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Abstract 

Through a close reading of Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions, this essay 

shows the key links between the novel and Frantz Fanon’s major works. In addition 

to providing a deeper understanding of Dangarembga’s narrative as a whole, it takes 

into particular consideration the embedded criticism of colonialism in the text. The 

psychological conditions implied by the title play a central role: the essay shows 

how these conditions relate to the colonial situation and how refusing to consent to 

subjugation can be understood as radical criticism of colonial, Christian, as well as 

patriarchal superstructures as well as forming clear opposition to the colonial 

institution. The analysis is primarily based on Fanon and his comprehension of other 

theorists. It also draws on the ideas of Homi K. Bhabha, which will provide an 

additional level of understanding regarding questions about colonial identities in 

general, and Dangarembga’s characters Tambu, Nyasha, and Babamukuru in 

particular.  
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1 Introduction 

 

Nervous Conditions by the Zimbabwean author Tsitsi Dangarembga (b. 1959) was 

voted one of the 100 books that have shaped “mindsets or influenced history” by the 

BBC in 2018 (n.p.), and although the book was already twenty years old by then it 

is still in the memories of the more than one hundred authors, critics, et al. around 

the world who participated in the poll. Dangarembga’s novel can thus be seen to 

have secured its position in the African and the World canon; and although much 

has been written about the novel not enough critical attention has been given to how 

its embedded radical criticism of colonialism can be understood in the context of 

Frantz Fanon and his works.1 This could be due to the fact that the politics of the 

colonial era seldom are the immediate focus of Dangarembga’s narrative; but the 

topic of colonialism nevertheless always lies beneath the surface and affects the 

characters and their psyche.2  

Nervous Conditions is named after the nervous condition mentioned in 

Jean-Paul Sartre’s preface to Fanon’s Les Damnés de la terre (1961; trans. 1963, 

The Wretched of the Earth), and it is specifically referenced in its singular original 

form in the epigraph of Dangarembga’s novel: “The condition of native is a nervous 

 

1 See Christopher N. Okonkwo’s “Space Matters” on the spatial representation; Katarina 

Daly Thompson’s “The Mother Tongue and Bilingual Hysteria” for psychoanalytic theories 

on polylingualism; F. Fiona Moolla’s “Zimbabwean Foodways, Feminisms, and 

Transforming Nationalisms in Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions and NoViolet 

Bulawayo’s We Need New Names” for the significance and importance of food in relation to 

female identity; to mention just a few excellent works dealing with Nervous Conditions in 

the many ways indicated – besides the ones used and referenced in this essay. 
2 As Ngugi wa Thiong’o notes on Dangarembga’s narrative: “while the larger political 

sphere is kept strictly in the background, its effects permeate the domestic scene that mirrors 

it” (120). 
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condition.” Dangarembga’s change of the singular “condition” in the original 

quotation to the plural “conditions” in her title is significant: what affects the 

‘native’ is not just a condition, but a whole set of conditions – as is shown in 

Dangarembga’s novel.3 Interestingly, the credit of the epigraph just mentions Fanon 

and not Sartre, which might be significant and possibly a way for Dangarembga to 

downplay Sartre’s role in Fanon’s work in general; and for her in particular. Sartre’s 

full sentence from which that phrase is taken reads: “The status of ‘native’ is a 

nervous condition introduced and maintained by the settler among colonized people 

with their consent” (Fanon, Wretched, 17, emphasis in the original), a revolutionary 

sentence that is to be understood as an appeal to upheaval: the consent should not be 

given,4 a call to arms if you so wish. Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth was written in 

the middle of the Algerian war of independence5 and it promotes armed violence as 

a means to liberation;6 but at the same time, it also encourages the construction of a 

national culture as part of the struggle: “The native intellectual who decides to give 

battle to colonial lies fights on the field of the whole continent” (170). This close 

reading of Nervous Conditions acknowledges Dangarembga’s part in that battle.  

Dangarembga’s choice of book title could be seen to show her identifying 

with Fanon’s revolutionary thought, and, furthermore, it suggests a psychological 

and political interest. So, too, does her choice of the leitmotif; the disorders to which 

 

3 Dangarembga’s epigraph has, as Charles Sugnet notes, “considerable explanatory power” 

(35) and it shows, according to Alison Searle, the author’s “engagement with revolutionary 

nationalism” (56). 
4 The section following this quotation makes this perfectly clear: “Laying claim to and 

denying the human condition at the same time: the condition is explosive. For that matter it 

does explode, you know as well as I do; and we are living at the moment when the match is 

put to the fuse” (Sartre 17). 
5 The war was fought 1954-62 (Britannica ACADEMIC n.p.). 
6 Algeria received its independence 1962, one year after Fanon’s death and the first (French) 

publication of The Wretched of the Earth. 
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her book’s title refers are a set of conditions which can be seen to arise from the 

colonial position that affects her characters in different ways: Tambudzai 

(‘Tambu’), the protagonist and the narrator in the novel, and her cousin Nyasha, as 

well as Nyasha’s father Babamukuru, are some of the characters who suffer 

psychologically by their subordinate positions as colonised subjects—and the girls 

also through their gender, although it is the colonial psyche which is the main focus 

of this essay.  

Nervous Conditions’ frame narrative follows Tambu and her education in 

Rhodesia during the era of struggle for black majority rule from the 1960’s up to 

1980, before the country changed its name to Zimbabwe following its first 

democratic elections. Tambu and the various characters in Nervous Conditions 

represent different subdivisions from the Euro-Christian cultural sphere that in turn 

is fused with traditional Rhodesian and Shona hierarchies, in which she and her 

cousin Nyasha are expected to negotiate their positions and in which the latter’s 

father, Babamukuru, already has an elevated position – even though he seems to 

want to leave that particular role. Nyasha has spent her personality-forming years in 

England and is expected to become more like Tambu; Tambu, on the other hand, 

wants to be like her uncle Babamukuru – that is, a person who is adapted to the 

white hierarchies, or, to put it in other words, knows to whom and when to bow his 

head. Both these girls’ wishes have an impact on their psychological development in 

the same manner as Babamukuru’s wishes had on him in the past as well as they 

have now, something which this thesis explores through theoretical concepts by 

Fanon and Homi K. Bhabha. Fanon has gained a reputation as one of the leading 

revolutionary thinkers whose work is still “arguably the most important theoretical 

gloss for some contemporary African novelists” (Leitch 1353), and his experiences 
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and writings are an important source in postcolonial studies, and also for Bhabha 

whose work on questions of identity often draw from “Fanon’s psychoanalytical 

model of colonialism” (2151). Bhabha’s major contributions to postcolonial theory 

include his insights into the close relationship between theory and political activism 

and the fact that nationality arises from the narrative “rather than intrinsic essence” 

(2151). Each of those authors adds a dimension of understanding to the complexity 

of Tambu’s, Nyasha’s, and Babamukuru’s characters and through them to the 

harmful effects of colonisation on the colonised subjects, therein revealing 

Dangarembga’s powerful – and yet not fully analysed by critics – political and 

radical message; a message often carried by the author’s narrative on her character’s 

educational careers. Joseph Slaughter, however, comes close to such an analysis, as 

he considers Dangarembga’s novel in one of the chapters of his book Human Rights, 

inc. This important text investigates the close relationship between the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and world literature, especially within the 

field of the “idealist Bildungsroman variant” of the novel genre (Slaughter 52). 

Although Slaughter pays close attention to the psychological elements and also 

identifies a submerged plot in Dangarembga’s novel, his focus is on the relationship 

between the UDHR and her novel. This essay, however, aims through a close 

reading of Nervous Conditions to align Dangarembga’s novel with Bhabha’s 

understanding of the postcolonial identities on the one hand, and Fanon’s two works 

The Wretched of the Earth and Black Skin, White Masks on the other. As Fanon uses 

both G. F. W. Hegel’s master and slave dichotomy and Jacques Lacan’s the mirror 

stage in his works, a certain focus will be given to those theories in the subsequent 

analysis of Dangarembga’s novel, in order to provide a fuller understanding of the 

links between psychoanalysis, Fanon, and Dangarembga, and thereby deepen the 
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understanding of the embedded criticism of the colonial institution in Nervous 

Conditions. Furthermore, it will aim to show how the novel can be seen to form part 

of a construction of a national culture in the revolutionary spirit of Fanon. This 

essay will also suggest that Dangarembga extends Fanon’s interpretation of Hegel’s 

master and slave dichotomy to cover not only situations between the coloniser and 

the colonised, as Fanon suggests, but also relations between colonised individuals in 

different positions in the colonial hierarchy, thus adding complexity to the 

understanding of who the participants in the colonial battle are,7 as well as to where 

those battles are fought.  

A novel that considers a young person’s personal growth and education is 

often considered a Bildungsroman and this essay will suggest that Nervous 

Conditions belongs to that genre—as has been proposed by other critics8 and as it 

has been marketed as such9—but in a redefined form that Dangarembga uses to 

illustrate the fragile state of her characters’ colonial identities and, also, to comment 

on colonialism generally and the colonial position of Rhodesia more specifically.  

Nervous Conditions can, in many respects, be seen to build on the tradition 

of the classical Bildungsroman, where the protagonist’s moral and psychological 

growths are of great importance; but the colonial background in the narrative 

redefines this term in various ways, or to express it in the words of Slaughter: “[the] 

novel is a critique of the Bildungsroman in the form of a Bildungsroman; her 

 

7 Lindsay Pentolfe Aegerter shares the same line of thought when she describes ”the colonial 

equation,” which, as she writes, gives ”voice to” the narratives which ”have been silenced, 

elided, and ignored” (232). 
8 Several other studies point to the same conclusion. See Austen; Hoagland; Slaughter; for a 

contrasting view see Lazzari. 
9 F. Abiola Irene, in an endorsement on the back cover of The Nervous Conditions, calls the 

novel “a Bildungsroman that offers us a moving narrative of the developing consciousness 

of her young, female characters.” 
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[Dangarembga’s] dissensual Bildungsroman challenges the exclusionary and narrow 

universalism of the classical form” (242). But Dangarembga’s appropriation of the 

Bildungsroman form does more than that. By exposing the deep-felt effects of 

colonisation on the subjugated colonised psyche, the author can be seen to politicise 

that form and, while so doing, criticise the colonial institution as such – a topic this 

essay will explore further in the coming sections, where it will be shown how 

Dangarembga’s appropriation of the Bildungsroman form can be understood as her 

contribution to the fight against colonialism and colonial lies suggested by Fanon.  

If Bildungsroman as a form can be seen to represent an assessment of its 

creator’s “own development and growth,” as Geta LeSeur suggests (20), any critical 

reading of such narratives needs to take into consideration both the particular 

circumstances of its creation and the artist’s own experiences and background, not 

least because of the reoccurring “autobiographical component” in these kinds of 

novels (26). One such autobiographical component as regards Nervous Conditions is 

that the author, like her character Nyasha, spent part of her childhood in Britain 

when her parents relocated there to get their higher education and diplomas.10 The 

family returned to Rhodesia in 1965, where Dangarembga attended a missionary 

school and then a convent school (Marangoly George, Scott & Dangarembga 309). 

The author later returned to Britain in order to get a medical degree, but gave those 

plans up; she came back to Rhodesia right before the country’s first democratic 

elections in 1980 and started studying at the University of Zimbabwe, where she got 

 

10 Dangarembga’s mother, Susan Dangarembga, was the first black Zimbabwean woman to 

earn a university degree; she achieved this in South Africa, before getting her master’s 

degree in Britain (Ofosuah Johnson, n.p.). The author’s mother can therefore be seen to bear 

a great resemblance to Nyasha’s mother Maiguru in Nervous Conditions. 
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her education in psychology (309-10).11 Nervous Conditions was first published in 

198812 and was thus written in a period following Zimbabwe’s independence: that 

is, it is written from a postcolonial position but it also considers the country’s 

colonial past in which the author in part grew up.  

The following text will include terms such as ‘African’ and ‘European,’ but 

also refer to a culturally defined group such as ‘Shona.’ These kinds of 

generalisations should not be used without care, but are at the same time necessary 

in this kind of research; the present author, therefore, kindly asks the reader to bear 

in mind that when using these kinds of abstractions they are just rough 

approximations used to describe certain tendencies, but not to make any specific 

claims about any real and living individuals, certain cultures or whole continents.  

The next section will provide a short introduction to the political context of 

Dangarembga’s novel, which will then be followed by a brief introduction to the 

analytical tools used in the subsequent sections; after which the Bildungsroman 

form and some terms associated with that genre are considered and how Nervous 

Conditions can be seen to fit that specific literary tradition. That part of the thesis 

will be followed by a section containing a close reading of Nervous Conditions as a 

postcolonial Bildungsroman, which will be followed by an in-depth analysis of three 

of the author’s characters: Tambu, Babamukuru, and Nyasha. The focus of the 

analysis will be on the effects of colonialism on the mentioned characters’ 

individual psyches and how the reasons for their individual suggested psychological 

 

11 “I studied sciences at school and my university education was in Psychology” 

(Dangarembga in Marangoly George, Scott & Dangarembga 310). 
12 Dangarembga writes, in an article in Women’s Review of Books, that: “The book finally 

appeared in 1988, nearly four years of its completion” (44). 
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conditions can be understood. These reasons will then provide a deepened 

understanding of the author’s political message – a message which is traceable to 

Sartre’s notion of the natives’ consent to their colonial position, something which he 

calls a “nervous condition” as was discussed at the beginning of this introduction – 

but which will also show how Dangarembga’s novel can be understood as an 

extension of Fanon’s battle against colonial lies and colonialism. The character 

analysis of Tambu will show an almost physical transformation of her when she 

enters the modernity and the colonial hierarchies at her uncle’s school. That analysis 

of her character will be followed by a subsection on Babamukuru which will show 

how Dangarembga demonstrates and criticises the role of the missionary education 

in Rhodesia and the effects it can be seen to have had on the psyche of the colonised 

individuals. This essay will then give a relatively large amount of space to a 

character analysis of Nyasha, partly because her character has been somewhat 

overlooked in previous works on Dangarembga’s novel, but also because, as 

Pentolfe Aegerter writes, “She embodies the ‘nervous conditions’ Fanon describes 

to all colonized subjects” (237). 

2 The Political Context 

 

In order to understand the historical context of Nervous Conditions and the 

implicated political criticism in that novel, a brief summary of the period during 

which Dangarembga’s narrative occurs is provided below.  

