in a ny societ y ,

shou ld know wha t i t is like to live in a hanging j a il ' (1 4) and

claims that his e xper ience at Central Prison helped him t o

clarify his views on capi tal punishment . Only after his term

t he r e does he ' realize, fully , the utter horror of capita l

punishment, what it involves and the responsibility i t imposes on

man ' {1 52} . Moreove r , he does 'not think that any man can carry

out the demands of the system or live wi t h t he syst em wi t hout

himse lf at once becoming degraded , corrupt a nd brutal' (152) .

Prior t o his i mprisonment, Lewin was 'against' capita l punishment

and ' was hor ri fied a t the t hought that South Af rica was

responsible for about half the wor ld' s e xecutions ' . He had not ,

howeve r , given the matter serious conside ration : 'it wa s merely

one among many horrifying facts about life under an apa r t he i d

government' (152). As a con sequence of his e xperi ence, Lewin can

'no longer rega r d t h i ngs in the same light' (225 ), a further

admission of his ps ychol ogi cal modificat ion. In his fina l

contemplation o f capital punishment , in Bandiet, he concludes

that this issue ' i s not pe cul i a r to South Afr ica but it assumes

particular significance in the South Af r i can context' (152} ;

that:

Central [Prison ] i s a mirror of t he outside apartheid
society: the violence i nhe r ent in the laws of
apartheid - in t he laws whi c h bre a k up f ami l i e s , whi ch
deny freed om of movement or expression, whi c h deny to
men their ba s i c humanity - this vi olence has its
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natur al counte rpart a t Central in the gallows, the
essential s ymbols of official violence {l 52- l 53J .

Davies observes, i n Wr i t e r s in Prison , that 'prison wr i t i ng

i s centrally about violence. The beginning of t he sense of

violence is t he awa r ene s s of death' (1 990 : 16 ) and in these lines,

Lewin not only highlights the violence t hat characterizes both

South Af r i can s oc i e t y and Central prison but, li ke La Guma and

Brutus , ma i nt a i ns t hat pr i son r eminds him of South African

society as a whole; that prison i s a microcosm of the outside

society . In exp l anat i on , Lewin , expa nds his comments on the way

in whi ch aparthe id operated in pr i s on . Whe n describing South

Afr i ca ' s th r e e 'famous ' prisons , he notes that the Johannesburg

For t housed '(in strictly s egr egate d sections) both blac k and

whi t e awa i t i ng- t r ial pri s oners ' and t hat Robben Island was whe r e

'all bl ack pol it i cal prisoners ' were kept. Whi l e Cent ra l Prison

wa s ' the maximum s e cur it y ja i l f or whi t e c r i minals ', it

di st i ngui shed i tsel f as one of t he ' few pl aces in South Africa

where black and white live[ d) legally alongside e ac h other' - in

'the de ath cells ' (10 9) . Band i e t highl ight s t he segregation of

those prisoners who we r e not on death r ow, howeVer : 12

We we r e , of course, whi t e s onl y : apartheid applies as
comple tely inside as it does outs ide, ensuring that
blacks and whi tes - even if ar rested and charged and
sent enced toge the r - a r e kept a lwa ys separate . The
blac k pol it i cals a re a l l on Robben I s l a nd of f Cape
Town, t he whi t e s i n Pr e toria (77) .

Lewin g ives an account o f the whi t e political p r i s one r s wi t h

whom he spent time at Local a nd Central Prisons ,l) a group I now

intend t o f ocus on . A ' total of t wenty-seven whi t e po l i t i ca l

pri soners ' at Local Prison are describe d - a diverse group , wi t h
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occupati ons r anging fr om Q.C and attorney t o s urveyor and

jour na li s t (77-78) . Lewin is i ni tial l y cautious in hi s

interactions wi t h them; they a re 'strangers to each othe r ' and

'very different sorts of people , of t en wi t h strong ideological

and psycho l og i ca l dif fe rences' (79) . Neverthe less, despi t e these

and othe r divisions - pro fessiona l, social, pol i ti cal and

re l ig i ous - t he pr isone rs a re united i n t he i r opposit ion to the

South Afr i can gove rnment, having ' a l l , wi t hout di s tinc tion,

l anded in prison' through a c onviction that ' t hose i n power we r e

corrupt a nd evi l, and mainta ined the i r pos it i on t hr ough fa scist ­

type cont rol' (95) .

In c ompari s on t o t he s entences o f many o f these pri s oners ,

Lewin ' s seven- year term i s ins igni f icant because i t i s 'somet hing

definite' , with a ' fini te hori zon' (77). rcr Bram s'i ecbe r and

Denis Goldberg , t wo notable figures whom I shall now discuss at

some length, ' i t is life , It (s i c ] is life ' (2l 2) . Lewin, who

admi red bot h men because o f thei r determinat i on and the power

impl ied in the ir self- control, i s one of the fe w poli ti ca l

pr ison- wri te rs t o pr ovide an insight into t he time t he y spent at

Local and Central PriSOnS;14 both of them we r e serving l i f e ­

se ntences f or conspiracy to commit sabotage.

Fischer, fift y-e i ght when he wa s sentenced , wa s not only an

important fig ur e i n the st ruggle t o end apartheid but , a s Lewi n

notes, Fischer's Afri kaner backgr ound placed him a t a dis t inct

disadvantage :

Bram rischer has always been a very speci a l s ort of
bandiet fo r t he boe r e. His father wa s Judge President
of the Orange rre e State, whe r e his grandfathe r had
once be en pr i me ministe r . Hi s could not have been of a
more eminent South African, Afri kaans f ami l y . • . . The
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boe r e t end t o r egard him as the l eading Black Sheep of
t he Afri kaner Nat i on : they view h im wi t h dis tinct
fascination , sometimes with ve i led r e spe ct , somet imes
open admiration . And s omet i mes they derive ma lic i ous
pleasu re from to r menting him, rather as i f tor menti ng
him gives them social status (212- 213) .

Fischer , li ke Breytenbach (whom I sha l l consider in the next

chapter ) , wa s cons idered a tra i t or , not only by t he government

but by the wa r de r s at Local Prison. As a r esult , t he prison

authorities, in orde r t o prove thei r superior power , went to

grea t lengths to belittle and even t o destroy hi m. As Lewin

obse rves, Fischer was ' puz zled , lost a s a bandiet' and,

tragically, ' s l owl y ground down ', being f or ced b y the head­

warde r , Du Pr e ez, to 'clean t he t o i let s , wi t h a brush and a rag,

down on his knees in f r ont of t he bowl '. Lewin r emar ks that i t

'was du Preez's f i nes t moment : l ~ s t and ing command over Bram

Fische r , a.c., as he scrubbed the shit -house with a brush and

rag' (213-214) .

Lewin was pa r t i cula r l y moved by Fischer's inner s trength and

control , shown in his abi l i t y to rema i n 'polite and cour teous'

(213) , i n s pi t e of r elentles s humil iat ion and ps yc hol og i c a l

cr ue l t y :

Unli ke du Preez (who a l ways cal led Bram 'Fischer!
Fi s c her! ' ) t he othe r boe r e l i ked to cal l him 'Bram'.
The younger wa r ders li ked calling him Bram as a way of
provi ng their authority • • • •Hore s enior officers made a
po i nt of bei ng shown t o him, loo king him up and down,
t he p r ize exhibi t - hel lo, Br am, they say , Hoe gaa n
di t ? /How goes i t? Bram, alwa ys polite, nods and
answe rs, and a sks about their health (214) .

Bandiet det a i l s t wo furt he r i nci dents whi c h involve Fische r

and his intimida t ion by pri son o f fici als. The f ir s t conce r ns a
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visit f rom Thys Ne l , Deputy Commissione r of Pr isons . Drun k and

disorde rly, Ne l a r ri ved o ne Satur day n i ght to i nspect the pr i s on .

He wa s accompani ed by a fr i end and it se emed as though Ne l ' s

motive wa s t o provo ke the Jewish pri s one r s , whi l e ente rta in ing

his companion:

. . . t he Deputy Commissioner of Prisons, wi t h friend,
[was ) out for an eveni ng 's ente r tai nment. J ew-bait i ng,
wi t h t he normal i nhibi ti ons of p r ot ocol r emoved by a
good dinne r and the absence of anyone besides a row of
r ed bandiete. I heard t he t a lki ng down t he pas sage,
then could re cognize Ne l ' s voi ce , raised angri ly
aga inst Rowl ey Arenste in, just down the row - and
Rowl ey 's pat i ent, pe r s i stent rep l ies . ' J ood,' sa id
Nel, ' Jew - you're a commun ist because you ' re a J ew
you're a J ew so you mus t be a c ommunist. ' And simi lar
pleasant ries. Then a slouch f urther a l ong the
corrido r, t o Br am's wi ndow , next to mine . 'You ' re a
fool,' s aid Ne l, ' a l awye r and they all say you're s o
cl eve r - but I know you' re a f ool, a nd you' l l sit he re
f orever' (215 ).

In his di rect and forthr i ght manner Lewi n r e late s a second

episode , highlighting t he c ruel ty of the wa r de r s , who use t he

powe r of t he i r author ity to suppr ess the pr isoners physical ly a nd

psychologically . fischer ' s son , Paul , di ed i n February 197 1 f r om

cystic fi b rosis . Fischer was info r med of this by his brother

who, despit e the sadness of the situation, wa s not al lowed to

meet him f a ce t o f ace but had to del iver t he news in t he p resence

of guar ds and t hrough a pa rtit i on . l ~ Fischer wa s de nied

permi ssion to a ttend the fune r al but wa s granted spec ial visi ts

t o co-ordinate f une ra l a rrangements . Once plans we r e made, these

vis its we r e abr upt l y s t opped, s upposedly i n or der to maintain

state s ecurity . Lewin was suff iciently aff ected by this incident
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to wr i t e a poem entitled ' Anot he r Day (For Bram Fische r )'. Thi s

ext ract captures t he inhumanity of t he officia ls:

They call i t t he vis i tors room
His br ot he r
peer ing through the perspex
i nt o t he wooden box
to ld him :

Your son died t h i s morning.
through the perspex
i nto the wooden box
keeping the State s ecure

You r son died t hi s morning . .. (Fe i nbe r g ed . 1980 : 84 ) .

Lewin creates, here, a sense of empt iness and co ldness

t hr ough the use and t he r epetit ion of the wor d s ' pe r s pe x' and

' wooden box' . The wor d s a l s o reinforce the bl eakne s s assoc iated

with the vi s itor' s room , whi le t he sombr e tone o f the poem i s

augmented by t he reiteration o f t he wor ds 'Your son died this

morning'. The absurdity of the r e s tric t i on is emphas ized when i t

i s suggested that contact is forbi dden in order t o uphol d t he

sa f ety of the state. Such a response is s imi lar t o t he trea t ment

Cronin receive d when hi s wi fe died unexpectedly dur ing his se ve n­

yea r prison t e rm. Cronin 's pa i n and the ca l lous hand l i ng of hi s

loss echo t he Fi s cher episode. In his volume of pr ison poe try,

Inside, Cronin e xpresses his grie f :

I saw your mothe r
wi t h t wo guards
t hrough a gl as s plat e
for one quarter hour
on t he da y t hat you died .

'Extra visi t , special fa vour '
I wa s tol d, and wa r ned
' The visi t wi l l be stopped
if po l i t i cs is di s cus s ed.
Verstaan - unde rstand! ?'
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on the da y t ha t you died .

I coul dn ' t place
my arm around her,
a round your mot her
whe n s he s obbed.

Fifte en minutes up
I wa s led
bac k to the workshop.
Your death , my wife ,
one cr i me they managed
not t o per pet r ate
on t he day t hat you died (1987:77 ).

a s a ·st oi c • . . man who never burdened his f riends with hi s

br ie fly

Fische r

In cont inuing my di s cuss i on on Fischer, I wi s h

f r om Lewin' s Bandiet. Mandela respect f ul l y

t o depa rt

remembers

own pa in and t roubl es. As an Afrikaner whos e consc i ence f orced

him t o rej e ct his own heritage and be os t racized by his own

people, he showed a leve l of cour age a nd sacrif ice that was in a

class by i t self ' (1994:339-340) . When Fis cher fe ll gr ave l y ill

in 1974 (an episode not wi t ne s s ed by Lewin, who wa s released in

1971) , t he aut horities r efused to furni s h ade quat e med i c a l

attention. Niehaus prov ides a poignant a ccount of t he way in

whi ch prison of f ic i a ls treated Fischer and draws par t icula r

attent ion to t he rela t i onship bet ween Fischer and Gol dberg during

this pe r i od :

Denni s (s i c ] had seen his good fri end Bram Fischer
slowly dying o f cance r afte r ye ars i n whi ch the y had
f ought t ogether f or each a nd every pr ivi lege • . .. One
afternoon, whi le we we r e both t a ki ng a s howe r , he told
me how Bram had s lipped and f allen in that shower. He
had broken his hip, but . •. t he medical officer r e f used
t o have X-rays t a ken . Although Bram was i n extreme
pain, he wa s refused permiss i on t o t a ke his meal s in
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his cel l. Dennis and Johnnie Matthews ... had to carry
him down the stairs to the dining room every day
(1994: 124) .

Eventua l ly, Fi s che r was diagnosed as having a spl intered hip. He

was a lso su ffering from advanced prostate ca ncer and, wh ile it

was obvi ous that he was dying, the authorities continued t o

ma ltreat him . Niehaus not es that Fischer's fina l days were

character ized by isolation and suffering, spent almost en t ire l y

i n 'the prison hospital, where he lay alone unt il a f ew da ys

before his death'. Eventually , he wa s moved to hi s brother' s

farm nea r Bloemfontein , whe r e he spent his l ast days.

Ironica lly, 'a special proclamation had been issued whi ch

declared t he house a pr i s on . He had been sentenced t o l ife

imprisonment', Nieha us notes, 'the re fore he had to die i n a

prison' (1994:125} .17

Lewin wri t e s also about Goldberg 's caring and compassionate

behaviour (193) but describes his r e l a t i ons hi p wi t h Goldbe rg,

sentenced a t age thi r ty-one, i n a different, a lmost light - hea r ted

way. He r e cal l s , f or e xampl e , that the group wa s a l l owed t o

produce a play at Loca l Prison. 18 Despite limited resources,

t hey managed to c reate scenery and costumes, wi t h prisoners like

Goldberg, an engineer, us i ng his expe r t i s e to bui l d elaborate

stage pr ops . Lewin is cle a r l y i mpre s s ed by Goldberg's ingenuity:

. • . Denis pr oduced , ama zingly, two ful l -scale doors:
both constructed from cardboard cartons , t he y came
complete wi t h fr ames and handles - a nd they opened and
shut as needed . The old stage -end of the yard was
transformed that year - December 1967 - because Denis,
wi t h usual thoroughness, insisted on trying t o
const ruct a curtain . Some curtain: it had t o s tre tch
some thi rte en yards across t he widt h of the yard and
Denis made i t wi t h an elaborate cant i lever pa t tern o f
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string, stretched between the bars of the ce l ls
overloo king the yard, whi ch was (just ) s t rong e nough to
hold up half-a -dozen bl anket s (199- 200) .

Goldberg's accomp lishments gave t he group o f pol it i ca l pr i sone rs

a sense of pr ide, achievement and, by i n f e r ence , co l lect ive

strength as well . In addition to the stage props, Goldberg a l s o

produced a programme wi t h 'scurrilous biographies of e ac h o f the

players, and the f i na l credit t o "the Special Branc h and Pr isons

Depar tment, without whos e e fforts these actors could not have

been brought together"' (193- 194) .

Lewin focus es on Goldberg's creat ivity and, in th is l a s t

quotation, on his sense of humour , no t wi thstanding his situat ion.

Like La Guma and Brutus, Lewin also shows that, i n his own ca s e

at l east , l i f e behind ba r s was not a lways i nt ol e r abl e . I n the

account o f anothe r ep i s ode , he tel ls how Goldbe rg wa s part ial l y

respons ible for e f fect i ng change at Loca l whi c h , aga in, gave t he

pol i t i cal prisoners some sense of control:

Denis Goldberg wa s called to the O.C.'s of f i ce a nd
found the re his f a t her, int roduced to him by a senio r
o f ficer from Pr ison Headquarters. There had, sa id old
Sam Goldberg, been some a rt i c l e s in the pape rs whic h
made h im f earful about his son's treatment; he had
gone to Headquarters t o ask about i t and wa s now he r e
to see how his son r ea l l y was . Wa s he OK? Did he ha ve
any compl a ints? Yes , said Deni s , he wa s OK - and
complaints, yes, he had many complaints. He out lined a
l arge number of them to his father and the attendant
officer .. . (91 ) .

Gol dbe rg 's re s i l i ence and his modest demeanour made an

impression on other pri sone r s as we l l . Eva ns , for e xample, in a

poem ent i t l ed ' And Denis Goldberg' dec l ares :

Many t hos e

194



who saw
who knew
and even cared .
Doubtless they get their due elsewhere .
Fewer those
who knew t he cold tw i s t through the gut
t he vomit tas te o f fear:
because they felt - and chose and dared
t he s e words for them, f or you.
You knew
the yardstick of success
kne w the tes t of comfort, pleasure
chose anothe r measu re o f your life
- no more t ha n you r brother's.
We value i t no l ess (Feinbe r g eo , 1980: 20) .

Jenki n mentions t hat 'Denis wa s one of Mande l a ' s compat r i ots a nd

as such one of the names we held in greatest esteem' (1987 :75) ;

and , J enki n notes, Denis was a man who , despite his sentence,

remai ned dedicat ed to 'the cause', a commitment that was 'an

i nspi r a t i on and made us f eel ashamed of fee l ing s orry f or

ourse lves'. Goldberg , J en kin continues, had ' been in pr i son

s ince we were young t ee nage rs and .. . woul d stil l be in pr ison

after we ' d served our s entences' . Despite these 'prospec t s',

Go ldberg 's 'strength and commi tment' we r e not weakened and whi l e

'it should have been us helping hi m. . . i t wa s he who helped us by

remind ing us that our s entences were just ~parking t ic ket s ~ '

(1987 : 76 ) .

I t i s significant that Evans, J e nkin and Lewi n ac knowledge

Gol dberg's unwavering and inspiring commitment to the struggle

against apa rthe i d . Whi l e Fouca ul t mentions i n Disc i pline and

Puni s h that one o f t he wa ys i n which t o 'exercise power . . . ove r

men ' is through the mi nd , whi ch is 'a s urface of i ns c r i pti on f or

power ' (l 995 : 10 2) , i t i s evident that both fiSCher and Goldberg
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resisted what Foucault r efers to as ' t he cont rol of ideas'

(1995 : 102) , a nd the r e l ati ons hip between their resolve and their

powe r st r engt hened Le win ' s personal de te rmi na t i on a s we ll. I n

addition, Lewin was struck by Goldberg's optimism and responds,

as seen, by drawing at tention to moments in prison l i f e t ha t we r e

agreeab l e because of Goldberg's spi r it. Lewin thus ach i eves a

sens e of balance by combining t he negative with the posit ive

aspects of pri s on life, a feature I shal l now examine i n more

det a il.

By r emi nding himsel f and the reader that , even in t he mos t

di fficult c i rcumstance, t here is of ten a moment of rel ief, Lewin

is able to provi de a unique insight into the politica l prison­

experience . Indeed , t hese occasions also shed light on the way

i n whi ch other political prisone r s are se en t o r ea ct when

receiving small but significant privil eges . On Christmas Day,

1964, for e xampl e, t he p r isoners obta i n some 'old, very dry, very

dar k tobacco ' whi c h t hey roll cr udely into c iga rettes, using

brown pape r. ' Sti ll newly a bstinent at that ea r ly stage of

[t he i r] sentences' , t hey smo ke ' hard fo r an hour or s o' a nd a re

'soundly sick' (191) . Lewin write s about the prisone rs' e ffor ts

t o keep in touch wi t h popula r cul t ure and changing trends , how

they ' tra c{ e ] a whole social r evol ution' (218 } by f ollowing the

advertisements in publications li ke Hui sgenoot a nd Fair Lady :19

' who 'd eve r hea rd o f ~panti -hose u in 1964? Or mini's? Or seen

men in long hai r? We had to di s cover f rom visitors wha t

"psychede Lf c" meant ' (2l8 }.

In r e spons e to the visit o f He len Suzman to Pretoria Loca l

Prison , Lewin reports, the group was allowed to buy chess and

draught sets and we re given a tenn is ba l l , a cricket ba t a nd a
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record player wi t h loud-spea kers. I n addi tion , pr isoners were

allowed to buy recor ds, whi ch a lso enab l ed t hem t o 'ke ep up wi t h

changing musical ta s tes' (2l l ) . Ini tially , t he gr oup listened to

' Mozart horn conce rtos, a Richter r ec i t a l , an Oist rach rec it a l,

Chopi n's 1st piano, and a Bach harpsichord rec i tal' ( l BB) .

Lat e r , their selection became more ec l ec t i c and oft en proved t o

be unp l easant. Fischer provided the Chie f Record Programme r wi t h

a list of r eques t s every da y. When it was Issy Heymann's turn,

t he r e s ult s were amus i ng :

Issy Heymann's young son ment i one d one Sunday tha t
we must, but muS t, get Jimi Hendri x - so dutiful 5B­
year-ol d I s s y ordered Jimi Hendr ix . .. . The n i ght I s s y
Heymann ' s order arr i ved, t he ent i r e sect i on of whi t e
poli ticals - mos t o f whom had bee n in pri s on s ince 1964
a nd many of whos e mus i c a l apprecia t i on stopped at
Str a uss, i f not Beethoven - was s ub j ec t ed to an
uninte r rupt ed f ul l side of the Best of J i mi Hendr ix,
played at fu l l volume (2l l - 2l 2}.

I s sy' s attempts to exchange t he recor d f or 'something e lse, l e s s

noisy' were i n va in a nd received the f ol low ing response : ' If you

want t o buy kaffi r mus i c . . . you mus t listen to ka f f i r musi c. No

swapping' (212) . The lightheartedness wa s short-lived but

signi ficant , and t he r esol ve of the commanding officer, Schnepel,

bri ngs the situation back to gri m rea l i t y.

The r e lationship between pr i soner and jailer is a lmost

always dea lt wi t h in pr i s on lit e rat ure , and Lewin depicts this

connection most ly in a ne gat i ve wa y . He describes the head­

warder , Du Preez, a s ' the man who, f or the ne xt f our yea rs, wa s

to ma ke our live s he l l ' (41) a nd who has ' t he power of life and

death ove r us' (96 ) . Du Preez is shown to be i nfl exi bl e and

pett y, and Lewin s t r e s s es the head-wa rder ' s a ntagoni sm and hi s
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exp lo i ta t i on of the pos i tion of power ove r the pol i t i ca l

pr isoners . The hosti lity and the ruthlessness of th i s man are

obvious . Not onl y i s he 'a petty tyrant ' but he also

' effec t ivel y c ontro l led eve ry aspect of [the prisoners' ] li ves

and so his tyr anny was absolute and ine s c apable' (82 ) . Fouca ult

expl a i ns how t he mechanisms of power ope r at e i n orde r to ensure

t he kind of authoritarian domination that Lewin re fe r s to :

I n prison t he government may dispose o f the l ibe rt y of
the pe r s on and o f the time of the pr isoner; from then
on , one can i mag i ne the power of t he educa t i on whi ch ,
not on l y i n a day, but in the success ion of days and
eve n yea rs, may regulate f or man t he t i me o f waki ng a nd
s leeping, of ac t i vit y and rest , t he number and duration
o f meals, the qua lity and ration of food, t he nature
and product o f labour, the time of p r a ye r, the use of
speech and even, s o to spea k, that o f thought, that
education which ... r egul ate s t he movements of t he body,
and even in moment s of r e s t , determines the use of
time . . . ta kes possession o f man a s a whol e , of a ll the
physical and mor a l f aculties that a re in him and of the
time i n whi c h he is himse lf (1995: 236) .

This compr ehens i ve powe r is re inforced, i n Du Preez ' s case ,

by his innate abili ty to manipulate rules :

Du Preez's genius wa s not in invent ing hardships,
nor even i n cont ravening the regulat i ons . Hi s s t rengt h
l a y in knowing - more by an ins tincti ve c unni ng t han
any marke d intell igence - jus t how far he coul d pus h
the regulations without breaking them. He was, I
suppose , the ideal prison warde r in that he ma inta i ned,
wi t h deadly consist ency, an active antagonism t owards
the pri s oner s (84) .

Thi s portrait of a man who is shrewd and sadist ic has somethi ng

in common with Bar bara Hogan's de s c r i pt i on o f the wa r d r es s who

was i n cha r ge of her during her internment at Oi ep kl oof Prison .

Hogan asserts t ha t the varcresa"
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.. . woul d be nice t o you and the next day s he woul d be
reporting you. The kind of inst itut i on tha t a pr ison
is means t hat a wardress wi l l always protec t her own
interests because she is wor ki ng i n an i ns ti t ution t hat
demands that she reports on everything t hat you do. I t
even demands that she finds fault, demands t hat she ac t
out the i ns t i tutional ro le. So there i s no genui ne
relationship there, it i s pure ly manipu lat ive
(Sch r eine r ed . 1992:24 ).

Lewi n considers that Du Preez's tyranny is based 'on the

i mplementation of t r i via l i t y' (82 ) . In order t o substantia te

t hi s c laim, Lewi n ma kes use of an interesting device in his book,

namely diary entries, which cover the years 1966 a nd 1967 . This

i s i n c omplete contrast to the r e s t of the wor k but i s an as t ut e

way of ma king notes and observations about particular events.

These entr ies clearly illustrate Foucault's observa t i ons re lat ing

to the l in k between power and the regulat ion of the prisoner's

l i f e : Lewin r ega r ds these notations as 'a so rt of profi t a nd

los s account' of the conf lict wi t h Du Preez, whi c h aga i n draws

attention to the ongoing struggle for supremacy between prisone r

and warder, and a lso considers these e nt r i e s as a wa y i n whi c h t o

'remember how ridiculous and pe t t y were the things t hat caused

the c r i se s in our lives' (179) . The following e xample provides

an i llustration :

21 .11 . 66 Du Preez finds Bram Fischer washing his hands
in the newly built basins i n ou r bathroom and
combi ng his hair in the newly insta lled
mir rors. I thought , says Bram, t hey we r e f or
us. Moenie dink nie, says du Preez - don' t
think; a prisoner must never think.

22 .11.66 Yes , says the commanding officer, those are
your basins and mirrors. You may use them .

23 . 11. 66 Du Preez bans any books being t a ken i nto the
ya r d at exe r ci s e time .
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24 .11.66 Du Preez bans a ll ta lking wh i le ma ilbags are
being sewn. The O.C. confirms the ban on
books in the yard (I SO) .

