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ICriticism off South 

Afr ican Literature 

Polemic 

Before I say how i n t e r e s t i n g I think kelwyn S o l e ' s a r t i c l e i s in the 

f i r s t number of WIP I should l i k e to say something about "small journals" 

and the ro le of l i t e r a r y c r i t i c s . "Saall journals'1 l i k e WIP and Africa 

Perspect ive are in many ways wore important than e s t a b l i s h e d , 

"respectable1* journals because they are part , hopefu l ly , of a debate . 

So le points to the f l e x i b l e , l i v i n g ro le of the oral a r t i s t vhen he 

w r i t e s about "The a r t i s t , that i s , the person who c r e a t e s , adds to or 

changes a p iece of oral l i t e r a t u r e in a concrete s i t u a t i o n . " This same 

idea can be extended to the c r i t i c a l s o . We are not here to write 

dea th le s s c r i t i c i s m . I hope that any ideas expressed in t h i s a r t i c l e 
• 

might be b u i l t on or superseded tomorrow. The i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c 

tendencies of present-day c r i t i c i s m are des t ruc t ive and we should aim 

for a "community of s cho lars" , co-operat ive as well as c r i t i c a l . Our 

('nt v should be to the body of knowledge concerning South African 

l i t e r a t u r e . Consequently, I would hope my own l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m 

w i l l not survive "for a l l t ime", I hope that i t w i l l be replaced. I f 

we do not build into our c r i t i c i s m the idea of continuous improvement 

our c r i t i c i s m w i l l have f a i l e d . Whereas most l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m now 

has a b u i l t - i n , o f ten unacknowledged, p r e d i l e c t i o n for s t a s i s , where 

l i t e r a r y wor*<« ere i s o l a t e d (from contex t , from h i s t o r i c a l change) , 

regarded as of a l l time and a l l p lace , it seems to me that our 

c r i t i c i s m must regard a work of art in a l i v i n g and changing context 

and our c r i t i c i s m i t s e l f must a lso be l i v i n g and chancing. 

Onlv with Mike Kirkwood's a r t i c l e recent ly publ ished, and with 
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Kelwyn Sole's article <\o we hnve the beginnings of a conceptual 

framework in terms of which we can studv South African l i terature. 

The latter article also testifies to the value of the interpenetration 

of theory and practical research. 

For literary criticism in South Africa is in a bad way. We have a 

lot of criticism lectured and seminared every day on foreign l i terature. 

Values are taught which belong in English Public Schools, home of the 

ruling clique of England. These people do not deal with South African 

problems, they deal often with foreign problems (I have no doubt the 

words "provincial" and "regionalism" will be thrown at me some time -

I can live quite happily with that'. apart from anything else i t will 

he a misunderstanding of what 1 am on about). 

A quote from an article by a visiting researcher to South Africa 

at the height of the 1976 "troubles" makes interesting reading in 

this context. 

"In *.he Department of English at Cape Town no African or 
South African writers at all are studied in the first 
three years. In the final,Honours year - to which only a 
small percentage of the undergraduates proceed - African 
literature as a whole occupies a mere six hours of one 
course on Twentieth Century literature - and this is 
merely one of thirteen optional courses. When I asked 
the Professor whether this was not rather a small 
amount of time to so allocate he remarked,looking out 
over the African city almost l i teral ly burning at his 
feet (there was constant rioting during my visit) that 
this seemed to him 'about right1; since all literature 
was relevant to life as a whole he saw no need at all 
for students to read literature written in or about 
South Africa. No comment seems needed." 

In January, 1977, the inaugural conference of the new "union" of 

English lecturers took place* The consequent newsletter reports the 

key debate. 

