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SOME QUESTIONS A B O U T 
THEOLOGY A N D HISTORIOGRAPHY* 

by JAMES MOULDER 

'History is the most comprehensive horizon of Christian theology'. 
WOLFHART PANNENBERG 

'None of his certainties are worth one strand of a woman's hair'. 
ALBERT CAMUS 

Amongst other things, Wolfhart Pannenberg's Theology and the 
Philosophy of Science grapples with some of the problems which 
arise at the inter-face between contemporary theology and histo
riography.' Unfortunately, the whole enterprise is so massive that 
nothing can be gained from a brief summary of the arguments 
which propel his conviction that historians — and especially the 
historians of the fate of Israel and the fate of Jesus of Nazareth — 
are the best handmaidens that a theologian can employ.21 there
fore want to approach this thesis from another angle, and with a 
battery of quotations and insights which I have gathered from the 
philosophy of history. More specifically, because I do not share 
Pannenberg's conviction that 'all theological questions and 
answers are meaningful only within the framework of the history 
which God has with humanity',3 I want to sandwich three ques
tions which are generated by his work between two theses of my 
own. And although I suspect that he has used some of the strands 
in my argument to weave a very different garment, I will make no 
effort to labour any of the agreements or the disagreements which 
may exist between us. What I will do instead is to demonstrate that 
Pannenberg's theological method breeds scepticism about what 
theologians do, as well as irreverence for the gods. In addition, it 
suggests that theological questions ought to be explored within a 
metaphysical, rather than within a historical framework. By and 
large, therefore, I have assembled a set of denials. But they have 
been gathered for the sake of an affirmation which I hope to de
fend on another occasion. 

I 

All historiography is theory laden 
This thesis is a historian's version of R.G. Collingwood's more 
general thesis that 'every question involves a presupposition'.4 

This is the text ot a paper presented to the Eighth Congress of the Philosophical 
Society of Southern Africa held at the Rand Afrikaans University, 19-22 January 
1981. 



2 THEORIA 

And these theses generate a cluster of problems that are hidden 
under the blanket phrases 'historical relativism'^ and 'epistemo-
logical anarchism'.6 This territory is full of interesting conse
quences for theological statements (that is, for statements which 
are about the gods) and for theologians (that is, for those human 
beings who are bold enough to talk about the gods). 

Firstly, if all historiography is theory laden, then theologians 
confer authority upon theological statements. The antecedent gen
erates this consequence for theologians and for theological 
statements because all religions, and therefore all statements 
about the gods, have a history. But if all theological statements 
have a history, then, amongst other things, a theologian is a his
torian of a religious tradition. And therefore he cannot escape Van 
Harvey's conclusion:7 'The historian confers authority upon a wit
ness. He reserves the right to judge who or what will be called an 
authority, and he makes this judgement only after he has sub
jected the so-called witness to a rigorous cross examination. . . . If 
the historian permits his authorities to stand uncriticized, he abdi
cates his role as a critical historian. He is no longer a seeker of 
knowledge but a mediator of past belief; not a thinker but a trans
mitter of tradition'. 

In fact, Harvey's distinction between 'a thinker' and 'a transmit
ter of tradition' blunts the force of the point he wishes to make; 
namely, that historians, and therefore theologians, have to shoul
der the responsibility for the statements they make about the gods. 
And Harvey's distinction blunts this point because even a trans
mitter of tradition values sptme traditions about the gods more 
than others. In addition, ther4are so many traditions about the 
gods that it is never possible to transmit all of them on any given 
occasion. And so a transmitter of tradition is in the same boat as a 
thinker. Both have to decide what\they want to say about the gods. 
And both have to explain why they choose to say one thing about 
them rather than another. It therefore follows that even the most 
conservative theologian cannot escape the fact that he, and no
body else, confers authority upon his theological statements. 

Secondly, if all historiography is theory laden, then all theologi
cal statements which are inspired by a historian's work are always 
open to debate and to revision. The antecedent generates this con
sequence for these theological statements because of a fundamen
tal presupposition of contemporary historiography; namely, that 
all our statements about the past, and therefore all our statements 
about the intervention of the gods in our affairs, must be seen as 
having only a greater or a lesser degree of probability. Henry 
Commager has provided us with an excellent account of why 
statements about the gods which rest on the work of historians are 
all probability statements and therefore always open to debate and 
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to revision.8 But his discussion of the limitations within which a 
historian has to do his work is too long for a summary which is 
both brief and accurate. And so I will simply repeat one of his 
questions and one of his quotations. 

The question is a fundamental one: 'How do we know that what 
has come down to us is either the most important or the most au
thentic representation of past history?' The quotation comes from 
Veronica Wedgewood and it both underlines and extends the 
problem which is encapsulated in Commager's question: 'The his
torian ought to be the humblest of men; he is faced a dozen times a 
day with the evidence of his own ignorance; he is perpetually con
fronted with his own humiliating inability to interpret his material 
correctly; he is, in a sense that no other writer is, in bondage to his 
material'. 

Thirdly, if all historiography is theory laden, then a theology 
which rests on a historian's work cannot tell us what any of the 
gods are like unless 'the total content of time were spread out be
fore us', and 'we were able to hold all that infinity of events in our 
mind'. These quotations and the ones which follow come from C. 
S. Lewis.9 And they underline two things which a theologian who 
employs a historian often forgets to do. 

On the one hand, if we believe that history, or the theology 
which we believe can be extracted from it, is 'a story written by the 
finger of God', then it is important to remember that 'a story is 
precisely the kind of thing that cannot be understood till you have 
heard the whole of it'. In other words, a theologian who employs a 
historian to help him understand the nature of the gods is like 
someone who is listening to a funny anecdote: 'to have heard all 
except the last six words in which the point lies, leaves you, as a 
judge of its comic merits, in the same position as the man who has 
heard none of it'. 

On the other hand, if we believe that theology ought to be based 
on history, then 'we must remind ourselves that the word History 
has several senses', and that we ought to explain in which of these 
we have located our convictions about how one discovers what the 
gods are like. For example, the word History 'may mean the total 
content of time: past, present, and future. It may mean the content 
of the past only, but still the total content of the past, the past as it 
really was in all its teeming riches. Thirdly, it may mean so much 
of the past as is discoverable from surviving evidence. Fourthly, it 
may mean so much as has actually been discovered by historians 
working, so to speak, "at the face", the pioneer historians never 
heard of by the public, who make the actual discoveries. Fifthly, it 
may mean that portion, and that version, of the matter so dis
covered which has been worked up by great historical writers. 
Sixthly, it may mean the vague, composite picture of the past 
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which floats, rather hazily, in the mind of the ordinary educated 
man'. 

I have quoted Lewis at some length because he has underlined 
so many of the fundamental problems which arise at the inter-face 
between contemporary theology and historiography. These prob
lems haunt the kind of theology which Pannenberg has developed 
and urged us to adopt. And they are so substantial that they breed 
a very thorough scepticism about the possibility of having a the
ology. At the same time they encourage a great deal of irreverence 
for the gods. Unfortunately, however, none of the quotations 
which I have gathered exhaust the questions that are raised by the 
thesis that all historiography is theory laden. As a matter of fact, I 
have not even tried to exhaust this thesis. What I have tried to do 
instead is to demonstrate that it is a very useful springboard from 
which to explore questions about any theology that claims to rest 
on the work of historians. But be this as it may. At the moment it 
is more important to recognise that each of the questions which I 
am about to explore has some roots in the thesis that all histori
ography is theory laden. 

II 

What is the point of the positivist historian's methodology? 
A positivist historian is usually characterised as someone who re
quires historical explanations to conform to the 'covering law' 
model of explanation."1 This theory of what counts as an adequate 
understanding or explanation of an event has generated a great 
deal of debate. And this has helped to clarify various methodologi
cal problems with which a historian has to grapple. Unfortunately, 
however, this debate has obscured the point of the positivist his
torian's methodology. More specifically, the debate has concen
trated on the question, What, if anything, is wrong with the 'cover
ing law' model of explanation?, rather than on the more important 
question, What is the point of the positivist historian's method
ology? : 

On the other hand, if the second of these two questions is 
allowed to have a fair hearing, then it is possible to draw on Karl 
Popper's understanding of the difference between dogmatic and 
critical thinking to illuminate another aspect of the thesis that all 
historiography is theory laden. According to Popper, dogmatic 
thinking concentrates on questions about the verification or veri-
fiability of a hypothesis or belief. Critical thinking, however, 
places the emphasis on questions about the falsification or falsifi-
ability of a hypothesis or belief. These are, of course, no more 
than the bare bones of Popper's distinction. But a quotation from 
his intellectual autobiography adds some flesh to the point I wish 
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to make." The words are a comment on a lecture which Albert 
Einstein gave at the University of Vienna: 'What impressed me 
most was Einstein's own clear statement that he would regard his 
theory as untenable if it should fail in certain tests . . . Here was an 
attitude utterly different from the dogmatic attitude of Marx, 
Freud, Adler, and even more so of their followers. Einstein was 
looking for crucial experiments whose agreement with his predic
tions would by no means establish his theory; while a disagree
ment, as he was the first to stress, would show his theory to be un
tenable. This, I felt, was the true scientific attitude. It was utterly 
different from the dogmatic attitude which constantly claimed to 
find "verifications" for its favourite theories. Thus I arrived, by 
the end of 1919, at the conclusion that the scientific attitude was 
the critical attitude, which did not look for verification but for cru
cial tests; tests which could refute the theory tested, though they 
could never establish it'. 

What does all this have to do with the relationship between the
ology and historiography? At least two things. 

Firstly, I have argued that amongst many other things, the
ologians are the historians of a religious tradition because all 
statements about the gods have a history. But when Popper wrote 
The Poverty of Historicism he demonstrated the importance of his 
distinction between dogmatic and critical thinking for the his
torian's work.12 And so it is not unreasonable to believe that his 
distinction may be important to theologians as well. In other 
words, if Popper's work is the best clue to the point of the pos-
itivist historian's methodology, then, to understate my case, we 
are a long way from having adequate answers to questions about 
what theology is and about how theology ought to be done. And 
we are a long way from these answers because theologians have 
not paid enough attention to questions about the falsification or 
falsifiability of our beliefs about the gods. For example, theologi
cal students are encouraged to collect proofs for, rather than refu
tations of, their beliefs about the gods. 

Secondly, if Popper's work is the best clue to the difference be
tween dogmatic and critical historiography, then some questions 
asked by Van Harvey are more important and more challenging 
than he himself believed." Here are the questions: Is Christian faith 
compatible with a historical scepticism about Jesus? Can one rest 
his faith on historical assertions which themselves do not seem 
capable of a high degree of probability? What is the relation be
tween faith and history? What is the believer to do when faced by 
widespread disagreements among New Testament historians con
cerning what can be known about Jesus? Shall he limit his belief to 
only those judgements about Jesus which can be said to represent 
a firm consensus? And what shall he do if any such consensus is 
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lacking? Can he pick and choose his favourite historian because 
this or that one buttresses his faith? And what shall we say of the 
Christian historian? What should he do when what he believes as a 
historian seems to conflict with his faith, or, as is more usual, when 
the probabilities of history do not seem to justify the certitude of 
faith? Can one and the same man hold the same judgement tenta
tively as a historian but believe it passionately as a Christian? 

It is, of course, much easier to ask these questions than to 
answer them. On the other hand, the questions which are gener
ated when one concentrates on the point of the positivist histori
an's methodology are very much more interesting, more signifi
cant and, in the long run, more creative than the questions which 
are generated by his problematic 'covering law' theory of explan
ation. In fact, questions of the kind I have paraded here are per
haps some of the most fundamental methodological questions 
which arise at the inter-face between theology and historiography. 
And if this is so, then questions of this kind ought to be put on the 
centre of the theologian's stage and not allowed to hang around 
idly in the wings. 

Ill 

Why is it problematic to talk about a god's activity in history? 
This question does not have a short, straightforward answer. More 
specifically, all the problems which I have already discussed may 
be used to provide this question with the comprehensive answer 
that it deserves. Nevertheless, it may be useful to underline two 
questions, and comment more,briefly on three others, that are 
generated by anyone who talks about a god's activity in history. 
How does one discover which god did whatever some god or other 
is supposed to have done? If one is curious about what the gods are 
doing or have done, then how does one discover whether a 
statement about a particular god's activity in history is true or 
false? How can one discover what a god is like by studying the be
haviour of some human beings? If we believe that we cannot be 
controlled by any of the gods, then how can we believe that 'his
tory is a story with a well-defined plot', or that Israel's god is 'a 
God who completely controls the world'?14 And why do most theo
logians believe that we can learn more about the gods from dra
matic and catastrophic occurrences than from more modest and 
mundane events? 

Firstly, how does one discover which god did whatever some 
god or other is supposed to have done? 

This question is generated by any theological statement which 
declares that some god or other has participated in our affairs. 
And so we can employ two aspects of the traditional theological 
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interpretation of the Battle of Blood River to understand why the 
question needs to be explored. On the one hand, neither the de
fenders nor the critics of the traditional interpretation seem to be 
aware of the fact that there may be more than one god.15 On the 
other hand, both the people who made the original vow and the 
people who comment on what they did proceed on a highly prob
lematic assumption. They assume that because these Voortrekkers 
thought that they were making a conditional promise to the god 
described by the Athanasian Creed, that this is in fact the god who 
heard their promise and who came to their aid. But why ought this 
assumption to be made or to be granted? More specifically, why 
ought I not to believe that these Voortrekkers were mistaken and 
that it was either Ares or Mars who heard their promise and came 
to their aid?16 

These questions may sound facetious. But anyone who is inter
ested in the problems which arise at the inter-face between the
ology and historiography ought to resist the temptation to regard a 
question of this kind as a facetious or a frivolous one. On the con
trary, unless we know which god did whatever some god or other 
was supposed to do. we are unable to discover or to decide 
whether a statement about a god's activity in history is true or 
false. And so we are unable to do what Karl Popper has urged us 
to do with our beliefs; namely, to ask ourselves under what con
ditions we would admit that our beliefs are untenable. 

Secondly, if one is curious about what the gods are doing or 
have done, then how does one discover whether a statement about 
a particular god's activity in history is true or false? 

Once again, discussions about how to interpret the Battle of 
Blood River can be used to explain why this question must be 
asked. If someone shares James Duport's belief that quern Jupiter 
vult perdere dementat prius,v then the following interpretation of 
the battle is not an unreasonable one: although the Voortrekkers 
did not know it, Jupiter heard their promise and decided to partici
pate in their affairs. And he decided to help them win the battle 
because he wanted the descendants of the Zulus to govern this part 
of the world. More specifically, being wiser than they were, he 
knew that the Voortrekkers and their descendants would misinter
pret what had happened and that they would allow this victory to 
feed their nationalism. This is what he wanted; because Jupiter 
knew that many decades later this nationalism would give birth to 
Black nationalism and to various Black consciousness movements. 
And these developments would give birth to a chain of events 
which would destroy that nationalism which, amongst other 
things, feeds upon celebrations of the Battle of Blood River.Is 

Once again, some people may be tempted to regard this inter
pretation of the Battle of Blood River as a poor attempt to be 
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funny. But anyone who refuses to take my interpretation seriously 
owes me an explanation of why he regards it as facetious or frivo
lous. More specifically, I have suggested that quern Jupiter vult 
perdere dementat prius helps to explain why the Voortrekkers won 
the Battle of Blood River. But I know that De Zuid-Afrikaan 
came to a different conclusion; namely, 'that the hand of the Lord 
is with the Boers and that woe will be upon any man who opposes 
them'.'" These two interpretations of the battle agree that a god 
participated in the events of the day and that he was responsible 
for the Voortrekker's victory. But that is where the agreement 
ends. One interpretation claims that Jupiter was responsible for 
the Voortrekker's victory; the other that 'the hand of the Lord' 
(Yahweh?) was with them. Which of these suggestions is the cor
rect one? Are they perhaps both false? And most important of all: 
how can one discover whether a statement about a certain god's 
activity in history is true or false? 

Thirdly, how can one discover what a god is like by studying the 
behaviour of some human beings! 

This question has its roots in a suspicion which can be traced as 
far back as Xenophanes:2" 'The Ethiopians say their gods are snub-
nosed and black-skinned, the Thracians that they are blue-eyed 
and red-headed'. But the problem is not really that our concep
tions of the gods are anthropomorphic. When all has been said and 
done about the strengths and the weaknesses of an anthropomor
phic theology, there are at least three questions that remain for a 
theologian whose understanding of the gods rests on the work of 
the historian. Why do these theologians believe that the history of 
the ethnic or socio-econorrtic group to which they belong is the 
slice of human history which enables us to discover what the gods 
are like? Because 'die verlede toon vir ons so 'n verskeidenheid van 
omstandighede en menselike handelinge dat vir elke les wat ons kan 
aantoon, die teenoorgestelde les ook aangetoon kan word' ,11 how 
can theologians hope to glean any reliable knowledge about the 
nature of the gods by studying what human beings have done and 
are doing? And, finally, why are so rnany (Christian) theologians 
convinced that it is only a theology which appeals to nature, rather 
than to 'some special decisive events of history', that must charac
terise the gods as 'blessing and harming, ambiguous, capricious'?22 

In other words, theologians need to demonstrate, and not simply 
to assume, that history is a better guide to what the gods are like 
than, for example, our understanding of metaphysics, of myth
ology, or of nature. 

Fourthly, if we believe that we cannot be controlled by any of 
the gods, then how can we believe that 'history is a story with a 
well-defined plot', or that Israel's god is 'a God who completely 
controls the world'? 
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This question is generated by what some theologians believe 
about human nature and about history. These beliefs are two sides 
of the same coin. On the one hand, some theologians share P.S. 
Dreyer's conviction about what it means to be a human being:23 

'omdat vryheid die wese van die mens is . . . beteken die toekoms 
vir ons die moontlikheid om gestalte aan ons lewens en leefwerelde 
te gee op so 'n wyse dat dit beantwoord aan ons norme van 
menswaardigheid'. On the other hand, and in the light of this so
phisticated admission that we are creatures who cannot be con
trolled by any of the gods, some theologians share Jacques Mari-
tain's convictions about history and theology:24 'The divine plan is 
not a scenario prepared in advance, in which free subjects would 
play parts and act as performers. We must purge our thought of 
any idea of a play written in advance. On the contrary, everything 
is improvised'. Both sides of this coin contain accurate reflections 
of what it means to be a human being. At the same time, however, 
they undermine the good news that 'history moves towards a cul
mination', and that 'within or beyond time God's will is to be ac
complished and His full sovereignty will be seen to have pre
vailed'.25 And this good news is called into question by an 
insistence that freedom belongs to the essence of a human being 
because, if this freedom was abused in the Garden of Eden, then it 
is impossible to guarantee that it will not be abused in the New Je
rusalem.26 In other words, beings who are free to choose between 
good and evil are able to astonish the gods as well as themselves! 

