Daring to Speak Its Name: The Representation of a Lesbian Relationship in the Work of Rozena Maart 
Abstract
This article explores the representation of a lesbian relationship in a contemporary South African short story. I take an intersectional approach to the reading of lesbianism and consider how the race, gender and the geographical location of the lesbian body restrict the relationship options that are open to lesbians in a society where heterosexual partnering constitutes the norm. By means of a close reading of ‘No Rosa, No District 6’ by Rozena Maart, I illustrate the heteronormative pressures that structure the daily choices that lesbians must make in their relationships with one another as well as the ways in which other characters make sense of these relationships. While the textual representations of heteronormativity, and lesbian defiance thereof, will be the focus of the article, my work is motivated by a desire to address the silencing that seems to characterize much of the scholarly engagement with South African works of fiction that depict lesbianism. 
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This article explores the representation of a lesbian relationship in a contemporary South African short story. I take an intersectional approach to the reading of lesbianism and consider how the race, gender and the geographical location of the lesbian bodies in this short story restrict the relationship options that are open to these lesbians who live in a society where heterosexual partnering constitutes the norm. By means of a close reading of ‘No Rosa, No District 6’ in the collection Rosa’s District 6 by Rozena Maart, I illustrate the heteronormative pressures that structure the daily choices that lesbians must make in their relationships with one another as well as the ways in which other characters make sense of these relationships. While the textual representation of heteronormativity, and lesbian defiance thereof, will be the focus of the article, my work is motivated by a desire to address the silencing that seems to characterize much of the scholarly engagement with important South African literary representations of lesbianism. Marlene Van Niekerk’s Triomf and Yvette Christiansë’s Unconfessed, for example, have been the subject of considerable academic attention, yet both novels depict lesbian characters that have largely been ignored by critics. Nicole Devarenne (2006) has written eloquently on Triomf. Although she does briefly mention the lesbian couple, the focus of her article is on Afrikaner nationalist ideology and language. Meg Samuelson (2008) has arguably provided the most important scholarly writing on Unconfessed. Her reading of Christiansë’s text is primarily concerned with the main character, Sila van den Kaap’s experience of slavery. While Devarenne and Samuelson undoubtedly address central thematic concerns, my article wishes to suggest that the representation of lesbianism is no less deserving of academic attention than that of slavery, nationalism and linguistic subversion. This article thus seeks to expand the critical attention of literary scholars to include sexual orientation along with other important markers of difference, such as race and gender in our analyses of South African fiction. In order to do so, I offer a close reading of a short story by Maart, who has generally received scant attention from literary scholars. Her representation of lesbianism has not been analysed by critics at all. Laura Cottingham (1996,73) notes that, ‘[e]ven when lesbianism is consciously and obviously enunciated in textual and visual representations, readers and viewers and critics often remain determined to ignore it’. When readers and critics gloss over the presence of lesbians in texts, their neglect has very real consequences and it amounts to discursive violence that serves to perpetuate the heterosexist status quo. In her seminal essay on lesbian representation, Adrienne Rich (1979, 199) explains this as follows: 

Whatever is unnamed, undepicted in images, whatever is omitted from


biography, censored in collections of letters, whatever in misnamed as


something else, made difficult-to-come-by, whatever is buried in memory


by the collapse of meaning under an inadequate or lying language – this 


will become, not merely unspoken, but unspeakable [emphasis in original].

