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Rearticulating the Local via a Passage to India: The Life-Writing of MK Jeffreys

“Durban”, declares Imraan Coovadia in his recent novel, The Wedding, “created the nation-state of India” (143). A hyperbolic statement, certainly, but not an utterly unfounded one: on both sides of the Indian Ocean, studies of the Indian Nationalist movement have emphasised the ways in which Gandhi’s political apprenticeship in South Africa informed Congress’s ability to imagine a unified, independent India. 

I wish to turn the tables, and consider the ways in which ‘India’ has shaped imaginings of South Africa. Rather than explore, for instance, the influence of Gandhian Satyagraha on anti-apartheid resistance campaigns, I focus on a minor character in the drama of re-imagining nationhood in South Africa, yet one who made certain critical interventions.

The character through whom I approach the question of re-articulating the local via a passage to India is Marie Kathleen Jeffreys, an archivist, historian and poet whose lifewriting, languishing in the Cape Town archives since her death in 1968, is the subject of a larger book project in progress co-authored by myself and Natasha Distiller, of the Department of English at UCT. 

The working title of our book is Intimate Relations: The Lifewritings of MK Jeffreys; the phrase ‘intimate relations’ is taken from Kodanda Rao, one of her Indian interlocutors, who exclaims to her in 1930: “You are regularly keeping copies of your letters and perhaps filing my stuff! For some future archivist to unearth and publish and start theories of the intimate relations between South Africa and India” – what scholar could resist such an invitation! Using the connection between India and South Africa as our starting point, we then expand the notion of “intimate relations” into different areas, namely: the creole cultural history of the Cape as emergent from the slave holding household, which becomes the focus of much of Jeffreys’s later research; liberal politics in both India and the Cape; the practice and theorisation of writing an ‘intimate history’ of the Cape through the prism of Jeffreys’s work; and, finally, explorations of both the possibilities and pitfalls of a discourse of love in forging and articulating new subject positions.

By the time of her death, Jeffreys had amassed what many considered to be the most significant private collection of Africana in the country. During the preceding decade, she had published in the iconic pages of Drum magazine a series of articles judged by the editor to be the most controversial of the time. The series drew upon genealogical studies to reveal the creole origins of white South Africa and to deflate the hegemonic discourse of white race purity and superiority, outing a number of prominent ‘white’ families in the process. Bravely, given the climate of racial classification spawned by the Population Registration Act, Jeffreys concluded the series by detailing her own ancestral origins in the slave holding households of the Cape, the confluence of what Loren Kruger calls the white Atlantic and the Black Indian. 

Thirty years previously, Jeffreys, according to her own self-representations, held the sensibility of a typical British-identified white South African of her time: ‘liberal’ yet paternalistically racist, she had retreated from her sister’s revelations of their ancestral origins in Ceylon and Malabar with horror, and could not imagine the act of taking a brown hand in her own without revulsion. 

What, then, took place between these two moments in her life-story that enabled Jeffreys to re-imagine both South Africa and herself beyond the tortured categories of colonialism and apartheid? 

One evening in 1928, Jeffreys attended a lecture by Srinivasa Sastri, the first Indian-Agent General posted to South Africa to negotiate more favourable terms for the descendents of the second wave of Indian Ocean traffic. Sastri presented three lectures at Hiddingh campus in Cape Town. The South African correspondent to the newsletter of “The Servants of India”, the organisation to which Sastri belonged, enthused that the “lectures drew record audiences […and ] were to many South Africans a magnificent revelation of Indian thought and culture. No less significant is the cordial and kindly reception he received at the hands of the students of the Dutch University at Stellenbosch”.

