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final "cold" stare at the world.. Waldo does not, however, achieve
the reconstruction and psychic rebirth of that final stage of the
theory in which learning and an awareness of natural beauty restore
faith and in which "nothing is despicable, - all is meaningful,
nothing is small".35 For Waldo, natural beauty is not morally
restorative, and his development ends at this point in death.
Waldo then is the central figure in relation to the novel's major
theme of the importance of keeping faith (not in the narrowly
religious sense) through the difficult process of growing into a fullyachieved adult self. His comment on the relative importance of
character and circumstance is not substantiated by the novel. Waldo
says, "We are the wood; the knife that carves on us is the circumstance".36 In the novel, a series of incidents and a common landscape
are severally interpreted by the characters according to their character
and intelligence. However, the novel is concerned to show the
effects of experience on the individual. The result of intelligence,
sadly, seems to be inability to cope with the harshness of the answers
inteIJigence turns up. Thus, after the deaths of Waldo and Lyndall,
the limited Em is left to provide successors for the farm. In the light
of these remarks, Waldo's death is perfectly consistent with the
underlying symbolic structure of the novel. The really inexplicable
death, in these terms, is that of Lyndall, the bright, strong rationalist.
The feminist polemic is here allowed to interfere with the rhythm of
the narrative (surely the two weakest and least convincing sections
of the novel are Lyndall's prolonged homily on women and her
illness and death). At these points, the symbolic pattern is overlaid
or displaced, causing the reader difficulty as to the intepretation of
certain events. It is clear, however, that despite the flaws, Olive
Schreiner succeeded in making the language of poetry work to
enrich that of narrative prose.

The Dark Side of the World: Sol Plaatje's
"Mhudi"
T. J. COUZENS

THE CRITICAL reception of the Tswana writer Sol Plaatje's novel
has been mixed, tending on the whole, though, to disparagement.
Janheinz Jahn has characterized Mhudi as being "hedging or halfand-half" writing, as "indirect protest", and as "mission" literature. 1
Elsewhere he has written of the novel that it is "weak in comparison
with other works, for Plaatje tries to individualize his characters
in the European fashion and thus the African pathos of the dialogue
becomes empty." 2 Claude Wauthier has summed up the difference
between this reaction of Jahn's and that of another German writer:
"Janheinz Jahn, as we have seen, applies to this generation of South
African writers in the service of missionary work the pejorative title
of Zolingsliteratur: the literature of good pupils. For Peter Sulzer,
on the other hand, South African literature of the first quarter of the
twentieth century - of which the great names for him were those of
Mofolo and Plaatje - was 'das goldene Zeitalter des Bantuschriftums': the golden age of Bantu literature. Its two sources of inspiration were christian proselytising and African folklore. " 3
Martin Tucker again is cautious in his praise:
"Solomon T. Plaatje, a Bcchuana, also attempted to cross traditional
lines: he wrote in English and Sechuana, and translated five of
Shakespeare's plays into Sechuana. Plaatje wrote and edited a
weekly English and Sechuana newspaper, Karanta ea Becoana, for
seven years and a Sechuana newspaper, Tsala ea Batho (The People's
Friend) in 1910 at Kimberley, South Africa. Plaatje's novel, Mhudi:
An Epic of South African Native Life a Hundred Years Ago, written
at least ten years before its publication by Lovedale Press in South
Africa in 1930, is an attempt at blending African folk material with
individually realized characters in the Western novelistic tradition;
the result has been both admired and denigrated by commentators.
Plaatje's story of the two Bechuana natives who survive a raid by a
1

15

Ibid., p. 175.

11

Ibid., p. 318.

A History ofNeo-African Literature (London, 1966), p. 90.
• Muntu (London, 1961), p. 200.
• The Literature and Thought of Modern Africa (London, 1966), p. 219.

