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Hello . This is Alex Tetteh- Lartey with Arts and Africa. 

MUSIC: "Soweto" by Hugh Masekela 
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That was Sout:-i African r.ius1c1an Hugh Masekela playing a song "Soweto". Now Hugh Masekela 
has been a big name for a long ti;ne but he 's also been in exile for a long time - so , 
popular as his music is , today it faces vigorous and youthful competition from inside 
the country and we'l l be listening to some of it later on . 

~here is a theory that says that the greatest works of culture and literature are produced 
at times of the greatest dissension and turmoil in society. Well of course with rega rd to 
South Africa - as with any country at the present time - it ' s too early to tell what will 
and will not be regarded as great literature in future years . However , one thing we can 
defini tely say about South Africa is that despite its current problems its cultural life 
appears to be very much al i ve and kicking . Maybe you remember that on this programme we 
recently talked to the acclaimed and established white novelist Nadine Gordimer . Well 
today we talk to another South African. He is a young black poet called Heini Willemse 
who is a senior lecturer at the University of the Western Cape where he specialises in 
Afrikaans literature . He began his discuss ion with Tim Judah by reading part of one of 
his poems . 

HEINI WILLEMSE 

Reading part of his poem "The Stormtroopers Are in The Streets". 

TIM JUDAH 

What ' s the poem about? 

HEINI WILLEMSE 

Well , this is part of a longer poem and it deals with the current African situation, you 
know . And a sight that I think South Africans - bl ack South Afr icans - have come to see 
very often, namely the stormtroopers, the police, their caspirs, their vehicles in the 
street and the poem deals with the situation of these people, the stormtroopers , in the 
streets. 

TIM JUDAH 

Now you're a black South African but you ' re writing in Afrikaans . Why is that? How has 
that come about? 
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HEIN! WILLEMSE 

I think you are obviously referr ing to the history of Afrikaans, or as Afrikaans became 
known to the world , mainly that Afrikaans is the language of the Afrikaner , but what is 
important here is that Afrikaans is my IT\Gther tongue and it's the mother tongue of people 
who are referred to as so-called coloureds . 

:'IM JUDAH 

T~ose are people of ~1xed race? 

HEIN! WILLEMSE 

Of mixed race, yes . And people who would, in political terms, refer to themselves as 
blacks nowadays . The fact of the matter is that , to exclude Afrikaans as of no conse
quence would be excluding in political terms , would be excluding in terms of the search 
towards a complete South African nation, a whole South African nation , it would be 
excluding a lot of these people and I think that one needs to look at Afrikaans in a new 
light. One has to look at the possibility of Afrikaans as the language of rebellion , as 
a language which can certainly be divorced from the image that the Afrikaner and the 
repressive government has given Afrikaans. 

TIM JUDAH 

So do you feel yourself in an odd situation at all being a black South African but writing 
in Afrikaans? 

HEINI WILLEMSE 

No, I don ' t feel myself in an odd situation . I think that what I ' m saying is very much 
in line with the emergence of some new voices or some new intentions across Africa. For 
instance compare somebody like Ngugi Wa Thiong ' o , who is writing in Kikuyu, not in an 
imperialist language like English. I think something similar is happening in my case and 
I think i n the case of black people who are writing in Afrikaans . There are also moves 
afoot where people writing in African languages are coming to the fore more readily and 
trying to get their works published, so in terms of reaching a particular audience, an 
audience who may not understand English but who needs to really be counted as an important 
and valuable asset towards the search towards a new South African nation, it is important 
to reach those people and reach them in their language. And I think we need to do that 
and I think its incumbent upon the black South African in this instance to write in his 
language , but write with a new content , write in the content of rebellious people so to 
speak. 

TIM JUDAH 

People have been saying recently that Afrikaans writing in general has been changing , 
becoming more politically aware, and I'm referring especially to whites here, what do you 
think of this? Do you agree with that assessment? 

