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Preface

This book is a product of the collaboration of three university professors, but it is not intended solely or even primarily for an academic readership. It is a general reference work whose natural home is the library—the public library and the school library no less than the college library.

There is need for an up-to-date reference work in the field of South African literature in English. The 1986 Companion to South African English Literature was the first work of this nature, and it marked the coming of age of South African English literature after the intellectual and political ferment of the 1970s and early 1980s. But the Companion has never been updated, and many of the writers featured in this Guide have made their names during the more than twenty years that have elapsed since its publication.

The authors on whom the Guide contains entries are South African either by birth or by domicile, or they have written works relating to South Africa. They have all published at least one work, and this has been in English or has been translated into English from another South African language. There have inevitably been cases to test these criteria, but we have nonetheless attempted to apply them as consistently as possible.

The entries themselves range from under one hundred words to three thousand words. The subject entries—novel, short story, drama, and so on—have generally been accorded more space, and the major writers—Coetzee, Gordimer, Fugard, and Bosman, for instance—have all been given entries of between one thousand and two thousand words. In making such discriminations, we have been guided largely, but not solely, by our sense of whose work has attracted the most attention and debate. In other words, we have seen our role as one of recording rather than creating a context or history of reception.

It is impossible to be comprehensive in an undertaking of this nature, and the present volume has no such ambition. In a review of a comparable project, Randall Stevenson’s Oxford English Literary History, Vol. XII: 1960–2000, the critic James Wood complained in the London Review of Books about the way that the author “drags a very large net through contemporary waters, apparently fearful of missing the slightest sardine.” His discussion is therefore “sabotaged by the complete lack of selectivity.” We have tried to avoid this by including only those writers whose work, in our opinion, has helped shape (or is helping to shape) the corpus of South African literature in English and has continuing relevance to South African life and culture. More selective still is the ground covered in the introduction, a personal account of over sixty years of literary production that unashamedly reflects my own interests, assumptions, likes, and dislikes. (My coauthors therefore bear no responsibility for its shortcomings.)

Our principal source of information has been the NISC CD-ROM SA Studies (now incorporated into the Africa-Wide NiPAD database aggregation), the main contributor to which—as far as South African English literature is concerned—is the National English Literary Museum in Grahamstown. We are indebted to NELM for the invaluable service it provides. Members of its staff, most especially Thomas Jeffery, Crystal Warren, and Lynne Grant, have also been helpful in answering more specific queries relating to elusive details like birth and death dates. Other key sources are the Companion to South African English Literature (1986), the Encyclopedia of Post-Colonial Literatures in English (1994), the Companion to African Literature (2000), and the Dictionary of Literary Biography: South African Writers, vol. 225 (2000). We are grateful also to the following South African publishers for information relating to recent publications: Umuzi, Human & Rousseau, Kwela, Jacana, Penguin, Picador, Zebra, Random, Jonathan Ball, Snailpress, and Oxford University Press.

The authors wish to thank those writers who responded to requests for biographical details. We also owe a debt of gratitude to several editors at Columbia University Press, who have been unfailingly patient and gracious in the face of the interruptions and delays impeding our progress over the past several years: Plaegian Alexander, Jamie Warren, Juree Sondker, and Afua Adusei. I should like to record my personal thanks to my coauthors, Craig MacKenzie and Dirk Klopper, who came to my rescue when it dawned on me that I was congenitally incapable of tackling the A–Z entries on my own. Craig and Dirk resurrected a project on which they had previously collaborated, comprehensively amending, augmenting, and updating their work to meet the needs of the present volume.

Warmest thanks of all must go to my wife, Judy, who makes everything worthwhile.

Gareth Cornwell


Chronology




	25,000 BCE
	Earliest dated rock art.

	15,000 BCE
	San hunter-gatherers distributed widely across southern Africa.

	1300–1500 CE
	Khoisan are the dominant society in the southern and southwestern Cape; Nguni speakers occupy areas along Drakensberg and the south-eastern coast; Tswana and Sotho speakers settle on the highveld.

	1488
	Portuguese navigator Bartolomeu Dias rounds the Cape of Good Hope.

	1497
	Vasco da Gama sails along the South African coast.

	1572
	Luis de Camoëns publishes the epic poem The Lusiads, which describes Vasco da Gama’s journey around the Cape and will later inspire many South African literary and literary-critical responses.

	1652
	Dutch East India Company founds a refreshment station at the Cape.

	1658
	First slaves arrive at the Cape.

	1690s
	Dutch settlers (trekboers) begin moving into the Cape hinterland.

	1790
	Fraçois le Vaillant’s Travels Into the Interior Parts of Africa is published.

	1779
	First Frontier War.

	1795
	First British occupation of the Cape.

	1801
	John Barrow’s An Account of Travels into the Interior of Southern Africa in the Years 1797 and 1798 is published.

	1803
	Dutch reassume control of the Cape.

	1806
	Second British occupation begins.

	1820
	5,000 British settlers arrive in the Eastern Cape, among them Thomas Pringle.

	1822 and 1824
	William Burchell’s Travels in the Interior of Southern Africa is published in two volumes.

	1824
	Thomas Pringle and John Fairbairn’s South African Journal appears.

	1834
	Slavery abolished at the Cape.

	1834
	Thomas Pringle’s African Sketches (incorporating Narrative of a Residence in South Africa and Poems Illustrative of South Africa) is published.

	1835–37
	The Great Trek: Cape Boers cross the Orange River in large numbers.

	1836
	Nathaniel Isaacs’s Travels and Adventures in East Africa is published.

	1843
	British annex Natal as a colony.

	1848
	Harriet Ward’s two-volume Five Years in Kaffirland is published.

	1856–57
	Xhosa cattle killing and crop burning; famine ensues, causing mass starvation.

	1857
	David Livingstone’s Missionary Travels and Researches in Southern Africa published.

	1860
	First indentured Indian laborers arrive in Natal.

	1864
	W. H. I. Bleek’s Hottentot Fables and Tales is published.

	1866
	British Kaffraria is annexed to the Cape Colony.

	1867
	Discovery of diamonds in Griqualand West.

	1868
	Henry Callaway’s Nursery Tales, Traditions and Histories of the Zulus is published.

	1870–71
	Diamond rush to Kimberley.

	1877
	Proclamation of Transvaal as British Crown Colony.

	1879
	Anglo-Zulu War.

	1880–81
	First Anglo-Boer War.

	1880
	Frances Colenso’s My Chief and I is published.

	1883
	Olive Schreiner’s The Story of an African Farm is published.

	1885
	Henry Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines is published.

	1886
	Discovery of main gold reef on the Witwatersrand.

	1890
	Cecil Rhodes becomes prime minister of the Cape.

	1895
	Dr. Jameson launches a raid into Transvaal.

	1897
	Annexation of Zululand to Natal.

	1899–1902
	Second Anglo-Boer War.

	1899–1900
	Sol Plaatje writes his diary recording events during the siege of Mafeking (eventually published as The Boer War Diary of Sol T. Plaatje in 1973).

	1907
	J. Percy FitzPatrick’s Jock of the Bushveld is published.

	1910
	Union of South Africa proclaimed.

	1912
	South African Native National Congress (SANNC) formed; later changes its name to the African National Congress (ANC); Sol Plaatje is one of the founding members.

	1913
	Natives’ Land Act promulgated, in terms of which Africans are prohibited from owning land outside of designated reserves and allocated 7 percent of the total land area of South Africa (subsequently increased to about 13 percent).

	1914–18
	First World War.

	1916
	Sol Plaatje’s Native Life in South Africa is published.

	1922
	White miners strike; Rand Revolt.

	1924
	Sarah Gertrude Millin’s God’s Step-Children is published.

	1925
	Thomas Mofolo’s Chaka is published in Sesotho (published in English translation in 1931); Pauline Smith’s The Little Karoo is published.

	1926
	The first issue of the literary review Voorslag appears under the editorship of Roy Campbell, William Plomer, and Laurens van der Post; Plomer’s Turbott Wolfe and Pauline Smith’s The Beadle are published.

	1928
	R. R. R. Dhlomo’s An African Tragedy, the first novella by a black South African writer in English, is published.

	1929
	The satirical journal The Sjambok appears under Stephen Black’s editorship; Deneys Reitz’s Commando: A Boer Journal of the Boer War is published.

	1930
	Sol Plaatje’s Mhudi: An Epic of South African Native Life a Hundred Years Ago, the first full-length novel by a black South African writer in English, and Roy Campbell’s Adamastor are published; the literary magazine The Touleier appears under the editorship of Herman Charles Bosman and Aegidius Jean Blignaut.

	1939–45
	Second World War.

	1946
	Peter Abrahams’s Mine Boy and Es’kia Mphahlele’s first collection, Man Must Live and Other Stories, are published.

	1947
	Herman Charles Bosman’s Mafeking Road is published.

	1948
	Herenigde Nasionale Party (later Nasionale Party) wins the general election with its policy of apartheid; Alan Paton’s Cry, the Beloved Country is published.

	1949
	Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act; Nadine Gordimer’s Face to Face, her first collection of short stories, is published.

	1950
	The Population Registration Act, in terms of which South Africans are classified White, Black, Coloured,1 or Indian (though petty apartheid will mostly distinguish only between “whites” (Afrikaans, blankes) and “non-whites” (nie-blankes); the Immorality Act Amendment, banning all sexual relations between whites and other groups; the Suppression of Communism Act; and the Group Areas Act, enforcing residential apartheid, are passed into law; Doris Lessing’s The Grass Is Singing is published; the stage show King Kong, with music by Todd Matshikiza, is first performed.

	1951
	The first issue of Drum magazine is published (in Cape Town) as African Drum.

	1952
	Guy Butler’s first poetry collection, Stranger to Europe: Poems 1939–1949, is published.

	1953
	Bantu Education Act, aimed at preparing blacks to be unskilled laborers, segregates education at all levels; the South African Communist Party (SACP) is formed underground.

	1955
	The removal of people from Sophiatown, a black “location” northwest of Johannesburg, begins. By the end of 1963, the ghetto would be completely razed and work on a new white working-class suburb, Triomf, begun. This was part of the government’s resettlement program, which continued through the 1960s and 1970s and involved the forced removal to designated “group areas” of up to three million people. Those moved were inhabitants of inner-city slums, labor tenants on white-owned farms, the inhabitants of so-called black spots (areas of black-owned land surrounded by white farms), the families of workers living in townships close to the homelands, and “surplus people” from urban areas, including thousands of people from the Western Cape (declared a “Coloured Labor Preference Area”), who were dumped in the Transkei and Ciskei homelands. Sophiatown was the home or temporary abode of many artists and musicians, and featured in the work of numerous prominent writers, including Can Themba, Casey Motsisi, Alan Paton, Nadine Gordimer, and Don Mattera. Anglican priest Trevor Huddleston was also resident there, and his Naught for Your Comfort (1956) portrays the township as he knew it. Famous as a meeting place for the different races, until its brutal eradication it represented a vibrant microcosm of a multiracial and multiclass South African society.

	1956
	ANC approves the Freedom Charter (later to form the basis of the new South African Constitution); 20,000 women march to the Union Buildings in Pretoria to protest against the extension of the pass laws to women; Nadine Gordimer’s Six Feet of the Country is published.

	1959
	The Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) is formed; Es’kia Mphahlele’s Down Second Avenue is published.

	1960
	Peaceful PAC-led campaign to protest the pass laws provokes the infamous Sharpeville massacre; State of Emergency declared; ANC and PAC banned; Douglas Livingstone’s first poetry collection, The Skull in the Mud, is published.

	1961
	South Africa withdraws from the Commonwealth and becomes a republic; ANC adopts armed struggle.

	1963
	Bloke Modisane’s autobiography Blame Me on History and Dennis Brutus’s poetry collection Sirens, Knuckles, Boots are published.

	1966
	Verwoerd assassinated; Vorster becomes prime minister; District Six cleared and declared a white area. Like Sophiatown, District Six was the home or meeting place of numerous writers and musicians, including Dollar Brand (Abdullah Ibrahim), Richard Rive, Bessie Head, James Matthews, Alex La Guma, Adam Small, and Jack Cope. It, too, was a powerful symbol of a multiracial South Africa and has featured prominently in numerous literary and artistic renderings. Sydney Clouts’s One Life, the only collection of poems to appear in his lifetime, is published.

	1969
	Athol Fugard’s Boesman and Lena is published.

	1971
	Mbuyiseni Oswald Mtshali’s Sounds of a Cowhide Drum is published.

	1972
	Mongane Serote’s Yakhal’inkomo is published.

	1973
	Athol Fugard’s Sizwe Bansi Is Dead and Bessie Head’s A Question of Power are published.

	1974
	J. M. Coetzee’s Dusklands and Nadine Gordimer’s The Conservationist are published.

	1976
	Police fire on Soweto schoolchildren protesting against being forced to learn some subjects in Afrikaans; the unrest spreads to other cities and broadens into a political uprising against oppression; hundreds are killed, thousands more go into exile. The events of 1976 give rise to a new Black Consciousness-rooted aesthetic, which involves a rejection of Western cultural models in favor of African ones. Poetry collections in the 1970s and 1980s by Mafika Gwala, Oswald Mtshali, Mongane Serote, Sipho Sepamla, Ingoapele Madingoane, and others reflect a new urgency of tone and a more militant artistic agenda.

	1976
	Sipho Sepamla’s The Blues Is You in Me is published.

	1977
	Steve Biko is murdered in detention, sparking an international outcry.

	1978
	Ahmed Essop’s The Hajji and Other Stories is published; the first issue of Staffrider, founded and edited by Mike Kirkwood and espousing a workerist, egalitarian aesthetic, appears: it will go on to publish the work of Njabulo Ndebele, Mtutuzeli Matshoba, Miriam Tlali, Ahmed Essop and Mothobi Mutloatse, among many others.

	1979
	Mtutuzeli Matshoba’s Call Me Not a Man is published.

	1981
	Mongane Serote’s To Every Birth Its Blood and Achmat Dangor’s Waiting for Leila are published.

	1982
	Ruth First is assassinated by parcel bomb in Maputo.

	1983
	Jeremy Cronin’s Inside and Njabulo Ndebele’s Fools and Other Stories are published.

	1985
	Ellen Kuzwayo’s autobiography, Call Me Woman, is published.

	1986
	The government responds to rising levels of political violence in the urban townships by declaring a National State of Emergency, giving the police sweeping powers and clamping down on the media.