Maart’s text was written after South Africa’s political transition to democracy, when the progressive rights that are enshrined in the constitution appeared to open up real as well as representational spaces in which lesbianism could be spoken. A number of recent African studies have focused on the experiences of lesbians, such as Reclaiming the L-Word: Sappho’s Daughters out in Africa (2011), edited by Alleyn Diesel, African Sexualities: A Reader (2011), edited by Sylvia Tamale and The Country we want to Live in: Hate Crimes and Homophobia in the Lives of Black Lesbian South Africans (2010) by Nonhlanhla Mkhize, Jane Bennett, Vasu Reddy and Relebohile Moletsane. Although these texts provide invaluable resources to scholars studying lesbianism in the South African context, they are all conducted from the theoretical orientation of the Social Sciences. Literary theorists’ engagements with textual lesbianism remain lacking. A close reading of the role of lesbian characters in Maart’s text can offer valuable insights into the pressures faced by lesbians in the South African society depicted by the author. In order to gain access to these insights, however, the critic needs to adopt a reading strategy that ‘involves peering into shadows, into the spaces between words, into what has been unspoken and barely imagined’ (Zimmerman 1981, 460). By representing the relationship between these two women, Maart’s story illuminates an aspect of human experience that is too often shrouded in silence and shadows.
Before proceeding to the analysis of the selected text, the article will offer some terminological clarifications and I will situate my approach within the context of seminal and contemporary lesbian theorizing. The use of the term ‘lesbian’ is in itself a contentious issue and the concept has been the subject of extensive feminist and queer scrutiny. In her groundbreaking text, Surpassing the Love of Men (1985), Lillian Faderman argues that a lesbian relationship is one ‘in which two women’s strongest emotions and affections are directed towards each other’ (17-18). In such a relationship, sex may play a role ‘to a greater or lesser degree, or it may be entirely absent’ (18).  Adrienne Rich’s similarly influential article, ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence’ (1980) suggests that lesbianism and other types of female solidarity can all be accommodated under the broad concept of ‘woman-identification’. She argues that all women move between different positions on an overarching ‘lesbian continuum’. A number of theorists have, however, critiqued such an approach because of its lack of emphasis on and recognition of the ‘sexual dimension of lesbianism’ (Hollinger 1998. 5; see also De Lauretis 1994). Cheshire Calhoun (1995) is concerned that these definitions will cause lesbian identity to disappear into feminist identity and simply place lesbians into another type of closet (11). In reaction to the desexualized descriptions of Faderman and Rich, Catherine Stimpson (1982) insists that a woman cannot be defined as a lesbian unless she has sex with another woman. Such an insistence does, however, raise conceptual problems of its own. What then, for example, of a lesbian who is celibate? Refraining from sexual activity surely does not necessarily make such a woman heterosexual. Penelope Engelbrecht (1990) attempts to overcome the terminological difficulty by defining a lesbian as ‘a woman who primarily invests in a relationship or bonds with (an)other woman in any or a combination of several way(s) – emotionally, sexually, socially, financially, and so forth’ (90-91). Engelbrecht expands on this definition by explaining that a lesbian’s ‘primary love interest’ will most often be a woman, but that it does not matter whether such an ‘inclination is eroticized physically’ (91). Regardless of the exact definition, however, theorists tend to agree that it is politically important to use the term ‘lesbian’, problematic though it might be. In this regard I am in agreement with Rich that ‘the process of naming and defining is not an intellectual game, but a grasping of our experience and a key to action’ (1979, 202). Rich goes on to assert that the ‘word lesbian must be affirmed because to discard it is to collaborate with silence and lying about our very existence’ (202). For the purposes of this article, I want to emphasize the importance of using the term in scholarly engagements with texts for, as Elizabeth Meese (1992, 105) argues, ‘it matters when a critic avoids (a form of suppression) the word lesbian; as long as the word matters, makes a social, political, or artistic difference, it matters when lesbian is not spoken’. 

While asserting the importance of the term in my reading of the selected text, I am sensitive to the danger of essentializing lesbian identity. This identity does not depend on some innate characteristic that makes lesbianism look the same across temporal and spatial locations. The complexity of the context in which these lesbian characters are situated, makes it impossible to do to their experiences justice without using a rigorously intersectional approach. When reading lesbian experiences, one must thus be wary of focusing the analytical lens exclusively on sexual orientation. Instead, it is crucial to pay close attention to the ways in which sexual orientation, gender, race and geographical location are ‘simultaneously subjective, structural and about social positioning and everyday practices’ (Brah and Phoenix 2004, 75). Steyn and Van Zyl (2009, 9) note that ‘these axes of social power intersect, but they also shape each other, even constitute each other’ (see also Bakare-Yusuf 2003). As will emerge in the rest of the article, the dynamics of these forms of power in specific contexts will also shape the extent to which lesbians are able to be open about their relationships. 

