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South Africa in the Pre-Apartheid Era

Alan G. Cobley

During the early years of the twentieth century an increasingly politi-
cized black elite emerged in South Africa in the context of a growing
segregationist climate. A critical feature and weapon of this elite was lit-
eracy. While black intellectuals regarded unrestricted access to libraries
as a necessity, missionaries, white liberals, and, ultimately, the state con-
sidered the question of reading and library provision for blacks in the light
of a perceived threat of radicalism from the black elite. Efforts to develop
library facilities for blacks were to receive official sanction and support
only after the role of libraries had been clearly defined as part of a wider
context of social control. Under apartheid the primacy of control over serv-
ice in the provision of library facilities for blacks would become systemic.

Introduction

African independence came to an end in South Africa in the face of a
double onslaught of the creeping progress of white settler colonialism,
which had begun in the seventeenth century, and of the rapid rise of
industrial capitalism in the region, which followed the discovery of dia-
monds and gold in the last third of the nineteenth century . By 1910,
with the formation of the Union of South Africa, the basis had been laid
for a single capitalist social and economic system within a white-domi-
nated state embracing half a million square miles and stretching from
the Cape to the Limpopo. In this system cheap black labor played a crit-
ical role, and the stimulation and perpetuation of this labor supply be-
came the major preoccupation of the state. This was the impetus behind
the development of a comprehensive framework of segregationist laws
in the decades after 1910.1 Yet even as traditional African elites were
being marginalized and undermined in the face of these new economic,
social, and political realities, a new African elite was emerging which
was a product of the efforts of Christian missions. This new elite—Chris-
tianized, educated, and westernized—used the skills and values they had
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acquired through the missions to relaunch and redirect the African
struggle. In place of armed resistance to white domination, the new Af-
rican elite campaigned for civil rights within the new union as the first
step toward empowering the subjugated African masses. In this context
literacy proved to be an important weapon, not only because it could
take the struggle beyond local, regional, and even national boundaries,
but also because reading informed the ideological discourse out of which
a new African nationalist movement grew.2 Their campaign was taken
to a new stage with the formation of the South African Natives National
Congress (later renamed the African National Congress) in 1912.3

The emergence of an increasingly politicized and radicalized African
elite in South Africa during the first two decades of the twentieth century
was viewed with horror by many missionaries who unwittingly had helped
to equip them for this new phase of struggle. They feared that black
radicalism would, at best, provoke a white backlash and ever more dra-
conian segregation measures against blacks, and, at worst, might shade
over into revolution. They were joined in their fears by white liberals,
who worked in common cause with them during the interwar period to
avert disaster. Their efforts were focused in the urban industrial centers,
where the poverty and degradation of the slums and ‘‘native locations’’
made the threat seem most acute. By degrees their efforts to promote
healthy and safe outlets for African frustrations through the provision of
social welfare programs and facilities for recreation also drew in the
state, first at the local, then at the national level.4

If social welfare and recreation provision was seen by missionaries,
white liberals, and the state, albeit from their different perspectives,
primarily as a form of social control, the African elite saw the issue very
differently. For them, such provision was fundamental to the emergence
of a stable urban black community, and in the proportion to which they
matched provision for whites were a measure of equality of rights and
opportunities between blacks and whites. Thus recreation and social wel-
fare provision became a critical site of struggle for the African elite, as
well as for missionaries, white liberals, and the state in twentieth-century
South Africa. This paper focuses on one fundamental aspect of this strug-
gle: competing concepts of the use of literacy and the consequent debate
over the provision of library facilities for blacks.

Literacy and Christianity

The great surging tide of mission endeavor that engulfed South Africa
from the mid-nineteenth century onward had two objectives which most
missionaries regarded as interchangeable: to Christianize and to civilize
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the indigenous African population.5 It seemed natural, since many Prot-
estant sects regarded the word of God as represented in the Bible as the
prime instrument for the enlightenment of the heathen, that as part of
the process of evangelization missionaries should establish schools—both
elementary schools for rank-and-file converts and a small number of ‘‘Na-
tive Institutions’’ where ‘‘native agents’’ (ministers, teachers, evangel-
ists) could be trained. By 1936 there were twenty-seven such native
institutions in South Africa offering teacher training for Africans.6 Apart
from the educational elite who were graduates of native institutions
(numbering a few thousand), most of the relatively small proportion of
Africans who had received some education by the time of union in 1910
could do little more than recite their ABCs. The 1911 Census found that
only 6.8 percent of Africans in South Africa could read and write.7 This
could hardly be considered a widespread dissemination of literacy. Nev-
ertheless, many white commentators regarded the efforts of the missions
in education with suspicion and even hostility. Academic education, it
was believed, gave Africans an exaggerated sense of their own impor-
tance: an ‘‘educated native’’ was a ‘‘spoiled native.’’ Such commentators
argued that the only education Africans needed was the inculcation of
the proper humility towards superior white civilization and the acquisi-
tion of ‘‘habits of industry,’’ so that they might become more effective
workers.8 To combat such views, missionaries and educators produced
reams of statistics and cited endless examples to demonstrate that a
properly ‘‘educated native’’ was also a ‘‘good native.’’9

For their part, some literate Africans were willing to concede that a
partial education could do more harm to their people than none at all.
As D. D. T. Jabavu, the first African to be appointed as a lecturer at the
South African Native College, remarked to an audience in
Kingwilliamstown,

You all know the saying that a little knowledge is a dangerous
thing. Many of our people imagine that ignorance means only il-
literacy and that once you have learned to read and write you are
no more ignorant but ‘‘educated.’’ A greater mistake was never
made.10

But such reservations did not mean educated Africans like Jabavu had
any doubt that literacy was vital both to their own personal development
and to the process of racial uplift of Africans. For such individuals lit-
eracy, economic opportunity, and political rights went hand in hand.

