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policies. 1 use “black” to include any indigenous African while government classifies
“coloureds,” “Indians” and “Africans” as “black.” The reason I choose to use different
terminology is to incorporate the nuances of nationality and positionality in South
African society. ﬂ

Two of the chapters in this dissertation have been published in an earlier form:
Chapter Four, Pictures of Transition appears in Shifting Selves: Post-apartheid essays on
mass media, culture and identity, edited by H. Wasserman and S. Jacobs, under the
heading of “Taxi to Soweto” and “Panic Mechanic’: Two cinematic representations of
whiteness in South Africa post-1994. A different version of Chapter Five, Two Nations
Talk is published in Intercultural Alliances: Critical Transformation (Ed. M. J. Collier)
under the heading The Two Nations Talk: An analysis of rapprochement and alienation
in the two South African national radio talk shows. A section of Chapter Eight,
Rehabilitating a Whiteness Disgraced adapted for presentation as a conference paper,
has been awarded the Ralph Cooley Top Paper Award in the International and
Intercultural Division of the National Communication Association, 2003. The Zapiro

cartoon is reproduced with his permission, and much appreciation.
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What happens to whiteness, in other words, after it loses its colonial privileges?

—Posts and Pasts: A theory of postcolonialism. Alfred J. Lopez
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INTRODUCTION

Whiteness is ownership of the earth—W.E.B. Du Bois

Background and Problem Identification
In the extremity of its intergroup dynamics, South Africa has always been instructive to
those with an international perspective on the issue of interracial and intercultural
relations. The history of settlement and conquest and the subsequent cultural
stratification within the society bears similarities to most of the territories that were part
of Europe’s expansion across the globe. Yet in its particularities, the South African
“mix,” governed by entrenched minority white supremacy, was notorious across the
globe as epitomizing racial oppression and segregationist extremism,.

Since April 1994, with the first democratic election, the country has been
rearticulating its intergroup relations through a process of reconciliation and nation
building. These changes are being driven at a macro-level by government policies, which
pursue the majority African National Congress’s platform to provide “a better life for
all” within a non-racist, non-sexist political, economic and social order. Concomitantly,
the discursive terrain within the country is criss-crossed with contesting discourses that
promote, contest, entrench, deny, delimit, contain, champion, discredit the vying
interests of those who wish to hasten in the new and those who wish to sustain what

suited them in the old. New discursive formations, and combinations of new and old,
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provide the conditions for changed subjectivities. For South Africans on the ground this
shaking down process inevitably involves a substantial reframing of the social identities
forged within the old apartheid certainties, and requires complex individual and
collective psychological adjustments as the population moves into an indeterminate
future (Ballard, 2002; Franchi, 2003a; Franchi & Swart, 2003; Moultrie, 1999; Munro,
2001; Norval, 1996; Steyn, 1997b, 1997¢, 1998¢, 1999, 2002, 2003, In press; Thornton,
1996; Van Niekerk, 2000; Van Rooyen, 2000; Vestergaard, 2001; Wicomb, 2001;
Zegeye, 2001c; Zegeye & Kriger, 2001)

Given their history of overtly supremacist racist sentiments and practices, the
world has been curious to see how white South Africansywouid negotiate this adjustment
(Goldberg, 1993; Goodwin & Schiff, 1995; Schutte, 1995), a change which, even on the
eve of democracy, close to a million whites rejected in a referendum (Schonteich &
Boshoff, 2003). With the buttresses that held up old white South Africah identity
collapsed, whites clearly have to find different frames of “self” and “other”
understanding as they position themselves within the new order: possibly as an
indispensable parf of the emerging society, or as a resistance movement, perhaps even as
one of the world’s “lost whites tribes” (Orizio, 2001), forgotten remnants of the receding
era of colonial glory. One certainty in this scenario is that the political pressures within
the country militate against “whiteness,” and push to deconstruct the taken-for-granted
privileges that came with being at the centre of power. On this score there are both
parallels and divergences from whiteness in contexts such as Euro-America, where
whiteness is also being challenged, but not with the same intensity, and where many of
the assumptions of whiteness remain relatively unthreatened (Steyn, 1997b, 1998c,
2001a, 2002).

Of course, white South Africa is far from a homogenous population. Historically
there has been a fault line running between the English-speaking and Afrikaans-speaking
groups, which have throughout the modern history of the country competed for
domination of the land, its resources, and its indigenous population. Neither of these
groups, in turn, is homogenous, or self-evident. They were constructed from disparate
peoples who developed more-or-less common identifications clustered around certain
core constituencies. In the case of the Afrikaners, the early core group was of Dutch
colonial origin, and in the case of English-speaking South Africa, the core group
consisted of British settlers. Both the groups, however, have in varying degrees at |

different times in their history drawn in other European settlers and immigrants of
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European ethnic origin. Some of those who bolstered the two rival groups arrived as
fairly intact communities, such as the French Huguenots, the 1820 Settlers, and the
Portuguese colonials from Mozambique and Angola at the time of the demise of the
Portuguese empire to the north of the country’s borders. Others arrived in the form of a
steady trickle of individual immigrants who sought to change their life opportunities in
the colonies. All, however, were able to become part of the broader social group, at first
referred to as “Europeans,” that accumulated advantage by being positioned within
structurally skewed economic and political relationships to “non-Europeans”—a
distinction that later gave way in official discourse to the more overtly racial, and less
colonial categories of “whites” and “non-whites.”' Politically and socially, there still
tends to be a fairly clear divide between Afrikaners and English South Africans,
although this cleft has softened—in no small measure as a result of the efficacy of
apartheid economics and social engineering in manufacturing a common identification of
whiteness (Unterhalter, 1995). There has consequently been considerable intermarriage
between these communities, evidenced in the fact that it is no longer possible to “read”
from a surname whether a person will speak English or Afrikaans as their home
language.

The formation of modern South Africa within the history of colonial conquest
has had the effect that white South Africans have always tended to regard themselves as
Westerners in Africa. Because they were able to rule the country, they regarded South
Africa as more closely linked to the West than to Africa, although the exact nature of this
link was always contested. O’Callaghan (1995) has argued that settler societies differed
from earlier movements of people:

European settlers remained part of the former exporting country both in
terms of tracing ancestry and of being brokers in the extraction and

exportation of surplus. (p. 26)

In the South African context this connection to a European homeland has been truer of
the English-speaking community. Zakes Mda (2001) characterizes English-speaking
South Africans in this way:

Unlike the Afrikaners who evolved a culture of their own and had no

political or sentimental connection to a European country (except, of

course, for the religious connection with the Netherlands) the English-

speaking South Africans had their centre elsewhere. For a long time they
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viewed South Africa as a colonial outpost. . . . It is a fact that the English-
speaking South Africans never regarded themselves as Africans even
though they called themselves South Africans—Africans of the South.

They led a life of diaspora, with a mother country as a point of reference.
- D

But even in the case of Afrikaners, who were less ambivalent about rooting their
destinies in African soil, the belief that it was their European (Christian) heritage that set
them apart from the local population was adamantly maintained. Again, Mda (2001)
sums up the identification of Afrikaners neatly:
In South Africa the first people to collectively call themselves Africans
were the descendants of the Dutch and French Huguenot settlers who
~ were known as the Boers because of their agrarian culture. . . . The
Afrikaners were quite ambivalent about their Africanness. They saw
themselves as the children of God in the pagan wilderness that they were
predestined to civilize. They were Europeans with a tribal allegiance to
Africa, while stubbornly refusing to recognize the Africanness of the

indigenous black people they found on the lands they conquered. (p. 2)

When Rian Malan (1990) writes the psychic displacement of his socialization, therefore,

his words resonate for generations of white South Africans:
It’s just that I’m trying to fight my way out from under an ages-old
accretion of myth about the world [ grew up in. An African boyhood? An
Afrikaner boyhood? I don’t think so. Looking back, the strangest thing
about my African childhood is that it wasn’t really African at all. It was a
more or less generically Western childhood unfolding in generic white
suburbs where almost everyone subscribed to Life and Reader’s Digest,
and to the generic Western verities they upheld. Our heads turned to the
north like flowers to the sun, toward where the great white mother culture
lay. Our imaginary lives were rooted there, not in this strange place,
where Zionists danced on Thursdays and rain washed the red earth of

Africa into the streets. (p. 62)

Strong economic bonds with the West were cultivated and operated from a dominant
position within the local context throughout both the British colonial period and the time

of Afrikaner control of the apartheid economy. These connections were part of the
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mechanisms of control over the disenfranchised African majority. As brokers for, and
beneficiaries of, western capitalism, white South Africans were able to acquire and
maintain an excellent first world lifestyle and to regard that as the “norm”: white people
within the colonially established networks of trade and communication, not their African
compatriots, formed the reference group in comparison with whom they set their life
expectations (see, for example, Lester, 2001).

Since democracy, however, white South Africans are in a more ambivalent
relationship to the power of the state, and, through the enfranchisement of the majority
African population and the establishment of constitutional rights that guarantee dignity,
freedom and equality to all citizens, they are also in a dramatically different relationship
to those whose labour they previously exploited. Subjectively, the loss of political
control is experienced as a circumstance of extreme vulnerability (Steyn, 2001a). The
moment is one of acute “dislocation” (Laclau, 1990, 1994; Norval, 1990, 1996). With
the old certainties unhinged, many white South Africans are increasingly filling the
shifting and empty signifying spaces with meaning content that rehearses, reactivates,
and even creates, what this dissertation calls the diasporic dimension in their
positionality. A small, visible minority in the country where they live, separated from
their original cultural heartlands, their whiteness clings uneasily as they choose between
fighting the legacy of their own sectional advantage, integrating more fully into the
democratic society, hanging on to a “purity” that will increasingly alienate them from the
" mainstream of South Africa, relocating to established whiteness elsewhere, or using their
whiteness in “creative” ways to hedge their loss of privilege.

Positioned at the intersections of the African and the European, the “first” and
“third” world, this diasporic dimension is evidenced in the quality of shifting layeredness
that is characteristic of diaspora. Part of this is manifested in what Werbner (1997) has
called the “reaching out to the valued other.” White South African identification tugs
towards white people elsewhere: “home” is where other whites are. In typically diasporic
manner whiteness in South Africa retains and nurtures a sense of its bond with the
contemporary centres of whiteness, such as Euro-America and Australasia. Moreover,
the diasporic characteristic of being grounded in shared sentiments with co-ethnic
elsewhere is apparent. But it is not suffering, as in the case of many other diasporic
peoples, that bonds these communities to whites elsewhere. Rather, Eurocentric

expectations of privilege relative to the globe’s “less civilized” “others”—expectations
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that have solidified into a sense of entitlement-—form the common, uniting structure of
feeling.

As a dispersed, but privileged, grouping, this diasporic experience is therefore
qualitatively different from that of diasporic peoples who are oppressed by colonial,
imperial and neo-colonial dynamics. One main difference lies in the degree of choice
available to white South Africans. They may move internationally with relative ease,
through business and leisure travel; they may relocate. They have a great deal of choice
in claiming a symbolic ethnicity, to use Waters’s (1990) term: just how much
“Africanness” or “Europeanness” they wish to take on is a matter of their own taste.
They are also economically very powerful and educationally advantaged. To a large
extent they control the symbolic resources of the country, and can still dominate the flow
of discursive influences that define how issues are interpreted. This is hybridity very

much on their own terms. They can invoke, or deny, the tensions of living at the

intersections at will.

Delimitation of Subject of Study: White Talk
This dissertation looks closely at one subject position those who inhabit this location of
whiteness assume. [t does this by specifically examining a discursive repertoire
(Frankenberg, 1993, p. 2) that | am calling white talk. This is a set of discursive practices
that, [ suggest, attempts to manage the intersectional positionality of white South
Africans to their (perceived) greatest competitive advantage, given the changes in their
position within the society. Both the vulnerabilities and the strengths of being
intersectionally situated are managed by white talk. A thoroughly diasporic activity,
white talk has as its main function manipulating the contradictions of this displaced
whiteness in order to maximize advantage in post-apartheid South Africa. It holds in
tension the privileges that usually accompany mainstream racial identity, with the
displacement and de-centredness of a diasporic people. It plays this field so as to display
what is advantageous to reveal and to obscure what is advantageous to conceal. These
discursive strategies are white in that they are concerned with preserving privilege, with
maintaining, as far as possible, the status quo inherited from the era of institutionalized
unequal power distribution, and with slowing down the rate of change towards a more
substantively democratic, multicultural society within the country. These discourses are
“white,” moreover, in that they preserve this centred position through employing

exclusionary tactics and strategies, and in that they are structured in negative sentiment
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towards the “other.” Yet, through the shift in power in the immediate context, white talk
has to deal with enormous emotional dissonance. It carries the emotional load of
whiteness evicted from paradise, whiteness on the edge, off-centre in a manner that runs
counter to all the premises on which whiteness is based.

The dissertation explores some of the vectors creating, and holding, these
tensions within a diasporic moment of a historical configuration of whiteness. It does not
attempt to give an account of many of the different subject positions that are being
constructed for white South Africans at the present moment. The focus of the study is
quite specific, in that it attempts to plot out the terrain of the particular discursive

formation that it refers to as white talk.

Outline of the Dissertation

This chapter has provided a brief background into the social location of white South
Africans, and identified the focus of the research. The next chapter reviews the literature
on whiteness and on diaspora, and then indicates how these frameworks have been seen
to apply, or not, in the context of whites in South Africa. The argument is presented for
the paradoxical intersectionality that this dissertation calls diasporic whiteness. The
subject matter of this dissertation is a discursive terrain, white talk. Chapter Three deals
with the ontological, epistemological and methodological issues which apply to
discourse analysis as an approach to research. The approach that informs this dissertation
is culled from Laclau and Mouffe, but some concepts are drawn from other streams of
discursive analysis, and these are briefly explained. The general methodological approach is
explained, and the construction of the dissertation which comprises of four, layered, studies.

In the first study (Chapter Four), two films which were popular in white South
Africa around the time of political transition are analysed. The two films are Panic
Mechanic (Leon Shuster) and Taxi fo Soweto (Manie van Rensburg). These films reflect
the dislocation of the transition for white South Africa, and show how, in the
indeterminancy at the time, the “New South Africa” was being constructed as a signifier
for the chaotic and the absurd, whereas “whiteness,” as the (toppled) bearer of order and
rationality, was being constructed in terms of alienation. Marking the advent of the
diasporic moment, the films portray White South Africans as beginning to “recognize”
their visible strangeness in a strange land. Nevertheless, the films also reveal that a
central fantasy at the time of transition for white South Africans was that, give or take a

few minor adjustments, their whiteness would remain essentially intact.
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Chapter Five looks at the boundary formation between white South Africa and
black South Africa. The chapter considers two radio talk shows on the national English
radio service SAFM, recorded in the period of 1997-8. An analysis of black and white
callers’ comments on the themes Are white South Africans African? and Do white South
Africans owe black South Africans restitution? are examined in the light of Baumann’s
suggestion that two discursive competencies are needed in the building of intercultural
alliance: demotic and dominant strategies. This analysis shows the existence of an
enduring division between the constructions of the worlds of whiteness and blackness in
the New South Africa, and indicates that strategic discursive work is being done on both
sides to maintain the boundaries between these worlds in those areas that are perceived
to be advantageous to their respective groups. The chapter shows the tendency on both
sides, but for different reasons, to see white South Africa as an “inassimilable” minority,
and also begins to sketch out the complex cross-currents that characterize the terrain of
white talk.

Chapters Six and Seven both utilize the same corpus of discourse: three op-ed
columns from the most widely read English-speaking Sunday Newspaper, analysed for
the year, 2000. These chapters zoom in on white talk in English-speaking South Africa.
Drawing on Van Dijk’s notion of “elite discourse” Chapter Six shows the discursive
constructions of “self” and “other” operating from an ideological epicentre of whiteness
outside the country, and constructing post-apartheid South Africa as increasingly
identified with the “ideological other,” Africa. At the same time, the Afrikaners are
constructed as the “social other” and act as a foil that deflects attention away from the
implication of English-speaking South Africans in white advantage. The next chapter
shows the strategic operation of white talk to re-energize whiteness, consolidating the
race in ways that utilize the connections to whiteness in a global context, and drawing on
apparently antagonistic discourses in such a way as to create a strategic ambiguity which
makes white talk difficult to pin down. The strategic construction of the diasporic
dimension emerges clearly in this section.

The final study consists of an analysis of the letters to the editor written to the
“equal but opposite” Afrikaans Sunday newspaper, in 2001. The analysis shows that
white talk operates very differently in this section of white South Africa. An important
factor shaping the contours of Afrikaans whiteness is the difference in its relation to the
international centres of whiteness. Afrikaners have constituted a resistant whiteness,

which has always seen itself having to defend its particular brand of whiteness from the
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internationally dominant Anglo whiteness. A more creolized group, Afrikaners have
spent a great deal of their communal psychic energy on exorcizing the traces of
intersectionality in their whiteness. In trying to rehabilitate their whiteness and at the
same time re-suture Afrikanerness within the framework of the New South Africa, a
serious struggle over the content of a new myth of the Afrikaner nation is taking place.
An important strain in this struggle is the re-clamation of the diasporic aspect of their
history, and the concomitant opportunity to present themselves as victims.

The final chapter draws together the layers of the dissertation. The tendency to
construct calamitous aspects of being a small, stranded patch of whiteness in a continent
increasingly dominated by African priorities is clearly pervasive in white talk. One
outflow of this construction is that as whites can see themselves as newly “diasporized”
from their “real” home-—the lost white South Africa—by the political changes, “return”
or at least “reconnection” with other communities of European colonial diasporic origin
is seen as appropriate, sensible, even inevitable now. For the by far greater majority who
choose to remain, however, the connection to global whiteness, in different ways,
continues to shape their subjectivity. It also continues to be an important resource in
maximizing the outcomes for themselves in the struggles of the intersectional politics of
their location, and in exercising their agency in how they construct this historical
moment. In a sense, whiteness provides a buffer to the potentially difficult aspects of a
more “authentic” diasporic condition. It provides mobility, and ensures the retention of
the interest in the region of most powerful nations on earth. In true diasporic fashion, the
contrapuntal dynamic between the centre and margin is unmistakable, even if the cycle

has been a long time in coming round.

NOTES

1. It also needs to be said that there were Europeans—Greeks, Portuguese, ltalians and more—who married
into (particularly) the coloured community, especially before the coloured population was taken off the

common voters’ roll in the Cape Province.
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THEORETICAL AND LITERARY POSITIONING

This chapter provides an overview of the theorizations of the two subject positions—
whiteness and diaspora—that frame the analysis of diasporic whiteness in this

dissertation.

(a) Whiteness: At the Centre

Whiteness is probably best understood as an ideologically supported social positionality,
a social location, which has accrued to people of European descent as a consequence of
the economic and political advantage gained during and following on from European
colonial expansion (Bonnett, 2000; Steyn, 2001b; Wander, Martin, & Nakayama, 1999).
The position was originally facilitated by the construction of race which acted as a
marker of entitlement to this position. The phenotypes, especially skin color, around
which the notion of race was organized, were a useful means of naturalizing what were
in fact political and economic relationships, supporting the fiction that the inequities
structured into these relationships were the result of endogenous, probably biologically
determined, inequalities between races. Whiteness is the shared social space in which the
psychological, cultural, political and economic dimensions of this privileged
positionality are normalized, and rendered unremarkable.

Taking whiteness as an object of study is seen as a critical move in race studies.

It involves redirecting the academic gaze: from racism i.e. the way in which the centre
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constructs the margins, to the way the white centre constructs itself. Concentrating on the
racialization of the margins has functioned to keep attention fixed on those “others” who
are seen as the problem which society needs to explain, and change. The centres of
power remain invisible operating as the norm, the still, unproblematic point of reference.
Dyer’s (1988) formulation of this dynamic has become classic within the literature:

Looking with such passion and single-mindedness at non-dominant

groups has had the effect of reproducing the sense of the oddness,

differentness, exceptionality of these groups, the feeling that they are

departures from the norm. Meanwhile the norm has carried on as if it is

the natural, inevitable, ordinary way of being human. (Dyer 1988, p. 44)

Reframing the racial problem in terms of whiteness has been a very powerful critical
move. An analogous strategy has occurred in some feminist studies. In her book, The
Man Question, Ferguson (1993) shifts attention away from the way in which women
have been socialized, to the construction of masculinity as the issue that needs
explanation. Morrell’s (2001) book on “changing men in South Africa” extends this
scholarship to the local multicultural context. Another example of how critical scholars
are increasingly interrogating the norm, rather than the margin, is Monique Wittig’s
(1992) The Straight Mind, which analyses how heterosexuality constructs itself in order
to perpetuate the marginalization of homosexuality.

A growing body of interdisciplinary literature that has been coming into its own
right (Stowe, 1996) labeled variously as “Whiteness Studies,” “White Studies,”
“Whiteness Critique” or “Critical Studies of Whiteness” dedicates itself to subverting the
power of whiteness, dislodging it from the position of authority from which it purports to
be the measure of all humanity. It is generally accepted that the first work in the field
started emerging in the early 1990s,' when the ripples caused by Richard Dyer’s (1988)
analysis of the representation of whiteness by whites in western visual culture started to
spread through academia. Dyer points out that, in fact, the converse of critical attention
applies to the way in which ubiquitous whiteness is approached:

For most of the time white people speak about nothing but white people,

it’s just that we couch it in terms of ‘people’ in general. Research . . .

shows that in Western representation whites are overwhelmingly and

disproportionately predominant, have the central and elaborated roles, and

above all are placed as the norm, the ordinary, the standard. (1997, p. 3)
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Fishkin (1995) gives the credit for having put whiteness firmly on the academic agenda
in the United States to Morrison’s (1992) work, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the
Literary Imagination. Morrison pointed out the asymmetry in the portrayal of the impact
of racism in American literature: while African Americans are depicted as “different” as
a consequence of being racialized, the effects on the psyches of those who perpetuate
racism are never exposed, despite the fact that their identity construction is dependent
upon the existence of this “other” which carries their projections. Peggy McIntosh’s
(1992)* White privilege and male privilege: A personal account of coming to see
correspondences through work in Women’s Studies unpacked the “invisible knapsack”
of privileges that white people can take for granted on an everyday basis, privileges
conferred on them by virtue of belonging to the dominant racial group. Mclntosh’s
article has become one of the most widely read works for exposing the extent to which
the racial order imperceptibly functions around the comfort, convenience, affirmation,
solidarity, psychological well-being, advantage, and advancement of whites. Ruth
Frankenberg’s study of the discourses of whiteness that frame white women’s self-
understanding of their whiteness, White women, Race matters: The social construction of
whiteness appeared in 1993, and made the important point that despite the way in which
white people experience their social space as culturally neutral and individually
determined, whiteness has definite cﬁ!tural content, characterized by certain
assumptions, belief systems, and value structures.

