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Abstract

This thesis will focus on how racial identities are constructed. It will look, in particular, at
Chris Van Wyk’s memoirs Shirley, Goodness and Mercy (2004) and Eggs to Lay, Chickens
to Hatch (2010), which describe the life of the coloured community of Riverlea, a township
in Johannesburg, under apartheid. It will investigate both the construction of the category
“coloured” and the notion that the term coloured could be a way of defining the undefinable.
The thesis explains the theories that can be used to inform the construction of coloured
identity, such as Helene Strauss’s justification of the term “creolisation” to describe the
coloured identity and Judith Butler’s notion that identity is performative. Such theories can be
used to inform an individual’s choice to adopt, perform or reject examples of identity
performances, particularly those identities which were imposed on coloured people during
apartheid. However, history alone cannot determine an identity; we all have the ability to
choose our identities. Because there are so many identities in contemporary South Africa, an

individual living in this new society shares a layer of her/his identity with all humanity.
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Chapter One

Introduction

This thesis will focus on how racial identities are constructed. It will look, in particular, at Chris
van Wyk’s memoirs Shirley, Goodness and Mercy and Eggs to Lay, Chickens to Hatch, which
describe the life of the coloured community of Riverlea, Johannesburg, under apartheid: in this
way, | will investigate both the construction of the category coloured — a term that could simply
be a way of defining people who cannot be defined in any other way' — and how this category

was, and still is, embodied by a specific community and its members.

Race continues to play a crucial role in determining social relations in post-apartheid South
Africa. The apartheid ideology has been barred but arguably not entirely defeated. People are
affected by race, whether they like to admit it or not. As far as we have come in the past two
decades from the far-reaching racial separateness of apartheid, South African citizens are still
defined by race. If anything and everything can be read as a sign of race, then race is in
everything — a universal element of everyday life: “the inevitable adverb and adjective of all
experience”, in Deborah Posel’s words.” Posel perceives race as the unavoidable defining
characteristic of all of our identities: in post-apartheid South Africa, everything can still be
linked to race and everyone can be described in racial terms. Apartheid racial divisions created a
hierarchy that promoted privilege and supremacy for white people while simultaneously
oppressing other racial groups. Conversely, the new South African political discourse is meant to
foster a notion of democracy and non-racialism. The country’s citizens are now expected to
embrace tolerance and accommodate each other’s racial differences and identities.’ However, the
racial categorisations inherited from apartheid — namely, white, black, Indian and coloured —

continue to define social and cultural identities and to produce divisions and stereotypes.

! Ryland Fisher, Race (South Africa: Jacana Media, 2007), p. 46.

2 Deborah Posel, ‘What’s in a Name? Racial Categorisations under Apartheid and Their Afterlife’, Transformation 47 (2001), p.
65.

? Melanie Walker, ‘Race Is Nowhere and Race Is Everywhere: Narratives from Black and White South African University
Students in Post-apartheid South Africa’, British Journal of Sociology of Education, 26 (2005), p. 45.



Desmond Tutu has called South Africa the Rainbow Nation, a metaphor meant to express the
overcoming of the divisions between the diverse ethnicities, racial identities, cultures, languages
and creeds that coexist in contemporary South Africa. Even though this definition aims to be
inclusive and portray a nation that is overcoming racism and racial divisions, it continues to
emphasise racial differences. Arguably, the concept of the rainbow to describe a nation falls
short of including all the people not defined by a particular colour. If the Rainbow Nation means
a nation comprised of races defined by colours, where does “coloured” fit in? Melissa Steyn and
Natasha Distiller, in their book Under Construction: ‘Race’ in South Africa Today, also question
whether the Rainbow Nation metaphor is adequate. They argue that before an appropriate
language can be found for the “new” South Africa, we need to know what, exactly, is “new”

about the “new nation”:

Before South Africa can ride off into its rainbow sunset, it needs to examine the material
and cultural baggage strapped to its horse: attitudes, identities, economic disparity,
differing access to structures and languages of power — these did not instantaneously alter

the day Nelson Mandela was released.”

To find a new language to talk about ourselves, we first need to understand the history and
realities of apartheid, which help to make sense of who South African people are today and
why society is the way it is. As South Africans, we continue to construct our social realities in
racial terms, drawing on the apartheid catalogue of race.” The ideological logic of apartheid
hinged on the idea that all non-white people were essentially different from all white people.
Hence segregation.® The parameters created by the apartheid state affected the identity
construction of South Africans then, and they still affect it today.

During the apartheid era categorizing a person as coloured meant that this person had certain
defining characteristics in common with all people designated as coloured. For instance, under

apartheid people defined as coloured often argued that they were “not white enough” to be

* Natasha Distiller and Melissa Steyn (eds), Under Construction: ‘Race’ and Identity in South Africa Today (Pietermaritzburg:
Heinemann Publishers, 2004), p. 2.
3 Posel, “What’s in a Name? Racial Categorisations under Apartheid and Their Afterlife’, p. 50.
6 L
Ibid.



considered citizens. By contrast, Michelle Ruiters argues that today coloured people commonly
stress that “brown does not appear in the rainbow”. According to Ruiters, coloured people
were loosely identified as neither black nor white and due to the forced removals: government
grouped a mixture of non-white people together and had them live alongside each other.
Communities adopted religion, language and cultural elements from one another: “this led to a

closer identification between neighbours and within neighbourhoods”.”

Zimitri Eramus and Edgar Pieterse list the main discourses on coloured identity formation in
South Africa: the white nationalist discourse, the non-racial discourse, the ethnonationalist
discourse, and the denialist discourse. The white nationalist discourse constructed coloured
people as “left over people” and characterized coloured culture in terms of stereotypes such as
“coon” carnivals and speaking “capey” Afrikaans, while coloureds were generally regarded as
drunken-happy-go-lucky clowns (“die jollie hotnot”: the happy Hottentot) who sometimes
become violent when drunk.® Conversely, during the apartheid era the Black Consciousness
Movement, as well as United Democratic Front and ANC activists denied that coloured identity
existed at all. In its stead, they favoured an all-encompassing black identity. In their view, this
construction of a united black identity was necessary in a context of resistance to white
supremacy.” More recently, a third discourse has emerged, the ethnonationalist discourse on
“brown nationalist movements” in the Western Cape. This is a discourse promoted by coloured
people searching for ethnic purity based on selectively reconstructed pasts in an attempt to
rediscover “what coloured culture and identity is”.'” In this attempt to (re)construct their
identities, coloureds have rediscovered their own language, culture and land. They want to
govern themselves and are not prepared to be governed by “black” people. To achieve their
objective they have organised several movements: the Kleurling Weerstands Beweging
(Coloured Resistance Movement), the Brown Nationalist Movement, the National Liberation

Front and the Coloured Forum, among others. According to Erasmus and Pieterse, this kind of

7 Michelle Ruiters, ‘Collaboration, Assimilation and Aontestation: Emerging Constructions of Coloured Identity in Post-
apartheid South Africa’, in Mohamed Adhikari (ed.), Burdened by race: Coloured Identities in Southern Africa (Cape Town:
UCT Press, 2009), p. 106.

