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In this chapter, I read two novels which I hesitate to call simply ‘South African’, 
yet which I will nevertheless consider central to the national literature of that 
country. The first novel, Mhudi (1930) by Sol T. Plaatje, already enjoys a central 
space in the South African canon, often lauded as the first English novel written 
by a black South African.1 For this reason, the novel has enjoyed such legitimizing 
factors as being included on the national high school curriculum. The novel tells 
the tale of its eponymous protagonist Mhudi and her husband Ra-Thaga as they 
escape a vicious attack on their village by Mzilikazi, king of the Matabele, in and 
around the year 1832. The second novel, This Island Now, by Peter Abrahams 
is not quite as highly recognized within the South African canon. Abrahams’s 
Mine Boy (1946) enjoys that place, rather, being written on the cusp of apartheid 
and drawing overt attention to the conditions of black workers under white rule. 
This Island Now has a more oblique relationship to South Africa: it was written 
after Abrahams went into exile and is set on a fictional island somewhere in the 
Caribbean, not in South Africa at all.

I use these two very different texts – one intensely located in the country of the 
Barolong, a Batswana tribe in the early to mid-nineteenth century, and the other 
set on a fictional island in the Caribbean – to explore South African literature’s 
ambivalent relationship to the world. The novels are separated by thirty-six years, 
but their different relationships to the world of letters displays the dizzying pace 
of the loss of local literary traditions as a result of apartheid. Indeed, separating 
these texts exactly is the historical fulcrum of the inauguration of South African 

2

The locations and orientations of  
South African literature: From Sol Plaatje  

to Peter Abrahams
Ashleigh Harris

1 Stephen Gray, ‘Sources of the First Black South African Novel in English: Solomon Plaatje’s use of 
Shakespeare and Bunyan in Mhudi’, Munger Africana Library Notes, no. 37 (December 1976): 6–28.
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apartheid in 1948.2 The argument that follows posits that apartheid disorientated 
a national literature of South Africa and that we can use these two case studies to 
demonstrate that disorientation.

In An Ecology of World Literature: From Antiquity to the Present Day, 
Alexander Beecroft opens up new understandings of how literatures emerge, 
circulate and adapt to their given location and orient themselves in terms of 
their local, regional, national or even global contexts. Beecroft’s six ecologies 
expand outward from the smallest level of circulation (the epichoric) to the 
largest (the global). The epichoric is ‘the limit-case of literary circulation, where 
verbal art (frequently though not necessarily, oral) may be transmitted over long 
periods of time but does not leave the small-scale local community’.3 Panchoric 
ecologies ‘are those that form in regions with small-scale polities but where 
literary and other cultural artifacts circulate more broadly through a space that 
is self-aware of itself as some kind of cultural unity and that define themselves 
by the exclusion of other polities that do not share that culture’.4 Cosmopolitan 
ecologies, writes Beecroft, ‘are found whenever a single literary language is used 
over a large territorial range and through a long period of time’.5 Vernacular 
ecologies, in turn, emerge ‘out of cosmopolitan ones when sufficient cultural 
resources accumulate behind some version of a locally spoken language to 
allow for its use for literary purposes’.6 The vernacular also consolidates into the 
next ecology, that of national literature, which Beecroft notes occurs ‘together 
with the emergence of nationalism per se’.7 Finally, we reach the global ecology, 
which ‘represents another limit-case – the literary circulation that truly knows 
no borders. As major languages (most obviously, of course, English) escape the 
bonds of the nation-state, and texts begin to circulate more rapidly around the 
planet, we may’, speculates Beecroft, ‘be moving in the direction of just such a 
borderless world’.8 Even though Beecroft wishes to resist an ‘evolutionary’9 logic 
to these ecologies, the centrifugal motion, from the most restricted forms of 
circulation to the largest possible ones, places them in a temporal line of historical 

3 Alexander Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature: From Antiquity to the Present Day (London: 
Verso, 2015), Kindle, loc. 667 of 7487.

4 Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature, loc. 675 of 7487.
5 Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature, loc. 684 of 7487.
6 Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature, loc. 692 of 7487.
7 Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature, loc. 699 of 7487.
8 Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature, loc. 715 of 7487.
9 Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature, loc. 666 of 7487.

2 Mhudi was actually completed in 1920, but I nevertheless see its publication date as crucial, since it is 
in publication that its movement into the world of course begins. I will discuss this matter in relation 
to Sol Plaatje’s translation and orthographic work in more detail below.
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emergence. While these temporalities may then overlap, there is a strong sense 
that they mark a line of succession, if not progression, ‘from antiquity to the 
present day’, as the book’s subtitle reveals.

South African literature, however, sits uncomfortably within this schema. 
This is because colonialism imposed a cosmopolitan language and literature 
upon literary cultures and then refused any possibilities of the vernacularization 
of colonial forms excepting in Afrikaans. Apartheid compounded the problem, 
first by making impossible the achievement of a truly national literature, given 
that the nation itself did not acknowledge the civil and human rights of the 
majority of its people, and second by disorienting South Africa’s relationship 
to the globe because of isolationism. This resulted in both a compacted and 
disoriented set of literary ecologies, which coexisted, competed and confounded 
one another in ways that complicated South African literature’s coming into 
being as national literature, and its relationship to the world.

As such, in the early to mid-nineteenth century, one can see concurrent examples 
of at least four of Beecroft’s stages: an epichoric oral literature in ǀXam, a language 
that is now extinct, the panchoric traditions of isiXhosa and isiZulu praise poetry,10 
cosmopolitan forms in English, such as accounts of the African interior that were 
enjoying global circulation in the metropolitan newspapers of Europe and America,11 
and vernacular processes, such as the translation of John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress 
into isiXhosa in 1866,12 as well as the consolidation of the Afrikaans Language 
Movement in 1875, which aimed to have Afrikaans legitimated as a language. By 
the twentieth century, with the increasing support for Afrikaans literature towards 
the creation of a national (white) literature, and the lack of resources given to the 
development of indigenous language literatures, the matter had become all-the-
more knotted, and by the inauguration of apartheid in 1948, this tangle included 
both national and global ecologies, in equally disorienting ways.

Through a discussion of Mhudi and This Island Now, I hope to investigate 
how the entanglement of Beecroft’s ecologies in the South African context might 
be understood if we take seriously recent calls to decolonize the national canon 
of South African literature, a canon that remains dominated by English and 
Afrikaans. I am drawing here on pedagogical and linguistic work of scholars such 
as Leketi Makalela, who argues that South Africa needs to engage an ‘ubuntu 

10 Known as ukubonga and izimbongo respectively.
11 Such as Nathaniel Isaacs’s Travels and Adventures in Eastern Africa: Descriptive of the Zoolus, their 

manners, customs etc etc. With a Sketch of Natal (London: Edward Churton, 1836).
12 See Isabel Hofmeyr, The Portable Bunyan: A Transnational History of The Pilgrim’s Progress 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004).
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trans-languaging’ approach to the classroom, in which we appreciate that ‘no one 
language is complete without the other’.13 Elsewhere, I have applied Makalela’s 
idea to a literary historiography of South Africa, asking the following question: 
‘Just as an Ubuntu trans-languaging is a necessity for the decolonised curriculum, 
I wonder what an ubuntu approach to literary form might look like. This would 
involve necessarily thinking through the complex ways in which written and oral 
forms, to mould Makalela’s linguistic concept to the literary, are “not complete 
without the other”.’14 This idea allows me to read the various ecologies of South 
African literature as co-constructive of what we can now retroactively posit as a 
national literature. This not only recuperates indigenous-language literatures for 
the literary canon – an obvious move in this case – but also puts into perspective 
the strategic use of English as a global language in the absence of an authentic 
national literature. Finally, the approach reads all the literatures of South Africa as 
co-constructive of one another, though obviously with varying power differentials, 
in such a way that allows us to think more precisely about how the compression of 
concurrent ecologies influenced the making of the South African canon.

