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ABSTRACT

Gender-based violence (GBV) in South Africa remains a pervasive and systemic social issue
affecting women. This thesis critically examines how Busisekile Khumalo’s novels The Harvard
Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) portray the effects of gender-based
violence and articulate narrative strategies that resist it. The study argues that storytelling in
these texts serves as a form of social justice by educating, critiquing, and challenging cultural

perceptions of gender-based violence.

Using textual analysis, the study foregrounds the often-invisible effects of gender-based violence
on women. Grounded in African Feminism, it positions black women’s fiction as intellectual
activism challenging systemic gender oppression. The study explores how Khumalo deploys
narrative strategies to expose the construction and consequences of gender-based violence, and
highlights women’s resistance, resilience, and transformation from victims into agents of

change.

These representations demonstrate storytelling as a site of resistance, advocacy, and
transformative engagement, while also highlighting broader psychological and social
consequences. Future research could specifically investigate male survivors’ experiences,
critically analyse constructions of masculinity, and assess digital storytelling as an emerging

methodological approach.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 An overview of gender-based violence globally and locally

Inrecentyears, the issue of narrative strategies against gender-based violence has gained
significant attention due to the growing number of cases globally. Gender-based violence
is a serious concern as well as a violation of human rights. The United Nations Inter-
Agency Standing Committee (IASC) gender-based violence guidelines define gender-
based violence as “an umbrella term for any harmful act that is perpetrated against a
person’s will, and that is based on socially ascribed (gender) differences between males
and females. It includes acts that inflict physical, sexual or mental harm or suffering,
threats of such acts, coercion, and other deprivations of liberty. These acts can occur in
public or in private” (IASC, 2015:5). Men and women are affected by gender-based
violence in various social and cultural spaces. However, it is primarily women and girls
whose cases are reported and known. The United Nations Women has employed multiple
strategies to eradicate this global issue. Two examples of the United Nations’ various
strategies are the HeForShe campaign and the Spotlight Initiative. Firstly, the HeForShe
campaign was developed in 2014 by Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, the United Nations
Women'’s director. The campaign aimed to hold men from all over the world accountable
for change. The achievement of gender equality lies in the world creating, promoting, and

championing women’s rights (Hay, 2022). Men and boys can also be advocates for gender

equality.

The campaign says gender should be seen as a spectrum, not just two categories. Men and
women are not opposites. The movement builds on Friedan and Radway’s inclusive
feminism and asks men to notice gender inequality in the workplace (Hay, 2022).
HeForShe also values women'’s careers. Researchers say that gender-based violence is
often seen inlow-income communities, and other experts think financial insecurity makes
violence worse. Muzavazi et al. (2022) believe women have more economic power now,

but the cases of gender violence are still rising.

Building on previous initiatives, in 2017, the United Nations, together with the European

Union, launched the Spotlight Initiative to eliminate all forms of violence against women

1



and children. The Spotlight Initiative directly targets root causes of violence against
women, such as harmful social norms and impunity for perpetrators. It dismantles
barriers to justice for female victims (Maralbaeva and Pierobon, 2018). The initiative
enforces accountability, ensuring victims receive justice and perpetrators face
consequences. The United Nations pursues global training and capacity-building to end

gender-based violence.

The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action is considered the most progressive
blueprint for advancing women’ s rights in history. In September 1995, the United Nations
held a conference in China at the Beijing International Convention Centre to advocate for
human rights, especially women'’s rights (Maran, 1996). The document covered every
aspect of women'’s basic needs and required governments worldwide to implement it
(Maran, 1996). This document was a pioneer towards the recognition of women'’s rights
around the world. It was also a groundbreaking milestone for visibility, advocacy,
legislative reforms, policy development, and implementation regarding women’s well-
being worldwide. As Maran (1996:353) once noted, “women from all parts of the world
would then, once back in their home countries, be able to use it as a practical and powerful
means of achieving long-held goals”. The statement still holds in the context of narrative

strategies against gender-based violence, specifically in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Gender-based violence has been a prevalent issue within the Sub-Saharan region. There
are progressive policies, organisations and interventions in the region to fight against
gender-based violence. In Nairobi, Kenya, the African Women’s Development and
Communication Network (FEMNET) was established in 1988 by a coalition of national
women'’s networks across Africa (Wanyeki, 2005). FEMNET works to empower women
and girls, promote their participation in decision-making processes, and advocate for
policies and actions that address gender-based discrimination and inequality, which also
includes gender-based violence. This network believes in African women’s rights and the
emancipation of all forms. Therefore, the thesis argues that Busisekile Khumalo’s novels
use literary representation and narrative strategies to construct gender-based violence

and reconfigure women's victimhood through resistance.



1.2 Defining Gender as a Performance

Gender is a social construct, while sex is biological (Butler, 1986). Therefore, men'’s
violation of women and marginalised individuals is a performance, not something they
are born to do. Simone de Beauvoir once said that “one is not born, rather becomes a
woman” (Butler, 1986:35). This sentiment is also shared by Kopano Ratele, a masculinity
scholar, in his book Why Men Hurt Women and Other Reflections on Love, Violence, and
Masculinity (2022). In his analysis of masculinities, he describes gender as a set of
attributes, roles, beliefs and expectations associated with males (Ratele, 2022). He refers
to males, while de Beauvoir’s reference is to females, indicating that both scholars concur

that gender is a social construct.

Following these foundational concepts, it is important to examine recent events that
highlight ongoing gender issues. During the COVID-19 years of 2020-2021, incidences of
gender-based violence rose in South Africa. Amongst many strategies to fight against
gender-based violence in the country was the development of the Gender-Based Violence
and Femicide National Strategic Plan (GBVF NSP, 2020), which sets out to provide a
cohesive framework to guide the national response to the endemic (GBVF NSP, 2020). In
the foreword of the National Strategic Plan, the current president, Mr Cyril Ramaphosa,

acknowledges the problem faced by the nation. He states that:

The unacceptably high levels of gender-based violence and femicide in South Africa
are a blight on our national conscience and a betrayal of our constitutional order
for which so many fought and for which so many gave theirlives. South Africa holds

the shameful distinction of being one of the most unsafe places in the world to be

awoman (2020:2).

The president’s statement directly addresses the gravity and societal impact of gender-
based violence. His language underscores the urgency and departure from constitutional
values. Acknowledging South Africa’s violent history, dating back to colonialism and
apartheid, is essential; while past violence was political, some scholars argue that gender-
based violence is a lingering product of traumatic social conditioning. South African

feminist scholar Pumla Dineo Gqola (2010:6) asserts that these historical eras are

3



interconnected, each carrying patterns of violence and violations of human rights,
paralleling gender-based violence today. Considering these historical connections and
ongoing issues, African scholars and activists have written, campaigned, protested, and

developed various strategies to fight gender-based violence.

1.3 The Power of Digital Activism in South Africa

Digital activism and technology have empowered African women to raise awareness
about gender-based violence, especially affecting black women. In the 21st century,
African Feminists introduced new strategies and highlighted gender-based violence as a
central challenge (Datiri, 2020). Online campaigns, amplified by social media platforms,
have drawn global attention to women'’s lived realities. Phiri (2024:47) notes that the
media serves as a social voice and authority, bringing empowerment when women'’s
issues are made public. Hashtag activism, as explained by Datiri (2020), is the use of the
# symbol followed by topics and has become a powerful protest tool, with several
hashtags originating in South Africa in response to global incidents of gender-based

violence.

In 2017, #MeToo gained momentum when Alyssa Milano encouraged Twitter users to
share their experiences of sexual assault (Onwuachi-Willig, 2018). The widespread
responses revealed the prevalence of such incidents in both private and public spaces.
Though Tara Burke coined #MeToo a decade earlier, it did not initially receive the same
support. The movement's founding by a black woman underlines how intersecting
factors: race, class, sexuality, and other social identities shape gender-based violence.
Gqola (2015:37) shows race influences violence, noting, “the idea of race as a way of
seeing, defining, experiencing and ordering the world” results in black women being most

violated. Digital activism can significantly impact social justice.

Turning to South Africa, #TotalShutdown was launched in August 2018 by activists and
feminist movements responding to gender-based violence. Thousands marched to the
union building to hand over their petition to the president, who promised a summit on
gender-based violence by year’s end (Naidoo and Buiten, 2022). Nationwide, women

marched to bring the nation to a standstill under the slogan “enough is enough”,
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emphasising the importance of collective action (Naidoo and Buiten, 2022:57). Gouws
(2016:401) notes that GBV reflects deep structural issues that require a multi-pronged
approach. Its ripple effect on families, communities, and individuals illustrates the
necessity of collective activism. Feminist activists push for prioritising gender-based
violence in the political agenda and government intervention (Gouws, 2016). The
#TotalShutdown mobilisation influenced policy and impacted society as a whole. Gouws
observes that it has been more successful than political parties (cited in Chimboza,

Abrahams and Chigona, 2020:9).

Following #TotalShutdown, the #AmINext movement emerged in September 2019 as a
national response to the murder of Uyinene Mrwetyana. Sparked by South Africans and
led by University of Cape Town students, the movement mobilised widespread public
engagement (Chimboza, Abrahams and Chigona, 2020). Mrwetyana, a university student,
was raped and murdered by a post office employee when collecting a parcel (Naidoo and
Buiten, 2022). The perpetrator’s prior convictions highlighted flaws in employment
vetting (Chimboza, Abrahams and Chigona, 2020). Widespread outrage exposed ongoing
gender-based violence nationwide. Media reports of rapes and femicides prompted the
creation of #AmINext, now seen as highly influential (Chimboza, Abrahams and Chigona,
2020). These hashtags, #TotalShutdown and #AmINext, have jointly increased awareness

of gender-based violence. Pereira (2017:21) asserts that:

The Internet and social media enable greater access to voice and flows of multiple
kinds, marked by potentially unprecedented speed and spread, to the extent
allowed by ability and access to the material conditions underlying connectivity.
(Social media) shapes new ways of being and doing, generating change through

new forms of connection (online), space (cyberspace) and reality (virtual).

As a result of these movements, leaders were forced to implement change, such as the
draft policy on gender-based violence (Chimboza, Abrahams and Chigona, 2020). This

results in action to support the reduction of violence against women.



1.4 Fiction as a Tool for Social Justice

The tradition of storytelling is an ancient practice in African societies. African people are
storytellers. Singh (2011:26) notes that “storytelling is as old as the human race and it is
one of the first methods of communication that humans used”. Stories play various roles
in communities; they educate, entertain, preserve culture and heritage, heal, pass
knowledge and challenge stereotypes. It is also a way to pass down cultural practices,
norms, and values from generation to generation (Singh, 2011). Storytelling has been an
oral tradition in African societies for centuries. People would sit around the fire,
anticipating the evening’s story, and be an active audience. These stories are described as
myths, fables, folklore and fiction. However, there was always a didactic value at the core

of each story.

As societies and cultures evolved, oral stories transitioned into written stories. Olive
Schreiner published South Africa’s first novel, showing that storytelling is not limited to
men. Clayton (1985: 35) identifies storytelling as a reciprocal process connecting the self,
the world, the teller, the listener, and time. This relationship allows readers to deeply
reflect and empathise with fictional characters, making the experience cathartic and

transformative.

Clayton (1985:34) argues that literature should clarify life. In addressing gender-based
violence, fiction helps readers understand its complexities by portraying different forms
and their impacts. Myths and stereotypes are challenged as fictional characters mirror
real experiences. African literature features diverse voices and themes, with political

violence, such as war and state violence, often highlighted.

Various genres of African literature engage with the theme of gender-based violence.
Spoken poetry has the power to raise awareness and increase sensitivity to contemporary
issues. In Nigeria, poets collaborated on the Hear Me Poetry Anthology of Women Survivors
(2020), edited by Adeolu Adebiyi, to advocate against gender-based violence and
recognise women'’s voices and experiences. This anthology includes several poems on

gender-based violence, such as ‘Dear beautiful lady’ by 1.0. (2020:5) which reads:



Without a single clue about what to expect
[ came into this world
If only my creator gave room to suspect

[ would take a different turn

The first verse shows the problems women face. The speaker may mean that she would
have chosen to be a man or not to be born if she had known what was coming. When
women are hurt, it increases gender inequality, harming both the victim and the
community. Poetry helps fight gender inequality in African societies. It shows political
views because social problems affect everyone. Literature can help bring social justice.
Continuing this tradition, anthologies highlight the collective experiences and visibility of

women'’s voices.

New Daughters of Africa, edited by Margaret Busby (2019), is an anthology featuring
works by women of African descent from pre-1900 to the 1990s. The book contains short
stories and poems on topics relevant to women of African descent. For example, the
second stanza of Patricia Glinton-Meicholas’s ‘Woman Unconquerable’ (Busby, 2019:162)
explores women'’s value and affirms African Feminist principles regarding women'’s

societal position:
Yet, here [ am
refusing reduction
head unbowed, tongue unchained
resisting devaluation
of self-forged new coinage.

The first line foregrounds women’s challenges, but their perseverance and resilience
shine throughout. The second line asserts the speaker’s resistance to objectification and
affirms her dignity. The third line embodies defiant self-expression and empowers her
refusal to be silenced, especially on issues affecting her. The last two lines celebrate her
reclamation of identity, not through tradition or patriarchal standards, but on her own
terms. Self-forged new coinage signifies her powerful creation of identity and new

beginnings as a woman. Collectively, the stanza radiates the empowerment and self-worth
7



of an African woman. This study investigates narrative strategies for dismantling gender-
based violence, which appear across genres, primarily in novels. Reinforcing this
approach, and echoing Audre Lorde’s encouragement to her African sisters, she urges,
“may these words be a bridge over that place where there are no words, or where they
are so difficult as to sound like a scream” (Busby, 2019: xxii). Thus, literary fiction acts as

a powerful bridge to understanding gender-based violence and its complexities.

1.5 A Brief Synopsis of the Selected Novels

Busisekile Khumalo is a Zimbabwe-born writer currently living in South Africa. She has a
degree in humanitarian law from the University of Zimbabwe. She is making an impact in
the South African literary space. Khumalo has written riveting novels. Her novels are The
Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), Fallen Candle (2020), Lola’s Heart (2020), The
Princess and the Piper (2021), Her Silent Screams (2022), Her Silent Screams Magnified
(2023), The End of Her Silent Screams (2023), Sunshine and Shadows (2023) and Rubies &
Rain (2024). It was her grade 4 teacher who introduced her to novels, and that was when
she gained the confidence to be herself (Musvosvi, 2023). In an interview with an online

magazine, she described her writing as follows:

[ write African stories for African women in many shapes, forms, sizes, ethnicities
and tribes. I mix a bit of different African cultures, spirituality and norms with the
everyday challenges of contemporary African women. All my books have female

leads, but I also write from a male perspective (Musvosvi, 2023).

All Khumalo’s novels feature black female protagonists overcoming challenges. Despite
adversity, they rise above circumstances, and themes of resilience, forgiveness, and
mutual support emerge strongly. Her stories connect with ordinary African women,

contributing to their positive reception.

The Harvard Wife (2017) centres on Nompumelelo, a Harvard graduate facing gender-
based violence from her politician husband and family. The novel explores her journey to
reclaim agency, pursue happiness, and redefine her identity while confronting societal

issues such as abuse and prejudice. Khumalo depicts female triumphs without vilifying
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men, focusing on the impact of violence and personal autonomy.

In Nomaswazi (2019), readers are drawn into her world as she undertakes a journey to
reclaim her power and reinvent herself. The narrative focuses on themes of romance, loss,
and forgiveness. After being left at the altar in her homeland, Swaziland, she decides to
leave home and start anew. Nomaswazi is sexually harassed at work and confronts her
abuser, emphasising gender-based violence’s impact in professional spaces. Her romantic
relationship further illustrates men'’s trauma and violence, reinforcing that gender-based
violence affects both genders uniquely. The narrative reveals diverse experiences of

violence in society.

Fallen Candle (2020) explores Emihle’s resilience through gender-based violence, love,
loss, and healing. Forced to flee due to familial abuse and cultural expectations, she
pursues independence and her dreams in Johannesburg, challenging stereotypes and

highlighting alternative, caring masculinity.

The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) explore gender-
based violence and its diverse impacts on female protagonists. Central themes include
mental health, self-blame, identity, historical trauma, resistance, and reimagining
masculinity. The novels offer complex perspectives on gender-based violence and align
with the research aim of analysing African feminist narrative strategies and resistance in

Busisekile Khumalo’s work.

1.6 Literature Review

1.6.1 Busisekile Khumalo within South African Women’s Writing Tradition

Busisekile Khumalo’s novels extend feminist literary engagement with gender-based
violence by focusing on its psychological aftermath. Through works like The Harvard Wife
(2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020), Khumalo uses narrative strategies
such as voice, silence, and focalisation to deepen the representation of violence, exploring
its internalised effects. Her fiction foregrounds storytelling as a site of meaning-making

and resistance within the broader African feminist tradition.



1.6.2 Scholarly Positioning of Khumalo’s Work

Although Khumalo’s novels offer important insights into feminist literary discourse on
gender-based violence, critical scholarship has rarely examined her distinct narrative and
stylistic strategies. This lack of sustained analysis has obscured her unique contribution
within South African literary studies. This limited scholarly engagement positions
Khumalo as an under-explored but significant voice whose contribution to contemporary

feminist literary discourse has not yet been fully examined within academic frameworks.

Khumalo’s novels address gaps in South African feminist literary scholarship by engaging
trauma, shame, silence, and identity within black women’s experiences of gender-based
violence. This study responds to the scholarly deficit by specifically analysing her
contributions, thus sharpening the main argument about her importance in contemporary

literature.

1.6.3 Thematic Contributions in Khumalo’s Novels

Khumalo’s novels highlight gender-based violence as a psychological experience,
foregrounding trauma, shame, silence, identity formation, and emotional survival. Her
work illustrates how violence shapes women'’s inner worlds, particularly regarding self-

perception, memory, and agency.

1.6.4 Narrative and Stylistic Strategies

Khumalo’s narrative and stylistic strategies voice, silence, and focalisation enrich feminist
literary discourse by representing women’s interior experiences and challenging
patriarchal narratives. Storytelling, silence, and fragmented narration function as
expressions of trauma and survival, engaging with gender-based violence’s emotional and

psychological dimensions.

1.6.5 Comparative Positioning within Gender-Based Violence Fiction

Compared to other South African women writers, Khumalo shares thematic concerns with
Sindiwe Magona and Kopano Matlwa, focusing on gendered oppression and women'’s

10



suffering. While Magona and Matlwa foreground structural violence and sociopolitical
critique, Khumalo emphasises psychological and emotional aftermath. Contrary to Sue
Nyathi, whose work centres on testimony, Khumalo highlights identity reconstruction and

emotional consequences, positioning her uniquely within gender-based violence fiction.

1.6.6 Thematic Review of Literature on Gender-Based Violence

Scholarship on gender-based violence in South Africa is critical to understanding the
socio-cultural and structural mechanisms that shape women’s lived experiences.
Professor Pumla Gqola’s work is central to these debates. In Female Fear Factory (2021),
Gqola examines how fear operates as a tool of patriarchal control, shaping women'’s access
to spaces and opportunities while reinforcing systemic gender inequality. She compares
fear to a factory, a mechanism designed to constrain women’s autonomy and maintain
societal hierarchies. In her other work, Rape: A South African Nightmare (2015), she
explores the entrenched culture of sexual violence in the country, showing how rape is
less about sex and more about power. Gqola deconstructs the myths and silences that
normalise sexual violence and highlights the cultural and institutional structures that
perpetuate it. Together, these works offer a lens for understanding the political and
personal dimensions of gender-based violence, illustrating the systemic forces that
sustain it as well as the ways women navigate, resist, and survive these realities. This
scholarship directly informs the study and is instrumental in critiquing the structural
systems that perpetuate gender-based violence, with a focus on identifying the specific

mechanisms through which these systems operate.

Across Southern African writing on gender-based violence, scholars and writers
emphasise how storytelling enables women to navigate shame, silence, and trauma.
Personal narrative stands out as a survival tool and a challenge to structures that keep
women voiceless. When Secrets Become Stories: Women Speak Out (Nyathi, 2021)
exemplifies this by collecting testimonies that openly address violence, resilience, and
reclaiming selfhood. The text demonstrates active resistance to victimisation and
confronts institutional systems that enable gendered harm. Both the collection and the
thesis use storytelling to pursue social justice. The collection aligns with the thesis’s

objectives, making it valuable to the study.
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Conversations about gender-based violence in South Africa require examining the
gendered power structures that shape men’s behaviour. This study uses Kopano Ratele’s
works to reveal how hegemonic masculinity is constructed, normalised, and sustained,
perpetuating harm. In Liberating Masculinities (2016), Ratele rejects the idea of a single,
rigid masculinity rooted in patriarchy, control, and violence, highlighting instead that
masculinities are diverse, compassionate, non-violent, and inclusive within African
historical and cultural contexts. He shows that hegemonic masculinity harms not only
women and marginalised groups but also men. Extending this analysis, Why Men Hurt
Women and Other Reflections on Love, Violence, and Masculinity (2022) explores how traits
of dominant masculinity contribute directly to gender-based violence and stresses the
need to reimagine masculinity for gender equality. This study incorporates Ratele’s
engagement with African feminist thinkers, including Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, to
reinforce the feminist intellectual traditions underpinning this framework. Ratele’s
insight guides the study in exposing harmful masculinities and proposing transformative

alternatives.

Understanding gender-based violence in South Africa requires examining both intimate
and systemic spaces where the issue is often concealed. Nechama Brodie’s works offer a
crucial lens: Domestic Terror (2023) explores intimate partner violence, while Femicide in
South Africa (2020) investigates the extreme consequences of gender-based violence. In
Domestic Terror, Brodie traces the historical presence of harm in relationships meant to
provide love and stability, using early legal records from 1911 to show how deeply these
patterns are embedded in social structures. She unpacks intersections of love, power,
gender, and control, highlighting the narrative dimension of violence, and demonstrates
how documenting women'’s experiences becomes an act of witness and accountability. In
Femicide in South Africa (2020), Brodie shows that the murder of women is not isolated
but the result of entrenched patriarchal systems, affecting all women but
disproportionately targeting vulnerable groups. Brodie insists these women are not
statistics but individuals with complex identities, and she critiques media coverage for
failing to recognise their full humanity. Her African-centred case studies directly connect
with the novels’ cultural contexts. Collectively, Brodie’s work is crucial for understanding

how storytelling illuminates and challenges gender-based violence, supporting the
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thesis’s aims.

Building on Brodie’s work, this study draws on academic research examining literature
as a site of resistance. Mlamli Diko’s (2023) analysis of isiZulu and isiXhosa texts shows
fiction can expose, critique, and destabilise norms that sustain gender-based violence.
Diko argues narrative spaces let writers confront patriarchy, reveal the realities of
violence, and imagine ways to challenge harmful expectations. His insights highlight how
literary representation challenges silence and brings hidden conversations into focus.
The article’s themes support this study, and its analysis of narrative texts aligns with the

study’s objectives.

To understand Diko’s literary strategies, it is essential to study how women process the
impact of gender-based violence. This necessitates engagement with trauma theory, such
as Cathy Caruth’s Trauma: Explorations in Memory (1995), which explores how traumatic
experiences are encoded, recalled, and depicted. Caruth emphasises that trauma leaves
remnants in both individual and collective memory. Catastrophic events disrupt linear
narrative, forcing repeated confrontation for those affected. This is central to gender-
based violence, as such trauma deeply shapes women'’s identity and history. Caruth’s
insights clarify how storytelling captures the raw experience of trauma and the drive for

survival, resilience, and healing. Her work remains directly relevant to the study.

Women’s activism around gender-based violence in South Africa (Gouws, 2016) provides
an important context for understanding collective challenges to gender-based violence.
Amanda Gouws (2016), in her study on activism around gender-based violence in South
Africa, examines how feminist mobilisation navigates inequalities and patriarchal norms
to contest violence against women. Gouws highlights political spaces and strategies
through which activists influence policy, challenge social expectations, and resist
systemic oppression. Activism, she argues, is not only about immediate intervention but
also aboutreshaping structures that enable violence. This perspective is directly relevant
to the study, which is informed by a feminist lens. It reinforces the idea that narrative, like
activism, serves as a vehicle for resistance, social critique, and imagining alternative

possibilities for women'’s lives.
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Advancing on activism, examining memory, trauma, and healing sharpens the
understanding of gender-based violence in South Africa. Gobodo-Madikizela and van der
Merwe (2009) draw attention to how narratives of memory and forgiveness confront
individual and collective violence in Memory, Narrative, and Forgiveness: Perspectives on
the Unfinished Journeys of the Past. Their interdisciplinary work illustrates the enduring
impact of historical violence on present realities. Storytelling opens a direct dialogue
between the victim and the perpetrator, driving insight and healing. This perspective
strengthens the study’s focus on memory and trauma and offers key insights for the

thesis.

Further expanding on memory and healing in feminist frameworks, black feminist
resistance in South Africa exposes how historical and structural oppression relentlessly
shape women'’s lives and fuel gender-based violence. In Surfacing: On Being Black and
Feminist in South Africa (2021), edited by Desiree Lewis and Gabeba Baderoon, black
women articulate how they resist, survive, and claim agency amid these adversities. The
collection highlights their unyielding resilience and strategic negotiation of identity
within oppressive systems, offering a nuanced feminist perspective on black women'’s
identity. Its significance rests in a theoretical framework deeply anchored in feminist

principles.

Feminist scholarship in South Africa decisively captures how women assert identity,
resistance, and agency amid entrenched inequalities. The collection Feminism Is: South
Africans Speak Their Truth (2018), edited by Jen Thorpe, foregrounds powerful voices
exploring motherhood, sexuality, anger, and daily struggles against oppression. These
narratives challenge constraining expectations and advocate for inclusion, inspiration,
and active feminist practice. The work exposes how power shapes women'’s lives and
situates storytelling as both reflection and resistance, reinforcing the critical feministlens

of this thesis.

Understanding gender-based violence demands scrutiny of how masculinities are
constructed and enacted in Africa. African Masculinities (2005), edited by Lahoucine
Ouzgane and Robert Morrell, interrogates the complexities and diversities of African

masculinities, rejecting assumptions of uniformity. Contributors reveal historical,
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political, cultural, and economic forces that position men as both victims and oppressors
within gendered power structures. By confronting intersections of patriarchy, violence,
and gender relations, the collection argues for redefining African masculinities to
promote gender justice. These insights contextualise men’s behaviours and roles in the

dynamics of gender-based violence for this study.

Extending the conversation, African women’s narratives reveal intersections of identity,
culture, and agency. New Daughters of Africa: An Anthology of Writing by Women of African
Descent (2019), edited by Margaret Busby, assembles generational voices, tracing
experiences from 1911 onwards. The collection explores themes of African identity,
activism, resilience, and feminism, illustrating how women assert agency amid personal
and political struggles. By emphasising women’s agency and identity reclamation, the
anthology deepens insights into gender, culture, and narrative in African contexts. Its
relevance stems from shaping the thesis’s exploration of storytelling as a vehicle for
resistance and empowerment, providing examples of narratives that directly inform

theoretical frameworks in the study.

Examining the role of vulnerability and shame in black lives is important for
understanding gender-based violence. The collection You Are Your Best Thing:
Vulnerability, Shame Resilience, and the Black Experience (2021), edited by Tarana Burke
and Brené Brown, provides essays exploring the trauma black people face within
oppressive systems and the ways these systems perpetuate shame. The anthology
emphasises resilience, showing how vulnerability can be used as a tool for personal and
collective healing. The work is significant in the thesis because it provides insight into the
internal and relational dynamics of shame. This theme is relevant in the study as shame

often underpins the perpetuation of violence within black communities.

Silence and shame play a central role in sustaining gender-based violence, and literary
analysis reveals these dynamics. In her article ‘They Never Spoke to Each Other of It:
Contemporary Southern African Representations of Silence, Shame and Gender Violence’
(2017), Jessica Murray’s article examines how silence protects perpetrators and
perpetuates violence cycles. Her analysis is essential to the thesis by showing how

literature exposes the links between shame and silence, supporting the study’s focus on
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narrative strategies for empowerment.

Digital spaces play a complex role in sustaining and challenging gender-based violence,
offering new platforms for storytelling and resistance. In Gender-Based Violence and
Digital Media in South Africa (2024), Mayiziveyi Phiri examines how digital platforms
enable survivors to share experiences, shape public perceptions, and negotiate identity
and representation. This text is relevant to the study, as it illustrates how feminist
perspectives are mobilised through digital narratives to challenge oppression. As Phiri’s
analysis demonstrates, the thesis explores how empowering marginalised voices through
these platforms illuminates the social and cultural dynamics underpinning gender-based

violence, providing both theoretical and practical context.

In addition to these digital considerations, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie provides valuable
insight, directly relevant to feminism as a movement rooted in human dignity and
equality, offering crucial perspectives on gender dynamics for this discussion. In We
Should All Be Feminists (2014), Adichie depicts the subtle ways women experience
discrimination and oppression within patriarchal systems. By drawing on her personal
experiences to advocate for female empowerment and challenge harmful cultural and
social stereotypes, she clarifies the importance of her work in understanding the issues
discussed. Adichie emphasises that feminism is inclusive and requires the participation
of all genders, highlighting how voices and actions challenge oppression and inspire
empowerment. Her approach demonstrates how storytelling promotes awareness,
critiques power, and encourages social change. This sustained focus on women’s agency
and autonomy directly supports the thesis by providing essential insight into the

argument.

Through analysis, literature offers a powerful lens for examining and challenging gender-
based violence in South Africa. Zuzana Luckay’s article, ‘Representations of Violence in
Contemporary South African Fiction’ (2009), is directly relevant to the thesis because it
examines how violence is intertwined with historical trauma, identity, and power
structures in South African fiction. By demonstrating how these narratives unpack factors
sustaining gender-based violence and promote collective healing, Luckay’s analysis

showcases storytelling’s capacity to confront societal issues, empower marginalised
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voices, and provide pathways for social change. This alignment makes the article highly

pertinent to the study’s central themes.

Existing scholarship covers gender-based violence, trauma, shame, patriarchy, and
resistance in South Africa and across Africa. However, it rarely focuses on contemporary
women-authored fiction that explores the psychological and emotional consequences
through female experiences. This study uses the work of contemporary African women
writers to illustrate the interconnected experiences of shame, silence, trauma, and
reconstruction. The thesis’s distinct approach is highlighted by comparing previous
scholarship and identifying a gap in the literary analysis of how women writers represent
these complex dynamics. Furthermore, little scholarly attention has been given to The
Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) for their exploration
of gender-based violence. This study offers a thematic analysis, arguing that
contemporary African women'’s writing depicts female characters navigating violence and
reclaiming agency, and extends the discourse to internal struggles with shame, fear,

silence, and identity formation.

1.7 Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework guiding this research is African Feminism, which advocates for
women'’s equal rights and seeks to dismantle patriarchal systems while promoting gender
collaboration. Some scholars call it “humanistic feminism” (Badejo, 1998:94), highlighting
that its core is mutual respect rather than hostility. Mikell (1995) and Emechetta
emphasise the importance of complementary gender roles and cooperation, as both men’s
and women'’s well-being is essential in society. Adichie (2014:48) defines a feminist as “a
man or woman who acknowledges that there is a problem with gender and it needs to be

fixed by everyone”.

African Feminism addresses the empowerment of African women and minority groups
that challenge the patriarchal status quo. The African Feminism Forum Charter (AFF)
establishes guiding principles that explicitly define the movement’s focus and

determination.
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We are African women, whether we live here in Africa or elsewhere, and our focus
is on the lives of African women on the continent. Our feminist identity is not

qualified with ‘if, ‘But’, or ‘However’. We are Feminists. Full stop (AFF, 2006:3).

This statement clarifies that African Feminists are individuals committed to gender
equality who draw on direct experience in Africa. The African Feminist Forum Charter
(2006) recognises that feminists possess diverse identities and perspectives,
emphasising the movement’s strength in diversity. African Feminists address the complex

challenges facing women and minority groups across the continent.

The African Feminist Forum Charter directly challenges claims that Feminism is a Western
import, asserting African women’s longstanding history of resistance against patriarchy.
Dosekun (2019:2) notes that powerful female figures, including matriarchs, queens, and
priestesses, exemplify African women engaged in feminist practices before the term
existed. African Feminists have consistently led activism at every level, striving for a
better quality of life for all (AFF, 2006:5). Sierra Leone and Charlotte Maxeke from South
Africa, to mention a few. The charter states that African Feminists assert the space and
find inspiration from feminist ancestors who were trailblazers (AFF, 2006). Therefore,

African women have a history of Feminism fighting various oppressive systems.

The African Feminist Forum Charter outlines key principles central to gender equality. In
this study, focus is placed on the principle of non-violence, which guides strategies in
novels to combat gender-based violence (AFF, 2006). The study aims to contribute to a
non-violent society for women and minority groups. Another principle underlines
women’s right to live free from patriarchal oppression, discrimination, and violence,
highlighting the need for dismantling harmful systems (AFF, 2006). The principle of
freedom of choice and bodily autonomy underscores women'’s control over their bodies
and opposition to objectification (AFF, 2006). Intellectual activism, linking theory to
practice, aligns with the research approach. Finally, the Charter emphasises the
recognition of African women as subjects and agents in their lives and societies (AFF,

2006).

Moreover, women portrayed in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019) and Fallen
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Candle (2020) have agency. The protagonists depict their agency and empowerment in
different ways in their lives. In The Harvard Wife (2017), Nompumelelo builds a children’s
centre that promotes local products because she is passionate about empowering others
(Khumalo, 2017). In the children’s centre, Nompumelelo promotes entrepreneurship and
the arts and culture of the South African people. Thus, they preserve heritage and express

their creativity, empowering women and others.

In Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist reclaims her identity as the next chief in her
community and proposes ideas to enhance people’s lives (Khumalo, 2019). These
narratives challenge the notion that only men should succeed in leadership roles;
Nomaswazi is chosen to lead her people based on merit and a heart for her community.
Fallen Candle (2020) unfolds as Emihle empowers herself and those she loves, including
Tobias (Khumalo, 2020). Pereira (2017) highlights that, amongst many feminist concerns,
the primary focus has been on the violence targeted at women, including harmful cultural
practices. Violence occurs in both private and public spaces. Therefore, “activism can only
be strengthened by a deeper understanding of the problems with which it grapples”
(Pereira, 2017:17).

African Feminism is distinct from Western Feminism in that it is not individualistic and
capitalist. Instead, it is concerned with “bread, butter, culture and power”, as Mikell
argues (cited in Ahikire, 2014:8). The protagonists are all African women who confront
challenges that are not experienced within the framework of Western Feminism. For
instance, in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomusa loses her job and must deal with
unemployment and her toxic family (Khumalo, 2017). While a Western feminist is fighting
for equal pay, an African woman is fighting to get a job. Additionally, African spirituality
is evident throughout Emihle’s life in Fallen Candle (2020). The belief that the invisible
affects the visible requires her to perform a ritual to appease her ancestors and improve
her life (Khumalo, 2020). This difference highlights how Western Feminism has a notion

that women are a homogeneous group.

In contrast, African women understand that Africa is “very diverse as it has many
countries with different cultures within; it cannot be treated as a single entity because

women from countries like Tunisia, Morocco and Algeria tend to face different problems
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from women of the Sub-Sahara” (Atanga, 2013:301). Western Feminism is often seen “as
anti-men, anti-child and disruptive of the natural state of the family and sometimes
synonymous with lesbianism” (Atanga, 2013:303). In contrast, African women are
“pronatal, value marriage and motherhood” (Mikell, 1995:412). Africa is rooted in
communal values, which in turn are grounded in the concept of ‘ubuntu’. Badejo

(1998:94) asserts that African Feminism embraces:

Femininity, beauty, power, serenity, inner harmony, and a complex matrix of
power. Itis always poised and centred on womanness. It demonstrates that power
and femininity are intertwined rather than antithetical. African femininity
complements African masculinity and defends both with the ferocity of the lioness
while simultaneously seeking male defence of both as critical, demonstrable, and

mutually obligatory.

Ratele (2016:139) argues that connecting with black feminist ideas could help free black
South African men from patriarchal trauma. Some feminist scholars work with men to
help create masculinities that are caring and non-violent. Their strength comes from
understanding their African identities. These women draw resilience from their
ancestors, who fought similar struggles. They can handle social problems while keeping

their femininity.

African women are reclaiming their stories, challenging stereotypes, and building
solidarity. This study is based on African feminist theory, which serves as its main
framework for examining gender-based violence in selected African women’s fiction.
African feminism is the main lens to understand patriarchy, women'’s agency, silence, and
resistance in these texts. Trauma theory adds depth by showing the emotional and
psychological sides of gender-based violence, especially around memory, shame, and
identity. Rather than treating these theories as opposites, the study connects them to
better understand how gender-based violence is both socially felt and described in
stories. It highlights how narrative strategies such as voice, silence, and focus reveal
trauma, shame, and healing. This combined approach treats African feminist narrative
practice as a tool for interpretation and as a space where meaning, identity, and recovery

grow through storytelling. This approach advances scholarship by stressing the link
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between lived experience and storytelling in African women'’s writing on gender-based

violence. The study’s framework is firmly based on African feminist values and principles.

1.8 Research Methodology

The study uses textual analysis as its method, since it focuses on literature. Textual
analysis is based on theoretical and philosophical ideas (Smith, 2017). The study’s
framework is African Feminism, which guides the interpretation of the novels. Gender-
based violence is a social issue and will be examined through an African Feminist lens in
The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) to show its
context in the South African society. Textual analysis will compare the texts to find
similarities, patterns, and differences in the stories. All three texts are written by one
author, but the main characters’ stories are different. The method also examines how the

texts interact with one another and with broader literary discussions.

Along with its theoretical underpinnings, textual analysis is philosophical because it asks
questions about representation, interpretation, and meaning. Texts have layers, and
readers find different meanings to understand the world. Textual analysis helps describe,

interpret, and understand texts. Allan McKee (2003: 1) defines textual analysis as:

A way for researchers to gather information about how other human beings make
sense of the world. It is a methodology, a data-gathering process for those
researchers who want to understand how members of various cultures and
subcultures make sense of who they are and how they fit into the world in which

they live.