Ibid., p. 109.
8 Zimitri Erasmus and Edgar Pieterse ‘Conceptualising Coloured Identities in the Western Cape Province of South Africa’, in
Mai Palmberg (ed.), National Identity and Democracy in Africa (South Africa: Capture Press, 1999), p. 174.
% Ibid., p. 175.
' Tbid.



construction of coloured identity reproduces and falls back on racist and apartheid discourse."
By contrast, the fourth type of discourse, denialism, is based on the perceived inconsistency of
coloured identity, and argues that a coloured identity separated from a broader black identity is
controversial. It suggests that coloured identity is a white-imposed categorization: a racist,
reactionary, apartheid idea. Denialist discourse insists that coloured people lack a distinctive
culture or ethnicity. Coloured people are seen as helpless and hopeless remains of Afrikaner

and racist apartheid manipulation.

This is not necessarily the case. Coloured identity does not need to be constructed in essentialist
terms. Coloured people often attempt to conceptualize the making and remaking of their
identities as a fluid process, shaped by time and place. As Helene Strauss argues in her analysis
of Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, the coloured subjectivity depicted in it is an example of
creolisation. She uses the term “creolisation” — which has mostly been used to describe the
complex and often violent cultural exchanges that have taken place between various identities
in the aftermath of colonisation and slavery” — to describe the tensions, difficulties and
confusion about being coloured during the apartheid and post-apartheid eras. If the coloured
identity is shaped by a history of colonialism, slavery, segregation and apartheid, then the use
of the notion of creolisation is apt to question and consider coloured identities. Taking into
consideration the varying discourses surrounding it and considering the South African context,
coloured identity formation can be perceived as a response to specific social and political
realities. As Mohamed Adhikari explains, the constructions of coloured identities are today
often fluid: coloured groups and individuals make and remake their perceived realities and

personal and social identities."

The Performance of Identity
In van Wyk’s memoirs the young Chris’s experience of his intertwined personal and political

domestic spaces provides a window into the political irrationalities of apartheid that he

" Tbid.

2 Helene Strauss, ‘Confused about Being Coloured: Creolisation and Coloured Identity in Chris van Wyk’s Shirley, Goodness
and Mercy’, in Mohamed Adhikari (ed.), Burdened by Race: Coloured Identities in Southern Africa, p. 24. This is the only
published essay that is entirely devoted to Chris van Wyk’s memoir.

'3 Mohamed Adhikari, ‘From Narratives of Miscegenation to Post-modernist Reimagining: Towards a Historiography of
Coloured Identity in South Africa’, in Mohamed Adhikari (ed.), Burdened by Race: Coloured Identities in Southern Africa, p. 14.
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highlights time and again. Both texts are written predominantly from the perspective of the
author as a young boy. This first person narrative provides an account of discovery and
exploration which allows a harsh situation like living as a poor coloured person during the
apartheid era to be seen through innocent eyes: eyes that may be little but seem to see
everything more clearly than perhaps an adult — who may have become biased, bitter, or even
apathetic — would have. The author effectively acknowledges racial discrimination as a
complex theme and uses it to explore the underlying question of identity. Under apartheid,
coloured people had their identities imposed on them, they were made to feel inferior and
therefore, when confronted with white people, often assumed subversive identities, whether
these white people held positions of authority or not. As a result of this construction of identity,
and as van Wyk’s memoirs suggest, when it came to interactions between people of different
races, relationships were largely dependent on social standing, and this influenced identity
performance. This however does not mean that people passively reproduced and adapted to pre-

established identities and social, cultural and racial hierarchies.

The many identities that coloured people adopted and performed during apartheid could come
from a sentiment of confusion as to the established racial order but also from rebellion or the
refusal of some to conform to it. The acceptance of the imposed coloured identity by those who
chose to conform only highlighted the fact that they were being oppressed by the apartheid
regime, even though their various identity performances were an attempt to assimilate with the
norm and assume their place in the racial hierarchy. In the memoirs, the young Chris questions
apartheid racial hierarchies. For instance, in a passage in Shirley, Goodness and Mercy he
describes how on an outing to the city one day he critically observes an interaction in a
bookshop between his grandmother and a white male shopkeeper. He watches his grandmother,
Ouma, and tries to understand what makes the white man at the counter better than her. When
she talks to him she changes her way of speaking and puts on her “musical voice”. When it is
time to leave, he mimics his Ouma and bids the white man “good afternoon,” as opposed to
saying “good bye” like he would have to anyone else because he thinks it “sounds posh”.'* The
subjective adaptation of themselves that van Wyk and his Ouma adopt for the benefit of the

white man highlights the idea that identity can be seen as a performance, to the extent that

' Chris van Wyk, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy: A Childhood Memoir (South Africa: Picador Africa, 2004), p. 68.



South Africa’s racial hierarchies required coloured people to perform a subjective shift when
speaking to the white man. This shows the power dynamics at play in the interracial encounter
and, more broadly, in the country during apartheid."” Language is a powerful signifier: in this
instance language and the voice adjust according to the context. Essentially, identities adjust
according to different contexts. Ruiters claims that various identities within an individual are
recognized in particular contexts.'® She also claims that since identity is plural, in the South
African context — i.e., in a society with multiple identities — true democracy requires the
recognition of this plurality: “Various identities within an individual that are recognised within

particular contexts could provide for and reinforce participatory democratic practices”."”

One of the key debates within the social sciences and in the context of South Africa is the
question of identity. Questioning identity is questioning who we are, where we come from and
where we belong. The concept of identity provides a way to understand how the personal and the
social are constructed. But what does identity construction mean? According to Kath Woodward,
it involves aligning ourselves with one group, saying that we are the same as them, while
differentiating ourselves from other groups of people. We can have a collective identity at the
local or global level, whether through culture, religion or politics, as well as an individual
identity."® Your identity is not only a word to make sense of who you are in the world; it links
you to the community you live in, as well as to how you see yourself and others see you.
Identities are made up of different dimensions. As an individual each of us has a whole range of
identities, which we experience in our daily interaction with others."” There is a link between
identity and our place in the society in which we live that may arise from the categories into

which we are placed by other people rather than from those into which we place ourselves.”’

During apartheid people were forced to align their identities with one of the four racial groups. It

was during the apartheid era that South African people classified as black, coloured and Indian

15 Strauss, ‘Confused about Being Coloured: Creolisation and Coloured Identity in Chris van Wyk’s Shirley, Goodness and
Mercy’, p. 35.

'8 Ruiters, ‘Collaboration; Assimilation and Contestation: Emerging Constructions of Coloured Identity in Post-apartheid South
Africa’, p. 106.

"7 bid.

'8 Kath Woodward, Social Sciences: The Big Issues (New York: Routledge, 2010), p. 20.

" Tbid.

