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“That play came out of the darkest period of apartheid years, a period when my faith in writing as a response 
to the situation was really being challenged. Do you use bombs or bullets, or do you use words when you are 
living  with  the  most  appalling  brutality  and  violence  against  the  majority  of  the  people?  I  was  almost 
traumatized that maybe I was impotent because I was using language and words. [Mr. Fugard points to a 
pocket dictionary on his desk.] Sixty-four thousand words. The greatest souls of the English language have 
used the words in that little book to unleash their fears, their loves, their dreams. And I emerged out of the 
writing of that play with an unshakable faith that putting words on paper is a form of action not only equally 
potent as placing a bomb, but possibly even more so. Because once the explosion is gone, all you're left with is 
the devastation. Words in someone else's head will be there for a long time.”

~ Athol Fugard, New York Times Interview, 2011 

Courtney B. Vance, left, and John Kani in 1989 NYTW production



John Kani, Athol Fugard and Winston Ntswona 
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About the Author: Athol Fugard 

Harold Athol Lanigan Fugard  was born June 11,  1932 in Middelburg,  South Africa.  His 1

father, Harold David Fugard, was a native English speaker of English and Irish descent. His 
mother Elizabeth was an Afrikaner, and Fugard spoke both languages from childhood. He 
has since described himself as "an Afrikaner writing in English,” a descriptor that takes on 
particular significance when examining the use of English and Afrikaans across his plays.  2

Athol  Fugard,  as  he  preferred to  be  called,  started writing seriously  in  his  school  years, 
inspired by stories his father had told him and by his own voracious reading. His mother 
made great sacrifices to send him to the University of Cape Town, but he longed to see the 
outside world and absorb the experiences he believed he would need for a writing career. He 
left the university to hitchhike the length of Africa from Cape Town to Cairo. In Port Sudan, 
he joined the crew of a cargo ship and spent the next years steaming in and out of the ports of 
Asia as a merchant seaman.

 This biography is edited from the Academy of Achievement’s longer biography found here. 1

 Although the politics of these linguistic choices are more readily apparent in his other works, (notably 2

Boesman and Lena) there is a brief section later in this packet that discusses potential implications.
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Shortly after he returned to South Africa, he moved to Cape Town, fell in with a group of 
young actors and theater workers, and began to write his first plays. He married an English-
born actress, Sheila Meiring, and the couple moved to Johannesburg. While working at the 
Native Commissioner's Court in Johannesburg, Fugard became intimately familiar with the 
oppressive passbook system used to control the movements of the country's black citizens, 
and to limit their access to housing and employment opportunities. While there, Fugard’s 
Black friends introduced him to the street life of Sophiatown, the segregated township that 
inspired his  plays  No-Good  Friday  and Nongogo.  At  this  early  stage  in  his  career,  Fugard 
primarily staged his plays in private performances with non-professional black actors for 
mixed-race audiences. Though neither act was technically illegal at this point in his career, 
both were highly unusual and would soon lead to scrutiny of his work by the government. 

The Blood Knot,  was Fugard’s first major success. He and Zakes Mokae played mixed-race 
half-brothers, one identifiably "colored" and the other light enough to evade the passbook 
laws. The brothers' complex and ambivalent relationship served as both a rich metaphor for 
the uneasy interdependence of black and white South Africa, and as a visceral dramatization 
of  the  system's  human  cost.  Although  the  South  African  production  was  closed  by  the 
authorities after a single performance, the play's reputation spread, and productions were 
mounted in London, with Zakes Mokae, and in New York with the young James Earl Jones. 
London critics and audiences did not immediately warm to Fugard's work, but he developed 
a substantial following in the United States.

Meanwhile, Fugard began working with a group of black actors in Port Elizabeth, staging 
plays by other writers, and devising new works. He traveled to London to appear in a BBC 
television production of The Blood Knot in 1967. The broadcast was better received than the 
initial London stage production of the play, but on his return to South Africa, the authorities 
confiscated his passport to prevent him from traveling abroad for future productions or from 
returning to South Africa if he did. The government placed increasingly severe restrictions on 
his work and movements, prohibiting publication and performance of his plays. Even the 
title  of  his  work The Island  was considered too controversial  as it  was taken to allude to 
Robben Island,  where  Nelson Mandela  was  imprisoned.  Fugard and his  family  endured 
years of  government surveillance;  their  mail  was opened;  their  phones tapped,  and their 
home subjected to midnight police searches.