Du Preez t r e at s subordinate warders in an ident i ca l fa shi on ,

wh i ch re inforces the i mpr e s s i on of his ha rshness. Li kewi se ,

head-warder De l port , on Robben Island, was, according t o Na idoo,

feare d and hated by wa r de r s and prisoners alike:

He wa s a s lave drive r . Under him, prisoners were hung
from t he ceiling and the wor s t atrocities t ook p lace,
and for years we never saw him smile, not even when t he
warders were making their c r ude jokes; we would see
him shouting at them or reporting them f or the mos t
trivial offences. The warders hated him as muc h a s we
di d - even his family, we we r e told, stood in f ea r of
him (1982: 118).

Whi l e paying attention to t he c ruelty of Du Preez's ac t i ons,

Lewin nevertheless portrays the attempts of some warders t o be

reasonable. Wa r de r Dunn, for example, treats the pol i ti ca l

prisoners with respect and tries 'to communi cat e a sense of

understanding' (103 ). 21 Simila rly, Captain Schnepel agrees t o

meet with the group in order to discuss grievances, a n

inte r ac tion that Lewin considers 'the most reasonable moment of

my time ins ide' (207) . In describing the posi tive and t he

negat ive aspects of the relationship between prisoner and jailer ,

Lewin achieves wha t C.J. Dr i ve r cal ls an ' understated, observant,

careful voice' (1975 : 116) . Ultimately , though, Lewin recalls

t hat no officials 'could afford to act too r ea s onabl y towards t he

politicals ' (207) . I n the same way that Brutus remembers 'the

boots seeking a prisoner's gall ' (1978a : 41 ), s o Lewin r e ca l l s

' the pettiness a nd me anness ' that seemed 'contemptible' (225).

In r e l at i on to t he discussion on powe r, it is significant that he
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sees p r i s oner s a s involved i n a st ruggl e , in an elabor a t e ' game

of ca t - and - mous e , with the ba ndi e t - mouse perma nent l y a t the

rece ivi ng e nd ' 11 221. Lewin cont ends that ' we, t he mice , could do

nothing mor e than expl oi t t o t he f ul l whatever l e eway we thought

t hey, the c at s , would a l l ow' a nd tha t ' we a s mice had ve ry

li t t le , o r nothing , on our side' (47) . I t i s notewort hy t hat

Lewi n and La Guma por tray the r e lations hi p between warder and

pri s oner i n a simi l a r wa y, using ca t - and- mous e i mage r y i n o r de r

t o st r e s s t he negat i ve , de humani zi ng aspect o f t he pol i t i ca l

prison- e xpe r i e nce. While La Guma also obse r ves that pri s one r s

are l i ke ' entrapped l i ons fighting off shambling monsters'

(1991:8 1) , Lewin , in comparing pris oner s also t o ca ged anima l s,

extends the compa r ison to sugges t t hat t he routine of pr i s on l if e

i s akin t o the ritual of a c i r cus pe rformance, wi t h the p r ison

warder di rect i ng t he a ct i ons a nd behaviour of the prisoners .

Lewin decla res , howeve r , t hat it i s 'not s o fu nny whe n t he

cage is c los ed o f f from t he audience , who c an ' t s e e i n , wi t h

anima l s who c an ' t s ee out ' (210 ) . The scene i s s ur real beca use

aud i e nce partic ipation i s barred and there is no s e nse o f

enj oyme nt, sinc e onl y the l e ader derives a measure o f macabre

sati s f a ct i on . Despite Schnepe l ' s ability t o be rea s onabl e, Lewi n

st i l l ca l l s him ' a prancing ringmaster act ing God' (2101 , aga in

highl ighti ng t he omni pot ent powe r of his j a i l e r s .

Lewi n uses t he i dea o f a performance r itua l in a not her

cont ext a s we l l . He cont r a s t s the da i l y i nspection at Pretori a

Loca l t o a pa ntomime show , drawing a t tent i on t o the se r i ous but ,

at time s , ludic r ous na ture of t he procedure :

Every morning at Loc a l Pri son - a t 6 a .m. o r 7 a .m. ,
ope ni ng-up time . . . the dut y o f f ice r ma r ch (es) throug h
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each section of the prison , accompanied by a du t y
warde r and preceded into each section by the sec t i on
wa rder . It is t he sect ion wa r der ' s du t y to greet the
Inspection Team by vigorously stamping his f ee t at the
entrance to the section, then to pr oceed down t he
section screaming Staan reg ! / St a nd straight! as he
flings open and f lings clos ed each cel l door . The
startled bandiet be hind e ach door s ees remarkably
littl e of the performance but hea rs r ema rkab l y much
(202} •

The c e r emoni a l unlocking of pr ison doors , the ma rching and the

shouting are part of the spectacle and draw attention t o the wa y

in whi ch sound is used to scare the prisone rs i nt o submission.

f i r s t a l s o r ein fo rce s t he impres s i on of t he negative effect of

sound on t he pr i s oners when she cla i ms that she i de nt i fi ed ' the

war dr es s e s by t he sound of them long be f ore [she ] s aw t hem'

(1982:30) and that he r 'ear s knocked with t he noise of a police

stat ion i n oper ation'. Although he r cell was 'abandoned i n

i s ol a t i on ' , it was 'suspended in a cacophony of noise '; and

despite t he d i n o f ' accele r ators ', 'exhaust pipes' and 'car

doors' , she was awa r e of 'the s i lence' of ' pr i s one r s in

i nt i mi dat ed subservie nce ' (1982:1 6) . These descriptions r emind

the reader o f a poem from Lett e rs t o Mar t ha , whe r e Brutus, i n

contrast , sugge s t s that a lac k of sound and, more especial ly,

mus ic crea ted a 'hunge r' a nd a ' saddening want ' (1978a :13} .

In an envi ronment charact eri zed ei ther by the j a r ring

presence or the r elative a bs enc e of sound and i n whi ch a game of

cat -and-mouse is ena ct ed, it is inevitable that the prisone r

should cont emplate ways i n whic h to survive or, as suggested

earli e r, 'accommodate to t he system ' (55 }. As noted, Lewin 's

init ia l r esponse to s even years i n pri s on is one of doubt and
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apprehension. He is certain that he can never 'serve t hat l ong'

and quest i ons how 'anyone [can ] survive s even yea rs in prison '

(77) . I n t ime, he l earns, l i ke Brutus, that survival depends on

two ' apparent l y contradictory ' th ings . One, as seen, is t he

ability to adapt :

. . . you must ac commoda t e to the sys t em suff i ciently f or
you to be abl e to r i de wi t h i t and not be ground down
by it . This , in itsel f , requires t hat you somehow
maintain a ba lance between appearing to be acqu iescent
to t he syst em and los ing your sel f -respect in doing s o
(50 ) .

Secondly, in t he perpet ua l struggle for power , 'you must

cons t a nt l y f i ght the s ys tem, cheat i t at every pos s ibl e stage,

and f i nd a s man y ways a s pos s ible of beat i ng i t - whi c h a l s o

requi res that you maint a in some ba l ance bet ween success and

failure , f or to be bea ten too often is demor a l i zi ng ' (50) .

To count e ract adver s ity , therefore, a definite and a

pr act i ca l position must be adopted. Lewin conc ludes , however,

this pos it i ve response t o a negative si tuation may include

dishonest means. To ' surv i ve prison' , he believes, you must

'become a success ful criminal . Only a s a practis ing croo k c an

you ga i n any comfo r t f or yourself or retain a ny sense o f pe rsona l

digni ty' (50 ) . At Centra l Prison he d i scovers how to become a

criminal and I am of the opinion that t he acquisition o f a new,

though illegal, s kill has a n empowe ring effect on him becau se his

decision to i mme rse himsel f i n t he subversive culture of pr ison

equips him wi t h t he competence and the per s ona l s t rength to

survive his or deal. From Andy, a non- political pri s oner serving

a twe l ve-yea r s ent ence f or armed r obbe r y, Lewin l earns to

' smuggle, part icular ly . . . t obac co' • Tobacco, Lewin rea lizes, i s
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' t he bas is of the Central economy' and while , ' of fi c i a l l y , on l y A

and B groupers were a l l owed t o smo ke ', unoff i c i a l l y , ' e ve r ybody

who want ed to smoke , smo ked - a t a pri ce ' . As a resul t, Le win

l ea rn s t o t ransfe r tobacco 'from t hos e who [have ) i t t o thos e who

[haven 't] ' (117) . I n t he proce s s , he discovers, li ke Brut us ,

that 'nothi ng [ha s) va lue unless i t [can) be t r aded : tobacco ,

boom, bod i es , f r iends hi ps - they [a r e) a l l commodities' . 22

Not hi ng, however , has 'a greate r value from t he of f icia l point of

vi ew than i nfo r ma t i on' (l 66) .

The acqui s i t i on of i nf ormat ion , like t he a cqui s i t i on o f

materi a l goods, is an aspe ct o f the pol i t i ca l pri s on-expe r i ence

t hat ma ny wr i te rs met i culous l y document. Whi l e polit ica l

pr i soners we r e not a l l owed any news , a ban Lewin consi de red as a

way to 'aggravat e and embi t te r eve ry aspe ct of l i fe i n prison'

(221l ,lJ p r i soner s , nevert heless , c ontrived ways i n whi ch t o

gather ne ws. Mandela wr i t e s tha t on Robben I s land 'we rega r ded

i t as our dut y to keep our s e l ves cur rent on the pol i t i c s of the

country , and we f ought long and hard fo r t he r i ght to ha ve

newspape r s ' . I t wa s not until 19 80 t hat pri s oners on Robben

I s land we re a l l owed t o buy newspapers . Before t hen, Mande la

r ecall s , ' we devised many wa ys o f obt ain i ng them' but , at f i r s t ,

' we were not s o adept':

One of the advantage s o f going to the quarry wa s t hat
warders' sandwi ches were wrapped i n newspaper and the y
woul d of t e n d iscard t he s e newspri nt wrapper s i n the
tras h, whe r e we secret l y re t rieved them . we woul d
d i stract the warders' a t tention , pl uck t he paper s out
o f the garbage , and slide them i nto our s hi rts
(19 94 :362) .
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The pr isone rs , then, we r e able skil f ul ly to tu rn a negative state

of aff ai r s into a posi t ive c i r cums tance. At t i mes Mande l a even

sanc t ioned br ibery as a means to proc ure informati on, and r eveal s

how ' the wa r de r s a lways seemed to be s hort of mone y, a nd the i r

povert y wa s our opportunity ' (1994: 362 ) .

Ahmed Kathrada, a lso s entenced to life i mpri sonment on

Robben I s land, confi r ms t hat poli tical prisoners ' had t o try al l

so r ts of methods t o get news - stea l ing , bribing, b l a ckma i l ing

and begg ing' (Sc hadebe r g 1994: 41- 42) . Lewi n ment i ons t hat at

Local t hey const antl y 'pumped ' of f icia l s f or news but ' wi t h

absol ute f a i lur e ' (222) . One wa r der , however, ' t a lke d about

eve r y r ugby pl ayer under t he immortal s un , and pa r t i c ul a r l y about

the r isi ng s t a r s ' (222) , allowing t he prisoners to judge ' t he

progress of the wor ld situation' (223) by wa y of t he rugby t our.

In his short story, 'The Phone Call' , Lewi n hi ghl i ghts , on the

one hand, the inaccess ibilit y of information and, on t he othe r ,

the prisoner's cons t ant determination to ke ep in touch wi t h

curr ent events at any cost . ' The Of fi ce r ' s phone' in the

car pent ry shop 'was t hought of a s a n unli kely s our ce of smugg l e d

en l ightenment.' . The re was 'greater pot.e nt.i a l' , Lewin claims, in

t he poss ibi l it.y t.hat t.he Of fice r would ' b r i ng to work mor e than

j ust. t he comics and sports sec t.i on of hi s newspape r' , o r woul d

fo r get ' t.o return t o hi s pocket t he mini - r adio' . The t el ephone ,

cons e que ntly , 'remained f irmly in the rea lm o f Outside,

inconce i vable a s a part. o f Inside' (1991 : 43) .

A t elephone is, nevertheles s , 'a n aggr avat. ing ly t.empt.ing

symbol o f br oken bar rie rs, instant l i n k wi th t he great wor l d of

event s and news out s i de ' (1991: 42) . Whe n t he c a r pent.ry-shop
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She said not hing. Had she suspected?
f ingers s t r a ining on the handse t ,
sweat (19 91: 45- 46) .

of fice r i s s ummoned to t he Chief' s of fice, a moment of

opport unity arr ives :

... [t he pr i soner) s cutt l ed back t o the ungua rded phone
and s a t down oppos i t e i t in the Of ficer's cha i r.

Wha t to do ? He wa s now f our years into his sentence
and , afte r f ou r years of i s ola t i on, he f ound suddenly
he could remembe r no phone numbe rs. No , one : the
number of his or i g ina l home , at t he vi l l age outside
Pretor ia , goi ng back fift een yea r s (19 91 : 44-45).

Lewin stresses the pa t hos o f t he s i tuat i on, as the p r i sone r is

unabl e t o reca l l any other number and is uncerta i n whom t o

telephon e . Eventua ll y he procures a numbe r from a t e l ephone

di rect ory but rea l i zes that he needs an outsi de l ine :

The pr isoner l i f t ed t he r eceive r , holding it carefully,
st r ange l y , and coughe d t o cl ea r his thr oat .

A woman ' s voi ce sounded: " Ja ?"
He coughed agai n and s a id gruf fly , th i c ke ning the

a ccent as much as possible: "Lyn, a s sebli e f. Li ne,
ple a s e . "

Silence.
held on , hi s
beginni ng t o

Lewin pays at tention t o de t ail , using the wor ds ' f i nge r s

st raining ' and 'sweat' to r e i nf orce t he sense of urgency and

t ension . When the pr isoner reaches a f r iend, James Knowl e s, t he

i nt eract i on is a wkward :

" . . . tell me wha t' s been happeni ng.? Qui ckly, I' ve not
muc h t i me . Wha t ' s new?"

"Oh , not hing much rea l ly. We ' r e a l l we l l . Oh, Dad
died last year and I' m now i n cha r ge here , wi t h
Raymond . You r emembe r ? No, nothing 's happening
r e a l l y, noth ing . .. ".

" James , qui ckly, wha t ' s the news? I've not seen a
newspaper f or f our year s . What' s the NEWS, man, the
news ?" (19 91: 47).
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The pr i s oner is frust ra ted when J ames i nt e r p rets the request f or

news on a per sonal level a nd t he ambiguity o f 'What' s new' adds

t o the con fusion . J ames a c knowl edge s t he misunder s t a ndi ng - ' Oh

dear, yes , we l l, I see what you mean ' (1991 : 471 - but i s unable

t o sol ve the p r obl em . He ca nnot locate the morning paper , nor

recal l any important ne ws i tems ot he r than 'a ca r c r a s h' and that

' t he rugby team had l os t' . And ' inte rnat i onal l y? ', the p r isoner

demands : ' The Sino-Soviet d i sput e ? Middle Eas t ? Ameri ca ?

Vietnam? Europe ? What' s bee n HAPPENING? Wha t ' s happe ni ng i n

the t owns hips ? Anything ha ppeni ng HERE?' (1991: 47) .

Ironica lly, James i s abl e t o respond t o the reque s t f or news

with pers onal details a nd local i nformati on only. Clearly, he

and t he prisoner interpret ne ws diffe rently. The new spaper , a

valuable commodi t y f or a pri s one r , i s of little worth t o J ames,

who concl udes that ' not hi ng ' s happening ', highlighting the

pri s oner ' s feel ing of di s appoint ment . The e f f ec t of t he

telephone conve r s a t ion is poi gnant and t he prisoner is l eft

unsati s f ied and dis i llus i oned: " ' Ye s , a l l right , J ames, t hanks."

The pr i s oner s hrugged and tr ied t o comfo r t his Out s i de fr i e nd:

It didn ' t ma tte r , really, and eve ryt h i ng would be a l l right '

(1991 : 481. The effect is , neve r theless , double-edge d . While the

prisoner has fa iled t o a cquire news, he has managed t o use t he

t elephone . Thus, he has succeeded in inf ilt r ating the ' s ound and

secure' 'artllOr ' o f the ' St at e ' s inter ests ' {199l : 501 , a sma ll but

ce r t a i n victory .

Simi l a r l y, Lewin, as i mplied earl ier, l ea rns how to take

advantage of e very oppor tunity . Religious servi ces, f or

i nstance , provide the 'ideal a nd unhurried oppor tuni t y' f or t he

smuggl i ng Lewin has described , and he deduces that f or 'the pri ce
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of s itt ing through t wo hymns and a sermon, you c oul d a r ra nge t o

collec t mos t t hings' (17 2) . I have briefly ment i oned Lewin' s

discover y tha t sex a lso has a pr ice and that in prison t he buying

and t he sel l ing of sex i s commonplace. He wri tes, t oo, that

' eve r ybody at Central - bandiete and boere alike - discussed the

sex tra de openly':

i t wa s , after all, t he most immediately available
source of socia l interest and wa s one o f the fe w free
areas of gossip between wa r der s and bandie te .... The
of f i c i a l practice, as opposed to pronouncement, was to
encourage rather than discourage the sex trade (160) .

It is interesting t o note 'that Foucault connects the sel l i ng of

sex to de linquency and, in Di scipl i ne and Punish, he cla ims t hat,

i n establishing a price for sex and in generating 'a prof i t' from

i t, 't he delinquent' involved i s an 'illicit fisca l agent

oper at i ng over illegal practices ' (1995:279-280 l .

While Lewin's focus on the sex trade is different from the

already discussed use of s e x as a way of humiliating prisone r s

and so c r e ating a climat e of power over t hem, Lewin, l ike Brut us ,

r ega r ds homos exual it y as a nega tive c omponent of t he pol i t ica l

prison-experience. He is shoc ked when a head-warder a t Cent ral

Prison, Lappies, tells him that it ' keeps the peace' (160) and i s

equa lly distressed by Lappi e s ' s voyeurism: ' When you're on night

shif t ', he says, 'you can . .• peep through the j uda s - hol e s . . . . I t's

amazing . .. what some guys wi l l get up to when they're . . . locked up

toget her in a cell ' (161l . To highlight his concern, Lewin

narrates two stories . The firs t dea ls wi t h a young prisoner whose

screams particular ly af f ec t Lewin. One night Lewin hears c rie s

t hat a re ' l i nger i ng , hideous in the lonely silence' (158l and,

when he as ks an official about the noise , he i s t old t hat it is
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'noth ing much rea l l y: the boy wa s raped i n the mar r ied qua r t ers

at scnde r vat e r", a pri son outs i de Pretoria , and ' is s t i l l crying

abou t i t ' (158) .

The pri son of ficials are heart l ess but the pr i s one r s are

a lso ca llous , as t he second s tory revea ls. Dopey , i n pr ison for

robbe ry , i s des c r i bed by Lewin as a person who 'should have been

i n hospi t a l . He wande red a r ound t he work shop all day, harmlessly

chat t ing and singing to h i mself' , o ft en i n 'long di s cus s i on

wi t h .. •Eileen , t he g i r l i n hi s head' (158) . Dopey i s an

i nnocent , a seemingl y per fect t a r ge t f or Don , who i s s erving a

life-sent ence :

• . • [Don] had been loc ked up i n a ce l l wi t h t wo ot hers
f or t he night . •. and, want ing sexual re lief , had gone
f or i t whe r e i t was, right there on t he mat next t o
him . The f act t hat Dopey had obj ect ed wa s - wi t h a
s hrug - ' s tiff'. The re'd be ot he rs {159} .

Af te r re ject i ng Don, Dope y 'conti nued hi s c hat wi t h Ei l ee n'

(159) , a r esponse that, i n some respect s, remi nds t he r e ader of

one of Brutus ' s poems , i nc l uded in the 'Postsc ripts ' to Lette rs

t o Ma r t ha:

A s t udious h i ghschoolboy he loo ked
as in fac t I l ater f ound he was ­

bespec ta c led, wi t h soft-curved f ace
a nd withdrawn pr otec ted a i r:
a nd r marve l led, envied him
s o untouched he s e emed to be
i n that hammer i ng bruta l at mosphere .

But his safety had a dif f ere nt base
and his safel y pri vate wor l d was fan tasy;
from the bat ter ing i mpo rtuniti e s
of f ist s and geni ta l s of sodomites
he fled : in a maniac wor l d he wa s sa fe {l978a : 22 l .
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Lewi n concludes from wha t he obs e r ved a r ound him t hat ' p r i s on

authori ties who l l y duc ked the prob lems invol ved i n locki ng men

away' , and t ha t 'their at t itude s eemed t o f l uc t ua t e be twee n a

snee r and a gigg l e ' (161- 1621 .

The r e l a t i ons hi p between male prisone rs , however , i s not

a l ways sexual . As shown, Adams i n La Guma ' s The Stone Count r y

deve lops a f r iendship, wh i ch is based on unde r s t a nd ing , with The

Casbah Kid . Brutus refers t o the i nte r act ion betwee n pr i s one r s

as a ' we l come ' oppor tuni t y t o ge t t o know ' one' s fe l l ow-me n'

(1918a : l 1) , whi ch hi ghlights t he empowe ring e ffec t o f

companionshi p : and Niehaus maintains t ha t although l i vi ng in

cl ose qua rter s c r e at ed con fli ct , friends hips we r e f ormed ,

espec i al l y, when a pri s one r wa s t reated unf a i r l y :

Du r ing t he pe r i od i n which Rob and I were at
loggerheads, I wa s denied ce r t a i n pr i v i l ege s be cause I
was f ound wi t h a newspaper in my cell t o whi c h I was
not ent it l ed . Rob t ook up the cudgels on my beha lf a nd
e ncouraged the ot he r s t o t a ke pa rt i n a go- s l ow
cleaning strike in protes t . The r esult wa s t hat
everybody , incl uding Rob, l ost their pr i vi l ege s . I t
wa s a tremendous s acr i f i c e , because thes e p r i vi l eges ,
s uc h as t he right t o have phys i ca l cont a c t wi t h one 's
vi s i t o rs , were l i ke a lifel i ne t o us (1994:128 - 129 ) .

Lewin a l s o comment s on t he fel l ows hi p between pol i tical pri s one r s

at Loca l Pr i s on , r e l a t i ons h i ps t hat despi te the ' i nfinit e

possibilit i es f or tens i on ' we r e , a s not e d , r e i n f or ce d by a common

purpose , t heir 'acti ve oppos i tion t o one thi ng, apart he i d' . 24

Thi s ' e s tablished bonds whi ch ••• were immediatel y st r e ngthened by

[t he ] day-to- da y existence at Local ' (79).

Comr a de s h i p is one of t he pos itive a s pects o f t he polit i ca l

pri s on- experience be caus e , in essence , life in pri s on is
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characterized by l one l i ne s s . Lewin responds to his persona l

so litude by means of a poem, ent itled ' Touch', which I have

i ncl uded because, despit e i ts references to violence and

suf fer ing, the poem, focus es on Lewin's desire f or nothi ng more

t ha n a phys ical, non-sexual connect ion wi t h another human being.

Thi s is an indi cat ion t hat he wa s s t i l l engaged with li f e and wa s

not destroyed by his l e ngt hy term i n prison:

When I get out
I'm going to a s k someone

to touch me
ve ry gently please
and slowly,
touch me
I want
to learn a gain
how life f eels .

I've not been touched
f or seven years

f or s even years
I 've been unt ouched
out of t ouc h
and I've l ea rnt
to know now
the meaning of
untouchable . . . (Feinberg ed. 1980:8 4-85).

In these l ines , Lewi n s ucce s s f ul l y uses the word 'touch' i n

many wa ys . He has had little contact wi t h family and friends a nd

has been deni ed the opportuni ty o f having a mean ingf ul sexual

relationship . He i s a n ' unt ouchabl e' , excluded beca use he i s a

pr isoner, a 'bencnet", and he has t o re learn how t o give and t o

receive affection. As the poem prog resses, Lewin conce de s t hat,

i n the b iza r r e wor ld o f p r i s on , touch is not uncommon but it

occur s i n an e nt irel y differ ent cont e xt f r om his earl ier l i fe :
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Untouched - not quit e
I can count the things
t ha t have touched me

One: fists
At the beginning

f ierce mad f i st s
beat ing beating
ti l l I r emember
screami ng
don't touch me
please don't t ouc h me . .. (65) .

Touch t a kes on crue l and r ut h les s connotat ions, suggested by

t he use of words li ke ' mad f i sts ' and the repet i tion in ' bea t i ng

beating' . Lewin i s reca l l i ng the vi olence of his interrogat i on

and, in cont rast to the thought conve yed in the f irst stanza, t he

prisoner now shows himsel f desperate to be l e f t alone . The next

s tanza describes anothe r e xper ience whe r e touch is repul s i ve :

Two : paws
The first four yea r s of paws

eve r y day
patt ing paws, sea rchi ng
- a r ms up , shoes o f f
l egs apar t -
prodding paws, systematic
hea vy , indi f ferent
probi ng away
all privacy . .. (65).

Lewi n s kilfully selects the word ' paws ' to dehumanize t he

warde r s . When t hey s earch the pri s one r s , t he wa r de r s a re li ke

an ima ls , lacking in humanity and kindness. The alliteration in

'prodding paws' and 'pa t ting paws' emphasizes the s ense of

intrusion a nd vi olat i on, and ' probing away/all privacy' r eca l l s

t he stripping i mage that Lewin uses so successfully in Bandiet .
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The words 'probing away/all privacy' a lso r e ca l l an e xcerpt from

the latt er, where he rel ives an ordeal during a search f or

tobacco:

I stepped up to him (his name, I think, wa s Snoo iman )
and put f eet apart .. . t he pac ke t bet ween my legs fee li ng
obscenely l arge. Snooiman tipped bot h shoes up and
peered into them ... then heavy pats along the s leeves,
j e r ki ng up into the a rmpits, t hen ca re fully rubbing
a round the bac k, down to t he waist, around to the
front, sliding down over the hips. The n he kne l t
down ... so as to be better able to feel all the wa y down
my oute r l e gs, a nd round t he an kles, and up, ins ide
along my calves, t hen knee s , inner thighs (I've had i t ,
I t hought , had it ) then f irml y into my gro in , t wo hands
pushing in on both sides, easing upwa rds (he ' s missed
it) then one hand easing down aga i n, fi rmly fee ling me,
cupped (120- 121).

The fi na l s tanza o f t he poem, ' Touch ', concludes with a plea

f or tende rness and compass ion. I t is a r eque s t f r om a prisoner

who, af ter seven ye a rs of i mprisonment, is desperate for a human

encounter that is gentle a nd loving . Jacques Alvarez-Pereyre

rightly notes that Lewin , in expr e s s i ng his de s i r e to respond to

gentle touch, ' lays himself bare to an extent that very seldom

exists in pr ison literature : the emotion t he poem evokes is, for

that r ea s on, pe rhaps , so muc h g r e at e r' (198 4:88). The last lines

read as follows :

I don't wa nt f i s t s a nd paws
I want

to wa nt to be touched
again
and t o t ouch .
I want t o feel a l i ve
again
I want t o s ay
when I get out

Here I am
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p lease touch me (85) .

