Alexandra Negri

Shells on the Shores of Memory

A Diachronic Study of Coloured and Indian
South African Narratives



Therese Fischer-Seidel, Klaus Stierstorfer (Hg.)

Anglistik — Amerikanistik — Anglophonie

Band 27



Alexandra Negri

Shells on the Shores of Memory

A Diachronic Study of Coloured
and Indian South African Narratives

Bk Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier



Negri, Alexandra: Shells on the Shores of Memory.
A Diachronic Study of Coloured and Indian South African Narratives /
Alexandra Negri. -
Trier : WVT Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier, 2021
(Anglistik — Amerikanistik — Anglophonie ; Bd. 27)
Zugl.: Stuttgart, Univ., Diss., 2020
ISBN 978-3-86821-896-1

D 93

Umschlagabbildung: Alexandra Negri
Umschlaggestaltung: Brigitta Disseldorf

Gedruckt auf sdurefreiem, alterungsbestindigem Papier.

© WVT Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier, 2021
ISBN 978-3-86821-896-1

Alle Rechte vorbehalten
Nachdruck oder Vervielfiltigung nur mit
ausdriicklicher Genehmigung des Verlags

WVT Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier
Bergstrafie 27, 54295 Trier

Postfach 4005, 54230 Trier

Tel.: (0651) 41503

Fax: (0651) 41504

Internet: http://www.wvttrier.de
E-Mail: wvt@wvttrier.de



Acknowledgements

I would like to thank the German Academic Scholarship Foundation (Studienstiftung
des Deutschen Volkes) for the financial and ideational support of my research in gen-
eral, and the financial assistance for my research visit to Cape Town and Durban in
2016 in particular. My sincere thanks also go to the German Academic Exchange Ser-
vice (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst), which provided the funding for my
exchange year at the University of Cape Town in 2010, without which I may not have
fallen in love with South Africa in the first place.

As the bulk of this book began and developed as a PhD thesis at the University of
Stuttgart, profound gratitude must go to my supervisor, Prof. Walter Gobel. I would
like to thank him for sharing his expertise so willingly and for his guidance and sup-
port through each stage of the research process. Likewise, I thank the Department of
English of the University of Stellenbosch, which provided me the opportunity to pre-
sent parts of my research at the ACLALS conference in 2016 and at the department’s
research seminar in 2018. Special mention also goes to Prof. Cheryl Stobie and Judith
Liitge Coullie, whose feedback was instrumental in defining the path of my research
on Coloured South African literature. Moreover, I would like to acknowledge Gabeba
Baderoon for the warm and supportive feedback at the ACLALS conference in 2016,
which encouraged me to carry on with determination and confidence. Heartfelt thanks
go to Prof. Sean Viljoen for the illuminating discussion we had during my research
stay in Stellenbosch in 2018. I am grateful to the staff and colleagues at the Institute of
English Literature of the University of Stuttgart.

I also want to thank my family. I am grateful to my parents for their support
throughout the writing process and thankful to my sister Teodora for encouraging me
along the way. Last but not the least, I want to thank my dog Milo for the companion-
ship and comfort he offered so unconditionally during my research.



Permissions

An earlier version of some parts of chapter two appeared in “Re-signing History and
Opening Up an Ethical Space of Disclosure: Yvette Christians€’s Wyschogrodian Eth-
ics in Unconfessed,” in Current Writing: Text and Reception in Southern Africa 30.2
(2018): 90-104.

An earlier version of some parts of chapter five appeared in “Gendered Inclusions and
Exclusions in Zoé Wicomb’s David’s Story,” in Current Writing: Text and Reception
in Southern Africa 29.2 (2017): 88-99.