But  the  plays  he  developed  in  Port  Elizabeth,  such  as  Boesman  and  Lena,  were  being 
performed  in  New  York,  London  and  elsewhere.  In  1973  he  was  permitted  to  travel  to 
London with two of his actors, John Kani and Winston Ntshona, to perform one of the works 
they had developed through improvisation, Siswe Bansi Is Dead. The play won the London 
Theater Critics Award. The year 1982 saw the premiere of his most popular and frequently 
produced work, "Master Harold”…and the Boys (1982), a dramatization of Fugard's childhood 
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friendship with Sam Semela, set in his mother's teashop in Port Elizabeth. "Master Harold" 
received Best New Play Awards from both London and New York critics, and brought Zakes 
Mokae a Tony Award for his portrayal of Sam.

At the end of the 1980’s, Fugard surprised many admirers with his implicit critique of the 
African National Congress in My Children! My Africa! (1989). Despite his disagreement with 
the  ANC's  boycott  of  South  Africa's  segregated  schools,  he  continued  to  support  the 
organization's  long-term  goals:  a  multiracial  democracy  and  the  release  of  its  long-
imprisoned leader, Nelson Mandela.

In South Africa, the winds of change had become irresistible. In 1991, State President F. W. de 
Klerk  made  the  decision  to  legalize  the  ANC  and  negotiate  a  transition  to  multiracial 
democracy.  Nelson  Mandela  was  freed  from  Robben  Island,  and  the  longed-for 
transformation of South Africa was underway. For a time, Athol Fugard believed that the 
triumph of democracy would mean the end of his  usefulness as a playwright and social 
observer, but the trials and traumas of a country's newfound freedom continue to provide 
him with material for compelling drama.

Since the downfall of the apartheid system and the inauguration of multiracial democracy in 
South  Africa,  Athol  Fugard  has  been  honored  by  his  country's  government  with  the 
Ikhamanga Medal, and is an Honorary Fellow of Britain's Royal Society of Literature. In 2006, 
the film Tsotsi, based on Athol Fugard's 1961 novel, won international awards including the 
Oscar for Best Foreign Film. In 2011, Fugard received Broadway's top honor, a Tony Award 
for Lifetime Achievement.

Fugard continues to write, and in 2014 he returned to the stage for the first time in 15 years to 
act in his new play, Shadow of the Hummingbird, at the Long Wharf. He dedicated the play to 
his nine-year-old grandson, Gavyn Fugard Scranton. Athol Fugard's published work includes 
more than 30 plays, as well as journals, novels, short stories and screenplays. In 2015, his play 
The Painted Rocks at Revolver Creek opened in New York to critical acclaim.

He still spends time regularly in Cape Town, and takes an interest in the theater there that 
bears his name, but the place he calls home is the house he shares with his partner Paula 
Fourie in Nieu-Bethesda, a small village in the semi-arid Karoo region of South Africa, not 
unlike the one where he was born over 80 years ago.
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Athol Fugard on My Children! My Africa! 
Signature  Theater  Company  conducted  an  interview  with  Athol  Fugard  regarding  My 
Children! My Africa! during their 2012 production. It is available in the pages version of this 
document on the Google Drive and as a freestanding youtube video there.

My Children! My Africa! Production History 
My Children! My Africa! is one of Fugard’s most explicitly political works . Written 3

specifically for a South African audience and set in the Eastern Cape - the birthplace of the 
Black Consciousness Movement - the play both addresses the deep political issues raised by 
South Africa’s education system and reveals Fugard’s personal turmoil over his commitment 
to the anti-apartheid cause and hesitancy about the increasing militancy and violence 
associated with the movement. As he suggest in the forward of the text: 

…My Children! My Africa! was written out of the darkest decade in my country’s history. It 
was a time when the prophecies of a bloodbath seemed to be coming true, when to have any hope 
in the future seemed the height of idiocy. - Athol Fugard

The play opened on June 27, 1989 at Johannesburg Market Theatre and began its first run in 
Cape Town on October 4, 1989. In 1990 the production ran in both London and New York 
City where Fugard’s daughter, Lisa (who was one of the inspirations for the work), played 
Isabel. It has since been produced widely across the US, UK, and South Africa, among others.  

 Production history information provided Shelley, Alan. Athol Fugard: His Plays, People and Politics  ; a Critical 3

Overview. Image portrays Courtney B. Vance, John Kani, and Lisa Fugard in the NYTW production in 1990. 
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Timeline: A Brief Overview of Apartheid 
1651: Dutch settlers arrive in South Africa

1806: Britain takes control of the cape from the Dutch. 

1834: The British Empire sets slaves in South Africa (and throughout the rest of the empire)
 free. In South Africa, this heightened tension between the British and the Dutch, 
because slavery was a fundamental element in Dutch settler society and was 
considered to be an affront to their way of life. 

1837: The Dutch begin “The Great Trek,” a mass movement Northward and Eastward to 
escape British rule.  

