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"Denying the Coloured Mother": 
Gender and Race in South Africa1 

Natasha Distiller, Meg Samuelson 

The Afrikaner has denied the Coloured mother. He has denied the Coloured origi-
nator of his language. Denied the builder of his houses and the fashioner of his fur-
niture. Denied the designer of his clothes and of his silver. Denied the preserver of 
his music and the creator of his pleasure. 

So wrote Marie Kathleen Jeffreys in 1959.2 Jeffreys (1893-1968) was a white' woman who 
worked as an archivist in the Cape Town Archives Repository for twenty-nine years.3 She 
used her access to historical documents to undertake and disseminate genealogical studies 
and historical research that sought to remind a country in the first throes of apartheid le-
gislation of the creole origins of the South African nation. Apartheid was institutionalised 
in 1948, with the first National Party election victory. By 1950, the country was enacting 
Population Registration legislation. Jeffreys sought to counter the separating drive enshri-
ned in the Population Registration Act, thus attempting to force a recognition of the arti-
ficiality of apartheid's social engineering. 

She did so by writing articles about the historical figure, Krotoa-Eva, who acted as an 
interpreter between the Dutch and her own people, the indigenous Khoikhoi, in the early 

ι This article was made possible by funding from the National Research Foundation of South Africa's 
Thuthuka programme in partnership with the University of Cape Town, and from the Research Divi-
sion, University of Stellenbosch. 

2 Marie Kathleen Jeffreys, It's A Heavy Debt, All That the Afrikaner owes the Coloured, in : Drum, De-
cember (1959), 34-39, 39. 

3 Jeffreys's extensive writings have been recently rediscovered in the Cape Town Archives Respository by 
Meg Samuelson ; cf. Meg Samuelson, Hamsi (Marie Kathleen Jeffreys). Headnote, in : Margaret Day-
mond et al. ed., Women Writing Africa: The Southern Region, New York/Johannesburg 2003, 229. In 
addition to her articles for "Drum", discussed here, she also wrote more personal texts - poetry and let-
ters - wherein she grappled with the implications of her discovery of her own 'mixed' ancestry. Jeffreys's 

28 oeuvre forms the subject of an ongoing book-length study by the authors of this article. 
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Cape settlement and who was the first indigenous woman to marry into the nascent Eu-
ropean settler society. She also examined the social conditions of Krotoa-Eva's time: she 
wrote about the institution, and consequences, of slavery. Drawing attention to what was 
in her own time a repressed history, Jeffreys insisted that the implications of'racial mixing' 
in the early Dutch settlement at the Cape be acknowledged, along with the Creole cultural 
forms that sprung from the intimate relations of the slave-holding household. 

This article will investigate Jeffreys's presentation of Krotoa-Eva, exploring the implica-
tions for South Africans she found in Krotoa-Eva's marriage. Identifying the context, in-
tention and effect of Jeffreys's work on Krotoa-Eva, we will then turn to post-apartheid 
South Africa where Krotoa-Eva has re-emerged as a resonant presence. In the eleven years 
since liberation from minority rule, Krotoa-Eva, largely ignored for most of the preceding 
three centuries with the occasional exception such as Jeffreys's work, has been publicly re-
claimed as the autochthonous mother of the 'new' South Africa, who grants her white de-
scendents a 'legitimate' presence in Africa. Although the context is very different to Jef-
freys's emerging apartheid placement, we will suggest that despite some important 
differences, many continuities exist between these two acts of retrieving Krotoa-Eva. 
'White' identity thus continues to elide the violence of its own history in its construction 
of itself. 

To make this point, we examine first Jeffreys's writings about Krotoa-Eva and then some 
more recent invocations of this important historical figure. Finally, we place these repre-
sentations of Krotoa-Eva within the context of slavery in the construction of the South Af-
rican nation, as discussed by Jeffreys. While Krotoa-Eva, along with other indigenous 
Khoikhoi, was not herself enslaved, the dominant political economy of slavery at the Cape 
shaped the discourses and practices of'racial' power in relation to the Khoikhoi, and par-
ticularly Khoikhoi women such as Krotoa-Eva. The final section of the article provides the 
framework for our second main point of emphasis : if 'white' identity in post-apartheid 
South Africa continues to overlook the nature of its own history, then another crucial eli-
sion in the (re)construction of historical narratives of nationhood is the ongoing tendency 
to subordinate the realities of gendered lives to the category of'race'. This results in silence 
around the ways in which the historical realities of black women's experiences of (sexual) 
coercion in the context of racialised hierarchies of social power are enmeshed with, and 
overwritten by, more dominant discourses of'race'. Thus the reinsertion of gender into the 
slave history traced by Jeffreys at apartheid's formal inception and then picked up post-
apartheid will be central to the argument made here. As feminist historian Helen Bradford 
argues, foregrounding gender is central to attempts to think the past differently: "there is a 
large intellectual gain when gender and feminist insights are integrated into every aspect of 
history. They have potential for transforming our vision of the past."4 

4 Helen Bradford, Women, Gender and Colonialism : Rethinking the History of the British Cape Colony 

and its Frontier Zones, c. 1806-70, in: Journal of African History, 37 (1996), 351-370, 352; see also Joan 

Wallach Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, New York 1999 (orig. 1988). 29 
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The Coloured Mother: Krotoa-Eva in Jeffreys's Anti-Apartheid Writing 

Krotoa-Eva (c. 1642—1674) of the Goringhaicona Khoikhoi clan joined the Dutch East In-
dia Company Fort as a young girl shordy after the arrival of Jan van Riebeeck and his party 
at the Cape in 1652, where they were tasked with setting up a refreshment station to feed 
passing ships on their way to the lucrative, spice-rich, East. She first appears in van Rie-
beeck's official journal in January 1654, less than two years after his arrival, as "a girl who 
lived with us and had been given the name of Eva" (at the time of this entry, she had ap-
parently left the settlement for one of her regular visits to the Gorinhaiqua).5 It appears, as 
Jeffreys notes, that her initial function was to perform domestic labour and child-care un-
der the supervision of van Riebeecks wife, Maria de la Quellerie.6 By early 1659, she ap-
pears regularly in van Riebeeck's journal as "Eva the interpreter".7 However, as the need 
for Krotoa-Eva's interpreting skills declined, so too did her fortunes. In the obituary to her 
delivered by the Governor of the Cape in 1674, her "hovering between" two worlds is de-
scribed as distasteful, and she is accused of being "like the dogs, always return [ing] to her 
own vomit".8 This remained the dominant attitude to her throughout the colonial and 
early apartheid eras. 

Krotoa-Eva's linguistic skills carved out an important role for her as the first female cul-
tural broker in the colonial contact zone and, indeed, as one of the most significant go-
betweens of the period. During the current political transition, however, her central con-
tribution to national 'togetherness' is understood not in terms of facilitating linguistic 
transmission or cultural exchange, but rather in terms of genetic transmission. The key 
event now highlighted in her biography by those white South Africans who, through iden-
tification with her, aim to assert their own belonging in the nation, is her status as the first 
indigene to marry a European, the Danish surgeon Pieter van Meerhoff, in June 1664, and 
bear his children. 

