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ABSTRACT 

My dissertation addresses a lacuna of contemporary scholarship by utilizing South 

African Indian literature as a lens through which to view South African culture in a 

different light. Drawing on South African Indian writings emerging post-1976,1 

explore this fiction as a cultural history that investigates how race is negotiated in 

Apartheid and post-Apartheid South Africa. I have found that the seemingly 

marginal construction of South African Indian identity is central to understanding the 

ideological underpinnings of South African culture as it destabilizes rigid 

constructions of race. In part because of its location outside of the dominant 

black/white taxonomy in South Africa, this literature problematizes bounded notions 

of race by undermining culturally constructed oppositions that establish difference 

and sameness. Ideas of "Indianness" are therefore crucial to understanding cultural 

and institutional relations in South Africa more broadly as they reveal how race, 

power and politics operate outside of dominant racial oppositions, thereby 

repositioning the temis of the debates. Narrative in post-Apartheid South Africa 

forms a dialogue with both the silences of Apartheid and those of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission. My work therefore investigates how literary texts 

undermine culturally constructed oppositions that establish difference and sameness, 

in dialogue with the re-textualizing processes of the TRC. I concentrate on 

contemporary South African Indian fiction of the last twenty-five years, including 

Achmat Dangor's Kafka's Curse (1997) and Bitter Fruit (2001), Farida Karodia's 

Other Secrets (2000), Beverley Naidoo's Out of Bounds (2001), Agnus Sam's Jesus 
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is Indian and Other Stories (1989), Jayapraga Reddy's On the Fringe ofDreamtime 

and Other Stories (1987), Imraan Coovadia's The Wedding (2001) and Shamin 

Sarif s The World Unseen (2001). 
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FOREWOMB 

It will perhaps come to be that we who have harbored in our country the worst 
example of racism since the defeat of Nazism, will make a contribution to human 

civilization by ordering our affairs in such a manner that we strike an effective and 
lasting blow against racism everywhere - Nelson Mandela. 

Just before the second democratic election in South Africa, I was in a 

Johannesburg department store where two men in front of me in the line were having 

a heated argument about racial identity. One man (who was dark skinned) asked the 

other what race he was, and the other responded that he was black. The first man 

became annoyed at this response and replied that he was not black and placed their 

two arms together, demonstrating that they were clearly of different colors and 

therefore different races. This failed to end the discussion, and as the argument 

continued, the darker man turned to me for my opinion as to 'what' the lighter man 

was. When I responded that he was South African, the darker man replied "What 

does she know? She's a white!" 

As South Africans, we constitute a race mad society in our desire to classify 

"what" we are. It is almost as if we need to place each person we meet in their 

designated Apartheid racial category in order to understand "who" they are. It seems 

as if Apartheid racial taxonomies have become naturalized over time, losing the 

memory of their artifice as they continue to shape South African culture despite their 

inherent inability to account for diversities. This racial ordering impulse is one part 

of the heritage we have been left by Apartheid, another is a certain amount of 
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discomfort in this taxonomy from the left of the political spectrum. It is through such 

overdetermination, coupled with this disavowal, that understanding race constitutes a 

kind of negative space in contemporary South Africa. What lies beyond racial 

taxonomies? What does a disavowal of discussing racial classification do to an 

understanding of how race operates? How do racial meanings change when we 

remain stuck within the language of Apartheid taxonomies? What these categories 

mean and how they function ten years after Apartheid's official demise are crucial 

cultural indictors that need exploration in order to transform race making in the 

present. It is in this space between past and present, overdetermination and 

disavowal, race and racism, that I situate this project on South African Indian 

literature and race. 

This project destabilizes Apartheid racial taxonomies through the 

centralization of Indian identity, as an operative category, in examining race in South 

Africa more broadly. What makes someone a South African Indian writer? What 

quantity of "Indianness" is required? Can this label be applied on the basis of subject 

matter? Of parentage? Of ancestry? The writers I have chosen to examine in this 

research cover a range of positions. Achmat Dangor defines himself as "colored". 

Farida Karodia is of "mixed" parentage. Agnus Sam chooses to identify herself as 

black. Jayapraga Reddy and Imraan Coovadia have identified themselves as South 

African Indians. Shamin Sarif has South African bom parents of Indian ancestry, but 

was bom and lives in London. Ahmed Essop was bom in India but has lived in South 

Africa for most of his life. Beverley Naidoo is a white woman married to an Indian 
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man, as is Ruth Prawa-Jaballa. South African Indian identities consist of a multitude 

of positions within imbricated cultural sites, forming an elastic construct that is 

complex and often ambiguous. Race in South Africa is an inherently ambiguous 

construct, despite a history of imposed racial identities. In the present, this ambiguity 

is found in the tension between non-racialism, Black Consciousness and Apartheid 

taxonomies that characterize contemporary South Africa where racism is 

interrogated but race is not. In reading South African Indian literature as a cultural 

history, the racial politics that continue to undergird South African culture arc 

contested in a process of reformulation. 

South African Indians continue to be placed ambiguously into post-Apartheid 

South Africa. Thabo Mbeki's famous "I am an African" speech that marked the 

adoption of South Africa's constitution contains the following lines: 

I come of those who were transported from India and China, whose being 
resided in the fact, solely, that they were able to provide physical labour, who 
taught me that we could both be at home and be foreign, who taught me that 
human existence itself demanded that freedom was a necessary condition for 
that human existence. (Mbeki 1996) 

Why is it that South African Indians continue to be seen as not fully South African? 

Why are they both foreign and at home in a country in which they have lived for a 

hundred and fifty years? What cultural mechanisms continue into the present which 

designate South African Indians as Other? Reading South African Indian literature as 

a cultural history results in a repositioning of the dominant cultural debates from a 

community that is seen as marginal but is really crucial to any understanding of the 



mechanisms that support complex cultural formations. This study therefore not only 

addresses a lacuna in contemporary scholarship by examining a body of literature 

that has been under studied, but is also an intervention into anti-racist politics more 

broadly. I can only hope that South Africa can live up to Nelson Mandela's vision of 

becoming a "civilization that strikes an effective and lasting blow against racism 

everywhere," a blow that comes from interrogating race. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

...South Africa is also a place striking for its imbrication of multiple identities -
identities that mythologies of apartheid, and of resistance to it, tended to 

silence... Important as this focus on the decompression of the post-apartheid period 
has been, we may also begin to see that complex configurations, at least at the level 
of identity were always there. Apartheid tried to mask them through the ideology of 

separation; the liberation struggle, strikingly marked by a non-racial ethos, 
nonetheless emphasized that very segregation as a means of generating support. The 

new nation has tried to mask these complex configurations by foregrounding an 
over-simplified discourse of rainbow nationalism. 

- Sarah Nuttall & Cheryl-Ann Michael. 

This study focuses on South African Indian fiction and race as an imbricated 

cultural history, which points towards the connectedness of cultural forms, within the 

complex site of Indian identity in South Africa. While utilizing Apartheid 

taxonomies ten years after the official demise of Apartheid seems problematic, it 

becomes apparent that contemporary cultural imderstandings remain ovcrdetermincd 

by such constructions. Both popular and official cultural constructs are still informed 

by Apartheid racial taxonomies that divide South Africans into black, white, 

"colored" (mixed race), and Indian. What these divisions mean, how they are 

embraced and contested, are crucial signifiers of where discourse resides in 

contemporary South Africa. The aim of this research is not to entrench Apartheid 

racial taxonomies but rather to explore what they mean and how they continue to 

inform culture, in order to destabilize such taxonomies. South African Indian 
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literature is a vehicle through which the dynamics of race making as well as the 

racialization of scholarship may be explored. 

As a body of literature, writing by South A fricans of Indian descent has 

largely been excluded from the canon into post-Apartheid South Africa, while 

Indianness as a language of both race and nation (Shukla 9) points towards both the 

malleability and complexity of identities as imbricated cultural constructions. The 

exclusion of South African Indian scholarship highlights the insidious nature of 

Apartheid in terms of establishing a black/white dichotomy that is unable to account 

for nuances within its binary logic. Issues of race, as seen through varying notions of 

"Indianness," both inform and destabilize contemporary understandings of South 

African culture. The Indian community, while situated as being marginal in relation 

to the dominant black/white dichotomy in South Africa, becomes crucial in a type of 

postcolonial revisioning of the central debates that mark contemporary culturc. The 

ambiguous nature of South African society is foregrounded as 1 show that South 

Africans were never one thing or another, but have been forced to choose or deny the 

ambiguities of identity. An investigation of this area therefore yields an 

understanding of South African culture beyond the dominant black/white dichotomy 

into a graduated understanding of difference and sameness within diverse cultural 

forms. 

Race operates as a social and ideological formation in South Africa on 

multiple levels. As a social construct it has appeared "natural" over time. As the 

dominant form of social stratification, racial constructions are pervasive and 
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insidious. Caught between the enforced rigidity of Apartheid racial classifications 

and the non-racialism of the anti-Apartheid movement, race in South Africa offers a 

unique glimpse behind the matrix of cultural constructions that make up common 

sense understandings. Anthony Marx, in examining the salience of race in South 

Africa, says the following: 

Describing race as having no basis in science did not dispel its power as 
myth. Prejudice has continued to serve as a criterion of stratification, 
embedded in economic relations, political institutions, and ideology. If the 
basis of such distinctions was not naturally ascriptive, then it had to be 
socially constructed. But seeing race as situational only begins the analysis of 
why and how such lines are drawn. Specifying where this process is centered 
can help in understanding it. (4) 

With no scientific difference between peoples, the constructed nature of race is 

highlighted. While race has been shown to be another type of "imagined 

community," it is also lived as a real relation that gives it its janus-faced quality of 

being both imagined and real. It is important to state that while race is an imagined 

category, racism is not. It is lived out as discrimination, victimization and terror by 

millions on a regular basis. It is my hope that by destabilizing the ground on which 

racism relies, namely race, that this research may contribute towards anti-racist 

politics more broadly. In the case of South Africa, where society was historically 

constructed through racial difference and domination, the mechanisms of race 

making and the current salience of its racial myths are important discourses through 

which the "center" of this process may be explored. While the enforcing institutions 

of Apartheid have disappeared in a post-Apartheid context, the dynamics of race 



making have remained (Marx 23). South Africa is still a society that understands its 

citizens through their previous racial classifications, and as such it is necessary to 

situate this research within both Apartheid and post-Apartheid history, centering an 

account of the South African Indian community and the dynamics of race making 

within this process. 

Apartheid followed on the heels of colonial domination, with South Africa 

being colonized by the Dutch in the 1600s and the British in the early 1800s. Like 

they did elsewhere, the British instituted a policy of "divide and rule" that 

exacerbated and enforced the divisions between groups. When the National Party 

took power in 1948 they began to systematize and refine this "divide and rule" 

policy into Apartheid or "separate development." Apartheid was based on the 

following ideas; 

-The hierarchical ordering of economic, political and social structures on the 
basis of race, identified by physical characteristics such as skin colour and 
hair texture. - Exclusion of black people [black, colored and Indian] from 
many of the civil, political and economic rights enjoyed by white people, 
such as the right to vote, to move fi*eely, to be full citizens of South Africa, 
and to own property and work anywhere in South Africa. 
- Confining black people to inferior housing, schools, universities, hospitals, 
and transport and prohibiting sexual relations and inter-marriage across the 
colour bar. This discrimination insinuated that black cultures were inferior to 
those of white people. 
- Institutionalising this hierarchical, discriminatory and segregated system in 
law, enabling the government to enforce it through various measures. 
(Lipton in Zegeye 4) 

Apartheid policy became pervasive, instituted through violence and repression as 

well as through a slew of racially based legislation. The cornerstone of Apartheid 
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legislation was the Population Registration Act of 1950 which classified the 

population into the four "racial" groups of black, white, colored (mixed race) and 

Indian. The Act was amended over fifteen times as the logistics of an enforced racial 

taxonomy had to be continually refined and constructed. The difficulties of forcing 

individuals into a rigid system of classification that can never contain the 

multiplicities of identities resulted in the silencing of difference rather than in its 

eradication. Rehana Ebrahim-Vally describes the impact of the Population 

Registration Act as follows: 

The enactment of the Population Registration Act law gave each South 
African an objective racial/ethnic identity; in other words, an imposed 
identity, like the identity given to an object through a name, or through a 
label stuck onto it depending on its shape and origin. The law determined the 
membership of a group through the apparent phenotype, and through a wide 
array of religious, linguistic and cultural criteria, which went as far as 
including clothing and social habits. (52) 

The four racial groups were also hierarchically placed with white at the top, followed 

by Indian, then colored and finally black at the bottom. Each "group" was restricted 

to its own area and had access to an institutionalized set of services and 

"opportunities" that the Apartheid system deemed as appropriate to what it perceived 

as the particular abilities of that group. These four groups were also internally 

divided along ethnic, cultural or linguistic lines into a system made up of minority 

populations in an attempt by the Apartheid regime to claim that whites constituted 

one minority among a population of other minorities. "Indians fitted into the grand 

apartheid scheme of a 'nation of minorities.' They gave the proclaimed 
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'multiculturalism' visibility and justification..in the government's attempt to 

deracialize minority rule (Moodley 93). Indians were sometimes singled out by the 

regime as an example of the "success" of separate development: 

The nationalist govemment has often exploited the colourful Indian 
community as a prime-showpiece of separate development. Indian cultural 
traditionalism, intactness, business acumen and motivation toward 
educational achievement and success are portrayed as a result of enforced 
segregation. P W Botha [president in 1980s] referred to the Indian South 
African as the most successful Indian community abroad. Yet, paradoxically, 
Indians have been most suspect, as is evident in the barrage of legislation 
directed against them. They have been hardest hit by the Group Areas Act 
[sic]. The relative success of Indians occurred not because of apartheid but 
despite severe discrimination. (Moodley 101) 

The South African Indian community's insular aspects are positioned as a result of 

enforced separation. A number of racial myths collide in this passage as Indians are 

ideologically positioned as beneficiari es of the Apartheid system when they were 

second-class citizens in South Africa. The discourse of wealthy Indian merchants 

emerges here when the majority of South African Indians are working class 

descendents of indentured laborers (Ramsamy 63). Both of these images emerge out 

of a particular history of racial myths that can be traced back to the first wave of 

Indian migration to South Africa. 

Indians first came to South Africa as indentured laborers in I860'. Slavery 

was abolished in the British Empire in 1833 and indenture replaced slavery as the 



dominant form of economic exploitation during the nineteenth century. Fatima Meer 

(1987) makes the polemical argument that indenture was cheaper than slavery for the 

plantation owner as the average life span of a slave was ten years, with the first few 

years being of low productivity as the slave had to recover from the arduous journey. 

Plantation owners did not have to pay for their indentured servants in advance and 

the indenture contract required only minimal provisions and a small stipend with 

money deducted for minor infractions, resulting in very low costs to plantation 

owners. Migration is a complex process with multi-valent heterogeneous narratives 

accounting for the movement of people. Current research is showing movement was 

often, but not always, voluntary. Many Indians did not wish to leave India due to 

both religious taboos of crossing the ocean (kala pani or black water) and because 

life in India was often good, despite colonial discourse that said otherwise. This 

resulted in unscrupulous "kangani" or agents sometimes recruiting people under 

false pretenses, and even kidnapping children to collect their fee. While the majority 

of indentured Indians emigrated for economic reasons, many were brought under 

false pretenses or after agents utilized familial strife as leverage to make people sign 

indenture contracts. Bhana has argued that analyses that focus solely on the low-

caste origins of many indentured workers elides the economic and social nuances 

involved in immigration. Rehana Ibrahim-Vally in examining the predominance of 

Shudra Varna or outcaste people amongst indentured laborers surmises that their 

' Some theorists speak of Indians being brought to South Africa as slaves in previous decades. While 
Indians certainly were brought as slaves during the early colonial period, further research needs to be 
done around the specifics of this population and their legacy in the country. 



recruitment was based on their lack of land ownership and their skills in the agrarian 

arena (131), highlighting the multiplicity of migration narratives. 

The need for indentured laborers arose when the British were unable to break 

African ties to the land in Natal. Zulus were attempting to resist the sugar cane 

economy that was encroaching on their land through a labor shortage and Indian 

indentured laborers weakened their bargaining power (Sam 10). African labor was 

also too free for the plantation owners in that they could return home at will with no 

enforceable law preventing them from leaving as was the case with indentured 

laborers (Meer 51). Indentured laborers were not free in Natal. They were not 

allowed to leave the estate that they worked on without a pass and were forced to 

work far longer hours than those stipulated in their contracts (Mesthrie 11). The 

majority of indentured Indians were Hindu, with a small percentage of Muslims and 

Christians. These immigrants referred to themselves as "Madrassi" or "Calcuttie," 

signifying their port of departure from India (Vally 122). Indentured laborers were 

brought to South Africa until 1911, with the understanding that their return fare to 

India would be paid at the close of their contracts or they would be given a piece of 

land. Most chose to stay in South Africa rather than accept offers of repatriation. 

Indians lived under constant threat of repatriation until they were given citizenship in 

1961, a hundred years after settling in South Africa. 

A second wave of Indian migration to South Africa began around 1870. 

Known as passenger Indians, they chose to move to South Africa independently and 

paid their own fare. There are significant differences between these two types of 



Indian immigration. Passenger Indians did not have the same restrictions placed on 

them as those who were bound by indenture contracts and established themselves as 

traders in regions beyond Natal. The majority of passenger Indians were Muslim 

traders from Gujarat and Bombay. Unlike indentured Indians, many were able to 

bring their families with them. Their ability to cross borders more freely allowed 

them to maintain strong links with India in a way that indentured Indians could not. 

The Hindu passenger population arrived after 1890 and were mostly Gujarati 

speaking. Some passenger Indians also moved to South Africa from Mauritius, 

connecting this community to Indian Ocean trading routes/roots. The predominance 

of Muslims among the passenger population has been partly attributed to their 

uncomfortable position in Indian society which pushed them to move (Argyle in 

Vally 124). Indians in South Africa organized themselves into three distinct groups: 

the Madrassi, the Calcuttie and passenger Indians. Linguistic differences operated 

within each of the three groups and some caste-based practices were transposed onto 

these linguistic groups (Vally 138/9). 

While the heterogeneity of this community cannot be understated, a pan-

Indian identity grew alongside internal differences (Govinden 37). Anti-Indian 

sentiment emerged in South Africa which did not differentiate between Indians, and 

it was through this stereotype-based discrimination that a pan-Indian identity 

emerged: 

The history of discrimination against Indians in Natal began early. Indian 
merchants and shopkeepers were always able to undercut the prices of white 
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commerce.. .The Dealers Licensing Act of 1897 was just the first of several 
measures aimed at reserving sectors of commerce for whites.. .Even after 
Mohandas K. Gandhi arrived as a lawyer.. .it took him over a decade to 
reaUse that discrimination affected all Indians, and eventually, Africans as 
well. Thereafter, until he left South Africa in 1913, Gandhi was, of course, an 
important figure in the burgeoning resistance to racist rule. In the interwar 
period, the politics.. .moved into the area of residence and jobs. The rhetoric 
of racism was always couched in terms of hygiene, suggesting that civilized 
whites were in danger of pollution by "dirty coolies": this manifested as a 
sequence of ethnic cleansing initiatives in residential districts.. .Many jobs 
too were reserved for whites of little or no skill, while others, usually the 
most menial, were reserved for blacks, confining Indian business into a 
shrinking sphere over which they had next to no say. (Hart & Padayachee 
688/9) 

The discourse of Indians as unscrupulous business merchants began early as 

colonialists felt threatened by commercial competition. Their desire to curtail Indian 

enterprise resulted in the racialization of commercial competition. Gandhi was one of 

the founders of the Natal Indian Congress (NIC) which initially was a class based 

organization, reflecting the concerns of Indian merchants in Natal'. The NIC later 

became central in articulating Indian political concerns and positions more broadly, 

eventually forming a strong alliance with the African National Congress^ (ANC). 

Passive resistance campaigns were initiated by the NIC to protest against the barrage 

of repressive laws that were enacted. With few avenues open to them, Indians were 

~ "Essentially concerned with the plight of the Indian merchant classes, Gandhi founded the Natal 
Indian Congress in 1894. He believed that the interest of the Indians would best be advanced 
independent of the African cause, through a separately articulated politics. However, the 
accommodationist overtones of the Indian merchant class was ineffective in deterring the colonial 
government's introduction of more anti-Indian legislation. In 1939, a new generation of activists vied 
for leadership positions within the NIC, giving way to more militant politics in the post-1945 period. 
There was also the increasing realization that Indians needed to form partnerships with Africans to 
strengthen their opposition to the colonialists." (Ramsamy 60) 
^ The ANC is the anti-Apartheid organization or liberation movement that has dominated South 
African politics in both the Apartheid and post-Apartheid period. It is the organization to which 
Nelson Mandela belongs and has been the ruling party in the country since it became a democracy in 
1994. 
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forced into an ever decreasing economic sphere that was increasingly legislated in 

favor of white-owned businesses. The "race problem" in South Africa was initially 

designated as a problem between whites and Indians'*. The repressive legislation and 

discrimination pioneered in Natal against Indians was later applied to black South 

Africans (Hart & Padayachee 688). The stereotype of Indians as middlemen or 

buffers, as occupying an ambivalent space had begun: 

The Indian people's experience of the Apartheid state in the period from 
1948 to 1973 was ambivalent. Once again, residential areas in Natal were 
rearranged and large townships built exclusively for Indians. But the 
community's drive towards self-improvement through education and 
commerce was boosted by postwar economic conditions.. .It was one of the 
boasts of the National Party regime that the Indians were a great success story 
for apartheid and this myth continues to haunt the Indian community 
today.. .like most myths, there is some truth in it. Indian professionals and 
businessmen achieved a great deal in the postwar period.. .The establishment 
of a republic in 1961 did grant Indians full citizenship for the first time, 
although freedom of movement across provincial borders only came in 1972 
and the establishment of a tricameral parliament excluding blacks in 1984 
divided the Indian community (Hart & Padayachee 689). 

Racist discourse has followed the South African Indian community from the 

time that they arrived in South Africa. Numerous non-fictional depictions, 

particularly early editions of "The Natal Mercury" newspaper, portray this 

community as a homogenized group that is "unscrupulous, dirty and unfathomable," 

keeping themselves aloof from all other communities (Hale 174). Whites in Durban 

'* Before Indians arrived in South Africa, the country was seen as having a labor problem in colonial 
discourse as the colonialists had not yet broken African ties to the land. After Indians established 
themselves outside of indenture contracts, colonial discourse designated them as constituting a race 
problem due to the commercial competition that they posed to white owned businesses. The idea that 
this constituted a "race" problem was eventually extended to the indigenous population, with notions 
of racial inferiority and superiority being used to undergird their system of exploitation. 
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blamed Indians for a plague that hit the area, while the 1949 and 1985^ riots when 

Africans attacked Indians in Durban hemmed this community in on all sides. 

Apartheid taxonomies reified Indianness into a distinct racial category, setting one 

"population group" against another in its enforcement of imposed difference. The 

diversity and schisms within this community were flattened under Apartheid 

discourse, while discrimination served as a unifying agent. Apartheid ideology 

institutionalized group differences, imposing what has been called "ethnicity from 

above" on all its peoples (Zegeye 7). Race therefore became the single most 

important determinant of identity in South Africa, where race was fetishized and all 

other aspects of identity occupied a secondary position (Attridge & Jolly 12). While 

South Africa became a race-obsessed society, the form that this obsession took is one 

based on classification and taxonomy rather than on the content of its racial 

constructions - a type of ordering impulse, as if the content of such a Linnaean 

system is common sense. This project therefore highlights how such racial categories 

operate through an investigation of Indianness, as Apartheid racial taxonomies need 

to be explored in order to be dismantled. 

' The 1949 riots began after an altercation between a black youth and an Indian shopkeeper. Accounts 
of the incident vary with some versions saying that the shopkeeper assaulted the youth. The result was 
that the day after this incident, groups of Africans from a particularly impoverished part of the city 
attacked Indian people and property around Durban. Indians were assaulted, raped and killed. The 
Inanda riots of 1985 lasted for a week where Indians were again targeted by impoverished Africans in 
the area. Tliere is an alternative narrative here of white involvement and police complicity in these 
attacks. The trajectory between the "divide and rule" policy of the British and its extension into 
Apartheid's "separateness" is highlighted here as the rage inherent in such repressive systems is 
erroneously targeted against the closest "other." The spatial quality of Apartlieid cities where Indian 
group areas were placed between black and white areas as a buffer should violence erupt is also 
illuminated through these events. 
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Race in South Africa is an inherently ambiguous construct. This ambiguity is 

found in the tension between non-racialism, Black Consciousness and Apartheid 

taxonomies that characterize contemporary South Africa where racism is 

interrogated but race is not. The Black Consciousness movement and Steve Biko 

dominated politics in the 1970s, when many South African Indians began to self 

identify as black rather than Indian. Black became a political term rather than one 

that signified skin color. It was a rejection of Apartheid taxonomies and a 

redefinition of blackness as a force for liberation that embraced all oppressed peoples 

in South Africa, incorporating African, colored and Indian into the term "black" as 

each group experienced similar types of institutionalized discrimination. The 

importance of the movement cannot be overstated but it also had some drawbacks. 

NIC anti-Apartheid activist Kunii Naidoo expressed the dilemma between identity 

politics and ethnic consciousness as a lived relation as follows; 

[W]hen you do fieldwork and go to people's houses, they ask you, "What 
guarantee do we Indians have that when the blacks take over they won't just 
boot us out?" When you talk to them, you can't talk as a black person - you 
have to connect with people at the level they are thinking. When relating to 
ordinary working class people you have to talk in terms of being Indian or 
coloured. That is why it is necessary to have the Indian Congress: because 
that is how people perceive themselves. (Ramsamy 65) 

The fears involved in being a persecuted minority run deep, particularly in the 

context of Idi Amin's expulsion of Indians from Uganda. In 1972, after declaring an 

"economic war" on this population, Idi Amin gave Indians three months to leave the 

country and expropriated all their property and wealth. The insidious nature of both 
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Apartheid racial divisions and the salience of race as a lived relation are highlighted 

by the quote by Ramsamy, while the expulsion of Indians from Uganda reveals the 

precarious nature of this group's history in Africa. The problematics of self 

definition are also brought to the fore as Apartheid racial constructions of identity 

collide with Black Consciousness delineations of identity, all within the larger 

context of anti-Apartheid struggles. The influence ofBlack Consciousness continues 

to reverberate in contemporary South African constructions of identity and 

Indianness but the political context has changed: 

The influence ofBlack Consciousness lingers on in the quarrels among South 
African Indians over whether the terms black. South African or Indian should 
be used. The question that is often asked is whether using the term 'Indian' is 
not ethnocentric. ...Against the historical background of apartheid, Black 
Consciousness had a clear-cut agenda. However, the diverse impulses in 
contemporary cultural politics have resulted in a blurring, and considerations 
around race and ethnicity have now become complex and contradictory. 
Colonialism and apartheid on the one hand, and Black Consciousness on the 
other, both caught in the same binary of opposites, insisted on a stable 
subject, whether essentialist or political.. .But as Said cautions; "identity does 
not necessarily imply ontologically given and eternally determined stability, 
or uniqueness, or irreducible character, or privileged status as something total 
and complete in and of itself (Govinden 44). 

The instability of the subject is highlighted and continues to be reflected in the 

terminology that people use to identify and self identify. The complex site of Indian 

identity reveals both the historical quagmire of "imposed ethnicity" and the diverse 

responses to it. The vicissitudes of identity politics and ethnic consciousness are 

made more comprehensible through an understanding of the dominant ANC aligned 

anti-Apartheid forces' understanding of race. The ANC has long embraced the 
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concept of non-racialism as one of its core principles, despite some members 

adopting an Africanist^ stance. Non-racialism does not mean a denial of race as an 

operative category but rather embraces a common South African identity irrespective 

of race or ethnicity (Cock & Bernstein 21). Many left-oriented South Africans are 

still uneasy about identifying their racial or ethnic background as it shadows the 

Apartheid taxonomy that they reject, rather, most will identify as South African 

without any type of qualifier. Anthony Marx delineates the history of this ideology 

as follows: 

The ANC did not simply call for inclusion of those racial categories excluded 
by apartheid, but also advocated that all such categories be abandoned in a 
non-racial state. This idealistic stance did not preclude the ANC from 
recognizing racial categories as they had been imposed. Racially defined, 
distinct groups were incorporated into the ANC alliance. But the goal of 
nonracialism did imply that such distinctions would be abandoned after 
inclusive national democracy had been achieved.. .A more radical ideological 
challenge to racial domination is difficult to imagine, but nonracialism can 
also be seen as a response to state pohcies. (199) 

The non-racialism of the ANC and its affiliated organizations incorporated the 

majority of anti-Apartheid forces in South Africa. This radical reorientation of racial 

divisiveness was a brilliant strategy to combat Apartheid meanings. The complexities 

of this approach had far reaching effects. The logistics of Apartheid required anti-

Apartheid forces to often work within its racial taxonomies in that the population 

lived in separate areas with distinct problems. Grass roots political organizations 

^ In 1959 some members of the ANC's militant youth league split from the ANC over their stance on 
non-racialism to form the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC). The PAC's ideology is based on a concept 
of African nationalism that excludes coloreds, Indians and whites. There is still an Africanist 
undercurrent within the ANC that has existed alongside its more overt stance of non-racialism. 
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therefore had to take place within these separate communities which were then 

unified under larger umbrella organizations. In the 1980s this umbrella organization 

was the United Democratic Front (UDF) that incorporated various anti-Apartheid 

organizations such as NUSAS which organized white university students, SANSCO 

which organized black university students, the NIC, the Black Sash made up of white 

upper-class women, the Colored Peoples Congress etc. The tension between 

organizing along racial lines while advocating non-racialism was pragmatic but also 

failed to address the real tensions that existed within and between groups, as to do so 

was read as an endorsement of Apartheid divisions. Ethnic tensions did not disappear 

within anti-Apartheid movements and the dilemma of dealing with ethnic identities 

while simultaneously advocating a singular national identity resulted in an 

amb iguous understanding of race that remains to this day. 

Edward Ramsamy (69-71) discusses the predicament of the ANC government 

in post-Apartheid South Africa where it has renounced ethnicity in favor of non-

racialism and is consequently unsure of how to respond to the power of ethnic 

identification in previously disadvantaged communities. Nelson Mandela 

acknowledged ethnic consciousness and identification prior to the first election 

which took the form of placating the Indian community by pointing out that they 

were represented in the ANC by Ahmed Kathrada, his fellow Rivonia trialist'. His 

attempt to allay minority fears was met with opposition from the left who claimed 

' The Rivonia Trial was the trial in which Nelson Mandela and eight other leaders of the liberation 
movement were found guilty of treason by the Apartheid regime and sentenced to life in prison in the 
early 1960s. 
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that such notions of ethnic representation were analogous to Apartheid ideology. 

