Replaying Trauma with a Difference: Zoé Wicomb’s Dialogic Aesthetic

Michael Meyer

ZOE WICOMB’S NOVEL David’s Story (2001) responds to the traumatic
conditions of racism, the psychology of the traumatized individual, and the
(failed) ‘collective therapy’ of the TRC, which aimed at integrating the trauma
suffered under apartheid in a national narrative of recon- ciliation and progress.*
Wicomb points out the gaps in the national project of coping with trauma, and
complements the ‘monologic’ kind of historiography harnessed by the NP and
the ANC by perspectives neglected in their versions of the recent past. The
writer does not aim at a transparent imitation of disruptive trauma in an art of
commitment, which might invite voyeuristic indulgence in horror or re-
traumatize readers. She shuns linear narrative and closure, which would allow
for detachment and the return to the ordinary.? Wicomb deliberately replays
trauma in a dialogic aesthetic that foregrounds the process of negotiating the
past and its disruption by trauma. Her self- reflexive explorations of
‘sharing’ trauma reveal the difficulties — for the traumatized individual as well
as for the various groups affected in different ways by trauma — of coming to
terms with the past. | will locate the condi-

1 Zo#& Wicomb, David's Story (New York: Feminist Press, 2001). Page references

are in the main text. Many thanks go to Rebecca Farivar for comments on this article. Dina Al-Kassim
remarks that Wicomb’s stories of the coloureds “cannot be incorporated within the national narrative
of liberation and a people reborn™ in her article “Archiving Resistance: Women’s Testimony at the
Threshold of the State,” Cultural Dynamics 20.2 (2008): 175.

2 See Njabulo S. Ndebele, South African Literature and Culture; Rediscovery of the
Ordinary (Manchester & New York: Manchester UP, 1994): 41-59.
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tions of trauma in the discursive framework of monologic ideologies
and its practices, which have a potentially harmful impact on the
bodies and the selves of individuals and groups singled out for
discrimination and repression. 1 will explain my broader
understanding of trauma and dialogic aesthetic be- fore developing
an interpretation of the novel.

Trauma, Dialogue, and Dialogic Aesthetic

The discussion of trauma is often based on the psychoanalytic
paradigm of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), but positions
differ widely concerning the causes of trauma, its individual or
collective reach, representation, and therapy. Individuals are
traumatized if they cannot “come to terms with real experiences that
have overwhelmed their capacity to cope™ because these ex-
periences defy their imagination, understanding, and acceptance.
“The core issue of trauma,” van der Kolk and McFarlane argue, “is
the inability to integrate the reality of particular experiences, and
the resulting replaying of the trauma in images, behaviors, feelings,
physiological states, and interpersonal relationships.” Ordinarily,
“memories of particular events are remembered as stories that
change over time.”™ However, people suffering from PTSD ex-
perience the traumatizing events of the past as if they were
present. The “tyranny of the past™ interferes with their coping with
the present.

I would like to single out three of the many problems related to
PTSDthat seem to be of particular importance for understanding
trauma in Wicomb’s novel: shame and blame; the re-enactment of
victimization; and intrusion or amnesia. Having been abused, raped
or tortured often goes along with humiliation, shame, and blaming
oneself for one’s own victimization.” Some traumatized individuals
avoid situations that have any resemblance to their traumatic
experience. Those strongly affected by shame and blame may pun-
ish themselves, repeating the traumatic experience, or inflict trauma
on others.

3 Bessel A. van der Kolk, Alexander C. McFarlane & Lars Weisaeth, Traumatic
Stress: The Effects of Overwhelming Experience on Mind, Body, and Society (New York:
Guilford, 1996); repr. (excerpt) in Literary Theory: An Anthology, ed. Julie Rivkin &
Michael Ryan (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004): 488; see also 491.

4 van der Kolk, McFarlane & Weisath, Traumatic Stress, 491.
® Traumatic Stress, 491.
® Traumatic Stress, 488.
7 Traumatic Stress, 497.



Replaying Trauma with a Difference 351

In spite of intrusions of traumatic memory, traumatized individuals
often fail to consciously recall it, tell it coherently, and make sense of
it?

