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Country Report: South Africa 

Maša Mrovlje 

 

Introduction 
 

This country report has three aims: 

1) To outline the hegemonic attempts at confronting the violent past in South Africa 

and highlight the limitations of the official story.    

2) To identify the potential public impact of our insights into the ethical and political 

significance of art – namely, how the novels’ and films’ ability to illuminate the 

grey zones of complicity and resistance erased from the official story can support 

the ongoing public efforts to face up to the legacies of apartheid violence. Our 

recommendations extend to the following five areas: curriculum reform in higher 

education; film industry; theatre and spoken word art; women empowerment; and 

protest movements and political culture.  

3) To provide, for each of the above areas, concrete proposals on possible strategies 

for increasing public engagement with the relevant novels and plays. 

 

 

The Official Story 
The hegemonic narrative of the South African transition was instituted by the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (TRC). The TRC invoked African normative traditions and 

values to foreground truth and reconciliation over justice, promoting a dominant 

perspective on apartheid and founding a new “rainbow nation.” The purpose of the 

Commission “was the establishment of a complete picture of the nature, causes and 

extent of gross violations of human rights” committed during the apartheid regime (TRC 

1999). Both the motives of perpetrators and the perspectives of the victims were to be 

accounted for in constructing as broad and as precise a picture of oppression as possible. 

Most controversially, the TRC envisioned “the granting of amnesty to persons who make 

full disclosure of all the relevant facts relating to acts associated with a political objective” 

(TRC 1999).  

While the TRC Report touched on some of the contextual factors that foster human 

rights violations, its moral, legalistic framework focused mainly on victims and 
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perpetrators and precluded a more discriminate engagement with the murky zones of 

complicity and resistance.  

First, the binary of victims and perpetrators let the beneficiaries of apartheid off the 

hook of political and legal responsibility: the moral victory against white racial 

supremacy displaced more radical ideas of political restructuring and economic 

redistribution. This was compounded by the TRC’s focus on visible, easily recognizable 

crimes, leaving almost completely untouched mundane practices of colluding with and 

benefitting from systemic dispossession and disenfranchisement. With few exceptions – 

e.g. the medical profession, businesses and the judiciary being the most prominent – its 

individualized, Christian confessional mode fell short of examining the complex forms of 

sociality and relationality that made abuses possible and the cultural, economic and 

social underpinnings of the violent ecology. Its ideology of the “rainbow nation” obscured 

enduring grave economic and power inequalities in the not-yet “post-apartheid,” 

neglected the deeply entrenched patterns of white ignorance and failed to challenge the 

reproduction of past exclusions into the present.  

Second, the failure to delve into the complexities of complicity and resistance 

sanctioned the myth of heroic, masculinist nationalism, featuring the linear story of the 

liberation movement’s courageous defeat of apartheid and the bringing of freedom and 

justice for all. Indeed, the memory of the anti-apartheid resistance is dominated by 

masculinist tropes, mythologising a purist, morally intransigent and politically 

problematic vision of virile heroic resistance. Such narratives fail to account for the 

systematic patterns of abuse and excessive violence committed in the course of the 

liberation struggle. Further, they obscure women’s participation in the struggle as well 

as the normalised practices of sexual abuse within the resistance movements, replicating 

problematic conceptualisations of political agency and victimhood. The myths of heroic, 

morally untainted resistance represent a source of moral and political legitimacy in the 

present, while drawing a veil over the rise of authoritarian practices, corruption and 

impunity in the post-liberation politics of the ANC. Moreover, the interpretive association 

between manhood and the claiming of dignity and political freedom obfuscates the ways 

in which patriarchal domination has been reproduced in the “new South Africa.”1 

 

                                                      
1 This reconstruction of the official story is based on our scholarly outputs (Mihai 2020; 2016; Mrovlje 2019; 

2017). 
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Recommendations 
 

Curriculum Reform 
 
Our insights into the relevance of art for illuminating the grey zone can importantly 

strengthen the existing attempts to reform the South African higher education. These 

attempts concern the need to address the issue of monocultural higher education 

institutions, respond to the struggles for decolonised education across different 

universities and design educational practices that would support transformative social 

and political agendas (Bozalek 2017; Langa 2017; Morreira 2019).  

 Since the end of apartheid, black students have been increasingly enrolling at 

historically white-only universities. Unfortunately, this development has been met 

with a resurgence of racist stereotyping, representing “black students as lacking in 

competencies, lowering academic standards and undeserving of their places at 

university” (Kessi and Cornell 2015, 1). Artworks that foreground the afterlives of 

apartheid and the persistence of emotional and cognitive investments in the world 

of racial hierarchy and white privilege can help us understand this resurgence, 

while also disrupting the hold of oppressive ideologies and their entrenchment in 

institutions and practices. Among the novels and memoirs we examined the 

following are especially relevant: Ivan Vladislavić’s Restless Supermarket, Sisonke 

Msimang’s Always Another Country, or Tony Eprile’s The Persistence of Memory. 

