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Abstract

Siméus, Jenny (2018). Black Lives, White Quotation Marks: Textual Constructions
of Selfhood in South African Multivoiced Life Writing, Linnaeus University
Dissertations No 314/2018, ISBN: 978-91-88761-43-9 (print), 978-91-8876144-6 (pdf). Written in English.
This thesis focuses on South African multivoiced and collaborative life writing.
The analysed primary texts are The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena (1980) by
Elsa Joubert, The Calling of Katie Makanya: A Memoir of South Africa (1995) by
Margaret McCord, Finding Mr Madini (1999) by Jonathan Morgan and the
Great African Spiderwriters, David’s Story (2000) by Zoë Wicomb, and There
Was This Goat: Investigating the Truth Commission Testimony of Notrose Nobomvu
Konile (2009), co-written by Antjie Krog, Nosisi Mpolweni and Kopano Ratele.
All of these primary texts are either collaborative autobiographies about black
lives, multivoiced life writing texts about black lives, or a text that problematises
this kind of life writing where predominantly disadvantaged, black life writing
subjects either have had their lives narrated or have had their narration steered
by well educated, advantaged, Westernised and usually white writers.
The analyses of the primary texts are carried out by problematizing them in
the light of the South African historical and cultural context within which they
were produced. The focus of the analyses is on the effects on and the
consequences for textual constructions of selfhood when the writers tell or
include the life writing subjects’ lives in the life writing texts. The involvement
of the writers in the life writing projects is argued to greatly have impacted the
textually represented selves that were created in the resulting multivoiced life
writing texts.
Drawing on theory rooted in postcolonial studies, life writing in general, and
self-narration in particular, this thesis concludes that the examined black South
African life narratives to various extents are told on white, Western terms and
thus inserted in white quotation marks. White quotation marks are defined in
this thesis as a certain Western perception of self-narration and selfhood,
consisting of components rooted in language, racial tropes, narrative form, and
Western autobiographical traditions. Both writers and life writing subjects have
been involved in creating or employing these white quotation marks. In some
cases this has been an unintentional result and in other cases it has been a
conscious effort.
KEYWORDS
Antjie Krog, collaborative autobiography, collaborative life writing, Elsa
Joubert, Jonathan Morgan, Kopano Ratele, Margaret McCord, multivoiced life
writing, Nosisi Mpolweni, selfhood, South Africa, Zoë Wicomb
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Introduction

My screen is in shards.
The words escape me.
I do not acknowledge this scrambled thing as mine.
I will have nothing more to do with it.
I wash my hands of this story.
(Wicomb, David’s Story 213)

This is how South African author Zoë Wicomb’s novel David’s Story (2000)
ends, with an amanuensis washing her hands of David’s story that she has
worked on with and without David. In an interview (Olver and Meyer 2004),
Zoë Wicomb mentions that collaborative autobiographical works such as Elsa
Joubert’s The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena (1978) where a privileged and
educated white writer narrates a black person’s life have been one of the motives
for the creation of her novel, whose story line problematises this form of
writing.1 Wicomb’s novel and the above quotation also illustrate issues at the
heart of this study: the postcolonial questioning of unproblematised narration;
the complicated relationship between writer, subject and text in multivoiced
and/or collaborative life writing; and the limits and possibilities of language as
a function of a colonial legacy of discursive formations. By multivoiced life
Collaborative autobiography where an autobiographical subject narrates their life to a writer who
transforms it into a written autobiographical narrative is sometimes also referred to as “as-told-to”
autobiography. See Couser (2001).
1
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writing I mean life writing that contains more than one narrator, life writing
which is collaboratively written in such a way that both the writer and the life
writing subject/s are a direct or indirect part of the narrative, or life writing
which incorporates multiple people’s life narratives. Some of this life writing is
autobiographical in nature while having more than one narrator, which further
complicates the issue. Multivoiced life writing is a concept that is explored in
more detail later on in this introduction.
The theoretical framework of this study thus draws on two areas of theory;
life writing (specifically, autobiographical life writing) and postcolonialism.
What I intend to do in this study is to perform a postcolonial reading of texts
which are collaborative autobiographies where a life writing subject
collaborates with a writer to write their autobiography, multivoiced life writing
texts, or texts that problematise this kind of life writing. Moreover, I analyse my
readings in the light of the South African context within which the primary texts
of this study were produced. My study is thus located where these three areas
of multivoiced or collaborative life writing, postcolonialism and the specific
South African context overlap each other. I view these three areas or contexts
as parts of each other as well as separate fields in the sense that within life
writing, postcolonial life writing is a subfield. South African postcolonial life
writing thus becomes an even narrower subfield within the previous two. A
thorough exploration of these three lenses is necessary in order to create a
context for my study, as well as to create an understanding of the terms and
ideas that have influenced and inspired this investigation.
Today it is nearly impossible to speak or write about life in South Africa
without the narrative in some way touching upon or relating to the issue of
apartheid and its end. Neil Lazarus describes the challenges in post-apartheid
South Africa in his article ”The South African Ideology: The Myth of
Exceptionalism, the Idea of Renaissance” (2004):
[The memory of apartheid] violence does not recede in [the “New” South
Africa] no matter how often or how insistently the official discourse of
reconciliation and rainbow nationality urges citizens to put the past
behind them, to let bygones be bygones. The point is that bygones are
not bygones, and cannot easily become so. Absent justice, absent
restitution, and ‘‘reconciliation’’—which obviously cannot supply
absolution—begins [sic] to seem ridiculously fragile. To actualize
reconciliation, to make it real so that social life can unfold not as it was
before, it is obviously necessary for the material conditions of existence
to change in South Africa. (622)
In the preface to Accented Futures: Language Activism and the Ending of
Apartheid (2013), Carli Coetzee argues that in fact, apartheid has not ended at
all but that it rather “is ending” (ix, original emphasis).2 She thinks of this
2
I read Coetzee’s observation as an echo of Njabulo Ndebele who in 1984 wrote that “the death of
apartheid is a social process not an event” (2006 [1991]: 93) in a text originally published in Staffrider
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“ending” as “an activity, and as a point of view that needs to be developed and
cultivated” and where “there is still work to be done” (x). Rita Barnard’s chapter
“Rewriting the Nation” in The Cambridge History of South African Literature
highlights how 21st century scholars have come to refer to the years after 2000
as “post-transition” in order to emphasise “a distinct shift in mood that occurred
in the course of Mbeki’s presidency” (652) during the years 1999-2008. She
goes on to say that even though some 20 years now have passed since the official
end of apartheid in 1994, its legacy continues to affect South African society in
many different ways through issues such as racism or social and economic
inequality. Yet, even though what Barnard describes as “rampant poverty and
crime” most definitely is a reality for many in South Africa today, she still
makes the important argument that it would “be a mistake for the literary
historian to retrospectively minimise the extent to which the political transition
marked a true watershed, and one that left an ineradicable thematic and formal
imprint on South African writing” (652-53). In the words of David Attwell and
Barbara Harlow (2000) in their essay on South African post-apartheid literature;
“under apartheid, to separate the political and the aesthetic—to insist that the
aesthetic had its own priorities and demands—was to risk political censure”
(4).3 However, as Barnard points out, post-1994 after the official end to
apartheid “the doctrinaire validation of the overtly political over the aesthetic,
could be set aside” (653-54). Attwell and Harlow describe the following traits
of post-apartheid South African literature:
[The field of] South African literature since 1990 [is characterised by]
the experiential, ethical, and political ambiguities of transition: the
tension between memory and amnesia. It emphasizes the imperative of
breaking silences necessitated by long years of struggle, the refashioning
of identities caught between stasis and change, and the role of culture—
or representation—in limiting or enabling new forms of understanding.
(3)
Telling one’s story in the light of the legacy of apartheid clearly bears a special
meaning in a South African context as it has been a privilege instead of a right
for so many decades for the majority of the country’s population. The texts in
focus in this study are all connected to or examples of South African
6(1). That text was later republished in his book Rediscovery of the Ordinary: Essays on South African
Literary Culture (1991).
3
In the 1980s in South Africa a scholarly debate took place regarding the issue of politics versus
aesthetics in culture. Literature was at the time primarily thought of by those oppressed by apartheid as
a form of cultural weapon best used in the anti-apartheid struggle. In 1986, Njabulo Ndebele argued that
literature should focus mainly on the topic of everyday, ordinary life of those suffering under apartheid
and on the craft of story-telling and aesthetic aspects, instead of embracing and centring on the
spectacular and shocking atrocities of apartheid life. Albie Sachs’ famous contribution to this debate, his
speech “Preparing Ourselves for Freedom” (1989), put forward the suggestion that ANC activists should
be “banned from saying that culture is a weapon of struggle” (239) so that artists could focus on bettering
the aesthetic aspects of their work and not be excused for sub-par aesthetic quality just because their
work contained anti-apartheid themes.
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multivoiced life writing which has been produced during or after apartheid.
These texts are Elsa Joubert’s The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena (1980),
Margaret McCord’s The Calling of Katie Makanya: A Memoir of South Africa
(1995),4 Jonathan Morgan’s and the Great African Spiderwriter’s Finding Mr
Madini (1999), Zoë Wicomb’s David’s Story (2000) and There Was This Goat:
Investigating the Truth Commission Testimony of Notrose Nobomvu Konile
(2009)5, co-written by Antjie Krog, Nosisi Mpolweni and Kopano Ratele. I have
selected these texts because they all raise over-arching questions about
multivoiced autobiography; who are writing whose selves, how does one create
a written self and whose interests are furthered, particularly when a white person
writes a black person’s life? None of these texts are conventional
autobiographies, a genre famously defined by Philippe Lejeune in “The
Autobiographical Pact” (1989) as a “[r]etrospective prose narrative written by
a real person concerning his own existence, where the focus is his individual
life, in particular the story of his personality” (4).6 The primary texts in focus in
this study challenge this traditional genre norm and expectation in different
ways. These unconventional modes of autobiographical writing foreground the
problematic textual constructions of selfhood for reasons which will become
evident in the following short summaries of each primary text.
The Afrikaans journalist and novelist Elsa Joubert published Die Swerfjare
van Poppie Nongena in Afrikaans in 1978, followed two years later by an
English translation with the title The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena in 1980.7
The book, written by Joubert based on interviews with Poppie Nongena8 and
members of her family, tells the life and hardships of a black South African
woman during apartheid. The main subject of the text, Poppie, and the way her
textual self is being created is especially interesting to investigate because of
how this narrative is structured. This form of life writing where a white writer
writes a black life positions the issue of race at the forefront since, as will
become clear in this essay, much South African multivoiced life writing has
I will henceforth shorten the title of McCord’s book to The Calling of Katie Makanya.
This title will henceforth be referred to as There Was This Goat.
6
Lejeune goes on to elaborate on this definition by dividing it into four different points; form of language
(a narrative told in prose), subject treated (an individual life), situation of the author (the name of the
narrator and the author is one and the same) and position of the narrator (narrator and principal character
are identical, and the narrative is told from a retrospective point of view). According to Lejeune, some
of these criteria may be met only partially while a work can still be classified as an autobiography. For
example, even though “[t]he subject must be primarily individual life, the genesis of the personality; …
the chronicle and social or political history can also be part of the narrative” (5, original emphasis).
7
Joubert translated her own text from Afrikaans to English.
8
To separate the real life persons from their textually represented counterparts in the examined life
writing texts, I will be referring to the real life persons when using full names or surnames, and to the
textually represented characters within the texts when I use the first names only.
In the case of Poppie, the name Poppie Nongena was a pseudonym and her real name was much later
revealed as Eunice Msutwana, Joubert’s domestic worker. See the interview with Joubert in Coullie et
al., 183. However, in order to avoid confusion I will refer to Eunice Msutwana as Poppie or Poppie
Nongena for the purpose of this thesis.
4
5
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consisted of privileged white authors writing and thereby mediating black lives.
As will be discussed in the section on previous research on Joubert’s text, much
criticism was aimed at Joubert for her approach in writing Poppie Nongena’s
life story.
Margaret McCord’s The Calling of Katie Makanya is based on interviews
that McCord conducted with Makanya in Durban, South Africa, in the 1950s.
Makanya worked as a nurse and translator for McCord’s father, American Dr.
James McCord. Makanya also took care of McCord as a little girl. The book
came to be as Makanya asked McCord to write her story, and it details
Makanya’s life from 1877 to 1954. The storyline is twofold, since one of the
storylines details Katie’s life through an omniscient third person narrator and
the other storyline is told in first person by Margaret, where she describes the
meetings and interviews with Katie in Durban. The text is thus complex to
define in terms of genre, and raises questions about framing, authenticity and
narration in connection to textual constructions of selfhood as Katie Makanya’s
life is written and constructed by a white writer.
Finding Mr Madini is the result of a collaborative writing project. The book
is set in Johannesburg and starts out as a story about Jonathan, an aspiring writer
who is working on a novel. As part of a background check for one of the
characters in his novel, Jonathan gets involved in leading a writing project for
homeless people. Together, they write Finding Mr Madini. Jonathan and the
rest of the writing group are thus simultaneously authors of the stories in the
book and characters in the book. The characters both tell their own stories to
each other and have their stories told by other members of the group. In so
doing, the characters simultaneously contribute to the textual construction of
their own selves and the textual construction of the selves of other members of
the group. On the cover, Jonathan Morgan is listed as the “director” of the book
together with the Great African Spider Writers (the homeless writers).
The next primary text of my study, Zoë Wicomb’s David’s Story, differs
from the other ones since it is a novel and not life writing in terms of genre
classification. This fact complicates my analyses, as it thus requires a different
approach. David’s Story must not be confused with the other primary texts in
my study which are life writing texts, and I therefore ask my readers to
continuously bear in mind that the collaborative writing process depicted within
Wicomb’s novel is completely fictitious. It is the novel’s illustration of and
metafictional reflections on the phenomena of multivoiced and collaborative
autobiography, as well as its portrayal and problematisation of both subjectivity
and the act of narrating a self, that are of interest for this study. Henceforth, this
thematisation is what is referred to in relation to David’s Story when I discuss
it and the other texts in focus in this study jointly as “primary texts”.
David’s Story appears at first glance to be a story about the collaboration
between two coloured South Africans; protagonist David Dirkse and a female,
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unnamed amanuensis.9 The plot revolves around David who fought as a
guerrilla soldier during apartheid. David tells his life story of being a freedom
fighter to the amanuensis who is supposed to write it down as a collaborative
autobiography. The character of the amanuensis also functions as the narrator
(and at times also as the focaliser) of the novel, and the text that David and the
amanuensis produce ends up being almost anything but David’s story. While
this text does flag gender as a major difference between the character who is
telling the life story (David) and the character who is writing it down (the
amanuensis), it is the power relationship between these two characters and how
David’s Story portrays a problematic collaborative life writing project that are
of interest for my study. I intend to utilise these aspects of Wicomb’s text when
revisiting Joubert’s text and (re)reading it alongside David’s Story.
The final and most recently published text that I examine in this study is
There Was This Goat written by Antjie Krog together with linguist Nosisi
Mpolweni and psychologist Kopano Ratele. While this book is co-authored by
two people who are black, the text still falls within the scope of my thesis for
two main reasons. Firstly, the Goat project was initiated by Krog and this
examination of Mrs Konile’s TRC testimony in There Was This Goat continues
Krog’s controversial memoir-framed exploration of TRC testimonies in her
book Country of My Skull (1998). Country of My Skull was the first book in a
trilogy, including A Change of Tongue (2003) and Begging to Be Black (2009);
texts which were also framed as being non-fiction. Parts of Mrs Konile’s
testimony appeared also in Country of My Skull, albeit in an altered version
compared to the original TRC transcript.10 Secondly, as the essay focused on
There Was This Goat will show, this narrative falls within the scope of this
thesis since co-authors Ratele and Mpolweni have taken part of a Western11,
white education and way of thinking as successful academics in their own right,
and thus have much in common with Krog – perhaps more so than what they
During apartheid, indigenous Khoisan and San along with people of mixed European and indigenous
or Asian ancestry were clumped together in one category and categorised as Coloureds with a capital C.
See Dorothy Driver’s “Afterword” to David’s Story p. 219 ff, and Rodney Davenport’s and Christopher
Saunders’ South Africa: A Modern History (2000) pp. 32 ff and Zoë Wicomb’s essay “Shame and
Identity: The Case of the Coloured in South Africa” (1998) for more details on the historical context and
its complex origins. Today, coloured is a neutral word within South Africa and not normally interpreted
as derogatory in that context.
10
Krog’s unconventional usage of other people’s testimonies and non-fiction texts has been criticised
and heavily debated in scholarly articles as well as in the media. See e.g. Ashleigh Harris (2006) or Rory
Carroll’s summary in The Guardian (2006) of the plagiarism accusations against Krog made by Stephen
Watson. Krog’s response to some of these accusations was published as “Last Time, This Time” in Litnet
(2006). See also Kate Highman’s recent article “Forging a New South Africa: Plagiarism, Ventriloquism
and the ‘Black Voice’ in Antjie Krog's Country of My Skull” (2015) in which she examines how the
excerpts of TRC testimonies in Country of My Skull have been changed, amended and/or added to.
11
When using the terms “West” and “Western” I am referring to the space of origin of concepts, ideology
and discourse originally formed in western Europe but spread to other places in the world such as North
America, Israel, Australia and New Zealand. Needless to say, the term has less to do with geographical
direction (since the world is round, what exactly is west depends on where on it you are standing) and
more to do with paradigms and ideologies.
9
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have in common with Mrs Konile. This most definitively affects the portrayal
of Mrs Konile, her investigated TRC testimony and her textually represented
self in the narrative.
In There Was This Goat, the authors re-read the original TRC testimony of
Mrs Konile, mother of one of the Gugulethu Seven12, in order to create a better
understanding of it and of her. All three authors found, in their words, Mrs
Konile’s testimony to be incoherent and difficult to understand; not only the
version translated into English but even the original testimony in Xhosa, despite
two of the authors being native Xhosa speakers. During their close reading of
Mrs Konile’s original testimony, the authors discover that what many found
confusing and incoherent about the testimony was in fact just a matter of
unfamiliarity with Mrs Konile’s life and the context she lived in. The authors’
close examination and (re-)translation of Mrs Konile’s testimony coupled with
their interview with Mrs Konile in her home in the small, rural mining town of
Indwe was the authors’ “effort to hear as clearly as possible one single incident
in a single testimony among the many delivered to the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission” (Krog, Mpolweni and Ratele 43).

