
The Banished People -Helen Joseph's Report

THE STORY OF South Africa's banished people is one of such un
believable inhumanity that words lose their power to encompass it.
House arrest, solitary confinement, torture, imprisonment-these other
punishments of political opponents are heard of more but no less
terrible is the fate of the banished.

It is a penalty reserved almost entirely for tribal Africans, and
because the victims are not well known outside their area, and because
their actual number is not large, they disappear into the alien deserts
to which they are sent. Few of them can read or write; they have no
means of expressing the nature of their lives, no means of communi·
eating with the world from which they have been exiled. Silence covers
the lives of the banished.

The law under which people are banished from their homes was
passed in 1927. It gave the Governor-General power to remove any
African tribe or person from one place to another if 'expedient in the
general public interest'; and to order that he should remain there
until allowed to leave again. Previous governments had used this
power only a few times; but the Nationalists found it a useful way
of dealing with political opponents without the need to resort to
courts and trials, and with the minimum of publicity. When resistance
to Bantu Authorities and .other laws flared up in the countryside in
the 1950s. many people were banished. Most of them had lived in
tribal reserves and their disappearance was not generally known. When
one or two prominent Congress leaders were sent into exile, attention
was drawn to the banished people.
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The victims are taken from their homes. or summoned to appear
before the Native Commissioner, and then spirited away. 10 not ooe
case that is known were their families informed of their fate; they
simply disappeared, ahd weeks, or months., or sometimes years after,
their wives and relatives found out that they had been banished.

They are invariably sent to trust ranns (reserve territory) far from
their own homes, where people living nearby, if there are any, speak
a different language; they arrive without furniture, spare c1ot~ or
any equipment, to be dumped in small, empty huts set in barren
countryside, and there they are left to rot. A few may find work as
Jabourers on local fanns; most have nothing to do.

10 May 1962, as an order restricting her to Johannesburg for five
yean expired, Helen Joseph set out in a small car with two com
panions to visit the banished people. She had been corresponding with
some of them through her work on a Welfare Committee which had
been established to assist them. The story of this 8,~mile journey
to remote parts of South Africa fonns the most substantial part of
her book, Tomorrow's Sun. It is deeply moving; a story of despair,
loneliness, often tragedy, yet at the same time revealing once again the
vitality of the human spirit. While Helen Joseph wrote many articles
about the banished after her journey, this is the full story ofa hazardous
trip; enthraUing, appalling., and inspiring.

Her punishment for undertaking this journey and publicising the
fate of the banished people was to be put under twelve-hour-a-day
house arrest-the first person to be served with such an order.

The book is in three parts. The first part is a brief autobiography,
which explains how a middle-class English girl came to live in South
Africa, and how she became involved in the political struggles around
her. This, in itself, was a remarkable journey for anyone to make,
from the time when as a student she sided with those who thought
it wrong to dance with African students, to the time when she found
herself with ISS others, Africans, Indians and Whites, in the four
and-a-half-year long treason trial.

The second part of the book is the journey to the banished.

The third part is a description of life under house arrest. Of the
men and women of all races who have been put under house arrest, few
remain. They are either in jail now, or have left the country. Helen
Joseph has, with enonnous courage, been able to endure the tensions
and loneliness of this enforced self-imprisonment. because it is he:r
finn belief that white people who dedicate themselves to the political
struggle in South Africa have a duty to remain there, whatever the
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consequences. She sees herself as a symbol of those pledged to struggle
with ~he people of South Africa 'side by side until liberty has been
won'.

The manuscript of Tomorrow's Sun was posted out of South Africa
surreptitiously, chapter by chapter, with great care. 'As to reper
cussions after publication', she wrote, 'these are really anyone's
guess'. The repercussions have been yet another ban, even more
stringent than those that went before, a ban that now prohibits her
entirely from writing. and has caused her to lose her job.

The writing is an improvement on Mrs. Joseph's first book, If this
be Treason. She has allowed the story itself to make its own impact
without undue emphasis. 'What I have seen is no more than a portion
of the whole picture of persecution and racial oppression that prevails
in this land', she writes. It is a portion that must not be hidden, and
Tomorrow's Sun is a valuable and human record of some of the crimes
of apartheid.

S. AzAD

Tomorrow's Sun, .by Helen Joseph. Hutchinson, London, 35s.
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