1910: Independence for Union of South Africa from the British Empire. 

1912: The African National Congress is founded. 

1913: The Black (or Native) Land Act gives 7.3 percent of the country’s land to Africans who
make up 80 percent of the population. Africans are prohibited from owning land 
outside of their “homelands” and are banned from “white” land unless they are 
working for whites. 

1923: The Native (Black) Urban Areas Act introduces residential segregation. 

1936: The Representation of Blacks Act weakens the political rights of Africans and allows 
them to only vote for white representatives. 

1946: More than 75,000 Africans go on strike in support of higher wages. African mine 
workers are paid 12 times less than their counterparts. Police use violence to force 
unarmed workers back to their jobs; over 1000 are injured and at least 12 are hurt. 

1949: Prohibition of Marriage Act outlaws interracial marriages. 

1950: The Immortality Act forbids all sexual relations between whites and non-whites. The 
Suppression of Communism Act prohibits any acts or strategies that might lead to 
political or social change. 

1951: The Group Areas Act sets aside specific communities for each of the races. The Bantu 
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Homelands Act allows the white government to declare that the lands reserved for 
blacks are independent nations. Millions of blacks are stripped of their citizenship and 
treated as foreigners in their homeland. 

1953: The preservation of Separate Amenities Act establishes separate but not necessarily 
equal public amenities for whites and non-whites. The Bantu Education Act takes 
control of education for non-white students, the curriculum is designed to teach non-
white students “their place in society.”

1953: ANC institutes a nation-wide boycott of schools in response to Bantu Education Act. 

1955: the Freedom Charter is adopted in Kliptown, bringing the ANC together with Indian, 
Coloured and White organisations. 

1960: The Sharpeville Massacre: On March 21, nearly 7000 peaceful demonstrators gathered to 
protest against restrictive pass laws. Police opened fire on the demonstrators. 67 
people were killed and 186 were wounded; most were shot in the back. A state of 
emergency was declared and people were jailed without trial. Both ANC (African 
National Congress) and PAC (Pan Africanist Congress) are banned. In response, both 
develop underground military wings and start to use organized violence to sabotage 
the unjust systems in place.

1961: South Africa becomes a Republic. The new government cuts ties with the British 
Monarchy and is not allowed to remain in the British Commonwealth because Asian 
and African member states opposed apartheid. 

1963: The Rivonia Trial: Nelson Mandela and nine other members of the ANC are tried for 
acts of sabotage designed to "ferment violent revolution." The defendants are held for 
ninety days without trial, unable to talk to their lawyers until two days before the 
indictment.

1964: Mandela and nine others are sentenced to life imprisonment and are jailed on Robben 
Island.

1966: Prime Minister Verwoerd, otherwise known as the architect of apartheid is stabbed to 
death. His death does nothing to 

1976: Soweto Students' Representative Council organizes protests against the mandated use 
of Afrikaans in segregated township schools. Police open fire on a student march, 
killing over 176 students (some estimates are much higher) and starting a 12 month 
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period of violent riots, protests and arrests. This is the most significant period of 
violence since Sharpeville. 

1977: Steve Biko, a medical student and the driving force behind the South African Black 
Consciousness Movement, is tortured and beaten by police until he lapses into a coma. 
He remains in police custody without medical treatment for three days and dies. His 
work was in favor of non-violent opposition to apartheid but his death spawned a 
generation of revolutionaries that fought under the catch-phrase "liberation before 
education.” In the first production of My Children! My Africa! in South Africa, white 
audiences cheered at Mr. M’s “liberation first, then education” line because of the 
ways in which it points toward education as an absolute value. 

1980: South Africa is the only country in Africa with a white government and a constitution 
discriminating against the majority of its citizens.

1982: First recorded death due to HIV. In the next 15 year over 10,000 cases would be 
recorded with estimates of actual HIV-positive cases to be close to one million. As the 
apartheid laws start to be dismantled the AIDS epidemic spreads rapidly through 
South Africa.

1985: In response to a marked increase in violence, President P.W. Botha declares a state of 
emergency that lasts for five years.

1986: President Botha announces to parliament that South Africa has "outgrown" apartheid. 
The government starts to make minor reforms toward racial equality, but still holds an 
iron grip on the media and anti-apartheid groups.

1988: By this time in the state of emergency over 30,000 people have been detained without 
trial and thousands of people tortured. The media is censored.

1990: A new president, F.W. deKlerk is elected. In his opening address to parliament he 
announced that he will repeal discriminatory laws and lift the ban on the ANC, PAC 
and the Communist Party. Media restrictions are lifted and political prisoners not-
guilty of common-law crimes are released.

