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Abstract

Seeking to explore modes of self-representation in women’s life writing and the ways in
which these subjects manipulate the autobiographical ‘I’ to write about gender, the body, race
and ethnic related issues, this thesis interrogates the autobiographies of three renegade women
whose works were birthed out of the de/colonial South African context between 1854-1948.
The chosen texts are: Marina King’s Sunrise to Evening Star: My Seventy Years in South
Africa (1935), Melina Rorke’s Melina Rorke: Her Amazing Experiences in the Stormy
Nineties of South-African History (1938), and two memoirs by Petronella van
Heerden, Kerssnuitsels (1962) and Die 16de Koppie (1965). My analysis is underpinned by
relevant life writing and feminist criticism, such as the notion of female autobiographical
“embodiment” (239) and the ‘I’s reliance on “relationality” (248) as discussed in the work of
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson (Reading Autobiography). | further draw on Judith Butler’s
concept of “performativity” (Bodies that Matter 234) in my analysis in order to suggest that
there is a performative aspect to the female ‘I’ in these texts. The aim of this thesis is to
illustrate how these self-representations of women can be read as counter-conventional,
speaking out against stereotypical perceptions and conventions of their time and in literatures
(fiction and criticism) which cast women as tractable, compliant pertaining to patriarchal
oversight, as narrow-minded and apathetic regarding achieving notoriety and prominence
beyond their ascribed position in their separate societies. | argue that these works are
representative of alternative female subjectivities and are examples of South African women’s
life writing which lie “‘dusty’ and forgotten in archives; voices that are worthy of further
scholarly research which would draw the stories of women’s lives back into the literary

consciousness.



Opsomming

In “n poging om metodes van self-uitbeelding te bespreek en die manier waarop die ‘ek’ van
vroulike ego-tekste manipuleer om sodoende te skryf oor geslagsrolle, die liggaam, ras en
ander etniese kwessies, ondersoek hierdie verhandeling die outbiografieé van drie
onkonvensionele vrouens se werk, gebore vanuit die de/koloniale konteks in Suid-Afrika
tussen 1854-1948. Die ego-tekste wat in hierdie navorsingstuk ondersoek word, sluit in:
Marina King se Sunrise to Evening Star: My Seventy Years in South Africa (1935), Melina
Rorke se Melina Rorke: Her Amazing Experiences in the Stormy Nineties of South-African
History (1938), en twee memoirs geskryf deur Petronella van Heerden, Kerssnuitsels (1962)
en Die 16de Koppie (1965). My analise word ondersteun deur relevante Kkritici van
feministiese en outobiografiese velde. Ek bespreek onder andere die idee dat die vroulike ‘ek’
liggaamlik “vergestalt” (239) is in outobiografie, asook die ‘ek’ se afhanklikheid van
“relasionaliteit” (248) soos uiteengesit in die werk van Sidonie Smith en Julia Watson
(Reading Autobiography). Verder stel ek voor, met verwysing na Judith Butler, dat daar ‘n
“performative” (Bodies that Matter 234) aspek na vore kom in die vroulike ‘ek’ van Suid-
Afrikaanse outobiografie. Die doel van hierdie tesis is om uit te lig dat hierdie self-
voorstellings van vroue gelees kan word as kontra-konvensioneel; dat die stereotipiese
uitbeelding van vroue as skroomhartig, nougeset, gedweé ten opsigte van patriargale oorsig,
en willoos om meer te vermag as wat hul onderskeie gemeenskappe vir hul voorskryf,
weerspreek word deur hierdie ego-tekste. Die doel is om sodanige outobiografiese vertellings
en -uitbeeldings te vergelyk en sodoende uiteenlopende vroulike subjektiwiteite gedurende
die periode 1854-1948 te belig. Ek verwys deurlopend na voorbeelde van ander
gemarginaliseerde Suid-Afrikaanse vroulike ego-tekse om aan te dui dat daar weliswaar ‘n
magdom ‘vergete’ en ‘stof-bedekte’ vrouetekste geskryf is in die afgebakende periode. Ek
voor aan dat die ‘stem’ van die vroulike ‘ek’ allermins stagneer het, en dat verdere

bestudering waarskynlik nodig is.
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Chapter One

Introduction

This thesis examines de/colonial South African women’s life writing from 1854 to 1948.
Although this time frame of almost a century might at first seem arbitrary, it encapsulates key
historical events such as increased human migration across the South African interior (central
to notions of dispossession and possession of land) as well as the discovery of precious stones
and minerals, especially diamonds and gold, causing further ethnic and racial confrontation. |
provide a comprehensive historical overview (1854-1948) in the last section of this chapter to
contextualise the selected period.! Briefly, this period in South Africa’s colonial history is
marked by rivalry between the British settlers and the Boers for dominion and power; a
preoccupation with acquiring territory (mostly taken by force from the indigenous peoples or
each other); and the oppression of various ethnic groups. Under the governance of the South
African Party, legislation was promptly passed to segregate whites and non-whites with the
Native Land Act (1913) and ultimately allotted more than 80 percent of South Africa’s fertile
land to the white minority (McClintock 295). This act illustrates the racial inequality and
hostility permeating South Africa’s past and present socio-political landscape and
consciousness. While the history of the period is predominantly and markedly mapped in
writing by white men (fiction and non-fiction), women’s voices contribute to the archive even
though they were notably marginalised and overshadowed by a patriarchal discourse - a
pattern perpetuated in male dominated South African literatures (Driver 454-457). Albeit not
on a similar scale as texts written by men, women autobiographers recorded the colonial,
imperial and national history with their own individual style, voice and opinions regarding

reigning governments, their ideologies and the almost inevitable ensuing political turmoil.

! Britain recognised the Orange Free State as a Boer Republic in 1854, shortly after the recognition of the
Transvaal Republic in 1852 (Streak 194), but annexed Transvaal 1877 to 1881 - First Independence/Boer War -
(De Klerk 63-67) after diamonds (1867) and then gold (1886) were discovered in the two independent Boer
colonies (McClintock 368). The Jameson Raid (1895-1896) in Transvaal and all of the above-mentioned events
acted as precursors for the Second Boer War (1899-1902), now referred to as the Great South African War or the
Anglo-Boer War (Giliomee Die Afrikaner: ‘n Biografie x), which subsequently led to the formation of the Union
of South Africa (1910) and later the Republic of South Africa (1961). The National Party secured their victory in
the national election in 1948, thereby marking the realisation of the decolonising efforts of white nationalist
before the country became a Republic. | use Great South African War and Anglo-Boer War interchangeably in
this thesis.



Valerie Letcher notes that “a significant number of women in the nineteenth and early
twentieth century had written on South Africa, been published, and found an eager audience.
[...M]ost of those writers have disappeared from the South African literary consciousness”
(121); recognition of “their role in South Africa’s literary and historical heritage is overdue”
(122). Rephrasing Letcher’s statement, | ask: Where are the women’s voices and their
perspectives in South Africa’s literary and historical heritage? This thesis reintroduces three
women’s autobiographies and aims to expound on elements of women’s life and contextual
interpretations, their presence and subject position in the turbulent history of South Africa
(1854-1948) and, in so doing, to contribute to the archive of (her)story, feminist
historiography and women’s life writing.

This thesis examines four South African autobiographies written by white women (there are
no black women autobiographers from this period)® to compare the representation of
alternative female subjectivities in South Africa between 1854 and 1948: Marina King’s
Sunrise to Evening Star: My Seventy Years in South Africa (1935), Melina Rorke’s Melina
Rorke: Her Amazing Experiences in the Stormy Nineties of South-African History (1938), and
two memoirs by Petronella van Heerden,® Kerssnuitsels (1962) and Die 16de Koppie (1965). |
regard the consideration of and reflection on the period 1854-1948 more important than the
date of the women’s autobiographical publications. Although Van Heerden published in the
1960s, she predominantly reflects on events in her life before 1948, since she retired to farm
before that date. | do regard the date of publication of importance, though, and incorporate it
in the analysis of her memoirs. Extending my marked period to the 1960s would necessitate a
detailed consideration of numerous women’s autobiographies published in the 1960s that I

intend to incorporate in future research.”

2 Noni Jabavu (Helen Nontando) published Drawn in Colour in 1960 and The Ochre People in 1963. Since she
left South Africa at the age of thirteen (1932), was educated in England, and only returned to South Africa in
1955, it would be problematic to include her memoirs in this thesis, especially since she reflects on her
dichotomous British and South African identity. Van Heerden’s work differs from Jabavu’s as she identifies as
South African (or as an Afrikaner).

® The quotations from Van Heerden’s memoirs are paraphrased in my own translations.

* Preliminary titles for future research include Mrs John Hays Hammond’s A Woman’s Part in a Revolution
(1897); Joyce Waring’s I’'m No Lady (1956); The Diary of Iris Vaughan (1958), and her These Were My
Yesterdays (1966); Ruth First’s 117 Days: An Account of Confinement and Interrogation Under the South
African Ninety-Day Detention Law (1965); Caroline van Heyningen’s Orange Days: Memoir of Eighty Years
Ago in the Old Orange Free State (1965); Noni Jabavu’s two memoirs; A.E. Venter’s Those Were the Days
(1972); and M.E.R.’s My Beskeie Deel (1972). This list is still incomplete.



