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INTRODUCTION

“If my kings were blacks, why am I Coloured?” - Peter Abrahams; Tell Freedom.'

“In their (Afrikaners) view there was only one thing for the Afrikaner to do, and that was
to use franchise and their numerical superiority over the English speaking to capture
parliament, and then to entrench white superiority and black subordination” - Alan Paton,

Towards the Mountain : An Autobiography.’

“] was rejected by the world, the white world rejected me, I was appalled to find the
Black middle class as snobbish and as sectionary as the world of the whites” - Bloke

Modisane, Blame Me on History.*

The exploration of the elusive question of Race, Identity and Nationhood which the
above quotations highlight is at the heart of my dissertation. Also of importance is the
way in which the question of nation intersects with and in some instances bypasses the
issue of identity. The study will look at the problems that concern identity, especially the
- different ways in which individuals interpret it. I will explore the tensions inherent in a
single subject.

Subsequently, the study will focus on the period 1930 to late 1950 (as presented by the
three autobiographies in question) and the way in which three South African writers

illustrate these issues in their autobiographies.



The study will also explore how individuals negotiate levels of identity as well as
communal and possibly national identity. I will select instances that are relevant to our
thesis from the life-stories of Peter Abrahams, Alan Paton and Bloke Modisane in their

respective autobiographies - Tell Freedom, Towards the Mountain and Blame Me on

History. My point of entry will be to look at the divergent ways in which they address

these levels of identity.

The study will focus particularly on the period from the 1930's to the late 1950's because
the issues that will be dealt with here, namely race, identity and nationhood, were
becoming contentious as race group alignment was intensifying amid the rise of black
and white nationalisms. I will pursue the question of self identity (i.e. as an individual
and as the self within a wider community) with the view to highlighting and
understanding the hierarchical composition of the South African community. This will

inevitably usher in the race issue.

Race is of particular interest here since the South African community was forcibly and
legally categorised into White, Coloured and Black by 1948. The three autobiographies
have been chosen precisely for this reason. Itis the brief of this study to explore the ways
in which race impacted on individuals and groups with dire consequences. In this sense
the political dimension is crucial to the study of the politics of race and how the state

constructed identities for whole communities. The dissertation will also examine the



difficulties inherent in state-constructed identities, especially for Abrahams and

Modisane.

Through the three autobiographies in question, I will explore the possibility of the (non)
existence or possible submerged presence of a South African national identity, especially
in the 1930's to the 1950's. In other words I will investigate whether the authors show
local/national or international loyalty in their texts, and to what extent they identify with

a broader South African nation as both individuals and as members of a particular racial

group.

The core of the discussion will be an analysis of the manner in which the three authors
try to come to terms with the question of ‘self’, ‘community’ ‘race’ and ‘nation’ as far
as their identities are concerned. As will be seen in the discussion of the three
autobiographies, the question of identity runs through the nofions of community, nation
and race. In other words one can identify oneself both as an individual and as a member
of a community, a nation or a race group. By identifying oneself with any or all of the
notions one does not necessarily lose one’s individuality since all three concepts
comprise of distinct individuals. The interface between sameness and distinctiveness

does not only render the question of identity elusive but also problematic too. In the

introduction of Identity: Personal and Socio-Cultural Jacobson-Widding aludes to the

elusive nature of identity. She writes:



One of the difficulties in identifying the elephant (identity)
may be the fact that the word ‘identity” has two basically
different meanings. One is sameness, the other
distinctiveness. On a superficial level, distinctiveness is
rather connected with a sense of commonality between
several persons who constituted a group. But the matter is
not simple. Firstly, it is obvious that distinctiveness may
also apply to a group, as compared to other groups.
Secondly, the “founding father” of contemporary theories of
personal identity Erik H. Erikson, has identified “personal
identity” in terms of continuity, which, in essence, refers to
sameness within a person. This “persistent sameness within
oneself” is designated by Erikson as self sameness (13).

[ cannot agree more with Jacobson-Widding. In our discussion ofthe concept of identity
in the three texts I will attempt to look at how the authors construct their identities as
individuals and the manner in which they deal with the existing constructed identity.
Furthermore I will look at how they treat themselves as regards racial categorisation and
the different communites (whether existent or idealized). The study will also examine
the manner in which the authors transcend the racially co?structed identities and how
they place themselves in broader, all-inclusive identification the world, without losing
their individuality. In other words, a conclusion would be reached that the three authors
(Paton to a lesser extent) seem to transcend the outward manifestations of constructed

identity and embrace international identification, both physically and intellectually.

All three texts are illustrative of the impact of racial categorisation on individuals and
groups. Racial categorisation was notoriously hierarchical, steeped in oppressing blacks

and Coloureds. English speaking whites were not the primary targets although they



were pushed to the political sidelines by the Afrikaners. With the coming to power of
the National Party in 1948 these racial categories became entrenched in the constitution
of the country as Modisane points out in Chapter four. The study will explore how the
three authors construct their individual and by extension their communities’ identity

outside the confines of racial categorisation.

