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Introduction  

 While spending my 2017-18 academic year abroad at the University of Oxford in 

England, I was exposed to a protest movement I had never heard of before: Rhodes Must 

Fall. This movement challenged the idea that statues and programs around the globe 

should continue memorializing Cecil Rhodes, a British imperialist who founded Rhodesia 

with the British South Africa Company in the late nineteenth century. Although this 

movement was initially created to challenge the statue of Cecil Rhodes at the University 

of Cape Town in South Africa in 2015, it later spread to other universities and cities 

around the globe. Before my brief time at Oxford, students challenged the statue of 

Rhodes located at Oriel College as well as the prestigious Rhodes Scholar program. In 

2016, the Oxford Union voted to “remove the controversial statue of Cecil Rhodes with 

245 ayes and 212 noes as part of a wider movement of ‘decolonisation’ of the curriculum 

at the university” (Oxford Union Backs Motion to Remove Cecil Rhodes Statue - 

Telegraph). However, the statue remains standing due to threats from donors saying that 

they would pull funds if Cecil Rhodes was not commemorated in this manner.  

 Even in the midst of a university entrenched in colonial roots and power, I was 

still able to take a course such as Postcolonial Literature that helped me better understand 

the historical and cultural context of the Rhodes Must Fall movement. Yet as of now, the 

same cannot be said for Wheaton College. This lack of classes on African literature is in 

part why I have embarked on writing this Honors Thesis about narrating the political 

voice of Zimbabwean women in the first place. Not only is writing an Honors Thesis one 

of the sole ways to study this topic in depth for an entire year at an institution like 

Wheaton College, but it also allows me to spread awareness and knowledge of a nation’s 
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literature that is rarely studied here. There is a need for studying literature that exposes 

legacies of colonialism: as the Rhodes Must Fall movement demonstrates, those legacies 

are still very much alive yet underrepresented today. In an effort to increase awareness of 

this current absence in the English Department, I have decided to focus specifically on 

Zimbabwean literature written by Zimbabwean women.  

 Writing as a white woman from the United States, I acknowledge my position as 

an outsider in writing about Zimbabwean literature, politics, history, and culture. As 

such, I have largely relied on and been greatly influenced by the work of Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty, particularly her landmark book Feminism Without Borders: 

Decolonizing History, Practicing Solidarity (2003). Not only was this book my 

theoretical starting point for better understanding how to navigate postcolonial literature 

from a feminist perspective, but it has also served as a valuable tool throughout this 

process as I have leaned on her discussions of violence, independence, borders, 

structures, and resistance to generalizations in discussing “Third World women.” It is 

through this theoretical lens that I have read, studied, and worked through the novels of 

Zimbabwean women writers Tsitsi Dangarembga and Yvonne Vera.  

 In order to understand the significance of Zimbabwean texts, one must first have a 

firm grasp on the history of Zimbabwe. Much of the land we currently know as southwest 

Zimbabwe was first settled in 1840 by Mzilikazi as Matabeleland, yet his control over 

this land was overturned when Mzilikazi died in 1886 and Lobengula, his son, became 

king. However, African control of the territory came to an end with the arrival of Cecil 

Rhodes and his British South Africa Company. Lobengula agreed to the Rudd 

Concession, a deceiving document which “appeared in two versions, and the translation 
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given to Lobengula misrepresented the rights sought as limited mining access for a small 

number of European prospectors” (ZIMBABWE | Africa and the Americas: Culture, 

Politics, and History - Credo Reference). The Rudd Concession is clear evidence that this 

legacy of colonialism in Zimbabwe was founded on mistrust, exploitation, and injustice. 

In 1898, the territory that later became Zimbabwe was officially named Southern 

Rhodesia.  

 The last few years of the nineteenth century saw unrest and revolts as the Shona 

began what developed into a war of resistance. Yet this resistance, known as the first 

Chimurenga of 1896, did not last long; after being quickly suppressed, more European 

settlers gravitated to Southern Rhodesia in hopes of striking rich in the mines. In 1923, 

Southern Rhodesia was declared a self-governing British colony and redistributed land 

accordingly, establishing the 1930 Land Apportionment Act in order to facilitate the 

“dispossession of indigenous Zimbabweans by granting 50 percent of the country’s land 

to white settlers [...] and 30 percent to Africans” (ZIMBABWE | Africa and the Americas: 

Culture, Politics, and History). As a result of this unfair land distribution, indigenous 

peoples were forced off their land to accommodate the influx of European settlers 

moving to the colony after World War II.  

 The mid-twentieth century encompassed many shifts in power and territories, 

starting in 1953 with the formation of the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland. This 

merging of what we now consider Malawi, Zambia, and Zimbabwe was met with much 

resistance and the Federation ultimately broke apart when Malawi and Zambia became 

independent nations of their own. Southern Rhodesia remained under British control, 

although not without significant conflict. The Zimbabwean War of Liberation, otherwise 
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known as the Rhodesian Bush War, spanned over a decade from around 1964 to 1979 and 

was the result of decades of mounting tension. Before the declaration of cease-fire in 

December 1979, the war cost the lives of approximately 40,000 people including black 

civilians, guerillas, and black security forces (Zimbabwe: Second Chimurenga, 1966-

1979). On April 18, 1980, Zimbabwe finally gained independence from the British rule it 

had suffered under for so long.  

 However, independence did not equate to peace. Violence continued to break out 

between 1982 and 1988, exacerbated by poor land distribution policies and human rights 

violations (ZIMBABWE | Africa and the Americas: Culture, Politics, and History). 

Elected president in 1987, Robert Mugabe remained president until 2017 when he 

resigned due to growing opposition to his ineffective administration. Yet his executive 

presidential rule for over two decades had already caused detrimental damage to 

Zimbabwean society: his regime became more brutal, media was censored, violence was 

increasingly used against those who opposed him, the economy remained on a steady 

decline, inflation soared, and basic commodities were hard to come by (“Robert Mugabe | 

Biography & Facts”).  

But as bad as things were for the average Zimbabwean, the situation was even 

worse for black Zimbabwean women, some of whom even went so far as to join the men 

in combat. Although rarely given credit for their support, women “were fighting against 

racial policies put into place as early as 1890” when systemic colonialism began in full 

force (The Other Half of the African Sky: Women’s Struggles in Zimbabwe). Colonialism 

stripped women of their previous agency, as prior to British rule Zimbabwean women 

“had been able to achieve economic and social independence through both agricultural 
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and non-agricultural pursuits, even when their gender often excluded them from land 

ownership and formal leadership” (The Other Half of the African Sky). Women thus 

viewed independence as the opportunity they had long been waiting for, the hope that 

national liberation would “transform, indeed revolutionize, women’s lives and change the 

relations between the genders” (The Other Half of the African Sky). Instead, women ex-

combatants returned from the war for liberation only to find that gender inequality still 

plagued the society they hoped would have changed for the better. Even now, the sexist 

language promulgated during British rule “continues to be used today to discredit and 

dismiss WOZA [Women of Zimbabwe Arise] and other women’s groups in Zimbabwe 

who fight for political inclusion and gender rights” (The Other Half of the African Sky). It 

is clearly evident that independence for Zimbabwe did not also mean independence for 

women. 

 Unsurprisingly, this pervasive gender inequality of Zimbabwe also carried into 

the nation’s literature. The literary sphere of Zimbabwean novels in the last third of the 

twentieth century began firmly rooted in the writing of men. Zimbabwean writers that 

emerged in the 1970s--notably Charles Mungoshi and Dambudzo Marechera--dominated 

the literary realm with their distinct novel traditions. Marechera, well known for his 

efforts to “deconstruct nationalism, and to pre-empt the crisis of postcolonialism, well 

before most countries in southern Africa had gained independence,” combined several 

literary genres in his work Mind Blast or The Definitive Buddy (1984) (Gikandi 317). The 

combination of plays, narrative prose, and poetry “operates in a way that denies literary 

closure to the multiple narratives of the nation,” thereby advocating plurality when 

narrating the experience of an independent country coming into its own (317). In this 



11 

way, Marechera asserted that there was something inherent in the act of defying 

colonialism that was not possible to capture through a single form. On the other hand, the 

highly educated writer and editor Mungoshi was most well known for his Shona fiction, 

although he did publish several works in English as well. Most notably, his 1975 novel 

Waiting for the Rain was awarded the Rhodesia PEN award in 1976 and “has been 

admired for its penetrating psychological exploration of the turmoil that characterizes a 

family torn between conflicting desires” (349). Unlike Marechera, Mungoshi was lauded 

most for his ability to write characters with great depth and complexity while 

simultaneously discussing difficult, nuanced issues.  

 What do these two writers have in common? Apart from the obvious timeframe 

that they share, Marechera and Mungoshi are also both male writers who were able to 

publish. This is not to say that the process of writing these texts was simple or quick; 

rather, I am asserting that they had advantages in the literary sphere of the time period 

due to their gender that allowed them to publish a great number of texts (award-winning 

texts, no less). By contrast, there was little to no space for Zimbabwean women to break 

their way into the literary publishing world in the seventies. Any women who did write in 

this newborn nation were white, for the liberation of women in southern Africa “has often 

depended on the subordination of black women” (Buck 197). While white Zimbabwean 

women writers like Doris Lessing were granted time in the authorial spotlight (albeit 

considerably less so than their male counterparts), black Zimbabwean women were 

strictly relegated to the wings, out of sight and out of earshot.  

 This situation began to shift in the 1980s as a sort of Zimbabwean literary 

renaissance emerged. Such a movement was fueled in part by independence in 1980 as 
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well as “adult education and other programmes” that “started encouraging and utilizing 

popular theatre to reach a wide, often not literate, audience” (198). One example of such 

a program is the Women’s Action Group, which promoted communication between rural 

and urban women. This literary renaissance was also promulgated by a surge of women 

writing about the war of liberation following independence. Many anthologies published 

in this post-war decade encouraged women to write about their wartime experiences, 

resulting in a surge of poetry and short story collections such as Kristina Rungano’s A 

Storm is Brewing (1984), Freedom Nyamubaya’s On the Road Again (1986), and Barbara 

Makhalisa’s The Underdog and Other Stories (1987) (198).  

Due to the fact that Zimbabwe does not have a strong culture of reading--books 

are mainly published for students or for readers of mass-market romance novels--women 

novelists were forced to write in English if they hoped to be successful in their literary 

endeavors. Although Zimbabwean women had been publishing short stories and poems 

previously, Tsitsi Dangarembga was the first to publish a novel in English, publishing her 

debut novel Nervous Conditions in English in 1988. Yvonne Vera followed suit a decade 

later in 1993 with her debut novel, Nehanda. Since the publications of their debut novels, 

these two novelists have paved the way for other Zimbabwean women writers in a society 

that still struggles to accept women as equal. Writing has not only been a way for them to 

succeed in the literary sphere, but it has also allowed them to give black Zimbabwean 

women a political voice in literature. In an essay titled “Writing Near the Bone,” Vera 

once wrote that “the woman I am is inside the writing, embraced and freed by it” 

(Daymond 489). If the war for liberation could not free Zimbabwean women, then 

perhaps Dangarembga and Vera can achieve this seemingly impossible goal through 
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writing. In fact, I would argue that they have contributed immensely to progressing 

towards this goal by representing the struggles of black Zimbabwean women, expressing 

a vision of what is possible for them in society, and articulating the formation of a 

political community of black Zimbabwean women.  

Over the course of the next three chapters, I will explore three novels by Tsitsi 

Dangarembga and three novels by Yvonne Vera in order to interrogate how they have 

decided to narrate black Zimbabwean women and give them an emerging political voice 

in the midst of this oppressive society. Ultimately, I argue that Dangarembga and Vera 

expose the systemic forces acting upon black Zimbabwean women through making the 

novel form their own. These two women novelists had to navigate an overwhelmingly 

masculine literary sphere as they experimented with the best ways to narrate the 

disruptions and violence that black Zimbabwean women faced before, during, and after 

the war for liberation.  

I start in Chapter 1 by examining Dangarembga’s first two novels--Nervous 

Conditions (1988) and The Book of Not (2006)--and her departure from the narrative of 

linear progress promulgated by the traditional Bildungsroman genre. By using and 

refusing conventions of this form, Dangarembga shows that the experiences of black 

Zimbabwean women do not fit within the rigid confines of the narrative of progress due 

to the colonial, patriarchal society in which they live. Here we see the necessity of 

exploring different novel conventions, one that better allows for the emergence of a 

political voice for black Zimbabwean women. I then turn to Vera in Chapter 2, exploring 

the way violence is narrated in relation to black Zimbabwean women in her novels 

Without a Name (1994) and Butterfly Burning (1998). Like Dangarembga, Vera exposes 
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the systemic forces at work against black Zimbabwean women; however, Vera does so by 

writing about violence at distinct levels (women against themselves, violence against 

women by men, and systemic violence on women by society). These levels of violence 

complicate and challenge expectations of motherhood and sexuality for black 

Zimbabwean women, thereby forcing the reader to view them in a more nuanced light.  

In Chapter 3, my explorations of both novelists’ work intersect in their eventual 

shifts in narrative style in order to more effectively convey the trauma of living as a black 

Zimbabwean woman in the midst of a patriarchal, colonial society. Dangarembga’s 2018 

novel This Mournable Body is written entirely in the second person in order to articulate 

the trauma of having one’s life trajectory be constantly disrupted by forces outside one’s 

control. Vera’s 2002 novel The Stone Virgins offers a more optimistic working through of 

the trauma of gruesome violence against women, also relying on a narrational shift to 

better convey their suffering. Here we see that Dangarembga and Vera have come to a 

similar conclusion about the novel form: in order to effectively narrate the lives and 

politicized voices of black Zimbabwean women, the traditional conventions of novels 

must be poked, prodded, and stretched into a new shape. 

Writing at a pivotal juncture in the history of Zimbabwe as a new nation, 

Dangarembga and Vera developed methods of narrating black Zimbabwean women to 

expose the irony in their predicament: Zimbabwe may have been free from the 

oppression of British rule, but black Zimbabwean women remained trapped in the broken 

promises that decolonization could not keep. Yet there is a sense of optimism in their 

work of a vision realized, even if only within the pages of their novels. This vision is one 

of forming a political community, working through trauma, and giving voice to black 
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Zimbabwean women, of finally gaining the advantages of independence that they were 

promised alongside men so many years ago. How better to nurture the seed of such a 

vision if not by putting pen to paper?  
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Chapter 1 

Tsitsi Dangarembga 

 While white Zimbabwean women writers such as Doris Lessing were granted 

time in the authorial spotlight (albeit considerable less so than their male counterparts), 

black women were strictly relegated to the wings, out of sight and out of earshot. It was 

not until 1988 that the first black Zimbabwean novelist writing in English made her 

debut, breaking through this literary silence. Tsitsi Dangarembga was born in Mutoko, 

Zimbabwe, but was raised in Britain and later attended Cambridge University and the 

University of Zimbabwe in Harare (Gikandi 134). Through the eyes of Tambu, a young 

black woman, Dangarembga’s landmark autobiographical debut, Nervous Conditions, 

tells the story of several women struggling under the pressures of sexism, racism, and 

colonialism in Rhodesia. Published eight years after Zimbabwe gained independence on 

April 18, 1980, this novel is set two decades earlier in 1968. Clearly conveying a message 

that resonated with her audience, Dangarembga was “immediately recognized as a major 

new force in African literature” upon the publication of the novel, something that 

Marechera and Mungoshi had been able to do nearly two decades earlier (134). 

 Yet to the confusion and disappointment of critics and readers alike, 

Dangarembga did not publish another novel for nearly two decades as she explored the 

way film could be used to further her striking message. After some time at the German 

Film and Television Academy Berlin and the creation of several films and 

documentaries, Dangarembga returned to the novel form with The Book of Not, the long-

awaited sequel to Nervous Conditions. Published in 2006, her second novel continues on 

from where her first left off, picking up Tambu’s first person narration in the middle of 
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her younger sister’s leg being torn off in the midst of a violent explosion during the war 

for independence. While the first novel tells the story of Tambu moving from her 

homestead to her uncle’s mission with her Anglicized cousin Nyasha in order to receive a 

better education, The Book of Not recounts her experiences at the Young Ladies’ College 

of the Sacred Heart, a prestigious and predominantly white missionary school. Tambu’s 

body and mind are changing just as the new nation of Zimbabwe is emerging, 

emphasizing connections Dangarembga has drawn between between bodies, spaces, 

landscapes, and generational differences.  

 Over a decade passed once more before Dangarembga surprised the literary 

sphere with yet another Tambu novel, titled This Mournable Body. Published on August 

7, 2018, this third installment in her series continues Tambu’s story as she desperately 

seeks employment and battles sexism, racism, colonialism, poverty, and mental illness. 

From the family homestead to the hostels of Harare and the professional workplace of 

“ecotourism,” Tambu navigates numerous spaces that have their own power dynamics in 

which she must find her place. Although there are currently three Tambu novels, I 

hesitate to call them a trilogy; this third novel does not end with a sense of finality, and 

not enough time has passed since its publication to be able to tell whether or not 

Dangarembga will continue on with this series.  

 As the first black Zimbabwean women novelist to publish in English, 

Dangarembga was faced with a unique challenge: What form should one use to narrate 

the life of a black Zimbabwean woman? It makes sense that she would first turn to the 

Bildungsroman form as a starting point given its role in English literature as an important 

form of writing an individual’s life. The genre originally developed in Germany in the 



18 

late eighteenth century “as the narrative of white, European, and predominantly male 

subject formation” particularly interested in “the development of the individual’s unique 

potential, and the assimilation of the individual into society” (Encyclopedia of German 

Literature - Credo Reference; Encyclopedia of Life Writing: Autobiographical and 

Biographical Forms - Credo Reference). Although originally the Bildungsroman form 

solely narrated the lives of men, the idea of a “female Bildungsroman” developed in the 

nineteenth century and “flowered into the most popular genre for women’s writing in the 

1970s” thanks largely to the great influence of Kate Chopin’s The Awakening (The 

Cambridge Guide to Women’s Writing in English - Credo Reference). Seeing how the 

Bildungsroman form has proliferated in the Western canon, it is easy to see why 

Dangarembga would first turn to this as a seemingly reliable form through which to 

narrate a life.  

 Yet critics like Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak have challenged this improvement 

narrative for being the go-to white Western feminist model of telling the story of a 

woman’s life. Using Charlotte Brontë’s classic novel Jane Eyre as a case study, she 

denounces how the concept of the “female Bildungsroman” narrates women’s lives by 

“simply replacing the male protagonist with the female,” thereby forcing women to fit 

within the confines of a male form (Spivak 249). Spivak then criticizes the 

Bildungsroman genre even further by exposing its reliance on othering in order to create 

the story of an individual. Still focusing on Jane Eyre, she reveals how Bertha, “in this 

fictive England, [...] must play out her role, act out the transformation of her ‘self’ into 

that fictive Other, set fire to the house and kill herself, so that Jane Eyre can become the 

feminist individualist heroine of British fiction” (Spivak 251). In this way, the 
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individualist view of the self entrenched in the narrative of progress depends on the 

othering of everyone else, particularly those who do not fit into the white European mold 

on which the genre is based. The form is therefore inherently colonial and oppressive, 

creating an internal hierarchy of power dynamics that pits one woman against the other.  

 Rather than align with and conform to the traditional European Bildungsroman, 

Dangarembga uses conventions of the genre in Nervous Conditions and The Book of Not 

to demonstrate how the improvement narrative is not adequate for narrating the 

experiences of black Zimbabwean women around the time of the Zimbabwean war for 

independence. The evolutionary structure of the Bildungsroman implies that the 

protagonist grows into something improved and more mature; however, the individual 

autonomy or self-making of this genre does not work for the black Zimbabwean woman 

because such a trajectory ultimately portrays her as a failure. Throughout Nervous 

Conditions and The Book of Not, we see Dangarembga work through the process of using 

and refusing the narrative of progress as she tries to determine how best to narrate a black 

Zimbabwean woman’s life. By the time she writes This Mournable Body decades after 

her debut novel she rejects the Bildungsroman form entirely, suggesting that a new form 

of the novel is necessary in order to accurately and effectively narrate the experiences of 

not only women’s bodies, but those that are also black in a colonial and postcolonial 

Zimbabwean society that is racist, sexist, patriarchal, and oppressive. 

In this chapter, I will show how by using and refusing the Bildungsroman genre in 

Nervous Conditions and The Book of Not, Dangarembga exposes the systemic issues of 

race, gender, and colonialism that hold these women back. Through this revelation, 

Dangarembga therefore asserts that black Zimbabwean women’s failure under the former 
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form is a symptom of the form itself and not of their own inherent inability to progress in 

an individualistic model based on othering. Only with a new form can a political voice 

for black Zimbabwean women emerge, one that understands the obstacles they face in 

everyday life as larger overarching disruptions that prevent them from moving forward in 

the improvement narrative.  

 Throughout these two novels, Tambu experiences different changes in her social, 

economic, and educational circumstances that are supposed to “improve” her as an 

individual. Yet it is in colonial Rhodesian society’s definition of “improvement” that 

Dangarembga finds fault in the Bildungsroman form. “Improvement” in this society and 

form meant becoming “Europeanized,” but this illusion of transformation automatically 

sets black Zimbabwean women up for failure. Systemic issues regarding race and gender 

in this colonial society prevent black Zimbabwean women from “improving” or 

“maturing” in the linear trajectory expected of them, particularly when set inside the 

confines of the individualistic Bildungsroman genre. Rather than progressing and 

improving over time, Tambu instead faces a series of disruptions that repeatedly obstruct 

her forward motion. 

 As Tambu faces colonial pressures in academic, familial, and social settings, 

Dangarembga also emphasizes that Tambu is not the only woman struggling with such 

disruptions. Tambu shares the narrative spotlight with several women whose lives are 

disrupted in ways both similar and different from that of our narrator, therefore rejecting 

the othering of other women that Spivak reveals in the female Bildungsroman. 

Dangarembga argues for both plurality and specificity, bringing in numerous women’s 

experiences not to show a “community of women” supporting one another but simply to 
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demonstrate that these women suffer unique rather than homogenous obstacles. In this 

way she reflects and challenges postcolonial and transnational theorist Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty’s assertion that:  

If shared dependencies were all that was needed to bind Third World women 

together as a group, they would always be seen as an apolitical group with no 

subject status. Instead, if anything, it is the common context of political struggle 

against class, race, gender, and imperialist hierarchies that may constitute Third 

World women as a strategic group at this historical juncture (Mohanty 24–25). 

While it seems as though Dangarembga would certainly agree with Mohanty that 

“Third World women” may be viewed as a political group due to the similarities in the 

oppression that they face, she nevertheless departs from Mohanty’s implication that the 

context in which they struggle is strictly “common.” There is not one set of disruptions 

that all black Zimbabwean women during this time period had to confront; rather, the 

disruptions to their Bildungsroman-like trajectory as seen through a white European lens 

varied depending on factors such as class, age, and whether or not one chose to adhere to 

the aspirations of colonialism. These disruptions become the main mode by which 

Dangarembga exposes the oppressive colonial basis of both the improvement narrative 

and Rhodesian society as a whole. Out of this process of using and refusing the narrative 

of improvement emerges a political voice for black Zimbabwean women, one that 

Dangarembga can only express through challenging the narrative of improvement.  