1990: After 27 year of being incarcerated, Nelson Mandela is released from prison. A year 
later he becomes the president of the ANC

1994: South Africa’s first democratic elections are held. Nelson Mandela is elected president.  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Apartheid in Practice 
The Beginnings of Apartheid

Racial segregation and white supremacy were a reality long before they became legalized and 
were part of South Africa’s legal system as early as the 1913 Land Act, which was the first 
legislation that forced black Africans to live in segregated reserves and limited their rights to 
land ownership. When the National Party took control of the government in 1948, the new 
all-white government began enforcing pre-existing policies and implementing increasingly 
strict regulations on the lives of all non-white South Africans. 

By 1950, the government had banned marriages and sexual relations between whites and 
non-whites. The Population Registration Act of 1950 further codified this by requiring all 
South Africans to register and obtain identification paperwork that included their race: Bantu 
(black African), coloured (mixed race), white, and Asian (or Indian depending on the year) .  4

This categorization of individuals was highly subjective and families could be split apart if 
the parents and children were classified as different races. Because the laws were designed to 
limit contact between races, this could mean that parents and children were forced to live in 
different segregated townships and given minimal opportunity to see one another. Pass laws 
further complicated this by placing severe restrictions on non-white’s ability to access areas 
outside of their designated township. 

In 1953, this separation is made even more stark by the preservation of Separate Amenities 
Act, which establishes separate but not necessarily equal public amenities for whites and 

Disproportionate Treatment Circa 1976

Black White

Population 19 million 4.5 million

Land Allocation 13 percent 87 percent

Share of National Income <20 percent 75 percent

Ratio of Average Earnings 1 14

Doctors / Population 1/44,000 1/400

Infant Mortality Rate 20% (Urban), 40% (Rural) 2.7%

Annual Expenditure on education per pupil $45 $696

Teacher / Pupil Ratio 1/60 1/22

 See the next section for more information on these distinctions 4
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non-whites. The Bantu Education Act takes control of education for non-white students, the 
curriculum is designed to teach non-white students “their place in society.”

Separate Development

When Dr. Hendrik Verwoerd 
became prime minister in 1958, he 
began to restructure apartheid into 
what he would describe as 
“separate development.” In 1959, 
he implemented the Promotion of 
Bantu Self-Government Act, which 
established ten Bantu homelands or 
Bantustans. These “homelands” 
were used to separate non-whites 
from one another, effectively 
breaking up the black African 
majority in South Africa. Although the “homelands” were ostensibly self-governed, the 
actual impact was that individuals living in the homelands lost their South African 
citizenship and the few civil rights that they had, essentially becoming foreigners in their 
own country. In the time between 1961 and 1994, more than 3.5 million people were removed 
from their homes and relocated to Bantustans where they were plunged into poverty. 

In a document written by anti-apartheid activists in 1974 , the policies of apartheid are 5

described as follows: 
1. The consolidation and extension of legislation governing the separation of blacks, 

whites and coloureds. 
2. Bringing indirect rule via the chiefs and traditional special structures up to date in such a 

way as to inhibit the rise of an African nationalism. 
3. Emphasis on Afrikaner economic and social control. 
4. Racial separation through the medium of separate social institutions controlled directly by 

the government or through the selective use of State finance.

The particular aims of apartheid are further laid out as: 
1. To ensure the continuation of white supremacy, while at the same time controlling the pace 

and direction of African nationalism. 
2. To guarantee the expansion and competitiveness of South African business (Afrikaner in 

particular) by means of a lowly paid, docile, and highly mobile reserve of African 
workers.  

 Racism and apartheid in southern Africa. The Unesco Press, Paris, 1974. 5
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This diagram based on the South African 1970 census paints a clear picture of the racial 
breakdown of South Africa around this time period. The four primary descriptors used for 
ethnicity at this time were: 

Blacks - References a diverse group of Bantu-speaking individuals, including members 
of major ethnic groups such as the Zulu, Xhosa, Basotho (South Sotho), Bapedi 
(North Sotho), Venda, Tswana, Tsonga, Swazi and Ndebele. Though each of 
these ethnic groups is connected by their use of a Bantu language, the term 
covers a broad range of cultural and linguistic traditions. 

Black Homelands - The black homelands (marked in grey on this diagram) were also 
called Bantustans and grew in number and size during apartheid. The 
Bantustans were an administrative mechanism for the removal of Blacks from 
the South African political system under Apartheid. By forcibly separating 
blacks from whites and giving Blacks the responsibility of running their own 
independent governments, white authorities were able to deny blacks 
protection and the few remaining rights they could have in South Africa.
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Coloureds - individuals of mixed ethnic origin, particularly individuals who speak 
Afrikaans or English as their first language. Before 1948, when apartheid was 
“merely” a de facto practice, lighter-skinned “coloureds” could be accepted as 
whites and had significantly more freedom than darker-skinned individuals. 
The apartheid laws enacted in 1948 stripped the group of these civil rights.

