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Abstarct: 
 

     South Africa is a heterogeneous society, consisting of diverse races, cultures, and identities. 
Its history was marred by racial conflicts, violence and bloodshed. It was known as the land of 
apartheid. Those, who colonized South Africa, strengthened with the passage of time and 
introduced apartheid, otherwise known as racial segregation.  
     Literature was severely affected and restricted for a long time in South Africa. Writers like 
Lewis Nkosi were banned to write and publish. In the absence of literary growth, literary 
criticism scarcely had any place in the society. In an area where critical theories are absent, under 
severe repression and censorship Nkosi’s distinguished career as a literary critic, over four 
decades is amazing. He contributed to the growth of the African aesthetics strictly based on 
African values.  
     This paper attempts to analyze Lewis Nkosi’s contribution to African critical literary tradition 
by examining his essays. 
Keywords: African Critical Literary Tradition, African literary criticism, South Africa, 
Home and Exile, Tasks and Masks and Lewis Nkosi.       

 
The African critical literary tradition is relatively younger, when compared to European 

literary theories, but it is vibrant and dynamic, proving its mettle very early and emerged 
stronger by countering the imposed models of western culture and civilization. In any literary 
tradition, men formulate theories and discuss issues that confront and concern them in their 
literature and culture, and the problems faced by the people in life. A notable feature of African 
aesthetics is the absence of consistent critical theories. The theories of African literary criticism 
are not based on European or classical English literature, though they follow the traditions 
established by them. The theories are based on post colonialism, Negritude, cultural extinction, 
feminism, socio political issues that plague African continent, economic colonialism, apartheid, 
protest and conflict, and of late globalization. African critical tradition does not follow the 
philosophical concerns of traditional critical theories, but seems to take inspiration from 
contemporary theorists and postcolonial critics such as Ngugi, Senghor, Fanon, Edward Said, 
Nobokov, Marx and Engles. The African critical tradition, though it lacked an established 
tradition and theory, it was based on certain broad principles. 

African literature is a one produced by writers, who were culturally natives of Africa1. 
The literature should take its models and inspiration, from the mythology, oral traditions, 
customs and traditions of Africa. The writer is primarily part of the social milieu and therefore he 
should commit himself to the upliftment and progression of his society. 

The African literary works or theories support movements like Negritude, Black 
Consciousness movement and oppose apartheid. One of the contentious issues is the choice of 
the language in which to write, English, French or indigenous ones. It advocates for evaluating 
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African literature from the standards of African values, but not from the European ones. In recent 
times, the theories of African criticism include feminism, structuralism, post structuralism, 
modernism and post modernist theories. 

The literary theories aim at fighting colonial and postcolonial forces, re-reading and re-
interpreting European works of art, from the African point of view, and insists that aesthetics 
should be based on indigenous and traditional values of Africa. Some critics write “African 
literary criticism and theory is the primary and immediate intellectual context for understating 
African literature2.”  

African literary theory presumes that literature has a social and political purpose and that 
purpose is to serve the society. While assessing literature, African literary theory often adopts the 
Marxist view of treating literature, as a tool for revolutionary transformation. The African 
literary criticism does not deal with the application, appreciation and analysis of literatures of the 
world, but confines itself to African literature. It aims at improving the standards and content in 
African literature, to make it more progressive, for the improvement of African values and 
African continent. Within African critical tradition, feminist criticism is gaining ground, focusing 
a debate on gender issues. It criticizes the trends of male tradition, in some of the works from 
Africa3.  

 African literary theories have so far been considered as ‘black literary point of view’ as 
in Mphahlele’s phrase, and have not been published as a collection. However, with the efforts of 
Tejumola Olaniyan and Ato Quayson, who in their book, African Literature, An Anthology of 
Criticism and Theory, tried to gather the African critical theories as a whole, and tried to 
organize the theories as a unified thought, and fulfilled the dearth. 