The link between literacy and consciousness made by both opponents
and advocates of the ‘‘educated native’’ led to widely divergent views on
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the type of education Africans should receive. While self-appointed white
‘‘native experts’’ such as Dudley Kidd proposed the adoption of a system
of education more suited to the subordinate role of Africans in South
African society, stripped largely of any intellectual content,11 African in-
tellectuals like Jabavu proposed a diametrically opposite solution—to
urge careful cultivation of the reading habit among both students and
graduates of mission schools. Jabavu was especially concerned by the lack
of reading by African teachers:

Down in the Cape Province when I enter the house or hut of the
ordinary teacher I expect to see no book except the old set of School
management manuals with which the teacher passed P.T.3 (famil-
iarly called the Third Year), and perhaps a Xosa bible, and then
the class books of his children and their exercise books. That is the
sum total of his library . . . He is dead to all study.12

He urged teachers to set aside or build a room for private study, to enroll
in correspondence courses, to club together to buy newspapers, and to
‘‘get one or two of the newest books on education’’—anything to expand
their knowledge and deepen their understanding. As he told an African
teachers’ conference,

A progressive teacher acquires from his reading at least one new
idea every day and one new idiom in the English language. With
such a method of reading you will be surprised what five years’
systematic work will do for you.13

It was all very well to prescribe more reading as a route both to self-
improvement and racial uplift, but as Jabavu himself recognized, Afri-
cans were seriously handicapped by the limited supply of books available
to them. The miserable wages of African workers, teachers included,
meant few could afford to buy books for themselves, and there were no
public libraries open to Africans in South Africa before the end of the
1930s.14 The lack of access to reading materials and particularly the lack
of access to libraries were problems which drew regular comment in
black newspapers during the 1920s and early 1930s.15 These problems
were compounded by the nature of the books that were available: few
books were in African vernaculars, and even fewer were written by Af-
ricans themselves to present an African viewpoint. As Jabavu explained,

For example, we want a history book on the Zulu nation, written
by a pure Zulu Native, from the standpoint of Zulus, and based
upon information gotten from the Zulus who remember the stories
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of their own people . . . Present books on the subject are from the
pens of Europeans who, biased on the side of their own people in
these things, too often present the Native at a disadvantage. Why
should we be told so often of these ‘‘cattle-stealing savages wan-
tonly attacking unoffending farmers?’’ Surely you Zulus have some
explanation of your own for all this, and there must be another
side to the question. These books do not provide attractive reading
for our youths for they instinctively feel that the Native in the story
is being unnecessarily painted in the blackest of colours.16

In missionary circles the shortfall in supplies of ‘‘suitable’’ reading for
Africans was also debated earnestly, but with a very different interpre-
tation of what ‘‘suitable’’ meant. Margaret Wrong of the International
Committee on Christian Literature for Africans (an offshoot of the In-
ternational Missionary Council established with funds from the Phelps
Stokes Fund in 1929) wrote,

We are today faced with three stages of demand, the demand for
the Bible and the books on Christian teaching, the demand for
textbooks and pictures on many subjects, and the demand for gen-
eral literature. These stages are interdependent, and literature in
which the approach is Christian is of the first importance in all
three.17

R. H. W. Shepherd, principal of the Lovedale Native Institution, picked
up this theme in the South African context, advocating the extension of
library and reading room facilities to Africans and the establishment of
a ‘‘Bureau of Literature for the Bantu,’’ sponsored by missionaries and
university Bantu studies departments. In October 1936 Margaret Wrong
was among those present at a ‘‘Conference of Bantu authors’’ convened
by Shepherd in the Transvaal in an attempt to encourage the production
of ‘‘suitable literature.’’18

In view of the ideological context in which literacy spread among Af-
ricans, the issue of the regulation of the content of books for Africans
would soon become inextricably intertwined with that of the regulation
of their access to books. As Tim Couzens notes,

Clearly the activity of reading and the institution of libraries was
one of the important ways blacks could be acculturated into the
‘‘new civilisation’’ whose value was scarcely doubted. The value of
‘‘good literature’’ would thus be inculcated and the calm, dispas-
sionate, sedentary nature of the activity would no doubt be
salutary.19
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Access to Libraries for Blacks: Early Initiatives

The first libraries open to Africans in South Africa were located in the
native institutions which had been founded by missionaries in the region
from the middle of the nineteenth century. The first and greatest of
these schools was the Lovedale Institution near Grahamstown in the
Eastern Cape, opened in 1841.20 At Lovedale endowments and gifts of
books created a library collection unrivaled by any other school for Af-
ricans. The collection in turn became an important asset for the South
African Native College, which opened at Fort Hare on ground adjoining
Lovedale in 1915.