"It revealed that South African university teachers of 
English are s t i l l much concerned with the debate 
between text and context,i.e. the study of the text 
as essentially autonomous as against the belief that 
the text is part of wider cultural,historical and 
social structures which require equal attention. The 
two most unequivocal statements of these views came 
from Prof .Gillhara and Prof.Horn (Dept. of German,UCT) 
in the second session of the conference,after Prof. 
Butler had opened the discussion with a brief sketch 
of the oscillating fortunes of these two approaches 
in the university teaching of English since 1918. 
Prof.GilInam offered a closely reasoned and dis­
passionate statement of the classical "prac.crit." 
approach,expressing his concern "to re-instate 
cri teria that are in danger of being attenuated." 
He expressed his conviction that "really great works 

of art have the habit of providing their own relevant 
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k n o v l e d e e ; . • . t h e work w i l l i t s e l f suggest the c r i t e r i a 
by which i t should be judged". 
Prof.Horn put the ca t firmly among the pigeons by 
arguing for the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of l i t e r a t u r e in t e r n s of 
the complex s o c i a l , p o l i t i c a l f a n d other re l evant c o n t e x t s 
in which i t has been produced - the c l a s s i c a l Marxist 
p o s i t i o n . From the d i s c u s s i o n that followed i t became 
c l e a r that although many d e l e g a t e s f e l t that Prof. 
Gi l lham's views should be q u a l i f i e d by several of those 
put forward by Prof.Horn,the l a t t e r had s p o i l t h i s case 
by a reading of c e r t a i n poena,notably Sydney C l o u t s ' s 
"Within",which did cons iderable v i o l a t i o n to the t e x t . 
In the course of the fo l lowing two days speakers and 
d e l e g a t e s found themselves repeatedly returning t o the 
above i s s u e s . Professors Harvey and Thompson ( S t e l l e n -
bosch) , speaking r e s p e c t i v e l y on 'Inappropriate C r i t i c a l 
Cr i ter ia* and 'The t e s t i n g of C r i t i c a l S k i l l s ' , 
extended Prof .Gi l lham's v i ews , the former i n s i s t i n g on 
"the q u a l i t y of the a r t i s t ' s moral s er iousnes s and h i s 
a b i l i t y to make us aware of i t " , t h e l a t t e r arguing 
that an Engl ish examination should aim s o l e l y to t e s t 
the candidate ' s a c q u i s i t i o n of c r i t i c a l discernment 
and judgement as revealed in h i s a b i l i t y t o do c l o s e 
a n a l y s i s . On the other hand,several speakers ,such as 
Mr.Stephen Gray (RAH) and Dr.A.E.Voss ( P i e t e r m a r i t z -
b u r g ) , p a r t i c i p a t i n g in a symposium on South African 
l i t e r a t u r e , a n d Dr.John Coetzee (UCT),developing a 
l i n g u i s t i c s t r u c t u r a l i s t approach,spoke f o r c e f u l l y in 
support of c r i t i c a l methods which might lead avey from 
what they regarded as the u n s a t i s f a c t o r y and even 
s t e r i l e conf ines of a "great t r a d i t i o n " based u l t i m a t e l y 
on s u b j e c t i v e moral e v a l u a t i o n . 

Inevitably,much of the three days' d i s c u s s i o n centred 
on the problem of how to inc lude African and South 
African l i t e r a t u r e into the s y l l a b i of Engl i sh 
departments , i f at a l l . On the one hand Prof.Whittock 
(UCT) chal lenged the a f ic ionados of " S . A . L i t . " t o 
produce l i t e r a t u r e of q u a l i t y about which i t son Id be 
p o s s i b l e t o be e n t h u s i a s t i c and a r t i c u l a t e ; on the 
other hand Dr.Voss proposed a study of such l i t e r a t u r e 
not in terms of morel eva lua t ion ,but in t e r s e of genre 
and the h i s t o r y of i d e a s . " 

Yeah for Peter Horn'. Yeah for Tony Vosst Yeah for Stephen Gray! Boo 

to Professor Whittock. And as for the s i l e n t majority who vo iced t h e i r 

c r i t i c i s m of Professor Horn in t h e i r s crut iny of the t e x t s I vender how 

many of them misread what he bad to say , had the f a i n t e s t idea what he 

was ta lk ing about. We must conclude tha t South African l i t e r a r y 

c r i t i c i s m i s in the Stone Age. Kelwyn S o l e ' s a r t i c l e at l a s t a l lows 

us to have a real debate and in future j £ ignore the i n a n i t i e s of the 

ignorant . 