The intention behind black aesthetic principles is, in a colonized and oppressed world the 
western critical standards cannot be applied to works produced by a people who were denigrated 
within that social and political formation. “The aim is to find a set of aesthetic principles which 
will do justice to the quality of Black works and then use such principles to create a Pan-
Africanist consciousness”4. 

Negritude advocated by Lepold Sedar Senghor and Aime Ceasaire tried to define such 
values and represent them, embodied in African spirituality, civilization, culture, and ancient 
history. This ideology helped to create a literature based on African experience. It tried to unite 
all the black people across the globe, African, West-Indian and Afro-American, and identified 
similarities among them. The proponents of Negritude, called for abandoning the western values 
in appreciating African literature.  

Some African writers strongly believe that the African culture, history and ancient 
civilization can be best expressed in indigenous African languages, rather than in colonial 
languages. On the basis of unity achieved by black literature and many subsequent theories, 
Black Consciousness Movement began in South Africa and it had argued that black people 
should take pride in their blackness, as an important step towards liberation. This movement in 
turn reflected in literature and gave resistance to apartheid and created a culture of fearlessness.  

Though African literary critical tradition has not produced any radical theories, it has 
produced some critics who are radical in their views, with regard to African values, political 
situation, and literary scene on the African continent. Some of the radical writers, political 
activists and literary men and theorists are Lepold Sedar Senghor, Dennis Brutus, Kwame 
Nkhrumah, and Julius Nyreri, Ezikiel Mphahlele, Wole Soyinka, Ngugi Wathiongo, Chinua 
Achebe, and South African critic Lewis Nkosi. 

Soyinka’s criticism and conception of literature was built on myth, and shrouded in 
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mystery. Shadow of mysticism envelopes his writings. Chinua Achebe is often considered the 
pioneer in African fiction. Compared to his output of novels and his reputation as a novelist, he 
is lesser known as a critic. Lepold Senghor, a radical exponent of Negritude movement, 
politician and first president of Senegal was more a poet than a critic.  

Ngugi Wathiongo writer is a with leftist leanings. His commitment to society made him 
believe in revolutionary struggle, and he abhorred the influences of Christianity and Western 
political power in Africa. In his essays, he takes a firm stand against colonialism and neo-
colonialism, and he even started writing in his mother tongue, instead of English to avoid white 
man’s language. The predominance of revolutionary idealism overwhelms his works, and his 
point of view is often misunderstood or lost.  

Chidi Amuta, while analyzing the intellectual climate in Africa, observes that the 
dominant intellectual tradition of Africa, looks in two principal directions for inspiration, the 
traditional pre-colonial Africa and to the dominant bourgeois cultural tradition of the west for 
theoretical moorings5. Lewis Nkosi makes a clear departure from the above stated positions, as a 
critic he does not belong to either of the two schools, his perspective of literature and life is 
realistic and shaped by his own convictions. Nkosi’s literary career began in 1960s, and spread 
over four decades. He left South Africa on an exit permit and was never allowed to return. He 
was banned to write and publish. He is distinguished to have emerged as a critic, in the area of 
criticism. He published three volumes of literary criticism Home and Exile, The Transplanted 
Hear, The Tasks and Masks and numerous other essays in Africa, America and in Europe. His 
subjects include African History, politics, religion, literature, and movements of the people. 

No literary critic writes on such wide variety of issues, such as literature, politics, history, 
music and criticism, his interests are so diversified that he touched every genre. Lewis Nkosi’s 
critical scholarship spreads over four decades, and in preface to his Home and Exile, he states 
clearly that his essays do not represent any final answers, to the issues that haunt South Africa, 
but are questions to himself. The main concerns in all his critical works are political situation in 
South Africa, commitment to his country, the racial question, progressiveness in the literature of 
South Africa, and using critical standards to this end. He is concerned with essential issue of 
perfection of art in writing. He writes “how does one begin to write about in a way that would be 
meaningful to people who have not experienced apartheid6”. His literary critical opinions were 
shaped by these factors; he is a black, who suffered social marginalization, his exile due to 
apartheid, and his opposition to it. Lewis Nkosi stayed abroad, for three decades as an exile, 
during this period he had not lost his roots in Africa, and his commitment remained unchanged, 
to Africa and South Africa in particular. 

