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Abstract

An established South African writer, from her childhood, she risked her life
by supporting the oppressed black majority through her writing. Her work
and commitment reveal an ideology imbued with justice, tolerance and equity
in a discriminatory and segregationist social environment. This article aims
to demonstrate that Nadine Gordimer's life was a devotion to the development
of human beings. Her literary work, which underpins her support for the
oppressed, revolutionized the political vision of her country. This article aims
to show the type of personality that Nadine Gordimer represented in the
history of South Africa. She left to posterity a model of life and commitment
to the well-being of her fellow citizens. By means of the Sociocriticism that
we convene, we will try to find out more about the life of this contemporary
heroine of (South) African history.
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Résumé

Ecrivaine sud-africaine confirmée des son enfance, Nadine Gordimer a
risqué sa vie en soutenant a travers son écriture, la majorité noire opprimée.
Son ceuvre et son engagement sont révélateurs d 'une idéologie empreinte de
Justice, de tolérance et d équite dans un environnement social discriminatoire
et ségrégationniste. Cet article vise a démontrer que la vie de Nadine
Gordimer a été une dévotion a l’épanouissement de I’étre humain. Son ceuvre
littéraire qui sous-tend son soutien aux opprimés ont révolutionné la vision
politique de son pays. 1l est question dans cet article de montrer le type de
personnalité qu’a représenté Nadine Gordimer dans [’histoire de I’ Afrique
du Sud. Elle a laissé a la postérité, un modele de vie et d’engagement pour le
bien-étre de ses concitoyens. Au moyen de la Sociocritique que nous
convoquons, nous tenterons d’en savoir davantage sur la vie de cette héroine
contemporaine de [’histoire (sud-)africaine.

Mots clés : environnement social - discrimination - écriture - engagement
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Introduction

Nadine Gordimer is a woman of letters recognized worldwide
for her involvement in the positive transformation of her
country, South Africa. Very early on established as a writer, she
has, since childhood, risked her life by supporting the oppressed
black majority through her writing. Her work and her
commitment reveal an ideology imbued with justice, tolerance
and equity in a progressively discriminatory and segregationist
environment. Indeed, Gordimer's life can be seen as a devotion
to humanity. Her literary work which underpinned her support
for the oppressed revolutionized the political vision of her
country. This article aims to show the type of personality that
Nadine Gordimer represented in the history of South Africa.
What model did she leave to posterity?

This is the fundamental question whose answer, using
sociocriticism as a support for analysis, will allow us to know
more about the life of this contemporary heroine of South
African history. Firstly, it will be a question of discovering the
social environment in which the world-renowned writer was
immersed. Secondly, we will analyze the mechanism of
evolution which favored her transformation into a committed
activist. Thirdly, we will analyze the historical-social context of
South Africa governed by the policy of Apartheid. This analysis
will lead us to understand the deep meaning of her fight in an
environment as hostile to contradiction as the segregationist
society of South Aftrica of her time.

1. A hostile environment, conducive to the birth of the
heroine

Nadine is the daughter of the couple Isidore Gordimer, the father,
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and Hannah Gordimer born Myers, the mother. She was born on
November 23, 1923 in Springs, a suburb of Johannesburg, South
Africa. Her childhood took place in a social environment marked
by the materialization of racial differences. Indeed, her coming
into the world coincided with the adoption according to Sévry
(2007, P.11) of: “Native Urban Acts, the legislation which
establishes the segregation of residents. Other (unfair) laws will
reinforce it (1930, 1937, 1945, etc.) This is the period when the
social tear between blacks and whites in South Africa is
gradually taking shape. Tensions through physical, military,
material and financial force to determine which of the two races
deserves to appropriate South African land are also becoming
more and more intense. She will say this about it in an interview
in Le monde diplomatique (April 1995, pp.32-33) : “Je pense
que j’ai eu de la chance, dans le sens ou je suis née pour assister
a la décadence de la période coloniale. ”

This environment of conflict will encourage the emergence of
the great woman of letters that she will later become. It is also
good to note that it is this environment of hostility which forged
her particular character as a fighter and which made her a short
story writer, a critic, an editor but above all a famous novelist.
Almost all of his twenty-four novels have never strayed far from
the sphere of questions of racial segregation in South Africa. Her
stories regularly portrayed the realities of the social and racial
crisis that her compatriots experienced on a daily basis during
the dark years of apartheid. As evidenced by this extract from
his speech during the reception of the Nobel Prize in Stockholm
on December 7, 1991:

For myself, I have said that nothing factual that I
write or say will be as truthful as my fiction. The
life, the opinions, are not the work, for it is in the
tension between standing apart and being
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involved that the imagination transforms both.
Let me give some minimal account of myself. I
am what I suppose would be called a natural
writer. I did not make any decision to become
one. I did not, at the beginning, expect to earn a
living by being read. I wrote as a child out of the
joy of apprehending life through my senses — the
look and scent and feel of things; and soon out of
the emotions that puzzled me or raged within me
and which took form, found some
enlightenment, solace and delight, shaped in the
written word.

