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Looking from South Africa to theWorld:
A Story of Identity for our Times

Stephen Clingman

This article is dedicated in memory, and in honor, of Arthur Chaskalson.�

It was a Saturday, 28 December 1991 around 9 a.m., and I was making my way

across Johannesburg in a car driven by the eminent South African lawyer, George
Bizos. We were on our way to see Nelson Mandela. It was a hectic, even terrifying

time when the future of South Africa hung in the balance. Mandela had been
released from prison in February 1990, fist raised to the sky, speaking to thousands

from the City Hall balcony in Cape Town, images to be imprinted on the mind of
anyone who witnessed them, even from a distance, on television. Now, the
CODESA negotiations were under way in which the future dispensation of the

country would be settled. Yet every day brought notice of new threats and out-
rages. On the extreme right, the racist Afrikaner Weerstand Beweging led by

Eugene Terre’Blanche staged rallies and attacks flaunting its quasi-Nazi insignia. In
one of the more confusing symptoms of the time, Chief Mangosotho Buthelezi’s

Inkatha movement, fashioning itself in opposition to Mandela’s African National
Congress, seemed to be in alliance with the shadier forces of the South African

state. Hostel-dwellers, the main source of Inkatha support in the urban areas of
Johannesburg undertook horrendous attacks on students and community mem-
bers. And then there were the occult organs of the state itself—the so-called “Third

Force,” neither police nor army yet incorporating elements of both, whose main
purpose appeared to be mayhem, disruption and death. Out of this emerged the

eventual peaceful settlement of 1994, still a miracle of sorts when one looks back
on it, though none of it was easily foreseeable at the time.

That morning I was on my way to see Mandela on a different kind of mission,
oriented more toward research than politics, though it had its political dimensions.

I was working on a biography of Bram Fischer, the white Afrikaner lawyer who

Correspondence to: Stephen Clingman, Department of English, University of Massachusetts, Bartlett Hall,

Amherst, MA, 01003, USA. Email: clingman@english.umass.edu
�This article was first presented as a Distinguished Faculty Lecture at the University of Massachusetts,

Amherst, 3 December 2012.

Safundi: The Journal of South African and American Studies, 2013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17533171.2013.812858

� 2013 Taylor & Francis

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Pr
of

es
so

r 
St

ep
he

n 
C

lin
gm

an
] 

at
 0

8:
33

 0
7 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
3 



had led the defence of Mandela and the other accused at the Rivonia Trial of
1964. It was in his culminating speech at the trial that Mandela had solemnly

announced his willingness to die for the principles he had lived for, and death
sentences were a real possibility. Yet Fischer and other members of the Defence

team, among them George Bizos and Arthur Chaskalson, had won life sentences
for the chief accused, an outcome which seemed, and was, a genuine triumph. It

was through my connections with George and Arthur that I had come to Mandela,
who was taking a few days respite while the CODESA negotiations were in recess

for the new year. A message had come to me late in the afternoon before: be ready
to see him tonight. Then, a second message: no, he wants to see you tomorrow, he
wants to think about Fischer before he speaks to you.

My journey across town with George had aspects of the clandestine. First, to an
apartment in one suburb, where we were met by Mandela’s minders, his young

ANC bodyguards, and then, in convoy behind them to a house in another suburb,
where we were ushered in. And then Mandela himself came into the room, greeted

George as his old friend, and the interview began. There is much that could be
said about this, and I have begun to describe it elsewhere; certainly, it was a day

and an encounter to be remembered. Here, however, I want to focus on what to
me were some of the key exchanges for thinking about the South African story

and its history of identity. In our discussion, Mandela went back in his mind to
the 1940s when, under the influence of Walter Sisulu and Anton Lembede, he
helped establish the ANC Youth League, a story later told so evocatively in his

Long Walk to Freedom.1 The Youth Leaguers were a militant group within the
ANC—its Young Turks, so to speak—and Mandela himself was an ardent African

nationalist. What that meant, among other things, was that he wanted little to do
with whites or members of any of the other races in South Africa, nor with ideolo-

gies he regarded as foreign, such as communism. I posed a question about the
Communist Party, and particularly, its white members who could not, by defini-

tion, join the ANC: what would Mandela have wanted them to do, with so few
other options for crossing racial lines? His response to me was intriguing: “Well, I
don’t think we ever considered that question, and even as you put it, I find it dif-

ficult to face.”2 In and of itself this told me something important, that Mandela
was no ordinary politician. He was prepared to think carefully about questions

and deal with them with a serious degree of introspection. But during the course
of our discussion, it became clear to me that it was through working with people,

such as Fischer, Joe Slovo, Yusuf Dadoo, and numbers of others, that Mandela
came to change his mind. For there he saw people of other races who were willing

to take the same risks as black South Africans, who were willing to put their lives
and commitments on the line in the same way. It is my profound belief that it

was some of that history, some of that opening up and solidarity around questions

1Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom, 83–8.
2Mandela, interview.
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of identity that underlay subsequent developments including the nonracial policy
of the ANC, and the extraordinary transition to South African democracy in 1994.