Indians - individuals of Indian descent who were primarily migrants from colonial 
India. Like their other non-white counterparts, South African Indians were 
discriminated against by apartheid legislation. They were forcibly segregated 
into Indian townships, their movements were restricted, and the quality of 
education afforded to them was inferior to that provided to white South 
Africans. 

White - White South Africans are predominantly descendants of Dutch, German, 
French Huguenots, English and other European settlers.[7][8] Culturally and 
linguistically, they are divided into the Afrikaners, who speak Afrikaans, and 
English-speaking groups.

Map of the black homelands at the end of apartheid (Left) & Image of an Apartheid-era “Homeland”
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Education Under Apartheid  
I just want to remind the Honorable Members of Parliament that if the native in South Africa is being 
taught to expect that he will lead his adult life under the policy of equal rights, he is making a big 
mistake. The native must not be subject to a school system which draws him away from his own 
community, and misleads him by showing him the green pastures of European society in which he is 
not allowed to graze. 

- Minister of Native Affairs, Hendrik Verwoerd, 1953

By William Kentridge, a South African visual artist who used layered drawings and text to make 
political, anti-apartheid statements in his visual art

Before 1953, South African education was segregated in practice, but there were no laws 
governing school curricula and funding. Schools during this era were generally of four types: 
private schools run by religious communities, mission schools run by church organizations 
and subsidized by the State, government schools, and community schools run by African 
communities themselves. 

In 1953, former Prime Minister, Hendrik Verwoerd, pushed forward legislation for the Bantu 
Education Act of 1953 . This act was intended to: 6

1. Simplify the administration of African schools 
2. Transfer control of Bantu schools to the State and align curriculum in Bantu schools 

with the policies of the Ministry of Bantu Affairs

 This information was gathered from a number of sources, but the focused descriptions here and below were 6

inspired by the similar sections in:  Racism and apartheid in southern Africa. The Unesco Press, Paris, 1974. 6
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3. Provide students with the type of education that the State determined was best 
suited to members of their racial group, i.e. providing black students with only 
the skills necessary to serve as unskilled labor in white areas. 

4. Transfer responsibility for funding African education away from the State to 
“Bantu” communities, essentially making non-white students pay for their 
education while also paying taxes towards state-funded education for white 
students. 

Funding: 
African or “Bantu” schools were funded through the taxation of black Africans and 
fundraising done in homelands and townships. State funding, gathered through this 
taxation was highly prejudicial, spending roughly $45 per black pupil in comparison 
to nearly $700 per white pupil. In addition to these discrepancies, black pupils were 
required to pay additional fees, pay for their own books, and black heads of family 
were charged 20 cents per month for a levy for the construction of primary and lower 
secondary schools. Homelands and townships were discouraged from building upper 
secondary schools and there was rarely enough space in the schools at any level to 
accommodate all the students. 

Attendance: 
While school attendance was required for white students and for some coloured 
students (depending on where they lived), it is optional for black students. The school 
buildings themselves are inadequate and the student teacher ratio is 1:60, in 
comparison to 1:20 in white schools. Drop outs are common for a number of reasons 
including the cost of schooling, the distance of schools from students’ homes, and the 
shortage of teachers. In 1971, less than 1 percent of eligible black students enrolled in 
secondary school and only 22 percent of eligible students enroll in lower primary 
school. Non-white students are not permitted to attend universities with an exception
a few institutions where it was permitted with government permission. 

Curriculum: 
While the Bantu Education Act was ostensibly intended to provide each racial group 
with State-sanctioned curriculum, this was not successful. Instead, the State’s desire to 
keep non-white students in their “appropriate” social positions was achieved 
primarily through the underfunding and segregation of the schools. Most schools 
would still be teaching from a curriculum similar to that of the white schools, but this 
posed another set of political issues due to the significant white washing of South 
African history and focus on European and Western cultural values presented through 
these curricula.   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On the “Real Mr. M”  
Although Fugard did not try to recreate history in any sort of literal way, My Children! My 
Africa! was inspired by an actual event that occurred in 1985 in the Eastern Cape town of 
Cookhouse.  The details of the event are difficult to track down, so the following is quoted at 
length from Nicholas Visser’s article  on the subject: 7

As far as it is currently possible to reconstruct the incident, what took place was this. On 
Tuesday, 30 April 1985, Anela Myalatya (Fugard oddly retains his actual name), a twenty-
nine-year-old teacher of junior secondary school pupils (not, as in the play, an elderly teacher of 
senior pupils) at Msodomvu Intermediate School in Cookhouse became caught up in the 
political turmoil of the Eastern Cape. Early in the day he acted as an interpreter at a meeting at 
which the circuit inspector responsible for African schools in the area addressed teachers, 
parents, and pupils about the need, as he saw it, to "normalize" the school. Later in the day 
Myalatya requested permission to be absent from school the following day. He had learned 
that because of an incident that had taken place the previous week he might be in some danger.

