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REGIONAL AND CURRENT PROBLEMS IN SOUTH
AFRICA AND THEIR IMPACT ON LITERATURE WITH
REMARKS ON THE EVALUATION OF THE AFRI-
KAANS NOVEL*

1. INTRODUCTION

My paper centres round a specific silualion ami its impact on lileraline in
South Africa with special reference to tlie modern novel in the Alrikaans
language and the literary evaluation ol the novel. This does not mean that |
exclude references to the other genres, poetry and drama and to literatures
in other languages within the South African t:ontexl. Many of you might
know but to clarify | would like to point out that | refer to Ah ikaans as the
Germanic language originating from the 17th century Dutch mother
longue of appioximately 3V2 million South Africans.

2. LITERATURE

I use the term literature to refer specifically in this context to liieraiy
literature - literature which belongs to the so-called “belles lellres” and
which has won respect in the eyes ofthe literary critics. Categories of literary
value are, to my mind, universality, ambiguity, originality, imagination
-much heard-of merits of the literary phenomenon. Literary value and
literary evaluation are very complex issues. SuH'ice it 10 mention the more
important categories of value.

3. LITERATURE IN SOUTH AFRICA

It is obvious that in South Africa, as in many other countries, a dellnite
actual and political situation has an eliect on its literature. National
circumstances are closely related to the development ol the so-called
“litterature engagee”. 'I'his fact has been confirmed time and again by
lectures aheady given at this congress. Again | nmst state that of course all
literatitre is in one or other way engaged, es|)ecially when it centres around
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universal luiniaii emotions like love, sorrow and the experience ol'beauty.
Il this rcs|)ei't literary flr/M/j are all alike, also those who refer toand include
the South African “scene” in their writings :

‘a poet is the same, the same breed continuous to love, beauty and hate
oppression, to believe in spiritual values and the mind's alilnities
(Macl)iarmid, 1974 : 15).

South Africa has a variety of literatures which correlate with the variety of
language groups within its borders: 'lI'welve peoples and nine languages
ajjart from the Afrikaans and [I'*nglish language cultures. Afrikaans
literature and English literature are created by authors from diil'erent
ancestries. Not only the true English-speaking person in South Africa but
people hom all creeds in South Africa write in English. In this respect there
isan endeavour to reach the widest possible audience for commercial and
irieological reasons, also because it is the language (ihc. lini’'ua franca) many
people arc taught in.

With so many literatures, oral and written, one would think that those
literatures created within a relative geographic and constitutional unity
should excercise a considerable inlluence on one another. | ’his is actually
not the ca.se, when one looks at parallel themes or motifs. One subject,
though, which towers above all others isthe subject oihwiian relaliom. Before
I elaborate on this 1 woulfl like to point out that one could in a way utilize the
polysysteni theory of L Even-Zohar (1979:288) by which one could distinguish
several divisions within the South African context dominated and organized
by a particular national situation. One could distitiguish several categories.

Every one of these following categories has its own peculiarities ;

3.1 The Afrikaans-language literature mainly created by White authors
though not all f)fthem white because colotued people are writing in English
as well. The Afrikaans novel belongs to this system.

3.2 'lI'ne English-language literature, mainly created by White authors
which ol'course tics iti with the mainstream of English literature (English rtfiiy
American).

3.3 I'he English literature, mainly written by Black authors stiongly
connected with the South African English literature mentioned in 4.2.
voluntarily (Rive, R. 1977:14).



3.4 Liieratiire, written or oral, l)y Black authors in tlie 9 other main
languages of Soul h Alrica.

Dissatislaction with the social order I'orins a common theme in the
literatures mentioned ahove, especially alter 19()Il, with one hari ier between
these systems — that being a language barrier. Iti connection with the
common theme ol dissatisfaction wilh the social older in South Alricaa 7 hue
columnist relerred wilh envy to Nadine Gordimei who has such a rich
source to choose her subjects from :

'South Africa ... that outlaw nation on a seething, exolic conlinent, wilh a
social system based on a fiction of magnilicent lolly’ {Rap/xirl, 22/07/84).

Though this view issomewhat exaggerated, one can say that many present
novelists in South Africa are, as a result of the current situation in that part
of ihe continent of Africa, “being challenged to confront a society in
tension” (Soulli AJricm Oiilluok, Vol. 114, no. 135.)).

