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Éditorial  

 

Écrire en temps de crise, c’est se réinterroger sur soi. Puisque crise et critique sont de la même 
racine. Alors s’interroger en temps de crise, c’est porter le regard sur ce qui a pu germer de la 
racine commune. Ce regard critique est difficile quand le tronc commun est menacé par un mal 
qui s’étend jusqu’aux diverses branches et feuilles de l’arbre généalogique commune. Et c’est 
une telle crise qu’a vécue et vit encore la grande famille humaine depuis que sévit le/la Covid 19. 
Déjà, la difficulté de pouvoir en donner un genre précis dit la difficulté qu’éprouve l’humanité 
pour cerner et contrer ce mal qui la menace depuis fin 2019 !  Et cette difficulté de définition du 
mal qu’est le/la covid 19 amène l’humanité à redéfinir ses actions. En vue de pouvoir faire face à 
cette pandémie qui la menace dans ses fondements. Et ce, avec l’espérance qui caractérise les 
vivants que nous sommes. Puisque, comme le dit le poète allemand F. Hoelderlin : « Là où se 
manifeste la menace, là croit aussi ce qui sauve » (« Wo aber die Gefahr ist,  waechst das 
Rettende  auch »).   

Mais comment les enseignants-chercheurs que nous sommes sont-ils censés participer à la quête 
de ce qui sauve dans cette situation de Covid 19 ? Tout simplement en se confrontant à leur 
personne intérieure au sein des bibliothèques ou des centres de recherches. Pour en faire lever des 
petits soleils qui, mis en ensemble, pourraient aider à trouver, explorer et exploiter bien des pistes 
pour vaincre cet obscur virus qu’est le Corona-virus. Et ce sont des portions de cette 
confrontation avec sa personne intérieure qui se matérialisent, un tant soit peu, dans les 
contributions qui se trouvent rassemblées ici, dans ce numéro de Germivoire.  

Attention, nous ne disons pas que les contributions ici réunies traitent du Covid 19. Mais plutôt, 
nous attirons le regard sur le fait que cet ensemble d’articles ici proposés est, d’une manière ou 
d’une autre, le résultat du retour en soi et sur soi au temps d’une crise, celle de la/du Covid 19. Ce 
résultat en tant que récolte est si riche ou fertile que nous sommes dans l’obligation d’en publier 
les fruits en deux saisons, rien que pour ce mois décembre 2020, dont voici le premier tome ! 
Alors, à la bonne dégustation intellectuelle ! 

 

 

Brahima Diaby   
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No Place like the “Rainbow Nation”: Images of Violence in Nadine 
Gordimer’s No Time like the Present 

 

DIALLO Khadidiatou 
University Gaston Berger, Senegal 

Khadidiatou.diallo@ugb.edu.sn 
 

Abstract 

This essay analyses the thematic and esthetic dimension of Nadine Gordimer’s novel, No 
Time Like the Present, to demonstrate that the story is an epitomic image of the unbridled 
violence that has blurred the colors of the rainbow nation. In doing so, the study gives a large 
room to Gordimer’s treatment of political instability, socio-cultural disruptions and other 
forms of misconduct, the representation of which is her essential gesture to warn against the 
rampant violence, reminiscent of apartheid’s inclement time.  Unveiling the thematic line and 
the esthetic contours of the story leads us to a diagnosis of the maladies of a society weighing 
under multiple contradictions, identity crisis, and stark injustices, born from the difficulty to 
recover from lingering pathologies. The analysis explores the deep-bone causes and 
debilitating impacts of political mismanagement, the oppressive acts towards the sexual and 
national other, unprecedented homophobic attacks that speak of the torment of the new South 
African society. Ultimately, the essay makes the argument that the writer’s unflinching faith 
in the future of South Africa sprouts up from the gloomy present.  

Keywords: Post-apartheid, Violence, Politics, Gender, Xeno-afrophobia, Gordimer. 

 

 

Introduction 

In her last novel, late South African writer, Nadine Gordimer, draws a panoramic image of the 

political and social instability at the heart of the “Rainbow Nation.” The events in the story 

are a captivating image of the depressing and inclement life in democratic South Africa. As a 

writer and social critic of the highest caliber, and along with other committed writers, 

Gordimer directs her keen-eye on her nation and discharges her responsibility as a writer in a 

troubled place, at a hectic moment, in No Time like The Present. Her literary opuses, which 

have post-apartheid reality as the focus, constitute an impassioned, realistic, and postmodern 

portrayal of the euphoria and the subsequent shock that the official demise of apartheid has 

meant to South Africans. Strong with an unwavering critical acumen, Gordimer constantly 

feels the pulse of the nation, represents its life from the inside, and this is no surprise if we 

consider her determination to use literature as an alert to the intolerance at the heart of the 
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adolescent democratic nation.  Her bedfellow writer, John-Maxwell Coetzee, eloquently 

speaks of the nature of her writing, and her life-long commitment to the restoration of justice. 

For him, Gordimer fully takes as hers Sartre’s view of the function of the writer: “…to act in 

such a way that nobody can be ignorant of the world and that nobody may say that he is 

innocent of what it is all about” (Coetzee 2003). This explains why, since her debut career, 

and more in her last novel, “Gordimer has taken the role of writer-as-witness to South 

Africa…Gordimer [has been] serving as unflinching witness to post-apartheid South Africa” 

(Coetzee 2003). 

A combatant of justice, Gordimer could not but express her disappointment about what has 

become of the “Rainbow Nation”; indeed, she is decided to plunge into the violence-ridden 

South Africa society, and make an incisive representation of leadership crisis, and irrational 

violence towards the sexual and cultural other, so as to affirm that her society is tormented, 

yet, a society in which she has faith, until her death.  