Parallel to these and other works which explored the internal dynamics of
whiteness, a body of scholarship was consolidating which systematically exposed the
constructedness of the “white race” itself—how it limited membership and shifted its-
boundaries according to its perceived group interests in different historical contexts,
operating through strategies of inclusion and exclusion, while at all times policing the
privileged access to resources for those who count as members. Foremost amongst those
whose analysis highlights a “split working class” dynamic as fundamental to the
consolidation of the white race, is the work of Roediger (1991; 1994). Roediger traces
the historical processes by which the white working class population in the US was able
to insert itself advantageously into the economy, through identifying as “white,” rather
than as workers. Similar historical excavation by Ignatiev (1995) recounts how the Irish
“success” in whitening largely depended on adopting extreme supremacist positions to
distance themselves from African-Americans. In the same vein, Allen (1994), writes

about whiteness as a form of social control, and traces the racializing process by which
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the ethnic groups from the British Isles who were highly stratified on “home” soil (the
most disadvantaged being the Irish), became part of a single, socially-elevated group: the
white race. He points out that:

When an emigrant population from “multicultural” Europe goes to North

America or South Africa and there, by constitutional fiat, incorporates

itself as the “white race,” that is no part of genetic evolution. It is rather a

political act: the invention of “the white race.” (p. 22)

Jacobson’s (1998) historical study, Whiteness of a different color, shows that the
reracialization of European ethnic minority immigrants from such “racial” groups as
“celts,” “slavs,” and “Hebrews”—initially regarded as “non-whites”—into the
“Caucasian” group was at the centre of their assimilation into the national construction,
“American.” Jacobson writes about the social currency of race:

The European immigrants’ experience was decisively shaped by their

entering an arena where Europeanness—that is to say, whiteness—was

among the most important possessions one could lay claim to. It was their

whiteness, not any kind of New World magnanimity, that opened the

Golden Door. (p. 8)

In 1993, Cheryl Harris published her rightfully acclaimed article, Whiteness as property,
which showed how structural privilege for whites had been codified as a birthright and
protected by the court system in the US, which concomitantly dispossessed African
Americans. A further extended examination of the structural underpinnings of white
advantage is presented in The possessive investment in whiteness by Lipsitz (1998).
Subsequent to these groundbreaking works, there has been a deluge of literature,
across a broad range of disciplines, examining the construction of whiteness. By 1997,
the rush of “readers” which appeared on the bookshelves, such as Critical white studies
by Delgado and Stefancic (1997), Off white by Fine et al.(1997), Displacing whiteness
by Frankenberg, (1997) and Whiteness: A critical reader by Hill (1997), indicated that
the field had come of age within the university curricula. Also in 1997, the first major
academic conference to discuss the state of research on whiteness in the United States,
The making and unmaking of whiteness, was held at the University of California,
Berkeley, and a publication of papers from the conference appeared in 2001 (Rasmussen,

Klinenberg, Nexica, & Wray, 2001).
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It would be impossible to give a detailed account of all the literature that has
appeared in the last decade on the topic of whiteness, so the rest of this review will
highlight some key areas relevant to this study.

Viewing whiteness as a social positionality allows for multifaceted study. Of
relevance to this dissertation is the well-established line of research that has dis-covered
the strategic quality that informs the attitudes and behaviour of people thus positioned. A
great deal of this work on the group-oriented tactics which ensure and perpetuate
advantage has been done by critical race theorists, such as Lopez (1996), Delgado
(Delgado & Stefancic, 1997) and Fine et al. (1997). The “discursive turn” in social
theory has had a marked influence on the work in this area, as in others, and a fairly
extensive literature has developed that examines the strategies of whiteness through the
multiply-interrelated frames of discourse, language, rhetoric, ideology, and
communication: how whiteness is “communicated, spread, maintained” (Tiemey &
Jackson, 2003, p. 90). A few examples are given to indicate the range of this work.
Nakayama and Krizek (1995) have exposed some of the rhetorical strategies that whites
in the United States of America use to deflect attention from their central position.
Tierney and Jackson (2003) identify common rhetorical fantasy themes that
communicate and entrench the ideology of whiteness in the United States. The
“discursive production of ‘good (white) girls’” is the subject matter of Moon’s (1999)
White enculturation and bourgeois ideology. In the area of popular visual culture,
Projansky and Ono (1999) expose the operations of what they call strategic whiteness in
selected films which purport to challenge racism, but in fact subtly reconstitute the space
of white dominance.

A sensitivity that has been engendered by the post-colonial/feminist framework,
and that is eminently pertinent in the study of social positionality, is the importance of
the “politics of location.” This entails attention to the way in which axes of social power,
which include the colonial/postcolonial power dynamic, intersect within specific
social/historical contexts, as an antidote to the trend of generalizing across diverse
contexts, and/or valorizing a particular dimension of social oppression, such as class, to
the point of obscuring the action of others (Brah, 1996; Shome, 1999). As Frankenberg
and Mani (1993) argue:

The engagement of colonization/decolonization thus has transnational

dimensions, its local expression multiply inflected by regional and global

affinities and considerations, in turn crosscut by class, race, gender,
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sexuality, etc. Not all places in this transnational circuit are, however,

similarly “postcolonial.” (p. 302)

This salutary call accords with what has been identified as a direction that whiteness
studies needs to take, i.e. to particularize specific whitenesses (Nakayama & Krizek,
1995; Steyn, 1998c¢). Attention to the specifics of location, conceived of as a delimited
social site that the analyst attempts to describe without erasure the complex intersections
of power operating upon the subjectivities shaped in the location, has produced a rich
range of literature. The work of feminist scholars highlighting the gendered dynamics
operating within whiteness has certainly been at the forefront of this stream of
scholarship (M. B. Pratt, 1984; Segrest, 1994; Ware, 1992). Pfeil (1995) has undertaken
a similar examination of the construction of white, heterosexual masculinity. Studies
have also foregrounded how some subjectivities, although white, are marginalized on
other axes of power, such as non-dominant sexualities (Puar, 2001; Stokes, 2001), and
“poor whites” (Wray & Newitz, 1997).

Hand-in-hand with this impetus to focus on local inflections of whiteness is a
growing understanding that whiteness can only be properly understood when full
account is taken of its global dimensions. Those with the strongest grasp of its global
reach are often most aware of the need to particularize, rather than universalize
observations and theory from one subject position, usually the United States (see, for
example, Bonnett, 1998a, 1998b; Gabriel, 1998; Hartigan, 1997; Lopez, 2001; Ware,
2001; Ware & Back, 2002).3 A welcome development, therefore, has been the trickle of
literature from other international contexts. Publications have been emerging on
whiteness in Australia (Jakubowicz, 2002), Britain (Hickman & Walter, 1995; Nayak,
2002; Phoenix, 1997), Canada (Harper, 2002), India (Kidder, 1997), Japan and Latin
America (Bonnett, 2002), Kenya (Uusihakala, 1999), New Zealand (Wetherell & Potter,
1992), as well as delimiting particular areas in US (Hartigan, 2001). International
scholarship has played an important role in preventing what could otherwise develop
into serious blind spots in the scholarship. Bonnett (2000) comments, for example, that:

Indeed, a more international frame of reference brings into visibility the

association of whiteness with modernity, rather than simply capitalism

and, by extension, is suggestive of the complicity of Marxism and class

reductionism with Eurocentrism. (p. 141)
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The construction of whiteness was central not only to the processes of power and
oppression established during the modern era of colonial domination, but still shapes the
postcolonial world we live in. There is a relationship between exposing whiteness and
decolonizing the imaginatién of both the oppressed and oppressors (Lépez, 2001;
Shome, 1999; Steyn, 2001b). Whiteness is therefore firmly on the agenda of those
working within the broad field of postcolonialism, where both its ideological and
psychoanalytical underpinnings, particularly, are being carefully dissected (Carlson,
1997; Gabriel, 1998; Guillaumin, 1995; Hickman & Walter, 1995; Levine-Rasky, 2002b;
Lopez, 2001; McClintock, 1995; Muller, 2001; Nederveen Pieterse, 1992; Nederveen
Pieterse & Parekh, 1995; Said, 1994; Seshadri-Crooks, 2000; Shome, 1999; Steyn,
1998c; Ware, 1992; Yeboah, 1997; Young, 1990; 1995).

In the wake of all the publications in recent decade, and changes in social
dynamics have seen whiteness become more defensive, some scholars maintain that
whiteness is no longer “invisible” (Apf)le, 1998; Gallagher, 1997; Giroux, 1997b). For
those who want their scholarship to contribute to the demise of racial social organization,
the question arises: Where to now? There seems to be a strong consensus that Whiteness
Studies need to provide vision, guidelines, strategies, plans of action that will help those
who do not want to be stuck with the heritage of whiteness to access more democratic

_-and self-respecting subject positions. For this reason, a good deal of scholarship
emanates from the area of education/pedagogy (Dolby, 2001; Giroux, 1992, 1997a,
1997b, 1997¢; Kincheloe, Steinberg, Rodriguez, & Chennault, 1998; Mclntyre, 1997;
Perry, 2002; Rodriguez & Villaverde, 2000). But there are, predictably, divergent views
on the apposite route to take, and on what is actually possible. For the editors of Race
Traitor, Ignatiev and Garvey (1996), the answer is abolishing whiteness and taking on
blackness:

Politically, whiteness is the willingness to seek a comfortable place within

the system of race privilege. . . .To the extent so-called whites oppose the

race line, repudiate the)lf own race privileges, and jeopardize their own

standing in the white race, they can be said to have washed away their

whiteness and taken in some blackness. (Ignatiev, 1997, p. 609)

Roediger (2002) proposes that the concept of “nonwhiteness” should be theorized as a
way of offering a subjectivity that offers “possibility and transcendence” to the entire

American nation, a way to be other than white (p. 17). Others argue that it is possible to
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have a more nuanced understanding of whiteness that allows for proud, antiracist, yet
white, subject positions that oppose the ideology of whiteness and embrace solidarity
across racial lines (Giroux, 1997¢; Kincheloe et al., 1998). Levine-Rasky (2002a)
believes that “the task for whites is to redefine themselves as racialized social actors in a
shared and ambitious quest to build a common social domain reticulated with and
beyond identity” (p. 5). Lopez (2001) believes that what is required is a “a new script or
narrative of post-mastery whiteness” (p. 119). Ware and Back (2002) comment that it
depends on

whether or not race is seen as something that can be not only

deconstructed on paper, but also eventually rendered obsolete as a system

of discriminating among humans. (p. 6)

In their book, Ware and Back are concerned with “excavating and understanding the
sources of nonracial wisdom” and propose a “vigilantly antiracist position” and reject the
idea of any “safe and innocent notion of ‘white identity.”” Ware and Back maintain that
anti-whiteness is one “block” within the new social movements that comprise the left in
current global politics. They are adamant that the continuity with earlier anti-racist
activism and practice (see, for example, Cose, 1998; Doob, 1999; Katz, 1978; Kivel,
1996; Omi & Winant, 1994; Wellman, 1993; Williams, 1997) needs to be
acknowledged, even as the struggle for non-racial societies works within changed
historical and political circumstances and with new paradigms:*

But if we can accept that the politics of race is played out differently in

postcolonial times, we cannot agree that the demands made by the

abolitionists of whiteness are intrinsically new or unprecedented. Where

the opponents of New Abolitionism are sometimes unwilling to see how

the project is connected to other kinds of politics, we would want to

emphasize both the honorable legacy of “race treason” and the

congruence of hatred of white supremacism with a new “politics of

change.” More than this, it offers a form of politics that does not provide

short-term gratification: it is definitely not a campaign to be won, or lost,

and then forgotten. A new social movement that seeks to expose and

dismantle the machinations of White Power requires more than emotional

energy, and open mind, and a commitment to direct action; it also needs a

constant flow of analysis and theoretical debate in order to comprehend
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the ways in which racism is intrinsically interconnected with other forms

of social division. (p. 13)

The above quotation is indeed apt to introduce a discussion of the literature on whiteness
in South Africa, the site of the massive anti-apartheid struggle in the past, and, if the
analysis presented in this dissertation is correct, potentially the site of a protracted anti-

whiteness struggle still to come.

(b) Whiteness: In South Africa
Europe is gone, yet it remains. Whiteness remains, often in the form of
whites who do not follow the retreat of the (former?) country’s ships and

the descent of its flags, but remain as citizens of the new nation. (p. 92)

Lépez (2001) regards the challenge of dealing with legacies/residues/traces of whiteness
as the crux of the challenge faced by the postcolonial state, indeed, by postcolonialism
itself. The previously colonized and colonizer are psychologically enmeshed around a
“pathogenic nucleus” of the “ideal of whiteness” which neither fully own up to, yet it is
the daily encounters between whiteness and its others on the street, in
cafés, at work, which will determine the political future of the former

colony, now postcolonial, multiracial society. (p. 96)

The psychic influence of whiteness, most concentrated in the remaining white population
itself, resists transformation and refuses the “postcolonial reckoning with whiteness in its
historical, aesthetic and ontological manifestations” (p. 96).

In the late-colonial and postcolonial context, however, within which the

true violence of the of the colonial regime is to some extent exposed,

denounced, and reproached (but seldom really avenged), repression

continues less successfully to censor feelings or suspicions of national

guilt and individual culpability. (p. 86)

Lépez sees the suppression of knowledge about the past, in form of denial of wrongs and
guilt over the past injustices and oppression, as characteristic of the “colonial
unconscious.” It is the continuation of earlier suppression in colonial times of self-
knowledge of the true aggressive drives and desires to dominate which underlay the
“civilizing mission.” To this content of the colonial unconscious we can add the
unexamined, anxiety-provoking phantasmagoria of images of the black “other” on which

the construction of white identity depended (Mudimbe, 1994; Nederveen Pieterse, 1992;
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Steyn, 1998¢, 2001b). Whiteness in South Africa is fraught with such psychological
splitting, tension between “manifest denial and latent white guilt.” Too much is now
unveiled for comfort, and yet the path to the “irrevocably intersubjective” (Lopez, 2001)
relation with the “other” in post-apartheid South Africa is painful to achieve and would
require letting go of the desire, the will to whiteness.

A sort of cultural memory, or more precisely, the inheritance or legacy of

a memory, of the prestige of whiteness and the nostalgia of white-

European colonial power lingers in residues within the formerly

colonizing culture. Whiteness may have lost something of the material

basis of power, but within the psychic life of the western subject, it retains

much of its allure. (p. 91) |

Essentially, then, there is a tension between national consciousness and the colonial
unconscious. Lopez, I believe correctly, maintains that the “proper work of postcolonial
discourse” is to “systematically uncover and interrogate such colonial traces wherever
they may surface.” If this is true, however, it needs to be said that South African
academia has hardly begun its postcolonial task (Posel, Hyslop, & Nieﬁagodien, 2001).
And yet, at the same time, it also needs to be said that if any context for the study of
whiteness brings the colonial-postcolonial axis of power to the fore, it is the South
African context.

The literature on race in post-apartheid South Africa has been very thin on the
ground. Where it has been more forthcoming, it has tended to continue the line of
research that looks at “inter-racial” relations and attitudes, well established during the
apartheid years, but energized by the process of reconciliation in the country. Various
research projects have shown mixed success within the nation in overcoming the
separateness of the past. Several sets of findings have pointed to enduring separate
realities along the old racial divides (Ansell, 2001; Brodie, Altman, & Sinclair, 1999;
Franchi, 2003b; Gibson & Macdonald, 2001). Others have indicated emerging
tendencies towards “alliances” between privileged and semi-privileged groupings, along
the lines described by analysts such as Gans (1999) and Warren and Twine (1997) of
racial trends in the United States (see, for example, Duncan, 2003; Finchilescu & Dawes,
1999; Mynhardt, 1999).

Since 1994, a small body of literature has been mapping how “racial” and

cultural groupings within the country have been redefining their identities under the
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changed political circumstances. So for example, a series of books was launched in 2001
by Kwela books and South African History Online, which looks at social identity from
different disciplinary perspectives, and spans the gambit of groupings in the country
(Ebr-Vally, 2001; Erasmus, 2001b; Sienaert, 2001; Zegeye, 2001c; Zegeye & Kriger,
2001). These debates generally continue within an ongoing attempt to formulate a
helpful stance on the issue of what to do with the notion of “race,” and “racial identity”
now that it is accepted to be a social construction which has no biological reality, but
which yet continues to exercise power socially (Franchi, 2003c; Giroux, 1992, 1997a,
1997b, 1997¢; Zegeye, 2001c; Zegeye & Kriger, 2001).

The first collective, structured attempt to address whiteness in South Africa was
a conference on the theme, The burden of race? “Whiteness” and “Blackness” in
modern South Africa held at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, in July
2001. It was followed by a special edition of Transformation which published selected
papers (Posel et al., 2001). Most studies of white South Africa have focused on specific
“problem” groups. Afrikaners, seen as the initiators and upholders of apartheid, with the
greatest adjustment to make in the new dispensation, have been the objects of a good
deal of attention (L.. Botha, 2001; De Beer, 1997; Dubow, 1992; Giliomee, 2001;
Goodwin & Schiff, 1995; Krog, 1998; Norval, 1994a, 1996; Schutte, 1995; Vestergaard,
2001; Wicomb, 2001). Another group that is monitored on the basis that they have been
regarded as particular repositories for racist attitudes is the “poor white” population
(Hyslop, 1999; Jung & Seekings, 1997; Teppo, 2001). Some self-examination has
emerged from white women exploring the particular intersections of their positionality
(Bennett & Friedman, 1997; Holland-Muter, 1995; Steyn, 1998a). At the other end of the
spectrum, an equally unrepresentative group of white South Africans, namely those
exceptional people who participated in the struggle, has been represented in
autobiography and biography (Bernstein, 1999; Clingman, 1998; Frankel, 1999; Kasrils,
1998; Niehaus, 1993; Podbrey, 1993; Roux, 1993; Sachs, 1990; Slovo, 1995, Sparg,
Schreiner, & Ansell, 2001; Verwoerd, 1997) and also in academic studies (Nuttall, 2001;
Ware & Back, 2002). Nuttall’s study is interesting in that she finds that the whiteness of
these subversive activists was marked, not by invisibility, but by attempts at concealment
of a whiteness that seemed hyper-visible in that context.

Other studies, while not necessarily framing themselves within Critical White
Studies, have started to excavate the role of whiteness in such areas as the colonial

mythology that has informed white identity (Morrell, 1996; Wylie, 2000) or in the
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construction of scientific racism (Dubow, 1995), or in framing environmental discourse
(Dixon, Foster, Durrheim, & Wilbraham, 1994; Dixon, Reicher, & Foster, 1997).
Collectively, this work has gone a long way to show that the knowledge produced about
Africa(ns) tells us more about the subjectivities of the producers of the knowledge, than
about those it purports to explain.” Research more self-consciously positioned within the
Critical Whiteness paradigm has been emerging in graduate theses. Ballard (2002), in his
study, Desegregating minds: White identities and urban change in the New South Africa
uses Bauman’s (1997) notion of “the stranger”—those “others” who cannot be dealt with
either by expulsion or assimilation, who refuse to go, and disrupt the psychic equilibrium
of “our space”—to interpret the attitudes of whites in a Durban suburb to the presence of
squatters, informal traders and middle class blacks who move into the suburb. Ballard
found that:

whereas cities and neighbourhoods were once identity-affirming they are

increasingly identity-disturbing . . . whereas concerns about racial mixing

were once addressed through segregation, they are now largely expressed

in the language of assimilation. . . . While non-whites would be accepted,

they would only be admitted if they made themselves acceptable as

defined by white people.” (pp. 205, 210)

He concludes that “although cities are now ‘open’ to all races, the ‘spirit’ of apartheid
remains in many ways” (p. 209). In her study of English-peaking white South Africans,
Salusbury (2003) found correspondences between the manner in which they construct
their whiteness and the constructions of normative whiteness in the United States of
America, in that they believe they are “cultureless” and “individualistic” and, as a
consequence of this “objectivity,” well-suited to be social leaders in a globalizing South
Africa. Her work is important for starting to fill the lacuna that has resulted from this
normative whiteness hitherto evading analysis, with few exceptions (Foley, 1991, 1992;
Sennett & Foster, 1996).

A strand of research, particularly relevant to this dissertation, is undertaken in the
context of the literature on reconciliation. Various works describe the characteristics of
discourses used by white South Africans as they position themselves in relation to
reconciliation (see Ansell, 2001; Moultrie, 1999). In their study “Project Reconciliation”
in which they interviewed eight “racially homogenous” focus groups in the Western

Cape for the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, Du Toit, Biggs & Greyling (2001)
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reported the prevalence of opinions within the white group (Bishopscourt® residents)

such as the following:
They were more at home in Europe than Africa; their “heritage,” which
was understood to mean a quality of life, was being destroyed in South
Africa; Afrikaners were the whites who were important for the future
development of the country; although South Africa is a “beautiful
country” they are encouraging their children to leave; black South
Africans had a culture of entitlement post-1994; poverty was aggravated
by African promiscuity and their inability to manage money; integration
should not be forced; blacks who move into the suburbs should fall in line
with the practices of their neighbours; the TRC had been a “useless
exercise” and that reconciliation had become retribution; and that the

country was without effective leadership. (Section 7.8)

The Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, which was established after the formal work
of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was completed, has produced a fairly
substantial, and consistent, oeuvre of articles on whiteness in South Africa post-1994.
Some of the titles of articles that have appeared in the press under the auspices of the
Institute bear witness to the persistent interrogation and prodding of white South Africa’s
apparent unwillingness to examine its position as beneficiary of inequitable political,
economic, and social policies:’ '

No reconciliation until whites acknowledge being beneficiaries of

apartheid—Helen Macdonald, Sunday Independent, 23 July 2000

Don’t write whites off, present them with a challenge—Charles Villa-
Vicencio, Cape Times, 6 September 2000

Waiting for the white Prince(ss)—Charles Villa-Vicencio, Mail &

Guardian, n.d.