At the time when Tambu starts her Bildung and takes the first steps towards 

her independence in 1965, another form of independence takes place in Rhodesia’s 

governmental status, a movement which had started some years ago. Having been a 



 

9(76) 

 

self-ruling British Colony since 1923, the British government then initiated a 

conference in 1961 to “reconcile white demands for white minority rule with 

African demands for political progress,” but the 1962 elections were won by the 

Rhodesian Front with promises of white independence ‘for ever’ (Meredith 588-9).  

In 1965, after three years of negotiations with Britain, Ian Smith, the leader 

of the Rhodesian Front, unilaterally declared Rhodesia to be an independent state 

Meredith, 589). Thus, the country took a different direction than most of the other 

former colonies in Africa, the majority of which by then were on their way to, or 

had already acquired, independence from their imperial masters. The Unilateral 

Declaration of Independence, UDI, resulted in a gradual deterioration of the rights 

of the black majority who were soon in a situation similar to the one suffered by the 

“blacks in South Africa” (Lowe 547). The UDI also “drew the first-ever sanctions 

from the UN security council” (Slaughter 232) and that organisation explicitly refers 

to its human rights charter in so doing:  

Reaffirms the inalienable rights of the people of Southern Rhodesia to 

freedom and independence in accordance with the Declaration on the 

Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples contained in 

General Assembly resolution . . . and recognizes the legitimacy of their 

struggle to secure the enjoyment of their rights as set forth in the Charter of 

the United Nations. (S/RES/232)  

The Rhodesian Front managed to cling on to its power until 1980 when the first 

democratic elections were held; elections which made the “African resistance leader 

Robert Mugabe the president of Zimbabwe” (Slaughter 232). 
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3 Theoretical Concepts – to Think the Word I 

 

Most young individuals eventually reach the age when they look at themselves in a 

mirror and ask questions about who they really are, where they belong, how they 

should feel, and what will become of them. In order to consider how literature 

examines topics such as those, a theoretical framework is necessary: especially since 

it is one of the aims of this essay to explore what is actually happening to some of 

Dangarembga’s characters in Nervous Conditions in psychological terms and, at the 

same time, to understand the historical course of events that the author seems to 

suggest leads to a certain kind of development within individuals. Dangarembga’s 

motives for using Babamukuru and the two closely associated girls as characters are 

probably unknown to most of her readers, but the author’s background as a student 

of psychology in the period when Rhodesia leaves its colonial state and becomes a 

free Zimbabwe should be kept in mind.13 So too should the fact that she got the title 

for her novel from Sartre’s preface to Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (as 

mentioned at the beginning of this essay), a work which considers the psychological 

effects of imperialism on the colonial subjects during the Algerian war of 

independence. Dangarembga’s psychological interest is something which is also 

confirmed by her choice of nervous conditions as her major theme, but, as will be 

shown below, her text can also be seen to deepen the understanding of situations in 

which the denial of consent plays a role and sometimes leads to liberation—though 

not only to the kind that what was in the revolutionary minds of the two men behind 

 

13 Dangarembga returned from England to Rhodesia “a few months before independence” in 

1980, and she started “After a brief stint ... for an advertising agency” her studies in 

“psychology at the University of Zimbabwe” (Marangoly George, Scott & Dangarembga 

309-10). 
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the appeal, Fanon and Sartre. Nevertheless, as mentioned, it is the colonised 

individual’s psyche that seems to be the focal point of Dangarembga’s Nervous 

Conditions. The following subsections will provide some background to the 

theoretical tools which will be used in the subsequent analysis of considering some 

of the author’s characters and their psyche.  

3.1 From Hegel to Fanon 
 

It seems reasonable to start a discussion on questions of identity with Georg 

Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), as he is an influential figure in that subject. 

He is especially influential in the works of Fanon, who uses and modifies Hegel’s 

master and slave dialectic in his discussion of the psyche of the colonised subject in 

both his first work Black Skin, White Masks and in his later work The Wretched of 

the Earth.14 Sartre’s above-mentioned preface reminds us that colonial 

administrators do not need a philosopher such as Hegel “to tell them that uneasy 

consciences are caught up in their own contradictions” (8), which gives further 

emphasis to the importance of Hegel’s theories in the context of Fanon. 

Dangarembga’s title Nervous Conditions, as also mentioned above, is taken from 

that preface by Sartre, which strengthens the connection between Dangarembga and 

Fanon, and through him also with Hegel. In fact, the latter can suggestively be seen 

to be one of the inspirational sources for Dangarembga: directly, or possibly 

indirectly through her reading of Fanon. Regardless, Dangarembga’s text enters 

through her characterisation a discussion with European philosophical tradition via 

 

14 Gregory Castle calls The Wretched of the Earth Fanon’s “most important work,” and he 

summarises it as “a neo-Hegelian critique of colonialism” (331). 
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Fanon’s revision of Hegel,15 as well as with Fanon himself; something that will be 

discussed further in the subsequent sections and which will begin by focusing on 

Hegel’s influential master and slave dialectic below. 

Hegel considers the consciousness of the “I” as an internal contradiction of 

another self which the ‘I’ sees but which the consciousness considers as not 

essential, and which it needs to overcome in order to confirm its own self (Hegel 

111). Hegel names these highly dependent two halves “being-for-self” (lord, master) 

and “being-for-others” (bondsman, slave) which are in a continuous “life-and-death 

struggle” to confirm themselves, as it is only through the death of the other the 

remaining one can see itself confirmed (114).16 The Hegelian view of the ‘I’ is thus 

an internal and reciprocal process which will continue throughout a person’s life: 

the battle occurs between an inner master who follows its own path and could be 

said to represent the will of the individual to behave in a certain predetermined way; 

the slave, on the other hand, is more adaptable and conforms his/her behaviour in 

response to external factors. Hegel thus uses the metaphors ‘master’ and ‘slave’ to 

illustrate a lifelong struggle within one individual.  

 

15 Fanon displays a certain tendency to revise and extend Western theories as a basis for his 

thoughts, as will be shown in the subsequent sections. A good additional example of this is 

when he writes: “. . . Marxist analysis should always be slightly stretched every time we 

have to do with a colonial problem” (Wretched, 31). It is therefore not surprising that he 

picks up a theorist such as Hegel, which is: one of the authors whose works are often 

inverted and reversed within the Marxist tradition.  
16 A. V. Miller’s translation of Hegel’s original text uses ‘lord’ and ‘bondsman,’ but this text 

will be using ‘master’ and ‘slave’ as that is how the original German words (‘Herr’, 

‘Knecht’) are often translated and as that seminal text is also known as The Master-Slave 

Dialectic.  
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Fanon, on the other hand, recognises this inner battle but transforms in his 

critical reading of Hegel the struggle to a situation where the metaphors ‘master’ 

and ‘slave’ are used in their more literal sense:  

For Hegel there is reciprocity; here the master scorns the consciousness of 

the slave. What he [the master] wants from the slave is not recognition but 

work. Likewise, the slave here can in no way be equated with the slave who 

loses himself in the object and finds the source of his liberation in his work. 

The black slave wants to be like his master. (Fanon, Black, 195)  

The reciprocal recognition between the master and the slave is thus problematised 

by Fanon who points to the dependency between the slave and his master.  

Fanon’s transferral of Hegel’s problematised metaphors to the literal slave-

master relationship is developed further by Dangarembga, who uses it in a colonial 

setting in which the fight not only occurs in a continuous and direct contact between 

a white colonial master and a colonised individual, but also between the colonised 

individuals;17 individuals who are, in turn, situated in different positions in a 

hierarchy created by the imperial white power. Fanon asks, “What does the black 

man want”? (Black, xii); a question to which his answer is “The black man wants to 

be white” (13). Phillip Honenberger notes, in a discussion of Fanon and Hegel, that: 

Because the black slave is, according to the colonial master’s racism, not 

even fully human, it would be absurd for him to seek recognition from the 

 

17 As many critics have noticed there are only a few white characters in Dangarembga’s 

novel. This is concluded in a very precise manner by Ngugi wa Thiong’o who writes: “the 

whites . . . are not foregrounded but whose overwhelming presence is felt all around like an 

inescapable malevolence that somehow runs their lives or determines the parameters of 

space and time within which their lives will be played out” (121).  
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slave . . . in the colonial dialectics, the slave cannot achieve his freedom 

through labor upon the object. Rather, he focuses his attention on the 

(impossible) project of becoming like the Master—that is becoming white. 

(154-5)  

Dangarembga’s Tambu, however, focuses her desire on the closest approximations 

of the white master – her anglicised uncle and cousin, as will be shown below. By 

doing this Dangarembga can be seen to extend the Hegel/Fanon master and slave 

dialectic and to initiate a discussion with Fanon by showing that his discoveries are, 

in fact, more far-reaching than what he might have realised. 

3.2 Lacan and Fanon 
 

Lacan can be said to continue Hegel’s thinking (but also others’) around what 

consists the mental representation of the ‘I’ throughout his career, but here a look at 

his talk published as The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function (in Écrits) 

will have to suffice. Interestingly, Lacan sees the ‘I’, as the title implies, as a 

function: something is transmitted into a receiver which processes the input before 

sending it back, that is, like a reflection from a mirror. According to Lacan, an 

infant merely six months old can recognise its image in a mirror (94) and that image 

becomes fixated in the child’s mind in a process he titles ‘the mirror stage’ (95). 

This stage is to be understood as “an identification,” that is, as Lacan writes, “the 

transformation that takes place in the subject when he assumes an image” – or 

‘imago,’ the term used in analytic theory (95, emphasis in the original). This stage 

lasts for about a year and the image stored presents an “ideal-I” before language 

restores to it “its function as subject” (96). This Lacanian view of the ‘I’ thus 
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consists of two layers: the foundational ‘I’ impregnated in the cortex of the child 

during the mirror stage, and later, a social formation of the individual whose 

behavioural patterns are dependent on external circumstances.  

Fanon discusses Lacan’s mirror stage in an exhaustive footnote in Black 

Skin, White Masks,18 and he extends the stage beyond the one year period Lacan 

suggests – as can be seen when Fanon writes in that footnote: “every time the 

subject sees his image and recognizes it, it is always ‘the inherent mental unity’ that 

is recognized” (139, emphasis added). In order to apply this to the black individuals 

who are in the focal point of Fanon, it should be noted, as he writes, “that the 

historical and economic realities must be taken into account” (139). Fanon’s take on 

the mirror stage implies a difference in the ‘inherent mental unity’ between a black 

colonised and a white free individual, and, as he argues:  

[if] the white man elaborates an imago of his fellow man, [then] the same 

should be the case for the Antillean, since it is based on a visual perception. 

But we would be forgetting that in the Antilles perception always occurs at 

the level of the imagination. One’s fellow man is perceived in white terms. 

(141) 

 

18 That footnote is seen as the entry point for Lacan into the colonial discourse theory - as 

Bhabha writes: “In 1952, it was Fanon who suggested that an oppositional reading of 

Lacan’s Other might be more relevant for the colonial condition than the Marxisant reading 

of the master-slave dialectic” (47). Bhabha also cites the relevant section from Lacan: 

“Lacan’s question of the alienation of the subject in the Other: He is saying this to me, but 

what does he want?” (Lacan, qtd. in Bhabha, 177). Bhabha refers to Fanon’s footnote 

discussed above, and in which the latter writes: “Once we have understood the process [the 

mirror stage] described by Lacan, there is no longer any doubt that the true ‘Other’ for the 

white man is and remains the black man, and vice versa. For the white man, however, ‘the 

Other’ is perceived as a bodily image, absolutely as the non ego, i.e. the unidentifiable, the 

unassimilable” (Black 139). 
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This delusion, as Fanon calls it, has its background in how whiteness is perceived as 

the norm against which blackness is defined: “it is in reference to the essence of the 

white man that every Antillean is destined to be perceived by his fellows” (141). Or 

to put this in other words and in an extended context: every time a ‘fellow’ looks in 

the mirror he sees a projection of himself through an obscuring cultural filter arising 

from his colonial position, regardless of his or her age, that is ‘the white mask.’ 

3.3 From Lacan to Bhabha 
 

Almost thirty years since the publication of his The Location of Culture, Bhabha is 

still one of the most referenced authorities on the question of colonial identity and 

has written extensively on the subject. His theories often consider Fanon’s Black 

Skin, White Masks and Lacan’s theory on the mirror stage,19 the latter of which 

David Huddart sees as “central to Bhabha’s readings” (43). 

Bhabha engages with Lacan’s mirror stage (or ‘phase’ as Bhabha calls it), 

through which he brings understanding to some specific aspects of the colonial 

discourse by his reading of “primal scenes” in Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks 

(109).20 Bhabha identifies in Lacan’s mirror stage a good model for the racist 

colonial discourse as such, a concept which is concluded very concisely by Huddart 

in the following manner: 

In the mirror stage, narcissism and aggressivity are entwined, and for 

Bhabha this entwinement also characterizes the colonial scene, the 

 

19 For a comment on Lacan, Fanon, and Nervous Conditions: see Carl Plasa (37). 
20 “There are two ‘primal scenes’ in Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks: two myths of the 

origin of the marking of the subject within the racist practices and discourses of a colonial 

culture” (Bhabha 108). Bhabha borrows Fanon’s description of these passages as ‘scenes,’ 

which, as Bhabha writes, “emplo[ys] a theatrical metaphor – the scene – which emphasizes 

the visible – the seen” (108). 
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narcissistic identified with the metaphoric, the aggressive with the 

metonymic. This doubling is a different way of imagining the colonial 

knowledge’s ambivalence, always both aggressive expression of domination 

over the other and narcissistic anxiety about the self. (43, emphasis in the 

original) 

Mirrors and reflecting identities play a very specific and important role in Nervous 

Conditions, and that is why Lacan’s underlying theory in its by Fanon revised and 

challenged form is of particular interest in the subsequent analysis of Tambu’s 

character; in the same manner as Bhabha’s understanding and rethinking of the 

mirror stage as a model for the colonial system is useful throughout the subsequent 

analysis section.  