Finally, why do most theologians believe that we can learn more 
about the gods from dramatic and catastrophic occurrences than 
from more modest and mundane events? 

This question was born in a conjunction between something 
which C.T. Mclntire has observed and something which C.S. 
Lewis has asked. The introduction to Mclntire's very useful an
thology on history and theology observes that 'the renewal of in
terest in a Christian view of history' owes a great deal to 'the catas
trophes of our age and the search for an alternative view of human 
nature and human history . . . perhaps the twentieth century with 
its terrible civilization-wide calamities is not unlike the fifth when 
Augustine experienced evidence of the fall of Roman civilization 
and then developed his Christian view of history' .21 These are accu
rate observations. And they create more scepticism about what 
theology is, and about how it ought to be done, than Mclntire 
seems to have noticed. But be this as it may. As is so often the 
case, C.S. Lewis has put his finger on the place that hurts most:28 

'Why should Gengis Khan be more important than the patience or 
despair of some one among his victims? Might not those whom we 
regard as significant figures — great scholars, soldiers and states
men — turn out to have their chief importance as giving occasion 
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to states of soul in individuals whom we have never heard of?' 
Amongst other things, these questions take us back to the thesis 
that all historiography is theory laden. More specifically, they 
underline the fact that a historian is very much like a butcher: the 
kind of sausages you get depends on the recipe you use! 

1 have, of course, made no attempt to give an exhaustive answer 
to the questions which I have raised. What I have done instead is 
to employ a battery of quotations to explain why it is problematic 
to talk about a god's activity in history. The reason for this strategy 
is straightforward enough. At the moment I want to raise ques
tions rather than to answer them. In addition, I am convinced that 
these questions cannot be answered until we have a more adequate 
grasp of what theology is, and how theology ought to be done. I 
will therefore leave these questions to simmer while I try to 
explain why it is also dangerous to talk about a god's activity in 
history. 

IV 

Why is it dangerous to talk about a god's activity in history? 
This question has a short, straightforward answer. Anyone who 
talks about a god's activity in history is guilty of hybris; that is, of 
forgetting that he is neither a god nor a devil but a human being. 
But why is hybris dangerous? This question does not have an 
answer which is both short and adequate. And so I will simply 
comment on two reasons why those who talk about a god's activity 
in history are playing with fire., 

Firstly, people who talk about a god's activity in history find it 
very difficult not to divide human beings into two groups. On the 
one hand, there are those who are favoured by the god in ques
tion. On the other hand, there are those who have earned his or 
her displeasure. And so those who talk in this way find it difficult 
to agree with Terence: 'Homo sum; humani nil a me alienum 
puto.'-' In fact, those who talk about a god's activity in history do 
not only find it difficult to count nothing human alien from them. 
They also find it difficult to 'humbly reckon others better than 
themselves'.1" 

For example, Cecil John Rhodes was convinced that 'only one 
race approached God's ideal type, his own Anglo-Saxon race'. 
And Joseph Chamberlain believed that Anglo-Saxons are 'infal
libly destined to be the predominant force in the history and 
civilization of the world'. This kind of madness is infectious; and 
Afrikaners soon caught the disease. Frans Lion Cachet, for exam
ple, declared that 'Afrikaner Boers are summoned to be the pi
oneers of Christian and civilisation'. And D.F. Malan disputed 
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Rhodes' conviction that God is an Englishman: 'Our history is the 
highest work of art of the Architect of the centuries'. 

These are, unfortunately, only four samples from this kind of 
theological bazaar. But enough is as good as a feast. And, what is 
more to the point, the words which I have quoted are enough to 
explain F.A. van Jaarsveld's misgivings:11 'One wonders at times 
whether temporary political goals are projected on to our image of 
what we imagine God's "calling" and "mission" to be. From the 
various views I have mentioned, it would seem that there is much 
confusion. Is there not a danger that a people may become too 
wrapped up in itself — to the point of self-deification?' 

Secondly, people who talk about a god's activity in history tend 
to obscure the fact that 'man is nothing else but that which he 
makes of himself.12 These words are used by Jean-Paul Sartre to 
underline the fact that we create the values, and therefore the 
economic and political structures, which either bless or curse the 
lives of our fellow human beings:" i f I regard a certain course of 
action as good, it is only I who choose to say that it is good and not 
bad. I shall never find any proof whatever; there will be no sign to 
convince me of it. If a voice speaks to me, it is still I myself who 
must decide whether the voice is or is not that of an angel'. 

Sartre's emphasis on personal decision and responsibility under
mines the fatalism (van Jaarsveld34) and the historicism (Popper") 
which seems to accompany talk about a god's activity in history. 
This fatalism and historicism are dangerous because these states of 
mind generate a belief in 'the "rhythms" or the "patterns", the 
"laws" or the "trends" that underline the evolution of history'.36 In 
addition, and more seriously, these beliefs breed a belief in histori
cal inevitability. They therefore breed either a moral quietism or a 
moral arrogance which are guided by the conviction that one must 
help to bring about the inevitable!" But moral quietism and moral 
arrogance undermine moral sensitivity. More specifically, the 
moral offspring of fatalism and historicism undermine the hu
mility, compassion and tolerance which inspired Terence's epi
gram: 'Homo sum; humani nil a me alienum puto1. In addition, 
the morality of fatalism and historicism are insensitive to all those 
dimensions of the human condition which convinced Albert 
Camus that none of the prison chaplain's certainties 'was worth 
one strand of a woman's hair'.38 

V 

Nobody needs a theology of history 
I began with the statement that all historiography is theory laden. 
Amongst other things, I used this statement to draw attention to 
the point of the positivist historian's methodology and to explain 
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why it is both problematic and dangerous to talk about a god's ac
tivity in history. Along the way I claimed that the questions I have 
raised cannot be answered until we have a more adequate grasp of 
what theology is and how theology ought to be done. At the same 
time I argued that, amongst other things, a theologian is a his
torian of his religious tradition. I am aware that these are all con
troversial claims. But this is neither the time nor the place to strain 
out the gnats which swarm around these controversies. What I will 
do instead is to try to swallow the camel!w 

Ben Liebenberg has argued that it is not the historian's task to 
comment on the involvement of a god in this or that event of the 
past.401 agree. But if a theologian is a historian of his religious tra
dition, then it is not a theologian's task either. In fact, I suspect 
that, because of the problems which are raised by the enterprise, 
nobody has the task of talking about the involvement of a god in 
this or that event of the past. And nobody has this task, because it 
is unreasonable to expect anybody to do what is impossible. In 
other words, theologians ought to stop trying to perform the im
possible task of providing us with a theology of history. What they 
should do instead is to clarify the mythological and metaphysical 
presuppositions which underlie our basic religious beliefs and to 
try to help us to understand what our religious tradition requires us 
to do. 

In other words and with specific reference to Christian theo
logians: Christians do not have to try to understand what is happen
ing in history. What they have to do is to try to clarify the concepts 
which are involved in their conviction that Jesus of Nazareth is 
both truly human and truly divine. In addition, they have to try to 
make history by obeying his commands and by following his exam
ple. But if this is so, then a Christian theologian's task is to help his 
fellow believers to discover how they can formulate their basic 
convictions about Jesus as clearly as possible, and how they can 
translate his commandments and example into effective words and 
deeds. This, of course, is easier said than done. But it is this, 
rather than a theology of history which nobody can obtain and 
which nobody needs, for which I am groping at the inter-face be
tween contemporary theology and historiography. 

University of Cape Town, 
Cape Town. 
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S H A K E S P E A R E : SOME R E C E N T 
C R I T I C A L A P P R O A C H E S * 

byC. O.GARDNER 

What I am going to offer is not so much a fully-fledged paper as a 
working paper, a tentative and in some ways personal exploration. 

I 

In the last few months, I have for a number of reasons been 
more or less systematically exposing myself to some of the critical 
writings of structuralists, recent Marxists and post-structuralists 
(to name three of the broad schools into which such writers may be 
divided). It isn't at all easy to talk briefly about the views of these 
writers. For one thing, their views are both very complex and very 
varied (to take one important example: for all the points they have 
in common, there is considerable disagreement between Marxists 
and pure structuralists). Then, I am conscious that some of you are 
well-acquainted — perhaps far better acquainted than I am — 
with the works and ideas of many of these writers, while others will 
know them hardly at all. (In general, if I may offer a piece of 
Northern hemisphere background, what we might broadly call 
structuralist attitudes are widely diffused in Europe, particularly in 
France; fairly well-known in the United States; and known and va
lued by a small but vocal minority in Britain. On the Continent 
structuralist ideas often have a distinctly political flavour, whether 
they are specifically Marxist or not; in the States this is usually not 
so.) 

In order to talk a little about broadly structuralist views and ap
proaches, I am going to select a few fundamental themes and at
tempt to delineate them swiftly. I hope those of you who know this 
whole area well will forgive the simplifications and conflations 
which seem to me to be necessitated by this brief exercise. 

I think it might be true to say that one of the common denomi
nators of the various approaches that I am talking about — and 
these approaches have of course been operating in many sectors of 
the intellectual life, not just in discussions of literature — is a dis
tinct desire to undermine what is thought of as traditional bour
geois complacency. In literary discourse, what does this 'tradi
tional bourgeois complacency' consist of? Above all, perhaps, of a 
confidence about one's grasp of things, a sense that one is firmly 

This is the text of a paper read at a conference of the Association of University 
English Teachers of Southern Africa held at the University of the Witwatersrand. 
Johannesburg, in.luly 1980. 
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ensconced in a world which one knows fairly well, a reality one's 
vision of which is in most of its features clear and unchallengeable. 
The new brand of critics sometimes relate this confidence of grasp 
to the firm appropriations which they associate with capitalism and 
imperialism. 

What then, briefly, might be the attitudes typical of a tradition
alist or 'liberal' reader or literary critic? He (or she) would be apt 
to regard great literature (and there would be little doubt as to 
what literature is great) as writing in which the author's creative 
genius has managed to give a reflection or representation or criti
cism of reality, of human nature, which is so penetrating, so per
manent, that it can perhaps justifiably be described as 'universal'. 
And the task of the literary critic is, essentially, to subject himself 
to the text, in all its richness, in such a way that he discovers as 
much of its inherent meaning and significance as he can. One 
might add too, perhaps, that a liberal or bourgeois critic of this 
sort, convinced as he is of the great value of the individual, would 
tend often to focus his attention not only on the unique vision of 
each creative writer but on what he would think of as the great 
central characters or personalities of literature: Hamlet, and Jane 
Austen's Elizabeth Bennet, and Dickens's Pip he would see as 
evocations of what we all in some sense are or might be. 

How do structuralists, and those who have extended or applied 
or been influenced by their views, attack this traditional and fairly 
well-known figure? They do so in a number of ways, several of 
them related to the crucial perceptions of Saussure, who is gener
ally regarded as the founding father of structuralism. Saussure, 
who was of course a linguist1; expressed the view that language is a 
self-contained structure or system, and that each linguistic element 
is significant not in itself but in its relation to all the other elements 
in the system. From this starting-point, he and those who followed 
him (one thinks particularly of the Russian formalists, the Czech 
structuralists, and the Frenchmen Levi-Strauss and Barthes) came 
to see all human cultural activities as in some sense languages or 
systems of signs, and they began to apply to all aspects of human 
life the dictum that meaning is to be found not in individual enti
ties but in relations; that every item that our consciousness might 
seize on is to be seen as but a part of a larger structure or perhaps a 
number of overlapping structures; that indeed", in a certain sense, 
'content' is less significant than 'form'. (In the study of literature, 
this must mean a special emphasis on language, and on literary 
procedures and conventions.) Another important element in Saus-
sure's thinking was the insistence that our language-systems are (in 
one sense) arbitrary, and man-made: for example, there is no in
herent link between the word 'tree' and the object which we are 
thinking of when we use that word; indeed the word 'tree' refers, 
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Saussure insisted, not to an actual tree but to our concept of a tree. 
From this aspect of Saussure's thinking — I am simplifying, of 
course, to suggest that he was the only person who put forward 
such views — there developed the notion that the structures of hu
man reality are developed by human consciousness; that reality — 
or rather what we call 'reality' — is structured by communal hu
man thought; and that these structures, in turn, structure or deter
mine our individual attitudes . . . 

It would take far more time than I have available to attempt to 
show, even briefly, how these ideas ramified and linked up with 
other ideas that had been generated elsewhere. But 1 think it is 
clear, already, that structuralist notions, if they have any validity 
at all, are apt to make very serious dents in the thought-patterns 
of the archetypal liberal or bourgeois whom I sketched just now. 
For if the structuralists are right, many of the established concepts 
of the traditionalist either evaporate or fall into that rather 
special, relativised limbo that is represented by the imposition of 
inverted commas — like a pair of handcuffs. Thus the previously 
solid concepts of 'reality', 'nature', 'human nature', 'tradition', 
'universality' fall away, or go thin and circumscribed. So does the 
notion — it derives from Aristotle's mimesis, of course — that 
art, with a certain transparency, imitates or represents reality. To 
a structuralist or a neo-Marxist, that is the 'idealist' or 'essential-
ist' mistake, for in fact art creates or re-creates the specific reality 
of the artist and his culture and society; and the critic must place 
his emphasis on the structure, the forms, of the work rather than 
on any ultimate 'meaning'. The critic also has, of course, a far 
more active part to play . . . But cannot the dismayed liberal at 
least take refuge in the solid significance of the text, the 'words on 
the page'? Far from it (if the structuralist is right), for there is in a 
sense no such thing as 'the text': each reader, each culture, reads 
its own meanings and significances into every set of words that is 
presented to it. 

Other concepts collapse too, or gradually disintegrate, or be
come so problematical and ambiguous that one can no longer talk 
about them with one's former naivety. One such concept is, pre
cisely, that of what Lawrence called 'the old stable ego', the firm 
individual personality and will so admired by the nineteenth cen
tury, and by the Renaissance, and indeed by Aristotle. If we our
selves and all the facets of ourselves (or what we think of as 'our
selves') are caught up in, and subordinated to, a multiplicity of 
structures both internal and external, what actual content can we 
give to the words T or 'me'? As I have suggested already, many of 
the broadly structuralist notions that I have been sketching were 
influenced or confirmed (or apparently confirmed) by other ideas 
that were developing and circulating at the same time. The partial 
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disintegration of the self, for example, or at least its diminution as 
an initiator of significant social actions, was obviously in tune with 
what had been suggested in various ways by both Marx and Freud, 
and by many other recent thinkers and artists. 

One can see a clear link with Marx at that point, then; but it may 
seem surprising that certain Marxists (for there are now many 
Marxisms) should find the structuralist approach valuable. Some 
recent Marxist critics (Althusser, Macherey, Eagleton) have ac
cepted some aspects of the structuralist project and rejected 
others. They have of course welcomed the assault on the old bour
geois axioms, and Marxists have always tended to relativize litera
ture, to see literary works as above all the expression of particular 
historical moments. These critics have insisted, however, that 
what gets expressed in literature and culture is not mere thought 
but a whole social process which is at root material, and that 
human development must be seen not as the evolution of self-
contained mental structures but as the history of specific social 
formations. 

What can I say, in a few words, about those who are often called 
post-structuralists? Very little, to be honest. Such thinkers as Fou-
cault, Derrida, Lacan, and various Americans who have been in
fluenced by them, have carried the process of relativising, and 
therefore of 'emancipation' (as they would see it), even further. 
Viewing language as on the whole more rich and solid than what it 
purports to stand for — preferring, in other words, the 'signifier' to 
the 'signified' — they have stressed, further, the dangers of all 
confident and unifying interpretations and explanations of texts. 
In carrying out what Derrida calls 'deconstruction', they point to 
the ambiguities, the contradictions, even the deceptions in the 
writings they analyse, and they favour a free, open plurality of 
meanings. All thinking (they emphasise) is process, and provi
sional; firm conclusions are false, by definition. 

Where do I stand — or where do I tjiink I stand — in this de
bate, or rather in these various debates? All I wish to say at the 
moment is this. In the past my allegiance has always been to 
broadly liberal critical attitudes. However, I have found structural
ist and related views stimulating, valuable, challenging — particu
larly perhaps in the South Africa of the present. But I find myself 
sensing — paradoxically, perhaps — that there is considerable 
validity in both approaches or sets of approaches; and that it is out 
of the tension between them, perhaps, that the best contemporary 
criticism may emerge. 

I don't want to continue this discussion for long on a theoretical 
level. I intend soon to come down to earth and talk about a specific 
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play. But there are one or two points that I must make by way of 
explaining the tentative judgement I have just expressed. 

The first is that the sketch of a liberal or traditionalist attitude 
that I offered was in some respects a caricature. Ever since Kant 
and Coleridge the Aristotelian notion of mimesis has in fact 
usually been given a more 'subjectivist' interpretation. An artist 
represents reality, but he is at the same time a creator in his own 
right; indeed 'reality' itself, even while it is felt to be actually pres
ent 'out there', is in a sense constituted by the mind or imagination 
of the beholder. Thus the distinction between 'liberal' and 'struc
turalist' is not in every respect as stark as it has been represented 
as being. 

The second point I want to make, very briefly, is that the new 
modes of criticism that I have adumbrated do seem to have a few 
distinct weaknesses. The most important of them, in my view, is 
that they seem not to have effectively accounted for the fact that 
certain 'works of art' (to use a traditional formulation) appear 
capable of making an impact on, and apparently conveying real 
and fairly consistent meaning to, large numbers of people widely 
separated in time and in space. 

