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Abstract 

 

Reading Athol Fugard is reading racism. Any critique of his writings confirms 

his understanding of the tensions operating in the South African apartheid society. 

What problematizes the matrix of South African society making it a model to study 

racism and its insidious consequences on the Natives was a spate of invasion and 

occupation it was subjected to, since the establishment of the Dutch East India 

Company in 1652. Each incursion resulted in clashes and conflicts between the 

Natives or original residents and the „Others‟. In the tussle for domination, it is 

inevitable that the oppressor will use all possible strategies to manipulate and control 

the subjects. The hegemony gets entrenched with the implementation of draconian 

and dehumanizing laws for example to name a few, the “Natives Land Act (1913)”, 

“Natives Urban Areas Act (1923)”, “Group Areas Act (1950)”, “Population 

Registration Act (1950)”, “Immorality Act (1927)”, “Prohibition of Mixed Marriage 

Act”, (1949) “Buntu Education Act (1953)”. These racist legislations had a traumatic 

impact on the identity of the Natives pushing them to the periphery, condemned to 

live in isolation. The working of the dominants‟ use of a various divisive strategies to 

subvert and submerge the culture and identity of the oppressed is vividly delineated in 

the plays of Athol Fugard. Fugard has used theatre for maintaining awareness and a 

certain conscience about the existing realities, shaping up of identities and the 

simmering provocations in terms of social change. In his July 1963 Notebooks, 

Fugard admits: “In the theatre, of course, my fascination lies with the living 

moment……theatre uses more of the actual substance of life than any other art. What 

comes anywhere near theatre in this respect except possibly the painter using old bus 

tickets, or the sculptor using junk iron and driftwood? The theatre uses flesh and 

blood, sweat, the human voice, real pain, real time.” 

  South African literature has arisen amidst conflict, violence and confusion 

thus borne out of a long tradition of resistance and protest “developed against an 

unusual political, cultural and economic background”. Displaced, coerced and 

condemned, they are forever in search of meaning, acceptance and assertion of 

identity. The dehumanizing laws and policies are all pervasive, touching every aspect 

of the lives of the non-Whites, both private as well as public space forcing them to 
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peripheral existence and questioning their core existence. The ghettoization gives rise 

to isolation and alienation. All the plays selected here make powerfully poignant 

statement of the tragedies, the bitterness, the restrictive political and social structure 

superimposed on them and their day to day struggle for freedom from servitude and 

indignity.  

The „degradation of Blacks and Coloureds‟ has not gone unnoticed by creative 

writers and historians. The attempts to superimpose and assert the superior identity 

makes South Africa a perfect site, a laboratory for the application of some of the 

postcolonial theorist like Fanon, Bhabha, Ashcroft, Said. Cultural hybridity, third 

space of enunciation, postcolonial transformation appear applicable in the four plays 

undertaken for study. They all underpin how relationships have been scarred, be it 

between siblings like The Blood Knot, husband and wife like Boesman and Lena, 

tutor and taught like My Children! My Africa! or between friends like Sizwe Bansi is 

Dead.  

The Blood Knot registers the impact of some of the inhuman laws of racist 

society that regulate the daily lives and relationships of the non-White population of 

South Africa. The racist regime creates tensions among the individuals in such a 

manner that even two members of the same family are not free from them. Light 

skinned Morris feels himself superior to dark-skinned Zachariah only because of his 

skin colour despite being real brothers. Inversely, the dark-skinned Zachariah 

considers himself inferior to the light-skinned Morris. For example when Morris 

criticises his brother for his dream of having a White woman, Zachariah humbly 

accepts it with a cry of despair: “The whole, rotten, stinking lot is all because I‟m 

black!.” Zachariah‟s confession of his inferiority clearly shows his humiliation and 

degradation in the race-ridden society of South Africa. In Frantz Fanon‟s view, it is so 

because the colonizers have propagated the White man‟s superiority over the Black. 

Morris‟s realization of the danger of the relationship between his dark-skinned brother 

and White Ethel is also the consequence of racist regime of South Africa. Morris, in 

fact, knows that marriage cannot take place across colour line in apartheid society.   

The feeling of inferiority among the Black people compels them to search for 

their identity, restoration of dignity and acceptance in the society. For this reason they 

emulate the White man to be like him and when they do so, they appear to be in 
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“identity crises”. Throughout the play, Morris attempts to “pass for white” because of 

his light skin. Fugard creates the situation of “identity crises” in the play when Morris 

tries to put on the “gentleman‟s suit” on his brother‟s insistence. Though he is aware 

of the fact that the clothes cannot make a person White man, yet after wearing it, his 

attitudes and behaviour changes and he starts acting like a White man. By doing so, 

he appears to be in a complete “identity crises” because it shows his lack of 

confidence in his own identity and confidence in another man‟s identity. Zachariah 

too suffers from “identity crises” when he wears his brother‟s coat in Scene Six and 

addresses his mother to recognise him in an imaginary dialogue. The racist society of 

apartheid has robbed all the worth and individuality of the Black people of South 

Africa. Therefore, they are compelled to camouflage their identity that reveals their 

“identity crises”.  

 The operation of racism is apparent in the game that the two brothers play. 

Fugard again emphasizes the superiority of Morris because of his role as the White 

man and stresses the inferiority of Zachariah because of his role as the Black man. 

The White man‟s contempt for the Black man reflects from his speech and behaviour. 

The Black skin is the cause for Zachariah‟s inferiority, inhumanity and humiliation. 

Morris attacks Zachariah not because of enmity, but because of his “authority 

complex” or “leadership complex” as Frantz Fanon calls it. The Black man 

unequivocally concedes the fact of not being a White man and hence isolated and 

alienated. Sometimes he has been led to ask himself the question about his own 

identity whether he is a man after all. It is so because his identity as a man has been 

challenged by the White man. It implies that he is suffering from “identity crises”. 

Zachariah suffers from not being a White man to such an extent that Morris imposes 

discrimination on him. Morris treats him like a slave. He deprives him of all 

individuality. Thus, it is obvious that “the white man acts in obedience to an authority 

complex, a leadership complex” while the black man “obeys a dependency complex. 

Everyone is satisfied.” But, Morris realization of his guilt, at the end of the play, that 

is temptation to live as a White man bidding farewell to his race, indicates that he 

cannot live, wearing White mask while having Black skin. This is true not only for 

Morris but also for the whole Black community. Morris wishes for forgiveness “for 

the sins of our birth.” The only sin they have committed is that they are born Black. 

The notions of “future” brought by Morris from the White world, cannot come into 
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practice in the Black township. The two brothers‟ plight demonstrates that there is no 

hopeful future for Black people. They have to live, alienated from the society, until 

and unless the attitudes and the laws change. They have to tolerate fear, humiliation, 

hopelessness and the ugliness spread by apartheid regime in the country.  

Athol Fugard‟s natural inclination towards the plight of the marginalized and 

rejects of the society compels him to investigate why these people are excluded from 

the society. He also demonstrates the sense of alienation and isolation when the Black 

people struggle to save their identity in a racialized society like apartheid. The South 

African Blacks are such people who are excluded from the society on the basis of race 

and they continuously fight for the survival of their identity and dignity in the society. 

Bhabha calls this encounter of two different cultural groups as a special kind of 

negotiation that takes place in the “Third Space” of enunciation. While discussing the 

plight of the oppressed, Fugard is aware that though they are, racially, treated as 

subordinate and their identity is always in danger, they are not easily given to despair 

or their struggle for survival. They adopt different ways to counter act in order to save 

their identity and use all means at their disposal to attain acceptance in the racist 

society. 

 Boesman and Lena are such people, who are displaced and dislocated by racist 

society like apartheid, in Fugard‟s play of the same title. They suffer not only from 

physical displacement but also psychological as well. The destruction of their house 

makes them desperate. They are displaced and dehumanized. Their displacement and 

dislocation symbolizes the loss of their “identity” along with the loss of their home. 

Being homeless, they are wandering from one place to another. This compels them to 

think of their losses. Like in The Blood Knot, Fugard creates the situation of “identity 

crises” in Boesman and Lena too. It is amply clear when Boesman tells Lena we are 

nothing but the “white man‟s rubbish”. The implication is that they do not possess any 

identity of their own but the identity and recognition provided by the White man. 