Mandela’s story is well-known; Fischer’s not quite as much—though I have
done what I can to help remedy those circumstances.3 His story is worth recalling

in some of its key outlines, for it extends the theme I am beginning to develop
here. For as a white man, and a particular kind of white man, Fischer was an unu-

sual candidate to be a member of a liberation movement. He was born into one of
the most eminent of Afrikaner nationalist families. His grandfather had been a

member of the Executive Council of the Boer republic of the Orange Free State
during the lead up to the Anglo-Boer War of 1899–1902; after the war he was the
first (and only) Prime Minister of the Orange River Colony, and when the Union

of South Africa was formed in 1910, he was appointed a Cabinet Minister. Bram
Fischer’s father—like his grandfather, and like Bram himself—was a lawyer, and

became Judge President of the Orange Free State. Bram himself seemed destined
for greatness. Charismatic and charming, people said of him he would become

either Chief Justice of South Africa or Prime Minister, depending on his inclina-
tion. Yet his inclinations took him elsewhere. As a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford, he

travelled on the European continent and saw at first hand the rise of fascism and
Nazism; in 1932, he travelled to the Soviet Union. When he returned to Johannes-

burg to take up law he joined liberal movements and then by some time in the
early 1940s, he joined the Communist Party, together with his wife, Molly Fischer.
It was an unlikely shift—among the most unlikely. There were other whites who

joined the Communist Party or alternative leftist movements. Some of them were
Jewish, refugees from the Russian Empire or from fascist Europe, and there one

could see a logical, if particular, trajectory emerging from the politics and realities
of the time. But an Afrikaner nationalist—that was different. And yet, it was not

altogether different. For Bram Fischer’s family had fought the British Empire; they
were anti-imperialist, and someone of Bram’s imagination was able to link Afrika-

ner anti-imperialism with the anti-imperialist commitment of socialism. Similarly,
he had witnessed at first hand in Europe the overwhelming need to oppose fascism
wherever it was found—a new lens on his South African environment. In this

way—the key corollary—he came to understand that to identify himself as a South
African—and the word “Afrikaner” means “African”—he had to identify himself

with all of South Africa’s people, making the word come into its full meaning. In
an intriguing paradox, it did not mean that he surrendered his identity as an Afri-

kaner. Rather, it was because he felt a particular responsibility as an Afrikaner that
he joined the liberation movement. For him, it was the only place of noncontra-

diction he could inhabit in his sense of self.
Now, there are obvious ironies one could delineate here regarding the history of

communism, including the repressive realities of Stalinism. How could someone
who favored liberation in South Africa join a movement responsible for its own
oppressions in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe? Yet in Fischer’s life, and

3I am referring here to my biography, Bram Fischer, which underlies much of this account.
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particularly, in the formative years of his political imagination and loyalties, these
things made sense. The Communist Party was one of the very few nonracial

groupings in South Africa, and certainly, it was the largest; it was open to black
membership and had black leaders. Here the local joined with the global in one

seamless orientation, the national with the international. Here Bram and Molly
Fischer could find a home, a new way of being South African consonant with a

way of being in the world. And so, at the edges of their identity, they opened
themselves up. They made contact with others; their sense of who they were and

who they could be was transformed. Across the open and often treacherous spaces
of the South African landscape, they were approaching someone such as Nelson
Mandela, just as he, in his way, was approaching them. The result was a new kind

of language, a new syntax made of these connections and contiguities, these forms
of expression; a new grammar of identity was being fashioned in South Africa.

It is easy to underestimate the difficulties of a new language, in this form as in
any other. For one thing, if a Mandela and a Fischer approach one another, there

is no easy symmetry in their doing so, nor is the terrain across which they
approach in any sense level. There are differences in life experience and privilege,

the internalized realities of racial authority and subjection, the easy assumption of
resources and the desperate lack of them. In such circumstances, there is always

the question of who gives voice to what, and who speaks for whom. Check your
baggage at the door, not because you leave it behind, but more importantly
because you bring it with you, especially when you think you have left it behind.

The philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas, giving these issues theoretical form, talks of
differences in “height” when two people—or more—approach one another across

the boundaries of their connection.4 The problem is not only horizontal—how to
get across that space—but vertical: how to do so with a sense of the power differ-

entials involved and the new orientations that must result. At the least in the
South African context, it meant what the poet Mongane Wally Serote pointed out

some thirty years later: “White people are white people/They must learn to listen./
Black people are black people,/They must learn to talk.”5 For someone such as
Fischer, it would have meant, even as he committed himself wholeheartedly to the

cause of liberation, understanding that he must follow as well as lead, speak but
not speak for, recognize the often unconscious shape and consequent limits of his

authority. That is what it takes sometimes to speak a language—the language of
one’s language, the language within one’s language—well. It takes delicacy, respect,

tact, understanding. It is only this that can bring a new vision, and version, of
what true reciprocity can mean.

My focus here is on identity—that complex reality each of us has but no one
fully understands. It is like the “I” in the mirror—reflected differently in the light

of every day, reversed every time we look at it. As for the identity in time, this is
even more of a mystery and challenge, particularly in circumstances of inequality

4Levinas, “Martin Buber and the Theory of Knowledge,” 72–3.
5Serote, “Ofay-Watcher, Throbs-Phase,” in Yakhal’inkomo, 50–1.
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and consequent responsibility. Yet it is at the same time the most hopeful of our
possibilities if we recognize its capacities for morphology within the course of a

life. Mandela and others like him—Walter Sisulu, Oliver Thambo, Robert
Sobukwe, Lilian Ngoyi, Yusuf Dadoo, Bram Fischer, Joe Slovo, Ruth First, and

many more: these were South Africa’s great generation, who saw their country
through with dignity and determination from oppression to democracy. Some of

them did not survive to see it, but these were people who lived the boundary in
their lives; they were transitional in every, including the best, sense: making their

way from one time toward another. They were also, in a certain regard, the “clas-
sic” generation, living in a “classic” era of oppression, when lines were relatively
clear, when objectives seemed fairly certain. Their tale of identity, difficult as it

was, accordingly also had a certain clarity and definition. “South Africa belongs to
all who live in it, black and white”: these opening words from the Freedom Char-

ter of 1955 provided the map and its pathways. It was compass and destination all
in one. But what happens when it is not clear what it means to “belong”? How

does a country “belong” to all? What happens when the map has changed, and the
road still seems difficult, when the heights one has scaled bring up the view only

of yet more distant horizons, and an uncertain road toward them? What happens
then to our understanding of identity, of who we are along the way? Is there some

way in which our unfolding identity can help define the path we are on, and even,
in the end, the destination towards which we aim?
The question itself has many routes to follow, many ways of thinking about it.