Many life-writing critics, such as Sidonie Smith, Julia Watson, Gita Rajan, Nancy L. Paxton
and Suzanne Chester, have argued that autobiography (and/or historiography) is
predominantly a masculine genre, favoured by and associated with the Western white male.
Western readers traditionally view the ‘I’ as male, and as a “unique individual rather than a
member of a collectivity” (Watson and Smith De/Colonising the Subject xvii). It would then
be possible to assume that by writing autobiographies, women gain access to an established
subject position, the ‘I’, thereby claiming admittance to a literary genre that engenders a
notion of selfhood and agency. It would therefore be the most useful genre to examine when
trying to determine women’s voices and identity in the delineated or defined period. Given the
disenfranchised position of women in the nineteenth and early twentieth century,
autobiographies by women can be seen as a “quest” (Gilbert and Gubar 76) for self-definition
in societies dominated by men, as this study aims to illustrate. I use the umbrella term life
writing instead of autobiography for two reasons: first, autobiography is historically a
masculine genre, whereas this thesis examines women’s memoirs and therefore the more
gender-neutral term life writing is preferable. And second, life writing encompasses a vast
scope of texts such as diaries, lyrics, letters, note books, scrap books and even cook books as
well as “the visual, and the oral” (McNeill x) traditions which literate women historically

habitually employed as a medium for self-expression, if not more so than men.”

My initial research interest was in post-apartheid translations (Afrikaans/English and
English/Afrikaans), focusing on the farm novel or plaasroman genre. An explanation for the
shift to the study of women’s life writing is therefore pertinent here. An integral part of the
previous study called for a consideration of the position and ambit of women as presented in
the farm novel — or more specifically men’s portrayal and literary imagination of women in
fictional writing (1920-1940). My preliminary research for this topic necessarily led me to
J.M. Coetzee’s seminal work on the genre in White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in
South Africa (1988). He theorises that women were “imprisoned in the farmhouse, confined to
the breast function of giving food to men” (9). Coetzee’s argument is that Afrikaner writers

(male) consciously created a ‘walled-in identity’ for women in the farm novel: they had a

® McNeill asserts that this vast range of different and divergent genres “prevents any one term from adequately
describing the myriad and seemingly endless possibilities for self-expression now recognized as ‘life writing’”
(x). Some new forms recognised as life writing, for example, include “biotext, the biomythography, [and] the
fictionalysis™ (vii).



function to serve and would wither and die on completion. One could surmise that this
designated role in literature was part of the conscious creation of “an image which
presupposes the homogeneity of the volksmoeder” (Cloete 1); the mother-figure of “[self-
sacrifice, virtue and integrity]” (Devarenne 633) that served as an example of decorum to
young white Afrikaans women. 1 discuss the link between Victorian morality and

volksmoeder ideology in my literature review and in Chapter Four.

In 1906 C.J. Langenhoven published a pamphlet entitled “The Female Franchise and the
Native Franchise” (Vincent 6), arguing for a division of labour and, as preordained by God,
women’s role was to nurture, nurse, comfort and support, whilst men were assigned to a
sphere where they could develop their physical or intellectual faculties — a typical “biological
essentialist argument” (Cloete 3) in gendered labour division. According to Louise Vincent,
Marijke du Toit and Liese van der Watt, the ideology of the volksmoeder was primarily a
patriarchal construction (based on a maternal discourse) for the first two decades of the
twentieth century — they were assigned primarily domestic tasks. During the 1920-30s women
themselves employed volksmoeder ideology in order to gain respectable entry into the
political arena. The majority of suffragettes remained mothers and endorsed the stereotype of
suitable white Afrikaner women whilst campaigning for and gaining the right to vote (1930),
but as Elsie Cloete argues, “there were some which resisted the imposition” (1). Most
Afrikaner women were willing to wait for parliament’s manoeuvrings to grant them the right
to vote in order to exclude the non-white women (Vincent 4). Herman Giliomee argues that
with the “rise of nationalist organisations and publications” (55) a shift occurred (as is also
evident in the plaasroman genre) in the perception of the symbiotic nuclear family to that of a
patriarchal family, a “brotherhood of men” (56) upholding their inheritance and the pride of
the forefathers. The result was that men became the protectors of women and their morals and
“women were seen as the reproducers of the nation and the protectors of tradition and
morality” and in essence men had to “shield them” (*Allowed such a state of Freedom” 56)
from the horrors and ugliness of public life so they could focus on nurturing their families,

thereby echoing Victorian sentiments.

English political activists and writers (such as Olive Schreiner and Pauline Smith) critiqued

the position of women in South Africa at the time, but were particularly harsh in their



portrayal of especially Boer women as idiotic, simple, complacent and submissive.® My
reading of farm novels by C.M. van den Heever, Schreiner, Smith and L.H. Brinkman as well
as Coetzee’s critical work posited an inquiry into women in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century and prompted the following questions: What were Boer women really like?
Were they a simulacrum of the women in the plaasroman? What were women, regardless of
race or ethnicity, really like? What were English women’s opinions of Boer women and vice
versa? In what way did white Afrikaans and English women maintain or reject de/colonial
politics, ideologies and conventional attitudes about gender, race and class? How do women
portray themselves in life writing within a patriarchal (imperial/colonial/national) society with
entrenched ideologies concerning the role of women, race and morality? Do they participate
in perpetuating de/colonial principles, preconceptions and agendas or do they subvert
masculine ideals regarding their position as women in their respective societies? Did British,
Afrikaner and women of other ethnic identities write differently in South Africa? Is there a
palpable difference to men’s writing located within their work? In short: how did women
write themselves, about themselves and about others? My study of the plaasroman genre
consequently shifted my interest to women’s life writing. An examination of women’s life
writing from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century might offer at least a partial
insight to these questions. | now turn to the four texts chosen for this study to investigate
features of women’s identity construction, self-representation and the representation of race

and class in autobiographical writings from the selected period.

As stated earlier, only some women writers, such as Schreiner and Smith, have received
extensive academic attention, but the writings or works of the three women selected for this
thesis have mostly disappeared from the South African literary consciousness, as is evident
from the limited or lack of scholarly research regarding their writing. Furthermore, as | have
indicated, | consider the representation of women in South African fictional literature (1883-
1948) as problematic since the theorisation on South African female subjectivity that stems
from this research inevitably frames women within a ‘walled-in’ identity. Therefore, my
research endeavours to assemble, from multiple sites of identity formation as narrated by the

authors, a uniquely South African female subjectivity which is constructed from women’s life

® See the characterisation of, for example, Tant Sannie in Schreiner’s The Story of an African Farm (1883) and
the Steenkamp sisters in Smith’s The Beadle (1926).



writing by comparing their individual styles of writing (how they present their lives,
memories, stories of personal achievement and resilience in a sexist and patriarchal
framework) and the authors’ respective self-presentation, perspectives and treatment of their
own and other alternative national and ethnic identities (English, Afrikaner, Boer, indigenous
and hybrid identities) in their work. The subjectivity | aim to explore also relies on relevant
criticisms of women and women’s writing in South Africa. ‘How’ women speak and
essentially imagine themselves in South Africa (1854-1948) necessitates a detailed
consideration of their de/colonial subjectivities that does not only “make use of four models
of difference: biological, linguistic, psychoanalytical, and cultural” (Showalter *“Feminist
Criticism” 186) but rather considers all aspects of their identity, as narrated and presented by

themselves.

In the following chapters | examine King’s and Rorke’s autobiographies within a colonial
framework and analyse Van Heerden as both a colonising and decolonising subject.
Decolonisation “refers literally to the actual political processes set in motion in various
geographical locations before and during [the twentieth] century” (Smith and Watson
De/Colonizing the Subject xiii), and in this study refers to the political discourses and
arguments of nascent Afrikaner nationalism reaching its peak with the formation of the
Republic in 1961. Since decolonisation involves “the deformation/reformation of identity”
(Smith and Watson De/Colonizing the Subject xiii), this study will refer to the political shifts
made by the white Afrikaner in order to re/define their nationality as a decolonising act. |
return to this issue in the historical overview. Smith and Watson explain their use of the term
de/colonial written with a “slash” that “symbolizes the exchange between the processes of
colonization and decolonization and the issues inherent in the process of neocolonization”
(De/Colonizing the Subject xix ). Like Smith and Watson, | am also interested in the Subjects
produced by and in de/colonial “site[s]” (xix) and therefore consistently employ their use of
de/colonial in this thesis when referring to Van Heerden. When using ‘de/colonise’ as an
umbrella term for the life writing of King, Rorke and Van Heerden, the “/* indicates ‘or’.

Thus, colonise or decolonise.

