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South African Women's Texts after and before 2010 
 

     Keiko Kusunose 
     ALA 2019 at Columbus, Ohio. 
 What is the year of 2010 in South Africa?   
The year of 2010 is the year of the 19th FIFA World Cup took place and 
started in Soccer City, Johannesburt, South Africa from 11 June to 11 July 
2010.  Nelson Mandela had previously spoken of the importance of football 
in his life, stating that while incarcerated in Robben Island prison playing 
football "made us feel alive and triumphant despite the situation we found 
ourselves in"1  
 I think the year of 2010, it was 20 years after Nelson Mandela made 
his official public speech at the same stadium after his release from prison 
on the 20th February 1990. These 20 years before FIFA World Cup and 
the10 years after FIFA World Cup in South Africa it is dramatically and 
historically changed. 
 

After 2010,  Zukiswa Wanner (born 1976), Kopano Matlwa (born 
1985),  
are South African women writers who focus on the South Africa's "Born 
Free" generation, or those who became adults in the post-Apartheid era, are 
the most symbolic writers in South Africa as a kind of new generation, same 
as Yewande Omotoso, Gabeba Baderoon, Lebogang Mashile,  
 
 In the case of Zukiswa Wanner, she was born in Lusaka, Zambia. Her 
father is South African and her mother is Zimbabwean.  Before 2010, there 
are a lot of  South Africa women's writer, like Farida Karodia, Antji Krog, 
Sindiwe Magona, Gcina Mhlophe, Lauretta Ngcobo, Miriam Tlali, Zoe 
Wicomb. Diana Ferrus, Pregs Govender, Gillian Slovo,  
 
 They try to represent the historical naratives, expressing their own 
experiences under the Apartheid South African society. In a sence, all of 

 
1  "Nelson Mandela: How sport helped to transform a nation". BBC. 
Retrieved 6 December 2013 
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them were a victims of their society. and struggled to write down their own 
experiences in any form of literature, poem, short stories, novels and others. 

The border line of the year 2010, I would like to divide two 
categories, the older generation, before 2010, and the younger generation 
after 2010. The older generation means that they themselves experienced 
the Apartheid period, victims of the apartheid, forced exiled group and the 
younger generation whose parents were victimized under the apartheid 
systems, and their children, the younger generation were not experienced 
by themselves. 
 
 At least, women writers in South Africa, we consider it inevitable to 
discuss the socio-political "categories of race and gender in terms of their 
discourses. In particular, Zoe Wicomb considers gender and "race" as 
interlocking factors, in her novels, Playing in the light, and October and the 
others. Racism is always gendered, as is all resistance against it.  
 
    I think any writer in South Africa cannot depict his/her stories without 
dealing with his/her past and present. Writers themselves are forced to 
depict and dig up their own experiences in the past and the present. Of 
course, their novels are not their autobiographies, or their life narratives, 
but they are fiction and works of literature, South African Literature. 
However, they cannot avoid their own personal experiences or their 
perspectives on South African History in their novels. 
 