Jeffreys published articles on Krotoa-Eva in two highly-charged periodicals : "Race Re-
lations Journal", a forum in which the 'race question' was heatedly debated, and "Drum" 
magazine, an iconic publication owned and edited by whites, but written largely by and 
for urban black South Africans.9 The first article of the set to which we refer is published 
anonymously in the "Race Relations Journal" in 1953, under the title "The Origin and In-

5 Jan van Riebeeck, Journal of Jan van Riebeeck, 3 vols., ed. by H. B. Thom, Cape Town 1952—1958,1, 208; 

van Riebeeck's journal is the primary source of information on Krotoa-Eva, supplemented by references 

to her in travelers' accounts and in the official journals of van Riebeeck's successors. 

6 Cf. Marie Kathleen Jeffreys, First Mixed Marriage, in: Drum, March (1963), 46-47, 46. 

7 Riebeeck, Journal, see note 5, 3 , 1 ; cf. entries made on 1 Feb. 1659 (3,8), 20 May 1659 (3, 49), June 1659 (3, 

82), July 1659 (3, 91), Sept. 1660 (3, 260) and 28 Dec. 1660 (3, 308). 

8 Qtd. in V. C. Malherbe, Krotoa, Called 'Eva : A Woman Between, Cape Town 1990,51. 

9 See Michael Chapman ed., The Drum Decade, Scottsville 2001 (orig. 1989); Anthony Sampson, Drum: 

A Venture into the new Africa, London 1956; and Mike Nicol, Good-looking Corpse. World of Drum -

3 0 Jazz and Gangsters. Hope and Defiance in the Townships of South Africa, London 1991. 
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cidence of Miscegenation at the Cape during the Dutch East India Company's Regime 
1652-1795". 10 Here Jeffreys points to the high incidence of'miscegenation at the Cape 
while attributing it to the "dearth of women" (that is, European women) among the "band 
of pioneers" that landed at the Cape in the mid 17th Century. Jeffreys explores the various 
options available to European men, expressing concern at the "lack of the restraining and 
encouraging influence of women, of an incentive to make a home and found a family":" 

Under such circumstances, the men would perhaps have sought and found consola-
tion in the Hottentot women,11 but these were kept by their menfolk well beyond 
the range of the Europeans, and stringent regulations were in force to discourage any 
intercourse with them for fear of upsetting the cattle trade.13 

Such strictures surrounding Khoikhoi women, Jeffreys claims, prevented the "unusual ex-
ample of the marriage between Pieter van Meerhoff and Eva" from being "followed more 
frequently".14 This is the first reference to "Eva" in her body of work; in subsequent articles 
and unpublished notes, she will return again and again to this historical figure, trying to 
find in her life story a model with which to deconstruct the apartheid legislation being for-
mulated in South African society three centuries later. As part of this project, in this early 
article as in her later work for "Drum", she turns her attention to the slave lodge, which 
we will examine in the final section of this article: "The arrival of the women slaves in 1658 
provided, for some of the men, a solution to their problem".15 

A more extended version of Krotoa-Eva's history is presented at the start of Jeffreys s se-
ries of articles for "Drum", published six years after her "Race Relations Journal" article. 
In the "Drum" series, Jeffreys presents a more ambivalent picture of Krotoa-Eva's Khoikhoi 
femininity than the one she offered in her earlier article, beginning with a negative account 
that is gradually reworked across the series : 

On the whole the Hottentot women were of easy virtue, and no doubt they were 
amenable. 

10 Earlier drafts of and notes towards this article are included among Jeffreys's papers in the Cape Town Ar-

chives Repository (A1657, 28 and 34). 

11 Anon. [Jeffreys, Marie Kathleen], The Origin and Incidence of Miscegenation at the Cape during the 

Dutch East India Company's Regime 1652-1795, in: Race Relations Journal, 20, 2 (1953), 23-27, 23. 

12 "Hottentot" was the appellation given by the Dutch arrivals to the indigenous inhabitants of the Cape 

(who referred to themselves as "Khoikhoi" or "Khoekhoe"); though standard in Jeffreys's time, it is a de-

rogatory term, intended to mimic what the Dutch saw as their gibberish speech that is today conside-

red offensive. 

13 Jeffreys, Origin, see note 11, 23. 

14 Jeffreys, Origin, see note n , 23. 

15 Jeffreys, Origin, see note 11, 24. 31 
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One Hottentot girl taken under the wing of Mrs. Van Riebeeck was taught the do-
mestic arts, baptised, and married to the sick comforter, Pieter van Meerhoff. She 
understood little of what marriage meant, and during fits of homesickness, would 
clothe herself in sheepskin and run away to her relations. 

In the end she took to drink, and was confined on Robben Island, where eventually 
she died. Her husband and his children were transferred to a station in the East, and 
we know nothing more of them. 
Thus the first mixed marriage in South Africa came to a bad end. The partners were 
ill-yoked and it would have been remarkable had it been otherwise. 
It was not, however, the Hottentots with whom most of the early, and more success-
ful, mixed marriages were made, but imported slave-women.16 

In the following monthly instalments of the series, Jeffreys presents a somewhat different 
Krotoa-Eva, suggesting an on-going research project and a growing definition of a political 
stance in which ambivalence is slowly, if incompletely, resolved. Responding to her "angry 
critics" in October 1959, she castigates Professor Kruger for his claim that Eva did not leave 
any descendents at the Cape : 

The professor has betrayed his ignorance. The children of the Hottentot Eva and 
Pieter van Meerhoff (one of Van Riebeecks top officials) were taken to Mauritius by 
their fathers friend after Eva's death. But when the Dutch East India Company's sta-
tion there was broken up, at the beginning of the 18th century, they returned to the 
Cape.'7 

Jeffreys proceeds to trace their genealogies in subsequent issues and, later in the series, re-
fers to Krotoa-Eva as "the brilliant Hottentot girl";'8 a far cry from the tone adopted a mere 
few months previously. 

Three years later, Jeffreys returns to the pages of "Drum" to offer her most extensive dis-
cussion of Krotoa-Eva, who she now calls "Little Eva", as she continues in her effort to 
reinsert the "coloured mother" into South African cultural, genealogical and social history. 
Jeffreys begins by noting: "There are no statues of Little Eva in South Africa; no public 
holiday commemorates her birth or what she achieved ; you never hear her name mentio-
ned when people talk about the early days at the Cape."19 

It is this heavy silence of denial that Jeffreys attempts to shatter. She notes that "if it had 
not been for Eva then Jan van Riebeeck might have failed in his mission to found a tra-

16 Marie Kathleen Jeffreys, Where D o Coloureds Come From?, in: Drum, August (1959), 44-47, 44· 

17 Marie Kathleen Jeffreys, How White are the Whites? Miss Jeffreys hits back at her A N G R Y C R I T I C S , 

in: Drum, October (1959), 47-48, 47. 