South African Indians have always played a very prominent role in anti-Apartheid 

politics and have held numerous high-profile government positions over the last ten 

years. Yet, some anti-Indian sentiment has also emerged from certain quarters of the 

ANC who have accused their political opponents of being part of an "Indian-

dominated cabal" and thought it was inappropriate for John Samuel, as an Indian 

man, to be the Director General of Education in the first cabinet. . .Indians could 

potentially serve as convenient scapegoats for certain expedient African politicians 

who want to demonstrate to their constituents that African interests will not be 

compromised in the new order. These incidents could potentially discourage a 

universalist politics in South Africa and accentuate cultural nationalism in the Indian 

community" (Ramsamy 71). As part of a survival strategy, the Indian community is 

sometimes seen as having practiced a contradictory politics in expressing solidarity 

with the oppressed majority while retreating into forms of cultural nationalism and 

isolation (Ramsamy 64). The resurgence of ethnic identities in post-Apartheid South 

Africa therefore offers an opportunity for interrogating how racial understandings 

operate in this context, and Indian identity may be used as a theoretical construct in 

which to understand cultural constructions more broadly. 

Betty Govinden examines Indian identity as a contested heterogeneous 

concept that was invented at the time of Indian independence. She points out that the 

term does not have universal meaning even in India but is rather "ambivalently 

situated between national, racial, ethnic and linguistic identities" (52). As a historical 



concept, Indianness is constantly made and remade with different meanings in 

different contexts. In South Africa, Indiaimess is more of a language of race than of 

nation as most South Africans of Indian descent have lived in the country for 

generations and have largely nostalgic ties with India. The construction of Indianness 

as a race is highlighted in this process as people of Indian descent have a diverse 

range of physical features can therefore not be reduced into a single phenotype. The 

relationship between race and physicality is a tenuous one and in this case, national 

origin of ancestry seems to be the central criteria for classification though Partition 

further complicates this issue. Yet, Indian identity is also embraced and cultural 

nationalism is increasing in most comers of the world. In more recent years there has 

been an increased demand for ethnic based culture in South Africa such as television 

programs like Eastern Mosaic, magazines such as Indigo, radio broadcasts such as 

Radio Lotus and weekly specials in major newspapers aimed at Indian communities. 

Rehana Ibrahim-Vally (174) says that markers of Indian identity are changing in 

post-Apartheid South Africa where religion is supplanting Indianness as a boundary 

between groups as increasingly Indians identify as Hindu and Muslim. While this 

community remains largely endogamous, endogamy itself has changed into a 

confinement within a broader Indian religious community. Indians are a minority of 

• o 

approximately one million people in South Africa and with the break dov/n of mter-

communal boundaries, some communities feel threatened by change when their 

children are largely English speaking and adopt a more individualistic, less 

^ South Africa has a population of approximately forty million people. 
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traditional lifestyle. "In this context religion is regarded as the last bastion of actual 

'Indian' identity, able to save both Muslims and Hindus from the loss of this 

identity" (Vally 174). Changing identities in post-Apartheid South Africa have 

many manifestations and contexts: 

The right to social mobility coupled with the recognition of cultural diversity 
in democratic South Africa has in many ways influenced 'Indians' to display 
their Indiarmess or their religiousity.. .As individuals denied their political 
rights, Indianness for many became a rallying factor. The reality of the 
acquisition of full South African citizenship remains to be recognized and 
enjoyed by the majority of 'Indians', since South Africanness continues to be 
expressed in communal terms. They still consider themselves as South 
African 'Indians', but rarely as Indian South Africans and increasingly as 
Hindu South Africans or Muslim South Africans. (Vally 182) 

The issues surrounding cthnic identities in post-Apartheid South Africa are 

closely tied to the dominant concept of South Africa as a "rainbow nation." Although 

the term was coined by Desmond Tutu, it is widely associated with the Nelson 

Mandela presidency and has become entrenched in South African popular culture as 

the dominant form of national understanding. Many critics feel that "rainbowism," 

made up of distinct colors that combine to form a spectrum, elides divisions while 

simultaneously asserting absolute differences between each color of the rainbow. 

Ashwin Desai (119) criticizes the notion as an extension of Apartheid taxonomies 

and further states that it has resulted in a culture where those who "obliterate racial 

barriers" are seen as deviant or politically incorrect. Betty Govinden links the idea of 

the rainbow nation to the current slogan of the Mbeki presidency; 
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The current slogan, "one nation -many cultures", used emotively to create a 
sense of unity-in-diversity and national identity, and embraced by the present 
government, is based unwittingly on essentialist understandings of race and 
ethnicity and ethnic particularism. It implies that 'cultures' are separate, 
distinct and homogenous and come together as different entities. With the use 
of the slogan, the African National Congress appeals to the idea of a unitary 
nation, but at the same time finds it necessary to 'target' the different 
population groups' targeted during the apartheid era in order to gamer votes 
from these groups, also now sought after by opposition parties.. .In the quest 
for national unity amidst cultural, ethnic, gender and other forms of 
difference we should not set up hierarchies of difference.. .There are new 
legitimizing identities at work now, as opposed to the old apartheid ones. 
Vigilance about past and present exclusions will ensure that they do not 
persist. It is for this reason that there has been a resurgence of interest in 
issues of identity amongst Indians... (36) 

Racial identities in post-Apartheid South Africa are clearly extremely complex 

cultural sites that lie in the interstices between Apartheid taxonomies, non-racialism, 

Black Consciousness and post-Apartheid freedoms within a larger context of global 

resurgences of ethnic identification. While how Indians regard their own identities 

continually shifts, racist discourse around Indians seems slower to change in Post-

Apartheid South Africa. Much has been made of voting patterns within the South 

African Indian community when the majority of South African Indians voted for the 

National Party in the first two elections. A class based bias seems to have divided 

voting patterns in the Durban-based community where middle and professional 

classes are predominantly ANC supporting but working class communities tend to be 

more conservative in their political support. While some analysts have examined this 

phenomenon as an indication of Indians benefiting from Apartheid and feeling a loss 

of privilege akin to whites in South Africa, an understanding of the political nuances 

involved in racial politics in South Africa yields other possible explanations. 
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A number of different factors can be seen as contributing to minority voting 

patterns as similar patterns emerged amongst colored communities in the Western 

Cape during the first two elections. The ANC unfortunately underestimated the 

insidious nature of Apartheid racial stereotypes that inculcated a fear ofblack men in 

its discourse - a fear that was not explicitly addressed by the liberation movement. In 

terms of Indian voting patterns in and around Durban, the specific racial politics of 

the area were not adequately tackled. Inkatha, a Zulu nationalist party, has played a 

very divisive role in the area in terms of inciting racial tensions: 

Although both Thabo Mbeki and Nelson Mandela have reassured Indians that 
'you belong to the majority', the poorer and lower-middle-class Indian does 
not perceive the benefits of that yet. Other factors at play in the 1994 
elections were land invasions. Houses earmarked for Indians in Cato Manor 
were occupied by Africans and signs warned Indians to 'Remember 1949 
War'. In the prelude to the 1999 elections a Zulu newspaper which generally 
toes the line of the Inkatha Freedom Party, contained an article supporting 
action on the lines taken by Idi Amin, who expelled Indians from Uganda 
(Mesthrie 28). 

The leader of Inkatha, Mangosothu Buthelezi, has explicitly threatened Indian 

communities in the area with another riot at other points. Under threat, most 

communities tend to turn inwards and often become more conservative. Another 

issue that reverberates through these debates is one based explicitly on race: "A 

common refrain for Indians is that 'for years apartheid discriminated against us as we 

were too black, now we are not black enough to gain from affirmative action'" 

(Mesthrie 28). A similar point has been made by Zoe Wicomb who says that colored 

identity is caught between past and present as "not black enough and not white 



enough". I believe that it is through our failure to discuss race even when we discuss 

racism that these ambiguities continue to shape the cultural landscape. 

More recent years have also witnessed ongoing racism against South African 

Indians. World famous South African playwright Mbongeni Ngema stirred up a 

controversy in 2002 when a song in his new play was accused of inciting hatred 

against Indians. He claimed that the play merely reflected a conversation that could 

be overheard at any bus stop in Durban. The song, which Ngema says represents the 

feelings of "the man of the street", includes lines such as "The Indians don't want 

change, even Mandela has failed to convince them" and "I have never seen Dlamini 

immigrating to Bombay, India. Yet, Indians arrive in Durban every day..." 

Containing allegations of economic exclusion and racial discrimination, the song 

relies on stereotypes and enforces racial polarization. In June of 2002, the South 

African Human Rights Commission banned Ngema's song "Amandiya" on the 

grounds that it constituted racial hate speech against Indians. South African Indians 

have been, and continue to be, represented problematically. From Apartheid accounts 

that depict Indians as draining the country to benefit their "motherland", to the 

literary delineations of Mphahlele's unscrupulous Indian hawker and Gordimer's 

marginal but always exploitative Indian store keeper, representations of Indians 

reflect South Africa's struggle with racial constructions of both the past and the 

present. 

While certain representations of South African Indians continue to rely on 

racial stereotypes. South African literary history has largely ignored texts written by 
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South Africans of Indian descent. South African scholarship indelibly carries the 

marks of Apartheid and cultural or literary studies are no exception. During the 

Apartheid era, white writers were located at the center of criticism, in a position that 

parallels that of western paradigms in Postcolonial Studies. The little work that did 

focus on a more diverse population was often still undergirded by racial myths. For 

example, in Piniel Shava's influential A People's Voice. Black South A frican Writing 

in the Twentieth Century, the only South African Indian writer included for 

discussion is Ahmed Essop and Shava begins as follows: 

Indians have recently received unusual prominence in the politics and 
literature of South Africa (sic). Together with "coloureds", the system has co-
opted them into the political mainstream by offering them special "houses" in 
the parliament. In the field of literature, a writer like Ahmed Essop has come 
to the forefront of black writing.. .Esssop's works appear after Soweto but are 
not influenced by the experience and -except for The Emperor - reflect an 
earlier world. (Shava 154) 

A number of issues are apparent in this paragraph. The idea that Indians became 

prominent in literature or politics in the 1980s is hardly accurate. The political 

climate of the 1980s to which Shava refers is the advent of the tricameral system 

which was an attempt by the Apartheid government to incorporate coloreds and 

Indians into the system through the constitution of racially based separate houses of 

parliament. The extremely low number of people who chose to participate in the 

tricameral system reflects a large-scale rejection of the system rather than any type of 

political co-option. Indian participation in the system can be deduced from the 

number of people who cast a vote in the tricameral elections which was under twenty 



36 

percent, with some estimating that it was as low as 16%. In the field of literature, 

South African Indian writings continue to constitute an understudied and 

uncanonized area. While a token few South African Indian writers might be known 

outside of their local areas, the vast majority of writers are not given the same type of 

recognition as writers from other communities. Shava's assertion that Essop was not 

influenced by the Soweto uprising seems inconsistent with the setting of his fiction. 

Such an assertion points towards the myth of Indian insularity permeating his 

analysis. While he refers to Essop as a black writer, he is still unable to include him 

as someone who would be affected by the uprising due to his Indianness. The 

contradictions inherent in such racial categories, coupled with the fractures between 

political and ethnic identifications, results in an understanding that cannot straddle its 

own contradictions because of its refusal to interrogate race. 

Conversely, Devarakshanam Govinden situates her own synthesis of the 

Soweto uprising in the following terms: 

"Soweto '76" was precisely a revolt against apartheid and cultural 
imperialism in our education system, although there was every attempt to 
stifle its real effects.. .The legacy of that struggle is really being claimed only 
now, as we try to implement those dreams of a liberator)' pedagogy. "Soweto 
'76" signifies that time in our history when we had to sever and extricatc 
ourselves from the shackles of all that is related to our oppressive 
lives.. ."Soweto '76" claimed for all of us the right to foreground our 
particular historical experiences. It was the culmination of our need to name 
and describe our oppression, and a national need to protest against and to act 
to transform it. This naming of our experiences was crucial in the awakening 
of the consciousness of the oppressed. (223/4) 
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Centralizing the Soweto Uprising in both a personal and poUtical space, Govinden 

points towards the universalist aspects of the uprising as a claiming of diverse 

historical and conscientizing experiences. The idea that the impact of the Soweto 

uprising can be contained along racial lines highlights the legacy of Apartheid 

thinking that remains in post-Apartheid South Africa. The fissures between 

blackness and Indianness are apparent in that in some contexts blackness is used as a 

liberating force that is inclusive of all oppressed groups, but in other contexts 

blackness is unable to contain ideas of the ethnic particularity of experience. This 

ambiguity contributes towards the continuing exclusion of writers on the basis of 

their previous racial classification where ten years after independence, the South 

African literary world still does not focus much attention on writers of Indian 

descent. The dilemma is again racially marked in that wishing to transcend Apartheid 

taxonomies and live within a non-racial framework, the background of a writer 

should have no bearing on whether a text receives attention. Yet, if writers of Indian 

descent are not receiving attention in the way that, for example, black South African 

writers are being noticed post-Apartheid®, the question needs to be raised as to what 

racial politics are informing this process. Michael Chapman's extensive Southern 

African Literatures contains the following: 

® It is of course crucial that writings by black South Africans receive attention, both in terms of 
redressing the past and opening the canon. My point is that writing by all South Africans has not, and 
continues not to receive equal attention which is bound up with South Africa's history of racial 
inequality and domination. It is therefore important to investigate the on-going relationship between 
race and representation in cultural studies. 
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The sight of Mandela walking free from prison convinced the publishers that 
in southern Africa, at least, fresh possibilities could be entertained. Southern 
African Literatures attempts to counter the usual practice of producing 
separate studies on black literature and white literature, oral literature and 
written literature.. .The attempt to present an 'integrative' history, however, 
did not satisfy those who interpreted the shift from discrete, ethnic stories to a 
continuous story as the imposition on our many differences of a grand 
narrative, even a national liberation narrative. Culminating in the collapse of 
apartheid such a narrative, it was countered, would erase the contours of 
localities, or different stories... (XV) 

The problematics of studies that rely on distinct literatures is clear in the context of 

both Apartheid and post-Apartheid settings. The importance of integrative histories 

is paramount but such endeavors can never be flawless. In Chapman's own case, he 

does not discuss any writers of Indian descent, though he does list many, but this 

hardly constitutes an integrative history. I am not advocating a racially distinct or a 

separation of South African literatures, but rather am highlighting the continued 

racialization of scholarship in order to open its bounds. 

In examining such exclusionary practices within literary collections and 

histories, the extensive nature of this lacuna is revealed. While this is not a 

genealogical study, investigations into these practices by scholars such as Betty 

Govinden (17-23) have shown the extent of this exclusion in both the past and the 

present, despite South African Indian literature having a long history in a variety of 

languages. Govinden states that when inclusion occurs, it is usually a token few male 

writers who are included. In examining the major literary collections of the last 

decade, patterns of inclusion and exclusion can be seen. In Perspectives on South 

African English Literature (1992), only two male writers of Indian descent are 
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mentioned briefly. A similar trend is found in Rethinking South African Literary 

History (1996) where no writers of Indian descent feature despite the texts attempt to 

shift into a more inclusive cultural history. In Writing South Africa. Literature, 

Apartheid and Democracy 1970- 7995(1998), no writers of Indian descent are 

discussed, though some do appear as names on the list of South African writings in 

English at the end. While this collection contains excellent essays on South African 

writing and culture, this exclusion occurs as if writings by South Afiricans of Indian 

descent are marginal to culture to the extent that they almost do not exist during this 

time period. Some current collections, such as Kunapipi 's edition on South Africa, 

have begun to include some of these marginalized writings. A similar scenario has 

continued in historical accounts of South Africa where the history of Indians in the 

country does not usually feature'®. When included in historical accounts, their 

position is marginalized with the scant mention that this community usually yields. 

Agnus Sam describes this dilemma as follows: 

My fascination with this discovery springs from the irony of being well 
versed in South African history, while my own was kept from me.. .It seemed 
reasonable to question this omission; to wonder if the presence of Indians on 
African soil was simply too insignificant for inclusion in South Africa's 
history; to query its irrelevance in a country where cheap labour is the 

South Africa during Apartheid is famous for its revisionist historical accounts. Alternative histories 
have always existed alongside such accounts from which Indians have still been marginalized. In 
post-Apartheid contexts, historical accounts while seeking to redress past imbalances, have still failed 
to include much South African Indian history which shifts understandings of the past. For example, 
Indians were the first group to be legislated against during colonial times to restrict their trade and 
land acquisition, legislation that was later extended to cover black South Africans. This knowledge 
changes our comprehension of both the history of racial politics as well as of where Apartheid 
legislation has its roots. 
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foundation of the economy; and to pursue the significance of the Indian 
presence in South Africa, and its exclusion from the history books. (2) 

Dipesh Chakrabarty's question of who speaks for Indian pasts is equally appropriate 

in this setting where the question of who is speaking for South African pasts needs to 

be investigated. The advent of South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

(TRC) contributes to the reformulation of histories on which such exclusion has 

relied. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission was established in 1994. It dominated 

South African public life until 1998 (James and Lever 57), with its public hearings 

under the leadership of Archbishop Desmond Tutu. The TRC was based on a 

concept of restorative justice rather than retributive justice, with almost every part of 

the commission from its inception to its final report being open to the public: 

Its extraordinary public hearings, revelations and political reverberations were 
covered 

in the news in virtually every country in the world.. .a public process of disclosure 
by 

perpetrators and public hearings for victims; an amnesty process that reviewed 
individual applications and avoided any blanket amnesty; and a process that was 
intensely focused on national healing and reconciliation, with the intent of moving 

a 
country from its repressive past to a peaceful future.. .(Hayner 33) 

While the commission was bom of political compromise in the negotiated settlement 

for a democratic South Africa, it succeeded in opening public discourse on an 

unprecedented scale, giving victims a historical place for their stories, as it 

simultaneously forced society to confront the depravity that underpinned white 
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minority rule. While the commission acknowledged Apartheid as "a crime against 

humanity", it did not investigate its everyday forms of injustice but limited its 

investigation to "gross violations of human rights" on an individual basis - a crucial 

distinction that angered many who felt that Apartheid abuses crept into every crevice 

of everyday life. Critics of the commission believe that it gave up justice for 

reconciliation, leaving victims without further legal recourse while most perpetrators 

went unpunished. Mamphela Ramphele criticizes the TRC for paying too little 

attention to victim's redress and silencing the institutional effects of Apartheid. 

Ingrid de Kok views it as encouraging cultural and social amnesia, while Nkosinathi 

Biko rejects the idea of trading "truth" for criminal prosecution. The TRC, as a 

clearly imperfect process, raises a range of interesting questions, questions that are 

beyond the scope of this study. What I am looking at here is the TRC as both an 

opening device and a form of limited cultural articulation in contemporary South 

African culture. 

The TRC was an inherently flawed process. Yet, for many victims the TRC 

provided some sort of respectful space where they could speak and have their stories 

publicly affirmed. The importance of an official and public post-Apartheid 

commission, however limited, set against the clandestine repressive history of 

Apartheid institutions cannot be underestimated in encouraging new narratives to 

emerge. The past uncovered by the TRC, while only a partial account, forms the 

cornerstone of the continually unfolding process of historical narratives in post-

Apartheid South Africa: 
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The past, it has been said, is another country. The way its stories are told and 
the way they are heard change as the years go by. The spotlight gyrates, 
exposing old lies and illuminating new truths. As a fuller picture emerges, a 
new piece of the jigsaw puzzle of our past settles into place.. .And we have 
tried, in whatever way we could, to weave into this truth about our past some 
essential lessons for the future of the people in this country. And we can do 
no more than lay at its feet the small wisdoms we have been able to gamer 
out of our present experience. (Tutu in Popke 235) 

The "small wisdoms that we have been able to gamer out of our present experience" 

include the necessity of interrogating how the overdetermination of racial 

taxonomies in South Africa continues to shape our cultural landscape. It is through 

investigating what undergirds the unfolding process of historical narratives that a 

more inclusive interconnected cultural history of South African can be found. As 

Njabulo Ndebele reminds us, "As we negotiate the difficult task of normalizing 

freedom, it will be important for us to realize that a political accommodation such as 

we have achieved does not imply that all the moral, intellectual, and philosophical 

questions have been solved" (25). 

The phenomenon of excluding literatures or histories of minority cultures is a 

question that has not been solved. While this phenomenon is not unique to South 

Africa, what is different is the context in which this exclusion occurs. White writers 

in South Africa actually constitute a minority culture but due to Apartheid, have 

dominated the literary scene within a Eurocentric framework. Post-Apartheid literary 

and cultural studies are shifting the canon and examining new paradigms. The 

political project of opening and redefining the canon in African literature has 
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simultaneously created new hegemonies. South African literature is therefore at a 

crucial crossroads where previous understandings have been debunked and the canon 

within African literature is being forced to change to include marginalized writings. 

A revolution in African literary studies in the 1980s resulted in women opening the 

canon and African feminism gaining ground in the field. Similarly, the inclusion of 

minority literatures within African literary studies is beginning to occur and works 

by writers of Indian descent need to be included in both their national literatures and 

within African Studies as a whole. The aftermaths of colonialism, coupled with 

increasing globalization, point towards the interconnectedness of cultures and 

cultural forms where homogenized understandings cannot account for the diversity 

or "hybridity" that characterizes our world - a conceptual understanding that I 

examine through a discussion of South African Indian literature. 

This research therefore concentrates on the understudied area of South 

African Indian literature, combining theories of race with a historized analysis of 

fiction that spans both the Apartheid and post-Apartheid periods. In reading literature 

as a type of cultural history, I have found that the seemingly marginal construction of 

South African Indian identity is central to understanding the ideological 

underpinnings of South African national culture on a broad level, as it destabilizes 

rigid constructions of race. The works that 1 analyze are therefore critical 

interventions into discourses of race and identity formations that redefine the cultural 

boundaries of the South Africa nation. In centralizing and problematizing issues of 

race within this context, I hope to move the debate towards dissolving rigid 
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boundaries around racial taxonomies. I establish that ideas of "Indianness" reveal 

how race, power and politics operate outside of dominant racial oppositions, as well 

as how these ideas relate to the TRC. 

The texts that I investigate are representative of the South African Indian 

community in terms of "race", religion, ethnicity, gender, theme, geographical 

location and political orientation. All creative works discussed were published post-

1976 as I have used the Soweto uprising as a marker that fundamentally changed 

South African culture. Limitations of time and scope have prevented me from 

extending this analysis further, particularly into the realm of nation where much race 

making occurs. Time constraints have also forced me to leave out the chapter on 

Ahmed Essop and his novels of the 1980s that are set in and around Johannesburg, 

adding an additional layer to the story. This first chapter has outlined the historical 

and cultural framework on which the rest of this study relies, centralizing the 

importance of understanding race making initiatives that undergird South African 

culture. I have placed this analysis within the context of African and South African 

literary and cultural studies. My second chapter entitled "Strange Fruit: Achmat 

Dangor and the Instability of Race and History in South Africa" centers on the 

ambiguous nature of identity and history, unsettling both Apartheid and post-

Apartheid classifications, as well as racial understandings more broadly. This chapter 

focuses on the relationship between race, memoiy and Apartheid constructions in 

Dangor's Kafka's Curse (1997) and Bitter Fruit (2001). Kafka's Curse, dealing with 

the ambiguities of identity in the context of South Africa's transition to a democracy, 
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traverses the line between the illusory and the real of racial constructions - an 

exploration tliat reflects both the suppression of narratives of ambiguity during 

Apartheid, as well as the emergence of these narratives in a post-Apartheid context. 

In his most recent novel Bitter Fruit, Dangor continues his exploration of ambiguity 

by examining the line between silence and articulation in South African culture. 

Questions of history, ambiguity, identity, sexual transgression and transformation 

also emerge in Bitter Fruit. While Kafka's Curse investigated these issues around 

South Africa's first election in 1994, Bitter Fruit examines similar issues around 

South Africa's second election in 1999. 

The third chapter entitled "Ordinary Secrets and the Bounds of Memory: 

Traversing the TRC in Farida Karodia's Other Secrets and Beverley Naidoo's Out of 

Bounds," examines the relationship between the TRC and literature as narratives of 

the past. Both Karodia's Other Secrets (2000) and Naidoo's Out Of Bounds (2001) 

intervene in South Africa's repressed history by utilizing silence as a metaphor, as 

they juxtapose silence and articulation in relationship to each other, while grappling 

with Apartheid taxonomy in an ambiguous post-Apartheid present. The 

pervasiveness of secrets, what is not spoken or silenced, in Apartheid discourse is 

traced through the impact of Apartheid legislation such as the Immorality Act, Mixed 

Marriages Acts etc. In crossing and erasing thresholds of meaning between public 

and private, insider and outsider, history and fiction, memory and story, silence and 

articulation, through a freeing of narrative form, Karodia and Naidoo re-narrate the 



cultural boundaries of the nation. (This chapter was also published as an article in 

Research in African Literatures in November 2004.) 

Chapter four is titled "Movement, Women and Lines in the Sand; The Short 

Stories of Agnus Sam and Jayapraga Reddy". Agnus Sam and Jayapraga Reddy, 

both publishing collections of short stories in the late 1980s, destabilize dominant 

understandings of South African literature and culture. Both collections of short 

stories undermine prevailing critical readings of South African literature of the late 

Apartheid period, while revisioning the cultural parameters of the nation. This 

chapter focuses on Jayapraga Reddy's On the Fringe of Dreamtime and Other 

Stories (1987) and Agnus Sam's Jesus is Indian and Other Stories (1989), which I 

explore as cultural histories in dialogue with Margaret Daymond's and Elleke 

Boehmer's theoretical understandings of late-Apartheid literature. On the Fringe of 

Dreamtime and Other Stories and Jesus is Indian and Other Stories reflect a trend in 

both South African and African literature of the 1980s which saw African women 

writers burst onto the literary scene and the short story dominate South African 

literary production. These writings emerge in a context of extreme state repression 

and censorship, where writers (except for white writers) had little access to 

publication. 

The final chapter deals with the question of diaspora in various forms and is 

entitled "Writing South Africa in Diaspora: Imraan Coovadia's The Wedding and 

Shamin Sarif s The World Unseen." Both Coovadia and Sarif form part of a South 

African and Indian diaspora. The problematics of a study that relies on racial 



classification is further complicated by the positioning of these writers who 

probleniatize the already murky territory of location and identity politics. Coovadia's 

The Wedding (2001) and Sarif s The World Unseen (2001) are based on stories they 

heard from or about their grandparents, with both novels representing the South 

African Indian community differently. Coovadia renarrates the story of Indian 

migration to South Africa, dispelling dominant misconceptions that Indians moved 

solely to alleviate poverty and inserts heterogeneity into the narrative, widening the 

scope of history to reflect the diversity of migration narratives. Sarif utilizes the 

familiar outrage that is invoked in contemporary popular culture when confronted 

with stories of inter-racial love destroyed by Apartheid, to interrogate the 

relationship between racism and homophobia that is under theorized in South Africa. 



48 

CHAPTER TWO 

Strange Fruit: Achmat Dangor and the Ambiguities of Race and History in 

South Africa 

'"Identity as inherited from apartheid needs to be explored in order to be got rid of. " 

- Achmat Dangor. 

With a name that heralds his Indian ancestry, Achmat Dangor is a writer who 

is able to jump classificatory hurdles on the basis of both his writings and his own 

identity. He is listed as a South African Indian writer in Rajendra Chetty's (2002) 

recent collection South African Indian Writings in English and he appears in An 

Annotated Bibliography of Fiction in English from the Indian Subcontinent (2001). 

However, Denis-Constant Martin and others reference Dangor as a "coloured" 

writer. Characters in his fiction are similarly ambiguously situated; for example 

Christopher Hope describes the protagonist in Kafka's Curse as both an "Indian boy" 

and a "richly mixed Asian, Javanese and Dutch boy from the townships". Phil Nel 

describes the same character as being part of a family that is "both coloured and 

Muslim with roots that are Indian, Malaysian and Dutch." Issues of racial identity 

and representation are therefore central to understanding the contradictory nature of 

racial classifications on which this study both relies and destabilizes. 

Achmat Dangor (1990) describes his own background as follows: 
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Briefly, I was bom in Johannesburg in Newclare. It was a fairly cosmopolitan 
township in which all the black population groups including Indians and 
some Chinese and even some white people lived in general harmony during 
the sixties. It was, however, also a context in which class differences and 
tensions were evident. There were for instance Asian merchants, coloured 
artisans, Chinese fahfee runners and affluent African bus-owners. This 
environment was formative for my social attitudes as well as my writing 
since race was largely irrelevant in interpersonal relationships. I started 
writing after the character of Newclare was 'colouredized' to conform to the 
ethnic and race policies of the State. African, Indian and Chinese people 
were evicted from the area and there was an influx of people classified as 
coloured. These people had in turn been evicted from areas in the city such as 
Doomfontein, Troyeville and Mayfair. This process, which is linked to the 
Group Areas Act, played an important role in establishing race and ethnic 
consciousness which apartheid thrives on. (Dangor in Staffrider, p.31) 

Dangor's family, classified as "Malay" (Cape Muslim), was previously evicted from 

Fordsburg in the 1950's after it was declared an Indian group area. The arbitrary and 

confusing nature of Apartheid systems of racial classification is important here in 

understanding race as both imagined (in terms of its artifice) and real (as it is lived as 

a real relation). This janus-faced conception of race embodies the salience of racial 

understandings despite scientific revelations that show its lack of coherence. In a 

South African context. Apartheid racial taxonomies attempted to deny the ambiguous 

nature of race in order to sustain its ideological world; 

Through its systematic oppression, apartheid ruptured and penetrated the 
political, social and personal envelopes of individual psyche and laid there 
the seeds of a fiction of'race', a logic constructed to legitimate the 
domination of a majority by a minority.. .the manner in which politically 
orchestrated and entrenched discourses, attitudes and experiences of'race', 
racism and 'intercultural relations' continue to shape present-day 
understandings in post-apartheid South Africa, and the processes of 



50 

.. .personal and collective remembering and healing, nation-building, identity 
politics and self-presentation,.. .have been set in motion by the dismantling 
of the apartheid regime. (Franchi 129) 

This fundamentally ambiguous construction of race can be traced througli Danger's 

history and writings where form, content and speaking position form a dialogic 

relationship. 