The dissertation will be divided into four chapters:

I. Race, community and autobiography. This chapter will explore truth - telling in
autobiography as well as the part played by race and community in both black and white
autobiographies.

II. “Between the Wire and the Wall” - Peter Abrahams’ case. In this chapter I will
discuss Abrahams’ autobiography and how it shows his struggle with the questions of
identity, community and nation.

[1I. South Africans are my people too - Alan Paton’s case. This chapter will follow
Paton’s reluctant and gradual identification with South Africa.

[V. The home that never was - Bloke Modisane’s case. This chapter examines the
parallel that exists between Bloke Modisane’s life and the destruction of Sophiatown.
At the base of the discussion is the manner in which Modisane tried to construct his
identity in South Africa and the problems that faced black intellectuals. The chapter also
explores the text as both a political and literary autobiography and how Modisane used

these two features to negotiate different levels of identity and why he finally left the

country.



Thus the dissertation will examine how the three authors negotiate their shifting levels
of identity and will explore the manner in which the three authors wrestle with the

questions of self, community and nation in their texts.



CHAPTER

RACE. COMMUNITY AND AUTOBIOGRAPHY

The South African community is a problematic one as far as racial categorisation is
concerned. This categorisation is evident in all walks of life, not least of all in
autobiographies, both black and white. As much as one may attempt not to polarise the
communities into race binaries, it is interesting to note that these binaries are articulated,
consciously or unconsciously, by autobiographers. This is evident in various ways in

Bloke Modisane’s Blame Me on History and Alan Paton’s Towards The Mountain.

Among other things, the dissertation will argue that race is inherent in South African
autobiographical accounts. As I have stated, the focus will be the 1930's to the late
1950's time frame, a period that is encompassed by the autobiographies in question and
which saw the rise of Afrikaner and Black Nationalisms.® One of the entry points of the
dissertation will be an attempt to explore the commonalities/differences that may exist

between black and white autobiographies, in terms of self identification, community and

nationhood.

A close scrutiny of South African autobiography reveals that black and white
autobiographers operate from distinctly different communities. The dissertation will
argue that , on the one hand, the subject position of black and white autobiographers is

problematic in that the narrating subject ‘I” is both the community and the imagined ‘1.



Furthermore, it will be argued that the community that black and white autobiographers
operate from is not an already-formed entity but is constructed by the Afrikaner regimes
as well as imagined. On the other hand, it will be argued that white (English) South
African autobiography does not seem to be rooted in or stem from an immediate physical
community but rather from a remembered or imagined community - notably, the
colonial past. In other words, it will be argued that the autobiographers do not
necessarily engage in the autobiographical act from a vacuum but from a distant
community, though in varying degrees. The problematics that go with this in Paton’s
case will be investigated. Not least important, the dissertation will comment on the

choice of narrative structure and the question of truth in the autobiographies.

TRUTH-TELLING IN AUTOBIOGRAPHIES

An autobiographical act, like any written text, is dependent on the authority of the
author. In other words, it is open to his/her unlimited mediation. The benefit of
hindsight cannot be ruled out in the text. The question perhaps is, how much of that
impact influences the finished text and to an extent, the reader. In their mediation and
selectivity, what “truths” do the authors choose to tell and how do they validate their
texts? How does the present influence and reorganise the recovered past, and possibly

vice versa? To quote Johan Jacobs in the preface to Current Writine. “... it 1s, after all,

the needs of the present consciousness that the autobiographical act serves: in

autobiography the past is mediated by the present in an ongoing search for identity. Our



recognition of such a process of self-discovery, individual as well as communal, is what
draws us as South African readers, especially, to the life stories of other South

Africans’™

The question of truth-telling in autobiography is a crucial one. Without this element
autobiographies would lose their import and validity in the eyes of the readers. Itis not
surprising then to note that the autobiographies dealt with here entrench this element.
All three accounts, for instance, are placed within historical-political events which
inevitably validate them. The authors seem to consciously select events that would
explain their lives. The known events and historical figures seem to influence their lives
and inform their choices in their becoming. Perhaps it would be appropriate at this point
to make a random selection of extracts that display the manner in which the authors
intertwine their life-stories and the known political events they choose to place their

stories in. One would notice how intricate these linkages seem to be.

By 1939 Peter Abrahams had decided to leave the country due to a lack of possibilities

for Coloureds in South Africa. He writes:

With my eyes on the stars, I took stock and searched for the
meaning of life in terms of the life I had known in this land for
nearly twenty one years. All my life had been dominated by a sign,
often invisible but no less real for that, which said:

RESERVED FOR EUROPEANS ONLY
For me personally, life in South Africa had come to an end I had
been lucky in some of the whites I had met. Meeting them had
made a straight "all-blacks-are good - all-whites-are-bad’ attitude
impossible. But I reached a point where the gestures of even my



friends among the whites were suspect, so [ had to go or be forever
lost. I needed, not friends, not gestures, but my manhood. And the
need was desperate.’

