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    Preface to the Second Edition


     


    This collection of essays examines a wide range of African texts from different periods and different parts of a vast continent. These text-centred essays were brought together to give readers a sense of the wide range of African writing – in terms of themes, forms and implied contexts – but also because, despite the need to resist lazy homogenising remarks about Africa, Africans and African writers, there are certain discernible underlying coherences even among works as varied as those analysed in the essays that make up this collection. The novels and other written records of Africa may be said to carry a greater social, historical and even political responsibility than comparable texts in other parts of the world. This is the case because of the continent’s late literacy, broadly speaking, as well as the widespread and diverse forms of oppression – ranging from colonial suppression and underdevelopment to postcolonial instances of dictatorial African rule or conditions of violent chaos – and the stifling effect this has on public utterance. The analytical essays contained in this volume are attempts to draw attention to the significance of texts such as those commented on here as contributions to an archive of knowledge of different parts of and historical eras in Africa and to showcase the treasury of its literary art, even if the perspective employed is applied to a sample and limited (as it is here) to texts written in English or available in English translation.


    The writers’ readiness and ability implicitly to analyse and creatively to confront the troubling, dangerous, perplexing or malign aspects of the societies from and of which they write, articulating the complex stresses from different sources to which African individuals have been subjected and the creative and courageous ways in which many among them have responded, are the qualities that inspire the writing of the essays in my collection. The subtlety and literary complexity that I attempt to highlight here are the signs – not of authors taking refuge in art from difficult socio-cultural and political situations, but of writers profoundly concerned with the African sites and times that are closest to them. My commentaries and contextualisations inevitably reflect my own geographical, academic, racial and political realities, biases and choices. There are more texts from the southern than of other parts of Africa discussed here, and not only is there a geographical imbalance, but many, many glaring omissions of other and equally significant African texts and issues. In this regard, no collection this brief could be inclusive. Nevertheless it is my hope that my essays may prompt readings and re-readings not only of the African writings addressed here, but of the many other texts by African authors already available or being and to be published – a rich and valuable resource[1] for Africans but of equal pertinence, in the issues they address and the compelling shapes they give to their thought, to the entire world.


    The works discussed here were primarily[2] penned or recorded in English – the colonial language that has been so widely appropriated by African writers and so adroitly used by them to re-map their own life-world in verbally sophisticated gestures registering both independence and connectedness in the ironies of modern African selfhood. “Modernity began in 1492”, states Enrique Dussel, “with Europe thinking itself the center of the world and Latin America, Africa, and Asia as the periphery” (132). This arrogant self-elevation will only end, he suggests, “through a process of mutual, creative fecundation” in “corealization with its once negated alterity” (138). I link this with Frantz Fanon’s emphasis on the need to “do battle for the creation of a human world – that is, a world of reciprocal recognitions” (155). The great Zimbabwean writer Yvonne Vera insists that Africans “are not isolated things. We exist”, she says, “in co-operation with other nations. So we need to put into place methods of communication” (389). But she also expresses her need and desire “[t]o explore, not with romanticism, women’s characters. But with accepting the violence that accompanies their existence” while attempting “to underst[and] the intimate complexity of their mental worlds, and their emotions,” and to explore “those moments of tragedy without [. . .] withdrawing from them” or “covering up” (385).[3] Issues of subjectivity and the various and contending power forms besetting it; different forms of cultural hybridity, ‘authenticity’ and abrogation and post- and neocolonial conditions as well as gender matters and the plight of many of Africa’s children are some of the subjects dealt with in the texts and in my discussions of them.


    African English writing does not grow primarily out of the textual world of canonical (or contemporary) English literature, but emerges from the complex translations of local realities into a language now skillfully articulating African visions. Yet, by writing in a language of world-wide access, the writers of this continent lay claim to a shareable truth and sphere of experience and exhibit a border-crossing aesthetic power in their texts. Acknowledging, grasping (on the imaginative level) and coping with what are frequently dreadful or emotionally and morally taxing circumstances (as my collection’s title phrase, “dealing with evils,” indicates), these texts testify to their authors’ refusal to allow such conditions – whether psychic or social realities – to overwhelm, cow or silence them and they implicitly insist on our grappling with them to understand situations urgently in need of addressing. Their delineations of African evils and opportunities and of the tangled roots, both African and (originally) foreign, of these conditions, not only demonstrate various ways of contending with difficulties or succumbing to them; of using chances or failing to do so. Their texts are also, themselves, enactments of various ways of addressing our difficulties. In a poem by the American poet Wallace Stevens that remarkably employs certain African references, he suggests that narrative artists and poets proceed to “tell the human tale” (456) which transforms disaster by imaginatively narrating it from beyond the event. The same point was made in a wonderfully African way by Chinua Achebe (Anthills 124) in insisting on the social supremacy – above either the worker or the warrior – of the teller of tales, narrating the difficult “story of the land,” which can vividly record and transmit the heroism even of the defeated.


    Bakhtin in his essay “Discourse and the Novel” writes that “[t]he word in language is half someone else’s. [. . .] it exists [. . .] in other people’s contexts, serving other people’s intentions: it is from there that one must take the word, and make it one’s own” (293). This remark seems to me extraordinarily useful in highlighting the difficulties and the achievements of the modern Europhone African author. In my own analyses of African writing it is my practice to investigate and to articulate primarily the implicitly analytical qualities of the fictional text that percolate through the representational and stylistic aspects of the work, rather than to impose a theoretical perspective upon the writing and subjecting the author’s vision to that perspective; I want theory to serve the text and choose those points from theoretical or critical texts that I believe can contribute enlighteningly to its fuller understanding and appreciation. “Theory oppresses,” Trinh T. Minh-ha reminds us, “when it wills or perpetuates existing power relations, when it presents itself as a means to exert authority – the Voice of Knowledge” (42). Nana Wilson-Tagoe, a critic I respect, writes:


    We need a wider interpretive framework not only for reading contemporary texts of culture against the grain of nationalist theorizations but also for exploring productive tensions between social science discourses on culture and the performative narratives that enact contending and liberating forms of cultural identification. (225)


    I link this observation with Maria Pia Lara’s remark that the productivity of written work requires two interlinked processes of what she calls “reflexivity”: one such process starts “when an author is creating an exploratory moral quest for identity through the written word,” and the other (Lara writes) is “related to” such a quest by “readers ‘in the act of reading’, which is itself a highly reflexive moral search” (16) – if it is a serious and attentive reading of a work worthy of being taken seriously, I would add.


