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The Writer as Storvteller?

In recent Limes, new schools of  Lbiterary theory have appeared 4Ln

South Atrid et came the maberialists to challenge Lhe  Liberal

hegemoany, and  Lhen the structuralists, who, in some of bhe  later
vaersions of  tLheory, see the materialists themselves as  btoo wuch
wedded to liberalism  and humanism. Ancl Lhen bthere dis also  Njabulo
Nodebele, wha seemns to be something of a phenomenon  in hidmselt,
Perhaps this i because he is African, not white. Literary theory in
South Africa is, of couwrse, largely monopolised by white academics,
anc thic hae, oo dowl, some conseguences Ffor  the character of Live
resultant theory. 1t 1is noticeable, tor example, with perhaps  few

excepbions, that @ materialist and structuralist theorists  n Soubis

Hfrica derive their conceptual apparatus Ffrom the West, intact and
kwady—fwrmed. All that remains 1s bo apply it, as well as mnay be, tuw
the local material. In other words, such local theorilists are ah  an
wasentially pupilage relationship to the theorists of the West, who
are vastly more sophisticated, inventive and original. lIndeed, it
could be said that the real theorebical work iz beding daons in the
West, and only aimitated here, in a muffled sort of way. This is nat
said with the intentiqn of deriding the efforts of local academics
who attempt to grapple with and épmly materialist and structuralist
theories. I am, after all, one of those involved! There seems to be

L
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na obther way, and this way does offer a certain scope. Imitation

never simply repetition, and perhaps this imitation g never, 1in  any
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case, simply imitation. [ local craitical theory is derivabtive, this
1.5 a retlection on the nature of  the relationship betwesn Soubi
Afvrica angd the West, on the nature of the  South African educab oo
ayastom, and on the separation ot Lhee wupper reaches of Lhe e Lo
svstem from the major realities ot South African life. 1hoe separalaon
of academic Lite from social Life makes it very difticult, if -nmt

impossibile, to be conceplually productive.

A1l this s by  way wl oo bwsle be ocome eonsideration of  Ghe
distinctiveness of.NdEbGIE'é cantribution th literary theory in South
Africa. For in his case it does seem that critical discourse  emer geos
aut ot a samewhat different process. For the white academic aiienatmd
from the liberal humanist orthodoxy, it is exciting and innovative Lo
engage wilth materialist and structuralist theory, and Lo apply  uihs

ten the local material. It i a case of one  academnic btheoey

o

confronting and displacing anather. In Ndebele s case, bhuwever o
crucial factor 1n his discourse s bhe articulation ofa  powertol
populist tradition that derives from othwsr, non-academnic areas of
South Arrican lite. Populist discouwrses, institutions, practilices, arve
indeed pervasive in  the political and ocultural lite of Llves
disenfranchised. Ndebele’ s achievemént i tao bring some  of the
concepts, issues and demands of this populism ﬁm bear on the Tield of
literary writicism. {(Furthermore, he has brought literary criticism
to bear on populism. } In fact, he draws freely, eclectically, on
Negtern theorists, bubt these borrowings are tempered and subdued to
the démands of a body of ideas of local provenande. populist ideas.
The Veﬁults of this co-pperation and tensionof ideas may  sometimes
be confused, contradictory or unclear, and in this way be the echo of
unfinished; unclarified debates and  sltruagles in bthe widser saciety.

But it may alsa, I think, be conceptually productive. Ndebele may al
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thié stage be a phenomenon unto himself. He also points Ghe way, 1
suspect, towards a future, genuinely Soulth  African cribical
discourse, or, al any rate, the elenents of discowse on which b
draws will be forces to be reckoned with in the formation of a truly

South African critical discourse.,

i1

What I have been  arguilng so far  can be summed up oquite simply:
Nolebedle in his literary ocriticiswm is more directly 40 Lo iy Witk
wicler social debate in South  Africa than are most Literary  oribios.,

This is the reason why his criticism has such a chistinotive  auality,

and why 3.6 'is worth close attention., To engage with Noebeole, 1
is not simply to engaage an a debate over the roason” ot Lilerary
things, no matter now necessary and valuable such  a debate must  be
for literary theorists. It is to engage with  social voices, with

socilal discourse.

The Focus of mny discussion in  this paper s upon bhe concepl  of
the wreiter of filction as a "storyteller.” In antroducling, or e

intraducing, | 1] this concept to the centre-stage ot aritical debate,

Ndebele is signalling the distinctiveness of his perspective. Debate,

Py bhe  conltext with  wihich T was fFambldoar, Cended Lo e
Locked on Lhe guestion  of the opposition  between art and ol i,

e liberals  wanted Lo SusLaln Ll N QTE S ST Tl

£

maberialists, Ghe "radicals, wanted to break 1t down. Wedlers  of
Fretion and critires tended Lo take wpw o thelr posabLoss aceordarngg o

whiether they  wanbed Lo shress Liwr  dldstarcbion letwesn ar bl anal
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politics, ar to show btheilr  dnterpenstration. Both sides were ab  one
in their opposition Lo apartheid, and o GCheor belbnet Ghabh Lhe study
ot Licerature should counteract  aparbheid, but they o lsaur el abeoal
the modalibty ol bhis oppossbion. The liberals saw bhe "hosan noalur e’
caompanent o literature as a natuwal dissolvenl o Lhe pabbhologiocal
Adistortion of  apartheid, whereas the materialists argued ftor  Lhe
necessity of explicit political commitment, a conmibment which  weoolol
bie expressed through an exposure of the social andgd historical, rabbeer
than the "human nature, " determinants of  apartheid. "Human nature”
thus became a battle-around in this debate, For the liberals, "Fiuarnan
nature" represented timeless norms ot hwaman makivation anc
evaluation, which it was the genius of the witer to "make speak.”
Far the matevialists, "lhuman nature” was a construct ot Ldeology,
which served the purpose  of mystifying the organisation o hwanan
saciety by deflecting people from the examination of its social  and
historical determinants. The liberals focussed upon "human nature” in
the dndividual, seeing the genius of the witer in being able to malos
"wman nature' speak tor dtselt  selt-evident, as being dependent on

