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ABSTRACT

In this essay – which frames this special issue of Social Dynamics – we
focus on the “exchange system,” by which newspaper editors
mutually consented to reprint material from each other. The work of
clipping, citation, condensation and republication were a creative part
of the working pattern in late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century
newsrooms. The exchange system furnished editors and authors with
transnational resources by which to experiment with new voices and
new forms of address. Newspapers were collages, pasted together by
editors who vacuumed material out of a circulating print commons,
assembled clippings on the page, and brought it all to print. After
publication newspapers were disassembled, clipped, recopied,
and archived. The essays collected here show publication to be
a springboard by which some compositions vaulted into new
domains. Readers clipped newspapers apart and reassembled them
in scrapbooks, in folders, and in archives. By this downcycling they
refashioned texts as emblems of solidarity, as signiﬁers of commitments, and as proof of purpose. Our purpose here is to deaccession
newspapers, unglue the bits of paper pasted onto the page, and trace
the looping passage of texts into and out of print.
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Mohandas Gandhi once described his publications as “viewspapers,” a maxim that has
subsequently entered the realm of much-quoted Gandhiana (Bhattacharya 1965, 59).
While the statement could be ascribed to Gandhian eccentricity, it does point to an
analytical problem for students of newspapers published in colonial contexts. What
exactly are newspapers? Benedict Anderson’s seminal book Imagined Communities
invokes a contemporary front page of the New York Times as a model for the newspaper in general – date-driven, ephemeral, a vehicle to sell news, privately read,
monoglot (and indeed mono-script) (2006, 33). By these measures, very few colonial
publications would qualify as newspapers. Many appeared weekly, monthly, or irregularly; were read both privately and communally; were stored up for future use;
generally appeared in at least two languages (some in more than one script); and
published news as well as more durable essays and ethical discourses. Such periodicals
were seldom proﬁtable. They formed part of a world of philanthropy, reform and
activism.
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In her wonderful account of the “vicious and electrifying” Bulletin (a turn-of-the century
Australian periodical published in Sydney), Sylvia Lawson (1983, ix, xi) argues that the fate
of such colonial journals has been to be “over-dissected and under-read.” Critics have
raided the newspaper either for literary material or “explicitly political” matter. What gets
lost, argues Lawson, are “the workings of a vast and extraordinary text,” “a parade of
expressive tricks and marvels – a whole print circus” (ix-x).1 The quest for political matter
has been especially marked in the study of African and African-American newspapers. In
a context where the stakes are (apparently) clear, newspapers have been categorised as
either pro- or anti-colonial, pro- or anti-apartheid, or pro- or anti-racist. But as nationalism
and anti-apartheid loses its grip on the political imagination, a growing number of scholars
have returned to the study of newspapers and other print media in order to ask new and
more interesting questions. Aided by the growth of digitised newspaper databases which
oﬀer hitherto unavailable transnational traction, this work has started to reveal the richness
of colonial print cultures, revising our ideas of authorship, self-fashioning, political mobilisation and citizenship, decolonisation, and intellectual property (Barber 2006, 2016;
Newell 2013; Peterson, Hunter, and Newell 2016; Brennan 2015).
These themes have been traced across many sites, and there are now rich and revealing
books about the great printing cosmopolises of Cairo (Cole 2002) and Bombay (Green
2011), the vibrant Yoruba press in Nigeria (Barber 2012), the noisy newspapers of the West
African coastal elites (Newell 2013), the artisanship of early African-American newspapers
(Cohen and Stein 2012), the intricacies of caste and print culture in Catholic Goa (Pinto
2007), the shrewd uses of multilingualism and translation in the Chinese diasporic press in
Singapore (Goodman 2004), and the spread of socialist ideas in the Arabic press across the
Levant, Cairo, and the Syrian diaspora in Brazil (Khuri-Makdisi 2010). Scholars engaged in
this wide-ranging ﬁeld of study have generated new conceptual terms to apprehend their
subject. There is “printing culture” (Barber 2001), which refers to the small-scale and
artisanal nature of colonial ventures, as opposed to the mass-mediated organs of the
metropole. There is “homespun” (Peterson and Macola 2009), a way of distinguishing selfmade scholarship from the polished productions of academia. There is “vernacular print
capitalism” (Hofmeyr 2013, 15–16), which refers to the ambitious projects that African and
Indian printers launched to address Indian Ocean constituencies. Lawson’s “print circus”
admirably captures the gallimaufry of much colonial print culture. Yet another phrase is
“open-page” (Lawson 1983, ix-x), pointing toward the cut-and-paste reprinting practices of
colonial print cultures. These terms all point toward the experimental nature of newspapers
produced by colonised and marginal people. They did not follow the standard form
(Rubery 2009).
This special issue of Social Dynamics takes late-nineteenth and early-twentiethcentury South African and African-American newspapers as subjects of literary and
historical study. The essays published here were ﬁrst presented at a workshop convened
in Johannesburg in June 2016. Sponsored by the Mellon Foundation as part of a larger
collaboration between the University of the Witwatersrand and the University of
Michigan, the workshop brought scholars of South African newspapers into dialogue
with American scholars working on the history of the African-American press.
In this introductory essay, we locate South African and African-American newspapers in
the transnational matrix of the “exchange system,” by which newspaper editors mutually
consented to reprint material from each other. Underwritten by cheap imperial and
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international postage, this sprawling network of reprinting formed one of the major backbones of colonial journalism. Its death-knell came with the telegraph and the rise of the wire
service, although the cost and imperial inclination of the wire services encouraged the
persistence of the system well beyond its apparent sell-by date. It was the exchange system,
we argue, that made newspapers into print circuses. Industriously wielding his scissors, the
exchange editor brought unlikely and unusual items into juxtaposition. The work of
clipping, citation, condensation and republication were a creative part of the working
pattern in late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century newsrooms. Here was an infrastructure of textual exchange that made newspapers into assemblages of texts from elsewhere.
There is now a considerable scholarship showing that periodicals provided a crucial
avenue for marginalised writers to get their views into print. Barred by law and racism from
access to publishing companies and other literary institutions, in some instances legally
prohibited from holding copyright (as was the case in the German empire), African and
African-American intellectuals could only publish books against the odds (Peukert 2016).
Periodicals oﬀered an alternative venue to publish ideas and became a major platform for
black textual production. Freed from the bottleneck of copyright, it was possible for writers
to adopt a range of authorial positions. Some composed under pseudonyms or wrote
anonymously. Others adopted vivacious print personalities that were far distant from
their own biographies. Still others composed opinionated editorials, populating the letters
page with material that commented on the news (Newell 2013; Hofmeyr 2013; Erlank this
volume). These modes co-existed with more oﬃcial, legally recognised modes of named
authorship. Together, they constituted a portfolio of possibilities that writers could deploy
in strategic ways (Röschenthaler and Diawara 2016). In all of these authorial modes,
marginalised writers made a practice of clipping, reprinting, and commenting on news
from elsewhere. It was a way of exercising political voice, of expressing their views on
matters that were otherwise closed to them, of making connections.
Scholarly debates on authorship have thus far focused on one person, newspaper or
region. In this special issue, we widen the frame. The exchange system furnished editors
and authors with transnational resources by which to experiment with new voices and
new forms of address. Our interest is in tracing shared texts and reprintings. We see
newspapers not as coherent expressions of a singular political will but as joint productions. One aim of this collection of essays, in short, is to decentre the status of the
author in the study of newspapers. It was men with scissors who composed the largest
part of most newspapers. They worked not by composing texts ex nihilo but by clipping
newsy bits from other publications and reprinting them. Newspapers were collages,
pasted together by editors who vacuumed material out of a circulating print commons,
assembled clippings on the page, and brought it all to print. After publication newspapers were again disassembled, clipped, recopied, and archived by their readers. The
essays collected here show publication to be a springboard by which some compositions
vaulted into new domains. Readers clipped newspapers apart and reassembled them in
scrapbooks, in folders, and in archives. By this downcycling they refashioned texts as
emblems of solidarity, as signiﬁers of commitments, and as proof of purpose. Our
purpose here is to deaccession newspapers, to unglue the bits of paper pasted onto the
page, and to trace the looping passage of texts into and out of print.
The focus is on South African and African-American newspapers, drawing together
two societies structured in racial dominance and closely attuned to each other across
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the black Atlantic. The exchange system was an important infrastructure in this arena,
strengthening ties amongst publications and public ﬁgures on diﬀerent sides of the
Atlantic. The articles published here deal with a range of periodical literature –
newspapers, magazines, annuals. The boundaries between these diﬀerent kinds of
publications were ﬂuid, and printed matter published in one format was often recycled
into a diﬀerent venue. Here we refer to this whole inter-related body of periodical
literature with the generic term “newspapers” in order to capture the timeliness of these
publications, their engagement with current events, and their close relationship –
temporally and politically – with their readerships.