Although Lovedale’s library was relatively large, every native institu-
tion established at the least a rudimentary library for the use of its staff
and students. The Tiger Kloof Native Institution, an Anglican foundation
in the Orange Free State opened in March 1904, was typical of the
smaller institutions. Despite its emphasis on ‘‘industrial education’’ (in-
cluding such crafts as masonry, carpentry, tailoring, printing, tanning,
and leatherwork), the principal regarded ‘‘all-round training,’’ including
‘‘a reasonable standard of academic attainment’’ as essential for the suc-
cess in business of the school’s graduates.21 Accordingly, by the 1930s
Tiger Kloof boasted a small lending library, in addition to a staff library
with over three hundred volumes. An issue of Tiger Kloof Magazine in 1935
listed a number of popular new titles which had been added to the lend-
ing library: these included Ray Phillips, ‘‘The Bantu Are Coming,’’ E. W
Smith, ‘‘Aggrey of Africa,’’ G. A. Gollock, ‘‘Lives of Eminent Africans,’’
A. M. Chirgwin, ‘‘Khama, The Great Chief,’’ and Sol Plaatje, ‘‘Mhudi.’’22

In order to keep ‘‘a taste for reading’’ alive after graduation, a number
of native institutions allowed former students to use their libraries. At
Tiger Kloof the lending library was advertised regularly for the use of
former students in the pages of Tiger Kloof Magazine (itself an important
vehicle for promoting and maintaining literacy among graduates), while
Lovedale sponsored ‘‘a book caravan’’ which toured the towns and vil-
lages of the Eastern Cape.23 Both institutions also had thriving printing
departments which allowed them to supplement their precious stock of
books with their own publications, ranging from devotional tracts to col-
lections of poetry in African vernaculars.24

The first official recognition of the desperate need of African teachers
for access to reading materials came from the Education Department in
Natal. C. T. Loram, the leading theorist on ‘‘Native education’’ in the
country, was an officer in the department; by 1920 he was operating a
pioneering Native Teachers Journal for African teachers in the province.
Subsequently a Native Teachers’ Library was opened at the department’s
offices in Pietermaritzburg. By 1936 the librarian, Fortescue Kunene (a
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former schools inspector) had over two thousand volumes under his
care.25 The teachers library in Natal became a model which other prov-
inces were urged to follow.26

The paucity of reading matter for Africans in the 1920s might have
been eased if Africans had been allowed access to the network of public
libraries. But in the intensifying segregationist climate of South African
society in these years, such access was unlikely to be granted. For ex-
ample, when the black trade union leader and businessman, A. W. G.
Champion, applied for membership in the Durban Public Library in
1926, he was told that his application could not be entertained under
the library regulations and municipal bylaws. When he persisted in press-
ing his application through his lawyers, the librarian, Franklin Rookes,
responded that the library committee had been sympathetic to his case,
but had resolved that the absence of library facilities for Africans in the
town was not a matter for them but for the city’s Native Affairs De-
partment. Rookes added:

At the same time I must point out to you that this is the first time
during my service of fourteen years that application for member-
ship has been received from a Native, which seems to prove that a
sincere desire for reading matter does not exist beyond that evinced
by juvenile natives for School primers etc., which demand is amply
catered for by the various Mission schools. In these circumstances
you will, I think, concur with me that no demand exists which
would warrant the expenditure of much money on the provision of
facilities for native readers, but if and when such a demand does
arise, I think you can safely rely on the Library Authorities to be
alive to their responsibility.27

In a note on the letter Champion commented angrily, ‘‘Durban white
gentlemen do not seem to realize that natives are entitled to changed
conditions of life.’’28 Leaving aside the questionable assertion that Afri-
cans were not interested in reading, the financial objection to providing
facilities for Africans could have been overcome by the simple expedient
of having blacks and whites share the same facilities. However, such a
possibility was never considered by the Library Committee in view of the
prevailing segregationist consensus among the white citizenry.

In his correspondence with the public library in Durban, Champion
had offered to subscribe to, and assist in raising funds for, library facil-
ities for Africans. As Champion had recognized, given the unwelcoming
attitude of the public library system to black readers, it was left to com-
mitted individuals like himself to take the initiative. Another such com-
mitted individual was the American-educated medical doctor, A. B.
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Xuma of Sophiatown in Johannesburg, who was a future president-
general of the African National Congress (ANC).29 During the early 1930s
he experimented with his own library service for ‘‘Non-Europeans,’’ op-
erated from one of the rooms in his house on Toby Street. In 1933 he
wrote to the Johannesburg Public Library asking them for any ‘‘discon-
tinued’’ books they might have to supplement his limited stock. The
library apparently did not respond.30 These early individual efforts were
supplemented in a few places by private institutions. In Johannesburg
the Bantu Men’s Social Centre (opened in 1924) had been operating ‘‘a
small library stocked with valuable books’’ for its members since 1929
and perhaps even earlier, but this initiative had petered out by 1931 in
the pit of the economic depression, perhaps because of the very limited
selection of books available and the lack of money to expand or replace
the existing stock.31 Also in Johannesburg, the South African Institute
of Race Relations, opened in 1929, had a library which was open to ‘‘Non-
European’’ members of the institute. Another private initiative to bring
reading materials to Africans was begun in Kimberley by a group called
Bantu Social Endeavour. This group opened a library in a Kimberley
location in 1933 with some two hundred volumes.32

The sporadic and localized efforts of individuals and philanthropic
groups to create library facilities for blacks proved difficult to sustain. It
was not until these efforts were coordinated and supported in a system-
atic way that a sustainable rudimentary network could begin to emerge.
This critical coordination and support came with the establishment of
the Carnegie Non-European Travelling Library in the Transvaal.