188

ENGLISH STUDIES IN AFRICA 14.2.1971

warring Zulu tribe, fall in love ( one episode describes the admiration
which the hero inspires in his female companion when he subdues a
lion by wrenching its tail), and triumph over the mistreatment they
endure from the Boers whom they have aided, is leavened by humor
and a sense of proportion. Although the novel contains idyllic
scenes of native life, the hero Ra-Thaga, and Mhudi, who becomes
his wife, are not sentimental Noble Savages but peaceful citizens
forced to accept the harshness of the invading white world."'
Tucker goes on to say that "Plaatje is not highly regarded by his
fellow African writers today."6
It seems a pity that Mhudi should be neglected by many people
interested in African literature because of the lukewarm response
of those critics who have examined it and because of the fact that
it has received comparatively little critical attention. Mhudi, published in 1930 but written about 1917, was the first novel written
in English by a South African black and, despite certain limitations
in what Jahn has called Plaatje's "padded 'Victorian' style" S, it is an
interesting novel and can, I believe, lay claim to some remarkable
achievements. These achievements are: (I) a perceptive awareness
and built-in critique of his own use of language, (2) a fascinating
view of history, in the way in which it is presented almost unique
in South African literature, (3) an elaborate defence of traditional
custom, (4) a skilful and very early use of the folktale in the African
novel as a device to reinforce the model of history Plaatje is creating,
and (5) a complex concentration of the novel around the idea of
race relations and its major 'pin-prick' in South Africa - the land
question. Although these aspects clearly overlap and intertwine I
shall try to deal with them roughly in the above order. I also hope
to show that the ideas expressed in some of Plaatje's other works
are an integral part of Mhudi. The most important of these works
is his book Native Life in South Africa (1916), written just before
Mhudi, almost in the same breath, it seems. The lesser works are
the introduction to his Sechuana Proverbs with Literal Translations
and their European Equivalents (1916), and two pamphlets, The Mote
and the Beam: an epic on sex relationship 'twixt white and black in
British South Africa (1921) and Some of the Legal Disabilities
Suffered by the Native Population of the Union of South Africa and
Imperial Responsibility (1921 ?).
• Africa in Modern Literature (New York, 1968), p. 257.
' Ibid., p. 2S8.
• A History of Neo-African Literature, p. 105.
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There is no doubt that Mhudi is marred by 'poetic' phrases like
"native gallantry", "bucolic girl", "an even set of ivories" and
"serried ranks", yet at the same time the vocabulary is full of South
African colloquialisms, included with not too much self-consciousness; and many similes have a local colour, as his description of a
lion whose hair "looked just like the tops of the autumn grass"
(a beautiful simile which is distinctively African given the colour of
a lion's mane and the colour of our grass), or of someone as being
"as obstinate as a gnu". Plaatje's collection of proverbs shows
clearly his interest in the oral forms of his own language and few
critics would quarrel with his use of these. Many of them are either
from a pastoral or a hunting context as he says in the introduction
to his coliection, "a reference to the following pages will show that
most of the proverbs originated on the pastures or the hunting-field,
and the wealth of the Sechuana vocabulary lies in the same direction".
But the Biblical and epic language is more to be baulked at. However, like Edward Blyden (whom I suspect Plaatje might just have
read), Plaatje seems to have seen a similarity between the Jews and
Africans. "The similarity", he writes in the introduction to Sechuana
Proverbs, "between all pastoral nations is such that some passages
in the history of the Jews read uncommonly like a description of the
Bechuana during the nineteenth century." And when his novel
begins with African traditional life being seen in Garden-of-Eden
terms this is not entirely accidental for he is presenting an image of
an idyllic society about to be disrupted by forces which were the
genesis of South Africa's problems as Plaatje saw them in 1917.
Within the novel he makes it fairly clear that he is aware of the
limitations of his own medium. Of the speech of Chief Moroka he
says,
"His speeches abounded in allegories and proverbial sayings,
some traditional and others original. His own maxims had about
them the spice of originality which always provided his auditors
with much food for thought ..• The crowd pressed forward and
eagerly hung on to every word, but it is to be regretted that much of
the charm is lost in translation. " 7

It seems to me too much attention has been paid in the criticism
of African literature to the idea of linguistic decorum which usually
implies some preconceived notion of what is appropriately 'African'.
Plaatje was writing at a stage when he was not particularly worried
'Mhudi (Lovedale, 1930), p, 122.

------------
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about his being branded for hls language, and the political associations which would seem to go with it, by pedantic left- and right-wing
critics. The imaginative vigour of hls writing shines through what
might be taken as the theoretical inconsistencies in bis style. Consider, for instance, the description of the sack of the Baralong town
by the Matabele (I have tried to use Plaatje's own phraseology, for
example Matabele rather than Ndebele, throughout thls article):

\

f

l'

"It was clear, from that moment, that the sun of the peacemaker
had set, never to rise again, for, by the faint light of the new moon,
they noticed with horror that the Matebele were not fighting men
only; they were actually spearing fleeing women and chlldren. RaThaga saw one of them killing a woman, and, as she fell back, the
man grasped her little baby and dashed its skull against the trunk of
a tree. The sight almost took his breath away. The next moment a
woman fell beside a tree, her fall hastened by a stab from behind.
She carried her baby in a springbok skin, strapped to her back. The
skin loosened as she fell, and a Matebele withdrawing the assegai
from the mother's side, pierced her child with it, and held the baby
transfixed in the air." 8