Scholars are divided over the victims, the representation, and the
‘healing’ of trauma.’ It seems to me that a normative either/or is less
helpful than a descriptive both/and in order to grasp the protean
nature of trauma and its multiple responses in reality. In the Western
perspective, trauma has often been located in a single incident that
affects an individual ‘patient’. In South Africa, it has been claimed
that the apartheid regime created conditions that traumatized
everyone.’” Boraine and Wicomb argue that South Africa is not
collectively traumatized, as many young people are too young to
remember the atrocities of apartheid, whereas Susan Mann considers
the ‘normalization’ of violence in contemporary South Africa to
be evidence of a traumatized society, albeit with racial
differences.’* Wicomb stresses that trauma affects different races
in various ways.”* The psychologist Pumla Gobodo—Madikizela
combines the individual perspective and the general situation of
particu- lar groups — for example, black women threatened by
abject poverty and rape. These individuals may suffer from “the
lived memory of trauma,”® the experience of a present that is just
as traumatic as the past. The individualization of trauma runs the
risk of privatizing the problem, whereas the argument of a

8 van der Kolk, McFarlane & Weisath, Traumatic Stress, 497.

® Stef Craps and Gert Buelens provide a brief overview of current discussions of
trauma in the postcolonial context: “Introduction: Postcolonial Trauma Novels,” Studies in
the Novel 40.1-2 (2008), Questia, http://www.questia.com/PM.qgst?a=0&d =5028807561
(accessed 30 December 2010).

10 See Desmond Tutu, “Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s Address to the First Gathering
of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission” (16 December 1995), The Official Truth and
Reconciliation Commission Website, http.//www justice.gov.za/trc/media/pr/1995
/p951216a.htm (accessed 30 December 2010).

W «Commissioner of Transitional Justice: An Interview with Alex Boraine,” in
Trauma, Memory, and Narrative in South Africa: Interviews, ed. Ewald Mengel, Michela
Borzaga & Karin Orantes (Matatu 38; Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi, 2010):; 145;
“Washing Dirty Linen in Public: An Interview with Zoé8 Wicomb,” in Trauma, Memory,
and Narrative in South Africa: Interviews, 21; “Speaking Through Silences: An Interview with
Susan Mann,” in Trauma, Memory, and Narrative in South Africa: Interviews, 54.

12 “\\ashing Dirty Linen in Public,” 20.

13 «A Better Past: An Interview with Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela and Chris van der

Merwe,” in Trauma, Memory, and Narrative in South Africa: Interviews, 180.
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collective trauma effaces differences of ethnicity and gender as well
as individual responses to the traumatizing conditions of pervasive
racism.

The forms and therapeutic functions of representation have
given rise to heated debates. Psychologists hope that re-telling
trauma and re-living the experience leads to its re-integration.
They consider a coherent, meaningful narrative to be a means of
healing, whereas poststructuralist critics maintain that, since trauma
per se is inarticulate and inexplicable, the only possible or adequate
representation is a disruptive account that defies closure. An inter-
mediate position claims that even if victims cannot hope for
complete articulation and closure, the attempt at narrative
emplotment helps them to cope with trauma.

Sharing trauma with listeners or readers is thought to be
helpful to the victim, but not necessarily writing as such if the
victim is left alone with his or her text and the reiteration of the
trauma. The concept of the ‘inarticulate victim’ tends to
disempower the survivor as a helpless sufferer in need of the
articulate expert, be it a psychoanalyst or the savvy
poststructuralist reader. However, the term ‘survivor’ with its
positive individual outlook tends to neglect the real causes of
trauma that need to be addressed. Sindiwe Magona says that once
the victim, who more often than not is female, shares her
trauma, she feels relieved that she is not alone: “a burden shared is a
burden halved.”* Pumla Gobodo—Madikizela stresses that empathy,
the imaginative participation of an audience, is a crucial form of
acknowledging the victim.** This form of validation counters the
degradation experienced in trauma. How- ever, the listener or reader
may be burdened in turn by sharing the trauma of others, as the
Commissioner of Transitional Justice, Alex Boraine, himself ex-
perienced."’

In order to develop a comprehensive perspective connecting
traumatic conditions, traumatized individuals, the sharing of trauma
and its aesthetic representation, | would suggest that we resort to
Mikhail Bakhtin’s monologic and dialogic principles. Monologic
principles govern the totalitarian discourses and practices of racism
that are potentially traumatizing, as well as the trauma that imprisons
the individual in a past that dominates present existence.

14« Better Past,” 180.

15 “The Magic of Writing: An Interview with Sindiwe Magona,” in Trauma,
Memory, and Narrative in South Africa: Interviews, 37.