It is a truism that whatever one writes is in some sense autobiography. But
beneath the truism is something more profound: that beneath one’s searches is a

persistence that might be called simply obsessional were it not justified by more
meaningful dimensions. Speaking somewhat reflectively now, and reflexively, I can

say that my own searches in my professional life—my way forward—has been a
continual way of going back: to derive my topics from the world from which I

came; to see addressing them, being answerable to them, both as an obligation and
a way forward. For there is something here about accountability: being account-
able, giving account, turning experience into something that counts. In that regard,

I have written criticism, on South African literature; I have written biography, of a
South African political figure; I have returned to criticism in a different frame, on

transnational fiction. Underlying it all, the figure in the carpet a lá Henry James, is
the question of identity: of how, emerging within and from a broken world we

might approach one another to make something more just, more human of it.
The question came from the place of my birth, and it has followed me to the

USA. You teach where you are, you write where you are, there is always something
that needs to be done. I have looked from South Africa to the world; now I look

from elsewhere in the world towards South Africa. The challenge of identity is not
only my topic; it is my own challenge, subject and object inseparable, though they
may be explored in different ways.

Safundi: The Journal of South African and American Studies 5
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THE STATE OF EXCEPTION

Nowadays, the idea of the state of exception comes to us from Carl Schmitt via

Giorgio Agamben: it is that state of emergency beyond the normal rules of society
which, in the last resort, defines the nature of sovereignty, and underwrites the

so-called normal rules themselves.6 This is not a bad description of South Africa
under apartheid, where the “normal” was so bound up in the abnormal regarding
laws, ethics, justice, the daily practices of life, that it was impossible to tell them

apart, the exception from the ordinary. One aspect of the work of fiction in such a
setting was to “tell” that story of intermingling between the normal and abnormal,

the emergent and the emergency, the torture chamber and other more recognizable
versions of intimacy.

I want to keep this notion of “exception” in mind, to link it, via a kind of
reverse angle, with a more everyday version of its definition. For during the era of

apartheid, South Africa was often regarded as a “state of exception”—an excep-
tional state, in other words, in that it did not follow the normal rules, especially
those rules as established in the aftermath of the Second World War when racism

of the most virulent kind had seemingly been outlawed, delegitimized in every
sense. And yet I want to argue differently: South Africa was not the exception to

the state of the world but its extension and microcosm—or at least one of its
microcosms. For the truth is, the rest of the world was not set apart from apart-

heid, much as it might have spurned it. It may be that responsibility has its own
calculus: not everyone is equally responsible for everything. And yet everyone is

involved, whether they like to think so or not. This was certainly true of the global
dispensation during the apartheid era. At the same time as the United States and

United Kingdom condemned South Africa at the United Nations, they did very
well out of its economy, its gold and diamonds, they supported South Africa as an
anticommunist bulwark in Africa in the context of the Cold War. W.E.B. Du

Bois’s “color-line,” which he had defined as the problem of the twentieth century,
applied as much in the March from Selma to Montgomery in 1965 as it did in the

Sharpeville massacre of March 1960.7 It was British-made tanks and trucks that
rolled into the black townships of Johannesburg, Cato Manor or Cape Town.

More to the point, the form of racial capitalism honed and refined in South Africa
had everything to do with the larger shape of the world, its imperial and colonial

legacies, its varied forms of political, economic, cultural, racial and gender suprem-
acy. And therefore, the “state of exception” was not exceptional to the world but
one of its most extreme forms of expression. Exceptions in this sense have their

uses, not least analytic and conceptual. If, as Blake said, one can see the world in a
grain of sand, here too one can read off from the micro to the macro, from the

microcosm to the macrocosm which has engendered it and which it helps sustain.
As Jean and John Comaroff have argued, the global north and south are not sepa-

6Agamben, Homo Sacer, Pt 1, ch. 1; also Agamben, State of Exception.
7For Du Bois’s definition, see “The Forethought” in The Souls of Black Folk, 3.
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rated from one another but dialectically related, mutually informing.8 In that
regard, even under apartheid, South Africa was not the exception but the mirror

to the world, where it could see its own concentrated reflection. One could look
from South Africa to the world, as one could look from the world to South Africa.

What could we learn there? What were we able and unable to see? What can we
see now, as we gaze, multiply located, in both directions?

I want to consider some of these questions by thinking about works of fiction,
both in the South African setting and elsewhere. Implicit in everything I will be

saying here is that “the work of fiction” is not just a way of denoting a novel or
short story—or in the wider sense a play or a film. Rather, I would make the case
that fiction does serious work for us, and that the work it has to do is “the work

of fiction.” Indeed, I am enough of a Darwinist to believe that if fiction did not
do something important for us, it would have died out long ago. That work is not

simply the work of diversion, of entertainment. Rather, if we want to twist
etymology for a moment, its “diversion,” its turning-from, is a di-version—a

doubled version, cut aslant to the world, in which both the normalcy and
abnormalcy of the world comes to light, the uncanny reality we inhabit. Equally

fiction—that most ethereal and insubstantial of forms—lying as it does on the
border of inside and outside, the conscious and the unconscious, the said and

the unsayable—is in its own way a compass. To use a phrase I once applied to the
work of Nadine Gordimer, it gives us a “history from the inside”: not only “a
history of the present” in the form Jean and John Comaroff posed in their recent

discussions at the University of Massachusetts but also a sense of what it is like to
be inside the problem of history, with no outside or elsewhere from which to view

it.9 In that sense, with its own wisdoms and double versions, it provides inner and
outer maps of who and where we are, its own forms of navigation across our

broken and connected world, whether in South Africa or elsewhere.
Fiction, it is worth saying, is in some respects more complicated than politics,

its territory more problematic. Sometimes, it provides a mapping as counterpart
to the political, sometimes as competition to the political—which does not make
it any less significant. From that point of view, we can see that people such as