    It is my hope that this collection will contribute to the understanding that Africa’s creative writers are vital to the re-imagining of our rapidly changing continent in its numerous and diverse societies. Tendencies to interpret as “authentic” only those texts that portray pre-colonial, rural or tribal Africa trouble me, as does a tendency to limit understanding of the continent’s postcolonial literary production that countenances mainly those works that write back to the period and dominant vision of colonial occupation of African regions. Africa has a postcolonial present in which new oppressors exert other forms of exploitation or debasement upon their citizens. In a 2002 address to a gathering of African writers and scholars, Mia Couto reminded us that “the bad are not always outside,” and he insisted that “[t]he principal enemies of hope are the fabrication of regimes constructed on the basis of crime, war and misery” (3). The main title of my collection is intended to replicate Couto’s view of the fine balance between the castigation of evils and the opening of doors to the future of Africa in the memorable and resonant writings framed in the essays of this compilation.


    In his beautifully lucid, Portuguese inflected English, Couto on the same occasion said to his fellow Africans: “[w]e are becoming, more so, alone with our historic responsibility of creating another history,” and he concluded: “[w]e have to build our nations in the house where our dream belongs so that our children do not have to import even their dreams” (3). The archive of African creative writing or verbal art, a sample of which I present here, is a great social resource whose importance can hardly be overestimated. African writers who are forced into exile or choose to live abroad continue to write back to the people and places on this continent and are maligned if read as primarily addressing audiences elsewhere; like the authors who remain in Africa, their vision contributes to the needs of their local compatriots. Achebe has referred to the “universal creative rondo” by which “stories create people create stories” (“What” 162; emphasis original). Africa’s diverse “stories,” while especially pertinent to Africans, require of all who hear or read them to reach out imaginatively and to join in the endless undertaking to humanise our world – a world in which ignorance, neglect and prejudice towards Africans come in many guises. What Simon Gikandi calls “the difficult relation between the work of art and the politics of everyday life” (4) is a serious challenge that the texts discussed in the pages that follow invite us to meet.
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    Listening for the Mediated Voices of the Southern African

    Khoisan in Hendrik’s Dwaalstories: Ironies and Wonders


     


    Assessments of the present state of the Southern African Khoisan people’s life and culture fall into three main categories: (1) a belief in the virtual extinction of the people, with the traces (mainly in rock paintings and engravings) seen as faint, vanishing and enigmatic, arousing at best a romantic nostalgia; (2) an insistence on the recognition of the Khoisan cultures and languages that are still viable, despite the inevitable processes of modernisation and social deterioration (for example, the Nama language in South Africa has an estimated 6,000 speakers)[4] along with a sense of the value of the store of knowledge possessed by older members of existing groups; (3) a recognition of the both initiatory and enduring relevance of Khoisan cultural work from earlier times as a resource that is still (despite many filters and inevitable distortions) to some extent “available” in the present.


    The larger context to this essay, which cannot be ignored, is the bleak scenario of the precarious survival of some of the Khoisan peoples and their cultures, and of the dwindling expressive and revivalist possibilities for the remaining languages. The clearest evidence of this precariousness is the rapidly dwindling number of contemporary speakers of Khoisan languages. Cognisance needs to be taken of the threats to these cultures presented by land confiscations and by forced relocations; by racial contempt and suspicion often shown towards the Khoisan by members of a wide spectrum of other cultures, and by the relentless, inevitable modernisation that is occurring in Botswana, Namibia, South Africa and Angola – the four regions where Khoisan people (or their inheritors) are found in significant numbers.[5]


    The debasement and dislocation of one such group has been unforgettably described by the Namibian poet Dorian Haarhoff. In a poem titled “San Song” he depicts the gawked-at and debased existence of a Khoisan group formerly employed as trackers by the South African Defence Force, in the following sardonic description: “literary clans of pre and post / Van der Posts, praise / the primitive pre-cursor / grunter-gatherer, pristine man” (Haarhoff 851). Improvements in the conditions of life of these and other remaining Khoisan groups may nevertheless be achieved through the many attempts being made to consolidate their interests and to preserve and revive their cultures. First Nation status is being sought for the Khoisan peoples through representations to the United Nations Organisation.


    A useful, brief introduction to the complexities of the study of Khoisan people’s lives in the past and present is to be found in a published keynote address[6] by Professor Phillip Tobias, the renowned anatomist-palaeontologist of the University of the Witwatersrand in South Africa – a paper titled “Myths and Misunderstandings about Khoisan Identities and Status” (19-28), in which Tobias states quite firmly (necessarily, in the face of many prejudices, however self-evident a point it may seem) that “the genetic make-up of the Khoisan relates them more closely to the peoples of Africa, than to any other people” (23). Tobias writes that


    The evidence of San-like figures in the thousands of prehistoric rock painting sites scattered in a wide arc from the Drakensberg and the Maluti mountains down to the folded mountain ranges of the Eastern and Western Cape, shows that the San were in earlier times distributed all over southern Africa and, to judge by the paintings, looking very much as they do today. (28)


    In an early (1964) study of the ecology of the San people, Tobias saw in the “preNeolithic economy [. . .] of the Bushmen [evidence that] culture predominates over biological considerations in ensuring survival” (qtd. by himself in “Myths” 24) because the “inventive genius and flexibility” of these societies provided the qualities ensuring their survival on this continent – probably over almost 30,000 years.[7] It has been said that “San rock art is a monument to the breadth, subtlety and interrelatedness of San thought” (Lewis-Williams; qtd. in Tobias 25).[8]


    San or Bushman culture is in our time inextricably linked with, though in some ways distinguishable from, Khoikhoi culture – hence the blanket term Khoisan. According to the specialist historian Elphick, Khoikhoi people probably acquired cattle in the area now known as Botswana and spread southwards, displacing (to some extent) but also to a large extent socially interacting with the aboriginal San groups, their Khoikhoi language and social status becoming dominant. Unlike (broadly speaking!) the exclusively hunter-gatherer Bushmen, the Khoikhoi kept livestock (sheep and cattle), although they also relied on veld food like the San, often employing and intermarrying with them (Elphick 10-42). Tobias confirms this by referring to “evidence that domestic animals [have] been in South Africa for about 2,000 years” and to “evidence that hunting and herding had co-existed for a long time” in this part of the continent (26).


    The historian Noel Mostert has written rather beautifully that “Khoikhoi words crack and softly rustle, and click. The sand and dry heat and empty distance of the semi-arid lands where the Khoikhoi originated are embedded in them.” He adds: “But so is softness, greenness. They run together like the very passage of their olden days” (35). Touched as it is by a sort of tender nostalgia, Mostert’s description brings one to the point of the extreme scarcity, the scantiness of verbal recordings of Khoisan expressive culture. Because so much of the knowledge, lore, skill and wisdom of these peoples is irretrievable, the little that is available has taken on especial value.


    Amongst academics and others interested in these early southern African cultures it is well known that (from about 1860) a German philologist then working in Cape Town, Wilhelm Bleek, and his English sister-in-law Lucy Lloyd, learnt and also devised an orthography for one of the numerous Cape San languages (/Xam), producing some 12,000 pages of transcript from their /Xam informants with accompanying English translations. This is an invaluable archive concerning the beliefs and social practices of a particular San culture, the evidence recorded at the time of (and clearly registering) the colonial disruption in the Cape region, when Khoisan people were subjugated, enslaved and often ruthlessly hunted down (leaving out of consideration the depredations of smallpox and other “imported” diseases). There is a scattering of other verbal records in both English and Afrikaans, but the Bleek-Lloyd collection[9] is likely to remain the chief documentary source for a verbal expression of a particular Khoisan group’s vision of life in an earlier southern Africa.