In order to avoid confusion with regard to the terminology employed in my discussion, | first

clarify and define certain terms and concepts. Philippe Lejeune defines autobiography as the



“[r]etrospective prose narrative written by a real person concerning [her] own existence,
where the focus is [her] individual life, in particular the story of [her] personality” (4) and
when referring to autobiography in this thesis the reference calls on this particular definition
of the genre. Lejeune also indicates the difficulty regarding autobiographical terminology
since for him “the author, the narrator and the protagonist must be identical” (emphasis in
original 5) to fulfil the “autobiographical pact” (23) between author and reader. Lejeune
asserts that autobiographical terminology is at times defined and informed from unrelated
fields of study and is thus confusing. | clarify my own use of terminology constructed,
compiled and informed by the critical work of multiple life writing critics.” When 1 refer to
the author of the text, | designate the person writing the text (autobiographer or ‘real person’).
The narrator (closely related to the intent of the author) is the voice, aesthetic stylistics and
grammar the author employs to literally “tell her story’. ‘Protagonist’ indicates the person
constructed by the narrative use of ‘I’ and is assembled from the created Subject, Self and
“I”dentity. Although the author, narrator and protagonist are supposed to be identical, in my
(and Lejeune’s) terminology they perform different functions and | refer to them as such,
although they indicate (mostly) the same ‘real person’. I do not consistently use author,
narrator and protagonist in Chapters Two and Four; it can be distracting, but since | discuss
Rorke’s misrepresentation in Chapter Three, definitions of these terms are important. The
Subject is the person the author inscribes and the fulfilment of the quest for self-definition.
The Subject is then the person the author imagines they are or want to be. When discussing
the Self, I specifically indicate the imaginative memories as well as other social conventions
or discourses informing the authors of themselves — the constructed Self is thus closely related
to the Subject, but the Self infers socio-political drivers that subliminally inform the authors’

idea of their “many selves” (Brownley and Kimmich xiii). “I”dentity’s meaning is twofold: it
assigns the metaphorically empty ‘I’, the indicator authors use to refer to themselves, with a
constructed identity attached. By using the ‘I’ in autobiography, a non-entity, the author is
constructing an “I’dentity, colouring the unproductive ‘I’ and through the narrative act
furnishing a personality for the “I’. If I use the terms Subject, Self and “I”dentity, written with
capital letters, I am using the terminology as indicated above. If written in lower case (subject,

self and identity), | refer to the general theoretical use of these terms.

" Most notably Martine Brownley, Allison Kimmich, Sidonie Smith, Julia Watson, Linda Anderson, James
Olney, Philippe Lejeune and Laura Marcus.



I acknowledge that to construct a white South African female subjectivity from life writing
will be riddled with pitfalls. Firstly, trying to determine whether South African women had
autonomy, agency and a developed sense of Self and identity merely from examining four
autobiographies is problematic since this framework excludes other written autobiographies
by female authors, women who did not publish autobiographies and, unavoidably, non-white
ethnic identities. Secondly, the respective authors’ life writing is divergent with unique
discursive thematic concerns and stylistic devices and thus not unitary. Thirdly, as stated
earlier, the authors’ quest for self-definition employs a traditionally male genre, the
autobiography; hence it could be said that in the act of writing an autobiography, the female
autobiographers enter a masculine terrain and claim the existing agency of this genre. Thus, it
IS possible to assume that the type of women who wrote autobiographies is not necessarily
representative (in all aspects) of their group. At first it seemed rather coincidental that the
three women 1 selected could all be regarded as New Women, but after reading other
women’s life writing from the delineated period in South Africa | observed that this seems to
be the norm. But to avoid confusion and fault lines, | will examine the narrative strategies the
three respective women autobiographies employ to assert (write or imagine) their
individuality, agency and autonomy in a hegemonic and patriarchal de/colonial framework in
order to determine whether or not there are noticeable similarities and then use both the
similarities and differences to construct a female subjectivity.

Situating the Subject: Theoretical Approach and Literature Review

My methodological approach is mainly to conduct a close analysis of the primary texts. To
analyse and debate about women’s subjectivity in South African life writing, it is necessary to
draw on diverging fields of research and relevant criticisms to compile a suitable theoretical
framework. This thesis will engage with ideas from the theoretical fields of life writing,
women’s studies, and postcolonial studies. Each chapter will similarly draw on related
theoretical fields. The ensuing chapters are underscored by cultural studies and a feminist
historiographer’s revision of South Africa’s (her)story in order to “uncover a lost tradition”
(Showalter “Feminist Criticism” 180). For example, Chapters Two and Three incorporate
theory on travel literature and imperialism. In Chapter Four, | conduct a queer reading of Van
Heerden’s second autobiography in the context of nationalism. These theoretical fields and

8



research assembled by other researchers will inform my analyses and provide the theoretical

framework within which I will situate this study.

Chapters Two to Four consider each woman’s life writing and respective narrative strategies
for self-representation. The chronological dates of publication (1935, 1938, 1962, and 1965)
coincidentally overlap with the authors’ dates of birth from the earliest to the latest (King,
Rorke and Van Heerden). | have therefore divided my chapters according to chronological
date of birth and date of publication.

Chapter Two discusses the construction of King’s autobiographical “I”dentity as a ‘scarce and
rare commodity’ on the colonial periphery. An examination of her performative embodiment
is followed by a consideration of her complicity in the Empire’s colonising agenda and her
ambiguous depiction of the Other. In Chapter Three, Rorke’s mis/representation is considered
pertaining to her relational depiction of others followed by her almost dramatic and staged
representation of her embodied and gendered position in a colonial context. Thereafter | turn
to her “philanthropic’ yet biased portrayal of other races and finally, her self-representation
through the figure of Florence Nightingale as a hero and nurturer. Van Heerden’s negotiation
of her Afrikaner and female identity in a Nationalistic patriarchal society will be the focus of
Chapter Four. Her first memoir, Kerssnuitsels, will be considered as a platform from whence
she discusses gender discrimination in South Africa through her authorial choice of anecdotes.
The “opacity” (Butler Giving an Account 40), silence or ‘failed’ account of Self (2-40)
regarding her lesbianism will be the focus in my discussion of Die 16de Koppie. As with the
other chapters, | then turn my focus to her problematic representation of the Other in South
Africa.

Considering women’s de/colonial life writing requires an overview of colonial/postcolonial as
well as feminist discourses, because it is a retrospective study concerned with gender politics.
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson in De/Colonizing the Subject: The Politics of Gender in
Women’s Autobiography (1992) discuss the tenuous position of colonial terminology and
discourse in Western theorising. They (and Elaine Showalter in “Feminist Criticism in the
Wilderness™) consider the pitfalls of contemporary feminist theorists who would privilege
gendered oppression over other subjugations since it “effectively erases the complex and

often contradictory positionings of the subject” (xiv). The subject, Smith and Watson



elaborate, consists of multiple and interrelated sites and locations such as gender, class,
nationality, ethnicity, and sexual orientation (xiv); by highlighting gender oppression, they
retract from other forms of oppression and “[erase] the subject’s heterogeneity as well as its
agency” (xiv). Locating the subject in this thesis will thus include the individual writer’s
construction of her ‘multiple sites’ of identity. As previously stated, historically, “all “I’s are
rational, agentive [and] unitary” in the genre of autobiography, and all “I”’s are “Man” (xvii),
unique in possession of a developed self. The colonised subject or “other’ in contrast becomes
an obscure conglomeration of indistinguishable bodies (xvii): “Thus the politics of this ‘I’
have been the politics of centripetal consolidation and centrifugal domination” (xvii).
Traditionally, a female autobiographer is an “illegitimate” (xx) speaker in a priapic discourse,
but writing from within this position she “exposes gaps and incongruities [of the patriarchal
coloniser], wrenches their meanings, [and] calls their authority into question” (xx). The
marginal position of a Western woman (admittedly complicit in colonising) becomes
individualised through the act of writing, it “dissolves [the] unified bodies” (xxi) constructed
by the masculine discourses and identification with the autobiographical genre and could even
individualise the oppressed Other and herself by disseminating these patriarchal and
oppressive discourses. Examining the autobiographers’ portrayal of ethnicity could potentially

give voice not only to them but also to the demarcated colonised subjects of South Africa.

It is now considered as unfashionable, according to Gillian Whitlock, by postcolonial critics
to write about or research settler subjects (41), as | will do in Chapters Two and Three. A
challenge that arises whilst studying settler writing is the process of coming to terms with the
subject’s narration of colonial dispossession and disempowerment, and by discussing colonial
dispossession, actively reinforcing the processes that were imposed during colonialism,
thereby disempowering the Other once more. When discussing the texts, | am cautious of the
active discourses in the texts so as not to perpetuate the implicit oppressions. Whitlock traces
the progression of postcolonial theory and argues that whereas the architects of the theory (i.e.
Fanon) constructed a “monolithic” (41) “Manichean” (Chester 437) characterisation of
opposition, contemporary critics dismiss this concrete categorization in favour of a more

inclusive framework which would embrace various complexities and ambivalences that
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constitute “I”dentity,® such as race, gender and class. Chester locates the colonial “gendered
writing subject” (436) in between the transposable oppositions (437) of the Manichean
allegory. Postcolonial theory posits that the coloniser has all the power. Autobiographies
written by white women cause a problem. Since a woman is already ‘Other’ in a patriarchal
society, her writing causes a rift in the obsolete characterisations of colonial theory and if she
does not maintain convention or subscribe to convention she is doubly othered. This enables
critics to read a colonial text without its moral encumbrance as discussed by Whitlock. The
two colonial British subjects of this research have a similar effect in that they destabilise the
monolithic binaries of colonialism. It suddenly becomes possible to critique colonialism and
patriarchy using subjects who are simultaneously complicit as well as othered in the

discourse.

