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have all the answers, that they are not replacements for the old religious faiths (bringing
new certainties and coveted priesily status for their exponents, the new illuminati). But
perhaps Green is too seriously committed to the idea of being an academic to have
entertained this possibility.
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Originally published in Afrikaans in 1991, ihe English version of Deafening Silence

comes at the most opportune time in our history as South Africans attempt io come to

terms with their turbvlent past through the work of the Truth and Reconciliation
.. Commission {TR.C.}. In a country with a history of institutionalised racism and
- disregard for human rights, a writer who chooses to present history as fiction runs the
. risk of being accused of trivialising inherently sensitive historical events. In Deagfening
ilence John Miles deftly merges history and fiction in an attempt to re-create racial
“tensions within the South African police force which often had disastrous
< consequences for those involved. As shown in the applications for amnesty before the
= T.R.C., junior police officers or agents sometimes had to be ‘silenced’ becanse they
* posed a threat, for a variety of reasons, to people in positions of power within the police
orce.

The extent of both the historical and literary value of Miles® story may be
udged by the fact that his book won the CNA, M-nei and Helgaard Sieyn awards and
as not only been translated into English, but has aiso been serialised on television. This
& life-history which is presented in the form of anovel is the story of Tumelo John Moleko
- and his wife Busi who are murdered by police agents for demanding that a senior white
= police officer who assauited Moleko at work should face trial for misconduct. Miles
= attemnpts to create a convincing and comprehensive portrait of his main character by
- tracing the growth and maturation of Tumelo from his chiidhood in the rural viilage of
&> Senekal in the Orange Free State to his first job as a sergeant at Haramanskraal police
7 station. n his admiration for the police and his desire to serve his country as a patriotic
£ policeman, the young Moleko is shown io be oblivious to the nature of the apartheid
7 police force as an inherently ruthless and destructive machinery of the state. When heis
illed at the age of 35, he is gradually discovering the deviousness, hypocrisy and moral
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inconsistencies which lie behind the ritualistic formality and orderliness of the police
force. Moleko’s brutal murder is therefore partly attributable to his own failure to grasp
the inhumanity and sheer caliousness of his enemies —Afrikaners who held senior
positions in the South African police force. Moleko never realises, until it is too late,
that one cannot expect to be treated with justice and faimess by an institution in which
those values are hardly recognised.

After reading the blurb of Miles’ novel, my immediate reaction was that this
was just another story of a white man with power who ili-treats and, ultimately, murders
a junior black colleague whom he considered to be ‘cheeky’, However, after reading a
few of the beok 's short chapters, 1 realised that I was dealing with something different: |
was impressed not only by Miles’ atiempis to re-create, as authentically as possible,
Moleko’s ill-fated life, but also by the thoroughiy fascinating and ingenious manner in
which the story is narrated. Written in the conventional metafictional mode, Miles’
novel constantly reminds the reader of its process of construction as well as its dual
status as “history’ and ‘fiction’. The writer is a character in his own story which has been:
pieced together from Moleks’s lawyers, friends, relatives and colleagues. The thematic
focus of the book’s chapters falls, alternately, on Moleko’s life-history and on the
writer’s attempts to weave together various aspects of Moleko’s short life. Miles
succeeds in creating vignettes of Molsko the country boy, the enthusiastic trainee
policeman, the family man devoted to his wife and son, and of someone who is slowly
leaming to distinguish between illusion and reality in the conundrum of South African
politics of the 1980s. Thus the research which went into the writing of the book is
skiifully integrated with the narrative of Moleko’s life. The writer’s refationship with
his character is both fascinating and curious, as exemplified in the following remarks by
the omaniscient narrator:

If I'm to make something out of all this, he thought, then he and T will
have to be in it together: the policeman and the writer, the black man and
the white, each confined to his own territory, yet bath caught up in the
1aws of a predatory system where only the blind have vision or freedom
of movement ... his history is my stary; his story, ray affliction (17).

Textual seif-reflexivity, authorial intervention and constant changes in narrative point
of view are not simply a manifestation of Miles’ fascination with postmodernist
narrative strategies, but a realistic demonstration of the difficulties facing a writer who
atternpts to paint a relatively well-rounded portrait of a man whose life-story can only
be gleaned from police records, lawyers’ files and unicertain oral testimonies,

Miles® book has ensured that the sad fate of Richard Motasi (Moleko’s real
name) wiil not be consigned to the dustbin of history as his murderers wanted it to be,
but will be read by millions of readers worid-wide. Thus a story of a *‘Mr Nobody’ (228)
who paid with his life in his fight for justice and personal vindication has become part of
our literary-historical heritage. Although it may seem that Degfening Silence
unnecessarily flaunts its stylistic eclecticism as well as its status as a discursive
construct like most postmodernist novels, perhaps these are the most effective narrative
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strategies to captore the wuncertainty, indeterminacy and fragmentation that
characterised Moleko’s briefand unhappy life as policeman in the turbulent 1980s.

While Deafening Silence tends to blur the boundaries between history and
fiction, it also aleris us to the inescapable ethical basis of both discourses.
Narrativisation tends to have the effect of attenuating the shock of “brutal’ historical
facts which may be too hidesus to contemplate in their raw state. John Miles has again
reminded us that literature does have a social function, after all,
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Where yesterday, that is the happy days of Enlightenment, only
the despotic power of the monarch had seemed to stand between
man and his freedom to act(Nicol 1992:2).

& Mike Nicol’s This Day And Age can be characterised in Barthesian terms as a ‘text of
- bliss’, a text whose meaning is never-ending but constantly offering meanings that are
++ different and yet refated; a text that tends to defamiliarise our habitual responses to the
=7 reading process through the use of paradoxical elements and strange juxtapositions on
i the one hand, and an infusion of the ordinary with a sense of mystery that conveys a
i.feeling of unreality on the other. This novel confronts a reader with irreducibie and

inexplicable elements that disrupt the ordinary logic of cause and effect:

First the lightning slashed at the earth when she ran until it struck her and
she changed into a frog. Then the wind came in a rush and caught vp the
frog blousing it higher and higher until it turned to dust (Nieol 1992:130).

':-: Given these characteristics, Nicol’s novel can also be categorised as a magic
2 realist text—a text that uses myth and legend in its construction to challenge earlier
“: modes of realism. Problems of categorisation multiply when we consider that magic
= realism may denote a particular strain of the contemporary movement covered by
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