	1989
	P. W. Botha suffers a stroke; F. W. de Klerk becomes state president; De Klerk meets Nelson Mandela for the first time.

	1990
	De Klerk unbans ANC, SACP, and other opposition parties; Mandela’s unconditional release announced; political censorship of literature in terms of the Publications Act and the Internal Security Act effectively ceases; Ivan Vladislavić’s Missing Persons is published.

	1991
	De Klerk announces that all apartheid laws will be repealed; Mandela elected president of the ANC; Nadine Gordimer wins the Nobel Prize in literature.

	1993
	Mandela and De Klerk are announced joint winners of the Nobel Peace Prize.

	1994
	First democratic elections held; Mandela becomes president; his autobiography Long Walk to Freedom is published.

	1996
	Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) begins hearings. The TRC was set up in terms of the Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act of 1995, and comprised three committees charged with investigating human rights abuses that occurred between 1960 and 1994, restoring victims’ dignity and formulating proposals to assist with rehabilitation, and considering applications from individuals for amnesty in accordance with the provisions of the Act. Hundreds of victims and violators testified before Archbishop Desmond Tutu and his commissioners in an emotional process generally believed to have brought healing and reconciliation to the nation.

	1998
	TRC report is published; Antjie Krog’s Country of My Skull is published.

	1999
	Thabo Mbeki succeeds Mandela as president; J. M. Coetzee’s Booker Prize-winning Disgrace is published.

	2003
	J. M. Coetzee awarded the Nobel Prize in literature.

	2005
	Jacob Zuma dismissed as deputy president because of allegations of corruption relating to the arms deal of the late 1990s; later in the year he is charged with rape.

	2006
	Ivan Vladislavic’s Portrait with Keys: Joburg and What-What is published.

	2007
	Doris Lessing awarded the Nobel Prize in literature.

	2009
	Jacob Zuma becomes president of South Africa.



NOTE

1.  The term Coloured (not always capitalized) has a particular meaning in the South African context and is therefore orthographically differentiated from the American “Colored.” According to the Dictionary of South African English on Historical Principles (Cape Town: Oxford University Press, 1996), the word as adjective means: “Of mixed ethnic origin, including Khoisan, African, slave, Malay, Chinese, white, and other descent”; as noun: “A person of mixed black (or brown) and white descent who speaks either English or Afrikaans as home language.” Some of those classified as Coloured in terms of apartheid legislation rejected the nomenclature, calling themselves “black” (a gesture of political alignment) or insisting on the distancing qualifier “so-called,” as in “so-called coloured.” Others “self-identified” as Coloured, especially those belonging to long-settled communities in the Western Cape (Cape Coloureds). Today the term has less of a stigma attached to it, though the use of racial terminology is generally frowned upon in polite or public discourse and is almost never used in the print and broadcast media.


South African Literature in English Since 1945

Long Walk to Ordinariness

THIS INTRODUCTORY ESSAY is a modest exercise in literary history, and since literary history continues to be a controversial domain of academic enquiry, some initial statement of intent seems appropriate. Literary history—the life story, encoded in books, of a suprapersonal entity (the national culture, “the spirit of an age,” “the mind of a people,” and so on)—has been treated with extreme skepticism by almost every literary-critical movement since the early twentieth century. From Russian Formalists to New Critics to poststructuralists, the complaint has been that literary history is (necessarily?) about virtually anything and everything except literature:

It presents names, titles, groups, movements, influences, and external information of all kinds—biographical, political, social, geistesgeschichtlich—but, as Roland Barthes says in attacking Gustave Lanson, “the work escapes,” for the work is “something else than its history, the sum of its sources, influences, or models.”1

To this objection, postmodernism has added its strong suspicion of the normative and exclusionary effects of narrative itself, so that in recent years the would-be literary historian has tended deliberately to eschew consecutiveness and coherence. The typical result is the multiauthored collection of essays or “microhistories” of a focused or thematized kind, purposively and self-consciously restricted in range and perspective.2 But as fertile as this form of enquiry may be, like travelers abroad in need of a basic map, we may find ourselves missing a sense of the general picture. In other words, there remains a place for the selective ordering and clarifying narrative of literary emergence. In such a narrative, a body of writing sharing a place of origin, a time, and a language is treated as an evolving entity—as what Dilthey, referring to historiography more generally, called an “ideal unity” or “logical subject.” This is the kind of literary history that this introduction attempts, in full awareness that its project is logically and cognitively compromised.3

To this conceptual incoherence may be added the practical impossibility presented by the sheer complexity of the field known as South African literature. As Leon de Kock, in his reader’s report on this manuscript, commented, “its origins have, over the years, proved too diverse, its languages too many, its intersections too speculative, and its trajectories too multifarious for any attempt at comprehensive—or even adequate—historical capture to succeed.”

Necessarily negotiating the shadow of its own impossibility, then, this essay had better get under way.

Setting the Scene

Like many states that came into being as a consequence of European expansionism and imperialism, South Africa is the product of a history of physical and epistemic violence in which, from the mid-seventeenth century until toward the end of the twentieth, different peoples coexisted in the same geographical space—sometimes peacefully, sometimes not—without fusing into a single social or cultural formation. A conspicuous sign of this rooted and persistent difference is the country’s multilingualism. South Africa’s postapartheid constitution of 1996 recognizes no fewer than eleven “official” languages (and mentions the need to “promote and ensure respect” for some fourteen others). Each official language (together with residual indigenous tongues, such as those spoken by the Khoi, Nama, and San peoples) subtends a distinct culture, and each culture has a literary tradition, whether oral or written, or both. An obvious consequence of this linguistic and cultural diversity is that South Africa does not have—has never had, may well never have—a single national literature, in the sense of a coherent body of writings to which all its citizens have access and with whose representations they can all identify.

In recent decades, beginning with the revisionist wave of scholarship in South African historiography and literary studies in the 1970s, it has been customary to deplore this fact and treat it as a consequence of the apartheid government’s race policies. Thus, in his pioneering study Southern African Literatures: An Introduction, Stephen Gray compares “Southern African literature” (in this context, not even national territorial borders signify real division) to an “archipelago,” suggesting that “the islands with their peaks protrude in set positions, even if one does not readily see the connections between them beneath the surface.” It is the task of literary scholarship, says Gray, to uncover these “internal interconnections” and so restore integrity to what has been fragmented by the vagaries of politics.4 Although Gray continued to pursue this project in his subsequent anthologies The Penguin Book of Southern African Stories (1985) and The Penguin Book of Southern African Verse (1989), all he succeeded in demonstrating was the existence of broad thematic similarities among texts written in different languages or by authors of different races. Nevertheless, as the 1980s gave way to the decade that saw Mandela’s release and a negotiated political settlement in South Africa, the concept of a single national literature—like that of a shared national culture—beckoned ever more invitingly. In 1994, the newly founded Centre for the Study of South African Literature and Languages (CSSALLS) committed itself to the compilation of a vast, multilingual, interdisciplinary database from which a single, encyclopedic narrative of South African literary history might emerge.5 Then, in 1996, Michael Chapman published his sweeping historical survey Southern African Literatures, an avowedly “integrative” history committed to redressing the consequences of the fact that “in the countries of southern Africa the texts of politics have wanted to overwhelm the texts of art.”6

This desire to move away from cultural apartheid, from racial and linguistic separatism, is of course admirable. But the efforts of scholars such as Gray, Chapman, and, most recently, Christopher Heywood,7 in fact demonstrate that it remains little more than that, a desire, an optimistic gesture in the optative mood—the expression of a political ideology rather than an objectively existent state of affairs. It is an ideology forged in principled opposition to the policies of racial separatism implemented by the National Party government over a period of forty years. It is therefore understandably suspicious of difference and differentiation, especially when these coincide with racial, cultural, or linguistic demarcations; in this sense it remains an essentially reactive mode of thinking, inescapably implicated in the binarism to which it responds. It is thus salutary to remind ourselves not to conflate or confuse the categories postapartheid and antiapartheid, but rather to open ourselves to the full potentiality of the present moment by recognizing it as postapartheid, certainly; but as also and equally postantiapartheid.8

The first decisive step in this direction was taken by Malvern van Wyk Smith, who pointed out that the putative “underlying unity of South African literature” was merely a function of the texts’ “exploring the same subject matter because they happen to have been written in the same part of the world.”9 He noted that the various literary traditions had evolved independently within boundaries both linguistic and (in the case of English writing) racial: until recently, there has been little evidence of intertextuality, cross-fertilization or influence between, for instance, Afrikaans and English writing, or between any of the African language literatures and either Afrikaans or English, or even between “White Writing” and “Writing Black” in English.10 Although the subtitle of his essay—“The Anxiety of Non-Influence”—made reference to Harold Bloom’s influential theorizing of literary succession, van Wyk Smith was implicitly appealing to an essentially formalist conception of what Jurij Tynjanov called “literary evolution”—the notion that the history of literature unfolds according to an immanent logic of formal properties and possibilities.11 In other words, whatever “history” South African literature shares, this is not the “idiogenetic” system of formal exhaustion and renewal known as literary history, but the “allogenetic” history of social and political events and conditions.12

Leon de Kock has quite usefully described these “events and conditions” as constitutive of “a crisis of writing in and about one of the great seams of the modern world.”13 In terms of his metaphor, the South African author takes the reality of rags and tatters and seeks to write the fabric of the nation into existence: “the sharp point of the nib [is] a stitching instrument that seeks to suture the incommensurate,” rendering the seam “the place where difference and sameness are hitched together—where they are brought to self-awareness, denied or displaced.”14 But more recently, de Kock has suggested that the metaphor no longer applies: the seam—“South African literature,” an essentially political construct—has effectively been abrogated by historical developments and ought to yield to the recognition of what he calls “literature in South Africa.”15

The phrase “literature in South Africa” serves also to remind us that the literary education of South African writers has by no means been confined to South African writing. The colonial cultural matrix—as embodied, for instance in school English syllabuses—has meant that generations of South Africans of every color have been exposed to the same formative literary influences: Shakespeare’s plays, Romantic poetry, Victorian fiction. In this perspective, South African literature is merely a local manifestation of a much vaster cultural and historical phenomenon, and the distinctions that we are making between idiogenetic and allogenetic influence might seem precious, even otiose. But the difference remains, and the difference is crucial. To give but one example: Guy Butler and Can Themba were contemporaries, and both writers were steeped in Shakespeare. But Butler was a white university professor, Themba a black Sophiatown journalist, and while aspects of Shakespearean influence might be identified in the writings of both, those aspects are different from each other, and the writings themselves appear to have nothing in common.

To bring an expectation of heterogeneity rather than homogeneity to the “fantastically diverse body of writing”16 that has emanated from South Africa is not to ignore or repudiate the possibilities for affinity and pattern, but rather to place oneself in a better position to recognize and respect the singularity of individual works and authors; works and authors, it must be said, which and whom it has been customary to read back into the general discourse of history, to subsume under broad generalizations of a sociological and political kind.17

I have offered this brief account of recent thinking about South African literature for three related reasons. First, it provides a rationale for what might otherwise seem the arbitrary restriction of this Guide to writing published in English (including, of course, translations from other languages). To attempt to extend coverage to literature in the other South African languages is to court incoherence, perhaps even necessarily to falsify the object of enquiry.18 As the linguistic medium for the most prolific literary tradition in South Africa, English is the only world language spoken extensively in South Africa—and also the only South African language spoken extensively outside of the country. And—however regrettable the situation may be—it is only through translation into English that works in languages such as isiXhosa, isiZulu, Sesotho, Setswana, and even Afrikaans become accessible to a general readership, both within the country and abroad. It is worth adding that, mainly for reasons of access to the wider world, the vast majority of black South African writers have from the earliest times chosen English as their literary lingua franca.

Second, the emphasis on the realities of cultural difference in the South African context gives notice that it will be appropriate in this introduction—however much it may be regretted—to treat the writings of black and white South Africans up to the year 1990 as comprising two largely distinct systems (or corpora, or traditions).

Third, the reference to formalist notions of literariness indicates the basic set of assumptions upon which the various kinds of selection and discrimination informing this introduction depend. These assumptions are as follows: that there exists in literature (or in some literature, at any rate), a species of artistic value that we shall call literary merit; that there is sufficient consensus in the English-speaking world concerning the criteria for recognizing literary merit that it makes sense to regard it as effectively inhering objectively in literary texts;19 that literary merit is essentially aesthetic in nature and the most significant factor in the assessment of the overall worth of literary texts; and finally, that it is the responsibility of literary critics—including those who, in the role of literary historian, offer cursory overviews like the present one—to make discriminations of value and significance based on perceptions of literary merit. The purpose of this introduction, then, and indeed of the volume as a whole, is, as its title suggests, to guide the reader to what is in the opinion of the authors most important—best, most worth bothering with, remembering or going back to—in South African writing since 1945.

Those unfamiliar with this literature and its context might find it odd that such a series of commonplaces should have been presented with all the flourish of a new and subversive polemic. But the fact of the matter is that—not only in South Africa but, to an extent, in the Western academy at large—in recent decades a generalized suspicion of “literature” (perceived as a privileged and therefore potentially discriminatory category in a nexus of social power relations), together with the rise of multiculturalism, have injected sufficient political capital into the business of making attributions of literary value as to scare away most critics (and certainly academic critics) from doing it in public. In the overheated arena of cultural politics in South Africa in the 1980s, compelling arguments for the redundancy of the aesthetic, or at least its strict subordination to the political, were routinely made, and more than a trace of this puritanical attitude continues to inform the public discourse on the arts in South Africa today.20

Such, indeed, has been the towering role of politics in South African writing that it has become customary to periodize it according to political events. Thus, the latter half of the twentieth century is divided up as follows: 1948 (the first National Party election victory) to 1960 (the Sharpeville killings); 1960 to 1976 (the Soweto uprising); 1976 to 1994 (the first democratic election); and 1994 to date (the postapartheid era). Although I have chosen rather to use literary events to organize the commentary that follows, there is in fact nothing inappropriate about the standard periodization, because there has been so little in the way of idiogenetic development in South African writing: the texts quite patently respond more directly to historical events and conditions than they do to other texts.