Integral to my research is a consideration of the embodied position of female autobiographers.
Paxton examines the uneasiness British colonising women felt pertaining to their bodies. She
explains that colonial economy assigned them the “labour of reproduction” (392); hence, they
were unable to disconnect themselves from their bodies and bodily desires in a similar way
British men did. Although Paxton posits these theories regarding colonial India, the same
holds true for South African British colonists, as Schreiner argues in Women and Labour
(1911). Women were less certain of their imperial identity than men. Smith reiterates Judith
Butler’s inference that the Western white male “identifies himself as disembodied” (*The
Other Woman and the Racial Politics” 412). This form of identification necessarily rests on
the premise that women’s identities are confined to their bodies and bodily functions. Smith
suggests that the enforced “embodiedness” (412) of women parallels the imperial view of the
African as sexually primitive or as the feminine Other in need of patriarchal oversight. |
include an analysis in each of my chapters concerning the autobiographers’ supposed
embodiedness or body politics in order to determine whether or not they confined and defined
themselves according to the function and limits of their bodies. About her invention of the
term gynocriticism, Elaine Showalter states that it is the study of women “as writers, and its
subjects are the history, styles, themes, genres, and structures of writing by women; the

psychodynamics of female creativity; the trajectory of the individual or collective female

® This use of “I”dentity is extensive in my analysis of autobiographical writing since it signals the identity
constructed for the metaphorically empty “I” the narrator uses and thus “I”dentity calls to the fore the identity-in-
making by narration.

11



career; and the evolution and laws of a literary tradition” (emphasis in original “Feminist
Criticism” 185). It offers a feminist critic the opportunity to consider women, and their
writing, as a “distinct group” (185) and not the opposite of man. The body is merely one
identity marker of woman, but in women’s autobiographies, as | aim to illustrate, it becomes

necessary to discuss their embodied position.

Caren Kaplan poses interesting questions concerning the possibility of recovering
autobiography as a “feminist writing strategy” (116) in her research “Resisting
Autobiography: Out-Law Genres and Transnational Feminist Subjects”. She considers the
likelihood that Western feminist autobiography, in a similar manner as criticism of Western
autobiography, continues postcolonial traditions of “cultural domination”. She asks what
“kind of postcolonial writing or reading strategies intersect with feminist concerns to create
transnational feminist subjects” (116). Whitlock, in The Intimate Empire: Reading Women’s
Autobiography (2000), disapproves of this approach. She coalesces narratives of women
across continents, decades and racial lines and asserts that the “specific, historical and
contextual” aspects of women’s autobiography dissolve the notion of “transhistorical female
experience” (3). Her hypothesis is that it would be possible to situate women’s
autobiographies, the ‘difference’ and the “leakage” between their diverging “gendered,
national and racial identities” (3). Whitlock, as well as other theorists, resists the notion of a
transnational feminist subject. It is therefore important to distinguish even between colonising
subjects. | agree with Whitlock and suggest that the South African colonising psyche, as

presented in women’s autobiography, necessarily requires its own codification.

In Women and Autobiography (1999), Martine Watson Brownley and Allison B. Kimmich
discuss some of the shortcomings women autobiographers exhibit in their writing.
Historically, women autobiographers highlighted their husband’s accomplishments (as King
does albeit subversively highlighting his failures too). Their own achievements were
mentioned but in a diffident tone. They conceded to social norms “that link femininity and
self-effacement” (1), strengthening ideologies that made them question their view and
position as authors of their own stories. Showalter explains: “[D]enied participation in public
life, women were forced to cultivate their feelings and to overvalue romance. Emotions

rushed in to fill the vacuum of experience” (Morris 25). Nancy Miller notes that for most
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women, their life story could only end with “marriage or death” (cited in Heilbrun 17). | argue
that this is not the case for any of the women | examine. According to Miller, women seem
incapable of admitting their desires and ambitions or of claiming notoriety in their self-
representative texts (Heilbrun 17). Heilbrun remarks that various female critics propose that
women have developed specialised strategies with which to read their own sex’s
autobiographies since they instinctively ‘read’ the unnamed underlying pain (23). Until very
recently, women were secretive in their writing and hid their most harrowing experiences, or
brushed them off as mere factual evidence, thus perpetuating patriarchal subjugation (22-23).
Heilbrun argues that with the rise of confessional autobiography and other genres such as
‘autobiographical’ poetry women have endeavoured to ‘name’ their struggle and counter
conventional female silence (23). Women ‘translate’ the “truth’ of their experiences, even as
cultured disempowered female identities, in a patriarchal society. The articulation of these
experiences uncovers the “sites both of her oppression and her empowerment” (Smith
“Construing Truth in Lying Mouths” 37). My aim is also to uncover the autobiographers’
‘truth’; this truth is mostly suppressed or veiled in anecdotal reticence, or inhibited by a

wariness of the public’s reaction when expressing/omitting pain and notoriety.

The three women this thesis is concerned with all embarked on various journeys that allow for
a reading of their autobiographies as travel narratives. Mary Morris asserts that women’s
travel narratives are introspective: “[b]ecause of the way women have cultivated their inner
lives, a journey often [becomes] a dialogue between the inner and outer, between [their]
emotional necessity and the reality of the external world” (30). This dialogue has
metaphorical significance and differs from male travel narratives. Mary Louise Pratt posits
that many imperial women travel writers exhibited anti-colonialist sentiments and views and
were part of an anti-conquest that rejected “colonial appropriation [...] and subjugation” (52).
Analysing the metaphorical journey of the psyche as well as the physical journey would

provide insight into the formulation of a comprehensive female subjectivity.

King and Rorke are colonising (and settler) subjects, and their imagining and self-
representation of this position should therefore be critiqued. Alison Blunt and Gillian Rose in
Writing Women and Space: Colonial and Postcolonial Geographies (1994) investigate the

gendered constructions in the spatial politics situated in difference and mapping. They argue
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that there is an inclination towards constructing monolithic binaries of gender in the academic
community in order to locate difference (31). Blunt and Rose suggest an examination of
imperial women as marginal within their designated roles, but accounting for their
engagement with their own space. They further state that “[n]o feminist today can innocently
represent all women” (7). In view of these ideas, it is therefore imperative to study a woman’s
text as autonomous and yet part of a larger framework. Feminist theorists and
historiographers, according to Blunt and Rose, can then examine the text of *“individual
heroic” (9) woman within the framework of imperial discourse, but in “neglecting the
construction of gendered subjectivities” in this framework, they can once again silence
colonised women and only ‘speak’ for colonising women (9). Sara Mills critiques this
idealisation of the subversive nature (as hero) of imperial women. She investigates the
complicity and biases in their texts (40-42). Keeping both critical perspectives in mind, | thus
scrutinised my primary narratives for evidence of both complicity and rejection of the colonial

discourse.

There are valid sceptical questions concerning the veracity of life writing. Numerous critics,
such as Whitlock, Smith and James Olney, posit the theory that life writing is not merely
writing about memory and the self, but also simultaneously the act of creating a “Self’.
Memory is unreliable; therefore some critics hold that the Ego/Imaginary Self superimposes
meaning onto these memories (Mandel 49-50). Barrett J. Mandel states that the
“autobiographical consciousness” (49), the consciousness that considers ‘I’tself, can lie to
itself and others, but it can only lie if it knows the truth (although ‘truth’ is a precarious term),
and in the act of writing, writing will inevitably reveal the ‘truth’ (50-51). Mandel’s
structuralist argument is that language is rooted in humanity; it creates illusions, and even if
the author lies, there is a more than distinct possibility that the reader can ferret out the truth
or that the narrative itself will reveal the visceral realities (63). Olney explains this
phenomenon according to the very nature of autobiography. Autobiographical writing, for
Olney, is a “self-reflexive, a self-critical act” (Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical
25); as such, it critiques itself. Regardless of the problematics concerning the reliability of
autobiographical narrative, there is truth to be found in life writing. The author cannot hide,
and in the case of most colonial writers, does not try to hide attitudes concerning the people

who surround them. Women tend to focus on their experiences and relationships in life
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writing since they are used to viewing themselves in their culturally and politically designated
roles as wife, mother and daughter (Brownley and Kimmich 1). The three women | discuss
readily offer their observations concerning politics and society. The supposition of critics such
as Whitlock, Brownley and Kimmich that women define themselves in relation to adjacent
objects and subjects, referred to as relationality (Smith and Watson Reading Autobiography
248), would maintain the assumption that their writing would be riddled with descriptions of

those in close proximity and importance.

