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Mongane Wally Serote is recognised primarily as a poet,and his sxx‘?

volumes of poetry to date have received acclaim hoth in South

Africa and internationally. His single.nevel, hae.howe\er,prowoked a-

more equivacal respense from crities.

Some have praised the work. Doriane Barboure believes it -*iLhe most
poverful and penetrating exploration of the Power period’ in South
Africa (Barboure:172); and Jane Glegg claims that Serote manages to
‘write about a whole community involved in political struggle in a
-manner: which shews up the fatlure of English working class novel—
S iats. to do the same (Glegg:3d),

Other critics have however,been less convinced. Lewis Nkosl feels
‘the work ’'too chaotic,too. dispersed,tu offer anything more 2olid

“.<than mere mements’ (Mkosi:45); Barbara Harlow states that the novel

remains content with the portrayal of racial conflict in - the coun-
try,with litfle attempt to show internal contradictions within the
black community itself IHarlow.lOS). and Njabulo -Ndebele remarks
that ,despite the apthar's attemdts to deal with the ‘evervdav con-
cerns of people, within a broader political canvas,in the end ’the
spectacle takes over and the novel throws away the vitality of the
tension generated by the dialectice hetween the persongl and .the
public® (Ndebele:1586).

Ig_Everx_Q;;Lh Its RBlood's critical veception has been so diverse
{and, it must be said,confused) that one notices more than the usual
variety of possible interpretations at play., It was speedily appar-
ent that the evaluation of this novel was implicitly bound up with
cach critic’s own furmal and ideological assumptions to an even
greater axtent than usual. This uncertainty of opinion,indeed,seems
to be caused by the peculiar nature of the novel itself. It seems
to hinge around patentially divergent understandings of the work's
bipartite structure, especially the manner in which the two sec-’
tions of the bocok are to be read off against each other. Further
confusion is due to the relative weight different critics Attach to
the differing narrative techniques usged in the book,whereby Serote
appears to whet opposing literary appetites and asgumptxons only to
. refuse complete satisfaction to any of them.

Degpite the divers:t; of ecitical attitude, however, only two
critics have up until now subjected To Everv Bjirth Its Blood to
anything approachln“ detailed scrutiny, These critics are Barboure
and .Nick Visser. as my argument partly relies on and partly dis-
agrees with the insights of hoth, it will be necessary to para-
phrase some of their conclusions,

Composition and Vnity in the Nove}l

Barboure argues for the aptness of the novel's structure, .She sees
Serote as explicating a process which moves from the individual -
consciouness of Tsi and the more subjective mode of the first half,
to a second half which spreads the focus away from a single char-
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acter to a group of Movement activists and a more objective mode.
Barboure argues that the novel should he read as ap internally
consistent narrative moving from individual alienstion to.group
poiitical commitment. She stresses that her understanding of the
relationship between Parts 1| and 2 is integral to a full discovery
of the author's purpose, both politically - the passage from Tsi's
alienated anguish to comradely commltment and armed struggle; and
formally - the movement from Tirst te third person,which. encapsu-
- lates in turn-a thematic movwment from quchctive isolat;an to
objective social ﬂngasement._ .

Usingd this e\plicatolv framework,she explaxns further complexlt:el
‘and features of the novel. ¥For instance,she believes that Serote's
deployment, of Tsi's 'defeated’ family in Part 1 is set against the
'very different’ Ramono family, politically active and paychologi-

" cally strong,iu Fart 2. Furthermore,Barboure tries to explain areas

of. the nevel which appear to jar against a simplistic understanding
ot the relntinﬂship hetween the tve parts, agreeing with Schoon (35
-8) that Tsi's one political -effort at the end of Part ! is doomed
tand apt in terms of the structure of the novel) because he maket
the wrong choice and joins a liberal organisation. -

Moréover, the poIiLic&I denouement of the work is prefigured early
on by events which determine Tsl's anomie,such as his assault at-
the hands of the police and his brother's Jdetention. The transition
to political revelution in the second half is carefully phased by
Serote through the new lease of life the advent of Black Conscious-
ness gives to the community,the uprising of L976,and the angry
sense of purpose thig uprising leaves in the black community due to
the deaths of loved ones at the hands of the police.

Visser tankes issue with Barbhoure's interpretation, He suggests that
there is an inconsistency and fluidity in both the atructural and
idevlogical processes of the novel, which serve to undercut the
Judgment of those critics who agsume that the work has a unified
and consistent narrative. Much of what ewmerges structurally in Part
1.escapes thege <ritics. In additien,there are further complexjties
covert in the werkh as a whole,which are not xdentified correctly.

In particular,Barboure's assumptinn »f the text's essenttai unity
is mistaken:

" He shows that much contradiction and cenfusion occurs due to o lack
of consistency of temporal vantage point in the action as a whole.
The chronnlegy of Tsi's main experiences are casy enough to follow,
but the cleser the reader tries to plot these experiences .the more
they start to blur, Despite references to events ia recent South
African hlstory,the assigning of dates or any satisfactory duration
of time to episordes in the taext becomes nncreaqxngly arbitrary and
difflcult.

LSSQF axplains the d]screpaHGIQJ nnd conL;ad1ctxons of To E\ﬂrl

lbion.-!t was krltLeN durxng a tumultuonq time in South Afr1ra
“precent pAst - the five vears between 1978 and 1980, He Suggeﬂts
that Serote tried to incorporate extra-textual elements into a



novel he had already begun to write; especially the Soweto uprising
~of 1976, and his own change of allegiance from a Black Conscious~
.ness viewpoelnt to memhership of the non-racial ANC. As each new
~phase of struggle and repression osceurred during this perlod,Servte
opened up his nacrrative stil) further te incovperate it. Political
events and ideological changes compelled him Lo sbandon one type of
novel (the modernist,existentially-orientated Firat part) for
ansther {the social realism and overt political commitment of the
s second part), Yet there ix a preblem in that the author dees not
compietely abandon the first fictional project.or fold it satis-:
factorily into the sedond. The two. sections remain incompletely
integrated, and the transition is never finally accomplished.

Visser's own case capnet be proved without manuscriptural evi-
dence,as he himself acknowledges. Yet he convincingly shows thal

. Barboure's totalizing proclivities distort er ignore those parts of
the text which run counter to her explanatovy framework. For
example,her sétting forward of the Ramono family as a counterpaint
to Tsi's is seviously compromised by Ranono's harsh Lrentment of
his son Morolong,a treatment she cannot explain away adequately (to
har, Marntong i1s "ironically not able Lo cope with the precoures of
succeeding,and becomes a strocet youth dropout” (Rarboure:176)).
.Moreover,tf the thrust of the-novel i3 towards polltical radical-
{sation and the successful taking up of arms against the oppreaser,
the re-introduction of a relatively unchanged Tai at its end needw
more ¢areful thought than she ssema prepared to give it,as it
seriously disrupts the political process she believes the novel
has.

The. Arming aof Ledig

Visser's points are both correct and themselves problematic. His
¢wn reading dves appear to leave several issues either pending or
net discussed. His conviction that features of steucturation of the
novel are of considerably less importance than what happens due te
the- clash of two incomplete fictional projects leaves s great
number of not only fermal hut also idenlogical and thematic intri-
caciea of 19 Every Blrth [ts Blood unexplored. His decenstruction
of the text's irregulavitics of composition s in my opinion large-
ty accurate: yet it potentially forecloses the necesuity to further
examine the Lext ihn orider to Jiscern the author's conscious use of
stylistic and structural fzatures.