Modisane, on the implications of the Immorality Act, says:

The recognition that the moment the white woman is involved with
a black man she immediately assumes all the problems of the blacks
- the discrimination, the insults and humiliation - became a restraint
on our relationship; I could not commit Ruth into this world, so we
lived in a silent world aware of the tensions of loving against the
odds of South Africa. I was suffocating with it, [ wanted to tell it to
her, to unburden myself to a friend, but like the anger and
humiliation, [ pushed it down into my system; there was pleasure in
the knowledge that [ could love, that such a woman is real and
breathes, even though she was in another galaxy.’

While Paton comments about the ascension of the National Party to power.

On April 3, 1948, I resigned my principalship (at Diepkloof

Reformatory) with the firm intention of devoting the rest of my life

to writing. But the event of May 26, brought my attention to

nothing, and condemned me to a struggle between literature and

politics that lasted until now.®
From the three accounts it would seem that, in the South African context at least, it is near
impossible not to interface one’s life-story and the events that happen in the socio-
political sphere. Whether the integration is conscious or not is difficult to tell, but it does
seem to make the text believable. However, I think the transformative aspect of a text
is more valuable than truth. Furthermore, the integration of the life-stories and the

political events brings the notion of fiction in autobiography to a critical but interesting

stage. Does the integration, for instance, make the text more believable to the reader? Is



what is recovered of the life-stories real or just a work of the imagination? Does the

choice of structure make any difference as to the value given to the text?

It would be unrealistic even to suggest that there are cut and dried answers to these
questions. The structure of any text, I want to argue, is chosen by the author for a
purpose. For instance, some autobiographies would be chronological, meditative and
learned like that of Alan Paton, while others would be self-centred and fragmented, like
Modisane’s. Some would be glamorous in the Hollywood style as Coullie suggests of
Godfrey Moloi’s autobiography, My Life. In her rather sceptical reading of Moloi’s text
she says:

Godfrey Moloi’s autobiography, My Life: Volume I, for example,
reads like a *30s’ or "40s’ Hollywood gangster movie script, and
while we might applaud the hero’s exploits as framed by a
sympathetic and encouraging narrator, on deeper reflection we
cannot but wonder whether this amusing and glamourous framing
device is not somewhat less marginal than a term such as 'frame’
would imply. Has the event been selected and shaped according to
the movie style, rather than the other way round? Has the frame not
only influenced our perception of the events (as it undoubtedly does:
Godfrey is the hero even if Coullie’s analysis insists that his
behaviour is at times brutal) but also influenced, structured, the
entire narrative? Is the narrative more fictive, more the result of
artistic form-imposition, than factual? Is Godfrey Moloi, the living
man, quite the hero that the protagonist of My Life: Volume I is?’

What perhaps is being maintained here is that the narrative structure of the text in itself
does not or should not hamper the self exposition the author attempts to make.
Nonetheless the narrative structure will of necessity determine where the author

positions himself or herself'in the text. It is also true that the structure he or she chooses



will well be suited for his or her own project. In turn what he/she selects to tell would
fit in well with the narrative structure he/she chooses. An author, for instance, may
decide to use the first, second or third person as a narrating voice. By collapsing the
self, the protagonist, the community and the world around the author does favour to both
the individual and the community, no matter what structure is employed. It is such
sentiments maybe that make Gitahi Gititi say that, “autobiography in South Africa has
emerged as a non-fiction form allowing space for the expression of individual and
collective suffering”'®. Tt follows that truth-telling and narrative structure go hand in
hand in autobiography although that truth may be challengeable. More than anything
else the fact that truth and narrative structure are present in autobiographies evidence
the authors’ attempt to make their accounts, not only believable, but transformative as

well. In a sense they imagine that natural events help shape their lives, and that of the

reader.

However, the question of truth-telling in autobiography is contested and even disputed
by some critics. These critics are of the opinion that, despite the naming and dating,
autoblographical texts are not necessarily truthful. They argue that one cannot divorce
autobiography from the realm of fiction since even the narrating subject in the text is

fictitious. Eakin, for instance, says:

Autobiographical truth is not fixed but an evolving content in an
intricate process of self-discovery and self-creation, and further, that

the self as the centre of all autobiographical narrative is necessarily
a fictive structure'’

10



Maybe Eakin’s assertion is best illustrated by Modisane and his adoption of different
names, attitudes and actions. The adoption of different masks in Modisane, I want to
argue, should be understood on two levels. On one level he experiments with identity
(and this will be dealt with in chapter 4). On another level he adopts these fictive selves
in order to survive in the oppressive environment he finds himself in. It should be
appreciated that these different masks carried social imperatives with them, which the
narrator lived. For instance, Modisane was ‘Blokie’ to his wife (47); ‘son’ to his
mother-in-law; ‘Willie’ to his girlfriend (56); ‘Kaffir’ to the policeman (58); ‘Bloke’ to
his friends; *William’ in the workplace (84); and ‘I” as the narrating voice. In fact, the
idea of the mask in itself is fictive and is only appropriate in specific social moments.
As Rosenblatt contends (with African-American autobiography in mind):

The sense of circus or madhouse that controls much black

autobiography inevitably controls the decisions of the main

characters themselves. Recognising an elusive and unpredictable

situation, they adapt to it for survival, becoming masters of both

physical and psychological disguise, in part to avoid their hunters ....