About the critical works of Nkosi, Nadine Gordimer writes “in Home and Exile, a book 
of essays and literary criticism unique in South African literature, criticism can scarcely be said 
to exist, wrote from the acrobatic position peculiar to African intellectuals in the 1950s, the 
audacious one of a young black who has a foot in the white liberal world and the other holding 
his place in the black proletrait of the township7.”    

On the racial division and the question of colour and apartheid that followed, he laments 
and condemns it and his position is easily understood from his opening remarks in Home and 
Exile : 

……We were nevertheless bitter that our great grandfathers had lost a country to 
the whites. It was therefore our genuine pain that we were prepared to forgive 
them their ignoble defeat8. 

Probably Nkosi is referring to the control of Boers and their consolidation of power in 
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South Africa. His anger goes to the extent of saying that his elders received the treatment they 
deserved. Nkosi says (whites) “were no more intelligent, a great many were less talented, and no 
more deserving the wealth and privilege they were enjoying than a vast number of the people 
they had deprived of them9. 

Continuing his tirade against apartheid, which he calls it as a daily exercise in the absurd; 
Nkosi finds life illegal, to live in South Africa under apartheid. He describes the devastating 
effect of apartheid on South African blacks: 

Africans have learned that if they are remaining sane at all it is pointless to try to 
live within the law. In a country where the Government has legislated against sex, 
drinks, employment, free movement and many other things, which are taken for 
granted in the Western world, it would take a monumental kind of patience to 
keep up with the demands of the law. A man’s sanity may even be in question by 
the time he reaches the ripe age of twenty-five10. 

Nkosi finds, the Immorality Act, and other acts prohibiting marriages between various 
races ridiculous. He finds a draconian intent, on the part of the racist government, in legislating a 
law on sex. He says that South African government has more statutes on sex, than any other 
government in the world11. This has put the Blacks on the disadvantaged side, because as 
servants, black women were more sexually exploited, and he says that Nazi Germany is less 
brutal, when compared with South African government12. 

Nkosi is a staunch believer in African values and Africanness. His observation is 
poignant, when he remarks that he first discovered his Africanness, not when he discovered he 
was black, but when he was regarded as non-white. He writes about the attack of European 
colonialism on the African personality and its arrogant presence: 

For here were three million whites living in the midst of twelve million blacks, 
and instead of describing themselves as non-blacks. They were happily calling us 
non-whites13. 

Nkosi is an observer of society and its dynamics. He understands the people’s 
movements, in Africa and South Africa in particular, and assesses the role of the educated elite, 
in spearheading the struggle against the oppressed regimes. Where as in other countries, the 
colonizers assimilated the local culture, and allowed the educated native people to become their 
imitators and allowed them step in their shoes. The result was an elite, subservient to the ruling 
class. The situation in South Africa was different; Nkosi rightly sums up the situation: 

… black South Africans did not produce on elite which was alienated from the 
black masses or even from the conditions of everyday life under which our people 
laboured. In South Africa we were saved from the emergence of Black 
Bourgeoisie by the leveling effect of apartheid14. 

After his exit from South Africa, with a brief stay in England, Nkosi toured America. He 
narrates his two encounters with New York, the American nerve centre. His experiences with the 
city vary from that of Senghor, one of the exponents of Negritude. He was taken aback by 
technological and material advancement of America, conspicuous in NewYork, it left him in 
admiration and awe, his feeling was that his fellow black men in South Africa could not afford 
such a living. Nkosi’s reflections are curious, and reveal his understanding of American state: 
“they (Americans) look as though they are uneasy about the power their country possesses; but 
there is also about them a strange look of a ravaged innocence15”. 