Jeffreys attended his final Cape Town address, on the legend Sakuntala – an event that presented her with a Damascus moment. She left the lecture in a state of high excitement, and immediately penned Sastri a letter in which she enthuses: 

“You have opened for us the magic casements of the East, and every lover of good things among us will find the distant peaks calling, calling, calling, as they are calling me, with […] an insistence which must be obeyed. [… The] message you brought […] belongs to me, it is a heritage buried beneath two hundred years of white blood and Western civilisation. For I, too, have been of the East, and have something of the East in me. Two hundred years ago white men brought as slave to this country a girl of Jaffnapatnam. Now her children are of the dominant race, with white skin, golden-brown hair, and rosy cheeks”. 

This heritage, she claims, has till now been an unspeakable “secret”.

This first instalment of her voluminous correspondence with Sastri found its way into Gandhi’s hands, and was published by him in Young India (1929) the following year, where it was presented as evidence of the successes of Sastri’s sojourn in South Africa.

That Sastri’s speech in South Africa should be met by Jeffreys’s letter in Young India is indicative of the kinds of transnational, circuitous exchanges that my project aims to trace and unpack.

Returning to the private sphere of the personal epistle, we find that Sastri responds warmly to Jeffreys’s first letter, urging her not to make herself “unhappy” over these genealogical revelations. Jeffreys hastens to correct him (28 Nov 1928), and in the process sets in motion an epistolary relationship that will realign her sense of self: “Forgive my once again writing to you,” she begins: “My letter has evidently conveyed a wrong impression since you conclude I am unhappy about, and ashamed of, the Eastern blood that flows – albeit considerably diluted – in my veins. Not I, but my people and my world would count it shame”.

She is less than candid here; indeed, even this letter (28 Nov 1928) acknowledges: “until recently I merely tolerated the thought of this strain in me, as something tiresomely persistent – for it is persistent – which I wished had happened to someone else. But when you spoke, I felt like Keats, on reading Chapman’s Homer. A new world of thought is waiting for me, with all the new and delightful paths of beauty to be explored. […] Strange that you should have such an effect upon me. But it is so, and now my mind has formed a new road, where my thoughts belong as if they have been there many times before without me”

Like Keat’s persona, she likens herself to “stout Cortez” “star[ing] at the Pacific”; yet unlike Cortez, she discovers not the land of others, but the heritage that such past passages have bequeathed to her; her interchangeable idiom of ‘new worlds’ and ‘new roads’ emphasises that the territory she is now able to inhabit is in fact constituted by such passages. 

“I am a tiny chip that was taken off the base of a beautiful vase,” she tells Sastri, “I only want to be joined on again where I belong” (28.11.29). Her evocative metaphor of restoring herself into a heritage from which she has been sundered resonates with Derek Walcott’s striking image of the cracked heirloom. 

Walcott’s image, presented in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech, speaks eloquently of the fractures and restorative acts of his post-slavery Caribbean society:

“Break a vase, and the love that reassembles the fragments is stronger than that love which took its symmetry for granted when it was whole. The glue that fits the pieces is the sealing of the original shape. It is such a love that reassembles our African and Asiatic fragments, the cracked heirlooms whose restorations show its white scars”

Walcott’s emphasis on “love” is central to my story, in which love becomes the modality by which such restorative acts (of European, Asiatic and African fragments) are performed in the production of a new South African subjectivity that reflects, rather than glosses over, its scars. 

I am engaging also, here, with Ashraf Jamal’s recent call for a return to love in the wake of the affective desert of apartheid. “Love”, as Jamal implicitly argues, opens the bounded self to the embrace of the other, and vice versa, thus cracking open the closed categories of colonialism while still, as Walcott insists, being able to maintain the memory of loss. 

Notable, then, is Jeffreys’s insistence that it was love, rather than power, that drove her European and South Asian ancestors into each others arms. At first I found this a trivalisation of slave women’s experiences that wilfully ignored the coercive power relations in which they were located. But, beginning now to explore the potentialities of a discourse of love within the colonial context, I am now more attentive to the promise that this reconstruction of her family history presented to Jeffreys centuries later as she actively reimagined herself and her world through the prism of love.