2 1bid., p. 45.



suffered the most severe violations of their civil rights. They were forced to be racially classified
under the Population Registration Act of 1950, while The Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act of
1949 outlawed interracial marriages, and the Immorality Amendment Act of 1950 outlawed
interracial sex. Under the Group Areas Act of 1950, well over half a million coloured people
were forcibly relocated to designated residential and business areas, usually on the periphery of
cities and towns. In 1953 the Separate Amenities Act introduced “petty apartheid” by segregating
virtually all public facilities, and in 1956 the National Party removed coloured people from the

voters’ roll.2!

Van Wyk’s memoirs provide a perspective on the events of the time from the vantage point of a
coloured person. Throughout the two texts, the young Chris asks questions as he interprets the
political developments and their meaning for coloured identity formation, the place of coloured
people in South Africa and his decision, as a young activist, to identify with the term black.
Zimitri Erasmus and Edgar Pieterse question the relationship between being black, African and
coloured. They define black, in the context of apartheid South Africa, as a political construction
that refers to all oppressed people, while coloured refers to those South Africans loosely bound
together for historical reasons such as slavery and a combination of oppressive and preferential
treatment during apartheid, rather than by a common ethnic identity. The coloured identity is

thus sometimes seen as overlapping with black and always with African.”

In his memoirs van Wyk narrates his strong affiliation with the Black Consciousness Movement
(BCM): he decides early on in his life that if he has to be classified in terms of his race, then he
would rather be black. On discovering that he has white ancestry while looking through his
grandmother’s photos, the young Chris remarks: “This is not good news. I am black. I write
black poetry. I am a follower of the black consciousness philosophy. And here’s a white guy
messing up my past and future. For God’s sake, white people are the enemy, I don’t want the

'”23

enemy in my family. Shit!”~ He does not want to be associated with white people in any way

2! Mohamed Adhikari, ‘““God Made the White Man, God Made the Black Man...”: Popular Racial Stereotyping of Coloured
People in Apartheid South Africa’, South African Historical Journal, 55 (2006), p. 146.

22 Erasmus and Pieterse ‘Conceptualising Coloured Identities in the Western Cape Province of South Africa’, p. 169.

2 van Wyk, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, p. 265.



because of how he feels about their role in the treatment of coloured and black people in the

apartheid context.

After the June 16 1976 school students’ revolt and their subsequent massacre by police, the
situation was volatile. Clashes between the police and black youth were common. As black
resistance grows, the young Chris is unrestrained in accusing the apartheid regime of throwing
all African and coloured people into a cesspit: “Upside down with our faces submerged in the
shit and the whites are holding us by our little brown ankles saying: should we or shouldn’t we?
The coloureds are holding on for dear life saying we may not be white but we’re not quite down
there with the blacks”.** His contempt for the racist apartheid regime is evident yet his mixed
feelings about coloured identity are also apparent. He says coloured people do not see
themselves as quite belonging “down there” with the black majority. He makes a differentiation
between coloured and black and highlights the racial hierarchy between the two. Were coloured
people conditioned to have these prejudices? Did they simply repeat the apartheid imposed
racism and discrimination toward blacks? While van Wyk is not in agreement with the idea, here
he reflects on the hierarchical distinction between blacks and coloureds and positions coloured
identity in-between white and black. In another passage, he recalls how as a child he was unable
to resist participating in racist name calling and how, in an attempt to deflect taunts about his
squint, he retaliated by calling his friend a “kaffir”’: “How many of me do you see? Melvin asks
me”. A retort comes into his head from nowhere: “I see two of you, but why is it that you are
both Kaffirs?* Later on in the text, an older Chris would take a beating for a black friend. He
invites members of SOARTA (Soweto Arts Association) to his home in Riverlea, and as one of
his black friends wanders off after a few drinks, a neighbour remarks that “No kaffirs are
allowed” in the area. The young Chris takes a beating from the Transvaal middleweight
champion for his friend.”® The symbolism of that beating is Chris’s retribution for uttering the
word “kaffir” in his youth. His attitudes towards black people change as he becomes politically

awarc.

2 Ibid., p. 236.
2 1bid., p. 175.
2 Ibid., p. 251.



The register of the speech of most of the characters in the memoirs is informal, colloquial,
typically coloured slang. This is interesting because it shapes van Wyk’s attitudes. It is
noticeable that he does not really use slang. His tone and voice are different from those of his
companions and peers: he is eloquent, reads a lot and quite often corrects the other characters’
English spelling or grammar. This can be seen as poetic. He sees himself as being more cultured
or evolved in his ways and thinking, even more so when he gets involved in the Black
Consciousness Movement. The author purposely describes this to show that just because he was
discriminated against, this did not make him inferior (or perhaps he just wants to demonstrate his
free thinking). Once he has found his “poetic self”, he even goes as far as proclaiming himself a
member of the “1976 generation of poets”. His poems are filled with a sharp loathing for white
people.”’ This hatred is sparked by his disdain for the apartheid regime. He is drawn to the Black
Consciousness Movement, which he comes across through black poetry. Poetry inspires him
positively; it makes him proud to be different, to be “black”. The power of language is that it can
speak something into being. A stanza from one of his poems written at this time, entitled “The

Chosen”, says:

Some people it seems
Have to carry their crosses
For the rest of their lives.
Others think they can

Get away with it

Simply by throwing theirs

Into ballot boxes.®

In the poem van Wyk speaks of how easily the apartheid regime is getting away with racism,
while non-white people will struggle with their identity, having to bear the burden of their
racial categories forever. The carrying of the cross is an allusion to Christ carrying his cross as
a burden “for the rest of their lives”. This lifelong cross or burden is similar to the apartheid

racial categorisations that people were forced to carry with them. He plays with the word

27 Strauss, ‘Confused about Being Coloured: Creolisation and Coloured Identity in Chris van Wyk’s Shirley, Goodness and
Mercy’, p. 36.
% Quoted in van Wyk, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, p. 228.



“cross”, which is also significant because non-whites were not allowed to vote then. Through
poetry he is first able to express his intolerance of apartheid. Van Wyk feels alienated: he

actually does not identify with coloured people or the ones he is meant to look up to.

During this period a general rejection of the term coloured, which was shaped by both ANC
non-racialism and Black Consciousness, resulted in coloureds being referred to as “so called
coloureds”. Because of their discomfort with the term, the quotation marks were seen as
necessary.”’ Quotation marks were added to show the irony or inappropriateness of the term, in
light of its vagueness in describing an unidentifiable group of people. Coloured people felt
marginalised: the meaning of coloured was (and still is) ambiguous. In 1980 van Wyk became
the editor of Staffrider, the Black Consciousness inspired South African literary journal first
published in 1978. It was a platform for Black Consciousness writers to voice resistance to
white dominance.® The movement helped van Wyk and other coloured South Africans to
identify under the heading of “blackness” and join the resistance to apartheid. Van Wyk later
became a political activist and in the 1980s fought for freedom in the United Democratic Front,
a movement that helped to unban the ANC.>' However, contestations arose within the ANC
about who is black and what it means to be black or, indeed, what it means to be African.*?
This left coloured activists once again questioning their identity and place in society when they
thought they may have found a place after losing their “colourdness” and uniting as the black

oppressed and fighting for freedom. They were now left questioning their identity once again.