16 «A Better Past,” 182.

17 «“Commissioner of Transitional Justice,” 139.
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Dialogic principles would open up ways of questioning the
monologic system of apartheid and its collective legacy. Dialogue
opens avenues for coping with trauma via sharing, but the dialogic
can also reveal the other in the self and the self in the other in
terms of the listener’s contagion with trauma, or the switch
between the traumatized victim and the potential perpetrator.’® A
dia- logic aesthetic provides a vehicle for the representation of
trauma, the reader’s imaginative participation, and the ethical
negotiation of trauma.

Bakhtin’s dialogic principles mark the default mode of
discourse, so to speak. Socio-ideological language exists on the
borderline between oneself and the other, and the word of the
other has to be appropriated by the individual:*® “Our ideological
development is just such an intense struggle within us for
hegemony among various available verbal and ideological points
of view, approaches, directions and values.”® The competition of
ideologies finds its equivalent in heteroglot language, which
“represents the coexistence of socio-ideological contradictions
between the past and the present, between differing epochs of the
past, between different socio-ideological groups in the present,
between tendencies, schools, circles and so forth.”# Ideology is the
other’s discourse that tries to determine our “interrelations with the
world, the very basis of our behaviour.”? ldeology can take the
form of authoritative discourse, which we have to abide by, or
internally persuasive discourse, which we adopt willingly.?
Authoritative discourse can be paralyzing be- cause it is essentially
a monologue that stifles difference. In this light, apartheid appears
to be a monologue that paints the world in black and white.
Hegemonic white racism denies black African cultures and peoples
any value and space except for the one allotted to them as the abject
other in a binary opposition. Apartheid legitimized spiritual, social,
and material deprivation, right down to outright violence. The
apartheid system worked through many

18w De-othering the Perpetrator’: An Interview with Annie Gagiano,” in Trauma,
Memory, and Narrative in South Africa: Interviews, 198-99.

19 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M.M. Bakhtin, ed.
Michael Holquist, tr. Caryl Emerson & Michael Holquist (Austin: U of Texas P,
1981), repr. (excerpt) in Literary Theory: An Anthology, ed. Julie Rivkin & Michael Ryan
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2004): 677.

20 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 685.
21 The Dialogic Imagination, 676.

22 The Dialogic Imagination, 682.

23 The Dialogic Imagination, 682—-83.
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forms of discrimination: for example, the monologic and
asymmetrical gaze of surveillance, social segregation, and physical
punishment, and the objectification of the ‘racial’ other and the
traumatic shame imposed upon African subjects through the
(internalized) white gaze* On the psychological level of the
individual, both the fixation on the traumatic past and its
repression or denial result in a monologic tunnel vision. The
displacement of the present by the ‘past’ (fixation) or the ‘past’ by
the present (denial) are radical reductions of existence.

A dialogic concept of symmetrical interaction acknowledges the
perspective of the other — looking or talking back — and would not
reduce it to legitimizing one’s own aggression (in the Foucauldian
sense of containment). It seems that victims or survivors can
escape the debilitating and monologic force of trauma if a truly
open dialogue with others develops alternative perspectives without
erasing the past. In addition to acknowledging the past, an open
dialogue requires the recognition of the other as a fellow being with a
valid voice and perspective of his or her own, a fundamental
condition of the democratic culture South Africa lays claim to.
Dialogic perspectives in historiography and the aesthetic break
with the monologic legacy of apartheid, warn of new authoritarian
discourses, and reveal alternative perspectives and scenarios hitherto
neglected.

David’s Story: Dialogic Aesthetic in Performance

In David’s Story, Zoé Wicomb focuses on two groups which have
been marginalized both in the apartheid system and in the ‘new
dispensation’: the so- called coloureds and women. Both are affected
by trauma, albeit in different ways. Apartheid had no place for
coloureds in their binary racist ideology. The coloureds represent
the ‘white’ traumatic shame of ‘miscegenation’ that had to be
silenced and dissociated. The call for an ‘African Renaissance’ and
the black politics of affirmative action seem to sideline coloureds
again. Being in-between and mostly rejected by both white and
black South Africans, coloureds face the double force of traumatic
shame. The ideological and literal displacement of coloureds is likely
to turn them into traumatized

24 For surveillance, see Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the
Prison, tr. Alan Sheridan (Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la prison, 1975; New York:
Pantheon, 1977); for shame, see Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, tr. Charles L.
Markmann (Peau Noire, Masques Blancs, 1956; tr. 1967; New York: Grove Weidenfeld,
1982): 109-12.
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“mutants” or “aliens,” to use Annie Gagiano’s terms.* Apart from
their share of suffering from the structural violence imposed upon
them by the apartheid system and its aftermath, women have taken
more than enough as victims of sexual violence and as witnesses
affected by the violence done to others.