The love story that has held me riveted in archives from Cape Town to Calcutta is one infused by misunderstanding and loss, but one that nonetheless functions as the catalyst for a rearticulation of South Africanness. 

The heady years of her correspondence with Sastri and his personal secretary, Kodanda Rao, remain the pivotal period in Jeffreys’s life, returned to again and again in her range of lifewritings, which span the genres of poetry, fiction, memoir and historical reportage. Sastri’s gift to her, she writes years later, was the “pride and acceptance in my twofold heritage” that he granted her. 

Reclaiming what she calls her “treasures of blood”, she begins to redirect her political consciousness. A month after meeting Sastri she declares: “I am developing a tremendous respect for Gandhi, whom I referred to in tones of the deepest contempt and detestation only last year. It is, with me, a time of growth” (to Sastri, Nov 1929)

And, to Rao: “I am more than ever interested in Gandhi and wonder what attitude he will adopt about Swaraj. You will realise that events in India will inevitably alter the complexion of events in Africa, from the extreme North to the extreme South”. Finally, she concludes: “I rejoice to think that South Africa, no matter how mean a place it is, occupies a very important one in the life of this man”.

The turn to India, then, begins to re-turn her to Africa, enriching her sense of location while re-orienting her global placing. “The more I think about it the more the tragedy of dark skinned people becomes my sorrow,” she writes in early 1929, “I cannot understand exactly why I should find myself in these new relationships to a world I scarcely thought of about six months ago”

Soon after this realignment of her place in the world, she becomes involved with prominent Cape families such as the Abdurahmans and the Gools. “My people a few generations back were in a similar plight. I can but understand myself when I study them”; she reports. Shuttling, quite literally, between languages and cultures as she commences Urdu lessons along with Timmy and Amina Gool, she becomes increasingly placed in her local context.

In January 1930, she is one of five white delegates at the 2nd Non-European Congress, and reports meeting “all the shining lights, Jabavu, Sol Plaatjie, Champion Mahabane, Thale…” Thus did her epistolary romance with Sastri lead to her reimagining her ascribed identity as white South African, even as segregation and disenfranchisement tighten their noose about the Cape.

The ardent tone of her correspondence was of frequent concern to Sastri: he meticulously destroys her letters and, as his angina worsens, warns that he may die at any time, leaving them to be read by others who may misconstrue their import. When I first found the letters, I did indeed think that I had stumbled upon the traces of a torrid affair. But the passionate adoration Jeffreys extended to Sastri was of a different order. 

He, however, grew increasingly anxious. When he returns to Cape Town as part of the Round Table Delegation in 1932 (with Jeffreys scheduled to travel back to India with him and Rao afterwards), he fears she expects “physical satisfaction”, and retreats in horror. Jeffreys is devastated: her idol has fallen off his pedestal; basely misunderstanding her intentions, he reveals himself inadequate as her soul mate. Their meetings en route to and in India are cordial but chilly, as is the trickle of correspondence after her return home. 

In 1940, Jeffreys resumes contact with an increasingly ailing Sastri, who responds gratefully: “Your letter was a joy”, he writes, thankful to find Jeffreys expressing “the same understanding the same love the same forgiveness” of a decade before and acknowledging that he “behaved shabbily, even scurvily” before signing “in loving contrition”. The apparently innocent term, “scurvily” is in fact loaded with connotations of what the relationship with Sastri offered Jeffreys, and of the shattering effect of its waning. The identity Jeffreys fashioned through her epistolary romance with Sastri was one that encapsulated her unique location at the Cape, founded as a refreshment station that enabled the scurvy-free crossing from Atlantic to Indian worlds! 

To partially understand what went wrong in 1932, we need to turn to the literary texts through which Jeffreys mediated her relationship to Sastri, and developed her discourse of ‘love’. I will identify two key tributaries: the colonial romance, exemplified by Rudyard Kipling’s Kim, and Indian legend and literature. 

