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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The short story remains one of the 
most resilient genres in the history 
of written literature in South Africa. 
The growth of South African 
literature, and the short story genre 
in particular, can be linked to periods 

of heightened socio-political movements. The 
short story responds more swiftly to emerging 
paradigms in the broader society than longer prose 
like novels.   

The short story genre is conducive for both stylistic 
and thematic exploration. As a result, new trends 
often emerge through short story writing. This 
is not to suggest, however, that a short story is 
easier to write, or that there are fewer aesthetical 
requirements in writing short stories. Although 
there is no single theory that wholly defines the 
pathology of short stories, there are recognisable 
discursive features that signify this complex 
construct. A short story is generally understood 
as prose fiction that is short enough to be read 
within one sitting. While the “short” in short story 
presupposes length as a barometer, the genre 
does not have any clearly defined parameters in 
terms of length. Literary prizes and anthologies 
are the most common platforms for publishing 
short stories. These usually limit the length of 
short stories to anything between 2 500 and  
5 000 words, thus establishing a trend which is 
by no means a universal rule.  

The short story is hybrid in its nature, possessing 
elements of drama, prose and poetry. It is a sum 
total of all these genres, yet the tightness of the 
plot and lucidity of the narrative are fundamental 
features to keep it succinct. This assertion is 
enunciated by Lloren Addison Foster in his doctoral 
dissertation titled, “The Politics of Creation: The 
Short Story in South Africa and the US”, submitted 
at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst in 
2007. In defining the complexity of the short story, 
Foster opines:   

It is the form’s capacity to integrate the best 
of other genres that provides its distinctive 
“hybrid” nature (Foster, 108:2007).

The short story, in its ideal format, encapsulates 
elements of various genres while the narrative is 
simultaneously focused on an immediate central 
theme. The immediacy of the short story obliges 
the writer to use fewer words in telling a complex 
narrative. To master the brevity of the short story, 
the author has to account for each and every 

word used and every action the characters are 
involved in must move the plot forward. The plot 
is carried forward by a single dominant theme 
with limited characters who ought to be utilised 
optimally. The short story becomes short because 
of the impeccable application of some of these 
key elements.  

T H E  E A R L Y  P I O N E E R S
The pioneers of the written short story in English 
in South Africa are renowned early twentieth 
century writers like R.R.R. Dhlomo, Herman 
Charles Bosman and Peter Abrahams, who 
largely published their works in newspapers 
and magazines. According to Professor Mbulelo 
Mzamane, Dhlomo’s stories, appearing in Sjambok 
as early as 1929, “inaugurated the modern short 
story tradition among Blacks in South Africa” 
(Mzamane, 1986: x). However, in this generation 
of writers, Bosman is perhaps most revered for 
consistently championing the short story genre. 
Bosman, previously convicted for murder and 
sentenced to death before mercifully having his 
sentence converted into four-and-a-half years’ 
imprisonment, found salvation in his writing. 
He carved out a new writing career, first of a 
journalistic kind before becoming a devoted short 
story writer. 

Amongst this pantheon of South African short story 
writers in English language, it was Abrahams who 
outlived most of his contemporaries and proved to 
be one of the genre’s most resilient practitioners. 
His tragic death in 2017, at the advanced age of 
97, places Abrahams as a golden thread that cut 
across several generations of South African writers. 
Although for the largest part he was exiled in the 
Caribbean Island of Jamaica, where he had found 
a home since the 1950s, Abrahams served as the 
link between different generations of South African 
writers as well as connecting them to other global 
icons. He established the first contact between 
Langston Hughes and Drum magazine writers, 
which resulted in Hughes becoming one of the 
judges for the Drum Short Story prize in 1954. 

Abrahams was the first chairman of the inaugural 
Drum Short Story Prize adjudication panel, which 
consisted of prominent writers Alan Paton and 
RRR Dhlomo.
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The results were published in the April 1953 
edition of Drum, and the winner was one Can 
Themba, then a 28-year-old teacher, with his story 
“Mob Passion”. Remarking about the winning story 
of the prize as quoted in Mike Nichol’s book, A 
Good Looking Corpse (1991:159), Abrahams notes:   

“I should say that we have in this story notice 
of unusual literary promise and I can think 
of nothing more encouraging than that such 
promise should be rewarded with the Drum 
prize.”   