Perhaps now we begin to see a reason for Dangarembga’s long gaps between 

publications--she had quite the project in front of her.  
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Nervous Conditions 

 Out of these two novels, Nervous Conditions adheres most closely to the narrative 

of progress. Tambu, a young girl living on a homestead in a rural village with her family, 

narrates her life in first person. The novel begins in a retrospective Bildungsroman 

fashion with Tambu stating that she “shall not apologise but begin by recalling the facts 

as I remember them” and “the events that put me in a position to write this account” 

(Dangarembga, Nervous Conditions 1). This voice is what Suzanne Keen refers to as first 

person dissonant narration, which emphasizes the detached position of the narrator from 

the events of the novel. Dissonant narration “lets the narrating self deliver judgments or 

make reflections that would be impossible or highly implausible for a narrator cleaving 

close to the experiences” (Keen 36). Tambu is thirteen years old in 1968, the time at 

which the events of the story occur. Here we see what appears to be the individualistic 

voice of the Bildungsroman, particularly considering Spivak’s assertion that “the battle 

for female individualism plays itself out within the larger theater of the establishment of 

meritocratic individualism” in the West (Spivak 246). A reader familiar with the 

Westernized view of the Bildungsroman as being the tale of an individual climbing the 

ranks due to talent, skill, and hard work will surely expect such a pattern from the 

following narrative.  

 The problem Tambu faces--and the problem that Dangarembga so earnestly tries 

to expose--is that this meritocratic system of individualism does not work for black 

Zimbabwean women in a transitional, colonial society that still functions on white 

European idealization. This juncture is precisely where Dangarembga’s focus on 

disruptions and plurality comes in, showing us her basic formula for using and refusing 
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the narrative of improvement. Following the statements cited earlier but still in the first 

paragraph of the novel, Tambu warns the reader that her narrative is not the 

Bildungsroman we inevitably continue looking for, stating that “my story is not after all 

about death, but about my escape and Lucia’s; about my mother’s and Maiguru’s 

entrapment; and about Nyasha’s rebellion” (Dangarembga, Nervous Conditions 1). Here 

Dangarembga clearly outlines how disruptions and plurality function in Nervous 

Conditions: rather than act as foils for Tambu, these women exist in their own narratives 

alongside that of the narrator, attempting to survive their own disruptions that have little 

to do with those of Tambu. In this way, the novel works to refuse the Bildungsroman 

expectations of both the form and the Western-minded reader, revealing the systemic 

forces at work in society during this time period that prevented black Zimbabwean 

women from “improving” and “maturing” in the way the Europeanized form expects and 

demands.  

 One of the first major disruptions in what we expect to be Tambu’s 

Bildungsroman is education. At the homestead, Tambu’s education is deemed irrelevant 

and insignificant compared to that of her brother, Nhamo. It was not simply because 

Nhamo was the older child; Tambu makes the sexism of this disparity clear when she 

explains that “the needs and sensibilities of the women in my family were not considered 

a priority, or even legitimate” (12). It is only after Nhamo dies and there is no young 

male of the household left that Tambu is sent to the mission to live with Babamukuru, her 

uncle, to be educated. Tambu describes how even at this young age she “felt the injustice 

of her situation every time I thought about it” which was “how I came to dislike my 

brother, and not only my brother: my father, my mother--in fact everybody” (12). Here 
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Dangarembga shows how an obstacle such as educational inequality due to sexism 

ultimately prevents Tambu from improving relations with her family, thereby hindering 

her from fitting in with society, an important goal for characters within a Bildungsroman 

narrative.  

 While living at the homestead in the wake of her brother’s death, Tambu’s mother 

informs her of the burdens of womanhood. Mai laments to her young daughter that “these 

days it is worse, with the poverty of blackness on one side and the weight of womanhood 

on the other. Aiwa! What will help you, my child, is to learn to carry your burdens with 

strength” (16). Here Mai touches two important notes Dangarembga seems to want the 

reader to take away from this novel: the duality of race and gender and the inevitability of 

disruptions to the improvement narrative. First, Mai emphasizes that what they face is not 

only being a woman or being black, but both. It is difficult to grow up; even more 

difficult to grow up as a young woman; even more difficult still to grow up as a young 

black woman in a society that reveres masculinity and European whiteness. Moreover, 

Tambu’s mother suggests that her daughter will always have burdens to carry, which is 

why it is imperative that she “learn to carry her burdens with strength” in order to 

progress. Yet the ever-present nature of obstacles as described by Mai also indicates that 

Dangarembga views both motherhood and blackness as ruptures themselves. At this point 

in the novel, Tambu refuses to accept that her life could be cursed in this way, saying that 

“my mother said being a woman was a burden because you had to bear children and look 

after them and husband. But I did not think this was true” (16). The rest of the novel 

serves as a lesson to Tambu that in this patriarchal, colonial society, her mother is correct.  
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 In order to facilitate a “reincarnation” and “an extension and improvement of 

what I really was” at the mission, Tambu endeavors to become more like her cousin, 

Nyasha (85). Tambu viewed Nyasha, who had spent some time in England, as the 

epitome of the young woman she should become, largely because of her apparent 

“Englishness.” Much of Tambu’s mimicry of Nyasha occurred through the books that she 

read. Tambu starts reading English classics, hoping that this will somehow make up for 

the European experience she lacks: “I read everything from Enid Blyton to the Brontë 

sisters, and responded to them all. Plunging into these books I knew I was being educated 

and I was filled with gratitude to the authors for introducing me to places where reason 

and inclination were not at odds” (93). Yet Nyasha criticizes Tambu for “reading too 

many fairy-tales,” saying that “she preferred reality”; instead, Nyasha “read a lot of 

books that were about real people, real peoples and their sufferings: the conditions in 

South Africa, which she asked Maiguru [Nyasha’s mother] to compare with our own 

situation and ended up arguing with her when Maiguru said we were better off” (93). 

Like Tambu’s mother, Nyasha seems to have a greater understanding of the “reality” she 

is living in, calling English novels “fairy-tales” because she knows she will never live 

that kind of life in Rhodesia as a black woman. However, Tambu soon realizes that 

staying in this “fairy-tale” mindset is to her advantage at the mission: she has more 

friends than Nyasha at school and she spoke English “without an accent” (94). By 

remaining blissfully ignorant of reality, Tambu endeavored to evade the obstacles that 

she had been warned of time and time again.  

 While living at the mission, Tambu also witnesses the obstacles in other women’s 

lives, such as those that Maiguru, Babamukuru’s wife and Nyasha’s mother, endures 
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because of her high level of education. While Tambu initially sees education as a way to 

potentially avoid or even prevent some of the obstacles that may come her way, 

Maiguru’s experience is a warning that no such simple escape exists. In her earlier 

conversation with her mother about the burden of womanhood, Tambu remarked that 

Maiguru “was altogether a different kind of woman from my mother. I decided it was 

better to be like Maiguru, who was not poor and had not been crushed by the weight of 

womanhood” (16). By the time she has spent some time at the mission, Tambu realizes 

that her assumption about Maiguru was far from accurate. Tambu recounts how she “was 

astonished the day I found out how highly educated my aunt was,” suggesting the rarity 

of an intellectual, educated woman (97). The unusualness of the situation is clarified 

when Tambu admits that she “was concerned that she did not have many people to talk 

to, but I suppose it was the consequence of her being too educated since none of the other 

married women at the mission with whom she might have been friendly had degrees, not 

even a Bachelor of Arts, let alone a Master of Philosophy like my aunt did” (97). 

Maiguru is stuck at the mission, so trapped that when she suddenly leaves in frustration 

one day she returns just a few days later because there is nowhere else to go. She is 

unable to seek and find work as a professor due to the patriarchal structure of the mission 

itself. Here Dangarembga reinforces the futility of using the Bildungsroman form to 

narrate the life of a black Zimbabwean woman: the act of improving herself academically 

makes her unfit to integrate into society, creating a paradox from which it is impossible to 

break free. In this way, education itself becomes a disruption for black Zimbabwean 

women rather than a mode of improvement.  
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 Sexuality becomes another disruption they must face, as seen through the 

experiences of Nyasha. As the man of the household at the mission, Babamukuru seeks to 

control his daughter’s sexual life, at one point beating her because she was out late 

talking to boys after a dance “like a whore” (114). After the beating, Tambu empathesizes 

with Nyasha, remarking “how dreadfully familiar that scene had been, with Babamukuru 

condemning Nyasha to whoredom, making her a victim of her femaleness, just as I had 

felt victimized at home in the days when Nhamo went to school and I grew my maize” 

(116). Here Tambu realizes that “the victimization, I saw, was universal. It didn’t depend 

on poverty, on lack of education or on tradition. It didn’t depend on any of the things I 

had thought it depended on. Men took it everywhere with them. Even heroes like 

Babamukuru did it” (116). In this statement, Tambu lists qualities that are signs of 

improvement in the Bildungsroman form: wealth, education, and “tradition,” which can 

be perceived as how well one fits in with the “tradition” or customs of society. Yet these 

characteristics have nothing to do with the sexist injustice that Nyasha experiences. 

Nyasha’s beating is clearly not a simple disagreement between a controlling father and a 

rebellious teenage daughter; rather, their volatile relationship is a reflection of the 

oppressive, choking patriarchal and colonial society in which they live.  

 In the midst of this tension at the mission, Tambu happens upon a way out: an 

opportunity to attend a prestigious school known as the Young Ladies’ College of the 

Sacred Heart. At the end of the year, nuns from Sacred Heart administer a recruitment 

exam at the mission, which Tambu easily passes thanks to long hours of bookish 

discussions and intellectual conversation with Nyasha rather than formal preparation. 

Tambu admits that “it was not in the least surprising that I performed brilliantly in that 
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entrance examination, thereby earning the privilege of being admitted on an honorary 

basis into their culture” (178). Here education is both an opportunity to advance as well 

as a tool used for assimilation, the means by which her life trajectory is supposed to be 

altered ideologically, linguistically, and culturally towards that of Europe. It is important 

to note how Dangarembga emphasizes Tambu’s success in this instance. Tambu is a more 

than capable student intellectually, passing this exam without issue and proving that she 

can handle herself in a more challenging academic environment. Based on this success, 

Tambu should have no problem thriving at Sacred Heart, thereby suggesting that any 

problems she does experience are likely due to external forces. Upon arriving at Sacred 

Heart, Tambu quickly learns that this gateway is not as open and inviting as it appeared 

in her classroom at the mission. The handful of African students live in a segregated 

room together, an arrangement with a clear message that education itself is not enough to 

earn a spot in their “superior” white culture. Segregation and discrimination therefore 

become another obstacle that Tambu must face, regardless of the fact that she has earned 

her spot at Sacred Heart academically, just like the other students. Clearly, the narrative 

of improvement is not accessible to Tambu or the other African students at Sacred Heart 

due to the entrenched colonialism in this society.  

 When Tambu comes back to the mission during one of their holidays, she 

discovers that she has been away for perhaps the most life-threatening disruption yet: the 

development and spiraling of Nyasha’s eating disorder. Nyasha’s supposedly dangerous 

“Englishness”--otherwise thought of as colonialism--manifests itself physically in the 

form of bulimia and anorexia. Although there are signs of the development of these 

eating disorders throughout the novel--Nyasha pays special attention to what she eats, 
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spends hours studying without stopping for a meal, etc.--the full force of her illness is not 

realized until Tambu returns to the mission after some time at Sacred Heart. Tambu is 

shocked to find that “Nyasha was losing weight steadily, constantly, rapidly” making 

“what was left of her grotesquely unhealthy from the vital juices she flushed down the 

toilet”  (203). When Tambu tells Babamukuru that his daughter is starving herself, he 

does not believe her. Even the psychiatrist does not believe her; rather, he asserts that 

“Nyasha could not be ill, that Africans did not suffer in the way we had described. She 

was making a scene” (201). Just as Tambu’s mother feared, the psychiatrist considers 

eating disorders “generally associated with white, middle class women” (Nair 137). What 

is acknowledged as a serious problem for white women is not even recognized or 

identified as real for Nyasha despite the fact that she exhibits a significant level of 

Englishness. This lack of validation, recognition, and empathy is in itself a serious 

interruption, perhaps more so than the eating disorder itself. Anyone can develop an 

eating disorder; however, white women would likely receive the treatment they need 

instead of having their illness ignored and invalidated by family members and medical 

professionals.  

 Eating disorders also possess a legacy of victim-blaming. To an outsider, it may 

appear as though such an illness is a conscious choice, a form of intense dieting. Yet 

Nyasha does not vomit and starve herself in an attempt to attain a thinner figure for 

aesthetic purposes; rather, “her bulimia signifies her refusal to swallow a sexist ideology 

she cannot and will not stomach” and her anorexia is an attempt to control her body in a 

patriarchal household that denies her this very right” (Aegerter 237). One can even 

extrapolate this to her position in a patriarchal colonial society, a distinction that becomes 
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evident in Nyasha’s frustrated, muddled ramblings to Tambu. She frantically exclaims “I 

don’t want to do it, Tambu, really I don’t, but it’s coming, I feel it coming” yet she says 

she has no control over it because “they’ve done it to me” (Dangarembga, Nervous 

Conditions 200). But to whom does they refer? At a first glance, it is tempting to give 

Nyasha’s father Babamukuru this label; however, she quickly dismisses this conjecture 

by asserting “they put him through it all. But it’s not his fault, he’s good” (200). 

Assuming that him refers to Babamukuru, we now see that him and they are separate 

entities. The identity of the latter becomes clearer as she rambles on: “Do you see what 

they’ve done? They’ve taken us away [...] All of us. They’ve deprived you of you, him of 

him, ourselves of each other. We’re groveling [...] Daddy grovels to them. We grovel to 

him” (200). Here we finally begin to understand whom she is talking about: the white 

people who have colonized and assumed control over Rhodesian society. In this way, 

Nyasha’s vocal realization of the insidious, unjust inner workings of colonialism is clear 

evidence of the emergence of a political voice for black Zimbabwean women in the 

novel.  

 Nyasha continues to lash out in fury, “shredding her history book between her 

teeth” and muttering “their history. Fucking liars. Their bloody lies” (201). Her 

frustration harkens readers back to an earlier point in the novel when Tambu’s 

grandmother paints colonialism as “a fairy-tale reward and punishment, of cause and 

effect. It had a moral too, a tantalizing moral that increased your aspirations, but not 

beyond a manageable level” (201). Nyasha’s rampage marks the collapse of this 

fantastical historical vision, demonstrating how the narrative they have all been fed for 

years has been an entrapping illusion. However, she refuses to be lured in by this 
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narrative any longer, declaring: “They’ve trapped us. They’ve trapped us. But I won’t be 

trapped. I’m not a good girl. I won’t be trapped” (201). Nyasha clearly recognizes why 

she feels powerless, why she has developed these eating disorders as a way of reclaiming 

some semblance of control over her own body: she has been oppressed by the destructive 

patriarchy of her home life, which is in turn promulgated and fueled by the dominating 

colonial presence in the mission, thereby reflecting the condition of Rhodesia. This 

obstacle shaping Nyasha’s mental health is the result of a trickle-down, cause-and-effect 

series of events that have produced deeply entrenched racist, sexist ideals in society 

overall. In this way, both her mental health issues and the factors causing them are forms 

of detrimental disruptions in her expected life trajectory, preventing her from fulfilling 

the requirements of the Bildungsroman.  

 Nyasha’s experiences struggling with eating disorders is just one example of the 

plurality this novel encompasses, a plurality that is also captured by the novel’s title. The 

title Nervous Conditions is a reference to Jean-Paul Sartre’s introduction to Frantz 

Fanon’s text The Wretched of the Earth in which Sartre writes that “the condition of the 

native is a nervous condition” (Fanon and Philcox). The fact that Dangarembga has made 

the title of her novel plural rather than singular as in Sartre’s original statement--

conditions rather than one condition--challenges the homogenizing notion that all 

experiences of colonialism are identical. Dangarembga takes it one step further by honing 

in on women’s experiences in the novel, showing that women suffer numerous levels of 

“entrapment” through colonialism: “the entrapment of poverty, the weight of 

womanhood, and the ‘Englishness’ that Tambu’s mother cautions against” (Uwakweh 

79). These levels or “burdens,” as Tambu’s mother views them, result in countless 
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variations of “nervous conditions” that become apparent as struggling against these 

challenges becomes more and more difficult. Each of the women in the novel must 

grapple with her own nervous condition: Tambu’s anxiety about wanting a successful 

“reincarnation” at the mission, Nyasha’s eating disorders as an attempt to challenge her 

oppressive father and regain control of herself, Tambu’s mother’s exhaustion from the 

burdens of motherhood, and Nyasha’s mother’s frustration over the gap between what 

she knows she can achieve and what she is allowed to achieve. Each nervous condition is 

particular because each woman’s experience of colonialism and an oppressive culture 

dominated by patriarchal ideals is different. Here the female body, “maligned and 

inscribed by patriarchal colonial practice, becomes a powerful site of resistance in the 

novel” through these nervous conditions by exposing the injustices of their society 

(Patchay 145). Whereas Sartre saw the plight of the colonized through a single narrow 

window, Dangarembga grounds this novel in plurality in order to make possible the 

emergence of a political voice for black Zimbabwean women through this more open 

form.  

 In the final paragraphs of the novel she admits that “something in my mind began 

to assert itself, to question things and to refuse to be brainwashed, bringing me to this 

time when I can set down this story” (Dangarembga, Nervous Conditions 203). Not only 

does she acknowledge the setback that has occurred--basically being indoctrinated to 

believe the European ideologies and ways of life preached at the mission and at Sacred 

Heart--but she also establishes a narrative relationship with the reader, positioning herself 

as a narrator with perspective and hindsight. We understand that “it was a process whose 

events stretched over many years and would fill another volume”; however, we are not 
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yet sure the form that this process will take (204). Dangarembga has thus made it clear 

that it is not black Zimbabwean women that fail within the Bildungsroman form; rather, it 

is the narrative of progress that fails to adequately express the lives and disruptions that 

black Zimbabwean women experience.  

 The fact that the Tambu of the plot of the novel and the Tambu narrating the 

novel converge during this conclusion seems to be an indication that the story will not 

continue. There is a note of finality here, similar to that found at the end of Jane Eyre, in 

which the narrator comes to terms with what has occurred. Yet as readers discovered 

nearly two decades later, Tambu’s story was far from over.  

 

 

The Book of Not 

 By 2006, it was clear that the promise of independence alive in 1988 had not 

come to fruition. The hope of a more equal, just society with opportunities for all--

especially black Zimbabwean women--crumbled under the longstanding Mugabe 

administration. Zimbabwe is not alone in this sentiment; Mohanty also discusses the idea 

of broken promises in regard to India and decolonization from British rule:  

Growing up as part of the postindependence generation in India meant an acute 

awareness of the borders, boundaries, and traces of British colonialism on the one 

hand, and of the unbounded promise of decolonization on the other. It also meant 

living the contradiction of the promise of nationalism and its various limits and 

failures in postcolonial India (Mohanty 1). 
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Here we see Mohanty grapple with acknowledging that one must endure “living the 

contradiction” of knowing what was promised from decolonization yet watching a new 

nation unfold with no evidence of such promises being actualized. Likewise, the 

realization of the failure of independence in the twenty-first century provides 

Dangarembga a point from which to reflect on the hopes for independence that the nation 

and black Zimbabwean women more specifically held in the midst of the war for 

liberation. Just as the nation was disappointed in the broken promises of independence 

decades later, Tambu’s hopes for herself in a newly independent nation become 

impossible in a patriarchal society still entrenched in colonialism. Her goals of being 

recognized as successful at Sacred Heart and later being acknowledged for her excellent 

work at a job in Harare collapse in the face of discrimination in both academic and 

professional settings. Here we see the title of Dangarembga’s second novel take on a 

broader, overarching disappointment: the novel is literally a book of not, detailing the 

failures and illusions that led to disappointment in the emergence of independence. The 

long gap between this novel and the last also acts as a disruption in and of itself: the 

reader was not expecting a continuation of Tambu’s story, thereby breaching the sense of 

closure and resolution felt at the end of Nervous Conditions.  

In The Book of Not, Dangarembga shifts the association between disruptions and 

plurality slightly, focusing much more so on the former rather than the latter in light of 

the disappointment reflected in the twenty-first century. Besides Tambu’s family 

members, not many women have names or fleshed out identities in this novel; instead, 

Dangarembga focuses much more on fully characterizing the systemic forces causing 

disruptions for black Zimbabwean women but not for those women living in Zimbabwe 
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who are white. Here Dangarembga strives to show that there was no clear, inherent 

“community” of women under colonial rule; there was disunity. Perhaps due to her 

explicit focus on race and how it is complicated by gender, the disruptions in this novel 

take on a decidedly physical, bodily character. Nevertheless, Dangarembga continues to 

use and refuse aspects of the Bildungsroman form, reinforcing that a genre rooted in 

Western individualism cannot adequately narrate the lives of black Zimbabwean women.  

 Unlike Nervous Conditions, which starts by establishing Tambu’s narratorial 

position and the context of the novel, The Book of Not drops the reader into the middle of 

a fast-paced, violent scene. This opening is not explicitly narrated in the first person, at 

least in comparison to the opening of Nervous Conditions in which Tambu clearly 

introduces the reader to the context of the novel. It is not until the end of the third 

sentence that we realize this is not a third person narration, creating a sense of 

detachment between the narrator, the events being narrated, and the reader. Approaching 

first person narration in a more distant way, Tambu narrates the bombing that ultimately 

results in her younger sister, Netsai, losing a leg: 

Up, up, up, the leg spun. A piece of person, up there in the sky. Earth and acrid 

vapours coated my tongue. Silence surged out to die away at the ragged shriek of 

a cricket in the bushes at the edge of the village clearing. You could not see her 

anymore, the figure who, a few moments ago, had padded out of the musasa 

shrub after a man in combat canvas, rippled green like a Chinese jungle. I knew 

this, the lack of wisdom of it. All the villagers at the meeting knew. Everyone saw 

the folly, except Netsai, my sister. Now, in the seconds after the boom, like a 

funeral drumbeat, sounded by Netsai’s step, mothers groaned in relief as the 



36 

babies upon their backs walked and twisted their arms. The village mothers 

jiggled the infants wrapped in thin coarse towels, shock and relief carved into 

their exhausted faces, crescents of white teeth gleaming in the moonlight 

(Dangarembga, The Book of Not 3).  

 This opening paragraph is a far cry from that of Nervous Conditions. While the 

first novel explicitly establishes its context by naming the women involved and 

identifying Tambu as the narrator, this second novel immediately thrusts the reader into 

an unidentified context, leaving them to discern the time, place, and people involved. The 

very first sentence of the novel is shocking: the image of a leg tumbling through the air, 

carnage from fighting in the war for independence. This war acts as the ever-present 

backdrop of the novel, influencing the kinds of disruptions that Tambu must face. The 

above passage depicts a clear example of such a rupture: Tambu watching as her sister’s 

leg is torn from her body in the midst of an explosion. However, it is important to note 

that although this passage only mentions women, these women each have have different 

roles and experience different disruptions as a consequence of the war. Netsai loses a 

limb, her body now transformed into a physical sign of war; the mothers attend to their 

children, ensuring that this war does not mean an end to their futures; Tambu knows she 

should do something to help her sister in this moment but cannot, saying that she was 

“her elder sister” and therefore, “by that position, required to perform the act that would 

protect her. How miserable I was, for nothing lay in my power, so that both the 

powerlessness and the misery frustrated” (3). The war prevents Tambu from performing 

the role of older sister, thereby making it appear as though she fails to uphold her 



37 

identity. In reality, it is society that has failed Tambu: as a sixteen year old girl, Tambu 

can hardly be expected to know what to do in such a chaotic, violent moment.  