In addition to the problems of coloureds and women, Wicomb
takes issue with the violence committed by Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK)
in the name of the struggle for liberation, its traumatic effects and
the attempts at silencing these unsavoury aspects in a new
monologic version of black South African history. Wicomb does
not reduce trauma to the cause of particular violent incidents but
takes into account the hegemonic ideology. In spite of a narrative
that re- calls postmodern features of contingency, fragmentation,
and self-reflexivity, Wicomb stresses — within limitations — individual
agency in response to traumatic conditions, paying attention to
both ‘victims’ and ‘survivors’ of trauma.®

The very beginning of the novel establishes a dialogic frame of the
narrative: “This is and is not David’s story” (1). This sentence asks
the questions of author/ity and responsibility as well as the
referential core and truth of the story. Needless to say, the dialogic
novel does not provide an answer to these questions, because “in
rewriting history you don’t come up with definitive, authoritative
assertions [...] our new representations are themselves contin-
gent, open to revision.”?” The dialogic features result from a conflict
between the anonymous writer’s and the teller’s gender (even if she
disclaims gender as a motif), ideologies, epistemologies, and
aesthetic. The well-educated female amanuensis with a liberal
humanist background writes a story based

25 w De-othering the Perpetrator’,” 198, 204.

26 |y «This text deletes itself: Traumatic Memory and Space-Time in Zoe Wi-
comb’s David’s Story,” Shane Graham claims that “Wicomb employs (post-)modernist
narrative techniques in order to dramatize the ways in which history itself has been
ruptured in southern Africa. But her novel also calls into question the adequacy of nar-
rative alone to enable healing and the restoration of agency”; Studies in the Novel 40.1-2
(2008): 129. However, the dialogic, fragmentary, and contingent nature of the novel is not
based on postmodern dramatization but on the process of gathering material for the novel
from incomplete and contradictory historical sources, as Wicomb asserts; see Thomas
Olver & Stephan Meyer, “Zoé Wicomb on David’s Story,” Current Writing: Text and Reception
in Southern Africa 16.2 (2004): 131. As I will demonstrate, the sharing of traumatic narratives
can even (re-)traumatize the teller, the listener, and the writer of the story.

21 “Washing Dirty Linen in Public,” 28.
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on the written fragments and reports of a man of action with a
revolutionary Marxist ideology. His claim to transparent but
selective “truth” (2) meets with her hermeneutics of suspicion. He
defends himself, but his authoritarian discourse is refracted in the
voice of the other: “his honour is unquestionable and the truth lies
in black and white, unquestionably, in the struggle for freedom
[...]” (116). The affirmation of truth in words that recall the binary
logic of authoritarian discourse tilts into its opposite in the mouth
of the critical listener: this claim to transparent or ‘objective’ truth
would be a lie. However, the colouring of truth through particular
perspectives can hardly claim authority. David has problems with
the truth, expressed in Cape Flats speech: “TRURT ... the trurt in
black and white ... colouring the truth to say that ... which cannot be
said the thing of no name” (136). David is not able or willing to talk
about his relationship to his comrade Dulcie, which may have
interfered with their secret political activism and is not tolerated by
the MK. His desire for mimetic and transparent representation,
which is frustrated by his own selection of events, factual mistakes,
and fragments of stories, contrasts with her interest in a postmodern
aesthetic of gaps, “meaning in the margin, or absence as an aspect
of writing” (2). “The truth can only be told by simultaneously
reflecting on the difficulty of coming to terms with it,” Ewald
Mengel comments.® In addition to the inevitable refracting of his
voice by her pen, the writer confesses that she “took liberties with
the text and revised considerably some sections that he had already
approved” (3). Why is this dialogic quality of importance to our
topic? David is “simply unable/unwilling to disclose all” (2) about
the past because his loyalty to ANC party discipline obliges him to
keep delicate information secret and/or because of his in/voluntary
repression of traumatic experiences at the hands of the MK. A
limp and scars suggest that he was tortured in the MK detention
camp Quatro for having participated in appeals to democracy within
the ANC, and the narrator assumes that he may have been involved
with his comrade Dulcie against party discipline. In addition, the
narrator assumes that he may have witnessed or even participated
in torturing her because David considers Dulcie “a scream somehow
echoing through my story” (134), suggesting a trauma beyond
articulation. The dialogic narrative reveals that his ‘transparent’ story