Van Wyk makes subjective shifts in terms of his identity construction through the course of the
two memoirs, often questioning his identity. Identities are made, not discovered; they have to
be culturally and politically constructed through political antagonisms and cultural struggle,
given meaning in particular social contexts.” The forces that shape van Wyk’s racial and
cultural identity shift in accordance with the national struggle and political change throughout

the 1970s, 80s and 90s. In the memoirs, these shifts are seen in different ways. Van Wyk’s

% Erasmus and Pieterse ‘Conceptualising Coloured Identities in the Western Cape Province of South Africa’, p. 170.

3% Mphutlane wa Bofelo, ‘The Influences and Representations of Biko and Black Consciousness in Poetry in Apartheid and Post-
apartheid South Africa/ Azania’, in Andile Mngxitama, Amanda Alexander and Nigel Gibson (eds), Biko Lives! Contesting the
Legacies of Steve Biko (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). p. 193.

3! Chris van Wyk, interview conducted and transcribed by Nicole Stoltenkamp, 12 July 2013.

32 Erasmus and Pieterse ‘Conceptualising Coloured Identities in the Western Cape Province of South Africa’, p. 170.

33 Mercer Kobena, Welcome to the Jungle: New Positions in Black Cultural Studies (New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 292.
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shifting perceptions of race, politics and identity are highlighted by his changing attitudes
towards black people when he becomes politically active and aware. Van Wyk’s involvement
in the Black Consciousness Movement helps him to redefine his identity. “Blackness” is
something he can identify with, as opposed to the discredited categories “coloured”, “so-called-
coloured” or “non-white”. In explaining Black Consciousness in an interview with me, van

Wyk offered this insight:

A cat is a cat. A dog is a dog. A dog will never be a non-cat. White people are white.
Black people are black. Why then, did the apartheid government refer to us as non-
whites? It’s because of Biko that we decided we would rather be black. We were black.

Not nonentities.**

Black Consciousness took the leading political role in the resistance against apartheid during
the 1960s and 1970s. Steve Biko developed the idea. He was a non-violent anti-apartheid
activist. His mission was to raise the consciousness of black people in South Africa through
lectures and community activities. He was not afraid to voice his opinions about the apartheid
system or of the consequences of having those opinions as a black man. Apartheid called for
extreme political action. Biko encouraged and emphasized the emancipation and liberation of
black people. He believed that society should be equal and composed of “just people”.
According to his notions, being black is not a matter of skin colour but a mental attitude. If you
describe yourself as black you have started your road towards emancipation. On the 18™ of
August 1977, Biko was arrested and held in prison for twenty-four days where he was
interrogated, starved, and viciously beaten. On the 12" of September 1977, he became the
forty-first person in South Africa to die while being held in the custody of the South African
Police. The South African government claimed innocence in his murder, saying that Steve Biko
had died from a hunger strike. Yet, the official autopsy concluded that his death was due to a
brain lesion caused by the “application of force to the head”.”” Van Wyk and a number of “non-
white” South Africans joined the Black Consciousness Movement in the fight against

oppression. Van Wyk was able to answer some of the questions that were asked by the young

3* van Wyk, interview conducted and transcribed by Nicole Stoltenkamp, 12 July 2013.
33 Steve Biko, ‘Biographical Summary’, in | Write What | Like (London: The Bowerdean Press, 1978), p. 1.
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Chris thanks to Biko’s ideas. One of the main contributing factors in his identity formation is
the fact that he grew up with Steve Biko, who came into his life in the 1970s through his
writings and untimely death. Biko and his movement helped van Wyk realise: “I am a person

too. I am not invisible. I am here.””*

The development of a black culture and black literature was one of the main elements of the
Black Consciousness Movement. Political and revolutionary messages were spread through
poetry and short stories. The Black Consciousness oriented Staffrider magazine was the leading
forum for their publications.’” Inspired by Black Consciousness teachings, literature and poetry
portrayed the reality of the underprivileged and marginalised. Black Consciousness oriented
writers exposed the apartheid regime’s attempts to justify racial discrimination and segregation
on the grounds that black people were unable to govern themselves and needed to be under the
tutelage of whites.”® Together with the 1976 generation of poets, the Black Consciousness poets
are often referred to as protest poets. Van Wyk was one of these poets. He and others like him
used words to describe the conditions of oppression, to expose their oppressors’ insensitive
actions and brutal treatment of them, as well as to imagine the victory of liberation. Through
words, they retaliated to violence with counter-violence.” While factions of the movement
against apartheid took up arms, the Black Consciousness poets fought against their oppressors
through their poems and words. This is best expressed in an excerpt from one of van Wyk’s

poems cited in Shirley, Goodness and Mercy — the poem titled “My Mother”, which reads:

My mother is a boesman meid

A kaffir girl

A coolie auntie

Who wears beads of sweat around her neck

And chains around her ankles

36 Chris van Wyk, ‘Introduction’, in Chris van Wyk (ed.), We Write What We Like: Celebrating Steve Biko (Johannesburg: Wits
University Press, 2007), p. xii.

37 Mphutlane wa Bofelo, ‘The Influences and Representations of Biko and Black Consciousness in Poetry in Apartheid and
Postapartheid South Africa/Azania’, p. 193.

38 bid., p. 197.

* Tbid.
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But defrocked of her dignity she
Has broken free of the heirlooms of oppression
And dresses in the fatigues of those

Grown tired of serving evil gods
Now my mother is dressed to kill.*’

In this poem van Wyk describes his mother as coloured (“boesman meid”), black (“kaffir girl”)
and Indian (“coolie auntie”): she is all the derogatory terms the apartheid regime has for non-
white women. Stripping her of her dignity has only made her stronger and willing to fight
against oppression. The use of the word “fatigues” emphasises just how exhausted (fatigued)
she has become from living under these oppressive conditions, as well as being dressed for war,
in military fatigues. His use of a metaphor in explaining the perspiration on her neck illustrates
how hard she is made to work at a job where she can be exploited by the regime because she is
non-white. Describing the beads she wears around her neck as beads of sweat shows her
poverty. The chains around her ankles are another allusion to jewellery that she cannot afford.
They are reminiscent of the chains slaves were forced to wear. Van Wyk directly likens the
apartheid system to one that enslaves non-whites. Now his mother is “dressed to kill”, to join
the resistance to apartheid. She is prepared to either kill or be killed for what she believes in.
The poem is written in free verse, with no rhyme scheme and few punctuation marks. The
rhythm is fast paced: this relates to the message of the poem. Suffering is overcome if you

endure and resist it at the same time. In due course it can be triumphed over.

