that “[as] the rebel, Wynter refuses to be in service of the Imperial Man whose gravitas of discursive
formation ‘requires those being slaughtered to pretend
to be part of the living’” (51). Here, the reader finds a concurrence between Sithole’s description of the antiblack
world and Sartre’s (31) phenomenological proposition
that “[the] world does not disclose its non-beings to
one who has not first posited them as possibilities”.
Herein lies the justification that runs throughout the
monograph, in the assertion that it is the white world,
whiteness qua white, that creates this ontological void
which ultimately reduces the Black subject to a thing,
an object that is defined by lack and exists perpetually
in the zone of non-being.
In rejecting servitude to the Imperial Man, “[the]
manner of opposition is coined as antagonism, which
then creates the figure of the enemy of the state” (116).
Moreover, “[in] addition to silence, the racist state
requires obedience and complicity, and this is something that Biko defied as he pursued the opposite line
of the political, the outlawed, but not the outlawed
that he chose, the one that the racist state attributed
to him” (114). Sithole’s proposition then, is the need for
the end of the world as we know it and the creation
of a new world—the focus returning to the project of
world-making—as “the demands of blackness [are not
only] insatiable, there is no rapport and relationality
in the antiblack world as the form of life dispatched to
blackness is that of wanton structural violence, which
necessitates nothing but death” (257). This reveals the
ontological scandal that Sithole diagnoses at the beginning of the treatise, in his aptly crystalised claim that
“[the] discourses of moral condemnation calling Marikana a horror serve the function of calling for but not
wanting change” in the antiblack world (238).
This does not, however, resolve the question of the
aptitude of the concept of “ontological density” as opposed to “legitimacy”. Focusing on such a distinction is
deliberate, in that the concept of density might lead the
reader to assume that there is—implicitly—already an
ontology that is recognised by whiteness. Whereas, in
my engagement with the text, and in the prognosis that
“[t]here is no transition, breakthrough, or democratization; there is a total end and a new beginning—tabula
rasa” (240), I understand Sithole to be systematically
and fundamentally defending the propositional claim
that there is no recognition of the Black subject, whatsoever. Simply, and using my notion of “ontological
legitimacy”, I would follow Sartre’s suggestion to “let
anyone deny being whatever he [sic] wishes, he [sic]
can not cause it not to be, thanks to the very fact that he
denies that it is this or that” (39). Here, there is conTYDSKRIF VIR LETTERKUNDE • 58(2) • 2021
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vergence once more, in that Sithole (255), in advocating for the creation of this new world—suggests that
“[b]lackness rises in its own name, in order to be, the
subject emerges from the ruins of existence in its own
register and grammar of suffering”.
Irrespective of and in response to this jostling that
I have tried to ameliorate by way of wading through
a process of conceptual clarification, The Black Register
follows Bongani Nyoka’s (xi) recommendation in The
Social and Political Thought of Archie Mafeje, wherein he
suggests that we ought to transcend “the call [to decolonise] and to get into the actual business of decolonising”, which is demonstrable in how Sithole’s work
gives us the vocabulary with which to understand the
political instability (de facto, what was an act of domestic terrorism) that played out between 10 and 15 July
2021. In this respect, I go back to the Zulu aphorism
that declares that isihlahla kasinyelwa, in giving gratitude
to Sithole’s timely, erudite and systematic political
thought that engages the task of developing theory that
responds to our contextual realities, while advancing
global disciplinary trajectories.
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Scripting Shame in African Literature.
Stephen L. Bishop.
Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2021. 269 pp.
ISBN 9781800348431.
