and won’'.

Death Squads describes the emer-
gence and activities of assassination and
"dirty tricks’ squads linked o police and
military structures. The book is a useful
compilation of material which has al-
ready emerged through evidence in the
Harms Commission, investigative reports
largely undertaken by journalists of the
Vrye Weekblad, and research by law-
yers, the Human Rights Commission and
David Webster Trust.

All the major actors and incidents
which were revealed during 1989 and the
firsthalfof 1990 are present: police death
squad members like Dirk Coetzee and
Almond Nofamela; the Vlakplaas farm
near Pretoria where ‘Askaris' - ex-guer-
illa fighters working for the police - were
houscd; the limited evidence on the
SADF’s shadowy Civil Co-operation
Burcau (CCB) which emerged through
the Harms Commission; the Johannes-
burg City Council spy ring.

But ultimately Laurence’s work falls
a bit fTat: there is little information in his
book which was not already known to
regular newspaper readers, And his final
chapter, whichattempts toexplainrather
than describe death squad activity, lacks
nuance and depth.

This is partially a result of writing
withoul the benefil of original research
and interviews with participants - anarea
in which Barrell's work is much stronger.

Death Squads adds liule in knowl-
edge and lexwre to whatis already known,
or could have been gleaned from a care-,
ful reading of ncwspaper reports. The
actors and their molivations in these
sordid episodes remain one-dimensional,
and at the end of the book one is left with
a very limited understanding of how the
death squads came Lo be, and the nature
of those who stalled them,

Barrell, by contrast, knows his subject
well. MK includes extracts from inter-
views, anecdotcs, some original male-
rial. The author is clearly sympathetic o
MK, the ANC and their objectives. But
his is a critical voice, acknowledging
bravery and sacrifice, but distanced from
the terrain of moral judgement.

Perhaps this is asking o much of
Death Squads, especially given the diffi-
culties in researching the squads in de-
tail. But as a centralisation of material,
Laurence's book isuseful, and will hope-
fully be read by many ordinary white
South Africans coming Lo terms with the
past, and needing to know what the
government was doing in their name. -
(ilenn Moss »

This isn’t
going to
be an
easy

review

MY TRAITOR'S HEART

My Traitor's Heart
By Rian Malan (The Bodley Head)

To Rian Malan

This isn’L going to be an casy review.,
Not for the usual, unstated reason: the
yawning reviewer baitled to finish the
book.

I have just read My Traitor’s Heart
hungrily, lured on and on. One breath-
laking, lovingly crafted, always aching
narralive flows into the nexL

So how doIbegin? Let me tell a small
story of my own, or rather the bones of a
story, the details have long since washed
away. Some tlime in the course of a prison
sentence | was abused verbally by a
particularly nasty prison officer- Kapicin
Arcnd Schnetler. It was for something
irrelevant that 1 have long since forgot-
ten. Later when the officerand his entou-

rage had disappeared, one of the warders
(Basson? Badenhorst? or perhaps it was
even a Malan) glancing over his shoul-
der, came down to me, clucking under
his breath, whispering in sympathy: ‘I
don’'t care if a person is a warder, or a
prisoner, or what. You justdon’tspeak to
a white man like that’.

You see, reading your book has
brought this now fading anecdote back o
me. But why?

[ am not rcally sure. Maybe it has
something to do with being lured into an
unwantled complicity. This isn'Lgoing o
be an easy review.

Your book is written dangerously,
looking over your shoulder. I don’tmean
in the sense that the person with the by-
line ‘Rian Malan’ goes into dangerous,
front-line situations to bring us these
despaiches. I mean that you invite us into
your heart. There is considerable hon-
esty in your book. It would be rather
crass if I now rolled on to this terrain like
a good old Soviet T64 tank and blasted
away something like this:

» You tell us: *Even the Communist
Party deferred to Dawid Malan's legacy
and organised under the slogan *workers
of the world unite and fight for a white
South Africa’. Nonsense! You pride
yourselfin being a hard-nosed, research-
ing journalist, and here you are repeating
a long debunked distortion which even
the SATV did not quite manage Lo pur-
vey in its recent ‘documentary’ on the
Communist Party.

