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Abstract

The aim o f  this article is twofold: firstly, to explore the picaresque elements present in Nadine 
Gordimer’s A  Sport o f  Nature and secondly, to relate them to her more pronounced stance on feminism  
which has evolved since the 1980s. /  suggest that an appropriate reading strategy would not only 
foreground these issues but also highlight A  Sport o f  Nature as one o f  her m ost underrated novels. 
Following the example o f  the Latin American authors Isabel Allende and Elena Poniatowska, Cordimer 
has appropriated the picaresque tradition as an ideal vehicle to depict the elements o f  social critique and 
fem inist assertion which characterize A  Sport o f  Nature. The ironic retrospective stance on society, 
conventionally represented by a picaro as a social outcast, is reinforced by the introduction o f  a picara, 
thereby underlining the double marginalization o f  women as subjects and sexual objects. I  propose that 
a feminist-oriented reading o f  the text which recognizes this subversive quality, would lend a different 
dim ension to its interpretation. The character o f  Hillela serves as an implicit example o f  fem ale  
ingenuity which attains political equality through devious m eans despite, and as a result of, the 
constraints o f  a hypocritical society and an entrenched patriarchal system. Seen from  this perspective, 
the seemingly disparate elements o f  the novel coalesce to present a damning picture o f  contemporary 
society.

1. H istorical aw areness: a  dialectic betw een text and context

1.1 T he evolution o f the  picaresque tradition

T his a rticle  explores N adine G o rd im er’s innovative appropriation  of the picaresque m ode 
in A Sport o f Nature and proposes that it can be re la ted  to her m ore pronounced stance on 
fem in ism , w hich  has evo lved  since  th e  1980s.1 T h e  a rg u m en t is based  on th e  close 
re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  lite ra ry  con v en tio n  o r m ode and  con tex t (F o w ler, 1985) and it 
underlines the interactive role of these e lem ents in the in te rp reta tion  o f a  text. I suggest 
th a t G o rd im er’s historical aw areness which has always been  effectively illustra ted  in her 
work as a  dialectic betw een text and context, is accentuated in A Sport o f Nature by the use 
o f the picaresque m ode. The introduction of this m ode and in particular the picara, would 
presum ably then also correlate  with a change in her political perspective and consequently

Allhough G ordim er’s ambivalent attitude makes it difficult to define her stance, various critics 
(Driver, 1983; Clingman, 1986 and Lazar, 1990) comment on definite signs of female sympathy 
and an evolution of gender issues or the politicisation of sexuality in her work.
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ind ica te  an ad jus tm en t in the read in g  stra tegy  of A Sport o f Nature. W icks (1974:241) 
stresses the role of m ode in any in terpreta tion  when he claims that

modai awareness readjusts our expectations of (he individual modes themselves by making us see the 
way a particular work makes use of - and changes - those very expectations.

F o w le r (1 9 8 5 :2 5 9 ) a lso  c a u tio n s  th a t  a w a re n e ss  o f  m o d e  n o t on ly  p re v e n ts  m is ­
in te rp reta tio n  bu t also enhances m eaning and expands the re ad e r’s percep tion  and in te r­
p re ta tio n  o f a text. Consequently, an exploration  o f p icaresque e lem ents should pave the 
way for a  m ore definitive in terpreta tion  of the above-m entioned text.

The evolution o f the picaresque tradition  in the lite ratu re  o f sixteenth century Spain was a 
m anifestation of and a  reaction to  the unstable social and political conditions. However, its 
universal and iron ic  tone  of social critique has since m ade it an  ideal vehicle to  expose 
corrupt social practices at various tim es and in various contexts. Several adaptations o f the 
picaresque have interm ittently em erged in W estern literatu re  and have been designated as 
"neo-picaresque" (Jaen , 1987), "m etam orphosis" (E arle , 1988) o r  "m utan t” (Brink, 1990) 
versions of the m ode, but their inherent ‘picaresque character’ has rem ained recognizable, 
namely, the first-person retrospective account of the aim less peregrinations of an a lienated  
individual in a  hostile society.

Eustis (1984:163) stresses the relevance of the picaresque as a  narrative m odel in gauging 
or in terpreting  con tem porary  political situations, particularly  in Spanish politics, when he 
claims that

Studies of what is often perceived as a revival of the picaresque mode in contemporary literature tend 
to focus on the translation into m odern term s of traditional picaresque structural and thematic 
motifs, stressing especially the archetypal features, the broad satirical elements and the philosophical 
im plications of neo-picaresque narrative. Largely ignored has been any consideration o f the 
ideological underpinnings of such works, of the key role politics frequently has played in determining 
their form and function as an expression of present-day concerns.

T his s ta te m e n t once  ag a in  illu s tra te s  th e  c lose  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  soc ial e n v iro n ­
m en t/p o litic s  and lite ra tu re  which is also  ch aracte ris tic  o f South  A frican  lite ra tu re  and 
G ordim er in particu lar .2 H er initial intention as com m itted au tho r to project "history from 
the inside”,3 has gradually evolved to encom pass a  m uch b ro ad er spectrum  of social issues. 
H er in ten tion  has nam ely changed  from  a  p e rso n a l/p o litic a l p e rspec tive  to  a universal 
vision o f m an in /a n d  society. T o  accom m odate this vision she has ad o p ted  recognizable 
picaresque "structural and them atic motifs" (Eustis, 1984:163) but the initial satirical intent 
has b een  re in fo rced  by he r d ep ic tio n  o f w om an as a  p ica ra  w ith all the  co n co m itan t 
implications.

T he em ergence  o f the  p icaresque  in con tem porary  w om en’s fiction from  Latin  A m erica 
and South Africa introduces an interesting new dim ension to the na ture  and in terpreta tion  
o f the  m ode. T he p ica resq u e  is used m ainly as a  subversive stra tegy  to  a sse rt fem inist

2 Parker (1989:210) regards 'h e r exploration, from the outset, of the relation between history and 
literature, especially fiction" as one of G ordim er’s predominant features.

3 Clingman (1986:1) refers to (iordim er’s preoccupation with individual experience in society as an 
attempt to render 'history from the inside*.
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experience and to  co u n te r/ex p o se  p a tria rch a l and im perialis t d o m in a tio n .4 In Eustis’s 
(1984:167) term s, it provides the ideal fram ew ork "for an ideologically charged denuncia­
tion of contem porary society".