The study investigates gender-based violence as a persistent social issue in South Africa,
particularly in black communities. By analysing novels, the research aims to uncover
patterns of gender-based violence that make this issue challenging to address locally.
Although gender-based violence is a global problem, the narratives help illuminate

unique aspects of South Africa’s situation.

Belsey (2013:160) defines textual analysis as understanding cultural meanings through
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artefacts, in this case, novels featuring black female protagonists told from a female
perspective. Textual analysis reveals hidden details, such as daily decisions, which shape
or challenge stereotypes. For example, Nompumelelo’s decision to divorce, the
protagonist in Nomaswazi reporting harassment, and Emihle's choice of education all
illustrate everyday actions that challenge harmful norms. These examples show that close
textual analysis exposes deeper meanings and supports uncovering gender-based

violence patterns in these novels.

Textual analysis as a research methodology “involves a close encounter with the work
itself, examining the details, and interpreting the text (Belsey, 2013:160). The close
examination of The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020)
will contribute to understanding the strategies against gender-based violence. There are
various strategies that families and communities utilise to fight against gender-based
violence. One strategy that recurs across all three novels is speaking out about the

incident to alleviate the victim’s shame.

The interpretation of texts will provide meaning. Smith (2017) illustrates that the
researcher starts the textual analysis by selecting a problem worth investigating. In this
research study, the problem is gender-based violence in literary representations. Belsey
also acknowledges that textual analysis “poses the questions the research set to answer”
(2013:171). As a result, the research questions emerged from the novels after extensive

reading. What questions are raised by the text? Can the reader have answers to them?

In addition, Belsey argues that the text is written for someone and addressed to someone,
enabling them to find meaning and purpose in the message conveyed. The Harvard Wife
(2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) have themes that women can relate
to, and that will enable them to draw meaning from the texts. Textual analysis is ideal for
literary studies because it can validate marginalised individuals by connecting their lives
to larger societal structures. In the study, all the protagonists are black women, and their
strategies against gender-based violence will be closely examined. The texts engage in
dialogue with the researcher, challenging belief systems. Textual analysis requires deeper
reading and the analysis of subtext to understand meanings and draw conclusions.

Textual analysis highlights how texts are part of social events and broader society. Lastly,
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Smith (2017:3) argues that texts “impact the lives of individuals, groups and communities
in society”. The methodology allows readers to link their experiences with the texts and
construct meaning. As a result, the study will contribute to the fight against gender-based

violence in society through novels.

1.9 Aim

This research analyses how Busisekile Khumalo’s novels use African feminist narrative
strategies to represent gender-based violence. It considers patriarchy, silence, shame,
trauma, and unequal power relations, and shows how these narratives reshape women’s

victimhood through resistance, resilience, and agency.

1.10 Objectives

The study highlights the various narrative strategies in Busisekile Khumalo’s novels to
combat gender-based violence. Some of the study’s objectives align with the principles of
the African Feminist Forum Charter. The first objective is to analyse how gender-based
violence is represented and constructed in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019)
and Fallen Candle (2020). The second objective is to examine how memory and trauma
are mediated through narrative voice and focalisation in The Harvard Wife (2017),
Nomaswazi (2019) and Fallen Candle (2020). The third objective is to analyse how shame
is constructed, represented, and challenged through narrative strategies in The Harvard
Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019) and Fallen Candle (2020). The last objective is to explore
how feminist narration reconfigures victimhood and agency in the depiction of gender-

based violence in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019) and Fallen Candle (2020).

1.11 Research Questions

The research questions guiding this study are as follows:

a) How do Busisekile Khumalo’s The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen
Candle (2020) use narrative strategies to construct representations of gender-based

violence?
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b) How are trauma and memory represented and mediated through narrative voice and

focalisation in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020)?

c) How is shame constructed, represented, and challenged through narrative techniques

in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020)?

d) How do Busisekile Khumalo’s The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen
Candle (2020) reconfigure victimhood and agency through feminist narration in their

depiction of gender-based violence?

1.12 Significance of the Study

This study fills a gap in Literary Studies: gender-based violence is rarely examined in
African fiction, which is overshadowed by approaches from psychology, health,
education, and criminal law. This research shows that literary texts do not simply reflect
gender-based violence; they construct meaning with African feminist strategies, including
voice, focalisation, silence, and storytelling. Here, literature produces knowledge where

trauma, shame, and agency are reshaped and reimagined.

The study advances African Feminist scholarship by foregrounding storytelling as an
African epistemic practice central to meaning-making, cultural memory, and social
critique. An analysis of Busisekile Khumalo’s novels demonstrates how African women
writers use fiction to challenge patriarchal systems, disrupt stereotypes, and reconfigure

victimhood through resistance, resilience, and agency.

This research advances literary scholarship by clarifying how African feminist narratives
foreground women'’s trauma, shame, and resistance in the context of gender-based
violence. It establishes the central role of literary analysis in revealing the emotional,
psychological, and structural dimensions of violence, thereby contributing to
interdisciplinary conversations about gender equality, including those relevant to the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 5. Thus, the study argues that storytelling

fosters social awareness, feminist resistance, and social justice.
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1.13 Thesis Outline

This thesis is divided into four chapters, excluding the introductory and concluding
chapters. The study examines three texts by Busisekile Khumalo The Harvard Wife
(2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020). The introductory chapter outlined
the purpose and scope of the thesis. It provided an overview of gender-based violence
globally and locally. It also explored fiction as a tool for social justice and discussed the
role of storytelling. The chapter then covered the literature review, theoretical

framework, and methodology used in the study.

Chapter Two examines how Busisekile Khumalo’s The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi
(2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) use narrative strategies to construct representations of
gender-based violence by focusing on its effects on female characters. It specifically
analyses how these narratives depict the physical, psychological, social, and economic
consequences of gender-based violence to reveal its layered impact on women'’s lives. The
chapter sheds light on the consequences and voices the experiences of African women. In
The Harvard Wife (2017), the protagonist is Nompumelelo, who experiences gender-
based violence directly and indirectly. In her journey, she faces contrasting masculinities
that pull her in opposite directions. While dealing with her problems, she also has her
daughter to raise. Oyama, her daughter, is raped during an event and falls pregnant. Her
pregnancy dismantles all the dreams she had as a young lady in high school, showing that
gender-based violence against women has no status. It transcends race, education, class
and other social identities. Nomusa, who is a close family friend, experiences violence in
her life. These three female characters portray various forms of gender-based violence in
their lives. The effects of gender-based violence are examined through individual female
characters rather than as a collective group, to show how Busisekile Khumalo’s narrative
strategies construct distinct and situating representations of violence in each text. In
Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist’s experience of gender-based violence in the
workplace is used to foreground how institutional spaces can reproduce harm, with the
narrative centring her lived reality to emphasise its consequences. In Fallen Candle
(2020), Emihle’s journey of reclaiming herself after experiencing violence illustrates how
the narrative constructs recovery and self-restoration as part of the representation of

gender-based violence and its aftermath.
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Chapter Three analyses how trauma and memory are represented and mediated through
narrative voice and focalisation in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and
Fallen Candle (2020), with particular attention to how these narrative techniques shape
the reader’s understanding of lived experiences of trauma across the three texts. Gender-
based violence not only leaves physical scars but also emotional and psychological scars.
The memory of a victim or survivor’s experience plays a significant role in either re-
traumatising the individual or processing healing. The three texts highlight the traumatic
experiences the characters encounter. In The Harvard Wife (2017), the protagonist must
confront memories to focus on her future. Oyama is dealing with her rape ordeal, which
resulted in pregnancy. Nomusa has memory trauma from her childhood. Nomaswazi’s
(2019) narrative depicts the power of the mind; even as she tries to start over, memories
of her past keep replaying, creating a cycle of insecurity and fear. Hlongwane has
nightmares about the rape he committed when he was a teenager. The narrative
highlights trauma in the characters’ memories. It also portrays the toxic culture of
patriarchy that demands unrealistic expectations from men to their detriment. In Fallen
Candle (2020), Emihle navigates the trauma of repeatedly losing those closest to her,
including her father, abusive husband, child and boyfriend, while also struggling with her
own sense of self. This chapter highlights the enduring impact of gender-based violence,
which victims and survivors have to confront. Gender-based violence transcends physical

bodily harm; it affects the psychology and confidence of the individual.

Chapter Four examines how shame is constructed, represented, and challenged through
narrative techniques in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle
(2020), with particular attention to how the narratives both produce and resist shame
within the lived experiences of the female characters. To support this analysis, the
researcher draws on the book by Tarana Burke and Brené Brown titled You Are Your Best
Thing: Vulnerability, Shame Resilience, and the Black Experience: An Anthology. The
collection provides insight into black women’s individual experiences and how they
navigate shame at the intersections of race and gender. The book is valuable for its focus
on vulnerability and shame resilience, which resonates with the protagonists of the
novels under study. The concept of shame has no gender; it manifests in men and women

alike. Gender-based violence is a catalyst for shame; it thrives in silence. The concept of
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shame also flourishes in silence, so the characters resist it in various ways. The
protagonist in The Harvard Wife (2017) divorces her husband despite her mother’s
disapproval, knowing that both the decision to leave her marriage and defying her mother
are considered shameful within her culture. Her daughter Oyama is raped, which carries
shame, and she becomes pregnant, which is more shameful. Nomusa is a breadwinner at
home, so when she loses her job, she has to deal with the idea that she is only valuable to
her family when she has money. Jarred is ashamed of a medical condition because it
reveals his vulnerability and imperfections. In Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist is
ashamed because she was left at the altar. She is not comfortable in her body, creating
more insecurities. In Fallen Candle (2020), Emihle is surrounded by so much shame, such
as the death of her father, the death of her husband, the death of her baby, being a high
school dropout, and the community’s perception that she carries misfortune. All these
characters are navigating their lives, resisting shame and challenging societal

expectations.

Chapter Five examines how Busisekile Khumalo’s The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi
(2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) reconfigure victimhood and agency through feminist
narration in their depiction of gender-based violence, with particular focus on rape and
physical violence as dominant forms of violation. Rape shows that some people are
valuable, and others are objectified. In The Harvard Wife (2017), Oyama is raped, which
is a heinous experience that scars her forever. She decides to keep the baby regardless of
how it was conceived. The narrative shows the complexities of navigating motherhood
after violence. She tries to heal and reclaim her agency and future through the baby. In
Nomaswazi (2019), Hlongwane is the perpetrator of rape. This act haunts him even in his
adulthood. As a result, his sexual behaviour is a coping mechanism for the crime he
committed. This chapter uses the lens of Rape: A South African Nightmare by Pumla Dineo
Ggola to examine the incidents in the narratives. In contrast, Fallen Candle (2020)

presents a different dominant form of gender-based violence, namely physical violence.

Chapter Six synthesises the main ideas of the previous chapters. Chapter One presents the
thesis. Chapter Two examines how The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and
Fallen Candle (2020) use narrative strategies to construct representations of gender-

based violence and analyses the effects of violence on female characters. Chapter Three
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interrogates the representation of trauma and memory through narrative voice and
focalisation. Chapter Four investigates how shame is constructed, represented, and
challenged through narrative techniques in the selected novels. Chapter Five examines
how the novels reconfigure victimhood and agency through feminist narration in their
depiction of gender-based violence, with particular focus on rape and physical violence as
dominant forms of violation. The chapter foregrounds the study’s significance and
advances knowledge of gender-based violence within Literary Studies. It reaffirms that
gender-based violence is a crime against humanity and illuminates its complexities

through literary representations.

1.14 Conclusion

This chapter situates gender-based violence in global and South African contexts,
emphasising its persistence as a deeply rooted social problem shaped by power dynamics.
It demonstrates how gender-based violence is produced and contested within
contemporary societies. The chapter outlines the study’s aims, objectives, research
questions, theoretical framework, literature review and methodology. It provides the
analytical groundwork for the next chapter by examining how Busisekile Khumalo’s The
Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) use narrative
strategies to construct representations of gender-based violence, focusing on both their

depictions and effects.

28



CHAPTER TWO: Narrative Construction of the Effects of Gender-Based
Violence in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen
Candle (2020)

2.1 Introduction

This chapter contends that Busisekile Khumalo’s The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi
(2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) deploy precise narrative strategies to portray gender-
based violence as an invasive, embodied reality that intensely shapes female protagonists’
psychological health, emotional resilience, relationships, and identity formation. It
scrutinises how these texts depict gender-based violence through an African Feminist lens
and highlights themes of mental health, self-blame, narrative silence, and the pursuit of
self-identity to clarify female characters’ negotiation with and resistance to patriarchal
structures. The chapter shows that these novels present gender-based violence not only
as harm, but as an enduring force shaping women’s self-perception and their navigation

of hostile social landscapes.

2.2 The effects of gender-based violence in The Harvard Wife (2017)

The text portrays how the protagonist’s life is shaped by patriarchy and violent systems.
Mavengano (2024:2) highlights “that GBV affects individuals from diverse backgrounds
and transcends socio-economic boundaries”, as portrayed in The Harvard Wife (2017).
The protagonist in The Harvard Wife (2017) is Nompumelelo, an only child. She grew up
with both parents until her father passed away when she was in high school (Khumalo,
2017:27). The narrative describes Nompumelelo as an ambitious woman who “graduated
on top of her class had won three book prizes and a scholarship to study her masters in
Harvard” (Khumalo, 2017:23). The protagonist had a good relationship with her father
while he was alive. He owned a bookstore and also helped people type their CVs
(Khumalo, 2017:27). After the passing of her father, Nompumelelo’s world came
crumbling down because she experienced the struggles and hardships of not having a
provider (Khumalo, 2017:27). At tertiary, she wore minimalistic clothes when compared
to the other girls. Nompumelelo is described as intellectual; the focus is not on her

physical appearance but rather on her dreams and goals (Khumalo, 2017). This portrayal
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resonates with the notion of “feminist intellect as a tool for liberation” (Mama, 2017), as
her intellectual identity becomes an act of resistance against patriarchal expectations that
often confine women to their physical appearance. Gender-based violence affects her

through issues of mental health struggles, emotional abuse, and self-blame.

The protagonist is a black African woman and has experienced gender-based violence in
her life in various forms. Other violent experiences are encountered by those close to her,
other female and male characters. In her poetry collection, Koleka Putuma (2017) opens
the book with a poem titled ‘Storytelling’ signifying that black African people are told and
hear stories from one generation to the next; this signifies that stories are a way of
understanding “our experiences from our perspectives” (Mpiti, 2020:1). The Harvard Wife
(2017) portrays the story of a black woman while also examining the impact of gender-
based violence, challenging the representation of black women as victims in fiction. This
aligns with Mama'’s (2017) feminist critique of how global research and publishing often
distort African women's realities by positioning them as passive sufferers rather than
active agents of change. Through Khumalo’s text, the narrative challenges black women'’s
victimhood by dismantling stereotypes and validating vulnerability, as seen when
Nompumelelo’s tears signal her emotional breaking point rather than weakness. The

narrative also highlights mental health as a problem faced by black women.

2.3 Mental Health Issues in The Harvard Wife (2017)

Gender-based violence profoundly impacts the mental health of the protagonist and other
female characters in the novel. The World Health Organisation (WHO, 2022) defines
mental health as the ability to manage life’s stressors, reach one’s full potential, learn and
work effectively, and give back to one’s community. The Harvard Wife’s (2017) first
sentence introduces a hopeless protagonist. The book opens with “fireworks sounded all
through Johannesburg, mocking and taunting her pain. She could hear the sound of
celebration even from high up in their master bedroom. All it served to do was make her
even more miserable” (Khumalo, 2017:7). Mental health problems are highlighted in the
texts as an effect that black people typically downplay. Daniel states, “I am not going to
tolerate this bout of self-pity from you, as the minister’s wife you have to act accordingly”

(Khumalo, 2017:8). Nompumelelo’s mental distress is labelled as self-pity by her husband,
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illustrating the cultural downplay of mental health issues. By portraying Nompumelelo
locked in her bedroom crying (Khumalo, 2017), while expected to endure her suffering in
silence, the novel critiques the stereotype of the ‘strong black woman’ and highlights
African feminist concerns with how such stereotypes suppress women'’s vulnerability and
lived experiences. In doing so, the text rejects the “strong black woman schema, which
often discourages women from seeking help by promoting the notion that they must face
adversity alone” (Oliphant et al., 2022:141). Thus, the novel reclaims vulnerability as a
legitimate and feminist expression of strength, using imagery to portray Nompumelelo’s
vulnerability as a site of empowerment rather than weakness. The description that “she
rocked herself slowly tears coursing through her face collecting a debris of mascara
forming streaks across her foundation tipping over the stubborn set of her full lips”
(Khumalo, 2017:8), paying no heed to the urgency of the knock at the door, creates an
image of her despair. Yet, her refusal to open the door despite the urgent knock suggests

control over her body and space.

According to Mavengano (2024), myths about black women'’s strength during slavery,
when they were perceived to have an exceptional ability to tolerate high levels of labour
and stress, gave rise to the notion of the strong black woman. The novel challenges these
literary stereotypes by portraying African women who acknowledge their suffering but
refuse to be defined by it, as seen through Nompumelelo. The text refutes the stereotypical
representation of a victimised woman; it portrays a woman at her weakest point
emotionally, but also shows her reclaiming her power. As Alice Walker (1983:45) “values
tears as a natural counter-balance of laughter”, emphasising that emotions are an integral

part of being human.

The introduction to The Harvard Wife (2017) suggests that the woman is sorrowful. Her
thoughts remind her that “crying wouldn’t solve anything, that the tears would only cause
her another migraine, somehow that seemed to open the floodgates even wider”
(Khumalo 2017:7). The diction of “another migraine” indicates that this character often
has migraines, which are represented as a physical manifestation of her internal pain and
tumult. Mkone (2018) highlights that depression often causes unexplained pain, such as
headaches. Therefore, the reader can conclude that the protagonist is battling depression

or another mental health issue. Research shows that “the intricate link between physical
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pain and psychiatric illnesses, such as depression, serve as proof that mental and
emotional experiences can and do manifest physically” in the body (Mkone, 2018:1). As
the story progresses, it is evident that Nompumelelo is in an unhappy marriage, which is

possibly violent.

The couple is hosting an event at their home when Nompumelelo withdraws from the
social gathering to lock herself alone in the bedroom (Khumalo, 2017). The juxtaposition
of a happy event in her house and Nompumelelo’s isolation in her bedroom foregrounds
African feminist principles of emotional agency and the reframing of vulnerability as
strength. By choosing when and how to express her pain, she resists the stereotype of the
strong black woman. Her husband, Daniel, starts by knocking on the door, asking her to
open it. His tone changes when he states, “people are beginning to wonder what has
become of their hostess, and I, for one, am not going to be made a fool. Now stop this
nonsense before I break down this door” (Khumalo, 2017:8). How Daniel is addressing his
wife is disturbing. Ratele (2022) poses a question in his book: “What fills the space of
love?” among people or in relationships. The notion that “what if there is no love where
there ought to be love” depicts that there are links between love, rage and violence
(Ratele, 2022:54). Daniel continues to threaten his wife he shouts, “if you are not down in
ten minutes there will be hell to pay. Do I make myself clear?” (Khumalo, 2017:8). Daniel’s
diction is highly concerning considering that he is talking to his wife. The word “hell” is
associated with destruction, darkness and punishment with the images of big tormenting
fires. Mama (2017) highlights how language is marked by dimensions of power and status,
and how it can be used to strengthen feminist consciousness and collective activism. In
this context, Daniel’s diction alludes to the violence he will inflict upon his wife if she does
not comply with his commands, revealing the abusive and controlling nature of their
relationship. From an African feminist perspective, language itself becomes a
battleground. Thus, Nompumelelo’s silence functions as a form of resistance that rejects

Daniel’s abusive words.

In addition, Mkone (2018) maintains that feelings of worthlessness serve as evidence of
depression. Symptoms of depression vary amongst the protagonists, but they all depict
mental health concerns. Nompumelelo describes herself as feeling empty, which raises

concern from her friend Nomusa, who closely examines her. Nomusa realises that
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Nompumelelo has “sagging shoulders and the taut lines on her face”, make her look
defeated, which is unlike her (Khumalo, 2017:15). Malaba (2022) states that various
factors diminish a character’s mental capacity. Nomusa is retrenched at work, and she
finds herselfliving with her boyfriend Amogalang, who emotionally abuses her (Khumalo,
2017). The abuse that Nomusa is facing contributes to the already existing stress of
finding another job. As she states, “it was harder to find a job when you were jobless than
ithad been for her to find a job when she was still employed” (Khumalo, 2017:265). Jessica
Horn (2020) argues that unemployment for women is linked to emotional imbalance,
insecurity and distress, thus deepening the thematic exploration of mental vulnerability
in female characters. Nompumelelo describes her friend as looking as though she has not
slept for weeks, and she appears weak. The protagonists are facing mental health issues
in their lives that are related to gender-based violence. Nompumelelo has developed low
self-esteem due to her gender-based violence experience. She has evidence of her
husband’s infidelity despite his vow to be the ideal man in her life (Khumalo, 2017). She
discusses this matter with her friend Nomusa, whom they have known since they were in
diapers (Khumalo, 2017). Nompumelelo admits to her friend that she lied about the status
of her marriage because she did not want pity. She states, “l am a mess, Nono; [ didn’t want
to become that woman who is always crying about her cheating husband. How I longed
for that perfectlife, and [ was tired of the pity thatl saw in your eyes each time” (Khumalo,

2017:14).

2.4 The weight of self-blame in The Harvard Wife (2017)

Self-blame is a recurring psychological motif in The Harvard Wife (2017). The gender-
based violence experiences portray how female characters internalise feelings of guilt and
self-blame because society often shifts the responsibility to the victim and not the
perpetrator. African feminist thought emphasises the importance of intellectual
engagement and activism as tools for healing from the psychological wounds of
colonialism, sexism, and racism (Mama, 2017). In the text, self-blame contributes to
emotional suffering and delayed healing and reinforces patriarchal oppression. African
feminists challenge this internalised oppression by promoting critical consciousness and
collective support. Self-blame is a character’s internal struggle over their actions or

behaviour, which they believe is wrong and has led to a miserable life.

33



The act of shifting the blame to the victim is a patriarchal attitude because it divorces men
from taking accountability for their actions. Daniel who is the perpetrator of various
behaviours towards his wife, shifts the blame by asking, “how many times do I have to try
to make things work between us, but you always have to go and make a scene?” (Khumalo,
2017:18). His wife has an envelope as evidence of his cheating which he vowed he has
stopped so that they can work on their marriage. However, he portrays himself as the self-
righteous one trying to fix things, while the wife is depicted as the one not meeting him
halfway. The patriarchal mindset is evident even with other women who are perpetuating
it. Regardless of what Daniel has put Nompumelelo through, her mother protects his
actions so that he appears as the hero. MaNtuli reminds her daughter, “That man has been
nothing but patient with you all these years” (Khumalo, 2017:20). Funmilola, Marvellous,
and Chijioke (2016:7882) highlight that the “male counterparts are presented in heroic
proportions,” as MaNtuli portrays Daniel as the patient one. Her statement alludes to
Nompumelelo being problematic, and any challenges that she faces in her marriage are
her own doing, resulting in self-blame that is socially enforced. As a result, Nompumelelo’s
self-blame is reiterated when she reflects that, even though their future seemed miles
apart, Daniel had been supportive of her dreams despite her expectation that he would
break up with her when she was going to study abroad (Khumalo, 2017). She reflects that
when she was going to the airport, “only Daniel accompanied her” because their families

did not own a car (Khumalo, 2017:24).

Additionally, the societal pressures of maintaining an idealised marriage cause her to
excuse Daniel’s abusive behaviour. She believed that she could fix him and their marriage,
however she realises that she cannot (Khumalo, 2017:14). She suppresses her pain to
avoid confrontation with her husband, convincing herself that “I don’t think I have any
fight left in me I feel so empty” (Khumalo, 2017:15). This mindset is evident when she
confesses to her friend Nomusa, “this is too much even for me, there is only so much I can
take. I'm only human after all” (Khumalo, 2017:14). Her reluctance to express pain and
anger is rooted from the ingrained belief that a wife must persevere in her marriage and
the notion that speaking out signals weakness; therefore, it is better to suffer in silence,
which creates a ripple effect of oppression. Nompumelelo highlights that “I was

committed to Daniel, and I let him down every chance I got, but he was persistent”
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(Khumalo, 2017:36). Her words indicate that she feels her behaviour is wrong. However,
Daniel is not patient with her despite his own cheating and abusive nature. She has failed
to give Daniel a baby, but his mistress gave him one so easily, which also hurt her feelings
(Khumalo, 2017). According to Funmilola, Marvelous, and Chijioke (2016), in an African
context, a woman, or a wife, is appreciated for her reproductive roles within the family.
The in-laws of the barren wife show zero tolerance for her childlessness, prompting her
to blame herself (Funmilola, Marvelous, and Chijioke, 2016). This instance exposes the
damaging myth: the text challenges the notion of the strong black woman who suffers in
silence, as such expectations prevent women from seeking help and speaking out. In The
Harvard Wife (2017), Nompumelelo defies this stereotype, openly telling Jarred about the
marital rape she endures from her husband, Daniel. She further reveals her ultimatum to
divorce Daniel and follows through (Khumalo, 2017). Through candid dialogue and
introspective narration, the text foregrounds her courage, portraying vulnerability as an

act of defiance.

2.5 The Quest for female self-identity in The Harvard Wife (2017)

Female identity is a complex topic because women assume many roles on a day-to-day
basis. The Harvard Wife (2017) portrays how the protagonist forges her identities within
patriarchal systems. She challenges societal norms and assigned roles, creating herself.
Women are first human, then women, mothers, wives, sisters, friends, and colleagues, and
the list goes on. Gwendolyn Mikell (2014:407) argues that women should be treated “first
and foremost as humans, rather than sexual beings”. In all those identities, gender-based
violence adds victimhood, survivor, stigmatisation and marginalisation. Gender-based
violence indicates that women and girls are treated as sexual beings, hence the scourge of
violence. The female characters in The Harvard Wife (2017) are on a quest for their self-
identity. According to Muhammad Afzal (2021:3), “identity plays a vital role in shaping a
person’s life in society, in recognising a person’s power and position too”. Afzal (2021)
suggests that without a sense of identity, the woman is powerless and has no purpose in
life. Gender-based violence removes the power and position of a female in society; it
reduces a woman to a dysfunctional object. The impact of gender-based violence disrupts
the self-identity. Goredema (2008) highlights how African women’s identities are often

shaped by their biology and socialisation, influencing their interactions with men, women,
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and broader societal structures. This reinforces patriarchal narratives that position
women through suffering and objectification. In The Harvard Wife (2017), the
protagonist’s husband treats her like an object for his use. Daniel tells Nomusa, “She is my
wife, and you will not tell me how to handle her” (Khumalo, 2019:18). His use of the word
“handle” implies that he is treating her like an object; humans are generally not handled

in such a manner, as it devalues their dignity.

Women's bodies are often sites of violence, disrupting their relationship with their own
bodies. In the novel’s beginning, Nompumelelo spends time crying in the bathroom “after
washing her face she could barely recognise the puffy reflection that stared back at her,
the reflection seemed crushed and pathetic” (Khumalo, 2017:8). Physical pain shows on
her body, making her appear drained. Afzal (2021) illustrates that African women are
expected to be submissive and suffering wives. Societal expectations cause
Nompumelelo’s self-consciousness, leading her to wear an “oversize linen shirt on top of
her swimsuit” (Khumalo, 2017:26). She feels uneasy after waking next to Jarred, her “face
was unwashed and bare of any makeup” (Khumalo, 2017:38). Jarred prepares breakfast
for them, butinstead of appreciating his effort, she worries about carbs affecting her hips;
she thinks he is trying to turn her into a hippo (Khumalo, 2017). Goredema (2008)
contends that women’s sexuality and reproductive roles are ongoing sites of conflict,
constraining access and mobility in society. The hippo comparison highlights derogatory
judgments by patriarchal beauty standards and Nompumelelo’s struggle to maintain an
ideal body size. Phindiwe, her sister-in-law, body shames her, shouting, “I bet wherever
you are, you are busy spreading those fat thighs” (Khumalo, 2017:50). Feminists oppose
body hate and shame-based discourse, advocating acceptance of bodies that deviate from
norms (Tylka, 2015). Consequently, Nompumelelo’s negative body image disrupts her

sense of self as she tries to meet an unrealistic standard.

Moreover, when Nompumelelo reclaims her body, it becomes part of her individual
identity. Oyeh Otu (2016:41) states that “a woman’s right over her body is a key factor in
her quest for freedom, self-determination and dignity”. She goes into the shower singing,
“even though I have fat thighs, flabby arms, a potbelly still gives good loving”, a song by a
South African group called Freshly Ground (Khumalo, 2017:50). The choice of the song

indicates that she recognises the flaws of her body. However, nonetheless, it is still her
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body that she loves. Some scholars have defined a positive body image as the ability to
appreciate the unique beauty and functions of the body, and to focus on assets rather than
imperfections (Tylka, 2015). It is evident in the text that Nompumelelo evolves from a
passive, submissive wife who has a negative body image to an individual who challenges
patriarchy. The narrative starts by juxtaposing Nompumelelo’s early despair with her
later triumph. At the beginning of the text, she is trapped in her husband’s shadow, locking
herself in the bedroom and crying as an indication of her misery in her marriage. As the
story unfolds, she takes control of her life, divorces her abusive husband, raises her
daughter on her own, becomes an entrepreneur, and finds love again (Khumalo, 2017). At
the end, she marries across racial boundaries and cries tears of joy, showing just how far
she has come and how she has claimed her independence, defying the patriarchal and
societal expectations that once held her back. Even her mother, at the end of the text,
accepts Jarred as a son, depicting that Nompumelelo has broken cultural boundaries. Her
mother also commends her for being brave and divorcing Daniel, informing her that she
did not have the same courage in her marriage (Khumalo, 2017). The text suggests that
women have a choice to remain in their imprisoned lives or change them to what they
wish; it also depicts that breaking away from social norms is not easy. It requires courage
and self-belief for an individual to realise that they have a greater purpose than just
surviving. Hence, fiction is a way to explore a return through a story, bringing the reader

home.

Otu (2016) argues that women are socialised to pursue traditional roles for recognition
as ‘women’. Failing to comply triggers shame, stigma, and severe judgment, rendering
women incomplete and failures. The protagonist embodies this conditioning: despite
suffering gender-based violence, she internalises blame. Daniel repeatedly betrays
Nompumelelo and fathers a child as proof (Khumalo, 2017), but Nompumelelo cheats
once, admitting, “I committed adultery, it was a fling” (Khumalo, 2017:53). Her confession
exposes self-condemnation, shaped by cultural demands for a “good wife and mother”
that serves her husband (Otu, 2016). Culture instructs women to endure pain.
Nompumelelo tells her white boyfriend, “I know it doesn’t make sense to you Jarred, but
[ need to go back to him” (Khumalo, 2017:73). Escaping mental captivity takes bravery.
Women are conditioned to suppress sexuality and rights, most experiencing sexual guilt

or succumbing to sex negation (Otu, 2016). The texts confront the stereotype of sexually
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negated African women, revealing the impact of cultural conditioning.

Daniel was often away on business trips, too tired, or not in the mood. Nompumelelo “had
to fend for sexual needs” (Khumalo, 2017:113). She explains she “had even bought a dildo;
it made her orgasm more than Daniel did” (Khumalo, 2017:113). The sexual repression
women experience is irrational. Nompumelelo wonders why men withhold sex without
consequence, but women must accept it. Yet, if women do the same, men react with

outrage and indignation (Khumalo, 2017).

In addition, Otu (2016:41) conveys that a “woman’s body is her territory, and for her to
be truly free and independent, she must have sovereignty over it”. The protagonistin The
Harvard Wife (2017) works hard to take ownership of her body; for a woman who has
endured gender-based violence, reclaiming bodily autonomy becomes a crucial decision
in reconstructing her female identity. Nompumelelo’s decision to leave her abusive
marriage isnotonly an act of emotional liberation but also a reclamation of physical space.
She refuses to let her body remain a site of violence. Nompumelelo rejects the notion that
her body can be “angrily grabbed” by her husband (Khumalo, 2017:18). Her body has
suffered multiple miscarriages in her marriage with Daniel. When she decides to divorce
Daniel, she is removing her body from being a site of violence (Khumalo, 2017). The
woman'’s right over her body is a key factor in her quest for identity and freedom, as her

sense of identity is deeply connected to her physical being.

2.6 Effects of gender-based violence in Nomaswazi (2019)

In Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist grows up with only one parent after her mother
dies during childbirth. Her father is a chief in the area, and he adores her very much
because her mother was his true love (Khumalo, 2019). Nomaswazi grew up in a warm
home with everything she needed and accompanied her father to his meetings. When she
is older, her father orchestrates an arranged marriage for her, and the man leaves her at
the altar, shattering her sense of identity (Khumalo, 2019). After the humiliation she
experiences, she leaves Swaziland for Johannesburg, South Africa, to start a new life. As a
result, her relationship with her father becomes very estranged (Khumalo, 2019). In

Johannesburg, she secures a job as a receptionist at a law firm. She shares a flat with
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Akhona because she is saving for college, as that is her goal (Khumalo, 2019). After six
years in Johannesburg, she believes she is settling into her new life “after running away
from her pastlife” (Khumalo, 2019:2). Nomaswazi is affected by gender-based violence in
various ways; she suffers rejection from an arranged marriage, sexual harassment at
work, bullying, struggles with mental issues and self-blame for the misfortunes in her life.
Nomaswazi describes her emotional state “I've been feeling all morning like I'm stuck in
a horror movie and my oncoming train is that beautiful monster” (Khumalo, 2019:1).
These thoughts point to deep psychological trauma and anxiety; however, the narrative
does not name them as depression, reflecting cultural tendencies to minimise mental
health issues. The novel opens with the imagery, “I have been strapped to the rails in the
path of a moving train,” (Khumalo, 2019:1), vividly depicting the protagonist’s extreme
vulnerability and psychological trauma. By foregrounding her suffering through imagery
rather than explicit mental health terms, the text critiques societal expectations that

women endure emotional pain silently, as Nomaswazi portrays.

2.7 Mental Health in Nomaswazi (2019)

In Nomaswazi (2019), the novel examines how workplace sexual harassment profoundly
affects women’s mental health and portrays the protagonist’s psychological struggles. The
rejection that Nomaswazi has previously experienced has influenced how she perceives
herself and her body. She reflects, “How I even managed to get the reception job at Van
Gogh Attorneys, one of Thee best law firms in Jozi, was nothing short of a miracle”
(Khumalo, 2019:6). Her reflection indicates someone who feels inferior and thinks they
were given a favour by being offered the job. At her job, Nomaswazi attends a disciplinary
because her white male colleague, Ashton, sexually harassed her. This incident was a
physical violation of her body, but it affected her psychologically because she plays out
various scenarios of the disciplinary outcomes in her mind. She explains that “sexual
harassment is such a sore accusation to make; you end up on the firing line, and your
morals are called into question. At least that’s what | have been led to believe by the news

and crime series that I watch” (Khumalo, 2019:64).

In her book Female Fear Factory, Gqola (2021:86) writes that “patriarchy casts women as

liars and it also conditions all of us to see the world through male eyes”. Nomaswazi knows
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what she experienced was real and traumatic, but society has conditioned women to
doubt their truth and reality. Hence, her mind wonders about her credibility. The notion
of questioning her own experience is a mental health concern because her mind believes
that her narrative is not legitimate, which enables anxiety and stress. Even though there
is a witness to corroborate her harassment, her mind is not at peace. In her essay ‘Re-

righting the sexual body’, Horn (2006:8) writes:

Our bodies are our primary means of participating socially, economically,
politically, spiritually and creatively in society. They are the beginning point of the
application of rights the place in which rights are exercised, and for women in

particular, the place where rights are most often violated.

The violation of the body is linked to the trauma of the mind, as the mind remembers what
happened to the body and impacts an individual’s mental health. In Nomaswazi’s case,
sexual harassment resurfaced memories of school bullying. She reflects on Zamaswazi’s
role in the bullying “her mean words still ring in my mind, no matter how hard I try to
bury them” (Khumalo, 2019:65). This reflection shows her mind has not healed from past
trauma, leading to ongoing torment, depression, and bodily symptoms of mental distress.
Horn (2020) argues that individual and collective stress are perpetuated by structural
power relations such as patriarchy, emphasising that these relations enable direct
physical violence, which women primarily experience (Horn, 2020). Mkone (2018) notes

that feelings of guilt and hopelessness are associated with depression.

2.8 The weight of self-blame in Nomaswazi (2019)

In Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist’s journey is shaped by internalised self-blame,
which consistently influences her perceptions and decisions. Nomaswazi struggles with
self-blame, believing her mother’s death in childbirth resulted from her own size. After
being rejected by her prospective husband as a ‘fat cow,” she commits to losing weight
(Khumalo, 2019). Her outlook reveals that she attributes all her losses to her body weight,
altering her body image and leading to low self-esteem. Tanya Denise Fields (2021:23)
asserts that the guilt felt by black women is rooted in appearance, emphasising that

Nomaswazi’'s negative body image reflects broader issues for black women. Experiences
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of bullying further distort her self-image, as she recalls Zamaswazi “usually led the people
bullying me at school” (Khumalo, 2019:65). This reflection demonstrates the enduring
nature of psychological and emotional wounds. Such trauma increases her susceptibility
to self-blame, reinforcing patterns of internal oppression. Yerima-Avazi and Opoku-
Agyemang (2021) note that African feminism seeks to transform cultural norms affecting
women, fostering self-actualisation and empowerment. Yolo Akili Robinson (2021:154)
describes a process of unlearning old patterns and cultivating new behaviours, signalling
the journey toward empowered identity. Nomaswazi’s narrative illustrates her shift from
culturally imposed ideals toward autonomy and self-assertion. She embraces the
challenge of sitting on the throne, aware that the ancestors will strike her if she is not
chosen, demonstrating resistance to traditional limitations on women’s leadership

(Khumalo, 2019).

