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Abstract
The thesis examines some of the short and long fiction set in Johannesburg, which is
published between approximately 1980 and 2003, The thesis examines how the
residents viewed themselves, and evaluates the various social and political struggles
and strategies that were employed in an attempt to belong, imagine the city differently
and establish strategic identities that would enable them to live a better life during the
focused quarter of a century of experiences in an ever-changing fictive Johannesburg.

Chapter 1 gives a review of some of the literature and theories by De Certeau
(1984), Lefebvre (1991), Pike (1981), Williams (1973) and others focusing on the city
that influence this thesis. It also discusses the social and historical background to the
real city, and the general trend on the ficttonal writings on Johannesburg and the line
of argument that guides this study.

Chapter 2 studies the life experiences, views and images of Johannesburg that
are portrayed in the short fiction published in the journal Staffrider from 1978-1993.
Various tropes, such as that of the racialised body as an invisible, segregated and
victimised one, that are used to describe the experiences of the oppressed and
segregated residents are taken into consideration. The intention has been is to evaluate
the extent to which the residents’ social experiences and interaction in the censored
public spaces help in the formation of resilient identities, and new imaginings and
images of the racially dominated and oppressed city arenas, drawing on Lefebvre’s
{1991} idea on spatial relations. Chapter 2 therefore explores the new possibilities that
were created by the dominated and oppressed fictive residents.

Chapter 3 studies some of the fictional writings on the Johannesburg of the
1980s that were produced by some defiant white writers such as Nadine Gordimer and
Stephen Gray. These white representations are evaluated to determine the liberal
white perspective of the experiences the residents of the fictive city were going
through and how these imaginings impact on the image of the Johannesburg of the
1980s. The main intention of this chapter, therefore, is to examine some of the means
that were employed by some of the white residents of Johannesburg to subvert some
of the apartheid policies in the city, and imagine and create different social and
political spaces in the city centre, northern suburbs and townships as, for instance,
given by both Gordimer (1984) and Stephen Gray (1988).

Chapter 4 analyses the fiction set in the early 1990s to determine the nature of

the residents’ reaction and consciousness in relation to the ensuing social and political



transformation. The portrayal and significance of the anxiety and fear constituted
within some white residents of fictive Johannesburg during the period of transition to
democracy as portrayed, for instance, in Marlene van Niekerk’s Triomf (1999) and
Ivan Vladislavic’s The Restless Supermarket (2001) is studied in this chapter. The
representations of the contradictory and contesting perceptions based on the unfolding
social, political and spatial changes taking place in the Johannesburg of the early
1990s are examined, drawing mainly on Williams’ {1973) critical views on
complexities that take place during a period of intense and rapid transformation.

Chapter 5 analyses the fictional depictions of the residents’ reactions, perceptions
and identity formation as they handle the challenges and trauma posed by the legacy
of apartheid during the early post-apartheid period. Texts such as Jonathan Morgan’s
Finding Mr Madini (1999) and Phaswane Mpe’s Welcome to Qur Hillbrow (2001) are
examined to determine how some of the urban dwellers appropriate the new
Johannesburg, remap it, associate with other residents and establish survival networks
during the early post-apartheid period The chapter also analyses how some of the
characters grapple with the trauma of apartheid violence, and the associated social and
psychological displacement, as presented in Achmat Dangor’s Bitter Fruit (2001) and
Jo-Anne Richards” Sad ar the Edges (2003).

Chapter 6 examines some of the current popular thoughts and images based on
experiences encountered during the first few years in post-apartheid Johannesburg
given in Heid1 Holland and Adam Roberts’ From Jo 'burg to Jozi: Stories about
Africa’s Infamous City (2002). The chapter studies the new styles and discourses that
are formed by the various writers as they represent the urban dwellers’ life
experiences, anxieties and aspirations from different angles and genres. The objective
has been to study the significance of current popular writings in portraying how the
urban dwellers from different Jocations and social classes relate to the new challenges
and opportunities existing in the post-aparthetd city and in that way conceptualise the
multiple and unstable images of post-apartheid Johannesburg.

Chapter 7 concludes the thesis by considering the significance of the shifting
social and historical forces in shaping the narratives considered in this study. It also
briefly comments on some new texts on Johannesburg that do not fall within the
studied period and discusses what I consider to be the direction which the current

literary writings on Johannesburg are following.
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Chapter 1: Introduction: Writing the city and Johannesburg’s literary history.

I. 1 Writing the city

The city in literary and cultural studies has been a subject of in-depth and wide-
ranging inteliectual attention from the time of the ancient city to the current globalised
one. For instance, much attention has been given to the study of the ancient Roman
city, where among other focuses, the ancient monuments, maps, social, economic and
political institutions are studied in order to evaluate how these areas of focus
influenced the tnhabitants’ expertences and constitution of identities. Janet
Huskinson’s work (2000) is a clear example of one of the key studies focusing on the
relationship between the ancient city’s social, political and built spaces and life
experiences during that ancient period. What is perhaps interesting is that the city’s
spatiality 1s proffered as dialectically linked to how ancient inhabitants lived their
lives and perceived themselves. This linkage between the lived experiences and the
existing or constituted space’s ideological, social and spatial make up is what I intend
to focus on 11 this thesis. This chapter, therefore, discusses the major ideas and
theoreticians whose work forms the foundation of this thesis. Other theories specific
to and relevant to the different individual chapters will be considered in the thesis
when the need to expand on the general concepts influencing the particular writings in
the study arises.

In Soft City (1974: 19), a study of the conception of and built nature of the
city, based on observations of experiences in Britain and the United States of
America, Jonathan Raban refers to the concept of “the nightmare city” and “the ideal
city”. The link between the constructed, or abstract space, and the social and
economic interests of the architects and planners, is given here as integral in the
shaping of the city’s lived experiences. The meshing of the city’s spatiality and the
constituted lived experiences and identities, is also characterised by the existence of
both hope and opportunities. Raban rightly considers this condition as emblematic of
the city as an ambivalent space: /
The city has always been an embodiment of hope and a source of
festering guilt: a dream pursued, and found vain, wanting and
destructive. (1974: 17)



While this view of the city as an ambivalent space 1s located mostly in literary
studies and social sciences, a significant consideration should be given to the
relationship between the lived experiences and the created social, economic and
political forces that shape city life. The first point to take into consideration, then,
should be the fact that any city in the world is a constructed, named and lived space
(Miies 2000: 1-2). Consequential to this status, is the linkage between its naming,
construction and habitation, in relation to social, political and economic forces that
have impacted on the given city throughout its history. Furthermore, various cities of
the world have been subjected to critical studies that trace the dialectical linkages
between socio-historical trajectories and their impact on the given urban spatiality.
For example, Marshal Berman (1983) places periods of rapid transformation from the
sixteenth to the twentieth century, which he calls “unfolding modemities”, as central
to the understanding of the changes that occur in the constructed space, as well as the

ways in which the dwellers view themselves and live their lives. He asserts:

