





SOUTH AFRICAN FREEDOM POETRY

Poets To The People, edited by Barry Feinberg. George Allen
and Unwin £2.95, paperback 85p

Barry Feinberg, the South African artist and poet living in London has
brought together a collection of poems by ten poets of our country who
project through their work the rising voice of protest and rebellion of
the oppressed people. Entitled ‘Poets to the People’ the editor has
managed to chose the most significant of the works of those compat-
riots who reinforce the fact that the South African scene has been
stimulated by the eruption of Black socially and politically conscious
poetry not seen for many years in our country.

It was in the 19th century, the golden age of African literature, that
the disturbances in the continent of Africa produced major heroic epics
which recorded the great era of resistance against the colonial aggressor.
Today the oppressed people are entering an intense period in struggles
of this century and it is fitting that the passion of the people for freedom
be manifested in their songs and poetry.

Moreover, in the words of the editor of this collection: “This is the
first anthology of poems projecting the alternative revolutionary voice
of South Africa. These ten poets have all been fired by their national
realities, realities which are not only daily dominated by the brutalities
of Apartheid, but are also witness to the gathering forces which must
inevitably destroy that system’.

‘We shall be avenged’

and the people take up the shout

‘Our heroes shall be avenged’.

These are the words of one of the contributors, A. N. C. Kumalo,
and the spirit is maintained throughout. The importance of this collec-
tion of such poetry is also that it serves to illustrate that in times of
severe repression poetry serves to express the feelings of the people and
can also point towards their political goals. Rising above the well-worn
slogan of ‘art for art’s sake’ only, poets of Palestine, Vietnam, Latin
America, the Portuguese colonies have demonstrated against all argument
that literature must reflect the feelings of the people and their time if it
is to serve their cause and become popular. Similarly the recent flow of
militancy from South Africa’s black oppressed, workers and students,
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after a period of ebb due to severe pressures and setbacks, has given rise
to this poetic expression reflecting the upsurge before which the barriers
of national oppression and apartheid which frustrate the spirit and deny
cultural identity must finally sunder.

Certainly not all the poetry appearing today shows a combination of
both social or political consciousness and artistic merit, but Barry
Feinberg has been able to extract some of the best examples for his
collection. Ranging from the technical craftsmanship and symbolism of
such as Kunene, Nortje and Brutus, through the social protest of Mtshali
and Serotse to the politically committed like Kumalo and Scarlet
Whitman, the compiler (who is himself also a contributor) has given us
a collection of the most representative examples of South African revolu-
tionary poetic expression, while the promise of even better is sure to
be fulfilled as our people advance towards new heights of struggle and
the final goal.

In an introduction to the collection, the eminent British poet Hugh
MacDiarmid says, ‘There can be no greater mistake than to criticize
these poems for not answering the requirements of what reactionary
academics regard as “high poetry” . .. The greatest poets have written
neither to extrovert their personalities nor to comply with the demands
of taste, but to voice the common thought of masses of men ...’ This
is the atmosphere of ‘Poets to the People’, but nevertheless none of
the works contained in the volume lacks the imagery and skill which
characterise fine verse.

The collection is dedicated to South Africa’s political prisoners and
the African National Congress. All royalties from sales will go to the
International Defence and Aid Fund.

GALA.
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Letters
to the Editor

ZIMBABWE AT THE CROSSROADS

Following the coup that brought down fifty years of fascist rule in
Portugal, dramatic events are taking place in Southern Africa, Mozam-
bique and Angola are on the threshold of national independence. All true
African patriots and freedom-loving people throughout the world are
rejoicing at the heroic victories scored by the armed combatants of the
National Liberation Movements in these so-called overseas Portuguese
territories. One of the main pillars in the unholy alliance of Vorster,
Smith and Caetano has crumbled under the steady blows of African
militants. Indeed the myth of the invincibility of White supremacy and
colonialism has been exploded leaving Smith in Zimbabwe and Vorster
in South Africa haunted by unending nightmares of their inevitable
doom.

