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My children! My Africa! by Athol Fugard  

Act 2 Scene 1 Notes: Credit to MTG notes 

Plot: Rising action - The complications start (conflict/ rising action) when Thami’s involvement with the comrades causes him to resign from the debate team. Rising tension builds up as 
Thami’s political views clash with those of Mr M’s. At this point Thami is torn between dividing his loyalty to his comrades and Mr M, who argues about how the struggle for freedom should 
be conducted. Mr M refuses to accept the boycott, he gives the police the names of the activists in an attempt to bring end to the boycott. 
Summary: As with any play, a break in ACTS shows a major shift.  There is not a lot of time between the end of Act 1 and Act 2.  The change / shift happens within Thami, who makes the 
decision to leave school as well as Mr M and Isabel behind.  The change is revealed in the dialogue by the middle of the first scene of Act 2.  But the director will probably show a shift in 
tone from the beginning of the Act. 
Isabel is ready for the literature practice, has brought study material with her. As she reads her notes about the three Bronte sisters, she realises that Thami is not paying attention to her. 
Thami indicates that he needs to talk.   
  Thami struggles to say what he has in mind, but she quickly guesses that he is going to say that he is pulling out of the competition.  
  When Isabel asks whether they should break up their competition team he says yes.  
  Isabel explains that she has been feeling strange for the past few weeks – a feeling that something was going to go wrong.  
  Thami explains to Isabel that the boycott they are about to embark on is called ‘Isiqalo’ , the beginning. He further explains to Isabel that they cannot be together because the comrades 
demand that blacks keep a minimal contact with whites.  
  Thami tells Isabel that the strike will continue till the authorities stop Bantu Education.   
  Isabel does not understand why comrades can decide about other people’s friendships.   
 Mr M enters and hears the conversation between Thami and Isabel.  
 Thami says he rejects Bantu Education and Mr M says that he has been sabotaging Bantu Education by ‘liberating’ his learners’ minds. He refers to Thami’s eloquence as example of his 

own way of fighting Bantu Education.  
 Thami tells Mr M that he (Mr M) has only taught him to whisper but comrades have taught him to shout.  

  Mr M emphasises the ‘power of words’ to Thami. Mr M argues that words are better than stones and petrol bombs.   Mr M says the difference between a man and an animal is that a 
‘Man thinks and thinks with words, on the other hand an animal cannot think… it needs a man to tell it what to do’.  
  Mr M tells Thami that he has been asked to give a list of names of all those that are taking part in the boycotts.  Thami tells Mr M that he tried to stop the comrades at the meeting from 
labeling Mr M a stooge/spy/sell-out/collaborator. Thami challenges Mr M to write Thami Mbikwana’s name first on the list that he will give to the Department of Education.  
Characters: Mr. M, Isabel and Thami 
Setting: Zolile High School – Classroom 1 
Theme: The effects of an unjust education system.  
Black people are given inferior, poor and sub-standard education - young people think that it is necessary to boycott classes in order to bring apartheid and Bantu Education to an end. 
Thami says that they will only go back to school when the authorities stop Bantu Education.   
Generation gap: 
Her father doesn’t understand that she is changing, her view of the world and people has changed 
Halfway through our misery my Dad barged in and told me not to waste Samuel’s time because he had work to do which of course led to a flaming row between me and my Dad.   Am I 
changing, Thami?  My Dad says I am.’ 
Racism / Separation 
Thami is a black boy and is not allowed to visit in the white area during the apartheid era.  It was unlikely for Whites and Blacks to be friends.  Thami would have been seen as a traitor if 
he visited the white area.  Isabel was ignorant (didn’t know) of the situation in the black schools.  Her life was also in danger in the township school. 
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Tone/Mood: Tone  Relaxed tone : When Thami tells Isabel about his withdrawal from the competition.  Sad tone : Thami tells Isabel that they cannot see each other as per comrades’ 
demand.  Angry tone : A heated argument between Thami and Mr M. Mood  friendly  tense, dull, hostile 

ACT TWO   
SCENE 1 
Isabel and Thami.  She has books and papers.  Behind a relaxed and 

easy manner she watches Thami carefully. 
ISABEL: What I’ve done is write out a sort of condensed biography 

of all of them … you know, the usual stuff … date of birth, 
where they died, who they married … et cetera, et cetera.  
My Dad made copies of you and Mr M.  Sit.  [Hands over a 
set of papers to Thami] You okay? 