Mandela and Fischer may have solved the question of identity in their own lives,
or modeled it in a new way, but beneath that fiction tells a story of what the pro-

cess of such a solution is like, or what remains unresolved in the undercurrents of
the overtly political domain. These are undercurrents otherwise unseen but crucial

to our more visible movements within and through the world. Not least, fiction
explores the unresolved in what appear to be our resolutions; to that extent, it

relays the degree to which our story is always an unfolding narrative. Fiction takes
the boundary—between people, between peoples, between the self and itself—as

8Comaroff, J. and J.L. Comaroff, Theory from the South, 47. The Comaroffs elaborate other themes resonant

for my discussion, among them that “the capitalist imperium has no exteriors, although it has many periph-

eries” (11). They also take the idea of the north-south relation further in suggesting that the future of the

former may be read in the present of the latter: “the north is going south” (17).
9Clingman, Novels of Nadine Gordimer; Comaroff, J. and J.L. Comaroff, Residency.
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the space of navigation, and among other things what is encountered there is the
still unresolved, unfolding story of who we are and what we might become.

THE BOUNDARY AND IDENTITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

I want to take those concepts of the boundary and identity and consider them
through the lens of fiction as we look from South Africa to the world and back

again. Boundaries have been intrinsic to the South African story at least since the
first Dutch settlers landed in the Cape in 1652 and constructed a hedge to keep out

the indigenous inhabitants they found there. Some time later they built a fort, other-
wise known as The Castle in Cape Town which, as W.G. Sebald reminds us indi-

rectly in Austerlitz, would have been the equivalent of the many star-shaped
fortresses found in Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.10 Still later
in South Africa, boundaries became those of frontiers, and segregation, and pass

laws, and walls, and forced removals, and barbed wire, and police cells, and the
everyday limits of what the poet Ingrid Jonker in her poignant phrase called “the

locations of the cordoned heart.”11 And it is true that boundaries have walled off
identities in South Africa as elsewhere. Yet what I want to suggest is that contrary to

first impressions, boundaries are not the barrier to meaning or an unfolding identity
but rather their provocation—even their precondition. Without boundaries, without

spaces, meaning would not cross from one person to another, from one self toward
another, or in transition within the self from one form of being toward another. This

is perhaps something that goes back to our earliest beginnings, where meaning,
identity, and movement were connected: the human species emerged from Africa to
inhabit the planet; but the problem of navigation—who we are in the world—has

not been solved. As I have suggested in my book, The Grammar of Identity, the ques-
tion is not whether boundaries should exist—because they do, they always do.12 The

question is how we understand boundaries, and therefore what kinds of boundaries
we construct. Can we imagine into being the kinds of boundaries that facilitate

meaning, encounter and crossing? Can we fashion transitive rather than intransitive
boundaries, as Mandela and Fischer did when they approached one another?

South African scholars and critics have paid keen attention to the boundary as
almost the archetypal topos of its literary imagination, the primary feature of its
textual landscape. For Leon De Kock there is the “seam,” a place of recurring con-

junction marked by the violence of its stitching, inducing a form of repetition
compulsion that re-engenders the syndrome from which it suffers.13 For Sarah

Nuttall, the concept is that of “entanglement,” explaining how black and white
lives are inextricably bound up with one another.14 For myself, there is the nature

10Sebald, Austerlitz, 14 ff. Sebald refused to call this work a “novel.” To him it was “a prose-work of an

undefined nature”: “Ich Fürchte das Melodramatische.”
11Jonker, “The Child Who Was Shot Dead by Soldiers in Nyanga” (1963), 18.
12Clingman, Grammar of Identity, 4–5. Much of my discussion on boundaries here is based on this book.
13De Kock, “South Africa in the Global Imaginary.”
14Nuttall, Entanglement.
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of the boundary as a space of crossing, of transition in both space and time, with
all its attendant vertigo, uncanny hauntings, anxieties and commitments. I think

overall it may be true that the boundary appears in different forms in white and
black writing. For whites, it is connected with guilt, repression, fear, and haunting,

while black South Africans under apartheid had to deal with boundaries every day
of their lives. Njabulo Ndebele reminds us how any journey in the apartheid per-

iod was experienced “not as distance to be traversed, but as a series of anxieties to
be endured”—and that was surely only one of the unnerving and sometimes terri-

fying manifestations of the boundary in South Africa.15 In its many and varied
forms, the question of the boundary, and its implications for identity, has been
present in South African literature from the start.16

It is impossible in the course of a discussion such as this to give anything like
a full overview; still I would like to suggest, by dipping into the work of several

writers, how far the question of the boundary has prompted the question of
identity in South African writing. So, for example, the Nobel Prize winner

Nadine Gordimer has been drawn to the open space, often between city and
country, as the archetypal setting in which the question—and sometimes cri-

sis—of identity is provoked. So, in one of her very earliest short stories, “Is
There Nowhere Else Where We Can Meet?”—which I have called a genetic blue-

print for much of Gordimer’s fiction17—a young woman on the edge of town is
approached by a ragged black figure coming towards her. Everything about the
scene suggests violence, and possibly sexual violence, but all the black man wants

is the young woman’s bag, and after surrendering it, she leaves, uncertain as to
whether it was fear or desire that compelled her, guilt or relief that she feels, a

subconscious tangle at once racial and sexual in her perplexed sense of self. In
Gordimer’s great novel, The Conservationist (1974), it is on a mine dump

between farm and country that its central character, Mehring—industrialist
turned faux farmer—meets his comeuppance, confronting at last the limits of his

authority and hold on the land. (Mines are of course the bedrock of the South
African economy, the mine dumps around Johannesburg its everywhere-visible
detritus.) In July’s People (1981), the action takes place in a moment of transi-

tion—the prophetic moment of revolutionary climax and chaos itself—as a white
family hides out in the village of their former servant, July. Here, the boundary

is one of both space and time—and how emblematic that ultimately its central
white character, Maureen, runs toward a river which she crosses, abandoning her