The detail of the imagery (apart from its local quality) prevents
thls from being simply generalized eighteenth-century poeticized
diction - apart too from the non-sentimental quality of the ideas.
But more interesting than Plaatje's language (which does on the
whole have to be defended rather than praised) is his handling of
history. With their narrow and one-sided view of hlstory whlte
South African writers have endlessly extolled the courage of the
Voortrekkers and of the 1820 Settlers. Plaatje is one of the very few
writers who has dealt with events from the other side, with people
who were probably even braver, for they did not have the civilized
comforts of horse and gun. But Plaatje goes beyond simply 'giving
the other side' - be has a definite view of the continuity of hlstory,
of the Great Trek placed in its perspective, of its participants re-duced to comparable size.
Before the whites, Africans were busy creating their own history
and creating a hlstory every bit as important as the Great Trek.
De Kiewiet testifies to this "That European settlement took place
in a land settled by a relatively numerous native population is a
fact of first-rate importance."9 The introduction of the whites into
• Ibid., p. 8.
• A History of South Africa (London, 1957), p. 73.
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the novel one-third of the way through is simply the introduction
of a third force which is no more important or valuable than the
two forces (Baralong and Matabele) already existing. The world of
the novel is that of the relatively peaceful tribes of the areas around
Transorangia who are soon thrown into turmoil as a consequence
of the "Mfecane", that great upheaval caused by the transformation
of the Zulus into a military state whose effects were felt as far north
as present-day Tanzania. J. D. Omer-Cooper, in his briJliant book
The Zulu Aftermath, has summed up the effect of the "Mfecane".
"It far exceeds other comparable movements such as the sixteencentury migrations of the Zimba and Jagas and it positively dwarfs
the Boer Great Trek."10 Omer-Cooper describes life before the
"Mfecane". This is the kind of life Mhudi and her husband would
have been used to before the advent of the Matabele:
"Conflicts between Bantu tribes were not uncommon ... Though
not infrequent, warfare was not very severe. Fighting was normally
limited to seizing cattle or grazing lands and rarely proceeded to the
lengths of crushlng an enemy tribe completely. Little life was lost
and non-combatants were usually respected . . . The purificatory
rites which a warrior had to undergo after killing an enemy even in
open war suggest a fundamental respect for human life and an ethos
whlch regarded peace as a norm. " 11
De Kiewiet goes even further and says that this situation existed
even in the time of the Matabele:
"By the Boers it was claimed that they bad found the land within
this curve empty of population, laid waste by the hordes of the
Mantatees and by the impis of the Matabele and Zulu. Native
wars, even the fiercest, are not very destructive of life. It is certain
that many tribes were harried and dispersed. That the land taken
over by the Great Trek, including Natal, was empty of population
is much less certain." 12

f
l

It is clear, though, that Plaatje's image of the Matabele is meant
to be seen as a contrast to that of the relatively peaceful Baralong relatively peaceful because Plaatje's image of the Baralong has two
sides to it. One of his first concerns in the introduction to the
Sechuana Proverbs is the establishment of the Baralong character
in thls respect:
10
11

Page 4.
The Zulu Aftermath (London, 1966), p. 20.
History of South Africa, p. 73.

11 A
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"Historians describe the Bechuana as the most peace-loving and
timid section of the Bantu. Their statements, however, do not seem
to be quite in accord with the facts; for, fighting their way South,
from the Central African lakes, some of the Bechuana tribes became
known as 'the People with the Sharp-spear'. And if I am not much
mistaken they were the only natives who indignantly, though vainly,
protested against the South African Defence Act which debars
Native citizens from joining the Citizen Volunteer Force ... But
the proverbial phrases in this book do seem to support the view
that they are by nature far from being bellicose."
Plaatje's concern is to portray the Bechuana, and the Baralong
people in particular, as both peace-loving and courageous in war.
(His ulterior motive, to show bis people to be brave and willing and
loyal enough to serve in the army in the First World War, was not
particularly patriotic but stemmed from bis view that his people's
exclusion from the army was another sign of the inequality existing
in South Africa at the time of writing the novel - which is part of
a larger theme as we shall see later.)
His description of the Boers fits in with his view of history - it
does not have the sentimental and superior gloss which white writers
usually give the whites. His ideas are much more in line with De
Kiewiet's:
"The native wars, from major campaigns to unheralded skirmishes,
were spectacular phases in a lengthy process of encroachment,
invasion, extrusion, and dispossession. For the most part the wars
were not caused by the inborn quarrelsomeness of savage and warlike
tribes, but by the keen competition of two groups, with very similar
agricultural and pastoral habits, for the possession of the most
fertile and best-watered stretches of land."13
Absent from most white writers is the kind of view of the Great
Trek, which follows a judgement on a Boer search-party:
"The search party looked foolish as they brought no news but the
climax of their incompetence came a few days later when a Basuto
chief sent an ultimatum to the effect that the Boer party had killed
two of his men and maimed two more who were peacefully hunting
on the Vaal River ... But thanks to the intercession of Chief
Moroka, a satisfactory compromise was effected."14
Ibid., p. 74.
u Mhudi, p. 135,