The appellation "coloured" was originally imposed on a heterogeneous group 

of people in the Cape. According to Denis-Constant Martin (2001) slaves formed the 

initial nucleus of this population, originating from areas as varied as India, 

Madagascar, East Africa, West Africa, Indonesia and Malaysia. Slaves mixed with 

the indigenous population, as well as with colonialists, resulting in a diverse 

population whose sole common feature initially was mixed parentage. Apartheid 

policy later reified this population into a rigid category, in an attempt to construct 

"coloured" as a race. In the present, colored identity is both contested and embraced 

across class, religion, region and culture. Zimitri Erasmus (2001) argues that colored 

identity today is not based on racial syncreticism but on creolization: 

.. .coloured identities are not based on 'race mixture' but on cultural 
creativity, creolized formations shaped by South Africa's history of 
colonialism, slavery, segregation and apartheid. This conceptualization 
undermines the common sense view that conceives colouredness as 
something produced by the mixture of other 'purer' cultures. Instead, it 
stresses the ambiguity and ceaseless fluidity of coloured identity formations 
while remaining conscious of the conditions under which they are produced. 
(Erasmus, p. 14) 



Colored identity can therefore act as a microcosm for the idea of race in a broader 

sense in that this construction clearly illustrates how all races are constructed and 

naturalized over time. The idea of hybridity or syncreticism is problematic in that the 

concepts rely on a notion of hermetically sealed cultures merging in some fashion. 

Conversely, the idea that all cultures are mixed may erase as much as it reveals, in 

terms of homogenizing relations of difference or sameness that are often predicated 

on various forms of power. Race, then, is clearly not a stable category but rather 

changes over time and is therefore contingent on historical context and construction. 

As such, its nature, meaning and form are constantly negotiated and renegotiated 

from within and without. 

Loren Kruger (2001) traces a similar process through Bangor's first name. 

She states that Achmat, as opposed to the European transliteration of the Muslim 

Ahmed, the Afrikaans speech ofhis characters, including an Indian slave in a 

previous work, "signify the trajectory of the .. .unacknowledged forced migration 

from the area we now identify as India and the contribution of this diaspora to a 

syncretic (sic) South African identity, masked as well as marked by the name 

coloured" (p.l 13). The question therefore returns to how we define race - what 

"quantity" of Indian ancestry makes one Indian? And what is Indian identity itself 

based upon when it is a language of both race and nation? Dangor's heritage and 

writings can in a sense be used as an example of South African identities more 

broadly - identities that were never one thing or another but were forced into 

solidified constructions under Apartheid taxonomy. 



Danger's recent fiction centers on this ambiguous nature of identity and 

history, unsettling both Apartheid and post-Apartheid classifications, as well as 

racial understandings more broadly. This chapter focuses on the relationship between 

race, memory and Apartheid constructions in Dangor's Kafka's Curse (1997) and 

Bitter Fruit (2001); texts that interrogate the nexus between the ambiguities of 

identity and the ambiguities of history in fictionalized form. Loren Kruger describes 

Dangor's texts as follows: 

Dangor's fiction portrays protagonists sustained - or destroyed - by the act of 
embodying multiple identities in a society in which turbulence can no longer 
be blamed solely on apartheid.. .The performance of ambiguous identities 
does not discard critical politics, however. On the contrary, it challenges the 
fatalist treatments of failed performances of identity, encapsulated in the 
standard term for this trope, passing... (Kruger, 2001, p.l 13) 

Dangor's novella, Kafka's Curse (1997), is a complex text that centers on the 

story of Oscar Kahn, a white architect who contracts a mysterious illness around the 

time of South Africa's first democratic elections. Oscar's human breathing rhythm 

changes; he begins to breathe in carbon dioxide and breathe out oxygen, like a tree. 

The idea of becoming something or someone else is a pivotal theme in the text. 

Oscar Kahn is revealed to be Omar Khan, both colored and Muslim who has passed 

as Jewish and white, by changing two letters of his name. His wife Anna (who is 

white and Christian) leaves him as his illness progresses, which poisons his lungs 

and turns his skin into bark. The story is told through shifting narrative voices, that 

cut across times and generations, resulting in a narrative that continuously intersects 
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with competing versions of the same story. Dangor utilizes this approach to capture 

the many layers of reality in, what he calls a "schizophrenic" society, where history 

is too complex to rely on a single voice (randomhouse.com/boldtvpe). The 

ambiguities of both history and identity are fore- grounded through this story that 

explores transformations, myth, race, love and sexual transgression. 

The ambiguities of identity are structured in the text through Danger's 

retelling of the Arabic legend of Majnoen "a name as well as a madness" (Dangor, 

Kafka 21), a myth that he utilizes as a framing device for the narrative as a whole. 

The legend says that Majnoen was a gardener who fell in love with a princess, Leila. 

They decide to run away together but the Caliph, her father, discovers their plan. 

Majnoen waits in the forest for Leila but her father imprisons her. Majnoen waits 

''until the seasons changed, until the forest worried about him.. .and began to feed 

him" (17). When Leila eventually escapes, she finds that Majnoen has become a 

willow tree. Oscar/Omar narrates the section entitled "Majnoen" and says; 

You see, the myth really warns against the madness of Majnoen, or is it 
against Majnoen the Madness? An insanity that strikes those who dare to 
stray from their "life's station", that little room which you are told at birth is 
yours.. .Anna remembered it, because it seemed to her to be my story. Very 
early on, long before my brother came to our house and revealed who and 
what 1 was, I saw that she nurtured within her some cancerous intuition that I 
would one day be made to pay for all the straying-from-the-path I have done. 
(Dangor, Kafka 22) 

Anna sees Oscar/Omar in the Majnoen story because she believes that he is Jewish 

and therefore straying from his life station by marrying her, as she is Christian. 
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Ironically, he is "straying" both in terms of who he is passing as, as well as in terms 

of who he was at birth - Muslim and colored. Oscar/Omar's condition is, like 

Majnoen, one in which his skin hardens into bark and his breathing is reversed. 

While his illness is defined as psychological within an allopathic paradigm, 

Oscar/Omar dies alone in his bedroom with his body turning to dust and a willow 

tree growing up through the floor before his death is discovered. The events that 

precede this metamorphosis shape the meaning of his change. 

Oscar/Omar becomes ill after his estranged brother Malik arrives at his house 

in the white suburbs to inform him that their mother is dead, just as Nelson Mandela 

is about to become South Africa's first democratically elected president. 

Oscar/Omar, it seems, was able to manufacture an identity for himself during 

Apartheid but is unable to synthesize who he is in Nelson Mandela's rainbow nation 

where ambiguous narratives are allowed the space to emerge. This adds an additional 

twist to the story ofMajnoen in that Oscar/Omar becomes ill at the point when South 

Africa is no longer structured in terms of the Majnoen legend's separate "life 

stations." Christopher Hope interprets this as follows: 

Then comes the great change: the old order vanishes; the world is turned 
upside down. Oscar takes to his bed.... He mimics in his bodily mutation the 
changes taking place in his country. In Oscar's shocking metamorphosis there 
is a nod to Kafka - and also an echo of an old Arabian fairy tale. ..In the new 
South Africa the former gardeners are running the show, and whites are no 
longer royalty. Everyone is undergoing a painful adaptation. People went to 
sleep in the old dispensation and woke to find themselves free. What is to be 
done with that freedom? (Hope 2) 



55 

Oscar/Omar, in a sense, embodies someone who lives across the ambiguities 

(through passing) that a repressive society imposed on him. His existential response 

to transformation becomes visceral once his ambiguity is no longer enforced. An 

additional reading of Oscar/Omar's transformation relates to Majnoen's long wait in 

the forest where in Oscar/Omar's case, he tums into a tree while waiting for 

Apartheid racial taxonomies to disappear. Dangor, through linking Majnoen and 

Oscar/Omar, opens the question of what our identities mean when we are left with 

who we were under Apartheid, without the violence that forced us into those 

particular categories. Or in racial terms, what does race mean in a post-Apartheid 

context that has largely retained Apartheid racial classifications while simultaneously 

acknowledging their inability to account for the multiplicity of identities. 

Malik and Oscar/Omar both embody varying ambiguities but neither can 

escape his "takdier" or fate within the narrative. Malik, a devout man, is a member of 

the provincial legislature who, unlike his brother, has difficulty with ambiguity 

initially - ".. .Malik always saw things in simple black-and-white terms, ...he did 

not believe in ambiguities, a reaction against their father who had lived his whole life 

balancing dozens of ambiguities" (Dangor, Kafka 50). Malik, moving in the 

opposite direction from Oscar/Omar, begins to embrace ambiguity after South 

Africa's transition to a democracy. Malik, on a metaphoric level, reflects South 

Africa's dominant discourses. He initially understands the world in black and white 

terms, disavowing those who refuse to subscribe to such absolutism. It is only after 

Oscar/Omar's death and apprehending his own mortality that he begins to inhabit the 
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interstices or ambiguities between relations of difference. This occurs after South 

Africa's first democratic election when the rigidity of the Apartheid era is rejected 

while still in process of becoming something else. It is in this interregnum between 

old and new that both Khan brothers interrogate their own identities in different 

ways. 

When Malik first meets Oscar/Omar's therapist, Amina Mandelstam, after his 

brother's death, his internal process questions "what" she is - Muslim or Jew, black 

or white - as he contemplates her "bastardized" name. His previously clear "moral" 

world was structured through breaking contact with those who transgressed 

boundaries. He breaks off contact with Oscar/Omar after he "becomes white" and 

will not interact with his son after he drops out of University and begins to live with 

a white woman. But then Malik, like his brother and father before him, smells his 

impending mortality in the camphor on his breath, precipitating "the sudden collapse 

of his rational world" (Dangor, Kafka 74). 

This collapse of Malik's rigid internal universe is embodied in his affair with 

Amina, a woman he had initially viewed with scorn. Amina signifies the ambiguities 

of various identities - she was brought up as an observant Muslim but leaves the 

piety of this world after she marries a Jew. Her physicality defies easy classification 

as she might be of a number of diverse heritages that confound Apartheid systems of 

classification. As Malik begins to love Amina while they are both married to other 

people, what he fears is not the sin involved but his freedom from the fear of sin (83) 

- an ambiguous position for a religious person to occupy. But in this new South 
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Africa where old boundaries may be crossed, erased or reinforced again, Malik is a 

product of a nation in the process of reinventing itself 

Malik's death signifies his complete embrace of ambiguity. Malik, towards 

the end of his story, suddenly leaves the apartment he shares with Amina, visits his 

home in Newclare and then goes to Zoo Lake, near Oscar/Omar's old house. He is 

calm because he knows that he is dying - "He remembers the story of Leila and 

Majnoen. Both a name and a madness. Takdier, fate, the one immutable river of life" 

(94). He deliberately steps in the path of a man with a gun, embracing his death but 

escaping his dying like his father before him: 

A man with a gun steps into the glaring circle cast by the security lights... 
"Man with a gun," Malik hums the song to himself. 
Malik, Hawk of Heaven, or is it Memed, My Hawk, defender of the 
innocent? Or is it younger still? The Return of Zorro, or the Copperhead? The 
moment the screen freezes and a voice says, "Next week.. .will the villain be 
stopped?" And Omar's voice says, "Ah voetsak, you know the crook will 
die." 
Malik spreads his arms, swoops down, before the laughter invades his mind, 
makes him heavy, unable to fly. The darkness is absolute. (Dangor, Kafka 
95) 

Various layers of reality collide in Malik's death scene: the thief appears with 

his gun, Malik hums a theme tune called "Man with a gun" to himself as he moves 

towards the thief, the narrative flips to an earlier association of the song where Malik 

and Oscar/Omar watch serial films except in this movie-like scene, it is Malik and 

not the thief who will die. And finally in the ambiguous last lines, Malik spreads his 

arms or perhaps his wings as he embodies the title of this section - Malik-ul-Mout, 
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the angel of death. In one of Dangor's finely tuned scenes, he implies that it is not 

merely identity that is ambiguous, but reality itself- an idea which he carries 

through the stories of all the characters in the text with their ambiguous 

denouements. Martin, Anna's brother, is found with his throat slit in Anna's garden 

after he sets out to kill her. His death is attributed to either Anna or Amina. Amina is 

accused of killing both Khan brothers, her husband Arthur, as well as the detective 

who interrogates her. Again, the text is ambiguous in its refusal to neatly connect the 

different trajectories of the narrative or assert any dominant narrative from the 

various strands of these divergent "realities." 

Dangor is uncovering the ambiguous nature of South African society with 

Kafka's Curse showing that South Africans were never one thing or another, but 

have been forced to choose or deny the ambiguities that define us. Sigcino Moyo 

(1999) describes the text as blurring, maybe even obliterating the lines of ethnicity 

altogether in a narrative that is filled with dreamlike sequences in which characters 

change religions, swap lovers, and walk into different dimensions by assuming 

different identities. Dangor describes Oscar/Omar's shift as follows; 

This oppressive country had next-to-Nazi's in government, yet had a place, a 
begrudged place but a place nevertheless, for Jews. Can you believe it? For 
that eternally persecuted race? 
Because they were white. 
Yes, I took advantage of my fair skin. Like those Jews with blond hair and 
straight noses who discarded their Jewishness because it was wartime and 
they were being persecuted. It was a matter of life and death. Of course there 
are comparisons to be made. Not being able to study, to go to university, 
become an architect, being forced to remain Omar Khan, the son of a newly 
impoverished township entrepreneur, was a form of death.. .A beautifully 
hooked nose.. .enabled me to cross an invisible divide. It was like leaving one 
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dimension of the world for another, where time and place remained the same, 
but their surfaces had different textures. (Dangor, Kafka 23) 

Oscar/Omar's movement from township to suburb, from Omar to Oscar, is radical 

enough to be called a dimension shift. The practicalities that inform passing are 

highlighted, as Omar becomes Oscar in order to access higher education and the life 

that may open from it. The significance of passing as Jewish is central in terms of 

understanding Dangor's treatment of racial stereotypes and difference. 

Dangor utilizes racial typing and the ambiguous positioning of Jews in order 

to interrogate race and representation more broadly. Jews have historically embodied 

the figure of the other. Sander Oilman, in investigating the question "Are Jews 

white?" examines how being black, Jewish, diseased and ugly became inexorably 

linked in nineteenth century Europe (173) - a prejudice that traveled with 

colonialists to South Africa. Jews, once seen as constituting a separate race, were 

distinguishable by their physiognomy. Once these representations began to changc 

over time, they were seen as being an inherently bastardized and adaptive race whose 

"disease" was no longer visible through their color or diseased skin. Yet Jews, to 

quell fears of miscegenation, were still designated as being recognizable in some 

form: 

"We may compare them [Jews] with individuals of mixed race who, taken all 
round, resemble white men, but who betray their colored descent by some 
striking feature or other, and on that account are excluded from society and 
enjoy none of the privileges of white people." The Jew remains visible, even 
when the Jew gives up all cultural signs of his or her Jewishness and marries 
out of the "race." It is the inability to "pass" which is central here as well as 
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the image of mixed race. But what is the striking feature which marks the Jew 
as different, what marks the Jew as visible, even in the Jew's desired 
invisibility? (Oilman 175-6) 

Jews' inability to pass, once seen as his/her diseased skin, becomes the hooked nose; 

a stereotype that Dangor utilizes and inverts. It is his hooked nose that, partially, 

allows Oscar/Omar to pass. The signifier of Jewish exclusion and otherness, 

becomes a tool for accessing the privileged dimension of the Apartheid world, 

thereby inverting its meaning and association. Milton Shain writes that Jews were 

necessarily "whitened" for the Apartheid project because color (made into race) was 

the cardinal divide in South Africa (345). Yet, like the stereotype of Jews having 

some intrinsic characteristic that will betray their otherness, Oscar/Omar's heritage is 

suspicious to Anna's very white colonial family, in terms of his Jewish otherness as 

well as in terms of passing as Jewish: 

We were married according to Christian rites, at Anna's request. To please 
her family, even though only her brother attended the wedding.. .Anna's 
mother hated me. I think she suspected even my Jewishness. Prejudice has 
unerring instincts. I knew that my papers would stand up to legal scrutiny, for 
my father had known how to get the right people. It was probably some 
maimer or mannerism, a mispronounced word, a plural verb in the wrong 
place, some inherent fault-line in the crust of my being, that confirmed her 
suspicions. (Dangor, Kafka 32) 

When physicality can no longer be constructed as a marker of racc, the idea of what I 

would like to call "performing race" becomes central in that the performance 

becomes the racial signifier. And as with all performances, faltering in some way 

exposes the "artifice" of the performance. Performing race also destabilizes reified 
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conceptions of racial taxonomy in that race comes to rest on this form of enacted 

artifice rather than on physicaHty or cultural "essence" of some kind, thereby 

dissolving ideas of racial authenticity as access to the group can be granted (mostly) 

on the basis of enacting stereotypical behaviors. 

Jewish stereotypes, as previously discussed, involved associating Jews with 

disease, hyper-sexuality, immorality and unscrupulousness. Colored identity in South 

Africa has similarly been associated with "immorality, sexual promiscuity, 

illegitimacy, impurity and untrustworthiness" (Erasmus 17). These stereotypes 

collide and are unsettled in Kafka's Curse. Oscar/Omar's sexual appetites (associated 

with being both Jewish and Colored) overwhelm the repressed Anna and he 

periodically visits prostitutes in order to satisfy his need for frequency and loud 

sounds that unsettle her. Katryn, Oscar/Omar's grandmother, a white Afrikaner who 

converts to Islam becoming Kulsum, is associated with various forms of sexual 

transgression. She buys safety from harassment for her family through the sexual 

favors she trades with the local police; the local shopkeeper, on the same basis, 

extends credit to the Khans. She comes from an impoverished farming family 

structured around her incestuous father, and then forms an incestuous bond with her 

son. Salaam. Anna's family with its self-righteous pretense is also revealed to be 

other than what they claim. Anna's father, it is discovered in his will, had a secret 

second family that was both colored and Muslim. But it is Martin, Anna's brother 

with his impeccable British ancestry, who is revealed as the real predator in the 

novella. Martin has been molesting his two daughters, just as he molested Anna as a 
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child. Various forms of sexual transgression are therefore utilized by Dangor to 

destabilize racial stereotypes that connect illicit behavior with race, pointing towards 

a shared South African history of transgression that cuts both across and through 

racial classifications. 

Dangor, in his destabilization of racial stereotyping, weaves through each 

family the idea of their own mixed heritage, as well as their own forms of violence 

and sexual transgression. Dangor returns to the legend of Leila and Majnoen to apply 

these ideas on a macro level: 

The ancient Arabic legend of Leila and Majnoen ("a name as well as a 
madness") is a cautionary moral tale: tamper with the hierarchy of a society's 
structure and you threaten its orderliness, and hence its very existence. 
Fortunately for the development of the human as a thinking being, there will 
always be rebellion.. ."Rebellion," like "odysseys" remain timeless literary 
themes because they help a bewildered "world-orders" to see—ultimately— 
that there is no such thing as a "world order." Ask the Caliph who caused his 
daughter Leila and her lover Majnoen so much suffering: his caliphate 
probably did not endure as long as their legend. (Dangor in Boldtype 
interview 3) 

In applying the legend of Majnoen to South Africa, Dangor's shows how Apartheid 

asserts the existence of a racial hierarchy of "world-orders." It is ultimately taken 

apart by rebellion, by a discourse that asserts that there is no "world-order." And it is 

also in the telling and retelling of this legend that the ambiguities of history coalesce 

to reveal the divergent histories that are contained in a tale. Dangor reveals its multi-

layered meanings through Oscar/Omar's narrative: 
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A fairy tale, of course, embellished and embroidered and impregnated with 
meaning until it became a myth. It is noble I suppose.. .to create a whole way 
of life from a strand of fact.. .Imagine a man turning into a tree as he waits 
for a lover who will never arrive. A well-deserved fate, if you ask me, for a 
lowly gardener waiting for a princess. In any case, there are no great forests 
in all of Arabia. So, what are the real origins of the legend? A trivial incident, 
sentimentalized and exaggerated to heroic proportions by slaves from India 
or Java or Malaysia to sustain themselves? It might have been African? This 
continent is fecund- yes, fecund - with the kind of foliage which gives birth 
to the secret lives that are the very substance of magical people. (Dangor, 
Kafka 21) 

Dangor highlights the textualized nature of reality, both past and present, through 

this narrative. Oscar/Omar (re)creates his life from a strand of fact, using his 

ambiguously coded appearance to become someone else. He therefore characterizes 

himself as being noble, but simultaneously says that Majnoen (and by implication 

himself) deserved his fate thereby placing himself ambiguously. The legend which 

frames the narrative is also revealed to be something other than what it claims in 

terms of the spatial references within it. Its ambiguous origins are set against its 

clearly Africanized form in the present, reflecting the history of the people who tell it 

on many levels as African and Arabic collide in narrative form. 

Kajka's Curse, dealing with the ambiguities of identity in the context of 

South Africa's transition to a democracy, traverses the line between the illusory and 

the real of racial constructions - an exploration that reflects both the suppression of 

narratives of ambiguity during Apartheid, as well as the emergence of these 

narratives in a post-Apartheid context. In his most recent novel Bitter Fruit, Dangor 

continues his exploration of ambiguity by examining the line between silence and 

articulation in South African culture. Questions of history, ambiguity, identity, 



sexual transgression and transformation also emerge in Bitter Fruit. While Kafka's 

Curse investigated these issues around South Africa's first election in 1994, Bitter 

Fruit examines similar issues around South Africa's second election in 1999. 

Bitter Fruit (2001) is an iconoclastic text that examines the relationship 

between history, memory and transition in an urban Johannesburg setting. The 

narrative focuses on Silas and Lydia Ali, and their son Mikey, as their relationships 

begin to unravel at the end of the Mandela presidency while South Africa prepares 

for its second election. Dangor investigates the relationship between silence and 

articulation through utilizing the silence that surrounds these characters pasts as a 

counterpoint against which to examine the impact of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (TRC) as a form of cultural articulation. Questions of history's 

ambiguities and its impact on the present are tightly woven together through 

Dangor's nuanced narrative that explores the boundaries between fragmentation and 

wholeness. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was established in 1994 

under the leadership of Desmond Tutu. Its hearings dominated South African 

popular culture for the next five years as the testimonies of both the perpetrators and 

victims of Apartheid became public. The TRC aimed to facilitate national 

reconciliation and individual catharsis while simultaneously redressing revisionist 

accounts of the past. The parameters established for the commission were part of the 

negotiated settlement for a democratic South Africa and reflect the compromises of 

that process. The TRC succeeded in opening public discourse as it gave victims a 
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historical and official place for their stories, while forcing society to face the 

immorality that underpinned white minority rule. The commission has been widely 

criticized for giving up justice for reconciliation, for its inability to provide a more 

comprehensive picture of the past and for allowing ordinary white South Africans to 

shirk their complicity with the mechanisms of Apartheid while many victims remain 

uncompensated to name just a few of its problems. In this chapter, I am examining 

the TRC as a form of cultural articulation which can be read through literary texts, 

such as Dangor's, as a form of cultural history. 

"The TRC brought in its wake a number of new.. .framings for the narrative 

self (Nuttall and Michael 307). This narrative self is established in relation to a 

communal self with the TRC asserting that until people "speak, grieve and heal, we 

cannot have a community-which is nation." (Nuttall and Michael 307). Premesh Lalu 

and Brent Harris describe the process as follows: 

In its quest to uncover the truth about gross human rights violations, the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) has brought the discussion of 
facts, truth, memory, evidence and the production of history into the public 
domain in an unprecedented manner. South Africa's repressed voices, its 
traumas, have become a feature of intense public debate. History, it seems, is 
being made, written, spoken and used to build a new nation. (24) 

Bitter Fruit is a text that also discusses facts, truth, memory, and the 

production ofhistory on numerous levels. Set on the cusp of South Africa's second 

election in 1999, the text explores the boundaries between silence, articulation and 

the TRC through the All's history. Silas is a middle-aged anti-Apartheid activist in 



the ministry of justice who is working on the final report of the TRC, when he walks 

into his wife's rapist, an ex-security policeman named Du Boise, in a shopping mall. 

The silence that has surrounded Lydia's rape for the last 20 years shatters, with Silas 

attempting to speak about it in the present and Lydia trying to avoid speech because 

it has been silenced for too long; 

She raised her legs onto the chair and hugged her knees to her chest. 'Silas, 
I'd forgotten...' 
'I'm sorry, I didn't intend to run into him.' 
'You chose to remember, you chose to come home and tell me.' 
'You know I couldn't hide anything from you.' He took his arm away and 
went to sit on the wall of the stoep. 'It's not something you easily forget, or 
ever forget.' 
'All these years we never spoke about it.' 
'There was no need to.' 
She looked at him, her eyes scornful. 'No need to? What do you mean, no 
need to?' 
'It was a time when, well, we had to leam to put up with those things.' 
(Dangor, Fruit 16) 

Silas' idea that there was no need to discuss the rape, as it was a part of the anti-

Apartheid struggle effectively silenced both Lydia and the impact of the trauma on 

their relationship. Lydia has almost been able to convince herself that she has 

forgotten the unforgettable, as silence has had the effect of repressing her trauma. 

This passage is filled with irony as Lydia accuses Silas of making her remember 

what she can never forget. Their inability to speak about the past has resulted in a 

marriage where they barely communicate at all, as they are surrounded by the un

speakable. The idea that silence or rather, what is silenced, will slowly destroy is 

actualized in the Ali's marriage and serves as a metaphor for South Africa's past. 
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Danger is posing the question of how we deal with our pasts through this 

novel that floats back and forth between present and past, speech and silence, public 

and private in its exploration of the ambiguities of history. Memory is central to the 

text as the narrative moves between present and past, mimicking the non-linear form 

of memory itself as it seamlessly travels across time and space. Silas sees Du Boise 

in a mall and returns home in the present. He remembers the terrible event which 

shifts back into the past, speaks to Lydia whose emotional state in the present 

reminds him of her response when she learned of both of his affair and his 

involvement in the underground in the past. Dangor utilizes emotional states as well 

as coincidental encounters as triggers of memory. Memory, in tliis context, becomes 

the means of excavating silence and hence history, which is contained in the 

articulation of memory. Mikey thinks of these issues as follows: 

Historical memory. It is a term that seems illogical and contradictory to 
Mikey; after all, history is memory. ..It is as if history has a remembering 
process of its own, one that gives life to imaginary monsters. Now his mother 
and father have received a visitation from that dark past, some terrible 
memory brought to life. (Dangor, Fruit 32) 

The fragmentary or ambiguous nature of memory is centralized both in terms 

of this personal history, as well as in terms of the public history of the TRC. When 

Silas asks Lydia to tell her story to the TRC as a means of taking action in a way that 

was not possible in the past, Lydia refuses. She says that this will not restore 

wholeness for her as Archbishop Tutu was not raped and therefore cannot understand 

her experience. The inability of the TRC to articulate a "whole truth" or to construct 
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a master narrative of any kind is highlighted through Lydia's inability to articulate 

her own trauma in such a setting. The ambiguous nature of such archeological 

endeavors therefore becomes paramount to understanding the TRC and the 

construction of history, or histories, in South Africa. The TRC can then be seen as a 

type of meta-narration of the historical process. Ingrid De Kok describes the process 

as follows: 

Nobody believes that the TRC will or can produce the full "truth", in all its 
detail, for all time. It is in the multiplicity of partial versions and experiences, 
composed and recomposed within sight of each other, that truth 'as a thing of 
this world', in Foucault's phrase, will emerge. In this mobile current 
individuals and communities will make and remake their meanings. (De Kok 
61) 

The TRC, like history, negotiates between silence and articulation on various levels. 

The TRC must, on one level, be read for its silences in terms of the limited 

participation in the commission, for the incomplete nature of its testimonies but also 

for the limitations of the Commission's mandate. Tutu, in his foreword to the final 

report of the TRC, "refers to the past as a "jigsaw puzzle" of which the TRC is only a 

piece" (Graham 11). Yet, this one piece is still a form of articulation in that the TRC 

cleared enough space for ordinary people to tell their stories and have them form a 

part of public record. Njabulo Ndebele sees the stories of the TRC as some of the 

first steps in the rewriting of South African history on the basis of validated mass 

experience, and a confirmation of the movement of society from repression to 

expression (Ndebele 20). The ambiguity inherent in traversing this line between 



69 

silence and articulation, or what can be seen as the ambiguous nature of history is 

brought into sharp relief in Bitter Fruit. Dangor describes this in his own writing as 

follows: 

My writing is compelled to explore this unending journey; it sometimes 
makes readers uncomfortable. We dislike uncertainty. Well, perversely, some 
writers are blessed—or doomed? —to become the "reporters" of all of 
history's ambiguities. 
(Random House 4) 

Bitter Fruit is a text that opens history's processes in order to narrate its ambiguities. 

Dangor, then, establishes a strong relationship between the processes of the TRC and 

those of the characters in Bitter Fruit. The novel is structured in three parts -

memory, confession and retribution which Dangor counterposes against the three 

steps laid out by the TRC - speak, grieve and heal. The idea of repressed histories 

becoming overwhelming in their silent presence is set against the notion of 

articulation on different levels. 