Boesman‟s statement suggests his dissatisfaction with his own identity. Again we find 

the similar image on the part of Lena when she tells her husband that she wants to be 

„Mary‟. The psychopathic effects of racial laws are evident here. They are supressed 

and subjugated to such an extent that they do not feel confidence in their own identity. 

Hence they suffer from “identity crises” and feel isolated from the society.  



5 
 

 The plight of Boesman and Lena suggests such a state in South African history 

where everything seems to be lost for belonging to Black community. They do not 

have any identity, permanent home, culture and language. They do not have any status 

in the society. They are considered second citizen of the country, despite being in 

majority. In such a hopeless situation, there seems a ray of hope when Lena does not 

completely surrender. Rather she struggles for freedom. She does not express her 

agreement at Boesman‟s claim that “now is the only time in [her] life”, because she is 

aware of her happy old days and has a history. The point to be noted is that the sense 

of struggle for freedom begins when she realises her own identity. Though Lena does 

not bring about change, but she displays her ability to preserve her history and, thus 

pass it on to future generation. 

There is yet another moment of introspection when Fugard brings the curtain 

down and two “reject characters” start walking into the dark. It suggests that it is 

difficult to survive in a society where skin colour is the emblem of pride and dignity. 

Their unending walking reflects their complete alienation and isolation from society. 

The story brilliantly epitomises the “bleakness of black life” in South Africa. 

Like Boesman and Lena in Boesman and Lena, Styles and Sizwe are the 

victims of racist regime of apartheid in Sizwe Banzi is Dead. In Sizwe Bnsi is Dead, 

Fugard deals with the impact of apartheid laws in general and “pass law” in particular 

on the Black people and how they struggle for the survival of their “identity” in such a 

hegemonic stratified structures of racist society.  

  Styles a self-made photographer used to work at Ford Factory where he 

experiences the exploitation of his people and hypocrisy of apartheid regime. His 

description of the conditions of the Blacks is amply pathetic. They are denied safety 

guard while working in the factory. They are paid fixed wages just to survive. They 

are non-descripts, sans identity of their own. Their identity is reduced to „boys‟ 

though adult. The only duty of the South African Blacks is to receive the 

commandments of their masters because they are „boys‟, not men. Even the identity 

of the Blacks constructed by the Whites in South Africa is no better than the 

„monkeys‟. This is the reason why Styles does not adopt confrontational counter 

discourse when he and his fellow workers are addressed as „monkeys‟. Rather he 

supplicates in accordance with the diktats of the White man in order to appease them. 
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Astonishingly, he has no qualms in calling himself a monkey: “Styles, you are a 

bloody monkey, boy!”. 

Like Lena, Styles is worried about his own survival but, at the same time, he 

preserves the history of his people ignored by the historians. It is through 

photography, Styles tries to inscribe the marginalized voice within official narrative. 

In the process of photography, both the cultures -the culture of the colonizer and the 

colonized- are fused together. Styles uses the white man‟s technological gadget in 

order to preserve the history of his people and thus he transforms his culture and 

forges forward into postcolonial future.  

Like Styles, Sizwe Bansi is conscious of his identity and struggles for his 

acceptance in the race-ridden society. He ensures his survival by adopting a new 

“identity”- Robert Zwelinzima‟s identity, because the system wants to send him to the 

dry and barren Ciskei province, where finding a job is nearly impossible. But, the 

process of adopting a new identity clearly highlights the “identity crises” in Sizwe‟s 

life. His decision not to go Ciskei province and continue his stay in Port Elizabeth by 

adopting another man‟s identity explicates a state of “identity crisis” in Sizwe‟s 

family too, because his loss of identity is not confined to him. Rather it is associated 

with his family comprising a wife and four children. For this reason, Sizwe seems to 

be in dilemma. If he changes his name and adopts a new one that is Robert 

Zwelinzima, what will happen to his wife and children whose father is Sizwe Bansi 

and they are registered at school under Bansi. And therefore, Sizwe thinks that 

adopting a new name means he is dead. Thus, Sizwe‟s metaphorical death seems a 

challenge because it symbolises not only his death but also the death of his family. 

Finally, Sizwe adopts a new identity, because, by doing so, he manages to manipulate 

the system for his own purposes. By this strategy, he is cheating the system. Sizwe‟s 

camouflaging of identity does not mean that he has lost his identity completely. 

Rather it has a death and resurrection experience. When he adopts Robert 

Zwelinzima‟s identity, he, in a way, lays down his life for the sake of his family like 

Jesus Christ, so that, in future, he would rise and find it again.  

In My children! My Africa!, Athol Fugard attempts thoroughly to dismantle 

the racist society of South Africa and establish a unified culture respected by Whites 

and Blacks irrespective of their skin colour. The play can be seen as a recognition that 
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apartheid society is on decline and a new generation of young people from Black and 

White community, are to witness the dawn of a new future. Soon they will be able to 

get rid of the restraints of racism and set up a new society never visualised by their 

parents. 

Isabel and Thami have been depicted as two counter-forces in the play, 

representing White and Black community respectively. Isabel always considers the 

Black people uncivilized, uncultured, ill-tempered and illiterate etc. as she utters 

“Auntie our maid”, “you boys are all the same”. She expresses her desire to possess 

them: “I am greedy. I want more. I want as much as I can get.” She uses expletives 

full of demeaning terms for the Blacks. Thami, on the other hand, is portrayed in 

contrast to Isabel. Since he is Black, he always thinks for the betterment of his 

community. His justification to Isabel why the “mob” encountered Mr. M in such a 

way is an act of self-defence. Thami‟s explanation is, on one hand, a clichéd 

argument. On the other hand, it is a counter-accusation. To Mr. M, revenge is evil. He 

is of the view that one must adopt the tactics of the enemy in order to achieve one‟s 

goal. But, this advocacy is highly improbable in South Africa. He argues that violence 

is self-defeating because it does not solve the problem rather it leads to counter-

violence and revenge. However, this is again an impracticable proposition because 

there is no freedom in the colony without violence. If somebody is racially treated and 

his identity is in danger or in any way isolated from society, he will definitely struggle 

for the survival of his identity and culture.  

Mr. M, a teacher in Zolile High School, suffers from the same problem that 

Sizwe Bansi undergoes in Sizwe Bansi is Dead. Sizwe wants to work within the 

system for his own survival and to exploit the system for his own benefits, but he does 

not attack the system in order to change it. Mr. M repeats the same action in this play. 

He wants to work within the system as a teacher. He fulfils his responsibility as a 

teacher just for his own survival and benefits rather than for the sake of his 

community. Neither he attacks the system nor does he become the part of the 

„movement‟ that makes tireless effort to change it. Moreover, he sometimes works for 

the system for his own benefit. For example, he gives the names of those students 

who join the „movement‟ for the struggle of freedom to the police. Sometimes, it 

appears that he is working against the system when he boasts of training Thami and 

his friends for the struggle. Simultaneously he is in agreement with the ways and 
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values of the system that the White regime has imposed upon the Blacks in order to 

maintain its superiority over them. The apartheid regime promotes the “separate 

development” policy of White and Black. Mr. M. seems to be an individual about 

whom it can be said that he is promoting the dominant ideology. His tragedy is the 

consequence of the “politics”. He is torn between the two ideas: one is to be a part of 

the oppressor and the other is to be a part of the oppressed. Fugard creates a situation 

of “identity crises” when Mr. M is uncertain on which side he stands.   

„Education‟ has different connotation for the Blacks and the Whites in South 

Africa. In Mr. M.‟s (and Fugard) opinion, education is the path to liberation not only 

of the soul of an individual but also of the community at large. He suggests that it is 

through education people can recognize and attain eternal values of life. But, Thami, 

representing Black community, suggests that education is enslaving rather than 

liberating because through education dominant value systems are spread as universal 

ones. As a result, liberation should include not only political liberation but also 

educational liberation as well. If liberation is theorized as the opposite state of what 

one has now or desire to have in future, for example for the most of the Blacks, then 

education is enough to attain that opposite state. In other words, if the White regime 

wants to keep the Blacks permanently backward and suppressed, education alone can 

serve as an effective tool. They design a syllabus for the Blacks in such a fashion that 

it retards them from thinking against the ruling ideology. In My Children! My Africa! 