Aim, Approach and Previous Research
The focus of this study is on the phenomenon of South African multivoiced life
writing. Specifically, this thesis is centred on life writing written by
predominantly white writers about black life writing subjects or white life
writing which incorporates black life narratives, with the aforementioned
exception of the novel David’s Story which instead is read as an illuminating
critique of such texts, and There Was This Goat which is co-authored by a white
writer and two black writers. My focus is on the primary texts, the textually
represented selves within the texts and the writing processes that preceded them
as depicted inside the texts. Thus, this thesis focuses on authorial, rhetorical and
textual aspects of these narratives rather than engaging with more externally
located factors such as the book industry along with its publishers and its
editors; all of which likely also had an impact on the content of my primary
texts. This latter approach has to some extent been explored by other
researchers.13 While I will not be exploring this avenue here, I do want to
acknowledge these other potential factors that would have affected the
narratives I examine, and not only the authors and life writing subjects in
question.

The Gugulethu Seven were a group of young ANC members who were shot and killed by the South
African Police in 1986 during their attempt to attack a police bus near Gugulethu Station in Cape Town.
In 2005, the Gugulethu Seven Memorial monument was erected in order to honour their lives.
13
See for example Vanessa Anne Farr’s PhD thesis 'A Chanting Foreign and Familiar': The Production
and Publishing of Women's Collective Life Writing in South Africa (2002).
12
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However, the focus here is on examining how the writers tell other people’s
life narratives and/or incorporate these narratives into the primary texts.
Moreover, I am also focusing on the effects on and the consequences for textual
constructions of selfhood in the primary texts when the writers tell and/or
incorporate other people’s life narratives in them. This thesis argues that all of
the primary texts analysed in this study are surrounded by what I refer to as
white quotation marks. This is a term I have borrowed from Carli Coetzee but
slightly modified the meaning of. I will expand on and discuss the definition of
this term in great detail later on, but in short I define white quotation marks as
a certain perception of self-narration and selfhood, consisting of components
rooted in language, racial tropes, narrative form, as well as Western
autobiographical genre traditions.
I approach these issues differently in the different essays, as the primary
texts differ in terms of structure, genre, context and framing. There Was This
Goat and Finding Mr Madini are collaboratively written (albeit with greatly
differing degrees of active involvement by the main life writing subject/s), while
The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena and The Calling of Katie Makanya are
leaning more towards the biography end of the genre spectrum with less
collaboration involved. In the case of David’s Story which is a novel, I will, as
previously discussed, focus on its portrayal of the writing process of a
multivoiced life narrative.
Prior to shifting focus onto other issues, I want to dwell for a moment on
some of the terms in the title of this thesis; my understanding of selfhood as a
textual construction in life writing, as well as my usage of “I” and “self”
respectively in the context of life writing. Regarding the self, as will become
evident below, some scholars use both “I” and “self” in such a way that the two
terms seem to be quite interchangeable, while other scholars tend to favour one
term or the other seemingly for reasons of consistency rather than attaching any
major underlying theoretical importance to their choices.14 In the light of this
prolific scholarly terminology when referring to the self in this context, I have
chosen not to attach any special significance to my usage of “I” and “self” in
my study. These two terms seem closely connected and related, since in the
context of life writing the textual construction of self is intertwined with the
textual expression or enunciation of that self which constitutes the “I”.
I also need to discuss what I mean by the term multivoiced. At the start of
this introduction I defined my usage of multivoiced in this thesis as life writing
texts that contain more than one narrator, life writing texts which are
collaboratively written in such a way that both the writer and the life writing
subject are a direct or indirect part of the narrative, or life writing texts which
incorporate other people’s life narratives. I want to clarify that for the purpose
of this thesis, “multivoiced” is used to denote and describe how the life writing
14
Other similar terms that I have come across during the course of my research are “I”-ness and
personhood.
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that I am examining in various ways incorporate other narrators, narratives and
selves than merely those of the main life writing subjects. Thus, collaborative
autobiography becomes a subcategory to or a more specific form of multivoiced
life writing. I think of multivoiced as a term that describes the narrative structure
of my life writing primary texts and which opens up for a discussion about
questions of narrative power and potential issues of exploitation (albeit
unintentional) by writers of the life writing subjects.
Gérard Genette’s work Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, first
published in French in 1973 and later on translated and published in English in
1980, discusses voice and narration from the perspective of narrative structure.
Similar to how Genette defined voice in this text, I also think of voice as a verb
with focus “not only on the person who carries out or submits to the action, but
also the person (the same or another) who reports it, and, if need be, all those
people who participate, even though passively, in this narrating activity” (213).
Thus, in the context of this thesis, voice denotes not the vocal action of audible
speech per se, but rather both who is narrating a life in my primary texts and
whose life is being narrated while also taking into account implied readers of
(or listeners to, in the case of oral narration) these life narratives. However,
while Genette finds it “perhaps legitimate in the case of a historical narrative or
a real autobiography” to “identify … the narrator with the author”, I must
strongly emphasise that I see several issues with this understanding of life
writing narrators (213). I think of narrators in life writing as textual
constructions; that is, textual representations or constructions of the authors and
their life writing subjects, and thus created by the authors. In my view, to think
of life writing narrators as being one and the same as the authors of those texts
is as much a mistake as it is to consider the narrator of a novel framed as life
writing to be its actual author. I have chosen to refer to the authors and life
writing subjects within the primary texts as textual constructions of selfhood in
order to underline this difference between reality outside of the texts and the
selves depicted and constructed within the life writing texts. While the life
writing texts in focus in this study are not novels, the selves portrayed within
them are, as I have just argued, textual constructions. It is also the construction
of the fictitious textual selfhoods of the characters David and his amanuensis
that is my main focus in the case of David’s Story. Therefore, I have not applied
my verbatim research questions to each and every essay in this thesis. Rather,
the research questions have guided me in how I approach each text and in what
questions I pose to each text. I have done so with particular attention to social
and racial power relations in the narratives.
In fact, little can be discussed about modern South Africa and its history,
society and cultures without directly or implicitly relating it to race. The
importance of race in a South African context is a direct consequence of the
country’s history of racial oppression. Where elsewhere words such as white,
black or coloured might be considered a perpetuation of racist labelling, terms
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like these have become a part of contemporary South African reality and as such
cannot be avoided, despite their origins. Editors David Attwell and Derek
Attridge explain this in their informative introductory text “Note on racial
nomenclature and languages” in The Cambridge History of South African
Literature (2012):
The history of racial classification in South Africa makes it necessary to
use terms referring to different racial groups; this is done without any
implication that these categorisations have a scientific basis. The terms
‘black’ and ‘African’ are used to refer to indigenous Bantu language
speakers and their descendants, and ‘coloured’ (without capitalisation or
quotation marks) to what the apartheid legislators called ‘Coloured’ or
‘mixed-race’ peoples. … In opposition to the official vocabulary of
apartheid, ‘”coloured”’ in quotation marks and ‘so-called coloured’ were
widely used, but the term can now be employed without any stigma.
During the ascendancy of the Black Consciousness movement, ‘black’
or ‘Black’ was often used collectively with reference to African, coloured
and Indian peoples, but that is less frequently the case today. (xvii)
Carli Coetzee observes in her “Concluding remarks” in Accented Futures,
where she discusses South African racial terminology and Attwell’s and
Attridge’s note on race in The Cambridge History of South African Literature,
that “South African texts intended for an international audience often carry such
notes, describing to others what South Africans may disagree with, but always
assume and know intuitively” (167). Thus, the usage of racially related
terminology such as white, black or coloured in the title and contents of this
thesis should not be mistakenly interpreted as a desire on my behalf to
perpetuate, or as my approval of, apartheid ideology and terminology. Rather,
it is a reflection of South African reality both historically and contemporarily.
Differences in race mean much more than merely differing skin colours in
South Africa; it often signifies differing cultural backgrounds, differing
languages, differing social status or differing financial backgrounds. As an
example, in 1994 approximately a quarter of the labour force was unemployed.
That number has not changed significantly during the two decades since, with
“historically disadvantaged groups” being heavily represented among
unemployed South Africans (Arora and Ricci 23). Among South Africans that
were employed at the end of 2014, the national statistical service Statistics
South Africa reported that “[p]roportions of employed black African and
coloured populations are the largest among low-skilled occupations for both
men and women” (viii). In fact, in 2011 only Brazil could compete with South
Africa in terms of level of income inequality (Ross, Kelk Mager and Nasson 2).
Thus, being white in South Africa generally means being privileged in various
ways. That is of course not to say that there are no poor, homeless and
uneducated white people or that there are no rich, educated black and coloured
people in South Africa; as an example, Gert in Finding Mr Madini is white and
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homeless while Mpolweni and Ratele, two of the co-authors of There Was This
Goat are successful, black academics. However, for the vast majority of South
Africans being white inherently means being privileged in different ways, and
being black or coloured means the opposite.
Understanding the implications and importance of race in a South African
context is key to being able to approach and understand its literature in general
and the South African multivoiced life writing texts examined in this thesis
specifically. In There Was This Goat, a transcript of a recorded conversation
between Krog, Mpolweni and Ratele details Ratele describing how he feels as
a black person in post-apartheid South Africa:
We never had the space as black people to tell the truth to each other and
to reconcile with ourselves, with who we are, also to reconcile with
ourselves as our own enemies. Now whiteness literally surrounds us and
we never had a chance to say: so here are some white people, how do we
interact with them? (129, my emphasis)
In her article “To Refuse Containment, To Resist Translation: Two South
African Examples” (2013), Carli Coetzee argues regarding Ratele’s remarks in
this transcribed conversation that “[w]hat Ratele describes is the result of the
inequalities in society, historical and present inequalities, which mean that (in
the South African context, which is his concern) a black person is always
already inserted in a set of white quotation marks” (398).
The main title of this thesis is Black Lives, White Quotation Marks, and I
have chosen this title because it so aptly summarises the relationship between
life writing subject and writer as exemplified in, examined by or indirectly
discussed in my primary texts. As evident above, the expression “white
quotation marks” is borrowed from Carli Coetzee’s article on translation and
therefore slightly modified here in terms of meaning. In this thesis, I am using
the term to describe the consequences for and effects on textual representations
of selfhood in South African multivoiced life writing. Much of my focus in this
thesis is on the phenomenon of white South African writers who narrate or
incorporate black South African lives in their life writing (with the exception of
David’s Story which I argue indirectly comments on this issue). Black life
narratives put into writing by white authors, or placed within a white writer’s
life writing text, entail that racial differences between writer and life writing
subject by necessity must be taken into account when analysing these narratives
as such racial differences likely involve more than a difference in skin colour.
Such a difference therefore impacts any collaboration taking place between a
writer and a life writing subject, as well as the narrative that is produced.
The term white quotation marks encompasses two aspects of this
phenomenon. Firstly, I use the term to describe how a white, Western discourse
and understanding of what constitutes a self in various ways permeate, surround
and thereby limit the textual representations of black selfhood in the examined
life writing texts. I argue that a white, Western understanding of the self as
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individual and inner is culturally rooted, rather than an innate concept that
would be the same for everyone in the world regardless of where they were
brought up or educated.
Secondly, the term is useful to describe the way in which most of the
examined life writing texts either detail or contain black life narratives while
being written by white authors and/or for a white, Western readership. By this
I mean that the life writing texts that I examine in this thesis were written in
English or Afrikaans, yet most of the life writing subjects do not have these
languages as their mother tongues. The choice to have the books written and
published in these languages is not a coincidence, but rather a calculated
measure that likely was intended to ensure that the texts could be read by a wider
readership domestically as well as internationally. However, as a scholar I see
the importance of reflecting on what this choice of language means. What does
it say about the value attached to indigenous African languages when English
and Afrikaans are the publishing norm in a country where there are nine other
official languages?15 I would posit that the choice of the writers and/or their life
writing subjects to write and publish in English (or, in the case of The Long
Journey of Poppie Nongena, translating the work into English from Afrikaans)
is problematic to some extent as it could be said to reinforce whiteness and
colonial languages as the norm.16 These life writing texts were consciously
constructed to conform to a Western reader’s expectations in terms of language,
content and form.
Moreover, I argue that several of the examined life writing texts (re)produce
colonial tropes, such as the black mother, and are written in such a way that
readers are invited to treat the narratives as a source of knowledge of the Other;
in this case blacks. I argue that these white quotation marks are pivotal in the
specific South African, highly racialised context with a lingering legacy of
apartheid. Therefore, it follows that it is important to examine how the textually
15
In addition to the eleven official languages Afrikaans, English, Ndebele, Northern Sotho, Sotho, Swazi,
Tsonga, Tswana, Venda, Xhosa and Zulu, there are a number of other languages spoken in South Africa
but which are not formally recognised in that capacity (see Ross, Kelk, Mager and Nasson (2)). Language
matters in South Africa, and this very complex issue is closely related to the country’s colonial history
and apartheid. An illuminating example of one aspect of this complexity is described in the book Native
Nostalgia (2009). In this book, historian, author and journalist Jacob Dlamini writes about the
ambivalence that he experiences as a black South African today who speaks several native African
languages as well as Afrikaans, and how he tends to leave Afrikaans out when asked what South African
languages he speaks as it is the language of the oppressor. Yet, Dlamini knows Afrikaans well as he has
grown up surrounded by it. See esp. chapter 7.
16
Carli Coetzee has pointed out how South African translation patterns illustrate the connection between
languages and lingering apartheid inequalities:
Translation in official contexts in South Africa tends to happen into English, out of other South
African languages, and the labour of translation is performed by heteroglots for the benefit of
monolingual English-speakers, who are able to remain monoglot since the work is performed by
someone else. A further inequality of this situation is the fact that monolingual South Africans tend
to be English-speakers, and tend to be the beneficiaries of racially and linguistically determined
privileges. When translation takes place out of other South African languages into South African
English, this monolingual privilege can be confirmed and extended. (“To Refuse Containment” 383)
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represented selves in the primary texts are inserted in white quotation marks,
and discuss the effects thereof.
Most of my primary texts have black lives placed quite literally within white
quotation marks, as they claim to quote or retell a black person’s life while being
written by white writers. My research questions are thus designed to help me
get at these white quotation marks and to illuminate their implications for the
black textual selves constructed and portrayed in these multivoiced lifenarratives. These white quotation marks surrounding the black life narratives
examined in this thesis manifest themselves in different ways in the life writing
texts. Life writing influenced by Western ideas about the self and what life
writing ought to be, and collaborative relationships where a white writer has
influence and power over a life writing text about a black subject, are especially
significant in a particularly racialised context such as the South African one.
They generate a plethora of ethical considerations to take into account;
something which I aim to highlight and examine in my analyses.
The reasons why I have chosen these particular primary texts as the focus of
this study are several. Firstly, while the texts all have in common that they
problematise or perform collaborative and/or multivoiced life writing, they are
still very different from each other in terms of how they are constructed and
how they approach this issue. My selection of primary texts illustrates a variety
of writing processes comprising both an educated, skilled writer taking on the
task of writing someone else’s life story as well as writing carried out in a group
setting.
Secondly, I have wanted to use a selection of texts which contributes both
to existing scholarly discussions about collaborative and multivoiced South
African autobiography as well as a selection which includes or even introduces
less analysed texts into this discussion. This means that my study contains some
texts that are less explored by literary scholars and less well-known, but which
I find pose important questions or challenges to readers about the issues that are
the focus of this study.
Thirdly, the selected primary texts all open up for discussions of the ethical
implications of these types of collaborative and/or multivoiced autobiographical
narratives. Jointly examined, these texts allow me to approach and illuminate
this question from multiple angles, both in terms of different ways that authors
have dealt with the potential ethical implications, but also the implications for
the subjects of these narratives when applying a postcolonial theoretical lens to
these issues and addressing issues of power over the narratives and the legacy
of a colonial discourse and epistemology.
However, I do not by any means intend to imply that my primary texts are
the only ones of their kind. Other examples of South African collaborative life
writing from the same time periods include Rebecca Hourwich Reyher’s Zulu
Woman: The Life Story of Christina Sibiya (1948), Peter Lanham and A. S.
Mopeli-Paulus’ Blanket Boy’s Moon (1953), Carol Hermer’s The Diary of
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Maria Tholo (1980), Miriam Makeba’s and James Hall’s Makeba: My Story
(1988) and Wilfred Cibane’s Man of Two Worlds (1998). Jonny Steinberg’s
Three Letter Plague: A Young Man’s Journey Through a Great Epidemic
(2008) is an example of a more recently published narrative. These texts all
share similarities with one or several of my primary texts in terms of
collaboration setups and processes, the relationships between writer and subject,
as well as narrative structures.
When it comes to South African autobiography and biography in the 1970s,
1980s and 1990s names like Chabani Manganyi, Tim Couzens, Charles van
Onselen and Brian Willan stand out. Manganyi’s biography of South African
writer, artist and activist Es’kia Mphahlele is entitled Exiles and Homecomings:
A Biography of Es’kia Mphahlele (1983) and was shortly followed by
Mphahlele’s collection of letters entitled Bury Me at the Market Place: Selected
Letters of Es’kia Mphahlele (1984), edited by Manganyi and intended to be read
as connected to the biography of Mphahlele. Exiles and Homecomings was, in
Manganyi’s words, “experimental” (Manganyi quoted in Coullie et al. 165). It
is collaboratively written in the sense that it is based on interviews with
Mphahlele, but the text itself is formatted as an autobiography where the
protagonist narrates the story from a first-person perspective. Thus, like most of
my primary texts, it challenges life writing conventions. Brian Willan’s Sol
Plaatje: South African Nationalist (1984), Tim Couzens’ The New African: A
Study of the Life and Work of H. I. E. Dhlomo and Charles van Onselen’s The
Seed Is Mine: The Life of Kas Maine, a South African Sharecropper (1996) are
some notable examples of sociohistorical biographies produced during those
decades, and they were to a large extent based on oral history.
There are also other examples of South African post-apartheid group writing
projects carried out in a similar manner to the one headed by Jonathan Morgan,
such as the Zwelethemba book writing workshops headed by creative writing
facilitator Anne Schuster and Black Sash member Annemarie Hendrikz.17 This
book project provided assistance to activist women Nongeteni Mfengu, Mirriam
Moleleki, Neliswa Mroxisa and Nothemba Ngcwecwe as they produced their
individual autobiographies, which were published in 1997.18
As will become evident in my discussion of previous research on my
primary texts, much of the scholarly attention has been focused on questions
related to ethics and the right or wrong of white, educated writers producing
narratives based on black, uneducated women of a much lower social status.
Much research has also focused on issues related to topics such as nationhood,