Lydia describes Silas as being good at his job working on the TRC repon 

because of his own "forgetfulness", a deliberate strategy to repress his pain as he 

helps the country "to forget and therefore to forgive, a convenient kind of amnesia" 

(Dangor Fruit, 110). For Lydia, forgiveness only comes from amnesia, inverting 

Tutu's maxim that South Africa should forgive but never forget. Yet, a central notion 

of the TRC, that the future can only be established by confronting the past, also 

emerges in Bitter Fruit: 
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[Mikey] rises abruptly. He is determined not to sink into the melancholy that 
comes with reliving the past. He knows it will not be possible to apply his 
golden rule - look to the future, always - with the same singlemindedness as 
before. He can no longer think of the future without confronting his past. 
Christ, he thinks, I am beginning to sound like Archbishop Tutu. And what 
does he know? He has never been raped, nor is he a child of rape. He replaces 
his mother's diary in her desk drawer... (Dangor, Fruit 119) 

Mikey learns that he is the product of Lydia's rape from her diary. His 

understandings of himself in the present, as well as his future desires, are dwarfed by 

what is not spoken in his family. Yet, the diary itself is an ambiguous form of 

articulation, as it articulates without audible sounds - on some level a type of silent 

articulation. Lydia begins the diary three nights after she is raped. The first entry 

ends as follows: 

'They dropped us off at the edge of the township, and Silas and I walked 
down the quiet, peaceful street, both of us silent.. .his fear, that icy, unspoken 
revulsion, hung in the air like a mist. It would enable me to give life to 
Mikey, my son. At that moment, in Smith Street, Noordgesig, I crossed over 
into a zone of silence.' (Dangor, Fruit 116/117) 

Lydia enters a zone of silence after her rape, a silence bom of extreme trauma from 

both the event and Silas' response to it. Trauma is often theorized as an experience 

that eludes representation where the "unspeakablity of trauma constitutes a 

pathology of history itself (Graham 13). For Lydia, her trauma is verbally 

unspeakable but can still be articulated in written form. The boundary between 

speech and silence is ambiguous as past, present and future collapse within the 

narrative of memory. Similarly, the ambiguities of history are foregrounded through 
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this process that relies upon silence and articulation, within a narrative that 

manipulates time to restore linearity. The TRC attempted to give voice to the 

unspeakability of such trauma on one level, which impacts on the understanding of 

history more broadly in that the ambiguity between confronting the past and the 

unspeakability of its trauma signifies the pathology of historical understandings. This 

is further complicated by what the TRC did not articulate. For example; 

.. .despite its noble purposes, the testimonies that the TRC received were not 
always reported to the public in their full and painful complexity, and 
sometimes this was because the agenda of nation building was allowed to 
reshape what was being said. For example, during a televised broadcast of a 
woman's account of.. .how she had to identify her sister's sexually mutilated 
body, the SABC interrupted her evidence with 'a commissioner's call for a 
minute of silence' ....In this way the sister's 'traumatic memory of the 
mutilation of. ..[a] tortured body was mis-appropriated into the heroic 
narrative of a nation in formation. 
(Daymond 25) 

The TRC's relationship to the systematic abuse of women is an ambiguous one on 

different levels. Some testimonies were edited for nation making, while the closed 

sessions around women's abuse were inadvertently posted on the internet. Danger 

states that the sexual abuse of women in the anti-Apartheid struggle is something that 

is silenced in South Africa which motivated him to tell this story. In an interview 

with Elaine Young he says: 

A number of activists that I worked with had been raped and abused in prison 
and I was close to some of them, though they never spoke about it. When 
Bitter Fruit came out, a number of people called me and thanked me for the 
story. Others were far more ambivalent and said that I had opened wounds 
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that they had hoped they would never have to deal with. But the fact is that 
the sexual abuse of women in the struggle against apartheid was far more 
systematic and widespread than we want to believe or that the TRC has dealt 
with.. .So all I did was try to address a viewpoint. (58) 

In Bitter Fruit, Lydia is raped as a warning to Silas by the security police and the 

effects of this violence are traced throughout the novel. Du Boise' amnesty 

application to the TRC is one in which he names a large number of women whom he 

raped as a form of political suppression. It is in this way that Dangor simultaneously 

highlights the silences of the TRC while simultaneously inserting a narrative of 

women's trauma into our communal history. The relationship between past and 

present is then not marked by rupture, but by what Dangor terms "more 

continuity.. .than we want to recognize" (Young 55) in terms of narrativizing the 

ambiguities of the past. 

The ambiguity of this history is further traced through Dangor's 

characterization of Lydia, Silas and Mikey Ah. Silas is a character marked by his 

contradictions. He wants to speak about Lydia's rape after freezing the event in a 

twenty-year silence, he tells her about seeing Du Boise under the premise that he 

cannot hide anything from her even though he managed to hide his involvement in 

the underground for years, he falls in love with Lydia again when she becomes ready 

to leave him, and has an incongruous relationship between his political and personal 

life as exemplified by his work on the TRC; 

He knew then, several years before he encountered Du Boise in a shopping 
mall, that Lydia really wanted to explore some hidden pain.. .He was not 



73 

capable of such an ordeal.. .It would require an immersion in words he was 
not familiar with, words that did not seek to blur memory, to lessen the pain, 
but to sharpen all of these things. He was trained to find consensus, even if it 
meant not acknowledging the 'truth' in all its unflattering nakedness. Hell, he 
had an important job, liaising between the Ministry of Justice and the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission. It was his job to ensure that everyone 
concerned remain objective.. .What would happen ifhe broke his golden rule 
and delved into the turmoil of memories that the events of those days would 
undoubtedly release? (Dangor, Fruit 59) 

Silas is working on the final report of the TRC, a document made up of the very 

words that he says he is not familiar with, words that sharpen both memory and pain 

in their recall. His professional life is structured around delving into the painful 

memories or testimonies on which the TRC is based, while he simultaneously claims 

an inability to explore these same memories on a more intimate level. While he does 

not want to explore the past because of its pain, he is also nostalgic for a past with 

"epochs of greater clarity, times without this ambiguity he sees everywhere" 

(Dangor, Fruit 148). Post-Apartheid South Africa has become a place of bewildering 

ambiguity for Silas, like it did for Oscar/Omar, unlike the clear morality of the past 

that Silas sees as having had no space for gray areas. 

Lydia, on the other hand, "lives in the present, self-judging, brutally honest" 

(Dangor, Fruit 149). Her ambiguity, on one level, lies in her inability to synthesize 

the past even though she is constantly surrounded by it. Her inability to confront the 

past and Silas' actions result in a point of stasis, a wordless space of inaction where 

only the daily record of ordinary events are now written into her diary (149). She 

refuses to participate in the TRC but curiously stops writing in her diary for the 

duration of the commission, starting again once the final report is about done, as if 
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the commission articulated her trauma for that period of time. Lydia's life is framed 

by the extremely violent sexual transgression of her rape. She consequently acquires 

a zealous stance on all forms of sexual transgression that manifests in her dislike of 

Kate, Silas' comrade in the underground who flirts with Mikey. When she discovers 

Mireille, her much younger sister, lying naked in Mikey's bed, she has her banished 

to Canada without further contact. Yet, this seemingly unambiguous stance of 

Lydia's on any form of sexual transgression is turned upside down after she attempts 

to seduce her son: 

And yet, that kiss was indelible, a gesture impossible to withdraw. Like Du 
Boise's penis, an irredeemable act of intrusion. Mikey had saved them from a 
truly cruel pleasure Mikey walked away as if nothing had happened. As if 
she, his mother, had not kissed him carnally, had not asked him into her bed, 
as if he had not spumed her. She sometimes hopes that he indeed remembers 
nothing, that the trauma has induced an amnesia in him, thus sparing him the 
scars of her sexual desire for him. (Dangor, Fruit 150) 

Lydia's processes are, in a sense, traced through her attitudes and actions around 

various forms of sexual transgression. She begins to process being raped after she 

kisses Mikey, her own transgression forcing her to confront the past. The moment 

that constitutes Lydia's final liberation from both the past and her dead marriage is 

another act of sexual transgression - her very public dance and exit from Silas' 

birthday party with the twenty-five year old Joao. 

Various aspects of sexual transgression also coalesce around Mikey, in 

Dangor's interesting but problematic delineation of this character. He is the product 

of Lydia's rape on both a literal and figurative level. Mikey is described in 
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otherworldly terms throughout the novel, rendering a portrait of someone beyond 

usual social constraints: 

His strange, rather sallow skin was tinged with blue, as if he had no colour of 
his own, as ifhis complexion was created by absorbing light from elements 
around him, from the fluorescent tubes above them and the darkness into 
which he stared. When at last he did turn towards her, it was to convey a 
passing acknowledgement, to reinforce the fact that there was something 
more mysterious and exotic out there. His beauty was sinister, she 
thought. ..(Dangor, Fruit 66) 

Mikey's otherworldliness also corresponds to his depiction as an outsider. After 

Mireille is banished, he withdraws from his family completely. When he visits Lydia 

in hospital, he stands off to the side in silence as his extended family gather closely 

around her bed. 

Mikey's surreal beauty makes him irresistible to women, yet he is repeatedly 

described as being "beyond all women" (Dangor, Fruit 201). It is not clear whether 

he seduces, or is seduced by, various women in the text who all play a role in his 

future plans - Kate obtains Du Boise's file for him, Prof. Graham gives him access 

to a gun, while Vinu's incestuous father becomes his "dry run" for shooting Du 

Boise. 

Dangor is ambiguously toying with "hybrid" identities through his 

characterization of Mikey, as well as of his friend Vinu. Vinu, who has a Hindu 

Indian mother and white Afrikaans father, is also described as being irresistibly 

beautiful. Silas makes a fool of himself at his party when he becomes mesmerized by 
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her. Dangor draws a close connection between Vinu and Mikey, both physically and 

in terms of the various issues that they confront: 

Mikey dislikes the sound of his own name most of all, he has come to 
understand that it is an 'oxymoron.'... 
'Vinu Viljoen,' she says her name out loud. 'Bastard people are beautiful, 
bastard names are not.'... 
Mikey says that from now on he is to be addressed as 'Michael', that is his 
name. It is a declaration of loyalty to her. He doesn't know why he is making 
this decision; after all, if you want to change what people call you, you 
should choose something more appropriate, a first name that goes along with 
the family name. 
'Something like Moosa Ah,' Vinu says 'or better still, Mohammed Ah.' She 
laughs, dries her tears, kisses him tenderly, says, 'I am going to find a half-
Hindu boertjie [young Afrikaner] to fuck,' and goes off (Dangor, Fruit 147) 

Dangor polemically connects some type of "mixed" parentage with extra-ordinary 

beauty and with the transgression of various boundaries through these two 

characters. Vinu and Michael have names that signify their "hybrid" identities, a 

signification that seems to unsettle both of them to some degree. Both also grapple 

with different types of sexual transgression as Vinu has an incestuous relationship 

with her father and Mikey is the product of rape. Dangor's representation of 

"hybridity" is ambiguous in that he ties it so closely to the transgression of 

boundaries of various kinds. It is unclear if he is examining whether people who are 

the product of transgressed boundaries ("miscegenation" being considered a 

transgression of boundaries under Apartheid) challenge further boundaries in tum, or 

whether they remain outside of usual social boundaries, or whether he believes that 
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endows them with some sort of extra-ordinary quality such as physical "exoticism" 

or beauty. 

The issue of "colored" identity in South Africa further compounds this idea 

as it is often equated with hybridity. The Alis are "colored", as are Gracie and Alec, 

Lydia's sister and brother-in-law whose last name reflects their positioning; 

Gracie was tired of explaining to Alec - and his skeptical Johannesburg 
township kind - that the name 'Oliphant', sadly, was Scots in origin and not 
an Anglicization of 'Ndhlovu', the isiZulu word for 'elephant' and a common 
African surname. If it had been, perhaps we would belong! Here we are in 
our twilight zone between black and white, trying to be both and ending up as 
neither. (Dangor, Fruit 76) 

Colored identity, of being what Dangor borrowing from Zoe Wicomb calls "not 

white enough, not black enough", as a reified category under Apartheid 

classifications is examined within a post-Apartheid context where such categories 

have not only been largely retained, but often also accepted. Anthony Marx (1998), 

examining race in post-Apartheid South Africa, says: 

In the absence of formal categories used for legal segregation, racial identity 
is somewhat diluted, but it endures.. .Where no longer used as an explicit tool 
of domination and resistance to such domination, race may be transformed 
into an expression of cultural distinction. (273) 

The implications of claiming previous forms of racial classification as current forms 

of cultural distinctiveness are just beginning to be explored. Current research into the 

use and meaning of racial, cultural and national identities among historically 
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oppressed and privileged South Africans, suggests that these markers are not about 

ideas of authenticity but rather about placing both the self and other "within the 

spatial and temporal co-ordinates of material and symbolic reality" (Franchi 130). 

The relationship between this new definition of Apartheid racial taxonomies 

and racial conceptualizations of the dominant African National Congress (ANC) is 

informative in understanding race in contemporary South African culture. The ANC 

has long held the idea of non-racialism as one of its key principles, an idea that does 

not dismiss race but rather asserts an inclusive notion of South African identity 

irrespective of race. This principle has existed alongside Steve Bike's popular 

conceptualization of black consciousness ideology, as well as South Africa's 

continuing lack of social justice that is racially marked. The nexus between these 

three understandings of racial politics is where contemporary conceptualizations are 

beginning to redefine the ambiguities of identity. Danger situates his exploration of 

"colored identity" in Bitter Fruit at a similar crossroads: 

First of all, there is an underlying sense of identity of being a South African, 
and if that is shattered then the country is shattered. But within that there are 
a whole series of identities.. .in my first book.. .the word "coloured" was in 
inverted commas.. .But people begin to accept those definitions now as 
reality, and apartheid has left behind some realities, so in the eyes of even the 
most progressive thinker in the African National Congress some people still 
think in terms of African, Indian, coloured, white - those racial categories 
that we always fought against. And there are people who are going to have to 
explore what it means to be labeled coloured. In my own case, I'm so 
bastardized I can only call myself coloured. The political connotations are 
starker than the social ones, because I am as at ease in Parkview as in 
Eldorado Park, but politically one always gets this question, and we do 
ourselves a disservice not to explore them. Identity as inherited from 
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apartheid needs to be explored in order to be got rid of. (Dangor in De Waal, 
2/3) 

Dangor positions this novel as a type of space clearing device that opens a gap for 

these questions to be asked while situating the debates within a framework of South 

Africatmess, an elastic structure that is able to accommodate a series of identities 

within its ambit. In much the same way that the TRC can be viewed as a space 

clearing device on a macro level in that it allows for the many divergent narratives of 

the past to emerge both within and outside of its confines; Bitter Fruit can be seen as 

a space clearing device on a micro level in that it allows an examination of ambiguity 

within various identities to emerge within a broader context of South African 

national identity. 

Bitter Fruit is then a narrative that could only emerge in a post-Apartheid 

milieu that is characterized by a more open mode of expression, or within a context 

that is able to hold the ambiguity of competing narratives. Michael Green says that: 

The new South Africa is fertile ground for recalling forgotten, bypassed and 
suppressed stories, and the invention of new stories, historical and fictional. 
Indeed, the new South Africa is nothing if not its own new story, in whatever 
way one story may be said to hold together the many and often conflicting 
stories making up a nation in the wake of the forced imposition of the state. 
(Green 122) 

The novel's three sections of memory, confession and retribution act as 

counterpoints against which the TRC's processes of speak, grieve and heal are 

situated. Reconciliation, as in the case of the TRC, is clearly absent in the structuring 



of Danger's novel. "Memory" deals with the past in a narrative that floats back and 

forth as bits of each characters history are revealed. The section ranges from Mikey's 

ambiguous relationship with Mireille and their "Gandhi game" to test their powers of 

abstinence, to Silas' activist past and Lydia's rape, to the position of the family 

within South Africa's new power structure and the TRC. Lydia's diary and its link 

to the TRC fonn the primary frame of this section of "memory", while the relation 

between history and the present is solidified. 

"Confession" centers on the revelations of history in different forms. Vinu 

tells Mikey that she has had an incestuous relationship with her father, Alec 

confesses to being a police informant and hence a party to Lydia's rape, while Du 

Boise applies for amnesty from the TRC. Danger prefaces this second section with 

the following quote from Rumi - "Since in order to speak, one must first listen, 

Learn to speak by listening." The division between speech and silence is ambiguous 

as Dangor highlights both the confession and the effect of that confession on those 

who hear it, again relating to the TRC as a public confessional. The effect of Lydia's 

confessional or diary on Mikey also becomes central to this section as Mikey begins 

to investigate his family's past in the wake of his new knowledge. The search takes 

him to Silas's half-brother Amin, Islam and the Griffith Street mosque where Mikey 

learns the history of his grandfather Ali Ali. Ali Ali flees Gujarat after killing his 

sister's rapist. The Iman says to Mikey: 

You asked me a question. Would I help a helpless man in his quest for 
justice, or is it vengeance? Yes, there is a point to be made. There are certain 
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things people do not forget, or forgive. Rape is one of them.. .conquerors 
destroyed the will of those whom they conquered by impregnating the 
women. It is an ancient form of genocide.. .You conquer a nation by 
bastardizing its children. (Dangor, Fruit 182/3) 

Dangor again cracks open a range of problematics with this delineation. The idea of 

any type of racial, ethnic or national purity prior to "bastardization" is sticky in itself; 

while the irony of two men discussing the unforgivable nature of rape highlights the 

masculinist bias within the novel where rape is more about patrimony than women's 

trauma. It is through the Griffith Street mosque which his grandfather established 

that Mikey will find his way out of South Africa after killing Du Boise, highlighting 

how the fundamentalist brand of Islam operates within its own constraints. 

"Retribution" is the final and shortest section of the novel that takes place 

around Silas' fiftieth birthday that he sees as a farewell of sorts. It heralds the end of 

the century and the end of the Mandela presidency. For Lydia, it marks the end of 

her marriage. It will also be the last time that Silas or Lydia sees Mikey before he 

disappears. And for Mikey, it is a farewell to his past, an event that he attends after 

killing Du Boise in an attempt to obliterate his histoiy: 

My heritage, he says in a whisper, unwanted, imposed, my history, my 
beginnings. 
Michael fires - twice - directly into Du Boise's face, forgetting his carefully 
worked-out plan: shoot into the heart, it is quieter, tends to attract less 
attention. He wants to obliterate Du Boise's face... (Dangor, Fruit 246) 
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Each section can therefore be read as a counterpoint to the steps that the TRC 

defined as constituting the road to reconciliation - speak, grieve and heal. And in the 

case of the TRC, retribution is clearly absent. 

The novel then draws together different strands of what could not be publicly 

articulated within an Apartheid context, while simultaneously reflecting different 

ways of dealing with those stories in a post-Apartheid and post-TRC context. Lydia, 

Silas and Mikey each represent a different course of action for dealing with the past. 

For Silas, the past that he could not speak of previously, can now become part of 

public record and TRC process but Lydia refuses. For both Lydia and Mikey, the 

past must be dealt with outside of the TRC. Du Boise's amnesty application forces 

Lydia to confront the past, which she does on an internal psychological level. She 

eventually forgives men in general, rather than Du Boise in particular, and reinvents 

herself away from her old life. Mikey chooses self-administered retribution and kills 

Du Boise, his biological father, as he believes that some things can never be 

forgiven. Dangor's sophisticated layering of the different ways of dealing with our 

past are foregrounded and operate as a counterpoint against which to examine the 

TRC as one means of confronting the past. Dangor does not offer any neat solutions 

but traces the trajectory of the different ways of dealing with our past. In much the 

same way that the TRC cannot construct a unified idea of South African history but 

merely offers one piece of a fragmentary past, Dangor illustrates the ambiguity 

inherent in the various ways we synthesize that past as individuals and as society as a 
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whole - reminding us that fragmentation and ambiguity form their own type of 

wholeness. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Ordinary Secrets and the Bounds of Memory: Traversing the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission in Farida Karodia's Other Secrets and Beverley 

Naidoo's Out of Bounds 

And so it is that the stories of the TRC seem poised to result in one major spin-off 
among others: the restoration of narrative. In few countries in the contemporary 

world do we have a living example of people reinventing themselves through 
narrative 

- Njabulo 
Ndebele. 

Over a decade ago, Njabulo Ndebele changed our understanding of South African 

literature and culture with his controversial call for the rediscovery of the ordinary. 

Ndebele argued that Apartheid was examined as a spectacular object in literature 

because life at this time was too "fantastic to be outstripped by the creative 

imagination" (Moyana in Ndebele, Rediscovery 42). He called for a broadening of 

literary form beyond spectacle through rediscovering the ordinary or everyday 

texture of life in narrative form. In his more recent formulation on the state of South 

African culture, Ndebele examines the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 

as a mechanism that opened South African narrative. In allowing the past or in a 

sense, the "ordinary" horror of Apartheid to emerge, the TRC has opened cultural 

production in South Africa. In this chapter, I argue that Farida Karodia's Other 

Secrets and Beverley Naidoo's Out of Bounds reflect Ndebele's analyses as a j anus-

faced combination of the ordinary with the spectacular, through narratives that 

traverse the dualisms of public and private, insider and outsider, history and fiction. 
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memory and story, silence and articulation. I situate the TRC as an opening device 

that is inherently limited in terms ofbeing only one (polemical) narrative of the past 

- literature is another. "The resources of the nation's artists, stor>'tellers, journalists, 

teachers.. .need to be harnessed to ensure that honest ownership of the past is 

acknowledged. In a word, acknowledgement is incomplete." (Villa-Vicencio 75) The 

incomplete acknowledgement of the TRC is complemented by the diverse narratives 

that have emerged in its wake, of which Karodia and Naidoo's texts form a part. 

The TRC as previously discussed was based on a concept of restorative justice 

rather than retributive justice, with almost every part of the commission from its 

inception to its final report being open to the public: 

The testimonies that emerged during the TRC process do not, obviously, 
constitute all memory. The Commission had a brief that, constitutionally and 
legislatively, limited its work to a period of history from 1960 to 1994, and to 
'gross violations' of human rights, which in ordinary language means murder, 
torture and serious harm to persons. The Commission therefore evoked the 
memories of some, but not all South Africans. The dead cannot speak. Only some 
of the individuals who were victimized testified. Only those perpetrators who 
applied for amnesty told their stories. Their stories are part of a much larger story, 
the story of apartheid, of our racial history... (James & van de Vijver 1) 

While the commission acknowledged Apartheid as "a crime against humanity", it did 

not investigate its everyday forms of injustice but limited its investigation to "gross 

violations of human rights" on an individual basis - a crucial distinction that angered 

many who felt that Apartheid abuses crept into every crevice of everyday life. The 

TRC, as a clearly imperfect process, raises a range of interesting questions, questions 

that are beyond the scope of this chapter. What I am looking at here is the TRC as 
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both an opening device and a form of limited cultural articulation in contemporary 

South African culture. 

While the TRC was a flawed process but the importance of an official and public 

post-Apartheid commission, however limited, set against the clandestine repressive 

history of Apartheid institutions cannot be underestimated in encouraging new 

narratives to emerge. "The TRC brought in its wake a number of new.. .framings for 

the narrative self (Nuttall and Michael 307). This narrative self is established in 

relation to a communal self with the TRC asserting that until people "speak, grieve 

and heal, we cannot have a community - which is nation" (Nuttall and Michael 307). 

Memory is sometimes designated as being the ultimate form of justice when it is an 

inclusive memory (sometimes called 'thick memory') that captures the gradations of 

responsibility for the past." (Villa-Vicencio 71) The past uncovered by the TRC, 

while only a partial account, forms the cornerstone of the continually unfolding 

process of historical narratives in post-Apartheid South Africa. The TRC can be read 

as establishing a relationship between individual narrative or memory (the basis of 

testimony) and communal narrative or history (composed in part from the collection 

of these testimonies). The opening of narrative space and the eschewal of certain 

oppositions (such as insider/outsider, public/private, history/fiction, memory/story, 

silence/articulation) are therefore central in terms of the theoretical shifts that the 

TRC has engendered - shifts that can be seen in contemporary post-Apartheid 

narratives such as the texts of Farida Karodia and Beverley Naidoo that have 

emerged in the wake of the TRC. 
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Farida Karodia's Other Secrets is a coming of age story that traces the lives of 

two sisters, Yasmin and Mcena Mohammed, growing up in Apartheid South Africa. 

The narrative focuses on the limited options open to the sisters within a world 

structured in racial dominance. Meena narrates their stories, beginning with their 

childhood in the rural Eastern Cape of the early 1960s, through what Lewis Nkosi 

has called the theme of the absurd, which is the theme of daily life in South Africa 

that includes forced removals, violence and exile. 

The novel begins in Soetstroom, a small town in the Eastern Cape where there are 

nocensus figures beyond the 2795 white people who live there. As Meena tells us: 

We were the only Asians in town and for us, too, there were no census figures. 
Had 

there been, the count would have been six; Ma, Papa, our maternal grandmother 
Nana, 

and an orphaned relative, Baboo, and Yasmin and me. It was relatively common 
in the 

days before mass relocation to find solitary Asian [Indian"] traders living and 
conducting business in the heart of white rural communities. Isolated because of 
their racial and cultural differences, they built walls around themselves -
surviving like bits of flotsam in a hostile sea.. .(Karodia 3) 

This seemingly simple introductory narrative has both the "other" and the secrets 

of the text's title embedded within it. The Mohammed family, as Apartheid's 

"others", initially live an isolated existence in the middle of the white town in 

defiance of the Group Areas Act. One of the "secrets" that Apartheid attempted to 

" Terminology that designates racial identity has varied over time in South Africa and there is 
therefore more than one linguistic system in operation in this chapter in order to cover the terms used 
in the texts. "African" was/is used to refer to black South Africans. Many members of the older 
generation will use this terminology. "Asian" was used to refer to Indian South Africans. This term is 
rarely used today. None of these terms are derogatory. 
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conccal is the number of people who fell between, or formed the interstices of, its 

systems of classification on one level or another. This precarious geographical 

existence reflects the racial make-up of the family itself where Meena, Yasmin and 

their father, Abdul, are classified as Indian or "Asian", while their mother, Delia, and 

grandmother. Nana, are classified as "coloured". Apartheid history is filled with 

stories of families split apart through their differing racial classification. Ironically, it 

is the Mohammed family's geographical isolation that protects them from this type 

of structural disintegration, even though they are torn apart through other aspects of 

the draconian system. It is ultimately secrets, or what is not spoken, and the violence 

inherent within the othering process that frames the lives of each of the characters 

involved. The idea of silence within the family's history forms a central tenet of the 

text, acting as a microcosm for the silenced narratives of Apartheid history -silences 

that the TRC's narrative partially articulates and that is now being further 

narrativized through literary forms. 

Gina Wisker characterizes South African women's writing post-Apartheid as 

being "free to re-imagine and re-possess the locations of their past, reinscribing them 

with their own interpretations and values" through various forms, the most 

prominent being life-writing and semi-fictional autobiography (140). Other Secrets 

is a semi-fictional autobiography where the opposition between silence and speech is 

replaced by a narrative that is able to occupy both positions simultaneously. As a 

fictional autobiography, Meena narrates or articulates their stories. Yet, she also 

"articulates" their silences through a narrative that simultaneously reflects what was 



silenced, in terms of public discourse, under Apartheid. While Meena narrates Other 

Secrets, Yasmin is the central character within the narrative. Meena and Yasmin can 

be seen as "doubles" as Karodia . .juxtaposes two characters, the one representing 

the socially acceptable or conventional personality, the other externalizing the free 

uninhibited, often criminal self (Stratton 157). Yasmin constantly rails against the 

social, geographical and familial strictures that seek to limit her, while Meena works 

quietly within them. Yasmin is the child who is indulged by her parents with private 

boarding schools, new clothes and a reprieve from most household chores. Meena's 

public schooling is forgotten for eighteen months during their forced removal to 

McBain and she constantly works for her family in some capacity. On one level, 

Yasmin articulates the dynamic, indulgent and ambitious side that Meena cannot. 

As a fictional autobiography, Karodia utilizes the truth-value implied in an 

autobiographical form within a fictionalized framework in order to authenticate 

the narrative, thereby destabilizing received notions of history and fiction, public 

and private as the narrative occupies both positions. In a broader context, 

autobiographical narratives consist of the genres of fiction and history: 

The autobiographical act entails the creation of a personal, but not private, 
history. It invokes the same authority that pervades the history writing process, 
where the writer positions him/herself as.. .able to order the "facts" in a linear 
narrative starting with cause and ending with effect. (Levin and Taitz 172; 
emphasis added) 



90 

Karodia positions Meena as such an authoritative narrator of the Mohammeds 

history, her repressed characterization perfectly supporting the idea of her ability to 

observe from the sidehnes, as Meena says . .while I, like a stranger in their midst, 

stood to one side watching..." (Karodia 422). It is also Karodia herself who is 

positioned as the narrator of her personal history as aspects of Karodia's life story 

appear in the text. Karodia's father was an immigrant from Gujarat and her mother 

was classified as colored; she lived in a small town in the Eastern Cape where her 

father ran a general store - information which is translated directly into the fabric of 

the novel. Karodia attended a teacher's training school and her passport was revoked 

in exile; she transposes these events onto Meena's li fe story - descriptions that 

Ndebele would describe as part of the ordinary or everyday texture of South African 

life. It is in the "rediscovery" of this ordinary texture of everyday life that Ndebele's 

sophisticated understanding of macro-politics is found. He writes: "By rediscovering 

the ordinary,.. .stories remind us necessarily that the problems facing the South 

African social formation are complex and all-embracing; that they cannot be reduced 

to a simple, single formulation" (Ndebele, Rediscovery 57). Karodia admits to using 

some of her personal experiences in the characterization of the sisters but says: 

They are two totally different characters. But, I could link some of my 
experiences. Maybe they were the emotions that I felt at particular times of my 
life, which I linked to the two. It is almost like a schizophrenic kind of thing with 
the two girls. (Karodia in Chetty 348) 
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Through imbuing Other Secrets with the extra-textual events and emotions of her 

personal history, as well as the inter-textual history of her fictional characters, 

Karodia has created a text that is both fictional autobiography and autobiographical 

fiction, hi suturing the division between these two narrative genres that seek to 

impose a particular meaning on literature, Karodia highlights the textuaiized nature 

of both autobiography (as personal history) and fiction - and hence history, as one of 

autobiography's constituent parts. Ideas of public and private are also unsettled in 

this arena as Karodia utilizes aspects of her personal history, as well as the personal 

history of her characters to comment on history in a broader or "public" context. 

Karodia's blend of ordinary histories, within an innovative narrative form, combines 

not only fiction and autobiography, but also the ordinary with the spectacular. 

The spectacular focuses on exteriority, devaluing interior!ty in order to document 

mind-boggling social absurdity. Ndebele describes it as follows: "The visible 

symbols of the overwhelmingly oppressive South African social formation appear to 

have prompted over the years the development of a highly dramatic, highly 

demonstrative form of literary representation" (Rediscovery 41). He proposed 

focusing on the ordinary texture of life to compensate for this highly dramatic extra

ordinary form of representation. Yet the ordinary and the spectacular often reside in 

a close relationship to each other. Karodia has combined the ordinary with the 

spectacular in her infusion of spectacular elements into the ordinary history of this 

narrative. Other Secrets is filled with highly dramatic, soap opera-like 

representations that range from Meena's constant overlay of romance novels onto the 
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fabric of every day life, to Yasmin fleeing out of the house after quarreling with 

Meena about her unwanted pregnancy: 

'Yasmin, come back!' I called, but she kept on running. Out of the shadows 
loomed the dark hump of a koppie [hill]. The veld [bush] was bathed in an eerie 
silence...'Yasmin!' I screamed...'You'll get us both killed,' 1 called desperately. 
'Go back!' she cried 
'No!' My voice was shrill with fear. 'You'll hurt yourself 
I caught up with her and threw myself at her, knocking her offbalance. We fell 
together, limbs intertwined. 
She came to her senses then. 'It's all right, Meena,' she said, out of breath but a 
lot calmer. 'I'm all right now...' (Karodia 138) 

The scene has a highly staged quality, complete with night shadows and an eerie 

silence as Yasmin suddenly begins to run across the bush towards a cliff. The focus 

is clearly on the dramatic and the external as we are not given access to the internal 

dialogue of either sister but are placed as observers to their actions. Interestingly, 

most of the highly dramatic aspects of the story occur in the first section of the novel 

that is subtitled "Daughters", and set during the height of Apartheid (the novel is 

divided into three sections - Daughters, Mothers and Other Secrets). This complete 

first section was originally published as a separate novel called Daughters of the 

Twilight in 1986 while Karodia was in exile. The version that appears in Other 

Secrets has the almost identical plot structure with some minor alterations such as 

name changes of the town from Sterkstroom (strong stream) to Soetstroom (dirty 

stream). Karodia says that she always knew that she had to return to Yasmin to tell 

the rest of her story. She began this process in 1994 (Chetty 347), the very same year 

that the TRC was established. The TRC has encouraged other narratives to emerge. 
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to both say what it did not and to contest what it asserts. Meaning is then found away 

from the rigid taxonomy of the Apartheid era, in the diverse accounts of the present 

where narratives may occupy seemingly contradictory positions simultaneously - a 

shift that can also be traced tlirough Beverley Naidoo's Out Of Bounds. 