A further look into Bhabha’s work shows how he identifies three conditions 

for what he calls the process of identification, which underlie a general 

understanding of colonial identities – conditions which he describes in the following 

manner: 

First: to exist is to be called into being in relation to an otherness, its look or 

locus . . . It is always in relation to the place of the Other that colonial desire 

is articulated: the phantasmic space of possession that no one subject can 

singly or fixedly occupy, and therefore permits the dream of the inversion 

of roles. Second: the very place of identification, caught in the tension of 

demand and desire, is a space of splitting . . . Finally, the question of 

identification is never the affirmation of a pre-given identity, never a self-

fulfilling prophecy – it is always the production of an image of identity and 
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the transformation of the subject in assuming that image . . . (63-4 emphasis 

in the original) 

That description of how identities are adapted and formed fits well into what 

happens to Dangarembga’s characters in the transformative processes which will be 

discussed in the analysis section of this paper. 

So far, this text has introduced summarised versions of the Hegelian and 

Lacanian understanding of the ‘I’ in both their original forms, as well as in Fanon’s 

extended understanding; and Bhabha’s theory on the identity formation of the 

colonial subjects and, furthermore, his understanding of the mirror stage as a model 

for the colonial situation as such. In addition to those theorists’ concepts of identity 

comes the question whether the view of ‘I’ is culturally dependent, as Bhabha’s 

identity-forming process seems to suggest, and the other theories seem to allow. 

This is why it becomes particularly important to consider any culturally specific 

factors as regards identity forming when reading a text such as Nervous Conditions. 

3.4 Culturally Specific Factors 
 

One cultural difference, seen from a Eurocentric viewpoint, regards literary 

heritage. Ian Watt (84) has argued that European individualistic tradition has its 

roots in the 17th century when it replaced an older view where individuals were not 

seen as autonomous and independent: but were instead considered dependent on the 

will of the divine spirit through its various manifestations. Ever since, after what 

could be considered as the time of the birth of the novel, it has been the individual 

and the social experiences between single persons whose lives the readers follow in 

that prevailing literary form. I will argue that the largely traditional society 
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described by Dangarembga has not gone through the same developmental path as 

Europe and sees the individual ‘I’ foremost as a part of the larger collective societal 

identity, as will be discussed below; bearing in mind, however, that this tradition has 

also been influenced by its European, more individualistic counterpart.  

As has already been mentioned, Dangarembga’s characters are parts of the 

Zimbabwean population who identify themselves as Shona, a culture in which the 

collective identity is particularly strong. The traditional greeting “How are you?” 

would be responded to among the Shona with “I am well if you are well too” (Thien 

n.p.). This is a Shona philosophy called Unhu which positions the ‘I’ in a constant 

negotiation with the members of the larger group, or as Dangarembga herself 

explains it, in a discussion concerning Nervous Conditions, “’I am because you are’ 

or ‘I am because we are’” (in Thien n.p.). Unhu refers, in the words of Mandivamba 

Rukuni, “to the socialisation process through which a person learns his way of life 

in accordance with the expectations of his society” (qtd. in Magosvongwe 161). 

This traditional Shona philosophy points to a strong collective identity among that 

particular group and can be seen to have influenced Dangarembga’s creation of her 

characters Tambu and Nyasha who will be analysed in a subsequent section – but 

first a look at the Bildungsroman genre and some terms associated with it. 

4 Bildung, Bildungsheld and Bildungsroman  

 

With the above-mentioned theories, which in part explain what can be seen to 

constitute one’s self image in the background, it also becomes interesting to think 

about the form in which literature on identity formation can be produced and later 
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analysed. One genre that specifically deals with the question of personality 

formation is the Bildungsroman, which this essay will put in context in this section. 

4.1 The Bildung and the Bildungsheld 
 

The Bildungsroman circles thematically around young individuals (the 

Bildungsheld) who acquire their Bildung. Sven-Erik Nordenbo has looked into the 

etymology of the term, and he notes that the root of the word, Bild, refers to an 

image and the suffix, -ung, indicates either an ongoing process, occurrence, or a 

result thereof; and that the common German understanding of the idea Bildung 

includes a notion of an active participation in its acquirement (341). Slaughter refers 

to the function of the word Bildung, which he conceives as a go-between for what 

people want and what society expects of people (112). Stella Bolaki adds both the 

notions “product” and “process” to the term (20) and she also cites Susan L. Cocalis 

who has described the word as a reference to “God’s creation of human beings in 

His Image” (qtd. in Bolaki 20). Tobias Boes notes that he and other modern critics 

like Jed Esty associate the term with “‘development,’ in order to highlight the 

intimate connection between personal and historical change” (241-2). 

4.2 The Bildungsroman 
 

A schoolbook would probably define the term Bildungsroman as the development 

of a young individual who through autonomous Bildung and personality forming 

finds acceptance and his/her place in a developing society: and that is, according to 
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Austen, as far as the consensus stretches regarding the term’s definition (215).21 In 

order to not fall into the trap of using the genre as a catch-all term for all coming-of-

age narratives, however, a structural framework is needed.  

The Bildungsroman is, as implied, a notoriously difficult genre to define 

and “has a certain baggage attached to it” (Bolaki 10; 12), one of the heavier ones 

surely being that the genre was largely considered a “masculine form” (14) – a 

notion which is challenged and renegotiated by the use of the form in modern 

literature worldwide. In the same manner it has been challenged through classical 

works such as Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. As Boes notes, 20th century studies 

have shown that the genre continues to be used “in post-colonial, minority, multi-

cultural, and immigrant literatures worldwide” (239), and today the genre is used in 

a wide perspective and includes narratives which only have the slightest 

resemblance to the “nineteenth-century European models” (231). This stands in 

stark contrast to what could be described as a more traditionalist view, which takes 

its stance in those older European models and which are here considered through 

Franco Moretti’s seminal The Way of the World. Moretti sees the Bildungsroman 

situated in the transition point between two societal classes (viii) under conditions 

which existed just for a brief time, in one geographical region, and, as he seems to 

suggest, just for one gender: “wide cultural formation, professional mobility, full 

social freedom” was held in what practically was a patented formula by the “west 

 

21 Fredric Jameson has written in general terms on the difficulty of defining any genre, and 

he sees all genre definitions, also the most “time-hallowed and traditional” ones, as created 

for particular purposes, but which, according to Jameson, are “abandoned . . . when the 

analysis has done its work” (131-2). In fact, Jameson writes, classifications lose their vitality 

when they become “thought of as natural forms” as has been the case with the 

Bildungsroman he argues (132).  



 

22(76) 

 

European middle-class man” in the period between, as Moretti writes, the “French 

revolution and the triumph of capitalism” (ix). The working classes, unlike the 

bourgeoisie, did not have the freedom (that is: means or time) to spend on 

personality forming, however, as they were “A youth without the right to dream: 

this is what makes the working-class Bildungsroman incomparable to” those 

classical works normally attributed to the genre, according to Moretti (x, emphasis 

in the original). 

Moretti thus sees the Bildungsroman form as bound to a specific epoch and 

to specific economic conditions existing only among certain societal classes. It 

could, however, be argued that the conditions in Rhodesia at the time covered in 

Nervous Conditions are, at least to a limited degree, comparable to those in the 

European era to which Moretti refers: the countryside in the rural east of the country 

is yet to be industrialized; those few indigenous individuals who had the trust of the 

ruling majority belonged to what can be seen as a local bourgeoisie; the children of 

that class can be seen to have the means and time for the personality forming 

required by the Bildungsroman form. Furthermore, the English Bildungsroman is 

distinguished from other European ones in that genre by how the childhood is given 

“an emblematic and lasting prominence,” according to Moretti (182). That fits well 

both in relation to Zimbabwe with its historically close links to Britain and to 

Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions, as will be shown in the coming sections. In the 

line of argument here, it could thus be proposed that Dangarembga’s novel is 

comparable to the European model of the Bildungsroman form: but as its creator 

writes from a postcolonial position and considers topics relating to colonialism, it is 

considered a postcolonial Bildungsroman which also fits with the previously 

mentioned critics’ placement of the novel in that genre. 
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It could further be argued, as Boes does, that the colonial space which 

Dangarembga describes “lacks the established discursive conventions of nationhood 

that provided closure to the traditional Bildungsroman plot,” and he continues: 

“Imperial expansion challenges the pretence of an organic relationship between 

culture and state, creates zones of uneven development and negates the traditional 

narratives of formation” (241). His argument aligns itself well with José Santiago 

Fernández Vázquez’ oft-quoted statement: “one of the reasons why postcolonial 

writers turn to the Bildungsroman is the desire to incorporate the master codes of 

imperialism into the text, in order to sabotage them more effectively” (86) – which, 

in turn, aligns well with the main topic of this essay. 

Even though the Bildungsroman can be seen to be a contested term, it has 

still, as Boes notes, “proven to be an unparalleled success as a model by which 

writers and critics alike can understand the world around them” (242). 

Dangarembga’s use of this genre also echoes Fanon’s discussion on the role of the 

native author, in which he sees the artist getting literary inspiration from the colonial 

homeland: “His inspiration is European and we can easily link up these works with 

definite trends in the literature of the mother country” (Fanon, Wretched, 179).  The 

same is true in Dangarembga's case, with Zimbabwe’s former mother country and 

her use of the Bildungsroman form.  

5 Nervous Conditions as a Postcolonial 

Bildungsroman  

5.1 Authorial Incentives  
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As has been noted above, Dangarembga’s novel considers in its frame narrative the 

psychological development of its protagonist Tambu during the colonial era in 

Rhodesia: the author’s use of the Bildungsroman as the form for the narrative could 

be seen as her way to contribute to a construction of a national consciousness among 

the young in the rather new republic of Zimbabwe. That thought aligns itself well 

with one important trait within the postcolonial Bildungsroman form, which is to 

show, as Ericka A. Hoagland writes, “the ongoing remediation of colonialism’s 

traumatic legacy throughout the self-maturation process” (219). According to 

Dangarembga, what she wanted by writing this novel—as she expresses her motifs 

in an interview with Rosemary Marangoly George and Helen Scott—was to give 

young people of her country a story of her own times, as it seemed to her that “if 

nobody set it down, then nobody would know about them” (311). That authorial 

intention can be seen to be confirmed by Tambu’s concluding comment in the 

novel: “the story I have told here, is my own story, the story of four women whom I 

loved, and our men, this story is how it all began” (Dangarembga, 208) – what was 

to end was the era of colonial rule, and what was to begin was the new epoch of 

democracy. 

In the same interview with Marangoly George and Scott, Dangarembga 

mentions her interests in matters regarding identity – and to a question from her 

interviewers about if she sees her novel as one way for Zimbabwean girls to “insert 

themselves into fiction,” Dangarembga replies: 

I like the word you use: ‘to insert yourself,’ because with all the things you 

read, with everything that you’re taught, you construct a kind of cognitive 

map for yourself that is comfortable. I feel that for the people who grew up 

during my parents’ time and my own time this was something that was 
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denied to us, absolutely and completely. And this was done knowingly. 

People were not encouraged to write. (312) 

The author also tells her interviewers about a national institution called ‘the 

Literature Bureau’ which was responsible for publishing any African writing, but it 

would only print “destructive” materials about “traditional witchcraft” and other 

subjects which the parents would not let their children read, and Dangarembga 

continues: “And yet, that was the only cognitive map the forces in power then were 

allowing us to construct” (312). The author’s literary project can thus be seen to 

consist of a form of rebellion against the previous era’s politics, which practically 

forbade the indigenous population to create a national self-consciousness and to 

cultivate a culture based on African history and its values; and also to provide an 

inner structure on which the new generation of liberated Zimbabweans could anchor 

their identities,22 that is, offer an alternative to the stereotypical colonial view which 

locked the indigenous inhabitants to a position as a savage people practicing 

witchcraft. Dangarembga’s project can thus be seen to be rooted in what is probably 

best described as ‘identity politics,’23 which shows that her message can be found 

within the colonised psyche.  

In her writing, Dangarembga highlights how the colonial circumstances 

during the Rhodesian era affected the people of her country psychologically, and in 

that way she can be seen to provide a cognitive map for the new generation which 

helps them to position themselves in relation to their past – in order to look forward. 

 

22 As Bhabha notes above: identities are not pregiven or based on prophecies but can, in fact, 

be constructed. 
23 Identity politics is here understood as a way to promote group awareness among 

individuals who have previously been subjects to inequalities and injustices (Neofotistos 

n.p.). 
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It is therefore interesting to note that psychoanalysis can be seen to be a tool used to 

break up the psyche into “its opposing ‘forces’,” whereas the novel, such as the 

Bildungsroman, can instead be seen to have the task of melding together the 

opposing characteristics of an individual: “psychoanalysis always looks beyond the 

Ego – whereas the Bildungsroman attempts to build the Ego” (Moretti 10-1, 

emphasis in the original).  

5.2 The Transformed Bildungsroman 
 

Dangarembga’s text problematises the Bildungsroman genre as such: the young 

Bildungsheld is a European construct which hardly exists in Africa but has to be 

carved out of the existing raw materials, and the same concerns the educational 

opportunities. Gabriele Lazzari shares the same line of thought when he writes that 

Dangarembga’s novel renounces the prerequisites of the traditional Bildungsroman 

of an unmanageable youth entering society through mutual agreement by showing 

that no solutions are available in the colonial periphery – not real/allegorical nor 

independent/societal (108). One of the many solutions lacking for the colonial 

subject is educational opportunities: the Rhodesian colonial education worked, as 

Slaughter notes, “in the spirit of apartheid” (237-8), and later he concludes the 

system as designed “to undercut, rather than enable or realize, African self-

determination” (238).24 Dangarembga touches upon this subject in her interview 

with Madeleine Thien, when she describes the education of the ‘natives’ in the 

following manner: “There was so much invested during the Rhodesian era in 

 

24 Slaughter here cites his previous work in Clef à Roman: Some Uses of Human Rights and 

the Bildungsroman. 
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educating Africans only up to a certain level and for certain tasks,” and then 

continues, “An illusion has to be created, however, that there was some sort of 

mobility and fairness in the system” (n.p.). Hena Ahmad describes the educational 

system as “discriminatory” and notes that it was a “selective process” which, she 

writes, “made it possible for only a few to obtain a higher education that was 

required for coveted jobs of teachers or headmasters of mission schools” (66). The 

educational system did thus not give particular priority to the education of the 

indigenous population—this befell instead on the Western missionaries and it is for 

such an institution Tambu’s uncle Babamukuru works. 