18 Marie Kathleen Jeffreys, Wonder of the Coloureds, in : Drum, November (1959), 26-31, 26. 

32 19 Jeffreys, Marriage, see note 6, 46. 
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ding station, and the Dutch might have returned to Europe, leaving South Africa as they 
discovered it".20 For Jeffreys, who believes fundamentally in the colonial civilising mission' 
while rejecting the exclusionary forms colonial power came to take, Krotoa-Eva played a 
significant role in opening up the country to the Dutch arrivals, a role which, according 
to Jeffreys, deserves public recognition and commemoration. 

The historical figure of Krotoa-Eva has a dual significance for Jeffreys, who is concer-
ned both with genetic transmission and cultural transfusion : she is both the first female 
interpreter, and, indeed, one of the first go-betweens between interlopers and indigenous 
subjects in South Africa, andshs is a member of the "first mixed marriage" (to quote from 
the tide of Jeffreys s final article). The significance of the marriage, for Jeffreys - as opposed 
to the informal liaisons that were becoming a regular affair at the Cape - was that it resul-
ted in "the first Coloured children to be recognized by law".21 By the time the article rea-
ches closure, it extends the sphere of Krotoa-Eva's biological influence to encompass nearly 
all the inhabitants of South Africa: "there is little doubt the blood of Eva still flows in the 
veins of many, many South Africans - Coloured, White and Black. All the races owe her a 
great debt".12 In the face of the all-too-often despised status of this Khoikhoi woman, 
whose people were to be in part amalgamated into the group classified coloured', Jeffreys 
calls her "a South African girl", who married "a European man", thus allowing the mar-
riage to represent the founding moment of the future 'interracial' nation Jeffreys already 
recognises as one nation. This is significant also in the face of the history of the term colou-
red' and its relation to discourses of'miscegenation', which we discuss in more detail be-
low. Krotoa-Eva's dispersed 'blood' becomes a unifying national symbol and she, in turn, is 
rendered as 'mother of the nation'. This article is one of the first instances in which the le-
gacy of Krotoa-Eva is drawn on to construct a unified South African nation. Such claims 
will become a central feature in post-apartheid South Africa. JefFreys's version of Krotoa-

20 Jeffreys, Marriage, see note 6, 46. 
21 Jeffreys, Marriage, see note 6, 46. 
22 Jeffreys, Marriage, see note 6, 47. The South African designation "coloured" has a complicated history, 

and is not uncontested as a label or as an (or, more accurately, a series of) identity positions; cf. Rose-
mary Ridd, Creating Ethnicity in the British Colonial Cape: Coloured and Malay Contrasted, in: The 
Societies of Southern Africa in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, 20, London 1994, 51-61; Sean 
Field, Ambiguous Belongings: Negotiating Hybridity in Cape Town 1940s—1990s, in: Kronos, 25 
(1998/1999), 227-238. Some of its roots are traced here, although we do not address in detail the com-
plexities of the label as a post-apartheid identity, for which, cf. Zimitri Erasmus, Introduction : Re-ima-
gining coloured identities in post-Apartheid South Africa, in: idem ed., Coloured by History Shaped by 
Place: new perspectives on coloured identities in Cape Town, Cape Town 2001,13—28; Deborah Posel, 
What's in a name? Racial categorisations under apartheid and their afterlife, in: Transformation, 47 
(2001), 50-74. Note that in apartheid nomenclature 'coloured' most generally means 'mixed race', though 
the term emerged in the immediate aftermath of slavery; cf. Pamela Scully, Liberating the Family? Gen-
der and British Slave Emancipation in the Rural Western Cape, South Africa, 1823-1853, Portsm-
outh/Oxford/Cape Town 1997,14. 33 
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Eva foreshadows some of the problems evident in these later accounts, while avoiding 
other pitfalls into which they tend to stumble. 

Jeffreys's account is notable for its vacillations between acknowledging Krotoa-Eva's hi-
storic agency and celebrating the function of her womb ; her opening discussion of Kro-
toa-Eva's role as go-between gives way to one that focuses on her womb and a particular 
construction of femininity accordingly. "Litde Eva" is described as both a beguiling young 
girl of "winning ways" and as a "brilliant and talented young woman" who "used her wits 
and showed great tact in translating some of the less discreet remarks by both the Dutch 
and the local people".23 Jeffreys's narrative is torn between presenting a keen negotiator 
who can be claimed as a founding figure of female agency rather than of biological deter-
minacy, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, a naïve, beautiful, girlish figure who can 
then become the idealised "coloured mother" of the nation. It is precisely this vacillation 
- this movement between subject positions - that challenges the fixed identities apartheid 
was constructing and formalising, and suggests the revolutionary content of Jeffreys's pro-
ject, despite its limitations. 

In accordance with Krotoa-Eva's status as idealised 'mother of the nation', Jeffreys em-
phasizes her attractive girlishness : "Young as she was, Eva was already an eye-catcher whom 
men fought over". Her beauty is the sign of her potential goodness, emphasised further by 
her piety: "She never failed to say her prayers night and morning and at each meal".24 

"Pretty little Eva", who was "quite a girl" (as the introductory material would have it), is 
recognized by Jeffreys and the editors of "Drum" as valuable and good because she is all 
the things a woman is supposed to be: child-like, receptive, obedient and obliging while 
simultaneously sexually attractive. 

Shrouded in the gossamer of romance - "Eva's story", claims Jeffreys, "is strange, ro-
mantic and tragic"25 — Krotoa-Eva's matrimonial union with van Meerhoff is idealised as 
the harmonious space from which a united nation will issue. In this article, in marked con-
trast to the earlier "Drum" series, Jeffreys attributes her demise to the death of van Meer-
hoff (who was killed during a slave-trading venture in Mauritius in 1667), rather than to 
their "ill-yoked" union. This narratorial shift takes place in concert with the elevation of 
Krotoa-Eva to 'mother of the nation' status. After van Meerhoff's death, according to Jeff-
reys, "a miserable and lonely" Krotoa-Eva "went to pieces".26 Historical evidence, however, 
suggest that things began to fall apart before his death.27 

23 Jeffreys, Marriage, see note 6, 46p. 

24 Jeffreys, Marriage, see note 6,46p. 

25 Jeffreys, Marriage, see note 6, 46. For a discussion of Krotoa-Eva's conversion to Christianity, cf. Chri-

stina Landman, The Religious Krotoa (c. 1642-1674), in : Kronos, 23 (1996), 22-35. 