It’s time white South Afvica came to the party—Helen Macdonald, Cape
Argus, 2 October 2000

Democracy involves more than the vote—Charles Villa-Vicencio, Cape

Times, 24 October 2000

Erkenning of apologie (Acknowledgement or apology)—~Fanie du Toit,
Die Burger, 15 November 2000
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Why 1 signed the declaration—Albie Sachs, Cape Times, 27 February
2001

The challenge of hearts and minds—Helen Macdonald, Cape Times, n.d.
Proud to be white, free to be African—Fanie du Toit, Cape Argus, n.d.
Africanness still in the making—Zakes Mda, Cape Times, n.d.

South African schools: Is the rainbow nation being overrun by racial

storms?—Karin Lombard, Cape Times, n.d.

Can white South Africans rise to the challenges of economic compromise?

—Karin Lombard, Cape Times, 2 April 2003.

As elsewhere, there has been a good deal of incisive critique of whiteness coming from
their compatriots who have not shared their privileged space (N. Biko, 2000; S. Biko,
1978; Farred, 1997; Gqola, 2001; Magubane, 1999; Makgoba, 1998, 1999; Ndebele,
1998, 2000a, 2000b; Wicomb, 2001). Contrary to all the commentators that note white
South Africa’s anxieties under conditions of dislocation, Farred (1997) writes about their
confidence, indemnity and sense of sanctuary:

Postapartheid white South Africa has displayed a confidence rare among

previously oppressive or colonizing constituencies; this community has an

authoritative sense of its place in the new society (p. 67).

Farred makes the point that “only a keen sense of historical accountability will inhibit
the repetition (or continuation) of hegemonic behavior” (p. 67) and maintains that the
Pan African Congress’s slogan “One settler, One bullet” was a campaign to attack that
confidence, a call for accountability:
[T]o name white South Africans “settlers” is to mark them as aliens when
they present themselves as unproblematic nationals. Unlike their black
counterparts, white South Africans have already begun the process of
selectively forgetting the ravages caused by their racist rule. “One settler,
One bullet” is an urgent reminder that there should be political
consequences for the act of white forgetting. White South Africa must
acknowledge the effects of its forgetting so publicly; they should be
reminded of how much offence they have given andj continue to give and
how much arrogance underlies the absence of their inemory. ...the

campaign [is] to attack a white confidence that is rapidly becoming a
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smugness, an arrogance that is historically offensive. . . . they must
change their “mode of thinking,” rethink their place in the postapartheid
society. . . [and transform] the culture of white confidence into a culture

of postapartheid civic accountability. (pp. 72-76)

The particular historical and political configuration in South Africa has meant that
whites have never experienced their whiteness and the advantage it afforded them as
invisible—one of the key components in the way whiteness is theorized in the
Metropolitan heart of whiteness. Throughout the aparthe‘id era white South Africans
knew they were ifacialized, and some of their earliest memories recount differences in
how they were positioned relative to “others” (Steyn 2001). What was taken for granted,
however, was the “naturalness” of being thus privileged. White South Africans held on
to many of the colonial assumptions that helped to underwrite the social construction of
whiteness with particular tenacity. Perhaps one reason white South Africans embraced
this narrative so ardently is that whiteness here has never been as secure as in countries
where Europe’s settlers gained demographic, as well as political and economic power.

What has happened in South Africa is particularly interesting because we have
seen here a sudden and fairly decisive decentring of whiteness within the society, from a
position where white advantage was legally entrenched, to where it is actively
disciplined. Whites have lost political power. They largely maintain economic power,
and because western cultures are held in esteem as the believed key to internationalism,
they still hold cultural power. The decentring of white power is therefore unequal in
terms of social capital; their position is certainly not that of marginalization.
Nevertheless, the pressure within the new society is towards dismantling, and indeed
deconstructing, old social relations. Whites need to find new narratives to explain who
they are, what they are doing in Africa, and what their relationship is to the indigenous
people and to the continent. Some of the narratives attempt to recycle the old Master
Narrative in such a way that it may still do the job of preserving privileged positionality,
despite the new dispensation. All of these narratives have to position themselves in
relation to past constructions of whiteness. All of the narratives have to make sense of,
and provide a stance towards, the subjective experience of losing aspects of highly a
privileged positionality (Steyn 2001).

This change in the positioning of South African whiteness sets it apart from

whiteness in the centres from which whiteness is generally theorized. It also brings to the
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fore the diasporic dimension of this particular site of whiteness. The next section
therefore briefly turns to the notion of diaspora, as the second theoretical point of

reference from which to chart some of this paradoxical white terrain.

(c) Diaspora: At the Margins
Another term that has recently gained a great deal of currency in attempts to theorize
contemporary society is diaspora; it, too has been emerging into a field in own right,
called Diaspora Studies (Butler, 2002). Generally, though, the term has gained currency
within the literature on globalization, where it has béen employed to interrogate the
changing fortunes of the modern nation,® énd relatedly, in the areé;of\gost-colonial
literature, where it speaks particularly to the positionalities of contemporary
transnationals within the axis of power formed by “the memory and legacy of
colonization/decolonization” (Frankenberg & Mani, 1993, p. 301).

The term was originally used to describe the dispersion of the ancient Greeks
through colonization,” at which time it bore positive connétations (Cohen, 1996, 1997).
It is now applied in so many confexts that its meaning is becoming less clear (Butler,
2002; Tslslyan, 1996).'° Clifford (1994) calls diaspora “a traveling term in changing
global conditions,” which is used to describe “a whole range of phenomena that
encourage multi-locale attachments, dwelling, and traveling within and across nations”
(p- 306). Tololyan (1996) points out that the enhanced currency of the label is the
consequence of both an increase in the number of social formations to which it may
sensibly apply, as well as a shift in the discourses of dispersal which tend to re-name
many groups in order to assign “diasporic” attributes to them (p. 3).

A greatly contested label, the attempt to fix its signification is itself now very
much part of the politics it describes—the struggles over and contradictions within
ideas and practices of collective identity, of homeland and nation” (T616lyan, 1991). The
contestation occurs on different levels. At a historical and sociological level, the wrangle
is over which cbmmunities legitimately can be regarded as diasporic. The search is on
for essential characteristics, definitive typologies, ideal cases, and scholars are divided
on the issue of how prescriptive or inclusive the category may be taken to be in relation
to these means of definition (Van Hear, 1998). But the contestation is also over the level
of abstraction at which the term may be invoked. For some scholars, the link to a specific
historical experience is crucial. Chow (1992), for example, argues that diasporas are sites

of historical entanglement which “should not be reduced to epiphenomena of
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postmodern fragmentation, neocolonial transnationality, or global capitalism” (p. 152).
By contrast, Butler (2002) suggests that diaspora should be considered as a framework
for the study of particular processes of community formation (p. 194). For others,
particularly those who work within the linguistic turn afforded by post-structuralism, the
diasporic is a signifier which can operate on a metaphorical level even to describe what
are postulated as currently endemic conditions, such as the split psyche prevalent in
contemporary subjectivities, or the ambivalent qualities of all populations under global
conditions. Brah (1996) postulates a concept that she calls diaspora space:

The concept of diaspora space references the global condition of “culture

as a site of travel” (Clifford, 1992) which seriously problematises the

subject position of the “native.” Diaspora space is the point at which

boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, of belonging and otherness, of “us”

and “them” are contested. My argument is that diaspora space as a

conceptual category is “inhabited,” not only by those who have migrated

and their descendants, but equally by those who are constructed and

represented as indigenous. In other worlds, the concept of diaspora space

(as opposed to that of diaspora) includes the entanglement, the

intertwining of the genealogies of dispersion with those of “staying put.”

(pp. 208-9)

Similar debates mark the terms with which diaspora shares the order of discourse
(Fairclough, 1995a) which concerns the politics of transnational location, terms such as
migrant, border, borderlands, Creole, hybridity, exile and even colonizer/ed. Brah
(1992) rightly comments that the meanings of such terms of identification are less
determined by the nature of their referents than by their semiotic function within
discourses of difference. The different meanings signal differing political strategies and
outcomes. They mobilize different sets of cultural and political identities, and set limits
‘1 to where the boundaries of a community are established (Brah, 1992). The semiotic
| function of “diaspora” is to mark the predicament of multiply located subjectivities.
Because of its deterritorializing potential,'! the notion of diaspora has been used
to signify the collapsing of the modern political binaries of local/global, minority/state,
native/migrant which were constructed as discrete categories; diaspora represents the
leaking and blending between different cultural and national entities (Appiah & Gates,
1995; Brah, 1996; Clifford, 1994; Hannerz, 1987; Kraidy, 1999; Nederveen Pieterse,
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1994), Of course, dispersion and migration have always been part of human history
(Ahmad, 1995; Butler, 2002; Goldberg, 1994; Kotkin, 1992) and cultures and nations
have always been hybrid (Hall, 2000; Werbner & Modood, 1997). Butler (2002, p. 212)
even argues that it is possible to construct an alternative perspective on world history as
a series of overlapping diasporizations. Nevertheless, almost all contemporary diasporas
have been brought about by modern colonial and imperial history (with notable
exceptions, such as the Jewish and Roma peoples).'? Said (1994) has said that one of the
achievements of modern imperialism has been to redistribute populations in such a way
that Europe and its “others” now live side by side across the length and breadth of the
globe. There has been a massive redistribution of human groupings in the name of
Empire that current narratives of European nationalism simplify (Mishra, 1996). The
West and the rest are irreversibly intertwined; all have been influenced by, and
structured into, relations established by European expansion. This is true of the original
colonial expansion, but it is also true, as post-colonial critics have argued, of the reverse
migration of previously colonized people into the cosmopolitan centres (Hall, 2000).
Van Hear (1998) observes that a regrouping, what he calls “in-gathering,” of dispersed
communities is also taking place as diasporas move back “home” within the broad flows
of people that are associated with processes of decolonization (p. 51). These
contractions, as well as the onward movements between settlements abroad of people
originally from the same homeland, create new layers of migratory people so that the
same people become part of older and newer diasporas simultaneously (Brah, 1996;
Butler, 2002).

Such restless migration is not new to the character of scattered peoples.
Diasporic communities tend to be always in the processes of “making, remaking,
unmaking” as secondary and tertiary migration movements create new flows, and
continue, sustain and augment cumulative flows (Van Hear, 1998). Even “pure” forms of
diaspora may therefore be ambivalent; the basic features, such as home and host
territory, may be multiple and unclear (Clifford, 1994). Nevertheless, for analysts whose
concern is primarily sociological, the emphasis in approaching the diasporic condition of
such groupings is placed on issues such as the conditions that led to the dispersal, the
duration of stay in, and relationship to, the host society, the existence of multiple sites of
settlement and enduring economic and cultural ties and networks, which are becoming

increasingly technological (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1994).
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One criterion that has been mooted as definitive of diaspora is its relation to
power. An important consequence of the way in which modern human dispersals have
been brought about is that they fit into patterns of stratification within a deeply unequal
global system. All dispersed people are not in the same relation to the distribution of the
globe’s assets, and much of the contention around who “counts” as diasporic relates to
this fact. Through the modern era, patterns of population diffusion followed the
movements of colonial settlers moving outwards from the European centre. Given the
differentials in power, the people thus transplanted were in control of the places where
they settled, in charge of the people amongst whom they settled. Cohen (1996, 1997)
quite specifically, and perhaps controversially, includes imperial dispersals as one type
within his typology of diaspora. These dispersals were “diaspora by design,” and are
marked by a “deference to and imitation of [the imperial nation’s] social and political
institutions and a sense of forming part of a grand imperial design. . . .” (p. 67).

Usually, however, when we think of diaspora, we think of what Cohen calls
“victim diaspora”. These are people who have been dispossessed and displaced: through
slavery; through forced, involuntary, limited choice migration—exiles, refugees, migrant
workers who have had to leave home as a consequence of economic imperatives to make
their livings in a new environment, trying their hands at small scale trade, undertaking
domestic and farm labour—people who have very little bargaining power in the
countries where they end up, and are politically, socially, economically and culturally
vulnerable. Writers such as Safran (1991) regard these subaltern experiences as
quintessential and definitive of diaspora, and argue that those settlers who are dispersed
through volition and aggressive pursuit of opportunity, who have not been “politically
disabled” (p. 88) should not be included in the field. This position is bolstered by the
academic orthodoxy of taking the case of the scattering of the Jewish people under
catastrophic conditions as the normative, the “ideal type,” of diasporic experience
{Butler, 2002; Cohen, 1996, 1997; Mishra, 1996, Safran, 1991; T616lyan, 1996).

In our contemporary, globalizing times, the flows of diaspora are still stratified,
but the picture is probably even more complicated, and cannot be viewed in monological
terms. ‘As Hall (2000) argues, the reconfigured social forces and relations across the
globe since the Second World War have, at the very time of globalization, brought about
different and new forms of the local and the multicultural, which emerge

at many sites, one of the most significant being that planned and

unplanned, compelled and so-called “free” migration, which has brought
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the margins to the centre, the multi-cultural disseminated “particular” to

the heart of the metropolitan western city. (p. 217)

For example, another layer, perhaps a “middle tier” of diasporic people, are elites from
their homelands, such as India and Nigeria, who leave home and become dispersed
through individual choice and opportunity. This “untimely appearance of the margins in
the centre” (Hall, 2000) consists of global players—skilled professionals, employees of
multinational companies, and internationally competitive intellectuals. This is the
positionality from which a great deal of post-colonial theory is given voice, a point
perhaps not fully acknowledged in the growing body of literature which valorizes
hybridity (Ahmad, 1995). As Friedman (1997) points out, the truly marginalized of this
world tend to have no truck with the type of anti-essentialist theory coming from this
relatively privileged positionality, as they believe it leaves them with less political
leverage than more essentialized, primordial identities.' '

Entanglement in the social and political spherevs inevitably is integrally related to
enmeshment in the subjective domain. Whiteness and blackness were co-constructed
(Steyn, 2001b), so were Europe and its “others” (Nederveen Pieterse, 1992). There has
been a psychological enmeshment between the colonizer and the colonized (Bhabha,
1994; Memmi, 1990). Imaginations have been shaped within the “dialectics of empire
and emancipation” (Nederveen Pieterse & Parekh, 1995 p. 14). As O’Callaghan (1995)
argues, the “others” paradoxically ceased to exist when European expansion brought
about a world in which the “others” were created (p. 42).

It is in this subjective realm, caught in the tensions between the interests of home
and host country and the play of global politics, that many seek the defining qualities of
diaspora. Diasporas, through this lens, can be understood as “communities imagined in a
certain way” (Butler, 2002, p. 192); people who share a subjectivity that is dislocated
from their primary centres of identification, shaped within contexts of limited power in
relation to the centres which impact immediately upon their lives and which does not
assimilate into the dominant identifications of the host society. The diaspora is bonded
by shared “structures of feelings,” such as suffering (Gilroy, 1993; Werbner & Modood,
1997), a sense of precariousness (T616lyan, 1996), reworked collective memories
(Mankekar, 1994) and ambivalent future plans of return, myths of reconnection, that
“echo back and forth™ (Clifford, 1994). These structures of feeling contribute to a sense

of being caught up in a common history, despite being scattered. Diasporic subjectivities
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are grounded in founding narratives which originate away from the context in which
their lives are lived out, but have enduring ethnic identities, real or ascribed, which link
them to those contexts.'* Diasporic people do not identify with a single place—they may
dwell in one place and feel solidarity elsewhere; their identities do not stake everything
on a future in a single nation (Clifford, 1994). Mishra (1996), whose analysis draws on
Lacan and ZiZek, describes the diasporic imaginary as

any ethnic enclave in a nation-state that defines itself, consciously,

unconsciously, or because of the political self-interest of a racialized

nation-state, as a group that lives in displacement. (p. 423)

Probably the most salient point usually made in relation to diasporic identity, though, is
the prevalence of hybridity—multiple, fluid identities—what Gilroy has called “restless
(dis)continuity.” Hall (2000) emphasizes that even invocations of “traditional” identities
in contemporary multicultural contexts do not replay authentic, uncontaminated
selthoods; they are not

[a] simple revival of archaic ethnicities, though such elements persist.

Older traces are combined with new, emergent, forms of “ethnicity”

which are often a product of uneven globalization and failed

modernization. (p. 214)

Drawing on Bhabha, Hall (2000) explains hybridity in terms of cultural translation, a
process which is not merely adapfation or assimilation, but a process by which cultures
revise their own meaning systems through negotiating with the difference of the “other,”
a transfer which is never seamless or comple‘te (p. 226).

The notion of hybridity has undergone a sea-change as the post-colonial ethos
has reworked the terrain of colonial knowledge systems (Gikandi, 1996; Kraidy, 1999).
Earlier, the colonial imagination, as Young (1995) has shown, was pre-occupied with
notions of degrees of “falling away” from the “pure” white norm. The hybrid was
associated with all the negative consequences of transgression of racial boundaries. The
abomination of the hybrid could act as a disciplinary strategy for maintaining the purity
of the in-group. Increasingly, however, in the time of the “posts,” the notion has been
reclaimed as a signifier that is paradoxically “celebrated as powerfully disruptive and yet
theorized as commonplace and pervasive” (Werbner, 1997, p. 1). This paradox is
perhaps not as coﬁtradictory as it seems; both of these rhetorical strategies can fit into a

progressive, anti-essentialist agenda. On the one hand, to disrupt the oppressive effects
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of essentialism requires recognizing the logical and psychological impossibility of the
notion of purity where hybridity is not readily discerned, just as acknowledging the
genetic variation within racial groups disrupts the notion of homogenous racial
groupings.. These are the reductio ad absurdum counters to arguments for distinct,
bounded, homogenous social groupings—racial, ethnic, cultural or other. On the other
hand, celebrating the hybrid where it is easily recognized, is to applaud and encourage
the disruptive, the transgressive, and to turn conventional racist discourse upside down.
The theorization of diaspora as a troubling, resistant, and interruptive presence, exerting
its influence from the margins, generally fits into the latter category.

By this turn in the “post” literatures, diaspora has become a liberatory position,
unseating modernity’s centres of power. Brah (1992), for example, writes that hybridity
emerges from, and denotes, those distinct historical situations and domains of complex
cultural formations produced by, and partially subverting, colonial dichotomies and
hierarchies (p. 330). The cultural and political bifocality (Mankekar, 1994), the flexible
citizenship (Ong, 1996), the dual loyalties (Cohen, 1997), the hyphenated ethnicities
(Mishra, 1996), provide diasporic communities with the wherewithal to transcend the
nation-state, to interpenetrate its once-sacrosanct bastions of homogeneity, and to
provide alternative bases of global power. Kotkin (1992), for example, sees diasporic
“tribes” as the bearers of cosmopolitanism; Clifford (1994) writes that diasporas are
“interpretive communities where critical alternatives can be expressed” (p. 315) where
“quests for non-exclusive practices of community, politics, and cultural difference”

(p. 302) take place.

Bhabha (1994), one of the most celebrated of the post-colonial theorists, writes:

What is theoretically innovative, and politically crucial, is the need to

think beyond narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and to focus

on those moments or processes that are produced in the articulation of

cultural differences. These “in-between” spaces provide the terrain for

elaborating strategies of selfhood—singular or communal—that initiate

new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and

contestation, in the act of defining the idea of society itself. (pp. 1-2)

What is important for the argument of this dissertation, however, is that while diasporas
{)‘ are not uniformly dispossessed, nor are they necessarily the wellspring of emanicipatory

energy some postmodern/postcolonial theorists would have us believe (Barkhan &



2. Theoretical and Literary Positioning 33

Shelton, 1998; Henderson, 1995; Mankekar, 1994). Mishra (1996) cautions that
diasporas may become romanticized as the ideal social condition, yet in reality diasporic
groups construct the homeland in ways different from the people of the homelands
themselves—often in purist, even racist and reactionary terms (p. 424) and contrary to
the democratic tenor they promote in their host countries:

Under a gaze that threatens their already precarious sense of the “familiar

temporariness”, diasporas lose their enlightened ethos and retreat into

discourses of ethnic purity that are always the “imaginary” underside of

their own constructions of the homeland (p. 426). . . . The democratic

impulse of diasporas thus has an underside that explodes, under duress,

under the imaginary gaze of the Other, into the semantics of exclusivism

and separation. . . . At these moments the fantasy structure of the

homeland appears as the imaginary haven, as the sublime sign, and

absence, to which diasporas return for refuge. (p. 442)

An important part of the political subjectivity of those who dwell in small, displaced
communities is the capacity to engage in “tactics of collective articulation and
disarticulation” (Clifford, 1994, p. 315). Cohen (1996) argues that in the age of
globalization it has become easier for diasporic communities to use the nation-state
instrumentally, rather than to “revere” it “affectionately.” Through mobilizing sentiments
and leverage in the host country, the diaspora may influence the politics of the home
nation state. Not uncommonly, this influence may be conservative and backward
looking, primarily motivated by the agendas they have for themselves in the host
country, and invested in outdated political representations, though, of course, the
connection may also be energized to forge alliances working towards greater social
justice. The ;:orollary is also true, of course, in that diasporic people may mobilize
political, discursive and economic resources in the home state to influence processes in
the territory in which they are settled. Those who have a leg in two different continents
can be privileged in one context, and marginalized in another. The identity politics of
dispersed groups can hinge on maximizing their positions by playing these dimensions
off against each other. For example, Drzewiecka’s (Drzewiecka, 2002a, 2002b;
Drzewiecka & Halualani, 2002) work shows how the Polish mainland and its eastern and
western diasporas mutually have constructed themselves and each other in different ways

over time in order to achieve specific ends within changing historical and political times.
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While the ambivalence and multiple allegiances of diasporic groups can generate
suspicion, hostility and accusations of divided loyalties among host populations,
especially under conditions of strain (Van Hear, 1998), and may also make them subject
to similar rejection from those who have “stayed put” (Safran, 1991)," the ambivalent
lines of responsibility for, and ambiguous feelings towards, these scattered people on the
part of both host and home countries also create the conditions of possibility for
diasporic people to manage the host-home-diaspora articulation to their advantage. It is
largely this power that is sought after in the current turn to the “victim” position,
indicated by the rising number of groups seeking to be understood as either diasporas or
Creoles within current global dynamics. As Butler (2002), following Clifford, puts it:

[Olppressed peoples that may once have conceived of their situation in

the context of “majority-minority” power relations are now embracing

diasporan discourse as an alternative. This more recent usage is a

departure from earlier identifications in which a sense of powerlessness,

longing, exile, and displacement was strongly associated with the Jewish

diaspora. Membership in a diaspora now implies potential empowerment

based on the ability to mobilize international support and influence in

both the homeland and host-land. (p. 190)

The next section of this chapter argues the case for applying these two theories that
address different axes of subjectivity, whiteness and diaspora, into the same location as a
way of understanding the intersections that constitute the politics of whiteness in post-

apartheid South Africa.