 The war continues to hinder Tambu’s forward progress, impacting both her 

education and the dynamics within her family. Before detailing the obstacles that Tambu 

experiences at Sacred Heart, Dangarembga emphasizes the fact that in the eyes of her 

family and those living in her village, the fact that she attends Sacred Heart is an obstacle 

in and of itself. Tambu’s uncle Babamukuru is charged with being “not exactly a 

collaborator, but one whose soul hankered to be at one with the occupying Rhodesian 

forces” (6). Babamukuru is viewed as a colonial traitor by the people at the mission 

because he allows Tambu to attend Sacred Heart, a school “that would not, unlike other 

schools in areas where guerillas battled for independence, be closed” and one “peopled 

not by those who looked like us, but by Europeans” (6). This negative view of 

Babamukuru traps Tambu in an impossible position. While continuing to attend Sacred 

Heart will provide her an immensely valuable education, it would also continue to hurt 

the reputation of her family. However, not attending Sacred Heart would be the 

equivalent of dropping out of school altogether for the foreseeable future due to the fact 

that the village schools were closed because of the war. But the choice is not hers to 

make: Babamukuru forces her to continue her education at Sacred Heart, not willing to 

give into the pressure of his peers. In this way, the disruption is perpetuated.  

 Tambu’s education at Sacred Heart is the main focus of The Book of Not, thereby 

emphasizing how the title of the novel is manifested in the school’s entrenched 

colonialism. The title The Book of Not depicts a troubling contradiction: a book, 

something that is supposed to be brimming with information and knowledge, is instead 
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filled with what could be a pun on “nought.” It could also refer to betrayed expectations, 

to the opposite of what should or could happen given the circumstances. One could argue 

that in this regard, Sacred Heart as an academic institution is a kind of misleading “book 

of not.” Although the white young women attending this school are able to receive an 

impressive education from a prestigious institution, the black students are denied this 

same access despite also attending Sacred Heart. In this way, Dangarembga shows that 

the trajectory of improvement and maturity works for some people--the white students--

and makes others--the black students--look like failures in the eyes of those indoctrinated 

by the colonial mission.  

 The systemic forces behind Tambu’s eventual academic failure can be exposed by 

closely examining how a bodily function like menstruation is treated throughout The 

Book of Not. Much like in Nervous Conditions, the implications of menstruation and 

biological womanhood are further complicated when coupled with racial difference. At 

Sacred Heart, social segregation was entrenched in their culture. Tambu explains that 

“you didn’t really play with white girls” because “there was an imperative, broken by 

Sister Catherine only to reinforce it in all of us: your skin and theirs should not come in 

contact” (43; 50). Despite this rule, Dangarembga makes a point to emphasize that “the 

things these girls had in common, if not their intellect, was roughly their ages, and the 

development of their bodies” (62). For instance, they are all subject to the “three bra 

limit” that “was most strictly enforced through precision at cupboard checking time on 

the part of Miss Plato” (62). In this case, it is not biological difference that binds these 

women together; rather, their shared experience of changing bodies remains the most 

common factor between these two groups of young women. Yet instead of resulting in 
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the formation of a supportive community, the enforced and entrenched colonialism of 

their society prevents such a bond from forming.  

 The important difference lies in the fact that menstruation is accepted for white 

girls but deemed shameful and dirty for black girls. When the sewage system at Sacred 

Heart becomes clogged from students flushing tampons and sanitary napkins down the 

toilets, the “African” dormitory is immediately blamed in front of the entire student body. 

Tambu internalizes this blame, saying that “I was in two aspects a biologically 

blasphemous person” because “first there were secretions that dripped crimson into the 

toilet bowl, or, stopped with cotton wool, clogged the school’s waste system. Then there 

was the other type of gene that made me look different from the majority of my pupils” 

(64). Race is explicitly tied to the shamefulness of menstruating black bodies. What is 

actually a regular, expected occurrence in a woman’s life is transformed into a 

mechanism that sets black students apart from white students.  

 The idea that this interruption is not a personal or inherent failure on their part is 

reflected by the fact that menstruation does not affect white students in the same way. 

The white students did not have to endure Sister “talking to us like that, making jokes 

about our flesh and how some people thought it was divisible. Or else it was all lumped 

as one: your flesh fractioned or piled together!” (74). This comment is made in the 

context of statistics, suggesting that the teachers at Sacred Heart viewed African students 

as mere bodies in their student body rather than actual individuals. It becomes apparent 

that others can talk about black bodies as much as they like, as long as they remain in 

control of their perception and the social hierarchy still places white bodies on top. 

Discussion of black bodily functions is even barred from Tambu’s dinner table at the 



40 

mission because “it was unrefined to speak of bodily needs, or rather the need to dispose 

of what came out of the corpus, and the arrangements at Sacred Heart which made 

fulfilling those eliminatory needs in the last dormitory on St. Ignatius’ corridor 

logistically difficult” (88). Not being able to openly discuss these bodily changes 

prevents Tambu from explaining why she has received such negative comments on her 

term report (she was one of those blamed for the sewage issue) because she cannot 

defend herself. This inability to fully express oneself is not inherent to Tambu, for her 

first person narration shows that she is quite capable of articulating these discrepancies. 

Instead, external pressures of a colonial society hinder her from doing so beyond this 

ongoing dialogue she has with the reader. In this way, Dangarembga contrasts the 

experiences of black and white students in order to show that systemic issues, not black 

Zimbabwean women themselves, are responsible for fostering the series of obstacles that 

continually prohibit certain groups from aligning with the narrative of improvement.  

 These obstacles regarding physical bodies contribute to the downward spiral of 

her education at Sacred Heart. Any progress Tambu believes she has made is ultimately 

stripped away in a series of unexpected failures as the stress and pressure of the 

entrenched racism at Sacred Heart becomes overwhelming. Despite the long, arduous, 

painstaking hours Tambu spends studying, she nevertheless does not make the honor roll. 

She laments how “Babamukuru had hoped for me, like some kind of holy child, to wash 

away the hostile blood that had caused his wounds” but “I could feel nothing, and when I 

had come to this point of not being, I took the precaution of appropriately looking down” 

(187). This academic failure reduces Tambu to a sense of “not being,” suggesting that 

linear progress in this way is necessary in order to feel like one has an identity as an 
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individual. The education Tambu once thought would bring her a “period of 

reincarnation” actually sends her spiraling backwards, feeling a similar lack of control as 

when she was living on the homestead in the shadow of her brother, unable to progress 

any further with her academics (92).  

 After leaving Sacred Heart, Tambu decides to move to Harare in search of a job. 

However, the nation’s newfound independence soon sparks a feeling of independence in 

Tambu as well. In recounting how “my own hopes, however, I remember very well, 

began to be realised at Independence. Ah, that Independence!” she clearly draws a 

parallel between her own coming of age journey and that of the emerging Zimbabwean 

nation (196). An immense sense of hope is felt by both Tambu and the nation itself, as 

she remarks that “the streets pulsed at Independence with feverish passion” (196). She 

stays at a hostel where Mrs. May, the owner, repeatedly calls her Isabel instead of her 

actual name. Tired of being ignored and mistreated by others, Tambu finally stands up for 

herself and corrects Mrs. May. Tambu later describes the great sense of empowerment 

and growth this confrontation gives her, explaining how “that evening I felt for the first 

time, as I lay in bed, like a complete woman” (231). Here Dangarembga emphasizes both 

the war’s continual impact on Tambu as well as the influence of space. It is only once 

Tambu leaves the homestead, the mission, and Sacred Heart that she can finally stand up 

for herself and attempt to resist the disruptions that society constantly throws at her. Just 

as the nation has achieved independence, so has Tambu in her ability to define her own 

named identity in the face of others.  

Yet the hopes she has for personal independence and fulfillment--similar to the 

disappointment felt in 2006--are only temporary. A sense of failure occurs once more 
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when Tambu enters the professional world after dropping out of Sacred Heart. Tambu 

finds work at an advertising agency in Harare and is surprised by how naturally 

marketing skills come to her. Upon learning that her work will be shown to a client, she 

experiences a happiness that she has not felt in some time. Finally her hard work and 

talent has been acknowledged, evidence that “for now I had moved forward and had been 

recognized as a result of my own resources” (236). However, defeat quickly replaces this 

happiness when her boss admits that Tambu “was not to meet the client. My copy was, 

but I was not good enough to merit that,”thereby suggesting that her “copy was not good 

enough; under someone else’s name, it was” (236). In this moment we see how the 

decision as to whether or not Tambu succeeds is out of her control despite her clear skills 

and drive to succeed. The fact that she is a black Zimbabwean woman prevents 

employers from valuing her as a person rather than just her work alone due to the 

colonialism deeply entrenched in society that gaining independence cannot automatically 

solve. This apparent “failure” of Tambu actually reflects the failure of the nation and the 

broken promises of independence. Tambu cannot succeed due to the fact that the new 

nation has not dismantled its patriarchal colonialism, not because she lacks the skills 

necessary to succeed.  

This series of obstacles and failures reveals the underlying systemic problems 

pervading Zimbabwe during this time of colonial-national transition. It is telling that 

“during the 1970s and early 1980s there was virtually no investigation of the relation 

between women and the patriarchy: feminism was regarded with suspicion” (Buck 197). 

This lack of feminist dialogue is important because it suggests that few people were 

openly discussing gender inequality and discrimination in domestic and professional 
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spaces; likewise, it further implies that even fewer people were talking about the specific 

problems concerning black women in a society that prioritized European whiteness above 

all else. Take the incident at the advertising agency, for instance: despite Tambu’s clear 

proficiency in the workplace, she is robbed of any higher-level recognition simply 

because she is a black woman. Although this obstacle may at first appear to be a failure 

on Tambu’s part, it actually masks the failure of society itself. In this moment of 

transition, Zimbabwe seems to offer a plethora of new opportunities; however, these 

opportunities are only available to those who fit the preferred mold of whiteness. Here is 

a clear instance of the broken promises independence has not kept, especially for black 

Zimbabwean women: their success in the workplace cannot even be named their own.  

At the end of The Book of Not, Tambu recognizes her position in this society by 

describing how “this evening I walked emptily into the room [of the hostel] that I would 

soon vacate, wondering what future there was for me, a new Zimbabwean” 

(Dangarembga, The Book of Not 246). Not only does this statement convey the uncertain 

newness permeating society during this time, but it also captures the role that movement 

played in this identity crisis. From the homestead of her family and the mission with her 

uncle to Sacred Heart and her job in Harare, movement between rural, urban, domestic, 

educational, and professional spaces all contribute to greater confusion about the position 

of black Zimbabwean women in society. Coupled with the obstacles that Tambu narrates 

in first person, this cacophony of ruptures allows Dangarembga to use and refuse the 

Bildungsroman form. In this way, the novel becomes a sort of “book of not” in itself, 

emphasizing that the black Zimbabwean woman cannot fit into the improvement 

narrative. As we will see in our discussion of This Mournable Body in Chapter 3, 
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Dangarembga departs from using and refusing the Bildungsroman form entirely and 

instead blatantly rejects this European genre, thereby embarking on the creation of a 

different novel form that allows her to better express the lives of black Zimbabwean 

women and allows the emergence for a political voice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



45 

Chapter 2 

Yvonne Vera 

 In the time between Tsitsi Dangarembga’s first and second novel, a new voice 

sounded through the Zimbabwean literary sphere: that of Yvonne Vera, ultimately known 

as “probably Zimbabwe’s most prolific and leading novelist, short story writer, and 

editor” (Gikandi 545). Born in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe in 1964, Vera received a doctorate 

in literature from York University in Canada, where she spent some time teaching before 

returning to Zimbabwe. Like Dangarembga, Vera’s creative interests lay beyond 

literature as well: she also studied film and later became the director of the National 

Gallery in Bulawayo in 1997 (546). Vera is the author of one short story collection, Why 

Don’t You Carve Other Animals (1992), and five novels published from 1993 to 2002. In 

2004 Vera moved back to Canada where she soon passed away due to AIDS-related 

meningitis in 2005. While her time as a novelist was short, she nevertheless made a 

resounding and meaningful mark on her nation’s textual landscape.  

 Although her works discuss a wide variety of topics and circumstances, critics 

view her texts as a cohesive unit due to their focus on women. Postcolonial scholar 

Simon Gikandi goes so far as to assert that “it is precisely because of the feminist 

dimension in her works that Yvonne Vera has evolved to be the most well-known 

Zimbabwean writer” (547). However, it is important to note that this gender divide was 

not so clear or relevant to Vera in how she viewed her own writing. In an essay titled, 

“Writing Near the Bone,” Vera argues that “there is no essential truth about being a 

female writer” and that “the best writing comes from the boundaries, the ungendered 

spaces between male and female” (Daymond 489). Rather than view this discrepancy in 
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writing as a problem, Vera seems to revel in it, saying that “when I have discovered that 

unmarked and fearless territory then I am free to write, even more free to be a woman 

writing” (489). Here Vera articulates how she navigates such gender categories as a 

writer: by disregarding those categories entirely and instead thriving prolifically in the 

space between this constructed gender binary.  

Yet it is undeniable that Vera’s novels deal with the struggles and challenges that 

black Zimbabwean women face at various points in the nation’s long, tumultuous road to 

independence. Like that of Tsitsi Dangarembga, Vera’s writing reveals the many 

disruptions and systemic forces at work against black Zimbabwean women in the 

patriarchal, colonial society in which the novel is set; however, Vera uses violence as 

both a topical and structural way to do so. Vera writes about violence at three distinct 

levels: violence that women enact themselves, violence enacted against women at an 

interpersonal level (mostly by men), and systemic violence against women enacted by 

society. Consequently, Vera’s novels are centered around intense, unsettling, horrific acts 

of violence that are inevitably and necessarily intertwined with motherhood and 

sexuality. The interconnections among these levels of violence complicate and challenge 

traditional expectations of motherhood and sexuality for black Zimbabwean women, 

forcing them to choose between financial dependence and socioeconomic autonomy, 

motherhood and murder, life and death.  

Although Vera has written many texts involving black Zimbabwean women, I 

have chosen three novels that are centered on the relationship between women and 

violence: Without a Name (1994), Butterfly Burning (1998), and The Stone Virgins 

(2002). The first two novels deal largely with the complexity of women’s relationship to 
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motherhood in this society: what it means to be a mother, what it means to be re-

mothered, and how to function as a non-mother when maternity is a clear expectation--

and, at times, an economic necessity--for black Zimbabwean women. Set in 1977, mere 

years before the founding of Zimbabwe as an independent nation, Without a Name tells 

the story of a woman, Mazvita, who travels from a rural village to urban Harare in search 

of socioeconomic opportunity for herself. The reader is told from the very beginning that 

she carries a baby on her back along some sort of journey; however, we do not learn until 

the end of the novel that she has been carrying her dead child to its own grave--the child 

that she kills in a startling act of infanticide. Vera then takes the reader back to the 1940s 

in Butterfly Burning, writing about a young woman Phephelaphi’s struggle between 

society’s expectations of her as a woman, her desire for financial independence, her 

struggles involving the “mothers” who “raised” her, and her own complicated feelings 

towards becoming a mother. After giving herself an abortion so she could follow through 

with the training to be a nurse, she ultimately commits suicide by burning herself alive 

when she learns she is pregnant a second time.  

In The Stone Virgins, Vera straddles pre-independence Rhodesia and independent 

Zimbabwe, alternating between the perspectives of two sisters and the man who murders 

one of them and rapes the other. Rather than explore the unexpectedly close relationship 

between motherhood and violence that permeates Without a Name and Butterfly Burning, 

in The Stone Virgins she instead delves into the association between sexuality and 

violence that black Zimbabwean women also experienced around the time of the war for 

independence. I will discuss The Stone Virgins in the next chapter rather than alongside 

these two novels; nevertheless, it is important to be aware of the textual contexts 
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surrounding these works and the overarching dialogue Vera creates surrounding black 

Zimbabwean women and violence as we move forward in this analysis.  

Before turning to a discussion of her novels specifically, it is important to note the 

publishing context surrounding Vera’s works and the role the publishing sphere can play 

in determining “the reader” of a novel. Vera’s texts were originally published by Baobab 

Books based in Harare, Zimbabwe. As a part of the African Books Collective, Baobab 

Books is one of “154 autonomous and independent African publishers on the Continent” 

who “share a common ethos of publishing from within African cultures, asserting 

Africa’s voice within Africa and internationally” (African Books Collective). It is 

important to note that Baobab Books publishes “in European and some African 

languages” and that “of the 24 countries where the publishers are based, over half include 

participants who are women publishers” (African Books Collective). Here we see that 

Vera’s works were published with international-facing intentions, reaching an audience 

of readers who may or may not be local to Zimbabwe. However, despite knowing that 

texts published through Baobab Books have the potential to reach an international 

audience, Vera does not make concessions for outside readers (someone not familiar with 

life in Zimbabwe or the nation’s history). As we will see, Vera’s novel Without a Name is 

an excellent example of a text that does not hold the outside reader’s hand. 
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Infanticide in Without a Name 

Published in 1994, Without a Name tells the story of a woman who kills her own 

baby in an attempt to attain the freedom from motherhood that she so desires. Mazvita 

travels from the village where she was raised to the city of Harare, leaving behind her 

lover, Nyenyedzi, with whom she later realizes she has conceived a child. In Harare, she 

lives with another man, Joel, in order to receive his financial support, but she is forced to 

leave when he realizes she is pregnant. Shortly after giving birth to the child she decides 

to commit infanticide, knowing it is the only way for her to ever achieve the dreams that 

led her to Harare in the first place. The structure of Without a Name works on three 

levels: the plot as it occurs for Mazvita, the events that happen to Mazvita after she 

returns to the village but that are dispersed throughout the novel, and impersonal third 

person chapters of isolated descriptions. These different levels are interwoven throughout 

the novel with chapters alternating between Mazvita’s time in the village, her journey to 

Harare, her life in Harare, her return to the village, and the bus trip back to Harare that 

ultimately results in her death. However, these levels are rendered seemingly timeless by 

chapters of isolated descriptions, disrupting the flow of chronological events for the 

reader. The structure of this novel is perhaps best understood through a visualization in 

the form of chapter maps:  
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Without a Name: Mapped by Chapter 
Bolded print: events as they happen to Mazvita 
Regular print: events that happen after Mazvita returns to the village 
Italicized print: isolated, timeless descriptions of settings  
 
Ch. # Description  

1 Bus bombed on way back to Harare, Mazvita dies 
2 Mazvita picks mushrooms with Nyenyedzi 
3 Description of streets of Harare in 1977, Mazvita buys an apron 
4 Mazvita has sex with Nyenyedzi 
5 Mazvita struggles to carry child on her back in Harare 
6 Mazvita tells Nyenyedzi that she must go into the city 
7 Description of freedom and independence in Harare 
8 Mazvita feels only silence during sex with an unnamed man 
9 Nyenyedzi tells Mazvita he will not leave the village, Mazvita feels empowered to leave on 

her own 
10 Mazvita walks through the city with baby on back, in pain from weight 
11 Mazvita leaves Nyenyedzi 
12 Mazvita falls while carrying the baby on her back 
13 Mazvita arrives in Harare 
14 Meets and moves in with Joel 
15 Mazvita observes women on bus 
16 Mazvita frustrated by her dependence on Joel, looks for work 
17 Mazvita does not feel emotionally connected to Joel, feels alone while having sex with him 
18 Description of women (prostitutes) in the city 
19 Mazvita realizes that she is pregnant, does not tell Joel 
20 Mazvita on bus with baby 
21 Mazvita wakes up in bed with Joel, still wants to keep pregnancy a secret 
22 Joel learns Mazvita is pregnant, Mazvita gives birth, realizes she has to leave Joel 
23 Soldiers stop bus that Mazvita is on, ask everyone to stand on side of the road with the children 
24 Joel tells Mazvita to leave him, she dreams of Nyenyedzi 
25 Description of women and children in the city 
26 Mazvita feeds baby, Joel says to leave tomorrow 
27 Joel rapes Mazvita 
28 Mazvita’s first person perspective → into third person 
29 Mazvita on bus with baby on back, thinking about how the other women there might view 

her 
30 Mazvita commits infanticide 
31 Mazvita on bus with child on back 
32 Mazvita returns to village with baby, finds it has been burned down and abandoned 
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This chapter map of the novel clearly shows the three different levels 

encompassed in its structure, with the events as they happen to Mazvita in the novel in 

bolded print, the events that happen after Mazvita returns to the village with her child in 

regular print, and the isolated, timeless descriptions of settings in italicized print. 

Mapping the novel by chapter also reveals that there are actually two different 

chronological timelines: Timeline 1 occurs from Chapter 2 to Chapter 32 (with 

interruptions) while Timeline 2 starts in Chapter 1 and only extends until Chapter 23. 

However, Vera further complicates Timeline 2 by beginning the novel with its final 

event--what appears to be Mazvita’s death--and then reverting to the start of events after 

Mazvita returns to the village; the novel continues in a chronological order to its end. 

Although there are many chronological components to this novel, it does not feel 

chronological for the reader due to these alternating timelines and chapters that appear 

taken out of time. 

It is also important to note before discussing the novel further that the reader is 

not aware of the infanticide until the end of the novel. In other words, we do not know 

that the omniscient third person narrator is referring to a dead child when Mazvita is 

carrying it on her back in the beginning of the novel. Vera withholds such startling and 

important information in order to allow the reader to understand Mazvita as a human 

before the horrifying realization that she has committed infanticide. Had Vera not 

withheld this information, the reader would likely be so aghast that she would not be able 

to understand the reasoning behind the violence and how Mazvita comes to perform such 

a shocking act. Yet Vera also provides us the possibility of knowing throughout the 

novel, as evident by the several chapters involving a baby being carried on her back. 
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Through the novel’s complex structure and her choice to withhold the infanticide until 

later on, Vera immerses us in the chaos and trauma of violence, which cannot be 

achieved by a chronological linear account. Instead of events happening that are 

interrupted (as emphasized in Dangarembga’s novels), the structure of this novel portrays 

violence as a state of being rather than a concrete event. This state of being is set up to be 

timeless in Without a Name, helping to explain why violence feels more like an 

afterthought at the end than the main events of the plot. While events may have a 

beginning, middle, and end, it is much more challenging to determine when a state of 

being becomes.  

Violence is established as a state of being in the first chapter with the surprisingly 

ambiguous death of Mazvita. Vera drops the reader in the middle of a tranquil scene in 

which Mazvita waits on the side of the road next to a bus, one that we later realize was 

probably taking her from the village back to Harare. However, what appears to be a 

normal scene abruptly blends images of children with sudden violence: 

They were children. They emerged from their escape in a myriad of joy, their 

faces covered with their gaiety, bright with their phenomenal journeying. They 

held out their cupped hands above their heads and gathered the joy that tumbled 

from the sun, which swooped down their throats. Blue lizard tails disappeared 

beneath the gray roof of the shed, vanished between their fingers which were 

spread out to the sky. They ran back quickly into the shed, gurgling, their fingers 

still surprised, burning and tingling. They filled their dreams with unformed 

desires, with tentative aspirations, with timid bliss. They bathed in an exhilarating 
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caress of innocent and weariless joy. Then they fell on the split bags, and slept an 

accented sleep (Vera, Without a Name 7).  

 Several aspects of this passage deserve close attention as they emphasize the way 

Vera uses language that does not cater to an outside reader’s understanding of the novel. 

Nothing here is written explicitly or directly, an example of how Vera plays with 

language to write action as a state of being. This is how she treats violence in the novel. 