 Despite the state repressive acts towards her, her dissenting voice resonated high, to such a 

point that “you would need to go back to the 19th century, and the career of a Victor Hugo, to 

find another example of a major writer who has listened so closely, for so long, to a nation’s 

beating heart” (Tonkin 2012). No Time like the Present is an echo of the attention Gordimer 

constantly gives to her nation. The story is pregnant with burning issues – political 

mismanagement, social injustices and discontent, and other unspeakable acts of violence – 

that are, for her, real threats making almost impossible the so dreamt off social and racial 

reconciliation. Through the life of a mixed couple, the story elaborates on what really 

happens in South Africa when the carnage ends, and on how the freedom fighters negotiate 

peace time. Gordimer represents through the couple, Steve and Jabulile, the efforts of those 

who fought for justice and who, after the essential gesture to “instill democracy, they see its 

fragile stability threatened by poverty, unemployment, AIDS, government scandal, tribal 

loyalties, contested elections and the influx of refugees from other African countries” (Prose 

2012).   

That is the reason why, she was so concerned about the endemic violence in her society, that 

it has become the crux of her writing post-apartheid, especially The House Gun, and No Time 

like the Present. The forms and frequency of violence in the country has ended up making of 

South Africa no place like any other in the world. The characters’ position in the novel is that 

the persistence of violence is, basically, a response to the country’s political, economic, legal 
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and social change (du Toit 1993:7). This calls the hypothesis that violence, in its multi-

layered form, is an indicator of socio-political factors which have lasting consequences on 

social cohesion, democratic practices and economic development in South Africa.  

Such a preoccupation with her fellow citizens’ dehumanization through brutal acts can be 

taken as widely shared, especially by parts of humanity who have either undergone violence 

or witnessed it. Numerous are philosophers, thinkers, scholars and other savants who have 

expansively treated the question, reflecting on its motives and its proliferation in the political 

field. Thoughts go to relevant reflections from figures as Machiavelli, Max Weber, Hannah 

Arendt, who respectively theorized political action, the state and violence, politics and 

violence and power and violence.  

If we admit with Hegel that History is a slaughter-bench, then we would be in line with 

philosophers like Arendt, who aver that violence has always been used in tyrannical regimes. 

In the parlance of the experts of the domain as Machiavelli, in The Prince, and Max Weber in 

Discourses, to maintain order and to ensure the sustainability of the state, it is fundamental to 

dispense violence to oppose internal competitors or external foes (Villa 2008: 100). In 

“Politics as a Vocation”, Weber argues that violence should be an instrument, a “diabolical 

means”, to reach a set of purposes (1958: 78); in other words, to thrive, political power must 

be backed up by violence. This instrumentalization of violence in politics is rebutted by 

Hannah Arendt, in many of her essays inspired by the traumatic experience she had of the 

second World War. For her, as outlined in her essay “On Violence”, violence should not at all 

be at the core of political power in the state. It can maintain a regime rejected by people, but 

such a hegemony is only ephemeral: “no political structure can be lasting which does not find 

some way of continually re-generating the power that springs up wherever people get together 

and act in concert” (Arendt, 1972: 151). For a political power to last long, it should be backed 

up by certain consensual principles of the people.  

If it is a fact that under the apartheid regime, the minority white rulers took political power in 

the Weberian sense1, we should admit that the spur of change went along with an upsurge – 

albeit temporary – from leaders to show to former detractors that South Africa could become 

all but coercive in character. In their endeavor to establish a consensual power that “springs 

up between (reconciled) citizens in the public realm” (Arendt in Villa, 2008: 102), they hoped 

																																																													
1	calling for the use of morally questionable means to fulfill the particular duties and obligations of the Ruler’s 
‘vocation’ imposes on him.	
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to redress the segregation laws, which were taken as the expression of political violence and 

social tensions. However, the narrative world of Gordimer’s novel unveils a sudden 

deployment of coercion at the heart of political power in post-apartheid South Africa, dividing 

people in the country, more than ever before.  

As the “problems of violence still remain very obscure” (Sorel in Villa, 2008: 60), particularly 

in South Africa, Gordimer’s text then is an occasion to probe into its representation, forms 

and impacts on the lives of communities. A close analysis is carried out to elucidate the 

instrumentalization of violence in political management, with the view to affirming if the 

leaders’ misconduct in recent years has contributed to stir up intolerance and repression at the 

state level. This leads us to appreciate Gordimer’s treatment of the social instability conducive 

to the difficulty of political regimes to meet up with post-apartheid demands, especially those 

of vulnerable denizens (women and children), doubly oppressed by precarious socio-

economic conditions and subordination to male’s sexual power. Gordimer could not ignore 

this patriarchy-bred violence that is gnawing at the country, as well as the upsurge of brutality 

against immigrants from African descent. In this wise, No Time like the Present is a sound 

pretext to reflect upon the author’s stance, face to those plagues, but also to demonstrate that, 

however hyped the threat of violence may be, seeds of her unwavering optimism sprout from 

the tragic events unfolded by the story.      

 

1. Post-apartheid South Africa in the Throes of Political and Social Crisis 

No Time like the Present is another chance for Nadine Gordimer to take her responsibility as a 

writer in a time and place fraught with problems. She draws with a clear-eyed realism the 

fragmented condition of a nation fighting to have its head above the proliferated violence in 

cities and other marginal contexts, following the spur of political change. Through a fine 

allusion to political power under Thabo Mbekhi and Jacob Zuma, she deftly puts to center 

stage the inextricable connections existing between personal and communal history, the moral 

ambiguities of daily life and the political and racial conflicts which are still looming large in 

the country. At the outset of the novel, the narrative voice sets the tone of the story by making 

a brief and so captivating image of the evolution of the country, which especially infers the 

new age (change) in the political history:  

There was a Pleistocene Age, a Bronze Age, an Iron Age. 
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It seemed an Age was over. Surely nothing less than a New Age when the law is not 
promulgated on pigment, anyone may live and move and work anywhere in a country 
commonly theirs. Something with the conventional title ‘Constitution’ flung this open wide. 
Only a grandiose vocabulary can contain the meaning for the millions who had none recognized 
of the rights that go by the word freedom. (NTP 4) 