17
The Black Sash was founded in 1955 as a non-violent white women’s resistance organisation against
apartheid. Today it is non-racial, and it functions as a humanitarian organisation.
18
See Fiona C. Ross’s Bearing Witness: Women and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South
Africa (2003), chapter 6, for a more in-depth discussion and analysis of these women, their texts and
their reluctance and refusal to testify at the TRC hearings.
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race, testimony, memory or gender, rather than on the textual constructions of
selfhood within the texts.
In the case of the subjects of my first essay on Elsa Joubert’s The Long
Journey of Poppie Nongena and Zoë Wicomb’s David’s Story, both texts have
been the focus of extensive scholarly scrutiny. At the time of its original
publication in Afrikaans in 1978 and as a translated English version in 1980,
The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena quickly became immensely popular and
was translated into several non-South African languages such as German,
Spanish and French. In the 1980s, much criticism was aimed at Joubert and her
role as author/narrator, her choice to cast the text as a novel and her claim that
she did not intend for her book to be read as a political text.19 During the 1990s
the criticism changed focus slightly to the implications of a white, educated
woman writing the life-narrative of a poor, uneducated black woman.20 An
example of this shift of focus is Margaret Lenta who in 1998 argued that “when
the alternative for the subject … being imperfectly articulated by another is
silence and oblivion, there can be little doubt about the value of the act of
“speaking for” (107-8). Anne McClintock’s article “‘The Very House of
Difference’: Race, Gender and the Politics of South African Women’s Narrative
in Poppie Nongena” published in 1990 attempted to “explore the relations of
interpretive and narrative power that hold between Joubert and Nongena … by
exploring the vexed politics of autobiography and oral history” as well as “the
relations of power between a black and a white South African woman, when an
oral narrative is transcribed, selectively edited, and published” (201-2).
McClintock’s criticism focuses to a great extent on Joubert’s appropriation of
Poppie’s narrative and the erasure of Poppie as a narrative source through the
framing of the text as a novel.21 Instead, I approach Joubert’s text and the
collaboration between Joubert and Poppie Nongena through Zoë Wicomb’s
David’s Story, focusing on the textually represented Poppie and her role within
Joubert’s multivoiced narrative.
19
See David Schalkwyk’s article “The Flight from Politics: An Analysis of the South African Reception
of ‘Poppie Nongena’” (1986) which analyses the reception of Joubert’s text as an apolitical novel and
observes: “The same people who were moved to tears and conscience by the tale of an individual woman
in Poppie Nongena refuse or seem unable to respond in the same way to death and suffering in the
townships” (195).
20
Some similarly structured multivoiced life writing published post-1990 at times seems to have been
coloured by these discussions, such as e.g. The Calling of Katie Makanya, as well as Jonny Steinberg’s
Three Letter Plague: A Young Man’s Journey Through a Great Epidemic (2008) which includes passages
that indicate the author’s awareness of potential implications of the differing racial background and
unequal power relations between himself and his life writing subject whom Steinberg says he will refer
to as Siswe Magadla. However, Steinberg’s text is similar to Joubert’s in that he appropriates a black
person’s story and then uses it in a book that is very much Steinberg’s without Siswe Magadla receiveing
any credits as collaborator in the author listing.
21
See also Ksenia Robbe’s essay “Dialogue Within Changing Power-Structures: Commodification of
Black South African Women’s Narratives by White Women Writers?” (2010), which discusses the issue
of whether to consider Joubert’s text a novel, curiously reading this genre labeling and framing by Joubert
as an indication that the author was acknowledging “the effects of her mediation as a white writer” (115).
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David’s Story has generated a great deal of scholarly interest since its
publication in 2000. Wicomb herself is a scholar, and her novel touches on
topics such as coloured identity, coloured history writing and nationhood; issues
which she also has discussed in her own scholarly work.22 J U Jacobs’ article
“Playing in the Dark/Playing in the Light: Coloured Identity in the Novels of
Zoë Wicomb” (2008), Fiona McCann’s essay “Revisiting the Past: Memory and
Identity in Elleke Boehmer's Bloodlines and Zoë Wicomb's David's Story and
Playing in the Light” (2010) and Cynthia Lytle’s essay “(Re)presenting
'Coloured' Identity through Figures and Folklore in Zoë Wicomb's David's
Story” (2012) are but a few examples of all that has been written on these topics
and aspects of David’s Story. The character of Dulcie and her traumatic
experiences as a female ANC operative has been the focus of several studies
such as e.g. Meg Samuelson’s article “The Disfigured Body of the Female
Guerilla: (De)Militarization, Sexual Violence, and Redomestication in Zoë
Wicomb’s David’s Story” (2007) and Christa Bayada’s article “On Women,
Bodies, and Nation: Feminist Critique and Revision in Zoë Wicomb’s David’s
Story” (2008). Interestingly, none of the material that I have come across seems
to have the collaboration between David and the amanuensis as its main focus.
In some articles, this issue is touched on in passing as part of discussing how
the novel is built up and narrated, before moving on to the themes I mention
above. Wicomb’s novel in itself, through its structure and language, offers up a
poignant critique of multivoiced, sometimes collaboratively produced life
writing such as what David and the amanuensis produce in David’s Story. By
reading Wicomb’s novel next to The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena I aspire
to present new insights regarding these issues.
Previous research on the primary text central to my second essay, Finding
Mr Madini, is relatively scarce. Some of the more notable contributors include
Meg Samuelson and Melissa Tandiwe Myambo. Samuelson has highlighted the
textile metaphors expressed within and through the narrative in her article
“Cracked Vases and Untidy Seams: Narrative Structure and Closure in the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission and South African Fiction” (2003). Myambo
criticises the concept of the Rainbow Nation for failing “to address
socioeconomic disparity” (93) through her close readings of Morgan’s text as
well as Zakes Mda’s Ways of Dying (1995). In my essay on Finding Mr Madini
I instead focus on analysing the structure and framing of this multivoiced
narrative through the lens of Judith Butler’s theories on narrating a self
presented in her book Giving an Account of Oneself (2005). As Butler argues,
and which Morgan’s text demonstrates, narration can never be considered a
singular activity; it is a social activity by default. Drawing on Butler’s
arguments, I approach Finding Mr Madini as a collaborative, multivoiced lifenarrative, examining the writing group depicted within the text and the
See e.g. Wicomb’s essays ”To Hear the Variety of Discourses” (1990), “Culture Beyond Colour?”
(1993) and “Shame and Identity: The Case of the Coloured in South Africa” (1998).

22

17

problematic, dominant role that Jonathan has in this process; a role which I
argue undermines the narrative’s communal framing and effort.
Much like Finding Mr Madini, The Calling of Katie Makanya, is a text
which has been researched by few scholars.23 However, in her PhD thesis ‘A
Chanting Foreign and Familiar’: The Production and Publishing of Women’s
Collective Life Writing in South Africa (2002), Vanessa Anne Farr studies the
production and publishing of women’s collaborative life writing published
between 1948 and 2002, whereof The Calling of Katie Makanya is one. Farr has
interviewed writers as well as publishers in South Africa, and based on those
interviews she argues that women’s collective life writing is a site where “the
different competencies of women, which have been dictated by the race, class
and gender politics of the apartheid era, are most starkly highlighted and
reinforced” and that in post-apartheid South Africa, “women’s life writing is a
site of reconciliation and peacebuilding” (iv). Farr’s thesis differs from my
study in that it is focused solely on women’s collaborative life writing from a
perspective of gender, empowerment and peacebuilding, and as a strategy of
apartheid resistance. In including The Calling of Katie Makanya in my own
study and more closely examining the context and circumstances of its
production, Katie Makanya’s textually constructed self as well as the multitude
of voices in and the complicated framing of that narrative, I aim to broaden the
understanding of this text. It may certainly be the case that, as Farr argues, “we
need to hear more of each other’s stories to move forward [in post-apartheid
South Africa]” and that “collective life writing which is undertaken in the spirit
of furthering women’s coalitions presents an ideal means by which to do this
work” (281). What is more, The Calling of Katie Makanya is riddled with
Margaret McCord’s self-declared good intentions, which are portrayed as
anchored in her indisputably close relationship to the subject. Margaret
McCord’s ambitions with her text may very well have been what Farr argues,
namely to let Katie Makanya “be heard as she really was” (Farr 111, my
emphasis). However, when approaching the text itself and analysing The
Calling of Katie Makanya, I find it crucial to do so with a critical and sceptical
mind-set. Neither McCord’s text nor any other such text is in any way immune
to pitfalls and problematic issues of a white woman telling a black woman’s
story in a South African context. My reading of The Calling of Katie Makanya
will hopefully initiate a more problematising and critical reading of and
approach to this text than what has previously been the case.
In my fourth and final essay I focus on There Was This Goat. Only a handful
of scholarly articles have been written about this book though from vastly
23
A few scholarly articles such as Stephen Meyer’s “Collaborative Auto/biography: Notes on an
Interview with Margaret McCord on The Calling of Katie Makanya: A Memoir of South Africa” (2000)
and Thengani Ngwenya’s “Ideology and Self-Representation in Autobiography: The Case of Katie
Makanya” (2002) touch on issues that are related to my study. There were also some book reviews
published in connection to the publication of The Calling of Katie Makanya such as the ones written by
Peter Merrington (1995) and Anne Mager (1996).
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different angles, and I will bring up one point each from two of these articles;
points that are especially important in relation to my own analysis in this thesis.
The first point is made by Carli Coetzee in her article “To Refuse Containment,
To Resist Translation” (2013) on translation and languages in a South African
context. In looking at Krog et al.’s text, Coetzee concludes that “as soon as Mrs
Konile starts to perform the labour (or have the labour performed on her and on
her behalf) of translating herself into English, to ‘whiteness’ and for
‘whiteness’, she risks being contained within the quotation marks of that initial
‘white conversation’ and within whiteness and its desires” (399). The second
point can be found in Sandra Young’s article “Hospitality in a Postapartheid
Archive: Reflections on There Was This Goat and the Challenge of Alterity”
(2012) where she argues that “the book’s multivoiced structure is inconsistent
in its approach to Mrs. Konile’s perceived alterity, an alterity that, at times, is
understood as a “lack” on the part of Mrs. Konile” (122). If, as Carli Coetzee
implies, reading a translated, white quotation-marked version of Mrs Konile’s
testimony affects and limits any fullness with which we can understand her, and
if Mrs Konile is portrayed as “lacking” in Krog et al.’s narrative, it becomes
even more interesting to examine who the textually represented Mrs Konile is
in There Was This Goat and how she is portrayed in this multivoiced narrative.
This is a central issue which I address in my essay on There Was This Goat.
My selection of primary texts offers up several different angles from which
to approach the issues encircled by my research questions. In examining
examples of the phenomenon of South African multivoiced life writing where
educated and privileged writers who often are white textualise black lives,
incorporate blacks’ life narratives into their own life writing or collaboratively
write black selves I wish to contribute to not only the scholarly discussions for
each individual text, but also to general knowledge about South African
multivoiced life writing and multivoiced textual subject creation.
Another issue I would like to discuss here is the conscious decision to not
focus on the perspective of gender during my investigation into the textual
constructions of selfhood in the primary texts. While the perspective of gender
is not the main focus of this thesis, this does not mean that I am not aware of
how race intersects with gender and other aspects of identity. As previously
mentioned, David’s Story foregrounds the question of gender as a main point of
difference between David and his amanuensis. In other primary texts, sharing
the same female gender is called upon as a common denominator between writer
and life writing subject and implicitly or explicitly claimed as a point of
validation or authorisation of the collaborative work projects that these writers
have undertaken. Even though gender is an important perspective, other literary
scholars have already extensively explored this track in relation to some of my
primary texts (David’s Story in particular). Thus, while I occasionally briefly
touch on gender in my analyses and while I am cognisant of the importance of
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gender in relation to identity and constructions of selfhood,24 I attempt to remain
focused on the aspect of race. As my analyses show, race plays a more important
part in the problematic issues I am focusing on in relation to the primary texts.
Before I continue, I also want to briefly address the issue of black lives being
narrated by privileged white writers and how, in one sense, one could argue that
these black lives will be inserted into yet another set of white quotation marks
in this thesis which is written by a Western scholar who has been educated and
is positioned at a Western university. However, the life writing texts in focus in
this study are written and framed in such a way that they simultaneously attempt
to participate in and assimilate Western autobiographical discourse. Therefore,
as I will return to in a later section on life writing theory, it becomes necessary
to utilise and refer to Western life writing theory to be able to discuss my
primary texts. In the next section of this introduction where I will discuss
context and theory, I will also refer to and discuss non-Western, African ideas
about selfhood and models of life writing. Even though my primary texts are
not written within that discourse and way of thinking about the self, I find it
imperative to show that a Western understanding of self and life writing is only
one of many perceptions of these phenomena.