According to the American Board missionary and social worker Ray
Phillips (himself a member of the Carnegie Library Committee), the
need for the endowment of a library was first mooted as the result of an
investigation by two commissioners appointed by the Carnegie Founda-
tion (the philanthropic offshoot of the Carnegie Corporation of New
York) in 1925. They regarded library provision as a necessity to promote
racial uplift, foster interracial understanding, and maintain social order.
A South African Library Conference, held in Bloemfontein in 1928, fol-
lowed up this idea by recommending ‘‘that adequate library provision
should be made for the Non-European sections of the population.’’33

Then in 1930 the Carnegie Foundation established a fund of one thou-
sand pounds for the creation of a library system in the Transvaal ‘‘which
would bring books to Native and Coloured, as well as Indian peoples in
urban and rural areas.’’34 The fund was administered by the Carnegie
Non-European Library Committee under the chairmanship of M. M.
Sterling. The committee was composed of representatives from the Ed-
ucation Department, the Germiston Public Library (where the new li-
brary was to be based), and the Johannesburg Native Affairs Department
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and five missionaries. Initially there were no black members of the com-
mittee despite the fact that its purpose was to serve the needs of the
black reading public, including the selection and purchase of suitable
books. Subsequent to the developments in the Transvaal, funds from the
Carnegie Foundation helped to sponsor libraries in the other provinces
under the auspices of the Natal Carnegie Non-European Library Service
established in 1931 and the Cape Coloured Carnegie Library Service
formed in 1933. A number of direct grants were also made by the Car-
negie Foundation during the 1930s to fund libraries at individual insti-
tutions in all four provinces.35

The Carnegie Non-European Library in the Transvaal was modeled
on the county library system in the United States. A central depot was
established at Germiston from which special traveling bookcases or
‘‘boxes’’ were dispatched to various localities. By 1938 there were sev-
enty-eight branches served from Germiston, including twenty-eight for
Africans on the Witwatersrand. Eighteen of the latter were in locations
and townships, eight were in schools, and the other two were stationed
at the Bantu Men’s Social Centre and the Bantu Sports Club, respec-
tively, in the center of Johannesburg. The library had a total stock of
5,000 books and in 1934–1935 recorded 5,362 book loans.36

The Bantu Men’s Social Centre was added to the Carnegie library
network as a receiving center in June 1932.37 The bookcase was placed
in the lounge, and members were allowed access to the books on payment
of a deposit of two shillings and sixpence. This deposit amounted to more
than a day’s wage for the average African worker in Johannesburg, and
this, together with the high level of unemployment among club members
which accompanied the economic depression, may have accounted in part
for the fact that initially the library was ‘‘very poorly used.’’38 However,
the first ‘‘Annual General Meeting’’ of library members at the Centre
held in 1933 identified another reason for the unenthusiastic response:

It was felt that the books sent were not sufficiently interesting and
attractive. The Secretary, thereupon, with the assistance of mem-
bers set to work to compile a list of books after the desire of mem-
bers. This list was forwarded to the librarian who sent as many of
the books as possible.29

During the following year two consignments of a hundred books each
expanded the size of the library stock at the Bantu Men’s Social Centre
and the secretary (a former teacher named J. R. Rathebe) was able to
report that the library had been ‘‘fairly well patronized,’’ with around a
hundred books being borrowed four or five times. However, this was still
not a particularly heavy demand: ‘‘Reading is . . . a weak point with the
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African, and we can only hope the love of reading will continue to
grow.’’40 By the end of the following year, however, Rathebe was blaming
the Carnegie Travelling Library system itself, rather than the reader-
ship, for the relative unpopularity of the library at the Centre:

The Lending Library continues to function; but there is very little
progress to report beyond the fact that we have added a few more
readers to our lists. A circulating library to our way of thinking is
unsatisfactory, because of the limited choice of books presented to
our members at any one time. Many Africans would read more if
a larger selection of books were available to them. In view of the
fact that Africans are excluded from the privilege of using the
‘‘Public’’ libraries, we should like to see the establishment of a
Bantu Public Library.41

Rathebe’s criticism of the Carnegie Library contrasted sharply with his
praise in the same report for the University of the Witwatersrand Li-
brary, which had opened up a ‘‘Non-European Reading Room’’ with ac-
cess for blacks who were not students at the University under the charge
of ‘‘an African on the University Staff.’’ The individual in question was
Benedict Wallet Vilakazi, a noted Zulu poet, who had joined the Uni-
versity as a language assistant in the Bantu Studies Department in
1935.42 Apart from acting as librarian, Vilakazi also sponsored a ‘‘Read-
ing Circle’’ for those who joined the Non-European Reading Room.