Further, films such as Ralph Ziman’s Jerusalema: Gangster’s Paradise, can bring to 

view the persistence of racial segregation and systemic poverty that significantly 

question the supposed equality of opportunity after the official end of apartheid 

rule.  

 2015/16 saw the spread of student-led protests against fee increases in South 

African universities, the so-called #FeesMustFall movement. The protesters called 

for the decolonisation of the educational system, including an inclusive curriculum 

and an end to the racial and gender inequalities within academia (Langa 2017). 

One such curriculum reform initiative concerns a foundational course in social 

sciences at the Faculty of Humanities at the University of Cape Town: the course 

was framed around Steve Biko’s I Write What I Like (1978), coupled with insights 

from decolonial theory and theories of epistemic injustice (Morreira 2019). 

Similar interventions in higher education curriculum could include novels or films 
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which outline the systemic nature of apartheid injustice and its persistence post-

liberation (Zoё Wicomb’s Playing in the Light, or Marlene van Niekerk’s Agaat); 

the grey zones of complicity with apartheid violence (including human rights 

violations committed by the liberation movements) that were obscured in the 

official narrative of the rainbow nation (Zoё Wicomb’s David’s Story, J. M. Coetzee’s 

Age of Iron, or Mandla Langa’s The Texture of Shadows); or the widespread 

disappointment over the betrayed promise of the resistance struggle (Nadine 

Gordimer’s No Time Like the Present, or Achmat Dangor’s Bitter Fruit). Thereby, 

the aim would be to not only reveal the subtle workings and resilience of 

apartheid’s racist ideology, but to question the black-and-while, “us-versus-them,” 

forms of understanding the political world.  

 Efforts to encourage transformative social and political agenda are predicated 

upon introducing response-able pedagogies, i.e. educational practices based on the 

ethos of attentiveness, responsibility, curiosity, openness and mutual 

empowerment (Bozalek 2017). Here again, we believe that artworks that 

challenge clear-cut divides between good and evil can encourage dialogue across 

political divides, inspire individuals to consider other perspectives and take them 

into account when forming political judgements, and empower them to strive for 

change through collective political action. In this respect, classrooms offer a 

perfect environment for students to not only learn about the content of the 

relevant novels or films, but to consider, contest and debate different 

interpretations of the past in the company of their peers.  

Beyond inclusion of artworks in high-school and university curricula, our project 

recommends organising state-funded trips to local/travelling cinemas or theatre 

caravans, where students could be exposed to relevant films and plays. Moreover, 

reading groups, public readings of relevant texts or creative writing workshops could 

be organised as extra-curricular activities, importantly complementing formal 

education. Literature and film educational programmes or the organisation of 

summer schools that valorise reading and film-watching at the national level could 

contribute to pupils’ development during school holidays. Further, interdisciplinary, 

creative national competitions for high-school pupils that incorporate cinema and 

literature as pedagogical tools and media of expression would increase the public 

culture of engaging with artworks, while encouraging a fruitful dialogue between 
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different local customs and traditions. All these projects represent an important 

opportunity for developing a variety of substantial and transferrable skills, and could 

be implemented with minimum budgetary implications. 

 

Film Industry 
 
While we have found many South African films offering important insights into the grey 

zones of complicity, our research also showed that the South African film industry faces 

several constraints and challenges. Two commonly listed constraints – both legacies of 

apartheid injustice – are limited and unequal access to training, funding and distribution 

facilities, and low cinema culture among (previously) disadvantaged groups (Tuomi 

2006, 82–86). Further, local filmmakers and film companies are forced to compete with 

the worldwide dominance (and marketing budgets) of the Hollywood studios (Botha 

2012, 16).  

We therefore endorse the existing appeals for government agencies and other 

stakeholders to promote innovative marketing and distribution solutions; direct 

resources to audience development in addition to promoting production; support 

independent cinemas in townships; increase opportunities for skills and knowledge 

interchange between creative industries/film productions; invest in marketing strategies 

for more “niche” art, historical and political films that do not answer to the criteria of 

commercial viability; and finally, consider the strategies for audience development in the 

context of broader socio-economic conditions, such as widespread unemployment and 

crime (Botha 2012, 15–17; Tuomi 2006, 100–101; Collins and Snowball 2015, 54–55; 

Shepperson and Tomaselli 2002, 76–77). Furthermore, we believe it is important for 

local films to reach an international audience. Several recent South African 

documentaries, such as Pascale Lamche’s Winnie or Faith Isiakpere’s Mandela: A True 

Pan-Africanist, received wide acclaim through their inclusion in international film 

festivals around the world. We hope similar incentives to participate in international 

(African) film festivals could be developed for local feature films. 