    To say this is not to overlook the limitations and probable distortions of even these records, since they were transmitted under the constraints of highly unequal social relations between the recorders and the informants, who patiently dictated their lore to outsiders (Bleek and Lloyd) with a very recent knowledge of the language. The information was translated by the latter into a language (English) perhaps not particularly well fitted for communicating the lineaments of the original culture. A contemporary researcher among the Ju/’hoan (San) people warns against “the ultimate linguistic colonisation, that of a local oral tradition by the literate mind-set” (Biesele, “‘Different People’” 7) – a warning one might need to “apply” retrospectively to recognise that even the treasury which the Bleek/Lloyd transcripts and translations represent was established with somewhat unreliable, perhaps distorting instruments.[10]


    As an extension of this warning, Biesele records another caution – against what I would call museumisation (which is a form of commodification) of earlier cultures such as those of the Khoisan. She writes in an article: “We try to ‘fix’ other peoples in categories learnable by rote, and the result is that individuals become invisible. The ways they are transforming themselves [. . .] [t]heir great, current histories of themselves flatten into trite minor fictions” (“‘Different People’” 15).


    Along the same lines, Helize van Vuuren warns against the “use [of] glib phrases” such as “reconstructing voices from the past,” and on the tendency to “romanticis[e] these ‘little people’ [. . .] as symbolising the original South African presence.” She asks: “But are we perhaps merely recolonising exotic material into our defunct white canon with the aim of revitalising it?” (211). There is probably no escape from the accusations of exploitation and contamination attendant upon the contemporary researcher’s efforts, for, as Tony Morphet has noted, “there is no independent Bushman archive,” we must simply acknowledge “that all forms of collective memory can now only be mediated through the formal archive of established social power” (98). Even a conference such as “Against All Odds”[11] (held to celebrate Africa’s indigenous languages and literatures), in being funded, among other instances, by such bodies as the World Bank and the Ford Foundation was to some extent an example of this (inevitable?) infiltration of the “original” – by the powerfully modern, probably alien cultures – which is the dark side of globalisation.


    Since the subject of my essay is a little group of four Khoisan tales (taking up just over 20 small pages of print) that were told, recorded and published in Afrikaans, I shall touch briefly on some aspects of the development and function of this language in South Africa. Languages become powerful usually through the politically dominant position of their speakers, and what could be termed “white” Afrikaans is no exception to this pattern. In an essay titled “Building a Nation from Words: [on] Afrikaans language, literature and ethnic identity [from] 1902-1924,” Isabel Hofmeyr refers to the


    diversity of the [Dutch-Afrikaans] dialect [as having] partly to do with the historical trajectory of the lowland Dutch dialect spoken by the seventeenth-century [white] settlers [in South Africa]. In confronting the language of the slaves [that had been brought here] – Malay and Portuguese creole – along with Khoisan speech, this Dutch linguistic cluster had partly creolised. In later years it picked up shards of German, French and Southern Nguni languages and a goodly layer of English after 1806. (96)


    Then followed a struggle by white speakers of the language, waged mainly against English colonial denigration, to establish Afrikaans as a language of what the historian-philosopher-anthropologist Ernst Gellner terms “high culture” – which in the South African context meant establishing it as a middle-class, “white” language, distinct from the Afrikaans spoken by those classified “non-white.”[12] To this day the term ‘Afrikaans’ (including of course its associate, ‘Afrikaner’) is all too frequently taken as demarcating a “white” racial-linguistic identity.[13] As spoken by whites and eventually established as one of the two “official languages” of the apartheid dispensation, Afrikaans thus became the marker of white domination, whereas, as spoken by other (darker) South Africans, it became the marker of their subjugation. Introducing a 1933 publication, The Early Cape Hottentots, the anthropologist Schapera noted:


    In Little Namaqualand descendants of the old Naman are still found in fairly considerable numbers. Here, too, their tribal cohesion and culture have been completely destroyed by contact with the Europeans, and they have also absorbed a good deal of white blood. A few of the older people still know their own language, but the great majority now speak only Afrikaans, the regular medium of intercourse even amongst themselves. (xiv-xv)[14]


    Along with this linguistic domination (and the political domination of which it is the marker) went another sort of domination, which the South African born novelist Bessie Head (in an essay) described in the following terms:


    A sense of history was totally absent in me and it was as if, far back in history, thieves had stolen the land and were so anxious to cover up all traces of the theft that correspondingly, all traces of the true history have been obliterated. We, as black people, could make no appraisal of our own worth; we did not know who and what we were, apart from objects of abuse and exploitation. (66)


    Given this truth, all possible forms of re-attribution and recognition, whatever the ironies and complicities involved in such work, do need to be undertaken. Focusing on such a neglected South African cultural resource as the Khoisan Dwaalstories can be a small contribution to the reconfiguration of the past and (even, perhaps) the present of South African society.[15] As a mere exercise in romantic nostalgia it would not be worth undertaking, however; the only worth-while aim would be to recognise in these tales a time-transcending contribution to present-day social realities,[16] which (as I hope to demonstrate) they do certainly offer.


    These Dwaalstories (a title meaning meandering, or wanderers’, tales) are particularly significant in offering a portrayal of a Khoisan society (or societies – the stories seem to depict a degree of cultural variation) as fraught with its (or their) own social tensions. All too common is the tendency amongst present-day commentators to see those societies as pure, utterly harmonious and socially blameless communities – a perspective I find problematic because such romantic idealisation is finally a form either of condescension or of misrepresentation in that it denies full human status (which must include recognition of the harmful capacities of individuals and societies) to the Khoisan. As E. N. Wilmsen puts it, this leads to the position where the Khoisan “can be pan-human only by being pre-human” (19). In a comment I see as paralleling Wilmsen’s, Anne Solomon insists that “interpretations of the rock art which prioritise the transcendent at the expense of the mundane must be seen as unacceptable; and an approach which emphasises or proceeds from the religious is as much a ‘tranquil’ account that conceals historical realities” (56).


    But it may not be necessary to dichotomise the religious (both as the transcendent and as the moral dimension) from the historical, in the way that Solomon suggests here. For, in stories like the Dwaalstories – simultaneously social documentation and social assessment – these perspectives coexist in mutually enriching ways. In his major essay “A Review of African Oral Traditions and Literature,” Harold Scheub says that “myth is a metaphor, and because of that it is a narrative device” (3). This may be taken to mean that in myths which represent “recognisable” social formations and events, the process of recognition or understanding follows the thread or clue that the story-line provides.