 The first black women writer, Miriam Tlali (1933/11.11 -2017.2.24) 
She published her first book, Muriel at Metropolitan, a kind of a 
semi-autobiographical novel from Ravan Press. This title is not the original 
one, Between Two Worlds. This means conflict between the white south 
African and black south Africa under Apartheid system. Moreover, she 
finished this novel in 1969, but it was not published for six years, being 
rejected by many publishing houses in South Africa. In 1975, Ravan Press 
finally published this novel, although Publisher, Ravan Press requested 
Miriam Tlali to cut many parts of the novel, mentioning about the white 
people, or eccentric Apartheid laws, and heart plant operation in Cape Town. 
Almost one third (1/3) should expurgated (cut off ) from her novel, most 
parts are so important parts to understand the South African situation, and 
these removal made it acceptable to the white reader.  However, she 
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decided to publish it, nevertheless, she could not show her novel to her 
mother. Otherwise, she could not publish her novel.  
 Another very important problem is about a royalty, the contract 
with the publisher. She was refused to sign with the publisher who asked 
her husband to do so. She was so angry, saying that she could write and 
understand the contract with the publisher. Finally, she could make a 
contact with her publisher. All these kinds of things came from the fact that 
she was a black south African woman. Racism and sexism.  
   In 1980, she published her second novel Amandla (meaning 
Power), which was based on the 1976 Soweto uprising. It was banned only 
weeks after it was published and strangely, the first novel, Muriel at 
Metropolitan was banned together at the same time.  
 Miriam Tlali tried to narrate her general and common experiences, 
stories as African women in South African context in her novels. She was 
encouraged to write her novels as a cultural worker, which word was so 
much popular at that time. A lot of African writers raised their voices to 
protest against the Apartheid systems. like Gcina Mhlophe, Wally Serote, 
and Willie Kgositsile, Karen Press, James Mathews and others. Those 
voices in their poems were spoken in the public meetings and handed down 
their messages from people to people.  
 Bessie Head was the child of white mother and African father at the 
time when the interracial relationship was illegal, as the immoral act under 
the Apartheid system. Bessie Head refused her racial category as the 
coloured, mix-race in South Africa. She defined herself as a New African. It 
means for her that denial of her racial category reflected her political stance 
to refuse Apartheid system in South Africa. She left her native country to 
Botswana, and started her writings in Serowe, When Rain Clouds Gather 
(1968), Maru (1971), A Question of Power (1973). These three novels are 
autobiographical and she narrated her stories, including her lives in South 
Africa and Botswana.  
 Sindiwe Magona is also an autobiographical writer. She pubished 
her autobiography, To My Children's Children in 1990. Living, Loving and 
Lying Awake at Night (1991), Forced to Grow (1992),  In 1998 Mother to 
Mother, Beauty's Gift (2008), and others. She loves telling and reading 
stories to people. When I was in Cape Town in 2006 and 2007, I worked 
together with her to read the children's book in the township, Langa, every 
Saturday morning. She loved performance of story-telling to more than 100 
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children. Exactly, Magona is a story-teller. While she worked for the United 
Nation in New York, in her exile, she wanted to tell the world how the South 
African people were forced to live under the Apartheid system, narrating 
her stories, in her autobiographies, how she grew up and what she learnt 
from her experiences in South Africa. She dealt with her experiences of 
impoverishment, femininity, resistance to subjugation and being a domestic 
worker or primary school teacher. She tried to make clear about these 
interlaced themes and realities of South Africa throughout her 
autobiographies. While she worked for the United Nation in New York, she 
published her novel, Mother to Mother in 1998. The story was about the 
Fulbright scholar Amy Biehl who was killed in Guguletu in Cape Town, 
near Magona's residence. She came to South Africa to help the people vote 
the general election for the democratic society for the first time. It happened 
just before she went back to USA. It was August, 1993 just before the 
general election, April, 1994.  At that time, the slogan of the anti-apartheid 
movement was "One Settler, One bullet". The case of Amy Biehl was directly 
motivated by this slogan. Magona collected all kinds of newspaper articles 
or others on Amy Biehl in New York and started writing about this 
happening on her.   
 
The killer was Magona's neighbor's son. This led her to imagine how easily 
it could have been her own son in the wave of violence at that time.  She 
tried to explore the South African legacy of Apartheid through the lens of a 
woman who remembered a life marked by oppression and injustice. Even if 
she lived outside of South Africa, in exile, she could imagine and fight 
against the Apartheid system through her writings.  
  After her retirement from United Nation in 2003, she returned back 
to Cape Town to work for the people and the children in South Africa as a 
story-teller and a writer.   
  
 Gcina Mhlophe, is a story-teller and anti-Apartheid activist through 
her performances, as a witness of history of South Africa. My first reading of 
Gcina Mhlophe is a short story, "Toilet" which is her autobiographical, and 
her first experience in Johannesburg.  The narrator, the main character, 
Mholo came to Johanessburg from the rural area where she finished high 
school. Her mother expected her to become a teacher or nurse, but Mholo 
had other aspirations. She thought that she might become an actress. She 
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stayed with her sister who worked for the white family in a backdoor hut. 
She was illegal, staying in a city without her pass-book. She had to be silent 
in a hut while her sister worked at the big house of white people. It means 
African people were forced to live in the townships, not in the city. Then 
they were forced to carry an identity card, pass while they were in the city 
or in the working places. In reality, many African people came to the city 
illegally, protesting against the Apartheid pass law. In addition, silence in 
her hut means symbolically the conditions of the Apartheid, totally 
controlled by the system. By chance, she found the toilet for white in the 
public park when it was raining. The door of the toilet was not locked and 
she could open it and entered into the toilet. She could sit on the top of the 
toilet and started writing in her notebook, what she wanted to talk to 
someone, or friends. For a while, the toilet was her space to free herself, and 
the place to start writing. However, she realized that the toilet was not for 
her but for white people who didn't want to use in the public park. In this 
story, Gcina Mhlophe did not protest against the wrongful system loudly, 
but she narrated her own story calmly from her perspective as an African 
and a woman.  
 Moreover, Gcina Mhlophe tried to work to preserve storytelling as a   
means of keeping history, South African history, alive and encouraging 
South African children to read. She tells her stories to children in four 
South African languages, Xhosa, Zule, English, Afrikaans in a multilingual 
society. 
 