This task of re-examinatlion is made imperative by a recent
atatement. of Serote with rvegard to black South african literature
cver the past three decades:

When eppressicon 13 very Intense{as in the ecarly sixties
and mid-sevenzies),when there is no politicel activity to
give relense Lo oppression.people become much more con-"
scious of the might of the state. Thhks also imposes cer-
tain types of censorship,limits access to world litera-
ture,thetre is a lack of =zkills and toois to read, analyse
aad create. So poelvyv,nat a ceriain point,did pravide an
exproacian [or people affeated by this. And while it is



not possible to compare the novel and poetry,thev do make
di ffetent demands on peeple, Poetry can be condensed and
the writer .can use imngery very extensively,which means
¥ou can cemain obscure,perhaps unciear,but give a feel of
what you want to say and it can be identified. But while
vou can do that with a novel,in truth it cannot be recog-
nised as a novel. A nevel depends a let on-loxic,on '
sreatlng a logical process, of dev;iopment

- {Serote 1988h}

Some historians of South African litereture will diSmiss'this
viewpoint as idiosyncratic. Yet it contains several statements
which eccur constantly ien'Serote’s nén-fictional articles: and
interviews,and which-can be found in his poetry and f:ction ‘in a
mediated form as well

ElrstLy,he has eressed throughout his careser that politics and
literature are inextricably intertwined,and that the-writer is
responsible and kesponsive to his or her community and its sccinl
realities: The wrrter,in his view,is a "mirror of society' ¢Kuhn:
41y and should 'articulate the experience of our people through
whatevet language,in whatever form® (Serote [388b1), Shifts in his
perspéctive are relativelv small and measurable against his own
political development. Earlier intetviews ,prior to. higs departure
from South Africa in 1974 ,evince the inhibitive and fear-inducive
nature of the country's sociov-political c¢ircumstances on the black
writer of the 1970s,and hint at some social withdrawal and alie-
nation. Later statements,made after joining the ANC .(which he fre-
‘quently identifies as 'the Movement’ in his nen-fictional writings)
‘identtfy the writer closely with political commitment,organisation
ahd collective endeavour {1}. lndeed.Seroté cones elose to implying
that membership of 'the Movement' will give the individual unprob-
Temattic access to ‘a close relationship with 'the people'. At the
same time 'slienation for a cultural worker is shame and death' as
far as he tg concerned INgugilferoLe:;13). what is significant for
the purposes of this essay is Lhe stress Serote places again and
‘again on the writer needing to act witkin the pelittcal world, and
the degree to which he believes political change occasions not only
ideological but also formdl and generic changes in Mtevature in an
immediate,reflexive manner: the black writer must tailor his er her
work to circumstances,as form is functional to purpose {Seroke:30}.

Secondly,Serote’'s highlighting-of the logicel demands made by the
novel form becomes,in the light of the above,illuminating. His
chalce of form for To Every Birth Its Blood must have been at
least partly made due to the novel's Fscilitation of leogical pro-
cess, This 1s in fast vindicated by the auther’s statement that the
emargence of a political struggle mgainst apsrtheld in its most
recent phase of armed strungle joined together wWith mass participa-
‘ion has *taught us logic...armed us for storytelling in a logical
ganner” {(Serote [988L}. What needs to be ascertained then in this
s rovel is,f would maintain,just such an attempt at logical develop~

ment. Whether sueh an undertaking is conteadictory or not due o

its circumstnnues of production is net {(yvet) here the point - the




point is that it was attempled. For the author to stress so empha-
tically that at least some process of logical argumert is alL work
requires further elucidatien. Visser, perhaps,leaves us with a
genge of the relative.inadequacy of all explanations whichk attempl
to read the novel for thematic end ienlogical overview.'Theldis-
Jjunctures and paradoxes which . riddie Barboure's interpretations ave

. -obvious:indeed,Visser is lenient in the number of inconsistencies

of temporal vaptage point and densuement he peints out that she-is
obliviaus to (2}, Yet there is an alternative veading of the taext

possible which suggests that the author’s controel of his material

was up Lo a. point much more sure than is generally now assumed.

The_Novel '5 Double Logic

Sprote 4 statement abeult the- relat;ve stratedic spaces open to
poetry and the novel are reminders that he is both a poet and a
prose writer. This has relevance for the study of To Every Birth
tts Blood which tends teo be overlooked. All of its critics have
been hamstrung by a fundamental assumption that the work is,when
all is salid and done,a work of realism: and,at least until its last
episodes,n work of realism which tries to mime contemporary events
in South Africa. This belief is te some extent justified by the
novel's siylistic predilections. and by the overwhelming number of
referencea to extratextual events, especially with regard to the
period stretching from the early 19608 to the late 1970s. Yet this
. mimoegis goes only so far., The action of the novel stretches into an
immediate future as il is imagined by the author,when the Hove=
ment's political strugdgle is ever intensifying but ferucially}las
vet inconclusive, Furthermere,the mimetic urge is elsewhere
ruptured hy inconsistencies in the relation of textual ovents to
historical events too humErous to ignore..

'Thase incon51stenc1es point to the fact that theve is another form
of temporal and political logic at work in the ktext than the simply
nimetic, Some critics have perceived this aspect of Serote’s writ-
ing in passing,remarking aon the ’poetic qualitles’ of the novel
thiaaste) or {with redard to a recent velume of his poetry} noting
that his uses of imagery are ’'strategic interventions in the
political arena,of inspirational myth' (Chapman 1988:237}). lndeed,
hoth Barboure and Viescr cdde in this directien,the former by dis-
cusging the davelopment of symbolism in Sercte's poetry as a way
meang of exploriang styliztic complexity and political growth which
reach their- "culmination” in HRirth (Barboure:179): the latter by
commenting that the role of the Movement in the novel i3 eventually
shifted from the veplm of the analvtical and political to that of
the metaphorte (Visser:75i. ¥el it scems te me that thege insights
can be taken further.

serotels 'Felt Theusght’ ' .

1t can. swiftly ‘be seen that the navel is marked stvlistically by a
censtant shifting interplay of symbola and motifs: references to
rivers, Jéurneys, silences, storms, eyes, holes and music (te name
"anly the moat intrusive} abound. Such an interplay is alseo eharac-
teristic of the author's poetry, even to the point where the novel



uses gignificantly similar symbals to his athetr genre. Mphahlele
describes this interplay, with reference to the poetey, as part of
a strategy of compul ive exploratzve dFVPIOPment

Serote .recards 'feit thought’almost as if he were trans-
cribing directly from a rasponse mechanism within,while it
was registering impresaiong and flashing its messages...
There are words and images Lhat he uses and frequently re-
turns to, Again,he does thigs relentlessly,compulaively,as
if to extract the last drop of meaning from them,..These
repeated images are turned around and inside out in-es
manner that quite clearly portrays a poet searching for
meaning up snd down the vertical and horizontal planes.
(Mphahlele:67-8)

A similar uvsage of symbol and motif can be discerned in To Every
Birth Its Blogd. To aome extent,such commonly used aymbols-and
motifs change meaning as their contexts in the navelistic action
changes,and the text acquires added resonance and emphasias gs a
‘result. Thus,in a few short pages at the novel’s end where Tsi
gontinues his drinking spree in Botswana,the reader will compare
Tsi's memory of his sister’a eves 'staring straight at me' wilh the
adjacent remark that fellow drinker Yas does not wish to 11ft.his
head 'for then he wauld not khow what to do with his eyes' (Birth:
352,354) and realise. that eyes are here meant to function symbolie-
ally as an index of shame and veproach. Obviouslky,there are moral
implications the author wishes te highlight from such a juxtapo-
sition.

However,each symbiol which s continually used becomés operative in
rather contradictory wavys as the action progresses. It is very
difficult to see,for instance,how at various points in & single
titerary work the mottf of the 'journey' can be used to refer te
such differing incidents as the sexual act,the trek towards liber-
ation,the journey of the individual thraugh lifte, the journey into
political exile,the experience of being tortured and the music of
Dollar Brand and still maintain any overall coherence {(Birth:3,23,
69,112,249,346,357,367). When this can be scen to happen with a
serieg of symbols and motif=,the metaphorical and quasi-poetic
language they are expresged in starts te form intrusive patterns of
its owp,pulling the novel into several possible readings simul-
taneously. Rather than adding-ta the meaning such protgan, contra-
" dictory patterng act as o hindrance ‘to any sense of final symbolic
pertinence,in terms of the dencuemenl of the novel on a realistic
levxel. Any controlled accuracy of usage beginsg Lo bleed away, and
it would appear that the novel ia pulled inte two different forms
of legic - the one lineav,realistic and analytic and the other
tmasxstic,repet!ilve and intuitive.

Serote, in my opirdon,disrupty deneric convention and criticel re-
eption by ueing twon systems of marvative legic throughout the boek
:=-the realistic wnd the metaphoric. This is more than the mutual
‘interference of twea critical projects: T would argue that the real-
- istic and the-metapheric collapse inte- each other at every point,
'intextw1ned in a conceptual unity which is directly the terrain of”



Scrote's own ideclogical idiesyncracies., It is only through an
exploration of this conceptual framewark that the nature of the
ideology,and subsequent problems of the anvel,can be brought satis-
factorily to view. oo o o

While the mimetic prralleling of ‘textual to eslin-lextual eventas,
and the temporal sequencing of the:navrative are undeniobly a
problem, it is nevertheless possible Lo ascertain an everarching
schema of To Every Binth Its Blood in which these two levels of
tanguage operate. Critics such as. Barboure and Glegg mistaké the
quk.as~Vﬁsser has painted out,by-assuming an unruptured organic
unity and logic of narrative process apd language. Yet some of the
paints they make cannot be cast aside - their insidhts make partial
‘sense in the unfolding of the novel. One needs,initially,to try and
discover the authorial ideclogy which sllowed Serote to believe he
could publish the nevel in the precise farmat in which'it appears,
whatever disjunctures of ecompesitien it might have gone through.
The decisive contradicticns in the novel are fundamentally ideolo-
gical and political in origin. These contradictions are interlaced
with the novel's stylistic and structural processes in a complex
manner,but a manper which is definitely nok ocutside the ambit of
critieal scrutiny. A sugdestions as teo authorial intention is of
course. not a sufficient exposition of the text’s character in it-
self; but is a necessary first step tewards revealing the novel's
centradictory presence,tn all its implications.