In response to the criticisms of the Carnegie Library, the library com-
mittee decided during 1936 to appoint a ‘‘Non-European Librarian-
Organiser.’’ Rathebe at the Bantu Men’s Social Centre was enthusiastic,
expressing the hope that the new appointee would ‘‘assist in making
these make-shift libraries more effective.’’43 The man chosen for the job
out of sixty-one applicants was Herbert I. E. Dhlomo. Already a poet,
playwright, and regular contributor to black newspapers at the time of
his appointment in February 1937, Dhlomo was at the center of the small
but burgeoning African literary scene along the Witwatersrand and thus
seemed well suited to the job.44 His duties for the Carnegie Library
included organizing reading centers, regulating the supply of books, lec-
turing and advising on reading matter, and ‘‘the interesting of adults
and children in self-education through reading.’’45 To assist in his duties
he was given a car which he was to pay off in installments from his salary
of fifteen pounds per month.

At first Dhlomo tackled his new job with enthusiasm, establishing new
centers and even producing a duplicated bulletin entitled The Reader’s
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Companion. From comments made during the early months of his em-
ployment, it is evident that he was convinced of the benefits the Carnegie
Library could bring to its readership:

They look upon the library service as a heaven-sent opportunity to
educate themselves. They seize avidly every book they can lay their
hands on. They pass them on to their friends too. It is impossible
to say how many people benefit from the Non-European Library
for books are passed so much from hand to hand that it is impos-
sible to keep track of them from headquarters.46

But there was a marked difference between his emphasis on racial uplift
and the views of the all-white committee as expressed in their annual
report for 1938, which emphasized the purpose of libraries as an instru-
ment for socialization and social control:

At present we are all appalled at the rioting, fighting, drunkenness
and other uncivilised behaviour rampant in our locations. It is true
that a few municipalities have adopted the principle of encouraging
Non-Europeans to use their leisure time in a healthy fashion: sports
organisers are employed; halls for social gatherings, dance, con-
certs, etc, are to be found in nearly every Reef location; but many
municipalities do not yet seem to have grasped the significance of
the library as a civilising force. Encourage natives to read good
books and develop the habit of reading as a spare-time occupation,
and it is quite possible that fighting, drinking, rioting and immor-
ality will cease to exist in the locations.47

There is little doubt that, notwithstanding the intentions of the white
overseers of the library, the growing supply of books was an important
source of radical ideas for, and had an important impact on the con-
sciousness of, a rising generation of black intellectuals. One example was
Peter Abrahams, who was one of South Africa’s leading black writers in
exile during the apartheid era. Some months after Dhlomo took over as
‘‘Librarian-Organiser,’’ the young Abrahams encountered the library at
the Bantu Men’s Social Centre for the first time with something akin to
awe: ‘‘I wanted to touch the books but held back. Perhaps it was not
permitted.’’48 However, he soon overcame his initial hesitation:

In the months that followed, I spent nearly all my spare time in
the library of the Bantu Men’s Social Centre. I read every one of
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the books on the shelf marked: American Negro Literature. I be-
came a nationalist, a colour nationalist through the writings of men
and women who lived a world away from me. To them I owe a
great debt for crystallizing my vague yearnings to write and for
showing me the long dream was attainable.49

Unfortunately Dhlomo’s positive beginning with the Carnegie Library
soon began to turn sour as tension surfaced between him and the library
committee over his expenses and over the direction and quality of his
work. Finally, on 30 December 1940, a row between the committee’s
secretary, E. A. Borland, and Dhlomo led to the latter’s ‘‘summary dis-
missal’’ (according to Dhlomo) or his ‘‘resignation’’ (according to
Borland).50 The conditions of work laid down for Dhlomo’s successor
were suggestive of the disputes he had had with the library committee:
the job was to be downgraded to the level of ‘‘Library Assistant,’’ the
salary was reduced to twelve pounds ten shillings per month, and the
car provided for the assistant’s use was to be the property of the library
and garaged at Germiston.51 While much of the trouble had been finan-
cial, it is also apparent that the committee considered that Dhlomo had
enjoyed too much independence in his sensitive post. Couzens also sug-
gests that the dispute between them may have been related to interfer-
ence by the committee in the breakup of Dhlomo’s marriage and in
particular to the insistence of the missionaries on the committee that
he return to his wife. Such interference would have been in line with the
Carnegie Library Committee’s belief in its mission to promote the read-
ing of ‘‘good books’’ as a means to combat immorality, as noted above.
By the end of 1940, Dhlomo was no longer considered by the committee
to be a fit person to fulfill this moralizing and civilizing mission.

