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O
N March 20, during the
penultimate panel dis-
cussion of the Time of
the Writer Festival in

Durban — and, later, at the
Franschhoek Literary Festival
in May — Thando Mgqolozana
said he would no longer subject
himself to the indignity of par-
ticipating in white-sponsored
literary events.

This somewhat dramatic mes-
sage was greeted with a mixture
of disbelief and nervous laugh-
ter. I must admit to my own
cynicism, a judgment that it was
de rigueur for a writers’ g at h -
ering to boast at least one enfant
terrible. Lewis Nkosi and
Dambudzo Marechera had been
cases in point, managing by
word or precept to leave to a
gathering literary party pack
something to remember them
by. Only much later do we fi-
nally recognise the truths im-
plicit in words uttered by men
behaving badly.

For some time now, there has
been a vague feeling doing the
rounds, much like rumours of an
outbreak of a deadly infection,
that there is something un-
wholesome and unsatisfactory
about the lineaments of the lit-
erary arena. This sense is borne
out by what I’ll term the garish
invisibility of black writers on
literary platforms; “garish” be-
cause they are such an oddity, a
spectacle, that one cannot es-
cape remarking on their ab-
sence. There is also a yawning
dearth of black audiences.

This is what Mgqolozana has
articulated, echoing a warning
carried in a statement by the
poet from Martinique, Aimé Cé-
saire. “Beware, my body and my
soul,” he wrote, “beware above
all of crossing your arms and
assuming the sterile attitude of
the spectator, for life is not a
spectacle, a sea of griefs is not a
proscenium and a man who
wails is not a dancing bear.”

This literary debate needs us
to take a 360° view of the in-
dustry and, in the same breath,
go back to some uncomfortable
regions of our past. We cannot
understand Mgqolozana’s pre-
occupations in isolation from
the bloody history of South
Africa.

There was a viable and vibrant
literary tradition among black
people, dating back to colonial

times. The successive decades
saw the publishing of newspa-
pers such as Imvo Zabantsundu
in 1884 and Ilanga lase Natal in
1903, founded by John Tengo
Jabavu and John Langalibalele
Dube respectively.

There was much more, an en-
ergy that saw the emergence of
writers such as Peter Abra-
hams, Es’kia Mphahlele and the
Drum tradition of writers. Wom-
en writers like Bessie Head and
Noni Jabavu, for instance, pi-
oneered fictionalised autobiog-
raphy, as did Miriam Tlali, Lau-
retta Ngcobo and Agnes Sam.

In the earlier periods of the
struggle, there was something
akin to a celebration in literary
forums — this because there
was a supposition that the writ-
ten word held a key to the sur-
vival of the black community.
Perhaps that explains why this
country had to enact the most
draconian censorship laws and
why, today, we all flounder in

servation: “The publishing
world is very timid,” she said.
“Readers are much braver.”

It’s a different world today
and we’re all part of the
Promised Land. The stories that
we could only tell in hushed
tones in clandestine ceremonies
can now be published in books
and sold at more than R200 a pop
and distributed to the eager
buyer hungry for knowledge. Or
is that the case?

I think what Mgqolozana is
saying is at odds with this pic-
ture. What he has done, break-
ing the silence and disturbing
our comfortable Sundays, could
be summed up by an injunction
made by poet and playwright
Derek Walcott. He said: “Break
a vase and the love that re-
assembles the fragments is
stronger than that love which
took its symmetry for granted
when it was whole.”

Mgqolozana’s stance and that
of many young writers could be
following in the steps taken by
Steve Biko and Barney Pityana
and earlier ideologues of the
black consciousness movement
in the late ’60s, who broke from
the National Union of South
African Students to form the
South African Student Organ-
i s at i o n . It was a crucial moment
that defined student politics of
the era and beyond and — this
must be said — became the

creative crucible for the new-
found assertiveness by black
people that laid the basis for
later uprisings. Those uprisings
were the seed of the tree of
t o d ay ’s democracy.

I am not here suggesting that
we need to set up a parallel
black-owned publishing indus-
try, although that wouldn’t be a
bad thing in itself. We now have
a chance to reinvent ourselves
across the whole chain of lit-
erary production.