THAMI: Ja, ja. 
ISABEL: For example …[Reading] Brontë sisters … I lumped them 

all together …Charlotte 1816 to 1855;  Emily 1818 to 1848; 
Anne 1820 to 1849 …Can you believe that? Not one of them 
reached the age of forty.  Anne died when she was twenty 
nine,  Emily when she was thirty, and Charlotte reached the 
ripe old age of thirty-nine!  Family home”  Haworth, Yorkshire.  
First publication a joint volume of verse, Poems by Currer, Ellis 
and Acton Bell.  All novels published under these nom-de-
plumes, Charlotte the most prolific …[Abandoning the notes]  
Why am I doing this?  Your’re not listening to me. 

THAMI: Sorry. 
ISABEL: [She waits for more, but that is all she gets] So?  Should I 

carry on wasting my breath or do you want to say something? 
THAMI: No, I must talk. 
ISABEL: Good.  I’m ready to listen. 
THAMI: I don’t know where to begin. 
ISABEL: The deep end.  Take my advice, go to the deep end and just 

jump right in.  That’s how I learnt to swim. 
THAMI: No.  I want to speak carefully because I don’t want you to get 

the wrong ideas about what’s happening and what I’m going to 
say.  It’s not like it’s your fault, that it’s because of anything 
you said or did … you know what I mean? 

ISABEL: You don’t want me to take personally whatever it is you are 
finding so hard to tell me. 

THAMI: That’s right.  It’s not about you and me personally.  I’ve had a 
good time with you, Isabel. 

ISABEL: I’ve had an important one with you. 

 
 
 
 
condensed biography – a shortened or summarised version of someone’s life story that is written by someone else. (An 

autobiography is written by the person him- of herself.) 
 
 
 
 
Brontë sisters  - The Brontës (/ˈbrɒntiz/) were a nineteenth-century literary family, born in the village of Thornton and 

later associated with the village of Haworth in the West Riding of Yorkshire, England. The sisters, Charlotte (1816–
1855), Emily (1818–1848), and Anne (1820–1849), are well known as poets and novelists. Like many contemporary 
female writers, they originally published their poems and novels under nom-de-plumes, male pseudonyms / not their own 

names/false names: Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell. Their stories immediately attracted attention for their passion and 
originality. Charlotte's Jane Eyre was the first to know success, while Emily's Wuthering Heights, Anne's The Tenant of 
Wildfell Hall and other works were later to be accepted as masterpieces of literature. 
 
Prolific – productive, illustrious, grand…. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
, go to the deep end and just jump right in. - Metaphor.  Giving the bad news immediately and without long stories is like 

someone who has to start swimming by jumping in at the deep end of the pool. 
 
 
or did … - Ellipsis indicates that he is finding it very difficult to tell her he is withdrawing from the competition, cannot 

find the right words. 
 
 
 
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA/English
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thornton,_West_Yorkshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haworth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Riding_of_Yorkshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlotte_Bront%C3%AB
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emily_Bront%C3%AB
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anne_Bront%C3%AB
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jane_Eyre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wuthering_Heights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Tenant_of_Wildfell_Hall
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Tenant_of_Wildfell_Hall
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THAMI: If it was just you and me, there wouldn’t be a problem. 
ISABEL: We’ve got a problem, have we? 
THAMI: I have. 
ISABEL: [Losing patience] Oh for God’s sake, Thami.  Stop trying to 

spare my feelings and just say it!  If you are trying to tell me 
that I’ve been wasting my breath for a lot longer than just 
this afternoon … just go ahead and say it! I’m not a child.  I 
can take it.  Because that is what you are trying to tell me, 
isn’t it?  That it’s all off. 

THAMI: Yes. 
ISABEL: The great literary quiz team is no more. You are pulling out of 

the competition. 
THAMI: Yes. 
ISABEL: You shouldn’t have made it so hard for yourself, Thami.  It 

doesn’t come as all that big a surprise.  I’ve had a feeling that 
something was going to go wrong somewhere.  Been a strange 
time these past few weeks, hasn’t it?  At home, at school, in 
the shop … everywhere!  Things I’ve been seeing and doing 
my whole life, just don’t feel right any more.  Like my 
Saturday chats with Samuel – I told you about him, remember, 
he delivers for my Dad – well you should have heard the last 
one.  It was excruciating.  It felt so false, and forced, and 
when I listened to what I was saying and how I was saying 
it … oh my goodness!  Sounded as if I thought I was talking 
to a ten-year-old.  Halfway through our misery my Dad barged 
in and told me not to waste Samuel’s time because he had 
work to do which of course led to a flaming row between me 
and my Dad.   Am I changing, Thami?  My Dad says I am. 