Mr. M. imparts such an education among the Blacks that keeps them permanently 

suppressed. On realization, the Blacks, therefore, are compelled to raise their voice for 

“Liberation First, then Education”. In spite of his keen interest in education, Thami 

gives up his ambition of becoming a doctor when he discovers the real causes of pain 

and suffering of his people as “suppression and subjugation” and its remedy as 

“freedom”. By discarding educational system of racist regime, Thami suggests that 

the Black people are no longer dumb and mute. They are not blind anymore. Now 

they are able to understand each and every strategy and policy of apartheid regime. 

Hence, they will decide what is to learn and what to reject; what is right and what is 

wrong. They are ready to take action against apartheid brutality. And therefore, Thami 

starts a campaign against apartheid and struggle for freedom. 

The four plays under discussion prove beyond doubt the vision of Athol 

Fugatd for an equitable and just South Africa. Such nuanced powerful statements 
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make him a playwright of great repute. He has focussed on the limitations as well as 

liberation, the exploitation and the potential of man. The plays do not smack of 

“bleakness of black life” but shows sparks of resistance, protest endurance and the 

provocation to effect social change. His characters justify Hemingway‟s famous 

assertion “Man can be destroyed but not defeated”. While recapitulating the brutalities 

of the apartheid system on the identity of the non-Whites, Fugard is careful in not 

presenting hopeless, irremediable or irreconcilable tracts. He ingenuously tempers it 

with his firm faith in the potentiality and capacity of Man to dream and work for 

better future and to “search for values more profound than those motivated by mere 

political gestures.” 
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  Introduction 

South Africa is a perfect paradigm for a study in racism and its insidious 

consequences. South Africa even today conjures the darkest images of human feelings 

and values: apartheid and brutality, dominance and repression, prejudice and fear, 

dissonance and irrationality, exclusion and isolation. Unfortunately, South Africa 

exemplifies all conceivable man-made disaster-hegemony, colonialism, subjugation, 

exploitation, oppression and subversion of his life and identity.  

South African literature has arisen amidst confusion, violence and conflict 

born out of a long tradition of resistance and protest. 

English-language literature in South Africa is one of the oldest 

on the continent. It shares many features with other literatures 

produced in former British colonies in the region, but it has 

historically developed against an unusual political, cultural, and 

economic background. (Gikandi 713) 

As history testifies sensitive, creative artists the world over posited themselves 

in thevanguardto raise the consciousness of their men against the domination and the 

threat to their intrinsic culture and identity. South Africa is no different. Much before 

Athol Fugard, a white liberal, we have writers like Alon Paton, Edward Roux, P.V. 

Pistorius, Patrick van Rensburg, Sol T. Plaatje, Bill Nasson, Albert Grundlingh who 

wrote about the ―degradation of blacks and coloureds‖ (Wertheim 2). 

The angst of the writers accrues from the successive onslaught and invasions 

on the land of South Africa with arrival from as diverse land as Europe, Holland, 

France, Germany, and the British Isles between seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. 

Starting with the establishment of the Dutch East India Company in 1652, said to be 

the golden age of the Dutch Republic, went on to become the world‘s greatest trading 

corporation. Modern South Africa acted as a by- product of the enterprise of these 

Dutch merchants. Initially, it was supposed to be a link between the Netherland and 

their eastern empire centred on Batavia, Java, where passing ships could shelter and 

hungry sailors could stock up on fresh supplies of meat, fruit, and vegetables. Within 

a decade, the Cape Colony began to develop a degree of autonomy and by 1662 

developed into a highly complex and racially stratified society. The imported guns, 
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horses, wheels, and market-based agriculture outnumbered and subverted the native‘s 

traditional weaponry and tactics. The natives became powerless and intrinsically felt 

inferior. The other conspicuous historical development to have shaped the socio-

cultural history of South Africa was the Afrikaners‘ migration by wagon to the 

northern grasslands of Natal, the Free State, and Gauteng (Transvaal) by Afrikaner 

families in the Trek (Great Trek), between 1835 and 1838. The mass migration was 

due to multiple of causes. For example, mistrust in the British military style of 

colonial government, resentment against taxation that achieved no visible results, 

economic hardship, and the search for new grazing lands were some of the 

precipitating causes. The rural processes of colonisation, the Great Trek and the 

Anglo-Boer war (1899-1902) also played an important role in the formation of 

modern South Africa. In that new dispensation, South African society became a site 

of conflict between classes, exacerbated by the concentration of power, land and 

wealth in the conglomerate of White races. The class consciousness heightened due to 

industrialization that gave birth to the twentieth century struggle for the suppressed 

Black majority to achieve recognition and democratic representation. These 

interventions gave birth to racism and a perpetual contest between the oppressor and 

the oppressed and reclamation of space by the natives ensued. Essentially it was the 

Whites verses Blacks. Irrespective of internal quarrel and squabble, the Whites 

dominated every sector of the capitalist economy using Black cheap labour. With this 

binary between race and class barring ―few exceptions, Black people, however able, 

were subordinate to White people, however feeble‖ (Thomson 155). 

In rural areas condition was no better. Blacks outside the reserves were 

transformed from renters and sharecroppers into tenant and wage labourers. In urban 

areas the dichotomy between well-paid Blacks (with access to political power) and 

poorly paid Blacks (with no such access) in the mining industries continued.  

The chasm between White and Black widened after the General Election of 

1910 won by Louise Botha‘s South African Party. Botha‘s South African party 

enacted a crucial law known as The Natives Land Act (1913) that prohibited Africans 

from purchasing or leasing land outside the reserves from Non-Africans. 

Sharecropping was also prohibited in the Orange Free State. One can understand the 

condition from the fact that only 7 percent of the area of Union of South Africa was 

reserved for the South Africans. As a result, South African people were unable to 
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produce enough food to survive, to look after their family and to lead a happy and 

prosperous life. The quality of life declined for all Africans in the reserves. Infant 

mortality multiplied manifold. 

Another factor compounding the misery of the natives was handed by the 

Hertzog government (1924-1933) who subtly discriminated persons in manufacturing 

industries and public works. It is very surprizing to note how Hertzog mesmerised 

South Africans into false move. Instead of admitting that he was discriminating on 

grounds of race, Hertzog said he was discriminating in favour of ―persons whose 

standard of living conforms to the standard generally recognised as tolerable from 

usual European standpoint,‖ as contrasted with ―persons whose aim is restricted to the 

bare requirements of necessities of life as understood by barbarous and 

underdeveloped peoples‖. In order to stimulate growth, he provided manufacturing 

industries with tariff protection ensured that they maintained a satisfactory ratio 

between ―civilised‖ and ―uncivilised‖ workers in each industry. Furthermore, the 

wages of civilised workers, including those engaged in unskilled work, were set at 

higher rates than those of ―uncivilised‖ workers (qtd. Thomson 168-169). 

The victory of Hendrik French Verwoerd‘s Nationalist Party in 1948 gave 

fierce expression to its determination to maintain White supremacy in post-war South 

Africa. It saw for the first time the birth and application of the concept ‗apartheid‘. 

The apartheid system is centred on four basic premises. Firstly, the entire population 

of South Africa was categorised into four ―racial groups‖- White, Coloured, Indian 

and African – each with its own inherent culture. Secondly, it privileged the Whites, 

as the civilised race and thus entitled to have absolute control over the state. Thirdly, 

it was the White‘s interest that would prevail over the Blacks‘ interests; the state was 

not obliged to provide equal facilities for the so-called subordinate races. Lastly, the 

concept of nation was introduced in the sense the Whites formed a single nation ―with 

Afrikaans-and English-speaking components, while Africans belonged to several 

(eventually ten) distinct nations or potential nations-a formula that made the White 

nation the largest in the country‖ (Thomson 190). 

Under the regime of the Nationalist Party, three draconian laws: ―The 

Prohibition of Mixed Marriage Act (1949)‖, ―The Population Registration Act 

(1950)‖, and ―The Immorality Act (1950)‖ were legislated. The Population 
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Registration Act targeted the family system as a unit. The intention was to break the 

family because if one parent was classified White and the other classified Coloured, 

they had to be separated from each other. Similarly ‗The Prohibition of Mixed 

marriage Act‘ (1949) and ‗The Immorality Act‘ (1950) made marriage and sexual 

relations illegal across the colour line. 