II 

What I want to do now, again alas very hurriedly, is to try out 
these two main lines of approach on a specific Shakespeare play, 
Julius Caesar. I have chosen Julius Caesar not only because it is a 
play about people and about society and politics, but because it 
formed the subject of a particular, perhaps fairly typically 'liberal' 
article that was published eleven years ago — an article that I have 
some interest in, because I wrote it myself. 

What I am going to do is attempt to give the gist of what I wrote 
then, and then offer, tentatively, a critique of the article and a sug
gestion of possible different responses to the play. 

I must begin by saying that in what I wrote I did not claim to be 
dealing with the whole work: I directed my attention to a particu
lar facet of the play, a particular set of critical problems. How are 
we to judge Brutus? I wrote in the consciousness that, though he 
had been greatly admired by nineteenth-century critics, Brutus 
had received a distinctly cooler reception from the critics of what 
one might call the Freudian age. And how are we to judge 
Antony, particularly on the strength of his forum speech? Most 
critics had described this speech as skilful demagoguery; but was 
this the whole truth of the matter? The article is in fact entitled (I 
may as well speak of it in the present tense): 'The Double Vision 
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of Tragedy: Brutus, and Antony's Forum Speech'.1 

In a series of close textual analyses (that phrase has perhaps, 
now, an old-fashioned ring to it!) I argue that, for all his vanities, 
blindnesses and unconscious self-deceptions, Brutus does come 
through to us as a fundamentally honourable, morally scrupulous 
personality; moreover, he is the character whom the audience is 
most inward with, even though he is not made accessible in the 
kind of way that the later tragic heroes are. One is aware, how
ever, that his earnest intensity has made him narrow, and that it is 
partly the constriction caused by his very quality — tightened by 
the promptings of the far less scrupulous Cassius — which allows 
him to decide to kill his friend Caesar, not for what he has done 
but for what he fears he may do. (Caesar himself is presented to us 
in a pointedly ambiguous manner.) 'Brutus's moral earnestness 
and anguish', then, 1 argue, 'lacking the control of a fully imagin
ative self-awareness, lead him to commit an act that is in many 
respects ^honourable ' , (p. 167) 

Cassius is aware of Brutus's flaw, his self-contradiction, his be
trayal. So, just before he dies, is Caesar. So, at times, dimly, is 
Brutus himself. 

And Antony is aware. Here are my opening comments on the 
speech he delivers in the forum: 'My own view is that Antony has 
more intelligence and true insight than he has usually been cred
ited with; and that we are affected, especially by the first thirty-
five lines of his speech, because what Antony implies about Brutus 
is, for all the dishonesties, partly true. Brutus's words to the crowd 
. . . had dwelt first, predictably, upon his own central characteris
tic' •— his honour. 'And Antofty, with brilliant and diabolical per-
ceptiveness, makes the word "honourable" the fulcrum of his 
oration, the sharp point upon which, with the leverage of a more 
and more explicit irony, he shifts-his emphasis, and thus changes 
the overt direction of his rhetoric, the direction (and the intensity) 
of the crowd's emotions, the direction of Roman history', (p. 168) 
There is then a critical examination Of the speech, concluding with 
these words: 'Antony's thrusts, then, penetrate the chink in Bru
tus's armour of honour. There is a certain awesome poetic justice 
in the crowd's terrible reaction. Antony's great speech is not 
merely at the centre of the play's narrative structure; it is at the 
heart of its imaginative and intellectual life', (p. 170) 

'But yet again', I go on, 'there is more to be said. We must be 
impressed by the truths that Antony expresses and embodies; but 
we are also of course shocked by the unfairness of his speech. 
Everything in the play we experience partly from Brutus's point of 
view: the tragic artist's double vision imposes itself relentlessly 
upon us. And however dishonourable the act into which Brutus 
has been betrayed and has betrayed himself, we know that at root 
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Brutus is an honourable man. And indeed this very speech of An
tony's, by the grimmest of paradoxes, proclaims it. If Brutus had 
not been honourable, Antony would never have been allowed to 
speak his momentous words. Indeed he would not have been alive! 
The speech in which Brutus persuades his fellow-conspirators to 
spare Antony's life, and the speeches in which he explains his rea
sons for allowing Antony to deliver the funeral oration, show up 
many of Brutus's imperfections. But I think there can be no doubt 
that the root cause of both decisions is Brutus's sincere and noble 
honour', (pp. 170-171) 'And this, surely' — as indeed Antony's 
closing tribute suggests — 'is the final truth about Brutus', 
(p.171) 

Well, there are a number of attacks that the new kinds of crit
icism might make upon that article. Perhaps the main one would 
be this: it is all too simple, too innocent. It takes Shakespeare's 
portrayal of Brutus and Antony too much on trust — as if Shake
speare had unambiguously created real, objective people whom 
we could discuss directly, and whom we can detach, even slightly, 
from their context. And then, to compound the naivety, it at
tempts to talk about them in a vacuum, as if from a point-of-view 
of elevated and emotionally-controlled knowingness. For the 
other side of the coin of the liberal's confidence — the structural
ist would argue — is his tendency to try to submit himself to the 
'classic text' (or what he thinks is both 'classic' and 'text') with a 
quasi-passive awe. 

Structuralist criticism and its offshoots regard texts not with awe 
but with a kind of sceptical and adventurous fascination. Such crit
icism assumes that every literary work is 'produced', in two senses. 
It is the expression not just of a talented individual but of a whole 
society, a specific historical conjuncture; and also, in its web of 
language, it produces meanings rather than representing meanings 
that are, or were, in some sense already objectively 'there'. Thus 
there are many questions that one might ask about Julius Caesar. 
What sort of society did it come from? What (to judge from the 
text alone) were Shakespeare's and what were his contemporaries' 
views of political order, of revolution; of admirable human qual
ities; of artistic unity, of dramatic impact? And in what ways did 
Shakespeare's play — explicitly or implicitly, consciously or 
unconsciously — express, crystallize or criticize current ideologi
cal attitudes? Then again, how did Shakespeare interpret Plutarch, 
and what were his views of all these matters? Plutarch's Parallel 
Lives clearly see history as moulded by the complexities of human 
character; and this view of things, which a structuralist would tend 
to regard as a distortion, has passed into Shakespeare's writing. 
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We must be prepared, then, to see Shakespeare's 'vision' — if we 
can come at it at all — as at least, perhaps, a circumscribed one. 
(We must remember too, incidentally, that the 'revolution' which 
the play pictures is not a revolution in the modern sense: it comes 
close to being a political and personal dispute among members of 
the ruling oligarchy. It is arguable that the event was, historically, 
of no real moment.) 

But quite as important as the fact that Shakespeare's Julius 
Caesar was doubly 'produced' is the further fact that we, here and 
now, 'produce' it as we read it, or as we watch it, or as we (in the 
more conventional sense of the word) produce it on the stage. It 
becomes our product. 

In discussing the play, then, we have to be self-aware and self-
critical. Was my fairly warm 'response' to Brutus, in my article, 
merely a reconfirmation of attitudes which I brought to the text, 
attitudes towards the perplexed but well-intentioned 'liberal' 
which could be accounted for by many of the psychological, politi
cal and economic facts of my society — or, perhaps, of my society 
eleven years ago? How was my reading of the play affected by my 
general admiration for Shakespeare; by my sense of the signifi
cance of the individual in political affairs; by my views of the rights 
and wrongs of revolt? (To take a specific problem: is Cassius's 
emotion towards Julius Caesar to be regarded as envy or as justi
fiable indignation? Clearly our judgement depends a great deal 
upon our political point-of-view.) 

Having recognised the dangers of a too naive 'response' to the 
play — a response which may amount to little more than a re
hearsal of our own prejudice!*?;*— we may attempt to take on as full 
and large a view of the text as possible without, however, pretend
ing that we can turn ourselves into 'universal', ahistorical people. 
We look at the play as it impinges upon — to some extent, we 
create the play as a response to —- our contemporary (South Afri
can) society, with all its disturbances and uncertainties. One of the 
questions we may have to be prepared to ask is this: can the play 
become wholly alive and challenging to us today? 

If we engage with the text closely (something, of course, which I 
have no time to do here), we may find that it contains numerous 
ambiguities and strangenesses. Whatever Shakespeare may or may 
not have intended, Brutus's status may turn out to be far more 
fluid than my article suggested. At times, perhaps, he is positively 
laughable. Indeed the four main characters — Brutus, Cassius, 
Caesar and Antony — and the complex attitudes and qualities 
they seem to stand for — can all be seen as existing in a set of 
subtle, ever-changing structural relationships. Our assessment of 
them is uncertain; it ebbs and flows as they move and are moved. 
And what general significance is to be found in the fact that 
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Brutus, the old-fashioned idealist, fails, while Antony, the practi
cal-emotional man and the opportunist, succeeds? Moreover, 
these characters themselves are perhaps not in every respect self-
consistent. Then too, maybe more important, the complicated so
cial processes which the play dramatizes may be far more signifi
cant than the characters: don't the latter come across to us, per
haps, as the victims rather than the creators (as Plutarch thought) 
of social historical forces? The bourgeois emphasis on individual 
personality — whether we blame it mainly on Shakespeare or on 
generations of liberal critics — may have to be the chief target of 
a structuralist's'work'on the text . . . 

The broadly structuralist critic, then, looks carefully, scepti
cally, creatively, sometimes playfully, at the language of the 
play — and that includes, of course, the probable or possible lan
guage of movement and gesture. He tries to see it all as a complex 
thing-in-itself rather than as a set of transparent messages about a 
supposed inert 'reality'. And he discovers that this play, like any 
other work, is highly problematical. 

Having reached this point, the Marxists and the structuralists 
and post-structuralists tend to part company. The Marxists believe 
that certain values can and need to be 'produced' in and through 
the text; we bring our whole urgent social consciousness into play. 
The others tend to favour (as I have said) a multiplicity of sugges
tions. A Marxist might emphasise, for example, that the fickleness 
of the crowd in the play indicates that it has no deep interest in the 
affairs of the ruling class, and no valid perception of its own true 
interests, and can therefore be manipulated easily. But the other 
kind of critic would leave this question floating among many 
others. Can one pin down definite and all-embracing conclusions? 
And why should one? The firmer one's pronouncements, the more 
certainly one is merely conditioned by one's time. 

HI 

How can I attempt briefly, provisionally, to resolve the dilemma 
that I have enacted? How can I forge, within a paragraph or two, 
the synthesis between liberal and structuralist that I hinted at 
earlier on? 

Let me say just this. There are, between the two approaches, 
some obvious areas of overlap already. Then, of the criticisms of 
my article that I have thrown up, some seem to me overstated, but 
many seem valid and important. The article could do with a good 
deal of modification, qualification and elaboration, along the lines 
that I have suggested. But, impressed and indeed excited as I am 
by many of the viewpoints I have discussed, I retain the belief that 
effective literary texts (including dramatic texts) do have consider-
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able value in themselves — that they are in various ways resistant 
to our readings of them; inherently powerful; 'productive'2 as well 
as simply 'produced'. This must mean that there are real 
relationships between works of literature and a reality that isn't 
wholly cultural or subjective. It also means that Wordsworth's 
statement that poetic truth is 'carried alive into the heart by pas
sion' is one that we must consider or apply (as ever) with caution, 
but that we cannot possibly reject. 

And I believe, too, that the play Julius Caesar — subtle, shim
mering, partly ambiguous, finally ungraspable, in many ways dif
ferent to every age and to every person — does nevertheless pos
sess, also, certain relatively determinate meanings; and that some 
of these meanings were caught, not wholly inadequately or distor-
tingly, in that article of eleven years ago. 

What criticism needs to do now, perhaps, is to find a vocabulary 
which joins traditional perceptions (where they are valid) to the 
new perceptions (where they are valid) — a language in which the 
productiveness of literature (and indeed of reality) and their pro-
ducedness are properly and subtly intertwined. 

University of Natal. 
Pietermaritzburg. 

NOTES 
1. Published in The Sole Function, University of Natal Press, 1969. 
2. I am using 'productive' in a way that structuralists might not approve of. 

Whereas I mean the text's capacity to carry a determinate meaning, a struc
turalist or post-structuralist might mean its problematic, its capacity to throw 
up suggestions and experiences which might well be unrelated to the original 
'intention'. 



STRUGGLING WITH THE QUESTION OF 
HOW TO LIVE 

TEACHING LITERATURE IN THE UNIVERSITY* 

by GEOFFREY DURRANT 

In the October 1978 issue of University Affairs, the official organ 
of the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, two 
short articles are printed side by side — an account of a confer
ence on the teaching of ethical values to university students, and a 
defence of a liberal education, by Dean John Woods of the Uni
versity of Calgary. What strikes one most forcefully about this 
juxtaposition is that the authors of the two articles seem to inhabit 
different intellectual universes. Dean Woods writes, for example: 

He who is wise is a good judge of value, is ready with a dis
crimination between cost and worth. Such a person 
possesses, to the extent that he is wise, discernment and 
horse-sense . . . Such a person, Aristotle would say, pos
sesses'intellectual virtue'. . .' 

This brief extract does little justice to the cogency and force of 
Dean Woods' argument. It is, however, enough to establish a 
contrast. The conference report includes the following: 

Another revelation was that most faculty members saw them
selves at the top of the moral schema . . . The most recom
mended [method of teaching] is modelling, i.e. fostering 
open discussion using a faculty member's own personal ethi
cal problems and decisions as a basis.2 

These quotations give the flavour only; those who are inter
ested should read both articles. What is perhaps most significant 
in the report of the conference on the teaching of values is that 
the desperate expedient of using ourselves as ethical models is ad
vanced without any mention whatever of traditional alternatives. 
One would think that those attending had never heard of 
Socrates, and that Aristotle and Kant — or any formal study 
of ethics — had been dismissed without serious attention, as part 
of the dead and totally forgotten past. Nor is there any inkling, in 
the discussion of 'consciousness-raising', that the participants 
in the conference even glanced at the usefulness of painting, 

'Permission has been granted to reprint this article which first appeared in McGill 
Journal of Education Vol. XIVNo. 1,1979. 
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music, poetry, drama, and the novel for increasing our awareness 
of ourselves and the world around us. Moreover, the opening sen
tence of the conference report suggests that this interest in values 
is a mere expedient to fill the gap left by economic incentives: 

Since university education no longer seems to be a definite 
ticket to employment, emphasis is shifting to its potential for 
human fulfilment. However, if the student feelings expressed 
below are typical, these objectives do not seem to be met in 
the universities either.3 

The conference report asserts that 'there probably are levels of 
morality we are just now becoming aware of through conscious
ness-raising etc.,' but gives no hint of what higher morality the 
conference had in mind. We have always known that we could 
raise our consciousness of nature by looking at a Cezanne, our 
consciousness of humanity by reading Dickens, and our con
sciousness of our ethical experience by reading Jane Austen or 
Henry James. For some reason, however, as the conference re
port illustrates, it is only in our schools and universities that litera
ture and the arts are treated as if they had no consequences for 
our personal lives. Perhaps we should prefer the parents who 
complain about obscene books in the schools, however much we 
may deplore mistaken applications of their insight, to those who 
find nothing to worry about; at least the parents recognize the for
mative influence exerted by the books their children read. 

Though Dean Woods writes as an educated man for other ed
ucated men, and the report ©f the conference suggests that tradi
tional thought and wisdom have been discarded in advance by the 
participants, there is one point of agreement — that our edu
cational system is failing us in the essential task of helping us to 
deal with that most urgent and inescapable of questions — how to 
live. This is not so much argued either by Dean Woods or by the 
author of the conference report as,.it is assumed, though both 
articles include sharp animadversions on the failure of our ex
pensive educational system in this most important respect. And if 
we turn the page of this issue of University Affairs we find a letter 
from a professor of mathematics asserting that universities are 
neglecting teaching and turning out 'illiterate graduates'. Other 
issues of the same journal, or of any journal devoted to the dis
cussion of education, would no doubt provide similar evidence of 
dissatisfaction. 

To a teacher of English in a university this must make painful 
reading. For many years now, English as a formal study has been 
the chief means through which the community has hoped not only 
to ensure literacy in the young, but to awaken their imaginations, 
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to quicken their sympathies, and to sharpen their judgements. 
Since English became the central humane discipline in our edu
cational system, vast sums have been spent in the education of 
teachers and professors. In recent years more and more Ph.D de
grees have been awarded, and more specialists have been ap
pointed in our departments of English, specialists who with every 
year that passes know more and more about less and less, so that 
conversation about literature has become difficult in some depart
ments of English simply because there is little common literary 
culture left, even among scholars. The production of scholarly 
books and articles increases every year, and every year the money 
available for research, for sabbaticals, and for conferences in
creases, with an occasional minor fluctuation. Yet what we see as 
a result of this vast expenditure of time and energy is a general 
dissatisfaction with the performance of the schools and universi
ties, and a vague sense among students that their education, even 
in literature, is not offering the illumination they hope for. The 
justification for giving English the priority it enjoys in our educa
tional system was that it could be made into an essentially hu
mane discipline, a source of wisdom and delight, and not only of 
useful techniques. Yet the energies of many universities have 
been directed to turning English studies into an ever more stu
dious avoidance of the questions of value that are at the heart of 
all serious literary works. 

Perhaps we should welcome the new interest in values, how
ever uninformed, and however much it appears as merely a sec
ond line of defence for university education and the employment 
of an army of professors. But there remains the question whether 
we do not deceive ourselves by supposing that the study of litera
ture is likely to encourage a richer life and somewhat less destruc
tive patterns of behaviour. A widespread scepticism on this count 
is expressed, for example, by George Steiner, who in Language 
and Silence argues not only that literary studies may fail to foster 
the moral imagination as it relates to reality, but that they may of
fer an emotional substitute for ethical conduct: 

We know that some of the men who devised and adminis
tered Auschwitz had been taught to read Shakespeare or 
Goethe, and continued to do so . . . Here also recent times 
give harsh evidence. Men who wept at Werther or Chopin 
moved, unrealizing, through literal hell.4 

George Steiner does not abandon his muted hopes for 'humane 
literacy' through education, but the question he raises of the 
value of literary culture, when so highly educated a nation as the 
German could succumb to the worst barbarity, is one that cannot 
be set aside. 