Both of my selected novels illustrate a keen self-awareness of their complicated 
relationship to colonial history and its linguistic and literary residues. As 
such, we can read both novels as themselves telling a tale of their location and 
orientations in the world of letters: Mhudi negotiates the problem of the loss of 
local languages and literatures under the dominant cosmopolitan language and 
literature of English even as it reached outward to a world of letters. For this 
discussion, I will be taking up Beecroft’s four ecologies of epichoric, panchoric, 
cosmopolitan and vernacular. In contrast, This Island Now engages the ecologies 
of cosmopolitanism and the nation, by highlighting the twisted temporality of 
writing a national literature from elsewhere. As such, the chapter picks up on 
the ways in which colonial and apartheid ideologies dislocated and disoriented 
South African writing in ways that still require us to rethink the geospatial logic 
of the very concept of South African literature.

14 Ashleigh Harris, ‘African Literature as Indigenous History in South Africa’s “Decolonize-the-
Curriculum” Movement’, in The Routledge Companion to Indigenous Global History, edited by 
Lynette Russell and Ann McGrath. Routledge (Forthcoming); Makalela, ‘Our Academics’, 2.

13 Leketi Makalela, ‘“Our Academics Are Intellectually Colonised”: Multi-Languaging and Fees Must 
Fall’, Southern African Linguistics and Applied Language Studies 36, no. 1 (2018): 2. ‘In order to move 
away from “linguistic tribes” of the past, teaching African languages can be aligned with the African 
cultural and epistemological conception of being, ubuntu, which propagates a communal orientation 
and continuum of social, linguistic and cultural resources and denotes the interconnectedness of 
all human existence … “I am because you are; you are because we are”’ (Leketi Makalela ‘Moving 
Out of Linguistic Boxes: The Effects of Translanguaging for Multilingual Classrooms’ Language and 
Education 29, no. 3 (2015): 214).
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Writing South Africa into the world:  
Sol Plaatje’s Mhudi (1930)

Sol Plaatje was not only the first black writer of an English novel in present-
day South Africa, but also a key contributor to debates about the problem of 
English overwhelming and devastating local languages (in his case, Setswana), 
and of print culture accelerating this devastation. Plaatje was mission-schooled 
and worked in a number of different jobs engaged with language in some form 
or another (he was a teacher, translator, journalist and editor). Although he was 
a founding member of the political body that would later become the African 
National Congress (ANC), it is Plaatje’s politics of language that is of greatest 
significance for this chapter. In the early 1900s, Plaatje embarked on an oral 
preservation project to collect, transcribe and translate Setswana proverbs, 
which he recognized as a dying cultural form in the face of print culture and 
English political and educational dominance.

Plaatje’s anxiety about the diminishing of Setswana was justified, as can be 
illustrated in the reception history of his own writings. While his novel Mhudi 
and his account of the lived consequences of the 1913 Native Lands Act, 
Native Life in South Africa (1916), both written in English, have been firmly 
canonized, his concurrent oral collection project on Setswana proverbs and folk 
tales received little funding. Although the project resulted in two publications, 
Sechuana Proverbs with Literal Translations and their European Equivalents 
(1916) and A Sechuana Reader in International Phonetic Orthography with 
English Translations (with Daniel Jones, 1916), they have become relatively 
obscured historically. Jane Starfield bemoans the fact that the first of these 
publications, Sechuana Proverbs, remains ‘under lock and key’15 at the Africana 
library of the University of the Witwatersrand, where I myself examined the 
text thirty years after Starfield made her observation. Neither of these texts have 
been republished or enjoy wide circulation today.16 As such, it is clear that the 
cosmopolitan language of English in the literary expression of the novel was 
bound to enjoy greater longevity than the oral tradition of proverbs and folk 
tales in Setswana. Even worse, as Deborah Seddon informs us, Plaatje’s failure to 

15 Jane Starfield, ‘The Lore and the Proverbs: Sol Plaatje as Historian’, paper presented to the African 
Studies Seminar, University of the Witwatersrand, 26 August 1991, 1.

16 A modernized version of Sechuana Proverbs is available as a pamphlet entitled Other Proverbs of Sol 
Plaatje: The First Setswana Author, ed. B. Malefo and D. S. Matjila (Kimberly: Sol Plaatje Educational 
Trust, 2010).
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raise further funding for his project to archive Setswana oral literatures through 
the sales of Mhudi17 and through requests to international and local funders (he 
repeatedly approached his own Chief for support),18 means that ‘[we now] only 
have his letters as evidence for the significant body of Setswana orature he had 
collected to disseminate in print’.19 The texts themselves are lost to history.

Also lost to history are four of the six translations of Shakespearean plays that 
Plaatje completed in Setswana. Plaatje mentions on his title page to Diphosho-
phosho, a translation of The Comedy of Errors, that he had also completed other 
translations of Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice (Mashoabi-shoabi), Much Ado 
About Nothing (Matsapa-tsapa a lefela), Julius Caesar (Dincho-ncho tsa bo Julius 
Kesara) and others (‘Le buka tse dingoe gape’). Of these, only The Comedy of 
Errors and Julius Caesar remain, and they, like Sechuana Proverbs, are available 
only as single copies in a few university archives. Yet the translations that remain 
and Plaatje’s various accounts of his work of translation reveal something crucial 
about his efforts to use cosmopolitan form and the cultural capital of the English 
canon strategically for the purposes of both retaining a record of Setswana 
spoken arts and ensuring the future of the Setswana language in the face of 
colonial monolingualism.

Deborah Seddon emphasizes how and why Plaatje used proverbs in his 
translations of Shakespeare:

Throughout the text of Diphosho-phosho, Plaatje employs Setswana proverbs; 
where appropriate, he translates Shakespeare’s language into such indigenous 
idiomatic forms. Replete with his creative deployment of Setswana idiom, his 
translation thus both preserves and ‘performs’ the orature of his own language.20

Ndana Ndana, in his substantial analysis of how these proverbs are engaged 
in the translation, reminds us of the urgency of this work. Plaatje indicates in 

18 Ndana, ‘Sol Plaatje’s Shakespeare’, 187.
19 Deborah Seddon, ‘Written out, Writing in: Orature in the South African Literary Canon Author(s)’, 

English in Africa 35, no. 1 (May, 2008): 138.