THAMI: In what way? 
ISABEL: Forget it.  The only thing I do know at this moment is that I 

don’t very much like the way anything feels right now, 
starting with myself.  So have you told Mr M yet? 

THAMI: No. 
ISABEL: Good luck.  I don’t envy you that little conversation.  If I’m 

finding the news a bit hard to digest, I don’t know what he is 
going to do with it.  I’ve just got to accept it.  I doubt very 
much if he will. 

THAMI: He’s got no choice, Isabel.  I’ve decided and that’s the end of 
it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You shouldn’t have made it so hard for yourself, Thami.  It doesn’t come as all that big a surprise.  I’ve had a feeling that something was going to go wrong 

somewhere.  Agonizing / painful – uncomfortable because she has realized that she had been condescending in the past 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Halfway through our misery my Dad barged in and told me not to waste Samuel’s time because he had work to do which of course led to a flaming row 

between me and my Dad.   Am I changing, Thami?  My Dad says I am. Theme: Generation gap: 
Her father doesn’t understand that she is changing, her view of the world and people has changed. Her father is fearful 
of the change in the country and it is reflected in the change in his daughter.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
If I’m finding the news a bit hard to digest, - Metaphor. Dealing with the news is like someone who has to digest food 
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ISABEL: So do you think we can at least talk about it?  Help me to 
understand?  Because to be absolutely honest with you, Thami, 
I don’t think I do.  You’re not the only one with a problem.  
I’ve also got a big one.  What Mr M had to say about the 
team and the whole idea made a hell of a lot of sense to me. 

  You owe it to me, Thami.  A lot more than just my spare 
time is involved. 

THAMI: Talk about what?  Don’t you know what is going on? 
ISABEL: Don’t be stupid, Thami!  Of course I do!  You’d have to be 

pretty dumb not to know that the dreaded “unrest” has finally 
reached us as well. 

THAMI: We don’t call it that.  Our word for it is Isiqalo …The 
Beginning.   

ISABEL: All right then, The Beginning.  I don’t care what it’s called.  
All I’m asking you to do is explain to me how the two of us 
learning some poetry, cramming in potted bios … interferes 
with all of that. 

THAMI: Please just calm down and listen to me!  I know you’re angry 
and I don’t blame you.  I would be as well.  But you must 
understand that pulling out of this competition is just a small 
side issue.  There was a meeting in the location last night.  It 
was decided to call for a general stay at home.  We start 
boycotting classes tomorrow as part of that campaign. 

ISABEL: Does Mr M know about all of this? 
THAMI: I think he does now. 
ISABEL: Wasn’t he at the meeting? 
THAMI: The meeting was organised by the Comrades.  He wasn’t 

welcome. 
ISABEL: Because his ideas are old fashioned. 
THAMI: Yes. 
ISABEL: School boycott! Comrades! So our safe, contented little Camdebo  

is really going to find out what it’s all about. How long do you 
think it will last? 

THAMI: I don’t know.  It’s hard to say.   
ISABEL: A week? 
THAMI: No.  It will be longer. 
ISABEL: A month?  Two months? 

So do you think we can at least talk about it?  Help me to understand?  Because to be absolutely honest with you, Thami, I don’t think I do.  You’re not the 
only one with a problem.  - What upsets Isabel most is not that he is pulling out of the competition, but that their friendship is being at risk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“unrest” – Contrast - ‘unrest’ has negative connotations, (suggests that the boycott is a negative thing), but ‘Beginning’ 

has positive connotations 
 
 
The Beginning  - The beginning of the revolution. Irony – A beginning is associated with something good. Here the 
beginning is the beginning of a violent revolution. This can lead to the death of many, but the outcome will be good.  
Note the difference between the language  used by the South African government and newspapers on the one hand 
and that used by the people of the location.  Especially the people whom Thami has planned to physically fight against 
apartheid.  For example in this section of the play, Isabel uses the term ‘unrest’ and Thami says they use the term 
‘Isiqalo’ – The Beginning.  Later Isabel uses the term ‘murder’ and Thami calls it ‘self-defense’.  The difference in the 
words has legal consequences.   
 

