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Abstract

This thesis is concerned with the negotiation of cultural and literary matters in South
African public life during the period 1938 to 1960. While I begin with an exploration
of the more ‘orthodox’ or ‘academic’ traditions of literary-cultural discussion in South
Africa, the far more urgent preoccupation has been to explore a hitherto undocumented
tradition of cultural-political debate in the South African public sphere, one which
arose in the ‘counter-public’ circles of oppositional South African political groups.
What has emerged is a rich and heterogeneous public debate about literature and
culture in South Africa which has so far gone unrecorded and unrecognised. What sets
this ‘minority’ discussion apart from more mainstream cultural discourses, I argue, is
its overt engagement with contemporary socio-political issues. Articulated mainly by
‘subaltern’ writer-intellectuals — who occupied a precarious position in the social order
either by virtue of their racial classification, class position or political affiliation — this
1s a cultural debate which offers a forthright critique of existing race and class norms.
In these traditions, literary-cultural discussion becomes a vehicle for the articulation of
radical political views and a means whereby marginalised individuals and groups can
engage in oppositional public debate. In this regard, I argue, literary-cultural debate
becomes a means of engaging in the kind of public political participation which is not
available in the ‘legitimate’ public sphere.

Focusing in the first instance on literary criticism ‘proper’, this thesis considers
the distinctive reading strategies, hermeneutic practices, and evaluative frameworks
which mark these alternative South African discursive traditions. Here I argue that the
political, content-oriented, historical and ideological emphases of an alternative South
African tradition are in marked contrast to the formalist, abstracted and moralising
tendencies of more normative approaches. What the thesis points to is not or{ly the
existence of a substantial body of anti-colonial criticism and response in South Africa
from the mid-1930s onwards, but also to a vigorous tradition of Marxist literary
criticism in South Africa, one which predates the arrival of Marxist approaches in
South African universities by some thirty years. Aside from the more traditional
critical arena of literary consumption and evaluation, the thesis also considers a more
general public discussion, one in which questions such as the place of politics in art,

the social function of literature/culture, and the complex ‘postcolonial’ questions of



cultural allegiance, identity and exclusion are debated at length. In this regard, culture
becomes one of the primary sites of a much broader contestation of ruling class power.
Regarded by many in these traditions as intrinsic to the operations of class and colonial
oppression, culture also figures as one of the primary nodes of resistance.

In seeking out these marginal South African ‘subaltern counterpublics’, the
project has sought to retrieve a history of radical cultural-political debate in South
Africa which is not available as part of the existing literary-cultural archive. In this
regard, | hope not only to keep these ideas ‘afloat’ as a way of complicating and
interrogating the present, but also seek to provide a more accurate and inclusive sense
of the South African public sphere during the period under review. In particular, I offer
a sense of the many competing intellectual discourses which formed the broader
intellectual context out of which the dominant English Studies model was eventually
constellated. I also give attention to the complex social processes by means of which
certain intellectual discourses are granted legitimacy and permanence while others are
discarded: what emerges in this regard, as I suggest, is gradual ‘outlawing’ of politics
from South African cultural debates which coincides with the rise of the apartheid

State.
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Introduction

1968 is accepted as a decisive year in the history of the British academy. Expanding
student populations, shifting demographics, the influence of a newly-available European
critical theory, as well as the revolutionary politics of student-worker alliances in Paris,
the anti-Vietnam war movement, the Nuclear Disarmament Campaign and a growing
women’s movement all fed into what became a formidable and largely successful assault
on established university practice. The discipline of English Studies was not immune. As
David Johnson observes, “before 1968 the study of English literature was organised by
an Anglophile liberal fraction of the ruling class; after 1968, a new self-consciously
heroic generation looked to Continental thought to challenge that hegemony” (1996:189).
In South Africa, the effects of this dramatic institutional shift were to be seen not only in
the emergence of a powerful critique of the dominant discourse of liberal humanism, but
also in a self-conscious appropriation of the insights of radical critical theory for a
specifically South African cultural project. Here, while critics such as Tim Couzens
(1971, 1977) concentrated on affirming the value of an indigenous literary archive,
others, including Isabel Hofmeyr (1977), Kelwyn Sole (1977) and Brenda Cooper
(1980), argued convincingly for the value of a Marxist emphasis on class.

This thesis examines a much earlier instance of radical literary-cultural discussion
in South Africa. It is a hitherto unexplored, and largely forgotten, history of ‘counter-
hegemonic’ or ‘oppositional’ cultural-political debate which, like its early 1970s
counterpart, offered a significant challenge to established intellectual and political norms.
Coming to the fore from the mid- to late-1930s onwards — as much a response to, as a
reflection of, a volatile social and political scene — this is an overtly politicised cultural
discourse which offers a striking alternative to a more mainstream discussion. Unlike the
later 1970s radicalism, however, these radical cultural discourses did not emerge from
within the academy. Instead, they found a place in the marginal public sphere activities —
mainly newspapers, journals, discussion clubs, study groups, theatre associations and
debating societies — of militant anti-colonial or lefiist political organisations. What is
particularly intriguing about this rich and varied history of radical literary-cultural debate
is that it has been completely erased from the dominant literary-historical record. In the

present, it is available only in fragments, in the yellowing documents, newspapers,



magazines and journals of a largely un-accessed South African literary-cultural archive.
In the spirit of recent efforts to rethink, re-read and ultimately “refigure” the South
African archive (Hamilton et al, 2002), then, this thesis is chiefly a project of historical
recovery and retrieval, an effort to follow the traces of a hidden history ofradical
cultural-political debate in South Africa in order not only to recuperate and preserve a
significant moment of radical South African discussion, but also to consider the
implications of its reinsertion into the dominant literary-historical account.

First a few words of caution: the radical intellectual traditions I describe in this
thesis are neither homogenous nor coherent. Regionally specific, conceptually varied,
and articulated within the ambit of diverse political and social grbups, these are the
occasional, dispersed, and often ad hoc responses of a heterogeneous and wide-ranging
cultural-political debate which was not consciously understood as a coherent tradition by
those who were involved at the time: they are only available as an intellectual ‘tradition’,
in other words, as a result of my own critical intervention, selection and reconstruction.
There is nevertheless a degree of intellectual and political coherence in these debates,
despite their diversity, which makes it appropriate (certainly in retrospect) to grant them
the unanimity of a distinctive South African ‘tradition’. What unites these diverse,
disparate, often elusive discursive ‘events’, in particular, is a powerful common
opposition to the combined authority of academic institution and state in South Africa
which, in some cases, pre-dates the more well-known challenges of the late 1960s by at
least thirty years. In this sense, they can be said to form a significant ‘counter tradition’
to more normative literary-cultural approaches.

In describing these hidden intellectual traditions as ‘radical’, ‘counter-hegemonic’
or ‘oppositional’, I enter a debate about ideological ‘purity’ in South Africa (particularly
on the Left) which is complex, highly-contested and, for the most part, completely
unresolved. Without wishing to downplay or ignore the significance of these debates, 1
have chosen to avoid the precise ideological distinctions of a heterogeneous and sharply
divided South African political history, choosing instead to focus on a more inclusive
definition which nevertheless retains sufficient conceptual and political clarity. In this
regard, I use the terms ‘radical’, ‘oppositional” or ‘revolutionary’ to refer to a political
position which is fundamentally at odds with the dominant social order. In South Africa,
in the years immediately preceding and following the implementation of apartheid — a
period with which this study is specifically concerned — the dominant social order can be

understood as a complex amalgam of race and class hierarchies. A ‘revolutionary’ or
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‘radical’ position, in this instance then, is one which seeks to subvert and interrogate both
middle-class hegemony and the superiority of Western culture and the ‘white’ race.' A
deeply politicised and oppositional socio-cultural intervention which takes a range of
forms across a variety of contexts, this alternative cultural-political discussion is not only
close in spirit to the late 1960s challenges to a range of intellectual and political
orthodoxies in South Africa and elsewhere, but also represents a significant departure
from the mainstream literary-cultural discussion of its own period. This ‘radical’ cultural-
political discourse and its difference from the more conservative university-based
tradition are two of the key issues which this thesis sets out to explore.

These discourses are, of course, never completely discrete; in fact, the intriguing
overlaps between these traditions form some of the interesting ‘knots’ which this study
has sought to unravel. While there are clear similarities between some of the basic areas
of concern, it has been important, for my purposes at least, to foreground what is
distinctive about these traditions rather than to emphasise continuities. Perhaps those
scholars who return to this material in the future will want to complicate this too-neat
opposition, look with more sympathy at conservative South African cultural projects, and
seek to retrieve a more heroic identity for their practitioners. In my present context, a
context in which a left-wing or Marxist approach is an increasingly marginalised one, it
has been important both to preserve the distinctiveness of a radical tradition of cultural-
political debate in South Africa and to reflect on its implications for on-going cultural-

political discussions in the present.

Part I

In his study of the rise of the bourgeois public sphere in Europe in the eighteenth-
century, Habermas makes a useful distinction between the “public sphere in the world of
letters” and the “public sphere in the political realm”. Located mainly in social
institutions such as salons and coffee houses, the eighteenth-century public sphere in the
world of letters was an important public forum for the debate of literary and cultural
issues. As Habermas argues, both ‘publics’ — whether cultural or political — tended
towards the same political and social effects: briefly put, both functioned as significant
public arenas of “rational-critical debate” (1999:51) in which individuals and groups
could reflect critically on the conditions of their own existence, thus creating the broader
conditions for the development of a more inclusive democracy. In fact, as Habermas

suggests, literary salons, coffee houses — and later book clubs, reading circles and



subscription libraries — provided some of the first opportunities for the emerging practice
of independent, unrestricted and critical public debate, thus serving as an important
training ground for the development of other forms of ‘rational-critical’ debate in the
more strictly designated ‘political public sphere’.

Habermas’s efforts to theorise the eighteenth-century European bourgeois public
sphere provide a useful departure point for my own exploration of more contemporary
South African public debates. In the first place, the concept of a ‘public sphere in the
world of letters’ gives shape and definition to a notoriously nebulous and epheme.ral area
of cultural-historical experience, and, at the same time, makes an important point about
its wider political and social significance. While socio-political questions are never far
from view, this project is specifically concerned with the public discussion of cultural
issues in South Africa in the period 1938 to 1960. In this sense, what I am investigating
is a kind of mid-twentieth-century South African manifestation of the eighteenth-century
bourgeois ‘public sphere in the world of letters’, the many and varied sites of public
discussion and debate in South Africa — newspapers, journals, reading groups, debating
societies and book clubs — in which culture features as a central topic of public debate.

This rich history of radical cultural debate, as I have already implied, is deeply
caught up in, and frequently spills over into, a broader discussion of socio-political
issues. A rigid distinction between the ‘public sphere in the political realm’ and the
‘public sphere in the world of letters’ may, therefore, have the effect of obscuring some
of their more interesting connections. Perhaps the most obvious example of this i(ind of
generic ‘transgression’ is the discourse of English Studies itself, which — particularly in
its early twentieth-century Leavisian varieties — seldom remained confined to its own
self-proclaimed borders, seeking not only to define the parameters of an acceptable
practice of reading, interpretation and evaluation, but also attempting to inaugurate the
spiritual (and political) transformation of society as a whole. In this sense, an ostensibly
neutral or apolitical literary-critical discussion comes to function as a kind of disguised or
displaced form of socio-political critique. The focus in this thesis on the public
discussion of culture and cultural issues in South Aftica, then, proceeds from the basic
assumption that ‘culture debates’ are also intensely political ones. In seeking an adequate
term to describe what is a complex, varied and often generically ambiguous discussion, I
have chosen the phrase ‘cultural-political debate’ — rather then ‘discourse on culture’ or
“cultural discussion’ — in order to signal precisely those kinds of overlaps and instabilities

which form such a significant aspect of this slippery discursive field. The term is also an
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important reminder that this kind of discussion is never free of the broader socio-political
formation in which it is embedded and to which it addresses itself. I will return to this
question in a moment.

The exploration and retrieval of hidden traditions of radical cultural-political
debate in South Africa, of course, falls within a much larger (and well-traversed) area of
critical inquiry. Inaugurated most famously in Raymond Williams’s Culture and Society
(1958), and taken up more recently in Francis Mulhern’s provocative examination of
twentieth-century cultural debates in Culture/Metaculture (2000), the exploration of
culture as a subject of contemporary public discussion — or what Mulhern has termed
“metacultural discourse” (2000:xiv) — has been a significant focus of critical attention.
Within this broad ambit, those studies which concentrate specifically on the institutional
history of English Studies itself provide a further elaboration of this influential
intellectual field. In this regard, Mulhern’s The Moment of Scrutiny, Chris Baldick’s The
Social Mission of English Studies (1983), and, closer to home, David Johnson’s history
of Shakespeare reception in South Africa (1996) have been important critical precedents
in defining the shape of the present study. Where this project departs from this work is in
the emphasis on a rich history of intellectual exchange and discussion which occurred
beyond areas of mainstream institutional sanction (such as universities or publishing
houses) amongst those groups and individuals who occupied a much less prominent
position in the broader social formation.” In exploring the parameters of an alternative
South African cultural-political debate, in other words, this project specifically sets out to
retrieve the arguments and debates of those groups or individuals who were routinely
excluded from the sites of ‘legitimate’ public discussion in South Africa, by virtue of
their gender, class position and racial classification, or as a result of their location in
oppositional, leftist or anti-colonial political organisations.

My interest in the debates of marginal social groups in South Africa is primarily
informed by the assumption that cultural discourses, of whatever kind, are intimately
bound up with the material contexts in which they emerge. As Mulhern puts it in relation
to a more general set of issues, “any intellectual practice internalizes its cultural
conditions of existence to some extent....[T]he political and cultural conditions in and
against which it moves are always already a part of its own being” (1992:6). Close
attention to some of the contextual ‘trace elements’ of a radical South African debate has
therefore been an important methodological emphasis in the project as a whole. In a

society divided along class, race and gender lines — a society in which individuals have



differential access to social power — it has also been especially important to consider the
relationship between public debate and its socio-economic location. In this sense, the
project works from the central assumption that the nature of cultural-political discussion
in South Africa (what one says, how one says it, who speaks at all) is deeply dependant
on the socio-economic and political ‘place’ from which these arguments are made.
Middle-class white South Africans in the 1940s and 50s, for example, occupied a
position in South African society which differed significantly from those who were
disenfranchised and less economically secure. A central concern, then, is to examine to
what extent this has an impact on the kinds of cultural-political issues which are brought
to the fore in public debate.

A focus on the cultural discussions of those who operate outside of the
established demarcations of economic and social power opens up a rich area of l.iterary-
cultural debate which, as I have suggested, is completely ignored in standard historical
accounts. In the cultural-political debates of a more radical minority discussion are a
particular set of emphases, protocols and socio-political agendas which depart
significantly from a more mainstream debate. By reinserting this tradition into
mainstream South African literary-cultural history, the project both complicates common
sense and canonised notions of this history, and provides a much more expanded,
inclusive, and therefore more accurate, sense of the broader public discussion at the time.
By reinserting this tradition into the mainstream record, I hope not only to ‘refigure the
archive’ by taking into account more marginal, hence obscured, South African political
and intellectual traditions, but also to keep these ideas and traditions ‘afloat’ as a way of
complicating and interrogating the present. This is not just a partial answer to the
notorious racial occlusions which characterised the apartheid and pre-apartheid years, but
is also a recognition of other forms of social exclusion (currently enjoying. a less
prominent position as a result of the more overwhelming preoccupation with race in
South Africa in the present), namely those of class position or political alignment.

This kind of historical re-configuration also has particular implications for the
discourse of English Studies in South Africa, allowing for some insight into the shaping
forces of contestation and debate against which this discourse emerged in the first place.
In this sense, what is recovered is a kind of ‘shadow history’ of English Studies in South
Africa, a significant, mostly troublesome, antagonist or counterpoint in its own

development which has since been completely ignored in the dominant historical record.



The retrieval of this hidden history therefore provides an intriguing angle from which its
characteristic gestures and practices can be assessed and scrutinised.

The alternative intellectual traditions which I describe in this thesis were, for the
most part, confined to the newspapers, journals and others public sphere activities of an
oppositional South African politics. What is interesting, however, is the extent to which
these discourses also became part of a more mainstream debate. In periodicals like Trek
(and to a lesser extent, The South African Opinion) as well as in the enormously popular
South African Left Book Club, for example, radical ideas gained a prominence which
went far beyond the tiny circuits in which they originally emerged. What this
demonstrates is not only that these were publicly debated, circulating and visible ideas —
not just the madcap arguments on of a handful of obscure and infrequently-attended
study groups or debating societies — but also that the challenge they represented had to be
negotiated in some way by those whose cultural positions and projects were more closely
aligned with a mainstream view. The arguments of South African Leavisit.es like
Geoffrey Durrant and Christina van Heyningen in the pages of Trek are a fascinating
example of this kind of confrontation. In giving detailed attention to a radical tradition of
cultural-political debate in South Africa, then, I hope to provide a greater sense of the
available alternatives to a more normative or hegemonic discourse.

The recognition of an alternative intellectual tradition in South Africa also
prompts questions about the reasons for its disappearance. Part of what needs to be done
is to work out not only why this earlier challenge failed to alter the course of South
African intellectual and political life, but also, more importantly, why it slipped so
quickly from historical memory, so much so that those who were at the forefront of racial
critique and challenge in the 1970s felt themselves to be pioneers. One of the remaining
key questions, then, is to highlight some of the socio-political processes by means of
which certain texts, discourses, and intellectual traditions are ‘authorised’ and others
simply ignored. The fact that this particular tradition of radical cultural debate i1.1 South
Africa does not exist in the present as a recognisable ‘tradition’ provides powerful
confirmation of this process. The disappearance — or more correctly, displacement — of
more radical approaches from mainstream public discussion by the early 1950s, and the
ascendance of a much more apolitical public discussion is a dramatic emblem, I suggest,
of a general shift in South African cultural-political discourse towards a more

conservative response which coincides with the rise of the apartheid state.



There is, of course, no simple act of historical retrieval or reconstruction. A
critical intervention which is shaped by my own background, social position and
particular historical moment, this study bears the imprint of my own immediate context.
Needless to say, an explicit focus on retrieving a radical South African tradition of
cultural-political debate in the first place inevitably establishes particular parameters for
the inquiry, and shapes the eventual outcome. In this regard, it may be possible to argue
that there is a tendency in this thesis to over-play a South radicalism at the expense of
foregrounding continuities with more mainstream intellectual traditions. If this is the
case, it is the inevitable consequence of a first engagement with a new field, and arises
out of the need to establish the significance of an important South African intellectual

tradition which has so far gone completely unnoticed.

Part 11
The radical cultural-political debates which I explore in this thesis are of two main kinds.
The first, and most obvious, is the discourse of criticism itself. Defined by Francis
Mulhern as “any kind of formal discussion of any activity thought of as cultural”
(2000:xv), this is a well-established discursive and intellectual field, which in the less
academic, more popular, sites of public debate and discussion examined in this thesis
takes a variety of forms, including book reviews, feature articles and public lectures. The
discussion itself is extremely wide-ranging, and apart from the more conventional focus
on the novel, play or poem, also includes such areas as jazz music, sculpture, painting,
popular magazines, architecture and film. Moving beyond the formal sites of literary-
cultural engagement in South Africa, I also consider some of the more attenuated and
implicit forms of cultural criticism, evaluation and response which occur in other public
sphere activities such as reading clubs, debating groups and even amateur theatrical
societies.

As one would expect, a focus on hidden traditions of intellectual engagement in
South Africa is primarily concerned with unearthing the distinctive reading strategies,
hermeneutic practices, aesthetic assumptions, and modes of literary-cultural consumption
of marginalised social groups. It proceeds on the basis of the well-known argument,
articulated (in different ways) by critics such as Mikhail Bakhtin (1984), Pierre Bourdieu
(1986), Barbara Herrnstein-Smith (1983) and John Guillory (1987, 1994), that the
ostensibly universal and timeless definitions of literary value or, more generally, ‘taste’

can function as a means of ‘outlawing’ or denigrating the tastes and values of
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subordinate social groups. The elevation of particular social values to the status of
universal or timeless ‘truth’, in other words, has the effect of naturalising and
reproducing existing structures of social power. In this sense, the aesthetic choices,
values and preferences of what might be termed ‘cultural outsiders’ (women, the working
classes or, in South Africa, those classified as ‘non-European’) emerge as an important
site of contestation and challenge in relation to political and social values of the dominant
culture itself.

Western middle-class feminist challenges to male-dominated definitions of
literary excellence provide a striking and well-known instance of this kind of important
counter-cultural critical response. Less prominent, but equally significant, have been
those revisionist histories — such as Paul Murphey’s 1994 study of literary criticism in
British working-class periodicals — which have begun to give attention to a substantial
archive of working-class literary-critical response. This kind of counter-hegemonic
canonical refiguring, of course, defines much of the work presently undertaken in the
field of postcolonial studies. Rob Nixon’s late 1980s exploration of Caribbean and
African appropriations of The Tempest is one of the most interesting early examples of
this area of enquiry. It gives attention to the way in which texts are appropria'ted, re-
interpreted, absorbed and re-imagined by marginalised communities in situations of
colonial or post-colonial rule. Reacting to a view which places the colonial subject on the
passive receiving end of the classic texts of an all powerful colonial regime, these critics
have unearthed a hidden tradition of literary-cultural engagement which registers, not
deferential acceptance, but a range of subversive, transgressive, even “outlandish”
(Nixon 1987:577) practices of postcolonial ‘writing back’ and appropriation. More recent
studies such as Stephanie Newell’s Literary Culture in Colonial Ghana (2000) and Isabel
Hofmeyr’s exploration of (mainly African) appropriations of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s
Progress in The Portable Bunyan (2004) both go beyond the narrow field of literary
criticism ‘proper’ to consider a broader, more ephemeral, arena of literary-cultural public
debate, discussion and interpretation. These studies also, interestingly, make a claim for a
more expanded definition of ‘indigenous’ appropriation, and critical reception, which
includes the possibility that indigenous responses to the privileged texts of a Westem
European canon might in fact be independent of, and even exceed, the traditional
boundaries of what might be termed a strictly ‘postcolonial’ reaction.

While this kind of alternative appropriation of a range of literary-cultural texts is

clearly an important aspect of the present project, I also move outside of a discussion of
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the colonised writer-intellectual per se to consider a broader stratum of marginality which
also includes the white (mainly middle-class) intellectual-activist who occupies a less
prominent position in the dominant social order because of his or her commitment to a
radical politics. In this sense, an alternative or resistant reading strategy, rather than
articulating an anti-colonial reinterpretation of a privileged Western text, might take the
form of a left-wing critique of the political and economic norms of the dominant social
order.

The second main area of concern — and one which has close links with the
discourse of criticism as traditionally defined — is a rich and wide-ranging public debate
which centres on the place and significance of culture in the broader political and social
sphere. In turning my attention to this important tradition of socio-cultural debate in
South Africa in the 1940s and 50s, I pay particular attention to the ways in which the
broad area encompassed by the designation ‘culture’ comes to figure as a significant site
of socio-political engagement. As Raymond Williams argues, ‘culture’ in its modern
senses emerged in the West as a response to a developing industrial society and the
particular kinds of social relations and practices that this enormous socio-economic
transition engendered. Defined at various times as “a state or habit of the mind”, or “the
body of intellectual and moral activities”, or “a whole way of life” (1958:xviii), culture
has always been a significant term in debates about social and political questrons. In
periods of heightened social catastrophe in Europe in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, for example, it has been understood both as that which is under threat
and that which will stave off further disaster. In the more radical traditions of the British
Left, and in the now-discredited Stalinist traditions, cultural pursuits were seen as
secondary to the struggle between classes, but were nevertheless held up as an important
way in which people could be inducted into new ways of thinking and being. While the
definitions of culture and the roles assigned to it have varied according to the distinctive
constituencies which have sought to mobilize it in their interests, culture repeatedly
surfaces as an important element in a long tradition of discussion which seeks answers to
pressing social questions. The same is true in the South African case. Thus, for example,
while Leavisites like Geoffrey Durrant and Christina van Heyningen made a claim for the
privileged status of culture in relation to what they regarded as the inevitably
compromised and contingent realm of direct political action, South African Communists,

on the other hand, sought to harness culture as a ‘weapon’ in the broader struggle against

oppression and discrimination.
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In the many public discussions and debates which take place in South Africa in
the 1940s and 50s, culture is mobilised for a variety of socio-political ends. One of the
most influential examples in this regard is the notorious ‘culture as civilising’ discourse
which provided such important ideological sustenance for the many liberal initiatives
carried out amongst oppressed groups in South Africa from the early 1920s onwards. The
discourse of English Studies itself, with its messianic claims for the role of Western
‘High Culture’ in a rapidly deteriorating social order, offers yet another influential
version of these long-standing efforts of social co-option and control. The recagnition
that culture is very often implicated in the operations of oppressive rule is nothing new.
As Edward Said observes in an interview with Tariq Ali, culture is always “hopelessly
involved in politics” (Ali 2003), “inextricably enmeshed”, in Janet Batsleer’s words, “in
the historical structures and power relations of class societies” (1985:4). This is, of
course, also spectacularly the case in contexts of colonial rule. The site on which Western
hegemony has repeatedly been demonstrated and enacted, culture is a powerful and
complex tool of oppression, marginalisation and exclusion, an important part of the way
in which the non-Western world has been disfigured, ‘exoticised’ and occluded, and one
of the most effective ways in which existing relations of domination and subordination
are rationalised and entrenched.