The short-lived effectiveness of Dhlomo in his new job had been ac-
knowledged by the Bantu Men’s Social Centre in its annual report at the
end of 1937:

We had many more books taken out by members this year than in
previous years, making an appreciable increase in the Reading Cir-
cle. The appointment of Herbert I. E. Dhlomo as Organiser-
Librarian for Africans by the Carnegie Library Committee, was
hailed with great enthusiasm by Africans throughout the country.
For a member of the Centre to be chosen was to us a distinct
honour. . . .52

However, the report stressed that this success did not obviate the need
for more comprehensive library provision for Africans in the city: ‘‘We
hope the City Council, in its plans for African Welfare, will not forget
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to allow Africans access to the Public Library, or will at least make other
adequate provision for them.’’53 As a writer in the Bantu World had noted
earlier that year, there was still ‘‘a great deficiency and a pressing need
for libraries’’ for blacks.54

The Winifred Holtby Memorial Library and Public Library
Facilities for Blacks in the 1940s

By the end of the 1930s it was no longer possible for municipal au-
thorities to argue that there was no demand for library provision from
black readers. Despite its inadequacies, the Carnegie Non-European Li-
brary had demonstrated conclusively that a demand for reading matter
existed among Africans. More important from a municipal point of view
was the broad consensus among ‘‘native experts’’ and officials charged
with the duty of administering the rapidly growing urban black popula-
tion along the Witwatersrand that orderly recreation was a powerful
weapon in the struggle against violence, crime, and political radicaliza-
tion. The role that reading could play in orderly recreation was empha-
sized by Ray Phillips from his perspective as a missionary and member
of the Carnegie Non-European Library Committee. He argued,

In view of the exclusion of Non-Europeans from public libraries on
the Witwatersrand, it should be regarded as a legitimate charge
upon the funds of local authorities to provide library accommoda-
tion in Locations for that small but growing class of resident which
would appreciate and use it.55

But he added that it was equally important to monitor what was being
read and especially to combat the flood of ‘‘undesirable literature’’ by
‘‘placing good literature before Location dwellers’’ in an attempt ‘‘to
inculcate standards of judgment as to what is wholesome and what is
less worthy.’’ In this regard, he argued, ‘‘the influence and example of
literary-minded Europeans should be invaluable.’’56

Municipal involvement in library provision for Blacks began with
piecemeal measures. A number of municipal authorities, including Jo-
hannesburg, made grants to the Carnegie Non-European Library during
the late 1930s, which helped to keep it afloat financially. This support
was supplemented by the opening of municipal ‘‘Non-European’’ Reading
Rooms. By 1939 there were reading rooms in Eastern Native Township,
Western Native Township, and Orlando, all in Johannesburg, and at the
Randfontein, Springs, and Benoni locations.57 R. H. W. Shepherd, prin-
cipal of Lovedale, stressed the important role played by such reading
rooms:
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The Winifred Holtby Memorial Library, Western Native Township, Johannesburg, on its
opening in 1939. (Courtesy of the Department of Historical Papers, The William
Cullen Library, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg)

Often the African in a city location is beset with drab surroundings,
so that a brightly lit library reading-room with books and quiet is
irresistibly attractive. It is all the more attractive because fre-
quently the educated Bantu, cut off from contact with Europeans
which he enjoyed during his period at College now finds that he
must depend on books for his deeper understanding of European
life and culture.58

However, the major breakthrough in library provision for blacks in Jo-
hannesburg came with the decision of the Johannesburg Public Library
to take over the library at the Bantu Men’s Social Centre. From mid-
December 1939 the Bantu Men’s Social Centre Library was staffed and
stocked by the municipality and offered a free borrowing service to all
black residents in Johannesburg. It thus became the first branch of a new
Johannesburg Non-European Public Library. Within a year the new li-
brary had over a thousand members and a stock of over three thousand
books and periodicals, as well as files of all the black newspapers in
publication. It also had a special reference section for the use of students
from the recently opened Jan Hofmeyr School of Social Work (which
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The Reading Room at the Winifred Holtby Memorial Library, 1939. (Courtesy of the
Department of Historical Papers, The William Cullen Library, University of the
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg)

operated from the same building) and a well-used children’s section. By
the end of 1941, a survey showed that the Library had 367 active mem-
bers, of whom 264 were African, 62 were so-called ‘‘Coloured,’’ 40 Indian,
and two Chinese. Women and girls accounted for only 36 of the total,
including 25 African women, nine African girls, one ‘‘Coloured’’ woman,
and one ‘‘Coloured’’ girl.59

The takeover of the Bantu Men’s Social Centre Library by the munic-
ipal authorities in Johannesburg set an important precedent. A year
later, on 8 December 1940, the first library erected specifically as a ‘‘Non-
European Public Library’’ in the country, the Winifred Holtby Memorial
Library, was opened by the city council in Western Native Township. A
simple plaque on the wall of the reading room recorded that the library
was dedicated to the memory of Winifred Holtby, ‘‘A friend of Afri-
cans.’’60 Holtby, a noted novelist and political activist, had founded a
philanthropic grouping called the ‘‘Friends of Africa’’ in England, which
provided grants for African trade unions, cooperatives, and other social
democratic projects in South Africa. Much of the original stock for the
library was purchased from a fund raised in England in her memory
by the Friends of Africa. The administration of the fund and
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The Lending Section at the Winifred Holtby Memorial Library, 1939. (Courtesy of the
Department of Historical Papers, The William Cullen Library, University of the
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg)

the purchase of books was undertaken by a committee in Johannesburg
consisting of R. F. Kennedy, the city librarian, and three close associates
of the ‘‘Friends of Africa’’—Margaret Ballinger (a ‘‘Natives Represen-
tative’’ in Parliament), her husband William Ballinger (a labor organ-
izer), and Julius Lewin (a lawyer).61