Rather than describe children running, playing, and jumping around, she says that they 

“filled their dreams with unformed desires, with tentative aspirations, with timid bliss” 

and “bathed in an exhilarating caress of innocent and weariless joy” (7). The adjectives 

used here seem to contradict the nouns they modify: why are optimistic words like 

desires, aspirations, bliss, and joy coupled with qualifying words like unformed, 

tentative, timid, and weariless? How are these things outwardly observable? Why does 

the state of joy seem to have a limit, as though one can only experience so much 

happiness before tiring? The violence in this passage is also written as a state of being 

rather than actions that occur. Vera writes that the children “fell on the split bags, and 

slept an accented sleep,” but what does this mean exactly? The carnage described directly 

after this passage suggests that the children set off bombs on the side of the road and 

immediately died, but this is not explicitly stated. Here we see both the complexity of the 

novel and the way Vera denies concessions to outside readers, plowing ahead without 

stopping to describe what has happened in terms other than what local Zimbabwean 

readers would understand in the context of the war for independence. This ambiguity is 

just one example of the complexity of the novel, the questions about structure and style 

that are left unanswered.  
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The expressive, rather sensual descriptions of the children playing on the side of 

the road and setting off the bombs contrast sharply with Vera’s depiction of what we 

come to realize is Mazvita’s death. Vera describes the pain of Mazvita’s broken neck and 

then ends this first chapter with a gruesome passage about how the bomb destroys her 

body: 

Her skin peeled off, parting from her body. She had suffered so much that her 

skin threatened to fall pitilessly to the ground. It hung from below her neck, from 

her arms, from her whole silent body. The skin pulled away from her in the 

intense dry heat. She felt it pull from her shoulders. She screamed, her arms and 

elbows bare. The sky tore with her scream, for a dark cloud appeared suddenly 

over her eyes, blinding her. The skin fell from her back. She was left stripped, 

exposed, bare wide across her back. She leaned backward, her eyes astonished (8–

9).  

As with the previous passage involving the deaths of the children, here we see 

that it is not explicitly stated or immediately clear that Mazvita has died. One reason for 

this confusion is the language, much less exuberant than in the previous chapter but still 

almost surreal in its graphic descriptions of the horrifying violence that seems too terrible 

to be real. Skin peeling off of her body is written about alongside the sky’s reaction to 

Mazvita’s scream, suggesting an impossibility that makes this passage seem almost 

surreal. However, another reason for the reader’s confusion is that one does not expect 

the protagonist of the novel to die after being introduced in the very first chapter. 
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Chronologically, her death does not make linear sense; yet this confusion is precisely the 

effect Vera also achieves with the structure of the novel overall. As she reads on, the 

reader has an inkling that Vera is working towards an event that has already happened--

but does the fact that it has already happened then make it a state of being rather than an 

event? This treatment of Mazvita’s death as a state of being instead of a set incident in 

time reflects Vera’s understanding of violence and its relationship to women during this 

time in Zimbabwean society. The war for independence became so pervasive in society 

that it was a state of being for women, a daily reality of their lives, rather than separated 

occurrences. 

Mazvita’s death seems even more implausibly placed when followed by several 

chapters alternating between Mazvita with her lover, Nyenyedzi, in the village in which 

they lived, descriptions of Harare, and Mazvita journeying from Harare back to the 

village with her child strapped to her back. These oscillating chapters of third person 

narration occur from Chapter 2 when Mazvita picks mushrooms in the village with 

Nyenyedzi and Chapter 13 when she arrives in Harare. Vera contrasts scenes of Mazvita 

having sex with her lover with what we later realize are flash-forwards to Mazvita 

journeying from Harare with her dead child. In the flash-forwards violence from the 

outside is once again emphasized, this time grounded in a very specific time and place: 

“Then she saw a soldier. It frightened her to see the soldier. He must have a gun. After all 

it was 1977. Guns were pointed to the sky” (22) It is in this context that the baby is first 
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mentioned, when “Mazvita unfolded the baby from the towel. She unwound the towel 

from her back, peeled it off the back of the child” (23). Although we have not yet been 

told anything specific about the child, it is clear in hindsight that it is not alive: all actions 

take place on it rather than by it, and it has not been drinking any of Mazvita’s breast 

milk because “milk poured from her breasts. It fell in soured lumps” (27).  The milk 

taking the form of “soured lumps” suggests that much time has passed since the baby last 

ate--or, since the baby was last alive. It is also telling that the baby is not referred to by a 

name; rather, it is referred to as “the baby” or “the child.” Here we see an important 

association with the title: Mazvita has not given her child a name, suggesting that she 

does not feel a close connection with it as its mother. In showing signs that the child is 

dead but not yet directly telling the reader at this point in the novel, Vera masquerades 

death as life. Such a disguise suggests that violence in this society exists in plain sight, 

even in a scene as seemingly innocent as a mother carrying a child. 

Although Chapter 10 is still written in third person as Mazvita leaves Harare, 

there are moments when the narration takes a step back from a position of knowing 

Mazvita’s innermost thoughts and instead narrates as an observer watching a scene 

unfold. For instance, Vera writes that “the city pushed forward. It was 1977. It was 

nothing to see a woman with a blind stare on her face, with a baby fixed spidery on her 

back” (43). This slight shift in perspective provides the reader with a clear image of 

Mazvita’s position in Harare while also suggesting that such a sight is common in this 

city. Vera further normalizes this image by asserting that “there was a uniformity about 



57 

suffering, a wisdom about securing your own kind of suffering, your own version of 

going forward. The idea was to go forward, even those who had died in the streets knew 

that, they crawled toward the alleys” (43). Not only does Vera normalize the suffering in 

Harare within these statements by emphasizing the collective “uniformity” of pain, but 

she also suggests that taking control of how one experiences suffering is the best way--

and perhaps the only way--to endure it. This notion of suffering as life is captured in the 

last sentence of this chapter: “Death, properly executed, could be mistaken for progress” 

(43). Or, as we saw previously, a dead child could be mistaken for one that is living.  

Before we even see Mazvita arrive in Harare, we experience her frustration and 

desperation in the face of undesired motherhood in Chapter 12. Without yet knowing the 

context of her time in Harare or what brought her to this point, we can only wonder at her 

prior circumstances as she falls and hurts herself while carrying her child in a knotted 

apron on her back. Hopeless, she wonders “how was she to undo that knot but to lie 

down, and die. She had lost her freedom. Death was another kind of freedom, and she 

longed for it. Her death, that is” (52). Here we see Mazvita potentially longing for 

violence against herself, imbuing the same sort of language we will see from Phephelaphi 

in Butterfly Burning who discovers she is pregnant a second time and decides to commit 

suicide. These death wishes are a direct result of a loss of freedom, which in Mazvita’s 

case is caused by the burden of needing to raise a child. In this way, death is the only 

escape Mazvita can see from the bleak future that lies before her as a black Zimbabwean 

single mother.  

Vera then switches the perspective back to Mazvita in the “present” plot line of 

the novel, when she is now traveling from the village to Harare in Chapter 13. Mazvita 
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makes this arduous journey in the first place in order to achieve her dream of making a 

life for herself in the city--something that is not possible in the rural village where she 

was raised. After the desperation and hopelessness of the previous chapter, we now see a 

hopeful vision for a future in a city of opportunities. Upon arriving in Harare Mazvita 

“felt a rare freedom eagerly anticipated” and revelled in the invisibility that urban life 

granted her, allowing her to take on what she hoped would be a fresh start (54). She 

relished the fact that “no one cast her a pitiful glance. She was not there at all. Her name 

was only hers, she could change it at any time. She called herself Rosie while she sat 

there, and laughed inwardly. She called herself Mildred...then Margaret...then 

Angelina...then Constance...Juliet” (54). Here we see the great significance that Mazvita 

places on names: she gives herself a plethora of new names of European origin, 

recognizing that her Zimbabwean name carries a negative racial connotation that is 

disadvantageous in this colonial society. While she renames herself again and again, she 

nevertheless cannot bring herself to name her own child. 

Mazvita’s arrival in Harare coincides with a surge of imagery surrounding the 

coming independence of Zimbabwe. Vera describes independence as being a kind of 

performance, encapsulated in what people wear and how they behave. Rather than a 

permanent state of being, independence is characterized as “memory and style,” an 

aesthetic captured by the assertion that “black had never been as beautiful when it 

married slavery with freedom” (55). In this way, Vera draws connections between the 

independence of black Zimbabwean women and Zimbabwe itself as a burgeoning new 
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nation, perhaps suggesting that their sense of freedom was not as certain as was hoped or 

anticipated. While independence is a performed identity for Zimbabweans, independence 

also seems to be a performed identity for Zimbabwe; violence and injustice still plague 

Harare even though it is masked as a place of opportunity. What begins as a dream for 

Mazvita quickly becomes a nightmare, merely an illusion of the freedom she feels that 

she has been promised.  

After establishing a backdrop of the violence of the colonial regime with these 

descriptions of Harare, a hint of Mazvita’s unsettling relationship with motherhood, and 

the hopes that lie in moving from a rural space to urban life, Vera then turns to exposing 

the systemic issues that make life for black Zimbabwean women so impossible in this 

society. When Mazvita first meets a man named Joel, she is ecstatic that she has someone 

to look after her as she acclimates to living in a new place. To Mazvita, Joel “was a 

miracle,” “a machine, ready to go somewhere,” someone who “had made Harare easy and 

reachable for her” (58;59). She moves in with him, but their relationship is very much 

one of convenience and transactions: Joel financially supports Mazvita and provides her 

shelter and food in exchange for sex and housekeeping duties. Although this arrangement 

satisfies Mazvita for some time, she eventually grows restless thinking about her own 

future. She recognizes that Joel is essential to her survival in the city due to her 

unemployed status, yet she “did not dream dreams around Joel. She dreamt dreams 

around herself. In Harare, however, Joel was necessary to her dream” (66). Here Vera 

exposes the systemic issues preventing women from seeking greater opportunities for 

themselves in this colonial, patriarchal society: financial dependence on men is necessary 
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in order to survive in the city at first, yet this is a nearly impossible cycle from which to 

break free.  

However, the apparent impossibility of breaking free from dependence on men 

does not prevent Mazvita from trying. Not wanting to alarm Joel or jeopardize her current 

stability in the city, “she allowed Joel to believe that she had no plans for the future” (67). 

The deceit itself was not difficult to maintain as she looked for work because “it suited 

Joel to believe that, to Mazvita, he was an unmistakable version of the future” (67). The 

ease with which Mazvita lulls Joel into ignorance is telling of how deeply dependency on 

men is entrenched in their society; he never thinks to ask whether or not Mazvita even 

desires to seek employment of her own in the future. Mazvita’s sense of wanting to 

escape from this dependency takes on a new sense of urgency here: she desperately wants 

“to find her Harare” and “to find a voice with which to speak, without trying to hide from 

herself” (67). Yet despite her best efforts, her dreams remain unattainable due to a single 

circumstance: looming motherhood. 

Pregnancy and motherhood become the one hurdle that is impossible for Mazvita 

to leap past. At first she tries to keep her state a secret from Joel, knowing that he would 

be upset by the added burden. She is immediately determined “to bury the child inside 

her body” and “not give birth to it” because “Joel must not discover that her body had 

betrayed them like this” (73). Mazvita wholeheartedly blames herself for her pregnancy, 

believing that “she had not thought the right thoughts to keep this child away. How could 
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she have conceived the child without some knowledge in the matter” (73). Here Vera 

emphasizes a disconnect between mind, body, reality, and what this society expects from 

black Zimbabwean women. Mazvita yearns to control her own body, yet she lacks 

control over both her own reproduction as well as options for her path forward. She 

clearly understands the grave implications of this pregnancy, especially when she gives 

birth to the child seven months after she arrives in Harare and Joel realizes that the baby 

does not belong to him. Mazvita worries about how a child will impact her current living 

arrangement, breaking it down into logical smaller steps: “Joel could leave whenever he 

wanted. She could leave when she wanted. So far she wanted to stay. A child interfered 

with her decision to stay” (74). By delving further into the reasoning behind Mazvita’s 

deeply negatively feelings towards her pregnancy, Vera emphasizes that not wanting to 

be pregnant is not simply a mere preference or small inconvenience for black 

Zimbabwean women at this time; rather, the arrival of a baby could derail their entire 

future, forcing them to remain trapped in a role of motherhood that they did not desire in 

the first place. In this way, Vera endeavors to expose the systemic issues and forces at 

work in relation to reproduction in this patriarchal, colonial society. 

Mazvita’s frustration towards her own child is most evident in the scene following 

the child’s birth. She refuses to name her child under the conviction that “a name could 

not be given to a child just like that” because “a name binds a mother to her child. A 

name is for waiting, for release, an embrace precious and permanent, a promise to 
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growing life. She had no promises to offer this child” (85). By refusing to name her child, 

Mazvita also pushes back against the role of being a mother in general. Here we see yet 

another form of the title’s meaning, another instance in which something is denied a 

name and basic recognition of existence; in other words, being denied a name is also to 

be denied a state of being of all things, including that of a child. However, Mazvita’s 

refusal to fully identify as a mother does not prevent Joel from telling her to leave in a 

way that clouds her own sense of autonomy, for “the decision came to her slowly. When 

it did come, she was not sure that the decision had been entirely her own” (95). In order 

to make this decision clear, Joel rapes her one morning before forcing her to leave. 

Robbed of any semblance of personal freedom or autonomy, this violence leaves Mazvita 

with no choice but to negotiate with Joel: She will take her child back to her village and 

then return to Harare empty-handed, ready to embark on what would hopefully be a more 

successful new start. 

However, the next chapter marks a major shift in narration: Vera switches from 

third person to first person from Mazvita’s perspective for these brief but intense two 

pages. Mazvita speaks to Joel in first person, saying that “this hole is so deep and so old 

and heavy on my back. Joel, this body is not me sinking into this hole so deep and dark. 

Where can I go and remain whole?” (98). Like a shift to first person narration in Butterfly 

Burning when the protagonist, Phephelaphi, contemplates and ultimately decides to 

commit suicide, here Vera emphasizes innermost thought when a character is in a state of 
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distress before they have decided what course of action to take. It is important to note that 

once Mazvita seems to realize where her interests land, Vera switches the narration back 

to third person about halfway through the chapter. For instance, Vera writes that 

“Mazvita longed to release the heaviness that made her unable to spread her arms and 

embrace the future. She wanted her arms but they were heavy with the child” (Vera and 

Vera 99). In the latter statement, we see that Mazvita prioritizes freedom and 

independence over being a mother, ready to trade this expected role for one of new 

opportunity in the future. The writing eases back into the third person perspective that 

carries the narration throughout the rest of the novel once a path toward violence has 

been decided on. 

Joel, I hear a fly buzzing all around. It is buzzing around the head of my child. Is 

that the hole dug for me, so deep, and that fly buzzing over my head sent from 

that hole? Who will hear my song? Who will carry it for me this pain and this 

suffering heavy on my back? I have turned and turned in my sleep dreamt of 

mountains such mountains growing on my back. Let me walk onto that mountain 

growing on my back… She had not anticipated such a hollow feeling, such 

emptiness. The child brought to her such powerlessness she could hardly move 

forward (99). 

Here Mazvita speaks as though her child is already dead, imagining flies buzzing 

around its head and wondering who will hear her song after the child is gone. Towards 
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the end of this passage a third person narration picks up again after the ellipsis, describing 

the sense of self and agency that the birth of this child has robbed from Mazvita. By 

shifting to a third person perspective, Vera marks Mazvita’s decision to commit 

infanticide. As we have seen thus far with Vera’s writing in this novel, nothing is stated 

explicitly; rather, one must read between the lines to see that perhaps the state of being in 

which “she had not anticipated such a hollow feeling, such emptiness” is one of violence, 

one that finally makes her freedom from motherhood a reality (99). Vera wants us to see 

the conflicting, complicated thought process that brings Mazvita to her decision to 

commit infanticide; however, the entire novel could not be narrated from her first person 

perspective because we would not fully understand her as a person in the social and 

political context that surrounds her. A third person narration allows Vera to position 

Mazvita as a black Zimbabwean woman amidst the war for a new independent nation, 

entrenched in the violence that has become a state of being for her. 

The language of the third person narration Vera uses to describe the ensuing scene 

of infanticide clearly indicates that Mazvita is confident and sure about the violent act she 

is about to commit by contrast with the interlude of first person narration. When she 

looks at her child lying on the bed her first thought is that “her desire was to close the 

baby’s eyes finally and truthfully” and that she will achieve her “freedom in slender and 

fragile movements, finely executed” (107). Mazvita shows no signs of uncertainty or 

remorse before murdering her child, even going so far as to view the image of closing 
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“the eyes of her child, slowly and gently” as something that “brought her an easy 

satisfaction, an exultant realization of a pleasure ephemeral but true” (107). After tying a 

cloth over her child’s eyes “she felt more sure of the direction in which she would 

proceed, she felt herself gifted and supreme, autonomous in all her decisions, in her every 

gesture and action” (107–08). Here the prospect of violence is portrayed as an 

empowering act in regard to how Mazvita views herself; however, Vera makes a point of 

describing her as an observer would, saying that this mother “saw nothing of the wildness 

in her actions, of the eyes dilating, of her furrowed brow, of her constricted face, of her 

elongated arms, of her shoulders stiff. She mistook her resolve for kindness” (109). There 

is a clear disconnect between Mazvita’s supposedly calm demeanor in the face of 

violence according to how she views herself and what she outwardly appears to be in the 

moment: frenzied, upset, and distraught. 

Vera applies the same level of detailed, brutally honest language to the precise 

execution of the infanticide, only she does it in retrospect. This shift happens within the 

same chapter (Chapter 30) after Mazvita sets up her action by knotting a tie around the 

child’s neck and blindfolding it. In describing Mazvita’s violence she states that 

“bewildered and standing outside her own self she remembered some of her action 

toward this child,” suggesting that the infanticide has already been committed (109). Vera 

then goes on to explain the distinct steps that Mazvita remembers doing: “She had 

managed a constricting knot from which the child could not survive. She felt the neck 
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break and fall over her wrist. She felt the bone at the bottom of that neck tell her that the 

child had died” (109). Here it is important to note the parallel between the child’s neck 

breaking and Mazvita’s neck breaking in the first chapter of the novel. Vera describes 

Mazvita’s broken neck by saying that “her neck is twisted. A bone at the bottom of her 

neck told her that her neck had been turned and turned till it could no longer find a resting 

place. Her neck had been broken” (7–8). These two passages describing necks breaking 

are quite similar: Vera twice emphasizes the bones at the bottom of the necks breaking, 

and both passages are written in a mostly external relation where physical feelings are 

emphasized over psychological emotions. No names are mentioned, suggesting that these 

descriptions could be nearly interchangeable. The similarities these passages share are 

important examples of the novel’s treatment of time, blurring the distinctions of 

chronology, identity, and order. In this way, the parallel deaths of Mazvita and her child 

further depict violence as a state of being rather than a singular event at a particular point 

in time.   

Once Mazvita remembers the details of committing the infanticide, the rest of the 

scene seems to come to her in short bursts of images that repeat in language and 

structure. This repetition is especially apparent when she fixates on the apparent softness 

of her baby’s head, remembering how “the head fell forward and she saw the top of the 

child’s head. She saw the soft part of her child where she had been waiting for the hair to 

grow. She passed a cold hand over that soft dying part, and felt the softness still there. It 
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had sunk inward, that soft part” (110). It is only after she commits infanticide that she 

shows any sign of guilt or uncertainty, feeling as though “she was was responsible for 

some horrible and irreversible truth concerning her actions” (110). Mazvita is left unable 

to speak as “she held her breath tight, within her chest. There was a burning on her 

tongue” (110). There also seems to be signs of a feeling resembling affection as she feels 

the softness of her child, yet Vera keeps this emotion in check by emphasizing the “cold 

hand,” suggesting distance and detachment. Here we see another instance of something 

that exists in limbo without a name, as the title of the novel asserts. Vera therefore 

suggests that there is no name for the violent act that Mazvita commits, no word to 

describe the action of killing one’s baby. 

All uncertainty seems to vanish from Mazvita’s disposition once the shock of the 

violence she committed passes. She sees a path forward for her future now that “she had 

accomplished her tremulous vision,” leaving her “capable of brave pronouncements still” 

(111). Now that she has freed herself from the burden of motherhood, her next steps are 

clear: “she would go to Nyenyedzi and give him his child. It was his child” (111). 

Mazvita is empowered by the violent act she has committed, by the knowledge that she 

must no longer feel obligated to identify herself as a mother. As Mazvita finally leaves 

Joel’s house with her now temporary burden, Vera echoes a statement from earlier on in 

the novel, writing that “it fell in lumps, the milk. It fell from the baby’s mouth” (111). 

This line harkens back to Chapter 5 when Mazvita carries the baby on her back as “milk 
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poured from her breasts. It fell in soured lumps” (27). Through connecting these two 

passages we finally realize that the baby was dead in Chapter 5 as well, not just 

unresponsive. The full force of the novel’s structure strikes the reader, making her realize 

how entrenched Mazvita’s violence has truly been throughout the novel. Once again, 

Vera emphasizes states of being rather than events, forcing the reader to reconsider the 

chronology they may have thought was rigidly established already.  

One expects this empowerment through violence, this sense of freedom and 

opportunity, to carry through to the final scene when Mazvita finally makes it back to her 

village and realizes the damage that the war has wreaked on her home. Yet the ending has 

suddenly lost all sense of hope and clear futuristic vision that Mazvita felt in the wake of 

her infanticide. The final chapter of the novel is written in short sentences that often start 

with simple subjects and that lack conjunctions and integration of minor details, thereby 

contributing to the sense of a detached third person perspective. 

It is yesterday. The village has disappeared. Mazvita can smell the burnt grass, 

though most of it has been washed away by the rain. The soil is black with the 

burnt grass. Mazvita gathers the burning grass. She will carry the burning grass 

with her. She will carry the voices that she remembers from this place, from the 

burning grass. She has not forgotten the voices. The broken huts are dark with 

smoke and the mists fall gently over the empty walls. Mazvita moves toward the 

huts. The smoke is long departed, but Mazvita can see it over the huts which have 
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been burnt. It is yesterday. Mazvita walks in gentle footsteps that lead her to the 

place of her beginning. Mazvita bends forward and releases the baby from her 

back, into her arms. The silence is deep, hollow, and lonely (116). 

The phrase “it is yesterday” repeats over and over again through this final chapter, 

countering the forward-looking empowerment she seemed to gain from committing 

infanticide (114). The loss of a future for her child in Mazvita’s home manifests itself 

physically in the fact that the “village has disappeared” in a fire (116). All that is left of 

her past is the lingering smell of a fire, forcing Mazvita to “carry the burning grass with 

her” as the only remaining memory of where she comes from (116). Left without a future 

in Harare after leaving Joel and without a past in the village after it burnt down, Mazvita 

realizes that even relinquishing the burden of motherhood is not enough to gain the 

freedom and opportunities she desires. She feels backed into a corner, hopeless now that 

the last resort--extreme violence--was not even a strong enough sacrifice for her to be 

rewarded. Despite the fact that she has accomplished what she set out to do (“Mazvita 

bends forward and releases the baby from her back, into her arms”) she is nevertheless 

left with a silence that “is deep, hollow, and lonely” (116). Although it made Mazvita feel 

empowered, strong, and confident about her future in the moment, her act of violence 

was not the answer she had thought it would be. Even without the burden of motherhood, 

her status as a black Zimbabwean woman is still not enough to make her dreams of work 

and independence a reality.  
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Perhaps the only hope Mazvita can find is in somehow losing her name and 

starting over as a new individual. She remarks that “if she had no fears, she could begin 

here, without a name” because “it is cumbersome to have a name. It is an anchor” (115). 

