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Abstract 
Miriam Tlali, the first black South African woman to publish a novel, emerged as a 

significant voice against apartheid oppression. Her works, censored and often banned, 

represent a powerful act of resistance against systemic silencing. This paper explores the 

intricate dynamics of censorship and resistance in Tlali’s literary journey, focusing on her 

landmark novel Muriel at Metropolitan and other writings. By examining the political, social, 

and cultural implications of her work, this study aims to shed light on Tlali’s role in 

dismantling apartheid narratives and her enduring legacy in postcolonial literature. 
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Introduction  

Censorship under apartheid South Africa was a strategic tool used to suppress dissent and 

control narratives. For black writers, particularly women, this meant navigating an intricate 

web of restrictions and risks. Miriam Tlali, with her groundbreaking novel Muriel at 

Metropolitan (1975), directly challenged the apartheid regime’s ideological stranglehold. 

This paper examines the dual forces of censorship and resistance in Tlali’s oeuvre, 

highlighting her strategies for survival and subversion within an oppressive system. 

Historical Context of Apartheid Censorship  

The apartheid regime in South Africa (1948–1994) used censorship as a cornerstone of its 

oppressive governance. By controlling access to information and limiting freedom of 

expression, the government sought to uphold its ideology of racial segregation and silence 

any opposition. Censorship served as both a preventive and punitive measure, ensuring that 

dissenting voices—whether in the form of journalism, literature, or public discourse—were 

suppressed. This institutionalized control extended to all facets of communication, including 

the arts, media, and political expression, solidifying the regime's grip on power. A network of 

laws formed the backbone of apartheid censorship, empowering the state to control public 

discourse. The Publications and Entertainments Act (1963) prohibited materials that the 

government deemed "undesirable," a term so vaguely defined that it allowed almost limitless 

censorship. The Suppression of Communism Act (1950) targeted individuals and groups 

advocating for equality, branding their activism as a communist threat to justify suppression. 
The Official Secrets Act (1956) criminalized the sharing of information about government 

operations, shielding the regime's activities from scrutiny. Later, the Internal Security Act 

(1982) granted sweeping powers to detain individuals and suppress media under the pretext 

of national security. These laws created a climate of fear, where self-censorship became a 

survival tactic for journalists, writers, and citizens. 

Media Control and Propaganda 

The apartheid government exercised near-total control over the media, ensuring that only pro-

apartheid narratives reached the public. The press faced constant scrutiny, with newspapers 

like The Rand Daily Mail frequently penalized for publishing critical reports. Some 

publications, such as The World, were outright banned for their opposition to apartheid 

policies. The state-owned South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) became a 

propaganda machine, broadcasting content that glorified apartheid while suppressing 

dissenting voices. Independent media outlets were starved of resources and subjected to 

relentless harassment, further narrowing the space for free expression. The apartheid regime 

systematically silenced individuals and organizations that opposed its policies. Prominent 

anti-apartheid activists like Steve Biko were not only persecuted but also banned from 

speaking, publishing, or participating in public life. The African National Congress (ANC) 

and other liberation movements were declared illegal, making their activities punishable by 

imprisonment. Even international figures and organizations critical of apartheid faced 
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censorship, with their works barred from circulation in South Africa. This strategy of banning 

created a void in public discourse, erasing voices that could challenge the status quo. The arts 

became a battleground for censorship, as creative expression often carried subtle critiques of 

apartheid. Books, plays, and films that questioned racial inequality or highlighted the 

brutality of the regime were routinely banned. Renowned authors like Nadine Gordimer, 

whose works explored themes of racial justice and moral ambiguity, often found their 

publications restricted. Similarly, playwrights like Athol Fugard used allegory to critique 

apartheid, but their works faced significant obstacles in reaching audiences. This stifling of 

artistic freedom not only limited cultural expression but also deprived society of critical 

reflections on its own injustices. 

International Censorship and Resistance 

Apartheid censorship extended beyond South Africa's borders, targeting international media 

and solidarity movements. Foreign journalists faced severe restrictions, and publications 

critical of apartheid were prohibited from entering the country. Yet, resistance persisted both 

domestically and internationally. Underground publications like Sechaba, produced by the 

exiled ANC, circulated covertly within South Africa, exposing the realities of apartheid. 