Out Of Bounds is an iconoclastic text that defies easy categorization through 

its relationship to both form and content. The text is made up of seven short stories, 

each one titled by a prominent year in South African history. While each story can 

stand alone, the collection, when read as a complete series, yields a nuanced and 

disturbing understanding of the inner workings of Apartheid discourse on children, it 

is therefore both a collection of short stories, as well as novel, in that the trajectory of 

all the stories forms a complete narrative. Each story is set during one of the decades 

between 1948 and 2000, and focuses on the everyday life of a different child during 

that decade. Naidoo's utilization of a child's perspective and plain language 

sometimes leads to her work being characterized as adolescent or children's 

literature. Yet the content of the collection renders a frightening portrait of the 

psychological mechanisms that undergird the system, thereby creating a complex 

portrayal that is hard for an adult to digest in its nuance. Naidoo is combining these 

narrative genres in that the collection poignantly captures the complex experiences of 

ethnically diverse children as they learn to recognize the cultural mileposts of their 

social positioning in South Africa. In juxtaposing what constitutes children's and 

adult's literature, as well as creating a text that is both short story and novel, Naidoo 

draws attention to the inability of conventional systems of classification to make 
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sense of a particular South African context where things are not what they seem. She 

therefore opens the possibility for meaning to be found outside of conventional 

bounds, where difference and sameness are not mutually exclusive of each other. 

The collection begins with "The Dare. 1948," centralizing the year that the 

National Party came to power in South Africa with its Apartheid policies. The story 

revolves around Veronica, a white English-speaking child from Johannesburg who 

holidays on a farm in the Magaliesburg each year. In order to play with the 

Afrikaans-speaking white children on the farm, she is forced to complete a dare as 

part of an initiation into their gang. The dare consists of walking onto the 

neighboring farm and picking a flower next to the back door. Meneer Venter, the 

neighbor, is surrounded in childish myth that envisions him, as being a murderer who 

has buried his wife's body under the poinsettia bush that Veronica must pick her 

flower from. In a narrative fraught with tension, Veronica creeps onto the farm 

through the orange groves, where she hears Venter screaming as she stands at the 

back door. The scene that she witnesses is bone chilling in the everyday or ordinary 

violence of the time: 

Veronica was trembling but she had to find out what was happening. She 
stretched forward to see around the comer. A small number of servants stood at a 
short distance from the massive figure - his face just a shade lighter than his 
blazing beard and hair. In front of him stood a black child with spindly legs, 
wearing a pair of khaki shorts, his eyes fixed on the ground. The man grabbed the 
boy's ear and jerked his head upwards, with his other hand forcing an orange into 
the boy's face. (Naidoo 11-12) 
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Venter proceeds to severely beat the boy for stealing an orange, an item that was 

perhaps even taken on a dare. Veronica is rooted to the floor in terror but Venter 

merely pats her on the head as he walks past. She walks back through the farm at a 

leisurely pace, musing that she might take some oranges back with her. Naidoo 

thereby depicts the complex mechanisms through which children learned their 

positioning in Apartheid society. Veronica's fear centers on herself, a fear that she is 

able to dismiss disarmingly fast after she understands the bounds that race draws 

around cruelty and entitlement, bounds that are articulated without words. Naidoo 

captures this process through the juxtaposition of speech and silence where, 

sometimes, silence resonates loudly on an internal level. 

Naidoo, like Karodia, incorporates the spectacular into the ordinary through 

subtlety and the deceptive simplicity of her descriptions. In "The Typewriter. 1976," 

the narrative focuses on Nandi, an eleven-year-old black girl living in Soweto during 

the time of the uprising. Nandi is told to stay indoors on the day of the protests but 

goes to look for her sixteen-year-old cousin Esther and joins in the march. She 

participates, witnessing the police open fire on the school children. She returns home 

to silently wait for her cousin to return and remembers: 

Nandi was acting 'lookout' for Esther and her friends as they held a secret 
meeting in the tiny, cramped kitchen while Khulu [their grandmother] and the 
neighbours were all out at work. Nandi's job was to play outside, but if she saw 
anyone strange enter the road she had to warn Esther immediately so the others 
could slip away through the back. (Naidoo 64) 



The narrative focuses on this external description of events where Nandi is a lookout, 

an extra-ordinary responsibility for an eleven-year-old. A responsibility that Esther 

asks her to further in removing the typewriter from the house to avoid discovery by 

the police. The narrative is complicated by the spectacular plan that their 

grandmother has to hide the typewriter in the box of fruit that she vends, as well as 

the dramatic discovery of her trying to hide the object in a strange garage in the 

white suburbs. The involvement of children and older people in the liberation 

struggle, as well as the highly dramatic events of this story, seem to highlight 

spectacle but also correspond to the lived reality or ordinary history of this time. As 

Desmond Tutu reminds us in the foreword to this collection: 

Most of what is described here no longer happens in the new South Africa. But 
this record is important so that we South Africans can never with any degree of 
credibility deny that we could reach such depths of depravity.. . But most 
importantly we should, after reading these quite disturbing stories, renew our 
commitment to the new democracy.. .(Naidoo X) 

This combination of the ordinary with the spectacular is, in a sense, a strategy to 

capture both the absurdity of Apartheid and its devastating impact on everyday life. 

It is also a fairly realistic portrayal of everyday life within a repressive system that 

defies easy classification, rendering Naidoo's portrayal a type of spectacular realism. 

This is further compounded by Tutu's words that frame this collection as 

constituting a type of history that "no longer happens in the new South Africa." In 

seeing this collection of stories as a record of past depravity. Tutu closes the gap 

between fiction and history, as Out of Bounds is a "fictionalized" account of South 



African history. This idea is reinforced in the text by Naidoo's utilization of specific 

years in the title of each story that corresponds to an important event in South 

African history more broadly. For example, "One day, Lily, One Day. 1960" tells the 

ordinary history of a white left-wing family around the time of the Sharpeville 

massacre. The story is told through the eyes of a six-year-old girl as she tries to 

understand why her black "Uncle Max" cannot take her to the park, why her father is 

arrested in the night or why the children are screaming "the natives are coming" at 

school. Naidoo gracefully layers larger historical events with "ordinary" history in 

the form of the confusion of a child faced with the inexplicable. She therefore 

highlights the relationship between History and histories while centering both in 

terms of their fictionalization, thereby destabilizing the opposition between history 

and fiction. It is also in this sense that Out of Bounds is a narrative in dialogue with 

the narrative of the TRC in that it articulates the institutional effects of Apartheid in a 

way that the TRC did not, by focusing on the context beyond the specific incidents 

of "gross human rights violations" that the commission targeted. 

Other Secrets also tells the story of the ordinary lives or ordinary history of 

Apartheid on both an inter-textual and extra-textual level, again establishing the text 

as a narrative in dialogue with the everyday silences of the TRC. The Group Areas 

Act of 1950 detemiined the space in which each of the four population groups, as 

defined by the Population Registration Act, were to be (re)located - "This spatial 

redistribution represented an incredible trauma for Black, Coloured and Indian 

individuals" (Ebrahim-Vally 51). By 1976, one out of every four Indians had been 



displaced (Ebrahim-Vally 52). This experience is painstakingly depicted in Other 

Secrets. When the Mohammeds receive a letter from the Group Areas board 

notifying them that they have to move as their property has been assessed, Abdul 

contacts a lawyer who informs him that there is nothing they can do; re-locating 

people to their designated areas is a legal tender and he is an Indian trader in a white 

part of town. Eternally optimistic, Abdul cannot believe the eviction will actually 

happen and ignores the notice. When the police arrive to evict the family, they are 

blindsided and ill prepared. The violence of the forced removal is symbolized by the 

breaking ofDeha's family heirlooms at the rough hands of the police (Karodia 91). 

The family who had recently built the first flush toilet in Soetstroom, is suddenly 

moved to a desolate site twenty-eight miles away from the nearest town: 

We had become the first victim's of the government's grandiose scheme to move 
all Indians out of small towns into one central area, a task so impossible to 
implement that it eventually had to be abandoned. But for us it was too late. We 
had already been 'expropriated' and had lost everything. McBain was an area so 
remote and so desolate that it was like being catapulted into another world. 
(Karodia 98) 

The desolation is reflected in the landscape with its large open tracks of bush, where 

heat shimmers off the railway tracks in the summer and icy winds break through the 

cracked walls of the house in winter. But it is not just a home that has been lost, it is 

also their livelihood, as Abdul ran a general store from the same property that was 

expropriated. Expropriation, forced removals and disempowerment were just some 

of the historical hurdles that the South African Indian community faced under 
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Apartheid as racist stereotyping designated Indians as unscrupulous business people 

who posed a threat to white-owned commerce. This stereotype motivated 

government response and reinforced the division between groups: 

'Indians' registered huge losses as a result of the implementation of the Group 
Areas Act.. .Despite the internal stratification and complex web of hierarchical 
relations within the community at large, most 'Indians' had the feeling of 
belonging to a distinct entity. The already existing boundaries between 'Indians' 
and the rest of the population were further reinforced by segregation and 
Apartheid. Compulsory classification and the creation of 'Indian' townships, 
together with the omnipresent threat of intergroup social conflict, helped sustain 
the boundaries between groups. (Ebrahim-Vally 170-171) 

The position occupied by the South African Indian community under Apartheid has 

sometimes been described as a buffer between black and white in a conflictual 

society. The idea of Indians occupying an ambiguous space, of being both insider 

and outsider, is depicted in the novel with nuance and subtlety. The Mohammeds 

clearly do not have the same rights and options as their white neighbors in 

Soetstroom: their store is only frequented by whites when they need credit or in 

boom times; Cobus Steyn constantly harasses the family as a child but his white 

father tells Abdul to remember his place when he complains; a fourteen-year-old 

white girl teaches at Meena and Yasmin's school while the family is subjected to 

forced removals reflecting what Es'kia Mphahlele has described as the "tyranny of 

place". Yet, there is still a clear power dynamic between the Mohammeds and their 

black employees. 
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Daniel arrives at the Mohammed house one day, dressed in rags and without the 

legal documentation that was required for all black people to carry. The family 

employs him but allows him to live in an old rusted car shell behind their house like 

a yard dog. He is sometimes described in mechanized terms as "an indispensable cog 

in the machinery that kept my father going" (Karodia 97); at other times he is 

described in very psychologically sophisticated terms as his mental illness 

progresses. This duality carries through into Karodia's portrayal of Gladys, the 

family's housekeeper. Karodia describes Gladys as a part of the family - a cliche that 

is often used by white South Africans to gloss over the unequal power differential 

and exploitative economic side of this very relationship. The idea that their lifestyle 

is supported through the exploitation of black labor forms an undercurrent through 

the narrative, reflecting the uneasy position of South African Indians as both victims 

of, and participants in, the system. Karodia, in tracing the nuances of the 

Mohammed family's lives, has dissolved the boundary between those inside and 

outside Apartheid history in order to narrate the relationship between these 

competing narratives. 

Naidoo also tackles the positioning of South African Indians in a post-Apartheid 

context. The last story, from which the collection derives its name, is "Out of 

Bounds. 2000." The story centers on Rohan, an Indian boy living in the suburbs of 

Durban whose parents describe the "squatters" who move in next door as being "out 

of bounds." The squatters are tolerated at first, with the community supplying them 

with water when needed. When groups of young men move into the squatter 
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community, the situation changes. The squatters are blamed for missing items in the 

area and fear grows amid rumors of theft and violence. The gendered nature of 

Apartheid and colonial representations emerges in this carefully inculcated fear of 

black men that Naidoo depicts as carrying through into the present. The position of 

the Indian community is complicated in the story's post-Apartheid re-drawing of 

racial boundaries along class lines: 

But, as Ma said, how could you refuse a woman or child water? It wasn't long 
before all that changed. The first complaint of clothes disappearing off the 
washing line came from their new neighbours. The first African family, in fact, to 
move in among the Indians on Mount View. No one had actually seen anyone but 
everyone was suspicious including the neighbour, Mrs Zuma. 
'You can't really trust these people, you know,' Mrs Zuma tutted... 
(Naidoo 119-20) 

Representations that connect young black men to crime are internalized across racial 

lines with Naidoo hinting at a post-Apartheid shift where certain types of prejudice 

have become linked to class rather than race. Yet this is also a story filled with hope, 

as Naidoo assiduously begins to problematize this representation through the 

interaction between Rohan and Solani. Solani, a black child who lives in the squatter 

community, asks for water when his mother is giving birth. Rohan, who is home 

alone, ignores his parent's directives and helps Solani draw water and take it home. 

The fear-inducing group of black men is revealed as the squatters' protectors, whose 

harsh veneer is inculcated by the attacks that they ward off. The story also contains 

the seed of hope in that Solani and Rohan have the potential to both move out of 

such bounds through fnendship. Naidoo is recontextualizing the relationship of those 



inside and outside, to account for the class-based prejudice that pervades our still 

racialized and highly gendered post-Apartheid context. I am therefore asserting that 

such relations of difference/sameness characterize contemporary post-Apartheid 

culture where people may occupy seemingly contradictory positions simultaneously. 

Similarly, the Apartheid past is characterized by a monadic taxonomy as the 

system attempted to regulate life through the enforcement of rigid boundaries that 

ranged from racial classification, to separately defined living areas, to attempts to 

regulate physical contact across these reified boundaries. This system relied on the 

repression of speech in order to neatly categorize through denying sameness, and that 

which fell outside of its systems of categorization. Apartheid demonstrated, as Andre 

Brink reminds us, that different kinds of silence exist. In the same way that certain 

kinds of sexual relationships were proscribed, different experiences or areas of 

knowledge were "out of bounds to probing in words" (Brink 14-15). These areas 

varied from historical narratives to personal experiences, with Apartheid discourse 

denying these histories in an attempt to assert the dominance of its own narrative. 

Both Karodia and Naidoo intervene in this repressed history by utilizing 

silence as a metaphor, as they juxtapose silence and articulation in relationship to 

each other, while grappling with Apartheid taxonomy in an ambiguous post-

Apartheid present. The pervasiveness of secrets, what is not spoken or silenced, 

in Apartheid discourse is traced through the impact of the Immorality and Mixed 

Marriages Acts, which made "miscegenation" a crime, on Delia and her 

daughters in Other Secrets. Meena's feeling for Sandile never blossoms because 
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of her inability to bridge the racial divide between them. Yasmin's relationship 

with Andrew is curtailed by his whiteness, while her marriage to Neville, another 

white man, can only occur in exile outside of South Africa. The secrets that form 

a central theme in this novel all connect through the idea of "illegal" inter-nicial 

liaisons in South Africa. Delia is constantly propositioned by white men in the 

text, highlighting the freedom that white men had to quietly transgress the 

Immorality Act within this exceedingly racialized and gendered system. 

Yasmin's biological father was white, a secret that she never learns. Yasmin's 

child, Soraya, is born after she is raped by Cobus Steyn; a secret that Soraya only 

discovers as an adult. The matter is never pursued legally because he is white and 

the son of the local Member of Parliament. Meg Samuelson argues that Soraya 

dies in a car accident because no life can be imagined for her within a larger 

trope of inter-racial rape that she finds in South African transitional literature; 

The focus is on the anguish caused by rape rather than the consequences of 
race 'mixing'. Once again, though, the child's name foregrounds this mixing. 
Her namesake. Princess Soraya.. .was of mixed Iranian and German descent. 
Divorced and banished, [Princess] Soraya's .. .story fits into the tragic mould, 
confirming the 'tragedy of mixed blood' that has held sway over the South 
African imagination... The children, so relentlessly inserted into the plot, are 
an insurmountable stumbling block as the substitution of mother for rape 
victim re-articulates the apartheid discourses ofblood purity enshrined in... 
the 'pillars of apartheid'.. .The South African literary imagination has shown 
itself unable to extricate itself from this web of legislation.. .(Samuelson 96-
97) 



104 

Soraya is imagined as having no future because she is the product of rape, not 

because that rape is "inter-racial." Other Secrets emphasizes the mixed heritage of 

South African families through the Mohammeds; Abdul is classified as Indian, Delia 

is classified as colored, Meena is initially classified as Indian but has herself 

reclassified as colored while Yasmin, who is classified as Indian, is not Abdul's 

biological child but is rather the daughter of a white man whom Delia was unable to 

marry. Karodia is therefore narrating the everyday "mix" of many South Africans 

that Apartheid attempted to conceal and regulate, while highlighting the arbitrary and 

artificial nature of Apartheid racial classification itself. Other Secrets can then be 

read as contesting the genre of "the tragedy of mixed blood," while utilizing the 

strictures of Apartheid legislation to reveal what they silenced rather than eradicated. 

It is also in this sense that Other Secrets is a text that negotiates between secrets, or 

rather silence, and articulation on various levels; a negotiation between the narratives 

that Apartheid silenced and those that the TRC has not articulated as it did not focus 

on the everyday horror of Apartheid. 

Similarly, Naidoo interrogates silences on different levels in Out of Bounds. In 

each of the stories in the collection, Naidoo utilizes the silences of childhood on both 

a metaphorical and literal level to elucidate the mechanisms that keep social 

stratisfication in motion. In the stories I have discussed, Veronica learns the limits of 

privilege and disenfranchisement through the silence that surrounds both her own 

and the boy's transgression of boundaries. Lily learns the gulf between inside and 

outside her home through Uncle Max's refusal to take her to the park. His response 
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and I will go to the park" (Naidoo 58). It is Lily's internalization of what is not said 

that underpins the Apartheid system. But it is really the silence that heralds the 

premature end of childhood in this context that Naidoo is illuminating. In "The 

Noose. 1955", the child narrator articulates it as follows: "The year I turned ten, 

apartheid gripped me fully by the throat for the first time. Of course its fingers had 

been there all along but I had been too busy to take much notice" (19). The story 

traces the nameless narrator's transition out of childhood at the age of ten when he is 

confronted with the personal results of the Population Registration Act and the 

Group Areas Act when his father is reclassified as belonging to a different race 

group, during the height of forced removals. Naidoo positions awareness of 

Apartheid on a personal level as the silent marker that announces the shift away from 

childhood consciousness, as she narrates the internal silences where nascent ideas are 

formed. Naidoo is suturing the division between silence and speech in that the 

internal silences of her characters "speak" loudly within a post-Apartheid context -

and it is on this line between silence and articulation that the boundaries of culture 

are redrawn. 

The TRC, as a limited form of cultural articulation, opened the space for other 

narratives to emerge. And while the TRC will never establish a complete picture, it is 

able "to curtail the number of lies that up to now had free reign in society" (Ignatief 

in Meiring 128). Ndebele defines the process as follows: 
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In this connection, the stories of the TRC represent a rituaHstic lifting of the veil 
and the validation of what was actually seen. They are an additional confirmation 
of what was actually seen. They are an additional confirmation of the movement 
of our society from repression to expression. Where in the past the state attempted 
to compel the oppressed to deny the testimony of their own experience, today that 
experience is one of the essential conditions for the emergence of a new national 
consciousness. (Ndebele, Memory 20) 

While Naidoo and Karodia are not utilizing testimonies to tell their stories, they 

are narrating different aspects of South African cultural history in order to redefine 

meaning. Narrative in post-apartheid South Africa therefore forms a dialogue with 

both the silences of Apartheid and those of the TRC, by occupying seemingly 

contradictory positions simultaneously. In examining literature as a form of cultural 

history and investigating how these literary texts undermine culturally constructed 

oppositions that establish difference and sameness, the space cleared by the TRC 

becomes one in which dualisms are traversed and certain oppositions are refused, 

being replaced with new understandings of difference/sameness. If we follow Homi 

Bhabha's logic of nations being narrations, then these narrations will "establish the 

cultural boundaries of the nation so that they must be acknowledged as 'containing' 

thresholds of meaning that must be crossed, erased, and translated in the process of 

cultural production" (Bhabha 4). In crossing and erasing thresholds of meaning 

between public and private, insider and outsider, history and fiction, memory and 

story, silence and articulation, through a freeing of narrative form, Karodia and 

Naidoo are re-narrating the cultural boundaries of the nation: 
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Testimony of victims before the TRC constitutes the initial public step in the 
process of South Africans getting to know one another after generations of 
isolation, exploitation.. .It is a process that needs to be extended.. .alternative 
means of sharing life stories need to be found. The genre of stories that grapple 
with the past and expose the present - not in order to fuel ideological divisions or 
to preach moralisms but to sensitise and heal - is only beginning to be born. 
Poets, dramatists, musicians, song-writers, painters, sculptors and storytellers are 
needed to help heal the nation. (Villa-Vicencio 206) 

Narrative in post-apartheid South Africa therefore forms a dialogue with both the 

silences of Apartheid and those of the TRC, by occupying seemingly contradictory 

positions simultaneously. In examining literature as a form of cultural history, I 

investigate how these literary texts undermine culturally constructed oppositions that 

establish difference and sameness. I argue that the limited space cleared by the TRC 

has resulted in the traversing of dualisms where certain oppositions are refused and 

replaced with new understandings of difference/sameness. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Movement, Women and Lines in the Sand: The Short Stories of Agnus Sam and 

JayapragaReddy 

My intention is not to claim for myself 'marginality' - it is a dubious privilege in any 
case - but to show that location is fixed not (only) in the relative terms of centre and 

periphery, but in the positive (positivist?) terms of an actual historical and 
geographical contingency - Rajeswari Sunder Raj an. 

Agnus Sam and Jayapraga Reddy, both publishing collections of short stories 

in the late 1980s, destabilize dominant understandings of South African literature 

and culture. Both collections of short stories xmdermine prevailing critical readings 

of South African literature of the late Apartheid period, while revisioning the cultural 

parameters of the nation. This chapter focuses on Jayapraga Reddy's On the Fringe 

ofDreamtime and Other Stories (1987) and Agnus Sam's Jesus is Indian and Other 

Stories (1989), which I explore as cultural histories in dialogue with Margaret 

Daymond's and Elleke Boehmer's theoretical understandings of late-Apartheid 

literature. Through narratives that muddy the oppositional relationship between local 

and global, place and displacement, margin and center, by invoking the ordinary in 

nonnormative positionalities, Sam and Reddy reclaim difference as an enabling 

position within conflictual contexts. The repositionings of both writers assert a 

cultural space that is South African, undergirded by gender concerns and 

nonracialism. The inclusion of these cultural texts significantly shifts the theoretical 

frameworks that dominated South African Cultural Studies in the 1980s by 
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disrupting oppositional binaries to reveal the complexities and ambiguities of South 

African culture. 

In particular, Sam focuses on stories of women and adaptation, centralizing a 

gendered account of culture and history where "hybridity" and syncreticism are part 

of the ordinary texture of life. Sam redefines history and identity in South Africa as 

heterogeneous and multivocal, where women undergird these processes as they 

synthesize cultural experience in difficult circumstances. Similarly, Reddy's stories 

assert a heterogeneity and complexity to South African identities but from within 

ambivalence. Her ambivalent portrayals offer a glimpse into the effect of totalizing 

discourses and their insidious impact on knowledge systems. 

Jayapraga Reddy's On the Fringe of Dreamtime and Other Stories (1987) 

and Agnus Sam's Jesus is Indian and Other Stories (1989) reflect a trend in both 

South African and African literature of the 1980s which saw African women writers 

burst onto the literary scene and the short story dominate South African literary 

production. Michael Vaughn (1982) explains the short story trend as being context 

bound where most South African writers did not have sufficient leisure time or 

privacy to construct novels, and where the "pithiness" of the short story form related 

to the fragmentation of experience under Apartheid (128). These writings emerge in 

a context of extreme state repression and censorship, where writers (except for white 

writers) had little access to publication. Rajendra Chetty situates South African 

Indian writings as destabilizing the: 
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.. .exclusivity of contemporary South African literary history, the dichotomy 
between the 'little' South African canon and excluded local writings, the 
categories of diaspora versus domicile, global and local, colonization and 
indigenous cultures.. .The shift of marginalized writings to the centre will 
help to strengthen and enrich South African literary historiography. Such 
projects are necessary for the creation of a culturally rich and tolerant society. 
(Chetty 9) 

In Apartheid geography, Indian townships were located between black and 

white areas to constitute a buffer zone between the dominant social antagonisms. The 

geographic marginalization of South African Indians is metonymic of their position 

in the dominant canon of South African history from which they have been largely 

excluded. Agnus Sam questions this lacuna in the following terms: 

When considering reasons for the suppression of Indian peasant history, one 
has to ask if a difference in the situation of Indians in South Africa today, 
compared with their situation in the nineteenth-century, might have made it 
politic to erase the earlier history. Who would benefit from this suppression? 
The Indians themselves, or the political system of apartheid? (6) 

This historical omission has resulted in uneven historical accounts where the history 

of Indians in South Africa is removed from the equation even though some infamous 

Apartheid legislation was originally enacted against Indians,'^ before being applied 

to other "groups." The question therefore arises as to how historical inclusion 

redefines our understanding of South African culture. South African cultural history 

shifts significantly with the inclusion of South African Indian writings, realigning 

notions of center and margin in this process of revisioning. 

Group Areas legislation and its attendant forced removal campaign was first enacted against Indians 
who were seen as posing a threat to white owned business. 
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Both Sam and Reddy redefine Indianness as an enabling position where 

"difference," in terms of the dominant black/white dichotomy, becomes a site of 

expansiveness rather than one of marginality. Miki Flockemann describes the 

process as follows: 

"Indian-ness" instead of being perceived as a "buffer" or a marker of 
marginalization, becomes an enabling position that offers what Caroline 
Rooney in a review of Sam's collection suggests are explorations of the past 
and present histories in anticipation of "new configurations in the future"... 
(Flockemann 76) 

Similarly, Obioma Nnaemeka (1997) in her discussion of African women's 

literature, urges us to rethink the very notion of marginality by examining "marginal" 

discourses for their power, agency and knowledge. She situates African women's 

writings as: 

. ..speaking eloquently to the complexities and ambiguities of African 
literature, in general, and creative writing by African women, in particular, 
thereby calling into question some of the existing feminist studies of African 
literature that insist on straightjacketing the complex web of issues raised in 
the literary works into oppositional binaries, such as traditional/modem, 
male/female, agent/victim, when the works themselves and the reality from 
which they evolve disrupt such binaries.. .(Nnaemeka 2) 

Following Nnaemeka's positioning of African women's writing as problematizing 

oppositional boundaries, Sam and Reddy's short stories muddy the oppositional 

relationship posited by Margaret Dayniond in her influential piece on South African 

women's stories of the 1980s. 

Margaret Daymond (1996) examines the increase of South African women's 

writings in the 1980s. This was a decade of extreme repression and resistance in 
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South Africa that was marked by a contained civil war. Daymond asserts a racially 

bifurcated literary tradition where black women's writings reflect socio-political 

realism and "traditional tale telling" while white women's writings rely on modernist 

techniques. While the different material and social conditions of Apartheid clearly 

affect the writers context of inception, the binary logic of Daymond's influential 

theorization of women's stories results in an overly narrow understanding of late-

Apartheid women's literature, a "straight]acketing" along racial lines. Miki 

Flockemann describes Sam's work as moving easily between these two paradigms -

"that is, tale-telling, as in Sam's "The Storyteller" and her modernist-style "Child 

and Dove" (80). Rather than moving between these paradigms, Agnus Sam's Jesus is 

Indian and Other Stories disrupts this binary formulation of literary history by 

reclaiming a different space that is neither black nor white, traditional nor modernist, 

but merely South African. 

Sam's collection reappropriates difference as a positive identity central to 

South African cultural formations, thereby challenging dominant systems of meaning 

of both the past and the present. She utilizes a variety of narrative voices, locations 

and styles, ranging from social realism to modernist parable while incoiporating oral 

storytelling traditions. In the introduction to Jesus is Indian and Other Stories, Sam 

begins by recounting the story of her grandfather who was "shanghaied" as a child 

from India. She utilizes her grandfather's history to tell her own story, as well as that 

of South African Indians more broadly. The "story" that unfolds in the introduction 

is that of a community whose history has not been told and Sam situates her 
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collection as part of the "rememory" work of historical revisioning. The last two 

stories in the collection are also based on oral histories. In "The Storyteller," Sam 

recounts the oral history of her grandfather who was kidnapped and brought to South 

Africa, never to see his family or home again. The placement of this history at the 

beginning and end of this collection, testifies to the historical project that Sam has 

enacted in her short stories. Devarakshanam Govinden, echoing Don Mattera, 

examines the notion of memory being a weapon, in the unearthing and reinscribing 

of South African history: 

Telling our stories is particularly necessary at this historical juncture in South 
Africa, a time when we are engaged in the building of a nation. This does not 
mean that we are able to set the past in clear and unambiguous terms. We are 
constantly creating and recreating the past, arranging and re-arranging it, 
drawing on individual and collective experience. (Govinden 1996. p. 216) 

Sam incorporates individual and collective histories in this collection that disrupts 

oppositional binaries as it reveals the complexities and ambiguities of South African 

culture. In particular, Sam focuses on stories of women and adaptation, centralizing 

her gendered account of culture and history in this process. She begins by inserting 

women into the historical introduction that frames the collection of stories as 

follows: 

Indian women were essential to the process of adaptation. They confronted 
new school systems for their children; struggled to maintain the old religion 
in a new country; faced prohibitions about marriage that further restricted the 
limited number of suitors from the same religious background, language 
group or caste. They experienced indentured labour; discriminatory laws; a 
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poll tax and imprisonment when they could not pay; isolation from their 
families in India. ..Yet they confronted, adapted and won in various situations 
where their cultures conflicted with those of Europe. (10) 

The adaptability and durability of women's experiences across cultural sites forms 

the central concern of the text that Sam frames through the biblical figure of Ruth -

"the epitome of the migrant wife, is still willing to adapt" (13). From religious 

syncreticism to indigenizing western forms, from breaking cultural confines to 

redefining diaspora, Ruth can be found in every story in the collection. 