Ihe Empbiness of Time

Temporal indicators and diestics abound in the work:indeed,they are .
so plentiful that they act-as a source of confusion rather than
clarification. Yet on clkoser reading it appears that the structure
.of the novel does indeed vield evidence of a consiatency and bogic
&of authorial intention,a consiatency Lesl avad ol ia Letws ©F Lthe
temporal sequencing of the novel. Rather than dismissing the un-
certainty of temporal vantage point and the existence of anachro-
nisms a3 impediments to the author's purpose,it is more fruitful to
understand that time - hewever unfixed and paradoxical the manner
in which {t is axpressted - is the presence which dominates and ul-

. timately delineates the narrative body Serote constructs, It is
here,too,that the dual existence of the poetic-symbolic and
socially realistic logics of the text can be seéen to weave inte
gome sort of conrsurrence. The most important presence which
structures To Everv Hirth Its Olood is the temporal percpective and
legic in which-the characters, depictions and actions operate. it
is i these terws that the narrative logic of the text can to sowme
extent be explained,but this can only be done if one perceives that
Serote shuttles conlinucugly betueen his two systems of ﬁpmporal-
ideological perception.

K]
une can, in other words, Lo some extent discern a fabula on which te
ground the dizcours of the novel: and this fact i1n part strengthens
Barboure’s viewpoint, uncausciogs as she seems to be of some of the
werk's intricacies and Jdislocations. The temporal leoping employed
hy the authar in-Part | jis Lhe kKey to this process of understand-
ing, and containsg sttrong indications as to the anthor’s ideeologicatl




and cenceptual choleces. The formal structuring and tempceral cequen-.

cing of this or indeed any guasi-historiecal novel can never be a
completely mimetic imitation &f what hasg happened in reanlity, but
embodies and implies a choice of both what events to hxghlxght and

when to highlight them. Thus,sequencing in fiction implies a neces-

sary principle of order and c¢hoice of values - in shert,of ideolo-
gically wotivated selection - an the part of the author (Izevhaye:
75) (31,

The novel starts,as far as Tsi Molope ts c¢oncerned,in media res.
rhe first three chapters present him after hiz days as a Journal-
ist,yet before his time at McLeans College. Tsi i3 presented as an
individual dislocated from,but ineluctably held within,his own
marviage as well as the bady of the Alexandra community - its
streets, croewds and violepce. Tsi's depicted alienation at the
beginning of the nove!l causes him such anguish because he iz not
only aware that he is alienated but also,implicitly.what the causes
of his alienation are. "I have never walked with crowds,T walk into
them” ,savs Tsi (Birth:5); but theve is no place in South Africa for
him to escape hisz social community ok the reality of apartheid
either., Politics so overdetermines the individual lives of black
people,due to the particular nature of apartheid and its inter-
ference in private life,that individual amctivity and psycholegical
trauma can never be scen in isolation from political events, Even
in the mosl anguished section of Tsi's early monologues the reality
of detentions,permit raids,accial violence and despair are ever
present, He cannot escape the painful memory of thé political his-
_tary which has constructed a '"people’s defeat’ in Alexandra,nor the
meaninglessness of individual life and death within such a history.
"Even his drowning himselfl in music and drink canpot stop Tsi’s ob-
sessive political-cum~existential reflections: while these reflec~
tions,despite their cogency,cannet bring him to act. The first
chapters of To Every Birth Its Blood depict a painful dissol-
uwtion,which effects the broader community as much aa it affects
Tsi. When une realises that Alexandra is not only a specific
community near Johannesburg but a gynecdoche for black existence in
South Africa as a whole {4),and when one realises that Tsi is at
thiz stage both protoypical of the black person in Alexandra and
symbolic of its wider reality as a community (5},the . general nature
of this defeat at the novel's beginning comes into sharper focus:

We together,locked like that,by time,place,blood and a
moment of life,by gweat,and by all that makes us think
ahd wish we could know each other,love each other,care
for and vespect cach other; if we were now,once more,to
rige,to move cleser to sach ather,in fear,desperation,
uncertainty,mo~ed by a sadnass,helplessness,hopeless-
nezs, by a wigh to lknow what iL is we could do,we were
cnpable of doing: sy that,suce and for all,we would be
with those we love,these we have asz our families,to
begin & journey, %here,where does a river begin? We
were born,and we hard coue to be witnesses of life,
distorted by tims and by place. Everythlng that we

- could claim immediately left bloodstains on ocur fin-

gers. I1Birth:69-70)




In the early parts of the text.time is experienced as repetitious,
all but circular, as Tsi and tha other characters live io the con-
tinuous, indeterminats past of his,and his community's,pain. They
are all,as Boykie and Tsi just before their assault at the hands of
roadblock policemen,'lost in the night,and the drama of our time
was this time set again..It was us who were the issue of the drama,
of the vicious hatred white people have managed Lo lave against
black people’ (Birth:84). The author works stylistically at this
point predominantly in 8 continuous,recently past but pnon+specific
tense,constructing the plet via Tsi's memory and repeatecd auLhorial
and narrator asides (Lhe two often indigtinduishable) to make
sortias into personal and comminity history. The endless circular-
ity ot defeat and the hopeless temporal swamp it occasions is not
allowed 1o last,however. The temporal schema of the first part of
the novel moves from the emptiness of Tsi’'s post-assault agony to a
recoltection,over several chapters (Birth:71-134), of the assault
in question and its surrounding circumstances. While hints have
occurred before,it iz in this section firat apparent what a power-
ful presence the act of remembering ocecupies in the novel as a
whole. Memory mayr indeed be an ’unreliable mirror',as Tsi points
out {Birth:29) - and it is generally speaking a painful procesas as
well:it pevivifies the defeat of the indigehous inhabitants of.the
couhtry. Since whites and blacks began a 'serious game of cen-
turies’ {Birth:11%) in South Af{rica,all memory can bring about is
an achnowledgement of defear: "you know that it ig only in our
memary that Lhas is our Jand”, as Bovkie remarka to Tsi, Military
detfeat and the advent of capitalism have made blacks ’all manacled
by time,by the cruel and real time of moments,when machines demand
attention because something called gold demands to be crushed and
sifted and sold' (Dirth:111).

The normaley of a conntry under white minority rule is revealed as
masking an intenze exsperience of disorder for black South Africans,
s profound dislocation of black aerlfhnod and naticonheod (6),
Throughout,the South African State is typified as inverting normal
standards and values,contvolled as it is by 'wad men’ (Birth:1686)
whoae statements about the "lawlessness and disorder’ and 'crazy’
nature of black aspiraticens are always deploved ironically by
Serote {Birth:235;359). Their power tg both absolute and morally
arbitrary: as MHomsigi peinls oul to Tai,they can de 'anything' at
all to his brother Fix in detention (Birth:4d1l). The ultimate :
immorality of apartheid walkes the social and experiential order it
upholds destructive. ft disrupts social space and time for the
peaple it oppreszes,and demands an overturning by them of its lalse
notions of order - literally,a revolution - for a preper sense of
order to be estahlished. Those blacks who do not see or wish to see
thic fact will rvemanin permanently in a state of false conscicusness
and escapism,unawvare of the abjective disorder of their day-to-day
lives, 'at ease as il ownang time’ {Birth:;341). .