At the risk of determining pol-
icy on the hoof, organisations
such as PEN South Africa
should pick up the g au n t l e t
thrown down by Mgqolozana
and many, many voices out
there and call for a countrywide
writers’ conference.

Even though it would not be a
panacea for all evils — evils, for

at the strategy of book/reading
development and how libraries
can be run and stocked in a
manner that does justice to our
needs. And while we’re at it, we
should campaign for the drop-
ping of VAT on books.

Many countries, some much
poorer than ours, have writing
support programmes. Many of
these could be established,
either in existing tertiary
institutions or as endowed
chairs — say, the Chris Hani
Chair in Creative Writing at the
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan
Un ive r s i ty .

Much more important, there
are millions of voices st i f l e d
by the simple expedient of
l a n g u ag e .

We could start with our in-
digenous classics, which are ei-
ther out of print or totally for-
gotten. It is exactly this lack of
continuity that gets people star-
ry-eyed when they discover
Frantz Fanon, for instance, not
realising that his teachings are
embedded in the ancient scrolls
of our forebears.

There is nothing more ob-
scene in a country that has all
the resources than a continued
silencing of the voices of its
majority. Arundhati Roy re-
minds us: “Th e r e ’s really no
such thing as the ‘vo i c e l e s s ’.
There are only the deliberately
silenced, or the preferably un-
heard.”

A book’s journey starts as a
thought, an idea that gets trans-
lated into language; further
down the line that gets trans-
lated — or alchemised — in the
hands of readers and editors,
who finally sanction its trans-
mutation into symbols that glad-
den us in the solitude of the
night or become the very fabric
of our dreams.
ý Langa is executive vice-pres-
ident of PEN South Africa
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man’s world.
We were away from the white

gaze (except of course, the Spe-
cial Branch’s) because we were
preoccupied with reflecting our-
selves to our main constituency,
the black community.

At the risk of romanticising
the period of struggle, I could
say that the difference then —
even in publishing — was that
we knew more about one an-
other than we do now. When the
late Uruguayan writer Eduardo
Galeano made his timeless com-
ment, “The walls are the pub-
lishers of the poor”, he could
have been talking about this
country. What needed to be
known, in times of trouble,
would be emblazoned on the
walls in the morning.

There were formal publish-
ers, such as Ravan Press, or the
veritable explosion of commu-
nity papers and various im-
prints, like Staffrider, which
went beyond the call of duty.
Bannings were still happening
galore, as was the scrutiny by
the state’s paid voyeurs of any-
thing deemed objectionable.

Church groupings supported
small community presses,
urged by their congregations to
understand that disseminating
the word of the people was also a
way of spreading the word of
God. Perhaps this sought to val-
idate author Kiran Desai’s ob-
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the sea of confusion.
Because we mistrusted the ed-

ucation handed down to us by
apartheid authorities, we appro-
priated — by all means nec-
essary — and celebrated books
under our own steam. We
gained an understanding and
dreamt dreams of communities
in far-flung regions, especially
of Africa, Asia and Latin
America.

There were no institutions
that organised formal literary
events. These happened organ-
ically and were packaged within
broad cultural programmes.
Cultural ensembles abounded,
where there was something go-
ing on in just about every com-
munity. Even with the ascen-
dancy of the mass democratic
formations in the ’80s and ’90s —
when the nonracial ethic of the
struggle started gelling — there
was no sign of black cultural
formations straining for recog-
nition or a foothold in the white

instance, such as the nonavail-
ability and rapid remaindering
of titles by black authors — it
would get the writing commu-
nity doing what it does best,
thinking and strategising and
finding solutions to problems. It
would be a conference that con-
fronted the question of book-
sellers and their penchant for
presenting South Africa liter-
ature as an afterthought or a
poor cousin of US or European
offerings.

The conference would exam-
ine the question of literary
awards and explore ways of re-
warding writing without being
hamstrung by commercial pres-
sures, which censor writing that
brings up uncomfortable
themes about our unaddressed
past. It would look searchingly
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