13
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Plaatje tries to do justice to the Boers by making Phil Jay a sympathetic character, described by Mhudi as "the one humane Boer
she had ever found at the Hoek". But something of the historical
accuracy of Plaatje's presentation can be seen from the fact that,
despite the general sentimentality of this portrait of Phil Jay, he
describes him as illiterate.
Plaatje's view of history, then, leads him to choose the 1830s as
bis setting. But he probably had at least one other motive for choosing this period. Omer-Cooper writes of the period:
"The events of the Mfecane have moreover impressed themselves
indelibly on the consciousness of subsequent generations. The
memories and traditions of this period serve to maintain the sense of
identity of peoples who were vitally affected by it, influencing
attitudes within and between groups in many complex ways. In the
context of white rule, this heritage has helped many peoples to keep
alive a sense of pride and independence of spirit. Together with
other factors it has contributed to that great reservoir of largely
inarticulate feelings and attitudes which underlies the emergence
of modern African political movements." 16
Describing the crowds he witnessed in London during the Great
War Plaatje notes something not altogether dissimilar, "These great
masses of people when the war broke out were swept over, as
already indicated, by a wave of patriotism ..." 16 Plaatje, then,
returns to a time when, in the face of a common enemy - the
Matabele - there are the beginnings of inter-tribal unity, when the
seeds of alliances in 1917 South Africa were first sown. In this period
he discovers "a sense of pride and independence of spirit", whose
incarnation is the heroine, Mhudi.
A further part of Plaatje's purpose is to defend the traditional
customs of bis people and to establish these customs as a coherent
system. This is, of course, a favourite theme of African literature and
is nothing new to it. Again, I suspect that it is just possible that be
was influenced here by Blyden, particularly the latter's African Life
and Customs (1908) - for, apart from preoccupation with the
similar themes of marriage, African socialism, religion and criminality, Blyden at page 67 uses the idea of the mote and the beam which
is a well-loved idea of Plaatje's as evidenced by the title of his most
successful pamphlet. Naturally, however, Plaatje would also have
11
11

The Zulu Aftermath, p. 7.
Native Life in South Africa (London, 1916), p. 257.
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got the idea straight from its original source, Matthew VII, 3, and
its use may be simply coincidence. Blyden and Plaatje do have
further themes in common - as we have seen, both find similarities
between African and Jew, and further, they have similar views on
female emancipation. Moreover in Native Life in South Africa
Plaatje touches on a subject which is one of Blyden's main preoccupations, the relationship of Islam to Christianity:
"When you speak of converting Mohammedans, let the question be
asked:
'What must Mohammedans think of those whose religion having
said "In the sweat of thy brow shalt thou eat bread," they nevertheless uphold the policy of rulers who pass regulations debarring
one section of the community from following an honest occupation
in their native land?' " 17
Like Blyden, too, Plaatje praises traditional society for creating no
orphans (until the Matabele destroyed the structure of that society18),
for tolerating virtually no spinsterhood, and for being free of
venereal disease and of prostitution before the advent of the whites:
"God knows that the lot of the black woman in South Africa is bad
as it is. One has but to read the report of the Commission recently
appointed by the Union Government to inquire into cases of
assault on women to find that their condition is getting worse.
Presumably the evidence was too bad for publication, but the
report would seem to show that in South Africa, a country where
prostitution was formerly unknown, coloured women are gradually
· perverted and demoralized into a cesspool for the impurities of the
family lives of all the nationalities in the subcontinent."19
Plaatje's declared purpose in the preface to Mhudi is "to interpret
to the reading public, one phase of ' the back of the Native mind',"
and to lead people in general and the Botha government in particular
out of what he elsewhere calls their "maze of ignorance". 20 In the
first chapter he establishes the peaceful, pastoral life of the Baralong
with the large village of Kunana at its centre, soon to be destroyed
by the Matabele. Throughout he emphasizes their religion with
the ancestral spirits at its heart, contrasting this with what he considers the broken-down Christianity of the Boers.
Ibid., p. 349.
Mhudi, pp. 3 and 127.
Native Life in South Africa, p, 99.
ao Ibid., p. I 93.