This was the inauguration of Themba as a 
formidable voice in the world of letters. As the 
winner of an award that was judged by these 
luminaries, Themba symbolically takes the baton 
from this pioneering group of short story writers 
to continue with the journey. In a sense, it can 
be reasonably argued that the generation of 
Abrahams, Dhlomo and Paton discovered Themba 
who, in turn, would become a very influential figure 
in the South African short story tradition well over 
fifty years after his passing. Themba belonged 
to the 1950s Drum generation of writers, an era 
during which the short story flourished, especially 
between 1951 to 1961, a period Lewis Nkosi refers 
to as the “Fabulous Decade”. Themba mentored 
the likes of Casey Motsisi, who became an iconic 
journalist and short story writer in his own right.  

Drum magazine, which ran the annual short story 
competition and had the likes of Themba, Arthur 
Maimane, Bloke Modisane, Motsisi, Nkosi and 
Nat Nakasa as some of its most distinguished 
contributors, became the major catalyst in the 
development of the genre. These writers were 
largely influenced by Black America, particularly 
the Harlem Renaissance which saw the likes of 
Hughes and James Baldwin becoming some of the 
most articulate voices of the living conditions of 
black people in the Diaspora. Motsisi’s column, On 
the Beat, was modelled on Hughes’ world famous 
Mr Simple articles, which in South Africa were 
published as a column in Africa! magazine, which 
was founded as part of the Drum stable in 1954 
and edited by Themba. Hughes later created a 
very strong bond with African writers, with the 
likes of Themba, Modisane and Mphahlele getting 
published in his ambitious project, An African 
Treasury (1960). Furthermore, Hughes became 
the judge of the Drum short story competition 
while Baldwin judged the short-lived The Classic 
short story competition.

If the early pioneers of the written short story like 

Dhlomo and Abrahams established the short story 
as a formidable genre in South Africa, the Drum 
generation of Themba, Modisane and Mphahlele, 
to name but a few, solidified it and entrenched it 
in the annals of South African literature. These 
writers were largely resident in Sophiatown, 
and depicted urban life in the pages of Drum 
magazine. Elsewhere in the country, the group 
that Mzamane calls the “District Six” generation 
in Cape Town, which included the likes of Alex 
la Guma, James Matthews and Richard Rive, 
contributed significantly to the growth of the short 
story tradition in the 1950s and 1960s. Matthews 
has outlived all of these writers, still writing at his 
advanced age. Conspicuous with their paucity 
during this period are women writers, whose voices 
were largely muffled in the public discourse as 
much as they were in their private lives. Dorothy 
Driver, in her seminal work, “Drum magazine (1951 
– 59) and the “Spatial Configurations of Gender”, 
published in Text, Theory, Space: Land, Literature 
and History in South Africa and Australia (1996) 
edited by Kate Darian Smith, Liz Gunner and Sarah 
Nuttall, argues that a woman writer like Bessie 
Head thrived “in spite” of and not because of Drum: 

Despite the name, ‘Dolly Drum’ was in fact a 
contrapuntal ‘feminine’ voice, a voice produced 
partially or even largely by male journalists in 
the name of the ideology of domesticity and 
romantic love. Similarly, the South African 
short stories Drum published in the 1950s 
under women’s signatures, under the names 
Rita Sefora, Joan Mokwena, and Doris Sello, 
were in fact not written by women. (Driver, 
1996:235-236)

Notwithstanding its skewed gender representa-
tively, the decade of the 1950s, also known as 
the Drum era, remains a significant milestone in 
the development of the English short story in 
South Africa. The prominence of short stories 
during this period is usually attributed to two 
main factors, that is the politically turbulent period 
in which there was virtually no time to focus on 
longer prose, and the fact that there was a readily 
available publishing platform in the form of Drum 
magazine. Mphahlele, one of the leading literary 
critics and most prominent short story writers from 
the period, opines: 
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It is impossible for a writer who lives in 
oppression to organise his whole personality 
into creating a novel. The short story is used 
as a short-cut to prose meaning and one gets 
some things off one’s chest in quick time. (in 
Gaylard, 2008: 314)