Ttl—B 
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One thing, however, needs to be said. It is that to 'weep at 
Werther', though a sign of some kind of literacy, is by no means a 
proof of a genuine literary education; on the contrary, so un
reflecting and uncritical a response to the work may suggest a de
ficiency in developed critical intelligence. One may know a good 
deal about Shakespeare and Goethe, and still remain untouched 
by the central human values these authors are concerned with. To 
have read King Lear with an eye to the tragic flaw in the hero, to 
the dramatic conventions of its age, and to the use of blank verse 
and imagery, is of itself no guarantee that one has come to grips 
with the problems of personal choice which are insistently posed 
at every stage of this play. To know about Goethe does not mean 
that one has really grasped the imaginative vision of Faust, no 
matter how much one weeps at Werther. And here it must be said 
that the example of German moral collapse, dreadful as it is, need 
not be applied too simply. I need not stress the evident fact that it 
was in Germany, above all, that the notion of a value-free {wert-
freie) Wissenschaft dominated university studies. As a student 
who moved from English studies in Cambridge to literary studies 
in Germany during the thirties, I could observe the very striking 
difference; in Cambridge literature was studied in its relationship 
to society, to moral philosophy, and to personal responsibility, 
while in Germany it was on the whole treated as a branch of 
philology. In this value-free world of traditional German schol
arship the national-socialist demand for 'committed' scholarship 
and for the propagandist expression of 'national' ideals found 
scholars and students alike ill-equipped to assert the value of their 
traditional objectivity and to resist the national-socialist onslaught 
on reason and human decency. How could the proponents of 
value-free scholarship assert with conviction that it had social and 
human value? 

What was seen in the collapse of the German universities was 
to be seen in a lesser way in the sixties in North America, when 
the academic objectivity of the scholars was met with a demand 
from revolutionary students for 'relevance' and 'commitment' of 
the crudest kind. We were fortunate iri surviving that crisis; but 
we dare not be confident that we have yet found a legitimate and 
intellectually honest way of meeting the student hunger for an 
education which will provide not merely a living, but an illumina
tion of life. In literary studies the signs are not encouraging; in 
particular the growth of critical formalism, and with it the ever-
increasing specialization of scholarship and the concomitant 
growth of technical jargon, have made our universities steadily 
less capable of meeting the innate desire of young people to be 
given some help with that most crucial of questions — how to 
live. To quote Matthew Arnold and to assert that literature is a 
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'criticism of life' is quite obviously disqualifying; the new aca
demic specialist gives little thought to the value of literature to the 
human person; he is as busy as any natural scientist in 'advancing 
the frontiers of knowledge', and is not impressed when such old 
fogeys as Arnold are trotted out. 

Yet is seems fair to ask what kind of answer the scholarly for
malist can give to those who inquire into the value, for their 
students and society, of their activities. It is not enough to say 
that knowledge is an end in itself; though this is true, it would jus
tify the existence of a limited number of scholars in each academic 
field of study, but could scarcely be used to defend the large 
establishment of literally hundreds of professors of English in one 
province of Canada. A professoriate of this size — much greater 
than in philosophy or history — can only be defended with refer
ence to its value in the education of students. And we are faced 
with a paradox; no doubt most of the participants in the confer
ence on values had been educated in our universities, and yet they 
seemed to be utterly at a loss in their attempts to formulate a co
herent program of humane education. We can scarcely blame the 
professors of philosophy for this; they are few in number, and not 
all students take courses in their subject. But it is almost imposs
ible to escape from some study of literature in the university. 
How do those who have studied literature come to be so utterly 
blank on the question of its human significance? 

The question has disturbing implications for the subject which 
still makes at least a numerical claim to be the primary humane 
discipline in our universities. And here perhaps it is apposite to 
quote the report made by Professors F.E.L. Priestley and H.I. 
Kerpneck on the teaching of English to undergraduates — a 
report made after a survey of the Canadian university scene; 

There are disturbing signs, discussed below in the report, 
that some members of departments, and even to an extent 
some departments, are no longer sure of what they are doing 
and why they are doing it; they themselves are no longer con
vinced of the power and the importance of literature as the 
greatest of the arts, and are hunting for various ends they can 
make literature serve as means. 

To this the report adds a depressing account of the general state 
of morale in departments of English; although a number of other 
causes for low morale are given in the report, it seems probable 
that none is so important as the weakening of faith in the value of 
the literature that scholarly activity is meant to serve. 

There has, of course, always been an ambiguity in the scholarly 
view of literature, and an inbred tendency to forget the purposes 
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that literary scholarship exists to serve. The more abstract and 
general the discussion, the more we are likely to suffer from this 
confusion; and for this reason I shall turn for a moment to a par
ticular literary work, chosen only because it is both short and 
effective: 

A slumber did my spirit seal, 
I had no human fears; 
She seemed a thing that could not feel 
The touch of earthly years. 

No motion has she now, no force, 
She neither hears nor sees, 
Rolled round in earth's diurnal course, 
With rocks, and stones, and trees. 

Such a poem demands attention, not as an instance of the Bal
lad, or of the Lyric, or of the Lyrical Ballad, or for that matter of 
the Poetry of Wordsworth, or of the Romantic Revival, but as a 
statement about our own lives — which is, after all, what serious 
literature aspires to be. What it offers to us is the act of perceiving 
an 'obvious' truth (that even those we love must die) which in 
spite of, or rather because of, its obviousness we cannot habit
ually live with. In the reading we enact rather than perceive this 
truth, and the poem is 'valid' only inasmuch as it illuminates ex
perience and is confirmed by experience. A successful reading of 
this poem is more than a technical feat; it is a moral act, requiring 
at least a momentary courag%\, It is true that scholars and critics 
soon enough retreat from the act of courage, informing their 
readers, with the aid of a concept of 'Wordsworth's pantheism', 
that the young woman is not to be thought of as dead, but as dif
fused through the universe, present everywhere, or merely sleep
ing. Such evasions tell us only how hard it is to keep a poem be
fore the mind, and how tempting iHs to explain away whatever 
disturbs the habitual slumber of the spirit. Yet the critic who thus 
renders the poem harmless may well have read it once, even 
though he cannot live with it. 

In the same way the truth-to-experience of 'The expense of 
spirit in a waste of shame', or of King Lear, or Emma, is strangely 
remote from the knowledge we have of these works as being 'by' 
Shakespeare or Jane Austen, or as examples of the Sonnet, 
Tragedy, and the Novel. That knowledge of this kind plays some 
part in our capacity to receive the full import of the work is cer
tain; but such knowledge need not be conscious, at least during 
the act of reading, yet may very easily become too dominant in 
the mind, so that we pay too direct an attention to what is, after 
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all, only a branch of grammar. So long as we struggle with the 
grammar, the easy mastery necessary for successful reading is 
unattained; when it is mastered, it is forgotten. And really the hu
man mind with a little experience moves to master such structures 
very quickly and confidently, just as children show an amazing 
mastery of a grammar which may baffle the experts. 

Students do not need a formal history of the sonnet, from Dante 
and Petrarch to Surrey, Shakespeare, Milton, and Wordsworth, to 
grasp the essentials of an individual English sonnet. Such material 
fills critical histories and makes useful lecture notes; and such 
ordering of our knowledge is gratifying and even useful once we 
have it. The student, however, can best approach the history of 
literature and its forms through experiencing particular works. This 
has the further advantage of concentrating his or her attention on 
the unique import of each work, and discourages the contemplation 
of it as the mere exemplification of a general idea. 

It is generally held to be naive to think that poems, novels and 
plays have usually something to say. Since Plato and Aristotle, the 
classifying of the various activities of dancing, building, sculpting 
and painting, along with the making of poems and plays, as 'the 
arts', has become an ingrained habit; so that we pay more attention 
to what 'the arts' have in common than to their differences, and 
even regard the intrusion of meaning into poetry as a painful vulgar
ity: 'A poem should not mean, but be'. This prescriptive assertion, 
which denies meaning to Shakespeare's sonnets, to Paradise Lost, 
and 'The Dunciad', expresses neatly a tradition of academic 
aestheticism of the kind that, with Livingston Lowes, sees 'The 
Ancient Mariner' as offering a sophisticated thrill, and dismisses 
the ethical import of the poem as adventitious. 

The conclusion that has to be drawn from such criticism is that 
poems which contain so much ethical foreign matter can scarcely 
be pleasing aesthetic unities; but such conclusions are rarely 
drawn. There is instead a tacit agreement to overlook the 
breaches of aesthetic good taste committed by such poems as 'Let 
me not to the marriage of true minds' or 'Resolution and In
dependence'. Poets, like the common man, are incorrigibly naive; 
Keats hears Chapman 'speak out loud and bold', Tennyson calls 
Milton 'God-gifted organ-voice', and Wordsworth, with extreme 
vulgarity, writes of the poet as 'a man speaking to men'. Aca
demic sophistication on this point has the advantage of sheltering 
us from the sharp edge of criticism that serious literature pre
sents. ('Lord, what would they say,/Should their Catullus walk 
that way?') Yet exposure to that sharp edge may be what we and 
our students most need; and certainly to empty serious literature 
of its thought is to make it into a poor substitute for music, and 
less significant for our lives than the art of painting. 
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It is of course, as Professor Frye rightly asserts, impossible to 
study 'literature' just as it is impossible to study 'nature': 

Physics is an organized body of knowledge about nature, and 
a student of it says that he is learning physics, not nature. It 
is therefore impossible to 'learn literature'; one learns about 
it in a certain way, but what one learns, transitively, is the 
criticism of literature.6 

This linking of criticism with physics is most encouraging to those 
of us who feel that literary studies are the intellectual poor rela
tions, in the universities, of the impressively systematic and above 
all precisely predictive physical sciences. It is almost a pity that 
Professor Frye backs away from the analogy in the same para
graph, offering instead the less encouraging analogy with philos
ophy and history: 

Criticism, rather, is to art what history is to action and philos
ophy to wisdom: a verbal imitation of a human predictive 
power which in itself does not speak.7 

It is something, however, to be offered at least the respectability 
of history and philosophy, and The Anatomy of Criticism has 
done much to remove the haunting doubt of the validity and dig
nity of the academic study of literature — or rather of criticism. 

However, something has been quietly overlooked in the pro
cess of generalization. 'Literature' indeed does not speak; but can 
we say that a poem is equalty.dumb, or a novel, or a play? It is 
true that we cannot study 'literature'; but is it equally true that we 
cannot study individual literary works? We know that the con
trary is true, and that we cannot distinguish between reading and 
study — that even the feeblest poem demands an effort of mind, 
an act of sustained attention and of interpretation. A poem which 
is at first a mere collection of marks on a page becomes, after this 
act of attention, a coherent part of our experience and an addition 
to the conceptual frame through which we construct our further 
experience. 

Inherent in this process, moreover, is the act of valuing; one 
may be deeply moved, or at least emotionally stirred, by a poem 
of Housman's, and yet, by referring this experience as we 
inescapably do to other similar experiences (for example the 
'Lucy' poem quoted above) we incorporate within the heart of the 
experience the perception that it is less compelling, less adequate 
as a frame for future experience, than the intensity of our re
sponse might suggest. Criticism, in the sense of judgement, is not 
superadded to the act of reading, but inherent in it. To separate 
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the aesthetic experience from the critical experience is a wholly 
artificial act of abstraction; as we listen to Tchaikovsky's Romeo 
and Juliet music even our emotional response, however intense, is 
modified (sometimes by the emotion of slight embarrassment) by 
our sense of its relationship to the original play, or perhaps to our 
own experience of love. We cannot, even if we believe it our duty 
in the interests of academic objectivity to do so, suspend or delay 
the act of criticism; though we may and certainly should try not to 
make such criticism dogmatic or exclusive. 

The study of actual works of literature — in contrast with the 
study of academic criticism — is a challenging and dangerous 
commitment of the whole personality. Those who see Romeo and 
Juliet as an immoral play, and those who regard it as dangerous 
sentimentality, have a better sense of its significance for students 
than those who insist that criticism shall be deferred until it has 
been adequately placed on the critical map of the literary universe 
which it is the perennial task of academic scholars to revise and 
extend. The work of general criticism and of literary history is un
ending and inherently provisional (perhaps the only characteris
tics it genuinely shares with physics). But the task of living is insis
tent and immediate — and we can no more postpone judgement 
of the works of literature we read than we can postpone an ethical 
decision about the acts we perform. 

The teacher, of course, does not supply the judgement. His 
task is humbler. It is to give the work a chance in the mind of his 
students, to help them quietly over difficulties of language and 
historical context, and above all to guide them to a variety of lit
erary works, so that their growing powers of judgement are pro
vided with diverse examples of excellence. 'Literature' indeed is 
dumb; but the poet is not; as Wordsworth put it, he is 'a man 
speaking to men', a man 'of more than usual organic sensibility' 
and who has also 'thought long and deeply'. It would, of course, 
be reassuring to suppose that literary study could present itself as 
a fully qualified member of the established academic disciplines, 
as objective and impartial as the study of physics, or at least with 
the appearance of the objectivity of psychology and sociology. 
But until a science of criticism can be convincingly established — 
as few would claim that it has — we must live as well as we can 
with our uncomfortable status as auxiliaries to the poets, novelists 
and dramatists, helping to clear the road for them into the minds 
of our students. Evidently this carries with it the danger of mere 
acceptance of an established culture; and for this reason the study 
of the literature of one's own language should, to my mind, be 
accompanied by the study of at least one other literature in the 
original language. 
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The teaching of literature requires a willing commitment to the 
work in hand. As Jacques Barzun puts it: 

A teacher who wants to read a series of books with his 
students will be well advised to show a kind of willing 
discipleship, shifting ground from book to book. He must be 
a Christian moralist with Dante, a sceptic with Lucretius, and 
a pantheist with Goethe. . . . If he wants the readers to lend 
their minds, he must himself be able to do it.8 

The scholarship a teacher needs is that which enables him to 
use this inwardness with a variety of literary works, not for a dis
play of learning, but on the contrary to conceal learning so that 
the reading of a poem by Donne is made to seem as little as poss
ible a matter for anguished explication, and as much as possible a 
natural and delightful exercise. Here there is much misapplied 
industry, as for example in the texts that are edited and over-
edited for student use, in which every expression that might 
conceivably cause a moment^ hesitation is anxiously and pains
takingly glossed in a footnote. I well remember hearing a visiting 
Professor of American Literature introducing a class of first-year 
students in a South African university to Huckleberry Finn. His 
lecture consisted almost entirely of the reading of passages, with a 
few brief linking comments. For the most part it was through a 
lively and subtle reading that he awoke in his audience a full re
sponse to the text. At one point only did he offer a gloss — when 
he came to the word ornery. 'Some of you', he remarked quietly, 
'will not understand this wbtd; it means just, plain, ORNERY'. 
The audience was immediately enlightened. 

A light touch is essential to the effective teaching of literature, 
and the best advice we can give to new professors is to try to wear 
'all that weight of learning/Lightly, like a flower'. Since a display 
of learning is what for the previous four years has been required 
of them, a new habit is not easily atquired. They should also rec
ognize that what they most need as feachers of literature is the 
ability to read well — a skill which they will have to acquire for 
themselves, since their training has almost totally ignored it. And 
those who have, to use Professor Frye's phrase 'learned about [lit
erature] in a certain way' — through a study of a critical sys
tem — will find themselves at a loss in the classroom (where only 
'a long-continued intercourse with the best models of composi
tion', as Wordsworth put it, will enable them to be helpful to their 
students). What they will need is knowledge of, not knowledge 
about. 

Discrimination of values, in the arts, arises not from theoretical 
considerations — which in any case belong to the competence of 
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the philosopher rather than the literary scholar — but from re
peated acts of attentiveness to actual works. In The Merchant of 
Venice Jessica remarks, listening to the music at Belmont: 'I am 
never merry when I hear sweet music', and to this Lorenzo re
sponds with the comment: 'The reason is, your spirits are atten
tive'; after which he goes on to explain that just as animals are 
made quiet and attentive by the power of music, the human spirit 
is also made attentive to the harmony of the universe by the 
power of music and poetry. And later in the same scene, Portia 
finds the music unusually beautiful when played in the dark, and 
comments: 

The crow doth sing as sweetly as the lark 
When neither is attended, and I think 
The nightingale, if she should sing by day, 
When every goose is cackling, would be thought 
No better a musician than the wren. 

In the play, night and silence are the school for an attentive 
spirit; the many distractions of the daytime are stilled, so that dif
ferences of intrinsic value which are blurred in everyday experi
ence may be clearly perceived. The classroom, in the school and 
university, may — if we set aside the current cult of indiscrimi
nate 'experience' — provide a similar setting of quietness and 
concentration, in which there is no need to argue about the 
beauty of an Ode by Keats, because that beauty has been directly 
perceived by the attentive spirits of the class. 

Since there are so many distractions in our lives, and since 
students in particular have little privacy or quiet, it is more than 
ever necessary to create at least in the classroom those moments 
of collective attention which bring them a communal equivalent 
of the private act of thinking. The task of the teacher must be not 
so much to give students ideas about literary works, as to give 
them unobtrusive help with that attentiveness without which 
neither the significance nor the value of a work can be perceived. 
Students may rightly ask, before they have studied a sonnet of 
Shakespeare's in class, why they should think it worth studying; 
after an attentive reading of the work, however, the question 
simply does not arise, since the special quality of such works is 
evident to any attentive mind. The aim is to bring the student who 
has not as an individual learned to take delight in the art to con
template it and enjoy it with others. If we can do this, we have 
made a great step forward in the student's education; if we fail, 
the student's advance in scholarship is merely an accretion of 
dead knowledge. 

The principle of activity in the classroom — well suited no 
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doubt to the kindergarten — has tended in recent years to en
courage 'participation', which — as it is commonly understood — 
implies much discussion, argument and general talk. I recently 
overheard a young instructor expressing his amazement at getting 
a first-rate essay from a student: 'She never says a word in class; 
I couldn't believe it'. He will learn in time, no doubt, that the 
current belief in the talkative student as the model is misplaced. 
Some very good students take part actively in discussion; but 
often the most sensitive and intelligent are quietly attentive, not 
so much to the instructor, as to the literature which it is his task to 
present to the class. And since their minds are engaged in a silent 
dialogue with Donne or Henry James they are perhaps better 
occupied than in discussion with their professor. 