*
Tsi's dilemma,and the dilemmna of his fapily and .those lilke him,is
that they either camnot or will not change their circumstances,or
otherwise do not uyndersiand the trnth about South Africa and see
the neceseity for change ar all., Those who do act in Lhe first part
af Lthe novel - such 4% Fis,Nomaisl and the Tsi of the MclLeans



College episode - either maké the wrong political cholce or find
their actions too uncoordinated and dispersed {or success. Tsi is
passiver he is affectively "lost in the streets’ of Alexandra
berause he believes social Intercourse can only destroy him (Birth:
34;45) and remalns logt,walking sgainst the communal direction
(Birth:5 «f.348). He thinks all actieon is worthIeas hecause it wikl
end in defeat,sand this lack of belief in his community and himsel £
makes. certalin Lhat he cannot change his own character or his cir-
camstances. In A situation of gencrational conflict and political
oppreesion,all he can say to his mother when she questions. his
activities is "Mama,truly I de not know what I.have been doing"
tBirth:27). kL is this inability to take the first atep towards
change which makes Tsi 'an observer rather than a participant’
(Birth:71). In such an ambience,Serote seems to suggest,any social
celationship the individual undertakes of a sexual,familial or
political nature.is eventually deomed. Yet,despite this,Tai is
stmultanmecusly aware of the need to act,and to act in accordance
with a generational and communal concord that might work against
‘the external destructive political conditions:

I was sitting on the grave of my grandfather. I fought
Lhe thought that nagged me ,which wanted to know whether
he heard me when [ asked about Fix; and also,when 1 told
him that 1 was getting tired of going to the shebeenjand
that I wouwldn’t ga te church. t will fighe,fight it for-
evers Dy coming hevegevery Duoday T »i1r Llght,.3Uy I huuw
ne is listening,and asking whether I was willing to
change. That is where the trouble started - was I willing
to change?

{Birth:11-2}

Memory has at least one other important function for all of the
characters. Tai's asketching out of the history of Alexandra (Birth:
28-311 and Lhe assault scena in the following chapter act in part
ag an explanation for how the state of affairs at the novel's be-
ginning came into being, for both Tsi and for his community. The
renson tor the slreet siclence,Tei's drunkenness and his family's
marital problems are Lo some extent clarified. He is lead to think
about the past,and the stgnificance of his life. At the same time,
Tsi’s state of mind is wade more understandable,if not permissible,
for the reader. It is noliceable that it is in this section of the
hovel that its ipitial styvle and perception of time first gradually
begin to be undercut,mul the definite past tense and a greater use
of the active voice start to intrude (Birth:71{f,}. These changes
are associated with a shift towards a wmere linear chronology,as
well as a gradual shilt lewards causal process and explanation.

The recollection of histery allovs honds of causalily to be esta-
brished tn the nuvel. Painful or not,such recollection is the onky
way of understanding the present - and understanding the present in
derms of its generation by the past is the only way for black
people,intlividually or communally, Lo start moving inte a [uture
‘that is pgt meanmingless or repetitive. This tlheme is hinted at from
. eérly wn. Even when Tsi is being assavlied,the grandmother he re-

" members in his imaginetion utters significant worde: "Child. you
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mugt know...that your past is so0 Scattered,nothing could hold it,
Lbat you have a future to build™ (Bigth:88}.Right throughout the
novel the act of remembering 1s potentially redemptive as well as
Jimmediately disruptive,as history and memory bear the seeds of -
victory in the seil of defeat. 0ld people,defeated though they may
be,ure also the beavers of & proud history of resistance te white
encroachment: thus Lhe desire by Onalenna to guestion ar old woman
"for record, For history,for memory' in order tu understand why she
is "still a fighter"” (Birth:282!, There ia an imperative Ffor . Lhe
thuracters to remember the past in order to bresk with its negative
aspects: thus,not only the intrvespective Tsi bul alse the Movement
fighters in the second hal! of the novel attempt te understand
theie own and their pecople's hiatory- Lsee Birth:28-30;326-81).

Understanding the truth of histary heyond c¢olonial falsification is
net enough in itself,however. Practically all the black characters
in the novel achieve this,as it is an unaveidable truth for the
author. Crucially,chanding the nature of time and reality is the
next step needed,and this is not possible from a passive stand-
point. Tsi's parents are 'Lrvapped in a painful terrible knowledge’
BBirth:51}; and even in the midst of the growing awareness brought
about by the 'davs of Power’,he and his family remain passive in
the lace of detentions and police incursions inlo their house:

We waited,while time mercilessly sped by,or mockingly
tortoised bLy,and all of us got older:Fix,my father,my
mother myself,while we waited to hear what Vorster
had de¢ided te do with my brother,

(Birth:138)

Tsi may teallse,conzaled By his desd grandmother,that 'l have a
Journey to make,and the journey has to be made with and among other
people,and, ..l was the only one whe would knew which people ! could
make the journey with' (firth:88), vat his eventual rhoice of social
collectives to make this journey with is mistaken, Even though he

is advised by Nelizwe and Onalenna te join MchLeans Cellege,and
achieves some meaningfu) work there,the choice proves to be wrong
because McLeans does nol address fully wnough the political issues
at stake in the country,especially the need for a complete over-
turning of the status quo.

The novel’s characters whe begin Lo move bevond the impasse of re-
petitive Lime are those wvho arrive at a clarity of understanding,
not. only of the causes am} existence of black oppression, but also
of the need to tale radical action Le change it., The ane without
the other is insuflicient. The ccnnection of memory with change,
and 8 ceoncomitant need to disrupt the endless . 'forever' of apart;
heid South Africa is already hinted at during Lthe police assault: .

*What, the hell o we do when things are like thisa?’

Bavkie said, e said that with a controlled voice. It
©ag # voice saturated with memories,a voice brimful
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of and spilling with despair,it was a voice determined
to live,determined ve die if need be.lf indeed the
cycle would be broken,once and for all.

(Barkh:851}
and becomes more explicil as the actién‘prdceeds:

Time- begins to move forward again in a meaningful,linear direction
for those who desire freedowm; who have gained a knowledge of the
cawlful reality of the country’s political wnd. social order and
renlise that normalecy for black people requires an inversion of
that erder in all its aspects. The "days of Power’ (referring lo
Lhe days of Black Copnsciousness which result in the 1976 uprising)
are ceucinl for Serote in his transtfiguration of civecylar to linear
time. Ind»ed,even 4 pust-Black Consciousness activist such as Tuki
later ncknowledges that it ts the activities of Black Consciousness
militants which first begin to tuen South Africa into a 'different
vountty® (Birth:339). The 1976 uprising makes .many of the charac-
ters realise that there ts no turning back,and that organiqed poli-
tical insurrect1oﬁ ts unavo;dable. .
The dﬂ\s of Power had pagsed. Some people had cleaned up
‘Lhe blood,on the stoeps and floors; some cleaned their
guns, A relationship had been sstahlished; time was to
nurture it.

John moved his face away from the window., His eves were a
little wet when they met the face of the clock...if any~
‘thing was needed now,it was clear vision,

(Rirth:169-70)

This conviction and understanding must go hand in hand,according te
serote,wilh an exercise of willpower and a choosing of sidesg. John
has been made a 'deadly man® (Birth:168) by his lover's death: and
in the fivst chapter of Part ‘2 he comes to a full knowledge of the
political and racial dichotomies of South Africa,and a realisatlion
ghnt political commitment is vequired Lo change these dichotomies.
John,like many of the characters in the second half of the wnovel,
accepts the burden-  of publjc expectation and behaves adequately,
according to Serote's logival schema. He abandons his ’'sitting-
‘Torever'pusture when lie begins to realise that black. people can use
their intelligence and hnohiedge cotrectiv. (Birth: 183 188) After
the obJoct Leazon of Ramono's trial he jokns Lhe Hovement

Jﬁhn s process towards s clarity of vision and aclion is the first
exposition of clear thinking we are offered in To Every Birth Its
Blood. Part 1 ends with Tsi making the wreng political cheice; Fart
"2 .hegins with a pericd of guiet, the Iast before the burgeoning of
resistante and civil strife with which the rest of the nevel deals.
24 erwelal polnt of ideclogiczall helief in the work as a whole hers
C.eerges again,this time in & mare overl manner: John rverlises that
it is nol possible fov a black South Aferican e separate the per-
sonal from the political,the private from the public. In a sense

. the disruption of Jahn's love relatiouship allows him the clarity
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he needs for action,although his final decision to.join the Move-
ment still takes two chapters. As:he muses on the death of
Nolizwe , his lover,he realises : :

The one thing he wanted: her to knew was Lhat he did
not only posssss u heart of steel becawse they had
‘killed her,but mainly becau&e 'henr love,like -all love
in this country where Lhere was no -alalq ywould '
othervigse rot and be vulgar.

1Rirth:168)

Knowledge of the social truth and the clarity of mind which 2llows
one Lo wake the corvect political cheice are therefore essential to
the action of the narrative. As the fighter Tuki stresses,for cen-
turies bluck South Africans have fought *for what seemed to us a
very simple and easily understood reality: thia is our land,it must
bear our will. South Africa is going to be a socialist country,thia
is going to come aboul through the will,knowledde and determination
of the people' 1Rirth:330). In uppDSltion to those critics who argue
that Tg_Every Bi _Its Blood reveals a  'cvomprehensive picture’ of-
a whele community of people (Glegg:Jdd4),it appears that the author
manipulates his characters in terms of whether they make Lhe right
palitical choice or not. The only correct choice is to becone
‘clear-minded' (Birth:249) and exercise individual willpower to-
Join the Movement and liberate the country.