In the Jra* 1977 i ssue of Standpunte Stephen Gray has argued "the 

need for a h i s t o r y of South \ f r i c a n English l i t e r a t u r e " . I cou ldn ' t 

agree more. But the primary research has only j u s t s t a r t e d . The 

•find or statement Andre Hrink makes in h i s introduct ion to the 
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«elertion from several noeta called \ ttorH of their Own petrifies me. 

"South \frican English fiction had to *"*i t for,among 
others,iioris let sin-; and Nadine iord inter to follow the 
'ead suggested bv that remarkable woman Olive Schreiner 
and, to a leaser extent p<?rhapa,by Alan Paton and 
Pauline Smith, in or**«»r to turn local real ism,into 
aesthetic statements (too 'aesthetic* at times01-) of 
universal si^nificance." 

This statement is staggering!v ahistorical. (Unconsciously, i t is the 

liberal school of literary criticism. I'm sure even that school could do 

a bit better if i t put i ts mind to i t . ) 

rewards a Comprehensive Theory 

Kelwvn Sole's paper suggests "a possible conceptual framework" for the 

atudy of South African li terature. I t hna, I believe, great advantages 

over prevailing literary criticism (which, as I have shown, is often 

unstatedly based on liberal ideology). It is a framework which can 

take account of and explain large general movements and which at the 

same time allows for minute analysis and differentiation. 

\l)ove a l l , the theory takes into account and explains CHANGE in 

li terature. This is something that solely textual literary criticism 

cannot do, for textual criticism is largely isolationist in effect 

( i t doesn't matter when, where or by whom a work is composed) and 

employs an implicit static metaphor (the wort must be a "self-

contained unity"). This textual criticism is usually heavilv 

prescriptive also. Sole's theory, however, takes account of the fact 

that there are contradictions within society, that these contradictions 

may be reflected, consciously or unconsciously, within a literary work 

- a writer might be struggling with a societal contradiction within 

himself, or he mi«-ht be the ideological exponent of one side of the 

contradiction. (Already here we have two different categories which 

may require different critical cr i ter ia which the simplistic unitary 

textual criticism approach cannot take account of). Such an approach 

also requires a much more historical awareness of social forces than 

simplistic liberal moral formulations such as "the individual versus 

societv" (where the individual is almost invariably sympathised with 

by the liberal cri t ic against the conformist society - in the wider 

level, of course, the class base of so many novelists has led to the 

content and form of the novels allowing the similarlv class-based 

cri t ic to identify with them and therefore to regard his evaluations 

as universal). 
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Moreover, S o l e ' s approach i s a subt le one, subtle in the sense that 

i t takes account of i n f i n i t e complexity. On the one hand, i t con 

explain major movements and changes ( in S o l e ' s words i t can 

"undertake a more accurate per iodisat ion" - a phrase which I 

sympathise with but would l ike to qual i fy l a t e r ) : major l i t e r a r y 

chancres, for instance , can be s p e c i f i c a l l y related to the 

ar t i cu la t ion of modes of production. I t i s only on a very wide 

level of genera l i sa t ion (so wide as to be v i r t u a l l y meaningless) 

that Brink can equate Schreiner and (jordimer. Brink ignores, as so 

many c r i t i c s do, d i f f erences (Why, for instance , was Schreiner ant i -

Rhodes? Surely not simply because she had inherited a trad i t ion of 

( l i b e r a l ) ideas . I f t h i s were so , why would she be partly pro-Boer? 