the abilitQ to articulate the deepest well-springs ot individoual
axperience. The materialists, in reflex, saw the dindivicual as the
very locus of a wmystificatory ideclogy that permanently prevented
human beings from understanding the causes for their conditions  of
life. At stake here were not only conceptual apparatuses, but also
syllabuses. The liberals looked to a stable order of classic works of
literature, in  which "human nature" was most profoundly made to
speak. The materialists, on the other hand, looked to those works of

literature that would best reveal the social and historical

ci.menasions aof the living conjuncture.

It would be bDincorrect to assert that these Liberal and
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materialict positions on Lhe opposition between art and polibics woire
unresponsive to, or unreflective of, wider social discoursos in Soubh
Africa. On the other hand, their relation to bthese discowses was of
a wvery indirect and distanced, or  mubted, kincg, The whole dynamic of
debate tenced to be o an dnwardly-turned nature, posibions beding
detined in  an  academic cilalectic of  premise  ancd  countberpremd s,

Furthernore, the essential validity of the concepts, the positions,

being  debated was of  a predeternined natures, in that
vacabularies had besn procduced, tested and refined elsewhers, in
dittferent Qmmial conditions from thosze in the regions within  which,
duly stamped as of export gquality, they were so gratefully received.
More energy was then expended in comprehending these often  arcane
critical languages, in Jjustifying them 1in the clash of controversy,
and in applying them to the local material, than in testing bthem by
the oriteria of the local society. The reason for this can anly  |ave
Lieaesr Lhver ahbeaudy nentronend alboebuabed retabionsihioe  boebtween thie
academic debate and the wider social discourses of this local
socieby. Since academics did not have acocess to bhe languages of the
widor socieby, thoen these languages coula  not be invoked as a  means
ot gualifying, refining  or bransftorming these received fTorelon
vocabularies. (Another reason, or anobher way of putling the reason,
could be thalt being a country with a small, largely "third worlc"
population, South Africa 1is not  theory-—-intensive, and tends to  be

dominated by imported theories. )

Turning now to the critical writings of Ndebele, we find in  them
the presence, or at least the reference to, wider discourses of the
local society. The discursive pressure of the African population, the
wider society of the disenfranchised, the oppressed, the alienated,

the Limpoverished, but also of the combative, the resilient, e




resourcetul and Lhe dnavenbive, 1s indeed & dominating roeterence LE
Ndebhele s craticiom In seeking bo ecstablaish Lhe aesthebics of Black
Literature of bhe L9%90s and 1960s, 1in terms which will validate this
body aof wreiting against  Lhe liberal criticiom  of its "crude, ” Y
political"” guality, Ndebele suggests that this literature addresses
itself to an "effective" rather than an "objective" audilencs. He 1.
making a distinction between the audience to which the wrellar feelos
accounbable, and the audience that objective condibions impogses.
Accarding bto  Ndebele, the wrilters of the 50s and B0z  telt an
averviding sense of accountability to the majority Black population,
even though this population could not oossibly have constituted  the
readership tor their puLaications. Thes writers therefore composecd
their works as  though the wmajority Black population was theiy
readership: they addressed their fiction to  the experilence,
sensibility and  Judgement of this "effective" audience. 1t  this
"effective" audience had  dndeed been  the “obgectbive”"  audience,

Nolebhele argues, its response would not have been to criticise Lles

crudity” or polemical transparency of Lhe raction, but bo delight in

its “spectacular” treatment of social experience. [1.986a, 148-49]

We could invoke Ndebele® s conception of an "effective" audience
to definethe quality of his own coriticism. Does he too adadress
himself to an "effective" audience? If this is going too far, then it
does seem to me that he invokes the aceountability of the critic, and
the writer of fiction, to an African population beyond the actual
readership of literature. We do not actually have to imagine this
population peering over Ndebele’'s shoulder as he writes, maked.ne
comments and suggestions, and directly dictating the shape and terms
of his argument. What is rather the case 1s that he gives a central

place to the concept of a wide social accountability in  his
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criticism. He presents a concept of the majority Atvican  population
He one to whioich  the weiter 4 accounbalk Le, and  his  oritical
expusition dAnvolves an  Amnplicit examination of ways in which that
account can best be rendered. On the one band, the weiter is reguired
Lo speak on behalt ot a population that has been denied a voice by
the apartheld systen. Un the other hand, that population claims the
writer’ s concrete  engagement with the forms ot its  culbure, as o
means to counteract the tendency of  the literary culture Lo e onne

distanced From more popular cultural 1ite.