Myalatya lived in a row of cottages that had originally been built for employees of the South 
African Railways. A few doors away lived a member of the Railway Police. One night during 
the week before 30 April youths attacked the policeman's house with stones. He chased the 
youths into Myalatya's yard, and then woke him before searching the yard for the boys. Not 
finding them, the policeman went to the office of the South African Police for help. It was 
alleged--this was, and to some extent still is, the crucially disputed part of the incident--that 
Myalatya then accompanied the police and assisted them in their efforts to identify and arrest 
the youths. Learning that he was suspected by local youths of collaborating with the police, 
Myalatya went to spend the night in Somerset East, some thirty-five kilometers from 
Cookhouse. The next morning his fellow teachers at the school were notified that he had been 
killed. He had been knifed and then "necklaced," that is, a tire soaked in gasoline had been 
placed around him and set alight. It was a form of political execution used increasingly during 
the period, especially against those believed to be police informers. Among those eventually 
charged with killing Myalatya, at least two were pupils at the school.

That the actual incident departs from Fugard's play is unimportant. I mention some of the 
details because they have not been recorded elsewhere and the original Anela Myalatya, whom 
friends describe as a "friendly and happy man," deserves to have his story known, but even 
more because it is important to recognize that Fugard was not concerned to produce a 
biographical work… It was not the particular fate of this particular teacher that engaged 

 Visser, Nicholas. “Drama and Politics in a State of Emergency: Athol Fugard’s My Children! My Africa!” 7

Twentieth Century Literature 39.4 (1993): 486. CrossRef. Web.
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Fugard. Accordingly, our interest must turn to the wider political and historical meaning he 
ascribes to the incident.

Primary school class at Adam’s Mission, south of Durban, 1946. 
Visser goes on to make a compelling argument that Fugard’s work advocates for a particular 
liberal stance that was (re)gaining traction in 1989 when this play was first produced. As one 
might expect, this liberal stance pushed for education and civil discourse as the necessary 
methodology for progress. However, it also overlooked some of the realities of day-to-day life 
in South Africa at the time. Visser argues that, by making Mr. M’s murder seem like a 
predictable outcome of South African resistance, Fugard erases the reality of who was 
perpetuating violence at this time. Although resistance had become more militant, the vast 
majority violence occurring during this period was enacted by the state. Fugard’s 
representation of this event, then, misrepresents the work of these student activists and the 
organizations in which they worked and, perhaps more problematically, erases the reality of 
state perpetrated violence. Visser argues that the violent concerns of the time were: 

not the killing of teachers by students but the regular shooting by police of unarmed protesting 
students, the detention without trial and torture of scores of student leaders, the banning of 
student leaders and their organization, COSAS, the deaths in detention--the list goes on and 
on. It includes nearly twelve thousand people detained without trial in 1985, over three 
hundred people killed by midyear, twenty-seven people who had "disappeared," fifty-two people 
charged with "treason" in six different trials. Of those thousands detained in the first half of 
1985, over half were school-age youths.  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Rules of Competitive Debate  
For Fugard, the debate that opens My Children! My Africa! serves both dramaturgical and 
ideological purposes. In addition to providing us with an entry into the play, the debate becomes 
representative of the political potentiality of education and measured, thoughtful discourse. The 
play does not specify the type of debate that Thami and Isabel are engaged in, but the rules below 
are drawn from Musgrave’s Competitive Debate: Rules and Techniques, one of the foremost texts on 
the topic in Britain and British colonies at this time. 

1. There are two teams, each consisting of two to three speakers.

2. Each team has two to three constructive speeches, and two to three rebuttal speeches. The 
affirmative gives the first constructive speech, and the rebuttals alternate: negative, affirmative, 
negative, affirmative. The affirmative has both the first and last speeches of the debate.

3. When worded as a proposition of policy, the topic requires the affirmative to support some 
specified action by some particular individual or group. The affirmative has the right to make any 
reasonable definition of each of the terms of the proposition. If the negative challenges the 
reasonableness of a definition by the affirmative, the judge must accept the definition of the team 
that shows better grounds for its interpretation of the term.

4. The affirmative must advocate everything required by the topic itself. No revision of position 
of a team is permitted during the debate.