In other words, it would be advantageous to not have the name of a black Zimbabwean 

woman, especially one that “recalls this place to her, which, earlier, she has chosen to 

forget” (115). As a black Zimbabwean woman from a rural area, her named identity 

prevents her from achieving the financial and social independence she seeks due to the 

systemic pressures of the colonial, patriarchal society in which she lives. If she could 

only “forget the names that call her own name, then the hills would name her afresh”; if 

she could only come from a different community, then maybe the legacy of colonialism 

would not press on her shoulders like the weight of her dead child, like the burden of 

motherhood (115). In this way, it would be easier for Mazvita to live without a name than 

to endure life as a black Zimbabwean woman in this time and place. 

In this novel, Vera presents the decision to commit infanticide with nuance and 

emotion, demonstrating how such extreme violence can become an option in the life of a 

black Zimbabwean woman. While Mazvita seeks empowerment through freeing herself 

from the burden of motherhood, she ultimately realizes that even just being a woman in 

this colonial, patriarchal society is enough to prevent her from achieving her goals. 

Through playing with narrative style, perspective, and time in Without a Name, Vera 

shows the interconnections between several levels of violence that women in this 
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patriarchal, colonial society must face. From the violence on the streets of Harare to the 

infanticide Mazvita commits and the explosion that ultimately kills her, Mazvita’s 

identity is inherently intertwined with the pervasive state of being that violence inhabits 

as Rhodesia nears independence.  

 However, the infanticide Mazvita commits in Without a Name is not the last 

instance of the entangling of womanhood and violence that Vera will write about; she 

further explores this startling, seemingly paradoxical relationship in her later novel, 

Butterfly Burning. 

 

Abortion and Suicide in Butterfly Burning 

 Published nearly two decades after Zimbabwe’s independence from Britain in 

1980, Vera’s novel Butterfly Burning takes the central decision of Without a Name--

whether or not to give birth to a child--and places it within the context of 1940s 

Rhodesia. Set between 1945 and 1948 in the Rhodesian township Makokoba of 

Bulawayo, Butterfly Burning depicts the entrapment that women experienced in colonial 

times that seems quite similar to that experienced in the independent Zimbabwe from 

which Vera writes. Phephelaphi, a young woman without an occupation, struggles to 

define herself in her own terms rather than those of her lover, Fumbatha, or those of the 

stifling, sexist society in which she lives. The novel is written in a similar third person 

style to Without a Name in a structure that withholds important information from the 
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reader until it is also known by Phephelaphi. Arguably the most important example of 

this is the identity of Phephelaphi’s biological mother--Zandile rather than Getrude, the 

latter of whom she was raised to believe was her mother. This fact is only revealed by her 

lover Fumbatha in the third to last chapter before Phephelaphi commits suicide. The 

shared style and structure further emphasizes the core aspects of Without a Name that 

Vera positions in a 1940s context in her succeeding novel. 

 Throughout Butterfly Burning Vera resists the stereotypes associated with Third 

World women, primarily that they desire to be mothers, automatically accept the burden 

of maternity as inevitable, and must be associated with land and water imagery. In 

Butterfly Burning, the protagonist Phephelaphi performs her own abortion and ultimately 

sets herself on fire when she discovers that she is pregnant for a second time in order to 

escape the suffocating expectations of motherhood. Here we see that the center of 

violence in this novel is self-inflicted; instead of being merely horrifying, Vera portrays 

these scenes of self-inflicted violence as moments of agency and self-possession. 

Through writing about violence enacted by women in the context of familial relations, 

Vera exposes the systemic level of violence at work against them as a disruptive force 

beyond their control. This exposure is achieved by Vera’s narrative style in which she 

writes these acts of self-inflicted violence in the context of subverting stereotypes of 

associating women with land and water imagery.  
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 Narrated in a third person perspective, Butterfly Burning recounts the experience 

of Phephelaphi, a young woman who falls in love with a man named Fumbatha. Haunted 

by the memories of her mother Gertrude’s violent death, Phephelaphi must come to terms 

with her own womanhood after being raised by Zandile, a woman who prioritized her 

sexuality rather than her role as a mother. As her relationship with Fumbatha deepens, 

Phephelaphi realizes that this dependency on a man in the patriarchal society in which 

she lives is not what she desires. Eager to create a future for herself, she applies and is 

accepted to a training program to become a nurse; however, this dream soon crumbles 

when she learns that she is pregnant. Because the program will not allow her to continue 

if she is pregnant, Phephelaphi gives herself an abortion in the middle of the bush. 

However, this act of violence does not solve her problems; she soon learns that Fumbatha 

has been cheating on her with a neighbor named Deliwe and that Zandile, not Gertrude, is 

her actual biological mother. In the midst of these realizations she also learns that she is 

pregnant a second time. This latter discovery causes her to set herself on fire in a final act 

of self-inflicted violence, setting her free in a way that was not otherwise possible in this 

patriarchal, colonial society.  

 Vera sets Butterfly Burning in 1940s Rhodesia in order to entrench the 

intersection of potential motherhood, womanhood, and violence in a decade permeated 

by land disputes and opposition to the colonial government. The 1940s saw a migration 

to Rhodesia as people gravitated towards this increasingly industrialized colony, resulting 
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in overwhelming population growth in rural areas. The impact of this overcrowding was 

exacerbated by the ineffective Land Apportionment Act of 1931 which “divided the 

colony into ‘European’ and ‘native’ areas” and “had the dual effect of expropriating large 

tracts of arable land from African farmers while denying Africans the legal right to 

establish residency in the ‘European’ urban areas” (Urbanization and Conflict). This lack 

of land caused more people to move to the cities, which then created issues with 

overcrowding, poor living conditions, and racial segregation. Subsequent legislation 

(notably the amended Land Apportionment Act in 1941 and the Native (Urban Areas) 

Accommodation and Registration Act of 1946) failed to solve these issues, resulting in 

African rallies in 1946. Based largely in the Harare township Salisbury, these protests 

were significant in that they “represented the first organized protest against government 

policy since the conquest of the colony in the 1890s” (Urbanization and Conflict). Two 

years later, a general strike by workers in Bulawayo and Salisbury “set a precedent for 

conceited action against the state that foreshadowed the political conflict that would 

characterize the late 1950s” (Urbanization and Conflict, 1940s, Credo Reference). Thus, 

although these acts of revolt ultimately failed in reaching their immediate goals, they 

nevertheless paved the way for a legacy of opposition and challenging unjust colonial 

rule in the future of this colony. By connecting these racialized struggles over land with 

women and violence, Vera emphasizes the connection between the suffering and strength 
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that exists in both instances of systemic colonial violence. In Vera’s view of this 1940s 

society, land, women, and violence are inextricably linked. 

 Before delving into the two significant acts of self-inflicted violence, it is 

important to recognize how Vera handles violence in the novel through two instances that 

occur before Phephelaphi is even introduced. Butterfly Burning begins by emphasizing 

violence which comes from the outside, from the clash of nameless men fighting other 

nameless men. In her detached, omniscient third person prose, Vera spends the first three 

chapters describing Sidojiwe E2, the longest street in Makokoba, the Bulawayo township 

in which the story takes place. Phephelaphi, the protagonist, is not even mentioned until 

the fourth chapter; instead, Fumbatha, her lover, is introduced in the context of the brutal 

hanging of his father in the year that Fumbatha was born. Vera describes the seventeen 

men hanging in the tree with gruesome imagery, explaining that “a man can be hanged 

more than once. The first, he watches himself die. He dies several times. Then something 

crushes in the roof of his head his faith a wisp of flame thinner than life. Only a perfect 

circle can hang a man” (Vera, Butterfly Burning 13). Although it appears as though Vera 

intends these men to remain nameless, she gives the reader enough context to understand 

what is happening if they are knowledgeable in Zimbabwean history. By specifying that 

this hanging took place in April of 1896, Vera positions the violence as part of the 

Second Matabele War, a conflict between the Matabele people against the British South 

Africa Company that was fought between 1896 and 1897. In fact, the Matabele first 
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began revolting in March of 1896, just a month before the hanging Vera describes 

(sahoboss). Here one must read between the lines in order to understand the greater 

contextual significance of this violence, thereby emphasizing the way Vera’s narrative 

withholds information from its reader at the same time that it provides clues of context 

along the way. This hidden context allows her to criticize the colonial regime without 

outrightly challenging its rule. 

It is during this scene that the only woman identified in the novel thus far is 

introduced: Fumbatha’s mother, who takes her son to see the tree where his father was 

hanged when he is fourteen years old. Fumbatha immediately takes note of the effect the 

scene has on his mother, inferring that “she has been here before, without him” and 

noticing that “her voice is impatient and he knows that she had expected him to remain 

close to her, to witness the shiver of her arms, to see her eyes burn” (14). By opening the 

novel with this interaction between a mother, her son, and an awful death, Vera 

emphasizes the large impact that colonial violence had on black Zimbabwean women 

even when it was not enacted against them directly. Fumbatha’s mother must now raise 

her son alone, haunted by the violence of her husband’s death all these years later. 

Violence leaves a legacy, one that Vera is careful to carry into the rest of the novel.  

The second instance of violence occurs in the chapter before Fumbatha and 

Phephelaphi meet. A scene of an oil tank explosion uses a detached third person 

perspective to establish a landscape in which violence is a state of being rather than an 
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isolated event. Vera describes the children playing on Sidojiwe E2 in a grand way that 

seems larger than life: 

The children possess nothing except an excited value placed on anything shared, 

and a glorious love of intimacy. They only have to look at each other to feel that 

they have been born not only for a healthy but a joyful purpose, because they 

immediately fling their treasures into the dark corners of their hiding place and 

break into the day with echoes of sunlight, rainbows curling around their knees, a 

glory too furious and complete for adults to understand, with dreams too stunning 

(19). 

As in Without a Name, Vera emphasizes states of being. Intangible nouns are 

qualified with adjectives such as “excited,” “glorious,” “healthy,” and “joyful,” 

emphasizing the apparent bliss of community that accompanies “anything shared.” The 

children seem to have an untainted knowledge and view of the world only known to 

them, embodied in “a glory too furious and complete for adults to understand, with 

dreams too stunning.” These “possessions” are states of being--intimacy, purpose, glory, 

dreams--rather than physical objects or property, imbuing the novel with a similar sense 

of timelessness that was present in Without a Name. When violence ultimately occurs, it 

is written into this narration seamlessly, as though it was inevitably expected:  

The older children walk as far as the border which encloses the factory and touch 

the barbed fence they place their fingers within the diamond mesh and gaze at the 
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men working underneath the large tank which is raised from the ground. The men 

are under the tank. Then they vanish. They vanish in a cloud of violent and 

impeccable flame (21). 

The violence here is obscured partly by Vera’s description of the aftermath before 

the action itself: in this passage she states that the men vanish before she states that this is 

the result of “a cloud of violent and impeccable flame.” Vera plays with a sense of 

timelessness in her narration, distorting our linear expectation of cause-and-effect and 

instead narrating violence as a state of being that takes up more space than a mere 

second, whose effect radiates outward in many directions rather than simply impacting 

those directly and immediately affected (in this case, the men working under the tank). 

Vera’s lengthy passages describing the children playing on Sidojiwe E2 leading up to the 

oil tank explosion prioritize the action and activity surrounding the violence instead of 

the violence itself. Although violence permeates the novel, it does not function as the 

center around which everything revolves; instead, this center is comprised of questions of 

familial relations (particularly motherhood) and exploring the association between land, 

women, and colonial rule.   

 With this understanding of how Vera treats violence in the novel, we can now 

turn to the two instances of self-inflicted violence that make up this novel’s core. 

Phephelaphi discovers she is pregnant two weeks after being accepted into the nursing 

program, a realization that reduces her to a sense of futurelessness. She laments that “she 
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was nothing now” as though the growing baby inside of her reduces her to a blank space; 

instead, all she wants is “some respect, some dignity, some balance and power of her 

own” (107). Yet even amidst this nothingness, Phephelaphi resists being “owned” by men 

by keeping her pregnancy a secret from Fumbatha, much as Mazvita does not tell Joel 

about her pregnancy in Without a Name. However, unlike Mazvita, Phephelaphi cannot 

risk going through with the pregnancy: the nursing program makes it clear that “she 

would not be accepted if she were pregnant” (99). Rather than resorting to infanticide as 

her method of resisting motherhood, Phephelaphi decides to give herself an abortion. 

Vera takes Phephelaphi’s intense unwillingness to becoming a mother even 

further by connecting her emotional aversion to her physical body. Deciding to prioritize 

her own future and independence as a woman over that of a future child, Phephelaphi 

performs a gruesome abortion on herself in the middle of the barren bush. Though this 

physical act is agonizingly painful, it provides her a deep connection with herself that the 

prospect of motherhood never allowed. As she cuts inside herself with a sharp thorn, she 

recognizes herself in her own pain: “It is herself, her agony spilling over some fine limit 

of becoming which she has ceased to suddenly understand [...] It is she” (116). The 

abortion is the embodiment of Phephelaphi’s refusal to submit to being Fumbatha’s 

“property,” of depending on a man for her livelihood and being relegated to the role of 

mother without any say in the matter. Phephelaphi’s lack of choice here is important 
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because it emphasizes the extreme lengths necessary in order for black Rhodesian women 

to feel a semblance of control over their own bodies in this deeply patriarchal society. 

Vera asserts that this event is not something that Phephelaphi will try to suppress 

in her memory or discount as not being part of her identity; rather, she boldly states that 

“each moment is hers and she recalls each detail with clarity even while she is still living 

it, living in it, part of it, and parting from it. Rising, she must remember” (124–25). The 

detailed, graphic description of abortion forces the reader to recognize Phephelaphi’s use 

of violence against the self as an act of resistance. Here we see how the connection 

between Phephelaphi’s emotional and physical self through her abortion challenges the 

series of disruptions that Dangarembga sets forth in Nervous Conditions and The Book of 

Not, thus revealing a systemic level of violence from forces beyond women’s control. In 

other words, self-inflicted violence becomes a way for Phephelaphi to confront the 

motherly role expected of her. Violence against oneself is Phephelaphi’s only option to 

attempt to break free from the traditional gender expectations and limitations that 

permeate this colonial society.  

The intertwining descriptions of the abortion and the land on which Phephelaphi 

stands as she performs this terrifying task have important implications for the close 

association between women, property, and nation. The chapter detailing Phephelaphi’s 

abortion begins with a thorough description of the land surrounding her: 
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The land is bare and sparse with dots of short bush. Here, a thorn. Here, a bird. 

Just dots of living across this stretching flat land. Then further, fields and fields of 

drying waving grass, and no trees. On the other side, beyond the stunted bushes, is 

Makokoba, within it is Sidojiwe E2, Jukwa Road, Bambanani, L Road, D Square, 

and Banda Road, and many more. A black location. The houses tiny shelters, like 

the shrubs. Around them, tall trees introduced one by one after each row of 

houses, standing on guard against an anticipated accident, some incident of 

fracture, like breaking bone. In each street dream rubs against dream. Near and 

close (114–15). 

Here Vera depicts an expanse that is “bare and sparse with dots of short bush” and 

“then further, fields and fields of dry waving grass, and no trees.” The sparsity of the land 

emphasizes the earth itself, leaving nothing left but rocks and soil. Alternating 

descriptions of the land and Phephelaphi’s abortion continue to weave together 

throughout the chapter until they become tightly knotted in the burial of her aborted fetus 

in the earth. After breaking through the hard soil she finally “digs beyond this core” and 

finds that “the soil is smooth, charitable, full of pardon” (122). Here we see that the land 

supports her and offers her control of it as she buries the aborted fetus, challenging the 

notion that Third World women and land are hopelessly connected.  

This control over the earth contrasts sharply with the way Fumbatha associates 

Phephelaphi with land earlier on in the novel when they first meet. Their relationship is 
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rooted in this stereotypical association from their very first interaction when Fumbatha 

“met Phephelaphi on the Umguza River in 1946” and “she rose out of the water like the 

sun and he looked at her in total surprise” (26; 27). Fumbatha further cements this 

connotation with the remark that he “had never wanted to possess anything before, except 

the land. He wanted her like the land beneath his feet from which birth had severed him” 

(29). Yet by emphasizing the control Phephelaphi has over this land through violence 

against herself, Vera twists the stereotype of women as property into a narrative of 

control and autonomy for women. This scene pushes back against the colonial regime’s 

goal of seizing land for its own uses as well, instead portraying a woman who takes this 

earth for herself. 

As with land imagery, Vera also challenges the traditional associations of women 

with water by characterizing Phephelaphi as having a strong connection with fire in 

moments of violence. In her article, “Turning Her Back on the Moon: Virginity, 

Sexuality, and Mothering in the Works of Yvonne Vera,” Carolyn Martin Shaw argues 

that “in Vera’s works, time and time again, woman’s natural element seems to be water: 

for her, water is the medium of birth and death” (Shaw 48). Shaw emphasizes the 

significance of this symbolism by explaining that “in southern Africa, the Rainmaker is a 

powerful figure, and rain is a sign of life and regeneration” (48). However, Vera 

characterizes Phephelaphi more significantly through imagery of fire as well as water, 

particularly during moments of violence. Phephelaphi is associated with water from the 
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perspective of the male gaze in the beginning of the novel when Fumbatha first meets her 

in the river. Fumbatha’s view of Phephelaphi here is idealized and romanticized when he 

says that the river “had given him this woman, spitting her onto the rock like a dream” 

(Vera, Butterfly Burning 27). Here Fumbatha stands in for the patriarchal society that has 

fostered and perpetuated these traditional expectations and notions of black Rhodesian 

women. 

Vera challenges such an inaccurate representation by further associating 

Phephelaphi with fire as well as water, notably during the intense moments of self 

violence. In the intense agony of her abortion, Phephelaphi is said to be “lightning, 

burning like it. She is fire and flame. She is light” (117). Directly opposing the image of 

women being water-like sources of new life, Vera also writes: “This is not water but a 

liquid wind--a pool of fire in which she burns without pause. Nothing has been born. 

Nothing has been born at all. Nothing has been taken away” (120). At the end of the 

novel Phephelaphi burns herself alive after learning that she is pregnant again, thereby 

committing suicide by becoming the embodiment of fire itself. Vera incorporates some 

language of water amidst her fire imagery here, particularly in the way the flames create 

“the finest flood threatening each terraced pain, each threshold, each slope and incline, 

and is underneath that flood holding her breath knowing that no matter when, no matter 

how, she will eventually rise into her own song” (150). In this way, Vera plays with the 

traditional association of water with women by transforming flames into a fiery flood. It 
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is important to underscore the fact that this subversive blend of fire and water imagery 

appears most vividly during moments of self violence. By blurring traditional gender 

norms of symbolic associations during these intense, unsettling scenes, Vera asserts that 

violence functions as a tool of liberation for black Rhodesian women, at times the only 

escape they feel they have from the constraints of society. 

 The second and final act of self-inflicted violence occurs after a barrage of 

realizations hit Phephelaphi towards the end of the novel. Seemingly all at once 

Phephelaphi learns that Zandile is her biological mother, that Fumbatha has been 

cheating on her with a neighbor Deliwe, and that she is pregnant for a second time. 

Phephelaphi’s suicide is preceded by an important shift in narration to Phephelaphi’s first 

person perspective, a stark departure from the detached third person narration of the rest 

of the novel. As when Mazvita contemplates committing infanticide in Without a Name, 

first person narration is used while Phephelaphi decides the course of action to take; 

however, once it is clear that she wants to die and is going to kill herself, Vera shifts back 

into third person narration again. In the beginning of the chapter, Phephelaphi appears 

very factual and logical in her thinking, stating the problem at hand: “So I have to forget 

about training as a nurse altogether and what else am I to become but nothing, and he had 

already left me long before I knew about it” (145). Not only do we clearly understand 

Phephelaphi’s dilemma here, but we also better understand the systemic forces at work in 

this colonial society. A sense of hopelessness is apparent when Phephelaphi says she 
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feels her “being” and “woman self tearing away” (145). She then points to Sidojiew E2 

specifically as a place of colonialism and limitations for black Rhodesian women, 

asserting that “I am not here. Here is a place you can belong. I no longer belong. I am not 

here” (146). A woman who is not a mother and who does not have a way of financially 

supporting herself (such as through prostitution) finds herself falling between the cracks 

of Rhodesian society. 

However, this logical, cause-and-effect structure of thought does not last long. As 

Phephelaphi delves deeper into these feelings, the narration becomes more haphazard and 

deteriorates into third person with intermittent interjections of first person statements. 

Phephelaphi expresses her desperation and desire to die using natural imagery, saying “I 

see myself die in a storm” and that lying on the ground beneath a bare tree would be “a 

good way to die, the ground is soft, not hard and dry like a rock” (146). Here Vera 

harkens back to the emphasis on land when Phephelaphi gives herself an abortion. There 

is a similar sense of support from the land in Phephelaphi’s description, suggesting that 

land away from the urban area of Sidojiwe E2 which is permeated by colonial values is 

the only setting in which she can finally belong. As she embraces death more and more 

strongly, her first person perspective seems to retreat back into detached third person 

narration. This shift in narrative style is clearly evident in the last few statements of the 

chapter: 
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Sometimes large drops of rain fall from the sky onto the soft ground. When the 

first rain falls the dust rises from the ground and I can smell it and I want to fall 

down. I want to lie on the ground. I want to feel the rain on my tongue. Only the 

finest soil can rise like a fragrance, tossing tiny clouds which float high up to the 

knees. The rain falls in large drops. Everything is still. This rain stops suddenly 

and the weight of the raindrops can be felt in the unexpected silence. When I look 

down, the ground has numerous small holes dug into it. The bright sun. The rain. 

Then the sun and rain together. The smell of the earth divine (147). 

These latter statements emphasize the support of the land, portraying “the smell of 

the earth divine” as a release from the patriarchal, colonial pressures of urban society as 

enacted through Fumbatha as well as rules about black Zimbabwean women pursuing 

careers. Thus, in this chapter Vera chooses to show someone grappling with the prospect 

of violence against oneself through first person perspective, detailing the thought 

processes that go into such a significant a decision as suicide. Here the narration further 

exposes the systemic forces of colonialism that made it impossible for black Rhodesian 

women to function outside the expectations of either being a mother or financially 

supporting oneself through prostitution or other difficult means.  

The startling final chapter of the novel deserves a closer look, especially 

regarding the role of self-inflicted violence. After learning she is pregnant a second time, 

Phephelaphi “seeks her own refuge” by lighting herself on fire in order to destroy the 
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potential of motherhood within her (148). Rather than be viewed as an act of self 

destruction, her suicide is actually depicted as an act of self love, harkening back to the 

empowerment and support associated with fire imagery during the abortion scene. 

Phephelaphi revels in “a touch, her own genuine touch; to love her own body now, after 

she has loved and left it, to love her own eyebrows and her own knees, finally she has 

done so, embracing each part of herself with flame, deeply and specially” (150). This 

moment of unexpected freedom and comfort in an act of extreme violence against the self 

demonstrates how “by turning the victim in to the perpetrator of her own violence, Vera 

forces the reader to examine the enactment of violence and not only its aftermath” 

(Coundouriotis 64). Because Phephelaphi is the perpetrator of violence against her own 

body, she has more power over herself than she ever could otherwise in this colonial 

society. Although this final scene ultimately ends in Phephelaphi’s death, it also results in 

a sense of empowerment, self-possession, and emancipation from traditional gender 

expectations. Fumbatha can no longer view her as the “land” she owns; rather, she has 

become the owner of herself. 