It was decided to call for a general stay at home.  We start boycotting classes tomorrow as part of that campaign.The reason why he is 
withdrawing from the quiz – he will join the school boycott the next day 
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THAMI: We’ll go back to school when the authorities scrap Bantu 
Education and recognise and negotiate with Student 
Committees. That was the resolution last night. 

ISABEL: But when the boycott and … you know …everything is all 
over could we carry on then, if there was still time? 

THAMI: I haven’t thought about that. 
ISABEL: So think about it.  Please. 
THAMI: [Nervous about a commitment] It’s hard to say, Isabel but ja 

…maybe we could … I’m not sure. 
ISABEL: Not much enthusiasm there, Mr Mbikwana!  You’re right.  Why 

worry about a stupid competition?  It will most probably be 
too late anyway.  So that’s it then.  Let’s just say we gave 
ourselves a crash course in English literature.  Could have 
done a lot worse with our spare time, couldn’t we?  I enjoyed 
myself.  I read a lot of beautiful poetry I might never have 
got around to.  [Uncertain of herself]It doesn’t mean the end of 
everything though, does it?  I mean … can we go on meeting, 
just as friends? 

THAMI: [Warily] When? 
ISABEL: Oh … I mean, you know, like any time.  Next week! [Pause] 

I’m not talking about the competition, Thami.  I accept that it’s 
dead.  I think it’s a pity … but so what.  I’m talking now 
about you and me, just as friends.  [She waits.  She realises.  
She collects herself.] So our friendship is an old fashioned idea 
after all.  Well don’t waste your time here.  You better get 
going and look after … whatever it is that’s beginning.  And 
good luck! [Thami starts to go] No!  Thami come back here!! 
[Struggling ineffectually to control her anger and pain]  
There is  something very stupid somewhere and it’s most 
probably me but I can’t help it … it just doesn’t make sense!  
I know it does to you and I’m sure it’s just my white 
selfishness and ignorance that is stopping me from 
understanding, but it still doesn’t make sense. Why can’t we go 
on seeing each other and meeting as friends?  Tell me what is 
wrong with our friendship? 

THAMI: You’re putting words in my mouth, Isabel. I didn’t say there 
was anything wrong with it. But others won’t see it the way 
we do.  

ISABEL: Who? Your Comrades? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[Warily]  - in a way that is wary (= not completely trusting or certain): 

She eyed the dog warily, afraid it might jump. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ineffectually – not effective 

 
 
Ignorance - No knowledge, lack of knowledge, education, or awareness 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your Comrades? - The protestors, comrades of stay aways, supporters of the cause. 
Tone: angry, troubled, confused, sad – because she doesn’t want to let the change interfere  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/wary
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/completely
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/trusting
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/certain
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/eye
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/dog
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/afraid
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/jump
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THAMI: Yes. 
ISABEL: And they are going to decide whether we can or can’t be 

friends! 
THAMI: I was right.  You don’t understand what’s going on. 
ISABEL: And you’re certainly not helping me to. 
THAMI: [Trying] Visiting you like this is dangerous.  People talk.  Your 

maid has seen me.  She could mention, just innocently but to 
the wrong person, that Thami Mbikwana is visiting and having 
tea with the white people she works for. 

ISABEL: And of course, that is such a big crime! 
THAMI: In the eyes of the location … yes!  My world is also 

changing, Isabel.  I’m breaking the boycott by being her.  The 
Comrades don’t want any mixing with whites.  They have 
ordered that contact must be kept at a minimum. 

ISABEL: And you go along with that? 
THAMI: Yes. 
ISABEL: Happily! 
THAMI: [Goaded by her lack of understanding] Yes!  I go along happily 

with that!! 
ISABEL: Man Thami, this great Beginning of yours sounds like … 

[Shakes her head] … I don’t know.  Other people deciding 
who can and who can’t be your friends, what you must do and 
what you can’t do.  Is this the Freedom you’ve been talking to 
me about?  That you were going to fight for? 