12  G ordim er’s revised political scenario

In keeping with the  changing political clim ate, N adine G ord im er’s sustained criticism  of 
the South African political system has shown a steady evolution over the years, both in her 
po litical op in ions and in her p a rticu la r concern  w ith the  in teg ral re la tionsh ip  betw een 
private and public (Clingm an, 1986:8). H er disillusionm ent with liberal hum anism , similar 
to  E.M . F o rs te r’s in A Passage to India, has introduced a m ore revolutionary stance in her 
recen t w riting5 which has p e rh ap s inadvertently  also focused her a tte n tio n  on  d ifferent 
aspects o f m arginalization6 and in particular, the plight of wom en. Like Forster, she has 
com e to realize th a t personal relationships a re  incapable of resolving racial barrie rs and 
social inequality. Peck (1988:79) accurately describes the  quality o f he r d isenchantm ent 
with liberalism  w hen he rem arks th a t "in recen t years G o rd im er has evidently  seen  her 
political task  as puncturing  the delusions o f South A frica’s liberals and proposing m ore 
efficacious and m ore  com m itted  a lte rna tives". I w ould like, how ever, to  suggest that 
G o rd im er’s revised political scenario  as illustra ted  in A  Sport o f  Nature involves a  m ore 
universal and perhaps philosophic view on hum an relations. H er choice o f the picaresque 
m ode confirm s this op in ion  because it im plies a basic d istrust o f hum an n a tu re  and an 
aw areness o f the pernicious influence of power. She realises that a transfer of power would 
m erely result in a  reverse situation. As A lexander (1988:237) correctly observes, she is too 
intelligent to fall into the trap  o f "believing that people are ever all good or all evil, or the 
e r ro r  o f im a g in in g  th a t  p o litic a l system s can  be b e t te r  th a n  th e ir  c re a to rs" . T he 
im plications o f this sta tem ent will be discussed in the conclusion of this article.

This different em phasis in her work has induced G ordim er to consider a m ore appropriate  
strategy which w ould convey the underlying irony of the South A frican political situation 
but, a t th e  sam e tim e, u n derline  the  oppression  of w om en w ithin th a t society. In this

According to the definition of the contemporary women’s picaresque proposed in this articlc, the 
following novels could be accommodated by such a definition: Eva Luna by Isabel Allende (1989), 
Hasta no verte Jesús m lo  (1984) by Elena Poniatowska, A Sport o f  Nature (1987) by Nadine 
G ordimer and, with qualifications, Die swerfjare van Poppie Nongena (1979) by Elsa Joubert.

Driver (1983:30) comments on Gordimer’s shift from an 'uneasy liberalism to a recognition of the 
marginality of liberalism and of its inherent hypocrisies, and finally into a ‘revolutionary’ attitude” 
in her novels since 1970 while Parker (1989:214) remarks that her novels "have shown a trajectory 
of increasing radicalisation".

Parker (1989:220) accurately in terprets the them e of m arginality but he ignores the crucial 
feminist aspcct when he proposes that:

Gordim er’s novel becomes, then, an exercise in the exploration of the margin itself, and if such 
a reading becomes remotely tenable, the novel becomes an exploration, not of success, but of 
failure: failure of all the old-established  pa tte rn s  o f answ ers for the  future; failure of 
prescribed m eanings; failure of the very notion of what constitutes a border, w hether in 
politics, or with rcfcrcnce to gender, or colour. The 'sport of nature’ is therefore no longer the 
‘spontaneous m utation’ or the ‘new variety’ of the dictionary definition, but a transgressor - 
one who not only breaks the 'rules’ but one who even seeks to redefine the ‘limits’ themselves.
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re sp ec t, th e  p ica resq u e  m ode proves em in en tly  su itab le  as a  m ed iu m  o f c ritiq u e  on 
co n tem p o ra ry  social and  p o litica l c ircu m stan ces and it is e sp ecially  ap p ro p ria te  as a 
distancing device7 which differs from the conventional realist approach previously favoured 
by G o rd im er. T h e  iro n ic  re tro sp ec tiv e  stan ce  o f the  p ica ra  em phasizes d istan ce  and 
stresses the  fictional quality o f a ‘restructured  past’. Sim ilar to A llende, who introduces a 
m ale perspective through R o lfs  story in Eva Luna , G o rd im er has also in troduced a male 
stance in the  pe rso n  of Sasha and his le tte rs  in A Sport o f Nature. T his underlines the 
duality o f m ale and fem ale experience and the unreliability o f a  unilateral perspective.

It m ust be  em p h asized  how ever, th a t th e  fo ca liza tio n  o p e ra tiv e  in th e  co n tem porary  
w om en’s p icaresque is m uch m ore complex than  in the  trad itiona l version. It constitutes 
an d  m e rits  a  s e p a ra te  s tu d y  to  fu lly  a p p re c ia te  th e  c o m p le m e n ta ry  m a le /fe m a le  
p e rsp ec tiv es w hich have evolved co n co m itan tly  w ith th e  tra d itio n a l ju x ta p o s itio n  of 
tem poral fram ew orks operative  w ithin the  au tob iographical stance  o f the  p icara  in such 
works as Eva Luna  and A Sport o f Nature. A lthough Parker (1989:211) in terprets the italic 
script in A Sport o f  Nature as a visual rep resen ta tio n  of the  m etalanguage, he sees it as a 
negative m echanism  w hich "confers opacity  in c e rta in  key sec tions in w hich it occurs" 
(P a rk e r , 1989:216) an d  he d o es  n o t reco g n ize  S a sh a ’s ro le  in th e  d u a l p e rsp ec tiv e  
represen ted  in the discourse. This dual perspective proves an  effective device in som e of 
the contem porary w om en’s p icaresque and constitutes, together with the  m ore pronounced 
em otional involvement o f the picaras, a  significant adap tation  to the mode.

Taking these facts in to  consideration , I believe that the  criticism  evoked by G o rd im er’s 
no v eM  Sport o f Nature could perhaps be ascribed to a disregard of the subversive tone and 
them atic concerns in troduced by the picaresque m ode in the text. It seem s as if G ord im er’s 
established reputation  as a  ‘realist’ novelist has induced readers and critics alike to becom e 
oblivious o f any n uances and s tra teg ies  in her work. Such a s ituation  could resu lt in a 
‘p e tr if ic a tio n ’ o f re a d in g  p a tte rn s ,  w hich w ould  e n ta il  th e  re je c t io n  o f  a p p a re n tly  
incongruous devices and strategies to  finally result in m isin terpretation . Parker (1989:210) 
astu te ly  observes th a t G o rd im er provides "a clue to  th e  title  and thereby  also the  focus 
through which the read er observes" but he is not sufficiently a le rt to the underlying nuances 
in the text.

1 3  C ontem porary  picaresque and political/h istorical reality

It is s in g u lar th a t a lth o u g h  th e  p re sen ce  o f p ica resq u e  e lem en ts  is m ostly  recognized 
(G lenn, 1986:76; De Kock, 1988:47; Parker, 1989:217), th e ir significance is not re la ted  to 
the  in te rp reta tion  of the text. This observation could account for frequen t criticism of the 
style and, inexplicably, the deficiency of irony in the text. For exam ple, G lenn  (1986:76) 
claims:

G ordim er’s artistic risk is that in writing these sexual chronicles largely w ithout any focus on or 
concern with the consciousness of the protagonist herself and w ithout the resources of irony or

Peck (1988:75) acknowledges that Gordimer "proposes a new alternative which faces the demands 
of power m ore squarely" in A  Sport o f  Nature, but he accuses her of am bivalence when he 
maintains that "she so distances herself from the new approach that it is not clear whether she has 
endorsed it or condemned it". This strategy is, however, consistent with the open ending of the 
text and Gordimcr’s universal perspective.
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hindsight, the novel could (and sometimes does) turn into a twentieth century version of Byron’s Don 
Juan without the humour.