If, however, one attempts to make sense of this bare chronology by having recourse to descriptive or definitional terms drawn from current critical discourse, the picture is rather less straightforward. To define South African writing in the period before 1994 as “colonial” and writing thereafter as “postcolonial” is an easy but unsatisfactory option. Although it used to be fashionable to describe the South African system under National Party rule as “internal colonialism,” the fact is that South Africa achieved independence from Britain with the Act of Union in 1910. From the perspective of Afrikaner nationalism, the National Party electoral victory in 1948 marked the liberation of a hitherto colonized people, their “independence” sealed by a symbolically important act of severance: South Africa’s departure from the Commonwealth in 1961. Introducing the entry for the “Novel (South Africa)” in the Routledge Encyclopedia of Post-Colonial Literatures in English, Stephen Clingman acknowledges the cultural anomaly generated by this history: “As South Africa is a society that is, properly speaking, neither colonial nor post-colonial, yet participates in features of both, so too its literature has been caught up in an extended historical interregnum involving repeated explorations of a delayed transition between these two conditions.”21

It makes sense to introduce at this point a second pair of terms: the modern and the postmodern. Here I am persuaded by Robert Thornton’s argument that South Africa today is neither a colonial nor a postcolonial polity but a postmodern one. In this perspective, apartheid was a postcolonial system that, with its ambitious policies of social engineering and its aggressive administrative drive was “a form of rampant modernism,” and “post-Apartheid is therefore postmodern.”22 Although Thornton is speaking in the first instance about political “settlements” of social difference, anyone familiar with the kaleidoscopic and often bizarre collage of styles, identifications, traditions, and practices that constitute contemporary South African culture will recognize the unmistakable stamp of the postmodern. Traditional folkways of course remain, but media saturation—popular music, radio, television, advertising—together with the myriad zones of contact encountered in everyday life increasingly ensure that the cultural identity of South Africans is defined by what Sarah Nuttall has recently characterized as varying degrees of mutual “entanglement.”23 But I wish to make a point about South African literature in particular that will involve the introduction of yet another contested term—that of nationalism.

Looking back at the latter half of the twentieth century from the present point of vantage, one is inclined to see in South Africa (and no doubt elsewhere as well) the flowering and subsequent rapid demise of the idea of a national literature, meaning a cultural reservoir containing a reasonably coherent reflection and embodiment of the history, character, and aspirations of a unitary nation state. The globalization of economics and politics, the contempt for borders implicit in mass media and cyberspace communications, the trend toward an internationally homogenized consumer culture—all these things have conspired to make literature an increasingly cosmopolitan commodity produced by authors for a virtual or world readership rather than a specific local one. Nationalism was in some senses the project of modernism, and the waning of national literatures is undoubtedly evidence of Lyotard’s “incredulity” toward the kind of master narrative on which both modernism and nationalism depend.

This perspective lends a certain valedictory flavor to this book, as though its purpose were to record the rise and fall of an era in which South Africans (or some of them, at least) believed that their literature revealed to them, or would one day reveal to them, certain truths about themselves as a national community with a common history, culture, and destiny. Although this hope has not of course disappeared entirely, it would certainly seem that the era of postapartheid, nonracial South African nationalism—seen as a positive phenomenon, a popular spirit of unity, rather than a legal default position underwritten by the Constitution—has been brief indeed. (There is, of course, a huge and hitherto officially for the most part unrepresented, or underrepresented, African nationalism, but this pertains to ethnic identity and a historical sweep that far exceeds the geography and chronology proper to the nation-state.) The yielding of the national to the global is in this context somehow emblematized by the decision by J. M. Coetzee, South Africa’s illustrious Nobel laureate, to emigrate to Australia in 2002, news to which most South Africans reacted with a shrug of the shoulders.

But if one were to attempt to date with any precision the transition in South Africa to the postnational sort of postmodernism I am seeking to adumbrate, one would have to point to the year in which Nelson Mandela retired to make way for Thabo Mbeki, 1999. With the departure of Mandela—a living symbol as much as a man of great gifts—a certain kind of hope and idealism died: his disappearance from politics seems to have spelled the end (or at least the muting) of the new national narrative of harmony and upliftment whose promise found perfect expression in the uncertain optimism of the phrase “the new South Africa.” Because of Mbeki’s initial rhetoric of “African Renaissance,” it was not at first clear that a different sort of “new” era had dawned. But by now, despite the many radical and real manifestations of social transformation, it would seem that South Africans have lost that sense of exceptionalism that the more or less peaceful transition of power in the early 1990s seemed to have conferred upon them, in the eyes of the world as well as their own. They are getting used to the inflated promises of politicians and the disappointment of non-delivery; they are getting used to the idea that their well-being ultimately depends upon the vagaries of international economic trends; they are getting used to the fact that they will be governed, like everyone else in the world, by unimaginative self-serving bureaucrats, and that what “freedom” means to the poor is little more than the freedom to assume personal responsibility for their poverty. Nevertheless, as Thornton suggests, “South Africa seems likely to remain in permanent transition, just as it once seemed to exist perpetually just ahead of apocalypse,”24 and the postmodern open-endedness of this orientation to the future endows South African culture with a keen consciousness of possibility that must bode well for the arts, including literature.25

Reflection of this sort leads us to consideration of the force of the term “South African” in this context. It raises a question not so much of who qualifies as South African, although the considerable exodus of writers from this country from the 1960s on does pose certain problems of classification. For instance, if a South African writer ceases to write about South Africa—ceases to set his or her novels in South Africa, for instance—does he or she still qualify? It is impossible to make fixed rules in such matters, and I intend to use, here and elsewhere, an entirely situational and pragmatic approach to the question: any work that is generally regarded as falling into the category “South African” will be treated as such.

More interesting in this context is the question of the way in which the label “South African” has for so long not only designated a national identity but also implicitly privileged writing which is in some important sense about South Africa, about “the South African experience” or some variety thereof. Fredric Jameson’s well-known postulate that “third-world” novels are in some historically necessary sense “national allegories” may or may not be valid, but it is certainly an expectation that the international reading public brings to bear on nonmetropolitan literatures. It is, moreover, an expectation long shared by South African readers, eagerly waiting for the Great South African Novel finally to represent them, to represent the truth about their identity in all its myriad and fractured inflections. Certainly, such expectations cannot but influence the sort of choices and prioritizing that a project of this nature inevitably involves. However, in light of the argument in the previous paragraph, it would seem that the era in which the Great South African Novel beckoned to writers and readers alike, akin to a holy grail, as desirable as it seemed unattainable, seems now to have passed; as far back as 1983, Coetzee was cautioning that the very idea of a Great South African Novel was a pipe dream because of the limitations imposed on the writer’s experience and vision by the terminally fragmented nature of South African society.26

One final point: in the commentary that follows, the emphasis falls largely on the narrative prose genres of the novel, short story, and autobiography. This is not because I wish to devalue or further marginalize poetry and drama, but simply in recognition that the latter are minority pursuits, both in South Africa and in the world at large, and likely to become increasingly so as the visual media continue their triumphant conquest of popular culture.

White Writing, 1948–1973

One of the most memorable characterizations of South African literature is to be found in J. M. Coetzee’s Jerusalem Prize acceptance speech:

The deformed and stunted relations between human beings that were created under colonialism and exacerbated under what is loosely called apartheid have their psychic representation in a deformed and stunted inner life. All expressions of that inner life, no matter how intense, no matter how pierced with exultation or despair, suffer from the same stuntedness and deformity. I make this observation with due deliberation, and in the fullest awareness that it applies to myself and my own writing as much as to anyone else. South African literature is a literature in bondage, as it reveals in even its highest moments, shot through as they are with feelings of homelessness and yearnings for a nameless liberation. It is a less than fully human literature, unnaturally preoccupied with power and the torsions of power, unable to move from elementary relations of contestation, domination, and subjugation to the vast and complex human world that lies beyond them. It is exactly the kind of literature that you would expect people to write from a prison. And I am talking here not only about the South African gulag. As you would expect in so physically vast a country, there is a South African literature of vastness. Yet even that literature of vastness, examined closely, reflects feelings of entrapment, entrapment in infinitudes. 27

This harsh assessment was made in 1987, midway through the State of Emergency declared by the Botha regime, and it clearly bears the imprint of that dark and desperate time. Coetzee nevertheless articulates several unarguable truths about South African writing, most notably the “deformity” of its preoccupation with the politics of race, or with the consequences of this politics. Coetzee intends “deformed” to mean “less than fully human,” but it makes sense to interpret the verb also in the formalist sense. According to Tynjanov, a work “enters into literature and takes on its own literary function through [its] dominant,” and this “dominant” element or function “involves the deformation of the remaining elements.”28 Much of the writing emanating from South Africa in the period under review sought primarily to document political oppression and stir the reader into doing something about it. To use the terms popularized by Roman Jakobson, the “referential” and “conative” functions of this literature threaten to usurp the dominance of its “poetic” or aesthetic function (especially in so-called protest writing):29 the result is a less than fully literary literature, a literature deformed by its slavish deference to the discourse of history and to the representational mode privileged by history, social realism.

No doubt this was to some extent inevitable: Coetzee concluded the Jerusalem Prize speech by conceding that “in South Africa there is now too much truth for art to hold, truth by the bucketful, truth that overwhelms and swamps every act of the imagination.”30 But he saw no reason to make of inevitability a virtue: a year later, in an address to a Weekly Mail Book Week audience, he deplored what he saw as the prevailing tendency in South Africa “to subsume the novel under history, to read novels as… imaginative investigations of real historical forces and real historical circumstances,” and consequently to privilege texts that “supplement the history text.”31 The problem with texts that perform the politically useful function of supplementing history (“committed” literature, littérature engagé) is that they are in a sense incomplete without the history that they are supplementing: they require a real-world context coeval with and identical to their representations in order to perform their referential-cum-ethical function of bearing witness. Once that context is removed (by political change, by the simple efflux of time), it is as if the text is deprived of a crucial and even life-sustaining support. This seems the most obvious explanation for why so much South African writing dating from the decades of oppression and resistance now seems irredeemably dull, stale, flat, clichéd, melodramatic, or sensational—dead, or just plain bad; of continuing value, like a corpse in a mortuary, only as a source of forensic evidence for the crime of which it is the product. I will return to the subject of writing and political responsibility in due course, but it seems appropriate to turn now to the first real exception, from the years immediately following World War II, to the generalizations made earlier: Alan Paton’s novel Cry, the Beloved Country.

Paton trained as a schoolteacher and was appointed principal of Diepkloof Reformatory for African boys, near Johannesburg, in 1935. He became well known for his successful liberalization of that institution, implementing a series of reforms based on respect for the individual and reward for responsibility taken—key values for the Liberal Party of which he was years later to become the leader. Cry, the Beloved Country was published in 1948, the very year in which the National Party won the general election and set South Africa on the path toward the (in retrospect, increasingly insane-seeming) dispensation of apartheid.

Although its local “white” reception was initially somewhat cautious (readers apparently found it “too political”), the novel was an instant success abroad, especially in the United States, where it was received as “an urgent, poetic and profound spiritual drama, universal in its implications” (New York Times Book Review).32 Within a few years it was deemed sufficiently canonical to be prescribed for study in schools. The novel’s reputation in South Africa has been less secure, and its changing fortunes offer an exemplary illustration of the extent to which judgments of literary value have in South Africa over the past half-century and more been formed—or deformed—by considerations of a political kind.

Cry, the Beloved Country tells the story of one black family’s suffering in the context of institutionalized racial discrimination and the migrant labor system. It is a powerful and affecting story, memorably told in an elevated and lyrical style. When it was serialized in the new magazine The African Drum (later just Drum) in 1951, it was warmly welcomed and praised by the magazine’s black readers for its realism and moral courage. These readers were clearly recognizing themselves and the conditions of their lives in Paton’s representations, and they felt empowered by the experience.

But by the late 1950s, after a decade of increasingly forthright mass resistance to government laws and policy, reaction had set in. Although Paton’s novel recognizes the irreversibility of urbanization and the necessity for blacks to assume responsibility for their political future, black readers now reacted angrily to the pastoral nostalgia of its evocations of rural Natal. Seeking more assertive and militant role models, they excoriated the passive subservience of the black characters, especially Reverend Kumalo, and scoffed at the novel’s “liberal” political agenda.33 By the late 1980s, the novel’s reputation in South African had sunk yet lower. According to one critic, Cry, the Beloved Country had “become the perfect example of all that Black Consciousness was not,”34 while the critique of the novel’s perceived political quietism had become more trenchant under the influence of Marxist ideology. As Stephen Watson argued, “through the mouthpieces of Stephen Kumalo and Msimangu, Paton attempts to solve what is clearly and statedly a material, sociological problem by means of metaphysics; against the multiple problems caused by detribalization and urbanization he advances the solution of love.”35

Indeed it must have seemed, at the time that Watson was writing, that the Reverend Msimangu’s famous misgiving had been realized: “I have one great fear in my heart, that one day when they are turned to loving, they will find we are turned to hating.”36 But just prior to saying this, Msimangu has paid memorable tribute to the power of love, concluding: “I see only one hope for our country, and that is when white men and black men, desiring neither power nor money, but desiring only the good of their country, come together to work for it.”37 Later on, Kumalo remarks that experience has taught him that “kindness and love can pay for pain and suffering,” and in this way redeem people from “the fear of bondage and the bondage of fear.”38

It is possible to argue that history has subsequently vindicated Msimangu’s and Kumalo’s (and Paton’s) Christian faith in the power of love. Although many factors led to the event, the hope that whites might have a change of heart and abandon the ideology of white supremacy, for no better reason—in the final analysis—than because it was the right thing to do, became reality in 1990 when President F. W. de Klerk announced the unbanning of the ANC and the unconditional release of Nelson Mandela. Then the belief that love can conquer fear became reality when Mandela emerged from twenty-seven years of incarceration, astonishingly unembittered, advocating not vengeance but reconciliation and brotherhood. De Klerk, Mandela, and their respective parties then proceeded to “come together” for “the good of their country” in the Codesa negotiations that resulted in political settlement. The rehabilitation of the novel was completed by the posthumous award to Paton by President Mbeki of South Africa’s highest decoration for civic achievement, the Order of Ikhamanga (Gold), in 2006. (Cynics might prefer to say that this rehabilitation had already been achieved by the novel’s selection by Oprah Winfrey as her Book Club Classics choice in October 2003; for the next two months, fifty-five years after it first appeared, Paton’s novel was once again the best-selling book in the United States.)