The story "High Heels" is told through the eyes of a child narrator, Ruthie, 

who narrates the fusing and confusing cultural forms of her world. The significance 

of this story within the collection as a whole is in its establishment of two tropes that 

recur throughout. The first is the figure of Ruth that Sam positions as a figurehead at 

the start of the collection. Almost every story in the collection involves the figure of 

a woman who has adapted to a new environment, either through migration, 

excommunication, indenture. Apartheid legislation or cultural constraint. Ruthie, in 

"High Heels," is also learning the cultural mileposts of her social milieu with Sam 

pointing towards the many forms that Ruth takes. 

The story revolves around Ruthie's quest for her friend Lindiwe's high-

heeled shoes and a secret door that Ruthie finds behind a curtain in her house. The 

door to the room is always locked but Ruthie sees her mother's shoes outside the 

door and knows that she is inside. Lindiwe agrees to give Ruthie the shoes for her 

impending birthday if she can find out what is behind the secret door. Ruthie's all-

consuming quest to open the door is thwarted by her mother's refusal and her 
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response that she cannot be shown what is behind the door because she will tell 

Father O'Malley. Ruthie turns her parents' bedroom upside-down looking for the 

key and her mother (Hama) cancels her birthday party to punish her. Ruthie's father 

(Tata) decides at this point to allow her into the room for her birthday: 

I look around the room. In one comer is a picture of Jesus with a bleeding 
heart and a statue ofhis Hama. I leave the room quietly and run to tell Lindi 1 
went through the door... 'But do ya know what's the secret?' she asks. 
I think hard. 'It's a prayer room!' 
'What's secret about a prayer room?' she asks. 
'I know. It's a secret prayer room!' 
She claps her hands. 'Ya don't know, Ruthie. Ya don't know the secret! Ya 
can't have my high heel shoes.' (Sam 22-3) 

Ruthie's inability to grasp the meaning of the secret prayer room reveals the limits of 

her own understanding, as well as the sophisticated layering of meaning in her mixed 

community where "hybridity" and syncreticism are part of the ordinary texture of 

life. The pre-Group Areas mix of the neighborhood is signified through the names in 

the story. For example, Ruthie uses the Hindi terms of "Hama" and "Tata" for 

mother and father that points towards her Indian heritage, while Lindiwe is a Zulu 

name highlighting the racial integration of many neighborhoods prior to the 1950s. 

The "mix" of the areas inhabitants is also reflected in the syncretic religious practice 

that is clearly widespread, as illustrated through other characters familiarity with the 

secret prayer room. Lindiwe, who is also a young child, grasps the nuances that 

Ruthie does not: 
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Lindi and I are about to scrap when Father O'Malley arrives and I rush to 
show him the secret room.. .Suddenly Lindi calls sharply to me. She runs 
down the passage, grabs my hand and pulls me back to the front door. 
'Ruthie, think hard 'bout the secret and ya c'n have my shoes. Only - ya must 
know why it's a secret.'... 
'Why?' she asks. 'Ya must know why. Why musn't Father O'Malley 
know?'... 
'Ya not smart like me, Ruthie. Your Hama is a Christian and that's a Hindu 
prayer room... (Sam 23) 

Lindi recognizes the significance of the secret prayer room in her own home, 

learning at a young age, the crucial difference between appearance and reality in 

South African culture. The buried history of religious intolerance and the imposition 

of colonial standards, as well as subaltern resistance to it, fonn an undercuirent in the 

story. When Indians arrived in South Africa under British rule, they found that their 

marriages were not legal under colonial law. Their wives could therefore not join the 

men who often went first and their children could not inherit their meager 

possessions. This forced a number of Indians to convert to Christianity. But as Sam 

points out, people found ways to maintain their cultural practices while adapting 

themselves to a hostile environment, resulting in syncretic and hybridized cultural 

forms. The idea that South African people and cultures are mixed in this way asserts 

a nonnormative narrative in relation to Apartheid discourse that reUed on absolute 

difference between people - a significant assertion during the 1980s. 

The second trope established in this story is that of the secret prayer room 

that Miki Flockeniann sees as establishing a dialogue between past and present. In 

each of the stories, this figurative symbol appears as a form of secret knowledge, 

which Sam implies forms part of a geniza world that women create in their many 
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contexts of adaptation. This trope reflects Obioma Nnaemeka's positioning of 

African women's writing as disrupting oppositional boundaries as well as Homi 

Bhabha's conceptualization of liminal space: 

liminal space, in-between the designations of identity, becomes the 
process of symbolic interaction, the connective tissue that constructs the 
difference between upper and lower, black and white. The hither and thither 
of the stairwell, the temporal movement and passage that it allows, prevents 
identities at either end of it from settling into primordial polarities. This 
interstitial passage between fixed identifications opens up the possibility of a 
cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or imposed 
hierarchy. (Bhabha 4) 

The secret room is a liminal space on various levels. It is a space, both literally and 

figuratively, that holds different cultural forms within its ambit. It reflects a people's 

power to adapt and resist, while also highlighting the process through which 

identities are formed, changed and contested. South African Indian identities are 

therefore useful in terms of examining identities more broadly in that the processes 

of reification and contestation, that undergird such cultural formations, reveal the 

mechanisms that keep such ideological worlds in motion. Through the tropes of Ruth 

and the secret prayer room, Sam redefines history and identity in South Africa as 

heterogeneous and multivocal, where women undergird these processes as they 

synthesize cultural experience in dire circumstances. 

In the story, "Jesus is Indian," from which the collection derives its name, 

Sam combines three interweaving narratives to tell a story that also realigns 

dominant notions of margin and center. Angelina is the prepubescent narrator of the 
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story whose external narrative voice, internal dialogue and a story that she is writing 

for a school assignment coalesce to define the boundaries of the tale. The three 

narratives combine and intertwine, with the silences in-between signifying the 

inconsistencies of defining discourses. Angelina is in a Catholic school where she is 

taught by Sister Bonaventura. She is writing a story about her relationship with her 

sister, Honey: 

Honey and I fight like tigers. Scratching. Biting. Spitting. Kicking. Pinching. 
Pulling hair. Hama tie... 
(Sister's back!) 
'Mother tied, Angelina!...' 
'Yes, Sister.' 
.. .Hama tied Honey and I's arms together... 
'Mother tied our arms, Angelina!...' 
'Yes, Sister.' 
.. .Hama tied 
...We pinch eachother with our free hands. We scream. Like tokoloshe bite 
us... 'Tokoloshe?' 
'Don't Sister even know what's a tokoloshe? It's like a.. .like a 

little...something people can't see.. .It comes in the night.. .like a spook.. .to 
bite little children.' 
'As if a vampire bat bit us, Angelina!...' 
... Hama tied me and Honey's arms to the table leg... 
'Then mother tied our arms Angelina!...' 
'Yes, Sister.' 
.. .Hama tied our arms to the table leg, arms touching... (Sam 25/6) 

Sister Bonaventura's attempt to anglicize Angelina's cultural references through 

language is only successful up to a point, as Angelina changes many parts of her 

story but will not shift her usage of the term "Hama." Angelina continues writing her 

story and Sister Bonaventura asks her to leave out words that are not English because 

she cannot understand them. When Angelina offers to teach her the meaning of the 
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words, Sister Bonaventura says that she is there to teach, not learn. The cultural bias 

and intransigence of missionary education is actuahzed in this story through Sister 

Bonaventura's obduracy, with Sam asserting the agency of people resisting 

westernization within this system through Angelina's defiance. This feminized 

defiance is reinforced through Angelina's mother. 

When Sister asks Angelina for her mother's Christian name in order to write 

a note to her, Angelina says her name is "Kamatchee." Sister refuses to believe her, 

saying that "little cabbage" is not a Christian name (31). Her mother tells Angelina 

that if her name is Kamatchee and she is Christian, then Kamatchee is a Christian 

name. She continues by inverting Sister Bonaventura's version of religion, replacing 

it with her own indigenized form: 

'But Hama, Sister say you won't go to heaven. Because you got a Hindu 
name.' Hama laugh. Hama holds her head up high and makes it wobble 
about. She say, 'What sister know? Hey? Don't Jesus wear a dhoti like 
Gandhi? Don't Hama talk to Jesus in our language? Don't Jesus answer all 
Hama's prayers? Don't Honey get a rich husband? You so clever, what you 
think that means? Hey? You electric light children don't know? Jesus is 
Indian. You go to school and tell that Sister.' (Sam 33) 

Hama is able to transform the intolerance that is taught, claiming the religion as her 

own and defining it in her own cultural terms. The difference between Christianity as 

a belief system and missionary zeal is highlighted, as is the ability of marginalized 

people to center themselves within a syncretic narrative, thereby reflecting 

Nnaemeka's idea of African women's writings disrupting binary oppositions such as 

western/eastern, Christian/Hindu, margin/center etc. Hama also embodies the figure 
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of Ruth, who has adapted to a new environment where she is able to (re)construct her 

geniza world against a context that asserts a different paradigm. Sam again points to 

the erasures of history through reconfiguring resistance as a female space, against 

dominant historical narratives that centralize men. Through actualizing the site of 

colonial resistance as a space created by women on the most fundamental of levels, 

Sam reinscribes the story of South Africa's past as one shaped by women of color. 

This postcolonial repositioning shifts racial and gendered understandings, 

contributing to the continually unfolding narratives that circumscribe contemporary 

South Africa. And as Devarakshanam Govinden reminds us, transnational projects of 

reclaiming histories plays an important role in nation-building, particularly in the 

context of the relationship between gender and colonialism (Flockemann 72). 

The figure of Ruth is given a new form in the number of stories in Sam's 

collection that deal with the experiences of exile and diaspora. In "Jeliymouse," Sam 

examines the difficulties of a family in exile from South Africa whose experiences in 

England still revolve around race and racism. Seemingly semi-autobiographical in 

tone, the protagonist is a single mother who is bringing up her three boys alone in a 

location that contains a mix of "colonial and English people, and we were South 

African" (107). The family is constantly harassed - the landlord arrives periodically 

to check on how many people are living in the house, neighbors only stop by to 

demand the return of their missing possessions, their car is vandalized at night, and 

finally a strange woman abruptly hits seven-year-old Lusani on the playground, 

heralding a shift in Sam's consciousness: 
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Before we moved here, I made excuses for them, whether they were colonial, 
or English.. .They were conditioned by stereotypes. Dishonest Arab. Dirty 
Indian. Loose women.. .What chance did we have to trust? Leave it to the 
young generation.. .But that day something happened. I gave up on them. 
Perhaps I hoped - a black South African family would never be treated like 
this, anywhere else in England. From that day I refused to behave as if South 
Africa had never happened. For that was where they were at. Colonials and 
English expected me to meet them as if the burden of reconciliation was not 
on them. (Sam 113) 

Sam connects different types of racism, as well as linking Apartheid with South 

Africa's colonial history. Ruth, in this case, is challenging her environment to change 

in order to accommodate her rather than forcing her family to adapt again. Sam 

expertly inverts the immigrants' experience of being expected to adapt to a new 

environment by invoking this global history of colonization and historical amnesia, 

challenging the "center" to accommodate those from the margins in another 

postcolonial revisioning of positionalities. The idea that colonization changed the 

colonizer is also highlighted in this story in that England becomes a place striking for 

its incorporation of "colonial" types who have relocated from its previous colonies, 

changing the face of Britishness permanently. Sam, in drawing attention to the 

relationship between race and nation that was irretrievably changed in the colonial 

process, repositions both through the lens of gender. 

Jayapraga Reddy also revisions positional ties by situating South African 

Indians as occupying an enabling position rather than a marginal one. In the 

foreword to her collection of short stories On the Fringe of Dream Time and Other 

Stories (1987), she says "One derives one's creative spirit from this land of a myriad 
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contrasts. There is no 'typical' South African way of life. In this collection I've tried 

to reflect that." Reddy, like Sam, asserts a literary tradition that is neither black nor 

white, but merely South African. While Reddy's style is consistent throughout the 

collection, she shifts narrative perspectives to incorporate the diversity of South 

Africa's population in tenns of racial classification, gender, age, and class. While the 

collection was published in the late 1980s, some of the stories were written in the 

1970s - a crucial time in South Africa's turbulent history that Devarakshanam 

Govinden situates as follows: 

After "Soweto '76" and Steve Biko's death, our education history was set on 
an irreversible course of reconstruction. "A tyranny of place," an inescapable 
and necessary "politics of location," was prompting us into new spaces of 
liberation. All this was happening as we moved into the eye of the storm 
(with the state of emergency beginning in the mid-1980s), and into the 
inescapably apocalyptic literature of this decade. (Govinden: 1996,225) 

While Reddy's stories do not display the apocalyptic quality that Govinden asserts, 

they do reveal an alternative conceptualization of South African culture in relation to 

Apartheid taxonomies. Reddy's short stories reflect a range of identifications "in her 

attempt to constitute a new ethical whole as she recreates and restores a sense of 

community destroyed by apartheid" (Govinden 2004, 12). In this process, Reddy 

challenges Njabulo Ndebele's call for a return to the ordinary in South African 

literature in her extensive portrayal of everyday or ordinary South African life. 

Margaret Daymond has said that Ndebele's extremely influential reading of the state 
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of South African literature was formulated with little regard for writing by women in 

South Africa (194) - an assertion that Reddy's collection supports. 

In "The Stolen Hours" Reddy expertly depicts the racialized domestic servant 

- employer relationship from the perspective of the domestic worker or housekeeper. 

Doreen has worked for Vera Fair ley for ten years. The family leaves for their annual 

vacation and Doreen is left alone to look after the house. Doreen is not given a last 

name in the story, reflecting the infantilizing discourse of white paternalism in South 

Africa that designates black people as child-like. The history of nomenclatural 

hegemony is also highlighted where black workers in white domestic service are 

usually only known by an anglicized first name, rather than their indigenous first or 

last name, that would require white people to learn something of black cultural 

designations as symbolized by the power of naming systems. Doreen will take her 

annual two week vacation to her home in the Transkei when the family returns. 

Reddy subtly depicts the migrant labor system in which black South Africans were 

forced to live in "homelands" and work in "white" areas such as Durban'leaving 

their families behind and leading to the breakdown of family structures. 

The story traces Doreen's movements through the day as she cleans the house 

and reminisces. Her memories reflect the complex dynamics of her particular 

positioning as a housekeeper in Apartheid society where she is expected to "be 

omnipresent while feigning ignorance and stupidity" (Reddy 71). Everything is 

The migrant labor system was based on the idea that South Africa's different ethnic groups lived in 
separate homelands or reservations, only staying in urban areas to work on a temporary basis. This 
usually meant that men left their families for long periods of time while women, children, the aged 
and unemployed remained in these impoverished rural areas. 
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locked in the house despite an incident when Vera's nephew leaves a suitcase of 

money in the house and Doreen places it in a cupboard for safekeeping. As Dorcen is 

tidying Vera's bedroom, she comes across a silk dress that has been left on a chair. 

Doreen tries on the dress, feeling the expensive material against her skin: 

Slowly, she moved about the room, trying to accustom herself to the strange 
feel of the garment.. .They discarded clothes not out of necessity but out of 
boredom. It was so easy for Vera to press a bundle of almost new clothes on 
Doreen and say, 'Take them home, Doreen.' 
If she owned a dress like this she would want to wear it every day of her life. 
The hours slipped by (Reddy 73). 

The idea of stolen hours is inverted in that Doreen is not stealing the hours from 

Vera Fairley by not working while in her silk dress, but rather Doreen's hours are 

stolen in her employ - "Instead of the stereotypical characterization of the domestic 

worker's dishonesty, this story suggests the employer's criminality in exploiting the 

worker (Van Niekerk 37). Jacklyn Cock (1989), in her formative study on the 

relationship between white women employers and black women employees in 

domestic service, sees this relationship as metonymic of Apartheid's exploitative 

social order as a whole -an idea that Reddy actualizes in her stories that highlights 

the relationship between race, class and gender in South Africa. 

Reddy continues her examination of the nexus of race, class, gender and 

generation in "Friends," which is possibly the most nuanced story in the collection. 

Reddy plays with ideas of entitlement and value tlirough this multilayered depiction 

that cuts into the heart of social stratification under Apartheid. The story centers on 
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the relationship between Sadhana (the employer), Bessie (the domestic worker) and 

their children. The characters are racially coded in the story through their names -

Sadhana and her daughter, Asha, are of Indian descent, while Bessie and her 

daughter, Phumza, are black. Sadhana is married to a man who does not bother with 

her. When her mother tells her that his duty is to her and not other women, Sadhana 

replies that her husband gives her everything she wants (Reddy 106). Sadhana's 

privileging of material comfort over emotional well-being reflects a broader social 

malaise where the material comfort of a minority is prioritized over social justice in 

Apartheid South Africa. Reddy humanizes Sadhana in this psychologically 

sophisticated depiction of her, highlighting the notion that colonization dehumanized 

all people involved in its systems''*. Sadhana spends her days watching tawdry soap-

operas and neglecting her children, her lassitude enveloping her family; 

Her attention was momentarily distracted when Asha ran in and curled up 
beside her. She watched the film for a while... 
"I'm hungry,' Asha said. 
But Sadhana was caught in the drama and did not heed her. Asha tugged at 
her sleeve impatiently... 
Sadhana held out her half eaten roti. 'Have this,' she said absently. 
The child flung the proffered roll on the floor in a fit of temper. Sadhana 
slapped her sharply on her hand and called Bessie to clean up the mess. 
(Reddy 108) 

Sadhana's self involvement is "cleaned up" by Bessie on both literal and figurative 

levels. Asha leaves her mother and takes her new doll outside. When Asha sees that 

Phumza wants the doll, she tramples it in a fit of temper, expressing her anger with 

I am characterizing Apartheid as "colonialism of a special type" or internal colonialism. 
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the doll in a way that she cannot with her mother. Phumza picks up the battered doll 

and places it on her back. Asha returns and wants the doll back after she sees 

Phumza with it. The children struggle over the doll until Bessie tells Phumza to 

return it: 

Phumza looked at her in disbelief. 
'But she broke it and threw it,' she pointed out. 
'Never mind. Give it back. It's still hers.' 
The unfairness of it all! Reluctantly she relinquished her hold. She turned and 
followed her mother to the washing line, her heart numb, feeling as crushed 
as the doll. From within, Sadhana observed the scene with detached 
amusement. 
(Reddy 111) 

The imbrication of power across class, race and gender lines becomes a crucial 

yardstick for the two children as they learn both their positioning in Apartheid 

society, as well as the impossibility of being friends (as the title implies) on such 

grounds. The relationship between race, class and gender under Apartheid is 

portrayed as a complex cultural site that is often transmitted quietly through 

"ordinary" interaction. 

Reddy's complex delineation of the relationship between domestic worker 

and employer is further complicated by her ambiguous positioning of Indian women 

in this equation that is usually posited as being a relation between black and white. 

Madhavi Jaiswal positions Reddy as follows: 

Reddy disrupts this White/Black, oppressor/oppressed binary by placing the 
Indian women in this hierarchy, women who are both servants and also 
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capable of having maids. Reddy posits that the question of class will have to 
be tackled before any type of sisterhood - Black or White—is possible. 
(Jaiswal 94) 

While "Friends" depicts an Indian woman as an oppressor, "Celebration" depicts an 

Indian woman as a domestic worker in the power hierarchy. In this story, Shamala 

has worked for Miss Johnson for eighteen years, along with her husband, Bala. The 

narrative traces Shamala's burgeoning sense of self as she decides to leave her 

husband and exploitative job to start a new life with her son. Reddy reveals both the 

intimate and existential side of the employer-domestic worker relationship where 

Shamala bathes Miss Johnson but does not know any information about her 

relationships with other people. This is further compounded by Bala's decision to 

allow Miss Johnson to name their child, Kevin, while not revealing the story behind 

her choice of name. 

The peculiarities of this relationship are set against the power dynamics 

between Bala and Shamala. Bala keeps promising Shamala a different life and is 

jealous of the time she spends with their son. Shamala allows Bala to define their life 

together, only breaking the cycle after he refuses to give her the only thing he can -

another child. Reddy is implying a connection between the different power 

differentials of the employer/ servant relationship, and the power dynamic in more 

traditional heterosexual relationships that rely on inequality and the assertion of 

authority on one level or another. 



128 

The ambiguous positioning of Indian women in the power hierarchy in 

Reddy's stories is reflected in the particular positioning of South African Indians in 

Apartheid South Africa which Roland Smith describes as: 

Not quite buffers between the two major contestants for political power, 
black and white, they are nevertheless potentially useful to either side, and 
although less privileged than the racial group in power, they are more 
privileged than the racial group resolutely kept away from power. Depending 
on whether they regard themselves as relatively privileged, Indians.. .align 
themselves in opposition to the status quo or acquiesce in it. (Quoted in 
Jaiswal 11) 

Similarly, Jayapraga Reddy occupies an ambiguous position in that she depicts some 

aspects of South African culture with nuance, while simultaneously utilizing 

problematic racist discourse in other portrayals. Homi Bhabha defines stereotyping 

as follows: 

Stereotyping is not the setting up of a false image which becomes the 
scapegoat of discriminatory process. It is a much more ambivalent text of 
projection and introjection, metaphoric and metonymic strategies, 
displacement, over-determination, guilt, aggressivity; the masking and 
splitting of 'official' and phantasmatic knowledges to construct the 
positionalities and oppositionalities of racist discourse... (Bhabha 81/2) 

Reddy exhibits Bhabha's ambivalence in that she both disables and perpetuates racist 

discourse, In "In the Shadow of Desire," Reddy problematically depicts Bella's quest 

to have a child. Portrayed as middle class, Zulu and educated, Reddy constructs her 

desperation in the act of seeking the help of a "witchdoctor," an extremely offensive 

term for a traditional healer in South Africa. She does not tell her husband, Lucas, 
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because as a nurse "he viewed folk medicine with skepticism" (Reddy 55). The 

scene of the visit is described with overtones of colonial discourse that designate 

African traditions as dark and unfathomable, where the room is ominously shrouded 

in darkness and filled with dead animals and potions, as in a Ryder Haggard novel. 

This discourse is apparent in the following lines: 

Was she becoming susceptible to the age-old taboos and traditions of her 
people? To what extent was she free from such influences? Or was she free? 
Perhaps after all, such things were far too deeply ingrained in one and could 
not be easily shaken. Perhaps under the veneer of sophisticated poise there 
still lurked a sneaking respect for ancestral spirits and their power. (Reddy 
58) 

Bella's "susceptibility" to traditional healers is described as if it were a disease. 

Reddy also posits her actions as an atavistic impulse that cannot be removed with the 

"sophisticated" (read westernized) veneer that she has adopted. Traditional healing 

systems are farther insulted by Reddy's conclusion to the story where Bella becomes 

pregnant only after disobeying the healer's advice. Reddy's contempt for traditional 

healers finds its roots in both colonial and Apartheid discourses that denigrate 

African knowledge systems, while asserting innate qualities to various peoples. This 

ideological violence is also linked to missionaries in Africa who needed to break the 

power of traditional healers in order to replace their ontology with a Christian one. 

Reddy's stories therefore offer a glimpse into the effect of such totalizing discourses 

and their insidious impact on knowledge systems. 
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Problematic depictions occur in other stories. For instance, in "Snatch the 

wind and run," Reddy's portrayal relies on Apartheid discourse that circumscribes 

colored identity as inherently violent, prone to alcoholism and the break down of 

family structures. In "The Love Beads," Reddy's ambivalence is apparent in her 

nuanced depiction of the human cost of the migrant labor system, which she couples 

with a racist discourse of black men lacking deep emotional ties or an understanding 

of fidelity. Reddy's ambivalent representations can be read as the result of the 

insidious nature of colonial and Apartheid discourse that relies on dehumanization, 

in contrast to the redefinition that occurs in Agnus Sam's stories. 

In her short story, "Maths," Sam destabilizes gendered and racist discourse in 

a diasporic context. The story is set in England where a single mother from India, 

Sylverani, is bringing up her teenagers, a daughter called Prem and a son called 

Saragan: 

Sylverani was non-conformist Indian. She refused to be a docile cook, 
cleaner or sexual partner. But she had a mulish streak. It made her persist in 
wearing a sari, while her son and daughter were at an impressionable age, 
while they were yearning for acceptance by their English mates. Yes, she 
could cut her hair when Prem offered to pay, but wearing a plait when girls 
have shaved heads, is that not resistance? Is that not strength? Why change 
on the outside to make things easier for them? (Sam 116) 

Like in "Jellymouse," the burden of reconciliation is expected to fall on the 

immigrant rather than on English society. Sylverani refuses to "fit in" either in terms 

of anglicizing herself or by fulfilling the stereotype of the docile Indian women. She 

continues to wear a sari but learns mechanics and fixes their car which is repeatedly 
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vandalized. When her children fail to appreciate her, she goes on strike by not 

cleaning or cooking for them. When Prem devalues herself and her mother as women 

because she is surrounded by English sexism, Sylverani decides to enact 

stereotypical "male" behavior to make a point: 

.. .Sylverani grew intellectually fit arguing with them. But once they resorted 
to challenging mundane household things, she rapturously treated herself to 
the freedom a man has sharing a house with strangers. Prem and Saragan 
came home to last night's dishes stacked in the sink. ....She [Sylverani] 
wanted more than to be equal with men. She wanted no woman, whether 
because she was young, educated, with money, opportunity or whatever, to 
feel superior to her. Yet Prem was the younger, educated opportunist woman, 
defending her equality with men, and discarding her mother as another 
category of woman. And women, up and down the country, do they not still 
wait hand and foot on able-bodied teenagers? (Sam 118/9) 

Sylverani is portrayed as the real radical in the family in that she understands that 

behaving "like a man" will not allow her to access male privilege, but will rather 

only oppress other women. When Prem and Saragan start failing math, Sylverani 

tutors them. She finally wins their respect at the point when Prem is ready to leave 

home, with Sam implying that this shift is the real marker of adulthood. Sam's 

depiction of Sylverani is consistent with what she terms "women's changed 

perception of themselves" where the "postmodern woman makes the decision to 

migrate in her own right" (Sam 12), in yet another manifestation of Ruth. Sylverani, 

as Ruth, is able to adapt to a new environment but also chooses to mould that 

environment to accommodate her in another of Sam's sophisticated repositionings. 
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Like in "Maths," many of Sam's stories destabilize racist and gendered 

discourses, as well as concepts of agency. In "The Well-Loved Woman," Sam 

examines what forms of power women have in a strict Muslim family where merely 

speaking to a man is seen as bringing disgrace to the family. Kamilla returns to 

South Africa after many years abroad. Kamilla, it is revealed, was married off after 

forming a relationship with a black man, Maqhmoud, whom her younger sister 

Chantal currently likes. Kamilla has transformed her marriage into a means of 

liberation. As a married woman, she is able to do anything that her husband agrees 

too. She has consequently gone to university and uses her position to do for her sister 

what she could not do for herself. Sam thereby inverts stereotypical ideas of arranged 

marriage and women's agency in religious arenas, while also highlighting how 

prejudices operate along the bounds of race and religion. 

The relationship between race and ideas of belonging is a complex one, and 

in this case Sam is pointing towards the fractures within religious discourse. In 

orthodox Islamic terms, the Umma or religious community of Islam transcends other 

all other bounds including racial identities as being Muslim is paramount. Sam 

highlights how prejudice is synthesized into religious discourse despite doctrine that 

stipulates the contrary. Kamilla's family utilizes religion to enforce control over her 

choice of Maqhmoud which, ironically, is explicitly anti-Islamic as he is a Muslim. 

While Islam advocates equality as part of its doctrinal teachings, contextual cultural 

practices sometimes take precedence over religious doctrine. Cultural norms, 

coupled with Apartheid stratification, are factors that Sam highlights in this story that 
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interrogates the relationship between race, religion, love, control and belonging. The 

story ends with the following lines: 

On her last day Kamilla went on a shopping expedition.. .With Chantal, she 
took her newest baby.. .He was standing watching the door as they entered. 
Kamilla simply walked up him and they stood for several minutes looking at 
each other.. .Turning to the child, then to the man, she said, 'Maqhmoud, this 
is my son, Maqhmoud.' (Sam 52) 

The power to define through naming is used by Sam to imply power, knowledge and 

agency on the margins, that destabilizes the very notion of margin and center itself It 

is also in this sense that Sam challenges Elleke Boehmer's reading of late-Apartheid 

South African fiction. 

Boehmer (1998) characterizes South African fictions of the 1980s as ending 

with a closing down or a narrowing of possibility (45) under the overwhelming 

weight of Apartheid. She says . .we encounter a reluctance to speculate or dream, 

certainly to give any sort of positive reading about what might happen from now 

on.. ."(48). She also delineates South African fiction as being wary of experiment, 

preferring "single, 'pure' models to blendings" (46). While Boehmer's analysis may 

work for some writings of this period, her analysis would clearly be different if she 

had incorporated works written by South African Indian writers into her argument, 

such as Sam and Reddy. 

In the short stories written by Agnus Sam that I have discussed so far, many 

have endings that imagine an expanse of possibilities. In "The Well-Loved Woman," 

the future that Kamilla could not have becomes somewhat possible for her sister, 
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Chantal, through her mediation. Kamilla explains to her parents that it is illegal for 

her brothers to beat her if she is seen talking to a man. She also invokes her insider 

knowledge of Maqhmoud to create a safer space for her sister. In "Jesus is Indian," 

Angelina returns to school, waiting outside the class for three days before Sister 

Bonaventura allows her back in. Her mother gives her the choice of staying at home 

or going back to school. Angelina chooses to return to school, armed with the 

knowledge of an indigenized Christianity that Sister Bonaventura carmot shift. Even 

the story "Jellymouse" ends with Sam hoping that tomorrow the postman will greet 

her. While a few of Sam's stories do confonn to Boehmer's notion of a limiting of 

possibilities, her work as a whole imagines possibilities beyond both Boehmer and 

the strictures of the Apartheid state. Sam's innovative blend of history, oral tale-

telling, social realism and modernist parable throughout her collection also 

challenges Boehmer's characterization of late-Apartheid fiction as marked by the 

inability to play with form. 