In ... black autobiography the final discarding of masks is a

character’s primary goal because such an act is a demonstration of
selfhood and freedom.'?

On the other hand, Eakin believes that there is a fine line between art and memory. He
believes that in the act of writing the autobiography, the past is modified and redesigned

to fit the present consciousness. Eakin says that autobiography “expresses the play of

11



the autobiographical act itself, in which the materials of the past are shaped by memory

. . . : o 13
and imagination to serve the needs of present-consciousness’.

One can add that present consciousness’ is also problematic in that, like the past, it is
not fixed. So one deals with the past and the present that never converge - hence that
never unify. Furthermore, what comes to mind is how much mediation and violation of
that past occurs in the lapsed time between the lived past and the autobiographical act.
For instance, it is unthinkable that Peter Abrahams’ recollection of past experiences
had been fossilised in an unmediated state in the unconscious mind for 13 years: He was
“Commissioned by the London Observer to visit South Africa and publish a series of
articles reflecting his impressions of the racial situation.”'* He returned to South Africa
to write for the “Observer” newspaper and wrote the autobiography as a result.  One
wonders what influences, both conscious and unconscious, informed the autobiography
he produced. This tension-filled relationship between memory and art makes Eakin ask:

... Are we then prepared to accept fiction as an inevitable and even

essential ingredient of autobiography, generated as much by the

unconscious workings of the imagination? Yet so far as we do

accept the presence of fiction in autobiography, are we blurring by

just so much the fundamental working distinction between
autobiography and other forms of writing?'

RACE AND AUTOBIOGRAPHY

As I have argued earlier, binaries of race cannot be extricated from autobiographical

accounts in South Africa in the period under discussion, namely 1930 to the late 1950's.

12



Nevertheless, black and white autobiographers approach this contentious issue from
different angles. The different approaches exist because the authors operate from a
/ legally structured socio-political space which by its nature is divisive (i.e. apartheid).
As Dubow points out, the racial policies of the apartheid regime began as early. as the
1930's when the ‘poor white’” problem came to the fore. From then on there was a
concerted and conscious effort to segregate blacks and whites leading to the socio-
political repressive policies that were later effected when the National Party came to
power in 1948. These policies were ‘scientifically’ investigated and sanctioned by the
church and political leaders. According to Dubow:
A host of ... resolutions ... were passed recommending specific
economic, social and political policies with regard to Africans,
Coloureds and Indians ... (The Volkskongres) confidently asserted
that its policy was based upon the holy scripture, which taught that
God willed the pluriformity rather than uniformity of nations.
Reinforced by age-long experience in which the Afrikaner had,
through close contact with the non-white races, come to understand
them intimately; and founded upon sound scientific knowledge.
These three claims, namely, that racial separation was based on

scriptural injunction, the historical experience of Afrikanerdom, and
the findings of science, lie at the heart of apartheid ideology.'

[tis within this South African socio-political boiling pot that each of the autobiographers
in question negotiate the meaning of their being - their self-identity. It is also within this
politically charged space that the authors position themselves, whether they be black or
white. Maybe it would be correct to suggest that the situation that the authors found
themselves in further manifests their multiple selves. In fact, while engaged in reading

the text, the reader encounters an ever changing subject and not a fixed individual.



The ever-changing nature of the subject (notably in Modisane) in the text on the other
hand, makes some demands on the reader.!”” Soon the reader realises that the "I’ of the
text is identical to neither the author of the text nor the biographical individual who is
its subject."® The reader then should be aware of the disjunctive selves that he/she
negotiates with in the text and not attempt to unite them into a single self - the author.
In fact, by the time the reader makes a conscious decision to read the text, the living
author has undergone fundamental shifts and changes. It is appropriate then to talk
about the implied author, the author, the interlocutor, the I who narrates, the reader and
the implied reader. This complexity of subject positions brings up another important
aspect in our study, the influences, attitudes and perceptions that the (implied) reader
brings with him/her to the negotiation. These attributes, which he/she cannot part with,
contribute to the manner in which he/she will read the text and subsequently how they
contribute to the shifting of the layers of identity of the subject. No doubt one of the
major attributes the subjects share is race-consciousness. According to Coullie:

The author can no longer be conceived of as the autonomous creator
of his own identity or text, but as someone who is interpellated into
available subject position."’