In this context, for those struggling to assert the counter-cultural discourses of a
more militant anti-colonial or left-wing politics, culture plays an equally important role.
For those on the Left, culture is a powerful weapon of struggle, a productivesite of
counter-hegemonic debate and resistance, an important politicising and educational tool,
and a means of restoring dignity, inspiring solidarity and creating the conditions for a
more egalitarian future. In contexts of colonial rule — as critics like. Frantz Fanon have
powerfully demonstrated — culture has been one of the primary sites of an emerging anti-
colonial resistance. In other words, while particular forms of social dominance have
historically been partly effected via the realm of culture, culture has also figured as an
equally significant site of counter-hegemonic opposition and critique. For those on the
wrong side of the colonial equation (negotiating a culture from which they have been
irrevocably and painfully excluded) one expects that the encounter with the cultural
realm (and the realm of Western ‘High Culture’ in particular) will be especially fraught.
In this regard, it is interesting to note that while the cultural-political debates of white
middle-class leftists tend to focus on the role of culture as a catalyst for radical social

change, the more overt preoccupations of those South Africans classified as ‘non-
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European’ concern the more immediate questions of cultural ‘identity’, access and
exclusion.

The socio-political conditions which led to a burgeoning of both leftist and anti-
colonial resistance from the 1930s onwards in South Africa are well-known. On the
international scene, world economic depression, the rise of Fascism, the Civil War in
Spain, and a looming Second World War propelled many South Africans, both black and
white, into more militant positions. Conditions in South Africa itself, of course, played a
decisive role: this is the period in which an emerging generation of Western-educated,
petit-bourgeois intellectuals and activists watched in hotror as a marginally more
benevolent Victorian liberalism gave way to the increasingly brutal exclusions of the
proto-apartheid state. If the notorious Hertzog Bills of 1936 provided the most
spectacular evidence both of the betrayal of liberal ideals and the inevitable drive towards
full-scale apartheid, mass migration throughout the 1940s from rural areas to South
African cities and towns played a central role in the development of an increasingly
militant, mass-based anti-colonial resistance. In this regard, the inspiring examples of
anti-colonial movements in India and the spirited defence of Ethiopia against a
determined Italian invasion were eagerly seized upon as powerful examples of what a
new spirit of outright challenge (rather than gentlemanly protest) might achieve. In
general, the new political energies awakened by this turbulent period in South African
and world history were reflected in an unprecedented popularity of socialist ideas, the
growth of an influential left-wing movement as well as an increasingly forthright and
outspoken opposition to colonial rule. In organisations like the All African Convention
(AAC), the National Liberation League (NLL), the Non-European United Front (NEUF)
and the slowly galvanising ANC, the largely accommodationist political tactics of a small
petit-bourgeois black elite gradually gave way to the more inclusive strategies (which cut
across both race and class identities) of an increasingly mass-based movement

The alternative intellectual traditions which I describe in this thesis are the direct
result of this turbulent socio-political context. In some cases, these ideas take shape under
the immediate stimulus of a growing leftist political movement. In other cases, they are
the responses of a disillusioned black petit-bourgeois class which has decided to throw in
its lot with the vast disenfranchised working class majority. Unlike the ostensibly
‘neutral’, ‘objective’ or ‘non-partisan’ stance of normative literary-cultural approaches in
South Africa, then, this alternative cultural-political debate bears the explicit imprint of

particular political philosophies, whether more obliquely expressed in terms of general
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political orientation and affiliation, or more formally articulated in the specific agendas
of particular organisations and groups. Here, political commitments range from the
leftist-inclined socio-political analysis of the Communist Party (CPSA) and the Non-
European Unity Movement (NEUM), for example, to the more explicitly African
Nationalist orientations of the ANC Youth League. Forged in close proximity to
oppositional political movements in South Africa, these alternative cultural-political
traditions, as 1 will demonstrate, were also an essential part of liberation struggles

themselves.

Part III

My examination of a hidden history of radical cultural-political debate in South-Africa,
as I have already suggested, relies in part on Habermas’s influential notion of the
bourgeois public sphere. A site of open and unrestricted public debate and association
which is independent of both the state and the official economy, the public sphere
functions as a kind of “theatre”, as Nancy Fraser puts it, in which “political participation
is enacted through the medium of talk” (1992:2). As an emerging forum for the
expression of a hitherto non-existent ‘public opinion’, the eighteenth-century European
bourgeois public sphere, as Habermas argues, began to take on an important socio-
political function, serving increasingly as a public forum in which government policies
could be subjected to the “rational-critical” scrutiny of an increasingly confident and
articulate middle-class public (1999:51). While Habermas expresses reservations about
the extent to which these appeals to public opinion were in fact politically effective, he
nevertheless concludes that “[b]y the turn of the nineteenth century, the public’s
involvement in the critical debate of political issues had become organised to $uch an
extent that in the role of permanent critical commentator it had definitively broken the
exclusiveness of Parliament....Step by step, the absolutism of parliament had to retreat
before [the] sovereignty of [public opinion]” (66).

Subsequent studies have questioned these optimistic claims. Drawing on a
number of significant revisionist histories, Nancy Fraser, for example, makes the point
that “despite the rhetoric of publicity and accessibility”, the ““official’ public sphere
rested on, indeed was importantly constituted by, a significant number of exclusions”
(1992:4), the most important of which were the exclusion of working-class citizens and
women. In this sense, the public sphere functions not so much as an important site of

anti-government critique and opposition but as one of the most effective ways of
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establishing the kind of social consent upon which the continuing dominance of
particular social groups depends. The ‘official’ bourgeois public sphere, in short, is
deeply implicated in the reproduction of existing social relations. Rather than become
trapped in the simplistic polarisation of the public sphere as either egalitarian ideal or site
of domination and control, however, Fraser turns her attention (amongst other things) to
an examination of the role of a host of multiple, competing public spheres which exist
alongside, and mostly in conflict with, the official public sphere. “Subaltern
counterpublics”, as Fraser defines them, are “parallel discursive arenas where members
of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses so as to formulate
oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests and needs” (1992:14). While the
present study retains a sense of the overarching public sphere as a potential (if not always
actualised) site of political participation, discussion and debate, the notion of a more
fractured and unequal public sphere, one which is constituted by a number of conipeting,
overlapping, often marginalised, “subaltern counterpublics” — some of which articulate a
political perspective in opposition to both business and the state — offers a more useful
way of approaching the particular intellectual and political traditions of an oppositional
South African politics. In this sense, the project takes as its principle focus a complex
web of interconnecting South African ‘counterpublics’ which articulate a political
perspective in marked opposition to the ruling regime.

In seeking out a radical tradition of cultural-political debate in South Africa in the
1940s and 50s, I have cast the net very wide, including not only the more obvious
examples of public debate and intellectual exchange in newspapers, journals and
magazines, but also the more ephemeral and less accessible sites of public debate such as
study groups, book clubs and debating societies. In this regard, I look mainly at the so-
called ‘alternative’ South African press — by which is meant all non-commercial and anti-
government publications which were directed predominantly but not exclusively fowards
a black reading public (Switzer 1997) — as well as other more informal sites of radical
public discussion such as left-wing reading groups or debating societies.> This exclusive
focus on alternative ‘counterpublics’ in South Africa may appear to accept the
misleading assumption that there is a direct correlation between an oppositional public
sphere and radical ideas, and — in the rider to this argument — that conservative, business-
owned or government-sponsored public events or media activities are necessarily the
sites of a more conservative discourse. There are many examples which challenge this

assumption: the case of Xhosa poet, Nontsitsi Mgqwetho, whose anti-government poetry
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was a regular feature of the conservative mine-owned publication, Umteteli wa Bantu, is
just one that comes to mind (Daymond et al 2003:176-179). My decision to focus mainly
on alternative ‘counterpublics’ in South Africa arose from the need to give some
parameters to a project which would otherwise have been too unwieldy to do justice to.
Within the broad parameters of the oppositional public sphere in South Africa, 1 have
also focused only on those publications which were written predominantly in English.
Arising out of a similar need to establish appropriate boundaries for a large project, itisa
decision which nevertheless may be seen to reinforce an inaccurate and misleading sense
of the South African public sphere as it existed at the time. Again, this is a limitation of
the project which can only be corrected by further research. A further constraint on the
scope of this thesis relates to the exclusive focus on those (alternative) publications
which made explicit reference to cultural concerns, either in the form of book, film or
theatre reviews, critical articles or designated ‘arts’ and ‘culture’ sections. For this
reason, otherwise fascinating publications such as The Democrat (irregular, April 1939-
December 1949), The Africanist (1953-March 1969), and Ronal Segal’s Africa South
(October/December 1956-October/December 1961), which very little in the way of
cultural debate, have been omitted.* .

The effort to uncover a hidden tradition of radical cultural-political debate in
South Africa inevitably hits its head against the unavoidable reality of mass illiteracy. A
study which purports to be an examination of the South African ‘public sphere’, a study
which concerns a history of lost or marginalized intellectual traditions, then, is in danger
of misrepresenting the reality of South African experience. While I have tried to uncover
some sense of the South African public sphere which does not involve the written word,
the newspaper, magazine or journal nevertheless remains a central category of analysis,
for the simple reason that these publications are so much easier to access. In this regard,
the project is skewed towards an examination of the literate middle-class or petit-
bourgeois South African subject. Much more difficult to retrieve are the cultural-political
debates of those who fall outside these categories.

When it comes to the alternative press in South Africa, the existing archive is rich
and plentiful. Despite the almost continual harassment by both South African mining
companies and the state (particularly in the 1950s and 60s), most radical South African
newspapers have been meticulously preserved. There are, of course, some publications
which have fallen by the wayside, thus problematising any claims to offer a full and

comprehensive account of the public sphere of the period. This is not a claim, in any
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event, that I set out to make. When it comes to the recovery of more ephemeral public
debates such as those which occurred in book clubs, debating societies, public lectures
and so on, it has been possible to reconstruct a partial sense of these events through
newspaper reports, public notices and interviews; however, this is an area of. public
debate and exchange in South Africa which remains largely inaccessible to the
contemporary researcher.

Before I give more detailed attention to the many and varied ‘counter-public’
sites of oppositional discussion and debate in South Africa in the 1940s and 50s, it is
worth making a brief detour into the ‘official’ public sphere itself. The muzzling of the
press and the curtailment of free expression and association during the apartheid era
needs little elaboration. What is perhaps less clearly understood are the more subtle kinds
of repression, censorship and control of free public debate which characterised the pre-
apartheid years. The most telling example of this kind of anti-democratic interference is
the degree to which South African newspapers (the English daily press in particular)
were subject to the control of the South African mining industry. That this was a well-
known fact at the time is demonstrated in the first comprehensive history of the South
African press, Lindsay Smith’s Behind the Press in South Africa which was published in
1946. Most English newspapers in South Africa, Smith argues, positioned themselves
within the general ideological framework of bourgeois capitalism, and, while they may have
been outspoken on other issues, went to great lengths to avoid criticising the mining
industry. According to Smith, it was the general policy of at least one newspaper group for
all news items bearing on the mining industry to be submitted to the scrutiny of the mining
companies prior to their release in the press, and during the 1922 miners strike on the Rand,
for example, no reports of strike action appeared in the English daily press until the events
became too disruptive and too widespread to ignore. In addition, as Smith explains, most
newspapers were under the monopolistic control of the Argus group, which also had
controlling shares in the South African Press Association — the only news agency supplying
news to the Union at the time. For another early twentieth-century commentator, G.H.
Calpin, this resulted in a docile, uncritical press, which criticised the government with “its
left hand”, and was unlikely to challenge the status quo: “It is not far from the truth — gold
being the hinge, axle, and wheel of the South African economy, and the Argus group
reflecting the opinion of the Chamber of Mines — that every newspaper in the country is
Conservative” (1941:322). The controversial Cape Town periodical, Trek, in

characteristically outspoken style, describes the English daily press as an “owned press,
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the rigid and regimented voice of [its] masters” (28 August 1942: 9) and “a propaganda
agency controlled by financiers in the interests of the gold mining trusts” (24 September
1943:11). While Smith acknowledges instances of independent, critical journalism in the
English-language press, he nevertheless concludes that “this outspokenness [did] not cut
across the line of policy that first and foremost shall be the interests of the gold-mining
industry and the interests of the State as related to that industry” (1946:77). The only
significant section of the daily press in vigorous opposition to the government of the day, he
argues, were a number of smaller and less profitable Afrikaans newspapers, which acted as
mouthpieces for Afrikaner Nationalism. Anti-British and vigorously opposed to South
Africa’s participation in the war, they were nevertheless as dependent on the Argus-
controlled South African Press Association as their English counterparts.

Despite the many overt and covert restrictions on free public discussion in South
Africa during the 1940s and 50s, the period nevertheless stands out as a remarkable
moment in the history of independent, oppositional public debate. Turning to the
alternative press in particular, the years between 1930 and 1960 saw the emergence of a
host of independent publications: never more than a smudge on the broader South
African media landscape, they nevertheless articulated an important alternative view
(Switzer and Switzer 1979; Johnson 1996; Tomaselli 1991; Switzer 1997). A significant
growth in the independent media during this period also coincided with the emergence,
from the late 1930s onwards, of an array of alternative political organisations and
societies in South Africa, including such groups as the Left Book Club, the Bantu
People’s Theatre, the Spartacus Club, the New Era Fellowship, the Liberal Study Group,
the Pretoria People’s Theatre, the Orlando Study Group, the October/Peoples’ Club and
the Lenin Club to name just some of the most prominent. The period with which this
thesis is particularly concerned, therefore, is an especially important one in the history of
‘unofficial’ or oppositional public debate in South Africa.

In order to grasp something of the extraordinary achievement of the alternative
press in South Africa during this period (particularly those publications directed towards
African audiences) it is necessary to get some sense of the broader social context. As
Switzer (1997) explains, government and big business responded to rising levels of social
dissent in South Africa from the early 1920s onwards with the introduction of a number
of highly successful commercial newspapers directed exclusively at a hitherto completely
under-serviced African market. Newspapers like Bantu World, Umteteli wa Bantu and

Drum — which fell under the new umbrella of Bantu Press (Pty) Ltd — sought not only to
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define (and dictate) the contours of a more acceptable African politics, but also to take
advantage of the enormous remunerative possibilities of a substantial emerging African
market, both for newspapers themselves as well as the many products they advertised.
The result of this move was an effective wiping out of the independent African press in
South Africa during the period. Newspapers like the ANC-aligned Abantu-Batho, unable
to compete with the lavish productions of the corporate media, were either swallowed up
by larger publications and gradually stripped of their political concerns, or simply
dissolved of their own accord. It is these conditions which make the continued survival of
successful independent African newspapers like the Durban paper, Inkundla ya Bantu
(April 1938-November 1951) and the Orlando newssheet, The Voice of Africa
(September 1949-May/June 1950) all the more remarkable. On a much smaller scale, the
various ANC Youth League publications such as the African Lodestar (1949-1950) and
The Africanist (1953-March 1969) continued to find small but loyal audiences amongst
those who supported the ANC. By far the most successful alternative publications during
this period emerged from the Communist Party. These included (amongst others) its
official organs, Umsebenzi/The Worker (1915-1938), Umvikeli-Thebe/African Defender
(irregular 1936-1938) and Inkululeko (irregular, August 1939-May 1952), as well a string
of successful and not so successful unofficial publications such as the Guardian and its
various successor papers (1938-1962); the Durban-based left-wing publication, the Call
(January 1940-April 1942); Ruth First’s Fighting Talk (February 1942-February 1963);
Spark (1952-1953); and the Johannesburg Congressite journal, Liberation (Sel;tember
1953-December 1959). Looking further afield at those newspapers and journals which
also articulated a militant anti-colonial politics but remained opposed to the ANC, CATA
(September 1934-June 1956), The Spark (irregular, 1935-9), Workers Voice (irregular,
1944-1946), The Torch (February 1946-December 1963), Discussion (June 1951-
December 1952), The Citizen (March 1956-May 1958) and lkhwezi Lomso (July 1958-
1960) provide further examples of a lively oppositional South African press. In the case
of a more general South African readership, hungry for an alternative to the mine-owned
capitalist dailies, the Western Cape-based weekly, The Cape Standard (May 1936-
November 1947), the Cape Town periodical Trek (August 1939-April 1947) — and for a
short time in the late 1930s, the South African Opinion (November 1934-August 1937) —
Wulf Sachs’s, The Democrat, and Ronald Segal’s Africa South (in the late 1950s) also

played an important role.
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My enquiry into a hidden tradition of radical public debate in South Africa
focuses in particular on the years between 1938 and 1960. 1938, as I have suggested, is a
significant date both for the emergence of new forms of political protest in South Africa
as well as for the development of a critical, counter-hegemonic or oppositional
‘counterpublic sphere’. This important instance of oppositional public debate in South
Africa continued well into the late 1950s. With the Suppression of Communism Act of
June 1950, and the subsequent banning of all ‘Communist’ organisations and activities,
however, the future of the oppositional ‘counterpublic’ sphere in South Africa looked
increasingly bleak. Countrywide mass protests in the early 1960s were greeted with the
imposition of a state of emergency. This was followed by a decision on the part of both
the ANC and PAC to begin a campaign of violent, armed protest (Umkhonto We Sizwe
and Pogo, armed wings of the ANC and the PAC, respectively were formally established
in 1961). The South African government responded with a string of even more repressive
measures: the Sabotage Act of June 1962 and the notorious ‘90 Day Act’ (which allowed
for 90 day detention without trial) meant that South African activists increasingly faced
House Arrest, banning orders and even imprisonment (Saunders 1994). Many fled the
country altogether. While some newspapers, such as the Guardian and The Torch,
managed to survive into the early 1960s, these years effectively mark the end of this
fascinating period in the history of oppositional public debate in South Africa.

In reconstructing a history of the South African ‘counterpublic’ sphere during this
period, I have chosen to focus on particular instances of radical cultural-political debate
in South Africa (the work of individuals such as Dora Taylor, Trek magazine; or the
activities of the Left Book Club, for example) rather than constructing a single over-
arching chronology. This has allowed me to give close attention to the particular
characteristics of what is an enormously varied intellectual field. In some cases, it has
also arisen out of a need to position particular intellectual traditions in relation to the
distinctive political organisations with which they were associated. Although there is a
strong chronological emphasis in the individual chapters themselves, therefore, the
overall effect of this kind of parallel historical organisation is one of overlap and
repetition.

There are a number of public sphere activities which fall outside of the
parameters of this study: here, University of Cape Town publication, The Critic (1932-
1939), edited by Hugh Reyburn, the short-lived Liberator (Feb-March 1937), militant
organ of the Cape-based National Liberation League edited by Jimmy la Guma, and the
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New African (January 1962-July 1964), an English monthly edited by Randolph Vigne,
are some of the more interesting examples which had to be omitted from the present
study. Earlier publications such as the Liberator and The Critic are an important
reminder that a radical cultural-political debate did not simply appear in 1938 but that
there were interesting and significant earlier traditions which a more comprehensive
study would have to include.

Finally, a note on the use of quotations: the individuals who contributed to the
radical cultural-political debates of an alternative South African tradition come from a
range of educational and class backgrounds; this complex South African socio-economic
reality is inevitably reflected in the discourses themselves. In this regard, I have
reproduced the quotations in exactly the form in which they originally appeared,
including all stylistic variations and idiosyncrasies as well as spelling and grammatical

CITOTS.

Part IV

Chapter 1 begins with the discourse of criticism in university departments of English,
focusing particularly on South African versions of the critical-cultural project associated
with F.R. Leavis and the Scrutiny school. I have chosen to concentrate exclusively on a
Leavisian cultural project in South Africa largely because its text-bound, formalist and
pointedly apolitical critical methods form such a striking contrast to the much more
politicised and overtly oppositional approach of an alternative South African discussion.
Often required to give an account of itself, South African Leavisian discourse tended to
be more theoretically self-aware than other contemporary approaches: in this regard, its
many public statements and explanations also provide a rich source of material for
examination and critique. As a significant competing cultural discourse, then, a Leavisian

cultural project forms an important counterpoint against which an alternative South

African cultural discourse can be read and understood.

To characterise a 1940s South African Leavisian criticism as the dominant or
mainstream view in South Africa, however, would be to distort its early history.
Beginning as an embattled minority position in the mid-1940s, it was only in the late
1950s that it came to occupy a position of authority in English Departments in South
Africa. Notwithstanding the important differences between established historical or

philological methods and those of an emergent ‘practical criticism’, I suggest that there is
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an essential continuity — in terms of a general set of socio-cultural values and aims —
between these two traditions which is difficult to ignore. What we see in the gradual
emergence of a Leavisian approach in South Africa, as I hope to demonstrate, is not so
much a rupture as a slight shift in orientation within an overall cultural and socio-
political terrain which remains largely unchanged. In this sense, a narrow Leavisian
cultural discourse in South Africa is emblematic of a broader institutional ‘atmosphere’
or emphasis, namely a noticeable unwillingness to engage with the politics of literary-
cultural texts and a desire to preserve the aesthetic and political values of a privileged
intellectual elite, which is in marked contrast to the much more politicised and egalitarian
discourses of an alternative South African tradition. Without reducing it to the part of
convenient ‘straw man’, a Leavisian English Studies is nevertheless held up as a crucial
critical measure against which the significance of an alternative South African debate can
be properly understood.

The thesis begins with a detailed case study of two well-known South African
Leavisites, Christina van Heyningen and Geoffrey Durrant. Influential and charismatic
teachers of English in South Africa, both van Heyningen and Durrant played a central
role in the implementation of the new techniques of ‘practical criticism’ in South African
universities from the late 1940s onwards. Both enthusiastic champions of an emerging
Leavisian cultural project in South Africa, they were also the only South African
academics to engage at some length with the challenge posed by an alternative South
African debate. In exploring the work of these two South African academics, the chapter
seeks to give a sense — albeit partial — of the dominant concerns, protocols and practices
of a more mainstream literary-cultural discussion.

In chapter 2, I extend and complicate the previous examination of more
mainstream or institutionalised cultural discourses in South Africa by looking at the
cultural-political debates of two successful, independent South African publiéations,
namely The South African Opinion and Trek. Both these publications (to a greater or
lesser extent) provided a forum for a more conservative or mainstream literary-cultural
discussion as well as that of a more radical or leftist approach. In this sense, these
publications provide a rare opportunity to observe the way in which a more conservative
South African critical tradition engaged with the forthright arguments of a Marxist or
leftist approach. This more politicised literary-criticism is to be found mainly in the Cape
Town periodical Trek which was edited in the 1940s by the maverick Afrikaans ex-

Western Cape farmer Jacques Malan, Here was an instance of critical public debate over
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cultural and social questions which is unsurpassed in South African cultural history to
date. In The South Afvican Opinion, on the other hand, what we observe is the gradual
displacement of a radical cultural-political discussion by the resolutely apolitical
discourses of a more orthodox approach. In this sense, the history of both these South
African periodicals is emblematic of a disturbing tendency in South African public life,
namely the gradual closing down of the forums available for independent, critical
discussion in the South African public sphere. Trek was one of the few publications in
South Africa which encouraged radical cultural-political debate. It re-emerged in the
early 1950s (an amalgamation of the conservative S.4. Opinion and the previous Trek) as
an exclusively literary-cultural journal which studiously avoids any direct engagement
with contemporary socio-political concerns.