Similarly, Jayapraga Reddy's stories mostly end with the imagining of future 

possibilities. In "A Gift for Rajendra," the narrative follows the travails of a traveling 

barber in a changing community. The barber believes that he has run out of 

customers after a barber shop opens in the area, signifying the change that commerce 

brings. The story ends when he meets a family who has just moved to the area with a 

disabled son who refuses to leave the house, giving the barber a permanent customer 

and an ending that synthesizes old and new. In "A Time to Yield," the narrative 

centers on Zubeida's wedding day and her emotional state as she is pushed into an 
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arranged marriage that she does not want. The story traces her thoughts and 

increasing defiance. Her grandmother is centralized as the bearer of knowledge in the 

story as she removes intrusive relatives from the room and tells Zubeida about her 

choices. While she is still forced to marry, her grandmother gives her the knowledge 

that she needs in order to make her choice within the marriage. And Zubeida still can 

choose whether to attempt the marriage or ruin its possibilities from within. The 

power, agency and knowledge of those on the margins are recast as central to the 

process, thereby redefining margin and center. Like Sam's stories, Reddy's 

collection cannot be characterized in Boehmer's terms. 

While I have focused on Boehiner and Daymond in terms of situating these 

collections against dominant critical readings of South African literature, other 

theorists (such as Njabulo Ndebele) could have been utilized. South African Indian 

literature is usually not included in critical analyses despite the fact that it 

significantly shifts our understanding of South African literature and culture. It is 

through examining the multiple sites of contradiction that mark South African 

culture, as these cultural texts show, that the project of revisioning a cultural history 

inclusive of difference and continuity is constructed. Agnus Sam, in a fittingly 

optimistic end to this chapter, situates the unearthing and reinscribing of South 

African cultural history as follows: 

It occurred to me that within South Africa, without access to documents such 
as I discovered, similar questions might never be asked about African, 
Chinese, Coloured, and Malay history. Because it is essential for all South 
Africans, if we are to recuperate from the disease which apartheid spread 
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amongst us, to appreciate that our history was not one of conquest, I searched 
for some answers regarding the Indians, always aware that I might unearth 
some details best left forgotten. It is my hope that others will take up the 
wider implications in relation to the other racial groups excluded from South 
African history. (Sam 2) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Writing South Africa in Diaspora: Imraan Coovadia's The Wedding and 

Shamin SariPs The World Unseen 

This chapter offers kaleidoscopic moments of an imagination taking shape in 
diasporic literature, wherein nations are being crossed and lived within, and through 
which a complex and contradictory Indianness is broken down and built up again. In 

the construction of selves and groups in various fictions - novels, autobiographies, 
and letters - the working out of the complexities of migration occurs in a diasporic 

time and space... and where the past must be invoked to support the present -
Sandhya Shukla. 

A study on South African Indian literature encounters the question of 

diaspora in various forms. In a world marked by the aftermaths of slavery, 

colonialism and globalization that has resulted in large scale movements of people 

across and between borders, questions of origin, affiliation, cultural identity and 

migration collide in a powerful mix that has been called the politics of location by 

postcolonial theory. In the early twentieth century, the South African Indian 

community was seen by the colonial government as a transitory population who 

would return to India after having served their economic purpose. It was only after 

1961, a hundred years after arriving in South Africa, that this community was 

officially recognized as a permanent one. What does becoming South Afiican mean . 

in terms of the historical quagmire of Apartheid and colonialism? At what point do a 

people become indigenous in a place from which they or their forbearers do not 

originate? Does historical origin supercede nationality or affiliation? How do these 
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questions impact the study of South African Hterature that has largely excluded 

South African Indian writings? 

Imraan Coovadia and Shamin Sarif each theorize location and identities in 

the South African and Indian diaspora in relation to place, gender, love and 

sexuality. Both writers conceive diasporic identity constructions as being able to 

hold seemingly contradictor)' positions concurrently. This simultaneous schism and 

overlap between positionalities such as Indian and African, place and displacement, 

past and present, race and nation, gender and sexuality, yields a different 

imderstanding of the lines that separate things. Indian identity is positioned as mobile 

by Coovadia and Sarif, moving simultaneously towards difference and continuity in 

the realm of identity politics where this inherent heterogeneity opens the terms of the 

debate, asserting continuity over absolute difference. The multiple placements and 

displacements of Indianness highlight the legacies of colonialism, Apartheid and 

globalization where nonnomiative migration narratives become new versions of 

national, gendered and racial belonging. It is through these cultural texts that do not 

claim centrality that the bounds of representation are made to open as they are 

symptomatic or revealing in a different way. 

While Coovadia's The Wedding and Sarif s The World Unseen are novels, 

these texts are also theorizations that shift notions of location and identity. Both 

writers form part of a South African and Indian diaspora. Imraan Coovadia, bom in 

South Africa, has lived in the United States for twelve years. Shamin Sarif, who was 

bom and lives in London, has South African Indian parents and grandparents. 
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Coovadia's The Wedding and Sarif s The World Unseen are based on stories they 

heard from or about their grandparents, with both novels representing the South 

African Indian community. The problematics of a study that relies on racial 

classification is further complicated by the positioning of these writers who 

problematize the already murky territory of location and identity politics. Indianness, 

itself a language of either race or nation, is able to jump theoretical confines as an 

elastic construct that both writers utilize in complex and contradictory ways. Imraan 

Coovadia captures some of these multiple placements and displacements of identity 

in the seemingly autobiographical interlude at the end of The Wedding. The last 

section centers on Coovadia in Boston who has taken a taxi en route to see a film: 

Strange coincidence, the driver was a Sikh... 
"You from India?" he asked, peering into his mirror and swerving around a 
comer... 
"Well, sort of." 
Thinking better of it, I said, "Not really." 
"Weren't bom there, eh?" 
"No." 
"Father?" 
"No. My grandfather was though. Ismet Nassim," 1 offered. 
"Which part?" 
"I think the bit on the top, you know. On the one side." 
The flannel dice hit the driver smack in the middle of the forehead. He 
flicked it aside. 
"Gujarat? Maharashta? Punjab?" - the last hopefully. 
"It might have been Kashmir?" 

"Kashmir, eh?" 
He looked back at me suspiciously. (Coovadia 274) 

Visually, the driver identifies Coovadia as being of Indian descent. Coovadia 

answers the identity question with a response that points to the placements and 
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displacements of history in that he does not answer in a way that reflects his self 

identification as South African initially. The complexities of responding to a 

seemingly simple question point to the internal and external vicissitudes of identity 

politics. Physicality does not always correspond to our centers of identification. Yet, 

for Coovadia there is some identification with Indianness in his ambiguous response. 

Being "sort of but "not really" from India, and his inability to identify where his 

grandfather is from, points to the displacements of the past that deposit us in a 

present marked by Indianness as race. Coovadia's self identification as South 

African highlights the multiple placements of identity that are able to hold a 

simultaneous schism and overlap between origin and nationality, nation and location, 

Indian and African, local and global. 

On yet another level, both Coovadia and the taxi driver form part of the 

Indian diaspora in different ways. The notion of diaspora, as a concept and a range 

of social fonnations, resides in both local and global contexts. Diaspora is a highly 

contested and polyvalent term. James Clifford, following William Safran, defines the 

concept as consisting of a history of dispersal, myths and memories of the 'homeland', 

alienation in the host country, desire for return and support of the "homeland', and a 

collective identity defined by this relationship (247). Diaspora is constituted both 

negatively and positively - negatively by experiences of exclusion and discrimination, 

positively by identification with historical, cultural and political forces in a global 

context. 
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Amarpal Dhaliwal critiques Clifford's delineation as too prescriptive or rigid, 

asserting shifting meanings of the term due to "the multiple ideologies and structures 

that consolidate meanings, definitions and uses of diaspora" (15). She sees the elasticity 

and undefmabiHty of diaspora as a functioning of its intellectual and political strength 

(15). Dhaliwal further contests Clifford's construction of diaspora as necessarily being a 

critique of the nation, asserting that constructs such as diaspora are often constituted by 

practices of exclusion. Anderson's concept of the nation as an imagined community can 

be applied to the concept of diaspora, not in terms of defining it as a type of long

distance nationalism, but rather to highlight the contested and constructed nature of its 

many permutations. This results in questioning who is included in these imaginings, as 

well as in what way subjects are imagined. While diaspora is often invoked in the 

context of radical projects of destabilizing discourses of power, it may simultaneously 

have conservative effects: 

Emergent categories of apparent "inclusiveness" such as South Asian -
categories often configured by ethnocentric liberal discourses of 
multiculturalism - jfrequently cohere through erasures of difference and conflict 
within their constructed boundaries. This raises questions about who is 
invisibilised while images of "inclusiveness" are manufactured and, in the case 
of "the South Asian diaspora," how some remain peripheral despite being 
imaged as included and represented (Dhaliwal 18). 

More recent studies on diasporic cultures view diaspora not as flattening 

difference, but rather as a space "to comprehend the negotiations structured by 

difference" (Shukla 11), where diaspora is a heterogeneous construct composed of 

different and sometimes contradictory fragments. This chapter utilizes diaspora as a 
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space, beyond the boundaries of the nation-state, in which to examine multiple forms 

of identification in the context of the historical movements of people, cultures and 

the theoretical constructs now giving them form. 

Sandhya Shukla makes the crucial point of distinguishing between particular 

uses of diaspora, immigration and transnationality. Traditional ideas of immigration 

posit that people leave one country for another, adopting new identities in the 

process. The idea is based on a unilinear notion of the movement of people and 

cultures (11). Transnationalism, on the other hand, conceptualizes how people live 

between borders of various kinds where "immigrants forge and sustain multi-

stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement" 

(Shukla 12). Shukla delineates the Indian diaspora as follows: 

Essentially formed by the logics of movement and memory, diasporas 
simultaneously illumine and recreate vectors of time and space If there is a 
trajectory of Indian diaspora for our times, it has been motivated by the 
continued impulse to diversity. ....To be Indian was a necessary proposition 
in worlds where identities were created through origin, but it was a possibility 
that remained shot through with controversy, leading to endless questions: of 
what class? Of what region? Of what religion? Of what space? (Shukla 213) 

The diversity of diasporic peoples is further compounded in this chapter in that the 

writers under discussion form part of an African and an Indian diaspora. Yet the 

African diaspora is usually conceptualized in racialized terms as a black diaspora 

with its attendant history of slavery, persecution, forced movement and dispersal; of 

which South African Indians do not form a large part. The South African diaspora is 

j anus-faced, with its history of Apartheid exile and voluntary movement. With a 

decade of democratic rule in South Africa, it is fair to say that Apartheid exiles that 
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have stayed abroad have become part of a diasporic community - where the 

displacement'^ of exile becomes the placement of voluntary "home" outside of 

originary homelands. Geoffrey Kain, in his introduction to Ideas of Home. Literature 

of South Asian Migration speaks about the adjusted sense of self that necessarily 

emerges out of relocation, an idea that Imraan Coovadia invokes in his novel The 

Wedding. 

In The Wedding, Coovadia narrates the story ofhis fictionalized grandparents 

Ismet Nassim and Khateja Haveri from the time that they meet in India through their 

migration to South Africa, culminating in the narrator's own movement to the United 

States. The novel begins with the following first line: "Four score and seven years 

ago my grandfather looked out of the window ofhis train and saw the most beautiful 

woman in the world" (Coovadia 3). Through his invocation of civil war by utilizing 

the first few words of the Gettysburg Address, Coovadia situates his grandparents on 

opposing sides of a micro civil war that ensues after Ismet gets off the train in pursuit 

of the most beautiful woman in the world. Ismet is in for a battle as he encounters the 

intransigent Khateja whose reputation in the village is described as follows: 

"Indeed she is not for any man of this world. She is strong, head-stubborn, 
most obstinate. When her heels are dug in she will defy everybody there is, 
the iman, next-town moulana, her own family all including. She is like a 
mule you know. Oh, she has gone against everyone in existence. She thinks 
she is being the most beautiful woman in the world, for one thing." 

I am not using the term "displacement" to refer to people being out of place through movement, for 
living outside of their areas of origin. This usage points to a narrow definition of national belonging to 
which I do not subscribe. I am using "displacement" to refer to particular historical currents that 
unsettle reified notions of identity. 
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"The most beautiful lady in the world..he [Ismet] repeated, perfectly 
entranced. (Coovadia 24). 

Ismet, mesmerized by Khateja's beauty and his own preconceptions, does not heed 

any warnings and continues with his plan to marry Khateja; despite overhearing her 

father say that he has found a madman to marry her (33) and Khateja herself telling 

him that she will make his life miserable, that "...I will not put it behind me. You 

will wish how you had never been bom, that is my promise to you" (53). Ismet, 

steadfastly retains his self- centered patriarchal belief that "Surely his new wife must 

leam to love. When all was said and done, that was His wish" (53). Through a blend 

of humor, dialogue and historicity, Coovadia both writes and rewrites the story of 

Indian migration to South Africa. Betty Govinden insightfully describes the process 

as follows: 

Coovadia breaks from the way the history of Indians' arrival in South Africa 
is usually depicted. Apart from descriptions of indentured migration in the 
form of historical documentation, autobiographical writing of this history 
follows a predictable pattern. ....span[ning] a wide trajectory of events in the 
life of new immigrants from India. In Iniraan Coovadia's novel, the framing, 
focalizing narrative is the individual story of the marriage of his 
grandparents.. .Referred to as a "novelized memoir", it is narrated principally 
by the grandson of the couple.. .Ingeniously the story becomes marked by 
departures, arrivals, exile, nostalgia, homesickness, questions of belonging 
and of identity (2003: 1). 

The first section of The Wedding, entitled "East," is set in India where Ismet 

impulsively gets off the train in pursuit of Khateja. Coovadia frames Ismet's actions 
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in broader historical terms where chance, in the form of Ismet's view ofKhateja 

from the train window, sets history in motion: 

There are moments when the lightest touch or a kind word can bind up a 
chain of consequences. I can't say that I have any real faith in history's 
curative powers, but at least it reminds us when everything went irretrievably 
wrong.. .For who can tell where the past ends and the self begins? Something 
quite as ordinary as holding out a hand at the end of a sentence, for example, 
or a way of telling a joke could have been transmitted within a family for a 
thousand years. (Coovadia 7/8) 

Coovadia, in narrating this micro-history, draws links to larger historical processes. 

In highlighting both the ordinary and accidental aspects of the unfolding of historical 

events, the authority usually associated with historical determinism is disrupted. So 

the past continues to speak to us in the present, in this language of familiar gestures 

and words that are passed down quietly across times and generations. The 

serendipity at the heart of Coovadia's family history forms the core of the novel 

where Ismet "bought a woman and abandoned his country" (Coovadia 182). 

Ismet, facetiously called Mr. Blushing Ur-Ur Man by Khateja when he tries 

to speak to her, enters into negotiations with her father Yusuf Haveri to set a bride 

price. His offer of two-hundred and twenty rupees precipitates Yusuf s fantasies of 

finally killing the family chicken to make a good biryani. Khateja is forced into the 

marriage by her extended family who threatens to marry her off to the village idiot, 

Ahmedu, if she refuses. She contemplates her options: 

Quickly she evaluated: was this the correct strategic instant to throw a 
tantrum? Postpone for maximum effect? The relative advantage of an 
epileptic fit and an asthma attack, gasping, choking for breathe, screaming 
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out loud so the cups in the drawer rattled. In desperate circumstances the 
effectiveness of a well-thought-out.. .suicide threat shouldn't be 
underestimated. Khateja was completely familiar with this sort of 
campaigning... (Coovadia 42) 

Khateja's fiery nature is positioned as a survival strategy that she has employed 

successfully where, at the age of twenty, she has avoided all attempts to make her 

marry. This time however, her family is firm and Khateja eventually agrees to marry 

Ismet but decides that she will not relent in any way to ensure that Ismet sends her 

back within a month. Khateja does not count on Ismet inexplicably falling in love. 

Coovadia deals with the issues surrounding arranged marriages with ironic 

humor, depicting both its cultural currency in impoverished communities as a form 

of security for aging parents, as well as the oppressive side of the practice for women 

who do not wish to comply. Khateja's sophisticated strategy to be sent back to her 

parents enrages Rashida, Ismet's mother. Khateja refuses to lift a finger in Bombay 

to the extent that when Rashida cuts her finger, Khateja will not get her a band aid. 

Rashida screams at Khateja, telling her that Ismet should never have married her as 

she has no redeeming qualities: 

Rashida had been prepared for anything but this. 
"Oh, you are completely in the right. I have difficulty believing your Ismet 
son has gone and married me. The worm! Paid my father good money, when 
he knows he will not ever lay a finger upon me. Useless investment, 
worthless investment, time- and money-wise both, totally and utterly.. 
(Coovadia 92) 
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Khateja attempts to manipulate the system that she is forced into, through the 

strength of her will, leave Rashida perplexed. A culinary showdown ensues with 

Rashida refusing to cook until Khateja makes at least one meal. All three of them 

grow thin. Khateja's attempts to make Ismet divorce her, echo Rashida's demands 

on her son. But Khateja plans are thwarted after she sends a telegram to her parents 

saying that the marriage is not working and that she is returning to them. They reply 

by saying that they will begin preparations for her marriage to Ahmedu. Coovadia 

portrays the severely limited options open to women at this time with wry humor, 

creating diverse but sympathetic characters. Khateja's caustic nature prevents pity 

while Ismet's temerity prevents harsh judgment. The stalemate that ensues between 

the couple renders a new and very personal portrait of migration to South Africa. 

Ismet decides to leave India not because he is looking for new opportunities 

like many passenger Indians, but rather for personal reasons. A friend, Tejpal Reddy, 

tells him that his wife was "tamed" by living in Durban, losing her recalcitrance and 

becoming obedient in the face of such unfamiliarity. Unfortunately Tejpal is a person 

who tells others what he thinks they want to hear and Ismet is the perfect audience. 

Coovadia is pointing to the relationship between colonialism, race, gender and 

migration - "While colonialism was subjugating people on the basis of race, it was in 

turn being used by the colonized to subdue women in traditional societies" 

(Govinden 6). Coovadia gives three reasons for his grandparents' migration to South 

Africa: Rashida and Khateja did not get along, Ismet dreamed of founding a new 

race and finally what Coovadia calls the bastard couple of "love and hope," where 
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Ismet believes that more is required of the husband of the most beautiful woman in 

the world. The usual migration narrative of entrepreneurial passenger Indians 

moving for material gain is totally inverted because Ismet, as a registered clerk in 

Bombay, is migrating in order to shift his personal instability rather than his financial 

circumstances which are quite solid. This retelling of Indian migration to South 

Africa serves to dispel dominant misconceptions that Indians moved solely to 

alleviate poverty and inserts heterogeneity into the narrative, widening the scope of 

history to reflect the diversity of migration narratives. This narrative also reflects the 

inaccuracies of colonial and Apartheid histories in South Africa that are often 

undergirded by racist assumptions. Rehana Ebrahim-Vally explains this phenomenon 

as follows: 

During the 19"^ and 20"^ centuries it was a widespread belief amongst Natal 
Europeans that only low-caste Indians or untouchables had migrated to South 
Africa. This obviously served the racist purpose of discrimination against 
those referred to as 'coolies'. Whites lamented the social practices and lack of 
hygiene of the 'Indians' and attributed these to their low-caste 
origins.. ...However, there is more to India emigration to South Africa than 
poverty. (Ebrahim-Vally 127) 

The multiverse of different historical narratives of movement cannot be reduced to a 

singular telling, while the racist construction of colonial and Apartheid histories are 

revealed. Coovadia's insertion of personal accounts redefines both the narratives of 

the past as well as the dominant tellings of the present. His depiction of Kliateja's 

reasons for migrating with Ismet adds an additional layer to this story, centralizing 

the gendered experience of movement that is rarely told. 
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Khateja, although trapped between the orchestrations of her family and a 

marriage not of her own choosing, also has personal reasons for agreeing to 

accompany Ismet to South Africa; reasons that assert her own agency in dire 

circumstances and destabilize another migration narrative which posits migration as 

a disciplinary mechanism of patriarchy. The second section of the novel is entitled 

"South" and begins as follows: 

You may wonder why Khateja allowed herself to be whirled across the ocean 
because, dire as it was the force of circumstances doesn't altogether account 
for her persuadability. The truth is that Khateja long intended to widen her 
horizons. An appetite for travel - she was the first to admit it 
As a little girl had she not asked her father - who was off to 
Bombay "Daddy-papa, if it is possible can I come sit by you and Uncle 
Yacoob in the puff-puff train so it is possible for me to see for a few days our 
Indian city of Bombay Then, "Shireen!" he bellowed straight back, 
"Shireen, why are you teaching this daughter of yours all these expensive 
tastes, eh? (Coovadia 141/2) 

Khateja's longing for travel has been thwarted by the gendered nature of, what Janet 

Wolff terms, access to the road. Men have traditionally been mobile across different 

cultures while women have not, or have only traveled under the aegis of men ( Wolff 

229). Coovadia is able to capture this historical predicament while simultaneously 

positioning Khateja as able to expertly maneuver within these confines and assert her 

own agency. Coovadia portrays Khateja as a person who has always railed against 

the strictures imposed on her, constantly yearning for more. As a child, she steals her 

brother's train set in order to pay for reading lessons for herself as her parents refuse 

to educate her, reserving their money for their son's education despite Khateja's 
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superior intellect. Yet, Khateja's agreement to move to South Africa with Ismet is 

not that clear cut. Ismet offers to divorce Khateja rather than force her to migrate 

against her will. It is at this point that she explains to him that her family will force 

her to marry Ahmedu if she returns. Ismet utilizes this information as a bargaining 

device, negotiating for Khateja to cook him meals in South Africa while he agrees to 

have no physical contact with her. In Ismet's logical universe, cooking is intimately 

related to domestication and another of Ismet's delusions is that Khateja will be 

transformed in the culinary process: 

This was his idea: stand the fractious Khateja before an iron pot and paraffin 
stove, have her stirring with spoons one-two hours a day, washing meat, 
dicing vegetables frying, ladling, marinating - at some point, indubitably, 
lo! A real traditional Indian-style home-country wife and gentle-figured lady 
would emerge from the membranes of dissention, would cast them off, 
chrysalis-like (or so Ismet imagined). (Coovadia 165) 

Ismet is, of course, incorrect and Coovadia is highlighting the ludicrous side of such 

assumptions. Khateja utilizes cooking as a means of revenge. When Ismet eventually 

insists that she hold up her side of their agreement, Khateja cooks a feast. At first 

Ismet is thrilled but in the following days, Khateja puts such huge quantities of 

chillie into the food that Ismet becomes ill. Coovadia's subtle depiction of Khateja's 

ability to subvert the various mechanisms that Ismet employs to bend her will point 

to the gendered experience of both traditional marriage and movement, as well as the 

expert ways women have historically found to subvert patriarchal constraints. The 

relationship between food as a form of culture and migration is also highlighted in 
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this process where Ismet assumes he can perpetuate "India" in South Africa through 

Khateja's cooking (Govinden 16). 

The gendered meanings of home or recreating home in the context of 

migration and diaspora, emerge in the text through issues around cooking, objects 

and "family." When Ismet and Khateja arrive in Durban, they unpack and . .India, 

multifold, many-fmgered, articulated, cloth-covered India issued from their 

luggage..." (Coovadia 148), in the form of objects such as an old Koran and Ismet's 

father's walking stick. Brenda Cooper identifies a trend in diasporic writing where 

characters bring possessions with them that".. .anchor them in the terrifying 

potential abyss of marginality" (8). For Coovadia, these objects construct India as a 

portable country that is further enacted through family ritual and food: 

India is a portable country, to some extent, which moves as people do, 
accommodating itself freely to new environments, but if they started off 
forsaking her, forgetting her in this and that detail, what would happen at the 
end of time? Ismet saw suppers, Sunday dinners.. .biryani's, bhajias, pathas 
ad pooris as the first essential step, the harbingers, the bringers of a new order 
among things and a new set of relations among men. Philosophically, what 
was a family if it didn't sit down together to table? Where was community to 
be found if not in breaking of a nan, the passing round of a pickle dish? 
(Coovadia 158) 

Coovadia, following Amitav Ghosh, positions the Indian diaspora as a recreation of 

cultural phenomena in diverse locations. Ismet centralizes food as the mechanism 

through which he is able to connect to India. The irony of this positioning is that 

India, for him, was marked by the absence of food due to the culinary impasse of 

Rashida and Khateja. Coovadia is thereby exposing the romanticization of homeland 
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that occurs through movement which is often marked by the disjuncture between 

memory and past experience. 

In a similar vein of ironic inversion, Coovadia situates South Africa as the 

birth place of modem India while simultaneously recreating South African history 

through inserting Indians centrally into the narrative: 

To Durban on its northeastern coast, a beachy, subtropical, commonwealth 
city one million strong: one-third black, one-third white, and one-third 
Indian. Since Durban housed the largest number of Indians in a single place 
outside India, it was, excluding the subcontinent, the most rhetorical place in 
the world. (And thanks to its piebald, multistriped composition, the 
municipality of Durban inculcated in the mind of the expatriate Mohandas 
Gandhi, who was currently residing there, the outrageous conviction that 
each disparate subcontinental belonged to the same nationality - and so, in a 
sense, Durban created the nation-state of India.) (Coovadia 142/3) 

In yet another sophisticated revisioning, Coovadia situates South Africa as the 

birthplace of India in a similar vein to Vishwanathan's assertion that standardized 

English was formed in India rather than in England through the colonial process. 

While postcolonial theory has successfully redefined how we understand the 

relationship between margin and center, Coovadia is pointing to yet another 

paradigm shift where the very constitution of nation, and hence race in this context, 

happens elsewhere. In the case of India, where Indianness is both a language of race 

and nation, the instability of racial understandings is further compounded. Sandhya 

Shukla examines Indianness as follows: 
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In each site of the diaspora, "being Indian" has acquired a particular set of 
meanings. These sites - history, place, literature, news, and generation - all 
present unique frames for densely constituting Indian subjectivity. These sites 
have (crossable) boundaries of time and space, and they exist very much in 
relation to one another, so that history may be the means by which place is 
practiced, and fictions of the self enable a generation to see itself as "new." 
Resulting from this arrangement is a kind of geography of Indianness, 
mapped through multiple and de-essentialized vectors of identity formation. 
(Shukla 19) 

It is in this sense that we can examine what it means to be Indian in South 

Africa at different times. When Ismet and Khateja arrive in Durban, they move into 

an apartment building on Queen Street, in a predominantly Indian neighborhood, that 

is partly owned by Vikram and Pravina Naidoo. Vikram and Pravina, who also live 

in the building, become their "family." While Ismet is concerned about fitting into 

the community due to Khateja's iconoclastic but undiplomatic nature, it is his own 

ideas that are forced to change: 

Nevertheless, the mentality in this place unsettled my grandfather almost 
immediately He hadn't realized how complicated and messy the situation 
of South Africa was Vikram (a devotee of Gandhi) first. ....explained, "So 
please Ismet, one word of advice that I can give for you. In this country you 
must not come with stories if you are this Bombay-Indian or that one Tamil, 
one what-what Gujarati-Indian" - taking Ismet's hands in his own - "No, my 
friend, what is essential is that we must stand together united as one, that is 
my point," while Ismet listened without saying a word but fuming inside. 
For him to be embroiled by this hand-grabbing, early-bird Vikram, embroiled 
in funny stunts! As if he had any intention of "coming with stories"! 
(Coovadia 150) 

While Ismet had no intention of "coming with stories," it is not because of some 

nationalistic impulse but rather from his desire to fit in. When he goes to work at the 
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Birmingham fruit company, he immediately encounters a different aspect of national 

inclusiveness when faced with the racist ideas of Roderick Campbell who says: 

....."I'll tell you, Nassin (sic), I like Indians. As far as I'm concerned, they're 
the best damned people in this whole damned country. Honest, hard workers. 
We can't get blacks who work like that. And you speak the language." 
My grandfather was taken aback at how quickly he'd been lumped directly 
into the Indian masses. How could this man throw these terms around? Even 
once had he counted himself among the point scoring, black-eyed, fever-
browed mob? Vikram, his friend had warned him that this sort of thing was 
bound to happen with the whites. They had no conception of the subtleties in 
the world! 
(Coovadia 151) 

The subtleties of national consciousness that bridge difference are highlighted in 

these dual processes. Vikram's Gandhi-esque advice to Ismet that South Africa is a 

place where the entrenched differences of India are to be overridden occurs in the 

context of Indianness as it begins to become a language of both race and nation. 

India, at this time, is a British colony and Partition is yet to occur. Gandhi's 

imaginings of a unified India are beginning in South Africa where the impact of his 

ideology is creating an Indian community in South Africa that bridges internecine 

divides on one level^®; on another level the reformulation of self that occurs in 

diasporic communities could also be a factor in this development. These processes 

occur alongside the colonial homogenization of people where Indians are designated 

Rehana Ibrahim-Vally (2001) talks extensively about the myth that has been created around the 
figure of Gandhi in South Africa, where all political organizations in the Indian community are seen 
as a direct or indirect result of his actions. This undermines the crucial role of other political actors, 
while also exaggerating Gandhi's role in South African politics. Contemporary scholarship, such as 
the work of Maureen Swan, contextualizes Gandhi's contribution in South Africa as one of 
reformation rather than transformation. See Maureen Swan's Gandhi. The South African Experience. 
Johannesburg: Raven Press, 1985. 
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as a singular group that can be slotted into the Social Darwinist ideology that 

underpinned the colonial project. While '\vhites" have no conception of the 

subtleties of the world due to the othering process inherent in colonization, the 

external identification of Indianness as race echoes in nationalist ideology in terms of 

its unifying effects. The irony in contrasting these processes lies in the creation of 

group identities, from within and without, for radically different projects. The 

relationship between colonization and nationalism is actualized, while the discursive 

relation between internal and external identifications is revealed through group 

formation. 

In South Africa, this is further compounded by the placement of the Indian 

community within the colonial hierarchy. Once again, it is Vikram who explains this 

to Ismet: 

"This is a new world for Indians, Ismet. We cannot imagine the opportunities. 
The next generation will all be professionals and whatnot. Doctors and 
solicitors! This country is literally made of gold and diamonds. Tell me if it is 
the law of the universe that Indians should not cash in also? If we stick 
together as Indians, then the sky is the limit. That is the only proviso. We 
must be together as Indians. The blacks and whites do not have the time of 
day for us. Soon you will come to understand this." 
Now, in a happier time, my grandfather would have instantly refuted these 
words. What India did Vikram imagine was there? Where were these 
"united as one man" Indians going to come from? 
Moreover, Ismet had never exactly planned on leaving India for ever and all 
eternity. He still thought of himself and his wife as tourists on an extended 
pilgrimage In this country they had nothing in common with the blacks 
and the English. (Coovadia 188/9) 



Ismet exemplifies the trajectory of Indian nationalism of this time period. He is 

eventually able to release his various ideas about Indian social boundaries in the 

context of forming a cohesive Indian identity outside of India. British colonialism's 

policy of divide-and-rule is successful in both India and South Africa in inculcating 

divisiveness. Yet, it simultaneously creates strong intra-group identifications as the 

colonized respond in ways that the colonialists cannot imagine. While in South 

Africa, Indianness became reified into race and some type of racial consciousness, it 

also enforced inter-group divisions between Indians and others. And if Coovadia is 

correct in asserting that this Indian cohesiveness that emerged in difficult 

circumstances in South Africa, on some level created Indianness as a nation in India, 

then the colonial policy of divide-and-rule was inverted as it was utilized by the 

colonized as a means of liberation across different colonial sites. The traffic of 

people and ideas is discursive in patterns of inception and dissemination, allowing 

the colonized to utilize colonial divisions to ultimately subvert colonialism itself. 