Le wi n ' s expression o f a need fo r meaning fu l human contact i s

simi lar to fee l i ngs described, wi t h great poignancy, by Mandela :

I n Ma y of 1984, I found some c ons ol at i on t hat seemed
t o ma ke up for all the discomforts . At a schedu l ed
vis it ... I wa s esco rted down t o t he visiting area by
Se rgeant Gregory, who ... us hered me into a separate room
where t her e was only a small table , a nd no divi de r s of
any ki nd . He very softly said t o me that the
authorities had made a change. That day wa s the
beginning of wha t were known as Ucontact# visi ts .

He then went outside to s ee my wife and daught e r a nd
as ked to speak t o Wi nni e p riva t ely ... . Gregory escorted
her around the door and be f o re either of us knew i t , we
were i n the same room and i n each other 's arms. I
ki s sed and held my wife f or t he fi rst t ime in a ll these
ma ny yea rs. I t wa s a moment I had d reamed about a
thousand time s .. .. l t had been t wenty-one years since I
had e ven touched my wife ' s hand (1994 : 450 - 451) .

In t he same wa y that in Lewin's poem he r eflects on the need

to be touched , so he ponde r s what i t wi l l be l i ke t o be f r e e ,

dr eami ng of liberty i nces s ant l y. Only ' i n t he last t wo years' of

imprisonment, he recollects , ' was it poss ible r ea l l y to i ma gine '

that fr eedom 'would happen at all. Before t hen, Out wa s j us t t he

distant bli s s f ul uns een hori zon ' (225 ) . The day be fore Lewin wa s

released, he wa s t rans f er r ed t o the Fort , the prison whe r e he wa s

i nitial l y held in solit a ry confi nement . ' I t was a useful

reminder' , Lewin concludes, ' e nding up as I'd begun' (227) .

Whi l e this statement r elates s pecif ically to the bui l di ng in

whi c h he wa s i nterned , it refe r s a s we l l to Lewin's state of

mind. The pri s on experience did no t destroy hi m. He r emained as

committed to t he s trugg le for f r eedom a s he did on the day he wa s
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imprisoned. His c ommi t ment i s my f ina l subject for

cont emp l at i on .

When the time for release approached, Lewin had mi xed

emot ions. 2 ~ He was p leased t o be leaving and yet was hes i t ant t o

leave t he f amili a r wor l d of t he ' i ns i de' . He also felt guil t y

that pr isoners like Fischer and Gol dbe r g must s tay behind . Mor e

t han any other emotion he was 'bored, bored, bored with t he whole

stup id mean facade' and wa s thankful that the prison offi c ia l s

' would soon be unable t o touch or menace [him) any fur the r'. At

t he c los e o f Bandiet he describes himself as having been ' j ust

another per forming flea' enclosed in 'an empty box for a fixed

t i me , then spewed out invisibly , leaving behind not even a s light

mess' (225- 2261 . When a friend arrives to meet him a t the Fort,

howeve r , he is greeted wi t h the words ' He l l o Bandiet' (229) , a

we lcome that Jacobs draws attention to in 'A Proper Name i n

Prison: Self-Identificat ion i n the South African Prison Memo ir'

when he says that , ' in using the ' epi t het Bandiet as the t it l e of

his book, Le wi n acknowledges his prison experience as a f ormative

component of h is Sout h African identi ty' (1 99l a :7). It is

evident, t hen , that despite his c laims, li f e on the ' i ns i de'

affected Lewin and altered his perception of self .

I n terms of his political commitment Lewin, neverthe less,

was resolute and states that as a politica l prisoner he had done

nothing wrong (129). Lewin's c l a i m po ints t o t he inabil i t y of

the South African prison officials to achieve the kind o f

submission wh i c h Foucault describes as 'disarmed illega l i t y'

(1995 : 278) . Jenkin also confirms that in 'poli tical imprisonment

t he prisoners show no cont rition' (1987 : 117) and Niehaus asserts

that he 'never felt like a criminal' and, therefore, 'was not
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moreover , Lewi n shows no embitte rment about

ashamed of the gr een

hi s lac k of r emorse,

prison uniform' (1994: 132 ) . I n addition to

f or the act ions whi ch had got me

his incarceration: ' J us t as, at my trial, I could not apologi ze

i nt o the box, so too now I

cannot r egret that this has happened to me ' (14 ).

Lewin wa s given fou r da ys t o l eave South Africa and he

headed f or England , having appli ed f or a BritiSh passport when

his South Af r i ca n passport wa s withdrawn. He worked with Canon

Collins a nd the Inte r national De fe nce and Ai d Fund and as a

his wi f e and t wo children to Zimbabwe and there became

journalist

moved wi t h

f or The Guardian, South, and The Obse r ver . In 1981 he

the f ounder of Baobab Books. He r eturned t o South Af r i ca fo r t he

first t ime in 1991, whe n he wa s granted a r est ricted visa to

s peak during the Weekl y Ma i l Book Week in Cape Town, and

current ly lives i n Johanne sbur g whe r e he works f or the Institute

f or the Advancement of Jour nal i sm. I n addi tion to his poetry and

his short s tory, he has a l so wr i t t e n s everal children's books .

Bandiet, however , is his most not able publication, a boo k that

Lewin wa s at first he s i t ant to wri te , fea ring that it might

compliment and 50 empower, rather than c rit icize , the South

Afri can pri son of f ici als. He explains this point further:

Aucamp was t he man r e s pons ible f or the t rea t me nt of
pol i t ica l prisone rs . ' I don 't ca re ,' he once said, 'if
pe ople ove rseas know I'm in charge . I' m big enough to
t ake it. ' Aucamp wi l l li ke to know that peopl e outside
South Afr i ca know he wa s i n charge of the politicals .
That, he will think, i s fame . • ..

Swanepoel wi l l al so like hearing about himse lf.
Swanepoel wa s Chie f I nterrogator of t he South Afr i can
Secur ity Pol i ce . He wa s the ma n who wa s in cha rge o f
i nt e r roga ting pol i t i c a l detai nees . Whi le Swanepoel wa s

216



in charge o f interrogating detainees, at least nineteen
people died in de t e nt i on .

I know Swa nepoel wi l l laugh whe n he reads tha t. I
know he will l augh when he reads t ha t I s ay t hat , a
fortn ight a f te r I first met hi m, he s wore he would ki l l
me . Swanepoel wi l l get sat is fac t ion from t ha t, knowing
that someone is wr it i ng about him a nd describing t he
fear he generates in the people he is interrogating
(14 -15) .

In spite of Aucamp and Swanepoel, howeve r, Lewi n concluded that

the boo k had to be wr i tte n ' because they are not t he only people

who a re South Africans a nd they are the least i mportant o f the

people I met du ring seven yea r s a s a bandiet' . Men li ke Bram

Fischer, Denis Gol dberg and Dave Kitson i ns pired hi m to write the

boo k. Lewin a l s o had i n mind 'the others in Pretoria . And t he

others, wor s e of f bec ause t hey are not white, on Robben Island.

All bandi et e , wi t h a long t i me ahead of t hem a s band i et e , because

t hey be l ieve in a decent society and we r e prepare d to act on

thei r belief' (I S) .

Lewin was conce rned with all political pr i s one r s and this

cons ideration i s clea r ly demonst rated i n Bandi e t . The wor k not

only doc ument s the pol itical pri s on-exper i e nc e from a white

per s pec t i ve but draws attent ion to the compa r ison between the

treat ment o f black and o f whi te pol i t i ca l prisoners, to the

pos itive and t he negat ive a spect s o f internment, and to the

disti nction between ' outside' and 'inside' . It describes what

li f e was li ke at Local Prison and highlights t he horror of

Cent r al Prison , t he hanging jail , pa rt icula rly i n t erms o f the

operat ion of power i n pr i s on. Lewin, a s t he above e xce rpt

reveals, wa s insp i r ed by peopl e li ke Fische r and Gol dbe rg, and

the narrative af fords the r ea der an insight into the characters
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of such courageous men. Ultimately, though, Bandiet conf irms

that, while Lewin's awareness of self was altered by the t e r m i n

prison, his resolve, neverthe less, wa s strengthened and, li ke La

Guma and Br utus , he r ema ined commi t t ed to the struggle aga i ns t

aparthe id .

Not e s

1. All re ferences t o Bandiet wi l l be from the 1976 edi t i on.

Henceforth only page numbers wi l l be given . 'Bandiet' i s an

Afrikaans wor d meaning convict or prisoner .

2. When Lewin met Father Trevor Huddleston, he wa s Provinc ial

of the Community of the Re sur r ec t i on i n South Afr ica. He wa s

al s o Superintendent of St Peter 's School, the f irst s c hool in t he

Tr ansvaa l at whi c h blacks c ould ma t r i cul at e .

3. Umkhont o we Si zwe, the mil itary wi ng of the ANC, a lso

engaged in acts of sabotage, hoping t o infl ict as littl e ha r m to

i ndivi dua l s as poss ible . Mande l a points out t hat t his a im wa s

not always pos s i bl e. When a car- bomb exp l oded at an a i r - f orce

office and mil itary-intell i gence instal lation in Pretor ia,

nineteen peop le we r e ki lled and over t wo-hundred we r e inj ure d :

' The ki l ling of civilians was a t r a gic a cc ident, and I felt a

profound horror a t the death tol l. But ... I knew t ha t suc h

accidents we r e the inevitable consequence o f the dec i s i on t o

embar k on a mi l i t a r y st ruggle ' (1994 :451).

4. The Sabotage Act was passed in 1962 and was comprehensive i n

scope, a s Fost er poi nt s out:
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The Act provided t hat a ny per son who committed any
wrongful and wi lf ul ac t whe r eby he inj ur ed , obs truct ed ,
t ampe r ed with or destroyed the heal t h or safet y of the
public ; the ma i ntenance of l aw and order ; t he suppl y
of wat e r , light, powe r, fue l or foodstuf fs ; sanitary ,
medica l or fi r e- e xti ngu i s hing servi ces; posta l,
telephone , t e l egr aph or radi o services; o r the f r ee
movement of t r a f f i c ; any property; or i f he at tempt ed
t o commit such of fence , or conspi r ed with or e ncourage d
any other person t o do s o; or , i f in cont r avention of
any l aw, he possessed any exp l osives, f irearm or
weapon , or entered or wa s upon any l and or bui l d i ng,
shou l d be gui l t y of sabotage (1987 : 22) .

5 . Makhoere a lso explains her e xperience o f the d i ff e r e nces

between the treatment of b lack and of white pr isone rs and

observes that whi t e prisoners wore 'stylish shoes and s anda ls ' ,

and dresses that ' were a l l smart'. I t wa s imposs ible, s he

cl a i ms , ' t o i de nti fy anyone o f them as a prisoner '. I ns t e ad ,

t hey were 'mistaken f or newly employed ward r e s s e s or vi s i t ors '

(19 88: 21) .

6. I n The Stone Count r y , La Guma refers to t he pri s on as

' closed i n upon itself in a wa r r en o f c e lls , ca ges , corridor s and

ya r ds ' {1 99l :17) .

7. Lewin 's cla i m i s incorrect . Bosman actual l y serve d about

four years in prison.

8 . Lewi n cla ims that prior to their imprisonment a t Central

Prison, the group of whi t e political prisoners there ha d little

unde rstanding of the way a j ai l operates and t he manner i n whi c h

non-polit i ca l prisoners a re treated (95) .

9. Herman Char les Bosman was similarly affected by the

experience of living in a hanging j a i l. In Col d Stone Jug he

says that 'the hangings are the worst part of l ife i nside the
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pr ison . . . . [The yl l oom l i ke a shadow over t he prison all the time,

l ike an unpleasant odour , and they make li f e i ns i de the pr ison a

l ot g l oomie r than i t woul d otherwise be' (1991 :14-15 ) .

10. Menz i Tha feni, on death row f or kill ing a policeman , t a l ks

about the cou r age ous wa y in whi c h his fr iend, J ac obus Konze,

f aced execut ion:

At t he l a s t minute Konze wa s granted a s tay of
execut i on , and returned t o hi s cel l pending a c l eme ncy
appeal.

' When a person comes back . . . they ca n never be t he
same pe rson again,' sa id Men zi . 'I t is l ike t hey have
come bac k from Hell . They have been to visit the
death. '

Kon ze , Menz i f e l t , wa s a lready dead in his heart ... .
'On 7 March t he y came t o him and told him t o pack his
things. On 14 March he was taken to the ga l l ows
machine . When he wa s ta ken away that morning he wa s
shouting for me as he was wa l ki ng . He shou ted, "Menzi,
my time is over now, but you must not be in sorr ow, you
must not cry" (Ros tron 1991 : 300) .

11. In Bandiet, a wa r de r tells Lewin tha t t he body i s l e f t t o

hang f or twenty minutes in or de r t o 'see that t hey' r e de ad'

(1 4 2) .

12 . De ni s Goldberg mentions that

One of the bitt ernesses of prison wa s that we were
deliberately kep t away from our [b l a c k) comrades . . . . The
officials said to me , 'We maintain a po l icy o f
apa rthe id even though we know you don't - we wi l l never
put you with them .' It's a ve ry bit ter t hi ng . We
l ive d together, we cooked f or each othe r, but we
c ouldn ' t be in prison togethe r {Fr ede r i ks e 1990 : 85} .

13 . Many whi t e political pr i sone r s at Local Prison, including

Lewin and Gol dberg, we r e transferred to Centra l Prison i n March
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1966 . They we r e retu rned t o Loca l eight months l a t er . Fi s cher

wa s not moved.

14 . I t is interesting to note that , i n a statement t o the court,

Fischer a lso wrote about Lewin. In Ma r y Benson's The Sun Wi l l

~, Fische r i s r eported t o ha ve said that his dec ision t o break

the l aw wa s not unique: 'My own case is but a single one whi c h

i l l us t r a t e s t o wha t our l aws have driven such wi de ly di fferen t

pe rsons as: Chief Luthuli , Ne l son Mande l a, Robert Sobu kwe, Dr.

G. M. Na i cker, Na na Sita, Hugh Lewin, J ean Midd let on, Alan Broo ks

and thousands of others , young and old , men and wome n' (1981 : 42) .

15. Lewin is not cons istent in his present at i on of the s urname

' Du Preez'. I am adhe ring to the convention o f capita liz ing t he

i nitial l et t e r o f the pr efi x where it is not accompanied by a

first name.

16 . Makhoere was s ubject ed to similar treatment aft er the dea th

of he r f a t her :

These apart heid gods, they ca n be inhuman, cr ue l .
Whe n my fat her d i ed they knew about it , but they kep t
qu iet . Then they came t o tell me, in the midst of a
quarre l The y refused t o pe rmit my people to come to
tell me they use d the i nfo rmation as a kni f e i n my
hear t, a nd expe cted me t o weaken , t o turn hyste r ical ,
t o c r ack i nto pieces (1988 :8 1) .

17 . Mande l a , who wa s 'deeply ' affe ct e d b y Fischer's death,

argues that i t wa s ' t he s t at e 's re lent l e s s harassment of him that

brought on the fina l illness t hat too k him too soon'. Mandela

beli eves , t oo, t hat Fi s cher wa s 'hounded . .. eve n after dea t h - the

state confiscat e d his a shes a fte r his c remat ion ' (1994: 410) .

These contemptibl e actions demons t r ate t he pervasive exerc ise of

offic i al power ove r Fischer' s f ami ly .
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18 . Pr i s oners on Robben I sland we re also allowed t o produce

plays a nd to organize musical concerts . Steve Tshwete, who spent

t welve years on t he I s l a nd , describes how they

. . . organised choral groups, musical combos , a film
club, a reading society and ball room dancing groups.
The guys who we re i nvolved i n bal lroom dancing be fore
prison t aught us the walt z , the f oxt r ot, t he qui cks tep
and so on a nd t here woul d be competit ions i n the
cells . ... We a l so had a number o f comedians and
storyt e llers on the I s land who sometimes entertained us
whi l e we were choppi ng stones (Schadebe rg 1994 :39 ) .

19. When prisone rs r e ceived t he s e magaz i nes, t hey we r e often

heavily censor ed , wi t h pages out and ' a single line of type

painstakingly removed f rom t he Contents s e ction ' (218 ).

20. Hogan wa s s entenced in 1982 t o ten years f or Hi gh Treason .

21 . Ironi call y, Dunn committ e d s ui c ide. Lewin not es that t hey

were ' con s ide r ably shocked to hea r [ t he news )' and that no

'warders woul d eve r discuss t he matt er' (lC3 ).

22. As not ed in t he previ ous chapter , in poem 6 and 9 of Letters

t o Mart ha, respect ivel y, Brut us t a lks a bout t oba cco and s e x as

commodities .

23. It i s o f interest tha t , when he was rel eased , Le win walked

out of t he gate s of the pr ison and ac ros s t he road t o a cafe

wher e he bought a news pape r; t he fi r st newspaper he had read in

almos t seven yea r s (228) .

24 . Not all pol i t i ca l prisoners expe r ienced t he bonding that

Lewin desc ribes. I n I sland i n Chai ns, Naidoo , fo r i n s t ance ,

desc ri bes the consta nt t ens i on t ha t ex i s ted bet ween the ANC and

the PAC (1982 : 236- 239) , a n aspect of t he po l it i ca l pr i s on­

experi ence t ha t Dlamini also refe r s to i n Robben I s l and: Hell ­

Hole (nd: 18l - 184) .
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25 . Jacob Zuma a lso describes his mixed emot i on s a t t he time o f

his release and wha t i t meant to l e ave his comr a de s o f ten yea r s :

' it was a very painful and emotional process • . . . You had s hared

pa i n wi t h them and had come t o unde rst and t hem very deeply. I

r emember t hat the re wa s t otal si lence on the boat l e aving t he

Island because of t his ove r whelming emot i on (Schadebe r g 1994:57 ) .
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CHAPTER r IVE

BREYTEN BREYTENBACH: HIS WRITING AN D HIS POLITICAL COMMITME NT

r our yea rs afte r Lewin was r e l e ase d f rom prison , Bre yten

Breytenbach, a South Afri can poet , pa i nte r and poli tical

activist , illegal ly ent e r e d t he count ry of his birth wi t h a f a lse

passpor t . The purpose of thi s 1975 visit wa s to recrui t t wo

trade - uni oni s ts t o help promot e t he Blac k South Af r i ca n unions

f r om an of f ice i n Europe . Bre ytenbach hoped, as we l l , t o gather

support for Okhe l a , a political group whi ch was based in f r ance

and whi c h I s hal l discuss pr esently . He wa s arreste d Short ly

before boarding hi s r e t urn p l ane, t ri ed and s entenced t o nine

yea rs' impri sonment. Be fo r e reviewing t hese events , however, i t

is neces sary t o out line t he maj or i ssues I shall examine i n this

chapter .

In an essay from a col l ection entit l ed End Papers,

Breyt enbach a s s e r t s t hat

.. . a wr i t e r, any wr i t e r , to my mind has at l east t wo
t as ks, s omet imes ove r lapping; he i s the que s tione r and
t he implac able c ritic o f the mores a nd att itudes and
myths of h is soc iet y, but he is a l s o the e xponent of
the aspi rat ions of hi s people (1987 : 99 ) .

from this excerpt i t i s appa r e nt t hat Bre ytenba ch believes that

the wri ter has a s ocia l and a poli t i c a l r esponsibil ity , a point I

sha ll c onside r i n s ome deta il. Breytenbach , imprisoned for his

political ac t ivi t ies , wa s gra nted officia l permission to write in

pr i s on, with c e rtain r e s tri ct i ons . To unders t a nd the

signi ficance o f thi s concession, i t i s es sent i a l to e xplo re his

sit uation i n re lat i on to t he concept of power , refer ring also t o



Foucault . I n addit i on , i t is necessary t o c ont emplate t he

p roblems associat ed wi t h wr i t i ng i n pr i s on and the topi c o f

censorship .

In prison , Breytenbach completed his novel, Mouro i r :

Mirror notes o f a Nove l , whi ch I shall e xa mi ne briefly, and after

his release he wrot e The True Confessions of an Albino

Terrorist. l This pr ovides t he r eader wi t h an i ns i ght i nto

politica l imprisonment at Pretor ia Central and Pollsmoor Prisons.

Using the abovementioned wor ks and a se lect i on of Breyt enba ch ' s

poet ry , I i nt e nd t o discus s t he ps ychol ogi ca l imp l i c at i ons of his

detenti on and s ubsequent inca rce r at ion . I n partic ul a r , I propose

to focus on t he r elations hip bet ween pr i s one r and jailer and the

s t ruggl e for cont rol . I shall a l so dr aw a t t e nt i on to the wa y i n

whi ch Br e ytenba ch describes , l i ke Lewi n , t he me nt a l t rauma of

l i vi ng in a hanging j ail . I n conclusion, I shal l demonstrate

tha t , in Br eyte nbach's ca s e a s we l l , imprisonment did not destroy

his commit ment to the s truggle a gainst apa rthe i d.

To exp l a in the event s that l ed up t o Bre yt enba Ch ' s a r r e s t

and impr isonment, i t is necessary to summarize the years prio r t o

1975 . Born on 16 Septembe r 1939 i n the smal l town of Bonnieva le,

in the south- we s t ern r egion o f Sout h Afri ca , Br eytenbach

describes hi s Af r ikaans parents a s emanat i ng from 'poor peasant

stoc k' (19BB:12 4). He had a t wi n br ot he r who di ed a t bi r th, a

siste r and t hree more brothers , on e of whom was a Specia l Forces

of ficer i n t he South Afr i can De f e nce Force . l I n A Season in

Par adise, Breytenbac h r ecalls his childhood wi t h af fection:

Our home wa s a wonderful p lace whe r e , among othe r
things, mi r a c les occu r r ed. I t had ... a red ve r a ndah in
front and a whi te one i n the back . Al s o a kitc hen,
ha l l way, a bedr oom f or ou r pa r ents, a nd a ~den" for t he
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boys wi t h beds whi ch provided cover when Ma was abou t
to prod us wi th a cane or a b r oom handle , and whe r e
f u l l piss-pots we r e kept as wel l. Between the bedroom
and the "den N wa s a bathroomy t ype o f chamber. Cover ed
wi t h goose-bumps we woul d occas ionally hear Ma wa lking
around ba refooted he r e , her f eet maki ng sucking no ises
as t hough they we r e sticking t o the cement f loor. Or
we woul d hear Pa sneez ing and whe e zi ng as steam bubbl ed
out through t he door , clinging in tiny we t traces t o
the hal lway wa l l s. Here we we r e grabbed and sc rubbed
without fea r or favor until our heels, rough as thos e
of a ki t chen fowl, were rough no longer (1994: 30) .

Breytenbach received his primary and s econdary education i n

the Cape Province and attended the Uni ve rsity o f Cape Town to

s tudy for a degr ee in f ine Art s . During this period he joined a

smal l group o f wri te r s , pa inters and ac t or s who met in Gr e en

Point, a suburb of Cape Town . Ri chard Rive , a colour ed South

African write r, r ecalls in his boo k, Wr i t i ng Blac k, t hat this wa s

an important a nd vit a l group of South African artists;

Jan Rabie wa s the father fig ure and we woul d meet
social ly a t his Gr een Point home . Besides Breyt e n
there was Ma r i us Schoon , I ngri d J on ke r , Gi ll ian Jewe l l,
Joost Grapouw, Leunt jie , whom he l a t e r mar ried, a nd
Ga i ka. And at one of our pa r t i e s , of c hea p wi ne and
s tale potat o crisps, a n intense young man wi t h blaz ing
e ye s came up t o me and said, ' With your a r r oga nce and
sel f -assur ance I ' l l make an actor out of you.' It wa s
a fledgling playwr i ght cal led At hol fugard (1981 :73) .

Despite his regret at leavi ng this group , Breytenbach

dec ided to discontinue his s tudies and t o t ravel abroad . He le f t

South Afr i ca in 1959 on a f reight e r bound f or Europe and worked

for a time a s a factory l abourer in Eng l a nd , as a portrait

pa i nte r in a night -cl ub i n Ni ce a nd as an Engl ish teache r in

Be rgen. In 1961 he sett l ed in Paris , where he started painting
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and wr i t i ng poet r y in Afri kaans . J He met and ma rried a

Vietnamese woman , Hoang Li en Ngo , whom the South African

government considered non - white and , by in ference, infer ior.

Accordingly, the ir marriage wa s deemed illegal by the South

African Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act and Breytenbach was

not al lowed to r e t ur n to South Afri ca with her . l As a res ul t of

t hi s official exc lusion, Breytenbach chose to remain abroad

effectively as an exile, a condition whi ch , in an interview

recorded in Godda rd and We s s e l s ' s Out of Exile, he implies was

not enti r e l y unbearab l e:

Near l y every s i ngle person I' ve known, although he's
lost a lot by having to go into exi l e , being deprived
of his immediate environme nt - a nd somet imes o f his
l inguist ic envi ronment a nd of his family - has gained
enormously on t he othe r side in t e rms o f educat ion, in
t erms o f movi ng i nt o societies whi ch are mo r e or l e s s
normal when compa r ed to t he South Afr i ca n one, and
broadening one's mind wi t h travelling . I wouldn't for
a mome nt r e gr et a l l these yea rs that I' ve spent away
f rom South Afr i ca (1992 : 62- 63) .

Living in Paris during the r adic a l 1960s deepened Breytenbach 's

commitment to change in South Af ri ca , particularly since he was

exposed to a b road r ange of t ransformat i ons t ha t we r e t aki ng

he details t he pol i t i ca l event s that had an impact on him:

' We ' lost Chil e and, f or a whi le, Argentina and Greece;
but ' we' won Vietnam, Laos, Portugal, Mozambi que ,
Angola, Zi mbabwe , Gui nea-Bissau. ' The y' ki l l ed
Lumumba , Luthuli , Ben Bar ka , Mart i n Luthe r King ,
Mondlane , Gueva r a, Ma l c olm X, Amilcar Cabral . . . [s i c]
The Rus sians nipped i n the bud the Prague s pring
(1988 :128) .

place

Wa t Ch

a l l ove r t he wor l d. In Judas Eye a nd Sel f -Portrait/Death
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Breytenbach wa s also aware of significant deve l opment s t a king

pl ace in South Afr i c a and , alt hough removed from the situation,

he f ol l owed events closely:

. .. in South Af rica t here bl oomed the mass ive campaigns
of r esistance t o Aparthe i d, l ed by t he Pan - Afr i canist
Congress (PAC ) and the Af rican Na t i ona l Congress (ANC)
- cu l minating in a chain o f b loody repr e s s i on wi t h the
Sharpeville ma s s a cre as i t s apot heos i s. The black
nationalist formations were banned, so too the South
Africa n Communist Part y. People went into exile or
ente red the pr isons . Nel s on Ma nde l a set out on his
l ong wa lk to freedom, his de ad life , his mar tyrdom
(1988 : 12 6) .