Pratt investigates the “domestic subject” (3) of the empire, in other words, the position and
complicity of the inhabitants of the colonising nation. She discusses the mechanics in creating
a domestic imperialist position. Her argument is that this was achieved by narratives of travel
writing and discovery or survival literatures (4, 56). Pratt considers the subversive nature of
travel writers. They are seemingly part of an “anti-conquest” (37), the unbiased observers of
all they experience and view without actively participating in the colonial conquest. Although
their narrative purports seemingly objective observations, it ratifies the colonial discourse.
The sedulous accretion of territory is implicit in their writing, since they either codify all they
see, ‘discover’ new species, plants or spaces that they ‘name’, or they codify the ‘native’ as
‘barbarian’ and other. In describing and inscribing the landscape and indigenous tribes, they
adjudicate the “natives’ site which, in its turn, endorses the presence of the white man. Pratt’s
salient research focuses on the “contact zones” (7), the space or fringes where different
cultures collide. It is usually distinguishable by “coercion, radical inequality, and intractable
conflict” (8) between a dominant culture and its inherent tenacious need to suppress and
conquer the ‘unknown’ (7). Women’s travel writing has a similar anti-conquest mode.
Although their writing seems sympathetic to the plight of the native (Mills 32-34), or less
geared towards appropriation, it is written from a position, although marginalised, of racial or
class superiority. Mills argues that it is necessary to investigate imperial women’s writing in
an analogous framework to men’s writing (35-39). Although there is some difference, women
were also part of the systematic purl of colonial expansion. | investigate both the ‘difference’
located in King’s and Rorke’s autobiographies and their participation in the colonial

discourse.
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The position of female authors and women autobiographers in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries is tenuous, as will forthwith be discussed. | use theories regarding women
writers to illustrate their marginal position in society, since | propose that female
autobiographers occupied an analogous position. Women writers were vilified and as a result
of transgressions (the act of writing) they were cast in the light of monsters or sickly women.
Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar famously examine and define themes of hysteria,
escapement, capture, madness, infection and debilitation in the literature of the nineteenth
century in The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century
Literary Imagination (1979). In an overview of the position of a woman and a woman writer,
they inevitably also investigate the dominant position of men. In the patriarchal society of the
nineteenth century, a man who could not write was seen as emasculated or a “eunuch” (9).
The pen was a phallic symbol of power, dominance and authority (7, 9). Men were creators of
the world and literature (3-7). The text of the nineteenth century is saturated with images of
‘mad’ women who suffer from nerves or ‘female’ illnesses such as hysteria, anorexia or
agoraphobia transcribing women as the lesser sex. According to Gilbert and Gubar, ‘Woman’

is framed and encapsulated by Man’s intellectual ambits:

As a sort of “sentence” man has spoken, she has herself been “sentenced”:

fated, jailed, for he has both “indited” her and “indicted” her. As a thought he

has “framed,” she has been both “framed” (enclosed) in his texts, glyphs,

graphics, and “framed up” (found guilty, found wanting) in his cosmologies.

(13)
The reputed ‘angel of the house’ position of women served as a model of respectable
femininity. This subject position required them to be complacent, silent and pure. This purity
was “self-less” (21), “wholly passive” and metaphysically empty (21). Gilbert and Gubar
hypothesise that men’s own fear and inability to comprehend women drove them to project
that fear onto women who defied their inscriptions. Therefore, they vilified ‘sick” women or
women who did not meekly submit to their confinements. The image of the mad woman is not
only prevalent in masculine literatures, but also located in women’s texts. Woman writers
themselves feared their “madness’, a seemingly inevitable result of their revolt: “the despair of
the monster-woman is also real, undeniable and infectious” (55). These fears become
noticeable when one considers the gaps in what women are writing (75); they try to hide and

conceal certain traits or events that would categorize them as a ‘specific’ kind of woman.
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There are certain aspects or narrative silences that are indicative of a ‘lack’ that a feminist
critic has to try to unearth and explain (75). Woman is already sentenced and found wanting;
she does not desire to be found wanton too in her writing. Whereas for a man the pen was a
phallic symbol, it metaphorically added a tail (and tale) for a woman. As stated earlier,
women’s writing can be viewed as a “quest” (76) for self-definition. The story she narrates is
a way in which she creates herself, for both fictional and autobiographical writers. When
considering the women’s texts in this thesis, | will attempt to locate these gaps and images of
madness, or ‘doubles’ women incorporate into their texts. In a similar vein as other theorists
on women’s autobiography (such as Heilbrun, Brownley, Kimmich, Smith and Watson), I
hypothesise that women autobiographers are aware of their reading public’s distrust and
wariness concerning women who write and theoretically even more so since their texts are

self-representative and non fictional.

For example, King becomes a successful businesswoman since her husband fails in all his
endeavours to provide for them. She attempts to hide this fact by including a chapter with
letters between her husband and Prince Albert to lend credibility not only to her husband, but
also to herself. King is aware of public scrutiny and pre-emptively ratifies the position of her
husband. Rorke, when deserted by her husband, “kills him off’ rather than portraying herself
as jilted or lacking in the eyes of the public. She introduces the figure of a dangerous (mad)
‘native’ black beauty, Topsy, to detract from her questionable position as a woman alone on
the frontier and to highlight her respectable position. The double she incorporates will be
integral to my study of her autobiography. Van Heerden does not discuss her sexual
orientation in a dominant patriarchal society incapable of even naming (in law and society)
her sexuality. | will, similar to other feminist critics, examine her narrative silence that could

be indicative of a ‘lack’, and try to explain her reticence in discussing it.

Victorian middle-class morality and volksmoeder ideology underscore my analysis of the
three women’s self-representation. Butler asks “whether the ‘I’ who must appropriate moral
norms in a living way is not itself conditioned by norms, norms that establish the viability of
the subject” (Giving an Account of Oneself 9). As I illustrate, the prevailing morality as
ascribed by the three women’s respective societies influences the manner in which they write

and present themselves. They critique, eschew and subvert expected moral behaviour and
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norms on multiple occasions by employing clever writing strategies, but there is evidence that
they are “conditioned by [established] norms” (9) and perpetuate and function within
prevailing moral behavioural patterns. As renegade New Women, they endeavour to gain
independence and reject ascribed morality; yet, that which they reject informs their

subjectivity.

Edward John Hardy, reiterating John Ruskin, states that “[t]he five talents of women are those
which enable them: 1. To please people. 2. To feed them in dainty ways. 3. To clothe them. 4.
To keep them orderly. 5. To teach them” (16).° Victorian women were thus expected to be
selfless, tractable and servile. Mary Poovey in Uneven Developments: The ldeological Work
of Gender in Mid-Victorian England (1988) asserts that middle-class Victorian women’s roles
as wives and mothers were “indisputable” (1) and considered as their divinely ordained and
“natural role” (1) in the nineteenth century but that “the representation of biological sexuality,
the definition of sexual difference, and the social organization of sexual relations are social,
not natural, phenomena” (2). Social changes and the ideas that informed and purported
amendments to, for example, the law, science and gender relations were fragmented,
dispersed across the last five decades of the nineteenth century, and by no means linear in
their development (1-15). The birth of the New Woman is analogous with the ‘uneven
developments’ of Victorian England, and the fight for gender equality (in terms of law,
education, the right to vote and employment opportunity) encapsulates the idea and
characterisation of the New Woman but, as Angelique Richardson and Chris Willis note:
“Victorian feminism is not a simple story of a radical break with tradition [...] many New
Women wanted to achieve social and political power by reinventing rather than rejecting their
domestic role” (9). Likewise, white Afrikaner women appropriated the idea of the
volksmoeder (the domestic ideal) and revolutionised the concept to allow them respectable
entry (as mothers and wives) into political and professional terrains (for example the suffrage
movement and working as teachers and nurses). The mother figure of “[self-sacrifice, virtue

and integrity]” (Devarenne 633) was employed in Afrikaans rhetoric to advocate for a

® My great-grandmother, Bettie du Toit van der Merwe, owned this book, The Five Talents of Woman: A Book
for Girls and Women (1888) that my mother gave me as a gift with a mischievous grin. The book, written by
Irish (and not English) born John Edward Hardy, a cleric and morality writer, was very informative as a primary
text towards helping me understand nineteenth-century morality. But more important: although other critics
postulate that Victorian morality siphoned into South Africa, this book to me seems a more tangible example of
cultural and moral colonisation.
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measure of equality. Although few white Afrikaner women could be considered as New
Women, there were some - like Marie du Toit (Cloete 104-120) and Petronella van Heerden -

who summarily rejected volksmoeder ideology.