The formal introduction of apartheid after 1948, 
the enactment of the Group Areas Act in 1950 
and the Suppression of Communism Act of 1950 
are some of the Draconian legislative interventions 
employed by the apartheid regime to enforce 
racial division in South Africa. The exodus of 
Drum writers like Todd Matshikiza, Modisane and 
Themba, who streamed out of the country as the 
political situation became more volatile, marked 
the end of the fabulous decade.  

T H E  R O L E  O F  J O U R N A L S 
A N D  M A G A Z I N E S
In its literary production, Drum was replaced by Nat 
Nakasa’s The Classic magazine, whose inaugural 
issue came out in 1963 and was headlined by 
Themba’s “The Suit”, which would remain one 
of the most resilient short stories by any South 
African. Staffrider magazine was founded in 1978, 
and it continued with the tradition of creating a 
platform for short stories until the 1990s. There 
were many other magazines and journals that 
emerged in the intervening period, but Drum 
magazine, The Classic and Staffrider, were some of 
the prominent publishing outfits and are the most 
germane references for the purposes of this article. 

While we acknowledge the existence of numerous 
intermittent publications throughout this period, 
Staffrider distinguished itself with its nationwide 
(and community-based) approach and the 
dynamism of its contributors. Some of the finest 
short story writers and critics like Njabulo S. 
Ndebele, Mtutuzeli Matshoba and Mzamane were 
regular contributors to Staffrider. It would appear 
that the founders of Staffrider, Mike Kirkwood 
and Mothobi Mutloatse, were conscious of the 
inherent follies of the preceding publications like 
Drum, and took a deliberate stance to amplify 
women’s voices. They did this by appointing 
as one of their columnists Miriam Tlali, whose 
debut novel Muriel at Metropolitan (1975) reflected 
feminist perspectives. However, this was barely 
adequate, as the contributors to Staffrider remained 
predominantly male. In her 1999 Master’s thesis, 

“Black Woman, You are on Your Own: Images of 
Black Women in Staffrider Short Stories, 1978 – 
1982”, Pumla Dineo Gqola argues: 

The establishment of a ‘Women Writers’ 
Speak’ column in November/December 1979 
meant that, for the first time in the two years in 
which the publication had been in circulation, 
an explicitly female voice was audible. This is 
not to downplay the importance of Miriam 
Tlali’s column ‘Soweto Speaking’, a regular 
feature in the magazine, or the submissions 
by women to the pages of the magazine thus 
far. While these are evidence of important and 
ground-breaking work, they did not explicitly 
explore the role or position of the woman 
writer specifically. (Gqola, 1999: 55)

Despite its shortcomings, Staffrider became a 
significant vehicle for the continuation of the short 
story tradition in South Africa. It can be argued 
that Drum magazine from early 1950s to early 
1960s, The Classic from the 1960s to the 1970s, 
and Staffrider from the late seventies until the 
mid-1990s, all became some of the most efficient 
vehicles that reinforced the written short story 
in South Africa. However, the dearth of similar 
publishing platforms for short stories after the 
dawn of freedom and democracy in South Africa 
spelled a bleak future for the short story genre. On 
the occasion of the tenth anniversary of Staffrider 
in 1988, a retrospective anthology was published 
under the title, Ten Years of Staffrider. In the preface, 
editors Oliphant and Kirkwood rightfully observe: 

Staffrider was able to become an outlet for 
young and often inexperienced writers and 
to feature the work of community-based 
projects, inscribed as it was with the imperative 
to resist officially sanctioned culture and its 
concomitant aims of domination. The material 
thus provided a seed-bed for the concep-
tualisation of a democratic perspective on 
culture and its important relationship to 
the resurgence of the national democratic 
movement. 

