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EDITORIAL


Intellectual Responsibility





The miscellany of writings which follows has been brought together to mark Nelson Mandela’s seventieth birthday. Given that prison walls have surrounded him in his seventieth year, as in his fiftieth, and given his illness later in the year, no easy celebration could be indulged. To acknowledge the special and difficult circumstances of the occasion, the format of a special issue of a magazine has been adopted. Beginning with an editorial, it includes poems interspersed between fiction and commentary; a moving interview with an ex-prisoner and poet is accompanied by essays in scholarly criticism. Most of the contributors are Irish, because the idea for the book originated with the Irish Anti-Apartheid Movement. But as generous evidence of Mandela’s unique appeal to the world at large, we also have very distinguished contributions from England, France, Germany, Hungary, Nigeria, the Soviet Union, and South Africa itself. A theme, the writer’s responsibility in a world of increasing domination and terror, runs through the miscellany.


This theme, as Chinua Achebe so ably demonstrates, provides even an opportunity for celebration of a kind. The traditional art form (or art practice) of mbari which he describes has provided a model for the merging of different tones and perspectives; mbari allows for the commemoration of life in all its aspects, ‘its good points and its problems’. With this kind of precedent, the miscellany has been able to mark Nelson Mandela’s long years of imprisonment in a manner which accommodates the directness of Edward Bond alongside the seeming absurd humour of Daniil Kharms – arrest, detention, brutality are their implicit points of convergence.


Among the Irish contributors, there is a high concentration on the Southern states of the USA (in Hubert Butler, Desmond Hogan, Benedict Kiely, even Michael Longley in the last of the three poems included here) as if Mandela’s plight could be sensitively approached through a region which is more familiar and which nonetheless has in the recent past known dreadful racial prejudice. It is hoped that all of these essays and poems – the unmistakable tones of Ben Kiely modulating effortlessly (yet with feeling) from the names of Irish friends to the fathomless vacuity of James Earl Ray’s crime and punishment, the suavity of John Banville, the striking honesty of Wally Serote in interview – will each serve to illuminate the central theme.


A writer’s notion of honesty, his sustained and demanding negotiations between the world and the word, constitutes a topic of great controversy in the late twentieth century. Intellectual responsibility in the political domain is now a subject of acute concern in the United States, the Middle East, Europe, and the Third World. No political crisis since the end of the Second World War has made a more powerful and eloquent demand on the writer’s attention than that fomented by the increasingly violent apartheid regime of South Africa. Many have declined to respond. We are tempted at times to quote W. H. Auden:






      Intellectual disgrace


      Stares from every human face.








The poem from which these lines are taken, ‘In Memory of W. B. Yeats’, was written on the eve of the War, at the end of what Auden elsewhere called ‘a low dishonest decade’. But, in practice, not all writers and intellectuals have declined all challenges. For example, Samuel Beckett’s translation of the Surrealist declaration of 1934 is only one of several pieces on the topic which he rendered into English for Nancy Cunard’s massive Negro Anthology. The recovery of this piece should prompt a reconsideration of the precise political milieu which Beckett encountered when he began what has turned out to be a life-time’s sojourn in France. It is here reproduced in this homage to Nelson Mandela by the translator’s express permission.


All the contributors bring a sample of their work as homage to a truly great man. (In the case of Kharms, the active contributor is of course the translator; in the case of Austin Clarke, it is to his son Dardis to whom we are immediately grateful.) Most of the work does not impinge directly on the state of South Africa, and yet the writings gathered here show how Irish writers and others have responded to the challenge of racism. This little anthology calls for unflinching attention to the moral scandal symbolised in Nelson Mandela’s life imprisonment. It offers no bouquet of verbal tributes and few felicitations, because only those who are prepared to think astringently can presume to advise, as Auden, did:






      In the prison of his days


      Teach the free man how to praise.








Nelson Mandela is such a man. Greetings and praise will be fully appropriate only on the day of South African liberation. Then we will build a new mbari together.




 





W. J. Mc Cormack — October 1988



















MARY BENSON


On Behalf of Nelson Mandela





In Dublin’s Merrion Square a sculpture honours the most famous political prisoner of our time, Nelson Mandela. Ireland’s gesture expresses the extraordinary, the historic impact which the life of a man incarcerated in remote South Africa has had on the international community. And this book is but one of innumerable tributes in celebration of Mandela’s birthday on 18 July 1988. Mandela would not want to be singled out, but during more than a quarter of a century in jail he has become a symbol of South Africa’s uniquely oppressed society and the embodiment of his people’s prolonged struggle to be free.