(d) Diasporic Whiteness: Disrupting the Dichotomies?

This dissertation examines the particularities of a whiteness that is here called diasporic
whiteness; it explores a particular dynamic of subjectivity operating within the complex
location of being white in the Africanizing New South Africa. This dynamic is
developing within the intersection between what are usually theorized as two
diametrically opposed identity positionalities: the “centre” of mainstream racial identity
construction, whiteness, and its relationally marginalized counterpart, diaspora. The
context, then, provides an interesting example of how multiple, and even conflicting,
aspects of identity compete for our single bodies (Gates & Kwame, 1995).

The question of whether white South Africans can be regarded as diaspora is not

unproblematic. As has been indicated in the outline of the literature on diaspora above,
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many critics are quite adamant that people who did not leave home under conditions of
duress and/or who lived under advantaged conditions in the host country, do not meet the
basic criteria for inclusion within the category of diaspora.

As has been discussed in the previous section, though, the choice of how to
define diaspora is a function of identity politics and the notion that only permanently
disadvantaged refugees form diasporic communities is by no means shared by all
theorists writing in this field (Butler, 2002; Cohen, 1996, 1997). Cohen points out that
the people from various parts of Europe that settled in South Africa overwhelmingly did
s0, in fact, to escape poor conditions in their home countries, and came to enjoy the
better life that could be attained as a consequence of the South African racial economy.
Cohen argues that the connection to centres of power has performed the desired effect
for those “living in pockets of Europeanness”: even working class Britons were able to
enjoy the lifestyle of lords in southe;n Africa; they coupled patricianship abroad to upper
class pretensions at home (p. 78). This advantaged positioning does not concern Cohen;
he argues that many diasporic people, including the members of the Jewish diaspora,
have flourished in their countries of settlement. Indeed, he considers the potential for
prospering in the host country one of the factors that typify the diasporic experience.

At the same time, Cohen (1997) regards South Africa as “that most difficult of
countries to classify or typologize.” One obstacle he identifies to the establishment of a
“pure” British dominion diaspora stemmed from competing claims to political hegemony
posed by both Afrikaners and Africans. The difficulty, as he sees it, seems to be that
white South Africans are a composite group, having arrived at different times, from
different home countries in Europe, and were forged into a similar positionality and (an
imperfect) sense of shared identity through the racial politics operating within the
country (Steyn, 1999; Unterhalter, 1995). White South Africa, then is not an
uncomplicated ethnic or national diaspora, as much as a diaspora of the
supraethnic/national identification that became available to Europe as part of the
formation of the white race (Balibar, 1990; Steyn, 2001b). The legitimacy of using
diaspora to refer to a racial collectivity has, however, been acknowledged in other
contexts.'® This analysis extends such an understanding in viewing white South Africans
as part of a broader European dispersal that nevertheless identifies as having a unifying
origin, a (constructed) commonality visibly marked through their whiteness.

While Cohen avers that global racial identification is disappearing, Frankenberg

and Mani (1993) take a different view, maintaining that western “postcolonial” subjects
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are still interpellated by classical colonialism itself, and that colonial discourses can be
“hauled out apparently unchanged, and redeployed™: '

The white subject, in short, remains enamoured of colonial imagery long

after the heyday of direct rule, in ways that are both different and the

same, changed, and not changed at all. (p. 299)

I believe that the analysis that follows in this work will justify my concurrence with
Frankenberg and Mani that white racial identification is pervasive, enduring, and indeed,
still a vehicle for stray, dispersed members in far-flung regions of the world to effect
advantageous positional choices in relation to the racial others on this globe.

In fact, even if one were to concede the point that diaspora should not be applied
to dispersed people who are linked to centres of power through dominance and privilege,
one could still make out a case for the use of the term in this particular context. White
South Africans themselves would be quick to tell an enquirer that subsequent to 1994
they no longer control the country, and that they are in a decentred position in relation to
(black) African national power. Cohen comments on the changing status of white South
Africans of British descent:

Until quite recently, many New Zealanders, Canadians, Australians and

white South Africans and Rhodesians/Zimbabweans stubbornly clung on

to British passports as a means of affirming their British identity and

hedging their political bets. . . . The minority British diasporic

communities in Zimbabwe, and increasingly in South Africa, are

gradually being corralled into accepting black majority rule. Thousands,

perhaps even tens of thousands, may take up their opportunity to live in

the UK, but over the next generation many will lose their “patrial” rights

and will slowly adopt a single, local citizenship. (pp. 75, 77)

In other words, the change in the political dispensation has created a diasporic moment:

an experience of displacement and disempowerment, of lack of fit in the country to

which they migrated. By staying put, they might say, they have been stranded, their

condition changed from overseers of the western project to an ill at ease minority

constantly weighing up their losses and the possibilities and wisdom of reconnection

with other societies in which European ethnicities dominate. As Ballard (2002) found:
For some, the importance of the West as a normative centre, and indeed a

physical escape route, remains paramount in the face of the “third world
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creeping in”, . . . Optimists pin their hopes on the reinstatement of first
world conditions while pessimists despair at the apparent impossibility of

this ever being achieved. (p. 211)

The implication is therefore that a population group can become more, or less, diasporic
through changing interethnic and political situations rather than because of essential
attributes that remain constant and fixed throughout the history of the group. Loosening
up the notion of diaspora seems to be salutary, and concurs with the undogmatic, anti-
essentialist approach of Clifford (1992, 1994), who calls for a more complex notion of
diaspora:

At different times in their history, societies may wax and wane in

diasporism, depending on changing possibilities~—obstacles, openings,

antagonisms, and connections—in their host countries and transnationally.

(p. 306)

In the late 20" century, all or most communities have diasporic
dimensions (moments, tactics, practices, articulations). Some are more
diasporic than others. I have suggested it is not possible to define diaspora
sharply, either by recourse to essential features or to privative oppositions.
But it is possible to perceive a loosely coherent, adaptive constellation of
responses to dwelling-in-displacement. . . . The language of diaspora is
increasingly invoked by displaced peoples who feel (maintain, revive,

invent) a connection with a prior home. (p. 310).

In line with this anti-essentialist reading of Clifford, therefore, this dissertation argues
that the current political context is bringing out the diasporic dimension in the experience
of white South Africans, and that this dimension can be discerned in their tactics,
practices, and discourses. In short, aspects of what could be termed a diasporic
subjectivity are under (re)construction, and it is this “slice” of white South African
subjectivity that the dissertation explores. This diasporic dimension has similarities to,
and differences from, what may be regarded as more “typical” diasporas, but this
atypicality is exactly what makes it a useful site to analyse. Yet again, this approach
accords with the direction given by Clifford:

Different diasporic maps of displacement and connection can be

compared on the basis of family resemblance, of shared elements, no

subset of which is defined as essential to the discourse. A polythetic field
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would seem to be most conducive to tracking rather than policing the

contemporary range of diasporic forms. (pp. 306-7)

In sum, while decentred in the local political context, whiteness links white South Africa
to the centres of western international power: economically, culturally, politically,
socially, familial-ly. But their whiteness also makes them a highly visible minority in the
context of Africa. This creates one of the basic conditions for them to experience their
lives as diasporic. Certainly, the vision of the apocalypse, the reversal of fortunes that
would herald black majority rule and relegate whites to a vulnerable visible minority, has
always rattled around in the white South African psyche (see Thornton, 1996). It was
always implicitly understood that if the “black peril” were to triumph, and whites were to
lose control of the state, it would mark the moment at which the colonial rulers could
turn into a “genuine” diaspora.

Both their whiteness and their diasporization are functions of broader global
movements, colonial and post-colonial, and require analysis in terms of the politics of
their location (Mankekar, 1994), of their positioning within the intersecting currents of
power that operate upon this particular grouping in this specific social site. Within this
force-field, there are white South Africans who grapple with how to make meaningful
adjustments that would align the previous ruling class with the goals of a democratic,
non-racial, but nevertheless, complex African society. Certainly, however, this is not the
case for all the discursive patterns emerging within the minority group. There are also
powerful discourses that attempt to find—both despite and because of the new
dispensation—justifications, rationalizations, and motivations for preserving the
privileged positionality the scatterings of Europe have enjoyed over the last three or four
centuries. These discursive constructions are vehicles for resistance to the new order, and
they are the focus of interest in this study.

The scope of this dissertation does not include the discursive constructions
emanating from those white South Africans who are emigrating. Ironically, the term
“diaspora” seems to be more readily used to describe this secondary layer of movement,
as white South Africans “regroup,” relocating (mostly) to other parts of the Anglo-
American world: North America, Australasia, Britain (Schonfeldt-Aultman, 2001a,
2002; Van Rooyen, 2000). Yet even in the case of this secondary layer of scattering, the
applicability of this term to the white South African communities in the USA has been

marked as problematic, and for much the same kinds of reasons as the “parent”



2. Theoretical and Literary Positioning 39

community is regarded as troublesome. Schonfeldt-Aultman (2001b), for example,
works with a definition of diaspora as a visible minority group, a resistant, activist
collective (p. 19). He rehearses the concerns about the power and privilege discussed
above: those settling in the USA, where his studies are situated, did not have to leave
South Africa as a consequence of persecution; they are mostly privileged members of
their “home” society and become part of the same class in their new locations. Perhaps
most significantly, as a group they can easily assimilate into the host culture and thus
avoid being racially, or otherwise, marked as a minority group. Once they settle in the
USA, white South Africans automatically have access to the dominant social formations
by virtue of their whiteness. They are “in many ways similarly identified with a
hegemonic ideology, state, and identity. . . things they are more apt to support and
encourage than resist” (p. 17). The primary resistance they seem to engage in is against
the new (black) government back “home.” This prompts Schonfeldt-Aultman to ask:
“What kind of resistance is it? A resistance that is accommodating of racial privilege, to
a national iden_tity that is racist/privileged?” (p. 18). Schonfeldt-Aultman even identifies
some behaviour on the part of “ex-pats” that he labels as “counter-diasporic resistance”
(my emphasis), such as disidentifying themselves with their homeland, and claiming to
be British or Australian to avoid being castigated as racist and supportive of apartheid. It
seems that one could argue, therefore, that a reason for white emigration from post-
apartheid South Africa is exactly to avoid the diasporic moment being experienced by
those whites who stay behind, who remain as a visible minority group, and who are
forming what is actually a more typically diasporic subjectivity, often engaging in the
collective, strategic, resistant behaviour for which diasporas are often known. It is this
resistant stance that this dissertation attempts to interpret more closely.

What the earlier quotation of Zakes Mda shows, is that that the term “diaspora”
has more readily been applied to English-speaking South Africans, whose link to Britain
is more accentuated. I believe the discussion in this dissertation shows that the sense of
displacement is currently more acute for Afrikaners, who feel shaken in their sense of
belonging, in security of land ownership, and in their cultural bearings than many of
their English counterparts whose identification has always been more dualistic, and less
dependent on living in Africa. The consequence is that some Afrikaners, too, are now
constituting this displacement in diasporic terms. Within both these linguistic and
cultural groups, therefore, there are those who are dwelling on their sense of being

strangers in a strange land and of having limited agency over their fates within the
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national borders. Those who are framing themselves in such terms, (re)activate their
connectedness to ethnic affinities elsewhere to provide security and guarantees, or else
attempt to ensure that what they bring to the national agenda will render them
indispensable to the majority. Both of these are “typical” diasporic behavioural patterns,
ways of coping with feelings of vulnerability. Both of these reactions are found within
both cultural groups, although in differing degrees, as they “wax” in diasporism,
engaging in “moments, tactics, practices, articulations” to develop “a loosely coherent,
adaptive constellation of responses to dwelling-in-displacement”(Clifford, 1994, p. 310).
And ironically, even this re-identification with Europeanness and whiteness, is being
assisted by the current acceleration of globalization. As Gabriel (1998) has shown, the
cross-fertilizing processes of Anglicizétion and Americanization, greatly assisted by the
globalizing media, have helped to configure whiteness on both sides of the Atlantic, and
have contributed to the normalizing of whiteness through both cultural production and
consumption (p. 187). Whiteness in South Africa is able to capitalize on these cross-
flows of symbolic resources.

In sum, therefore, while taking cognizance of the factors that some would feel
disqualify the use of the term, this dissertation takes the view that using the diasporan
JSramework to elucidate aspects of the processes of community formation és Butler (2002,
p. 194) suggests, has valuable explanatory potential in this context. The diasporan lens
enables certain specifics of the subjectivity being constructed within the white
community in the post-apartheid South Africa location to be dis-closed, aspects which

are profoundly part of their life world, but might otherwise evade examination.

Conclusion
This chapter has provided the theoretical underpinnings for the diasporic whiteness that
this dissertation attempts to explore more closely. It has given an overview of the
literature on whiteness, and on diaspora, and then indicated why these two seemingly
incompatible subject positions actually are intricately conjoined in the contradictory
location that white South Africans inhabit since the demise of the white-centric Old
South Africa. The next chapter positions the methodological approach that informs this
work within the quite diverse grouping of theory/practice that is collectively known as

Discourse Theory.
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NOTES (cont.)

1. Of course, as Roediger (1998, 2002) points out, this generally accepted dating of the emergence of
writing on whiteness is not really accurate. A substantial literature on whiteness has been produced over a
long period of time by black people in the United States such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Frederick Douglass, Zora
Neale Hurston, James Baldwin, and Richard Wright. Also see Bay (2000). In the colonial context writers
such as Frantz Fanon and Albert Memmi come to mind. In South Africa, Sol Plaatje’s writings, as one
example, contain many astute observations of the contradictions informing the ways of “Europeans” in
South Africa (see Willan, 1996).
2. Originally published in 1988 as Wellesley College Center for Research on Women Working Paper Series,
189. ‘
3. Ware and Beck (2002) comment that “until now the field might be more accurately described as
* American whiteness studies,’” and cite the need for “a comparative focus that is both alert to the
transnational relationships within the cultures of racism and sensitive to the histories of specific local and
national arenas in which racial power is forged.” (p. 14)
4. Bonnett (2000), however, argues that whiteness has actually ofien been a characteristic of anti-racist
work, in that whiteness has tended to be approached by anti-racists as a fixed, asocial category rather than
something with a history and geography. In other words, anti-racists have, for the most part, yet to become
aware of, and escape from, the practice of treating whiteness as . . . something that defines the “other” but is
not itself subject to others’ definitions. (p. 138). He regards the area of “White Studies” as providing
exactly the intervention needed for “more historically and theoretically sophisticated anti-racist readings of
whiteness.” (p. 138)
5. Dubow (Dubow, 1995) positions his work as follows:
It may now be appropriate for white historians to become rather more curious about their own
collective pasts, not so much in the spirit of mea culpa as with the view to recognizing themselves
as historical agents and products. It must be possible to own one’s own history, though not
necessarily to identify with it. (p. §)
6. An upper class suburb of Cape Town.
7. All these articles were downloaded from the SA Monitor, on the [JR’s website
http:/fwww iir.org.za/sa_mon/home.htmi on 8 April 2003.

8. In the words of Téldlyan:
[The] vision of a homogenous nation is now being replaced by a vision of the world as a ‘space’
continually reshaped by forces—cultural, political, technological, demographic, and above all
economic—whose varying intersections in real estate constitute every *place’ as a heterogeneous
and disequilibriated site of production, appropriation, and consumption, of negotiated identity and
affect. (1991, p. 6)

9. The word is derived from the Greek verb speiro (to sow) and the preposition dia (over), implying to

scatter widely. (Cohen, 1997)
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NOTES {(cont.)

10. Tolslyan (1996) argues for “a return to diaspora” to stem its becoming
a bromiscuously capacious category that is taken to include all the adjacent phenomena to which it
is linked but from which it actually differs in ways that are constitutive, that in fact make a viable
definition of diaspora possible. (p. 8)
11. The term used by Deleuze and Guattari to analyse a number of texts regarded as “border writing.”
Deleuze and Guattari use the term in the context of “minor literature” which writes against the grain of
canonical literature, and which describes displacement and dislocation of identities, signifiers and signs.
(See Brah, 1996, p. 203).
12. Mishra (1996) comments that these two diasporas are extreme instances of the diasporic imaginary, and
have been treated with particular disdain by nation-states precisely because they “exemplify in varying
degrees characteristics of a past that nation-states want to repudiate” (p. 425).
13. See also Mendoza (2003) who argues that “indigenization” is a necessary first step in any cultural
struggle to achieve self-determination and a point of departure for subject formation. Only once this footing
has been established can historically marginalized peoples afford the luxury of anti-essentialism and anti-
foundationalism.
14. Clifford (1994) describes diaspora in terms of “forms of community consciousness and solidarity that
maintain identifications outside the national time/space in order to live inside with a difference” (p. 308),
and who achieve “selective accommodation” within the host societies. Cohen (1997) defines diasporic
consciousness as “demonstrated by an acceptance of an inescapable link with their past migration history
and a sense of co-ethnicity with others of a similar background” (p. ix). '
15. See, for example, Halualani (2003) who describes the struggles around the notion of “authenticity”
between island Hawaiians and the diaspora on the mainland USA,
16. See, for example, Butler (2002), p. 191.



METHODOLOGY

Discourse Analysis
Discourse can be understood as patterns of meaning that organize the worlds that we
inhabit. They are systems of sense-making, which define what is understood as
knowledge, regulate social behaviour, and exert power effects on social organization
(Fairclough, 1995a; Gotsbachner, 2001; Parker, 1992; Wetherell & Potter, 1992).
Discourse analysis' has become the method of choice for researchers with a leaning
towards social constructionism. As a broad, interdisciplinary church, discourse analysis
covers a range of approaches, varying firstly, in the degree to which they retain a
measure of insistence on non-discursive, structural “givens” in social organization or see
discursivity as explaining social reality in its entirety; secondly, in the degree and
manner in which human agency is theorized and prioritized; and thirdly, in respect of the
role that situated language plays in research and in the methods used to “get at” the
meaning in the texts.?

One classification of the different approaches employed to analyse discourse is
offered by Phillips and Jergensen (2002), who delimit three broad schools:® (i) Laclau
and Mouffe’s discourse analysis, which is the “purest” post-structuralist position and
focuses on the ways in which social construction works through, and upon, broad, large-

scale discursive patterning; (ii) critical discourse analysis,* which is the most dualistic in
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terms of maintaining an insistence on non-discursive material practices (which require
other social theories and methodologies than discourse analysis to excavate), and focuses
on the linguistic aspects of specific texts; and (iii) discursive psychology,” which studies
situated discourse to show the active use of discourse by agents to achieve social ends,
often construed as an essentially rhetorical activity.

In any research, ontology, epistemology and methodology need to be congruent.
For this reason, Phillips and Jergensen argue that it is necessary for a researcher
employing discourse analysis to situate herself clearly within the terrain. This does not
exclude the possibility of using concepts or analytical tools from various schools of
discourse analysis, or even from outside the field. In fact, they strongly recommend this
multiperspectival approach,® but it does require working consciously with the discursive
analytical frameworks and the research material, clearly thinking through issues of
compatibility, doing adequate “translatic;ns” where required, and being transparent in
reporting the research:

It is possible to create one’s own package by combining elements from

different discourse analytical perspectives and, if appropriate, non-

discourse analytical perspectives. Such multiperspectival work is not only

permissible but positively valued in most forms of discourse analysis. The

view is that different perspectives provide different forms of knowledge

about a phenomenon so that, together, they produce a broader

understanding. Multiperspectival work is distinguished from an

eclecticism based on a mishmash of disparate approaches without serious

assessment of their relations with each other. Multiperspectivalism

requires that one weighs the approaches up against each other, identifying

what kind of (local) knowledge each approach can supply and modifying

the approaches in the light of these considerations. (Phillips & Jergensen,

2002, p. 4. Italics in the original.)

The section that follows therefore delineates the position that informs this dissertation,
indicating key discourse analytical concepts that frame the analysis, and where
appropriate, the reasons for “appropriating” them as analytical tools. Such a sketch is, of
necessity, a greatly simplified version of the complex philosophies that gave rise to the
knowledge edifices that have been constructed upon them, but the purpose of the section

is limited to situating the work that follows, rather than providing a detailed exploration
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of the nuances of sophisticated theories. In other words, as this dissertation sets out to
study a discursive terrain constructed by a social grouping, which I am calling white talk,
it is necessary to ask (i) “What is the nature of discourse, and how is it related to other
key notions of the social, such as meaning, subjectivity, group?” (ontology) (ii) “How
can one get to know about a discursive terrain?” (epistemology) and (iii) “What,

practically, does one do to get this knowledge?” (methodology).

Ontological Positioning

In outlining some of the main social constructionist concepts that are subscribed to in
this work, I am following Phillips and Jergensen’s (2002) division of theories of

discursive practice into the three approaches named above.

Post-Structuralist Discourse Theory ,

Social constructionism entails the ontological assumption that our ways of talking about
the world do not reflect what is “out there” in a neutral, immediate way, but actually
create, or constitute, the reality in which we live (Berger & Luckman, 1966; Best &
Kellner, 1991; Fairclough, 1995a; Gergen, 1991, 1999, 2001; Guba & Lincoln, 1994,
Sarup, 1993; Wetherell & Potter, 1992). The philosophical premises of constructivism
are therefore anti-foundational, in that social constructions are regarded as historically
and culturally specific, contingent, and unfinished. And because our identities,
knowledge, social relations are all constructed in and through discourse, rather than
fixed, the premises of social constructionism are also anti-essentialist.

This dissertation depends most heavily on the social constructionist position
articulated by Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau, 1993, 1996, 1994; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985,
Mouffe, 1992a, 1992b, 1992¢). Some of the most influential concepts taken from their
work to articulate the particular understandings contained in this dissertation are briefly

noted below.

Discourse

Post-structuralism emphasizes that meaning is always unstable; the social domain is
always contested. Signs/signifiers, including our social practices, are invested with
meaning not through their relation to “reality” but through their relationship to other
possible meanings. Notions of “truth” are always (temporarily) settled through fixing

meaning within the context of discursive contestation and struggle in a field of meaning
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that is ultimately always undecidable. Laclau and Mouffe do not distinguish between a
non-discursive and discursive reality. This does not imply a naive idealist ontology
(Barrett, 1994; Best & Kellner, 1991), merely that our knowledge of the physical world
does not exist separately from human meaning-making activities:

[Tlhe discursive character of an object does not, by any means, imply

putting its existence into question. The fact that a football is only a

football as long as it is integrated within a system of socially constructed

rules does not mean that it thereby ceases to be a physical object. (Laclau

& Mouffe, 1990, pp. 100-1. Italics in the original.)