Mot i va ted by his own opposition to the South Afri can

government and e ncouraged by t he s ucces s of revolutions in As i a

and Afr i ca, Breyt enbach started col l abor at i ng wi t h a group of

militants and 'moved wi t h Black Panther hijac kers , with

revolut ionary Bra zil i ans, Kurds, Gr ee ks' (1988: 127) . He

continued , ne ve rthe less, to pursue a ca r ee r as a pa inter and a

wr i t er and exhibited hi s paint i ngs in Edi nburgh, Paris, Arnhem

and Amsterdam. His collection of poems, Die Yste r koe i Moet Sweet

[The I ron Cow Mus t Swe at ) , and his book of short stories,

Kat ast rophes [Cat as t rophes ), bot h publ ished in 1964, were awarded

the Afri kaans Pr ess Cor poration p r ize. Breyt enbach hoped t o

r eturn to South Afri ca to a ccept t he award but his wi fe wa s

denied an e ntry vi sa into South Af r ica . I n 1967 he produced a

boo k of poetry enti t led Hu is van die Dowe [The House of t he

Deaf ], fo llowed in 19 69 by Kouevuur (Gang rene) . Both

publications r e ceive d the Sout h Afri can Cent ral News Agency

pr ize.
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In 1970 Breytenbach wr ot e t wo volumes of poems, Lot us and

Oorb1yfse1s [Remna nt s] . In the latter, included i n t he

col lection In Africa Even the Flies a re Happy, his poli ti ca l

conviction s are obvious, as these l i ne s from the poem, ' Plea se

don' t feed the animals', demonstrate:

I am Germanic
I am cruel
I know my Saturday and my Sunday
I know how it should be
and when
my seed i s pale
I am the eye in the night
I come wi t h my Saracens full of culture
my jets f ull of progress
I irrigate the desert
and tame the natural resources
I suc k the oil from the earth
and construct latrines on the moon
listen
and tremble . •. (1978 : 49) .

In this extract, Breytenbach is referring in general to the

fo rce fu l actions of the South African government and t o the r ole

of the Afrikaner in supporting the system of aparthe i d in

particular . Because of Breytenbach's heritage, he, t oo , is

unavoidably associated wi t h these deeds, hence the us e of the

wor d 'I' whi ch re fe rs both to Breytenbach and to the Afrikaners.

' Sa r ace ns full of culture ' and machines that 'suck the oil f r om

the earth' a re viewed by Breytenbach as weapons of destruction, ~

rather than inst ruments of progress, and he cautions that one

should 'tremble ' rather than praise t he se deve l opment s and

excessive displays of power.

Following the publication of a story, Om te Vlieg [I n Order

to Fly], in 1971, and the collect ion of poet ry Skryt
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(Cry/writ e) , ' in 1972 , Breytenba ch wa s as t onished t o l ea rn t ha t

both he a nd his wife woul d be a l l owe d t o visit South A!r i ca.

They were gr a nte d a t hr ee- month v i sa a nd a r r i ved in Johannesburg

on 30 Decembe r o f tha t ye a r . I t wa s a t r ip t ha t Breytenbach had

dr eamed about , a s he r e veals in a poem f r om In Afr i c a Even the

Flies a re Happy . I n the f ol l owing e xcerpt from ' The hand f ul l o f

f e at he r s ' he ant i c ipa te s wha t hi s home- comi ng wi l l be li ke :

And I' m s t anding there la rge as l i fe
on t he l awn ne xt t o the s mal l ceme nt pond
whe re t he ne w outhou ses have been added on

somewha t wo r n by t he l ong j our ne y
wea r i ng a t op hat
a smart s uit
ca r nation i n t he jacket
ne w It a l i an shoe s f or the occasion
my hands f u l l of presents
a song f or my ma a bit of pr i de f or my own pa . ..
(197 8 : 30 ) .

During hi s v i s it , Br eyt e nbach vi s i t ed f ami l y and col leagues

and , per suaded by t he wr ite r , Brink , he agreed t o take pa rt in a

summe r schoo l o r gan i zed by t he Univer si ty of Ca pe Town. He

de livered a pape r e ntitl ed ' A View From Out s i de ' , whi ch c l ea r l y

demon s t r at ed his politica l commi t me nt as we l l a s his though ts on

the soc i a l a nd polit i ca l responsibi l it ie s of t he wr it e r . In t he

i nt roduc t ion to A Season i n Parad i se , t he work t hat Chr onicles

Bre ytenba ch 's t rip to South Af rica , and whi ch i ncludes ' A View

Fr om Outside' , Br ink de sc ribes t he s peech a s having almost ' t he

same re sonanc e in South Af rica a s t he f amous ~Winds o f Change­

speech i n t he Sout h Afr i can parl i ament by Br it i s h Pr i me Ministe r

Ha rold MacMillan , i n t he wa ke of t he Sha r pevi lle ma s s a c r e o f

1960 ' {1994: 141. I n o r de r t o compr e hend ful l y t he scope of
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Brink's cla im, I i nt end to return t o 'A View From Outs ide ' later

in this chapter.

Breytenbach r eturned to Paris dete rmined to cont inue his

pol it ical act ivities. He devoted a great dea l of attent i on to

the development of the previously ment ioned pol it ical group,

Okhela, whi ch he helped to e s t ab l i s h with a fe w whi t e South

Afr i c an exi l es in early 1972 . Since Breytenbach wa s arre s ted and

i mpr i s oned in South Af r i ca be cause of his membe rship of Okhe la,

i t i s appropriat e at this juncture t o digress briefly and t o

outl ine t he s tructure and goals of the organization.

In The True Confes s ions o f an Albino Terrorist, Breytenbach

notes that he f e l t compel led to be come involved in the freedom

struggle but could not do s o 'wi thi n the fra mewor k of t he

e xisting pol i t i ca l or ganis ations ' {GO) . He had s upported the ANC

for many years, whi ch he regarded as the ' ol dest , most

r e spect abl e poli tic a l orga nisation in South Af r i ca ' (62).

Breytenbach was concerne d, however, at the close a l legi ance

bet ween the ANC and t he South Af rican Communist Party (SACP) , a nd

be l ieved that the SACP had t oo much cont r ol over the f i na nc i a l,

military and i deological s t r uct ure o f the ANC. Because of this

alliance , he could no longe r suppor t t he ANC, hence the f or mat i on

of a n alte rnative organization, t he obj ectives of whi c h we r e 'to

free t he white s of fea r and t i midity' and to br eak ' t he nationa l

political powe r bloc' (Van Dis 1983 :4 ) .

I ni t i al l y, Okhela arranged fo r its membe r s to make a f ew

clandesti ne visit s t o South Afr i c a in or de r t o gathe r information

and t o establis h a base in t he country . The group also secured

the promi se of funds t o s upport union act ivities i n South Afr i ca
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and manage d t o penetra t e the South African embassy in We s t

Germany, wi t h s i gni fica nt r esults :

. . . we ma naged inter alia . .. t o lay our hands on enough
secret mater ia l to prove that the t wo governments ­
Bonn a nd Pretoria - we r e flouting the inte rnationa l
dec is i on to withhol d nucle a r researc h from the South
Af r i ca ns. In f a ct , we we re abl e to show concl us ive ly
that there was collaboration f r om t he Ge rmans in
enabl i ng the South Afr i cans to start their own
programme manufactu ring, ultima t ely , nuc lear a rms (64) .

When Br e ytenbach secretly visi ted South Afr i ca in 1975 , he hoped

to ascerta in t he po s s ib l e scope for ac t i vi t i e s by Okhe la in t he

count ry a nd , i n meet ings with whi t e mili tant s and members of the

underground , to establ ish t he aim and f unc t i on of t he

organization. ~ The s ecr et police who arres ted him a t Jan Smuts

Airport incorrect ly assumed tha t Okhela wa s a much l arger

organi zation and accus ed Breytenba ch of numerous c rimes ,

including smuggl i ng weapons across the border and plott i ng acts

of sabot age. I ronically, t he y all eged , as well , that Breytenbach

was a Russian a ge nt. Af t er t wo months in de t ent i on he wa s

finally charged under t he Ter r or i sm Ac t and s ent enced t o nine

years in pr i s on. 6 In 19 77 he wa s brought to court on new charges

of t e r rorism and aga i n Breytenbach and Okhela were accused of

acts of vi ol ence . Br e ytenbach wa s fo und not gui l ty on all

cha rges , ba rri ng one , whi ch was in any event , unrelated to

t e rror i sm. He had smuggled l ette rs, poems and drawings out of

pr ison and had t o pay a nominal f ine . Okhela d isintegrated in

197 9, when an i mport ant member of the or ganizat ion, Barend

Schui t ema , re t urned to South Africa . It wa s r eveal ed tha t he had

been a spy fo r t he South Af r i ca n governme nt .
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Befo~e I discuss B~eytenbach's imprisonment and the

authorities' dec ision to a llow him to w~ite in prison, I wish to

focus on his wri ting in r eaction aga i ns t an autoc ratic ~egime

and, in order to do this, I intend to highlight three issues:

Breytenbach's political be liefs, his statements about Afrikaners

and his opinions on the r ol e of the wr it e ~ in society.

Breytenbach descri bes apartheid as a 'system with which nobody

ought to be a l l owed to live ' and suggests that a partheid

'splintered the oppos ition to the system' (59 ). As a resu lt,

South Africans shared no common ground a nd were ' s t r angers to one

another' (59} . Becau se of these divisions, it wa s inevitable

that the blac k community wou l d re ject white South Af ri cans . In

his paper, ' A View From Outside', he e xplains t ha t ' t he black man

wa nt s to have l ess and less t o do wi t h us, he no longer p leads

for his dignity like a " r espons i ble" convert, he simply takes i t

wi t hout a by-your- I e ave , he seeks a l l i e s and arms' (A Season In

Paradise 1994:158).

In the s ame paper , Breytenbach stresses his ' fight' f or the

creation of a South Af ri ca n society in whi ch al l cit izens would

have an equal share a nd a decent place in which to live. Once

this wa s accomplished , it woul d be possible fo r people to take

responsi bility 'for each other on an equal foo ting ' (1994 :153).

Breytenbach wa s concerne d, however, that time wa s running ou t and

that South Af r i ca wa s on the brink of r adi ca l changes . He

be lie ved that the 'fires ' o f blac k nat ionalism would be ' fanned',

woul d 'flare up e ven brighte r and mor e dest ructive [lyl'

(1994:15B) and, in A Season i n Paradi s e , he pred i ct s the outcome :

. .. ou r count r y i s on the brin k o f drastic changes - or ,
put a be tte r way - r evolutions . Wha t will r ema i n of
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our Afrikaans by t he end o f t he c ent ury , a nd i n what
context, a nd who wi l l t hen be t o blame? We can, said
repea ted l y and once aga i n : be part of t he pr oblem or
part o f the s ol ut i on. What will t hos e revolut ions l oo k
li ke? No one knows , but the only choi ce we have left
now is the manne r i n whi ch we want to (a nd can ) ta ke
pa r t in the opening up (1994: 178 ) .

Li ke La Guma , Br utus and Lewin, Breytenbach s upport ed the

use of a r med s trugg le as part of ' t he openi ng up ' and, in End

Papers, he de f ines t he ways in whi c h res is tance could p r ope l the

revolut ion :

Armed struggle must be l inked t o other forms of
struggle; armed struggle must be seen a s a s upport f or
mass s truggle , as the arm of a long people's wa r , as
the e xpression of l e gi t i mat e revo lutionary vi olenc e
against the vio lence o f oppressors and rac is t s . Armed
s truggl e by i t s el f and alone is self-defeati ng . The
people must r e cogn i ze themse lves i n t he a r med struggle ,
whi ch i s one o f the f orms our s t r ugg le wi l l take on
{1 987: 69-70}.

'A Vi ew From Out s ide' j ust ifies Breytenbach ' s pol it i cal

convictions by dec laring t he Afrikaans people direct l y

responsibl e f or conditions in Sout h Afri ca . The essay describes

them as 'a bastard people wi t h a bastard l angua ge' and as the

e nfo rce r s of aparthe id, 'the la w of t he ba s tard' (A Se ason in

Paradis e 1994 :1 56) . It maint ains that t he Afrikaner s separate d

themselves f r om a l l other South Afri cans i n an e f f or t t o protect

t he i r 'tribal ident ity'. In addi tion, Afr ikane rs a ttempted t o

make t he ir ' otherness t he norm, the standa r d - and the ideal ', a

division ' maint ained at t he expense of .. . f e llow South Af r i cans '

(1994 : l 56) . I n t his work, Breytenbach l in ks the conce pt of

'ot he r ne s s ' t o the strategies o f exc l us i on and oppres s i on, a

r e l at i ons hi p a l ready discuss ed at some l e ngt h i n Chapter One .
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Rathe r than referring t o t he inferior it y of t he b lack 'other', t o

which I alluded earlier, however, the Afri kaners portray

t hemselve s as 'other' i n order to highlight their exc l us i v ity.

In Breytenbach's op inion, the Afr ikaans language is one

feature of the ' otherness' imposed on the South African

population. In The True Conf e ssions of an Albi no Terro r ist, he

cal l s Afr i kaans the language 'o f oppression and of humil iat i on ,

of the boer ' (321) and to e xpla in his convictions fu l l y he

includes, in the same wor k, an e s say ent itled 'A Pos it ion on t he

Struggle f or the Taal (Be i ng ) Afri kaans ' and a poem, ' The

Struggle for the Taal'. One of the stanzas of the poem speaks of

t he enforcement of Afr i kaans and of t he Afrikaner cul t ure;

But you have not rea ll y unde rstood.
You have yet to ma s t er t he Taal.
We wi l l ma ke you repeat the ABC after us,
we wi l l t each you the r opes
and rigours of our Christi an Na t i ona l Educat i on . . . [sic] (32 4 ) .

Apart from t eaching Af rikaans at school , the language wou ld a l s o

be empl oyed as a means to achieve the f ol l owi ng resu l t;

You wil l learn t o obey,
t o obey and be humbl e.
And you wi l l l earn to use the Taa l,
wi t h humility you wil l use i t
f or it is we who have the sun ken mouths
poi s oned wi t h the throbbing and f lowing o f t he heart . . . (324) .

The use of t he words 'you' and ' we ' dr aw at tenti on t o the

di visions in South Afr i c an society and to the wa y i n whi ch

notions of whi t e s upe r iority a r e s ustained by racial sepa ration .

'We' refe rs direct ly t o t he government and it s se rvants, whi l e

'you' is associated wi t h other South Africans, the blac ks in

particular. To show that, to the Afr ikane r , Af r ikaa ns is a
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language o f importance , Br eyt enba ch capitali zes the i ni t i a l

l etter of t he vord 'Taal ' . The l a ngua ge is a l s o ' t he t ool o f t he

racist ' (321) , used i n t he pur s uit o f powe r t o discipli ne and t o

suppress , a s the words ' you v i I I l ea r nt t o obey and be humbl e '

sugges t. The enforcement of Af r i ka ans coupled wi t h the act i ons

of Afr ikaner s present s a c l e a r me s sage :

For we a re Chr i st ' s executi oners.
We a re on the wa l l s a r ound t he locations
gun in one hand
a nd machine - gun i n t he othe r:
we , t he miss ionaries of Ci vi li za tion.

We bring you t he grammar of vi ole nce
and the synt ax of destr uct i on -
f r om t he t radit ion o f our firea~

you wi l l hea r t he ve rbS o f r e tri but i on
s tut t e ring • . . (324) .

I nst e ad of be ing s hown a s learning t heir ABC, South Af ri cans

are depicted a s bei ng educated in 'the gr amma r o f vi o l e nce ' and

'the synt a x of dest ruction ' . Whil e pr ofessing t o be Christians

who conve r t and c i vi l i ze black heathens, t he Afrikaners , i n 'The

St ruggl e fo r t he Taa l ' , are 'Ch rist ' s executioner s ' , who do not

prea ch love and f orgi venes s but are tra itors conspi ring aga ins t

the Sout h Af r i ca n peopl e. I r onically , whi le believing themse l ve s

' miss iona r i e s of Civi l i za t ion', t hese Afrikaners are v i olent a nd

rut hl e ss, abus i ng their a uthor i t y a nd using mi li ta ry f orc e to

subdue t he i r opponent s. The conclus ion o f t he poem warns that

becaus e o f t hei r sel f -decept ion and the unr ecogni zed complacency,

a r evolution - ' t he death rattle ' (325 ) - is inevi t a ble and

Breyte nbach f ore sees ' our suicide , our sel f - dest ruction , our

death . We are going t o the dogs , and it s eems t hat in the
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process we are prepared to drag the whol e of Sout he r n Afr i c a wi t h

a l l its people down with us' (A Season i n Paradise 1994 :156) .

An i mpor t a nt feat ure of BreytenbaCh's c rit ici s m of the

Afr ikaa ns people i s his strugg le t o come t o terms wi t h his own

identit y a s an Afrikaner, whi ch i s my next point f or

cons ide r ation . Even duri ng hi s ex i le i n Europe, Breytenbach had

ques tioned his i dent i t y . I n Judas Eye and Self-Por tra i t /

Deat hwatch , he indicates that Europe made him aware of hi s

'Africanness ' and, whi l e he 'could not p i cture [h i ms e l f] as a

white man', he c ould see himself as 'an African bastard - f r om a

cont inent whe r e metissage is continually absorbed; Afri ca, t he

cont i ne nt whe r e the reality o f metamorphosis is paramount'

(1988 : 128) . Breytenbach could not personally identify himse lf

with the actions of the Af r i kaa ns people and , more part i c ul arl y,

t he South African government; yet he could not ce a s e to be an

Afr ikaner:

I could not agree to being an Afrikaner in any accept ed
definition of that term, because obviously i f you' re
going to say it's only a matter o f l a nguage , t hen i t
cannot be white only. I f you say i t ' s a ma t t e r of
certain polit ical beliefs, including religious be l i e f s,
t hen I d isagree wi t h those so violent ly tha t I cou l dn't
consider myself an Afri kaner .

But I couldn't stop be ing an Afri kaner myself. Not
that there 's a deep urge i n me to be one - it is a
condi tion , i t i s t hat (Fr ede r i ks e 1990 :147) .

He not e s , however, that , whi l e the Af rikaners are

responsible f or many heinous crimes, t hey are neve rtheless 'human

be ings'. By recogni zing that Af r ika ne r s are 'human being s, even

t hough they a re monste rs', Breytenbach asse rts that i t i s

possible to understand the relationship between a l l people:
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The man wi t h t he short back and sides and t he tie who
t or tures his f e l l ow man to s quee ze the necessary
i nf orma t i on out of him - who t ort ur es in vain ! - that
f e llow who speaks Af r ikaan s and who ha s chi ldr en and
who ha s a hard t i me sometimes because t here are s o man y
thi ngs he fee ls l ike do ing (and beca use his ment ors and
t eache rs have made his understand i ng s o nar row) whic h
communa l mor a l i t y won't a l l ow him, who s omet i me s does
i t anyway and t hen feel s gui l t y towa rd man a nd God , and
fo r t ha t ve ry rea s on strikes harder still pe r haps,
because he doe s i t i n the int e r e s t s of the peop l e and
for law and orde r and survi va l, t hat man who violates
h i mself a nd hi s vict im and a ll of us , he is re lated to
us (1 994 : 2l 8) .

(I t i s wor t h noting t hat Breytenbach makes s imilar r ema r ks about

his jaile r s , an obse rvat ion I intend to cons i de r whe n d i s cus s i ng

the ps ychol og i cal e ffects of his i mpris onme nt ). After his

release f r om p r ison Breytenbach dec lared, in t he int e rview with

Van Dis , t ha t he was not rebe l l ing against his heri tage, nor

a s hamed of it l but wa s no l onger concerned wi t h t he concept o f

hi s Afr ikanerdom and regarded himself s impl y a s a South African

(1983 : 6) .

The thi rd issue fo r investigation, as propo sed , is his view

of the function a nd purpose of the wri t e r in soc i e ty. I n End

Pape rs , Bre ytenbach asserts that 'writ ing ~s p ol i t i c s'

(1987 : 193) . He j us tifies his cl a i m by sugge s t ing tha t, because

of t he dynami cs o f the apart he id society, South Afri can 'art

emanate [s ) from particular c l a s s e s and conve y [s ] spec if i c

polit i cal i dea s ' (1 9S7 : 45) . Br e yte nbach t a kes this a s tep

fu r t he r in ' A View From Outside', whe n he remarks tha t e ven his

tal k wil l be r e ga r ded as po l it i cs: 'All t a l k in t hi s sad bitter

motley-fune r al -la nd i s pol i t i cs - whet her i t i s whi s pe r i ng t a l k,
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ta lking shit, spitting into the wind o r speak ing in hi s master's

voice' (A Season in Par adise 1994:l52) .

Whi le Bre ytenbach concedes that there is a difference

between the approaches of black and o f whi t e wri ters i n Sout h

Afr i ca , he nevertheless poi nt s out in an essay ent i t l ed ' Bl ac k on

Whi te', t ha t writers, rega rdless of thei r col our , o f t en share the

op inion t hat ' we a ll need to pur ge, brea k down , come t o c l a r ity ,

cult ivate r e spons i bili t y, r ebuild' (l987 :205). I n order t o ' come

to cl a ri t y' and to 'cultivate r esponsibi l ity' , it is essent ia l

f or t he writ er t o be aware of social, economic and pol i t i ca l

condit ions, and to analy ze 'the function i ng of the systems that

impose these conditions ' (1987 : 64) . Breytenbach ou tlines t he

responsibi lity t hat must be cu ltivated:

. . . t o resist by a l l means the fo ist ing on soc iety of
cl i c he s and li e s; to struggle f or the ref inement of
the means of expr e s s i on , to preserve the prec iseness
and the integrity of the wor d ; to be techn i c ian of t he
cons c i ence - not in a moralist way, but to the e xtent
that the only 'sin' is that of i gnor ance (1 987:l 44-
145 ) •

In this quotation , Br eyt enbach empha s i ze s t hree poi nt s. Two

of them ." s igni ficant r c r my argument: first, co. necessi t y

fo, writers to p.y a t t e nt i on t o thei r c raft and, second, f o, t hem

t o rai se awar eness as ' t e chni c i an [s ) of the consc ience'. The

f i r s t point wa s anticipated by Brin k who, in Writing in a St a t e

of Siege, claims that there is on ly 'one basic response a wr ite r

driven by his consc i ence can offer, whi ch is bot h t he simples t

and the most d i f fi cul t of all: and that is the response

expressed i n the quali ty of his wor k' (1983 : 194) . Wr iter s , t he n,

use t he tool s of t heir c r a f t t o e xp r ess their polit i cal
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commitment. According to Breytenbach, howeve r , c ommi t me nt

inc ludes the de s i r e t o 'assist the ta king of powe r by the peop le '

(1987 : 64) . Society , therefo re, must demand that wr i t e r s

' ar t i cul ate and shape res istance t o the col labora t ors' (1987 : 64 )

because wri ti ng, ul timate ly, is the 'express i on of revol t, not

t he sublimation of i t ' (1987: 194) . Breytenbach's per cept i ons,

here , echo Ngugi wa Thiong 'o 's in Wr i t e r s i n Politics , who a lso

l i n ks a wr i t e r ' s r e s ol ve with the struggle f or cont r ol:

He must wr it e wi t h the vibrat ions a nd t r emors of the
struggles of a ll t he wor ki ng people in Afr i ca, Ame r i ca,
Asia and Europe be hi nd him. Yes, he mus t act ively
support and i n his wri t i ng r eflect the strugg l e of t he
African wor ki ng class and i t s pea s a nt class a l l i e s fo r
the total l iberation of their labour power . Yes , his
work mus t show commitment , not t o abstract not ions of
justice and peace, but the actual st ruggle of t he
Afri ca n people s t o s eize power and hence be i n a
position to cont rol all t he f or ce s o f product i on and
hence lay the only correct bas is fo r pea ce and j us tice
(198 2 : 80 ) .

Breytenbach c autions , however , t hat i f wri t e r s accept th i s

ki nd of responsibi lity, they are bound t o come i nto con fl i c t wi t h

t he r uling regime. In 'The Wr i t er and Responsibility', he

expla ins why a c onfrontation is inevitable:

. . . faced wi t h acute social and economi c ini quiti es he
i s called upon to articulate the dreams and the demands
of his pe ople . f rom t hese contradic tory
r e s pons i b i l i tie s come the dichotomies of the wr iter' s
ex i s tence giving r i s e to so muc h t ension and amb iguit y .
And f r om t his f l ows t he impossibility o f the wr i t er
ever fi tting in completely wi t h any orthodoxy . Sooner
or lat er he is going to be in disaccord wi t h the
poli t i c i ans (1987:99 ).
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To place his observations in a South Afr ican context ,

Breytenbach suggests that Af r ikaans wr iters we r e t o l e r a t ed and

applauded only when they concerned themselves wi t h t he freedom of

t he Afrikaner. As soon as they addressed t he concept o f fr eedom

fo r a l l , they we r e r ega rde d as 'subversive' , since 'to meddle

wi th the freedom of man, of the i ndivi dual , whi c h woul d

ne ce s sitat e an about-face wi t hi n t he frame wor k o f s oc iety

t ha t ' s a horse o f a di f fe r ent color, so to speak' (1 994:l55l .

Br ink expresses his agreement wi t h Breytenbach whe n spea king

about off icial r esponse t o his own wr i t i ng :

Whe n the early novels of my Sestiger phase c aus e d
the reaction t he y did - violent condemnat ion f r om the
Establishment ; e nthus ias m fr om the younger generation
- there was both e xhilaration and agony in the
experience . Exhilaration becaus e wr it i ng had bec ome
such an adventurous f orm o f communicating wi t h a
society i n a state of agi t a t i on ; agony b ec a us e I ha d
t o come to terms wi t h the reali ties of harassment and
ostracism i n relation to people and i n s ti t utions to
whi c h I had previously bee n c l os e (1983 : 33) .

I t is i mportant, here, t o c l a r i f y wha t Br i nk refers to as

hi s 'Sest iger phase', s ince Breytenbach wa s pa rt of the group of

Afrikaans wr i ter s who came t o be known as t he Sestigers. In

Di e t e r we lz ' s collection of int ervi ews, Wri t i ng Against

Aparthe id, Brin k e xplains that these authors, who began wr i t i ng

i n t he sixties, we re addr essing specific issues not p r evious ly

dealt wi th i n Afr ikaans li terature:

. •. we r ealised that one of t he greatest taboos s t i ll
had t o be b ro ken, a nd that wa s poli t i cs. But that
b rought a clash wi t hi n the group of these young
wr i t ers . Some of us fe l t tha t we had to become
completely committed t o t he socio-politica1 cause ,
e s pec i al l y Breytenbach, Rabie a nd myself. Others li ke
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Etienne Leroux , notably, a nd a fe w of the ot he r
wri t e r s, Bart ho smit , Chris Bar nard, fe lt that writing
was so~ething d i f fer e nt . Writing had t o live in a s ort
o f ivory towe r (1989: 55- 56) .