The exchange system
In the late 1960s, the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) approached the Berne
Convention to change one of its provisions (Love 2012). The heart of this particular
provision, Article 9, pertained to newspapers and periodicals. Its core read as follows:
Articles on current economic, political or religious topics may be reproduced by the
press unless the reproduction thereof is expressly reserved; nevertheless, the source must
always be clearly indicated. . . . The protection of this Convention shall not apply to news
of the day nor to miscellaneous information having the character of mere items of news.
(KEI 2012)

This article (or some version of it) had been present in the provisions of the Berne
Convention since its inception in 1886. It was a belated ratiﬁcation of the widespread
and by then the decades-old practice of scissors-and-paste journalism by which papers
legally culled material from each other. Known as the “exchange system,” these sprawling decentralised networks produced webs of interpenetrating periodical matter that
carpeted the globe and constituted the bulk of reading fare for most people. In place by
the eighteenth century, this system persisted into the twentieth century, when it was
surpassed by telegraph, wire services and the appurtenances of modern journalism. By
the late 1960s, the 1886 provision – and the exchange system that it upheld – seemed to
be out-of-date. The IFJ argued that this reciprocal cut-and-paste system was a violation
of authorial rights. “In the more remote past, there was a certain need to reproduce
entire articles of this kind, without permission of the author, this need being experienced particularly by small newspapers,” they argued. But “at the present time, it is
hardly compatible with the moral principles recognized by the press to reproduce an
article published in another newspaper without having ﬁrst obtained permission of the
author” (Love 2012). These arguments prevailed, and the Convention removed the 1886
provision, turning the matter back to individual nation states to decide.
The “small newspapers” that troubled the IFJ existed on the peripheries of the journalistic mainstream, in the nether regions of the Third World and in political movements
with more ideology and activist energy than capital. They constituted the marooned
byways of what had once been a major global textual institution: the exchange system.
What was this system and how did it function?
The system has until recently been diﬃcult to study. There certainly has been a rich
scholarship on periodical production in Victorian Britain, with some attention to the
exchange system (Brake 1988; Shattock 1985; Wiener 1985). The working of the system
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has also been analysed in the context of the United States (see Garvey 2003; Kielbowicz
1982, 1987; Smith, Cordell, and Maddock Dillon 2013; Cordell 2013). But in recent
years the new availability of digitised newspaper databases – and the corresponding
turn toward “global” or transnational history – have made it possible to think about this
system on a larger canvas. In former times the obstinate physicality of the newspaper
meant that scholars tracking the global circulation of printed matter had to sift through
vast reams of fragile paper. With the new accuracy of Optical Character Recognition, it
is now possible to search newspaper databases for the recurrence of texts, track their
movements, and trace the connections that newspaper editors built. Drawing on some
of these digitised resources, we here sketch out the workings of the exchange system as
a transnational phenomenon.
The heart of the system involved gathering non-local news or copy by post
(Kielbowicz 1982, 1987). Local news was generated using newspaper personnel and
community sources. Non-local national and international news was clipped from the
exchange papers, received from those editors with whom one had reciprocally agreed to
swap copies from which one could excise material for reprinting with attribution. These
exchange networks depended on a cheap postal system. In the United States, the federal
post had unrivalled size and reach: by 1828, the United States had 74 post oﬃces per
100,000 people, as against 17 for Great Britain and 4 for France (John 1995, 5). From
1758 onward newspapers were freely conveyed through the post. Until the rise of the
wire service in the mid-nineteenth century, then, the postal system was the key
infrastructure for news-gathering. Even after the 1840s – when the telegraph arrived
at the East Coast – news gathering by post persisted, especially among those editors
who were beyond the reach of the telegraph.
Newspapers in the United States were therefore full of exchange material, some parts
of it published through formal agreement, other parts of it pirated and reprinted without
attribution. The practice of reprinting far outran eﬀorts to constrain the circulation of
printed matter through copyright law. As the literature scholar Meredith McGill has
shown, American courts regarded the free circulation of printed matter as a critical
resource for democracy. Americans’ aversion to copyright was formalised in 1834 when
in Wheaton v. Peters the courts established that going to print was the point at which
individual rights gave way to the interests of the reading public (McGill 2003, 43). In
subsequent decades the United States Congress rejected or tabled numerous international
copyright bills, denied several petitions from eminent British and American authors, and
blocked the passage of an Anglo-American copyright treaty that had been supported by
two presidents. American defenders of the reprint trade argued that the free circulation of
printed material was a way of undermining the monopolies that had stultiﬁed British
publishing. It operated as a hedge against the concentration of political and economic
power. As the editors of The New World put it in an editorial introducing their 46-page
reprint of Charles Dickens’ American Notes for General Circulation, reprinting was the
“unrestrained dissemination of learning among the people” (quoted in McGill 2003, 22).
Within the British empire, the exchange system operated within and among colonies,
while also furnishing an infrastructure for the exchange of news between colonies and
metropole. By 1890 the Cape Colony, for example, produced 75 newspapers, most of
which exchanged copies with each other on a weekly basis, creating a postal traﬃc of
about 5000 exchange publications per week and hence about a quarter of a million
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per year (Imvo zabantsundu, September 19 1890). This traﬃc of exchange papers was
enabled by postal and newspaper reform within Britain and the empire. The 1855
Stamp Duties Act was a watershed. It abolished duties on newspapers and enabled
newspapers to travel at preferential rates applied across the British empire (or “at home
and abroad” as the legislation phrased it). The general cost (with some exceptions) was
one penny per newspaper or printed periodical for any of these journeys (John 2010).
As Mark Ravinder Frost’s pioneering work on the imperial postal system has demonstrated, a key postal reform act in India in 1854 massively increased the ﬂow of print
material within the Indian sub-continent and beyond. The Universal Postal Union of
1874 and the Imperial Penny Post of 1898 further increased volumes of post, with much
of it travelling between colonies. Exchange papers would have made up a fair proportion of this multi-directional postal traﬃc (Frost 2016).
Here was a means by which, in a time before digitised communication, apparently
unremarkable publications could go viral. In the early 1900s the editorialist “A Banker”
composed a number of high-ﬂown essays for The Gold Coast Leader, an English-language
newspaper published in Accra. His subject matter was vast: he wrote about geology, the
Atonement, and other human universals. Several of his essays were, within weeks or
months, reprinted in Australian newspapers. “A Shrouded World,” originally printed in
The Gold Coast Leader on October 15 1904, was reprinted in the Northern Territory Times
and Gazette on February 9 1906. His essay “A Venerable Stronghold,” published in the
Leader on September 21 1907, was reprinted in The Otago Witness on November 6 and in
The Age, in New South Wales, on November 5 (see Newell 2013). The essay “Fantasies of
Dreamland” had a particularly wide itinerary: ﬁrst published in The Gold Coast Leader on
September 1 1906, it was reprinted in The Blyth Standard – in Ontario, Canada – on
September 6, and in the East African Standard on September 8.
In their looping passage from West Africa to East Africa, Australia, and Canada, the
polished and erudite essays of A Banker were part of a large and variegated concourse of
mobile texts, an English-language print commons from which exchange editors could
withdraw material. Here was a marketplace where textual productions from the various
corners of the Anglophone world could be exchanged without the encumbrances of
copyright. African newspapers published in English were a vital part of this circulating
textual commons. The Natal Witness, a liberal South African newspaper, was reprinted
for the ﬁrst time in an American newspaper on July 7 1866, when The Louisville Daily
Courier ran a condensed report on a debate over a South African bishop’s controversial
new hymn book. In the ensuing decades The Natal Witness was reprinted 315 times in
American newspapers.2 The Gold Coast Leader, where the high-minded A Banker published his essays, seems to have been reprinted for the ﬁrst time in a British newspaper in
1903, when the Dundee Evening Post on July 24 1903 published an obituary, “A
Remarkable Career,” drawn from the Leader’s pages. An American newspaper reprinted
the Leader for the ﬁrst time in 1906 when a witty essay about the attire of churchgoers
entitled “Rather Careless” appeared in The New York Tribune. The essay was subsequently republished in the Salt Lake Tribune (June 5 1906), the Richmond Item (July 5
1906) and other newspapers. In this and other instances, British and American exchange
editors mined African newspapers for humour, oddities, and interesting or sparkly
writing. On November 17 1911 the exchange editor at The Bystander, in Des Moines,
Iowa, reprinted an essay from the Lagos Weekly Record about the widespread uses of gin
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bottles in the decorating of the Nigerian town of Abeokuta. In subsequent decades
American news editors’ engagements with the West African press became more systematic. According to one database, American newspapers reprinted Nnamdi Azikiwe’s newspaper The West African Pilot on over 250 occasions during the 1940s and 50s.3
That the exchange system was extensive and routine is beyond doubt. One need only
turn to the numerous popular depictions of the exchange editor, the person who in
larger newspaper operations dealt with the daily pile of exchange papers. Cartoons
represent a man “writhing in a heap of exchange papers” (Natal Witness, February 25
1876). Against this tide of incoming matter, the exchange editor wields his scissors and
paste, the instruments that often came to stand for the profession of journalism as
a whole.