There is a imode of vital experience — experience of space and time,
of the self and others, of life’s possibilities and perils — that is shared by
men and women all over the world today. I will call this body of experience
"modernity”. To be modem is to find ourselves in an environment that
promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves
and the world - and at the same time, that threatens to destroy everything we

have, everything we know, everything we are. (15)

I am fascinated here by Berman's conception of modernity in which the lived
experiences, space and time are given as pertinent in the construction of daily lives in
the world.! The part of the world that I am focusing on, which is the city and
specifically Johannesburg, is, as I argue, influenced by socio-historical trajectories
which impact on its space and thus engender paradoxical feelings and experiences
given by Berman above, as ranging from “adventure to the destruction of who we
are”. This paradox is also described well by Miles et al. (2000} as “the spectacular
characteristics of the city”. These characteristics discussed by Miles and others (1-2)
include: its existence as a central and densely popuiated socio-economic space, its
sustenance of urban life “as where things happen and people act” and its invisibility,

yet its encouraging social and economic exchanges such as falling in love or making



business deals. The other characteristics are its construction as a space where
phenomenal historical events and important decisions, as well as great architectural
and artistic productions, are made, and more importantly, it is a temporal space - “it is
now, and will become”. It is in this modemity, described by Berman and Miles above,
where the ambivalence of the city’s built, lived and imagined spaces can be best
noted.

Experiences and trajectories that occur during periods of rapid social and
economic development also impact significantly on the shaping and mapping of any
city’s experiential and abstract spatiality. Raymond Williams’ (1973) study of the
transformation that occurred in London, as represented in various literary texts
focusing on this theme, shows that there is a close linkage between the rapid social
and economic changes that occurred during the protracted period from the feudal
space to the industrial city spaces, and the changes in the residents’ experiences and
the city’s built spaces. In fact, the constitution of urban identities and life experiences
in London is linked to the spatial fragmentation that occurred as London moved from
an agrarian and rural-oriented space into an industrial and often exciting and hopeful,
as well as alienating and confusing space (1973: 148-151). Williams goes on further
to catalogue the various instances of contradictions witnessed in the long period of
London’s social and economic transformation. Williams draws on Adam Smith’s
critical observations of London’s thriving commercial nodes, in which he (Smith)
postulates the city as a space of freedom and order, as well as one “likely to breed a
volatile and insecure people” (144). What I find interesting here, is the contradictory
existence of both vibrant social experiences and economic prosperity, on one hand,
and possibilities of individual and social alienation. This paradoxical urban
experience resonates well with the way Berman celebrates what he calls “the vital
experiences of possibility and perils” (1983: 15} in life.

Again, Raban (1974: 9-10) postulates this contradiction as contributing to the
traditional conception of the city as an alienating space, but goes on further to suggest
that the same city 1s potentially malleable to the extent that an urban dweller can
formulate new and meaningful identities and experiences. This and Williams’ (1973)
view that new perceptions of the city and new connections with the city are created
during the city’s social and historical trajectories (147-148) are of great significance
in outlining the framework of enquiry in this thests. I will therefore take the above

theoretical perspectives, and others that are particular to the different literary periods



and writings, to examine the extent to which fictional representations of Johannesburg
in South Africa, with its specific social and historical trajectories, such as the 1980s
period of high apartheid, excluded, controlled and fragmented the oppressed
inhabitants of Johannesburg, and at the same time provided possibilities for
transgression and the establishment of resilient identities.

from the above discussion, it can be ascertained that the city is subject to
social and historical transformation and as a result there is a need to explore this
subject in relation to the notion of the city as a space that is always in flux or
continuous change. It is generally accepted in cultural geographic and literary studies
centred on the urban spaces that the city is not static and that its experiential space is
subject to social, economic and historical changes. In other words, the city’s state of
flux lies in the fact that it is a space impacted upon by various forces. Pike (1981: 27)
succinctly discusses the shift emerging in the nineteenth century, witnessed in the
European and American literary imagination of the city, where “[t]he institutions of
the city, its physical monuments and social classes, were portrayed less and less as
elements perceptually fixed in relation to each other and more and more as a
succession of fluid and unpredictable juxtapositions”. The perception of the city’s
fixed points, indicated in commerce, power, art, religion and other monuments
generally associated with life in the city, shifted with time and began to consider the
dynamic human activity obtaining in the city’s built and lived space (Pike 1981: 28).
Various tropes were included in the Western representation of the city in an attempt to
capture the characteristic flux occurring in the cities. Pike (1981) catalogues these
tropes. These include that of the street, which is used to depict the complexity of
everyday life experiences and to capture the uncertainty of city experiences; the idea
of the city as an “irritable nervous energy”, portraying the inhabitants’ exposure to an
unstable outer world; the trope of alienation used to show an increased individuation
and disorientation from one’s community and city space (33-35). He concludes his
examination of these tropes with the view that the constitution of the city in literature
vividly represented experiences of discontinuity and dissociation, and not community-
making (72). 1 intend to problematise this conception of the city’s status of continuous
change, as argued by Pike, in relation to the specificities of Johannesburg’s flux and

examine the extent to which and why the inhabitants became disoriented and
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vulnerable. I will also examine further, if there are any possibilities and plastic
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qualitics available to some of the inhabitants as they tried to live more meaningful
lives during the apartheid and post-apartheid period.

A key point, also gathered from Pike’s discussion above, is the twentieth
century’s constitution and recognition of the “new” notion that regarded the city’s
experiences as composed of complex links between the abstract and lived or social
space. This registers the existence of a relationship between built and lived spaces,
and this inter-relationship influences the city’s state of flux. Henri Lefebvre (1991:
26-53) argues that space is not innocent and that the modem city’s spatial
representation is a signification of the relational soctal productions, such as relations -~
between space and power, and space and hegemony. [ consider Lefebvre’s (1991)
argument that the city can be understood better by taking into consideration its
relationship to other realities, and the need to read the city as a space, where the
existing forms of social production, such as raising families and going to work (31-
36), are viewed as a point of departure in formulating a complex theoretical
perspective of the characteristics and representation of the shifiing nature of the city.