Discourses have “real” consequences in that certain social possibilities may be opened
up by particular fixings of meaning, whereas others may become “unthinkable,” thus
reducing possibility. The particular shape of the social is created through the productive
operation of power channelled according to closures of meaning that exclude other
possibilities of organization. Discourses are therefore material—institutions, identities
and knowledge formations are all effects of discourse. All new articulations of meaning
have an effect on existing discourses, which they may reproduce, challenge or change.
An important implication of this understanding of discourse is that far from merely
reflecting what is “out there,” discourse actually constitutes our world; until something is
represented in discourse, it isn’t part of our reality. Discursive struggle is the struggle

over reality.’

Articulation

The concept of “articulation” is key to how elements (open signs) are assigned fixed
meaning in relation to each other, and around certain key “nodal points,” bringing
closure (albeit temporary and incomplete) and thus producing a discourse. The flow of
meaning is reduced and the possibilities for other articulations are limited, although the
possibility of challenge is always there (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985):

[W]e will call articulation any practice establishing a relation among

elements such that their identity is modified as a result of the articulatory

practice. The structured totality resulting from the articulatory practice,

we will call discourse (p. 105).

The practice of articulation, therefore, consists in the construction of

nodal points which partially fix meaning; and the partial character of this
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fixation proceeds from the openness of the social, as a result, in its turn, of
the constant overflowing of every discourse by the infinitude of the field
of discursivity (p. 113).

Those signifiers that are highly contested, with different discourses competing to
articulate them in alternative ways, are called “floating signifiers,” and it is in the
struggle to organize society differently through vying articulations of such available
signifiers that the highly political nature of the social is most apparent:
[Plolitics, far from being confined to a superstructure, occupies the role of
what we can call an ontology of the social. If politics is the ensemble of
the decisions taken in an undecidable terrain—that is a terrain in which
power is constitutive—then the social can consist only in the sedimented
forms of a power that has blurred the traces of its own éontingency.

(Laclau, 1996, p. 103. Italics in the original.)

Ideology

Antagonism occurs when discourses compete in ways that are contradictory. The
contingency of meaning becomes highly visible through the active struggle that takes
place in the society to settle the signifiers.

The moment of antagonism where the undecidable nature of the

alternatives and their resolution through power relations becomes fully

visible constitutes the field of the “political.” (Laclau, 1990, p. 35)

When meanings become fixed, it is the consequence of one way of sense-making having
won over other, often antagonistic, possibilities. However, certain antagonisms may
become naturalized through the power of hegemony, when empty signifiers (lack)
become filled with a particular content that presents itself as serving the wider
population. The prevailing articulations may then become sedimented® through the
weightiness of habit and time. This makes it difficult to recognize them as the “victors”
of previous discursive conflict; the meanings seem to have been permanent, just simply
“common sense” and “objective.” Because the “objective” hides the fact that the
prevailing sense-making is actually dependent on the suppression of other possibilities,
the objective is ideological (Phillips & Jorgensen, 2002). Ideology, in other words,

concerns the “non-recognition of the precarious character of any positivity, of the
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impossibility of any ultimate suture” (Barrett, 1994, p. 260); it is the hiding of the
political.
Insofar as an act of institution has been successful, a “forgetting of the
origins” tends to occur; the system of possible alternatives tends to vanish
and the traces of the original contingency to fade. In this way, the
instituted tends to assume the form of a mere objective presence. (Laclau,
1990, p. 34)

The process by which-the-contingency of the discourse is dis-covered is dgp_og§§gggﬁ9n,
which reveals how any particular articulation has been.a consequence of
social/political/power, within “the system of real historic options that were discarded”
(p. 34).

Subjectivity
Different discourses make different subject positions available to individuals, setting
limits to the scope that the individual has for imagining the “self,” and to personal
agency. As a subject in the discourse, an individual acquires a position from which to
speak. In this way, discourses speak through individuals, which leads Laclau and Mouffe
to see the subject as decentred. Because subjectivity is never complete, but is in fact split
and driven by a Lacanian lack (Laclau, 1994), we always seek our identity in the
representations available in discourse—we may see ourselves in a subject position,
accept it or reject it. This is the process of identification. Moreover, subject positions are
constructed within the flow and contestation of discourses that wish to assign different
meanings to the person within each. Identity is therefore also fragmented, multiple,
contradictory, displaced, contingent, precarious, overdetermined, but temporarily fixed at
intersecting identifications within competing discursive formations (Laclau, 1994). This
always takes place within power relations:

Our dissertation is that the constitution of a social identity is an act of

power and that identity as such is power. (Laclau, 1990, p. 31. Italicsin .

the original.)

Social groups, society and myth

In post-structuralist ontology, social groups are always created through social processes,
not pre-given either biologically or through divisive operations of base and

superstructure. Rather, groups are always created and shaped through the power effects
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of discourse. Social groups, society, social identities, all these are a function of
discourse, and therefore are decentred and ultimately unstable. Any one particular
understanding of the social is an attempt at articulation, at fixing social organization in
line with a particular set of interests based on excluding other possibilities of collective
identification. Group formation is an inherently political activity, and which social
groups become politically relevant depends on discursive struggle. Similarly, different
social groups have unequal access to those subject positions that have the power to
challenge or change the “objective,” and are thus mere, or less, constrained.
Categorization through representation therefore is deeply political, affecting the
possibilities for action of those subjected in particular ways. There is always a
discrepancy, dislocation, between the representative and the represented:

[TThe field of social identities is not one of full identities, but of the

ultimate failure to be constituted” (Laclau, 1990, p. 38)

The floating signifier that refers to the potential totality of society, and which different
discourses struggle to invest with competing meaning, is called a myth. The myth of a
society delimits what can be regarded as possible (the horizons of the possible), it stems
from “the perception or intuition of a fullness that cannot be granted by the reality of the
present” (p. 63). In any society, the understanding of what counts as “natural groups”
affects the way in which the myth of the society is constituted. A change in the notion of
what comprises society will change the articulation of groups, and vice versa, as
representations take on different content, and different dislocations give rise to different
expressions by which the fullness could be achieved. “Social myths are essentially

incomplete: Their content is constantly reconstituted and displaced” (p. 63).

Dislocation

As a consequence of the processes of sedimentation, we generally experience social
reality as quite stable, reproduced by succeeding articulations. Nevertheless, even in the
case of stable, sedimented discourses, there is an element of re-articulation with other
potential meanings available in the total field of discursivity, a process that involves
creative agency:

The social world presents itself to us, primarily, as a sedimented ensemble

of social practices accepted at face value, without questioning the

founding acts of their institution. If the social world, however, is not

entirely defined in terms of repetitive, sedimented practices, it is because
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the social always overflows the institutionalized frameworks of “society”,
and because social antagonisms show the inherent contingency of those
frameworks. Thus a dimension of construction and creation is inherent in
all social practice. The latter do not involve only repetition, but also

reconstruction. (Laclau, 1994, p. 3)

The relationship between the institutional/structural and the subject is never identical—
there is always an element of dislocation. Under certain conditions of crisis (which may
be brought about or accelerated by political activism), however, the myth of a society
may weaken, or even collapse, and the representations of groups are called into question.
At such times, there is a generalization of deeper dislocation of identity, nodal points
become dis-articulated, floating, and there will be attempts to articulate the signifiers
into a new discursive patterning. The space opened up by dislocation, if it is extensive
and deep enough, allows for new social orde‘rs, new power centres, to emerge.

A dislocated structure opens up the space for a multitude of possibilities

of re-articulations which are by definition indeterminate. A dislocated

structure is thus an open structure in which the crisis can be resolved in a

variety of directions. From this it is clear that any attempt at re-

articulation will be an eminently political project.

The more dislocated a structure is, the more the field of decisions not

determined by it will expand. The recompositions and rearticulations will
thus operate at increasingly deeper structural levels, thereby leading to an
increase in the role of the “subject” and to history becoming less and less

repetitive. (Laclau, 1990, p. 39-40)

Such a time therefore also has the potential to reveal “new possibilities of historical
action,” for social creativity:
The world is less “given” and must be increasingly constructed. But this is
not just a construction of the world, but of the social agents who transform

themselves and forge new identities as a result. (Laclau, 1990, p. 40)

Discursive Psychology

A significant difference between discourse analysis, as theorized by Laclau and Mouffe,
and discursive psychology lies in the value which discursive psychology attaches to the

active choices of human agency within situated discourse, i.e. discursive practices in
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specific contexts where language is in action, rather than focusing almost entirely on the
meaning content of broad, wide-ranging discursive systems that structure society. The
field of discursive psychology itself consists of schools which, in discourse analytical
terms, are antagonistic in terms of ontological assumptions (Burman & Parker, 1993).
The following exposition of discursive psychology by Wetherell (1998),
indicates a clear compatibility with the approach taken in this dissertation:
Analysis works by carving out a piece of the argumentative social fabric
for closer examination [while maintaining an interest in the]
argumentative threads which run through this set as warp and woof
connecting it in again with the broader cloth. . . . In analysing our always
partial piece of the argumentative texture we look also to the broader

forms of intelligibility running through the texture form generally.

(p. 403)

Interpretive repertoire

This study is concerned with the way in which white South Africans are actively
constructing a particular kind of subject position—the subject that “talks white”-—of
which they can avail themselves. The notion of “interpretive repertoire” which is used in
discursive psychology, most particularly by Wetherell and Potter (Potter & Wetherell,
1987; Wetherell, 1998; Wetherell & Potter, 1988, 1992) has proved a useful concept to
analyse the nature of this discourse. An interpretive repertoire is a “culturally familiar
and habitual line of argument comprised of recognizable themes, common places and
tropes (doxa)” (Wetherell, 1998, p. 400), which provides the context of argumentation, it
is the “backcloth for the realization of locally managed positions in actual interaction”
(p. 400). Social interaction therefore has emergent and transformative properties, as
participants oriente selves to the discourses, and use them to perform certain actions. The
notion is not really divergent from Laclau and Mouffe, who also see a role for agency in
the construction of discourse, particularly in the construction of identity, ° and who also
understand existing discourse as providing resources for new articulations. Therefore the
term does not require specific “translation” to be ontologically compatible with the other
assumptions informing this work. This concept is used where it is most particularly
useful: to emphasize the active choices being made by white South Africans from talk
circulating in the society, particularly as these require putting a new “spin” on such

existing discourses.
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Rhetorical force/Strategy
The notions of the social as inescapably political and contested, as always unfinished,
and for which the achievement of a “totality” is “impossible,” is central to Laclau and
Mouffe. Laclau (1993) refers to society as a “vast argumentative texture through which
people construct their reality” (p. 341). Some scholars in discursive psychology,
however, place the argumentative/rhetorical/strategic nature of the construction of reality
more centrally in their framework, and this emphasis has been particularly important in
framing the argument of this dissertation. The rhetorical lens of scholars such as Billig
(1988a; 1988b; 1991; 1995; 1996) sensitizes the discussion to how each attempt to
articulate a discourse in a particular way is always in competition with some other
possibility(ies) that are likely to be championed by other groups. Discourses therefore
need to be recognized as persuasive texts:

All discourse can be considered to be not only dialogically, but -

rhetorically organized with regard to actual or potential alternatives.

(Edwards, 1997; Edwards & Potter, 1992)

The same discursive resources may be used for very different rhetorical ends. This added
nuance to understanding discourse alerts the analyst to the strategic and tactical element
in the situated production of texts, an approach that is, of course, finally established in
the rhetorical tradition of communication studies (Drzewiecka, 2002a, 2002b;
Drzewiecka & Halualani, 2002; Nakayama & Krizek, 1995).

Critical Discourse Analysis

The ontological assumptions of the afea known as critical discourse analysis are less
compatible with those of Laclau and Mouffe than are those of the discursive psychology
theorists above. This is because of the realist ontology and more conventional
understanding of ideology that is retained within most of these theories, in which non-
discursive influences partially structure the discursive, and also because of the strong
emphasis on (functionalist) methodologies drawn from linguistics used to perform close
textual analysis. Nevertheless, insights into aspects of how the structuring of
language/signs can contribute to discursive closure or change have been taken from the

work of Fairclough and Van Dijk.
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Interdiscursivity

Fairclough (1989; 1992; 1995a; 1995c¢) has described an aspect of language that he calls
interdiscursivity. The notion describes how “discourse types aré combined in new and
complex ways” (Phillips & Jergensen, 2002, p. 71) and therefore is particularly useful to
show change in discourse. The new “interdiscursive mixes” both reflect and bring about
mutation in understandings of reality. Because the concept is in some measure already
drawn from post-structuralism, it was not regarded as incompatible with the basic

assumptions of discourse pervading this dissertation.'

Elite discourse

The work of Van Dijk (1993, 1995a, 1995b, 1997, 1998; Van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983; Van
Dijk & Wodak, 1988) is mostly focused on the subjugation of one group by another
through discursive effects, and how the discursive practices further the interests of
dominant groups (Phillips & Jergensen, 2002, p. 63). Van Dijk also includes an element
of cognitivism in his approach, as cognitive structures are seen to mediate the social and
the discursive. The description of “elite discourse” as Van Dijk has developed it across
many texts, however, can fit the criterion of a broad, systemic articulation of meaning
which attempts to hegemonize an antagonistic struggle between social groups, and it has

been used in this manner in this dissertation.

Semiotics

Best and Kellner (1991) point out that discourse theory is a development from semiotics,
which it has largely replaced (p. 26). Phillips and Jergensen (2002) mention the field of
social semiotics only in passing, but do note that social semiotics, “an alternative
approach that takes as its object of analysis the articulation between sign systems and
exosemiotic processes” (Gottdiener, 1994, p. 170) shares many basic assumptions with
critical discourse analysis. One of these is that discourse encompasses not only written
and spoken language, but also visual images, which are often analysed along similar
lines to linguistic texts (Phillips & Jergensen, 2002, p. 61). This recognition has been

drawn upon in Chapter Four, which analyses two South African films.

Semiosphere

An analytical tool that has been drawn from the area of semiotics is Lotman’s

(1991) notion of the semiosphere. It has proved to be useful when a concept was needed
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to refer to the “totality” of signification available within a society or community. The
nearest alternative would be Laclau and Mouffe’s field of discursivity, but as this carries
the idea of the reservoir, or surplus, of meaning which is specifically excluded by a
particular articulatory practice (Phillips & Jorgensen, 2002, p. 27), it is considerably
more circumscribed in scope. Lotman sees the semiosphere, “the whole semiotic space
of culture,” as the cultural equivalent of the biosphere in environmental theory (p. 125).
It is the heterogeneous totality of the “dynamic process of influence, transformation and

coexistence within the space of culture” (Papastergiades, 1997, p. 268).

Other disciplines

The above thumbnail sketches cover the most important concepts drawn from
disciplinary bases that specifically theorize the discursive construction of the social
domain. Since the “linguistic turn” in social theory, however, most disciplines in the
social sciences and humanities have well developed traditions of discursive analysis to
their subject matter. For that reason, interdisciplinarity is greatly facilitated. Where
concepts are appropriately conceptualized, or conceptualizable, in terms of constructivist
ontology, these have been taken up without any further explanation. In this respect, the
feminist formulation of “politics of location” (Frankenberg & Mani, 1993; Mankekar,
1994) has already been referred to, and Baumann’s (1997) anthropological work on
“discursive competence” in negotiating identity in intercultural contexts has required no

additional “translation” or explanation.

Epistemology
If we live in an era of deconstruction, it is because the crisis of essentialist
universalism as a self-asserted ground has led our attention to the
contingent grounds (in the plural) of its emergence and to the complex
processes of its construction. This operation is, sensu stricto,
transcendental: it involves a retreat from an object to its conditions of
possibility. (Laclau, 1994, p. 2)

The above quotation from Laclau encapsulates the change in epistemology that
accompanies the shift from a realist ontology to social constructivism, from positivism to
discourse analysis. The researcher enters into relationship with the social construction
process. If we cannot get to the reality outside of discourse, as Laclau and Mouffe

maintain, the analyst must study discourse itself, and try to understand why we think of
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the world the way we do, explore the patterns in the discourse, and identify the social
consequences of how people talk, write, and represent issues. If attempts to present
current social arrangements as natural and inevitable are the outcomes of concealed
earlier contestations, then the task of the researcher is uncovering those “conditions of
possibility,” to try to answer the question “why do we know the way we do?” rather than
“what do we know?” The analyst investigates common sense understandings, what is
accepted as true, but could have been different, so as to understand how we create reality
through, and within, discourse. If the struggle to invest signifiers with meanings, and
then to stabilize this meaning, is how groups come to be formed, gain dominance or lose
it, silence others, channel material rewards, determine quality of life of “self” and
“other,” then the task of discourse analysis is to recognize the struggle as it may be
occurring in contemporary discourses, and to name the signifying processes as they
create or limit possibilities (Phillips & Jergensen, 2002, p. 29-39).

Phillips and Jergensen (2002) explain the epistemological implications of Laclau
and Mouffe’s theory of discourse analysis:

[Elvery concrete fixation of the signs’ meaning is contingent; it is

possible but not necessary. It is precisely those constant attempts that

never completely succeed which are the entry point for discourse analysis.

The aim of discourse analysis is to map out the processes in which we

struggle about the way in which the meaning of signs is to be fixed, and

the processes by which some fixations of meaning become so

conventionalized that we think of them as natural. (p. 26)

What different understandings of reality are at stake, where are they in
antagonistic opposition to one another? And what are the consequences if
one or the other wins out and hegemonically pins down the meaning of

the floating signifier? (p. 51)

All research outputs are participants in the construction of discourses and either reduce
or expand the possibilities of social articulation. In other words, discourse analysis
partakes in the political, and according to Laclau and Mouffe’s stance, becomes effective
in deepening and expanding democracy when it is articulated in a discourse of “radical
‘and plural democracy”:
The democratic process in present-day societies can be considerably

deepened and expanded if it is made accountable to the demands of large
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sections of the population—minorities ethnic groups and so on—who
traditionally have been excluded from it. Liberal democratic theory and
institutions have in this sense to be deconstructed. As they were originally
thought for societies which were far more homogenous than the present
ones, they were based on all kinds of unexpressed assumptions which no

longer obtain in the present situation. (Laclau, 1996, p. 33-4)

The framework from which the interrogation of discourses proceeds should include a
notion of citizenship that embraces the social rights of justicé, equality and community
(Mouffe, 1992b, 1992¢): '

By combining the ideal of rights and pluralism with the ideas of public

spiritedness and ethico-political concern, a new modern democratic

conception of citizenship could restore dignity to the political and provide

the vehicle for the construction of a radical democratic hegemony.

(Mouffe, 1992a, p. 238)

Best and Kellner (1991) regard one of the contributions of Laclau and Mouffe’s

discourse theory to be their emphasis on the need(for “struggle over the meaning of

terms such as democracy and rights in order to articulate new political identities”

(p. 200). This struggle is an inherent part of the process of producing knowledge:
Our central problem is to identity the discursive conditions for the
emergence of a collective action, directed towards struggling against
inequalities and changing relations of subordination. (Laclau & Mouffe,
1985, p. 153)

In effect, therefore, the findings of research are value-mediated, in that the values of the
investigator, aligned with the general objectives of critical inquiry, influence what is
“found” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 110). This means that the conventional distinction
between ontology and epistemology, between knower and known, becomes untenable.
“Findings” are literally created as the investigation proceeds (p.111), and are a product
of the engagement of the discourses that frame the researcher’s approach, with the sense-
making in the text.

The implication of this for the researcher is the need for self-reflexivity in the
face of the contingency of truth and knowledge, and the inevitable contingency of her
research product. The researcher needs to (i) make clear her own position, and (ii) assess

the possible social consequences of her discursive production.
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Self-reflexivity
Both the literature on whiteness, and that of the discourse analytical position which
underpins the methodology used in this study, emphasize the importance of self-
reflexivity. The need for such self-awareness in the whiteness literature rests mainly on
the difficulties of how one can work with/on a racial category, without reinscribing it.
The concern is that whiteness study may actually keep racial categories alive. Ware
(Ware & Back, 2002) asks:

To put this bluntly, how do we—whether in the United States, Europe,

Australia, or South Africa—study the discursive production of whiteness

in all its locally and socially differentiated forms, and how much does it

matter not who we are when we do this, but where we are, theoretically,

when we do it. Where and how should critics and enemies of whiteness

locate or reposition themselves, and what are the most effective strategies

for forcing a separation between an imposed identity that is still based

primarily on skin color, on the one hand, and the less visible signs of

identification and political solidarity, on the other? (p. 30)

Refreshingly, Ware believes that a rigorous sense of the politics of one’s location,
coupled with commitment to the theoretical and ideological underpinnings of whiteness
studies, provides a way through the entrapment of race.

My point is simply that the study of whiteness offers to all those

individuals caught up in racial discourse against their will potentially the

opportunities to make sense of their own political location and to

recognize a degree of agency in challenging (and therefore changing) the

many ways in which the beneficiaries of racial hierarchy are complicit

with injustice. (p. 31)

As a white South African woman, who has been grappling with some of the double binds
engendered by the positioning of my birth and the difficulty of promoting more deeply
democratic social understandings against the grain of the “stickiness” of race in social
discourse and organization, I can only concur with Ware’s viewpoint. Having worked in
this area for close on a decade now, I find the challenges on both fronts ongoing. Of
course it is never possible for someone brought up in white South Africa to get
completely outside the discourses of whiteness that I analyse. Yet it is possible to find

subject positions in antagonistic discourses that provide the sense of agency that Ware
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refers to above, and that challenge ongoing attempts to block new possibilities for a
better life for all South Africans in post-apartheid South Africa. Because some
reflections on the politics of my location are in the public domain (Steyn, 1996, 1997a,
1998b, 1998¢, 2001b), I am not going to dwell on them here, but rather just reaffirm the

appreciation [ have felt for the liberatory windows that working in the whiteness
paradigm-has provided.

Methodology
The work which follows consists of four (sub)studies, each of which was approached as
an inquiry in its own right, but which, when collected together, provide a broad ranging

portrayal of the discursive terrain I am calling white talk.

