Notes on Revision: “Freedom on a Frontier? The Double Bind of (White) Postapartheid South African Literature”

This article has been extensively revised, both according to the explicit concerns raised in the readers’ reports, and in other respects, as I shall indicate below.

The readers rightly raised concerns about the attribution, to a category named as “postapartheid literature”, of two instances of white writing. This proved to be a useful criticism, despite the fact that both of these acts of writing are concerned precisely with extension beyond whiteness as a problem to be challenged at every turn, and that the essay itself widely references other works by a wide range of writers across racial categories.

I have nevertheless dealt with this objection by making explicit the fact that, in the midst of a search for greater intersubjective (and cross-racial) range in the works of Bloom and Steinberg, I am nevertheless specifically interested in this article in what Steinberg calls a “white phenomenology of crime” (my emphasis), and how it connects with the broader, indisputably cross-racial bogey of “crime” as a whole in South Africa, which I describe as the “joker in the pack” for the country’s “negotiated revolution.” 

To put this clarification of perspective beyond any doubt, I have changed the article’s title from “Freedom on a Frontier? The Double Bind of Postapartheid South African Literature” to “Freedom on a Frontier? The Double Bind of (White) Postapartheid South African Literature.” Further, I have explicitly confronted the question of the problematic relationship of part-to-whole not only in the case of this essay, but in all accounts of South African writing, especially in racial terms, within a scene of “unresolved heterogeneity” (see pp. 9-10). I have suggested – as requested – that a view of black writing (in the inclusive sense) in which crime and corruption emerge as major themes, for example in the work of K. Sello Duiker (Thirteen Cents and The Quiet Violence of Dreams), Niq Mhlongo (Dog Eats Dog, Way Back Home) Zakes Mda (Black Diamond), Mandla Langa (The Lost Colours of the Chameleon), Achmat Dangor (Bitter Fruit), and Imraan Coovadia (High Low In-between), to name a few, would result in a differently nuanced version of postapartheid writing, disrupting any coherent sense of totality. The same applies to a more general view of postapartheid black writing.
Further, I have troubled the idea of a coherent totality in any view of “postapartheid” writing, in line with my earlier published work in this regard, arguing that part and whole, and the relationship between the two, remain as vexed a conjunction as ever in South African writing. It is surely admissable, on the basis of such an understanding, to home in on the peculiarly white “soft spot” in the postapartheid literary imaginary, and to examine how this strand in the fabric of a necessarily “obscure totality” relates to the imagined composite of postapartheid literature. At all times, the essay is mindful of the relation of the writers it examines to other South African writers of all persuasions, and of all races. I have sought to make this quite unambiguous in the revised essay here offered for resubmission, although I would of course also argue that this was implicit in the earlier submission, too, although perhaps not rendered quite explicitly enough for the sake of skeptical readers.

Beyond these revisions, however, I have also extended the conceptual range and depth of the paper’s argument. First, I have sought to eliminate the perception of an overly adversarial stance vis-à-vis other theorists of “post-transitional” writing, heeding the advice of one of the readers in particular by revisiting the Frenkel and Mackenzie essay and elaborating its nuances more fully. Indeed, I have also, as suggested, brought in the useful insights of Frenkel’s solo article (in a recent issue of Ariel) on the figure of the palimpsest to help buttress my own argument. I have done the same with Meg Samuelson’s likewise penetrating argument about the liminal-threshold condition of the South African “transition.” Further, I have refined the argument in such a way as to problematize the more general notions of “rupture,” “past” and “present” by casting these terms within a freshly conceptualized understanding of particular senses of temporality that appear evident in examples of postapartheid writing, and in the two selected for close examination in this article in particular. 
In this regard I have introduced South African writer-critic Ashraf Jamal’s appropriation of art historian Hal Foster’s concept of the “future anterior” or “will have been” as a way of understanding what I here style as “mashed-up temporalities,” relying also on Russ West-Pavlov’s argument about postcolonial temporalities, as adumbrated in the work of Dipesh Chakrabarty, Achille Mbembe and Edouard Glissant.

Further, I have extended my argument and range of reference about the role of nonfiction in recent (postapartheid) literature, citing Hedley Twidle’s useful argument about the conspicuous prevalence of a kind of “reality hunger” (a la David Shields) in a South African context in which major writers such as Marlene van Niekerk, Antjie Krog, Antony Altbeker, Rian Malan and Jonny Steinberg all publicly concur (in separate pronouncements) that imagination is “exhausted” and will not do as a way through the continued obstacles of division and failure in the South African sociopolitical condition.
I invite Ariel and its readers to reread the revised submission carefully, alongside the original version. I am grateful for the feedback from the readers, which has proved valuable, and for the opportunity to revise and resubmit this essay.