Similarly on a micro level, Khateja's cultural link with India is articulated 

through her favorite books - Don Quixote and Moby Dick - which signify India for 

her in that she read them in that context. While clearly dislocated from classical 

Indian texts, Khateja's cultural associations change the meaning of these colonial 

novels and indigenize their cultural currency on some level. Betty Govinden reads 

The Wedding as a metaphor for colonialism using similar logic. She sees that the 

relationship between Ismet and Khateja "caricatured, is a metaphor [of] the colonial 

condition, as exemplified in India's history. "Since no amount of education could 



straighten out a dispute between two loving human beings, what chance did the 

landlord have to unravel the cussed destinies of twenty million"(222/3)" (22). Yet 

ultimately, like the idea of a cohesive Indianness, Khateja and Ismet are reconciled 

and become an ordinary couple after years of tumultuousness: 

By enlarging an individual story, Coovadia concentrates on the margins of 
history, the centre seeming distant and aloof, its hegemony internalized and 
rendered implacable. While human beings live out their puny histories, the 
larger history unfolds. "Around these star-spangled anti-lovers. South Africa 
started to bum, a slow ignition that would continue for the remainder of the 
twentieth century" [Coovadia] (222). (Govinden 24/5) 

In yet another twist to the tale, Coovadia, who comes from a prominent anti-

Apartheid activist family, focuses on micro events with larger histories appearing as 

interludes or backdrops to the central family story. Events such as his grandparents 

being forcibly removed from their home when it is declared part of a white group 

area are given merely a few lines in the novel, while interesting historical anecdotes, 

such as how anti-Apartheid activist Yusuf Dadoo came to be buried on the right side 

of Karl Marx in Highgate cemetery, appear in the text. Coovdia explains his 

intention in The Wedding as being the desire "to restore the other story - the oddity 

of the many different lives that existed under apartheid" (Masala.com). And the 

"other story" that Coovadia tells is markedly different from the "other story" Shamin 

Sarif tells in The World Unseen. 

The World Unseen (2001) is set in South Africa in the early 1950s with the 

narrative moving between the lives of two women, Amina and Miriam, whose stories 
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eventually intersect as they fall in love. Sarif s narrative also deviates from other 

stories of Indian migration to South Africa in her evocation of multilayered unseen 

worlds that encompass various alternatives to official Apartheid culture. The two 

women are positioned as opposites or "doubles;" Miriam is quiet and timid, married 

to a man who she does not love and circumscribed by social constraints and an 

overdeveloped sense of duty, whereas Amina lives beyond social constraints, 

asserting her independence and creating a life for herself on her own terms. The 

novel opens at Amina's cafe in Pretoria, when "separate development" is becoming 

increasingly enforced. Amina is immediately positioned as an outsider in her 

somewhat defiant interaction with the police who tell her that her black workers 

cannot eat in the cafe: 

'Where should they eat?' Amina asked. 
'I don't care! They can eat outside. Or in the kitchen, for Christ's sake. Or 
when they get home.' 
'Do you go without food for twelve hours at a time. Officer?' 
Jacob ran a nervous hand over his cropped head and watched Amina go to 
her gramophone player. He wished desperately that he could step in and 
impose calm, suggest some compromise. But as far as Officer Stewart was 
concerned, Jacob just worked for Amina as a manager, for as a Coloured man 
he was not permitted to co-own a business with an Indian. The police did not 
know that his employment contract with her was false; that she had given him 
power of attorney; and that their business partnership was an open secret, 
closely guarded by those around them. (Sarif 3) 

While Sarif seems to have missed the fact that such a power of attorney would not be 

admissible in a South African court at that time, she does succeed in establishing 

Amina's relationship with Jacob as one of equality, beyond the dictates of official 
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culture. The unseen world in this context is one where people interact across 

enforced racial barriers, outside of the visible and segregated official culture. 

Amina's positioning as a woman on the margins of a conservative country is 

portrayed through her transgression of various boundaries from her manner of dress -

'Never seen an Indian girl in trousers, that's for sure" (Sarif 2), to her business 

acumen and sense of outer-Apartheid morality, and eventually her sexuality. While 

Sarif creates a picture of a woman unconcerned with social constraints, she also 

creates an image of South African life and the "Asiatic Bazaar"'^ as places of 

insularity and conformity. Amina is constantly the subject of gossip, her lifestyle 

serving as a mechanism around which the conservativism of her community is 

rallied. Her reputation in the community is described as follows; 

For despite her lack of conformity, Amina was still Indian, still a very young 
unmarried girl, and her seemingly unlimited freedom and lack of concern for 
propriety were of great concern to everyone in the Asiatic Bazaar. Her way of 
dressing, the fact that she had just opened up her own business ('with a 
Coloured man'), even Begum's [her grandmother] photograph hanging 
proudly in the cafe - all these facts only fed the interest of those around her. 
They were appalled and horrified and shocked, but many began to patronize 
her cafe because they liked the food, they liked the atmosphere, and they 
liked the prices. (Sarif 19) 

Amina's "wayward" attitudes are blamed on her grandmother by the community in 

Sarif s sophisticated joining of racism and homophobia as mechanisms of social 

control. Begum had lived in South Africa in the late 1800s and was sent back to 

" The Asiatic Bazaar was an Indian group area in Pretoria. It is known for its vibrancy and 
commercial aspects. 
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India in disgrace after giving birth to a dark child with curly hair, Amina's mother. 

Begum, it is revealed, was raped by a laborer but did not tell her husband and is 

severely beaten by her in-laws after the birth. She is sent back to India with her 

daughter but her husband steals her son through the train window at her departure. 

Begum consequently warns Amina never to lose herself in marriage or to allow 

herself to be ruled by family (Sarif 98). Amina's parents live in Bombay until 

Begum's death despite their desire to move to South Africa and pursue the "great 

opportunities" that it is believed are there. 

• The familiar narratives of Indian migration are disrupted through another 

intensely personal portrait of migration, as well as a feminized revisioning that 

occurs in this novel. While migration to South Africa during colonialism is 

sometimes read as an attempt to subdue women, in this case, being sent back to India 

becomes a mechanism of patriarchy that establishes a discursive route in the 

movement of people, ideas and forms of control. The association between movement 

during colonialism and the subjugation of women is inverted in the character of 

Amina. While Amina had not been controllable in India, this characteristic burgeons 

in South Africa and causes her paternal grandmother much concern: 

The family went directly from Durban to Pretoria, but they did not remain 
among their own people in the Asiatic Bazaar; instead they chose a house and 
a business - a garage and gas station - outside Pretoria.. ..Her mother was 
thrown into a life harder than they had been used to in India. Her weekly 
housekeeping money had to be carefully counted now, and there were no 
live-in maids. ....And Amina, instead of helping her mother in the kitchen, 
usually ended up working with her father in the garage. Mrs Haijan could do 
nothing but watch worriedly as her daughter pumped gasoline, cleaned 
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windshields, and generally fell into her own life in this new place. This 
untried and often wild country fitted Amina like a well-cut suit of 
clothes Amina was entirely lacking in any semblance of the expected 
attributes of docility and self-effacement - and although her grandmother 
understood none of this, and thought it was the trousers and braces that 
appalled her, it was really her granddaughter's attitude and bearing that 
affronted her the most. (Sarif 12) 

The Harjans, like the Nassims, do not improve their financial position by moving to 

South Africa. For Amina's father, it is the freedom that he finds away from the social 

constraints of both India and the Asiatic Bazaar that are appealing. Her mother is not 

given much of a voice in the text beyond a few attempts to socialize Amina in what 

she deems to be more appropriately feminine behavior. Amina flourishes despite the 

severe restrictions of the burgeoning Apartheid state. Sarif s some-what problematic 

word usage about South Africa being an untried and wild place resonates with the 

voice of British colonial stereotypes, conveying the colonial ideology that permeates 

many migration narratives. Amina's ability to flout convention and constraint points 

to a theme in some Indian diasporic texts that position the new generation as female. 

Sandya Shukla describes such texts as discussing new forms of womanhood and 

gendered identities. "They also suggest that this female, Indian, diasporic generation 

may forcefully intervene in masculine depictions of Indianness" (246). Sarif falls 

within this trend in her creation of 1950s Indian life in South Africa from a 

feminized perspective in terms of both author and characterization. 

Sarif plays with the different ways diaspora is gendered, toying with whether 

it reinforces gendered roles and possibilities or whether it frees women on some 

level. Movement, as previously discussed, has been used as a disciplinary 
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mechanism of patriarchy and colonialism, but the newness of place can also result in 

a renegotiation of identity away from familiar constraints. Amina's ability to live 

independently is situated as being a result, on some level, of her family's move to 

South Africa as well as their choice of living space outside or on the margins of the 

Pretoria Indian community. It is this freedom that her father sought and that has 

allowed her the space to blossom on her own terms. While Sarif does not explicitly 

address the idea of whether Amina could have found her freedom within India, there 

is a tacit implication that she would not have through her linking of the land to 

Amina's character formation. This notion again connects to colonial stereotypes that 

saw the colonies as spaces where behavior that was not permissible at "home" could 

be enacted openly. This further impacts on western stereotypes that designate Indian 

culture as inherently oppressive to women. Amarpal Dhaliwal describes this process 

as situating the Indian woman as a "mere victim of what is assumed to be her own 

culture and is consistently framed in oppositional dichotomies that construct South 

Asia as monolithically and uniformly oppressive for women" (32). 

Sarif s approach draws together various discourses that intersect through stereotype 

and renegotiation where what she is saying is paramount to how she is saying it. The 

unseen worlds where race, sexuality and gender are renegotiated are revealed as 

being here, wherever here may be. 

It is in this sense that Sarif is theorizing how, what Amarpal Dhaliwal calls 

"compulsory heterosexuality," manifested differently in some Indian communities 

where there is/was a prohibition on dating (36) and unions are often negotiated 
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through families'^. This idea appears in both The Wedding through Ismet's 

negotiation with YusufHaveri and in The World Unseen through Amina's 

grandmother's attempts to find her a husband, as well as through Omar's negotiation 

with Miriam's family. Miriam explains her position in this process to Amina as 

follows: 

'But what people think puts pressure on you to accept things, doesn't it? 1 
mean, why, for example, did you get married?' 
Miriam was surprised. 'What do you mean?' 
'Did you see your husband and fall in love ' 
'No,' Miriam replied quietly. 
'Then why did you get married?' 
Miriam turned to her with a slight smile and a shrug, as though already 
acknowledging her defeat in an argument that had barely started. 
'He saw me a few times, and proposed, and my family accepted for me,' she 
said. 'That's what you want to hear isn't it? I married him because they told 
me to. But then, it never occurred to me, Amina, to question it. I got married 
because everyone expected me to' 
'Well, it occurred to me to question it,' said Amina. 
'1 know.'(Sarif 171) 

Sarif positions marriage and "compulsory heterosexuality" as unmarked cultural 

categories that Amina is able to see as constructed. The process in which cultural 

constructs are naturalized over time, losing the memory of their artifice and 

appearing "natural" and therefore beyond interrogation is highliglited. Conversely, 

Savita Nair (1995) niakcs the following clarification between the terms love marriage and arranged 
marriage; "However problematic these terms may be, they have been, and still are, used to describe 
South Asian marriages in both popular and academic contexts. Broadly speaking, arranged marriage 
denotes a system of parental/familial involvement (with varying degrees of rigor and control) in 
introducing a man and a woman for potential marital union. Love marriage implies self-introduction 
and attraction on the part of a man and woman, without initial involvement (or possibly cognizance) 
by their respective parents/ families." (28/29) 



164 

Miriam is situated as seeing her marriage as an inevitability, beyond the realm of 

agency and as a "natural" progression of her life. Sarif also inserts the social and 

economic constraints of her family as a motivating force in their agreeing to Omar's 

proposal because while they are of the same caste, Miriam's family is somewhat 

impoverished. While Miriam's mother's intention is to save her daughter from a life 

of economic deprivation, she cannot shield her from one of emotional deprivation. 

Miriam and Omar initially live in Pretoria with Omar's older brother Sadru 

and his wife Far ah. Omar is portrayed as aloof and emotionally stunted, unable to 

really interact with his new wife. Farah is centralized as holding the real power 

within this extended family structure, treating Miriam as a servant and manipulating 

those around her from her dense husband to his mentally disabled sister Jehan whom 

she abuses, and even Omar with whom she initiates an affair when Miriam is 

pregnant with their third child. Miriam's loneliness, in the middle of this family, is 

exemplified by a ten day period of time when no-one shows her even the smallest 

kindness until she goes to Amina's cafe for lunch - "Her ten days of counting, 

watching for some sign of concern or pleasure or kindness, had finally been ended 

with the smile Amina Harjan had given her" (Sarif 23). Miriam, in a sense, 

constitutes an unseen world in her husband's family. 

Miriam and Omar move to Delhof, a rural area outside of Pretoria where 

Omar opens a small store. While Miriam is physically isolated in Delhof, she is 

happier living away from Farah. Miriam's life revolves around her children and 

helping Omar run the store, and seems filled with an everyday tedium and loneliness. 



This begins to change after Omar hires Amina to construct a vegetable garden at the 

back of the house. Miriam and Amina begin to form a deep friendship which Sarif 

contrasts to Miriam's interaction with Omar. Amina spends the night at Miriam's 

house after her car gets a flat tire and Miriam wakes in the morning to the unfamiliar 

experience of someone helping her with her children, interacting with her rather than 

fuming as Omar does if things are not precisely the way he requires them. Omar's 

awkwardness and reserve permeates all his relationships, to the point that his 

children fear him and he cannot connect with his wife - "he had never known how to 

speak to her, how to hold a conversation with her - or with any woman. He was not a 

good listener by nature, even with other men, nor had he been brought up to regard a 

woman as a real companion of any kind" (Sarif 52). His disrespect for women 

culminates in violence when he hits Miriam after she tries to help a man that a 

farmer runs over at night. 

The danger in this account is that it again feeds into orientalist constmctions 

that posit all Indian marriages as oppressive to women. A case in point is the number 

of reviews on Shamin Sarif s website, from a variety of different sources, which 

utilize this orientalist notion in their critiques of The World Unseen. Brian Case says 

"If South Africa in the 1950s under apartheid was a nightmare, it was compounded 

by Indian families who made marriage a prison for women" and "the threadbare 

social life of Indian wives registers strongly" 

(www.shaminsarif.com/Reviews2.htm). while The Times review states "Miriam is 

part of an Indian community living outside Pretoria, hermetically sealed against the 

http://www.shaminsarif.com/Reviews2.htm
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outside world and clinging to its traditions with crushing fervor. As a wife and 

mother, Miriam is required to defer to her husband in all things" 

(www.shaminsarif.com/Reviews2.htm). While Miriam's particular marriage is one in 

which she is abused and repressed, Sarif is, of course, not asserting that all Indian 

marriages are the same. Through touching on a particular layer of orientalist 

discourse, Sarif is traversing the murky territory between prejudice and stereotype on 

one side, and representing diverse experience on another. The world that Sarif is 

representing is one where the complex relationship between gender, race, sexuality 

and agency, within the confines of 1950s South Africa, is explored in a sophisticated 

revisioning of the past through the lens of contemporary understandings. 

Sarif depicts a strong relationship between both racism and homophobia, as 

well as between race and sexuality through a number of different characters in the 

text. Omar's lack of moral core is exemplified by his attitude towards, and 

interaction with, black people. "Omar's attitude to the Africans was always a little 

patronizing, and often harsh" (Sarif 14) and he tells Miriam not to be friendly to 

them as they will only take advantage, in the classical pattern of racist discourse. 

When a farmer arrives at their house in the middle of the night after having an 

accident and needing help with his car, both Omar and the farmer are only concerned 

with the damage to the vehicle rather than with the black man whom he ran down. 

Miriam questions the "morality" of early Apartheid through this incident and decides 

to help the hurt man as she walks off into the night; 

http://www.shaminsarif.com/Reviews2.htm
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The thought of the farmer's cold, light eyes made her shudder, and she 
walked up and down, trying to stop the rage of thought in her mind. He 
reminded her of the policeman who had threatened her not so long ago. The 
same carelessness, the same disrespect, the same callousness. A man is 
knocked down - a Black man, but a man, just the same - and the man 
who hit him, together with the man she was married to, the fatlier of her 
children, were outside worrying about the dent in the car. The cost of the new-
lamp. The inconvenience. 
Are Black people really nothing? Does he not have children waiting at 
home, or a wife, or a mother? (Sarif 148) 

Miriam is able to penetrate into the insidious discourse of early Apartheid racism and 

see the humanity of those designated as less than human by the political system. 

Omar, on the other hand, defines his identity through difference, as he constantly 

situates himself as different to the black population while aligning himself with a 

white supremacy that will ultimately reject him on the basis of his own ethnicity. The 

ironic twist of such a positioning is foregrounded by Sarif through this encounter that 

ultimately leads to violence. 

Omar's violence erupts after this incident, beating Miriam when she returns. 

He also hits Robert, the fifteen-year-old black youth who works for them as Sarif 

links his fundamental disrespect for women and black people. The contrast between 

Omar and Miriam also highlights the different points of cultural identification that 

occur within communities. Stuart Hall sees cultural identities as unstable points of 

identification within discourses of history and culture that are "Not an essence but a 

positioning. Hence, there is always a politics of identity, a politics of position, which 

has no absolute guarantee in an unproblematic, transcendental 'law of origin'" (Hall 

395). In placing Miriam and Omar as moving in opposite directions in terms of their 
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own politics of positioning, Sarif actualizes the inherent heterogeneity of the Indian 

community, and hence Indian identity, thereby opening the terms of the debate. 

Indianness is therefore positioned as mobile, moving simultaneously towards 

difference and continuity in the realm of identity politics. 

Similarly, the relationship between different types of prejudice is also posited 

as reflecting the diversity of positionings. In connecting the previously discussed 

incident with the predicament of Omar's twin sister Rehmat who married a white 

man, James, and was therefore forced to leave South Africa in order to live with him 

openly, Sarif, through Miriam, reveals a link between intra and extra-group 

prejudice. Rehmat and James return for a visit but Farah informs the police, 

precipitating a search and daring escape. The police arrive at Miriam's house when 

she is alone, threatening her when she refuses to give them information. It is only 

after they grab her children that she tells them where Rehmat is - the experience that 

reminds Miriam of the farmer's incapacity to see beyond his own bias. She warns 

Rehmat after the police leave, running to a neighboring farm to call. It is Amina who 

saves Rehmat by hiding her, ironically, in her closet: 

'What is all this stuff?' he [Officer De Witt] asked, frowning. 
'Extra stock. From the shop. That's why 1 lock it,' she said. 'You know these 
kaffirs,' she added with heavy irony. 'They would steal anything.' It was the 
kind of thing they would ordinarily like to hear, that they would chat about 
sympathetically, but they caught her tone and knew she was mocking them... 
'WHERE IS THE BITCH?' he shouted..... 
'I don't even know who you're talking about.' She smiled. 'You know as 
well as I do that I've had some women in here, but hell, this time even I don't 
know what...' 
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De Witt's stinging hand across her neck stopped her from finishing her 
sentence. "Stinking queer,' he spat. 
A second blow to her body hit her with a force that sent her crashing onto the 
bed. (Sarif 126/7) 

The precariousness of being both a lesbian and an Indian woman defying the police, 

positions that place Amina outside of official power structures, signifies the courage 

that anti-Apartheid activists mustered in dire circumstances, hi drawing attention to 

both the racism and homophobia of the Apartheid system, Sarif is also unearthing the 

trajectory of sexual repression that is rarely told in the stories of anti-Apartheid 

struggle within any community. As a country over-determined by racial oppression, 

the fissures and overlap of other prejudices in South Africa are often lost in 

translating the story of our past in the post-Apartheid present. The crucial 

intervention that Sarif is making in revealing the interconnection of these stories 

cannot be underestimated in contributing to a more extensive and inclusive stoiy of 

South Africa. 

The love story at the heart of this novel also reinscribes a different narrative 

into the story of our collective past by adding another dimension to the account. The 

secret love between Miriam and Amina, as well as between Jacob and Madeleine, 

forms another of the unseen worlds in this novel. Jacob, classified as colored, and 

Madeleine, classified as white, act out the often told tale of love thwarted by 

Apartheid. The pathos at the heart of their story lies in their individual loneliness 

from the deaths of their respective spouses many years before they meet, and the 

connection that they find with each other that is broken on their first date when a 
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policeman follows them, suspicious of a black man and a white woman alone 

together. Sarif counter-poses their relationship to that of Amina and Miriam in 

different ways. While Jacob and Madeleine's relationship ends abruptly in the text, 

Miriam and Amina's relationship is left ambiguous. Amina's impact on Miriam's 

life is far-reaching, facilitating Miriam's reclamation of her agency as she begins to 

pursue her own course despite Omar's abuse. The novel ends with Miriam writing a 

note to Amina in which she accepts the offer to cook at her cafe. Amina becomes 

disheartened by the situation with Miriam, knowing that Miriam does love her but 

will not leave Omar. Her conversation with Jacob happens as follows: 

'Do you know what you are getting yourself into?' 
Jacob frowned and then nodded. 'Yes, I believe I do.' 
'I was just reading about this kind of thing in the paper,' she went on. 'It's 
not a safe way to live, however nice she may be.' 
Jacob stood up from the booth. 
'This kind of thing?' he said, and she winced at the implication he gave her 
words. 
'I'm just saying,' she answered, 'that you should be very careful. We don't 
live in a place where ordinary human relationships are acceptable.' 
'Amina, I know you mean well, and I will be careful. I am not stupid. But life 
is short, and I don't want to end it alone and unhappy because I lived by 
someone else's rules. You of all people should understand that.' 
'Of course I understand,' she said. 'But even I have been wondering lately 
whether it is always worth just doing what you want..... .and going after 
people you shouldn't really go after. However strongly you feel about them.' 
(Sarif 206/7) 

Amina ultimately takes her father's advice and decides to wait for Miriam in case 

she changes her mind and leaves Omar. The familiar outrage that is invoked in 

contemporary South African popular culture, when confronted with stories of inter
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racial love destroyed by Apartheid, is subtly transposed by Sarif onto a same-sex 

love story that is rarely told. By utilizing the familiar to rcinscribe the meaning of 

previously silenced narratives, Sarif challenges both historical erasure as well as 

contemporary re-visions that are often held together by discourses that privilege race 

and racism to the exclusion of other narratives. The relationship between racism and 

homophobia is under-theorized in South Africa and Sarif, by approaching the 

relationship between the two from a variety of different directions, offers a nuanced 

and timely critique of both the past and our narrativization of it in the present. This 

reveals a multicultural space, built on the nexus of race, gender and sexuality, where 

the past continues to be told and re-told until we find home in it: 

The oddest thing: Standing there outside the theater, underneath the awning, 
on the pavement in Times Square, an eternity after Ismet Nassim met the 
most beautiful woman in the world, wondering if Uncle Tej had called up our 
driver sweating about his noseless bother Logan, amid the Hispanic dope 
dealers and the Jewish daughters and the Irish cops and the Puerto Rican 
teenagers and the Korean grocers and the Pakistani mothers and the 
limousine-ferried real-estate magnates and the black rap addicts and the 
sweatered and suede-jacketed students - standing there, for an instant, I 
imagined I was at home. (Coovadia 280) 
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BRIEF HISTORICAL CHRONOLOGY" 

1600s South Africa is colonized by the Dutch. 

1657 First slaves are imported from Angola, East Africa, Madagascar, Ceylon and 

Malaya. 

1795 Britain annexes the Cape from Holland. 

1833 Slavery is abolished in the British Empire. 

1843 Natal becomes a British colony. 

1860 Indentured laborers are imported from India to work in Natal. 

1870 • Passenger Indians begin to arrive in South Africa. 

1891 First Indian Immigration law is passed restricting all aspects of life. 

1893 Natal Indian Congress is formed by Mahatma Gandhi. 

1907 Acts are passed to reduce Indian immigration. 

1911 Indenture ends in South Africa. 

1912 The Native National Congress, the forerunner to the African National 

Congress (ANC), is formed. 

1942 ANC women's league is formed. 

1944 ANC youth league is formed. 

1946 The Asiatic Land Tenure and Indian Representation Act, known popularly as 

the Ghetto Act, are passed restricting Indian land ownership and trade. The 

" This historical chronology relies heavily on Rehana Ibrahim-Vally's formative Kala Pani. Caste 
and Colour in South Africa pl85 -195. 
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United Nations passes a vote censoring South Africa for discrimination 

against Indians. 

1948 The National Party wins the election, marking the official beginning of 

Apartheid. 

1949 The Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act passes, banning unions between 

Whites and other race groups while nullifying existing "mixed" marriages. 

1950 A slew of Apartheid legislation is passed. The Population Registration Act 

classifies the entire population into distinct racial categories which eventually 

become Black, White, Colored or mixed race and Indian. The Immortality 

Act criminalizes all sexual contact between race groups. The Group Areas 

Act segregates the country into racially distinct and unequal living areas, 

eventually leading to forced removals and relocations. 

1952 The defiance campaign against Apartheid legislation brings mass support for 

the ANC. Albert Luthuli is elected president of the ANC and Nelson Mandela 

becomes his deputy president. 

1953 The Separate Amenities Act segregates all public amenities while the Bantu 

Education Act provides inferior education to black children. 

1955 The Freedom Charter is drawn up by anti-Apartheid forces in Kliptown, 

Soweto. This document declares South Africa to belong to all who live in it, 

regardless of color, creed or affiliation. It is regarded as an alternative 

constitution for the next 40 years. 
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1956 The Treason Trial begins where 156 anti-Apartheid leaders are charged with 

high treason. 

1957 Ghana becomes the first independent African country after decades of 

colonial imposition on the continent. 

1958 Hendrik Verwoerd becomes Prime Minister of South Africa, heralding the 

beginning of "Grand Apartheid" where it becomes a total institution. 

1959 The Pan Africanist Congress forms under Robert Sobukwe after a split in the 

ANC over its policy of non-racialism. Albert Luthuli is banned. Verwoerd 

begins his homeland project, dividing all South Africans into minority 

populations with their own reservations. 

1960 The Sharpville massacre occurs when police fire into an unarmed crowd 

during a peaceful protest against passes, the documentation that all non-

White South Africans are forced to carry. Two hundred people are wounded 

and sixty-nine are killed, most shot in the back while trying to escape from 

the shooting. 

1961 Albert Luthuli wins the Nobel peace prize. The ANC forms Umkhonto We 

Sizwe (Spear of the Nation), its military wing, after being thwarted in its 

peaceful attempts to change the system. Indians are given South African 

citizenship, a hundred years after first moving to South Africa. 

1963 Eight ANC leaders are arrested in Rivonia including Nelson Mandela, Walter 

Sisulu, Govan Mbeki, and Ahmed Kathrada. 

1964 All eight Rivonia trialists are sentenced to life in prison. 
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1967 Albert Luthuli dies and Oliver Tambo becomes president of the ANC. 

1968 South African Students Organization is formed under Steve Biko. The Black 

Consciousness era begins. 

1970 All black South Africans are made citizens of their ethnic "homeland," or 

tribal reservation. 

1970s Increasing labor activism and unionization create further mass grassroots 

resistance to Apartheid. 

1976 The Soweto Uprising occurs on June 16. Police open fire on black school 

children protesting against the imposition of Afrikaans as the medium of 

instruction. The country explodes in anger and thousands are arrested. A 

mass exodus of young activists begins as they leave to join the ANC in exile. 

1976 Steve Biko is murdered by police while in detention. 

1982 The National Party splits over the idea of a tricameral parliament, with 

separate "houses" envisioned for Indians and coloreds. 

1983 The United Democratic Front (UDF) is formed as an umbrella anti-Apartheid 

organization with mass support from diverse sectors of society. The UDF 

calls for a boycott of the tricameral elections. 

1984 Desmond Tutu wins the Nobel peace prize. The South African defense force 

occupies townships across the country. 

1985 After the police massacre protesters at Langa, townships erupt across the 

country. The ANC declares a campaign to make the townships ungovernable. 

An indefinite state of emergency is declared and more troops are deployed in 
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townships. A contained civil war ensues. The Congress of South African 

Trade Unions (COSATU) is formed that unifies 36 unions, forming a strong 

mass organization. South African business leaders defy the government and 

begin talking to the ANC in Zambia. The Immorality Act is abolished as 

pressure mounts. 

1986 Large scale political detentions occur. Economic sanctions are finally 

imposed on South Africa. Samora Machel's plane is shot down in South 

African airspace. The Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act is abolished along 

with the pass law system. 

1988 Many anti-Apartheid organizations are banned. Nelson Mandela is moved 

from Robben Island into a house at Victor Verster prison. 

1989 F.W. De Klerk becomes Prime Minister. The UDF begins a defiance 

campaign against segregation. The Rivonia trialists are released from prison. 

1990 The ANC, PAC and Communist Party are unbanned. Nelson Mandela is 

released from prison after almost 30 years. Executions are halted and 

censorship ends. The state of emergency is lifted. The ANC ends its armed 

struggle in return for political prisoners. Oliver Tambo returns to South 

Africa. 

1991 The pillars of Apartheid legislation are repealed. The convention for a 

democratic South Africa (CODESA) begins with all major political players 

participating in the talks. 
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1993 The Multi-Party Negotiating Forum, CODESA's successor begins. Violence 

erupts after white right wingers assassinate Cliris Hani. Mandela and De 

Klerk win the Nobel peace prize. 

1994 South Africa has its first democratic election on 27 April and Nelson 

Mandela becomes the first president. 

1999 South Africa holds its second election. The ANC retains its majority and 

Thabo Mbeki (Govan Mbeki's son) becomes president. He calls for a 

renaissance in Africa. 

2000 Floods devastate Southern Africa. The South African Army rescues people 

stranded in trees in Mozambique and airlifts food to starving villages that 

they had previously bombed. South Africa becomcs the central player in 

African politics. 

2004 South Africa holds its third democratic elections and Thabo Mbeki retains his 

presidency. The African Union headquarters open in South Africa. 
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