4, SOUTH AFRICAN LITERATURE
Firstly Iwould like — very brielly — to refer to the
4.1 South African English Literature

One could, as already riK’niioned, in this respect distinguish bclween two
units; linglish literature written by White authors and English literature
written by Blat k authors. A good example of the lirst category is Allan
Palon’s famous novel (.ty the hiluved cuunlr-y (1948), translated into many
languages and Nadine (Jorcliiner’s ilimi;/lli'r (1979). J would like to
elaborate brielly on Ilie second category which, ironically, is partly
unknown to many people in South Africa and better known by people
abroad. 'I'his relates particularly to the literature of the sixties which was
subjected to censorship wilh the resull ihal many books were banned. After
ihe Sharpeville u|jrising many authors who identified themselves with ihe
anti-apariheid movements were forced to leave the country, or did so
volunlarily (Rive, R. 1977:14).

This siluation has chang(;d. In an interview Richard Rive, head of tiu-
deijartmeni ol I'Inglish ofthe Hewitt TrainingClollege Alhloiu-, Cape ‘l'own,
points oul that Black literature nowadays llourishes, due to the emergence of
magazines like Slajfnikr and ‘lhe new classic.



riu-nialically a rliaiifre oi a kind ofdevelopment oecnrred timing the lil'lies
and up to the eighties. At llrst thescliool ol'protcst poetry oi prose (especially
short prose) existed, written in I'>nglish with the idea of having the Whites
read it. In the late .seventies and eighties the Black artist rathei writes about
Black identity and Black consciousness, works l'or the Blacks about the
Blacks in order to ascertain their place in the world. 'lI'nese arc rather
variants ol the protest poetry of the I'lfties, but protest poetry with a much
greater impact.

Thi.s kind ol protest literature has been encouraged, inter alia, from inside as
well as Irom outside the coimtry (USA). Asan example one can mention the
poet Malika Pascal Gwala in his poem “On being human”

‘One thought never leaves

riiat one is human

with feelings ol love and hate

with pangs of desertion and embrace
with inner urge to destroy atul create’.

Many of his poems show bitterness against Black people who think of
themselves in terms of their being “non-Kuropeans” and not as people in
their own right with their own identity and pride.

He haselo(Juently plea<led that literature must not only be bounti to itsowti
periofi, but that it should be exalted above its own period and should refer
moif specifically to the universal existence of mankind.

In this regard Atulre F. Brink states in the introduction to a book ofpoems
entitled/l world nj theirnwn (1970) that the literature ofthe Fillies and Sixties
“was overtly and sometimes movingly involved in the ‘South African
experience’, mainly with socio-political overtones sustained by all the anger
and fierce inspiration oi lilterature enga”ée, but often limited by the inhihitinns and
sufierjiaalitiex and frustrations of a content and a context too narrowly
identified with a local habitation and a name”.

42 THE AFRIKAANS NOVEL FROM THE BEGINNING

Regarding the Afrikaans novel, on which | will concentrate, one must look
at tfie historical social situation ofthe Afrikaans people, comiTionly known as
descendants ofthe Boers, well-known to Europe because ol their fierce and
heroic struggle during the destructive Anglo-Boer War wfiich lasted for
tlu ee years (from 1899— 1901). Because of their scorched-earth policy, the
British army destroyed faims, cattle weie killed or taken and women and
children were herd(-d into concentration camps. Those Boers who escaped



dcatfi on Ilic ballle-deltl returned lo Ilicir I'arnis penniless and liail to make a
living I'roiTi seiatcli. The 1Joer War thus created, at that tin>e, one ol'the
greatest social piohlenis in South Al'rica, theso-called pooi Whites piolileni.
‘I'nis prohlem was later on aggravated hy the Wall Street Collapse and the
suececding world recession.

From this many lelated literary themes emanated: One ol these was the
social problem ol urbanization. This theme included some permanent views
ol'tlie Afrikaner, e.g. his traditional rural and religious ties. Hone takes the
prestigious Mertzog Literary Prize as a standard of literary evaluation for
neat ly 40 years from its inception in 1915 to the early sixties, these themes
pervasively figured in the prize-winning novels. To some extent literary
criticismu«i/ literary evaluation ran concurrently with a social situation, not
uncommon in the “prize-winning business” — the Nobel Prize awards are, 1
think, often matle along the same lines.

Another characteristic of the Afrikaans-speaking people was its strong
religious sentiments. 'I'his too is manifc-sted in litei ature, as seen in the works
of a fiertzug Prize wintier, a professor in Afrikaans literature, D.F.
Malherbe, for his books on Hiblical themes (1939), books which made an
appeal to the religious sentiments of the Afrikaans readers but according to
literary norms«wir reached a high standar d. Today those novels are simply
historical documents.