D e Kock (1988:46) in tu rn , p ronounces it to  be "som ething of a freak  child am ong the 
a u th o r’s im pressive fictional progeny" and claim s th a t it falls "uncom fortably  betw een  
whimsy, historical realism  and optim istic political prognosis". As this judgem ent seems to 
discount the close association of the contem porary picaresque with political and historical 
reality  as well as the  p resence  of an in h eren t cynicism which is d ep ic ted  in the  ironical 
stance of the picara, it would justify his allegation that it is an "u n em o tio n al... presentation 
o f personal experience" (D e Kock, 1988:46). A braham s (1988/89:29) also seem s to fall 
in to  the ‘trad itio n a l’ trap  w hen he den o u n ces/4  Sport o f  Nature as "N adine G o rd im er’s 
poorest novel", accuses her o f bad style and dismisses satire as a  m otivating principle in her 
work by claiming that "readers o f G ordim er will know this is not the  way she works; she is 
no  Evelyn W augh; sa tire  is no t the  m ode of he r seriousness" (A braham s, 1988/89:28). 
D espite  his perceptive observations on the text, Parker (1989:220) also fails to de tect the 
ironical edge to G o rd im er’s trea tm en t of liberal characters such as Pauline and Joe when 
he claims that their level of discussion is unsophisticated and "tends to culm inate in slogans 
and cliches". It is G o rd im er’s im plicit in ten tion  th a t these  peop le  should  a p p ea r to be 
"politically em asculated" (Parker, 1989:220). In fact, Parker’s analysis is consistent with the 
universal p icaresque/fem inist intent of the text but he is m isled by the au tho r’s established 
reputation  in political engagem ent. Similarly, the title acquires an ironic dim ension when it 
becom es clear from  a perusal of the text, that the society in which H illela appears a  freak, 
has decidedly questionable norm s itself.

In contrast with the above-m entioned, A lexander (1988:221) expresses his appreciation of 
G ord im er’s "ironic trea tm en t o f her characters, which, shading as it occasionally does into 
outright satire , allows her to  m anipulate our view of her protagonists". This m anipulative 
aspect is overlooked in most of the relevant criticism.

G o rd im er’s acu te  aw areness o f history and context should  th e re fo re  act as a  constan t 
g u ideline  in the  in te rp re ta tio n  of he r w ork. In the p re face  to his book  on  G ord im er, 
C lingm an (1986:ix), w ho has conducted  a thorough  chronolog ical study o f G o rd im er’s 
work, em phasizes the im portance of interaction betw een author, context and reader in her 
work:

One must consider fiction in its specificities; one must develop a sound knowledge of political and 
historical contexts; one must continually think of the relations between these and literature; one must 
be aware of the various currents, historical, social, cultural and ideological, in which fiction is borne 
along, and whose presence it reveals.

G ord im er ( 1988[ 1979]: 136) herself is also very aw are of change, the percep tion  o f social 
consciousness and the role of the w riter in society. She claims:

‘Relevance’ and 'com m itm ent' are conceptualizations of this movement. They becom e the text 
claim ed by artists who, individually, understand different things by them ; they also becom e the 
dem ands made upon the artist by his people. Relevance and com m itm ent pulse back and forth 
between the artist and society.

T h ese  s ta te m e n ts  on ce  again  stress  th e  re lev an ce  o f social an d  h is to rica l co n tex t in 
G ord im er’s work. T he implication is that in as much as the au thor feels a  responsibility to
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in te rp re t experience, the read e r has a responsibility  to tran s la te  o r d ecode  it w ithin the 
relevant context.

2. Gordimer and feminism

In her com m itm ent to  social and political issues, N adine G o rd im er had never considered 
the plight o f wom en as worthy of particular a ttention  until recently. In a  sta tem en t m ade in 
the seventies, N adine G o rd im er professed  th a t she regarded  all w riters "as androgynous 
beings" (G ord im er, 1988:113)8 thereby implying the irrelevance o f fem inist issues. In her 
o p in io n  w o m en ’s rig h ts  w ere  su b su m ed  u n d e r th e  l ib e ra tio n  stru g g le  an d  th e re fo re  
irrelevant as a distinctive cause9. This stance would explain why she assum ed feminism  to 
be a m anifestation  of w hite and fem ale bourgeois ideology and regarded  it as a  concept 
which could be sum m arily dismissed (Lazar, 1990:102). W hen R oberts (1983:45) observes 
that the focus in G ord im er’s portrayal o f w om en is not so m uch "on their status as women 
but on the moral validity of action as wom en in various circum stances in an overall political 
am bience" she accurate ly  assesses he r stance . Y et, as a "social p a rtic ip an t in w hat she 
observes" (Clingm an, 1986:2) and as a wom an herself, it seem s inevitable th a t she would 
eventually have to address the plight of w om en as a m arginalized group  in society. This 
opinion is substan tia ted  by D river (1983:30) when she asserts that G o rd im er’s shift to a 
g en d er-re la ted  po litica l stance has influenced he r views on w om en and  racism . It also 
seems possible that the  increasing em phasis on gender issues and the em ergence of black 
fem inism  during  the  last few years have con tribu ted  to  he r recognition of the validity of 
w om en’s claims.

D ue to  G o rd im er’s am bivalence on  fem inist issues it is difficult to gauge he r stance, but 
a lready in the early  1980s D river (1983:36) cau tions th a t G o rd im er’s views on sexuality 
sh o u ld  no t be se e n  "as s im p listic  o r a cc id en ta l"  b ecau se  th ey  re p re s e n t  an  im plic it 
ex p lo ra tion  o f racism  as a social issue w hich m akes it analogous to sexual oppression. 
Driver (1983:37) argues that

if she draws on sexuality as a common bond between men and women, she draws on gender identity 
as a common bond between women; she also explores through sexuality the notion of a private life, so 
complex a concept in South African society, and she is able to set up a reverberating metaphorical 
relation between sexism and racism that has Important implications regarding her political stance.

C lin g m an  (1 9 86 :105) d raw s a d ire c t  c o r re la t io n  b e tw e e n  sex u a lity  an d  p o lit ic s  in 
G ord im er’s m ore recent novels when he states that

sexuality is becoming politicized, as political engagement takes on a definite sexual quality. And with 
increasing force, as we shall see in Burger’s Daughter and July's People, Gordim er’s women become 
interlocked with politics, as politics transforms sexuality.

Driver (1983:33) reacts to this statem ent by claiming that G ordim er surely intended that "all 
writers (like all people) ought to be androgynous". She claims that the "feminist impulse" has 
always been implicitly present in Gordim er’s fiction and that her rejection is directly related to the 
colonial context.

Driver (1983:33) refers to (iordim er’s conviction that white colonial women share the blame with 
men where racism is conccrncd. She states that "Gordimcr’s fiction is also addressed towards 
white South African women in a way that draws them into the circle of blame and responsibility", 
and she further suggests that this attitude must be taken into consideration when G ordim er's 
stance on the "political issues of race and sex" arc considered.
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This transform ation  shows a m ovem ent away from the personal tow ards the public. Lazar 
(1990:104) a lso  com m ents th a t G o rd im er’s "variation  in ap p ro ach  to  sexual questions 
m akes it difficult to read  her stories e ith e r as fem inist o r as anti-fem inist representations, 
and this ambiguity of in terpreta tion  is heightened by her frequent use of the ironical voice". 
How ever, this ironical tone is crucial in the  in te rp reta tion  of A Sport o f Nature because it 
no t only c arries  an  im plicit c ritique  o f society, bu t it a lso im p lica tes th e  read e r. T he 
conflicting a ttitudes tow ards different form s of oppression expressed in A Sport o f Nature 
are not necessarily endorsed by G ordim er but m ust ra ther be seen as a  refu ta tion  of power 
politics.