 [Mr M enters quietly.  His stillness is a disturbing contrast to 
the bustle and energy we have come to associate with him] 

MR M: Don’t let me interrupt you.  Please carry on. 
 [To Thami] I’m most interested in your reply to that question.  

[Pause] I think he’s forgotten what it was. Isabel.  Ask him 
again. 

ISABEL: [Backing out of the confrontation] No.  Forget it. 
MR M: [Persisting] Isabel was asking you how you managed to 

reconcile your desire for Freedom with what the Comrades are 
doing. 

ISABEL: I said forget it, Mr M.  I’m not interested any more. 
MR M: [Insistent] But I am. 
THAMI: The Comrades are imposing a discipline which our struggle 

needs at this point.  There is no comparison between that and 
the total denial of our Freedom by the white government.  

 
 
 
 
 
[Trying] Visiting you like this is dangerous.  People talk.  Your maid has seen me.  - They cannot see each other as friends because:  
a) the comrades don’t want any mixing with whites 
b) It could be dangerous for Thami to be seen with Isabel – he could be killed or tortured – he could be seen as a traitor 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[Goaded -  Provoked / taunted / angry with Isabel because she did not understand what he was trying to say   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Don’t let me interrupt you.  Please carry on. [To Thami] I’m most interested in your reply to that question.  [Pause]  I think he’s forgotten what it was. Isabel.  
Ask him again. - Mr M’s state of mind at this stage: he is shocked at what he heard about Thami, he is disappointed and angry 
 

 
 
 
Reconcile - to find a way in which two situations or beliefs that are opposed to each other can agree and exist together: 

e.g. It is sometimes difficult to reconcile science and religion. Racism / Separation: Thami is a black boy and is not 
allowed to visit in the white area during the apartheid era.  It was unlikely for Whites and Blacks to be friends.  Thami 
would have been seen as a traitor if he visited the white area.  Isabel was ignorant (didn’t know) of the situation in the 
black schools.  Her life was also in danger in the township school. 
The Comrades are imposing a discipline which our struggle needs at this point. 

Thami defends the policies of the Comrades – they say discipline is needed at this point. Ironically this discipline will be 
seriously amiss, lacking when they start marching to the school and kill Mr. M 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/find
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/situation
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/belief
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/opposed
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/agree
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/exist
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/difficult
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/science
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/religion


ACT 2 SCENE 1                                                                                                                                                                                                                              Page 7 of 10 

They have been forcing on us an inferior education in order to 
keep us permanently suppressed. When our struggle is 
successful there will be no more need for the discipline the 
Comrades are demanding.   

MR M: [Grudging admiration]  Oh Thami … you learn your lessons so 
well! The “revolution” has only just begun and you are already 
word perfect.  So then tell me, so you think I agree with this 
inferior Bantu Education that is being forced on you? 

THAMI: You teach it. 
MR M: But unhappily so!  Most unhappily, unhappily so!  Don’t you 

know that?  Did you have your fingers in your ears the 
thousand times I’ve said so in the classroom?  Where were you 
when I stood there and said that I regarded it as my duty, my 
deepest obligation to you young men and women to sabotage 
it, and that my conscience would not let me rest until I had 
succeeded.  And I have!  Yes, I have succeeded!  I have got 
irrefutable proof of my success.  You!  Yes.  You can stand 
here and accuse me, unjustly, because I have also had a 
struggle and I have won mine.  I have liberated your mind in 
spite of what the Bantu Education was trying to do to it.  
Your mouthful of big words and long sentences which the not-
so-clever comrades are asking you to speak and write for 
them, your wonderful eloquence at last night’s meeting which 
got them all so excited – yes, I heard about it! – you must 
thank me for all of that, Thami. 

THAMI: No I don’t.  You never taught me those lessons. 
MR M: Oh I see.  You have got other teachers, have you? 
THAMI: Yes.  Yours were lessons in whispering.  There are men now 

who are teaching us to shout.  Those little tricks and jokes of 
yours in the classroom liberated nothing.  The struggle doesn’t 
need the big English words you taught me how to spell. 

