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Sometime after the notorious Land Act of 1913 was passed in the white South African Parliament, a 

Lands Commission was established to look into the effects of the legislation. This Act, it will be 

remembered was the one responsible for the granting of only 13 percent of land in South Africa to 

Africans, while the rest was to be the domain of the white man. One of the most critical observers of 

this phenomenon as it was unfolding was Sol Plaatje, one of the major figures in African writing in 

South Africa. His book, Native life in South Africa (1916) is a landmark in the historiography on South 

African political repression. The book is remarkable not only for its impressive detailing of facts but 

also for its well considered rhetorical effects which express intelligent analysis, political clarity, and a 

strong moral purpose. 

In his analysis of the Report of the Lands Commission, Sol Plaatje notes, among other observations: 

 While the ruling whites, on the one hand, content themselves with giving contradictory 

definitions of their cruelty the native sufferers, on the other, give no definitions of legislative 

phrases nor explanations of definitions. All they give expression to is their bitter suffering 

under the operation of what in their experience has proved to be the most ruthless law that 

ever disgraced the white man’s rule in British South Africa. (pp.355-6) 

Plaatje’s observation here is of very special interest to me. He documents here one of the most 

debilitating effects of oppression: the depriving of the oppressed of any meaningful, significant 

intellectual life. Because they no longer have an effective hand in controlling history, they seem 

doomed to respond and seldom to initiate. Those doomed to respond seldom have the time to 

determine their real interests. That the capability to initiate action has been taken out of their hands 

implies also, that their ability to define has been drastically reduced. Plaatje notes here, how the 

African oppressed appear to have been reduced to the status of being mere bearers of witness. They 

do a good job of describing suffering; but they cannot define its quality. The ability to define is an 

intellectual capability more challenging, it seems to me, than the capability to describe. For to define 

is to understand, while to describe is merely to observe. Beyond mere observation, the path towards 

definition will begin only with an intellectual interest in what to observe and how to observe. 

It seems to me that a large part of the African resistance to the evil of apartheid has, until recently, 

consisted of a largely descriptive documentation of suffering. And the bulk of the fiction, through an 

almost total concern with the political theme has, in following this tradition, largely documented 

rather than explained. Not that the political theme itself was not valid, on the contrary it is worth 

exploring almost as a duty. It was the manner of its treatment that became the subject of increasing 

dissatisfaction to me. Gradually as a result, of people completely destroyed, of passive people whose 

only reason for existing seemed to be to receive the sympathy of the world. To promote such an 

image in whatever manner, especially if such promotion also emanated from among the ranks of the 

oppressed themselves, was to promote a negation. It was to promote a fixed and unhistorical image 

with the result of obscuring the existence of a fiercely energetic and complex dialectic in the 

progress of human history. There was, in this attitude, a tragic denial of life. 



I came to the realisation, mainly through the actual grappling with the form of fiction, that our 

literature ought to seek to move away from an easy pre-occupation with demonstrating the obvious 

existence of oppression. It exists. The task is to explore how and why people can survive under such 

harsh conditions. The mechanisms of survival and resistance that the people have devised are many 

and far from simple. The task is to understand them, and then to actively make them the material 

subject of our imaginative explorations. We have given away too much of our real and imaginative 

lives to the oppressor and his deeds. The task is to give our lives and our minds to the unlimited 

inventiveness of the suffering masses, and to give formal ideological legitimacy to their aspirations. 

When I started writing, it was with the notion that art was an act of self-expression. But I realised 

that it was something else: it was an act of knowledge through self-confrontation. But it is a self-

confrontation that takes place within the community of people who emerge out of one’s pen, as it 

were. I realised that self-expression was not the essence but merely the end product of art. What I 

found in the struggle with the form of fiction was that next to their material interests, and 

surrounding those interests, people maintain a strong and vital ethical interest in the conduct of 

human affairs, This interest is expressed in their public, or in their private lives, and it involves a 

range of vital human concerns. It involves questions of loyalty and betrayal; of bravery and 

cowardice; of anxiety and contentment; of dishonour; of pride and humility, and a variety of 

similarly conflicting attitudes all of which excite a very strong human, ethical interest. I felt, as a 

result, that I had to attempt to bring into the active consciousness of the oppressed, through a total 

evocation of their life an active philosophical interest in the complex dialectic of human existence. 

The very resources of living should constitute the material essence of the search for personal and 

social meaning. 

All of this means that the task of the new generation of South African writers is to help to extend the 

material range of intellectual and imaginative interest as far as the subject of life under oppression is 

concerned. It is to look for that area of cultural autonomy and the laws of its dynamism that no 

oppressor can ever get at; to define that area, and, with purposeful insidiousness, to assert its 

irrepressible hegemony during the actual process of struggle. That hegemony will necessarily be an 

organic one; involving the entire range of human activity. Only on this condition can a new creative, 

and universally meaningful democratic civilisation be built in South Africa. 

This year’s award, I believe, is in essence not for the two books selected. It is rather, in recognition of 

perhaps the beginning of a new era on our continent, both the large area that is independent and 

that small remaining part that is still locked in struggle with oppression. Whereas we have 

documented the quality of our lives/ whereas we have largely diagnosed the prevalent social illness, 

we now have to embark upon a fundamental re-evaluation of methods not just in fiction, but in all 

areas of human activity. I have learned, in the craft of fiction for example, that the difference 

between writers is not so much in the subjects of their writings: the range of subject matter is 

relatively limited. Rather, it is in the inventiveness of treatment, in the sharpening of insight, and in 

the deepening of consciousness. The material life of Africa should be given a new formal articulation 

that will enlarge intellectual interest and expand the possibilities of the imagination. It is a re-

evaluation which , I believe, should result in a profound philosophical transformation of the African 

consciousness, a consciousness that should and must endure. 