26 Jeffreys, Marriage, see note 6, 47. 

27 For instance, a surgeon was dispatched to Robben Island, where they lived at the time, to treat her for a 

serious head wound. Malherbe claims it was sustained when falling from a bench in a drunken state : 

Malherbe, Krotoa, see note 8, 49; cf. Samuelson for a discussion of the treatment of this event in post-

apartheid novels by Bloem and Sleigh, which ascribe the wound to domestic violence on van Meerhoff's 
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While its source remains a matter of debate, Krotoa-Evas unhappy demise under colo-
nial culture is indisputable. She was repeatedly banished to Robben Island for disorderly 
behaviour and her children were removed from her care when her maternal practises re-
portedly became erratic. As Jeffreys records: "For the next five years she swung between 
periods of 'good behaviour' when she was allowed back on the mainland, and others of 
drunkenness when she was shipped off to [Robben] Island".28 The scare quotes employed 
here are significant; they reveal the distance between Jeffreys s position and those of her co-
lonial predecessors, which condemned Krotoa-Eva as one who had 'reverted to type', re-
turning to 'savage ways' after a brief flirtation with 'civilisation'. This discourse of 'rever-
ting to type' became the strategy by which 'white' South Africans banished and denied her 
throughout the colonial and apartheid eras, simultaneously repressing the memory of'mis-
cegenation' Jeffreys sought so hard to recover; it is such rejections of the "coloured mo-
ther" that are today, in turn, denied and repressed as Krotoa-Eva once again takes up a 
symbolically central position on the South African stage as the autochthonous mother of 
white South Africans. 

The Autochthonous Mother: Krotoa-Eva in Post-Apartheid South Africa 

In 1994 the apartheid era officially came to an end with the inauguration of Nelson Man-
dela as the first democratically elected president of South Africa. For the first time 'whi-
teness' was no longer politically dominant. This has occasioned multifarious shifts in iden-
tity formation. While it would be reasonable to expect that the strategies of identity 
formation in a democratic South Africa would depart radically from their colonial and 
apartheid versions, we suggest here that the deployment of Krotoa-Eva in post-apartheid 
South Africa reveals two key continuities with past strategies : 'whiteness' continues to re-
fuse the meaning of its own privilege and gender continues to be subordinated to 'race'. 

Of course, there are differences. Perhaps most significantly, in insisting on the histori-
cal reality of Krotoa-Evas presence, and of the presence of other women of colour, in the 
genealogy of the modern South African nation, Jeffreys worked against the grain of the 
dominant political ideology of her time. So inflammatory were the revelations of the se-
ries she published in "Drum" that the editor, Tom Hopkinson, wrote to Jeffreys in 1959 
explaining a delay in the publication of an article exploring the 'mixed' ancestry of the 

part but displace culpability onto Krotoa-Eva or attribute it to his attempts to protect the children from 

their drunken mother: Meg Samuelson, Krotoa-Eva: Traitor, Translator, Rainbow Mother. Remembe-

ring the Nation, Dismembering Women ? Stories of the South African Transition, Cape Town, (Ph.D. 

Thesis) 2005. For an argument, in speculative history mode, that Krotoa-Eva had been raped by van Rie-

beeck, cf. Yvette Abrahams, Was Eva Raped? An Exercise in Speculative History, in: Kronos, 23 (1996), 

3-21. 

28 Jeffreys, Marriage, see note 6, 47. 
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symbolic 'father' of the Afrikaner nation, Paul Kruger:29 the printers refused to print and 
the distributors to circulate the article for fear of defamation suits.30 Once published, the 
offending article, along with the rest of the series, attracted vocal opposition from the Afri-
kaner establishment. "Seldom in the history of Drum has an article aroused such wide-
spread interest as 'Where Do the Coloureds Come From?' ... Miss M. Jeffreys ... has had 
to contend with much personal abuse since her first article appeared", declared the by-line 
of the article published in September 1959. By the following month she has accrued a 
number of "angry critics". In the final instalment of the series, Jeffreys declared her own 
'mixed' ancestry, gleaned from genealogical studies that trace back her line in South Af-
rica, through the "coloured mother", to two slaves imported from South and South East 
Asia.31 This was an exceedingly brave gesture in an era in which people were racially reclas-
sified each year, and in which all aspects of life were constrained and conditioned by ones 
designated 'racial' group. Jeffreys thus occupied an oppositional position, whereas current 
deployments of Krotoa-Eva's ancestral status work within dominant discourses of new' 
'rainbow' nationhood. In addition, Jeffreys allow for a reading of Krotoa-Eva which ack-
nowledges her historic agency. Her account thus differs from those that insist on Krotoa-
Eva's importance solely in terms of her womb. However, the similarities between these ap-
parently distinct historical moments are at least as important as the differences. 

In recent years, Krotoa-Eva has become the subject of an astonishing amount of histo-
rical revisionist writing, genealogical claims and fictional reconstructions. Post-1994 revi-
sionist historical accounts include Yvette Abrahams's "Was Eva Raped," Christina Land-
man's "The Religious Krotoa", Mansell Upham's "In a Kind of Custody" and Julia Wells's 
"Eva's Men"; literary texts that focus on Krotoa-Eva's life, or make central references to her, 
include Trudie Bloem's "Krotoa-Eva", Andre Brinks "Imaginings of Sand", Dalene Mat-
thee's "Pieternella van de Kaap", Antoinette Pienaar's "Krotoa" (performed in 1995), Ma-
vis Smallberg's "Recognition," Dan Sleighs "Islands" and Zoe Wìcomb's "David's Story";32 

29 Paul Kruger (1825—1904) was president of the Transvaal Republic and a symbolic 'Father of the Nation fi-

gure for Afrikaner Nationalism see : Jay Heale, They Made This Land, Johannesburg 1981,160-165. 

30 Cape Town Archives Repository, A1637, 34. 

31 She states : "In the early part of the 18 th century, two other ancestors of mine (non-white) arrived at the 

Cape from India and Ceylon. One of the daughters married a German sailor. In due course the paths of 

the descendants of these two couples met. . . . On my paternal side, my ancestors were all born in the 

British Isles"; Marie Kathleen Jeffreys, What I Learned About My Own Family... , in: Drum, February 

(i960), 26-27, 2ί>· 

32 Cf. Abrahams, Eva, see note 27; Landman, Religious Krotoa, see note 25; Mansell Upham, In a Kind of 

Custody: For Eva's Sake . . . Who Speaks for Krotwa?, in: Capensis, November (1998), 6-13 ; Julia C . 

Wells, Evas Men : Gender and Power in the Establishment of the Cape of Good Hope, 1652-74, in : 

Journal of African History, 39 (1998), 417-437; Trudie Bloem, Krotoa-Eva: The Woman from Robben 

Island, Cape Town 1999; André Brink, Imaginings of Sand, London 1996; Dalene Matthee, Pieternella 

van die Kaap, Cape Town 2000; Antoinette Pienaar, Krotoa, Cape Town 1995, discussed in Carli Coet-

zee, Krotoa Remembered : A Mother of Unity, a Mother of Sorrow, in : idem and Sarah Nuttall ed., Ne-

gotiating the Past : The Making of Memory in South Africa, Cape Town 1998, 1 12- 1 19 , i i7pp ; Mavis 
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Upham daims to be working on a biography of Krotoa-Eva.33 In 1990, the year of Nelson 

Mandela's release and the unbanning of the African National Congress, V. C . Malhberbe's 

"Krotoa, Called 'Eva'" was published, along with poems by John Hendrickse („Eva") and 