Although Tambu’s education is the focal point of the narrative, there are 

several other histories encapsulated within Nervous Conditions that also concern 

education; and as Babamukuru’s and Nyasha’s educational careers are of particular 

interest in relation to the topics of this essay, those, too, are going to be considered 

in their own individual subsections of this paper. 

5.3 The Fragile State of Matters 
 

The fragile state of colonial identities is a major and recurring theme in Nervous 

Conditions, and that theme has intrigued critics who have brought forward some 

very interesting thoughts about the two cousins, Tambu and Nyasha. Austen sees the 

two girls as split from one character, born out of the fictional alter ego of the author 

who herself “conforms far more closely to Nyasha than Tambu” but whose both 

stories are narrated through Tambu: a narrative model which, according to Austen, 

gives Dangarembga a better capacity to show indigenous life in greater detail than 

what could be done in the traditional European Bildungsroman (219). Slaughter, on 

the other hand, suggests that the two girls are a rupture from one Bildungsheld, 
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something Dangarembga, according to Slaughter, does in order to illustrate the 

colonial powers’ “hyperbolic promises of native development,” to which the girls 

react in different ways and that results in some of the nervous conditions to which 

the book’s title refers (Slaughter 235). Lazzari, in turn, sees a certain duality in the 

narrator of Nervous Conditions who “occupies two positions” simultaneously: the 

adult Tambu narrating is “organically part of the conflictual reality [of the young 

Tambu the protagonist] she describes” (115). As those critics have noticed, it seems 

that Dangarembga is playing around with her characters and with their duality in 

various ways: it is an important observation and that is why this essay will continue 

to analyse what in fact can be seen as an instability – and by so doing also take part 

in that discussion.  

The present author, in accordance with the suggestion by Austen and 

Slaughter, recognises Dangarembga’s narrative possibilities in choosing a combined 

single protagonist envisioned through the closely related cousins. In this essay, 

however, that metaphorically joined figure is considered through the psychological 

possibilities which are given by that choice; but it is also seen here as an indication 

of Dangarembga’s overarching aim to illustrate the fragile and instable state of the 

colonial identities, as in this case the intimate attraction between Tambu’s and 

Nyasha’s personalities. In order to illustrate the inner struggle within the colonial 

young subject, the option of breaking one protagonist into two opens up the 

possibilities for showing the ongoing fight in the identity-forming process in an 

easily accessible way, as opposed to an inner monologue which might have been an 

alternative path for the author. With this psychological line of thought in mind, this 

essay will now continue with Nervous Conditions and look at the background of 
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Tambu – to begin with using Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage, which will then 

make a path to postcolonialism, Fanon, Bhabha, and also to Hegel.  

6 Character Analysis of Tambu, Babamukuru, and 

Nyasha 

6.1 Tambu’s Transformation 
 

As already mentioned, mirrors have a particular role in Nervous Conditions, for 

example, in the following instance where Tambu thinks back to her childhood home 

at the homestead:  

It was a very fine house, because it had . . . wardrobes with mirrors that had 

once been reliable but had now grown so cloudy with age that they 

threatened to show you images of artful and ancient spirits when you looked 

into them, instead of your face. (Dangarembga 62) 

This sentence is very interesting in many ways: the nostalgic recollection, thought 

by the adult Tambu the narrator, points to the existence of these mirrors since her 

adolescence; the mirrors are mounted on wardrobes, that is, on containers; the 

mirrors had once been reliable which points to a distant past when their function 

was authentic, but what they now show constitutes a threat from a devious past, and 

what they show is not an image but a mirage. 

It appears that Dangarembga’s use of the mirror in this scene extends 

Lacan’s theory in a colonial context: the distorted image is a symbol of the status of 

the colonised individual, which shows how colonialism results in an arrested 

development and that the colonised subject never achieves an awareness of itself as 

an object. Therefore, the individual lacks the foundation on which the secondary 
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identifications could be planted and this, in turn, results in an unstable self-image. 

This line of thought strikes a chord with Fanon who, in a discussion on mental 

disorders and colonial war, writes: “colonialism forces the people it dominates to 

ask themselves the question constantly: ‘In reality, who am I?” (Wretched, 200). 

This question recalls Fanon’s experience of the distorted self-image among his 

patients in a psychiatric hospital in Algeria, where the ‘cure’ was to make the 

‘native’ Algerian “a part of the social background of the colonial type” (200), that 

is, a loyal subject to the imperial power.25  

In the broader African context, a theory has been put forward that, as an 

effect of colonisation, the colonised has been deprived of their own subjectivity 

from which it follows that he/she has been doomed to a “lifeless form of identity 

(objecthood). Not only is the self no longer recognized by the other; the self no 

longer recognizes itself,” as Achille Mbembé writes (241, emphasis in the original). 

The question that Dangarembga seems to pose through her narration of Tambu’s 

childhood mirror in the quotation above is what happens if this stage in the 

individual development is scrambled, as is indicated by the ‘cloudy image’ in that 

mirror. Because Tambu’s reflection in the mirror is clouded, it cannot fulfil its 

function and give the expected answer to her question: ‘who am I?’ In that sense she 

becomes metaphorically locked into a position of objecthood, which aligns well 

with Mbembé’s observations, as well as the above-mentioned experiences by Fanon. 

This shows how Dangarembga uses psychological means to criticise the colonial 

 

25 The Algerian patients to which Fanon refers are not only soldiers of war: “The truth is that 

colonialism in its essence was already [before 1954, that is: before the war] taking on the 

aspect of a fertile purveyor for psychiatric hospitals” (Wretched, 200). 
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institution: the effects of colonialism reached into the inner core of those affected 

and not even the simple question of ‘who am I’ could be answered.  

Bhabha raises the importance of mirrors in postcolonial literature when he 

reminds us of the “philosophical tradition of human identity as the process of self-

reflection in the mirror of (human) nature,” which in that context comes back as an 

insistent interrogation, as he writes, “of the frame, the space of representation, 

where the image . . . is confronted with its difference, its Other” (66). When Tambu 

looks at the scrambled image in the old mirror she tries to see her true ‘I,’ but as this 

fails she instead looks at the invisibleness of herself and, to continue with Bhabha, 

that could be seen as a way of highlighting her “transitive demand for a direct 

object of self-reflection” (67, emphasis in the original), that is, how a point to which 

Tambu could anchor herself as a subject is lacking. 

Thus, the author can be seen to indicate that the period of personality 

foundation (“rootstock” in Lacan’s words, 96) is, at least in Tambu’s case, open 

longer than the eighteen months Lacan mentions (xx). This is also something that 

fits the above-mentioned revision of Lacan by Fanon: taking into consideration the 

background of the colonised subject, every time he/she looks into a mirror what they 

see is a reflection filtered through the racialized filter in which he/she “is perceived 

in white terms,” to repeat the gist of Fanon’s adaptation of the mirror stage (Black, 

141). It seems that what Dangarembga suggests in the mirror episode is an earlier 

arrested psychological development of Tambu; something which becomes even 

more evident when Tambu arrives in her new setting at her uncle’s missionary 

school, where she sees “a dresser with a full-length mirror so bright and new that it 

reflected only the present” (Dangarembga 75) in her bedroom. This new mirror, 
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which shows only the present, continues to play a role in the coming parts of this 

thesis. 

This essay will now revisit Hegel’s master and slave dialectic in both its 

original and its by Fanon extended form, this in order to understand the singular 

Tambu-Nyasha-character in one of the central chapters of Nervous Conditions, that 

is, when the young Bildungsheld arrives at her uncle’s house to begin her period of 

self-improvement and discovery.  

When Tambu arrives at her uncle’s house to attend the school in which he is 

the headmaster, she is going to share her room with Nyasha. Nyasha has forgotten 

her local language ‘Shona’ while living in England and is now considered as an 

outsider by her friends at school. She has experienced a similar kind of exclusion 

during her time in Europe as she now experiences in Rhodesia – she could be 

described as having passed “from one way of life to another, but not from one life to 

another” (Fanon, Black, 195). Tambu is well accustomed to the local language and 

customs and thus possesses what Nyasha is expected by her parents to acquire. But, 

on the other hand, she strives after the Britishness possessed by Nyasha, as that 

represents a key to a life away from the poverty and hunger which she has grown up 

with. That shows how both girls’ identities are fluid and attracted towards each 

other, something which is especially noticeable in Tambu’s behaviour when she 

moves in with the Babamukuru household.  

On the very first evening, her uncle Babamukuru makes it clear to Tambu 

that she should be grateful for the opportunity she has been given by summoning her 

to what is best described as an audience. During this unequal meeting the uncle 

gives a speech that considers both Tambu’s mental and material emancipation, but 

“he [also] pointed out that the blessing [she] had received was not an individual 
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blessing but one that extended to all members of [her] less fortunate family” 

(Dangarembga 89). What the uncle does is to assume a privileged position that has 

been granted to him by the colonial powers; a position which enables him to extend 

his blessings to his poor relative, and makes him capable of promising the 

previously unattainable: “I would not only go to school but learn ways and habits 

that would make my parents proud of me” (89). The idealised ways and habits to be 

taught are, of course, those the uncle had acquired through his own Bildung in 

European-Christian settings; and those Tambu needs to replace are those associated 

with her native status, that is, her Shona ways: an example of which regards the 

simple matter of drinking tea. At the homestead ‘having tea’ was only a question of 

boiling water and milk, “if there was any,” and adding the tea and then drinking it 

(72). At Babamukuru’s household the tea is served by a maid and, as in the 

following occasion when Tambu first has tea at the mission with her aunt Maiguru, 

“there were pots and jugs and cups and saucers, all flowery and matching, with a 

teaspoon for the sugar and two more for Maiguru and me to stir our tea with. It was 

all very novel and refined” (72). That scene is heavily loaded with colonial 

connotations: a maid serving the master a hot drink often associated with the jewel 

in the empire’s crown. But Tambu’s transformation is not only a question of 

learning new ways to behave, what is in fact suggested by Dangarembga’s narrative 

is the construction of a new identity, something which the author makes into a rite 

of passage, as will be shown below.  

The ritual is performed during the first days of Tambu’s arrival at her new 

home and begins already on the first night. She joins her cousin in their shared 

bedroom but, as she is not familiar with the electric lights, she does not know how 

to switch them off and that is why “Nyasha climbed out of bed, advising me to 
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make an effort to stop being a peasant, which distressed me no end” (Dangarembga 

90). Tambu does not know what a ‘peasant’ really is,26 but lies down in the bed 

where her mind wonders away and comes to think of her mother who takes her own 

suffering from being “female and poor and uneducated and black so stoically that I 

was ashamed of my weakness in succumbing so flabbily to the strangeness of my 

new circumstances” (91). The next day, the young girl takes her first ever bath in a 

modern bathtub: “I washed and scrubbed and rubbed, soaping myself three times 

over, not because I thought I was dirty but simply because it felt so enjoyably warm 

and wet and clean” (92). The transformation of Tambu is now almost complete and 

she is prepared to assume her new identity: the washing, scrubbing, and rubbing has 

rinsed the ‘peasant’ out of her and she has undergone the social cleansing necessary 

to enter the bourgeoisie and modernity provided to her by the uncle. Tambu puts on 

a new dress, bought for her by her uncle, and looks at her own reflection in the 

above-mentioned mirror and thinks of herself as looking better than ever before. 

This is confirmed by her cousin, who looks and examines Tambu in the reflection in 

the same mirror: “’Not bad,’ she agreed, standing beside me to observe my 

reflection” (92); a sentence in which Nyasha apparently approves of their 

symbolical fusion. Later the cousins head off to school dressed in exactly the same 

kind of outfit and looking like sisters. Tambu even imitates Nyasha’s “walk and the 

set of her head so that everyone would see that [they] were a unit.” She thinks of 

this time as the “period of her reincarnation:” 

 

26 This notion echoes Fanon when he writes: “I am a black man—but naturally I don’t know 

it, because I am one” (White, 168). 
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I was clean now, not only on special occasions but every day of the week. I 

was meeting, outside myself, many things that I had thought about 

ambiguously; things that I had always known existed in other worlds 

although the knowledge was vague; things that had made my mother 

wonder whether I was quite myself, or whether I was carrying some other 

presence in me. (94)  

This episode shows the ambivalent state of Tambu’s id: the out-of-body feeling, not 

feeling as her-self, and the “carrying [of] some other presence” within her. This 

informs the reader of an ongoing transformative process in which Tambu assumes 

the same hierarchical position as Nyasha; in line with Fanon’s thinking, she enters 

the compartment inhabited by her cousin, who could be seen as of a different 

species.27  

The life Tambu leaves behind her is the one she associates with her 

mother’s existence as “female and poor and uneducated and black” (91), a sentence 

in which Dangarembga stacks the four nouns and thus equates them: a pattern of 

tradition which Tambu is seemingly breaking through her transition. This equation 

bears great resemblance to Fanon’s formula, in which he writes: “In the colonies the 

economic substructure is also superstructure. The cause is the consequence; you are 

rich because you are white, you are white because you are rich” (Wretched, 31). 

However, in Dangarembga’s sentence the conditions are inverted: you are poor 

because you are a black woman, you are a black woman because you are poor. 

 

27 “This world is divided into compartments, this world cut in two is inhabited by two 

different species” (Fanon, Wretched, 30). 
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The colonial hegemony can be seen to be conceptualised when the author writes: 

“things that I had always known existed in other worlds” (94). Tambu has now been 

able to locate the space she knew existed on her cognitive map, and to enter this 

new territory a meticulous treatment of her skin was required: washing, scrubbing, 

and rubbing repeated three times over – emphasising both the sanctity of the ritual 

as well as the difficulty of the task at hand. In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon 

discusses what he calls the “epidermal racial schema,” in which he feels himself 

positioned as a black Antillean man living in France; this offers him no other 

solution than to give himself “up as an object” (92). Therefore, he asks himself 

rhetorically: 

What did this mean to me? Peeling, stripping my skin, causing hemorrhage 

that left congealed black blood all over my body. Yet this consideration of 

myself, this thematization, was not my idea. I wanted quite simply to be a 

man among men. (Black, 92) 

What Tambu can suggestively be seen to do is to give herself up and leave her 

epidermal position in order to enter a space which she associates with whiteness – in 

accordance with the hegemonic societal structures of her country. Bhabha describes 

‘skin’ as a fetish which, in contrast to hidden sexual fetishes, is a visible carrier of 

the stereotypical information of its owner and which “plays a public part in the 

racial drama that is enacted every day in colonial societies” (112). Dangarembga 

could be seen to be describing Tambu’s separation, not from her skin colour, but 

from certain stereotypes associated with it – she becomes like the idealised black 

who has been assigned a certain role by the whites in order to rescue themselves 

from the savagery the ‘natives’ supposedly live in; “what is being dramatized is a 
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separation,” to continue with Bhabha’s discussion on Fanon, “between races, 

cultures, histories, within histories – a separation before and after that repeats the 

mythical moment or disjunction” (118, emphasis in the original): a description 

which aligns itself well with Dangarembga’s narrative on Tambu’s transformation. 