South Africa was undoubtedly for many decades the scene of
confrontation between white people from Europe and black
natives. Several testimonies confirm the difficult cohabitation
since the 17th century between whites and blacks in South
Africa. This is also the opinion shared by Modica (Feb 15, 2015)
in the following statement:

Since the 17th century, South Africa has had a
long history of discrimination and dispossession
committed against black populations by the first
settlers, by the white republics, by the British
Empire in the 19th century and continued in a
systematic manner. by the South African state
from 1910.

The role that Nadine Gordimer has given herself as a person with
a mission is to transform the South African social environment.
Her fight manifested itself through the only weapon she knew
how to handle: writing. Gordimer (1995, P.130) confesses this
in these words:
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Where there is the necessity, through historical
circumstance of time, place and birth, to ‘make
oneself” many processes take place at once.
Because I had turned out to be a writer, because
I was just that, because it was my fundament
beneath all that had been done to condition my
being, all my confusions, my false
consciounes—because I was a writer, my
principal means of ‘making myself” was my
writing.

In short, ‘““les romans profondément militants de Nadine
Gordimer™” according to Brack (2014), obey the desire to
revolutionize an almost unlivable environment in which, Louvel
(1991, p.84) is sure that, “...si personne ne prend la peine pour
témoigner, il ne restera rien, aucun souvenir. Il faut que les
choses soient écrites, c’est une question de foi, dans la réalité,
dans la pensée, dans la parole.” Gordimer's mission therefore
seems to be to save a land whose inhabitants are threatened by
their own fault. To put it bluntly, life in society in South Africa
functions as if one part of the population considers itself to have
more merit and rights than the other to the point of imposing
restrictions through prohibition laws of all kinds.

Thus, Gordimer's novel clearly appears as a critique of history
and the events around it. The criticism of society in his fictional
work is an invitation to question oneself, to question real South
African society. It is not a caricature of beauty and dreams but
rather a revolt that it sounds. This is what De Boisdeffre (1962,
pp-68-69) emphasizes in this passage:

Car il (le roman) a cessé de peindre la vie que
nous aurions pu connaitre, I’aventure que nous
aurions pu avoir. Il a cessé de représenter la vie,
pour partir, comme notre si¢cle, a sa recherche.
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Il est fait aujourd’hui pour nous rendre les
tourments de notre quéte, et non pour la satisfaire
dans I’illusion, comme si la vie n’était plus un
bien commun que [’on partage dans une
civilisation, mais une aventure solitaire, un
travail pour lequel chacun est isolé.et seuls les
cris passent de I’un a I’autre.

The novelistic motivation of the writer is more part of a mission
to repair social history in a South Africa where according to
Mandela (1965, p.17): “Africans had no vote, no freedom of
movement or civic rights, and they were being steadily deprived
of their land. Africans (called kaffirs) had to take off their hats
when passing White men...” It is good at this stage of our article
to note that the Black natives who granted hospitality to the
white castaways could not accept without reacting the desire for
domination of their hosts. This is why the clashes have persisted
over time. This is also what is expressed in the novelist’s
observation of a black population rebellious to the dictates of
white segregationists. The Blacks are, however, a people who
aspire to live in peace with other peoples, particularly with those
to whom they offered hospitality in 1652 after the shipwreck of
the Dutch traders' boat. Reason would dictate that the two races
agree to cohabit beyond differences because, Gordimer (1995,
p.127) is convinced that:

No bans on the mixing of black and white could
stop the reaction to the ultimate in inhuman
segregation that we were living: here was the
violent urge to separation, and the counter urge it
set up: the urge to move towards blacks, not
alone as a matter of justice, but as a human
imperative.
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This choice follows her futuristic vision as a writer, supported
by the idea according to which one have to find the literature
having absolutely a link with real social life. The -critic
establishes a closer interaction between literature and social
environment. That is why, dealing with literary values, Roache
(1979, p.199) shares the following thought: “... les valeurs
littéraires ont un rapport intime, direct et vital avec les valeurs
sociales : pendant presque toute 1’histoire de la culture littéraire
occidentale ce rapport a en effet é&té comme le centre des études
littéraires. » Based on the above analysis, we share Gordimer’s
choice to be involved in the South African socio-political life in
order to participate in resolving the crisis; even if that choice
creates the rejection from both sides of the conflict as Porée
admits (Oct. 31, 2017) here:

Son indéfectible engagement pour la liberté
d'expression et contre le régime de l'apartheid lui
valut longtemps de virulentes critiques de tous
bords, aussi bien de la part des €crivains noirs
tentés par des formes d'expression plus radicales
que de celle de la communauté blanche, qui lui
reprochait de trahir son appartenance raciale.