2.1 G ord im er’s fem ale protagonists

T he fem ale protagonists in July’s People, Burger’s Daughter and A Sport o f Nature struggle to 
establish a personal and social identity in a  m ale-dom inated revolutionary society. They all 
show courage and quiet de te rm ina tion  to oppose racial and social inequality, although in 
d ifferen t m easures and by d ifferen t m eans. M aureen  Sm ales, R osa B urger and H illela  
C a p ran  all m ake  consc ious cho ices w hich re fle c t negatively  on th e ir  m ale  re la tiv es, 
ironically undercut their apparen t freedom  of choice and em phasize their social lim itations.

T he anonym ity  o f th e  ab o v e-m en tio n ed  title s  is indicative o f the  p ro tag o n is ts’ lack of 
iden tity  as w om en. M au reen  Sm ales finds life as a  w om an in Ju ly ’s ru ral com m unity 
in to le rab le  and  she escapes to an  unknow n fu tu re , p e rh ap s even d ea th . T h e  im plicit 
critique of the m ale society in Burger’s Daughter is continued in A Sport o f Nature through 
H ille la ’s consciousness, illustra ting  the effects of a m ale-dom inated  society on w om en’s 
lives. R osa B urger, w hose w hole life has b een  overshadow ed by h e r fa th e r’s po litical 
a ffi l ia tio n s , has to  ch o o se  b e tw ee n  b e in g  a m is tre ss  an d  b e in g  im p riso n e d  on the  
p re su m p tio n  th a t she has in h e r ite d  he r fa th e r ’s p o litica l conv ic tions. T h e  po litica l 
su p e rse d es  th e  p e rso n a l. C lingm an  (1986:171) acknow ledges th a t "R osa’s c a re e r  is 
m easu red  ou t in th e  novel in re la tion  to that of her father" bu t he does no t explore the 
im plications o f  this fact in the  in te rp re ta tio n  of the novel. Ironically, R osa has a  tragic 
lim itation o f choice: to  becom e a  m istress would imply resignation to her conventional role 
as a w om an and to  becom e politically engaged would imply conform ing to the  precept set 
by he r fa ther. Y et her choice signifies a  conscious bid fo r equality  in the  struggle for a 
com m on cause, "in becom ing socially and historically com m itted" (C lingm an, 1986:179). 
Both D river (1983:34) and Breen (1990:117) com m ent on the significance o f R osa’s return 
to South Africa. As Breen (1990:117) explains, it indicates an implicit rejection of the idea 
that love is "sufficient for m oral happiness" and she claims that

through Rosa, who ends up in prison for supposed political subversion of the State, women are shown 
as having a moral obligation to face the truth about themselves and the culture in which they live, and 
to act accordingly.

Visel (1988:40) also m akes an interesting connection betw een this incident and the them e, 
when he states that "going to jail is a  paradoxical form of liberation, as the novel’s refrain, 
an ironic dialogue betw een prison and freedom , m akes us aware".
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H ille la  C apran , in A Sport o f Nature, is m ore subtle  in he r choice. She m anages to  gain 
political pow er through her a lte rn a te  roles o f m istress and wife. H er choice o f apparen t 
subjugation is in fact a bid for power, the only possibility for a  w om an forced to obey the 
rules o f a  m an’s game. H illela illustrates D river’s (1983:35) con ten tion  "that new political 
experience is accessible to  a  young wom an prim arily through participation  in a  m ale world, 
and to  th is w orld she can have access m ost easily  th rough  sexual com m union" bu t the 
d iffe re n c e  lie s  in h e r  d e lib e ra te  m a n ip u la tio n  o f m a le  su sc e p tib ility . She  a tta in s  
recognition, although through devious m eans -  ironically endorsed  by society -  and in her 
struggle we observe a steady progression towards an accepted equality betw een the sexes.

It is th en  ap p aren t th a t the expansion of her p a ram e te rs  has m ade G o rd im er aw are  of 
o th er pertinen t issues and social m inorities, that the position of w om en has inadvertently  
becom e an im portan t issue in he r writing. In A Sport o f  Nature she uses the p icaresque 
m ode in a  vein  rem in iscen t o f L atin  A m erican  au th o rs  E le n a  P o n ia tow ska  and  Isabel 
A llen d e . In th e ir  w ork (Hasta no verte Jesús mio  an d  Eva L una  re sp ec tiv e ly ) as in 
G ord im er’s, the picaresque is used as social critique of a  corrupt society in general, but the 
in tro d u c tio n  o f a  p ica ra  in stead  o f a p ica ro  as th e  victim  of society  is a  change  in the 
traditional role and serves as a  subtle but undeniable em phasis of the m arginal condition of 
th e  fem ale  p ro tag o n ist. It is this ex trem ely  iron ical aspect o f A  Sport o f  Nature which 
P a rk e r (1989:210) fa ils to a p p rec ia te . H e ack now ledges th a t th e  novel re p re se n ts  a 
variation on the ‘classic realist text’ which needs to be accounted for and refers to  H illela’s 
"picaresque adventures" (Parker, 1989:217) bu t he fails to  re la te  the individual’s plight to 
th e  fact th a t she is a  w om an who is co n fro n ted  with a p e rso n a l/p o lit ic a l  d ilem m a. A 
fem ale -o rien ted  read ing  of the text reveals this underlying bu t p o ten t irony as the  m ain 
thrust o f social critique.

3. The picaresque defined

A lthough  the  first p ica resq u e  text is g en era lly  accep ted  to  be La vida de Lazarillo de 
Tormes y  de sus fortunas y adversidades published in 1544 by an anonym ous au thor, it was 
only id e n tif ie d  as such  w hen  a n o th e r  sem in a l tex t, e n ti t le d  La vida de G uzm án de 
Alfarache, atalaya de la vida (1559 & 1604), was published in two parts by M ateo A lem án. 
T hese two texts established the  p icaresque trad ition  and constitu ted  a  fram e of reference 
for C ervantes’s Don Quijote (1605). In reaction to the rom ances o f chivalry, the picaresque 
introduced an anti-hero  in the persona of the p icaro /p icara . Lazarillo, who serves as norm  
in this discussion, is the  traditional rogue anti-hero  who is an anonym ous, destitu te outcast 
o f society. H is lack of iden tity  is stressed  by his lack of a fam ily nam e -  his nam e was 
a cq u ired  from  the  riv er T o rm es besid e  w hich he was b o rn . H e has no re la tio n s , no 
education  or profession and he drifts from  m aster to m aster. In his aim less progress he is 
abused and exploited and in turn  learns to  apply the  sam e m easures for survival. T he tale 
is recoun ted  in re trospect, from  an apparen tly  respec tab le  position  w ithin society, and is 
in ten d ed  to justify  his past m isdem eanours. T h is co n cep t o f  th e  rogue hero  is slightly 
changed  in Don Quijote w here C erv an tes  exp lores the illusory and  decep tive  effects of 
fiction rep resen ting  the  an ti-h ero  as an o u tcast instead  o f a  rogue. H ow ever, the ironic 
p lig h t o f th e  p ic a ro /p ic a ra  b eco m es a g e n e ra l in d ic tm e n t o f  soc ial hypocrisy  w hich 
im plicates the read er as part o f society. This e lem ent o f social critique characterizes most 
o f the future adaptations o f the mode.
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T he iden tification  o f texts perta in in g  to the  p icaresque has always been  a controversial 
issue and it is likely to rem ain  one, judging from  the disparate opinions still voiced on the 
su b jec t. H ow ever, m ost critics a d h e re  to  c e r ta in  b asic  a p p ro ac h es  w hich a re  e ith e r 
them atic  o r stylistic in character. B urón (1971) conducted  a com prehensive survey in an 
a tte m p t to  identify  th e  basic d ivergences in op in ion  and  he estab lished  th a t renow ned 
critics such as Lewis (1960), Parker (1967), and M iller (1967) w ere guilty of em phasizing 
particular aspects of the picaresque at the exclusion of others. H e determ ined  three  basic 
trends: e ith e r the variety o f texts ranged under the p icaresque was too  wide, leading to a 
loss of character, or the approach was too analytical and did not take sufficient account of 
the context; o r too  m uch em phasis was placed on the person of the picaro or on his social 
conditions. B urón (1971) finally concludes that satire, and by im plication irony, constitutes 
th e  m ain stay  o f th is  m ode. H e  is su p p o rte d  by E u stis  (1984:164) w ho red u ces the  
contem porary picaresque to its "traditional satirical function” and to  "the existential aspect" 
which relates to  the socially alienated  individual or p icaro /p icara .