The exchange editor
What did this overburdened exchange editor do? The job involved culling material
from piles of exchange papers, pasting each on a sheet of paper, noting the source of the
cutting on the sheet and in some cases writing a headline. These sheets were then
referred on to the appropriate section or person in the newspaper or ﬁled for future use
when the piece would be reset for inclusion in the publication.4
The job, of course, was much more complex than this brief outline suggests. It
required swift and focused reading in order to get through the large volume of papers.
There were chunks of the newspaper that could be excluded from the start – the
telegraphs, advertising, ﬁnancial matter. For the rest, the exchange editor had to locate
pieces or make extracts that were brief, appropriate, timely and mirrored the policy of
the paper. To quote from a 1910 handbook on journalism (Shuman 1910, 98): “It
requires . . . judgment and discretion to make these clippings, for the character of
a newspaper is as strongly indicated by the pithiness and good taste displayed in its
selections, as by the original news it contains.” In addition to selecting cuttings, the
exchange editor had to condense, summarise and at times correct articles, and in some
cases do pre-reading for other staﬀ members, highlighting in blue pencil the appropriate paragraphs in a story. Another task was to look out for story leads and ideas to be
passed on to colleagues. Locating poetry, snippets of wit and humour, ﬁllers and
miscellany, also formed part of the job description, as did spotting any mention of
the exchange editor’s own newspaper in other publications – such a mention providing
an opportunity for the publication to quote itself being quoted, proof of the paper’s
standing, reach and citability. Yet another aspect of the job entailed building up
reference ﬁles for the newspaper by – for example – clipping biographies of famous
people.
The Inland Printer, a “technical journal devoted to the art of printing,” described the
exchange editor in this way in 1887.
The exchange editor is a painstaking, conscientious, methodical man, always on the alert,
quick in apprehension, retentive in memory, shrewd in discernment. He reads closely, culls
carefully, omits and amends, discards, and digests. . . . There are sentences to recast, words to
soften, redundancies to prune, errors to correct, headings to be made, credits to be given. . . .
He knows whether the matter is fresh or stale, whether it is appropriate, and whether he has
used it before. . . . He persistently “boils down,” which with him is not a process of rewriting
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but a happy faculty of expunging without destroying sense of continuity. His genius is
exhibited in the departments, the items of which are similar and cohesive. . . . No daily
paper can be exclusively original; it would die of ponderosity. . . . A bright clipped article is
inﬁnitely better than a stupid contributed article. The most successful paper is the paper
intelligently and consistently edited in all its departments, whether by pen or scissors.
(“Editing with Scissors,” The Inland Printer, February 1887, 352)

This vivid description of the exchange editor’s work was widely and enduringly
attractive to exchange editors. No less than 28 journals in the United States reprinted
it, among them the Times (January 20 1887) of Clay Center, Kansas, the Hocking
Sentinel (June 17 1886) of Logan, Ohio, and the Crowley Signal (October 1 1892) of
Crowley, Louisiana. Several of these newspapers put it on the front page, above the fold.
In 1897, 10 years after its publication in the United States, this encomium to the
exchange editor’s art was reprinted as far away as Bathurst, New South Wales, in the
Free Press and Mining Journal of June 25 1897.
It is perhaps unsurprising that the exchange editor – immersed in his world of cut-andpaste – was thought by his peers to be a bit odd. In one comic essay – ﬁrst printed in an
1880 number of The Brooklyn Eagle and subsequently reprinted in dozens of American
newspapers – a socially awkward exchange editor is approached by a beautiful young
damsel for help with a poem she has authored. The exchange editor oﬀers clumsy and
oﬀensive edits to her poem. After the girl denounces him as a “nasty brute,” he is left alone
to “Snip, snip, snip. Paste, paste, paste,” consoled only by the memory of the “beautiful
vision that for a moment dawned upon him” (“Dropping into poetry,” Brooklyn Eagle,
October 17 1880). In an 1887 poem, the exchange editor is said to search out the “witty
and wise and strange” from his exchanges “till out of the folds . . . the cockroach darts, and
the work is done.” That evening, as he sleeps, he dreams not of “birds and of blossoms and
love and light” but of “big headlines, very grotesque,” like
“A Frightful Explosion – Four Men Blown Up” –
“A Crowded Excursion Train Jumps the Track” –
“Judge Lynch in Kentucky” – “We Win the Cup” –
“A Man Named Peterson Stabbed in the Back”
(“The exchange editor dreams,” Times-Picayune, October 21 1887, 2)

The exchange editor’s work was all-consuming. It required concentration, not social
skill.
As Bhekizizwe Peterson’s essay in the current volume reminds us, the exchange
editor’s hard work also involved hollowing out and stereotyping. In 1952 and 1953 the
South African magazine Drum serialised Peter Abraham’s novel Wild Conquest, which
had been published as a book in London in 1951. The reprint editor at Drum made
extensive use of his scissors: he went through Abrahams’s novel sentence-by-sentence,
cutting out characters and themes.5 One character who ended up at the editor’s feet was
Anna. In Abrahams’s original text Anna humanised the objectionable racism of the
Afrikaaner characters Kasper and Koos: she remembered a time when her husband had
been more open to cross-racial friendships, more loving. In Drum magazine’s serialisation of Wild Conquest Anna was almost entirely excised. Drum’s editors left no space
for the intimacies of Afrikaners’ family lives. The white characters always conformed,
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without exception, to racist stereotypes; the black characters were always militant. That
is how the exchange editor worked. By condensing and shortening textual material
published elsewhere the editor also made texts more lurid, more fascinating, and more
digestible.
In fact, it was only major newspapers that could aﬀord to employ a full-time exchange
editor to cut and slash for long hours. In smaller operations, the tasks of the exchange
editor were shared amongst staﬀ members. The reading of the exchanges for Indian
Opinion, Gandhi’s newspaper in Durban, South Africa, was shared by everyone. Issuing
instructions to the staﬀ, Gandhi wrote: “It will be all right if you devote Thursday to the
reading of proofs and Tuesday and Wednesday exclusively to general reading and to
writing Gujarati” (Government of India 1999, 80). While Gandhi’s newspaper was somewhat unusual since it was produced (for most of its existence) in an ashram just north of
Durban, in others respects it was typical of periodicals across empire – small scale,
multilingual, artisanal, “printerly.” To these kinds of publications, the exchange system
was even more crucial than larger metropolitan operations. The ﬂow of newspapers
furnished a cheap source of copy that could be selectively and purposefully reprinted,
unlike the wire services, which were expensive, noted for their imperial bias, and which
brought copyright restrictions in their wake.