Perhaps it seens thalt with regard Lo Ndebele 1 am  exaggerating.
After all, 1sn” L LL true  that for a long time, if not always,
traditions of populist accountability have been very strong  anongst
Black writers? That may be the case, N which case my point is  that

Noebhele is breaking some new ground here. Those Black writers who in

yvears have asserbed strongly populist  orientations have not

really macke such assertions bthe basis tor a comprehensive rebloonking
of the social responsibiiity of  the weiter. No one, before Ndebele,

has really'thought bevond the terms of the opposition between art and

politics debate, with the respective positions it ofters, to which L

T

referred earlier. [2] Let me gquote an example of the more concret
way of considering the relationship between the writer and the wider
population, and the accountability of the writer to this population,
that differentiates Ndebele from other populist adherents. Thes
concreteness with  which he evokes the forms of the wider culture
raises difficult duestimns for the writer, gquestions not simply of

rhetorical adherence:

When Sipho Sepamla in the interview agrees with Miriam

Tlali that "we have to g0 to the people, " For "it is the man




in the street that | Ffeel we must listen to, " he a8 prabably
establishing the premise on which 1s based one Ffundamental,
assuwnplion shared by all bthwees wellers: that the "polbitaoal”
wribers are weiling what the African masses really wanl. lsa
that assumption a valid one? Wheo Sepanla listeos bo 0 the
men 7J.-H Lhe street” whalb doss he hear? [ have listened to
cauntless storvtellers on the buszes and trains careying
people to and from work 1n South africa. The majority ofF Lhen
have woven masterpieces of entertainment and
instruction. . . - And we have to face the truth here: there were
proportionally fewer overtly political stories. When they
talked politics, they talked politics: when they told
stories, they told stories. Lf any political content crept
into the stories, it was domesbicated by a fundamental

interest in the evocation ot the general gquality ot Atvican
r

+

lite in the township. Where is the concept ot "relevance'

here? 1984, 47

In this example, the concrete consideration of the art of the local
storyteller leads Lo a recognition ot the distance between Ghe
culture of the wider populabtion anod the culture of the “commitbed"
writer, and bence to  an undermining of tHat paopulist rhetoric that
would camfortably assimilate the two. Instead of contirming that
rhetoric, the leap of the critic’ s mind, From a discussion of the art
of the writer of fiction to a recollection from first-hand experience
of the art of the local storvteller, actually produces a number of
awkward, difficult questions, stimulating fresh thinking on what was
apparently a closed case. That leap of the mind from the literary to
the oral, Fﬁmm the universal £0 the local, s an excellent example of

what I mean by the distinctive quality of Ndebelse' s concern  wibth
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accountability, and the role ot this concern in the tendency ot i
critical discourse. In this dinstance, that leap, that readiness to
listen to and invoke the conorete evidence ot the Wider, Lhe  oexlra

literary oculture, produces a  problematisation ot bLhe propul st
position. The writer 1s confronted with the prablem ot the dit rerence
between bhe discourses of the wider culture and literary discourse,

the problen of how to utilise the skills and overcome the Limitations

of a literary and political educaticnm hased on narrow  social

premises. In other words, what. Ndebele does 1is  to an
unavoidable tension an the relationship bhetwsen the radical

intellectual and the wider population.

At this point, it 1s worth returning to the debate over GLhe
oppasition between art and politics which | have discussed eariier.

Nodebele does nobt take up a posibtion within this debate, in the way

that practically everyone else has been doing, instead e
problematises the acceplLed Lerms  of the debate, and suggests a new

position on it He achieves this in a number of ways. In the  fiest
place, the debabe oaver the opposition between art and politics
genaerally Lssued in a preocoupation with "art” on Lhe onée hand, Or
"politics" aon  the other. Ndebele avercomes this polarisation by
declaring the necessity Tor a canjgunction between art‘and politics.
Earlier theorists have suggested -something similar—-for example,
Benjamin, in  “The Author as Producer"--but Ndebele conceptualises
this conjunction in a different, Lo my mind more convincing, way. At
the centre of his conception is the relationship between the writeyr
and the reader. He emphasises that the writer of fiction enters into
a particular kind of understand;ng with the reader, who brings
certain desires, expectations and standards into this relationship.
The writer has an  obligation ta meet these basic demands of the
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reader, and this reguires the possession of @ a specific orate-
knowledge and cratt-skills. In other words, the weiter has to know
hiow to tell stories, to be a storvteller. (nly on this premise ocan
Lhe writer honour Lhe primary bond  with the reader  (the notion  of

avcountability ds once again present heve ).

The writer is in the first place a teller of stovries. In what way

this assertion effect a conjunction between art and politics? By
anphasising the primary role of  the art of the storyhbeller, Modeskbiele

provides a centre for  hils discussion which is  outside the  purely

literary relationship belLween the weiter and the reader. What s al

gshalke 1 not simply the nutual recoanition of certain formal Literary
convenions.  The point s rabther thalt the  dmage of Lhe storylieller

congures We wihih v an ddea  of  the active culture ot  the  wider

sy, of the ways in which people in that wider society fFormulalbe

1., and nterpretations ot Lher cdiversiby of

theilr responses
experilence. Thus, in invoking the concept of the storyvbeller, ., ele

requlring the weilter Lo adopt a particular stance towards Lhat

active culture: to approach it Ln a spirit of respect and curiasilby,
to ke open to what it signifies rather than to be condescencding about

it, bo acouire knowledge  of it rather than  to be  satisfied  with

rihetoarical gestures, and, above all, Lo think abowt ways ot meebing

das Llhe

b Rl Foway, Lo obmanaish by concrete narrabilve strate

hlatance between intellecbual and popular discouvrs In becoming  a

sboryteller, bhe writer pubts Lo bhe  test the claln Lo be  political,
the claim Lo have someblhong to say that really  concerns bhe  well-
breding of bhe people. Conbrarilly, Lo play down Ghe art of baootion, Lo
foous exclusively on the bransmission ot a pre-determined 1.'::[.'1.;LZ]l.‘,'l;IZ'L(iI:EEL]_

message, Lo Lo insult bhe  active culbturse of  Lhe peaple, anul  to

perpabrate a polebucal Lo by ace b an.
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The “political” Wr L L, L, engages 1IN é clialecbical
relationship, offering political wisdom to  the reader. while at LIe
same time being politicised, in the very process ol practising the

narrative craft, and thus being brought into more intimate, t.

s
contact with the active culture of the wider soociety.