In chapter 3, I begin to give detailed attention to an alternative cultural-political
debate in South Africa which began to take shape from the 1930s onwards. What
concerns me particularly in this chapter is the work of Scottish immigrant Dora Taylor.
Taylor was schooled in the literary-cultural conventions of a much more conservative
tradition. However, an intimate involvement with early left-wing groups in South Africa
as well as a close personal association with the leaders of prominent liberation
organisations like the Non-European Unity Movement led her to take up a radically
different perspective on culture and its place in the broader social environment. The work
of this journalist, literary critic and writer is fascinating for a number of reasons. First, it
forms part of a significant, but barely recognised tradition of radical cultural discourse in
South Africa which took its cue from classical Marxist traditions. In this regard, as a
regular feature writer and literary reviewer for Trek magazine, Taylor was one of the first
South African writers to introduce a Marxist perspective into the discussion of literary
and cultural questions in South Africa in the 1940s, thereby substantially shifting the
grounds of the contemporary debate, and offering a fundamental challenge to the
assumptions and aims of the dominant discourse of English Studies. A materialist
perspective on literature and culture in the service of an emancipatory politics offered a
serious and compelling alternative to the idealising tendencies and conservative social
agendas of more normative literary-critical approaches. It also allowed for a rare public
discussion of, and critical engagement with, South African politics and society via the
medium of a radical literary criticism. The desire to foster critical debate on pressing
social questions through the analysis of literary texts was part of a broader concern with

teaching a critical method, and thereby encouraging an independent, oppositional
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analysis of South African society based on a Marxist perspective. With this in mind,
Taylor sought to publicise her ideas as widely as possible in the circles of what was
rapidly gaining ground as one of the most influential political and intellectual movements
in the Western Cape, namely the various groups associated with the Non-Europeah Unity
Movement.

Chapter 4 focuses on the intellectual traditions of the Non-European Unity
Movement and associated (as well as break-away) groups. Focussing in particular on
publications such as The Torch, The Educational Journal and The Citizen as well as
discussion groups like the New Era Fellowship and the Progressive Forum, this chapter
sheds some light on the broader intellectual and political milieu of which Taylor’s work
was an essential part. It also begins to explore some of the distinctive cultural-political
preoccupations of black South Africans during the period. These discussions begin with
the premise that culture can be a powerful force in contesting the status quo. The more
overt emphasis in terms of cultural strategy, however, has less to do with the reading of
particular texts, and much more to do with drawing attention to questions of cultural
identity, access and exclusion. An issue of overwhelming concern to Unity Movement
intellectuals in this regard is the spurious colonialist equation between the acquisition of
Western ‘cultural capital’ and the attainment of political and economic rights. An on-
going contestation of the ‘cult of respectability’ is not only an attack on the more
conservative political agendas of an established black leadership, but is also a powerful
repudiation of a hegemonic colonialist ‘truth’. In drawing attention to the social function
of culture in contexts of colonial and semi-colonial rule — particularly its role in
reproducing and supporting damaging social hierarchies — Unity Movement intellectuals
make an important contribution to a broader anti-colonial debate. In contrast to the
inevitably obsequious, and ultimately futile, attempts to win political favour through the
attainment of a kind of ‘civilised respectability’, Unity Movement intellectuals posit a
radical education, one which consistently interrogates the conventional operations and
assumptions of hegemonic rule. At the heart of this ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ is a
radical cultural practice, one which foregrounds material contexts, and interrogates the
hegemonic separation of ‘politics’ and “culture’. In this sense, it forms an important part
of a more wide-ranging and multi-pronged practical offensive against the South African
state.

In chapter 5, I give attention to the cultural-political debates of the Communist
Party and associated groups in the period 1937 to 1960. This is a period in which the
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Communist Party (CPSA) enjoyed perhaps its greatest success; it is also a period which
coincides with the life of the Guardian newspaper, unofficial organ of the CPSA. The
Guardian forms a central focus in this chapter. It was a crucial site of cultural-political
debate for Communists and fellow-travellers in South Africa during the period, and also
served as a platform for the many radical clubs and societies which formed part of South
Africa’s lively left-wing scene. These include the ephemeral and difficult-to-access sites
of radical public discussion and debate in groups such as the Left Book Club, the
People’s Club and the Jewish Workers’ Club as well as the Pretoria People’s Theatre and
the Bantu People’s Theatre.

In exploring some of the cultural preoccupations and agendas of this influential
political tradition, one is immediately confronted with the monolithic stereotype of
Stalinist-style regimentation and prescription in the cultural sphere. An important aim of
this chapter, therefore, is to look beyond the stereotypes to consider the implications of
specific examples. There are many cases in which the routine gestures of a Stalinist
cultural project are uncritically repeated in the South African context. The close
exploration of the cultural-political debates of the Communist Party, however, reveals not
just the dutiful or rigid application of pre-existing cultural formulas but a lively cultural
debate which engages thoughtfully and suggestively with contemporary cultural
concerns. Like the radical intellectual traditions of the NEUM, this is a cultural discourse
which engages explicitly with political and material issues. This emphasis speaks to the
founding assumption that culture is inherently ideological: either it supports existing
socio-political hierarchies, or it can serve as an additional ideological ‘front’ in the
struggle against established class and race oppressions. This more pragmatic emphasis on
culture as a political tool amongst South African Communists during this period meant
that intellectual effort was directed less at the elaboration of Marxist critical theory as at
developing the conditions for a more effective political resistance. Like the writer-
intellectuals of the NEUM, South African Communists made a conscious effort to
challenge the race and class-based hierarchies of the ruling social order with a more
democratic and inclusive cultural practice which aimed to build on the creative and
intellectual capacities of its many contributors rather than imposing a pre-defined cultural
norm.

In chapter 6, I turn to a number of publications associated with the 1950s
Congress movement in South Africa, drawing particular attention, once again, to a

continuing legacy of radical cultural-political debate which has largely been obscured

24



from the dominant literary-cultural record. In considering Guardian successor
newspapers such as The Clarion, People’s World, Advance and New Age as well as the
pro-Communist paper, Fighting Talk, 1 continue the investigation begun in chapter 5 of
the cultural-political discourses of the Communist Party. The cultural-political debates of
the Congress Period continue many of the emphases and preoccupations of the previous
two decades. Under the impact of the Congress Alliance, however, the nature of the
debate shifts slightly to include a consideration of what in some ways amounts to a new
intellectual field, namely an engagement with the question of what Mphahlelé terms
“cultural cross-currents” (Fighting Talk February 1960:11), the shifting, ambiguous and
deeply hybridised spaces of inter-cultural exchange. Amongst black South African
Communists — many of whom achieve a greater presence in pro-Communist publications
during this period — there is a greater emphasis not only on recognising the existence of
an African literary canon, but also on contesting on-going racist stereotyping and
historical distortion in the dominant culture.

This chapter also considers the cultural debates of The Voice, a lively township
newspaper which had some affinities with the political perspectives of the All African
Convention and the NEUM. African intellectuals writing for The Voice not only
contested the racist myths of the dominant culture; they also built much of their cultural-
political project on a strong repudiation of government efforts to lock Africans into the
marginalized cultural identities of a reified ‘tribal’ or ethnic identity. In response, Voice
critics such as Es’kia Mphahlele and Khabi Mngoma articulated a forthright African
modernity, and contested a painful legacy of cultural and social exclusion with a

powerful claim to a ‘world’ cultural inheritance.

Notes:

' I omit the term ‘gender’ from this discussion since a consciousness of gender discrimination and
inequality is largely absent from the traditions I describe in this thesis. The reasons for this absence are
beyond the scope of the present discussion.

? Johnson’s study (1996) makes some attempt to incorporate more marginal examples of Shakespeare
reception in South Africa.

? For this reason, I have omitted all examples of the commercial press in South Africa as well as those
newspapers — like The Natal Witness for example — which may have been independent but did not
articulate an overtly radical position.

% A.C. Jordan’s weli-known series on African literature published in Africa South between 1958 and 1960
is the single notable exception.
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Chapter 1

English Studies in South Africa: Democracy and Culture

on the Precipice

This chapter begins with an examination of the discourse of criticism in South African
universities during the period 1940 to 1960, concentrating in particular on South African
deployments of the critical-cultural project associated with F.R. Leavis and the Scrutiny
school. One of the main purposes of this chapter is to provide a sense of the mainstream
or hegemonic tradition of cultural-political debate in South Africa against which to
interpret the alternative preoccupations of a more radical minority discussion. The
exercise of defining a ‘hegemonic’ or ‘institutional’ position is, of course, fraught with
difficulty. English Studies in South Africa is not easily reducible to a single, all-
embracing definition. In addition, the identity of English Studies in South Africa in the
1940s was the subject of substantial debate as a newly-converted vanguard of
enthusiastic South African Leavisites began to assert the value of ‘practical criticism’
over more traditional approaches. In this context, it was practical criticism itself which
occupied the minority position of embattled outsider in relation to the more firmly-
entrenched historical and philological approaches. In setting up a South African
Leavisian cultural project as the main ‘antagonist’ against which to read the existing
alternatives, then, I am in danger of distorting the historical record.

There are a number of reasons why, despite these difficulties, I persist in locating
a South African Leavisian cultural project as part of a hegemonic position. As a
significant and increasingly prominent ‘alternative’ or ‘oppositional’ discourse in the
mid-1940s, this not-quite-institutionalised approach nevertheless enjoyed a measure of
institutional and social sanction which was simply not available to those outside the
university. In the first place, then, the terms ‘oppositional’ and “alternative’ do not apply
in exactly the same way. Even more important, while I make every effort not to overlook
its early identity as a challenging, innovative and iconoclastic approach, I also make the
claim that there is a considerable overlap — in terms of shared political and cultural values
— between a South African Leavisian approach and those which it sought to displace

which makes it impossible to draw a clear line between these two traditions. In this
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regard, 1 make a case not so much for a Leavisian exceptionalism as a much more
fundamental continuity. In both these senses, then, an embattled Leavisian alternative is
much more closely aligned with the dominant cultural discourse than it is with those on
the ‘outside’. Finally, it is also a position, which within a few years would inevitably
displace the older methods as the dominant critical approach in South African
universities. A hegemonic position-in-the-making, it is the direction in which English
Studies would eventually move.

This chapter sets out to explore the nature of this discourse, paying particular
attention to its implications for a specifically South African context. In order to provide a
focus for this wide-ranging tradition, I have chosen to concentrate on the work of
Christina van Heyningen and Geoffrey Durrant. This more or less exclusive focus calls
for some justification. Both Durrant and Van Heyningen were at the forefront of the
Leavisian assault on conventional English pedagogy in South Africa, and played a
significant role in establishing and promoting ‘practical criticism’ in South African
universities from the mid-1940s onwards. They were both charismatic and respected
teachers, and their critical interventions made a lasting impact on English Studies in this
country. Notwithstanding a strong commitment to the ‘words on the page’, van
Heyningen and Durrant also had a very highly developed sense of their own political and
social responsibilities, and as public intellectuals, took their literary preoccupations
beyond the classroom into the public arena, engaging with many of the key cultural and
political debates of the period. Finally, as regular contributors to the popular Cape Town
periodical, Trek, they are also two of the only South African academics to actively
engage with the more radical cultural-political debates which form the focus of the rest of
this thesis.

English Departments in South Africa in the 1940s, as | have said, began to feel
the effects of a new Cambridge-educated vanguard which challenged established
historical and philological approaches to English pedagogy, and argued for the greater
social necessity of the critical and cultural project which was pioneered by F.R. Leavis
and the Scrutiny school.' Despite substantial opposition and many protracted debates,
this critical project, which poured scorn on a range of sacred English literary cows (the
importance of literary biography and Old English, to name just two) would soon become
the dominant critical discourse in South African English Departments.” The mid 1980s
saw a number of timely and well-delivered blows to many of its fundamental

assumptions: the limits of its liberal humanism; its narrow ‘tyranny of the text’; its notion
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of a universal and timeless aesthetic order; its Eurocentrism; its appeals to ‘common
sense’ and ‘human nature’; its condescension towards popular culture; and, perhaps
worst of all, its complicity in South Africa’s racial-capitalism. Nevertheless, as Michael
Vaughan (1984) reminds us, the original Leavisian attack on established academic
practice in South Africa was a fruitful and necessary intervention in its day. In

comparison to the rather moribund critical practice of the mid-1980s, he argues,

[t]he early days of ‘practical criticism” were at least associated with the exercising of

some fresh and iconoclastic critical energies (for example, Leavis’s ‘demotion’ of

Milton, Spenser and others; Scrutiny’s assault on late-Romantic aesthetics, and upon

the ponderous historicist scholarship of the academic establishment); with the

acclamation of the work of developing and highly controversial writers, disdained

by the powers of orthodoxy; and with a momentously influential redrawing of the

dominant literary map. (41)
Positioned ultimately in the service of a conservative — in Vaughan’s assessment
“mistaken” — intellectual project which drew its logic from the threat posed to ‘minority
culture’ from an ever-expanding ‘mass civilisation’, it was nevertheless a “cultural
project of great enterprise, cogency and boldness” (41), which advocated a much-needed
return to the practice of close reading, and engaged with a wide range of literary-cultural
forms.

A useful departure point for a discussion of this influential cultural project in

South Africa are the conferences and symposia at which these critical ideals were first
tested, debated and defended.® Here it is important to note, in the first instance, that it
was precisely those academics who were most in tune with the specifics of the South
African context in which they taught who first saw the value of the new critical approach.
As Christopher Doherty points out, one of the reasons for the tremendous success of
practical criticism in English Departments in South Africa at the time was that it took
into account the needs of South African students who lacked the necessary cultural
references which were commonplace to their British counterparts (1989:105). In other
words, as Doherty argues, the rapid rise of ‘practical criticism’ in South African
universities had less to do with the incursion of new class elements into the academy, or
the increasing professionalisation of the discipline itself (as was the case in England), and
much more to do with the fact of its strong pedagogic value in a context in which English
culture remained remote from the everyday experiences of ordinary South African
students. (1989:101). The problem of cultural and educational ‘unpreparedness’ was
most acute amongst Afrikaans and African students, and therefore it was not surprising

that alongside its main champions, Geoffrey Durrant, Christina van Heyningen and Alan
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Warner, it was those who worked with second-language speakers of English who quickly
seized on its usefulness as a teaching tool.

The second and more far-reaching point has to do with the nature of the debate
itself, Here I would argue that, while there are certainly important surface differences
between the two opposing critical schools in English Departments during the period, they
nevertheless form part of a single intellectual and discursive tradition, differing only in
the methods they chose to advance their fundamentally similar socio-cultural aims.
Similarities at the level of style are perhaps easy to grant given that most South African
academics and scholars had close ties with England (or Scotland), either having grown
up in Britain, or having pursued post-graduate studies at one of the British universities.
There is nevertheless a congruence that goes deeper than mere surface performance.
However heated the discussion, however ‘embattled’, ‘oppositional’ and ‘pioneering’ the
methods of the new critical vanguard, there is a degree of uniformity in relation to an
underlying set of cultural values and broad social goals which is difficult to ignore. In the
most obvious sense, this is an in-house disagreement which would have been completely
incomprehensible to a (cultural) outsider who happened to stumble upon one of these
discussions. Perhaps even more striking in the context of English Studies teaching in the
present is the ease with which all these academics assume a position of cultural and
intellectual authority in their communities. Imbued with a strong sense of social and
moral responsibility, their socio-cultural endeavours are carried out with all the
confidence and unconscious privilege of an enlightened clerisy.

Disagreement and discussion notwithstanding, a point upon which everyone was in
complete agreement was the pedagogic and social necessity of inculcating a strong sense
of ‘literary values’ in South African students. Repeatedly cited and appealed to, the term
itself was seldom defined. If nothing else, the fact that conference participants did not
find it necessary to give substance to one of their most central literary terms is in itself
strong evidence of a shared socio-cultural ethos. The fundamental assumption to which
everyone conceded was the importance of students’ apprehension and understanding of
the great spiritual ‘truths’ of the English literary heritage. If there were differences
between the two schools of thought, it was more in the manner in which this particular
complex of literary-cultural values could be most effectively disseminated. Anxious to
preserve a more ‘spiritual’ approach to the apprehension of literary texts, the historicist
bloc was wary of a critical approach which relied too heavily on ‘method’ and ‘science’:

the process of literary appreciation and understanding, on more than one occasion, was
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likened to a religious experience, demanding “faith” and the secure ordering of “ritual”
(Davis 1949:6). Drawing on a familiar cultural reference, Prof. Peter Haworth of Rhodes
University College, in another example, was concerned that “murderous dissection”
would lead to a lack of reverence for literary texts which would compromise the

humanist ideal of literary studies:

I fully appreciate the special difficulties which confront us in the teaching of English
in South Africa, but to encourage a captious and sceptical frame of mind, in our
dealings with young and inexperienced students, may have positively dangerous
results. An overdose of Practical Criticism may impair and even destroy his aesthetic
faculties for the rest of his life. (1949:3)

Similarly, Prof. W.S. Mackie (who stood for a version of the more traditional
approaches) emphasised that the inculcation of “a tolerant sense of literary values”
should be achieved “without the use of forcing methods” (1949:4). Students should be
led, he suggested, “without any authoritative driving, to the exercise of independent and
responsible judgement”. This argument sounds very similar to a Leavisian position. In
Mackie’s view, this aim was best achieved through the careful study of historical context:

What is often loosely termed the background, and put into English curricula only as
a sort of pious flourish, should be given an importance at least equal to that of
language or literature. [The student] should be expected to make a worthwhile study
of the political but still more of the social and economic history of his period. The
currents and cross-currents of the thought of the age, its scholarship and its science,
its art and music, its attitude towards or treatment of the problems of human society
and human life, should be an essential field of study. (1946:6)

Another reason why South African historicists were reluctant to abandon the study of
history (and Old English) was that it provided rigour to a discipline which would
otherwise be in danger, as Mackie put it, of degenerating into “facile journalism”,
increasingly susceptible to the embarrassing appellation of the “soft option” (1946:5).
Mackie is unusual in his insistence on the study of socio-economic conditions. For many
other English lecturers, history meant English literary history, which must increasingly

be supplied in the (understandable) absence of this knowledge amongst South African
students

Whilst still holding on to the importance of historical knowledge, academics like
Geoftrey Durrant, Christina van Heyningen and Alan Warner pressed for a more ‘direct’
approach. While the ‘historicists’ argued that texts “cannot be studied in a vacuum”
(Davies 1949a:17), the practical critics were convinced that the spiritual and humane
messages of ‘Great Literature” would still communicate themselves in the absence of this

kind of information. As Alan Warner put it: “[blackground is important, but you do not
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get to the centre of the poem that way...detailed knowledge is extremely helpful but the
texture of the verse itself read closely gives a kind of realisation which cannot be had
except in poetry” (1949:18). Geoffrey Durrant makes a similar point in his response to
Guy Butler’s argument that “a poem grows out of a man who is rooted in a particular
time”. (1949:19):

The poem is autonomous. Poets can communicate what they have to say
anonymously.... Poetry is not always dependent on place and time and if we make it
so, that takes us away from poetic study....Poetry read critically mirrors the humane
culture of the Western world. Milton, for example, is the focus of many streams. We
may feel that it is necessary therefore to begin with lectures on background, but after
that we find they need Latin and classical mythology. But we can’t teach them
everything. And Milton’s humanity comes through in spite of their ignorance. At
crucial points help them along, but the poetry comes through because the poem is so
highly organised internally, that although it has a link with the outside world, it has
an internal wholeness of its own. (1949:19)

Another area of shared concern, and one that speaks eloquently to the particular
social and cultural goals which lie behind their respective literary-cultural projects, is the
overt preoccupation in both critical camps with deteriorating standards of pronunciation
and language use amongst South African students. Of central importance to a classic
Leavisian view (Durrant’s connection between language and ‘right-thinking’ is z{pposite
here), it was also a concern of those advocates of a more traditional approach. Prof.
Mackie’s concerns with the “misshapen sounds and slovenly assimilations” (1946:3) of
South African students, and Prof. Hopwood’s argument that “the fight for English
includes also the fight for English language and pronunciation” (1949:61) are just two
examples of a strong preoccupation with the preservation of a particular set of social and
cultural norms which was shared by South African Leavisites and historicists alike.

Despite differences of approach and emphasis, then, South African Leavisites
shared a great deal in common with the advocates of more traditional approaches. Both
were anxious about the need to communicate the spiritual values of a humane literary
tradition: they differed only in the methods they adopted and in the urgency with which
they approached the task. Academics like Durrant and van Heyningen were inspired by
the apocalyptic social vision of a Leavisian socio-cultural view and sought to put
literature and criticism to practical use. Although they focused exclusively on the .literary
text, they were paradoxically more conscious than their historically or philologically-
minded colleagues of a society beyond the text. The strong impulse behind this gesture, I
would argue, was a desire to defend the very world which the historical scholars were

naively taking for granted. More aware of a pervasive commercial culture and
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threatening new political ideologies, South African Leavisites were also more mindful
than a previous generation of scholars of a world in which ‘English’ and ‘good’ values
were increasingly under threat.

In attempting to make sense of some of the urgent socio-political concerns which
animate the Leavisian cultural project in South Africa during the period, it has been
useful to situate it within the broader context of the influential European intellectual
tradition which Francis Mulhern has brought together under the label ‘Kulturkritik’. In
this sense, a South African Leavisian criticism emerges very distinctly, not as an isolated
or idiosyncratic phenomenon, but rather as the particular expression of a much broader
contemporary response, albeit with its own peculiar local inflections. An apocalyptic
sense of modern ‘mass society’ on the part of a privileged elite, and a desire to return to
the threatened values of an increasingly marginalised critical minority are some of the
key characteristics of this influential socio-cultural discourse. According to Mulhem, the
late eighteenth-century discourse of ‘Kulturkritik’, in its classic European form, is a
“critical, normally negative discourse on the emerging symbolic universe of capitalism,
democracy and enlightenment” (2000:xvi). Including such thinkers as Thomas Mann,
Julian Benda, Karl Manheim and José Ortega, its counterpart tradition in England,
Mulhern suggests, “is the subject of Raymond Williams’s classic study Culture and
Society” (2000: xvi), with the work of F.R. Leavis standing out as one of its more
influential, cogent and highly-developed examples. If the founding moment of English
“Kulturkritik> occurred in Matthew Amold’s Culture and Anarchy, Mulhern suggests, its
European counterpart can be traced back via Coleridge to the German Romantic
tradition.

In the first half of the twentieth century, this influential discourse received new
vigour as a whole new array of social and political problems presented themselves in the
tumultuous inter-war period. The failure of democracies, threats to liberalism, the rise of
Fascism, the decline of traditional values, a devastating economic slump, the challenge of
organised labour, and the rise of commercial culture were all spectacular signs of
deepening social crisis and deterioration.* According to Mulhern, within the broad (and,
needless to say heterogeneous) discourse of ‘Kulturkritik’, the prevailing social reality is
imagined in the apocalyptic terms of a threatened cultural minority surrounde(i by an
emerging mass civilisation. At risk “was the future of culture in the epoch of modernity,
whose culminating feature, now manifest, was the rise of the masses, the distinctive life-

form of civilisation” (2000:4). At the root of this ideology is the loss of stable hierarchies
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and ancient authority structures as a result of the gradual expansion of the franchise to
include previously marginalised groups such as women and the working classes. For
many, what it necessitated was the strategic intervention of a critical minority, now
increasingly isolated from the centres of power. I do not wish to explore some of the
more far-reaching implications (or criticisms) of Mulhern’s argument here.’ I make use
of the term in the context of this discussion in order to make better sense of a particular
South African socio-cultural project which, in its cultural elitism, its alarmist social
prognoses, and its elevation of the realm of culture over the realm of practical political
action repeats many of the preoccupations of a much broader contemporary response. In
this instance, anxieties about the loss of social power occasioned by the ever-widening
gap between ‘culture’ and ‘civilisation’ are registered in the form of vanguard tactics,
specifically the importation of the methods of ‘practical criticism’ into South African

university departments of English.

Christina van Heyningen: A Common Humanity

Christina van Heyningen is an exemplary figure in the South African Leavisian tradition.
She articulated a critical-cultural project in South Africa in the 1940s and 50s which is
intimately connected with its dominant perceptual schemes; she was also eager to take
up, adapt and develop its spiritual and socio-cultural lessons for a completely new set of
South African conditions. In this regard, van Heyningen’s South African cultural project
is matched, in moral seriousness and intellectual commitment, only by that of Leavis
himself. The daughter of an English mother and an Afrikaans father, Christina van
Heyningen was born in one of Milner’s notorious concentration camps in 1900. She
attended schools in the Orange Free State, and studied at the University of Stellenbosch
where she received a Masters Degree in English Literature. Her excellent results were
rewarded with an Abe Bailey Scholarship which enabled her to continue her studies at
Somerville College, Oxford. She was awarded a degree in English in 1926. After
spending a short time as a school teacher both in the Free State, and in what was then
known as Rhodesia, she moved to Bloemfontein to take up a post as lecturer in the
Department of Education at Grey University College. In 1932, she became Senior
Lecturer in English at Stellenbosch University. She joined the staff of the University of
the Witerwatersrand English Department in 1947, and left in 1955 to become Professor
of English at the University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg where she was awarded a D.Litt.