Afrikaans literature in South Africa before World War H, from the point of
view of the implicit author, with some exceptions, “never” revealed lacial
tension in its intrigue and characters. This conclusion dillers from readet to
reader, es()ccially when the reader is a coloured or a black reader. Jakes
Gerwel (prolessor of Afrikaans at the University ofthe W'estern tiape) has a
reading experience or reception ofthese books which shows, for instance, an
explicit di.ssatisfaction with the representation ofcoloured people : Me states
that in the works referred to there is a constant representation of the
coloureds as a dill'erentiated social category characterized by abnormal
social behaviour [)atlerns, a comical and pathetic deficiency in the
es|)ression of imitated cultural patterns, emotional bankru])tcy or childish-
ness and in general a fall from the completeness of being a human being.
'I'nis may be the case, but racial themes were not at all intended to be
peripheral, rather than accentuated in these novels.

'I'hnough South Africa took part in the hostilities. World War 1l did not have
a great ellect on Afiikaans literature as such. In 1942, during the war, the
llertzog Prize was awarded t(j C.M. van den lleever Icjr his book entitUrd
l.aal iirufite {Laic [mit) a novel alxiiit the eternal cycle of youth, adult life, age;



about a dictator farmer whose life is in the cml fullillcci by his son aiul his
son’s rliilrlren.

4.2.1 The great explosion

I'he great explosion in tlie Alrikaans literature and its appreciation came
aljout during tlie sixties, concurrently with the advent of the Republic of
South Africa. 'lI'his meant to a large part ofwhite South Africans (more than
60% ofthat group) the emancipation from Great Britain and the restoration
ol a republic, reminiscent of the old Boer Republics of the turn of the
century. I'his in tuin ha<l a profound elTect on the nature of the Afrikaans
novel and Iliestandard of literary evaluation. No longer were novels uscfl to
describe the Afrikaans j)eople in their very limited social and religious and
economical conllicts, but their social surroundings in a wider community of
people’scontext came to be protrayed. I'his resulted in a (ierce struggle of
conllicting values.

The first object of this struggle was a novel, published in 1962 just after the
Sharpeville uprising, entitled Sewe doe by die Silhersleim (Seven days at the
SUbersleins), written by FAtienne Leroux, of which Jack (lope (1983: 116)
states:

“'I"his I)ook was published soon after Sharpeville and contains a resonance
from that time ofcrisis and insecurity. It made a furore in literary circles and
was seen as a great advance in Alrikaans fiction”.

It brought about a complete change in the literary scene in South Africa.
One may label this as an era of social realism in South African literary
history. One would guess that this system might be part ofa greater South
African (wlysystem (op. cit.) and might even form the centre ol it. 'I'his is
cs|)ecially the case with its content but not its form. Regarding Ibrm, the
Afrikaans novel of the sixties actually in a way belongs to a Western
Kuropean polysystem with its centre in France, inspired by Robbe-Cirillet,
Sartre, Camu.s. 'lI’his is due to the fact that many of the Afrikaans avant-
garde authors lived and worked and studied in France, familiarizing
them.selves with the avant-garde literature of that country.

'I'ne following trends manifest them.selves within the system to which the
Afrikaans novel belongs :

a. 'i'here is di.ssatisfaction with a social order.

b. The “outsider” becomes finite prominent (i.e. Etienne I*eroiix’s Ken vh



Azuzt'! (One for the devil).

c. Rcligiidii as a tliciiic disappears lioii) the liierai y si eiii; atid isolteii used in
a negative way itiuch to tlie anger ol'many “unlilerary” Afrikaans language
reailers. Oilier religions rnaniiest Ilieniselves. It is Hreyten Breylt nljaeii who
lor instance introdueed Zen Buddhism to Alrikaans literature with the
pui)li(ation > halMliiile.s in 19(>4 ((Uiiustn>Dh)\) and many othei oi his
poems.

il. Authors within this system start to experiment with several t(jols Irom Ihe
literary toolkit, lor instance with point ol view. I'antasy and surrealism
become an important part ol the literary system. This applies especially to
André Brink who from the beginningexpei imenied with his novel Labol/inr
rlie leive (1‘led™e for lijej ol 1962. A climax orexp(*riment within the system ol
the Alrikaans language is his most re( ent book Iluiul-dcn-bek with its
indictment ol the establishment by using a histoi ical viewpoint picturing
ruial lifewith Afrikaans-speaking larmers with their non-w'hite servants and
slaves. Every character receivesaturn — in achanging dialogue — to air his
view on <ertain events. 'lI'he accent is on Blac k-White relations. Within the
seopi- ol the Alrikaans literatitre language this brings about a new iechni(iue
— ina wider context however, this isnot new. Louis Paul Boon (Mtriiiel) and
Hugo CMaus (/> Metsiers) used this technicpie derived Irom William
I"aulkner.