    Scheub offers ways of considering what he terms “tales that [. . .] have epic dimensions” (14) – a description which I believe fits the Dwaalstories, or which I would like to extend to apply to them. To Scheub such tales (with “epic dimensions”) transcend the schismatic distinction between what is considered either religious or historical material, as well as between materials classified either oral or literary – in an argument I find compelling and liberating. Scheub writes that


    the refocusing of attention from things done to who does them is critical, not only to an understanding of the oral tradition and its permutations, but to a comprehension of its ties with literature.


    While Trickster and Hero[ine?] stand alone, each yearns to be an insider. But it is not being on the inside that is important, it is becoming an insider. Being an insider means accepting the society as it is. Becoming one means altering the society to accommodate what an individual stands for, not the other way round. The shift is revolutionary. (14)


    For, in creating such redefinitions, “the hero’s vision and his [or her] struggle have to do with the future” (14). In “this breaking of a cyclical pattern,” Scheub writes, “the epic character moves away from the tale character towards the historical figure. [. . .] But the break is the thing, for it allows the introduction of realism into the oral narrative” (15).[17] In what follows I shall attempt to indicate that Hendrik’s Dwaalstories exemplify the kind of tale that Scheub refers to as simultaneously “religious” and “historical,” and as transcending the oral-literary divide.


    The Dwaalstories were four among those (the others now lost) told by a venerable old man of at least a hundred years old, a narrator identified as a Bushman (i.e. San) by the white Afrikaans writer Eugène Marais,[18] who recorded them. Of the teller, we know only his advanced age and his Afrikaans name, Hendrik, as well as the fact that he was an itinerant visitor to the farm in the Waterberg region (in the Northern Province of present-day South Africa) where Marais, himself at this time something of a pariah due to his hopeless morphine addiction, stayed. It is likely that Marais’s friend Tindall, son of a Wesleyan missionary who was a pioneering student of Khoisan languages in northern South Africa and Namibia, first interested Marais in these cultures (Rousseau 170). Marais was also interested in the success another early Afrikaans writer, Von Wielligh, had achieved in collecting and publishing Khoisan tales in Afrikaans (Rousseau 194). A visit to Marais by a friend, the German artist Erich Mayer, in 1913 resulted in a fine ink portrait of “Ou [=old] Hendrik” (as the storyteller was known). It was perhaps at this time that Marais first heard the Dwaalstories.[19] The tales were first (serially and separately) published in 1921, in a popular Afrikaans women’s or family magazine, Die Huisgenoot.


    Marais acknowledges regretfully that he never recorded any of the stories verbatim, but testifies that he did write down “a few” immediately after the telling. These details (and what follows) are mentioned in Marais’s introduction to the first collected edition of the Dwaalstories, published in 1927 with the abovementioned portrait of Old Hendrik (who had died at “over a hundred years old,” shortly after this likeness was sketched in 1913) as its frontispiece. In this introduction, Marais refers prominently and knowledgeably to Bleek’s transcriptions of a San language (discussed earlier in this article). Marais draws a distinction between San tales which, imperfectly transliterated into Afrikaans, are near-gibberish, and those which have the power to move their listeners imaginatively. Marais seems to assign the stories to a children’s audience (and, it would seem, one of white Afrikaans children!), yet his references to Bleek, to the complexities of San storytelling and to European “equivalents,” as well as the trouble he took both in recording the tales and in scrupulously acknowledging the authorship of “Old Hendrik,” indicate a definite recognition of their value.


    The ironies of undervaluation and exploitation are more evident in the later white Afrikaans literary establishment’s reception of the tales than in Marais’s dissemination of them. Quite simply attributing the excellence of the stories entirely to Marais himself, the doyen of Afrikaans poets, N. P. Van Wyk Louw, wrote that Marais “here [i.e. in the Dwaalstories], in ‘visions,’ caught occasional glimpses of what Afrikaans [literary] art can be. Purer than he ever managed to convey in [his] poetry” (Louw 136; my translation of the Afrikaans original). One later critic suspects that Louw may have alluded (in choosing the term ‘visions’) to Marais’s well known morphine addiction – a point she then simply extends to the speculation that Hendrik may have told the tales while under the influence of marijuana (Gilfillan 153-156). A contemporary Afrikaans literary critic even told Marais’s biographer, Rousseau, that he “could not believe that Marais had himself written the tales” (Rousseau 262) – denying (it seems) both Marais and Old Hendrik the verbal capacity to have composed these masterpieces! The poem quoted at the end of the present essay was by Marais himself attributed to the character “Joggom Konterdans” who is an artist-figure featuring in the tale told to him by Hendrik. For generations this poem has been taught in South African schools as a composition by Eugène Marais who was (as he himself insists) its transcriber. Few pupils were ever taught that the poem had been taken from its context in one of the Dwaalstories, let alone that the original visionary or poet was a Khoisan person expressing an imaginative and conceptual understanding particular to his own, now neglected or half-buried South African culture.


    Yet it is, of course, impossible to establish what was lost – or gained – by the mode of transcription of these stories. Marais himself ends his introduction to the 1927 edition by regretting that much of value was lost because of the delay between his initial hearing and subsequent recording of the stories. He refers to unusual “Afrikaans-Bushman words and expressions,” not all of which he could recall, and adds observations on the inevitable impoverishment (in the transition from oral to literary mode) of the recorded version of the tales because of the absence of appropriate accompanying gestures, natural mimicry and (facial) expressions (Marais 1927: 7; my translations). Marais’s awareness of translation as a form of betrayal (tradurre tradire, as the Italians say) is therefore fairly sophisticated.


    Scheub’s may (again) here be a useful perspective: he reminds us that “in ancient Egypt, the craft of the scribe was ‘the greatest of all professions’; [. . .] the scribe was the mediator between the oral performer and his audience.” Scribes, Scheub tells us, “felt free to rephrase, rearrange and transpose.” In this, he sees a metaphor for the transition from the oral to the literary mode, and a model of their possible mutual enrichment – “The two media continued their parallel development; [. . .] there is no unbridgeable gap between them; they constantly nourish each other” (Scheub 16).


    Putting the above suggestions to the test brings one to the stories themselves and to the brief illustrations from them that can be contained in an article like this. The thematic outlines of the four Dwaalstories, are as follows: in the first one, the exposure of untested fame as undeserved, meeting the braggart’s severe punishment for betraying his social responsibility at a time of crisis; in the second, the non-violent overthrow of unearned power; and, in the last two tales, unrecognised (female) excellence winning through. Because of constraints of space, it is only possible to summarise briefly the greater part of the most substantial of the four stories, the one that Marais placed second in the published collection, which bears the title “The Song of the Rain.” The story is subtitled “A Coranna Wander-story,” a reference which identifies it explicitly with a Khoikhoi group (the Coranna). Although Marais consistently refers to “Bushman stories” and to “Old Hendrik” as a “Bushman,” details such as references to the keeping of livestock and to settled dwellings, as well as a reference to Heitsi-Eibib, the great (mythical) hero-ancestor of the Khoikhoi (in this and in one other story) point to their being of Khoikhoi origin – but then, the distinction between San (or Bushman) and Khoikhoi was (and is still) often blurred, both in fact and in description.