One result of the exaggerated belief in teaching by discussion is 
that even graduate students are ready at the drop of a hat with an 
opinion, a generalization, an argument, and yet are lacking in 
powers of sensitive comprehension. Since they have learned only 
to talk about a poem, but not to pay quiet attention to it, many of 
them have such undeveloped powers of discrimination that they 
cannot confidently distinguish between a passage of Pope and a 
passage of Milton, a poem by Whitman and a poem by D.H. 
Lawrence. We are in short producing connoisseurs of wine who 
cannot tell the difference between a claret and a burgundy. 

The understanding of literature goes on in the individual mind, 
which is where all the activity generated by symbols on a page or 
by words vibrating in the air must go on. Membership of a class, 
of a group, is valuable only inasmuch as it aids this process; if it 
substitutes for the complex and subtle responses of the individual 
mind a simplified and levelled-out group response, little will be 
gained. Yet, however much the individual response to a work of 
literature may vary in subtle and.perhaps important details, the 
general response to a poem, a novel or a play seems to vary little. 
A poem like Blake's 'The Tyger' is so constructed as to gain and 
hold the attention of readers and listeners of every kind, so that it 
is probably true to say that those who are indifferent have never 
paid adequate attention to it. This is where the group begins to be 
helpful. Since man is a social animal, we find it easier to be atten
tive with others who are attentive; listening even to recorded 
music in a group is almost always more rewarding than listening 
alone. 

The literature class is first of all a help to attention. Next, there 
is a mutual heightening of mood in any organized group; the 
interest aroused in the few subtly communicates itself to the 
many, so that the whole group is caught up in the heightened gen
eral attentiveness. Finally — and this is where the crucial impor
tance of the group and of the instructor enters into the story — 
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what is attended to by the heightening consciousness of the group 
is not mere symbols on a page, but those symbols made living, im
mediate and human by the speech of the instructor. In this the 
teaching of literature is in itself a small drama. A play performed 
by living actors moves us as no reading can, because we see and 
hear the characters represented by actual persons, who by their 
very flesh-and-blood presence represent our common humanity. 
Students dislike films, recorded readings, and other mechanical 
substitutes, and — unless their teacher is incompetent — prefer 
the living voice of the actual person. When he brings the words of 
a poem to life for his class, the instructor embodies the poem for 
each of his students, on behalf of each of his students, as the actor 
who plays Lear or Cordelia embodies the language of Shake
speare for the audience. The living presence can not be provided 
by film, recording, or television; and this is why all attempts to 
substitute these for the teacher have failed; and must always fail. 

Perhaps the picture I have presented of a university teacher 
suggests the dilettante offering a merely aesthetic interest in litera
ture. It ought to be evident, however, that the reading and 
interpretation of literary works, if it is to be of value to students, 
must be guided by mature literary judgement, wide and careful 
reading in the whole tradition to which the work belongs, a 
knowledge of the literature in other languages available to the 
original writer, and in addition a well-developed sense of the 
relationship of the work that is studied to the intellectual and 
moral urgencies of our own time. Scholarship of this kind is not 
reducible to lecture notes, to footnotes and bibliographies, but 
arises only from what Wordsworth calls 'a long-continued inter
course with the best models of composition'. 

It would be dishonest to assert with any confidence that the 
direct study of literature, of the kind I advocate, will of itself 
produce mature and sensitive citizens. The effects of even a 
prolonged formal education are likely to be less — in the contem
porary world of mass communication and mass entertainment — 
than those produced by social pressures. Without the aid offered 
by a systematic study of philosophy, of a foreign language and its 
culture, and the study of a genuinely rigorous science, the study 
of literature may produce merely sensitive but undisciplined 
minds. However, the choice is not between ideal education and a 
literary education, but between two kinds of literary education — 
that which offers as a discipline the study of the criticism of litera
ture, understood as a means of learning 'about [literature] in a 
certain way', and that which offers instead the exercise of imagin
ation, powers of discrimination, linguistic precision, and aesthetic 
and ethical judgement directed to a variety of literary works. And 
even here it is a question of balance, not of mutually exclusive 
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choices, since all discussion of literary works implies some critical 
philosophy, and even the strongest believers in systematic crit
icism require their students to pay attention to some particular 
works. 

The balance has in recent years, and especially in senior and 
graduate courses, been tilted towards formal and systematic 
studies for which works of literature are the material, and away 
from the direct and attentive study of particular works. And if I 
appeal for a return to direct study, it is in the belief — which I 
think wholly reasonable — that the mind of Shakespeare is more 
interesting when literature is in question than the mind of Aris
totle, that students have more chance of finding nourishment for 
their minds, and especially for minds struggling with the question 
of how to live, in the works of poets, dramatists, and novelists, 
than in the works of academic critics. 

The consideration of ethical choices which serious literary works 
entail may not ensure the making of right choices, but it ought at 
least to ensure that actions are indeed the result of choice, and are 
not a mere blind following of the habits and fashions of an alarm
ingly conformist society. Whether we choose to admit this or not, 
our educational systems transmit values; and the best defence 
against unconscious indoctrination is to enable students to experi
ence at first hand the handling of value-judgements by a variety of 
first-rate minds of not one generation only, but of many. And even 
if we were to abandon in despair the hopes that were once placed in 
literary studies as central to a humane education, it would still be 
true that the study of poems and novels and plays is both more de
lightful and more intellectually?invigorating than the study of aca
demic literary theory and classification. 

The crisis of confidence in literary studies is collective, not indi
vidual. The individual teacher spends much of his time in the class
room on the direct study of literary works, and knows with what 
pleasure and imaginative life his students respond to them. Collec
tively and professionally, however, he is made to feel that his real 
task is to contribute to a body of knowledge about literature, and 
that it is by this measure, and not by what he has contributed to the 
minds of his students, that he will be judged. Inside the classroom, 
with very few exceptions, literature is what matters, not criticism. 
The actual experience of seeing young minds awaken to new per
ceptions sustains most teachers through their doubts and confusions 
about the general condition of the profession. What we do chiefly is 
teach; but what we use to justify our teaching is research. It is this 
disconnection between our teaching and our image of ourselves that 
causes the crisis of confidence. What we most need to remove it is a 
firm assertion that our task is educational, and that scholarship is to 
be valued in the degree to which it serves literature and the dissemi-
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nation of literature, not as an end in itself. 
It is no accident that one often hears of the pleasure with which a 

colleague returns to his classroom after a committee devoted 
to a confused discussion about the curriculum or about the quality 
of a colleague's research. There is a good chance that the conviction 
teachers bring individually to the classroom can become a con
sciousness of common purpose in the profession as a whole, if we 
are prepared to give up the pretensions to scientific theory and sci
entific objectivity which cause us to see our educational task as less 
important than our research. There are hopeful signs, including the 
recent report on undergraduate education commissioned by the 
Association of Canadian University Teachers of English, that we 
are beginning to be less shamefaced about our educational activi
ties. The answer to any doubts about the proper place of English 
studies in the university lies, it seems to me, not in an attempt to 
emulate other disciplines, but in proclaiming that what we do in a 
unique and indispensable way is to sustain the claims of the im
agination in the minds of our students. 

University of British Columbia, 
Vancouver. 
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THE ZULU WAR IN ZULU PERSPECTIVE* 

by A.T. COPE 

On reading the literature on the subject of the Zulu War, both in 
Zulu and in English, it becomes clear that the Zulu view of the 
war was very different from the English or European view, not so 
much as to detail but as to mental impact. It looms large in the 
European mind, but it was an event of far less significance to the 
Zulu mind, because, I suggest, it was an event of far less signifi
cance to Zulu history. In itself it cannot compare with the Nd-
wandwe war which determined that Shaka should be the master 
of the country and not Zwide, or with the great battle of Ndonda-
kusuka which determined that Cetshwayo should be the Zulu 
king and not Mbuyazi. The British army came but did not stay; 
the red soldiers were withdrawn after only a few months, and 
sailed away together with Lord Chelmsford, Evelyn Wood, 
Redvers Buller, Bartle Frere, Garnet Wolseley, and all. The 
Zulu king was indeed removed for a few years, but he was then 
restored to his kingdom, which had been invaded (very slightly 
and very briefly) but not occupied or even annexed. There were 
serious consequences to British interference in the internal affairs 
of the Zulu kingdom, but the Zulu War itself, or rather the 
English War, seems to have had relatively little impact on Zulu 
national consciousness. 

In English literature there are probably about 20 to 25 books 
dealing exclusively with the Zulu War, about half of which ap
peared at the time (1880). Of these contemporary accounts, the 
majority are purely personal and mainly military, with titles such 
as 'Campaigning in South Africa' by men with upper class names 
like Montague and Molyneaux, to whom the War was an adven
ture with strong ingredients of glamour and glory. Such books are 
peculiar, in all senses of the word, and there is nothing like them 
in Zulu literature. 

Of these contemporary accounts, there is one by a special press 
correspondent, Norris-Newman, who tries to view the event ob
jectively, and one by a local resident, Wilmot, who shows con
cern about it. Concern is also shown by local writers such as 
Holden and Parr, but they include the Zulu War in a wider sur
vey of British Wars (Parr) or British Rule (Holden) in South Af
rica. Concern and emotional involvement is shown by Frances 
Colenso, one of the Bishop's daughters, in her History of the 

*This article is based on a paper read at a conference held at the University of 
Natal, Durban, in February 1979 on The Anglo-Zulu War 1879, a centennial reap
praisal. 



42 THEORIA 

Zulu War, which was followed a few years later by The Ruin of 
Zululand, both republished in 1970 with new introductions by 
Jeff Guy. 

The imperialist point of view is expressed by Rider-Haggard, 
and by Lucas, a supreme racist whose arrogance is incredible to
day. His book was republished in 1970 by Negro Universities 
Press, presumably to advance the cause of black power! Then 
there was a long gap of fifty years before the appearance of two 
unspeakably bad books, both almost entirely military, The Glam
our and the Tragedy of the Zulu War by Clements, who at least 
adds tragedy to glamour, and Lord Chelmsford and the Zulu War 
by Major-General French, who almost omits to mention the Zu
lus. 

The first account by a professional historian appeared only in 
1948: Sir Reginald Coupland's Zulu Battlepiece: lsandlwana. 
When I first and last read this book about 25 years ago, I thought 
it excellent in its analysis of the causes of the War, but regretted 
its emphasis on lsandlwana. Now I see that the Zulu War could 
be seen as lsandlwana and its aftermath, the British revenge. As 
Brookes and Webb write in the University of Natal publication A 
History of Natal (1965), 'As the sun declined to the west over 
lsandlwana, Cetshwayo had lost the war . . . The reputation of 
the British army and of Lord Chelmsford had to be vindicated' 
(p. 140). Perhaps so from the British point of view: from the 
Zulu point of view it was the repulse of the Zulu army at Kam-
bula/Nkambule that demonstrated the hopelessness of the Zulu 
cause in direct confrontation with British fire-arms. A gap of fif
teen years now, before Futneaux's The Zulu War (sensational 
and rather erroneous) and Binns' The Last Zulu King (scholarly 
and rather dull), which is far preferable to Binns in imaginative 
mood: I refer to The Warrior People (1974) which is to be 
avoided at all costs. 

Since 1970 there has been a steady stream if not a spate or sud
den flood of books on the Zulu War, at least seven to my knowl
edge, two appearing almost simultaneously in 1973, both entitled 
simply The Zulu War (Alan Lloyd and David Clammar). The 
most recent is Frank Emery's The Red Soldier (1977), an account 
of the war seen through the letters written by its white partici
pants, effectively and skillfully linked together by the author's 
commentary. In all these publications of the 1970s, the spirit of 
King Henry V lives on: 'the blast of war blows in our ears' — and 
we thrill to it! 

If not so, what is it, then, that fascinates the European mind, 
particularly the British mind, in the Zulu War? Is it nostalgia for 
past imperial greatness, hence the recent spate? — for by 1970 
imperialism had been well laid to rest. Partly so perhaps; but my 
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suggestion of the thrill of martial excitement is supported on the 
fly-leaf of a book I have not yet mentioned, because it is a history 
of 'The Rise and Fall of the Zulu Nation' and not only the Zulu 
War: 'one of the most romantic, exciting and heroic stories of 
modern history'. Romance, excitement, glamour and glory again! 
The author is Donald Morris, and he chooses, significantly, as 
the main title of his book The Washing of the Spears because he 
knows that we will thrill to the blast of war. He devotes 60 % of 
his book to an event which dominated only about IV2 % of the 
span of Zulu history. He devotes an entire chapter to the Prince 
Imperial of France, who came to Natal in the hope that the glory 
of military exploits would strengthen his cause; i.e. 6 % of Zulu 
history and 10 % of the Zulu War is devoted to Prince Louis 
Napoleon. Here again we see the image of chivalry and the ro
mance of war. (In this case the glamour turned to tragedy, which 
is, I suppose, the height of romanticism). I do not intend to decry 
Donald Morris's book: it is the best researched and the most de
tailed account of Zulu history that exists, but it does reflect a Eu
ropean bias. The most balanced account of Zulu history is Gib
son's The Story of the Zulus (1903, revised edition 1911). A 
minimum of military details here, and no glorification of military 
exploits: it could almost have been written by a 'warlike Zulu'! In 
fact it was written by a white magistrate, but it is the closest ap
proximation in English to a Zulu view of Zulu history. Where 
Morris gives the War 60 %, Gibson gives 20 %; where Morris 
gives the Prince Imperial a chapter (10 % of the War), Gibson 
gives a page (2 % of the War). Who has the more realistic pro
portions? Did Shaka build a nation merely to provide the British 
with an opportunity for romantic feats of arms, heroic defences 
and glorious charges? 

Turning now to Zulu literature, we find a dearth of books re
lating to or even touching on the War. Surely the War was a 
major event in Zulu history and only a minor event in British his
tory? The literature reflects the reverse. A Zulu psychological 
block? An unconscious wish to forget the unfortunate past? Cer
tainly not! Isandlwana was a Zulu victory, but it is the British 
who commemorate it, not the Zulus. Ndondakusuka has given 
rise to a long play by Ndelu, a long poem by Vilakazi, and there 
are many references to it in Zulu literature. Isandlwana has 
inspired no work of literary art. It is clear that the War was more 
significant to the British than to the Zulus; to the British it was, 
in fact, something of a disaster. The British lost reputation, confi
dence, and confederation. (It was only thirty years later that the 
British Dominion of South Africa was achieved). The Zulus only 
temporarily lost their king; but this interregnum set the stage for 
the civil war which from 1883 to 1887 destroyed the Zulu king-
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dom. Zululand was not raped by British action, as Brian Roberts 
(The Zulu Kings, 1974) suggests in his final chapter, 'The Rape 
of Zululand'; it was ruined by British post-war inaction, as 
Donald Morris (The Washing of the Spears, 1966) reflects in his 
epilogue, 'The Ruin of Zululand', no doubt quoting Frances Co-
lenso. 

From the Zulu point of view it seems that the War was not 
only somewhat insignificant, it was also somewhat irrational. 
Like a bolt of lightning, it was not altogether unexpected (there 
were ominous clouds), it was destructive to a certain extent 
(there was considerable loss of life and property), but it was a 
very brief irrational flash. The Zulus could understand the reason 
for Ndondakusuka and the engagements of the civil war, Msebe, 
Tshaneni and Ndunu, but not the reason for Sandlwana, Nkam-
bule and the battle of Ulundi (which the Zulus call the battle of 
Nodwengu because it was fought nearer to Mpande's capital, 
Nodwengu, than to Cetshwayo's capital, Ulundi or Ondini). It is 
also called impi yasocwecweni (the battle of the sheet-iron fort), 
because 'the flash of bayonets on the four sides of the square 
gave the impression of a fort of sheet-iron'. I am quoting Gibson: 
'Kambula had decided the issue of the war. [Nkambule had been 
a fort: the Zulus refer to it as Inqaba, a fort.] The hope that had 
arisen from the absence of a fort was quickly dispelled by the im
pression that one had been built of iron . . . . The war was ended. 
Many Zulus had been killed. They scarcely knew for what defi
nite cause they fought and died. They had heard of the discussion 
of various subjects of difference, but as to the exact purport of 
these differences they were-generally ignorant. Some say, meta
phorically, that they reached their ears in the cracking of rifles'. 
In other words, to the Zulus it was a war without cause or rea
son. 

To return to Zulu literature, in'1952 Dhlomo followed his bio
graphies of the Zulu kings, Shaka, Dingane and Mpande, written 
in the 1930s, with a biography of Cetshwayo, in which he deals 
with the Zulu War. It is a western sort of account: it could have 
been written by a white man as well as>by a Zulu, except that the 
romantic element is completely lacking. It is patently written 
from secondary sources, including a book entitled Cetshwayo's 
Dutchman, the journal of the trader Cornelius Vijn, who was the 
only white man in Zululand during the War. It was published by 
Bishop Colenso in 1880, with the addition of copious notes by the 
Bishop himself. The repeated attempts of Cetshwayo to open 
negotiations for peace (in which Vijn was his scribe) are reflected 
in Dhlomo's chapter, Imizamo kaCetshwayo (Cetshwayo's At
tempts), and even Mehlokazulu's eyewitness accounts of Isandl-
wana, Ezibukweni (Rorke's Drift) and Inqaba kaHawana 
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(Nkambule) are taken from there. In western style, conditions, 
causes and results are set out, and the War is seen as a series of 
separate battles described in separate chapters. His chapter Izwe 
lombango is a direct translation of 'disputed territory' — from the 
Zulu point of view it was neither 'disputed' nor a separate 'terri
tory'. His account of the organization of the Zulu army could 
have been done better by anyone who had made a study of the 
subject. Dhlomo had never been enrolled, obviously, and his ac
count bears no resemblance to the accounts of real recruits, as re
corded by James Stuart in his manuscripts preserved in the Killie 
Campbell Library. The James Stuart archive is a vast collection 
of oral evidence relating mostly to history, but here again there is 
hardly a reference to the Zulu War. (James Stuart published 
some of this material himself in the 1920s in his five Zulu books, 
and the University of Natal is now in the process of publishing it 
in English, after careful editorial labour by Colin Webb and John 
Wright, in five volumes). 