MR M: Be careful, Thami.  Be careful!  Be careful!  Don’t scorn words.  
They are sacred!  Magical!  Yes, they are.  Do you know that 
without words a man can’t think?  Yes, it’s true.  Take that 
thought back with you as a present from the despised Mr. M 
and share it among the Comrades.  Tell them the difference 
between a man and an animal is that Man thinks, and he 
thinks with words.  Consider the mighty ox.  Four powerful 
legs, massive shoulders, and a beautiful thick hide that gave 

suppressed. – oppressed, to push under, to keep under or down. One of the great ironies of the play, and of the ant-

apartheid movement in general, is pointed out in Act 11 Scene 1, Thami and the Comrades are seeking more freedom, 
but Thami’s freedom are actually limited in this pursuit.  That is to say, the Comrades begin to control his access to 
education and the places where and people with whom he spends time.  Thami defends these limitations as necessary 
to the cause, but Mr M attempts to push him on the issue even after Isabel drops the issue. 
you learn your lessons so well! The “revolution” has only just begun and you are already word perfect.  So then tell me, so you think I agree with this inferior 
Bantu Education that is being forced on you? - He taught his pupils to think for themselves, think independently.  He liberated their minds, rather than 

making them slaves of the inferior Bantu Education. Aspects of Mr.M’s character revealed here: passionate teacher, follows his conscience, cares 
deeply about the youth of the country, duty is important to him. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Many exclamation marks – show he feels emotional, intensely upset by Thami’s accusations.  He is angry and disappointed  
 

 
irrefutable proof - Mr M’s proof that he has successfully undermined the inferior Bantu Education, is Thami’s liberated mind (his ability to think for 

himself). The proof is perfect, cannot be mistaken. 
 
Earlier Thami described Bantu Education as a trap, inferior, not relevant to the lives of black people. 
 
 
 
eloquence  - Eloquent speaker and debater. Uses his ability to speak well,  to address protestors at the meeting. 

 
 
 
 
 
Yours were lessons in whispering.  There are men now who are teaching us to shout.  Those little tricks and jokes of yours in the classroom liberated nothing.  
The struggle doesn’t need the big English words you taught me how to spell. - Metaphor.  Thami means that Mr M never taught him to be an activist and 

to fight physically for what he believes in.  He taught him quiet resistance (whispering).  But the men in the location are teaching him active 
resistance (shouting). 
 

Don’t scorn words. - Don’t speak about words with disdain, contempt 

 
 
despised - hated 
Tell them the difference between a man and an animal is that Man thinks, and he thinks with words.  Consider the mighty ox. - Tell them the 
difference between a man and an animal is that Man thinks, and he thinks with words.  Consider the mighty ox. Uses an 
analogy to make a point. He uses an ox, because cattle are important animals in African culture. Thami would be able 
to relate/ identify with it. The ox is a symbol of brute strength and stupidity. Message of the ox analogy – Ability to speak 
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our warriors shields to protect them when they went into 
battle.  Think of his beautiful head Thami, the long horns, the 
terrible bellow from his lungs when he charges a rival!  But it 
has got no words and therefore it is stupid!  And along comes 
that funny little, hairless animal that has got only two thin 
legs, no horns and a skin worth nothing and he tells that ox 
what to do.  He is its master and he is that because he can 
speak!  If the struggle needs weapons give it words, Thami.  
Stones and petrol bombs can’t get inside those armoured cars.  
Words can.  Words can.  They can so something even more 
devastating than that … they can get inside the heads of 
those inside the armoured cars.  I speak to you like this 
because if I have faith in anything, it is faith in the power of 
the word.  Like my master, the great Confucius, I believe that, 
using only words, a man can right a wrong and judge and 
execute the wrongdoer.  You are meant to use words like that. 

 Talk to others.  Bring them back into the classroom.  They will 
listen to you.  They look up to you as a leader. 

THAMI: No, I won’t.  You talk about them as if they were a lot of 
sheep waiting to be led.  They know what they are doing.  
They’d call me a traitor if I tried to persuade them otherwise. 

MR M: Then listen carefully, Thami, I have received instructions from 
the department to make a list of all those who take part in the 
boycott.  Do you know what they will do with that list when 
all this is over … because don’t fool yourself, Thami, it will 
be.  When your boycott comes to an inglorious end like all the 
others … they will make all of you apply for re-admission 
and if your name is on that list …[He leaves the rest 
unspoken]   

THAMI: Will you do it?  Will you make that list for them? 
MR M: That is none of your business. 
THAMI: Then don’t ask me questions about mine. 
MR M: [His control finally snaps.  He explodes with anger and 

bitterness]  Yes, I will! I will ask you all the questions I like.  
And you know why?  Because I am a man and you are a boy.  
And if you are not in that classroom tomorrow you will be a 
very, very silly boy. 