But this rejection felt by the novelist is more present among
white people than among black people. This partly explains his
position through her writings in favor of the oppressed black
community.

2. The transformation into a committed activist

Through her inspiration as a committed writer, Nadine Gordimer
wants to give meaning to her existence and, above all, to position
herself as a neutral actress in the conflict between Blacks and
Whites. For this reason, she had forbidden herself all emotion.
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This is what made her stand out as the fair and just arbiter her
country needs to respect human rights. It should be noted that
her fight for neutrality must be perceived by both camps as a
bridge of brotherhood for the birth of a homogeneous South
Africa, capable of overcoming its own contradictions in order to
create "her people" as expressed here in Gordimer (1995, P.128):

But it was not possible for me to say ‘my people’.
That I began to understand. The whites were not
my people because everything they lived
by--their claimed racial superiority and the
methods they were satisfied to use to maintain it
as if it were truth--was the stuff of my refusal.
And they did not recognize refusal as a valid
position. Refusal was treason.

The blacks were not ‘my people’ because all
through my childwood and adolescence they had
scarcely entered my consciousness. I had been
absent. Absent from them.

Could one, in fact, make the claim, ‘my country’
if one could not also say ‘my people’?

The accuracy of her fight for neutrality had the merit of
awakening popular awareness of the need to seek what the
country needed to promote the development of its inhabitants
who should ask themselves the question of whether some have
the right to oppress others. This is the problem that led the writer
Nadine Gordimer to campaign for the just cause. Through her
fight, she wants to dream of peace between the two major
components of South Africa. Also, regarding Gordimer's vision,
observers of the South African social crisis make a close link
between it and her stories. They are convinced of the following
reality:

372



Revue ASTR-GHANA

Les questions qu'elle pose a ses personnages sont
les reflets de ses propres doutes : qu'est-ce qui
nous pousse a agir ? De quoi sommes-nous faits
? Quelle est la qualité des relations que nous
entretenons avec nos proches ? Les personnages
de Gordimer errent, leur vie semble parfois vide
de sens, dénuée de but, mais ce sont des étres qui
s'ignorent eux-mémes et leur incertitude renvoie
a  l'humanit¢  tout  entiére.  (Thorin-
Plottier, www.jeuneafrique.com, 18 juil. 2014).

Observing Nadine Gordimer's everyday life and analyzing the
events that took place around her, forged in the writer a feeling
of action beyond writing. Indeed, the time had come for her to
act as a vigilante whose actions were consistent with her dream
of fairness and peace. In this era of her commitment, we cannot
dissociate the writer from the citizen who has a vision for her
country. This is what Clingman (1992, pp.205-206) describes
here:

To begin with, there has been the primary
juxtaposition of the subjectivity of Gordimer as
a writer and the objective, external world around
her; out of the engagement of the former with the
latter a ‘consciousness of history’ itself has been
generated inseparable in this case from its
condensation in fictional writing.

At one point in the struggle, writing proved insufficient to appeal
to everyone's conscience. It therefore became imperative to take
actions which, while certainly shocking, are necessary for
changing mentalities and behaviors. The author thus justifies the
reasons for her activist commitment as expressed here in
Gordimer (1995, P.132): “As a consequence, some of my books
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were banned. Of course, that was not enough; I was a citizen as
well as a writer, | was white and living in the privilege decreed
by my skin. If I were to ‘live to the full’ this contradiction of my
time it was necessary for me to act, as well, in forms other than
writing.” The time has come for the novelist to fight alongside
the oppressed of the black community. For her, it is imperative
to support the oppressed, whose oppressors according to
Gordimer (1995, P.115) are:

the so-called pioneers who fought their way into
a country, killing Indians or blacks, and the
people of later generations who were born into a
society that had long established its
accommodation with indigenous people: a
society removed from all danger, that had made
itself comfortable with injustice, in this case the
theory that there are genetically inferior races
with lower needs than others.

This is the main reason for its transformation. She wanted to
initiate a revolution that gives man a good reason for his
existence. It is evident that Nadine Gordimer's entire experience,
her literary works as well as her political activism, obeyed an
ideology of seeking social justice and equity between the races
of South Africa.