The stock on the shelves of the Winifred Holtby Memorial Library at
its opening in 1940 totaled 3,964 books, all of them new.62 A preliminary
list of over 1,100 titles for the library, dated August 1940, preserved in
the collection of the Johannesburg Public Library, provides an invaluable
insight into the thinking of the committee as it went about its task of
building a suitable stock.63 Sections on the list range from ‘‘Books for
Reference’’ to ‘‘General Non-Fiction,’’ ‘‘Fiction,’’ and ‘‘Children’s
Books,’’ but perhaps the most interesting titles are listed under the broad
title of ‘‘Africa and the Africans.’’ This section is subdivided into books
on ‘‘Africa,’’ ‘‘South Africa,’’ ‘‘Ethnography and Folklore,’’ ‘‘Education,’’
‘‘Language and Literature,’’ ‘‘Missions,’’ ‘‘Biography,’’ ‘‘Miscellaneous
Books Written for Africans,’’ and ‘‘The Negro.’’ The influence of the
Friends of Africa is evident in the inclusion of books such as William



73

Page 73 University of Texas/Libraries & Culture/32:1 112016 1660

MacMillan’s Bantu Boer and Briton and Complex South Africa, Monica
Hunter’s Reaction to Conquest, Margery Perham’s Ten Africans, and
Buell’s classic two-volume study, The Native Problem in Africa. Ethnog-
raphy and the debate on ‘‘native policy’’ in South Africa is well-
represented in works ranging from I. D. MacCrone’s Race Attitudes in

South Africa and works by Isaac Shapera and H. P. Junod to P. A. W.
Cook’s Social Organisation and Ceremonial Institutions of the Bomvana and
R. F. A. Hoernle’s South African Native Policy in the Liberal Spirit. Cook
was later a key architect of apartheid, while Hoernle was president of
the white liberal-sponsored South African Institute of Race Relations.
At the same time white settler perspectives which often exhibited
crudely racist attitudes to Africans, were not excluded—such works as
those by F. C. Selous, Denys Rietz, and Dudley Kidd. Inevitably, there
are numerous works by missionaries, ranging from uplifting biogra-
phies of African Christians by Georgina Gollock to more or less rig-
orous analyses of missionary endeavor. An interesting aspect of the
listing is the inclusion of works by African writers; among those repre-
sented on the list are D. D. T. Jabavu, Sol Plaatje, S. M. Molema, Thomas
Mofolo, A. K. Nyabongo, N. Azikiwe, Tshkedi Khama, and P. G.
Mockerie.

The overall impression given by the Holtby Library book list is of a
collection designed to provide a range of views, from which only the most
radical were conspicuously absent. Thus the ‘‘Negro’’ section of the list
included works by Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois but none
by Marcus Garvey, while the section on ‘‘Social Problems’’ included such
titles as ‘‘The Story of Trade Unionism’’ by R. M. Raymon and ‘‘The
Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Socialism and Capitalism’’ by B. Shaw, but
had no place for Karl Marx.

In the first seventeen days of its operation, the Winifred Holtby Me-
morial Library registered 443 borrowers, of which 331 were school chil-
dren. In this short period 822 book loans were recorded. William
Ballinger noted,

A feature of these first weeks has been the number of adults who
visit the Reading Room in the evenings. Several times there have
been as many as 20–25 at one time sitting at the tables reading.
The newspapers and periodicals are popular but many are engaged
in serious reading. These evening readers are almost exclusively
men, so that the Reading Room has the aspect of a Men’s Club in
the evening. Probably the popularity of the Reading Room in the
evenings is due to the fact that houses in the township are crowded
and are not equipped with electric lights. At the Reading Room
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there is quiet and good lighting. Many adults prefer to read their
books in the Reading Room rather than borrow them for home-
reading.64

Despite the enthusiasm of the readership, the library committee felt that
there was a need for some instruction before they could use the library.
This was a legacy of the long exclusion of Africans from public libraries:

With very few exceptions, the borrowers, adults and children, are
quite uninstructed in the use of libraries and of books. It is nec-
essary before they can make intelligent use of the Library to im-
press on them the use, privileges and obligations of a free library,
to instruct them in the general arrangements of the books on the
shelves and to teach them how to care for books which are the
property of the community.65