Goredema (2008) challenges views of traditional African societies as inherently
oppressive toward women. This is reflected in Nomaswazi’s merit-based leadership and
dedication, which unlearns oppressive patterns and embraces new values. Msila (2021)
argues that society must address gender inequality and patriarchal norms, principles that
Nomaswazi embodies. Phakeng (2015) notes the challenge of visibility for black African
women. The narrative shows that growth and empowerment involve rejecting old
expectations and seeking autonomy. Nomaswazi’s declaration, “I am done letting people

walk all over me” (Khumalo, 2019:166), foregrounds African feminist self-determination.

2.9 Struggle with self-image in Nomaswazi (2019)

In Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist’s negative body image centres on her perceived
imperfections. Her shame stems from the story that her mother died in labour because
she was such a big baby (Khumalo, 2019). On her wedding day, she describes her

appearance:

[ let the lady from the spa do my make-up, and then I slipped into my body shaper,
the corset wound so tightly to give me the perfect hourglass figure in my princess
ball gown, diamonds embellishing the sweetheart neckline, with lace covering my

chubby arms, gracefully (Khumalo, 2019:12).
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Nomaswazi’'s appearance reflects her struggle to conform to societal beauty standards,
shaping her body at the expense of comfort. Despite achieving the ideal image, she is
abandoned at the altar (Khumalo, 2019) and bullied at school for her weight. These
experiences shape her body image around external criticism. Feminist research finds that
multiple factors contribute to body image (Tylka, 2015). The text shows how these facets
converge in Nomaswazi’s life, defining her identity and exposing the pressures women
face to meet societal expectations. Nomaswazi voices resistance “I am tired of being told

I'm ugly, too dark, too fat” (Khumalo, 2019:166).

2.10 Effects of gender-based violence in Fallen Candle (2020)

In Fallen Candle (2020), Emihle is also an only child raised in Zimbabwe. She comes from
a family background with both parents; her father died when she was in high school
(Khumalo, 2020). She became pregnant with her boyfriend, Butho, whom she was forced
to marry at a young age. The baby did not survive due to various factors. She was
physically overworked and missed her clinic checkups (Khumalo, 2020). At the beginning
of their marriage, Butho promised her a better life in South Africa. He was going to start a
business in Johannesburg, and then, when the business was flourishing, he would return
to get her (Khumalo, 2020). He often visited home when he was in South Africa, and his

visits became less frequent until he stopped coming home altogether (Khumalo, 2020).

The news of his passing in Johannesburg in a car accident rendered Emihle a childless
widow (Khumalo, 2020). At the time of his death, they were already estranged; thus,
Emihle remarks, “I have to fake sniffles every time someone comes to sit next to me
offering their condolences. My eyes are drier than the Gwayi River during famine”
(Khumalo, 2020:7). She was initially situated in a physically abusive marriage, resulting
in mental health challenges, self-blame, trauma from being silenced, and disruption of
identity. As the protagonist, Emihle uniquely navigates these adversities by resisting
abuse and actively seeking to reclaim her identity, thereby foregrounding her individual
journey toward empowerment. Notably, she rejects financial dependence on Abe and
asserts her need for career support (Khumalo, 2020). By reclaiming bodily autonomy,

evidentin Emihle’s declaration that she does not “want to be anyone’s woman” (Khumalo,
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2020:92), and resisting imposed silence illustrated by her admission to Zimkhitha that
her husband’s death “meant freedom” (Khumalo, 2020:102). Emihle redefines selfhood

beyond victimisation, strengthening the cohesion of her narrative throughout.

2.11 Mental Health in Fallen Candle (2020)

Emihle battles mental health issues. Emihle’s sudden experience of an emotional
breakdown disrupts her daily activities. She explains that “one moment I was ok
preparing my uniform for today and the next moment tears were flooding down my face
and [ was clutching at my chest and stomach, curled up in a ball on my bed. I cried until I
feared that tears would turn into blood” (Khumalo, 2020:105). Her crying indicates the
anxiety and emotional turmoil that is internalised, depicting the narrative’s portrayal of
mental health struggles that are often left unacknowledged. Mental health problems are
conditions that affect a person’s thoughts, emotions, behaviour, and overall well-being.
She feels hopeless about her life’s prospects. As she talks to Khosi, who advises her to “live
out her dreams” (Khumalo, 2020). Emihle reflects that “she makes it sound so easy, but I
am older and weary, | am like a cloth blowing aimlessly in the wind” (Khumalo, 2020:75).
She explains that her heart is heavy, and her spirit is feeling lowness. As a result, she
withdraws from other people, as she notes that “I feel bad for snapping at him, but [ am
just too despondent to reach out to him” (Khumalo, 2020:87). Above, she is referring to
Ntuthuko, who used to be her teacher back home in Zimbabwe, so they know each other.
Ntuthuko was friendly to her and would even walk her home in the evening after work,
but her state of mind pushed him away. As a result, she has symptoms of depression, and
her well-being is not in good condition. Shashi Deshpande (2012:383) maintains that the
power of stories is that the self discovers that “I am not alone in thinking this way, [ am
not alone in what I am going through. There are others like me. I am not abnormal. There
is something healing, strengthening and transforming in this process”. It is through this
process that these fictional characters find validation in their experiences, realising that
their struggles are not isolated but are part of a broader collective reality. This enables
them to articulate their narratives and challenge the silences associated with mental

health, which is a result of gender-based violence.
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2.12 The Passive and powerless phase in Fallen Candle (2020)

The text portrays a passive stage in Emihle’s journey, reflecting the impact of gender-
based violence on her sense of agency. According to Avazi (2021:126), “It is basically a
period in the development of the personhood of the woman where she has little to no
control over her circumstances. It can be said to have characterised the lives of women at
one point in time”. Emihle in Fallen Candle (2020) depicts her passive stage in her
marriage to Butho. While still in high school, Emihle’s father passed away. She reflects
how she found comfort in Butho’s arm, “especially the third arm”, resulting in her falling
pregnant (Khumalo, 2020:57). During this time, she was living with her brother, who was
working in Johannesburg; upon finding out that she was pregnant, he threw her out of the
house (Khumalo, 2020). She had to name the father of her baby, and she was sent to
Butho’s home, where he took responsibility for the pregnancy and paid lobola for her, and
they were married (Khumalo, 2020). Her circumstances were unbearable when her
husband left for Johannesburg on a business opportunity, leaving her with her mother-in-
law. Emihle explains that “his mother hated me on sight”, and she emotionally and
physically abused her (Khumalo, 2020:57). The mother-in-law would slap her, beat and
overwork her every day while throwing insults at her (Khumalo, 2020). During her
pregnancy, she had to carry a 25L bucket on her head every morning and evening
(Khumalo, 2020). Emihle cried herself to sleep. She explained how she missed her father

and how her husband would call her, making all the promises that she believed.

During Emihle’s passive period, she depended on her husband financially; she even
complained that he used to buy her worn-out clothes (Khumalo, 2020). During this time,
her physical body signalled her hard life; she had blisters on her hands, cracks on her feet
and her collar bones were sticking out (Khumalo, 2020). Her marriage was in prison;
hence, at the death of her husband, she states that she finally had freedom (Khumalo,
2020). Her passive state ends when her husband dies, and she decides to leave her home
country, Zimbabwe, for Johannesburg, South Africa, for a better life after her husband’s
death. However, Nyambuya, Gopal and Shumba (2024:341) highlight that “female
migrants encounter various forms of violence, including sexual assault, domestic abuse,
and exploitation” in the new country that they have fled to. Therefore, Emihle, being an

immigrant, is vulnerable to violence and abuse even in South Africa. Nyambuya, Gopal,
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and Shumba’s statement proves true when Emihle meets Kgomo, who states, “I resent

your people” (Khumalo, 2020:134). He explains to Emihle his resentment:

Let me try to explain it so that you can understand. Let’s say, your father is that
uncle in the family whom everyone perceives is doing great but in reality, you are
living from paycheck to paycheck. Then everyone in the family always comes to
your father for help, cousins are brought to ‘visit’, only a visit which was meant to
lasta month turns to years. At first, you don’t mind sharing your bed with them but
astime goes and more relatives come, you end up sleeping on the floor in your own
home. What's worse is those same cousins constantly criticize you, calling you lazy
and look down on your ways. When the chores come in you are expected to do the
weeding while your cousins take up space in your home, they don’t help make the

place clean but add to the dirty plates in the sink (Khumalo, 2020:134).

Kgomo’s analogy highlights social ills such as violence in the hosting country, particularly
as immigrants may be involved in perpetuating it. In South Africa, women and girls are
vulnerable to gender-based violence. Female immigrants are at greater risk, frequently
exploited and lacking social support, which further exposes them to violence. According
to Nyambuya, Gopal and Shumba (2024), female immigrants bear severe injustices due to
this absence of support, forcing them into cycles of victimhood. Emihle’s experience as a
female immigrant reflects powerlessness and low self-esteem, heightened by
discrimination and dehumanisation linked to her identity as a black woman - an identity
already facing systematic barriers and worsened by intersecting oppressions as a black
female immigrant (Nyambuya, Gopal and Shumba, 2024:341). Overall, the main argument
is that gender, race, and immigrant status combine to intensify social injustice and

violence faced by female immigrants.

Gqola (2021:66) argues that “to be female is to be conquerable. It is no coincidence that
acts and narratives of war speak of ‘conquered land’ in feminine terms and use feminine
pronouns” because society has created such an image of women. Therefore, Emihle, as a
female immigrant, escapes the brutal hardships of her country to be met by more
resentment and discrimination in the host country. According to Nyambuya, Gopal and

Shumba (2024:342), “while these effects are substantial, they do not paint the full picture
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of the impact of GBV for African migrant women,” such as Emihle. However, itis important
to note that she arrives in South Africa having agency to navigate and protect herself
through discrimination, violence and dehumanisation. Goredema (2008) asserts how
patriarchy organises social life and institutional structures, limiting women’s agency by
granting men control over most aspects of their lives. Emihle’s decision to leave her
marital home, wearing jeans that feel foreign to her legs, symbolises her escape from an
imposed marriage and her active pursuit of a new life in Johannesburg (Khumalo, 2020).
In this scene, the text foregrounds her agency and determination to reclaim control over
her body and destiny, projecting the resistance of African feminism. She has overcome the
passive state of her life; in Johannesburg, she is an active agent of transformation. In
Johannesburg, Emihle actively constructs a new life by securing employment, completing
her matriculation, pursuing a nursing diploma, and gaining practical experience in a
hospital (Khumalo, 2020). These achievements reflect her determination, self-reliance,
and agency in navigating unfamiliar circumstances and asserting control over her

personal development.

2.13 The Quest for Female Self-Identity in Fallen Candle (2020)

In Fallen Candle (2020), Emihle’s journey reflects a quest for female self-identity, as she
navigates personal guilt and the search for autonomy. When Emihle runs away from her
marital home, she remarks, “I think of my mother faced with the wrath of maMloyi, and I
feel a pang of slight guilt” (Khumalo, 2020:41). Women are often conditioned to feel guilty
when pursuing their individual goals and desires. She has to mentally resist the feelings.
She reflects on how many times she called her mother, begging her to go and live with her
due to the abuse. However, her mother flat-out refused (Khumalo, 2020:41). According to
Otu (2016:41), “female conditioning, therefore, is one of patriarchy’s strongest weapons
against women”. Contemporary African authors are producing literary works that explore
the transformation of female characters into modern women who assert their right to the
same freedoms as men, including the freedom to embody both virtue and fallibility,
thereby claiming their full humanity (Otu, 2016). From a feminist perspective, gender-
based violence traumatises the female body, which disrupts the processes of identity

formation.
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In Fallen Candle (2020), when Abe courts Emihle, she indicates that she does not “want to
be anyone’s woman” (Khumalo, 2020:92). Her statement suggests that she has created
boundaries that her body is not a public object for men, but a private and sovereign
integral part of her identity. She informs Abe that she does not want to be at a man'’s
mercy, clearly isolating her body from the potential harm (Khumalo, 2020). Later in the
book, when she decides to date Abe, she does so on her terms, ensuring her independence.
Instead of receiving an allowance from Abe, Emihle requests help in securing a better job
that will pay her more (Khumalo, 2020). The female protagonist dismantles the words
spoken to her about her body, challenges the violence her body has experienced and
redefines her sense of selfhood. She creates an identity that transcends victimhood; she is
an agent who speaks, acts and owns her narrative. Emihle reflects that “I may have taken
the long road to find myself, but I am glad I did because it helped me find a beautiful family.
[ may have lost a lot along the way but I also gained so much and for that, [ am eternally

grateful” (Khumalo, 2020:282).

2.14 Narrative Silence in Fallen Candle (2020)

Women's identity formations take on various dynamics, whether through their voice or
lack thereof. Narrative silence is the intentional or imposed absence of voice or
articulation in a text, often signalled by trauma, shame, resistance, or unspeakable
experiences (Felman and Laub, 1992). It depicts what cannot or is not allowed to be
spoken; as Susan Lanser (1992:8) notes, the narrative voice itself can become a “site of
crisis, contradiction, or challenge”, portraying that even when the voice is present, it can
be fractured or burdened. Narrative silence is not simply a lack; it is a space where
absence speaks volumes. One of the potent effects of gender-based violence on female
characters is narrative silence, where the characters are unable to or refuse to speak
about their violent experiences because they fear disbelief and social judgment. The
silencing fractures the character’s sense of self; she becomes a woman who must carry the
weight of violence in silence, unable to process or name her pain. In her influential work,
Lanser (1992:4) asserts that “when feminists talk about voice, we are usually referring to
the behaviour of actual or fictional persons and groups who assert woman-centred points

of view”.
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In Fallen Candle (2020), during the distribution of Butho’s assets, the wife, Emihle,
experiences the erasure of her own identity. Her mother-in-law attributes her failures as
a wife, which culturally silences her from challenging her in-laws (Khumalo, 2020). As a
result, she feels like the walls are closing in and has to remind herself to keep breathing.
African feminism is grounded in the notion that women in Africa are socially constructed
by various cultural components that shape their voices (Mavengano, 2024). Culture
dictates that when a husband passes away, the wife is expected to cut her hair as a symbol
of mourning. However, Emihle suggests that people construct culture and can therefore
deconstruct it. Emihle refuses to cut her hair, justifying her decision with a medical
reason, which prompts her mother to support her (Khumalo, 2020). Emihle is grateful
that her mother is more afraid of people saying she raised a disrespectful child than lying

(Khumalo, 2020).

KinyaMuriiki (2013:119) describes psychological suffering as gender-based violence,
experienced by women coping with men’s demands. This is evident in Emihle, who
struggles with insomnia and mental alertness (Khumalo, 2020). After arriving in
Johannesburg, she remains silent about her experiences with her boss, Mrs Potgieter,
appreciating that Mrs Potgieter does not pressure her to share (Khumalo, 2020:61).
Although the text presents Emihle’s silence as voluntary, it is rooted in shame and pain.
Emihle falls asleep regretting unfulfilled dreams (Khumalo, 2020:62), and her silence
stems from trauma that she cannot articulate. The protagonist suffers from past trauma
and witnesses the mysterious death of her boss, which further burdens her soul. The
unexplained nature of Mrs Potgieter’s death foregrounds the motif of the unspeakable,
and the narrative highlights how unspoken trauma is rendered through stories and
language. Language has the “potential to unite, and also divide” (Oparinde and Matsha,
2021:2). The unspoken reveals structural and cultural dynamics where language is
present but unused; silence replaces words that could shape culture and society. Stories
depicting gender-based violence among women are crucial to understanding this

pandemic.

Khosi helps Emihle settle into Johannesburg and becomes her confidant. Yet Emihle hides
her feelings about her late husband’s death because Khosi is his sister. As Emihle

navigates the new city, she encounters Zimkhitha, the other wife. Emihle opens up to
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Zimkhitha, stating, “I felt relief. For the longest time, I wanted to leave him, but if I left,
then I had no one or nothing. I was trapped being a wife to a husband who was never
there. I was just his mother’s maid. His death meant freedom” (Khumalo, 2020:102). Both
women share their pain candidly and find solidarity. This open communication is the goal
of African feminists through dialogue, women understand each other’s experiences. The
narrator observes, “silence hangs like a confessional curtain, closing each of us to our
thoughts, misgivings and emotions” (Khumalo, 2020:103), emphasising silence’s impact

on women'’s well-being, especially those suffering gender-based violence.

In Fallen Candle (2020), Emihle’s subconscious voice recurs, functioning as a tool in
narrative silence. This voice speaks to her, but other characters do not hear it, occupying
the liminal space between speaking and silence. The subconscious voice questions,
challenges and reveals truths that Emihle is unable to articulate. The voice often disrupts
the main narrative with comments such as “look where that look got you” (Khumalo,
2020:91), referring to the memory of her husband’s eyes when he was still courting her.
Her subconscious voice reveals the text’s silence, depicting the character’s sense of
identity in speaking out as a woman. This voice becomes a site where pain, trauma and
shame surface to highlight the effects of gender-based violence on her emotional,
psychological and identity. It is the words that her mouth fails to convey, providing the
profound effects of gender-based violence that others would not understand. In the text,
the subconscious voice reinforces the varied layers of silence that survivors of victims
negotiate while also dealing with social pressures. As Oparinde and Matsha (2021:3)
argue, “It is befitting to envisage how the power of language can be harnessed to combat
GBV and counter the discourse and social structure that normalises or naturalises it”. Itis
through the language of the subconscious that readers get a glimpse of the mental and
emotional state of the abused, which affects her sense of self. During a gathering with
Abe’s friends and their girlfriends, Emihle learns about Abe’s “last hook up”, as one of the
ladies’ phrases it (Khumalo, 2020:132). The insinuation is that Emihle is also the recent
hook-up, which makes her feel uncomfortable. As a result, her subconscious voice states,
“What, did you think you were special and that he loves you? You are just another piece
of ass that he gets relief from while he is far from his wife and family” (Khumalo,
2020:132). Emihle realises that her subconscious is extra bitchy and tries her best to shut

it out. Her subconscious voice speaks from beneath the social performance, revealing the
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hidden fears and traumas of a woman navigating gender-based violence in silence. Thus,
it is through “literary works that incorporate elements of human experience” that society
can learn and understand the effects of gender-based violence on women (Mittal, 2024:2).
Juhasz (1985:179) highlights that language is the tool through which women construct

their identity, and through stories, language is used.

2.15 Conclusion

In conclusion, The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020)
intersect thematically through their depictions of gender-based violence, mental health
challenges, self-blame, and the pursuit of self-identity, yet diverge in cultural context,
manifestations of violence, and outcomes. The Harvard Wife (2017) features a protagonist
who attains empowerment by ending her marriage, reclaiming bodily agency, and
rediscovering love. In Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist asserts authority by occupying
a throne designated for men and thereby confronting patriarchal expectations. Fallen
Candle (2020) portrays a protagonist who reconstructs her life through education and
employment, rejecting financial dependence and embracing autonomy. Viewed through
African feminist theory, these stories confront patriarchal structures and cultural norms
sustaining oppression and gender-based violence. While scholarly work on literary
depictions of gender-based violence often emphasises victimhood and trauma, it rarely
details how narrative acts forge agency, resistance, and self-reclamation in diverse
contexts. This chapter demonstrates that Khumalo’s texts deepen this perspective by
foregrounding survival and self-creation as essential outcomes. Together, the texts offer
a nuanced perspective on African women’s experiences, underscoring the value of self-
identity and bodily agency in combating gender-based violence. Thus, they illustrate the
transformative capacity of storytelling to validate black women’s realities and inspire

societal change.
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CHAPTER THREE: Narrative Voice, Focalisation, and the Representation
of Trauma and Memory in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019),
and Fallen Candle (2020)

3.1 Introduction

This chapter argues that Busisekile Khumalo’s The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi
(2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) represent trauma and memory as layered, mediated
experiences shaped by narrative voice and focalisation. It shows that the novels construct
trauma not only as an individual psychological wound, but also as a collective and
historical memory rooted in slavery, colonialism, and apartheid, which continues to
inform contemporary experiences of gender-based violence. Through shifting narrative
perspectives and focalised accounts, the texts reveal how memory is filtered, fragmented,
and reconstituted, particularly through experiences of insidious and betrayal trauma. In
doing so, the chapter demonstrates how narrative strategies foreground both the
transmission of trauma across generations and the possibilities of healing through

storytelling, spirituality, therapy, and the reclamation of agency.

3.2 Collective Memory and Historical Trauma in South Africa

This chapter examines representations of memory trauma and collective memory in
fictional texts, as well as the narrative strategies that liberate victims from cycles of
violence in Busisekile Khumalo’s novels. However, analysing the novels’ contemporary
South African setting is vital to grasping the gravity of gender-based violence depicted in
these texts. Diko (2023) declares gender-based violence a stark human rights violation
and a profound psychological and social crisis. South Africa has endured deep memory
trauma through brutal eras slavery, colonialism, and apartheid. Paulse and Lazarus
(2010) reinforce this, contending that grasping colonialism and apartheid, and the far-
reaching consequences of historical trauma, is indispensable for understanding violence
in the country. Historical trauma signifies cumulative emotional and psychological
wounds, spanning lifetimes and generations, stemming from collective trauma, or
psychological “fragmentation within colonial and postcolonial frames” (Paulse and

Lazarus, 2010:53). The aim is not to linger on the past, but to unearth the violent legacy’s
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remnants, exposing patterns of current gendered violence as depicted in these South

African texts.

Seedat, Lau, and Suffla (2010) state that South African violence is unequally gendered,
with men being at risk as both victims and perpetrators. Violence is not a new
phenomenon in the country, as colonialism and apartheid were characterised by violence.
Diko (2023:2) explains that violence can “originate from a family, community and the
state together with institutions”. Scholars such as Gqola (2010:6) describe colonialism
and apartheid as “moments along a continuum, and not as separate, completely distinct,
and mutually exclusive periods”. According to Njovane (2014:199), “a traumatic history
established and sustained by power structures, social agents and contending groups in a
constant, recurrent struggle that stirs up a troubling memory is shaped by many if not all,
postcolonial societies”, and the struggle is ongoing in contemporary society, evoking
painful memories. Njovane’s (2014) observations provide context for South Africa’s
historical transition as the nation strives to build a democratic society under the ideal of
the ‘rainbow nation’, yet the violence of the past persists. The common factor in these
periods was violence that was executed on black bodies. Centuries later, the nation is
battling gender-based violence, with black female bodies leading the victim statistics.
Gqola (2010:2) states that “we are both free and not entirely free of apartheid”. It would
be fair to highlight that black bodies are not free of violence in one way or another. The
text The Harvard Wife (2017), set in South Africa, portrays the collective violence there.
While in Durban, the protagonist and her partner were unable to return to Johannesburg
due to street violence (Khumalo, 2017). The narrator explains that they were told that the
roads were barricaded with burning debris by angry mobs and that they were stoning any
passing cars. It was evident that South Africa had become a state of lawlessness, where
violence had become the law; mob justice reigned (Khumalo, 2017). Such incidents breed
collective trauma because some individuals are killed with stones like worthless animals

(Khumalo, 2017), resulting in an angry nation.

Moreover, South Africa carries collective memory trauma, which affects everyone
regardless of race. The harmful practices of apartheid have inflicted everyone materially
and psychologically (Prager, 2016). Prager (2016) argues that no one was exempt from

the apartheid mind, whether perpetrator or victim. This depicts that since apartheid was
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after colonialism, it is both the colonial and apartheid minds that South Africans are
battling with. Many studies have been conducted on the brutalities of colonialism and
apartheid; this chapter focuses on the memory trauma that has been experienced from
generation to generation in various forms, resulting in the manifestation of individual
trauma. Eyal (2004:5) warns, “those who cannot remember the past are condemned to
repeatit,” underscoring the relevance of memory trauma for South Africa. The persistence
of violence reflects either an inability to remember or deeply embedded trauma
resurfacing. South Africa’s violent history shapes its present, with Prager (2016)
emphasising how historical violence continues to inform contemporary challenges.
Therefore, examining gender-based violence without historical context fails to appreciate

its roots in collective trauma.

Drawing on Njovane’s (2014:199) explanation of trauma, she contends that “trauma is not
only defined as a wound of the mind of an individual but also as a link between cultures”.
Different cultures experience trauma as a collective society, as seen in South Africa. The
nation has collective trauma from colonialism and apartheid. Other scholars, such as
Seedat (2010), define collective trauma as cultural or historical trauma, which refers to
the loss of identity and meaning that affects a group of people. It is important to note that
“cultural trauma is also distinguished by its enduring effects, its indelible impressions on
the collective consciousness, and its threatening power to the existence of a society”
(Seedat, 2010:6). In the South African context, the historical trauma is resurfacing in the
contemporary society in the form of gendered violence. Ratele (2022) also highlights that
post-apartheid society is plagued by both direct and indirect violence. The historical
violence was embedded in racial differences; now, this violence is deeply entrenched in
gender, especially amongst black people. Black people are violent towards each other
because of gender, ethnic, cultural, and sexual orientation differences. Seedat (2010:7)
explains that “black-on-black violence represents the spillover of repressed trauma” that
they faced during colonialism in other African countries and apartheid in the South
African context. He continues to explain that the anger and hatred that black people have
for the ‘colonial master’ is being transferred to those who are considered vulnerable. The
other canrefer to women, children, queer men, or foreign nationals, and these individuals

are the ones who suffer the consequences of historical trauma.
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Both female protagonists, one from Nomaswazi (2019) and the other from Fallen Candle
(2020), come from countries colonised by the British and relocate to South Africa. For
example, Nomaswazi comes from Swaziland, a British colony where, according to Daniel
(1982), the colonial experience was unique compared to that in Botswana and Lesotho. In
Swaziland, traditional leadership coexisted with British colonialism, maintaining and
reinforcing the power of conventional rulers (Daniel, 1982). Similarly, Emihle’s home
country, Zimbabwe, was also colonised by the British. Nyere (2016) shows that violence
in Zimbabwe dates back to the pre-colonial era and has accumulated over various eras. In
light of this history, colonialism does have an impact on the contemporary social ills of

gender-based violence in South Africa.

Additionally, Seedat (2010) illustrates that historical trauma is perpetuated through the
internalised image of the oppressor when it is incorporated into the self-identity of the
oppressed, manifesting in destructive behaviours towards self or others. Seedat’s
observation is evident in Emihle, whose abusive husband passes away (Khumalo, 2020).
Asmuch as she feels freedom that he is gone, her identity is questionable now as she states
that “for the longest time I identified as Butho’s wife, now that he’s gone, who am 17"
(Khumalo, 2020:103). She has internalised an identity of the abuser; now that he is gone,
she needs to work on a new identity as Emihle, not Butho’s wife. The African Feminist
Forum Charter (2017) states that it aims to ensure that African women are recognised as
subjects, not objects, in society, which Khumalo highlights in her portrayal of Emihle’s

dilemma.

The historical trauma of the protagonist in Nomaswazi (2019) “downs a glass of vodka as
if it's water” because she is trying to deal with her problems (Khumalo, 2019:31). In The
Harvard Wife (2017), Daniel is heading toward self-destruction and for the first time in
hislife, he needs a stiff drink (Khumalo, 2017). Furthermore, Paulse (2010) highlights risk
factors rooted in colonialism, such as unsupported single mothers, long-term poverty,
substance abuse and violence, isolated parents, and child neglect. Decades later, the
effects of apartheid and colonialism are being felt by South Africans, as evidenced in the
text. The generational trauma has been passed down from generation to generation.
Individuals who did not experience colonialism and apartheid are affected by the events

that took place. Gobodo-Madikizela (2016) writes that subsequent generations can
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inhabit a past that preceded them. She continues to describe how she witnessed a young
group of children playing a game of necklacing. This game that the contemporary
generation is playing was a real-life experience for black people during the apartheid era.
Gobodo-Madikizela (2016:3) is very sure that these children did not witness apartheid;
however, the scene she saw “provides an illuminating metaphor for how trauma is passed
on intergenerationally in subtle ways through stories or silences, through unarticulated

fears and the psychological scars that are often left unacknowledged”.

Moreover, significant traumas, like those from apartheid, persist across generations. They
become unconscious organising principles passed from parents to children (Prager,
2016). The narrator in The Harvard Wife (2017) argues that “apartheid and slavery had
never ended; they went to private school and returned as capitalism” (Khumalo, 2017:60).
This shows the atrocities of the era remain active. Gender-based violence is linked to these
dehumanising eras. Ggola (2010) states that apartheid and post-apartheid are connected
yet oppositional. This connection is visible in violence beyond democracy, while
opposition is marked by a shift from race to gender. In post-apartheid South Africa, the
expectation is a fair and humane reality for all. Yet, black people still suffer post-apartheid
violence, similar to past political violence. Gqola (2010) writes that the new democracy
affirms voices, ending silencing. Now, testimonies of gender-based violence are spoken,
but peace and freedom are not. The texts show post-apartheid South Africa through
fiction. The novels also depict collective trauma among black people in other African
countries like Swaziland and Zimbabwe. Individual traumas are evident, but cultural
traumas surface in subtle dialogues and narratives. These traumas originate from

colonisation and now include gender-based violence.

Emihle in Fallen Candle (2020) narrates the collective trauma that Zimbabwean people

endure every day. She reflects on her home country that:

Zimbabwe has taken so many knocks; after the financial turmoil of land reform and
bad financial governance, its light has been dimmed, but hope still flickers in its
people. They still work, they still send their children to school, and they go in
search of opportunities in other countries, even though being Zimbabwean is the

pits of the immigrant cycle. Holding on to the hope that one day light will shine on
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Zimbabwe again, even I have that hope deep down, but I can’t help but wonder

now if we aren’t too far gone into the darkness to be pulled out (Khumalo, 2020).

Zimbabwe’s present challenges are direct consequences of colonialism. Hwami (2016)
identifies Zimbabwe as a prominent case where radical nationalist policies were enacted
to dismantle the European colonial legacy and reclaim African agency. Likewise, South
Africa remains shaped by the dual burdens of colonialism and apartheid. Prager (2016)
asserts that South African history is filtered through violence, impacting perceptions of
current issues. He contends that “the dehumanisation that occurred during the apartheid
era, certainly for its victims but for the perpetrators as well, will be remembered only
through various narrative forms” (Prager, 2016:14). Collective trauma persists,
continually forcing remembrance of the past. Prager (2016) describes trauma as an
experience that transforms the present from benign to both dangerous and unbearable, a
reality seen in the novels’ characters. Paula Gunn Allen, cited in Gqola (2021:9), declares,
“stories are a major way we make communal, transcendent meaning out of human

experience” reinforcing the significance of storytelling.

3.3 Memory Trauma Representations in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi

(2019), and Fallen Candle (2020)

Sue Nyathi’s introduction in When Secrets Become Stories: Women Speak Out (2021:x)
writes, “the mind is a powerful thing. I am in awe of our ability to forget and retrieve things
that we believe we have nearly tucked away in the deep recesses of our minds”. As an
individual who has experienced abuse herself, she understands that memory trauma is
real and there are instances where one is triggered (Nyathi, 2021). Prager (2016)
reiterates that some experiences can evoke feelings of helplessness, fear, or overwhelm,
turning a harmless present moment into one that feels both dangerous and emotionally
intolerable. In When Secrets Become Stories: Women Speak Out (2021), she explains that
the book covers all forms of gender-based violence (GBV) because they are all equally
important. Gender-based violence “can take the form of emotional, financial, physical,
sexual, or structural abuse” (Nyathi, 2021: xix). The study highlights the various forms of
gender-based violence that exist within the novels. [tis important to note that some forms

are more prevalent than others, but this does not diminish the adverse effects they all
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have on individuals. Nyathi (2021: xix) further contends that:

We cannot say one form of abuse is worse than another because, ultimately, they
are all harmful to the individuals upon whom it is inflicted. Moreover, some of
these forms of abuse are not mutually exclusive, and some victims face more than

one form of abuse.

These insights show how abuse damages individuals, leaving both male and female
victims to battle memory trauma daily. Such trauma returns victims to the event of
violence, causing mental re-victimisation that manifests physically and blurs the line
between reality and imagination. As a result, victims repeatedly endure emotions similar
to the original event, with ordinary objects triggering intense fear and anxiety. This forces
them to relive horrific experiences indefinitely, becoming prisoners of the past. According
to Laub (1992:65), “the trauma is thus an event that has no beginning, no ending, no
before, no during and no after.” Representations of trauma in fictional texts thus provide

crucial insight into the invisible mental battles people endure.

Psychology and Literary Studies have overlapping elements in the understanding of
trauma, and they also differ in some areas. Fiction enhances contemporary psychological
understanding of how individuals respond emotionally to trauma and sheds light on
psychological conditions. Whorf (2000), cited in Goldsmith (2008), asserts that literary
studies offer valuable insights for psychologists regarding trauma. He pinpoints that “if a
person seeks aid from books, he will get far more information about this field from
literature not intended to be scientific, that is, from the works of the novelists,
playwrights, and poets, than he will from any textbook of psychology”, as cited in
Goldsmith (2008:37). This sentiment suggests that fiction offers distinct insights and
perspectives on trauma, making a valuable contribution to psychology. Goldsmith (2008)
highlights that fictional characters represent the phenomenology of psychic defences to
trauma. Additionally, narratives portray internal processes to external witnesses, such as
the reader, creating cultural awareness of trauma. When reading fiction, the reader
witnesses the internal battle of the mind alongside the external factors that perpetuate
the trauma of memory. Insidious and betrayal trauma fall in the broader category of

memory trauma, and these categories are evident in the characters in the novels.
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Cathy Caruth, a literary scholar, draws on Freud’s text to define trauma in two ways. First,
trauma is an overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events, with responses
often delayed, uncontrolled, and repetitive in the form of hallucinations and other
intrusive phenomena (1996:11). Second, she describes trauma as a wound inflicted upon
the mind rather than the body (1996:3). Unlike physical wounds, which are visible and
can be cared for until healed, wounds of the mind are invisible, though their effects may
manifest physically and prolong healing. Memory trauma emerges as the breach in the
mind’s experience of time, self, and the world (Caruth, 1995:4). Events depicted in The
Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) illustrate how gender-
based violence alters a character’s sense of identity and relationship with the world. This
breach confuses the relationship between past and present. Trauma is not simply a past
violent event; it returns to haunt the survivor, as these novels demonstrate. Caruth
(1996:4) emphasises that trauma is more than a sickness; it is a wound that cries out,
revealing truths not otherwise accessible. This ongoing cry signals a wound that enlarges

with time, deepening distress.

The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) speak of and
through a traumatic experience that each character engages with and struggles to
overcome, representing the afflictions of the wounded mind. Caruth (1996:5) suggests
that a traumatic event “defies and demands our witness” even though itis not available to
the conscious mind until it imposes itself again. At the core of the stories is a testimony of
a simple understanding of violent events that underpin trauma. Caruth (1995:6)
highlights that “what returns to haunt the victim, these stories tell us, is not only the
reality of the violent event but also the reality of the way that its violence has not yet been
fully known”. Busisekile Khumalo’s novels portray various events of violence that activate
memory trauma. Trauma is often associated with the female gender, as they are usually
the victims of violence. However, Nomaswazi (2019) illustrates a different perspective of
trauma; the texts portray that trauma has no gender. It only deals with the mind.
Nomaswazi (2019), battling memory trauma, is a male named Hlongwane. He is wounded
by his past actions, where he was proving his manhood to his father and raped a girl
(Khumalo, 2019). He executed this toxic behaviour when he was a teenager, along with

other boys, but even in his adulthood, he is haunted by the incident through nightmares.
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Hlongwane’s memory sometimes resurfaces at night during his sleep; this occurrence
happens often, even though it is repressed on some days. Goldsmith (2008:41) explains
that “the experience of wounding at the hands of another raises fundamental questions

about the boundaries of self”, which leaves the individual in a liminal space.

Trauma disorients a person from themselves and their identity, even though they may be
going through with their daily activities; they become detached. It is more like double
consciousness: before and after the traumatic event, that person is no longer the same,
and even their perceptions of people are altered. Hlongwane is a victim, even though he
was the perpetrator of rape; the trauma of the event torments him. During his nightmare,
he cries, “I am sorry, | won’t rape you again. I won’t do it; they can’t make me do it”
(Khumalo, 2019:122). This cry during a nightmare signals a double consciousness of an
individual who believes that rape is wrong; it should not have happened in the first place.
However, another reality is that it did happen, and now he struggles to live in peace with
the past. He desires to give everything to erase the memory from his mind because it is
not humane (Khumalo, 2019). His identity before and after the traumatic event is not the
same because even his view of sex is distorted by the experience that he had. His thoughts
tell the reader that he is aware of his behaviour, that he has childhood demons that he is
fighting, and he sticks his penis into any available hole, which is his description of sex
(Khumalo, 2019). Therefore, it can be deduced that raping a girl to prove his masculinity
has made him view women as sex objects (Khumalo, 2019). Moreover, he emphasises that
he has lots of sex, lots of hard and fast sex (Khumalo, 2019). He feels satisfied when his
sexual partner has many orgasms; the woman'’s pleasure somehow makes him feel better
for the suffering he caused that girl and other women he gang-raped (Khumalo, 2019).
Contrary to the objectification of women, he also loves Nomaswazi. He wants to be the
man of her dreams, protect her, and shield her from harm (Khumalo, 2008). Hlongwane
depicts an individual whose identity and perceptions have been altered by a traumatic

event.

Caruth (1995: vii) notes that psychic trauma means intense personal suffering and
confronting realities many avoid. Hlongwane’s suffering is evident as his worst fear
unfolds before him (Khumalo, 2019). Brown (1995:100) defines trauma as experiencing

events beyond normal human limits, suggesting trauma occurs when the soul cannot
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cope. This suffering is private, often known only to those directly involved. Nomaswazi,
sharing a bed with Hlongwane, witnesses his trauma as he grips her arm during his

nightmare, projecting his distress onto her (Khumalo, 2019).