Esther Newton explains that first-generation New Women were born between the 1850s and
1860s (561), while second-generation New Women were “born in the 1870s and 1880s”
(562). The first-generation New Women are characterised by their rejection of their mothers’
domesticity and their desire to achieve financial and personal independence, separate from
family; they refused to become wives and mothers (Newton 561). Richardson and Willis
argue that some New Women, like Schreiner, desired independence and equality whilst at the
same time having a family and subscribing to some domestic roles (9). This is significant for
my argument that King is a first-generation New Woman, although a wife and later a mother.
Furthermore, New Women cultivated intimate “romantic friendships” (Newton 561) with
other women. The second-generation New Women rejected their predecessors and flagrantly
dismissed conventional morality and expectations; they “drank, [...] smoked, [and] rejected
traditional feminine clothing, and lived as expatriates” (564), and many were in lesbian
couples. Rorke and Van Heerden, as | illustrate, are both second-generation New Women.
Rorke gave up her profession as a nurse and became a stage actress, one avenue available to
New Women (Ledger 90), and Van Heerden fits Newton’s profile in both sexual orientation
and behaviour.

I examine the embodied position or body politics of the autobiographers in the following
chapters. It is necessary to consider Butler’s theories concerning gender and gender
performance in Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (1993) as well as
performative acts since | argue that, as New Women, the autobiographers are aware (or
conscious) of their ascribed gender roles and morality coupled with the performance of their
gender. They uniformly ‘act’ and perform their gender textually, albeit for their audience. |
also rely on Butler’s theories regarding gender and performativity when | conduct my queer
reading of VVan Heerden’s life writing. Butler discusses the performative act of gender in her
chapter “Critically Queer” (223-242). She examines the destabilising effect drag has on the
stark normative heterosexual binaries and its construction (mannerism) as hegemonic (231).

She continues to theorise that the act of naming, announcing or declaring something (marriage
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ceremony and birth) with language forcibly links it to the cultural, historical and social
specific implications of the words. Thus, “[f]leminity is [...] not the product of a choice, but
the forcible citation of a norm (i.e. It’s a girl!), one whose complex historicity is indissociable
from relations of discipline, regulation, punishment” (232). Historically (and even
contemporarily), there is a perceived correlation and expectation between the “outside” (234),
what someone wears or should wear according to their sex, and the manner in which they act
but should not be misconstrued as an indication of their gender, because there is a

performative aspect to gender (234) which could be an unconscious act:

In no sense can it be concluded that the part of gender that is performed is
therefore the “truth” of gender; performance as bounded *“act” is distinguished
from performativity insofar as the latter consists in a reiteration of norms which
precede, constrain, and exceed the performer and in that sense cannot be taken
as the fabrication of the performer’s “will” or “choice”; further, what is
“performed” works to conceal, if not to disavow, what remains opaque,
unconscious, unperformable. The reduction of performativity to performance
would be a mistake. (Butler 234)

Tamsyn Spargo states that “[p]erformativity is often misread as performance” (57), as
“choosing gender, like selecting from a wardrobe” (58) and not as the repetitive and stylised
gestures and mannerisms enacted and associated with a specific gender with “a set of
meanings already socially established” (57). Sara Salih explains that the terms performance
and performativity at times “slide into one another” (56) in Butler’s work and that other
theorists make the same mistake for lack of definition and clear distinction in Butler’s
theorisation. The performance of gender in this section will refer to the ‘act’ as socially
constructed behavioural and physical norms associated with sex and that sex’s ‘body’; such as
clothing, physical appearance, mannerism and certain (gendered) acceptable and unacceptable
behavioural acts. Performative acts refer to “authoritative speech” (225), usually uttered as
ceremonial rites (‘actors’ would be priests, judges or doctors), that exercises a “binding
power” to an event, subject or object and in effect also produces what they ‘name’. The power
of this speech act lies in the “discourse that repeats or mimes the discursive gestures of
power”. Performativity encapsulates the relationship between the subject generated by, and
uttering, the authoritative speech in the functioning and balance between power and discourse.

Although Schreiner is not the subject of discussion in this thesis, my argument develops from

the archive of work conducted by and of the other to underscore the theoretical framework of
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my investigation. The study of Schreiner’s fictional as well as non-fictional work is seminal
since there is a mass of academic research regarding her work and the period in which she
wrote. Schreiner is arguably South Africa’s most noteworthy and researched woman author
from the nineteenth century, and according to Showalter, one of the most prominent feminists
(and New Woman) of the nineteenth century. Apart from her fiction, Schreiner grapples with
women’s position as “social or sex parasites” (21) in her non-fiction work such as Woman and
Labour (1911). Schreiner argues that women allowed themselves to turn into the parasites of
society. Her interest, apart from the personal, was birthed by the description of the position of
the ‘native’ women in society. Schreiner was shocked by the fact that the women did not
blame one individual man for the severities they had to endure, but that they rather lamented
the situation in silence and complacency. It made her realise that women have indeed become
meek and allowed men to divide their labour or distribute it to the servant classes. Schreiner’s
surmise was that modern relationships should be based on sexual passion between man and
woman, where there is mutual respect and an equal share of labour (67; 145). She does not
express a desire for an uxorious partner, but one that would respect and share the
responsibilities of the public and private sphere. She traces and equates the ‘improvement and
progression’ (98) of a society to the attenuating position of women. The richer a society
becomes, the more atrophying the demands they place on their women pertaining to labour.
Schreiner believed, though, that the Boer woman “retained the full possession of one full half
of the labour of her race” (Giliomee “Allowed such a state of freedom” 50) and did not mimic
the upper-class societies of Europe, thus they were not parasitic (until the politicisation of

volksmoeder ideology after the Great South African War).

The rich store of academic work on Schreiner’s oeuvre will be helpful in order to illuminate
certain concerns in my thesis such as ethnicity, the relationship between Boer and Brit, the
portrayal of Boer women in literature (for example Tant Sannie, see footnote 8), and budding
feminism in South Africa. Dorothy Driver discusses the reception of Schreiner and her work
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by South African readers. She states that Schreiner
disillusioned South African men, and made them uneasy - as Rorke also observes (37-38) -
since she had the audacity to become a writer, and a successful one at that. Furthermore,
Driver considers the masculine need, as seen in South African literature for men and by men,

to cast women in a relational role to nature, whilst men were associated with notions of
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culture, industry and the expanding of a civilization. These binary oppositions are not unique
to South African literature. Driver mentions that women authors perpetuate conventional
connotations between women and nature as oppositional in their writing. They also depict
nature as other (like male authors) or try to manage it, which in effect displaces them from
themselves and their ‘natural’ identity (as ascribed to them by men) and disillusions and
angers them. This anger is internalised and not expressed towards men and causes sicknesses
such as “hypochondria, insomnia and anxiety” (459). Driver’s theory regarding the position of
the woman writer in South Africa mirrors Gilbert and Gubar’s examination. Schreiner, Smith
and other South African woman writers suffered from these illnesses (459). Emily Hobhouse

also explains this polemic:

In these modern days of women’s work and women’s influence in all public
matters the adjective ‘hysterical’ has nearly if not quite dropped out of use, but
in those far-off days Victorian views still predominated, and ‘hysterical’
figured frequently in the male vocabulary. | had always noticed that when a
women [sic] held an opinion opposite to the men she had to do with, and they
had no arguments with which to confront her, they invariably turned round and
dubbed her ‘hysterical’ (Van Reenen 279).

As mentioned earlier, | examine the work of King, Rorke and Van Heerden for evidence of
these illnesses (as authors) as well as their relational association with nature (necessarily
embodied), if any exists, and the manner in which it is conveyed through the narrative. I also

examine the writing strategies they employ to avoid being dubbed hysterical or mad.

I will consider Rorke’s and King’s participation in creating, or perpetuating, a British culture
on the frontier. “Nation’ is imagined differently by men and women respectively. This is quite
possibly a result of the role designated to gender in the construction of a nation. James Snead

considers the idea of the English pertaining to their nation. He postulates that

European nationalism, particularly in the nineteenth century, seemed to depend
increasingly for its definition upon cultural criteria. Dedication to the idea of
culture provided a kind of generalized coverage, insuring a group’s identity
against external or internal threats of usurpation, assimilation or denaturement.
[... They located] difference — defined as ‘national’ and ‘natural’ superiority —
from another culture. (235)

Woman writers were also a part of this construction of nation within the colonial frontiers.

Simon During states that he does not agree with other theorists that nationalism is essentially
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a “nasty ideological formation” (139). It is important to study the perpetuation of an idea or
‘imagined community’ (Anderson) without projecting one’s personal biases. | scrutinize the
formulation of a British community, as imagined and represented by women, without

necessarily vilifying the community they describe.