Nonetheless, what takes place within the text is not the only part of the autobiographical
act that needs to be taken into account. Instead, language and culture and other
determinants like history and the reader himself/herself play a pivotal role in the author’s
self-definition both inside and outside text. According to Eakin, “self-invention refers not

only to the creation of self in autobiography but also to the idea that the self or selves they

14



seek to reconstruct in art are not given out but made in the course of human

development.””

All the features mentioned play a crucial role in the creation and reading of
autobiography. Nonetheless, race occupies the centre-stage in the South African context.
As much as one cannot solely interpret and attempt to understand an autobiographical act
on the basis of race only, equally, race and racism cannot be ignored. So, even if race is
omitted (consciously or unconsciously) in the text, it nonetheless comes to the fore,

ironically by its omission. Arguably, Alan Paton’s autobiography, Towards The

Mountain, is a case in point, as the following extract shows:

On Tuesday the seventeenth of June my father’s body was found

"lying halfimmersed’ in a pool of a stream in the Town Bush Valley.

It was stripped of all possessions and was identified by Atholl and

myself, a task that I have never forgotten. The police searched the

whole terrain, including all African huts.”'
What one establishes here is the fact that the body had been ‘stripped of all possessions’
which points to foul play, hence the thorough search. What is viewed as racism though
is Paton’s loaded qualification - “including all African huts.” Whether Paton is stating
a fact or not is not an issue here. What is an issue is what the reader is meant to make
of the qualification. Is one, for instance, not meant to understand this phrase in the

context of race relations of the time? As it can be seen then, the question of race is

intricate and intrinsic in South African autobiography.



The obsession with race in South African autobiography is also evident in Peter
Abrahams’ Tell Freedom. In his loneliness and sense of dependence in Vrededorp,
Abrahams would climb a green hill at night to escape reality and to reflect on his life.
Unfailingly, his attention would be drawn by the lights of the "White City” (white
because it was electrified and was a ‘white’ area). The nightscape that so fascinated him
though, highlighted the disparity that existed between "black spots’ and white residential
areas - a racial construction. From the two cases cited here, it becomes clear that in
South Africa one cannot collapse autobiography into a single entity - South African
autobiography. The broad racial divides that polarise the community into black and
white in the time span under discussion cannot be overlooked. This assertion means that
there 1s no convergence between the autobiographies of the black and white authors
concerned except on the race issue, the negotiation of levels of identity and the

convergence over how they relate to a possible national identity.

COMMUNITY AND BLACK AUTOBIOGRAPHY

Although it is generally agreed that an autobiography is someone’s life-story, this claim
becomes problematic when one scrutinises black autobiography. Black autobiography
is preoccupied not only with an individual’s life-story but also with the community’s
life and experiences.” In black autobiography one can detect a sense of community, as
is the case in - Abrahams’ and Modisane’s works. Although they both use the singular

'I”, this narrating subject should be understood to be representative of the whole

16



community since they are tied together by oppression. This interface is despite the fact
that Modisane appears to be more preoccupied with himself than with the community
he comes from at times. In fact, Modisane is mostly representative of young men and
women in his community who find it impossible to lead normal lives under the
conditions that prevailed. It would be beside the point to suggest that the prevalent
situation targeted him alone. Rosenblatt puts it well when he says that, “there is social
protest, of course (in black autobiography); but it does not rely on an abstract ‘victim’
for its medium. When the central character is black, the abuses are authentic. No black
(South African) author has ever felt the need to invent a nightmare to make his point™.”
The same can be said of Peter Abrahams’ Tell Freedom. For instance, when Peter

Abrahams went home after the end of the college term he took stock of his home town
from a tram, saying:

The tram rattled vpast Fordsburg, down towards the Vrededorp

subway. It emerged on the other side. There was the stall on which

[ had led my gang on that first thieving raid. I could have been any

one of those scruffy boys scrapping down there on the pavement.

Nothing had changed there.**
What can be noticed from this extract is that Peter Abrahams sees himselfin the “scruffy
boys’. Although he recognised that he is different from them, that difference makes him
identify with them. At the same time his observation that “nothing had changed here”
was his way of acknowledging that he had changed. He, in a way, was making a social
comment about the lack of opportunities for Coloured people in his home area. By the

same token, though, by identifying himself with the “scruffy boys’ he managed to narrow

or even climinate the gap between himself and his community and yet was aware of the

17



distance he had travelied since - and his separation from that world. Olney alludes to
this interface of the multiple selves in black autobiography generally when he points out
that:
Black studies’ courses and programs have been organised around
autobiographies - in part, no doubt, because ... black history was
preserved in autobiographies rather than standard histories and
because black writers entered into the house of literature through
autobiography.”
Olney’s assertion again foregrounds the tension that exists between fiction (art) and truth

in autobtography (memory). It would seem then, that the community is an integral part

of black autobiography.

