
PERSPECTIVE -
There Is II growing and pervasive

sense In South Africa that no ORe
ha. any eeay 8nl_1'$ any more.
Post-modernism offers a way out

01the Impa sse - and II new mode

of political action.

By H ELEN MOfFETT

The politics
of affinity

~...
pointed to the fail u re of what he called
n'demptiV<' ideologies, both in South Afne.
and abro;>ad . This obviously comes in the
wa ke of the coll a pse 01 co mmuni sm in
EaSlern Europe a nd elsew here, a nd the
inevitable rumbles of disquiet among bome-
front Marxists. as well as lhe- South African
govlmlment's long-<lverdu. revel .tion lhat
apartheid was not going 10 lead 10 a land of
mil k and honey with everyone happ ily
developing sepa rately.

Another /actor is the groundsw ell of
grassro::>ls disillusion with the rhetork heard
from the Ie/t lor so long. There is a growing
and pervasive ....... in Soo th Afrka that no
one has any easy answl'T'i any moll',

Histori cally, anti-a part heid activists ha~

worked on a system of un it a r ia n but
pola ri ...d pol itk., Us versus Them, and if
someone wasn't For Us, they w.... Agaip<t
Us, The liberalism that Slabbert speaks of
1ooks loo much like an uneasy perch he\W....,
two unstahle and d iscred it"'" polar opposites
- the extrem e righ t and the radical left.

Does posHnodemism offer anything dif
ferent, or is it the same old liberal individu-

boundane. dissolV<', throries change (oft...
dramaticallyl, ideologies lose credibility, and
identities become in creasingl y hybrid and
fluid.

Pol it ica ll y, post- modernism involv es
working wilh thi, view 0/ Ihe wor ld as a
modus operandi, ra the r than chOOlling and
dinging 10 one particular unili"'" sYStml of
beliel, politics or ideology thai claims 10
"make sense 01 it aU",

Andrew Ross queries whether post·mod
ern ism in fact could mean "u nivl"J'Sal ahan
don", while la ne Flax sen its as a way of
"thinking fragments", What it boils down to
is practising a form ofsocial criticism - ofcu l
tural, ethica l and pol ilicalsystt'lIls - without
subscribing 10 any pa r ti,ular philosoph y,
rather dra wing selectively from what is cur·
rent and appropriate. (This is where the sense
ofenable"""'l eorres from:one chooses one's
strategies, instead of having them chosen for
you.) O ppressions Can thus be conve rted
(subverted?l into sou",," of strength.

How d"'-"S any of this apply to our cum>nt
situation? In a f\'Cffitly published speech on
the luture of liberalism, Van Zyl Slabber!
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LEFfISTRHITORlC: C.rati~8 • grm<nd_1I <'Ifg....._ " 4isill~>ion .

POST'MODERNISM is one of
lhe few tMldy If'rrns in cur
renl use beginning with the

prefix "posl" Ihat I actually l ind
u,;cluJ.

P06H tructuralism incorporates
• wid. range of sub"ers;..., and
erudite academic theories, bul
ultimatel y (and deliberately)
defi... definition, which d""'n't
ma k.. it all that useful 10 Joe or
JoseplUne Averag<'.

And hearing the word p<.lst
feminism bandied .bout makes
my blood boi~ especially when it
is blithely used by women's mag·
az;ne editors about a country
whkh h," the worst known rape
statistics in the world. and on a
continent in which Womffi grow
90 f"'TC"nt of all food while own
ing Ie'" than one pt'l'<'t'nt of the
land. Udidn'tlw.lr anyone talking
about "the post-<lemocralic Soulh
Africa- simply bee,uS<' til. ANe
had been nobanned.)

Post-rolonia lism pr.....nt. less of a prot>
lem - a par t from my su.picion that mo.t
rolonialisms all' not yet quite "poo;t"'.

Nevert heles. , it can be quite a quest to
gra.p a .en'e of wha t pos t-modernism
meMlS, especiaUy in terms of political impli
cations. The literal translation _ "after mod
ernism" _ doesn't he lp much, and so"", of its
moll' impn;-ssive .....ponents have prod~
somewhat conflicting definitions.

The respected black Marx is t , Frederic
Jameson, calls poo;t·modemmn - the cultural
logic of late capita lism", Others, ho wever,
explain that it is the inevi tahle intelll'Ctual
faU-.out ","ulting from the l inal demi... of
Marxism. The extraord inary thi ng about
post· modern ism i. that it would have no
qualms about maintaining that it was both 
and moll' besides,

Much m~ a practire or an altitude than a
rigid set of paradigms, it acknowl""'ges the
cralY patchwork of la teo-twentieth century
cultu"-"S and ideologies and draws its own
identity and policy from Ihis very multiplic
ity, We live in a world when', increasingly,

"



PERSPECTIVE-

'Instead of operating

out of loyalty to a

system or group

identity, one operates

out of a sense of

urgency around a

specific issue'

the very idenlogi... that fuel liberation strug
gl.... and are best Q\lercom<' by the creativity
and f1e'ibility that post-modernist practi_
liOll<.TS advocate, (My personal impression is
that the laller ha'" elevate<! optimistic cyni
cism to an art form!)