Karen Press („Krotoa's Story") and Press's young reader's novel, "Krotoa".3 4 

In post-apartheid South Africa, she is largely heralded as the autochthonous mother' 

who will grant 'white' and 'coloured' South Africans roots in Africa. W e focus here on the 

'white' strategies of belonging enacted around her. 'White' South Africans have reclaimed 

Krotoa-Eva as foremother in order to redefine 'white' identity and carve out a position and 

sense of belonging for themselves as 'pale natives,'35 rooting themselves in African soil by 

tracing their 'bloodlines' back to Krotoa-Eva in order to "gain what seems like legitimate 

access to the new rainbow family". '6 A contribution to the Register of Reconciliation by 

Andries William de Villiers of Cape Town, formerly classified 'white,' exemplifies the ways 

in which past violence and conflict is repressed and denied in such genealogical claims. His 

opening assertion that "I am very aware of m y ancestry" leads not to an acknowledgement 

of apartheid complicity, but to an effortless identification with the colonised: " I descend 

from Krotoa whose people watched van Riebeeck come ashore in Table Bay in 1652". H e is 

then equally effortlessly able to offer his appeal for forgiveness for violations performed in 

the name of 'white ' racial purity and superiority in the more recent past. T h e current cul-

tural capital accruing to such 'impeccable' genealogical credentials enables a denial of past 

Smallberg, Recognition, in : Weave's Ink @ Boiling Point : A Selection of 21st Century Black Women's 
Writing from the Tip of Africa, Cape Town 2000, 239-240; Zoë Wicomb, David's Story, New York/Cape 
Town 2000; Dan Sleigh, Islands, trans, by André Brink, London 2004 (orig. 2002). 

33 Upham, Kind, see note 32,13. 
34 Cf. Malherbe, Korota, see note 8; John Hendrickse, Eva, in : Khoi, London 1990, iop ; Karen Press, Kro-

toa's Story, in: Bird Heart Stoning the Sea, Cape Town 1990, 45-67; excerpt rpt. in: Daymond et al., 
Women, see note 3, 433—448; idem, Krotoa, Pietermaritzburg 1990. For discussions of Krotoa-Eva in co-
lonial and apartheid literature and historiography, cf. Coetzee, Krotoä, see note 32, ii5pp and Pieter Con-
radie, The Story of Eva (Krotoa): Translation Transgressed, in: Journal of Literary Studies, 14,1/2 (1998), 
55-66, 55p. For a more extended analysis of the representation of Krotoa-Eva in post-apartheid 'white' 
writing and discourse, with particularly reference to Bloem, Brink and Sleigh, cf. Samuelson, Krotoa-
Eva, see note 27; parts of which are forthcoming in an edition on Krotoa-Eva : Ena Jansen and Maria 
Wilkse ed., Krotoa-Eva in Post-Apartheid White Writing: From Translator to "Rainbow Mother". 

35 The phrase is taken from 'white' journalist Max du Preez's memoir "Pale Native ". Referring to the union 
between van Meerhoff and "Eva" as the "first documented marriage between a white man and a Khoik-
hoi woman" (25), du Preez traces his genealogy: "On the Saayman side, my father's mother's family, I 
had more luck - 1 can even claim Khoikhoi ancestry. Daniel Zaaiman, as the surname was then spelled, 
married Pieternella Meerhoff, daughter of the Khoi woman Eva and the Dane Pieter van Meerhoff" (30); 
Max Du Preez, Pale Native: Memories of a Renegade Reporter, Cape Town 2003. 

36 Coetzee, Krotoä, see note 32, 115; her claim is exemplified by entries in the "South-Africa-L Archives" 
listserv at: <http://archiver.rootsweb.com/th/read/South-Africa>; A. M. van Rensburg's "My Genetic 
Enrichment" at: <http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Rhodes/1266/genetic-eva.htm>, 20 Sept. 2003, 7pp 
and articles by Upham (founder of the Society of the Descendants of Eva Meerhoff) in "Capensis". All, 
including Upham, were classified 'white' during apartheid. 
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conflict that is most marked in well-known writer André Brinks tribute to 'white' publi-
sher Daantjie Saayman, who shares de Villiers's claim on Krotoa-Eva as foremother. "If 
land restitution were to be applied to its fullest consequence", Brink blithely declares, 
"Daantje's family could today claim most of the Peninsula, including Robben Island".37 

Carli Coetzee notes how in "current versions of Krotoä's life" authored by white South 
Africans, "she is being constructed as the mother of us all, the mother of the nation who 
was banished but can now be reconstituted".38 As we have suggested, it is on this point that 
Jeffreys's account stands out as remarkable; contrary to post-apartheid claims on Krotoa-
Eva as 'mother of the nation', Jeffreys's is located in the apartheid moment, in full aware-
ness of the violence of apartheid discourse and practice. In contrast, current claims on Kro-
toa-Eva as 'foremother' of'white' South Africans require an act of amnesia, as Coetzee has 
persuasively argued: the woman "typecast for centuries as an example of her 'kind' and as a 
bad mother is now hailed as an Afrikaner foremother".39 Repressed and denied in current 
memorialisation is her poor treatment in, and exclusion from, the colonial society she hel-
ped build; forgotten, too, is her vexed relation to the children through whom present-day 
descendents now trace their claims of belonging in the nation. At the same time, current 
focus on her biological legacy has eclipsed her historical role as interpreter and cultural bro-
ker. Elided, then, in current accounts of Krotoa-Eva is both women's historical linguistic 
and cultural agency in the production of what is now South Africa, and the specifically 
gendered psychic and social violence they experienced, which is here tied to the racialising 
violence beginning to emerge in the early Cape settlement in forms that would become 
increasingly prevalent in colonial and apartheid South Africa. The attempt by 'white' 
South Africans "to try and find connection with an African identity" through new claims 
to genealogical links to Krotoa-Eva, argues Coetzee, runs the risk "of remembering the 
country's history in a way that ignores the oppositions of the past".40 "Forgetting, I would 
even go so far as to say historical error," Ernest Renan states appositely, "is a crucial factor 
in the creation of a nation".41 

The return of the repressed takes many forms; it is notably evident in the extent to 
which such validations of a post-apartheid 'rainbow nation becomes embroiled in a poe-
tics of'blood' in the wake of the spectacular failure of apartheid's politics of'blood.' This 
suggests to us the dangers of harnessing women's reproductive bodies in efforts to imagine 
a nation radically different from that of the past. In the new national narrative crafted from 
biological claims on Krotoa-Eva, 'blood' remains the determinant of inclusion and exclu-

37 Andries Willem De Villiers, Monday, February 2, 1998, in: Register of Reconciliation, at: 
<http://www.doj.gov.za/trc/ror/pagen.htm>, 13 May 2002, ipp; André Brink, ATribute to Sestiger Pu-
blisher Daantjie Saayman, in: Summer, Sun and Sapphire, 16,1, 2001, 2p, 1. 

