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E D I T O R I A L

We produced this second 
issue of Imbiza against a 
backdrop of mayhem and 
unrest in some parts of 
South Africa. What was 
initially purported to be a 

political protest following the incarceration of former 
President Jacob Zuma morphed into widespread 
public violence epitomised by massive destruction 
of property, flagrant looting and arson, leading to the 
deaths of hundreds of people, the arrest of thousands 
more and billions worth of damage. 

One of the most defining moments of this upheaval 
is captured in the haunting image of a two-year old 
child, clad in a white nappy and a red hoodie, caught 
in midair with several hands below her outstretched 
and ready to catch her. The toddler was hurled from 
the first floor by her mother, identified by the BBC 
as Naledi Manyoni, in an audacious attempt to save 
her from the thick smoke and raging blaze that had 
engulfed the high-rise building. A group of men and 
women, standing on the street below the building, 
had their arms outstretched to form a safety net to 
bring the toddler to safety. “All I could do was trust a 
complete stranger,” Manyoni told the BBC afterwards. 
The safety net that was created for Manyoni’s child is 
what is needed in our society for women and children 
to feel safe. 

In this edition of Imbiza, dubbed Women’s Voices, 
we listen to women’s voices as they tell stories of 

what it means to be a woman in Africa and the world. 
Many of these women come from different parts of 
the continent and the world, but share a common 
factor of having been subjected to sexual violence, 
toxic masculinities and patriarchy. A reading of Pumla 
Dineo Gqola’s essay, “Cartographies of Feminist 
Fury”, where she retraces various instances of sexual 
violence that Mona Eltahawy has been subjected to, 
whether as a four- year-old child growing up in Cairo, 
Egypt, or as a teenager in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, or 
as an adult living in the United States, paints a grim 
picture of a prevalent culture of sexual violence across 
the globe. Gqola tells us: “The difference between 
the angry toddler and the silent teenager are years 
of socialisation into fear, patriarchal intrusion and 
gendered shame.”

It is this feeling of shame that Sue Nyathi in her 
introduction to When Secrets Become Stories: Women 
Speak Out (2021), published as an extract in this issue, 
implores us to eradicate. “By uncovering the shame 
and exposing it to the world, you break the power it 
has over you,” she says. She goes on to explain that 
this acknowledgement of shame is a vital step in 
the journey towards healing. “Only exposed wounds 
can heal; the hidden ones fester and cause you to 
rot inside.” Nyathi argues that the perpetrators of 
gender-based violence can be intimate partners or 
family members. She is thus reminding us that the 
hand that caresses you is the same one that can 
strangle you. 

Siphiwo Mahala, PhD
Editor-in-Chief

WOMEN CREATING A
Safety Net
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Literary icon and prominent feminist Tsitsi 
Dangarembga shares her lifetime of struggle against 
patriarchy and the tyranny of power. Dangarembga’s 
opus demonstrates that writing on its own is a 
revolutionary act. Through her activism she wants 
to influence systemic change, whereas her creative 
production is for changing the people. Similarly, 
Simamkele Dlakavu illustrates the convergence 
of Gqola’s activism and scholarship, and how she 
remains an inspirational figure to a new generation 
of feminists. Zulaikha Patel, who burst into the public 
eye when she led a school protest as a teenager in 
2016, continues her activism by revisiting the theme 
of the politics of hair in her writing. 

This edition of Imbiza features poets who articulate 
similar concerns in very diverse languages, including 
Afrikaans, English and Tshivenda. Rotenda Gavhi, in 
her poem written in Tshivenda, pays a fitting tribute to 
Zindzi Mandela, who passed away around this time a 
year ago. Mandela, best known as a political activist, 
was, in fact, a writer who published her first poetry 
collection, Black as I Am (1978), at the tender age of 
13. She was named after Zindziswa, the daughter 
of poet S.E.K. Mqhayi, because her father, Nelson 
Mandela, was a great admirer of the Xhosa bard. 

Included in this issue are short stories written in 
English, Kiswahili, Sepedi, isiXhosa and isiZulu. These 
short stories range in their themes and settings, but 
preoccupy themselves with the lives of women. In 
“Lagos Nights”, written in a dialect of Pidgin English 
spoken largely in Lagos, Nigeria, Ufuoma Bakporhe 
documents the lives of many young women who 
fall victim to human trafficking rings. Keletso Mopai 
is a writer who is after my own heart, and her new 
offering “Bereavement Hallucination” does not 
disappoint. In “What the Body Does Not Forget”, 
Mabel Mnensa grapples with the question of identity. 

Identity issues also feature quite prominently in the 
“What’s Cooking” section, where we share titbits 
from newly published works. We publish a chapter 
from Aminatta Forna’s The Window Seat (2021) in 
which she grapples identity complex using Barack 
Obama’s lineage as an entry point. In a hilarious 
exploration of the same theme, Shubnum Khan shares 
her international travel experiences during which 
her South Africanness is put into question. These 
excerpts are followed by book reviews in which our 
independent reviewers share their thoughts on some 
of the newest titles in the market. 