« ‘There are no classes in the United
Staes?” No Rockefellers, no working
stilfs, no uncmployed blacks, no mi-
grants, Latinos? ... Come on!

« ‘Black democrats like Gatsha Buthe-
lezi’, you write. Withoutatrace of irony?
« Dealing withthe 1985-6 period which
saw, amongst other things, biticr UDF/
AZAPO clashes, you speak of *Bishop
Tutu’s UDF’. At this time Tutu was a
patron of both the UDF and the National
Forum of Azapo and CAL. But that
doesn't quite suit the symmetry of your
argument.

« For the same period - you give only
the barest hint that 40 000 people were
detained under the State of Emergency,
and the overwhelming majority were
from UDF structures. The resulung and
massive dislocation 10 organisational
discipline and political strategy, like-
wise, doesn't quite it your argument.

« Etc.,elc...

I could go on, but I don’t want to be
this sort of T64 tank.
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When | started by saying that review-
ers sometmes struggle to read books 1
was thinking of the novel I was meant Lo
review together with your book. By
contrast with that novel, My Traitor's
Heart confirms me in a particular preju-
dice.

Most of the best writing that is going
on In our country at the moment, I mecan
even acsthetically speaking, is in the
field of journalism. Personally, I find
South Africa of the 1780s or the 1980s
turned into fiction a great an-aesthelc.

Y our archival reconstruction of your
ancestor Dawid Malan, who eloped in
the 1780s with a slave woman. Who
turned his back on white colonial privi-
lege, only toemerge again this side of the
Great Fish River as the prime ideologue
in the Slachter’s Nek, racist rebellion,
beats the fiction I've read covering simi-
lar terrain. Ditto all the other narratives
you weave together: the renegade NUM
shop steward dispensing “protective”’ muti
toa band of striking mineworkers before
they wade fearlessly into gunfire buich-
ering two white policemen; the life and
umes of the murderous Hammerman of
Empangeni; the tragedy of the Azapo
Wauchope family in the midst of deadly
sectarian struggles in Soweto; the Al-
cocks in Msinga; and many more. There
is truth here, and my T64 tank is not
going Lo blast away with claims 1o the
contrary.

But if journalistic writing, il the New
Journalism, is a powerful, compelling
mode for our place and times, it also has
potential weaknesses. It is not innocent,
and it is not merely empirical. Through
all the research there 15 the angle, the
selection. No matter how often (and it IS
often in your book) that there is a pause
for pulse-taking and self-analysis, the
author has motivations, some less de-
clared than others,

Let's get back to the complicity.

Or rather, first, what's the angle run-
ning though it all? What are the motiva-
tions? You speak quite often of ‘my
circle of hell, the circle of white left
liberals’. You also speak of your own
‘Marxist’ past (I could quibble, but 1
suppose this ‘Marxism’ is like fear. It
might be groundless, but if itexists in the
pysche of the beholder, it exists after a
fashion.)

There are many shibboleths you at-
tack in the course of your book. Butal the
centre of itall is a sustained attack on, an
exorcism of this ‘Marxism’, this white
left liberalism.

So let’s get back o the complicity. A
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greal deal of what you say 1s absolutely
correcl. It connects with raw nerves,
Hidden, unadmitted truths. Yes, there is
truthin your book and I don’tcare whether
you are a warder, or a prisoner, or what.

But, at the end of the say, there is also
a more fundamental sleight of hand. In-
deed, despite all the apparent straight-
talking, the fearless testing of nerve, the
to-hell-with-the-bullshit, you arc carv-
ing out a nice niche - having eloped, you
are¢ now returning back over the mythical
Grealt Fish River, to an uncomfortably
comfortable place with a tough-talking
New Journalism your alibi.