Lefebvre also discusses the concept of relational spatiality, where the city is
given as composed of social spatial representation, spatial practice and
representational space (1991: 38-42). The city’s representational space, a space under
focus in this thesis, is the space conceived by specialists like planners and scientists,
that which is lived and associated with symbols and images. Jennifer Robinson (1999:
165-166) expands on Lefebvre’s ideas and explains further that this representational
space is usually associated with the contradictions that take place in the city.? The
contradiction is noted in the facts that the city is on the one hand envisaged as a
socially and politically dominated space, whose inhabitants are represented as
fragmented, and on the other hand, where the dominated inhabitants will be actively
trying to appropriate the city and tmagine the city differently. I find the concept of the I
city’s state of continuous flux and contradiction tantalizing, for this condition affords ‘ /".
the dominated urban dwellers a chance to make new identities and other forms of ;,
agency thus contributing to the complex nature of urban experiences.

An evaluation of the concept of relational spatiality is significant if one is to
have a better understanding of the continuous change that is always taking place in the
city. That is, there is need to analyse the impact of the relationship between power and
the built space, the built and the social space, and ideology and the social space in

establishing a perpetual instability in the city (Lefebvre 1991; Robinson 1999). I



argue that this will enrich our understanding of the nature of the lived experiences, the
mediated identities, the constituted perceptions of city life and even the concept of the
community and the nation in any city.’ These views on the relational space will be
considered in the study of the fictional representation of apartheid and post-apartheid
Johannesburg in this thesis. More importantly, linkages such as that of ideclogy and
the city’s built infrastructure are significant in the study of some of the major forces
that are at play in creating changes and instability in fictive Johannesburg. The task at
hand, then, is to establish the extent to which forces such as power, history and '
ideology influence the shifting spatiality and the lived experiences as they are
represented in the fiction under consideration in this thesis.

However, I am also interested in Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of the link
between space and other realities as well as the idea that space is not innocent. My
intention here 18 to examine whether there is a likelihood that a dominated and
impacted space can support moments of contact, which enable transgression, and new
possibilities that subvert the existing social and political spatiality in, for instance, the
Johannesburg of the 1980s and early 1990s, especially as represented in the short
fiction published in Staffrider and that written by some defiant white writers in the
1980s.* Desmond Harding (2003) also discusses this issue that I wish to pursue, as
ilfustrated in the comment he makes on the conceptualisation of the city in relation to

modernity:

While the city is certainly home to many forms of disintegration, we
should consider the possibilities it also provides as a site of liberation L

¥
from the very forces that would seem to crush the individual. (13)

The hypothetical view that [ hold here, is that in the consideration of the linkages
between urban spaces and other realities, as well as between space and other forces,
the sume impacted space is still capable and has the potential to influence the social
space, the lived experience and even the way the dwellers conceive and walk in the
city’s abstract spaces.

Michel de Certeau’s (1984) work on the ordinary residents’ experiences in the
city, discussed under the fitting title “Waiking in the City” (91-11Q), 1s very critical in
the examination of the concept of the city’s flux, and the creation of new possibilities

and definitions in a dominated space. De Certeau makes a voyeuristic observation of



life on the streets of New York atop the World Trade Centre, and marvels at the ¢ity’s

specific nature of flux and capacity to reinvent itself:

Unlike Rome, New York has never learned the art of growing old
by playing on all its past. Its present reinvents itself, from hour to
hour, in the act of throwing away its previous accomplishiments and

challenging the future. (91)

What interests me here, is the city's transformative capacity, that is, its ability,
through the activities of its inhabitants, to move from the past, and then reinvent and
position itself strategically in order to meet the challenges from the future, A
transformation of this nature is worth considering, especially when analysing the
literary and cultural representation of Johannesburg during the period of the transition
from an apartheid city to a post-apartheid one, and even its current democratised
spatiality. It should be noted that, for a city like Johannesburg, it is politically ‘
problematic to view its apartheid past within the above-mentioned concept of
reinvention that is future oriented and does not consider past achievements, as
postulated by De Certeau, for apartheid is generally considered as a period of the
South African city’s “dark history” from which limited memories of accomplishments
can be retrieved. Nevertheless, the post-apartheid literary discourse of nationhood is
based on looking back for national reconciliation and forgiveness before the nation
can move on. Be that as it may, | believe that an evaluation of the extent to which the
representation of Johannesburg is or is not representative ohf this flux and reinvention

LYY

is worth paying attention to. Thus I intend to explore the residents’ *“spatial
enunciation” and “practices of space”, which are ways used by urban dwellers to
define the city by imagining and walking it differently from its official intentions and
definitions (De Certeau 1984: 84}, and evaluate how this can assist in the
establishment of new possibilities in a city like Johannesburg, whose history is quite
diverse.

The trope of walking and how 1t is linked to the transgression of racialised and
dominated spaces and the appropriation of others will be considered in the analysis of

the fictional representation of Johannesburg, especially during the 1980s and early

1990s. The possibilities signified in the walks, and indeed other forms of agency

"/



{ashioned by the invisible and dominated, which I will consider in the thesis, are

articulated clearly by De Certeau:

If it is frue that a spatial order organizes an ensemble of possibilities

{eg, by a place in which one can move) and interdictions {eg, by a wall

that prevents one from going further), then the walker actualises some

of these possibilities. In that way, he makes them exist as well as emerge.
But he also moves them about and he invents others, since the crossing,
dnifting away, or improvisation of walking, privilege, transform or abandon
spatial elements. Thus Chartie Chaplin multiplies the possibilities fixed by
the constructed order (he goes only here and not there), on the other he
increases the number of possibilities (for example, by creating shortcuts
and detours) and prohibitions (for example, he forbids himself to take paths
generally considered accessible or even obligatory). He thus makes a
selection. The user of a city picks out certain fragments of the statement

in order to actualise them in secret. (98)

It is this representation of an engagement with the existing spatial order, as
argued by De Certeau, that | intend to focus on in the study of the writings and images
of Johannesburg from 1980 to 2003. 1 will, however, take into consideration the fact
that the larger part of South Aftican urban history is dominated by state-sanctioned
racial segregation. 1 will investigate how the characters in the texts to be studied
appropriate, re-map, {ransgress and view the different city spaces that they lived in. |
will determine the extent to which their movements resulted in the “invent[ion] of
new spatial forms”, as well as “creating short cuts” and selecting detours and “picking
out certain fragments™ as noted in the above reference to the analogy of how Charlie
Chaplin “multiplies possibilities fixed by the constructed order”, which in a way
indicates a challenge to a given order. This will be noteworthy in my evaluation of the
extent to which some of the apartheid fiction addresses the residents’ (irrespective of
race and colour) establishment of creative means and imaginings of the city as a new
and different space from its original plan. This concept, which in the apartheid city
emblematises the resilience of the oppressed, resonates with De Certeau’s analogue of
“the footsteps of the invisible walkers” which open up new meanings and “insinuate

other routes into the functionalist and historical order of movement™ (1984: 104-105).