17 Plaatje notes in his preface to Mhudi that ‘[t]he book has been written with two objects in view, 
viz., (a) interpret to the reading public, one phase of the “back of the Native mind”; and (b) with 
the readers’ money, to collect and print (for Bantu schools) Sechuana folktales, which, with 
the spread of European ideas, are fast being forgotten. It is thus hoped to arrest this process by 
cultivating a love for art and literature in the vernacular’. Plaatje, Mhudi, xi; cited in Ndana Ndana 
‘Sol Plaatje’s Shakespeare: Translation and Transition to Modernity’ (PhD diss., University of Cape 
Town, 2005), 158.

20 Deborah Seddon, ‘Shakespeare’s Orality: Solomon Plaatje’s Setswana Translations’, English Studies in 
Africa 47, no. 2 (2004): 90.
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his introduction to Diphoshophosho, that his key concern was the adulteration 
of the Setswana language by missionary schools and their orthographies21 
imposed by non-native speakers of the language.22 These colonial interventions, 
argued Plaatje, were

responsible for the deplorable fact that Sechuana is systematically ‘murdered’ 
in those schools where the vernacular is taught. The head teacher is usually the 
white missionary, who, even if a good linguist must, except in rare cases, have 
the accent and use the idiom of a foreigner, and the pupils invariably drop their 
mother’s accent and speak the language ‘as teacher speaks it.’ In the course of 
time, when it is decided to impart the language through native tutors, the latter 
will be speaking a kind of ‘School Sechuana’ with accents varying according to 
their tuition, but all equally alien to native speech.23

As Ndana reminds us ‘[c]oncerns for the extinction of languages are real. It 
should be remembered that within Plaatje’s lifetime, the Koranna language 
disappeared’.24 The strategic translation of canonical English texts for the 
preservation of a vernacular (and its largely oral traditions) becomes a condensed 
site for understanding the ecologies of the epichoric, the cosmopolitan and the 
vernacular.25 If we understand the Setswana oral proverb as an epichoric literary 
form and then see it reproduced in a printed vernacularization of a cosmopolitan 
text – in this case a Setswana translation of Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors – 
the superimposition of these three ecologies in a single text becomes apparent. 

22 In his introduction to Diposhoposho, Plaatje writes: ‘It has not been an easy task to write a book 
such as this in Setswana: it has been both difficult and intricate. But we are driven forward by the 
demands of the Batswana – the incessant and shrill cries of people exclaiming, “Tau’s Setswana will 
be of no use to us! It is becoming extinct because children are not taught Setswana! They are taught 
the missionary language! They will lose all trace of our language!” That is why we undertook to 
tackle this task.’ Diphosho-phosho (Morija: Morija Press, 1930), ii, translation in Ndana ‘Sol Plaatje’s 
Shakespeare’, 157.

21 As Plaatje writes: ‘One difficult point in regard to this language is presented by its different systems 
of orthography. These are five. We have firstly an Anglican spelling of Sechuana; secondly, a 
Congregational; thirdly, a Lutheran, and fourthly, a Wesleyan, besides the fifth spelling of Sechuana 
used by the Natives in their own newspapers.’ Sechuana Proverbs with Literal Translations and their 
European Equivalents (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner and Co., 1916) 13; cited in Ndana, ‘Sol 
Plaatje’s Shakespeare’, 174.

23 Plaatje, Sechuana Proverbs, 15–16; cited in Ndana, ‘Sol Plaatje’s Shakespeare’, 175.
24 Ndana, ‘Sol Plaatje’s Shakespeare’, 158.
25 The panchoric is relevant here, too, and equally entangled in the other three ecologies, insofar as the 

debate around the orthography of Setswana at the time was dominated by English and Afrikaans 
speakers who, among other things, considered a single orthography for isiZulu, isiXhosa and 
Setswana. Such standardizing impulses impose a panchoric stretch to the South African bantu 
languages.
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To mention just one example discussed by Ndana: the final lines of Adriana’s 
plea to her sister Luciana to marry appear in Shakespeare’s text thus:

But if thou live to see like right bereft,
This fool-begged patience in thee will be left (II.1.40–4l).

Plaatje’s translation is: ‘A ko nyaloe re ke re bone gore a u tla rua pelo telele ea gago 
e gompieno ekete telele-telele fela jaka telele ea kgomo’,26 which Ndana translates as 
‘Marry so that we can see whether you will keep your long heart which presently 
is as long-long as the large intestine of a cow.’27 Ndana goes on to explain Plaatje’s 
play on the word telele: ‘The word is used first as an adjective in the idiom “rua 
pelo telele/keep a long heart/be patient”, and then repeated shortly for emphasis 
in “telele-telele/long-long”. Lastly, the word is used as a noun in “telele ya kgomo/
the large intestine/colon of a cow”.’28 Ndana offers an enlightening reading of 
the significance of the word telele in terms of how the themes of marriage and 
patience, here adapted to a Batswana cultural context, are evoked in the dialogue 
between Adriana and Luciana. What is of significance for my argument is that 
this vernacularization of Shakepeare’s play entirely reworks it and is in no 
sense a direct translation (something that Plaatje warns us about in the preface 
to the play). As such, the cosmopolitan text becomes, I would argue, not only 
vernacularized, but returned to a smaller circle of distribution – one closer to the 
epichoric ecology than the vernacular one. The fate of Plaatje’s Sechuana Proverbs, 
Diphosho-posho and his Sechuana Reader, all published in 1916 and all part of his 
strategy to preserve and extend the significance of Setswana, was indeed a return 
to almost zero circulation because they are now only available in a handful of 
copies in a few libraries. And Plaatje’s attempts to use a vernacular strategy to 
bypass the ecology of the growth of a cosmopolitan literature ultimately failed, 
resulting in the stasis and eventual disappearance of these texts.29

What then of his English novel Mhudi? Must we read this novel as a surrender 
to the inevitable dominance of the cosmopolitan language of English? If we apply 
Beecroft’s ecological thinking, Mhudi certainly appears to be just that given its 
very different reception-history to the fate of the texts published in Setswana. Yet, 

26 Plaatje, Diphosho-phosho, 10.
27 Ndana, ‘Sol Plaatje’s Shakespeare’, 162.
28 Ndana, ‘Sol Plaatje’s Shakespeare’, 162.
29 It is interesting that Plaatje tried to mobilize interest in this project globally, too, as we see in a letter 

that he wrote to W. E. B. Du Bois on 19 December 1920, where he states: ‘I have with me translations 
of Shakespeare’s “Merchant of Venice” and “Julius Caesar” and “Comedy of Errors” which will be 
very readable to the South African Natives’ (Brian Willan, Sol Plaatje: A Biography (Johannesburg: 
Wits University Press, 1984), 262; cited in Ndana, ‘Sol Plaatje’s Shakespeare’, 186).
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Mhudi, despite taking the ultimately cosmopolitan form of the novel, is a formally 
complex text: one which suggests that in the hands of a writer deeply committed 
to the preservation of his language and its cultural forms, the novel did not simply 
replace the epichoric oral forms of proverbs and folk tales that coexisted with the 
development of print culture and book distribution in Southern Africa. Isabel 
Hofmeyr has argued of the South African context that literary and oral traditions 
‘can never be neatly separated’ and that ‘the interaction of orality and literacy cannot 
be imagined as a straight, evolutionary line in which the written eventually triumphs 
over the spoken’. Indeed, she proves in her analysis of English written histories and 
Sesotho oral narratives of The Siege of Makapansgat that the two forms ‘can never be 
neatly separated’.30 The impossibility of separating, or providing a teleology for, the 
move from oral to print culture is a matter that troubles the ecologies of the epichoric, 
the cosmopolitan and the vernacular in the South African context since we see here 
epichoric indigenous forms altering the deep literary structure of the cosmopolitan 
form of the novel. As such, vernacularization is not simply about the strategy of 
engaging the cosmopolitan form to legitimate a vernacular but is also an adaptation 
of the cosmopolitan form to the local context in which the form circulates. To put 
this in the terms of this book, this is a reorientation back to the local.