Regardless of the specificities of the context in which these lesbians must negotiate their relationship, they are located in a society that is fundamentally heteronormative. At its most basic, heteronormativity is a way of thinking about the world that insists on the ‘normative status of heterosexuality’ while rendering ‘any alternative sexualities “other” and marginal’ (Jackson 1999, 163). Steyn and Van Zyl (2009, 9) identify the ‘enormous invisible power which heteronormativity holds as the dominant ideological formation’ as the reason for the continuing silence and secrecy surrounding lesbianism. In my reading of the text, I will thus take care to expose heteronormative assumptions in my analysis of the characters’ interactions and relationships. As is the case with lesbianism, we must dare to speak the name of heterosexuality, which sustains itself by keeping silent. In this case, the silence reflects its assumption that it is the norm. Jackson insists that heterosexuality must be made visible ‘in such a way as to problematize it and question its privileged status’ (1999, 165). The political imperative to ‘out’ heterosexuality is analogous to the relatively new theoretical trend of making whiteness explicit, since whiteness also ‘maintains its invisibility through its power as the norm’ (Steyn and Van Zyl 2009, 9). The importance of making ideological assumptions explicit also extends to my approach to gender in the rest of the article. As a feminist scholar, a critique of gender constructions forms the basis of my theoretical apparatus and this informs my reading of the ways in which all the markers of social power operate. I follow Jackson (1999: 163) in arguing that the ‘hetero/homo binary makes no sense without the existence of gender divisions since… desiring “the same sex” or “the opposite sex” requires gender as a social, cultural and subjective reality’. 

‘No Rosa, No District Six’ is the first story in Rozena Maart’s collection Rosa’s District 6, which explores the lives of this Cape Town community in apartheid South Africa. The title immediately alerts the reader to the salience of race in the stories as District Six, which was destroyed by the forced removals of its residents, has become a powerful symbol of the racial injustices of the apartheid regime. The story starts with the young girl, Rosa, narrating in the diction of a child. Maart problematizes Rosa’s reliability as a narrator by beginning the story with Rosa’s indignant reflection that her mother ‘orways say dat I make tings up and dat I have a lively e mag e nation’ (Maart 2006, 1). Women, as embodied subjects, are also explicitly inserted in the text as Rosa recounts her memories of a history lesson about Jan van Riebeeck at school. After the teacher, Mr. Henson, told the class about Van Riebeeck and his wife, Maria de la Quelerie, one of the ‘big girls’ in Rosa’s class ‘wondered where Maria put her cotton clot wi blood on it in der ship from Holland’ (2). Rosa seems fascinated by this older girl, Mari, because ‘she has her periods oready’ (2). Rosa notes that Mari’s mother ‘told her not to tell her daddy her broder or her uncles about her periods cos men mus never see or know these things’ (2). At a very early age, these girls are thus receiving the social message that their bodies are somehow shameful. Davis (2006, 575) notes that ‘[s]hame is one of the most disempowering features of feminine experience’ and Maart’s text suggests how girls get socialized into shame. They are already pressured to be secretive about the workings of their bodies. By reinserting the bleeding female bodies of Mari and Maria de la Quelerie into the text, Maart thus signals her refusal to acquiesce to the silencing of the female body. She develops her reclamation and celebration of the female body further in the description of a lesbian sexual encounter later in the story.