It should be noted that representations of the transition and post-apartheid experiences
demand a new set of walks and perceptions of fictive Johannesburg due to the
ongoing democratisation of the social and political space. It might appear, therefore,
as if De Certeau’s critical ideas cease to be relevant in the study of the representations
of Johannesburg during the transition and post-apartheid period. I contend that his
postulations on “walking in the city”, remapping, appropriations and the whole notion
of searching for possibilities in the city are still critical in the study of the experiences
taking place after 1990. New forms and perceptions of exclusion and curtailment of
freedom of movement in the transforming fictive city, as well as certain types of
ambivalences that come into being can still be understood through the prisms of De
Certeau’s work discussed above. Other critical ideas based on various appropriations
and travels, and contradictory experiences taking place in Johannesburg drawn from
Lindsay Bremner in Johannesburg: One City, Colliding Worlds (2004) and Achille
Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall’s “Introduction” (2004) will complement these guiding
concepts on the city given by De Certeau, Lefebvre and others in this thesis.
Nevertheless, De Certeau’s discussion can also be paralleled to Robinson’s
(1999) discussion on the inventive potential held by urban dwellers in their everyday
interaction with the city. These postulations are based on her analysis of Toloki’s
urban experiences in Zakes Mda’s Ways of Dying (1996). Robinson identifies the
dynamism that is evident in the transforming spaces of the South African city in the

early 1990s, as shown here:

The lines of the city are crossed, redrawn, reimagined; outside the
conceiving spaces of planning visions. The city of everyday experience
and imagination is already a different space; it is already a space of
difference. (170}

[t is my contention that this conceptualisation of the trope of walking and its intricate
linkage with agency and the residents ability to free up the spaces for themselves,
provides an appropriate point of entrance into a conceptual and empirical study of the
writing of Johannesburg, during both the apartheid and post-apartheid period as

represented in the fiction und9f consideration.
/



1.2 Johannesburg: from a dominated space to a democratic urban space.

Having engaged in a conceptual discussion on a number of ideas that are pertinent to
the representation of the city, which [ do not claim to have exhausted, I will now
briefly examine the history of Johannesburg and try to place it within the preceding
discussion. The focus of the discussion is to establish the history of the construction
of the city as a vibrant social, political and economic space. Furthermore, [ intend to
examine the historical, social and political development of Johannesburg. That is, I
will focus on its physical and infrastructural growth into a city, its transformation into
a segregated and dominated city, as well as its attainment of a post-apartheid status. I
will link all this with the fictional representation of the dwellers’ experiences during
the period from 1980, shortly after the establishment of the journal Staffrider, up to
2003, a full decade after the first democratic ¢lections,

The history of the city of Johannesburg is closely linked with the mid-1880s
discovery of huge reef gold depostts on the Witwatersrand area. The historical linkage
between the growth of the mining industry and the city of Johannesburg is clearly

pointed out by Van Onselen (1982):

For a length of some 40 miles along the line of reef, from Springs in
the east to Krugersdorp in the west, the accommodation ridges and
depressions of the Witwatersrand became pock-marked with all the
signs of an industrial revolution — mining headgear, ore dumps, battery
stamps, reduction works, slimes dams and the frayed ends of railway
lines. Besides, and in between these starker thickets of technology,

the same revolution also spawned a series of urban sponges - the
mining compounds and towns — that were called upon to absorb the
ever-increasing numbers of black and white miners who made their way
to the new goldfields at the tumn of the century. And, in the midst of all
these developments, almost exactly half-way along the line of the reef
outcrop, lay the social, political and economic nerve centre of the new

order — Johannesburg. (2)

The discovery of gold went hand in hand with a huge influx of a multiracial migrant
labour force whose settlements were also multiracial. Historians and social scientists

7
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from the University of the Witwatersrand History Workshop such as Eddie Koch and
Dunbar Moodie (1983) have documented the various racial groups and their |
experiences, which include living in overcrowded inner city slums infested with
disease, prostitution and the brewing and consumption of illicit liquor in the
compounds. However, during the beginning of the twentieth century, the
Johannesburg city authority, under the influence of a powerful ratepayers association,
which was backed by the large mining industries, began to clamour for laws and
moves to exclude and restructure the city along racial lines (Parnell 2003: 615-616).
The racialised spatial definitions and urban restructuring arising out of the
white ratepayers’ demands are quite significant. The demands were based on what
Susan Pamell describes as the demonisation of the slums categorised as ‘native
problem areas’ even though Africans were not the majority there. She also shows how
a combination of a discourse on race and sanitation, and race and crime were used to
establish racial divisions in the city. As a result, the council had to promulgate new
laws, such as the Natives (Urban Areas) Act of 1923 and this marked the beginning of
the local government’s legalised exclusion of blacks from compounds located in the
city centre as well as the control of their movements in the inner city areas (2003:
630-636). | agree with social historians and cultural geographers such as Parnell
(2003), Alan Mabin (1992) and Jeff McCarthy (1992) that the subsequent urban
segregationist laws that were enacted during the first half of the twentieth century
such as the 1923 Natives (Urban Areas) Act and the 1913 and 1936 Land Acts, 1aid
the foundation for the establishment of a segregated Johannesburg and other urban
spaces in South Africa. McCarthy’s (1992: 27) summation here is quite critical:
‘White” South Africa had effectively been defined in terms of the provisions of the
1910 Constitution, and the 1913 Land Acts... and local government by-laws had
forged a high level of urban and rural segregation within ‘white” South Africa.” (27)
A more pronounced segregated Johannesburg came into existence after the
1948 Afrikaner Nationalist Party’s (NP} election victory. The victory was followed by
an introduction of apartheid laws, such the 1950 Group Areas Act “[which] required
the strict segregation, within discrete areas, of four groups recognised in terms of the
Population Registration Act of 1950 (White, Coloured, Asian and Black)” (McCarthy '
1992: 27). Thus, the city space in South Africa became both a capitalist-dominated \// ’
one and racially segmented on the social and political level. White ratepayers were

included in the central administration of local and national authorities. They also had
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privileges such as the reservation of the city centre and the northern suburbia as their
territory while coloureds, Asians and blacks were excluded from the political space
and racially segmented into group townships on the periphery of the city.