Kim speaks to Jeffreys’s new-found sense of cultural identity. The novel, argues Ashis Nandy, “was for Kipling a once-in-a-lifetime break with his painfully-constituted imperial self […,] baring his latent awareness” of his “biculturality” (Illegitimacy 44-45).

Jeffreys declares her “tender love for Kim and his Lama” and she attempts to model her relationship with Sastri upon this literary mould. Addressing herself to him as his chela (disciple), she adopts Kim as framework for the relationship, attempting to insert herself into the homosocial romance of Kipling’s India by positioning herself besides Sastri as Kim to his Lama: the devoted chela of the wise soul. 

The second tributary is comprised of the Indian legend, Sakuntala (the subject of Sastri’s lecture in Cape Town), and Rabindranath Tagore’s play, Chitra. Rao glosses the import of both as follows: “The flower with all its beauty of colour and fragrance is transitory; the fruit, though unattractive, is still the fulfilment and carries eternity with it” (Nov 1929). Thus do they speak to Jeffreys of a love that superseded the material: the spiritual love that novels such as Kim had told her she could find in an Eastern sage.

In the play that Jeffreys read a dozen times, Chitra, a woman raised as a son, exhorts the gods to make her “superbly beautiful” for a year, in order to secure the heart of the avowed celibate, Arjuna. Having achieved her aim, she shuns her “borrowed beauty”, finding that her “body has become [her] own rival”. Yet she fears that should she stand true in her unwomanly strength Arjuna will reject her. Unveiling into her original male attire, however, she is embraced as he declares, in the play’s closing line, “Beloved, my life is full”.

I have not, unfortunately, been able to locate a record of Sastri’s lecture on Sakuntala. Romila Thapar’s study of the legend’s travels through centuries and texts does, however, impart a clue or two as to the contested gendered terrain that Jeffreys may have encountered. Sakuntala, argues Thapar, has been variously encoded as “the liberated woman demanding to be justly treated” and “the more submissive […] woman waiting patiently for a recognition of her virtues” (262). 

With reference to these texts, Jeffreys tried to re-articulate her sense of self as a gendered, sexed and raced being, allowing herself to experience passionate love and manly comradeship (in ways resonant, perhaps with Olive Schreiner’s epistolary strategies), while carefully guarding her freedom, protecting herself from her assigned destiny as (white) woman.

Gender both sunders and supports her connection with India. On the one hand, she draws the kinds of analogies familiar in western feminist movements of the time: “as men behave towards women […] so Europeans behave to colour […] Not forever can they do this to us”, she declares to Sastri (to Sastri, Feb 1930). On the other hand, she is keenly aware of the ways in which white women’s liberation has been established at the expense of racial liberation and is outspokenly bitter about the Women’s Enfranchisement Act, which in turn disenfranchised Africans in the Cape: “What a way to the get the vote. It makes me sick”, she exclaims (to Sastri, Dec 1930), and writes an article on the subject titled “Women’s Franchise and the Native in South Africa” for The Servant of India newsletter.

Again I want to highlight the fact that Jeffreys found the space to articulate her growing unease at her placement as white woman in South African in an Indian periodical, in which she declares:

“It is painful to the advocates of women’s rights that they should only achieve their aim through an Act sponsored by the avowed and bitter opponents of these rights, and promoted solely with the object of depriving another section of the community of the privileges they have been enjoying for over seventy years […] For long the women of South Africa have eagerly awaited the day when they should be accepted as the political equals of men. To those who give the matter earnest thought, the gift, if it is a gift to concede to the rightful owner what has been withheld arbitrarily for many years, has turned to ashes in the giving; and they are ashes that sear the conscience. It is a vital move in an ugly and dangerous game.”