She is remembered by former pupils as a principled, charismatic, at times intimidating
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teacher. Her teaching was motivated by an unshakeable belief in the value of a personal
experience of the classics of English Literature. She published book reviews and critical
articles in a number of South African journals and periodicals including, Trek, Vandag
Ons Eie Boek, Standpunte, and Theoria. She completed a number of textbooks on
English language and expression, and is remembered, particularly, for her work on
Samuel Richardson, John Milton, and the South African playwright H.W.D. Manson.
Along with Geoffrey Durrant — with whom she enjoyed a lifelong friendship — she was a
key figure in the implementation of the techniques of practical criticism in South Aﬁican
English Departments in the 1940s and 1950s.8

Turning in the first place to van Heyningen’s politics, it is clear that one of her
most consistent and deeply-held principles was an opposition to totalitarianism and
oppression of any kind. In the early years of the Second World War, for example, van
Heyningen was particularly troubled by the support shown by many members of the
Afrikaans community for Nazi Germany. Fiercely opposed to all forms of ideological
and political control, she identified with the values of democracy and individual freedom,
and devoted considerable time and energy to their defence. These commitments are best
summarised in her response to the enormous growth of pro-Nazi ideas and sympathies in
South Africa in the early 1940s. In 1941, she published a petition in the Cape Argus
which was signed by eighteen other colleagues at the University of Stellenbosch. The
petition, which was also published in the Sunday Times, The Sun and The Star, was
written in protest against “the slavish imitation of foreign methods of ideological warfare,
blind prejudices and bitter intolerance” amongst the Afrikaans-speaking community
(Cape Argus 15 April 1941:5). It argued for the need to protect “personal freedom” and
autonomy, and rejected excessive state intervention. It also gave an important place to the
role of education and the training of critical thinking:

Being a student means, in the first place, studying, acquiring knowledge, for the
purpose of translating his knowledge into deeds later on in life. A student who does
not study will be a man who does not know, and such an ignorant person, is of
course, the best subject of a totalitarian state. (Cape Argus 15 April 1941:5)

This commitment extended to the post-war period when as a founder member of the
Johannesburg Education League — an organisation established to combat government
indoctrination in education — van Heyningen resisted attempts by the Institute of
Christian-Nationalist Education to enforce religious and cultural instruction in schools.
Notwithstanding her commitment to active political involvement, she retained a faith in

the inevitable spread of liberal ideas. Responding to a demand by the University of Cape

34



Town’s SRC in 1948 that a unilateral decision be made on the question of whether or not
Africans should be allowed to participate in the social and sporting life of the university,
she criticises UCT for “not lett[ing] sleeping dogs lie”, arguing instead that “if nothing
more is said on the question, non-Europeans will be accepted as equals in those places
that are liberal enough not to mind, and the letter of the law will be carried out in the
illiberal places, and that in this way liberal ideas will gradually gain ground” (Letter to
Nell Marquard, 19 July 1948).”

Always an independent thinker, Van Heyningen formulated her critical position
in relation to Matthew Amold, T.S. Eliot, Q.D. Leavis, and Denys Thompson. She did
not always agree with individual contributors, but the assumptions of the Scrutiny school
remained an influential critical touchstone. She owed a principal intellectual debt to F.R.
Leavis with whom she corresponded on a number of occasions. Passing references to
“the triviality and debasement of our time”, the “meanness of modern life, the squalor of
promiscuous love, of the greatness gone from England, and London’s glory faded” (Trek
13 July 1945:16) bear the familiar signs of a Scrutiny nostalgia for the values of ‘Old
England’. For van Heyningen, all that remains of this heroic past is a sense of spiritual
unease, which “is the one sign left of man’s nobility, the neglected stirring in him of a
forgotten idea of manhood, of a harder, but a finer and more victorious past” (13 July
1945:16). This nostalgia for a more ‘virile’ bygone age is coupled with an equally
familiar pessimism about the spiritual emptiness and crass materialism of a degraded
commercial culture. In an unpublished review of the 1946 Hollywood thriller, The
Postman always Rings Twice, for example, van Heyningen inquires, “[i]s it Democracy
that has brought us to this gutter art, where neither beauty, nor grace, nor brains, nor
talent, nor sense, nor affection, nor loyalty, nor honour, nor anything is admired anymore,
except what? a desire to get on in business, and a carnal attraction” (Christina van
Heyningen Collection STP2/2/1).

Given these concerns, it is not surprising that the question which forms an abiding
point of reference in all her criticism is the one to which Matthew Arnold devoted such
energy: “the problem of how to prevent the world from being engulfed by Philistinism”
(Trek 19 December 1940:7). Interestingly, however, when van Heyningen uses this term,
it is not in the sense of a lack of culture or ‘poor taste’. Instead, in keeping with the over-
riding moral overtones of her work more generally, she uses the term as a shorthand for a
callous and inhuman response to one’s fellow human beings. For van Heyningen, the

most obvious indication of this kind of spiritual and moral bankruptcy is to be found in
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the ever-increasing influence of the values of an exploitative mass culture, and the rise of
Fascist political ideologies. Van Heyningen’s equation of ‘philistinism’ and Nazism,
then, is a significant modification of the Scrutiny analysis. As she puts it, “[i]n fighting
the Nazis we are fighting not only oppression and cruelty but also the ignorance of, and
contempt for all that is most valuable in the human spirit that we call Philistinism” (Trek
19 December 1940:7). The strong sense of moral decay to which her work responds,
therefore, derives from two sources: the Scrutiny analysis of a “spiritually starved”
(Christina van Heyningen Collection STP2/2/1) modemn, industrialising world, emptied
of value by an unstoppable commercial ethos and a degraded “gutter art”; and a more
specific and immediate political danger, the threats to democracy and individual freedom
posed by totalitarian political systems. -

Van Heyningen’s critical-cultural project in South Africa in the 1940s rested on
two main assumptions: first, a belief in the moral authority and the humanising potential
of ‘Great Art’; and second, a conviction that modern culture and politics represent a
potential threat to the moral order on which civil society depends. Although her literary
criticism makes few explicit references to the pursuit of democratic ideals, the key
assumption which informs her critical practice is that culture provides the spiritual and
moral base essential to the creation of a more humane social order. In this, she echoes the
central Leavisian premise that the reading of Great Literature provides the basis for a
healthy political life. Van Heyningen’s faith in the moral benefits of Western High Culture
rests on a particular view of the artist’s social role. The artist, she argues, has a primary
“duty of giving direction”, in the process disclosing the universal moral order in his or her
work. Here, she assumes “what in most ages has been thought self-evident truth: that life
and art are both in their very nature and essence subject to the operation of absolut.e moral
laws” (Trek 19 April 1946:17). In her characteristically earnest style, she is critical of what
she regards as the modern tendency to make light of the problem of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, and
“this in 1945, when, one would have thought evil had been thrown into sharp relief with a
brilliance as harsh as if modern history were Allegory instead of Life!” (17). Macbeth
himself, she argues, understands the lie of the witch’s claim that “fair is foul, and foul is
fair”:

That foul is not fair his soul knew in its unknown depths, and the knowledge
wrecked his nerve, and turmed him into the insatiable bloody tyrant he
became....To Shakespeare good and evil were not dead, nor can I think of any
great writer who has not accepted the responsibility, explicitly or implicitly, of
choosing between them, and who has not made the affirmation of values his chief
right and function as an artist. (Trek 19 April 1946:17)
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For the artist, the duty of giving moral direction should not be shirked. It requires the
“annihilation of vanity, of self-pity, of self.... This cannot be done by abstraction, nor
without the most intense and passionate imaginative compassion with other lives...or
other ‘modes of being’” (17). The position is close to T.S. Eliot’s, and the exemplary
instances of this sacrifice of identity are to be found in the work of Katherine Mansfield
and D.H. Lawrence. What concerns her in her present is that many contemporary artists
appear not to have the same moral compunctions as their predecessors.

The strong moral imperatives implicit in her view of the social function of art —
and the aesthetic ideals of ‘balance’ and ‘objectivity’ which this position presupposes —
mean that her literary aesthetic is closely linked to the extent to which a particul.'«:lr work
of literature is able to reveal the lessons of a universal moral order. In this sense, she
tends to underplay political or social content in favour of abstract themes, privileging the
‘universal’ over the concrete or particular realisation of human experience. These
preoccupations are starkly revealed in a review of a 1946 production of Sartre’s The Flies
at London University College, a production which, in the immediate context of Nazi-
occupied France, offered pointed comparisons between the world of Argos and war-time
France. Yet, while van Heyningen recognises and acknowledges the play’s covert pro-
Resistance sympathies, she is far more interested in the particular moral problem it poses,
concluding that the “universal principle” offered in the play’s conclusion is that “every
man has in the last analysis...to forge the moral law out of the actual facts in which he
finds himself living” (1948a:52).

Van Heyningen’s overwhelming concern with an abstract morality leads her into
difficulties when ‘Great Literature’ falls short of her high moral standards. In a
discussion of the novels of Henry James, for example, she criticises his implicit
acceptance of the often “immoral” and “dishonourable” behaviour of his characters.
“One hates to agree with [H.G.] Wells”, she writes, “but Wells in his deplorable parody
was right — the beautiful cathedral has been laboriously built, and James has ‘ever so
reverently’ laid upon the altar — a dead kitten” (Trek 7 September 1946:17). What are, for
her, flippant and perverse moral judgements, particularly in his later works, make it
impossible for her to endorse his writing, and she vacillates between respectful
admiration for his stylistic achievements, and disquiet at the moral bankruptcy of his
themes. Part of her dissatisfaction with James’s novels relates to his tendency to equate

wealth with nobility; his dishonest silence about the ways in which such wealth is made —
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the result of “sweating labour, undercutting, manipulating the market and advertising
themselves with the utmost blatancy” (16) — and his dismissive attitude towards the lives
of the poor. In what in this tradition can only be the lowest kind of insult, she sees a
similarity between James’s moral outlook and the empty consumerist values of
Hollywood and the Advertising Industry. These explicit comments on the problems of
social inequality and economic exploitation suggest that van Heyningen’s moral attack
on industrial society extends beyond a horror for crass cultural forms to include a
concern with exploitation and poverty. In a critical discourse, as we have seen, which
preferred to engage with literary-cultural questions in terms of a more abstracted moral
discussion, this is a significant, albeit rare, instance of a direct engagement with socio-
political issues.

Van Heyningen’s faith in the humanising potential of culture means that she
assigns a central social function to the reading and interpretation of literary texts. An
article written in defence of modernist poetry (particularly that of T.S. Eliot), which
appeared in Trek in 1945, offers a detailed explication of the techniques of close, critical
analysis, and argues for the transforming power of ‘poetry’, an inclusive term which also
applies to fiction. The reading of poetry, she argues, is “of the utmost moment...[f]or
poetry, partly because it demands so much of us, of the whole man, not merely his brain,
his emotions or his body, is perhaps the most valuable activity of the human spirit”.
Poetry is a difficult pursuit calling into play “incessant movement and ‘vigilance’ of the
senses, brain and emotions” and because it is concerned with the problem of “value” — of
its affirmation, renewal, and definition in an ever-changing world — the reader “is forced
to go through the same process, to reconsider, to renew, to re-affirm the values that we
live by” (Trek 13 July 1945:16). Whilst good literature provides an exemplification of
abstract moral truths, considered attention to the ‘words on the page’ leads to a
sharpening of critical awareness and challenges a clichéd or habitual response, the
complacent sinking into well-worn and comfortable old ‘armchairs’ of ideas as opposed
to thinking critically about new ones.

Van Heyningen remained convinced of the (social and political) value of nurturing
an intelligent literary response and her efforts as a teacher are principally directed
towards the training of a critical vanguard capable of appreciating and promoting ‘Great
Literature’. This is done in the hope that a more refined literary sensibility would
eventually translate into a more humane political response and ultimately a more

egalitarian social order. Van Heyningen’s method of teaching literature is set out in her
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contribution to the 1946 conference of English Teachers held in Johannesburg in which
both she and Durrant are at pains to defend the value of practical criticism against older
historical and philological traditions. Here, van Heyningen argues that the training of
critical judgement is best achieved by means of guided small-group discussion and
comparison. Interest in historical background is confined to the information it provides
about the artistic, moral and social conventions of the period. By far the major
preoccupation is a detailed analysis of literary form (rhythm, use of language and
imagery). Using the comparative method, students are taught both to distinguish between
‘good’ and ‘bad’ poetry, and to identify the “false feeling”, “cant” and “sentimentality”
of contemporary popular culture (1948b:14).” In the long-term interests of a more healthy
political response, students would have to have a clear sense of the manipulative and
clichéd emotionalism of contemporary advertising, but, perhaps even more important, be
able to identify the superior quality of, for example, Wordsworth’s “Prelude” over
Tennyson’s “In Memoriam”. What these examples suggest is that what lies behind the
more manifest and benign social goal of inculcating a liberal politics is a less génerous
and more prescriptive imposition of a particular set of (elitist) cultural values.

While van Heyningen reiterates the traditional Leavisian assumptions about
culture (and politics) under threat in the modemn world, she is also able to discern in the
South Africa of 1942 a menace to civil society of a different kind, one that was seldom
registered in those arguments made in England:

Our greatest danger as a nation (I speak here for the white South Africans) is our
attitude to the Coloured people....[O]nce people have fully admitted into their minds
a belief that there is any class or race of human beings essentially different from
themselves, they can by degrees be reduced to any level of irrationality, baseness
and cruelty. We are perilously near that belief in South Africa. In the phrases one
commonly hears about the natives and the coloured — they’re different, they’re like
children, they’re like animals, they have a lower standard of living — lurk the
unexamined implications that there are some human beings whom cold cannot chill,

hunger starve, pain hurt, injustice warp nor ignorance debase. (Common Sense
August 1942:12)

In a further elaboration of the function of culture and criticism in contexts of moral and
social decay, Van Heyningen points to the power of art in encouraging empathy and
imaginative identification in relation to various kind of cultural difference. For van
Heyningen, art acts as a “cure for prejudice” (August 1942:14) because it reveals the
universal human condition. “The artist who takes human nature as his subject matter,
whether writer or draughtsman, penetrates through all the wrappings to the man in all

men” and — in a colonial version of Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy thesis — she suggests
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that art can combat race prejudice by directing individuals towards their common
humanity. South African artist John Dronsfield’s drawings and sketches — which are the
subject of the argument in question — are held up as exemplary because “[in them], we see
the coloured people not as a class or a race, as we are accustomed to seeing them, but as a
people, through an eye which has its idiosyncrasies (and strong ones), but which like that
of all artists is objective™:

This is why of all those who serve humanity, the artist plays the greatest part, even
when an unconscious one, in building up our human solidarity. When Shakespeare
turned traitor and tried to write a popular anti-Semitic play, he couldn’t do it. His
imagination took control, the deeper part of his artistry struggled with the shallower
part, with the result that the play became the monster it is, and Portia, Antonio and
Jessica dwindle and freeze, against their creator’s will, because Shylock is realised.
(Common Sense August 1942:12)

Continuing with the Arnoldian theme, van Heyningen is also convinced of the
power of ‘Great Art’ to console and heal. This is evident in a 1949 review of theatre in
post-war England published in Standpunte. As people tried to come to terms with the
devastation of war in the immediate post-war years, culture, and Shakespeare in
particular, provided the balm for a troubled nation, becoming “the great hearth”-around
which traumatised Londoners gathered in an effort to recover their spirits. For culture to
fulfil this humanising function, however, it must effect a displacement of the ordinary,
unstable world of suffering, conflict and emotion (the “real”), and open a space for “the
profounder world that rolls beneath our daily life” — the “calmer region of contemplation,
where one does not so much suffer as reflect suffering, and accept it as in real life it could
not at that moment be accepted” (1949:69). The function of ‘Great Art’, in other words, is to
“draw us up and out of the mire”; it is to produce an Aristotelian catharsis in which our
“nerves are quieted” and we are purged of pity and fear. For this reason, van Heyningen
deplores the recent attempts in modern Shakespearian productions to meet the aesthetic
criteria of contemporary realism. Instead, she argues:

[T]hese scenes should be somehow withdrawn from a too specific reality, a too natural
speech; being poetry as much as they are drama, they should have an ideal and
universal rather than a real and particular nature, and the beat of the rhythm should be

heard clearly and steadily through the most intense emotion and the sharpest conflict.
(1949:69)

For van Heyningen, the conscious foregrounding of artistic form (particularly rhythm and
metre) helps to purge art of its social implications, and move it beyond the concerns of a
particular time and place. The plays of Shakespeare and Webster in particular, “when their

stage is strewn with corpses” depend upon “what Coleridge calls the hypnotic effect of
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metre, its regular underlying narcotic beat...to subdue our more mundane reactions, and
clear a space for the contemplative spirit to work in. Blood and horror, death and suffering
are mesmerised by the calmly beating metre to fall quietly into their subordinate place”. In
high tragedy, she goes on, “the metrical beat is indispensable”. It “lulls our awareness of the
ordinary, and because it is not the rhythm of normal speech, it makes our ears expectant and
awaken[s] them to that which transcends the ordinary” (69). The point of theatre it seems is
to effect a radical transfiguring of ordinary experience, one in which the violence and strife
of everyday responses give way to quiet, abstract reflection. She has similar hopes for the
role of culture in the South African context:

We in South Africa are apt to pity England because of her bad luck and rationed
clothes, food and fuel. We are not, indeed, suffering as England is, from the traumas
of delayed shock and fatigue caused by war. But there are much worse deprivations
here, though not in our own comfortable colour groups and class. And we have not,
as we should have, any national activity of the spirit comparable to that which is
flourishing in the heart of England’s poverty as it seems to flourish nowhere in the
world...we shall never have anything like it unless in whatever national theatre we
do have we refuse to give Barry and Somerset Maugham and insist on only the best
plays and the most exacting standards of performance. (75)

In this example the focus is less on the capacity of art to unify across the colour bar, and
more on an explicit attempt to address issues of poverty and deprivation amongst ‘non-
Europeans’ in South Africa. The disparaging swipes at Barry and Somerset Maugham
notwithstanding, the argument is intriguing in the way in which, in its enthusiasm for the
performance of great theatrical works, it effectively sets up ‘High Culture’ as a partial
answer to social deprivation, in this sense, privileging spiritual catharsis over material
redress. The same impulse is to be observed in van Heyningen’s response to a
performance of Shakespeare’s The Tempest in South Africa by “non-Europeans”.'® In
this case, the play has been successful in moving its audience beyond their ‘ordinary’
selves and their ‘commonplace’ concerns. While “not all the acting was good” and while
“the verse in some mouths was spoken without the rhythm and music of verse”, her
verdict on the performance is favourable:

[From the beginning] the play took form as poetry, and as poetry it was felt until the
epilogue was over and beyond. This was a most unusual achievement. And all the
harshness, the grim and angry lines, the disappointment that bites like acid into this
disquieting play, were eased out, as perhaps the author would have wished, and the
element of spell-bound charm was underlined in every part...as if touched by
Prospero’s wand and wizard’s mantle or as if Ariel’s veiling wings had passed
before our faces and lulled our commonplace selves to slumber, we sat rapt in

enchantment, and feasting on strange, sea-like, Protean beauty. (Common Sense May
1946:134)
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In this example, van Heyningen’s approves of the way in which the everyday aspects of
the play are displaced, finally, by an atmosphere of peace and magic. As such, this
production provides an exemplary instance of the Amoldian vision for the role of culture
in a world of conflicting interest groups: culture as the means through which we can
transcend our petty concerns and our “commonplace selves”. The significance of this
particular critical response becomes even more apparent in a comparison with A.C.
Jordan’s much more concrete and politicised reading of The Tempest in his address to the
Teachers League of South Africa in Cape Town in the same year. (See chapter 4 for a
fuller discussion). An interpretation which foregrounds the politics of the play in
conscious opposition to the abstractions of mainstream criticism, it also draws out an
anti-colonial theme in the immediate interests of the developing liberation movement in
the Western Cape. In the context of a escalating state repression and deepening poverty —
in the same month in which van Heyningen wrote this review, a number of unsuccessful
wild cat strikes for better wages were the militant precursors of the massive African
Mineworkers strike of August 1946 (Lodge 1983:20) — van Heyningen’s eagerness to
avoid the “harshness” and the “grim and angry lines” in favour of an almost narcotic
serenity comes perilously close to an evasion of South African political and socio-
economic realities.

Nowhere are the differences between van Heyningen’s literary-critical approach
and those of South Africa’s more radical intellectual traditions more evident than in her
emphasis on the ‘timeless’ and ‘universal’ over the concrete specifics of everyday socio-
political concerns. A similar disjuncture is also evident in a more general political view.
Van Heyningen is always attentive to individual instances of social deprivation and
exclusion; however, the limitations of her liberal-democratic vision become apparent
when we examine her understanding of the encounter between black South Africans and
European high culture. An article entitled “Entering a New World”, published in the
Afrikaans periodical Vandag in 1946, records her experience of marking English exam
papers submitted by African students. What she found was that the work of ‘Bantu’ pupils
was far in advance of that produced by white children. This, she suggests, is because their
missionary education had ensured that they remained grounded in the classics of European
civilisation, and had been protected from the influence of commerce and popular culture:

The Bantu pupils were older, they’d been sifted (for a very few of them get any
schooling at all and very few indeed reach this exam), and they’d been left better off,
and were better educated. In the kraal they had inherited the morals and manners of
their tribe, at mission school they’d been taught the Christian code, and the language
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not of Hollywood, but of Wordsworth, Shakespeare and the Bible, they’d also been
well-grounded — missionaries are not ignoramuses, nor the lickspittles of Commerce.
(Vandag November 1946:10)

Like many at the time, van Heyningen assumes that the advent of Western culture has
“hurled [the African] into an age far ahead of his own”. This article celebrates one of the
more benign results of this encounter: “in the Bantu essays I saw a people turning over,
waking up in the brave new world, and rubbing their eyes with wonder; and I found it so
touching and so interesting that [ should like to show it to other people” (9). Her excitement
at the prospect of being witness to this intoxicating and liberating cultural encounter is
marred only by a concern that this might soon be denied them: .

One must fear for these young Bantu, when one sees how, rooted in the old tribal
tradition, they love to spread their branches and breathe and flower, and expect to go on
flowering, in the new and enchanting air of white civilisation....Will they sweeten the
air? Or must they wither too? Must they too be poisoned? (Vandag November 1946:14)

Here, van Heyningen’s earlier gestures towards a common humanity are belied by her
insistence on the superiority of British culture as embodied in English Literature, and the
cultural violence of her assimilationist ends. Unlike South Africa’s more radical intellectual
traditions, van Heyningen’s sense of the relationship between white and black South
Africans is defined in terms of liberal patronage rather than any kind of political solidarity.
While she makes an earnest appeal — in direct opposition to the segregatory impulses of the
United Party government — that Western ‘High Culture’ become more widely available to
black South Africans, she nevertheless accords little value to the lives and cultural practices
of those whom she wishes to bring into the fold. Similarly, while she clearly opposes the
many structural obstacles in the way of African aspiration, her intervention remain.s at the
level of a weak moral appeal.

Van Heyningen’s critical and cultural interventions in South Africa in the 1940s
and 50s have a clear ethical base. Her critique of a decaying modern social order derives
from a familiar (now politically suspect) apocalyptic vision of social and cultural
degeneration and anarchy in the modern world, and invokes the equally spurious notion
of a more glorious past which can be retrieved by means of a return to its only surviving
remnant, the works of a narrowly-defined European canon. Nevertheless, her concerns
with the rights of the individual, registered both in her efforts to thwart Nazism and
Christian-National Education, and in her disquiet about the dishonesty of big business
and the existence of social inequality and racial prejudice testify to a political and social

awareness in marked contrast to the ever-narrowing preoccupations of the Scrutiny
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adherents. In this sense, whereas her moral concerns with “carnal attraction” in The
Postman Rings Twice, for example, may sound quaint to a contemporary ear, it is
difficult to fault her commitment to social justice. That said, the tendency to privilege the
world of abstract contemplation over the messy arena of suffering and material life —
effected largely by means of a critical method which ignores the political in favour of the
ethical or ‘transcendent’ — means that she remains unable to engage either with the
practical questions of socio-economic oppression in South Africa, or the concrete means
by which they can be addressed. In her elevation of ‘culture’ as a solution to various
forms of social distress, then, van Heyningen explicitly downgrades the value of practical
political intervention. Furthermore, her own imaginative failure in relation to the cultures
and experiences of black South Africans is a telling instance of the disjuncture between
the abstract ideal and concrete experience. The capacity for “a passionate imaginative
compassion with other lives...or other ‘modes of being’” (Trek 19 April 1946:17) seems
to fail at precisely that point where it is most necessary. This inability to realise the ideals
of a “common humanity” and the difficulties she has in connecting democratic principles

with material practice is also evident in the work of Geoffrey Durrant.