The creation of racially segregated and controlled townships had profound
social and political effects on the racially excluded Johannesburgers. Townships such
as Orlando in South Western Township (Soweto) for blacks, Lenasia for Indians and
Newclare and Westbury for the coloureds were created under the Group Areas Act
(Mabin, McCarthy & Lupton; 1992). These were created after forced removals from
the city centre and all the areas that had been designated as white areas under the
“Verwoerdian grand apartheid geopolitical vision” (McCarthy 1992: 27). The
negative effects of the forced removals are clearly shown in the case of the destruction
of Sophiatown’s multiracial communities, which resulted in the social and
psychological alienation of most black, coloured and Indian inhabitants. The
displaced lost their properties, homes and identification with old places, and had to
form new relationships and urban networks.’

1t is important to briefly note the social and economic developments that
occurred in Johannesburg under the Verwoerdian geopolitical vision. The city
experienced a huge infrastructural development. The major focus was on the
improvement of Johannesburg’s road and communication system through the
construction of world-class freeways that snaked through and linked the city’s
commercial, industrial and residential nodes. In addition, major improvements were
made in the telecommunication sector. These included the expansion of the state-
controlled South African Broadcasting Corporation and the construction of high-rise
communication signals such as the Hillbrow Tower. Other gigantic and often
exhibitionist developments, fuelled by the economic growth occurring in the 1950s
and 1960s, include the building of the giant Johannesburg Hospital, the construction
of major postmodern high-rise buildings such as the Carlton Centre, the Standard
Bank Centre and the Sanlam Centre (Chipkin 1999: 251-267). These developments,
which are symbolic of the grand vision of apartheid and are similar to the phenomenal
infrastructural development that were also taking place in the prosperous Western
economies during the 1960s and 1970s as discussed by, among others, David Harvey
(1989), have a great social and political significance in the definition of

Johannesburg’s spatiality.
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Nevertheless, the 1980s witnessed a number of popular revolts in
Johannesburg and other cities, which epitomize the growing unsustainability of
apartheid during this critical decade in the history of the city and South Africaas a
whole. Johannesburg became a contested space on the social, economic and political
level. Its commercial and industrial spaces were transformed by the workers, under
their organized unions, into spaces of political consciousness and organization
towards revolt against poor working conditions. Later on, the workers entered into the
national political space under the Federation of South African Trade Unions
(FOSATU), which changed into the Congress of South African Trade Unions
(COSATU) through their engagement with the politics of “the social wage” McCarthy
(1992: 31). Numerous job-stay aways and demonstrations were held in demand for
better working conditions and a complete overthrow of the apartheid system. The
formation of United Democratic Front (UDF), which was an umbrelia civic
organization representing various anti-apartheid and worker’s unions; an increased
international community’s pressure; the commencement of an economic slump in
South Africa, and other factors, forced the government into negotiations (McCarthy
(1992); Alan Lester et al. (2000) and Liebenberg (1993)).

[ referred briefly to the history of Johannesburg in the 1980s to show how
history impacted upon the socio-political space of the city and more importantly how
the city became subjected to contested meanings, imaginations and new urban
identities, which were perhaps never thought of by the apartheid government when it
came into existence. However, it is significant to point out that transgression and the
formation of social and political agency against the domineering state machinery in
Johannesburg dates back to well before the intense 1980s popular resistance to
apartheid. From the beginning of the twentieth century and especially during the
second half of the century, Johannesburg remained an oppressive and racialised city,
yet still managed to encourage different forms of agency from the oppressed. The
major historical beacons of urban resistance include the 1956 anti-pass march, the
1957 Alexandra bus boycott and the 1976 Soweto uprising. These moments exemplify /
the possibilities and new spaces of political activity that were created by the
oppressed inhabitants.

The importance of such resistance and resilience is noted in the way the
oppressed appropriated the dominated and racialised city structures such as the

compounds, roads and schools to use them differently. This resonates with Lefebvre’s
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(1991) concept of the capacity of the dominated to imagine and live in the oppressed
space 1n a different way from the intentions of those who defined it, as discussed
earlier. The Marabi culture represenied in Modikwe Dikobe’s text The Marabi Dance
(1973) is a good example of how some black workers appropriated the racialised
settlements and urban spaces into spaces that reflected their own social and cultural
imagination, and revolted against the mining and industrial capital and the local
government’s definition of the early Johannesburg. Urban structures and even
mstitutions such as roads, schools and transport systems were appropriated and
transformed into spaces for creative political activism. This can be noted in the way
the young black educated and journalist elites used Drum magazine in the 1950s to
explore the urban experiences of the multiracial societies in Sophiatown, which
included ¢rime and poverty. These elites also focused on the horrifying experiences
occurring in Johannesburg’s townships, the city centre, hostels, prisons and other
places. Other forms of resistance included the appropriation of public and state
oppressive and racist machinery and transforming them into spaces of resilient and
defiant performance against oppression. An example that easily comes to mind is that
of the ‘skelm’ figure’s actions on the commuter trains, the streets and other spaces of
Johannesburg as reflected in some Stuffrider stories, which will be examined in
Chapter 2. It is this resilience and other factors such as the unsustainability of
apartheid policies, the international community’s pressure and others discussed by
writers such as Liebenberg (1993) and Lester et al. (2000) that constituted the
developments towards the transition from apartheid to the post-apartheid era and the
democratisation of Johannesburg.

The period under the transition from apartheid to post-apartheid is marked by
tough political negotiations, the revocation of apartheid laws, and the enactment of
new ones and the democratization of the once segmented and racially exclusive urban
spaces. The whole process of the ideological and socio-political transformation of
Johannesburg was triggered by the parliamentary opening statement made by F. W. de
Klerk on 2 February 1990 where he announced the unbanning of the ANC and other
popular opposttion organizations. He also invited them to enter into negotiations
towards the framing of a national constitutional democracy. This marked the opening
of a new page in the socio-political trajectories of South African cities, including
Johannesburg, and the nation as a whole. The city space was democratized as

demonstrated by the annulment of apartheid laws such as the Group Areas Act of
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1966, the Urban Controls Act of 1950, the Separate Amenities Act of 1950 (repealed
in 1989), the Population Registration Act of 1950 and the Bantu Education Act of
1953 by the nattonal transitional authority (Bonner, et al. (1993) and Lester, et al.
(2000)). This enabied the city to change on the political and social level because once
‘white’ city spaces such the streets, restaurants, hotels, parks, schools, northern and
inner city suburbs and other public spaces were opened up and officially
multiracialised.