The title Butterfly Burning encapsulates much of what the final scene asserts 

regarding black Rhodesian women and violence as a tool for escape and empowerment. 

Butterfly imagery occurs at various points throughout the novel, portraying black 

Rhodesian women in different states of being. An early use of butterfly imagery is in 

Chapter 6 when people fight over the Red Seal Roller Meal in a violent, chaotic outburst. 
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In this chapter of descriptions of scenes on Sidojiwe E2, people clash in a dangerous 

moment of desperation for food: 

The women yank their children from the ground and proceed home, their faces 

turbulent, their eyes trembling. They should have waited in rows for the Red Seal 

Roller Meal, not fought over it or mistrusted one another. They embrace an entire 

loss; at least there is sharing after the event, not gloating and pride on one 

triumphant side. The men, equally stunned by their own frenzied spontaneity, bow 

their shoulders in resignation. The loss is shared. There is joy to destroying a gift. 

On their arms is the touch of their bodies. Beneath the balcony is a multitude of 

broken butterfly wings finely crushed (Vera, Butterfly Burning 46). 

This last image of crushed butterfly wings is reminiscent of the oppression of 

black Rhodesian women, bearing the brunt of the violence from the poverty and 

hopelessness that pervades this colonial society. This use of butterfly imagery coincides 

with that which occurs in the context of Deliwe’s party when Phephelaphi is described as 

“wearing a flaring white skirt underneath which is a stiff petticoat which she has dipped 

in a bowl of warm water thickened with sugar and then ironed hot till it dried. A white 

butterfly, her waist a tight loop” (64). It is as this white butterfly that she forgives Emelda 

(Gertrude) because she now understands “how difficult it is to be a woman, to fly with a 

broken limb” (67). Here the butterfly is representative of the black Rhodesian women 

who are restrained by traditional gender expectations of passivity, obedience, and 
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patriarchal colonialism. In this way, closer attention to the butterfly imagery Vera uses 

throughout the novel imbues the title with even greater significance: the white butterfly 

(Phephelaphi) who had been trapped within the confines of Rhodesian society had to 

burn in order to be free. Violence becomes the only solution for Phephelaphi, the only 

choice for a black Rhodesian woman who rejects motherhood but is prevented from 

achieving her career aspirations due to pregnancy. 

 

Concluding Thoughts: Motherhood, Violence, and Womanhood 

 Looking at Without a Name and Butterfly Burning alongside one another allows 

one to see the many similarities they share in terms of structure and content. Both novels 

revolve around the decision of whether or not to go through with unexpected and 

unwanted pregnancies, albeit in different settings (1940s Rhodesia vs. Zimbabwe on the 

brink of independence in 1977). Vera also switches from a third person narration to the 

first person perspective of a black Zimbabwean woman in the precise moments that the 

protagonists contemplate committing acts of violence. In these abruptly changing 

chapters the reader is shown their frenzied, desperate thought processes as they weigh 

their limited options: accept the role of mother and relinquish any control over their 

futures or take violent action and change their identities as women so they can pursue 

more financially stable opportunities in the future. Through these novels Vera emphasizes 

that in many cases this is not simply a personal decision based on preference; instead, it is 
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the only decision black Zimbabwean women have if they wish to have any sort of 

independence in this colonial, patriarchal society. 

 Likewise, Without a Name and Butterfly Burning clearly share similarities in the 

stories they tell. Apart from the obvious themes of motherhood, violence, and the 

challenges that black Zimbabwean women face, these novels also possess similar endings 

in terms of results. At a first glance, these final scenes might seem quite disparate: 

Mazvita delivers her dead child back to her village, whereas Phephelaphi lights herself on 

fire in a suicidal blaze. Yet have these women not in some ways reached the same ends 

via different means? Although Mazvita is alive in the last scene of the novel, the cyclical, 

timeless structure of Without a Name suggests that she died in the very first chapter in an 

explosion. And while Phephelaphi’s death may be written about in terms of liberation, 

the fact nevertheless remains that she is no longer alive. There is also the shared 

circumstance that both women have prevented themselves from becoming mothers: 

Mazvita retroactively and Phephelaphi proactively. In each case, motherhood becomes a 

threat to the future that these women most desperately desire: new opportunities that will 

offer them more financial stability and independence from the men they find themselves 

revolving around. 

 Yet these futures literally vanish in bursts of flames, be it in the fire of 

Phephelaphi’s suicide or among the burning grass that is all that is left of the village to 

which Mazvita returns. Here we see fire used as a tool of violence, one that masks itself 
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as a wielder of liberation but which actually just masks the impossibility of the future. 

Even violence is not enough to give black Zimbabwean women the futures they want, 

futures in which they can choose whether or not they want to take on motherhood without 

having such an identity thrust upon them with no alternatives. Vera shows at once how 

violence can be both powerful and desperate, a sign of strength and a cry for help, the 

only option left and not an option at all. In the next chapter, I will discuss the women in 

Vera’s novel The Stone Virgins for which violence only falls in the latter category of 

undisputed reality in which they have no choice. 
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Chapter 3 

The Late Works of Dangarembga and Vera 

 As we have seen, both Tsitsi Dangarembga and Yvonne Vera have written novels 

that share similarities within their own writing: Nervous Conditions and The Book of Not 

grapple with the traditions of the Bildungsroman genre in the context of colonialism, 

while Without a Name and Butterfly Burning show the relationship between violence, 

motherhood, and colonialism at distinct points in Zimbabwe’s history. However, two 

later novels by these writers seem to share more similarities with each other than with 

other texts by their respective authors: Vera’s The Stone Virgins (2002) and 

Dangarembga’s This Mournable Body (2018). Although these novels may at first appear 

to carry on the same patterns and aims as the novels previously discussed (The Stone 

Virgins still deals with violence and women, and This Mournable Body continues 

Tambu’s story), a closer look at the way they are narrated reveals otherwise. In these later 

novels, Dangarembga and Vera both use different narrative styles from their earlier ones 

in order to better convey the trauma that their protagonists have experienced.  

 In Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, Cathy Caruth 

contends that trauma is “always the story of a wound that cries out, that addresses us in 

the attempt to tell us of a reality or truth that is not otherwise available” (Caruth 4). She 

emphasizes trauma’s “endless impact on life” and characterizes trauma as “a kind of 

double telling, the oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life: 

between the story of the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable 

nature of its survival” (7–8). Similar to Vera’s characterization of violence as a state of 

being, here Caruth also portrays trauma as a permeating state of being rather than an 
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event or incident that can be pinned down. This kind of “double telling” affects narrative 

voice in that trauma writing is “not the story of the individual in relation to the events of 

his or her own past, but as the story of the way in which one’s own trauma is tied up with 

the trauma of another, the way in which trauma may lead, therefore, to the encounter with 

another, through the very possibility and surprise of listening to another’s wound” (8). 

There is thus a multiplicity inherent to the voice of trauma writing that encompasses not 

only the present of trauma, but the way it may interact with the trauma of others and that 

of society as well.  

 Because of this multiplicity of trauma, the narrative voices used by Vera and 

Dangarembga in their past novels is no longer an effective way to write. Rather than 

write primarily from a third person perspective, Vera writes The Stone Virgins in a 

cacophony of first person perspectives as both the protagonist and her rapist narrate 

violence. Similarly, Dangarembga also departs from her usual first person perspective 

and instead narrates trauma through second person, blurring the past with the present and 

eliminating any thought of the future. By narrating the trauma of black Zimbabwean 

women before, during, and after the war for independence through perspectives rooted in 

multiplicity, Vera and Dangarembga attempt to more effectively communicate the trauma 

experienced due to the systemic forces of this patriarchal, colonial society.  

 

This Mournable Body by Tsitsi Dangarembga 

Twelve years after the publication of The Book of Not in 2006 and sixteen years 

after the publication of The Stone Virgins in 2002, Dangarembga finally published her 

third Tambu novel titled This Mournable Body in 2018. This novel takes place several 
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months after The Book of Not, which ended with independence, and picks up Tambu’s 

story as she struggles to find work and a place to live in the city. Shortly after Tambu 

begins teaching she has a mental breakdown and attacks a student, later waking up in a 

mental hospital and staying with her cousin Nyasha and her new white European husband 

for some time while she recovers. Tambu eventually lands an ecotourism job, only to find 

that this position takes her back to her homestead as the company endeavors to exploit 

black Zimbabweans living in rural areas in order to make a profit. In this way, This 

Mournable Body is centrally involved in Tambu’s realization that success is still tied up 

in white colonial values, as embodied by her tense relationship with Tracey, her white 

boss. The novel ends ambiguously, with Tambu resigning from her job and heading into 

an uncertain future once again. All of this is narrated from a second person perspective.  

It is tempting to view Nervous Conditions, The Book of Not, and This Mournable 

Body as a set, yet it is clearly apparent that the latter is the outlier when compared to the 

two former texts. Rather than use and refuse the linear progress narrative of the 

Bildungsroman genre as in her first two novels, here Dangarembga rejects the traditional 

European form and moves a step beyond it by centering this third novel on second person 

narration. In doing so, Dangarembga asserts that showing a series of interruptions and 

emphasizing a multiplicity of stories is not enough to effectively articulate black 

Zimbabwean women as political in the time surrounding the war for independence. For 

this writer, the Bildungsroman genre cannot be salvaged; it must be rejected entirely. 

However, this rejection is also largely a result of writing about trauma. Unlike a novel 

written in second person, the linear and often first person trajectory of traditional 

Bildungsroman narration does not allow for the “oscillation between a crisis of death and 
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the correlative crisis of life” that trauma writing requires (Caruth 7–8). Rather than show 

how trauma can be worked through over time as in Vera’s The Stone Virgins, 

Dangarembga depicts how trauma can be an experience of entrapment, of repetition that 

is not hurdled.  

Dangarembga does not ease the reader into the use of second person narration, 

offering no explanation, justification, or warning. Not only does a second person 

narration imply detachment from the narrator, but it also allows the narrator to speak 

about herself as though she is speaking about someone else. In the context of trauma 

writing, one may think of this as an attempt to narrate “the story of the way in which 

one’s own trauma is tied up with the trauma of another,” suggesting through the use of 

“you” that such trauma could feasibly apply to the reader as well (Caruth 8). Because “a 

critical consensus has not yet emerged on how to describe it,” second person narration 

leaves plenty of room for interpretation and implication (Keen 46). The interesting 

problem or uncertainty surrounding second person narration is that it hovers somewhere 

between consonant narration-- “a narrating self positioned very close to the experiences”-

-and dissonant narration, which emphasizes “the altered perceptions made possible by a 

gap in time between experiences and narration” (Keen 36). Although Tambu is still the 

narrator of the novel, she is not as close to her experiences as she seems to be when 

narrating in the first person. Tambu’s second person perspective does not fit neatly into 

any of these boxes, making it difficult for the reader to fully grasp at a first glance.  

Narrating This Mournable Body in a second person voice also results in 

detachment in terms of distance in time, allowing Dangarembga to better depict the full 

force of the trauma Tambu experiences. For instance, the novel begins: “There is a fish in 
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the mirror. The mirror is above the washbin in the corner of your hostel room. The tap, 

cold only in the rooms, is dripping. Still in bed, you roll onto your back and stare at the 

ceiling” (Dangarembga, This Mournable Body 5). Here it is clear that the novel is 

narrated in the present tense, almost as though Tambu is watching these scenes of herself 

unfold in front of her. In some ways, second person narration is reminiscent of a film 

script or a film itself, which Dangarembga had much experience with in the decades 

between the publication dates of her three novels. Scripts and screenplays are always 

written in the present tense, informing actors of what their characters will do. Viewing 

Dangarembga’s use of second person narration in terms of a script begs an interesting 

question: Is Tambu narrating her actions and thoughts as she does and thinks them, or is 

this a sort of script, a way of willing herself to function accordingly? This focus on the 

present--and perhaps even the future--through second person narration is one way by 

which Dangarembga rejects the Bildungsroman, which is traditionally narrated in the first 

person as the protagonist reflects back on their road to maturity. In doing so, 

Dangarembga also conveys Tambu’s trauma, demonstrating that living in this society 

permeated by the violence of war and the colonial forces working against her as a black 

Zimbabwean women is a kind of suffering that is shared with others through this second 

person perspective.  

Dangarembga utilizes the same tactics she uses in her first two novels--

emphasizing disruptions and multiplicity--in This Mournable Body, yet the second person 

narration is what allows her to fully reject the Bildungsroman form and narrate trauma 

instead. Through second person narration, Dangarembga can more effectively 

demonstrate the extent to which systemic issues disrupt Tambu’s life. Throughout 
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Nervous Conditions and The Book of Not, we are surprisingly not privy to much of 

Tambu’s internal struggles with mental health. While it is certainly clear that numerous 

disruptions in her life are frustrating, stressful, and incredibly challenging to face, it 

seems as though she handles them in as best a way as can be expected given the 

circumstances. It is not until This Mournable Body that the reader begins to truly 

understand the effect that these continuous, consecutive disruptions have had on Tambu’s 

mental health.  

Before delving further into this novel, it is important to first consider its odd title. 

One does not usually consider a body as something that needs to be mourned; one 

mourns a corpse or a cadaver or a carcass, but not a body. The word “body” seems too 

alive to be paired with an adjective associated with death. There is also the question of 

why we are supposed to mourn this body instead of this person or individual or human. 

Specifying that the body is mournable leaves the state of its commonly associated 

companion--the mind--uncertain. Does specifying that this body is mournable suggest 

that the mind is not? Such a question then begs another: What does it mean to be 

“mournable”? This word does not even yield any results in the Oxford English 

Dictionary. In order to reach a closer definition, I turned to that of the word “grievable” 

as a usable synonym, which is defined as something “causing grief or pain; distressing, 

hurtful, injurious” (“† ˈgrievable, Adj.”). Yet this did not seem quite right to me: rather, 

the use of “mournable” in the novel’s title seemed to suggest that this body is able to be 

mourned, not that it somehow caused mourning to occur. What allows something to be 

mourned? What inherent qualities must such a thing possess?  
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One may suppose that this title refers to the body of Tambu, and to an extent this 

makes sense if white, colonial-minded inhabitants of Zimbabwe are the ones doing the 

mourning. There seems to be a disconnect between Tambu’s body and mind, one that is 

emphasized through second person narration and scenes like those involving the hyena. It 

is as though Zimbabwean society during this time period views a black woman’s body as 

something unsalvageable, something that should be mourned. Tambu has endured the 

signs all along: the color of her female body prevents her from being treated equally and 

justly in the education system, from menstruating without being filthy and shameful, and 

from living without fear of the “dangers” of Englishness. The color and sex of Tambu’s 

body prevents her flesh from functioning in this colonial society, ultimately making this 

an unlivable body in the eyes of white Zimbabweans. If Tambu’s body is unlivable, then 

surely it is also mournable, for it must therefore be considered not alive. Considered from 

this perspective, the title of the novel suggests that the bodies of black Zimbabwean 

women are unrecognizable as living, functioning bodies in society. Here we see the 

culmination of the countless interruptions Tambu has faced throughout this trilogy, 

evidence as to why the Bildungsroman form does not work for Dangarembga’s task of 

writing black Zimbabwean women as political: these women are not even seen as living 

in the colonial eyes of the nation in which Dangarembga is writing. It is only through the 

second person narration of This Mournable Body that the story of this black Zimbabwean 

woman can be effectively written.  

But what if the one doing the mourning is actually Tambu? I would argue that this 

situation would be a case of melancholia rather than mourning. In his “Mourning and 

Melancholia,” Freud defines mourning as being “regularly the reaction to the loss of a 
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loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place of one, such as 

one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and so on” (Freud et al. 243). He also specifies the 

normality of mourning, specifying that “it never occurs to us to regard it as a pathological 

condition and to refer it to medical treatment” and that “we rely on its being overcome 

and after a certain lapse of time, and we look upon any interference with it as useless or 

even harmful” (243-4). In other words, mourning generally does not need any outside 

intervention in order to dissipate naturally over time. Yet these characteristics do not 

quite align with Tambu’s emotional and mental state throughout the novel: she has a 

mental breakdown and spends time recovering in a mental hospital, and there is no clear 

resolution or instance of overcoming these intense feelings at the end. Although Freud 

admits that mourning and melancholia share many of the same characteristics, he 

distinguishes between the two by emphasizing the latter’s tendency to devolve into 

mania: melancholia “is on the one hand, like mourning, a reaction to the real loss of a 

loved object; but over and above this, it is marked by a determinant which is absent in 

normal mourning or which, if it is present, transforms the latter into pathological 

mourning” (250). Tambu does not stop “mourning” the loss of the potential future she 

could have had if it were not for the disruptions that again and again prevent her from 

functioning in society. The result is what looks more like a state of melancholia than 

mourning, a seemingly unending spiral downward into a sort of emptiness. This sense of 

endlessness also reflects how Tambu is trapped within the effects of trauma, not able to 

work through the mental and emotional obstacles it sets forth. Unlike Nonceba in The 

Stone Virgins, Tambu is unable to work through her trauma, therefore launching her into 

a state of melancholy that appears never-ending. In this way, interpreting the meaning of 
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this novel’s title depends on an understanding of who is doing the mourning, what is 

being mourned, and how these two parts interact with each other.  

The novel is split into three parts, each encompassing a very distinct relationship 

between Tambu and the homestead, represented through imagery of the womb. The first 

third of the novel is titled “Ebbing,” thus recounting Tambu’s journey as she begins “to 

flow back or recede, as the water of the sea or a tidal river,” from her home and into 

urban life as an independent woman (“Ebb, v.”). Beginning several months after The 

Book of Not, this first section spans Tambu’s difficulty finding a place to live in the city, 

her job search, her blossoming friendship with a former female soldier named Christine, 

and her eventual mental breakdown. However, this gradual shift away from the womb is 

more than physical: it also marks a shift from closely identifying with the traditions of 

life as a black Zimbabwean woman to trying to fit within a society permeated by colonial, 

Europeanized ideas.  

Upon arriving in the city at the novel’s beginning, Tambu first stays in a hostel 

while searching for jobs; however, she quickly finds that she does not fit into these 

contexts. An important instance of this disconnection is when she goes into the suburbs 

for what she believes is an interview for a job. However, the black servant she speaks to 

in the suburbs immediately views her as an outsider, as evident by her language: “She 

uses the singular, familiar form to address you. Since a person worth something is plural, 

where your value is concerned, this woman agrees with the dog” that has threatened 

Tambu (Dangarembga, This Mournable Body 12). The woman tells Tambu that she does 

not have a job interview after all, sending Tambu into an emotional downward spiral of 

disappointment with herself and frustration with this new life she is trying to lead. She 
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immediately relates this disappointment back to the homestead by thinking about her 

mother and grandmother:  

Snakes, the ones your grandmother used to tell you about when you were small 

and asked her the things you could not ask your mother, the snakes that hold your 

womb inside you open their jaws at the mention of war. The contents of your 

abdomen will slide toward the ground, as though the snakes let everything loose 

when their mouths open. Your womb dissolves to water. You stand there and your 

strength is finished (13).  

 This passage reveals the web of tangled connections between identity, familial 

relations, the war for independence, and the representation through the womb. Here the 

womb, which we begin to understand as standing for Tambu’s identity and her deep 

connection with her childhood, is protected by the wisdom of her grandmother, an 

embodiment of traditions from the older generations of her family before the war for 

independence erupted. The war for liberation is also associated with this disappointment, 

undoing the protection surrounding her womb. The statement that “the snakes let 

everything loose when their mouths open” and cause her womb to dissolve to water 

suggest that the war is at the core of these issues, since they “open their jaws at the 

mention of war.” Progress towards independence for the nation suggests that greater 

opportunities lie ahead for Zimbabweans; however, Tambu has only experienced 

disruption after disruption after disruption in her life. From this perspective, not receiving 

this job interview is yet another manifestation of the trauma the war has caused her to 

suffer even as a civilian. Over the course of her life, the series of disruptions that she 

constantly experiences traumatizes her to the point where she associates these life 
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disappointments--not receiving a job interview, being spoken to as inferior, not fitting 

into society--with the war that her nation is fighting.  

 It is telling that once she leaves the hostel and moves into the house of a Christian 

widow, the person she becomes closest to is an ex-combatant woman who happens to be 

the homeowner’s niece. Tambu immediately characterizes Christine as different through 

identifying her relationship with her womb. She remarks that “women from the war” are 

“a new kind of being that no one knew before, not exactly male but no longer female. It is 

rumoured that blood stopped flowing to their wombs the first time they killed a person” 

(68). Violence and war destroy the wombs of women soldiers just as failing to find a job 

and to fit in with the colonial values entrenched in society destroys the womb of Tambu. 

In this way, Dangarembga uses imagery of the womb to draw connections between 

different struggles and injustices faced by black Zimbabwean women during this time 

period, suggesting that trauma does not solely have to come directly at the hands of 

warfare.  

Even as a civilian, Tambu has experienced trauma as she realizes that “blood does 

not only speak, it follows” (69). Tambu has her own set of memories of the war, of how 

she “saw the blood spurt from your sister’s leg during the war, just after you had 

graduated from your uncle’s mission, and you fled from then on. You kept fleeing from 

the sight all through your years at the Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart” (69). 

In addition to showing us how Tambu has been impacted by the war, this startling 

memory also complicates our understanding of her time at Sacred Heart. Here we realize 

that she has been dealing with this trauma all along, but it is only through Dangarembga’s 

use of second person narration that we are finally able to fully see the extent of it. This 
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connection Dangarembga draws between the war and civilian life is made even more 

clear when Christine tells Tambu that “there is nothing any freedom fighter did [...] that 

people didn’t do in the villages,” thus referring to the crime, injustices, and violence that 

happens in both settings (78). Christine depicts the rural village life that Tambu has 

always known as a kind of warfare or battlefield in itself, thereby suggesting greater 

similarities between women living in rural villages and female soldiers than might first be 

perceived.  

 Although Tambu eventually finds a teaching job in the city, her momentary 

success is soon disrupted by a sort of identity crisis that ultimately leads to a mental 

breakdown. While looking out at the students in her classroom she laments that she can 

no longer see part of herself reflected in the younger generations. It deeply bothers her 

that her “pupils are all born free, or as nearly so as to make no difference; the oldest 

among them were toddlers at Independence. They bear no resemblance to your 

adolescent self” (87). Because this novel is set after Zimbabwe gained independence, 

these students never had to endure the transition from colony to nation, never had to shift 

from a society that was blatantly colonial to one that now merely masked its colonial 

values beneath illusions and false promises of opportunities for black Zimbabwean 

women.  

 Tambu’s eventual breakdown is undoubtedly intertwined with this sense of 

injustice that she has faced in her own education as a black Zimbabwean woman. 

Frustrated that she is reduced to nothing in the eyes of her unappreciative, ignorant 

students, Tambu lashes out at a student and nearly kills them. However, we only learn 
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these details of what occurred much later in the novel. The description of this attack 

actually happening in the moment is rather blurred:  

Your chest rises and falls. Sweat runs down your face. It slithers into your eyes. It 

gushes out of your armpits mingled with antiperspirant. You have seen how they 

do not want a qualification in biology, you say; in which case your pupils will 

receive a qualification in violence. Two or three young women pull at you. This 

has no effect. Instead, you escape yourself into an unbearable radiance. [...] 