This is not to imply that post-modernism
is perfect,. or should be .....n as a Messianic
bearer 01 all truths and righ ter of aU wrongs.
II can be associated with political e'pedi
~ncy, or a tendency to blur the urgency 0/
some claims upon justice, by insisting that
we are all equally di fferent.

Som<;-times the posHnodern view looks a
little like a \lenetton advert: a line 0/ fun ky
but definitely middle·da.. people, one each
of every colour of the rainOOw. DiV<'TSity is
not that simple, and eertain issues must be
prioritised.

There is still definitely a Case fo r the
"standpoint" vi~w 01 political involvenwnt
which privikg... the viewpoint of the person
or communit y which directly e' peri~nces

discrim ination. The... are also a number 01
thinkers who remain committed Marxists,
f~minists, Muslims , Jews. and so forth, but
nevertheless identify themselves with post
modernism,

Fem inis m has in fac t been called " the
political ronsd<'1ICf' 01 post·modernism" and
feminist scholarship has be<>n I>'Sponsible for
som~ of the more searching criliqu ... of

lhe post-modern m ind""t. This has led to
a lively symbiosi" id~ologues b~nefit

from the doctrina l rela' ation of post-mod
erne. m, and postmodernists benefit /rom the
rigou r a nd , lruc tu... of lhe ideologically
commine<!.

AU in an, pos t-modernism .....ms to be a
house thaI's big enough for everyone to Ii",
in,

He l.... Moffflt hu " usbl b lli;"h lit........ ..
lh~ Unl . ....l ty of ClIpe Town, Frin<'do<l .nd

'h. un;v~..;';" of AI..k.o.nd T.nn_.

.....riJy boIh unitro
and drmocralic.

Post-modernism
of"'Tales from t....
point of I'l'CIIgnising
thoise very diff..·
""'-".'S, rath.. than
ronlesting them,
and y'" demon-
strales a capacity
for .......ioing radio
cal in social and

poUtical practice.The crisis around AIDS has
been a good example of how WJY diffen'l1t
(and even historically oppoo;ed) prl'AAUre
groups or constituencies canmobilise around

• common isIoue wit"""! r>t'CeS

sanly being rommille<! to the
...meideological principles.

In the UnMd States, thi s
has IN to impressive coal i·
lions betw""n we. lthy white
gay men, black single parrnts
on wl'lf.re. drug .....,., medi
c.l personnel, prostitules,
women in violent relalion 
ships, rape survivors, haem<>
philiacs and others who ha""
been e ither seapegoated
where the disease is con
cerned, or who are . uthenti
cally v ulne.a ble (through
POVf'rty, poor health and edu
calion infrastructure, cu ltures
of macho behaviou r) bul
largely sideslepped .

Posl-mooern tactics thus
make 10, strange - but often
ref reshing - compatriots. In
stead 0/ operating out 0/ loy-
ally to a ~YSMn or gl'Ollp iden

tity, on~ opet'iltes out 0/ a sense 0/ urgency
around a specific issu~. Thus the issues, not
th~ organisation/ideology l <:n>ed/co mmu
nity, become the stimulus for action.

South Africans hav~ been v~ry good at
operating th is way in the pa..t, and whil~ I
don' t pretend to have any quick solutions to
the oomp/<." patterns of violence teari ng our
country apart, it seo,>nI$ that S(lm~ kind of
r~turn to this m~thod of mobilisat io n is
""'-"'ed _ without pl.>cing our hope in dog·
mas and doctrines, ut opias and volkstaats,
comrades and capitalists, total strategies and
tolal onslaughts.

According to CorneU West, d il'('(!or of the
Afro-Am~rican Studi~s Programm~ a t
Princ~ton Univ~rsily, dogmali~m and
despair aJ'l' till' two greatest internal """mies
bedevilling activist politics and oppl>'Ssed
romm unit ies. Th.". sometim~s arise from

alisrn tricked out in new garb?
It does offer an «ideology" (or non-ideol

ogy, rath~r) tha t is fran kly pragmatic and
non_partisa n, which works on the basis of

'We live in a world where, increas

ingly, boundaries dissolve, theories

change, ideologies lose credibility,

and identi ties become increasingly

hybrid and fluid '

UBERAL STALWART HELEN SUZM AN'
Ubt,.lis", U u......y pnrlt?

what Donna Haraway calls affinity, rath~r

than all~giance. It avoids th~ rh~toric, th~

loyalty of ideological comm i tm~nt _ " my
"lIlntry/ pariy!leader, right or wrong".

In th e sombre days of activism '70s and
'IDs style, there was some!hing 0/ th is magic
Iffinity in struggl~ poli tics. I r~m~ml:>er a
19117 UDF calendar whkh fea tured a brigh t
Clrtoon of a mass rally, attended by ~very

spe<tru m 01 soci~ty, ANC cad l>'S in khak i
Clmou/lag~ busing in fro m th~ townships
Ind Blad Sash ladi ... in pearb and print
d re . ""s , Ir is h nu ns and dr~ad loded

Rastaflrians, Muslims in Aralat scarves and
Jews wea ring yarmulkas.

In tm. """"t past, tMt kind 01 mobilisa
lion took place in the face of a common
enemy; there was barely lime or energy to
odd",." the issu... of the differer.ct's behind
what Was after all a front that was very Jle<:-
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