Breytenbach i s c r i t i c a l o f t he Sestigers . He contends t hat t oo

much a ttent i on wa s focused on the qroup, o f t en at the e xpense of

more press ing pol it i c a l matters , such a s the ' suppre s s i on o f

Blac k parties, impoveri shment of the ma j ority, mil i t ar i s a t i on and

~ securisation" of t he count r y , the s t a r t o f aggr e s s i ve ~i lit ary

foreiqn poli c y' a nd t he eradi cat i on o f ten ye a rs o f writing by

black a ut hors ( 322- 32 3). In a dd iti on, Breytenbach asserts t ha t

the Sestigers had li t tle i mpact on t he polit ical f uture o f South

Africa and hinde red, rather t han a s s i s t ed, the liberation

IDOvelllent :

• • . t he en fan t ' terribl e ' were endowi ng the Afr ikaner
estab l i s hment with a greate r supple ness t o resist r eal
t ransfo~tion, and si~ultaneous ly serving as lightning
conductors t o c l o s e the e ye s a nd the mi nds o f people t o
t he true death (and hope ) moving deep down through the
land (3 23).

Whi le i t is clea r that he wa s di s i l lus i oned by t he i nabi lity

of the Sestige r s t o ' i nfl uence the poli t i ca l fu t ure' (323) , he

never t he l e s s felt that i t was important f or wr i t e r s t o ' c ontinue

pUShing f or the limit s . Or kee p test i ng and e xt e nd i ng them'

(1987 : 205) . The s e sentime nts are perhaps best e xp ressed in a

poem written by Bre ytenbac h whiCh is e nt i t l ed 'I Write' . I n t he

poem Br eyte nbach ~ntions tha t he writ e s t o res i st, in .n e ffor t

t o move the st rugql. f orward , and a q4in he r e f ers t o the

s ignifi cance of ' conscie nc e ' . A secti on of t he poem r e ads a s

f ollows :
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I wr i t e i n order to invent an I wh i ch can be t he means
of survival
and multiplication of the wo rd ; t o f a s hi on a t ru t h , to
e r e c t
s andcastles against the onr us hi ng si lence of the s e a;
to find t he
spiral ling sea-shell o f amnesia;

ink-pregnant (li ke t he s ea ) I wr i t e because mind-hand­
hea rtmoving
is a primitive and f uti l e game,

but also because it is t he conduit o f a wareness
structuring
conscience , a me tamorphosi s , a communion o f the e nd l e s s
struggle
f or j us t i ce • • . (1987 ;195) .

I n the opening line o f this extrac t, Br eyte nbach reveals t ha t he

writes a l s o as a 'means o f surviva l'. This is a significant

cl a i m; inde e d , writ i ng i n prison enabl e d h i m t o survive and t o

mainta in his sanity.' To under stand t he f ull i mport of t hi s

declaration , i t i s necessary to focus , now, on Breytenbach's

i mpri s onme nt a nd the l i t e r a t ur e he pr oduc ed in pr i s on .

Li ke many political p risone rs, Breytenbach had a s trong

desire t o wr ite i n pri s on . He was extremel y for tunate to be

granted of ficial permission to wr i te even during detent ion, a

conce s s i on t ha t was i n sha r p cont r as t t o t he l esser pr i vi leges

granted to ot her pol i t i c a l pri s oner s , as already mentioned. To

understand Breyt enbach' s unique position , it is pert ine nt to

compa r e , f o r example , the situation enc ount e red by el Sa ' a dawi ,

imprisone d in Egypt . In her book Memoirs Fr om the Wome n ' s

Prison, e l Sa'adawi r ema r ks t hat writi ng in pri s on wa s considered

'a mor e serious matter t han haVi ng a pistol. Wr iti ng [was ] more
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dangerous than k. i ll i ng' (1991 : 73 ) . Similarly, Wol e Soyinka, the

Nigerian wr i ter, wa s not permi t ted to wri te during his

i mpr i s onme nt . Determine d to do so , he managed to wr i te covertly,

as he e xplains in The Ma n Died, a work t hat documents h is prison

experi e nce. In a sect ion ent i t led 'the unacknowledged ' , he says:

Betwe en the lines o f Paul Radin 's Primitive Re l i g i on
a nd my own Idanr e a re scri bb l ed f r agment s o f pl ays ,
poems, a novel and portions o f the pri son notes whi c h
ma ke up t his book. Si x ot her vo lumes have bee n
similarly defaced wi th my wr iti ng. For fear of
prOViding a c lue which would l ead t o a r econstruction
o f the circumst ances a nd the cer tain pers e cut i on of
probably i nnoce nt off icers, I c annot e ve n pr ovide the
t i t le s o f t hese bOOks much l e ss i ndicate at wh i ch
pe riods o f my i mprisonment t hey were s muggl e d i n to me
one by one . After the indescr i bably exquis i t e p leasure
o f r eadi ng , I proceeded t o cove r the spa ces bet ween the
l ines with my own writ i ng (1988 :np l .

Bre ytenbach r e c ogni ze d his 'except i ona l position ' (Van Dis:

1983 : 5) and during two month s in detention , pri or t o sentence, he

wr ote several poems that were l a t e r publ ished un de r t he t it l e o f

Voets krif [Footwr it ing] but wi thout hi s supe rvision. 10

Un f o r t una t e l y, a poem, 'Help ', and the ded i c a t i on o f the volume

to his wi fe were omitt ed . Br eyte nbach agr eed to the publication

of Voets kri f because his wife wa s in ne ed of f i nanc i a l

assistance . The poems also affi rmed that hi s voice had not been

'cut off entirel y' (1 39 ) . As he exp l ains in The True Confessions

of an Albino Terror i st , ' I fe l t, a s eve r y p risoner does ver y

strongly . .. the ur ge to communicate, to s hout , to get onto t he

roof . . . a nd say .. . "I'm he re ; I' m de ad but I' m he re - be sur e not

to forget i t !'" (1 39).
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Pit i ka Nt ul i , a detaine e and member o f the Pa n Africa n

Congress ( PAC) , simi larl y cla ims t hat writing in pri s on is ' a n

attempt t o ma intain cont act wi t h your people •• .• As you wr i t e, you

a ren 't j us t wri ting for you rse l f • . .• you are communicat ing wi t h

t he people who a r e not t here with you , t hose people you s o

s t rong ly believe in' (Boul d ed . 1991 : 13 ) . Nt ul i refe r s, as we l l ,

t o the lin k betwe e n writ i ng and preservi ng one 's s a nity and

rell\flrks tha t , ' whe n you write a piece o f poet ry ' in prison , ' you

t ry t o fi nd same or der and s ome s a ni t y ' (Boul d ed . 1991 :1 3) . As

not e d , Bre yt e nba ch also recognize d t hat , to mainta in his mental

s tability and t o susta in a de gr e e of cont r o l , i t was essenti al t o

continue wri t i ng . He wa s aware that, whi le he wa s al l owed t o

write in de tention, t here were no gua rant ees t hat he woul d be

permi t ted to do so once he was sentenced . Br e ytenbach

immediately sent a let t er t o the pr i s on a uthoritie s asking t or
pe rmiss ion to paint and t o write. Hi s request t o pa int was

re jected becaus e the a ut hor i t i e s feare d that Breytenbach mi ght

t r a de hi s d rawings t or t ru i t or t obacc o . He was , howe ver ,

a uthor ized t o write , wi t h ce r t ain restri cti on s :

•• • that I would not s how (the work] t o a ny o t he r
p r i s oner or warder (that went without saying since I
had no contact wi t h anyone l l t ha t I wou l d not attempt
t o smuggl e it out o f pri , onl t ha t I woul d ha nd it in
di rectly upon complet ing anything or a ny part of any
work; that I wou l d not hoard o r keep no te s for t he
work and woul d destroy t he se i~diately after
finishing the wo r k . I n re t urn I was assured t hat t he
work would be held in s a fe kee ping f or me 1141J .

The decis i on to allow Breyte~ch t o wr i t e a fte r he was

,ent e nced trOUbled ot he r political pri s oner s who were less

fortunate . Di nga ke , f or e x..mpl e , sU<jI<jIest s that Breytenb. ch wa s
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favoured because he wa s a ' s on of the soil', an Af r ikane r

(1987 : 182) , and that , des p i t e ag i ta t i on by political pr isoners on

Robben Island , the same p r i vi lege s were not f ort hcomi ng

(1987 : 182- 183 ) . In accepting the t erms i mpo sed by t he pr ison

a ut horities and , by i mpli ca t i on the add i t i on of a more

pr ohi bit i ve form of powe r , Breytenbach wa s ag r ee i ng t o many

res trictions; yet, he wa s wi l l i ng to a c cept the s e in exchange

f or be i ng a bl e to wr i t e. Some political p risoners who faced thi s

choice did not f eel a s compliant. Cronin, in an i nte rview with

Stephen Gray, points out that he could not wr i t e unde r t he s e

conditions:

The regu l at i on s s t ate d t hat one is not allowed to wr i t e
poetry e xcept i f one is prepa red to s ubmi t it on a
fortnightly ba s i s to the p r ison authori t i es fo r sa f e
ke eping : wh i ch effec t ive l y means fo r prison
censorship , a nd that wa s obviously something I wa s not
prepared to c omply wi th . So it did mean that wr i t i ng
poetry wa s complicated i nside pri s on (1984 :35) .

Here, Cronin r aises t he i mpo rta nt issue o f prison censorship.

Dur i ng detention, Breytenbach had a l r e ady been a f f e c ted by

ce ns or s hi p when one of his poems wa s omitted f rom the

publication , Voetskrif . Dur ing Breytenbach's i mpri s onme nt , he

recognized tha t 'you wr ite knowi ng that t he enemy is reading over

you r shoulder . . . knowi ng al s o t hat you a r e l aying bare the most

i ntimot e a nd t he most pe r s ona l ne rves and p ul s e-be at s in yourse lf

t o the b a rba rians', which created wha t he called a 'bi za r r e

situation' (141 ) . To comp r ehend f ul l y why Breytenbach chos e t o

accept this 'biza r r e situa tion' , however, i t is vital, a t t h is

point in the discussion , to a na l yz e hi s thoughts on censorship.
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For Breytenbach , censorship is not only a mec ha ni s m of

control but a l s o ' an act of s hame. Censorship is a mot ion of no

confidence i n your fellow and i n your s e l f. I t has to do with

manipulation, wi t h power , wi th t he repression of fr eedom see kers

out there and the phantasmagoria o r even the ba r e bones o f

enjoyment wi t hi n ' (1 987:111). Breyt enbach a l s o s pea ks of the

situation in South Afr i ca whe r e, through c ensorship , 'a mediocre

work (c ou l d) be made importa nt b y prosc ribing it' . He ma i nt a i ns ,

toO , that a wri te r , i n orde r to e xist i n a totalita rian state ,

had t o become ' co r r upt ed . .. because to s urvive you must compose

wi t h the powers t hat be . You live the lie ' . He a r gues t hat it

is nalve to believe that ' str uctures of oppression c an be made

more fl e xibl e f r om withi n , t hat t otal i t ariani sm [can] pos s i bl y be

liberalized through evol uti onary p rogress' . He claims , however ,

t hat , in a socie ty that e nforces censorship , it is crucial for

wr i t e r s t o speak out about t he ' dismantling of these structures'

0987:14 4) .

I n Bre yte nbach ' s opinion, t he most relevant r esponse to

censorship and to the powe r t ha t enfor ces i t, is t o continue

writi ng , wh ich is one of the r e asons why he wr ote , eve n wi t h the

authorities perusing h is work:

.•. in a r epr es sive State inimical to t he wr i t e r you
wi l l never f i nd t he perfect conditions for free dom of
expre ssion - but it is essent i a l t o cont inue, even if
only wi th t he minimal dema nds o f integri t y tha t you
i mpos e on your sel f a nd on your umbi l i c a l cord wi t h the
out side wor ld. I t i s pos sible t o f alsify f o r some time
t he t hr ust of one' s words by inserting t hem in an
e nv i ronment cont rol l ed by t he enemy, but e vent ua l l y ­
i f what you wr ite is 'true ' t o yourself at t hat moment
- it wi l l become evident a nd be rectified (139).



Breytenbach, t hen , wa s not intimidated by t he oppressive effects

of ce nsorship but he did, however, also de vi se a wa y of wr i t i ng

in secret, where there was 'nobody to l ook over [his] shoulder'

( 13 6 ) :

I n the da rk I c an just perceive the f aintly pale
outline of a sheet o f paper. And I wou l d start
wr i t i ng . Li ke launching a blac k s hi p on a dar k sea. I
wr i t e: I am the wr i t e r . I am do i ng my blac k writi ng
wi t h my no -colour gloves and my dark glasses on,
stopping e very once i n a whi le , passing my Sheathed
ha nd over t he page to f eel t he outlines and t he
e xprints of l etters whi ch have no profi le (136).

Initiall y , Br e yt enbach wa s he ld i n Cent ral Pri s on, Pre t or i a,

whe r e the lights went out at e ight o 'cloc k i n the e ven i ng . Be i ng

able to wri t e f or s e ve ral hou r s in t he da r k had i ts benefi ts but

the absence of l i ght and the limitations of spa ce obviously

c reated problems . Nkruma h, detained at J ames Fort Prison in

Gha na, experienced s imi l a r di f ficul tie s and he no t es t hat

As soon as i t was dark and we wer e thought to be
a s leep, li ke the many coc kroache s t ha t roamed free ly
about the cell I , too, sta rted to work . Wr i t i ng in
t hat cell was no easy mat t e r for the only light wa s
fr om an electric s t reet l amp t hat penet r a t ed t hrough
the bar s at the t op o f t he wall o f the cell and cast
its reflection on a pa r t of t he f l oor a nd a s ection of
t he opposite wall . I use d t o lie in this patch of
light and write for a s long a s I could unt il cramp made
it unendurable , the n I woul d change to a standing
position and use t he s pot of light on the wal l . On one
occasion I remember cove ring f ifty sheets o f . .• toilet
paper wi t h my scribble (1 989 :128).

Breytenba ch describes another diffic ul t y , whi ch aga i n

highlight s the ne cessi t y for pr isoners to communicate wi t h the

outs ide world: 'Wr i t ing too k on its pure s hape, since it had no
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echo, no feedback, no evaluation, and perhaps ul t i mat e l y no

existence'. The need is for 'some recognition from someone,

somewhere, admitting that these t h ings did in fact e x ist' (142 ).

Sachs records a Simi lar problem concerning the wr i t i ng of h is

f i r st story i n pr i s on . 'There is no one to read i t, no magaz i ne

t o publ ish it ' , he laments. 'I t wi l l l i e in my fo lder, near l y

fi niShed but not quite, a relic of an enthusiasm that could no t

be sustained, the spirit of whi c h has b lown away' (1990 : 248) .

Breytenbach e xplains how, to complicate the issue, he was

init i a lly not allowed to r ea d or t o edit any completed texts.

Dur i ng h is s econd trial , however, he wa s grant e d permissi on to

read A Season in Paradise, whi c h wa s published during his

imprisonment. Hi s lawyers used the trial a s a n e xcuse 'to obl ige

t he authorities t o al low me t o read my own book ' (225-2 26)

because h is counsel c laimed t hat i t woul d be used as evidence.

On another occas ion, Br eytenbach wa s allowed to vie w a f ew of hi s

wor ks, in consequence of a pet it i on on his behalf. The pet ty

i mpos i t i on o f power is evident in his description of the

inci de nt :

..• with a warder sitting f acing me 1 could ta ke i n my
hands a nd leaf t hrough a copy of A Season in Paradise,
a copy of t he French ver se , and my col lected poems
un ited i n t wo volumes printed i n Hol land - on c ond ition
that 1 did not a ttempt to read these (1 40) .

Dur ing h i s prison term, Breytenbach completed an essay,

' Oriftpoint' , as well as a number o f poems (a f ew smugg l ed out of

prison ) and the novel called Mou r oi r . As mentioned, hi s

manuscripts wer e handed in to and scrut ini zed by the a ut hor i t i e s

unt il his r e leas e but t o his astonishme nt he di s c over e d t ha t he

coul d p roduce wri t t e n mate rial that, in contrast, was uncensored,
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giving him a sense o f his 'usefulness to t he inmate community'

(144) a nd , as a result , some measure of personal power. 1 shal l

digress briefly. Breyte nbach, for example , wr ote love letters

f or other prisoners , applications for pr omot i on fo r his j a i l e r s

and a rather unusual Latin translation for Barnes, t he head of a

prison gang, who wa nt ed his ga ng members ' t o have t a ttooed on

their ba c ks the Praying Hands of DUrer - an everg reen favourite

with the pious time-pus her s - and t he Lat in version of: live and

let live '. The ' bes t ' Breytenbach could ma nage wa s ' an

approximation in corr upt Italian .•. vivere e lasca re vivere'

( 14 6 ) •

One lette r wri t ten by Breytenbach in pri s on a f f ected him

deeply . He was asked b y t he head of t he pr i son i n Pretoria to

respond , in Eng l i s h , t o a communica tion t hat had a rrived from the

Clerk of the Transke i Sup r eme Court . The document requested t he

head of the pri s on 'to produc e, be fo r e a certain date , t wo

accused a nd convict ed pers ons be fore the said benc h' (151) .

Unfor tunat e ly, when t he condemned men a rri ved in Pr etoria, they

were sent to t he ha ng i ng j ail b y a warr ant - officer who di d not

chec k whe the r an appea l had been lodge d . As a r esult , the men

we re hange d a nd , s i nce t hey were illite r at e and una ble to provide

the authoritie s wi t h t he name s o f thei r ne xt-of - kin, nobody wa s

informe d o f their demise. Breytenbach' s t a sk wa s to advise t he

Transkei Sup r eme Court t ha t the two men had been hanged in err o r ,

an underta king he poi gnant ly cont empl at es:

... 1 of t en la y there t h i nk i ng t hat t hese t wo men who
had j er ked t he i r hee l s could s t i ll have bee n alive. I
dared not s how the depth of my r evulsion to the head of
t he pr i s on and the warders . I don' t r emember t hat t he y
t hemselve s were pa rt icul a rly affec t ed . Whe n you



pr oc e s s humans by paper, a we e s l ip t wi xt l a s t b reath
and noos e i s , a las, always poss ibl e. To e r r i s human.
And I thi nk t hat the multiple ha ngings wou l d have
bl unted them already . I could not then ma ke any notes
of the event, but for a long time I remembered t he t wo
names (152) .

To consider t he f u l l extent of Bre ytenbac h' s r e spons e to his

i mpri s onme nt , I shall now concent r ate on the ps ycho l ogi cal i mpact

of both his inte rrogat ion and his int e r nment. Even be f or e he wa s

i mpri s oned , Breytenbach wa s t r a uma t i zed by the a c t i ons of the

Bureau of St ate Security (BOSS) . BOSS agent s had f o llowed

Breyt enbach du r i ng his trip to Sout h Afr i ca i n 1972 and 197 3 so

t ha t , when he secret l y entere d the c ountry in 1975 , he was 'in a

constant s tat e of j i t t e r s , s uspi c i ous o f any- and everyone,

expecting [hi s ) good luc k t o come to a di sas t r ous end a t any

moment ' (85) . Breytenbach was parti cularl y unnerved beca use he

recogni zed t hat BOSS was deeply i nvol ve d in ' interna l mind­

control' (9) . He outlines t he f unc t i on a nd t he pervasive powers

of the secret pol i c e:

Wha t f a s t i d i ous worker s they are, how obsessed they
must be ! Loo k how t hey dig i nt o one's pa s t , how t he y
pro jec t one ' s futu re , how t hey alter one 's present . I
have no private l i ves : i t's a ll in their hands; they
know t he I better t ha n I do , t hey a re far mor e
i nterested in i t t ha n I am. They ha ve the fil es, they
ha ve the computer. Or t hey know a l l about my ways , my
pre f erences , my a ccret i ons, my l i t t le s ecr e t s - my
ga r dens - be t hey pol i t ica l o r s e xual. And they are
fasc inated by it. The y smel l it li ke freshly mixed
t obac c o . They knead i t. They man i pu la te i t, t he y
slobbe r over i t. It justifies their l ives . . . (15) .

Breytenbach ' s descri ption of the decepti ve s t r ategies

emp l oyed b y BOSS are s imilar to Foucaul t 's depi c t ion o f a



carceral soci ety in whi c h ' the productive increase of power can

be as sured' if 'exe r c i s ed c ont i nuou s l y [a nd ] in t he very

f ounda tions o f society, i n the subt lest possible wa y ' (1995 : 2011) .

Shortly after his arrival in South Af r i ca i n 1975 , Breytenbac h

wa s agai n subjected t o t hese elusive tact ics and kne w that he was

being t r ai l ed but 'hoped against hope tha t [he woul d ] be a ble to

s lip through the net wh i ch had been closing around (hi m] f or some

time ' (5) . Whe n he was due to return and he booked in a t t he

depar t ure counter at J an Smuts Airport , he not iced several men

watching him; they immediately made him fee l threatened:

•. . 1 became so par anoid that I went downstairs to the
ge nt s ' toilets wi t h one of them doggi ng my f oot steps,
and there , unzippi ng my pa nt s , hu nching my shoulders, I
managed t o s wallow a f ew l i ne s of paper wi t h name s on
i t. Not everything , un for tunat ely, could be disposed
of i n that wa y. If only I ha d been mor e rationa l 1
might have bee n abl e to get rid of more incr iminating
e vi dence (5-6).

It is c l e a r from t hi s excerpt t ha t Breytenbach wa s menta l ly

inti mida t ed by t he actions of the secret pol ice . His descr ipt i on

of t he events fo llowing his arrest and subsequent j our ne y to

Pre t oria points to his discovery that psychological torture wa s

t o be an impor tant a nd const ant pa rt of the interrogation

process, a procedure that I shall now focus on.

I ni tia ll y , whe n in det ention , Breytenbach wa s i nst r uc t ed to

' write '. When he as ke d what he should write a bout, he wa s told

" ' You know ; j ust wr i t e '" (Ill ) . The authorities t ore up every

page t hat he produced and simply o rde r ed him t o start again. The

endless and f ut i l e proce s s of rewr i ting had an adverse effect on

him, as t hi s r e fe rence from The Tr ue Confessions of a n Albino

Terror ist illustrat es:
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• . • t hey expl oit the fact o f their knovinq . The y s t roke
thi s beast thr ouqh t he ba r s o f your eqo . The y pretend
t o f e ed i t vi t h promi s e s o f let tinq it qo . So vhy not
vr ite? And s o you vr i t e aqain . Wha t ' s you r
a lte rnati ve ? The y v i I I on l y keep you until you s t a r t
vrit inq . You you rse l f become t he mas t e r o f your time :
it i s you vho v i I I dec i de t he l e ngt h o f your
i nca r ce ration. There ' s nothing , t here' s nobody, no
pover anywhere i n t he vorld t ha t ha s any say over them
( 19) _

Breytenbach emphasi ze s the mani pulation and t he a l l -enc~ssinq

power s o f t he authoriti e s . Fouc a ult e xplains how the mec hanisms

o f power ope r a t e i n t he ext r act ion of a conf ession. If a man

'ca n be i nd uc e d to speak . •. t hen he has been caused t o behave in a

cer t ain wa y . His freedom ha s been sub jected t o power' (Kr i t:l.man

e d . 1990 : 83- 84) . First c l a i ms that , once she had confes sed , s he

a l s o ' had to c onv i nc e ' her i nter roqator, who 'had t he powe r t o

e f f ect [he r) r elease' , that she ' really had t old t he t r uth, the

whol e t r uth ' (1 982: 14 1).

Du r i nq Bre ytenbach' s interr ogat i on , he e ve nt ua l l y l ost tra c k

of t i me , struqql i nq t o d i st ingu ish bet ween one da y and a not he r:

' I t was the sec ond day o r per haps i t wa s t he third , no , it wa s

t he f irst day . Then it vas t he f ourth da y, I mean it va s the

second day, i t mus t have been the mor ninq o f t he sec ond da y'

(231 . Time di s l ocation i s an aspect o f the i nter r oqati on proces s

tha t ~ny poli t ica l pr i s on-vri t ers s t ress . Niehaus s peaks a bout

'days and ni ght s' r unninq 'into eac h ot he r ' 11994 : 1091 a nd Saida

Bota n Elmi , j ai l e d i n Soma lia , a s s e r ts t hat s he coul d not

' re~mber t hose earl y da ys and wee ks a nd months very veIl . The

first day, yes . All t he r e s t is bl urred' (Soul d e d . 1 9 91 :2~4 ) .



The prisone r's s ense of confusi on i s compounde d by t he

i nt e r r ogator ' s ambiguity, whi ch Breytenbach describes as

'planting t he doub t in a detai nee's mind' (24l . He wa s unsur e

about who had been arrested, who had spoken and who ha d betrayed

him, and he recognized that he wa s ' ho l ding on t o a very s lender

t hread of sanity' (25) ." To encourage him to ta l k and hoping to

disorientate h i m f urthe r , t he authorities b r ought i n t wo blac k

policemen , inviting t he i r opinions of ' Ol i ve r Tambo and J ohnny

Ha kathini' :12

First one and then the other starte d laughing and said:
" What a monk e y, what a monke y he must be to have
believed that t hey woul d support h i m now tha t he ' s in
t rouble, to ever have thought that he could col laborat e
wi th t hem. They were only us ing you, white boy, they
couldn 't ca re a damn for you. We know them,
they .. . a re .• . our . .. own people!# (25) .

Farisa ni describes how , dur ing hi s i nt errogat i on , he , too , wa s

con f r ont e d by a black policeman, whom he t hought wa s a s upport e r

o f the Black ConSCiousness Movement :

1 have be en one o f you . .• . 1 am now s everal years wi t h
the security police . . .. During my many years of service
al l the pol i t i cal die-hards t hat we detained u l timately
c r acked li ke nuts under pr e s sure . Some , withi n minutes
of de t ention.. . . Others c rack aft er a n hour, a day or
t wo, a week or a month, e ven more, but one principle is
c l e a r: they all crack sooner or later (1 988a : 45) .

I t i s apparent from t his ext r a ct that t he purpose of t he

policeman 's speech was a l s o to bewilde r and to scare Farisani

into a con f e ssion , a deliberate tec hn i que u s ed to debilitate the

prisoner. The policeman's words, ' t he y all c rac k sooner or

l a t e r ' , echo thos e of Swanepoel , First's i nterrogator, whos e

' job ' i t was t o ' fin d the c rac king poi nt ' (1982 : 54 ) . Likewi s e ,
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in an effort to get Breytenba ch t o co-operate a nd finally to

break down, t he authorities continued to beha ve in a

di s t ur bingl y , un predictable way, as when a Colone l Huntingdon

introduced Breytenbach to t he former's niece , who professed t o be

an admirer of his poetry a nd very distress ed by his pl ight. On a

f ur the r oc c a s i on , he wa s dri ven to t he Voortrekker Monument :

It wa s a normal visiting day; there we r e othe r people
moving around. Van Byleveld and Ha kkeba k a l l owed me t o
stroll through this horri b l y depressing ed i f i c e t o t he
warpe d h istory of the Afr ikaner . Of course I was ne ver
out of t heir sight, but t hey weren ' t next t o me e i ther.
Imagine pa s s i ng by normal human beings in the marble
ha l l , or as no rma l a s anybody who visits t he
Voortre kke r Monumen t could be (41) .