Context and Theory
Life Writing and Postcolonialism
Because this thesis is a study of South African texts first published in the 1970s
or later it is simultaneously a study of postcolonial texts. One of the few
scholarly works focused on theory while combining the two perspectives of life

24
Moore-Gilbert has made the following insightful observations about women’s life writing and
some traits which often characterise it:
Women’s life-writing questions Lejeune’s ‘pact’ at several levels (not least its implicit
masculinism – in translation at least). For example, the emphasis on relationality of
personhood in women’s life-writing necessarily erodes the boundaries between
autobiography and biography. Equally, women life-writers deploy other genres, notably
fiction and historiography, to a degree which threatens to take their work altogether beyond
the boundaries of autobiography as traditionally conceived. (xxii)
What Moore-Gilbert describes here is very similar to how Wicomb’s ideas of self and self-narration
are portrayed in David’s Story, where Dulcie’s fragmented self is literally scattered across David’s
life narrative, a narrative which also contains a great deal of historiography. While David’s Story
is fiction and David’s narrative thus is as well, Moore-Gilbert’s observation does add to an
understanding of how the ideas of what the self is and how the fictional selves in David’s narrative
are portrayed by Wicomb. Life writing texts such as e.g. Joubert’s and McCord’s conform to genre
expectations on autobiography in that the actual life narration by the life writing subjects is
chronological about one person’s life. However, they simultaneously challenge the norms by being
collaborative and/or multivoiced, and in how they to various extents push the boundary between
autobiography and fiction by e.g. being narrated from a third person perspective.
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writing and postcolonialism25 is Postcolonial Life-writing: Culture, Politics and
Self-Representation (2009) by Bart Moore-Gilbert, in which he seeks to
“provide the first detailed investigation of the distinctive properties of
postcolonial life-writing as a branch of auto/biographical literatures”,26
advocating “closer connections between two sub-fields of cultural criticism,
Postcolonial and Auto/biography Studies, which have hitherto insufficiently
engaged with each other” (xi).27 Moore-Gilbert traces (the absence of)
postcolonial life writing throughout the history of Auto/biography Studies
which traditionally has been a field of study centred on Western male writers.
He notes that even though women’s life writing began to receive increased
scholarly attention during the second half of the 1900s, it was not until Smith
and Watson’s De/Colonizing the Subject: The Politics of Gender in Women’s
Autobiography (1992) that postcolonial women’s life writing received more
attention than what had previously been limited to a chapter - if it received any
attention at all. Moreover, Moore-Gilbert found that critics often have “tended
to limit themselves either to men’s or women’s writing, rarely considering them
together”, which becomes an obstacle in trying to create a “general account of
postcolonial life writing as well as to effect a satisfactory dialogue between the
sub-fields of Postcolonial and Auto/biography Studies” (xiv, original
emphasis). It is in fact not a combination of two completely separate theoretical
fields since, as David Huddart notes in Postcolonial Theory and Autobiography
(2008), “autobiographical moments have become very common in postcolonial
theory, along with other forms of literary and cultural theory” (6). By
autobiographical moments in postcolonial theory, I read Huddart as referring to
how personal experiences or backgrounds affect or become part of the
To provide here an in-depth exploration and complete account of the debates surrounding the
definitions of postcolonialism as a field of theory would be an impossible task. Instead, I refer to Ania
Loomba’s Colonialism/Postcolonialism (2005) (esp. chapter 1) and Robert Young’s Postcolonialism: A
Very Short Introduction (2003) which contain excellent, nuanced and broad discussions of this vast topic,
as well as summaries of the arguments surrounding it. For the purpose of this thesis, my own
understanding and usage of the term postcolonialism is in line with Loomba’s when she writes that it is
“helpful to think of postcolonialism not just as coming literally after colonialism and signifying its
demise, but more flexibly as the contestation of colonial domination and the legacies of colonialism”
(16). Thereby, Loomba argues, one unhinges and untangles the term from a dependency on a previous
state of colonialism and allows it to include people such as African Americans or people of Asian descent
living in Britain as “”postcolonial” subjects” (16).
26
I find Moore-Gilbert’s wording here slightly confusing, as he at first glance appears to suggest that life
writing is a sub-field to autobiography, which is the opposite of how I and other scholars view how these
two terms relate to each other. However, in a footnote Moore-Gilbert explains that by post-colonial lifewriting, he means a “work which recognises the impact of colonialism (especially in its European forms),
including its precursor and successor formations, in the constitution of the auto/biographical subjectivity
of the colonised and their antecedents/descendants” (131). As I read him, I believe that he is trying to
emphasise that combining postcolonial theoretical perspectives and life writing theory generates a subfield of postcolonial life writing within what he refers to as auto/biographical studies, but which I and
several other scholars such as e.g. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson would refer to as life writing or life
writing studies in order to better reflect the variety of narrative types encompassed by the term.
27
Moore-Gilbert and some other scholars use auto/biography to refer to autobiography and biography
jointly, as shorthand.
25
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theoretical work and thought of scholars and thus making much postcolonial
thought inseparable from autobiographical moments, with examples such as
Frantz Fanon, Edward Said, Homi K. Bhabha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
springing to mind.
A postcolonial theoretical lens becomes important when looking at the
constructions of textual representations of selfhood in the primary texts which
are life writing since, during colonial times, life narratives were often written
about or coerced from indigenous colonised peoples who were treated as objects
of study. These narratives were then treated as reliable sources of information
of what life was like for these different peoples. The type of colonial thinking
where “we” can learn about “them” through e.g. an autobiographical narrative
still exists today, and has been a concern of postcolonial critical theory in texts
such as Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978). In this book, Said traced the way
differences between “us” and them” contribute to “the idea of European identity
as a superior one in comparison with all the non-European peoples and cultures”
(7). Thus, the Other was (and is) usually described in binary terms which
compared “them” to us with the result that “them” were found lacking. If you
were not one of “us”, you were described in terms of what you were not.
The impact of an “us” and “them” binary is evident in the life writing texts
examined in this study, and it is something which has influenced them greatly—
either directly or indirectly—in how the textually represented selves of the life
writing subjects are constructed within them. Spivak’s concept of catachresis
provides a theoretical starting point for discussing how the primary texts
problematise narration and how the selves in the life writing texts are created.
Developing Derrida’s usage of the word to denote how meanings of words are
fluid and incomplete, Spivak defines catachresis as the concept of “masterwords
[for which] there are no literal referents, there are no “true” examples of the
“true worker” [or] the “true woman” … who would actually stand for the ideals”
(Postcolonial Critic 104). She points out that when political mobilisations that
make use of such masterwords are successful, then the words, the narratives and
the characteristics they are used for will be treated as real and existing. The life
writing texts examined in this study contain or discuss such problematic
inclusions of those not heeded, not in power, and not listened to. There Was
This Goat focuses on the testimony of a victim of apartheid who appeared
before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), Morgan’s text consists
mainly of the stories of homeless and immigrants, and both Joubert’s and
Margaret McCord’s narratives are textualising black women’s lives. The
concept of catachresis has been especially helpful in guiding me on how to
approach these texts in relation to how they problematise or actualise this kind
of narration.
Spivak’s idea of the native informant, discussed in her book A Critique of
Post-colonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present (1999) and
connected to the idea of catachresis, further illuminates the issue of masterwords
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and their lack of real referents. In this text, Spivak aims “to track the figure of
the Native Informant through various practices: philosophy, literature, history,
culture” (ix). Spivak describes her book as picking “at the vicissitudes of the
native informant” as manifested in literature (112). She defines the concept of
the native informant as follows:
[T]he native informant, although denied autobiography as it is
understood in the Northwestern European tradition (codename “West”),
is taken with the utmost seriousness. He (and occasionally she) is a blank,
though generative of a text with cultural identity that only the West (or a
Western-model discipline) could inscribe. (Postcolonial Reason 6,
original emphasis)
I read Spivak as arguing that the native informant is a concept or an idea, rather
than any one, specific person. In the context of the multivoiced type of life
writing that I discuss in this thesis, the native informant thus entails a mode of
address or way of approaching an autobiographical, postcolonial subject. It
describes a situation where such a subject is positioned as a definitive source of
knowledge about “the Other”. Moreover, Spivak posits that the native informant
is “a blank” which generates a cultural identity inscribed by the West. This is
particularly interesting since it implies that while a white or Western writer may
be writing a multivoiced, fully collaborative autobiography with the intention
to help lend a voice or writing skills to tell a non-Western person’s life story, in
so doing such a writer will (however inadvertently) be limiting what can be said
in the text and how it can be said. This is so because of the writer’s cultural
identity and culturally rooted expectations on what a narrative should be like.
Thereby the textually represented self in the narrative can only be created within
the boundaries of the discourse that the writer and thus, by extension, also the
life writing subject are a part of. In a South African context, as discussed earlier,
racial difference both was and remains significant in terms of culture, economic
status, social status and power. Thus, even though all of the white writers of my
primary texts are South African or grew up in South Africa, white cultural
identity, language and schooling usually differ in many or at least some aspects
from those of blacks. This circumstance does not mean that a white person
cannot share common cultural or lingual denominators with a black person, or
that people of similar or the same cultural and lingual backgrounds always have
the same experiences and points of view. For example, we must not disregard
the shared Afrikaans-speaking identity of Joubert and Poppie in The Long
Journey of Poppie Nongena that enabled them to communicate directly with
one another, the differences in opinions regarding culture and history when it
comes to the coloured characters of David and his amanuensis in Wicomb’s
novel David’s Story, and how Mrs Konile’s TRC testimony at times was
incomprehensible to Mpolweni and Ratele despite the Xhosa background and
language that they shared with Mrs Konile. However, as previously discussed,
being a person of colour in South Africa, historically and today, often means
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that you experience a very different life compared to what a white person
experiences in terms of discrimination and financial or social privileges.
Therefore, I find Spivak’s points to be most relevant also in the South
African context that I am writing within. The Calling of Katie Makanya and The
Long Journey of Poppie Nongena, published nearly two decades apart, both
constitute clear examples from my primary texts in terms of life writing subjects
who, despite benign intentions by white writers, are being placed in native
informant positions. As Nahem Yusaf cautions in his introduction to Apartheid
Narratives (2001), a writer of this kind of narrative in a highly racialised societal
context such as the South African one may inadvertently end up “[taking] on
the role of colonial interlocutor” (xiv). For example, the textually represented
selves in the life writing texts examined in this study at times reiterate and
reinforce tropes of white expectations on what black women should be like,
constituting one form of white quotation marks around these black life
narratives.
The native informant concept is also useful when thinking about Finding Mr
Madini, as Morgan’s text similarly initially positions the writing group as
informants rather than subjects. Jonathan initiates the project in order to get
inspiration for his own novel, and later on to write a bestseller that he can make
money off. Throughout the text, Jonathan’s focus is on producing, shaping and
perfecting the narratives in it in order to make it a book. It appears to be the
fascinating and, in his view, potentially bestselling life stories of the homeless
writers that Jonathan wants to elicit from the writing group and package in white
quotation marks so that it will make him (as sole copyright holder) rich.
Jonathan does not approach the individual writers as autonomous life writing
subjects free to turn their lives into stories in a manner of their own choosing,
whatever that may or may not have been. This is reflected in the structure of the
book where Jonathan has organised the writing into windows with set topics, a
chronological structure which I discuss further in the essay on Finding Mr
Madini.
Clearly, it is important to consider not only what a self is, but also the
collaborative process through which it is constructed, the context within which
the self becomes a textually enunciated “I” and the potential ethical issues
associated with writing on behalf of somebody else. In order to address and
problematise potential ethical issues with mediated and collaborative life
narratives and instances of speaking or writing on someone else’s behalf, I first
want to turn to Linda Alcoff and her article “The Problem of Speaking for
Others” (1991). In this article she argues that “anyone who speaks for others
should only do so out of a concrete analysis of the particular power relations
and discursive effects involved” (24) and to contemplate “where the speech
goes and what it does there” (26). Alcoff is not referring to collaborative life
writing specifically, but I find her insightful observations valid also in this
context. Similarly, Vanessa Farr calls for placing “the questions of who speaks
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to whom, and for whom, and why; the issues of whose names, reputation, and
finances will benefit from this speech act” as a main point of consideration in
any study of collaborative life writing (271).28 Linda Anderson also urges us to
consider where an autobiographical “I” is speaking from, and who it is speaking
for in her book Autobiography (2001:123). One could say that there is much
more to the “I” that speaks than meets the eye, and in a collaborative life writing
context this becomes even more complex as the “I” in the text may appear to be
a singular affair, but in reality is the result of collaboration between two or more
people.
What is more, the relationship between writer/facilitator and subject is not
always an equal one in terms of social class, education or amount of influence
over the narrative; an issue that several of my primary texts either directly
address or place in the foreground of the texts through their themes. G. Thomas
Couser’s book Vulnerable Subjects: Ethics and Life Writing (2004) brings up
this aspect of collaborative life writing, and he emphasises that indeed,
“[e]thical issues are particularly acute in collaborative autobiography” (34). In
addition, Couser addresses the problematic discrepancy between the singular
form of the “I” on a page, and the multiple people standing behind any singular
manifestations of a self in a text:
The ethical difficulties of collaborative autobiography are rooted in its
nearly oxymoronic status. Although the process by which the text is
produced is dialogical, the product is monological; the single narrative
voice—a simulation by one person of the voice of another—is always in
danger of breaking, exposing conflicts not manifest in solo
autobiography. The two voices are permitted to engage in dialogue only
in supplementary texts—forewords and afterwords—and even there, the
dialogue is managed and presented by one party, the nominal author.
Insofar as the process is admitted into the narrative, then, it is generally
in supplementary texts, and generally as a chapter of the writer’s
autobiography. (Exceptions are those narratives, increasingly common,
that include what John Paul Eakin calls “the story of the story”: an
account of the process that produced them.) (Vulnerable Subjects 35)29
With the exception of the last sentence in parenthesis, Couser focuses on astold-to collaborative narratives here. Joubert’s The Long Journey of Poppie
Nongena is perhaps the only one of my primary texts that exhibits many of the
characteristics of the as-told-to collaborative autobiographies that Couser
describes. For example, Joubert’s book contains a preface where she went to
great lengths to shape her readers’ perception of the narrative and framed it as
being almost a tape-recorder-like account of Poppie’s life story. Most of my
primary texts actually belong to or problematise the type of collaborative
autobiographical narrative that Couser mentions briefly within parenthesis at
28
29