Indeed, as a novel, Mhudi cuts a somewhat unexpected form. It is a novel 
ostensibly about its eponymous character Mhudi, but she disappears for much of 
the narrative as the narration of historical events overwhelms the development of 
her personal story. Structurally, the historical event of the Kunana Massacre, in 
which the Matabele attacked and decimated the Barolong, begins the novel and 
sets the stage for both Mhudi’s and her husband-to-be’s exile into the wilderness 
where they happen upon each other. The next section of the novel describes the 
happiness of the newly-weds and their eventual reintegration into Batswana 
society. Mhudi’s husband, Ra-Thaga, befriends a Boer named De Villiers, 
whose people Mhudi openly despises because of their cruelty to their servants. 
De Villiers is ultimately involved in a successful plot to remove the Matabele 
king, Mzilikazi, and to force him northwards and out of the land of Ra-Thaga’s 
ancestors, the Barolong. Ra-Thaga becomes a broker between the Batswana tribes 
and the Boers, and with the Boers’ superior firearms, which the Matabele have 
never seen before, the mission is successful and the Matabele suffer enormous 
losses, including the son of Mzilikazi. Consequently, the Matabele withdraw to 
the north. Suddenly the novel returns us to Mhudi who, after a serious illness, 

30 Isabel Hofmeyr, ‘We Spend Our Years as a Tale That is Told’: Oral Historical Narrative in a South 
African Chiefdom (Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 1993), 12.
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ventures out to find Ra-Thaga, fearing for his safety. This begins what reads 
as a new section of the novel, which returns us to the protagonists and their 
relationships with one another and takes its view away from the historical aspects 
of the conflicts between the Matabele and the Barolong. On the way to Thaba 
Nchu, where she will be reunited with her husband, Mhudi meets Queen Nandi, 
Mzilikazi’s favourite wife, who has been exiled as a result of the jealous actions of 
his senior wife. Mhudi and Nandi also meet Hannetjie Van Zyl on their travels, a 
woman who proves to be the only trekker Mhudi trusts because she is kind. In an 
ending reminiscent of the impossible coincidences of a Shakespearean comedy, 
the three women all end up happily with their male equivalents in the text (Nandi 
returns to Mzilikazi in koBulawayo, where the Matabele have now settled), Ra-
Thaga and Mhudi are reunited, and Hannetjie marries Ra-Thaga’s good friend De 
Villiers. The novel ends with the image of Ra-Thaga and Mhudi returning to their 
homeland on a wagon given to Mhudi by De Villiers.

Part historical fiction, part character fiction, then, the novel also engages with 
Setswana oral traditions in interesting ways. Most obviously, the narration of the 
historical conflicts between the Matabele and the Barolong is a written and English 
transcription of, as Plaatje writes in his foreword to the novel, ‘stray scraps of tribal 
history’ that he had ‘incidentally heard’ of this history. Plaatje claims that he ‘elicited 
from old people that the slaying of Bhoya and his companions, about the year 
1830, constituted the casus belli which unleashed the war dogs and precipitated 
the Barolong nation headlong into the horrors described in these pages’.31 Tim 
Couzens has published extensively on the historical aspects of the narrative,32 but 
these specifics are less important to this argument than the fact that Plaatje used 
the novel form to transcribe these ‘stray scraps of tribal’ and oral history.

Furthermore, just as we saw in the case of Plaatje’s translation of The Comedy 
of Errors, Setswana proverbs recur throughout the pages of Mhudi. These are 
usually introduced by clear marking phrases such as ‘the proverb says’33 or by 
placing the proverb itself in inverted commas (for example, ‘Korannas argue that 
the life of the husband of a beautiful woman would “not be worth the value of 
a mouse skin”’), so as to clearly mark the shift from the free indirect discourse 
of the narrator to the proverb. For example, ‘[Ra-Thaga] recalled a Sechuana 

31 Sol Plaatje, Mhudi (1930; London: Penguin Modern Classics, 2006), xi.
32 Tim Couzens, ‘The Dark Side of the World: Sol Plaatje’s Mhudi’, English Studies in Africa 14, no. 2 (1971): 

187–203; Tim Couzens, ‘Sol Plaatje’s Mhudi’, Journal of Commonwealth Literature 8, no. 1, (1973): 1–19; 
Tim Couzens, Introduction to Mhudi, by Sol T. Plaatje, (London: Heinemann, 1978), 1–20.

33 For example, see Plaatje, Mhudi, 191 and 192.
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proverb which his comrade used to quote, viz., “Never be led by a female lest 
thou fall over a precipice”’. This proverb appears in Sechuana Proverbs, translated 
there as, ‘Big game should never be led by the females, lest they fall over a 
precipice.’34 What is particularly interesting about this novelistic inclusion of 
this particular proverb is the critical distance the novel allows for the use of the 
proverb. As Phaswane Mpe has argued, Ra-Thaga makes use of the proverb to 
ignore his wife’s advice, which is a mistake.

The proverb is set against hard facts so that the reader can perceive the naivete 
of vision of those who accept it. Men are, in a sense, the precipices over which 
they themselves fall, and it is Mhudi who is proved right. This proverb, whose 
purpose seems to be to reinforce and perpetuate the subordination of women, 
actually serves as a criticism in the hard fact that Mhudi is in many ways better 
than most male characters.35

Indeed, the entire narrative of Mhudi, as indicated by its title being the name of 
its female protagonist, counters this proverb. Yet, the narrative strategy Plaatje 
uses nevertheless enables its inclusion so that the novel archives it and part of the 
historical cultural values that went into its making.