While feminist rage is a present and necessary 
emotion, this edition also features stories of 
assertiveness, perseverance and ultimately triumph. 
The meteoric rise of South African actress Thuso 
Mbedu to Hollywood superstardom, the international 

recognition of Dangarembga’s exploits as a writer and 
activist, as well as Gqola’s legion of achievements, 
standout as antidotes to the erasure and suppression 
of women voices. The mutual admiration evident 
between actors Nolo Phiri and Mbedu, Gloria 
Bosman’s heartfelt endearment towards fellow 
musicians Neo Motsatse, Jude HarpStar and Berita, 
and how Dlakavu magnifies Gqola’s intellectual 
contribution stand out as examples of much-needed 
affirmation among creatives, academics and other 
thought leaders. Here, women artists and scholars 
are forming a safety net to support and protect  
one another. 

 

This edition of Imbiza is dedicated to amplifying 
women’s voices, whose writings are wrought with 
the history of subjugation. We sought the expertise 
of one of Imbiza board members, Barbara Boswell, 
who is an accomplished writer and feminist literary 
scholar in her own right, to be Guest Editor of 
this edition. Boswell earned her Doctoral degree 
from the Department of Women’s Studies at the 
University of Maryland, College Park, where she 
studied as a Fulbright Scholar. As an intellectual and 
keen researcher, she continues to teach and pursue 
research in Black diasporic women’s writing, Black 
South African women’s literature, and queer theories. 

Working with Boswell in this edition of Imbiza has 
been an exhilarating and edifying experience. Reading 
the articles in this publication compels one to self-
introspect and think deeply about the meaning of our 
actions and non-actions in the face of gross injustices. 
For I, too, am a beneficiary of the patriarchal society 
that raised me and many men of my generation. 
Perhaps, the most invaluable lesson I have learned 
from working on this edition of Imbiza is that at 
times men like me have to keep quiet and listen. 
But for now, the best way to listen is to indulge in 
this intellectual and creative feast.

ONE IS COMPELLED TO 
SELF-INTROSPECT AND 
THINK DEEPLY ABOUT 
THE MEANING OF OUR 
ACTIONS AND NON-
ACTIONS IN THE FACE OF 
GROSS INJUSTICES.



8

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

A CELEBRATION  
OF AFRICAN WOMXN’S  
WORDS AND WORKS

This issue of Imbiza celebrates the words 
and works of African womxn writers 
and creatives, and the liberatory 
possibilities of the worlds they create 
through their art. In keeping with the 
theme of our cover story, Simamkele 

Dlavaku’s striking review essay of feminist and literary 
scholar Pumla Dineo Gqola’s writing and political 
activism, this issue centres the interconnectedness of 
womxn’s creative and knowledge-making endevours 
as a praxis of transformation for social justice. 

In theorising Gqola’s life and writing, and referencing 
Gqola’s early work and her feminist citational 
practices, Dlakavu draws on African-American 
feminist and critical race theorist, Patricia Hill Collins’s 
concept of “subjugated knowledges”. Dlakavu argues 
that Gqola’s earlier writing, before being accepted 
by mainstream academia, constituted “subjugated 
knowledge” – that which is disavowed and diminished 
by racialised hegemonies in mainstream academic 
culture. Since the volume and impact of Gqola’s 
work can no longer be ignored, her scholarship has 
now been accepted and validated in South African 
academia, but only after painful attempts at excluding 
Gqola. 

Dlakavu further argues that Gqola’s citational 
practices are political, foregrounding the critical and 
creative contributions of African womxn artists and 
knowledge producers. By weaving such critically 
ignored and marginalised work into her theorising 
and citation, Gqola makes prominent and legible 
the words of writers who are chronically overlooked.

The relationship between subjugated knowledges 
and Black feminist thought bear revisiting, for the 
purpose of framing this issue on African womxn’s 
art and creativity.

In formulating Black feminist thought as subjugated 
knowledge, Hill Collins defines Black womxn’s 
subjugated knowledge as “the suppression of Black 
women’s ideas within White-male-controlled social 
institutions”. This has led Black women theorists “to 
use music, literature, daily conversations, and everyday 
behavior as important locations for constructing a 
Black feminist consciousness” (1990:327). 

Hill Collins further argues that “investigating the 
subjugated knowledge of subordinate groups – in this 
case, a Black woman’s standpoint and Black feminist 
thought – requires more ingenuity than that needed 
to examine the standpoints and thought of dominant 
groups.” 

The works of scholarship we have chosen to publish 
in this issue illuminate this relationship between Black 
feminist thought and subjugated knowledges within 
African and diasporic contexts. The writing collected 
here demonstrates a dexterity with that ingenuity 
required to examine subjugated standpoints – an 
ability to read, write and theorise against the grain, 
in order to push the knowledge-making project from 
the space of the comfortable and predictable, into 
a realm that unearths new ways of understanding 
African womxn’s art and lives. 