In her thesis, Farr refers to collaborative autobiography as collective autobiography.
See Eakin’s How Our Lives Become Stories: Making Selves (1999), p. 58 ff.
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the end of the quotation above. I do not mean to imply that Couser thinks of the
type of narratives which include a “story of the story” as less important or as a
form of parenthesis to collaborative life writing in general. Rather, I think it is
a testament to the focus on North American (and to some extent South
American) life writing that is the subject of much of his research; areas where
as-told-to collaborative autobiographical narratives seem to be common.30
Returning to South African multivoiced life writing, when incorporating or
writing about black lives, the authors of my life writing primary texts thus walk
a treacherous line between assisting their life writing subjects in speaking for
themselves, and speaking for them; a line which some of the writers cross as
they end up speaking for and about their life writing subjects. In “Can the
Subaltern Speak?” (1988), Spivak concludes that the Western project of
describing the “Other”, the subaltern, is a form of epistemic violence which
simultaneously is “the asymetrical [sic] obliteration of the trace of that Other in
its precarious Subject-ivity” (280-81). When speaking for their life writing
subjects, the authors of my life writing primary texts thus risk completely
overshadowing the contribution of the life writing subject in the collaborative
process, rather than merely contributing to a textually constructed self. This
becomes the most visible in the texts where the life writing subjects are not
involved at all in the actual process of writing, such as The Long Journey of
Poppie Nongena and The Calling of Katie Makanya where the life writing
subjects told their their life narratives to writers who turned those oral life
narratives into books. However, eliciting life narratives, as is done in Finding
Mr Madini, can also entail a risk for obscuration of the subjectivity of the life
writing subjects as those life narratives then are recontextualised in a different,
larger narrative which is written by somebody else. In There Was This Goat,
Mrs Konile’s TRC testimony is explored and explained by Krog, Mpolweni and
Ratele. Nonetheless, as my analyses show, despite that Mrs Konile and her life
narration in the form of her TRC testimony and an interview conducted by the
authors in Mrs Konile’s hometown of Indwe are the main focus of the book,
Mrs Konile’s subjectivity is at times replaced by an inadvertent portrayal or
positioning of her by the authors as a helpless, powerless victim.
But, to return to the question posed by the title of Spivak’s essay, can the
subaltern actually speak? In her original text from 1988, Spivak’s answer to this
question, which is found at the end of her essay, was a loud and firm “no”. In a
revised version of the original essay, published a decade later in her book A
Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present
(1999), Spivak writes that her previous negative stance was “inadvisable” and
See Couser’s American Autobiography: The Prophetic Mode (1979), Altered Egos: Authority in
American Autobiography (1989), Recovering Bodies: Illness, Disability and Life Writing (1997), and
indeed also the chapter “Making, Taking and Faking Lives: Voice and Vulnerability in Collaborative
Life Writing” in Vulnerable Subjects: Ethics and Life Writing (2004), where many of his examples of
as-told-to collaborative autobiography are texts about Native American subjects.
30
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she cautiously concedes to some of her critics that the subaltern does speak, but
is muted or silenced when doing so by “the liberal multiculturalist metropolitan
academy” and emancipated younger generations (308-9). Ritu Birla’s essay
“Postcolonial Studies: Now That’s History” in the volume Can the Subaltern
Speak? Reflections on the History of an Idea (2010) edited by Rosalind C.
Morris discusses the impact of speaking for the Other, even with benevolent
intentions:
The point here is not that subalterns do not know how to speak for
themselves …. Rather, the claim on the part of the intellectual that
subalterns can speak for themselves stands in for not doing anything
about the problems of oppression. At the same time, the claim to do
something about the problem, as simply speaking “for” the subaltern,
also furthers the problem and the civilizing mission of benevolence while
occluding the question of audibility. In asking us to re-present ourselves,
Spivak asks us to supplement the benevolent intention of “speaking for”
with an ethics of responsibility—in the sense of cultivating a capacity to
respond to and be responsive to the other, without demanding
resemblance as the basis of recognition. (92-93)
Birla underlines that there are issues both with claiming that subalterns can
speak for themselves, and with attempting to help subalterns by speaking for
them. Instead, Birla reads Spivak as advocating that one engages with the Other,
entering into dialogue and interaction without insisting that the Other first must
be more like us – “respond, responsibly” (98). In her introduction to the same
volume, Morris writes that “though “Can the Subaltern Speak?” [originally]
answered its own question in the negative, its corollary question, How can we
learn to listen? remains radically open” (16). Hence, when this discussion is
juxtaposed to the phenomenon of privileged and often white authors writing and
publishing life writing texts written with or about underprivileged black life
writing subjects in a South African context, the white quotation marks which I
argue surround this life writing become significant and problematic. The black
life writing subjects in my primary texts are not merely listened to – they are
shaped and changed into characters and packaged to appeal to the intended
Western or white audience – in Birla’s words, resemblance is demanded.
The framing and the nature of the “I” in my life writing primary texts is thus
of great importance and interest to examine closer, as well as the collaborative
relationships between some of the writers and their life writing subjects. The
texts in focus in this study all contain or deal with autobiographical narration
with other voices than just the autobiographical “I”. As mentioned earlier,
Joubert’s text does exhibit many of the characteristics of as-told-to narratives,
but you can still discern multiple voices in Joubert’s text as the narration shifts
multiple times between first person and third person perspectives. Even so,
Joubert does not problematise or discuss this narratological structure and its
consequences; there is no “story of the story” other than in the preface, and this
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is one of the issues that Wicomb indirectly addresses through David’s Story
where the “story of David’s story” makes up a major part of the plot and theme
of her novel. In contrast to Joubert’s text, Margaret McCord has gone to great
lengths in hers to address the ethical issues stemming from the social inequality
of her and her collaborative autobiographical subject Katie Makanya,
presumably in order to deflect potential criticism directed at the writing process
by stressing how she has a personal relationship with Makanya and that the
project was Makanya’s idea. The passages in italics detailing Margaret’s and
Katie’s meetings could certainly be considered a “story of the story” as Eakin
and Couser call it. Finding Mr Madini could even be said to be a “story of the
story” as the entire text deals with a writing group and its collaborative work on
the autobiographical texts and reflections (so-called “windows”) that together
make up the book. Similarly, There Was This Goat was collaboratively written
and also contains an account of the writing process which is described and
incorporated as part of the text itself.
The role and function during the writing process of the party that is not the
main subject of the collaboratively written life writing text, and their presence
as characters in the final text, can vary greatly. In collaborative life writing,
some degree of coaxing of the autobiographical subject is usually involved.
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson elaborate on this and write that “[i]n as-told-to
or ghostwritten narratives, multiple levels of coaxing take place, including those
of the ghostwriter or cowriter, whose prompting questions, translations of the
autobiographer’s oral speech, and revisions are often invisible in the final text”
(67). For example, The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena contains many
instances where the reader may discern Joubert’s coaxing as Poppie’s first
person narrative is occasionally phrased in such a manner that an antecedent
question prompting Poppie’s words and guiding her narration may be sensed
even though it is not included in the text itself. This coaxing process can be
further complicated by the differences in social status that I mentioned in the
opening to this section. Couser writes:
Often, collaborations involve partners whose relation is hierarchized by
some difference in race, culture, gender, class, [or] age ….. Having
power or rank over someone else is not the same as overpowering that
person, of course. In the scenario typical of what I call ethnographic
autobiography, however, subjects may indeed be vulnerable to the
writer’s domination, in part because they are likely to be among “those
who do not write.” (Vulnerable Subjects 37)
This point is particularly relevant in relation to my primary texts, as there indeed
is a very tangible difference in social status between writer and subject in the
multivoiced life writing texts examined in this study. Simultaneously, the higher
social status of the writer meant a bigger publication impact as illustrated by
The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena’s popularity, which likely was due to
Elsa Joubert’s status as a well-known and respected Afrikaans writer in South
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Africa already prior to its publication. Furthermore, it was probably partly
Joubert’s status as an acclaimed writer that helped her book escape censorship31
by the apartheid regime despite it detailing the hardships of a black woman
living with its oppression.32 Also in Finding Mr Madini, Jonathan Morgan’s
writing skills and his status as a white, professional writer are used to attract
potential publishers for his and the homeless writers’ book.33

Life Writing, Autobiography, and the “I”
Life writing can be said to have had a great impact on historical events in the
West, and vice versa. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson succinctly summarise the
impact of the history of Western autobiography and life writing in their book
Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives (2010):
[T]he history of autobiography in the West up to the latter half of the
twentieth century cannot be read solely as literary history. Life writing
in its multiple genres has been foundational to the formation of Western
subjects, Western cultures, and Western concepts of nation, as well as to
ongoing projects of exploration, colonization, imperialism, and now
globalization. (124)
Another observation one can make is that the white male autobiographical
subject has been dominant, with some very few exceptions. This does of course
not mean that there has not been much life writing produced by women but
rather that, historically, texts by men have been read by more people and given
more weight. For example, as Estelle C. Jelinek notes in her book The Tradition
of Women’s Autobiography: From Antiquity to the Present (1986), a reason why
there are no recorded examples of Western autobiographical works from the
early Christian period which were written by women is likely because women
were barred from holding positions in the church. Therefore, any written records
by women would not have been preserved (14).
Western autobiography has developed into a specific genre, with specific
expectations on the form and aesthetics of such texts as defined by e.g. Lejeune
whom I discussed earlier in this introduction. It is this particular context that all
31
In his book The Literature Police: Apartheid Censorship and Its Cultural Consequences (2009), Peter
McDonald writes that Joubert’s husband Klaas Steytler served as a censor on behalf of the apartheid
regime prior to becoming a prominent member of the anti-apartheid Afrikaans Writer’s Guild in the
1980s (311). Steytler’s in-depth knowledge of how the censorship system worked was therefore perhaps
also of help to Joubert in writing her book in such a way that it would not be banned.
32
Whitlock (2000) points out that Joubert’s The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena likely also escaped
censorship due to the fact that “it could be read as a simple story about a black woman and her life, the
problems of her children and how the family was affected by apartheid, as seen through the eyes of an
Afrikaner woman” (146). Black anti-apartheid activist narratives, such as Kuzwayo’s Call Me Woman
which I mentioned earlier, were naturally not as acceptable to National Party supporters. Narratives
published in the first half of the 1990s such as Sindiwe Magona’s To My Children’s Children (1990) and
Forced to Grow (1992) were published so close to the end of apartheid that censorship was no longer an
issue.
33
See Morgan p. 89 ff.
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my primary texts are addressing and/or wish to participate in. When interviewed
on the writing process of The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena, Elsa Joubert
commented:
The hardest part was working out the details of every scene because she
[Poppie] would say something like: “My husband and I went to the
Ciskei, and we enjoyed staying there, and then we came home again.”
Well, that certainly didn’t make a story yet. (Coullie et al. 175)
Clearly, Joubert had a specific vision in mind for her narrative, and it is
constructed in a certain way to be appealing for readers. She had expectations
on this life narrative end product in terms of its form, and these expectations did
not just come to be within a vacuum. Joubert packaged and shaped Poppie’s life
narrative so that it would appeal to white South Africans with Western
expectations on the text. Similarly, David in Wicomb’s novel David’s Story
expresses his wish to have his story be a straight-forward narrative focusing on
him and the struggle, rather than on his female comrade Dulcie and the other
women that the amanuensis ends up incorporating in the narrative. Wicomb’s
description of David’s wishes is very similar to what one would expect from a
text that is traditional, male-centred Western life writing.
Etymologically, autobiography as a word stems from the Greek language. In
Reading Autobiography, Smith and Watson write that the Greek words autos
(self), bios (life) and graphe (writing), read together as “self life writing”, form
the basis of the term autobiography in English. According to Smith and Watson,
the term first appeared in English in 1797 in a book review. Historically,
however, “the practice of writing autobiographically … has a history extending
back to, and perhaps before, the Greeks and Romans in antiquity and extending
beyond Western culture”, especially in non-Western oral literatures and cultures
among e.g. Native Americans, Africans and indigenous Australians (Reading
Autobiography 103).34 So, as Smith and Watson point out, while
autobiographical narration may seem to be a specific Western phenomenon with
roots in the Enlightenment, that is thus definitely not the case (Reading
Autobiography 104). However, since the focus in this thesis is on specific South
African life writing texts that are written with an implicit or even explicit aim
to reflect and participate in Western autobiographical discourse and traditions,
it is that background and history that I primarily focus on here. As Michael
Chapman notes in his introduction to his and Margaret Lenta’s book SA Lit
Beyond 2000 (2011), “in South Africa … the “literary”, as a category, has been