He finds Negroes in America, very contrary to the images projected by Hollywood films 
as indefatigably joyous and gay. He finds the myth about Negroes shattered. During his visit to 
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America, after the assassination of John F. Kennedy, he finds the Negro society disillusioned 
with the promises and no delivery. Nkosi after observing the American society and the division 
of Black and White people, with a sense of despair adds: 

…the blacks have discovered, …that individual effort in America counts far less 
than is widely supposed; that the myth of prodigious individual effort crowned by 
wealth and acceptance into the society at large,  is… indispensable to a system 
founded upon private enterprise may perhaps account for its seductive power over 
American people16. 

Nkosi discusses the similarities between Negroes in America, and African Blacks, and 
the place of Negroes in American poetry. Barring the recent times, the social position of Negroes 
in Western countries is no better, than their counterparts in Africa. Pan-Africanism is a 
philosophy, which seeks to unite all the Negroes in the world, because their servile past decides 
their social status. Nkosi satirizes the idea and warns American Negroes of serious psychological 
hazards, if they go to Africa with their colour or Negroness. He concedes that there is no 
essential difference, between an American White and an American Negro. The American 
Negroes are Americans first and men with black skins after17. In a way, this is a departure from 
the stated position of Negritude proponents like Frantz Fanon, Aime Caesar, and Lepold Sedar 
Senghor, who propose the idea of oneness among American Negroes, African Blacks and West 
Indian Blacks. 

Nkosi argues for the need to create a myth to unite Negroes and Africans, while 
recognizing the right of American Negroes to fully participate in American life, he rightly points 
out that their safety, security and  economic welfare would ultimately depend, on  the rise of 
Africa in the world affairs. Even in the poetry of American Negroes, who write with fascination 
and a remote nostalgia about Africa, Nkosi finds a symbol and a myth. In American Negro 
poetry, He finds a consciousness, that Negro is a not an emigrant to America, but has been 
carried as a slave18; perhaps this unites him with Africa.  

Though Lewis Nkosi has never participated in the struggle directly, he raises his voice 
against injustice, on the African continent and South Africa in particular. His contribution 
through articles, essays, and other writings, make him a committed writer and symbol of 
humanity. His essays, in Home and Exile, may be considered as his reflections and treatise on 
politics and literature.  

“Exile is a strange fate. For a writer exile seems particularly cruel fate19”. This is true in 
the case of Nkosi. He expresses a profound hope that a writer may return, in an uncertain future. 
The exile in the case of Nkosi effectively killed the novelist in him. It has closed the ways to 
communicate with his people in South Africa. He had spent nearly three decades in exile, and 
had undergone the agony and suffering for staying away from his mother land, he expresses his 
pain: 

A writer needs his roots; he needs his people perhaps more than they need him in 
order that they should corroborate the vision he has of them, or at least, to dispute 
the statements he may make about their lives20 

Nkosi, as a political ideologue observes that political power for the Blacks will be the 
solution for problems of race and discrimination against blacks and desires ‘rise of Africa21’. 
Unless power and economic independence is achieved, the Africans will not be treated equally 
with respect.  

In his essay ‘Fiction by Black South Africans’, Nkosi does not reject the theme of protest 
altogether, but concerned with how well and how significantly it utters that protest. It is obvious, 
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that the brutal system of apartheid stunted the growth of South African black and white literature, 
but the other side of the argument is that it has given necessary driving force to write, as the 
struggle against apartheid continued, it grew sharper and matured. On the White writing, Lewis 
Nkosi feels that it is disappointing, and a cunning expression of liberal sentiment22.  