These young characters raise the gender specific pressures that a woman such as Maria must have faced, even as her story tends to get elided in the grand historical narrative of Jan van Riebeeck’s life at the Cape. Even as Maart raises questions about whose stories get told, the opening paragraph alerts the reader to the difficulty of telling his/tories that are not deemed to be important or that do not fit into accepted historical narratives. Rosa repeatedly notes that her mother ‘doan believe’ her and insists that she ‘makes tings up’. When Rosa attempts to write down her stories, her mother ‘orways tear [her] papers up and trow it away’ (1). Rosa’s description of Mr. Henson’s reaction to her homework assignment is even more telling. The children are asked to do an assignment on their history lesson about Van Riebeeck and Mr. Henson then gives Rosa ‘four cuts on [her] hand cos [she] drew a picture of Maria and not Jan’ (2). Mr. Henson is so upset that Rosa would dare to care more about Maria as a historical figure than about her husband that he ‘screamed at [her] to shut up and his veins was standing out’. He scolds the child for wanting ‘to play housey-housey all the time’ rather than wanting to ‘learn history’ (2). The teacher thus reveals the familiar patriarchal assumption that what happens in the domestic sphere of the home is unimportant and unworthy of being called history. History seems to be the preserve of great men and their conquests of new lands. Rosa, however, remains adamant that she ‘dirint do anything wrong’ (2) because Maria’s story was ‘part of der same history lesson’ as that of Jan van Riebeeck. 

Rosa dates this entry in her diary of personal reflections as ‘April 9, 1970’. After declaring District Six a white area in 1966, the 1970s saw the bulk of the forced removals of the residents by the apartheid government. In the grand narrative of South Africa’s apartheid past, these removals have become the subject of history lessons. As if echoing Rosa’s insistence on including Maria’s story in Mr. Henson’s history class, Maart devotes the rest of the short story to a description of the relationship between two women in the community. Without questioning the importance of racial oppression in the context of District Six in the 1970s, Maart’s story draws the reader’s attention to the private oppression that forced two women to conduct their relationship in secret. Rosa only learns about the relationship between Mrs. Hood and Auntie Flowers because she mischievously decides that hiding in ‘their [Mrs. Hood and her husband Uncle Tuckie’s] house would be a wonderful idea’ (6). Rosa noticed that ‘Mrs. Hood was not wearing her apron and Auntie Flowers had her stockings on’ (6) and she assumed that they ‘were dressed for visiting or shopping’. Rosa is thus surprised when the two women enter the house and, being ‘at a loss for where to go,’ she proceeds to hide under a bed. The events of the rest of the story suggest something that Rosa never considered, namely that the women dressed up for each other. From the vantage point of her hiding place, Rosa find herself ‘mesmerized by the sequence of events, most of which she would never have observed had she not sought the privacy of a small space under Mrs. Hood’s bed’ (7). 

Rosa quickly realizes that she is now privy to a side of the two women that she is quite different from what she has seen before. She stares with rapt attention as Auntie Flowers ‘slowly removed the pins from her circular bound hair’ because ‘Rosa had never seen Auntie Flowers with her hair down’ (7). When Mrs. Hood starts touching Auntie Flowers and ‘strok[ing] her hair’, Rosa notes that it ‘was not so unusual’ for her ‘to see Mrs. Hood plant a kiss on Auntie Flowers’ cheek’ (7). This kiss, however, immediately strikes Rosa as different, and she describes it as ‘long and wanting’ (7). Rosa watches as the two women bring a ‘big cast iron bath into the room’ and Auntie Flowers fills the bath with petals of ‘lavender violets and yellow daisies’ (8). The ‘floating glory’ (8) of the petals in the bath water contrasts sharply with the ‘urine filled’ (6) pot and ‘her husband’s military boots’ (8) under Mrs. Hood’s bed where Rosa is hiding. These two women create a gentle and beautiful space for their love-making amidst the mundane reminders of Mrs. Hood’s heterosexual domestic role as a wife. Maart never refers to her by her first name and thus constantly reminds the reader of the extent to which this community constructs her identity in terms of her status as a wife.  