Ndebele® s intervention in the debate over the opposition betweon
art and politics is, in efftect, ta suggeslt that."politicﬁ" as beeen

too narrawly detined in this debate. "Politics, " in the berms of thoes

clel

atbe, . refers to  the political ddeas of the intelligent

&, wien
are then offered to the wider society as the means of its  salvabion.
An alternative, and more democrat o, Foule Lo o polibics s tor (T

L

berary wnbtelligentasia ta acknowledogse the power and valicity dn Ghe
established nobions and practices of the wider soclieby, and Lo Locabo
Lhe language of  politics  in negotliation  with  these notlonsg and
practices. The resources for this democratic political languagse are
therefore much more widely dispersed, much more diverse, than |has
generally been recognised. Popular energies that are exprogsecd  an
apparently "non-political” ways are not to be despised: rather, Ly
after a challenge to the political imagination and commitment o Lhe
literary intelligentsia. Ndebelse makes Lhe rollowing comment aboul
the way the weiter Joel Matlou presents the leaddiny character in  one

ot his storiles:

The political school of criticism will be exasperated by
the seeming lack of dirvect politarcal consciousness on Lhe
part of Mabtlow s character. But we must contend wiliv Lhe tacl
bhat avern under bhe most oppreastve of  condobooars,  reeogpbe cre

always tryinag anc strugaling to malnlasn o somb Lande ol
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norma . social orderi They will attempt to apply bracition andd
custom to manage theipy day to day family problems: they will
resorlt to socially acouireo behaviour patterns to eke oul a
means of subsistence. They apply systems of valge that they
know. Often those values will underago changes under cerbain
pressing conditions. The transformation of those values
constitutes the essen£ial drama in the 1lives of ordinary

people. [1986a, 194

In a similar vein, he commends some writers who
are storyvtellers, not Just case makeré. They agive African
readers the opportunity to experience themselves as makers of
culture. They make it possible for people to realise that in
the maling of culture, even those elements of Llife that are
sean not to be explicitly V@éiﬁ;ance arientec, are valoid.
Indeed, the latter may upon retlection...be tound Lo
reopresent a much wider, and richer, because more inclusive,

context of resistance. {1984, 48]

The writer as storyleller, thery, 18 precisely the wreliter  whaoa

aclknowledges the creativity of the people as makers of culture.

That writer ocan only succeed as  a storvieller who onters inba  a

comnmitbed, validating relationship with popular bheliefs and  customs.

Such awriter  may abttemplt Lo initprabte  change L Linase popauabar
conchitions, but only on the basis of an imaginative comprelension ot
themn.

s treatment ot the  Ghewne of  Lihe

ey e s an aspech ot Noebele
wraber as  storylbeller that  Ieads  anto an area that L fFund very
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difficult, but which may also be Hdlluminating. This concerns oo

FEeCOUurse, aor apparent  recourse, to the vocabulary of liberal

Fumanism. The epistemology of liberal humanism . is distinguished by

the privilege it accords to categories of individual experience it

is  through £he processes of  dndividual experience that such
transcendent gualities as "truth'” and "reality” are encountered. This
being so, personal experience is the locus of the "real. ” What lies
oubtside pmrﬁmn%l experience  is comparatively “unreal,” nobt gquite
valid. flne ot the effewtm of  this privileging of trcdiviciual
interiority ds, apparently, to separate bthe most humanly meaningtul
processes, the processes of individual interiority, $Trom bthe  genoral
organisation ol soslely, within which 'l‘,l"‘é.-y OCCUr, 1 gernaeral

organisation of socciely, which cannot be explainecd i bterans  of

"meaninubesas, I

o

sub jective human processes, appears comparabively
becanes a remote eftect, rather than a significant, an  enpowsring
struchure. Lonveroely, it Ls characteristic in bourgeoils -aoeology for
there to be a vast domain——the domain of subjective experience-—that

is taken to be "beyond politics.

Recent materialist and structuralist  theories have assailed the

epistemology ot  liberal humanism, and idits privileging of 1. e

catesories of Lfndividual experience. They have cenied bthe capaciby ot
processes of dndividual experience, located essentially in  Languace,
o arrvive at  such transcendent qualities as "Lruth” and "reallty. "
They have exposed Lhe  objectivist  Lllusion  of  the capacity of
language Lo etffect a wholesale amprmpriatiun al a "reallty"  outside
language. They have emphasised  Che fundamental role of  structur al

relationshuips in melkine Prossib e rLoclhivielald, EHE e Ll

dependence, 1n olwher words, of individual processes on non cLnodly Ldaal

relationshigps.
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These cantemporary Western schools of theory have concentrated
upan defining  the d1deological conditions, o déterminants, at
narvative, énd, indsed, of the various positions eétahliﬁhmd LR
natyvative, such as those of the "author”  and the “reader, " Such
posiltions become ideological constructs, rather than ontological
elements. Narrative, then, cannot have such transcehdent qualities as

"Lruth or "reality.” lhe truth- or reality-bearing connotations & of
narrative have to be bracketed, as the idideologilcally—-determino
affects of subjective experience. In  brief, these theories on Lhe

whole "deconstruct” narrative: they demystify the processes by whoiioh

narrative appears as inmediate, true, veal, in subjective terms.