Cry, the Beloved Country inaugurated a period lasting well into the 1960s when South African prose fiction was dominated by a mode of writing that has come to be known as “liberal realism.”39 In liberal realist novels, characters might be divided or defeated by social and political circumstances, but the values they (or their creators) both assume and advocate—individual freedom and autonomy, justice and fair play, the rule of law, the nonviolent resolution of conflict, and so on—tend nevertheless to achieve symbolic vindication. In this way, the white authors of these novels expressed their outrage at and opposition to the indignity, disadvantage, and persecution suffered by their black countrymen, and they did so in the name of humanist values shared by enlightened liberals the world over. At the same time, born as whites into a caste from which it was impossible for them to resign, they were attempting to write into existence a viable identity and role for themselves in the apartheid state. Among the more important voices in this context were those of Nadine Gordimer and Dan Jacobson.

For most of her writing career, Gordimer has been a reluctant liberal. Evincing awareness from her earliest writings of the structurally compromised position of the white liberal in South Africa, she later repudiated “liberalism” as it was, or could be, practiced in the apartheid state. Gordimer’s first novel, The Lying Days (1953), uncompromisingly exposes the kinds of complicity and self-deception to which white South Africans of conscience must resort simply in order to continue to function in an oppressive social and political environment. The voice of the novel’s first-person narrator, Helen Shaw, anticipates the dominant characteristics of Gordimer’s writing over the next three decades: dry, brittle irony; the searching scrutiny and clinical dissection of motives and feelings; an unrelenting insistence on the extent to which private lives and relationships are in South Africa inevitably infiltrated, defined and warped by politics; and, increasingly, a determination to demonstrate the futility of liberal sentiments and gestures in the face of state-sponsored violence and cruelty.

In her second novel, A World of Strangers (1958), Gordimer consolidated her trademark narrative stance by presenting the world from an outsider’s point of view—in this case, that of the expatriate Englishman Toby Hood. Toby’s detached perspective, in terms of which all things South African are implicitly measured and found wanting in contrast with an enlightened Western “normality,” essentially became Gordimer’s own: a “Martian” viewpoint, as it were, adopted as a defense against corruption or corrosion by the habitual and the familiar.

The problem with such a point of view is that it seems necessarily to result in bleak and unforgiving narratives. Gordimer is in effect repeatedly posing the question of what a white South African is supposed to do, only repeatedly to demonstrate that all the available options are wrong. Kathrin Wagner has pointed out that there are three distinct groups of liberals under attack in Gordimer’s fiction: “Firstly, there is a large group made up of those who do little more than embrace alternative attitudes and lifestyles which incorporate a disapproval of apartheid and an awareness of and respect for the idea of fundamental human rights for all.” These characters are presented as frauds and cowards. Then there is a second group “made up of those who attempt to involve themselves directly in some sort of anti-apartheid activism”; but these individuals are, however well-meaning, invariably exposed as ineffectual and in search of a private absolution that benefits no one but themselves. Meanwhile, the third group, comprising those who “clumsily risk life itself for their beliefs,” is seemingly “rejected for its very willingness to further change through violent action.”40

Gordimer’s 1966 novel The Late Bourgeois World is probably typical in its embodiment of this set of attitudes, and—unusually short and tautly constructed—is perhaps the best book for a beginning reader of Gordimer to tackle. It is also a pivotal text in the evolution of Gordimer’s politics: the title announces the Marxist perspective that was, particularly after the emergence of the Black Consciousness movement, to become dominant among leftist whites in South Africa, while the novel’s epigraphs point toward both the present and the future. The first, from Kafka, evokes the existential impasse of the man or woman whom Albert Memmi famously dubbed “the colonizer-who-refuses”:41 “There are possibilities for me, certainly; but under what stone do they lie?” The second is from Gorky, an expression of revolutionary romanticism that anticipates the freedom struggle proper: “The madness of the brave is the wisdom of life.”

The Late Bourgeois World is narrated by a white woman in her thirties, Elizabeth Van Den Sandt, who shares with the reader a single day in her life: the day she receives word that her ex-husband and revolutionary-turned-state-witness, Max, has committed suicide. The time is the early 1960s: in the wake of the Sharpeville killings and the ensuing brutal state clampdown, hope for political change in South Africa has for the moment been shut down. Society as depicted in the novel seems only half-alive, shocked by repression into a condition of impotent stasis.

Elizabeth is a typical Gordimer narrator: cold, knowing, even smug, but frustrated, desperate, full of self-loathing. She sardonically caricatures the hypocrisy and materialism of the white petit bourgeoisie, reserving her most bilious observations for her own grandmother; she ruthlessly dissects her sterile relationship with Graham, her liberal lawyer boyfriend; and she scornfully dismisses as embarrassingly “priggish” Max’s speech at his sister’s wedding, when he diagnoses a condition of “moral sclerosis. Hardening of the heart, narrowing of the mind”42 among the well-heeled guests. Elizabeth’s disaffection is repellent because it is futile: it changes nothing and helps no-one in the world around her, failing even to assuage her own feelings of complicity: “Oh we bathed and perfumed and depilated white ladies, in whose wombs the sanctity of the white race is entombed. What concoction of musk and boiled petals can disguise the dirt done in the name of that sanctity?”43 Elizabeth may have no illusions, but her life has no meaning.

There is, however, a glimpsed possibility of the recovery of agency and purpose at the novel’s end: Elizabeth is asked by a black activist to use her grandmother’s bank account as a conduit for funds for the liberation movement, and the novel ends with her lying awake in the dark, as “the slow, even beats of my heart repeat to me, like a clock; afraid, alive, afraid, alive, afraid, alive.”44

The alienation and frustration that define Elizabeth Van Den Sandt are qualities that recur in Gordimer’s fiction—though tempered in Burger’s Daughter (1979), arguably her finest novel, by the dramatization of political commitment as an ethical imperative—until a certain antirealist, whimsical, or “apocalyptic” trend manifests itself in July’s People (1981), Something Out There (1984), and A Sport of Nature (1987). Subsequent novels, from My Son’s Story (1990) to The House Gun (1998), return to a dour and politicized realism; however, there are signs in The Pickup (2001) of another new phase in Gordimer’s career, one marked by a greater creative freedom on the part of an author less in thrall to the political history of her country.

Nadine Gordimer was awarded the Nobel Prize in literature in 1991 in recognition of her long career as a literary artist and voice of conscience in South Africa. Stephen Clingman’s influential study of Gordimer’s fiction was subtitled History from the Inside, and indeed it is hard not to construe her work as paradigmatic of those narratives that, according to Coetzee, are content to “supplement” history rather than seek to “rival” it.45 As time passes, her novels will continue to be useful sources of historical data—South African society chronologically cross-sectioned, as it were—but are unlikely ever again to be as compelling to read as they were during the dark years of apartheid. One would like to be able to say that the “insider’s” perspective that they afford is an intimate one charged with the textures of real life; or that the characters and situations represented are so fresh and free from cliché that they acquire an (as it were) independent life in the reader’s imagination. But unfortunately, as the vast majority of her South African readers have attested, neither postulate is true, and Gordimer’s reputation within the country, both critical and popular, appears to be in decline.46 If it is to be revived, it may well be by way of her substantial and unjustly neglected oeuvre of short stories, a genre to which her voice and gifts as a writer seem better suited.

Dan Jacobson’s status as a South African writer rests upon a handful of realist novels, mostly set in South Africa, that he published in the 1950s and 1960s (having emigrated to England in 1954, he later turned his hand to a more experimental kind of fiction, fabulous and recondite, beginning with The Rape of Tamar, published in 1970).

Jacobson’s best-known South African novel is A Dance in the Sun. His characteristic estimation of white English-speaking South Africans as “mean-spirited, self-serving or cowardly”47 is here concentrated in the character of Fletcher, a bigoted Karoo farmer who offers the student narrator and his friend, Frank, stranded hitchhikers, a bed for the night. They are approached by a humble but dignified black man, Joseph, who asks them to help him find out what has become of his sister, banished from the farm—it later emerges—after giving birth to a child fathered by Mrs. Fletcher’s brother Nasie. The awkwardness of the young men in this unusual situation is well portrayed: turning with relief from the vile Fletchers to Joseph, they are dismayed to find that their interaction with him soon reverts to the familiar pattern of the master-servant relationship. The narrator has earlier given memorable expression to the perceived absence of shared cultural fabric, of relationship, in all the human encounters depicted:

By that time I felt not only that I had lost my curiosity about what was happening in the house—I felt something else too—I wouldn’t call it fear—it was nothing as grand as that. Deserted would be a better word. Or lonely. Miles from any place I knew, and with my companion asleep. It was a kind of homesickness, I felt then, but it was a sickness for a home I had never had, for a single cultivated scene, for people whose manners and skins and languages were fitted peaceably together. The lorry on which we had hitched a lift from that young couple, whose little history I had just heard, had hurled us towards the man next to whom I stood, and whom I had never seen before, across endless countrysides of heat-seized, silent veld; now we stood together for a moment before the next day would hurl us apart again. And so Louw himself had come, and Frank who was sleeping, and the African outside who had been to Johannesburg—a multi-tongued nation of nomads we seemed to be, across a country too big and silent for us, too dry for cultivation, about which we went on roads like chains. We were caught within it, within this wide, sad land we mined but did not cultivate.48

I doubt that there are many white English-speaking South Africans whose hearts will not be touched by this haunting evocation of the “colonial melancholy” of virtual exile so intrinsic to their experience. A later and even more plangent expression of it is to be found in Stephen Watson’s essay “A Version of Melancholy,”49 where visceral recoil from “thinness”—the aesthetic and cultural starvation of all things South African, the abjection of the stunted, pinched, ersatz, arbitrary, futile—is implicitly predicated upon a nameless longing for the plenitude and security that Yeats invoked in his poem “A Prayer for My Daughter” as “custom and … ceremony.”50

In the period under review, the only sustained intellectual and artistic attempt to reimagine the identity of the white English-speaking caste in South Africa in terms more positive than these was made by the poet, dramatist and academic Guy Butler, from the late 1950s to the early 1970s. His early poetry, powerfully affected by his experience with the British Army in Italy in 1944–45, includes such lyrical gems as “Stranger to Europe.”51 His finest achievement, however, is arguably the long poem “Ode: On First Seeing Florence,” inspired by his first glimpse of the city as a soldier in August 1944. In later work Butler sought a voice to realize the African elements of his experience in the English poetic idiom: in “Home Thoughts” he figures this as a rapprochement between the rational European Apollo and the passionate African Dionysus:

…Apollo, come!

O cross the tangled scrub, the uncouth ways,

Visit our vital if untamed abysm

Where your old rival in the lustrous gloom

Fumbles his drums, feels for a thread of rhythm

To dance us from our megalithic maze.

—so that “From his brimming drum / [there might] spill waves of words, articulate!”

This mythmaking in fact furnishes the coordinates of the story that Butler would go on to tell about the history and role of English-speaking whites in South Africa. In essays and addresses such as “The Republic and the Arts” (1964), Butler saw the historical destiny of white English-speaking South Africans as that of rational mediators, bringing enlightened Western values to bear in the violent clash between the (equally irrational) nationalisms of Afrikaners and Africans. In the Eastern Cape where he lived and taught at Rhodes University, Butler tirelessly popularized the history and legacy of the 1820 British settlers, presenting them as a naturalized or indigenized South African tribe, rooted in the barren soil that they had attempted to cultivate with so little success, and possessed of a proud heritage.

If all this sounds more than a little colonial in its assumptions and terms of reference, it is because—from the position of vantage afforded by postcolonialism as it has subsequently developed—it must be seen as such. In 1974, a vigorous attack by Ravan Press Director Mike Kirkwood on what he hypostasized as “Butlerism” removed English-speaking whites from the neutral ground where Butler had placed them and returned them to their rightful discursive and political home—behind the frontier stockade with the rest of the colonizers. But if this account was more truthful than settler myths of entitlement, it was also not the whole truth: English speakers had more often than not in the long sorry history of the conquest and dispossession of native Africans had a liberalizing affect on legal and political—if not always social—structures and practices. But by the 1970s, the liberation struggle was under way and the values of liberalism were in total eclipse.

Three other writers deserve mention here, one world-renowned, the other two virtually unknown outside South Africa. Athol Fugard has for decades been one of the most respected among contemporary dramatists, perhaps especially in the United States, where his ‘Master Harold’ … and the Boys (1982) has been a huge success. But among Fugard’s best work are early plays such as Boesman and Lena and Hello and Goodbye, which poignantly evoke the resilience of those cast out from life’s feast. Especially fine are plays workshopped with the actors John Kani and Winston Ntshona, Sizwe Bansi Is Dead and The Island, which depict both the dehumanizing effect of apartheid on black South Africans and their courageous resistance in the face of it. Fugard has the gift of endowing his thoroughly “authentic” South African characters with universal appeal, and the broad humanism of his approach has not wavered in a career now over four decades long.

Herman Charles Bosman is sui generis: a man of mixed Afrikaner and English heritage who wrote mainly in English about “Bushveld” Afrikaner farmers. Although he published two novels, some distinguished verse, a volume of autobiography and quantities of literary journalism, it is for his Oom Schalk Lourens series of short stories that he is chiefly known. These are variously witty, humorous, satirical and lyrical, “oral-style”52 tales about rural Afrikaner life narrated by the wily Oom (“Uncle,” a general term of respect) Schalk. Immensely popular in South Africa—Bosman’s oeuvre has remained in print since the 1960s, and in the past few years a multivolume “Centenary Edition” has added previously unpublished and uncollected work—the stories apparently depend too much for their characteristic effects on “insider” understanding to travel successfully. This is partly because Oom Schalk’s (and Bosman’s) tone is difficult for a non-South African to recognize and respond to, for instance in the opening sentences of the story “Makapan’s Caves:”

Kaffirs? (said Oom Schalk Lourens). Yes, I know them. And they’re all the same. I fear the Almighty, and I respect His works, but I could never understand why He made the kaffir and the rinderpest. The Hottentot is a little better. The Hottentot will only steal the biltong hanging out on the line to dry. He won’t steal the line as well. That is where the kaffir is different.53

Even today, a white South African will probably find this funny, while a non-South African will almost certainly not. Even after it has been explained that the joke is on the bigoted speaker rather than the objects of his racist stereotyping, it is unlikely that the outsider will be amused. Moreover, this “explanation” would not cover the full resonance of the South African reader’s response to Oom Schalk’s words: part of the joke is the racist stereotyping, which means that at least part of the joke is at the expense of the “kaffirs” and the “Hottentots.” Bosman is a gifted writer, but the problem with the Oom Schalk stories is that they are shot through with an ambiguity that has usefully been characterized as “unstable irony,”54 meaning that the relationship between the author and his narrator is inconsistent, shifting and ambivalent.

