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Abstract 

The portrayal of the complexities of growing up in a multicultural society is a recurring theme in literature, 

reflecting the intricacies of identity, belonging, and the challenges faced by individuals in diverse cultural 

environments. This paper analyses how Vaselinetjie presents the multifaceted experiences of a young girl 

navigating her way through the intricate web of a multicultural South African society. The novel captures the 

emotional journey of the protagonist as she struggles with her own identity, relationships, and sense of belonging 

in a world shaped by racial divisions and cultural differences. This paper also examines the ways in which 

Vaselinetjie showcases the struggles, growth, and connections of its characters, shedding light on the broader 

implications of multiculturalism and its impact on individual lives. 
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1. Introduction 

     Vaselinetjie is a novel written by Namibian writer Anoeschka von Meck. It was originally published 

in Afrikaans in 2004. It has gained popularity for its exploration of cross-cultural relationships, identity, 

and the complexities of growing up in a multicultural society like South Africa. The story revolves 

around a young girl named Vaselinetjie, who is of mixed race and is raised on a remote mission station. 

It explores Vaselinetjie’s experiences as she navigates her identity and sense of belonging in a society 

marked by racial divisions and cultural differences. The challenges she faces as a result of her heritage 

and the prejudices she encounters are central themes of the novel. Vaselinetjie addresses the broader 

themes of apartheid, race, and identity, while also focusing on the personal growth and struggles of the 

protagonist. A significant aspect of the story is its cross-cultural relationships. The novel has been 

praised for its emotional depth and its portrayal of the complex realities of life in South Africa. It 

highlights the impact of social and cultural factors on individual lives and relationships. The exploration 

of cross-cultural relationships in Vaselinetjie sheds light on the challenges and opportunities that arise 

when people from different backgrounds come together. Living in a multicultural society entails 

experiencing and participating in a diverse and dynamic environment where individuals from various 

cultural backgrounds coexist. Here are some key features of living in a multicultural society: The most 

prominent feature of a multicultural society is the presence of a wide range of cultural practices, beliefs, 

languages, and traditions. People from different backgrounds bring their unique ways of life, 
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contributing to a rich tapestry of diversity.  Living in a multicultural society provides ample 

opportunities for interacting with individuals from various cultural groups. This exposure fosters cross-

cultural understanding, empathy, and the chance to learn about different worldviews. Multicultural 

societies often boast linguistic diversity, with multiple languages spoken and written. This language 

variety reflects the presence of different ethnic and cultural groups. In a multicultural society, people 

have the chance to engage in cultural exchange. This can include trying different cuisines, attending 

cultural events, and participating in festivals that showcase various traditions. Interactions between 

people from different cultural backgrounds can lead to the formation of cross-cultural friendships. These 

relationships help break down stereotypes and create a sense of unity in diversity. Living in a 

multicultural society encourages individuals to be more culturally aware and sensitive. This awareness 

can extend to recognizing cultural nuances, practices, and the historical contexts of different groups. 

Being exposed to different cultures encourages open-mindedness and a willingness to embrace new 

perspectives. This can lead to personal growth and a broader worldview. Multicultural societies often 

provide educational opportunities to learn about various cultures, histories, and traditions. Schools, 

universities, and community organizations might offer programs or courses that promote cross-cultural 

understanding. Festivals and events celebrating different cultures are common in multicultural societies. 

These celebrations showcase the unique aspects of each culture and promote inclusivity. While 

multicultural societies offer numerous benefits, they can also face challenges related to cultural 

misunderstandings, stereotypes, and potential conflicts. Effective communication and conflict resolution 

skills become essential. In some cases, living in a multicultural society can lead to the fusion of different 

cultural elements, giving rise to new art forms, music, food, and traditions that draw inspiration from 

various sources. Individuals in multicultural societies might engage in ongoing exploration of their own 

cultural identity. This can involve blending aspects of their heritage with the culture of the society they 

live in. Living in a multicultural society can foster a global perspective, as individuals become more 

attuned to global issues, international relations, and the interconnectedness of cultures worldwide. 