But it is precisely upon the subjective "trubh’ of narrative thal
Nodebele’ & conception of the storyvbeller depends. It is obvious enoualh
that his critical energles are not essentially engaged in é
"deconstruction” of narrative, or of the paositions of "author” anc
"roader” wibthin  narrabive. Un the contrary, e 13 concerned Lo
validate these positions, Aret the_ truth~bearing, indeed liberatory
quality of the narrative that establishes them. This validation rests
upon the privilegiﬁg orf individual categories of e e e CE
Signitficance resides An subjective procosas, whooh has a  spontaneous,

»
wa e’ @

s Ll —oenar ative, pramary oua Liby. This 18  evident 1in Ndet

aceount of the reader’ s response to the good storvieller:

A remar kable teabure of Kemnal as a weilter in bhis collecbion,
something I found refreshing, is that he emerges as a wriler
whina i roalod tirmly n bhe timeless tracition of
sburylo o, et A chief characteristic of this tradition Lo

Llhat o sbory s allowed to unfalbe by Gtselt with a einiman ot
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authorial intervention through which a stoéyteller might
directly suggest how readers or listeners should understand
is stary. Two key effects result from the laék of such
intervention. Firstly, the entertainment value of the story
is enhanced, and the emotional involvement of the readeyr is
thus assured. Secondly, such involvement does not necessarily
1lead to a lulling of the reader’ s critical consciousness, as
Brecht, the German poet and dramatist, would assert. 0On the
contrary, the reader’ s emotional invelvement in a well told
story triggers off an imaginative participaticon in which the
reader recrdates the story in his own mind, and is thus leacd
Lo o aw conciuctons aioou . Loy meaning of the story from the
engaging logic ot events as bthey are acted out 1n the story.
(19684, 25|

|

Such  orucial  terms here as  Temotional  Ainvolvement, el biacal

congoclousness, and  "imaginative participation” are not bracketed:
they are intended ta  have ilmmediate and ungualified significance.
Does this mean that Ndebele is dependent upon a vocabulary, andd hence
an ideoloay, of liberal humanism? A further point here is that  the
narvrabive epistemology  to which he appears to  subscribe R
substantially realist., That is, 1t endorses the objectivist 1 llusion

that languaaese  speaks  tGhe "real. " Thus, readers  unproblematica Ly

Focognise the real world, their aown  real world, in the Fiction they

read. Literature provides examples of the rveal, From which  eeaders

It seens clear, therefore, that Lt is humanly uneFealis
to show a revolubionary hera, for example, who has o doner
douints, Al L areal revolubionaries tyom bendn,  Gherowab

_1¢c_



Nkrumath, to Che Gueyara, among obhers, have had to grapple
with inner fears, anxieties, and doubts. In appreciating this
fact, one gains an insight anto the Puman reality ot thele
heréism- A reader, confronted with such hermiam; BXOEF LN S
himaeif as potentially capable of it too, only i f he could

learn to find a wethod ot dealing with his fears. [ LWd4, 46 ]

Indeed, as this qum£atimn shows, since the quintessencoe of (AT
real s located in the subjective processes of andiviclual  LiFe,
Nodebele argues, with absolute consistency, that the wreaber who wisheos
to politicise a veader wust not avolid such inaividual [aF O eSO, fals
must deal  with  them  with  the oreatest possible fullness avvcd
comnplexity. I'his consistency, 1t must be uncderstood, 1s g consilstency
recillar ba Ndebhele, rat.her than retlective of Liberal bhuamanist
wr Lhindoxy.  Ndele b’ o voncern Lhats Blae v b bedsing w lber explore bl
complexities of subjective experlence is consistent with bhis  concern
that such & wrilter engage with the whole range of  the cultural

exparience of the wider, oppressed population. In both cases, Nadelwele

advocating an extension  of the vocabulary and strategy of  the
politicising weiter inta realms that had previously seemed the
preserve of  the "non-political”  wedber:  bhe s advocating e

dissolution of the old art v paolitics debate.

The question remains to be answered: what signabricance  atlbacheos
Lo bhe apparently Laberal  FPusnoneot eotlemooies af Lol lua
experience Ln Noebelo! s crlbicisn? ihe short answer, 1 Ghink,  Lies in
the way 1in which he Tornobalbes hos sense ot adenbi fecalaon WLLh; IR

sl ey L

accountalkili by to, the politically repressed ol hoananly  re

Atrican populal Lon.
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As I have arguecd, contemporary  Western theordies  have  beoan

concerned with the demystification of ideology and the deconstruction
of narrative, as a production point of ideology. In this context,
the concept of  bthe dndivisible human subject, as the foocus of  the
meaning of human Lite, has been robbed of the sponbuancows natburalness
1t possessed in liberal humanist discourse. We could see this concern
with the demystification of Hddeology and the deconstruction of
narrative as arising out- of a preococupation with the modes of power
an Western socleties. Of course, these contemporary theovries have

only been made possible by the theoretical work of previous centuries

in BEurape, in which the structure ot society was ma&e the ob jeclt of a
cribilical examination, and dte regulative codes  and relations
praoblemisised: shown Lo support, not the well-being of the  whole
society, but the totally uneoual distribution of its benetfits. Recent
theory has built upon this base, but has generalised the critique of
proweEr, ot bhe dominalbive  mode in Western  culbture, EVEET g Moy g
sweepingly. Thus discourse itself, in setting berms to the process of
t

COMIMILLIN L sion, becomses  dnplicated in the assertion of power  over

orl.bhvers, the assertion  of the dominative moce. In iiterature, thid o

means that  the very  Languaae whch, an its  abjectavist LL]u”lnn

claims tao maks reality speak, ds claiming  to speak for all  those
others who, 11t they could speak, would speak differently. [t is  Lrhwus

suppressing their diffterence, denying their discursive space. (L i

’n
i

an axerciss in bthe domainative moce.