Through poetry, van Wyk fought in the cultural revolution against apartheid. He contributed to
the black writing which would become instrumental in social change within South Africa.
Mbulelo Mzamane considers Chris van Wyk, Fhazel Johennesse and Ingoapele Madingoane as
“the most celebrated, prolific and representative” poets of the new writers’ movement.*' This
movement was made up of black artists, writers and poets. Book clubs, youth associations,

poetry readings and word of mouth became ways for the movement to spread their reach. In his

40 van Wyk, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, p. 290.
4 Mbulelo, V. Mzamane, ‘New Poets of the Soweto Era: Van Wyk, Johennesse and Madingoane’, Research in African
Literatures, (1988), p. 4.
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description of short story authors then and now, Chris van Wyk explains that “many black
writers began by using their writing as a means to an end; as part of the fight to win freedom,
aligning themselves to a specific political ideology™:** Black Consciousness in the 1970s and
the United Democratic Front or the African National Congress in the 1980s. By contrast, he
says that writers today are no longer concerned with the struggle against oppression, their

political allegiances are no longer prevalent.*’

In describing van Wyk’s early writing, Mzamane articulates: “van Wyk is a typical coloured
youth of the new generation. He talks the language of Black Consciousness with overtones of
negritude. He writes in the tradition of Mongane Serote, Sipho Sepamla and Mafika Gwala”.**
Mzamane emphasizes van Wyk’s allegiance to the Black Consciousness Movement and notes
that, though classified as coloured, he “identifies with Africans and is free of the identity crisis
that plagues some older coloured authors. Black Consciousness enabled him to resolve his
identity crisis”.*> As a poet from the Black Consciousness era, in the 1970s van Wyk started to
construct his identity with the confidence and consciousness that he was not a non-entity. Since
whites never referred to themselves as non-black, he too refused to refer to himself as a non-
white. Through his freedom in writing and identification with his fellow like-minded black
writers he became an activist and fought for democracy. He started out as a Soweto poet and
aligned himself with the Black Consciousness ideology, one whose proclamations was the

development of black culture through black literature. These poets and writers therefore saw

themselves as spokespersons for all oppressed blacks in the country.

Conclusion

Throughout his memoirs van Wyk recalls his bitterness toward the apartheid system and the
discrimination against people racialised as coloured, Indians, blacks and Africans. He shows
how racism impacted his life and the lives of coloured people in South Africa, particularly in
Riverlea, and how he fought against it. Social constructions of identity have real consequences;

one consequence of the construction of coloured identity under apartheid was that people often

42 Chris van Wyk, ‘Introduction’, in Chris van Wyk and Vagn Plenge (eds), Post-traumatic: New South African Short Stories
(Joubert Park: Botsotso Publishing, 2004), p. 6.
* Tbid.
4 Mzamane, ‘New Poets of the Soweto Era: Van Wyk, Johennesse and Madingoane’, p. 4.
451
Ibid.
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felt that they had to justify their existence — and they often still do even in post-apartheid South
Africa. In South Africa, race has for so long been a part of everything, every day; it is difficult
not to see a racial motive or agenda behind just about everything in society, even in the present
day. When an issue regarding race comes up, you feel obligated to speak on the behalf of your
“race”. When race is raised in any context, accusations of playing a supposed race card are

made and people are criticized for making “everything about race”.

As a coloured woman, I often question my own identity, sometimes to the point of insecurity.
My experience differs from that of my parents and grandparents. Nadine Dolby argues that
youth cannot solely look at the past or to remnants of apartheid to develop and define their
identities.*® This might well be true, but dealing with race after apartheid is not simply a matter
of discarding already formed racial positions; we have to embrace and renegotiate them in a
new context. The significance of race and identity formation is constantly changing. It is about
belonging. It is about what you have in common with some people and what differentiates you
from others.*” Race holds enormous power in South Africa today and continues to act as a form
of identification. In investigating the construction of the coloured identity I cannot help
thinking that the term may very well be a way of defining a people who cannot be defined. We
cannot keep harping on racial difference because in and of itself it doesn’t mean a thing; what
really separates us lies somewhere else, perhaps in culture and language. Or perhaps in class,
and in the different levels of wealth. Race is simply a category, a label. Therefore the extent to
which coloured identity can be explored remains uncertain, as ambiguous as the term “so called
coloured” was in the 1980s. And this is why Chris van Wyk’s memoirs deserve attention. Thay
contain some of the answers: by writing about himself, his family, his friends, his

neighbourhood, his culture, he is providing and sharing his unique perspective.

46 Nadine Dolby, Constructing Race: Youth, Identity and Popular Culture in South Africa, (New York: Suny Press, 2001), p. 118.
47 Jeffrey Weeks, ‘The Value of Difference’ in J. Rutherford (ed.), Identity: Community, Culture and Difference (London:
Lawrence and Wishart, 1990), p. 88.
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Chapter Two

Identity, Politics and Performativity in Shirley, Goodness and Mercy

This is my story. Not all of it, but a large chunk of it, anyway. And to tell you my own story I’ve
had to tell you about my family, my friends, the people of Riverlea.*®

Introduction

Chris van Wyk’s first memoir, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, describes the life of the coloured
community of Riverlea, Johannesburg, under apartheid. The text can be seen as both a moral and
a political allegory that highlights the ugly truth of apartheid’s effects on coloured people. It is
about the social construction of identity and also about the idea that one’s identity evolves as one
grows up and matures. It particularly focuses on the young Chris’s identity and the shared
identity of the people of Riverlea, as well as on coloured people’s identity as a social category.
As in the previous chapter, I describe coloured identity as performative and fluid: I understand
the significance of social categories and identity formation as constantly changing. In particular,
this chapter will focus on the theoretical angles that can be adopted to discuss identity and on the
memoir’s thematic concerns with secrets, eavesdropping, and the interconnectivity between
space, politics and identity. I will relate these concerns to Judith Butler’s critique of the
expressive view of identity and her thoughts on gender performativity and the reality of identity.
My key argument is that the reality of the coloured identity described by van Wyk was enforced
by the apartheid state, and that van Wyk’s first memoir chronicles his coming to terms and
confrontation with this enforced identity. As he became politically aware and critical of the
apartheid state, the young Chris was left with the task of choosing which identities to adopt and

perform and which to develop for himself as his constructs his own identity.

48 van Wyk, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, p. 309.
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Writing the Memoir: “Will my teacher first show me how to write before she asks me to
write something?”*’

With his memoir Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, van Wyk set out to write a story about his own
life growing up in the close-knit community of Riverlea, yet he also wrote about apartheid’s
effects on coloured people, focusing on a community whose members still question who they are
and where they stand in contemporary South Africa. He narrates his family’s and friends’
uncertain identity all the while expressing his understanding of and eventual opposition to the
apartheid regime. Van Wyk thus assumes the role of story collector in his community, since to
tell his own story he has to tell the stories of the people of Riverlea, of his family and his friends.
He relies on humour and irony to illustrate the contrast between his seemingly happy childhood
and the actual circumstances of coloured people during apartheid. Raj Singh ascribes laughing to
feelings good. However he states that “we expect our literature to do something more than
simply entertain us. The true purpose of literature is uplifting our spirits, shining a cold light on
dark truths, giving audience to under-represented voices, or toppling the bourgeois hegemony.
Humor can only help in accomplishing these goals”.50 Van Wyk’s use of humour makes light of
the young Chris’s reality through irony. Singh refers to irony as “the contrast between what the
character thinks to be true and what we (the reader) know to be true. [...] Because we know
something the character does not, we read to discover how the character will react when he or
she learns the truth of the situation”.”' The reader knows more than the young Chris did and
follows his quest to uncover the secrets kept from him about apartheid and its effects on his

identity. This is Singh’s specific application of the concept of irony, he invokes “dramatic irony”

which is enlisted in fiction and drama and accords with the performative approach.