This was, however, immediately followed up by huge human movements into
and out, and an intensified abandonment and decay of some parts and buildings in the
city centre. The once-excluded local black, coloured and Asian communities migrated
in huge numbers into inner-city residential places such as Hillbrow. This had already
begun in the early 1980s and was compounded by the arrival of Africa migrants such
as Nigerians, Cameroonians, Zimbabweans, Zambians and other nationalities (Morris
1999). Furthermore, Johannesburg’s city cenire’s commercial space deteriorated due
to the translocation of corporate financial, commercial and industrial capital to
northern suburbs such as Sandton.® As a result, spatial nodes of abandonment such as
empty high-rise office buildings and hotels still mark the current city centre.
Nevertheless, there has been a new agency characterised by the constitution of new
social, cultural and architectural spatiality as the city’s authorities, civic organizations
and residents respond to issues such as inner-city decay, an obsessive fear of crime,
xenophobia and a preoccupation with fortifying homes and suburbs in the northermn
suburbs as will be discussed in Chapter 6, which focuses on short stories that
represent some of the experiences characterising Johannesburg during the first decade
into multi-racial democracy.

Associated with the above-mentioned restlessness and bleak urban constitution
1s the existence of a social and cultural space of affluence and glamour that exists in
Johannesburg. This glamour and affluence is epitomized by the ownership of the
latest and most expensive cars, visits to the growing number of post-modern,
architecturally designed shopping malls and the establishment of ostentatious and
spacious homes and cluster houses in the northern suburbs. These spaces of glamour
are also distinguished by the aesthetics of fortification such as electrified fences, razor
wire, high security walls, protective gateways and patrols by armed security
personnel, which is synonymous with the establishment of fortified and utopian

cities.” Therefore, J ohannesburg’s transition into a democratised space has resulted in
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the formation of hybrid and ambivalent spaces that are marked by the existence of
totally different social and economtic worlds. The image of a two-cities-in-one is also
witnessed in major African cities such as Nairobi in Kenya, as discussed by Roger
Kurtz (1998).

Nevertheless, it should be noted that the ultimate democratization of the city
and the nation as a whole was achieved through the holding of the first national
elections in 1994. After the elections the African National Congress (ANC) formed
the new government in a new post-apartheid era. National and local government
efforts were channelled towards redressing old apartheid imbalances in both the cities
and the rural and homeland areas. The efforts include housing projects, health and
education programmes, and the rationalisation of the fragmented metropolitan and
township councils into compact city development entities.® These new post-apartheid
policies are of great importance it the postulation of the trajectories of Johannesburg,
in that not only do they signify a complete transformation of the political scape of the
city, but they have a direct bearing on the shaping of the current city’s experiential
space and how it is conceived by literary practitioners whose works I will be studying
in this thesis.

As we consider the fictional representation of the currently constituted urban
identities, perceptions and imaginations, we note the significance of the intersection
between this current constitution and the city’s history, culture, social, political and
economic development. I argue that the current Johannesburg can be viewed as a
socio-political and ideological palimpsest, where the remnants of the past, the
influence of present and the new, and the imagined future possibilities play a
significant role in the conceptualization and representation of the current

Johannesburg experience.

1. 3 Conceptualising the writing of Johannesburg from 1980 to the present.

The research will be based on a literary and cultural analysis of the short and long
fiction set in Johannesburg, which is published between approximately 1980 and
2003, Firstly, there will be an analysis of the life experiences, views and images of
Johannesburg as portrayed in the short fiction published in the joumnal Staffrider from
1978-1993. From the Staffrider fiction, I will consider the representation of the life ‘
experiences of some of the residents in the segregated, oppressive and excluding city "'

spaces. | intend to take into consideration the heterogeneity of the represented
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inhabitants based on their different races, ethnicities, social class, places of location
and i1deological points of view. Various tropes will be taken into consideration and
these include that of the racialised body as an invisible, segregated and victimised
oneg, especially for the non-whites, although in some instances some whites are
portrayed as victims too. The trope of the street and the public space, as among other
images, a site of segregation, violence, death and even one for resistance will be
considered. [intend to evaluate the extent to which the street and public spaces help
in the mediation of resilient identities and the formulation of new imaginings and
images of the racially dominated and oppressed city arenas. In fact the concept of the
new possibilities likely to arise, even when the space is a dominated and oppressed
one, will be considered. Furthermore, the significance of the ideclogical and spatial
iconography signified by institutions and buildings such as John Vorster Square in
Essop’s “The Concrete Fountain™ (1988), Sophiatown and Triomf in Isaacson’s
“Whose Triomf?" (1990) will also be analysed. This will be done in relation to
Lefebvre’s idea of spatial relations and how these abstract emblems of apartheid
domination influence the residents’ everyday experience and sense of community as
well as their dreams and imagination of the past and the future. The fiction will be
examined to determine the dwellers’ diverse reaction in relation to the residual
colonial and the then apartheid domination.

I will also study some wrifings on Johannesburg in the 1980s that were
produced by some defiant white writers such as Nadine Gordimer. These white
representations will be evaluated to determine the liberal white perspective of
Johannesburg and its impact on the image of the city and the experiences that the
residents of the fictive city were going through. I will examine how some white
Johannesburg dwellers are depicted as either cynical or subverting apartheid policies
in the city, and how some writers create complex and penetrating views of the
represented city’s social and political spaces in the city centre, northern suburbs and
townships as, for instance, given by both Gordimer (1984) and Stephen Gray (1988).
Hence, a study of the 1980s short and lony fiction seeks to evaluate the multiplicity
and complexity characterising the representation of the urban experiences in a
severely censored ficlive Johannesburg, as the residents move through the turbulent
decade.

Fiction set in the early 1990s will also be analysed to determine the nature of the

urbanites’ reaction and consciousness in relation to the social and political
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transformation that was taking place, The portrayal of the existence of anxiety and
fear during the period of transition to democracy will be analysed. For instance,
Marlene van Niekerk’s representation of the restlessness and sense of betrayal felt by
some ordinary Afrikaners and their holding of an apocalyptic vision of the post-
apartheid city and nation in Trionf (1999) will be studied. The other trope to be
considered in the representation of Johannesburg during the transition is the image of
chaos and disorder. Johannesburg is represented as a dislocated social space,
characterised by dilapidated infrastructure such as streets, shops and restaurants, and
dysfunctional human relations. This is contrasted with the existence of a positive hope
for a new prosperous and opened-up city, where new multiracial and meaningful
relationships are possible. The contradictory and contesting perceptions on the future
are clearly shown in Vladislavic’s short stories such as *The WHITES ONLY Bench”
{1996) and in the novel, The Restless Supermarket (2001). As a result, the
significance of Raymond Williams” (1973) critical views on complexities taking place
during a period of intense and rapid transformation will be considered in the study of
the fictional representation of Johannesburg’s transition from apartheid to the post-
apartheid period.

