
 

DR. MANDELA N.                                          1 P a g e  

FROM OPPRESSION TO EXPRESSION: 

COLONIALISM AND POSTCOLONIAL NARRATIVES 

IN NADINE GORDIMER’S FICTION 

 

 

 
 DR. MANDELA N. 

Assistant Professor 

Amitha First Grade Evening College  

Bangalore (KR) INDIA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This article explores the thematic evolution from colonialism to postcolonialism within 

Nadine Gordimer's works, focusing on her portrayal of racial and social conflicts in 

apartheid and post-apartheid South Africa. Gordimer’s fiction serves as a profound critique 

of colonial legacies, highlighting both the psychological and societal impacts of imperial 

oppression on South Africa's marginalized communities. Through her complex characters 

and settings, Gordimer depicts the enduring struggles for identity, autonomy, and justice in a 

nation reshaping itself after decades of exploitation and segregation. This paper examines 

how Gordimer’s narratives transition from depicting colonial subjugation to capturing the 

nuanced realities of postcolonial identity and resistance, demonstrating the resilience of 

humanity against oppression. By contextualizing Gordimer’s stories within colonial and 

postcolonial frameworks, this analysis aims to uncover how her works illuminate both the 

enduring scars of colonialism and the hope for a redefined, postcolonial South African 

identity. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Nadine Gordimer, born in Springs, Transvaal in 1923, emerged as one of the most influential 

voices in South African literature. A Nobel laureate and fierce advocate against apartheid, 

Gordimer’s writings reveal not only the harsh realities of apartheid’s racial divisions but also 

probe deeper into the underlying colonial legacy that persisted beyond the legal abolishment 

of racial segregation. Growing up in a segregated mining town, Gordimer was exposed from 

an early age to South Africa’s brutal racial divides, an experience that she would carry into 

her storytelling. She wrote stories that “unflinchingly confront[ed] the complexities of life in 

a racially stratified society,” according to Louise Yelin, whose research highlights 

Gordimer’s focus on the intersection of race, politics, and identity (Yelin, Flesh of the Voice). 

In seminal works like July’s People (1981), Burger’s Daughter (1979), and The 

Conservationist (1974), Gordimer critiques the psychological and societal repercussions of 

colonialism and apartheid. Her narratives are layered and richly nuanced, showcasing 

complex, often flawed characters who embody the struggle of a nation grappling with the 

remnants of colonial oppression. According to scholar Stephen Clingman, Gordimer’s fiction 

“is deeply concerned with the fault lines in South African society” (Clingman, The Novels of 

Nadine Gordimer), suggesting her vision of South Africa as a society not only fractured by 

apartheid’s laws but also by the enduring mindset left by colonial rule. 

Transition from Colonialism to Postcolonialism in Gordimer’s Works 

Gordimer’s works navigate the transition from colonialism to postcolonialism, a shift marked 

not by a simple legal victory but by complex psychological and social transformations. In 

novels like July’s People, Gordimer envisions a dystopian scenario in which apartheid 

collapses amid a civil uprising. This novel reveals how, despite a breakdown of 

institutionalized apartheid, colonial mentalities and power dynamics still cling to the minds of 

both the oppressors and the oppressed. In one scene, Bam Smales, a white liberal who once 

viewed himself as a friend to his Black servant July, is confronted with his dependence on 

July for survival. “I thought… there was something we were doing for the blacks here, 

something that was worth staying for,” Bam reflects (Gordimer, July’s People). This line 

poignantly illustrates the paternalistic mindset that even “well-meaning” colonizers carry, 

exposing a self-deception that equates occupation with benevolence. 

Literary critic Stephen Clingman interprets Bam’s disillusionment as a reflection of the 

“failure of colonial consciousness to engage fully with the lives and autonomy of the 

colonized” (Clingman, The Novels of Nadine Gordimer). This paternalistic view, Clingman 

argues, remains a barrier to true understanding and mutual respect, persisting even when 

political systems crumble. Gordimer’s insight into the psychological persistence of colonial 
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hierarchies suggests that the road to postcolonial autonomy is not purely political but deeply 

personal, as individuals like Bam confront the limitations of their own perspectives. 