COMMUNITY AND WHITE AUTOBIOGRAPHY

However, what has been said above about black autobiography, as represented by
Abrahams and Modisane, can hardly be said about white autobiography as represented
by Alan Paton. To repeat an earlier claim, in his liberal autobiography, Towards The
Mountain Paton does not seem to attach himself to a particular physical community.
This lack of physical community in itselfis not an inadequacy. Nonetheless it highlights
the differences between black and white autobiographies. As much as it is appreciated
that autobiography is selective, Paton’s silence earlier on in the text about the South
African community he may have emerged from, leaves one with a temptation to claim
that his autobiography shows his gradual but reluctant identification with the South

African community, especially the black community.
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[ronically the absence of physical community in the text does not mean that Paton
chooses not to attach himself to any community. In fact he was in constant search for
a community to integrate himself into or, to use Gordimer’s phrase, ‘to accommodate’
himselfin®°. His sympathy for the Afrikaners for instance, was both out of curiosity and
an attempt to achieve the elusive goal of belonging to a community. This concerted
effort to be accepted into the Afrikaner community was also evidenced by his eagerness
to learn to speak Afrikaans. His Afrikanerisation reached the highest point in 1938
when he wore a beard and attended an exclusive centenary celebration of the Great Trek
which, notably, was convened to mobilize Afrikaner nationalism.”” Although Paton’s
infatuation came to an abrupt end at this celebration, due to the Afrikaners growing

separatisim, the fact of his infinite search for a sense of community was established.

After his disillusionment at the celebration he turned to his mother country, Britain. He
recalls that at his home the love of Scotland was inculcated into them as children,
although this attachment remained superfluous. In a sense Scotland was just a distant
idealised community to him. Talking about this inculcation he says, “my father and
Aunt Elizabeth Paton, instilled in us children a deep love of Scotland” (61). On the
same page he says: “our love for England was also deep, but not so much a tie of blood.”
Judging from this seeming contradiction then, one can justifiably suggest that his love
or identification with the tangible South Africa was almost non-existent or he had to find

a way of fixing it. On the next page, for instance, he writes “when I first saw London

19



in 1924, at the age of 21, I knew more about it than I knew Cape Town or Johannesburg’
(62). Earlier on Paton’s fluctuating national allegiance is aptly illustrated by his
confessional outburst that:

This feeling, of what I can only call British nationalism, declined in

strength as one became more and more of a South African, but burst

into new life on such occasions as the Declaration of War in 1939,

and the speeches of Churchill, and the visit of the Royal Family to

South Africa in 1947. It was the coming into being of the Republic

of South Africa in 1961 ... that heralded the end of this deep

attachment to another country, an attachment which irritated and

even incensed the Afrikaner nationalist.”®
From the above account it is evident then that, unlike Abrahams and Modisane, Paton
did not (from the beginning of his life at least) operate from a physical South African
community but from an idealized one. The least that can be said about his ‘community’
is that it is imaginary or distant. Actually, it is his immediate family that he was pre-
occupied with in South Africa in his early life. The Afrikaner community disappointed
him and the black community was non-existent to him at first. In fact, to him, black
people only needed taking care of rather than belonging to. It was his work at
Diepkloof which brought him closer to the black people. Subsequently the formation

of the Liberal Party in 1953 marked his active and open participation in South African

politics.

In this chapter, an attempt has been made to explore the constraints of race and
community in the South African society. It has been argued using the three texts under

consideration as paradigms, that race is central to autobiography and that on the one
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hand in black autobiography, the individual and the community are closely related. On
the other hand in white autobiography, the community is mainly imagined. The claims

made in this chapter will be explored in the following three chapters.
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CHAPTER II

BETWEEN THE WIRE AND THE WALL

PETER ABRAHAMS’ CASE

ABRAHAMS’ SELF-AWARENESS

The identity of the Coloured people in South Africa has been a topical one for decades,
and by the 1930's to the 1950's their identity crisis had reached a critical point. This 1s
the case because, like other race groups in South Africa, their racial or ethnic identity
was constructed by the Afrikaner regimes. Over the years it has become accepted that
blacks and whites (especially Afrikaners) are the dominant race groups with the
Coloureds squeezed between them. The irony is that the majority of Coloureds spoke
Afrikaans like Afrikaners while at the same time they were oppressed like blacks. On
top of this dichotomy was the fact that they (or most of them) were neither white enough
(e.g. Abrahams) to pass as whites, nor could they be classified as blacks. In fact the
label ‘Coloured” was designed to make the Coloureds feel inferior, inadequate and
therefore dependent on the Afrikaners. What made the labelling of different race groups
more severe in the country was the fact that it was sanctioned by the most powerful and
influential institutions in South Africa - the government and the church.” Commenting
on this labelling, Van Der Ross concludes, “thus we have been variously described as

unintelligent, irresponsible, slovenly and thriftless. We are accused of being heavy on
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drink, light on work and careless of firm family ties. The list of negative characteristics
attributed to us is long, so long and impressive that the authority of the Bible is often
invoked to account for our shortcomings.”™ Van Der Ross goes on and lists a plethora
of' myths about Coloureds which he carefully examines and refutes. Because of the lack

of space I will sample only three myths which explicitly mention identity:

1. It is right and good that Coloured people should have their own identity.

2. Unless this identity is accepted, protected and developed, Coloured people will
not be fully developed or gain their rightful place in South Africa.