    “The Song of the Rain” tells of a period of great suffering and near-starvation amongst the members of a smallish community, due to a terrible drought. The emergency resource that should be made available to all members of the community during such a crisis – a fountain or water-hole which never dries – was given into the keeping of the foremost musician and composer of this small social group, with express orders to guard it from common use, but to allow access to the water by other members of the community during any critical drought. Yet this man has grown arrogant and selfish and has come to see his caretaker’s role as that of an owner with a personal possession, refusing to share the resource.[20] The other (ageing) man who might defeat the usurper in a musical contest is unequal to the task, himself a foolish and vain person. Quietly, secretly, however, an outsider-figure by the name of Krom [or Bent – i.e. crooked, or crippled] Joggom Konterdans – whose full name seems to signify the stigma he bears as a hump-backed person, as well as his innovative, inventive genius in its allusion to the art of dancing “differently”– sets about constructing a new musical instrument according to the ancient lore of his people.


    When the instrument is at last complete and the composition is performed, “Counterdance” (as one might render his last name in English) is recognised by the old grandmother and cultural authority of the community (who is named Nasi-Tgam) as their potential saviour. I now cite my own English translation (from the Afrikaans original) of the concluding part of the story (Marais 19-21; my unpublished translation 9-10):


    And she handed him the small mirror which she long ago polished from the black horn of a rhinoceros, as well as the great copper neck-ring of Heitsi-Eibib.


    And that morning when the light dawned Counterdance sat at the Steep Stone inside the yard fence of the Berry Trees; this is at the tip of the Skew-water; he had turned his back towards the yard-side. And in front of him he had propped up the rhinoceros horn mirror, so that he could see everything behind him; and his whole body was gleaming with the tail-fat. And around his head dangled three tassels of mongoose skin; and around his neck was the great copper neck-ring of Heitsi-Eibib.


    And he composed the Song of the Rain.


    And Jacob Tame-One [the tyrant-figure who refuses to share the water: I have freely translated his name from the Afrikaans], when he took the trumpet and opened his mouth wide to blow it, was suddenly dumb-struck. And his little ones rushed from the yard-side shouting: “Our Dad, our Dad, there’s someone on the marker stone at the Skew-water who shows only his back. And the people are dancing in their shelters.”


    And Jacob Tame-One made a grab for his panga, and he shouted for the warriors, but there was no reply. He heard them saying: “Klips! [i.e. “Gosh!”] That is a Master musician, that one.”


    And Tame-One struck the big drum, and he called out: “Today I’ll invite all the vultures! Today will be the great battle of the Berry Trees!” And he crept up on Counterdance behind the thorn shelter of the Skew-water.


    And Counterdance sang the Song of the Rain, and he played his violin [the stringed instrument he had so painstakingly constructed].


    And Tame-One saw his own people go to meet him [Counterdance], and they danced and spoke admiringly to Joggom Counterdance. And at the top of the hill he saw the old crone Nasi-Tgam and she spread the black skin cloak out wide, and behind her followed the people from all the other yards, with calabashes and ostrich egg-shells ready for the water, and he felt his heart weakening.


    And Bent Joggom Counterdance played the Song of the Rain, and he peeped into the mirror.


    And then Jacob Tame-One tossed his panga into the Skew-water, and sat down in the dust, and he called out: “My children, my children, your old father’s riding-horse is dead!”


    And on that day the old crone Nasi Tgam re-intoned the Law of the Berry Trees, and it was Bent Joggom Counterdance who distributed the water.


    The Song of the Rain


    (By Bent Joggom Counterdance)


    First she peeps slyly over the mountain-top,

    And her eyes are shy;

    And she laughs softly.

    And from far off she beckons with one hand.

    Her bracelets shimmer and her necklaces shine,

    She calls softly.

    She tells the winds of the dance.

    And she invites them, for the yard is wide and the wedding grand.

    The big game rush up from the plain.


    They dam up on the hilltop.

    Their nostrils stretch wide,

    And they swallow the wind;

    And they bend down, to see her faint tracks in the sand.


    The little folk under the earth hear the drag of her feet,

    And they creep closer and sing softly:

    “Our Sister! Our Sister! You’ve come! You’ve come!”


    And her necklaces shake,

    Until even the ancient ones on their sleeping mats wake up in the night

    And they talk in the dark;

    And her copper ring catches the last light of the sun.

    On her forehead is the fiery plume of the mountain eagle;

    She steps down from the heights;

    She spreads out the grey kaross with both her arms;

    The wind loses its breath.

    Oh, the dance of our Sister!


    Thus ends this tale and my citation of my translation, in which I left the term “kaross” (a skin cloak or blanket) untranslated.


    Scheub says that “African oral and literary works have had as their central aim the work of transforming the order prevailing in reality” (Scheub 46; emphasis added). He goes on: “the performance is not simply a reflection of that culture; it is the essence of an experience of history and art. The work of art bridges the generations” (Scheub 46).[21] These words seem eminently applicable to “The Song of the Rain,” and to the other Dwaalstories. As a presentation of the possibility of the transcendence of brute power by creativity, of the idea that creative energy and vision are as socially necessary and fulfilling as rain is to the earth, bringing relief in times of dire need, it is hard not to feel the power and value of this tale – both its enduring relevance and its testimony to the value of the well-nigh vanished culture from which it emanated. Its intimation of the unsuspected potential carried by a fully attuned artistic vision (characterised by its delicacy, ecological and social sensitivity and by the exhilaration it evokes by means of an imaginative insight shown capable of dethroning the brute orders and demands of the merely mighty) is a notion that the members of the human race keep on forgetting and constantly need to be reminded of.


    The ironies of the survival of the Dwaalstories in the language of a people in many instances so hostile to the Khoisan themselves are plentiful, but the sense of wonder that these stories generate remains undiminished. Through all their meanderings the tales have retained – as well as proved – the vitality of a culture recognisably wise, playful and celebratory in its pursuit of the joy of survival, though not without social stresses and individuals who exacerbate or cause them. Without inducing mere self-indulgent nostalgia in their readers (since the Dwaalstories depict quite tough social struggles, adjustments and tensions), these four stories give enlightening glimpses of a Khoisan culture that is (still) inclusive and self-adjusting, probably at a stage pre-dating major Euro-colonial or rival ethnic incursion. That we can still, today, catch the vivid glimpses of that vanished lifestyle in a language that was and was not its own, is unsettlingly ironic – and yet almost miraculous. I conclude on the expression of a desire by //Kábbo (a name which means “dream”), one of Bleek’s San informants, a wish rendered as follows in English: “that I may listening turn backwards (with my ears) to my feet’s heels, on which I went; while I feel that a story is the wind” (qtd. in Bleek and Lloyd 303). How astonishingly that image expresses the Dwaalstories’ elusive, enriching and ever-free qualities.
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    Marecheran Postmodernism:

    Mocking the Bad Joke of “African Modernity”


     


    When the other speaks, he or she becomes another subject,which must be consciously registered as a problem by the imperial or metropolitan subject.