11
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"The Boers were God's chosen people, so they argued, and had
never seen a heathen treated with so much consideration; they
remonstrated with Phil Jay and held that it was unnatural to reward
a Kafir for anything he did as liberally as if he were a baptized
Christian. " 21
There is, also, wherever possible throughout the book, an emphasis
on the basis of justice existing in traditional society - with an
explicit contrast to the arbitrary justice of Mzilikazi and with an
implicit contrast to the flagrant injustices of the white government,
existing in Plaatje's own day, at which he lashes out consistently
in Native Life in South Africa. The theme of justice reaches its climax
in the second half of Chapter 15 of Mhudi and the function of this
chapter is somewhat similar to Chapter 10 of Chinua Achebe's
Things Fall Apart - in both books justice is established as central
to the society and is given a central place in the book. In Mhudi
Chief Moroka of the Baralong proves himself adaptable to change
and at the same time wiser than the white man, Sare! Siljay. The
bitter irony is that the whites failed to perceive the African's virtue,
partly because few bothered to get to understand the society as a
whole:
"At least two generations of settlers grew up in ignorance of the
ingenuity and appropriateness with which the natives in their tribal
state met the many problems of their lives, in ignorance of the
validity of many of the social and moral rules which held them
together. European society most easily saw the unattractive aspect
of tribal life. It saw the superstition and witchcraft and cruelty. But
it failed to see, or saw only imperfectly, the rational structure of
tribal life, the protection which it gave the individual, the comfort
which it gave his mind, the surveillance which it kept over the
distribution of food and land. European society condemned as
stagnant and unenlightened a way of life in which happiness and
contentment were, for the native, not difficult to find. Between
soldier and settler, missionary and magistrate there was an unvoiced
conspiracy against the institutions of the tribe." 22
And, just as Plaatje chose the 1830s as the period when his people's
feelings of unity and loyalty were forged , so he chose to describe
the period when these traditions firstly were at their strongest and

18

11
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Mhudi, p . 221.
" A History of South Africa, p. 86.
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then when they had to adapt or disappear, the crucial period, in
fact, of transition.
But Mhudi is not a book interesting only for its conception of
history in 1830 and for its praise of traditional customs at that time.
Mhudi is interesting as an historical document of a different time
also - of the period following the 1913 Natives' Land Act and the
conditions which are a consequence of that Act. Plaatje attacked this
Act directly in his Native Life in South Africa, the book being in
fact written with this purpose deliberately in mind; and in his
pamphlet on the legal disabilities of Africans. But he attacked it
indirectly, if my contention is correct, in Mhudi. The Act was farreaching in its effect. Its purpose was mainly to remove African
farmer-tenants from white lands throughout the country. Heavy
fines or imprisonment were to be imposed on landowners who did
not terminate the leases of these African farmers. At a meeting in
Thaba Nebo Mr Dower, the Native Affairs Secretary, had said that
the Africans had "one of three alternatives". Plaatje quotes Dower
with the audience's reactions. They could: "(l) Become servants
(in which case it would be legal for a master to give them pieces of
land to plough and graze a number of stock); or (2) move into the
reserve -(voices: 'Where is the reserve?'); or (3) dispose of the
stock for cash (Sensation)." 23 Parts of Plaatje's Native Life in South
Africa are like a documentary examining the over-all effect of the
Act and cataloguing specific hardships: one farmer making £150
a year from his farm reduced to a monthly wage of under £3; many
families forced to take to the road with all their possessions and
cattle, aimlessly searching for a permanent foothold, often described
in similar terms to the wandering in the wilderness of Ra-Thaga
and Mhudi after the destruction of Kunana; the story of the ancient
couple which Plaatje quotes from the "Harrismith Chronicle" the old man was I 19 years old, his wife 98 - about whom the
"Chronicle" comments, "we are losing from our midst a man who
was born in 1794 and has lived in no less than three centuries of
time." This "ancient couple" of whom Plaatje writes could almost
have been Ra-Thaga and Mhudi themselves:
"Now, as a matter of fact, this 'ancient couple' had not left the
'Free' State of their own free will. Their stock had been expelled
from their grazing areas, and they were told that they could only
continue to graze if the centenarian tenant agreed to supply a
11