In the midst of this jubilation and joy people want to know the
aims and plans of Smith and Vorster. Why has Smith suddenly realised
that he must hold talks with the leadership of the nationalist move-
ments in Zimbabwe? Is the leopard changing its colours? So far we have
got cause to believe that Smith’s tricks and promises are no sign of
change of heart; he has no plans or intentions of dismantling the

108



structure of White domination in Zimbabwe; on the contrary he
intends consolidating it at the expense of the Black masses of
Zimbabwe. What clearly emerges from his recent manoeuvres is the
fact that Smith has realised that his position is weak and that the
guerrilla movement inside Zimbabwe is sure to win.

So far all his attempts to crush the armed struggle have failed; in-
stead the guerrilla movement is steadily gaining ground and winning
increasing support from the indigenous people of Zimbabwe. Counter-
guerrilla specialists themselves admit that the best way of crushing
guerrilla warfare is not to allow it to start because once it starts it
gradually gains momentum as it draws in more and more active support
from among the oppressed masses. Smith missed that moment; all the
same it is never too late to mend. Reliable sources give evidence that
the main preoccupation of international imperialism, headed by the
United States of America, is to convince African patriots to lay down
arms and talk with the oppressors for fear that armed struggles lead to
‘communism’. “Moderation of White policies™ is to achieve this end.
(Daily News Tanzania 2.11.74.)

In accordance with this plan, Smith is prepared to call a consti-
tutional conference on condition: *“Firstly that there should be a
cessation of terrorism in accordance with the Prime Minister’s frequently
stated principles that he would only be prepared to discuss constitu-
tional issues with those who undertook to work constitutionally and
within the law. _

“Secondly, that any constitutional conference would have to
accept that there would be no lowering of standards”. (Sunday Tribune
8.12.74)

Smith is ‘prepared’ to give in some ground as long as this does not
touch the system of White domination. In his own words he is not
prepared to lower the “standards of civilisation!” It would be very in-
teresting to understand the actual meaning of **standards of civilisation™
— one could safely add “western civilisation” and the meaning will be
clearer,

In reply to the demands of the National Liberation Movement for
immediate majority rule, Smith insists on a qualified franchise. In
simple terms this means that only a chosen few from among the Blacks
will be able to vote and be voted into ruling organs — those who have
certain standards of education and wealth, and the broad masses will
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be cut off completely. Of course the aim and the end-result of all this
exercise will be the creation of a middle petty-bourgeois buffer Black
group that will reinforce the White settler group in consolidating and
entrenching the system of White dominaticn. In the given situation, in
whose hands will political r~wer rest? In any revolution the question of
political power is a key one. Without this political power no party will
be in a position to effect any serious socio-economic changes to im-
prove the material conditions of the broad masses.

What perhaps is most disturbing is the demand by the Smith clique
for a ceasefire or the laying down of weapons by the nationalist move-
ments. But when do people lay down their arms — is it after the attain-
ment of their strategic goal or before? If we disarm the National
Liberation Movements, who is disarming Smith? If we disband our
guerrilla bands, who is disbanding Smith’s oppressor army? Even
ordinary people are posing these questions genuinely too. Has the hour
come for raising toasts of peace? No. This is the time to intensify the
struggle and destroy the enemy.

Mava Lobengula

SUITABLE CASES FOR TREATMENT?

The Times (London December 19 1974) reported Vladimir Bukovsky
and Semyon Gluzman’s clandestinely circulating Handbook to Psychiatry
for Dissidents. These self-described upholders of truth, sincerity and
sympathy “advise their like not to have hope in the conscience of
Soviet doctors since the doctors adhere to organisations who profess
the morality of a Hottentot.”

