
I Write What I Like By Steve Biko

I Write What I Like is a powerful collection of essays by the South African anti-apartheid activist and
intellectual Steve Biko. Published posthumously in 1978, this seminal work captures Biko's thoughts on
identity, racism, and the struggle for liberation. Through his compelling prose, Biko articulates the
psychological and social ramifications of apartheid, while emphasizing the importance of black consciousness.
This article delves into the significance of "I Write What I Like," exploring its historical context, key themes,
and lasting impact on South African society and beyond.

Historical Context of "I Write What I Like"

Steve Biko was born on December 18, 1946, in King William's Town, South Africa. As a medical student, he
became involved in student politics and eventually co-founded the South African Students' Organization



(SASO) in 1968, promoting black consciousness. Biko's activism was rooted in the belief that the liberation of
black South Africans would not only be a political struggle but also a psychological one.

The book "I Write What I Like" emerged during a time of intense racial discrimination and oppression in South
Africa. The apartheid regime, which began in 1948, institutionalized racial segregation and disenfranchised the
majority black population. Biko's writings serve as a critique of this oppressive system and a call to action
for his fellow black South Africans to reclaim their identity and dignity.

The Formation of Black Consciousness

One of the central themes of "I Write What I Like" is the concept of black consciousness. Biko believed that
true liberation could only be achieved through the recognition and acceptance of black identity. He argued that
the psychological impact of apartheid had led to a sense of inferiority among black South Africans, which
needed to be addressed to foster a sense of pride and unity.

Key aspects of black consciousness as articulated by Biko include:

Self-Definition: Biko emphasized the importance of self-definition for black individuals. He believed that
they needed to define themselves and their place in society, rather than allowing the oppressive regime to
dictate their identity.

Pride in Heritage: Biko encouraged black South Africans to take pride in their cultural heritage. He argued
that embracing their history and traditions would empower them in their struggle against oppression.

Unity: Biko recognized that solidarity among black South Africans was crucial for effective resistance
against apartheid. He called for unity across various racial and ethnic groups within the black
community.

Key Themes in "I Write What I Like"

Biko's essays in "I Write What I Like" cover a range of topics, each contributing to a broader understanding of
the struggle against apartheid. Here are some of the key themes explored in the book:

Racism and Its Psychological Effects

Biko was acutely aware of the psychological toll that racism inflicted on individuals and communities. He
argued that apartheid was not just a political issue but a deeply entrenched psychological condition that
affected the self-esteem and identity of black South Africans. Biko wrote:

> "The greatest weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed."

This statement encapsulates his belief that the fight against apartheid needed to address the mental and
emotional scars left by systemic racism.

The Role of Education

Education played a crucial role in Biko's vision for liberation. He believed that empowering black individuals
through education was essential for fostering critical thinking and activism. Biko argued against the limited



educational opportunities provided to black students, which were designed to maintain the status quo.

Biko's perspective on education can be summarized in the following points:

Critical Awareness: Biko encouraged black students to engage critically with their education,
questioning the narratives and ideologies presented to them.

Access to Knowledge: He advocated for equal access to quality education for all, emphasizing that
knowledge is power in the struggle for liberation.

Empowerment through Learning: Biko believed that education should not only be about academic
achievement but also about personal and collective empowerment.

Political Activism and Resistance

"I Write What I Like" serves as a manifesto for political activism. Biko's essays call on black South Africans
to rise against their oppressors and actively participate in the struggle for their rights. He highlighted the
importance of grassroots activism and the role of community organizations in mobilizing resistance.

Biko's approach to activism can be characterized by the following:

Grassroots Mobilization: Biko believed in the power of community organizing to create change from the
ground up.

Non-Violent Resistance: Although Biko recognized the need for resistance, he advocated for non-violent
approaches to achieving political change.

Empowerment of the Youth: Biko saw the youth as pivotal in the struggle, urging them to take on
leadership roles and challenge the status quo.

Impact and Legacy

Steve Biko's "I Write What I Like" has had a profound impact on South African society and the broader
struggle for human rights. Even after his tragic death in police custody in 1977, Biko's ideas continued to
inspire generations of activists.

Influence on the Anti-Apartheid Movement

Biko's writings and the philosophy of black consciousness became foundational for the anti-apartheid
movement. His ideas helped mobilize a diverse range of individuals and organizations to speak out against racial
injustice. The black consciousness movement played a crucial role in raising awareness about the oppressive
nature of apartheid, leading to increased resistance and international solidarity.

Global Resonance



The themes explored in "I Write What I Like" resonate beyond South Africa's borders. The book has been
translated into several languages and continues to be studied in various contexts, including discussions on
race, identity, and social justice. Biko's emphasis on self-definition and empowerment remains relevant in
contemporary struggles against racism and inequality worldwide.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "I Write What I Like" by Steve Biko is an essential work that encapsulates the spirit of
resistance and the quest for black identity during apartheid. Through his thought-provoking essays, Biko
challenges readers to confront the realities of racism and oppression while advocating for self-awareness and
unity among black South Africans. His enduring legacy serves as a reminder of the power of words and ideas in
the fight for justice and liberation. As we reflect on Biko's life and work, we are called to continue the
struggle against oppression in all its forms, drawing inspiration from his unwavering commitment to the cause
of freedom.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'I Write What I Like' by Steve Biko?
The main theme of 'I Write What I Like' is the affirmation of black consciousness and the importance of self-
identity among black South Africans, emphasizing the need for political and cultural empowerment.

How does Steve Biko define black consciousness in his book?
Steve Biko defines black consciousness as the awareness of one's blackness and the understanding of the socio-
political realities that oppress black people, promoting pride and unity among them.

What impact did 'I Write What I Like' have on the anti-apartheid movement?
The book served as a significant intellectual foundation for the anti-apartheid movement, inspiring many
activists to embrace black consciousness and fight against racial oppression.

Why was 'I Write What I Like' banned in South Africa?
The book was banned by the apartheid government for its radical ideas and its challenge to the prevailing
racial order, as it encouraged resistance and self-assertion among black South Africans.

What literary style does Steve Biko use in 'I Write What I Like'?
Biko's style is characterized by a direct and engaging tone, combining personal anecdotes, political commentary,
and philosophical reflections, making complex ideas accessible to a broader audience.

How does Biko address the concept of identity in his writings?
Biko emphasizes the necessity of understanding and embracing one's identity as a black person, arguing that true
liberation begins with the recognition of one's own worth and heritage.

What relevance does 'I Write What I Like' have today?
The book remains relevant today as it addresses ongoing issues of racial inequality, social justice, and the
importance of identity, encouraging contemporary movements for equity and empowerment.



Can you explain Biko's views on the role of white allies in the struggle
against apartheid?
Biko acknowledges the role of white allies but stresses that the struggle for liberation must be led by black
people themselves, as true understanding and empowerment can only come from within the oppressed community.

What lasting legacy did Steve Biko leave behind through 'I Write What I
Like'?
Steve Biko's legacy through the book includes inspiring future generations to embrace black consciousness,
fostering pride in African identity, and laying the groundwork for discussions about race, power, and justice in
South Africa and beyond.
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