There are numerous other proverbs in Mhudi that appear, too, in Plaatje’s 1916 
Sechuana Proverbs. This possibly explains why almost all of the proverbs in Mhudi 
are attributed to the Barolong characters and, as Mpe notes, ‘Ndebele speakers 
in the novel seldom appear to use proverbs – or to use them properly.’36 Given 
Plaatje’s commitment to the preservation of Setswana, this is unsurprising, but the 
novelistic effect of this is that the Matabele are presented as people without history 
and without a strong sense of connection to their cultural past. Interestingly, a 
Zulu induna (or ‘medicine man’, as Plaatje puts it) makes use of a Setswana proverb 
when he says to the Matabele Queen Nomenti, ‘[y]our orders are confusing 
… They are uttered in two voices as from the cleft tongue of an alligator’.37 The 
proverb corresponds to proverb 721 in Sechuana Proverbs: ‘You have two tongues 
like a monitor’, which Plaatje glosses with ‘Varanus of Cape Monitor, a terrestrial 
alligator with a bifid tongue’.38 We could read this moment as an indication from 
Plaatje that proverbs circulated panchorically across different languages in the 

34 Plaatje, Sechuana Proverbs, 34 (Proverb 138).
35 Phaswane Mpe, ‘Sol Plaatje, Orality and the Politics of Cultural Representation’, Current Writing: 

Text and Reception in Southern Africa 11, no. 2 (1999): 82.
36 Mpe, ‘Sol Plaatje’, 84.
37 Plaatje, Mhudi, 82.
38 Plaatje, Sechuana Proverbs, 97.
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region. Or, we could argue that the conversation between the induna and Queen 
Nomenti, as narrated by Plaatje, is pre-structured by the proverb: that is to say, 
the conversation leads towards its culmination in this proverb. If we develop this 
second idea, one might suggest that the novel’s form is deeply guided by Setswana 
oral literature, not only because it includes historical narratives and proverbs, but 
because it is structured towards elaborating the underlying cultural, psychological 
and historical meanings behind these oral texts.

This idea can be substantiated by considering more carefully the role of 
storytelling in the novel. Given Plaatje’s statement in his foreword to the novel 
that one of his ambitions with this novel was, ‘with the readers’ money, to collect 
and print (for Bantu Schools) Sechuana folk-tales which, with the spread of 
European ideas, are fast being forgotten’,39 it is perhaps no surprise that those 
very folk tales emerge in and intersect the narrative structure of Mhudi. It is 
worth keeping in mind that Plaatje published Sechuana Proverbs the same year 
as he published A Sechuana Reader in International Phonetic Orthography (with 
English Translations) with Daniel Jones, Reader in Phonetics at the University 
of London. A Sechuana Reader includes fifteen short texts in Setswana, most 
of which are folk tales, but which also include a song, a Socratic dialogue and a 
translation of the Lord’s Prayer. As he elaborates in his preface to this work, Plaatje 
sees phonetics as the most reliable ways of preserving the Setswana language. He 
expresses his hope here that a young generation of Batswana can learn through 
phonetics the ‘correct pronunciation of their mother tongue’.40 What is also 
striking about the folk tales Plaatje includes in A Sechuana Reader is that they 
often elaborate or explain a proverb. For example, Folktale Six, ‘Bulging Cheeks 
are a Characteristic of the Cat Family’, begins: ‘This is a Sechuana proverb. It 
originated in the following old story’, after which follows a tale explaining the 
proverb.41 Just as these narratives then elaborate proverbs, I would suggest that 
Plaatje’s novel has just such a didactic structure. Once again, storytelling is not 
only then included mimetically in the text, as we see when Mhudi is ‘reminded 
… of a tale that [she] had heard long ago’42 and then narrates the story of a man 
who saw the sun moving eastwards and died as a result. Rather, the novel itself 
might be considered an exegesis on the oral texts that Plaatje wishes to preserve.

39 Plaatje, Mhudi, xi.
40 Sol Plaatje and Daniel Jones, A Sechuana Reader in International Phonetic Orthography with English 

Translations (London: University of London press, 1916), x.
41 Plaatje and Jones, A Sechuana Reader, 10.
42 Plaatje, Mhudi, 23.
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This idea is axiomatic for Eileen Pooe who is the first person to be awarded a 
doctoral degree for a thesis written in Setswana. Her thesis, Taoto ya Phetsolelo 
ya Mhudi ka Sol T. Plaatje mo Setswaneng jaaka mmusetsagae wa dikwalo tsa 
Maaforika tsa Seesimane (October 2019) argues that Mhudi is a Setswana novel 
that must be repatriated, rather than translated, to Setswana for Batswana readers. 
Pooe’s argument draws on the language politics of Plaatje and the fact, as I have 
discussed above, that his historical position required him to write this novel in 
English, even as he was desperately attempting to develop written Sestwana as 
a literary language. Hence, repatriation rather than translation. Indeed, given 
that so many of the proverbs cited in Mhudi appear in Plaatje’s 1916 Sechuana 
Proverbs, it seems fair to suggest that the other proverbs he used were probably 
included in the second volume of Sechuana Proverbs that he was working on 
when he wrote Mhudi: ‘the significant body of Setswana orature he had collected 
to disseminate in print’ that Deborah Seddon notes has not survived.43 While 
the translated and transliterated echoes of these proverbs in Mhudi are no 
replacement for the lost works, they may, at least, help us retrieve some proverbs 
from that incomplete work. And Pooe’s argument about the novel’s repatriation 
would allow the book to become a revived archive of those proverbs.

While Pooe’s strategy of repatriation is a reorienting of Plaatje towards the 
located context of Batswana history and culture, we should not mistake this for a 
provincializing strategy. Plaatje’s language politics was, almost to the book, one that 
can be understood as belonging to Beecroft’s vernacular ecologies, which emerge

out of cosmopolitan ones when sufficient cultural resources accumulate behind 
some version of a locally spoken language to allow for its uses for literary 
purposes. Vernaculars are often developed in the context of new political 
formations … their emergence is frequently accompanied either by translations 
of canonical works from cosmopolitan languages or by texts I call “vernacular 
manifestoes”.44

All the works I have cited of Plaatje’s involve prefaces or forewords that can be 
considered as vernacular manifestos. A crucial point to note here, though, is that 
these manifestos are not only directed towards the speakers of the vernacular 
but are globally oriented insofar as they advocate the literary legitimacy of 
the vernacular to a cosmopolitan audience. Plaatje’s extensive travels, his 
communications with key global thinkers and scholars, such as W. E. B. Du Bois, 

43 Seddon, ‘Written out’, 138.
44 Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature, loc. 697 of 7487.
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and his emphasis on not only translating Setswana into English and English into 
Setswana, but on finding ‘European equivalents’ to Setswana proverbs, as well as 
finding African equivalents to European classics,45 all suggest that his ambitions 
were cosmopolitan. As Beecroft states of the near impossibility of the limit-case 
of epichoric fiction, ‘[i]f one man is an island, it is all the more true … that no 
culture is an island’,46 and this is certainly the case for Plaatje’s Setswana literature.