International campaigns, such as the boycott of South African goods and cultural events, 

leveraged global pressure against the regime. These efforts helped break through the barriers 

of censorship, bringing the truth of apartheid to the world stage. As apartheid crumbled in the 

early 1990s, the edifice of censorship began to collapse. The repeal of oppressive laws 

marked the beginning of a new era for freedom of expression in South Africa. The Interim 

Constitution of 1994 and the Constitution of 1996 enshrined freedom of speech as a 

fundamental right, ensuring that the voices silenced under apartheid could finally be heard. 

This transformation not only liberated the media but also allowed for the flourishing of 

literature, arts, and public discourse, paving the way for a more inclusive and democratic 

society. 

Miriam Tlali: A Literary Trailblazer  

Miriam Tlali, born in 1933 in Doornfontein, Johannesburg, emerged as one of South Africa’s 

most influential writers, offering a rare and authentic voice during the apartheid era. Growing 

up in a period of heightened racial segregation, Tlali witnessed firsthand the brutal injustices 

and systemic oppression inflicted upon black South Africans. These experiences profoundly 

shaped her worldview and became the foundation of her literary work. Her novels, short 

stories, and essays provide an unfiltered depiction of the struggles faced by black 

communities, with a particular focus on the intersection of race, gender, and class. From a 

young age, Tlali showed academic promise, but her aspirations were stifled by apartheid 

policies that limited educational opportunities for black South Africans. Despite these 

barriers, she pursued her studies at Pius XII University College (now the National University 

of Lesotho) and later worked in various roles that exposed her to the inequalities perpetuated 

by the apartheid system. These experiences informed her debut novel, Muriel at Metropolitan 

(1975), which was both groundbreaking and controversial. As the first novel published in 

English by a black South African woman, it provided an intimate glimpse into the workplace 

dynamics and personal struggles of black women under apartheid. Tlali drew from her own 

experiences to craft a narrative that resonated deeply with readers, despite its banning by the 

apartheid government. The challenges Tlali faced extended beyond censorship. As a black 

woman writer, she confronted a literary world dominated by white and male voices, yet she 

persevered, using her writing as a form of activism. In her novel Amandla! (1980)1, Tlali 

expanded her lens to include the broader anti-apartheid resistance, chronicling the courage 

and sacrifices of freedom fighters. This work further cemented her reputation as a literary 

trailblazer and an advocate for justice. Tlali's unique ability to blend personal and political 

narratives made her an essential figure in South African literature, and her contributions 

continue to inspire writers today. Miriam Tlali’s persistence in documenting the harsh 

realities of apartheid ensured that the stories of ordinary black South Africans would not be 
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forgotten. Her works remain a testament to the resilience of the human spirit and the 

transformative power of literature in confronting injustice. In post-apartheid South Africa, 

Tlali’s legacy has been celebrated as a cornerstone of the country’s literary heritage, earning 

her recognition as a pioneer who paved the way for future generations of writers to tell their 

stories unapologetically.  

Analysis of Muriel at Metropolitan  

Miriam Tlali enters the realm of literary expression and production for the first time in Muriel 

at Metropolitan. After numerous rejections from South African publishing houses, Ravan 

Press2 finally published her 1969 novel in 1975. In order to avoid offending the South 

African literary watchdog, the Censorship Board, Ravan Press withheld some passages from 

the novel before publishing it. Notwithstanding this, the book was prohibited nearly 

immediately upon its publication due to the Censorship Board's determination that it was 

unsuitable for the political climate in South Africa. Because of this, the book had struck a 

chord with the Apartheid regime.  

One interpretation of Miriam Tlali's Muriel at Metropolitan is as a fictionalised 

autobiography detailing her experiences in the workforce. Specifically focussing on the 

workplace, the book delves into the dynamics of Black and white South Africans' 

relationships. The Apartheid regime's racial laws and the exploitation and abuse of her people 

are reflected in Tlali as well. It should be noted that Tlali created Muriel at Metropolitan and 

all of her subsequent works with specific goals in mind. Some have referred to this literary 

work as "protest fiction," and its stated goal was to educate Black South Africans about the 

dangers of Apartheid and inspire them to become more politically active. Her work is an 

intentional instrument of the art of exposition, as Tlali herself has acknowledged in multiple 

interviews. Thus, she has accorded so-called traditional methods of literary projection scant 

regard, if any. She defends her works against protest fiction reviewers and the Censorship 

Board in a paper she gave in Amsterdam before the Committee against Censorship. Her 

stance, and maybe that of other writers, is made apparent. Fighting back, she charges: 

To the Philistines, with book flags and critics on them... Those of us Black South African 

writers who must conscientise not only ourselves but also our people are composing these 

works for an audience that we know to be pertinent. We will not submit any work that you 

deem as "true art" in the hopes of meeting your criteria. Our primary goal is to avoid 

receiving overly enthusiastic feedback about our works. The freedom to communicate with 

our target demographic is of paramount importance. It is our responsibility to write about and 

for our people. According to[1988:199], 

In her article titled "The Fabric of Experience: A Critical perspective on the writing of 

Miriam Tlali," Cecily Lockett argues in favour of the form that Tlali's art takes.  