The magazine, unfortunately, started showing signs 
of chronic ailment in the early 1990s, probably 
occasioned by the growing pangs of the birth of 
a new political order.



E S S A Y S

114

E S S A Y S

Although Staffrider was initially seen as a vehicle 
for the advocacy of the Black Consciousness 
ideology, in the course of the 1980s it was closely 
linked with the Congress of South African Writers 
(COSAW), which was, in turn, associated with the 
African National Congress (ANC) through its many 
conduits in the Mass Democratic Movement. It 
may not be too far-fetched to posit that as many 
of the conduits of the ANC were disbanded with 
the unbanning of political parties during the 
transitional period of the early 1990s, COSAW 
and, ultimately, Staffrider suffered the same fate. 
Staffrider released an issue in 1993, after which 
there was a long silence, followed by the very last 
issue edited by Chris Van Wyk in 1996, which saw 
its ultimate demise.   

The demise of Staffrider, together with the 
disappearance of many of its contributors 
(Mtutuzeli Matshoba being one of the most 
notable), from the literary scene has been used 
as the basis of criticism against black writers who 
seemed to be found wanting following the removal 
of the grand theme of apartheid. If, indeed, the 
thematic content of the writing is one of the 
primary contributing factors to the disappearance 
of some of the writers post-1994, this would give 
credence to Njabulo S. Ndebele’s 1986 call for 
the “Rediscovery of the Ordinary” as articulated in 
his seminal essay of the same title. Ndebele was 
calling for literature that captured the textures of 
ordinary life, literature that explored deep human 
emotions and complexities, as opposed to the 
sensationalist, “spectacular” literature driven by 
topical issues. “In this case, the ordinary is defined 
as the opposite of the spectacular. The ordinary is 
sobering rationality; it is the forcing of attention 
on necessary detail” (Ndebele, 1991:46).       

Ndebele cites a number of examples, particularly 
from the 1980s generation of writers, whose 
works were largely published in Staffrider and 
which were fraught with political sloganeering, 
and totally neglected the nooks and crannies of 
ordinary life. This argument remains contentious as 
the majority of black people’s lives, especially those 
who were conscious enough to chronicle it in their 
poetry, prose and paintings, were highly political. 
Politics was their objective reality. It stared them 
in the face to such an extent that when they had 
to imagine an “ordinary story”, that story became 
political in its very nature.   

This, however, does not discount the importance 
of the form as opposed to the popular modernist 
approach. In other words, Ndebele may be correct 

about his concern over the overt preoccupation 
of what to write about, and the total neglect 
of how to write. It might have been prudent 
for him to consider that literature can reflect 
the spectacle occasioned by the politics of the 
people’s tumultuous life in its most grotesque form, 
alongside the mellow, mundane and neglected 
aspects of everyday life. The “spectacular” and the 
“ordinary” are not necessarily mutually exclusive 
concepts, and can therefore coexist. One of the 
short story writers who balanced the “spectacular” 
and the “ordinary” with laudable excellence in this 
generation is Sindiwe Magona, whose short story 
collection, Living, Loving and Lying Awake at Night, 
was published in 1991.   

T H E  S H O R T  S T O R Y  A N D  T H E 
E M E R G E N T  D I S C O U R S E  O F 
T R A N S I T I O N
The political agenda driving literary output is a 
recurring subject in the criticism of South African 
literature. South African artists, to varying degrees, 
took to their art to challenge the system, some 
with resounding success both aesthetically 
and politically, others with less art and more 
political sentiment in their creative output. The 
latter is probably what informs Mandla Langa’s 
scathing criticism of literature written for political 
expediency:    

The dangers presented by creativity that 
merely reacted to a political system were 
evident in much of the output of the four 
decades during the National Party rule. 
The protest or, as some would maintain, 
revolutionary poetry, novels, short stories, 
graphic arts, music and drama, were shot 
through with motifs that spoke exactly 
to the very structure they were intent on 
undermining. (Langa, 2014: viii)