    – Fredric Jameson, “Modernism and Imperialism”


     


    If I may add one more generalisation to those that have been broadly accepted concerning the European Enlightenment, it would be this: that the pronouncements on colonised peoples and phenotypes made by the most authoritative thinkers of the Aufklärung are characterised by an almost uniformly complacent, confident solemnity. Perhaps such authoritative racial arrogance is the inevitable expression of European internal consolidation and external expansionism. To illustrate the point, here are some examples:


    The superabundance of the iron particles, which are present in all human blood, and which are precipitated in the reticular substance through evaporation of the acids of phosphorus (which makes all Negroes stink) cause the blackness that shines through the superficial skin; and the high iron content of the blood seems also necessary in order to forestall a slackening of all parts. The oil of the skin which weakens the nutrient mucus that is requisite for hair growth, has permitted hardly even the production of a woolly covering for the head. Besides all this, damp heat promotes strong growth in animals in general; in short, the Negro is produced, well suited to his climate; that is, strong, fleshy, supple, but in the midst of the bountiful provision of this motherland lazy, soft and dawdling. (Kant 22)


    Africa is in general a closed land, and it maintains this fundamental character. It is characteristic of the blacks that their consciousness has not yet even arrived at the intuition of any objectivity, as for example, of God or the law, in which humanity relates to the world and intuits its essence [. . .] He [the black person] is a human being in the rough. [. . .]


    Africa [. . .] does not properly have a history. (Hegel; qtd. in Dussel, Invention 22)


    By a dialectic which is appropriate for surpassing itself, in the first place, [European] society is driven to look beyond itself to new consumers. Therefore it seeks its means of subsistence among other people which are inferior to it with respect to the resources which it has in excess, such as those of industry. This expansion of relations also makes possible that colonization to which, under systematic or sporadic form, a fully established civil society is impelled. Colonization permits it that one part of its population, located on the new territory, returns to the principle of family property and, at the same time, procures for itself a new possibility and field of labor. (Hegel; qtd. in Dussel, Invention 25)


    Against the absolute right of that people who actually are the carriers of the world Spirit, the spirit of other peoples has no other right (rechtlos). (Hegel; qtd. in Dussel, Invention 24)


    I am apt to suspect the negroes, and in general all the other species of men (for there are four or five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to the whites. There never was a civilized nation of any other complexion than white, nor even any individual eminent either in action or speculation. No ingenious manufacturers amongst them, no arts, no science, On the other hand, the most rude and barbarous of the whites, such as the ancient GERMANS, the present TARTARS have still something eminent about them, in their valour, form of government, or some other particular. Such a uniform and constant difference could not happen, in so many countries and ages, if nature had not made an original distinction betwixt these breeds of men. Not to mention our colonies, there are NEGROE slaves dispersed all over EUROPE of which none ever discovered any symptoms of ingenuity; tho’ low people, without education, will startup amongst us, and distinguish themselves in every profession. In JAMAICA indeed they talk of one negroe as a man of parts and learning; but ‘tis likely he is admired for very slender accomplishments, like a parrot, who speaks a few words plainly. (Hume 252 n.)


    The link between this powerful, totalising discourse (illustrated in the above examples) and the need to validate the great surges of colonisation that emanated from Europe has often been pointed out – indeed, a persuasive reading of Enlightenment thought as perhaps primarily if unconsciously a mode of validation of European expansionism has gained considerable currency, as may be illustrated in more contemporary pronouncements such as the following:


    Truth is, in other words, a social relation (like power, ownership or freedom): an aspect of a hierarchy built of superiority-inferiority units; more precisely, an aspect of the hegemonic form of domination or of a bid for domination-through-hegemony. Modernity was, from its inception, such a form and such a bid. The part of the world that adopted modern civilization as its structural principle and constitutional value was bent on dominating the rest of the world by dissolving its alterity and assimilating the product of dissolution. The persevering alterity could not but be treated as a temporary nuisance; as an error, sooner or later bound to be supplanted by the war of truth against error on the plane of consciousness. The order bound to be installed and made universal was a rational order; the truth bound to be made triumphant was the universal (hence apodictic and obligatory) truth. Together, political order and true knowledge blended into a design for certainty. The rational-universal world of order and truth would know of no contingency and no ambivalence. The target of certainty and absolute truth was indistinguishable from the crusading spirit and the project of domination. (Bauman 232-33)


    The categorization of the three worlds is, of course, a consequence of Enlightenment philosophy, implicitly grading civilization progress through the standards of northern Europe and America. Modernity in the Third World is necessarily the economic, cultural and political imposition on non-European societies of the European Enlightenment that in this century has been exposed to radical critique. (Lee 40)


    That modernism is itself an ideological expression of capitalism, and in particular, of the latter’s reification of daily life, may be granted a local validity [. . .] Viewed in this way, then, modernism can be seen as a late stage in the bourgeois cultural revolution, as a final and extremely specialized phase of the immense process of superstructural transformation whereby the inhabitants of older social formations are culturally and psychologically retrained for life in the market system.


    (Jameson, Political Unconsciousness 236)


    The following quotation in my main text nevertheless illustrates the persistence with which the upsurge of Euro/Western prosperity (which we label “modernity”) has continued to mask the extent to which it rested on, took advantage of or simply ignored the “Third World” or colonised countries’ misery.[22] The pronouncements following here are by the influential philosopher/anthropologist Ernest Gellner:


    I mean, there are two things to be said in favour of modernity. One, it’s inevitable and second, it’s good. And it’s not good because it’s inevitable, but it’s good on top of being inevitable. But it is very important that it is inevitable. I mean, mankind first of all has now got hooked on a style of living to which he would like to get accustomed and simply will not, freely, without the most appalling political disasters, accept some kind of reverse policy and a serious romantic rejection of the modern world. You know, that particular programme is just unthinkable, incidentally would involve the elimination of vast numbers of people who simply wouldn’t then be able to survive. So it’s simply not a remotely realistic alternative. But on top of that, I mean it seems to me positively good that we should have overcome scarcity, that economic and political conflicts in society should have ceased to be a zero sum game, that it would be possible to avoid unnecessary physical suffering. I think on all that we can agree. (“Tough” 36)


    In the last section of the Gellner quote, the use of the plural pronoun “we” is particularly striking. To this reader, at least, it seems to signal simultaneously an unconscious exclusiveness and a complacent arrogance or triumphalism that stands in the direct line of inheritance of the Enlightenment philosophers.[23] Given Gellner’s considerable standing in Western academia it can be taken as an index of the enduring power of the self-legitimising narrative of modernity as the heir to, or extension of the Enlightenment. In their Dialectic of Enlightenment (1979), Adorno and Horkheimer detect a sort of protesting too much element in the apparently celebratory discourse of Enlightenment. They describe it as “mythic fear turned radical” because of its claim to inclusivity: “Nothing at all may remain outside because the mere idea of outsidedness is the very source of fear” (16). They are in tune with the liberation philosopher Enrique Dussel when they declare that what modern men “want to learn from nature is how to use it in order wholly to dominate it and other men. That is the only aim. Ruthlessly, in despite of itself, the Enlightenment has extinguished any trace of its own self-consciousness” (40).