Dhlomo affirms the good character of Cetshwayo; he denies 
Frere's slanderous accusations, he condemns the invasion, he de
cries the post-war settlement. We would all agree with him today. 
There was no justification for the British demands and aggres
sions, other than the imperial impulse for confederation under 
the British Crown. Dhlomo's longest chapter by far (12 pages as 
opposed to an average of 6 pages) is Ukucandwa kwezwe (The 
splitting of the country) in which he describes the post-war set
tlement: abelungu benza isijingi sabo nje (and so the Europeans 
made their pumpkin porridge). Even here he is influenced by 
western opinion, for in the only full-scale primary source that we 
have, there is no mention of a settlement, presumably because 
the Zulus did not see it as such. There was an interregnum which 
was like lumpy pumpkin porridge, but there was no 'settlement'. 
I refer to Magema Fuze's Abantu Abamnyama, the first book 
ever published by a Zulu in his own language. He wrote it some
time after the turn of the century and published it privately in 
1922, at an age of over 80. Translated by the late Harry Lugg, at 
an age of over 90, this remarkable book has now been published 
by the University of Natal under its English title, The Black Peo
ple. 

The name of Magema Fuze ought to be a household word in 
Zulu studies. He was one of Bishop Colenso's first converts, and 
the compositor for the bishop's printing press at Ekukhanyeni. 
The book Cetshwayo's Dutchman is valuable not only for the tra
der's journal and the bishop's notes, but also for the contribution 
of this same Magema Fuze, whose assistance Colenso acknowl
edges in his preface. He was sent into Zululand in October 1879 
to try to recover the Prince Imperial's watch (his sword had 
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already been sent to Lord Chelmsford by Cetshwayo as a peace 
offering), and he gathered some useful information which Co
lenso published in his notes. He also accompanied Bishop 
Colenso on his visit to King Mpande in 1860, after which the 
Bishop encouraged his three Zulu companions to write down 
their experiences, which he published as Three Native Accounts 
of a Visit to King Mpande, which was the first appearance of writ
ten Zulu (apart from the early attempts of the missionaries). It 
was sixty years before the first appearance of a full-scale work in 
Zulu, and it was still Magema Fuze who wrote it: Abantu Abam-
nyama (The Black People). 

Fuze visited Cetshwayo in July 1878, as he records in his book. 
He was impressed by Cetshwayo's presence and dignity, his con
cern for his people and his generosity towards them, his good 
government and his sense of justice. Everyone who met Cetsh
wayo was impressed by him, even Somtseu and Jantoni, who, for 
different reasons, later turned against him. Colin Webb and John 
Wright, in their introduction to the recent publication, A Zulu 
King Speaks (November, 1978) write that 'in the last resort it was 
the king himself who triumphed over the intentions of his cap
tors' (which was obscurity), and they mention his sense of the 
dignity of kingship, and his royal manner. On the occasion of his 
visit, Fuze writes: 'While I was speaking with the king in the cat
tle kraal, he said to me, "Do you know that the white people are 
coming here? But we Zulus will not run away from them. As for 
me, I do not pay homage with this little island of Senzangakho-
na's. I pay homage only on my own account to the white people. 
I know that when they comej.that will be the day when the coun
try is torn to pieces". I first heard from the king on that day that 
the whites were about to invade Zululand'. 

It is difficult to submit this book to statistical analysis, because 
the events are synthesized and integrated rather than analysed 
and disintegrated, western-style, into separate compartments, but 
he devotes about five or six pages to the European War (impi ya-
belungu), i.e. about 5% of the span o^ Zulu history, as opposed to 
Gibson's 20% and Morris's 60%. He gives the Zulu Rebellion 
(the poll-tax revolt of 1906) the same amount of space. The civil 
war receives eight or nine pages — it was, after all, the greatest 
disaster in Zulu history. As opposed to only one page on Isandl-
wana, he gives three pages to the friction between Cetshwayo 
and Shepstone in 1858, twenty years before the War, a reflection, 
in this case, of the friction between Cetshwayo and his brothers. 
He gives three pages to the Umkhosi celebration of 1878, at 
which the Ngcugce girls objected to marriage with the Ndlondlo 
men and at which the Thulwana and Ngobamakhosi regiments 
came to blows; he gives three pages to Zibhebhu's fatal attack on 
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Cetshwayo's post-restoration assembly at Ulundi (Ondini), in 
which were killed so many of the isikhulu (dignitaries) who were 
the pillars of the nation, and after which Cetshwayo never really 
regained his position. At last we start to see Zulu history as it 
already was, and to understand the internal tensions which even
tually brought about the disintegration of the nation. British in
terference aggravated these tensions, which the Zulu govern
ment, left to itself, would probably have been able to settle. 

Here are a few quotations from Fuze relevant to the War: 

The European invasion was not brought about because 
Mehlokazulu killed his mothers, but because it had already 
been decided to destroy this savage government (umbuso 
wobudlova) adjacent to an enlightened government {umbuso 
wokukhanya); because the Natal Government feared that 
one day it would be suddenly and unexpectedly attacked. It 
seems that the white people had in mind the bad deeds of 
Dingane, but Cetshwayo was a man of good character 
(umuntu olungile) who would never have committed acts like 
those of Dingane. He strongly criticised (sola) such acts and 
abhorred (zonda) such behaviour. 

In support of this assessment, consider Cornelius Vijn on the 
occasion when the Tonga doctor offered to poison the spring of 
water supplying the British troops besieged in Eshowe: Cetsh
wayo said 'he would not fight with the whites in such an inhuman 
manner, he would fight in an honourable fashion'. 

It was clearly apparent that the white people were deter
mined to wage war against the Zulus. . . . Sobantu was de
fending Cetshwayo and demanding to know what wrong he 
had done that he should be attacked. But there was no 
longer a loophole (ithuba) for the Natal Government to act 
otherwise, as it had already decided to invade Zululand. 

In the end Cetshwayo was vindicated, and it was found 
that he had done no wrong. . . . He went overseas and saw 
Queen Victoria and Prince Edward and the dignitaries who 
rule England, and they were greatly pleased to meet the 
Zulu king. It was said that he was to return to his country 
and rule his people as he had previously ruled them. 

It was only when Cetshwayo arrived at the Cape, according to 
Fuze, that he was forced, after strong objection, to agree to the 
British Reserve. (According to Dhlomo, he saw it as a reserve for 
the traitor, John Dunn). Fuze does not mention the Zibhebhu 
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Reserve, and does not seem to associate the civil war, which 
broke out almost immediately, with the British conditions of re
storation. The brief disturbance brought about by the European 
War was over, and Zululand now devoted itself to settling 'the 
grudge of mutual hatred' (amagqubu okuzondana) between the 
Suthu and the Mandlakazi, the Zulu York and Lancaster. 

On his deathbed Cetshwayo said, 'Mortal illness has now over
come me. Over there is my son, Dinuzulu, whom 'I am leaving 
behind to be reported to the Queen. [Cetshwayo even now ob
serves the diplomatic courtesies] I leave Dinuzulu to rule for me 
as I have ruled for Mpande, Mpande having ruled for Shaka, 
Shaka having ruled for Senzangakhona, Senzangakhona for 
Jama, Jama for Ndaba, Ndaba for Phunga, Phunga for Mageba. 
[He omits Dingane, who was a regicide and a usurper] It is well 
that Dinuzulu should take up arms against Zibhebhu, and I will 
also be there in the midst of the battle, and we will defeat him'. 

Fuze gives us a real, sincere, authentic account of Zulu history, 
in which the European War takes its proportionate place. It was 
not, apparently, a major event in Zulu history. Fuze's account is 
also lacking in military romanticism. Individual acts of bravery 
are admired and praised, but War does not appear to be glamor
ous or glorious in itself. Men earn praises, but not, to my knowl
edge, regiments, as British regiments earn praises or 'battle 
honours' from the battles in which they have fought. 

The institution of a permanent army with permanent regiments 
in which generations of professional soldiers carve careers, with 
all the chivalric values and romantic attitudes that go with it, was 
foreign to the Zulu social system, but Westerners have seen and 
interpreted the Zulu system of national service as though it were 
a European army. The so-called 'regiments' were amabutho, col
lections or enrolments of young men, which took place at regular 
intervals throughout the kingdom, with potent effect for national 
unity. Conscription was neither compulsory nor military: the ob
ject was to serve the nation in the person of the king, and not pri
marily to fight. On enrolment, the ibutho was given a name and a 
location at which to build its headquarters, at which the men 
were expected to present themselves from time to time for agri
cultural and pastoral duties, to build and repair houses and 
fences, and to act as a police force. Only in times of war did the 
ibutho become an impi. The so-called 'military kraals' were ama-
khanda, headquarters or royal residences, each with an isigodlo 
(private enclosure) for the royal household. The 'regiments' were 
not permanent: they passed away as their members passed away. 
The 'army' was not permanent: it sprang to life, within a few 
days, at the word of the king, when he called the nations to arms. 

Such was the Zulu 'military system'. The evidence is in the 
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James Stuart archive, in the Appendix to Cetshwayo's Dutchman, 
and in the words of the Zulu king himself (A Zulu King Speaks). 
I am not suggesting that the Zulus were not a military nation: it 
was to the extent that they had an efficient military system and 
that they were fearless fighters that they earned the respect of a 
nation steeped in military tradition, and captured the imagination 
of its writers. 

University of Natal, 
Durban. 

APPENDIX 
From the Appendix to Cetshwayo's Dutchman: 

When the boys have built their headquarters ['military kraals'], 
they disperse again to their homes, for the Zulu recruits ['sol
diers'] are not kept collected together always; they just live at 
home with their families. Each enrolment ['regiment'] has its own 
headquarters, presided over by a headman. It is the correct thing 
for the men to spend a certain time each year at their headquar
ters, thereby paying their respects to the king. But this is volun
tary: the men go when they like and stay for as long or as short a 
time as they like. There will be usually at one residence ['kraal'] 
from ten to twenty men at a time. The men, when in residence, 
are occupied in the ordinary affairs of the residence ['kraal'], i.e. 
repairing the houses ['huts'] and fences ['kraals'], planting crops, 
etc. There are no fixed times for the calling together of the men 
besides the Umkhosi ceremony, but the king calls them if he 
wants them for anything — perhaps one enrolment, perhaps two, 
as he sees fit — either to build a new residence or to move an old 
one, or for hunting parties, or to hoe his crops, etc. When the 
time for the Umkhosi ceremony draws near, the king announces 
it, and the enrolments ['regiments'] all collect at their different 
headquarters ['military kraals'] for about twenty days before the 
appointed day, which time they spend in hoeing the king's gar
dens in the morning, and afterwards in preparing their dress and 
in learning new songs and dances for the occasion. [They do not 
learn to fight there], they learn to fight at home when they are 
quite young; for when they are out herding cattle, the boys will 
have a quarrel and fight it out, or the boys of one homestead will 
divide into two parties and fight with sticks, or those of one 
homestead will fight with those of another, and so they learn. 
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BREYTEN BREYTENBACH AND THE 
POET REVOLUTIONARY* 

by P.P. VAN DER MERWE 

My title was chosen very carefully, I hoped catchily, and — I must 
confess — somewhat cagily. I tried to keep various options open. 

Despite the fact that there have always been poets amongst 
those who have distinguished themselves in matters of state, 
whether as diplomats, soldiers, politicians or otherwise, the ro
mantic notion of the artist as an ineffectual dreamer who can only 
bungle things when he becomes practically involved (and whose 
political ideas consequently deserve scant attention) dies hard. 
Not only is politically engaged poetry, lending moral support to a 
national struggle, quite old, but the list of active participants in
cludes, let us be reminded, famous names like Byron and (perhaps 
surprisingly) Baudelaire, Cecil Day Lewis. W.H. Auden and Roy 
Campbell, Mayakovsky and the dissidents in post-revolutionary 
Russia. Leopold Senghor, long-time president of Senegal, is 
equally famous as a statesman and as a poet. Che Guevara is said 
to have carried Pablo Neruda's Canto General with him wherever 
he went. Agostinho Neto of Angola has published, I think, two 
books of poetry. And the list continues. Such writers are to be 
found on opposing sides, have endured varied persecutions, and 
several have committed suicide under the duress of circumstances. 

Literary revolutionism as a conscious movement, however, 
dates from only about 200 years ago,' and several of the names 
mentioned above are of our own time. As a subject of literary dis
course, revolutionary poetry, poetry of protest or, more generally, 
la litterature engagee, has now, of course, been current for quite a 
while. The arguments seem to revolve around the same questions: 
while it is accepted that an author might reflect the social con
ditions of his time, should he deliberately commit his art to the 
service of a specific side of a revolutionary battle? Should he write 
propaganda? Propaganda is by nature one-sided: whatever fur
thers the cause is right; whatever obstructs it is wrong. There is 
no place for the subtleties and nuances of different points of view. 
To serve its purpose, propaganda must reach a wide audience. But 
the revolutionary poet has frequently also been a literary experi
mentalist appealing to a select group of litterati. Should he, there
fore, try to simplify his language as several have attempted? Often 
it is not such poems that are most read by those who do read 
poetry. 

"This is the text of a University Lecture, slightly revised, delivered at the Univer
sity of Natal, Durban, on 7 September 1979. 
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Within a tradition of art as 'high seriousness', poetry should 
serve truth and truth is seen as complex, many-sided, impartial. 
The attempt at explaining and reflecting it does not allow simple 
attitudes. Among the rewards otherwise difficult to define is sup
posed to be a relative immortality. The fact that we generally 
know or care very little about the political affiliations of the so-
called 'living poets' from the past must have significance. 

It is also true, however, that such 'high art' tends to speak to a 
relatively smaller or larger, but nevertheless elitist, group. The art
ist might say, and sometimes does, that he is not interested in the 
lasting quality of his art. If he can now reach and affect an audi
ence who might bring about change, that is all he desires. In this 
there is a tacit acceptance that art somehow possesses a particular 
power over men's minds and actions. If this power must be har
nessed for some future aim, the goal is, nevertheless, not its lasting 
value, but a changed society. Quality might take on a different 
meaning from the aesthetic. 

I do not wish to enter into this debate, except in so far as the 
issues emerge from my material. Nor do I wish to review the differ
ent arguments that have been discussed during the past two dec
ades or so in numerous interviews, articles and books. Though 
some of the points raised will naturally recur, my aim is to take a 
brief look at Breyten Breytenbach the man, and at his poetry in 
particular, within the context suggested by my title. 

From Breyten Breytenbach's various statements in interviews, 
articles, etc., there can be no doubt that his thinking has from 
early on been revolutionary, and that he was ready to support this 
thinking by action. His fearly involvement in anti-apartheid 
movements was not imaginary. Subsequent events have proved 
that he not only wrote politically, but that he was also prepared for 
what must be termed subversive action. Even while he insisted 
that the revolution should have far wider application than just 
South Africa, he could also state that he knew well enough that 
specifically, 'the black children of his country did not have swollen 
stomachs through a lack of poetry'. 'N,o art form takes precedence 
over life'2 he stated in an interview. 

Yet he is a poet who believes that his writings, too, must have a 
part to play. Again the problem is the elusive nature of art, the 
characteristics of a specific world view and the expected audience. 
In Breytenbach's case the latter involves a peculiar and, perhaps, 
unique instance. As a white Afrikaans-speaking man he offended 
many of his Afrikaner compatriots by marrying a French wife of 
Vietnamese descent. When she was refused a visa for visiting 
South Africa, he stayed in voluntary exile for many years and quite 
naturally became embittered by the actions of a regime which 
through its confused approach to foreigners revealed even more 
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clearly the absurd and tragic consequences of legislating against 
miscegenation. This inevitably found reflection in his creative 
work. 

At the same time he introduced, in images and words that often 
baffled or shocked, oriental, specifically Buddhist, concepts and 
philosophies of life into Afrikaans literature which found little im
mediate response amongst Afrikaans readers and which may also, 
I believe, have consequences for the effective impact of his politi
cal poems. 

The group for whom he would speak politically lies, however, to 
a large extent outside the social, colour and political groupings he 
would presumably like to reach, for the very reason that the lan
guage he uses is either not theirs or has become a symbol of their 
alienation. His work is in fact saturated with references to the 
idioms, songs, biblical borrowings and established poetry of the 
tongue he loves so passionately. And the land that shines through 
the poems is that given mental shape by the society he has in many 
ways come to despise. 

In some cases a revolutionary consciousness finds expression 
only in the fact that its terms are being used in a poetic way. Such 
an instance is the use of the phrase 'underground movement', 
'ondergrondse beweging', in the following poem. Outside its con
text it could be taken to refer to a political decision and, read 
against the background of Breytenbach's later actions, have a 
startling effect: 

Om jou aan jouself te wend. . . 

om jou aan jouself te wend 
ismoeilik 

noudiedood 
na mens se oe begin soek 

is daar alleen een gretige voorneme 
om sterker te word einde toe 

jy voel jy sluit jou aan 
by 'n ondergrondse beweging 

To harness yourself. . . 

to harness yourself 
is hazardous 
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now that death 
begins to seek out the eyes 

a single burning purpose remains 
to grow stronger towards the end 

you feel you are bound to yourself 
by an underground movement 

— trans. Dennis Hirson3 

Actually it is part of a sequence describing the attempt to arrive 
at satori, enlightenment in the Buddhist sense, and refers to a 
growing acceptance of death. Knowledge of the political appli
cation of the term nevertheless lends a certain mysterious quality 
to its use in the poem. Conversely the poem suggests that embrac
ing a political cause could have the inevitability of death moving 
under life. The merging of the two meanings furthermore confers 
wit on the utterance. 