This episode could also be understood as Tambu refusing to subordinate herself to 

the patriarchal hierarchies which have shackled her mother – that is, she refuses to 

give her consent to the traditional role of Shona women; which, in turn, is an 

example of how Dangarembga expands the understanding of where and between 

whom the colonial battles are fought. 

Tambu’s rite of passage above resonates well with Hegel’s philosophy of 

the master and slave dialectic but literalized in Dangarembga’s interpretation by the 

two girls rather than an ongoing struggle within one single individual. This is maybe 

a way for the author to incorporate into her narrative the collective identity in the 

Shona culture to which the girls belong. When Tambu moves in with her uncle, her 

and Nyasha’s identities have not yet reached the suggested Hegelian ‘spiritual unity’ 

(Hegel 111) and could be seen to exist individually as each other’s opposites: 

Nyasha is “the independent consciousness whose essential nature is to be for itself,” 

while Tambu could be described as “the dependent consciousness whose essential 

nature is simply to live or to be for another,” if Hegel’s descriptions were to be 

applied (115). When the girls look at each other’s reflections in the mirror “They 

recognize themselves as mutually recognizing” each other (112, emphasis in the 

original). In fact, Tambu could be said to see herself as a complete entity for the first 

time – but this complete entity consists of the ‘I’ she has become by adapting, 

symbolically, the closest existing proxy for the absent coloniser. At the same time, 

Nyasha becomes part of a single ‘it,’ their symbolically joint consciousnesses. The 
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new Tambu has, through her recognition of her own reflection in the mirror, come 

“out of itself” (Hegel 111, emphasis in the original).  

To continue the discussion of ‘it’ in Hegel’s terms, the ‘out of itself’ has 

double significance: that one consciousness loses itself as ‘it’ and now 

conceptualises itself as something else; but also that ‘it’ has replaced the other self-

consciousness, which is now considered non-essential, as ‘it’ sees itself in the other 

(111). This ‘it,’ the two girls’ self-consciousness that is perpetually moving back 

and forth, sees in the other what it is it-self and so “each does itself what it demands 

of the other, and therefore also does what it does only in so far as the other does the 

same” – what only one could do would be pointless, as what occurs can only happen 

if the action is initiated by them both and it also affects them both (111-112).  

Through the exchange that occurs in the light-switch episode mentioned 

above, Nyasha symbolically extends a piece of her European identity to Tambu: the 

differences are balanced out and they become slightly more the same. This shift is 

most noticeable in Tambu, who, as Elleke Boehmer notes, becomes “increasingly 

more like Nyasha” (144). Dangarembga thus shows how a ‘spiritual unity’ is 

established between the two cousins: it is not, however, a fait accompli but a 

continuous inner struggle, something which in the end could be considered as the 

cause of some of Nyasha’s nervous conditions. Nyasha’s condition will be 

considered in a subsequent subsection with an analysis of her character; but, before 

that, a look at her father, Babamukuru. 

6.2 Babamukuru’s Bildung 
 

Babamukuru’s history serves as an interesting contrast to the European 

Bildungsroman tradition in which the young Bildungsheld enters his/her education 
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with the consent of the society at large and by his/her own will, and where the 

expected outcome will be of benefit to all. However, as Lazzari observes, 

Babamukuru’s embedded and idealised Bildungsroman within Nervous Conditions 

is bent “to the specificities of the colonial situation,” to make it possible for 

Dangarembga to “prove that a fictional compensation for the historical 

contradictions of the colonized space is not available” (116). One of the historical 

contradictions is regarding the colonial power’s incentives: the motifs of providing 

education to the ‘natives’ through the imperial structures in Africa were different 

from the European ones. This can be understood from a description by the late 

Ghanaian poet Kofi Awoonor, himself a former missionary student: 

The school was the most important instrument of Christian missionary work 

in Africa . . . A child who entered the Christian mission school, however, 

was expected to cut ties with the religious and ritualistic structure of his 

now-pagan family . . . This weaning away process was then intensified, 

exploiting the legitimate aspirations of the child and his parents, who were 

told that Christian education was their hope of escape from the torments of 

hell and from the material degradations of their uncivilized existence. (qtd. 

in Nzingha Gaffin 292). 

The system thus had the aim of making God-abiding Christians out of the 

presumably savage native individual, with the pretence of saving him- or herself; 

but as the analysis of Dangarembga’s narrative below shows, the reasons were to the 

benefit of the coloniser, not to the colonised.  

Tambu used to help her grandmother, who was an “inexorable cultivator of 

land,” and while they were working the land she would give Tambu the “history that 
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could not be found in the textbooks;” and among those is also the story of 

Babamukuru’s childhood (Dangarembga 17), a story which she had heard her 

grandmother tell many times (89). Tambu’s grandmother tells her about how the 

family once lived in an area where the “soil is ripe” and the family was wealthy with 

“many fat herd of cattle” (18). But this was all before the “Wizards28 well versed in 

treachery and black magic came from the south and forced the people from the 

land” (18), and thus the family was involuntarily moved from their old homelands – 

and came to settle at the location of the homestead where Tambu and her family live 

at this time (18). Tambu’s grandfather was tricked into working in the goldmines, 

where he eventually died, and her grandmother was left alone to support their six 

children (18-9). After some time, Tambu’s grandmother heard of “wizards” who 

looked like those who had driven them from their lands but nevertheless were “not 

of them,” and who had sat up a mission close to the homestead (19). She took the 

then nine-year-old Babamukuru to the mission, “wearing a loin-cloth,” and these 

“holy wizards” took him in and the grandmother begged them to “prepare him for 

life in their world” (19). The missionaries thought that Babamukuru was a good 

boy, and “cultivable, in the way land is, to yield harvests that sustain the cultivator” 

(19).  

The episode above describes and criticises the colonial educational system 

in a very concise manner. On the surface level, the narrative criticises the white 

 

28 When Dangarembga writes of this grandmotherly history lesson it is interesting that she 

lets the grandmother call the European settlers ‘wizards,’ a term which bears great 

resemblance to Sartre’s preface in which he, in conjunction to the sentence from which 

Dangarembga got the title to her novel, writes of the Western culture as ‘witchery,’ and, he 

adds, “if I were them [the colonised] . . . I’d prefer my mumbo-jumbo to their [the 

coloniser’s] Acropolis” (17). 



 

41(76) 

 

settler’s occupation of the best farming lands, which pushed the rightful owners to 

less fertile areas. A more careful reading, however, reveals further criticism: Tambu 

knows when she hears the stories from her grandmother that what she listens to is 

the story of her people, unlike what they teach at school, thus exposing the lies 

within the colonial educational system. But it also confirms how the Christian 

education functioned in the exploitative manner described by Awoonor; it is for the 

benefices of the cultivator the Bildungsheld is to be educated and Christianised.29 

Noteworthy is also the way the author associates the white settler’s Christianity with 

“treachery and black magic” (18), thus turning the whites into ‘savages’ in a 

reversal of one of the racist tropes which associates the ‘natives’ with those words. 

This episode is yet another example of how Dangarembga problematises the 

concept of Bildung in a colonial setting.  

Having Bhabha’s notion of the master and slave dialectic as a model for the 

colonial situation in mind, it could be added that the preparation for Babamukuru’s 

“life in their world” (19) consisted of learning ‘the Word of the Lord,’ that is, to 

learn the master codes of the empire through Christianity and the English language. 

Or, to put it in other words, Babamukuru is a ‘slave’ learning his master’s language 

in order to continue the subjugation of his fellow countrymen in his master’s place; 

that is, to become the proxy it has been suggested above. 

However, to return to the narrative, all this education for Babamukuru 

comes at a price, as his story will show and which Tambu has later found out by 

asking “many people . . . what they recollect” (Dangarembga 13-4). In order to 

 

29 As also Sugner notes when he writes: Babamukuru is “created by the British colonial 

system to serve its purposes” (36). 



 

42(76) 

 

receive his education, Tambu’s uncle had to leave his mother behind, not once but 

twice: the first time to go to South Africa to attain his bachelor’s degree, and then to 

England for his master’s; and by the time the second scholarship was offered he 

already had a family of his own (13-4). But the missionaries offered a scholarship to 

his wife too, as they were “so anxious . . . that this intelligent, disciplined young 

couple be trained to become useful to their people,” that is, for the missionaries’ 

own purposes (14). Babamukuru could not refuse this opportunity, as that would 

have angered his beneficiaries and “he would have had fallen from grace and they 

would have taken under their wings another young African in his place” (14). 

Babamukuru thus had no choice but to take the opportunity given to him and his 

wife, and he brought their children with them to England in order to protect Nyasha 

and her brother from the “hardship that he had experienced as a young child” (14). 

When Babamukuru and his family return to Rhodesia from England, he is 

considered the “returning prince” (36) who will now become the beneficiary for the 

rest of his extended family through the wealth he will make as the mission’s 

headmaster, and it is mostly in this elevated capacity he is positioned throughout the 

narrative. 

It is interesting to consider here what has actually happened to Babamukuru 

up to this point: he has left the rural area of the homestead, gone through his 

educational period into modernity, and returned in order to be an integrated part of 

the social context which once allowed him to leave; which in many ways aligns 

itself with the educational trajectory typical of a Bildungsheld in a Bildungsroman. 

However, the social order into which he is to be incorporated is not, in the 

previously described manner, interested in the wellbeing of the local population, but 

has as its aim to transform the local inhabitants into god-abiding Christians – that is, 
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to give away their local ‘heathen’ beliefs in order to replace them with the 

superstition originating from Europe instead. Furthermore, it should be noted how 

the author lets the missionaries treat Babamukuru as an easily replaceable 

commodity—had he not accepted their offer, then any other ‘native’ would have 

gladly taken his place. This constitutes a direct and distinctive criticism of the 

colonial system and the white Christian ‘wizardry,’ something which the present 

author considers a part of Dangarembga’s suggested fight against the colonial lies in 

the spirit of Fanon.  

By entering the European colonial hierarchy Babamukuru also becomes an 

agent for the dominant group, which has an interest in maintaining its hegemonic 

position (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 170) – that is, besides the Shona hierarchy 

where Babamukuru already holds his position and which it also is in his interest to 

maintain. Furthermore, the relationship between Babamukuru and his employers 

aligns itself with the previously mentioned adaptation of Hegel by Fanon in which 

the terms ‘master’ and ‘slave’ are seen to be used in their more literal meaning: 

what Babamukuru wants is to belong to what he acknowledges as the master’s class, 

but what his masters/employers want is his work. So too does Babamukuru’s 

relationship with the missionaries align itself with Bhabha’s understanding of the 

mirror stage as a model for the colonial situation: the mission is anxiously guarding 

its interests in a continuing production of obedient carriers of their message and, at 

the same time, dominating the colonised subject aggressively by seeing him as a 

replaceable commodity – that is, through their threats. 

In the context of authorial intention, it could also be remarked that 

Dangarembga shows her intended audience the kind of choices the previous 

generations once had: the grandmother’s actions could be seen as ‘damage-control’ 
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– she simply did the best under the circumstances; Babamukuru’s choice was either 

to be able to follow the tradition in which he, as the oldest son, was expected to be 

responsible for the future of his entire family – or to return to his childhood home 

marked by poverty, which would have been the result if he had contested the 

missionaries’ offer. But for Babamukuru the psychological price for his choice has 

been high and he is torn between the expectations of his white ‘masters’ and his 

family. The authorities think of him as a “good African” who, like their offspring, 

would think of “nothing except serving their communities” (Dangarembga 109), but 

Babamukuru resists the expectations, and does “not approve of European habits” 

(108). He is, in fact, described throughout the novel as an unhappy man: he 

communicates through grunts, such as when he “grunted briefly by way of reply” 

(81), and he gets angry and frustrated when his orders are disobeyed: “I told you [a 

misbehaving distant relative employed by Babamukuru] personally that you must 

. . . but you did not do it. Why have you disobeyed my orders?” (139), to give just a 

couple of examples.  

Nevertheless, even though Babamukuru disapproves of European habits he 

also challenges the local traditions as he sees fit, such as in the following episode 

when the family had experienced a series of misfortunes: Babamukuru’s brother 

Jeremiah suggests a traditional ceremony with a “medium” to change the path of the 

bad luck that has been “sent” to them (148). This upsets Babamukuru who considers 

his brother’s ways heathen and accuses him of wanting to bring in “witchdoctors” 

into his home and, instead, suggests another explanation for their bad luck: 

But rather than say they [the misfortunes] are the result of an evil spirit that 

someone has sent among us, I have been thinking they are the result of 

something that we are doing that we should not be doing, or the result of 
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something that we are not doing that we should be doing. That is how we 

are judged, and blessed accordingly. (149) 

It is noticeable that Dangarembga provides Jeremiah, who is still rooted in the local 

belief system, with a neutral term “medium” which the author contrasts to the 

westernised brother’s use of the derogatory term “witchdoctor.” Babamukuru’s 

Christian inclination is visible in the quotation above in his use of the words 

“judged” and “blessed,” and his intended solution to the problems at hand contrasts 

the traditional and Christian belief systems further: 

[Babamukuru:] Jeremiah, even now, so many years after our mother passed 

away, you are still living in sin. You have not been married in church before 

God. This is a serious matter, so I have been saving a little, a very little bit 

of money for a wedding for you and [Tambu’s mother] Mainini. (149) 

One kind of superstition is thus aligned with another by the author. Fanon, who 

compares the coloniser’s church to the insecticide DDT,30 writes:  

The Church in the colonies is the white people’s Church, the foreigner’s 

Church. She does not call the native to God’s ways but to the ways of the 

oppressor. And as we know, in this matter many are called but few chosen. 