A writer from Africa, Miriam Tlali seeks to portray the hopes and dreams of her people while 

operating in a third world setting. Instead of focussing on form or aesthetics, her objective is 

more humanitarian and political. While Tlali despises what she calls "intellectualism," the 

conventional "novel" and "short story" genres are frequently ignored in her work. [In ed. 

Clayton (1989:278)]  

Instead of defining value-laden words like "aesthetic" or "formal," this declaration only 

places Tlali's work in context. Lockett suggests that Tlali's work lacks "aesthetic or formal" 

qualities, even if she provides an almost persuasive defence of Tlali's work. Her definitions of 

"aesthetic and formal" and "unaesthetic and informal" literature, as well as her stance on 

protest fiction and other genres of literature, remain elusive. The fact that protest fiction 

authors are cognisant of alternative literary canons and practices and actively engage in their 

craft is something else that Lockett glosses over. They make an effort to create art that 

challenges what are supposedly more traditional types of literature. In the prologue to Forced 

Landing, Mothobi Mutloatse 3directly quotes Tlali on this point:  

Both traditional readers and critics will have to "donder" on traditional literature. Before we 

finish, we will "pee," "spit and shit" on literary convention; we will "kick," "pull," "push" and 
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"drag" literature into the shape we like. Without caring about the opinions of those who 

disagree with us, we will conduct experiments and investigations. According to [1987:5],  

In his preface to Tlali's Mihloti, Arthur Nortje4 states, "For some of us must storm the castles 

Some define the happenings" (1988:xiii), a quote that Richard Ciive uses to further his case. 

Tlali and other authors of protest fiction "define the happenings" as Ciive astutely points out. 

Having said that, I am not taking Ciive at her word that she supports protest fiction just 

because of the quote. Actually, what he's doing is just describing Tlali's work, and the quote 

is only to drive home his point. One thing that should be clear is that Tlali and other protest 

fiction writers see their work as a way to support the Black man's fight in South Africa. 

Rather than clinging to any one traditional literary style, this writing style actually makes a 

stronger case for creative relativity. Regarding this matter, Brenda Cooper cites Vladimir 

Mayakovsky5 as saying that:  

Left Front poets like us never pretend that we know everything there is to know about poetry. 

But no one else wants to cloak the creative process with a catchall religious artistic veneer of 

sanctity; we're the only ones who are willing to let these secrets go. [1992:1] 

Muriel at Metropolitan, Tlali's debut novel, expresses this viewpoint quite well. The narrator 

of the book describes her job as an electronics and furniture sales associate. The protagonist, 

Muriel, encounters a setting that serves as a miniature representation of daily life in South 

Africa. The book delves deeply into the dynamics of Black and white relationships. The 

white coworkers of Muriel act in a normal way, showing how great they are and how inferior 

Black people are. In contrast, Black people are often depicted as victims of oppression and 

exploitation. All through the book, Muriel harbours resentment towards the current state of 

affairs. Her depiction of the police force as a vulnerable and insecure branch of government is 

disturbing. For example, Muriel once had to make an appearance at a police station before the 

Security Branch, which caused her to be tardy for work. A visitor's visa to South Africa had 

been requested by Muriel's niece. Because she might be a danger to national security, the 

ever-vigilant Security Branch needed to know why she was there. This excerpt is from a 

discussion that took place between a white employee of Metropolitan Radio and Muriel. 

"Where is she from?" The white woman enquired. 

"From Botswana." ‘Muriel’ responded. 

"Where?" 

"Bechuanaland" 

When asked why, you said it. What was your term for it? Bo-what? 

The country of Botswana. Bechuanaland is no longer used. 

It seems the security guards merely wanted to make sure you knew who your sister's daughter 

was, so that's about it. It makes me feel like a kid. In what way? "Have you enquired?" 