Moreover, the Nationalist government divided African populations into 

different administrative sectors. It grouped the reserves into eight (eventually ten) 

territories which became ―homeland‖ for Africans. That territory was administered by 

a set of Bantu authorities under White tutelage. The government strived to herd into 

the homelands nearly all Africans, except those whom White employers needed as 

labourers. In 1967, the Department of Bantu Administration and Development stated 

this policy quite bluntly in a general circular: ―It is accepted government policy that 

the Bantu are only temporarily resident in the European areas of Republic for as long 

as they offer their labour there. As soon as they become, for one reason or another, no 

longer fit for work, superfluous in the labour market, they are expected to return to 

their country of origin or the territory of national unit where they fit ethnically if they 

were not born and bred in their homeland‖ (Plantzky and Walker 65). 

The segregation did not stop here. It penetrated in other sphere of life too. 

Education and sports, too fell victims to this discrimination. Verwoerd unbiasedly 

boasted that: ―If the native in South Africa today in any kind of school in existence is 

being taught to expect that he will live his adult life under a policy of equal rights, he 

is making a big mistake …… There is no place for him in the European community 

above the level of certain forms of labour‖ (Omond 80). Likewise, there was no inter-

sport activity amongst different races in South Africa. It was out of question to get 

any integrated teams representing South Africa abroad. 

 For understanding the intensity of exclusion and segregation, hegemony and 

domination, oppressor and the oppressed requires a revisit to the social stratification 

of South Africa that was founded on communities: 

In order of their arrival four main communities have emerged in the 

course of settlement over the past millennia. These are: (a) the ancient 

hunter-gatherer and early pastoralist Khoisan (Khoi and San) and their 

modern descendants the coloured community of the Cape; (b) the 

pastoralist and agricultural Nguni and Sotho (Nguni and Sotho) 
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arriving from around the eleventh century C.E.; (c) the maritime, 

market-oriented and industrialised Anglo-African settlers arriving 

since seventeenth century; (d) the Indian community arriving in 

conditions of servitude in the nineteenth century (Heywood 1). 

The merger of communities and their sub-communities through creolisation fuel 

abundance of oral and written literatures. We get the earliest literary example from 

Khoisan family. Kabbo, a San (Bushman) performer, was the first one who, with his 

family, had experienced hardship through the White man‘s appropriation of hunting 

grounds with his animals and plants and this experience is poignantly expressed in 

oral literary tradition. 

Nguni-Sotho community succeeded Xhosas. 

Their early rise to power culminated in division between the 

descendants of king Phalo of Xhosa in the eighteenth century and the 

rise and fall of Shaka kingdom in the first quarter of nineteenth. 

Consequences of this power struggle include the mfecane/diffiqane, a 

fratricidal civil war waged around 1820 by Zulu nation against 

neighbouring Nguni and Sotho communities. (Heywood 2) 

The last to arrive was the Indian community in Kwa Zulu Natal in nineteenth 

century as part of labour recruitment drive that eventually heightened slavery.  

 The outcome of successive invasions and occupational encounters between the 

―Other‖ and the natives‘ inter and intra-communities interaction impacted the cultural, 

social, economic and political tapestry life of South Africa and made it an apt 

laboratory for the study of apartheid now popularly guised under the label of racism 

and identity.  

 Theorists especially postcolonial such as Frantz Fanon, Homi K.Bhabha, Bill 

Ashcroft and Edward Said have contextualised the study of race and identity among 

other things. Bhabha`s postcolonial theory particularly the concepts of cultural 

hybridity, ambivalence and the third space of cultural enunciation,  Bill Ashcroft`s 

postcolonial transformation which celebrates the subtle ways used by the oppressed to 

accept and at the same time transform dominant discourses and regimes of power, 

Frantz Fanon`s psychoanalysis of the colonised and Said`s ‗Orientalism‘ are useful in 



6 
 

understanding Athol Fugard‘s handling of such problematic issues like racism and 

identity and the resultant isolation and alienation of the subjugated.  

Before attempting to critique racism and identity in Athol Fugard‘s plays, it is 

imperative to have an understanding of the two concepts- racism and identity that 

ultimately leads to isolation and alienation. The word ‗race‘ was ―first used in the 

English language in 1508 in a poem by William Dunbar and through the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries, it remained essentially a literary word denoting a class of 

persons or things‖ (Ashcroft et al. 181). It was only in the latter half of the eighteenth 

century the term came to connote a distinct group of human beings with physical 

characteristics transmitted by descent. It underwent a lot of modifications from late 

1600 after Francis Bernier postulated distinctive categories based on appearance, skin 

colour, and categorised human beings on physical grounds. Thus, hierarchy of groups 

came into existence. The Europeans kept themselves at the top while the Negroes or 

Black Africans at the bottom partly because of their ‗skin colour‘ and ‗primitive 

culture‘ and partly because they were best known to Europeans as slaves. However, 

the term ‗race‘ was not applied for the groups. In fact, the first appearance of term is 

found in Immanuel Kant`s Observation On the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime 

(1764) as ―races of mankind‖. Kant‘s use is in ―the sense of the biologically or 

physically distinctive categories of human beings. Kant`s stress on an intuitive non-

rational form of thought allowed the Romantics to posit the notion of an unchanging 

inner essence within human beings, an essence that found expression through the 

sense of ‗race‘‖(Malik 77). 

In seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, human variation caused by heredity 

or environment was a highly debatable issue. But with the development of biological 

sciences, heredity became acceptable as a predominant model putting at rest all 

speculations. Though the term race has a scientific grounding and application, but has 

primarily been used to establish the simplest model of human variation- colour 

difference. Colour became the means of categorizing people in different groups. In 

1805, the French anatomists Cuvier, a significant advocator of ‗race‘ theory, 

postulated the existence of three major ‗races‘: the White, the Yellow and the Black. 

Though the categorization of whole humanity appeared entirely meaningless but the 

concept remained significant for ideological reason because it was based on gradation 

from superior to inferior. Cuvier`s typology of race influenced such works as Charles 
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Hamilton Smith`s (1848) The Natural History of Human Species; Robert Knox`s 

(1850) The Races Of Man; Count de Gobineau`s (1853) Essaisurl`inegalite des Races 

humaines; and Nott and Gliddon`s (1854) Types of Mankind. 

Darwin`s The Origin Of Species (1859) superseded the concept of ‗race‘ more 

or less based on colour. ―Natural selection now offered a mechanism for species 

alteration- either the superior races might be contaminated through contact with the 

inferior, or deliberate human intervention might examine the benefits of selection and 

advance the emergence of pure races. In either case, the fundamental assumption of 

the hierarchy of races remained secure‖ (Ashcroft et al. 183). Thus Darwin`s theory of 

race led to the development of the school of Social Darwinism centred on eugenics: 

Social Darwinism, in both its positive and negative implications, 

concurred readily with imperial practice, particularly the paradoxical 

dualism that existed in imperialist thought between the debasement and 

the idealisation of colonised subjects. (Ashcroft et al. 183) 

The debasement of primitive peoples or colonised subject could find in Social 

Darwinism a justification for the domination, whereas the concept of racial 

improvement having ‗civilizing mission‘ of imperial ideology, encouraged colonizers 

to improve the conditions of inferior races who were considered as childlike or 

malleable. The assumption that the Blacks were helpless who were in need of care, 

protection and advancement quickly overtook the earlier perception of them as 

primitive and indolent savages in the nineteenth century. Thomas Carlyle`s 

‗Occasional Discourse On The Nigger Question‘  

(1849) played a pivotal role in propounding the right to coerce the ―indolent‖ of race 

with innate superiority of imperial culture and at same time keeping inferior ―races‖ 

under its control.  

Towards the end of nineteenth century, a number of works began to appear in 

which issues concerning the nature and diversity of human races were discussed, 

keeping in mind the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon races and civilization. Despite the 

efforts of the scientists, the stereotype image of the Blacks, propounded by Carlyle, 

could not improve. Even in the twentieth century the earlier concept of race continues 

to hold a resilient sway in the ordinary belief of the people: 
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In the early decades of the twentieth century, ‗race‘ continued to 

acquire a legitimacy through the ‗scientific‘ study of racial variation, 

but the horror of the Second World War and the slaughter of millions 

of Jews, Slavs, Poles and gypsies on racial grounds led to the 

1951Unesco Statement of the Nature of Race and Racial Difference 

which pointed out that race, even from a strict biological standpoint, 

could at most refer to a group with certain distinctive gene 

concentrations.(Ashcroft et al. 185) 

Of late there has been an upsurge in biological thinking regarding human behaviour. 