W hat is notew orthy, particularly  with reference to this article , is that Burón fails to relate 
th e  p a rticu la r  c h a ra c te r  o f th e  p ica resq u e  to  th e  iron ic  re tro sp ec tiv e  au tob iograph ical 
stance of the picaro and the open ending which, in my opinion, constitute m ajor devices in 
this m ode. T he first-person retrospective stance underlines the significance of the episodes 
re co u n ted  and  in tim a te s  th e  final iro n ica l s tan ce  o f ‘in te g ra tio n ’ th ro u g h  osten sib le  
‘su b jec tio n ’ a lth o u g h , by im p lica tion , m a tte rs  a re  left un reso lv ed . W icks (1974:242) 
a c c u ra te ly  d e sc rib e s  th e  p ica ro  as "bo th  v ic tim  o f th e  w o rld  an d  its ex p lo ite r"  and 
conseq u en tly  he (W icks,1974:244) perceives p ica resq u e  d iscourse  as a  subversive act, 
claiming that

the act of telling, at any rate, is itself a picarcsque gesture of self-assertion by a lowly, insignificant 
outsider 'confessing' himself to the reader by luring him into his world through ostensibly moral 
designs.

T h is  m a k e s  th e  p ic a r o ’s m o tiv a tio n  fo r his r e tro s p e c tiv e  a c c o u n t q u e s t io n a b le .  
C onsequently , the juxtaposition  o f past and p resen t focuses the  re ad e r’s a tten tio n  on the 
n arra tive  act itse lf and h e /sh e  concludes th a t lessons so well lea rn t could no t easily be 
fo rg o tten . 10 T hus the ironic e lem en t perceived in the  in te rac tio n  o f n a rra to ria l stances 
becom es em blem atic  o f the dialectic betw een ‘reality’ and fabrication . Parker (1989:212- 
13) p e rc e iv e s  th is  fu n c tio n  very  c le a r ly  and  he a lso  e s ta b lish e s  th e  re la tio n  w ith 
autobiographical form s when he says that

the narrator oscillates between acting the role of objective historian (claiming to report only what is 
known) and hagiographer (justifying the resort to careful in terpolation  of selected speculation 
concerning the experiences of the protagonist) in order to account for the outcomes, in such a way 
that our hold on the distinction between history and fiction is often wholly dissociated -  to such an 
extent that, when confronted with the choice, we prefer the ‘fictional’ to the ‘factual’.

Taking all these factors into account, I would define the contem porary w om en’s picaresque 
as a n  ex p o sé  o f a  c o r ru p t  an d  h y p o c r it ic a l  m a le -d o m in a te d  so c ie ty  th ro u g h  th e

10 Helen Reed (1984:28) gives a fascinating account of the role of the reader and his implication in 
the interpretation of the picaresque. She uses an intertcxtual approach which "attempts to clarify 
the relationship that exists between two works or between the work and system o f norm s we 
designate as genre". This takes cognizance of the historical literary interaction of contexts.
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au to b io g rap h ica l stance o f the  p icara . It traces th e  in fluence o f such a society on  the 
c h a ra c te r  and  lifesty le  o f th e  p ro ta g o n is t-o u tc a s t to  te rm in a te  w ith an  o p en  end ing  
indicative o f the  n a rra to r’s am bivalent a ttitu d e  tow ards society. O r, as Brink (1990:261) 
very succinctly puts it: "... it concerns the  au tob iography  o f a  trav e lle r in the  m argin  of 
conventional society, offering an am biguous view of contem porary values".

4. T he picara’s ro le assum es new dim ensions

W hen Brink (1990) m entions that the picara is not a  new invention, he fails to note that she 
has u n til recen tly  (A llen d e  and  P o n ia to w sk a ) alw ays b e en  d e p ic te d  by m en, w hose 
p ro tagonist usually adop ted  the role o f p ro stitu te . 1 1  It is exactly this ro le which assum es 
new dimensions in wom en’s literatu re  w here it is exploited as a  subversive strategy. M arcia 
W elles’s (1986:63) investigation in to  "narrative strategies; m ore specifically, into wom en 
and endings in the seventeenth-century Spanish p icaresque novel" already distinguishes an 
evolution towards fem ale autonom y in those texts. She suggests th a t a  d ifferen t reading 
stra tegy  h ighlights the  inab ility  o f a m ale a u th o r  to  p ro jec t fem in ine  experience. This 
re su lta n t m a le /fe m a le  d icho tom y in n a rra to r ia l  s tan ce  is seen  as a  “c o rro s io n  o f the 
p ica resq u e  ‘v o ic e ’ in to  d iv id ed  an d  d is tin c t e n titie s"  (W elle s , 1986:66) w hich has a 
subversive im plication  because the  p icara  gains her social freedom  "as p icaresque  figure 
and  as w o m an . P a ra d o x ic a lly , th e n , it is h e r  very  m a rg in a lity  th a t  g ra n ts  h e r  th e  
w herew ithal to  c ircum ven t th e  estab lish ed  codes o f behavior". She (W elles, 1986:67) 
concludes that a  novel such as La Picara Justina which finally ends in a  m arriage sim ilar to 
th a t in A  Sport o f Nature, acqu ires a  conno ta tion  o f personal gain o r com m ercialization  
ra th e r  th a n  so c ia l in te g ra tio n . T h e  iro n ic  p e rsp ec tiv e  w hich o rig in a te s  th ro u g h  the  
d isp a r ity  b e tw e e n  "the  t ra d i t io n a l  co d e  o f  v a lu e s  a n d  e x p e c ta t io n s  a n d  th e  new  
superim posed meanings" (W elles, 1986:68) implies that it is the "com bination of beauty and 
a t least a m odicum  of corrup tion  which ensures these p icaras o f their success" and m ake 
them  "worthy predecessor[s] to D efoe’s Moll Flanders".