The text suggests that trauma does not affect only women and children but also males
who have experienced an event beyond the human psyche, as Brown highlights. It is
important to note that in Nomaswazi (2019), the text portrays that memory trauma is not
a gender issue but a human condition within a human mind. African feminists believe in
the well-being of both men and women because they know that both genders are needed
in the continuity of life, and both should be treated with dignity, as they both have
experienced trauma in the past through colonialism and apartheid in the South African
context. Adichie (2014) explains that, for both men and women, everyone must aspire to
improve gender relations and dynamics. Therefore, the text deconstructs the notion that
women and children are the only victims of gender-based violence. Hlongwane was a
perpetrator of violence, but his mind is wounded, resulting in an adult who is not at peace
with his identity. His memory trauma is from childhood; Ratele (2022) demonstrates the
importance of loving masculine models to boys in his book Why Men Hurt Women and
Other Reflections on Love, Violence, and Masculinity. He explains that intervention
programs should focus on the transformative power oflove for boys in this violent society

so that they do not perpetuate violence as boys and men (Ratele, 2022).

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2014:25) highlights that a just world needs happier men and
women who are authentic to themselves and pleads that “we must raise our daughters
differently. We must also raise our sons differently.” This principle extends to gender-
based violence: boys must be sensitised against violence and educated about its long-term
effects, since both girls and boys should be aware and acknowledge that violence often
involves both genders. Building on this, Ratele discusses love as a preventative force,
suggesting that a loving person would not participate in gender-based violence. He argues
that, “love appears to me to be the most vital force against violence” (2022:x). Raewyn
Connell, in the foreword of Ratele’s book (2022), commends the work for addressing
patriarchal structures that oppress women and girls while also harming men and boys.
The dual impact is evident in South Africa, where gender-based violence severely affects

women, butis also harmful for men. Ratele (2022) challenges stereotypes, stating that not
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all men are perpetrators and not all women are simply victims, and makes clear that both

men and women have agency and the capacity to control their actions.

Further illustrating the importance of context, Goldsmith (2008:41) suggests that
“literary representations of trauma allow a greater attention to context, cultural influence
and individual experience”, as depicted in Hlongwane. His trauma is rooted in obeying a
conservative father, whose intent was to ensure his boys grew up strong rather than weak,
ultimately damaging them. The father, nicknamed Beast for his ruthlessness among
business associates (Khumalo, 2019), believed he must teach his boys to survive through
violence and brutality, so that they are feared: “There was a rumour that he once ripped a
man’s heart out because he betrayed him” (Khumalo, 2019:194). Transitioning to the
effects of fiction, reading these stories activates readers’ empathy through the emotional
responses they elicit. Hlongwane, as a perpetrator, elicits empathy in readers through the
text’s diction, which conveys remorse. He recounts, “we were twelve years old when we
were forced to hold down a sixteen-year-old girl and take turns raping her” (Khumalo,

2019:197). Later, he confronts his father in an argument and states:

You were supposed to take care of me, but you ruined all that when you let them
turn us into animals. You broke us, yet I have been paying my dues for the last six
years. | have demons that have not given me peace my whole life, but that is what

you did for me (Khumalo, 2019:240).

The above statement suggests that Hlongwane wanted a different masculinity than the
one he experienced. By recognising his struggles, the father is held responsible for
teaching toxic masculinity. Ratele (2022:16) states, “violence comes in different forms; it
is direct and indirect, it is against children, against women, against other men and the
self”. Nomaswazi cuts her arms to feel pain because her trauma torments her. Physical
pain dulls the emotional pain, and she defends hurting herself “the sight of my blood
somehow calms me down, and I don’t even feel any pain” (Khumalo, 2019:126). Cutting
is a common dissociative behaviour, as seeing blood can feel calming. Caruth (1996)
describes the return of trauma in a dream as an attempt to master what was never fully
understood. A memory of the past torments Nomaswazi (Khumalo, 2019:7), hurting her

mind she explains, “they haunt me in my nightmares where [ wake up drenched in my
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sweat and a sobbing mess”. Her emotional response occurs at another time, place, and

self, and is indirect. Her sweating may show her wounded mind’s sorrow.

[tisimportant to note that trauma is difficult to define clearly, as it overwhelms the senses
and the ability to communicate the experience to others. This complexity sets the stage
for Fallen Candle’s (2020) exploration of trauma in Emihle’s story. The first page focuses
on the protagonist Emihle, who wonders where people’s condolences were when her
husband killed her soul (Khumalo, 2020). On the second page, she states that she feels
nothing, nothing at all, at the death of her husband of eight years. She had been dead long
before the car accident mercifully took her husband’s life (Khumalo, 2020). She is not
having nightmares or flashbacks. Still, her memory processes depict a woman who has
experienced events that wounded her psyche. Emihle, in Fallen Candle (2020), attempts
hard to lock the pain of memories with other painful, unwanted memories, but this only
makes her unlock all the painful memories she had repressed (Khumalo, 2020). The
memory trauma of Emihle comes from an abusive husband, an abusive mother-in-law,
and the loss of her loving father. Scholars such as van der Kolk and van der Hart (1991)
recognise that, on one side, the flexibility of mental processes, and on the other, how
specific recollections serve as barriers preventing individuals from moving forward. And
these thoughts would resurface at random during various daily activities. During Emihle’s
hair session with Khosi, she recalls a traumatic event with her mother-in-law, she
“stripped me naked and tied my hands to the Mopane tree then struck me with umchilo

wamadonki (donkey’s cord)” (Khumalo, 2020:14).

Emihle married young and thought she would have a happy-ever-after. Njovane (2014)
speaks of how people can never return to their innocence once they experience trauma.
Njovane (2014:201) further opines that “this claim underlines the isolation of an
individual whose sense of cohesion is violently ruptured as a result of their encounter
with that which exceeds psychic and cognitive understanding - namely, trauma”. This is
evident in Emihle, who married young and once loved. She reminisces that her now-dead
husband used to buy her gifts; they would take walks and were so in love (Khumalo,
2020). However, at the time of his death, after all the abuse that she had endured, she
struggles to return to the innocent love that they once shared. Emihle is a widow who

“cries for what could have been, should have been but never will be” (Khumalo, 2020:19).
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The widow is a different person now who has experienced physical and emotional abuse
from her husband and mother-in-law. While talking to her friend, Emihle highlights that
she does not want to be burned again by falling in love, which was enough to last her a
lifetime (Khumalo, 2020). Such a statement is of an individual who is no longer innocent;

she is aware of the horrors and the violence that can take place in life.

Moreover, Caruth (1995:4-5) explains that “to be traumatised is to be possessed by an
image or event” which one would rather repress. This idea appears throughout Khumalo’s
works. In The Harvard Wife (2017), Nompumelelo’s miscarriages resurface when she
sleeps. She is pregnant and checks the sheets for blood each night. She dreams of being in
the hospital and given blankets without a baby (Khumalo, 2017). Nompumelelo shares
this painful memory with her trusted friend. Nomusa admits she “had no idea the
miscarriages had left such a traumatic impact” (Khumalo, 2017:119). Nomusa’s reflection
shows trauma’s effects are often invisible, supporting Caruth’s definition. Trauma appears
again with Nompumelelo’s father’s death; she dreams of his funeral, and when viewing
the body, sees Jarred instead (Khumalo, 2017). Similarly, Nomaswazi learned to shut
down her mind before it falls into negative thoughts. Still, the memory of being called
‘nkhomo’ (cow) causes her pain (Khumalo, 2019). The term ‘nkhomo’ means cow in
SiSwati and is used to shame, implying that Nomaswazi is big, mocking her weight. As a

big girl, Nomaswazi was bullied for her appearance.

The theme of traumatic memories possessing characters extends to Hlongwane. Caruth’s
perspective is evident here. The memory of the first man Hlongwane killed haunts him
every night; he is possessed by the “lifeless eyes staring blankly” at him (Khumalo,
2019:197). He kills to prove his masculinity and capability for brutality and violence. This
act is his initiation into manhood, demanded by his father (Khumalo, 2019). Hlongwane
remembers everything. Some nights, he relives the experience in his dreams (Khumalo,
2019). Caruth (1995:4) notes that trauma “is not assimilated or experienced fully at the
time, but only belatedly, in its repeated possession”. Nompumelelo and Nomaswazi also

encounter this phenomenon.
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3.4 Insidious Trauma in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019) and Fallen
Candle (2020)

Cathy Caruth’s model of trauma faced criticism because it failed to acknowledge that
trauma cannot only be defined as a single violent event of magnitude (Janani and
Karmakar, 2023). Caruth’s shortcoming is that it fails to understand that trauma can be a
prolonged phenomenon that affects the mind not only once but corrodes it every day. As
a result of this gap, the Feminist psychotherapist Maria Root introduced the concept of
insidious trauma (Root, 1992, as cited in Janani and Karmakar, 2023). Insidious trauma
recognises that marginalised groups of people, such as women, children, and queer men,
experience traumatic events every day of their lives (Janani and Karmakar, 2023). Root’s
feminist concept portrays that trauma lies in the violence and oppression of everyday
activities. These may be minor events, but they accumulate and slowly wound the mind.
Root explains insidious trauma as a “form of indirect trauma that shapes the subject’s
worldview and sense of self’ (Janani and Karmakar, 2023:386). Root’s explanation is
depicted in Emihle in Fallen Candle (2020), who has developed low self-esteem due to
minor events in her life, leading to dehumanisation. In Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist
also has low self-esteem because of her body; she states that she has stretch marks, not
just the average ones, but deep, ugly stretch marks that look like scars (Khumalo, 2019).
Root (1992), as cited in Janani and Karmar (2023:386), highlights that “insidious trauma
is usually associated with the social status of an individual being devalued because a
characteristic intrinsic to their identity is different from what is valued by those in power”.
Emihle is that of a young, grieving widow with no child and no father, who did not
complete her studies (Khumalo, 2020). All these characteristics contribute to Emihle

being devalued because she is a nobody according to her social status.

Nompumelelo in The Harvard Wife (2017) experiences multiple miscarriages, alongside
cheating and emotional abuse during her marriage (Khumalo, 2017). These events
diminish her self-worth, sense of safety, and security. Daniel, her husband, declares, “you
forget your place, woman, you are my wife, and your place is beside me, smiling and
supporting my career” (Khumalo, 2017:18). This demonstrates the relationship’s power
dynamics, revealing Daniel as the subject and Nompumelelo as an object to support him,

implying only his life and ambitions matter, presumably due to his gender. Transitioning
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to theory, Root’s concept of insidious trauma also highlights the daily oppression faced by
women and children. Insidious trauma often occurs alongside direct trauma, as reflected
in Nompumelelo’s experience. She suffers physical and emotional abuse from her
husband while also grappling with the trauma of her miscarriages (Khumalo, 2017). Thus,

emotional and physical abuse occur simultaneously.

Janani and Karmakar (2023) define insidious trauma as trauma not limited to a single
violent event, but rather accumulating gradually from multiple incidents. Emihle
experiences emotional and physical abuse over several episodes, resulting in hyper-
vigilance towards men, low self-esteem, and difficulty trusting others as she moves
forward. Her sustained exposure to abuse, poverty, and neglect exemplifies insidious
trauma, which accumulates over time and subtly undermines a sense of joy and love.
Reflecting on her husband’s death, she comments, “I have to endure the meaningless
words of comfort” (Khumalo, 2020:8), indicating numbness from prolonged abuse.
Emihle ultimately recalls the incidents leading to her apathy and, in a moment of
recognition, finally cries, “I was crying for my father, for my son, for Butho but mostly for
the little girl who had big dreams and ended up in a shack, widowed, childless,
uneducated, working a dead-end job and alone” (Khumalo, 2020:105). These accumulated

factors place her within the framework of insidious trauma.

Contrary to Hlongwane, who is haunted by one traumatic event, Emihle suffers from
numerous incidents, depriving her of peace. She has endured neglect, public humiliation,
and violence from her mother-in-law, who ties her to a tree and beats her, calling her a
barren whore (Khumalo, 2019:14). These abuses have occurred repeatedly over the years
(Khumalo, 2020). Emihle’s experiences exemplify insidious trauma, defined by Brown
(1995) as persistent traumatic stressors imposed by society, making trauma an ongoing
condition. Janani and Karmakar (2023) add that insidious trauma often results from social
structures and power dynamics that perpetuate discrimination against marginalised
groups. Brown (1995:108) argues that acknowledging everyday, repetitive interpersonal
events as traumatic, especially for women, shifts our understanding of trauma. Brown
further emphasises that vulnerability to violence and abuse is universal, regardless of
gender, as illustrated by Hlongwane in Nomaswazi (2019) and Emihle in Fallen Candle
(2020).
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The contribution of Feminism to trauma studies lies in considering the spirit as an
elementin the treatment of trauma (Janani and Karmakar, 2023). Root (1992) argues that
the experience of insidious trauma crushes the soul of an individual, and the spirit creates
a sense of belonging to a community, as well as validates intangible senses. Brown
(1995:107) extends Root’s definition of insidious trauma by adding that “traumatogenic
effects of oppression that are not necessarily overtly violent or threatening to bodily well-
being at the given moment but that do violence to the soul and spirit”. Caruth’s trauma
focused on a single event that mainly did psychological harm and damage, as a result,
wounding the mind. Root and Brown recognise that the soul and spirit can also be
damaged by everyday events, which is what insidious trauma is. Brown (1995:110)
argues that a feminist perspective “reminds us that traumatic events do lie within the
range of normal human experience”. Therefore, the experiences of trauma vary in degrees
or levels. Still, according to Brown (1995:110), “whether an incident or a series of
incidents is considered traumatic or not is decided by the subjective processes of the
person who undergoes it”. Trauma can be beyond the human experience and within the
mundane everyday human experiences of marginalised groups. Brown’s (1995) stance
deconstructs the notion of dominant groups in constructing experiences of trauma; she
rejects the male human experience as the standard and benchmark of what trauma is. She
further posits that various factors cause trauma in different contexts; people living in
poverty, disabled, and queer are examples of people who are wounded. Therefore,
everyone’s experience matters. Hence, Khumalo’s novels portray both male and female

characters who are traumatised.

3.5 Understanding Betrayal Trauma

When addressing trauma that undermines the spirit, it is critical to engage Jennifer
Freyd’s concept of betrayal trauma. Janani and Karmakar (2023:387) state that betrayal
trauma was conceptualised by Freyd to explain trauma caused by violations of trust
within close interpersonal relationships. This includes contexts of child abuse and adult
relationships focused on domestic violence. The concept is rooted in the feminist
paradigm of trauma, contributing to Root and Brown’s assertion that any phenomenon

capable of damaging the soul and spirit is traumatic (Janani and Karmakar, 2023). Freyd
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(1994:308) defines betrayal trauma as centring on:

Freyd (1994:308) identifies betrayal trauma as the violation of the fundamental
ethics or metaethics governing human relationships. The degree to which trauma
is experienced as a fundamental betrayal may significantly influence an

individual’s cognitive encoding processes.

Like insidious trauma, betrayal trauma centres on damage to the human spirit, rather than
overt violence. Trust is broken, especially involving trusted individuals such as a parent,
spouse, family member, or friend. The young Hlongwane in Nomaswazi (2019)

experienced betrayal trauma from his father, and the adult confronts him about it.

Hlongwane is fundamentally betrayed by his father, who sends him to a rebel camp in the
DRC to be taught how to be a man (Khumalo, 2019). Nompumelelo also experiences
betrayal trauma from her husband. Nompumelelo’s mother defends Daniel’s cheating
behaviour; she states, “I am your mother, and I would be letting you down if I didn’t tell
you that every marriage has its setbacks and that men cheat my child. That’s our reality
youwon'’t find a man who doesn’t” (Khumalo, 2017:20). Nompumelelo is infuriated by her

mother’s thinking, and she responds:

No, Ma, you are my mother. You must look out for me, make sure I don’t get hurt,
and hold me when I am hurt, like during my last miscarriage when he sent his
secretary to send me a condolence card and flowers. But all you do is stand up and
make excuses for him, so forgive me, but [ have to pack and get away from all of
you; if you are so concerned about umkhwenyana wakho [your husband], you can

come and check up on him (Khumalo, 2017:20).

Nompumelelo’s response shows disappointment in her mother, who should protect her
before defending a cheating husband. The mother-daughter bond has been broken,
prompting the daughter to escape. Trust glues human connections; trauma is not only

about violence (Janani and Karmakar, 2023).

Emihle in Fallen Candle (2020) recalls her late husband, whose betrayal shattered
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promises. Emihle states, “fond memories of Butho flood my heart; before the cheating and
the abuse, he was fun to hang around; he made my cheeks heat up” (Khumalo, 2020:174).
Betrayal trauma made her resent men and distance herself. Birrell and Freyd (2006:50)
note that traumas in relationships are particularly harmful because betrayal violates basic
assumptions. Emihle’s statements show that betrayal has made her guarded, fearful of
future hurt. Freyd (1994) notes that betrayal influences future social interactions. Birrell
and Freyd (2006:53) add that betrayal trauma cuts us off from others and even ourselves.

This is evident in Emihle’s and Nompumelelo’s conduct.

The relationship between a child and a parent is one of trust and attachment. It is
commonly known that a child’s physical and mental survival depends on the caregiver
(Freyd, 1994). The child becomes attached to the caregiver, wholeheartedly trusting that
the caregiver has the child’s best interests at heart. However, various circumstances break
the trust; in other cases, it is not necessarily abuse, as Freyd’s (1994) argument depicts in
her paper titled ‘Betrayal Trauma: Traumatic Amnesia as an Adaptive Response to
Childhood Abuse’. Other social ethics that have been violated result in betrayal. Oyama is
a sixteen-year-old girl who grew up in a home with both parents. She has a comfortable
life of going on school trips in Cape Town (Khumalo, 2017). She has a close relationship
with her mother; the text describes their bond as follows “after hugging and kissing,
mother and daughter headed to their rooms to retire for the night” (Khumalo, 2017:11).
The physical affection indicates the strong attachment they share. However, when Oyama
overhears the truth about her identity while her parents fight, her world is shattered, and

she feels betrayed. Oyama hears her mother shouting at her father:

You selfish bastard! I told you I could raise that child on my own. I wanted to break
off the marriage. What did my baby ever do to you? But no, you had to make me
your wife. You were probably gloating. And you know what the worst partis? You
made me raise your and Candice’s child! You made me raise your child; I have loved
your child all these years. I raised her like my own flesh and blood (Khumalo,

2017:92).

Oyama is shocked by what she hears for the first time. Her mother is not her biological

mother; contrary to her lifelong belief. She learns this during the argument, struggling to
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process the revelation. The narrator shows her reaction, “No! No!!! This could not be
happening. So, her whole life was a lie? Her mother wasn’t her mother” (Khumalo,
2017:93). Although Oyama faces no abuse, the emotional impact rivals the severity of
abuse. The news deeply wounds her, leading to thoughts of suicide, “death so welcoming”
(Khumalo, 2017:94). The trauma causes her to feel “empty and deep rage,” directed at God
(Khumalo, 2017:98).

After Oyama’s story, another text shifts to Nomaswazi, who shares a flat in Joburg with
Akhona. Nomaswazi describes Akhona as “vivacious and loving to a fault”. However, she
betrays Nomaswazi’s trust, even though Nomaswazi believes she has found a sister
(Khumalo, 2019:4). Akhona met Hlongwane and said, “You're stupid if you think a guy like
thatis into you. I mean, he barelylooked at me, and [ was glamorous. All he wants is to get
in between those huge thighs, then he’ll discard you like everybody else” (Khumalo,
2019:103). Hearing such words from someone Nomaswazi trusted and believed had good
intentions toward her is heartbreaking, and it breaks the human connection that once
existed between them. Nomaswazi explains that “to say those words had hurt is an
understatement; they cut deep and opened up all my insecurities” (Khumalo, 2019:104).
Birrell and Freyd (2006: 52) assert that “trauma is the shock to the psyche that leads to
dissociation: our ability to separate ourselves from parts of ourselves, to create a split
within ourselves so that we can know and also not know what we know, feel and yet not
feel our feelings”. Nomaswazi is experiencing that dissociation because she recalls that
terrible experience while on a safari drive with Hlongwane. Her personality is split into
two: one is aninsecure lady with thoughts of betrayal trauma, and the other is smiling and
acting silly by “sticking out her tongue” at Hlongwane to cover the wounded spirit
(Khumalo, 2019:104).

Furthermore, the novels depict the various traumas characters have endured due to
violence in their lives. Hlongwane is the perpetrator of violence. However, his mind is
wounded. Buqa (2022:5) cites Alberta Bandura’s explanation of “the link between
violence exposure, a recurrence of violence, violence is considered a learned behaviour,
acquired through modelling and reinforcement of the same behaviour by others”. This is
evident in Nomaswazi when Hlongwane’s brother is an abuser like his father, who sent

them to DRC to be taught how to be men. Nomaswazi describes that she drags her abused
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body to the bathroom after being beaten by Ntsikelelo (Khumalo, 2019). Once she sees
the dishevelled state in the mirror, with a burst lip and bloody nose, she breaks down to
cry (Khumalo, 2019). The memories of the physical abuse flood her; physically, she is in
pain, but her spirit is broken, and her mind is wounded, resulting in her experiencing

insidious and betrayal trauma simultaneously.

Buqa (2022) affirms that gender-based violence is multifaceted, operating at different
levels. Buelens, Durrant, and Eaglestone (2014:4) describe trauma as a connection
between the self, the past, suffering, and politics, which the text’s characters embody. The
main argument is that trauma’s complexity causes victims to suffer internally and alone,

made worse by its unspeakable nature, as Rich (1979:199) describes:

Whatever is unnamed, undepicted in images, whatever is omitted from biography,
censored in collections of letters, whatever is misnamed as something else, made
difficult to come by, whatever is buried in memory by the collapse of meaning
under an inadequate or lying language - this will become, not merely unspoken,

but unspeakable.

Trauma cannot be depicted in images but can be conveyed through various art forms.
While trauma is intangible, its scars and symptoms are visibly evident in individuals.
Writers in South Africa, a country with high violence, engage with trauma as real and
prevalent. Khumalos’ texts converse with Dudu Busani-Dube’s work, tackling the realities
of trauma among black people. In The End (2022), Busani-Dube writes about a character
who recognises trauma symptoms “anxiety attacks happen, especially in people who have
gone through trauma and have not dealt with it or talked about it with a professional”
(Busani-Dube, 2022:374). Similarly, Jarred in The Harvard Wife (2017) is told by a doctor
that his traumatic experience, such as his brother’s death, caused a surge of electrical
activity in the brain, disrupting normal messaging between brain cells (Khumalo,

2017:171).

Similarly, Khumalo and Busani-Dube highlight that men also have traumas; in the
perpetration of violence, they are victims of patriarchy. One male character in The End

(2022) expresses his feeling that women “don’t know that we are also human, you want
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us to be who you want us to be. It’s all about you-you don’t want to acknowledge our
traumas” (Busani-Dube, 2022:200). This male character is a black man who is
emphasising that men are struggling, even though the patriarchal system benefits them.
Still, it is also detrimental because they constantly have to prove their masculinity, often
using violence. The African Feminist Forum Charter (AFF, 2017) commits to dismantling
and deconstructing patriarchal notions in all African manifestations. Ayanda MaNgubane
Borotho (2019:167) states that “as privileged as men are, there is no doubt that some

narratives are detrimental to them”.

Daniel in The Harvard Wife (2017) exhibits his trauma by abusing his wife and treating
her as his object. It does not justify his behaviour. However, Daniel’s father was an
“incestuous rapist” (Khumalo, 2017: 84). He recalls his mother’s face “countless times
when his father had come home drunk and beat her at the slightest provocation”
(Khumalo, 2017:84). Daniel’s masculinity is entrenched in violence that he witnessed as
a young boy. In The End (2022), the narrator highlights that “nobody protects boys, and
so boys grow into men that people have to be protected from” (Busani-Dube, 2022:142).
Daniel comes from a broken household without an ideal male figure to guide his conduct.
Hence, Ratele (2022) argues that men in society suffer from a lack of love. He further
states that men who have endured being unloved often portray various forms of
wretchedness that result in violence. Violence has numerous consequences for those

affected.

The trauma representations in the novels portray the intersection of fiction and
psychology. According to Pain (2022:1793), gender-based violence has resulted in some
people “relocating to new regions, leaving their whole lives behind; some have lost jobs,
given up education, or lost contact with friends and family members.” This impact is
reflected in Fallen Candle (2020) and Nomaswazi (2019), in which the protagonists are
forced to relocate from their homes due to violence. For example, Emihle in Fallen Candle
(2020) is originally Zimbabwean but moves to Johannesburg to start a new life as a single
woman, carrying layered trauma from various forms of violence. In Johannesburg, she
makes a friend who tells her, “If | were new in a foreign land, [ would also expectkindness
from my homegirl” (Khumalo, 2020:40). Similarly, Nomaswazi, originally from Swaziland,

moves to Johannesburg after being heartbroken. The violence she experienced was
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emotional, as she states, “I have been running away from my past life, and after six years,
[ am finally settling into my new life” (Khumalo, 2019:2). Emihle describes, “no one held
my hand through the trauma I went through.” This is a woman who understands that she

is traumatised (Khumalo, 2020:106).

3.6 Healing Memory Trauma in Fictional Narratives

The literature presents various definitions of healing from different authors and shows
how healing can be situated in other spaces and forms. Healing can be individual or
collective and involves the physical and the spiritual realms. Charles Manda and Vhumani
Magezi (2016) describe healing as a process of recovering from the physical, emotional,
psychological, and spiritual effects of trauma. Manda and Magezi (2016) add that it
includes finding purpose, meaning, and hope against adversity and restoring a sense of
wholeness within oneself. In line with Manda and Magezi’s (2016) definition, Dickie
(2019) states that healing is a process of restoring the soul, replacing negative memories
with positive ones, and facilitating the biological healing of the brain. According to Dickie
“The reconstruction of the trauma story allows the memory to be reclaimed, along with
the associated emotions” (Dickie, 2019:891). Edwards (2010) describes healing as a
transformation process from illness to health that involves the individual’s physical and
spiritual well-being. Edwards views healing as a collective responsibility that consists of
the spirituality of family, ancestral, and community members. Individuals who have
experienced violence can choose the path they take in their healing journey. Such

individuals must restore their confidence and dignity in mind and spirit.

The South African nation’s struggle with violent oppression underscored the necessity of
healing for societal transformation. Establishing the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission reflected the conviction that collective healing of body, mind, and spirit was
vital for democracy. Trauma’s holistic impact demanded a national process led by
Archbishop Tutu from 1996 to 1998, aimed at recognising suffering and facilitating peace.
Vora and Vora (2004) describe the Commission as a remarkable peace-making effort in

recent history.

Hirsch, MacKenzie, and Sesay (2012) and Vora and Vora (2004) agree that the Truth and
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Reconciliation Commission aimed for healing, justice, and peacebuilding by providing a
space for victims, witnesses, and perpetrators to tell their stories. Storytelling
acknowledged victims’ suffering and enabled transition to the present and future. Rogers
(2016) echoes that disclosing violence enabled this storytelling, which gave victims an
opportunity to externalise trauma a process. Laub (1992) defines as re-integrating the
past into contemporary reality for healing. In African society, stories have essential value.
Hirsch, MacKenzie, and Sesay (2012) affirm that the Commission’s report officially

acknowledged victims’ suffering and loss.

Acknowledgement is often presented as an important step towards healing and closure,
asitallows the harm experienced by victims to be recognised and validated. However, this
process requires critical consideration, particularly when examining the experiences of
survivors of gender-based violence. While the perpetrator’s acknowledgement of
wrongdoing and expression of remorse may affirm the victim’s reality, it does not
necessarily undo the emotional and psychological effects of the violence. Rogers (2016)
highlights that remorse can be beneficial for trauma victims, although it may also only
serve as a recognition that the violation occurred. Similarly, Minow (1998) suggests that
acknowledgement restores humanity by affirming the injustice suffered; however, the
extent to which acknowledgement alone enables healing remains complex. The Truth and
Reconciliation Commission in South Africa illustrates both the possibilities and
limitations of acknowledgement as a healing practice. Although the Commission created
a space for confronting past violence and recognising victims’ experiences, Prager’s
(2006) description of its aims as utopian points to the difficulty of achieving complete
healing through public recognition alone. Therefore, acknowledgement should not be
understood as a final resolution to trauma, but rather as part of a longer process through

which survivors negotiate pain, identity, and the restoration of their agency.

Rogers (2016:33) writes that “victims of trauma struggle to hold onto their own stories,
which are fraught with gaps and confusion”. Rogers further explains that these effects are
partly due to their attempts to hold onto alternative realities and focus their minds on
objects that are secure and real for them at that moment. This often results in them being

confined to what might be considered an exclusive reality. The violence happening in
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South Africa and the African continent is not rooted in race. However, the central
argument continues healing is complex and influenced by many factors, not solely by
revealing the truth. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission demanded the whole truth
to support storytelling and witnessing for victims (Rogers 2006). Different individuals
and societies employ varied healing strategies. Wielenga (2013) argues that remembering
the violent past is integral to reconciliation for both individuals and nations but warns
that it may also trigger more violence. Even with the Commission, South Africa still

experiences gendered violence affecting women and marginalised groups.

In The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019) and Fallen Candle (2020), the
protagonists reconstruct identities and embrace transformation and self-growth. Dickie
(2019) explains that recovery also includes restoring the survivor’s agency, alleviating
isolation, and providing opportunities for validation and being heard by others. Validation
and external listening are depicted in Nompumelelo as she shares her trauma with her
friend (Khumalo, 2017). Similarly, Nomaswazi and Hlongwane experience being heard by
a therapist (Khumalo, 2019). The agency Dickie describes is evident as the protagonists
navigate their renewed identities. Amid Nompumelelo’s challenges, she chooses to go on
holiday with her friend, and the narrator notes, “neither of them could have foreseen just
how much this safari would alter the course of their lives” (Khumalo, 2017:22).
Nompumelelo’s safari is a coping strategy for her trauma. Laub (1992:69) asserts that
trauma “is an event that has no beginning, no ending, no before, no during, and no after”.
Thus, healing from trauma lacks a universal formula; itis a multifaceted process involving

various elements. Birrell and Freyd (2006:60) state:

Treatment of trauma requires intervention beyond the consulting room and
medical perspectives. Birrell and Freyd (2006:59) insist that compassion and
mutuality compel us to confront broader social, cultural, and economic systems of

oppression and violence.

Birrell and Freyd (2006:59) argue that healing is more than extinguishing pain; itinvolves
forging meaningful connections. Nompumelelo exemplifies this by reconnecting with
Jarred, her first lover at Harvard (Khumalo, 2017). Relationships, according to Birrell and

Freyd (2006), are vital to mental health, both individually and collectively. Healthy
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relationships nurture the mind; toxic ones undermine it. After rekindling ties with Jarred,
Nompumelelo rediscovers her passion for photography and her dedication to children
(Khumalo, 2017). A company director, impressed by her work, encourages her to pursue
photography professionally (Khumalo, 2017). By separating from a toxic marriage,

Nompumelelo reclaims her personal passions.

On her return from the safari, Nompumelelo bravely decides to divorce her husband
(Khumalo, 2017). As Ratele (2022:6) points out, the quality of marriage cannot be
measured, in his assessment, simply by how long it has endured “what if for half of that
time, one of the partners has been abusing the other?” Ratele’s observation applies to
Nompumelelo’s marriage because she was miserable for several years. Ratele (2022:70)
argues that “it’'s not only poor women who do not leave their abusers. Well-educated,
financially secure women find it difficult to acknowledge and leave an abusive
relationship”. Nompumelelo’s bravery and courage are commendable because her
decision is not easy. In the African Feminist Forum Charter (AFF, 2017), the feminists
assert that they resist patriarchy and its values and reclaim their rich tradition of African
women’s resistance. The protagonist makes various decisions to empower herself,
transforming her trauma into a source of strength. She had dreams as a woman that were
overlooked during her marriage to Daniel because he believed her duties were to support
his career (Khumalo, 2017). She had decided that she would “build a child centre, it would
host children’s clothing shops, a day and night care child centre, a dance studio which
taught African dances, and a state-of-the-art learning centre. Adoption offices, fertility
clinics, a child photography centre, and even a paediatrician’s office” (Khumalo,

2017:251).

Additionally, Nompumelelo is scared by the magnitude of her business idea. She wanted
to engage with local entrepreneurs, such as the woman from eNgcobo and the lady from
Fox Street. Her dream was not only about empowering herself but also other women.
According to MaNgubane-Borotho (2019:108), “women need platforms and
opportunities to express the power that already exists in them.” The centre also creates
opportunities for males as she approaches Sphola, a young black entrepreneur, with a
food stall (Khumalo, 2017). Ayanda MaNgubane Borotho (2019) argues that she can never

accept that men are trash; she knows enough kings to understand that men are not trash,
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and her father and husband are not. Having Nompumelelo include male entrepreneurs
portrays the African Feminist values and ideology of men and women working together
towards a better future. Nompumelelo’s healing strategy was to use her Harvard
education and empower herself by realising her dreams. Itis important to note that Jarred
encouraged her and believed in her dreams, which is what African Feminism values that

men and women work together to advance Africa.

Nomaswazi and Hlongwane each cope with trauma by reclaiming strength. Nomaswazi
declares independence and power with, “there’s a new Sheriff in town, and she islearning
to be her own woman” (Khumalo, 2019:156). Hlongwane describes the visible and hidden

nature of personal demons, highlighting the need for healing.

[t's time we stopped running from our demons. They won'’t leave us, Swazi, until
we face them head-on. I want us to have children one day, and they don’t deserve
our broken pieces. They deserve our healing; we will heal so that our broken pieces

don’t make our children bleed too (Khumalo, 2019:289).

The characters recognise their trauma and seek its root causes, aiming to break the cycle
and prevent harm to future generations. Nomaswazi must consult a professional before
discharge due to suicide watch, seeking Hlongwane’s support. Hlongwane realises
therapy crosses gender and culture. Healing through therapy relies on discussing
experiences. Birrell and Freyd (2006) note that trauma stories start fragmented but elicit

strong emotional responses.

During the second therapy session, Nomaswazi observed that it was an emotional roller
coaster thatlasted over five hours; the emotions of “fear of rejection, the hurt, insecurities,
love, hate and more that she could not label surfaced” (Khumalo, 2019:294). In the text,
the speaker is emotional because the listener is a professional; thus, she can control her
emotions. If someone listens with genuine openness, they enable the speaker to voice
what has never been spoken; words thatlacked labels are spoken, awakening the heart to
healing (Birrell and Freyd, 2006). Birrell and Freyd’s findings are evident in Nomaswazi
when the couple opens up about their traumas. The couple states how they manage their

pain; they also highlight their feelings of insecurity and the root cause of their problems
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(Khumalo, 2019). The therapist commends the couple for opening up and encourages
them to continue the sessions so they can unpack more (Khumalo, 2019). The text creates
awareness that speaking to a professional as an individual who has experienced violence
is an excellent strategy for seeking help. Ratele (2022:20) mentions that “emotional
vulnerability also suggests a different kind of courage”. Thus, men and women experience
various emotions, which are natural parts of being human. The text challenges cultural
beliefs that black men do not go to therapists. Manda and Magezi (2016:2) highlight that
the “South African society is a deeply traumatised community where each person has a
traumatic story to tell about themselves, their friends, or their family”. Emihle tells her
trauma story to Abe, a man who is courting her. Dickie (2019) points out that trauma
healing uses verbal language, often encouraging the individual to create a trauma
narrative to enable healing. Emihle tells her trauma narrative to Abe so that he

understands her trauma and fears. Emihle (Khumalo 2020:124) narrates:

[t was my father’s dream that [ become a doctor or a nurse, and because my grades
were never excellent, I settled on becoming a nurse. It seemed more achievable
back then. My father died, I fell pregnant, and they married me off to the father of
the child. [ lost the child, and we never recovered from that until he died. l ran away
when they demanded that I marry his brother, which is how [ found myselfin South

Africa.

Emihle’s disclosure of her traumatic experiences suggests that breaking the silence
surrounding gender-based violence becomes an important part of her healing process.
However, her journey also reveals that healing is not a simple movement from trauma
towards recovery. While speaking about her experiences allows Emihle to confront the
pain and memories that have shaped her identity, it also highlights the importance of
being heard and believed. Laub’s (1992) discussion of testimony demonstrates that
healing is often dependent on the presence of a listener who is able to acknowledge and
engage with the survivor’s experience. Therefore, Emihle’s healing cannot be viewed only
as an individual process, but as one shaped by relationships, trust, and the creation of
spaces where women can express their trauma without fear of judgement. Emihle
welcomes the possibility, “Abe might just be about to give me a lease on a new life. Things

are looking up again, and [ almost say a little prayer of gratitude” (Khumalo, 2020:150).
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Emihle begins to imagine a future beyond her suffering; however, the narrative also
reveals the complexities of recovery, as healing requires both personal agency and

supportive conditions that allow survivors to reclaim their voices.

Fallen Candle (2020) portrays another form of healing centred on African spirituality and
religion. According to Dickie (2019:885), “biblical lament psalms can help present-day
sufferers express their pain to God, and this can result in personal, social, and biological
healing”. Mrs Potgieter, whom Emihle works for, is described by the narrator as having
memories of her husband and farm (Khumalo, 2020). Her husband passed away five years
ago; Mrs Potgieter tells Emihle that she is tired and no longer has the strength to look after
the farm (Khumalo, 2020). During this conversation, Emihle reads her the bible before
she sleeps. She reads, “Psalm 18 verse 28, for thou wilt light my candle: the Lord my God
will enlighten my darkness” (Khumalo, 2020:56). Edwards (2010) highlights the
significance of music and song in the healing process. Emihle sings for the frail Mrs
Potgieter, who is dealing with trauma; she sings Amazing Grace, and the older woman
joinsin. The narrator describes the moment as soulful, and Mrs Potgieter tells Emihle, “My
Jan loved that song, for a moment there I heard his voice”; her statement symbolises the
grieving widow who needs healing (Khumalo, 2020:56). The two women grasp each
other’s hands as they each remember their loss and pain; Emihle even feels tears in her
eyes (Khumalo, 2020). Horn (2020a) deliberately employs song as a means of healing for
African women, acknowledging its therapeutic effectiveness when used with that
intention. At this moment, there are no power dynamics of master and servant, just two

humans trying to find their healing through the bible verses and spirituality.