Someone laughs. She bites her lips until it bleeds when you glare at her. Seconds 

later, your headmistress enters the classroom. She expects you to stop but you do 

not. The headmistress touches you gently on the shoulder. You throw the T square 

at the chalkboard. You twine your arms around your head. You howl a long rising 

note that shudders through the room (94–95). 

 The reader’s confusion about what exactly occurs in this scene is warranted due to 

the fact that it is only after the event in the second paragraph shown above that Tambu 

also narrates her own actions alongside that of her headmistress. In the first paragraph, 

Tambu only narrates how she feels, her body’s physical reaction to her anger, and the 

actions of her students. This lack of comprehensive narration--of providing the reader 

with the full story of what happens--suggests that Tambu has not yet come to terms with 

the violence that she committed. Here we witness the embodiment of the injustice Tambu 

feels society has enacted against her, an injustice she feels must now be communicated 

through violence. One can read this violence as a physical manifestation of her trauma; 

however, what she means to communicate by this eruption is not ultimately conveyed to 
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those around her. Tambu remains trapped in her own mind, listening to herself “gurgling 

like a hyena high at the back of her throat” (98). 

 The second third of the novel titled, “Suspended,” recounts Tambu’s recovery 

from her mental breakdown while being institutionalized after the attack as well as her 

brief dip back into interactions with family, thereby stepping a bit closer to the womb 

while still having a foot in the new life she has constructed for herself. The section begins 

with Tambu in some sort of mental limbo, not quite conscious but still having a 

conversation with the voice of the “hyena” in her mind. During this conversation she says 

that she “is an ill-made person. You are being unmade. The hyena laugh-howls at your 

destruction. It screams like a demented spirit and the floor dissolves beneath you” (101). 

Saying “I am an ill-made person. I am being unmade” would suggest a certain degree of 

self awareness, that Tambu is cognizant of her trauma and mental health issues; however, 

the fact that she has to tell herself these things implies that at some level Tambu does not 

understand what is happening. Second person narration allows and even lends itself 

towards this disconnect, showing the severity of Tambu’s mental illness. 

 As the title of this section would suggest, Tambu is suspended between many 

states in this part of the novel. The mental hospital itself embodies a sort of liminal space 

where the colonial values of society outside its walls do not seem to hold that much 

weight. Tambu finds an unexpected pleasure in watching nurses rush to help a white 

widow who falls down in the mental hospital, admitting that “a cruel smile hovers above 

your lips at the widow’s fall in the world that has made you and her and all the other 

white people in the establishment equal” (112). Here it does not matter that Tambu is 

black and the widow is white; rather, their trauma and mental health issues act as 
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equalizing forces among the patients, temporarily preventing disruptions from occurring 

and allowing Tambu to finally begin to recover for perhaps the first time in her life.  

 However, this temporary suspension of racial inequality in the treatment of the 

patients in relation to each other does not mean that it completely erases lingering 

colonial power dynamics altogether. Tambu’s interaction with a white doctor named Dr. 

Winton reveals the way this second person novel can be read almost as a string of 

warnings and instructions Tambu gives herself in an attempt to function as best she can in 

this ideologically colonial yet technically independent society. While speaking with Dr. 

Winton about her background, Tambu is much more direct with the reader than with the 

medical professional in front of her. Tambu seems to warn herself through second person 

narration that “you cannot tell her that things keep repeating, that this time too it was as 

with your mother, and that you were not recognized because it was necessary to prefer 

another, white classmate. You talk about the war instead, how it ruined everyone’s nerves 

and many bodies” (107). Here the second person narration allows us to clearly see the 

disconnect between Tambu’s private and public personas, the ways she must present 

herself to others in order to connect with those around her. It is also significant that in this 

moment Tambu hides the traumatic reality of the patriarchal and colonial society in 

which she lives behind the mask of the war. This white doctor would not understand the 

challenges that Tambu repeatedly faces due to entrenched colonialism in society because 

she is not a black woman and therefore does not experience the same constant 

disruptions. Instead, Tambu urges herself to only mention the war, since that is an issue 

that impacts all Zimbabweans regardless of skin color (albeit in different ways and to 

varying extents). In this way, the use of second person narration also allows 
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Dangarembga to show that although Tambu may be rather helpless in changing these 

aspects of society, she is nevertheless aware of her position and what little things she can 

do to survive day to day.  

 This interaction between Tambu and Dr. Winton also reveals the repetitive nature 

of Tambu’s trauma, preventing her from working through it and leaving her melancholic 

state. When she says that “you cannot tell her that things keep repeating, that this time too 

it was as with your mother,” she refers to the fact that the colonial mindset of Zimbabwe 

has not shifted even though independence was won. A black student in her class was 

forgotten in favor of calling on a white student, just as with her mother (indicative of her 

home, of the womb) when she attended school. Not only is Tambu experiencing the 

trauma of injustice now, but she also feels the effects of the injustices that occurred 

generations ago. This legacy of trauma as a black Zimbabwean woman manifests itself in 

the manic state of melancholy for Tambu because she cannot heal from the loss of 

something when she continues to experience such loss over and over again. Freud 

describes how “when the work of mourning is completed the ego becomes free and 

uninhibited again;” however, he claims that mourning is “a loss in regard to an object,” 

he asserts that melancholia “points to a loss in regard to his ego” (Freud et al. 245; 246). 

If we think of ego as someone’s sense of reality, then here Freud suggests that 

melancholia represents a loss or distortion of reality. Such a distinction makes sense 

when thinking about the way Tambu’s life is constantly disrupted, so much so that is does 

not resemble the life of a white Zimbabwean woman living at the same time. Through 

Freud’s theory of melancholia, we can see that the trauma Tambu suffers is repetitive, a 

cycle that has become her reality and that she struggles to break free from.  
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 Tambu’s suspended state continues as she lives with her cousin Nyasha after 

being released from the mental hospital, a sort of halfway point between the outside 

world and independence. The doctors believe it will be beneficial for Tambu to recover 

amongst family; however, Tambu describes how initially “your mood plummets as you 

realize you will gain little from living with your cousin, who has turned out not much 

better than yourself in spite of all her childhood advantages” (Dangarembga, This 

Mournable Body 122). Nyasha’s life as a black Zimbabwean woman and her connection 

with the womb (home) has also been disrupted: she is now married to a white European 

man named Leon and has two children. Tambu is bewildered by this fact, saying that 

“you have entered a new realm of impossibility, worse even than the discovery that your 

cousin had been placed on the side of impoverishment, in spite of her degrees, in Europe. 

You had not believed there was such a thing on this earth as a European without means or 

money” (130). Here two aspects of Tambu’s reality are disrupted and distorted, no longer 

aligning with how she previously thought the world worked: Nyasha’s life as a black 

Zimbabwean woman and her perception of European men. As her understanding of 

reality continues to shift, Tambu also continues to experience the trauma she was 

supposed to have worked through in the mental hospital.  

 Nyasha’s new way of life does not align with Tambu’s understanding of a “true 

Zimbabwean woman,” a revelation which exposes Tambu’s desire to continue the spirit 

of past generations of women in her family. Although Nyasha has two children, she does 

not prioritize her identity as a mother; rather, she angrily exclaims that “whether they like 

it or not, I trained to be other things besides a female parent. So right now I am a 

workshop facilitator. Get over it!” (155). Nyasha runs workshops for women and teaches 
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them how to “discover their own greatness, not in the cinema or in a boyfriend, but 

buried in themselves by means of telling their own stories” (154–55). While Nyasha 

encourages other women to find strength in their experiences, Tambu’s reaction to 

Nyasha’s views on her identity demonstrates that she vehemently disagrees with her 

cousin’s choices. Tambu views Nyasha as an outsider now, someone who “does not 

belong. Like her husband, she is a kindly import” (169). Here we see a clear disdain for 

adopting aspects of European culture, for not continuing the Zimbabwean way of life that 

they were raised to follow. Tambu asserts that “Zimbabwean women, you remind 

yourself, know how to order things to go away. They shriek with grief to throw 

themselves around. They go to war. They drug patients in order to get ahead. They get on 

with it. If one thing doesn’t turn out, a Zimbabwean woman simply turns to another” 

(169). While Nyasha has adapted to a new way of living in order to function in this racist, 

unjust society, Tambu feels better about herself for staying true to her upbringing. It is 

only through realizing that her connection to the womb--to the traditions that were 

instilled in her while growing up on the homestead--that Tambu recognizes that “for the 

first time in your life you feel significantly superior” (169). However, there is irony here 

in that although Tambu wrestles with what being an independent black Zimbabwean 

women means, she is not quite there yet herself.  

Following the progress Tambu makes in the second third of the novel, the 

challenges Tambu faces in Part 3 (titled “Arrived”) only serve to disrupt her sense of 

reality even further. At the end of “Suspended,” Tambu is hired to work in ecotourism, a 

burgeoning business opportunity in Zimbabwe after independence. While this is clearly 

an important mark of progress for Tambu, especially after her mental breakdown, the 
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achievement of getting a job is also marred by the racism underlying her position, which 

she further realizes in Part 3. Tracey, her new boss, is a former classmate from Tambu’s 

time at Sacred Heart; however, she is also a white woman who calls the previous jobs 

Tambu has suffered through “cushy” (185). As an employee in the marketing department, 

part of Tambu’s job is to create advertising material for the tours given to people visiting 

Zimbabwe, who are mostly white. Her creativity and skill seems to dissipate as she 

struggles with having to “alter” Zimbabwean culture to fit the stereotypical views that her 

white employers wanted to project of the new nation. In this way, her inability to separate 

herself from the Zimbabwean traditions and reality that she remained loyal to in the face 

of Nyasha’s new life philosophies prevents her from succeeding in this still colonially-

minded society.  

As Tambu’s success at her job declines, so does her mental health. Rather than 

watch her continually struggle with writing advertising copy, her boss decides to have her 

run tours instead. Yet even this task proves challenging, bringing forth the hyena’s voice 

in her mind that had been silent since leaving the mental hospital. She describes how 

“unable to think of a single innovation, your confidence in being able to manage the tours 

not only adequately but excellently, the latest condition for keeping pace with your 

colleagues, deserts you. The hyena laughs as you enter the gate. It has slunk once more as 

close to you as your skin, ready to drag away the last scraps of certainty you have 

preserved the moment you falter” (204). Once again her progress is disrupted, setting her 

back and causing her to adopt aspects of “Englishness” in order to meet the expectations 

of society. Tambu explains “as tour supervisor at Green Jacaranda, you are still 

Zimbabwean enough, which is to say African enough to be interesting to the tourists, but 
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not so strange as to be threatening” (218). This distinction reveals the generalities and 

stereotypes that the industry of ecotourism thrives on. Being successful in terms of 

having a job and earning money means that Tambu cannot live as a “true Zimbabwean 

woman” as she desires, thereby causing her to question her identity. She describes her 

self awareness as “an emptying in the area of your womb” and notes that “you realize that 

although a hyena is laughing, the sound is only in your head” (223; 226). This 

simultaneous lack of identity (represented through an emptying feeling) and her 

awareness that the hyena’s voice is a symptom of her mental health issues and does not 

make up her entire identity seem to contradict each other, emphasizing how Tambu 

struggles to move forward mentally even as society pushes her back.  

Tambu’s relationship with her job and identity is further complicated as Tracey 

unveils her latest money-making attraction: taking tourists to a rural Zimbabwean village. 

Tracey asks Tambu to use her own homestead as part of the tour, and Tambu reluctantly 

agrees, not knowing how else to proceed. Upon Tambu’s return to the homestead, we see 

the womb act as the representation of home and Tambu’s relationship with her mother, 

Mai. When Tambu visits home for the first time in years, Mai disgruntledly remarks: 

“You of the years. Isn’t that right, so many years? If this womb agreed, this mouth would 

say you are one from afar, nothing but a foreigner visiting. Only the womb knows better” 

(233). Eager to explain why she has remained away from the homestead for so many 

years, Tambu argues that she has now returned because “after so long, Mai, I am 

empowered. This is why I can come now, when so much time has gone. It was not a 

question of knowing the womb, but of knowing how to come back to it” (236). The 

image of the womb emphasizes the deep tie these women feel to tradition, helping to 
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explain why seeing Nyasha with her new life felt like a betrayal of what it means to be a 

“true Zimbabwean woman.” It is tempting to view this scene of coming home as the 

moment of arrival to which the title of Part 3 (“Arriving”) refers: however, the conclusion 

of the novel reveals that this arrival at the homestead is not the rosy, picturesque 

homecoming that the reader desires.  

Although Tambu agreed to involve her childhood homestead in Tracey’s latest 

ecotourism scheme, she soon realizes that it involves much more departure from her 

identity as a black Zimbabwean woman than she first expected. Tracey explains to her 

that the company’s European partners want stereotypes of African culture and then asks 

that when they visit the homestead the women are bare-breasted. When the tourists arrive 

at the homestead, Tambu attempts to challenge this request, asserting that “if Tracey 

wants the women bare-breasted she will have to come up here herself” (275). Yet soon it 

becomes impossible for Mai and the other women at the homestead to refuse: Tambu 

looks on ashamedly as the women take off their shirts while dancing, fulfilling the 

stereotypical beliefs of the tourists who photograph them without inhibitions. Here we 

see a rupture in Tambu’s relationship with the womb, a disruption from which she does 

not seem to fully recover by the end of the novel. Once the tourists leave the homestead, 

Tambu attempts to heal this wound with her mother by reconnecting with her:  

You caress her cheek with the back of your hand and whisper to her that 

everything is all wrong but it shall soon be right, as though you are speaking to a 

baby. Mai does not respond. It does not matter now. You are not expecting an 

answer. She is the child and you are the mother (280).  
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 With this passage, Dangarembga offers a revision of motherhood, asserting that 

the traditional relationship between mother and daughter can no longer function in this 

new Zimbabwean nation. Once again, Tambu’s identity as a “true Zimbabwean woman” 

is turned on its head: she is now the mother of her mother, unable to fulfill her role as 

daughter in this relationship. She describes this feeling as a sort of pull that she cannot 

give into, saying that “your umbilical cord is buried on the homestead; in the empty space 

that widens within at every step, you feel it tugging” (282). Despite her desire to return to 

the traditions of her homestead, she realizes that she cannot function in society without 

leaving some of these ideals behind. Tambu’s decision to resign from her ecotourism job 

suggests that the arrival that the title of Part 3 refers to is a new beginning rather than a 

destination. Tambu is once again without a job, continuing to live through the trauma of a 

disrupted life that she suffered from at the beginning of the novel. Instead of reaching a 

physical destination, Tambu has arrived at this frustrating realization, one that she fails to 

work through by the conclusion of This Mournable Body. Here we see that the novel is 

one of melancholy rather than mourning; despite her best efforts, Tambu’s trauma cannot 

be worked through.  

 This sense of arriving at a new beginning is also imbued in the novel’s concluding 

passage in which Tambu talks about Christine, the ex-combatant.  

She says she does not mind being passed over for promotion this time around, 

since there will be other opportunities; and, she says, your education is not only in 

your head anymore: like hers, now your knowledge is now also in your body, 

every bit of it, including your heart. You frequently offer to help with her studies. 
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This is a small first step toward maintaining your knowledge in the location of 

which Christine spoke (283–84).  

 Here we see Dangarembga tying everything back to the war with these parting 

words about Christine. Even though the war is not directly mentioned, the fact that these 

words of potential, hope, and awareness come from a female ex-combatant imbue the 

ending with the memory of trauma suffered in war. Like Christine, Tambu still struggles 

to work through her trauma, a process that remains melancholic due to the fact that we do 

not yet know if Dangarembga will write another novel following Tambu’s life after This 

Mournable Body. Through this ambiguous, rather abrupt ending, Dangarembga suggests 

that black Zimbabwean women suffered trauma even after the war for independence, 

trauma that is so repetitively triggered by the systemic mindset of colonialism and sexism 

in society that it becomes seemingly impossible to work through. Not all trauma is war-

induced, just as not all cycles can be broken. Nevertheless, there is a sense of optimism 

here: Tambu is learning to live in her body, one that is deemed “unmournable” by the 

white colonially-minded society in which she lives.  

 
The Stone Virgins by Yvonne Vera 

  Published in 2002, Vera’s fifth and final novel titled The Stone Virgins offers a 

more optimistic view of working through and recovering from trauma to live a full, 

satisfying life. Split into two sections, this novel spans thirty-six years as it follows two 

sisters who endure brutal violence at the hands of a former soldier named Silas. The first 

section (1950-1980) is written in third person and describes the streets of Bulawayo, 

passionate scenes between Thenjiwe and her lover, and the experiences of women 

soldiers coming back to civilian life. The second section (1981-1986) alternates between 
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first and third person perspectives to describe how Silas murders Thenjiwe, rapes her 

sister Nonceba, and the aftermath of these horrific instances of violence. This violence 

and eventual recovery takes place against the backdrop of a changing nation, from 

colonialism to war to independence. Rather than solely focusing on women enacting 

violence against themselves or their children due to undesired motherhood, The Stone 

Virgins encompasses violence against women by men as well as the impact of war on 

women. 

  Like This Mournable Body, Vera’s The Stone Virgins is also an instance of trauma 

writing. Vera seamlessly shifts between third and first person perspectives, the latter 

including the voices of both Nonceba and Silas. The frequently changing, haphazard 

bursts of narration as well as the shifts in time and setting all contribute to a feeling of 

timeless desperation, of working through feelings and emotions and memories all at once. 

Here Vera truly imbues Caruth’s theory of trauma being expressed as “a kind of double 

telling, the oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life: between 

the story of the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable nature of its 

survival” (Caruth 7–8). The various perspectives of the narration shift between war and 

peace, loss and love, trauma and recovery. Yet Nonceba ultimately seems to work 

through her trauma by the end of the novel, at least enough to make a new life for herself 

in the city. Unlike Tambu in This Mournable Body, Nonceba is able to mourn the loss of 

her sister and then continue on with her life despite the emotional scars that will likely 

follow her for the rest of her life. It is also important to note that although we hear from 

Silas’ first person voice directly, he never mentions the rape or murder that he has 

committed.  
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 The first section spans the tumultuous years from 1950 to 1980, establishing 

rather tranquil civilian scenes against the backdrop of fighting and violence in the bush. 

The novel opens with a detailed description of the streets of Bulawayo, emphasizing the 

pleasures of ordinary life in the city. This contrast between peace and war is perhaps best 

encapsulated by the concept of Ekoneni, using street corners as a meeting place. Vera 

first defines Ekoneni by describing the reason it is necessary, saying that it “is a 

rendezvous, a place to meet. You cannot meet inside any of the buildings because this 

city is divided; entry is forbidden to black men and women” (Vera 11). This dangerous, 

colonial environment is then contrasted with a depiction of ekoneni as spaces for love, 

saying that “here, love soars or perishes when lovers meet. The purpose of this encounter 

is to establish which of the two lovers is the survivor, which the quiet mind--which one is 

imbued with disasters, which is the channel of forgiveness, which one is the accuser, the 

architect of guilt” (13). Here we see the potential for a different kind of trauma, a 

suffering separate yet still often intertwined with the warfare and colonialism threatening 

black Zimbabweans during this time period. Already she sets the precedent that trauma 

does not have to be triggered by warfare; rather, it can be suffered in what is otherwise 

thought to be a safe, loving space. There can be “survivors” of love just as there can be 

survivors and victims of horrific violence.  

Vera writes 31 pages before mentioning a single name, thereby emphasizing the 

importance of establishing a backdrop of civilian life clashing with abutting violence. 

Thenjiwe, the first named character we meet, is introduced in the context of a love that 

seems passionate yet built on dependence. Her lover is a man who “makes her reconsider 

each action as though he has a power to form an opinion of her,” suggesting that he is the 
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one with the power in this relationship (34). Yet despite how much they appear to love 

each other “she forgets his name,” causing him to leave because “she knew about him 

and his need. She must have recognized him the way he had recognized her, except he 

had attached his future to hers, instantly, and she had not” (40). Although this society is 

clearly patriarchal, Vera shows that it is possible for a woman to have control over her 

sex life, to not want a man in her future. It is also important to note that Vera depicts 

what a loving, consensual sexual relationship could look like. In this way, Vera provides 

an image with which to contrast the later scene of brutal violence and rape.  

Following the conclusion of Thenjiwe’s lover leaving her, we are introduced to 

her sister, Nonceba. This shift from Thenjiwe associating herself with a man to 

associating herself with her sister once again pushes back against the patriarchal society 

in which they live. Thenjiwe’s sister is introduced by way of a sort of definition: 

“Nonceba. She who is patient like a mantis, who has no sudden impulses, slow and 

careful in everything, as though she moves on a delicate ray of light--yes, a mantis in 

sunlight” (48). This description sets Nonceba squarely against Thenjiwe’s former lover, 

who suddenly “leaves before she has said he can, before the rain has stopped beating all 

around her” (40). Not only is her sister portrayed as more loyal, reliable, and thoughtful 

than her former lover, but she is also presented as an extension of Thenjiwe herself: 

“Nonceba, who, though different, is also she, Thenjiwe” (49). In concluding this chapter 

about Nonceba by asserting that “the best love is brief and intense,” Vera also suggests 

that women in this society have different priorities when it comes to different 

relationships (49). While Thenjiwe seems to desire pleasure and passion in her sexual 

relationships, she revels in the stability, comfort, and intimacy she shares with her sister. 
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Juxtaposing Thenjiwe’s relationship with a man with her deep connection with Nonceba-

-one so close that it feels as though they are the same individual--provides the reader with 

a relationship not previously explored in Vera’s other novels.  

The rest of this first section does not feature Thenjiwe or Nonceba; rather, Vera 

takes this time to focus on women’s roles in society as the nation nears independence, 

both in regard to civilians and soldiers. Vera first describes women’s intense desire for 

independence, stating that “the women want to take the day into their own arms and 

embrace it, but how?” (51). Here the backdrop of the war for independence becomes even 

more important as independence for the nation mirrors the struggle of women for 

independence in society. Vera emphasizes their voices, which “rise to the surface, beyond 

the dust shadows that break and glow, and lengthen. They will not drown from a dance in 

the soaring dust, from the memories of anger and pain. They will not die from the 

accumulation of bitter histories, the dreams of misfortune, the evenings of wonder and 

dismay, which should have already killed them” (52). Caught up in the ecstasy of 

national independence, these women feel as though they are “the freest women on earth, 

with no pretense, just joy coursing through their veins. They have no desire to be owned, 

hedged in, claimed, but to be appreciated, to be loved till an entire sun sets, to be adored 

like doves” (54). These women know their worth and want to be valued in society, 

particularly now that they are on the brink of a new nation of possibility. In this way, 

Vera depicts the impact of the end of the war for independence on women, demonstrating 

what a powerfully infectious force the prospect of freedom can be.  

On the surface, it appears as though the women who return from fighting in the 

war for independence have attained this freedom for themselves; however, they still have 
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to defend their identities as women in the midst of this sexist society. Vera describes how 

these women “who return from the bush arrive with a superior claim of their own” 

because “they are fighters, simply, who pulled down every barrier and entered the bush, 

yes, like men. But then they were women and said so, and spoke so” (56). Here Vera 

emphasizes one of the first major instances of trauma in this chapter: trauma as an 

equalizer in war. The men wonder whether or not they should treat women differently 

following their war experience, asking: “The killing of doves, is it different in the 

forest?” (61). However, Vera asserts that women who have fought are no different than 

male soldiers, as shown by the fact that all soldiers suffer from trauma regardless of their 

gender. This distinction is made clear when Vera describes women soldiers in civilian 

life: “To watch a sun setting without a gun in your hand, so in this fair pursuit they forget 

that they are male or female but know that they are wounded beings, with searching eyes, 

and an acute desire for simple diversions” (58–59). These women are portrayed as 

survivors of a horrific act, seemingly forgetting their identity as women in the midst of 

their trauma.  