 

This incipit of the story is an evocative allusion to the troubled historical evolution of South 

Africa, from the Pleistocene Age (colonial and apartheid time) to the Iron Age, to reflect the 

transitional period, and how it is felt by “the millions who had non recognized of the rights 

that go by the word freedom” (NTP 4). What seems as an ironical tone in the passage, 

suggested by the sentence structure “Something with the conventional title ‘Constitution’ 

flung this open”, reveals the dubitative position of the narrator (and the author) about the 

euphoria of freedom, which was soon to be replaced by a shared feeling of disenchantment 

and frustration of those who took part fully in the efforts to spew out racism and 

discrimination. Gordimer, like the couple-protagonists and their friends in the suburb, were as 

well victims of the spur of change and the little hope it brought along. Her last novel is the 

pretext to outline her stark disappointment about the reality of post-apartheid time. 

If past traumas are still alive in democratic South Africa, it is essentially because of the failure 

of political power to enhance and nurture the sentiments of forgiveness, mutual respect and 

acceptance, so hailed by Madiba. This, Gordimer argues, stuns the nascent peace; it is crystal-

clear that, from the painstaking representation made of political mismanagement and social 

instability, the story is an alert to the risk the country sinks back into chaos. 

If Nelson Mandela was a leader and a President of consensus, South Africa’s following Heads 

of State, especially Jacob Zuma, could not brag about their success in building a social 

cohesion. Indeed, if Gordimer’s society is no place like any other in the world, after apartheid, 

it is due to political mismanagement, scandals, and other forms of abuses from leaders and 

their clique. Such a disastrous situation constitutes the gist of the impassioned exchanges 

between Steve, Jabulile, Peter Mkize and the other former combatants of the Movement, 

completely frustrated by what ‘freedom’ means. With their multiracial aspect, the group of 

friends gives the image of the multicultural society, so much cherished by Gordimer and her 

friend and comrade, Mandela. In one of their habitual meetings, Steve, the white husband of 

Jabulile, flings these words to his comrades, in a move to picture his heartfelt disillusion 

towards political power and social injustices; he says: “With apartheid we were the pariah of 

the world, with freedom we become what we never were, we’re part of the democratic world. 
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Corruption doesn’t disqualify. It’s everywhere” (NTP 127). Steve is not only expressing a 

feeling of loss among communities in the country, but he is suggesting that political action in 

the new era is no better that what it was when the most basic rights were denied to 

marginalized communities. Such a dramatic condition of political violence is further hyped by 

the failure of Zuma’s government to fulfill economic expectations, his contested election, but 

mainly by the political scandals during his régime. Through the reflections and critical 

attitude of the main protagonist, Jabulile, Gordimer infers that South Africa bends under the 

yoke of class inequality, stemming from the implementation of policies smacking of tribalism. 

The multiple accusations of corruption, sexual abuses against Jacob Zuma - largely addressed 

by the story in No Time like the Present - are symbolical enough of the derangement of the 

South African society. Here follows one evocative part of the large image of power abuses in 

the story: 

During the week when the now ex-Deputy President Zuma, dismissed from his cabinet post by 
President Thabo Mbeki as the consequence of his financial adviser Shaik declaring Zuma 
received bribes from a French arms dealer, Zuma was in his house … A young woman, 
daughter of a comrade with whom Zuma had shared ten years on Robben Island, … was invited 
to spend Saturday night after a party in the house. A confused story: both probably lying, they 
had intercourse – … She laid a charge she had been raped. He, in this trial, that did come to 
court after postponement from December to April, said there was consensual sex. Zuma headed 
the ‘Moral Regeneration Movement’, a government initiative on prevention and treatment of 
HIV and AIDS. He admits he knew the woman was HIV-positive, he had no condom; he took a 
shower afterwards as this was, he said, postcoital cautionary prevention of infection. If not in so 
many words, a gift to the press. (NTP 133) 

Such a scandalous behavior of a President raping a woman who is AIDS-infected, in a 

country so deeply suffering from the infection, could not go unnoted by the narrative voice.  

A scathing and ironical portrayal of Zuma the President-rapist is drawn, through the overall 

layout of passage:  lexical elements, “a confused story,” the italicized structure, “He, in this 

trial”, and the reported style, “as this was, he said, postcoital cautionary,” all suggest a 

detached and skeptical narrator. The esthetic design of the passage highlights the immorality 

and the lack of verity in the declaration of the President of the Republic, whose words as the 

Official Voice for the prevention against AIDS are discrepant with his act of rape. Once 

again, these lines above are a symbolic image of a moral crisis striking the nation, lost 

between the grand declarations of politicians and the impacts of their unconscious deeds.   

The technique of irony is also used, in the following excerpt, to bring to the forefront the 

alarming socio-political situation of the country. The discussion between the group of friends 
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in the Dolphins is as well expressive of the depravation of leaders, who should have walked 

them out of chaos:  

This is the subject of gleeful uproar in the Suburb round the church pool. The Dolphins rejoice 
in this other example of double moral standards, for both arms and sex deals. A man who had 
held the second highest position of power in the land, Deputy President apparently committed to 
fight HIV and AIDS, tells the male population a good soap-and-shower on the penis, after, is all 
you need, no antiretrovirals necessary. (NTP 133)   

Thus, this attitude of the government official is much eloquent of the moral crisis that 

profoundly affects the society. The ironic contour of this part of the story reveals a 

dramatically funny situation, which Gordimer, as “a non pareil observer of the outer and inner 

life alike witnesses and warns about (Tokin 2012). 