Manda and Magezi (2016) highlight the significance of spirituality for healing, showing
Emihle’s journey toward empowerment and meaning after trauma. In Fallen Candle
(2020), Emihle is accepted into the Chris Hani Baragwanath Nursing Campus, bringing
pride and hope “I am getting my nursing diploma,” she states (Khumalo, 2020:265). The
narrative connects this achievement to trauma recovery through empowerment and new
connections (Manda and Magezi, 2016:8). Emihle’s efforts to “ignite her light” represent
change and growth, integrating past trauma and embracing her new self. Fallen Candle

(2020) uses nursing as a motif of healing, reflecting the vital role of care and recovery for
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survivors. Drawing from Edwards’s (2010) definition of healing, the text argues that

transformation is essential for those affected by gender-based violence.

The text of Fallen Candle (2020) portrays the power of indigenous African healing.
Edwards (2010:212) describes this healing as based on “ancestral consciousness, beliefs
and practices recognising the interlinking oneness of spirit”’; he adds that various
indigenous specialists exist, such as “the traditional diviner (isangoma), doctor (inyanga)
and faith healer (umthandazi), all of whom work with soul and spiritual power or energy”.
Bonga recommends that Emihle consult a spiritual healer (sangoma) to help her with her
grief and to cleanse her bad luck (Khumalo, 2020:181). Edwards (2010:217) notes that
some “illnesses are believed to be caused by ancestral displeasure”; thus, an appropriate
ceremony is needed to re-establish balanced relationships with the ancestors in such
cases. The text portrays a ceremony to return Emihle’s father’s spirit home, enabling him

to protect his family (Khumalo, 2020).

After Emihle is advised to consult a spiritual healer, she visits Gogo Dineo, described as
elegant and poised (Khumalo, 2020). Gogo Dineo asks Emihle, “What happens when a
candle falls while still burning brightly? Does it flicker and plunge into darkness? Or does
its sparks curl up, then burst into angry flames, licking everything in their path and
obliterating it to ashes?” (Khumalo, 2020:186). This pivotal moment pierces Emihle with
regret; she realises she has let her light fade, casting her father’s house into darkness. A
childhood acquaintance calls her Khandlela likayise (father’s candle) after her father’s
name for her (Khumalo, 2020). Gogo Dineo informs Emihle that only she can fix her soul,
using the healer’s guidance, and that she must find her candlelight. Edwards (2011:338)
describes African spiritual healing as emphasising the interrelatedness of all life through
ancestral spiritual energy. Dickie (2019:888) explains that trauma affects brain function
and sense of security; the process of mourning and acknowledging trauma is part of
healing, and ancestral consciousness initiates healing. Emihle recognises her role in her
spiritual problem and acknowledges she did not guard her light (Khumalo, 2020:106). She

explains that:

[ let them kick my light to the curb and let my dreams fizzle. So today, I cry. I cry

for what I have lost and what [ have become. I cry for dreams stolen and dreams
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forgotten. I take out whatever pain I had shelved away, and today, | wear itand feel
it. I cry, hoping that tears will cleanse and help me heal. I cry for the child I never
got to hold and the lost child inside me. I need the tears to wash away this fog
around me, and I can start living tomorrow. I canlet go of the pain and the betrayal
of the dead and start dreaming. Tomorrow, I dig deep for the amber in me, and [
breathe life into it, and it may begin to burn brightly again. But today, I weep
(Khumalo, 2020:107).

Emihle’s statement exemplifies the central argument: healing begins with confronting
grief and initiating mourning, as described by Manda and Mangezi (2016). Emihle’s
willingness to accept her trauma and pursue restoration reinforces her journey to reclaim
light (Khumalo, 2020). Her words echo Iyanla Vanzant’s (1998:21-23) poem ‘Yesterday |
cried’, emphasising that acknowledgement and acceptance are fundamental to healing.

There are a few lines that stand out in the poem, lines 16 to 18 read:

[ cried for all the days and all the ways
And all the time, [ had dishonoured, disrespected, and disconnected my Self from

Myself

The crying in the poem resembles Emihle’s because she also acknowledges that she has
not mourned her dimmed light; she has aimlessly drifted through life (Khumalo, 2020).
She realises she needs to reconnect with the dreams she once had. Iyanla Vanzant’s poem

continues, then in lines 45-49, it reads:

In the midst of my crying,
[ felt my freedom coming
Because

Yesterday, I cried

With no agenda

The poem ends on an optimistic note, suggesting that the crying has led to emancipation,
similar to Emihle’s. Her tears end with her light burning brightly again and her regaining

agency. Dickie (2019:892) argues that poetry has value in healing; he adds that “in the
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past, narrative has been used to help sufferers process their trauma,” and that poetry can

do the same. This process of meaning-making is exemplified in Emihle’s journey.

Since her husband'’s death, Emihle has carried an unopened letter, fearing the pain within.
Written by her late husband to explain himself, the letter holds the key to Emihle’s closure.
Ready for a new life, she realises she must finally read it. She declares, “I don’t know what
[ am expecting, but I know that to close this chapter in my life as I have done to all the
others, I must read the letter” (Khumalo, 2020:257). Edwards (2010:213) describes a
“continuous relationship between the living and the living dead,” echoing Emihle’s
emotional turmoil as she faces the letter. The letter reveals the abuser’s attempt at
reconciliation from beyond the grave “I hope I didn’'t damage your heart beyond repair
and that you can learn to love again” (Khumalo, 2020:259). After reading, Emihle burns
the letter, relinquishing her pain and resentment, and chooses to forgive Butho and
herself (Khumalo, 2020). Ratele (2022) claims love heals. In Dear Ijeawele, or a Feminist
Manifesto, in Fifteen Suggestions, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2017:19) offers a Feminist
Manifesto, highlighting in suggestion thirteen:

Teach her that love is not only giving but also taking. This is important because we
give girls subtle cues about their lives; we teach girls that a significant component
of their ability to love is the ability to sacrifice themselves. We do not teach this to
boys. Teach her that to love, she must give of herself emotionally, but she must also

expect to be given.

Adichie’s suggestion aligns with Ratele’s argument on love. Ratele (2022) argues that
understanding the “hunger for love starts with defining love for ourselves, broadening our
perception of love, having a view about how we want to love and be loved”. As the reader
opens a new chapter, they sense that Emihle will accept better love in the future. This
transition marks a move from theoretical perspectives to the practical manifestation of
love within the narrative. Love that will not hurt her and humiliate her dignity. Love that
will serve her and aspire to make her the best version of herself, like the love of Abe’s
actions. Abe gives a glimpse of the kind of love Adichie suggests. Abe gives Emihle another
chance in life by organising her legal documents to be a South African citizen, as she was

an illegal immigrant from Zimbabwe (Khumalo, 2020). Emihle even states, “in another
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time, Abe would have been so easy to love” because she is experiencing a different kind of
love (Khumalo, 2022:159). Abe helps Emihle with documentation to write her matric to
further her studies and achieve her dream (Khumalo, 2022). Connecting back to
theoretical ideas, this kind of love is the one that Ratele maintains heals, and Adichie

believes it gives.

The novels portray the trauma experienced by victims of gender-based violence and the
healing strategies available to them. This healing can be examined through feminist
narrative praxis. Storytelling allows women to reclaim their voices and confront the
silences surrounding gender-based violence. Healing is not presented simply as an
individual process of overcoming trauma; rather, itis shown as a journey of remembering,
speaking, and reconstructing the self after experiences that have threatened women'’s
identities. Through the journeys of the female characters, the texts create spaces for
women’s experiences of violence, shame, and survival to be recognised and challenged.
As a result, the narratives turn personal suffering into resistance, as women’s stories
expose unequal gender relations while demonstrating their agency and ability to redefine
themselves beyond patriarchal structures. Thus, stories facilitate recovery and resilience

for trauma victims, echoing possibilities in real-life experiences.

3.7 Conclusion

In conclusion, this chapter examined memory trauma caused by gender-based violence in
the texts. Drawing on collective memory and historical trauma in South Africa, it
foregrounded the enduring impact of the past on contemporary lived experiences.
Trauma continues to shape present-day life and social relations, with characters in the
novels experiencing multiple and overlapping forms of trauma, including insidious and
betrayal trauma, sometimes simultaneously, regardless of gender, underscoring trauma
as a complex human condition. Current literature treats trauma as a singular or
individualised experience; this chapter has shown that the texts complicate such readings
by presenting trauma as layered, relational, and historically embedded. Thus, the chapter
foregrounded healing strategies represented in the texts, such as storytelling and other
forms of recovery, which signal possibilities for the reconstitution of the self. As a result,

the stories can empower readers to understand the different types and dimensions of
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trauma and memory as constructed through narrative representation.

83



CHAPTER FOUR: Narrative Construction, Representation, and

Contestation of Shame through Narrative Techniques in The Harvard

Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020)

4.1 Introduction

This chapter argues that shame is constructed, represented, and challenged through
specific narrative techniques, such as point of view, characterisation, and dialogue, in The
Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020). Shame operates as a
mechanism produced by and embedded within patriarchal systems and hegemonic
masculinities. The narratives depict shame as a socially and culturally mediated force
impacting both men and women, particularly in the context of gender-based violence. The
chapter also demonstrates how the texts challenge and resist shame through storytelling
strategies, including foregrounding emotional vulnerability, reimagining masculinities,
and affirming female agency. In doing so, it highlights the transformative role of African
women writers in exposing, disrupting, and reconfiguring shame within oppressive social

structures.

4.2 Reimagining Masculinities in Gender-Based Violence

Eachyear, South Africa and other countries globally participate in the 16 Days of Activism
against gender-based violence. This campaign runs annually from November to
December. Dhever (2020) argues that gender inequality is foundational to violence and
abuse faced by women, and the main aim of the campaign is to combat violence. The
traditional forms of masculinities are socially constructed with prominent characteristics
that Wojnicka (2015:1) defines as “physical power, aggression and violent behaviours”.
Therefore, masculine performance is intertwined with gender-based violence. Thus,
Wojnicka (2015) asserts that violence should be seen primarily as a men’s issue, and the
focus should shift from the victims to the men, who are mainly the perpetrators. Dhever
(2020) shares similar perceptions to Wojnicka, reiterating that activism initiatives should
focus not only on women and girls but also on men and boys. The novels portray diverse
masculinities, which Raewyn Connell (1995) describes as plural, as men differ according

to their social identities.
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The plurality Connell (1995) observes amongst men is evident in the novels, as male
characters navigate their lives, respond to specific challenges, and relate to those around
them. Busisekile Khumalo’s male characters are as diverse as her female characters,
portraying various professions and backgrounds. The role of patriarchy in gender-based
violence is evident in the texts. Patriarchy is a system of social structures and practices
that oppress and exploit women (Walby, 1989). Sharing a similar definition, Hunnicutt
(2009) also highlights that patriarchy is about gender hierarchies, dominance and power
in the public or private sphere. It can take different forms and shapes depending on the
space and structures. Ratele (2022) asserts that violence also comes in various forms,
which shows the relationship between patriarchy and violence. Nompumelelo’s mother
criticises her daughter’s behaviour by stating, “that is the problem with you modern
women, always running away from your problems, instead of sitting down and fixing your
marriage, you are off trotting the world” (Khumalo, 2017:20). The statement by MaNtuli
illustrates that other women are also tools in promoting patriarchal practices.
Nompumelelo reflects that “she was not comfortable talking about sex; it must be a black

person thing. Her mother had never talked to her about sex” (Khumalo, 2017:47).

Additionally, on her wedding night, the aunts had told her that she must never deny a man
his cookie jar, else he would stray (Khumalo, 2017). This advice is problematic for two
reasons. Firstly, it demonstrates a patriarchal mindset that sex is solely for men’s
pleasure, and women do not have a voice. Secondly, it insinuates that women do not have
bodily autonomy. Her body belongs to her husband; she is not allowed to deny him his
sexual needs. This alludes to the notion that a man’s infidelity isa woman'’s responsibility,
which shifts the focus away from his actions. Nompumelelo states that it is taboo to talk
about sex in the black culture (Khumalo, 2017). However, it is forbidden for women
because men talk aboutit, engage init, and even violate it sexually. Mhlanguli Lubisi spoke
to Oyama sexually; he even said, “She has grown into a pretty thing” (Khumalo, 2017:289).
His statement depicts that men do not have a problem with sexual talk; his diction also
indicates that he views Oyama as a beautiful object for his use. As a result, he sexually
violated her and instructed her to “get rid of any accidents”, implying that she must have
an abortion if she happens to be pregnant (Khumalo, 2017:290). His attitude reflects the

patriarchal arrogance sustained and minimally penalised by the state, as noted by Walby
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(1989).

The patriarchal attitudes are constructed on shame. The notion of shame plays a critical
role in culture and worldviews. Patriarchy uses shame as a mechanism to reinforce the
power dynamics of male dominance and female subordination. Sara Ahmed (2014:103)
describes shame as an “intense and painful sensation that is felt by and on the body”.
Ahmed explains the relationship between shame and guiltin her book, but she also draws
a distinction (2014). The distinction between these two emotions is that guiltlies in

wrongdoing or breaking the law. As a result, one faces punishment.

However, shame concerns a quality of the self, meaning that a specific trait is
questionable, leading an individual to doubt their sense of identity (Ahmed, 2014). The
emotion of shame has no gender because men and women have lived experiences of
shame. Daniel in The Harvard Wife (2017:84) admits that he has done various things that
he was not proud of, “but the thing he could never forgive himself for was when he had
forced himself on Mpumi”. Ahmed (2014:105) describes how deep shame is because
“more than my action is at stake: the badness of an action is transferred to me, such that I
feel myself to be bad and to have been found or found out” how bad I am. Thus, Daniel
reflects that he felt terrible about his actions and that, since that incident, he was not able
to bring himself to touch his wife again (Khumalo, 2017). His inability to forgive himself
or to touch her again goes beyond his wrongdoing; it is a recognition of the self as bad.
Thisreiterates Ahmed’s point that shame is about the quality of the self. Daniel (Khumalo,
2017) observes that he is no longer worthy to share a bed or room with Nompumelelo
after his actions; he recognises that his self-quality has depreciated. Ahmed (2014) asserts

that shame is not an isolated action that can be removed from the self.

4.3 The Role of Fathers in Shaping Non-Violent Masculinities

Malose Langa’s research (2020) on township masculinities highlights the emotions of
hurt, shame, and humiliation experienced by the male participants in his study. His
research focused on young boys and young men to understand the factors that made them
grow up to be violent in society. Langa (2020) and Ratele (2022) share similar arguments

that the work of gender-based violence should start with boys and young men. The main
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enemies of gender were “the social roles or set of expectations into which boys and men
were forced by conventional ideas of what a man should be” (Langa, 2020:13). These
social roles damage and oppress men if they fail to achieve them, resulting in the
culmination of shame. Hlongwane explains his relationship with his father (Khumalo,
2019). He states that his father is a bloody cliché; he started his company with blood
money. He was smuggling guns to war-torn countries, and he received good money from
the rebels, without concern for the consequences of his actions (Khumalo, 2019).

Hlongwane reflects on his childhood and the violence he was exposed to. He reflects:

They gave us drugs to numb us and turn us into unthinking killing machines. The
drugs helped with the nightmares, but Ntsikelelo’s nightmares were worse than
mine. He would wake up screaming and wet the blankets. The men would pour a
bucket of ice-cold water on him and make him sleep on the bare ground. I could
not watch him suffer like that, so [ would give him my share of the drugs as well.
While that stopped his nightmares, I did not know I was turning my brother into
an addict and I had to do all those killings with a clear mind. I remember

everything; some nights I relive it in my dreams... (Khumalo, 2019:201-202).

However, this teaching method did not produce the results his father desired. Instead, the
brothers were left twisted and ugly inside, with nightmares that haunted them in
adulthood (Khumalo, 2019). Building on this personal account, Ntsikelelo is described as
enjoying pain and as a misogynist as an adult (Khumalo, 2019). Langa (2020:13) describes
this type of masculinity as hegemonic, viewing men as “brave, strong, aggressive and
resilient”. This means that the father was constructing the hegemonic masculinity in his

sons, which is considered the dominant type of masculinity in society.

Contrary to the dominant view, Langa (2020:13) argues that “over time, some men and
boys began to feel the burden of being constrained and defined by this construction or
ideal masculinity”. The burden that Langa talks about is evident in Hlongwane and his
brother, who were taught violence and cruelty as the masculinity to aspire to. Ratele
(2022) argues that the need among young boys to demonstrate fearlessness heightens
their vulnerability to or the perpetration of violence. He continues to explain that the

pressure not to portray fear and anxiety pushes boys not to walk away from a fight but to
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show their strength by fighting back. As a result, many boys and men dominate violent
crime statistics as both victims and perpetrators of various forms of violence (Ratele
2022). Langa’s (2020) findings were that boys had absent fathers, which left them with
masculine role models on the streets, leading to violent behaviour. According to Lobaka
(2024), children who experience absent fathers have feelings of abandonment, anger and
low self-esteem. In agreement with Lobaka (2024), a father’s presence is crucial to a
child’s well-being. Thus, fatherlessness creates a void in children, which negatively
manifests in society. The ones that had violent fathers learned that violence is a tool in
masculinity. Langa’s (2020) findings show that fathers impact their sons’ constructions of
masculinity. These interconnected narratives and research findings highlight broader
social patterns and enrich other people’s lives in the fight against gender-based violence

in the country.

Daniel’s father was a violent drunkard who beat his mother at the slightest provocation
(Khumalo, 2017). Daniel describes his childhood as feeling helpless, unable to protect his
mother. One day, his father fell on a rock while drunk, hit his head, and died; Daniel did
not feel sorry about his father’s death (Khumalo, 2017). Influenced by his father’s model
of violent masculinity, Daniel later became a husband who violated his wife in various
ways. However, he recognises the harm of his actions, stating, “no wonder many women
hated men” (Khumalo, 2017:84). Determined to change, he consciously decides to be a
better father and husband and works to make amends (Khumalo, 2017). The narrative
alludes to his shame after violating his wife, as he distances himself from her (Khumalo,
2017). Ahmed (2014:103) describes an ashamed person as one who struggles to “meet

the gaze of those present,” a description that reflects Daniel’s experience.

Building on Daniel’s experience, Ratele (2022) asserts that masculinities must accept that
‘soft’ emotions are a natural part of being human. He argues that emotional vulnerability
reflects a different kind of courage that rejects shame. Likewise, in Nomaswazi (2019),
Hlongwane recalls his father teaching that emotions make a man weak (Khumalo, 2019)
and that enemies would use his emotions against him, leading Hlongwane to navigate life
with detachment. Despite such conditioning, Ratele (2016:25) contends that “men
change, masculinities can be transformed,” and reiterates that “masculinity is a pattern of

behaviour” rather than an innate trait (Ratele, 2022:182). This perspective shapes
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Hlongwane’s evolution initially embodying dominant masculinity successful, handsome,
charming, and able to control others (Khumalo, 2019). He becomes increasingly
vulnerable and flawed as the plot unfolds, dismantling his bravado. He shifts from
objectifying women to aspiring for marriage. Early in the narrative, he declares, “I
wouldn’t marry that fat cow! Mswati himself would not marry her if she were the only
dancer during Umhlanga” (Khumalo, 2019:11). Later, Hlongwane pours out his heart to

Nomaswazi, showing his transformation:

[ know that we didn’t start off on the right foot, and it's my fault; I was a coward
and selfish. [ know what [ am about to ask of you is very selfish of me, but I can’t
live without you anymore. This might feel rushed or too soon, but my soul tells me
it's been long coming. I tried to rationalise, but I just can’t, and I know that you will
also try to rationalise it, but I just want you to answer me with your soul.

Nomaswazi Dlamini ngicela ube wami? [please be mine?]” (Khumalo, 2019:107).

This moment of vulnerability signals Hlongwane’s shift as a character. Hlongwane
acknowledges his selfishness; he was uninterested in marriage, preferring relationships
with multiple women. He left his bride at the altar years ago (Khumalo, 2019). However,
his feelings for Nomaswazi change, as his friend Melusi notes: “I never thought I would
live to see this day, but she’s got you by the balls. The same way Nokwanda owns mine”
(Khumalo, 2019: 79). Hlongwane’s transformation illustrates Ratele’s (2022) argument
that men can change when given space. Ratele (2022:32) states, “men’s violence is always
areaction, a reassertion or deflection” to push away vulnerability, a response Hlongwane

demonstrates by masking emotional fragility through aggression.

Hlongwane’s father, called ‘the beast’ for his ruthless treatment of those who wrong him
(Khumalo, 2019), embodies authority and cruelty early in the book. As the narrative
unfolds, he confronts his actions, apologises to his son (Khumalo, 2019), and
demonstrates that men can own their choices and transform their behaviour. For the first
time, vulnerability emerges as he admits his failures directly to his son. He reveals that his
wife condemned his career as “blood money,” refusing its benefits (Khumalo, 2019:291).

The father then reflects:
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[ should have listened to her, but instead, I hurt her in the worst way possible.
When I sent you to DRC, that was the last straw for your mother. She never forgave
me. [ am sorry son, for all I put you through. I don’t want to die while we're
estranged or you're angry at me like your mother. I will understand if you can

never forgive me (Khumalo, 2019:291).

Ahmed (2014:104) notes that “shame consumes the subject and burns on the surface of
bodies”, enabling a reassertion of power in unpleasant ways by concealing identity.
Hlongwane’s father embodies this shame, which he has carried for years. Ahmed
(2014:104) adds that “in exposing what has been covered demands us to re-cover; such a
re-covering would be a recovery from shame”. The father’s openness about his flaws
counters his previous reputation as a fearless beast. By confronting the shame from his
conduct toward his wife and sons, he begins to recover and restore his sense of self.
Through such fictional characters, the process of recovery and restoration becomes

accessible to readers.

Building on perspectives of masculinity, studies clearly reject the notion that all
masculinities are the same (Morrell and Ouzgane, 2005). Khumalo’s novels emphatically
illustrate diverse masculinities, each defined by distinct opportunities and life
trajectories. For instance, Nompumelelo regards her father, Muziwoxolo Ndinisa, as her
unwavering pillar of strength (Khumalo, 2017). The bond between them was strong until
his passing during her high school years (Khumalo, 2017). Nompumelelo describes him
as the proud owner of a bookshop, providing comfortably for his family. She remembers
his deep passion for books and keen intelligence, as well as their lively debates about
“Shakespeare and world politics” (Khumalo, 2017:27). After his death, he left a school fee

trust for his daughter, decisively ensuring her education would continue.

Nompumelelo’s personality resonates with her father’s, as she also loves books, whereas
she describes her mother as interested in sewing and cooking (Khumalo, 2017). The love
for books echoes Adichie’s (2017) fifth suggestion; girls must be taught to love reading
and love books. She has beautiful memories of her father, epitomising the ideal of
masculinity. When she visits his grave, she says she has found a man who loves and

respects her as her father did (Khumalo, 2017). She continues to say that she can depend
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on this man as she depended on her father. Her speech suggests that her father explained
to Nompumelelo the type of man she should marry. As Nompumelelo reiterates, “And I
found him Tata, the man you told me about. The man willing to lay down his life for mine”
(Khumalo, 2017:348). As a young woman growing up, Nompumelelo had a positive role
model of masculinity from her father, enabling her to reject the violent masculinity of her
husband. Leopeng and Langa (2017) discuss that the father’s role goes beyond protection;
it also instils values in their children that will carry them as adults. Building on Leopeng
and Langa’s (2017) discussion, this kind of father is described as engaged, actively

involved in their children’s development.

Langa’s (2020:23) study depicts that “boys have few alternatives, positive adult male role
models to follow”, which results in the absence of emulating positive masculinities.
Daniel’s father was not a good role model for the young Daniel. However, he had an uncle,
Tat’Xhamela, who served as a positive role model (Khumalo, 2017). As a result, Daniel’s
positive attributes were instilled in him by his uncle Tat'’Xhamela, who only spoke
wisdom. Daniels states that Tat’Xhamela made him into the man he is, referring to his
successful and ambitious side (Khumalo, 2017). Daniel continues explaining that
Tat’Xhamela is more of a father than his biological father. TatXhamela embodies
alternative masculinity, as he told Daniel to treat Nompumelelo like the diamond she is
(Khumalo, 2019). Daniel failed at this task, but his remorse and the accountability he took
for his divorce suggest hope for future transformation. Daniel acknowledges to his uncle

that the demise of his marriage is his responsibility.

He further states that he is ashamed of the grief he brought to his wife and daughter; as a
result, when Nompumelelo wanted a divorce, he did not challenge it (Khumalo, 2017).
Tat'’Xhamela asks Nompumelelo why she suffered in silence for so long in her marriage
without informing him (Khumalo, 2017). Thus, Tat’Xhamela’s masculinity rejects the
silent suffering of a wife. The man is known for peace, wisdom and love, which challenges
the stereotype that African men are obsessed with violence (Ratele, 2022). Tat’Xhamela
loved Daniel as his own, and he loved his daughter-in-law as his own, thus proving Ratele’s
(2022:44) notion that “love is whatever feeds our soul while confirming that we matter
to others”. In Khumalo’s fiction, the women are central to the narrative. However, they do

not operate in isolation; their experiences are intertwined with men. Thus, this gendered
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intersection highlights connections between men and women and how each gender

shapes the other.

In Fallen Candle (2020), the protagonist, Emihle, has her life revolve around a man who
shapes her identity her father, Mr Dlodlo, who loved her deeply (Khumalo, 2020). Ratele
(2022:93) states that “African men need representations that lay the groundwork for
diverse patterns of masculinity to emerge, out of which a more caring version can
materialise”. These representations must be portrayed in the media, creative texts and
various artistic projects to enable the visibility of caring masculinities. Emihle, as a young
girl, had a good relationship with her father; she reflects on how her father wanted her to
become a doctor or a nurse (Khumalo, 2020). However, after his death, that dream faded
because she fell pregnant and was married off to the father of the child (Khumalo, 2020).
Her childhood nickname is Khandlela likayise, meaning she is her father’s light,
symbolising their relationship (Khumalo, 2020). Morrell and Ouzgane (2005) highlight
that Western feminism locates African women as victims and has ignored the history of

African women, which speaks of agency and achievement.

Furthermore, Mr Dlodlo ensured that Emihle was well informed about the African women
who played significant roles in resisting colonialism (Khumalo, 2020). Emihle reflects on
her father’s stories about her powerful descendants, whom she takes after. Mr Dlodlo
spoke of Queen Lozikeyi Dlodlo, who kept the Ndebele nation together, was a skilled
strategist, and was a fierce fighter (Khumalo, 2020). It is important to note that he
compared the Queen to his daughter, who was “afraid that a single whirlwind could send
her flying into the sky” (Khumalo, 2020:200). Her father’s stories resonate with Adichie’s
(2017) ninth suggestion that girls must be given a sense of identity. The stories of her
brave ancestors are deliberate efforts to make her a proud Ndebele woman, who takes
pride in black heroes, men and women in history, even those excluded from school
textbooks. Mr Dlodlo’s masculinity focused on the competencies of Emihle, not her
gender, as Adichie (2017) suggests; the idea of gender roles is a social construct. Emihle’s
mother reminds her that her father loved her very much and did not care that she was a
girl (Khumalo, 2020). The narratives that instil new models of masculinity cannot be

overemphasised, according to Ratele (2016).
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Similarly, Nomaswazi’s father is an example of the new models of masculinity whose
representation must be omnipresent. Ngwira (2020) highlights that daughters can occupy
spaces that are traditionally reserved for sons and challenge patriarchal norms with their
fathers’ support. Before Nomaswazi’s father passed away, as Chief, he had to choose one
of his children as his successor (Khumalo, 2019). Masomalenhle congratulates the chosen
sister and states, “I want you to know that you are not stealing anything from me by
accepting Baba’s instructions. I never wanted to be chief; it feels like a huge burden has
been lifted off my shoulders” (Khumalo, 2019:273). His statement suggests that he
believed his father made a wise decision by prioritising competence over gender when
selecting a successor. Although he himself was, to some extent, a patriarchal man, as
evidenced by his decision to marry his daughter off to his friend’s son (Khumalo, 2019),
he nonetheless chose Nomaswazi as his successor for a leadership position. He explains

this decision with pride:

Then there is my daughter. My Swazi has the heart of a lion, and over the years,
she has kept surprising me with the depth of her love for our people and our ways.
As young as she was, she came up with the idea of introducing crop rotation and
solar panels. Given these achievements, I would rest easier knowing that our
people are in such capable hands. I have chosen my youngest, Nomaswazi, to
succeed me as your Inkhosatana [female chief]. When you look past the fact that
she is a young woman, you will see what I also see: she is more than capable of

leading you (Khumalo, 2019:268).

The Chief’s speech about Nomaswazi illustrates the shift in masculine roles that Ratele
(2016) encourages to transform gender dynamics. The Chief’s trust in Nomaswazi rises
above her gender, and he urges others to do the same. Because her appointment is
unusual, many believe it will anger the ancestors and bring famine and drought (Khumalo,
2019). Critics slander her as a “young, impetuous and empty-minded doll” (Khumalo,
2019:299). Despite being chosen as Chief, Nomaswazi is made to sit on the floor among
the women. She claims the intention is to make her “hang her head in shame.” However,
she resists by “staring into their eyes as they speak,” refusing to be shamed. Ahmed (2014)
states shame requires a witness, and the villagers collectively act to make her question

herself. Nomaswazi counters their patriarchal tactics by gazing defiantly at a male
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speaker, signalling her refusal to be humiliated. Mashila, a traditional healer, claims that
a leader must sit on the throne, and if unworthy, the ancestors will strike with lightning
(Khumalo, 2019:304). His statement is meant to frighten Nomaswazi into withdrawing,
but she remains undeterred. She asserts, “this is my storm and [ can’t run away from it,
and this is my birthright I must fight for it,” preparing to face the throne and the risk
(Khumalo, 2019:304).

Nomaswazi has fond memories of her father’s wisdom and kindness. She describes her
father as her favourite man, who ensured she lacked for nothing and greatly shielded her
(Khumalo, 2019). Her aunt reminds Nomaswazi that her father has always put her first
from birth; he fought for her and raised her single-handedly (Khumalo, 2019). It is
important to note that all the female protagonists, Nompumelelo, Emihle and Nomaswazi,
had present fathers (Khumalo, 2017, 2019, 2020). This impacts their “social,
psychological and behavioural” outcomes, resulting in positive outcomes for daughters
close to their fathers (Ratele, Shefer and Clowes 2012:554). These narratives illustrate
that stories have the power to reveal alternative realities, enabling people to navigate life

in numerous ways.

Building on the positive outcomes associated with supportive father figures, the
narratives expand to explore broader masculinities in African societies. Ratele (2022)
states African men must not only reimagine themselves but also embody love and sustain
relationships. Male characters in the novels show diverse masculinities in Africa. The
author portrays them as complex, flawed, and never perfect. Multiple factors shape a
man'’s identity, which in turn affects his violent or non-violent behaviour. Emihle meets
Abe, a Nigerian man interested in dating her. She hesitates, still healing from her last
relationship (Khumalo, 2020). She tells Khosi, “I don’t want to be burnt again; once was
enough” (Khumalo, 2020:111). After her husband’s death, Emihle becomes cautious of
men’s intentions. She sees some men as entitled, with their egos bruised quickly, leading
to violence after rejection (Khumalo, 2020:110). Proving masculinity through violence
shows men trying to hide shame from rejection. Failing to match masculine expectations
brings men anxiety and shame (Langa, 2020). Emihle finds Abe’s masculinity different; he
isn’t entitled or aggressive (Khumalo, 2020). She says, “you can’tjudge a book by its cover,

but I don’t see him hurting a fly” (Khumalo, 2020:110). Abe’s love shows in three acts:
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Emihle works as a cashier all day; Abe prepares a salt bath for her and washes her feet,
with nothing sexual in his touch (Khumalo, 2020). Secondly, Abe takes her to the
Department of Home Affairs to get legal documentation to be a South African citizen
(Khumalo, 2020). He pays for the process, and Emihle states that Abe will give her a new
lease on a new life (Khumalo, 2020). Lastly, he assists her in applying for a Senior
Certificate and encourages her to apply to college to study nursing, as it is her dream
(Khumalo, 2020). These events illustrate that he is trying to empower her rather than
harm her. Emihle even reflects that she’s growing fond of Abe and that’s enough for her”
(Khumalo, 2020:159). Ratele (2022) notes that love is fundamentally what enables us to
fully express and embrace our humanity. Abe embodies what Yewande Omotoso

(2021:157) describes as the role of art, which is “to imagine what is possible”.

Amogalang, Nomusa’s boyfriend, displays aggressive, controlling masculinity (Khumalo,
2017). Nomusa notices warning signs in their relationship. He demanded that his clothes
be hand-washed, despite the availability of a washing machine (Khumalo, 2019). She had
to do chores, and he stalked her movements, which frustrated her (Khumalo, 2019). He
checked Nomusa’s calls to ensure they were from women (Khumalo, 2020). His actions
did not support her autonomy; he was moulding her to be submissive. Patriarchal control
can disguise itself as affection and reinforce oppressive gender roles. Aso Ogunyemi
(1985) claims, “the feminist novel is a form of protest literature directed to both men and
women. Protesting against sexism and the patriarchal power structure, it is
unapologetically propagandist or strident or both” (Nkealah, 2022:4). The relationship

critiques patriarchal attitude, issues feminists expose and resist through literature.

Amogalang focused on turning Nomusa into ‘wife material’ and rewarding her with
jewellery and the latest gadgets (Khumalo, 2019). He even suggested paying her a
monthly allowance, which made Nomusa feel like an “expensive hooker” (Khumalo,
2019:274). Amogalang’s masculinity suffocates Nomusa in its rigidity regarding gender
roles. This character reproduces social relationships that generate his dominance, using
his wealth to objectify women (Ratele, 2016). Abe and Amogalang are both black and have
similar levels of power and wealth. However, their masculinities are mutually
contradictory. Thus, masculinity is individually constructed and influenced by many

intersecting factors such as class, cultural beliefs, family background, economic status and
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personal experiences.

The individualised construction of masculinity is likewise portrayed through Mlungisi, a
taxi driver dating Khosi in Fallen Candle (2020). Taxi drivers are notorious for having
many girlfriends, which makes Khosi uneasy about their relationship (Khumalo, 2020).
They are also known for their violent tendencies. However, Emihle advises Khosi that “a
man does not cheat because of his profession but because it is who he is. As we speak,
some priests go around impregnating different girls back home, prophets, soldiers and
doctors” (Khumalo, 2020:45). Emihle’s statement that “a man cheats because it is who he
is” (Khumalo, 2020:45) is problematic as it insinuates that men are cheaters by nature.
However, it can be understood to mean that cheating is part of a constructed identity
shaped by intersecting social, cultural, and personal factors, and that the man has the
agency to accept or reject it. Ratele (2016) maintains that men need to be liberated from
the traditionalist systems of masculinity so that they can have healthy relations with
women and other men. Despite his girlfriend’s concerns, Mlungisi remains kind-hearted

and protective of the other gender (Khumalo, 2020).

Moreover, he drives Emihle between Zimbabwe and South Africa without making any
sexual advances. He even gives Emihle sound advice about the farm she inherits from her
dead husband. He states that she should sell the farm because she will not have the
capacity to utilise it for mining (Khumalo, 2020). His tone does not undermine her skills
or competencies, but he protects her from the amaShurugwi group, known to be monsters
and ruthless. The amaShurugwi are a group of men who terrorise civilians, while the
police and military are unable to control them (Khumalo, 2020). They violently take what
they want, including land for mining and gold from miners, and they carry razor blades
and sharp machetes. Mlungisi criticises their violent conduct, suggesting that he is not

part of the aggressive masculinity (Khumalo, 2020).

In The Harvard Wife (2017), Jarred provides an alternative depiction of masculinity. After
his brother and pregnant wife died in a car accident, the unborn baby was delivered alive
by C-section (Khumalo, 2017). Jarred cared for the baby girl from birth, treating her as his
own daughter and naming her Lola (Khumalo, 2017). As a successful businessman, Jarred

supports Nompumelelo in achieving her goals and loves her without subjugating her
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identity (Khumalo, 2017). He establishes a non-violent household (Khumalo, 2017).
Ratele (2016) and Langa (2020) describe reimagined loving and non-violent
masculinities embodied by the fathers of Jarred, Mlungisi, Abe, Nomaswazi, and Emihle.
Such masculinities, which reject violence in the home, contribute to fighting violence in
the public sphere. Jarred is not portrayed as perfect; he has problems, including epileptic
seizures, which he did not disclose to Nompumelelo (Khumalo, 2017). Nompumelelo
notes, “she could feel his shame and his pain, and she wanted to assure him that she loved
him and he was perfect as he was” (Khumalo, 2017:141). Ahmed (2014) explains that
shame’s affective role lies in judging whether subjects meet societal or personal ideals.
Jarred’s shame stems from failing to embody patriarchal ideals of strength and health,
with patriarchal dominance enforced through various forms of shame among men and

women.

4.4 The Relationship Between Shame and Gender-Based Violence

Gqola (2021:46) asserts that “patriarchy never travels alone”; it is sustained by
supporters and tools. Among these, shame actively upholds patriarchal values. Gresle calls
shame unspeakable “but we feel it, and we all know it” (Stevenson, 2016:18). Penny Siopis,
a South African visual artist, confronts shame’s psychological and physical dimensions in
her paintings. In her catalogue (Stevenson, 2016), Siopis details shame’s manifestation in

various contexts, stating:

Shame is part of conflict, and current global conflicts have reinserted it onto the
public stage. However, powerfully, shame is recognised and represented; it has
neither a single face nor a common language. It exists rather in fragments- in
cultural detritus left over from unexpected trauma- and in the imagined spectres

of fear, loathing, loss and fright (Stevenson, 2016:8).