Elsewhere a descriptive poem about Africa can suddenly turn 
into a vision of inevitable violence. In 'Vlam', a poem from the 
book Skryt, we find the description of sunrise over an Africa ex
perienced from the air. The sunlight burns through the trees and 
into the eyes with the 'terrible beauty' of a place of fire and death. 
Idiomatic expressions derived from indigenous tongues strengthen 
the authenticity of the expression.4 Only certain stanzas are given 
here: 

die vlieg kan op die leeu se bloed nie land nie: 
die vuur; 
die dame se sluier ritsel en verlang: 
'nvlam; 
'n vuur le dit agter en om die heelal se lippe, 
'n verskriklike en verblindende vlam 
en dan breek dit deur die kreupelhout 
kom spleet ieder boom in skaduwee en boom 
kom brand die witwurms in die oe dood: 
sonopkoms oor Afrika 

the fly cannot alight on the lion's blood: 
the fire; 
the lady's veil rustles and pines: 
aflame; 
laid by fire behind and around the lips of the universe, 
blinding and terrible 
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breaks through the brushwood 
splitting each tree into tree and shadow 
scorching the white worms in the eyes: 
sunrise over Africa 

The life of man and animal seems incidental: 

suid van hier sit die Kabaka se vroue 
van biesmelk vet in hul hutte en braak; 
verder suid galop kameelperde sierlik: 
die bondels stokke word opgeraap, 
en hoog teen die hange van die berg van vuur 
waar die grys sneeu begin 
le die koolswarte lyk van die luiperd 

south of here the Kabaka's wives sit 
in their huts and belch, fat with beestings 
further south the graceful galloping of giraffe: 
bundles of kindling are hoisted, 
and high against slopes of the mountain of fire 
where the hoar snow begins 
lies the coalblack body of the leopard 

The final lines become filled with fearful foreboding: 

Afrika, so dikwels geplunder, gesuiwer, gebrand! 
Afrika staan in die teken van vuur en van vlam. 

Afrika, so often pillaged, purified, burnt! 
Africa stands in the sign of fire and flame . 

trans. Dennis Hirson5 

Closer to home, in a poem called 'Die beloofde land' (The pro
mised land'), Johannesburg is evoked beyond the desert, both in
dustrial city and prison camp, with its own peculiar conflagrations 
on a continent of fire: 

Johannesburg! 

'n stad het op uit die gesidder gestyg 
soos lugspieelings op die vlak; 
ingekamp agter torings van elektrisiteit 
steier wit fabriekskoorstene en suile hemelwaarts 
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en vlamme word teen die blou gespu: 
oertamboere van die dood . . . 

Johannesburg! 

the city ascended out of earthy unease 
mirrors light on the plain; 
meshed behind electric pylons 
white factory chimneys and pillars plunge to heaven 
and flames are spat out into that blue: 
ur-drums of death . . . 

It is a 'promised land' maintained by a 'God' who is the Boss of 
State Security and Capitalism (the pun on the word 'heerlikheid' 
here meaning glory as well as 'baasskap', autocratic rule): 

God regop in al Sy glansende heerlikheid 
op die skouers van swartes halflyf in die grond se ryk: 

God erect in all His lustrous glory 
on the backs of Blacks half thrust into the earthy 
realm: 

The city itself is a pomegranate-grenade 

'n granaat! 
'n oopbarsting van rooi harte-
om daardie bos aan die brand te skenk! 
(trek die skoene van jou voete af om sonder skoensole te 

sluip . . . 

a grenade! 
red hearts will burst 
to set that bush on fire! 
(it is necessary to take off your shoes to creep without 

trace . . . 

— trans. Peter Wilhelm6 

'Die lewe in die grond' ('Life in the soil') is a bitter indictment 
of the realities of Dimbaza, Welcome Valley, Limehill and Stink-
water: black slum settlements too long forgotten in their hopeless
ness and poverty. 
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Die lewe in die grond 

welgeluksalig is die kinders van Dimbaza, 
van Welcome Valley, Limehill en Stinkwater 

vrek 
van siektes, ondervoeding, armoede — 
want hulle maak die baas se gesigsveld skoon, 
wanthulle ontkom aan die hel, 
want hulle ontruim die gebied van die boer 

— die Boer en sy God — 
— die hand van die God — 

want hulle word die lewe bespaar, 
want om swart te lewe is 'n politieke misdaad 
want jy wat swart is lewe 

in die land van die bloed 
en die pas en die smaad en die hond, 
jy besoedel die aarde van die Boer 

welgeluksalig is die kinders van Dimbaza, 
van Welcome Valley, Limehill en Stinkwater 

weggegooi 
in gate, feesplekke vir miere, 
die swartgetande glimlagte — 
want hulle kry speelgoed en lee melkbottels 
om die grafte bly te maak, 
speelgoed en glanspapier wat ritsel in die wind, 
melkbottels — dollee tette — waaruit die wind 
klanke kan suig 
om die molle nader te lok 
— want vleis is skaars — 
sodat die kleingoed kan vergeet 
dat hulle dood is 

welgeluksalig is die dooies van Dimbaza, 
van Welcome Valley, Limehill en Stinkwater 

gevreet 
deur die aarde, want hulle kom en hul gaan 
is diskreet tussen die mond en die lepel 
sonder om vlekke voor die son te laat 

Life in the ground 

blessed are the children of Dimbaza, 
of Welcome Valley, Limehill and Stinkwater 

dead 
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of diseases, undernourishment, poverty — 
because they clean up the master's field of vision, 
because they escape from hell, 
because they clear the realm of the boer 

— the Boer and his God — 
— the hand of the God — 

because they are saved from living, 
because to live black is a political crime 
because you who are black live 

in the land of the blood 
and the pass and the scorn and the dog, 
you pollute the soil of the Boer 

blessed are the children of Dimbaza, 
of Welcome Valley, Limehill and Stinkwater 

cast out 
into holes, banqueting places for ants, 
the black-toothed smiles — 
because they receive toys and empty milk bottles 
to fill their graves with happiness, 
toys and silver paper that rustle in the wind, 
milkbottles — empty teats — that the wind 
can suck sounds out of 
to lure moles closer 
— because meat is scarce — 
so that the little ones can forget 
that they are dead 

blessed are the dead of Dimbaza, 
of Welcome Valley, Limehill and Stinkwater 

eaten 
by the earth, because they come and they go 
quietly between mouth and spoon 
without leaving black spots against the sun 

The coincidental ironies of these pla'ce-names present the poet 
with something in the nature of artistic 'found objects'. Had the 
poem been written later 'Cross-roads', another shanty town, 
would no doubt have been part of the list. Ironically echoing the 
beatitudes and Christ's protection of the children as recorded in 
the New Testament, the innocent and the poor from these places 
are here called blessed for they are saved from life in order to feed 
the moles underground and thus fertilize the earth — and 

welgeluksalig en geseend en heilig is die molle 
en die wurms en die miere 



BREYTEN BREYTENBACH 59 

in die land van sonskyn 
in die land van die Boer 
in die land wat die Here horn gegee het, 
want hulle hou die sooie skoon en vrugbaar 
sodat die mens kan floreer en gedy, 
sy vrugte kan kweek en sy vee kan teel 
en mooi en sterk en blank kan word 

ter ere van sy God 

blessed and prosperous and holy are the moles 
and the worms and the ants 
in the land of sunshine 
in the land of the Boer 
in the land which the Lord giveth him, 
because they keep the clods clean and fertile 
so that man can flourish and fatten, 
can nurse his fruit and breed his cattle 
and can grow beautiful and strong and white 

in honour of his God 

— trans. Stephen Gray & A. J. Coetzee7 

Although these poems have the power of outrage, they do not 
count amongst Breytenbach's best. I do not think their bias need 
necessarily be taken as a weakness. There are realities of life such 
as hunger and pain that leave no room for subtleties. The last 
poem does not fail where it merely lists in direct statement the 
truth of life in the settlements. Ironic exaggeration such as in the 
case of the Boer and his God or of the man from Johannesburg (in 
'Die beloofde land') ruled by and ruling through the two entities of 
money and brute power may be necessary to expose hypocritical 
justifications and decisive motives in the face of real inhumanities. 
It is when the poet falls back for this purpose on stereotyped cari
catures such as the Afrikaner with the sjambok in his hand that the 
poem loses poetic power. 

An original shock-effect such as that at the end of 'Die lewe in 
die grond', where it is first suggested that the black children have 
to die for the sake of man, and this is then qualified by the word 
'blank' with its ambiguous connotations, does work. Technical 
modes frequent in other poems are also sometimes successfully 
used in politically committed poems to enhance their expressive 
effect, such as when the grenade which explodes but is also the city 
('Die beloofde land'), simultaneously represents an outbreak of 
the human heart like the red pips of the pomegranate.8 The un
usually close interrelationship of most of Breytenbach's poems can 

Ti l—C 
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in specific cases nevertheless result in an argument which defeats 
its own ends. 

Much of Breytenbach's thinking, shaped by Buddhist views of 
life, revolves mainly around the ideal of attaining annihilation in 
the unification with the Great Void. The Way towards it is a cycle 
of changing states and forms in which all life carries death within it 
and all dying feeds new life. The body which digestively has killed 
much life will in its turn nourish the worms and fertilize the soil. In 
many poems such ideas find expression in a brilliant structure of 
changing relationships, new juxtapositionings of ideas and meta
morphosing of surrealist images. When some of these same ideas 
and images reappear in a poem like 'Die lewe in die grond', how
ever, where the dying children become dead bodies which in turn 
become moles, the humane protest loses much of its power when 
through its poetic expression an inhuman situation becomes 
absorbed in a world view accommodating all states of being. It is 
difficult to divorce one form of rotating life, whatever the con
ditions, from another, when the poetic world is designed to 
include both. 

The revolutionary would interfere with the poetry, and the poet 
would obfuscate the simplicity of the political bias. It seems the ar
tist's theme must be humankind after all, as it passes through the 
many windings of the imagination. Of course nobody could, or 
should be allowed to try to stop him from protest, from embracing 
a cause, from speaking for those who suffer for one reason or 
another. It appears he can only do this effectively, though, when it 
is done within a context of the complexity of man (which manifests 
itself even in his inhuman actions) with the sympathetic awareness 
of 

'jy, mens — rykman en slaaf, swartnerf en witboer 
generaal en kelner, pronkprins en melaatse, steler en vegter 
hoer en non, Hitler en Anne Frank, Stalin en Gandhi 
en Alexander en Sokrates en Nixon en Van Hoi 
en Sondernaam en Piet Paul en Klaas — 
beul met bewerige hand 

en stuipswart streep aan die galg 
wanneer die derms gly — 

die mens is werklikheid die mens is orireg 
'die mens is jagter met saad in die palms 
hy is wagter op die mure waarseer in die hoogste boomtop 
dromer in die teerheid van die more 
waterleier in die woestyn argitek in die diepste woud 

daarstaanhy, 
suiwer soos 'n loot 

met sy voete in die drek en 'n stralekrans om die hare! 
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die mens, die mens stry om regverdigheid 
soos'n vis vir water baklei. . . 
die mens is opstand' 

'you, man — rich man and slave, nigger and whitey 
general and steward, arrayed prince and leper, thief and 

judge 
whore and nun, Hitler and Anne Frank, Stalin and Gandhi 
and Alexander and Socrates and Nixon and Van Huy 
and Nameless and Tom Dick and Harry 
executioner with trembling hand — 

and fitful black smear on the gallows 
when the guts slide — 

man is reality man is inj ustice 
'man is a tenant with seed in his palms 
he is watchman on the walls soothsayer in the highest treetop 
dreamer in the tenderness of morning 
irrigator in the desert architect in the deepest wood —. 

there he stands, 
pure as a young shoot 

with his feet in the filth and a halo about his hair! 
man, man fights for justice 
as a fish struggles for water. . . 
man is protest' 

— trans. P.P. van der Merwe* 

This comes from the poem ('mens'), published in Voetskrif, and 
written in detention while undergoing trial for subversive activi
ties. It seems, then, that Breytenbach speaks most effectively in a 
socio-political context, when a theme is given both a wider reso
nance and a particular application. In the preceding poem the 
black-white opposition is one of the many antitheses typifying the 
human reality, both political and otherwise, and conditions our 
possible application of the protest mentioned in the final line. In a 
more general way the need to rebel against all forms of injustice is 
taken to be inalienably part of that same paradoxical nature of 
man which engenders them. In a poem called 'Breyten bid vir 
homself he enters into conversation, as it were, with a poem of 
Van Wyk Louw which is titled 'Ignatius bid vir sy orde' and reads 
as follows: 

Dat pyn bestaan, is nodig, Heer, 
sodat u aarde vol kan vloei 
van rykheid, en die soet geduld 
66k aan U vreemde boom kan bloei. 
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Maar gee vir 6ns die lot van smart 
tot aan die einde van U dae; 
laat daar aan ons gepynig word, 
maar ons nooit pyn maak nie of klae. 

To the plea of Saint Ignatius that the members of his order (the 
'we' of the poem) should, in imitation of the eschatologically 
necessary suffering of Christ, live under the continuing shadow of 
sorrow, but never be the cause of pain nor complain, Breytenbach 
responds with 'Dat pyn bestaan is onnodig Heer', pain is unnecess
ary, and suggests that his poem is to be self-centred and would 
deny all the other poem said. It does in fact introduce subject-
matter not found in the other. In agreement with the life philos
ophy expounded elsewhere in his work, the fulfilment that death 
brings is seen as good. It is the necessity that the way towards it 
should involve pain that is questioned. But pain does exist and to 
pray that it be kept away from you implies that others will have to 
suffer in your place. Thus far it is a matter of the human condition. 
But with the introduction of the phrase 'onder huisarres plaas', the 
general is given a particular application which forces the reader to 
consider his own responsibilities within the society in which he 
lives. It is thus finally not in opposition to Louw's poem, but a par
tial restatement in a different context which does nevertheless, in 
its ironic denial, try to evoke commitment rather than passive 
acceptance. 

Breyten bid virhomself 

Dat Pyn bestaan is onnodig Heer 
Ons kan goed genoeg Daarsonder leef 
'n Blom het nie tande nie 

Dood is wel die enigste vervulling 
Maar laat ons vleis nuut soos vars kool bly 
Maak ons vastig soos 'n vis se pienk lyf 
Laat ons mekaar bekoor met oe diep skoelappers 

Begenadig ons monde ons derms ons harsings 
Laat ons gereeld die soet aandlug smaak 
In lou see swem, met die son mag slaap 
Rustig op fietse ry die blink Sondae 

En geleidelik sal ons wegvrot soos ou skepe of borne 
Maar hou Pyn ver van My o Heer 
Sodat ander dit mag dra 
In hegtenis geneem sal word, Verbrysel 
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Gestenig 
Gehang 
Gegesel 
Gebruik 
Gefolter 
Gekruisig 
Ondervra 
Onder huisarres geplaas 
Die kromme note mag haal 

Tot dowwe eilande verban tot die einde van hul dae 
Wegkwyn in klam gate tot groen slymerige smekende bene 
Hul koppe vol spykers, maaiers in die mae 
Maar nie Ek nie 
Maar ons nooit Pyn gee of klae 

Breyten prays for himself 

There is no need for Pain Lord 
We could live well without it 
A flower has no teeth 

It is true we are only fulfilled in death 
But let our flesh stay fresh as cabbage 
Make us firm as pink fish 
Let us tempt each other, our eyes deep butterflies 

Have mercy on our mouths our bowels our brains 
Let us always taste the sweetness of the evening sky 
Swim in warm seas, sleep with the sun 
Ride peacefully on bicycles through bright Sundays 

And gradually we will decompose like old ships or trees 
But keep Pain far from Me o Lord 
That others may bear it 
Be taken into custody, Shattered 

Stoned 
Suspended 
Lashed 
Used 
Tortured 
Crucified 
Cross-examined 
Placed under house arrest 
Given hard labour 
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Banished to obscure islands till the end of their days 
Wasting in damp pits down to slimy green imploring bones 
Worms in their stomachs heads full of nails 
But not Me 
But we never give Pain or complain 

— trans. Dennis Hirson1" 

In a similar fashion a poem about the far distant Caesar Tiberius 
gives present relevance to sadly timeless realities through the in
troduction of the one word, 'blanke', which, purely as description 
of the emperor's light pigmentation fits perfectly into his own 
time, but resonates in ours. The crudity of the language must sup
port the emotional evaluation: 

Tiberius se grot digby Sperlonga in Latium 

Tiberius — Romein en Keiser 
het hier, omring deur fraai kunswerke 
sy somervakansies op sy jis gesit 
in sale uit die berg gekap 

Hier is daar gefuif, gerinkink, 
is meer as een transaksie beklink 
terwyl buite Romeine, Onderdane 
in die middaghitte sit en stink 
klein en bruin soos drolle 

Sy gekerkerde oog kon seer sekerlik wei 
oor 'n geordende wereld — 
oor mure en dyke in die water, 
waaragter vis en reptiel geteel 
vir die verhemelte of bloot 
vir vermaak 
opslaggies maak, 
en verder, hoe oor die glasgroen weiland 
sy bote op lang spaneloop 

Sodat hy aandliks — wanneer die rooi god 
agter die kaap 'n rooi toga in die branders laat — 
in geselskap en pretensie van vetgat-senatore 
welgeluksalig die volumes van sy blanke liggaam 
in die staande varswater van sy marmerswembad kon waad 
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Tiberius' cave near Sperlonga in Latium 

Tiberius — a Roman and a Caesar 
sat here all on his own during his summer holidays 
ringed by elegant works of art 
in halls hewn from the mountain 

Which saw banquets, debauchery, 
and the clinching of more than one deal 
while outside Romans and Subjects 
sat in the mid-day heat small and brown 
stinking like turds 

His imprisoned eye could no doubt wander 
across a well-ordered world — 
across walls and dykes in the water 
behind which fish and reptiles were bred 
for the palate 
or exhibited 
simply for entertainment, 
and beyond that, how his own galleys stalked 
over glassgreen meadows on long oars 

So that in the evening — when the red god 
behind the cape trailed a red toga in the breakers — 
in the affected company of fat-arsed senators 
he could be blessed wading the volumes of his white body 
through the still fresh waters of his marble swimming bath 

— trans. Dennis Hirson" 

There is a poem, unfortunately too long to quote here, called 
'(mikpunt — 'n Canto vir E.P.)', which in fact suggested the title 
of this lecture. It again comes from the book of poems, Voetskrif, 
written after Breytenbach's arrest following his secret entry (under 
an assumed name) into South Africa and the abortive attempt to 
further revolutionary activities. The whole series is remarkable for 
its total lack of sentimentality or self-pity. The facts and experi
ences of prison life are turned into images with resonances well 
beyond the barriers of confinement. In this specific poem he ad
mits to having reached the crossroads and poetry becomes a world 
of escape within which freedom can be found — even in gaol. At 
the same time the poem itself is turned into an image for a prison 
or for life — perhaps the same thing — within the boundaries of 
which you may lock up those with whom you wish to communi
cate. Poetry and life become metaphors for each other. The poem 
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is presented as one half of an imaginary conversation with Ezra 
Pound, called from the dead to be imprisoned within the poem. 
Many characters, his own wife as a Beatrice, friends, relatives, 
saints and fellow poets, frequently incarcerated in one way or 
another, appear. A special place is, however, taken by those who 
were outspoken and made to suffer through their art, frequently 
for political reasons. We meet the South Africans Ingrid Jonker 
and Dirk Opperman, also Rembrandt and Sanguinetti, Sophocles 
and Aristophanes, Sensei and Basho, but particularly those who at 
one time or another found themselves like him in real prisons, or 
exiled from their fatherland: 

Frederico — sy borshemp en das vol ink en bloed 
Francooi voeldroog aan 'n galg, Osip 

met sy derms in albei hande gebak 
ook Pablo en Pablo 

Frederico [Lorca] — his dress shirt and tie full of blood and 
ink 

Francois [Villon] dry as a bird on the gallows, Osip 
[Mandelstam] 

with his guts cupped in both hands 
also Pablo [Picasso?] and Pablo [Neruda] 

— trans. P.P. van der Merwe12 

and Ezra Pound, of course. 
The important point is that the unifying factor is not to be found 

in the specific political affiliation to which these people be
longed — Breytenbach certainly could have had no love for 
Pound's fascism — but that their common cause, however well or 
misguided it might have been, was a committed choice for what 
they saw as a struggle against inhumanity and that they eventually 
found themselves in the same predicament as he does now. 