Contents

1.1
1.2

2.1
2.2
2.3
24
2.5

3.1

32
3.3

3.4

4.1
4.2
43

4.4

4.5
4.6

52
53
5.4
5.5

Introduction: Memory after VIOlence ...........ccccoveereiieiinieniinieseeenecee e 1
Terminology: Ethnic and Race Labels .........ccccoeiiiiiiiiiiiiiieecee 4
Violence(s), Vulnerability, and Shame ..........ccccecevieienirenenineeeececene 5
The (Un)Speakability of Indian Ocean Slavery:

Yvette Christians€’s UnCONRSESSEd ............ceueecueeeeeeiaieieieieeese e 15
Ambiguous Silences and Hertseer as Metaphor ..........ccccceeevcererenenreeeenennen 16
(Un)Writing Violence through Autodi€gesis ........cccceouereeieneeiieninieneee e 25
Situational Ethics and the Predicament of Being a Mother and a Slave .......... 27

Sila’s Ambiguous Revenge Visions ....
Conclusion: What is dis-appearing? ..........cccceeeveereneeneneenieecenie e e 35

(Re)Writing Indian Indenture in South Africa:
Aziz Hassim’s Revenge of Kali ..........cccoceovviiiniininininiieicieeeeeeseeeeee e 36

Aziz Hassim’s Revenge of Kali and the Retrieval
of Natal’s Sugarcane Hills ..........ccooiiiiiiiiiie e

The (Un)Speakability of the Female Experience of Indenture

Displacement and (Dis)Empowerment: The Male Experience of Indenture
and the Indentured DIiaSpora ..........ccocveeveeiieiieniieiiinieieeeeee e

Conclusion: Reclaiming the Indian Ocean Paradigm

Odyssey of a Dissident District:

District Six Memorialisation and Literature ............cccoceverveievenininenenenennens 56
The Wasteland of DiStrict SIX ....c.coecevveereeriiinneninieineeniecneenreeseereseenenees 56
Nostalgic Reminiscences: Cape Town’s District Six Museum ...........c.ccceeu.e.. 57
Emasculation and (Dis)Empowerment in “Waiting for Leila”

and “A Walk in the Night” ... 62

From Shameful Political Inertia to Political Transcendence
in La Guma and Dangor .........cccooeeviiiiiiiiniiiceceeee e

Nostalgia and Politics in Richard Rive’s Buckingham Palace

Conclusion: Negotiating Deterministic Despair and Nostalgic Hope .............. 77
Memory, Loss, and Desire: Aziz Hassim’s The Lotus People ......................... 78
Speaking Up Against Apartheid: Indian Political Participation

and the Spirit of Satyagraha ...........cccooviiiiiiiiieee e 79
Black-on-Indian Violence: The 1949 Riots in The Lotus People .................... 81

Place, Politics, and the Indian South African Diaspora
Mobility and Movement in The Lotus People .......................
Blood-Sacrifice-as-Duty and the Silencing of the Female Experience ............ 97




5.6

6.1
6.2
6.3
6.4

7.1
7.2
7.3
7.4

8.1
8.2

8.3

8.4

9.1

9.2

9.3

9.4

10
10.1

11

Conclusion: Retracing the Footprints of the Casbah

through Place and POLItICS .......ccccovieiieiiriieieiieieiceeeeeee et 100
Trauma, Torture, and Truth(fulness): Zo€ Wicomb’s David’s Story ............... 102
Gender Violence(s) and Torture in David’s Story ...

Unspeaking the Traumatised BodY .........cccooereerininieneeieirereeeecee e
Shameful Hybridity, Dismembered Bodies and Green-Eyed Griquas ............. 115
Conclusion: A Story to Pass on — Un-silencing Women

in the Narrative of Nation Building ..........ccccoocoiiiiiiiiiniiceeeeeeee 123
Transition, Metamorphosis and the Hybrid Body:

Achmat Dangor’s Kafka's CUFSE ..........ccoeveeveerieeiieieniieienieeieseeieseeniesaenaens 125
Persian Legends and Turkish Tales .........ccocveeieriieieniieiiinieieceeeeeeeeee e 125
Shameful Hybridity and Metamorphosis ..........ccccceeeririninenenieeeecee e 127
Female Voices and (DiS)EMPOWEIMENL ........cccveiruiriiriirienienieieieeeeeceeeseesiens 134
Conclusion: Leaping toward Transformation ..........c..cccceeevenoenenceneneenene 137