In a clear attempt to revive the short story tradition 
in post-apartheid South Africa, Oliphant, former 
editor of the defunct Staffrider, put together a 
collection of short stories under the title, At the 
Rendezvous of Victory and Other Stories (1999). The 
title, obviously taken from Gordimer’s short story 
by the same title, had a clear objective of reflecting 
on the momentous occasion of the triumph of 
the liberation movement over apartheid. In his 
introduction, Oliphant describes the objective of 
the anthology as follows: 

This anthology of stories attempts to provide 
a perspective on narrative responses to recent 
changes in South Africa.
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These changes centre on the advent of 
democracy after centuries of minority 
domination. Originally conceived around 
the theme of independence, the anthology 
developed in scope to take into its purview 
a variety of themes concerned with social 
change and emancipation. (Oliphant, 1999:7)

In this anthology, Oliphant features a number 
of seasoned South African writers including 
Gordimer, Matthews, Ahmed Essop, Tlali, who 
appear alongside a new generation of writers 
such as Sandile Dikeni, Johnny Masilela, Rayda 
Jacobs and Phil Ndlela, among others. In addition 
to the stated intent of providing “a perspective of 
narrative responses to recent changes in South 
Africa”, the choice of Oliphant as the compiler and 
editor, someone who had been instrumental in 
the development of the short story as the editor  
of Staffrider, was surely aimed at fostering 
continuity with the short story tradition in the 
post-apartheid stage.       

The anthology might not have achieved all 
its intended objectives, but it served as the 
springboard for the development of the short 
story beyond 2000. The nexus of the old and the 
new provided the intergenerational discourse that 
would place the pedestal to help the younger 
generation climb on the shoulders of giants and 
continue with the journey. Although many of 
the younger generation writers featured in this 
anthology did not take to the short story with 
as much commitment as their predecessors did, 
they remained the producers of knowledge and 
contributors to the literary landscape. Dikeni 
became more well-known as a poet, Masilela 
a journalist, and Ndlela has made a sterling 
contribution as an academic and literary critic.    

Other than anthologies, literary journals and 
magazines, literary prizes also contribute to 
the growth of short stories. A number of these 
emerged with the turn of the century, and most 
prominent among them is probably the Caine Prize 
for African Writing founded in 2000. It took six 
years for the first South African to win the Caine 
Prize, with Mary Watson’s “Jungfrau” announced 
as the 2006 winner. She was soon followed by 
one of the most accomplished short story writers, 
Henrietta Rose-Innes, who won the prestigious 
prize in 2008. In the same year, Zachariah Rapola, 
one of the finest but most underrated short story 
writers in South Africa, won the coveted Noma 
Award for African Publishing for his short story 
collection, Beginnings of a Dream. The award was 

regrettably discontinued the very next year.  

In 2013, there was a significant increase in the 
publication of short story collections. Struggle 
stalwart and seasoned novelist Achmat Dangor 
returned to the literary scene with his own 
collection of short stories, Strange Pilgrimages 
(2013). A plethora of other notable authors, 
including Makhosazana Xaba, Reneilwe Malatji, 
Russell Kaschula and Liesl Jobson, published short 
story collections in the same year. The year 2013 
also saw the launch of the first in a series of “Short 
Sharp Stories” anthologies, a project for which a 
public call is made under a particular theme and 
the top 20 shortlisted stories are published. The 
series has so far produced five anthologies under 
the editorship of Joanne Hitchens: Bloody Satisfied 
(2013), Adults Only (2014), Incredible Journey 
(2015), Die Laughing (2016) and Trade Secrets 
(2017). The last issue, Instant Exposure (2018), 
has only been released electronically due to a 
lack of funds, a perennial factor that accounts for 
the early demise of numerous initiatives of this 
kind before.   

One of the exceedingly effervescent emerging One 
of the exceedingly effervescent emerging voices, 
Masande Ntshanga, won the PEN International 
New Voices Award for his short story, “Space”, 
which was also shortlisted for the Caine Prize. In 
2015, internationally acclaimed novelist and former 
Staffrider editor, Ivan Vladislavić, published 101 
Detectives, alongside several other authors who 
wrote short stories.  