Breytenbach's choice, too, is for humanity. As a poet he inevi
tably had to experience the conflict between word and deed. 
Though mentioned for the first time in connection with this poem, 
the problem of the relationship between language and reality is a 
central theme in much of his poetry. It could hardly be surprising 
that a man passionately fond of his country, but experiencing the 
inhuman outcome of its policies on the most intimate level of his 
marriage to a wife classified as 'wrong' by the bureaucracy, should 
at some stage try to add the deed to the word. In the case of this 
poet he did indeed turn out to be ineffectual as a revolutionary and 
something of a 'romatic dreamer'. The declaration he made after 
his capture and before his sentence is both a moving document of 
how it all came about and a rather pathetic confession of guilt. 
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The ambivalence of his feelings towards his land of birth — a 
love-hate relationship developing into political involvement — 
which emerged so clearly from this statement, had already found 
earlier expression in a poem called 'Vlerkbrand'. The title is a word 
that can take on many connotations within the wider context of his 
poetry, but here seems to predict the eventual terrible burning of 
his wings. The first stanza is a loving evocation in a few telling de
tails of the everyday South Africa and gives a sharp image of his 
parents as ordinary, old-time Afrikaners. The second suggests the 
country's wrongs. The third stanza depicts bitterness and the rum
blings and threat of an uprising. 

Vlerkbrand 

Wanneer jy dink aan jou land 
sien jy 
vlegsels en 'n bril; 'n ou hond vol bloed; 
en 'n perd versuip in die rivier; 'n berg met vuur; 
'n ruimte met twee mense sonder tande in die bed; 
donker vyge teen die sand; 'n pad, populiere, 
huis, blou, wolkskepe; 
riete;'ntelefoon; 
sien jy 

wanneer jy dink aan jou land 
sienjy 
ons moet sterk wees; binnegoed vol kraters en vliee; 
die berg is 'n slaghuis sonder mure; 
oor die duisend heuwels van Natal 
die vuiste van die krygers soos vaandels; 
gevangenes le in die modder: sien jy 
myne waaruit slawe peul; die reen 
is knetterend hoog soos vonke bo teen die aand; 
tussen die riete vrot die skelet van die dwerg 

wanneer jy dink aan jou land 
is dit die evakuasie van alle denke; 
as dit suiwer is buite gooi jy die venster oop, 
sien jy die sterre is pyle in die niet; 
hoor jy, kleinsoos 'ngerug, hoor jy? 
'ons is die volk. ons is swart, maar ons slaap nie. 
ons luister in die donker hoe vreet die diewe in the borne. 
ons luister na ons krag wat hulle nie kan ken nie. ons luister 
na die hart van ons asem. ons hoor die son 
bewe agter die nag se riete. ons wag totdat 
die vreters vrot en versadig uit die takke val — 
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'n vreter sal aan sy vrugte geken word — 
of ons sal die varke in die borne leer klim.' 

The singeing of wings 

When you think of your country 
you see 
braided hair and glasses; an old dog full of blood; 
and a horse drowning in the river; a mountain with fire; 
the space of two toothless people in bed; 
dark figs against the sand; a road, poplars, 
house, blue, cloudships; 
reeds; a telephone; 
you see 

when you think of your country 
you see 
we need to be strong; guts full of craters and flies; 
the mountain is a slaughterhouse without walls; 
over the thousand hills of Natal 
the fists of warriors like banners; 
captives lying in the mud: you see 
mines disgorging slaves; the rain 
crackling high like sparks against the night; 
in the reeds the skeleton of the dwarf is rotting 

when you think of your country 
it is the evacuation of thought; 
when it is clear outside you open wide the windows, 
you see the stars as arrows in the void; 
you hear, small as a rumour, do you hear? 
'we are the people, we are black but we're not asleep. 
we are listening in the dark to thethieves feeding in the trees. 
we are listening to our force that they cannot know, we are 

listening 
to the heart of our breath. we hear the sun 
shivering behind the reeds of night, we wait 
for the feeders to drop rotten and gorged from the 

branches — 
a feeder shall be known by his fruit — 
or we shall teach the pigs to climb trees.' 

— trans. P.P. van der Merwe" 

While the abovementioned declaration of guilt evoked a wave of 
sympathy in some of those who disapproved of his activities, for-
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mer comrades in action disappeared and erstwhile supporters were 
shocked into a disillusioned reaction against the man and his work. 
True friends remained. It was, or would indeed, I think, be wrong 
either to applaud this statement with self-righteous approval or 
condemn it as the betrayal of a weakling. In spite of the apology to 
the Prime Minister for what he had said in one of his poems and 
notwithstanding the prosecution's own request for a minimum sen
tence, he was to be sentenced to jail for nine years. The poems 
written during the initial period of detention nowhere waver, how
ever, in their faith in the common humanity of man nor in the over
riding value of personal relationships over the divisions created by 
the same mankind. There is, moreover, no hatred. 

In the court that morning, before sentence was passed, a strange 
thing happened. Some of Breytenbach's poems were read aloud. 
They were not political poems. They were about father, mother 
and wife. They were probably deliberately chosen in the hope that 
they would appeal to popular feeling. But whether it was part of a 
strategy or not — as indeed the declaration too might have 
been — everybody was deeply moved and the atmosphere in the 
court changed. With so much in his actions and philosophy of life 
strange to the accepted pattern of things amongst his own people 
(as he would proudly call them in spite of his bitter attacks) it was 
as if he had suddenly become a 'volksdigter', a poet of the people, 
as Celliers and Leipoldt had once been. 

I do not know how this could be ascertained with any certainty, 
but the transformation of his life's experiences into poetic express
ion contributed perhaps not insignificantly, even when only half-
understood or encountered second-hand, to changed attitudes and 
a sharpened sensitivity to at least some of the human implications 
of our society. 

I would like to close with the poem 'Tot siens, Kaapstad' in 
which Cape Town is described as a place, doomed perhaps, and 
undoubtedly displaying the vices and contradictions evident in 
this land to which the poet responds sometimes with bitterness 
and disgust but which he always passionately and irrationally 
loves. 

Tot siens, Kaapstad 

swart ondier met jou rug op 'n hoop: berg 
heuwels wit stene in 'n doodskleed: stad 
tafeldoek van fyn oosterse satyn: see 
bergvesting ewige halfwegstasie jong begraafplaas 
holtedier bruidskat 
as iemand my dit sou gun soek ek buite jou mure 
na'n Jonasboom 
as jy 'n vrou was sou ek uit oor die geure 
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lieflike oerhoer 
slet flerrie sloerie feeks 
maar jy is nie eens 'n moeder nie 
jy's 'n selfmoord in aborsie 
spuitwonde water tussen kaai en dye van hierdie boot 
mykaap, menskaap, kaaplief, hartkaap 
ek wou jou tot 'n fluisterende roos sing 
maar jy het mond en tong gebly 
jong trekarbeider vol stof en roet: stad 
lugbore gate hyskrane wetgewers: berg 
skerwe van 'n wynbottel na 'n treurspel se gefuif: see 
van 'n afstand nou gereduseer tot 'n panteistiese 

geklank 
met een lang arm om Kampsbaai 
en die Maleierbuurt aan die galbitter tet 
so het ek jou lief 
soos ek jou gedroom het 
skimmelende roos aan die been van die volk 
mykaap, godkaap, liefkaap, kaaphart 
ek wou jou tot 'n singende mond sing 
maar jy het wond gebly 
fraaiste kaap in die hele omtrek 
geelste son in die heel halfrond 
blouste wind in watter land ook 
beskawingswrak met jou rotte nog aan boord 
en die dood in die water 
mykaap, kaapgod, menskaap, hartlief 
onttrek jou nou tog heeltemal 
versluier in die sprankeling van traangrys perels 
maar ek sal my oe terug stuur . 
oor seisoene se spergebiede en afstande se lugkanonne 
in die oorgehaalde kele van seemeeue 
om diep en rou in jou mosselskulp-oogkaste te 

bombardeer 
jou wou ek tot 'n wond aan die wind bpbring 
en jy het kaap bly bly 

(aan boord die S. S. Imperio) 
— 15 Feb. 67 
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Goodbye, Cape Town 

black beast with your back in a heap: mountain 
hills of white stones in a shroud: city 
tablecloth of fine oriental satin: sea 
mountain fort perpetual halfway station young cemetery 
holed-up creature dowry 
if someone would grant it me I'd search beyond your walls 
for a Jonah tree 
if you were a woman I'd elaborate on the smells 
of your pocked skin and gurgling glands 
lovely arch-whore 
slut flirt hell-cat bitch 
but you're not even a mother 
you're an abortive suicide 
gushing wounds of water between the quay and the flanks of 

this boat 
my cape, man's cape, capelove, heart's cape 
I wanted to breathe you into a full blown rose 
but you stayed just a mouth and a tongue 
young migrant worker covered in dust and soot: city 
air-drills holes cranes legislators: mountain 
bits of a wine bottle from a sad binge: sea 
from a distance now reduced to a pantheistic 

clamour 
with one long arm around Camp's Bay 
and the Malay quarter at the most bitter teat 
that's how I love you 
as I have dreamed you 
rose of rotting flesh on the people's leg 
my cape, godcape, lovecape, capeheart 
I wanted to sing you into a singing mouth 
but you stayed a wound 
fairest cape in all the world 
brightest sun in all the hemisphere 
bluest wind in no matter where 
wreck of civilization with your rats still on board 
and death in the water 
my cape, capegod, man's cape, heart's love 
pull away now and leave me 
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veiled in the sparkle of tear-grey pearls 
but I'll send back my eyes 
over seasons of forbidden zones and the gunfire of distances 
in the loaded throats of seagulls 

to bombard 
deep and raw into your musselshelled eye-sockets 
you I wanted to bring up a wound to the wind 
but you stayed you stayed the cape 

(on board S.S. Imperio) 
— 15 Feb. 67 

— trans. Stephen Gray & L. de Kock14 

University of Natal, 
Durban. 
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CORRESPONDENCE: 

'TIMON' AND HISTORY, CONTINUED 

The Editors, 
Theoria. 

Sirs, 
Mr Strauss enters the dispute over Mr Bizley's article on Timon of 
Athens (Theoria 44) with 'pity' that I 'should be so closed' to Mr 
Bizley's approach to the play. His approach is commended for 
'bringing a historical theory to bear on the text' while Mr Strauss 
issues me with various warnings about an approach 'as if naked 
and innocent of all preconceptions'. He stands, categorically, on 
'it is impossible to approach a text in utter nakedness'. (It is sig
nificant that Mr Strauss talks of an 'approach' to the text. This 
term seems symptomatic to me of a peripheral activity, so preoc
cupied with preliminaries of theory, that it remains critically non-
participant.) He is convinced this rejection is legitimate on the 
grounds that the critic is bound always to serve 'his own precon
ceptions' and that the text is always beyond him because his ap
proach is limited by the 'method' he applies and the 'assumptions' 
he makes. We see why the acceptance of such conditions by the 
critic is so important to him when we come to his main point 
which is that 'there is a grave loss entailed when the critic denies 
that man changes with historical change'. 

Against this view I hold that engagement in and response to a 
text originates authentic criticism. Engagement implies for me the 
primary apprehension and perception of the drama observed or 
the text read. This engagement, this primary involvement, is an ac
tive condition energised by man's living curiosity about the world. 
Lawrence somewhere approves St Augustine's saying that the 
world is created anew every day and in this sense living curiosity 
has meaning for me — and for the critic it implies the text may be 
the new world in which discovery is possible. We are enticed by lit
erature because the experience of it imitates life, not simply be
cause the content does. Response, in turn, implies for me the ac
tive application of an intelligence that is vital, thus not merely re
arranging the already known but achieving judgement of meaning 
and value through the direct translation of insights issuing from the 
primary, affective centres of perception. Certainly this direct 
translation, the effort of articulation, presents the critic with his 
fundamental difficulty because the demand is for an intelligence 
that is quick to recognise, co-ordinate, choose and order; and is 
disciplined to discriminate between what is newly discovered and 
what are the projections of his pedestrian mind — so aptly identi-
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fied by Mr Strauss's 'preconceptions' and assuring 'assumptions'. 
Vital intelligence, as the active faculty which tempers pristine in
sight and achieves expression, is invested with wisdom assimilated 
from experience of life and art but, in so far as the intelligence is 
adroit, this wisdom supplies its depth and strength and is not the 
fixed inhibition which preconceptions and assumptions are. As I 
see it then, the critic has in accomplishing his purpose an actively 
curious, open, unassuming and disciplined mind; unenclosed by 
preconceptions and assumptions and free of the formulated trajec
tories of predetermined method. 

With regard to Mr Strauss's generalization about human nature 
that 'man changes with historical change' — what does this leave 
us with? Plus ca change . . . I might say in reply; but truisms for 
truisms aside, his emphasis allows us to ignore that, before any
thing else, the text is the same one for contemporaries of the 
author as it is for us, or anybody else. He interposes between the 
critic and the text the labour to reconstruct the historical context 
(the result, because of what history is — not to mention what 
ideological vested interests are — being always hypothetical) 
which, in turn I say results in the wasteful distraction of the critic 
from the fresh discovery of the essential experience of the work 
which is shared through time. It causes a loss because it interferes 
with the free play of engagement and response that produces the 
immediate enjoyment of literature through which we are excited 
to come again to the presentness of life. The proposition that each 
person sees the same object differently is similar to Mr Strauss's. 
The weight here is all on the difference so that the thing which is in 
common and in which understanding is shared and communication 
is possible, is quite overlooked. It-is a proposition which leads to 
countless dead ends of disagreement and the fragmentation of 
communication. 

Coming to the particulars of my comparison of Lucullus in 
Timon with Chaucer's 'Marchant', Mr Strauss's 'No', however 
'flat', does not dissuade me. He does not concretely refute the tex
tual interpretation on which my comparison is based. What evi
dence proves that the Merchant 'is felt as coming from a universe 
somewhat alien to the other pilgrims, needing to explain himself to 
them'? Let us stop for a moment to think about some of those 
'other pilgrims' — the Knight, Clerk and Parson, for example, 
give authority and honour to their respective degrees because of 
their integrity, and measured against them the Merchant is found 
self-seeking and delinquent. In fact, the comparison as we ponder 
it makes 'somewhat alien' seem empty. But in that 'compaignye,/ 
Of sondry folk' he decidedly is in 'felaweshipe' with some of the 
others and not the 'anomaly' Mr Strauss claims he is. One can 
imagine how in conversation like interests would emerge with the 
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Man of Law, that astute conveyancer of property transactions ('So 
greet a purchasour was nowher noon'). What with four husbands 
married for 'richesse', the Wife of Bath would have had a shrewd, 
intimate sense of the Merchant; someone far from alien to her. 
Then the Pardoner, with the grotesque confession of his cunning, 
self-serving sermonising on the theme 'Radix malorum est Cupidi-
tas', testifies to an entrenched, mercenary corruption of values. I 
say 'entrenched' not simply because the Pardoner is a member of 
the Church and as such exemplifies corruption in that pervasive 
order, but because of the human network which links his vices in 
kind with such men as the Merchant and others. And of course, 
the Pardoner's adage too, taken by itself, indicates the proverbial 
insight, the timelessness of which I suggest is a crucial element in 
Timon. 

What is particularly instructive, however, about Mr Strauss's 
misreading of the Merchant's relation to the 'compaignye' is that 
his habits of thinking, bent so earnestly on postulating 'predomi
nant forms of thought and evaluation' and their changing 'status' 
in historical terms, have made him stray, with such misleading con
sequences, from the text. There is a rootlessness about his grand 
terms 'universe' and 'world' that, considering Mr Bizley's telling 
recognition that 'there is a brand of commentator who uses "back
ground" as a substitute for reading' (see his letter in Theoria 48), 
one wonders how happily Mr Strauss's commendations rest with 
him. 

Finally, Mr Strauss sees Timon's tragic fall and isolation occur
ring because 'the world as he knew it has gone mad . . . a world 
from which value has departed'. In the face of this may I ask that 
we remind ourselves of what I have advanced in my previous cor
respondence: it is men who drive Timon mad — individual men, 
friends he trusted. It is their personal betrayals which split him 
from his happy self and confirming companionship and which lead 
him to discover the 'Athens' he is irrevocably cut off from. As crit
ics of Timon our first concern is to help reveal the tragedy in 
human terms; and concerns about broad cultural-historical ten
dencies , what with their 'size of words', help rather to obscure it. 

Poet:. . . I am rapt, and cannot cover 
The monstrous bulk of this ingratitude 
With any size of words. 

Timon: Let it go naked, men may see't the better. 
(V i 63-66) 

Yours faithfully 
J.M. Phelps 
University of Fort Hare 
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