Writing South Africa from the world:  
Peter Abrahams’s This Island Now (1966)

By 1966, the apartheid state in South Africa was operating as an island, outside 
of the moral and political pressures mounting against it in the world. In this 
context, Peter Abrahams, often cited as the second black South African to write 
a novel in English (Song of the City from 1943), published This Island Now. While 
Abrahams’s historical novel Wild Conquest (1950) made extensive use of Mhudi 
as a source text,47 the connections between the two writers do not go much 
further than this. Abrahams’s father was Ethiopian and his mother was ‘coloured’, 
which is to say of mixed ethnicity. Abrahams left South Africa in 1939 at the age 
of twenty and, while he returned for work, most specifically to research what 
would become his 1953 Return to Goli, he never returned to live in the country. 
Instead, Abrahams lived in London and Paris, and eventually settled in Jamaica 
where he lived until his death in 2018. As Kolawole Ogungbesan states,

Because, unlike black African writers who followed him, he was not concerned 
about building up an indigenous reading audience on the African continent 
(a slow process, considering the problems of literacy, economics, and mass 
communication) he sought only to meet western literary demands and was 
hardly interested in traditional African aesthetics.48

Yet, one wonders what other options Abrahams had available to him as a writer 
in exile. I argue that his dislocation from South Africa did not mean that his 

45 For example, he writes, also in 1916, that ‘Some of the stories on which … [Shakespeare’s] dramas 
are based find equivalents in African folk-lore.’ Sol Plaatje, ‘A South African’s Homage’, in A Book of 
Homage to Shakespeare, ed. Israel Gollancz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1916), 339.

46 Beecroft, An Ecology of World Literature, loc. 1068 of 7487.
47 See Michael Green, ‘History, Nation, and Form in Peter Abrahams’s “Wild Conquest”’, Research in 

African Literatures 27, no. 2 (1996)and Michael Wade, Peter Abrahams (London: Evans, 1972).
48 Kolawole Ogungbesan, ‘A Long Way from Vrededorp: The Reception of Peter Abrahams’s Ideas’, 

Research in African Literatures 11, no. 2 (Summer, 1980): 188.
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writings were not still oriented towards the country, but Abrahams’s engagements 
with South Africa were, first and foremost, mediated by his close connections 
to the pan-African movement. During his time in London, Abrahams became 
friends with George Padmore, Kwame Nkrumah and Jomo Kenyatta. Andrea 
Thorpe examines the impact of Abrahams’s involvement with these figures in 
the development of his pan-Africanist ideas.49 Thorpe’s argument looks at South 
African writing in London after 1948. She explains:

By focusing on writing published after 1948, I am of course using as a temporal 
milestone the beginning of formal apartheid. Therefore, what these texts have 
in common is that they are a response to the apartheid context, displaced to 
a non-South African location that is a significant site of South African exile 
and emigration. London is read through apartheid, and vice versa. Apartheid 
obviously affected writers differently, depending most importantly on their 
racial classification under South African law, but also on the moment in which 
they wrote.50

As stated above, I too wish to consider 1948 as a historical fulcrum to set 
Plaatje’s Mhudi (published eighteen years before apartheid) and Abrahams’s This 
Island Now (published eighteen years after 1948) in productive dialogue with 
one another, even though Abrahams’s text which is distinctly cosmopolitan in 
language, location, concerns and form, is a far cry from Plaatje’s heavily located, 
though globally oriented, vernacular politics discussed above.

This historical balancing enables me to extend my argument of the collapsing 
of temporalities between Beecroft’s ecologies of literature, this time extending the 
argument to include the national and global ecologies. Since apartheid legislation 
denied black South Africans the basic rights of citizenship, the very idea of 
nationhood was, of course, a deeply troubled one in that context. The consequent 
exile of many South African black writers meant that as apartheid South Africa 
was consciously nurturing its Afrikaans and English national literary canon, 
a dislocated national canon was being written elsewhere. Yet because of the 
dislocation of exile, the alternative national literature being produced elsewhere 
during apartheid by writers such as Lewis Nkosi and Es’kia Mphahlele, Alex 
la Guma, Can Temba, was also being produced, largely, in English and often 
addressed itself to a global (and also a distinctly pan-African) audience by virtue 

49 Andrea Susan Thorpe, ‘Cosmos in London: South Africans Writing London after 1948’ (PhD diss., 
University of London, 2016), 36.

50 Thorpe, ‘Cosmos in London’, 19.
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of taking the South African story out of isolation into the globe. This was all the 
more important because of the apartheid state’s censorship laws, which actively 
suppressed these versions of life in South Africa in the country itself. As such, 
the non-authorized version of life under apartheid for black South Africans had 
to be, of necessity, written elsewhere.

Apartheid thus disrupted any simple or organic evolution from a vernacular 
literature to a national one (excepting non-political works in Afrikaans and 
English which clearly followed this pattern). Yet, if we take a closer look at Peter 
Abrahams’s This Island Now, ostensibly about African decolonization and the 
burgeoning African nationalism of the 1960s, we can see how this pan-African 
reflection on nationalism can be seen as a literary comment on the national 
circumstances of South African apartheid. In the argument that follows, I 
illustrate how Abrahams uses his cosmopolitan and pan-African location to 
write a text that is deeply entangled in the national ecology of South African 
literature even as it is written from a different location. I would even argue that 
a truly national South African literature was of necessity dislocated to the global 
sites of exile until the end of apartheid in 1994.

This Island Now is set on a fictional island and begins with the death of 
President Moses Joshua, the ‘Old Man’, as he is known, who has headed the 
island’s one-party state since the end of colonial rule. His death makes way for 
the presidency of the revolutionary, Albert Josiah, a man who seeks to end the 
debilitating poverty that most islanders live in. The title of This Island Now clearly 
plays with Caliban’s famous statement, ‘This island’s mine’, and its setting has 
been linked (if tangentially) to Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Ogungbesan writes 
that ‘Abrahams’ nameless island is, like Prospero’s, a microcosm of the world.’51 
The island as microcosm of the world here is distinctively the world of the 1960s. 
Ogungbesan goes on to explain that ‘[t]he problems which confront President 
Albert Josiah are more than those of a tiny island in the Caribbean; they are 
problems which face the whole of the developing countries in general and 
which have threatened to embroil the big powers in a global war’.52 Indeed, the 
novel certainly posits the island as representative of the economic and political 
troubles faced by postcolonial nation states in the 1960s.

Furthermore, the Caribbean island in this novel is described as being a space 
in which ‘a tiny white minority is in control of all the key areas of real power in 

51 Kolawole Ogungbesan, ‘The Political Novels of Peter Abrahams’, Phylon 34, no. 4 (1973): 426.
52 Ogungbesan, ‘The Political Novels’, 426.
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the land’,53 and, as a land of ‘vast inequalities, such great gaps between those who 
have and those who do not’ and in which ‘whites who represent less than five 
per cent of the nation still control something like ninety per cent of its wealth’.54 
Thus, although formally postcolonial, the island is nevertheless still reminiscent 
of South Africa at that time. This neocolonial racial politics and economics is 
precisely what the revolutionary character, Albert Josiah, is at pains to resist in 
the novel. Since he is not the first democratically elected leader of the country, 
the nation’s immediate past is less relevant to him than the living consequences 
of the colonial past, as we read in his thoughts on the matter:

The lion does not lie down peacefully with the lamb. The exploiters do not 
suffer a change of heart and cease to exploit. The great powers do not suddenly 
discover a morality that tells them it is wrong to manipulate small countries and 
use their lands as bases and battlefields and their people as living targets in the 
power game of showing muscle. If this way is wrong then there is no way out 
for the peoples of the so-called underdeveloped world. The people of that other 
world were lucky; they had centuries in which to work out their institutions 
and to grow rich and strong and stable: and of course they had the resources of 
the underdeveloped world, human and material, at their ready disposal. And 
in spite of their lip service today they are still bent on exploitation: subtler and 
more sophisticated it is true, but no less real for that.55

