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Desperately seeking the African personality! 
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There have been at least three recent attempts to produce an introductory text or: 
personality for arid about South Africans Andre Moller s edited collect,on previously 
reviewed (Gillmer 1996) In this journal Meyer Moore and Vihoen s ( 1997) revamped 
and hideously renamed earlier ed1t1011 of their widely prescribed Personality theories: 
From Freud to Frankl. and now van Niekerk s serving of trendy brutal.srn personal.tv 
a la Kuhn This Is by far the worst of the three because 1t fails to provide - as the others 
do. but far more glaringly either an African perspective or the "par adrqms' In tne 
vanguard of contemporary personality "science 

Characterising vignettes Mth Khan11 ar attractive young [township] woman s er assly 
paternahsnc enouon Psychoanalytic expos.nons of Aparthe.d as cen, eC from 
displacement actIvIty by ambivalent followers of Verwoerd Is breatt1tak1ng lrnpart.nq a 
South African context? Well yes ,t Is a qood example of its kind Ironically van N,eke'~ 
rrusses a marvellous opportunity that he created for himself A tittle l1"e another 
example of the sa111e type Andre Markgraatt In a few pages he mer t.ons and 
eftecuvelv disrn.sses the rich drvisron cleavages and opposuon (Foster N,c:holas arJ 
Dawes 19CJ3 1 /41 w1th,ri SrnM1 African psychology Simon Biesheuvel Noel Criaban, 
Manqanyi Dreyer Kruger l en Holdstock and crucially Jungian psvcruat-rst ar.,j 
.sanqorna Ver a BtJ'll'nann cr,urj nave prrN,df-'d a tn.. y SOlJ'.'1 Afr ,car I taor Ic arc, .. H 1 ,d· 

Niekerk s "per spot.ves · A 9reat pity 

Bluntly put the 1Ir11e hor101Jfr::1J 'tneor.es of per sonal.tv courses ar o assc,c,ate,J 
textbooks are 1ncreas111gly tJe,nq recogniserJ :,s m,slead,r '] ;:,n,J ,,r1111hw at,,•, , f'e·, 
1Y'J6 vI) Hav,ng rJe, 1<Jed to fa!I Ir1tr, tt,e tra,, ot pro.,d1r1q yet anotr c-r "Jf tnei~ st1eI1 
groaners (peirhar>s , l1eaper certainly nastrer I var, N1ekerk s,rnpl1 '\J1rHf:S t',,, Iea•JIr ,; 
modern theorres t1et1av1oural gern,t,cs and ,~volut,onary psyO10loqy I! ·t1He s a 
parad19rn that appr·1aches sc,ent1f1c cred1b1lrty ,f thats ·.vt1at onr:: ·~ s8H··,,, :t1H 
these are startIr1q ·,, fit tl1E, t1ill /\'1y pc,rsonaI,1y th,:rHv !11:11 ,,, ,r, 1H _ tc-r t :.w­ 
evolut1crnary tneorv stands I,tt.e chance 1J1 Le,•1q co:rect : [3, .ss 1CJ:, · , M '. · :,.,. ar : 
Costas work on ,,n,versal1tres uf personal,ty tra,t struct,,·es ,most rer,,,,t', ·1 'S'='" 
takes the earlier 'a''c<,r crude tJet1dv1our31 9e1-..-,1 ,_· 1<,s•:a·, I' tr, d'H !''"'' t·•; i11c1·~r., 



level None of the loca l personality texts makes mention of these theories Which begs 
the question wna! have these guys been reading? It Is not as 1f the stuff Is lurking In 
arcane journals One begins to suspect a more malignant reason Political blindness 

Modern persor ahty theory Is simultaneously about uniformity and diver sity constraints 
and opportunity The tools of the trade correlational methods factor analysis and God 
forbid qenetical twin studies have made It possible for a modern scientmc examination 
of some of the oldest questions about humankind Theory has evolved from various 
relatively static typologies as old as Hrppocratic dogma - to a single model of 
rigorously verified and economically portrayed universal trait dimensions Yet the "big 
5 doesn t even get a mention A gene-environment interaction irnbeddec In language 
and culture uniformity and diver sity constraints and opportunity If one did not know 
better this would sound like home 

van N1ekerk 1s not merely negligent or ignorant but Is positively and dangerously 
rrusleadrnq when he does ground theory In the South African instance The Soweto 
upnsmq Is a Bandura landscape a culture of violence mspired by aggressive 
unemployed youthful Black role models To be fair this Is not far removed from Meyer et 
al s depiction of toyr-tovmq as 'a coping strategy for stress and tension promoting 
optimal mental health among traditional and modern day Africans ( 1997 625) Tracts 
like that require a mental health warning sticker 

No the book Is no: about Paradigms of mind It Is a reactionary and tired rendition of 
grand personality theories that yes do need to be read as perspectives ,n context 
Freud s semantic understanding of personality Is as fertile a ground for deepening the 
bald explanations of science as 1t was at the beginning of the century South Africa Is 
as good a place as any to explore these matters But the Afrikaner mind treks on And 
on Dragging its nineteenth century eurocentncisrn ,v1th 11 
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