To encourage the development of cinema culture and assist local filmmakers, we 

propose organising state-funded travelling cinemas and initiating open-air screenings 

during the summer months. In addition, film education programmes and screenings 

involving local authorities, libraries and museums outside the main urban centres could 
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strengthen the community-building function and critical potential of cinema. It would be 

beneficial to arrange introductory comments and post-screening discussions as well, 

since it is important to not only develop the cinema culture, but to encourage viewers to 

discuss the perspectives, dilemmas and situations depicted in the films with other 

viewers.  

 

Theatre and Spoken Word Art 
 
Apart from film, our research also pointed to the political significance of theatre 

productions and spoken word art.  

Theatre plays produced since the early 1990s have moved away from unambiguous 

depictions of villains, victims and heroes characterising the anti-apartheid theatre and 

instead developed illuminating portraits of how the unacknowledged grey zones of 

complicity continue to pervade the present (Steadman 1992; Flockemann 2011; Thaler 

2018). Examples include That Spirit by Mina Nawe, Thetha Ngikhulume or 'Speak so that 

I may speak' by Bongani Linda and The Victory Sonqoba Theatre Company, The Story I 

Am About To Tell by Khulumani Support Group, and Ubu and the Truth Commission, by 

Jane Taylor. To bring these plays closer to high-school and university student audiences, 

they could be included in the curriculum and performed as part of state-funded travelling 

cinemas or theatre caravans. 

Similarly, young South African spoken word artists and songwriters – such as Thabiso 

“Afurakan” Mohare, Lebogang “Nova” Masango, Simphiwe Dana and Thandiswa Mazwai 

– powerfully articulate the experience of disappointment over the betrayed promise of 

liberation (d’Abdon 2014). Their lyrics draw attention to the need to keep alive the 

memory of past violence and increase awareness of present injustice.  

 

Empowering Women 
Our efforts to question the masculinist myth of virile, heroic resistance are important in 

light of high levels of gender-based violence in post-apartheid South Africa. The pervasive 

nature of violence against women is evident in “the rape and other gender based violence 

statistics, the rampant sexual harassment at work and public spaces, the siege on Black 

lesbians and raging homophobia, the very public and relentless circulation of misogynist 

imagery, metaphors and language” (Gqola 2007, 115). Violent masculinities also pervade 

the culture of public protests – including the #FeesMustFall movement – which have 
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tended to evoke hyper-masculinist, militarist discourses of power and courage aligned to 

the revered idols of the anti-apartheid resistance struggle (Langa 2017, 78–79). As Gqola 

writes, the patterns of complicity with hierarchies of gender inequality require 

“historicized feminist undoing” (Gqola 2007). This includes an analysis of the 

“patriarchal” face of apartheid violence as well as an interrogation of the ways gender 

inequalities were reproduced within the liberation struggle.  

Films, such as Anthony Fabian’s Skin (2008) or Ramadan Suleman’s Zulu Love Letter 

(2004), and novels, such as Achmat Dangor’s Bitter Fruit or Njabulo Ndebele’s The Cry of 

Winnie Mandela, aptly disclose the gender-specific forms of apartheid violence that 

remained largely unacknowledged in the official national narrative of truth, forgiveness 

and reconciliation. Further, a growing number of novels, memoirs and films have 

addressed the sexual abuses committed against women resisters in the ANC training 

camps, emphasized the important contribution of women to the anti-apartheid struggle 

and drew attention to the gender specific vulnerabilities confronting female resistance 

fighters. Examples include Zoë Wicomb’s David’s Story, Nadine Gordimer’s My Son’s 

Story, Pregs Govender’s Love and Courage or Zubeida Jaffer’s Our Generation, as well as 

the recent documentary Standing on Their Shoulders by Yoliswa Sithole. 

One lesson coming from these artworks is that women’s empowerment cannot be 

exhausted by awarding women in leading positions the status of “honorary men,” while 

leaving unchanged the systemic practices of gender inequality (Gqola 2007; Yates, Gqola, 

and Ramphele 1998). An inclusion of these novels and films in public debates about 

gender-based violence in South Africa today might reveal the complex dynamics by which 

patriarchal structures are reproduced post-liberation as well as how best to challenge 

them.  

We believe it is important that high-school and university students are exposed to 

them not only through their inclusion in the curriculum, but also via state-funded 

travelling cinemas, open-air screenings, reading groups and literature and film education 

programmes in local communities. Annual summer school programmes or 

interdisciplinary national competitions for high-school pupils and university students 

could be organised around the theme of gender (in)equality, incorporating relevant 

novels and films as a medium of women’s empowerment. Further, school plays, public 

readings of relevant texts and film screenings in local libraries and museums represent 
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an important opportunity for encouraging the broader society to think about the problem 

of gender-based violence. 