In terms of narrative genres, Van Wyk’s memoir can be described as a “life narrative”. This is an
umbrella term that encompasses the extensive group of personal storytelling that uses first-hand
history as its starting point.> Readers of these stories are exposed to other people’s histories,

lives and experiences.” Life narratives are based on memory: memories that are temporally

49 1.

Ibid., p. 24.
0 Raj Kishkor Singh, ‘Humour, Irony and Satire in Literature’, International Journal of English and Literature, 3 (2012), p. 67.
51 :

Ibid., p. 68.
52 Kay Schafer and Sidonie Smith, Human Rights and Narrated Lives: The Ethics of Recognition (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2004), p. 8.
3 1bid., p. 1.
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situated as an event in a specific point in an individual’s past.’* Narratives of personal
remembering thus become sites for knowing the past in the present: they present subjective
views of the past and memories that lend themselves to equally subjective interpretations. Also,
the recollection of an event may differ as years go by. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson explain
how autobiographical style might be an experimentation. Artists turn their daily life into material
for performance and a narrative of lived experience.”> Authors express themselves through self-
disclosure, self-presentation and first-hand history by disclosing their personal memories through
their narratives. Since the Stone Age, with life stories depicted on cave walls, until this very day,
human beings have shared stories derived from autobiographical memory with one another.
These stories are based on the notion that a unique and important characteristic of all humans is
the capacity for and practice of telling stories. The stories serve as a vehicle for self-expression
and definition.”® Life narratives and autobiographical memories allow authors to express
themselves and (re)construct their identity in the eyes of readers or observers. In a life narrative,

there is no single self but many selves displayed on several occasions.”’

In Shirley, Goodness and Mercy the young Chris explores his many selves throughout the text as
his character develops and gains insight into what is occurring in the world around him. The
stories and anecdotes van Wyk chose for his text originated from the autobiographical memory
of his childhood. When van Wyk wrote the story he thought it was his own, but he soon realised

it was about other people as well. In his own words:

I think it [Shirley, Goodness and Marcy] comes out of a time when great peoples’ lives
were being told and people had the notion, ordinary people had the notion that only if you
had achieved something really amazing, only if you had conquered something or you had
done something monumental could your story be told and then they saw that there was an
ordinary boy whose story was being told and this was me as well as them, you know?

Ordinary lives could also be celebrated.’

> 1bid., p. 126.

55 Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, ‘The Rumpled Bed of Autobiography: Extravagant Lives, Extravagant Questions’,
Biographical Research Centre, 24 (2001), p. 10.

56 Katherine, Nelson, ‘Self and Social Functions: Individual Autobiographical Memory and Collective Narrative’, Memory, 11
(2003), p. 125.

S 1bid., p. 134.

% Chris van Wyk, interview conducted and transcribed by Nicole Stoltenkamp, 4 December 2013.
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The narrative style of the memoir is apparently simple. Van Wyk uses the first-person narrative:
the protagonist is the young author himself. It is an autobiographical text, narrated from the
young Chris’s perspective. This narrative technique draws the reader into the story with ease: it
keeps the reader close to the action at all times and privy to all the secrets and inner thoughts and
struggles of the protagonist. Van Wyk transports the reader to Riverlea during apartheid South
Africa, beginning with his early memories of the 1960s up until his late 30s in 1995, a year after
the first democratic elections. The characters in the memoir are members of his family and his
childhood friends from school and around the neighbourhood. They have a relaxed interaction, a
familiarity. The register of the speech of most of the other characters is informal, colloquial,
typically coloured slang which for the most part Chris chooses not to use; this choice shapes his

attitudes.

The protagonist transforms throughout the text. The young Chris is first introduced as a naive but
curious five year old child who knows nothing about the world around him or about apartheid.
As he matures and his curiosity about the world around him grows, so too does his character.
The young Chris is dissatisfied with the answers he receives to his questions about the place of
coloured people in apartheid South Africa. He starts reading and learning for himself and picking
up pieces of information to form his own ideas. When he gets older and becomes politically
aware his attitudes change. He starts writing poetry underpinned by the Black Consciousness
philosophy. The end of the story, the achievement of freedom, is in his hands, because it is
something he sees and believes all along, throughout his political activism and participation in
the fight for democracy. In one of the last stories in his memoir, van Wyk recalls a “miracle”:
“on 27 April 1994 it happens for over forty million South Africans”.” Throughout his memoir,

van Wyk’s sense of identity evolves as his character develops, but he always questions the place

of South African coloured people in the society set up by apartheid.

Throughout the narrative van Wyk foregrounds the distinction between himself and the character
of young Chris. This is revealed by the memoir’s language, which is often childish. While the

text 1s narrated from the perspective of a young and naive Chris, it is written by van Wyk, the

% van Wyk, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, p. 15.
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author, who has the benefit of maturity, critical distance and life experience. Van Wyk is able to
write about his thoughts and feelings and since he himself is the main character he is able to
explain his and the young Chris’s development over the years through the various stories he
narrates. The author tells the reader about learning to write on his first day at school as a small
boy. His mother asks him what it is that he has written and he replies, “Aw isn’t it obvious?
Chris van Wyk.”® When his grandmother gives him a book that once belonged to his
grandfather, he describes his feelings and tells the reader how “I giggle nervously as I sit there
with bare feet and my shorts full of street stains™.®! It is easy to imagine a small boy who had just
been playing outside. Van Wyk gives the reader regular updates of the young Chris’s age or
progress in school to make it easy to put the stories, anecdotes and memories into context by
saying things like “When I’'m in Standard 1”,** “I’ve had eleven birthdays and just as many
Christmases”,” or “I'm twenty years old”.** His thought processes are much like those of a child
who would describe his age in the number of Christmases he has experienced. As the character

ages, van Wyk as narrator matures as well. The young Chris’s interactions with the other

characters as well as his surroundings are also seen to evolve.