family, not knowing whether she is headed for death or life. But, in this highly
controversial ending, my reading is that the river is Maureen’s future—where the

self, herself, will find itself utterly translated: an apocalyptic vision for an apoca-
lyptic time.18 In Gordimer’s postapartheid novel, The Pickup (2001), the bound-

ary is the desert in an unnamed Arab country. This is where Julie, the young

15For Ndebele’s brief yet telling account see “Home for Intimacy”; the quotation here, p. 456.
16Again, see De Kock, “South Africa in the Global Imaginary.”
17Clingman, Novels of Nadine Gordimer, 211–2.
18Clingman, Grammar of Identity, 210–9.
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white South African woman who has married an Arab man, will wait for him as
he heads off into Empire: to the United States, where he wants to “make it” in

the world. The novel brings my topics together: Gordimer is looking from South
Africa to the world, looking from the world to South Africa. The contact zones

and boundaries of identity not only mirror one another from local to global but
are intrinsically related.

Let us reflect for a moment on what this means. What is it that not only the
story but the structure of identity in South Africa can reflect for the world? There

are philosophical issues here. For one thing, there is the reality of connec-
tion—that selfhood for one is fundamentally related to selfhood for the other, that
each must be resolved together, that my freedom is linked to your freedom—a

new version of Hegel’s master-slave dialectic. There is the challenge of what I
would call contiguity—that we are linked by what divides us, inextricably. For this

too is the secret: the boundary that divides also connects, and what connects all-
too-often divides. There is the question of what the Canadian writer, Anne

Michaels imagines as simultaneity: that at every moment in our present tense
atrocities are taking place from which, if we are honest, we cannot separate

ourselves.19 There is what Mark Sanders has called, in the South African setting,
complicity: the understanding of how the unit of self is caught up in the system

which contains it, and vice versa. In South Africa, this has been a problem not
only for whites, an essential component of answerability from which few were able
to escape, but even, as Sanders shows, for black South Africans.20 Steve Biko, the

great Black Consciousness leader, argued that until blacks took responsibility for
their own oppression by liberating, in the first instance, their minds, they too were

complicit in the conditions of their own oppression. The implications for this in
the global setting are as straightforward as they are immense: wealth in the United

States, or Europe, or China is intrinsically connected with poverty else-
where—whether that “elsewhere” is in the United States, or Europe, or China.

Wealth may not be the way out of poverty, in other words, it may be its cause.
From a different direction, this underlying philosophy of connectivity is one we
can approach from within black South African culture itself, through the concept

of ubuntu, which my friend and colleague Mzamo Mangaliso has written about: a
person is a person because of, and through, other people.21 I would hazard a bet

that almost no one who grew up in South Africa was unaffected by this principle,
whether consciously or unconsciously, by way of acknowledgement, denial, or

some mixture of the two—that the overarching morality of our lives is connected
with the lives of others. Hence, the problem of responsibility, of accountability,

which never goes away in a perpetually unfolding story of the self, its implications,
its divisions, its linkages.

19Michaels, Fugitive Pieces, e.g. p. 26, 143.
20Sanders, Complicities, ch. 5.
21Mangaliso, “Building Competitive Advantage from Ubuntu.” Jean and John Comaroff discuss some of the

complexities of personhood in the Tswana context in Theory from the South, 21, and ch. 2.
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J. M. Coetzee, in his masterpiece, Waiting for the Barbarians, explores other
implications of a system out of balance, understanding too a great Coetzeean

theme—the tension between a self that wishes to be out of history and the self that
recognizes just how situated in history it is. The focus of this exploration in the

novel is its narrator, the Magistrate, agent of the Empire whose brutality he would
like to soften or even oppose. The Magistrate must recognize that under Empire,

law—the very system that defines his being—may be not the path out of injustice
but the very form of its enactment: yet another chilling reminder. The novel is not

set in any recognizable time and place. Instead it unfolds on the outposts of an
unnamed Empire, on its frontier: again, in such a setting, South Africa and the
world’s history of various “Empires” are connected, the boundary and identity a

key conjunction. In the topography of the novel, the Magistrate’s habitation is the
fort—the walled environment. Beyond that are the marshes, and beyond that the

desert, where the barbarians live. Coetzee has taken his title from Cavafy’s poem,
“Waiting for the Barbarians,” in which the barbarians are expected but never

arrive, which is perplexing to Empire, for, as Cavafy writes, “[t]hey were, those
people, a kind of solution.”22 The barbarian is a solution for Empire because he

solves the problem of being and identity. If you know who the barbarian is, you
know who you are, which is what Empire needs in order to define itself. Beyond

its walls what Empire needs is an enemy; within what it wants is a regime of what
we might call, with a sense for all the nuances of the word, indifference—a zone of
uniformity, lack of concern, predictability.23

How then do you become “different” in that zone, how do you oppose the
system that underwrites your being, even your authority to oppose it? How do we

even see under Empire? In a far-reaching investigation in the novel, it becomes
clear that Empire is an encompassing domain of perception and understanding

that smudges the very optics of our vision like a finger raked across our retinas.
The story of fiction here is not directly a political story, but I think we would be

foolish not to understand how far it examines the political foundations of our
times. The world of Waiting for the Barbarians is not quite our world, but at some
haunting level it is our world too, no matter where we are, no matter which

regimes we are part of and feel dissident or dissonant from.
How do some of these questions around boundaries and identity appear in the

work of black South African writers? Certainly, there has been the recognition of
fragility, as in Mongane Wally Serote’s poem “City Johannesburg,” where he writes

of the capacity of an oppressive system to invade the body, the mind: “I can feel
your roots, anchoring your might, my feebleness/In my flesh, in my mind, in my

blood.”24 Similarly, the “reverie” sections of Es’kia Mphahlele’s autobiography,
Down Second Avenue, present a complex depiction of black subjectivity under the

weight of apartheid. But at the same time, other possibilities exist in the story of