To mark the 20th anniversary of South Africa’s 
democracy in 2014, the Department of Arts 
and Culture commissioned the publication of a 
short story anthology representing this period. 
The project was conducted through a public call 
for nominations, followed by a selection process 
presided over by Langa, alongside his esteemed 
panel of judges that included Ben Williams, 
Karabo Kgoleng, Fiona Snyckers and Matshoba. 
The selected stories were published in Twenty 
in 20: The Best Short Stories of South Africa’s 20 
Years of Freedom (2014), a publication that was 
largely distributed electronically. On the blurb of 
the book, Langa writes: “This collection of short 
stories reflects the diversity that enriches our 
young democracy.” Indeed, the collection features 
works by a cross-section of writers, including 
Magona, Diane Awerbuck, Ntshanga, Wamuwi 
Mbao, Nadia Davids, etc. 
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In 2016, Lidudumalingani Mqombothi, another 
young and dynamic South African writer, was 
announced as winner of the Caine Prize. Over 
the past four years, the most prolific short story 
writer has probably been Niq Mhlongo, who, after 
publishing a few novels, produced two short story 
collections, Affluenza (2016) and Soweto, Under the 
Apricot Tree (2018). Most recently, Mhlongo edited 
Joburg Noir (2020), an anthology of short stories 
that is not only significant because it explores the 
life in modern Johannesburg, but also because 
brings together many of the current generation 
of writers in a single compilation.   

Mohale Mashigo followed her debut novel, The 
Yearning (2016), with a short story collection, 
Intruders (2018), which distinguished itself 
from many with its fantastical thrust as a piece 
of speculative writing. In 2019, a new voice in 
the literary fraternity, Keletso Mopai, who had 
been publishing short stories in online platforms 
such as the Johannesburg Review of Books (JRB), 
Brittle Paper and The Kalahari Review, emerged 
with a riveting collection of short stories, If You 
Keep Digging. Mopai’s contribution is especially 
significant because she was born in 1992, during 
the transitional period, thus making her an 
authoritative voice reflecting the postapartheid 
sentiment without the baggage of the past.  

Fred Khumalo, who is better known as a journalist 
and novelist, published his first collection of 
short stories, Talk of the Town, in 2019. My own 
collection, Red Apple Dreams and Other Stories, 
was released in the same year. Most recently, 
Sifiso Mzobe, author of the multi-award winning 
debut novel, Young Blood (2010), returned from 
a decade of near literary obscurity with a short 
story collection, Searching for Simphiwe (2020). 
Nakanjani Sibiya, more well-known as an academic 
and novelist plying his trade in Zulu language, 
released The Reluctant Storyteller (2020), a poignant 
collection of stories in English.  . 

With the benefit of hindsight, the new wave in 
short story writing started forming in 2011, and 
2013 is the year in which it gained momentum 
and throughout the decade the genre quietly 
reclaimed its rightful place as a formidable genre 
in the South African literary landscape. The 
proliferation of short story collections, as indicated 
above, is indicative of a renaissance in full swing. 
Digital publishing platforms such as Brittle Paper, 
Johannesburg Review of Books and The Kalahari 
Review, enormously contributed to the growth of 

the short story during this period. 

The unfolding short story renaissance also 
translates to literary criticism, including both 
reviews and scholarly engagement, which 
increased significantly during this period. The 2013 
short story renaissance can be best understood 
when juxtaposed with the outlook of the literary 
landscape a few years earlier, when only in 2010 
most publishing houses had disclaimers on their 
websites, declaring that they did not publish 
unsolicited short story collections. This includes 
prominent publishing houses like Jacana Media, 
which published my short story collection African 
Delights after I had bypassed their online disclaimer. 
Prior to this, Jacana had been consistently 
publishing an annual anthology related to the 
Caine Prize workshop. 