Writing with scissors
On February 21 1903, the Sierra Leone Weekly carried an item headlined “Our First
Oriental Exchange.” “We have just received an Indian newspaper printed in Arabic and
Hindustani giving an account of the Durbar in Delhi. We now have exchanges from four
continents,” wrote the editors. A few years earlier, the Lagos Weekly Record (May 18
1895) noted “Among our exchanges is the Ludhiana [sic] ‘Philanthropist,’
a Mohammedan journal published in the Punjab. The paper is larger than any journal
published on the West Coast.” One could ﬁnd similar reports in the South African press.
The Eastern Cape paper Izwi labantu (October 14 1902) reported on a new exchange
partnership with another Johannesburg newspaper: “Following the ‘Star’ in its circuit
around the journalistic orbit, the ‘Rand Daily Mail’ has extended to ‘Izwi’ the courtesy of
its exchanges.” Likewise Koranta ea Becuana (June 27 1903) noted that the Natal Witness
and Natal Advertiser “have just extended their exchanges to the ‘Bechuana Gazette’ [the
English title of the journal]. We cordially appreciate the courtesy and can assure our
contemporaries that the exchange of thought will be of service to our readers.”
There were similar reports in hundreds of other newspapers, traces of an alwaysexpanding textual system. This ocean of interpenetrating text created alternative forms
of textual authority without the appurtenances of the named author. In a number of
African newspapers, there were regular columns entitled “Colored Exchanges,” “Native
Exchanges,” “Our Lisbon Exchanges,” “Our West African Exchanges,” or “Our Indian
Exchanges”.6 Each of columns acted as a kind of calling card, signalling the allegiances
of the paper. When for instance The Lagos Weekly Record (November 27 1897) opened
an exchange with the African-American newspaper The New York Chronicle, the
Nigerian editor extended – “from the Fatherland” – the “hand of fraternal welcome
to our new contemporary in the struggle for the manhood of the race whether at home
or in the land of exile.”
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The selective practice of exchange journalism was a way of making alliances visible. It
was also a means of staging arguments, of opening up apparently closed issues to
disputation. In the 1900s and 1910s, a substantial proportion of the English pages of
John Dube’s bilingual newspaper Ilanga lase Natal consisted of quotations from The Natal
Mercury, a white-run newspaper, interspersed with criticism and commentary from Dube.
On April 13 1906, for instance, Ilanga reprinted several paragraphs from an interview that
the Mercury had printed with a member of the Legislative Assembly, Mr G. Abrahams,
about what was then called “native policy.” The paragraphs from the Mercury’s interview
are printed in small type; Dube’s interjections, refutations and commentary are given in
large, boldface type. Here, on the pages of the newspaper, it was possible – through the
technique of citation and reprinting – for an African editor to open up an argument with
men of power. At a time when black South Africans in Natal were given a very limited
voice in formal politics, Dube’s newspaper functioned as a kind of prosthetic public
sphere, a space where oﬃcial pronouncements could be recontextualised, deliberated
over, and criticised. Whether he liked it or not, G. Abraham was drafted as an interlocutor
in Dube’s column.
Ellen Gruber Garvey (2013, 40) terms this mode of textual production “writing with
scissors,” and traces its demotic reproduction in the widespread practice of scrapbooking
in the nineteenth-century United States (a topic to which we return below). It was
a powerfully important mode of argumentation, especially for editors of marginal newspapers. Working on the edges of the world of print capitalism, African and AfricanAmerican editors were particularly keen to build support, demonstrate solidarity, and
enlarge their readers’ sense of political purpose. Reprinting oﬀered them a means of
drawing their speciﬁc readership into wider things. Freedom’s Journal was the ﬁrst newspaper edited by African-Americans. Its ﬁrst issue, published on March 16 1827, was full of
reprinted material: on the front page, there was the biography of the African-American
sailor Captain Paul Cuﬀee, reprinted from the Liverpool Mercury. The following pages
contained a short article about the organisation and funding of public schools, reprinted
from The New York Observer; a report about missions in Africa, also from the Observer; an
article from The New York Spectator about the case of Gilbert Horton, a free man of colour
who had been imprisoned in the American South; and a moving essay detailing a white
author’s awakening to the brutalities of slavery, reprinted from The New York Christian
Advocate. In subsequent issues the editors printed excerpts from Mungo Park’s Travels, an
unattributed biography of Pope Sextus V, and an article on “Acoustics,” which explained
that “a bell rung under water returns a note as distinct as if rung in the air” (Freedom’s
Journal 1, April 20 1827; Freedom’s Journal 2, March 7 1829) .
As historian Elizabeth McHenry (2002) has argued, Freedom’s Journal was an educational tool, meant to supply African-American readers with educational material that was
consumable by a readership of various talents and literacy levels. The newspaper was
devoted, wrote its editors, to the “dissemination of useful knowledge among our brethren,
and to their moral and religious improvement” (Freedom’s Journal 1, March 16 1827). It
was consumed by readers who were urgently in need of the advice that it could oﬀer. As
Mary Kelley demonstrates in the present volume, African-American literary societies were
critically important venues where newspapers could be read and discussed. In 1849 there
were 106 mutual aid societies in Philadelphia; more than half of the city’s AfricanAmerican population belonged to one of them. These societies aimed to tutor African-
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Americans in the polite habits of citizenship. The “Coloured Reading Society,” for
instance, worked to “discipline the mind itself, to strengthen and enlarge its powers, to
form habits of close and accurate thinking, and to acquire a facility of classifying and
arranging, analysing and comparing our ideas on diﬀerent subjects” (quoted in McHenry
2002, 51). Newspapers like Freedom’s Journal had a pedagogical role to play in assemblies
like these. But their remit was not limited to polite assemblies. The editors had an
expansive sense of vocation for their journalistic work. “We deem it expedient to establish
a paper,” wrote the editors of Freedom’s Journal (March 16 1827) in their prospectus, to
“bring into operation all the means with which our benevolent creator has endowed us,
for the moral, religious, civil and literary improvement of our injured race.” For the
editors of Freedom’s Journal – as for editors of other marginal publications – there was
a tremendous sense of power, and a tremendous burden of duty, that newspaper editorship laid upon them. Here was a “single voice” that “may be heard in defence of ﬁve
hundred thousand free people of colour” (Freedom’s Journal 1, March 16 1827, emphasis in
original), they wrote.
The editors of early newspapers in colonial Africa were likewise impressed by the
vastness of their audiences. Like the editors of Freedom’s Journal and other nineteenthcentury African-American journalists, they saw themselves as spokesmen for a whole
people. And like the editors of Freedom’s Journal, they thought it their duty to enlighten
and uplift a people who were “daily slandered” (Freedom’s Journal 1, March 16 1827).
Many African languages – hitherto separated by dialect, accent, and local usage – had by
the late nineteenth century been amalgamated, pruned, and integrated (see Irvine, this
volume). Here was a newly found infrastructure by which to address a whole community,
all at once (Peterson 2018). In western Kenya, the Luo language was formalised in the
1940s under the auspices of the Luo Language Committee. One of the ﬁrst oﬃcial acts
undertaken by the Committee’s secretary, the schoolmaster Benaiah Ohanga, was a survey
of the languages of eastern Uganda and southern Sudan (Ohanga 1946). He foresaw
a future in which the Luo language would rank with Swahili and Hausa as one of
Africa’s great regional languages. Empowered by the new possibilities that their print
language aﬀorded them, Luo patriots were emboldened to direct, edit, and amend their
people’s way of life. In its constitution, the Luo Union promised to “study and select the
Luo customs which are decent and compatible with progress, to be preserved and their
practice encouraged” (Riwruok Luo n.d.). On the pages of the Union’s newspaper, Ramogi,
contributors chronicled the social ills that their people confronted. In September 1949, for
instance, a contributor asked Luo people to “abolish the shameful habits of Luo women:
smoking the burning side of cigarettes; wearing short dresses; putting too many pins in
their hair; buying ﬁsh bones in foreign hotels and being employed as ayahs [nursemaids]”
(Ramogi 1949). Newspapers like Ramogi proliferated all over colonial Africa. Sponsored by
ethnic welfare associations like the Luo Union and composed in vernacular languages,
they claimed custody over a particular people’s civic culture (Peterson and Hunter 2016).
Here was a mode of editorship that was meant to promote the upliftment of a people.
Newspapers endowed editors and contributors with a proprietary power over their
people’s way of life. On the page, newspapermen could evacuate a situated, individuated
personality and speak in a collective “we,” as a people who knew themselves as a united
and integrated constituency. For African and African-American editors newspapers were
a venue where an oppressed and marginalised people could both learn and speak.
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Experiments with voice
The powers that came with spokesmanship were for newspaper editors a source of
pleasure and an impetus for literary creativity. Having claimed editorial authority over
their people’s way of life, editors cast about for voices with which to speak for marginal
members of their constituencies, to reach out toward illiterate people, to incorporate
them in the pages of the newspaper. On May 18, 1906, the South African editor John
Dube published an English-language poem entitled “Amagunyana’s Soliloquy” on the
pages of his bilingual newspaper Ilanga lase Natal. At the start of the poem
Amagunyana identiﬁed himself as a Zulu warrior – “in these swarthy veins doth course
the blood of ancient kings from Sheba until now” – and in subsequent stanzas, he
described with great relish the slaughter of a lion. In the latter part of the poem,
Amagunyana expressed his befuddlement at the Whiteman, newly arrived with “that
assegai of his, which hurls so fast the hurtling iron ball.” The poem concluded with
a warning to white imperialists. Amagunyana admitted that, in some distant future, the
Christian god might prove greater than the Zulu god, but when that day came, “I will
do him homage and serve Him, and in the manner which He had fashioned me. But not
in theirs.” Amagunyana spoke from a ﬁxed position: he was the voice of unreformed
Zulu masculinity. It is not clear whether John Dube, as editor, or one of his regular
contributors wrote the poem.7 That was the point. “Amagunyana’s Soliloquy” bore no
authorial signature. There, on the page, a Zulu warrior spoke for himself to the reading
public. Whether as editor or as author, Dube – the son of a Methodist preacher,
educated in the United States, member of the tiny minority of literate Zulu people –
was reaching across a cultural and educational boundary within his own society, acting
as a ventriloquist for a stereotype of Zulu masculinity. Here was a means of representing the native mind. In 1930 Dube authored the ﬁrst Zulu language novel, titled Ujeqe,
Insila KaShaka (Dube (1930) 2008). The novel was a historical romance about the life
and travails of a young Zulu warrior, Jeqe. In the Amagunyana poem, we can see Dube
experimenting with the voice of another, trying out a character, and speaking for the
unlettered Zulu masses.
In this way, the work of political spokesmanship could fuel authorial creativity. Needing
the means to dramatise and humanise the experience of those they claimed to represent,
newspapermen were obliged to write ﬁction. That is what it took to represent the interests
of a wide and diverse constituency. The same impulses animated the production and
circulation of ﬁction in the African-American press. The ﬁrst issue of Freedom’s Journal
carried W.C. Bryant’s poem entitled “An African Chief” (March 16 1827). Unlike the
Amagunyana poem, “An African Chief” was composed in the third person. But like Dube,
the author of “An African Chief” presumed to know the mind of his subject; and also like
Dube, he sought to ventriloquise his subject’s voice, to make his injury plain, so better to
make injustices legible. The poem describes a “man of giant frame” who is “chained in the
market place,” bound to be sold as a slave. He bargains desperately for his freedom, and
pleads that his forlorn wife “weeps by the cocoa tree.” But his heartless captor binds his
fetters fast, and the chief, broken, goes mad with despair. Here, as with the Amagunyana
poem, the degradation of African masculinity makes a moral injustice visible. In subsequent years “An African Chief” was reprinted in several newspapers, not least The
Liberator (January 15 1831), the abolitionist newspaper edited by William Garrison (see