A number of writers such as Lorenz, Andry and Morris were of the   opinion that 

individual behaviour was largely controlled by ancient instincts that could be 

modified by culture. This view gave impetus to race thinking in popular science. For 

example, Eysenck‘s Race, Intelligence and Education (1971), Richardson and 

Spears‘s Race, Culture and Intelligence (1972), Baxter and Sansom‘s Race and Social 

Difference (1972) were some of the significant books that sparked debates about 

human variation. The discipline of Neo-biologism in the 1960s and 1970s laid the 

foundation of the concept that all individual behaviour and cultures themselves are the 

end products of biological selection processes. However, the most influential 

observation on race was Fanonian view that ‗racist‘ ideas such as ‗blackness‘ were the 

psychological force of their construction of self:  

The self-images and self-construction that such social pressure exerted 

might be transmitted from generation to generation, and thus the ‗fact 

of blackness‘ came to have an objective determination not only in 

racist behaviour and institutional practices, but more insidiously in the 

psychological behaviour of the peoples so constructed.(Ashcroft et al. 

186) 

It is obvious that the concept ‗race‘ that dominates so much of the modern world, 

defies categorisation and remains elusive. Any attempt to define ‗race‘ is beset with 

difficulties. However, there is no denying the fact that race (that is the belief that 

human beings can be divided into a limited number of morphological categories) and 

racism (that is discrimination on the basis of race) remain the axis on which the 

modern world operates.  
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It is by now an accepted fact that everyone is thought to have a gender, 

sexuality, and nationality; similarly, everyone is thought to have a race. Such 

assumption about race, for a long time, was validated by many intellectuals. However, 

in present time, be it in humanities or in science, concur that race is irredeemably 

dubious concept: its boundaries are notoriously unreliable and its identity categories 

(White, Black, Brown etc.) are internally incoherent. Since time the word ‗race‘ 

appeared for the first time in English language in 1508, attempts to define race has 

been taken up at biological as well as sociological level. Biological theories of race 

attempt to establish a relationship between ‗phenotype‘ or physical characteristics 

such as skin colour and ‗genotype‘ or the underlying genetic differences between 

groups of humans. With scientific advancement, the theory of race has improved. 

Michael Banton, a great sociologist, characterized ‗race‘ in three categories: 

(i) Race as lineage. This is based on the assumption that all humans are ultimate 

descendant   from Adam and Eve and trace a common origin. Therefore all are equal. 

(ii)Race as Type. This is essentially known as polygenetic theory that dispels the 

notion of common origin. Instead it promotes that all humans do not have a common 

origin and humanity has several origins and thus divided into different distinct groups. 

(iii) Race as Subspecies. This category subsumes both ‗race as lineage‘ and ‗race as a 

type‘. It was Charles Darwin who stated that members of the same species can breed 

with one another and produce fertile offspring. Since species are constantly changing 

and evolving, it is possible for different branches and subgroups or subspecies to 

develop. Thus, despite having a common origin humans could evolve to form 

different races.  

According to Steve Jones, the geneticist, who has studied race in the light of 

genetics, there are 50,000 genes in each human being who are the determiners of the 

differences between humans. He refutes that many prevalent attitudes towards ‗race‘ 

have no scientific basis: 

Humanity can be divided into groups in many ways: by culture, by 

language, and by race- which usually means by skin colour. Each 

division depends to some extent on prejudice and because they do not 

overlap, can lead to confusion. (qtd. Haralanbos 204) 
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On the other hand, John Richardson and John Lambert, the great sociologists, 

criticise biological approach to race and hold the view that ‗race‘ is a social 

construct: it has no biological basis. It deals with what people make of physical 

differences and everyday beliefs that influence them. Stereotypes about particular 

groups vary from place to place and time to time: 

In some societies, at certain times, people are found to attach little to 

weight racial differences, which in other context we find intense 

hostility and pronounced patterns of racial ‗exclusion‘ and ‗inclusion. 

(qtd. Haralanbos 206) 

Thus, on the above analysis it can be averred that ‗race‘ is a term for the classification 

of human beings into physically, biologically, and genetically distinct groups. The 

concept of ‗race‘ implies that the humanity is divided into unchanging natural types 

that can be recognised by physical features transmitted ‗through the blood‘. 

Consequently, distinction can be made between ‗pure‘ and ‗mixed‘ races. Moreover, 

the term assumes that the mental and moral behaviour of human beings, along with 

individual personality`s ideas and capacities can be related to racial origin, and the 

knowledge of that origin gives a satisfactory account of the behaviour.  

A widespread consensus among theorists is that race is an inseparable part of 

colonialism. They validate their agreement on the rationale that division of human 

society is inextricable from the need of colonialist powers to establish or to have 

control over colonized or subject peoples and therefore justify imperial enterprise. 

Race thinking and colonialism gave fillip to draw a binary distinction between the 

‗civilised‘ and the ‗primitive‘. The colonisers having racial ideology consider 

themselves ‗civilised‘ while others are thought to be primitive or ‗uncivilised‘. 

Although ‗race‘ is not specifically an invention of imperialism, yet by the time the 

realization of colonialism came to be understood it became one of the colonialist`s 

most divisive and potent tool. The concept of ‗race‘ generated the idea of superiority 

and inferiority between colonialists and the colonised. 

Closely related to the coinage of race is another terminology that is racism 

sharing the same idiosyncrasy. But it can be stated with conviction that ‗racism‘ is not 

the product of ‗race‘ rather ‗race‘ is the product of ‗racism‘, because without 

underlying the desire for hierarchical categorization implicit in racism, ‗race‘ would 
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not have come into existence. In the words of Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, racism is 

defined as: 

a way of thinking that considers a group`s unchangeable physical 

characteristics to be linked in a direct casual way to psychological or 

intellectual characteristics, and which on this basis distinguishes 

between ‗superior‘ and inferior‘ racial groups. (181) 

The concept of ‗racism‘ based on biological divisions was realized to be a misnomer 

and this was reflected in the attempts made by the UNESCO to give an official 

definition to this term. In the latter half the twentieth century, four conferences were 

organized inviting experts from different countries to officially deliberate and arrive 

at a consensus at to what constitutes racism. The charter defines racism as: 

racism falsely claims that there is scientific basis for arranging groups 

hierarchically in terms of psychological and cultural characteristics that 

are immutable and innate. (qtd. Haralanbos 238) 

Rlobert Miles considers racism to be the product of 1930s. He premises his argument 

that the term does not appear in the Oxford English dictionary of 1910.  Another 

sociologist John Rex defines racism as ―deterministic belief system about the 

differences between the various ethnic groups, segments or strata‖ (qtd. Haralanbos 

238). Rex`s view is that the word ‗racism‘ refers to the theories about differences 

between groups and desirability or undesirability of these differences. Further, he 

differentiates between ‗racism and ‗racialism‘. He describes racialism as ―unequal 

treatment of various racial groups; as opposed to racism which involves beliefs about 

racial groups. In other words, racialism involves actions whereas racism is only 

concurred with what people think or believe‖ (qtd. Haralanbos 238). In many 

contemporary definitions the term ‗racism‘ does not confine to its meaning only rather 

broadens to include beliefs and theories. Many theorists too use the term to refer to 

the behaviour based on such theories and beliefs. 

Oliver C. Cox, a great sociologist, developed an early theory of racism based 

on Marxist ideas in his book Class, Caste and Race (1948). Cox considers race to be a 

human creation. Ethnic groups were socially distinct groups which used to live in a 

society in accordance with the super-ordination or subordination distinguished by 

their culture and ‗race‘. Though races were distinguished on the basis of physical 
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characteristics, these characteristics however, did not have to depict any real 

biological differences between groups. To Cox, ―a race may be thought of as simply 

any group of people that is generally believed to be, and accepted as race in any given 

area of ethnic competition‖ (258). In his opinion, racism was a belief in difference 

rather than real differences that might exist. According to him, racism was 

comparatively recent phenomenon, not an abstract natural immemorial feeling of 

mutual antipathy between groups, rather a practical exploitative relationship with its 

socio-alienated facilitation. In other words, it can be said that racism is a set of beliefs 

which is used to justify and therefore sustain the exploitation of one group by another. 