"Security concerns," they informed me. I get that her presence, or the presence of strangers, 

could compromise our safety. Who is "our" and what does "our security" mean? 

"The safety of every single person in this Republic. For that reason, I must keep everyone, 

including Mr. Bloch, waiting.  

I couldn't help but think that my niece, who is so little, had no idea how extraordinary she is. 

This seemingly harmless request of hers to come see me could be seen as a danger to the 

safety of the magnificent Republic of South Africa. 165 ([1975:]) 

The below excerpt provides undeniable evidence of the situation in South Africa before 1994. 

Muriel's white co-worker has superiority complex, ignorance, and naiveté that verges on 

stupidity. Tlali criticises and exposes the South African social system through her portrayal of 

black experience.  

The protagonist, Muriel, begins to achieve a sense of psychological freedom as she is forced 

to confront the harsh facts of the South African scenario by her experiences. She finds herself 

at last, and her indecision transforms into firm determination. This is mirrored at the novel's 

conclusion, when the protagonist decides to leave her employment after enduring the 

harassment and abuse from her white coworkers and being complicit in the exploitation of 
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her own people. Muriel refuses to participate in the whoie South African sociopolitical 

enterprise after she is denied employment at another company due to the owner's failure to 

provide a separate office and loo for her, a Black employee. 

Those damned rules that tell you where you can and cannot walk, sit, stand, or lie down... All 

this disgusting "separate but equal facilities" nonsense with the restrooms... Who needs a plan 

anyway? There is no way out of this never-ending cycle except to end one's own life. I 

decided it when I got back to my work. I had overcome my fear and uncertainty. My official 

letter of resignation was a hastily penned document that I retrieved from my desk. I had only 

previously provided verbal notice. I chose to write the letter by hand rather than type it. I 

merely ran my palm across the bed linen. Prior to placing the letter into the envelope, I 

glanced at it. After many hesitant beginnings, I recalled penning a resignation letter and 

compared it to that last one. Until now, my penmanship had never appeared more lovely. The 

decision to break free from the chains that had ensnared my spirit as well as my hands had 

finally come to me. 190 ([1975:]). 

At last, Muriel is free of the shame she feels for her role in her own enslavement. She seizes 

her freedom rather than waiting for it to be bestowed upon her. By doing so, she defies the 

apartheid system's goals; she defies marginalisation and seizes control of her own destiny. 

Because she refuses to let herself be defined by anybody or anything other than herself, 

Muriel's self-awareness is a victory for her human dignity. Black consciousness thought is 

reflected in this style of novel finale. According to black consciousness, black people can't 

hope to be accepted by white society if they want to break free of apartheid. Instead, they 

must turn inside.  

We can trace the origins of Black Consciousness back to the Black intellectuals' fight against 

white liberalism. According to Thernba Sono6, who explains the causes of black 

consciousness, the three social forces—white political liberalism, Afro-American Black 

Power, and apartheid—contribute to the principle of black consciousness's quiescence 

thematically rather than chronologically (Source unknown).  

A major realisation among Black intellectuals during the Black Consciousness movement 

was the need to stop letting white liberals represent their interests and start doing it 

themselves. Members of the black consciousness movement held that the white supremacist 

National Party in South Africa had determined that white liberal paternalistic attempts to 

change the country's way of life had failed miserably. Black people's freedom could not be 

fully realised as long as they were associated with white liberals. Which is why they started 

to doubt the motives and engagement of white liberals in a struggle that is fundamentally a 

Black person's struggle.  

Liberals, as pointed out by Cooper (1992), have never considered the necessity of a complete 

social overhaul; if they had, their ideology would have been defined differently. Within the 

South African context, it was an elitist philosophy that prioritised gradualism and the power 

of optimism. That is why, politically speaking, Africans and whites have never really trusted 

one other. South African nationalists, according to Ngubane7, "took the line that the moment 

to distrust the white man was when he stretched out his hand in friendship." This quotation is 

used by her. They consented to elaborate with him on certain matters, but they did not claim 

him as their own. Apprehensions about his loyalty to his nation or his willingness to endure 

the hardships inherent in the struggle against white supremacy were their main concerns 

(1992: 43).  