Although many of his stories were published only after World War II, Bosman began writing a decade before the war. Roy Campbell was still publishing poetry in the 1950s, but his career, like the South African career of William Plomer, essentially belongs to the 1920s and 1930s. In addition to Guy Butler, several accomplished poets emerged in the postwar years—F. T. Prince, Charles Eglington, Ruth Miller—but the most original and distinctive voice after Campbell in South African poetry is that of Sydney Clouts. Clouts’s poems are situated at the interface between the individual consciousness and what he called the “thingbedded” reality that surrounds it; as critics have noted, the poems embody a strong sense of Heidegger’s Dasein or “Being-in-the-world.”55 Formally experimental and thoroughly modernist in its oblique communicative strategies, Clouts’s verse evinces also a thoroughly Romantic yearning for transcendence: there is no room in the poems for the news of the day, the contingencies of politics or ideology. The opening poem in his Collected Poems might serve as example:

A pool for the image,

A cool image of sun.

Desiring more than reflection,

What shall I take?

Flowerstem, clod, or a bouncing stone?

A plain round pebble is best.

The rings glance backward to their rest.

Round, round, round.

Bright heaven, lap the ground.56

Writing Black, 1946–1972

The narrative in this section begins in 1946 because that is the year in which appeared both Es’kia Mphahlele’s first slender collection of short stories, Man Must Live and Other Stories, and Peter Abrahams’s third novel, Mine Boy.57

Within the South African system of racial classification, Abrahams was Coloured: a person of mixed race or—in the sinisterly pedantic words of the Population Registration Act—a person “not obviously white” nor “obviously black.” Partly as a result of his father’s Ethiopian heritage, and partly as a consequence of his early acquaintance with writers of the Harlem Renaissance, Abrahams seems—for a time at least—to have solved the vexed question of identity by proudly self-identifying as a black writer.58 At the same time, his work evinces throughout an impatience with racial categories and a keen awareness of the suffocating effect of generic identifications on the individual’s sense of self.

Mine Boy, which was later to reach a wide readership through its reprinting in Heinemann’s African Writers Series, is—like Cry, the Beloved Country—a classic example of the South African narrative genre that has come to be known (after a film of that name released in 1949) as the “Jim comes to Jo’burg” story. It was an especially topical genre in the years immediately following World War II, when the government was obliged to grapple with problems posed by the massive influx of black work-seekers to the urban areas. Conservative whites saw blacks as unwelcome “visitors” in the city, needing strict control and tolerable only because of the needs of the labor market. Liberals were ambivalent. On one hand, like Paton in Cry, the Beloved Country, they acknowledged that “the tribe was broken” and that black people were fast becoming a permanent demographic feature of city life.59 On the other hand (and again like Paton), they deplored what they saw as the corruption of the pastoral innocence of blacks, through their exposure both to the seamy side of city life and to an increasingly naked and brutal white racism; they felt that Africans were better off returning to the countryside to resume their “traditional” lives. Arguably, both perspectives conduced to the political vision of apartheid, as manifest in measures ranging from the notorious Pass Laws (“influx control,”) to the Bantustan system of ethnic “homelands.” Urbanized black people, on the other hand, soon saw themselves as irreversibly (if not unproblematically) city folk. As Es’kia Mphahlele puts it in his autobiography, Down Second Avenue:

[In the 1930s] the Black people conditioned themselves by the day, so as to survive. And the more the white man needed them for his work, the more he hated them. More people poured into Pretoria from the north and the east. The more insecure people felt, the more permanent they looked, as they burrowed into location life, putting up tin shacks on the small plots allowed to the residents. Perpetual refugees seeking life and safety in Jim Crow town.60

In Mine Boy, Johannesburg is represented as a school of hard knocks, characterized by both squalor and opportunity. The novel envisages a class alliance among workers of different races as offering resistance to the depredations of the exploitative mining houses and their racist white champions. But Abrahams’s Marxist ideas are subsumed under an overarching liberal humanist perspective that, as in Paton’s novel, imagines individuals finding mutual understanding through sympathetic acts of imaginative identification.61

Michael Chapman has aptly written of Abrahams that he was “one of the earliest black writers in English to have been given the license to be any kind of radical rather than the one thing he wanted to be: a writer without color.”62 The extent to which only exile (in Jamaica) could resolve the ambiguity and assuage the pain of being a Coloured South African is made clear in Abrahams’s autobiography, Tell Freedom (1954), the first of several notable achievements in that genre to emanate from South Africa in the 1950s and 1960s: “Perhaps life had a meaning that transcended race and colour. If it had, I could not find it in South Africa. Also, there was the need to write, to tell freedom, and for this I needed to be personally free.”63

Although he was later to write two novels, the fact that the first publication by Es’kia Mphahlele was a collection of short stories is significant. Mphahlele would himself argue that the preeminence of the short fictional form in black South African writing in the 1950s was a direct consequence of the dislocated lives led by the writers: “the stringent socio-political conditions to which the African is subjected in South Africa make very difficult the sustained organization of the total personality and effort on the writer’s part required for the novel.” The short story, on the other hand, was a medium particularly suited to and expressive of a “fugitive urban culture.”64 To an oppression that bore down with unrelenting intensity and afforded only a fragmentary sense of selfhood, black writers reacted with brief, often angry and overblown, cameos of experience.

Publication outlets that became available in the 1950s also conduced to the flourishing of the short story. Magazines such as Drum actively solicited short fictional contributions by running regular competitions, and several writers who later achieved prominence were first published in the pages of Drum in Johannesburg and other, more overtly political journals and newspapers like New Age and Fighting Talk in Cape Town: Can Themba, Casey Motsitisi, Arthur Maimane, Alex La Guma, Richard Rive, James Matthews.65 It is no accident that these writers were mostly journalists and based either in Sophiatown (Johannesburg) or District Six (Cape Town), multiracial ghettoes destroyed by forced removals—“slum clearance”—in the late 1950s and early 1960s.66

These writers also—usually, from the subsequent perspective of exile—told their own life stories. In addition to Peter Abrahams, in the 1950s and 1960s Es’kia Mphahlele, Bloke Modisane, Todd Matshikiza, and Alfred Hutchinson wrote full-length autobiographies, while Nat Nakasa, Casey Motsisi, and Can Themba, among others, penned autobiographical sketches and vignettes.67

Autobiographical writing was for these men in an unusually literal sense an act of self-invention. As a generation, their lives were effectively defined by change, fracture and frustration: to the dislocation of rapid urbanization and cultural change (most were only first-or second-generation city dwellers) was superadded the burden of ever-increasing state regulation and oppression. The autobiographies reveal that their authors experienced selfhood as something not fully owned, as incoherent and problematic because ostensibly “authored” by the apartheid state (cf. the title of Modisane’s Blame Me on History). In the absence of any preexisting discourse capable of providing adequate self-representation, each individual effectively uses the medium of autobiography to write himself (and the community to which he belongs) into existence. Mphahlele’s Down Second Avenue is paradigmatic in this regard.

Between the ages of five and thirteen, Mphahlele lived with his paternal grandmother in the rural village of Maupaneng, near present-day Polokwane in the Northern Province. He devotes a scant ten pages to these years, concluding:

Looking back to those first thirteen years of my life—as much of it as I can remember—I cannot help thinking that it was time wasted. I had nobody to shape them into a definite pattern. Searching through the confused threads of that pattern a few things keep imposing themselves on my whole judgment. My grandmother; the mountain; the tropical darkness which glow-worms seemed to try in vain to scatter; long black tropical snakes; the brutal Leshoana river carrying on its broad back trees, cattle, boulders; world of torrential rains; the solid shimmering heat beating down on yearning earth; the romantic picture of a woman with a child on her back and an earthen pot on her head, silhouetted against the mirage.

But all in all perhaps I led a life shared by all other country boys. Boys who are aware of only one purpose of living; to be.68

What is of particular interest is the essentially static nature of this time as Mphahlele remembers it, a time when he was possessed of an identity that he can only in retrospect characterize as generic. His move to the house in Second Avenue, Marabastad (in Pretoria), at the age of thirteen was nothing less than a standing jump into the modern, into time experienced as becoming rather than being, into the whole process of individuation. Another way of putting this is to say that it required physical relocation into the space of urban modernity for Mphahlele to acquire a sense of self commensurate with the raw material of autobiography.

The remainder of Down Second Avenue records Mphahlele’s growing understanding of and bitterness toward the political barriers in the way of his personal freedom and achievement: to be stuck “down Second Avenue” becomes a metaphor for the lot of the black man trapped in the township ghettoes of apartheid South Africa.69 Particularly memorable are the chapters scattered through the text that Mphahlele entitles “Interlude,” and in which he uses various modes of interior monologue to attempt to recapture the immediacy of remembered feelings.70 A climax in the narrative is reached with Mphahlele’s decision to emigrate, and the last part of the book, written in Nigeria in late 1957, celebrates his first taste of “downright individualism.”71

Mphahlele’s experience of race or ethnicity as an artificially imposed and arbitrarily limiting identity helps to explain his and other black South Africans’ fierce opposition to essentialist African ideologies such as négritude (and indeed, beyond that, the general resistance of South Africa to description according to the “postcolonial” template).72 In Down Second Avenue, Mphahlele uses an idiom with sharp contemporary resonance to evoke the rapid acculturation of his generation: referring to segregationist insistence that blacks be encouraged to “develop along their own lines,” he writes: “We retreated to our townships ‘to develop along our own lines.’ We couldn’t see the lines and the footprints. They had got so mixed up with other footprints in the course of time, and the winds had been blowing away some, too.”73

Alex La Guma, perhaps the most prominent black South African writer of the 1960s,74 was also a staunch nonracialist, but the source of his conviction was his lifelong commitment to the ideology of Marxism-Leninism. Having joined the Communist Party of South Africa at an early age, he became, as a so-called listed Communist, a de facto enemy of the South African state when the party was banned under the Suppression of Communism Act in 1950. After several spells in detention and under house arrest, he left South Africa on an exit permit in 1966 and remained abroad until his death in Cuba in 1985. Many other writers fled the country in the state clampdown that followed the Sharpeville shootings, and in subsequent decades two distinct South African literary traditions or systems existed, one inside the country and the other outside. In addition to La Guma, Abrahams and Mphahlele, the exiles included (to name just a few) Dennis Brutus, Keorapetse Kgositsile, Bessie Head, Mazisi Kunene, Daniel P. Kunene, and Lewis Nkosi. While their names became well known abroad, because of the provisions of both the Suppression of Communism Act (later the Internal Security Act) and the Publications Act, the work of these writers was prohibited from being distributed or even read within the borders of the country.

In the five novels he published between 1962 and 1979, La Guma consistently emphasizes the category of class rather than race and thus gives fictional form to a rigorous Marxist analysis of the South African social formation.75 His enduring theme is the suffering under oppression and revolutionary awakening of black South Africans. In the early novels—A Walk in the Night and And a Threefold Cord—the characters, lacking rudimentary political awareness, are doomed by the identity imposed on them by the social order to be little more than links in a chain of cause and effect, their consciousness radically determined by the material forces of a coercive political system. In later works such as In the Fog of the Seasons’ End and Time of the Butcherbird, La Guma dramatizes the consolidation of political understanding among the victims of apartheid capitalism and the growth of their commitment to armed struggle.

La Guma’s highly detailed descriptive style has been labeled “journalistic,” but is more properly seen as a latter-day avatar of literary naturalism, perhaps even of the “socialist realism” promoted in the Soviet Union in the 1930s. His best work is probably A Walk in the Night, a tale of moral inversion set in the ghetto of District Six, which portrays the inhabitants as little more than a feature of their dilapidated environment:

He turned down another street, away from the artificial glare of Hanover, between stretches of damp, battered houses with their broken-ribs of front-railings; cracked walls and high tenements that rose like the left-overs of a bombed area in the twilight; vacant lots and weed-grown patches where houses had once stood; and deep doorways resembling the entrances to deserted castles. There were children playing in the street, darting among the overflowing dustbins and shooting at each other with wooden guns. In some of the doorways people sat or stood, murmuring idly in the fast-fading light like wasted ghosts in a plague-ridden city.76

The action of the novel spans a few fateful hours in the life of Michael Adonis, who, having been fired from his job for insubordination to a white foreman, vents his frustration on a harmless old white man, bludgeoning him to death with a wine bottle. An innocent bystander is suspected of the murder and shot dead by racist, trigger-happy police. By the story’s end, Adonis has agreed to join a gang of toughs and appears to be drifting into a life of crime.

There are several indications in the course of the narrative as to how these “tragic” events are to be interpreted by the reader (the finger quite clearly points to the structural violence of economic exploitation, reinforced by political oppression). But because the characters, lacking even the most rudimentary political insight, are oblivious to these indications, they are portrayed as little more than ghosts (like that of Hamlet’s father), “doom’d for a certain term to walk the night.”

The novel is bleakly affecting, and La Guma is perhaps the most accomplished of a group of writers whose work has become known as “protest writing.” Although Njabulo Ndebele has rejected the label on the grounds of its being misleading and reductive, as we will see, “protest” nevertheless remains a useful generic descriptor for most of the writing by black South Africans that appeared in the 1960s and early 1970s.