SOCIAL DYNAMICS

13

Kelley, this volume). By the 1840s the poem was so widely known in abolitionist circles
that it could act as a point of reference for contributors to The Liberator (February 18
1842), one of whom described the physically impressive ﬁgure of Frederick Douglass by
citing a few lines from “An African Chief.” In 1866 – the year after the end of the Civil
War – a recitation of “An African Chief” opened a musical and theatrical variety show in
Brooklyn (Brooklyn Daily Eagle, December 15 1866, 1). As late as 1911 a meeting of the
“Cosmopolitan Club” in Little Rock, Arkansas could be entertained by the recitation of
Bryant’s poem (Arkansas Democrat, November 25 1911, 11).
“An African Chief” was part of an abolitionist textual commons, a circulating repertoire
of poetry, autobiography, and reportage that white liberals and black abolitionists could
draw from (McGill 2016). As Mary Kelley shows in the current volume, there was a large
and diverse stock of materials with which to work. We do not know whether “An African
Chief” was recited in the polite conﬁnes of the Female Literary Association. But other
appurtenances of the abolitionist print commons certainly found a place in the lives of
Philadelphia’s African-American community. One woman recrafted a sentimental poem
that had been published in the abolitionist press and inscribed it in an album that was
passed from hand to hand among friends. Another album was engraved with a drawing of
Henry Thomson’s oil painting “The Booroom Slave,” originally composed in 1827 and
latterly reproduced as an engraving in a published abolitionist tract. In later time, the
activist and archivist William Dorsey was to collect newspaper clippings, handbills, and
other textual ephemera of African-American history and store it in scrapbooks and boxes.
As Aston Gonzalez shows in this volume, Dorsey’s archive was meant to be a source of
instruction and inspiration for those who viewed it. His archive was a stopping place for
a circulating ensemble of materials, some typographical, others artistic, that could be
drawn out of the abolitionist exchange system, recrafted, and deployed as part of the
work of collective and personal self-fashioning.
The work of representation, of spokesmanship, generated a vast ﬁeld of apparently
ﬁrst-person texts. Whether in pursuit of abolition, anti-apartheid, or anti-colonialism,
authors wrote in the voice of victims whose experience could help illuminate the awful
consequences of inanimate systems on real people’s lives. That is why American and
British anti-slavery activists stewarded and published dozens of autobiographies apparently composed by freed slaves. That is why South African historians and activists
generated dozens of texts that purported to represent the experience of peasants,
sharecroppers, and other commoners (see, e.g., Van Onselen 1997). By writing in the
voice of victims of the system, authors could make an otherwise abstract political
problem appear real, animate, and consequential.