Ihis 1s a shvewd cocritigque of the ramitications of  power  and
aneguality in Lhe conbral  culbuwral  modes ot contemporary Weshern
sucietbties. We cuuld sese 1t as bthe outcome of a conplex theorstical

Mestory, and  ob Lhe prablens  posed tor Lhaory L Ll e acbacal
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sphere, The severeslt of these problems is bthe dis dVLLLuldLlHn between
the theory of a  humanly ru:—rt;l.lr‘.'ﬁ]q or innocent, altbernative to  the
existing societies of domination and inequality emerging from  the
heart of these societies, and the recent history of these socielies.
Rather than the overthrow of domination in the name of a Lliberatod
"umanity, " domanation becomes more Ansidious. O lurbler point Ruere

+

is that the civilising mission of Western culture in world history
has been brmugﬂt into gquestion by its supposed beneficiaries, anel
this provides a devas tatinq context for the "deconstruction” of the
dominative mocde in Western culture (as in the novels of J M Coebzes ).

The racical Western theorist engages in a remorseluess  deconstruclhaon

of all claims to absolute bruth, or access tbto reallby.

A 1 sugaested abiove, Ndebele makes his didentitication wibthh  the
politically suppressed, but humanly resilient, African population. In
obher words, he  finds n this suppressed but resilienl people b
"matural” or "innocenlt” alternative Lo the domilnative socilebty Lhatl
for radical LULhewrists in the contemnporary West has  become an

1}

increasingly elusive or "unspeakable" guality. Ndebele can, in  fact,
speale For this natural or innocent alternative society because ol s
membersihip of 1t. (OF course, as I have suggested, he does nob by eal

Chils membership as  unproblematic. ) That e can claim  to speak  for

b sti bl Puamanly vil.al,

this alternative society of a supp
population  indicates, ot course, that. he has quite diflrerent
inbellectual atfiliations from those of the radical Western Lheorist:
affiliations wibth African poapulism. Thege atfFLliolions are  scar cely
compatible with Lhe deconstructbion  of discouwrse, Live deconstbredebion
ot Lhe domaunative mocke, e dmmedh.ate  Hdssue tor Lhe  po |:'n wlast
Lntellectual ds  that  dJdiscourse, the  discouras o Lhie  opprr gssesese )

oo b, ras beeon Supr essed, clicssan ] L owea, 2L wiy ber d e bagan ancl

T C



ats tully human-——articulation disabled. OF  course, Thue

dominative mode of Western discourse L5 recogni sed, but as  an

exterior, hostile torce, encountered from the other side, the side of

"Other. " Significantly, this discourse is seen as having faileo

to achieve hegemony over the oppressed people:

However, the fact of the matter is that for the vast
mavaiﬁy of South Africans, western civilisation has nol been
the glitter that'it has been For those who brought it Pere.
Far the magority of the oppressed, the experience of wesbern
civilisation has been the experience of poverty,

Fatcls,

malnutrit-ion, Low wages, mine acoldents, polic

selective Justlice, and a variety of other similar negaltions.
Consegquently, this majority has nob been, as it were,

hegemonised to any great extent. For example, thanksg to

Ly untouched by much of the
A

discourse ot western political pbhilosophy such that even at

apavrtheid, they are so

the popular level, buzz worcs and expressions such as haman

"free enterprise,

" "

rights, "human dignity, self-—
determination” and other standardized political. vocabulary,
have not been absaorbed to the extent thal they would figure
pr anenenlLly an Lhe people’ s subjective experience of
political danguage. Un the contrary, the relatively few who
Mave been aware of such political vocabulary are those who
have experiencecd it as applying to the privileged

Wi e .. Henee,  blaclk people” s experience ot waesbern

civilisation in general has been premised on Lhelyr excluasion

vect ardvantaoge secl Fave Lo

Prom 1Ly perc Ge o .. L ke

exporience themselves us tools. | LU8BGL, 9-10]
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In this context, it 1is not the effectiveness of the dominabive
moce ot Western culbure that Ndebele acknowledges, but its weakness,

e

its incapacity:

Whitey Soulh African culture, hianly developed i ils

- technicallfeatures. is unlikely ever to reach maturity. That
is to say, 1t 1s unlikely by itselt to provide a sufficient
context within whii ek Ele creativity of all the people of this
country can flourish along lines that reflect the specitic

creativity and dynamism of our environment. [ 1987]

Ultimately, South African culture, in the hands of the
whites, the dominant tTorce, is dncapable of roor buardng o
civilization based on the perfection of the individual 4n
orcer to permibt maximun social creabivity. Conseaquently, we
have a soclety of posturing and slaganeering: one tﬁat Frowne
upon subtlety ot thoughlb and reeling, and never permibs the
sobering power of contemplation, of close analysis, and Lhe
mature acceptance of failu?@. weakness, and Limitations.

[1986a, 150]

e African population has been appressed by the dominalilve  mocde
of white culture, rvabher than participant wn at. It has been deoded
even the semblance of an adequate exprecosion in this culture. T4 has

not been Pegemonised. UOn Lhe conbrary, bthe Atvican people have e owved

to Yo pesilient and inventive in bhe TFace of systemablLo oppredssion,

and have evolved forms of cultural Life Ghal express Lhis oo
humanity. his culture of the peaple is more  prowioing Lhan whobe

-0~



culture, with its dominative mode: it offers a better hygman norm  ar
balance. It is thus the basis for the possibility of a new, Mor e

democratic, more adedquately human soclety.