Zoe Wicomb: 
 In particular, Zoe Wicomb tried to write about her experiences in 
South African and UK, Nottingham and Glasgow in her novel, October. In 
her "October" and David's story", Zoe Wicomb dealt with what is Griqua 
people, the original inhabitants and colored people, picking up the issue of 
racial boundary line before and after the democratization in South Africa. 
Addition to those issues, Zoe Wicomb dealt with the issue of "home" for the 
people in exile. For Zoe Wicomb, what means two countries, South African 
and the United Kingdom? 
    Especially for Zoe Wicomb, issues of "home" or "return" are a means 
of ascertaining her identity, establishing herself, one of three themes, Home, 
deracination, Family in October, 2014.  She tries to clarify these issues in 
the family secrets. These issues indicate a problem that is common in the 
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people classified in a special race category of "colored" in racial society. This 
is also very important to understand the people in exile and how to change 
into the democratized society after Apartheid period with those people in 
exile.  This issue of "Home" for women in South Africa, signified the safety 
place in racial relation, racial identity.  
 
 
The new generation: 
Zukiswa Wanner. was born 1976 in Zambia , to South African father and a 
Zimbabwean mother while her father was in exile. She got her primary and 
secondary educations in Zimbabwe and she studied for a degree in 
journalism at Hawaii Pacific University in USA. She had never experienced 
South African under the apartheid system directly. Her first novel, The 
Madams, was published in 2006 and was set in post-Apartheid South Africa. 
It was a story of the friendship of three women in the present Johanesburg 
and the issues they experienced. She reversed the white and black roles, 
and husband and wife roles.  In The Madams, for example, the middle 
class black people hired the white girl as a domestic servant, the baby sitter.  
Wanner said herself in an interview, " I write stories of contemporary South 
Africa. In my writing, I generally focus on the middle class because I believe 
I see enough of poor stories in Africa on CNN." and " My main concern is 
probably writing something that's entertaining enough for people to keep 
turning the pages in these days of short attention spans." 
 Although she said that she wrote stories of contemporary South 
Africa, they could not separate the present situation from the past one. The 
present and contemporary society is based on the continuation of the past 
history.  
 
Kopano Matlwa 
She was born in 1985. and wrote her novel, Splilt Milk, which focuses on the 
South Africa's "Born Free" generation, who became adults in the 
post-Apartheid era. Kopano Matlwa said, "It was an exciting time. We were 
the "Rainbow Nation" and kind of "golden children of Africa". However, as 
she grew up, she realized that sense of hope and newness fell away to the 
reality of a corruption of the ANC government. She was mentioned as the 
emerging voice of a new generation of South African writers, dealing with 
the issues such as race, poverty and gender from the totally different 
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perspective. Coconut has been noted for its exploration of women's 
appearance, including the political aspect of black women's hair.  
 
In conclusion,   
The older generation, under the Apartheid system, they wrote their stories 
of common experiences, and common purposes which they were forced to 
live in the racial, sexual discrimination historically, geographically and 
socially. It means that they had a common sense of mission in their lives 
against the apartheid system, overthrowing the system to establish 
themselves as a human being.  
 
What I would like to know from the Literature, or South African Literature, 
gives me the clues to understand, about the life of people, society, history in 
common. A few years ago, Me-Too movement started and spread at a furious 
speed all over the world. Each woman started talking about her own story 
and making a movement to stop sexism and sexual harassment. Personal 
issue is Political. 
 

On the contrary, the young generation, who had not experienced the 
apartheid system, doesn’t care about such an issue. My question is "Who is 
the reader of South African Literature, African Literature in general?  To 
Whom the South African writers, or the African writers speak, or write?"  
"What is the role of African Literature in a global society?" 
 

 