Corruption is another expression of political mismanagement. The character-narrators take its 

spread as the harbinger of moral depravation. Under President Zuma, corruption took 

unprecedented incidents and it consisted of dishonest behaviors and reprehensible acts by 

himself and other governments officials and businessmen. Not only does Zuma give and 

accept bribes and double-dealing, he also manipulates elections, diverts funds and defrauds 

investors. Although whistling the tune of rebuttal, numerous are the accusations of graft 

against him, a situation denounced by Steve and Jabulile who have come to realize that 

political power, in the new political era, is a “national cake” (Achebe), to be gulped by those 

in office and their accomplices. Such an ape at power is finely evoked in this part of the 

discussion of the group of friends: 

One day. Soon. The five hundred thousand jobs Zuma promised as President? So where are 
they? The multi-million election victory celebration. The four hundred thousand he spent on 
birthday bash for his daughter, and what about his nineteen or so other offspring and by-blows, 
will they all have birthday bashes at our tax expense? How many houses could have been built 
for three-generation families slumming in those abandoned downtown buildings, how many 
roofs could go up form the bill for French champagne gone down and pissed out by 
governmental ministers – (NTP 416, my emphasis) 

The allure of the passage (made of oratory questions, and a deriding lexical field) alludes to 

the worrying incidents of corruption and patronage that drained billions from the country’s 

exchequer. The ex-combatants, here discussing, are demotivated by the false promises and the 

abusive acts of Zuma embezzling public funds. Such an ire is hinted at in the interrogative 

design of the passage, (‘How many… How many’), an esthetic turn that showcases the lack of 

patriotism of government officials who trample the hopes of a whole nation, live in the lap of 

luxury, ape at “French Champagne”, avidly gulped down and “pissed” out. Thus, Gordimer 

takes political mismanagement as directly culpable of the social and political crisis. The 
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characters’ words are out of touch with President Zuma who, facing claims of graft, stroke up 

the song of victimization. This is the quintessence of these words of Jabulile’s father, a Zulu 

man who stands up firmly for Zuma: “There are whites who own the newspapers, behind 

tactics to smear Zuma, along with his black political rivals for power.” (NTP 143) These 

desperate efforts of the old man to excuse acts of power abuses out of a desire to win a 

crumbling popularity, are laughed at by Steve, Jabu, and the friends, whose free-style 

dialogues are a reflection of their distress and the author’s utter distraught faced to the 

extremely tensed social atmosphere.  

Indeed, political misconduct, unfulfilled expectations, unfair redistribution of riches, plus a 

new social hierarchy, constitute the roots of confusion in the social and cultural environment. 

South Africa has gone from a state of utopia to dystopia; from grand hopes and dreams in the 

transition period to a deep torment; from a “significant turn from political violence [to] a 

marked escalation” (du Toit 1993: 7), due to a marked lawlessness.  

The indefatigable writer discloses in No Time like the Present, the fragmentation of 

community life in democratic South Africa. This is connoted in the scattered structure of the 

story – framed into short chapters –, in the plurality and mostly un-signaled colluding voices 

in the text, a mark of the free-indirect discourse, but also in her portrayal of what can be 

rightly pegged social maladies.  

The “new” forms of social division noted in South African society, (with the rise of a black 

middle-class, the members of which take themselves as superior to the impoverished masses) 

and the frustrations it arouses, propel an unparalleled form of social violence. The rejects of 

the political change and the new economic governance show their angst through acts of crime, 

a violence mostly directed to their black brothers. This is what Steve infers when he warns his 

comrades against the risk for the nation to sink back into injustice and chaos, but a deft 

implementation of socio-economic strategies to set the basis for more human relationships: 

“How long are whites going to dominate the economy? Who out of the handful of blacks who 

managed to gain the knowledge, know-how qualities, will really be able get into that powerful 

old boys’ cartel?” (NTP 23) Consequently, youth in slums and other marginalized areas of the 

country commit assaults, car-jacking, crimes and other forms of gang violence, which are 

channels to release their disillusion and frustrations about what they consider as an unequal 

sharing of economic power. Analyzing urban violence in South Africa, from a historical 

perspective, David Abrahams digs up causes of urban gangsterism, to affirm that “cities such 
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as Johannesburg and Cape Town, in particular, have experienced unprecedented levels of 

gang violence” (2010: 500). Though crime statistics decreased between April 2003 and March 

2009, violence, as an instrument of oppression (in the hands of the youth) and of repression 

for the government, continues to put under constant threat “South Africa’s transition into a 

constitutional state, the rights, freedoms, and privileges of many South African nationals and 

foreigners on South African territory…” (2010: 500)  

The alert eye of Gordimer, so concerned about the plight of communities in postmodern South 

Africa, could not but capture a society into chaos, because of the propensity of citizens for 

crime perpetration, as therapy against their existential angst. Indeed, under its serene prose, 

No Time like the Present is burning, political and urban violence hovers over the characters’ 

impassioned exchanges, all of them preoccupied by the future of the country. How are we to 

apprehend “the apparent proliferation of “irrational” violence at a time of such momentous 

political breakthroughs?” (du Toit 1993:10) This is a preoccupation for Gordimer who, as an 

implacable critic of citizens’ behavior, showcases in the most striking way, cases of assaults 

in her narrative. The attack on Jake, a friend of Jabulile and Steve, by a well-organized gang 

at a traffic light, is a mostly expressive case (NTP 143). Those acts of violence mostly lead to 

demise, aggravating thus the already alarming incidences of crime and murders in the country. 