22In this translation by Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard. Cavafy, Collected Poems, 18–19.
23Clingman, Grammar of Identity, 222.
24Serote, Yakhal’inkomo, 4–5.
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identity, and I would like to explore some of them in the work of one of South
Africa’s foremost writers and thinkers, Njabulo Ndebele. It was Ndebele who, to

my mind, offered one of the most nuanced and persuasive accounts of the politi-
cality of fiction in the South African context. Arguing against what he saw as a

generation of protest writers whose work operated at the level of surface symbols
of good and evil, Ndebele insisted that the job of the writer was to develop forms

of interiority that belied the preassigned identities conferred on blacks by apart-
heid. Instead of the work of fiction as product with all its messages neatly wrapped

up for delivery, Ndebele drew attention to the story as process, involving the reader
as well as writer in discovering previously unacknowledged dimensions of reality.25

The politics of fiction was neither a simulacrum nor reproduction of a preor-

dained discourse of the political; but it had things to teach about the political that
the political universe needed to hear. In this way, in the forms of thought and

understanding it encouraged, in the community it generated between writer and
readers, fiction was intrinsically democratic.

We see some of this at work in Ndebele’s superb collection Fools and Other
Stories. For my purposes I will focus on just two stories, and a few main features.

To begin with, the collection as a whole is notable for one unmissable reality: there
are virtually no white characters in it. In Ndebele’s fictional world then, identity is

a problem not outside but within the black community, for its inhabitants and
members. The volume’s opening story is called “The Test,” and all it involves is
the question of whether the protagonist Thoba, out playing soccer with a group of

boys, will run home in the rain against what he knows will be the disapproval of
his mother. The boys all dare one another until Thoba runs. Features to focus on?

He leaps out beyond the wall of the verandah where he and the boys are sheltering,
and he disobeys his mother. Identity is discovered in transgressing the boundary,

crossing it in physical, moral, and existential ways: simple enough, but important.
The other story is the closing, and title piece in the volume, “Fools.” Here, the

protagonist and narrator Zamani is a fallen man, a teacher who cheats on his wife,
is habitually drunk, and once raped one of his students. (Those of us who work in
universities should remember: “teacher” and “cheater” are mutual anagrams.) The

question obviously arises: why would Ndebele choose such an execrable character,
not least in the context of apartheid? Surely, this is the opposite of solidarity writ-

ing, the optimistic construction of identity in opposition to oppression?
But Ndebele shows something else, how through frustration and stunted

possibilities oppression can be internalized and even recreated within the black
community. Paradoxically, he also shows the humanity of his teacher figure, for he

is, within the conditions of his disgrace, a complex man. And finally, he shows this
figure standing up to a white man—one of those very few in the collection—and,

equally importantly, perhaps taking on responsibility in relation to his wife, though
some doubts remain even here. What Ndebele has shown us is identity as pro-

25Ndebele, South African Literature and Culture, particularly the essay “Turkish Tales and Some Thoughts on

South African Fiction.”
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cess—a continual process, even and perhaps especially within the degraded and
broken reality Zamani inhabits. Ndebele, strongly influenced as it happens by

Walter Benjamin’s essay, “The Storyteller,” might have taken one of Benjamin’s
key formulations as his own regarding the counsel to be gleaned from a story:

“After all,” Benjamin reminds us, “counsel is less an answer to a question than a
proposal concerning the continuation of a story which is just unfolding.”26 We are

inside the story we tell. In South Africa as elsewhere, the story of our identity is an
unfolding process, even when governed by conditions of disgrace, whether

personal or collective.
What else do we see in this work, these writings by Gordimer, Coetzee, Ndebele?

We see at the least that some of the key questions around identity take place not

at its core but at its edges where we encounter difference, our transitions across
both space and time, whether in undefined, open territory, across the wall, or

outside the fortress. Or, perhaps more precisely, we see that core is not insulated
from edge but is dialectically related to it. Identity is discovered not in retreat to

the center, but by heading out toward the boundary. If we want to find out who
we are at the core, let us see how we treat people on, or at, the edge. Or how we

deal with edges and boundaries within ourselves, the potential for difference and
discovery inside us. In the end, periphery and center are not separable but

intrinsically related. That is where the existential freight is, the moral questions
that check us for worth, some of the deepest ethical problems we face, as well as
the prospects for liberation in our own lives. This has been true not only in South

Africa, but here in the USA, in Ireland, in Israel, and in Palestine, everywhere.

WRITING IDENTITY ELSEWHERE

I want to underline the point I have been making that, when it comes to questions

of identity, we can look from South Africa to the world, from the world to South
Africa. I want to do so by thinking briefly about two writers from elsewhere, Caryl

Phillips and W.G. Sebald. Both show that the questions I have been considering
are not purely South African, and they take the story in other directions as well.

Caryl Phillips is a writer who has crossed serious amounts of space in his own
life. Born in St Kitts in the West Indies, taken to England at the age of three
months, growing up in Leeds, winning a scholarship against the odds to Oxford

University, now living in the USA, he knows about periphery and center, core and
edge, and the complex combinatorials that make up identity more broadly in the

world. Not least, as someone of Afro-Caribbean descent, he also discovered at a
certain point in his life that he had a Jewish grandfather.27 Unsurprisingly, per-

haps, his writing, both fiction and nonfiction, insistently crosses geography. His
searching collection of essays, A New World Order, is divided into four sections:

The United States, Africa, The Caribbean, Britain. In the final essay of that

26Benjamin, “The Storyteller,” in Illuminations, 86.
27Phillips, “On ‘The Nature of Blood’ and the Ghost of Anne Frank,” 6.
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volume, Phillips confesses his wish to have his ashes scattered “in the middle of
the Atlantic Ocean at a point equidistant between Britain, Africa, and North

