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Summary 

Identity in recent South African fiction, much like the transformation of every aspect 
of the country's social, cultural, political and economic spheres, is under scrutiny. 
Nine years after the seminal year of 1994, South Africa is a country reimagining and 
remaking itself. This constant scrutiny as to what the possible futures of South Africa 
could be, with what possible moral values and mores, is a field ripe for the creative 
writer to exploit, to chart possible ways in which 350 years of contestations can be 
remade. To have a polity and a state to which one belongs is, in modern history, to 
be able to assert aspects of (cultural) identity that go beyond the tenuous bonds of 
"race". 

The South African contestations with race, history and power have almost always 
determined the limits and limitations of much of its literary responses. Writers as 
diverse as Alan Paton (1953), J.M. Coetzee (1999),

1 
Andre P. Brink (1982) and quite 

recently Zakes Mda (2002), have worked on this aspect. These writers attempt, with 
varying degrees of success, to point out the contentious aspect of South Africa with 
regard to two dominant "races" being able to accommodate and live harmoniously 
with one another. It is this theme that I highlight in this article with specific reference 
to Zakes Mda's The Madonna of Excelsior (2002). 

Opsomming 

Die kwessie van identiteit in die onlangse Suid-Afrikaanse fiksie, nes die trans
formasie van feitlik elke aspek van die land se sosiale, kulturele, politieke en 
ekonomiese sfere, word onder die soeklig geplaas. Nege jaar sedert die seminale 
jaar 1994, is Suid-Afrika besig met sy eie herverbeelding ("reimagining") en 
hervorming ("remaking"). 'n Volgehoue ondersoek na wat die toekoms met watter 

I. See for instance John 0. Jordan on Paton, who notes that this text is
undervalued in literary studies (1996: 681). Ian Glenn rereads Coelzee's
Disgrace as a dated variant of the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth
century South African novels when the fascination of white rnales for young
wo1nen of colour was a major social problem (2009: 87). Mda 's Madonna of
Excelsior acerbically revisits the sa1ne fascination and its aftem1ath in the
new dispensation.
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