The South African government hoped it had crushed that struggle by sentencing Mandela and other leaders to life imprisonment and by outlawing their organisation, the African National Congress. Yet today the ANC (founded in 1912) is acknowledged as the most powerful force fighting apartheid. It has done so through years of bitter unrest and ever more savage states of emergency. And despite the banning of books about Mandela – it is even illegal to quote him or to display his portrait – young South Africans born long after he disappeared behind prison walls regard him as their authentic leader. His almost legendary reputation has been enhanced by reports from men who have served alongside him on Robben Island and from the foreign visitors rarely permitted to see him.


Born into the royal family of the Tembu people in the Transkei, Mandela was brought up with a sense of responsibility. But he had a taste for adventure, and his Xhosa name (Rolihlahla) appropriately means ‘stirring up trouble’. (It was an English woman teacher who, recoiling at the Xhosa, called him Nelson.) To close friends, he is Madiba, his clan name.) After a college education cut short by a students’ strike, he turned his back on the prospect of chieftainship and escaped to the thrusting city of Johannesburg, where he found himself among thousands forced to live in ‘locations’ or shanty towns and subjected to continual harassment from police under the hated pass laws.


His political education had begun and, encouraged by a new friend Walter Sisulu, he joined the ANC. With Oliver Tambo they formed a remarkable team. (Sisulu was to remain at Mandela’s side through much of their imprisonment while Tambo was to lead the struggle from exile.) Joining other young African nationalists, they formed a Youth League to galvanise the somewhat conservative ANC. They sustained a policy of non-violence even in confronting the intensifying violence of the immensely powerful Afrikaner state. When 8,500 men and women – most of them African but with significant Indian support, and a handful of white volunteers – courted imprisonment, Mandela, learning to control his own hot temper, was appointed Volunteer-in-Chief of the Defiance Campaign.


Among organisers given a suspended sentence Mandela, like other leaders, was repeatedly banned from political activity. But he had meanwhile qualified as an attorney and established a partnership with Tambo. If they had not already been rebels against apartheid, said Tambo, their experiences as lawyers would have remedied that deficiency. Every case, every visit to the prisons, reminded them of the suffering and humiliation burning into their people. The laws, Mandela said, were immoral, unjust and intolerable.


In December 1956, one hundred and fifty-six men and women of all races were arrested and charged with treason. Mandela, among thirty defendants still on trial after four and a half years, played an important part in destroying the state’s case. All the accused were found not guilty.


On 21 March 1960 police violence was exposed more shockingly than ever before when they shot dead sixty-nine men, women and children at a township named Sharpeville. At this crucial time Mandela was deputed to lead the struggle from underground. It meant sacrificing his professional life but, far more painfully, his family life also: in 1958 he had married Winnie Nomzamo Madikizela, a lovely young medical social worker, and they had two small daughters. With Sisulu he organised one last non-violent strike, and as he daringly eluded the police the press dubbed him the Black Pimpernel. Defying the biggest call up of police and military since the Second World War, tens of thousands of workers responded to the call to stay at home. It was not enough. In a secret meeting with foreign correspondents, Mandela gravely declared, ‘If the government reaction is to crush by naked force our non-violent struggle, we will have to reconsider our tactics. In my mind we are closing a chapter on this question of a non-violent policy.’ Seven months later in December 1961 that chapter was ritually closed when the President General of the ANC, Chief Albert Lutuli, was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in recognition, so he said, of the organisation’s long history of non-violence. During the following week in South Africa sabotage against symbols of apartheid marked the birth of Umkhonto we Sizwe (Spear of the Nation). Leaflets proclaimed, ‘The time comes in the life of any nation when there only remain two choices: submit or fight. That time has now come to South Africa. We shall not submit ….’ While the sabotage continued Mandela made an exhilirating tour of African states to win support for the ANC. After a visit to London and a brief course of military training in Algeria, he slipped back into South Africa.