No, i t i s presumably because she ident i f i ed with a complex of 

i n t e r e s t s which Rhodes threatened. Schreiner must surely be seen 

in re la t ion to Cape mercantile i n t e r e s t s - from which emerged, as 

Stanley Trapido has shown, a l i b e r a l , a s s i m i l a t i o n i s t ideology -

and her African Farm must be seen within the complex web of a 

part icular agricultural and mercantile mode). An example of a 

l i t e r a r y work re la t ing to a larger h i s t o r i c a l movement could be the 

fol lowing! the heyday of white l ibera l i sm was the Twenties and 

Thir t i e s (perhaps, as Belinda Bozzoli has shown, due partly to the 

r i s e after the F ir s t World War of secondary industry) and so Paton's 

Cry,the Beloved Country, far from being part icu lar ly new, i s the 

resul t and culmination of a period leading up to i t . I t i s only 

l i t e r a r y c r i t i c s , with t h s i r parochial outlook, who w i l l avoid 

seeing that i t i s people l i k e Rheinalt-Jones, Pirn, Loram sad 

Hoernle who were the n o v e l ' s i n t e l l e c t u a l predecessors. Furthermore, 

during t h i s period when white l i b e r a l s were s p e c i f i c a l l y concerned 

with the co-option of the black e l i t e ( c f . the Jo int Counci ls , the 

roll- of Ray P h i l l i p s ) , the black writers show the marked influence 

of t h i s ideology. I t i s gradual d i s i l l u s i o n with t h i s l iberal 

a l l iance which f i n a l l y leads to the black consciousness movement 

amon? black wri ters of the Seventies (again t h i s "black 

nationalism" is not t o t a l l y new - i t has s t ra ins from the Congress 

Youth League of the F o r t i e s , Anton Lembede, the P.A.C. of ths 

F i f t i e s , and wav back to "Africa for Africans", Joseph Booth and 

Ethiopianism)• 

On the other hand, the subt lety of S o l e ' s approach also allows 

for complex explanations on the micro- level ( including minute 

textual readings!) As Sole points out , many black writers have 

been petty-bourgeois in o r i g i n . The pet ty -bourgeo is ie , often a 
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raediate group between black and whi te , because of the ambiguity of 

i t s s i t u a t i o n i s often oppor tun i s t i c in a c t i o n . I t s pos i t i on 

frequently changes, sometimes minutely, sometimes s u b s t a n t i a l l y . 

On some i s sues , il 1 i nice with c e r t a i n whites may be expedient 

( fu r the r ing bourgeois a s p i r a t i o n s ) ; at o ther t i n e s , i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 

with the black masses ("Ave are a l l Africans") might y ie ld b e t t e r 

f r u i t s . So each work, each argument, each phrase of a product of 

t h i s c l a s s must be subt ly weighed in terms of the h i s t o r i c a l 

s i t u a t i o n jt t t ha t moment. Such an approach i s thus i n f i n i t e l y 

f l ex ib l e - i t i s not the crude stance which some c r i t i c s 

d e l i b e r a t e l y misrepresent i t a s . 

This approach also avoids the naive view of purely tex tua l 

c r i t i c i s m tha t takes ideology simply at face va lue . I t pays more 

a t t en t i on to the soc ia l pos i t ion of the w r i t e r . And by t h i s I do 

no t , as I have already shown, mean crude biography - I mean soc ia l 

biography in i t s most sub t le and wide-ranging form. Let us take 

an example - the ro le of l i t e r a c y and i t s e f f ec t on the 

comparative biographies of several black w r i t e r s over an h i s t o r i c a l 

t ime-sca le ( the example wi l l nece s sa r i l y be over - s impl i f i ed - I 

could s u b s t a n t i a t e i t with more ev idence ) . 