The Retrieval of 11 istorical Time

The Movement is both the bearer of and process tewards true con-
sciousness and human and political fulfillment. While McLeans
coltlege and the BSO ave hoth, in differenl ways, wrong political
choices, the right political cheoice is the one the Movement offers
and abserbs. The political ‘realisation which vceurs to the Mavement
characters,and the change which moulds the novellistie av'lion .ia :
tart 2, is the need for revolution and a compléle overthrow of t'he,
apartheid State. This need For drastic change, hinted at strongly
‘even in the negative social and psychological portraits of Part 1,
is aade a potant:al reakitly by the grewing strength of the &
Movement . : . .

From the first time it iz mentioned by name, evéry utterance and
copnarin in The haalk i ~nimad at farilirating thae anraltitatriva
petitical leap inte Movemenl politics. The Movement is secn as a
colmination in epistemotogiczal as well a2 political terms: with the
1976 revolt the historiual sccurrence which finally makes this
clear to many of the characters, This Onalenna gives voice to
dur-ing a ‘lakalane Fhaatre performance shortly after Lhe uprising:

_We remove Lhe blood,it's not pice to walk on .
We remave the bodioa ' '
It would bLa tarrvibles to see. dogs est Lhem

And shav 1re heps
Hope lor what?
thaf they won't come again



That they know we don'l like what Lhey are doing.
No

I know we know much-more than that

We are peaple

Who have strugpled a long long Lime

Now we have to use the lessons oF our skruggle’

(Birth:173)

The Movement iq without faxl referred to as pu:poseful and Lcrrecl.
tn its active and miljitant oppositien,the Movement unmasks Lhe
teuth about South African oppression (Birth:290) and sets in motica
A process of pelarigsation whereby mere and more of the country’s
inhabitants choose one side or the ather,until the fxnal apeca~-
iyptic confrontation logms near {(Bjirth:360-7).

;r the appltication of knowledge and willpower by various characters
- ity shovt,the decision to join the Movement - is what makes the
crucial pollticnl transfornations possible,then politigal change in
‘the novel iz based on & notion of tudividual transfermation spread-
_ing yuickly and organically through the community; a community
which in Lugn becomes completely directed by the Movement, Politi-
¢al transformation is the consequence of a growing number of indi-
vidual tiangformations Laking place, The opposite is also true:
individual transformation cannet begin without ar acknowledgement
of the. need for political transformatien, and the {for the author)
légically conseguent decision to become a Movement member. It is
not enough Lo vely on oneself,ss Tsi's father does (Birth:81); or

" make the wrong decisions,as Tsi does; or drown in-self-pity at the
horror of apartheid,as Tsi,Yso and the pre-Movement John do. To-
make the wrong choice ia,in effect,to remain passive; to temann on
the periphery; to remain a vxctzm.'

Serote does not mlnlmlse the difficulties that may be encountered
once this choice has been made., Indeed,the success of the enarmous
venture initiated by the Movement is left hanglng in the balance.
Yel it ls noticeable that the Movement transmogrifies the charac-
teras who accept iis inevitablility into calm, dignified and disci-
plined itndividuals with a sense of purpose. This correct deportment
insures that the larger community will feel and exhibit ‘respect’
for the individuals who make the correct choice (Birth:239). The
characters in Part 2 ave all mezsurable against the degree to which
they become fearless and decisive {with Ramono and Oupa as their
madels for this) and join the eFffort Lo regain socie-political
dignity and psycholagical completion by the overturning of white
and capitalist {Serote seems to see no distinction possible between
the two! tule. The gquintesszential nature of this choice can be seen
in the manpner in which the Movement can alter the percveption of
time for the novel's characters. When Dikeledi,for instance,learns
that her Iriend Onalenna belongs to the Movement,she thinks of the
?N‘“p%eVIou\ day - before she had thigs knowledge - as the 'old past’

LRirthi®71). Subseyuenl militant sctivity lacreases this sense of 4
roplure in the Fabric of time, When the first bomb (planted by
‘Danalenna) explodes, *Tor a secend, il was as if Johannesburg,for the

first time zince it was created,stogd still;just for a second. Then
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it got inte action’ {Birth:269), The mesningless forward motion of
white capitalist time (nen-progressive in terms of black evpers-
ience} is disrupted, .

Simultaneous with the process of ‘increasing dislocation of apart-
heid South Africa,the ecuptiness of 'tonguered time' is poudged into
progressive,linear tLime by and for the supporters of Lhe Movemcat.
Human will alters the experience of time,so thal the Lruth of
socinl reality in khe country is sleowly revealed and Lhe ipexorable
process of liberation put into movement. Individuals such as
ﬂndlenna,Dikeludi and the other fighters set time free,and set
1oose a chain of events which finally can no longer be c¢onlrolled
by any individual. The ineluctabilily of these events OvVETCUmE CV.eh
-not-members- of the Movement,such aq Tsi. The Movement offectively
speeds up Lime: Oupa.s and Mandla's decigion that the black police-
man Mpaudp must be assassipated is not only juxtapoesed with the
happening of the actual event in a narrative sense,but is depicted
as happeping almoat instuntonecusly in real time (Birth :258-64).
The speed,inexcrability and facility with which individual charac-
Lers are quickly and thorvroughly integrated into the Movement is
also striking. Towards the end of the novel time accelevates even
further: the mentage effact prevalent in the last Lhree chapters
indicates a headlong rush inte the future,accasioned by the acti-
\%Lies_u{ the dovemeni, apd Llre decisivensss of ita supporters. In
conlraddstinction to Lthe early passages,the crowd at the political
funeral in Part 2 tunder covaer of which Lhe Movement assassinates
geveral policemen¥ are singing "Vorster,you own guns, wWwe osn his-
tory” {Birth:3041. Time,and history,are through this work of
ficbiotr retrieved By the author for the black Inhabitants of the
land. The #venis the Movement puts inte operation will,f{inally,
change the pﬁltern and experience of time for black people.

LThe First Leg. at_ihs danengxt

The logicai motion of the novel,at the sweeping level of abstrac-
tion [ have outlined abeve.is Lhus from individual alienation to-
wards social involvement: snd from the meapingless vircular Lime
this alienatlon both ouvcasions and is occasioned by, to a progross-
ion towards the birth of freedom through Jetermined willpower and
dire struggle., Tsi's pnsl-sﬂsvult recollections sre,in my .opinion,
placed first and outside of the 'preoper’ temporal sequence of the
Eabula as part of a tclesleeical logic towards social and personal
liberation and fullness,whereby the most alienated and individual-
ized depictions of . the action are placed [irst and the implications
of the "false rconscivuatess' they enmbody wade explicable by subse-
quenl events. Inw the process,time is transligured by human agency
and made to work [(or.vather than against,black South Africans. The
second part of the nevel begins,adain.with the recollections of zn
individual chataster: but thase are recollectinonsg of a4 sonlal tur-
maitl which prompt himeoand fthe feom thep on =gually important other
vharvacters,te action, Frum thig point the plot moves steadily ,
forwnrd jnto Lhe future via an espesition of Hovement sethacks and
vicbories,and the eaperiences of peeple cought up in this ]ogic.
This process is faveurabhly portroved,despite the unavoidable per-
sonal sutfering it muse nnedx bring with 0. Foae black Seouth

rs



Africang,the choice is between the living death of apartheid and
the passlble death of trying Lo end it. The second choice is alwars
preferable. (Birth: 167;24%}. As Tai realiges with Finality in the
.beleaguered Gaborone ar the end: :

The first leg of the journev is now well and truly in
progress. There is no safety anywhere - not far anyonae.
The pilots who Py these planes - like these mothers and
their childrew and their buindles - stare apd stare and
atare,{n the way Lhat only a human can,in the only way
that a human fears, At a certain point,the stares of fear
-andd oF hunger looh alike. It does not matter whether one
flies a plane or stands in a queue. Now and then we look
at the mighty planes with their mad speed,hovering and
swooving above us, But we also know that,while we fear
them,they also are in great Fear to fall. We know - as
they roar abpve our heads - that since we are human and
they are vot,Wwe can wait and they cannot., They cannot
fly and wait. In the same way that we carnot wait and
starve for u long time. We can fall,and they will fall.
We see their huge shining hodies whizz past and roar
afterwards,and - before we ithow where they are they come
back. But that is because they do not see us,or know us,
or want to know us. The strengest will win this game. It
is costly. -