Stephen L. Bishop is an associate professor of French
and the director of the International Studies Institute
at the University of New Mexico. In this book he focuses on the diverse expressions of shame in African liter132

ature and on the representation of the different roles
shame plays in the relationship that exists between the
individual and his community. Bishop, like other scholars in the field, debunks the Western “shame-society”
versus “guilt-society” dichotomy and posits that both
‘emotions’ are present in all societies. He establishes
a link between shame and Africa in a way that shows
how shame is pliable and requisite to understanding
the changing narratives about Africa and its literature. Bishop’s work further examines the play of factors in the lack of research on shame and its functions
in sub-Saharan African literature. He tries to define
shame by divorcing it from its other attributes (which
include humiliation and embarrassment). In his bid to
do this, he uses over twenty texts (mostly French and
English) as data to study the portrayal of shame in African Literature. He excellently analyses multiple relevant theories, concepts and texts by African writers
and scholars.
The book consists of two parts and ten chapters.
There is also a prologue and an epilogue—the monograph is structured similarly to a traditional novel. In
the first part, titled “The Many Faces of Shame”, the
author traces the varied definitions and concepts of the
phenomenon across Africa and the world. In this section, he also looks at the relationships between shame,
humiliation, contempt and disgust. It is in this section
which comprises forty percent of the work, that Bishop
carves out a definition of shame by recognising it as poly-thematic and dependent on dynamic social contexts.
He builds on popular psychology and personality studies like the psychoanalytic theorisation of shame by
Freud, the Durkheimian sociological theory of Scheff
and others to explain the ‘emotion’ of shame and its
nuances. The plethora of studies he draws on and his
in-depth analyses makes his work rich and comprehensive.
Succeeding his definitions of shame and its attributes, Bishop expands on the perspectives of shame in
African societies. He uses Gyekye’s work in African Philosophical Thought (1987), which is a study of Akan conceptions of shame and guilt, together with other scholarly works on African social structures from different
parts of the continent such as the Congo, South Africa,
Senegal, to study the diverse manifestations of shame.
With reference to other scholars and their definitions
and classification of the different forms of shame in
African literature, Bishop identifies three predominant appearances of shame. The shame of weakness,
the shame of juxtaposing the colonised’s existence
with that of the coloniser, and the colonially invented states of shame in contrast with actual ‘indigenous’
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shame. These manifestations of shame are summarised
in Diabate’s quote which affirms that the predominant
theme in African Literature is “Colonisation as a source
of shame for the colonized” (26–30). Bishop’s use of
studies on multiple African communities exhibits his
dedication and the thoroughness of his research on the
subject.
In the second part of his book, titled “Penned in:
Shame in the African Novel”, he discusses colonial and
postcolonial expressions of shame as represented in
the African novel. This part is made up of six chapters,
the first three of which examine the concept of shame
in terms of three thematic areas—the struggle against
colonial expression, postcolonial disillusion, and the
emergence of women’s rights—through an array of literary texts that outline the socio-evolutionary nature
of shame in African literature. The rest of the chapters
look at more recent examples that serve as variations
on those themes while also raising new, more unsettling social questions and concerns. The selection of
texts ranges from Sembene’s God’s Bits of Wood (1976),
Bâ’s So long a Letter (1980), Kourama’s The Suns of Independence (1981) and Allah is not obliged (2006) and Adichie’s
Half of a Yellow Sun (2007). Bishop contends that some of
these texts shame the continent by incorporating stereotyped Western narratives about violence, child soldiers and corruption. In my opinion, this proposition
by Bishop is valid because some images of terror and
inequality on the continent promote racial abuse and
discrimination.
Bishop concludes his discussion on the representation of shame by drawing attention to the misrepresentation of queerness as a Western import. He posits
that this is a result of misplaced anticolonial ideologies and of religious notions of morality. According to
Bishop, the ability to change this erroneous narrative
is solely in the hands of African writers. This assertion
by Bishop is valid because subjects like women’s sexuality and pleasure were mystified until contemporary
writers like Sadaawi began to write about them openly. Bishop tries to dichotomise ‘shame’ and ‘excessive
shame’ by establishing that the society’s intended effect for shame could become reversed when done in excess. Even though he elaborates on the manifestations
of shamelessness, he does not substantiate excessive
shame as relative. In other words, there is no answer
to the question “how much shame is too much shame?”
I posit that a more intentional attempt is required in
discussing the spectrum of shame.