Yet, Josiah, like Old Man Joshua before him, ultimately falls into the self-same 
logic of colonial governance, denying his people the most basic of all human 
rights: the right to vote. We read, ‘at the beginning of the fourth and final year 
of Josiah’s first term of office there had been a referendum and the people had 
voted – under pressure of a massive and vigorous party campaign – to suspend 
all further elections until the economic revolution was completed’.56 The irony 
here, of course, is that Josiah becomes trapped in the very modes of power 
that he is attempting to challenge at a global scale. As such, the novel can be 
read as a rumination on what Achille Mbembe sees as the entangled time of 
the postcolony, which ‘is not a series but an interlocking of presents, pasts, and 
futures that retain their depths of other presents, pasts, and futures, each age 
bearing, altering, and maintaining the previous ones’.57 Mbembe’s warning that 

53 Peter Abrahams, This Island Now (London: Faber & Faber, 1966), 135.
54 Abrahams, This Island Now, 136.
55 Abrahams, This Island Now, 268.
56 Abrahams, This Island Now, 266.
57 Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 16.
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the postcolony simply reiterates the colonial episteme of its forebears is very 
much Abrahams’s warning to African statesmen of the time, too.

Furthermore, within the literary logic of the novel, the location of the island 
in This Island Now also operates as a heterotopic space, which is to say, as an 
entanglement of space and not only of time. ‘The heterotopia’, according to Michel 
Foucault, ‘is capable of juxtaposing in a single real place, several spaces, several 
sites that are in themselves incompatible’.58 Abrahams borrows a convention 
from the theatre in providing a description of the novel’s setting. Though he 
is more specific than the description of scene offered by Shakespeare in The 
Tempest (‘A ship at sea: an island’), Abrahams also maintains some vagueness 
about the setting.59 He writes:

Time: The present.
Place: An Island in the Caribbean
Nature: A novel, a work of fiction, in which all persons and places are figments 
of the imagination; but since the imagination is nurtured by reality the point of 
departure of this story is the reality of the Caribbean. Each reader is therefore 
at liberty to decide the particular island on which he or she wants this story 
played out.60

This description of place is specific enough, but the vagueness that creeps in with 
the direct challenge to the reader to ‘decide the particular island on which he or 
she wants this story played out’ stretches the context beyond the Caribbean, too. 
This stretch is even apparent in the title of the book, which is a quote, not from 
Shakespeare, but from W. H. Auden’s ‘Look Stranger’. Written in 1936, the poem 
is addressed to a stranger (‘Look, stranger, on this island now’) looking towards 
the shores of England (‘Here at a small field’s ending pause/Where the chalk wall 
falls to the foam’). Abrahams’s pan-African background supports the claim that 
the unspecified island in This Island Now might be read across the Atlantic. With 
Ghana’s independence in 1957 and Kenya’s in 1963, Abrahams’s novel clearly 

58 Michel Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’, Diacritics 16 (Spring 1986): 22–7.
59 I have written elsewhere that ‘the literature of decolonization had also found the trope of the island 

a particularly productive one, especially via the intertextual rejection and rewriting of Shakespeare’s 
ur-text of the colonial encounter, The Tempest. In “Caribbean and African appropriations of The 
Tempest,” Rob Nixon traces what is now a well-known trajectory of postcolonial appropriations 
of Shakespeare’s play, from C.L.R. James’s The Black Jacobins (1938), to George Lamming’s The 
Pleasures of Exile (1960), to Aimé Césaire’s Une Tempête (1969) and Edward Kamau Braithwaite’s 
“Caliban” (as part of a cycle entitled “Islands”, 1969)’. (Ashleigh Harris, ‘“The Island is not a Story 
in Itself ”: Apartheid’s World Literature’, Safundi 19, no. 3 (2018): 324; citing Rob Nixon, ‘Caribbean 
and African appropriations of The Tempest’, Critical Inquiry 13 (Spring 1987): 557–78.

60 Abrahams, This Island Now, 7.
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operates as a warning to his powerful political friends, Nkrumah and Kenyatta, 
to avoid the fate of the character Albert Josiah. Yet, if the book had been set 
in Africa, this critique of postcolonial power might have become interpreted 
as nothing more than a direct commentary on Nkrumah and/or Kenyatta. 
Instead, by locating his novel in the Caribbean, Abrahams drew out its black 
Atlantic and pan-African relevance in ways that de-territorialize his warning 
about postcolonial entanglements in the colonial episteme. We might also argue 
that this strategy draws attention to the impossibility of writing about national 
struggles against colonization and of the postcolonial future in (even set in) 
South Africa: by setting the novel in a heterotopic space, Abrahams dramatizes 
the absence of the nation his novel is oriented towards.

It is not difficult to stretch the significance of the novel to newly formed, 
postcolonial African nation states, but we have to attend to the text more 
closely if we are to extend this significance to Robben Island, where in 1966 
three of the key leaders of the ANC, Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu and Govan 
Mbeki, sat incarcerated.61 The context seems, at first glance, incompatible, given 
the strong hold the apartheid state had over South Africa in 1966, while the 
island in Abrahams’s text is a postcolonial and independent nation. Yet, I wish 
nevertheless to consider Abrahams’s decolonized island in relation to Robben 
Island, not to suggest a relationship of equivalence, but rather to show how the 
momentum of decolonization across the African subcontinent exacerbated the 
symbolic meanings of Robben Island in apartheid South Africa at the time. I 
have discussed elsewhere how islands were often configured during apartheid 
to operate as metonyms for Robben Island, which was in turn a strategy to 
highlight the absence of Robben Island in national discourse at the time:

the apartheid state went beyond the standard security protocols regarding 
blackouts on images and information on their prison operations by also 
imposing a ban on images of its most famous inmate, Nelson Mandela. The 
island’s distance from the mainland helped this process of effacing the abject 
and outcast space of the prison and its inmates from public and governmentally 
sanctioned discourse. … A prison, especially one off the mainland, [provided an 
easy] site to achieve the sleight-of-hand that made its prisoners and everything 
that happened there disappear from public view and this invisibility enabled the 
rule of brutality with impunity there.62

61 Indeed, the island’s most famous inmate, Nelson Mandela, was moved there just two years prior to 
the book’s publication, in 1964.

62 Harris, ‘The Island is not a Story in Itself ’, 323.
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As such, Robben Island can be seen as the disavowed site of the South African 
national imaginary that held the entire scaffold of the apartheid myth in 
place. This disavowal, as with all the other suppressed and censored stories of 
the brutality of life for black South Africans under apartheid, required anti-
apartheid writers to write Robben Island into the national discourse. Thus, 
to stretch Abrahams’s text to cover the political and historical topography 
of Robben Island is to understand how the island in the novel operates as a 
heterotopia within a much larger set of pan-African, black Atlantic, global 
relations.