He attributes racism to be the outcome of capitalism. The capitalist, being 

opportunistic and practical, would utilize any opportunity to keep their labour and 

other resources freely exploitable. Capitalism went hand in hand with colonialism. 

When the British began to conquer different parts of the world, they were in a position 

to exploit the workers in the colonies. Consequently, they started justifying their 

actions through racism. According to Cox if capitalism had not developed, the world 

might never have experienced race prejudice. 

 A group of sociologists, such as John Solomos, Bob Findley, Simon Johns and 

Paul Gilroy at the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, have 

developed a neo-Marxist approach to racism in The Empire Strikes Back, a collection 

of articles, published in 1982. Though they are in agreement with Cox that racism was 

influenced by colonialism, nonetheless, they argued that colonialism was not the only 

reason for racism. There were hosts of other factors too. To them the construction of 

race as a ―problem‖ has not come about by evolutionary means. It has emerged from a 

whole series of events: struggles, breaks and discontinuations. 

 John Solomos vehemently argues that racism was not something imposed by 

the coloniser on the colonised. Rather he holds a variety of political, economic and 

historical factors to have played a pivotal role in the birth of racism. The encounters 

between the cultures of the colonised and ethnic minorities and the British‘s policies 

perpetuated a particular form of racism in late years of twentieth century. To him 

racism implies ―those ideologies and social process which discriminate against others 

on the basis of their putatively different racial membership‖ (qtd. Haralanbos 238). 

Moreover, he does not consider ‗racism‘ to be static phenomenon. Therefore it should 

not be based on any specific theory about biological or cultural superiority. However, 

Solomos‘s definition of ‗racism‘ comes closest to the meaning attached to it in 
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everyday language. People may be considered ‗racist‘ when they discriminate against 

members of other ‗races‘ or express derogatory or stereotypical beliefs about them.  

 E. Lawrence, another contributor to The Empire Strikes Back believes racial 

ideas to have a long history. Even before colonialism ‗White‘ was associated with 

goodness and purity whereas ‗Black‘ was associated with evil. Lawrence claims that 

at the time of independence colonial people were looked as children needing 

protection or as the equally immature ‗brutal savage‘ and their success or failure was 

judged on the basis of European culture and institution they adopted. In Lawrence`s 

view cultural racism was a new racism. In the second half of the twentieth century, 

when there was economic and political instability in Britain, immigrants were 

assumed to be the cause of all problems. This deepens difference between the natives 

and the ‗Others‘. Since British strength came from its life styles and cultures, the 

presence of ‗Others‘ or ‗aliens‘ with different cultures was cited as weakening the 

strength causing national decline. He has cited two examples of new racism- one from 

Afro-Caribbeans and the other from Asians. Afro-Caribeans were not in a position to 

maintain their families consisting of parents and children whereas Asians have 

unnaturally large extended families which lead to overcrowding. That is why it was 

difficult for ‗immigrants‘ to adopt British culture. As a result, their presence was 

bound to cause conflict between ‗aliens‘ and the British. According to the logic of 

new racism, the only solution to the problem for immigrants was to leave Britain and 

return to their own countries where their culture was more acceptable.  

 Paul Gilroy, in his book There Ain`t No Black In Union Jack (1987) has 

discussed extensively race and racism. According to Gilroy, ‗race‘ formation involves 

an ongoing process which varies from place to place and from time to time. He says 

that it is struggle that determines which definition of ‗race‘ will prevail and the 

conditions under which they will endure or wither away. For instance, in Britain the 

term ‗Black‘ is used to refer to Afro-Caribeans and Asians. This ideology inspires 

Afro-Caribeans and Asians to unite in the struggle against ‗racism‘. Gilroy endorses 

Marxist view that struggles over ‗races‘ have been influenced by the development of 

capitalism, but he is against the opinion that exploitation of ‗races‘ is a form of class 

exploitation. He argues that neither conflict between ‗races‘ is simply a form of class 

conflict nor the process of ‗race‘ and ‗class‘ is identical. Both are different and 

distinct from each other. Another scholar Lois Tyson in his book Critical Theory 

Today (2006) focuses on the distinction between racialism and racism. He asserts: 
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Racialism, a word we don‘t often hear in everyday speech refers to the 

belief in racial superiority, inferiority, and purity based on the 

conviction that moral and intellectual characteristics, just like physical 

characteristics, are biological properties that differentiate the races. 

Racism refers to the unequal power relations that grow from the socio-

political domination of one race by another and that result in 

systematic discriminatory practices (for example, segregation, 

domination, and persecution). (360) 

Another influential work on racism has been undertaken by literary scholar, and 

philosopher Kume Anthony Appiah. In his essay entitled ‗Racism‘ Appiah has 

propounded three distinct doctrines to explicate ‗race‘ and ‗racism‘: racialism, 

intrinsic racism and extrinsic racism. He defines racialism to be grounded on the 

belief: 

that there are heritable characteristics passed by members of our 

species that allow us to divide them into a small set of races in such a 

way that all the members of these races share certain traits and 

tendencies with each other that they do not share with members of any 

other race.(4-5) 

This constitutes ‗racial essence‘. His second doctrine classifies extrinsic racists as 

people ―who make moral distinction between members of different races because they 

believe that racial essence entails certain morally relevant qualities‖. The basis of 

discrimination between people, for the extrinsic racists, is their belief that members of 

different races differ in respects that warrant the differential treatment such as 

honesty, courage or intelligence that are controversially held (at least in most 

contemporary cultures) to be acceptable as a basis for treating people differently. The 

third doctrine in Appiah‘s model is intrinsic racism. It implies ―those who believe that 

each race has a different moral status, quite independent of the moral characteristics 

entailed by its racial essence‖ (5-6). 

 It is amply evident that racism operates in an environment of dominance and 

dominated oppressor and oppressed, hegemony and subjugation. South Africa, 

fortunately or unfortunately provide a fertile ground for the execution and 

implementation of these ideologies as encapsulated in the history analysed above. 

South Africa is characterised by the presence of White, Black, Brown and Coloured 

with power resting inevitably in the hands of the Whites albeit in minority. The 
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systematic practice of racism thrives on the policy of denial. For instance qualified 

persons of colour are deprived of employment, housing, education etc. on a regular 

basis only when they do not belong to the community in power. On the hand, persons, 

though undeserving, have access to employment, housing, and education as they 

belong to the group which controls most of positions of power in political, judicial, 

and law enforcement systems. This systematic practice of racial discrimination is 

possible only when racism has become institutionalised. Institutionalized racism as 

Lois Tyson affirms: 

refers to the incorporation of racist policies and practices in the 

institutions by which a society operates: for example, education; 

federal, state, and local governments; the law, both in terms of what is 

written on the books and how it is implemented by the courts and by 

police officials; health care, which can be racially biased in everything 

from the allocation of research dollars to the location of hospitals to the 

treatment of individual patients; and the corporate world, which often 

practices racial discrimination in its hiring and promotion despite 

whatever equal-opportunity policies it officially claims to have. (361) 

Such institutionalised racism reflected in racist`s stereotypes of a society was rampant 

in South Africa during apartheid. The implication was that the non-White South 

Africans suffered from internalised racism that ―results from the psychological 

programming by which a racist society indoctrinates people of colour to believe in 

White superiority‖ (362). People who are victims of internalised racism feel, in 

general, inferior to Whites. They think themselves less-attractive, less worthwhile, 

and less capable and often desire that they were White or looked whiter. It is 

important to note how internalised racism works within the individual. Critics are of 

the opinion that internalised racism often results in intra-racial racism ―to 

discrimination within the Black community against those with darker skin and more 

African features‖ (Tyson 362). 