(Fanon, Wretched, 32) 

Babamukuru, one of the chosen few, is thus torn between his wish to make his 

children follow Shona traditions, on the one hand, and his desire to follow the path 

 

30 “put the D.D.T. which destroys parasites, the bearers of disease, on the same level as the 

Christian religion which wages war on embryonic heresies and instincts, and on evil as yet 

unborn” (Fanon, Wretched, 32). 
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chosen for him by his masters, on the other hand; or to put it in the words of Sue 

Thomas: “His position is a difficult one: he is placed within and has to negotiate two 

systems of economic, political and family regulation – the English and the Shona 

(29).31 In fact, Babamukuru is only truly happy twice throughout the narrative, and 

on both occasions the feelings are associated with his childhood home: the first time 

is when he has returned from England and is met by his whole extended family at 

the homestead (Dangarembga 37), and the second time is when he is on his way to 

celebrate Christmas together with his entire family at his childhood home (124), that 

is, both times when he can be seen on his way from a centre towards the periphery. 

On his way to the Christmas festivities, he even chuckles in an uncharacteristic way 

while remembering his childhood, and as Tambu observes: “Babamukuru was 

happy. Free of tension and in the best of spirits, he looked more lovable than he ever 

did at the mission” (124-25). 

What Dangarembga’s narrative seems to suggest is that Babamukuru uses 

his new tool, Christianity, to solve a problem which he seems to analyse in 

accordance with his local Shona traditions. He appears to be in doubt about which 

belief system to follow. In a text that discusses missionary schools in Bengal, 

Bhabha writes about institutions that “set up . . . contradictory and independent 

textualities of Christian piety and heathen idolatry in order to elicit, between them, 

in an uncanny doubling, undecidability,” which he describes “was an uncertainty 

between truth and falsehood whose avowed aim was conversion, but whose 

discursive and political strategy was the production of doubt” (190). This aligns 

 

31 Sugnet shares the same line of thought when he writes that Babamukuru “is caught 

between the demands of his life as a surrogate Englishman and his obligations as the head of 

a large African family” (36); see also Searle (57-8). 
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itself well with Babamukuru’s feelings of doubling and ambivalence. The 

uncertainty about how Babamukuru is to reconcile his past with his current life also 

problematises the trajectory of the European Bildungsroman: it shows how 

reconciliation cannot be reached in the colonial situation. In Babamukuru’s case this 

causes his bad nerves,32 suggestively one of the nervous conditions implied by 

Dangarembga’s book title.  

Furthermore, what becomes apparent is that the oral tradition, at least 

among the Shona women, is of great importance in a situation where there is no, or 

very few, possibilities to acquire formal education: what is learned is passed on 

from one generation to the next, such as when Tambu’s grandmother tells her about 

things in the past. This could suggestively be seen as a way for Dangarembga to 

point to the importance of the local oral literary tradition, which equates that with 

the printed Bildungsroman her readers are in the process of reading at the moment – 

that is, putting them both at the same level of importance, and by so doing 

transforming both the European idea of Bildung and the Bildungsroman genre itself. 

This essay will now continue by considering Babamukuru’s daughter, Nyasha, and 

her condition. 

6.3 Nyasha’s Gradual Breakdown 
 

When Tambu’s cousin Nyasha returns to Rhodesia from England—with her parents 

and brother—the whole extended family, “uncles, aunts and nephews; 

grandmothers, grandfathers and nieces; brothers and sisters of the womb and not of 

 

32 “We [the family] hardly ever laughed when Babamukuru was within earshot, because, 

Maiguru said, his nerves were bad” (Dangarembga 104). 
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the womb,” has gathered to meet them (Dangarembga 36), and it is at this stage of 

the narrative that the teenage Nyasha is introduced in person to the readers. Tambu 

looks at the cousin and her mother, and while the mother “did “not look as though 

she had been to England” (37), the cousin did:  

pretty bright Nyasha, on the other hand, obviously had. There was no other 

explanation for the tiny little dress she wore, hardly enough of it to cover 

her thighs. She was self-conscious though, constantly clasping her hands 

behind her buttocks to prevent her dress from riding up, and observing 

everybody through veiled vigilant eyes to see what we were thinking. (37) 

At this stage of the narrative, Nyasha is therefore described as a normal and self-

conscious Western teenager, who looks around and seemingly asks herself ‘how 

will I fit in here?’ Tambu, however, misses her childhood friend, the cousin who 

“had gone to England but not returned from there” (52), and later, when this 

anglicised cousin who has forgotten her Shona language comes to visit her at the 

homestead, Tambu notices a gradual change:  

each time she came I could see that she had grown a little duller and 

dimmer, the expression in her eyes a little more complex, as though she 

were directing more and more of her energy inwards to commune with 

herself about issues that she alone had seen (52). 

What Nyasha had seen is not articulated by Dangarembga and that is why the reader 

is left with the textual clues suggested by her wording and the context of the 

quotation. In the section following the episode above, the visiting cousin is offered a 

choice between milk or vegetables for lunch; Nyasha chooses the white liquid but is 
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then served sour milk, which she refuses to consume (52). Her refusal suggests that 

what Nyasha was expecting was the English standard milk of a non-fermented type. 

The complex thoughts mentioned in the quotation above, which increasingly 

consume Nyasha’s energy in a spiritual inner dialogue about issues only known to 

herself, are therefore suggested to be concerning the choices she constantly 

confronts; and however hard she tries, she can never be sure the choice she makes is 

the right one – even locating a seemingly mundane product, such as the white 

beverage, on her cognitive map proves to be a difficult task. It is as if the colour-

markings on her inner chart are scrambled and refuse to direct her to the desired 

destination; rather like how the scrambled reflection in Tambu’s aforementioned 

childhood mirror refuses to give her the answer to who she is. 

When Tambu is about to move into the Babamukuru household and the girls 

meet for the first time at the uncle’s house, Nyasha recounts to Tambu her deepfelt 

regrets about her parent’s decision to take her and her brother with them to England: 

The parents ought to have packed us off home . . . Lots of people did that. 

Maybe that would have been best. For them at least, because now they’re 

stuck with hybrids for children. And they don’t like it. They don’t like it at 

all. It offends them . . . And I don’t know what to do about it, Tambu, really, 

I don’t. I can’t help having been there and grown into the me that has been 

there. But it offends them – I offend them. Really, it’s very difficult. (79, 

emphasis added) 

As can be seen in the quotation above, Nyasha feels rejected by the parents who she 

feels she offends and this presumably is what leads her, from this point on, to a 

gradually more noticeable decrease in health. 
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Interestingly, Dangarembga associates Nyasha’s feelings with hybridity: she 

feels “neither the one nor the other,” to borrow Bhabha’s expression regarding the 

location of the “place of hybridity” (37). Bhabha describes this as a place which 

“alienates our political expectations, and changes . . . the very forms of our 

recognition of the moments of politics” (37). Nyasha says that she has been away 

and “grown into” somebody “who has been there” which indicates a change within 

her: she looks the same, but her experiences have transformed her behaviour. What, 

in fact, comes to the mind while reading Nyasha’s utterance and after recognising its 

political power, is the title of Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks: Nyasha’s black skin 

is in a sense covered by a ‘white mask,’ understood as a euphemism for her ‘white’ 

behaviour resulting from her time in England. Fanon writes: “As long as the black 

child remains on his home ground his life follows more or less the same course as 

that of the white child,” but if that child goes to Europe he will, as Fanon states, 

“rethink his life, for in France, his country, he will feel different from the rest” 

(White, 127).33 The Antillean child in Fanon’s example “is a Frenchman required to 

live every moment of his life with his white compatriots,” whereas his family back 

home has basically no connection with their relative’s new country of residence 

(127). For this reason, Fanon observes, the child “has to choose between his family 

and European society; in other words, the individual who climbs up into white, 

civilized society tends to reject his black uncivilized family at the level of 

imagination” (128, emphasis in the original). Fanon’s thoughts align themselves 

with Bhabha’s second condition in the understanding of the ‘process of 

 

33 Fanon’s child in his example is from the Antilles, a French colony. It should be recalled 

that Rhodesia was a self-ruling British colony until 1965, the year when Babamukuru and 

his family returned from England. 
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identification’ that was mentioned summarily at the beginning of this essay: “the 

very place of identification, caught in the tension of demand and desire, is a space of 

splitting” (Bhabha 63), and he continues, “’Black skin, white masks’ is not a neat 

division; it is a doubling, dissembling image of being in at least two places at once 

that makes it impossible for the devalued, insatiable évolué . . . to accept the 

colonizer’s invitation to identity” (64).34 Both Fanon’s and Bhabha’s theories are 

applicable to Dangarembga’s description of Nyasha: she is caught in between two 

states, be it climbing up/down, being at two places at once, or, as Pauline Ada 

Uwakweh suggests, “caught between two worlds in which she strives to find the 

best model of existence for the female” (82). That provides additional explanation 

for Nyasha’s developing eating disorder, a topic to be considered in subsequent 

paragraphs. 

Dangarembga introduces Nyasha’s initial aversion to food in a very 

ingenious way in a scene which occurs on the first night of Tambu’s arrival in the 

Babamukuru household. The table at which the family will sit is introduced through 

Tambu’s observations in the following way:  

That table, its shape and size, had a lot of say about the amount, the calorie 

content, the complement of vitamins and minerals, the relative proportions 

of fat, carbohydrate and protein of the food that would be consumed at it. 

No one who ate from such a table could fail to grow fat and healthy. (69) 

That quotation recalls Fanon when he writes: “The settler’s town is a well-fed town, 

an easy-going town; its belly is always full of good things. The settler’s town is a 

 

34 Évolué is an African who has been adapted to European modes of thought. 
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town of white people, of foreigners” (Wretched, 30). Dangarembga’s description 

criticises the hierarchies put in place by the white minority; and although 

Babamukuru can never become white, he still lives in a white house: not only 

metaphorically but also factually. The house, in which the table sits and 

Babamukuru lives, is described by Tambu as having the colour of “clinical, 

antiseptic white” and, as the narrator tells the reader, it is the only white house in 

which a ‘native’ lived (Dangarembga 63); Tambu even calls the house the “English 

place” (87). It is as if the author is making a comment on the displacement of this 

foreign house through her choice of the rather negatively sounding and sterile 

descriptive terms: it is almost like Dangarembga suggests that those who enter this 

place are the sick ones, those ones who are in need of isolation in order not to spread 

a disease. But the house seemingly also contains a misplaced individual: the only 

black man living in such a misplaced house, which points to Babamukuru’s elevated 

but ambiguous position. 

As the narrative continues, the girls are called to dinner by the household 

maid, and Nyasha takes with her a copy of D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s 

Lover that she is reading at the time. Nyasha’s mother brings the book to the 

attention of the father, who then disapproves of his daughter’s reading of that 

particular book, and takes it away “returning a minute later without the offending 

volume,” and without Nyasha noticing her father’s removal of the book 

(Dangarembga 82). As Babamukuru had been away, the food had to be reheated; 

and the interruption in the meal results in a breach of protocol on behalf of Nyasha, 

who did not wait for her father to finish eating before starting serving herself, which 

then results in the following exchange between the father and his daughter, as 

narrated by Tambu: 
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’What are you doing, Nyasha?’ Babamukuru asked, without looking at her 

[Nyasha], so that one wondered how he had noticed. ‘I thought you had 

finished with the rice,’ Nyasha replied, ladling meat gravy on to her rice. 

‘What about your mother, here?’ Babamukuru asked conversationally. ‘Do 

you think she doesn’t know what she’s doing, waiting on me like this?’ (83) 

The quotation demonstrates Nyasha’s Western style education which has given her 

the agency to act, but also to question her father. Babamukuru, as Ahmad notes, 

imposes his ”bourgeois table manners” (58) on the daughter while he also expects 

the same kind of behaviour and subordination from her as his wife shows him, 

which demonstrates Babamukuru’s ambivalent state as a Shona man wearing a 

‘white mask.’ 

Tambu finds the Western style food interesting, which makes “her 

suspicious of it since [she] knew [then] that food was not meant to be interesting but 

filling;” and when eating something which “might have been potato,” that was 

“smothered in a thick, white, tasteless gravy,” she finds that she can’t swallow the 

English food “because the taste of those potatoes made everything else, even the 

meat . . . taste funny” (Dangarembga 83). Aunt Maiguru notices Tambu’s 

predicament and offers her the local maize porridge sadza instead, while recalling 

her own life in England and how long it took for her to get used to the food there as 

it had “no taste,” and how she “used to be hungry day and night” (84). Maiguru 

encourages Tambu to eat the sadza, and finishes off by saying “So, Sisi [sister] 

Tambu, you put into your stomach whatever will fill it up and give you a good 

night’s rest,” to which Nyasha adds, “I don’t mind going to bed hungry” – what she 

wants when she goes to bed, instead of a full stomach, is “a good read” (84).  
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By positioning this black family living in a house normally only available to 

the ruling white class, the reader is shown the power that Nyasha’s father possesses; 

something which is further emphasised through the big table associated with a 

wealth of color-coded nutrition. The readers understand that by living in this white 

house and by eating ‘white’ meals at this European-sized table, the African ideal of 

bodily grandeur, understood in an African context as meaning both ‘health’ as well 

as ‘wealth,’ could be accomplished. That can also be seen as a comment on how the 

effects of colonisation are felt on every level of life, including nutrition: it was 

literally a question of conforming or starving. But this also serves as a reminder of 

the hierarchies put in place by the colonial Rhodesian administration in which the 

missionaries played their role. When Tambu is served her first meal at the table, she 

realises that the food being served is colourless and tasteless and that it refuses to go 

“down in [her] throat in large quantities” (83), and that is why she is served 

traditional food instead. Nyasha, on the other hand, is used to English food and 

behaviour but is still confused: her father wants her to behave as a Shona girl and 

stick to the formalities which requires her to respect the father’s gender, age, and his 

elevated position. Her ambivalence between the Western and the Shona value 

systems is depicted by Dangarembga in the two opposing binaries of English food 

and Shona behaviour – or to put the argument in overly simple terms: Nyasha 

cannot continue to eat the ‘white food’ she was used to back in England and, at the 

same time, change her behaviour in accordance with local traditions. 