When I use the term “non-Western” in this thesis, it is important to bear in mind that this denotes a
range of different countries, cultures and continents, just like Smith and Watson point out. While the
term “Western” indicates a specific concept and discourse which is now spread across many parts of the
globe, the term “non-Western” is very unspecific in contrast. Therefore, when I speak specifically of
African or indigenous South African contexts and discourses I will clearly indicate that this is the case,
and they should not be equated with “non-Western” (though they do of course make up one aspect of
what is “non-Western”).
34
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authorised not entirely by the local response”, but rather by English-speaking
publishers and readers (6).
The following collection of stops or moments from the history of
autobiographical writing will by necessity be very brief and mainly focused on
texts, phenomena and issues that I feel are relevant to my own investigation and
its analyses. My ambition here is thus not to recount an extensive or complete
overview of the history of Western autobiography and life writing, but rather to
provide a brief but relevant historical context and background of its origins for
the purpose of my thesis. It is life writing produced by men that has dominated
the Western debates, discourse and autobiography theory formation that the
primary texts either engage with, challenge or seem to aim to be a part of.
Therefore, the number of examples of texts written by men in this section on
the history of the formation of Western life writing far outnumber the examples
of texts written by women.35 I am well aware that my collection of stops or
moments in autobiographical history could give the greatly erroneous
impression that women’s life writing did not and does not exist alongside men’s
life writing throughout history. This is of course not the case and I ask my
readers to keep that in mind. I will tease out and discuss my own understanding
of the self and selfhood, which differs greatly from the historical, traditional
idea of the self as a male, singular and easily defined unit, later on.
When it comes to the very beginning of Western autobiography as we
usually think of it - in a longer book format - many scholars seem to agree on
Saint Augustine’s Confessions, dated roughly to year 400 AD as a starting
point.36 The book details Augustine’s childhood and his life both prior to and
following his conversion to Christianity. Not surprisingly, as is the case with
most books that formed the tradition of Western autobiography, this important
book was written by a man. In Jelinek’s words, if a woman were to have written
a similar text at this time and, “had they admitted to sins similar to Augustine’s,
they probably would have been stoned to death” (14). Michele de Montaigne
and his Essais, which were continuously published over the course of the second
half of the 1500s, were also fundamental in shaping Western autobiography and
life writing. In How to Live: A Life of Montaigne in One Question and Twenty
Attempts at an Answer (2011), Sarah Bakewell describes Montaigne’s
collection as an exploration of the idea of “writing about oneself to create a
mirror in which other people recognise their own humanity” (3). Montaigne’s
essays stand out during that era as they contain an “I which is able to operate on
a meta-level in the sense that it “enters into ongoing dialogue with past narrating
“I”s” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 109).
I concur with Laura Marcus (1994) and Bart Moore-Gilbert (2009) in their opinion that the mere act
of adding more women’s names to autobiographical history is not going to create an equilibrium and
remove all trace of male dominance of this field, and further that a meaningful shift of this gender
(im)balance must include a reconstruction of the ideas of subjectivity and identity that form the basis of
autobiographical theory.
36
See e.g. Smith and Watson (2010), as well as Linda Anderson (2001).
35
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Parallel to this, a genre of travel writing developed as European explorers
and then colonisers documented and described the indigenous populations
inhabiting newly “discovered” lands. These narratives were produced by what
Mary Louise Pratt (1992) describes as “the white male subject of European
landscape discourse … whose imperial eyes passively look out and possess”
(Imperial Eyes 9). From the late 1200s through the 1600s and beginning with
Marco Polo’s The Travels of Marco Polo from 1271, countless such “narratives
of exploration, conquest, and empire” were created (Smith and Watson,
Reading Autobiography 110). This type of narrative was the first written, textual
life writing that was produced in colonial South Africa in the form of diary
entries and letters sent by European travellers and explorers, detailing their
experiences in the 1700s and 1800s (Ebron 11). In The Calling of Katie
Makanya, Katie Makanya explicitly states in the text that she is addressing her
former employer Dr. James McCord’s autobiography My Patients Were Zulus
(1946), a text which has many traits in common with travel writing. In Dr.
McCord’s book, what seems to Western or white readers to be spectacular and
shocking details about his Zulu patients are foregrounded in the text. Katie
explicitly says in the opening pages of the text that she needs Margaret’s
Western education to write her story, and it is this education and the Western
mode of writing that enables Makanya’s narrative to participate in the same
discourse as Dr McCord’s text. Morgan’s text also conforms to Western
expectations of life narratives, as its tight organisation in themed windows or
chapters which are chronologically organised, beginning with early childhood
and teenage years all the way up to the narrative present. This type of
organisation of the text can be traced to Western traditional life writing, where
chronological narration is common.
The Enlightenment era at the end of the 1600s through the 1700s brought
scientific and philosophic progress that firmly marked the end of the previous
medieval era. Men continued to dominate the field of autobiography. Until the
mid-1600s, only about 10 percent of the total amount of published
autobiographies were written by women and they were mostly centred on these
women’s spiritual lives (Jelinek 23). During this time, the European
understanding of the self emerged as a “liberal-humanist subject understood as
universal man and transcendent mind” (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 194). William Bristow (2011) writes of this era that “[t]he rise
of the new science progressively undermines not only the ancient geocentric
conception of the cosmos, but, with it, the entire set of presuppositions that had
served to constrain and guide philosophical inquiry” (no pagination). In
Confessions, which was completed in 1770 albeit published posthumously at a
later date, Jean-Jaques Rousseau famously objected to the Enlightenment.37 As
Paul Johnson argues in Intellectuals (2000), rather than believing that reason
37
Rousseau’s Confession is at times published as The Confessions of Jean-Jacques Rousseau to avoid
confusion with Saint Augustine’s Confessions.
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was the key to curing society, Rousseau instead pursued the idea that the human
mind “has hidden, untapped resources of poetic insight and intuition which must
be used to overrule the sterilizing dictates of reason” (2). I will return to the idea
of self as something inner and within us later on. Notably, the 1700s entailed a
plethora of life narratives with the emergence of literacy, increased publications
of printed media, increased circulations of people, texts and goods between
Europe and its colonies, as well as what Smith and Watson describe as “a
democratization of the institution of life writing” in the sense that groups other
than educated white men produced these narratives, e.g. middle-class women or
former slaves (Reading Autobiography 115).
The slave narratives are of importance in relation to this thesis and its
primary texts. William L Andrews defines slave narratives as “any account of
the life, or a major portion of the life, of a fugitive or former slave, either written
or orally related by the slave himself or herself” (no pagination). According to
Andrews, the years spanning from 1760 until the end of the American Civil War
saw the publication of approximately 100 such narratives. Andrews mentions
Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or
Gustavus Vassa, the African (1789) as the first slave narrative to be read
internationally. In “Autobiography and Memory: Gustavus Vassa, alias
Olaudah Equiano, the African” (2006), Paul E. Lovejoy notes that Equiano’s
narrative “played a key role in the abolition of the British slave trade” and that
“[i]ts author promoted the abolitionist cause on speaking tours and through
political action, and hence was clearly a strong voice that ultimately was heeded
in abolition in 1807, alas a decade after his death in 1797” (317). After the end
of North American slavery in 1865, at least another 50 former slaves wrote or
dictated such narratives. Moreover, in the 1930s the Federal Writers Project
collected narratives from 2,500 former slaves, narratives which together made
up 18 volumes.
The slave narratives share common denominators with narratives such as
The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena, which also details the suffering of a
victim of racial oppression in a different era and context. This and other antiapartheid activist narratives which detail the atrocities experienced by black and
coloured South Africans were, like the slave narratives, presumably written in
order to inspire white readers to create change and they were often sponsored
by whites who were sympathetic to the cause. Andrews writes:
Typically, the antebellum slave narrative carries a black message inside a
white envelope. Prefatory (and sometimes appended) matter by whites attest
to the reliability and good character of the black narrator while calling
attention to what the narrative would reveal about the moral abominations
of slavery. (no pagination)
To have a white person involved in the life writing process of an oppressed
black person and thereby rendering legitimacy to black life writing was thus, as
already discussed in this introduction, not a new phenomenon that first occurred
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in apartheid South Africa. With the success that the slave writing genre saw in
Britain and North America in the 1700s and 1800s it is not strange that this
mode of writing was employed also in apartheid South Africa in the 1900s.
Before I continue, I need to dwell for a moment on the genre definitions of
life writing and autobiography and how they relate to each other. Smith and
Watson suggest that life writing can be understood as a term that encompasses
any sort of writing about a life such as biographical, novelistic or historical
writing (Reading Autobiography 4). Life writing is a form of life narrative, a
term that is broader and covers any form of narrative that is self-referential and
is not limited to written narratives; it also includes e.g. performative narratives
or filmic narratives. Autobiography, then, is a form of life writing. The
definition of autobiography dating back to Lejeune has since been widened to
include more than just the traditional printed autobiography in book form. As
Julie Rak points out in Negotiated Memory: Doukhobor Autobiographical
Discourse (2004): “Autobiographical discourse can surface in places where it
normally is not seen, such as legal records, newspaper articles, prison narratives,
and ethnographic recordings” (ix). Not all scholars find even this generously
inclusive terminology satisfactory. In the introduction to Selves in Question.
Interviews on Southern African Auto/biography, Coullie et al. suggest the term
‘auto/biography’ as an alternative to the two terms autobiography and
biography, in order to better emphasise that these two forms can flow into one
another. An example of this would be collaborative autobiographies, where “an
oral narrator tells her or his life to a writing author, who prepares it for
publication” (4). These collaborative autobiographies “reflect the ways in which
the construction of selves happens at the interface between autobiography and
biography, between the intrasubjective and the intersubjective” (9).
Nonetheless, like most scholars I will continue to use the term autobiography
throughout this study for the sake of simplicity and consistency, but the
complicacy and underlying multifaceted nature of the term should not and will
not be overlooked or forgotten.
Coullie et al.’s discussion about autobiography and biography flowing into
each other in collaborative autobiographical works pinpoints one of the central
aspects of the primary texts which I investigate in multiple essays in this study;
the textually constructed self is on the verge between telling itself and being
told. What I mean by this is that conventional autobiography (as defined by
Lejeune) has a single subject that has full control over the writing process since
they are the single author of the text. Here it is important to note that Lejeune’s
thoughts about the autobiographical subject and his definition of autobiography
as a genre are heavily informed by a traditional, unproblematised understanding
of the relationship between language and a subject that is speaking about their
life. However, just like many of the scholars and their ideas about life writing
theory and subjectivity that I refer to in this study, my own readings and
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analyses instead rely on a more postmodern understanding of the subject as
produced through discursive structures and as a social act.
Who is this textually represented self or “I” in autobiographies, then? If we
follow Lejeune’s definition it is the author and principal character in the
narrative, as they are one and the same. Commonly, this author/character refers
to themselves as “I”. John Paul Eakin has argued that “the self that is the centre
of all autobiographical narrative is necessarily a fictive structure” (Fictions 3),
and indeed, this autobiographical “I” is not the same static and easily defined
pronoun that it is in a grammatical context. As Robert Smith points out, this
autobiographical act or process through “which the subject represents itself has
become indistinguishable from its capacity for self-constitution”, as opposed to
viewing the self as existing autonomously without an act of self-representation
preceding the existence of the “I” on the page of writing (57, original emphasis).
Linda Anderson likens this “I” to a metaphor “dissolved into words” (14). She
goes on to argue that “[t]he ‘I’, on which both the subject’s and autobiography’s
identity had depended, is now seen as referring not to a subject but to its own
placing as a signifier within language or in a chain of signifiers” (14). There are
thus many different ways to view the autobiographical “I”. Sidonie Smith’s and
Julia Watson’s (2010) discussion of this “I” reflects this multitude of ways in
thinking about the “I” when they distinguish between four different
autobiographical “I”; the “real” or historical “I”, the narrating “I”, the narrated
“I” and the ideological “I”.
By the “real” or historical “I”, Smith and Watson are referring to the actual
author that has produced the autobiographical “I”; a person that one can (or at
some point in time while they were alive, could) meet, see and touch. However,
this person is “unknown and unknowable” (Reading Autobiography 72). There
can be traces of this person in official and unofficial records as well as in
people’s memories, but we cannot truly get at this “I” through an
autobiographical narrative.
The narrating “I” is the narrator of the autobiography, “a persona of the
historical person who wants to tell, or is coerced into telling, a story about the
self” (Reading Autobiography 72). A narrating “I” often employs a first-person
perspective in telling selected parts of the entire experiential history of the
historical “I”, but it may also be using a different referent. It is important to
remember that the narrating “I” is different from the narrated “I”. The latter is
actually “the object “I”, the protagonist of the narrative, the version of the self
that the narrating “I” chooses to constitute through recollection for the reader”
(Reading Autobiography 73). A narrator telling a narrative about themselves in
the past is narrating “an objectified and remembered “I”, the memory of a
younger version of a self” (Reading Autobiography 73). It is thus the narrating
“I” that is creating the narrated “I”. This narrating “I” is never a singular unit,
but rather a “split, fragmented provisional, multiple, a subject always in the
process of coming together and of dispersing” (Reading Autobiography 74).
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This fragmentation is detectable in a text as the narrator may speak in different
voices.
The fourth and final “I” that Smith and Watson discuss is the ideological “I”,
by which they are referring to how “the “I” is neither a transparent subject nor
a free agent” but rather is “steeped in ideology, in all the institutional discourses
through which people come to understand themselves and to place themselves
in the world” (Reading Autobiography 76). Building on the thoughts of Paul
Smith,38 they understand the ideological “I” to refer to “the concept of
personhood culturally available to the narrator when he tells his story” (Reading
Autobiography 76). Smith and Watson’s concept of the ideological “I” thus
opens up for addressing the autobiographical subject in a postcolonial context,
a context which carries with it the legacies of colonial discursive formations and
epistemologies. It highlights how the textual construction of the
autobiographical subject is a result of the discourse within which it comes into
being. This colouring is present regardless of whether the text aims to
undermine, challenge or subvert a colonial discourse as in The Calling of Katie
Makanya, There Was This Goat, Finding Mr Madini, or to convey what life is
like for oppressed persons within a colonial system as in The Long Journey of
Poppie Nongena.
I find Smith and Watson’s understanding of the “I” especially useful as it
helps illuminate how my primary texts complicate the autobiographical “I” even
further by containing multiple narrating and narrated “I”s. It provides me with
a tool to get at and tease out exactly what happens in the texts, and enables me
to discuss the autobiographical “I” on multiple levels. Even if I do not directly
apply this terminology in the analyses in my study, the multifaceted
understanding of the “I” that Smith and Watson have defined permeates my
analyses and my way of thinking about the autobiographical subjects and
textually constructed selves.
In a collaborative autobiographical context, these four “I”s take on another
dimension through the fact that there are two or more persons involved in the
process of constructing a textual self in the narrative. The collaborators’ level
of involvement and influence over the narrative vary. Smith and Watson (2010)
distinguish between two kinds of collaborative autobiographical writing;
doubled autobiographical narratives and as-told-to or ghostwritten narratives.
The former refers to narratives where two or more people write about the same
events from their respective perspectives in the same text. The latter refers to
narratives told by an autobiographical subject to a writer. Moreover, Smith and
Watson remind us, one must bear in mind that editors involved in the
publication process might also have had a strong level of influence over the text
prior to publication. Editorial involvement can become a problem if it results in
major changes to the narrative, as it did when the Guatemalan Nobel Peace Prize
38