Native Life in South Africa, p, 115.
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certain number of labourers to work on the landowner's farm and
with his sons ceased to do any ploughing as tenants. This system of
sharing the crops has been followed ever since the Boers planted
themselves in the 'Free' State, and the family had had no other
means of support."2'
Through all Plaatje's writing echoes the one theme - the loss of the
land the African loves and needs. "To lose land", writes De Kiewiet,
"was to lose the most important foundation upon which tribal life
was built" (so that Plaatje's ideas on custom as described above
should be seen as part-and-parcel of what follows). The land, at
the beginning of Mhudi, is, as we have seen, presented as Eden-like.
And everywhere Plaatje asks questions like the one in Native Life
in South Africa where he inquires about some homeless children
and wonders "what these little mites had done that a home should
suddenly become to them a thing of the past". Quotations with
this theme and tone could be multiplied endlessly.
In Mhudi Plaatje's people are deprived of their land by the
Matabele; in Native Life in South Africa they are deprived of their
land by the white people. Now it seems to me that Plaatje sees
Mhudi as being, in addition to the true perspective of history which
I have already tried to describe, a model for events including and
after the Natives' Land Act of 1913. In Native Life in South Africa
the whites are described in almost identical terms to the Matabele
in Mhudi. For instance, the Natives' Land Act is variously described
as "the plague law", "this Parliamentary land plague", "the land
plague" and "the Plague Act".25 Furthermore, he quotes with
approval a speech by Dr A. Abdwahman:
"Now let us consider the position in the Northern Colonies, especially in the misnamed Free State. There a very different picture is
presented. From the days that the voortrekkers endeavoured to
escape English rule, from the day that they sought the hospitality
of Chief Moroka, the history of the treatment of the blacks north of
the Orange River is one long and uninterrupted record of rapine
and greed, without a solitary virtue to redeem the horrors which
were committed in the name of civilization. Such is the opinion any
impartial student must arrive at from a study even of the meagre
records available. If all were told, it would indeed be a bloodcurdling tale, and it is probably well that the world was not ac•• Ibid., p. 76.
u Ibid., pp. 66, 71, 102 and 153.
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quainted with all that happened. However, the treatment of the
Coloured races, even in the Northern Colonies, is just what one
might expect from their history. The restraints of civilization were
flung aside, and the essentials of Christian precepts ignored. The
northward march of the voortrekkers was a gigantic plundering
raid. They swept like a desolating pestilence through the land,
blasting everything in their path, and pitilessly laughing at the
26
ravages from which the native races have not yet recovered."
This idea of a "desolating pestilence" and "plague" is similar to the
presentation of the Matabele in Mhudi who are described as continuing "their march very much like a swarm of locusts".27 Later Chief
Moroka asks for help "to rid the country of this pest".28 Both
whites and Matabele levy taxes and give little in return, and both
have systems of justice little short of arbitrary. It should be noted
here, though, that Plaatje does seem to realize what Omer-Cooper
has stressed - that Mzilikazi himself was a sensitive, not unkindly
man, and that the excesses caused by the Matabele were due largely
to force of circumstances. Plaatje becomes more sympathetic towards the Matabele as the novel progresses and his stated aim in
the preface is to give both sides. In addition they have character
traits in common which cause their actions to be similar in effect.
One of the most constantly reiterated themes is the horror that the
Matabele are "impartial in their killing" ,29 they kill not merely men
but women and children; and the horror at the killing of the child
which slips from the sling of springbok skin is greater because
the Baralong represent the opposite norm. Like the whites in
Plaatje's South Africa, "no one, much less a woman, cared to know
80
the cause of the raid for the end had amply justified the means".
This trait of involving women and children peculiar to the Matabele
among the Africans in the world of Mhudi is also specifically attributed to the whites by Plaatje in his other book:
"When the Free State ex-Republicans made use of the South
African Constitution - a Constitution which Lord Gladstone says
is one after the Boer sentiment - to ruin the coloured population,
they should at least have confined their persecution to the male
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portion of the blacks • . . and have left the women and children
alone."31
The implicit comparison in Mhudi is explicit in Native Life:
"This", says Mr. Lildorf, "caused the Natives to exclaim: ' Mzilikasi,
the Matabele King, was cruel to bis enemies, but kind to those he
conquered; whilst the Boers are cruel to their enemies and ill-treat
and enslave their friends.' " 32
The Matabele, when they destroy Kunana, destroy every single
Baralong they find: the whites, says Plaatje quoting Abdurahman,
when they were ready "would enter upon a war of extermination".33
