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O
NE OF the effects of
the globalisation of
the novel, leading to
that contentious
creature referred to
nowadays as “world

literature” – a supposedly “post-
national” phenomenon – is that any-
one can now, more easily, write
about anywhere, including South
Africa. 

In the old days of struggle litera-
ture, “outsiders” would tread warily
on “insider” turf, and writing about
South Africa from an outsider point
of view tended to take the form of
non-fiction rather than confidently
imagined novels which delivered
commentary on the “state of the
nation”. No more.

Two recent novels show that
commentary from outside is both
salutary and refreshing: Adrian van
Dis’s Betrayal (excellently translat-
ed from the Dutch, Tikkop, by Ina
Rilke, Maclehose Press, London)
and Patrick Flanery’s Absolution
(Riverhead, New York, 2012).

Flanery’s novel attracted at least
one local review in which his char-
acterisation of South African man-
nerisms was questioned, but on the
whole his novel is absorbing, if
somewhat bland. It has received
good reviews, especially in the inter-
national media.

Van Dis’s Betrayal, the more
recent of the two, raises some inter-
esting issues. It is a riveting tale of
post-apartheid disillusionment
which plays out in a little Cape fish-
ing village where Mulder, an old
“struggle” collaborator from the
Netherlands, meets up once again
with a formerly exiled Afrikaner
ANC comrade. 

Their lives conjoin in the stew-
ardship of Hendrik, an intelligent
coloured teenager who is addicted to
tik and who – at a critical moment in
the novel – must choose between
material and spiritual goods, rais-
ing the issue of what is known in
contemporary scholarship as
“uneven modernities”.

Instead of accepting the good
intentions of the two well-off for-
mer struggle “heroes” and their
way of helping him get his life back
into shape through education, Hen-
drik instead runs away with their
stuff: a laptop computer, a hairdryer
and the rich silver belonging to the
wealthy old house where he’s been
put up by the rebel scion of patriar-
chal Afrikanerdom.

What else did these whiteys
expect? Imagine for a moment the
possibility – at this late stage in the
post-industrial era, and more than

10 years into the new millennium –
that you still have never seen a
lighted oven, not to mention a
gleamingly slim computer contain-
ing Google Earth and info on cool-
dude Chinese punks?

Or, even worse – you see these
goodies via their media representa-
tions, on massive advertising
boards, flapping in the wind as
newspaper images, mockingly out of
your reach, but you’re supposed to
make peace with the fact that Face-
book and Twitter are for the rich
only. And for the most part, that
means for whites only, even in 2013.

Hendrik’s destiny, as he sees it, is
a life without gadgets and connectiv-
ity, and although Van Dis occasion-
ally pushes the limits in his charac-
terisation of a rural coloured boy
who has never before seen an oven,
it’s nevertheless a no-brainer when
such a boy must choose between

modernity’s goodies on the one
hand, and Protestant values like
forbearance and patience on the
other.

Tens of thousands of Hendriks
can still be found across the world,
many of them in Africa, and many
in South Africa’s poor, semi-rural
areas (not to mention its townships)
where modernity – in the form of
both electric ovens and electronic
gadgets like iPads and hairdryers –
is still mostly absent, or very
unevenly distributed.

Imagine, then, that you are one of
the people at the butt-end of contem-
porary modernity, and two bossy old
white men (who are mistakenly
seen as “homos” by the local fisher-
men) try to “help” you after your
prostitute mother landed up in hos-
pital because floods washed her
shanty away.

You must choose between imma-

terial goods (education, independ-
ence, honesty, nobility of character)
and immediate gratification, in the
form of both hardware and software
which places the modern world in
your lap, so to speak. 

Who in their right mind would
choose “values”? If you’ve never
before felt an iPad in your hands? To
hell with values! Let’s rather have
something valuable for a change,
the stuff that everyone else except
the Hendriks of the world seem to
have already, long ago…

“Uneven modernities”, in this
way of thinking, is the story of post-
apartheid and how lofty ideals such
as “liberation” and “equality” –
indeed the cornerstones of the Free-
dom Charter – have mostly bitten
the dust. 