HEINI WILLEMSE 

Yes. The Afrikaans scene is changing overall, I think. But then it is in an atmosphere 
of complete change as well. 

TIM JUDAH 

How is the literature changing, especially Afrikaans literature? 
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HEINI WILLEMSE 

The South African government has been fighting a war of attrition in Namibia and ~ost of 
these young writers that have been called up are conscripts to the apartheid regime ' s 
army . And the war experience has had some influence . It may be that something similar 
to the Vietnam experience is happening here ; the !)eople are becoming disillusioned with 
t:.e ?ros!)ecc: oE :i.g~ting a ,,,ar that is not of their own making , that has nothing to do 
wich :'."!er;-., whereas the governr.-.ent r.as oeen telling them for ages that tney are : ighting 
a war to secure their own survival . That i s not necessarily true . What in fact is 
happening is that they are fighting a war, and they don 't believe in that war , and 
although we are seeing the first strands of that writing , I think it's significant 
because this government is shown to be in the middle of a war, of a situation, where it 's 
losing people who "naturally" in a sense belong to them . 

TIM JUDAH 

Who are some of the writers that you've been referring to? 

HEINI WILLEMSE 

I ' m referring to people like Etienne van Heerden, f or instance, who is one of the younger 
wr iters. People like Koos Prinsloo, who i s significant as a writer, people like Hans 
Pinner who, although not writing f rom a point of view of the (Namibian) border as such , 
is very critical of t he Afrikaner's position in South Afr i ca. And people like Lettie 
Viljoen who , as writers, definitely position themselves left of the sovernrr.ent , ~ritical 
of the government , and I think , although I wouldn't attach political labels to chose 
people, I t hink the general movement ties in with a development that has been taking 
~lace increasingly over the last couple of years - that these writers see themselves 
diametrically opposed to the government, diametrically opposed to a system in which c:~ey 
can ' t believe anymore . 

TIM JUDAH 

Perhaps you would like to finish by reading a bi t more of the poem that you began with . 
Wnat's it called , fi rst of all? 

HEINI WILLEMSE 

It ' s called "The Stormtroopers Are in The Street" and what the end of the poem deals with 
is where the whole situation has been reversed. The stormtroopers are no longer in the 
streets, they are the ones who are in bondage, they are the ones who are now in chains . 
The children who previously have been shot, they are now t he ones i n the street with the 
implication that they are the ones who are taki ng the political lead , and so on. 

Read part of "The Stormtroopers Are in The Street". 

MUSIC: "Confusion (Ma Afrika) " by Condry Ziqubu 

ALEX TETIEH- LARTEY 

Tim Judah was talking to the South African poet Heini Willemse and he was followed by the 
song "Confusion (Ma Afrika)" by Condry Ziqubu. The Zulu refrain translates as nconfusion 
everywhere, everything is burning". Now t hat song comes from a new album released in 
Britain called "Sounds of Soweto". This is a lively double album which features many 
well known South African singers including "Brenda and The Big Dudes". Some of the music, 
like the song we just heard, is blatent ly political and like Heini Willemse corranent on 
the current situation. But not all of it . This is Mali Kuhaba by Kaputani and it ' s a 
song that tells the story of a penniless and disillusioned country boy who longs for the 
simple life he left behind him before coming to the city. "Mali Kuhaba" means "there is 
no money" . 
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MUSIC : "Mali Kuhaba" by Kaputani 

ALEX TETI'EH- LARTEY 

"Mali Kuhaba" by Kaputani. 

:-o er1c the ;xograr:rr.e ::cis . ..,,eek ·.-,e '.".ave a p:,liti cal song from the same a lbum, "Sounds of 
Soweto". It ' s called "Asimbonanga" and it I s by a multi-racial band called "Johnny Cl egg 
and Savuka " . Of ocurse , the island across the bay referred to is Robben Island where 
many of the African National Congress's top men, including Nelson Mandela, have been 
held. Until next week then, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye. 

MUSIC: "Asimbonanga" by Johnny Clegg and Savuka. 