We get some evidence of Abrahams’s intentions in this regard in A Night of 
their Own, published only a year before This Island Now. A Night of their Own 
was set in South Africa and more directly took up white anxiety about African 
decolonization. There, Abrahams addressed a white South African reader thus:

Black rule may indeed be the terrible thing you fear. From the little we hear and 
read, it has not been all that terrible in other parts of Africa. But even if it were, 
because it would be majority rule, there would be hope for good.63

It is precisely such white fear that required proponents of apartheid to disavow 
the spectre of decolonization through myths of containment of this perceived 
threat. As such, the prison island at the furthermost point of the African 
continent, becomes a symbolic last frontier of colonial history. In Abrahams’s 
novel, Josiah attempts to isolate his island from those economic and political 
factors that still exploit the human and material resources of the island. Yet, 
he finds himself recuperated into colonial flows, caught in a cycle of inevitable 
return, or of entanglement with the colonial past and the neocolonial present. 
Josiah is trapped not by the island, but by what surrounds it. This dynamic 
becomes apparent in This Island Now when the character Martha, wishing to 
claim the island’s separateness from the world, says:

You know, for us who are coloured and who are of the western world, who live in 
the western world, only this chain of islands is home. Once we leave these islands, 
we’re outsiders. We’re outsiders in continental America, in Europe, in Africa, in 
Asia. Our ancestors came from these great land masses but they are no longer 
home to us. And so we’re outsiders even among those who are like us but who 
are not of these islands … We are a new breed, a kind of outpost of the future.64

63 Peter Abrahams, A Night of their Own (London: Faber and Faber, 1965), 237; cited in Kolawole 
Ogungbesan, ‘The Political Novels of Peter Abrahams’, Phylon 34, no. 4 (1973): 430.

64 Abrahams, This Island Now, 181.
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President Albert Josiah attempts, not unlike the apartheid government in South 
Africa, to enact Martha’s sense of containing the islands, though in his case for 
political reasons. Seeing the press as ‘the most potent weapon in the society, more 
powerful in its impact on the minds of men than anything else in the country’,65 
Josiah denies the islanders a free press and controls the flow of news media into 
the country from the rest of the world (a strategy distinctly reminiscent of South 
African censorship at the time). Yet, despite Martha’s wish to create an ‘outpost 
of the future’ on the island, and Josiah’s related wish to stand alone, outside the 
flows of colonial and apartheid history, the island is perpetually impacted by 
precisely these histories. As the historical Mandela sat incarcerated on a prison 
island, the fictional Josiah, free leader of a decolonized land, finds himself 
nevertheless incarcerated by his island’s entanglements in global, colonial history 
and its aftermaths. What this means is that the novel not only is oriented towards 
postcolonial, pan-African nationalism, but also writes the apartheid condition 
into global history. Josiah remains, in some senses, as unfree as Mandela.

Josiah’s urge to, like Martha, make the island an ‘outpost of the future’ is what 
keeps him incarcerated. Instead, This Island Now offers a cosmopolitan answer to 
national isolationism by highlighting the ways in which the pan-African world 
is caught up in global forces that continue colonial epistemes and economics. 
This seems to be the only option available to Abrahams in the absence of a 
valid national literature. While it was not possible in 1966 for Abrahams to 
address South African audiences, and because of the decimation of the literary 
vernacular imagined by Sol Plaatje, this cosmopolitan – even tentatively global 
– form was one of the only viable options for a black South African writer at 
that time in history. I suggest that the kind of repatriation required for a novel 
like This Island Now is to give it its place in the national canon of South African 
literatures, and to see it as indicative of the deferment and dislocation of the 
ecology of a national literature in that country during apartheid.

Conclusion

Sol Plaatje’s Mhudi can be placed at the intersection between a cosmopolitan 
language and form (the English novel) and the process of strategic 
vernacularization of Setswana oral literatures. Indeed, Tim Couzens went so far 

65 Abrahams, This Island Now, 189.
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as to argue that ‘Mhudi, completed ten years after [the founding of the] Union and 
eight years after the founding of the ANC, is an attempt to create in mythical and 
historical terms the first South African national epic.’66 Peter Abrahams’s novel, 
on the other side of the historical fulcrum of the start of apartheid, mobilizes the 
same cosmopolitan form (i.e. the English novel), based in a speculative space 
that might thus be considered to be a cosmopolitan location, to articulate the 
impossibility of a truly national literature of South Africa under apartheid. What 
we see in both novels is that colonial and apartheid history complicate the process 
of vernacularization that would, in Beecroft’s account, constitute the basis of a 
national literature. While Afrikaans literature as a vernacular form was thriving 
in 1960s South Africa, the failures of the apartheid state to invest in the literary 
cultures of the rest of the country have had dire consequences, as discussed 
above in terms of lost translations and other publications by writers of Plaatje’s 
calibre and importance. In a way these two novels dramatize the problem of this 
missing middle of vernacularization from two different historical perspectives.

This missing middle is, I argue, one of the consequences of colonialism and 
apartheid that continues to impress itself upon South Africa’s national literature 
to this day. South African literary scholarship and publishing remains dominated 
by English and Afrikaans. Few comparativist approaches or university courses 
exist that bring a greater variety of South Africa’s eleven national languages to 
bear on a shared historiography of South African Literature.67 As such, with 
different literary traditions experiencing uneven and sometime asynchronous 
processes of social change, economic support and global spread, the ecologies of 
South African literatures have been entangled and overlapping. For example, Sol 
Plaatje’s Sechuana Proverbs of 1916 is published at the same time as the Afrikaans 
Language Movement was consolidating its efforts to have Afrikaans recognized as 
a language and not simply a dialect of Dutch (this was only finally ratified in 1925). 
This concurrence of language politics had, however, by the 1960s become utterly 
bifurcated as Afrikaans was by then a national educational and cultural priority 
while indigenous languages received little to no structural support.68 While the 
move from epichoric to national literatures can be seen to be compressed, and 
even overlapping, in the examples I have discussed, South Africa has not yet 

66 Tim Couzens, ‘Sol T. Plaatje and the First South African Epic’, English Studies in Africa 14, no. 1 
(1987): 53.

67 For a longer account of this problem see Harris, ‘African Literature as Indigenous History’.
68 Later still, in 1974, under the Afrikaans Medium Decree of 1974 that was instrumental to the events 

of the Soweto Uprising, indigenous languages were denied as media of instruction at schools.
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articulated a national literature fully accountable to its multilingual literary past. 
My argument has been that this is because multilingual South African literature 
has not yet consolidated its various vernaculars on a national level. That is, of 
course, the work ahead for literary producers in the country. For literary scholars, 
if we are to seriously consider recent calls to decolonize the curriculum, perhaps 
the work to hand is to introduce methods that repatriate non-English and non-
Afrikaans literatures more committedly to the national canon, dominated as 
it still is by these two languages. This cannot be seen as a nationalist exercise 
though: indeed, as this chapter has argued, a re-engagement of the South African 
literary canon will need to include the multiple locations and orientations of a 
body of writing that had a distinctly ambivalent relationship to the state.
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