Attacks from roaming and drug-addicted youngsters not only take the form of street assaults 

or car attacks, but are under the form of house burglary, during which money and guns are 

stolen. The assault on Wethu, the black woman who helps the mixed couple keep their house, 

is a beautiful image of the horrendous violence (NTP 385-6). Indeed, terror lurches in the 

cities and towns of South Africa. The minute representation of brutality is congruent with the 

author’s commitment to scorn the rampant violence, and to indicate that urban bandits are 

themselves the victims of the misconduct and moral depravation of political leaders, who 

have failed to fulfill expectations and social demands. This appalling context, where intra-

racial violence adds to the already tensed social relationships, deeply affects the writer and her 

protagonist, Jabulile. The latter is completely stunned by the escalated intolerance in the 

country; the narrator reports her thought: “This alerted Jabu professionally, away from the 

guilt she was struggling with, in herself acknowledging to Baba that she had left helpless 

Wethu alone in the city climate of savage lawlessness in which -yes, there’s no racism, 

Wethu’s black as you are while you kick and hit her” (NTP 389). The character, albeit talking 

to herself, is making an address to ‘her black sibling community’, who are the new 
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perpetrators of violence, as a means of survival. They are aware that crimes are social and 

even political constructions, and that “poverty informed by a disparity in income between rich 

and poor, poor service delivery, overcrowding in squatter camps, lack of housing and 

widespread unemployment” (Abrahams 2010: 502), should be eradicated for the sake of 

social stability. The difficult situation described by Abrahams is corroborated by the words of 

Lesogo, a University Professor and colleague of Steve: “That’s why our Souths Africans turn 

violent. … Twenty-three per cent national unemployment, and this when guys whose 

employment is to wave you into parking space aren’t counted, up half the children in shacks 

don’t go to school, parents can’t pay, provide more than a plate of pap a day – it’s poverty, the 

cause of this violence” (NTP 398). This sinister image of life in post-apartheid South Africa 

partakes, according to Gordimer, from the spin-offs of an unexpected and hence, not well-

prepared, move from political terror to a rule of law.  

Therefore, urban violence seriously takes its toll on the social cohesion and economic health 

of the damsel nation.  

All in all, in a “country no longer anyone’s claim,” and because “the present freedom has its 

contradictions” (NTP 100), Steve, Jabulile and their friends, alert to the proliferation of 

political and social violence. As such, their voices are the echo of that of Gordimer, who 

thoroughly criticizes these attitudes which make her country be like no other place in the 

world. Conscious that “books are …arms of the minds” (NTP), that her role as a writer is to 

give headaches, “to articulate and keep alive intractable ethical questions about the 

asymmetrical relationship between self and other” (Travis 2010: 232), the South African 

prose writer denounces in a fascinating way the horrible toll of forms of violence, fed by 

stereotypes. 

 

2. The “Rainbow Nation”: A Pinnacle of Gendered Violence and Xeno-Afrophobia   

Among the gallery of themes tackled by Nadine Gordimer, in No Time like the Present, 

violence born from stereotypical ideas and prejudicial attitudes takes center stage. As a writer 

and social critic, Gordimer is much concerned about bone deep discriminating moves engaged 

by local communities who, in the name of unemployment and poverty, pour out their ire and 

frustrations upon two mostly vulnerable segments of the population: the feminine body and 

the immigrant figure. South Africa has become the theater of a form of violence underpinned 



	
	

	
	

52	

by biased ideologies, (gender-based oppression, and xeno-afrophobia), with the recurrent 

abuses, smacking of patriarchy, upon women and children and the frequent attacks by South 

Africans on African immigrants. 

Gender-based violence or gendered violence or the “sexualization of violence” (Diallo 2017: 

65), is a widespread phenomenon in post-apartheid South Africa. It is a serious problem of 

public health and human rights violation and stems essentially from historical inequities 

which have created a climate conducive to oppression towards women and children. Scholars 

and writers all agree that overnight pervasive sexual assaults are aggravated by the trauma of 

an eerie past of oppression and the disillusionment from an inclement present. Under the form 

of rape, incest, and other transgressive sexual acts, gendered violence is a phenomenon 

directed against a person because of their gender. It’s a question of power.2  If it is a truism 

that sexual violence is the acute problem mostly shared by all human societies, its incidents 

have reached an alarming level in South Africa, with the outstanding statistics of rape in a 

country which is not at war. Though rape was used in the conflict zone of apartheid to quell 

dissidence, in democratic South Africa, the pecking-order of race is replaced by gender 

rankings which keep women under control through rape, the most intimate form of violence.  

A look into post-apartheid rape narratives – John-Maxwell Coetzee’s Disgrace, Achmat 

Dangor’s Bitter Fruit, and Gordimer’s No Time Like the Present – indicate that rape is 

socially and culturally endorsed not only as a way to maintain patriarchal order but also as a 

means to correct or cure3 sexually deviating women. The meaning of this instrumentalization 

of sexual violence is enhanced by a basic feminist perspective which holds that gender-based 

violence is intrinsically connected to patriarchy, which variously implicates all women. In 

Gordimer’s last novel, beyond that coercive aspect of sexual violence, the author is more 

concerned about domestic sexual abuse, of which the adolescent figure is mostly victim.  The 

story unearths, through episodes of rape, the traumatic impacts of this most intimate violence, 

																																																													
2	as Michel Foucault analyses, in his study on the historical evolution of sex. He further argues that rape is an 
asexualized form of violence, considering the rape of women as an assault not on the sexual being of the 
woman, but rather on the woman herself. He affirms that rape is not a crime of sex but rather of power.	
3			“Corrective rape” or “curative rape” is the term for heinous gang rape of lesbian women in South Africa by 
men, with the view to ‘turning’ them into heterosexual. This atypical form of rape is more frequent in 
townships, and is mostly perpetrated with torture of the victim, who is atrociously assaulted and sometimes 
murdered. Worse, the victim of corrective rape is all but ‘corrected’ or ‘cured’ as she is much prone to getting 
HIV/AIDS, the consequence of which are acts of suicide of the latter, mainly because the perpetrators are let out 
on ridiculously low bail. Police Statistic reveal that in Cape Town alone, more than ten lesbians are raped or 
gang raped a week. 
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both on the victim and the society, and a whiff of sexism behind that “uninvited imposition.” 