28 Eyald Mengel, “Truth and Reconciliation in the Contemporary South African
Novel,” in Memory, Narrative and Forgiveness: Perspectives on the Unfinished Journeys of the Past, ed.
Pumla Gobodo—Madikizela & Chris van der Merwe (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge
Scholars, 2009): 315.
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would efface his trauma, and brings us closer to both his trauma
and the potential trauma of the woman through the imaginative
listener.

Ewald Mengel convincingly argues that the narrator serves as a
midwife but also turns ‘history’ into “her-story.”?® The motivation
for his choice of an amanuensis that rejects so many of his values
may lie in the assumption that he will find a good listener in a
woman of his people rather than someone questioning his truth,
but he is mistaken. “What is put under ‘erasure’ nevertheless begins
to speak and tell its own kind of story,” Mengel maintains.*
Mengel continues that the narrator “refuses to create containment
and ‘closure’ because reality is too painful to be ‘contained’ within
the confines of a story.”® However, | would qualify Mengel’s
statement that the narrator is an “empathetic witness, not a
traumatized protagonist [...] a victim or perpetrator.”* She may not
be the protagonist, but Wicomb shows an instance of lite- rally
sharing trauma, which gradually develops from curiosity and
participant imagination to haunting visions of the traumatized
woman and (probably) the experience of real threat. Here, Wicomb
presents us with an alter ego of the liberal listener or reader of
traumatic experience at the TRC, in the media — and in this novel —
who may be torn from his or her comfort if he or she is open and
willing to confront and acknowledge the trauma of others. Provoked
by David’s reticence about Dulcie, the narrator gives in to a ‘partial’
imagination of Dulcie’s mind, emotions, and experience as fighter,
potential perpetrator, and victim of torture:

his voice drops to a tortured whisper [...]. I cannot see

his face in the dark: It's here in close-up, before my

very eyes, the screen full-bleed with Dulcie. Who? Is it

you put it in my head? The terrible things happening

to Dulcie? It's here, in close-up — and he stumbles to

his feet with a horrible cry, knocking me over as he

charges out [...]. I no longer know which story I am

trying to write. (201)
In the absence of his words, the narrator takes his drawing of
“dismembered shapes of a body” (205) as traces of his trauma,
which she fleshes out. In her feminist imagination, the torture does
not break Dulcie. Her twisted body in

29 Mengel, “Truth and Reconciliation in the Contemporary South African Novel,”
315.

30 «Tryth and Reconciliation in the Contemporary South African Novel,” 315.
31 «Tryth and Reconciliation in the Contemporary South African Novel,” 316.
32 «Tryth and Reconciliation in the Contemporary South African Novel,” 316.
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pain would not be deprived of language, because her silence
appears as a powerful form of resistance to the men that abuse her.
Thus, it turns out that the scream echoing through his story might
express his traumatic horror rather than Dulcie’s trauma. The end of
the story suggests that the imaginative participation in trauma has
become contagious. The narrator can no longer appreciate the
simple joys of the present. Her garden is haunted by her traumatic
imagination: “a dark hole” (212), echoing the dark hole of trauma,
stares at her from the black-eyed Suzies, and she envisions an
apparition of the sun- bathing Dulcie, covered with insects that
plunge into her wounds. However, her imagination seamlessly
merges with reality when a shot hits her computer and “a figure
leisurely takes his leave, climbing over the wall” (213). The narrator
experiences what Pumla Gobodo—Madikizela calls “the lived
memory of trauma,”* the fact that a traumatic past cannot be left
behind, because the present has more traumatic experiences in
store. The narrator is at a loss for words because real trauma has
caught up with her. Her attempt at exoneration sounds helpless: “I
wash my hands of this story” (213). The cleansing points to the
danger of ‘being contaminated” by sharing trauma in a
metaphorical and literal sense.

