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Abstract 
In the struggle for an ideal identity in the face of cultural severance, protest 
poets world over have swayed governments, toppled dictators and changed 
political systems. They have basically ridiculed vices and corrupt practices of 
brokers of power. Protest poetry was an off shoot of the Black Consciousness 
Movement (BCM), a grassroot anti-apartheid activist movement, that emerged 
in the mid-1960s. Potent Black Consciousness in Literature was soon to be the 
voice of the literati with short stories published predominantly in Drum 
Magazine at that age popularly called the ‘the Drum decade’. The main tenet 
of the movement was the avowal of racial pride and the development of a 
‘black culture’, and thus black literature. Barely three decades later, after the 
toppled apartheid regime in South Africa, themes of disillusionment soon 
began to find prominence in the South African profile as apartheid gave way to 
incessant xenophobia with such attacks steadily aimed at fellow blacks from 
African countries of Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Nigeria and others. This paper 
examines ab initio, ideals of protest poetry with its eventual pollution by 
xenophobic treachery. It attempts to re-instate the spirit of brotherhood once 
revealed in protest poem and reminds that the worst enemy in a struggle is the 
one within the struggle. It further recommends that Africa has the potential to 
be a world power if she tows the line of peaceful co-existence. 
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 Protest poetry over the years have been a nation’s voice of conscience. 
According to Srestha (2000) protest poems have always: 
Mirrored society in its various forms, and moreover, oppression in all aspects. They 
have vehemently criticized and held up to ridicule the vices and corrupt practices of 
brokers of power and have in all earnestness, like crusaders, taken up the 
responsibilities of restoring political stability, social harmony and above all the sanity 
of a nation. (259) 
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Protest poetry attempts to overthrow all manner of man’s inhumanity to his 
fellow man. The essence is primarily for equity in the distribution of socio-economic 
resources and fairness in political responsibilities. This is devoid of colour, tribal, 
religious and cultural affiliations. 

In the early 1960s, protest round the globe came to be ‘nativised’ to suit local, 
national and spacio-temporal realities so as to suit their peculiar challenges. A grassroot 
anti-apartheid activist movement soon emerged in South Africa in the mid-1960s out of 
the jailing and banning of the African National Congress and Pan Africanist Congress 
Leadership after the Sharpeville Massacre in 1960 which led to the death of very many 
blacks. Here the primary challenge was significant injustice against the local black 
Africans. The apartheid system reduced the blacks to second class citizens who were 
fundamentally trapped in menial jobs in the mines just as they were ruled by the ‘Pass 
Laws’ which deprived them of their right to life and security. Permission to visits, 
labour and movement must be obtained from the British colonial masters. 

Activists such as Steve Biko and Barney Pityana were committed to the 
struggle of overthrowing this racial regime. Elsewhere in Africa, post colonial thinkers 
and writers such as Franz Fanon, Leopold Sedar Senghor and Aimé Cesaire were 
engrossed in other forms of racial protests through writing. Thus, francophone African 
countries introduced a version of writing on the avowal of blackish ideals which they 
called negritude writings just as many South African writers were engrossed in highly 
symbolic and elevated poetry also called protest poems as a voice to the conscience for 
the racial oppressors. Renowned protest poets such as Dennis Brutus, Oswald Mtshali, 
Mazisi Kunene and Jared Angira became known for their unequivocal anti-apartheid 
stance in the struggle. Poetry became a popular genre as opposed to Prose and Drama. 
Perhaps this was because the South African literati could not afford the luxury of lucid 
prose as they were governed by restricting ‘pass’ laws which denied them the comfort 
of time and space. The high symbolic and metaphoric language of poetry was also 
necessary to escape censorship as it took little or no cause to be jailed and / or tortured. 
 
Overriding Themes of Protest Poems 

Protest poems fundamentally show a deep fascination with the African essence 
and cultural pride. They attempt to identify the rich traditional norms and values that are 
rooted in the African’s life. They further lament the determent of such values with 
obstacles posed by the apartheid regime through racial abuse, injustice, imprisonment 
and slavery. In stanza 2 of “A Troubadour I Traverse”, Dennis Brutus recounts in 
Senanu and Vincent (1998): 
Thus quixoting till 
 a cast-off of my land  
I sing and fare, person to loved-one pressed  
braced for his pressure and the captor’s hand 
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 that snaps off service like a weathered strand: no mistress-favour has adorned my 
breast only the shadow of an arrow brand. 
 

Here the persona equates his plight to Don Quixote, the hero of the novel of a 
16th century Spanish novelist, Cervantes. Don Quixote’s pursuit of imaginary monsters 
and enemies make him a laughable figure. The persona reveals his struggle as futile as 
one fighting a lost battle against the oppressor just as Don Quixote whose enemies are 
unreal. 