However, it is important to note that The Stone Virgins remains a narrative of 

mourning rather than melancholy even regarding the struggles of women who have seen 

combat. Vera describes their transition back into civilian life as a sort of recovery from 

trauma:  

These women have known the forest in rain and sun, survived its darkness and 

light, equally threatening. These women, alive now sitting on the edge of this 

smooth wall, are the most substantial evidence of survival there is, of courage, of 

struggle. Alive now and looking right past their own shoulders, as though they are 
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invisible beings, interested in the things beyond, the secret things that only their 

minds have known, alive here now and as close to their bodies as their own 

perplexed and curious minds can endure (60).  

This passage suggests that these women have not entirely worked through their 

trauma, as they are only “as close to their bodies as their own perplexed and curious 

minds can endure” (60). Yet there is still a sense of a path to recovery here, a hope that 

they will continue to move forward since they have already experienced so much and 

have come so far. This readjustment back to civilian society represents an act of 

mourning, of not only working through trauma but working past it as well. The society of 

this newly formed nation may not be ready to accept them as the strong, independent 

women they are, but Vera shows us in this first section of the novel that this does not 

mean that these qualities are not to be found. Their plight may not be perfect, but there is 

hope for both civilian and ex-combatant Zimbabwean women in 1980. 

 Yet this apparent tranquility in the wake of the war immediately vanishes as the 

second section begins. Spanning the turbulent first years of the new nation (1981-1986), 

the second section launches the reader into an intense description of war once again:  

The war begins. A curfew is declared. A state of emergency. No movement is 

allowed. The cease-fire ceases. It begins in the streets, the burying of memory. 

The bones rising. Rising. Every road out of Bulawayo is covered with soldiers 

and police, teeming with ants. Roadblocks. Bombs. Land mines. Hand grenades. 

Memory is lost. Independence ends. Guns rise. Rising anew. In 1981 (65). 

This return to violence may be surprising for an outside reader who is unfamiliar 

with Zimbabwe’s history, particularly after independence was declared. As in Butterfly 
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Burning, Vera once again does not make concessions for such outside readers, not 

explaining or even specifically naming the event taking place. However, she provides the 

reader with enough contextual clues to piece together what is happening. Considering 

that this eruption of violence occurs in Bulawayo in 1981, one could surmise that this is a 

reference to the 1981 Entumbane uprising, otherwise known as the Battle of Bulawayo. 

In early 1981, guerillas belonging to the Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army created 

an uprising that killed nearly three hundred people. Although the rebellion was stopped 

by white-commanded branches of the recently formed Zimbabwean National Army, this 

conflict ultimately helped spark the Gukurahundi massacres of Ndebele civilians by the 

Zimbabwean National Army that took place from 1983 to 1987 (Ndlovu-Gatsheni). By 

providing the reader with just enough details to discern the actual context of the novel, 

Vera reinforces the culture of violence and war that continues in this society despite the 

fact that independence has already been won. This fighting becomes yet another loss that 

the nation must mourn, making the future look bleak for Zimbabwe in this moment.  

The desperation, disappointment, and traumatic nature of this moment in 

Zimbabwean history is reflected in the intense scenes of rape and murder that 

immediately follow. The chapter depicting the rape of Nonceba and the murder of 

Thenjiwe begins in third person narration but then shifts to her first person perspective at 

times without any warning. These scenes sharply contrast against the passionate, loving 

sex between Thenjiwe and her lover earlier in the novel. Vera does not shy away from 

describing the rape in painful, meticulous detail:  

She is a caterpillar--she can hide inward, recoil, fold her knees and her elbows, 

and all the parts of her body that can bend, that are pliable, in her mind.  
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 I am waiting. I am alive, now, a companion to his every thought. I am 

breathing. My temples, beating. She closes her eyes and her body listens as his 

movements pursue each of her thoughts. She breathes. Harm.  

 He enters her body like a vacuum. She can do nothing to save herself. He 

clutches her from the waist, his entire hand resting boldly over her stomach. He 

presses down. He pulls her to him. She hesitates. He forces her down. She yields. 

She is leaning backward into his body. He holds her body like a bent stem. He 

draws her waist into the curve of his arm. She is molded into the shape of his 

waiting arm--a tendril on a hard rock (68).  

 This shift from third person to Nonceba’s first person perspective and then back 

to third person forces the reader to confront the trauma Nonceba experiences directly 

rather than solely looking on as an outside observer. Vera’s specific description of the 

position of their bodies conjures a vivid image of the rape; however, the inclusion of 

Nonceba’s first person perspective suggests that Vera does not view this third person 

image as enough to fully understand the trauma Nonceba experiences. According to 

Caruth, trauma is “always the story of a wound that cries out, that addresses us in the 

attempt to tell us of a reality or truth that is not otherwise available” (Caruth 4). This 

chapter detailing brutal rape and murder suggests that a third person account of violence 

is not enough to “tell us of a reality or truth that is not otherwise available.” Throughout 

the novel, Vera asserts that the voice of a single perspective is not enough to effectively 

and fully express trauma.  

 Following this direct, straightforward description of rape is the murder of 

Thenjiwe, which alternates between coherent, clearly conveyed images and blurry visions 
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that seem distorted by intense trauma. For instance, in this passage about the decapitation 

of Thenjiwe, it is difficult to determine exactly what occurs:  

His body is behind Thenjiwe, where Thenjiwe was before, floating in her body; 

he is in her body. He is floating like a flash of lightning. Thenjiwe’s body remains 

upright while this man’s head emerges behind hers, inside it, replacing each of her 

moments, taking her position in the azure of the sky. He is absorbing Thenjiwe’s 

emotions into his own body, existing where Thenjiwe was, moving into the spaces 

she has occupied. Then Thenjiwe vanishes and he is affixed in her place, before 

Nonceba’s eyes, sudden and unmistakable as a storm. The moment is his. 

Irrevocable. His own (Vera 73). 

 Here the narrative shifts to present tense continuous, a tense that may be 

indicative of trauma. Like the incorporation of Nonceba’s first person perspective, this 

confusing description of a man cutting off Thenjiwe’s head is another way by which Vera 

conveys this trauma. The reader is meant to understand that the man is not literally 

“absorbing Thenjiwe’s emotions into his own body”; in actuality, this statement reflects 

the emotional, shocked way Nonceba views this extreme act of violence against her 

sister. Vera takes us through Nonceba’s process of understanding what she is seeing, 

shifting from the distorted vision described above to a more direct but still shocked 

passage of questioning and processing the horror in front of her:  

What kind of instrument has he used to cut her head off like that? The head is 

now dangling on Thenjiwe’s breast, separated. The bucket, the water, her own 

voice running out into the yard, running into the stream of clear water sliding 

forward from that incredible death. Nonceba keeps her eyes up, in that bluest sky, 
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while her body sinks willingly to the ground, absorbs the fatal agony like water 

into earth. Her body falls in the same way sound disappears, the way it moves 

away from one without shifting boulders the way water does, without disturbing 

even the most weightless object, not the lightest feather, without changing the 

pattern of stars. Sound departs without substance, like a torn veil lifting, greeting 

the air, like burning silk.  

 Her feet are on the ground.  

 The water is red, mud. My toes are sticking together, sucking the ground. I 

stand still in this pool of water, with my toes sticking together and the mud red, 

the red mud, mud, the mud with blood (75). 

 Numerous aspects of this passage convey intense trauma. Nonceba, shocked and 

bewildered, questions the very logistics of the horror unfolding in front of her; her senses 

distort and falter, as evident in the way “sound departs without substance”; the narration 

suddenly shifts to Nonceba’s first person perspective, emphasizing the way she attempts 

to process the death of her sister by trying to understand the reality that it is her sister’s 

blood that soaks the mud (“the mud red, the red mud, the mud with blood”). In this way, 

Vera uses several ways of expressing trauma in order to convey the intensity of trauma 

that Nonceba experiences.  

 One might expect Vera to continue focusing on the gruesome, seemingly 

unfathomable violence Nonceba has just endured and witnessed; however, in the next 

chapter Vera suddenly switches to the first person perspective of a man who introduces 

himself by stating “my name is Sibaso” (72). It is clear that we are to understand this man 

is the one who raped Nonceba and murdered Thenjiwe. In this chapter Sibaso explains 
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how “during a war, we are lifeless beings. We are envoys, our lives intervals of despair. 

A part of you conceals itself, so that not everything is destroyed, only a part; the rest 

perishes like a cloud” (82). While it is tempting to immediately vilify Sibaso for the 

abhorrent acts of violence he has committed, Vera complicates this instinctual response 

by showing the trauma Sibaso has experienced as a soldier. Throughout the rest of the 

novel, chapters alternate between Sibaso’s perspective and that of Nonceba as she 

recovers, forcing the reader to recognize this perpetrator of extreme violence as a human 

who has also suffered trauma of his own. In this way, The Stone Virgins becomes the 

textual embodiment of Caruth’s theory of interconnected trauma, how the voice of 

trauma is actually “the story of the way in which one’s own trauma is tied up with the 

trauma of another, the way in which trauma may lead, therefore, to the encounter with 

another, through the very possibility and surprise of listening to another’s wound” 

(Caruth 8). By intertwining the suffering of Nonceba with that of a traumatized soldier, 

Vera forces the reader to reconsider one’s assumptions about violence and the legacy of 

warfare in this society.  

The next chapter finally turns to Nonceba’s recovery in the hospital; however, the 

chapter opens with a description that portrays the hospital corridor as a kind of 

battlefield, reminiscent of the same war landscape that scarred Sibaso. The hospital is 

described by the voices that ring out there: “A woman screams. Her voice sweeps down 

the corridor like a hot liquid. Her voice is high. Something pitiful is pouring out of it, 

something unstoppable” (Vera 87). This emphasis on voices becomes a theme of 

Nonceba’s recovery, an obsession that she cannot seem to find her way around. Nonceba 

is also characterized in relation to her own voice, saying that “now she is in an abysmal 
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place, inert, held down. She is mute. A voice dying” (90). By focusing on the presence of 

voices, Vera provides a foundation on which to explore the relationship between trauma 

and language. Nonceba struggles to determine how to comprehend what has happened 

through language, asserting that “she would like to know the language of all wounded 

beings. Where do they begin when everything has ended? Is there a language in the 

ending of the mind, of all minds?” (91). These questions are ones that the novel itself 

attempts to answer: How does one express trauma through language? Vera’s response 

seems to lie in the narrative itself, in the shifts between perspectives and articulating the 

ways by which the mind attempts to process the violence that has occurred.  

An important way Vera conveys how Nonceba’s mind works through trauma is 

by narrating the visions that she has of Thenjiwe while recovering in the hospital. As with 

the blurry passage in which Nonceba processes Thenjiwe’s decapitation, the reader is 

initially not quite sure if Thenjiwe is actually there or not. In the hospital Nonceba is 

“whispering to Thenjiwe, waking her, telling her that she is not alone; they have died 

together; they are sisters. Nonceba shakes Thenjiwe’s silent shoulders but fails to bring 

her back from the depth of that devastating silence; neither of them has lived, survived 

the other” (96). Not only does this vision indicate how deeply Nonceba yearns for 

Thenjiwe to be alive, but it also reinforces how much these two sisters identified with 

each other. Here we begin to understand that the rape and violence Nonceba has suffered 

is only part of the trauma she endures. A large part of her trauma is also learning to live 

without Thenjiwe, without the person who feels like an essential part of her. As with the 

disruptions that Tambu repeatedly experiences in This Mournable Body, here Vera 
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suggests that trauma is not limited to a single incident in the past; rather, it can be a living 

wound that persists even in the midst of recovery.  

Just when we think we are free to fully latch onto Nonceba’s story of recovery, 

we are launched once again into Sibaso’s first person account of his experiences as a 

soldier. He explains how he did not want Zimbabwe to become an independent nation 

because “independence is the compromise to which I could not belong. I am a man who 

is set free, Sibaso, one who remembers harm. They remember nothing” (97). This grudge 

itself is a sign of Sibaso’s trauma: he cannot forgive the harm that others have forgotten, 

the way that the war likely negatively impacted him or those he cares about. As Sibaso 

recounts his time sleeping as a soldier in a sacred cave shrine in Gulati, we come to 

understand the meaning of the novel’s title. One might have assumed that The Stone 

Virgins referred to young women like Nonceba or Thenjiwe who were raped or otherwise 

harmed during this tumultuous time. Although this assumption may in part be true, 

Sibaso’s account offers a more historical, spiritual understanding of the idea of stone 

virgins. He describes the women painted on the rocks of Gulati in intimate detail:  

Disembodied beings. Their legs branch from their bodies like roots. The women 

float, moving away from the stone. Their thighs are empty, too fragile, too thin to 

have already carried a child. They are the virgins who walk into their own graves 

before the burial of a king. They die untouched. Their ecstasy is in the afterlife. Is 

this a suicide or a sacrifice, or both? Suicide, a willing, but surely a private 

matter? Sacrifice means the loss of life, of lives, so that one life may be saved. 

The life of rulers is served, not saved. This, suicide. The female figures painted on 

this rock, the virgins, form a circle near the burial site, waiting for the ceremonies 
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of their own burial. Here, the rock is almost pure. The knees have been eaten by 

time; the ink is blotted out. Something is hidden: The legs are wavering strokes of 

blood-lit tendrils on the rock. From that alarming grace of the arms, the face 

raised high from the shoulders. Down, below the waist, the light washes over 

them. Perhaps they have been saved from life’s embrace. Not dead. I place my 

hand over the waist of the tall woman, on an inch of bone, yet forty thousand 

years gather in my memory like a wild wind (103–04).  

 Although it may not seem like it at first glance, painted onto this rock is actually a 

story of mourning, one that rejects a narrative of melancholy in which trauma is never 

worked through. The women Sibaso observes on the rock wall have endured centuries, as 

evident by the feeling that “forty thousand years gather in my memory like a wild wind” 

in a simple touch of the surface. Whether or not these stone virgins are the remnants of 

“suicide or a sacrifice, or both” is irrelevant; their presence on the rock all these years 

later indicates survival, a working through of trauma when everything else around them 

has been destroyed by either war or time. Sibaso points out that “it is true; everything in 

Gulati rots except the rocks,” yet it is equally true that everything in Gulati rots except 

the rocks and the stone virgins. In an unexpected twist, this testament to the strength of 

women in the face of violence comes from the voice of Sibaso, a rapist and murderer. Of 

course, one could also interpret this passage as suggesting that the only place that women 

can experience “ecstasy is in the afterlife,” that this sacred rock is the only space where 

they are “saved from life’s embrace.” This interpretation can still be viewed as a narrative 

of mourning; however, the working through of trauma occurs in the afterlife. Although 

bleak, at least this legacy of mourning has one important impact: years later, these virgins 
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painted on stone cause Sibaso to “travel four hundred years, then ten thousand years, 

twenty more” (104).  

 Once again, the novel oscillates from Sibaso’s first person perspective to that of 

Nonceba who is haunted by the trauma this man has caused. For the first time she names 

her rapist, saying that “it is no longer a touch tracing my chin, not only a touch on my 

lower lip, his roughness invading, the agony prolonged. [...] I am trapped in my bones. 

He is here. Sibaso. In my bones” (109). The violence becomes lived in her memory, an 

experience that the reader lives once more through Nonceba’s narrative of reliving her 

trauma. She describes the trauma she has suffered as though it is happening to her again 

in this moment, her language repetitive and disjointed: “I feel my blood slide over my 

arm, my face down, over my arm, sliding with blood” (111). Here Vera’s act of 

representing trauma aligns with Caruth’s theory that the “story of trauma” is “the 

narrative of a belated experience” that has an “endless impact on life” (Caruth 7). Yet 

while Nonceba will undoubtedly always be haunted by the brutal murder of her sister, her 

willingness to work through her trauma and mourn the loss of Thenjiwe is apparent when 

she asserts “I am alive: I will bury my sister with my own hands. I will live” (Vera 111). 

Vera thus shows us the process of working through trauma in this narrative, from 

Nonceba having visions of her sister and acting as though she is still alive to this 

acceptance of her death and willingness to bury Thenjiwe in memory.  

 Alongside Nonceba processing the death of her sister, we also see Sibaso working 

through his own trauma, both related to his time as a soldier as well as the apparent loss 

of his father’s presence in his life. Once again narrating in first person, Sibaso travels to 

Njube Township in search of his father, who Sibaso hopes has not died. He knocks on the 



130 

door of the last address he has from his father but the man who answer says he left about 

a year ago; as a consolation, the man gives Sibaso a book that Sibaso himself used to 

own. This physical connection to his father leaves Sibaso incredulous as he “walk[s] 

away with the book in my hand and search the naked air for waving arms, for joy” (120). 

He finds a dead spider between the book’s pages and seems to relate this spider to 

himself:  

I have seen spiderwebs in the rain, in Gulati. There is more than one rainbow in a 

web. The most complex web carries many rainbows. No matter how heavy a 

rainbow is, it cannot break the back of a spider: A spider’s web does not break. It 

stretches, just like time. For this spider, a rainbow has broken its web. In war, 

time weaves into a single thread. This thread is a bond. Not all bonds are sacred. 

The present is negotiable; the past, spider legs that were once needles (121).  

 This passage may seem melancholic, implying that people (spiders) can be broken 

by war and trauma. However, Sibaso then asserts that “this sort of weightlessness should 

be experienced at least once by each human being, and all the time by nations” (122). 

Here Sibaso reframes the trauma he has endured as an experience that makes one 

stronger, something that both individuals and nations should struggle to survive because 

it makes one better somehow in the end. Despite the fact that Sibaso does not find his 

father in this novel, he does work through his trauma enough to accept that the very 

process of doing so possesses some intrinsic value. Over the course of The Stone Virgins, 

Vera transforms Sibaso from a nameless rapist and murderer to a rapist and murderer 

with an identity, a past, and trauma that complicates how empathetic we feel for someone 

who has also committed terrible acts.  
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 Unlike the ending of This Mournable Body, the conclusion of The Stone Virgins 

offers evidence of worked through trauma that characterizes the narrative as one of 

mourning rather than one of melancholy. In an ironic twist, Nonceba meets Thenjiwe’s 

former lover--now named Cephas Dube--when she goes home to Kezi. Although she is 

wary of his company at first (“her pain is her own, untouchable, not something to be 

revealed to a stranger who just happened to follow his past here”) over time she gradually 

comes to trust him enough to move in with him in Bulawayo (156). Cephas gives her a 

room of her own and “they live in each other’s solitude. In a way, they live separately” 

(170). While Nonceba helps herself by finding a job, making friends, and discovering 

new passions and skills, Cephas also “wants to help, to sustain, not to contain. He wants 

her not to doubt her own freedom, to know his distance from her” (178). She has 

mourned the loss of Thenjiwe, but she still has room in her heart for new connections 

with people, so much so that she feels “exhausted by joy. Happy. Free” (174). In this 

way, Vera provides us with a sense of closure, leaving the reader confident that with 

Cephas close but not too near, Nonceba is finally well on her way to working through her 

trauma and building a new life for herself in Bulawayo.  

 The final passage of the novel is focalized through the thoughts of Cephas as he 

realizes the great progress Nonceba has made and the role in her life that he should now 

play:  

He must retreat from Nonceba; perhaps he has become too involved in replicating 

histories. He should stick to restorations of ancient kingdoms, circular structures, 

beehive huts, stone knives, broken pottery, herringbone walls, the vanished pillars 

in an old world. A new nation needs to restore the past (184). 
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Of course, it would not be characteristic of Vera to leave us with an ending that 

offers such a complete sense of closure. Through this final passage, Vera brings the focus 

back to the new Zimbabwean nation overall, suggesting that the nation needs a helpful 

guide through its trauma just as Cephas was to Nonceba. A new nation like Zimbabwe 

needs to come to terms with its own violent past, yet this also involves acknowledging 

and reconciling with its own losses and violent acts. Although Nonceba has reached a 

point of moving forward by the end of this novel, Vera suggests that Zimbabwe still has 

far to go in the journey of working through its own trauma as a nation.  
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Coda 

 Although this thesis has been fascinating and thought-provoking to write, I would 

be lying if I claimed it was pleasant. The content of Dangarembga and Vera’s novels is 

often unsettling, gruesome, graphic, and disturbing. In order to write this thesis I read 

scenes of abortion, infanticide, suicide, rape, murder, and the violence of war over and 

over and over again. But despite the fact that I obviously did not enjoy reading these 

scenes, I did not react the way I thought I would, either. Recently while reading Jerzy 

Kosinski’s novel Steps I had to physically stop reading altogether because I came to a 

bestiality scene that made me deeply, deeply uncomfortable. Why did I not have the same 

gut reaction while reading about Mazvita killing her own child or even Silas’ shocking 

rape of Nonceba and murder of Thenjiwe?  

 It is not a matter of content; rather, it is a matter of narration.  

 In these novels, Dangarembga and Vera have given voices to black Zimbabwean 

women even in the midst of abhorrent violence and moments of desperation. At times 

these voices are expressed directly. Dangarembga’s use of first person throughout 

Nervous Conditions and The Book of Not and Vera’s use of first person before intense 

moments of violence in Without a Name and Butterfly Burning. Both novelists push 

beyond their earlier narration styles in their later works, shifting to second person 

narration (Dangarembga’s This Mournable Body) and alternating between different first 

person perspectives (Vera’s The Stone Virgins) in order to better express a representation 

of the trauma that black Zimbabwean women experience living in a patriarchal, colonial 

society that has only offered them broken promises. By giving these women voices and 

writing about this violence contextually, in a way that underscores their various 
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circumstances and the systemic pressures they must face every day, Dangarembga and 

Vera demonstrate that it is possible to write about women and violence while still 

asserting women’s agency, desires, hopes, and determination to keep moving forward.  

I realize now this incredible feat that Dangarembga and Vera have accomplished 

is the real reason why I did not put these novels down as I did with Kosinski’s Steps. 

Although Dangarembga and Vera’s scenes of violence and injustice are emotionally 

difficult to read, they are written with such purpose and intention that one cannot help but 

view them as integral to these novels and the overall task at hand. Studying the works of 

these writers alongside each other has made it clear that, according to Dangarembga and 

Vera, the life of the black Zimbabwean woman cannot be expressed without also 

narrating violence and trauma, particularly in the context of the war for liberation. 

Perhaps their work can serve as a model for other writers grappling with how to narrate 

the experiences of women alongside trauma and violence.  

 This entire process of endeavoring to give voices to black Zimbabwean women in 

the novel form is evidence in itself of why the Rhode Must Fall movement I first 

encountered at Oxford is so important and relevant. The deeply disturbing and entrenched 

prejudices of colonialism exposed by Dangarembga and Vera still live on in the legacies 

of that structural hate today. Taking down a statue of Cecil Rhodes is one way to start 

dismantling those legacies; I would argue that writing such raw, fearless, determined 

novels of agency and emerging political voices is another.  

 In the introduction to this thesis, I ask: How better to nurture the seed of such a 

vision if not by putting pen to paper? For those of us who do not write novels, I would 
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argue that we can nurture this hopeful seed through spreading awareness of these 

important texts. In this, I have tried to do my part.  
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