Another of Bre yt e nba ch ' s signi ficant points of dis cuss i on

relates t o his r elationship wi t h his i nterrogators, whom he

describes a s capable of c r eating ' l epe rs out of t he i r vict ims '

(40) . He wr i t e s, nevertheless, o f t he mutual reliance between

prisoner and i nte rrogator; and t hat dependency defines not only

the i nt e r r oga t i on p rocess but t he pr ison term as we l l . Jacobs ,

in ' Br e yt en Breytenbach a nd the South Af r i c a n Prison Book' ,

int e r pr e t s t he pr isoner's dependenc y as his 'curious

i de nt ific a t i on and bondi ng wi t h hi s captor on whom he has

paradoxical ly to r e l y f or ki ns h i p a nd fellowship in his solitude'

(1986 : 10 3) . Breytenbach ac knowl.edqes that t he pr isoner begi ns to

regard ' hi s tor mentor . . . a s a frie nd ' but calls t hi s assoc i at ion a

'morbid rel ationship' (312 ) , one whi ch is cha r acte ri ze d by

' jerking o r being j e r ke d according t o t he specificat ion of

preordained roles' - a 'macabre dance' (310).

Elsewhere, Br eyte nbach, l i ke La Guma and Lewin in their

cons ideration o f wa r der s , de s c r ibe s t he relationship between



prisoner and i nte rrogator as 'a cat pl ayi ng wi t h a mouse whi ch i s

entirely in its powe r' (34). He also cal ls his interroga t o r ' t he

cont rol l e r ' , the ' ha nd l e r' , 'the pract itioner', and , i roni cally ,

t he ' compa nion ' and the 'father confessor' (44- 45) , wh ich c lea r l y

i llus t ra t e s the complex associa tion between the t wo . These

l abe l s s uggest, a s wel l , the ways in whi ch the i nte rroga t or

at tempts t o gain contro l:

I [the i nt e r r oga t or] despatch you . I drive you on. I
mani pulate you ..•• Relate your deepe s t f ears t o me, your
be s t hidden desi r es . ... I walk in your t r a c ks . I am
your t rac ks. I know of the eye before t he ke yhole , of
the lens b y the wi ndow , of t he ear i n the telephone or
t he ceiling or the floo r or t he tree, o f the dagger i n
the back, of the e xplosive i n the manus c r i pt .. . . 1 l ove
you so. I need you so . ... You permit me r e l evance, you
give me my outline . You gi ve me status . You make me
accept mysel f . ... I'm your f at her confessor (44- 45) .

This excerpt enlarges on the wa y in whi c h the prisoner i s

psychological ly manipulated, a s the interrogator works t o

est abl iSh and t o maintain power. The ext r a c t a lso shows t he

convers e: the i nt e r r ogat or' s ' nee d' and its f ul f ilment by t he

pri sone r , a point r eiterated by Rosemary J o l l y i n Coloni zat i on,

Violence , and Narration in Wh i te South African Wri t i ng : Andre

Brin k, Br eyten Breytenbach, and a. M. Coe t zee , when she wr i t e s

t hat ' i n v iew of t he i r overwhelming powe r , the i nt e r r oga t o r s a re

dependent upon t he prisoner t o just i fy the ir e xistence . More

s pe c ifically, the y a r e dependent upon t he success of the ir

e ffor ts t o force the prisoner t o conform to their image of who he

i s ' (1 996 : 63) .

Breytenbach is curious a bout t he human i t y of these people

a nd recogni zes t ha t his 'torme ntors' are c apable o f expr e s s i ng
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some c ompa s sion . The fo l l owing passage fr om The True Conf e s si ons

o f an Albino Te r ror i s t corresponds to Breytenbach's views about

Afri kaners, art iculated in 'A View From Out s i de ' (A Season i n

Paradi s e 1994: l 54-l56) :

... despite the fact that [the interrogat ors ) are
conditioned to their work and believe b lindly t hat t hey
are j us t i fi ed in doing their t hi ng , and que s t i oni ng
aut hority or the va lidity of an order has never been
part of t he Cal vl ni s t tradition, they are nevertheles s
very human with the same br i t tleness and the same
doubts that you or I may have (37) .

Breytenbach i s o f the op i ni on , however, that his interroga tors

must s truggle with 'the dichotomy' be tween 'doing what the y ha ve

been c ond i t i one d t o do unquestioningly and the l e f tove r fee l ings

of humane compassion '. The pr i s oner , Br eyt enbach r eal ize s , is

placed in a dangerous situation bec a use his interrogators are il l

equ ipped 'to resolve these contradictions or even to recognise

t hem' and ' tend t o become very v i olent in an unconsc ious eff ort

to b lot out and perhaps to surpass the uneasiness' (37) . Yet ,

Breytenbach comes to see that pr i s oner and interrogator, a l ike,

are 'part o f the same te rrifying situation' (Va n Di s: 1983 : 4) and

ca pab l e of similar t r a ns gr e ssions because both are human:

' v i o l a t o r and v i c t i m {co l l abor a t o r ! v iolin ! }, are linked, f orever

pe r ha ps, by the obsceni ty o f what has been revealed t o you, by

the sad knowl edge of wha t pe op le are c apable o f . lrl e are all

guil ty' (312) . Ultimately, however, Breytenbach c onclude s t ha t

'the interrogator 's power is absolute' (311) .

I shall now di s c us s Breytenbach's i nt e r nme nt at Central

Prison in Pretoria in o rde r to demonstrate the fu l l extent o f the

psychological tra uma that he s uf fered t here . By the t i me he



entered Ce nt r a l Prison, he was at the point o f a ne r vous

breakdown . He felt a s i f he had been buried a l i ve ; eut o f f fr om

t he 'rhythm.s' and ' s e a sons ' o f the out s ide world (l08 ). Ile

conveys the i lftP r ess ion o f e nterinq • ' death-world' filled with

'sound' you ne ve r imagined, s teel on s t eel , f ear a nd rage ; wi t h

t he pervasi ve slIle ll s o f not very clean IIlen ' (l 08). Br eytenbach's

wr itinq , like that o f most pol i t i cal prisone rs, shows his

.wareness not onl y o f the s ounds and the s-.l l s o f pri s on , but

.lso o f hi s cha nge d status t o 'the fucki ng dog, the band i et, the

muqu , the mother 's cun t" (111). Bre yt e nbac h wri t e s o f his

st r uqg l e, t o ~intain hi s identi ty, i n vi ew o f the f a c t t hat the

'pers onality i s brOken down' by t he aut hori t ie s , i n o r de r 'to be

reassembled in the r ight wa y' (112). As a res ul t , 'part s o f you

are des t royed' and wi l l 'never aqain be r evive d ' {1l3); and he

r epor t s that he 'had to diqest a nd t rans fo rm t hat pe r i od of

a liena tion befor e (hel could tur n [his ] back a nd go on t o wha t

(wa s) unfolding ' (301) .

During hi s i mprisonment, Bre yt e nba eh' s vulne rability I nd hi s

mental dist ress were compounded by a s e nse o f f ea r whi c h, a s

dise ussed in Cha pt e r One , WI S used by the Sout h Af r iean

<1l uthor i t i e s as a way t o lIlaintain cont rol. Bre ytenbach adlll i ts

tha t his 'ner ves were shot t o bits' (261) and, when he re ealls a n

incident during whi ch he was Cha s ed from hi s cel l and r oughly

body-sea rched , he a c knowl e dge s that ' t he violent r e a c t i on - the

loss of eont r o l ' - t oo k hi lQ ' by t he thr oat' (261) . Many

po liti eal prison- writers eoneern themselves wi t h thi s ki nd o f

f e . r . Whi le Phe t o s ugge s ts th.t det.inee s ' l i ve and s urvive

on• . • tension' (1985 : 181, Zwelonke says that political pri s oners

'coul d not only feel fear, we seemed t o s ee it , pe gqed out in



space, swing i ng li ke a pendulum' (1989 : 63) . Indeed, Na i doo

claims t ha t prisoners on Robben I s l a nd we r e cons t a nt l y hara s s ed

a nd thr e a t ene d , the goal being t o insti l fe a r i nto t hem . They

were made to run t o the l ime qua r r y wi t h Alsat ian dogs at the i r

heels a nd were v i c i ous ly beaten dur ing cell raids. As a resul t ,

many pri sone rs we r e permanently t e r ri fi ed . Na i doo e laborates:

One of my comr ade s - we c a l led him 'Dip' - once said
t hat the only time his he art was at r est wa s when he
wa s loc ke d up at f ive i n the a f t ernoon , knowing t hat
whil e he wa s i n his cell he wou l d not be t ouc hed . But
a t B p.m . whe n the bell r ang for us to s l e ep - the
l i ght s never went out - his heart started pumpi ng as he
thought about the ne xt day. Woul d he survive i t ?

We all fe lt l i ke that; during the firs t t hr e e years
of our stay on the Island , each day had its quota o f
br ut a l i t i e s and torture and the wa r de r s seemed t o en j oy
seeing us suf fe r, for t o t hem we we re not human
(1 982 : 11 2) •

Apart from over t and viol ent intimidation, political

prisone r s we r e also s ub jected to mor e subt le but equal l y harmfu l,

abuse . At this point, it is necessary t o exami ne an indi r ect but

siniste r fo r m of mental intimidation whi ch , l i ke t he

int e rrogat ion process, had a significant imp act on Breytenbach.

Breytenbach i s of t he opinion that prison psychologists were

responsible for this mistreatment, a point r e i nf orc ed by f ouca ul t

who e xplains that these i ndividua ls no t only possessed 'the trust

of the prisoners' and knew 'the i r characters bet ter' but were

able t o ' i n f l ue nce [the prisoners ' I mental attitudes more

e f fect ive ly' (1 995 : 27 0) . Moreove r , a c co r d i ng to foucault ,

ps ycholog i s t s , li ke doc t ors a nd wa rde r s, functioned as

'subsidiary authorities' (1 995 : 21) , their purpose be i ng t o 's ing

t he praises that t he l aw needs' (1 995 : 11) . Breytenbach is more
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c oncerned that p s ychol ogist s were employed by p r i s on of ficials to

hamper rathe r tha n t o a s s i s t pri s oners. He re fer s t o such

psyc ho l ogist s as 'parasites living off our t wi s t ed s oul s' (166)

and s t r esses tha t he wa s treat ed l i ke a gu i ne a-p i g: lJ

These pe rverted prac t i t ioners of the s purious s c ienc e
of psyc hology do not ha ve as a fi rs t priority to help
the prisoner who may be i n ne e d o f it . The y are the
l ackeys o f the s ystem. The ir t as k, very c l early , is to
be the psychological c ompone nt to t he genera l strategy
o f unbal ancing a nd disorient ating t he political
prisone r (170) .

To reinforce hi s claim, Breytenba ch na r r ate s a n epis ode in whi c h

a pri son psyc hologist, Master Basie, arrived at Br eytenbach 's

cell at t en o'clock one n ight . The purpose of the v i s i t wa s to

give Breyt enbach ' a spi ne- c hi l ling but quite cohe r e nt e xposition

of [Maste r Basie's ) political belief s' (1 69) , an e xperience

Breyt enbach f ound unne rving :

He was curiousl y needing t o j usti fy and de f end his
positi on, al though I hadn 't said a word. It came do wn
t o t he old line o f : we are living i n a dramat i c pe r i od
o f excepti onal i mpor t a nce , having to fac e a nd combat
e xt r a or dina ry c hall enge s ; we c annot a f f or d to be
manacled by c oncepts such a s 'democra cy ' or even
' dece ncy' ; we - meaning them - need to be s t r ong t o go
al l out i n a total answer to t he tota l onsla ught
conce pt ; our fate is fa t a l ; r a t her suicide in the
desert than . • •a narc hy; and Apoca l yp se of course ....At
tha t t ime Ma ster Basi e's conduct was i nexpl i c ab l e to me
(1 69-170) .

The role of pr i son psyc ho l og i s ts is alluded to by other

prisone rs . Niehaus, who spent t h ree weeks i n sol itary

conf inement, wa s requ ired by the attendi ng psychologis t to

complete a series of tests . Niehaus fe lt insulted and refused t o

part icipate i n t he e xercise . The psyc ho l og i st a ccepted Nieha us' s
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stand but c autioned that he might have hi s period in soli tary

confi nement e xtended . Eventually, Niehaus bro ke down:

I wa s not prepa r ed t o thr ow in the towe l , but f o r t he
sa ke of survival I had to compromise. So I sent a
message to t he psychologist that I wa s p repared t o
i nt e r pr et her pictur es - on condit ion t ha t I woul d be
permitted to submit a r e po r t sett ing out my pol i t i ca l
motivation. Her reply wa s that s he had t o consult wi th
the prison a ut hor i t i e s f i r st . Eventually she agreed,
a nd t wo days a f t er I had t aken t he test s , on 23
December 1983, I wa s united with my comrades
(1994 : 121) .

As a result of the psychological games p l a yed by pr ison

a ut ho ritie s and psychologists, Breytenbach concludes t hat t he

' interrogation never cease d and the fi r st tr i al wi t h its

convi ct i on wa s j us t one step in the ongoing pr oces s of di ssecting

and undoing the psyche a nd wa s hi ng the bra in" (161 ). Prisoners

we r e subj ect ed to perpetua l 'testing , prying a nd pr oddi ng ' (1 61 )

beca us e the ' not i on of the a cqui e s ce nt victim i s an i mporta nt

one' (1 61) . Whi l e Breytenbach confi rms that he wa s a ware o f t he

way in whi c h the pr i s on authorities ope r ated, he concedes,

fina l ly , that t he i nte r rogators, wa r de r s and psycholog ists

managed to ' destabili ze ' him. As noted, he be l ieves tha t part s

of hi s pysche wer e destroyed f o r eve r , and t hat he wa s 'altered in

[hi s ) most intimate wa ys ' . The psychological ' damage' , he

deduces, was 'permane nt even though you l earn to l i ve wi t h it,

however wel l c amouf l age d' (113) .

It i s o f inter est to exami ne one furt he r i nc i dent that

compounded Br eyte nbach's mental strain - t he death o f his mother.

He l e a r nt of his mother's demise from a p rison offici a l and, li ke

Fischer and Cronin, wa s not allowed to a ttend the funeral ,
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a lthough his f amily were permi tted t o visit him. Breytenbach

wr i t e s that he wa s unable to come t o t e rms wi t h he r death: ' It

wa s aU a bstract. I n my mind my mothe r had be en dead fo r years.

I woul d never experience her death. I knew that she ha d died but

I woul d never kn ow t hat she wa s dead ' (271) . In response to he r

dea t h , Breytenbach wr o t e a poem entit l ed , ' Whe n my Mot he r wa s ' ,

which highlights his s ense of loss and lone l iness. The firs t t wo

stanzas read as fo llows:

when my mother wa s dying
I had to wade and f lay through the seething current
t o reach he r where t hey had layed her out
on her bedstea d i n t he yard : shimmering ye l low
t he s un stro ked the a rca dian scene
p l aying on the halfc ircle o f face s of o l d
dece a s ed unc le s and f or efa t he r s who sat
suc king peac e f u l l y at p ipe s to b l ow out carols of smoke ,

s trong and healthy she wa s under t he whi t e s heet
he r eyes full of l i ght and rounder without g lasses
her plump arms moving wi t h c l a r i t y
t o bless a nd de liver the l ast messages
(on l y some tired grey hai rs had al ready come l oo s e) :
visions of how e verything wou l d turn out fine a nd that she
was a t rest now wi t h inter alia Ma t t he w and Ma rk l e ft and
r i ght t he two old-times indeed s tood . . . ( 353) .

I t is s i gnif icant t hat to Br e yt e nba ch his mother i s not

dead, but dying, as t he title a nd these stanzas suggest, and he

ha s t o negotiat e a treac her ous path, a 'seething current', i n

or de r t o r e ach he r . Al t hough his life in prison is characterized

by dar kness a nd i sol at i on , his mother, in her last moment s , bas ks

i n the contrastingly ' shimme r i ng yellow' of t he sun's rays; and

she is surprisingly he a l t hy i n mind and body, a s 'eyes ful l of
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light ' and ' plump arms' i mply . He r purpo s e I s t o comfort hi m i n

hi s imminent berea vement and t o rea55ure him that everyt hing wil l

be ' fi ne'; sadly the t wo a r e una ble t o connect :

a nd she a1 50 kept on calling me by . .. name
a nd did not rec ogni ze me . . . (3 5 3) .

wh i le hi5 mother r eaches out to him, calling him ' by ... name' , he

never ge t s close enough f or he r to identify him. The next Lanes

e xpla i n why :

but I ha d to get ba ck before t he a uthori ties
5uspected my e s cape in t he current's
whirling rU5h I began to s in k
a nd f u r t he r down t e eth chat t ering wa 5hed between banks
( fi nally engulfed? )
some whe r e beyond farmlands whe r e mud s pa t t ered
gra in eleva t ors s lash heavenwar ds whe re haystacks
r ot a nd t u r nips a r e swall owed up b y t he earth ,

as they st rai ne d at their leashes I hea rd t he stinking
dogs wi t h throats clogged by c ries of e xcitement
(353).14

Breyt e nbach' s flight o f f a ncy has r eturne d t o t he nightmare. The

cUr rent5 that he f ought agai ns t now eng ul f him and , in compari son

to the conditions depicted in t he first t wo stan zas , the scene i s

suddenly p r ese nt ed as dismal . Breyte nbach's da ydr eam is

shatte r ed by t he ha rsh sounds o f dogs in t he same wa y t hat , in

Letters to Ma r tha, Brutu s 's fa nta s y is destroyed by t he t hud of

boot s . '" The quot e d lines reinforce his a s s e r t i on t hat he woul d

never e xperience his mother's death , not on ly because he could

not attend her bur ia l but a l s o becaus e he wa s not g iven an

opportunity to mourn. Elsewhere he confirm s t h i s pos ition when

he sa ys ' I don't know whe ther s he died happy or unhappy' (272) .
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Perhaps the most dev. st.ting aspect o f Breyte nbach' s pri s on

experience , however, was his exposure t o the ha nging j a i l. He

s pent near ly two year s in the ~ximum security sect i on o f Ce nt r al

Pr i s on . Li ke Lewin and many ot he r political prisoners,

Br eyte nbach was s t r uck, in particul.r, by the s ingi ng of the

condemne d pri s oners : l•

. • . my nights were popul.ted and punctuated by t he
terrible o ut - pour i ng in song o f t he 50-ca l l ed
'condemns ' o r 'ropes' . I wrot e one day a desperate
plea . •• going in my wo rds down on my knees , a,king t o be
r emoved e l s ewhe r e because I coul dn ' t stand t hi s s tench
o f death. But it was pr obabl y as effect ive as pra ying
t o a god (26 ) .

When a prisone r i s t old he is to be hanged, t he singing ga i ns in

i nte nsit y, as t h is excer pt f rom Houroir demonstrat e s :

..• (whe n the cou ntdown starts) , t he y di rec t l y ope n up
in song ..•. The r e is a pul s at i ng u r gency . bout the
singing, a s i f one ca n hear how scorchingly alive their
vo i ces a re . All the ot he r prisoners - in any e vent
onl y await i ng t he i r t urn - help them f r om that insta nt
on•• . . Every f l i gh t o f the p r ospective voyagers ' voices
is supported a nd sustai ned by those o f t he
ot he r s • • .•The s ound o f the vo i ces is l ike that o f
c a t t l e a t t he abattoi r , the l owing o f beast s s me l li ng
t he blood and knowing that nothing can save t hem now
(1984a : 521 .

A section f rom Mour oi r entitled ' The Double Dying o f a n

Or di na r y Cr iainal' describes t he hang i ng pr ocedure a nd those

responsible f o r ca r rying out the .ct . Breyte~ch no te s with

irony the ministe r who 'spends muc h time on his knees' - 'it i s

not good f o r t he pants' - and the executione r who is ' r emune r a t ed

by the head ' (1984a:53 and 541. The prison o f f i c i a l s who attend

t he hanging are r efe r red t o as t he 'gibbets ' , and the condemned
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prisoner as the ' p i l gr i m' , or ' c andi da t e '. Breytenbach observes

that up t o seven people could be hanged simultaneous ly and that

the clothes of the dec ea sed a r e 'brought bac k into c i rcul a t ion i n

t he gaol. After a ll, it's state property' (1 9B4a : 55) . I n orde r

to stress the crue l ty of the p rocedur e, Breytenbach goes to grea t

l e ngt hs t o descr ibe a ha ngi ng :

The nauseating s wee t smell o f death is a l ready a l l ­
pe rvasive. Her e he is handcuffed and a wh i t e hood is
p l a ce d over his head . The fl ap above the e ye s remains
open unt il he has ta ken up his position below the
ga llows. Exceptionally i t may happen t ha t the spine
and nec k brea k completely at t he instant whe n the earth
f alls awa y below his feet a nd that the head becomes
separated from the body, that the head alone rema ins
suspended there . But that just happens in the case of
c andidates who are rotten wi t h syphilis , and t hen
mostly wi t h f ema l e Unwhites (19B4a :S6}.

The 'Not e on South African Prisons ', in The True Con f e s s i ons

of an Al bino Terr or i st , revea l s Br eytenbach's abhorrence of t he

practice of state execut i ons , not only beca use it i s an act of

'barbaric r evenge ' but be cause it is also ' a destruction o f

f r e edom: it is a negation of the dignity of man, any man: it is

a lso an admission of i ts own i ncapacity to improve the soc ial

envi ronme nt' (31 4} . In addition, in Mour o i r he contend s that he

was so appa l led by life in a hangi ng jai l that it wa s a lmo s t

impossible to wr i t e a bout t he e xperience :

You let the days pa s s you by although you ' r e a ware of
t he f ac t that you'l l ha ve t o open the thing sooner or
l a t e r . You a l l ow the days t o go hard i n your t hroat.
For i t i s li ke a contusion around the nec k: fi r s t too
tender t o t he t ouc h , s wollen wi t h blood compressed in
the c apilla ries; later the s welling goes down and the
injur ed r e gion bec ome s bluish purple; s till later a
yellowish b lue a nd the n a lighter yellow whe n i t sta rts



i tching. Aft erwards i t i s f or a while s t i l l a s c ratchy
p l a ce in t he Memor y . And yet the matt e r must be
d i sembowe l led because we a re t he mirr ors a nd mirrors
have t heir own l ives 11984a : 61- 62) .

From hi s wri t i ng it is evident t ha t , desp i t e the signi ficant

iMpaCt imprisonment had on Bre yt e nbach ' s psycho l ogi c a l we l l ­

bei ng , he ~naged t o e ndur e (he s e rved s e ven- and-a-half years i n

pri s on ) and t o wri t e about hi s e xperiences dur i ng a nd after h i s

r e l e a s e . Many p r i s oner s , howe ver , d id not survive t he me nt a l

s t r e s s of i nt e r nme nt . I n A Window on Sowe to, Joyce Sikakane,

cha r ged under the Suppr ession of Commun ism Act, r e lat e s the f a t e

of a co-accuse d, Pa ul os Hashaba . Dur ing ' the fir st t r i a l ' ,

Si ka ka ne not es, Hasha ba beha ved ' l i ke some one who s e mind had gone

wr ong ' a nd duri ng 'the s e cond pe r i od of de t enti on, hi s cond i t ion

must have wor sened be cau s e he wa s sent t o Weskopp i e s Hent a l

Hospital' . Eve nt ua l l y r e l e a s e d an d 'now menta l l y dera nged ' ,

Ma s haba , ' a man o f " l os t memory" i n Sowe to • .. ge t s pi c ked up now

an d aga in by t he pass l a w o f f icers, f or being a " vagabond" or

vagr a nt ' (l 980:70 ) . Simila rl y, Ha s hini n i describes a n e pisode

that highlights t he fat e of a trade unionist , Ri t a Ndzanga , who

a l so lost he r memor y:

Ri ta Ndza nga c ould not find her wa y home . We d rove
r ound and r ound but Ri t a could not f ind whe r e s he
lived. She knew i t wa s i n Senaone, a nd Tom s a id if he
t ook he r t o t he s t a tion neXt t o the r e we could t race
how she usua l ly came f r om wor k . He was a s king her,
' You get o f f froa t his station, and whi c h r out e do you
take out? How do you go? ' But Ri t a s till c ould no t
f i nd her home (1991 : 89) .

At t h i s po int it i s necessa ry t o pause and t o contempla te

t he r e a s ons why Br e ytenbach ~naged t o survi ve h i s s eve n-and - a -
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hal f ye a r s of f requent ps ychologi c a l torture. In the interview

wi t h Van Dis, Breytenbach o f fers t he f o l l owi ng e xplanation :

You c an only s ur vive in s uch a s ituation i f you manage
to a bolish the physical and s piri tua l limitations of
life in a cell. I did my be s t not to cl ing to my
previous i dentity . I t ried t o f or get everything t ha t
had been i dyllic in t he pa s t , to become pa rt of t he new
rhyt hm. The most important wa s •.. t o e l i mina t e the
noti on of wa i t ing. That 's possibl e if you exper i ence
e ach event as int ens e ly a s possibl e, e ven t he s t upidest
pri s on c hores (1983:6).

In The True Confessions of an Albi no Terror i st, Breyt e nbac h also

st resses the i mportance o f exper ienc ing each episode ' a s

intensely as pos s i b le' and no tes , l ike Br utus and Lewi n , t hat the

pri s oner, ultimatel y, f i nds s olace in ' humble thing s ' such as

'the a nts and t he fli e s you always tried li ke a madman to ki l l

from some ha ng - up a bout s a ni ty, t he blot ched tattoo on a bac k

which someone ha s erased by r edesi gning along the same lines wi t h

Steradent, that f l u f f of woo l in t he corner, a cloud , a tin'

(280- 28 1) . In l e a r ning t o appr eciate an ant , a piece of fluff

and a c loud, Breytenba c h 'discover[s) pa radoxic a l l y openings to

the outSide in your self whi ch you have no t been awa r e of be f ore '

(1 1 3- 11 4 ) .17

In prison, Bre yt enbach al s o l e arnt the i mporta nce of self­

di scipline but notes that t he r e are di ff e r e nt kinds o f d i s c i p l i ne

- physical , i ntellectual a nd mor a l : ' Ther e must be

the .. . commi t ment o f trying t o rema i n f it , of liste ning to your

body ' , he Claims . I t is essenti a l, a s we l l , t o strive 'i n all

pos s ible wa ys t o f e ed t he mi nd ' a nd to rec ogn ize, but a voi d , ' t he

c r ude s i mpli f ica tions and d i chotomies the a ut hor i t i es try to ha ve

you confo rm t o ' (255- 256) . Many pol i tical pr ison-wri t e r s comment
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on t he pos i t i ve e f fects of di s c ipl i ne . Mande la , in pa r t i cul a r ,

stre s s es that on Robben Island, the disc ipl i ne o f physical

training wa s impe r ative, fi nding that he ' wor ked be t ter and

thought more clearly whe n . . . in good physi cal c ondition'. 'In

prison ' , s ays Mandela 'having a n outl et for one ' s f rust rations

wa s absolutely e s sent i al ' (199 4 : 42 6).