Building on Siopis’s observation, the characters in the novels illustrate how shame
transcends cultural boundaries, as each experiences it in different forms. Whether male
or female, each character encounters fragments of shame and its mutation. Nevertheless,

shame is often associated with femininity or as a girl or female thing.
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The protagonists’ experiences dispute the association of shame with femininity, revealing
itasa universal human emotion. Both genders trace fragments of shame throughout their
lives. Siopis’s concept of cultural detritus surfaces in Nompumelelo, who decides to
divorce her husband. She suffers internalised shame for defying her mother’s
expectations. The narrator notes, “Mpumi felt shame well up and swallow her; she wished
she could dig a hole and hide her head like an ostrich” (Khumalo, 2017:150). Ahmed
(2014) defines shame as the urge to hide, a sentiment Nompumelelo shares. While her
internalised shame consumes her, her mother intensifies it publicly. MaNtuli asks if her
daughter understands the shame she has caused (Khumalo, 2017). Without waiting for an
answer, she asserts, “I see those books of yours have made you forget who and what you
are. | raised you better than this, and this is the second time you are bringing ihlazo
[shame] onto me” (Khumalo, 2017:150). MaNtuli’s assertion implies education leads
Nompumelelo away from her identity. Her mother manipulates her, making her doubt the

appropriateness of her decision, as it conflicts with her mother’s dignity.

Gqola (2021:13) argues that “patriarchy relies heavily on the symbolic, on the
arrangement of certain events as though they are not constructed, as though their internal
organisational logic is natural, automatic and inevitable”. Women can participate in the
perpetuation and construction of shame in the name of culture. Probyn (2005) describes
shame as both a personal and a social feeling. While it is deeply personal, it is shaped by
the society and ideas that influence it. This description is depicted in Oyama in The
Harvard Wife (2017), who attempts suicide and is hospitalised. The shame of her
behaviour is personal because she has internalised it, and it is social because shame
demands acknowledgement from an audience. Upon waking from a deep sleep in her
hospital room, she hears her aunt, Phindiwe, talking and decides to keep her eyes closed
(Khumalo, 2017). The narrator explains that “she loved her aunt but didn’t want to see
the judgment in her face” (Khumalo, 2017:94). Oyama’s internalised shame involves an
attempt to hide, to turn the subject away from the other and towards itself (Ahmed, 2014).
Her keeping her eyes closed after a deep sleep is an attempt to hide from the audience,

which will shame her further by probably asking her various questions.

Gqola (2021) asserts that observing who is shamed and who is doing the shaming exposes

power dynamics in society. Oyama’s reaction shows women actively participating in
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shaming. Her mother’s response defies Oyama’s expectations: instead of recrimination,
her mother is joyful that Oyama survived, while Oyama experiences internalised shame
over her suicide attempt. This highlights how black women internalise societal judgments
framing mental distress as failure or weakness (Khumalo, 2017). Probyn (2005:xi)
emphasises, “shame reminds us about the promises we keep to ourselves.” This statement
resonates with Oyama’s words to Nompumelelo: “That is just it, mama. [ am not your
daughter. And just like my mother, here [ am pregnant at fifteen, and there was nothing
you could have done for me to turn out any different” (Khumalo, 2017:283). Her outburst

signals deep frustration and questions her self-esteem and identity.

Fragments of shame surface through female novel characters. Nompumelelo feels
ashamed that her fifteen-year-old daughter cannot boil water (Khumalo, 2017). Shame
builds for “thrashing Phindiwe,” fueling violence against women (Khumalo, 2017:131).
Nomusa’s boyfriend constantly criticises her, eroding her self-worth (Khumalo, 2017).
MaNtuli, the shamer, carries her own internal shame for her shortcomings as a wife. She
tells her daughter, “he never laid his hands on me, but he neglected me as a wife, blamed
me for not giving him more children or a son. I wanted to leave him so many times but he
made it clear I was not leaving with you. So [ stayed. When he died, I felt relieved”
(Khumalo, 2017:178). The narrator reveals MaNtuli’'s shame, exposing deep trauma
rooted in patriarchal values. Murray (2017) asserts that female shame from failed

relationships is dangerous to identity.

According to Probyn (2005), people do not experience shame in the same way, and some
are more vulnerable to shame than others. As Gqola (2015) argues, black women are more
susceptible to rape and other forms of violence than women of different races and
cultures. This vulnerability is rooted in how “rape and race have historically intersected
in mutually reinforcing ways” (Gqola, 2015: 5). She further explains that the history of
race is inseparable from the legacies of slavery, colonialism, and apartheid, all of which
have contributed to the continued devaluation of black women'’s bodies. The same is true
for shame; black women are more vulnerable, even though every human being
experiences shame in some way. Probyn (2005:79) states that “shame is an emotion, it’s
also a social and political tool”, which thrives in silence, thus enabling oppressive systems.

The fragments of shame come in various shapes and colours, and even people close to you
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can perform the shaming. In Fallen Candle (2020), Bonga portrays shame as intertwined
with women'’s economic lives. Every sphere of life has an element of shame, which is
promoted by the patriarchal system. Bonga reveals to Emihle the family pressures she
faced, which led to her life of having a blesser (Khumalo, 2020). She states that her mother
mistreated her because she was not working. She even called Bonga a “bum of a daughter
who keeps on asking her for money to buy pads” (Khumalo, 2020:142). The physical and
emotional abuse Emihle endured in her marriage leaves her diminished and ashamed. She

states that Butho single-handedly killed her soul (Khumalo, 2019).

Building on these examples of shame rooted in social and individual experience, Brown
(2006) and Bouson (2009) concur that female embodied shame results from multiple
factors, including trauma. Women inherit struggles with appearance and body image
across generations (Bouson, 2009). Body shame intensifies after sexual or physical
violation, causing disfiguration. In Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist confronts her body
image directly, describing “deep ugly stretchmarks which look like scar” (Khumalo,
2019:94). Yet, her boyfriend dismisses her concerns and finds her body attractive, even
buying her lingerie for her curves (Khumalo, 2019). Nomaswazi does not love her body, a
hate anchored in childhood when she was overweight. In grade seven, she wore size forty
jeans, gaining weight annually (Khumalo, 2019). Ahmed (2014) identifies shame as a self-
feeling embodied, as Nomaswazi displays. Although she haslost weight, she views her flat
stomach with distaste, seeing only fading bulges and fat “in my mind all I see are the bulges
and rolls of fat that used to constitute my midsection” (Khumalo, 2019:3). Bouson (2009)
warns that perceiving the body as shameful or unattractive risks psychological disorders,
resonating with Nomaswazi. Nomaswazi resorts to cutting herself, seeking physical pain

a disorder rooted in cultural expectations of femininity (Brown, 2006).

The central argument is that post-apartheid South Africa consciously uses shame to
discipline and silence women regarding their sexuality and appearance (Murray, 2017).
Evidence for this is Aphelele, a seventeen-year-old pregnant girl whose unborn baby is
labelled illegitimate, facing brutal judgment (Khumalo, 2019). Shame has become a
deliberate tool in gender relations. Gqola (2021:46) emphasises that stories reveal

societal values and practices.
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According to Brown’s definition (2006:45), shame is “an intensely painful feeling or
experience of believing we are flawed and therefore unworthy of acceptance and
belonging”. This definition resonates with Nomusa, who felt unworthy and flawed in her
relationship with her boyfriend. Believing that she is flawed resulted from her boyfriend’s
gender expectations that she was unable to meet. In his place, he had a cleaning lady who
“magically disappeared” because Nomusa was living at his place, so she was expected to
do the cleaning (Khumalo, 2017:268). The diction Amogalang used when addressing her
indicates a man reminding her of her unworthiness. When Nomusa complained that he is
suffocating her with all the stalking and controlling that he is doing (Khumalo, 2017), his
response is “I didn’t know that loving my person constitutes suffocation or you're used to
being treated like trash” (Khumalo, 2017:269). The narrator highlights that Nomusa felt
the last sentence was a sting, and she went to the bathroom to lock herself in until he left
for work (Khumalo, 2017). Nomusa is experiencing a painful feeling, which Ahmed (2014)

describes as the need to hide or turn away from the other.

Furthermore, Brown (2006) argues that women encounter shame triggers that are as
different as the cultures and relationships they are in. Nomusa’s response to Amogalang
is an indication of shame trigger; she even admits that “Amo had a way of saying things
that left her feeling small” (Khumalo, 2017:269). Feeling small alludes to someone who
has no power or cannot challenge anything, even injustice. Brown (2006:46) discusses
various categories that make women vulnerable to shame, including “speaking out”. Thus,
it is evident that Nomusa is being shamed for speaking out her mind, which in a
patriarchal society is considered an unwanted identity. Shame works well with silence.
Amogalang silenced Nomusa’s feelings and thoughts, making her doubt herself. The
power of shame lies in the silence of the subject that is experiencing it. Eighan (2013:39)
further notes that “the experience of shame itself is isolating, alienating and
incommunicable”. This erodes the subject’'s power, maintaining the doubt and self-

loathing. The narrator describes the erasure of power:

Nomusa couldn’t explain it, but she felt trapped in a beautiful, gilded, golden cage.
Although Amo was everything she ever wanted in a man, being with him made
Nomusa realise she saw herself as shallow. When she brought up her need for a

job, Amo dismissed her concern (Khumalo, 2017:274).
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Nomusa’s entrapment grows from shame and silence, eroding her agency and ability to
speak out. The narrative highlights how societal elements perpetuate shame, especially
against women. Nomusa becomes increasingly withdrawn, altering her speech to appease
Amo (Khumalo, 2017:274). Bouson (2009:2) describes shame as the painful awareness of

being flawed, a quality that Nomusa embodies.

4.5 Multigenerational Experiences of Shame

Shame operates differently across generations, with the older generation prioritising
their own avoidance of shame over the younger generation’s feelings. They often use
culture to justify this patriarchal tool, and their concern with shame. Meanwhile, they
engage in the shaming of their daughters and others. Emihle’s in-laws want her to remarry
her husband’s brother so that her inheritance stays in the family (Khumalo, 2020). She
rejects this cultural practice because it objectifies her from one brother that she loved to
another brother whom she abhors. She plans to escape to Johannesburg when her mother
stops her (Khumalo, 2020); she states, “Mihle mntanami [Mihle my child], becoming
Ngqabutho’s second wife cannot be that bad. Hayi ihlazo leli...” [this is shameful]
(Khumalo 2020:27). Emihle responds to her mother “nywe nywe nywe inywazo, ihlazo”
[blah blah blah shame, shame]. Is thatall you care about? Shame and what people will say”
(Khumalo, 2020:27). The conversation between mother and daughter portrays that
shame is also used as a manipulation tool. Emihle is being manipulated, however, she
“refuses to be auctioned off to that animal” (Khumalo, 2020:27). She expected her mother
to support her and understand her plight. Her mother’s response maintains that “umendo
awulula Mihle [marriage is not easy Mihle], I am your mother and I am telling you now
running away isn’t a solution and it is a bad omen for a widow to not be in her mourning
clothes” (Khumalo 2020:28). Khosa-Nkatini’s (2022) research study on mourning clothes
echoes Emihle’s mother’s belief that a widow cannot attend social gatherings as she is
deemed to have bad luck. The study, however, observes that the men mourn less and are
not ostracised or seen as unclean in their communities. Khosa-NKkatini (2022) contends
that the African culture is more lenient towards men when they lose their wives. The
belief in bad luck traps widows in shame; however, Emihle provesit is incorrect. Running

away to Johannesburg as a widow changes her life for the better, and she manages to
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realise her childhood dream of becoming a nurse (Khumalo, 2020). Mathonsi, Naidoo and
Ndlovu (2016) state that widows feel obligated to visibly mourn their husbands so that
they are not shunned by society. Mathonsi, Naidoo and Ndlovu (2016) further highlight
that the treatment of widows is shameful, depicting that culture can also reinforce shame

on individuals.

Moreover, Emihle’s mother-in-law, maMloyi, ensures she shames her at every
opportunity. During Emihle’s pregnancy, maMloyi did not allow Emihle to attend clinic
check-ups (Khumalo, 2020). Instead, she proudly stated that she had never been to the
hospital and that her babies had come out fit and strong (Khumalo, 2020). As a result, she
reasons that Emihle’s child will follow the pattern if it's a Tshabalala baby, alluding to her
infidelity. When Emihle disputes maMloyi’s reasoning she is slapped (Khumalo, 2020).
Emihle’s speaking out signals resistance to being shamed with half-truths. Nomusa’s
mother commends Nomusa’s sister for knowing how to treat a man, proving that Nomusa
is a failure (Khumalo, 2017). Nompumelelo’s mother highlights that cohabiting with
Jarred is living in sin (Khumalo, 2017), perpetuating the notion of shame on the female
body and psyche. It is evident from the novels that the older generation perpetuates

shaming at the younger generation’s expense.

4.6 Language as a Tool of Shaming

Adichie’s (2017) sixth suggestion in Dear Iljeawele, or a Feminist Manifesto in Fifteen
Suggestions, advises her friend to teach her daughter to question language. She explains
that language is the “repository of our prejudices, our beliefs, our assumptions”
(2017:26). If left unchallenged, language can be a shaming tool; from the diction to the
tone, a person can feel its effects. When Emihle isin a taxi to Johannesburg, a man gossips
about her deceased husband. It is important to note that when this man describes the
husband, the wording he uses is “different women, cars and money” (Khumalo, 2020:43).
Whereas, when defining the Emihle whom he does not know he states “I feel for the wife,
she’s probably dying of AIDS too, I hear she used to be pretty too. Now she’s just a sack of
bones covered in flesh” (Khumalo, 2020:43). Even in death, the man maintains power
through language, while the woman remains subordinate. Although she is still alive, she

is described in a way that strips her of dignity, vigour, and agency. The dehumanising
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portrayal of the wife reflects how the dead man is positioned as superior to the living
woman. His physical presence may be gone, but she is reduced to a lifeless object,
suggesting that his violence and dehumanisation continue to shape her identity through

language.

Similarly, Mrs Potgieter calls Emihle ‘Emily,” further illustrating how language can shame
and strip one’s identity (Khumalo, 2020). Mrs Potgieter’s children reprimand her for
calling Emihle “meisie” [girly], highlighting a shift from “Emily” to “meisie” that erodes
individuality. Her children inform Mrs Potgieter that calling Emihle “meisie” is politically
incorrect in the current South African context (Khumalo, 2020). To demonstrate that the
issue is not her inability to pronounce Emihle’s name, but rather her exercise of power,
Mrs Potgieter asserts she pays Emihle good money and can therefore call her whatever

she chooses (Khumalo, 2020), illustrating intersecting power dynamics.

When Emihle meets her former teacher, a black man in Johannesburg, he refuses to be
called ‘Sir’ because he feels unworthy. He says, “you can’t call me that Emihle
sengingumasaka so” [[ am a sack bag now] (Khumalo, 2020:77). His words show the
shame he feels about his status. He was a teacher in his home country, but now he is a car
guard in South Africa, a job he does not like (Khumalo, 2020:77). His shame grows when
Emihle rejects his dating advances. He asks, “Is it because I don’t have money, Emihle? Do
you think that makes me less of a man, and those ngongongo [derogatory] men you are so
crazy about, because of their riches, will chew you and spit you out! You are just a piece

ofarse to them” (Khumalo, 2020:94). His words to Emihle show his shame and frustration.

The impact of language is also clear when Daniel discovers Oyama is pregnant and calls
her a ‘little slut’ (Khumalo, 2017). This term is meant to shame Oyama. Sobral (2019)
notes that social norms can make women feel or be shamed when they transgress them,
whether voluntarily or involuntarily. Oyama was shamed involuntarily, as she was raped
by her father’s colleague (Khumalo, 2017). When Daniel learns Oyama was raped, he does
not take back his words and continues to shout, “Who is he? The scumbag who violated
my daughter?” (Khumalo, 2017:295). Daniel does not use the word ‘raped,” but chooses
‘violate,” which is broader and not always linked to bodily violence. His choice of words

fits cultural norms that reduce the severity of rape and avoid direct acknowledgement.
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Gqola (2015:22) argues that “rape is a language that has knots and codes, rules and its
syntax” this also applies to shame, which operates as a structured language in patriarchal
systems. Through fiction, readers see the language of shame. Recognising this language
encourages reflection on how words shape perceptions of sexual violence and shame,

showing fiction’s role in challenging these cultural codes.

Moreover, Sobral (2019) notes that in scholarly texts, shame is often portrayed through
images of fire. Thus, Ahmed (2014:103) writes, “when shamed, one’s body seems to burn
up with the negation that is perceived”. The image of fire in Fallen Candle (2020) is used
both figuratively and symbolically. The symbol represents the shame that characters
experience broadly, as well as the national shame, since Emihle is an immigrant in South
Africa. Her employer, Mrs Potgieter, burns to death in her house (Khumalo, 2020). The

narrator describes the fire accident:

As soon as they break down the door, raging flames try to leak their way out of the
room into the passage, but are immediately doused by the force of water from the
hosepipe. Luckily, the fire doesn’t leave the room, and the raging flames are
reduced to a pile of shimmering ash. The smoke begins to clear, but the
unmistakable stench of burnt flesh lingers across the whole house (Khumalo,

2020:67).

The fire incident exposes the shame and vulnerability Emihle endures as an immigrant
worker. The police interrogate her, weaponising her comment about burning farmers
alive in her home country (Khumalo, 2020). This interrogation depicts her lack of
protection “no contract, payslip or retirement fund for her” (Khumalo, 2020:70). Sobral
(2019:333) observes that the woman’s body embodies “harrowing memories of violence,
escape, and ultimate homelessness,” reduced to unwanted refugee status. Ahmed (2014)
argues that national shame is inseparable from individual shame. Emihle’s migration
stems from deficiencies in her country. This link shapes perceptions: a colleague remarks
she does not look like a Zimbabwean (Khumalo, 2020). Emihle receives it as a compliment
but asks, “How exactly does a Zimbabwean look?” (Khumalo, 2020:81). Zimbabwe carries

stigma, but Emihle’s appearance subverts these stereotypes.
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Sobral (2019) notes that national shame arises when a nation fails to live up to its ideals.
Ntuthuko, once a teacher in Zimbabwe, is now a car guard in South Africa due to
retrenchment (Khumalo, 2020). His country’s failure brings shame to his national identity
and reinforces his individual shame. Emihle’s sense of unbelonging is clear in her new job.
Her colleague reminds her of her vulnerability “we can’t go to the CCMA because [ have to
consider Khathazile, and you don’t have papers. If the CCMA comes here, you would be
out of jobs. These white people were already exploiting us, but now it's worse because
they know they can easily replace us with your cheap labour” (Khumalo, 2020:135). This
shows how Emihle’s body carries shame tied to her national identity and personal
circumstances. Bouson (2009) asserts that shame is a family and cultural phenomenon

reproduced in many forms.

Emihle reflects on her journey as an immigrant in South Africa. Her potential employer
says, “I thought Nobukhosi said you just came from Zimbabwe” (Khumalo, 2020:51). The
narrator explains that those were the first words she uttered upon seeing her. Emihle’s
hair on the back of her neck stood up not because of what she said, but because of how
she said it (Khumalo, 2020). Emihle’s Zimbabwean identity does not fit the stereotypical
image of her country. A country where farmers were violently removed from their farms
(Khumalo, 2020). A place where professionals cannot feed their families (Khumalo, 2020).
A country with various cities without electricity or water. As a result, the people call
Bulawayo the Dark City (Khumalo, 2020). Zimbabwe has experienced financial turmoil,
leading its people to seek opportunities in other countries (Khumalo, 2020). Besides being
an immigrant, Fester (2000:1) maintains that “black women are on the lowest rung of the
ladder of power, privilege and opportunity”. Thus, Zimbabwe as a nation carries shame,
and its people are shamed for their identity. It is the diction that people choose to use
based on their identity and behaviour that evokes shame. The narrative portrays shame
in its various elements, intersecting with an individual or a nation. Therefore, sharing
stories fosters empathy, challenges stereotypes that perpetuate shame and exposes the

elements of shaming and its impact.

4.7 African Women’s Writing as Resistance Against Shame

In her work, Judith Kegan Gardiner (1981) writes about the identity of female writers. She
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observes that women create a female identity of self-definition and self-discovery in
literature. She argues that there is a distinction in women’s writing from the male
perspective, created by her experiences as a woman. She continues to highlight that
women’s narrative strategies are fluid, shifting, and blend autobiographical elements with
fiction (Gardiner, 1981), as evident in Khumalo’s novels. In The Harvard Wife (2017), the
novel has multiple voices that contribute to the representation of shame. The novel
contrasts women’s shame, shaped by societal norms, with men’s shame, tied to power and
control, offering multiple perspectives on gendered experiences of shame (Khumalo,
2017). Thus, producing a creative piece that is fictional yet echoes society’s realities.
Gardiner notes that memory plays a crucial role in women’s writing to maintain one’s
identity. Her argument focuses on women'’s voices and breaking conventional gender

roles through fiction.

In the African context, Silva (2004) differs from Gardiner (1981) by arguing that African
women writers are invisible in African literature. Silva (2004) points out that women'’s
voices are unheard and that the imagery of women in fiction is presented by African men
who wrote through a patriarchal lens. She continues to argue that women must refute the
works by male authors that misrepresent them as passive victims. In The Harvard Wife
(2017), the text references a well-known African feminist, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s
We Should All Be Feminists (2014). This reference symbolically engages with other African
women’s literary projects and reinforces the themes of African women’s resistance. The
role of African women writers is to create an alternative view of African society, which
challenges stereotypes and patriarchy (Silva, 2004). This is not to undermine the works
of African feminists such as Miriam Tlali, Ama Ata Aidoo, Molara Ogundipe-Leslie, and
many other feminists who are the foundation of the literary canon. However, it is worth
highlighting that more women writers must collectively continue the work of these
feminists to break patriarchal systems through fiction. Considering that Silva wrote the
article two decades ago, it is worth noting that African women writers have gained
significant power in the literary canon. They are writing for themselves about topics that
affect them and changing narratives that do not serve them. African women writers
commit to empowering other African women, deconstructing the stereotypical image of
African women, and fighting against the forms of oppression they suffer, including shame

(Silva, 2004). The novels portray African protagonists who are empowered and have
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agency, including Nompumelelo (Khumalo, 2017), Nomaswazi (Khumalo, 2019), and
Emihle (Khumalo, 2020). These protagonists are not the stereotypical African women

who are victims of various oppressive systems.

Writing for African women has always been a form of resistance, and each generation has
written in its era to resist the oppressive systems of its time. Drawing from South African
feminist Miriam Tlali’s identity as a writer, she states that due to her failing health, “I
cannot continue to do my writing. Without writing, [ can’t even recognise myself
anymore” (Boswell, 2021:208). Her statement indicates that writing is part of her and her
contribution towards a just society, especially for black women. Writers such as Miriam
Tlali have carved a path for contemporary articulations of the next generation to resist
male domination; in this era, it's the pandemic of gender-based violence. Through her
fiction, Tlali creates female characters who reject the shame of remaining silent amid
abuse. In her short story ‘Fudua-a-a!’ from Soweto Stories (1989), she ends with her three
female characters victorious on the train. The three women had found a way to prevent
sexual harassment on the crowded train, highlighting the power of female solidarity.
Tlali’s wish while alive was for South African society to have “creative writers with a
critical eye” so that no one forgets the historical resistance (Boswell, 2021:2019). Her
wish can be achieved by contemporary African feminists who believe Dosekun’s

(2007:46) perceptions that the movement needs to pursue:

Substantive equality between men and women in Africa, where gender inequality
presently reigns. African feminism demands transformative change, aiming to
overhaul the structures perpetuating gender inequality—not merely to replace

men with women or include women in men’s worlds.

Dosekun'’s (2019) thinking directly aligns with the novels, as black protagonists lead the
texts and men decisively shape their development. The novels also firmly reject simplistic
binaries of male perpetrators and female victims, acknowledging that some men are
victims of oppressive systems (Khumalo 2017, 2019, 2020). They further assert
possibilities for disavowing violent masculinities, advancing black female autonomy, and
driving collective progress. Extending these insights, Desiree Lewis and Gabeba Baderoon

(2021:1) affirm that “South African feminists have always spoken through action,
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creativity and word.” This underscores the imperative of including marginalised voices
and recognising their power. Fiction thus unapologetically enables black narratives and
experiences to enter the literary canon. Gqola (2021) emphasises that survivors of
gender-based violence are the walking wounded who can pursue healing through the arts
and fiction’s determined resistance. The novels deliberately offer healing and resistance

strategies for these walking wounded, as Gqola identifies.

Sindiwe Magona stands out among African women writers shaping the literary canon. Her
acclaimed novel Beauty’s Gift (2008) strips away tradition, redefining marriage and
granting agency to her heroines. In Beauty’s Gift, five black women known as Five Firm
Friends (FFF) navigate their careers and personal lives. One, Beauty, succumbs to AIDS,
infected by her husband. As she faces death, Beauty offers her friends a gift borne of love.

The narration proclaims:

Love should not kill. One’s marriage certificate should not become one’s death
certificate. Beauty’s Gift is a challenge to women to take charge of their lives,
safeguard them, and regard them as more precious than anything anyone promises

or gives them, for nothing is more precious than one’s life (Magona, 2008:33).

Magona clearly urges women to claim agency, prioritise self-love, and reject shame. Her
statement is a call for women to value themselves above all else. Beauty dies victoriously,
empowering her friends to make their own choices. By exposing the secrecy around AIDS,
Beauty destroys its associated shame. Shame dies when stories are revealed. Magona'’s

novel challenges African women to question love and refuse to sacrifice themselves.

Tsitsi Dangarembga, author of Nervous Conditions (1988), powerfully examines shame in
This Mournable Body (2018). Protagonist Tambudzai, now in her thirties, faces unrealised
ambitions and economic uncertainty. She battles financial hardship and resists accepting
defeat: “I am the kind of person who cooks give a coin to. No, I am not that person. [ am. I
am not. Would I know it if I am that person?” (Dangarembga, 2018:54). Despite being the
brightest in her class, her intellect offers no protection from hardship. Shame saturates
the novel until Tambudzai heals enough to speak without weeping and visits her cousin

Nyasha. Refusing victimhood, she defies the stereotype of the docile African woman.
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Another female author is Nigerian Abi Dare, whose debut novel The Girl with Louding
Voice (2020) has won awards and been nominated for others. The story narrates the
journey of Adunni, who grew up in the village and was married off as a third wife so her
family could pay rent (Dare, 2020). Adunni’s mother passes away, leaving Adunni and her
siblings with their father; on her deathbed, her mother makes her father promise that
Adunni will continue with her education no matter the circumstances. However, her

father does not keep his promise.

Thus, Adunni leaves the village and moves to the city to start a new life, hoping to pursue
an education (Dare, 2020). After years of working for a wealthy Nigerian couple, Adunni

has an opportunity to further her studies; she reflects:

A day will come when my voice will be so loud all over Nigeria and the world that
[ will be able to help other girls find their own loud voices, because I know that

when I finish my education, I will find a way to help them go to school (Dare,

2020:312).

The narrative focuses on the protagonist’s overcoming the challenges that she encounters.
Notably, the protagonist is smart, hardworking, and funny, deconstructing the
stereotypical image of a silent African woman. Furthermore, Adunni has an opinion and,
as the title suggests, uses her voice to secure an education. Shame does not co-exist with
speaking out. Therefore, this novel breaks the notion of shame. Considering these
novelists, it becomes evident that African women writers are engaged in a project to

challenge shame in their narratives, which is a patriarchal tool used to silence women.

Similar to other African female writers, the novels employ strategies to resist shame.
Through the characters, the texts challenge the societal norms that perpetuate shame,
especially in the context of gender-based violence. According to Tarana Burke and Brené
Brown’s book (202 1:xix), You Are Your Best Thing: Vulnerability, Shame Resilience, and the
Black Experience, sharing stories is breath and space, and the act of seeing people, because,
as vast and different people are, they have similar struggles and similar needs. Fields

(2021:29) asserts that “rejecting shame is a messy and nasty affair” that requires serious
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work to unhinge yourself from the manifestation of it for decades. One must commit to
being uncomfortable while resisting shame (Fields, 2021). Field’s observation resonates
with MaNtuli, who worked as a domestic worker to provide for her daughter. When
Nompumelelo assists her mother in opening a cleaning company so that she can become
an entrepreneur, MaNtuli protests, but she finally agrees after much persuasion from her
daughter (Khumalo, 2017). Her protest indicates years of embedded shame; even when
an opportunity presents itself, she feels unworthy to accept it. As Fields notes, she has to
become uncomfortable with her new reality of becoming an employer, not an employee.
Black people, especially women, have been taught that black is bad or wrong, and “often
carry this self-limiting unconscious belief about ourselves and others” (Young, 2021:27).
MaNtuli does not believe that she can own a company and run it successfully as it employs
“single mothers from Soweto” (Khumalo, 2017:147). The narrative suggests that resisting

shame requires you to be uncomfortable as you reclaim yourself and your competencies.

Shame makes people hide things (Robinson, 2021). Speaking out removes shame.
Nompumelelo spoke out against her mother’s advice to be a good wife. She says her
mother only supports Daniel’s cheating, which is unfair as Nompumelelo suffers in her
marriage (Khumalo, 2017). Lola’s father was Jarred’s brother. Her parents died in a car
crash. Instead of keeping her birth a secret, Jarred told Lola the truth (Khumalo, 2017). As
Lola grows up knowing her parents’ story, she feels less shame. Fields (2021) states,
“words matter”; truth can free you even if it hurts. Healing starts with admitting pain,
breaking shame and creating room to grow (Young, 2021). Emihle opens up to her
partner, “What happens if you tire of me? I've spent much of my life at a man’s mercy, and
[ am tired of promises to be cared for that never happen” (Khumalo, 2020). Hill (2021)
notes that it is tough to be vulnerable because the world does not make space for black

people.

Emihle’s statement to Abe rejects shame, as Robinson (2021:158) notes that the
expectation that black women must always be strong is unjust and unfair. Nomaswazi
voices her internalised shame to Hlongwane when she states, “I have learnt that fairy tales
are not for people like me. [ have learnt that I have to be my saviour” (Khumalo, 2020:110).
The Harvard Wife (2017) narrative depicts glimpses of how social media can be used to

speak out and reject shame. When people comment on Nompumelelo’s divorce on social
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media, Nomusa, her friend, defends her (Khumalo, 2017). She creates the hashtag
“#IAmMyFriendsKeeper” and responds to Nompumelelo’s critics by highlighting her
accomplishments (Khumalo, 2017:194). Thus, rejecting the shame of divorce that’s being
thrown at Nompumelelo. Robinson (2021:163) highlights that “black women have
patterns to unlearn, new behaviours to embody and wounds to heal”, as reflected in the

selected texts.

Embracing vulnerability is a rejection of shame, regardless of gender. Hlongwane
embraces vulnerability when he states that “the fear of rejection tastes bitter on my lips
and for once I understand a fraction of what she must have felt when I rejected her all
those years ago” (Khumalo, 2019:109). Ratele (2022) maintains that being human
includes feelings; otherwise, the essence of humanity would be gone. Young (2021) points
out that the stereotype promoted in the media for hundreds of years has been that the
black man is dangerous and has no feelings. Thus, perpetuating a cycle of distrust and
violence because it is not possible to build a healthy relationship with someone you fear.
Hence, Young (2021) advises that Black men must first own their pain and be vulnerable

with themselves and close ones; after all, it is human to fear rejection as Hlongwane does.

Jarred shares his epilepsy journey from childhood with Nompumelelo, alleviating the
shame he feels regarding his condition (Khumalo, 2017). These texts deconstruct shame
for both male and female characters. Omotoso (2021) observes that feminist struggles are
inclusive of all genders. This perspective disrupts the notion of shame as feminine and
supports the emancipation of men from restrictive masculinity, as described by Salami
(2020). The narrative opposes emotional suppression among male characters.
Storytelling prompts reflection and encourages readers to consider social issues such as
male vulnerability. Salami (2020:14) notes, "the reason why most violent people tend to
be male is because social education teaches men to repress their emotions. The repression
of emotions always leads to violence, both physical and nonphysical, both toward oneself

and others.”
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4.8 Conclusion

In conclusion, the analysis shows that resisting shame and combating gender-based
violence requires examining both masculinity and femininity in South African society.
This chapter illustrates how gender-based violence is perpetuated and resisted, focusing
on representations and the challenging of shame. Patriarchal systems, sustained by
hegemonic masculinities, perpetuate shame. Transforming masculinities in society can
foster healthy, harmonious relationships. Positive role models are needed for boys to
follow liberated masculinities. Shame impacts both men and women; embracing
emotional vulnerability humanises men. African Feminism asserts that true emancipation
requires men and women collaborating to build a better society. While some scholars
identify shame mostly as a female experience in gender-based violence, this chapter
demonstrates that the texts complicate this view by showing shame as a relational
phenomenon affecting both genders within patriarchal systems. African female writers
reject shame in their narratives; building shame resilience is vital for men and women to
achieve justice in African societies. Storytelling can reshape societal norms, present

alternative masculinities, and foster opportunities for gender equality.
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CHAPTER FIVE: Reconfiguring Victimhood and Agency through
Feminist Narration in the Depiction of Gender-Based Violence in The

Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020)

5.1 Introduction

This chapter argues that Busisekile Khumalo’s The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi
(2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) use feminist narration to reconfigure victimhood and
agency. The novels expose how societal and cultural structures produce and sustain
violence. They depict gender-based violence in both its psychological and physical effects
and highlight women’s resistance, survival, and self-reclamation. The chapter shows
Ubuntu praxis and female solidarity as transformative frameworks that redefine
victimhood as agency. It highlights feminist storytelling’s role in challenging patriarchal

norms and driving social change.

5.2 Writing as Resistance to Gender-Based Violence

Women in South Africa and society experience various types of gender-based violence.
There are non-fiction books in conversation with one another about gender-based
violence in South Africa. The writers concern themselves with the fundamental root
causes of gender-based violence and the structures that perpetuate it. The texts present
possible solutions from various literary perspectives to curb violence. Reading these texts
shows that these writers are committed to the national fight against gender-based
violence. Tanzanian literary scholar Suan Andrade (2002:50) maintains that African
feminist work is the foundation for her assertion that “writing and imagining is doing itis
action and political” and that rioting women and writing women are not oppositional but
complement each other. When Secrets Become Stories: Women Speak Out (2021), edited
by Sue Nyathi, portrays different experiences of abuse that all fall within gender-based
violence. The book is divided into chapters covering child abuse, boyfriend abuse, home
abuse, money abuse, workplace abuse, and father abuse. South African scholar Nechama
Brodie’s book titled Femicide (2020) is an example, focusing specifically on the murder of
women. Kopano Ratele, in his book Why Men Hurt Women and Other Reflections on Love,

Violence and Masculinity (2022), focuses on the possible root causes of violence from boys
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and the construction of masculinity. Then there is Pumla Dineo Gqola, whose Rape: A
South African Nightmare (2015) and Female Fear Factory (2021) are centred on rape
against women. Female Fear Factory examines the patriarchal attitudes that perpetuate
the fear of rape becoming normalised. The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and
Fallen Candle (2020) portray the dominant forms of gender-based violence. The author
does not offer a linear narrative. Instead, she depicts the multifaceted issues involved in
violence. The texts bear witness to the atrocities of gender-based violence and seek to

destabilise patriarchal practices.

5.3 Rape as a Dominant Form of Violence

Rape is generally defined as forced or nonconsensual sexual penetration between
individuals, often committed by men against women, but it can also occur against men
(Whisnant, 2021). The South African Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Related Matters)
Amendment Act 32 of 2007 section 3 states: “Any person (A) who unlawfully and
intentionally commits an act of sexual penetration with a complainant (B), without the
consent of (B), is guilty of the offence of rape” (South Africa, 2007). Sexual penetration
includes acts that result in penetration of genital organs, anus, or mouth, as well as the
insertion of any body part or object into genital organs or anus (South Africa, 2007).
Barstow (2024) defines rape as unlawful sexual activity, generally sexual intercourse,
against a victim’s will through force, threats, or with someone incapable of giving legal
consent due to minor status, mental illness, deficiency, intoxication, unconsciousness, or
deception. Feminist movements seek to broaden the Act’s scope, aiming to protect
women, girls, and marginalised groups. Gqola (2015) argues that rape is not about sex but

about power.

In Period Pain (2016), Kopano Matlwa writes about feminist concerns in her novel. The
protagonistis gang raped, similar to Khumalo’s texts; she highlights that rape has no class,
education, or background. The protagonist Masechaba (Matlwa 2016:131) states, “I am
just another South African rape statistic. It doesn’t matter that I'm highly educated, a
doctor, that I started a petition that made the newspapers. I have a vagina. That’s all that
matters”. There are conflicting claims as to whether there is a directlink between alcohol

use and gender-based violence. Some research has associated sexual violence with the
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influence of intoxication. Muluneh et. al. (2021) assert that when people consume
excessive alcohol, their judgment is impaired, which increases the likelihood of violence.
Shiva, Shukla, and Chandra (2021:71) agree with Muluneh et al. that “alcohol plays an
important role in the perpetuation of gender violence.” Collings (2016) emphasises that
alcohol abuse and illicit substance use are consistently linked to male-perpetrated

violence across multiple forms.

Contrary to this perspective is Phorano, Nthomang, and Ntseane (2021:184), who state
that “alcohol use and abuse is not the sole cause of gender-based violence”. Various factors
perpetuate gender-based violence. This assertion is evident in Period Pain (Matlwa,

2016:113), when the protagonist points out:

Maybe if they’d been drunk, I'd feel a little bit better about all of it. But they
weren’t. There wasn’t a drop of alcohol on their tongues. I know because those
tongues were in my mouth, their saliva down my throat. They were sober, their
minds clear as day. They knew exactly what they were doing, and they did it with

passion.