{Birth:367)

‘Yet the narrative brealks off st some point in the future,before
-liberation has been achieved. The novel is projected towards a de-
sired but as vet unrealised future: a future which has alseo not as
vet bheen realised in the South Africs the novel represents. It can
be argusd that the push towards this future is so styrongly willed
by the author and his characters as to be inexorable. lndeed,to-
wards the conclusion there ls anm instance where the mere resurrec-
tien of a perason’s name in one of the character’'s memory is enough
to bring that person inte view himself as an active character in
the novel within a few pages,in a segquence which appears to over~
come the exigencies of space and time {7). However,aythorial desire
ia not enough to ecomplete this future. This asuspension of dencue-
ment results in an eventual gesturing towards an uncertain future
_.in the real world as sell as in the worléd of the novel. This un-
certain overall narrative vantage point is final evidence of the
paradoxical temporal character of a text whose thematic and harra-
tive closure ig in a very real sense 1ncomplrte.de591te the jideo-
logical cleosure occasisred by the authae's commitment ro Movement
politics and the promise it brings. The fact that this future is,
in the text, last hinted al threugh (the non-Hovement) Tsi's -
struggle to keep his Family alive in between bouts of drinking in
. Gaborone, and LY a rameless birth which seems to happen, signifl-
~tantly,en a symbolic rather than & realistic level,leads to further
unceriainty and disjuncture at the novel's end.

A
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A pew power which wants to aqqért itsetlf must nlso enforce
a new chronologr:it must make it seem as thouel time had
begun with it.. . Fer a civitisatinu,as for an indis idual,
perkods when the avaveness of Lime is lnst are periods of
zhame...which are forgetten a3 soen as possible.

tlapnetti: 46231}

ln ovder te sunder the false time of white minority rule,Serote as-
serts the need for a new type of social order and a new,non-shame-
ful {(he opposes 'shame' to 'respect’ throughout the novel) exper-
ience of self and time, This highlights Serote’s manichaean view-
point. that there is an absolute dichotomy patent:all} present
betwean pre- and post-liheratlon experience in South Africa. This.
dichotomy has little to do,despite his oecasional use of the terms,
with questions or arguments ahout the potential for capitalism or
“socialism in a future political dispensation,or an attempt to use
the novel in terms of debates arcound these issues., It is,rather,an
utoplian and apocalyptic projection on Servte's part which,in my
cpinion.undercuts any realistic underpinnings or politically rele-
vant purpoese of the nevel,underscoring instead the metaphoric. His
argument, is most explicable and easy to comprehend on a symbolic
tevel and remains most easily the political interpetation of a
swoeping,vadical but ultimately symbolie third world nationalism.

A linear perception of time,such ax Serote works with in the second
half of the novel,is essential for the psychology end ideology of
national liberation to cperste. Naticonal identity is built arecund a
self-consgeious community,inclusive of its members and exclusive of
ite mooted ‘others’,who progrees and detelop together simultaneous-
ly along a lLincar time measurable by calendar and clock. There
is,in other words,a presuppusition of linearity and logicality to
the Lime individuals in any defined nation possess. Similarly,the
realist novel which emerged ¢oterminously with the new nations of
Furepe and the burgeoning power of capitalism from the late eigh-
teenth ecentury onwards, frequently depicty its heve or characters
moving towards their denoyement against a4 fixed sociological back-
ground in & 'precise analcgne of the idea of the nation,which-also
is conceived as a solid coamunity moving stewsdily down (or up) his-
tory’ (Anderson:20-~1}. This prinelple is,in various forms,also dis-
cernible in gome anti-colonial nevels of South-Eastern Asia and
South America from the early nineteenth century;and I would argue
that examples of this cenceptual trend can be found in much early
black fiction in Africa and South Africa, 8 well as some examples
of indigenous orature bPlﬂﬂ performed b} time wage-labour was

Loeggiemeriom ke wiefwavn tene veempraned alep LT o wwmipru D vl Al demana
an the inhabitants of the connht\ in Lhe nineteenth century |see
Jordan:22). It i3 interesting to note that novels elsewhere in
Africa alse regulacrly svince the notleon that linear time is the .
medality which beel expresses Lhe push towards independence and the
progression tuvards a socie-political -destiny which hae not, been
fu]llljed Ly earlisr ganzratinons lizevhaye:90). '

Perhupa,then.Serote's chuice 0 Lthe novel as the privileged vehicle
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for that which he depicts in To_Every Birth Its Blood iz not zo
strange; and belther is the fusion of linear time with nationab as~
pirations and pational identity amonhg black people in the Fatter
stages of his narrative. The vegulation - in this case re-defini-

" tion and re-regulation -~ of time can bind together groups of people”

and individuals who conceive of themselves as part of the same
social entity,even if they ave strangers Lo each other (Conectti:
4631, The same conceptlion of identity among strangers who pevers
theless fdentify themselves as. part of a common social bonding is
easentlal to nationalism (8).

Time is not only a thematie presence in To Every Bjrth [ts Blood,
but also a conceptual dimension which shapes the plot structure
into logical form and which predetetmines the relatively unimpor-
tant raturve of the microcosmic inconsistencies Viaser haa isolat-
ed. The cirvcularity of pre-revolutionary time makes any anachron-
i1sms withio it seemingly unimpertant to the author; in much the
same wanner in which the accelerated passage of revolutionary time
- Inte the future preduLermings the author's. increasingly brief and
laconic sketching of different scenes in a series of pastiches to-
wardas Lhe end, Time is essentisl to Lhe author's overview: the
manner in which he develops time becomes a fundamental means
tthereby his idewlogical message and political viewpoint are form-
ally articulated. An accurate spproach to pelitics and history,
managed via human willpower and correct knowledge,will change the
natyre of social and personal livelihaod and simultaneously
transfigure the self. The 2lement of Lime - at the same time both
intrusive theme and underiving framework - is crucial te an under-
-standing of the purpose of the novel; and in the long run over-
shadows any dislopcated attempts the author might make to mimic the
reul time of contemporary South Africa,er Lo give his characters
any autonomy of political vision and purpose ocutside of the confine
‘of Movement palitics,

The fiole of the Muvement

None of the elements of the novel has a fixed purpose and position
except the Movement. The Movement transmogrificy anti-apartheid
activism from the ineff2ctual to Lhe effectunl; it absorbs' the hig-
tory of all previous resistance Lo apartheid,including the 'days of
Power';and finally it acts on behalf 0f and begins absorbing and
.changing the entire socvial Lody of Lhe oppressed,even thoge who
have not completely recognised its truth {(rather than set them-
selves against it} and vacillate in their allegiance., While contem-
porary South Africa is 'in that moment when nothing is left ungues-
* tioned' (Birth:243),these Juegtions can only reveal the truth of
Mavement operalions and ¢oals and are {once the apacrtheid enemy has
bheen understoocd) subsequently unnecessary in terms of major politi-
cal dehate, Only winor debates as tv tsctits are necessary once the
Movement is in place (see Birth:2423,290,32%), At times questions
T .ean become dangerous to the Movement's security (Bicth:193).
“Questions only serve Lo further validate Lhe Movement,as the
"MNovemgnl - rather than any individisat character in the slery = pos-
seagel both the correct ends and the torrect means. All Lthat is at
, issne for the author 1s lo gain a trus consciousness and knowledge
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of South Afries,and then act on it by Movement memberskip.

The Movement blurs intou and absorbs other opposition political ten-
denclies and groupiugs (refercnces to “any Hovement' in the nowvel
quickly become references to 'the Movement’ \issar:id see
Birth:247,252). The Movemcht exists fictienally to smanth over
disparities of individual and group behaviour and the historical
and copntradictions of Scouth African oppositional pelitics, It is
seen both ag bthe political catlyst which will trans{igure the op-
pressed people of the country and the result of that transfigur-
ation-at the same ifime. It g simultaneously one distinct politieal
ardanisation (presumably the ANC) and the combined weight of his-
torical resistance to vhite ruler and cones cloze to beiug concep-
tuakised 'as all that is nceded to solve South Africa's social,poli-
tical ‘and psychological chans by its overdetermining presence (9).
Serote seems to bhelieve that Jdebate can only cause asgreement on the
side of the oppressed. Agreement on the need to destroy apartheid
and on the central operative role of Lhe Movement become, unwaver-
“ingly,ngreement ss to the menus involved undey the auspices of the
Movement, Such a concépltion is circular and self-justifying. Here,
most tellingly,the preblems cauased by the ambiguous. pregsence of the
Mavement {simullaneously organisation and mass of people} can be
seen, The procvess of logic the muthor argues seems to be as fol-
lows: bthe Jay-ta-day success of andvor individual cowmitment to the
Movement may vary: but as a means it is tn place and incontestable;
and the decision as Lo what means ave most ef{icacious are taken
autside of the action of the text on an undisclosed level. The end
of Lhis process is open anly to doubt in the length of time it may
or may pot take. ’ .