I will also analyse recent fictional depictions of Johannesburg to determine the
nature of the current imaginative reflection of life experiences in this city. The
intention is to study the reaction, perceptions and identity formation of the urban
residents as they handle the challenges and trauma posed by the legacy of apartheid,
especially during the early post-apartheid period. Texts such as Jonathan Morgan’s
Finding Mr Madini (1999) and Phaswane Mpe’s Welcome to Our Hilbrow (2001} will
be considered in the examination of how the urban dwellers appropriate the new
Johannesburg, remap it, associate with other residents and establish survival networks
in the face of the ensuing disorder arising out of various changes occurring during the
early post-aparthetd period. The trope of violence and memory will aiso be considered
in the study of Achmat Dangor’s Bitter Fruit (2001) and Jo-Anne Richards’ Sad at the
Edges (2003) with the objective of analyzing how the characters grapple with the
trauma of apartheid violence as well as the associated social and psychological
displacement. 1 will also try to examine how the appropriations and remapping of the
city, consumption habits and spatial signs are used to represent Johannesburg as a
home for some residents, and how these indicate the existing linkages with the local,

regional and global social, economic and political influences shaping the city. This
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should be of significance in the evaluation of the multiple images of the city arising
out of the fiction, especially when considering that in the recent fiction set in
Johannesburg, the use of the tropes of the migrant, memory, disease and even death
are very prominent.

Finally, I will also analyse some of the current popular thoughts and images
based on experiences during the first decade in post-apartheid Johannesburg given in
Heidi Holland and Adam Roberts™ From Jo 'burg to Jozi: Stories about Africa’s
Infamous City (2002). The focus will be on studying the new styles and discourses
that are being formed by the various writers as they represent the urban dweller’s life
experiences, anxieties and aspirations from different angles and genres. [ will also
examine some of the perceptions that define the contradictory image and instability of
the phenomenal Johannesburg experiences since 1994. These include popular
opinions on violence and crime as shown in Ruth Ansah Ayisi’s “Kwame Doesn’t
Worry™ and Holland’s “Getting Even’’, Johannesburg’s characteristic vibrancy and
grime as given in Dave Chaslett’s “City of Restless Sleep” and Bongani Madondo’s
“Tatty Whore with a Heart of Gold”. Furthermore, [ will evaluate the significance of
the trope of the glamour of Johannesburg and new class- and consumption-based
social divisions in mapping the heterogeneity of Johannesburg as represented in
stoties such as Darrel Bristow-Bovey’s “Sport and Cars” and Marlene van Niekerk’s
“Take the Body Where It has Never Been Before”. The objective is to study the
significance of current popular writings in portraying how the urban dwellers of
different social classes relate to the new challenges and opportunities existing in the
post-apartheid city and in that way conceptualise the multiple and unstable images of
post-apartheid Johannesburg.

Therefore, the thests will study fiction set in Johannesburg during the period
witnessing the height of the contest between apartheid authorities and the anti-
apartheid movement in Johannesburg up to the current post-apartheid narratives. The
analysis seeks to determine the nature of the experiences of those who lived and
depended on interacting with the city, how they viewed themselves, and examine the
various social and political struggles and strategies they employed in an attempt to
belong, imagine the city differently and establish strategic identities that would enable

them to live a better life in the continuously changing fictive Johannesburg.
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Endnotes

1 Tuan (1977) also discusses the significance of space, time and place in literature,
and argues that the conception of time and the experience of space is related to,
among other factors, the view of movement in history and around the given space.

2 Robinson {1999) aiso refers to Lefebvre’s ideas on the relational space in her
analysis of the imagination of the fictional representation of the city in Mda’s Ways
of Dying (1996). She gives an insightful discussion on the creation, and
appropriation, of possibilities in the post-apartheid city by showing how the main
character, Toloki, imaginatively appropriates and remaps the city from its original
definition by official experts such as city planners and architects, as well as capital
and past ideological definitions. Toloki redefines the city by imagining it differently
and constructing his own dreams of the city’s streets and buildings despite his state
of dislocation. In that way, Lefebvre’s concept of the relational space and how it is
related in the portrayal of the continuous instability and transformation of the city as
well as the constitution of new possibilities is clearly explored.

3 I have taken into consideration the views expressed by Lefebvre (1991) and
Robinson (1999) in the formulation of this line of thinking. I must however
acknowledge that I found Robinson’s use of Lefebvre’s idea of the relational space
and the whole concept of the production of space in her article “(Im)mobilizing
Space — Dreaming of Change”, much more comprehensible.

4 1 am reminded of Homi K Bhaba’s ideas formulated in The Location of Culiure
(1994) of the creative agency and other possibilities that are created in this space, the
third space, arising out of historical moments of contact.

5 Various studies on the social and psychological dislocation suffered by the displaced
urban communities have been recorded. These include that of the displacement of
blacks, Indians and coloureds from Sophiatown, Fordsburg and generally from the
Metropolitan Johannesburg Region documented by scholars such as Lupton (1992),
Tomlinson et al. (2003) and Lodge (1983).

6 The characteristics and nature of the transformation of the Johannesburg city
centre, which has resulted in the formation of an image of decay and dereliction, as
well as a discussion on the effects arising out of the flight by corporate capital into
the northern suburbs such as Sandton and Sunninghill is fully discussed by
Tomlinson et al.(2003).
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7 I had an opportunity to observe this phenomenon of the aesthetics of glamour and
fortification that is reflected in the northern suburbs during the Johannesburg
Development Agency-sponsored educational tour of residential places such as
Sandhurst, Rosebank and Sunninghill, and post-modem shopping malls such as
Melrose Arch and Rivonia Shopping Mall, while attending a Summer School on the
city held at the University of Witwatersrand from 1 to 8§ February 2004.

8 These programmes, which were introduced mainly during the period 1994 to 1999,
have been subjected to in-depth scholarly attention by social scientists, historians

and urban studies critics such as Lester, et al. (2000).
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Chapter 2: Popular imaginings and representations of Johannesburg in
Staffrider Short Stories'