If there are any doubts that Mhudi provides a model for the situation
created by the Land Act they should be dispelled by the dedication
of the book, to "Our beloved Olive, One of the many youthful
victims of 'A Settled System'," a dedication, in fact, against the
land settlement scheme. My whole theory can be checked by reference
to pages 105 to 111 of Native Life (there is unfortunately insufficient
space to quote it here in full) where the whole background plot of
Mhudi is summarized with specific reference to its leading up to and
foreshadowing the Land Act.
What makes the behaviour of the Boers worse is the hospitality
and generosity with which they are originally received in Mhudi
and, according to Plaatje, in history. The leader of the Qorannas
for instance, says that for any man who enters his dominjon,
"My home is his home, my lands are his lands, my cattle are his
cattle, and my law is his shield."3' And when the Boers arrive "the
Baralongs informed the Boers that the country round about was wide
and there was plenty of land for all." The Boers' hospitality does not
show up well when Ra-Thaga tries to drink water from a vessel in
the Boers' camp.35 Not only has the Boers' subsequent behaviour
shown ingratitude towards original hospitality but it is shown to
be even worse: for in Mhudi they even plead for help from the
Baralong when hard-pressed by the Matabele. Their subsequent
unification with the Baralong and Griquas against the Matabele
also has its ulterior motive. "Of course", explains Plaatje in Native
Life, "Boers could not be expected to participate in any adventure
Native Life in South Africa, p. 91.
Ibid., p .. 338.
Ibid., p. 138.
"Mhudi, p. 77.
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which did not immediately lead to land grabbing." The land
question is not only vital in itself, it leads to another important
problem - that of labour. It has been a frequent device in South
African history to cure labour problems by the confiscation of land,
allowing the Africans nothing to sell but their labour. This labour
problem, too, has its model in Mhudi in the Boers' treatment of
their Hottentot servants, as in the following episode:
"Outside one of the huts close by she observed a grizzly old Boer
who started to give a Hottentot maid some thunder and lightning
with his tongue. Of course Mhudi could not understand a word; but
the harangue sounded positively terrible and its effect upon the
maid was unmistakable. She felt that the Hottentot's position was
unenviable, but more was to come. An old lady sitting near a fire
behind the wagon took sides against the maid. The episode which
began rather humorously developed quickly into a tragedy. The
old lady pulled a poker out of the fire and beat the half naked girl
with the hot iron. The unfortunate maid screamed, jumped away
and writhed with the pain as she tried to escape. A stalwart young
Boer caught hold of the screaming girl and brought her back to the
old dame, who had now left the fireplace and stood beside a vice
near the waggon. The young man pressed the head of the Hottentot
girl against the vice; the old lady pulled her left ear between the two
irons, then screwed the jaws of the vice tightly upon the poor girl's
ear. Mhudi looked at Phil's mother, but, so far from showing any
concern on behalf of the sufferer, she went about her own domestic
business as though nothing at all unusual was taking place. The
screams of the girl attracted several Dutch men and women who
37
looked as though they enjoyed the sickly sight."
The problem is illustrated again in ominous foreshadowing statements like "The demands of war had necessitated the bulk of the
Native servants of the Boers being at the front with the armies. In
consequence, the Boers who remained behind were short of Native
servants • .." 38
"Africa", Plaatje writes in Native Life,39 "is a land of prophets and
prophetesses." And the idea of the world of Mhudi being a model
for a future time fits neatly into the prophetic strain of much of the
Native Life in South Africa, p. 111.
Mhudi, p. 129.
18 Ibid., p. 184.
u Page 100.
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work. In fact, in a crucial prophecy, Mzilikazi specifically points
to this. He takes a folktale from the past and says it applies to his
own fate. He then says that his own story applies to the Baralong
in the future:
"The Bechuana know not the story of Zungu of old. Remember him,
my people; he caught a lion's whelp and thought that, if he fed it
with milk of his cows, be would in due course possess a useful
mastiff to help him in hunting valuable specimens of wild beasts.
The cub grew up, apparently tame and meek just like an ordinary
domestic puppy; but one day Zungu came home and found, what?
It had eaten his children, chewed up two of his wives, and in destroying it, he himself narrowly escaped being mauled. So, if Tauana and
bis gang of brigands imagine that they shall have rain and plenty
under the protection of these marauding wizards from the sea, they
will gather some sense before long.
Chaka served us just as treacherously. Where is Chaka's dynasty
now? Extinguished, by the very Boers who poisoned my wives and
are pursuing us to-day. The Becbuana are fools to think that tl:}ese
unnatural Kiwas will return their so-called friendship with honest
friendship. Together they are laughing at my misery. Let them
rejoice; they need all the laughter they can have to-day for when