Multicultural societies often prioritize equality and social justice by implementing policies and laws that 

protect the rights of individuals from diverse backgrounds and prevent discrimination. This living offers 

a multifaceted and enriching experience that encourages respect, understanding, and cooperation among 

people from different cultural backgrounds.  

     In an increasingly interconnected world, the challenges and joys of growing up in a multicultural 

society have become central themes in literature. Vaselinetjie explores into the complexities of identity, 

relationships, and the search for belonging in the context of diverse cultural backgrounds. 

 

2. Cultural Diversity and Identity 

     Vaselinetjie intricately weaves the experiences of the eponymous character, a young girl of mixed 

heritage, as she navigates her way through the diverse social landscape of South Africa. The novel 

illuminates how cultural diversity shapes identity, influencing the choices one makes and the 

relationships one forms. The protagonist’s internal conflict between the different facets of her heritage 

highlights the often challenging task of reconciling one’s roots with the demands of a multicultural 

society. In Vaselinetjie, cultural diversity functions as a canvas upon which the characters’ lives unfold. 

The story is replete with characters from diverse backgrounds, representing the multicultural tapestry of 

South African society. The novel artfully portrays various cultural traditions, languages, and customs, 

effectively showcasing the multifaceted nature of the country’s cultural landscape. The protagonist 

Vaselinetjie’s quest to reconcile her mixed heritage with her sense of self forms the core of the novel. 

Her journey becomes a microcosm of the broader struggle faced by individuals in multicultural societies. 

Vaselinetjie’s mixed-race background symbolizes the convergence of different cultures, but it also 

generates a sense of displacement and identity crisis. Her evolving self-identity mirrors the dynamic 

nature of identities in multicultural environments, where cultural influences constantly intersect and 

shape individuals’ perceptions of themselves. Throughout the narrative, the clashes and connections 

between cultures are vividly depicted. Vaselinetjie’s experiences are marked by both the challenges of 

cultural prejudice and the bonds formed through genuine cross-cultural relationships. These 
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relationships, whether fraught with tension or built on mutual understanding, mirror the real-world 

interactions that characterize multicultural societies. They highlight the potential for both conflict and 

harmony in such diverse environments. The theme of belonging versus alienation resonates deeply in 

the novel. It portrays Vaselinetjie’s yearning for acceptance and her struggle to find a place where she 

truly belongs. This reflects the broader existential challenge faced by individuals in multicultural 

societies, where the quest for belonging often intersects with the complexities of cultural identity. The 

novel serves as a mirror reflecting the experiences of individuals growing up in a multicultural society. 

Vaselinetjie’s journey captures the universal struggle of navigating cultural diversity while forging a 

unique identity. 

3. Navigating Relationships 

     The portrayal of relationships in the novel is a testament to the challenges and beauty of 

multiculturalism. Vaselinetjie’s interactions with individuals from various cultural backgrounds 

highlight the delicate balance between unity and division. The novel portrays friendships that transcend 

cultural boundaries as well as the tensions that arise from societal prejudices. These relationships serve 

as mirrors reflecting the broader complexities of growing up in a multicultural society. The novel 

provides a captivating exploration of relationships within the context of a multicultural society. It 

skilfully depicts the intricate web of connections that characters forge as they navigate the challenges, 

tensions, and shared experiences that arise from living in a diverse cultural landscape. It portrays cross-

cultural friendships as bridges between different worlds. Vaselinetjie’s interactions with characters from 

various cultural backgrounds highlight the potential for genuine connections to transcend societal 

divisions. Through friendships, the novel illustrates the power of empathy and shared humanity, 

breaking down barriers and promoting mutual understanding. The relationships depicted in Vaselinetjie 

also shed light on the corrosive impact of cultural prejudice. The characters struggle with societal biases 

that hinder meaningful interactions. However, the novel addresses the potential for growth and 

transformation. As characters engage with each other on a deeper level, preconceived notions gradually 

give way to empathy and understanding. The multicultural society is depicted with its tensions and 