America,” a place that he calls “my Atlantic home.”28 His fiction is similarly insis-
tent, notoriously fragmented not only in space but in time. Indeed, many of his

characters, crossing space, are time-migrants as well, because they appear to have
crossed from one time to another, in layers of the premodern, the modern and the

postmodern. So, in one of his extraordinary novels, The Nature of Blood, four dis-
cernible major narratives are interlaced without much initial differentiation. We

have the story of Eva, a Jewish Holocaust survivor; there is an account of a small
town named Portobuffole, near Venice, where a blood-libel execution of a group
of Jews takes place in the fifteenth century; then we are back in Venice, but in the

sixteenth century, for the first-person narrative of Othello, a figure who has mag-
netized Phillips as the first great literary immigrant from Africa in Europe; then

there is Eva’s uncle Stephan, making his new home in Israel, where his life is
briefly threaded with that of a woman he comes across, a Jewish Ethiopian

migrant named Malka.
What are we to say about all of this? On the one hand, the model is that of

constellation: these histories and identities are constellated across time and
space; we as readers make our shapes between and across them as we might

draw constellations through the depths of the night sky. On the other hand, as
I have suggested elsewhere, these narratives create a remarkable, associative
chain of identity. As one story hands off to another, we go from a German

Jew (Eva), to Jewish Venetians (in Portobuffole), to a Venetian African
(Othello), to an African Jew (Malka).29 It is a chain of identity marked by its

transitions, its gaps, its continuities, its fractures, just as identity is in the world
today. Other works of fiction by Phillips show equally momentous crossings of

space and time. In his novel A Distant Shore, he shows how the life of an Afri-
can migrant and an alienated white Englishwoman cut across one another

glancingly and ultimately tragically. Their story tells of the inner fragmentation
and uncanny nature of national space in Britain, taking apart forever, perhaps,
Benedict Anderson’s notion of a singular “imagined community.” Our chal-

lenges, both within nations and across them, go much deeper and more alarm-
ingly than that.

The work of W.G. Sebald moves me not only because he is a great writer who
has invented his own forms, but also because he has taken on the question of

accountability. For one thing, he confronts the enormous significance of
simultaneity. He talks of his birth in a small village in Bavaria in May 1944: “Then

you find out it was the same month when Kafka’s sister was deported to
Auschwitz.”30 For Sebald, accountability, complicity, can apply not only in the

present but even retroactively across time, so that we can be accountable for the

28Phillips, A New World Order, 304.
29Clingman, Grammar of Identity, 91–2.
30Jaggi, “Recovered Memories.”
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crimes committed before we were born—that is, for as long as we do not confront
their aftereffects and implications in the world we now inhabit. Even then, one

suspects, in Sebald’s universe full accountability might not be possible. Hence his
endless searches, his pilgrimages through time and space in a work such as The

Rings of Saturn, where every last feature he discovers on a walking tour along the
coast of England is connected with far-reaching global histories of depredation and

atrocity, the ultimate of which is the Holocaust. For Sebald, as I suggest in The
Grammar of Identity, the Holocaust is like the Big Bang of our universe—its

imprint and traces visible everywhere you look, the thrumming background radia-
tion to everything we are.31 For a German writer to confront, this is extraordi-
narily important, and searching out its implications is endless for Sebald. From

Germany to the world, one might say, from the world to Germany. So, in Sebald’s
great work, Austerlitz, the eponymous character Austerlitz tells the narrator how

he and a school friend had gone flying “until the last gleam of light was extin-
guished on the horizons of the western world.”32 That is how far we have to

search too in our own horizons of the western world, but those horizons are
embedded within us, no matter where we come from.

BACK HOME

What does the story look like now in South Africa? We have gone from the
rainbow nation, the miracle of 1994 to a much more complex and troubled set

of realities. South Africa has been the AIDS capital of the world; it has, and
continues to be, one of the rape capitals of the world. Unemployment runs at
around 25%.33 Crime and violence, having reached epic highs, have subsided

somewhat, though gun culture and its effects are still deeply embedded—just as
they are, in different ways, in the United States.34 South Africa has one of the

most enlightened constitutions in the world, but it also suffers terribly from
corruption and new threats against freedom of speech.35 In all this, the writers

have gone on writing, the filmmakers making films, the musicians music. In
the universe of fiction, we hear new voices, new realities. Ivan Vladislavić walks

the violent geography of Johannesburg, its walls and gateways in Portrait with
Keys and tells a set of finished/unfinished stories in The Loss Library. In Agaat,

31Clingman, Grammar of Identity, 182.
32Sebald, Austerlitz, 114.
33According to Statistics South Africa, unemployment in the third quarter 2012 was 25.5% (StatsOnline).

The figure for those “not in employment, education or training” (NEET) aged 15–24 was 31.4%; the figure

for females as part of that category was 35.7% (“Quarterly Labor Force Survey,” xv). The same source gave

the overall unemployment rate for black South Africans as 29.1% (xvii).
34The massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut, in December 2012, followed by

the shooting by Oscar Pistorius of his girlfriend Reeva Steenkamp in Pretoria in February 2013, made some

of the parallels apparent.
35In April 2013, Parliament—dominated heavily by the ANC—passed the Protection of State Information

Bill, otherwise known as the “Secrecy Bill.” Smith, “South African Activists Vow to Fight On After MPs Pass

‘Secrecy Bill’.”
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Marlene van Niekerk writes with stunning beauty of a woman dying of ALS on
a farm, and her entangled relationship with her servant, a woman of mixed

race. Zoë Wicomb has gone from her feminist and postmodern consideration
of mixed-race identity in You Can’t Get Lost in Cape Town to post-apartheid

reconsiderations in Playing in the Light. In Coconut, Kopano Matlwa explores
the challenges of new urban conglomerations of identity for young black

women. Niq Mhlongo irreverently explores the uproarious, improvisational nat-
ure of selfhood for his young male protagonist in After Tears.