Starting from the premise that associating with white liberals was pointless, the adherents of 

black consciousness sought to revive the nearly dead fighting spirit of the Black person, 

correct the apartheid-created misunderstanding of black people as inferior and white people 

as superior, and inculcate a sense of self-worth and self-awareness in Black people. The 

importance of starting with the Black man's self-renewal and growth was brought to light by 

Black Consciousness. For the fight for external conquests like political, social, and economic 

rights cannot commence until the Black person has achieved a level of self-acceptance that is 
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sufficient and significant. According to psychic Mel Berman8, the self is crucial because:  

When people have a firmer grasp on who they are, they can begin to form relationships based 

on desire rather than necessity. Since outside forces are ever-present, it is important to 

cultivate an awareness of one's own identity and let them shape one's growth and 

development without interference. Recognising the external forces that shape it should stay as 

forces or entities in and of themselves; otherwise, the self would be relegated to the 

background. (8)(1990).   

If Black people could just learn to be proud and self-aware, the black consciousness 

movement said, then overcoming other challenges would be a piece of cake. Adam in Muriel 

at Metropolitan exemplifies the Black community's humiliating acceptance of its own 

inferiority and its consequent lack of self-awareness. The creators of apartheid seem to have 

predetermined his fate, and he appears to have accepted it. Adam exemplifies this when he 

uses the loo without closing the door. Muriel enquires:  

"Adam, why did you go into that toilet without bothering even to shut the door?"  

"I have to hurry back and watch the door, don't I" . My name is always brought up in the slew 

of thefts. They deduct it from my pay cheque.  

"Adam, why were you so careless with the door?" The women... it resounded everywhere. 

"What ladies?" he responded carelessly. Pay no attention to them.  

They do not own this store. Mr. Bloch owns this store. Is it true that you fear them just as 

much as I do? Further, he said with a spiteful tone, "I am not supposed to go out, so I use 

their toilet and I don't care!"  

Adam argues that this phenomenon is founded on the "dependency syndrome": that is, the 

more reliant an employee becomes on his salary, the more easily his employer can coerce him 

into giving his all without facing any opposition. Geschwender9 notes in his research on 

African-Americans:  

Neither the assimilationist nor the white racist viewpoint seems to be as practical as the 

capitalist exploitation or class paradigm. Scholars who hold this view generally agree that 

capitalism is at the root of Black Americans' oppression. Capitalism is a profit-driven 

production system that demands the proletarianisation of human beings. This means that 

people must be stripped of all their resources except their labour force and turned into a 

commodity. Referenced in [1978:133]  

For the South African capitalists, this "principle" meant eradicating Black people's feeling of 

value, dignity, and respect. As white supremacist ideology, exploitation, and harshly 

oppressive laws helped white people cement their dominance, they came to believe that God 

intended them to be better than Blacks. As a result, they viewed Black people as less than 

human. In Muriel at Metropolitan, Adam is portrayed by an African-American guy who has 

lost his dignity, as shown when Muriel remarks to him:  

Talking to him was pointless. His long and traumatic history of interaction with white people 

had hardened him into a shell of indifference to their relentless and nasty criticism. I thought 

he was lifeless on the inside. 106 ([1975:])  

The way Douglas observed Adam exemplifies this mindset in terms of complex and self-

worth. Douglas had left Metropolitan Radio due to his belief that he was being taken 

advantage of. What follows is a transcript of a discussion that took place between Muriel and 

Douglas on his visit to his old workplace:  

Adam had stayed away from us up to this point. He hadn't done much more than smile and 

steal glances in our direction. "This is home for him and Aggripa," Douglas stated with a 

finger wagging in disgust. Only when Adam is dead will he depart from this place. What is 

his next move? He was born in Rhodes and is considered a "foreign native''. He has been sold 

to Mr. Block and cannot leave him for another master; he must remain bound to him forever 

like a slave. Thank goodness I'm not occupied right now. In 1975, the volume was 146.  

Douglas wins his independence by standing up for himself and refusing to work. He gets 

away from a scenario when Black people are being insulted or called animals. Let me give 
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you some instances. Mrs. Kuhn said, "I can't stand those voices!" in regard to her Black 

coworkers. Sitting there, conversing, those baboons. The year was 1975, page 68.  

Mr. Block said to John Nsiza, "There you are, Chimp," as he handed him his pay packet. The 

white crew affectionately dubbed Msiza "John the Chimp." According to (1987:114).  