misunderstandings. The clash of cultural norms and values occasionally results in friction, reflecting the 

challenges inherent in diverse interactions. These conflicts mirror the complexities of real-world 

relationships in multicultural environments, where differing perspectives can lead to both productive 

discourse and moments of discord. Vaselinetjie explores family relationships within the multicultural 

context as well. The protagonist’s relationship with her family, particularly her adoptive parents, 

emphasises the ways in which familial bonds can transcend cultural differences. Additionally, familial 

conflicts rooted in cultural norms provide insight into the intricate interplay between individual identity 

and societal expectations. The novel explores into the realm of romantic relationships, demonstrating 

how love can flourish amidst cultural diversity. The challenges faced by Vaselinetjie and her love 

interest reflect the difficulties of navigating cultural differences in intimate relationships. The portrayal 

of love in the midst of such challenges emphasizes the capacity for deep connections to overcome 

societal barriers. Through the array of relationships, the novel celebrates the potential for unity in 

diversity. The characters’ interactions and personal growth highlight the importance of open 

communication, patience, and the willingness to learn from one another. The story serves as a reminder 

that while navigating relationships in a multicultural society may be complex, the connections formed 

have the power to bridge divides and enrich the lives of all involved. 

4. Impact on Individual Growth 

     In the beginning of the novel, we witness Vaselinetjie’s personal growth in the face of adversity. Her 

journey is marked by moments of self-discovery, resilience, and the search for a sense of place. The 

novel portrays the transformative power of embracing one’s diverse heritage and the potential for 

personal growth that arises from understanding the complexities of others. Vaselinetjie intricately 

weaves the theme of individual growth within the complexity of a multicultural society. The novel, set 

in South Africa, portrays how the challenges and opportunities presented by cultural diversity shape the 

personal development of its characters, offering a nuanced exploration of how individuals evolve in the 

face of adversity, self-discovery, and cross-cultural interactions. The characters in Vaselinetjie confront 



782            N. Gejeswari/ Journal of Language and Linguistic Studies, 17(1) (2021) 779-783 

© 2021 JLLS and the Authors - Published by JLLS. 

   

various forms of adversity that arise from living in a multicultural society. These challenges, ranging 

from prejudice to identity crises, become catalysts for personal growth. The characters’ resilience in the 

face of adversity exemplifies the capacity of individuals to transcend their circumstances and emerge 

stronger. The protagonist’s journey towards self-discovery is a central aspect of individual growth in the 

novel. As Vaselinetjie struggles with her mixed-race heritage and questions of belonging, she embarks 

on a transformative quest to understand her identity. This exploration mirrors the broader process of 

identity formation in multicultural environments, where individuals often draw from multiple cultural 

influences to shape their sense of self. Living in a multicultural society exposes characters to a plethora 

of new experiences, ideas, and perspectives. The novel depicts how the characters’ willingness to engage 

with diverse cultures fosters personal growth. Through friendships, interactions, and exposure to 

different ways of life, characters learn to broaden their horizons and challenge preconceived notions. 

One of the most profound impacts of living in a multicultural society is the cultivation of empathy and 

understanding. Characters in Vaselinetjie experience a transformation in their attitudes as they forge 

cross-cultural relationships. This growth in empathy helps characters move beyond stereotypes and 

embrace the complexities of others’ experiences. Interactions between characters from different cultural 

backgrounds inevitably lead to conflicts rooted in misunderstandings. However, the novel highlights 

how these conflicts can become opportunities for growth. Through effective communication and 

resolution, characters learn to navigate differences constructively, reflecting the real-world skill sets 

needed in diverse societies. Vaselinetjie beautifully portrays characters embracing their hybrid identities 

– a product of their multicultural environment. These individuals exemplify the potential for personal 

growth when one learns to celebrate the convergence of cultures and embrace the richness of their own 

diversity. Cultural exchange is a recurring motif in the novel, showcasing how characters’ growth is 

often triggered by exposure to new cultural elements. Through music, food, language, and art, characters 

expand their worldviews and find personal enrichment. 