Wicomb’s narrative of trauma counters the narrative of peaceful
transition and progress of sorts displayed in the first beginning of
the story. Here, modernization is juxtaposed to nostalgia. The
coloured’s small country houses sport undeniable — if humble —
signs of material progress, but are segregated from the hotel owned
by whites, which has been renovated to satisfy a nostalgic yearning
for the past. The transition to the ‘new’ South Africa is seen
symbolically through the perspective of Ouma Sarie, a woman and
formerly the cleaner and manager of service at the old hotel, who
assesses its renovation. Some things change, but white ownership
and ideology remain the same, and there has never been “such a
thing as forgetting your troubles” (6).

Wicomb’s narrator discards this beginning about a change that
does not de- serve its name: “This is no place to start. But let us not
claim a beginning for this mixed-up tale” (8-9). She deals with the
structural violence of apartheid that has largely been ignored in the
negotiations of traumatic violence at the TRC. White racism, as
Fanon has shown, crushes the black self. The coloured self would
not even be entitled to the position of the other of the white self but
be marred by the trauma of the abject birth resulting from the
‘contamination’

33 “A Better Past,” 180.
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of races. Wicomb displays various responses to the traumatic shame
of being coloured, defying the idea that race is fate.

In symbolic terms, the narrator, who is marked by the racial
heritage of steatopygia, reproaches David with the desire to father
his story from a distance in order not to get too involved with the
traumatic experience of his ‘coloured’ past. Instead, the narrator
eschews the “negligible act of physical union” and begins the story
for a second time with the abject birth of “an alien, unwilling
little thing” (9), a coloured baby girl, whose woolly hair is
immediately flattened with a nylon stocking. Right from the start,
it seems, the ‘black stain of shame’ has to be concealed. The
mothers enact the internalized racist ideology (see Althusser).
However, irony undermines this beginning, transforming the
potential story of repressed shame into a comic story of versatile
coloured daughters, who turn their position in-between into an
asset. The nylon stocking quickly becomes guerrilla headgear, the
symbol of subjection into an instrument of subterfuge. Later,
Saartje, a.k.a. Sarah or Sally, turns up with frizzy hair or “sleek hair
flicked up at precisely chin level” (9) wherever needed. Instead of
subjecting herself to the racial and gendered politics of the body, she
performs the required role at a distance. Sally seems un- touched by
the shame of racial discrimination. Later, it turns out that she had
been sexually abused by a comrade in a training camp. She seems to
take it rather well, but then feels the urgent need to clean herself in
the ocean, dis- solving her body, as if the object of traumatic
violation and shame had to be dissociated from her self. When the
ANC no longer needs her service, she feels a void in herself, but it
seems to be a temporary loss of purpose rather than the dark hole of
trauma (14). In contrast to her husband, she shuns diving into the
past but is motivated less by denial than by a pragmatic turn to the
present, managing her family and her job.

Her husband David pays lip-service to the colour-blind position,
following the ANC line that race is “of no consequence” (11), but
has in fact internalized the racist denigration of miscegenation —
with a ‘black inversion’. He hates the look of his own green eyes as
a trace of the white race in his lineage. He is confronted with the
coloured position by his father, who sides with white racist
authority and blames him for the shameful association with black
African revolutionaries. In order to escape the conundrum, David is
searching for his Griqua roots, an allegedly separate racial ethnicity
that would solve the shame-ridden position in-between white and
black but adopt the racist paradigm he has been fighting against.
Even if the Grigua can lay claim to native origin as a group of the
Khoi, Dorothy Driver maintains, racial mixing with
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(ex-)slaves of Malay descent, among others, and a few whites forms
a part of their heritage (219-20). Wicomb implies that the attempt
by some Griqua leaders to establish a ‘pure origin’ as African
natives against coloureds presents a fairly obvious strategy to
appropriate racist discourse to their advantage, effacing the shame of
‘miscegenation’ in favour of the triangulation of race in terms of one
(white) norm and two deviations of different value. One of the
leaders of the Griqua, Andrew Le Fleur, prefers to avoid the
signifier of shame, ‘coloured’, but highlights the ‘white’ blood in his
admission of hybridity:*

