Source 3
William Modisane, better known as Bloke Modisane, was a South African writer, actor and journalist for Drum Magazine. He tried to promote non-racism in the arts by making concerts and theatre available to Black audiences and tried to further the efforts of the non-racial arts organisations. In 1959 he moved to England. In 1963, he published his autobiography Blame me on history. This detailed his despair at the bulldozing of Sophiatown, where he had lived and his frustration and anger with apartheid. As a result, the book was banned in 1966.

In this extract from his autobiography, Bloke Modisane tells of his feelings when meeting a white person begging.

I was accosted by a white hobo [homeless person] in Jeppe Street [Johannesburg]. She was as poor as a black, and, some would say, a dirty black. She was carrying a thin, dirty, hungry child. I know the look of hunger too well.

‘Please my boy,’ she said, devastated by humiliation. ‘Give me a sixpence (5c) for coffee.’

This scene, her obvious sense of superiority, catalysed a complicated system of responses. Since poverty is black, she and I were locked into a common humanity, something which she would not acknowledge. She was white, a member of the privileged class, and I was black. The traditional divides had to be maintained. For me it immediately became a crack in the myth of white supremacy. I was instead in a position of superiority, possessed by an authority complex. This was invested upon me by her privation [poverty]…I gave her a shilling [10c].

Even in this I was emphasising my superiority over her, and yet it was interesting to note that even in her destitute moment she did not lose sight of the fact that I must be reminded that she was a member of the superior race group; this fact she [emphasised] by addressing me as ‘boy’. She and I, in our moment of battle for superiority, were victims responding to race prejudice…

Blame me on History, Thames & Hudson (1963), London pp. 155 & 156