As an understanding of pelitics, this is by and large positivist
and nationalist,stressing that the common goal of ending foreign
(tu this case whitel damination v itself brings about a unity
amang colonised lor,in thts case,oprressed) people, Peolitleally,it
is nol a thorough enough poerception of political power to be called
socialist: perceiving the liberation struggle as eventually merely
a weans of restoring what are posited as 'normal’ relations to a
society (10). There is.finally,an implication that the linear apd
aeaningful progreass of time ia only a temporary state for Serote:
and this is further indicative that his uvnderstanding of the pro-
cess of politicanl strugele iu effect stops at the beginning of )ib-
eration,whatever disciaimers to Lhe coutrary he may make outside of
his ficticnal amd poetic perzonza (11). The auther appears to
believe that the Movemant,the political struggle against apartheid,
Lthe oppressed ¢ommunily and the individuml commitied to combatting
apartheid are entirely synenvmous, acting within the text as vir-
tual tropea for each ather., Gther churacters,political groups and
choices [whether in accardance with the apariLheid State ot not},
stund outslhde this closed and charmed circle. .

The Eixsd Movement el Polirical Struggle
fne may.well wonder shat (he implications will Le for those readers

wha helieve Sercte’'s aovel Lo be more than just a fiction: in other
wards,who respond Lo it as a realistic novel with resonances anpd
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influences in the world outzide the text. The ntapian and apocalyp-
tic dimensions accorded To Every Birth Its Bleod by its poetic
strain pulls it into the direction of an organic,symbolic depic-
tion,which begins to overdetermine the realistic- presentatian.
Rather than the reader beiug able to inlegrate the poetic-aymbolic
and the realist- mimetic a3 two interwoven but mutually assistive
levels of the rext,they bluec into each other ir 4 manner which dig-
rupts and obfuscates: a manner whith nevertheless accurately iden~
tifies Lhe limitations of Serote’s own ideology. The results of
Lhis mystifying propensity has grave results for the effectiveness
of Serole's political thrust. We are left,puzzlingly enough,in the
end with a political future which is simultauneously hinted at being
both in the balance and assured for the Movement and its followars.
We are left,{urthermore,with symbols which battle agninst their awn
clavifieation, working simultaneousiy on mutually centradictory
Jevels. We are left,finally,with a '‘poetic' sense of politics which
falle short of being able Lo deal with the struggles and contra-
dictions liWely te ostcur in a poat-apartheid South Africa. .

Serole’s sweeplug,poetic logic of human emotion and resistance
overpowers Lhe anaulvtical,mimetic parts of the novel in its effect.
This has a crippling eflect an the potential of this text to act in
Lthe real world as Serate - from his disclaimers about ‘art - would
want It to, Mureover,it draws attention to his inability to dis-
tinguigsh bevween the different “demands’ of poetry ard the novel aa
posited by him., The fluidity of metaphorical language in To Every
Birth Its Blood is firther troubled by a fluidity of reference,
where maetaphors simultaneocusly stend for the political and the
"existeptial; for private and public spheres of existence, This
indeterminancy of motif reference has telling consequences. For
instance,the journey of the river {(initially symbalic of individual
desgtiny and fate on the journey through life) has been trans-
mogrified by Part 2 into the river of the Movement on the path to
‘pelitical liberation Isee Birth:65;272). One could enquire
whether,in its potitical context,the river’s end is perceived as
ending in freedom oy death,and whether the two are gynonymous for
Serote (121, Perhaps Lhe river of the struggle towards liberation
ig meant to end in Lhe ses of post-apartheid harmony (13}, ’

The 'stubbornness to senrvch for meaning,for the lougic of history
nnd experience’ (Kgosilsile:25) of Serote's body of work is bound
by the limiting natienalise of his thought. Furthermore,there is
more than just an implivation that the pelitical unity of the sea's
harmony he posits ig alsc an interpersonal unity on an immediate
level. His liberatian 1s uliimately a utoplan projeet which will
salve personal dilemwas completely by political solutiong. Revo-
lutionary commitment 18 a cure fov the divided self {Visser:73). In
a4 country where it is an act of willpower not to go mad (Birth:
1301, the Movement hrings calmness,discipline and an organic untty
of all (s members. The Movement is a means of resolutiva of a
famerld vision which simply projects the psychological unproblem-
Attcally ag a factor of pelitical commitment,opposing membership ag
Fhuian knowledge plus willpower against the false consciousness of
non-pactivipation. Interpersonal snd psychological processes arve
transplanted wholedsle onte the real® of political relat touships,

-
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and psychle repressnion and disjunclure are merely seen as an index
of the socio-political. The political vealivy of Lhe country, ac-
cording to Serote,traumatises ail individual and secial relatton-
ships: the social life of the appressed is a mass psycho-pathology,
The Movement,and the libaration it foresees and bears within
ttgself,doea more than begin to reverse this pernicious process.
Liberation does not =zo wuch allow as Quarantee a 'healthy' hwman
sulsject at the same time az il guapantees a 'healthy' pest-libera-
Lion pelitics. The slippsge from profundity to over-statement in
such a conceptualisation occasions much of the problematic pro-
vesses of the novel: aund gestures ovutside fts own narrative con-
fines to the prublems similacr conceptualisations of the politico~
peycholngical interface bring about in the work of theorists of
national fdentity aml pavchology such as Fanon,who was an impor-
tanl, influence on Black Cousciousness writers in South Africa (14).
The idea of harmony heing the soclio-palitical state following on
Lhe Jdefcat of colenlalisnm is again common to much African fietion
immediately before and after formal independence (lzevbaye:78):a
conceptual isation cumpellinglv inadeqguale to subsequent polxt1ca1
and ecopomic ‘évents on the conttnent.

Surprisingly enough for a novel which has Leen more or less charac-
terised as the pildgnggzpmﬂn of a whole community (Glegg:34),the
right course of acltion is implied throughsut. When,early on,we are
Leld that the BSW is mistaken in its strategies,theve is a bharac-
Ler in no way vennected with the Movement ,Boykie,to explicate the
¢orrect path; a feat alee accomplished by the pre-Movement Onalenna
{Bireh:78-9:;173). The reader,perceiving that there should be a
transformation from less effective to more effective forms of polf-
tical consciousness and activity in the novel,will in such cases
come Lo percejve that very little actually changes in the concep-
tion of c¢orrec!l political actinn put forward. 1L is almost as if
Lhe ayther cannol allew false conscigusness to .exist textually for
Ltoo long without a corrective - even the alienated T2i is aware
what he should be doing, Sevote’'s political tompulsions thus come
to tnlerfere with his naveatave logie: in this regard events also
sonmetimes can be seen te occur in the text outside of their -
'sroper' temporal sequencing. For instance,theve 1s a pregurser to
developments around Rawmone in John's thoughts,prior to the actual
event apnd therefore inexplicable (Birth:186); the discussion of

'alave names' {(Birth:130) precedes the emergence of Black

Consciousness with which il abeould be interlinked,and so on.

The fact that the truthk js to some extent ever-precent and digscov-
arable by the discerring réader makes the forward progress of To
Everv Birth Tta Bleod ps a varrvative more halting and ¢irgeular than
it nt [irst appearsz. there is a tendency for the process of narra-
Live logie ta - be more minimal and incamplete than an overview of
Lhe story and its desiced political maturing wonld indicate. Duesto
the political compulsions wmerdetermining Lthe text,and due to the
fructuating and interwoven prosence of svabols angd motifs,the novel
relentlessly at sach point foreshadows or cantaing lindering (races
of ity final avgumspl. Neilher can -this be accurately characterised
ae a use of pro~ and analapsis on Serote's part: Lhe near repeli-.
tions and echoes ave too-insistent and uncontrolled to be eased



away by such an explanaticn., The author's themes and language cnme
to poasezs an sutonomy beyond theair functiconal and contextual rele-
vance,and the retrieval of the past and construction of the fulure

by memory and desire pevvasive and repetiticus beyond Serote’s

.-a

"“,“\

narrative and political schema. Thiz iz nowhere more clear.on a
atructural level, than with ¢he rveintroduction of a pracrically
ungltered Tei in the last pages: an event which is foretold in the
very Tirst sentence of the novel (’when she and I walked inte Lhe
house nfter we had been in the street so long,l knew that another
time waa coming when we would have to be in the street again');and
when even towards the end we have the transformed Movement figure
Themba *trying to summon his mind,his memory,his knewledge from

‘past to present' {Birth:317).