Mhudi (1917-1920) i s a novel w r i t t e n by a man who had very s t rong 

connections with a p r e - l i t e r a t e s o c i e t y . He was also one of the 

e a r l y e l i t e who i s r e l a t i v e l y p r iv i leged ( i n having access to the 

i n s t i t u t i o n s of the new socie ty) in tha t he was one of the few 

l i t e r a t e blacks at the t ime. In 1916 he descr ibed the e f fec t s an 

1880's Setswana newspaper used to have on a ru ra l audience 

"During the f i r s t week of each month the nat ive peasants 
in Bechuanaland,and elsewhere,used to look forward to 
i t s a r r i v a l as eager ly as the white up-country farmers 
now await the a r r iva l of the d a i l y papers . How l i t t l e 
did the w r i t e r dream when f requent ly ca l l ed upon as a 
boy to read the news to groups of men sewing karosses 
under the shady t r e e s outs ide the c a t t l e f o l d , t h a t 
journal ism would afterwards mean h i s bread and cheese . " 

I have argued elsewhere t h a t Mhudi draws q u i t e s t rong ly on oral forms 

and ora l h i s t o r y as well as wr i t t en forms. In some senses , the book 

was l e s s l i k e l y to have been wr i t t en l a t e r (as much of black soc ie ty 

i s 1 ess in touch with p r e - l i t e r a t e s o c i e t y ) . When Plaat.je s t a r t e d 

an Enrl is.'.-Setswana newspaper in 1902 there were something l i ke 

230,000 l i t e r a t e blacks outs ide Na ta l . Many of these were Xhosas 

or Pedi e t c . The poss ib le audience for h i s newspaper was there fore 

l imited - i t s c i r c u l a t i o n was about 600. The newspaper could 

therefore not have been s t a r t e d for so le ly p r o f i t motives - i t was 
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presumahly to represent c e r t a i n ideo log ica l i n t e r e s t s ( the black p f t t v -

bour«reoisie) • 

By th^ time we get to the T h i r t i e s nost black w r i t e r s are urban-

d w e l l e r s . L i teracy had spread to l ' \ f& of the black population i>v 

1931. The newspaper Bantu World« sustained a c i r c u l a t i o n of several 

thousand. Education and l i t e r a c y , whi le thus spreading, was s t i l l 

somewhat e l i t i s t . The concprns of the newspapers r e f l e c t e d t h i s . 

So did the l i t e r a t u r e of the t ime . Rut urbanisat ion had a l so cut 

much of t h i s e l i t e o f f from p r e - 1 i t e r a t e s o c i e t y . Unlike P l a a t j e 

most of H.I .E .Dhloao's ideas of h i s t o r y were drawn, not from oral 

sources , but from books ( I think there i s evidence to show that 

S o l e i s r ight in h i s footnote s i x when he doubts Dhlomo's int imate 

f a m i l i a r i t y with oral t r a d i t i o n s ) . Both forms (eg non-oral) and 

ideas (eg e l i t i s t ) r e f l e c t t h i s phase of African l i t e r a t u r e . C r i t i c s 

hare frequent ly referred to the "flowering" of black l i t e r a t u r e in 

the F i f t i e s . But i t i s a vague, imprecise concept ( l a r g e l y 

eva lua t ive^ . One of the reasons for the success of Drum in the 

F i f t i e s most hawe been the growth of l i t e r a c y , where there was a 

g r e a t e r , l e s s e l i t i s t demand for reading m a t e r i a l . Li teracy was 

spreading to the working c l a s s . A racy , g l o s s y , p i c ture magazine 

(with i t s r o n w n e n t demands for a c e r t a i n " s t y l e " and perhaps 

c e r t a i n forms - on- fb* short s t o r y ) produces Can Themba, Casey 

M o t s i s i , Todd MutshiklTa and o t h e r s . And e v e n t u a l l y King Kong? 

But in 1960 Bantu World drops i t s e l i t i s t weekly stance and 

becomes the mass d a i l y , World. (Drum consequently d e c l i n e s because 

i t cannot compete news-wise e t c . ) The World achiewes a c i r c u l a t i o n 

of over 100 ,000 . The content demands of the audience are d i f f e r e n t . 