    Dussel criticises philosophers like Habermas for describing modernity as a purely European event by arguing that “while modernity is undoubtedly a European occurrence [originating “this history of world domination”], it also originates in a dialectical relation with non-Europe” (Invention 9).[24] The nature of that relation is, however, of a peculiar kind. According to Dussel, “[t]he ego cogito (of Descartes from 1636) was not the original philosophical expression of modernity. Before, the ego conquiro (‘I conquer,’ in first place with Hernán Cortés in 1519 in Mexico) had to undergo the practical experience of Europe’s ‘centrality,’ of its superiority [. . .]” (Underside 217).[25]


    In conquering the territories and cultures which it invaded, argues Dussel, “Europe never discovered (des-cubierto) this Other as Other but covered over (encubierto) the Other as part of the Same, i.e. Europe” (Invention 12). This point accords with Adorno and Horkheimer’s, above. Dussel uses two expressions, “the myth of modernity” (the pattern of thought that declares “the suffering of the conquered and colonised people [. . .] as a necessary sacrifice and the inevitable price of modernisation” [64]), and the “fallacy of development” (the idea of a route or evolution towards modernisation[26] along which the colonised region will have to follow the colonising economy [53, 64]) in order to indicate how Europe/the West justifies and explains the brutalities of conquest to itself.


    C. E. Pletch has with subtle sarcasm described the profound, resultant split into the three “worlds” of the “globalised” twentieth century:


    The third world is the world of tradition, culture, religion, irrationality, underdevelopment, overpopulation, political chaos, and so on. The second world is modern, technologically sophisticated, rational to a degree, but authoritarian (or totalitarian) and repressive, and ultimately inefficient and impoverished by contamination with ideological preoccupations and burdened with an ideologically motivated socialist elite. The first world is purely modern, a haven of science and utilitarian decision making, technological, efficient, democratic, free – in short, a natural society unfettered by religion or ideology. (574; my italics)


    A central distinction necessary to this discussion (“modernity” vs “modernism”) is usefully delineated in the quotation below. It helps to move the present discussion into the realm of cultural responses to the modernisation process. In a lengthy footnote from his Modernity and Ambivalence, Zygmunt Bauman writes:


    The definitional discord is made particularly difficult to disentangle by the fact of historical coexistence of what Matei Calinescu called “two distinct and bitterly conflicting modernities.” More sharply than most other authors, Calinescu portrays the “irreversible” split between “modernity as a stage in the history of Western Civilization – a product of scientific and technological progress, of the industrial revolution, of the sweeping economic and social changes brought about by capitalism – and modernity as an aesthetic concept.” The latter (better to be called modernism to avoid the all too frequent confusion) militated against everything the first stood for: “what defines cultural modernity is its outright rejection of bourgeois modernity, its consuming negative passion” (Faces of Modernity: Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1977), pp. 4, 42); this is in blatant opposition to the previous, mostly laudatory and enthusiastic portrayal of the attitude and achievement of modernity [. . .]


    I call “modernity” a historical period that began in Western Europe with a series of profound social-structural and intellectual transformations of the seventeenth century and achieved its maturity: (1) as a cultural project – with the growth of Enlightenment; (2) as a socially accomplished form of life – with the growth of industrial (capitalist, and later also communist) society. Hence modernity, as I use the term, is in no way identical with modernism. The latter is an intellectual (philosophical, literary, artistic) trend that – though traceable back to many individual intellectual events of the previous era – reached its full swing by the beginning of the current century, and which in retrospect can be seen (by analogy with the Enlightenment) as a “project” of postmodernity or a prodromal stage of the postmodern condition. In modernism, modernity turned its gaze upon itself and attempted to attain the clear-sightedness and self-awareness which would eventually disclose its impossibility, thus paving the way to the postmodern reassessment. (3-4)


    I want to look briefly now at Joseph Conrad’s novella Heart of Darkness as an archetypal European modernist text – using it as a hinge towards a discussion of the writings of the Zimbabwean author Dambudzo Marechera. In agreement with Bauman (above), I see Conrad’s European modernist novel as manifesting the beginnings of an expression of doubt concerning the adequacy or completeness of knowledge of the European expansionist undertaking, along with the dawning but insistent recognition of its doubtful legitimacy.[27] Conrad does, unmistakably, in this text expose and subject to a profoundly felt moral indignation both the “fallacy of development” and the “myth of modernity” that Dussel mentions (see above, and compare: “If modernity is about the production of order then ambivalence is the waste of modernity” [Bauman 15]). Yet Achebe’s well-known critique of the Conradian text as simultaneously anti-imperialist and racist is hard to fault (see his essay “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness”). If one prefers to avoid the tendentious term “racist” – and there is a strong tradition of readings of the Conradian text that include the frame-narrator Marlow in its author’s ironic gaze, rather than conceiving of Conrad’s purpose simply as using this figure to ventriloquise authorial convictions – a central problem in accounting for the nature and effect of this text remains its depiction of the African area and its inhabitants. A description such as the following in Conrad’s short novel –


    The earth seemed unearthly. We are accustomed to look upon the shackled form of the monster, but there – there you could look at a thing monstrous and free. It was unearthly, and the men were. No, they were not inhuman. Well, you know, that was the worst of it – this suspicion of their not being inhuman. It would come slowly to one. They howled and leaped, and spun, and made horrid faces [Marlow’s description is presumably of an African dance, or ritual]; but what thrilled you was just the thought of their humanity – like yours – the thought of your remote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar. Ugly. Yes, it was ugly enough; but if you were man enough you would admit to yourself that there was in you just the faintest trace of a response to the terrible frankness of that noise, a dim suspicion of there being a meaning in it which you – you so remote from the night of first ages – could comprehend. And why not? The mind of man is capable of anything – because everything is in it, all the past as well as all the future. (96; my italics)


    – or Marlow’s reference to “the sunlit face of the land” as masking “the lurking death, [. . .] the hidden evil, [. . .] the profound darkness of its heart” (92; my italics) ascribes to both the region and its people simultaneously a quality of unknowability[28] to or by the European subject, and a conviction or certainty of its/their evil. [29]


    The currently prevalent reading of Heart of Darkness that takes the text as a cunning expression of Conrad’s insight (revealed through the figure of Kurtz) that “enlightenment is a form of barbarism, that the West’s Other is the West itself” (During 452) is not invalid. It does, however, overlook the extent to which Conrad employs and (I would contend) endorses the ancient and persistent European stereotype of “Africa” as representing, in the present, the past of the “developed” West. The expressions “the night of [the] first ages” and “all the past” confirm this: even as Marlow is rebuking a European sense of ethnic difference and superiority, he is thus re-endorsing the notion of “primitive,” unrestrained evil passions as an inherently African condition.