As a result, everyone grabs what
they can, when they can, as we see
so readily in the political culture of

material entitlement at home and
elsewhere in the post-colonial world.
The hunger for “stuff” is just too big
to sustain an ethos of patience and
sacrifice.

This is also the difference
between Van Dis’s white characters
and the people of colour in Betrayal.
They feel betrayed by the new deal.
They have been left behind, and
they are determined to close the
material gap – call them nouveau
riche or corrupt if you like – before
they’ll be willing to entertain big
words like “sacrifice” and
“patience”.

What comes off especially badly
in Van Dis’s novel is the rather cute
post-colonial virtue of “hybridity”,
through which formulas are created
for the world’s “others”, especially
“syncretic” identities in which tra-
ditional qualities are supposedly
fused with modern ones.

When the struggle-types in this
novel try to convince Hendrik that
he should be proud of his “bastardi-
sation” (another favourite post-colo-
nial term), Hendrik rejects the
notion out of hand. 

He types the word “Hotnot” into
Google and says, without blinking:
“Me, I don’t have slave blood in my
veins, and even if I do have a drop,
I’ll piss it out like I pissed out the
tik.”  

The message is clear: he will
choose his identity, not the whiteys,
and the identity he picks for himself
will have nothing at all to do with
slavery and/or white paternalism. 

In the final analysis, it’s the Chi-
nese punk kid who steals Hendrik’s
heart. And for that he needs the
hairdryer.

n De Kock is professor of English
at Stellenbosch University.
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DORIS Lessing, a Nobel Prize-winning
novelist and essayist whose deeply
autobiographical books and piercing
social commentary made her one of
the most significant and wide-ranging
writers since World War II, died last
Sunday at her home in London. She
was 94.

Her publisher, HarperCollins,
announced the death, but did not
disclose the cause.

Lessing’s literary reach touched on
relationships between men and
women, racism, colonialism, feminism,
communism, ageing and terrorism. A
perennial candidate for the Nobel
Prize for Literature, she won the
coveted award in 2007.

The Nobel committee described
her as an “epicist of the female
experience, who with scepticism, fire
and visionary power has subjected a
divided civilisation to scrutiny”.

Controversial, contentious and an
autodidact, Lessing drew deeply from
her childhood and youth growing up
on a farm in Southern Rhodesia, where
she first became aware of deep racial
injustices, the struggle between
cultures of native Africans and white
immigrants, and the timeless conflict
between the demands of individual
conscience and the good of society.

Her debut novel, The Grass Is
Singing (1950), examined the tragic
relationship between two Africans, a
white farmer’s wife and her black
servant, and a study of unbridgeable
racial conflicts.That, in addition to her
outspoken criticism of racial injustice
and apartheid in Southern Rhodesia
and South Africa, prompted those
countries to ban her for 30 years.

She wrote more than 50 books, as
well as many short stories, essays and
plays, before publishing her final book,
Alfred and Emily (2008), about the
lives of her parents.

Her most ambitious and most

discussed novel was The Golden
Notebook (1962), in which she
considers relationships between the
sexes through a complex narrative,
revealing how political and emotional
conflicts are intertwined.The protago-
nist, a modern female writer who tries
to live as freely as a man, keeps four
colour-coded notebooks in which she
reviews her experiences, reflects on
her political life, writes a novel and
pens a personal diary, bringing all four
together into a golden notebook.

Feminists claimed her as one of
their own, but Lessing, although
acknowledging society’s oppression of
women and an underlying feminist
philosophy, said readers were missing
her main theme about freedom and
the rights of the individual.

Her fans were aghast in the 1980s
when she turned from psychological
novels to science fiction, but the
author dismissed such concerns.“I see
inner space and outer space as reflec-
tions of each other,” she declared.

Doris May Taylor was born on
October 22, 1919, in Kermanshah,
Persia, in what is now Iran. She was the
daughter of a nurse and an English
banker maimed in World War I, and
she moved with her family in 1925 to a
farm in Southern Rhodesia, now part
of Zimbabwe, where her parents
hoped to make their fortune. It was
not to be.