Space, Politics and Identity: “The first thing you see when you hit Riverlea is a mine dump
that heaves hundreds of metres into the sky like a giant breast. Huddled around this breast
are rows and rows of tiny square houses”®

It is with the idea of celebrating the ordinary lives around him when he was growing up that
Chris van Wyk set out to tell his story. The story is set in Riverlea and it is van Wyk’s
perspective of Riverlea, of coloured people and apartheid. It is shaped by his relation with the
urban environment of Johannesburg, which in turn speaks to the set of social relations that
constitute the apartheid and post-apartheid city. The backdrop is instrumental in defining the
author’s vision. The city, with its juxtapositions, is used to interpret and express reality. Sarah

Nuttall highlights the importance of this backdrop as she describes the “literary city” of

Johannesburg, specifically post-apartheid Johannesburg, as an entanglement of “éclat and

% Ibid., p. 24.
! Ibid., p. 62.
82 Ibid., p. 110.
5 Ibid., p. 185.
% 1bid., p. 251.
% 1bid., p. 10.
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sombreness, light and dark, comprehension and bewilderment, polis and necropolis,
desegregation and resegregation”.’® Entanglement is a state of being twisted together, “an
intimacy that is gained, whether resisted or ignored or uninvited. Entanglement works with
difference and sameness”.”’ It is a term that Nuttall uses to describe “a relationship or set of
social relationships that are complicated and tangled, but which also implies a human
foldedness”.®® The concept works in relation to the post-apartheid present and in relation to race.
Entanglement can be used to analyse identities, histories and spaces. Entanglement helps us to
work with the idea that the more racial boundaries were created and legislated, the more they
were and continue to be questioned and redefined, opening up a space for finding resolutions for

the wrongdoings of the past.

The identities that were discriminated against in the past needed to be acknowledged, and they
required continuing recognition. This longing and need for constant recognition gave rise to
movements of artists. During apartheid, black writers from Soweto and other areas in and around
Johannesburg wrote stories and poetry that were fuelled by the political climate of the time. The
city, Johannesburg, became their subject: since they were denied access to this city, their
blackness was locked into an overarching binary with whiteness as a form of entanglement.”
Nuttall’s argument is also relevant to literary representations of the apartheid city and its various
entanglements because she highlights the city’s infrastructures, such as buildings, streets,
suburbs and cafes, with all their intricate entanglements and how they shape the individuals and
the characters in these representations.” In the case of Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, the reader
is taken on a journey through the streets of van Wyk’s poor community: the streets are indeed
less bustling than those of the inner city and are negotiated through language and the
conversations between its inhabitants. During apartheid, Riverlea’s inhabitants were made to live
in small, low quality housing, built very close together on streets “named after rivers that flow

somewhere in the world”.”!

% Sarah Nuttall, Entanglement: Literary and Cultural Reflections on Post-apartheid (South Africa: Wits University Press, 2009),
p- 33.

"I van Wyk, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, p. 10.
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The young Chris grows up on Flinders Street, which like the other streets is not tarred — and
won’t be for another ten years. The adults complain: “if it were a white suburb, they say, it
would have been tarred long ago. But we kids don’t mind. It’s perfect for football, spinning tops
and skipping”.”® Chris not only finds happiness in the streets of Riverlea, he also goes on
adventures in Johannesburg city centre. Some streets are described as being more notorious for
criminal activity than the streets where the children play. Galana Street, for instance, the street
after Flinders: “Between the corner house at the bottom of Galana and the football field is a
patch of open veld hardly more than a hundred square metres. It’s filled with tufts of grass and
broken bottles”, and on a early Saturday morning in the Summer of 1965 “with the bloodied

body of Mr. Brown”, Chris’s Standard 1 Afrikaans schoolteacher.”

Growing up in a coloured community which was poor and oftentimes violent, where he was
forced to conform to its borders and grappling with the cruelty of apartheid, sparked van Wyk’s
interest in activism. Van Wyk makes his disapproval of apartheid known and exposes its effects
on coloured people throughout the text. When his family first moves to Riverlea, the young Chris
is in awe of the older boys who climb the mine dump, especially in the evenings as it overlooks a
drive-in cinema for whites only. The boys thus get a glimpse of the “prohibited world” of
entertainment: “This is apartheid into its second decade, its second phase if you like, with
Mandela, Sobukwe, Sisulu and others safely locked up, thousands in exile and white people
smirking and prospering”.”* When asking what the Prime Minister Dr Verwoerd has done for
coloured people he is told that they were given houses, to which he replies, “But my father says

he gives white people better houses”.”” Chris feels confused about apartheid and his feelings

toward white people:

I wish T wasn’t so full of stupid things in my heart and my head. I’'m scared of this,
worried about that, embarrassed about most things, especially white people. Nobody
actually tells me, but I’'m beginning to understand that, according to the law, I am not as

good as a white person. So when my granny talks to a white man in a bookshop, I check

" Ibid., p. 11.
” Ibid., p. 112.
" 1Ibid., p. 11.
5 1bid., p. 24.
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him out from top to bottom to see what it is that makes him better than me. I listen to
them carefully on the radio, taking note of what makes them laugh or sing out loud.
When Ma and Dad talk about their bosses, I listen to what makes them angry, what
irritates them. Then there are those Afrikaner police who raid the shebeens or come
screeching into the township every time there’s blood in the streets. They glare at us and

call us bushmen.
I'm too wary of these people, this wonderful race of humans.”

The world of apartheid is here seen through the naive and inquisitive eyes of the young Chris,
who brings to light the harsh realities of the time by describing them as something that he does
not fully understand. He is actually embarrassed about white people and apartheid as an ideology
because they are so unreasonable in their treatment of non-white people. The system makes him

feel inferior, which was indeed the point of apartheid, and this makes him wary and cynical.

Nuttall is interested in the now. She draws on the relationship between space and narrative and
how space shapes experience. Nutall is interested in pursuing the entanglements that occur
precisely within contexts of racial segregation and its aftermath,’’ linking space (the literary city)
to experience (apartheid and post-apartheid Johannesburg). She links space to experience in
relation to the notion of entanglement: the entanglements that can be seen in the relationships
between people “who, most of the time, define themselves as different”.”® The city and its
infrastructure are used as the subject and drawn into being: since the city can be seen as a
narrative structure, it can be connected to the concept of identity. Van Wyk interprets his reality
through reading and writing poetry and takes himself out of his “literary city”, Riverlea, by

questioning the apartheid regime and becoming involved in activism.

When he wrote Shirley Goodness and Mercy he felt that coloured people counted for something,

that “we lived a life”.” This feeling of “counting for something” is in reaction to how during

78 Ibid., p. 106.
"7 Nuttall, Entanglement: Literary and Cultural Reflections on Post-apartheid, p. 31.
78 1o
Ibid.
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apartheid van Wyk and coloured people like him were made to feel that they were defined by
apartheid parameters and had their identity imposed upon them. It is against this background that
during the apartheid years van Wyk developed the traits that made him a man in his own right:
namely, his love for books and his constant questioning of his circumstances. A worthy analogy
of the text, of the protagonist and of his questions about his race can be extrapolated from one
passage that recounts the young Chris’s love for reading and books. His Ouma Ruby takes him

for the first time to a second-hand bookstore:

A second-hand bookshop must be the best place to visit anywhere in the world and the
second-hand book is surely not a hand-me-down but a new creation in its own right. The
books that line the shelves are old, slightly worn but proud to present themselves to
another potential owner. They have grown in stature: from having started out with only
one story, they now have two tales within their covers. They have the original story that
you will read from cover to cover, written by a famous or favourite author. But they also
have the other story, the one about their previous owner. This story is a mystery, never to

be revealed to you, except in the merest of hints — if you’re lucky.