38 Coetzee, Krotoa, see note 32,114. 
39 Coetzee, Krotoa, see note 32,114. 
40 Coetzee, Krotoä, see note 32,112. 
41 Ernest Renan, What is a Nation?, trans, by Martin Thom, in: Homi Κ. Bhabha ed., Nation and Nar-

38 ration, London 1990, 8—22,11 (orig. Qu'est-ce qu'une nation?, 1882). 
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sion, now in terms of national belonging rather than racist state policy. The danger of eli-
ding the functioning of gender within that of'race' is once again evident. 

Reading Krotoa-Eva's legacy as one of cultural translation (in the terms suggested by 
Homi Bhabha), rather than of'blood', is instructive in offering an alternative framework. 
The edgy "hither and thither" of Krotoa-Eva's movements to and from the Fort, in and 
out of her Batavian attire and Khoikhoi skins, from one language to another,42 "prevents 
identities at either end of it from settling into primordial polarities".43 Living at the inter-
face of cultures, with her translating tongue fashioning a new subjectivity between two 
worlds, Krotoa-Eva located herself, or was located, at what Bhabha calls "the cutting edge 
of translation and negotiation, the in-between space ... [in which] we may elude the poli-
tics of polarity and emerge as the others of our selves".44 It is this aspect of her legacy that is 
perhaps most appropriate to post-apartheid predicaments, but yet which is strongly eclip-
sed in favour of a focus on her autochthonous womb, which evidences a retreat into pre-
cisely the "primordial polarities" Bhabha attempts to unsettle. The emphasis on autoch-
thonous origins in current interest on Krotoa-Eva, her domesticates her as a mother figure, 
denies her agency, along with the violence she experienced as a subject 'raced' and gende-
red in the colonial power structure. 

The discourses of the two historical moments we have explored both subordinate gen-
der to 'race'. We turn now to trace the ways in which this strategy relies on a language of 
'racial mixing' which, in both apartheid South Africa and the emergent post-apartheid na-
tion, construct 'raced' and gendered positions as essential and absolute. The wider context 
for this discussion is the until-recently disavowed history of slavery at the early Cape. 

'Miscegenation' at the Cape: The history of the 'meaning' of Krotoa-Eva 

From its inception as a trading station in the Dutch East India shipping route to its esta-
blishment as a Dutch colony, later taken over by the British, and then an apartheid nation 
under Afrikaner nationalism, the operations of power in South Africa have been structured 
according to the category of 'race'. We have drawn attention to the reliance of the social 
formation of'racial' difference on gender, and the ongoing elision of that reliance. Jeffrey-
s's insistence on reinserting colonial history into apartheid's fictions reveals, in ways both 
conscious and unconscious, the complexities of the imbrications of gender and 'race' in 
South African identity politics. Equally complex is the notion of'race mixing', the history 
of violence from which it develops, and the identity positions it informs and enables. 

42 Cf. Malherbe, Krotoa, see note 8, whose focus on such restless movement saw her label Krotoa-Eva "A 

Woman Between". 

43 Homi Κ. Bhabha, The Location of Culture, London 1994, 4. 

44 Bhabha, Location, see note 43, 38p. 39 
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Jeffreys pointed out that from the Cape colony's inception 'race mixing' was taking 
place. As we have seen, taking the "dearth" of European women as a satisfactory explana-
tory device, Jeffreys concludes that no "colour bar" existed at the early Cape settlement, 
resulting in "a very high infusion of colour into the European stock . . . and an extremely 
high percentage of European blood .. . into the Coloured community" (27), given the li-
mited European gene pool of the early settlement. This insistence on the interrelationship 
of the white' and coloured' communities forms the main argument of a series of Jeffreys s 
articles published in "Drum" magazine between August 1959 and February i960. Titled, 
initially, "Where Do the Coloureds Come From?", and then, "How White Are the Whi-
tes?", Jeffreys s analysis of social-sexual conditions at the early Dutch settlement proceeds. 
The first article in the series notes that, according to the marriages recorded in Church Re-
gisters, the incidence of "mixed marriages" was "about 12 per cent".45 Again the lack of Eu-
ropean women is presented as the logical cause of official acceptance of'interracial' sexual 
contact. "Miscegenation", according to Jeffreys, was permissible due to: 

First, the absence of European women; second, the expense of keeping a European 
woman and finally, the fact that most European women, after a short interval, re-
turned to Europe, refusing to live in the arduous conditions of the Cape.415 

As Ann Laura Stoler notes in her study of other outposts of the Dutch East India Com-
pany, "colonial morality was elastic and relative. Interracial sex was seen as more tolerable 
than European destitution".47 Subsumed within this sexual economy, where slave women 
substitute their more desirable European counterparts, is a history of sexual violence, as 
we mention below. Nonetheless, Jeffreys's insistence here, and in the earlier article, that the 
historical truth recorded in the archives be used to counter current ideologies of'race' pu-
rity and separatism is remarkable in that it was written at a time when the nation was in 
the grip of a classificatory madness, propagated by the Population Registration Act, as it 
sought to quantify and legalize the differences and assert the utter separateness between 
'races' in South Africa. It is significant too, in the attention paid to what, following the ex-
tract with which we began, we have called "the coloured mother". Integrating gender into 
her analysis of the historical record, Jeffreys altered the picture of both past and present. 
In contrast to G. M. Theal, chronicler of what was then the definitive history of South Af-
rica, whose genealogies traced only patrilineal lines, Jeffreys reinserts the "coloured mo-
ther" into a white-washed past. She declares : "In looking for instances of miscegenation, 
it is necessary to by-pass the men in most cases and to concentrate on the women".48 

45 Jeffreys, Coloureds, see note 16, 45. 

46 Jeffreys, Coloureds, see note 16, 44. 

47 Ann Laura Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule, Ber-

keley 2002, 30. 

4 ° 48 Marie Kathleen Jeffreys, Where D o T h e Coloureds C o m e From? Part II: W h e n Even the Du tch Refor-
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Her efforts to draw the "coloured mother" back into the national imaginary focus on 
both Krotoa-Eva, as we have discussed, and the institution of slavery. It is only relatively 
recently that the role of slavery in the development of the country has begun to be ade-
quately acknowledged. Memory of the slave past was repressed in virtually all sectors of 
South African society during apartheid, not least because, as Jeffreys pointed out, it locates 
the constitution of Afrikanerdom within a milieu of'racial' and cultural mixing. It was re-
pressed, too, among descendents of slaves classified coloured' as an unwanted reminder of 
primary 'miscegenation' resulting in 'shameful' infusions of'black' or 'white' 'blood', de-
pending on the subject's political affiliations.49 

Slavery was a central Cape institution since the very inception of the trading station un-
til manumission in 1834 (followed by a mandatory four year apprenticeship' with slaves 
effectively manumitted in 1838). The majority of slaves hailed from South and South East 
Asia, with smaller numbers drawn from West and East Africa. By the late 18th century, 
those in bondage constituted the majority of the population at the Cape.s° Khoikhoi were 
drawn into the colonial economy in forms of indentured labour that approximated slavery 
in function if not in fact. Thus the population of the colony was, on the one hand, remar-
kably heterogenous, as visitors noted on more than one occasion,51 and, on the other hand, 
organised through degrees of coercion and exploitation. Despite its heterogenous social 
reality, relations at the Cape (under both the Dutch and the British) prefigured the 'racial' 
exclusions codified in the 1910 Union of South Africa, which further formalized the 'ra-
cialised' nature of citizenship that would reach its apex in the creation of apartheid under 
Nationalist Rule following the 1948 elections.52 While sharing public, domestic and inti-

med Church Said 'No Colour Bar For Us', in: Drum, September (1959), 36—39, 38; ci. George McCall 

Theal, History of South Africa, 11 vols., Cape Town 1964. 