5. He who asserts must prove. In order to establish an assertion, the team must support it with 
enough evidence and logic to convince an intelligent but previously uninformed person that it is 
more reasonable to believe the assertion than to disbelieve it. Facts must be accurate. Visual 
materials are permissible, and once introduced, they become available for the opponents' use if 
desired.

6. In the questioning period, the questioner may ask any fair, clear question that has a direct 
bearing on the debate. The questioner may use the period to build up any part of his own case, to 
tear down any part of his opposition's case, or to ascertain facts, such as the opposition's position 
on a certain issue, that can be used later in the debate. The questioner must confine himself to 
questions and not make statements, comments, or ask rhetorical questions.

7. Each speaker is questioned as soon as he concludes his constructive speech. The witness must 
answer the questions without consulting his colleagues.

8. No new constructive arguments may be introduced in the rebuttal period. The affirmative 
must, if possible, reply to the major negative arguments before the last rebuttal.

9. The judge must base his decision entirely on the material presented, without regard for other 
material which he may happen to possess.

10. Any gains made outside of the established procedure are disallowed.
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Language and Pronunciation Guides:  

Because My Children! My Africa! is set on the Eastern Cape, most of the non-English 
words used throughout the script originate from one of three languages: Afrikaans, 
Xhosa, and Zulu. Afrikaans is a derivative of Dutch, spoken primarily by white South 
Africans, but also used in public schools at this time. Xhosa and Zulu are both Bantu 
(and  Nguni)  languages  that  share  significant  similarities  in  vocabulary  and 
pronunciation. 

Fugard  uses  English,  Afrikaans,  and  Bantu  languages  deliberately  throughout  his 
work  and  each  language  carries  political  implications  that  may  not  be  initially 
apparent.  Although more than 11 languages (the current number of official languages 8

in  South  Africa)  were  spoken  in  1925  when  Afrikaans  was  first  recognized  as  an 
official  language,  only  English  and  Afrikaans  were  formally  recognized  as  official 
languages.  Both  languages  were  used  in  government  departments  and  structures 
during the period of National Party rule (1948-1994).  In 1976, when Afrikaans was 
made the  official  medium of  instruction  in  black  schools,  there  were  protests  and 
demonstrations, and Afrikaans came to be regarded as the "language of the oppressor" 
- a label that persisted even long after the 1994 democratic elections had brought the 
ANC into power.

 For more on this topic see: 8
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Fugard’s use of English and Afrikaans, therefore, carried particular political weight in 
South Africa. Although his plays are written in English (primarily because he did not 
feel that his Afrikaans was strong enough to write creatively in that language), most of 
the  interactions  that  he  presents  on  stage  would  have  occurred  in  Afrikaans.  The 
implications of  this  are less apparent to us as English speakers,  but by translating 
those interactions into English and only using Afrikaans in specific moments, Fugard 
was able to make key points about the tension between English, Afrikaans, and the 
Bantu/Nguni languages used throughout South Africa at the time. In recent years, 
Fugard has supported the translation of his work into Afrikaans so that his plays are 
available to a broader South African audience. 

South African dialect guides can be found here: 
http://www.dialectsarchive.com/south-africa
http://accent.gmu.edu/browse_language.php?function=find&language=afrikaans

Additional resources on specific Afrikaans and Zulu accents can be found  in the 
sections of Beth McGuire’s African Accents: A Workbook available in the Google drive 
folder. 

Basic Xhosa and Zulu language courses can be found here: 
http://www.unisa.ac.za/free_online_course/

The meaning and pronunciation of specific words can be found in the glossary.
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Glossary 

Term Definiton

Afrikaans A language of South Africa derived from the form of Dutch 
brought to the cape by Protestant settlers in the 17th 
century. At this time, the official language of South Africa 
along with English. 

Aikona* Xhosa word meaning “no!” or “no way!” 

Amandla! (Ngawethu!)* a Zulu and Xhosa word meaning "power". The word was a 
popular rallying cry in the days of resistance against 
Apartheid, used by the African National Congress and its 
allies. The leader of a group would call out "Amandla!" and 
the crowd would respond with "Awethu"[1] or 
“Ngawethu!" (to us). 

Baas* Afrikaans word meaning “master” or “boss” 

Bantu Relating to or denoting a group of Niger-Congo languages 
spoken in central and southern Africa, including Swahili, 
Xhosa, and Zulu. Considered derogatory when used to 
reference a member of those indigenous groups. 

Bantustan A partially self-governing area set aside during the period 
of apartheid for a particular indigenous African people; a so 
called homeland. 

Boer A member of the Dutch and Huguenot population that 
settled in southern Africa in the late 17th century. The Boers 
were Calvinists and fiercely self-sufficient. Conflict with the 
British administration after 1806 led to the Great Trek and 
the Boer Wars. Present day descendants are the Afrikaners. 