Ndebele refers to an "area of cultural autonomy.” According  to
him, writers have an impavtant role to play in Linking this "area of
cultural autonomy” with political struggle, embedding this Iink  in

the imaginations, the consciousnesses, of thelir readers:

the Lask of the new generation of South African weiters. ... i1

o
Vi

tao look For that area of cultural aubonomy anc bhe lLaws of
its dynamism that no oppressor can ever gel at: to define
that area, and, with purposeful insidiousness, Lo asserl Lo
drrepressible hegemony during bhe actual process of stbrugole.
Ihat hegemony QilL necessarily be an arganic ane: involving
the entire range of human acbivity. Only on this condition
can a new creative, and universally meaningiful democratic

civilization be built @in South Africa. [Lytd (LR85), 40|

The “"storyteller” thus ocontributes Lo the  political  proacess by
biroadening 1ts Lhemes, Linking politices to  the rvange of  human

actbivities.

Noehele also comments on a change that is talking place in Afvican
percepbtlons of pollitics, a change Lowards @ more acbive invelbvenen
in the structuring ot an . licernative social order: "lnceed, Ghere bBao

been a remarkable  shitt in African  atbitudes towasrds the unfolding

political situwation. There has been a stoft of enphasis from the need

Lo participate Lo Lhe neod Lo create. ™ 19860, L1 and rt |
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There 1s, naw, a gathering mamentum amongst the African people
towards the making of a new society. The “"area of cultural autonomy'
18 undergoling a.process of dynamic expansion, of heéemmnic assertion.
This is a crucial element in the situation for the writer in  South
Africa today, "an element that Ndebele makes cént?al to his c?itical
reflections. In this dynamic context, his preoccupation is no£ ’wiﬁh
the dragging, determinative weight of structure, but with the role of
human agency, of volition. He sess the struggle to make a new soéiety

as a complex one, with difficult, even traumatic, implications For

the individual persons involved. In proportion as the strugoale
becomes a truly revolutionary one, so all the areas of cultural litfe

will be drawn into the processes of transformation. Indivicuals  will
have to make many difficult decisions about where they stand  in
rolation to these changes. The new socliety can only be a  democratic
one 1T the people as a whole partaicipate actively in thwese decisions,
and if they participate over the range of the culture as a whole, and
not just in eertain narrow areas. (Unce again, the role of the wrilLer
as storvteller, as Ndebele sees 1t, 1s to help to create the
environment for a commitment of this kind. It 38 nul to mobilise
people to join the “party,” but rather to see every element of the
societ;, no  matter how humble, ordinary, or taken—for—-granted, as

capable of a re-making:

These three stories remind us that the ordinary day—-to-
day lives ot people should be the direct Focus of political

interest. bhecause bthey constitute the very content of the

struggle, for the struggle involves people not absbtractions.
If 4t is & new socliety we seek to bring aboul in South AfFrica
Lhen the newness will be based on a direct concern with the
way people actually live. That means a range of complex
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ethical i1issues involving MAN=-MAN, MAn—WAaman, Womnan-—wanan,
man—nature, man—aociety‘relationships. These kinds of
concerns are destined to find theivr way into éur literature,
making it more complex and richer. As the strugéle
intenéifies, for example, there will be accidental deaths,
missing children, loss of property, disruption of the general
social fabric resulﬁing in tremendous inconvenience. Ewvery
indiviaual will be forced, in & most personal manner, to take
a position with Fegavd te the entire situation. The majority
will be riddled with doubts. Yet, there will be those marked
by fate to experience the tragedy of carrying their
certitudes Lto Lhe level of seeming faﬁaticism- It will be Lhe
task of LiLorature bo provicde an occasion within which vistas

of inner capacity are opened up. [198Ba, 156 ]

As I have suggested earlier, Naebele in  kis critical wrilinas
{and the same is true of  bhis faction, I helieve) privileges the
categories of inclividual exwev#ence, and accepts a realist
epistemology. I have followed up this privileging of the dndivicdual,
anc this realism, with a view to understanding their significance in
the context in which he 1s  wreiting., T have left out an this
follawing—up a factor of obvious diwportance: the use of the English
language, with its implied relation to critical, fictional, and wider
social discourses 1n English. Ndebele shares the individualist anc
realist premises of the world-wide users of these discourses. 1 have
singled out For attention some more speciiic elements of his conbext
as a writer: popullist discourse, and Lbs relation to the mpprésaion
af the African population, and the cancern with the role ot hgnan

agency, of individual svolition, in  a time of social transtormation.
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Decanstruction 1is a problematisation of the recelved modes,

specifically the dominative modes, in  which the "real" is
intﬁrpreted- For Ndebele, the dominative mode expressed 1in  the

aoppression of the African population does not need deconstruction.

The priority is rather with the construction of an alternative mode.

Ndebele iz a critic who has thmuéht freshly abmup so many thinas.
His privileging of the individual sub ject, and his reaiism. do naot
make him a liberal humanist. There would really be no point  in
labelling him in this way. His criticism is a striking innovative
enterprise (I feel he has changed the orientation of my own thinking
about literature considerably. ) It is focussed very concretely upon
the issues and prablems of the South African writer and critic, ancl
it connects these idssues and praoblems integrally with the major
processes of the wider society. The figure of the storyteller is al
the centre of Ndebele’ s innovative contributlon to coriticism. Thyrodia
this figure, he | problematises received ideas- about the relation of
the writer to society, and, more particularly, to popular culture. In
s0 doing, he enriches thinking about how the writer can contribute Lo

the struggle for a more democratic society.

Does this mean that the recent theories about discourse, that 1
have referred to earlier, are nobt relevant, where Ndebele’ s criticlsm
is concerned? I don” t think that this is altogether the case. The:
privileging of categories of individual experience, anc bhe roealist
epistemnology, could be seen to have an idemlmgica; significance.

Generally speaking, they seem Lo mex Lo artioulate  wilth e

ideological dimensicon in populist discourse.