The t r a n s i s t o r radio a l so has i t s e f f e c t . Mission education 

( r e l a t i v e l y l i b e r a l , r e l a t i v e l y e l i t i s t ) g i v e s way to Bantu 

education ( r e l a t i v e l y "mass", r e l a t i v e l y r i g i d ) with obvious 

e f f ec t s ' . Recent ly , one has seen the emergence of some working-

c l a s s w r i t e r s . 

The complex s t eps in t h i s whole process w i l l take several books to 

a r t i c u l a t e i t . But without a comprehension of t h i s and other 

processes the s u b t l e t i e s of indiv idual t e x t s w i l l be l o s t . 

The "poss ib le conceptual framework" which S o l e a r t i c u l a t e s has 

other advantages. Chief among these i s that i t moves towards 

Integrat ing black and white l i t e r a t u r e into an overa l l theory . In 

other words, i t i s a happy escape from r a c i s t c a t e g o r i e s (which many 

l i b e r a l c r i t i c s fa l l into in t h e i r over-eagerness to p lease) sad to 

which some 'black nower" c r i t i c s a l so succumb - not to mention 
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prevailin^ white racist theories). 

Here we have n nrohlem of categorisation. Sole for instance, on pa#*e 

14, refers to writers "of 'Coloured1 descent". Couzens has often used 

the term "Black South \frican 1iternture". Tn some senses these phrases 

are at best convenient evils and I know lor « fact that Cou/ens has 

never been altogether happy with them. In som«» wars they do confirm 

racist ideologies. Of course, one need not deny that the hegoptonic 

imposition of racist categories does lead to a "real existence" of 

such categories. In many wa-vs "Coloured" writers have been exposed to 

different social origins from many black writers e.q*. the A.P.O., the 

radical bourgeoisie, the Trotskvist tradition etc. Just as there are 

numerous conflicting interests amon? the blacks (Kacist ideologies 

are, in other words, often self-fulfilling). Hut all cases cannot 

be subsumed under these "racial" categories - eg I know of a 

Coloured writer who largely identified with blacks, of a white writer 

who identifies with Coloureds and blacks). No, the apnroach advocated 

by Sole asks that each writer be located in terras of his approach, 

ideas of "white good, black bad", or vice^versa, are unacceptable. 

Nor should black, coloured, white literature be treated separately' 

South African literature, deriving from a common society, economy and 

body politic, must be seen as a unified field (without ignoring the 

contradictions within i t ) . 

There are a couple of phrases in Sole's article which worry n»e 

•lightly* These are the idea of "periodisation" (page 20) and the use 

of "generation" (page 14). I am confident that Kelwyn Sole does not 

use these simplistically but I think he may have left the terns them-
• 

selves slightly vague. My concern is that literature should not be 

seen as developing in waves. In other words, one generation does not 

replace another in simple fashion. Literature does not "develop" in 

simple periods, eg 1920-1940. 1 think the whole process is much more 

complex. "Periods" must take into account the articulat ion qj_ modes 

in a particular relationship. In other words, within a generation, 

two or more modes may co-exist. Different writers within one 

generation may reflect this . Hence "periodisation" does not follow 

a simply sequential pattern, one generation does not wholly replace 

its predecessor. Suite simply, for instance, certain pre-capitalist 

modes (perhaps in certain areas etc.) may continue to exist through 

several temporal generations. 

There i« at least one other theme which seems to me to arise out of 

the kind of issues Sole has raised. I shall only brieflv refer to i t . 
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This is the rise of the idea of the "artist". There is a gradual 

division of labour amongst the black e l i te . Whereas Plaat.je was 

called upon to be politician, .journalist, social worker, as well as 

writer, because of the relative scarcity of such talent (not an 

evaluative judgement) within a l i terate society, there has developed 

since then a relative specialisation (this can be seen in many areas 

such as music and football with the steady development of full 

professionalism). Ideological views as to the role of the artist 

seem to change accordingly. 

Tim Couzena 