Black awareness, as I mentioned before, was all about reviving Black man pride and then 

engaging the white minority to reform their bad ways. These goals are accomplished through 

the use of protest fiction as a means of activism and a vehicle for the conscientisation of 

Black people. One could thus claim that the woman who enters Mr. Block's store represents 

the victory of black awareness. Here is the outcome:  

Taking a receipt book from her luggage, an unusually attractive African woman's face was 

visible to Mrs. Stein through the steel bars.  

"What do you want Nanny?"  

Despite the white lady's best efforts, the African woman showed no signs of being impressed. 

Instead of calling her "Nanny," she said directly, "Your Nanny is watching your kids at your 

house." In line 975, at point 133,  

Steve Biko10 would have definitely cheered if he had been in that store. Yet, he would have 

likely cautioned Adam, Aggripa, and the other Black customers that the fight for Black 

freedom cannot be triumphed over by solitary acts of heroism. Because the Black man's pain 

was shared by the whole Black community, it is imperative that Black people unite in the 

fight against apartheid. For this reason, it's not surprising that protest literature aimed to 

strengthen the sense of Black unity. "Protest literature" is defined as follows by Mothobi 

Mutioatse:  

Since our culture does not separate us from the experience of any part of our lives, from birth 

to death, this Participatory Literature of Liberation requires more than just listening to or 

reading a poem or book; it also demands constant and complete engagement from the reader 

or listener. In the same way that every birth in the Black community is a celebration, 

regardless of the squalor, poverty, or oppression we endure, all of these events involve the 

entire community.as stated in (l987:6).  

In this context, the concepts of community and oneness—the Black community's shared 

experiences and the importance of preserving those experiences through a rejection of 

individualism—emerge. Then there's protest literature, which could be defined as "of the 

people, by the people, for the people." As of right now, Tlali is speaking for the silent 

majority and serving as their representative. Surprisingly accomplished by a Black woman! 

In this way, Tlali's work serves as a weapon in the fight. It should be noted that she does this 

on purpose and without choice; after all, every writer's craft is unique and heavily influenced 

by their own personal circumstances. This viewpoint on literary projection is articulated by 

Jane Watts in Clayton's Women and writing in South Africa as follows:  

It's inevitable that South African writers will feature characters from different ethnic groups 

in their works at some point. This is because, simply by existing, all significant South African 

writers are forced to address racial tensions in some way. Naturally, this leads to the 

inevitable conclusion that these characters are stereotypes. "I now believe Georg Lukacs is 

right when he says that a writer, in imaginative creation and intuition that comes with it, 

cannot go beyond the potential of his own experiences...," writes Nadime Gordimer in a 1973 

addendum to an article written originally in 1969, recognising this. Some parts of a Black 

man's life are just out of reach for a white man to ever experience, and the reverse is also true 

for some parts of a white man's life (1989:11). 

The Role of Censorship  

Published in 1975, Muriel at Metropolitan was the first novel written by a black South 

African woman in English. The book portrays the life of a young black woman working in a 

white-dominated office, providing an unfiltered depiction of the systemic racism, sexism, and 

exploitation faced by black South Africans. This honest and critical portrayal of apartheid-era 

oppression led to its banning shortly after publication. The apartheid government likely found 
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the novel threatening because it illuminated the injustices and contradictions of their policies. 

It gave voice to the voiceless and provided a literary mirror reflecting the everyday struggles 

of the oppressed, challenging the sanitized narrative propagated by the regime. 

Literature as a Tool for Resistance 

The banning of Muriel at Metropolitan underscores the regime’s recognition of literature's 

power to inspire and mobilize. The novel was more than a personal story; it was a 

documentation of collective struggle. Through characters like Muriel, Tlali highlighted the 

resilience of black women navigating systemic barriers, making it a source of empowerment 

for readers. 

In her own words, Tlali reflected on the power of her writing: "I could not allow them to 

reduce me to silence; I had to keep speaking, keep writing, even if it meant doing so in a 

different way." (Tlali, Interview with Staffrider Magazine, 1983) 

Tlali’s Response to Censorship 

Instead of retreating after the banning of her novel, Tlali persisted. She continued to write 

under pseudonyms and  

contributed to literary magazines like Staffrider, a publication that became a vital platform for 

anti-apartheid literature. She believed that storytelling was not just a creative act but a 

political one, capable of undermining the regime’s efforts to dehumanize and divide. In her 

later work, Amandla!, Tlali expanded her focus, chronicling the lives of freedom fighters and 

communities resisting apartheid. Here, she painted vivid scenes of resistance: "They marched 

with songs of freedom, their voices rising above the crackling bullets, each step a defiance 

against the oppressor's chains." (Amandla!, p. 162) 

Impact of Censorship on Muriel at Metropolitan 

The banning of Muriel at Metropolitan did not erase its influence. Underground copies 

circulated, and the book gained international recognition, drawing global attention to the 

plight of South Africans under apartheid. Readers abroad saw in Tlali's work a powerful 

indictment of systemic oppression and a testament to the human spirit’s resilience. 