(Dangor 2005: 156) 

Through her job as Attorney, Jabulile is shocked at the incredible pervasiveness of rape in the 

country where all women’s lives are haunted by the specter of rape. This is all the more 

serious because as a “global terrorism” (Helliwel 2000: 790), rape causes a constant fear in 

women, who feel humiliated and thus incapacitated to play the political and social roles that 

should be theirs in a normal society. Indeed, South Africa, Gordimer’s suggests in her story, is 

a rape-ridden nation and it definitely needs to be psycho-diagnosed, to hope to have an 

explanation of what seems to be an impulsiveness of men to sexually assault women. These 

lines from an un-signalled dialogue between Jabulile and her husband are pregnant with 

meaning:  

Have you ever known a woman who’d been raped? – Surely no one among the women they 
knew, but the country is said to have one of if not the highest incidence in the world. (…) -How 
would we know. Among the girls at the university. Did we know that one in four men in the 
country is willing to admit committing a rape? Statistic: I’m so amazed, can’t believe…you… 
can you believe it. She is asking him not as her husband but as a male, whether this is an instinct 
all males share but all don’t follow. (NTP 352) 

The question opening the dialogue is an interpellation of the woman to her husband, in a 

strive to make him realize how serious the situation is in a country where rape has ended up 

being a triviality, because of the alarming rates of the plague. The voice of the character 

espouses that position of the author who cannot understand what is conceived as a natural 

propensity of men to rape - “an instinct all males share but all don’t follow.” This 

preoccupation of the author and her character is further delineated in the unerring eye used to 

detail the trauma born from sexual abuse. This other passage is illustrative: Jabulile further 

brings her stunned husband into the terrifying terrain of rape, in the country for which they so 

much sacrificed themselves: 

 Senior Counsel says these one-in-four-men, they’re boasting… to him that’s perhaps the ugliest 
manifestation of … the ‘commingling in South Africa of culture of impunity with one of 
masculine sexual entitlement”. That’s how it’s put. Conviction rate of those men who do go to 
trial is only around seven per cent. … The victim isn’t a woman but half-woman-half-child. 
Fifteen years old. There has to be unlimited patience to draw her to tell. … It’s not drawing 
blood from a stone, it’s looking at the blood and semen that ran down the tights; there is the 
medical report from the doctor on night duty at the hospital where a taxi drive, evidently the 
lover of one of the women in the house, took the girl “because the auntie (there was no mother) 
didn’t know what to do with her. (NTP 353) 

The structural outlook of the passage adds to the drama of Jabulile’s narration of the rape case 

to Steve. This is an evocative example of domestic rape which, essentially, has adolescents 
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and even babies as target in the neurotic post-apartheid South Africa, low-aged victims 

suggested and highlighted by the hyperbaton, “Fifteen years old.” Gordimer’s anger and 

desolation about a patriarchal system condoning violence upon women is indicated here by 

what is referred as “the ‘commingling in South Africa of culture of impunity with one of 

masculine sexual entitlement” (NTP 353), an impunity which is one of the various pressures 

discouraging women from reporting rape. Jabulile herself acknowledges to her husband that 

“Police don’t have any real ability to prevent rape”, simply because “most rapes take place in 

private places; Homes; the men are friends of members of the family” (NTP 353). This is the 

case with the rape of an adolescent, narrated by Jabulile; the character is traumatized by the 

young age of the girl, and she realizes how family disintegration can be conducive to the 

gendered subordination of the feminine body to male sexual power. The staccato style, 

characterizing the passage and the story in its whole, is an image of the jagged, and 

fragmented life of the nation, where both the family, the first protective space for the child, 

and the State, as the macro protective locus, are no longer able to stop the continued breach of 

the rights of the most vulnerable citizens. Such a confusion in the already dramatic lives of 

South Africans is symbolized by the free-style mode in the passage, a narrative approach 

expressive of the complete dismemberment, the loss of hope and identity crisis in post-

apartheid society. Jabulile realizes that in her country, the female body is the object of 

dominant discourses of violence and vulnerability, and the locus of a sexist domination. The 

protagonist is so obsessed by the rape case that she sets to a detail narration of the words that 

were so painfully drawn from the girl (NTP 355-7). She is utterly dismayed by the appalling 

frequency of sexual violence, taking her husband as the repository of her emotional drive, 

face to the paradox between women’s extensive constitutional rights and continued 

oppression (Dosekun 2007: 2).  

Jabulile’s words to her husband are around and apropos of what can be deduced in this 

unreserved image of social insecurity in the country: the “Rainbow Nation” is more than ever 

the den of division, haunted it is by demons of an eerie past, the repercussions of which are 

plagues, as rape, circulating through the pores of the society. This is further implied in the 

interior monologues, combined with the characters’ curt exchanges, serving for the 

impersonal representation of the social tension that strikes the fragile democratic nation. Thus, 
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the dichotomy, noted between the dream of a Rainbow Nation4 and the post-apartheid reality, 

is as well honed by the deluge of violence against immigrants. The attacks on communities 

from African origin are expressions of xenophobia that the Nobel Laureate has severely 

denounced in her last-published novel. 

 In an insightful analysis of xenophobia in South Africa and its implications in the proposed 

integration of Africa, Andrew Okem et.al define the concept as a “negative attitude, a dislike, 

a fear, or a hatred of foreigners. These negative attitudes are underpinned by fears (whether 

real or imagined), that immigrants could undermine the cultural life, political system or 

economic prospects of a given nation” (2015: 79). In the novel, xenophobia is felt by Jabulile 

as an “Intense or irrational dislike of people from other countries” (NTP 205). Xenophobia in 

the “Rainbow Nation” takes the form of an irrational hatred, biased views about the 

foreigners, culminating in acts of atrocious violence. Such a crazy and unpredictable turn in 

the history of the nation is set off by unsatisfied social demands, experienced by roaming 

youth, who have become the main agents of this new form of brutality. Indeed, despite 

amendments to the country’s immigration policy, the reality is far-fetched from a central 

recommendation of the Constitution that ensures freedom for people from Africa to have a 

legal access and life into South Africa. The anti-foreigner campaign is firstly ideological 

(subject of hot debates in all the spheres of political and intellectual life), before turning into a 

bloody outpour of the feeling of resentment of nationals toward foreigners. The result is a 

disconcerting death toll. 