In addition to the reference to the husband’s ‘military boots’, Maart subtly reminds the reader of the heteronormative structures within which this relationship is forged by providing access to Rosa’s thoughts about what she is witnessing. When the child sees Auntie Flowers plucking the petals from the flowers, she assumes that ‘Auntie Flowers was finally going to announce the name of her love and ask, as female-children do, “He loves me yes, he loves me no, he loves me yes?”’ (8). In this observation, Rosa exposes the ‘enormous invisible power’ (Steyn and Van Zyl 2009, 9) of heteronormativity by assuming that a female will necessarily have a male as an object of romantic desire. Jackson notes that the heterosexual norm is ‘so deeply entrenched’ that it is seldom even named and, even when it is named, the notion of not ‘presuming heterosexuality’ can be ‘too alien to be comprehended’ (1999, 174). As a female child, Rosa has been socialized to believe that Auntie Flowers will greet the ‘pluck of the last petal’ with a ‘scream of joy’ if this petal were to confirm the love of the ‘He’ on which the game is predicated. However, Rosa finds her expectations confounded when ‘Auntie Flowers placed the last petal on Mrs. Hood’s head’ (8). 

When Mrs. Hood has finished undressing, ‘Rosa’s mouth gaped open at her nakedness’ (9). Rosa is especially ‘fascinated’ by Mrs. Hood’s belly which ‘resembled a map, with mountains and all’ and reminds Rosa of ‘her geography lesson’ (9). She describes an older female body as she notes that ‘Mrs. Hood’s breasts hung flat against her belly’ and she sees her ‘long gray hair’ when she places ‘her head gently on Auntie Flowers’ shoulder’ (9). Once Auntie Flowers has undressed, ‘the two women faced one another naked, each with their own shape’ (9). Both women’s bodies are represented as palimpsests of their life experiences. For example, Auntie Flowers’ knees , which were ‘round and big’, ‘told Rosa that it was Auntie Flowers who did the scrubbing and polishing of floors in the house’ (9-10). While representing these bodies as very different from the idealized images of youthful femininity, Maart shows them to be sources of great sensual pleasure in the women’s sexual encounter. In her depiction of older women enjoying sex, Maart is challenging a number of preconceptions. Thornton et al (2009, 144) argue that, in ‘the youth-worshipping western culture, the concepts of sex and of older people are often incompatible’. There is a tendency to view older people as asexual or, to use the term of Starr and Weiner, as ‘neuter beings’ (1981, 3). Thornton et al argue that, by regarding ‘the topic of sexuality in later life as taboo’ (156), social forces contribute to pathologising older people’s sexuality. Importantly, they contend that this is even more so when ‘the elderly person is also a member of a minority group which may already have their relationships invalidated and disapproved of’ (see Zacks et al. 1988). These women, however, accept each other’s bodies in all their ‘passionate, lubricious glory’ (11).  

Rosa finds it ‘exciting to see grown women exchange spit’ and she is perceptive enough to regard their actions as ‘defiant’ (10). This notion of homosexuality as ‘defiant’ crops up in the title of Mark Gevisser and Edwin Cameron’s groundbreaking text Defiant Desire: Gay and Lesbian Lives in South Africa (1994). This collection of essays has done a great deal to reinsert homosexuality in the South African historical narratives. Dhiannaraj Chetty’s chapter, for instance, clearly demonstrates that homosexuality is ‘an indivisible part of the history and culture of the Western Cape’s “coloured” communities’, (Gevisser and Cameron 1994, 7) which provides the setting for Rosa’s District 6. However, in its focus on drag, lesbians’ stories continue to be mostly peripheral to Chetty’s work. Mary Armour and Sheila Lapinsky’s chapter, ‘Lesbians in Love and Compromising Situations’, specifically explores lesbian feminist organizing in the Western Cape and their work helps one understand why lesbians’ experiences continue to remain vulnerable to elision in the South African context. They explain that South Africa’s apartheid past tended to make racist domination the most pressing social issue and that this led to a situation in which women ‘felt pressured to ignore other forms of oppression’ in order to create a united front in the struggle against apartheid (Armour and  Lapinsky 1994, 299). Maart’s text is all the more important for insisting that gender and sexuality are also issues that deserve to be represented along with racism. Her stories do so without creating a hierarchy of oppression. Instead, women like Mrs. Hood and Auntie Flowers are shown to construct their identities within a context where their gender, race and sexuality are all interwoven and all contribute to shaping their life experiences. 