I want to leave you, however, with two impressions, two images in balance
as we look from South Africa to the world. The first comes from Marikana, a
platinum mine to the west of Johannesburg, where in August 2012 the miners

went on strike, and a massacre took place as the police opened fire. Thirty-four
were killed, and seventy-eight wounded; it seemed that the days of apartheid

had risen once more, the massacre at Sharpeville enacted again. Platinum is a
commodity that by its very nature links South Africa with the world, with a

globalized economy. The mining company that owns Marikana is based in Lon-
don, as its name Lonmin suggests; prominent black South African figures sit

on its board, including a former leader of the National Union of Mineworkers,
Cyril Ramaphosa; in December 2012, Ramaphosa was elected Deputy President

of the ANC. Soon after the massacre a piece of music appeared on the Inter-
net; entitled “Blood Shed of the Innocent,” it was recorded by a group called
Soundz of the South (SOS).36 It is, in many ways, a startling recording—a

form of political hip hop mainly in isiXhosa but also in Sesotho, English and
Shona, and very moving in its overall effect. Some of it is harsh—Ramaphosa

is called a “serial killer”—and some of it draws on traditional Xhosa idioms
even as it details its solidarity:

Sababek’ ezihlalweni kucac’ uba bathi “lala gusha ndikuchebe”
…
Sesekud’engqinibeni seselucinezelweni
Ikud’ indlela ebheka ngas’ enkululekweni
Not yet uhuru, kodw’ akuphethang’ amabhulu
Umthethw’ osiphats’ kwawo ngukhuselo ngxowankulu

[We put them in leadership positions, but they seem to be saying, “Sleep …
Sheep, so I can shear you”
…
We’re still far from our destination, still under oppression
The road is long that leads toward liberation
Not yet uhuru, even though it’s no longer the Boers that are in control
The law we’re under is to protect the rich]

36I strongly recommend that readers listen to the music, which I played during the original lecture:

http://soundcloud.com/s_os/blood-shed-of-the-innocent. My thanks to Paul Clingman and especially to

Mzamo Mangaliso (with additional input from Sukude Matoti) for generously providing me with transcrip-

tion and translations from the isiXhosa.
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This is the way the song draws to a close, in English:

Leaders are just about the capital, they have no soul
It’s a trade, money’s what it’s all about
If you fight for people power they kill you and they leave you lying around
This is a massacre, we’re sure to be killed, where’s the human rights in that?
Justice is far from us, eighteen years of democracy, but where’s the freedom at?
…
Real ammunition pumping 300 bullets a minute, now scripture this
It’s all about selling the product, put your pens down and fight the state
Fight the bosses, cause the system is killing us
Put your hands up and fight the oppression, cause the system is killing us.

Listening to the piece, even those of us who do not understand all the words will

understand almost everything. It is music that, notwithstanding its current sound,
could have come directly from the apartheid era: “fight the oppression, ’cause the

system is killing us.” Where is that system killing us: in South Africa, in the world,
where? What does this mean for South Africa? What does it mean for our sense of
who we are now? The story of identity for our times has become a shadowed story.

The second image, however, comes from a novel by a young writer named
K. Sello Duiker, who tragically killed himself in 2005. Duiker’s first novel, 13

Cents, was the story of a young black boy growing up rough on the streets of Cape
Town. His second, an unusual and sometimes disturbing work entitled The Quiet

Violence of Dreams, concerns a young man named Tshepo, university educated,
who also lives a marginalized life. He has been hospitalized for psychosis. He suf-

fers brutal, sexual violence. He comes to work as a prostitute in a male escort
establishment in Cape Town, where he finds a form of brotherhood. At the end of
the novel, though, he returns to Johannesburg where he works in a home for

homeless children. There, in Hillbrow, he lives among the Makwerekwere—the
name given to foreign Africans at a time in South Africa of rising and ultimately

violent xenophobia. But for Tshepo, much of whose life has been one of alien-
ation, the vision is different:

I believe, in people, in humankind, in personhood. In Hillbrow I live with for-
eigners, illegal and legal immigrants, what black South Africans call makwere-
kwere with derogatory and defiant arrogance. I feel at home with them because
they are trying to find a home in our country. They are so fragile, so cultured
and beautiful, our foreign guests. In their eyes I feel at home, I see Africa.37

Black South Africans were once treated as foreigners in their own land, as Sol

Plaatje observed as long as a century ago.38 Here, in The Quiet Violence of Dreams,
welcoming the foreigner is a way of being at home.

Which will be the story of identity for our time? Marikana? Xenophobia? Man-
dela and Fischer solved the problem in their way, and there is indeed a link with

37Duiker, Quiet Violence of Dreams, 454.
38“Awaking on Friday morning, June 20, 1913, the South African native found himself, not actually a slave,

but a pariah in the land of his birth.” Plaatje, Native Life in South Africa, 21.
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that earlier era which I think is more than incidental. For the lawyer now
representing some of the Marikana families at the commission of inquiry into the

massacre is none other than George Bizos, who took me to see Nelson Mandela
on that Saturday in 1991.39 George is based at the Legal Resources Center, located

in Bram Fischer Towers in Johannesburg.
But I want to focus less on the past than on these two stories in the present.

They are not so much different options as indissolubly linked. A massacre such as
Marikana occurs when we treat someone—anyone—as the foreigner, the alien in

our midst. But in acknowledging and welcoming the foreigner as ourselves, recog-
nizing the foreigner in every single one of us, in providing a home for all, we may
find that we, too, are at home. This intrinsic relation is what Agamben calls “the

being-in-exodus of the citizen,”40 and if I may interpolate just a little I think he
means that no matter where we are we are always on the verge of leaving Empire,

always on the verge of finding exodus within ourselves and therefore recognizing
that exodus in others, finding a form of what may become liberation. We have to

go out to the edges of our being to find what is at the core. In South Africa, in
the world, we are the ones who will decide the story of identity for our times.
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Vladislavić, Ivan. Portrait with Keys. Johannesburg: Umuzi, 2006.
———. The Loss Library and other Unfinished Stories. Cape Town: Umuzi, 2011.
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