While this article is limited to reflections on South 
African short stories, reference to literatures across 
the world is essential to illustrate trends in short 
story writing. For what is happening in the global 
literary landscape is bound to affect South Africa 
as well. Zimbabwe’s NoViolet Bulawayo, winner 
of the 2011 Caine Prize, made her winning story, 
“Hitting Budapest”, the opening chapter of her 
debut novel, We Need New Names, which was 
shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize in 2013. 
The watershed moment for the genre was when 
prominent Canadian short story writer Alice Munro 
won the Nobel Prize for Literature in October 
2013. The most recent short story sensation on 
the continent is Lesley Nneka Arimah, winner of 
the 2019 Caine Prize and author of What It Means 
When a Man Falls from the Sky (2017). 

The contours of South African literature illustrate 
that the growth of the short story genre is often 
linked with the introduction of incentives in the 
form of literary prizes and establishment of regular 
publishing platforms like journals and magazines. 
In recent times, we have seen how innovatively 
the short story can be used across the different 
mediums. This has become more pronounced 
during the period of the nation-wide lockdown 
occasioned by the outbreak of the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) in South Africa, stretching from March 
until the regulations were eased in September 
2020. 
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Many literary festivals that were affected by the 
lockdown were conducted online, with panel 
discussions, book launches and workshops done via 
social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, 
YouTube and Instagram. Madoda Ndlakuse, a poet 
and storyteller from Port Elizabeth, made use of 
this opportunity to engender wider audiences by 
performing online storytelling.    

One of the prominent platforms that promote the 
development of short stories is Short Story Day 
Africa, which thrives in digital publishing. Short 
Story Day Africa stands out as one of the prime 
examples of the versatility of short stories, and 
how they can be adjusted to appeal to different 
audiences. This is one of the elements that 
position short stories as a genre for the future, 
for within them, they are able to accommodate 
new innovations and entrench themselves into 
contemporary trends. Fasselt et al capture this 
form of adaptability of short stories in the following 
extract:  

Contemporary short stories extend to 
numerous subgenres such as speculative 
fiction, crime fiction, and erotic fiction, 
and increasingly examine and challenge 
conventional sexuality and/or gender-based 
norms and include characters who identify 
as LGBTQI. This notable emphasis on the 
popular, rather than a shift towards a more 
modernist aesthetic, is visible in most of the 
selected stories and collections. (Fasselt, 
2018:3)

The emergence of the various subgenres, 
as described in the above extract, make the 
shorter narrative the most viable literary form. 
Technological innovations have the ability to create 
a point of convergence between the oral narratives 
and the written mode of literature. The rise of 
electronic publishing platforms has opened up 
the playing field and contributed immensely to the 
resurgence of the short story over the past decade.  

C O N C L U S I O N
The short story is one of the literary genres that 
registered positive growth, maybe the most rapid 
growth throughout the decade, thus we can easily 
claim the period 2011 – 2020 as the “fabulous” 
decade for the short story in South Africa.  

The burgeoning of new short story collections, 
anthologies and digital publishing platforms 

brought about a new reawakening in the South 
African literary landscape. This might not have 
been easy to notice, as it is in the nature of a 
renaissance not to be immediately recognisable in 
its wake, instead it sets itself apart when looked 
at from a distance.  

Taking a retrospective view and retracing the South 
African literary contours since 2000, it is easy to 
recognise that there has been a gradual recovery 
in the publication of short stories, particularly from 
2011 onwards. This recovery was given further 
impetus in 2013, as the emerging South African 
writers established themselves in the world of 
letters through digital publishing and entering 
competitions, thus prompting publishers to 
be more receptive to short stories, resulting in 
numerous publications in a single year. Consistent 
with this trend, a number of short story collections 
and anthologies are currently in the process of 
getting published and are due for release later 
in the year. 

The proliferation of new titles, alternative 
publishing platforms and incentives that advance 
short narratives, evince the burgeoning of a 
new literary renaissance. The short story is at 
the forefront of changing the topography of 
South African literature. It may take long for 
hermeneutists to coin an appropriate name for 
this unfolding short story renaissance, but just 
because it has not been named as yet, does not 
mean the renaissance is not unfolding. The short 
story is enjoying its finest hour since the dawn of 
democracy in South Africa. 
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