5. Belonging and Multiculturalism 

     Vaselinetjie provides a skilful portrayal of the search for belonging in a multicultural society. The 

novel illustrates the tension between the desire to fit in and the importance of preserving cultural 

heritage. It emphasises that true belonging stems from the acceptance of one’s own identity and the 

recognition of the uniqueness of others. It provides a vivid exploration of the intricate relationship 

between belonging and multiculturalism. Set within the diverse context of South Africa, the novel 

explores into the complexities of how individuals navigate their sense of belonging within a society 

marked by cultural diversity and social divisions. At its core, Vaselinetjie showcases the diverse cultural 

landscape of South Africa, reflecting the nation’s rich tapestry of traditions, languages, and histories. 

The characters in the novel epitomize this multicultural mosaic, each representing different cultural 

backgrounds that come together to form a complex whole. The search for belonging is a universal human 

desire, and Vaselinetjie captures this yearning within a multicultural context. The protagonist, struggles 

with her own mixed-race heritage, yearning for a place where she can authentically belong. Her journey 

resonates with readers who have felt the pull between embracing cultural diversity and finding a space 

where they are accepted without reservation. The novel emphasises the notion of cultural pluralism, 

where different cultural identities coexist without erasing individual uniqueness. Vaselinetjie’s internal 

struggle to harmonize her various cultural influences with her personal identity is emblematic of the 

broader challenge faced by those living in multicultural societies. The story highlights that belonging 

does not necessarily require conforming to one singular cultural identity. Vaselinetjie navigates the 

tension between unity and division within a multicultural society. The characters’ relationships reflect 

the potential for both conflict and harmony that arise when diverse cultures intersect. This tension is a 

microcosm of the larger societal challenges of fostering unity while honouring cultural differences. 

Throughout the novel, characters forge connections across cultural lines, illustrating how shared 

experiences and understanding can create a sense of belonging. These connections challenge 

preconceptions and emphasize that belonging can be fostered by embracing shared humanity, despite 

cultural disparities. As Vaselinetjie’s journey unfolds, the novel reveals that the search for belonging 

often leads to an internal discovery. The process of acceptance and self-love enables Vaselinetjie to 

transcend external boundaries and find a home within herself. This emphasises the profound idea that 

true belonging begins with self-acceptance, which then extends to embracing cultural diversity. Cultural 
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festivals and events in Vaselinetjie symbolize moments of unity within diversity. The characters come 

together to celebrate various cultural traditions, highlighting the potential for shared experiences to 

foster a sense of belonging for both individuals and the broader community. 

6. Conclusion 

     In Vaselinetjie, cultural diversity is not just a backdrop but a central force that shapes characters, 

relationships, and the overarching narrative. Meck’s exploration of identity within a multicultural 

society illuminates the complexities, challenges, and beauty that arise when diverse cultures converge. 

Through Vaselinetjie’s story, the novel emphasises the importance of understanding, empathy, and the 

recognition that the fusion of cultures can lead to the formation of a richer, more interconnected human 

experience. The novel’s portrayal of friendships, family ties, romantic connections, and conflicts serves 

as a mirror reflecting the nuanced interactions that define such environments. The novel makes us to 

contemplate the transformative potential of relationships in fostering understanding, empathy, and unity 

across diverse cultural backgrounds. It portrays the transformative potential of diverse environments. 

Meck’s narrative serves as a testament to the human capacity for adaptation, understanding, and personal 

evolution in the face of the challenges and opportunities posed by cultural diversity. It also stresses the 

complexity of finding one’s place in a diverse society while embracing individual identity. It highlights 

that belonging transcends surface appearances and that a true sense of home is formed through the 

acceptance of oneself, others, and the rich cultural tapestry that surrounds us. The novel illuminates the 

struggles, triumphs, and the intricate dance of relationships that mark the journey of growing up in a 

multicultural world. It reminds us that the complexities of identity, belonging, and relationships are 

universal human experiences, transcending geographical and cultural boundaries. 
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