3. The ideology that constructed the meaning of her fight

Nadine Gordimer's novels somehow reveal her thought as a
citizen living in South Africa. Her literary production highlights
the disfunction of her society which marks need to be decoded.
And this is the moment when sociocriticism comes to facilitate
the study of South African social status as thought and developed
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by the writer. The idea comes from Fayolle (1979, p.215) when

he thinks this:
La sociocritique se donne pour objet d’étudier «
le statut du social dans le texte et non le statut
social du texte » (...) tout texte porte en lui les
marques des conditions socio-historiques qui ont
présidé a sa production et a ses lectures. La
sociocritique  cherche scrupuleusement a
déchiffrer ces marques et a lire notamment, dans
les textes littéraires, les luttes idéologiques a
différents moments de la lutte des classes.

Therefore, as a writer, her action can be seen as a form of
disobedience to the laws which legalized the deprivations of one
category of the South African population by another. Her literary
work first and her political activism manifested by the
rapprochement with the African National Congress (ANC)
subsequently are a kind of opposition and denunciation of the
domination of the black majority by the white minority. About
this subject, Blair (2019, p.104) “...considered Gordimer’s
“major theme” to be “the liberation of children from unusually
possessive mothers” and her secondary concern its intertwining
with the liberation of black South Africans from the repressive
state.” It is logic that reveals the ideology behind her literary
work.

She was also at the service of a political commitment, the
culmination of which was her open support for Nelson Mandela
and seven of his fellow prisoners imprisoned for political
activism against the State during their trial on June 11, 1964.
Gordimer assumed this status as a vigilante through these words:
“I did what I did because I wanted to help my people in the
struggle for equal rights. I felt very strongly about the laws
which discriminated against my people and which caused
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poverty, ill health and misery for which they suffer”
(https://www.maxicours.com).

This is the place to point out that her literary inspiration was
largely influenced by the history of her country. Through the
stories of her novels, Gordimer betrayed the truths of South
Africa's internal history that the white minority wanted to hide
from the world. Because she has witnessed several decades of
difficult cohabitation between blacks and whites. Her characters
and the management of their environment are the revelation of
her own feelings: that is to say, her desires and aspirations for
her country. His literary work cannot be dissociated from his
aspiration for humanity. Sharing this idea that we attribute to the
author, Clingman (1992, p.224) affirms that “... it is nothing less
than Nadine Gordimer’s ‘consciousness of history’ that defines
the special character of her writing and her stature as a novelist
(...) a dramatic ideological shift in Gordimer’s writing...” This
sums up the novelist’s ideology quite eloquently. His work and
his political action are the manifestation of the exteriorization of
his conception and his vision of society. It should be noted that
these have always been linked to her idea of justice and
tolerance. This is also what we can read in her own words:

Only in the prescient dimension of the
imagination could I bring together what had been
deliberately broken and fragmented; fit together
the shapes of living experience, my own and that
of others, without which a whole consciousness
is not attainable. I had to be part of the
transformation of my place in order for it to
know me (Gordimer 1995, P.130).

The message contained in his novels is revealing of his own life.
Without realizing it, Gordimer exposed his personality, through
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his stories, his analyzes but above all through the expression of
his ambition for a fairer and more balanced life in a reconciled
South Africa. His literary work can therefore be described as
autobiographical. This can be seen by the way he conveys to his
characters his hope for a better tomorrow for his country. She
expresses it in Gordimer (1974, p. 206): “...—Happy-happy.
Tomorrow another New Year, eh, Jacobus. Long time, long time
now. —Yes, it doesn’t stand still for any of us...” Her efforts to
put forward the ideology of a peaceful and livable country were
recognized and praised by her choice as winner of the Nobel
Prize for literature

in 1991. And the sociological marks which were to be decoded
in her novels gave birth to this post-apartheid South Africa that
we know today.

Conclusion

Nadine Gordimer's life has been conditioned by her social
environment of South African. This shaped, in one way or
another, the writer she became; the great woman of letters that
she later becomes. Her contribution to the transformation of the
hostile environment due to apartheid and racism has been made
through writing. She chose to mark her social critic through
characters’ sayings and behaviors so as to reach the blossoming
of the real society. But at a certain moment, in the liberating
struggle, she saw fit to engage openly to satisfy her part of
sacrifice for the cause of equity between blacks and whites. The
acknowledgement of her contribution to save and free South
Africa from auto-destruction by the international community
that considered her as a heroine at the end of apartheid,
congratulate the writer with Nobel Prize celebration. The
message conveyed through the stories of her novels reveals her
own life, her ideology of better life in a place made better by
people’s behavior and conduct. Her subsequent political
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commitment aimed to invite white South Africans to peaceful
cohabitation based on justice with black people.
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