
Colleagues 
 
I am honoured to be awarded the 2018 HSRC Medal for Social Sciences and Humanities. I am 

honoured, further, to be placed in the distinguished company of the two previous winners, 

Professor Njabulo S. Ndebele and Professor Charles van Onselen. 

I wish to thank the HSRC for having conceived of an award in fields that too often, and 

unfairly, play handmaiden to more utilitarian endeavours. I wish to thank, also, my nominator, 

Dr Maleshoane Rapeane-Mathonsi (Director of Research in the Faculty of Arts & Design at the 

Durban University of Technology, to which I am affiliated).  

When I entered the field of South African Literature – the field that is the basis of this 

HSRC award – I encountered in our writers and critics a bold and consistent challenge to the 

words and actions of the then apartheid regime. Forty years on, and in a very different context, a 

luta continua! – the struggle continues! In literary studies, the struggle is aimed now at a politics 

of resentment, in which the populist tag wants to trump – excuse the pun – the complexity of the 

society; indeed, the complexity of a world in which most of us seek to contribute to a purposeful, 

just, and flourishing life. 

As President Ramaphosa put it at the recent 10th BRICS Summit, the demands and 

challenges of the Fourth Industrial Revolution require the skills of complex problem-solving, 

critical thinking, and creativity – skills that encapsulate the substance and value of the Social 

Sciences and the Humanities. 

To turn specifically to literature, the US historian, Lionel Gossman, in his book Between 

History and Literature, observes that 

 

The continued existence of literary education… is part of a vital struggle against the deadening force of 

bureaucracy and manipulation. 

 

The qualities to be prized are context, nuance, and historical depth. 

Or, to put it another way, we in literary studies argue that, alongside STEM pursuits 

(science, technology, engineering, maths), the NAIL pursuits of narrative, analysis, 

interpretation, and critical literacy have a valuable role to play in the societal round.  

To tease out a single event that some time ago claimed the headlines. Brett Murray's 

painting of then President Jacob Zuma, Lenin-like in pose, genitals exposed, led in 2011 to a 



furore, in which class, race, gender and identity all sacrificed category-definition to public 

spectacle. This was not the ancient, somewhat abstract quarrel of the artist provoking the 

philistines. In our heated context, it was a case – some said, or shouted – of a privileged white,  

‘Eurocentric’ individual not only insulting an African ‘Senior Man’, but also denigrating that 

homogenous entity, ‘African culture’. Others cited artistic freedom threatened by censorship. 

Others, again, invoked the Constitution: the principle of freedom of expression had been pitted 

against the principle of human dignity. 

 It was this last formulation – the Zuma painting incident was still fresh in his mind – that 

lay behind Albie Sachs's dilemma: how to balance what I refer to as Sachs’s ‘literature thinking’ 

against both his law thinking and his commitment to liberation politics. Where resides Sachs the 

author and art critic; where resides Sachs the former Constitutional Court judge (a kind of 

‘literary judge’); where resides Sachs the former ANC freedom fighter? As he put it at the time: 

 

 In some respects the conscience of the writer might be more expansive than the limits of the law and even 

defy the law. In other respects, it's narrower than the law not because you feel bound by strictures of 

political correctness, but because that's the kind of person, and artist, that you are.  

 

 Yes, the Constitutional Court often has to grapple with a fine balance of 

incommensurable opposites. Unlike the US Constitution of rugged individualism, the South 

African Constitution – like the German Basic Law – arises out of the still-raw wounds of a 

traumatic past. Newspapers and magazines in Germany, for example, did not reproduce a cartoon 

that had wide-spread coverage in the countries of northern Europe: that of a pig-like Strauss 

Kahn grunting atop the splayed body of a black chambermaid, the racial features of both parties 

exaggerated in crude caricature. As in the South African Constitution, the German Basic Law 

seeks to balance freedom of expression against the principle of human dignity. The law is 

required to enter the intricacies of context, nuance, and historical depth. 

 In the case of the Zuma representation, however, the complexity of the issue did not 

reach the deliberations of the Constitutional Court. Our then minister of higher education and 

training – then a prominent Zuma praise singer – led a charge on the art gallery by Tripartite 

Alliance faithfuls. Context, nuance, and historical depth were sacrificed to the rule of the street. 

In short, without the contribution of a literary education, society is the poorer.  



It is an observation endorsed, perhaps unexpectedly, by the politician-poet, or 

poet-politician, Jeremy Cronin, at least when he turns from party-political talk to literary talk: 

 
It's my friend, on TV, the minister, 
“Now communities must learn 
To package themselves and their cultures.” 
… 
I think, as I was saying, of poetry 
The least commodified of arts, 
Solitary, but, given to outburst 
Suspicious of shine, wakeful to slipperiness 
Each line weighted just so, 
Insisting upon the actual, unpackaged, this-sidedness of things. 
 
Thank you. 