Coloured he sneered, coloured! Let us for a moment

do without the name given to us by others. Let us think

instead of the Eur-Africans, those through whose veins

the blood of European settlers visibly flows [...] Since

they cannot look upon their shame, since they must

dis- criminate against their own flesh, we whose very

faces are branded with their shame will remove

ourselves from their sight [...]. Here good people, is

the solution for God's stepchildren: absolute separa-

tion. From white and from black. We shall have our

own territory, land in which we as a people can live and

develop separately. (161)
In order to cope with expropriation and dislocation, Le Fleur
employs the same Christian foundation myth of the chosen
people led to the Promised Land that the Boers used to
legitimize their claim to territory.®* This self-validating narrative is
meant to compensate for the traumatic experience of loss and
homelessness that turned them into aliens in their country:

We did not know, Dear Lord, who we were; we did not know

to whom we belonged; we did not know why we were

languishing on this earth in sorrow and degradation. We were

a motley, nameless people,

34 In her article “Shame and Identity: The Case of the Coloured in South Africa,” in
Writing South Africa; Literature, Apartheid, and Democracy, 1970-1995, ed. Derek Attridge &
Rosemary Jolly (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998), Zoé Wicomb comments on the
Griquas’ futile “denial of shame” and criticizes their claim to identity as belonging to a
particular territory (91-92, 94). Mike Marais convincingly states, in “Bastards and
Bodies in Zoé Wicomb’s David's Story,” Journal of Commonwealth Literature 40.3 (2005): 22,
that the word ‘Griqua’ conceals “the perceived shame of miscegenation.” Marais succinctly
concludes that Wicomb’s novel deconstructs the “aesthetics of blood that informs it”
(32-33).

35 Dorothy Driver, “Afterword,” in David’s Story by Zoé Wicomb (New York:
Feminist Press, 2001): 220.
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discarded until we were shown the way from the

desert wastes of Namaqualand [...] to gather here

today. (102)
The construction of a collective trauma and effort, even if
founded on real experience, is seen as a precondition for reward and
regeneration in a coherent narrative. It appears that the leader argues
for apartheid avant la lettre by asking for a separate homeland for the
Griquas. However, reality proves the story wrong. The Promised
Land turns out to be another valley of humiliation.

David’s present experience interferes with the reconstruction of
his personal story and history in order to find his identity:
haunted by a traumatic past, the present does not provide any relief.
After the unbanning of the ANC violence was rampant, and the
MK was wary of not losing any power. David is enjoined to “even
greater vigilance, greater secrecy” (11-12) against the enemy, but
he also needs to fear his own organization, the MK, which pun-
ished him before for deviating from discipline: the traumatic past
threatens to repeat itself. His interest in Griqua history meets with
suspicion concerning his loyalty (in spite of the fact that colour
should not matter). People and problems from the past resurface,
such as the waiter in the hotel, whom he re- members from the MK
detention camp, and the hit-list with Dulcie he finds in his hotel
room: the traumatic memory interlaces with the traumatic present.
He fears that Dulcie might be killed because she knows too
much, and it seems that the list aims at intimidating him to stick to
the lines. In the end, the traumatized David commits suicide. He
repeats the trauma that had been inflicted upon him by torture,
punishing himself for having an opinion of his own, demanding
democracy against the repressive party line, and possibly for feeling
guilt at having endangered Dulcie’s safety by their relationship. The
coloured combatant can no longer stand the pressure of having
to fight all sides, the secret forces of the apartheid system, the
racism of the coloureds, his jealous wife, and the vengeful MK.
David aptly takes off his clothes and drowns himself, exposing his
skin as a marker of a ‘shameful race’, or, to echo the Fanonian
motto of Wicomb’s novel, a body that questions. The body
recovered from the sea is symbolically disfigured and discoloured,
defying any racial categorization.

Conclusion

Wicomb’s historiographic metafiction writes a traumatic and
anachronic his- tory of ‘blood’, stressing the close interrelationship
between the racist past and its legacy in the present. The novel
begins with the (faulty) genealogy of
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the Griqua before the preface and the messy birth of a coloured girl,
continues with the endemic violence of apartheid and the liberation
struggle, and ends with the death of the protagonist and a body
covered with the wounds of torture. The dialogic narrative is
juxtaposed to monologic quotations from expository and fictional
racist texts that precede the chapters of the novel. Wicomb reveals
that the end of apartheid does not bring the painful memory, shame,
engrained racial, and gendered discrimination to an end. The novel
ex- presses the need to re-write history, reflect on the construction
of representation, make the absence of those marginalized visible,
and acknowledge the inexplicable in memory and history. Wicomb
calls for a dialogic form of his- tory, art, and politics, which opens
up viable visions of the future.
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