See his Discerning the Subject (1988).
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winner and political activist Rigoberta Menchú, author of the collaboratively
written autobiography I, Rigoberta Menchú: An Indian Woman in Guatemala
(1984), claimed that her editor’s involvement “effaced suggested versions of
[the book’s] narrative by its translators, thus controlling the pattern of meaning
of the narrative” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 68). In addition,
Smith and Watson point out, there may be translators involved in collaborative
writing projects, and this would further affect the finished text. There can thus,
as previously discussed in this introduction, be many layers of involvement to
take into consideration when reading a collaboratively written autobiography
and deciding on how to treat and relate to the “I” or “I’s” in the narrative.
I will let Sarah Nuttall’s understanding and discussion of the concepts of self
and selfhood open up my continued examination of what these life writing terms
discussed above mean in a South African context. Nuttall explores the concepts
of self and selfhood against the background of cultural, post-apartheid South
Africa in her book Entanglement (2009). In this text, Nuttall argues that
selfhood in present times is multifaceted, appearing in two registers:
In the first register the self is that of the autobiographical subject. The
post-apartheid period has seen the emergence of the self from a more
collective consciousness, at least in its public staging. This emergence
does important imaginative work in a society in transition. It carries the
capacity to scramble the codes of the general or macro level; offers a way
of decoding them. ... A second register of the self which is drawn on here
is that introduced by Foucault in his notion of practices of the self and,
in particular, the care of the self, … involving a series of actions and
practices, and forms attention to, of looking at, the self. Whereas the first
register of the self works with the unmaking of the self, with its
unravelling into its incommensurate parts, and with the symptoms of its
complex hidden life, the second [register] emphasizes the work of
becoming someone else, someone whom you were not in the beginning;
an elaboration on the self, an obligation to the self in which one pays
close attention to the self and transforms and transfigures it. (156-57)
I read Nuttall to be saying that creating a textual self in a life writing context
entails both an engagement with and disassembling of one’s self, as well as a
re-construction of one’s self through and within the text, which is in line with
Judith Butler’s and Jerome Bruner’s understandings of the self as not being a
clearly defined, limited, singular unit but rather something that is socially
constructed; theories which I shortly will return to and discuss further. These
observations are useful to me when I approach my primary texts and how the
selves of the life writing subjects are (re)created in them.
In this thesis, the focus is on textual constructions of selfhood. But what is a
text? When Roland Barthes examined the definition of “text” in the 1970s, he
noted that this word had become more popular to use than the word “work”. In
his essay “From Work to Text” (1971), Barthes explored this shift in word usage
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and the difference in meaning between the two words. Elaborating on the
distinction between work and text, Barthes wrote:
The difference is this: the work is a fragment of substance, occupying a part
of the space of books (in a library for example), the Text is a methodological
field. … [T]he work can be seen (in bookshops, in catalogues, in exam
syllabuses), the text is a process of demonstration, speaks according to
certain rules (or against certain rules); the work can be held in the hand, the
text is held in language, only exists in the movement of a discourse…; the
Text is experienced only in an activity of production. (156-7, original
emphasis)
Barthes’ discussion on the distinction between work and text is important to
bear in mind, as it opens up for understanding text as being more or other than
merely a physical object that one can touch or see. For Barthes, as I read him,
the text exists as a process, through utterances and in discourse and language. I
think of these processes as social or multivoiced in nature as we do not speak
from or into nothingness – at least one other party is always involved. I will
return to this idea in a moment when discussing Judith Butler’s thoughts about
narration and narrating the self.
In The Anthropology of Texts, Persons and Publics: Oral and Written
Culture in Africa and Beyond (2007), Karin Barber writes that the word “text”
is based on the Latin word texere, “meaning literally to weave, join together,
plait or braid” (1). Moreover, Barber explains that while a text often is thought
of as consisting only of words in writing, “writing is not what confers textuality”
but that rather, “what does is the quality of [words] being joined together and
given a recognizable existence as a form” (Anthropology 1). Barber goes on to
note that texts have a “double existence – both as context-dependent speech act
and as autonomous entity “out there” in social space” (Anthropology 3). This
duality exists since texts “are constructed to be detachable from the flow of
conversation, so that they can be repeated, quoted and commented upon” while
simultaneously being “forms of actions, speech acts embedded in the context of
their emission and reception” (Anthropology 3).
Part of that which makes my selected life writing texts different, interesting
and important to analyse is located in the traditional Western genre definitions
for life writing and autobiography respectively. For example, in Krog’s life
writing, particularly in her most recent and co-authored text There Was This
Goat, Western expectations on what a life narrative should be like is at the heart
of the entire project.39 The authors are translating Mrs Konile’s testimony both
literally (into English from Xhosa) but also metaphorically, filling in what
39
Krog’s Country of My Skull, on the other hand, is in some ways rebelling against Western
autobiographical traditions and expectations as Krog challenges these by including fiction in the
narrative as well as by amending the testimonies that she includes in her text. Here, the non-conformity
to Western life writing genre expectations is a conscious act by Krog; an educated writer who is very
familiar with and aware of said expectations.
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readers likely would consider to be incomprehensible gaps in Mrs Konile’s
narrative. The difficulty in understanding Mrs Konile’s testimony, something
which even fluent Xhosa speakers such as Mpolweni and Ratele experienced,
is located in what Barber describes as how her words were joined together – that
is, in the textuality of Mrs Konile’s testimony.
When thinking about Barthes’ and Barber’s observations about texts,
collaborative autobiography where somebody writes down another person’s life
narrative stands out among my primary texts since it combines both oral
narration (narrative subject telling their life story to a writer) and written
narrative (writer turning an orally recounted life story into a written text). This
social or multivoiced aspect of texts and narration and that narration has a
recipient is something which Judith Butler explores in her book Giving an
Account of Oneself (2005):
[T]he very terms by which we give an account, by which we make
ourselves intelligible to ourselves and to others, are not of our making.
They are social in character, and they establish social norms, a domain
of unfreedom and substitutability within which our “singular” stories are
told. (21)
As emphasised in the quotation above, Butler finds the social aspect imperative
when thinking about narrating the self. Unlike Lejeune, whose ideas about
autobiographical texts are anchored to the autobiographical subject, Butler
posits that the recipient of the autobiographical narrative must also be taken into
consideration as one approaches a narrative about a self:
An account of oneself is always given to another, whether conjured or
existing, and this other establishes the scene of address as a more primary
ethical relation than a reflexive effort to give an account of oneself. (21)
Butler’s understanding of self-narration illuminates the social conditions of
enunciation, where she underlines how a narrative about one’s self is always
going somewhere. In the view of Butler, the scene of address is primarily an
“ethical relation”, a terminology which becomes especially interesting and
relevant when approaching multivoiced life writing and particularly
collaborative works where spoken accounts of selves are turned into written
ones. In a collaborative life writing context, the first recipient is the writer who
listens to the life writing subject’s narration, and who then produces a written
text that in turn has other intended recipients. The relationship between subject
– writer – reader becomes heavily dependent on the ethics of the writer in
situations where life writing subjects with low social status and a low level of
influence over the end product entrust their life narratives in the hands of welleducated, high social status writers. In cases where the life writing subject may
no longer be alive at the time of publication and thus cannot read the text prior
to publication, this dependency of subject on writer becomes even greater. The
issue of power and influence over a collaboratively written autobiography is
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explored further in my essay on The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena and
David’s Story.
I discussed earlier in relation to the Western history of life writing and
autobiography that all of my primary texts are concerned with the recipients of
the narratives that they detail. The Western literary context which these life
writing texts aim to become a part of (or, in the case of David’s Story, a context
that the character David is portrayed as wishing his text to be a part of) is so
important that several of these life writing subjects prefer to have their stories
written down by someone with a Western education and who is familiar with
that context. According to Butler, there is a particular reason that life writing
subjects have a pre-existing notion of what it means to give an account of
oneself and an expectation of what the end product should be like:
If I try to give an account of myself, if I try to make myself recognizable
and understandable, then I might begin with a narrative account of my
life. But this narrative will be disoriented by what is not mine, or not
mine alone. And I will, to some degree, have to make myself
substitutable in order to make myself recognizable. The narrative
authority of the “I” must give way to the perspective and temporality of
a set of norms that contest the singularity of my story. … The “I” can tell
neither the story of its own emergence nor the conditions of its own
possibility without bearing witness to a state of affairs to which one could
not have been present, which are prior to one’s own emergence as a
subject who can know, and so constitute a set of origins that one can
narrate only at the expense of authoritative knowledge. (37)
A similar viewpoint is found in Jerome Bruner’s essay “The Autobiographical
Process” (1993) where he writes that “how we construe our lives is subject to
our intentions, to the interpretive conventions available to us, and to the
meanings imposed upon us by the usages of our culture and language” (38).
Both Butler and Bruner thus acknowledge that conscious effort and intent
naturally does affect one’s self-narration, but that other factors stemming from
discourse, language and social interaction always affect the autobiographical
narrative and the textually represented self within it. Reading my primary texts
in light of these views, it becomes clear that most of the life writing subjects
and writers (perhaps with the exception of Mrs Konile in There Was This Goat)
relate to, conform to or try to conform to Western social norms and expectations
for what it means to narrate a self.
This Western understanding of what makes a self is thus an important tool
in examining the underpinning ideas of my primary texts. In Sources of the Self:
The Making of Modern Identity (1989), Charles Taylor writes that the “modern
notion of self is related to … a certain sense … of inwardness” (111). He
elaborates on what exactly he means by this in the following two passages:
In our languages of self-understanding, the opposition ‘inside-outside’
plays an important role. We think of our thoughts, ideas, or feelings as
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being “within” us, while the objects in the world which these mental
states bear on are “without”. … But strong as this partitioning of the
world appears to us, as solid as this localization may seem, and anchored
in the very nature of the human agent, it is in large part a feature of our
world, the world of modern, Western people. The localization is not a
universal one, which human beings recognize as a matter of course, as
they do for instance that their heads are above their torsos. Rather it is a
function of a historically limited mode of self-interpretation, one which
has become dominant in the modern West and which may indeed spread
thence to other parts of the globe, but which had a beginning in time and
space and may have an end. (111)
Taylor notes that the Western understanding of what makes a self is not
something we are born with, or something absolute and innate. Rather, it is “a
linguistic reflection of our modern understanding and the radical reflexivity it
involves” (177). As exemplified by the life writing texts in focus in this study
and their South African life writing subjects, the Western model of thinking
about the self has indeed affected other parts of the globe and informed
expectations on what a life narrative is or ought to be. However, it is important
to emphasise that rather than viewing the Western understanding of the self as
something which has spread from a perceived Western/European centre to an
African periphery, the (South) African understanding/s of the self emerged
through a local history and process in which colonialism has played a part. The
Western idea of the self (and of course also many other Western concepts and
ideas) were imported and imposed through and by colonialism, rather than this
idea having peacefully spread across the globe because of it being a superior or
more correct way of thinking. My view is thus that an understanding of what
makes a self is acquired through language, social interaction and discourse. It is
from this point of view that I approach the life writing texts when I discuss this
aspect of the white quotation marks that surround them.
Western ideas of the self and self-narration are what has informed my
primary texts and thus by necessity also the theoretical framework used in this
thesis when approaching and reading these texts. However, Barber discusses
other ways of thinking about the self:
Anthropologists have criticised the idea of the autonomous, atomistic
individual defined in contradistinction to society (as in the “relations
between the individual and society”), and have shown that other cultures’
models often turn out to be relational rather than atomistic. Rather than
starting from a unit – the individual – and building up from this towards
a structured aggregate – society – indigenous theories often start and end
with a relationship, often of mutual dependence. A person is thought of
as multiple, dispersed, unbounded and split, because he/she is part of
other people, or is made up of other people, or is deemed equivalent to
and substitutable for other people. (Anthropology 104)
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An African, non-Western example of such a way of thinking about self and
personhood is found in the concept of ubuntu, which South African Archbishop
and TRC chairman Desmond Tutu describes in his book No Future Without
Forgiveness (1999):
We belong in a bundle of life. We say, ‘a person is a person through
other people’. It is not ‘I think therefore I am’. It says rather: ‘I am
human because I belong.’ I participate, I share. A person with ubuntu
is open and available to others, affirming of others, does not feel
threatened that others are able and good; for he or she has a proper selfassurance that comes from knowing that he or she belongs in a greater
whole …. (35, emphasis in original)
As Claire Moon notes in Narrating Political Reconciliation: South Africa’s
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2008), ubuntu was “invoked by the
Interim Constitution in 1993, reiterated by Archbishop Desmond Tutu prior to,
and throughout the human rights violations hearings of the TRC, and was also
later enshrined in the official documentation ensuing from the Commission and
cast as one of the key principles guiding its work” (35). While one could
certainly argue, as Moon does, that the role of ubuntu in connection to the TRC
“is problematic because the articulation of that identity as intrinsically forgiving
effectively silenced black calls for retribution” (36), there is no denying the
central role that the concept of ubuntu played during the TRC hearings and for
the (South) African understanding of self. This world view is completely
different from the idea of the self as separate from other selves, originated in
the West; selves seen as separate entities into which literature could “offer a
“window onto consciousness” [and provide] privileged access to other people’s
experience” (Barber, Anthropology 103). The way in which the life writing
primary texts in this thesis are influenced by these ideas of self and personhood
originally formed in the West is thus a part of the white quotation marks that I
argue surround these texts.
In contrast to how self-representation and ideas of selfhood developed in the
West, the volume Africa’s Hidden Histories: Everyday Literacy and Making the
Self (2006), edited by Karin Barber, examines how African “personal writing
was involved in the constitution of new kinds of self-representation and
personhood—along lines quite different from the classic model of the formation
of subjectivity in Enlightenment Europe” (7). Barber’s volume examines what
she refers to as “tin-trunk texts”; African colonial life writing texts from the
1900s which were created in both printed and handwritten forms. These texts
existed in various forms such as e.g. tracts, guides to the interpretations of
dreams, advice on choosing a spouse, letters, diaries, notebooks or obituary
notices. Much of this writing was, according to Barber, produced “not only by
the highly educated and publicly visible figures that dominate political histories
of Africa but also by non-elites or obscure aspirants to elite status” (Hidden
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Histories 1). The term “tin-trunk texts” stems from how these documents were
archived:
Such printed and handwritten texts were often preserved for many years,
to be brought out from time to time and read over, alone or to company.
People all over Africa kept precious documents in tin trunks under their
beds … or in a suitcase …, plastic bags …, or a glass-fronted cabinet ….
This hoarding of texts, often taking place over a lifetime … is a kind of
local, do-it-yourself archiving …. (Hidden Histories 1)
Both the writing and reading of these texts were often social in nature, “a social
phenomenon happening all over colonial Anglophone Africa at the same time
and with comparable features” (Barber, Hidden Histories 3). As an example,
letters could be written jointly by several individuals, as they would assist each
other in producing them. Especially the diary entries and letters contributed to
these particular African modes of self and self-consciousness, which Barber
describes as provoking “an expansion and rethinking of existing, predominantly
Enlightenment-based, models of relations between writing and subjectivity
(Hidden Histories 8).
While I recognise that my own understanding of autobiography and what
makes a self by necessity is influenced by Western ideas of the self as individual
and as unified, I find that more recent theoretical discussions such as Butler’s,
Nuttall’s, Bruner’s and Smith and Watson’s do open up for a wider, more
encompassing view of the self as dynamic, fragmented and socially constructed,
rather than an easily defined and described unit. Moore-Gilbert observes that
women’s life writing in particular “is widely deemed to promote models of
dispersed and decentred subjectivity” (xviii) and my choice of theory to lean on
for the analyses reflects this observation, rather than perpetuating the
dominance of the idea of the Western, male, unified autobiographical subject. I
also find it imperative to underline once more, as e.g. Taylor and Barber do, that
the traditional, inner, unified Western autobiographical subject is not
universally embraced. It is my fervent hope that my discussion of this topic has
managed to convey other perspectives and ways to think about self, text and life
writing; ways that would allow for a mode of self-narration that does not
inherently impose white quotation marks on a non-Western life narrative.

Life Writing in Postcolonial, Post-Apartheid South Africa
Unlike many other African countries which became postcolonies during the
second half of the 1900s, South Africa formally became a postcolony already
in 1910 through the Act of Union with English and Dutch as the official
languages. However, South Africa differs in some respects from many
postcolonies worldwide since, as David Attwell aptly has summarised in his
book Rewriting Modernity – Studies in Black South African Literary History
(2005), “it combines in one country the histories of Australia and Nigeria” (1).
Attwell terms it “textured postcoloniality”, by which he is attempting to
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pinpoint how South Africa’s history comprises the histories of colonial settlers,
migrant communities and indigenous societies. This textured postcoloniality is
reflected in my selection of primary texts and their writers and life writing
subjects as exemplified by the Afrikaans-speaking and Xhosa background of
Poppie Nongena/Eunice Msutwana, the Xhosa backgrounds of Mrs Konile,
Kopano Ratele and Nosisi Mpolweni, Katie Makanya’s Fingo background, the
focus on the history of coloureds in David’s Story, the various African and
international backgrounds of the homeless writers in Finding Mr Madini, as
well as the backgrounds of the English- and Afrikaans-speaking white writers
involved in the creation of the life writing texts analysed in this thesis. South
Africa’s textured postcoloniality is an important factor in why the power
relationships between writers and life writing subjects depicted in my primary
texts are interesting and important to examine. The power inequality between
whites and blacks in South Africa precedes the apartheid years since it has roots
that date all the way back to early colonialisation. When this power inequality
is reflected and reproduced in the writer/life writing subject relationships as
depicted in the primary life writing texts, it impacts the textual representations
of the selves in the texts.
While being a postcolony since 1910, South Africa did not become a nonracial democracy until the end of apartheid in 1994. In Social Psychology:
Identities and Relationships (2003), Kopano Ratele and Norman Duncan
discuss the special nature of South Africa and how “apartheid may be
considered a particular extension or variation of the basic politics and conditions
of colonialism” (111). They go on to quote Harold Wolpe (1975), who
considered apartheid South Africa a “colonial society of a special type”, arguing
that apartheid could be considered to be “internal-Colonialism” (Wolpe qtd. in
Ratele and Duncan 111).40 Ratele and Duncan argue that following this special
state of apartheid colonialism, it logically follows to “consider the current postapartheid period as a particularly South African variant of the broader postcolonial era”, and that “[t]here are clearly unique historical circumstances
present within post-apartheid South Africa which differentiate it from other
post-colonial contexts” (111). Like Carli Coetzee, Ratele and Duncan
emphasise “the lack of any rigid demarcation between the colonial and postcolonial” and note “that certain dynamics of race, racism and identity formation
that were present in apartheid South Africa no doubt still feature in what counts
as a post-apartheid situation” (111, original emphasis).
Soon after the end of apartheid, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TRC) was created and began its work. It is almost impossible to discuss
contemporary narration and story-telling in a South African context without
40
Harold Wolpe (1975) also made an important point which adds to my understanding of internal
colonialism when he observed that “[t]he specific feature which is said to distinguish “internal” from
“normal” colonialism is the fact that in the former the colonizing “nation” or “race” or other group
occupies the same territory as the colonized people” (229).
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including the TRC proceedings and its testimonies in the discussion. As Njabulo
Ndebele points out in ”Memory, Metaphor, and the Triumph of Narrative”
(1998), “we often think of stories as imaginary events which we may call tales,
fiction, fables, or legends: stories as narratives of one kind or another”, while
the stories narrated as TRC testimonies actually were “the recall of memory”
(19).41 The TRC placed the focus on the South African people’s personal stories
of what they had experienced and done during the apartheid years. It was a
major change for victims of apartheid whose stories previously were unwanted,
often censored and even deemed illegal to publish by the apartheid regime.
Voices that opposed the apartheid regime were simply “silenced” (Coullie et al
21). Now, after apartheid, the whole world was listening to what these
previously silenced voices had to say via the media coverage of the TRC
proceedings. This shift from censorship to encouragement makes the South
African context special, and has naturally affected the narratives emerging from
the country during and after those years. During the apartheid era, most of the
life writing produced by people of colour consisted of resistance narratives and
political activist narratives. Judith Lütge Coullie writes that “by the 1980s life
writing by black South Africans outnumbered that of whites by about four to
three” (“Apartheid” 42). Important activist narratives by black writers in South
Africa during the apartheid years include e.g. Bloke Modisane’s Blame Me on
History (1963) and Ellen Kuzwayo’s Call Me Woman (1985).
After the end of apartheid in the late 1990s, as Rosemary Jolly and Derek
Attridge have pointed out, the TRC’s “twin responsibility of exposure and
acceptance” was a fundamental part of the scholarly debates about South
African literature (3). Nuttall observes that “[t]he TRC gave rise to, and publicly
brought into being, the relation of self to other as an ethical basis for the postapartheid polity” (7). While black South African writing from the 1970s and
1980s could be said to be centred on bearing witness, M.J. Daymond and
Andries Visagie (2012) note that “[a] confessional mode dominated white South
African autobiography in English in the 1990s”, a theme that became evident
also in black writing a little later on (717). They go on to describe how post1994,
writing in English by black and white has presented a continuing desire
to speak truthfully about the impact of power relations on selfhood (as
confession met witness-bearing), but self-reflection has become less
anguished in the context of a vision of nation building for which the new
constitution and the [TRC] were the public faces. (717)
As Mark Sanders argues in his book Ambiguities of Witnessing: Law and Literature in the Time of a
Truth Commission (2007), there are “conditions of possibility shared by fictional literature and
testimony” which he discusses in relation to testimonial (fictional) literature (156). However, I would
argue that the interaction between witness and questioner, the language used, transcription performed
and any translation carried out - all of which are important factors in a situation where a testimony is
given and which Sanders asserts affect resulting testimonial narratives – are factors which also affect
collaboratively written life writing, something which I show in this thesis.
41
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In relation to my primary texts, Joubert’s text could definitely be viewed as a
way of bearing witness to the hardships of life for blacks during apartheid.
Finding Mr Madini is set in post-TRC South Africa, and in the text the themes
of narration as healing and narration as a receipt for democracy (in the sense
that everyone is allowed to tell their story without any censorship) are tangible.
On the other hand, David’s Story questions this faith in and glorification of
narration.
Most of my primary texts were published during a time period where a shift
from a need to write about the struggle before the end of apartheid to an
exploration of identity and finding one’s place in the new South Africa took
place. The contrast between the primary texts published post-1994 and The
Long Journey of Poppie Nongena originally published in Afrikaans in 1978 is
very prominent in terms of how the texts approach and problematise topics such
as identity, speaking for somebody else or writing about somebody else’s life.
Nuttall has noted how the way literary scholars have approached and discussed
South African literature also has changed in a similar fashion, with the focus
moving more towards questions of identity, voice and memory during the two
decades that have passed since the end of apartheid:
In South African literary and cultural scholarship there has been, since
the mid-1990s, a departure from earlier work in which race was largely
left unproblematised and was treated as a given category in which
difference was essentialised. Such work had focused, like the antiapartheid movement itself, on fighting legalised and institutionalised
racism rather than on analysing the making of racial identity per se. (1011)
Her book Entanglement (2009) explores different forms of selfhood expressed
against the background of multiple cultural forms in post-apartheid
Johannesburg, such as literature, fashion and painting. For Nuttall, the concept
of entanglement opens up new avenues to explore in approaching questions of
race and identity in the post-apartheid era:
Entanglement is a condition of being twisted together or entwined,
involved with; it speaks of an intimacy gained, even if it was resisted, or
ignored, or uninvited. It is a term which may gesture towards a
relationship or set of social relationships that is complicated, ensnaring,
in a tangle, but which also implies a human foldedness. It works with
difference and sameness but also with their limits, their predicaments,
their moments of complication. (1)
Entanglement thus suggests an ambivalence for Nuttall, where intimacy is
gained while being resisted or uninvited, and relationships are entangled and
complicated. Mark Sanders has written about the same issues but from a slightly
different angle and in other time periods in his book Complicities: The
Intellectual and Apartheid (2002), in which he examines texts written by antiapartheid intellectuals, among others Steve Biko, Breyten Breytenbach and
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Bloke Modisane. Sanders’ text analyses the strategies that these intellectuals
have employed in their textual opposition to apartheid, and he concludes that
most of the time two particular strategies were employed:
The first has been to acknowledge, proclaim and promote a basic human
joinedness against apartheid. The idea that apartheid has achieved or
could achieve some fundamental separation is not radically questioned.
The second strategy has been to denounce apartheid’s de facto disavowal
of foldedness in human-being, and to resist the domination-in-separation
that accompanies it. It thus rejects the idea of a realizable separateness
that apartheid ideology asks us to accept. … If the first strategy mobilizes
against the evil of apartheid, we could say the second one does so against
its untruth. (209-10, original emphasis)
The first strategy thus launches its criticism from the idea that there was a
fundamental, basic, human joinedness in the struggle against the evil that was
apartheid, and that these intellectuals wanted to promote and spread knowledge
about this evil in order to combat it, whereas the second strategy has its roots in
an outright rejection of the possibility of separation of people through apartheid
altogether. Sanders does acknowledge that this “typology is deliberately
schematic [but that] it allows us to see how the history of the intellectual and
apartheid yields the possibility of another strategy” (210). Sanders suggests that
a critique of apartheid is better executed when combining elements of the first
two strategies into this new, third strategy which is based on the concept of
human foldedness (which Nuttall also refers to in her discussion about
entanglement):
This [third] strategy would involve insisting on an articulation in any
given situation of general and narrow senses of complicity as foldedness
in human-being. It would, in other words, call upon one to acknowledge
one's occupation by the other, in its more or less aversive forms, but it
would also maintain a figure of basic joinedness to stand watch over each
intervention. (Sanders, Complicities 210, original emphasis)
Foldedness in human-being is, as I read Sanders, what makes up human
subjectivity and it exists even before language limits us and our understanding
of ourselves within binaries and categorisations in terms of race, ethnicity or
sex. Instead, Sanders advocates that we are all part of each other; that there is a
joinedness between all humans that transcends those categories and should
permeate any articulation of critique against apartheid. Both Nuttall and Sanders
propose that self is inseparable from others, and that we must consider this when
discussing apartheid and its aftermath. As Jacob Dlamini notes in Askari: A
Story of Collaboration and Betrayal in the Anti-Apartheid Struggle (2014)42
regarding complicity and apartheid:
Askari is a Swahili word which means “police”. In the South African apartheid context, askaris were
guerrilla anti-apartheid activists who were captured by the South African military and then either tortured
into becoming or persuaded to voluntarily become counterinsurgents for the apartheid government.