49 According to Ward and Worden, some "distanc[ed] themselves from their slave past in order to claim a 

more privileged position in the colony than indigenous Africans who were being increasingly marginali-

zed"; Kerry Ward and Nigel Worden, Commemorating, Suppressing, and Invoking Cape Slavery, in : 

idem., Negotiating the Past: The Making of Memory in South Africa, Cape Town 1998, 201-2 17 , 2 ° 5 · 

while for others slavery was seen as "a history that separated 'Coloured' South Africans from their bro-

thers and sisters in the struggle who were descended from indigenous inhabitants of the land"; ibid. 208; 

cf. also Zoe Wicomb, Shame and Identity : The Case of the Coloured in South Africa, in : Derek Attridge 

and Rosemary Jolly ed., Writing South Africa: Literature, Apartheid, and Democracy, 1970-1995, Cam-

bridge 1998, 9 1 - 1 0 7 , 1 0 0 . 

50 Cf . James Armstrong, The slaves, 1652-1795, in : Richard Elphick and Hermann Giliomee ed., The Sha-

ping of South African Society, London/Cape Town 1979, 75—115. 

51 Lady DufFGordon, on visiting the Cape in 1861, proclaimed its inhabitants the "most motley crewe in all 

the world"; qtd. in Ridd, Ethnicity, see note 22,54. 

52 As Mohamed Adhikari points out, "the legacy of slavery shaped white domination in modern South Af-

rica" as it was within the master-slave relationship that the "norms and values . . . governing social inter-

action between black and white were first formulated"; Mohamed Adhikari, The Sons of Ham : Slavery 

and the Making of Coloured Identity, in : South African Historical Journal, 27 (1992), 95-112, 98; cf. also 

Robert Shell, Children of Bondage : A Social History of the Slave Society at the Cape of Good Hope, 

1652-1838, Johannesburg/Hanover/London 1994. 
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mate space with indigenous Africans and imported slaves, the 'white' ruling class insisted 

on retaining a distinct identity as a strategy to claim and retain power.53 

Refusing to acknowledge a history of so-called 'miscegenation', and arguably in part in 

reaction to this history, an ideology of'racial' superiority and purity took hold in South 

Africa. In its etymology, the concept of'miscegenation reveals a reliance on notions of'ra-

cial' purity that disavows the much more murky realities of human interactions across the 

lines of socially-defined difference.54 In South Africa, as in America and other contexts of 

'racialised' slavery and oppression,55 'miscegenation' was invariably conceptualised within 

the hysterical discourses of "black peril", which imagined, as an ever-looming threat, the 

rape of'white' women by 'black' men. The reality, however, was that colonial South Africa 

was in the grip of a predatory "white peril", as Sol Plaatje incisively observed.56 The reality 

of'miscegenation', then, is typically gendered differently to the fantasy conjured up by 

'white' power : in the colonial Cape, the slave lodge functioned also as the garrison's bro-

thel, as Jeffreys observed.57 Thus, as in the American context, 

Sexual coercion was ... an essential dimension of the social relations between slave-

master and slave. In other words, the right claimed by slaveowners and their agents 

over the bodies of female slaves was a direct expression of their presumed property 

rights over Black people as a whole.58 

In the words of Patricia van der Spuy, historian of Cape slavery, "The sexual contract ne-

gotiated between slave and slaveholder was never equal".59 

53 Herman Giliomee and Richard Elphick, The structure of European domination at the Cape, 1652-1820, 
in : Elphick/Giliomee, Shaping, see note 50, 359—390, 360. 

54 For the Latin etymology of the word see Peter Blair, That "ugly word": Miscegenation and the novel in 

preapartheid South Africa, in: Modern Fiction Studies, 49, 3 (2003), 581-613, 583. 

55 Cf. Robert Young, Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race, London/New York 1995, 
146; Stoler, Knowledge, see note 47, 58pp. 

56 Cf. Sol T. Plaatje, The Mote and the Beam : An Epic on Sex-Relationship 'twixt Black and White in Bri-

tish South Africa (1921), in : Brian Wi l lan ed., Sol Plaatje: Selected Writings, Johannesburg 1996, 
274-283; see also Margaret Daymond et al., Introduction, in: idem, Women, see note 3,1-82, 32-35. 

57 Jeffreys observes that the slave lodge "not only housed the first slaves, but also was used as the first aut-

horised brothel" (idem, Coloureds, see note 16,44); cf. also Cheryl Hendricks, "Ominous" Liaisons: Tra-

cing the interface between "race" and sex at the Cape, in : Erasmus, History, see note 22, 29-44, 37P '> and 

Shell, Children, see note 52, 71p. 

58 Angela Davis, Rape, Racism and the Myth of the Black Rapist. Women, Race & Class, New York 1983, 
172-201, 265-268,175. 

59 Patricia van der Spuy, Slave Women and the Family in Nineteenth-Century Cape Town, in : South Afri-

can Historical Journal, 27 (1992), 50-74, 64; cf, also Scully, Liberating, see note 22, 28: "Slave women 

suffered sexual abuse at the hands of their owners who in addition to raping slave women as part of their 

rights as masters also had an incentive to sire children who would add to their slave labor force with the 

closing of the British transatlantic slave trade. Evidence suggests that slaveholding societies condoned 

but did not encourage sexual relations between masters and their slaves. And where such relations were 
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Celebrating the products of such 'interracial' sexual liaisons, Jeffreys's vision is necessa-
rily blinkered, editing out the degrees of coercion structuring these encounters. While she 
discusses at some length the social implications for women of 'interracial' sexual encoun-
ters and marriage,60 she fails to mention the reality of rape that underlay the founding of 
what she presents as a national family comprised of the 'white' and 'coloured' 'races' of 
South Africa. Thus, the argument used to refute claims of'white' racial superiority and pu-
rity depends on the silencing of the experience of enslaved women — and 'black' women 
more generally - in the intimate relations that gave the lie to apartheid ideology. 