their deliverers begin to dose them with the same bitter medicine
they prepared for me; when the Kiwas rob them of their cattle,
their children and their lands, they will weep their eyes out of their
sockets and get left with only their empty throats to squeal in vain
for mercy.
They will despoil them of the very lands they have rendered unsafe
for us; they will entice the Bechuana youths to war and the chase,
only to use them as pack-oxen; yea, they will refuse to share with
them the spoils of victory.
They will turn Bechuana women into beasts of bur.den to drag their
loaded wagons to their granaries, ..." 40
The folktale is seen as a model for Mzilikazi, and Mzilikazi's fate
in Mhudi is seen as a model for the twentieth century. Thus the
folktale here is used not merely for its quaintness but for its modellike qualities, which use reflects on the technique of the whole novel.
The final question, then, to be asked is what is Plaatje's solution.
There is implicit in the model of Mhudi the warning that if a people
like the Matabele oppress other peoples long enough the oppressed
to
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will eventually unite and overthrow their oppressor, in open conflict
if necessary - that such oppressors are, in a phrase from Native
Life, "courting retribution". But this solution is only to be tried
as a last resort. The prior hope lies in what is symbolized by the
womenfolk. Like Blyden, Plaatje shows himself in his writings to be
fully aware of the female emancipation issue and critics who have
condemned his Europeanizing of his characters have not taken
enough account of this. The old life has been partially destroyed
in Mhudi, a woman is thrown out into the wilderness on her own
and she acquires an independence manifested in her ability to face
lions and other dangers. Mhudi herself is a symbol of the pride and
spirit of her people and circumstances have forced her into a measure
of independence. She is the "cradle of her race", 41 as sceptical of the
Boers as she is of the Matabele. On the individual level she comes to
friendship with the women who are symbols of what is virtuous in
the other peoples - Umnandi, favourite wife of Mzilikazi (significantly this first lady of the children-slayers is childless) and Annetje,
the Boer girl. By splitting the friendship of the individuals from the
hostility of the peoples for one another Plaatje has been able to give
us both a glimpse of the possible ideal and a view of the real situation.
His final warning seems to be contained in an opinion quoted from
the "Brotherhood Journal": "For Brotherhood is not only between
man and man, but between nation and nation, and race and race.""
This solution is not a facile one. It is a solution won in the teeth of
harrowing experiences, such as the one which follows. In Native
Life in South Africa he describes the hardships of an evicted family:
"This visitation was not confined to Kgobadi's stock, Mrs. Kgobadi
carried a sick baby when the eviction took place, and she had to
transfer her darling from the cottage to the jolting ox-wagon in
which they left the farm. Two days out the little one began to sink
as the result of privation and exposure on the road, and the night
before we met them its little soul was released from its earthly
bonds. The death of the child added a fresh perplexity to the stricken
parents. They had no right or title to the farm lands through which
they trekked: they must keep to the public roads - the only places in
the country open to the outcasts if they are possessed of a travelling
permit. The deceased child had to be buried, but where, when, and
how?
This young wandering family decided to dig a grave under cover of
61
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the darkness of that night, when no one was looking, and in that
crude manner the dead child was interred - and interred amid
fear and trembling, as well as the throbs of a torturing anguish, in a
stolen grave, lest the proprietor of the spot, or any of bis servants,
should surprise them in the act. Even criminals dropping straight
from the gallows have an undisputed claim to six feet of ground on
which to rest their criminal remains, but under the cruel operation
of the Natives' Land Act little children, whose only crime is that
God did not make them white, are sometimes denied that right in
their ancestral home."43
He says later, thinking of this incident:
"A sharp pang went through us, and caused our heart to bleed as
we recalled the scene of their night funeral, forced on them by the
necessity of having to steal a grave on the moonless night, when
detection would be less easy. Every man in this country, we thought,
be he a Russian, Jew, Peruvian, or of any other nationality, has a
claim to at least six feet of South African soil as a resting place
after death, but those native outcasts, who in the country of their
birth, as a penalty for the colour of their skin, are .. . even denied
a sepulchre for their little ones.""
The people who shared their hospitality and their land so freely are
reduced to lacking even six feet of their once abundant land Plaatje thus leaves his solution only as a remote possibility but at
the same time he has achieved the remarkable feat of creating a
novel which not only describes the historical genesis of this problem
but which can also act as a model for the past and present. And
possibly the future?
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