42
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Despite its fixation on racial purity, apartheid generated an ‘unwanted
intimacy’ between people that built an insidious complicity into daily
life. The complexity of apartheid as a form of government and a system
of social control was such that one could not simply exist in innocent
opposition to it. Everyone was ‘implicated willy-nilly in its thinking and
practices and shaped their responsibility accordingly’. This is not to say
every South African collaborated with apartheid, or that the mere fact of
being a South African made one complicit with a criminal system. …
There is a yawning gap separating collaborators who staffed apartheid’s
bureaucracies of repression and the millions of South Africans who had
no choice but to live with its police, its soldiers and its functionaries. (8)
One of my primary texts deals with these issues in a tangible manner, namely
There Was This Goat. Already in Country of My Skull, Krog conveyed her
ambivalence towards her own identity and place in the new South Africa as
white and Afrikaans, as well as her conflicted emotions and guilt about being
an unwilling but undeniably privileged beneficiary of apartheid. This is a theme
that she continued to explore also in the collaboratively written There Was This
Goat, and I discuss this topic in my essay on this book. However, while
complicity and entanglement are explicit themes mainly in There Was This
Goat, these two terms are significant implicit factors in all of my life writing
primary texts as well as in the relationships (or lack thereof) between the writers
and the life writing subjects. They can e.g. be traced in Margaret’s initial
hesitation to agree to Katie’s request that she write Katie’s life story despite
their racial and social differences as well as in Joubert’s insistence in a prefatory
note that Poppie came to her for help to write her story, rather than that Joubert
in any way would have approached Poppie to elicit that story. There is a tension
in both McCord’s and Joubert’s texts between feelings of a joinedness as human
beings or women, and an insistence or emphasis on social and racial differences
between these authors and their life writing subjects. Complicity and
entanglement are two concepts which inform this thesis project as a whole.
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Essay Summaries
The analysis section of this thesis comprises four essays. The first essay,
“Collaboratively Writing a Self: Textual Strategies in Margaret McCord’s The
Calling of Katie Makanya: A Memoir of South Africa”, analyses The Calling of
Katie Makanya (1995) by Margaret McCord as a collaborative autobiography.
Katie’s motive for wanting her story to be told is not a desire to find her own
voice and identity through narration, but seemingly rather to add to and
complete the picture presented in the narrative My Patients Were Zulus (1946),
written by Katie’s employer and Margaret McCord’s father, Dr. James B.
McCord. Moreover, Margaret McCord is portrayed in The Calling of Katie
Makanya as finding it problematic as a white woman to write a black woman’s
story. Using the theories of Judith Butler, the analyses show that this context of
the narrative’s emergence creates a complex framing of The Calling of Katie
Makanya. The essay aims to highlight and examine instances where the effects
of this complex framing rise to the surface of the text and create tensions in the
narrative.
The second essay is entitled “Creating a Collaborative Community:
Problems and Possibilities of Collaborative Autobiographical Writing in
Jonathan Morgan’s Finding Mr Madini”. Here, I examine South African author
Jonathan Morgan’s book Finding Mr Madini (1999). In the book set in South
Africa in 1998, Jonathan Morgan leads a writing group for homeless people,
many of whom come from countries other than South Africa. Together, they
write the collaborative autobiography Finding Mr Madini about their writing
group and their lives. Their writing group becomes a metaphorical global
community as the writers depend on each other and on their differing lives and
backgrounds as material for the text they are writing.
I argue that the text illustrates and problematises what it means to be
homeless in a global community. In so doing, the text presents a twofold
approach to the idea of a community; both thematically and through its form of
writing. My essay thus approaches the idea of a global community on a local
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scale and attempts to highlight how Morgan’s text showcases writing as a
communal activity. Drawing on Judith Butler’s argument that narration never is
a singular activity, I also contend that Morgan’s text illuminates how narration
can be communal and social in nature, while simultaneously problematising
collaborative narration through its own structure and framing.
The third essay is entitled “Complex Collaborations: Elsa Joubert’s The
Long Journey of Poppie Nongena and Zoë Wicomb’s David’s Story”. This
essay examines how South African author Zoë Wicomb’s novel David’s Story
(2000) critiques collaborative life writing. More specifically, it argues that the
faltering collaboration between the protagonists David and the unnamed
amanuensis in David’s Story serves as an illuminating critique of past
collaborative works such as Elsa Joubert’s The Long Journey of Poppie
Nongena (1980) by shifting the focus from the end product to the collaborative
writing process that precedes it. The analyses in this essay reveal that the
fallibility of language demonstrated in Wicomb’s novel serves as a reminder of
the impossibility of the narrative project that the amanuensis and David have
set out to work on. Moreover, this essay argues that Wicomb’s novel highlights
what can be unequal power relations between an amanuensis and an
autobiographical subject in a collaborative writing process.
In the fourth and final essay, “Narrating an Other and Each Other:
Collaborative Constructions of Selfhood in There Was This Goat: Investigating
the Truth Commission Testimony of Notrose Nobomvu Konile” I examine the
textual construction of selves and selfhood in the South African narrative There
Was This Goat: Investigating the Truth Commission Testimony of Notrose
Nobomvu Konile (2009), co-authored by writer Antjie Krog, linguist Nosisi
Mpolweni, and psychologist Kopano Ratele. There Was This Goat focuses on
creating a better understanding of Mrs Konile and her TRC testimony given in
Xhosa, a testimony which many found incomprehensible. In this essay I trace
and read Mrs Konile through the lens of Judith Butler and her ideas about selfnarration as a social act and through Sarah Nuttall’s concept of entanglement.
These two approaches emphasise the social aspects of both self narration and
identity formation through narration, and therefore assist me in approaching the
authors as simultaneous characters in the text, recipients of Mrs Konile’s
narrative, and creators of the textually represented Mrs Konile. The authors’
dual function as writers of and characters within the narrative is an important
factor and distinction which has been overlooked or only briefly considered in
much of the previous scholarly research on this multivoiced life writing text.
Moreover, Butler’s and Nuttall’s ideas are employed in my analysis of how the
textually represented Mrs Konile is constructed. I argue that Mrs Konile is
disempowered by the structure of the narrative which positions her as a passive
though consenting object of study rather than an active subject of her own life
narrative. Furthermore, I argue that Mrs Konile’s poverty becomes a focal point
for the authors which simultaneously sets them apart from Mrs Konile while
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also bringing to the fore how the authors’ common education, wealth and social
power overshadow their differing racial, cultural and linguistic backgrounds.
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Conclusions and Discussion
In this section I will summarise and discuss the findings in my four essays in an
attempt to answer the initial research questions. Throughout this thesis I have
examined the issue of South African writers’ multivoiced or collaborative life
writing narratives about black people’s lives. The life narratives that I have
looked at were produced and published during apartheid as well as during the
first two decades following the end of apartheid and were predominantly written
by white writers. My research questions posed to the life writing primary texts
were concerned with how the writers tell or incorporate black people’s lives and
narratives into their life writing texts, as well as what the effects and
consequences for the textual constructions of selfhood are when these writers
tell or incorporate other people’s lives in the texts. In comparing my readings
of the life writing primary texts, several similarities and differences can be
discerned in terms of framing, structure and mode of narration.
I have found that all the life writing texts examined in this study have in
common what I have termed white quotation marks surrounding the black life
narratives portrayed through or discussed in the texts. Both writers and life
writing subjects have been involved in creating or employing these white
quotation marks. In some cases this has been a conscious effort and in other
cases it has been an unintentional result. Based on the findings in my essays I
have argued that these white quotation marks consist of many different
components related to language, racial tropes, unequal power structures
between life writing subject and writer, narrative form as well as a particular
way of thinking about self-narration and selfhood which stems from Western
autobiographical traditions.
These Western norms are also reflected in the form and aesthetics of the life
writing texts examined in this study, as well as in Wicomb’s novel David’s Story
where the protagonist enlists an amanuensis as he, according to the amanuensis,
needed “someone literate” to put his words into writing (2). The novel’s
portrayal of how a life writing subject enlists the help of an educated writer to
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form and shape the narrative into an aesthetically pleasing, coherent text that
conforms to their Western-rooted expectations on what a life writing text ought
to be like is in many ways consistent with the portrayal of this process in The
Calling of Katie Makanya, where Katie approaches Margaret to put her story
into writing. These two texts both contain very similar prefaces which discuss
the work process between writer and life writing subject, though Wicomb’s
fictitious preface to David’s Story is quite satiric in its description of how
David’s amanuensis has changed the text against David’s instructions and
wishes and included “attempts at artistry” and aesthetics (Wicomb, David’s
Story 3). On the other hand, this is done without much pause for thought in Elsa
Joubert’s The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena, where the author explicitly has
stated that the narrative needed to be amended and shaped in order to conform
to readers’ expectations on a life narrative; to become a “real” story as it were.
An important observation based on the results of my analyses is that the
white quotation marks are not solely imposed on these black life writing texts
by those white writers who have written their respective texts without the
permission of or active involvement by the life writing subjects in question.
They are also a frame of mind and way of thinking about the self and selfnarration, which permeate the collaborative writing projects both through the
writers and the life writing subjects regardless of their skin colour.
As my analyses have shown, this expectancy with regards to narrative form
and aesthetics stems from a history of Western ideas about the self and selfnarration. Whether the narratives are made to conform to these expectations for
reasons related to aesthetics, or in order to sell better, or to be taken more
seriously and participate in a certain discussion or discourse, the end result is
that form becomes one kind of manifestation of white quotation marks that
greatly affect the life narratives. As discussed in the introduction to this thesis,
there are other ways of thinking about selves and self-narration. The
Zwelethemba book writing project exemplifies life writing texts which are
much less pruned and less aesthetically streamlined in terms of conforming to
Western notions and genre conventions. These black political activist women
have written their life stories with support from white facilitators, rather than
having these facilitators write their life stories down for them. It is important to
clarify once more that I am not attempting to argue that the life writing texts in
focus in this study are flawed or lacking in any way because of these white
quotation marks, nor that there is a “correct” way of writing them. Rather, my
point is that by focusing on coaching and supporting rather than writing for
someone, collaborative writing projects are less likely to be reinforcing a legacy
of apartheid.
The white quotation marks, in turn, have had a great impact on the textual
selves produced in the examined life writing texts. This is connected to the part
of my thesis aim which centres on the effects on and consequences for textual
constructions of selfhood in the multivoiced life writing texts when black life
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narratives are written by or incorporated into texts written by white writers. The
impact of the white quotation marks on the life writing texts is multifaceted, and
manifests in different ways. As I have argued throughout this thesis, when white
writers write black lives there is a history of Western autobiographical writing
and notions of the self which very likely will permeate the multivoiced life
writing texts that are created. I have traced the trope of the black mother and
how Spivak’s concept of the native informant has manifested in some of the
examined life writing texts. My analyses have also suggested that even though
several of the writers have had good intentions, been well educated and been
aware of the risks of their writing down these black life narratives, this did not
eliminate the problematic ethical and power-related issues associated with a
socially, educationally and financially advantageous person writing the life
story of a person without these advantages. This is especially the case in a highly
racialised context such as that of South Africa when privileged white writers
write underprivileged black lives.
The textually constructed selves in the analysed life writing texts are
modified, pruned, made neat and presented as unified. Moreover, no matter how
visible or invisible the writers are in the life writing texts I have looked at in this
study, they are affecting and shaping the textually represented selves of the life
writing subjects which are produced within the texts. Thus, I have argued
throughout this thesis and its four essays that the premises on which the often
disadvantaged black life writing subjects in my primary texts have been invited
to or allowed to narrate by the much more educated and advantaged,
Westernised writers greatly impact the textually represented selves that are
created in these narratives. Simply telling or including a disadvantaged, black
person’s life narrative is not going to restore a balance where narrated black
lives become equal to narrated white lives; not when these black life narratives
are told on white, Western terms and inserted in white quotation marks.
In several of these South African texts which I have examined in this thesis,
the idea of writing one’s life story is glorified and this act is portrayed as
empowering and life changing. Most likely this is related to the apartheid era
where South Africans could not tell their life stories freely, and because the
TRC attached forgiveness and self-healing to self-narration as a means for the
country to move forward after the end of apartheid. However, the TRC has been
criticised for failing to achieve reconciliation, and even of intensifying preexisting conflicts.43 Multivoiced and/or collaborative self-narration can be
problematic in the sense that it can reinforce and exacerbate social inequalities,
and my analyses have shown that this is evident in my primary texts. For
example, Sipho and the other homeless writers in Finding Mr Madini are still
homeless after the publication of the book to which Morgan holds the copyright,
See e.g. the study ”Survivors' Perceptions of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and
Suggestions for the Final Report” (1998) by Brandon Hamber et al from Centre for the Study of Violence
and Reconciliation and the Khulumani Support Group.
43
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and Poppie Nongena was anonymised and fictionalised in The Long Journey of
Poppie Nongena without copyright to the final text. In fact, none of the life
writing subjects are listed as copyright holders of the final texts. The
discrepancies in power and influence in real life are thus reflected in the life
writing texts.
Finally, I would like to address potential avenues of exploration for future
studies. While my analyses have provided interesting and important answers to
my research questions, they also prompt questions which go beyond the scope
of this study. My thesis has only examined a minor portion of South African
multivoiced life narratives. Extending this pool of texts into a larger, more
encompassing study would mean that longitudinal analyses could be made to
discern and discuss changes over a longer period of time. An in-depth study
looking at any similarly constructed texts in Afrikaans or African languages
would also be of interest.
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