    One can link this to the following questions: do the very expressions “modernity” and “modernism,” as applied to “Western” conditions (whether sociopolitical and economic, or cultural and aesthetic) not claim for a part of the world, the command of an entire time-frame? Is there not in the “logic” of the very discourse of modernism, a strong trace of the “developmental fallacy” and the “myth of modernity” – to use Dussel’s terminology? Are the different parts of the world at different “stages of development” – or should we simply recognise that we are trapped in a power hierarchy of monumental proportions that has (predictably) not budged an inch since the conquests of other territories by Westerners? As I read Marechera (more fully discussed further on) these challenging questions are among those to which his text implicitly subjects European ideas of modernity as well as notions of modernism.


    Heart of Darkness is indeed a massively scornful critique of (particularly) the Belgian colonial enterprise, subtly yet recognisably played off by Conrad against the (implicitly validated) “superior” British “civilising mission.” It is also a text in the tradition of the effacement of Africa (regions and peoples), of the reduction of these “dark” presences to a mere backdrop to the activities (both admirable and culpable) of Europeans (cf. my essay “Blixen, Ngugi” contrasting renditions of Kenya by Ngugi wa Thiong’o and Karen Blixen). Perhaps, despite its author’s undoubted concern for the plight of colonised people, Conrad’s text is thus another expression of the “mythic fear” (quoted above) to which Adorno and Horkheimer refer. The very title Heart of Darkness, even though most intelligent readings apply the expression to Kurtz’s own “horror” (first inflicted; later felt), has remained as an expression in the “Western” vocabulary; a dismissive catchphrase[30] for referring to social collapse, power abuse and other disasters manifested in African societies – with little or no recognition of the extent to which these failures are interlinked to continuing (neocolonial) exploitation by European and other Western power centres, both political and economic.


    As a critique of modernity and the modernisation process, the modernist novel – as exemplified by Heart of Darkness – can thus be described as implicated in or compromised by the system which it criticises (and which produced it). In his extensive comments on Conrad’s novella, Andrew Gibson refers to the “totalising discourse” employed by all its European characters, reading this tendency as indicating the “triumph of Western metaphysics as it is ensured by and properly indistinguishable from the triumph of Western power” (60). Although he reads the Marlow figure as “project[ing his] own drive to totalisation” onto Kurtz, Gibson also sees “Marlovian discourse” as “pervade[d by] [. . .] a sense of epistemological dead-end [. . .] [in] the amazed encounter with alterity – an alterity that will subsequently be brusquely subdued.” This “baffl[ing]” encounter, writes Gibson, “lies at the very roots of the European experience” (of this period, presumably) (62).


    The ideas in the above citations fit in with the distinction drawn by Bauman between modernism and postmodernism (and, for the purposes of this essay, between a modernist text such as Conrad’s and the writing of an African (post-) modernist such as Marechera). “Pretences of knowledge,” writes Bauman, can be doubted in two ways: either one points out that there are events for which the “available knowledge” does not have a convincing or universally accepted narrative (and this, he says, is modernism), or one notes that the narrative offered by this knowledge system is not the only, or the best, or the most reliable account possible (and this, according to Bauman, is postmodernism). There is not actually a chronological succession, since both kinds of doubt have manifested themselves “as long as science itself” and between them, as a “co-presence,” Bauman suggests, produced “that modern culture which prodded modernity on its road to postmodernity” (238).


    Now an African postmodernist[31] would of course notice the partiality (to make that term a pun) of European modernism in ways significantly different from the way a “Western” writer would – and would need to articulate such a “doubt” (to use Bauman’s term), or recognition of irony, in a manner sensitive to the realities of power distribution (“cultural” as much as political) of his or her time. In his novel, Saints and Scholars, the British Marxist Terry Eagleton writes: “A colonial territory was a land where nothing happened, where you reacted to the narrative of your rulers rather than created one of your own” (104). In a recent essay Rasheed Araeen refers to “art which is produced within the historical space of modernism,” making the following points:


    As this space is controlled institutionally, some works are legitimated and are placed within a historical genealogy while others are ignored or suppressed. This historicisation, however, is not based on the nature of the work but on the racial, ethnic or cultural background of the artist; which thus excludes the modernist or avantgardist work of artists from cultures other than of European origin on the basis that modernism is ontologically a European phenomenon. In other words, the eurocentricity of modernism is constructed and maintained largely on racial grounds by which the supremacy of the white subject is maintained. (77)


    There is probably a broad truth in this accusation of “Western” myopia, given how ghettoised studies of African writing, even of novels in the Europhone languages, remain. In his introduction to the essay collection Modernism/Postmodernism, the editor Peter Brooker observes that


    [a] map which shows the South of England, the Eastern seaboard of North America, and which marks in Paris, Trieste, perhaps Berlin and Vienna but not Moscow, Petrograd or Milan is not an acceptable map of “the” world, but might be the map of a certain cultural mentality, and is, as it turns out, the “map” of an Anglo-American construction of modernism. The same general point applies to postmodernism. However internally different its main versions, their common geography stretches to the American West, Canada and Australia, and until recently would show little else, even of Europe, beyond Paris and Frankfurt. (4)


    A brilliant avantgardist such as Marechera, after (co-)winning the fiction prize of The Guardian in Britain in 1979 for his first substantial publication, was allowed subsequently more or less to disappear from public view (see Veit-Wild, Dambudzo Marechera 185-378). His problem was certainly in part that of the category-jumper, the “unclassifiable” writer: highly sophisticated in employing postmodernist techniques, yet writing of African experiences and settings and (tout court) exemplifying the supposed paradox: an African intellectual utterly proficient in the whole gamut of “Western” cultural and academic discourse.


    Marechera during the ten years of his major writing was, one might say, considered both too African for Europe and too European for Africa. His own, oft-quoted comment (in this regard) remains the most eloquent expression of dilemma: “I have been an outsider in my own biography, in my country’s history, in the world’s terrifying possibilities. It is, therefore, quite natural for me to respond with the pleasure of familiar horror to that section of European literature which reflects this” (Marechera; qtd. in Veit-Wild, Dambudzo Marechera 364).


    Marechera thought of identity as “an act of faith, impossible to verify” and regretted the “paradox that modernism has been from the start identified with difficulties and, on a continent still barely literate, modernism has, therefore, been condemned as being irrelevant on African soil” (qtd. in Veit-Wild, Dambudzo Marechera 370).


    Marechera noted approvingly Achebe’s use of a Yeats quotation in titling Things Fall Apart                
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