S. H illela as contem porary p icara

5.1 Social hypocrisy unveiled

In th e  first c h ap te r  o f A Sport o f  Nature G o rd im er exposes th e  b la ta n t inconsistencies 
prevalen t in certain  spheres o f South A frican society. H e r irony is m ainly aim ed a t white 
liberalism  which Peck (1988:79) aptly defines as "a hypocritical attitudinizing which salves 
the  consciences o f  its ad h e re n ts  w hile co n trib u tin g  no th ing  to  need ed  change in South 
A frica". T he iro n ic  e ffec t is o b ta in e d  th ro u g h  the  re tro sp ec tiv e  cynical s tan ce  o f the 
narra to r/fo ca lize r reviewing her life and recalling significant incidents from  her childhood 
which had rem ain ed  im prin ted  on he r recep tive  ch ild ’s consciousness and  m ou lded  her 
p e rso n a lity . A t an  early  age she d iscovers th a t  ad u lts  an d  tru th  a re  no t n ecessarily

11 Justina, in La Picara Justina by Francisco López de Ubeda (1506) is regarded as the first picara. 
Although this text was followed by several others, their character as typical picaresque novels is 
often questioned because the restrictive social milieu experienced by women prevented them from 
com m itting actual deeds o f roguery. Consequently, their exploits w ere mainly restricted  to 
prostitution.
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synonymous: "The child had asked questions once or twice, when she was young enough to 
be lieve  ad u lts  gave you answ ers w orth hearing , and had b een  given an  ob liq u e  reply" 
(Sport: 4 ) .12 In th is way G o rd im er jux taposes innocence and experience to  illu stra te  a 
child’s confusion when confronted with adult dissim ulation and the deceptiveness o f  social 
gam es/ru les. H illela learns that appearances are not to be taken at face value and truth is 
an evasive quality.

H ille la ’s personal life is unsettled . She is abandoned  by her m other as a small child and 
has to accompany Len, presum ably her father, on his travels as a salesm an. Consequently, 
H illela becom es part o f the ‘baggage’ o f L en’s profession:

There had been a time, she must have been very small, when she had played and slept and eaten 
beside him in his big car with all the boxes of samples, catalogues and order-books piled up in the 
back. He had made her a nest in there, on rugs stained with cold drinks and icecream she spilt 
(iSport: 5).

T he fact th a t H ille la ’s Jewish nam e m akes her m ore of an outsider in her school than  her 
p a ren ts’ divorce is a good indication of tw isted social values: "She was not the only child 
whose parents w ere divorced or parted  or w hatever it was they were. But she was the only 
H ille la  am ong  Susans and  C lares and  Fionas" (Sport: 3). H e r e ffo rts to  conform  are  
already p resen t in her change of nam e to suit the particular environm ent: "she threw  Kim 
up to the rack with her school panam a and took on Hillela" (Sport: 3). A lready at an early 
age she learns to distinguish the different worlds and act accordingly, to w ear the  correct 
social mask or assum e the ‘p ro tean ’ character so typical of the picaresque.

During the school holidays she is passed on from  aunt to aunt like surplus baggage but no 
one accepts full responsibility for her well-being -  a symptom of m odern society. She does 
not lack m ateria l com forts but em otional com m itm ent, security and guidance are  absent. 
T he re ad e r is inform ed th a t new spapers a re  p resen t in abundance  in Pau line’s house to 
give " in fo rm atio n  bu t no gu idance" (Sport: 59). She is a llow ed  no  privacy and never 
ex p erien ces a  sense  o f belonging  b ecause  she has the doub tfu l advan tage  o f being  the 
eternal guest (Sport: 25). H er room  at O lga’s illustrates this point quite clearly:

There were some things that were hers: holiday clothes left behind each time when she went back to 
school, books, trinkets fallen out of favour. H er absence was more perm anent than her presence. 
There was always the sign of some other occupancy of the room (Sport: 3-4).

H er only reference to her origin and personal identity is a  photograph of her m other which 
"ended a t the  shoulders" (Sport: 4). H er m other’s face is an em otionless m ask: "the eyes 
th e  only fe a tu re  th a t m atched  any recogn izab le  living reality ; they  w ere  th e  eyes of a 
wom an seeing herself in a mirror" (Sport: 4).

H e r  tw o a u n ts  re p re se n t  two d iffe re n t p o les  in th e  S o u th  A frican  so c ie ty . O lg a  is 
m aterialistic and a snob. She accepts H illela as long as she fits in with her o rdered  life and 
m akes no ripples. She regards her as an addition  to  her collection of possessions and her 
m easure o f em otional com m itm ent is restricted to public displays o f affection, taking "care 
not to neglect her young niece in the presence of distinguished company" (Sport: 64). She

12 Sport refers to: [iordim er, Nadine. 1987. A  Sport o f  Nature. Cape Town: David Philip.
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calls he r "the little daughter I d idn’t have" (Sport: 3). For Olga, tru th  is a m eans to an  end 
and that is why she advises H illela callously to lie to Je th ro  about a visit to  Bulawayo: "Why 
don’t you p retend  you’ve been to Bulawayo darling, for heaven’s sake. It m eans so m uch to 
him" (Sport: 6).

In co n trast to  O lga, Pau line  professes to be the g enerous w hite liberal w orking for ‘the 
C ause’. H ow ever, he r lifestyle only exhibits a d ifferen t kind of sterility  and selfishness. 
H er in terests also rem ain  restricted  to  superficial, fashionable causes, which m ake her an 
inverted snob. Ironically, she condem ns herself w hen she declares: "I don’t have any time 
fo r re b e ls  w ith o u t a cause" (Sport: 22) and  still la te r ,  w hen  she  p ro fe sse s  to  lo a th e  
"sanctim onious self-justification" (Sport: 97). In re tro sp ec t she  a tte m p ts  to  justify  he r 
actions on behalf of H illela bu t she only reveals he r self-righteousness, especially with the 
last phrase: "W hat harm  had been done H illela? In th a t house, Pauline and Jo e ’s, she had 
been  trea ted  like one of their own, as long as this was possible" (Sport: 97).

5 2  W om an and society

Olga introduces H illela to a  microcosm  of the "world of women" when she accom panies her 
to  the  hairdressing salon. T he fem ale  condition  seem s analogous to a  cocoon or womb 
which implies safety but at the sam e tim e restriction:

... its chemical garden-sweetness and buzz of warm air from the dryers, fuzz of sheddings on the floor, 
m ade the  child drow se off as a little  anim al curls up, recognizing a kind of safety. All was 
comfortably ritualistic, pam pered, sheltered in the ideal of femininity constructed by the women 
entrapped there. Olga gave her money to go out and buy sweets; she tripped back quietly happy in 
anticipation of the soothing, sucking comfort to come as she lolled, humming or whispering to herself 
in the company of ladies deaf within their second steel crania (Sport: 6).

It is implied that wom en are responsible for their own hopeless condition o f conform ity and 
subm ission by a ttem pting  to live up to an  ideal. In such a world independence is frowned 
upon and like her m other, H illela  questions such an  a ttitude. She realizes that the m irror 
image of herself, ju st like the  pho tograph  of her m other, is not he r tru e  identity: "In the 
trance o f w om en gazing at them selves in the m irrors they face, she is seeing herself. The 
m irror ends her there" (Sport: 7). H ille la  is an individual -  a  ‘freak’- in traditional fem ale 
society.