Delimiting the discourse(s)
One of the immediate practical challenges in trying to describe a particular patterning
within all the discursive activity in a society is to decide where one discourse ends and
another begins (Phillips & Jergensen, 2002, p. 143). Phillips and Jergensen point out that
none of the approaches to discourse analysis provide an adequate answer to this problem,
and suggest that researchers treat discourse

as an analytical concept, that is as an entity that the researcher projects

onto the reality in order to create a framework for study. This means that

the question of delimitation is determined strategically in relation to the

research aims. Thus the research aims determine the “distance” the

researcher assumes in relation to the material and hence to what can be

treated as a single discourse. (pp. 143-4)

The onus is on the researcher to establish that the delimitations she has made are
reasonable, through clearly indicating such features as:

The aspects of the world to which the discourse ascribes meaning;
The particular ways in which it ascribes meaning;

The points on which there is open struggle between different

representations;
Any understandings naturalized as common sense;

How these change over time; and
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How these are used rhetorically. (p. 145)

To provide a thumbnail delimitation: white talk does not refer to all the possible or actual
patternings that prevail in the talk of white South Africans, but quite specifically the
articulations that manage—as strategic resistance to actual or perceived loss of power
and privilege—the politics of location that pertain at the intersectional moment between
the centredness of whiteness, and the marginality of diaspora in post-apartheid South

Africa.

Deconstructing the discourse

In the most general sense of the term, the methodology of discourse analysis is
deconstruction:
Discourse analysis aims at the deconstruction of the structures that we
take for granted; it tries to show that the given organization of the world is
the result of political processes with social consequences. (Phillips &
Jorgensen, 2002, p. 48)

In excavating the constructed white talk terrain, certain kinds of general questions were
asked of the data:

(a) What meanings are established, by positioning elements in certain
relationship with one another, i.e. how are chains of meaning established, and what
meaning potentials do they exclude?

(b) What discourse, or discourses does a particular articulation of white talk draw
on, what discourses does it reproduce? Or alternatively, does it challenge and transform
an existing discourse by redefining some of its moments? _

(c) What signs are the objects of struggle over meaning between white talk and
competing discourses, what signs have relatively fixed and undisputed meanings? How
are floating signifiers being invested with different meaning by those who “talk white”
compared with other social actors?

(d) How is white talk competing with other discourses to position the white
subject differently at the same time? How are groups being represented? Which subject
positions being constructed as relevant? Along what lines is white talk struggling to
divide the social into groups?

(e) What understanding of society does white talk champion? What does it

challenge? Against which other antagonistic constructions does it pit itself? What is
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being excluded as a social possibility? What ideology is revealed that can be shown to be
the product of earlier discursive dynamics?

(f) How does white talk employ the kinds of discursive strategies listed above to
manage the contradictions of “being white” in the post-apartheid South Africa, and what
does this reveal about the nature of “diasporic whiteness”? What rhetorical/strategic
effectiveness does it have in the current context to win over subjects from other

discursive possibilities?

Sample

The exploration that constitutes this dissertation attempts to track some of the processes
through which white talk crystallizes into recognizable discursive strategies,
competencies, performances. Although there is no attempt to infer a linear, sequential
logic across the different studies, there is, nevertheless a longitudinal dimension to the
dissertation in that the texts range from 1992 in the first study through 2001 in the final
chapter. Similarly, there is a wide scope across different social domains, and discursive
genres—film, radio talk shows, letters to the editor, newspaper opinion editorial
columns—including visual, written and spoken discourse. Finally, the analysis also
considers texts produced by English and Afrikaans-speaking white South Africans.
There is deliberately no attempt to lock the different studies into some neat,
coherent template across different times of publication, varied topics, and conditions of
production. Each chapter finds a different point of entry into the world of white South
Africa, has its own internal logic, and discloses different veins in the discursive strata it
mines. Rather than a close logical progression, the chapters converse with each other,
“adding up” in layers to show the variation, complexity and multi-vocality that make up
the ultimately predictable discursive patterning which emerges as a consequence of the
common intent to further what is (narrowly) perceived to be white interest in changing
circumstances. By lying alongside each other, the chapters show what the subjects
perceive to be at stake in different possible understandings of the social, in different
settings, at different stages in the unfolding of their new political realities. Collectively,
the studies show white talk to be the product of non-inevitable interventions in prior
articulations, the active expression(s) of the political struggle of one set of possible

social definitions against many others.
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Everyday discourse

Drawing on the rationale that informs the methodologies of discursive psychology and
critical discourse analysis, I have chosen to undertake empirical analysis of concrete
examples of discourse that occurs in everyday South Africa. There has been no attempt
to create deliberately devised situations, like interviews or focus groups. The texts
chosen for analysis are in the public domain, part of the flows of meaning that crisscross
the society—what Gotsbachner (2001) calls “sense-in-action” (p. 743)—which vie for
the hearts and minds of ordinary South Africans every day.

Having said that, all the texts are also, to a greater or lesser extent, mediated, in
that they occur in newspapers, on the radio, in locally produced film. In other words,
while the texts analysed are examples of everyday discourse, and mostly produced by
“ordinary” people, they are not “naturally occurring,” conversational discourse as is
preferred in branches of discourse analysis such as conversation analysis. Everyday texts
that are constructed for public consumption contain an element of “cultural
performance,” where a community puts itself “on show,” representing itself for itself and
“others.” The “editing” that accompanies the greater element of self-consciousness in
such language use is geared to ensure “presentability.” The levels of meaning in the
word point to two functions of this kind of everyday discourse that are more accentuated
than in completely private contexts: one is the dimension of face-presentation, of
tailoring a position to be socially acceptable; the second is the rhetorical dimension, the
attempt to gain support for a position above other antagonistic options which may also
be given a public audience. The implication is that the ideological dimensions in the
discourse are more accentuated in these kinds of texts, as personal, idiosyncratic
motivations within interpersonal dynamics are less likely to inform the discursive
strategies which are discernible, whereas the contestation for group positioning, for the
definition of social myth, for winning the “big fights” over the meanings of social
signifiers, are more likely to be prominent. This makes everyday, but publicly available,
texts highly suitable to the subject matter under discussion in this dissertation, where
white talk is seen as a publicly available and shared set of rhetorical strategies and
procedures for constructing certain social effects, for structuring political discussion, and

for promoting/retaining the privileged interests of the white in-group.
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Stages/levels of analysis

Each chapter was approached differently as the particular questions asked of the data and
methodology employed to answer the questions were very much organic to the material
itself. In each case, however, the sample consisted of a fairly sizable corpus of texts.
Additional socio-political texts which had bearing on the area under discussion were
consulted to contextualize the discursive analysis. Each corpus of literature opened up in
a different way, showing different dimensions/issues of contestation, and the analyses in
the different chapters try to represent that. Although the overall theoretical positioning of
the dissertation has been outlined, in each study particular theoretical concepts emerged
to be most useful to that specific analysis, so that those details, along with the details of
methodology particular to the analysis in question, are described at the beginning of each
chapter. Nevertheless, all the analyses followed the basic procedures accepted to be
appropriate to discourse analysis:

(i) careful engagement with the text(s) over a period of time—reading, and
rereading, (in the case of the film chapter, viewing and reviewing);

(ii) a first level of analysis to find themes/categories/strands of sense-making. I
have not attempted to provide the range of the entire “order of discourse” (Phillips &
Jorgensen, 2002) available to post-apartheid white South Africa.'' Depending on the
particular focus of a chapter, I usually only mention other discursive options
comparatively as a way to provide definition to the contours of white talk;

(iii) a second level analysis of how the broader social contestations work through
the text. The purpose of this stage of analysis was to ascertain what the subjects were
doing with white talk, how they were struggling over meaning to achieve social effects in
the way they were representing issues, and what the persuasive import of their discursive
strategies was in relation to the politics of their location: post-apartheid South Africa, the
Old South Africa, “others,” their whiteness, their relationship to the broader world of

whiteness, their colonial heritage, and Africa.

Criteria for research validity

In positivistic research the criteria for evaluating research are generally regarded as quite
established, but in social constructionist research, there is less agreement as to the
criteria (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Punch, 1994). Guba and Lincoln mention two main
categories: trustworthiness, which includes the credibility of the way in which

constructed realities are presented, dependability, and confirmability; and authenticity,
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which includes fairness, the capacity to enlarge personal constructions, to lead to
improved understanding of the constructions of others, and to empower action (p. 114).

Phillips & Jorgensen (2002) suggest that as there is no agreement on thé criteria
for evaluating text analysis, “the single most important criterion is to explicate and
Sfollow the criteria for validity to which one adheres” (p. 173. Italics in the original).
They mention the criterion of fruitfulness, which is the extent to which the analysis
provides new explanations and ways of thinking, and cite Tracy’s (1995) criterion of
helpful problem framing, which stresses the extent to which the analysis opens up
possibilities for reflection. Phillips & Jergensen’s “rules of thumb” are that the analysis
should be:

(i) solid—it should be based on a range of textual features;

(ii) comprehensive—the questions posed to texts should be answered

fully;

(i) transparent—access should be provided to the empirical material by
reproducing long extracts; interpretations should be well documented and

the relationship between the text and inferences should be clear. (p. 173)

In conclusion, I would like to stress the critical dimension, where research participates in
the

process of critical world making, guided by the shadowed outline of a

drc;:am of a world less conditioned by misery, suffering, and the politics of

deceit. It is . . . a pragmatics of hope. (Kincheloe & McClaren, 1994,

p. 154)

The first three chapters of this dissertation have provided the background, the theoretical
co-ordinates, and the methodological orientation for the analyses that follow. The next
chapter presents the first of four studies. It analyses two films that were popular at about
the time of political transition, and shows how the psychological pre-conditions were

being created for the development of post-apartheid white talk.
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NOTES

1. As part of the vocabulary integral to the sea change that has occurred in western academic approaches in
recent times, “discourse” has come to be so widely used as to have become ambiguous at best, and vague at
worst. As Phillips and Jargensen (2002) comment, “there is no clear consensus as to what discourses are or
how to analyse them.” The discussion which follows is limited to approaches which are generally regarded
as social constructionist, and to those “schools” which are recognized as taking the serious theorizing of
discourse analysis as their point of departure, rather than those that employ the term as part of academic
business as usual, but do not consciously theorize it as a subject in its own right.

2. Ethnomethodological and conversation analytical methodologies remain close to the text, and tend not to
link the content of the sample to broader social conflicts, retaining an interest more in purely interactional
effects (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; Boden & Zimmerman, 1991; Coultard, 1977; Stubbs, 1983; Ten
Have, 1999), At the other end of continuum, realist-oriented discourse analysts see discourse as an effect of
structural factors and retain a strong emphasis on these extra-discursive factors (Parker, 1992; Reisigl &
Wodak, 2001). The inner-outer dichotomy is broken down by those theorists that see emotions,
remembering, and psychological states as the product of culture and discourse; seemingly individual
psychological phenomena are regarded as part of larger cultural production (Edwards & Potter, 1992; Harré
& Steamns, 1995; Shotter, 1993). Among those who work within the linguistic tradition there is a tendency
to retain an element of cognition in the way discourse is understood (Gumperz, 1982; Van Dijk, 1997,
1985a, 1985b, 1985¢; Van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983). An example of a highly hybrid approach is that of Stillar
(1998) who uses a framework drawn from the functional linguistics of Halliday, the rhetoric of Kenneth
Burke, and social theories of Bourdieu and Giddens.

3. The typology offered by Phillips and Jergensen (2002} is highly dependent on the particular theorists
within the schools on which they choose to base their comparisons, and therefore does not do justice to the
ontological variations within the different schools, a limitation that they acknowledge; nevertheless it does
provide a useful first base from which to make differentiations.

4. Phillips and Jergensen (2002) use the work of Norman Fairclough to exemplify this approach. Some
other prominent researchers that retain a critical realist ontology and fall into this school are Ruth Wodak
and Stefan Titscher. (Titscher, Meyer, Wodak, & Vetter, 2000)

5. Phillips and Jergensen draw primarily on the work of Margaret Wetherell and Jonathan Potter in their
discussion of Discursive Psychology. This is a large area, and in itself is divided (mainly) between those
who follow the ethnomethodological/conversation analytical approach, which pays little attention to the
content of signifiers that link the text to the social world “outside” the text, and those who see the text as
integrally linked to its social effects and broader social conditions, whether these are seen as the effects of
discourse or not.

6. The practice of using concepts from different schools to complement and enhance the analytical tools

offered by any one is becoming more the norm than the exception. See for example, Wetherell’s (1998)
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MNOTES (cont.)

argument for a syncretic approach within discursive psychology, and Best and Kellner’s argument for a
multiperspectival approach to critical social theory in general. (Best & Kellner, 1991)
7. This is where this conceptual framework departs most significantly from the theorists of Critical
Discourse Analysis, as well as some of the more realist/cognitive theorists in Discursive Psychology. It is
also, however, an insight that has been picked up within the Rhetorical stream of Communication Studies.
(see, for example, Charland, 1987) ]
8. Laclau (1994): “Sedimented social practices are unchallenged and, as such, they conceal the political
.moment of their institution.” (p. 4)
9. For example, Laclau (1994):
If agents were to have an always already defined location in the social structure, the problem of
their identity, considered in a radical way, would not arise—or, at most, would be seen as a matter
of people discovering or recognising their own identity, not of constructing it. (p. 2. Italics in
original.)
10. Phillips and Jorgensen (2002) make this connection quite explicit: “Like Fairclough’s concepts of
intertextuality and interdiscursivity, “articulation” encapsulates the point that discursive practice both
draws on and destabilises, earlier patterns.” (p. 140)
11. In some ways, this is what my book (2002) has done. This dissertation does not wish to repeat this

“survey” approach to positionality, but rather to focus on a more circumscribed aspect of white discourse.
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PICTURES OF “TRANSITION”

Contained within the plot structures, the characters and social practices
they represent, working unconsciously at deeper levels of signification,
are to be found the suppressed traumas, hopes, fears and preoccupations
of Afrikaner culture. (Tomaselli & Van Zyl, 1992, p. 396)

The transition of the early 1990s was a time when the social imaginary in South Africa
was in disarray. The country was undergoing profound political change accompanied by
the ever-present (threat of) violence; the future was profoundly uncertain. The
ideological defences of whiteness had always depended on some measure of
psychological misrecognition, personal inflation and denial (Coetzee, 1988; M. L. Pratt,
1992; Wylie, 2000), but with the changes the society was undergoing, these ideological
defences were increasingly visible as constructions that were not inevitable or infallible.
Increasingly they were being confronted by other possible constructions emanating from
newly emerging political centres, which could, and were, challenging hegemonic sense
making. The extent to which past social organization was the product of white political
domination, rather than a “natural” order brought about by discrepancies in inherent
racial abilities, was being exposed by alternative visions for the society, which
prioritized antagonistic agendas in discursive articulations with drastically different
meaning content and social consequences. The established sense-making thus greatly

under threat, history could go in many different directions. In the language of Laclau,
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this was a highly political moment, characterized by extremely active cultural work as
different groupings wrestled to define issues, events and actions according to their
interests, when subject positions were dislocated from the certainties that had fixed them,
and new subjectivities were beginning to be shaped.

This chapter examines the way in which the white imagination was attempting to
provide meaning content to the dislocated, transitional moment in the nation’s political
and social life for white South Africans. It does this through an analysis of two films that
were screened on the popular film circuit at the time. A key nodal point in the then
prevalent discourses, unsurprising, was “transition,” and the chapter considers the
attempt in these films to fix the meaning of this signifier. The positioning of whiteness in
relation to this nodal point and other related signifiers in representations emanating from
the film industry of the time is suggestive of how white society was responding to the
prospect of being socially repositioned. The main argument of this chapter is that the
white “colonial unconscious” manifested in its drive to power (Lopez, 2001) and
distorted knowledge constructions of “other” can be seen to be still dominant in shaping
the white imagination. This is illustrated in the inability of either film to move beyond
highly ambivalent, conflictual meaning content for “transition,” and their ultimate
failure to provide representations that convincingly enact support for transition to a
democracy that would relativize white dominance, despite their apparently forward-
looking stance. The implications of this internal contradiction are explored, especially in

respect of how it shapes the preconditions for white talk.

Selection of the Films

In developing the argument for this chapter, the two films were viewed several times and
notes were taken, scene for scene, of images, dialogues, and narrative threads. These
were then analysed to identify the implications of the choices made in representing
salient features in each film, bearing in mind the questions, “Why would transition be
represented in this way?” and “What does this say about how whiteness is being
signified?” In writing up this chapter, an attempt has been made to recreate the main
narrative line of the films, but also to suggest something of the artistic texture of the
film, in order to substantiate the conclusions drawn.

In respect of valorizing white experience, the two films analysed in this chapter
conform to the canon as it has been for the full 100 years of the South African film

industry (Blignaut & Botha, 1992; Tomaselli, 1997). Through most of this history, the
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South African film industry has been almost entirely in the hands of white producers,
usually screened for segregated white audiences, and generally funded by government
capital (M. P. Botha, 1995; Tomaselli, 1997). Consequently, it has reflected, largely
uncritically, the worldview and ideological agendas of mainstream white population,
particularly Afrikaans-speaking white South Africans (M. P. Botha, 1995; Prinsloo,
1996; Tomaselli & Van Zyl, 1992). Films which interrogated white realities, and/or
reflected the real life experiences of black South Africans have been few and far
between, usually have been funded from elsewhere, and generally have not been
screened in mainstream South African cinemas (M. P. Botha, 1995; Tomaselli, 1997). In
contrast to this historical background, a development of the early 1990s, according to M.
P. Botha (1995), was the consensus “from all sectors of the industry that cinema has a
vital role in the forging of social cohesion and the process of democratization and
development that so urgently need{ed] to take place” (p. 10). Cinema was seen to be
potentially “a liberating medium of mass communication” (p. 2) and “vital in South
Africa’s transition” (p. 1).

Both films analysed in this chapter can be situated within this democratizing
moment in the development of the South African film industry. Both take as their subject
matter the turmoil experienced within the white psyche at the time of transition. The first
film is Taxi fo Soweto. A human drama, Taxi to Soweto is the work of director Manie
van Rensburg, producer of award-winning television dramas, as well as the
internationally acclaimed film, The Fourth Reich (1990). Van Rensburg’s work belongs
to the against-the-grain, minority genre of domestic anti-apartheid films that have
examined white racial attitudes (Tomaselli, 1997), his portrayal of their internal conflicts
earning him the reputation of “chronicler of the Afrikaner psyche” (M. P. Botha, 1995,
p.12). Taxi to Soweto can be firmly placed within Van Rensburg’s revisionist genre, and
participates in the transformative/facilitating agenda to which M. P. Botha (1995) refers:

[A]s forms of popular fiction, films and videos such as Taxi fo Soweto can

explore the changes taking place in South Africa in a way that helps

people to make sense of these dramatic changes (p. 2).

The second film, Panic Mechanic, was released in 1996, two years into the “New” South
Africa. Directed by David Lister, this film belongs squarely in the tradition of “cheap-
shot filming,” and uses the Candid Camera formula—a formula that has been successful

in mainstream white cinemas since the 1960s (Feldman, 1996). Leon Schuster, the
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Afrikaans comedian who wrote the narrative and acts the main role, is well known for
his outrageous radio and television shows that mostly operate within this Candid
Camera genre. The tenor of his work is reflected in the name of his television series,
Hanky Pranky. An all-time South African box-office hit, Panic Mechanic purportedly
held up a comic mirror to the country, reflecting the way in which it was coping with
change with a view to relieving some of the tension that accompanied the transitional
processes.

Although very differently textured in their responses to the changes they depict,
both films show the emerging South Africa to be a radical disjuncture from the “old
order.” As products of white South African consciousness, the films portray transition in
terms of inversion of the logics that structured the past. The old white certainties around
which life had been built, while not equally problematized in these films, are shown in
both to be decentred and destabilized. The advent of the new order is accompanied by
psychological stress in the form of loss of potency, diminished control and agency,
confusion of roles and lines of authority, and a sense of the collapse of order, of
knowledge and evén of a coherent self.

As post-colonial theorists remind us, the construction of white identity has
depended largely on bifurcation (Bhabha, 1994, Léopez, 2001; Memmi, 1990; Nakayama
& Martin, 1999; Steyn, 1999, 2001b; Werbner & Ranger, 1996). Certainly in white
South Africa, “Africa,” and everything it was constructed to represent, was split off from
the “European” and what that was constructed to represent: the cultured, the ordered, the
rational, the centre of progress, the measure of cleanliness, of civilization. As a signifier,
“Africa” carried “otherness,” everything not-"European” (Memmi, 1990; Mudimbe,
1994; Nederveen Pieterse, 1992). One could argue that apartheid was a territorial and
legal enactment of the psychological dynamic that attempted to keep Africa split off,
separate, and to leave whiteness pure. For whites in this country the transition to the New
South Africa can be understood as an encounter with Africa, with the “other” that they
did not want to know except in terms of knowledge constructions that facilitated control.
The fear of a reversal of position with the repressed “other” has always dominated the
psyche of white South Africa, achieving apocalyptic proportions in the white
imagination (Danziger, 1963; Thornton, 1996). As has been argued in the introduction,
the fear of a “black take-over,” of the “black peril,” has been the bogey that informed
much of policy and action in white-controlled South Africa. The New South Africa,

then, which empowers this “other,” heralds the return of the repressed (Steyn, 1999,



4. Pictures of “Transition” 71

2001b). In effect, both films deal with how white South Africans are coping with the
encounter with Africa they had previously pushed away both psychologically and
physically. This chapter argues that both films, despite their attempts in different ways to
perspectivize white South Africa’s responses to this challenge nevertheless affirm the
ideological underpinnings of white South Africa, carried in the “dominant memory” of
whiteness and submerged “secondary levels of meaning, operating connotatively and
symbolically” in the films (Tomaselli & Van Zyl, 1992, p. 401).! And it is this
“dominant memory” that continues, unabated, to nourish those discursive constructions

that refuse change, and inform what this dissertation calls white talk.

The Old Order Slips Away: Taxi to Soweto
The first film, Taxi fo Soweto, has as its main character a white woman, Jessica, from a
privileged white suburban area of Johannesburg. In the context of her protected white
background, her only extended contact with the “other” is with servants, “tamed” Africa.
She is forced to take a crowded “black taxi” after her car breaks down en route to the
airport where she is to meet her husband with whom she shares a tired marriage. The taxi
is highjacked, and instructed to reroute to Soweto, the heart of “otherness.” Soweto—the
sprawling “black township” outside Johannesburg—may be characterized as
Johannesburg’s alter city, its “black” counterpart. Whereas Johannesburg, built on gold
mining, has been the seat of white wealth and establishment, Soweto is a psychic hub
from which resistance and struggle against the system emanated.