This frequent patterning of an interrogated past,uncertain present
and desired future tn terms of ecach other appearg to determine the
vonreplunl wtrnaturs a¥ the noarratiug sell aud Lhe thée author as

well. These aspecls hint at continuities in the author’s own pat-

terns of perception and understanding,despite his change in poli-

Linal allegian.e in the mid 19?0?. ﬂospite a change in formal and
of Lhe author s owa PhilObOphlcal polxtical ‘and stylistlc habita
recur., The repetitive nature of some of his motifs and explica-~
tions,as well as the Cormal and ideological fluidity Visser has so
aptly described,eventually militate against a simplistic acceptance
of {he togic Of Lhe work's bipartite structure put forward by some
of iIts critics. All desire Lls chanelled inte the symbolic figure of
the Movement, [n effect however,the wythas and practical necessities

.of political practices within the Movement - according respectively

with the poetic-gymbolic and realist-mimetic expectiations the novel
‘simultanecusly opens itself Lo - begin Le clash with one another,
The palitical teleolory of the test L& undermined by the very
issuves in the nevel Sercte zimultaneously puts forward for auto-
nomous vontemplation and tries ta explain in terms of their rela-
tienship to Movement politics - issues of social,familial and
psychological experience and conflict. While the Movement and its
politics can give succeour to the human subject psychelogically and
gsocially dismembered by apartheld,there is evidence in the text of
remaining coatradictions,repreased vet still llngerlng beyend the
author’s explanatory powers (15).

Q_qnm.aég.n

Interpretatlion is one of the major problems of To Every Birth Its

‘Blopd because,on one level,the book lends itzelf to being read
as,and 18 in fact read as,a realist ficticnalisation of major

aspects of the lasl quarter of a rcentury of the history of black
experience in South Africa, refracted through the eyes of 2 number
of characrers oviginally cchering arcund the Lewnship and com-
munity of Alexendra. On the other hand - and this is first implicit
cas the reader is faced with the temporal Jisjunctures and genaric
mulllﬂllu ties of the novel ~ it geatures simultaneously towards a

,,qgmbolxc Level of inlerpretation with the transformiug presence of

- the Moyement as the key signifier: a level which,in my opininn,

burgeons in impertance in Lhe eventual conceptualisation of puli=
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tics the author rests with. This difficolty is compounded [or the
reader because these two modes of portrayal and assumption ure
neither in synchronicity ncr themetjic and logical harmony wilh each
other. The novel embodies concurrent and mutuwally interefecing
modes of [lietional portrayal in its espousal of the long Leek from
false consciousness to true conscicusness,from social disordev Lo
order. The 'true consciousness’ of authorial ideclogs eventually
suppresses the arbitrariness of individual life experience Serole
_is striving to give expression to,and the Movement ends with a
weight ¢f transforming potential it capnot adequately bear.

The need for a pulitical liberation to normalise buman life and
allow new egslitarian and democratic structures to emerge in Soulh
Africa cannet be gainsaid: and the haleful influence of apartheid
cannot be exaggerated. Serele convincingly demonstrates the abso-
lute necessity of political liberation from apartheid structures in
To_Every Birth Its Blopd. Yet for Serote,as for all of uy,post-
libheration South africa wiIl be a country of contestation and
struggle tao. lmmediate political liberation might well be the gine
gua nen and seminal event allewing the realms of psychic
satisfaction and demoaratic,non-explotitative relationships to
emerge as possibilities. Yet liberation cannot in itself guarantee
this emergence. For Serole,as for all of us,the revoltuion that
breads social harmony snd the satisfaction of individual desire,
thal smeothes over political and social rontestaticn and cures the
divided self,id s1ill very far away.

Beferences

1. Tt is nol pussible...to have cultural workers in South Africa
who create art for art's sake,or cultural weorliers who have taken no
side in this sericus conflict.Mor is it possible to he alive and
creating in a world which is,on a «daily basis,fightiog for peace
tor all in dt,while its other part creates means and prepares for
the complete annihilation of human-kind,if the majority refuses to
succunb to oppression and eaploitation. We,as cultural workers,like
everybody else,must take positions on these matters' (Serote L986:
194, :

2. Such as Oupa's almost airacnlous growth frem boy to young man
(Birth:141,180)and the narrative apeeil with which Tai moves from
outsider to family man with three children (Bigth:149). Note that
page referencés are te Lhe Havan Press edition of the novel,

3, To put it wmore fully: "in discriminating the types of
wnachronistie deviations that a narrptive text makes from the
underlying story.all our ¢haervalions ave relational.That is,we
procesd not with the goal o simply uncavelling the sequential
Tjamble. . tandlrestocing Lhe wholesome chronslogy that might satisfy
a scivntist.Certainky uneavelling s involved and is important,but
equally g0 i3 a senze of Lhe relations between the varivus chunks
of the leat' (Yoowlan%4-51, "to tell and Lo follow a slory Is
already to reflect upor evenis in order to encompass them into
sueecessive wholes' (Ricower: 178},

bo 'Alesandra was for me a definition of Lhe way blacks lived in-
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ouT country as a whole*{Serovke:301.8e¢ alvo Visser:68,

"5, For exemple,Tsi and Alexandra experience 'stomach pains' at.the

same time (Birth: 31,32). Far this observation 1 am grateful to Mark

Sanders. o
6. For a elear non- flclloﬁnl expression of this paxut,see Sérnte's
statement in Wilkingon: 104, o

v+ I am thinking of the use of the character Hlase. &ngb-319'322~

8. 'An American will never meet,or even know the names of more Lhan

a handful of hiy 240 million-odd fellow Americans.He has no idea of

“what they ave up to at any one time,But he has complete confidence

in their steady,anonymous,simaltansous activity' (Anderson:3t}.

9. Serote evinces this belief even more tellingly outside of his
fiction., "What is going to change the social landmarks of South
Afecican }iteratnre,the shebeens eto.?What is going to tear the
insulation of Whites and the suspiciousness of Blacks?.,The broad-
est anti-apartheid mass movement,linked to the underground and to
the armed struggle,will change the c¢haracter of the shebeens,the

chureh,street viclence and relationship hetween Black .and White.The

strongly progressive politics of the Movementithe discipline re-
quired to he a member and to participate in Lhe demands of the
inderground and the armed strugédle,where the operative words are
discipline and sacrifice;these will c¢hange the quality of the
individuals participating,and,since it will be a people’s war being
fought,the guality of the social life will also change'., Serote
1988a:30-1,

19. Revolution thus merely comes to mean the resteration of an
ili~defined social 'normaley’. For instance,Serote believes ’'the

_asptratmona of my people can be said in one word - happ;ness That

is all thal pecple want:happiness' {'Exiled')

" 11. See Serote 1988¢.

12. For the most forceful expression of his conv;ctlon that, for
black South Africans,the choice is (literally}) 'freedom or death’,
see Serote 1989:14-6, And againi'The aNC demands from each indivi-
dual the highest form of discipline go that Lheir actions define
tham as freedom [ighters,sc Lhat each South African forges a life-
dtyle which equates (reedom with )life' Serote 1986:193. It is my
belief that the eritic who dismisses such landusge as merely slo-
ganised and superficial Lo the thrust of his writing is mlstaken
13, From a viewpoint less critical of and more in concordance with
Serote $ than mipe,levuma abserves on Serote's frequent use of the

'.!tver motif in hia poetry as follows:"The movement to the sea re-

' L_e rl\

flects the space that has to be traversed by Lhe masses in "hody
and soul”in order to consummate the time of oppression in the time
of libevaktion vet to come...a sustainad traversing of the distance

. hetween the personal experience, development and formation of the

sublect and the total mass of history that the subjecl et times
appeats ta hn or’rtf:mt-ed . Th_e iul_)__j_rc-l. Hf 3nsepa_tabjg_§_;om the

£A}23,|H which ,1§ ilagk man i3 meen a4 the ;uﬁvxtably rising
tide."tLevumo: 77 cmphasis minel.
14. For an excellent eritical diseusszion of this,see Couve 1988,
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15, For a fuller diascussion of thisg,szee @y '"But Then.Where is
Home?"Time,Pisorder and Social -Cellectives in Serote's To Fvery
Birth Its Blgoed' Centre for african Studies seminar paper,Uni-
versity of Cape Town,27 September 1989 pp.J32-9.
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