e. Figmes of speec'h like irony combinetl with satire, are used more
extensively. It isagain lltienne l.eroux who IUs in perlectly in this as|K'cl ol
the system wit h his novel Alageisldiileiri, o Malleisluntein! One detects a kind ol
sadistic satire in which the “sti»ry” ol'a heroic Botn' battle and victory is
translbrmed into an indiclntent of the present establishment.

(. I'ne new trends bring about a correlative sliii't in litei ary crit icism. Panels
of judges of the Hertzog Prize have come up to date with the new litiMary
scene. Two years alter the publication oi Seven days with the Sdheisleins they
justiliably awarded lhe Ilerlzog Prize It>Imic-nne l.eroux lor his then lamous
novel, 'i'his caused a public outcry — suddenly “literary evaluation”
be( arne public propeity. .Some people braniled Ihe novel as a Communist
jjlot, not recognizing the very noble appeal of the novel, contained in a
remark by Henry, one ol the main characters who says ;

“I'he laidl lies with us Whites. We must learn to gel rid olOurold fixed ideas.
We must search oui'own hearts. We must learn to think courageously’.

Authors like Brink, Leioux and Klsa foubert {Pofjfile .Xoni"eiui) and others



appeal to have a strong vocation to deal with — and this is niiflcrslanilahlc
— the local scene. This intensive engagenient wit li Ilie local scene may have
the Tcsnit that these novels do not attain a lourth dimension and do not
become nniveisal manilestatioTis ol men in distress, which can he discoimec-
ted ironi the South Al'rican scetic. The pnhlicatir)iis of these tiovels olien
become “happenings” on the lilerary Iront. The present situation in Sonth
Alrica e\okes the creation ol political novels which prevent the creation ol
novels with a great potential lot universality, although not intensely
engaged with (he social |>ioblems of Sonth Alrica.

Another ellect is that the locus of literary criticism ol'prose in Soiilh Alrica is
lon ed in lhe direction ofthe novels thus engaged. This also happens because
these novels are translated into many languages and world ojnnion is
locus.sed on them not necessarily because of their literary value.

(I coniine mysell'to the Afrikaans novel, which means cxchidingdrama and
|Joetry. 1 would agree that drama has conmion denominators with the
abovementioned categories, but strangely enough Afrikaans poetry, with
exceptions, on the whole df)cs not lit into the system to which the novel
belongs, es|)ecially with reference to theme. I'he explanation lot this could
be that Ah ikaans poetiy throughout its existence np to now has had a
tendency to move away from legionalism to nniversalism — though, once
again there aic exce|)tioiis.)

Afrikaans poetry can <ompete on groimds of literary value with |)oelry of
many other literatnres. Poetry of (Juality like the verses of Hreylen
Hreylenbach, N.I’. van VVyk l,ouw and 1J.J. C)[)perman will transcend its
time.

In conclusion one may well ask whether there isnot another kind of prose o(
lilerary value in Afrikaans, away from the political scene and theme. One
must take into account that the Afrikaans-speaking |Jopulalion is relatively
small and a small population can only produce a small literary corpus in
which the social novel lakes a dominant position.

In general many “famous” modern novels in Afrikaans, due to the [iressure
of the times, belong to the realm ofsociology and Ibr that matter in a way to
social icalism —ullieriirfifial, and tlieri’jore ainnol he “real components ol world
literar y process” (IOffii ; 158).

'I'ne focirs of literary criticism and literary evaluation tends to Ibllow the
lines ol the novels thus engaged, resulting in a general view|)f)int directed at
this kind of literature not necessarily literary but very much socially
orientated. 'lI'hus evaluation is oflett based on the external relationship ofa



work, willioiil takiiij® into account the intiiiisi valm-s. This is to tlic
(lcti iiiiciit (jl tin' (<vflo[jinciit ol a novel wliii li could well I>c rcgaidcd as
Inrlon™iiig to tiic so-( alli'd “high litfiatuic”. I'loni (his point ol view | hav»',
pciiorce, to coriic to the concktsion that the liuly great novel in Aitikaaiis
still has to he written.
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