The existing research into colonialism/postcolonialism and women’s life writing respectively
provides an abundant and sufficient backdrop for this study. Furthermore, limited academic
research is available regarding the three women under investigation. There is also nominal
research regarding the life writing of women at the onset of white Afrikaner nationalism in
South Africa, but relevant titles include Elizabeth van Heyningen’s “The Voices of Women in
the South African War” and her recently published book The Concentration Camps of the
Anglo-Boer War (2013), since she unearths previously unread or dismissed diaries and
memoirs written by women during the Anglo-Boer War to give voice to Boer, Brit and black
women (silenced in the years after the war by historiographers). Another example is Elsie
Cloete’s master’s thesis, Frontierswomen as Volksmoeders: Textual Invocations in Two
Centuries of Writing (1994), in which she examines the writing of frontierswoman Susanna
Smit (diaries) and the feminist text of Marie du Toit (2), both examples of renegade South
African women in my delineated period. My research to date has uncovered no scholarly
engagement with Marina King’s autobiography. M.J. Daymond examines the facts of Rorke’s
life and informs the reader in “Freedom, Femininity, Adventure and Romance: The Elements
of Self-Presentation in Melina Rorke, Told by Herself” that Rorke embellished most of her life
in her autobiography. Louise Viljoen investigates the link between Afrikaner nationalism and
the ‘silence’ in Van Heerden’s memoirs regarding her lesbianism in “Nationalism, Gender
and Sexuality in the Autobiographical Writing of two Afrikaner Women”. Annemarié van
Niekerk explores, within the context of a feminist historiography, of Petronella van Heerden’s
work in “A Woman Who Made Her Mark in History but Remained Marginalised in the
Documents of History: Petronella van Heerden”, while Alba Bouwer wrote a series of articles
for the Sarie Marais (1960) about van Heerden’s life. Extensive research indicates that there
is a vast store of literature written by women in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
but many of these fictional and non-fictional works have since been neglected. Valerie

Letcher has compiled a bibliography of South African women writers that is indicative of the
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copious store of available literatures written by women that has for the most part been grossly

ignored. Her bibliography does not include King’s textual contribution.

Historical Overview (1854-1948) and Narrating Nationality®

Despite the rise of scientific racism in the Enlightenment that continued far into the nineteenth
century, casting the “coloured — and especially Negro — races” (Bolt ix) as inferior in the
pseudo-scientific fields of craniology, philology and physiognomic studies, the British
policies in South Africa towards the so-called “native’ tribes were philanthropic (Streak 194).
It was only after the two Boer Republics gained their independance (1852 and 1854) that the

philanthropic attitude towards policymaking changed, Michael Streak argues. He continues:

By 1854 general public opinion and official policy towards the natives of South

Africa has changed to such a marked extent that the Afrikaner attitude and

dealings with the natives were no longer real points of contention — certainly

Englishmen were not prepared to allow philanthropic considerations to dictate

official policy. (194)
The philanthropic attitude towards the indigenous people of South Africa before 1854 was
partly due to pressure from domestic citizens, in the rise and wake of the abolition of slavery
(1833), to “free’ and protect those in the British colonies. The scientific discussion and
theorisation in Victorian England regarding race was based on physical, biological, linguistic
but also cultural aspects (or the soul) and thereby “race and culture were dangerously linked”
(Bolt 9). In discussing the origin of different races there were “two distinct theories — those of
polygenesis and monogenesis” (Bolt 9). The monogenesists based their theories on the Bible
and believed that all humans came from two original parents and furthermore held the
uncomfortable opinion (for the superior Anglo-Saxon) that all races could procreate.
Polygenesists argued that humans descended from a “plurality of races” (Bolt 10) and that the
children of mixed heritage would muddy the gene pool and genetically weaken superior races.
Although scientific racism is not the focus of this study, it clarifies my study of the women
autobiographers’ depiction of other races as both inferior and barbaric or cast in a

philanthropic light.

19| borrow “Narrating Nationality’ from Homi K. Bhabha’s Nation and Narration.
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Historically, there was an inimical relationship between the two British colonies (Cape and
Natal) and the two Boer Republics (Transvaal Republic and Orange Free State) preceding and
during the two Boer Wars (also referred to as the Wars for Independence; respectively 1877-
1881 and 1899-1902) in South Africa. The literature (fictional and non-fictional) of the period
mostly examines this polemic. Anne McClintock indicates that before the discovery of
diamonds (1867) and gold (1886) in the Boer Republics, South Africa was considered “a far-
flung outpost of scant allure” (232).** The British Pyrrhic victory over the Boers caused the
British Liberal Party to reconsider their authority in South Africa. The site of white Afrikaner
identity after the Anglo Boer War is difficult to locate. South Africa became a Union in 1910
but was still under the dominion of the British Government and although governed by a
constitutional monarchy, in practice and law they were a self-governing union (Giliomee Die
Afrikaner 230-231). Furthermore, the British with a more philanthropic policy regarding the
indigenous tribes of South Africa promised “black and brown” (231) future legal autonomy, a
promise impossible to deliver due to economic considerations and the return of the Boer

colonies to Afrikaner administration.

Before continuing my historical overview, it is necessary to clarify my use of Boer and
Afrikaner. Scholarly articles on Afrikaner nationalism by numerous critics use the term Boer
and Afrikaner interchangeably. I distinguish between the two for the purposes of this thesis.
Boer signifies the socio-political (as well as cultural and historical) reference to white
Afrikaans-speaking farmers. In essence thus, Boer refers to the pastoral, farmer or ‘natural
man’. Afrikaner indicates the embourgeoid (I explain this term further on) white Afrikaans-
speaking citizens of South Africa, and is associated with the rise of white nationalism in
South Africa. It should also be noted that not all Afrikaners (people able to speak Afrikaans or
mother tongue speakers) are white, but when | refer to Afrikaners, | specifically indicate
white (traditionally, although not homogeneously, nationalist) speakers of Afrikaans. | use
Dutch and Boer interchangeably in Chapter Two and Three because King and Rorke use both
indicators of a ‘group’ without distinguishing between them.*2

! The date of the discovery of diamonds is indicated as 1867 by McClintock (368) and as 1869 by Giliomee
(Die Afrikaner x).

12 Boer’s, or Afrikaans-spreaking whites, were generally descendants of Dutch settler’s in the Cape Colony and
later Natal and the Orange Free State.
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The policies of the Union (1910) and later the Republic’s (1961) apartheid laws situate the
Afrikaner in a colonial framework. Yet, they were themselves colonial subjects. Their actions
of oppression were a simulacrum of colonialism (almost neo-colonial) and VVan Heerden’s life
writing for example could be analysed against a theoretical framework of colonialism. The
Afrikaner subjectivity is simultaneously de/colonial, ironically both emancipatory and
oppressive. Margaretta Jolly states that “[t]he decolonization struggles of the twentieth
century fuelled nationalist sentiments” (636). It would seem that nationalism, in some cases,
is a reactionary result of colonialism. Tracing South African nationalistic politics from 1910
clearly elucidates this process. Benedict Anderson argues that a nation is an imagined
community (6). Studying a nation’s culture and “imaginative literature” (Brennan 47)
illuminates its ambivalent discourses of action and passivity, revolution and complacency as
well as warfare and domesticity. Most of these ambivalent discourses are linked to gender.
Brennan’s supposition is that the novel rises to narrate its nation and its heroes; the
“[v]olksgeist” (53) is propagated through literature. It is born from a collective desire for
“solidarity” (53). Autobiography could then be viewed as the narration of a nation as
experienced and imagined by the author. Locating women’s voices (English and Afrikaans in
this thesis) within this selected period will reflect the strenuous relationship between the
British and the Afrikaner and their imagining of their (and others’) respective culture and

nationality.

According to W.A. de Klerk’s The Puritans in Africa (1975), a people would react in two

ways after suffering collectively from an oppressor, and the same holds true for the Afrikaner:

To sum up: a subjected, defeated people may react hazardously by resorting to
power-seeking militancy, or by ‘collaborating’. It may also react creatively by
‘being itself’, and yet seeking reconciliation. In broad outline this forms the
dominant theme in the process of the embourgeoisement — the verburgerliking
— of the Afrikaners. (91)

Afrikaner nationalism increased in strength after the Anglo-Boer War. De Klerk’s premise is
that Afrikanerdom (or the idea thereof) started with the Great Trek (approximately 1835-
1838) and the Wars for Independence.™® The Afrikaner trekked in order to become a sovereign

3 Afrikanerdom in itself is a contentious term and there is, and was, no consensus about what it actually
indicates or signifies. In an interview with Afrikaans novelist Ingrid Winterbach, she explains that she finds the
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nation without the yoke of the British imperialists. This determined search for fertile lands
away from the Empire defined and validated their existence as a nation. According to Streak
in The Afrikaner as Viewed by the English (1974), the British were at first reluctant to grant
Afrikaners their independence in the two Boer colonies, but after the expensive Eighth
Frontier War (1850) their attitude changed from philanthropic (towards the indigenous
groups) to militant; furthermore, fiscal considerations forced them to relinquish control of the
‘colonies’. After the British granted the Boer colonies independence (1852 and 1854
resprectively) there was an amicable relationship between the British and Boer settlers, as also
indicated by King and Van Heerden. The discovery of gold and diamonds in the then Boer
Republics of the Orange Free State and Transvaal (also referred to as the South African
Republic) reinvigorated the British interest in South African expansion and appropriation and
led to the Wars for Independence. After the Boers’ lands were destroyed by Lord Kitchener’s
Scorched Earth Policy (Anglo-Boer War), their women and children dead from sickness and
starvation in the concentration camps, the British annexed ‘their’ lands and government. This
across-the-board spill of blood caused an even stronger ebullition in the Boers’ idea
concerning nation. The Afrikaner traditionally viewed their nation and identity as primarily a
pastoral farming society, hence the name Boers; but with their embourgeoisement a new
urban and suburban (also educated) class of Afrikaner emerged. Writers, journalists and
English politicians of this period referred to Afrikaans farmers as Boers, and urban Afrikaners
as Afrikaners. The politics of the Afrikaner (Natte and Sappe)™ is divergent (1910-1948) and
indicative of De Klerk’s theory that nations react either in a militant or conciliatory fashion
after harrowing defeat against an oppressor. The South African Party (Sappe) were more
inclusive (towards English-speaking South Africans) in their policies but the National Party
(Natte) advocated for governmental policies and legislation to benefit almost solely the
Afrikaner and uplift them from the poverty of the Anglo-Boer War and the Great Depression.
The notion of Afrikanerdom thus changed with the political climate in South Africa.