The scenes that follow portray her sense of bewilderment and alienation when
she finds herself “dumped” in the township. The camera identifies with her white gaze as
scene succeeds scene—poverty, chaos, criminality, overcrowding, filth, and strange
“primitive” customs. Totally out of her milieu, she is frightened and shocked at this
different reality. The taxi driver, Richard, evincing a measure of disdain for her
effeteness, provides some protection but not much guidance. Her encounter with the
“other” turns out to be, in fact, an encounter with herself. She is confronted by her
ignor(e)ance,’ and the local people do not spare her, participating in this confrontation.
As one puts it: “You people know nothing about us; you couldn’t care less about us.”
For the first time, she starts to see herself as the “other” sees her, or rather, as the “other”
sees through her. Tauntingly, they continue calling her Miss Jessica, underscoring her

vulnerability and the uselessness of the false dignity of whiteness in this context. Her
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discomfort is acute, as she increasingly has to acknowledge her dependence on the
“other.”

In a scene that carries a great deal of the symbolism of the film, she finds herself
caught up in the middle of a mass demonstration. Alarmed and terrified, she has no
option but to blend in with the toyi-toyiing® mass as she is propelled along, raising her
hand in a black power salute. At this crucial point in the plot, Richard loses her in the
crowd and she has to deal with feelings of abandonment as well as genuine danger.

Richard calls her home to see if she has managed to find her way back, and her
husband, confused at her absence, interprets the message on the answering machine to
mean that she has left him for a black man. The emasculating factor is the blackness of
her assumed lover. It is an assault upon the entire construction of his identity, premised
upon the illusion fostered by the old order of white male unassailability. He is thrown
into distraction by the challenge the New South Africa presents to the white male
phallus: once seemingly certain knowledge constructed from the position of, and in the
service of, white male domination, can be, and is being, deposed. In a state of severe
psychological disorientation, Jessica’s husband seeks to make sense of her desertion,
desperate to find her.

In the meantime, Jessica has been drawn into the “life” and vitality of Soweto,
where (again stereotypically) she finds the corrective to the sterility of her proper life in
white South Africa. A turning point in her development occurs in a jazz club, where
township energy is clearly at its most concentrated. She drinks excessively and passes
out on the stage after making a fool of herself. This is her leveling experience. The loss
of control and of pretences at superiority amount to the loss of her old self. She breaks
through white defenses and denials, and emerges with a sense of solidarity with black
Africans, a growing identification with their world and its hardships. Carried forward by
events, she stands up to her husband’s racist employer in solidarity with his striking
workers, an act that gets her into confrontation with the legal system that has protected
her white life. Her husband’s name is disgraced by her behaviour, and he loses his job,
further destabilizing his “old” world.

Her husband, Du Toit, has been going through his own dark night of the soul.
The law, he has been informed by the police, no longer prohibits interracial
relationships. Demented with pain, he drowns his sorrows in a bar. His tortured mind

transforms the images appearing on the television screen into those of his wife and a
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black man (acted by Richard), kissing passionately. The man breaks off kissing Jessica,
turns to him, and says, “Welcome to the New South Africa. Peace, brother.”

“He’s pitch black,” Du Toit repeats senselessly to the barman, his worst
imaginings now “confirmed” by his hallucination.

Eventually he traces Jessica to Soweto. They are romantically reunited, both now
having emerged from the abyss as more integrated selves. They spend a happy evening
in the jazz club, the place of healing, harmoniously integrated with the Sowetan folk.
The film ends as we see them leaving Soweto, this time in the back seat of a white taxi.
They are the only passengers, in love again. A smiling Richard is driving.

Taxi to Soweto presents Jessica as having undergone a “hero’s journey.” She has
ventured into the world of the “other,” a kind of underworld, and has returmed healed and
wiser, reconciled with her psychic opposite. Her black taxi driver/chauffeur, in the role
of a familiar, has acted as her guide through the dangerous territory, bringing her safely
back to herself. And she has done all this for the good of her society—she brings healing
wisdom to the sterility of her marriage and culture, which had become severed from the
wellsprings of life. The film, it seems, intends us to see her courage in crossing
boundaries and moving beyond her whiteness as holding the key to personal healing and
social reconciliation, the way through the damage wrought by apartheid. “In many ways
this film is the first filmic presentétion of the dawn of a post-apartheid South Africa”
(M. P. Botha, 1992, p. 176).

Yet the resolution of the story undermines this intention. Ironically, the most
important thing about the film is the taxi from Soweto. The contrast between the entry
into Soweto and the exit from the city reflects an underlying white desire that the New
South Africa, while temporarily uncomfortable, will not really require much permanent
personal and 'material adjustment. The encounter with Africa that the New South Africa
necessitates may be no more than a cathartic journey that ends, thankfully, back at
“home.” The fundamentals of the white world may yet remain intact. Jessica did not stay
in Soweto; she did not really get involved with the black man, who is once again in his
proper service role; she returns to her privileged white suburb in her husband’s arms.
The white phallus, though reprimanded, has been reinstated.

Taxi to Soweto is a white fantasy at the end of an era. In the face of acute anxiety
about what the future may hold, the fantasy is that the disruption to the old way of life
and the troubling of its certainties will be no more than a temporary disturbance. The

threat to old realities may be no more than a bad dream with a happy ending. In its
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failure to carry through the creative impulse of the film, Taxi to Soweto repeats a similar
loss of poetic integrity that L. Marx (1991) observed in Van Rensberg’s acclaimed The
Fourth Reich. L. Marx writes that the film betrays its own material, in particular in the
manner in which the portrayal of the right wing Afrikaners (and their language) lapses
into the very stereotypes the film purports to problematize:

It is to render the right-wing extremism that continues to rear its head

merely another mad aberration of a rather odd lot of people. It is to make

them safe, exotic, other, unintelligible, thus repeating the mistakes of the

colonial enterprise in its confrontation with dark continents, and

subverting, precisely, the impact that the film . . . was meant to have . . ..

(pp. 72-3)
What is represented in these films, therefore, is the limitation of the x.vhite social
imaginary. Implicit in L. Marx’s critique is the accusation that the exoticizing tactics of
The Fourth Reich reinstate “normal,” unmarked whiteness. In Taxi to Soweto the limit of
the white social imaginary is evidenced in the inability, even in the work of a well-
meaning cultural activist, to be able to “unthink” whiteness. The reinstatement of the
coordinates of whiteness in the resolution of the film is not so much an admission of Van
Rensburg’s cussedness as evidence of the ideological power of whiteness, and its
resistance to deconstruction. The logic of the representation of “transition” in this work
is that white social identity can move through/intersect with discourses of change,
without being changed by them in any essential manner that would fundamentally affect
the comfort of selfhood. Whiteness resists fragmentation. With the signifier “transition”
understood in this manner, white social identification can be “refixed/fixed up” within

post-apartheid society.

A Bizarre World is Born: Panic Mechanic
The Leon Schuster film, Panic Mechanic, appearing two years after the formal
inauguration of the New South Africa, portrays whites responding to their new
circumstances that were by then a political fact. The film has a very thin story line and,
as “fun,” would probably affect an apolitical status. Schuster himself is the main
character. He loses what he regards as a secure position with the South African state-
owned television network, and ends up working for a dishonest, opportunistic foreigner,
making a film for the New South African president, a black woman.® The film he is

commissioned to make is supposed to help South Africans deal with the stress of
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transformation by laughing at themselves and the anxiety occasioned by change, and
consists of several Candid Camera pranks. Panic Mechanic then loosely interweaves the
fortunes of “Schuster” dealing with his own encounter with transformation in the
narrative thread, and staged episodes that he sets up in order to film his fellow South
Africans’ unguarded reactions to exaggerated, stereotypical spoofs of change.

The most salient feature of the film is that it concretizes what is already present
in the white imagination in the society, presenting these fantasies as achieved reality in
unsubtle, “in-your-face” scenarios. Schuster then confronts people with these situations
unexpectedly. The result is that their immediate reactions tend to be visceral, revealing a
great deal about their emotional and psychological assumptions. The parallels between
the experiences of Schuster, the character in the film, and the traumas of his “victims” in
~ the “film within the film” then further correspond to topical situations and issues in the
real society to which the film alludes. The effect of this internal and external inter-
textuality is to present the uncertainty and shock of transition as ubiquitous and
inescapable—every which way we turn, we witness the same sense of confusion and
social unravelling. The film takes us into a hall of mirrors in which the repetition and
consistency of images of disorientation accumulate into what can rightly be called a
portrayal of a pervasive and profound sense of panic, as the title of the film suggests.

The opening scene of the film aptly provides a metaphor for the loss of white
political control. Within the Union Buildings in Pretoria, Schuster, disguised as a
furniture trucker, is supervising the removal of an enormous (fake) portrait of the cabinet
of the former Nationalist President, P. W. Botha (F. W. de Klerk’s predecessor). With
the Old South African anthem playing in the background, Schuster cautions the workers
carrying the portrait to the removal van about the value of their charge. In addition to its
monetary value, he reminds them, the portrait represents “our past,” and its removal
from the corridors of power is “sad, sad buf very true.” The portrait is to be taken to the
Wilderness, the residential area where ex-president P. W. Botha now resides. As they are
carrying the portrait across the street, a motorcyclist, primed by Schuster, roars down the
road and smashes through the canvass. The image speaks of the demise, or even
demolition, of an era, the falling into disarray of a once seemingly invincible regime, and
the reversal of the fates of the powerful. It is an objective correlative for the feelings
amongst many white South Africans at the time of being “dethroned,” stripped of the
authority and privilege that had once been regarded as their “normal” heritage and

birthright.
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Shots of Schuster driving in the streets of Johannesburg with his car radio blaring
follow. Both visually and aurally, the viewer is confronted with signification for the
“transition” to the “New South Africa.” The news bulletin carries report after report of
corruption, financial decline, labour unrest, and the deleterious effects of affirmative
action and of crime. The streets are lined with (yes, white) people holding placards
announcing their unemployment and begging alms. Flea markets selling the goods of
whites that have emigrated are flourishing. The implication is clear: South Africa has
become “third world.” No longer kept at bay by white rule, Africa is “out.” An
expression of gratitude for his job at the broadcasting corporation scarcely off his lips,
Schuster arrives at his office and sits down absentmindedly in his chair, and quite
literally onto the lap of a black man. He has been ousted overnight, as has his boss to
whom he appeals in his distress. The complacent new manager exhorts them to be
mature. When Schuster finally manages: to express what he now realizes (“I'm fired™)
the new boss confirms his worst fear, using the dreaded word, “affirmative.” In what
approaches a psychodrama of white male paranoia, the scene portrays in literal terms
what white men subjectively believe is happening to them.

Images of the “rainbow nation” accentuate the extremes of disparity within the
population and by implication the bizarreness of notions of current or potential unity.
The queue outside the president’s office consists of overtly right wing militants, an
African in traditional dress, a be-turbaned man, people in loincloths bearing placards
demanding “higher prices for Khoisans and other ‘interest groups’.” The emerging
rainbow nation is an absurd nation. Disrepair and disintegration are evident everywhere,
symbolically captured in the prank where a minibus pulls away, leaving the chassis
behind, the bewildered schoolchildren still seated. The incapacity of the government to
stem the acceleration of chaos is reflected in the reaction of the “minister of transport”
when confronted with the news of further taxi'violence. Harassed and out of his depth,
he instructs, “Call in the army.” The New South Africa is plummeting into a state of
emergency. Violence and crime have become culturally normalized. For example, when
a dinner party in a restaurant pops champagne, the entire restaurant clientele rises in
unison, their response conditioned by the sound. They all simultaneously fire the guns
they are carrying and sit down to continue eating as if nothing has happened.

It is in the context of this spiralling stress that the President recognizes the
“genius” of the Schuster approach, which claims to heal through outrageous exposure of

the underlying conflict and disorder, rather than an attempt to placate: “Use the root of
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your stress as the route to recovery.” The president then initiates the thread of the
narrative that carries the “redemptive” strain in the film: the proceeds from the film to be
made by the company for which Schuster now works will establish a Children’s Fund.
This allows for the development of a clichéd and unconvincing story line that shows
Schuster acquiring some appreciation for the lot of impoverished children, and

- engineering a slapstick vindication over his crooked employer.

The analytically interesting material in the film is contained in the scenarios that
Schuster assiduously creates for the film within the film, all of which draw on the
stereotypical discursive repertoire that this thesis shows underwrites white talk, even as it
develops in finesse. Culturally and artistically cavalier, Schuster taps into highly
contested areas within in the process of South African reconciliation and nation building
in these scenarios. Two examples follow:

In the first scenario, a shabbily erected tollgate across a country dirt road in the
heart of a conservative white farming area is guarded by Schuster, disguised as a black
man. The slogan, “Better roads for a better future” on a billboard poster announces that
this a Reconstruction and Development Fund project. He demands R50 from the
aggressive Afrikaner farmers who wish to continue along the road, whereas he allows a
black man who speaks to him in an African language to proceed. When challenged by
one of the irate farmers, he explains the unequal treatment: “He’s black, sir.” After much
altercation, they finally pay him the R50, whereupon he immediately calls a young child
standing at the roadside and instructs him to “go and buy four litres of coke and some
smokes.” He responds to their fury by candidly confirming the assumption that had
informed all their angry reactions: “I’ve taken the money for myself, sir.”

The scenario acts out the white belief that money used for reconstruction
disappears into a bottomless pit of corruption within the ranks of the “newly
advantaged.” It surfaces a resentment against the intention on the part of the new
Government to “redistribute” wealth, and reveals a belief that disempowerment has
simply been reversed under the new regime.

The second scenario draws on the highly sensitive and contested area of land
redistribution. Schuster, again disguised as what he refers to as “rainbow person,” has set
up “his own place in the sun” on a golf course in a wealthy area of Johannesburg. He
explains to the indignant English-speaking golfers that this is his ancestral ground, and
that his grandfather was buried under the nearby tree. When he stirs his porridge with

one of the golf flags, the challenge as the white golfers would interpret it is clear: when
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signifiers that belong within the discourse of golf are (dis)articulated as porridge spoons,
the “illogicality” of Africa is reasserting itself, and threatening to disrupt the logic that
came with European “improvement.” In answer to their protestations about legal land
ownership, he invokes the powers of the new state, “My president says the land belongs
to everyone.” His further embellishments bring into the fray more of the European
stereotypes that abound about what Africanization entails: his brother is coming with the
goats and kids (capitalist cultivation effected by European influence will regress into
“primitive” subsistence practices, modern social organization, characterized by the
distinction between urban and rural, will roll back), he is accumulating trash (the country
will become increasingly “Third World”, over-populated and run down), he has cut a
hole in the fence to get onto the fairways (Africa can no longer be contained through
“normal” methods, hallowed notions like private ownership will be rendered
meaningless, “land grabs” have begun).

Scenarios such as those above act out the deep-seated belief, still
unproblematized in the colonial unconscious, that loss of European control inevitably
ushers in the chaos, stagnation, poverty, and irrationality that is the “essence” of Africa.
The white imagination that is exposed in these encounters is structured by a profound
Afro-pessimism, a pervasive negativity which would lead one to expect high levels of
stress for those who hold such views in a country dominated politically by black
Africans.

The rationale expressed in the film is that viewing these provoked conflictual
situations would be cathartic for South Africans during the time of transition, and
somehow contribute towards more relaxed attitudes and therefore reconciliation. The
problem, however, rests with Schusfer’s gaze and voice as scriptwriter and commentator.
He presents an uncritical, ludic(rous) celebration of the interactions the scenes provoke.
An element of collusion with the stereotypes of Africa and Africans out of which his
dupes react, exposes his close identification with the sense making that develops, as this
dissertation will show, into fully-fledged white talk. While the film presents itself as too
frivolous to be political, it is, on the contrary, a deeply ideological piece of cultural
production. At the rhetorical level—the level at which the representation competes with
other constructions—the film suggests, firstly, that trenchant intercultural conflict
centred on serious issues of competing interests can be reduced to benign fun, thus
undercutting through ridicule the extreme earnestness of transformation. Most

particularly, it suggests that this conflict arises from the incompatibility of the groups
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themselves, that the absurdity is inherent in the attempt to create a new order, that it is
doomed before it even starts. Secondly, the socially constructed frames of reference that
the white “victims” bring to the incidents, particularly pertaining to Africa, are not
presented critically, so that the white imagination is not problematized, and no further
self-reflexivity is required of the (sympathetic) white viewer. Fundamentally, the film
acts to re-inscribe the colonial ideological trope that the self-appointed ownership of the
land and domination of the indigenous people is justified by European “improvement,”
and in the interests of all, including the people disenfranchised and impoverished by
white oppression, as the alternative is just crazy.

In sum, therefore, the film itself ends up being one more example of what it
portrays. In the manner in which it attempts to fix the meaning of “transition,” it
contributes to the white discourses of anomie and dislocation that accompany the
displacement of the old centre, old certainties. Indeed, rather than showing the cathartic
way to reconciliation, as it purports, Schuster has produced a celebration of the problems
faced by a society that is battling to cope with profound social and psychological
reorientation, implicitly predicting failure. The element of vindication at being able to
reflect difficulties under non-racial government, as if whites could have “told you so,”
suggests that the deeper thrust of the film is to sabotage, rather than to further,
reconciliation. “Transition” is framed as a comic disaster; whites are victims of irrational
grabs for power and land by those ill-equipped to handle it; constructive change is a
contradiction in terms; everybody is going to be worse off as society inevitably
collapses. The white controlled past is the ideological centre of this cultural activism,
representing normality, stability, order. Prinsloo (1996) has argued that a representation
of reconciliation in South African film that does not propose transformation, cannot
“contribute in any significant way as custodian of popular memory” (p. 46).° In this film

there is “transition” aplenty, but little sign of transformation.

Conclusion
Both films analysed in this chapter engaged the new realities of white existence in South
Africa, as they were being processed at the time of political transition. Both films
purport to affirm the change that removed the legalized and enforced privilege of the old
order. Yet Van Rensburg’s representation of a white woman’s journey, while in all
probability having earnest and progressive intent, finally reinstates the coordinates of the

white order it sets out to displace; Schuster’s “nod in the direction of political change”
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(Feldman, 1996) is plainly unconvincing, and emerges from analysis as bullying white
supremacy in transformational drag. While they come from different positions within the
historical development of the South African film industry, they finally converge in their
difficulty of envisioning a transformed, yet successful, white positionality. Taken
together, then, these films reflect a deep-seated ambivalence in white society in relation
to the changes to which they were being asked to adjust. The impulse towards escapism,
denial, withdrawal, and even passive aggression is evident, creating a tension that pulls
against the need, whether idealistic or pragmatic in inspiration, to be reconciled with new
realities. Both of these films demonstrate closeted fantasies of a future in which the
status quo of white privilege would endure in essential ways, showing the naked desire
to foreclose alternative possibilities which imagine différently——exactly the challenge
which post-colonial societies face, i.e. for people of European descent to depart from
cultures of entitlement and transform fantasies of perpetual privilege into imaginaries of
creative engagement in building a more truly equal world (Lépez, 2001).

In attempting to fill the signifier, “transition” in ways that refuse genuine
transformation, the films reveal the colonial unconscious manoeuvring to create
materials for white talk, materials that hold in tension the need to be overtly embracing
of transition, while covertly subverting the establishment of democracy at any but the
most formal legal level of citizenship, and that advance representations that keep
established social identities fixed:

the final and most damaging obstacle to the psychic maturation of a

postcolonial whiteness remains its own will-to-mastery—the lasting

legacy, in short, of a colonialism that has left its ineffaceable mark on the

postcolonial world, which continues even now to function as

unacknowledged ideology. (Lopez, 2001, p. 118)

The implications of the representations in these two films, however, are even more far-
reaching. The retention of these fantasies in an environment being changed by social
agendas driven from other, emerging ideological centres in the youthful stages of
democracy also links to the evolution of the tendency to infuse signification of their
dislocation with diasporic innuendo.” “Transition” is the rendering strange of their
environment. The lodestar that provides the bearings for the white sense of self belongs
to a social order that drifts further away as the Old South Africa becomes submerged by

the waters of time. The inclination, even at these early stages of the new social order is to
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see themselves as displaced people, shifted from their rightful place by an illegitimate
twist of history. The experience of the New Soufh Africa is conditioned by a
remembering of the time when their “Europeanness” still delivered on its expectations in
an uncomplicated way, the collective memory of the home that has been left behind—the
kind of remembering that is foundational to the distinct identity of diaspora. (T6l6lyan,
1991, 1996).

As the transition gives way to a new order finding itself, the tendency for some
whites to see themselves as “other” to the burgeoning nation also becomes more
established. Active cultural work is needed to maintain such a “ghettoized identity,” to
service the boundaries between the “strangers in a strange land” (T6l6lyan, 1991) and
the majority groups who are “at home.” The next chapter analyses the argumentative

texture of this cultural enterprise.

NOTES

1. Tomaselli and Van Zyl (1992) show the continuities that have underpinned popular Afrikaans expression
for the bulk of the twentieth century. The underlying colonial “structure of mind” which casts Africa as the
anarchic, primitivistic “other” of white, European order and rationality is shown to be still central, still
serving a hegemonic function.
2. Frye (1983) points out the embeddedness of the word, “ignore,” within “ignorance,” and relates this to
the myriad of more, or less, conscious acts of choosing “not to know” that accompany privilege.
3. In the original (colloguial) Afrikaans dialogue of the film, “Julle weet niks van ons nie; julle mense
worrie nie van ons nie.”
4. A dance typically performed at protest gatherings and marches, of isiNdebele and Shona origin. (Oxford
University Press Southern Africa, 2002) Toyi-toyiing was used as energizers in the camps of freedom
fighters during the liberation struggles of southern Africa.
5. South Africans will recognize two conflated allusions. The first is to President Mandela’s Children’s
Fund; the second to the financial controversy surrounding the film, Sargfina, commissioned by the minister
of Health (a woman) for Aids awareness education.
6. Prinsloo (1996) makes this comment in the context of her analysis of Cry, the Beloved Country, which
she maintains does not serve to “illuminate and transform the present.” (p. 47)
7. Laclau (1990) and Norval (1994b) indicate that there is no necessary connection between social
dislocation and the way in which it is articulated in discourses:
It is necessary to retain an analytical distinction between the event of the crisis, and the discursive
articulation of that event as a crisis. Theoretically, this involves a logic of articulation premised
on the notion that there is no necessary logic creating a correspondence between the “cxperience”

of a radical rupture and the interpretation of that rupture as a crisis. Thus, it is held (i) thata
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NOTES (cont.)

rupture may be articulated such that it does not appear a crisis, and (b) an interpretation or
construction of a crisis may take more than one form, depending on the particular discursive
horizon dislocated by the rupture. (Norval, 1994b, p. 134-3)

Those white South Africang who construct their location within the New South Africa in this kind of way

are therefore making a choice, which, like all choices is subject to explanation.