Geoffrey Durrant: A Gentlemanly Taste

Geoffrey Durrant was born in Derbyshire, England. He was educated at Cambridge
University and obtained Honours in both parts of the English Tripos in 1935. In 1937 he
completed a Teachers Diploma at Kings College London, and after a brief spell as
Lecturer in English, first at Durham and then at Tiibingen University, he took up a post
as Senior Lecturer at Stellenbosch University where he remained for a year. In October
1940 he enlisted in the Second World War and, after spending some time in Eurépe and
East Africa, was posted to South Africa in 1941 where he worked for the Army
Education Service as Senior Information Officer in the Pretoria Command. After the war,
he elected to remain in South Africa, taking up the Chair of English at the Natal
University College, Pietermaritzburg in 1946. He emigrated to Canada in 1961.

Like van Heyningen, Durrant took a firm and principled stand on the importance
of the institutions of a democratic society, namely Parliament, a free press, the liberty of
speech and belief, and freedom of assembly. In 1949, he denounced proposals by the
Federasie van Afrikaanse Kultuur (FAK) to implement Christian-Nationalist Education
(Natal Mercury 21 April 1949), and again in 1951 at a meeting of the Pietermaritzburg

City Parliament Debating Society, he protested against Government proposals to override
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the Entrenched Clauses of the South Africa Act, which would necessitate a change in the
constitution and make it possible to remove coloured South Africans from the voter’s
role. In his address, he articulated his objection in the following terms: “There could be
no ordered government of any kind if there was no security of contract. The alternative
was political chaos in which only brute force would prevail”. Such an act would
undermine “the moral authority of the Act of Union” and leave the country “entirely at
the mercy of the fluctuations of party strife” (Natal Witness 20 March 1951).

A pamphlet entitled Propaganda and Public Opinion,'' which was written during
the closing years of the Second World War, reflects on an issue central to the democratic
tradition, namely the conditions for free and open discussion in the public sphere. It
begins with a premise fundamental to the European Enlightenment that “[d]emocracy
depends for its proper functioning on a free and active public opinion”, and goes on to
commend the defence of those institutions “which make such an opinion possible”
(1944:2). In this pamphlet, Durrant looks with some anxiety at the future of democracy in
the post-war period in South Africa, and in particular at what he describes as a mood of
“cynical indifference” amongst South Africans, who as result of the war “have lost their
simple faith in our own institutions and leaders”. If this mood persists, he continues, “we
can only expect a growing impatience with democratic methods and, when an economic
depression comes, a preference for more forceful methods. The urgent need is to open up
the channels of knowledge and discussion, at present blocked by censorship and choked
with rubbishy propaganda” (4).

With this aim in mind, Durrant examines the institutions of the public sphere in
South Africa, and offers practical proposals for their transformation. These include,
amongst other things, an objective and serious press free from the influence of vested
interests of business and party politics; a reinvigorated broadcasting system; the creation
of listeners’ groups; democratic participation in public institutions; the establishment of a
National Scheme of Adult Education; and the founding of a National Cinema.'? Although
the ultimate responsibility for democracy lies with each individual, the “government”
also has a responsibility to be “positively and actively democratic”. It is not enough
“merely to abide by the rules of the parliamentary system”(27): an active democracy
requires the investigation of national problems through Commissions of Inquiry; full
public discussion of legislation; and improved government publicity.

While he restates many of the assumptions of the liberal-democratic tradition, he

also presents a potentially radical critique of a public sphere in which commercial
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considerations increasingly hold sway. Echoing an argument which frequently appears in
more radical publications like Trek, The Voice and The Torch, Durrant suggests that the
disproportionate influence of powerful financial organisations in the public sphere poses
a serious threat to the democratic ideal. The muzzling of the press by commercial
interests is particularly worrying: the English Press in South Africa, for example, is
“reverential in its attitude to the gold mines and the economic policy they favour” (6),
and while the letters pages offer an opportunity for “vigorous democratic discussion”,
financial considerations dictate which are published and which are not. The reliance on
advertising revenue means that “editors are very careful not to offend important
advertisers, so that there are many subjects of public importance which the press will not
dare to discuss frankly”. This dependence on advertising gives “business men...an
influence out of all proportion to their numbers or their real value in the community”
(10). Added to this, monopolistic commercial arrangements mean that “there is no free
competition”, and no alternatives for consumers (11). Echoing some of the cultural
politics of the Scrutiny school, but keeping his eye firmly on the goal of a more ei:fective
and inclusive South African democracy, Durrant’s pamphlet also takes up the deleterious
social effects of Hollywood cinema. Here, he cautions that a relentless emphasis on the
values of love and prosperity in Hollywood may mean that we will be unlikely “to realise
our obligations to society” or “take our duties as citizens seriously” (18). Similarly, his
analysis of the South African advertising industry, while reiterating many of the
arguments of Q.D. Leavis’s Education and the Reading Public, is also especially
concerned with the transferral of unscrupulous and manipulative advertising techniques
to the political sphere: “If an advertiser may sell a quack remedy by playing on our fear
of vitamin deficiency or halitosis, why should a politician not sell his policy by appealing
to our fear of the Native?” (23).

One of the most intriguing aspects of this pamphlet, despite its clear affinities
with a left-leaning socio-cultural critique, is the contradiction which exists between
Durrant’s fervent defence of the value of free and open discussion, and his simulianeous
desire to direct and shepherd this discussion in the way that he sees fit. This is reflected
in his preoccupations with the problems of state “censorship” and “rubbishy
propaganda”. Many of the proposals outlined above echo the arguments which
accompanied the emergence of the bourgeois public sphere in Europe in the eighteenth-
century, an account of which appears in Habermas (1999). Here, the creation of the

possibilities for public discussion and participation in the public sphere assumes that the
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application of individual reason to the analysis of contemporary issues acts as a check on
the power of the state, and provides a way of confronting social injustice. An assumption
of equal, if not more, significance in Durrant’s argument, however, is that the rr.1ajority
cannot always be trusted to make the correct political choices. Of central importance in
Durrant’s view, therefore, is the need to shape public opinion. In a familiar yoking of the
political and the aesthetic, Durrant is concerned to raise not only the general level of
critical thinking, but also the “general level of public taste” (1944:20). Durrant’s
emphasis on the creation of a critical minority through a sound education echoes the
concerns of such thinkers as Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Matthew Arold and George
Eliot: in Durrant’s terms, the hope is that, by means of this process, people will
eventually develop a more “reasoned attitude towards national affairs” (1944:3). In
Durrant’s pamphlet, despite its left-wing leanings, the public sphere is seen less as a site
of rational-critical debate than a means towards educating an untrustworthy and
unpredictable majority. Viewed ungenerously, Durrant’s pamphlet can be seen as yet
another instance in the long quest to control and shape ‘public opinion’ pursued ever
since the idea of popular supremacy was first entertained and feared. As critics like Chris
Baldick (1983) and others have shown, it is the distrust of mass democracy (when
democracy really does mean everyone) which spawned the social mission of English
Studies in the first place. Despite its gestures towards a more open democracy, the deeper
pull of the pamphlet is towards an avoidance of social ‘anarchy’ by steering the general
populace away from dangerous political ideologies (effectively either Communism or
Fascism), thus avoiding the dangers invoked in his later protests against the removal of
the Entrenched Clauses: “political chaos in which only the rule of brute force would
prevail” (Natal Witness 20 March 1951). In his explicit elevation of the values of a
privileged elite over those of the ‘undisciplined’ and ‘wayward’ masses, then, Durrant
goes directly against the spirit of a genuine left-wing socio-political critique.

While van Heyningen is more responsive to a South African context of growing
poverty and deprivation, Durrant’s principle fear as the war reached an end was that
South African citizens would reject democracy as they faced the inevitable hardships of
the post-war world. Before considering his response, it is worth looking briefly at the
particular definition of democracy to which this argument appeals. In this regard, a single
throw away line concerning the fact that “children and natives” are not citizens (1944:29)
provides the only indication that, in this South African democracy, black South Africans

are completely excluded from the vote. It is a situation which Durrant neither challenges
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nor even comments upon. As David Johnson argues, “Durrant’s exclusion of black
people from the citizenry of South Africa reflects not only on how he as a settler critic
perceives native subjects as an absence of white citizens, but also on the inscribed limits
of the left liberal discourse he reproduces” (1996:152). Instead, the principle source of
concern is a disaffected and alienated white citizenry which might be persuaded to
choose a charismatic demagogue over a democratically-elected leader or resort to
violence as a way of achieving their goals. These fears are exacerbated by the existence
of powerful interest groups with sophisticated methods of influence at their disposal.
“Demagogues”, propagandists, and political extremists of various kinds present a
substantial threat to social order, making some kind of sustained defence against the
“stampeding of public opinion” (1944:22) essential. While his focus in this instance is on
the white electorate, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that what lies behind many of
these arguments, as it did for many of Durrant’s contemporaries, is the vague threat of a
large and increasingly militant African population. Heaton Nicholls’s Bayete! published
twenty years earlier in 1923, for example, raises the spectre of a powerful African leader
who manages to orchestrate a national strike. Alan Paton’s Cry, the Beloved Country
published in 1948 evinces similar reservations about the figure of the revolutionary trade
unionist. Indeed at the start of the war, there were many who feared that, given the
opportunity, black South Africans would join forces with any enemy which might present
itself on South African shores. (A Japanese invasion was a particularly worrying
possibility in this regard)."® If one considers the development of black protest movements
in South Africa, there was much to substantiate Durrant’s fears: the early 1940s saw a
gradual increase in tensions between urban African populations and the state, and a
growth in trade union activity on the Witwatersrand, much of which was Communist-
inspired and led, and which culminated in the 1946 mineworkers strike (Lodge 1983:19).
Similarly, much of the service and sacrifice of black South Africans during the Second
World War had been won on the promise of dramatic post-war social reform, the absence
of which, from Durrant’s perspective, would have been likely to drive people into ever
more militant responses.

For Durrant, then, a transformed public sphere in post-war South Africa should
win consent for democratic institutions. In broaching the thorny issue of consent, he
suggests that if there is a measure of transparency in government decision-making,
people would be more likely to respond positively to leadership. Durrant’s comments on

his recent experiences as Senior Information Officer provide a revealing illustration of
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the way in which he understands the operation of effective political rule: “In this the
civilian departments might well learn from the army where it has been found that troops
will endure hardship without much complaint if they are treated as reasonable human
beings and taken into the confidence of authorities. In the absence of any explanation, the
darkest rumours are the most widely believed” (1944:29). Again, the emphasis here is the
way in which a reasonable and benevolent leadership can ensure the co-operation and
obedience of a heterogeneous, potentially wayward, population in a situation where it is
necessary for individuals to forget their private gripes in the interests of the greater good.

Durrent’s concerns with political extremism and ‘wrong thinking’ in the public
sphere are premised upon the basic assumption that he himself occupies the more rational
‘middle ground’. His comments on the periodical press show that his claims for the
public sphere are made from the position that there is a ‘neutral’ or ‘reasoned’ position
on political and social issues which is uncontaminated by the pressures of either politics
or commerce. What is lacking in the press, he argues, are “authoritative” and “reliable”
summaries of contemporary issues “which hold the balance fairly between opposing
political schools”. The same is true of his tendency to label any political position which
is not his own as “violently partisan” or “propagandist” (9). Added to this, as we have
seen, is an extremely patronising attitude towards the masses whose “profound
ignorance” of important questions and “helpless[ness]” in the hands of “demagogues” or
“charlatans” (24) make them a threat to social order. Whilst he is wary -of the
disproportionate influence of corporate interests in the direction of public affairs, he
never questions the moral and political authority of the state, seeing it as a benevolent
and neutral institution which is beyond the sway of organised financial interests. If there
are any faults, they lie in nothing more serious than a little tardiness in its public relations
department, and in the speed with which it acts on the findings of government-appointed
commissions. In South Africa in particular, this view of the state is astonishingly naive.
The most glaring omission in this critique of South African democracy, however,
remains his outright failure to seize on the obvious problem that eight million inhabitants
in South Africa simply did not have the vote.

Durrant’s definition of what it means to have a “reasoned attitude towards
national affairs” (1944:3) is given more substance in his inaugural address, “English
Studies and the Community”, given at the Natal University College, Pietermaritzburg, a
few years later when he took up the Chair of English Studies. Reiterating a-central

Leavisian insight, Durrant (like van Heyningen) is convinced that the formation of
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‘correct’ political attitudes is entirely dependent on an education which has English
Studies at its core. In this sense, nothing could be of more importance to the general
political health of society than the close reading of the great classics of the European
tradition. What becomes clear in this discussion, then, is that the ‘middle ground’ or
‘neutral’ position which Durrant is at pains to defend from a variety of commercial and
political threats has an identifiable social base: in other words, Durrant’s ‘middle way’ is
the expression of Western middle-class culture.

The social crisis to which Durrant turns in this lecture, however, is. not a
threatened democracy, but the decline of ‘civilisation’ (the inherently positive values of
traditional Western society) as a result of an industrialising seciety. The majority of
people in modern society, he argues, are forced into “routine jobs where they have little
scope for the creative instinct and much smaller demands are made on their total
personalities” (1945:3). This leads to intellectual and emotional torpor, and results in the
demand for a “substitute life” in their leisure hours in response to which a massive
industry has grown up “which purveys to the masses at second hand the emotional riches
which their own lives cannot afford them” (4). An additional source of concern is the
“lack of any real education” which leaves the majority of the population “emotionally
unstable and intellectually defenceless”. The “professional persuaders” pose another
threat to civilisation: their characteristic appeals to the lowest kinds of human emotions
lead to “an increasingly crude organisation of emotional life” (5), a hardening of
sensibilities and a declining respect and value for “the respectable sources of emotional
life, to poetry, music and serious political thought™(6).

In his sensitivity to the boredom and routine of a highly regulated industrial
workplace, and his sense of the mitigating role played by the ‘culture industry’, Durrant
again crosses paths with a more left-inflected social analysis. This kind of critique, which
is also evident in the work of South African leftist critic, Jack Cope (discussed in chapter
5), bears a strong, if unwitting, resemblance to the socio-cultural preoccupations of the
Frankfurt school. There is, of course, a significant overlap between the cultural
pessimism of a Leavisian analysis and the socio-cultural preoccupations of the Frankfurt
school. In both perspectives the contemporary cultural milieu is rendered as stupefying,
distracting and dangerous: Hollywood ‘shlock’, a sensationalist, inaccurate press, a
powerful advertising industry and a standardised ‘machine’ culture encourage docility,
deaden consciousness, and destroy critical thinking. While the basic tropes are similar,

the political roots could not be more distinct. While Durrant’s fears are that the crude
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responses encouraged by a degraded commercial culture will lead to a ‘wrong-headed’
rejection of bourgeois democracy, the ‘anti-enlightenment’ feared by Adorno and
Horkheimer (1972) pertains more to the way in which the culture industry acts as a
powerful distraction from political consciousness and revolutionary action.

Like van Heyningen, Durrant looks to an education in the classics of English
Literature for a solution to the contemporary crisis of a crass industrial age. The only
thing which will ensure “the survival of values cherished by civilised men” and preserve
society from a “collapse into barbarism” (1945:19) is a sound literary education. Here he
makes explicit what van Heyningen only hints at: that “[English Studies] will make
possible...a more intelligent political life, a clearer sense of ultimate values and a
generally higher standard of human life” (3). The solution, however, requires a very
particular kind of literary experience. Like van Heyningen, Durrant is at pains to defend
the value of a “personal experience” of the very best kinds of writing. This “means a
continual immersion in what Wordsworth [for example] actually wrote, a continual
grappling with the actual words and a readiness to return again and again to poems which
have not yet yielded up their secrets”. The desired outcome is an “improvement in
discrimination” and “intelligent reading” (7), individuals who have an intimate
knowledge of “the best that has been thought and said” and who can guide others to the
same understanding. These critical skills derived from a literary training — worthwhile in
themselves — are also an excellent defence against a pernicious popular culture, and an
effective safeguard against the exploitation of emotions by advertisers and politicians.
However, just as South African audiences cannot benefit from the theatre of Barry or
Somerset Maugham, the full benefits of close reading can only be derived from a certain
kind of literary text. Here, Durrant argues, the student must not be fooled: “this task is
not compatible with an easy enjoyment of even the most respectable second-best. The
poetry of Brooke, or Masefield, or Noyes, or even much of Tennyson, may be valuable as
a stepping-stone to the understanding of Wordsworth, or Milton, or Pope; but we must
never admit that it is anything but inferior poetry when judged by the only standard we
ought to accept: the standard of the best” (6). In this regard, Durrant’s students would
have felt the same strong pressure to conform to the elitist cultural values and
unequivocal literary judgements as those who found themselves in van Heyningen’s
tutorial classes.

Interestingly, in the post-war world of Allied victory and German defeat, the

“sources of clarity, order and light” (12) to which Durrant repeatedly appeals are
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explicitly not the Germanic or Anglo-Saxon traditions from which the English language
is derived, but those of France and Italy. Contrary to popular opinion, he argues, “[t]he
mainstream of English literature flows not from Beowulf but from medieval Latinity and
Catholicism, from Renaissance Italy and from France”. French and Italian literature is
“intrinsically much more valuable” than the Anglo-Saxon, and most students will find
that the pursuit of Anglo-Saxon is “much less profitable than a knowledge of French or
[talian” (11). Whilst it is easy to caricature this kind of blatant war-time xenophobia, this
example nevertheless gives the lie to the claim of political disinterestedness or neutrality
which underlies all of Durrant’s interventions in the cultural and social spheres. In this
regard, the recent World War makes it relatively easy for Durrant to dismiss what he
describes as “the sandy soil of Germanic philology” (3) in favour of “a direct approach to
books” (7). The emphasis on close reading, as we have seen, was one of the key
preoccupations of the emerging Leavisian vanguard in South Africa: a ‘direct’ a;;proach
to literature, according to Durrant, required “a watchful good sense”, a “fine and
luminous distinction” and “complete self-possession” (1945:7).

Durrant’s 1945 address gives detailed attention to concerns which were to occupy
him throughout his career. The themes of culture on the verge of ‘barbarism’, the need to
preserve the European literary heritage, and the belief that a training in English literature
leads to a “reasoned approach to national affairs” (1944:3) are repeated with little
modification throughout the 1940s and 50s. His speeches and articles on the subject tend
to take a more apocalyptic and emotive tone in comparison to van Heyningen’s writing,
but essentially they share much the same vision. One indication of the urgency of these
questions for Durrant is the frequency with which he refers to them in public discussion.
A respected member of the white, middle-class Pietermaritzburg community, he often
received invitations to speak to local organisations and groups. These addresses and
articles provide a further elaboration during the late 1940s and 50s of the centrai points
made in his inaugural address, chiefly the notion that English Literature provides the
principle means by which ‘wrong thinking’ in South Africa can be addressed. In 1949,
for example, in an article which appeared in the Natal Mercury entitled “What do you
know of English?” he emphasises the importance of guarding the language on which
‘right-thinking’ depends: “The inevitable consequence of loose talk and sloppy writings
is wrong thinking, for nobody can think very far without the aid of language. And in a
world as complex as our own, wrong thinking about politics, social problems, racial

questions, or morality, may lead to speedy disaster” (Natal Mercury 13 May 1949). Here
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again, the classics of English Literature are the means through which the crisis-can be

averted:

The study of poetry, of drama and of the novel at its best, is not, as so many people
quietly assume, a means of making students more ‘cultured’. It is at once a
discipline of language and an exercise of intellectual insight, for when we have
learned to interpret language as subtle as Shakespeare’s, we can begin to see the
world with all the clarity and sensitiveness of Shakespeare’s own mind. (Natal
Mercury 13 May 1949)

In this instance, Durrant rejects the superficial and status-conscious literary activities of
the frivolous cultural dilettante (a frequent target of Leavisian derision), and emphasises,
instead, the enormous political and social importance of the close reading of literary
texts. The careful reading of poetry, he argues in this example, “gives us a more
comprehensive and delicate understanding of the life around us” and a “better control
over the intricacies of language, so that we can think more clearly ourselves” (Natal
Mercury 13 May 1949). Such weighty moral concerns are less apparent in some of his
other comments. A controversial address to a Conference of the National Council of
Women in April 1950, in which he claimed that South African Universities were turning
out ‘barbarians’ because students were not compelled to do courses in English as part of
their degrees, also takes up the seemingly trivial social problem of the pronunciation of
South African radio announcers: “[we need] educated and cultured radio announcers who
will not speak to us of ‘maraudering’ lions and inform us that tres jolie means “the three
jollies”; who will not place the accent on the first syllable of such works as romance,
repeat, renew, review, and a host of other such words” (Natal Mercury 6 May 1950).
Here, it is not so much the preservation of humane values that is at stake, but the
assertion of a particular class identity. Finally, in an address at a Civic Reception to mark
the Natal Society’s Centenary in 1951, he links the rise of commercial culture with
degeneration in the social sphere. One must not under-estimate the dangers to Western
Civilisation of “neglecting the written word, and putting in its place such visual media as
the film and the cartoon... We neglect our literary heritage at our peril; and the peril is not
only of personal, spiritual impoverishment, but of social retrogression as well” (Natal
Witness 15 May 1951).

Durrant’s public comments consistently assume that a training in English
Literature provides the means for a more intelligent political life. Although never
conceived of as political in any direct sense, English Studies as it was remodelled by F.R.