Barbara Boswell, PhD
Guest Editor
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The writers in this issue have delivered an engagement 
that truly shifts the parameters of what we consider 
knowledge. 

Mandisa Haarhoff, in her pathbreaking essay 
“Umthandazo: Black Womxn’s Prayers and the 
Recollections of the Everyday”, shows how Black 
womxn’s prayers and everyday speech are forms 
of knowledge production and theorising. Drawing 
on a prayer-poem by Julie Nxadi and Haarhoff’s 
conversations with her partner’s grandmother 
(who is African American), Haarhoff demonstrates 
how new forms of poetic expression and everyday 
conversation deepen our understandings of Black 
womxn’s lives and their theorising of their own 
realities. Haarhoff poignantly evokes and analyses 
vernacular and indigenous speech practices unique 
to Black womxn across the diaspora, showing how 
these become forms of feminist care and sustenance 
in an oppressive world.

Gqola, the subject of our cover story, also writes for 
us in this issue. She critically considers the work of 
Egyptian-American feminist writer, Mona Eltahawy, 
whose feminist treatise, The Seven Necessary Sins 
for Women and Girls, is for Gqola a cartography of 
feminist rage and fury. Mapping the uses of feminist 
rage through the lens of Eltahawy’s writing, Gqola 
offers insightful ways of understanding rage as 
resistance to sexual assault and rape.

Contributions by Kamohelo Mabogwane on Miriam 
Tlali and the jointly-written article by Makhosazana 
Xaba and Athambile Masola on attempts to republish 
and recirculate Noni Jabavu’s writing, make visible 
mechanisms by which Black womxn’s knowledges 
are subjugated.

Mabogwane traces how Ravan Press excised chapters 
from Miriam Tlali’s first novel, Between Two Worlds, 
which the press renamed Muriel at Metropolitan 
(1975). Naming this act of truncation censorship, 
Mabogwane shows how racialised power operated 
in the decisions by the White male editors to remove 
five chapters of Tlali’s novel, ostensibly to avoid it 
being censored by the apartheid regime’s Publication 
Board. This act of self-censorship by the publisher did 
nothing to mitigate the harsh treatment Tlali would 
receive after the novel’s publication, including the 
book being banned, and harassment from the Special 
Branch of the South African Police.

Investigating power dynamics within contemporary 
circuits of publishing in South Africa, Athambile 
Masola and Makhosazana Xaba delve into the politics 
of their attempt to republish the newspaper columns 
of Noni Jabavu, a Black journalist who spent an 
impressive career as a social commentator, and whose 

career straddled the globe. The authors describe their 
journey negotiating with contemporary South African 
publishers to republish a series of Jabavu’s newspaper 
columns, first published in the Daily Dispatch in 1977. 
Detailing their negotiations with the media company 
that owned the original newspaper columns, and 
their engagement with nine different publishers, most 
of whom refused to publish the work, Masola and 
Xaba show how Black womxn’s intellectual labour 
and legacies are erased through a lack of care and 
a dismissal of the value of their work.  The authors 
show how “Jabavu’s life and work raises questions 
about the ways in which Black women’s intellectual 
labour occupies a precarious position of a constant 
threat of erasure unless researchers travel to and 
through the archive in order to prevent that erasure”.

The place and meaning of archives in the pursuit of 
decolonial, subjugated knowledges is deeply fraught. 
In this issue, Wanelisa Xaba teases out strands of 
resistance and complicity in thinking through the 
utility and politics of using colonial archives. She 
discusses the archive in light of the recent fire at 
UCT, which destroyed the African Studies Special 
Collection. She asks the moving spiritual-intellectual 
question: “How can we meaningfully decolonize and 
release our ancestors’ archives from captivity so that 
our ancestors are accessible and life-generating in 
our townships and villages?”

Meditating on freedom and its multiple political, 
economic, and creative meanings, my interview with 
iconic feminist writer Tsitsi Dangarembga probes how 
repressive state practices in Zimbabwe have curtailed 
her political and creative freedoms. Dangaremba’s 
interview makes for sobering reading: she currently 
faces criminal charges in Zimbabwe for her activism 
against state violence. Her precarious position as a 
citizen, activist and writer points to the more brutal 
mechanisms of subjugating womxn’s knowledges.

Together with the poetry, short stories, literary 
excerpts, and shorter articles gathered from a 
combination of emerging voices and some of 
Africa’s foremost writers, this issue further celebrates 
African womxn’s creativity and creative expression. 
These meditations on different forms of artistic 
production, themselves works of art, provide a 
window onto the worlds African womxn are crafting 
and imagining through their works. It is in these 
subversive acts of reimagining knowledges, art  
and narratives that have been sublimated, that 
subjugated knowledges are placed back on African 
intellectual and cultural agendas, broadening 
understandings of knowledge and restoring what 
seems constantly at risk of erasure: Black womxn’s 
art and intellectual work.