The first stirrings of black literary activity after the bannings and general exodus of intellectuals in the early-to-mid 1960s were notable for the prominence of lyric poetry, a genre almost wholly neglected in the 1950s. The reemergence in print of verse by black South Africans is clearly traceable in contributions to the literary magazine The Classic, beginning with four poems in 1968 by Oswald Joseph Mtshali. In a watershed special poetry issue the following year, Mtshali was joined by Njabulo S. Ndebele, Wally Mongane Serote, and M. Pascal Gwala. Mtshali, Serote, Gwala, and a fourth writer, Sydney Sipho Sepamla, were the major authors of what became known as “Soweto poetry,” a catchall phrase for a variety of township-based, politically incisive, often blues-or jazz-influenced, sometimes declamatory verse.77 The impulse animating Soweto Poetry appears to have been the same deep need—in the face of the unrelenting negation of state oppression—for the recovery or invention of human agency (individual self-expression, self-definition, self-creation) that, as we have already noted, characterizes the autobiographies from Abrahams’s Tell Freedom onwards. A major difference is that historical developments in the 1960s, including widespread decolonization in Africa, the rise of the civil rights movement in the United States, and—most especially—the emergence and gathering momentum of Black Consciousness in South Africa, serve to endow the writing with a new tonal range, considerably more culturally confident and politically assertive. All this history, together with an anticipation of much that was yet to come, is implicit in the opening poem of Serote’s first and most memorable collection, Yakhal’inkomo:

Do not fear Baas.

It’s just that I appeared

And our faces met

In this black night that’s like me.

Do not fear—

We will always meet

When you do not expect me.

I will appear

In the night that’s black like me.

Do not fear—

Blame your heart

When you fear me—

I will blame my mind

When I fear you

In the night that’s black like me.

Do not fear Baas,

My heart is vast as the sea

And your mind as the earth.

It’s awright Baas,

Do not fear.78

In a poetic reflection on the conditions of poetic production in South Africa, Jeremy Cronin has observed: “Between, let’s say, May 1984 and May 1986 / … There was a shift out there/ From lyric to epic.”79 David Attwell has more recently approved and elaborated on this diagnosis of generic drift, but shifted its moment back a decade, to 1974, the year of the watershed “Poetry ’74” conference.80 If by the move to “epic” is meant, at the very least, the change from an individual perspective and voice to a communal, national, even world-historical one, then I would suggest that there are distinct traces of the epic to be found in Yakhal’inkomo—most especially in angry affirmations of shared black experience in the sequence that closes the volume.81 It would not be long before Serote was producing epic-length poems dedicated to the heroic struggle for freedom into which his countrymen and women were effectively plunged after June 1976.

White Writing, 1974–1990

In the same year that Serote’s Yakhal’inkomo was published, John Maxwell Coetzee took up a post as lecturer in English at the University of Cape Town, where he was to remain until his retirement in 2000. Coetzee was born in Cape Town in 1940 and grew up there and in the nearby town of Worcester; some idea of his younger years may be gained from his “autobiographical novel” Boyhood.82 He then studied and worked in England and the United States for some years, obtaining a PhD degree from the University of Texas at Austin.

Coetzee published his first novel, Dusklands, in 1974. Juxtaposing two narratives, one with a contemporary Vietnam War setting and the other an eighteenth-century frontier tale, the text exposes and condemns colonial violence as the product of an underlying psychopathology of Western life, seemingly a product of the Cartesian dualism engrained in characteristic modes of perception and relationship. In his novel In the Heart of the Country (1977), a lonely spinster searches unavailingly for a language of mutuality to end her isolation on a deserted Karoo farm; while in Waiting for the Barbarians (1980), a liberal magistrate in the service of an unnamed empire experiences a crisis of conscience when he is made to choose between loyalty to his masters and protection of their alleged “barbarian” enemies.

In these and subsequent novels, Coetzee makes clear reference to the situation in South Africa without restricting his fiction to the “realist” terms dictated by the discourse of history which, he has suggested, serves only to reinforce the authority of the status quo. Yet the clarity of this reference—the formal manner of the fiction’s (non)representation of social and political realities—was insufficient for the taste of South African readers who, increasingly in the aftermath of June 1976, demanded of their writers a more literal demonstration of commitment to the liberation struggle. In 1988, the academic critic Michael Chapman lambasted Coetzee’s novel Foe for not “speaking to Africa” and serving to provide little more than “a kind of masturbatory release for the Europeanising dreams of an intellectual coterie.”83 The atmosphere of crisis was such that the following year Chapman could effectively dismiss literature’s right to be taken seriously by claiming that: “In a State of Emergency [declared by President P. W. Botha in 1986 in response to rising civil unrest], the authority of experience, rather than its transformation into the art object, has become the real locus of power.”84

In fact, Coetzee had already answered his critics in two articles, “Into the Dark Chamber” and “The Novel Today.”85 Both are partly indebted to T. W. Adorno’s 1962 essay “Commitment,” which champions what Adorno called the “autonomous” literary work over against the manifestly “committed” one.86 In “The Novel Today,” this distinction is rendered as the difference between the novel that “supplements” history and the novel that “rivals” history, the latter being “a novel that operates in terms of its own procedures and issues in its own conclusions, not one that operates in terms of the procedures of history and eventuates in conclusions that are checkable by history (as a child’s schoolwork is checked by a schoolmistress).”87 This asseveration of the value of the aesthetic in the face of what Coetzee called “the appropriating appetite of the discourse of history”88 is a quintessentially modernist gesture in which his writing is implicitly identified with the “avant-garde” work of Kafka and Beckett that was applauded by Adorno.89

Meanwhile, in the world outside, Coetzee’s standing as an author rose ever higher, his books garnering one international literary award after another. Perhaps his most memorable creation from this era is Life & Times of Michael K (1983), a novel set in a futuristic South Africa embroiled in civil war. The beleaguered state has taken to herding the poor and unemployed into fenced “camps” so as to control the movement of people about the country. Michael K, the novel’s protagonist, is incarcerated in a camp but finds that he cannot bear the loss of freedom. He escapes and for a time leads a solitary existence, first on an abandoned farm and then in the mountains, effectively removed from the linear time of history:

But most of all, as summer slanted to an end, he was learning to love idleness, idleness no longer as stretches of freedom reclaimed by stealth here and there from involuntary labor, surreptitious thefts to be enjoyed sitting on his heels before a flowerbed with a fork dangling from his fingers, but as a yielding up of himself to time, to a time flowing slowly like oil from horizon to horizon over the face of the world, washing over his body, circulating in his armpits and his groin, stirring his eyelids.90

He realizes during this sojourn in nature that he is not a freedom fighter but a “gardener,” one whose role it is “to stay behind” while others go to war and “keep gardening alive, or at least the idea of gardening; because once that cord was broken, the earth would grow hard and forget her children.”91 Eventually he is recaptured and sent to a rehabilitation camp in Cape Town, where a military doctor takes a special interest in his case. To the doctor, the taciturn Michael K seems in his utter self-sufficiency to hold the key to genuine freedom, perhaps the secret of life itself.

The opacity of the character is mirrored in the novel’s resistance to interpretation. Readers have attempted to allegorize K in a number of ways—as a figure for the author or artist in a time of war; as a figure for the otherness of the text in which he appears, and of literature more generally; as embodying the possibility of dwelling in holistic and respectful harmony with other living things. But K somehow contrives to evade all these “camps,” an enigmatic yet poignant presence in a hauntingly beautiful narrative.

Coetzee’s next book, Foe (1986), rewrites Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe by imagining it as the corruption of a story told to Defoe by a woman, Susan Barton, a story focusing in part on the tongueless servant Friday. The Master of Petersburg (1994) is similarly “literary” in that it portrays a fictional incident from the life of the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky. But Age of Iron (1990) is clearly set in Cape Town during the State of Emergency in the late 1980s, and—like the award-winning Disgrace (1999)—employs an essentially realist narrative mode to stage ethical dilemmas of universal application.

A recurrent theme in Coetzee’s writing is the failure of mutuality, of love, in relations corrupted by the abuse of power: between the white (colonizing) subject and his or her (colonized) Other, between men and women, between humans and other animals. Coetzee’s core ideal is justice, and the essential value in terms of which its absence is registered is the suffering human body.92 Increasingly, however, metafiction has become the overarching rubric for Coetzee’s work, for a kind of fiction that—mesmerized by its own self-reflexivity—presents itself as a series of meditations on the enigmatic relations among writing, representation and the self.

The work of other white writers from this period tended to respond to the impact of apartheid in a more direct way. During these years, Nadine Gordimer published her politically most incisive novels, The Conservationist (1974), July’s People (1981), and her masterpiece, Burger’s Daughter (1979), a novel that memorably captures, in the choices made by the protagonist Rosa Burger, the irruption of politics into every aspect of private life in South Africa. The epigraph to July’s People is a passage from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci: “The old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum there arises a great variety of morbid symptoms.” The following year, Gordimer gave a public lecture in New York entitled “Living in the Interregnum.” This bold acknowledgment that South Africa was already engaged in an irreversible process of revolutionary change captured the imagination of intellectuals and commentators and was frequently cited in the years leading up to February 1990.

Much of the writing by white South Africans from this period registers “morbid symptoms” of one sort or another: mordant guilt, frustration, alienation, apprehension, thralldom to a crippling irony. The overall mood of the white South African populace was memorably captured by the American anthropologist Vincent Crapanzano, who wrote, “Wittingly or unwittingly, the whites wait for something, anything to happen. They are caught in the peculiar, the paralytic time of waiting. … Waiting—the South African experience—must be appreciated in all its banality. Therein lies its pity—and its humanity.”93

A memorable exception to these generalizations is David Muller’s novel Whitey, which depicts a drunken weekend in the life of a white sailor who fetches up in a Coloured smokkelhuis or shebeen in Cape Town. In its haunting evocations of a partly demolished District Six, the novel is an obvious companion piece to La Guma’s A Walk in the Night and Achmat Dangor’s Waiting for Leila. But its chief strength is its gut-wrenching and wholly convincing dramatization of the physical and psychological degeneration of an alcoholic in extremis.94

Meanwhile—as the contents of little magazines such as New Coin Poetry attest—white South African poets continued their love affair with the country’s rugged landscape and the flora and fauna (especially chameleons) of their suburban gardens.95 To be sure, as the years pass, their sense of relationship to the land becomes increasingly uneasy and self-doubting, and several interesting poets from this era respond in complex ways to the social crises attendant on the rise of black nationalism and the imminent demise of the Nationalist government.96 Nevertheless, two of the most memorable voices from these years focus rather on the typical terrain of the modern lyric: personal experience and the place of the individual in an uncertain and seemingly indifferent cosmos.

Don Maclennan came to poetry relatively late—his first collection, Life Songs, appearing in 1977, when he was forty-eight—and arguably his best work postdates the period under review, issuing from a prodigiously productive phase lasting from the 1990s to the present. However, it was in the pared-to-the-bone minimalism of Collecting Darkness (1988) that Maclennan found his characteristic voice: a voice in love with language but eschewing verbal frippery, confessional, self-deprecating but also forgiving; endlessly questioning, skeptical, or rueful even in celebration; spare, gnomic, sometimes amused and amusing. The poem “Letter in a Bottle” features a typically terse and modest credo that effectively labels an entire oeuvre:

All I’ve ever wanted to make—

a few clean statements

on love and death,

things you cannot fake.97

Of all South Africa’s cities, Cape Town is undoubtedly most deserving of its own poet laureate. In 1986, with the publication of his collection In This City, Stephen Watson emerged to fulfill the role. In this and subsequent volumes, Watson sought to capture both the visual beauty and what he calls the spiritual “melancholy” or “thinness” of the city and its inhabitants, “torn between its cloud-light, pine-light, the serene nihilism of its skies, / and its unending, all-negating, word-exhausting human cries.”98 Watson’s lyrical gifts, his romantic, elegiac cadences and rhetorically spacious narrative lines, create an unforgettable portrait of a city that somehow accommodates the pain of its troubled history and its immense material inequalities in the poignant evocation of one individual’s overwhelming sense of belonging.

Writing Black, 1972–1990

The appearance in 1972 of James Matthews’s poetry collection Cry Rage! announced a tightening of the nexus between politics and writing by black South Africans.99 Matthews has commented:

1972 became too much for me. The Dimbazas, Ilinges, Sadas and Limehills [resettlement areas]. Dying children—starvation, their sickness. The uprooting of people; the harvesting of crops of crosses, the only fruit the land would bear. Detention and the deaths in detention. It became too much for me…. I wrote. It was not prose. Critics hyena-howled. It was not poetry, they exclaimed. I never said it was. I was writing expressions of feelings.100

In this way Matthews self-consciously rejected both the forms and the function of the literary tradition in which his use of the English language had placed him. The final piece in the collection is paradigmatic:

To label my utterings poetry

And myself a poet

Would be as self-deluding

As the planners of parallel development

I record the anguish of the persecuted

Whose words are whispers of woe

Wrung from them by bestial laws

They stand one chained band

Silently asking one of the other

Will it never be the fire next time?

While there is more than a modicum of traditional poetic technique in Matthews’s “expressions of feelings,” there is no denying that in this and subsequent volumes his writing is deliberately deformed to allow its “emotive” and “conative” functions to usurp the dominance of its “poetic” or aesthetic function (to revert to the structuralist terminology of Roman Jakobson).101

While the “feelings” to which Matthews gives vent in Cry Rage! are clearly informed by a knowledge of African American writing and the successes of the civil rights movement in the United States, they invoke the authority of a “universal” human-rights discourse. But within two years, Matthews’s work in both poetry and prose was to evince a new and fierce commitment to the ideology of Black Consciousness and its program for the psychological rehabilitation and liberation of the oppressed.102 The elaboration and dissemination of Black Consciousness ideology, with its catchphrase, “You’re on your own, Blackman,” was mostly the work of the Black Peoples’ Convention and the South African Students’ Organization, whose charismatic president Steve Biko was the movement’s intellectual leader. Biko was tortured to death by the security police in September 1977, an event that outraged the world and led to an intensification of the international campaign against the apartheid government. Biko’s speeches and occasional writings were collected as I Write What I Like and published in the year after his death.103 (The book, recently reissued, is still widely read in South Africa today, and is probably the most important publication by a black South African to have appeared in the period under review.)