2.1 Introduction

This chapter examines selected short stories set in Johannesburg, which were
published in Staffrider magazine (between 1978 and 1996). The selected stories
reflect the inhabitants’ everyday experiences and imaginings of their social, political
and economic space during this period. In this chapter, I consider the stories as a
repository of the popular imagination of Johannesburg and the larger experiences of
the ordinary people in Johannesburg and other cities. These imaginings are held
predominantly by ordinary South African black, Asian and coloured inhabitants and
writers, who were the main victims of apartheid oppression. I will focus mainly on the
response that could have been experienced by the readers after reading some of the
stories and imaginings of Johannesburg. Nevertheless, I am aware that works
produced by progressive whites from within South Africa and the region as well were
also published in the magazine, just as its readers were of different races and from
different countries. | intend to examine briefly the rise of Staffrider into becoming
“one of the most successful cultural journals ever published in South Africa”, to
borrow the description given by Oliphant and Vladislavic (1988: Preface). I will also
analyse some stories set in Johannesburg and determine the extent to which they
represent the writers’ popular imagination of thetr experiences and whether they
offered any possibilities for characters to symbolically cross over some of the city’s
segregated and dominated social, political and economic spaces existing in the 1980s.
The major guiding question in this chapter is: To what extent did the popular
medium enable the writers to expl;ess any contradictions, moments of opposition and
possibilities for the readers of the magazine to imagine and live the city differently?
Other consequent questions include: What is the significance of Staffrider in mapping
the literary history of the writing of Johannesburg? How suitable is the popular genre
in capturing the setting and atmosphere that existed in the Johannesburg of 1980s? In
what ways did the consumers and represented characters try to symbolically and
literally cross over some of the racial and censored boundaries that defined their
experiences in fictive Johannesburg? These questions will assist in me in assessing the
applicability of the hypothesis guiding this chapter, which is that despite the existence

of intense apartheid censorship of cultural and literary production, and oppressive
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working and lived spaces in the city, a number of urban characters as well as
consumers of the written stories could still find an alternative and creative space
where they could metaphorically restructure and cross over some of the social and
political constraints and even perceive the city in a different light to the one imposed
by the state.

I will take into consideration among other critical perspectives, Raban’s
(1974) views on the ‘soft’ qualities of the city, discussed in Chapter 1, as I evaluate
the popular writings. I will also take into consideration Lefebvre’s (1991) views that
the search for possibilities and constitution of urban identities, especially in a space
that 1s constantly changing, can be better understood by examining the relationship
between the inhabitants and their social, ecoqomic and political realities. In this case,
1 will be constdering how the writers imagined and represented the experiences of
Johannesburg’s dwellers in relation to aparthetd domination. I will also look at the
portrayal of the urban worker and dweller, whom [ consider as the ordinary
inhabitants, in relation to the racial classification of the streets, social amenities as
well as memory-making.

What makes the magazine and the selected stories that I will focus on significant
in the area of popular arts is that they fit within the expected paradigm of a true
popular arts, cultural and media production. Karin Barber (1987: 7-8) observes that
scholars seem to agree that popular culture should serve the people and conscientize
them in preparation for a radical engagement with their situation. John Fiske (1989a)
in his discussions aimed at “understating popular culture” — drawing on the title of the
chapter — gives similar views to Barber’s. He notes that: “popular culture is made by
subordinate peoples. ..is made from within and below...[and that it] is always a
culture of conflict, it always involves the struggle to make social meanings that are in
the interests of the subgrdina_\_te and those that are not preferred by the dominant
ideology” (2). It is in this capacity to make the South African oppressed and racially
excl_ﬁ;ied individuals express their censored experiences and make their communities
and the rest of the world aware of their situation that Staffrider shows its importance
in mapping the popular imagination of an apartheid setting such as Johannesburg.

To this end, I will focus on stories that show how the inhabitants and the writers
themselves imagined and coped with the apartheid ideological apparatus and
surveillance of the city’s streets,” educational and other socio-political siructures. 1

will also examine stornes that depict imaginings of the city’s racist, oppressive and



exploitative economic and social spaces such as experiences at work places and
within public spaces and facilities such as streets and train services. Finally, I will
focus on stories that portray the marginalized urban dwellers’ experiences in order to
determine how the dwellers dealt with individual and collective memories and
evaluate whether they reflect the existence or potential of any possibilities of
resistance and transgression of the existing social, political and economic domination,
The stories from Staffrider that 1 will examine in this chapter include: Mongane
Serote’s “Hot Beans™ (1981), Peter Wilhelm’s “Van” (1978), K. F.S Ntuli’s
“Magawulana” (1978), Farouk Asvat’s “The Barrier” (1981), Dikobe Martins’ “Jazz
and Rugby, Tough Games Brother” (1979), Ahmed Essop’s “Gemini”(1979), Bheki
Maseko’s “Mamlambo’ (1982}, Peter Esterhuysen’s “From the Roof, the Sky”
{1988} and Maureen Isaacson’s “Whose Triomf?" (1990).

2.2 Staffrider Magazine: The historical background

2. 2.1 The objectives and focus

Ravan Press created Staffrider in 1978 “in an attempt to respond, as publishers, to the
great surge of creativity which has been one of the more hopeful signs of recent
times” (Staffrider Editorial 1978). The writings were gathered at the different writers’
associations and cultural groups meetings spread across South Africa. They were then
sent to Johannesburg for editing and publication. A survey of most of the earlier
volumes’ contents pages proves that a majority of the writers and associations that
contributed to Staffrider were from the Johannesburg and Pretoria townships. While
Mike Kirkwood maintains that he and other members of the editorial group at Ravan
Press always tried to make the magazine accessible to Writers’ Associations from
places such as Durban and Cape Town, he points out that the largest “interest [in
Staffrider was) centred on the Reef — Johannesburg and Pretoria” (1980: 26). This
clearly confirms that Staffrider was predominantly, but not exclusively, an urban and
township literary and cultural journal.

The writings focused on, among other issues, community experiences and
imaginings based on the writers’ and inhabitants’ local conditions. These would then
be sent to Ravan Press as a group or association’s effort and were again published as a
community contribution. Michael Vaughan notes that the image of the magazine’s
layout “and the organisation of material in terms of region of origin and group identity

all serve to promote an image of the magazine as a collective enterprise” (1984: 200)
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Various poems, interviews and short stories would be published in the magazine
under titles such as Creative Youth Association Diepkloof, ‘Soweto Poems’ or a
writer’s contribution would identify the community or city from where he or she
hailed. As a result, the creative writers and cultural groups, from which these writers
contributed, functioned as centres of “group creativity” in that they offered a platform
for holding reading and writing workshops. They were also the first stage of what
Mike Kirkwood called the “editorial collective”. This involved writers’ groups that
edited their own work by first deciding on which of their works they had to put
forward for publication. The second stage involved a group of five editorial staff
members at Ravan Press in Johannesburg who debated which articles were to be
published in the next issue (1980: 24-25).

By 1988, the magazine had abandoned the use of banners and layouts that
identified the contributors’ community identity due to the breaking up of the different
writers’ groups (Kirkwood 1988: 4). Nonetheless, the earlier emphasis on layouts
with banners and community affiliations evidently shows that the magazine’s base lay
in the communities of the excluded and ordinary urban people. These people were
excluded by the state and ignored by the official media and literary publishers in
apartheid South Africa and thus rendered ordinary in the mere sense of being invisible
and insignificant people and within the 1dea of the ordinary that is discussed by
Niabulo Ndebele (1994), which |