On 5 August 1962 he was captured and sentenced to five years for ‘inciting’ workers to strike and for leaving the country without valid travel documents. Within months he was again in the dock as Accused Number One, alongside Walter Sisulu and others, in the Rivonia Trial, charged with attempting to overthrow the government. Mandela did not deny planning sabotage. ‘I did not plan it … because I have any love of violence,’ he declared. ‘I planned it as a result of a calm and sober assessment of the political situation that had arisen after many years of tyranny, exploitation and oppression of my people by the whites.’


His statement from the dock has moved people in many lands with its final affirmation: ‘I have fought against white domination and I have fought against black domination. I have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in which all persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal which I hope to live for and to achieve. But if needs be, it is an ideal for which I am prepared to die.’


On 12 June 1964 Mandela, Sisulu, Ahmed Kathrada, Govan Mbeki, Raymond Mhlaba, Andrew Mlangeni, Elias Motsoaledi and Dennis Goldberg were sentenced to life imprisonment. Mandela and the other black defendants were flown to Robben Island, a rocky outcrop surrounded by forbidding seas, some seven miles off Cape Town. There they were held with a score of other politicals in a special section of individual cells. They slept on thin mats, washed in cold water; the food was inedible, the warders abusive. Newspapers were forbidden. Every six months they were allowed one visit of half an hour and one letter of five hundred words, censored. These men, whom the New York Times said were regarded as heroes, the George Washingtons and Benjamin Franklins of South Africa, laboured with pick-axes and spades in a lime quarry, year after year, through cold year after year, through cold dank winters and baking summers.


From the start they had decided that no matter what they were subjected to, no weakness would be shown. Fellow prisoners came to regard Mandela and Sisulu with a kind of reverence. ‘Mandela taught me how to survive‚’ one was to say. ‘When I was ill he could have asked anybody else to see to me. He came to me personally. He even cleaned my toilet.’


Studies became a lifeline and each man shared his special knowledge of politics and law, economics, literature, and languages. Their protests (in which Mandela confronted prison officials with firm authority), their hunger strikes and go-slows, together with protests from the outside world, gradually won improvements such as beds, warmer clothing and more vegetables until by the 1970s visits had been increased and labour in the quarry was replaced by seaweed collecting or road building. In time, hard labour was ended altogether and, finally, the prisoners were allowed newspapers.


On an unforgettable occasion the boilers broke down, there was no food, and the men were kept locked in their cells. After furious protests food was eventually brought into their yard late at night. But when they entered the yard, hunger was forgotten as they gazed up, for the first time in years seeing the night sky, the Milky Way, the Southern Cross, all of them marvelling.


Throughout the nineteen years Mandela spent on Robben Island, Winnie had endured increasingly harsh restrictions as she struggled to make a living and bring up her daughters. Imprisoned in solitary confinement in 1969, she was twice brought to trial under the Terrorism Act and, each time, was acquitted. Clearly an inspiration to young blacks in Soweto, she was again detained after their uprising in 1976 and was released only to be banished to a hostile village in an Afrikaner backwater. A one-woman resistance movement, she eventually emerged triumphant, unbanned and back home in Soweto. In 1982 Mandela, Sisulu and three of the other Rivonia men were suddenly transferred to Pollsmoor Maximum Security Prison on the mainland. Two years later a remarkable event occurred: contact visits were permitted. For the first time in twenty-two years Mandela was permitted to embrace his wife.


After three meetings with him during 1986 the Commonwealth Group of Eminent Persons reported, ‘We found him unmarked by any trace of bitterness despite his long imprisonment. His overriding concern was for the welfare of all races in South Africa in a just society; he longed to be allowed to contribute to the process of reconciliation.’


In South Africa rigid censorship under prolonged states of emergency has failed to conceal escalating brutality. State violence hugely exceeds Umkhonto’s: hundreds of children have been killed by the state and of 30,000 detainess held since 1986 it is estimated that a third have been children, many of whom have been tortured. At least a thousand detainees are still held. Community leaders are assassinated, and conditions have been deliberately created for so-called black on black violence.


Meanwhile throughout the world the demand intensifies: Free Mandela! It is he who holds the key to South Africa’s future. What an appalling, tragic waste – for whites as well as for blacks – that his wisdom and strength, his great generosity and humour, have not been used in bring sanity to that country. When State President Botha announced in January 1983 that Nelson Mandela might be freed if he renounced violence, Mandela’s reply was uncompromising, ‘Let him renounce violence. Let him say that he will dismantle apartheid.’ Addressing the people, Mandela declared, ‘I cherish my own freedom dearly but I care even more for your freedom.’ And he concluded, ‘I cannot and will not give any undertaking at a time when I and you, my people, are not free. Your freedom and mine cannot be separated. I will return.’



