Mand ela and Br eytenba ch shar e d anothe r experience , a t erm in

Pollsmoor Prison in Cape Town." It is rel evant to expl ore,

briefly , Breyt enbach' s response to Pollsmoor as, af t e r t wo years

in isola tion a t Pr etori a Centr al Prison , he 'was now f or the

first t i me i nse rted in a pr i s on community ' (238) . The experie nc e

a s the onl y pol i t i c a l pri s oner i n a group o f t wo hundred non­

political prisoners signifi cant l y dee pened hi s commitment to the

st r uggle i n South Af r i ca, and t he socia l i nterac tion contributed

t o his survival. Br e yt enbach wr i t e s that Pol lsmoor Prison was

comple t ely d i ffe rent f rom Cent r al Pri son . Hi s new cell wa s much

larger ; he wa s g i ve n wor k i n the Genera l Stores a nd t he phys i c a l

location o f t he prison led him t o c onclude t hat

Polls moor is situate d in one of the most beaut i f u l
a reas o f No Man's Land • . .• I t lie s ne s tl ed in t he
s ha dows of t he s ame moun t ain cha in wh i c h a t one
e xt r emi t y is known a s Table Mountain . • .. Wind there is
e nough of - the s o-cal led ' Cape Doctor' .'9 It became a
constant c ompani on during certain months o f t he
yea r .. . . But that whi c h pa r t i c ul a r l y marked me and made
me, was t he mountain: my companion , my guide, my
refe rence point, my deity . . . and fi na l l y - li ke a
preh i s t oric receptac l e - t he mould of my mi nd , my e ye ,
my ver y self (237).

Breytenbach's l i vi ng c ondi t ions improved a t poll s moor and ,

yet , being able to see Table Mountain from hi s wi ndow d id not

blind him to t he fa c t t hat ' PoLl smoor had (has) Isic] a norma l
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pr i s on popul a tion of 4000-4500 people o f whi c h mabye [sic ] 200 a t

any give n t i me would be Whi te' (238) . Clear l y, Bre ytenbac h c ame

into cont act wi t h pr i s one r s o f different races, whi c h allowed him

to unders t a nd wha t it was li ke to be a non-political prisoner i n

South Af rica. I n the int e r vie w with Van Dis , he comments on t he

ove rcrowding in South Afri can jails a nd t heir degrading

conditions . It i s his opini on that the ma jor i ty of the c rimi na ls

are 'di rect victims of the damage that Apartheid has done by

r i pping families asunder' (1983 : 268}. Pol itical prisone rs ' have

i t r e la t ive ly better', he asserts, because they are 'an e l i t e ' .

He t el l s Van Di s t hat i nt e r a c t i on wi t h non-poli tical prisoners

he l ped hi m to c l a r i f y his politica l views, as 'you can't ha ve

pol i tical pretensions wi t hout consul t i ng the peop l e in whos e name

you want t o change t hi ngs ' (1983 : 5) . He makes an i nt ere s ting

observat ion i n noting that politicians a re often cut off f r om an

entire ' l ayer' of the population, whi c h perhaps explains why

be ca us e of involvement wi t h the people, po litica l p r isone r s li ke

Mande la , i n South Af ri ca, and Havel, i n t he C ~ech Repub l i c,

became na t i ona l leaders.

Wha t did Breytenbach l e a r n from prison? Seven-and- a-half

ye a r s at Central Prison and Pollsmoor Prison taught h im to be 'a

pr isoner' and no mor e than t ha t , he claims . 'To pretend that it

is possible to r eha bi l ita t e somebody whi l e he i s lOCked up i s

absolute c rap ' , he asserts. Because a lmost ' a ll t he gaolbirds

you 'l l ever meet are e conomi c a l l y weak and marginali~ed i n

society', their imprisonment 'can only accentuate the r i f t s

between them and the wor l d ' (1987:16-17 ) . 20 Breytenbach c onfi rms

roucault 's view t ha t 'prisons do not d i minish the c r i me rate'

be cause 'prison cannot fail to produce de linquents' (1 995: 265-
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266 ). What is of pa rticular significance f or this s tudy i s

Breytenbach's declaration t hat p risons ser ve only t o ma ke

prisoners - part icularly polit ical prisoners - mor e s teadfast :

•.. r epression doe s not e ve n work. It only makes your
opponents more determine d , cleverer ; and it creates
more grounds for uprising . Re pression of your
opponents, so it seems to me , is in f act more wi t h the
intention of mobi l i z ing you r own supporters. Trying to
scare them wi t h a big dar kness. And eve n t hat can have
only a tempor a r y e ffe c t - ultimatel y i t wil l brutalize
and depolitici ze your own people ut terly . You a l low
your own power base to c r umbl e irrevocabl y (1 987 ; 12 8) .

Some of these sentiments, e xp r esse d in End Papers , a re echoed i n

The True Con fessions of an Albino Ter rorist, when Breytenbach

states that i t i s i mpos s i b le to 'educate or r ehabi litate a person

by punishing hi m' . Al l that is ac hieved, Breytenbach argues, i s

that 'you strengthe n t he r ea s ons that brought him to t he

predicame nt he is i n' (3 l 4) and, as Foucault notes i n Di scipl i ne

a nd Punish, ' t he fee ling of i njustice t hat a prisoner has is one

o f t he causes that ma y make his c ha r acter untamable' (1 995 ; 266) .

Indee d , many poli t i cal p r isoners confirm t hes e s tatements. Zuma ,

on Robben Island for s abotage , speaks about t he collective

determinat ion to cont inue the f ight aga i ns t apart he i d ; ' our

resolve wa s stre ngthened t o f i ght ha r de r f or t he r emoval of t hi s

unj us t system' (Schadeberg 1994:57 ).

To illust rate Breytenbach 's conviction that i mprisonment

could not destroy a po l it i ca l p risoner's wi l l to survive and the

commi t ment t o t he s truggl e for c hange , I quot e from a letter he

wrote to Wi nnie Mand ela . In the letter , whi c h is included in End

Pape r s , Breytenbach calls Ne l s on Ma ndela ' s life one 'that could

now be neithe r broken no r humil iat ed ' (1987 ; 214 ) and claims that
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' hi s e xample throbs in millions of memori es, his voice is

amplified by a multi t ud e of tongue s'. Mandel a ' s l e ade r s hip .

Breyte nbach continues ,

... l i ke t ha t o f Bi ko and al l the ot he r s tortured t o
dea t h , l i ke that o f Albertina Sisulu langui shi ng i n
detent i on , l ike t hat o f Tambo and all t he others dead
o r al i ve i n exi le, l i ke yours a nd t ha t o f other people
l i ke you hounded b y the authoritie s, r estricted a nd
banned - pat riots all - serve[s] to enhance t he digni t y
of manki nd (1981 : 2l5 ) .

At one point in The True Con fessions of an Al b i no Te r r or i s t ,

Breytenbach ma i nta i n s that he di d not s ur vive (280 ); yet in the

final a nalys is he con f e s s e s t hat ' as a matter o f p r incipl e' he

does not regret ' having been through any e xperience' . He

exp lai ns tha t what one endures

•.. become s a new corridor outlining t he innards of the
l abyrinth ; i t i s a cont inuat ion of t he l ooki ng for t he
minot aur, that da r k c ent r e whi ch is t he I (eye ) , that
miste r I: whi ch is a myt h o f course . The t hing is t o
ki l l t he de vo urer of vi rgins and not to f or ge t to ta ke
down the b lack s ail s of t he s oul whe n r oundi ng t he cape
o f home port (1 3) .

Li ke Ni e ha us, he wa s proud t o have been a political prisoner and

a ' statutory, c onvicted terrori s t'. He f e l t , 'aft er . . . lying i n

prison li ke a pul s e bea t i n the heart of No Man ' s Land , that

[hi s] umbi lic a l cord wa s c ut ' (1 988 :1 30 ) a nd of fers the following

e xpl anation o f h is release after serving seven-and-a-ha l f years

of hi s nine-ye a r p r ison t e r m:

The a ct ual dec i s i on to let me go mus t have been the
r esult of a n a ccumulat i on of appr oac he s made t o t he
a ut horities and of car e ful opinions expr e ssed eithe r
publicly o r i n p r ivate by i nflue ntial groups or
i ndividual s. The French government, by wa y o f mons ieur
[sic] Pl ai s a nt , the ir e nvoy to Pretoria, continued



asking t he i r South Afric a n homol ogues to re lease me;
PEN I nt erna tiona l as also PEN groups in var i ous
European countries and America as ked for the same
thing ; wri ters both abroad and in South Af r i ca would
at various occ a s i ons signa l their concern (284 ).

Af ter his release f r om prison, Breytenbach ret urned to Paris

to r es ume his writ ing, pa i nti ng an d po liti ca l a c t ivit ies . While

removed fr om Sou t h Af rica , he did not , however, lose s ight o f t he

re asons for hi s imprisonment. He remained c onvinced of the need,

through his po litical act ions and his wr i t i ng , t o continue t he

fight f o r freedom i n South Africa, as there are ' c e r t a i n

transgressions that can never be condoned' (309) . In The True

Con f e s s i ons of an Albino Terror ist , he describes t he apar t he id

s ystem in South Africa as 'against the grain o f everythi ng t hat

is be aut i f ul and hope f ul and digni f ied i n human history ', as 'a

den ia l o f [t he ) humanity', of a l l its people, oppresso rs a nd

oppr e s s ed . 'Profoundly un just' and ' tota ll y corrupted an d

corrupting . . • i t is a system wi th which nobody ought to be al lowed

to live ' (59) . Yet, in the same work, Breytenbac h mainta ined

that South Africa would inevi tably experience socia l, e conomi c

and polit i cal cha nge :

I remain as convinced as ever that ma jority rul e wi l l
eventually come about and t hat South Africa has the
potential - human first of a l l - o f becoming a great
country in accordance with its natural beauty and its
richness in history and strategi c resources (326) .

The True Confessions of an Albino Terror i st i s a book t hat

Jacobs regards as 'the most remarkable prison memoir t o have come

out of South Africa' (1986 : 98) . Indeed, this work, together with

Mour oir, not only provides an insight into the relationship

between pr isoner and j a i l er and the endless struggle between them
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for control but a l s o poigna ntly de pi c t s other aspects of

Breytenbach's li f e in Cent ral and Po l l smoor Prisons. 21 Both of

these wr i t i ng s detail t he psychol ogi cal tortur e to which

Bre ytenbach and othe r po l i t i ca l p r i s oners were subj ected and

descr i be t he s i gni ficant e f f ect t he inhumane pract i ce of hanging

had on Breyte nbach. Fi na ll y, these works and Breytenbach's

numerous es s a ys and volume s o f poet r y rea f fi r m his be l ief i n the

soc i al and po l i t i ca l responsibility of t he writer to empowe r the

oppres s ed by i mparting knowledge and a rou s ing conscie nc e on t he ir

behalf . Notw i t hs tandi ng the t rauma of hi s p ri s on exper i e nc e and

a i ded , i ronically, by t he special privilege granted t o him t o

write in pr ison , he himsel f wa s str e ng t hened and empowered in

some measure by h i s determinat ion to continue act ing a s a voic e

of conscience. He remained committed t o the e s t a bl i Shme nt of a

fai r and just s ociety in Sou th Af r ica .

Notes

1. All r e fe rences t o The Tr ue Conf e s sions of an Albino

Te r r or i s t wi ll be from the 1984 edi t i on. Henceforth only page

numbe rs will be g iven.

2 . J an Breytenbach wa s the fo under of the 32nd Ba tta l i on , a

secret rec onnais sance unit of the Sout h Af rican De fenc e Force.

3. Br eyte nbach bel ieves that pa int ing and wri ting are connected

in numerous wa ys , and expla ins t hat 'the re a r e things li ke

rhythms , t here a re things l ike patte rns , ther e are things li ke

associ at i on s .. • whi c h are a s t r ue f or poetry a s they a re for

pai nting ' . He conside r s hi s ' wri t i ng to be a continuation of
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[h i s ] painting , [his ) painting t o be a cont inuation o t (hi s)

wr it i ng ' (Goddard and Wessels eds 1992: 58 ).

4. The Prohib i t ion o t Mixed Ma r r i age s Act , 1 949 , a nd the

Immorality Amendment Ac t, 1950 , p rohibi ted s exua l int ercourse

between whi t e s and non- white s .

5 . A Sarace n is an a r mour ed car.

6. In In Af r i c a Even the Flies a r e Happy, Den i s Hi rson pr ovide s

t he English translation o f the t i tle (Br eyt e nbach 1978: v i ) . It

should be noted as wel l that Skryt was awarded t he Dutch Van der

Hoogt pri ze i n t he year o f its publ i cat i on .

7 . I n the True Con f e s sions of an Albino Terrorist , Bre yt enba ch

r eflects on his atti t ude t o the r e t ur n to Sout h Af ri ca. His

opinion , here, i s somewhat different f r om t ha t e xpressed in the

i n t e r v i ew wi th Godda r d a nd We s se l s :

How much o f it was an a t tempt t o f o r c e a brea k in the
contradictions i n whi c h I wa s caught up : the d reamer
ens nared by pol i tical work - a nd ne glecting his art ­
a nd s uffer ing f r om it; the exi le who had ne ver
a cce pt e d t he f i nalit y o f his e xi le, whos e r oo t s we r e
s t i ll in South Africa; t he man, be coming a European ,
wr iting in an Afric a n lang uage, with t he worl d evoked
by it , whi c h no-one around him understood ? How much of
it wa s s ui c ida l ? Or repentant home -coming? (7 9) .

8 . The Terrorism Act, no. 83 of 1967, defined terr ori s m i n

broad t e rms a s an act ion li kely to j e opa r dize t he p r e se rvation of

l aw a nd orde r.

9. Breytenbach r e i tera tes this a s s e r t i on i n t he i nterview wi t h

Van Dis : 'If I ha dn ' t be en able t o wr i t e in pri s on, I wou l d ha ve

gone i nsane . I t wa s the only way in whi ch I cou ld a s s i mila te my

expe rience s ' (1 983:51.
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10 . P. P. Van der Herve r egards this vo l ume o f poems as

' remar ka ble for i t s t ota l l ack o f senti~ntal ity o r self -pit y' ,

de spite Breytenbach's s ituation .t t he t ime o f wr i t i ng ( 1 9 8 1 : 6 ~1 _

11 . I n The J a i l Di a r y o f Albie Sachs , Sachs r e ca lls his

int e r roq. t o r ' s words : ' I don't understa nd you . All t he other s

a re t. l kinq , and ye t you keep quiet . We ' ve gOt plent y of

state~nts fr om ot he rs , we c a n show them t o you if you l i ke'

(1 990 : 11 9 1 .

12. Oli ve r Tambo wa s t he pre s ident-general o f the ANC from 1911­

1991 and J ohnny Hakath i n i was a p r omi nent, exi l e d leade r o f the

ANC.

13. Di nga ke als o suggests that pr isoners on Robben I s land were

t r e . t ed like guinea pigs and t hat the pri son ' was a labora t ory of

a maj or pol it ical expe r i me nt ' (1981 : 203 1 .

14 . Bre ytenbach as s e r t s that the s ound o f barki ng dogs wil l

alwa ys remind h im o f Pollsmoor Pri s on : ' t he Ca pe wi l l a lwa ys be

ma rke d f or me by t he i nsiste nt growling and yapping a nd bar king

of dog s a t n i ght . Whe never the si r e n s ounde d t he doqs woul d take

up t he echo in a chorus o f howling ' C238 1 _

1~ . See poem 18 i n Let t e rs t o Hart ha : ' But through my de light I

t hudde d t he anxious boots ' (1 9"1h :19) .

16 , Two poems i n The True Conf e s sions o f a n Albino Terrori s t

highl i ght the s ing ing o f t he conde~ed pri s oners : ' I n t he Hi ddl e

of the Ni qht' (351 ) a nd ' Your l e t t e r i s Delightful .. • • C34"11.

1"1 . Whi l e Breytenbach i mpl i e' t he exi s tenc e o f a sel f , Cronin' s

e xper i ence was c ompl e t e l y d iUerent. I n an inter view wi th Gr ay,

Cr onin e xplor es the idea that ' one of the myths o f go i nq

i nside • .• i s that s omehow you are qoi ng t o dis cov er some a uthenti c



se l f .. . .My own discove ry o f being i ns i de prison . . . wa s .. . just the

oppos ite : there wa s no inner sel f' (Gr a y 1984 : 35) .

18 . Mandela was transferred t o Pollsmoor Prison wh ile

Breytenbach wa s serving his term there. Wo r ki ng in t he Ge neral

Stor e s , Breytenbach wa s 'involved in equ ipp ing Ma nde la and his

comra de s wi t h c lot he s a nd f u rniture' . This Br eytenbach d i d 'wi t h

t r eme ndous g lee': 'The boere so obvious ly hated hav i ng to fi nd

proper cl ot he s and yet they had no choice because everybody wa s

s cared o f the r e per c us s i ons i f Ma nde l a compl a ined t o the Red

Cr os s ' (275) .

19. Whi le in prison, the wi nd had a n e ffe ct on La Guma as well

and, as noted, the wi nd f eatures throughout The Stone Count r y .

20 . Nkrumah makes a similar po i nt :

. .. 1 wonde r e d whet her prison punishments real ly d i d
achieve their pu rpose in r e f orming the criminal and
whe t he r capital pun i s hme nt wa s a solut ion to murder
c ases . •.• No man is bor n a criminal; socie ty ma kes him
s o, and the only wa y t o change thing s i s t o change the
social conditions (1989 : 131- 132) .

21 . It is interesting to note that Breytenbach acknowledges both

p r i soner and jai ler in the dedication o f The True Con f e ssions of

an Albino Terrorist:

1 wa nt t o dedica t e this boo k not to Mr .
Investigator , but to t he mul t i t ude of deta inees and
tortur ed ones and p risoners in the land of my birth;
a nd no t only to the ' polit i ca ls' but a lso t o the
'common c r i mi na l s ' ; and wi t h a ki nd thought to some o f
t he poor bastards who lead t he i r t wisted lives defi l ing
mankind by extort i ng and oppressing and p un i s h i ng and
r ul ing in the na me of 'security' . Because we a re all
brothe r s (309) .
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CONCLUSION

During the course of t hi s s tudy I h~ve demonst r~ted th~t La

Guma, Brutus, Lewin and Breytenbach were not destroyed by the i r

pri s on experiences. The y remained committed t o t he struggle

aga inst ~partheid and convinced that freedom and change would

come ~bout. I n order, inter alia , to understand their s i t ua tion

in r e lat ion to t he Foucaultian concepts of knowl e dge and power, I

int e nd , in t hi s conclus ion, to e xamine why t he system o f

ap~rthe id f a ile d and t he r e a s ons why pol i t i c a l imprisonment did

not succeed i n suppress ing the i r opposition to the Sou th Afr ican

government. I t i s appropriate at t hi s poi nt to underta ke a

cons i de r~t ion of the events t hat led up t o Ma nde l a ' s discharge

from prison in 1990, since the release o f one of t he world' s most

i mport ant pol itica l pr isoners signalled the end of an era in

South African history , a pe r i od characterized by t he us e of

a uthoritarian powe r t o mai ntain the political, economic, s oc ia l

and c ul t ur al pr i vi l e ge s of a minority at the e xpense o f a

major ity.

By the time La Guma a nd Brutus le ft South Africa i n 1966,

conditions in the country we r e extreme . After t he massacre at

Sharpevil le in 1960, t he ANC, t he PAC and the SACP were

o f f i cia lly banned a nd , as mentioned , by 1964 Ma nde l a . Sisul u and

Govan Mbe ki we r e among those who we r e sentenced t o l i f e ­

imprisonment . The ye~rs f ol l owi ng Lewi n' s r elease in 1971 we r e

moment ous. In 1975, Mo zambi que and Angola we re granted

independence f r om Portug~ l, a concess ion tha t had considerable
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i~act on t he South Af r i ca n population ,l a s Al lister Sparks

explains i n The Mind of South Afri ca:

By precipit a t i ng t he sudden dissolution of the
Portuguese empire and the independence of Mo:ambique
and Angola , it gave bla c k South Af ricans a huge
adrenal i n shot, changed t he ge o- po l i t i c a l map o f the
s ubcont i ne nt , t r a nsformed Pretoria 's strategic
t hi n ki ng , a nd l e d t o a reformu l a t ion of apa r t he i d
policy. It mar ked, i n fact , a simultaneous t urning
point , at whi c h the Afrikane r re volut i on c rested and
entered a phas e o f cr i siS a nd decline , and a t whi c h the
bl ack revolut i on began its r i s e (1991 : 3001 .

Sout h African troops invaded Angola in 1975, hoping to

destabili ze the fragile i ndependence o f that count ry , an act o f

aggression that proved t o be e xt reme l y costly t o t he South

Afr i can government. ' By June 1976 , the ' blac k revo l ut i on ' t o

which Spa r ks a lludes was gain ing ground . School child ren in

Soweto , prote st i ng the use of Afr ikaans as a medium o f

i nstruction, were f ired on b y t he po l i ce during a mar ch to the

Or l a ndO Socce r St a dium . Riots ensued and, within days ,

demonst rations and violence had s pread across t he count ry .

Hundreds o f people wer e kil l e d , i mpr i s oned o r had fled into

exi le. The up r ising l asted for over a yea r before it was finall y

quelled . By the e nd o f 1977, Bi ko , t o whom I ref e rre d in

Chapt e r s One a nd Two, wa s dead and numerous anti-aparthe i d

or gan i za t i ons vere ba nned .

External a nd inte rnal c rises fo rced t he South Afri c a n

government onto t he de fenSi ve . The i nde pendence of Zi mbabve in

1980 , the build-up of Cuban t roops in Angola and cont inued bl a c k

discontent i n South Afri c a r e s ulted i n massive ~li ta ri zati on.

Leona rd explains i n South Afri c a a t War that thi s va s part l y
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' a ime d at s upplement ing t he country' s domest i c pol ice r esources ,

whi c h were unde r strain from the student protests and gue r i l la

atta c ks ' . The mobi l ization , howeve r , wa s ' f or t he most

part . . . di rected a t e xternal t a r ge t s (1983 : 11 ) . By the time

Breyte nbach was released in 1982, the South Afri can gove rnme nt

was f acing numerous probl ems t ha t oppress ive meas ures could not

s ucce s sfull y s olve. The introduc tion of a tricamera l par l iame nt

in whi ch colour ed s and Indians woul d 'share' power proved to be

unpopul a r and in 1983 more t han f ive- hundred organizat i ons formed

t he Uni t ed Democr atic Front (UDfl , whi c h campa igned aga inst t he

new constitution. A power f ul al ly o f t he banned ANC, t he UOf

or gani ze d rallies , trade boycott s a nd s tri kes. By 1964, howe ve r ,

peaceful demonstrations again erupt ed into violence.

The government responded by declaring t wo s tates of

eme r ge nc y and the black townships we re p laced unde r mi litar y

cont rol . Spar ks asser ts that this uprising pr oduced

. .. the most severe repercuss ions in South Af r ica's
history, plunging t he country into a fi nancia l cri s i s
deeper and l onge r than after either Sharpevi l le or
Soweto. Sanct i ons a nd disinvestment c ampai gns . . . put
i t s economy under permanent pressure, a nd the cur r e ncy
crisis expos ed a weakne s s t ha t (wou l d ) surely be
attac ked aga i n (1991 : 361) .

The economic crisis, the escalating cost of the war i n Angola and

the So uth African gover nme nt' s inabi l i ty effective ly to c r ush

opposit i on to the system of apartheid l e d to t he unba nni ng of the

ANC, the PAC and the SACP, and t o the r e lease o f Mandela in

1990 . l In t he perpetual struggle fo r control, both the ANC and

t he South Af rican government real ized t hat a negot iated

set t lement wa s essentia l, as Mandela i mp l i e s i n the fo llowing
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words :

We had been fighting a ga i ns t whi t e minority rule f or
three- qua r ters of a century . We had been engaged in
t he armed s truggle f or more than t wo de cade s. Many
people on both sides had already died . The enemy W<lS
strong and resolute . Yet even with <Ill t hei r bombe r s
and tanks , they must have sensed they we r e on the wrong
side of history . We had right on our side , but not yet
might . It W<l S cle <lr to me t ha t a military victory wa s
a distant i f not impos sible dr e am. It simply did not
m<l ke s ens e f or both s ides t o lose thousands if not
millions of lives in a c onflict t hat was unnecessary
(199 4 : 457) .

In t he s ame wa y t hat the South Afr i can governme nt had failed

to s uppres s dome s ti c <lnd int ern<l tion<ll r esis tance, so , as I have

demonstrate d in my examinations o f La Guma , Brut us. Lewin and

Breytenbach, we r e they unable to destroy t he resolve of those

they had impri s one d f or polit ical c r i mes . Pol i t i c a l prisoners ,

li ke the vast ma j o r i t y o f the Sout h African popul a t i on, we r e not

destroyed but f or the mos t part str engthe ne d b y t hei r plight. To

discuss this observation, i t wil l be bene fi c i a l to digress

briefly a nd to e xami ne the writ i ng of Fzarrt z reocn , a

psychiat r ist assigned to a hospi t al i n Alger i <l during t he f'rench­

Algerian wa r of 1954- 1962 . In his wo rk , rencn , li ke Memmi,

analyzes the psychologi cal i mplications of colonia li sm. <IS we l l

<IS the process of decoloni zat ion . Hi s findings may be appl ied t o

t he mental t raum<l I ha ve s hown to be e xperie nced by politica l

p ri soners under t he system of apar t he i d. Fa non' s conclusions may

also be used to e xpla i n why these pri s oners remained committed to

t he s trugg l e f or c hange .

While Fanon i s wel l known f or his be l i ef i n t he use of

viol ence to ove rthrow t he oppr e sso r , ' it is to his more gener a l
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observations o n the way in whi c h coloni ali s~ f u nc t i ons that I

intend t o drew e ce e n t t cn . In The Wre t ched of the Eilrt~. , he

e s ee r c e t ha t ' t he se t t le r pai n t s the nat i ve ' not only a s en

inferior - as highlighted in my ear l ie r e xposition of the

Afri kane rs ' e r e i tuee to blac k peopl e - but ' a s a s o r t o f

quant.e s eence o f evi r ' (1968:41 ) , a desc ript ion wh i c h ir, a pe r t he a d

South Africa belonged , more e speciall y , t o the Af r i ka ne r ' s

port rayal of the s ubve rs i ve native . The set t ler, f a non wr i t e s

and h i s comment a ppli e s a ls o t o t he Af ri kaner - alwa ys reg a r d s

the nat i ve a s ' g u i l t y ' . Th is study ha s a lso demonst rat e d the

truth of Fa non's fu rthe r claim t ha t 'the nat ive ad~its no

accus a tion ' and o f the assert ion that 'he is ove r po we r ed but no t

tamed ; he is t r e a t e d as an i n f e r i o r but he i s n o t convinced of

his i n f e r i or i t y'. s In addi t i on, 't he symbo ls o f s ocia l order '

that fa non re fe rs to, i ncl Ud i ng 'the police , the bugle calls in

the barrac ks, mi litary parades a nd the wa v i n g f lags' are, as I

have e s tabli s hed , ' a t o ne and the same time i nhib itor y and

stimulating : fo , t hey d o "0' convey ", message " Do n ' L dare '0
budge ~ ; r a t her , they ' " M "GeL ready '0 a t t a c k-" (1968 :53 ) .