Renowned literary critic Lewis Nkosi wrote about the book’s significance: "Tlali’s writing 

pierced through the barriers of censorship to remind us of the shared humanity the regime 

sought to obliterate." (Nkosi, African Literature Today, 1980, p. 45) 

Resistance through Writing  

Resistance Themes in "Amandla" 

Set against the backdrop of the Soweto Uprising of 1976, Tlali's Amandla portrays the 

resilience and courage of South African youth who rose against apartheid laws, particularly 

the imposition of Afrikaans as the medium of instruction in schools. The title, "Amandla" 

(meaning "power" in Zulu), reflects the revolutionary cry of resistance during the struggle 

against apartheid. 

Youth Leadership and Bravery: Tlali captures the youthful energy of activists who risk 

their lives for freedom. The novel delves into their personal struggles, fears, and hopes, 

reflecting their role as catalysts of change. Through their stories, Tlali portrays the spirit of 

resistance as a collective force, transcending individual limitations. 

Example : In one passage, a student leader addresses a group of youth, emphasizing the need 

for collective unity against oppressive forces. His words, though fictitious, mirror real 

slogans used during the uprising, such as "The people united will never be defeated!" This 

echoes Tlali’s intention to immortalize their voices. 

Brutality of the Apartheid State: The novel does not shy away from depicting the horrors 

faced by the Soweto protesters, from violent crackdowns by the police to the emotional toll of 

seeing loved ones injured or killed. Tlali humanizes the cost of resistance while highlighting 

the strength of the human spirit in the face of systemic violence. 

Example: Descriptions of tear gas, gunshots, and the chaos on the streets vividly evoke the 

atmosphere of the uprising. Characters reflect on the sacrifices made and question the 

morality of their oppressors, bringing readers into the emotional core of the narrative. 
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Censorship and Clandestine Circulation: Shortly after its publication, Amandla was 

banned by the apartheid government due to its explicit critique of the regime. However, the 

book found its way into the hands of readers through underground networks, becoming a 

symbol of defiance against censorship and oppression. 

Example: A character might express frustration about the lack of freedom to tell their story, 

foreshadowing the real- 

world banning of Tlali’s work. This self-referential element highlights the dangers faced by 

truth-tellers during apartheid. 

Strategies of Subversion  

Tlali demonstrated remarkable ingenuity in navigating the stifling censorship of apartheid, 

employing a combination of literary techniques, international partnerships, and grassroots 

involvement to ensure her voice—and the voices of the oppressed—were heard. One of her 

most effective strategies was the use of allegory and metaphor, where she masked her 

critiques of apartheid within symbolic and indirect language. This approach allowed her to 

convey the harsh realities of systemic oppression without explicitly naming the perpetrators, 

thus evading immediate censorship. For instance, in Amandla, the title itself—a rallying cry 

meaning "power" in Zulu—became a symbol of resistance, encapsulating the collective 

strength and defiance of oppressed South Africans. Throughout the novel, Tlali used 

characters and settings as stand-ins for broader social and political structures, crafting 

narratives that resonated deeply with readers who could decode the subtext while leaving 

censors unable to suppress the message outright. This layered storytelling allowed her works 

to function both as literary art and as tools of resistance. Recognizing the limitations imposed 

by local censorship, Tlali also turned to international publishing as a means to disseminate 

her work. Collaborating with publishers outside South Africa, she ensured that her novels, 

such as Amandla and Muriel at Metropolitan, reached a global audience. These partnerships 

were crucial after her works were banned domestically, as they enabled her to amplify the 

realities of apartheid to the world. By circulating her stories abroad, Tlali not only garnered 

international solidarity but also facilitated the clandestine distribution of her books back 

home, where they became symbols of defiance and hope among oppressed communities. The 

global recognition she achieved through international publishing underscored the universal 

relevance of her narratives and the resilience of South African voices under apartheid. 