Indian South African and Coloured Narratives in Comparison:
DIfTETENCES ....ivveiiiieiiitiiteeietee ettt ettt

Writing (Post)Slavery South Africa / Writing the Indian Diaspora
Spatial Rupture and its Consequences: Homeland Myth and Host(ile)Land /
Natal Alienation and (Forced) New Home Land ...........ccocoovveiieniiiiniiniencnn, 140
Symbolic Violence: Indian Immigrants and the Discourse

of an “Asiatic Menace” / Scientific Racism and the Discourse

OF “IMISCEZENALION ......eeiiieiieiieiiett ettt ettt ettt et e e e s e ae et ebe et esbeeneeebeeneas 141
Intertextual Affiliations: Looking East / Looking West ..........cccceverieennnnne. 142
Indian South African and Coloured Narratives in Comparison:

SIMIIATIEIES ...eeveiiieiirieiiieenetee ettt et ne 145
Slavery and Indenture: (Dis)Empowerment

and “Ethical” Counter-VIolence ...........ccoceverieniiienieieneeeeee e 145
Removals Literature: Violence Turned in On Itself

and the Responsibility for Political Violence ...........ccccoceevieneninienenieene 146

Transition Narratives and Paradigmatic Postcolonial Vulnerabilities:
The Internalisation of Objective VIOIENCE .........ceevvereeieerinirienieieieencneniene

Conclusion: Subaltern Violence(s) and Vulnerabilities

Discussion: Violence(s) Endured ...........cccoovviiiieiiiiiiiicieceeeceeeeeee e 154
The Interconnections between Shame, Body, and Place ..........ccccocevereecnnene 154
Conclusion: Fragile Pathways towards Reconciliation ...........c.cceccevevienenncne. 164

WOTKS CIEA ...t et et e et e e eatee e eaaeeeeteeeens 167



Figures

Figure 1. Negri, Alexandra. Permanent exhibition at District Six Museum.

2016. Photograph 1. District Six Museum, Cape TOWN .......cccovverieirereniecnnne 60
Figure 2. Negri, Alexandra. Permanent exhibition at District Six Museum.

2016. Photograph II. District Six Museum, Cape Town ..........cccccererreeennnne. 61
Graphs
Graph 1. Economic and Political Options in The Lotus People ...............cccccueuen.... 89

Graph 2. (Post)Slavery and Diaspora in Coloured and Indian South African
NAITATIVES ..ottt b e st b et ettt et ebeeaesbe st nteeen 139






1 Introduction: Memory after Violence

This new country, post-apartheid South Africa, is a site of
affirmation, where speaking begins and silencing ends. It
is also marked by contradictions where the textures of this
newness remain contested, questioned and are constantly
being refashioned.

Pumla Dineo Gqola

This study argues that a powerful model for understanding the interconnections be-
tween Indian and Coloured South African literature is one that digs both “wider,”
along the continuum of South Africa’s diachronically linked historical periods of colo-
nialism (slavery and indenture), segregation apartheid, and transition, and “deeper,”
into the synchronic political, social, and psychological processes that undergirded the
latter. Drawing on insights from post-structuralist deconstruction, cultural studies, and
phenomenology, it shows how the shared themes of trauma, violence(s) and vulnera-
bility, and interconnected notions of truth(fulness) and (non)speech in both Coloured
and Indian South African narratives point to a pronounced concern with the supposed-
ly nation-healing narratives produced by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
during the transitional period. However, while Indian and Coloured narratives about
the colonial and the transitional periods are primarily concerned with the inaccessibil-
ity of truth and/or reconciliation and the experience of embodied shame, the Coloured
and Indian removals literature “sandwiched” in between is considerably less concerned
with the body as the locus of trauma, instead focusing on the theme of spatial humilia-
tion, and thus attesting to the resilience of what Es’kia Mphahlele has described as
“the tyranny of place” (12).