In the first volume of her autobio-
graphy, Under My Skin (1994), she
wrote of her parents:“There they are,
together, stuck together, held there by
poverty and – much worse – secret
and inadmissible needs that come
from deep in their two so different
histories.They seem to me intolerable,
pathetic, unbearable, it is their help-
lessness that I can’t bear... never let
yourself be trapped. I was rejecting the
human condition, which is to be
trapped by circumstances.”

Dropping out of school at the age

of 14, she began a lifetime of self-
education, reading major 19th-century
Russian, French and English novels.

At odds with her mother, she left

home as a teenager to work as a
nursemaid, then a telephone operator.
An early marriage to Frank Charles
Wisdom in 1939 ended within four

years; she left him and their two
children because she said she felt
trapped by the traditional role of
housewife and mother.

The Left Book Club, a group of
Communist literati, energised her.
She met a German refugee, Gottfried
Lessing, whom she married in 1945.
That marriage ended four years later,
after the birth of a son. She took that
son and left Africa in 1949 for London.
The following year, her first novel was
published.

Leaving Africa and moving to
England on her own, she told the BBC,
was “very painful, but I could not stand
that society.You have no idea of the
awfulness of it. I was going completely
mad, and I wouldn’t have stuck it so I
knew I had to leave... It wasn’t the
children I was leaving... no one who
hasn’t lived in one of these colonies
knows just how stultifying they are.”

She didn’t join the Communist

Party until the 1950s and soon came
to regret her membership, calling it
“the most neurotic act of my life”. She
left the party within a few years after
experiencing the rigidity of its true
believers, a topic she revisited in 1987.

“We are seeing now an example 
of the price a society must pay for
insisting on orthodox, simple-minded,
slogan thinking: the Soviet Union is a
creaking, anachronistic, inefficient,
barbaric society because its type of
Communism outlaws flexibility of
thought,” she wrote that year.“In the
long term, I think the race will go to
the democracies, the flexible societies.
Looking back now, I no longer see
these enormous blocs, nations, move-
ments, systems, faiths, religions, but
only individuals... It is individuals who
change society, give birth to ideas,
who, standing out against tides of
opinion, change them.”

In London as an impoverished
single mother, she indulged in numer-

ous disastrous love affairs, plunged
into the city’s intellectual circles and
forged her reputation as a novelist.
She engaged in leftist demonstrations
and politics, and met many future
world leaders, including a young
Henry Kissinger, who wanted to speak
with a “left-winger”, she said.

They argued, but he left with her
respect for his willingness to engage
“the enemy”, she told Salon magazine
in 1997. She also had a warm visit with
feminist Betty Friedan and an amusing
encounter with Allen Ginsberg and
other Beat poets.

“They turned up in London, a
whole lot of them, and I went to meet
them,” she recalled to the Associated
Press’s Hillel Italie in 2006.“I thought
they were extremely likeable, but this
isn’t how they wanted to be seen. I
thought then, and I think I was right,
that they weren’t as frightening and as
shocking as they wanted to be.They
were mostly middle-class people
trying to be annoying.”

The racial, social and economic
injustice of her formative years in
Southern Rhodesia informed her work
through her life. She also wrote about
the Afghan mujahedeen in The Wind
Blows Away Our Words (1987), felines
in Particularly Cats (1967) and outer
space in the five-volume Canopus in
Argos: Archives. She was impatient
with those who scoffed at science
fiction, noting that it informed millions
of people in the basics of science.

“Ideas do not stay shut in neat
boxes.They spread themselves about,
leap walls, transfer themselves from
mind to mind,” she said in The
Guardian in 1991.

“Whatever her subject, Lessing is a
sure-footed and convincing story-
teller,” wrote Mark Mathabane in The
Washington Post’s Book World in
1993.“Her work possesses a universa-
lity, range and depth matched by that
of few writers in our time.”
– The Washington Post
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