Writing from Africa
If one picked up a newspaper produced by Africans during the colonial period, it is likely
that it would be printed in two or possibly three languages: one European and one or two
African. The entire paper would be in the Roman script. As Judy Irvine’s essay shows,
there was nothing inevitable about this orthographical situation. In the nineteenth century
there was in many places written literature composed in Arabic letters: in Yoruba, Wolof
and other Sudanic languages there were ajami manuscripts; and in Swahili and Malagasy
there was poetry and historical writing in Arabic script (Jeppie 2014). By the later
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nineteenth and early twentieth century – after most African languages were standardised
by linguists, missionaries, and African interlocutors – there were no Arabic letters in
Africa’s print vernaculars. The orthographies in which African newspapermen worked
were universally Roman. It was for them a convenience, for they could use the same type
cases for printing African languages that they used for English or French. African editors
ﬁercely resisted European linguists’ belated eﬀorts to introduce non-Roman characters
into African alphabets. When in 1936 South African oﬃcials proposed to impose an
extensive set of phonetic letters on Xhosa and Zulu, they met with a storm of protest. Sol
Plaatje – Africa’s most widely-read journalist – published a string of editorial letters
complaining about the new orthography. “European linguists should pave the way and
lay down a uniform spelling for at least a few of their own languages,” Plaatje (1930)
argued, before imposing phonetic letters on African languages.
This special collection of Social Dynamics begins with an essay about the orthography of African languages because it was in stripped-down print vernaculars like Luo
that African reformers, activists and politicians deﬁned and hailed their people. Judy
Irvine draws out the convoluted story of language standardisation in Africa, where in
many regions writing and printing arrived at the same moment. With no widely agreedupon system for representing the sounds of hitherto unwritten languages, the eﬀort to
deﬁne the shape of African letters became tangled in a web of conﬂicting evangelical,
imperial and scientiﬁc interests. A predominant strand in these debates was a push for
a universal orthography that could standardise and “improve” languages (by removing
“barbaric” sounds like, for example, the clicks in southern African languages). The
challenges were many: which language to write down, in what script, using what
orthographical principles? Indeed, how did one even decide what a language was? As
Irvine shows, printing became an important driver of these debates, imposing material
constraints on the form of the script and inﬂuencing what writing systems were
imagined for Africa.
The question of medium (writing, print, speech) was a seminal theme in the language
politics that Irvine documents. In a hierarchy of media, writing was claimed as inherently
European and as evidence of civilization, while orality was upheld as essentially African.
Linguistic reformers in colonial Africa regarded Africans as predominantly oral people,
bereft of pre-existing literary habits or capabilities. In a global division of intellectual
labour Africans spoke, Europeans wrote; native informants testiﬁed, European scholars
recorded and interpreted. As Madhumita Lahiri’s essay indicates, this division inevitably
rendered the idea of African authorship problematic. She examines the story of Columbus
Kamba Simango, a Mozambican scholar educated in southern Africa and subsequently at
the Hampton Institute and Columbia University in the United States. Lahiri analyses three
venues in which Simango’s retelling of African folk tales appeared in the early 1920s: Songs
and Tales of the Dark Continent, compiled by Natalie Curtis, an ethnomusicologist working on African-American song; The Brownies’ Book, an oﬀshoot of W.E.B. Du Bois’s
periodical The Crisis, edited by Du Bois and Jessie Redmon Fauset; and a co-authored
piece with Franz Boas in the Journal of American Folklore, comprising 20 folk tales and 29
proverbs in Ndau and English. In entering a transnational print arena, Simango functioned as a kind of exchange paper, a bag of texts from which his American interlocutors
could pick and choose. Simango’s name was generally attached to his texts, but his status
as author was elided. His “signature” functioned less as a sign of individual authorship
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than as a guarantor of racial essentialism (in the case of Curtis); a token of black solidarity
in The Brownies’ Book; and for Boas, a scientiﬁc seal of authentic anthropological data.
Simango’s role as author of these texts was suppressed, Lahiri shows, because his
white interlocutors repeatedly portrayed him as a speaker, not an author. The mechanisms that the anthropologist Boaz used to “oralise” Simango are positively baroque. In
a prefatory note, Boas explained that the stories and proverbs were written by Simango,
then dictated to Boas and rewritten by him, after which the revised copy was again
corrected by Simango. Each of Simango’s American interlocutors ignored or suppressed
the prior history of textual production in the Ndau vernacular. By the late 1910s, when
Simango began to work with his interlocutors, there was already a dictionary available
in the Ndau language and a great body of literature available in Shona, a closely related
language. Simango had been educated in Protestant mission schools and was in constant correspondence with his teachers (Spencer 2013). His American interlocutors
could say nothing of the textual environment to which Simango belonged. His authenticity as an informant rested on the notion that he and his people were untouched by
European inﬂuence.
Lahiri’s essay shows us that the appearance of a named author is stage-managed,
produced to validate a text’s veracity and signal its commitments. The disappearance of
an author is likewise an eﬀect. It can make texts appear to be the collective wisdom of
a folk. According to one database, there are some 234 published collections of African
proverbs. The oldest appears to be John Radcliﬀe’s Lectures on Negro proverbs (1869),
a study of Jamaica’s folk culture composed by a British priest. In subsequent decades
Christian missionaries and African converts produced dozens of collections of proverbs
and folk tales (e.g. Schöen 1885). Printed by the Society for Promoting Christian
Knowledge, the Religious Tract Society, and other evangelical organisations, these texts
purported to give English-language readers insights into the fundamental architecture of
the African mind. In more recent times African proverbs have been unbundled from the
evangelical project. But the stress on the collective authorship of proverbial literature
remains. One recent collection, published in Cape Town, is entitled Wisdom from Africa:
a collection of proverbs (Stewart 2005). Another text, published in Cameroon, is entitled
A wealth of wisdom: a reference collection of African proverbs (Fochang 2015). In these
and in other publications African authors disappear, and proverbs are made to belong to
the generalised wisdom of a people.
As the story of Simango’s career suggests, the de-individualisation of proverbial literature is a product of unequal power relations. In Simango’s time as today, African proverbs
are collected by self-deﬁned experts, lifted out of Africans’ mouths, and rendered into
a representation of a people’s wisdom. That is how the proverb achieves its authenticity: by
the eﬀacement of authorial self-interest.

Editors, readers and other textual functions
Authorship is an eﬀect, not an intrinsic quality of a text. It can be conferred, suppressed, or avoided. The literary scholar Stephanie Newell has recently highlighted how
useful the mutability of authorship could be for West African newspapermen. As she
shows, anonymity or pseudonymity allowed African writers to evade the state’s desire
to classify and name its subjects. It oﬀered a form of address that foregrounded the
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message, not the messenger, that severed text from the persona of the author, allowing
the author to experiment with novel forms of address (Newell 2013). Several of the
essays in the current volume are likewise attentive to the experimental opportunities
that print conferred on African authors.
Natasha Erlank’s essay reminds us that the imagination and courage of the black
South African press was enabled by the experimental forms of authorship that newspaper writing allowed. Her essay treats the newspaper Umteteli wa Bantu as a “vast and
extraordinary text” rather than a vehicle of political ideology. The paper – funded by
the South African Chamber of Mines, intent on improving black perceptions of mine
labour – has often been written oﬀ as a conservative publication. Yet, as Erlank
demonstrates, the paper’s African editors had considerable latitude to work with. The
paper creatively juxtaposed political items with social reportage, creating a textual
environment that positioned apparently local events in a vastly enlarged stage.
Interspersed amongst international news, one encounters “an obsessive chronicling of
people, giving the paper sometimes the appearance of a telephone directory; lists of
wedding guests, of bridesmaids, of presents.” Such insertions enabled members of the
African elite – disempowered in the institutions of formal politics – to model an ideal
version of themselves in print.
The loose-weave character of Umteteli invited other types of insertions, too. Readers
were an enthusiastic and constant presence on the newspaper’s pages, for its editors’ genius
was to “open up spaces for the speech and performance of others” (Lawson 1983, xi). “The
Editor” and “the Reader” were interdependent textual functions. Readers eagerly seized the
opportunity to insert themselves into the weave of the paper by sending in rafts of letters,
using one of the three languages in which the paper was published. As Erlank writes,
contributors
appeared as writers of articles, with their names at the top of the columns they wrote, they
also appeared as guests at weddings, at the houses of the people they visited out of town
and as members of the audience at debating society meetings held in the outlying districts
of the Witwatersrand. Their presence in the paper is manifold, run-on, and iterative, both
in print and in the reality of their lives.

In Umteteli as in many other African newspapers the distinction between author and
subject was blurred. Newsmen knew themselves to be notable people, public ﬁgures,
and they often turned the reportorial gaze backward upon themselves and their own
lives (Jones 2016). Here was a newspaper where the journalist did not stand back from
the report.
In this way, the work of journalism could entail the creation of characters, ﬁctional or
otherwise. Corinne Sandwith’s essay in this collection takes us through a decade’s worth of
satirical newspaper columns by R.R.R. Dhlomo, one of the prominent ﬁgures of the black
South African press in the ﬁrst half of the twentieth century. An inveterate newspaperman,
Dhlomo worked on a range of publications in diﬀerent guises – as “Editor” and “Editress,”
while also moonlighting under pseudonyms. The column that Sandwith discusses,
“R. Roamer Esq.,” ran from 1933 to 1943 in the commercial weekly The Bantu World.
The column turned a satirical eye on the absurdities, cruelties and humiliations of black
South African life. Dhlomo’s column traversed a variety of topics: “the policing of
locations, pass law harassment, township raids, segregationist laws and the removal of
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‘black spots’.” Throughout the column there are dramatic scenes interspersed, oﬀering
a vivid picture of the commonplace humiliations that black South Africans suﬀered. As
one of Roamer’s fans indicated: “Roamer has a microscopic eye to see hidden things.”
Interspersed amongst these bits and pieces are playful ﬁctionalisations of newspaper
functions and personae. The opening paragraph of the ﬁrst column read:
The Editor – on whom be peace and plenty – has commanded me to ﬁll this column.
When these august bugs, – I am sorry, I mean, big ones, – command, lesser men like you
and I must needs obey and look pleasant at the same time.

