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Re-imagining White Identity by Exploring the Past: History in South African Novels of the 1990s, by Jochen
Petzold. Studies inEnglish Literaryand Cultural History 5. Trier: WissenschaftlicherVerlag Trier,
2002.244 pp.ISBN3-88476-529-9.

This studyaddresses animportantissue in South African literature ofthe 1990s, thatis, the ways in which
writers in English have explored the transitionalide ntities ofa postapartheid nation. As Petzold explains in
his introduction, the change to a Rainbow Nation necessitated a rethinking of white ide ntity with race no
longera"stable basis foridentity construction" (4). But Petzold has complicated his task by tying this
reconstruction ofidentity to the genre ofhistorical narrative, choosing texts that "treat historyinthe sense
ofevents thathappened or might have happened inthe past[...]inorderto examine the creative tensions
arising betweenthe historicalsubject matterand presentissues ofidentity construction, which have their
basis incontemporary politicalrealities" (7). Itis inestablishing this link betweentextand "reality" that his
thesis loses some ofits strength, to my mind, laboring somewhat to establish the assumption that literature
is asite where present-dayidentity constructioncanbe seenas emanating from writers' fictionalizing of the
past.

The initial theoreticaldiscussionofthe first four chapters includes analysis of what constitutes historical
narrative (ornovels thatare "interested inspecifically historical subje ct-matter") and of Afrikaner
constructions ofa white South Africanide ntity, ide ntifying "inte ntional history" and the formationofa group
identityas importantelements. There is, however,some conflation between textual constructions of
identityand anapplicationofthese to reallife. Forexample, inconcluding his discussion ofAnne
Landsman's The Devil's Chimney, Petzold posits that the ending "suggests that South Africans will have to
come to terms with theirown personal histories inorderto move ahead, to be symbolicallyborninto the
New South Africa" (136). Yet the veryambiguity ofthe novel's ending precludes such asimplistic intentional
reading,and indeed Petzold's ownclose reading ofthe textinthis chapterhas itselfbeen more carefully
nuanced thanthis final suggestion would imply.

This is the strength ofthe study—its close readings, including three novels by André Brink, Landsman's
novel, two novels by Mike Nicol, and Jo-Anne Richards's The Innocence of Roast Chicken. | found the analysis of
André Brink's proble matic representations of Afrikaner historyto be welltuned to the basic contradiction
betweenBrink's metahistorical discourse [End Page 185] that privileges "story" and his oftendidactic
manipulation ofthe readerinto accepting the particularversion of Afrikaner historythat he is presenting.
The discussionofRichards's novelas anexample ofthe farmnovelgenre is also well-handled. Where the
studystrains somewhatis inits ratherformulaic application of Niinning's typologyofhistorical novels to the
particulartexts underdiscussion. This is especiallyevidentinthe readings ofNicol's allegorical texts that
seemto elude Petzold's ratherliteral lens. Hence, the writer ad mits that, for the Nicol's texts, itis
"somewhat difficult to characterize the functualization ofhistoryinterms of Nlinning's categories" (177).
Additionally,a more productive applicationofpostcolonialtheory's concepts of counterdiscursive and
transformative histories might have enabled Petzold to deal more easily with ambiguities.

Despite these reservations, this carefuland scholarly studyis well worth reading and its textual analyses
would certainlybe ofinterestto students of South African literature.

Sue Kossew
University of New South Wales
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