Continuing from Matlwa’s narrative, Masechaba recalls the rape incident; her perceptions
draw on Phorano, Nthomang, and Ntseane’s (2021) research that alcohol is not the only
reason for gender-based violence. Men who are sober-minded, with no alcohol or
substances in their system, raped women because sexual violence is a weapon. Matlwa
does not describe the rape incident graphically; the readers get bits from the protagonist’s
memory, and the focus of the narrative centres on the aftermath. She highlights the
psychological impact of rape as Masechaba seems to be going mad. Her mother (Matlwa,
2016:105) encourages her not to give in to the madness, “the madness that has stolen my

child, the madness that has stolen your life”.

Building on Matlwa’s characterisation, Laugerud and Skilbrei (2023:2) maintain that
“feminist scholarship on rape has over the last 40 years deepened and broadened our
understanding of rape, including its structural, cultural and individual causes and how
victims experience rape and its aftermath”. Khumalo writes about rape with gentleness

and empathy; the female characters narrate the ordeal from their perspective. The reader
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gets inside the victim'’s thoughts, experiencing the conflicting emotions of anger, disgust,
shame, and a sense of worthlessness. The texts portray the consequences of the aftermath.
In The Harvard Wife (2017), the protagonist Nompumelelo describes her rape experience

by her husband.

Moving from Nompumelelo’s experience, after threatening to divorce her husband, Daniel
ripped her clothes apart like she was an enslaved person (Khumalo, 2017). Reflecting on
her life, Nompumelelo recalls that her mother never spoke about sex to her. On her
wedding day, her aunts told her that she must never deny a man his cookie jar or else he
would stray (Khumalo, 2017). The texts demonstrate the cultural beliefs that a woman
has no bodily autonomy. Such cultural beliefs embedded in women perpetuate the myths
that some people are impossible to rape. Gqola (2015) argues in her book that some
people fall into the category of ‘impossible to rape’, such as sex workers, wives, slave
women, and men. Nompumelelo, as a wife, is considered ‘impossible to rape’ in society.
Hence, she tries to defend her husband’s actions to Jarred (Khumalo, 2017). Brodie
(2020:120) asserts that “the repeated narration of rape as ‘deadly’ has the net effect of
casting doubt over less-violent sexual assaults, perpetuating the misconception that only
a rape that threatens the victim’s life can be considered a ‘real rape”. Nompumelelo has
never told anyone about the rape incident with her husband. She only broke her silence
with Jarred, her lover, whom she trusted. However, she still feels shame. Narrating to
Jarred, she explains that Daniel stated, “You are not going anywhere; [ am not done with
you” (Khumalo, 2017:46). A clear indication that he was raping her as punishment for

rejecting the status quo of a submissive wife.

Gqola (2015) highlights that men raped because they could, and this decision was the
implicit statement that some women did not matter; Daniel was exercising his power over
Nompumelelo’s body. Gqola (2015:3) further states that “rape was explicitly a weapon”.
The text provides alternative masculinity through Jarred, who is perplexed that
Nompumelelo is defending a man who violated her (Khumalo 2017). In Dear Ijeawele or
Feminist Manifesto: Fifteen Suggestions, Adichie’s tenth suggestion advocates the power of
alternatives (Adichie, 2017). The notion of alternatives applies to everything in life, from
identities, social norms and even perceptions, resulting in a fluid and evolving way of life.

Adichie (2017:51) argues that “human beings create social norms, and there is no social
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norm that cannot be changed”. Jarred portrays an alternative masculinity that is not
violent. Ratele (2022:62) posits that “love must be cultivated in the place of violence if
violence is to remain repressed. Violent men must be replaced with loving men”.
Khumalo’s fictional texts recreate stories that rub against the grain of contemporary
South African challenges faced by women. Finally, Khumalo draws attention to the
multifaceted experiences of gender-based violence, demonstrating a commitment to
social criticism. These experiences hinge on the believability of the victim, shaped by
societal expectations of rape: what it looks like, who commits it, who can be victimised,
and under what circumstances (Gqola 2017:29). Stories aligning with predetermined

criteria are more readily believed, while others are often dismissed.

The Harvard Wife (2017) explores the rape experiences of young people in the country.
Oyama, a fifteen-year-old daughter of Nompumelelo and Daniel, is assaulted in the
bathroom by an individual familiar to her and her family (Khumalo, 2017). In Female Fear
Factory, Gqola addresses the misconception that rapists are typically strangers, rather
than ordinary men (Gqola, 2021). The text aligns with Gqola’s assertion that perpetrators
are ordinary men; Oyama discloses to her family that she was assaulted by Mhlanguli
Lubisi, a member of parliament and her father’s colleague (Khumalo, 2017). Nyalela’s
narrative, ‘Things I wish my 16-year-old self knew’ in When Secrets Become Stories:
Women Speak Out (2021), recounts how her boyfriend raped her after she explicitly stated
she did not consent (Nyathi, 2021). He justified his actions by claiming he could not
restrain himself due to being “incredibly turned on,” and further asserted that a woman’s
consent was irrelevant as she was obligated to ensure her partner’s happiness (Nyathi,
2021:55). Lubisi, Oyama’s perpetrator, presents himself publicly as a family man; his
daughter attends the same school as Oyama and is slightly older (Khumalo, 2017). The
narrative articulates the physical and psychological trauma experienced by Oyama.
Although the incident’s details in The Harvard Wife (2017) are not explicitly described,
Oyama’s narrative continues in The Princess and the Piper (Khumalo, 2021), where the

plot specifies the rape incident as follows:

The pain is unbearable, and I want to beg him to stop; he only freezes
momentarily, and then he’s back to thrusting violently, intensifying the pain. It

feelslike someone is thrusting a sword deep into my vagina, and they keep twisting
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it (Khumalo, 2021:30).

Oyama’s vivid and graphic description compels the reader to empathise with her pain and
trauma. The metaphor of a sword inserted into one’s body not only evokes profound pain

but also conveys significant emotional distress.

The sword imagery links rape to war, symbolising aggression against the female body.
Westman (2022) explains that individual rape can affect communities, making South
Africa’s crisis comparable to war rape. Rape in peacetime acts as social control (Westman,
2022:3). Postcolonial scholarship shows that sexual violence shapes power structures.
Gqola (2015) describes rape and warfare’s historic relationship, and society’s teaching

that women exist to please men.

Oyama internalises blame for her assault, as reflected in the perpetrator’s assertion: “You
know you want this as much as I do. The way you were dancing for me all night. Stupid
little tease” (Khumalo, 2021:30). The patriarchal ideology is deeply embedded,
influencing even the victim’s perspective, with Oyama apologising to her mother and
expressing regret about attending the club “I am sorry I should have never gone to that
club in the first place. Lola didn’t want to come, but she wouldn’t let me go alone. I put us
both in danger” (Khumalo, 2017:300). Whisnant (2021:2) observes that a primary
feminist objective is to challenge and reject the notion that consent is inferred from a
woman’s attire, location, company, or previous sexual choices; these should bear no
relevance to her consent on any particular occasion. Such assertions demonstrate that
rape narratives must be considered independently of extraneous factors that undermine

a woman'’s credibility.

South African award-winning poet Koleka Putuma, in her poetry collection Collective
Amnesia (2017), confronts the layered realities of being a black woman, and more
pointedly, a black queer woman. One poem in the collection addresses the rape crisis
gripping the country. Titled ‘Oh dear God, Please! Not another rape poem’ (Putuma, 2017),
the poem is structured like a book, with sections labelled preface, introduction, body,
conclusion, and addendum. To illustrate its tone and subject, the opening stanza reads:

e sometimes [hell] is a penis
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e sometimes [girls] repent just to save themselves from encountering the devil

e sometimes [uncle] is a boyfriend. random. a test you will keep taking but always
fail

e sometimes [uncle] is a siren in some living rooms

e sometimes [uncle] is an aircon everyone is too lazy to adjust or just switch off

The introductory stanza uses metaphorical language to suggest family power dynamics
and uncomfortable social issues affecting women. Gender-based violence is depicted as a
domestic issue. In the stanza, itis labelled ‘the uncle’. The term ‘uncle’ is symbolic of any
family member who is a source of sexual assault, regardless of gender. It could be a father,
brother, uncle, or female family member who protects the perpetrator. Line 33 of the
poem says, “the womxn in the family would rather toil in the kitchen than crucify their
husbands or brothers or sons or respected elders” (Putuma, 2017:93). The introduction’s
first line shows that a penis is a weapon used to exercise power over another individual.
Hence, itis hell. The second line suggests that girls take accountability for the rape to avoid
more problems and consequences. However, the line also hints that even the girls know
it is not their fault. Another line supports Gqola’s argument that a rapist is not a stranger
but a trusted individual in social settings. Thus, the girl keeps failing this test because it is
hard to escape the sexual assault of someone she knows. Family boundaries are broken
by the act of sexual violence. Comparing a siren to an uncle draws attention to the
unpleasant presence of a figure in family gatherings who perpetuates sexual violence. A
siren always signals danger ahead. The last line implies that everyone in the family is
aware of what is happening, but no one wants to challenge the male figure or address

sexual violence. It remains a hovering presence in the family.

Literary texts provide tools for deconstructing society’s beliefs and thinking. The Harvard
Wife (2017) confronts readers with their prejudices and preconceptions. Sexual violence
has lasting effects like trauma, diseases, and pregnancy. Oyama’s sexual violation results
in pregnancy. The perpetrator, aware of this possibility, instructs Oyama to eliminate any
accidents (Khumalo, 2017). The text complicates Oyama’s pregnancy with views from her

family. Daniel, Oyama’s father, thinks she must abort the pregnancy (Khumalo, 2017).

Nompumelelo insists Oyama alone should choose “It is her pregnancy, and they support
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whatever decision she makes” (Khumalo, 2017:300). The text avoids prescribing a
method for a rape pregnancy; instead, it stresses victim autonomy and challenges the
assumption that termination is the only option. By presenting Oyama’s psychological
struggle, the text fosters empathy for victims. Oyama states, “Part of me wants to get rid
of this baby, so that I can erase this experience. But then I have morning sickness, and
realize a life is growing in me. I am torn” (Khumalo, 2017:301). Women who conceive
through rape often face family and community stigma (Goldberg et al., 2020).
Nompumelelo addresses Oyama as an adult, pledging support if she keeps the baby, while
Oyama pursues her Harvard plans and aims for financial independence (Khumalo, 2017).
Oyama’s conversation with her mother confronts prejudices about children conceived in
rape. The text promotes compassionate, supportive responses to rape pregnancies and
invites the audience to rethink ostracism. Kopano Matlwa’s Period Pain (2016) offers
another perspective: Masechaba keeps the baby and names her Mpho [gift], seeing her as
a gift. Masechaba says, “It is not her fault, she doesn’t deserve this stain, and I won’t let

anyone say otherwise. She is my Mpho, my gift” (Matlwa, 2016:151).

Oyama decides to keep the baby even though it was conceived through a violent
experience. The baby girl, named Amandla Natalie Sisulu, weighed 3,3kg at birth
(Khumalo, 2017). The nurses thought her grandmother called her Amandla because she
was born kicking and screaming like a little warrior (Khumalo, 2017). I was raped, and
you were born by Scelo Mncube, is an autobiography published in 2017. In the preamble,
he describes his book as a journey from “my scars to stars” (Mncube, 2017: xi). He states
that he is a sperm that outran many. Scelo’s narrative details that his mother was raped
and he was born; his mother did not terminate the pregnancy. His story is inspiring and
motivational for other individuals born through rape or unfavourable circumstances. To

be born through rape is considered shameful in the family and community.

As a result, Mncube (2017: xiv) points out, “I am flying away from my original shame to
better my future”. Mncube (2017:33) provides a metaphor for his birth, “a fly begins as a
shell, and then becomes a worm. That worm grows in gross environments, including the
faeces in question. I was born under what I can term gross circumstances”. Amandla was
also born under difficult circumstances. Essentially, she was neither planned nor wanted

due to the violence of her conception. The decision to keep Amandla creates alternative
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strategies for other women because she is a product of rape. However, Mncube believes
that he is not entitled to blame himself anymore for his conception. His conception does
not define who he is, his potential, or how resilient he can become (Mncube, 2017). The
text highlights that “others may look at Amandla and see shame, but Mpumi saw a
blessing, sure they could have made Oyama have an abortion and forget that anything
ever happened, but then her daughter would have gone down the bitter self-destruction
road” (Khumalo, 2017:338). Oyama’s father, Daniel, made it obvious he wanted nothing
to do with Oyama’s ‘shame’; he did not even visit the hospital to meet his grandchild

(Khumalo, 2017:338).

The text illustrates society’s hypocrisy regarding shame and violence. In The Princess and
the Piper (Khumalo, 2021:1), the quote by Theo Lesabe “I will never understand why it is
more shameful to be raped than to be a rapist” sets the tone. Daniel, who raped his wife
and induced her miscarriage (Khumalo, 2017), projects shame onto his daughter,
exemplifying patriarchal hypocrisy. This highlight the systemic oppression women face,
where rape is central to violence across demographics (Sinha, 2022). Southern African
history shows marginalised people are often unfairly perceived as violent (Magosvongwe,
2020). Yet, The Harvard Wife (2017) portrays that women from both wealthy
backgrounds and powerful families, such as Oyama and her mother, experience rape at
the hands of influential men. Women'’s bodies are depicted as sites for struggle and fear
(Pillay, 2019), and The Harvard Wife poignantly states, “it wasn’t safe for girls anymore to
be alone.” These fictional stories reflect the realities of South Africa (Khumalo, 2017:200)

and reinforce the connection between shame, violence, and societal attitudes.

The fear factory Gqola describes is evident in the anxieties women have regarding their
children. Nompumelelo voices deep concern: “I worry every day when [ send my children
to school, will they come back or will there be a robbery at their school? What if they are
raped?” (Khumalo, 2017:248). Gqola (2021) frames fear as a political and patriarchal

construct. Horn (2006:8) writes:

Our bodies are our primary means of participating socially, economically,
politically, spiritually, and creatively. They are the beginning point of the practical

application of rights, where rights are exercised, and, for women in particular,
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where rights are most often violated.

Due to this instilled fear, women are hindered from safely participating in social activities
with their bodies. This fear imprisons women and prevents them from achieving body
autonomy. To illustrate, The Princess and the Piper (2021) offers a narrative that depicts
alternative strategies for rape victims to reclaim their power. Years later, after her rape
incident, Oyama still has nightmares depriving her of sleep. Seeking relief, she visits Club
Rome, a place where people live out sexual fantasies without judgment. The co-owner
explains the rules and procedures to Oyama and inducts her by presenting a fantasy play

in one of the rooms before explaining:

She was brutally raped by two men at fourteen and left for dead. She reenacts the
scene and instructs the men, but, unlike her attack, she gets to kill them after the
act. She finds comfort imagining how she could have killed her violators. This is

her reclaiming power (Khumalo 2021:105).

Oyama is determined to seize control of her mind, emotions, and power. Magosvongwe
(2020:30) emphasises that “attention must be riveted towards the real conditions that fan
and nurture violence,” highlighting the importance of promoting women'’s agencies with
robust structures and resources. In Oyama’s journey, she must redefine her identity as a
South African woman; the ninth suggestion in Dear Ijeawele, or a Feminist Manifesto in
Adichie (2017:39) urges deliberate celebration of African and black resilience and beauty.
The narrative shows Oyama rebuilding her lost power and sense of beauty as a black
woman. Black Southern African women, having suffered violations, fight for self-efficacy,
spatial control, belonging, empowerment, and voice, mirroring Oyama’s journey
(Magosvongwe, 2020:32). In African worldviews, fiction art significantly shapes attitudes,

behaviours, and self-perceptions (Magosvongwe, 2020:32).

Khumalo’s texts weave various incidents of rape that women encounter; the fear and
trauma that is embedded in their system, even if they were not raped but almost being
raped, perpetuates the female fear factory. In Fallen Candle (2020), the narrative’s focus
is not on rape. However, the text highlights themes that affect women, including rape.

Emihle points out that “you were there, mama, when Ngqabutho almost raped me; you
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were there” (Khumalo, 2020:27). Some women manage to escape rape. However, the
trauma remains psychologically. The character is re-creating herstory in her own words
to escape the violent narrative and reclaim her agency (Dieng, 2023). Emihle rejects the
notion of a persevering widow by celebrating the end of her captivity and the beginning
of her new life as a single woman (Khumalo, 2020:16). This rejection is further expressed
through subtle behaviours that resist the traditional expectations placed upon widows.
Firstly, she refuses to shave off her hair as a symbol of mourning her husband, which
cultures dictate (Khumalo, 2020:12). Secondly, she refuses to wear the mourning clothes
as a new widow, which shocks her mother (Khumalo, 2020:27). Lastly, she runs away
from her in law’s home where they were planning ukungena [marrying your dead
husband’s brother], this is when a husband’s brother marries the widow so that the
inheritance of the deceased remains within the family (Khumalo, 2020:25). Jessica Horn

(2020b) centres her feminist activism on art and love praxis. She believes that:

We can often lose sight of the aesthetic and emotional resources that humans have
always used to inspire and create change. This is true in African liberation
struggles, where music, literature, theatre, and other art forms have always been

integral to resistance.

The arts are tools that drive resistance and transformation in society; therefore, such tools
need support. Dieng (2023) reiterates that the personal is political, as public spaces have
become as dangerous as private ones. In Literary Studies, people are exposed to various
forms of gender-based violence that highlight the different spaces where violence and
violation co-exist. In Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist experiences sexual harassment
at her workplace. A white male colleague, Ashton, tries to kiss her forcefully. When she
sinks her teeth into his lips, he yelps and lets her go with anger and disgust blatant on his
face as he lifts his hand to slap her (Khumalo, 2019). As fictional as the narrative is, When
Secrets Become Stories: Women Speak Out (Nyathi, 2021) is rooted in true stories from
various public and private spaces where gender-based violence occurs. ‘The dangers that
lurk in the corporate space’ is a faithful narrative by Farah Fortune about speaking out on
workplace violence in When Secrets Become Stories: Women Speak Out (2021). In one of
her workplaces, a male colleague came up behind her and touched her on her buttocks,

which he later dismissed as a harmless joke when he realised that Farah was not
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impressed (Nyathi, 2021). Noting that structural violence is inherent in many corporate
workspaces supposedly meant to be public spaces (Nyathi, 2021). Farah had a second
incident at another workplace where “she was pushed up against a wall” he then tried to
kiss her and grab her breast, clearly invading her personal space and violating her body
(Nyathi, 2021:119). The man later threatened her career should she speak about what
happened; fearing for her career, she chose to remain silent. However, she acknowledges
that she did not know her power back then and did not realise what she was capable of
(Nyathi, 2021). In Nomaswazi (2019), the protagonist makes a formal complaint against
Ashton’s conduct (Khumalo, 2019). Most women’s problems stem from their believability
and credibility, as Gqola demonstrates in Female Fear Factory (2021). Nomaswazi attends

the hearing; she feels nervous, fearing that she will not be believed. She points out that:

Against this backdrop,  am apprehensive about being labelled as the black woman
who tried to frame her white senior. The accusation of sexual harassment is
painful to make; it feels like stepping onto the firing line, where my morals are

questioned (Khumalo, 2019:64).

This perception, at least, is what | have been led to believe by the news and crime series
that [ watch (Khumalo, 2019:64). Dieng (2023) highlights how the media homogenises
African women, making it a crucial site for transformation. Nomaswazi’s doubts and
discomfort during the HR hearing reflect this, as she feels blamed for reporting
harassment: “no wonder most women don’t come out and report sexual harassment; the
victim is made to feel like the perpetrator” (Khumalo, 2019:66). Ashton’s comment on her
dress reveals male arrogance, further illustrating how patriarchy influences such

perceptions.

Shepherd (2019:207) posits that “gender-based violence is firmly embedded in
patriarchal ideologies that continue to have contemporary manifestations” even in public
spaces of work. These ideologies subtly suggest to women that they do not belong in
workplaces because they are disrupting the economic power that men hold, so that
women remain subordinate. Shepherd’s argument reveals that gender systems uphold
the male breadwinner ideology, promoted by the elite and the church, and enforce the

notion that women’s place is at home (2019). Women have struggled against the ideology
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of domestication for centuries in all spheres of life. Even when employed, women face
structural obstacles and traditions that reinforce their exclusion. African Feminists such
as Amma Asante (2019:245) propose that women must “find a way to negotiate those

obstacles”.

Nomaswazi’'s lawyer states that Ashton’s conduct is unacceptable, as his inappropriate
gesture “qualifies as a non-verbal form of sexual harassment by article 4 (1) (c) of the
Code on Sexual Harassment in the workplace of the Labour Guide” (Khumalo, 2019:67).
There are laws and policies in South Africa that protect women against any form of
violence, however, there is subtle praxis that overlooks the legislation. South Africa has a
National Strategic Plan for Gender-Based Violence and Femicide (Department of Women,
Youth and Persons with Disabilities, 2020), which was created to reclaim our society from
violence and also be a shield and armour for all citizens in the country. Historically,
violence linked to power dynamics has been gendered since the development of
civilisation, indicating that humanity evolves in certain areas and continues to remain the
same in gender inequality. It is worth noting that the aspects that are evolving promote
and protect the patriarchal system. This is portrayed in Nomaswazi’s sexual harassment
case, where the company suspends Ashton for one month without pay and, in the same
breath, selects Nomaswazi for the company’s Accounting internship program (Khumalo,
2019). On the one hand, patriarchy defends itself and will appear to implement
consequences for men, but not severe consequences that he will fear harassing women
again. On the other hand, the woman is also silenced by an offer she cannot refuse to
advance her career, thus ensuring she does not challenge or question the minimal
consequences her violator faces. In a workplace, women'’s bodies are the site of power
contestation (Shepherd, 2019). In this case, fictional asitis, it echoes the realities of many
women in the workplace. Gqola (2015: 15) indicates that “itis nota coincidence that South
African women, who, on paper, are so empowered and have won so many freedoms, are
living with the constant fear of violence when we cross the street, at work, everywhere”.

[t is simply patriarchal power.

The depiction of sexual violence in Nomaswazi (2019) transcends the social status and
age of women in South Africa. The narrative does not focus on the raped victim, but on the

perpetrator, who experiences nightmares about the rape incident that occurred years ago.
126



The environment described during the gang rape of a young girl is portrayed in a manner
that aligns with society’s perception of rape. The incident is articulated through the
perpetrator’s nightmare “the fear palpable in the darkening forest with scary shadows.
The thorns impaling themselves in our bare feet. There are big red ants moving along and
not minding us except for the occasional sting” (Khumalo, 2019:118). He further notes it
is dusk and the men are obscured by balaclavas. Ggola (2015) theorises that a rape
narrative becomes plausible when it matches societal expectations, both in and outside
courtrooms. The survivor in this case is depicted as being restrained, “her lips are burst,
her face bruised, and her eyes swollen from all the crying” (Khumalo, 2019:118),
emphasising visible injury as proof of violation. In contrast, Oyama’s rape incident
occurred in a club with someone she knew. These varying forms of rape incidents and
sexual violations demonstrate that all experiences are valid and cause harm. No form of

sexual violence is more valid or more painful than the other.

Drawing on Gqola’s (2015) perspectives, Gouws (2021) asserts that rape victims are from
rural and urban areas; they are of different ages, different classes, and different racial
groups. She further adds that no type of woman in South Africa is excluded from becoming
arape victim. Importantly, the novels being discussed portray black protagonists as being
vulnerable to gender-based violence, aligning with Gouws and Gqola’s conclusions. Gouws
(2021) highlights that South Africa is a rape-prone society where such incidents are an
everyday systemic oppression of women’s subjectivity. Fiction validates every woman'’s
experience and its effects, regardless of society’s standards. Reinforcing this idea,
Shepherd’s (2019:210) articulation is that for centuries, “much of the evidence of violence
against women resides in the documents generated by men, but a few narratives
generated by women”. Thus, women'’s role is to counter-generate their experiences from

their perspectives using tools of agency suitable for women.

The novels highlight a violation that is rarely discussed, one experienced by young girls.
Nomusa leaves her abusive boyfriend and seeks comfort by explaining her pain to her
mother. Her mother refuses empathy, instead emphasising duty: “That’s your job as a
woman; you have to take care of him; otherwise, there are other women who are ready
and more than willing to do that for him. You look pampered and are driving the kind of

car we only see on the television. Stop whining and care for your man” (Khumalo,
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2017:271). Her mother states the expectation for Nomusa to be married with children,
leaving her feeling like a failure despite her education and status as breadwinner
(Khumalo, 2017). Adichie’s (2017) seventh suggestion for raising a feminist argues that
marriage must not be spoken of as an achievement or goal for girls. Being home with her
mother triggers Nomusa’s childhood trauma, leading her to reflect on the sexual

exploitation she was forced into.

The sexual exploitation of girls, as portrayed in the texts, violates human rights. Drawing
from Nomusa’s memories, Laird et al. (2020:1) define child sexual exploitation as “the
coerced sexual acts with a child or young person by an individual or group in exchange
for money, gifts, substances, or other commodities.” This includes offline or online sexual
activities, such as “grooming, trafficking, online exploitation, and involvement in
prostitution or pornography” (Laird et al., 2022:14). Nomusa recalls being prostituted by
her mother to men who spent money on her (Khumalo, 2012). She confronts her mother:
“You did not care who or what I slept with as long as | came with groceries and money for
school fees” (Khumalo, 2017:271). This exploitation manipulates children’s vulnerability,
involving unequal power dynamics and causing severe, long-lasting consequences (Laird
et al., 2022). At fourteen, Nomusa’s mother told her that sex was acceptable and she had
to endure it for her siblings (Khumalo, 2017). As Nomusa grew up, she was labelled as a
whore for interacting with strangers and getting into cars. Seeking remorse, the older
Nomusa asks, “do you know how dirty I felt every time an old man grabbed my private
parts with their dirty hands? I did not want to get in any car, but you told me it was fine;
you made me wear makeup, Mama. And you let them sleep with me. [ was only a child.
What if [ had gotten sick or pregnant?” (Khumalo, 2017:273). The narrator describes the
mother’s response as bored “do not cry to me like you are some victim when you should
be thanking me.” The bond between black mothers and daughters in this contextis echoed

by Putuma (2017:39) in the poem ‘Graduation,” which resonates with Nomusa:

When unresolved family traumas ruin dinners

You will want to facilitate

Using a language of grieving that will be foreign to them
You will realise the elders in the room

Learned the alphabet of hurting and falling apart differently
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For you, healing looks like talking and transparency
For them, itis silence and burying

And both are probably valid

Nomusa seeks closure and understanding from her mother, but their conflicting
patriarchal values hinder this process. For Nomusa, dialogue is a path to healing, while
her mother equates it with complaining and prefers silence. Her mother’s conviction that
Nomusa'’s successful career justifies her actions undermines her ability to empathise with
Nomusa’s trauma and pain. Thus, Nomusa must take responsibility to break the cycle of
sexual abuse for the next generation. This discomfort about discussing sex is echoed by
Nompumelelo (Khumalo 2017), who links it to racial identity. African feminists, such as
Adichie (2017), advocate for mothers to talk openly with their daughters about sex,
aiming to prevent the inheritance of cultural shame. This call for change aligns with
broader African feminist efforts to dismantle patriarchal structures that harm girls and
women. The depiction of rape in novels, as Asaah (2007:343) explains, serves to awaken
societal conscience, making the violation of human rights visible and prompting collective
action against gender-based violence, with the ultimate goal of achieving justice. Such
fictional representations advocate against sexual violence and work to deconstruct

harmful cultural myths.

5.4 Physical Violence in Nomaswazi (2019) and Fallen Candle (2020)

There are multiple forms of violence, each manifesting in different ways and affecting
individuals and communities. The texts foreground rape and physical violence as critical
concerns, highlighting them as pervasive threats. Physical violence causes severe injury
and visible marks on the body. According to the World Health Organisation’s (WHO, 2002)

World Report on Violence and Health, physical violence is defined as:

The intentional use of physical force or power, whether threatened or actual,

against oneself, another person, or a group or community, that either results in or
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has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm,
maldevelopment, or deprivation (WHO, 2002:5).

It is further highlighted that violence is intentional, denoting the deliberate exercise of
physical force against a person (Childers, 2022). Physical violence is typically enacted on
the body, often that of a woman or girl child. Duncan and Cumpsty (2020:592) state,
“women’s bodies are dislocated, drained of their lived specificity, instrumentalised, and
thus objectified,” leaving visible marks or long-lasting scars. Emihle’s narrative in Fallen
Candle (2020) exemplifies both personal and collective violence suffered by women and
illustrates their consequences. The World Health Organisation’s definition includes death
as a result of violence. Emihle’s mother shares that Fezile was killed by her husband, a
gruesome event that caused Emihle to fear for her own safety (Khumalo, 2020). Emihle
observes that many women do not survive abusive marriages, reinforcing the link
between violence and patriarchy, as feminist studies argue domestic violence stems from

a system promoting male dominance over women (Mshweshwe, 2020).

Emihle narrates her experience of physical violence in her marriage. Her husband, Butho,
used to hammer her nearly to an inch of losing consciousness (Khumalo, 2020). At the
time of his death, she did not feel loss; instead, his death was her emancipation. She
explains that his death means freedom; at least she will leave with the dignified title of

being his widow (Khumalo, 2020).

During her pregnancy, her mother-in-law hated her on sight and worked her to the bone.
She had to carry a 25-litre bucket of water on her head every morning and afternoon and
also endure stinging slaps from her mother-in-law (Khumalo, 2020). As her pregnancy
progressed, she faced further hardship: during labour, her baby was breech, and her blood
pressure was very high; as a result, she woke up with a scar on her body, and her baby
was dead. The text alludes to the notion that she gave birth to a stillborn, probably from
the physical abuse she faced during pregnancy. This sequence indicates the health

consequences suffered by physically abused women.
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Enaifoghe et al. (2021) reinforce this idea, arguing that women suffer in their sexual and
reproductive health, which can result in unwanted pregnancies, abortions, or even the
death of the baby. Additionally, Childers (2022) asserts that most physical violence is
morally motivated to create or maintain social relationships. Furthermore, physical
violence usually takes place in a private space “culturally appropriate in situations where
a wife has transgressed gender norms since husbands are entitled to lead the family,
maintain order, gender hierarchy which is a key characteristic of a functioning marriage”
(Mshweshwe, 2020:3). However, the results of the ‘culturally appropriate’ violence
breaks marriages and creates resentment instead of achieving its goal of maintaining
order. Men tend to believe that they are entitled to special privileges of unlimited sex,
unlimited freedom and no limits to their behaviour. Emihle describes her husband as “he
did not go out to other women because of me but because that was who he was, a whoring

boy trapped in a man’s body” (Khumalo, 2020:104).

The text illustrates how culture sustains masculinity and patriarchy. The landlady’s
bruised, swollen face suggests abuse (Khumalo, 2020). Both women who drink and those
who abstain suffer violence, showing that substance abuse is not the main cause. Emihle,
who does not use substances, has been battered like heralcoholic landlady. Fiction reveals
women'’s perspectives, countering Enaifoghe etal.’s (2021:122) claim that societal gender
inequality silences their stories. Butho apologises for his and his family’s behaviour,
writing, “I have no excuse for laying my hands on you...I am a shitty excuse for a human
being” (Khumalo, 2020:259). His apology reflects Childers’s insights and the WHO'’s
definition of intentional violence. He wrote the letter knowing what his actions were.
Childers (2022) claims people struggle to justify violent actions, as Butho does. Gqola
(2021:44) urges understanding violence by engaging with its sites, cycles, language, and

stories. Narratives of violence provide insight into perpetrator and victim psychology.

Physical violence is common between intimate partners, such as slaps, kicks, knocks, and
pushing, and men throw objects at women if they try to escape. The violence leads to short
and long-term injuries and pain (Apatinga and Tenkorang, 2024). This theme of intimate
partner violence is further portrayed in Nomaswazi (2019), where the protagonist

experiences it. In the text, physical violence is depicted through Nomaswazi, who is
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married to Hlongwane, and through Hlongwane’s identical twin, Ntsikelelo. Hlongwane
states, “I hate how [ always must clean after my brother. If he did not look so much like
me, | would swear we do not share the same DNA” (Khumalo, 2019:143). Nomaswazi
describes that “without warning, he grabs me and kisses me like some prostitute he

bought for the night” (Khumalo, 2019:160).

Additionally, he slaps her, which knocks her against the glass coffee table; the shards of
glass cut her. In response, she reflects that she was married off to a monster, and she
dragged her abused body to the bathroom (Khumalo, 2019). Her reflection in the mirror
portrays “burst lips and bloody nose” (Khumalo, 2019:160). Building further, Apatinga
and Tenkorang (2024) highlight that physical violence is used to control and manipulate
women. Sustaining physical injuries makes women unable to appear in public spaces
because of shame, stigma, and loss of dignity. Murray (2016) argues that physical violence
is merely an extreme manifestation of discursive and structural gender oppression that
shapes every aspect of the female characters’ lives. The narrative also shocks the reader
at the turn of events, illustrating how Hlongwane went from fighting for Nomaswazi’s
justice against sexual harassment at work to becoming a violator himself. It is later on in
the narrative that the reader learns with Nomaswazi that it is not Hlongwane but his

identical twin who battered her.

She will reject the notion of entertaining entitled men whose egos are so easily bruised
that they resort to abusing women physically and sexually (Khumalo, 2020). It is worth
noting that physical abuse is interconnected to emotional and verbal abuse; when the
perpetrator is hitting, it usually starts with verbal abuse that builds up to physical or
emotional abuse, and insults are hurled to create an impact on the body and mind. Modern
African feminism entails redefining African women’s identities beyond simply portraying

them as the helpless objects of patriarchy and male dominance (Atanga, 2013).

Moreover, he demonstrates that he intentionally uses his professional competencies to
cause harm and pain, and that he is aware of his actions. Therefore, it is not the low-

income men who are perpetrators of violence, even the fluent and educated ones. Ratele
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(2022:32) contends in his book that “men’s violence is always a reaction, a reassertion or
deflection”; people use violence to repel their sense of vulnerability and insecurities.
Mthembu et. al. (2021) state the health implications of physical violence, such as injuries,
death, and reproductive health risks. Nomaswazi cries to her husband after reconciliation
and learning that it was his twin brother who physically abused her; her concern is that
she might struggle to give him kids or, even worse, be barren (Khumalo 2019). The novels
have portrayed that rape and physical violence are the dominant forms of violence against
women in the country. It is through stories that women and girls can be exposed to the
various subtle forms of gender-based violence. The multiple nuances of violence are
packaged in broad terms to broaden their views and identify them. Stories deconstruct
the thinking Makama et. al. (2019:5) call gendered binaries, where “a person cannot hold
a multiplicity of identities”. He further explains that binary constructs are defined in
relation to opposites and are fixed as women and men, rejecting the notion of fluidity.
Drawing on the same sentiments, Mekgwe (2008:16) asserts, “If African feminism is to
succeed as a humane reformation project, it cannot accept separatism from the opposite
sex”. Stories by various African women depict the intersection of both genders in their

challenges and successes.

5.5 Narrative Strategies Against Dominant Forms of Gender-Based Violence

The narrative strategies emphasise dominant forms of violence rape and physical abuse
and serve as means to shape the story, deepen its meaning, and engage readers. As
Wagner (1985) explains, these techniques guide character development and illuminate
social and political themes. Writers employ these strategies to expose, challenge, and
imagine a gender-based violence-free world. Each text shows how characters use
narrative devices to escape violent experiences. In The Harvard Wife (2017), the story
unfolds in the context of Ubuntu, a collective philosophy rooted in relational connections.
Diouf et al. (2023) describe Ubuntu as praxis embedded in communal relations, drawing
from the Nguni expression, “ubuntu ngumuntu ngabantu” a person exists through their

relational ties (Diouf et al., 2023:34). Mabogo More (2004:156-157) elaborates further:
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In one sense, Ubuntu is a philosophical concept forming the basis of relationships,
especially ethical behaviour. In another sense, it is a traditional political-
ideological conceptreferring to socio-political action. As a moral or ethical concept,
itis a point of view according to which moral practices are founded exclusively on
consideration and enhancement of human well-being, a preoccupation with
human welfare. It enjoins that what is morally good brings dignity, respect,

contentment, and prosperity to others, the self, and the community.

More’s definition depicts that Ubuntu is respecting another human being regardless of
their circumstances. It incorporates all the positive ethical attributes associated with
being human and is also a practice. Molefe and Muade (2024) argue that people are born
with the capacity for virtue, which needs nurturing to achieve moral excellence. In The
Harvard Wife (2017), Ubuntu'’s inclusivity is highlighted, suggesting that difference has no
impact on their lives. This theme leads Oyama to challenge her grandfather’s notion of
Ubuntu. She is preparing for Intonjane, a traditional Xhosa rite of passage for girls
transitioning to womanhood (Khumalo, 2017). Meanwhile, Nompumelelo is dating a
white man, and together they have blended black and white daughters who are sisters.
When Oyama travels to the rural Eastern Cape for the ceremony, she brings her sister
along, upsetting an aunt who insists, “She cannot be part of the Intonjane; she’s not even
Xhosa” (Khumalo, 2017:232). Oyama responds that she will not participate if her sister is
excluded, and she further posits to her grandfather that:

At the heart of our Xhosa culture is the spirit of Ubuntu; it takes a village to raise a
child, and your neighbour’s child is your own. Does it matter, then, if your
neighbour is not from the same lineage as you or has a different skin colour? Please
don’t exclude my sister because she wants to experience and embrace my culture,
which [ am proud to be part of...Times are changing, and as long as she wants to
preserve our traditions, she should be allowed to experience our culture

(Khumalo, 2017:233).
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The above statement by Oyama demonstrates the subtle issues that widen the gap of
binaries, causing conflict and violence because it is them and us. It is where differences
are considered more important than other similarities among humans. Molefe (2019:106)
contends that “at the heart of ubuntu is the creation of a society responsive to the dignity
and equality of all human beings.” All human beings encompass both male and female
identities, as well as non-binary individuals. Adichie (2014:46) has proclaimed in her
interviews and writing that “culture does not make people. People make culture”. Such
sentiments depict Oyama’s argument that cultures evolve, and so do people. However, the
values of Ubuntu should remain because they reinforce humanity. Cornell and van Marle
(2015) point out that people make an impact on life by contributing to the creation and

sustenance of human and ethical communities.