Rosa’s observations make it clear that the need for secrecy informs these women’s relationship. Even as she watches how the women’s ‘folds [are] unfolded, stroked, and stimulated’, she notes that they are busy ‘transmitting their otherwise clandestine sexual appetite’ (12). Rosa describes their ‘passion, love, admiration, and exchange of caring moments’ as experiences that are ‘stolen from the heavy load which the constraints of marriage bore’ (11). When a neighbour, Peter Jantjies, enters the house to collect the women ‘for a ride to Hannover Street’, they ‘gasped’ when they looked out of the window and the light reveals how much time has passed. From the moment Peter knocks on the door, the women’s ‘cries’ and ‘laughter’ with ‘each one exhaling more joy than the one before’ are replaced by silence. They ‘silently hugged’ each other and, however, ‘reluctantly’, they ‘clothed themselves in silence’ (12). Before returning to their domestic tasks, the ‘two women lifted their tub of passion and released it in the back yard’ (13). As the water that had previously held their bodies amongst the rose petals goes ‘down the drain’ (13), the reader notes how comprehensively they must hide the evidence of their love-making until they are able to snatch some time and space to be together again.

After the women have left with Peter, Rosa finds herself alone in the room and, once her panicked giggles have subsided, she ‘fell silent’. It seems that the urgency with which Mrs. Hood and Auntie Flowers fell silent now extends to Rosa as well. She tells herself: ‘It’s a secret and nobody knows anything’ (13). Yet she somehow feels that ‘this event needed to be recorded’. This is reminiscent of her earlier sense that Jan van Riebeeck’s wife deserved a place in recorded history. She struggles to reconcile her feeling that something significant had occurred in that room with the strong sense that ‘the events she had just witnessed were secret’ (13).  In a childish ritual, she ‘pricked her finger’ as she ‘swore [herself] to secrecy and vowed never to talk about the events she had witnessed’ (13). Even as she does so, she remembers Mamma Zila’s injunction that one should ‘talk about everything, hide nothing’. However, she also recalls that Mamma Zila added a caveat: ‘Child, when you grow older, you’ll find out that there are some things you just doan talk about’ (13). Rosa finds these contradictory messages confusing, yet she intuitively senses that Mrs. Hood and Auntie Flowers’ clandestine relationship would, according to Mamma Zila’s categories, be classified amongst the things one simply does not talk about. In the final paragraph of the short story, Rosa ‘touch[es] her nipples and remember[s] the fullness of Mrs. Hood’s breasts’ (14) as she goes about her usual afternoon activities of playing. However, she knows that ‘after lunch’ she will ‘return home promptly, as expected’ (14). 

Maart leaves the reader with this image of Rosa doing what is expected of her, just as the reader’s last glimpse of Mrs. Hood and Auntie Flowers shows them doing what is socially expected of them, namely going to the market to buy groceries for their households. Once they return to their normal routines, they are preoccupied with making ends meet and they clearly have very little money. Mrs. Hood carefully locates the money she set aside to buy fish amongst the other pockets of money that is set aside for rent and food. She notes that ‘sometimes, not often, the money scored on bargaining would be used for buying stockings and rose water’ (12). These small luxuries are reserved for each other and, like their time spent alone together, they seem to be a rare treat to which the women do ‘not often’ (12) have access.

By means of a close reading of a lesbian relationship that is represented in Maart’s text, this article has demonstrated the pervasive heteronormative assumptions that structure the context within which these lesbians must negotiate their relationship with one another. Despite the tendency of dominant social forces to pathologize the sexuality of older women and of women of colour, the lesbian characters in this text defy social expectations to form a caring and nurturing relationship in an environment that is characterized by extreme racial and gender oppression. If multiply oppressed characters can summon the courage and risk the approbation of heteronormative society to form relationships with their lesbian lovers, it seems that scholars should expect no less of themselves when they analyze textual representations of lesbian relationships. As scholars, we should recognize lesbian characters and give them the same critical scrutiny that other aspects of literary texts enjoy.   
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