Colonialism’s Legacy and Identity Struggles 

Gordimer’s exploration of identity under the weight of colonialism and apartheid is central to 

her fiction. In Burger’s Daughter, Gordimer portrays the life of Rosa Burger, daughter of an 

anti-apartheid activist. Rosa’s struggle to define herself outside her father’s political cause 

speaks to the conflict of individuals bound by the expectations and identities imposed by 

colonial society. “I am my father’s daughter, but I am not my father’s cause,” Rosa states, 

articulating a desire for personal identity beyond the legacy of political struggle (Gordimer, 

Burger’s Daughter). Her words reflect a nuanced understanding of identity under 

colonialism, where one’s self-concept is often overpowered by societal roles. 

Louise Yelin, a prominent scholar on Gordimer’s work, has noted that “Rosa’s journey 

reflects a broader search for self-identity in a society that violently suppressed such autonomy 

for generations” (Yelin, Flesh of the Voice). Yelin argues that Gordimer uses Rosa’s internal 

struggle to depict the larger experience of South Africans whose identities were 

overshadowed by racial categories and colonial roles. Rosa’s desire to separate herself from 

her father’s mission symbolizes a new generation’s attempt to claim a personal identity, one 

not dictated by political or racial hierarchies. This search for selfhood amidst the remnants of 

colonialism illustrates the challenges faced by individuals who seek to free themselves from a 

colonial past while honoring the struggles that led to that freedom. 

Postcolonial Identity and Resistance 

While Gordimer critiques colonialism’s psychological impact, she also celebrates resistance 

and the resilient spirit of postcolonial identity. In The Conservationist, protagonist Mehring, a 

wealthy industrialist, embodies the privileges of colonial dominance. His ownership of a 

South African farm and his views on the land reflect the entitlement ingrained in colonialism. 

However, as the story unfolds, it becomes clear that his “ownership” is illusory. A Black 

laborer’s body, discovered buried on Mehring’s land, serves as a haunting reminder of the 

land’s true custodians and of the brutal history upon which Mehring’s wealth is built. This 

moment forces Mehring to confront a truth he cannot control—the land belongs to those who 

worked and suffered upon it. As Gordimer writes, “the land is no man’s. It belongs to itself, 

to the life that grows in and upon it” (Gordimer, The Conservationist). 

Critic Michael Wade argues that The Conservationist captures Gordimer’s view of 

“postcolonial reclamation,” where the land, and by extension, South Africa itself, is gradually 

reclaimed by its rightful inheritors (Wade, Land and Identity in Nadine Gordimer). Mehring’s 
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downfall is symbolic of the inevitable return of agency to the colonized, reflecting the 

postcolonial theme of reclaiming both identity and land from the grips of colonial possession. 

Conflict, Freedom, and Reconciliation in Postcolonial South Africa 

Gordimer’s later works, such as None to Accompany Me, explore the complexities of freedom 

and reconciliation in a post-apartheid era. In this novel, Vera Stark, a lawyer fighting for land 

rights, embodies the challenge of building a new identity after the collapse of apartheid. Yet, 

Vera’s journey also reveals the weight of responsibility that accompanies freedom. “Freedom 

is not a release from consequences,” she reflects, a line that underscores the reality that 

liberation brings its own challenges (Gordimer, None to Accompany Me). Gordimer’s post-

apartheid characters thus face the difficulty of constructing a new South African identity that 

honors the past while moving beyond it. 

Literary scholar Michael Wade contends that Gordimer’s approach to postcolonial freedom is 

“realistically hopeful,” acknowledging both the enduring pain of apartheid and the potential 

for a reconciled future (Wade, Reimagining Freedom). Gordimer’s postcolonial narratives 

suggest that freedom is not an end but a continuous process of healing and rebuilding. 

CONCLUSION 

Through her nuanced characters and realistic portrayals of apartheid and postcolonial South 

Africa, Nadine Gordimer provides an unflinching examination of the legacy of colonialism 

and the struggle for postcolonial identity. Her works, from the critiques of colonial 

hierarchies in July’s People to the introspective identity struggles in Burger’s Daughter and 

The Conservationist, demonstrate that the scars of colonialism endure, even as South Africa 

transitions toward autonomy. Gordimer’s fiction invites readers to consider both the enduring 

injustices and the resilient spirit of postcolonial South Africa. Her contribution to literature 

serves not only as a record of apartheid’s atrocities but as a hopeful blueprint for reclaiming 

identity and autonomy in the face of historical oppression. 
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