As Nyasha had not noticed that her father had taken her book away, she 

starts looking for it. When she cannot find the book she confronts her mother, who 

does not deny taking it, and that is why Nyasha points out that her mother did not 

have “the right to” take the book (Dangarembga 84, emphasis in the original). 
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Babamukuru reacts to the way in which Nyasha talks to her mother and orders her 

to “sit down and eat [the] food,” thereafter she takes “a couple of mouthfuls” before 

leaving the room in protest saying “I’ve had enough” and that she is full (85).  

Dangarembga’s emphasis on the word right is interesting: the battle of the 

book is not just a confrontation between the parents and their daughter, but between 

modernity and tradition: Nyasha feels it is her right to choose her reading material, 

and her father’s interference is a violation of that right. Babamukuru, on the other 

hand, feels it is his right to interfere in every aspect of not only his daughter’s life, 

but also of everyone else’s in the family. Considering the fact that the author wrote 

her book to provide young Zimbabwean girls with the cognitive map she herself 

lacked in her youth, as mentioned at the beginning of this essay, Dangarembga 

could be seen to be giving guidance to her readers – the same advice as Sartre’s 

preface indicates: consent should not be given if what is expected of you violates 

your rights.  

The episode above is the tipping point at which Nyasha’s eating disorders 

become noticeable: she develops first what appears to be bulimia and later anorexia, 

although neither of the terms is articulated in Dangarembga’s narrative.35 It seems 

that Nyasha’s only emotional outlet, besides the beginning of her friendship with 

Tambu, is her books and studies. But not even Nyasha’s studies provide a real 

comfort to her, as her fellow students at the school do not approve of her. Initially, 

 

35 The diagnoses are shared by most critics considering Nyasha’s health, and as Sugnet 

concisely notes: “The most obvious quintessential ‘nervous condition’ in the novel is the 

startling bulimia/anorexia nervosa of . . . Nyasha” (35). For other examples see Hoagland 

(233); Slaughter (236); Pentolfe Aegerter (237); Plasa (36); Thomas (31); Williams (282).  
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Tambu thinks that this aversion against her cousin has to do with the way Nyasha 

speaks, but:  

As it turned out, it was not Nyasha’s accent they disliked, but Nyasha 

herself. ‘She thinks she is white,’ they [the other students] used to sneer, 

and that was as bad as a curse. ‘She is proud,’ pronounced others. ‘She is 

loose,’ the most vicious condemned her. (95)  

And, indeed, there are some clues in the text about Nyasha reproducing certain 

white prejudices, that is, mimicking the speech of white masters. This happens when 

the two girls are discussing Tambu’s first menstruation and the use of tampons. As 

Tambu has not studied the female anatomy at school, she is intrigued by the 

instructions for insertion of the tampon, but also worried by the thought of placing 

such an object into her body. Nyasha calms her, assuming that Tambu is worried 

about losing her virginity through the insertion, and says through Tambu’s narration 

that: “I [would be] better off losing my virginity to a tampon, which wouldn’t gloat 

over its achievement, than to a man, who would add mine to his hoard of hymens: 

‘They wear them around their waists, like scalps,’ she teased” (97). In that sentence 

Nyasha reproduces the coloniser’s description of a stereotypical African man in 

which he is for ever preserved as a sexualised cannibal, as is indicated by the 

context of the discussion and by the trophies around the men’s waists. This type of 

stereotype is mentioned by Fanon too, such as when he writes that for the coloniser 

there exists no nationalities for the Africans – they simply talk about ‘a black man,’ 

instead of “Angolan” or “Nigerian;” and he continues: “For colonialism, this vast 

continent was the haunt of savages, a country riddled with superstitions and 

fanaticism, destined for contempt, weighed down by the curse of God, a country of 
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cannibals,” a colonial simplified view of the continent which he then concludes 

simply as: a black man’s land (Wretched, 170). By letting Nyasha deliver what 

could be considered as a feminist message through the words above, Dangarembga 

can be seen to point to Nyasha’s ambivalent state: the girl is of Shona heritage but 

uses the language of the European coloniser to utter ideas she has brought with her 

from England and applying that knowledge to the local patriarchy. She is “neither 

the one nor the other,” to repeat Bhabha’s description of hybridity mentioned 

previously. Nyasha’s ambivalence is also expressed rather explicitly at one point in 

Dangarembga’s narrative, and this is when Tambu, after two years at the mission, 

reflects on her time there in the following manner: “Through him [Babamukuru], 

because of him, black would remain definitely sombre and white permanently clear, 

even in spite of Nyasha, whose strange disposition hinted at shades and textures 

within the same colour” (167).  

The friendship between the girls grows stronger, however, and Tambu 

describes her cousin as someone who is: 

persistently seeing and drawing attention to things you would rather not talk 

about; shredding to bits with her sharp wit the things she thought we could 

do without, even if everybody else thought they were important. 

(Dangarembga 98) 

And more than that, Nyasha lets Tambu use her “various and extensive library,” 

where she can read “everything from Enid Blyton to the Brontë sisters,” although 

Nyasha’s own “tastes had grown serious”—and she craves Bildung (94-95): “She 

wanted to know many things: whether the Jews’ claim to Palestine was valid, 

whether monarchy was a just form of government, the nature of life and relations 
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before colonisation, exactly why UDI was declared and what it meant” (95). All 

these things, she tells Tambu, are phenomena which are not going to last (95).  

This is one of the few occasions in which Dangarembga’s text is clearly 

political, and it shows how Nyasha is also looking for ways to position herself 

within the political sphere. But the episode could even be seen to show a potential 

third Bildungsroman within the narrative, in addition to those of Tambu and 

Babamukuru. Nyasha is actively acquiring new information leading to her own 

development, which is one of the prerequisites for Bildung – as was discussed 

previously. She has left her home in the periphery, considered here from Nyasha’s 

point of view, to be educated in England, although not by her own free will. Now 

she is back in the periphery; but that same point, the mission, is the centre of 

Tambu’s educational trajectory. This could, then, be seen as one more occasion in 

which Dangarembga problematises the Bildungsroman form by pointing out that 

what is the centre and what is not is relative to the observer’s perspective – or, 

rather, she moves the centre away from Europe. It is as if the author is saying: we 

can do this by ourselves. This could be reformulated as: I do not consent to the 

Western world view that considers our geographic position as the periphery – 

possibly one of Fanon’s above-mentioned “colonial lies” exposed by Dangarembga.  

Nyasha, however, works hard for her school examinations by skipping sleep 

and food, and by the time of the exams she had lost so much weight that her “bones 

crept to the surface” (Dangarembga 109). But she succeeds in the exams, and 

Tambu narrates how Nyasha’s father seems pleased: “‘There’s hope for her yet,’ he 

observed contentedly” (110). With the pressure from her studies behind her and 

with her father’s regained approval, Nyasha begins to eat and sleep normally again; 

and as thanks for working so hard her mother buys her a new dress for the upcoming 
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Christmas party (110-11). After having fun at that party Nyasha, her brother, and 

Tambu decide to walk home and they are joined on their walk by Andy, a young 

white man with whom Nyasha had danced during the evening (113). When the 

young partygoers are about to reach their destination, Andy remembers a “new 

dance that he just had to teach Nyasha”, and the two remain outside while Tambu 

and the brother goes inside (114). When Babamukuru notices that Nyasha is not 

with the two cousins he leaves the house to look for his missing daughter (114). 

Tambu goes to her shared bedroom and soon after Nyasha too comes in, but she is 

followed by her father; the two look at each other and then the father begins to 

question Nyasha while examining “her as though she was an obstinate budget which 

ought to balance but wouldn’t” (114). The episode develops into a huge row in 

which Babamukuru calls Nyasha a “whore” and hits his daughter several times with 

the ambition “to teach [her] a lesson” (116); but to his surprise she hits him back 

and when the fight thus escalates he even “insists [that] he would kill Nyasha and 

then hang himself” (117). Tambu recognises in this “scene” some of her own 

experiences back at the homestead and which, as she recalls, had made “her a victim 

of her femaleness” in the same manner as Nyasha is being victimised now; and she 

realises that this victimisation is something “universal” and that “It didn’t depend on 

poverty, on lack of education or on tradition. It didn’t depend on any of the things 

[she] had thought it depended on. Men took it everywhere with them” (118).  

Tambu’s analysis of the episode is almost to the point, but she can be seen 

to leave out the psychological reasons for Babamukuru’s behaviour: the man/father 

is not only reproaching the woman/daughter in an unacceptable way, but what can 

also be seen as occurring is that a Westernised Rhodesian, who wants to reconquer 

his self-esteem as a Shona man, is reproaching his daughter who he does not want to 
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be in the same unhappy position as he himself is. To put it in other words: 

Babamukuru does not consent to his daughter’s Westernised behaviour as it is in 

that kind of conduct that he identifies the source of his own unhappy position. 

Nyasha, on the other hand, does not consent to her father’s behaviour as that 

violates her rights and so she hits him back. A similar line of thought has been put 

forward by Jennifer Williams, who notes that “Babamukuru fights to maintain his 

authority while Nyasha struggles to decolonize herself,” and then she continues: “If, 

as Fanon argues, ‘decolonization is always a violent phenomenon,’36 Nyasha’s 

instinctual recourse is to meet violence with counter-violence” (281). To this it 

could be added that decolonisation, as Fanon writes, “never takes place unnoticed, 

for it influences individuals and modifies them fundamentally” (Wretched 28), 

something which, in line with Williams’ argument, also fits Nyasha’s developing 

condition as it modifies her in body as well as in spirit. 

Tambu continues to reflect on the situation later that night and finds herself 

comfortable in the shadow of her uncle and the presence of Maiguru; she cannot, 

therefore, understand why Nyasha does not wait with her objections until she is 

older (Dangarembga 119). Tambu then puts that question to her cousin, who 

answers that if she waited, she would probably fail to recall what the questions were 

(119). In the aftermath of the row above, their discussion continues: 

‘It happens,’ she [Nyasha] assured me. ‘You get so comfortable and used to 

the way things are. Look at me now. I was comfortable in England but now 

I’m a whore with dirty habits . . . ‘It’s not England [where I am] any more 

and I ought to adjust. But when you’ve seen different things you want to be 

 

36 Fanon, Wretched, 27 
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sure you’re adjusting to the right thing. You can’t go on all the time being 

whatever is necessary. You’ve got to have some conviction, and I’m 

convinced I don’t want to be anyone’s underdog. It’s not right for anyone to 

be that. But once you get used to it, well, it just seems natural and you just 

carry on. And that’s the end of you. You’re trapped. They control 

everything you do.’ (119)  

Nyasha’s emotions in the quotation above align themselves well with the previous 

discussion on hybridity, and that discussion does not need to be repeated here. The 

quotation can be seen to problematise and explain Sartre’s previously mentioned 

call to arms, which states that the nervous conditions are maintained with the 

consent of the colonised. Dangarembga shows how subjugation can also arise from 

gendered hierarchies which, like colonial hierarchies, are hard to break as after a 

while they become “natural and you just carry on” (119). Noteworthy here is also 

Nyasha’s use of the neutral pronoun “they,” without her specifying who she is 

referring to – that question is left hanging in the air.  

After this episode, Babamukuru punishes his fourteen-year-old daughter, in 

the presence of her mother, with “an hour-long sermon and fourteen lashes” 

(Dangarembga 120). But the lashes do not restore his own hurt ego and he 

withdraws from the house. Nyasha, in her turn, is in an inner conflict between “self 

versus surrender and the content of sin” and she withdraws into “some private 

world” (120) where she could not be reached – and, as Plasa notes (39), 

“Throughout the week after the fight, Nyasha grows increasingly vague and 

detached from those around her: she neither sees the hand that Tambudzai passes 
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before her eyes nor hears her voice and, above all, ‘stop[s] eating again’ 

[Dangarembga 120].”  

Towards the end of the novel, when two years have passed since Tambu’s 

entrance into her uncle’s home, Tambu gains a scholarship to ‘Sacred Heart,’ a 

prestigious Roman Catholic church school (Dangarembga 180). This means that the 

two cousins are to be separated as Tambu is to leave the Babamukuru household in 

order to continue her education. Nyasha disapproves of her cousin’s enthusiasm 

about the opportunity she has gained, but the girls’ separation is inevitable and 

Tambu is taken to her new school by Babamukuru, his wife Maiguru, and Nyasha – 

and when the returning family members leave Tambu’s new school, Nyasha gives 

the cousin a hug and says: “Have a good time, you African” (199). When she leaves 

Tambu behind, Nyasha has lost her closest and only true friend, and she, as Pentolfe 

Aegerter writes, “discovers that without Tambu—without African community—she 

is not wholly herself” (237). Nyasha’s use of “African” as a description of her 

cousin could be seen as a dissociation of herself from the cousin and thereby also 

the African community: what was once joined is now again being separated as 

Nyasha no longer can be confirmed as part of the collective Shona identity through 

her cousin’s presence. 

Nyasha writes letters informing Tambu of the latest gossip from back home 

at the mission, but does not reveal much of herself until one letter in which she 

admits how much she misses her cousin and how difficult it is for her to adapt to the 

role as “the ideal daughter for a hallowed headmaster, a revered patriarch” 

(Dangarembga 200-1). Furthermore, she informs Tambu of her new diet, which she 

undertakes to “discipline my body and occupy my mind. When you come back you 

will find a svelte, sensuous me,” she writes (201).  
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Dangarembga’s choice of words are, again, interesting: discipline is given 

to children who misbehave, most often by their parents – and two parties are 

required, and Nyasha’s mind needs distraction, which it can receive through the pain 

of punishment, pointing to the inner struggle within her. The physical pain needs to 

replace her psychological pain, a pain which arises from her contradictory feelings 

of not wanting to forget who she considers herself to be, and what is expected of her 

by her father. That letter was to be one of her last, and it would take almost thirteen 

weeks after that message before the girls saw each other again, but when they do 

Nyasha looks “too svelte” according to Tambu; and then another three months 

passes before they meet yet again, and in that time between Nyasha “had grown 

skeletal” (201-2). The situation is serious: “Nyasha was losing weight steadily, 

constantly, rapidly. It dropped off her body almost hourly and what was left of her 

was grotesquely unhealthy from the vital juices she flushed down the toilet” (203). 

