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				Book Review

				Nkosi, Morley. The Way Home: Memories of a South African Exile. Johannesburg: University of Johannesburg Press, 2025. ISBN: 978-1-7764897-2-5.

				The Way Home is a memoir written by South African political activist and former exile, Morley Nkosi. The book is organised around Nkosi’s childhood and early adulthood in South Africa (Part One), his flight from South Africa in 1960 (Part Two), and his more than three decades in exile, most of which he spent studying and advancing an academic career in the United States (Part Three). 

				As Nkosi writes in his opening “Note on Sources”, “I hope […] to contribute to the literature of apartheid era exile, a literature thinner, in certain respects, than it ought to be, considering the complexity of the exile experience and the roles of those of us outside the country in defeating the apartheid regime” (p. 1). Through his memoir, Nkosi delivers impressively on this promise. Here, I wish to emphasise four themes that are developed substantially in the book and stand out as contributions to the South and Southern African exile literature. These are the centrality of religious life in Nkosi’s portrayal of his political awakening, his microhistory of the 1960 pass campaign, his description of different forms of solidarity across several sites of exile, and his description of anti-apartheid work in specific American locations. 

				In Part One, Nkosi offers a fascinating portrait of his family, and especially of his father, David Moses Nkosi, a pastor in the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC). His discussion of the DRC returns not only to a well-known critique of the church’s racist theology, but also to his experience as the child of a pastor in the DRC’s 
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				Mission Church (i.e. the church responsible for sharing the gospel with “non-whites”). As he writes, “When I look back at my own relationship with Christianity, I see an unfolding history of childish diligence, of occasional enlightenment, of boredom, of music, and eventually of creeping doubts” (p. 56). These doubts, he further reports, reflected a disjuncture between Jesus’s teaching in first-century Palestine and the socio-political situation in mid-twentieth-century South Africa: “I could not reconcile [the blessings promised in the Sermon on the Mount] with the terrible conditions that black people lived under across the country” (p. 57). Despite this experience of disjuncture and the social encounters through which it manifested — including a disturbing church service that he and his father attended with white DRC members immediately after the National Party’s election in 1948 (pp. 57-58) — Nkosi’s portrait of his father’s religious life and its impact on him is laudably complex. He does not dismiss the value of his father’s religious commitment in the communities his father served, and he creates space to imagine his father’s personal faith beyond the church he represented. Far from an uncompromising “dominee”, Nkosi paints a picture of a man shaped by overlapping African and European social worlds, who gave his children, perhaps especially his sons, space to draw their own conclusions and make their own decisions, not least in how to express themselves politically. It is worth noting that many other African nationalist figures have described early-life encounters with mission Christianity, but the complexity of these encounters and their interface with anti-colonial politics is rarely described with such nuance.

				Part One also presents other dimensions of Nkosi’s political awakening and involvement, including the circumstances that led to his involvement with the Pan-African Congress (PAC) and the March 1960 anti-pass campaign. As he writes, summarising the impact of anecdotes described at length in the book, “The menial status and positions that I was being consigned to as a black person, in churches, schools, the workplace, and in society at large, made me aware of the resistance being waged by various organisations against racial discrimination and apartheid. This led me to reading some pamphlets distributed by a group called ‘the Africanists’” (p. 91). In 1958, Nkosi contacted Robert Sobukwe and other Africanist leaders for their support in establishing a branch of the Africanists in the Eastern Native Township and in April 1959, when the PAC was officially launched, Nkosi was appointed to the PAC’s Witwatersrand Regional Executive Committee. Thus, Nkosi was at the coalface as the PAC spread its message and organised the pass campaign in and around Johannesburg in March 1960. Nkosi describes his work as a PAC activist, his personal experience of 21 March 1960, and his efforts to coordinate liberation movements’ activities following the 
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				Sharpeville massacre across three riveting chapters. In so doing, he adds to existing autobiographical accounts of 21 March 1960 while eschewing dominant narratives and South African commemorative events that present “the massacre” as a generic atrocity perpetrated by the apartheid regime, outside the specific local, temporal context in which it occurred.1 Nkosi’s account of his movements from March to September 1960 and his flight into exile is especially striking given that most leaders of the pass campaign were imprisoned on 21 March 1960, and that limited information about African nationalists was available after the banning of the PAC and the African National Congress (ANC) the following week.