The true level of commitment of the Johannesburg Library Department
to provide for ‘‘Non-European’’ readers was evident in its issue statistics
from the end of the 1930s. In 1937–1938 the public library in Johannes-
burg had no ‘‘Non-European’’ stock in hand, but in the following year
833 books were purchased and housed at the Bantu Men’s Social Centre,
where they became the nucleus of a new ‘‘Non-European’’ library stock.
At the time of the municipal takeover of the library at the Bantu Men’s
Social Centre, the city’s total ‘‘Non-European’’ stock was 3,390 books. Of
this total, 2,562 books were housed at the Centre, while the remaining
828 were made available to ‘‘Non-European’’ schools. By 1944 the stock
held at the Bantu Men’s Social Centre had risen to 6,521 books, while
the schools’ collection had risen to 1,170. In addition, the Winifred
Holtby Library collection had risen from 3,964 books at its opening to
6,731. Two other libraries for ‘‘Non-Europeans’’ had been opened in the
interim; one was at the ‘‘Non-European’’ Barangwanath Hospital, which
opened with an all-new stock of 1,002 books in 1942–1943 (rising to 1,418
by the end of the following year), and the other was at Orlando Town-
ship, which had been equipped with an all-new stock of 2,740 books when
it opened in 1943–1944. This gave a total ‘‘Non-European’’ stock in June
1944 of 18,580 books.66 Some perspective on the figures cited above may
be gained by noting that while the ‘‘Non-European’’ stock had risen from
zero to 18,580 between 1938 and 1944, over the same time frame the
‘‘European’’ stock had risen from 185,084 to 336,652 books.67 Thus, not-
withstanding its newly acknowledged responsibility to provide facilities
for blacks, the Library Department was acquiring books over the period
from 1938–1939 to 1943–1944 at a rate of ten books for whites to every
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one for blacks. It should be noted, in addition, that many of the books
added to the ‘‘Non-European’’ stock in these early years were not pur-
chased by the Library Department but were gifts from philanthropic
agencies or private individuals. The low priority given to black readers
and the inadequacy of the stock available to them is also evident from
the statistics on books withdrawn from circulation due to damage. In
1943–1944 17,905 books had been withdrawn from the ‘‘European’’ stock,
or one in eighteen of the total; the comparative figure for the ‘‘Non-
European’’ stock was 1,443, or one in thirteen. The disparity reflects a
comparatively heavy usage of books by readers in the Non-European li-
braries, especially when one considers the high proportion of new books
in the ‘‘Non-European’’ stock.68 If the state at the local level had at last
recognized the need for providing library services for blacks on self-
interested grounds, this certainly did not imply provision that would be
on a par with that for whites.

Conclusion: The Impact of Apartheid

After the election of the National Party Government in 1948, the im-
plementation of the party’s apartheid policy required a review and a
rethinking of many areas of public provision for blacks. The report of
the Eiselen Commission on Native Education published in 1951 was to
lead to the virtual destruction of the liberal humanitarian system of
education developed by mission schools in favor of the new state-
sanctioned system of ‘‘Bantu Education.’’69 As part of its deliberations,
the commission also reviewed the status of library provision for ‘‘Non-
Europeans’’ in the country. It noted that by 1951 special libraries for
‘‘Bantu teachers’’ were being operated not only by the Natal Education
Department in Pietermaritzburg, but also by the Transvaal Education
Department in Pretoria and by the Cape Education Department in Cape
Town and Umtata.70 The commission listed eight major school libraries
which admitted outside readers, including those at Fort Hare and
Lovedale in the Cape, and Mariannhill, Adams College, Inanda Semi-
nary, Umpumulo Institute, and the Dundee Government Bantu School
in Natal. In Natal all the schools listed except Mariannhill were serviced
by the Durban Municipal Library Department. In all only eleven muni-
cipal authorities across the country had made provision for ‘‘Non-
European’’ public libraries. They included Johannesburg (five branches),
Brakpan, Benoni, Germiston, Springs, Vereeniging, Krugersdorp,
Roodepoort, and Pretoria (two branches) in the Transvaal, Durban
in Natal (serving seventeen branches), and Bloemfontein in the
Orange Free State. Five out of the nine municipalities which had
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‘‘Non-European’’ libraries in the Tranvaal were still dependent on the
traveling library service for their stock. Between them, the forty-two
teachers, school, and public library facilities listed by the commission
across the country had a total registration of only 26,944 readers and a
total stock of 130,108 books.71

Notwithstanding the fact that over three-quarters of the African pop-
ulation was still illiterate, it was clear that the level of library provision
remained woefully inadequate for a potential readership numbered in
the millions.72 Under the policy of apartheid, however, more clearly than
ever the priority of the state was not to increase the level of library
provision for Blacks but to control and police it effectively. In order to
achieve this, the regulation of access to library facilities on the grounds
of race was now coordinated at a national level through the Reservation
of Separate Amenities Act of 1956. As for the content of books available
to Blacks, in terms of the Bantu Education Act of 1953 what was deemed
suitable reading matter in schools was strictly defined and curtailed, not
only for Africans as a whole, but for each ethnic group. General texts in
English were replaced by specially written texts in African vernaculars.73

As an added control, the access of the general black (and white) read-
ership to books was limited by strict censorship laws. In the sphere of
library provision, the increasingly authoritarian climate was symbolized
by the fate of the ten thousand–volume library collection at Lovedale. A
former student reported:

At Lovedale the fine collection of books in the Cuthbert Library,
one of the biggest and best school libraries in the country, was put
up for sale; today the former Cuthbert Library building is a store-
room for BAD [Bantu Administration and Development] Books.74

The struggle for libraries was important for Blacks not only because
reading was an important route to self-awareness and self-advancement,
but also because it helped to inform a new nationalist consciousness
among them. Accordingly, it could be argued that in the first half of the
twentieth century Blacks had achieved an important victory in the strug-
gle for official recognition of their need for libraries. By the 1950s this
matter was no longer a subject for serious debate, except among the
most hard-line segregationists who always opposed any form of social
and recreational provision for Blacks. But this victory had been won in
large part because library provision was seen by interested Whites and
by the white-dominated state as complementary to a broader strategy of
social control. Under apartheid that control would be exercised in a more
unambiguously ideological framework and would become more authori-
tarian than ever before.
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