In an essay entitled ‘Literature and Liberation’, Nkosi analyses the much debated issue, 
the role of writer and literature in a revolution. Firstly, he condemns the ‘cult of the gun’23 
because it turns against the people, for whose liberation it was used. To put it clearly, it sets a 
bad precedent for settling problems in the newly ‘independent democratic nations’. A close look 
at the political scene in Africa after 1960s, and many military coups, governments by military 
juntas, and civil wars in various countries, validate his remarks. 

Lewis Nkosi, identifies two stages for the writer to play in revolution. In the first stage, 
writers struggle to achieve liberation, help to create the mood through their writings. Second 
stage is the post-liberation era, i.e., the building of nation, by parties who waged the liberation 
war. Here the role of the writer becomes crucial, as the writer comes under pressure to criticize, 
the revolutionary party or Government. This naturally irritates the rulers. Interestingly, the 
writers are caught between two forces, the former oppressing colonial rulers, and the new rulers 
who are indigenous. In both the cases, the writers are under threat for the same reasons24. 

The issues discussed by Nkosi in his Home and Exile were summed up by Chris L. 
Wanjala:  

The questions that Lewis Nkosi helped us to formulate in the late 1960s were: 
what kind of literature ought the Africa of the 1950s and the 1960s to evolve? … 
And what role should the writer play in the political struggle?25 

 Home and Exile shows Nkosi as a writer who is committed to the supremacy of art. 
James Booth observes: 

 With Africa beset by censorship, liberal distortion, totalitarianisms of left and 
right, and negritudinist and neo-negritudinist mystifications, Nkosi stands as a 
champion of the integrity of the individual artist’s vision.26  

Lewis Nkosi knows the dynamics of international politics. When the South African issue 
of apartheid remained unabated, he has gone close to suggesting an armed struggle, which is also 
a main theme in his novel Underground People: “in the absence of any physical force able to 
dislodge the repressive regime in South Africa, all the moral weight that their case commands 
avails nothing”27. He is very critical of the complacency; “What the blacks lack at the moment is 
the stomach to fight, the stomach to kill or to maim. They are magnanimous beyond measure”.28 
In the struggle against apartheid, Nkosi being an intellectual and writer is well aware of the 
limitations of his class:  

…whether we consider ourselves revolutionaries or not, are playing a marginal 
role. We may be good for propaganda; we may raise some money and build up 
contacts for the people of South Africa-but there is no such thing as a revolution 
fought in exile, without a base among the oppressed masses of the country for 
which the change is desired29. 

Charlotte H. Bruner finds Nkosi’s Tasks and Masks as a thoroughly studied work, and as 
a landmark in African literary criticism and a must for any student in the field30.  

Nkosi raises a fundamental and most relevant issue that haunts African literature, the 
language crisis. When large part of the population remains uneducated even in vernaculars, 
African writers writing in a colonizer’s tongue, poses a major question to their relevance. The 
educated elite, driven by the desire to improve the lot of the masses, begin to address their 
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problems in their writings. However, the masses unaware of colonizer’s tongue, do not 
comprehend them. Another argument in support of this argument is; colonizers must be attacked 
in their own language. 

This problem becomes more acute in South Africa, as many writers opposing apartheid 
were exiled. Their writings were not allowed to be published inside the country. The writings of 
the exiled writers are inaccessible to their countrymen.  They are usually read by the 
international community. When the very purpose of the writing is not served, their relevance 
comes under questioning. Another problem is translating African culture, idiom and heritage to 
the rest of the world. Few writers like Tutola, Achebe, Okara, were able to translate the idiom of 
their languages successfully into English.  

The term Negritude was first invented by Aime Cesaire, who along with Lepold Senghor 
took it to great heights. The movement ran culturally and politically, to give the Blacks an 
identity and place in the world. This was aimed to unite all Blacks, not only in Africa, but also in 
West Indies and America. The long and continuous rule of Africa, by western powers left the 
country disintegrated; the negritude will help restore the lost pride and dignity of the Blacks 
about themselves. 