Leavis and I.A. Richards in England in the 1930s was nevertheless understood as “the
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permanent precondition of fecund political thought. Ever ‘above’ and ‘beyond’ politics
itself, ‘culture’ was a permanent meta-political sanction, the tribunal before which
politics stood judged in the name of ‘the human’ (Mulhern 1981:99). As David Johnson
argues in relation to the South African context, implicit in the commitment by South
African English Departments to the close reading of literary texts was the belief that
“teaching good reading habits will ultimately contribute to good practical politics, an
assumption which generally translated as: practical criticism leads to English liberal
politics” (1996:160). As Durrant makes plain in a paper delivered at a Conference of
English Teachers held in Johannesburg in 1946, this concern with good reading practices
and the cultivation of critical skills has its roots in a more general loss of social authority,
and is the expression of a desire to ensure the perpetuation of the values of a ruling
intelligentsia via a liberal education:

If our belief in great literature means anything, it means that current values (the
values of the cinema, the press and the wireless) are bad values that must be fought.
This in its turn involves much social courage, especially now that there are so few
‘educated’ people, even in the universities, who have any inkling of the values we
believe in. (1946b:5)

If the values of a critical minority are to have any purchase in the years to come,
the lines between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ poetry, ‘healthy’ and ‘unhealthy’ thought, must be
continually policed. An immediate source of concern in this regard were the
contemporary calls — in the wake of a renewed interest in socialism and Marxism around
the world — that literature and culture be tied to political struggle. Durrant wrote only two
articles for Trek magazine, and perhaps because of the left leanings of many of its
contributors and readers, both articles are written in reaction to the prescriptions of
“dogmatic left-wing critics” (Trek 4 May 1945:16). Durrant was an active contributor to
the debates in Trek’s popular letter’s page. This hostile attitude towards both left-wing
literature and left-wing critics was also articulated in his frequent responses to particular
examples of Trek’s leftist reviews. The articles themselves, however, are also a
fascinating example of literary criticism as a displaced form of political critique, and as
such reveal much about Durrant’s definition of a “reasonable approach to national
affairs”. In an article entitled “Cast a Cold Eye” (Trek 4 May 1945) he begins by
characterising contemporary left-wing poetry as a suppressed, unconscious form of
religious feeling, a kind of “spilt religion”. No longer rationally able to believe in

Heaven, these left-wing writers, like the Romantic poets before them, try to establish a
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“Heaven on Earth”. Drawing heavily on T.E. Hulme’s essay on Romanticism and
Classicism (the phrase “spilt religion” is his), Durrant applauds the general change of
taste in poetry from Romanticism to modern verse: “Fewer people”, Durrant writes,
“now admire the typical work of Victor Hugo, Shelley or Rupert Brooke....The poetic
diction and the poetic machinery of the Romantics have been thrown on the rubbish heap.
The poetic revolution has been accomplished, and poets can draw free breath again”.
This “damp” poetry (another characterisation which he borrows from Hulme) still has a
popular audience, but “it is dead as mutton amongst those who take poetry at all
seriously”. He sees in the most recent left-wing poetry of the 1930s and 40s a
contemporary reincarnation of Romanticism, arguing that

while the Romantic chase of personal happiness (in love, or in the contemplation of
nature, or what not) has been abandoned, and is even looked upon as indecent, there
are many people who have simply transferred their own personal adjustments to
another level. Instead of bemoaning their unhappy lot they now give a political
expression to their woes in the guise of the proletariat, and to their Romantic dreams
of happiness in a vision of a future world state where all men will be happy. (16)

Instead of “maudlin sentimentality” and self-indulgent “whining”, poets are urged
to “see the world without blinkers”, to have the “courage to see life steadily and see it
whole”. In describing Yeats’s progress from “a thorough-going Romantic-escapiét” to a
modernist poet, he argues that despite an early immersion in the “fog of Gaelic mysticism
and folklore”, he managed to “emerge from the fog and cast the intense light of a cool
clear mind on the real world” (16). Rejecting the tendency amongst the 1930s English
poets to offer sentimental “dreams” of the possibilities in a world under socialism,
Durrant agrees with Yeats when he says that poetry should be “the contemplation of what
is, not of what the poet would like things to be” (cited in Durrant, 17). In the same way,
poetry’s true function is to “to show the world the true face of things and to look on in
tragic joy” (17). A long quote from Hulme reveals an obsession with the maintenance of
social order as well as a deep distrust of the politics of “disorder”, by which he means the
universal struggle against discrimination and oppression. The ideology of the Romantic
poets, Hulme argues, is based on the assumption that humans are essentially good, but
suppressed by laws and custom: in this regard, human potential can only be fully realised
when oppressive social structures have been eliminated. For Hulme (and Durrant)., this is
a belief that “something positive can come out of disorder” (16). Eschewing both
Romantic ‘escapism’ and left-wing idealism in favour of the “clarity, precision and

coolness of a new classicism” (17), Durrant opts for the (in his view) more courageous
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acceptance of existing reality. In an interesting twist to Leavisian preoccupations with the
dishonesty and superficiality of commercial culture — and in what is clearly intended as a
particularly nasty affront — Durrant equates lefti-wing politics with the sentimental and
manipulative techniques of modern advertising and commerce: “If we want to feel the
warmth of universal brotherhood, we can get it more efficiently from a mass meeting or
by reading an advertisement for an insurance company, than by reading poetry. But if we
want to see the truth, the world as it really is, stripped of lies and sentiment, then we shall
turn to the poets” (17). The cultural and political lines are clearly drawn: truth —
represented by the values of traditional European culture — on the one hand, and the lie of
commercial culture and radical politics on the other.

Still consumed by this issue ten years later, Durrant reserves a place in an address
delivered to the Annual Conference of the South African Library Association for an
attack on what he calls “the provincialism of sociology” which he describes as the
“tendency to require of writers that their books be socially ‘useful’. [The sociological
critics want books] to help to solve our problems, to tackle the difficulties we meet with
as a nation, as a race, or as a class. In South Africa, they regard as ‘escapist’ any book
which is not concerned with the colour problem or with human freedom, or at the very
least they believe that no serious writer can ignore these and similar problems in his
writing” (1957:124). This position, he argues, tends to diminish the value of works which
do not deal with social problems. Once again, Shakespeare provides the crucial example:

What concern does Shakespeare show with the special social problems of his
day? And yet, there were as many in his day as there are now. The difference
was that men were not so badly frightened. They knew that life had always been
tragic. They chose to enjoy the vision, terrible though it might be, rather than
organise a common salvation. The poet Yeats has expressed this noble
indifference to politics and to ‘calling all hands to the pumps’ in his great poem
“Lapis Lazuli”. That and nothing I can say, is the best answer to those who
would insist that the poet must be ‘involved’ in the problems of the day, and do
what he can to help us solve them....It is said that the ship’s band played during
the sinking of the Titanic. Not everyone can man the pumps, even in the worst
emergency, and music may often save more lives than meddling. (1957:124)

While it may be necessary to stake a claim for artistic freedom in the deeply over-
determined political context of South Africa in the late 1950s, it is difficult to look
sympathetically upon this arrogant and complacent appeal to a kind of sturdy machismo
in the face of overwhelming socio-political distress. With the country heading towards

the Sharpeville massacre and the intensifying repressions of a fully-fledged police state,
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it would seem that, at the very least, one would accept the necessity to “organise a
common salvation” even if one is unable to contribute to it.

In one crucial sense, Durrant’s critical interventions in South Africa in the 1940s
and 50s are an attempt to mediate between two opposing principles in both the political
realm and the world of art, namely authoritarian control and prescription, on the one
hand, and the anarchy of private self-interest, on the other. Out of sympathy with both
these positions, he is still faced with the problem of ensuring the continued purchase of
traditional values in a rapidly changing world in which the opinions of literary critics
have increasingly less influence. As far as literature goes, in the lamentable absence of a
“catholic criticism”, this situation is akin to being “caught between the dead rock of
imposed opinions and the whirlpool of private preference” (Forum April 1952:41). As
Durrant’s arguments make plain, the crisis which engenders these difficulties is a loss of
political and cultural authority amongst the ruling intelligentsia. As such, his arguments
evince some nostalgia for a world in which the values of a critical minority do not have
to be defended. In this regard, he looks back fondly at the early days of the Times
Literary Supplement when literary critics

shared a common authority of tone, an authority urbanely and for the most part
moderately exercised, but unmistakeably taken for granted. For these reviewers
there was no serious problem of values. Each work could be referred, if not to a
complete system of thought, at least to a clear notion of what was acceptable and
what was intolerable to a gentlemanly taste. From our own chaotic world we can
certainly not afford to scoff at the ‘certain certainties’ of which these writers are so
quietly assured. In them at least we can discern a happy union of personal taste and
traditional authority, a union for which we look in vain today. (Forum April
1952:40) ’

By 1930, Durrant continues, it is clear that “the gentlemanly manner is wearing thin”,
and there are clear signs of anxiety. Faced with “[a] new world in which traditional
culture is everywhere challenged and nowhere taken for granted”, literary critics must
find a way of ensuring that the values of an inherited (Western) literary culture retain
their influence for succeeding generations. In the absence of “a happy union of personal
taste and traditional authority”, the aim — in both politics and culture — is to find a viable
stance which is neither unfashionably autocratic nor dangerously laissez-faire. It is a
struggle to ensure an open society (avoid totalitarianism), but also to maintain control
over the political and cultural choices of the majority. Durrant’s solution to political and
cultural anarchy in the modern world is to wage a covert attack on both ‘bad’ politics and

‘bad’ culture. It is not to claim “universal validity for [one’s] own system of
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preferences”, but to “conduct an underground resistance movement” against the forces
which threaten both democracy and civilisation (Forum April 1952:41).

While van Heyningen’s preoccupations lie with establishing an ethical base for
modern society, Durrant is more interested in making a pre-emptive move against the
steady debasement of language, which as the basis of intelligent thought, is also the
necessary precondition for ‘intelligent’ action in the political and social spheres.
Durrant’s cultural project in South Africa in the 1940s and 50s, despite a surface rhetoric
of democratic participation and inclusion, has at its core the aim of securing consent for
the political values of a marginalised cultural elite. These ideals are presented under the
guise of ‘neutrality’, ‘objectivity’ and ‘impartiality’: the limits of Durrant’s democratic
aspirations, however, are starkly revealed in his wholesale refusal to consider the
problem of South Africa’s disenfranchised majority. Looking at Durrant’s arguments
from a contemporary perspective, it is difficult to give much credit to a cultural theory
which suggests that the correct use of a word, proper pronunciation, or the reading of
poems by William Wordsworth could have a significant effect on the political and social
health of a nation. In the same way, it is difficult to conceive that a (Leavisian) diagnosis
of society forged in response to conditions in post-war England could be applied without
some modification to the South African context which, in 1945, faced so many peculiar
problems of its own. As I have suggested, Durrant’s concerns with the safeguarding of
public opinion imply that he is uncomfortable with the full implications of a democratic
society. Furthermore, the outright hostility aroused by left-wing literature, and his
explicit rejection of the “politics of disorder” are further indications of a deeply
conservative political project which is at odds with the democratic surface of his
arguments. Finally, his sympathy with the abstracted, historical perspectives of .Yeats’s
“Lapis Lazuli” seems utterly inappropriate in a context of violent cultural and economic
oppression. In these arguments as in others, there is an astonishing lack of engagement
with South African society and politics, and a careless arrogance about the values of

Western culture which gives no space to the cultural values, or democratic rights, of the

South African majority.

Conclusion

This chapter has focused on two important examples of Leavisian cultural discourse in
South Africa. There is much here that is familiar: a pervasive hostility towards a crass

commercial culture; a deeply pessimistic view of contemporary society and ‘mass
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civilisation’; an ongoing preoccupation with the preservation and continuity of the
threatened values of a ‘minority culture’; and the elevation of European High Culture as
the solution to various forms of social chaos and distress. These are all the characteristic
elements of a Leavisian socio-cultural perspective; they also echo the more general
anxieties of the discourse of ‘Kulturkritik’. Defined by what Francis Mulhern has
described as “intuitions of loss” (2000:161), this discourse attempts to secure the spiritual
values of a vanishing age in a rapidly deteriorating present through the actions of an
enlightened intellectual vanguard.

While it is clear that both van Heyningen and Durrant import a largely
unmodified Scrutiny project into the South African context in the 1940s and 50s, their
efforts to address questions of democracy, individual freedom and the attainment of
social justice are partly inspired by a recognition of the very particular socio-pplitical
conditions which mark the South African place. Turning at times towards a left-inflected
socio-political analysis of South African society, a South African Leavisian project,
however, is much more likely to consider these conditions (and their solutions) in terms
of the more conservative socio-cultural agendas of the Scrutiny school. In this regard,
when it comes to questions of social justice and equality in South Africa, the ‘health’ of
the nation is evaluated, not in terms of concrete material change, but in relation to the
successful dissemination of a privileged set of Western cultural values.

This elevation of culture over the messy world of practical political action is one
of the central assumptions of the South African Leavisian perceptual scheme, and one
which marks it out most distinctly from the other intellectual traditions discussed in this
thesis. Regarded as an essentially impoverished resource — one which can take you so far
and no further — political action must take second place in relation to the greater authority
of Western ‘High Culture’. In the Leavisian scheme, in other words, culture is sub_stituted
for politics: as Mulhern puts it, “culture dissolves the political and takes up the general
labour proper to it, assuming the role of a valid social authority” (2000:166). The relative
priorities given to the ‘cultural’ and the ‘political” spheres in a South African Leavisian
project are clearly revealed in relation to the more specific questions of critical method
and aesthetic evaluation. In stark contrast to the overtly politicised discussion of more
marginal intellectual traditions, a South African Leavisian criticism is marked by the
almost complete absence of direct engagement with socio-political concerns. A cultural
project underscored by a clear political agenda, the discourse itself remains resolutely

apolitical. The antipathy towards an overt political discussion is revealed in a number of
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ways: in the most obvious sense, a de-contextualised, text-bound approach concéntrates
attention on the minutiae of form rather than the implications of content. Where political
content is acknowledged, it is deflected and contained by an approach which both
subordinates political concerns to a consideration of universal ethical dilemmas, and
ignores particular contexts (and angry protest) in favour of transcendence, catharsis and
escape. When it comes to an overtly politicised or left-wing literature, the response is
simply to deny its literary value, to question its status as ‘Literature’, and thereby avoid
its challenge. Unwilling or unable to engage in any meaningful way with the cultural and
material realities of black South African experience, an avowedly assimilationist cultural
project, which is based on a careless assumption of Western superiority, is also the
occasion for a kind of cultural violence which is in stark contradiction to its humane
ideals.

In a period in South Africa in which there is considerable methodological and
theoretical disagreement, a period in which radical cultural discourses are circulating in a
more general public discussion, it is of no small significance that it is a Leavisian
approach — built on an explicit subordination of the realm of politics to the realm of
culture — which becomes entrenched as the dominant literary-cultural paradigm in South
Africa from the 1950s on. What is especially interesting for the present project is the way
in which the ascendancy of a Leavisian cultural project in South Africa also coincides
with a growing political conservatism in South Africa more generally. It is this
displacement of more radical South African traditions by the conservative cultural
agendas of a more mainstream cultural discussion — as well as a growing hostility

towards a leftist political perspective more generally — that form the main concerns of the

chapter which follows.

Notes:

' See the following detailed institutional histories: Mary Penrith (1972), Christopher Doherty (1989, 1990)
and David Johnson (1996). For articles which explore aspects of this debate, see Michael Green (1984)
Mlchael Vaughan (1984) and Nick Visser (1984).

2 There was some unevenness in the implementation of Leavisite approaches in South African English
departments in the 1940s. Mary Penrith observes, for example, that it was only on the retirement of Prof.
Oswald Doughty in 1955 that the Cape Town English Department finally shifted its position. Nevertheless,
interest in the new methods signalled “a new phase of critical thinking in South Africa, for from this time
on these methods had to be taken into account even by those who disagreed with them” (Penrith 1972:101).

* Two conferences of the University Teachers of English were held in Pietermaritzburg and Johannesburg
in 1946 and 1949, respectively. Published proceedings are to be found in the Christina van Heyningen
Collection STP 2/6/4, Pietermartizburg Archives. Two symposia on the subject held in Cape Town and

Bloemfontein also issued in two publications, the first edited by W.S. Mackie (1948) and the second by D.
Hopwood (1949).
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* For more details, sce Hobsbawm (1994:109-164). As Francis Mulhern points out, it seemed like a good
moment to bring Arnold back. The year 1932 saw the publication of Lionel Trilling’s biography of
Matthew Arnold, a new edition of Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy and the launch of Scrutiny (Mulhern
2000:175).

3 See, for example, the response from Stephan Collini (2001).

® For a short biography of Van Heyningen, see the introduction to the collection of essays edited by J.A.
Berthoud and C.O. Gardner (1969). See also the work on Van Heyningen’s Shakespeare criticism in David
Johnson’s Shakespeare and South Africa (1996).

7 Christina van Heyningen Collection STP2/2/1, Pietermaritzburg Archives.

® These remarks are made in the context of a review in Trek of Cyril Connolly’s “self-indulgent” (16)
work, The Unquiet Grave. In it, she makes out the features of a new literary creature, the “half-artist”, who
refuses to admit his moral responsibilities: “This refusal”, she argues, “has never, to my knowledge, been
made, in his practice by any artist of the first rank” (Trek April 1946:17).

° Examination questions such as the following exemplify her approach: “Which of the following poems do
you prefer and why?” In another example, students are asked to describe the mood of a poem, and to
decide whether or not it is “healthy” (Christina van Heyningen Collection STP 2/6/4, Pietermaritzburg
Archives). See also Van Heyningen’s textbooks for the study of English Literature, 4 Practical Course in
English (1935) and, with A. W. van der Horst, English: Intelligent Reading and Good Writing (1938).

1 The production she refers to is a performance of Shakespeare’s The Tempest at the City Hall in Cape
Town on the 30™ March 1946. It was produced by Rosalie van der Gucht and sponsored by the South
African Association of Arts. The Cape Town Municipal Orchestra provided the music; the sets and
costumes were designed by John Dronsfield, and painted by Cecil Higgs.

' For a discussion of this pamphlet as well as other aspects of Durrant’s cultural and political project in
South Africa, see Johnson (1996:148-155).

12 {is idea for a National Cinema runs counter to a generally pessimistic Scrutiny view. While generally
scathing about Hollywood culture, he nevertheless sees the potential of National Cinema as an important
educational tool.

'3 An open letter “To a Non-European Intellectual” in Trek magazine by D. Robinson considers this
possibility in some detail. Remarking on the way in which early Japanese successes in the war caused “the
prestige of the European [to slip] a peg or two”, he asks his imagined (black) readers: “Perhaps you were
hoping that the Japanese would come to South Africa and remove the Europeans from leadership of the
country”. The rest of the letter attempts to persuade his audience that this is foolhardy (Trek 31 July
1942:9). This kind of white paranoia was satirised in some of the editorials in 7rek. (See chapter 2).
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Chapter 2

Outlawing Politics

My exploration of an alternative tradition of cultural debate in South Africa begins with
two successful independent publications — Trek and The South African Opinion. Both
launched in South Africa in the late 1930s, these publications were defined by a.unique
combination of serious literary-cultural analysis and independent political comment.
With their eyes on a small but fairly affluent (mainly white, middle-class) market, and
patterned on successful overseas models like the New Yorker, these publications aimed to
provide stimulating, well-informed and energetic commentary on local and overseas
issues. As the site of an important alternative cultural-political debate in South Africa,
both Trek and The South African Opinion' have a central place in this thesis. These
cultural debates, however — like most of the others considered in this thesis — cannot be
said to form either a coherent tradition or a developed ‘theory’. Sporadic, ‘occasional’,
and heterogeneous, they are nevertheless united by a shared concern with contemporary
social realities and a strong desire to link a conversation about culture with a more
general political discussion. Articulating what can be described as a broadly leftist
approach to culture (which in some cases takes on more explicitly Marxist forms), this
alternative debate is especially interesting because it occurred in close proximity to a
more normative view: while Trek and S.4. Opinion provided space for left-wing
perspectives, they were equally amenable to the views of South African English
academics like Christina van Heyningen, J.Y.T. Greig, Geoffrey Durrant and A.C.
Partridge. In some cases, as we shall see, this resulted in an intriguing, and hitherto
unknown, debate between South African English academics and those on the Left. Aside
from beginning an exploration into a radical cultural tradition in South Africa, then, this
chapter also provides a further elaboration of the institutional view, in particular the way
in which it negotiated the challenge of the Left.

The first half of this chapter considers the emergence of an embryonic leftist
cultural discourse in the Cape Town periodical Trek, placing particular emphasis on some
of the more interesting interchanges between South African Marxists like R. Bergman
and George Marsden and those South African academics who were more closely aligned

with a Leavisian view. In the second half of the chapter, the focus falls on S.4. Opinion:
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here an early engagement with more radical cultural perspectives is gradually displaced
by more conservative approaches. In this sense — and this is also true of the chapter more
generally — I explore the larger story of the gradual rise to prominence in South African
cultural life of the predominantly apolitical cultural emphases of a university-based
perspective. As this discourse increasingly favoured a separation of the areas of “politics’
and ‘culture’, both Trek and S.A4. Opinion offered an unusual conjuncture of the ‘literary’
and the ‘political’ which, at the very least, was an important recognition of their complex
and intimate connections. The wholesale disappearance of a political South African
criticism from the 1950s on — dramatised in this instance by the intertwined histories of
these two interesting South African magazines — is one of the aspects of South African
literary-cultural history that this chapter sets out to understand and explore.

Whilst they were both very successful magazines, Trek and S.4. Opinion
naturally attracted much smaller audiences than daily papers like the Star or more
popular magazines like Qutspan. Nevertheless, the emphasis on critical analysis and open
debate encouraged a level of reader participation, particularly in Trek, which was seldom
seen in the mainstream commercial press. Part of my intention in this chapter is to
highlight this extraordinary moment of unrestricted South African public debate and
discussion. Of special interest in this regard is the extent to which the opportunities for
free and unrestricted public discussion became increasingly circumscribed as the century
wore on. Articulating something of the dissident leftist politics of the late 1930s moment,
both Trek and S.A. Opinion, in their individual ways, bear witness to a growing
conservatism and intolerance in the public sphere. In the case of Trek, this is to be'seen in
the simple fact of its demise. In S.4. Opinion, it is to be found in a noticeable shift from a
left-of-centre approach in the late 1930s to the much less intrusive politics of South

African liberalism.

The Moment of 7rek

Trek was a bilingual fortnightly magazine edited by maverick South African journalist,
Jacques Malan. An exemplary instance of vigorous public discussion and debate in South
Africa, and an important organ of anti-government opinion, it was also the site of a
significant oppositional cultural-political debate. Trek’s role in the history of South
African letters has been almost completely overlooked.? Something of a wolf in sheep’s
clothing, Trek’s fairly elastic political identity to some extent masked an editorial

perspective which was decidedly to the left of the mainstream. That the periodical
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nevertheless managed to retain a loyal following despite the increasing unpopularity of a
leftist analysis is as much due to the generally excellent standard of its articles as to the
ingenuity and resourcefulness of its editor. While South African academics like Christina
van Heyningen and Alan Wamer were active contributors on the cultural front, Trek’s
book reviews, for the most part, tended towards a position on culture and social change
which differed considerably from those articulated in English Departments in South
Africa at the time. In this sense, Trek has enormous significance in South Africa literary
history as the site of an early articulation of a Marxist or left-inflected approach to
literary-cultural questions. Even more interesting, perhaps, is the fact that the magazine
became the site of an unusually energetic public discussion of these questions,
specifically the value of a Marxist approach and the relationship between culture and the
attainment of social justice. In this regard, Trek’s popular letters pages were also the site
of long-winded, often sarcastic and acrimonious encounters between South African leftist
critics and Leavisites like Geoffrey Durrant and Christina van Heyningen. This is a
significant debate, not only because it is an important instance of an embryonic South
African Marxism, but also for the light it sheds on the literary-political priorities of South

African Leavisites themselves.

Death’s Head at the Feast

Malan’s favoured editorial role was that of “death’s head at the feast” (14 August
1942:5). His editorials (written in both English and Afrikaans) typically addressed
themselves to current political and economic affairs. They ranged in tone from harsh
rebuke to contemptuous and ironic dismissal. Many of Trek’s full-length articles, which
engaged with a range of social, economic and cultural issues, continued in the same
critical spirit. Very few aspects of South African life were immune to Malan’s attacks.
While he targeted the relatively easy scapegoats of Afrikaner Nationalism, the
Ossewabrandwag and Oswald Pirow’s New Order, he saved his most stinging criticism
for the liberal white-washing being applied by Smuts’s United Party Government to
repressive legislation designed to ensure the preservation of white supremacy and the
continued exploitation of black labour.> Malan opposed the racial policies of South
Africa’s “slave state” (5 November 1943:5), and called for full voting rights for Africans.
The 1943 war-time elections are described in an editorial as a “struggle between two

minority groups for the privilege of dominating each other and the voteless mass” (16
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July1943: 5),* and a later comment on government reluctance to carry out promises made
during the war highlights the strategic imperatives underpinning government policy:

Gone are the days when fear of the Japanese led to bold threats that, rather than
kow-tow to the yellow peril, we would arm the black and brown men. Gone are the
exalted moods in which Natives and Non-Europeans generally were promised that
there would be an honourable place for them under the post-war sun. For the
Japanese didn’t turn up and white South Africa is trying to forget as quickly as
possible the ridiculous emotionalism of the time. Its one concern, as is that of the
British conservatives, is to see that there shall be no essential alteration of the
existing social situation through careless loss of vigilance. (24 March 1944: 5)

The South African Labour Party, in particular, received frequent criticism for its
racist exclusion of black workers both from its ranks and its politics. South African
universities come under the spotlight as a result of a decision to introduce a colour bar in
four South African universities. Instead of “radiating light and sweet reason”, Malan
argued, these universities have become the “centres of conservatism”. Emphasising that
this is not an “isolated outbreak of reaction”, he concludes that South African universities
are playing an important role as the “cheerleaders of reaction, illiberalism and rank
prejudice” (8 September 1944: 6).° Malan rejected the ideals of Western democracy, the
capitalist mode of production, social reformism, and what he and others described as
Stalinist betrayals of classic Marxist doctrine.® He looked forward to the overthrow of the
capitalist social order and the rule of the proletariat, argued for a more state-regulated
market place, and emphasised working-class solidarity. While some of Trek’s writers
shared what can loosely be described as Malan’s ‘Trotskyist’ leanings, Trek drew
contributors from a wide political spectrum, ranging from Stalinism to liberalism. As a
result, it offered neither a uniform point-of-view, nor was it associated with any of the
political organisations in existence at the time. In fact, both the CPSA and Fourth
International Organisation of South Africa (FIOSA), a Trotskyist splinter group, were
quite careful to distance themselves from the publication. .