Equally significant was Tlali’s dedication to community engagement within South Africa, 

where she contributed to local publications and grassroots literary initiatives. Despite the 

oppressive regime's attempts to silence dissenting voices, Tlali maintained an active presence 

in community-based journals, magazines, and literary circles. Through essays, short stories, 

and interviews, she provided a platform for narratives of resistance, fostering a sense of 

solidarity among South Africans. Her participation in these initiatives reflected her belief in 

the transformative power of storytelling, particularly in oppressive contexts. Tlali often spoke 

of the importance of “keeping our stories alive, even in the face of silence,” a sentiment that 

guided her work as both a writer and a community advocate. This grassroots connection 

allowed her to remain relevant and accessible to her South African audience, ensuring that 

her voice resonated within the very communities she sought to uplift. Tlali’s multifaceted 

approach—combining literary subtlety, international outreach, and local engagement—not 

only circumvented censorship but also cemented her legacy as a writer of resistance. Her 

work stands as a testament to the power of creativity and perseverance in challenging 

oppressive systems, demonstrating that even in the most restrictive environments, storytelling 

can serve as a profound act of defiance. 

Impact and Legacy  

Miriam Tlali’s literary journey embodies the resilience of South African writers under 

apartheid and serves as a foundational moment for African literature. Her persistence in the 

face of censorship, particularly the banning of Muriel at Metropolitan, not only amplified the 

lived experiences of black South Africans but also inspired a generation of writers to use 
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literature as a weapon against oppression. Her legacy transcends the apartheid era, standing as a 

beacon of cultural and historical significance in post-apartheid South Africa. 

Tlali’s refusal to be silenced by censorship set a powerful example for South African writers. Her 

works showed that storytelling could challenge oppressive regimes and foster solidarity among the 

oppressed. In her second novel, Amandla!, Tlali chronicled the experiences of freedom fighters, 

capturing the struggles of the anti-apartheid movement. A key passage reflects this ethos: "Through 

their pain and suffering, they carried the hope of a new dawn, a South Africa free from the chains of 

hatred." (Amandla!, p. 214) 

This resilience inspired later writers like Zakes Mda and Sindiwe Magona, who credit Tlali for paving 

the way for black South African voices in literature. Her courage to document the realities of 

apartheid created a roadmap for other writers to explore themes of racial injustice, gender inequality, 

and resistance. 

Recognition Post-Apartheid 

With the fall of apartheid, Miriam Tlali’s works gained the recognition they were denied during the 

regime. Her novels were republished, and their historical significance was widely acknowledged. The 

South African government honored her contributions, and she became the first black South African 

woman to have her work prescribed in the national school curriculum. 

In interviews post-apartheid, Tlali reflected on the transformative power of literature: "My writing 

was a way to scream against the silencing of our people, to show the world the truth of our lives." 

(Tlali, Interview with New African, 1997) 

Her literary voice not only preserved the memory of apartheid's brutality but also ensured that the 

sacrifices of the oppressed were not forgotten. 

Cultural Significance in the African Canon 

Miriam Tlali is now celebrated as a central figure in African literature, alongside luminaries like 

Chinua Achebe and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o. Her works serve as a bridge between the apartheid era and 

the post-apartheid literary landscape, highlighting the enduring relevance of storytelling in navigating 

societal transformation. Literary scholars have analyzed her novels as a rich tapestry of personal and 

collective resistance, particularly focusing on her nuanced portrayal of black women's experiences. 

In Muriel at Metropolitan, Tlali wrote: "The small battles fought in everyday life were as important as 

the great marches, for they reminded us of our humanity." (Muriel at Metropolitan, p. 89) 

Today, Miriam Tlali’s legacy endures not only through her literary works but also through her role as 

a trailblazer for black women writers in South Africa. Her writing remains a testament to the power of 

words in resisting oppression and reclaiming agency. Critics like Njabulo Ndebele have remarked: 

"Tlali’s contributions to South African literature are unparalleled, for they merge the personal with the 

political, the individual with the universal." (Ndebele, Rediscovery of the Ordinary, 1994, p. 136) 

Her legacy continues to influence young writers and activists who see in her life and work a model of 

courage and commitment to truth. 

Conclusion  

Miriam Tlali’s literary journey exemplifies the intersection of censorship and resistance. Through her 

courage and creativity, she not only exposed the injustices of apartheid but also affirmed the resilience 

of the human spirit. This paper underscores the importance of preserving and studying Tlali’s works 

as vital records of resistance and as inspirations for contemporary struggles against oppression. 
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