
One Man's Torment
The Jail Diary of A/bie Sachs (Harvill Press, London).

THIs IS THE RECORD of the extraordinary experiences in solitary confine
ment of a South African democrat jailed for a total of 168 days under
the notorious 9O-day law which Justice Minister Varster (now Prime
Minister) introduced to break the back of the South African resistance
movement. (It has now been replaced by the similar 18O-day law).

The law permitted a person to be held for repeated periods of ninety
days Wltil he had made a statement to the satisfaction of the police.
or all the Whites held under this law, Albie Sachs was detained the
longest, yet he did not make a statement. How did he survive when so
many others failed?

He was not subjected to torture, either physical torture or the even
morc effective 'statue' torture to which the police later resorted to
break down their victims.

This is not to minimise Sachs' extraordinary achievement, for many
with even less to answer for than he (in the eyes of the police) collapsed
almost at the first blow. Solitary confinement is in itself a dreadful form
of mental torture and more than one prisoner was driven out of his
mind in Vorster's jails by this alone.

Sachs triumphed because he was determined not to succumb, and
also because he worked out a strategy of survival. He kept himself
physically fit by regular exercise, he was determined to maintain his
sense of identity and self-respect. At the same time, he was careful to
preserve good relations with the warders, not to be provocative, not
to wallow in needless anger or despair.

As an intriguing study of the battle of wits between captor and
captives, Sachs' book is full of dramatic tension, with flashes both of
humour and pathos as he explores the human relationships behind
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the high jail walls. If he has not exposed the sadism, brutality and
horror which one identifies with ninety--day imprisonment in apartheid
South Africa, he can hardly be held to blame for the fact that he was
not punished as others, especially the non-Whites, were.

Z.N.

New Voices (rom the South
African Wrlting Today (Penguin Books).

ANY ANTHOLOGY OF African literature must by definition contain a
cross-section of the work of writers throughout the continent and it it
difficult to understand why Ezekiel Mphahlele who has edited 'African
Writing Today' has ignored literature north of the Sahara. For a true
experience of African writing it is essential to be able to draw on
writers from North Africa, Ethiopia, Sudan, etc., and this book suffers
from its lack. To be unable to compare influences of Ethiopian writina
or for that matter of Algerian writing inhibits criticism. It would be
unfortunate if we were to find ourselves at the beginning of an upsurge
of literary activity dominated by standards laid down south of the
Sahara. However, any work which includes as many writers from as
many parts of Africa as this does must make a valuable contribution
to the understanding of the development of literature generally.

'African Writing Today' consists mainly of short stories and poetry
of writers ranging geographically from the Ivory Coast to South Africa
and any reader interested in the social development of literature wiD
find much material for consideralion. The self-possessed, highly
sophisticated writing (both poetryand prose) ofWole Soyinka compares
startlingly with the sad, hopelessness of poetry by Kalungano of
M~bique and Agostinho Neto of Angola both of whom are
desperately searching for any identity. In fact, the question of identity
is greatly evident in this collection as the works ofwriters from Nigeria,
Kenya, Ghana, etc., have a more relaxed, calmer approach than those
of writers from countries still in chains. The domestic issues by such
prose writers as Christina Ama Ata Aidoo of Ghana, Grace Ogol of
Kenya and Joseph Zobell of Senegal are in striking contrast to the
violent, aggressive, abandoned writing of such authors as Can Themba,
Alex La Guma and Lewis Nkosi all from South Africa.

But gradually we see coming through the conflicts which must
prevail. The influences of European travel and culture have imposed.
themselves, with Sylvain Bemba from Brazzaville's story 'The Dark
Room' set in Paris and Joseph Zobell's set also in France. There is no
new story from Chinua Achebe and the extract from his novel 'Arrow
of God' appears out of context and disjointed.
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The poetry chosen for this anthology is of a very high standard and
it would appear that it is to Africa that we must look for the most
creative writing in this field at present. Inspired perhaps by liberation.
exile, captivity or self-assertion the poets represented here and other
African poets lead the way in content and lyricism.

But the question of an essential African literary tradition remaina
unanswered by this book, for the influence on these writers of the events
of the past twenty years has created a great diversity of .style. interest
and expression. The fact that all the poetry and prose is written in a
European language obviously detracts from the purity of the subject
and we will have to wait some time before the modem equivalent of the
basic African literary tradition presents itself.

R.M.

Some suggestions-and a reply
I FREQUENTLY READ your excellent publication, and always with
interest. May I suggest a few improvements and make a few criticisms
of a recent issue, in the hope that they will be received in the same
constructive way as they are intended?

Although the journal is intended as a forum for Marxist-Leninist
thought. it Jacks the debate in its pages which is so necessary- if the
forum is not simply to be a place of one-way transactions. History
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