Jabulile, Steve, and their friends, rake relentlessly into their mind to figure out where they 

have failed in the struggle for national unity, to end up with blacks hating other blacks, a 

xeno-afrophobic attitude grievously eroding the nation. In their diagnosis of the socio-cultural 

situation of the nation, they can neither comprehend nor accept the whiffs of anger and 

revenge in the treatment of African immigrants, a prejudicial behavior akin to the one under 

apartheid. Gordimer reserves a large part of the story to the rising feeling of afrophobia, the 

growing feeling of detestation towards “African brothers.” Like her fictional citizens, 

Gordimer suffers to fathom out how people who were rejected, dejected, alienated and 

brutalized in the name of racism, be now the actors of oppressive attacks against foreigners. 

This hatred the foreigner faces in a “world of dodges and shams that make up his pseudo-

																																																													
4	 as coined by Archbishop Desmund Tutu and here explained by and Nelson Mandela “Each of us is as 
intimately attached to the soil of this beautiful country as are the famous jacaranda trees of Pretoria and the 
mimosa trees of the bushveld – a rainbow nation at peace with itself and the world."	
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relationships with pseudo-others” (Kristeva 1991: 13) like South Africa, hovers over this part 

of the story:  

  In the area where most blacks and shades-of-black … still live although if they could afford 
the politician’s better life for all they could live wherever they liked, the refugee immigrants 
have moved in where because of their colour they won’t be notice in the mass. They are African 
Brothers who crowd the already insufferably packed shacks, draw the tap water that is hardly 
enough for the local community. … In brand-aid bridging classes, academic subjects give way 
to the Science Faculty Assistant Professor’s volunteer lectures’ and their students’ uneasy 
preoccupation, via the remove of television, with the wilderness violence beyond campus. 
Lesogo Moloi from African Studies in the Faculty of Humanities: the refugees – They’re not 
The Brothers now, they are The Foreigners. (NTP 203, my emphasis) 

This passage is so eloquent of the sudden change of mindset vis-à-vis foreigners from 

bordering countries, that the competent reader cannot but notice the ironical and satirical 

elements used to allude to the utter transformation of nationals.  Should we repeat it, the 

neighboring countries backed up the struggle for the rehabilitation of discriminated 

communities under apartheid. Such a move from black-brother-attitude to a black-enemy-

attitude stems, essentially, from the immature politics of change and the range of 

dissatisfactions and frustrations it provokes in the youth. The impact of the political and social 

chaos that crashes headlong into the society is an anti-immigrant campaign launched in cities 

and townships. The Zimbabweans, the Somalis, and other foreigners have been downgraded 

in the esteem of South Africans, they move from “African Brothers” … The Brothers, to The 

Foreigners”, as indicated in the passage. This repulsive attention towards the strangers, which 

is articulated in an escalated violence, is inferred in the capitalization and the use of the 

definite article, “The Foreigners”. These typographical markers are not only suggestive of a 

satirical irony in the representation of the immigrant, but they hint at the hatred toward the 

latter, who is “The Intruder” to oust out of the nation. To vent their anger, citizens, in the 

pangs of deleterious socio-economic moments, make foreigners bear the brunt of the failure 

of political leaders.  

What can be felt and which is finally terrifying for Gordimer and the reader we are, is a 

radical nationalism rising among South Africans, from all walks of life, that can be 

assimilated to an “ethnonationalism” (Diagne 2019), a dangerous “national-chauvinism” 

(Mbembe 2015), an ethnocentric attitude to express, mostly through violence, the belief in an 

assumed superiority to others. In other words, in democratic South Africa, a certain 

nationalism sprouting from ethnic/race considerations, has turned the society into “modern 

day tribes” (Diagne 2109), which instinctively reject foreigners, and, while watching over the 
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frontiers of the national tribe, desperately cling to the idea of a pure national identity. South 

Africans take the other not as another self, to talk as Paul Ricoeur, but as that “rubbish” who 

is to be hated, hunted down, and killed. The old woman’s ethnonationalist position is that 

“Everybody must stay at their country to make it right… we never ran away;” through this 

extreme position, she confirms the “isolation hypothesis” established by Okem et.al to fathom 

out the causes of the escalation of black racism, a hypothesis framed as follows: “xenophobia 

results from the many years of the country’s isolation, which kept the country separated from 

other countries on the continent.” (2015: 80) 

Such an irrational fear, rejection and wrath aroused by the influx of refugees into the 

“Rainbow Nation” is fueled in intellectual spheres – mostly the Media and the University – 

which, in the novel, are depicted as “sensationalizing the issue of immigration with screaming 

and alarming headlines” (Okem 2015: 80) and lectures. Gordimer, through the narrative agent 

and the reporting of anonymous and unrestrained exchanges between characters, let loose her 

desolation to see that those who should have helped the local (mostly uneducated) people out 

of afro-phobic reactions, or that “African hating African position” (NTP 204), are actually, the 

ones who are the instigators of loathing and foul acts. This point is refreshed by the hot 

exchange among students and faculty members, about the appropriate way to explain the rage 

against refugees, as xenophobia or a radical nationalism, at a lunchtime meeting of students 

and some faculty members: 

‘Xenophobia’ – it’s our distancing from the fact that our people right here in our own country, at 
home … an existence as refugees from our economy, unemployed, unhoused, surviving by 
ingenuities of begging … It’s easy – to call them; our own people xenophobic when they resort 
to violence to defend the only space, the only means of survival against competitors for this 
almost nothing. It’s not hatred of foreigners. The name for the violence is xenophobia? – (NTP 
212) 