 Closely associated and operating concept is ‗identity‘ which is again a 

problematic concept. By and large the concept of identity connotes ―a sense of self 

that develops as the child differentiates from parents and family and takes place in a 

society‖ (qtd. Haralanbos 885). Identity connotes the sense that someone has of who 

he is and of what is most important about him. Nationality, ethnicity, sexuality 

(homosexual, heterosexual, bisexual), race, gender and class play a very important 
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role in the construction of identity and they are the so-called sources of identity. 

Identity complements racism giving birth to a new coinage- racial identity. Both are 

interwoven and inter related. Racial identity was a major issue in South Africa during 

Apartheid. Though it is individuals who have identities, identity is related to the social 

groups to which the individual belongs and with which they identify. Sociologist 

Richard Jenkins defines social identity as: ―our understanding of who we are and of 

who other people are, and reciprocally other people`s understanding of themselves 

and of others‖ (qtd. Haralanbos 921). In his opinion identity is something that is 

negotiable and is created in the process of human interaction. It involves making 

comparisons between people and therefore establishing similarities and dissimilarities 

between them. People, who are considered by themselves and by others to be similar, 

share an identity, which is distinguishable from the identity of the people who are 

believed to be different and who do not, therefore, share the same identity.   

Various definitions of identity stems from the question ‗Who am I‘? Attempts 

to define have been undertaken depending on the context or people`s perception. It 

can be categorised broadly into two major parts (i) personal identity and (ii) social 

identity. ‗Personal identity‘ implies when someone thinks of himself or herself 

primarily as an individual, whereas ‗social identity‘ takes place when a person 

considers himself or herself as a member of specific social groups. However, all 

aspects of our self-concept are not experienced simultaneously. When we place 

ourselves in a particular context or situation at any given moment, the context decides 

what we are. This momentary salience- the part of our identity that is the focus of our 

attention- plays a very significant role in the construction of identity. When our 

personal identity is salient and we consider ourselves as unique individuals, our self-

description demonstrates how we differ from other individuals. For example a person 

may describe himself as fun loving when he thinks of himself at personal level. It 

means that he assumes he has this attribute more than that of other individuals. As far 

as social identity is concerned, we perceive ourselves as a member of group and we 

emphasize what we share with group members. We describe ourselves in terms of 

attributes that makes an enormous difference between our group and the other 

comparison group. Social identity is inter-group comparison in nature, because they 

involve contrasts between groups. Thus, it can be said that we can define ourselves 

differently creating many ‗selves‘. Which of these is true ‗self‘ nobody can assert or 

declare; it completely depends on the situation or the context. 



17 
 

In pre-modern societies, identities were based around traditional structures 

specially related to religion. A person`s position or identity in a society came from the 

position he or she was born into, which was observed as reflecting the will of God. 

People were not considered unique individuals with their own identity rather they 

were simply part of the great chain of being. However, with the passage of time, the 

above identity began to change. Between 16
th

 and 18
th

 centuries a new concept of 

identity developed, that is every individual has his own identity. French philosopher 

Descartes (1596-1650) believed that there was a basic distinction between the mind 

and the matter. He had a dualistic conception of humans: they were divided into two 

separate parts, the mind and the body. Each individual`s mind was separate from that 

of other individual. Consequently, each individual was unique. The distinctiveness of 

individual`s mind was expressed in Descartes` famous saying, ―Cogito, ergo, sum‖-―I 

think, therefore I am‖. 

In nineteenth and twentieth centuries, due to industrialization and 

urbanisation, the concept of individual`s identity changed. Now each individual was 

no longer seen as so unique and separate from other individual rather the relationship 

between individual and society was mediated through group process and collective 

norms. For example, an individual`s identity was seen as being tied up with the 

membership of a particular social class, a specific social grouping, their origin in a 

particular region, their nationality and so on. 

British cultural critic Stuart Hall has made an indelible impact on the concept 

of identity. Influenced by Descartes he has in his book The Question of Cultural 

Identity (1992) outlined three main stages in the formation of identity and they are: 

(i) The Enlightenment subject 

(ii) The Sociological subject 

(iii) The Post-modern subject 

According to Hall, contemporary societies are increasingly characterised by the 

existence of fragmented identities. People, no longer, possess a single unified 

conception of who they are rather they own several, sometimes contradictory or 

unresolved identities. Harriet Bradley has attempted to interpret identity in terms of 

inequality. She examines four aspects of inequality: class, gender, race/ethnicity and 
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age. In her opinion, though these inequalities and sources of identity can be analysed 

separately, in practice they interact with one another in a dynamic way. 

Like class, gender and age, race/ethnicity has become a very important source 

of identity in contemporary society. To some extent, visibility of skin colour 

difference between supposed ‗races‘ play significant role in the construction of 

identity. But, this is not always the case. To a considerable extent the importance of 

race/ethnicity as a source of identity depends on how it is used politically to mobilize 

group and provide them a sense of belonging and history. Hall affirms that: 

Identity is not as transparent or unproblematic as we think. Perhaps 

instead of thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, which 

the new cultural practices then represent, we should think, instead, of 

identity as a 'production', which is never complete, always in process, 

and always constituted within, not outside, representation. (222) 

What is implied here is that identity is not the complete fact rather it is a ‗production‘ 

which is always in ‗process. When a person speaks of the ‗I‘ that ‗I‘ does not exist in 

a vacuum. This is a production of something and has some grounds. These grounds 

may be nation, culture, race, gender, language and religion etc. In other words, it can 

be said that ‗I‘ is always in ‗context‘ or ‗positioned‘. Though there are many types of 

identities, for example, national identity, religious identity depending on its salience, 

racial and cultural identities, which are major part of the present research play 

significant role in postcolonial literature. 

 According to Stuart Hall, ‗cultural identity‘ can be interpreted in two different 

ways. First, he defines cultural identity ―in terms of one, shared culture, a sort of 

collective 'one true self', hiding inside the many other, more superficial or artificially 

imposed 'selves', which people with a shared history and ancestry hold in common‖ 

(223). This point of view embeds cultural identities in the common historical 

experiences and shared cultural codes which make us realize as ‗one people‘. Despite 

all other superficial differences this ‗oneness‘ is the truth of ‗Black experience‘. South 

Africans were associated with many ‗selves‘ by the colonisers. Nevertheless, they had 

common historical experiences and one shared culture which made them consider 

being ‗one people‘. It is the feeling of this ‗oneness‘ that compelled them to unite and 

violate time and again against the White regimes. Such a conception of cultural 



19 
 

identity played very prominent role in the post-colonial struggles, which not only 

encouraged colonial people but also made the colonialists helpless to leave the colony 

and, hence, reshaped it. This conception was the central vision of the poets of 

‗Negritude‘ such as Aimee Ceasire and Leopold Senghor and of the Pan-African 

political project earlier in the century and continues to be a very powerful and creative 

force amongst marginalised peoples. The rediscovery of this identity is often the 

subject of Frantz Fanon: 

passionate research ... directed by the secret hope of discovering 

beyond the misery of today, beyond self-contempt, resignation and 

abjuration, some very beautiful and splendid era whose existence 

rehabilitates us both in regard to ourselves and in regard to others. ( 

Hall 223) 

 The reason behind this ‗passionate research‘ lies in the recent past: 

Colonisation is not satisfied merely with holding a people in its grip 

and emptying the native's brain of all form and content. By a kind of 

perverted logic, it turns to the past of oppressed people, and distorts, 

disfigures and destroys it. (Fanon 170) 

Nobody is unaware of the fact what colonizers have done with the colonial people. 

They destroyed their images and cultures. Everybody can understand how the rift of 

separation ‗the loss of identity‘, which has been integral part of Black South Africans, 

took place there. These wounds can be healed only when these forgotten conceptions 

are once more set in place. 