Nyasha’s worsening accelerates, and one evening she passes out in the middle of the 

supper; and is then ordered to bed by her father who thinks she was just “making a 

scene” (204). At three o’clock in the night Nyasha awakens Tambu, who narrates 

what the cousin utters then in the following manner: 

‘I don’t want to do it, Tambu, really I don’t, but it’s coming, I feel it 

coming.’ Her eyes dilated. ’They’ve done it to me,’ she accused, whispering 

still. ‘Really, they have.’ And then she became stern. It’s not their fault. 

They did it to them too. You know they did,’ she whispered. ‘To both of 

them, but especially to him. They put him through it all. But it’s not his 

fault, he’s good.’ Her voice took on a Rhodesian accent. ‘He’s a good boy, a 

good munt. A bloody good kaffir,’ she informed in sneering sarcastic tones. 

Then she was whispering again. ‘Why do they do it, Tambu,’ she hissed 
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bitterly, her face contorting with rage, ‘to me and to you and to him? Do 

you see what they’ve done? They’ve taken us away . . . All of us. They’ve 

deprived you of you, him of him, ourselves of each other. We’re grovelling 

. . . Daddy grovels to them. We grovel to him.’ She began to rock, her body 

quivering tensely. ‘I won’t grovel, I won’t die,’ she raged and crouched like 

a cat ready to spring. (204-5) 

Nyasha’s monologue in the quotation above is one of the texts that will probably 

etch itself to the memories of most readers and it has also caught the attention of 

previous criticism.37 It is considered here as the most important episode of Nervous 

Conditions, as it contains a verbalised version of the internalised angst that a 

colonised subject can feel within her. Dangarembga lets Nyasha once again use the 

neutral ‘they,’ but this time it is articulated to whom Nyasha refers by the 

mentioning of the Rhodesian accent and the use of the derogatory words: boy, munt, 

and kaffir, which all are words associated with use by the colonial master.38 Nyasha 

sees herself as an object for somebody else’s, their, actions: “they’ve done it to me,” 

which points to her feeling of lacking agency and of being objectified.  

It is suggested here that Nyasha’s conditions, the eating disorders, and her 

current behaviour, are a result of her difficulties in positioning herself in the white 

hierarchies of Rhodesia, and as such a direct result of colonialism. Fanon confirms 

that psychopathological conditions can be a result of the colonial position when he 

writes of the “sometimes ineffaceable wounds that the colonialist onslaught has 

 

37 See: Priscilla L. Walton’s Our Cannibals, Our-selves; Jaspal Kaur Singh’s Representation 

and Resistance for two examples. 
38 Fittingly, David Jefferess identifies in Nyasha’s use of ’they:’ “an amorphous marker of 

the oppressor” (69). 
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inflicted on our people,” conditions which he later describes in the following 

manner: 

In the period of colonization when it is not contested by armed resistance, 

when the sum total of harmful nervous stimuli overstep a certain threshold, 

the defensive attitudes of the natives give way and they then find 

themselves crowding the mental hospitals. There is thus during this calm 

period of successful colonization a regular and important mental pathology 

which is the direct product of oppression. (Wretched, 200-1)  

Tambu’s mother, with whom Tambu later talks of what has happened, shares 

Fanon’s diagnosis, although in a less scientific language: “‘It’s the Englishness,’ she 

said. ‘It’ll kill them all if they aren’t careful,’” and a moment later the mother 

continues, “‘you couldn’t expect the ancestors to stomach so much Englishness’” 

(Dangarembga 207). 

To return to the night of Nyasha’s episode: the noise from her “kamikaze 

behaviour” (205), as Tambu calls Nyasha’s actions, alarms her parents who come 

into the girls’ bedroom, but there is not much they can do but to watch their 

daughter who, as Tambu reports, 

was beside herself with fury. She rampaged, shedding her history book 

between her teeth (‘Their history. Fucking liars. Their bloody lies.’), 

breaking mirrors, her clay pots, anything she could lay her hands on and 

jabbing the fragments viciously into her flesh . . . ‘They’ve trapped us . . . 

But I won’t be trapped. I’m not a good girl. I won’t be trapped.’ Then as 

suddenly as it came, the rage passed. ‘I don’t hate you, Daddy,’ she said 
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softly. ‘They want me to, but I won’t.’ . . . I’m not one of them but I’m not 

one of you.’ (205) 

Nyasha’s outbreak jolts the parents into fervent action; the father contacts his 

brother-in-law in Salisbury,39 who arranges a meeting for Nyasha with a psychiatrist 

and she is taken to the capital where she gets to meet this white specialist. The 

psychiatrist, however, denies that Nyasha is sick and claims that “Africans did not 

suffer in the way we had described” (206).40 Nyasha then gets to see another 

psychiatrist, also white but “human,” who prescribes rest and a medicine for 

schizophrenia,41 and slowly her “condition improved” (206). 

The inhuman white psychiatrist who refused Nyasha treatment for her 

suicidal behaviour,42 and who based his diagnosis on her ethnicity, echoes Fanon 

who in a footnote in his above-mentioned discussion on Hegel, describes how he 

wanted to explore an apparent myth according to which “the black man does not 

commit suicide” (Black, 193). Fanon then contradicts the myth with statistics from 

Detroit municipal hospital that shows that “the number of black suicides is more 

than double of that of whites” (Black, 193-4). In Fanon’s discussion in the main 

text, which led him to the mentioned question of black suicides, he writes that he 

wants to live in “a world of mutual recognitions,”43 and then he continues: “He who 

is reluctant to recognize me is against me. In a fierce struggle I am willing to feel 

 

39 Renamed Harare after liberation. 
40 Plasa writes of this psychiatrist in the following manner: “Yet if Nyasha’s psychiatrist had 

read Fanon, he might perhaps have arrived at a different and more complex diagnosis and 

been able to see Nyasha’s illness as itself a symptom of more profound disorder whose 

precise nature is examined in Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks” (36).  
41 Largactil. 
42 As is indicated in the novel by Tambu’s description of Nyasha’s “Kamikaze” behaviour. 
43 A reference to the by him extended Hegelian master and slave dialectic: that is, when the 

words ‘slave’ and ‘master’ are taken for their literal meaning. 
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the shudder of death, the irreversible extinction, but also the possibility of 

impossibility” (193). What Fanon thus implies is that he, as a black person, is 

prepared to risk his own life in the battle for recognition between the white master 

and the black slave; a description that closely resembles Nyasha’s struggle, in which 

she is literally facing death in her search for recognition. Ngugi wa Thiong’o writes 

of Nyasha’s deteriorating health that it is when she “breaks down that she is best 

able to articulate what it is she is revolting against: the entire imitative culture of the 

African petty bourgeoisie” (131), and he continues his analysis of her as follows: 

“In their books, in their schools, in their colleges, in their churches, she sees only 

lies, what Sartre describes as these walking lies who no longer had anything to say 

to their brothers and sisters expect echo London, Paris and Amsterdam” (131-2). As 

Ngugi wa Thiong’o points out, it is the colonial lies that are exposed by Nyasha’s 

behaviour, a distinct example of how Dangarembga uses her characterisation to 

enter into the battle against colonial institution and its falsehood. Pentolfe Aegerter 

also makes an interesting comment on Nyasha’s episode: “Nyasha is tearing away at 

the layers that have built up as masks of identity, hiding her from herself and her 

home,” and she continues, “But all there is behind the black skin that tries to erase 

the white mask it wears, all there is beneath the attenuated layers, is her flesh, 

wounded and exposed” (238). 

As described by Tambu’s report of her rage above, Nyasha literally shreds 

the English style education in Rhodesia apart with her teeth,44 as she knows the 

contents of that book are lies – she has through her own Bildung, as mentioned 

 

44 In the same manner she in the previously mentioned manner shredded with her “wit” 

things others deemed unimportant. 



 

68(76) 

 

earlier, obtained the “full truth” of matters such as the circumstances surrounding 

Ian Smith’s UDI. Nyasha then breaks everything at hand, including a mirror, which 

she arguably sees as refusing to give her the answer to who she is through its 

reflective surface when it refuses to do its performative function; and that is why she 

stabs herself with its fragments in an desperate attempt to control the struggle within 

herself, a struggle between her dependent two halves: “being-for-self” and “being-

for-others.” Like Fanon, Dangarembga realises that what is needed for the possible 

to become possible is a matter of facing death.  

7 Conclusion 

 

It is hard to know what the individual BBC jurors thought in 2018, when they voted 

that Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions was one of the most important books 

which have changed how we think. Maybe the jurors share the present author’s 

admiration for the careful craft Dangarembga has put into the creation of her 

characters and her capacity to show the impact on the human psyche that an unjust 

system like colonialism can have. In the beginning of this essay, the present author 

refers to Dangarembga’s embedded criticism of colonialism and aligns her political 

stance with Fanon’s seminal works on the colonised mind, and it is also suggested 

that Dangarembga is participating in the battle against a system which once denied 

the construction of a national culture among Rhodesian majority population—the 

subsection titled ‘Authorial Incentives’ could be seen to strengthen that suggestion. 

In the beginning of this essay, the present author also showed the 

background to Dangarembga’s book title in Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, and 

demonstrated how the author’s choice seems to point both to a psychological and a 
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political interest; the nervous conditions in the book’s title are suggested both as a 

call to arms through denial of consent and as a descriptive term for the damage 

inflicted by colonialism on the colonised psyche. Dangarembga’s intimate relation 

to Fanon’s two major works then follows the reader throughout this essay, in which 

a close reading aimed to keep the title’s suggested motifs in the mind of the reader 

while trying to provide him or her with a fuller understanding of Dangarembga’s 

embedded criticism of the colonial institution by providing examples from the 

author’s narrative.  

This essay explains Fanon’s revision of Hegel’s master and slave dialectic 

and shows, with the aid of Bhabha, how Fanon’s extended form of that theory 

interacts with Dangarembga’s novel. In Fanon’s adaptation of the master and slave 

dialectic, the metaphoric use of the ‘master’ and the ‘slave’ are recaptured and used 

in their more literal meaning to describe a colonial situation where the master is the 

white coloniser and the slave is the ‘native’ colonised individual. In that context, it 

is shown how Dangarembga expands Fanon’s understanding of that theory by 

suggesting that the white master does not have to be a person of European origin, 

but instead, an indigenous individual positioned in the colonial hierarchy. 

Fanon is also considered in the context of Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage 

which the former revises and extends beyond the eighteen months suggested by the 

latter: every time the ‘native’ looks into the mirror she/he sees herself/himself 

through a racialised filter – regardless of her/his age. Bhabha then uses—with 

background in his readings of Fanon—the mirror stage as a model for the colonial 

situation as such. Both Fanon and Bhabha’s understandings of the mirror stage are 

central to this reading of Nervous Conditions, and especially so in the section where 

Tambu leaves her ‘epidermal position’ to enter the white hegemonic order at a 
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slightly higher position in the colonisers’ hierarchy. That analysis led the present 

author to suggest that the distorted image in the mirror in Tambu’s childhood home 

could be considered as a symbol for the state of mind of the colonised; and that 

colonialism results in a state of being in which the affected never reaches the 

awareness of him-self/herself as object, and therefore lacks the necessary foundation 

on which to fixate himself/herself as subject, which results in an unstable self-

image; a condition which could be called delusion, that is, one of the conditions 

referred to by Dangarembga’s book title. 

Furthermore, this essay has suggested that Nervous Conditions belongs to 

the Bildungsroman genre by providing various definitions which seems to allow for 

the novel’s placement in that tradition and as has been suggested by most of the 

above-mentioned critics. In the context of that discussion, it has also been proposed 

that Dangarembga’s novel appropriates that specific form and politicises it through 

demonstrating the fundamental effects of subjugation on the human mind as a result 

of the colonial position. And even that the appropriation of the form challenges the 

European notion of Bildung, leading to something beneficial for both the 

Bildungsheld and the society at large; a topic which is then kept as an overarching 

theme throughout the rest of the essay and which shows how Dangarembga, in the 

spirit of Fanon, takes part in the battle against colonial lies. This essay also suggests 

that beyond the Bildungsroman, consisting of the frame narrative of Tambu’s 

educational trajectory, there are several other stories embedded in the novel which 

consider Bildung too – and of those stories of development, the ones concerning 

Babamukuru and Nyasha’s Bildung are then analysed in their own subsections. In 

the subsection considering Dangarembga’s narration of Babamukuru’s educational 
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career,45 preserved in the narration through oral tradition, it is shown how that 

character’s use of religious traditions originating from Europe is contrasted with 

local beliefs, and how he could be seen to be the ‘slave’ learning ‘the Word of the 

Lord,’ that is, the manners of his European ‘master,’ to once again refer to Fanon 

and Hegel. Furthermore, this essay points to how Dangarembga uses Babamukuru’s 

character to expose the exploitative manner in which the missionary education 

worked in Rhodesia: he is exploited and trained for one specific purpose in the 

author’s narrative – to repeat his master’s voice. But, as shown in this paper, 

Babamukuru is not a happy ‘fellow,’ to borrow Fanon’s euphemism: and this results 

in his bad nerves – one of the suggested conditions in Dangarembga’s title.  

In the subsection on Nyasha it is concluded that her eating disorders and 

what will eventually be diagnosed as schizophrenia are the result of her difficulties 

in finding a position in the hierarchical structures of her country; and are, as such, a 

consequence of the racist superstructure of colonialism. That claim’s validity is then 

confirmed with the help of Fanon through his observations, but also by 

Dangarembga through the words she gives to Tambu’s mother: “It’s the 

Englishness,” understood here as a euphemism for ‘colonialism,’ which both Fanon 

and Dangarembga identify as the problem – and one of the things to which they 

both seem to suggest their readers should not give their consent to. 

To sum up, Tambu’s delusion, Babamukuru’s bad nerves, and Nyasha’s 

schizophrenia can all be concluded to be nervous conditions. The three characters 

all refuse, in one way or another, to give their consent to the prevailing hierarchies 

 

45 It could be noted that Babamukuru’s character would be well worth of its own study; a 

suggested point of departure is Dangarembga’s implied critique of missionary activities in 

Rhodesia – activities that are still going on in large parts of the developing world.  
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of the time, be it the patriarchal tradition or the white supremacist political and 

Christian orders, or a combination of them both – it does not matter. What matters is 

resistance to an unjust system, a call to arms if you so wish; and in that lies 

Dangarembga’s radical message to her readers, revealing her role in Fanon’s battle 

against colonialism and colonial lies.   
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