Coloured A person of mixed ethnic origin, particularly someone who 
speaks Afrikaans or English as their first language. One of 
four major racial categorizations used in this period: White, 
Black, Coloured, and Indian. Before 1948, when apartheid 
was a de facto practice, lighter-skinned “coloureds” could 
be accepted as whites and had significantly more freedom 
than darker-skinned individuals. The apartheid laws 
enacted in 1948 stripped the group of these civil rights.
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Confucius (551-479 BCE) Chinese philosopher, teacher and politician 
who promoted a system of social and political ethics 
emphasizing order, moderation, and reciprocity between 
superiors and subordinates.

Hammer and tongs Enthusiastically, energetically, with great vehemence

Hockey Field hockey most likely came to South Africa through a 
combination of British settlers who developed the game as 
it currently played and the Olympics where it has 
consistently been an event since 1928. 

Huguenots* a French Protestant of the 16th–17th centuries. Largely 
Calvinist, the Huguenots suffered severe persecution at the 
hands of the Catholic majority, and many thousands 
emigrated from France, some of whom ended up in South 
Africa. A variation of their Calvanist beliefs played a central 
role in the development and implementation of apartheid. 

Indaba* Zulu word referencing a conference or consultation 
between or with native peoples of South Africa

Inkululeko* Zulu word for “freedom”

Ja* Afrikaans word meaning “yes” or

Jungle Oats Jungle is a South African brand of breakfast cereal, oats, and 
cereal bars. Although prepared in a variety of ways, jungle 
oats is merely a brand name for rolled oats. 

Karoo An elevated semi-desert plateau in South Africa

Mealie-pap a staple food that is a porridge-polenta made from ground 
maize

Nationalist (Afrikaner) Party The political party responsible for enacting apartheid in 
1948. The party consisted primarily of descendents of Dutch 
settlers and French Huguenots. 

Nguni The largest group of South Africans who were 
displaced by the early Dutch settlers; the common 
cultural and linguistic ancestors of Zulu, Xhosa, 
Swazi, and Ndebele communities. 

Platteland* Remote, country districts of South Africa

Pondok* A rough shelter made of scraps of wood, cardboard, or 
corrugated iron.

Term Definiton
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* The audio files won’t transfer with the PDF, so Africaans, Xhosa, and Zulu words are 
marked with an asterisk and the audio pronunciation files are available in the Google drive 
folder.  

Qhumisa* (Xhosa and Zulu) To detonate or explode.

Quince Jam The quince is a member of the Rosacea family along with 
pears and apples. A small, yellow, pear-like fruit, it is most 
often cooked to be eaten and is often used in jams and 
jellies. 

Rand South African currency. At this point in history, roughly 
equivalent to a dollar (between 1 and 1.3 rand per dollar in 
1984).

The Location Another term used to reference townships outside of urban 
areas. Distinct from “homelands” in their proximity to 
primarily white urban areas.

Township In South Africa, a residential area designated exclusively for 
black occupation, used to minimize non-white presence in 
predominately white urban areas, while also enabling white 
employers to rely on cheap non-white labor.

Tshisa* (Xhosa and Zulu) To burn.

Vetkoek* A small, unsweetened cake of deep-fried dough typically 
filled with meat or spread with jam. 

Zionist In southern Africa, a religious movement represented by a 
group of independent churches which practice a form of 
Christianity incorporating elements of traditional African 
beliefs

Oom Dawie Uncle David

Term Definiton
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Documentary Films about Apartheid: 

Amandla! A Revolution in Four Part Harmony 
(2002) depicts the struggles of black South Africans against the injustices of 
Apartheid through the use of music. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Iu3nlLnqpU

Long Night’s Journey Into Day 
(2000) Spanning a two-year period, Long Night’s Journey into Day follows four 
cases of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, providing background to the 
crimes as well as interviews with the victims and perpetrators. The film 
illustrates the enormous divisions that South Africa must overcome in the post-
apartheid era. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eoN6bXueWAE

Manpatsula 
(1987) Through a series of flashbacks experienced by the imprisoned 
protagonist, Panic, Mapantsula portrays one man’s transformation into an 
empowered dissident against apartheid. Mapantsula was the first anti-
apartheid feature film for, by, and about black South Africans and gives an 
excellent introduction to township life and culture under apartheid.
https://www.fandor.com/films/mapantsula

Witness to Apartheid 
(1986) Filmed secretly during the State of Emergency, Witness to Apartheid 
focuses on South African youth who were tortured and detained during this 
era. The film documents multiple human rights violations, offering one of the 
best accounts of the violence of the South African police responses to the 
people’s uprisings. 
Clips: https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL67AFDCA85596A159
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