Dennis Brutus’ restless fight for justice is behind the poem as he symbolizes 
dehumanization in “… the captor’s hand that snaps off service like a weathered strand”. 
In the poem “The sun on this rubble” also, Dennis Brutus alludes to the oppressive pass 
laws in South Africa after the Sharpeville massacre of 21st March 1960 which caused 
many blacks to embrace the option of violent resistance to apartheid. He gives it 
picturesquely in stanzas 2 – 3: 
Under jackboots our bones and spirits crunch,  
forced into sweat-tear-sodden slush 
- now glow-lipped by the sudden touch: 
 
-sun-stripped perhaps, our bones may later sing  
or spell out malignant nemesis  
Sharpeville to spear points for revenging. 
 

The instruments of torture, as the South African police, as symbolized in 
‘jackboots’ caused the killing of 67 blacks and coloured people as they peacefully 
protested the pass laws which infringed on freedom and rights of the black and coloured 
africans. 
Dennis Brutus’ participation on protests against racism and the apartheid laws of South 
Africa led to his dismissal in 1962 and his further arrest in 1963 in Johannesburg. He 
was imprisoned in Robben Island for his protest involvement and freed in 1965; then 
later banned from writing or publishing any literary work. 

His passion for South Africa was heightened when while in prison, news broke 
that South Africa had been banned from the 1964 Tokyo Olympics as the protesters had 
campaigned for. He subtly expressed his deep love for South Africa in his poem “It is 
the Constant Image of Your Face” as he closes the first stanza by saying “my land takes 
precedence of all my loves.” This was his passion for South Africa ever increasing in 
the face of consistent colonial treats and torture of the blacks. 

Oswald Mbuyiseni Mtshali uses a type of protest poetry which Senanu and 
Vincent (1988) refer to as, “subtle… long narrative poems”. Oswald Mtshali’s poems 
are usually narrative in nature giving an expose” on lives of deprivation of the black and 
coloured South Africans. He, however, hardly passes judgment on such deplorable acts 
while allowing the reader to analyze by himself. He maintains a cryptic play on a 
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reader’s conscience in a manner that is appealing to both the oppressor and the 
oppressed. In his poem “Amagoduka at Glencoe Station” he laments the plight of the 
persona in the face of apartheid and gives a picturesque display of segregation scenes. 
There are two different forms of protest poems. According to Senanu, K. and Vincent, 
T. S. (1988) 
Protest takes many forms. The most obvious one is that which directly inveighs against 
some evil practice. Another form is that which seemingly sets out to narrate experiences 
common to people suffering deprivation and other conditions which the critic wants to 
highlight without making any comments. This is more subtle. (251) 
 
Xenophobia: Concept 
Xenophobia is defined as, “the unreasoned fear of that which is perceived to be foreign 
or strange.” The term has its origin in Greek words ‘xenos’, meaning “stranger” or 
foreigner and ‘phobos’, meaning ‘fear’ (Oxford Standard English Dictionary, 2004). It 
can manifest itself in many ways involving the relations and perceptions of any group 
towards an out-group. It is a result of fear of losing one’s identity, suspicion of a 
person’s activities, aggression and desire to eliminate another person’s presence to 
secure a presumed purity. 
Bolaji (2003) describes it as an “unethical exaltation of another culture”. This is such 
that the other culture is ascribed as “an unreal, stereotyped and exotic quality”. 
Although xenophobia has its origin in Greece, it is not until the early 1900s that it began 
to be used to refer to the fear of the unknown or uncertainty. 
 
Forms of Xenophobia 
 There are two basic forms of Xenophobic attacks. The first is on a population 
group present within a society that is not considered part of that society. Often they are 
directed at recent immigrants, but xenophobia may be directed against a group which 
has been present for centuries, or has become part of this society through conquest and 
territorial expansion. This form of xenophobia can elicit or facilitate hostile and violent 
reactions, such as mass expulsion of immigrants, pogroms or in other cases, genocide. 
 The second form of xenophobia is primarily cultural, and the objects of the 
phobia are cultural elements which are considered alien. All cultures are subject to 
external influences, but cultural xenophobia is often narrowly directed, for instance, at 
foreign loaned words in a national language. It rarely leads to aggression against 
individual persons, but can result in political campaigns for cultural or linguistic 
purification. In addition, entirely xenophobic societies tend not to be open to 
interactions from anything "outside" themselves, resulting in isolationism that can 
further heighten xenophobia. 
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Evolving trends of Xenophobia in South Africa 
 Round the world, prior to the early 1900s, xenophobia had its roots outside the 
African continents in European and a few other developed countries. Africa knew little 
or no cause to fear or expel strangers. Rather, it attempted to contain the influx of 
extortion meted to it by some foreign racist regimes which raped it of its natural 
endowments and vast resources. A 1998 Human Right Watch report stated that 
immigrants from Malawi, Zimbabwe and Mozambique living in Alexandria township 
were “physically assaulted” for several weeks in 1995, as local gangs identified 
suspected undocumented migrants and marched to the police station in an attempt to 
“clean” the township of foreigners (Allfrica.com). The campaign, known as 
“Buyelekhaya” (go back home), blamed foreigners for crimes, unemployment and 
sexual attacks.  
 On 12 May, 2008 riots broke out in the North-eastern part of Johannesburg 
when local gangs attacked migrants from Mozambique, Malawi and Zimbabwe, killing 
two people and injuring 40 others (BBC report, 2008). Some attackers were reported to 
be singing Jacob Zuma’s campaign song “Umshini Wami” which was the Zulu 
language for “Bring Me My Machine Gun”. Perhaps, this song was taken out of context 
and could have been used to refer to Zuma’s doggedness to succeed in winning 
elections. However, could this be the understanding for the local South African? 
 In South Africa, not until 1994 did the xenophobia attacks become motivated 
(Neocosmoz, 2010). At least 67 people were killed between 2000 and March 2008. In 
2015, another nationwide spark in xenophobia attacks against immigrants in general on 
a number of foreign governments of Malawi, Mozambique, Zimbabiwe and others to 
begin repatriating  their citizens emerged.  
 By April 2015, xenophobic attacks had spread to Johannesburg, a South African 
city. Los Angeles Times (17 April, 2015) explains it further:  
Locals were reportedly looting foreigners’ properties and attacking  immigrants in 
general, forcing hundreds of immigrants to relocate to police stations across the 
country. 
 