 

Protest Movements and Political Culture 
 
Our examination of the transformative potentials of disappointment importantly speaks 

to the deep disaffection of the post-transitional generation concerning the continued 

deferral of the promised liberation. The widespread disappointment in South Africa is 

directed at the unresolved legacies of systemic violence and manifests itself in the 

proliferation of labour strikes and community protests against poor service delivery, 

corruption, the failures of land reform and the aforementioned tuition fee increases. 

These articulations of disappointment may be seen as exercises of public freedom, 

asserting the citizens’ right to participate in discussions about how to tackle lingering 

inequality and challenging dominant power relations. However, they also reflect the 

difficulty of beginning anew in conditions of structural injustice, tapping into the tactics 

of protest characteristic of the anti-apartheid struggle and frequently affirming violence 

as the only means of achieving progressive change (Strauss 2014; Holdt et al. 2011; 

Mottiar and Bond 2012).  

A turn to stories of ex-resistance fighters trying to come to terms with the failed 

promise of the resistance struggle, we believe, can initiate the much-needed dialogue 

between the “stalwarts” of the struggle and the younger generation, critical of the 

political elite’s failure to deliver on the promises of the liberation. The burgeoning 

number of memoirs and novels of disappointment – such as Pregs Govender’s Love and 

Courage, Sisonke Msimang’s Always Another Country, Achmat Dangor’s Bitter Fruit and 

Nadine Gordimer’s No Time Like the Present – allows us to trace the political effects of 

deep-seated disappointment, from apathy to ressentiment, from a conservative nostalgia 

for an idealised past to sustained attempts to reimagine the possible courses of political 

action. On the one hand, they help us understand how the entrenched legacies of violence 

may significantly circumscribe some groups’ possibilities for worldly engagement. On the 

other hand, they may reveal forms of political participation that escape the binary 

between revolutionary violence and status quo as the only possible alternatives. In 

particular, stories of disappointment can unearth how the past exclusionary modes of 
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political interaction condition the present and reorient political action towards reframing 

unjust relationships and structures in a way that makes past erasures less likely. 

Here our inquiry into the ethical ambiguity of betrayal and the complexities of 

solidarity in the anti-apartheid struggle is important in dislodging the predominant “us-

versus-them” forms of political interaction (Ramphele 2001). Our efforts to rethink 

resistance solidarity beyond appeals to moral purity and the accompanying patterns of 

exclusion increases awareness of the ways that simplistic tropes of betrayal travel across 

time and space, constructing new categories of “others” that can be violated at whim. In 

the democratic South Africa, performances of heroic masculinity have tended to evoke 

the just anti-apartheid struggle lineage and images of deviant traitors to legitimise 

violence against socially and politically marginalised individuals or groups (Gqola 2016, 

71). Examples include xenophobic attacks against “foreigners” in 2008 and 2015, the 

entrenched structures of gender-based violence, including the defamatory and injurious 

rhetoric surrounding the Jacob Zuma rape trial, and recurrent recourses to “traitor” and 

“spy” accusations to disqualify political opposition in contemporary debates about 

corruption and “state capture” (Gqola 2016; 2007; Marrian 2019). 

Recent growth in literary and cinematic productions that expose the complexities of 

betrayal in the difficult circumstances of liberation struggles reveal how simplified 

denunciations of traitors are implicated in existing hierarchies of power and inequality. 

Examples include Tatamkhulu Afrika’s The Innocents, Mandla Langa’s The Texture of 

Shadows, Niq Mhlongo’s Way Back Home and Norman Maake’s Homecoming. These 

novels and films expose the historically silenced complicities within the liberation 

struggle; draw attention to the systematic pattern of abuse against those perceived to be 

enemy agents; and point to the gendered dynamics of betrayal within masculinist myths 

of resistance. As such, they can play a significant role in challenging the persistence of 

ideologically motivated practices of exclusion and silencing in the contemporary political 

culture. 

Again, we find it essential that these novels and films of disappointment and betrayal 

reach the younger generations, by including them in high-school and university curricula, 

organising reading groups, public readings and film screenings in local libraries and 

community centres, and performing them in state-funded travelling cinemas and theatre 

caravans. Such engagements with novels and films could inspire exercises in role play, 

debate contests and short film competitions, oriented to displacing the poisonous us-
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versus-them forms of political mentality. Further, they could initiate a sustained 

conversation between the young activists and the older generations who participated in 

the anti-apartheid struggle. In organising film screenings and reading groups, local 

libraries or travelling cinemas could strike valuable collaborations with the existing arts 

and culture education centres, such as Denis Goldberg House of Hope, which aim to bring 

the younger and older generations together through the medium of creative arts. 
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