Taking inspiration from Negritude, many literary works were based on it. Many 
movements and campaigns were started in Africa. Negritude was identified with the term Black 
Consciousness, which suggests that Africans possess certain characteristics that distinguish them 
from Europeans or Asians. Negritude gained ground and to some extent, helped to restore 
confidence in Africans about their culture history, songs, race and pride, among the people who 
were for a long time suppressed, by foreign rule. Negritude was criticized by many including 
Blacks. They saw it as an aggressive slogan to capture political power, and some thought it as 
racist.  

Nikosi, though critical of Negritude, does not condemn it outright, but believes that it can 
unite the Africans culturally, and can be useful in the fight against apartheid in South Africa. He 
says that Senghor and others represent two poles of Negritude. One is identity for African 
cultural heritage; another is militant anti-colonial protest tradition. He argues that, since the aim 
of the negritude is a struggle for independence against colonialism, the struggle is over and later 
they were aimless. 

As a critic, Nkosi views African novel objectively. In its earlier stages, African novel was 
focused on its history to revive the past, its greatness, and values. He identifies history as one of 
the prominent themes in the novel. He believes that fiction based on history will help the African 
society, to understand the past properly and to shape their future. He recognizes the impact of 
history on the society. To show that African history as an instrument, in revitalizing societies, He 
analyses, some of the African novels in which history was used as a theme. He finds the fiction 
of Achebe that not only he glorifies African past, but traces the reasons for downfall and internal 
weaknesses. Nkosi considers Achebe more of a realist in his treatment of African history than 
some rigorously trained historians31.  

After a gap of more three decades, while reviewing the characteristics of South African 
writing, he says that South African writers are an exception on the African continent. Because, 
the writers elsewhere in African continent, concerned with themes of fight against colonial rule, 
African traditional life and values, but in South Africa they are singularly concerned with racial 
division, the relations between Black and White, protest and conflict. 

Nkosi opines that, the South African fiction often may seem narrow, and limited, but was 
ably written with substantial achievements. One should remember that this literature (fiction) 
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was written under intense pressure, while the literature produced in other parts of Africa, faced 
different and less conflict, like the one in West Africa. Nkosi suggests here that the perpetual 
presence of apartheid uprooted traditional life in South Africa, and made life for the Blacks, 
essentially urban, without its comforts. So the fiction produced by Blacks was written out of the 
chaos, insecurities and rootlessness. In his earlier essays on South African Literature, he was 
harsh and condemning. Later his opinions underwent a shift.  

Nkosi warns that unless the racial struggle is resolved, the South African people both 
Blacks and Whites can never become a nation, and have a culture characteristically of their own. 
The Black writers in South Africa are totally engaged with the political problems of the country, 
and cannot seem to conceive any other thing. They appear indifferent to traditional narrative 
forms and motifs. In many essays, he ridicules the works, purported to legitimize the White 
minority rule in South Africa, and apartheid. He makes it clear that a national culture is 
impossible without resolving the racial issue: (unless) “South Africa reconstitutes itself into a 
non racial democracy. There can be nothing resembling a single national culture, therefore 
nothing to call a “South African mind32.” He finds the absence of characteristically South 
African national literature because of an unhealed-split between Black and White writing.  

‘Republic of Letters after the Mandela Republic’ is the masterpiece of Nkosi’s writing, 
which demonstrates his crafted writing and understanding of social and historical forces that 
shaped South Africa. This is one of his longest essays, keeps his place firmly among the 
distinguished men of letters of South Africa. In this essay, he makes an in depth study of 
literature during the apartheid era, and the absence of national literature, new themes and the 
future course for the literature after the demise of apartheid. He opines that with ‘clearly defined 
legal borders enclosing its various communities’ South African literature failed to acquire a 
national character33. He even suggests that South African literature never performed the task of 
creating ‘national identity or heritage’. He suggests “only a complete overhaul of the social 
infrastructure could clear the ground for the emergence of a truly national literature34”. South 
African literature is always accompanied by its oppositional shadow its double; white settler 
narratives are shadowed by native counter narratives35”.  