The learned authors of the clandestine Handbook are, we take it,
experts on morality in general and specifically have knowledge of “the
morality of the Hottentots,” as well as on questions of respect between
peoples. With their special access to higher morality one would not
expect them to think and talk recklessly. So a small note on the morality
of the Khoi-Khoin people, called Hottentots by the racist and colonialist
plunderers of South Africa.

Autshumao, chief of the small Khoi-Khoin tribe, the Goringhaikonas
greeted Jan van Riebeeck and his 200 fellow-travellers when they landed
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at the Cape in 1652. They were met in the way the tribe previously had
done with sailors from ships that had pulled into the bay for fresh
water and available food. Autshamao could not have anticipated that
this meeting would eventually result in his being thrown into chains
and imprisoned on an island. Autshumao probably had never conceived
of somebody with Jan van Riebeeck’s credentials. That representative
of civilisation and morality had been dismissed by the Dutch East
Indian Company because he had been cheating the Company and it was
only because of the non-availability of anyone else that he was rein-
stated to run the halfway refreshment station at the Cape. The
morality of Autshumao and his people did not encompass fraud. They
accepted the visitors as wanting to replenish themselves and other
sailors. Paranoia was absent.

Had they been less trusting Van Riebeeck and his troop would have
been destroyed on landing. Even after the Dutch had settled and built
their fortress it is evident from Van Riebeeck’s own Journal entry that
the Khoi-Khoin knew the structure and materials of the Dutch fortress
and therefore had the logistic capability to destroy the fortress and the
settlers.

But it was the settlers who pre-emptively made the physical assault
that all but genocidally destroyed the Khoi-Khoin. Some historians
record that the hosts had become disgruntled with the settlers, now
turned cattle thieves and land invaders; but still they did not attack, in
spite of obvious opportunity to do so. Why they didn’t do so when
physically and logistically superior is perhaps explainable in terms of a
morality different from the aggressiveness of capitalism and imperialism
which is difficult for us to grasp, conditioned as we are by our time. We
need a process and opportunity to consciously free ourselves from this
historical process.

It is in Jan van Riebeeck’s official journal that we come across the
reference to the Khoi-Khoin as a “brutal lot without conscience™. It
was these people against whom Van Riebeeck pre-emptively struck and
whom he destroyed. Not only have the Khoi-Khoin been physically
destroyed but the name by which they called themselves has been
buried with them, and the derogatory nickname — Hottentot — is how
they are referred to in the writings of colonialist historians.

Back to the intellectual ““dissidents™ and their attitudes. Schooled in
psychiatry the authors of the so-called Handbook cannot be given the
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benefit of the doubt that the statement on which I have taken issue is
a minor slip of the pen. The statement must reflect something. After
nearly 60 years of Soviet power and a state policy based on the principle
of working-class morality which is internaiionalism, these men do not
even pretend lip service to the concept of respect between peoples.

~ What is their special key to morality which differs from the morality
of the 200 million other Soviet citizens? Or is it that they are so wrapped
up in themselves that they have lost a perspective of life around them?
Not intending to be sarcastic, the logic of their position is that their
next publication ought to be A Diagnosis of the Insane Soviet People.

I feel an anger and contempt for such individuals who pose in the
guise of a superior morality and intellect and have the temerity to
crudely insult the ancestral people of my motherland.

The Khoi-Khoin were not only all but physically destroyed Racist
historians insult them. Autshumao is relegated to the nickname *““Harry
the Hottentot”. His opposition to the destruction and enslavement of
his people led to his being chained and incarcerated on Robben Island.
Such are the background facts of those people regarded as brutal
and immoral.

Not so paradoxically, the dissident experts speak in the same
language of our racist oppressors. Both, after all, hold themselves up
as the avowed protectors of civilisation. Capitalist aggressiveness or
socialist co-operation? Which socio-economic morality do they adhere to?

See:
Lionel Forman: Black and White in South African History — (notes
on South African History).

A. Bakaya
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