Ndebele araues for more concrete thinkina, an  the part  of
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writers, about their relation to popular cultural forms. On the other
hand, the absence of structﬁral concepts in his own criticism .16363
to a certain abstraction in the way that social relations a;e
cmnaidéred.' He problematises, and enriches, thinking aﬁout the
relation of the writer ta the popular culture of the peqpig?ﬁﬁabout
the relation between politics  and popular culture, aﬁd abmgt‘ tH@
relation of people, as indivjiduals, to social processes, particularly

sacial processes of radical transformation. Here, the fundamental.

@

G

ategories that seem to be operative are those of the "people,” the
"individual, " and the T"writer.” These seem to constitube a basic

triad in Ndebele” s discourse.

Ndelbole deals sensitively and  dinnovatively with the relations
within this triad. However, there it also a great deal that he
excludes by means of this conceptualisation. The category of  Lhe
"prople, " for exanple, implies a fundamental unity in popular Afr ican
experience and response: essentially, expaerience of and response Lo
racial oppression. Apartheid denies human  fulfilment to African
people, therefore all Africans are united 1in their rejection of
apartheid by their aspiration tﬁwarvs Fulfilment. Where Ndebele
suggests differentiation within this unity, it is on  the basis éf
anchividual GREPEFLENnCe, Thiis Formulation excludes structural
differentiating factors such as class, ethnicity, and cultural,
religious and political affiliations. This exclusion suppresses the
possibility that disunity  will manifest ditselt +Hin  the struggle
against apartbeid. that the articulated aspirations of different
groupings  will lead to fundamwental caollisions, ana that t. e
aspirabions of all sectrions of the oppressed African population nay
not be mutually compatible. the exclusion of this possibilibty sSeens
Lo be premised on the asserbion of a belief that the African  people
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have preserved an essential "humanity, " despite the apartheid syosbem.
However, when we  begin to  be more specific  aboub Lhis  “hosani Ly,

abaut, the particular  terms in which ditfferent groupings artieulate

it, then its generically "African” quality may be cast into doubtb.

A further point 1n  this regard Gs that we would expect  Ghat
Nolebele would make  an dimportant distinction, :i,_n Fig argument albout
the role of literature in society, between readers and non-veacders in
the African population. bnce again, I would Like to reiterate a point
I have already made, that Ndebeloe problematises Lhe relation o bl

wrolter Lo popular culture, counsellina  Lhe carerul study of Fis/dwer

popaloar counterpart, the oval storyvteller. From th study, LmporlLanl
lessons can be  derived about  the beliofs, values, aspirations and

concrete cultural Life aof the people. In this  way., the weiter  wil b

Learn not Lo address  bthe readership  Gn a narrvow, absis acbed, wr

allenated torm, but Lo engadge  wiulh it anterests., In thvis

discussion, Ndebele makes a constant slippage belween the readershiip
Fow  Ficbion  and the people as a whole. e reader of fiction i
treated as an ordinary member of the populaltion, and Lo have the samne

icdentity, whether as a reader of published stories or as a Listener

Lo aral Lales.

What. 1is the effect ot Lo constant  slippage? Lne  eftect Lw

auraly to elevate the vole of  the werber ot Piction An sooieb

wilifu
in Ghe strugale btowards a more democratic sociely, beyond whalb oo
reasonably be claimed tor b at Ghe distinotion botween Lhe  pcercer
A fF Literature and Lhe general. popualalbion was caretully obrservedd. [3y
traeating the readeaership anl Lhie general Poga o o i1
interchangeable, Ndebe e establishes LUhe  welber g0 g caGihn o Laborve

prosd bion I soc kol discour e, The weiber seoms Lo oo o posation Lo
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effect a fusion between the‘ "popular” discourse af the storytellee,
and the "politicising” discaurse of the radical inbellectual, anda
thus have a crucial role to play 1in the brmadeniné of  demnocratic
cmn$ci0usneé$- However, this appearance of centrality is deceptive,
and iz based gpon an illegitimate transference from one constituency
to another. It is curious that Nodebele, who is soa percwptivé aboutl
the distance betweeﬁ literary discaurse and popular discourse, and
who sets up suéh a fruitful tension on the basis of this perception,
should simultaneously be. s0 dmperceptive, and tend to dissolve the

tension.

Thes writer may have much Lo Learn from thes sboryibeller, but ocan
never take the storytellier’s place. There will always be a  tension
between these two rales, because bhey are strucburally distinct., 1o
dissolve this tension i1s bto elevate literary discoursse above whal  db
can reasonably  olaim, and to  claim to speak  Tor all  those whao,

pertaps, would speak differently.
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Addendum

tirst part of what
part argument. In the second part, it was
the story collection, Fuove, in  the light of
writings, and, in  particular, with regard to
storvbelleyr. His discursive preoccupatians
peraspective, sensitive characterisation, the
suby jecbive process and objective conditions, the
intellectual and - popular

e above paper s Lhe was

my 4N

the politicising
involvemnent of non—-politicised aspects of social
towarcs new society,
as well., 1 dntended particularly to dwell on
dramatising soclal tensions in African townships.

a

However,
Lowarcls
Souklh Atvrica

my main critical pointe-poicking up
the end of thioc paper—-—-was that

has  an  essentially “micldle
privileages, 1in dts  tfocus on dndivicual
preocoeupations, Language and  perspechives
thas bras of the kb s
cdangers.

macle

ek uim,  olers

~lass”
chavrac
ke Le
sensitivity

ntaended as
tention to
Ndebele’
s notiaon
with narraltive
interaction between
relationship betwesn
culture, and b
1aife dn momentum

consicler
critical
ot the

<y
b

b

are all strongly present in his Fictional worlk

o

Ndekhele’ s way of

cry comments  beetly
literary culture in
character, arnci

"yl dee -
not
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toey,

cloess
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