In fact, there was no-one giving orders to Dhlomo: at the time of writing, he was
himself Assistant Editor at Bantu World. Dhlomo’s column satirised his own split
position as editor and writer while tilting this into a larger allegory of his structural
location in a racially divided world where he was a respectable editor yet also a black
South African, frequently forced into dissembling subservience. In this latter role, he
signed up the reader as his ally. As Sandwith notes, Dhlomo enjoined his readers to
accompany him in his travels round the city, an imaginative activity in which they
witnessed numerous examples of injustice. The column’s stress on polyphonic debate,
its settings in spaces of public address and discussion provided the reader with an
imaginative walk-on role. Unsurprisingly, the piece built up a considerable fan base,
with one admirer registering “his approval in the sincerest form of ﬂattery by adopting
Roamer’s style in his own letters.”
The South African press in the twentieth century was full of pseudonymous authors
whose mobility was a reportorial asset. Bearing names like “Rolling Stone,” “The Wayfarer
Along the Colour Line” and “Gathers no Moss,” these authors moved promiscuously into
territories that were ostensibly oﬀ-limits to African authors, opening up insights into
closed subjects and inviting readers to see things that were otherwise kept out of view
(James 2018). At the same time, newspapers also made celebrities, men whose authorial
imprint was itself a selling point. That took compression, stereotyping, and advertising.
Bhekizizwe Peterson’s essay shows how the novelist Peter Abrahams – who was to spend
most of his life outside South Africa – was repatriated by the magazine Drum and made
into a “Masterpiece in Bronze,” a testimony to black South Africans’ literary creativity.
Born to an Ethiopian father and a South African mother classiﬁed “coloured,” Abrahams
had published four novels in London – including his most famous work, Mine Boy –
before his work was ﬁrst discussed in Drum. Nonetheless, when in 1951 the magazine
reviewed Abrahams’ novel Wild Conquest the editors heralded him as a native son. “Peter
Abrahams . . . is an African,” they wrote, and “even the most indignant cannot deny the
book’s originality and artistic merit.” In 1952 the magazine’s editors reprinted Wild
Conquest in several instalments. It was a kind of homecoming. Abrahams himself wrote
to the magazine to thank his readers who had “used me as a symbol of their dreams and
hopes.”
But as Peterson’s essay shows, the drafting of Peter Abrahams into Drum’s catalogue
of black literary achievement entailed the reorganisation and deformation of his writing. In its novelistic form, Wild Conquest was a capacious work, deeply inﬂuenced by
Abrahams’s liberal commitments. Abrahams composed it in order to render the story of
the Great Trek (the movement of Boers into the interior in response to the abolition of
slavery in the Cape) into a human story of shared struggle. When the novel was
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reprinted in Drum, however, all of that was stripped away, and Wild Conquest was
compressed to suit the magazine’s racy style. As a side-bar teaser put it, the novel is an
“immensely dramatic tale” about the freeing of slaves and the conquest of the Matabele.
As Peterson indicates, the process of serialisation intersected with a long-standing
debate in South Africa on how or through what literary form to represent racial
oppression. In most cases the spectacular mode of evil villains and innocent victims
predominated, overshadowing the exploration of the interiority of character (although
a long tradition of writers from Es’kia Mphahlele to Njabulo Ndebele have pushed the
limits of the latter orientation). Peterson’s analysis demonstrates how serialisation itself
fed into the spectacularisation of the novel, at times making it resemble a series of overdrawn short stories, the favoured currency of Drum.
That is how some authors became celebrities, while others were closeted behind
pseudonyms. Both Peter Abrahams and “R. Roamer Esq.” were print personalities,
created by authors who worked at the intersection of autobiography and reportage.
But Abrahams’s book rested on the identity of an author – a native son – who took on
the interpretation of South African history as his subject. His published works, bound
up as novels, could be canonized as evidence of black literary achievement. By contrast
the ﬁctionalised compositions of “R. Roamer Esq.” were never valued as literature.
Composed from inside a malign and racist system, Roamer revealed its inner workings
and its petty indignities by taking the reader across political and legal boundaries, by
generating insights into closed and closeted subjects. Abrahams worked within the great
sweep of history. Roamer and his journalistic companions, by contrast, made hitherto
unseen things visible.

Demotic archiving
The ﬁnal two essays in this collection concern the fate of printed matter, showing how
newspapers – assembled by the exchange editors’ art – were taken apart by readers and
reorganised in scrapbooks and archives. In her discussion of African print culture,
Karin Barber (2006) minted the term “tin trunk literacy” to refer to the small collections
of printed ephemera that literate or semi-literate people kept under their beds, in
closets, or in trunks. In an environment where books were often rare, such collections
gave some permanence to otherwise short-lived printed items. This repurposing of
printed matter was not only initiated by readers. Newspapers themselves, especially in
book-scarce contexts, fashioned themselves as a resource, a home-made encyclopaediain-waiting that the keen and conscientious reader could extract by judiciously collecting
clippings.
“Tin trunk” archives were not simply meant to preserve transitory things. For
marginal people – for colonial subjects, for people subject to racism and other forms
of discrimination – the collecting of printed matter was a means of gaining leverage
over the predominant order. In 1957 the Kenyan writer Gakaara wa Wanjau sent a tin
trunk full of newspapers and books to his wife, Shifra. The newspapers were “very
valuable to me, so take great care of them,” he told her (Gakaara wa Wanjau 1957).
Gakaara was at that time one of the tens of thousands of Kikuyu men and women who
were held in detention camps by Kenya’s colonial government. British authorities used
the camps to punish and re-educate Mau Mau sympathisers, who they thought to be
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dangerously unhinged. Detainees like Gakaara spent much of their time collecting and
composing texts (Peterson 2014). He opened up a correspondence with the Regent
Institute in London while incarcerated at a camp on an Indian Ocean island. His tutors
sent him copies of Argosy, Everywoman, Young Elizabethan and Punch through the
post; by return mail, Gakaara wrote to ask for a “full explanation on the diﬀerence
between British serial rights and foreign serial rights” (Gakaara wa Wanjau 1954). By
1956 he was oﬀering a course of lectures entitled “What is a newspaper” to other
detainees. It addressed the “divisions or parts of the newspaper,” “newspapers of other
countries,” “printing and selling” and other matters (Gakaara wa Wanjau 1956). He
must have had an interested audience, for newspapers were subjects of great fascination
among lonely and isolated detainees. Detainees’ family members banded together to
purchase newspapers and other essentials, which were packed into parcels and spirited
into detention camps by sympathetic guards. British authorities had banned most
newspapers from detention camps, so detainees buried their illicit newspapers in
holes in the earth to protect them from conﬁscation (Gakaara 1988, 24 and 101).
When Gakaara ﬁnished teaching a course of English literacy to his illiterate compatriots, one of the graduates was heard to exclaim, “Now I can make sense of something
written in English. I can read the East African Standard for myself!” (162).
We do not know what newspapers were in the box that Gakaara sent to his wife in
1957, but it is clear is that they were hard-won. In them, Gakaara and other detainees
would have learnt about momentous events. He might have taken from them information about the course of the war or about the rising tide of public opinion against the
abuses of Kenya’s detention camps. Here was a means by which the petty indignities
and daily violence of detention-camp life could be identiﬁed with a wider set of
struggles.
News of victories won, of exemplary lives and other encouragements could, in the
scrapbook or in the tin trunk, be rendered into an apparently permanent record, a source of
orientation. Aston Gonzalez’s essay in the current volume explores the uses to which such
demotic archiving could be put and the scale to which it could be expanded. The essay
focuses on the remarkable archive of African-American life built up in the latter years of
the nineteenth century by the Philadelphia scholar, artist, and bibliophile William Henry
Dorsey. Filling three rooms, the archive ultimately comprised 400 scrapbooks, 1000
biographical ﬁles, paintings, books, manuscripts, sculptures and regalia. Dorsey ensured
that the archive had an impact on public opinion in Philadelphia and beyond through
private viewings, public events and use by scholars and journalists. Gonzalez tracks the way
in which Dorsey collected and catalogued material to create evidence of African-American
achievement.
Dorsey’s scrapbooks and biographical ﬁles show how “cutting with scissors” could
enable an industrious editor to build up impressive works of reference. Dorsey clipped
articles from over one hundred separate newspapers, many of them from Philadelphia,
but others from as far away as California. On each page, he convened one or more
articles on a particular topic pertaining to African-American history. Each scrapbook
was organised chronologically, so that stories published in several diﬀerent newspapers
could be displayed on a single page, giving the reader access to multiple editorial and
journalistic perspectives. Dorsey took care to highlight important passages: there were
dotted lines, asterisks and other marks to draw the readers’ attention. There were pieces
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of correspondence, too, in which Dorsey asked eminent men and women to comment
on events described in the press. In this way Dorsey’s archive worked to contextualise
stories of African-American accomplishment, correcting the record where necessary
while also furnishing users with material by which to understand history in its proper
perspective.
Mary Kelley’s essay is likewise about African-American intellectual life in Philadelphia.
Her focus is on the Female Literary Association, whose members published pseudonymous items in the abolitionist press in the 1830s. Kelley takes us to the backstage of
intellectual life to view the forms of co-operative and collaborative authorship that underlay texts that found their way into the public domain. African-American women, Kelley
shows, were involved in networks of debate, discussion, recitation, reading, listening and
writing. These collaborative modes of authorship, she writes, reveal “oral performance,
scribal writing, and print publication not as a series of separate and autonomous acts but,
instead, as continuously intersecting and mutually reinforcing habits.” The members of the
Literary Association cultivated a range of diﬀerent genres which they dubbed their “mental
feasts.” Like many such associations, they read and recited texts but also produced and
workshopped manuscripts of prose and poetry. These modes of writing were enmeshed in
the networks of kin, friendship and association that linked the members. One of their
favoured literary forms, the album, directly embodied these linkages. The opening page of
these sumptuous volumes asked readers to take pleasure in the “prose and rhyme”
contained therein, and to “add a tribute of your own.” The volume circulated amongst
friends, each adding in a text or image of their choice.
These albums were open-source. They were composed of texts and images that had
been drawn out of publications and recomposed, recopied, beautiﬁed or personalised.
Rather like Dorsey’s archive – or Gakaara’s metal box – the albums that circulated among
the women of the Female Literary Association were a means of self-fashioning. Here we
can see how the techniques of the exchange editor – cutting and pasting, condensation,
juxtaposition – could be harnessed to express gentility, sensibility and taste, to establish
and uphold friendships, to cultivate, cooperatively, a persona that could latterly be
deployed in the public domain.