Amogalang is described by Nompumelelo as “soft-spoken with an apparent ubuntu,
charming yet humble, and she could see why Nomusa was so taken by him” (Khumalo,
2017:26). Unfortunately, as the narrative develops, Amogalang is contrary to the Ubuntu
that Nompumelelo observed. Ubuntu feminism has five principles that guide it; one is
“avoiding the homogenisation of all women and focusing on the spiritual self” (du Plessis,
2019:43). Amogalang failed to recognise Nomusa as an individual woman with a unique
background, experiences, personality and identity. Cornell and van Marle (2015) define
Ubuntu feminism as an intervention that combines the African philosophy of Ubuntu with
feminist principles. It highlights the interconnectedness and the ethical responsibility of
individuals to communities. Ubuntu feminism promotes a collective approach to social
justice, viewing the well-being of an individual as intrinsically linked to the well-being of

others (Cornell and van Marle, 2015).

Thus, gender-based violence cannot thrive if the collective fights against it. Ubuntu
feminism offers a transformative lens for examining the struggles of African people. It
rejects the belief that gender-based violence is an individual problem; however, it's a
societal issue. To address this, Ubuntu Feminism emphasises a holistic approach that
includes storytelling and various approaches. Gouws and van Zyl (2015) draw on Ubuntu
feminism, pointing out that individuals are situated within a community where they

develop their unique qualities and attributes for the community’s greater good. His
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mindset categorised her as a woman without the intellectual capacity to make her own
decisions. Nomusa is told to “dress appropriately and not to embarrass him in front of his
keen. She was told what to cook and what the family liked, and she was told that she
should not laugh her loud ghetto laugh, which made her sound like a shebeen queen”
(Khumalo, 2017:275). Amogalang’s justification for his behaviour is that he loves her and
wants her to impress his parents. He states, “I am sorry if | went too far. [ just wanted my
parents to love you” (Khumalo, 2017:276). Cornell and van Marle (2015:5) highlight that

women'’s differences and diversity should not simply be heard but also be respected.

The main argument is that Ubuntu, as an ethical principle, transforms power relations by
prioritising relationality and communal love, linking it to gender justice. Diouf et al.
(2023) emphasise Ubuntu’s role in challenging violence and erasure, especially against
Black women. Mawere and van Stam (2016) highlight Ubuntu’s core of communal love,
echoed by Ratele (2022), who associates botho with Ubuntu’s foundational value of
interdependence. Ratele’s work centres on improving gender relations through love and
Ubuntu. Ubuntu feminism aims to eradicate the oppression of women and girls by
centring the self in relation to others (Gouws and van Zyl, 2015). Diouf et al. (2023)
illustrate Ubuntu’s restorative power through Nomusa, who reclaims her identity and
rejects gender-based violence and silence (Khumalo, 2017:277). Cornell and van Marle
(2015) argue that inequality prevents justice, respect, and dignity, enabling violent

gender relations.

The Harvard Wife (2017) uses third-person narration to create an observational
perspective that is impersonal and detached from the story’s events. However, when
Nompumelelo delivers a powerful speech that highlights her voice and emotions about
female solidarity, the text advocates social change. She is a victor, as she speaks to young
female students, having been abused herself, and empowers other women through her
centre (Khumalo, 2017). Nompumelelo is invited to address final-year female Law
students, and in her speech, she references We Should All Be Feminists (2014) by
Chimamanda Adichie. In her remarks, Nompumelelo encapsulates Mawere and van
Stam’s (2016:7) description of Ubuntu as encouraging people to do good for others. She

highlights:
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[ want you to remember that face [you are sitting next to] so that when your paths
cross after tertiary, you will be kind to her. In fact, be kind to every woman you
meet; you sometimes do not know what she has to overcome in silence [...] Being
African is not only about your natural hair diary or about carrying out African
traditions and looking natural. Being African is about showing Ubuntu to everyone
who comes across your path. You are the daughters of Queens and warriors; never

forget that (Khumalo, 2017:256).

The above speech projects African feminist agency by celebrating the long and rich
memory of African women'’s resistance. Nompumelelo’s speech reflects Ubuntu feminism,
which is defined by a feminist ethics of care and a sense of belonging; both to oneself and
to the community (du Plessis, 2019:43). The text reinforces the argument that the
embodiment of Ubuntu principles reduces the likelihood of gender-based violence. Ratele
(2022:31) supports this by suggesting that weakening botho’s cultural ideal intensifies
gender-based violence. The narrative strategy thus centres its argument around Ubuntu
as an antidote to violence, highlighting that where Ubuntu persists, physical and sexual

violence is absent.

Continuing this thread, Albert Bandura, Barry Zimmerman, and Timothy Cleary’s
arguments inform Phakathi’s (2022) formulation of three types of human agency,
including Ubuntu agency. He defines Ubuntu agency as promoting female solidarity and
collaboration between men and women, fostering interdependence, because this
principle is central to human nature (Phakathi, 2022). Molefe and Muade (2024) state that
each person is a moral agent and has the responsibility to nurture and develop their own
human nature to acquire Ubuntu. The relationship between Nompumelelo and Jarred
exemplifies Ubuntu, with the two individuals maintaining harmony, respect, and
interdependence. When Nompumelelo is carrying a high-risk pregnancy with Jarred’s
baby, Jarred states, “I want nothing more in this world than our very own child, but it’s

not worth risking your life for. We will find an alternative together” (Khumalo, 2017:108).
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His words highlight the couple’s regard for each other’s health and depict them working

together to find a solution.

Nompumelelo tells him, “I have to do this, Jarred. Nothing you say will change my mind.
All I need is for you to do is stand by me. I can’t do this without you by my side, holding
my hand” (Khumalo, 2017:109). Nompumelelo’s actions are inspired by her love for
Jarred; she is concerned about him becoming a father. Ratele (2022) contends that
concern for boys and men is interdependent with the concern for the livelihoods of girls
and women, which is where Ubuntu and African feminism overlap. It is about each
individual being concerned about the other’s well-being, thus resulting in a harmonious
relationship without violence. In such a space, a man has no reason to resort to violence
to re-establish his dominance in the relationship, because he is cared for. Diouf et. al.
(2023:36) reiterate their argument that “our ubuntu shifts our ideas of care by
recalibrating the ethical principle of relationality to turn it inside out, to confront the
violence that can be perpetrated when relations of power mediate interconnectedness”.
The text portrays Nompumelelo and Jarred'’s relationship as interdependent. Jarred uses
his privilege as a white man to advance Nompumelelo’s goals. When building a child
centre, she invests all her savings, and Jarred makes up the remainder as the sole investor
and silent partner (Khumalo, 2017). Ubuntu requires affirming human dignity and
creating a social and political environment that enables individuals to flourish (Molefe

and Magam, 2019).

Bell Hooks (2000:14) explains that “as women, we were indoctrinated by patriarchy to
believe that we are less valuable than men, to constantly compete with one another for
the approval of the patriarchy, and to view one another with dread, hatred, and jeal ousy.
We were all aware of this personally”. Nompumelelo’s speech to female graduates directly
reinforces the argument by stating that “the greatest obstacle to female empowerment, |
am afraid, is women. We hate each other, tear each other down, and do not support each
other in the face of adversaries. That's why I urge you to be kind to each other because
two voices carry more volume than one” (Khumalo, 2017:256). The text’s main thesis is
supported by Cornell and van Marle (2015), who argue that Ubuntu’s transformative

power moves people toward collective flourishing. Molefe and Magam (2019:9) note that
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the idea of the common good is essential for all humanity, further reinforcing the text’s
central argument that Ubuntu can enable female solidarity and help overcome violence.
Violence undermines this common good, highlighting the need for Ubuntu among African
people. Keevy (2009) argues that Ubuntu perpetuates gender inequality because it is
rooted in patriarchal values. The subordination of women conflicts with South Africa’s
constitution. Therefore, Ubuntu does not align with South Africa’s highest law. Keevy
(2009:44) also states that in sub-Saharan Africa, Ubuntu regards homosexuality and
lesbianism as ‘unAfrican,” leading to discrimination, violence, and hate crimes. Keevy’s
claims about the misalignment between Ubuntu and the constitution lack substantial
evidence. Ubuntu’s main principle is that people rely on each other to live well. Molefe and
Muade (2024) highlight that values such as Ubuntu’s kindness are transcultural and

relevant for tackling gender-based violence and other social issues.

Given these tensions, the concept of Ubuntu feminism has emerged because its principles
align with those of feminism and gender equality. Both Ubuntu principles and feminism
oppose violence against all human beings, including women, children, and marginalised
groups. Violence is inconsistent with the values and praxis of both philosophies. Keevy
(2009) asserts that Ubuntu offers equality only to those within the same clan, but this
conclusion is challenged by extensive research on Ubuntu’s philosophy. Multiple authors,
such as Cornell and van Marle (2015), Diouf et al. (2023), du Plessis (2019), Gouws and
van Zyl (2015), argue that strangers are accommodated within Ubuntu values, as Ubuntu
is rooted in interconnectedness and the dignity of all humans. Tshithiwa Mukwevho
(2019:183) states that “kindness forms the core of ubuntu and without ubuntu we are like
empty vessels which only make a loud noise. Ubuntu knows no boundaries.” Racheal
Kalaba (2024) emphasises that Ubuntu has supported gender inclusion in Africa and
inclusive practices across social, economic, and political contexts, reinforcing its relevance

in African spaces.

Ubuntu feminism, African feminism, and Ubuntu overlap because their core ideas
emphasise respect for the African subject. All three were developed in Africa, where
people value harmony. Mekgwe (2008:22) says modern violence connects to colonialism,

which created divides like Western/African and aggressor/victim. Colonialism keeps
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‘returning’ even after it ends. Gqola, cited in Osha (2008), agrees and argues that
colonialism’s violence and the dilemmas of otherness cause today’s African struggles
(Osha, 2008:7). Stories explore the complexities of African people and help us understand

gender-based violence today.

5.6 Female Solidarity

In her study of the Rwanda genocide, Karen Brouneus finds that women are more
cooperative with peace-making strategies than men. Brouneus (2014:128) suggests that
women “tend to hold more peaceful or compromising attitudes than men” in a situation
of violence. Similarly, the characters in the novels employ their peaceful strategies to
overcome the gender-based violence they have experienced in their lives. Gobodo-
Madikizela, Fish, and Shefer (2014) state that, in the face of despair, women tend to forge
connections with one another to find hope. Nomusa finds herself in a financial
predicament after losing her job and has no place to stay. She broke up with the man she
loves, who had been moulding her into wife material, but his efforts failed. In her article
‘Political Solidarity between Women,” Bell Hooks (1986) writes about women rejecting
the status quo, hating each other, and having their value determined by their bond to men.
Decades later, literary texts still embrace her ideologies of female solidarity. She urges
women to unlearn patriarchal lessons about how women relate to one another; she argues
that women “must build a sustained feminist movement and learn to live and work in
solidarity” (Hooks 1986:127). South African feminist Thembe Mahlaba (2018:90)
acknowledges that there is safety in admitting that one is unlearning and learning new
ways of being. Suppose people understand that their thoughts or actions from previous
years were wrong and have educated themselves further on specific issues. In that case,
they can adopt new ways of thinking. The same applies to women'’s relationships; they
become empowered when they have unlearned the status quo and learned the power of

female solidarity.

Nomusa drives to her friend’s house in the middle of the night. Nompumelelo describes

Nomusa as looking so defeated that she has not slept a wink in weeks (Khumalo,

2017:280). The description highlights Nomusa’'s state, and her relationship with
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Nompumelelo is what helps her heal and exercise her agency. She is offered a place to stay
until she finds her apartment; Nompumelelo even reassures her that “if it means you have
to be alone, it's ok hun, you are gonna be ok. It will hurt like hell, but you will heal”

(Khumalo, 2017:282).

Furthermore, Nompumelelo advises her on the transformative power, telling her, “You
have been hurt deeply, Nono, and you will love again, but I would love it if you would love
yourself again first” (Khumalo, 2017:282). Such words remind Nomusa of her power
within herself, and they call for her healing and agency to be reactivated. It is worth noting
that the text does not create an idealised image of female relationships; it also depicts
hatred among women. Phindile is Nompumelelo’s sister-in-law and does not like her; she
even articulates, “You are evil, wena Nompumelelo, I curse the day you came into my
brother’s life” (Khumalo, 2017:207). Nompumelelo responds, “Now if you know what’s
good for you, you won’t call me again unless it's to tell me you are dead” (Khumalo
2017:307). Hooks (1986:127) defines this type of female relationship as ‘natural
enemies,” which she claims is a social construction that can be deconstructed. When
Emihle’s husband, Butho, passed away, his mistress, Zimkhitha, attended the funeral with
their son, Monwabisi (Khumalo, 2017). The societal construction of women'’s hate for each

other dictates that these two women are competing for the man, even in his death.

While analysing the mistress, Emihle observes that Zimkhitha resembles Whitney
Houston and avoids Emihle during the funeral. Emihle’s patriarchal thoughts imagine
violence toward Zimkhitha “trip her up and pull her by that silky horsetail, which reaches
to just beneath her flat posterior, grind her face into the reddish clay soil as I punch her
and rip her clothes apart” (Khumalo, 2020:17-18). The narrator clarifies that a younger
Emihle would have acted on these thoughts, but her maturity brings insight; the issue is
not women, but men. “The problem was Butho, who went around sticking his penis into
any willing female” (Khumalo, 2020:18). The text asserts that patriarchal conditioning is
not absolute; women can challenge it. The narrative promotes female solidarity; Emihle
chooses dialogue over violence, sympathising with Zimkhitha by squeezing her hand and

acknowledging her pain (Khumalo, 2020). Emihle describes the moment as:
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For a moment, she is uncertain how to react. She quickly squeezes my hand, almost
as if she’s afraid she’ll change her mind. I can feel the many speculative eyes on us,

butI choose to ignore them (Khumalo, 2020:22).

The eyes are speculative because they were not expecting the two women to be courteous
towards each other. By deconstructing patriarchal ideology and beliefs, the narrative
illustrates how female solidarity empowers women and enriches their lives. This cohesion
is evident in Nomusa’s journey when she escapes to her friend, she finds support and
fulfilment. At the Child Centre, Nompumelelo empowers her by offering a job suited to her
skills. Nomusa heads marketing, manages the digital footprint, and oversees web design
(Khumalo, 2017). Her busy, rewarding role includes new experiences such as flying in the
company jet while she also explores event planning with encouragement from Jarred
(Khumalo, 2017). By focusing on herself and embracing solidarity, Nomusa enriches her

life, reinforcing the text’s argument that unity fosters female empowerment.

The protagonist in Fallen Candle (2020) has a female friend, Khosi, who empowers and
helps her to heal and start a new life away from her violent experiences. Emihle states,
“we understand each other because we both know how it feels like to be neglected. To be
ill-treated in front of people and have no one” (Khumalo, 2020:14). According to Brouneus
(2014), the empathy and caring that women have are associated with the characteristics
of motherhood. Women face various “challenges, such as economic stagnation,” which
serve to perpetuate violence and inequalities (Sebola, 2022:1). Khosi understands that
empowering another woman means finding her a job so that she does not depend
financially on anyone but her own labour. She finds Emihle two jobs, the first one with the
Naidoo family, which does not lastlong (Khumalo, 2020). In this job, the narrative infuses
humour as Emihle describes the Naidoo man as “the husband looked like the pitbull, his
cheeks were hanging from his face, like an overfed pitbull” (Khumalo, 2020:51). Secondly,
it is at the farm with Mrs Potgieter, who is an old, frail woman; this job lasts until the
woman passes away (Khumalo, 2020). Being economically empowered enables Emihle to
find her own space, as she explains, “I don’t know how I can make her understand that
this is my first step of freedom” (Khumalo, 2020:73). Therefore, economic growth plays a

role in giving women alternatives if they find themselves in an abusive and violent
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relationship. Emihle acknowledges the power of female solidarity; she asserts that “I
realise I have never really had any female friends and it’s refreshing to have one as chilled
and funny as Bonga” (Khumalo, 2020:144). Hooks (1986:128) argues that women should
reject bonding on victimhood but should bond on the “basis of shared strength and
resources”. Nechama Brodie (2023:6) maintains that “narratives of violence are, in many
ways, as important as the reality of it. They shape our understanding of the world we live
in”. Thus, fiction provides an alternative universe where the reader can dream and

reimagine, creating an alternative reality.

5.7 Conclusion

In conclusion, this chapter examined dominant forms of gender-based violence in The
Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020). Across these texts,
rape and physical abuse are most prominent. The novels show multiple instances of
sexual violence and emphasise women'’s fear and vulnerability in South African society.
Physical abuse reveals long-term physical and psychological consequences. The texts also
depict strategies female characters use to resist victimhood and reshape their agency.
While some readings of gender-based violence in African literature highlight women as
passive victims, this chapter shows Khumalo’s texts complicate such views by focusing on
survival, resistance, and agency. The texts show that Ubuntu praxis is vital to curbing
gender-based violence, and female solidarity in the feminist movement strengthens
women’s agency. These narrative strategies educate, empower women, and challenge

reductive views of victimhood in gender-based violence discourse.
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION

6.1 Introduction

The study set out to examine the African Feminist narrative strategies employed in
Busisekile Khumalo’s The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle
(2020) in their representations and resistances to gender-based violence. It is grounded
in the argument that storytelling functions not only as a reflection of gender-based
violence but also as a critical space for social justice, healing, and resistance. Through a
literary analysis of black women’s fiction, the study illustrates how Khumalo’s novels
construct nuanced portrayals of female suffering, resilience, shame, and agency,
particularly in moments where women reclaim themselves after experiences of violence.
Foregrounding the voices of black South African women writers as both witnesses and
agents, the research demonstrates how the novels deploy African feminist narrative
strategies to construct gender-based violence through intersecting systems of patriarchy,
silence, shame, trauma, and unequal power relations. The study shows how these
narratives reconfigure women’s victimhood by foregrounding resistance, resilience, and
agency, thereby positioning fiction as a transformative tool that challenges oppressive

structures and reimagines possibilities for gender justice.

6.2 Synopsis of Chapters

Chapter One, the introduction to the study, began with a global overview of gender-based
violence. It depicted how this is a global pandemic that is affecting women and girls of
various nations. From an international perspective, the study looked at the continental
and local perspectives of gender-based violence. South Africa has a high number of
gender-based violence victims, and the socio-economic profile of the country contributes
to the growing numbers. It is important to understand that, before gender-based violence
is examined, the study looks at gender as performance because it is the performance

which enables the toxic behaviour.
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South Africa has seen a growing number of digital activism movements against gender-
based violence, and these movements are supported worldwide. Digital platforms are
playing a crucial role for survivors and activists to collectively share their testimonies,
outrage and challenge the systemic silence that surrounds gender-based violence. Online
platforms are giving women the opportunity to speak out about their experiences. Fiction,
much like digital activism, becomes a site where marginalised voices reclaim their
narratives and imagine transformative alternatives. The black African women are
portrayed in novels as agents, not merely victims of gender-based violence, which makes
fiction a tool for social justice. The novels examined are The Harvard Wife (2017),
Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020), all of which feature black protagonists
leading the plot. As a result, the novels’ synopses and a brief background of the author
were provided. The literature review, fundamental to the study, was conducted in
conjunction with the theoretical framework that underpinned it. The study’s theoretical
framework is African Feminism, as its principles align with efforts to combat gender-
based violence. As this is a literary study, the research methodology is textual analysis.
The research questions and objectives, along with the study’s significance, highlight that,
despite the growing scholarship on gender-based violence, Literary Studies have not yet
sufficiently addressed this issue, creating a gap. The introduction includes a thesis
framework that outlines the study’s structure. The thesis argues that storytelling,
particularly within African feminist narrative traditions, operates as a transformative tool
for social justice by exposing, critiquing, and resisting gender-based violence while

reimagining possibilities for healing, agency, and social change.

Chapter Two, guided by the African Feminist perspective, examines the impact of gender-
based violence on women’s lives, focusing on themes of mental health, self-blame,
powerlessness, and the quest for female identity. It asserts that women endure physical,
psychological, and spiritual suffering, with mental health especially challenging due to
social silence. The chapter stresses African feminism’s resistance to silencing women'’s

pain and its commitment to highlighting depression as a silent killer.

Mavengano (2024) states in this chapter that gender-based violence affects everyone

regardless of their background or social status. Nompumelelo in The Harvard Wife (2017)
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is a protagonist in the South African context, while Nomaswazi in Nomaswazi (2019) is a
protagonist from Swaziland, and Emihle in Fallen Candle (2020) is a protagonist from
Zimbabwe. All these women are black and African and experience one or multiple forms
of gender-based violence in their lives. The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines
mental health as a condition that affects the daily activities of a person and their
productivity, which is not a pleasant place to be. In this chapter, African feminism
highlights that it condemns the representation of strong black women because such
representations contribute to mental health or the deterioration of mental capacity.
Women being burdened with the notion of holding it together is unrealistic, because they
end up bottling their feelings, suffering silently with depression. Nompumelelo has
elements of depression, which Mkone (2018) explains manifest in physical symptoms.
Malaba (2022) highlights that various factors diminish one’s mental state, which is
depicted in Nomusa. Nomusa loses her job, and Horn (2020) argues that unemployment
is connected to distress. Nomaswazi portrays the inferiority of this woman due to her
sexual harassment case. Gqola (2021) states that patriarchy casts women as liars when
they speak out about their abuse or experience violence, thus making Nomaswazi feel
daunted by the case. This is a mental conflict that she is dealing with. Emihle suffers from
mental health issues due to various factors in her life, such as being a young widow,
childless and uneducated. This led to her having very low self-esteem. Mental health
issues lead to self-blame in individuals. The narratives of these women depict the

importance of stories in educating and creating awareness.

Society often shifts responsibility for gender-based violence to the victim, not the
perpetrator. This patriarchal attitude shows women are not valued. Daniel paints himself
as the ideal husband, shifting accountability away from his abuse. The chapter shows that
not only men perpetuate violence. Women also support patriarchal values. MaNtuli is a
typical mother biased toward her son-in-law. Nompumelelo thinks she failed to fix her
marriage, blaming herself for her husband’s actions. She also mentions her inability to
give Daniel a baby. Nomaswazi struggles with self-blame. She was told her mother died
during labour because of her weight. Her prospective husband rejected her for being fat.
She was bullied at school for her size. Robinson (Nyathi, 2021) argues that women must

unlearn patterns that hinder healing. African Feminism challenges cultural norms that
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lead to self-blame and mental health issues (Yerima-Avazi and Opoku-Agyemang, 2021).
In Chapter Two, the theme of powerlessness and passivity as a phase that women go
through was explored. This stage is when a woman feels stuck in her life, with no direction
or autonomy, just constant suffering. Emihle portrays this stage when she is married to
Butho because she was abused by her mother-in-law physically, abused by her husband
and was financially dependent on her husband. As a result, he would buy her old clothes.
She moves to South Africa to become an illegal immigrant, where her life is still hopeless,
even though she has gained some form of independence. Nompumelelo, while married to
Daniel, feels powerless; her life lacks purpose. Gender-based violence makes women
question themselves. Women are labelled with various terms, such as survivors and
victims, which creates a further complex identity. Afzal (2021) describes identity as the
recognition of one’s power and position in life and society. This chapter shows that gender
-based violence disrupts individual power because women'’s bodies are sites of violence.
The quest for female identity is a theme portraying the intricacies of the effects of gender-
based violence. Otu (2016) states that a woman'’s right over her body is a key factor in her
freedom, dignity and self-determination. As a result, the body contributes to how a woman
views her identity. Nompumelelo has low self-esteem concerning her body; she even
covers it at the beach. Her sister-in-law body shames her for having big thighs, which the
African feminists do not condemn. The negative body image disrupts the sense of self, as
Nomaswazi also has a negative body image. Women are conditioned not to express their
sexual desires regarding their bodies. Stories are told and written using language to

influence and shape society.

The chapter argues that gender-based violence has emotional, psychological effects,
mental health challenges, self-blame, passivity, and identity loss that must be understood
before developing healing or resistance strategies. Women'’s loss of power and autonomy
is central. The chapter asserts that fiction enables the illustration of these invisible effects,
making women'’s pain and humanity visible and positioning stories as key tools for social
change. The emotional impacts are linked to Chapter Three’s exploration of memory
trauma. Chapter Three examined the literary representation of memory and trauma
related to gender-based violence in The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and

Fallen Candle (2020). It foregrounds how the country’s historical violence shapes
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personal and collective trauma. Chapter Three depicted various forms of trauma,
including insidious trauma and betrayal trauma. The characters also navigate the journey
towards healing, through African Feminist thought, remembering becomes a political act
that reclaims narrative agency. Before analysing memory trauma, the chapter opens with
an examination of the South African historical contexts. The various eras of violence were
slavery, colonialism and apartheid. Paulse and Lazarus (2010) state that understanding
colonialism and apartheid is crucial in understanding current issues. It is recognising the

remnants of the past and its patterns to make sense of the present scourge.

Violence is not a new phenomenon in the country. Gqola (2010) maintains that violence
is a continuum, which has a common site of black bodies. As a nation, South Africa carries
collective trauma, as Prager (2016) mentions that South African history is viewed through
the lens of violence, which results in memory trauma. Trauma is described as a wound of
the mind. Seedat (2010) observes that black-on-black violence is a spillover of repressed
trauma from the past. The hatred and anger for the colonial master are being acted outon
the vulnerable groups in society, such as women, children, queer people, and immigrants.
The texts feature two immigrant protagonists, Nomaswazi from Swaziland and Emihle
from Zimbabwe, who are both undocumented and documented, respectively. The African
Feminist Forum Charter (2017) aims to recognise African women as subjects in society.
Gobodo-Madikizela (2016) foregrounds that generations can inhabit a past that preceded
them. As a result, stories are a significant way we create communal, transcendent meaning

from human experience.

Memory trauma has no gender; both males and females can battle it, as portrayed in
Nomaswazi (2019). Nyathi (2021) argues that memory trauma is real and can be
triggered. Catherine Caruth’s (1996) writing is used to understand the trauma of memory
in the novels. Caruth (1996) mentions that trauma returns to haunt the survivor later,
after the event took place. Hlongwane raped a girl when he was a young boy, and the
nightmares still haunt him as an adult from many years ago. Trauma changes a person;
they are no longer the same afterwards. Brown (1995) notes that trauma affects everyone
who experiences an event beyond the human psyche. Adichie (2014) states that the world

needs happier men and women, as both genders are essential. Goldsmith (2008) argues
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that literary representations of trauma allow attention to context, cultural influence and
individual experience. Emihle has memory trauma after all the loss she has experienced
from losing her father, her baby and then her husband. She makes it clear that she feels
nothing at the death of her husband (Khumalo, 2020). Nompumelelo’s miscarriages
resurface when she is sleeping (Khumalo, 2017). Caruth describes memory trauma as

being possessed by an image or event, which will recur at any given time without warning.

Insidious trauma, drawn from Feminist Maria Root, was found to be present in the novels.
Root (1992), as cited in Janani and Karmakar (2023), recognised that marginalised groups
of people experience traumatic events daily. There are daily minor events that accumulate
and wound the mind. This is depicted in Emihle, who often has unpleasant daily
interactions with her in-laws. Jennifer Freyd (1994) developed a concept termed betrayal
trauma. This trauma occurs when one violates the other’s trust. Root and Freyd concur
that both their trauma concepts focus on what damages the human spirit. The
protagonists all have experienced betrayal trauma in one way or another. Nompumelelo
and Emihle both have husbands who have betrayed their trust in various ways. In
Nomaswazi (2019), Hlongwane felt betrayed by his father, who sent them as teenagers to
the DRC camp to be taught toxic masculinity. Nompumelelo’s mother also seems to violate
her trust. The chapter presented various examples of characters’ insidious and traumatic

betrayal in the texts.

The chapter examines the healing processes that characters undergo to manage their
trauma. It examines the national healing process of the TRC, in which perpetrators
acknowledged their atrocities, providing victims with closure. Similarly, individuals, just
like nations, have various strategies to facilitate their healing journey. Nompumelelo goes
on a safari holiday with her friend to experience a new adventure. Hlongwane and
Nomaswazi visit a therapist to help them manage their trauma and hopefully not pass it
to the next generation. Emihle chooses a route of African spirituality to help her with her
trauma. She is also familiar with religion and the bible. Manda and Magezi (2016)
emphasise the importance of spirituality as a healing process in helping people find their
purpose. Adichie (2017) points out that girls must be taught that love is not only about

giving but also about taking. Ratele (2022) states that it is important to understand how
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we want to be loved. The texts portray various healing strategies that characters take to
deal with gender-based violence trauma. Thus, stories can facilitate recovery and
resilience, showing hope for the future. The memory of trauma lays the foundation for the
exploration of shame resilience in Chapter Four, as trauma often births a deep sense of

shame that individuals must confront and navigate.

Building on the previous chapters, Chapter Four examines the representations of shame
resilience. Shame is known to function as a tool of controlling women in a patriarchal
society. This chapter analyses how masculinities can be reimagined in the fight against
gender-based violence, the role of fathers in creating non-violent masculinities, and the
relationship between shame and gender-based violence. The multigenerational
experiences of shame and African women’s writing as a form of resistance. The chapter
opens with the 16 Days of Activism, an annual campaign celebrated in South Africa. Ratele
(2022) states that there is a relationship between violence and patriarchy. Connell (1995)
observes that there is a plurality of masculinities, which is evident in the male characters
in the texts. These males represent the various masculinities that exist, the violent and the

non-violent.

Ahmed (2014) describes shame, highlighting its impact on people’s lives. The emotion of
shame has no gender, similar to memory trauma. Daniel acknowledges his wrongdoing
and is ashamed of his behaviour. The chapter examines the role of fathers in achieving
non-violent masculinities. Langa’s (2020) research foregrounds the emotions of shame
experienced by township masculinities. This is due to various factors, including the
absence of a present father or positive role models to look up to. The chapter portrays the
relationships each protagonist and other characters have with their fathers. All the
protagonists have good relationships with their fathers, giving them positive role models.
The notion of absent fathers has a negative impact, especially on the boy child. Ratele
(2016) points out that men can change and that masculinities can be transformed into
positive, non-toxic forms. Morrell and Ouzgane (2005) reject the idea that masculinities
are a homogeneous group. Leopeng and Langa (2017) state that fathers’ roles are to instil

values in their children that will carry them into adulthood.
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Gqola (2021) argue that patriarchy never travels alone; it has tools to sustain it, and one
of those tools is shame. There is a strong relationship between shame and gender-based
violence. The chapter examines how shame is unspeakable. Visual artist Penny Siopis
depicts how shame manifests in different contexts. The ones that are shamed indicate the
patriarchal level of society. The characters in the text experience shame. Oyama
attempted suicide. Probyn (2005) asserts that shame reminds us about the promises we
keep to ourselves. Brown (2006) states that shame is a female-embodied feeling, a claim
Salami (2020) rejects, arguing that it is a human rather than a feminine feeling. The
chapter analysed how different generations carry shame and pass it on to subsequent
generations. The older women justify shame using culture, and they pass it on. Emihle’s
mom states that it is a shame for Emihle to leave her marriage and not wear her widow’s
clothing. Her mother-in-law has shamed Emihle in several ways. Nomusa's mother
shames her, which suggests that older women have not yet developed effective strategies
to heal and reclaim themselves. African feminists acknowledge shame as a tool that needs
to be dismantled. In gender-based violence, the women are shamed, not the perpetrators,
in most cases. Language is also a shaming tool which functions to protect patriarchy.
Adichie (2017) maintains that language is a repository of our prejudices, beliefs and
assumptions. Daniel calls Oyama a little slut when he finds out that she is pregnant

(Khumalo, 2017). Gqola (2021) points out that rape is a language to be disrupted.

The chapter examines how African women'’s writing is a form of resistance. The female
writers are breaking conventional gender roles in their writing. The art of writing is a tool
for dismantling and exposing shame. Boswell (2021) maintains that no one must forget
the historical resistance of African women. The chapter examines black African female
writers who are contributing to the dismantling of shame in their fiction, including
Sindiwe Magona, Tsitsi Dangarembga, and Abi Dare. Burke and Brown (2021) emphasise
the need to commit to being uncomfortable while resisting shame, as it is not an easy task.
Embracing vulnerability is a rejection of shame, as the protagonists do. Nompumelelo,
Nomaswazi and Emihle embrace vulnerability in various ways. Thus, stories teach the

language of shame and raise awareness of its effects. By analysing shame as a patriarchal
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tool and the strategies of shame resistance, this chapter contributes to the thesis’s aim

that African women'’s storytelling serves as a powerful tool for social justice and healing.

Chapter Five examined the dominant manifestations of gender-based violence in
Busisekile Khumalo’s The Harvard Wife (2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle
(2020), depicting rape and physical violence as central instruments of patriarchal
domination. In The Harvard Wife (2017), the protagonistis raped by her husband, and her
daughter is raped by a colleague of her father, resulting in pregnancy. The legal definition
of rape is referenced to highlight its violation, while Gqola defines rape as a weapon of
patriarchal society to silence and oppress women. In Nomaswazi (2019), a male character
raped a young girl as a teenager, a deed that haunts him into adulthood. In Fallen Candle
(2020), the protagonist Emihle is nearly raped by her brother-in-law, an event that
remains traumatic. These texts collectively depict various forms and enduring negative

impacts of rape.

The novel Period Pain by Kopano Matlwa is used in parallel to show the complex nature
of sexual violence. The protagonist is raped and reflects that, if the perpetrators were
drunk, alcohol would be their excuse. But they were not intoxicated, showing that alcohol
or substance abuse is not the only factor in violence against women. Sober men rape
women because rape is a weapon, as Gqola asserts it happens because they can. Khumalo
writes about rape sensitively, ensuring that the female protagonist does not blame herself.
As Oyama’s mother, Nompumelelo, supports Oyama but lets her decide whether to keep
or abort the baby. The text dismantles the idea that there’s a right or wrong decision in a
rape pregnancy. Inrelation to rape pregnancy, Scelo Mncube’s “I Was Raped, and You Were
Born” shows that some children born of rape are not monsters, as society might imagine.
Koleka Putuma’s poem about rape depicts that the perpetrators are often known, as Ggqola
has argued. The texts emphasise that rape has no age, background, or status. The sexual
exploitation of young girls is also shown through Nomusa, who recalls that, as a child, her
mother prostituted her to older men who bought groceries for the family. This type of

violation is rarely discussed, but the text addresses it.
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Another dominant form of violence in the texts is physical violence. This form is dominant
in Fallen Candle (2020) and Nomaswazi (2019). Emihle experiences physical violence
from her husband and her mother-in-law. In Nomaswazi’s (2019) intimate partner
violence, which is physical, is portrayed, and the protagonist experiences it. Murray
(2016) asserts that physical violence is a manifestation of structural oppression in society.
The chapters depict through the African Feminism project that people can hold multiple
identities, enabling fluidity because binaries are dangerous. The chapters describe the
narrative strategies used in the novels. The Harvard Wife (2017) is set against a backdrop
of Ubuntu, a value that challenges patriarchal norms. The text portrays the praxis of
Ubuntu and its inclusivity. Oyama advocates for her sister to be part of her ceremony, even
though the sister is not Xhosa, as a symbol of Ubuntu. Ubuntu feminism offers a
transformative lens for the fight against gender-based violence. Ubuntu feminism aligns
with gender quality and Ubuntu, making ita powerful lens in deconstructing violence. The
Harvard Wife (2017) uses third-person narration to create an observational perspective.
Female solidarity is another strategy used to highlight the power of unity. Bell Hooks
(2000) states that women are rejecting the narrative of competition; instead, they are
bonding together to empower their lives. The power of female solidarity is seen when
Nompumelelo and Nomusa support each other (Khumalo, 2017). When Nompumelelo
empowers women at her Child Centre, especially those from the township. In Fallen
Candle (2020), Emihle and Zimkhitha, who society expects to be enemies, actually bond
and forge a friendship. Emihle is supported by Bonga on her journey, leading her to
believe that female relationships are good (Khumalo 2020). Khosi highlights how
women’s lives change when they support one another. Thus, as Salami (2020:13)
contends, “art is also suited to explaining reality because art captures reality from the

inside out”. Therefore, stories matter because they show an alternative possibility.

6.3 Contribution

This study fills a gap in Literary Studies by highlighting African fiction's role in
constructing knowledge about gender-based violence through feminist narrative
strategies such as voice, focalisation, silence, and storytelling. It shows literary texts as
sites for constructing meaning around trauma, shame, and agency. The study highlights

black women'’s fiction as intellectual activism in Literary Studies, validating Busisekile
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Khumalo’s novels as critical texts. It shows storytelling as a tool for critique, resistance,
and social consciousness, expanding African Literary Studies to include gender-based
violence as an analytic concern. The study shows how narrative strategies transform
victimhood into agency through resilience, resistance, and healing. It advances debate on
shame by demonstrating its dual role as social control and a site for transformation via
storytelling and self-reclamation. African fiction emerges as a space for producing

knowledge, challenging patriarchal discourse, and reimagining gendered subjectivities.

6.3 Recommendations and Conclusion

The study calls for research on male survivors and masculinity within gender-based
violence, emphasising the need to hear males’ voices. It also recommends exploring the
transformative power of digital storytelling and online solidarity. By restoring voice to
silenced characters, literature becomes both an archive and a form of resistance. It
highlights black South African women writers as witnesses and agents in representing
gender-based violence. The thesis shows how gender-based violence scars black women'’s
bodies, minds, and futures. Fiction is a space of resistance and reclamation. In African
Feminism, stories are praxis political and personal. The protagonists in The Harvard Wife
(2017), Nomaswazi (2019), and Fallen Candle (2020) embody pain, agency, healing, and
transformation. As Busisekile Khumalo writes, “even a candle that has fallen still
remembers how to burn.” Salami (2020) notes that stories are therapeutic and

transformative.
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