We have in this sequence of the story, the image of a country torn apart between a desire to 

keep exclusively for itself the few economic and social advantages, ‘that almost nothing” and 

a deadly determination to exterminate refugees whom they take as competitors. Xeno-

afrophobia, in the case of South Africa, is underpinned by a derogatory discourse which is the 

‘justification’ of subsequent attacks upon the foreigner. Achille Mbembe expands on that type 

of viscous discourse, justifying the brutalities: “The justificatory discourse starts with the 

usual stereotypes — they are darker than us; they steal our jobs; they do not respect us; they 

are used by whites who prefer to exploit them rather than employing us, therefore avoiding 

the requirements of affirmative action.” (Mbembe 2015) In Gordimer’s country, those 
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targeted by this black racism are picked up “by criteria such as having dark skin or walking in 

“strange way”” (Okem 2015: 81). This biased attitude is finely explained by Julia Kristeva in 

her seminal work, Strangers to Ourselves. The French philosopher develops the scorched 

happiness of the foreigner, the feeling of rejection and even disgust he raises in the other, but 

also his melancholy and disorientation due to a social environment warped by stereotypes and 

stigmatization from “those who belong.” Kristeva writes:  

While in the most savage human groups the foreigner was an enemy to be destroyed, he 
has become, within the scope of religious and ethical constructs, a different human 
being who, provided he espouses them, may be assimilated into the fraternities of the 
"wise," the "just," or the "native."” … The “… foreigner's face burns with happiness. 
(1991: 2) 

Therefore, always elsewhere, the “foreigner” in South Africa belongs nowhere (Kristeva 

1991: 2). Albeit constantly rejected in their quest for humanity and hospitality, African 

refugees in the country do their utmost to knock at the wall of hatred that has been erected 

around them to express their determination to just ‘exist’, in the site of death that post-

apartheid South Africa has become. That determination mostly takes the form of a counter-

attack of Zimbabwean migrants, in order to assert their right to live, as they got legally into 

the country (NTP, 401). Notwithstanding the atrocity of the “hunting season” (especially, the 

spate of 2008 attack etc.), Gordimer, the humanist, is conscious that human beings don’t have 

root, and that the overnight penchant for xeno-afrophobia - fed by bigoted positions from 

individuals and groups who have grown narrow-minded - is the root cause of intra-racial 

violence. This dry season in the social life of the nation, this age of iron, reminiscent of the 

inclement days of apartheid, is deftly represented through realism. With such an esthetic 

backdrop and the diverse themes evoked in No Time like the Present, the author’s message 

concerning the influx of refugees from neighboring countries is crystal-clear: it is a natural 

fact to run to your neighbor when insecurity prevails in your home. Migration, Gordimer 

infers, is the essence of humanity. This is exemplified by the natural option of Steve and 

Jabulile to envisage migrating to Australia, because of the social and moral disintegration of 

the Home-nation. Jake’s words echo this principle of the author: “It’s time to accept that 

migrants have been the lifeblood of this city since it was founded” (NTP 420). Henceforth, it’s 

less migration than the repartition in tribes of the humans and the “ethno-nationalization” of 

citizenship (Diagne 2019), the source of tension addressed in the novel, to redress her society 

warped by stereotypes and violence. As a politically conscious writer, her much cherished 

hope is to see her fellow citizens be convinced, like French poet Arthur Rimbaud, that “the I 
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is another”, and be motivated, with an enlightened political leadership, to appropriate 

themselves the ideals in the Ubuntu paradigm5. Ubuntu, for Gordimer and as inscribed in the 

Constitution of South Africa, should be the backbone of a true Rainbow Nation. Placing 

Ubuntu at the heart of social and cultural relationships is, for the humanist novelist, the path 

of life on which “nationals” and “foreigners”, can safely tread, be “all each other” (NTP 412), 

and become more human in reciprocity. 

 

Conclusion 

Violence in post-apartheid South Africa, unlike Engels’ postulate, is no accelerator of 

economic development. The endemic violence is rather conducive to political and social 

factors which have deeply smothered national cohesion. The analysis of the treatment of 

violence in No Time like the Present has brought into the limelight the horrendous criminal 

acts and misconducts perpetrated at the political and community levels. Through the gallery 

of characters, she has created, and who embody her preoccupation about the lawlessness in 

the cities and towns, Gordimer has produced a narrative reflecting the disintegrative aspects 

and side effects of an immature process of transition from the rule of iron to the rule of 

democracy. With a technique of writing woven from jerky syntactic structures, stream-of-

consciousness with the free-indirect style, and ironical turns, the writer has come to a realistic 

depiction of the traumas of a nation, torn between contradictions, identity crisis, frustrations 

born of unfulfilled dreams and a burning desire to become, at last, a normal society. She has 

adumbrated avenues for a more equal coexistence between races and classes, because, like her 

fellow citizens, Gordimer has been working for a more responsible political management in 

her country and more humane interpersonal relationships. That is what has essentially boosted 

her decision to draw an incisive image, in her last opus, of the foul deeds committed by an 

embittered youth (crimes, rape, xenophobic attacks), to vent their ire against the system. This 

narrative attitude of the author is particularly marked in No Time like the Present, which is a 

strong expression of her disappointment but also a resounding allusion to her hope, albeit 

frail, for a more clement future. Gordimer’s tenacious optimism is whispered in the couple-

protagonist’s abandoning the project of migration to Australia, notwithstanding the 

intensification of criminality, to participate in the building of a nation leaning on the Ubuntu 

																																																													
5	Which has as object, according to Joseph Ki-Zebo (2007: 115), the relentless quest for a self-liberation from 
the shackles of violence that keeps on destroying the project of humanization.” 	
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spirit, so that, together, they can have a multicolored country, reconciled, a Rainbow Nation 

“at peace with itself and the world”6, which has been Nadine Gordimer’s lifelong most 

cherished dream.  
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