 According to Stuart Hall, the second view of cultural identity is that, despite 

many points of similarity, there are critical points of deep and significant ‗difference‘ 

which constitute what we really are or rather-since history has intervened-‗what we 

have become‘ it means one experience, one identity cannot go for a long time without 

acknowledging its other side-the ruptures and discontinuities. ‗Cultural identity‘, in 

this second sense, Stuart Hall says: 

 is a matter of 'becoming' as well as of 'being'. It belongs to the future 

as much as to the past. It is not something which already exists, 

transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come 

from somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is 

historical, they undergo constant transformation. Far from being 
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eternally fixed in some essentialised past, they are subject to the 

continuous 'play' of history, culture and power. (225) 

Through second position of cultural identity by Stuart Hall we can properly 

understand the traumatic character of ‗colonial experience‘. The ways in which Black 

people were treated or subjected by the Whites were the effects of a critical exercise 

of cultural power and normalization. Hall says that the identity of Black people was 

constructed as by the coloniser as different and other not only in Said`s Orientalist`s 

sense but also in their own perceptions. They consider themselves as ―Other‖ because 

the colonisers had the power to make the colonised see and experience themselves as 

‗Other‘. The inner ‗otherness‘ is more fatal than that of other one, because this other 

inner expropriation of cultural identity cripples and deforms. If its silences are not 

resisted, they produce, in Fanon's vivid phrase, ―individuals without an anchor, 

without horizon, colourless, stateless, rootless - a race of angels‖ (176). Though the 

feeling of this inner otherness cripples and deforms, it is this feeling that changes our 

conception of cultural identity. In this perspective, cultural identity is neither a fixed 

essence, nor some universal and transcendental spirit inside us, on which history and 

culture have no fundamental mark. It is not a fixed origin to which we have to make 

final return. It has its histories. It is always constructed through memory, fantasy, 

narrative, and myth. Stuart Hall says: 

Cultural identities are the points of identification, the unstable points of 

identification or suture, which are made, within the discourses of 

history and culture. Not an essence but a positioning. Hence, there is 

always a politics of identity, a politics of position, which has no 

absolute guarantee in an unproblematic, transcendental 'law of origin'. 

(226) 

 Identity has been a debatable issue among social theorists as well. In essence 

the argument is that the old identities which establish the social world for so long are 

now in decline. Those identities are now giving rise to new identities and they are 

fragmenting the modern individual as unified subject. This so-called ‗crisis of 

identity‘ is observed as a wider process of change. In the view of Stuart Hall, identity 

is not a fixed essence, rather it has histories. Now these new identities are dislocating 

the central structures and processes of modern societies and undermining the 

frameworks which gave individuals stable anchor in the social world and these 

identities, de-centred, dislocated, and fragmented, are  the result of colonisation in one 
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way or the other. These transformations are shifting the personal identities of the 

colonised, undermining their sense of themselves as integrated subjects. This loss of 

stable ―sense of self‖ is sometimes called the dislocation or de-centering of the 

subject. Such type of double displacements- de-centering individuals both from their 

place in the social and cultural world for example Black South Africans were 

deprived of their land and property during apartheid, and from themselves as they 

were considering themselves ungrounded despite being in their own country- 

constitutes a ‗crisis of identity‘ for the individual. As the cultural critic, Kobena 

Mercer points out: 

identity only become an issue when it is in crisis, when something 

assumed to be fixed, coherent and stable is displaced by the experience 

of doubt and uncertainty. (43) 

 ‗Identity crisis‘ came into existence, especially during the colonial rule when 

the two cultures, that is the cultures of the colonizer and that of the colonized were 

merged together. Since that time it has been affecting the minds of the people of the 

colony so much so that they have not been in a position to come out of colonial 

subversion of their cultures even after getting freedom. For example, there are a 

number of people formerly colonised by the Britain, speak English, write in English, 

use English in their schools and universities, and conduct government business in 

English in addition to their local languages. In short, it can be said that although the 

colonizers retreated and left the lands they had invaded for the colonized people, yet 

their cultural influence was so much on the minds of the colonized that decolonization 

often has been confined largely to the visible removal of British military forces and 

government officials. The ‗cultural colonization‘- such as the inculcation of a British 

system of government and education, British culture, British values that denigrate the 

culture, the morals and even physical appearance of formerly subjugated peoples- has 

been left behind. ‗Thus ex-colonial often were left with a psychological ―inheritance‖ 

of a negative self-image and alienation from their own indigenous cultures, which had 

been forbidden or devalued for so long that much precolonial culture has been lost‘ 

(Tyson 419). Therefore postcolonial writers such as Nadine Gordimer, Athol Fugard 

and William Galgut etc. in South Africa, address the problem of cultural identity as it 

is represented in their works. 
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 In order to understand the problem of identity or ‗identity crisis‘ one should 

bear in mind the colonialist ideology in reaction to which postcolonial literature came 

into existence:  

Colonialist ideology, often referred to as colonialist discourse  to mark 

its relationship to the language in which colonialist thinking was 

expressed, was based on the colonizers‘ assumption of their own 

superiority, which they contrasted with the alleged inferiority of native 

(indigenous) peoples, the original inhabitants of the lands they 

invaded. (Tyson 419) 

The colonizers had belief in such an ideology that only their culture was civilised and 

sophisticated. Therefore they consider native people as savage, backward, and 

underdeveloped. Due to their technological advancement, the colonizers believed in 

the highly advancement of their whole culture. Consequently they ignored or swept 

aside the religious, customs, and codes of behaviour of the colonised people. They 

saw themselves at the centre of the world, whereas the colonised were kept at the 

margins. The colonisers consider themselves an embodiment of the ‗proper self‘ 

whereas the natives were considered as the ‗Other‘. The point to be noted here is that 

the image of the ‗proper self‘ was considered as an embodiment of what a human 

being should be whereas that of ‗Other‘ was thought inferior to the point of being less 

than fully human. Such type of practice divides the world between ‗us‘ (the civilised) 

and ‗them‘ (the ‗other‘ or the ‗savages‘). 

 Today theorists have analysed this attitude-the use of European culture as the 

standard to which all other cultures are negatively contrasted- and given the term 

‗Eurocentrism‘ a common example of Eurocentrism is a specific form of ‗othering‘ 

called ‗Orientalism‘ analysed by Edward Said. Its purpose is to produce positive 

national self-definition for the Western nations whereas the Eastern nations were 

given all the negative characteristics. It means citizens of the West define themselves 

as kind, straightforward, good, upright, honest and moral while the population of the 

East were defined as cruel, sneaky, evil, cunning, dishonest, given to several 

promiscuity and perversion and the like. Thus, colonialist ideology based on 

eurocentrism was a pervasive force in the British schools established in the colonies 

and therefore foresee rebellion. The plan was so successful that the colonised persons 

did not resist colonial subjugation they were thought to believe in the colonisers 

superiority and therefore in their own inferiority. There are many individuals in the 
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colonies who try to imitate their colonisers as much as possible in dress, speech, 

behaviour and lifestyle. This phenomenon is called ‗mimicry‘ by the postcolonial 

critics. Mimicry includes both the desire to be accepted by the colonizing culture and 

the shame experienced by the colonised individuals regarding their own culture. As a 

result, the colonised individuals have ‗double consciousness‘ or double vision which 

produces a stable sense of self, because their consciousness is divided between two 

antagonistic cultures that is the cultures of the colonisers and that of their own. This 

feeling of being caught between two cultures is called by Homi K. Bhabha and other 

postcolonial critics ‗unhomeliness‘. To be ‗unhomed‘ does not mean homeless. A 

person is ‗unhomed‘ when he does not feel at home even in his own home, because he 

is not at home in himself for example native South Africans were ‗unhomed‘ during 

apartheid because they were feeling alienated and isolated in their own country.  

 Given this historical, political, social and economic context, it becomes 

imperative to revisit its impact on the South African literature in the era of apartheid, 

their interrogation and negotiation with volatile issues of racism and the construction 

of identity. 

A substantial literary heritage has arisen out of these struggles. South African 

literature has arisen and bears testimony to these struggles. It boasts of a rich reservoir 

of oral tradition that became a source of inspiration for the literary writers who, in 

their writings, satirises and attempts to subvert and counter the nefarious attitudes to 

the grand designs of political parties and individuals. As Heywood points out: ―Each 

community has an oral tradition and each has achieved recognition through literature 

and political struggle during the twentieth century‖ (4). In addition, the rise of South 

African industrial social order also gave fodder to writers. Nat Nakasa in his essay 

‗Writing in South Africa‘ recognised South African society as ―a single community‖ 

and emphasised the need of the hour was to shed the apron strings of the community 

to which he or she may be born: 

I believe it is important for our writes to illuminate all aspects of our 

life from a central point in the social structure. That is whatever their 

colour and views may be; they must accept their presence in country as 

members of one community, the South African community. After that 

they can choose to be what they wish. (79) 
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