Fanon mainta ins t ha t ". desire f o, c ha n ge and fr e e dom f rom

op p r e ss i o n 'exis ts i n i t s c rude staLe, impetuous and compelling ,

in t he consc i ousness a nd i n the l i ves o f the men and women who

are colon i ze d ' (1 9 68 :35 - 3 6) ; and, i n A Dyin g Colonialism, he

sug ge s t s t ha t , when 'the col o n i zed man braces himself to r e ject

opp r es s ion , a r a d i c a l t r a ns fo r ma t ion t ake s pla c e wi t h i n h im wh i c h

ma ke s any a ttempt t o mainta i n the coloni a l sys t em i mpossibl e a nd

shoc king ' (1 967 :17 9) . Thus, as Memmi concludes i n The Colonizer

and t he Col onized, 're ga r d l e s s o f how s o on o r how vio le nt l y t he

coloni ze d re jec ts his si t uat i o n, he wil l one day be gin to
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ove r t h r ow his unlivable e xistence with the whol e force o~ h is

opp r e s s ed per sonality ' (19 91 :120 l . r enee adds that

decoloni zat ion 'never t akes place unnoticed , for it inf l uences

i nd i vi dua l s and modifies t hem fundame nta ll y' (1968 : 36 ) .

How do t he perceptions of fa non a nd , more spe c i f i c a l l y,

Fouca u l t relate to the po li t i ca l prisoners on whom 1 have focused

in thi s s t udy ? Fanon ' s depict ion o f t he colonial wor l d and

Foucault's port ra ya l of the c arce r al s oc iet y applies to South

Africa , whe re, as stressed , the po l i ce and the army were emp loyed

to suppress a nd ' de l i mi t ' t he ma j o r i t y of the popu la t i on. The

same goals were pursue d wi thin the pr ison system and v i gor ous l y

a pp l i e d to those peop l e i mprisoned for opposition t o officia l

po licy . As emphas ized i n Chap t e r One , t he Sou t h Af r i can

governme nt c reat ed a nd enforced legi s la t i on in an effort to

maint a in powe r and to s uppress a lmost a l l opposition to the

system of apa rtheid. Moreover, their actions were a l s o d irected

to the creation of a cl i mate o f f e a r . Foucault ecmment s on this

strategy : ' Wha t ma kes t he presenc e and cont rol of the po lice

tole r ab l e f or the population, if not fea r of the criminal? This

i ns t i t ut i on of t he po lice . .. i s only j us tifi ed by t ha t fear '

(Gor don ed. 1980 : 47) . Collabo r a t ion , s ecr ecy and denial also

a llowed the government to impr ison numerous i ndi v i dua ls, whom , as

seen , t he y l a belled a s evil and subve r s ive . The chapters on

Lewi n and Bre ytenbach s how that pol i t i cal pr isone r s never

accepte d this depi ct ion, nor t he ir gui l t , because a s J en kin

explains :

.. . f or i mp r i sonment to se rve as a puni s hment it has to
be perceived a s s uch by the prisoner. The p risone r
must show some r emo r s e, f e e l gui lty and at the bott om
of it r e cogni s e t hat wha t he or s he ha s been commit t ed
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to prison f o r is c ons i de r ed by s oc ie t y to be 'wr ong ' , a
c r i me , ant i -social and deserving o f punishment
(1 987 :117) .

In confirmat ion o f fa non's sta t ement, too , that the na tive

was 'not convinc ed o f his i n f e r i ori t y' , i nd i ge nous po l i t i ca l

prisoners, who were excluded and discr iminated against because of

t hei r co lour and nat ure o f their anti -government ac t i ons , re f used

to accept t he i r low s tatus , whi c h is a nother r e a s on why t he se

pri s one rs , i n part i c ular, remained steadfast. I i ntend, here, to

a na lyze the c oncepts of ' otherness' and ' inferi orit y' in f urther

de t a il a s t he i r relation to pe r s ona l power i s addressed by La

Guma, Brutus, Le win a nd Breytenbach. I n La Guma's The Stone

Country, Adams objects t o the wa y in whi c h r ules a r e enfo rced in

pr i s on and to the wa y in whi ch p risone rs are treated in ge ne r a l .

He remains conv i nce d of his wor t h as a human be ing and determi ned

t o mainta in his self-esteem. Lewin, on the ot he r hand, l earned

increa s ed se lf- respect from his i nte r actions with Fische r and

Goldberg who, despite their sentences , we r e dignif ied a nd

c ompos ed. Wh i le Br eytenbach descri bes pr ison as ' a wo r l d of

humil i a t i on ' (l 984b : 31SJ , he neverthel ess managed, despi te his

f ragi le mental s tate, to maintai n a view of h is i nt e grity a s a

person and as a wr i ter , and Brutus, who refused to t e ac h his

s tudents t o accept their subordinate sta tus, ma inta ined t hat

pol i tical pr isoners must counteract infe riority by assert ing

t he i r dignity. I n a poem f r om Sti ll the Sirens, Brut us wr i tes:

The ~Abyss" i s their wor d for time,
t ime in prison - any kind of prison
they can see t i me as a devouring maw,
a vortex that suc ks away t he i r l i ve s ;
but i n t hat vis ion the y a s s e r t themse lves
s eeing the abyss a nd themselves as separate :
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so they t a ke on , onc e more, human d ign ity (1993 : 2 9) .

Many political pr i s one r-wr i t e r s e xpress similar sent iment s .

Mash inini s ays tha t i t ' was vita l t ha t we should be rec ogn ised

f or who we we r e , and that we should fight for our i den t ity and

respect as human be ings' (1991 : 40) and Mande l a affirms that by

retaining hi s self -esteem he wa s assured of victory:

Prison and t he authori ties c ons pi r e t o r ob each man
of his dignity. I n and o f itself , that assured that I
wou l d survive, f or any man or i ns t i t ution t hat t r i e s to
rob me of my dignity wi l l lose bec a us e 1 wi l l no t part
wi t h it at any price or under any pressure (1 994 : 341) .

It is noteworthy that e ve n He ndri k Coetsee, Mini s t e r of J us t ice ,

Pol ice and Prisons , wa s struc k by Mandela 's demeanour . 6 Coet s ee

first met Mande l a in 1985 . The meeting took place i n a hos p i tal

wa r d , where Ma nde l a , unde r heavy security, wa s undergoing

surgery. Coetsee

. . . wa s f a s cina t e d at wha t kind of man [Ma nde l a ) mus t be
to have a ttracted al l this i nt e r na t i onal a tte nt i on and
have al l t he s e honora ry degrees and a wards g iven t o
him. Whe n 1 met him I immediately understood why . He
came across as a man o f Old Wor l d values. I have
studied Latin a nd Roman culture, and I r emember
thinking that this i s a man to whom I could app l y it,
an old Roman citizen wi t h digni tas, gravitas, zcnes ee s ,
simplici tas (Sparks 1995:2 4 ).

Wa rde r s on Robbe n Island, cont rary to expe ctat i on , we r e simi la r l y

i mpr e s s e d by the wa y in whi ch pol i tica l prisoners general ly

behaved. Wh i l e Brutus does not me nt ion this in Le t t e rs to

Martha, one of t he wa rde r s , Mike Green , confi r ms t hat these

prisoners 'were ve r y disciplined and when you requested that they

go to t he c e l l s to be loc ked up you didn't have to reque s t a

second time. The y' d move into t heir cel ls and c l os e t he doors
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for you, you j uSt h.d t o turn the key' (Scha de ber g 1994 :61 1 .

Here, the rel.tionshi p bet ween di s c i p l i ne and personal powe r , a s

oppos ed t o the connection bet wee n discipline a nd o f ficial power

obs e r ve d by Foucau l t , i s evident .

It wil l have been gathe red fr om my di scussion here t ha t ,

cont rar y to the s i tua tion described by Foucault, po l iti ca l

pr isone r s wer e a wa re o f t he importa nc e o f ma i ntaining t he ir

di gnit y and that p r ison d id not trans fo rm them i nto de l inquent s.

Fur thermor e , i mprisonme nt did not signal a read i ne s s t o obey the

i ns t r uc t i on commented on by Fa non , namely 'Don' t da r e t o budge ' ,

but r e a ff irmed the c ry ' Get r e ady t o a t tac k' _ Here it is

necessa r y to conside r t wO po i nts , First, the way in whi ch pr ison

prepa red pol i tical pri s oners 'to a t tack' and, second, t he way i n

whi ch they were able ' t o at t a c k' t he South Afr i c a n government .

For many o f t he Se prisoners, education played an important r ol e

i n prepa ring the~ f o r the f utu re and, a s i ndicated i n Chapt e r

One , t he pri s oners' goal on Robben I s l a nd, i n pa rtieu l. r , was t o

equi p t hemse l ve s with t he knowl e dge, the s ki l ls and , thUS, the

powe r to l e ad ot hers into a new South Afr i ca . I roni ca lly,

Foucaul t notes tha t one o f the ba s i c pr inc iples o f the pr ison is

t hat 'the trea tment meted out t o the pr i soner .•. must be directed

principally to hi s genera l and profe s s i onal inst ruct i on and to

his i mp r ove me nt ' (1995 : 2701 . Wh i l e South Afr i c an prison

o f f i c i a l s were c onc e r ned with pu nishment r ather than with

training, many politica l pri s oner s , as demonstrated , benefit ed

from their prison e xpe r i ence . Ht a mane, f or examp l e, calls Robben

I s land ' a university for l eade rs o f the liber ation movement s '

(1989 : 951, ' and Zuma conf i rms that pol it ica l p risoners aspired t o

come out of p r i s on ' bett er politician Is ] . •. bet t e r fighte r ls ) '
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(Sc h3debe r g 1994 : 51) .

According to Govan Mbeki , one o f the ways in wh i ch po l i t i ca l

pr i s one r s acqui r ed knowl e dge on Robbe n I s land wa s throug h

pol i t i ca l studies, whic h had to be unde rtaken in s ecret: $ books

were copied , l e c t ur e notes hidden and classes too k pl a c e

c l a ndesti ne l y during wor k i n the quarries (199l : xxiii l. Mande l a

points out that pol i tical prisoners est abliShed t heir ' own

facu l ty, with [t he i r] own professors, [ t he i r ] own curriculum,

[t he i r ] own courses'. He confirms that, i n t i me , both poli tica l

a nd non-political prisoners we r e educa t ed on the I s l a nd , whic h

'was beneficial fo r us a s we l l as f or t hem. Thes e men had l i tt le

f orma l education, but a great knowledge o f t he hardships o f the

wor ld' (1994 : 40 6- 401) . La Guma, Br ut us , Lewi n and Breytenbach

ma ke s imi lar c laims about t heir i nt e r act i ons with espec ia l ly non­

pol itica l prisoners , from whom they learned valuable l ess ons ,

l essons t ha t prompte d t hem 'to attac k' wi t h their pens. The

r elations hi p bet ween knowledge and power is clear because, i n

foucau lt's wor d s , 'the exe ee t.e e of power perpe t ua l l y creates

knowledge and , conversely , knowledge constant ly i nduce s ef fects

o f power' (Gor don ed . 1980:52) .

Al l four polit ical p rison- writers learned othe r l e s sons in

prison. As underlined t h r oughout the s tudy, La Guma, Brutus ,

Lewin and Breytenbach discovered that pr i s on is a p lace of

steri lity, a 'stone country'. They gained a n unde rstanding o f

the wa y i n whi ch powe r opera t es in the rel ationship bet ween

prisoners and wa r de r s , a f reque nt l y sadistic exercise of t he

l at t e r ' s authori t y whi c h is oft e n a ppropriately described i n cat ­

and- mouse t e r ms and using other a nimal imagery . They became

aware of t he way i n which p rison ga ng s were used by of ficia ls to

286



impose discipline and t o intimidate non-pol i t i ca l and political

pr i s one r s , an a s pect o f the prison exper ience to wh i c h fou cau l t,

as noted , draws part icular a t tent i on. Brutus and Le win we r e also

made aware that e nforced homosexuality is one of t he penalties o f

li f e i n prison. Meeti ng people li ke The Casbah Kid l ed La Guma

to c onclude t hat crimina l acts, cont r ary to o f ficia l c laims , we r e

committed by those who were politically , socially a nd

economically disadvantaged , a fi nding wh i ch is rein forced by

Foucault's observation that t he 'origi n of de l inquenc y' may be

'assigned ..• to society .. .. I t is society [and) bad social

or ga ni za tion t hat i s respons ible ' (l 995: 287). Lewi n and

Breytenbach, t hrough their e xposur e to hangings, de velope d their

views on t he pr a c tic e o f c apit al punishment, wh i ch t hey portrayed

as inhumane. On a mor e positive not e , t h r ough Brutus's

interactions wi t h Mande l a and Lewin 's with Fischer and Goldberg,

the t wo wr i ters were led to a n apprec i a t i on o f the me an i ng of

endurance and courage , reinforcing their determination not t o be

unde r mi ned by t he p rison authori t ies and to s ee k what e ve r

pe r s onal form o f empowerment t he y could for the liberation que s t .

Lewi n claims that be i ng i n pr i s on t aught him wha t it wa s l i ke t o

be b lack in South Afri can society and all f our wr i ter s l e arned ,

t oo, about t he wa y in whi c h apa rthei d ope ra t ed behind bars,

leading t hem t o conclud e t hat p rison was a mi crocosm o f the

outside wor ld to whose tra nsfor mat i on t he i r commitment as wr i t e r s

never fa l t e red .

I n order to comment on how t hese pol i t i c a l prison - writers

dre w attent ion to the exi s t e nc e of apa r thei d i n prison and to

conditions in South Af r i ca , I s hall now focus on t he manne r i n

whi ch t he y personally wer e able ' t o attack' t he South Af r i c an
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government, La Guma , Brutus, Le~in and B~eytenbac~ , a s shown,

were ab le, t h r ough thei~ wr i t i ng, t o educa te t he inte~nati o~a :

co~~unity about South Afr i ca and so to foster the st r uggl e.

Unfo rtuna tel y , a s po l i t ica l p r i s one rs , the s e a nd othe~ s ucn

w r~ters , we r e unable to r e ach the Sout h Africa n popu lation ,

because their wor ks we re banned by a government which did not

want the South Af r i c a n popu lation to learn tha t the strugg le

a gainst aparthei d conti nued in p r i s on , ' Some ma naged to have

information dis s eminated ove r s e a s b y having wor ks smugg l e d out

and published the r e , howeve r ; t hi s a lso occurred whe n writers

we nt int o exile, as s hown . Those political pr isoners who

r emaine d in South Afric a af ter their release f rom p r i s on were

able t o i n form people about wha t was going on i ns ide , although

not through litera tu r e . Zuma , fo r e xample , ' i mmed i a t e l y made

contact wi t h the othe r comrades and sa id , "A lura continua" [The

struggle con ti nue s) ' (Fr ede r i ks e 19 90 :12 4) , a nd Ma khoe r e , In

oef iance of the South Afri can government , told peop l e t o ' s t ar t

reorga nizi ng [themsel ve s ) . That the seeds of r e vol ution [ha d )

b loomed' 11 988 : 18 ) . 10

Per haps the most v i ta l l in k between tho se s truggl i ng in

prison and t hos e protesting out si de , wa s t he fe r vent belief in

the i nevi tabilit y of change, I wish t o turn to r enee ag ain , an

or de r to d i scus s th i s phe nomenon, As I have me ntioned, he

pe rce i ved t hat the des ire for cha nge e xi s t s in the l ives and In

the mi nds of all men and wome n who are co lonized and , by

i mplication , i mp r i s one d . I have revea led not only that La Gu ma ,

Brut us , Lewi n and Breytenbach were firm i n t he i r commitment to

cha nge even before they entered prison but a l s o t ha t i mprisonment

dee pened this as we l l as their c onvi ct ion that change was ce rtain
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I t is i nt e res t i ng to ob s e r ve that, for some pol it ica l p r isone rs ,

t he commi tment to cha nge , t o f r ee dom, wa s i nt e nsif i ed when they

l e a r ned , i n pr ison, t hat the st ruggle continued. Naidoo claims

t hat , when new rec r ui t s disseminated information about na t i onal

and i nte r nat i ona l anti -apa rtheid activities , the prisoners we r e

' par t icula rly encouraged' (1982 : 188) and Niehaus wri t e s tha t

'every time I heard what wa s happening in the coun t r y, it

reaffirmed my convictions a nd I knew that my pr i s on sentence was

not i n vain' (1994:1 32) .

I t i s my op i nion t ha t be ing i nc a r c e r a t ed st rengthened

resolve and be lie f i n change because, base d on their exper iences,

politi ca l prisoners rea lized t hat p rison could not reform t heir

pol i tical convi ctions and that the pol icy of apa rtheid c ould not

suppr e s s t he ma jority of t he South Af r ican population foreve r.

I n thi s final poi nt for discussion, I sha ll comment on the

t hought s of La Guma, Le win and Breytenbach concerning the purpose

and funct ion of civil and pol i tical imprisonment . I n t he same

way t ha t Fouc ault observes that ' prison fai ls to el iminate c r i me '

(19 95 : 277) s o , in an a r t i c l e ent it led, ' What Goes on i n Roe l a nd

St reet J ail ' , La Guma a s s e r t s that prison i s 'a place whe re

crimina l s are a lways p uni s hed , but seldom re formed ' (1 956b :6) .

Thi s opinion is s hared by Lewin , who claims t hat despite his

experi ence, he rema i ned 'unchange d' (1 976 : 225) , whi l e Breytenbach

conc l udes t hat t o ' pre tend that it is possible t o r e ha bi l i t ate

somebody whi l e he is loc k.e d up is a bsolute crap' (198 7: 17) .

Bre yte nba c h ' s pe rceptions a r e echoed by many political prison­

wr i ter s.

The South Af rican gove rnment hanged, imprisoned and detained

hundreds o f opponents to t he system of apartheid. In add ition,



they bann ed p eopl e, wo rks of l i terature and newspapers in an

e f fo rt to silence those who spoke out about change, about a

better f ut u r e for a ll Sou th Af r i ca ns . When Mande l a wa s s worn i n

as the first blac k pr e s i dent of South Af r i ca on 10 Ma y 1994, i t

wa s t he e nd of a n e r a and the beginning of a ne w pe riod in South

African history. II Events over the course of almost f i ft y years

had weake ne d the system o f apa rtheid , pol i t i c a l l y , socially,

culturally and economically , a nd the time had a r r i ved for a

change , a change antic ipat ed b y so many pol i t i c a l pri s one r s and

by the people of South Af r i ca t hemselves .

The purpose o f this s t ud y was , among other t hings , to

examine the wa y in whi c h La Guma, Brutus , Le win a nd Br e yt enba ch

reacted a gainst a r ep r essi ve reg ime . I have shown t ha t , whi le

dedicated to di f fer e nt po l i t i cal i deologi es , these political

prison wr i ter s, t h rough the ir wr it i ng a nd their commitment to the

s truggle against a part he id, neve rtheless s ha r ed a common goa l

t o attempt to e ducate people about conditions in South African

pr isons and i n South Af rican socie t y, a nd to reinforce ,

cons t a ntl y , the idea that change wa s inevi table . I n addit i on,

despite foucaul t 's asser t i on that pr i s on suppresses of f e nde r s and

not wi thst anding the Sout h Afr i ca n government's st r ingent mea s ures

de s i gned t o s ubdue oppos ition to t he pol i c y of a pa rthe i d, I have

demonstrated that , ultimat ely , t hese t actics of r epr ession

strengthe ne d the resolve of political prisoners and the majority

of the South Af r i can popu la t i on a s we l l . Throughout the study I

ha ve also drawn f reque nt a t tent i on t o t he conce pts of exc l us i on ,

delinque ncy, sur veilla nce , di s c i pl ine , powe r and knowl edge not

only as described by Foucaul t but some t imes in opposition to hi s

c laims. I ha ve done t his in orde r t o prove my primary thesis
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t h~t the work~ o ~ the~e wr ite r s , wh i c h docu~ent the e x treme

phys i c al and psycholoqica l abus e s t hat t ook p la ce i n pri s o n , a re

in the end a s muc h abou t freedo~ a nd t he powe r o f t he pr i s oner s

as t he y are a bou t op p r ession and t he powe r o f the p ri s o n syst e =

a nd t he So uth Af r ican q o vernment . These wri t ing s co n t ribute t o

the h i s tor y o f South Afr i ca and t o t he hi ~tor y o f Sout h Af ri can

l i t e r a t u r e a nd are .. c onf i rma t i o n Of the fac t t ha t peop l e ,

whe t he r impr i s o ned, c oloni ze d o r both, ca nno t be s u p pres sed

f o rever .

Notes

1. Event s in Mozambique and Ang ola ha d an effec t on po li tical

pri sone rs a s wel l and Mandel a wr i t e s that ' we l earned o f t he

s ucce s s f u l liberation s truggles i n Moza mbique a nd Ang ola i n 197 5

and their emergence as i nd e pe nde n t st a t e~ wi t h r e vo l u t i o na r y

governme nts . The t ide wa s turning o u r way' (1 99 4 : 43 5) .

2. B~s il Davidson notes in The Se~rch f or Afric~ t ha t , b y 1993 ,

t he ' ye~r ' s mi litary spending' in Sou t h Af rica 'had r i s e n to

R3 . 093 mi ll ion ' (1994;296 ).

3 . The el'ld o f c ommunist r u l e in the USSR and Ea stern Eu r ope

con t r i b u t e d t o the c hange s t~ kin9 p lace in Sout h Afr i c a . Th e

Sou t h Afr i can g o vernment c oul d no l o nger use the threat o f

c ommun i s m to de f end its policies ~nd. a t t he same t ime. t he ANC

was d e p r i ved o f .cral a nd f i na nc i a l s u ppor t from t he E~stern

blo c .

4 . Se e Fanon' s The Wre t Che d o f the E~ rth (1 96 9 : 35- 106) .

5 . Spa r ks in Tomorrow is Anothe r Count r y e xpresses .. different
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view, suggesting that

Slavery deba s e s master as we l l a s slave .. . . So , t oo, in
apa r t hei d Sou th Af r i ca where white and black had been
bound t oget her in a web o f mut ual de s truc t i ve ne s s .
Aparthe id, b r uta l i zi ng the white s as it destroyed the
sel f - este em of the bla cks , r obbed bot h of their
humanity (1995 : 227) .

6. I n he r a utob i ography, I n No Unce rtain Terms , Su zman, who

visited Ma nde la on Robben Island, was a lso

.• . much i mpres s ed by Mandel a's dignity .. . . De spite all
thos e ye ars in prison, he r eta i ned a s e nse o f humor,
was no t a t all bitt er, a nd obvi ous l y ha d outstanding
qualities o f l eadership .• . . I was convinced that this
wa s t he one man who would have t he wi l l and t he
a ut ho r i t y to pe rsuade t he ANC and t he gover nment to
suspe nd viole nc e , and who could c r ea t e the climate for
negotiation (1993: 155) .

7 . In Goodbye Bafana, Gregory, Ma ndel a ' s j a iler f or over t wenty

years , reveals t hat wa r de r s on Robben Isl and we r e a wa re of t he

be nefits of pol it ical educati on :

These younger ANC men were of ten less educa t ed, s ome
had no educat i on and under t he tut e l a ge of Ma ndel a a nd
t he l eade rs, recei ved the fi r st f orma l education of
t heir lives. More than be ing a l ong s ide the very men
who were t he God-li ke f igur es a t the he a r t of the blac k
f reedom movement, t he y were also be i ng schooled in the
fu ndament a ls o f freedom (1 995 :1 95) .

B. It is int eresting that even Gregory l earned a bout the

history of t he ANC f r om Mandel a, pr ompting the f ormer to study

and research the s ubj ect. His polit i ca l v i ew wa s f undamental l y

a l ter ed whe n he was e xposed t o Ma nde la' s 'ver s i on' o f South

Afr i can history: ' My conve rsion had begun s lowly... but it was

hastene d now by my own research . These pe ople I was guarding',

and whom ' I ' d regarded a s terrori s t s a nd enemy , were a ctua l l y
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t elling me the t rut h' (1995 :125).

9. In t he s ame way t hat the government separated po litical

prison- writers f r om t he South Af r i can public, so t he y ul timate ly

removed Mand e l a a nd ma ny long -term p r i s oners f r om Robben Is land.

Breyt enbach a ss e r ts t hat the i ntent i on beh i nd Mand e l a ' s move wa s

' t o cut [h i m] off from his own - to s top t he Island bei ng, as i t

had become. t he ~Mandela University... • (1984b ;27 6 ) . cce t.see ,

Ministe r of J ustice, Police a nd Prisons, denies t his c l aim.

Inst ead. Coe ts ee s uggest s t ha t t he mov ing of Ma ndela and others

to Pol lsmoor Prison in 1982 was ' t o ma ke disc reet contact with

the i mprisoned l e aders , whi ch could not be done on t he iSland

wi thout r a ising a stor m o f gossip ' (Spa r ks 1995 ; 23 ).

10. J ohns a nd Davis , i n Mand e l a , TambO, and the African Na t i onal

Congres s, e xpl a i n the s ignifi cance of t he interaction bet wee n

released pri sone rs and the South Afr i can population. At t he

beginning o f t he 197015 , r ele a s ed pr i s oners from Robben Isl and

returned to the townships and br ought wi t h them 'direc t accounts

of the still-imprisone d lea ders hip I,) highlight [ing] their

appeal and legitimacy among t he br oad blac k pub l i c' (1991 :1 44) .

For a good number of t he s e ex-prisone r s ,

.. . t he new f o r m o f struggl e tha t the y had developed on
Robben Island ha d strengthened the i r dete rmination to
ret ur n a ct i ve l y t o a nt iapart heid pol itics , de s pite the
ha zards o f operati ng eithe r clandest inely or legally i n
Sou th Africa or t he uncertaint i es of e xil e polit ics .
(1 991;1 44 )

11 . Gregory, Ma nde l a' s j ai l er , wa s invit ed to t he inaugu ration ,

an eve nt that he describes i n Goodbye Bafana:

Whe n I c los e d my e ye s I c ould see Robben Isl and , that
De vil' s I sland pr i s on where we ha d kept [Ma ndela). I
c ould see the times when he ha d want e d t o be f ree. I
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could see the man standing t he r e s o tall. so ram-rod
straight t ha t he towered above everyone e lse .... The
echoes of count less appa l l i ng a c t s perpetra ted by t he
white man under the guise of apartheid we r e never fa r
from any of our minds t hi s day: Sharpev i l l e ... Soweto
... Steve Bi ko ... Chris Bani ... but t oda y we we r e see ing
t he death of the old evil wa ys of apartheid and the
birth of a new nation {1995 : 3l .
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