A world war against Fascism and Nazism, the anticipation of post-war democratic
reform in South Africa and abroad, and the awakening of widespread anti-colonial
sentiment encouraged the circulation of socialist ideas both in South Africa and abroad.
In South Africa, wartime industrial expansion led to massive increases in urban working-
class populations. This, coupled with steady state-encroachments on the political and
economic freedoms of oppressed groups in South Africa resulted in the transformation of
organised coloured, Indian and African politics, the growth of trade unions and rising

levels of militancy (Lodge 1983; Lewis 1987; Beinart 1994). The Western Cape, in
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particular, was the site of a lively tradition of independent left-wing activity. In this
regard, Baruch Hirson points to the existence of a largely forgotten “socialist c.urrent”
(1992:65) at the University of Cape Town in the 1920s and 30s that included Lancelot
Hogben, Professor of Zoology, Frederick Bodmer, linguist and lecturer in German, and
Benjamin Farrington, classicist and Latin lecturer. Associated with them were J.G.
Taylor (lecturer in Psychology), Dora Taylor (literary reviewer for Trek and author of
The Role of the Missionaries in Conquest), Jean van der Poel (History lecturer), Helene
and Jacques Malan, David Schrire (lawyer and businessman), George Sacks (co-founder
of the Guardian and member of the Communist Party), and Paul Koston (owner of
Modern Books). According to Hirson, “there is a continuum before the Second World
War that links these people: their criticism of racism, opposition to imperialism and war,
defence of minority rights, and their rationalism and socialism” ( 1992:47).7 This
academic community, which overlapped with a larger group of Cape Town Trotskyists,
had established the Lenin Club in 1933. Along with a number of other left-wing clubs
and discussion groups in Cape Town during this period, the Lenin Club became “a centre
of serious Socialist discussion attracting sizable audiences, offering celebratory meetings
on May Day or the anniversary of the Russian Revolution, and sfaging socialist plays”
(Hirson 1993:76). The Trotskyists subsequently split to form the South African
Communist League (later re-named the Fourth International of South Africa), and the
Workers Party of South Africa (WPSA), respectively. None of these groups ever
represented more than a marginal presence in the context of South African politics more
generally, and very few members were politically active.

Although it must be stressed that there is no direct link between Trek and any of
the Trotskyist groups in existence in Cape Town at the time, Trek should be understood
as part of the independent left-wing intellectual culture that flourished there in the 1930s
and 40s. Trek’s pursuit of non-racism, its anti-reformism, its Marxist interpretation of
history, and its anti-Stalinism exemplify this tradition. Indeed, Trek’s denunciatory and
uncompromising tone, coupled with a particular kind of vocabulary (terms like
“herrenvolk”, “master race” and “quisling™), signals its similarity to the outspoken
polemics of the Non-European Unity Movement, a political organisation established in
1943. Although not affiliated to any of these groups, Malan was personally associated
with many of its members. Trek writers, Dora Taylor, J.G. Taylor and Hosea Jaffe — then
a student at the University of Cape Town — were active in Trotskyist and Unity

Movement politics. There is also evidence that activist Ben Kies and other leading
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members of the Unity movement published articles in Trek (using pseudonyms) in which
they outlined developments in an increasingly militant Western Cape opposition
movement, and put forward proposals for a new liberation movement. Other left-wing
writers included R.K. (Jack) Cope, the author of Comrade Bill, a biography of the
communist trade-unionist W.H. Andrews, and Edward Roux. Roux was a leading
member of the Communist Party of South Africa between 1923 and 1936. He published a
biography of Communist Party stalwart S.P. Bunting in 1944 and wrote the first history
of black struggle in South Africa, Time Longer than Rope, in 1948}

Trek had its origins in the liberal bilingual review The Independent which was
launched in 1936 under the editorship of the wealthy Cape Town economist Dr. Andre
Bruwer. The Independent was published by the Independent Publishing Company. The
majority shareholder was Natal philanthropist, Mrs. C. Whitehead, a daughter of J.W.
Jagger, formerly minister of Railways in the Smuts government. Bruwer and Malan were
minority shareholders (Smith 1946:10). Formerly Secretary of Finance under the South
African Party government and a supporter of Smuts, Bruwer nevertheless held fairly
progressive views on economic and political issues. As a result, he fell out of favour with
the National Party government, which came to power in 1924. He resigned from
government service shortly afterwards. Bruwer’s aims were twofold: first, to create a
space in South African society for the unrestricted and forthright expression of political
and economic opinion unimpeded by party-political constraints; and, second, to educate
public opinion, combat ignorance, and cultivate critical and independent thought. Bruwer
expressed dissatisfaction with the “wire-pulling” (Independent 9 July 1936:3) and
dishonesty of South African party politics, and feared that South Africans lacked critical
skills and were easy prey to the dishonest machinations of politicians and propagandists.
In 1939, a year after the centenary celebrations of the Great Trek, The Independent
changed its name to Trek. The connections between the periodical and the celebrated
historical event are not accidental, and are made explicit in the opening editorial of the
new-look “family magazine for all South Africans” (17 August 1939:cover). Readers of
the review are invited on an invigorating journey in the manner of their courageous white
forefathers towards a position of enlightenment and knowledge. In these opening
comments, the analogy of the Great Trek and the genuflection to an all-white ancestry
serve to illuminate its role as bold and critical commentator on South African affairs, as

well as the exclusionary nature of its politics. With Hertzog’s resignation in 1939 over
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the war question, Bruwer re-entered government service as economic advisor to the
Industrial Development Corporation, and therefore abandoned the editorship of Trek.

It was under Jacques Malan’s direction that Trek began to assume the radical
stance for which it became well known. Malan took over from Bruwer as editor of Trek
in February 1941. He rejected Bruwer’s liberal politics, but retained an emphasis on
economics, and an independent, critical position. He received editorial assistance from
Lily Rabkin, former leader-writer for The Natal Witness, who became literary reviewer
for The Forum in the 1950s, and later assistant editor of the Sunday Times. Rabkin was
responsible for a substantial part of the critical commentary as well as publication and
distribution (Potgieter 1970:626). According to C.J. Greshoff’ the combination of
Malan’s and Rabkin’s talents was the key to the Journal’s success: “He threw out ideas —
a great number of them in the realm of fancy — and she made them into something
feasible” (Letter to the author, 19 January 1998).

Malan came from a Western Cape Afrikaner family based in Worcester. He was
co-editor of Ons Eie Boek, a periodical founded in 1935 to promote Afrikaans literature,
and his friends included the major Afrikaans writers of the thirties such as Van Wyk
Louw, Uys Krige and 1.D. du Plessis. He was associated with both Die Suiderstem, a
liberal Afrikaans United Party paper, and the Cape Times. After spending some time in
the United States, he returned to South Africa to join Africopa, the short-lived South
African press service associated with [.A. Schlesinger which was set up in opposition to
the South African Press Association (Forum August 1944:21). C.J. Greshoff recalls that
Malan was “in many ways an early prototype of a later manifestation of Afrikanerdom:
the de-tribalised urbanised Afrikaner” (Letter to the author, 19 January 1998). A.J.
Friedgut of The Forum describes him as “[l]anky, fair-haired and a brilliant
conversationalist, with a theorist’s eye that read volumes between the lines of reports in
the daily press....Highly critical of everything, he made his attitude apparent in his
journal. He got much enjoyment, he’d told those who knew him, out of ‘swinging a dead
cat around the editorial sanctum’” (19 August 1944:21). Malan’s political views are
summarised by N.P. van Wyk Louw in a letter (cited in Kannemeyer 1990:88) in which
he describes Malan as intelligent, well-read and a fanatical believer in Marxism: “Hy glo
eenvoudig dat die blankes in Suid-Afrika aan die vooruitgang van die swartes, die
meederheid, opgeoffer sal en moet word — al is dit deur die masjiengeweer — en hy glo
dat dit binne ons leeftyd sal gebeur”.'® Along with Jean van der Poel, Malan and his wife

Helene assisted in the translation of the Communist Manifesto into Afrikaans, which
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appeared in 1938 on the ninetieth anniversary of its first publication with an introduction
by Trotsky.

As an open forum for free and unrestricted public discussion, Trek is an almost
perfect expression of Habermas’s understanding of the way in which the institutions of
public democracy in eighteenth-century Europe could provide an important counterpoint
to the enormous power and influence of the state. Not only was government and overseas
policy held up to public scrutiny, but a range of other social evils were attacked and
exposed in the pages of Trek. Even more interesting, many of the issues raised in articles
and reviews spilled over into the letters page. Here, readers “with caveats to file against
anything that has appeared in Trek or with novel and persuasive programs for getting rid
of stupidity, sin or the censor, or with schemes to sell something and cunning enough to
get their propaganda past the Editor” were invited to “cut loose on this page” (Trek 10
April 1941:1). Trek’s letters pages became the site of energetic, extended and often
acrimonious polemics on a wide variety of social, political and cultural questions. This,
even more than its critical stance, assisted its functioning as a viable public sphere in the
increasingly constrained atmosphere of a country moving towards an apartheid state. As
a critical review and carrier of public opinion, Trek offered a significant challenge to the
discourses emanating from both government and big business.

Reader response to the growing radicalisation of the periodical was mixed. Some
commended its fearless, iconoclastic stance, while others criticised it for its carping,
sneering tone and wildly unsubstantiated statements.'' Its left leanings led to its being
labelled “blood-red” by the conservative financial review, South African Advertising and
Selling (July 1944:35). In similar spirit, a reader suggested Trek rename itself “a
communist fortnightly” rather than “hide propaganda under the guise of a critical review
(22 October 1943:1). Interestingly, Malan’s anti-Stalin position invited a stinging attack
from a member of the central committee of the South African Communist Party, Michael
Harmel. In an article entitied “The Truth about Trek”, Harmel set out to expose Trek’s
Trotskyist “taints”, its anti-Soviet and so-called anti-working-class bias, and its sneering
attitude towards the Labour Party (Inkululeko October-November 1943:5-6). Forum
writer, A.J. Friedgut, records that The People’s Bookshop — much patronised by orthodox
Stalinist Communists — even banned it because it was too far left (19 August 1944:21).
The Labour Party organ, Forward, despite disagreeing with its position, felt compelled to

concede its merits:
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We have accounted — we account — Trek politically irresponsible, because while
apparently sharing our socialist objective, they are not infrequently destructive of
what seems to us the most practical means, the best machinery, by the use of which
that objective can most readily be attained. Despite his sharp criticism of labour, we
“salute his honesty of purpose”; salute his unbending independence; salute his

championship, even where we considered it wrong-headed and ill-informed, of the
Non-European. (18 August 1944: 7)"2

As the “most enthused-about and abused magazine in the country” (Forum 19
August 1944:21), Trek enjoyed a relatively high profile in South African public life. The
Communist paper, the Guardian, (which, like Inkululeko, was otherwise very
uncomfortable with its ‘Trotskyist’ leanings) described it as “the most reaci, most
discussed and most quoted journal in South Africa”, “a highlight in the sadly shoddy
history of journalism in this country” and “an antidote against intellectual dry-rot”
(Guardian 10 August 1944:5)."* Trek was distributed nationally, and its audience was
drawn mainly from a white middle-class intelligentsia. The absence of any overt political
affiliations meant that it attracted a varied audience that included Trotskyists, orthodox
Communists, a substantial number of left-liberals as well as anti-war (and anti-British)
Afrikaner Nationalists. The Afrikaans literary community, in particular, awaited its
arrival with bated breath as literary reputations could fall with a single stroke of
Afrikaans literary reviewer Kees Konyn’s irreverent literary pen.

In arguing for its role as an important organ of a restricted public sphere in the
political and social life of South Africa in the 1940s, it is worth noting the extent to
which this public sphere was a limited and somewhat exclusive one. Notwithstan-ding its
iconoclastic desire to nudge the complacent seats of established power, Trek continued to
signal itself — and was received as — an ‘intellectual’ review rather than a ‘popular’
magazine. The somewhat Olympian posture resulting from its journalistic style combined
with an air of cynical detachment led to criticism that Trek failed to address itself to
workers. The Guardian and Inkululeko, for example, in their attention to the daily
problems of the working classes, had a sense of urgency that Trek lacked. In addition,
while it enjoyed the support of a small black readership,'* and while some of its
contributors included black writers such as I. Funeka, B. Ywaye, Woodroffe Mbete, H.A.
Naidoo, Saul Galant and Henry Johannisen (many of these names were pseudonyms), it
remained largely a forum for white, middle-class English and Afrikaans-speaking South
Africans.

70



Marxist Criticism Before 1970
Like its political commentaries, Trek’s book section, which included both reviews and
full-length articles, bore the imprint of early twentieth-century preoccupations with
socialism and Marxism. While it included criticism from Leavisites like Christina van
Heyningen, Alan Wamner and Geoffrey Durrant, the majority of its critics grappled with
the questions of a turbulent and crisis-ridden social and political environment through the
mode of a more politicised literary criticism. Furthermore, in the work of people like
Dora Taylor, R. Bergman and R.K. (Jack) Cope, Trek also became the occasion of an
early South African articulation of Marxist literary criticism at least three decades before
its appearance in university English departments. Equally interesting is that it became the
site of a lively public discussion between left-oriented thinkers and South African
liberals. The moment of Trek is significant not only for its oppositional political stance
but also because it is a record of an important South African debate. For the most part,
these literary-cultural discussions (found mainly in the letters pages of the magazine, and
which often went on to three or four pages) engaged with the broad question of the
relationship between culture and society, the role of art in social change, and the
usefulness of a Marxist approach in an understanding of contemporary society.
Stimulated by international and local socio-political events, they were also bolstered by
the spectacular evidence — in the Soviet Union in particular — of the very real possibility
of radical social change, however compromised or problematic. In this sense, the left-
oriented preoccupations of many of Trek’s correspondents were — as one reviewer put it —
part of “widespread international interest in the social significance of literary texts
occasioned by the rapid and devastating social changes of the last thirty years [that] have
affected in a radical way not only the creative writers of our time but the critics as well”
(Bergman 1945:14). Indeed, these debates are very close to similar discussions in left-
wing publications in Britain like Left Review. Whilst they did not always share a single
political vision, literary-cultural discussions in Trek are, without exception, deeply
engaged with the pressing social and political questions of 1940s South African society.
Although it is only possible to speculate about the origins of Trek’s literary
criticism, the influence of Cape Town’s lively left-wing culture must have been a factor
in its development. The influence of English Marxism is also apparent. That Marxist
ideas had to some extent travelled to South Africa by the 1940s, and had had some
impact on critical approaches to literary texts is borne out by Philip Segal’s comments in

1948 concerning the popularity amongst Cape Town students of “sociological” criticism.
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Needless to say, Segal, who at that time was a lecturer in the English Department at the
University of Cape Town was less than sanguine about this turn of events.”> As we have
seen in chapter 1, it was during this period that English departments in South Africa were
beginning to negotiate the challenges presented by the new critical approaches associated
with L.A. Richards and F.R. Leavis, which were to achieve hegemony in the 1950s.
Trek’s more politicised criticism offered alternatives both to traditional historicist
paradigms, and to the new dominance of the practical critics.

While Trek’s left-wing criticism resembles neither a coherent nor a uniform body
of work, it can broadly be described as an approach which, in the words of one of Trek’s
reviewers, “attends to the social and economic base of literature” and does not “simply
take the aesthetic viewpoint” (26 March 1943:15). As such, it represents an attempt to
make connections between literature and its socio-economic roots, and relies-on the
assumption that literary texts reflect ‘reality’ in fairly uncomplicated and direct ways.
Often a stumbling block for anti-Marxist intellectuals, the problem of the relationship
between ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’ as understood by South African Marxists in Trek at
this time was not the crude, one-dimensional interaction which Raymond Williams
described in his well-known critique of the Marxist approach in Marxism and Literature.
In fact, in response to criticism from a Mr. Stewart in Pinelands that Marxists are
contemptuous of the ‘inner life’, for example, Trek writer Oliver Caldecott points to the
ethical basis of a system which seeks equality for everyone, and argues that whilst not
denying the value of “the subjective element of life”, Marxism sees a necessary
conjunction between the ‘inner life’ and objective structural factors, the broader
“movement of history”. Citing Arthur Koestler’s argument in the New Statesman that
“history is always written in terms of keys and locks”, the keys being “shaped by
subjective individual factors” and the locks by “objective constellations in the structure
of society”, Caldecott suggests that “Mr Stewart is in danger of collecting keys but never
looking for the locks™ (Letter to the Editor, 23 January 1944:1).

In contrast, Dora Taylor, D. Lynn, RK. Cope and R. Bergman — all regular
literary reviewers for Trek — recognise and foreground the connections between literature
and material conditions, and emphasise the class-determinants of artistic production. In
consequence, they have an acute sense of the impact of broader political and social
events on literary production.'® Their critical method leads to a focus on so-called
‘proletarian’ or ‘committed’ writing. In this regard, literature which focuses on the

struggles of the working classes, incorporates a sense of the broader social forces at work
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in the lives of individuals, and offers Marxist solutions to social problems is favoured
over the individualist preoccupations of much contemporary bourgeois literature. In their
attention to a wide range of authors including H.G. Wells, Ignazio Silone, and James T.
Farrell, Trek critics extended the narrowly defined literary canon of traditional criticism
to include more popular left-wing texts.

Trek’s leftist literary discussion drew critical responses in the letters pages from
both readers and fellow-contributors. “Puzzled” from Stellenbosch, for example, asks
Dora Taylor “what, in her opinion should the difference be between the function of a
poet and that of a propagandist for the Marxist revolution?” (Letter to the Editor, Trek 14
July 1944:1). According to another, while reading Taylor’s reviews, he can “almost hear
the guns of Moscow and vodka glasses saluting the destruction of poets” (Letter to the
Editor, Trek 14 July 1944:2). Those at the forefront of the South African assault on
traditional English pedagogy in the universities — namely Durrant and van Heyningen —
were also the most vigorous opponents of Trek’s Marxist criticism. In this regard,
Durrant warns that Trek’s “fortnightly frenzy of speculation” is spreading to its literary
columns (Letter to the Editor, Trek 15 January 1944:1), and sums up Trek’s
‘irresponsible’ attitude towards the established canon in the following poem: “Since
reading Trek... I know our poets/are all bad/Yeats an escapist/Rimbaud mad/I know the
artists/I thought dull/are exquisitely/beautiful (Letter to the Editor, Trek 7 April 1944:2).

As 1 have suggested, Trek’s literary polemics are significant not only because
they are a rare example in South Africa of the public debate of literary-cultural
questions, but also because they testify to a dialogue between emerging Leavisian
criticism and Marxist critical approaches. This is something that has been overlooked in
critical histories of the period, which tend to confine the struggle to that which occurred
between historicists and Leavisites.'” Many of these debates were sparked off by Dora
Taylor’s book reviews and articles, particularly those on South African authors. First
accused of a “lack of detachment” (Letter to the Editor, Trek 5 June 1942:1), she was
soon charged with the familiar crime of reducing texts and writers to their political
ideologies. According to I. Pinchuk from Cape Town, Taylor requires that South African
novels be “text-books of sociology with an agitational appendix at the end”. None of her
“fortnightly anthologies of slogans” examines any of the “writers as writers”. Obsessed
with “social significance”, she wants “solutions to economic and political problems
which haven’t been solved in action” (Letter to the Editor, Trek 31 July 1942:1). Those
who took up this criticism, on the other hand (Taylor did not respond), defended her
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interest in political issues, arguing that “our times demand a more social attitude on the
part of the writer and critic” (Trek 28 August 1942:1).

Contributions from R.K. Cope were equally provocative. In an interesting article
on South African literature, for example, Cope offers a political definition of literary
worth, suggesting that the positive changes he observes in some of the emerging writers
of the period are directly attributable to a new political awareness on the part of South
African authors. Responding mainly to a new crop of young South African war poets,
Cope suggests that a disillusionment with contemporary politics has invigorated South
African literature, giving rise to “an infant literature of discontent”. In his opinion, good
art is that which rejects racist and colonialist myths, is informed by a Marxist historical
perspective, and identifies itself with working-class struggles. Rejecting the romantic,
tragic mode of much Afrikaans writing in favour of documentary realism, he argues that
“[a]s long as the Afrikaans writers and poets refuse to accept the Marxist or scientific
view of life and hold themselves to a deadly intellectual and racial isolation their
literature will tend to be reactionary, tragic and inverted....Along this road, there is no
advance. It is the road to literary perdition” (3 December 1943:13). Cope’s article tends
to credit English writers (such as W.H. Auden and Cecil Day-Lewis) with a far more
sensitive social and political conscience in comparison to those writing in Afrikaans. This
attempt to divide the English liberal sheep from the Afrikaans racist goats can be
regarded as itself reactionary, an early version of the complacency of white English-
speaking intellectuals which was mercilessly exposed by Mike Kirkwood in 1976. While
Cope appears to argue for a more enlightened sensibility in England, South African
English writers are also urged to “march with the struggle for freedom” (13), and to
produce literature which is both entertaining and politically useful.

The complex question of literary evaluation — another area which was often
eagerly seized upon as obvious proof of the deficiencies of a Marxist approach — is the
topic of R. Bergman’s article, “Approach to Literature”. Aware of many of the pitfalls of
this debate and eager to respond to the increasing contemporary interest in the “social
significance” of literary texts, Bergman rejects both the “ivory tower” and the purely
“sociological” approaches in favour of a strategic and more intelligently-applied
synthesis:

Our own position is briefly this: that these two methods of approach are by no
means irreconcilable; that the social significance of a poem, novel or play does in
fact and moreover should enter into one’s total assessment of it; but that the
activities distinguished by these methods should be consciously and deliberately
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separated in the practice of the literary critic, so that he may be able to say without
fear of self-contradiction that The Idea of a Christian Society is a distinguished piece
of writing though the social philosophy is reactionary, or that The Grapes of Wrath
is a third-rate novel of great didactic value. (original emphasis Trek 23 February
1945:12)

Similarly in a review of Dragon’s Teeth by Upton Sinclair, D. Lynn commends the truth
and fearlessness of Sinclair’s thinly-veiled propaganda even though his “style is as
stodgy as suet and as unpoetic as a stock-exchange report” (Trek 11 September 1942:
15).