Her emergent understanding of the ways in which her gendered identity was deployed in this political game is evident also when she reports herself “interested to hear that they have a study circle here of persons of all creeds & colours, but only for men. […] I wish they included my sex, but evidently they feel that women might prove a complication! […] I do covert the privileges of being a man”. (Sept 1929). Given the context of this observation – a letter focused on restrictions pertaining to women and on a future typified by “intermarriage” – Jeffreys is clearly alluding to the ways in which white women have been produced as racial boundary markers – as symbols rather than discussants in the ‘race question’ – and it is from such constructions of her subject position that she flees, though never completely successfully.

Thus, to Rao she articulates a discourse of brotherhood explicit in Kim and suggested in Chitra: “I shall exchange one of my headveils for one of your turbans when I see you – isn’t that the right way to become brothers?” she asks. (Jan. 1930). Her idiom is suggestive of the forms of cross-racial bonding writers like EM Forster have suggested were threatened by the presence of white women in the colonies. Exchanging headveil for turban, Jeffreys imaginatively casts off the trappings of both her gender and her race.

To Sastri she complains that he does not allow the gender-bending Chitra promises her: “You starve me”, she writes, “If you will let me share the great duties of your life then you will know my true self, says Chitra. How often have I not pleaded with you? But you lack the capacity I sometimes think, for regarding women as any other than a solace, a cause of tender diversions, a plaything for the upliftment of weariness” (14.10.30)

But it was her reception of Sastri through the eyes of Kim that constituted the greatest cause of misunderstanding between them. Receiving him as an Indian guru, she saw him, as he himself often cautioned her, through the eyes of romance, and colonial romance at that. In a memoir of his early years, Sastri confesses an antipathy toward “swamis and yogis, givers of the sacred ash and whisperers of miracle-working mantras”; claiming instead the “highways of philosophy” as his path in life, and attributing his intellectual stance to a mixture of Hindu philosophy, Christian thought, Huxley, Mill and Spencer. No wonder, then, that he is unable to read into her effusive professions of love that which she aimed to impart.

If literature provided a set of models against which Jeffreys tried to remake her sense of self, contemporary events offered another, in the figure of Madelaine Slade / Mira Behn, the English woman who became Gandhi’s devotee. Jeffreys is ostensibly critical of her performances of submissive femininity: “Miss Slade is a fool,” she writes to Rao, “Can you picture me putting ghee on Mr Sastri’s feet? Not that I would mind – but I think it is more sensible to wear shoes & spare a woman such a stupid job”

Simultaneously, she implores Sastri to carry her in his heart: “By doing so you wipe from my thoughts all envy of Miss Slade. Ghee on his feet. Why, you’d be a veritable butter-ball if I had my wish. It’s a joke with tears behind it”. The critique of what Jeffreys perceives as Mira Behn’s performance of an Eastern feminine subjection is troubled by its proximity to the life of service in which gender difference melts away, as suggested by Chitra. Thus, at the same time that she is formulating her disapproval of Mira Behn, Jeffreys wires Sastri, offering herself in dedicated service to him and his cause. He, however, refuses to play his part in her racialised gender masquerade: "Please dismiss idea utterly impracticable", he responds.

Two years later she does finally realise her desire to make her passage to India, albeit with a broken heart. Back in Cape Town six months later, Jeffreys immediately began planning her second visit, but she did not, in fact, return. Instead, she immersed herself in Cape history, focusing particularly on unravelling the genealogies of the early Cape in order to reveal its creole origins, and on writing the presence of Islam in the Cape (Natasha Distiller and I have published an article on the former project, titled “Denying the Coloured Mother”; and I have a chapter on the latter, titled “Orienting the Cape”, forthcoming in a collection of essays on Islam in South Africa). 

Jeffreys’s passage to India, then, led her back home; the two-fold heritage that her encounter with Sastri had enabled her to claim broadened into a three-fold heritage in which she traced in her very being the unique location of the Cape: on the tip of the African continent, between East and West, with both Atlantic and Indian Oceans lapping upon its shores.