Much of the impetus for writing this book came in response to the fact that de-
spite post-apartheid South Africa offering a veritable kaleidoscope of Coloured, Indi-
an, and black narratives within which the dimensions of past, present and future as
well as the enveloping realms of community and nation unfold, and in spite of the fact
that the field of literary studies is no longer marked by a glaring paucity of critical
texts outside the “old” South African canon of white writers, there has been no sub-
stantial attempt to contrast and study the interrelations between South Africa’s Col-
oured and Indian narratives. While it is thus true that narratives by Coloured and Indi-
an South African writers have been given increased critical attention in literary studies
in South Africa over the last decades, particularly with respect to Coloured writers
writing in Afrikaans, a comparative approach is usually still absent. Moreover, this
monograph proposes a diachronic approach to the literatures discussed, to the extent
that Indian and Coloured narratives about different periods in South African history
are drawn together in order to show how portrayals of the colonial period, the apart-
heid period, and the transitional period, respectively, overlap and/or diverge. This
monograph, then, aims at discussing the manifold ways in which Coloured and Indian
South African narratives (produced in the main post-apartheid) approach the experi-



2 Introduction

ences of colonialism (slavery and indenture), apartheid, and transition, attempting in
the process to reconcile the tensions that have arisen between ethnic and national iden-
tity, the past and the present, and notions of trauma, truth(fulness), and (non)speech.

In this context, it must be remembered that the ethnocentric undercurrents that
have stubbornly surged up from underneath and rippled through South Africa during
recent years are indicative of the precarious fragility of non-racialism. While instances
of retrogressive denial and distortion by parts of the general population and political
leaders are by no means representative of the attitude of the majority of South Afri-
cans, they nonetheless indicate that even in the “now now” the inevitable legacy of
colonialism and apartheid has only partially been de-constructed. Some examples will
suffice to illustrate this point: Alluding to the 2012 Marikana massacre, which resulted
in the death of 41 miners at the Marikana platinum mine, 34 of them shot on 16 Au-
gust 2012 when the SAPS (South African Police Service) opened fire with live ammu-
nition on a group of strikers, Democratic Alliance MP Dianne Kohler Barnard shared a
Facebook post by Paul Kirk in which he praised PW Botha: “Please come back PW
Botha — you were far more honest than any of these ANC rogues, and you provided far
better services to the public — we had a functioning education system, functioning
health system and the police did not murder miners on behalf of government toadies as
they do now.” In March 2017, Western Cape premier Helen Zille prompted public out-
cry with a tweet in which she wrote: “For those claiming legacy of colonialism was
ONLY negative, think of our independent judiciary, transport infrastructure, piped water
etc.” In response to the gale-force storm which hit Cape Town on 7 June 2017, BLF
(Black First Land First) leader Andile Mngxitama blamed white South Africans for it,
posting on Twitter that “the Cape Storms are going to kill black people [blecause co-
lonialism and apartheid have placed blacks in harm’s way in order to provide protec-
tion to whites.”

Now that over two decades have passed since the unravelling of apartheid, it
seems that South Africa is not only in crisis, but stil/ in transition — a ‘post-post-tran-
sition’ that extends the post-transitional period of the 1990s into the very present. Given
the disturbing reality that racist feelings towards ‘other’ ethnic groups seem to have
seeped into the new South Africa, Pumla Dineo Gqola accordingly warns that “[o]ne
of [its] most disturbing contradictions [...] has been the surge of xenophobia against
other Africans [and that] [t]his xenophobia can only exist in the refusal to remember
history, [i]ts presence point[ing] to the ability of memory processes to coexist with
processes of forgetting and erasure” (211).

Almost a century ago, Maurice Halbwachs inaugurated the idea that the active
past that forms our individual identities is always connected to the societal and collec-
tive dimension of our experiences (The Social Frameworks of Memory, first published
in 1925), paving the way for the systematic study of social and group identity. While
Halbwachs’ ideas have been revised, explored and expanded from multiple angles, his
guiding idea of the inter-personal relationality and societal embeddedness of memory
and processes of remembering remains strikingly relevant today. There is agreement in