CHINUA ACHEBE


Literature as Celebration: An Address


(to the International Writers Conference, Dublin, June 1988).





What does it mean to be given the last word in this extraordinary congress of highly articulate and diverse exponents of the literary arts? Am I expected to attempt a summary? Well, I couldn’t, even if I wished to. There has been so much and I am quite sure that I have not understood all of it perfectly. In any event there are good reasons for me to leave what has been said where it has been said and strike out, as it were, on my own. The main reason for this is that I belong to a tradition which is not well represented here, though I do admit I did hear echoes of affinity now and again.


Many years ago at a literary conference in Stockholm, a Swedish author and journalist said to visiting African writers words to this effect, ‘You fellows are lucky. Your governments put you in prison. In Sweden nobody pays any attention to us, no matter what we write.’ Well, we apologised profusely to him for what had suddenly emerged as an unfair advantage.


As these marvellous days in Dublin draw to a close, I cannot help thinking of that poor Swede and of the problematic relationship between the Poet and the Emperor which was implied in his lament. It occurs to me that, if the Emperor were around here this week, he would be very happy with us because we would not seem to him a likely bunch to upset his kingdom. He would certainly approve of a clear division of labour in which poets wrote poetry, and he ruled his empire in peace, which seems to be the ardent desire of many poets at this conference.


Let me tell you briefly about the rather different perceptions that underlie my own practice. Some of these perceptions come from social/historical sources; which is not to deny the presence also of a very strong, personal, individual element. And I had better make it clear at the outset that I am not trying to convert anybody to my way of thinking. I don’t believe in conversions and missionaries. Anyone can tell me from the bowels of Christ (or even from more salubrious surroundings) that I may be mistaken. And it won’t be the first time I’ve heard that, nor difficult for me to accept.




 





Although The Irish Times of yesterday called me the ‘man who invented African Literature’ I must say to you and to the hearing of the gods that I never make such claims myself, for I know that they (the gods, I mean) waste no time at all in finishing off anyone who presumes to lay a proprietary hand to even the least object in the vast display of mbari art.


Mbari is a celebration of art which was demanded of the community from time to time by its presiding divinity – generally the Earth goddess, Ala, who (by the way) is both the goddess of creativity and the custodian of social morality. Mbari is a celebration of the world, in its immense and diverse wholeness, in sculpture and wall painting. Every significant encounter which man makes in his journey through life – especially every new, unaccustomed and thus threatening encounter – is quickly recognised and assigned a place in this always renewed, always expanding creative panorama.


For example, when Europe made its appearance in Igbo society in the alarming person of the District Officer, he was immediately given a seat among the customary images of beasts and humans and gods. To the Igbo mentality art must, among other uses, provide safety like the lightning conductor which arrests the explosion of destructive electrical potentials and channels them harmlessly to earth. The Igbo insist that any presence which is ignored, which is shut out, which is denied celebration, becomes a focus for anxiety and disruption.


But the celebration of mbari was not blind adulation. The white District Officer was obviously not a matter for joy, nor the man with the marks of small-pox on his body, nor the woman copulating with a dog. So mbari did not celebrate a perfect world but the world the community knew in reality as well as imagination, with all its good points and its problems.


Even if I spoke about mbari for the rest of the time allotted to me I could not tell you all the important statements it sought to make on the relationships of art and its makers to the general community. But let me mention two very briefly: (a) the creators of the images were not artists as such but ordinary men and women chosen to work in seclusion with master artists; (b) after the completion of the work and the celebration by the community, the mbari building and its vast treasure of art is abandoned to ruin and decay. Years later the goddess would demand another celebration and the process of building a new mbari would be repeated, by other members of the village.


I offer this as one illustration of my pre-colonial inheritance of traditional art as celebration of my reality; of art in its social dimension; of the creative potential in all of us, and of the need to exercise this potential again and again. Now I must speak briefly about the literature which I received in the colonial package. It was a strange inheritance, but an inheritance it was all the same. Unlike my other legacy this one had no intention to celebrate my world. On the contrary it was a heritage of denigration. And really this is not to be wondered at.
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