Whal is the device at play? When the
17th century philosopher Descartes
wanled to produce absolute cenainty, to
cut through the mists of medieval scho-
lasticism, he bcgan by doubting. He
doubted everything and thought that in
the act of doubting he had securcd his
first clear and distinct truth.

My Traitor's Heart is forever signal-
ling: what  am saying has not been casy.
First there are all the physical dangers.
This story comes from the frontines.
Township stones rained down on my car
roof. I was crapping in my pants. Here is
my despatch, it comes besplattered with
blood. Look here and here. Ergo it must
be true. The writing also proclaims its
origins in psychological trauma. Here is
living proof, this text, this book, this
heart. Again, blood ergo wruth.

(There are moments when you be-
come quite smug and elitist about this
truth framed within your sights: ‘Our
eyes are scaled ... Some whiles sec dan-
Cr, SOME 5CC savages, SOme Sec viclims,
and some see revolutionary heroes. Very
few of us see clearly’.)

There arc philosophical precedents
for this theory of knowledge. The Inqui-
sition was premised upon it, truth is born
ol blood. Hemingway, in his way, intro-
duced itinto aesthetics. Spyker van Wyk
of the Sccurity branch held to it - truth
only emerges out of pain.

And what if the truth is often more
prosaic, more banal, or utterly more
complex? After all, danger-run or blood
on the tiles is no proof of verity whatso-
eVer.

Nevertheless, what is the supposcd,
absolute, bottom-line truth that emerges
from your own morbid doubting?
Strangely, but not so strangely, this
mcthodology of blood emerges with, as
ils a priori, axiomatic beginning...Blood.
Race. Biology.

‘I was desperate to win black trustand
[ricndship’ you say honesuy and scll-

critically of your younger self. Ah, yes,
here there's complicity between you and
me. | recognise that yearning. I know it
I remember it.

And now all your New Joumalism
weaponry is brought to bear on this long-
ing that we’ve shared. Every single nar-
rative in your book is lined up to debunk
that innocent and naive ycaming. But
you draw the entirely wrong conclusions
from the debunking.

What are the storics you tell designed
Lo say? Basically this: in South Africa,
when the barricades are up, itis black and
white, simple. Blood and race. The proof?
In the hour of the fires, as a white your
political convictions and sympathies are
not inscribed on your forchead. In the
time of trouble, it is foolhardy as a whitc
to wander on (o the black side of the
township barricades. The naive yearning
for acceptance is just that - naive.

I agree, but I donot draw your conclu-
sion that, thercfore, it all comes down o
‘Africa, and the ancient mysterics of
race’. The truth is at once adamned sight
more simple, and great deal more com-
plex. Of course, in a bitter war siluation
it would be highly naive as a while,
armed only with some progressive, inner
convictions, to wander into the town-
ships. It would be equally naive of the
black comrades o accept your unlikely
explanations,

But this docs not mean that progres-
sive whites arc foolhardy or naive to side
ina broader, more general but still active
sense with the liberation struggle; towork,
as thousands are, in mundane, heroic or
unhcroic, passionate or slogging ways
for a non-racial, democratic or even
socialist South Africa,

Politics isnotonly, ornot even mainly
barricades and brinkmanship. Of course,
many of the white comrades [ am refer-
ring o began where you and I began -
with a naive longing to be trusted and
loved by blacks in some kind of sweep-
ing generic way. A generic way that
would, of course, carry away a massive
guilt.

Well, we all have o grow up.

Owr political commitments and analy-
ses cannot be based on the desire for in-
stant sclf-gratification, on some vague
desire to be saluted and absolved by the
dark masses out there.

But equally, Rian Malan, nor should
they be based on petulant recoil into the
mythology of the ancient mysieries of
race.

Yours etc
Jeremy Cronin »
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