The life of protest poetry has been snuffed out of the South African essence, with no 
regard for the spirit of the struggle for freedom once known by activists like Late 
Nelson Mandela and Bishop Desmond Tutu. 
 A report by the Human Sciences Research Council identified four broad causes 
for the violence: 
• relative deprivation, specifically intense competition for jobs, commodities and 
housing; 
• group processes, including psychological categorisation processes that are 
nationalistic rather than superordinate; 
• South African exceptionalism, or a feeling of superiority in relation to other 
Africans; and 
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• exclusive citizenship, or a form of nationalism that excludes others.  
Gheorghe (2012) cites speeches of Martin Luther King in 1963: 
…  I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of 
its need: “ We hold these truths to  be self-evident; that all men are created equal”. 
I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves the 
sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of 
brotherhood. 
 
 This simple speech of “brotherhood” given, delivered on 28th August, 1963 at 
Lincoln Memorial, Washington D.C. indicts the South African of today. Perhaps the 
closet case for suspicion lies in the words of the Zulu king, Godwill Zwelithini, a 
descendant of the legendary Shaka the Zulu, who had only called for foreigners to pack 
their bags and leave South Africa. Although he claimed he was quoted out of context 
and misunderstood by the media, an aftermath of xenophobia attacks soon ensued. 
 Ubani (2015) cites President Zuma (2015) to world diplomats where he said: 
we did not explain the essence of the struggle . . . we did not explain what struggle 
means. The country is suffering the consequence of our actions. 
 
Conclusion 
 This presentation is only worth the while when one views the position of the 
South African leader, Jacob Zuma, who laments in a session with world representatives 
when he sums up that, “the fault was ours for failing to let our people understand the 
meaning of the struggle” (Channelstv.com). Great voices have given way to treacherous 
pollution of poetry with political ill-will. That enviable purpose of past leaders of the 
struggle as Steve Biko, Nelson Madiba Mandela along with great protest poems of 
Dennis Brutus, Mazisi Kunene, Oswald Mbuyiseni Mtshali have been replaced by 
xenophobic treachery. The state of unfolding events is likened to Oswald Mtishali’s 
pitureseque representation in the second stanza of ‘Boy on a swing’ where he expresses 
confusion in the boy’s back and forth movement on the swing when he says in stanza 3 
of ‘Boy on the Swing’: 
The world whirls by 
east becomes west, 
north turns to south; 
the four cardinal points  
meet in his head. 
 
The case of utter confusion calls on the average African to retrace his steps for a 
rediscovery of nucleus of the heroes past and their bid for a peaceful, welcoming and 
accommodating Africa. Consequently, the effect of Xenophobia have overtaken the 
ideals of protest poetry against a people with a long history of struggles. 
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Recommendation 
This work recommends that the South Africans and Africans at large should endeavour 
to: 
a. Retrace their steps to the earliest avowal of the black racial pride by the black 
movement, negritude writings and anti-apartheid spirit without creating a form of 
disillusionment whereby the African have become the enemy within.  
b. African governments should consider the ideals of freedom earlier posed by the 
founders of Pan Africanism as spelt out in their uniquely justified claims and recognize 
the necessity to uphold the spirit of love, transparency and justice for their positions of 
service to humanity.  
c. The African people should accommodate one another irrespective of socio-
religious and ethnic differences as they must always live together as a single race. 
Africa is synonymous to love and freedom as exemplified in literary work of protest. 
Protest poetry is simply a response to injustice and unequal treatment in human 
existence.  
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