3. The alternative to the theory of Coloured is integration with either whites or

blacks, and both these alternatives are unacceptable.’'

Peter Abrahams was born within such myths on March 19, 1919 at Vrededorp. At a
very young age he removed himself from the real world of Vrededorp and saw himself
in araindrop-his world.” His daydreaming, as it will be seen below, persists throughout
the book. By daydreaming, I want to argue, Abrahams tried to know and understand
himself, ‘his people; and South Africa as a whole. In the first ten pages for instance, he
comes to understand what he was called and also established who his mother, father,
brother and sisters were, and concluded that, “these were my people.”*® What became
clear though was that as young as he was he did not enjoy the real world, even the very
room he was in with his parents was ‘damp’ and as such, unhealthy. In these early pages

Abrahams sets the atmosphere and direction of the text. The fact that he was looking
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longingly outside the window, into the dream world in the raindrop, gives one an

impression that he was trapped and wanted to break free.

After he was yanked back to reality, Abrahams noticed his parents as if for the first time.
In the text he goes into length in looking at the origin of his parents and by extension the
origin of the Coloured people in South Africa. In a rather pointed manner he says that,
“Coloured is a South African word for the half-caste community that was a by-product
of the early contact between black and white.” He goes on to say that, “the results were
neither black nor white.”** So he notes that his mother was a Cape Coloured while his
father was Ethiopian.®® The confusing and complex origin of his parents and the
unappealing ‘cold, damp room’ sets the tone of the book and gives the reader a glimpse
of the young boy’s dilemma. Nevertheless, while young Abrahams mentioned the
people around him and the damp room, he was mostly preoccupied by himself. As
Wade asserts, the first half of the book is dominated by the pole of similarities. The
emphasis is on the identity of the objective experience between the boy who is the focus
of attention, and the remaining members of his group.® [ cannot agree more with
Wade’s assertion because it seems as though in the first half of the book Abrahams seeks
for his individuality while in the second he sought for a community to fit in. In a sense
the book is one long journey from the cold damp room to the raindrop and ultimately to

the world as he strove for the ‘self” and a community to belong to.
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While Abrahams was very young, his father died. The death of his father, I want to
argue was the beginning of his lifelong journey to self-awareness. So when his
Ethiopian father died, he had to leave Vrededorp, his home. for Elsburg which was
strange to him.>” While this first train journey was exciting it was also his first physical
removal from his familiar surrounding. It was while he was in Elsburg that the
complexity of his colouredness hit him. While there, he met and made friends with a
Zulu boy, Joseph. Interestingly Joseph introduced himself by saying, “Joseph! Zulu!’,
saying this with giusto and pride. The manner in which Joseph introduced himself was
not only shocking but also confusing and shocking to Abrahams. Here was a boy his
age who knew who and what he was. It would seem that this show of pride and self-
knowledge by Joseph was a wake-up call for young Abrahams. In an attempt not to be
outdone by Joseph he too pushed out his chest, smacked it, but only managed to say,
“Lee...”. He sadly puts it thus: “But I didn’t know what I was apart from that.”** From
this little episode it dawned on him that he could not identify himself. To find out more
about his true identity he asked his aunt Elsa about himself and his colouredness but he
was not satisfied by her responses.’” Although he accepted that he was coloured it
seemed as though he wanted to identify more with the Zulus. For instance during his
stay in Elsburg he did not make any coloured friends, instead he was fascinated by
Joseph and the Zulu woman he met at Joseph’s home.*® In fact he became more a Zulu
than a Coloured, although inside he knew he was not entirely Zulu. For example, he did

not like it when Coloured children called Joseph kaffir. He also saw his brother Harry

25



and sister Maggie, as strangers when they came to fetch him from Elsburg, “even though

they were Coloured like him.”