There is therefore a direct line from Matthews’s poetic diatribe against “white syphilization” (1974),104 via events following the Soweto uprising of 1976 and the death of Biko the following year, to the much-quoted repudiation of Western literary convention in Mothobi Mutloatse’s introduction to the 1980 anthology of new writing, Forced Landing:

We will have to donder conventional literature: old-fashioned critic and reader alike. We are going to pee, spit and shit on literary convention before we are through; we are going to kick and pull and push and drag literature into the form we prefer. We are going to experiment and probe and not give a damn what the critics have to say. Because we are in search of our true selves—undergoing self-discovery as a people.105

But by that time, the Black Consciousness rhetoric of Mutloatse’s last sentence had been partly co-opted into an uneasy alliance with the idiom of a revolutionary Marxism, in terms of which black South Africans were rendered as “the masses” engaged in a “liberation struggle” (and using literature as a means of prosecuting that struggle). This process of radical politicization (of which more, below) famously imprinted itself in the form of Mongane Serote’s novel, To Every Birth Its Blood.106 The alienated artist-figure Tsi has his world turned upside down by the events of Soweto 1976, and discovers a new and more authentic identity in commitment to his “comrades” in “the struggle;” the ironic lyricism of the first part of the novel gives way to epic celebration in the second.

In 1978, Ravan Press launched Staffrider, a literary magazine with a radically democratic editorial policy: writing groups or areas organized by the Association of African Writers submitted batches of material that were published as is, ostensibly without further (white) editorial intervention or mediation.107 This policy of “grassroots” editorial democracy ensured that new (if unpolished) work by young writers achieved wide and immediate circulation; it also played an important role in popularizing writing in English and demonstrating its increasingly public role as both witness to and actor in the unfolding drama of communal solidarity and historical agency. In his introduction to Forced Landing, Mutloatse thus pays tribute to “an age of experimental literature vibrantly expressing communal experience,” and even announces the birth of a new literary genre to match the heroic temper of the times, the “proemdra: Prose, Poem and Drama in one!”108

A few examples of this “committed” hybrid form appeared in Staffrider and culminated in the book-length Seeds of War by Mtutuzeli Matshoba.109 But what had emerged more conspicuously in the late 1970s and early 1980s were a number of volumes of well-crafted stories of township experience, including Mzala (later reissued as My Cousin Comes to Joburg and Other Stories) by Mbulelo Mzamane (1980) and Call Me Not a Man by Mtutuzeli Matshoba (1979).110 While Call Me Not a Man is more earnestly didactic than the often-jokey Mzala, both collections offer oral-style narration and irony-laced snapshots of township life that ridicule the pretensions and contradictions of a vicious but tottering apartheid system.111 Both anthologies also include rewritings of the “Jim comes to Jo’burg” theme for a new generation of black readers. In the story sequence that comprises the first half of Mzala, the narrator’s cousin Mzal’ uJola from the Transkei is a stereotypical naïf when he arrives in eGoli, but (unlike, for example, Absalom in Cry, the Beloved Country) he soon adapts to city ways and carves out for himself a robustly vital existence in defiance of the demeaning panoply of rules and restrictions to which black people are subjected. On the other hand, in the final story in Call Me Not a Man, “Three Days in the Land of a Dying Illusion,” Matshoba inverts the migrant’s journey by having his urbane, Johannesburg-bred narrator travel to the “independent” Transkei and register his disgust at the poverty and backwardness of the “homeland”—of which, being Xhosa, he is expected to claim citizenship.112 The story develops into a sustained exposé of the bankruptcy of grand apartheid’s geopolitical ambitions.

Also published in the Staffrider series was Achmat Dangor’s brilliant debut collection, Waiting for Leila.113 The title novella is set in the crumbling wasteland of an all-but-demolished District Six (the Cape Town ghetto forcibly cleared of its Coloured residents from the late 1960s). In the drink-and drug-battered mind of the protagonist, Samad, feelings evoked by a lost love and the destruction of the Malay community gain weight and resonance from the parallel story of a rebellious slave forebear. The increasingly disjunctive narrative memorably enacts the historical fracture that it represents.

Dangor’s and Matshoba’s and Mzamane’s stories were first published in Staffrider, so it was appropriate that some the earliest and most influential critical responses appeared there too. The predominant critical stance at the time, and the one that continued to gain authority and consolidate its orthodoxy until the sea change of 1990, has been usefully characterized as “solidarity criticism.”114 Solidarity criticism is not a literary category at all but a political one, an epiphenomenon of the intensification of “the struggle” against the South African government. It finds its purest expression in the slogan, “Culture is a weapon of the struggle,” which meant that writers and artists and other “cultural workers” were required to devote their energies and expertise to furthering political ends. In this perspective, the more blatant and trenchant (and hence more “effective”) its propaganda effect, the better the writing.115

The Marxist rhetoric adopted by what became the Mass Democratic Movement (MDM) in the 1980s was less a demonstration of commitment to dialectical materialism (as events subsequent to 1994 have shown only too clearly) than it was part of a revolutionary toolkit whose effectiveness had already been extensively demonstrated elsewhere in Africa and Latin America. Meanwhile, academic Marxists worried about the (“petit-bourgeois”) class position of writers like Matshoba—and hence the legitimacy of their representations of black working-class experience—and deplored their “humanist” privileging of color rather than class as the primary category of social analysis.116

In the context of this politically charged but intellectually dreary climate of reception, the interventions of Njabulo S. Ndebele were, and remain, absolutely seminal. Ndebele’s essay “Turkish Tales and Some Thoughts on South African Fiction” appeared in Staffrider in 1984.117 In this piece, Ndebele extols the example of the Turkish short-story writer Yashar Kemal as one who is “rooted firmly in the timeless tradition of storytelling.” His tales do not offer social commentary on or political analysis of the situations they depict because Kemal does not presume to “reduce [the] humanity” of his characters by “[turning] them into mere items in a moral or political debate.”118 Ndebele contrasts this with the generality of black South African fiction, which, “built around the interaction of surface symbols of the South African reality,” has resulted in “a tradition of almost mechanistic surface representation.”119

This is the core observation that Ndebele develops in an essay subsequently canonized in the South African critical tradition, “The Rediscovery of the Ordinary: Some New Writings in South Africa.”120 The first part of this essay identifies the “spectacular” as the characteristic mode of black South African “protest” fiction:

The spectacular, documents; it indicts implicitly; it is demonstrative, preferring exteriority to interiority; it keeps the larger issues of society in our minds, obliterating the details; it provokes identification through recognition and feeling rather than through observation and analytical thought; it calls for emotion rather than conviction; it establishes a vast sense of presence without offering intimate knowledge; it confirms without necessarily offering a challenge. It is the literature of the powerless identifying the key factor responsible for their powerlessness.121

Ndebele suggests that “the convention of the spectacle has run its course” and proposes that writers rather seek their material in the “ordinary” aspects of black South African life. Widely misunderstood at the time as a call for the abolition of the liberation aesthetic, Ndebele’s arguments are in fact entirely consonant with the Black Consciousness roots of his intellectual project. What he is advocating is a literature sufficiently insightful and attuned to quotidian reality as to be able effectively to assist its readers toward the maturity of consciousness necessary for psychological and political liberation. What is absolutely vital is that black characters be portrayed as free agents, rather than as contingent subjects reacting to a situation not of their own making, or enmeshed in a relationship of submission or antagonism with their white Others. Another way of putting this is to say that, for Ndebele, it is the task of writers to demonstrate that black life is sufficiently dense and complex and suffused with value as to be treatable as ordinary, in the way that modern Western fiction had made of ordinary life a seemingly inexhaustible source of subject matter. Yet another (skeptical, yet no less apposite) way of construing Ndebele’s critical project is to see it as an attempt to create a suitably sympathetic climate of reception for his own collection of short stories published in late 1983, Fools and Other Stories.122

Fools is a polished collection of five stories. The first four follow a fairly standard Bildungsroman pattern in tracing the growth of a boy’s consciousness as he acquires what David Attwell has aptly described as “the kind of social imagination out of which an appropriately subject-centered activism is possible.”123 In keeping with this focus, there is an emphasis on interiority in the characterization and an insistence that what is unique about the experience of the individual matters—but matters, importantly, only in relation to the community to which the individual belongs and from whose historical situation his destiny cannot (and must not) be separated. As Attwell puts it, by adapting to his requirements the forms and concerns of Western literary modernism, Ndebele “is laying claim to… the symbolic goods of modern selfhood, on behalf of black South Africans.”124

The sheer drama of identity, of the winning of what Ndebele has elsewhere called “the ultimate right: the right to determine the future with our minds and our hands,”125 is memorably captured, through a rewriting of the Hegelian trope of master/slave dependency, in the climactic scene in the title story, “Fools.” The hitherto cynical and less than entirely admirable narrator, Zamani, has accidentally hit a white man’s car with a stone. The “Boer” gets out of his car, brandishing a whip. Zamani’s companions flee, but he stands his ground as the whipping begins, thinking to himself that “[he] would not give [the Boer] the kind of victory he wanted.”126 Zamani unflinchingly absorbs the blows until the Boer starts to weep:

And he seemed to weep louder, the fainter the power of his lashing became.

The blows stopped; and I knew I had crushed him. I had crushed him with the sheer force of my presence. I was there, and would be there to the end of time: a perpetual symbol of his failure to have a world without me. And he walked away to his car, a man without a shadow.127

Of the three stories that Ndebele himself identifies in the “Rediscovery” essay as evidencing a new concern for the “ordinary,” by far the most interesting is “Man Against Himself” by Joël Matlou. In this and the other sketches collected in Life at Home and Other Stories, Matlou evinces a baffling blend of naivety and sophisticated reflexivity that in fact reaches way beyond the “ordinary.”128 Like segments of an hallucinatory autobiography, these intermittently surreal narratives lay bare the originary displacement of black South Africans, staging the disjunction and disorder that characterize their attempts at identity construction. The most memorable story is undoubtedly “My Ugly Face,” a disturbing parable of alienation and atonement in which the narrator appears finally to be reconciled with his racial identity, his “ugly face” forgotten in the joy of reunion with his long-lost mother.

The contribution of black women to South African literature was spearheaded from the late 1960s by Bessie Head, writing from her situation of exile in Serowe, Botswana.129 Although she soon acquired an international reputation, Head’s uneven output may not in the end be as interesting as her idiosyncratic life history and the issues of identity politics that it raises. In 1975, Miriam Tlali’s account of a young woman’s experiences as a clerk for a furniture company, Muriel at Metropolitan, became the first novel to be published in English by a black African South African woman.130 Tlali and others not only brought a gendered perspective to bear on the by now familiar themes of oppression and struggle, but also began to reclaim domestic space and the domain of the family as legitimate material for fictional treatment. In You Can’t Get Lost in Cape Town (1988), Zoë Wicomb adds to a sensitive exploration of her female protagonist’s consciousness a sophisticated fictional self-consciousness. Although she never pauses to explain her allusions and assumptions for the benefit of a non-South African reader, Wicomb’s short-story cycle offers accessible and incisive insights into the complicated predicament of the Cape Coloured community in the 1970s. Mention must also be made of Ellen Kuzwayo’s autobiography, Call Me Woman (1985). Although only a minor figure in political terms, Kuzwayo made an exemplary contribution to her people’s long struggle for a better life: as Nadine Gordimer says in her preface, “Ellen Kuzwayo is history in the person of one woman.”131

As the 1980s ground on, black creative expression became increasingly visible in the public sphere of intensifying physical resistance, with its characteristic toyi-toyi dancing, black power salutes, and triumphalist rhetoric. Public or performance poetry, of which Ingoapele Madingoane and, later, Mzwakhe Mbuli, are just two of the better-known practitioners, became a standard feature at political meetings, trade union rallies, and the funerals of those killed in political violence. Many have attested to the electric effect of Madingoane’s recital of “Black Trial,” an epic evocation of the black man’s travails and triumph.132

The strategic conjoining of Black Consciousness and the “workerist” activism of the MDM is evident in a collection of performance poetry by three Zulu “worker poets” from the COSATU Durban Workers Cultural Local, Black Mamba Rising: South African Worker Poets in Struggle.133 The verse, especially that of Alfred Temba Qabula, is notable for its recourse to the heroic idiom and the forms of the traditional Zulu izibongo or praise poem.

By the end of the 1980s, with the State of Emergency renewed for a fifth consecutive year, South Africa was embroiled in a low-grade but escalating civil war. The African National Congress (ANC)—like any political organization sponsoring an army—had developed a strong command structure and strict policy protocols, which included an orthodoxy of radical militancy for its “cultural workers.” Perhaps it was not to be wondered at, then, that veteran ANC activist Albie Sachs set the cat among the pigeons with a position paper prepared for an ANC in-house seminar on culture held in Lusaka in late 1989. In “Preparing Ourselves for Freedom,” Sachs deplored the impoverishing effects of political orthodoxy on art and suggested that it was time to abandon the slogan “culture is a weapon of struggle.” Although couched in the idiom of liberation politics, his argument was essentially a plea for artistic freedom, for writers and other artists to be allowed to prioritize their craft rather than its political message.134

While there was nothing particularly original in Sachs’s argument, the fact that it came from an influential member of the ANC stirred wide controversy and resulted in the publication of two book-length collections of response and debate.135 While the majority of “cultural workers” (academics, critics, writers, and artists) welcomed Sachs’s intervention as consonant with the spirit of emancipation abroad in the nation as a whole, it was viewed with suspicion by structures within the ANC and other left-wing political groupings, which—well into the 1990s—continued to regard art as a means to liberation rather than a form of liberation in itself. Nevertheless, the signs were out that a new day in the history of the country and of its literature was about to dawn.