G ord im er’s rep resen ta tio n  o f the  w orld o f w om en is p a rt o f  the  depravity  exem plified in 
the rest o f society. Hypocrisy is im plied through im ages o f decay and co rrup t values. In 
reality , M andy H erz  is going to  be  ed u ca ted  on  how to  sell he r assets with he r p a ren ts’ 
approval, a  respectable form  of prostitution:

Hillcla’s friend left school and took courses in beauty culture and modelling; she was a very pretty 
girl, her parents approved of her planning a future through the m arketable assets of her face and 
body, so long as this was done in good taste (Sport: 53).

T h e  incisive knife o f criticism  a lso  p ie rces  th e  carefu lly -co n stru c ted  p ro p rie ty  o f  girls’ 
schools w here  sub terfuge is regarded  as ‘h a rm less’ ado lescen t rebellion . Boy-m eet-girl 
situations are  ostensibly fo rb idden  bu t opportun ities exist nevertheless. T he headm istress 
a t H ille la’s school is suitably offended by her harm less friendship with a  coloured boy, Don:
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"It was no t som eth ing  th a t h ap p en ed  w ith in  th e  scope of p eccad illoes recogn ized  a t a 
b ro ad m in d ed  school fo r girls o f a  high m oral standard" (Sport:\3 ). T h e  im age of the 
teach e r who accom panies the  girls on  th e ir outings to the  park  a lludes to  conventional 
V ictorian sexual hypocrisy:

The teacher who accompanied the songololo sat on a bench and read, looking up now and then to 
enjoy the luxury of huge shade under a mnondo tree that came down over her like a Victorian glass 
bell (Sport: 8).

It is implied that certain  m isdem eanours a re  accepted bu t that th ere  is an unw ritten -  and 
racist -  code of ‘taste ’ which should not be  transgressed. The pervasive hypocrisy of South 
African society is mercilessly exposed through the school system:

They were educating themselves for their world in Southern Africa in the way the school helplessly 
abetted, teaching them at morning prayers to love thy neighbour as thyself before they sat down for 
the day in classrooms where only the white children were admitted.

Surprisingly, society’s innate hypocrisy does not rub off on H illela. She rem ains a  ‘natural’, 
as the title of the novel implies. The term  "freak" which Brink (1990) uses in his explication 
of the title should be in terpreted  as an affirm ation of her individuality. She has her own set 
o f codes w hich is recognized  by he r friends and enem ies a like and one of her g reatest 
a ttribu tes -  and perhaps defence m echanism  -  is her total lack of vanity. T he psychiatrist, 
Ben, recognizes it very early on (Sport: 105):

In his professional experience of human vanity, her lack of it was amazing. He learnt something he 
didn’t know; it is difficult to make oneself necessary to one who is free of vanity.

53 Hillela: arch-opportunist and manipulator

D ue to  he r vagran t lifestyle and shallow  em otional ties, H ille la ’s jou rney  through life is 
strew n  w ith tran s ito ry  re la tio n sh ip s . She reg ard s physical love as th e  only m eans of 
com m unication  -  ironically em ulating the p icaro’s trea tm en t o f w om en as sexual objects. 
T his unique featu re  o f  H ille la ’s characte r m akes her ‘invincible’ -  m en recognize in her a 
d ep en d ab le  pe rso n  and a com panion  no t p ro n e  to the  usual hysterics o r fem ale vanity. 
A lthough she is an opportunist, she chooses her com panions with circum spection -  they are 
people  like herself who regard sex as a necessary therapy bu t have m ore im portant ideals 
to fulfil -  for exam ple the French am bassador who m eets her on equal ground. M en with 
p o w er a ttra c t  he r, becau se  she recogn izes a d riv ing  force  b e h in d  th e ir  actions which 
corresponds with her own. She is quick to  recognize w orthwhile p artners in bo th  W haila 
and R euel. T h eir unsw erving devotion  to  the cause o f lib e ra tio n  and lack o f hypocrisy 
seem  to  sp a rk  o ff h e r ad m ira tio n  fo r th em  and  they p re se n t an  ad d itio n a l ch a llenge  
b e ca u se  th ey  a re  a p p a re n tly  u n a tta in a b le  as m a rr ie d , b lack , m ale  re v o lu tio n a rie s . 
C onsequently, people like Sasha, Ben, Udi and Bradley are  not com patible with her idea of 
freedom , of "moving on" (Sport: 118). They would expect conventional loyalty from  her as 
their wom an and be inclined to tie her down. This a ttitude is rem iniscent o f Jam es’s Isabel 
A rcher in The Portrait o f a Lady bu t in con trast to  Isabel, H ille la  proves to  be a  shrewd 
judge of character -  an ap titude she acquired through past experience -  and she is no lady 
in Jam es’s sense either.

As she has a  sharp  intellect, H illela is a  fast learner and she is able to  adap t to any situation 
and tu rn  it to her advantage. T he jou rnalist catches her unaw ares with his defection  but
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she never allows a sim ilar incident to dera il her again. W h eth er she acts as nursem aid, 
agen t, lec tu re r, m o th e r o r wife she always m anages to  m an ip u la te  th e  situ a tio n  in her 
favour. In he r stin t as nursem aid  in the  French  am bassador’s service she gains valuable 
knowledge on e tique tte  and m eets im portan t people -  which she uses to her advantage in 
la te r  life  -  as m o th e r  she  leav es  h e r  ch ild  in th e  c a re  o f  o th e rs  a n d  lives on  th e  
k indheartedness of friends in London, turning a blind eye to  their obvious discomfort. In 
A m erica she relegates her m aternal duties to  Bradley and his family: moving in with him 
proves convenient on m ore counts than  one.

H ille la  has a tta in e d  an  e q u a l fo o tin g  w ith m en, an d  h e r  sexual a ttra c tiv e n e ss  is an 
a d d itio n a l ad v an tag e . She is a p p re c ia te d  fo r herself, h e r  in te lligence  and  in o rd in a te  
capacity  to adap t, an  alm ost cham eleon-like  ap titu d e . T his ch arac te ris tic  is especially  
ev iden t in her con tact with black revo lu tionaries whose confidence and accep tance  she 
m anages to win qu ite  easily. She also seem s to u nderm ine  w om en’s instinctive fears of 
rivals and sexual th rea ts  so th a t B en’s wife, C hrista  and even the  worldly M arie-C laude 
succum b to her ap paren t lack of guile. T he la tte r even entrusts her with her children and 
husband.

H illela’s rebellion against hypocritical practices in society has also induced an aw areness of 
politics in her. To her the a tta inm ent o f an individual, recognized fem ale identity becom es 
co n co m ita n t w ith p o litica l pow er. T h is seem s to  c o rre la te  w ith L a z a r’s (1990:109) 
observations on sexual oppression in som e of G ord im er’s short stories when she claims that 
"often in these stories there  also seem s to be a tone of oblique sanction of what G ordim er 
perceives as female strength and resourcefulness".