Nkosi believes that, without waging a revolutionary war, the change over took place from 
apartheid to freedom, there by creating a void for themes in literature for both black and white 
writers. Many organizations like African National Congress and movements like Negritude, 
Black Consciousness Movement, relentlessly fought against apartheid, they gathered  
international support for their struggle and for the plight of black people in South Africa, but 
could not win a war in the country. His observation of the history far surpasses the meticulous 
historian: “Ambushed by history, deprived of the moral and material support of the socialist 
camp by the fall of the Soviet Union and its satellite states, a negotiated peace, between a lame 
government and weary liberation movements was probably the next best thing… The negotiated 
peace enacted what Doris Somer, writing about the South Africa, described as a “premature end 
of a history36”. 

With an acute eye for observation Nkosi says that unlike other literatures of the continent 
South Africa had a striking feature, ‘the absence of nostalgia;37” South African literature shows 
a certain incapacity for generating nostalgia for the past, a pastnees which can be re-created 
regrettably, as the movement of loss or state of vanished happiness.”38 Nkosi writes… “Instead 
of being eternally bathed in a pleasant glow of nostalgia, the past in South Africa is remembered 
mainly as a bad nightmare formented by wars of conquests and resistance… it was not the past 
but the future, which was said to hold many promises of happiness”39. 
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Nkosi sees writer as functioning with in a social system. Margaret von Klemperer writes, 
“He was a fearless critic, a clear analytical voice. He didn’t have to align himself with any group 
and spoke his mind on both literary and wider cultural issues40.” Nkosi went into exile opposing 
apartheid, and fought against the system, but when he returned to South Africa in 1991, he did 
not receive a warm welcome. Fred Khumalo writes, “Firstly, he was viewed as irrelevant for the 
simple reason that he still refused to be anybody's writer. He rose above ideological camps41”. 
After the end of apartheid, many black writers joined politics, participated in the new 
government for ‘positions’. However, Nkosi refused to join a political party, and take sides. He 
always stood for the poor, irrespective of their colour.  

He satirizes the new political establishment, for basking in the glory of new nation, 
without resolving the urgent issues of land distribution, and unemployment. He did not take 
kindly to Mandela’s description of South Africa as a ‘rainbow nation’. Fred Khumalo writes “on 
many occasions, Nkosi wondered aloud when the post-apartheid euphoria and celebration would 
end, and real work begin - rebuilding this nation he loved so much42”.  

As a man, who fought against injustice through his writings, and a writer of such high 
caliber, Nkosi was not rewarded in his lifetime. He suffered a heart stroke in June 2009.  Later 
his health failed, he suffered from multiple health complications and passed away on 5 
September 2010, leaving a void in literary circles of Africa. It is most distressing to learn that 
friends and fans of Nkosi have to gather a benefit fund to clear his hospital bills. At the time of 
his death, Nkosi was working on a biography of his youth entitled ‘Memoirs of a Mother-less 
Child’. It was intended to document Nkosi’s life during the apartheid years at home, his time in 
exile and the decolonization of the African nations where he lived and taught. 

After the end of apartheid, the growing interest in the literature of Blacks and his 
contribution will surely put him, firmly in the annals of modern African writers. Although Nkosi 
appears to criticize everything that comes in his way, he always views literature as a tool for 
liberation and progression of the society, while upholding artistic values. He is a man who 
always fights on the side of poor and downtrodden, black or white, and always stays on the path 
of truth. The statements and judgments of Lewis Nkosi, on the surface of them, appear to be 
harsh and sweeping, but they turn out to be true in the case of South African literature and 
politics. His appreciation and criticism helped African literature to acquire a place in the 
literatures of the world.   
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