A textual commons?
In her account of the Australian newspaper The Bulletin, Lawson describes its editor,
Jules François Archibald, in this way:
He did not see writers and readers in diﬀerent categories; he did not see ‘news’ as
dependent on elites in high places. With his wit and labour he needed only his coworkers, and the far-ﬂung population of writers and readers at work with words together.
As for news, it was always anybody’s, from [e]lsewhere and anywhere. (Lawson 1983, xi)

At the heart of the paper sat an open-page policy, with text coming from “Elsewhere” to
be refashioned for the circumstances of “Here.” In this respect, Archibald had much in
common with the editors and newspapers discussed in this volume. While his “white
Australia” politics diﬀered dramatically from the orientation of African and AfricanAmerican periodicals, they shared similar techniques of assembly: clipping, cutting, and
“writing with scissors.”
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The Bulletin was not the ﬁnal resting place for the materials that Archibald compiled.
Exchange editors the world over took the Bulletin apart, clipping cartoons, witticisms,
and pungent essays and pasting them into the pages of their newspapers. According to
one comprehensive database, American newspapers reprinted material from the Bulletin
more than 9000 times during the last decades of the nineteenth century and the ﬁrst
decades of the twentieth.8 British newspapers republished material from the Bulletin at
least 2800 times over the same period.9 Graphic comics, news reports, and humorous and
diverting snippets from Archibald’s paper found their way into an astonishing range of
publications. The editors of The Kingston Gleaner in Jamaica reprinted material from the
Bulletin on over 900 occasions.10 African newspapers reprinted the Bulletin as well: the
editors of the Beira Post (July 20 1898) in Mozambique reprinted an essay about the
conjugal shenanigans of Australian celebrities in 1898; and in following years the Bulletin
was reprinted in The Nyasaland Times, the Rand Daily Mail, and in John Dube’s Ilanga
lase Natal (January 3 1908), which quoted extensively from the Bulletin in an essay
decrying the inhumanity of rickshaw-pulling.
The Bulletin was a constant presence in the imposing piles of newspapers from which
overworked exchange editors snipped, cut, and pasted. By contrast Ramogi – the Luolanguage newspaper that Kenyan patriots launched in the 1940s to reform manners and
create a civil culture – does not seem to have been mentioned in any American, British
or Australian newspaper. Umteteli wa Bantu appears to have been reprinted once, in
a 1942 number of the Motherwell Times (November 27) of Lanarkshire, Scotland. The
article, entitled “Equal Opportunity,” was a rather staid report on education policy for
Africans. John Dube’s Ilanga lase Natal was reprinted on two occasions by American
newspapers, in both instances in The Negro World. One essay, reprinted on October 10
1931, concerned the “customs of the rural Negroes in South Africa;” the other, from
a 1932 number of Dube’s paper, commented on George Bernard Shaw’s lecture about
the “South African native question.” Gandhi’s newspaper Indian Opinion (September 5
1931) was reprinted once in the American press. It was an essay entitled “Natives of
Central Africa Better than White Christians,” reprinted in The Negro World.
The textual commons in which exchange editors worked was wide and variegated, but
it was delimited by language and form. Not all voices could be heard equally. In
a deterritorialised space of exchange, it was diﬃcult for publications that were addressed
to a particular audience to get noticed. To go viral in the newspaper exchanges, texts had
to have a humanistic, unspeciﬁc quality. And they had to be composed in English.
African newspapers got reprinted when their editors presented themselves and their
contributors as men of the world. The columns of The Gold Coast Leader – edited by
high-minded elites who saw themselves as black Britons – were full of eminently
reprintable material, from the philosophical editorials of “A Banker” (above) to the blackbordered obituaries of eminent and interesting men. Newspapers like Ilanga lase Natal or
Ramogi had rather diﬀerent purposes. Their audiences were broad and international, but
their purpose was pedagogical. They were custodians of their people’s way of life,
spokesmen for otherwise voiceless constituencies, and defenders of traditional morality.
They addressed their readerships not as men of the world but as people of a particular
locale, as natives of a homeland that needed to be deﬁned and protected. The work of
spokesmanship could inspire African editors toward literary creativity, giving impetus
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toward experiments with the ﬁctional voice. It also demarcated the readerships for which
African editors wrote and constrained the onward circulation of their publications.
This special issue is about the artisanal process by which African and African-American
newspapers were made. By focusing on the circulation and recomposition of textual
matter, the essays presented here let us see publication itself in a new light: as a cover
thrown over a multifarious assemblage of things authored elsewhere. Publication was not
destiny. Newspapers were assembled with scissors and paste, and they could be taken apart
through the same means. Once we see the newspaper in this way – as one site in a larger,
circulating textual commons – we are free to think more broadly about voice, authorship,
and representation.

Notes
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Thanks to David Carter for drawing this book to our attention.
Statistics from the database <Newspapers.com>.
Statistics from a search of the database <Newspapers.com>.
This account is compiled from handbooks on journalism, which outline the function of the
exchange editor (Olin 1910, 33; Campbell-Copeland 1893, 55–58; Shuman 1910, 98).
The novel was reprinted in Drum between May 1952 and January 1953.
These headlines recur in the following papers: Lagos Weekly Record, South African
Outlook, O Africano, Gold Coast Leader, Indian Opinion.
Based on internal evidence, Grant Christison (2010) argues that the poem was composed
by the poet and educationalist Robert Grendon.
In the database of American newspapers at <Newspapers.com> the “Sydney Bulletin”
appears on 8,200 occasions, while the term “Bulletin (Sydney)” appears on 1,400 occasions.
Statistics from the British Library database at <Britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk>.
Statistics from the Heritage Archive database at <NewspaperArchive.com>.
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