A year later, she published the poem “Colour: A Song of Ancestry”, which, having been anthologised in both Breaking the Silence and A Century of South African Poetry, remains her key poetic legacy today. Here Black Atlantic imagery is transposed onto the Indian passage. I’ll quote a fragment:

“My soul, a white-sailed barque, across the seas


Spread its pale hands to heaven; there in the hulk

Black sorrow lay in bondage”

Thus does Jeffreys’s lifework allow us to shift conceptual axes from those of the Black Atlantic, which, claims Kruger, “run north-south” to “Black Indian narratives” that “accommodate the south-south axes of circum-Indian Ocean routes” (114). 

Twenty years later, Jeffreys composed an unpublished revision of this poem, titled “Colour: A Threefold Heritage”, which opens as follows:

O, triple voice that from this heart now speaks.

In triple sorrow! Triple love that seeks

A triple good! Torn am I now, since one

I love hath chosen these other two to shun!

O proudly do I hear in these rich veins

The joys, the travails and the passionate pains

Of East, of West, of Africa untamed,

Acknowledged boldly now, being unashamed,

I claim my threefold heritage today,

And bind about my brows the triple bay!

The ‘I’ thrice crossed through is rendered as a self at war with itself:

I, hemmed between two deaths, both fought and killed,

[…]

I wandered wide with wagons for my home,

Then struck my arm of bronze my pallid head,

And with white-fingered gun myself, dark-skinned, left dead!

& laws devised against myself, unvoiced;

Myself exploited; conquered, myself rejoiced!

The poem concludes with an emphatic injunction issued to the poet to “Inscribe” her “birthright deathless on the glorious page”. In other words, to publicly proclaim a self in which the elements that colonialism and apartheid sought to separate and repress merge into an unstable subject in which the ‘I’ shuttles back and forth between the West, the East and Africa in the kind of “hither and thither” movement of which Homi Bhabha writes when expounding his thesis of “cultural hybridity” by way of which, he asserts, we may “elude the politics of polarity and emerge as the others of ourselves” (39). 

[Jamal’s application of this insight to the South African cultural context states: “It is this translocative and non-positional shift which affords an other embrace – the embrace not only of otherness, but the embrace of others – which I posit as the surest means, within the ever-shifting present, through which to recover a past and promote a future freed from the spectre of colonialism” (40).]

What I have tried to show in this brief survey of a very voluminous lifework is that Jeffreys’s act of re-articulating the local was achieved via a passage to India. 

What the larger project aims to achieve, and what this excerpt from it demonstrates in part, is an exploration into the ways in which the Indian Ocean paradigm develops, extends and complicates the more established Atlantic Ocean paradigm; in terms of the traffic of human beings, for instance, the Indian Ocean paradigm offers a markedly more flexible and malleable model than that of the Black Atlantic, which manifests sharp colonial binaries. Moreover, the project aims to partially prise Indian Ocean studies away from their current emphasis on the African East Coast by recalling first wave Indian passages to the Cape and then reflecting on the unique cultural history of the Cape. This in turn leads to an engagement with the conceptual impact that grappling with this history can have on our understandings of subjectivity and cultural and political identity in the colonial and postcolonial world. 

This leads me to the second aim of the broader project, which is to explore the notion of intimacy in colonial (and later apartheid) history, as well as in our conceptions of the post-apartheid present. Taking from Jeffreys’s lifewritings the emphasis on the Cape as a creole formation emerging from the, often violent and coercive, intimacies of the slave holding household, it aims to extend this paradigm into the transnational contexts of both Jeffreys’s writing present and the present we currently occupy, and to reflect on the place of intimacy and love in the forging of alternative discursive worlds. Jeffreys’s archive, then, permits a dual focus: firstly, an exploration of her own research, which was remarkable for the attention it paid to the impact of slavery and the Indian Ocean trade on the constitution of South African identities and everyday practices; and, secondly, an engagement with Jeffreys’s own emergent sense of self within Indian Ocean passages, both imaginative and actual.
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