At first Afrikanerdom represented the Dutch Settlers’ disavowal of British Rule and their
Great Trek and the subsequent Wars for Independence. The notion of Afrikanerdom changed

after South Africa became a Union and is a conglomeration of the definitions and political

word Afrikanerdom “offensive” and that it is dangerous and narrow-minded to define the Afrikaner since the
‘group’ is not homogenous (165).
¥ Natte and Sappe are slang terms used by South Africans.
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acts of South African political parties and their preoccupation with what De Klerk terms
retaining and gaining the “eie” (95); with what they considered as uniquely Afrikaans in their
cultural and moral traditions. Afrikanerdom is usually associated with processes of
decolonisation: to rid themselves of colonial oversight and their oppressors, and to gain the
eie when defining their nation. D.F. Malan®® also defines Afrikanerdom and Afrikaner
National Unity in his political memoir Afrikaner Volkseenheid (1959) by using different
criteria. He argues that the Nation should firstly and above all love their Fatherland
(vaderslandsliefde - patriarchal) because in its essence it is “our house” (46); it creates a sense
of unity, solidarity and mutual respect for those who live with you (46). A nation should have
its eie culture and language (in Malan’s argument — Afrikaner language and culture): “an eie
country becomes the bakermat (figuratively the origin or birthplace) of an eie volk” (Malan
46). In Malan’s metaphor the nation is patriarchal and exists through the Father. If one loves
one’s country since it is like a household, in the Afrikaner context that would imply that men
(as the head of the household) are the key to the Nation. The rhetoric used to define the
Afrikaner Nation is thus patriarchal and couples with volksmoeder rhetoric and ideology. This
gendered construction of the nation is integral to my study of VVan Heerden’s work (and also
to the views expressed by King and Rorke on Boers), since | examine the position of

Afrikaner/Boer women in their society.

Anderson defines the nation: “it is an imagined community — and imagined as both inherently
limited and sovereign” (6). In his book Imagined Communities, Anderson explores the
relevant historical and contemporary aspects that formulate how people ‘imagine’, and are
willing to even die, for their respective community and nation. He traces it to the eighteenth
century, with the rise of enlightenment. With the fall of the “sacred” languages (such as Latin)
and cultures during the period characterized by rationality and secularism, other cultures
“fragmented, pluralized and territorialized” the language and cultural inheritance (19). This
process whereby a nation developed its own ‘new sacred’ language and culture made it
possible to “think” (22) or imagine a nation. Imagining this ‘sacred language’ also coincides
with the study of philology and discriminating against specifically Africans, using language as

criterion for establishing racial superiority and difference. Anderson mentions a puzzling

> Prime Minister of South Africa in 1948, head of the National Party, one of the architects of Apartheid and
head of the Broederbond.
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phenomenon in history: Creole communities, such as the Afrikaner, developed their idea of
nation much sooner than the rest of Europe (50). Anderson posits that “print-language and
piracy” (67) made the idea of nation accessible to larger groups as well as youngsters.
Language, the inclusion or exclusion thereof, is centripetal for imagining a nation. It was used
as a tool to control the natives or Creole populations. The Afrikaner fought for a language of
their own in order to define and imagine their community and the Afrikaans language was
officially recognised in 1918 (McClintock 369). It provides a code for a national anthem, or in
the case of the Afrikaner, Die Stem. This community is defined by its policies of segregation
and inclusion. The Afrikaners’ language served as a tool by which they could exclude the
indigenous groups and Indians as well the English South Africans. This is evident in the
fractious politics of the Natte and Sappe. Anderson states that “to insist on the near-
pathological character of nationalism, its roots in fear and hatred of the Other, and its
affinities with racism, it is useful to remind ourselves that nations inspire love, and often
profoundly self-sacrificing love” (141). The importance of Afrikaans as a tool whereby
Afrikaners imagined the eie emerges in VVan Heerden’s life writing, but whereas the majority
of Afrikaans nationalists employed language as exclusionary and separatist vehicle to achieve
superiority (economic and social), Van Heerden utilised language as political tool to advocate
change and inclusion. She explains in Waarom Ek ‘n Sosialis Is (1938) that many people
asked her why a staunch nationalist (such as herself) would turn socialist, since “it goes
without saying that [she] would stand by [her] volk, [that she had to] employ her language and
serve her volk” (1). Her answer was that the rampant poverty “across race [...] and colour” (4)
called for economic sacrifice and equality. This notion of language as tool to advocate change
is also perceptible in her memaoirs, as | discuss in Chapter Four.

Homi K. Bhabha states in the introduction to Nation and Narration (1990) that the project of
the book is to “explore the Janus-faced ambivalence in language itself in the construction of
the Janus-faced discourse of the nation” (3). The book builds on Anderson’s theories
regarding the nation (1). Ernest Renan argues that the race is generally confused with nation
and that the modern nation can no longer be defined by ethnic, linguistic or racial indicators.
He argues that language and religion are exclusive and not adequate for defining a nation,
since these determinates are limited and exclusive by its very nature. His argument is that “[a]

nation has a soul, a spiritual principle. One lies in the past, one in the present. One is the
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possession in common of a rich legacy of memories; the other is present-day consent, the
desire to live together, the will to perpetuate the value of the heritage that one has received in
undivided form” (19). Renan explains that the ‘grief’ of a nation, and even more so its
triumph, defines a nation. It is difficult to negotiate between the different nationalities and
narratives prevalent in South African history, since South African nationalities are defined in
stark opposition to one another. Historically and even still contemporarily, there is no
consensus as to what constitutes a South African nationality since individual ethnic groups
define nationality according to their separate cultures. It is even more complex to situate a
woman within this framework, seeing as she is already marginal and tries to define herself as
part of a “nation’. It becomes necessary therefore, to examine diverging narratives in order to
locate a sense of these various imagined communities. Women’s autobiography before the
1970s has been situated in an “interstitional position between history and literature” (McNeill
viii), but by examining their ‘imagined nations’ as depicted in their life writing it is possible
to consider their work valuable in an attempt to define the complexities of other and self-
narration and also their nations in the epoch of their writing.

A nation is largely built and constructed on the “myths of [that] nation” (Brennan 44). This
includes the ‘myth of origin’, the fables and the portrayal of heroes and their suffering and
sacrifice for the birth and sustainability of the nation. Studying a nation’s culture and
“imaginative literature” (Brennan 47) illuminates its ambivalent discourses of action and
passivity, revolution and complacency as well as warfare and domesticity. Afrikaans writers
such as M.E.R. and F.A. Venter wrote what one would call origin myths (about the Great
Trek) while travel/settler narratives (King and Rorke) written in the colonies inform the
domestic British citizen of the imperial nation and ‘myth’ of that imperial origin.

By examining the life writing of these three women, I confirm women’s involvement in the
‘making’ and ‘imagining’ of South African (her)story. In the following chapter I investigate
the life writing of South-African-born British colonial subject Marina King to illustrate
women’s involvement in trade and business in the colony before the turn of the nineteenth
century. Her observations of the other ethnic South African groups, her complicity in the
imperial project, as well as her aesthetic representation of Self and agency claimed through

relationality are overdue in academic discussions of South African women’s life writing.
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Chapter Two
Exploring an “I"dentity “worth her salt” in Marina  King’s Sunrise to

Evening Star: My Seventy Years in South Africa

Figure 1: Mrs Woodroffe at the Age of Twenty Figire 2: The Author — Marina King

Marina Nourse Woodroffe King's (1856°)autobiography,Sunrise to Evening Star: My
Seventy Years in South Afri€E935), traces the story of her life from befoes birth on 27
November 1856 (in South Africa) to a time in the8@9 when, at the age of 79, while living
in London, she decided to pen her recollectioris lof standard length, consisting of 190
pages, and although the structure follows convastiof traditional life writing, unfolding

chronologically from birth to old age, tilddungis notably selective in the author’s choice of

' To date, | have been unable to locate a sourckuéol, death certificate or other documentatioriol
identifies King's date of death.
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