Maybe it will be in the form of a dedication on the title page. It could say something like
this: For Joshua. Take this on your journey together with our love. Auntie Ruth and

Uncle David — August 1958.%

The second-hand book could be seen as Chris himself, a coloured person, a human being too,
who deserves a place in society, “surely not a hand-me-down but a new creation in its own
right”. This could be seen as the right to construct or perform one’s identity (the second-hand
book, a new creation) and reject the imposed identity fashioned by apartheid (the original, new
book). The bookshop keeping the books lining the shelves is South Africa, with its majority of
non-white people, confined to designated areas by apartheid, who are “slightly worn but proud”.
When Chris grows up he too has many stories to tell. Books are the symbols and embodiments of
stories and narratives. He not only expresses his love for reading and books by giving them

human attributes, but the reader is also able to liken these attributes to the protagonist. This

%0 van Wyk, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, p. 68.
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bookshop is located in the city, which can be seen as the space Nuttall uses to inform her idea
that space shapes experience. The very books inside the bookshop can be seen as South African
society. Chris, a little boy from Riverlea, who feels out of place in the city can be seen as one of
the city’s juxtapositions. Using the city and more importantly Riverlea as a backdrop, van Wyk
is able to highlight the juxtapositions of his happy childhood and the harsh real world of
apartheid South Africa.

Racial Identity: “But how will they know I’m not white? I’ve got a white surname”®

In discussing identity, Judith Butler can be looked to for her insights on gender. Butler has had a
notable impact on contemporary cultural theory. She is one of the most widely read and
discussed theorists of power, gender, sexuality and identity, and has been responsible for creating
new concepts, both in the disciplinary areas she directly participates in and in a range of other
disciplines.*® Among these concepts is her theory of performativity. Butler proposes that identity
is performative, suggesting that it is fluid and shifts and changes at different times and in
different contexts. She moves away from gender in biological terms and criticises the expressive
view of identity. She writes that we perform our identities constantly, in ways that enact, accept,
decline and repeat the standards that decide our place in society. As a public action and
performative act, gender — one of many identities — is not a completely free choice, but neither is
it simply imposed upon the individual. Butler describes the body as an actor on stage, with roles
pre-existing and rehearsed: just as a script may be “enacted in various ways and just as the play
requires both text and interpretation”.*® Butler uses the example of the theatre but says that it
differs from the performance of embodied identities because it is detached from reality. She
makes the distinction between the limitations of an actor on stage and the same individual
performing the same role in a public space. In the latter there are different restrictions and
possibilities, and there are pre-existing categories that regulate the performance. Identity can be
seen as a performance: culture is socially constructed, and identities are performed and changed
in accordance to specific social and cultural contexts, whose norms they follow, negotiate or

transgress.

81 11.:
Ibid., p. 187.
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8 Judith, Butler, ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’, Theatre

Journal, 40 (1988), p. 526.
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Looking at van Wyk’s first memoir from this theoretical perspective, identity can also be said to
be performative in it. Language changes according to context: for instance, when coloured
people feel that they are in the presence of an individual deemed superior in the societal racial
hierarchy they change their voice, accent and tone so as to sound more polite, articulate,
submissive even. However, when they are in the presence of people from a similar or the same
background, such as other coloured people or black people, a different performance of identity
can be seen to take place, as with young people using slang to speak to each other, which they
would not use to address white people. For instance, the young Chris and his brother Derek
imitate their father and his friends using their workmen and township language which mixes

slang and Afrikaans:

“Aw, bra D, so how’ the graft, ek sé?” (Hey, brother D, how’s work?), to which he
replies: “Ah, bra C, kak maar oraait” (Ah, brother C, shit but not too bad.) “You
reckon?” (You don’t say?), to which he’d usually respond with a familiar complaint: “Ja
man. That larney sug to pay man.” (Yes, man, my white boss is stingy and doesn’t pay

well).*

In another passage, the young Chris’s cousin tells a story about another boy named Chris: “I tell
them nay, not ou Chris” (I tell them no, not that Chris).* And in yet another story, Chris’s Ouma
Ruby is talking about a dress that fits her well: “Size pas” (A perfect fit).*® Slang words are often
used by the young Chris and his friends. During the school holidays they spent all day together,
and somebody was bound to say: “Don’t talk kak, sonny” (Don’t talk rubbish, boy).*” A greeting
to someone named Vickie would be “Heita Vickie” (Hi Vickie),*™ and another one would be

“Hoezit my laaitie?” (Howzit kid or youngster).*

8 Van Wyk, Shirley, Goodness and Mercy, p. 120.
5 Ibid., p. 57.

% Ibid., p. 58.

% Ibid., p. 74.

8 Ibid., p. 78.

% Tbid.
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While these examples are specific to the text, the performative aspects of identity construction
under the apartheid regime spanned across all aspects of people’s lives: people who had their
identity imposed on them through racial categorisation were constantly performing, deciding
whether to conform, rebel or something in-between. In terms of Butler’s view of identity as a
performative act, it requires a performance which is repeated: it is a “performative
accomplishment which the mundane social audience, including the actors themselves, come to
believe and to perform in the mode of belief”.”" This means that identity is real only to the extent
that it is performed. In other words, Butler questions the idea that the performance is expressive
of a core identity. Zimitri Erasmus and Edgar Pieterse, who write about the construction of
coloured identities in the Western Cape Province, agree that identity is in no way stable: “all
identities are constructed and given meaning in particular social contexts. It is important to see
the content of this meaning in its historical, socio-political, cultural and spatial contexts. This
meaning is always contested hence unstable”.”’ They argue that an inclusive democratic society
cannot be built, as they put it, on the normalized notion of “simunye” (oneness — which was a
slogan used by the South African Broadcasting Corporation, SABC, Channel 1, post 1994).
Instead our attention should be turned to the ways in which South Africans “from diverse
experiences (gendered, racialized, class, cultural, sexual orientation) interpret and appropriate the
meaning of a new South African identity in making sense of their lived experiences”.”” They go
further and explain the notion that “we are all one nation™” is premised on highly unequal power
relations systematically shaped over centuries. A nation constructed through this framework is

extremely precarious and unstable.”

Identity’s instability can be seen in many instances in van Wyk’s text: in the young Chris himself
and in the other characters. The characters are indeed constantly performing and their identity is
socially and politically constructed. For instance, Chris’s friend Allan’s personality and identity
shift when he sees that the van Wyk family treats their helper Agnes as an equal. Allan queries
the young Chris about this. He finds it disturbing: “because when Allan talks to me, I know when

it’s Allan. But there are times when he talks to me when I can hear his mother and father

% Butler, ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’, p. 520.
°! Erasmus and Pieterse ‘Conceptualising Coloured Identities in the Western Cape Province of South Africa’, p. 180.
°2 Ibid., p. 185.