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Re-imagining White Identity by Exploring the Past: History in South African Novels of the 1990s, by Joche n
P e t zold.  S tudie s  in Eng lis h Lite rary and Cultural His tory 5. Trie r: Wis s e ns chaftliche r Ve rlag  Trie r,
20 0 2. 244 pp. IS BN 3-88476 -529 -9 .

This  s tudy addre s s e s  an important is s ue  in S outh African lite rature  of the  19 9 0 s , that is , the  ways  in which
write rs  in Eng lis h have  e xplore d the  trans itional ide ntitie s  of a pos taparthe id nation. As  Pe tz old e xplains  in
his  introduction, the  chang e  to  a Rainbow Nation ne ce s s itate d a re thinking  of white  ide ntity with race  no
long e r a "s table  bas is  for ide ntity cons truction" (4). But Pe tz old has  complicate d his  tas k by tying  this
re cons truction of ide ntity to  the  g e nre  of his torical narrative , choos ing  te xts  that "tre at his tory in the  s e ns e
of e ve nts  that happe ne d or mig ht have  happe ne d in the  pas t [. . .] in orde r to  e xamine  the  cre ative  te ns ions
aris ing  be twe e n the  his torical s ubje ct matte r and pre s e nt is s ue s  of ide ntity cons truction, which have  the ir
bas is  in conte mporary political re alitie s " (7). It is  in e s tablis hing  this  link be twe e n te xt and "re ality" that his
the s is  los e s  s ome  of its  s tre ng th, to  my mind, laboring  s ome what to  e s tablis h the  as s umption that lite rature
is  a s ite  whe re  pre s e nt-day ide ntity cons truction can be  s e e n as  e manating  from write rs ' fictionaliz ing  of the
pas t.

The  initial the ore tical dis cus s ion of the  firs t four chapte rs  include s  analys is  of what cons titute s  his torical
narrative  (or nove ls  that are  "inte re s te d in s pe cifically his torical s ubje ct-matte r") and of Afrikane r
cons tructions  of a white  S outh African ide ntity, ide ntifying  "inte ntional his tory" and the  formation of a g roup
ide ntity as  important e le me nts . The re  is , howe ve r, s ome  conflation be twe e n te xtual cons tructions  of
ide ntity and an application of the s e  to  re al life . For e xample , in concluding  his  dis cus s ion of Anne
Lands man's  The Devil's Chimney, Pe tz old pos its  that the  e nding  "s ug g e s ts  that S outh Africans  will have  to
come  to  te rms  with the ir own pe rs onal his torie s  in orde r to  move  ahe ad, to  be  s ymbolically born into the
Ne w S outh Africa" (136 ). Ye t the  ve ry ambig uity of the  nove l's  e nding  pre clude s  s uch a s implis tic  inte ntional
re ading , and inde e d Pe tz old's  own clos e  re ading  of the  te xt in this  chapte r has  its e lf be e n more  care fully
nuance d than this  final s ug g e s tion would imply.

This  is  the  s tre ng th of the  s tudy—its  clos e  re ading s , including  thre e  nove ls  by André  Brink, Lands man's
nove l, two nove ls  by Mike  Nicol, and Jo-Anne  Richards 's  The Innocence of Roast Chicken. I found the  analys is  of
André  Brink's  proble matic  re pre s e ntations  of Afrikane r his tory to  be  we ll tune d to  the  bas ic  contradiction
be twe e n Brink's  me tahis torical dis cours e  [End P a g e  18 5 ] that privile g e s  "s tory" and his  o e n didactic
manipulation of the  re ade r into  acce pting  the  particular ve rs ion of Afrikane r his tory that he  is  pre s e nting .
The  dis cus s ion of Richards 's  nove l as  an e xample  of the  farm nove l g e nre  is  als o  we ll-handle d. Whe re  the
s tudy s trains  s ome what is  in its  rathe r formulaic  application of Nünning 's  typolog y of his torical nove ls  to  the
particular te xts  unde r dis cus s ion. This  is  e s pe cially e vide nt in the  re ading s  of Nicol's  alle g orical te xts  that
s e e m to e lude  Pe tz old's  rathe r lite ral le ns . He nce , the  write r admits  that, for the  Nicol's  te xts , it is
"s ome what di icult to  characte riz e  the  functualiz ation of his tory in te rms  of Nünning 's  cate g orie s " (177).
Additionally, a more  productive  application of pos tcolonial the ory's  conce pts  of counte rdis curs ive  and
trans formative  his torie s  mig ht have  e nable d Pe tz old to  de al more  e as ily with ambig uitie s .

De s pite  the s e  re s e rvations , this  care ful and s cholarly s tudy is  we ll worth re ading  and its  te xtual analys e s
would ce rtainly be  of inte re s t to  s tude nts  of S outh African lite rature .
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