Source 4
Chris van Wyk, an anti-apartheid activist, writer and poet who was classified as “Coloured” during apartheid, explains the context of his poem, “My Mother”, in this extract from his autobiography, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy: A Childhood Memoir. 

“For Months – possibly years – we work at getting our freedom. We spend almost every weekend of our lives attending public meetings, writing and printing pamphlets, designing and putting up banners, gathering up signatures for our ‘Release Mandela’ campaign. (I sign about twenty times, my own name and a good few aliases.) We also get chased by the police, by thugs who believe we’re up to no good, by police dogs, by township dogs. It’s mostly exciting work. But the state resists us with all its might and among us are banned and jailed. And sadly there are also regular funerals of comrades killed by police bullets. At some of these public meetings I am called upon to render a poem or two in between the speeches. This is one of them”:
My Mother

My mother could never carry me

While they used the warmth of her womb

To forge their hearts into hatred

My mother could never wean me

Because they dried her out

Until her breasts were arid tufts of drought

My mother could never embrace me

While she kept house for them

Held their children

My mother is a boesman meid
A kaffir girl

A coolie auntie

Who wears beads of sweat around her neck

And chains around her ankles

But defrocked of her dignity she

has broken free of the heirlooms of oppression

And dresses in the fatigues of those 

Grown tired of serving evil gods

Now my mother is dressed to kill.

Shirley, Goodness & Mercy A Childhood Memoir – Chris van Wyk, Picador Africa, Johannesburg, 2004, p 306 – 307 
ISSUES TO THINK ABOUT
Who is van Wyk is referring to as ‘they’? How do you know this?

Why has van Wyk chosen the terms he has used in the third stanza?

What has happened to van Wyk’s ‘mother’ after she has lost her dignity?

What could this poem be about other than van Wyk’s own mother?

What does this poem imply about relations between black and white people and the effects of apartheid on black people? 