5.4 The cynical retrospective stance

H ille la ’s variety o f  nam es, denoting  d ifferen t identities, her detached  em otional a ttitude, 
vagrant lifestyle and o p portun ist s treak  all identify he r as a m odern  p icara. H er cynical 
retrospective stance underlines this im pression. She has been both an exploited victim and 
an  e x p lo ite r  o f  soc iety . T h e  p e rso n a lly -b ia se d  f ic tio n a l re c o n s tru c tio n  o f  ev en ts  is 
em phasized by a revealing  s ta tem en t indicating  a d e lib e ra te  o b lite ra tio n  o f inform ation 
concern ing  H ille la ’s activ ities du rin g  h e r stay in Jo h an n esb u rg . It serves as an  iron ic  
rem inder that the n a rra to r can and will m anipu late  inform ation  to suit her own purposes, 
as A llende’s Eva Luna tells stories. T he n a rra to r is reconstructing  events and her life at 
seventeen does not contribute to the line o f argum ent:

This is not a period well-documented in anyone’s memory, even, it seems, Hillela’s own. For others, 
one passes into a half-presence (alive somewhere in the city or the world) because of lack of objective 
evidence and information; for oneself, the lack of documentation is deliberate. And if, later, no-one 
is sure you really are the same person, what -  that is certain to be relevant- is there to document? 
Everyone is familiar with memories others claim to have about oneself that have nothing to do with 
oneself (Sport: 100).

P ersonal m em ories d iffer and  th e re fo re  accuracy becom es irre lev an t. T h is brings the 
re la tionsh ip  be tw een  m em ory and pho to g rap h s in to  focus: p h o to g rap h s a re  s ta tic  while 
m em ories are  alive and m utable, analogous to the conventional percep tions o f history and
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fiction. They embody the retrospective stance assum ed by the n arra to r -  telling as much as 
necessary but perhaps thereby revealing m ore than  expected.

H illela’s final position as wife o f the president of the O A U  reflects the inherent irony in the 
position of the  p icara  in society and the effective critique by m eans of the open ending of 
the p icaresque m ode. H er position is unassailable: she keeps herself indispensable to the 
p re sid en t by tu rn ing  a b lind  eye to  his m arita l infidelity  am ong th e ir set as well as the 
growing num ber o f children o f the second wife -  a  position rem iniscent of Lazarillo’s. The 
presiden t relies on her for advice and support so th a t she becom es a  true  partner, despite 
her sex. How ever, as Lazarillo has to live with the idea that he is the husband of a  ‘kept’ 
wom an, she has to  live with the fact that she will always be a  ‘kep t’ wife in the eyes of the 
W estern  w orld, w here  bigam y is not recognized. T his is the  p red icam en t bu t also  the 
conscious choice o f the picara. She has reconstructed  her life story to  justify and perhaps 
advocate this choice. Parker (1989:219) criticizes the fact that H illela acquires identity via 
h e r sexuality  bu t it m ust ra th e r  be seen  as su p rem ely  iron ic , b ecau se  it se rves as an 
indictm ent o f m ale double standards.

6 . Conclusion

T hree  basic issues have been  addressed  in this article: the significance of m odal and con­
tex tua l in te rac tio n ; its re levance  to G o rd im er’s w ork and her stance on fem inism  and, 
finally, the effect o f these issues on the in terpreta tion  o f A  Sport o f Nature.

T he first two issues re la te  to G o rd im er’s acute aw areness o f historical context and to  her 
responsibility as a writer. In contrast with L azar’s (1988:209) contention t h a t " G ord im er’s 
politicisation around gender issues is not in synchrony with her politicisation around racial 
and econom ic oppression" I believe that the gradual evolution in he r political stance has 
a lso  included an  expansion of social concerns and fem inist issues. In consequence, the 
scope of her them e would dictate the appropriation  of a  suitable vehicle of expression such 
as the p icaresque, which depicts p e rso n al/so c ia l in teraction  by positing the individual or 
p icara against a  hostile society. W icks (1974:244) accurately perceives the function o f the 
p icaresque in contem porary  lite ra tu re  when he re la tes it to  the "the narrative function of 
au to b io g rap h ica l and  confessional fo rm s”. H is re fe ren ce  to the  au tob iograph ical form  
raises an im portant elem ent of the picaresque as it has been  defined in this article, namely 
its c h a ra c te ris tic  as a  so p h is tica ted  v e rsio n  o f th e  a u to b io g rap h y . In my op in io n , it 
represen ts a culm ination of the autobiography, the hagiography and the testim onial. As a 
strategy it represen ts an effective move from  the personal to the universal and with m ore 
success than any o ther mode.

In her com bination  of fem inism  with the p icaresque, G ordim er has been  able to illustrate 
th e  p ro b lem  o f m arg inality  with s ta rtlin g  c larity  and p ro fo u n d  im plications. She has 
achieved a fusion of them e and context through the im plem entation  of the satirical stance 
and open ending. The personal has becom e political. W e are  p resen ted  with a  dam ning 
picture of individual and social interaction as observed through the m edium  of contem po­
rary South A frican society, and left with an unflattering view of universal hum an nature at 
th e  sam e tim e. G o rd im er seem s to  in tim ate  th a t the  p resen t inequality  in gender and 
cu ltu re  in South A frica as dep icted  in A Sport o f Nature, p resen ts an im passe which can
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only be resolved by subversive m eans and pow er politics which she does not necessarily 
endorse. In this respect, we detect an aching fam iliarity betw een H illela’s final stance and 
E u stis ’s (1984:166) d esc rip tio n  o f P io  B a ro ja ’s p ro tag o n ist in Aurora roja (1923) who 
dem onstrates:

... the futility of all attempts to achieve economic stability and a minimum of dignity except through 
aggressive personal initiative and, in the final analysis, the abandonm ent of idealism and hope for 
social justice. In the final situation the law of survival is strongest and politics, of whatever stripe, 
offers no hope for social amelioration.

D e Kock’s (1988:46) suggestion that G ord im er’s political stance is m oving away from  the 
"hum anist m odel o f a sm all u n iverse  o f in te rp e rso n a l re la tio n sh ip s seen  from  within, 
tow ards a  m ore m ate ria lis t view  o f life and  history" is a ccep tab le  bu t it does no t fully 
recognize the complexity of G ord im er’s view on life. In my opinion, Peck (1988) seem s to 
come closest to  a  divination o f G ord im er’s intent when he claims:

If Gordimer intends A Sport o f  Nature to be ‘inspirational’ clearly her message is more about strategy 
than about tactical details. The point is that love and compassion and the utopian vision they create 
arc necessary but not sufficient in the South African setting, that committed whites must find leverage 
in the power equation. Such tactical details as are generalizable suggest that the search for levers of 
power requires a certain rootlessness and ruthlessness, adaptability and survival skill, coupled with a 
willingness to take advantage of whatever sources of power one may have. G ordim er strongly 
emphasizes these characteristics in Hillela, although it is less clear that she endorses them.

In conclusion, I w ould ven ture  to suggest that G ord im er exhibits a  profound aw areness of 
hum an nature and the eventual corruption of power. Through H illela she projects the only 
possible solution in the form  of adaptation  to Africa, bu t it is m arred  by the fact that it can 
only be asserted  through selfish and subversive m eans: an in tim ation th a t the so lu tion  is 
still out o f reach.
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