TwO NATIONS TALK

The constitution provides a historic bridge between the past of a deeply
divided society characterized by strife, conflict, untold suffering and
injustice, and a future founded on the recognition of human rights,
democracy, peaceful coexistence, and development opportunities for all
South Africans, irrespective of colour, race, class, creed or sex. The
pursuit of national unity, the well-being of all South African citizens and
peace require reconciliation between the people of South Africa and the

reconstruction of society.

The adoption of this constitution lays the foundation for the people of
South Africa to transcend the divisions and strife of the past, which
generated gross violations of human rights, the transgression of
humanitarian principles in violent conflicts and a legacy of hatred, fear,

guilt and revenge.
(Interim Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Act 200 of 1993)

Reconciliation was the task to which South African society nervously set itself as
transition firmed into the post-apartheid dispensation, which aimed to overcome the
pathological divisions of a society structured by systems of racial inequality and endemic

violence (Foster, 2000; Marais, 1985; Schutte, 1995; F. Wilson, 2000; Zegeye & Kriger,
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2001). The vision for the new social order was to bridge chasms brought about by three
centuries of colonial rule and forty years of legally institutionalized segregation, and to
create a national culture that would “decrease the barriers between different identities,
language groups and cultures” (Zegeye, 2001c, p. 337). This chapter therefore, moves on
from examining the construction by white South Africa of the signifier, “transition,” to
another key signifier of the first decade of democracy, namely “reconciliation.”

In reality, alliance across class, race and ethnic divides, inspired by a vision of a
united society, was far from new—it was embedded within the previously subjugated
liberation struggle movement both as an ideal and a practice (Gerwel, 2000; Ware &
Back, 2002; Zegeye & Kriger, 2001). Drawing diverse activists into a common
identification, the movement saw itself as “an exercise in nation building at the same
time as it represented an opposition to a racially based system” (Gerwel, 2000, p. 227).
The challenge for the early stages of nation building was to encourage this ethos to
infuse the society, for the general population to ally themselves across historical divides
and reconstruct themselves as the reconciled nation envisaged by those who wrote the
constitution (Bell, 2001; Chabedi, 2001), given that social identities and group
allegiances had been unsettled by the political changes (Bekker, 1996; Dolby, 2001;
Morrell, 2001; Ndebele, 2000b; Steyn, 2001b; Zegeye, 2001c¢).

Laclau (1994) reminds us that group identification is settled within the
argumentative terrain of society. This chapter analyses discursive boundary work,
necessary for group construction, that was active in the society in the period 1998 to
1999. The analysis shows white talk developing as a complex set of strategic choices,
activated, and needing therefore to be understood, in terms of how it “kicks against”
antagonistic discourses emanating from centres that valorize other interests. It also
shows boundary work establishing white South Africa as a distinct and visible minority
group, being constructed, certainly in the short term, as unassimilable. This consolidates
one important element of the diasporic moment that, as the previous chapter has shown,
was in the early stages of construction already at the time of transition. The chapter
shows white talk resisting the processes of dismantling the boundaries of “us” and
“them,” and, in fact, putting considerable effort into extending past alignments into the
present where it is perceived to be in group interests to do so.

By way of contextualizing the analysis, the first section of this chapter
summarizes current commentary and research on intercultural and interracial relations in

South Africa, which point to the enduring existence of separate life-worlds. Lotman’s
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(1991) concept of the “semiosphere” is drawn on as an explanatory framework. The
second section presents a close analysis of the discourse used by callers participating in
two radio talk shows. The shows were broadcast on the national radio station, SAfm,
which serves the English-speaking community in South Africa. Its listenership has been
predominantly white in the past but is increasingly more diverse. At the time, the mix of
programs on SAfm was similar to that of National Public Radio in the United States, and
its motto was “he station for the well-informed.” The two talk shows chosen for analysis
were Microphone-in and The Tim Modise Show. The former was broadcast weekly in the
evening, and the latter every weekday in the morning.

Two key questions that are the source of on-going debate and that have bearing
on issues of reconciliation between white and black South Africans and on nation
building were chosen for analysis, namely: Can white South Africans be regarded as
Africans? and Do white South Africans owe black South Africans financial restitution?
These themes, variously formulated, reach back into the colonial past of the country, and
have been recurrently revisited within the political, public, and academic domains in
South Africa, helping to shape both the liberation struggle and the dominant white
position.* As such, the still active debates in the society around these themes are part of
the ongoing struggle for reconciliation.

The comments were analysed according to a conceptual framework suggested by
Baumann (1997). Baumann argues that the two discursive competencies employed in
cross cultural alliance building are dominant and demotic discourses. Dominant
discourses attempt to hold extant boundaries intact; demotic discourses provide

transgressive opportunities that disrupt dominant cultural closures.

The “Rainbow Nation”?
The debate on just how well the nation is achieving the goal of reconciliation is charged
with contestation. At base, the contestation is about what is to count as “reconciliation™:
just what, and how much, who will have to give (up) or stands to gain, depends on the
meaning content for the term that gains greatest acceptance. Under the presidency of the
Nobel Peace Prize recipient and internationally acclaimed icon of reconciliation, Nelson
Mandela, South African society readily adopted the self-label of the “Rainbow Nation.”?
The term was used by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, at the first session of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission, when he spoke of “we, this rainbow people of God”

(Chabedi, 2001). It signified bringing together the many distinct groupings within the
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country into an inclusive whole through the promise of reconciliation; a multicultural
people allied to a common destiny, belonging to a common home, and sharing a
common nationhood.

The “rainbow” characterization played such a prominent role in structuring the
cultural politics of the 1990s (Nuttall & Michael, 2000a) that the “rainbow nation”
became synonymous with South Africa itself (Gqola, 2001). But the metaphor has been
vigorously criticized for obscuring too much (Chabedi, 2001; Gqola, 2001; Ramphele,
2000) and for being “about polite proximities, about containment” (Nuttall & Michael,
2000a, p. 6).

One stream of objection to the aspirational “rainbow nation” symbol can be
traced back to the negotiated settlement that laid the foundations for national
reconciliation. The political process that forged the provisional constitution had come
about as a result of the recognition that a military stalemate had been reached in a
context where there was no clear victor (J. de Lange, 2000), leaving a sense of an
incomplete resolution of the power struggle and an unfinished process of decolonization.
Masrui® has characterized this kind of compromise as the division of labour between
black political power and white economic privilege: “The white man said to the black
man: ‘You take the crown, and [ will keep the jewels’.” By this analysis, the rainbow
metaphor may mask the realities of the inequities and social injustices that still eat away
at the heart of the society.

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission was charged with the task of laying
the foundations for an inclusive future (Asmal, Asmal, & Roberts, 1997; Chabedi, 2001;
James & Van der Vijver, 2000; Nuttall & Coetzee, 1998; Villa-Vicencio & Verwoerd,
2000). The commission was to deal with the past in such a way that an honest footing
could be established on which the nation could stand as it stepped into the future. This
purpose necessitated that the reality of the suffering and victimization of the black
majority be acknowledged. It also required that the gross violations of human rights that
had occurred during the apartheid years, and the people who had performed these deeds,
be “outed” and shamed publicly (J. de Lange, 2000). The task of the commission could
also be seen as creating common frameworks of understandings and shared discourses
through which white and black realities could be drawn closer together. “The exercise of
facing the South African past, no mere horror story or exercise in historical voyeurism, is

rather, in multiple ways . . . the cornerstone of reconstruction” (Asmal et al., 1997,
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p. 11). Its work has been generally regarded as groundbreaking, and is often seen as
helping to avoid a civil war in South Africa (Hayner, 2000; Shea, 2000).

A body of criticism within the country, however, maintains that the Commission
focused too much on reconciliation and not enough on the righting of wrongs; that it
was, in fact, a perpetrator-friendly process that short-changed victims and neglected the
deeper structural injury inflicted by colonialism and apartheid, to the advantage of the
beneficiaries (Bell, 2001; N. Biko, 2000; Bundy, 2000; Henry, 2000; Mamdani, 2000;
Mandaza, 1999). In this view, black people were once again doing the emotional work
required for reconciliation and freely extending forgiveness, whereas white South
Africans were not being honest enough about their complicity with the past system, and
were not approaching the process with sufficient humility or even interest* (N. Biko,
2000; Henry, 2000). More radical critics believe that in taking an excessively “gentle”
approach toward the apartheid past, the process actually exacerbated divisions across
racial lines in South Africa (Gibson & Macdonald, 2001). Future generations, in this
view, have been endowed with “a poison chalice” in the form of unfinished business,
which will inevitably resurface at a later stage in the country’s history (Bell, 2001).

Several studies have attempted to ascertain the extent to which the groupings
within the country have in reality drawn closer together. While the society has made
progress toward developing a sense of nationhood, marked differences persist in the
ways in which white and black South Africans react to key issues in the life of the
nation. A survey conducted in 1999 by the Independent Newspaper Group and the Henry
J. Kaiser Family Foundation, “Reality Check: South Africans’ Views of the New South
Africa” (Brodie, Altman, & Sinclair, 1999), found notable differences between the
perceptions of the New South Africa of white and black South Africans. The reporters
found that the black population, while overwhelmingly poor, believed that the future
would be better and were appreciative of the changes that had taken place. The white
population, by contrast, who more logically could be regarded as the “winners” in the
process of reconciliation, were disgruntled, and seemed to view everything through a
veil of negativity (Brodie et al., 1999; MacGregor, 1999). The Coloured and Indian
groups positioned themselves between these two poles.’

Other significant research conducted by independent civic institutes notes similar
attitudinal fault-lines persisting in post-apartheid South Africa. The Institute for Justice
and Reconciliation (2001), established as an internationally-funded, non-governmental

organization that seeks to continue the work of the Truth and Reconciliation
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Commission (Shea, 2000), published a report titled “Truth-—Yes, Reconciliation—
Maybe: South Africans Judge the Truth and Reconciliation Process” (Gibson &
Macdonald, 2001). The report found the evidence of reconciliation mixed, and
concluded that “South Africa is far from being a contented ‘Rainbow Nation,” but it is
also a country in which many seem to reject the intense racial animosity of the past”
(p. 19).° The researchers commented:

The survey results are not surprising but rather disappointing. . . . White

South Africans appear negative and unwilling to contribute to the process

of national reconciliation. This is in stark contrast to black and coloured

attitudes. Perhaps this is the reason why South Africa was able to undergo

peaceful political transition, as black South Africans seem far more

willing to embrace the notion and responsibility of reconciliation than

white South Africans. (p. 4)

Finally, national leaders have raised pointed questions about the commitment of all
South Africans to forming alliances across racial barriers. In his final report as the leader
of the African National Congress, then-president Nelson Mandela chastised white South
Africans for exploiting national reconciliation in such a way that the goal of social
transformation was obscured (Mandela, 1997). A year later, in an even more outspoken,
and highly contentious speech, the then deputy-president, Thabo Mbeki (Mbeki, 1998),
spoke against the “rainbow” grain by arguing that the material conditions of the society
resulted in the persistent division of the country into two nations: one rich, and
predominantly white, and one poor, and predominantly black. He maintained that South
Africans had not created a sense of common destiny:

The longer this situation persists, in spite of the gift of hope delivered to

the people by the birth of democracy, the more entrenched will be the

conviction that the concept of nation building is a mere mirage and that no

basis exists, or will ever exist, to enable national reconciliation to take

place. (p. 188)

His words contained a clear statement of disappointment in, and an implied reprimand
of, white South Africans for a lack of integrity regarding the process of reconciliation
and nation building. As he put it: “Those who were responsible for, or were the
beneficiaries of, the past, absolve themselves from any obligation to help do away with

an unacceptable legacy” (p. 192).
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In pointing to the different experiences occasioned by the unequal material
conditions of sections of the population, and the marked divergence in understanding of
these inequalities, Mbeki was insisting that the continuing existence of unreconciled
interpretive communities in relation to the process of societal reconciliation and
reconstruction be acknowledged. And in linking the projects of nation building and
democratization to social justice, to dismantling gross inequity, and to deracializing the
nation, he was indicating his sensitivity to the voices of the African majority. While
heavily criticized, the view has nonetheless been supported by some prominent South
African academics (Bundy, 2000; Lever & James, 2000; F. Wilson, 2000).

Two Nations?
The apartheid ideology that the new order seeks to transcend was premised upon notions
of culture as static and exclusive, and based at heart on a belief in the “fundamental
irreconcilability of peoples” (Asmal et al., 1997, p. 51). Maintaining culturally distinct
and constructed communities was also part of the “project of gaining political
hegemony” (Zegeye & Liebenberg, 2001, p. 316). People were taught to fear those who
were not part of “their” social entity, and to reject the cultural manifestations of the
“other.” As Zegeye and Liebenberg put it: “Although apartheid failed to create viable
self-sufficient nations for the majority of people in society, it did create the cultural ethos
associated with defending those nationals and groups” (p. 317). Starkly opposed to this
view of culture, cultural theorists, influenced by post-structuralism, now generally
acknowledge that all cultures are hybrid (Nuttall & Michael, 2000a, 2000b; Werbner &
Modood, 1997). “Culture . . . exists only in its variations and transitions. Culture in
itself, then, is the result of past, present, and future processes of creolisation” (Wicker,
1997, p. 38). Conceptions of culture as a coherent, homogeneous, reified “thing” that
people “have” are increasingly regarded as extensions of racist conceptualizing and as
simply inaccurate, especially in the age of globalization (Friedman, 1997).

The same kind of debate has emphasized de-essentialized notions of identity.
Current conceptions theorize identity as complex, fluid, multiple, palimpsestic, and
hybrid, and as constructed by drawing on available symbolic systems within the social
realm. Melucci (1997), for example, sees identity as a field defined by sets of relations
and suggests that we should think of it in terms of identitisation, a term that
communicates the dynamic processes by which individuals construct their identities

(p. 64) and resonates with Laclau’s insight that identity formation is an act of power.
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The more interesting question, as Werbner (1997) points out, is not why
creolization occurs but why actors in a “negotiated field of meaning constantly attempt
to deny and defy these processes of hybridisation” (p. 8). As has been argued, the current
flux in the social and political organization within South Africa, occasioned by the
moment of dislocation, accentuates the fluidity inherent in the nature of all social
processes. The context necessitates that individuals and collectivities undertake a certain
amount of self-redefinition (Bekker, 1996; Morrell, 2001; Steyn, 2001b; Wicomb, 2001).
At the same time, the society offers increased choice and new possibilities for
identitisation, greater opportunities for breaking down clearly demarcated notions of
“self” and “other,” and exerts new pressures towards blurring cultural boundaries.

It may be useful to draw on Lotman’s (1991) concept of the semiosphere in
seeking to understand the tenacious character of the largely incommensurate life-worlds
of black and white South Africans implicit in the findings cited above. The semiosphere
is “the whole semiotic space of culture,” the cultural analogy to the biosphere in
environmental theory (p. ‘125). Papastergiades (1997) characterizes it as the “dynamic
process of influence, transformation and coexistence within the space of culture,”

(p. 268) the heterogeneous totality of cultural space.

One could argue that, historically, black South Africans have inhabited a
semiosphere infused with suffering and abject poverty, steeped in discourses of struggle,
hope, and resistance held in tension with discourses of endurance, despair, and
internalized oppression. White South Africans, by contrast, have lived in privileged
conditions, largely unaware of, even indifferent to, the world in which black South
Africans lived. Their semiosphere has been infused with the centuries-old racist
discourses of Eurocentric colonialism, recycled into the logic of apartheid (Magubane,
1999; Ndebele, 1998, 2000a; Steyn, 2001b; Wicomb, 2001). The blindnesses that
accompany whiteness (Dyer, 1997; Frankenberg, 1993; Gabriel, 1998; MclIntyre, 1997;
Nakayama & Martin, 1999), and the discursive resources that circulate in this life-world,
encourage notions of entitlement and provide scant wherewithal for understanding the
sense-making that shaped the experience of being black in South Africa. Through its
position of privileged power, the “white world” was largely able to subjugate the free
expression of the categories, tropes, and definitions emerging from the subordinated
majority. Where internal contestation existed within this life-world, it occurred primarily
along the deeply entrenched English-Afrikaans ethnic divide, which, while providing

different stances toward the Afrikaner nationalist government and Anglo tradition of
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liberalism, was nevertheless allied in terms of constructing a white identity with the
African majority as the “other” (Fredrickson, 1981; Steyn, 1999, 2001a, 2001b;
Wicomb, 2001).”

A situation of such polarized interpretive communities clearly presents particular
difficulties to effective intercultural rapprochement. Lotman (1991) argues that every
culture begins by dividing the world into “its own” internal space and “their” external
space, which are separated by boundaries that “control, filter and adapt the external into
the internal” (p. 140). In the South African context, a great deal of “border work” was
done to maintain worlds that were in great measure closed along political as well as
social lines. Yet the process by which cultural traqsformation occurs, according to
Lotman, begins at the boundaries between semiospheres, where “creolized semiotic
systems come into being” (p. 142). Working back through the cultural space toward the
centre, a kind of semiotic convection current is set in motion, which works through to the
centre. The “strangeness” of the “other” is gradually dissolved within the receiving
culture, which is transformed in the process (p. 147). A precondition for this process to
occur is that both groups are interested in overcoming the barriers that inevitably arise in
this process of dialogue (p. 143).

Applied to the South African context, forging a different, inclusive South
African society would require a concerted, dedicated project of culture-making at the
boundaries of the semiospheres, creating sufficient shared symbolic resources to begin
the process of mutual transformation. Received sense-making would have to be
sufficiently disrupted to allow for revision of past understandings, for discursive practice
to draw more individuals across the interpretive borders, enabling a significant measure
of cultural creolization. At the same time, sufficient continuity for social groups, with
their multiplicity of memories (De Kok, 1998) would have to be preserved to prevent
complete disintegration of social identities. “Culture-making,” in the words of Gerd
Baumann, “is not an extempore improvisation but a project of social continuity placed
within, and contending with, moments of social change” (Baumann, 1997, p. 214). At
the level of social identity formation, this would require the creation of much more
complex selves, selves based less on simple dichotomies that dehumanize the “other”
and trade on enemy images. Simply put, both the culture-making and identity-forming
dimensions of generating new meanings of, and for, the nation depend on transgressive
acts to blur the borders of the semiospheres and open up possibilities of alliance building

across hitherto entrenched divides. Such realignments may take multiple forms:
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recognition of existing sites of disruption; complex processes of making connections;
developing commonly shared, hybridized, multiple identities; synergistic, third culture
building, and movement toward greater social integration (Kriger & Zegeye, 2001;
Nuttall & Michael, 2000b; Steyn & Motshabi, 1996). This kind of cultural work would
also, of course, militate against the development of a diasporic framework for self-

understanding.

“The Daily Plebiscite of Many National Voices”
Discursive activity plays a major constitutive role in shaping social identity. Foster
(1999) explains: “Categories are not given, but are debated and argued over: they are
constantly reconstructed in everyday discursive patterns. . . . Social positionings are due
to active arguments, rhetorical positions, and discursive construction of categories”
(p. 342). All of these are constantly being reworked through “the quotidian daily
plebiscite of many national voices” (Werbner, 1997, p. 14). Two popular talk shows on
the national English radio station, SAfm—Microphone-in and The Tim Modise Show—
were chosen as sites that provide occasions during which “the nation talks with the
nation,” where discursive jockeying can be caught “in the act,” and provide the material
that is analysed below. Two themes were selected for analysis: (1) the issue of whether
white South Africans can legitimately call themselves “African,” and (2) whether they
owe black South Africans financial restitution. The themes are hotly contested precisely
because they affect the boundaries between the two semiospheres: the retention of
current alignments and identifications, the separation of interests, and the differentiation
of realities.

The programmes were recorded and transcribed during 1998 and 1999. A note
was made of whether the caller was male or female and whether the caller’s “race” was
identifiable on the basis of accent, language or family name, or self-identification. Given
the historical segregation of groups in South Africa, such distinctions can usually be
made with a great deal of accuracy, and generally, callers did self-identify wherever
there was any doubt, given the racially charged topics under discussion. Where the
categorization was regarded as unsure, the comments were not included in the analysis.
Each caller’s comments were closely analysed to identify how each comment fits in with
the broader culturally shared interpretive frames of reference (Wetherell & Potter, 1988).
The analysis focused on what the comment did as opposed to merely what it said, i.e. it

attempted to situate the comments within the broad social context (Billig, 1988a).
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After the first phase of analysis, the comments were further analysed using the
conceptual framework suggested by Baumann (1997), who argues that in working
cultural terrain in order to (deconstruct or re)construct boundaries of collective
identification, people draw on at least two discursive competences: dominant discourses
that attempt to hold reified boundaries intact and demotic discourses that attempt to
dislocate community and culture, and thereby provide transgressive opportunities that
may change identification.

The sample obviously is, in a sense, self-selected in that it consists of people who
have voluntarily contributed their opinions to a public forum. Although it cannot be
assumed that these voices necessarily articulate a generalizable “mass” opinion (if there
is such a thing), it can safely be assumed that these voices were representative to some
degree of various strains of sense-making among the population at the time. The callers
are identified in terms of sex for the reader’s interest, but no attempt has been made to

infer generalizations on gender from the data in this sample.

Dominant and Demotic Discourses in the Theme:
Can Whites Be Regarded as Africans?

The majority of black Africans who commented on this topic used dominant discourses,
evincing a sense of ownership of the identification of Afrfcan through an emotional and
historical claim. They clearly felt that they should be the ones to determine who belongs
to this category, and who does not. Callers communicated the belief that there is some
kind of “real,” authentic, essential African quality, trait, or heritage by which
Africanness can be identified.

You are an African if you have only one ancestry. This is what we have

always called ourselves. A European person remains European. Whites are

at best European-African, but only one out of ten would qualify for that. The

rest are simply European. [female]
Their [white people’s] ancestors are from Europe. [male]

There is an undertone of distancing, even rejection, that runs through the above
quotations, and it seems to be driven by scepticism about the “good faith” in which
whites are now claiming to be African. The fact that whites have based their identities
and behaviour on a sense of European superiority to black South Africans is illustrated in

the comments below:












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