				In Part Two, a new theme emerges in the book: solidarity. Across his account of travelling from South Africa to Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), Nyasaland (now Malawi), Tanganyika (now Tanzania), Kenya, the United Arab Republic (now Egypt), and England, Nkosi repeatedly describes how people expressed “solidarity” with him and others struggling to liberate South Africa from apartheid. The term “solidarity” may do too much work for Nkosi in this section as he draws from it to describe the political ideologies of prominent post-colonial African leaders, the hospitality of lower-level African nationalists who received him in each country, and the small acts of kindness of various strangers whom Nkosi met along the way. Nevertheless, as scholarship has highlighted, early postcolonial African leaders’ commitment to solidarity impacted how party members and citizens within their spheres of influence interacted with Southern Africa’s political refugees.2 Nkosi’s writing presents many anecdotes of solidarity extending across scale and context, not least in his description of living in the United States — a country whose complex relationship to Southern Africa is often oversimplified in a regional solidarity literature focused on countries whose governments offered direct aid to liberation movements. As Nkosi emphasises, through his repetition of the word, American organisations opposing apartheid and American friends often expressed solidarity, and these expressions were politically significant. 

				
					
						1	For a seminal account of existing sources on the Sharpeville massacre and how this event has been remembered in and beyond South Africa, see T Lodge, Sharpeville: An apartheid massacre and its consequences (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. v-xii; 280-347.

					
					
						2	For work on “affective” and “convivial” solidarity in 1960s and 1970s Tanzania and how it reflected Julius Nyerere’s Pan-African ideology, see A Ivaska, “Movement youth in a Global Sixties hub: The everyday lives of transnational activists in Postcolonial Dar es Salaam”. In: I Jobs and DM Pomfret (eds), Transnational Histories of Youth in the Twentieth Century (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2015), pp.188-210; M Suriano, ‘Transnational music collaborations, affective networks and everyday practices of convivial solidarity in Ujamaa Dar es Salaam”, Journal of Southern African Studies 46 (5), 2020, pp. 985-1008.
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				Finally, Nkosi’s discussion of doing anti-apartheid work in the United States is valuable. In contrast to much work on the US anti-apartheid movement, which primarily traces American actors and organisations at the movement’s apex in the 1980s, Nkosi presents his experience as a South African and the transnational relationships that he forged during the 1960s. Moreover, Nkosi describes specific American social worlds that are too often glossed over in the literature, without attention to the relationships forged there.3 For example, Nkosi’s account of his year at Lincoln University, an historically black university in Oxford, Pennsylvania, where he and many other African exile students were assigned to study in the 1950s and 1960s, is rich with detail about Americans and Africans struggling to shape the US government’s stance on Africa’s decolonisation and of the enduring social networks that formed in and around this campus. Nkosi’s description of his social world in New York City, the centre of early American anti-apartheid activity and where Nkosi spent most of his years in the US, is also rich with details about specific locations, events, and personalities that shaped the US anti-apartheid movement, undermining the apartheid government’s efforts to persuade the American public of its position and resulting in 1986 in US government sanctions — one of several blows that contributed to the end of apartheid four years later. 

				It is the end of apartheid, which ultimately paved “the way home” for Morley Nkosi. In November 1991, Nkosi, his Greek-American wife, and their two children travelled to Johannesburg, one of many transnational families to return to South Africa from exile in the early 1990s. In the book’s final chapter, Nkosi offers a short reflection on what it was like to be home — although the challenges that he must have faced in reintegrating to South Africa as an educated black elite, with a transnational, transracial family, and split party allegiances (Nkosi left the PAC for the ANC while living in New York) are largely left to the reader’s imagination. I sincerely hope that Morley Nkosi will eventually publish the story of his return home. In the meantime, for those concerned with South and Southern Africa’s exile experience, The Way Home is a “must-read”.

				
					
						3	For discussion of trends in the literature on the anti-apartheid movement in the United States, including the lack of work focused on its local and transnational qualities, see RZ Larson, The transnational and local dimension of the US anti-apartheid movement (PhD, Ohio State University, 2019), pp. 1-34.
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