Postapartheid Writing, 1990–2008

Although the era commonly referred to as “postapartheid” technically dates from after the first democratic general election on April 27, 1994, it was in February 1990 that a process of far-reaching and irrevocable change was set in motion. In a parliamentary address on February 2, President de Klerk announced the unbanning of the ANC and other organizations, and the release, without precondition, of the world’s most famous political prisoner, Nelson Mandela. It seemed that events would finally complete the figure in terms of which the South African polity had long naturalized its relation to history: waiting, apocalypse and liberation. But what was truly “revolutionary” about the denouement that was about to unfold—or had unfolded, or was in the process of unfolding—was that it was more or less peaceful, and the result of negotiation rather than violent revolution.136

February 1990 was also the month in which Albie Sachs’s so-called position paper appeared in the Johannesburg Weekly Mail. That it can today be dismissed as “largely irrelevant”137 is because the desiderata that it sets out for a culturally liberated South Africa have effectively been realized in the intervening years. Nevertheless, the paper is worth returning to in order to glean some understanding of the cultural implications of this moment in South African history. To the extent that Sachs was making a case for the depoliticization of the arts in South Africa (or for the ANC to embrace a much broader concept of the political), he also seemed to be arguing for the dismantling of the binary oppositions on which the discourse of the antiapartheid movement had been based. In their stead, anticipating Archbishop Tutu’s “rainbow nation,” he advocates or recognizes the necessity of a new cultural tolerance and pluralism: “Black is beautiful, Brown is beautiful, White is beautiful.”138 But to the extent that the discourse of opposition to apartheid was also the discourse in terms of which post-1948 South African literature in English had for decades understood itself, implicit in Sachs’s plea is the recognition that the “freedom” for which South Africans were to prepare themselves would effectively mean the end of “South African literature” as it had come to be known. To the extent that “apartheid” inescapably remains the primary term in the phrase “antiapartheid,” it is even possible to argue that “South African literature in the old sense was a function of our subject-positioning as fellow-travelers with apartheid and its schisms.”139 This “subject-positioning” was further undone by the fact that the demise of apartheid coincided with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the onset of a new phase of globalization that seemed to create an unprecedented fluidity for human subjectivity throughout the world.

But what, indeed, would this mean—does this mean, has this meant—for the culture of letters in the new South Africa? This is a question that has exercised the minds of readers and writers both within the country and without since 1991, and it is a question to which there is still no clear answer (nor, perhaps, should one want there to be, “clear answers” having been the stock in trade of the discursive regime of apartheid South Africa and its opponents). Nevertheless, a few general observations are in order.

Initially, there was a sense of an empty stage, of a space recently vacated, as it were, by the dramatis personae of a previous production. Early attempts to fill this space had recourse to rapidly obsolescent terms of contestation: for instance, in a finger-wagging public address given in July 1990, ANC Culture Desk Chair Barbara Masekela warned,

The Freedom Charter and the Constitutional Guidelines make it clear that any artist who wishes to sing his or her own song must in the future be free to do so—so long as that song does not pretend to a representativeness it does not have. Those who wish to speak on behalf of the South African people must be part of structures which can join with them in shaping and giving mandate to their message, so that when it reaches the world, it truly represents us as a nation.140

And both politicians and academics continued for some time to make futile attempts to derive a cultural “model” for the new South Africa from political principles.141

However, in the years since 1994 there has been a general move away from doctrinaire or authoritarian approaches to “cultural production” in the country, to the extent that the notion of a “party line” in literature or any other art would today seem—no less than it would elsewhere in West—a flagrant encroachment on the civil liberties of the individual. In retrospect, one cannot help but be struck by the extent to which political structures and influences continued to dominate developments in literature and literary criticism in the early 1990s; an obvious comparison can be made with the slow process of military demobilization after an armed conflict.

Two other broadly political developments affecting literature at this time deserve mention here. The first was the return of exiled writers and academics, the second the rapid erosion of repressive state censorship. By the mid-1990s, censorship—which had for thirty years maimed the production and circulation of writing in South Africa—was so liberalized as effectively to be over, and scores of writers and texts became once more, or for the first time, available to the South African reading public. (An important collection of reflective essays on the subject of censorship by the novelist J. M. Coetzee, Giving Offense, appeared in 1996.) One of the signal effects of these developments was to bring to an end the division entrenched during the apartheid years between an “internal” South African literature and an “external” one (the latter produced and promoted by exiled writers, critics and academics)—too late, regrettably, for authors such as Dennis Brutus and the late Alex La Guma, who had built up substantial reputations abroad. Their work—like so much other “protest” and “resistance” writing of the 1960s and 1970s—has dated rapidly and seems unlikely ever to enjoy a wide popular readership in South Africa.

Throughout the 1990s, there were calls for new directions and initiatives in South African literature commensurate with the changes in society at large. It was widely argued that, now that South African fiction had at last been released from its oppositional obligation to document, to bear witness, it should also shrug off its long allegiance to the conventions of realism—as André Brink put it, the challenge was to “[re]imagine the real” itself.142 And indeed, a number of South African writers have obliged, taking their cue either from the metafictional self-consciousness of postmodernism or the “magic realist” precedent of Europe and South America.143 Probably the most impressive experimental work has come from the pen of Ivan Vladislavic, whose writing acknowledges a debt to Kafka and Borges but revels in an absurdist idiom that is quintessentially South African. The early collections of short fiction Missing Persons and Propaganda by Monuments and Other Stories are particularly recommended; the novels The Folly and The Restless Supermarket have interesting premises but simply go on for too long, like good jokes pedantically told. However, the hybrid form and surrealist menace of The Exploded View (2004) suggest that this intriguing writer has recently found a way of matching his highly original voice to the demands of extended narrative.

Black South African writers have not found it quite so easy to dismiss the claims of realism, facing as they do the challenges of both attesting to the social legacy of inequality and deprivation, and making a “usable past” out of the years of political struggle. Established novelists Mandla Langa, Mongane Serote, and Lewis Nkosi all weighed in with solid “documentary” performances;144 more formally innovative were first novels by Phaswane Mpe (Welcome to Our Hillbrow) and K. Sello Duiker, whose Thirteen Cents offers a haunting account of a street child’s experience in the gangland of the Cape Flats that builds to a magnificent apocalyptic climax.145

But arguably the most interesting postapartheid development in black South African fiction can be dated to 1995, when the established playwright Zakes Mda published two hugely entertaining novels: Ways of Dying and She Plays with the Darkness. Both are distinguished by a mixture of social realism and a variety of folkloric magic realism in terms of which traditional African myths blend with everyday life on the same plane of experience. Mda’s texts effectively enact the vitality (rather than confusion or fragmentation) of the culturally hybridized identity of contemporary Africa, and decisively signpost a new bearing in a literary tradition long inhibited by a narrowly political conception of human destiny. Mda continued to subject South African experience to carnivalesque review in The Madonna of Excelsior (an update on the infamous 1971 Immorality Act prosecutions) and The Heart of Redness, an encyclopedic novel that juxtaposes a revisioning of the nineteenth-century Great Cattle Killing with a contemporary ecological perspective on the perennial conflict between tradition and modernity/modernization. Unfortunately, Mda has recently had to face serious accusations of plagiarism (namely, that he makes extensive verbatim borrowing from Jeff Peires’s historical account The Dead Will Arise), and The Heart of Redness—hailed by many as the postapartheid historical novel—must now unfortunately be regarded as a compromised text.146

The restoration of hope and promise to South Africans’ sense of the future has, perhaps not surprisingly, prompted many writers to turn to the past—to retrieve memories buried, feelings suppressed, voices silenced, by the hitherto authorized or dominant discourses of history. A notable subgenre to have emerged is the white “confessional” novel that probes the roots of individual white complicity in the evils of the apartheid years through depictions of coming-of-age experiences: among the more readable are Mark Behr’s The Smell of Apples, Troy Blacklaws’s Karoo Boy, and Rachel Zadok’s Gem Squash Tokoloshe.147

The essentially postcolonial gesture made by such books, that of revisiting the past in order to rehabilitate the present and thus make the future imaginable, was memorably enacted from 1996 to 1998 by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Although both violators and victims testified under the rubric of reconciliation, it was the narrativization of the past from the perspective of the victims, and the relatives of victims, that assumed a truly performative weight and dignity and seemed to effect at least a measure of catharsis and healing. One of the most celebrated books of the decade was Antjie Krog’s Country of My Skull (1998), a journalist’s notebook that movingly combines documentary coverage of the workings of the TRC with exploration of the author’s complex personal responses to it. In the opening pages, the author’s friend Professor Kondlo tries to explain the significance of the wordless cry of Fort Calata’s widow Nomonde at an early session of the TRC:

The academics say pain destroys language and this brings about an immediate reversion to a pre-linguistic state—and to witness that cry was to witness the destruction of language… was to realize that to remember the past of this country is to be thrown back into a time before language. And to get that memory, to fix it in words, to capture it with the precise image, is to be present at the birth of language itself. But more practically, this particular memory at last captured in words can no longer haunt you, push you around, bewilder you, because you have taken control of it—you can move it wherever you want to. So maybe this is what the Commission is all about—finding words for that cry of Nomonde Calata.148

The revelation that “Professor Kondlo” is a fictional character and that some of his pronouncements were lifted by Krog, almost verbatim and unacknowledged, from other sources, further complicates (some have said, compromises) Country of My Skull’s self-conscious grappling with notions of truth, authority and responsibility.149 And while Krog has undoubtedly performed a valuable service in making some of the TRC testimony accessible to a wide audience, some readers may find the juxtaposition of her gonzo journalism and the harrowing accounts of cruelty and carnage in questionable taste.

Country of My Skull can in some ways be regarded as a riposte to an earlier, equally celebrated, autobiographical plumbing of the soul of South Africa by a writer of Afrikaner stock, My Traitor’s Heart by Rian Malan. Set during the troubled 1980s, My Traitor’s Heart is a sustained meditation on the ethical scandal of human behavior in South Africa, in particular the acts of savage, excessive violence that people, white and black, routinely inflict upon one another. Malan’s attempt to understand this behavior produces an enormously complex portrait of its historical roots that in the end serves only to emphasize the limits of Western rationality and psychology in the face of the irreducibly “anthropological.”150 Country of My Skull, on the other hand, seeks to demythologize racial otherness and play down political difference by maintaining an unwavering focus on the suffering human body, at once the common denominator that transcends all discriminations of human difference and the ultimate authority for ethical judgment.151

Even more different from each other are the two best-known postapartheid narratives, Nelson Mandela’s autobiography Long Walk to Freedom and J. M. Coetzee’s novel Disgrace. Although Mandela acknowledges the assistance of a number of cowriters and editors, a vivid sense of his voice animates the narrative. He tells his heroic story—which is also the story of the ANC and the struggle—in a modest, restrained, and dignified way that invests every sentence with an unassailable moral authority. And although Long Walk is in every sense a political biography, it is remarkably free of the jargon and euphemistic abstractions about which George Orwell so memorably cautioned his readers in “Politics and the English Language.”

Despite his occasional doubts and misgivings (most of which concern his private role as a husband, father, and friend), there is simply no room for ambiguity in Mandela’s world: things, as the phrase has it, are either black or white. In the world of Coetzee’s fiction, on the other hand, all is doubt, indeterminacy, ambiguity. Age of Iron (1990) is set in Cape Town during the late 1980s, juxtaposing life in the white suburbs with the civil war raging in the townships. It is not clear whether the protagonist, Mrs. Curren, dying of cancer, has been fatally stricken also by the moral disease peculiar to her time and place and race; or whether her various acts of charity have been sufficient to redeem her—or indeed, whether redemption of any kind is possible. Similar issues are raised in the dark but magnificently imagined The Master of Petersburg (1994), a fictional account of an episode in the life of the nineteenth-century Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky. But the most controversial and talked-about South African novel of recent times is undoubtedly Disgrace (1999), which won Coetzee his second Booker Prize. The novel poses uncomfortable questions about just what kind of adjustments whites will be required to make in order to earn admission to the postapartheid national community—and whether these adjustments are feasible or desirable. How the reader responds to the novel as a whole depends to a large extent on how sympathetic he or she finds the protagonist, David Lurie. Fired from his job as lecturer at the Cape Technical University for seducing a Coloured student (and also raping her, depending on how one of their sexual encounters is construed), an unrepentant Lurie goes to visit his daughter Lucy, who lives on a smallholding near Grahamstown in the Eastern Cape. Shortly afterward, he is assaulted and his daughter raped by three black men, who seem to be motivated by racial hatred. Lucy reports the attack as a robbery, refusing to make public the rape on the grounds that it is “a purely private matter,” explaining to her skeptical father:

But isn’t there another way of looking at it, David? What if… what if that is the price one has to pay for staying on? Perhaps that is how they look at it; perhaps that is how I should look at it too. They see me as owing something. They see themselves as debt collectors. Tax collectors. Why should I be allowed to live here without paying?152

In order to secure the patronage and protection of her black neighbor, Petrus (who seems to have had a hand in planning the attack), Lucy cedes her patch of land to him and even agrees to be his nominal third wife. Her hitherto self-centered father, meanwhile, appears to be finding redemption of sorts in voluntary service at an animal shelter, assisting in the euthanasia of unwanted dogs and disposing of the corpses. But even this activity is shadowed by the “disgrace” of the novel’s title, the universal spiritual condition of humanity in the fallen world that the novel evokes.

Good art seldom brings glad tidings, and the bleakness of Disgrace is shared by two other postapartheid novels of quality, Damon Galgut’s The Good Doctor and Justin Cartwright’s White Lightning. In their different ways, these texts revisit the colonial trope of Europe’s bruising encounter with the “Dark Continent,” portraying characters “broken or beaten or besotted with the almighty violence of Africa.”153

Looking ahead, it is only to be expected that South African writers—black and white, male and female—will continue to be preoccupied with the question of identity, perhaps best seen as an ongoing process of negotiation between residual ethnic cultural patterns and allegiance to the principles and values of citizenry within a modernizing, multiethnic nation-state. For the foreseeable future, the fault line in the social imaginary will be the tension between a permanently resurgent African nationalism and the nonracialism embedded in the national Constitution. The inglorious past will continue to cling and demand reimagining, and the task of wresting the continent of Africa from the discursive grasp of the West must remain a work in progress.

Thus the challenges and opportunities for South African writers have never been greater. The compiler of what is at the time of writing the most recent comprehensive annual bibliography of South African writing in English, looking back on the year 2005, had this to say:

The literature has continued to move away from a literature of apartheid, and South African authors are increasingly exploring different themes and times. Identity, for individuals and society, preoccupies many writers, with the problems of AIDS, crime, violence, poverty and women’s rights being the common themes. Yet, there are still many authors who are looking into the past, or exploring notions of memory and loss, while others are recording aspects of daily life in contemporary South Africa.154

These bromides will seem disappointing or bathetic only to those who belong to societies long habituated to freedom of expression. To South Africans, they are real news, announcing as they do that their literature has at last shrugged off the obligation constantly to rehearse what Fredric Jameson famously called the “national allegory.”155 Or, to put it another way, the signs are out that South African literature is at last enjoying the luxury of being “ordinary.”
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