There is no doubt that what Abrahams experienced at this stage was the dilemma that
the Coloureds were experiencing; namely trying to decide whether to associate
'thClﬂSélVBS with blacks or whites (i.e. the Afrikaners). Nevertheless, his understanding
ofhis situation was still unconscious and childish. In discussing the coloured crisis after
1948, Philips puts it well when he points out that, “The Coloureds constitute a strange
problem for the apartheid policy since they are partly or even mainly white themselves
they have no ancestral “homelands” to return to.” He continues to say that, “because
many Coloureds still identify with whites, they present another problem for those who
attempt to organise all “non-white” in the struggle against apartheid.”™' Abrahams’
particular identity crisis was complicated by the proximity of Elsburg to a Zulu village.
While he was there, he learned that his friend Joseph, was both circumcised and
regarded as a man of the house.” Even then, Joseph did not look down on him. He
played with him and taught him Zulu ways of living. In a sense, Abrahams felt accepted
in the village, but still the sense that he did not belong with them persisted. One of the
most important things that distinguished him from Joseph (and the Zulus in general) was
the fact that the Zulus had chiefs while the Coloureds did not have any. To him kings
represented a community, and a community gave a sense of belonging. After enquiring

about his own kings from his mother, he was proud when he was told that he had

26



Abyssinian kings who were black.* The knowledge that he had about black Abyssinian
kings transported him to his daydreaming. He records:

I lay on the soft grass. The sun shone from a clear sky that was far
away. The noise of Vrededorp drifted up as an echo. I plucked a
tall blade of grass and chewed it. And I was far, far away, in the
merry land of Abyssinia. There, black kings strode the earth in all
their majesty. And I was a great warrior of Abyssinia, serving my
kings. 1 was the strongest, the bravest, the most daring, of all the
warriors in that glorious land called Abyssinia.*!

Unfortunately, Abrahams’ pride about his ‘blackness’ and the fact that he had kings was
short lived. He had to leave Elsburg which had offered him a new self-realisation. Back
in Vrededorp, he was reclaimed by the Coloured community he had forgotten. He soon
joined a gang, of which he became a leader. It was in Vrededorp that he came to know
people who were seen as symbols of the Coloured people. His own Oupa Kuiter was
more than just an old man. He was a symbol of something important to all the citizens
of Vrededorp.* Another figure, whose description by Abrahams reminds one of Saartjie
Baartman who was shipped to Europe for research purposes. This figure in Abrahams’
text:

...Was a bumpy pale yellow little woman. She was not taller than I

(Abrahams) was, and her behind stuck out like a huge alien bump,

separate from her body though attached to it. Her cheek bones were

two bumps that stood out largest in face. She had hardly any nose,

just two holes on an almost flat surface. She was called hotnot

Annie and claimed to be pure Hottentot. Whenever she got excited,

she spoke the clicking Hottentot language. Her hair, when she took

off her kerchief was a series of tightly curled little balls, each
separated from the other by a slight spacing of yellow flesh.*®
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Even though he was in the midst of the Coloured community in Vrededorp, Abrahams’
thoughts were still in Elsburg where his ‘true selt” seemed important. When asked by
his mother to tell her about Elsburg, for instance, he did not talk about the Coloured
people, even about Aunt Elsa, but about Joseph and the little Zulu mother. At first, he
was not at ease among the other children in Vrededorp since he was afraid to be called
kaffir. For such labelling, he was not afraid for himself only but for Joseph and the
‘little mother’ too, although he was separated from them.*” As much as Abrahams liked
Joseph, the reality of his colouredness in Vrededorp (and elsewhere) would not allow
him to live like a Zulu. This does not mean that he wanted to emulate him per se, rather
to say that he\ yearned to belong to a community that would recognise him as an
individual, or as a man like Joseph. Ironically, the harsh life in Vrededorp forced young
boys to work since their fathers were either dead or in jail. But this adult occupation did
not translate to manhood in the Zulu sense. The only level Abrahams could rise to was
to become a gang leader. Even his mother accepted this elevation and told him that his
(Abrahams’) father had dreams to become a gang leader.*® So it would seem as though
Abrahams had fulfilled his father’s death-wish by becoming a gang leader, a rather
shallow identification with his father, and a far cry from being a brave servant of
Abyssinian kings. Abrahams’ identity-shift continued until he escaped from South
Africa. At the base of this shift was the repressive regime. It would seem that at
Elsburg his identity was offered a fairly free space to develop, but in Vrededorp he had

to fall into the mould constructed by the regime. As Baubar puts it, the very labels, like
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the ‘coloureds’ or ‘gangs’, which are given to people, have the force of law and have

. . . . 49
very specific consequences for individuals.

To claim that Abrahams became part and parcel of Vrededorp is accurate, but he was
also different from others. As the time went, he began to drift away from everybody,
including his gang and family. This drift, [ want to the argue, was parallel to his internal
development. It would not be an exaggeration to claim that Abrahams lived in two
worlds as he grew, the real and dream worlds. It was in this dream world that his slow
self-realisation awakened. Most of these dreams happened when he was solitary, and
it is this solitude which gives the reader the impression that he wanted to leave the
country. To illustrate this, on one occasion he went to the valley together with his
mother and sister. While there he left them and climbed to a hill-top and a:

Strong sense of grandeur overwhelmed me. I longed suddenly for

Nondi to be on this hill with me... I opened my arms wide and it was

as