THAMI: Then don’t call me names, Mr. M. 

is a sign of intelligence – what gives humans power over animals, that are much stronger than they are. Thus: language 
gives humans power over other human beings. He says Thami has a better chance of bringing about change through 
intelligence + negotiation than through brute strength and violence. 
 
 
 
 
 

If the struggle needs weapons give it words, Thami.  Stones and petrol bombs can’t get inside those armoured cars.  - White soldiers protecting the 
apartheid state. 
People are affected by the words they hear/read. You can influence + change ideas of others through your words – they 
might begin to understand black people better. Tension between the ways in which problems can be tackled. Through 
words or violence? Words provide a way of avoiding violence through argument and debate as long as there is equality 
and respect for rules. Usually violence just leads to brutality, destruction, pain – everyone losing something.   
Do you agree with Mr.M’s view?  
Yes. Change in the political system of  South Africa came as a result of a combination of strategies- violent opposition 
within the country, passive resistance outside the country in the form of sanctions + negotiation which led to democratic 
negotiations. 68% of South Africans voted in favour of the end of apartheid in 1994 referendum – words did get inside 
the armoured cars.  
No, I won’t. - For the first time Thami openly confronts Mr M 
 
Traitor - Someone who betrays his country 

 
 
 
 

Inglorious - that people should be ashamed of because it is not fair or honest. Themes: 1. generation clash and 2. tradition 
and culture (respecting your elders). The rising action is gaining momentum and Thami is openly confronting Mr. M. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/ashamed
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/fair
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/honest
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MR M: No?  Then what must I call you?  Comrade Thami?  Never!  
You are a silly boy now, and without an education you will 
grow up to be a stupid man! 

 [For a moment it looks as if Thami is going to leave without 
saying anything more, but he changes his mind and confronts 
Mr. M for the last time.] 

THAMI: The others called you names at the meeting last night.  Did 
your spies tell you that?  Government stooge, sell-out 
collaborator.  They said you licked the white man’s arse and 
would even eat his shit if it meant keeping your job.  Did your 
spies tell you that I tried to stop them saying those things? 

 Don’t wait until tomorrow to make your list, Mr. M.  You can 
start now.  Write down the first name: Thami Mbikwana. 

 [He leaves]   
 [A few seconds of silence after Thami’s departure.  Isabel 

makes a move towards Mr. M but he raises his hand sharply, 
stopping her, keeping her at a distance.] 

ISABEL: This fucking country! 
 [She leaves.] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Government stooge, sell-out collaborator. - Mr M is labelled at the meeting.  
Someone who is used to do someone else’s dirty work, a spy. 
 
 
 
 

Write down the first name: Thami Mbikwana. - He challenges Mr M to write his name first on the list 
 
 
 
 
 

This fucking country! - Mr M keeps Isabel at a distance with a raised hand – he is hurt and embarrassed. This is a key 
moment in the play.  Her shout is out of character, because she is strong-willed but not disrespectful.  The shout 
can be interpreted as her coming to terms with how overwhelming the tension between Thami and Mr M, and the 
different ideologies (ideas) has become.  It is important to note that she uses the word ‘country’ rather than 
referring to Thami and Mr M, to the government, or to any issue in particular.  She has only recently become 
aware of how the history of South Africa truly affects black and poor people in contemporary South Africa, so it 
seems that all she can muster is a curse at the country itself and all the problems included therein. 

Thami Mr M 

1. You teach an inferior Bantu Education 
syllabus 

I saw it as my deepest obligation to sabotage Bantu 
Education by liberating your minds in spite of 
what Bantu Education was trying to do.  You are 
proof of my success 

2. Yours were the lessons in whispering.  
These are men who are teaching us 
to shout. 

You must thank me for your wonderful eloquence which 
you used to address the comrades at the meeting 
last night 

3. The struggle does not need the big 
English words you taught me to spell 

Don’t scorn words.  If the struggle needs weapons, give 
it words….stones and weapons can’t get inside 
those armoured cars.  Words can. 
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It is only when you as an audience have sympathy for both the teacher and the student, that the play becomes truly poignant – evoke feelings of 
sadness or regret 
Is the drama still relevant today? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