Considering the fact that the subject of shame
in African literature has been categorically ignored in
favour of other ‘more important’ subjects, Bishop does
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an excellent work by bringing this subject to light. His
book is unquestionably significant and timely.
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The History of Man.
Siphiwe Gloria Ndlovu.
Cape Town: Penguin Random House, 2020. 288 pp.
ISBN 978-1-48590-421-2.
This is a novel about the depth of the ignorance of the
white African, the white man who refuses to see himself for what he is: a white supremacist. It also addresses the search for the authentic expression that can lead
to the belonging and love we all crave: to be at home in
one’s skin.
We meet Emil Coetzee as he is washing blood off
his hands. He is a man in his fifties trying to make sense
of his life. In order to tell his story, Ndlovu does what
she did with such eloquent brilliance in her debut novel, The Theory of Flight: she unpacks his life story against
the backdrop of his ancestry. This helps us understand
how deep the struggle against ignorance lies.
Emil is the product of a love story gone wrong.
As the child of parents who are naively play-acting romance, Emil is treated like a projection on a wall, his
life a movie playing itself out. Part one is aptly titled
“Boyhood / A walking shadow”. There is only one way
the story can go for a man like Emil Coetzee, and that is
towards destruction—first of everything he holds dear,
and ultimately, of himself and his humanity.
From the first chapter, we understand that Coetzee has a deep love for the African veld and that this
guides his spirit in the decisions he makes throughout
his life. His connection to the land is pure, but not
shared with anyone else. He is a character that is forever becoming, always responding and sincerely trying
to understand his place in the world while battling a
deep loneliness. At the same time, he is guiding his ship
towards becoming a “man of history”. Without meaningful human connection, this becomes his life’s goal—
to become someone in the eyes of the world through
his great deeds. This highly ambitious goal is an inheritance from the Selous Boarding School for Boys which
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Coetzee graduates from with deep lessons in the structures of power. He knows what it is like to be a pawn in
someone else’s game. He is bullied, exploited and used
by various people throughout his years at the school,
and he does not wish that loss of freedom on anyone—
it is not what drives his violence.
The violence at the core of Emil’s humanity is a
riddle faced many times in this novel, and its origin is
a complex set of circumstances that ultimately convinced him that one is not allowed to love what one
loves. The first time this lesson is taught, it comes in
the form of his father’s friend, Walter Musgrave and his
relationship with an African woman, Lili, that results
in a mixed-race baby. This so nauseates Emil’s mother that she disrupts their entire world and Emil is removed from the veld that is his heart’s home.
Then there is an incident with his father and a red
hat, and again Emil has to learn that to express one’s
vulnerability or contradictory behaviour is to willingly
give up one’s power. A foolish act.
His ongoing love affair with the woman named
Marion is another hard lesson in connection and attraction. Glimpsing her since childhood, when Emil
finally meets this mysterious woman she is married to
his school-time friend, Courteney Smythe-Sinclair. She
is a free-spirited and liberated woman and perhaps this
is what attracts Emil to her, though he never fully understands that. She challenges his rigid worldview and
will do so all the more fiercely towards the end of the
book when his own prejudice towards the “natives” is
exposed.
Emil Coetzee is taught, over and over again, that
as a man of the Empire one must choose between being a man who recognises the hard truths of life (such
as the need for violence, the uncivilised nature of the
“Native” and the other “Laws of Nature”), or a gentleman, who naively dreams of a world of equality. These
are the only options available in Emil’s narrative, and
this gives a poignant glimpse at the restrictive nature
of the Eurocentric worldview. Being a man means suppressing trauma instead of interrogating it, and allowing oneself to commit acts of violence for some greater
cause in order to create a better tomorrow. On page 238
this internal battle is made clear: “When a man finds
himself suddenly doing the wrong thing, he prefers to
believe that he had always been capable of such an act
because it saves him from having to truly investigate
the when, how and why of his becoming capable”.
Rather hold fast to the convictions dished out by the
Empire than interrogate the memories of trauma that is
the source of pain.
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