George Marsden, editor of a small Trotskyist paper called the Worker’s Voice,
who made a significant contribution to Trek’s literary-political polemics, also attacks the
purely literary approach, arguing instead for a critical method which is attuned to the
social and material contexts of literary production. In a letter to the editor which responds
to Christina van Heyningen’s criticism of ‘sentimentality’ in Dickens, he argues that van
Heyningen’s refusal to acknowledge the social roots of literature prevents her from
offering an adequate reading of the text. For Marsden, if one attends to the material
determinants of Dickens’s fiction, for example, it is clear that his sentimental portrayal of
female characters is determined by a more general social conservatism “which could not
envisage any higher role for women than the clinging, submissive, self-effacing wife”
(Letter to the Editor, Trek 15 November 1946:1). In a slightly different, but equally
significant, response to one of the central preoccupations of a Leavisian approach,
Marsden argues that van Heyningen’s emphasis on questions of abstract morality rather
than concrete socio-political issues has the effect of obscuring and containing their
significance, creating the mistaken impression that social injustice and deprivation are
the mysterious products of some vague ‘moral decline’ rather then the tangible outcome
of particular historical agents in a specific historical context. Taking the argument one
step further, Marsden suggests that the refusal of South African Leavisities to register the
claims of politics is, in fact, a tacit endorsement of the status quo. Geoffey Durrant,
Christina van Heyningen and all the other “Scrutineers” are thus accused of a Kantian
elevation of moral categories, which accomplishes the displacement of economic,
political and social concerns. In Marsden’s view, the subordination of political issues to
moral problems produces a critical practice which, in its overwhelming preoccilpation
with ethical and moral dilemmas, acts to perpetuate and preserve an unjust and

oppressive social order. Reserving their “petty venom” for those on the Left, these “self-
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styled defenders of morality and civilisation” cannot bring themselves to comment on the
“reign of terror and barbarism which is so marked here in South Africa”, since this might

appear “Communistic!”. In this way, South African Leavisites become the

petty, oblique purveyors of a system of oppression and brutality through the very
simple device of hypostatising morality, and either outlawing politics, or making
it a slight appendage....[T]he moral earnestness of these Neo-Kantians and their
evasion of political problems, or the subordination thereof to morality, is in truth
their capitulation to the vast, cynical political forces at play....Let [them] not
imagine that they are playing no role; in their petty way they are struggling to’
maintain this system. (Letter to the Editor, Trek 6 September 1946:2)

This acrimonious exchange notwithstanding, Trek criticism differs most
significantly from the preoccupations of South African English academics in the social
function it assigns to literature in the broader social and political formation. Bergman’s
insistence that writers and artists identify themselves with progressive social movements
and commit themselves to the struggle against oppressive economic systems initiated
what was to become a lengthy debate on the relationship between the artist and political
commitment which forms part of a broader repudiation on the part of Trek’s leftist critics
of the artistic ‘ivory tower’. In response to the question of whether or not the artist has
the right to claim exemption from active service, Bergman argues that as a citizen the
artist has a duty to join in the struggle for a more just society:

It seems to me that the artist...should show an intelligent understanding of and
sincere sympathy with the aims and methods of progressive political parties, and
that he should, in times of social crisis — when every man has to choose on which
side of the barricades he will take his stand, give his support to the progressive
rather than the reactionary forces. (Letter to the Editor, Trek 20 April 1945:17)

Bergman also makes it clear that a commitment to a progressive politics does not
automatically mean that an artist will become the “servile appendage of the Commisariat
of Culture”. In contrast to this kind of dogmatic cultural prescription, Bergman returns to
a more classic Marxist position, in this case, reminding his audience of the “honourable
and independent status that Marx and Engels always regarded as [the artist’s due]”
(Letter to the Editor, Trek 18 May 1945:1). Geoffrey Durrant had no time for such
qualifications, suggesting that Bergman’s unwillingness to assent to the privileged
position of the creative artist in the social formation in relation to other workers would
compromise the very ‘neutrality’ and ‘objectivity’ that was the necessary precondition
for good art. According to Durrant, “the artist who permits himself to be hustled into
organisations and parties must lose the personal detachment without which art of any

value is impossible” (Letter to the Editor, Trek 6 April 1945:17). It is only from a
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position ‘above’ politics that the artist can meaningfully contribute to social and political

change:

The artist can have no ‘side’, can stand in no breach between ourselves and our
mistakes. But if we are prepared to give artists the necessary freedom and leisure,
they will do much more for us than any political party. They will re-make our
minds, give us clearer aims, and provide the basis for a healthy political life....[A]l]
creative workers...are invaluable in a mass-producing society, and...we should be
well-advised to preserve them carefully....But the most urgent need is to protect the
poet, whose raw material is Thought itself, and whose craft is therefore of the
greatest importance....A badly made and ugly chair will harm us; careless speech,
shoddy thinking, and shabby values will destroy us. That is why the poet’s job
seems to me to be the most important there is, and why we should stop jogging his
elbow. (Letter to the Editor, Trek 4 May 1945:2)

Here, Durrant repeats one of the most important themes of his own intellectual and
political practice, namely that an education in the ‘best that has been thought and said’
will inevitably produce citizens who will be able to make responsible political choices.
As he puts it on another occasion, “a subtly organised person will not be capable of crude
political action”. Interestingly, Durrant’s understanding of a “crude” political response
has nothing whatever to do with traditional social evils like racism, discrimination or
exploitation. Instead it refers to the much more alarming social phenomenon of an
enthusiasm for left-wing politics, in other words “political slogans”, “flag-waving” and
“sentiment about ‘the toiling masses’” (Letter to the Editor, Trek 29 June 1945:3).
Bergman’s response reiterates one of the central claims of a Marxist critical
method. Rejecting Durrant’s Romantic view of the artist as “unacknowledged legi.slator”,
he argues that “to claim that the artist’s insights, however valuable, are a substitute for
organised political action seems to me extravagant to the point of irresponsibility” (Letter
to the Editor, Trek 18 May 1945:1). Although in agreement with the argument that the
artist is able to make a unique contribution to the spiritual and intellectual health of the

nation, Bergman categorically denies that the artist is able to bring about social change:

I have always accepted 1.A. Richards’s remark about “bad taste and crude response”
being the “the root evils from which other defects flow” as a true statement of the
value of art as the most important integrative agent of a human personality. But I
cannot follow Mr. Durrant in his leap from this relatively modest claim to the
contention that art is “determinative of our political action”. Political action must
have as its end political change if it is not to lose the name of action....[T]he only
effective instrument of political change is an organised party, and...artists and those
who value art can perform their civilising function only from ‘within’ — as critical

adherents of the political program represented by the party. (Letter to the Editor,
Trek 15 June 1945:2)
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Another challenge to these founding assumptions concerning the political and social
effects of ‘Great Literature’ comes from Bertha Meyer, another of Trek’s regular literary
reviewers. Pointing to the slave economy of Greece, she refutes the conventional view
that levels of cultural and intellectual advance are commensurate with social progress:

One only has to remember ancient Greece and look at modern Germany to realise
that culture, whatever its importance and significance, does not determine the
development of society along progressive lines. Ancient Greece still holds our
reverence for its thinkers and artists. Germany was renowned for its contributions to
the world of culture. The one was a slave state; the other became so. The ultimate
measure of civilisation has little to do with the artistic level of a community, but
everything to do with the relations of man and man. (Letter to the Editor, Trek 15
June 1945:3)

Working within the paradigm of a broad, but not stringent, dialectical mate;'ialism,
and responding in part to conditions of increasing reaction and repression in South Africa
and abroad, Trek critics like Taylor, Bergman and Cope advocated a critical method
which was closely attuned to the shaping influences of material contexts. Eschewing the
purely ‘aesthetic’ or ‘ethical’ preoccupations of a more hegemonic discourse, Trek’s
radical critics (and a number of its readers) combined a close attention to form with a
detailed engagement with both content and context. In this regard, Trek critics tend to
dismiss the ‘art for art’s sake’ or ‘ivory tower’ traditions in favour of a more socially
conscious art, one which engages directly with contemporary socio-political realities.
Here, the aesthetic preferences — in contrast to the more abstract preoccupations of South
African Leavisites and its more general ‘outlawing of politics’ — are for the kind of
realism which highlights the impact of broad social forces on individual experience. A
further departure from a more mainstream discussion is the refusal to privilege the
insights of culture over the practice of politics. Here Taylor, Bergman and Marsden, in
particular, reject the influential Leavisian view of culture as an antidote for social chaos
in favour of a much more circumscribed approach, one which (in keeping with a Marxist

perspective) looks forward to revolutionary social change rather than preservation and

containment.

Trek’s radical stance led it into direct confrontation with the interests of capital in
the form of the Rand Mines. In 1944, a libel action of £150 000 was brought against the
publishers of Trek by four Rand Mines because of two articles written by R.K. Cope
which made public the findings of the Landsdown Commission of Inquiry into the
conditions of employment for African mineworkers on the Rand.'® The matter was

settled out of court, but one pf the conditions of the settlement was that Malan had to
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agree to the control of an editorial board. Malan refused and resigned as editor. The
magazine continued for some years und'er the editorship of Lily Rabkin but eventually
ceased publication in early 1947." In May that same year, Trek merged with the much
more conservative S.4. Opinion; in an ironic twist, the new magazine was named Trek
(May 1947:5). In 1950, the new Trek announced its decision to drop all political content.
From this point on, Trek would function as an exclusively literary-cultural magazine
(March 1950:1).

This history is interesting for a number of reasons. In the first place, the demise of
Trek is a dramatic example of the way in which the opportunities for free and unrestricted
public discussion in South Africa were, in the late 1940s, becoming increasingly
circumscribed as the country headed towards the more total repressions of the apartheid
state. While the censorship of the apartheid era is well-known, what is intriguing about
this example is that the threats to free public discussion in South Africa in the 1940s
come not from the state, but from big business in the form of Anglo-American mines.
Oppositional discourses, in other words, are allowed to continue so long as they do not
stand in the way of the efficient working of capital.

If the story of Trek is the story of a shrinking South African public sphere, it is
also the story of the increasing marginalisation in South African public life of a leftist
cultural discourse. In this regard, the decision to drop all political content from the
reincarnated 1950s Trek is emblematic of a much more pervasive cultural-critical shift,
highlighting not only an increasing tendency to separate the world of ‘culture’ and the
world of ‘politics’, but also the ascendancy and entrenchment of a much more
conservative literary-cultural approach. In this regard, it is interesting to consider that
while Trek’s Afrikaans review, “Kanttekenings”, made a substantial impact on
established literary-critical practice in the Afrikaans academy,”® there was no comparable
influence in relation to the development of South African English Studies. For critics like
Durrant and van Heyningen, Marxist cultural discourses have no place in a liberal
education that favoured the steady humanising influence of the great works of the
English literary canon. Without this institutional sanction, Trek’s radical critical methods
were unlikely to survive longer than the periodical itself, and today there is no evidence
that this early articulation of Marxist literary criticism ever took place. Its institutional
exclusion was so complete that when Kelwyn Sole addressed the problem of the

interpretation of South African literature in 1977, he argued the benefits of a materjalist
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approach to the analysis of literary texts as though this point were being made for the

first time:

It is thus my belief that it is time more attention was paid to the social and political
position of the writer in a specific concrete situation in Africa. Only when this is
done, can questions of aesthetic and ideological merit have any real significance.
(1977:6)

This particularly significant exclusion provides abundant evidence of the power of
hegemonic academic institutions in determining which ideas achieve prominence in the
social and cultural formation, and which are discarded. From here onwards, to seek out
the connections between culture and politics remained the marginal activity of small
pockets of intellectuals and activists in fringe newspapers like the Guardian, The Voice,
The Torch, Spark and Fighting Talk. While Jack Cope was able to find a congenial forum
for his leftist views in the Guardian (see chapter 5), Dora Taylor’s literary journalism
came to a halt with the demise of Trek. In the years which followed, she concentrated on
writing lectures and plays for the much narrower public forum of the political groups in
which she remained active (see chapter 3). Lily Rabkin, somewhat unexpectedly, joined
the United Party publication, The Forum, as one of its regular literary columnists. Here,
Rabkin’s reviews of many South African authors, including Daphne Rooke, Nadine
Gordimer, Phyllis Altman, Laurens van der Post and Sarah Gertrude Millin, articulate a
muted but nevertheless noticeable leftist perspective in contrast to the much more

apolitical literary discussion of The Forum’s principle reviewer, Mary Morrison
Webster.”!

From Politics to Culture.: The South African Opinion and Trek

If Trek is the story of a little-known instance of cultural and political radicalism in South
Africa, and a striking example of the way in which the contexts for an alternative or
oppositional discussion in South Africa were systematically shut down, The South
African Opinion is the story of the triumph of a more conservative position. Its trajectory
from a left-of-centre literary-political periodical of the turbulent 1930s to an exclusively
literary magazine of the post-war period bears similar testament to the gradual narrowing
of the public opportunities for radical debate in South Africa. At the same time, while it
provided the opportunity for an interesting clash of ideas, what emerges in the cultural-
political debates of the 1930s and 40s is the wholesale displacement of more radical

voices by a liberal consensus which is at pains to mask its deep support for the status quo
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under the guise of neutrality and non-partisanship. In this sense, a powerful distrust of
political art, and a corresponding reluctance amongst literary critics to engage with the
concrete particulars of the South African context has strong affinities with the approach
pioneered by Christina van Heyningen and Geoffrey Durrant which is discussed in the
previous chapter.

S.A. Opinion was launched in November 1934. Its editor, Bernard Sachs — less
famous brother of trade unionist Solly Sachs — ran the paper for twenty years, no mean
achievement for a periodical of its kind. S.4 Opinion began as a bi-monthly literary-
political review covering local and international politics as well as the arts. Described by
Stephen Gray as an “embattled” and “courageous” (Gray 2002:15) publication, it faced
the usual difficulties of any serious publication in South Africa: lack of advertising
support, paper restrictions during the war years, and a small reading public easily
tempted by a less arduous read. In August 1937, unable to impress its advertisers
sufficiently to count on their support, it found itself in serious financial difficulty, and
was forced to close down. Resurfacing briefly in the early 1940s as The South African
Spectator and The Democrat, respectively (Gray 2002:15), S.4. Opinion was officially
re-launched in March 1944. The second series, which now appeared once a month,
offered a more attractive layout, a wider pool of contributors, and interesting visual
material, which included hand-drawings, black and white photographs and wood-cuts, as
well as dramatic and memorable cover pages depicting images of South African life, and
some excellent political cartoons. In 1947, S.A. Opinion merged with Trek, which at that
time was struggling to recover from the loss of its editor. Claiming to combine what was
best in both publications, the new magazine was in fact a continuation of the old S.4.
Opinion under a new name. What is particularly significant for the shape and direction of
its cultural discussion is that in 1950, as we have seen, the editor decided to drop all
political content, with the new Trek focusing exclusively on literary-cultural issues. The
fruitful proximity of a cultural and political discussion which had been such a successful
innovation of both publications was replaced by a cultural debate which had less and less
to say about contemporary socio-political affairs.

The 1929 Wall Street Crash, the world economic depression, and Hitler’s
unexpected success in winning a frightened German middle class to the cause of National
Socialism were the decisive elements in the early formation of this long-running South
African periodical. Whilst an equally turbulent local politics played an important role,

S.4. Opinion responded in the main to the broader threat to democratic ideals posed by

81



economic crisis and the rise of Fascism in Europe. As its opening editorial declared:
“These are confused and unsettled days when ideals and traditions which past
generations have taken for granted are being ruthlessly tested for their right to survive”.
Its explicit self-positioning within the broad ambit of a ‘progressive’ or ‘liberal’ outlook
did not prevent it from accruing to itself the virtues of an impartial, ‘non-political’
stance.” Like many liberals, it sought to occupy the higher ground of the reasoned
moderate who, from a position above vested interests, offers dispassionate comment,
avoiding the perils of both partisanship and fanaticism: “Our task [is to] supply an
ordered interpretation of vital issues, based on fact, and informed with a progressive
point of view”. With “no axe to grind”, and “committed to no platform” the paper hoped
to maintain a balance between the various “extreme viewpoints to which our disturbed
epoch has given rise”. In its avoidance of “all powerful biases and currents”, it sought to
bring a “calm and reasoned logic” to the discussion of pressing socio-political questions,
hoping thereby to “[compensate] the reader for any lack of emotional fervour” (1
November 1934:1). This self-positioning as a neutral, reasonable voice in a sea of rabid
extremisms was not an uncommon strategy in the history of South African periodicals
during the period. It reflected both a sincere faith in the real possibilities of a non-
partisan stance, and was also, in part, a reaction to a public sphere dominated by a string
of highly successful and outspoken ‘Party’ publications, whether of Afrikaner
Nationalism or Communism.

Always careful to avoid “a spirit of Olympian aloofness and cynicism”, S.A4.
Opinion sought to clarify, interpret and critique aspects of South African society and
culture in the interests of a more democratic society. In this sense, it responded to the
growing need for an informed political and cultural discussion in the country. Whilst
both Europe and America could boast an abundance of “fairly advanced journals”, the
South African public was either unwilling or unable to support the offerings of a serious
critical review. In an effort to garner support for this risky new venture, its opening
editorial sought out both the concerned liberal and the cultural snob: its first editorial
addressed itself explicitly to “those thoughtful South Africans who refuse to be
smothered in the complacency of the closed mind and who do not derive aesthetic
pleasure from endlessly eating chewing gum while reading endless stories of snakes,
tigers and more snakes” (1 November 1934:1).% Progressive politics were allied to a
‘high-brow” cultural aesthetic, forged in response to commercial culture and a substantial

appetite amongst white South Africans for exotic colonial fare.
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The marked preference in S.4. Opinion for the apparent virtues of the moderate
‘middle way’, and the related fear of political ‘extremisms’, can be traced to the personal
history of the editor himself. Sachs’s autobiographies, Multitude of Dreams (1949) and
The Mists of Memory (1973) offer interesting accounts of the origins of the periodical. As
he describes it, the start of the magazine marked a turning point in his own political and
intellectual life, when after many years of conscientious involvement in left-wing
politics, a growing disillusionment with the Communist Party both locally and abroad led
to an outright rejection of socialism and a return to more individualist preoccupations.
Bernard Sachs was born in Lithuania in 1905, one of the many Eastern European
immigrants to South Africa who made a significant contribution to South African life,
particularly in the forging of an oppositional politics. Sachs grew up in the Johannesburg
working-class suburb of Ferreirastown and attended Jeppe High School where he met
Herman Charles Bosman, with whom he shared a long (if not always harmonious)
friendship. Inspired by the drama of the 1922 Johannesburg strikes, Sachs joined the
Communist Party in 1923. As he wryly recalls, the extent of his youthful activism during
this period was confined to anti-war demonstrations and meetings in front of the City
Hall. Nevertheless, his commitment to the cause of social justice, heightened by his
family’s experiences of persecution and oppression, was always sincere. Like many
others around the world who had been inspired by the events of the Russian Revolution,
Sachs watched the changes under Stalin in the early 1920s with growing trepidati.on. For
Sachs, it was a tragic decline as the tremendous hopes of the Russian revolution of 1917
were gradually replaced by power struggles, paranoia, and increasing bureaucratisation.
The vilification of that “most splendid example of Bolshevik heroism”, Leon Trotsky,
was something which he found impossible to accept: “One of the saddest moments of my
life was the news...that Trotsky had been banished, first to Siberia and then to Turkey. A
whole world, into which had gone my most precious dreams and the full ardour of my
spirit, was visibly collapsing before me. I continued to hang on to my membership of the
Party. But there was no longer any enthusiasm or a will to sacrifice myself” (1949:158).
The Stalinist phase, by contrast, was like “dust and ashes from which no phoenix could
rise” (160).

As a member of the Communist Party of South Africa, he felt the immediate
effect of the ‘revolution betrayed’ in the arbitrary and authoritarian way in which
Comintern policies were handed down to the South African Party, often with ve;‘y little

knowledge of local conditions. The notorious “Native Republic Thesis” of 1928 was
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especially problematic as was the Party’s increasing bureaucratisation and coercive reach
(Drew 2000: 94-108). In his autobiography, Sachs finds an echo for his deep pessimism
and despair in the character of Prince Andrew in Tolstoy’s War and Peace who, after
witnessing the collapse of Europe at the hands of Napoleon Bonaparte, turns his back on
politics, choosing instead to “live for [him]self” (cited in Sachs 1973:155). As he goes on
to explain, an overwhelming interest in politics and philosophy during his years as a
“dedicated soldier” in the war against capitalism had eclipsed any desire to read “pure
literature” or to engage with “the mysteries and mystifications of the human soul”. In
fact, as he records, his attitude and that of his fellow comrades towards the ;niddle-
classes “was one of utter and complete hostility”. As “the propertied section of society”
they were amongst those “whom history had consigned to the dustbin”. Furthermore,
since the established literary canon “dealt almost entirely with the hopes, fears and
iniquities of this class, it was of no greater concern to us than the fate of an African is to
an Afrikaner in our remote hinterland”. After his eventual emergence from the
Communist Party, he writes, “it was as if something constraining me had snapped” and
he was free to “bound forward into a new area of interest and a clime much more equable
and suited for reflection” (1973:157). Significantly, for Sachs, this meant the previously
scorned examples of bourgeois high culture: Madame Bovary, Crime and Punishment
and Sons and Lovers.

Whether it was the disaster of the Stalinist period or a well-known tempering of
radical opinion that was to blame, by 1932, Sachs had abandoned left-wing politics
altogether. In one sense, then, the periodical, which was to occupy him for the next
twenty years, marks a significant rupture, its inception coinciding with a conscious
retreat from any kind of left-wing political involvement save that which was the
accidental result of his brother’s continued activism. Equally significant, as his
autobiographies make clear, the appreciation of literature and the pursuit of radical
politics are understood as belonging to entirely separate realms. If for Sachs Communist
sympathy entailed the stifling of literary and aesthetic reflection and pleasure, the end of
left-wing political involvement marked his entry into the world of the imagination and
the unfettered exploration of individual as opposed to communal concerns. In its
immediate location in this ‘post-Trotskyist’ moment, S.A. Opinion, then, was a reaction
to Stalinist constraint, and its basic opposition between Communism (more accurately,
Stalinism) on the one hand, and human freedom on the other, provided the blueprint for

its engagement with South African politics and culture. While Sachs retains a strong
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commitment to social justice, the ‘narrow’ obsessions (and failures) of twentieth-century
Communism are cast aside in favour of a more ‘humane’, more open, and more
individual response to contemporary questions. His position could only have been
strengthened by Hitler’s rise to power, providing as it did yet another powerful
confirmation of the need to champion the rights of individuals in the face of a looming
totalitarianism. These sentiments provide the broad backdrop of Sachs’s own worldview;
however, in so far as one can infer a unitary ‘voice’ or ‘persona’ from the many
contributors to the periodical, a similar consensus emerges: S.A. Opinion is a magazine
which regarded its own approach to national and international affairs as more reasoned,
accurate, balanced and objective than that of a range of left- and right-wing ‘extremisms’,
and as the years went by, its opposition to communism and socialism became more and
more entrenched.

In his introduction to a collection of Bosman’s sketches and essays — part of the
recent centenary re-publication of the complete works of Herman Charles Bosman by
Stephen Gray and Craig MacKenzie — Stephen Gray provides a glimpse into the early
twentieth-century Johannesburg literary and social scene as a backdrop to Bosman’s life
and work. According to Gray, S.4. Opinion formed a significant part of this world: a
Johannesburg paper,™* it reflected in detail on the local socio-political and cultural scene
and, fortunately for Bosman, offered a platform for his various literary interests which
became something of a lifeline in what was always a precarious career. S.A. Opinion
combined the talents of what Gray describes as “those three B’s of the South African
newsprint industry” (2002:17), Bernard Sachs, Edgar Bernstein and Herman Charles
Bosman. While Sachs and Bernstein concentrated on local and international politics,
Bosman took care of the newspaper’s literary and cultural offerings. Bosman’s
contribution to S.4. Opinion was substantial: as literary editor, he was in charge of the
overall ‘cultural content” which included regular cinema, theatre, and book reviews; he
also contributed short stories, reviews, essays, poetry and sketches under the various by-
lines of Herman Malan, C.M. van den Heever and ‘Spectator’. His presence in the
periodical was clearly a strong selling point: Gray describes him as the paper’s “star-
turn”, his latest contributions eagerly awaited by enthusiastic fans. The combination of
serious political comment and detailed cultural analysis, which characterised S.4.
Opinion in its early years, marked it out from its contemporaries, and offered a

compelling model for many subsequent South African publishing ventures.
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While Sachs’s youthful radicalism made him less, rather than more, likely to
champion a left-wing approach to contemporary society and politics, his brief induction
into the world of the South African Left is still evident. This is particularly so in the early
years of the periodical’s existence. Sachs’s political editorials in the mid-30s offered a
left-of-centre interpretation of local and international events, which drew at times on a
Marxist approach. His economic analysis recognised the failings of Victorian economic
liberalism, which had led to world economic crisis, widespread unemployment, and the
paradoxical problem of “too much capital seeking foreign markets” (28 December
1934:1). Instead of looking to the “revolutionary impulses of Communism”, however, he
argued in favour of a Keynesian ‘planned economy’, and advocated international
economic reform. In the mid-1930s, Sachs was deeply troubled by the growing talk of
war amongst the European powers and the failure of international peace efforts. Locating
Hitler’s rise to power in Germany’s economic collapse, he drew on a Leninist
understanding of the function of war in the modern global economy: “We must make it
abundantly clear to the British statesmen that if South Africa is to sacrifice the flower of
its manhood, it will not be in a war where behind glittering facades painted with such fine
phrases like ‘Freedom of the Seas’, ‘Make the World Safe for Democracy’ or ‘National
Honour’, fresh markets are being conquered apace” (8 March 1935:1).%° Furthermore, his
outspoken condemnation of the Italian invasion of Ethiopia also demonstrated an acute
understanding of the function of Europe’s colonies in the grand scheme of imperial
squabbling.

In the periodical more generally, reflecting a common tendency in many other
publications of the time, Adolf Hitler and Nazism were the frequent subjects of both
satirical cartoons and scathing critique, as were the many local Nazi sympathisers in
Malan’s Purified National Party (which emerged in 1939, a breakaway from Hertzog’s
National Party). In fact, as you would expect from a liberal publication, the political
analysis which characterised S.4. Opinion drew much of its force from its reaction to an
insurgent Afrikaner Nationalism. Here, the likes of Oswald Pirow were easy targets in an
economic analysis which emphasised the absolute necessity of South Africa’s
transformation from a “feudal”, agrarian economy (based on an outdated racism) into a
modern, industrialised nation (14 June 1935:1). Like many South African liberals, Sachs
believed that the segregationist impulses of a powerful South African land-owning class
were detrimental to the political and economic progress of the country. This argument,

which drew on the lessons of the American Civil War, became one of the periodical’s
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strongest themes, increasingly defining the ambit of its political engagement' in the
1940s, the preoccup