Informing late colonial and apartheid anxiety around 'miscegenation' was the eugenic 
discourse of the late-nineteenth century in which 'race mixing' implied 'racial degrada-
tion'Sl. Associated with the 'pollution' and thus 'weakening' of 'blood', the products of 
'miscegenation' have been burdened with the taint of degeneracy.61 Such notions were ex-
plicated in the fiction of Jeffreys's near-contemporary, Sarah Gertrude Millin, whose infa-
mous novel, "God's Step-children" (1924), provides "a key text in [colonial and apartheid 
South Africa's dominant] culture's myths about miscegenation and racial purity".6' Millin's 
preface to the 1951 edition, published just two years before the first article by Jeffreys con-
sidered here, laments the fate of 

those who must always suffer, . . . the mixed breeds of South Africa : the offspring of 
the careless and casual ; unwanted in their birth ; unwanted in their lives; unwanted, 
scorned by black and white alike. The blacks had once a greatness of their own, and 

discussed, they were seen as being the result of the promiscuity of slave women, not as the result of do-

mination by slaveholders". 

60 She notes, for instance, that the daughters born of the marriages between masters and slave women ente-

red into colonial society, while the sons of such unions tended to marry manumitted slaves (Jeffreys, 

Coloureds, see note 16, 45) and emphasises throughout the series that the line of descent from slaves to 

'whites' must be traced through their mothers; Jeffreys, Coloureds Part II; idem, Debt, see note 2, 34. 

61 Blair, word, see note 54, 583; cf. also Saul Dubow, Racial Segregation and the Origins of Apartheid in 

South Africa, 1919-36, London 1989, 29pp. 'White' anxieties about 'miscegenation' were countered with 

a complex web of legislation. Along with the Population Registration Act, the Mixed Marriages Act and 

Immorality Amendment Act and, passed in 1949 and 1950 respectively, provided, as Aletta Norval as-

serts, the "pillars of apartheid"; Aletta Norval, Deconstructing Apartheid Discourse, London 1996,125. 

These acts were prefigured in various gender-race configurations: in as early as 1685, marriage between 

African men and 'white' women was rendered illegal ; in 1902, the British, the new rulers of the Cape, 

outlawed sexual relations between 'white' women and 'black' men. Only in 1927 were extramarital se-

xual unions between all 'whites' and all 'blacks' were criminalised. 

62 O n shame in coloured' identity, see Wicomb, Shame, see note 49; Young, Desire, see note 55,102; H. 

Sonnabend and Cyril Sofer, South Africa's Stepchildren : A Study of Miscegenation, in : South African 

Affairs Pamphlet, 16 (1948), 1—32; Erasmus, Introduction, see note 22; and Hendricks, Liaisons, see note 

57· 

63 Zoë Wicomb, Five Afrikaner texts and the Rehabilitation of Whiteness, in: Robert Kriger and Abebe 

Zegeye ed., Culture in the New South Africa - After Apartheid, 2, Cape Town 2001 , 159- 18 1 , 17 1 ; cf. Sa-

rah Gertrude Millin, God's Step-Children, Johannesburg 1951 (orig. 1924). 
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will have it again. In the mixed breeds lies not so much their blood as the blood of 
slaves and feeble, vanished races; of white fathers blending their blood with outcasts, 
and disowning their offspring . . . 64 

Jeffreys responds to such notions and, implicitly, to the growing legal apparatus propping 
them up, in her article "Wonder of the Coloureds", subtitled, "Who says mixed races are 
'degenerate', doomed to die? An answer to pseudo-scientists by the S. A. historian-socio-
logist Miss M. K. Jeffreys".65 Here she counters the negative associations of'miscegena-
tion, and with them, the notion of a self-evidently linked 'racial' and cultural hierarchy. 
However, the logic on which her argument relies renders desirable sexual exchanges that 
were generally coercive and often violent. 

Moreover, Jeffreys's privileging of'miscegenation' in her efforts to counter apartheid 
discourse reinscribes its categories. The notion of'racial difference' was created by a 
'white' centre of power in order to legitimate its operations; Jeffreys's celebration of 
'race mixing' draws on the ideology of'racial purity' it appears to be confounding. 
This act of reiterating racial discourse while ostensibly dismantling it becomes more 
glaring in redefinitions of 'whiteness' in post-apartheid South Africa, as outlined 
above. As disturbing are the ways in which discourses of'race purity' and 'race mi-
xing' conceive of women's wombs as either vessels of 'racial purity' or the space in 
which 'blood' mingles.66 

While omitting from her account the gendered violence which underlay the history she 
was recovering, Jeffreys's insistence on the pivotal function played by slavery in the consti-
tution of South Africa issued an important reminder of a past that, despite her efforts, re-
mained largely disavowed. Presciently, she declared in early i960 that "having a touch of 
colour . . . may . . . in less heated and touchy times, come to be a point of honour with 
white South Africans".67 In our post-apartheid present, this has indeed come to pass. How-
ever, as we have suggested, the celebratory claiming of'mixed' ancestry by those whose po-
wer and privilege has been shored up through centuries precisely on the claim of 'racial 
purity' and superiority constitutes an act of denial equivalent to those that Jeffreys sought 
to counter. If the apartheid past was characterised by the denial of'racial' and cultural en-
tanglement, the post-apartheid present is characterised by a denial of the violence and 
exclusionary drives of'white' 'racial' superiority, particularly as pertaining to slave, Khoik-
hoi, coloured' and 'black' women. 

64 Millin, Preface, G o d s Step-Children, VII-XIII , XII. 

65 Jeffreys, Wonder, see note 18. 

66 For a similar argument made in relation to representations of 'interracial' rape in post-apartheid South 

Africa, cf. Meg Samuelson, T h e Rainbow W o m b : Rape and Race in South African Fiction of the Tran-

sition, in: Kunapipi, 24,1/2 (2002), 88-100. 

4 4 67 Jeffreys, Family, see note 31, 27. 



L'Homme. Ζ. F. G. 16,2(2005) 

The figure of the "coloured mother" has particular resonances for South Africa, and also 
encodes particular potential : the potential, as Jeffreys would have it, to recognize shared 
cultural and biological histories, in opposition to apartheid s insistence on inviolable dif-
ference. At the same time, the figure of the "coloured mother" is necessarily trapped wi-
thin gendered discourses of female idealization,68 which reinscribe oppressive and offen-
sive gendered positions in the name of a radical new 'racial' position. This is evident in 
Jeffreys s treatment of Krotoa-Eva, as we have seen. If the figure of Krotoa-Eva was one site 
where Jeffreys sought the figure of the "coloured mother", the institution of slavery was 
another. Thus she was able to undermine the very logic of the nascent apartheid society in 
which she wrote, even as she subsumed gender inequalities to what in the end remained a 
racialised project. 

Conclusion 

Jeffreys's attempts to write the creole history of the South African nation in the face of 
apartheid's social engineering anticipates post-apartheid strategies of belonging. It also re-
veals many of the faultlines that fracture this undertaking. Jeffreys's insistence on the so-
cial and genealogical implications of slavery in the Cape flagged strategies of belonging for 
'whites' which have now begun to be taken up. At the same time, her attempt to reclaim 
'colouredness' - that is, the reality of'racial mixing' for 'white' and 'coloured' South Afri-
cans - contributes to historical discourses that repress the functioning of gender in the 
name of the functioning of'race'. 

While Jeffreys draws attention to what Adrienne Davis calls "the sexual economy of sla-
very",6' she is unable to engage fully with the gendered implications of this economy, due 
in part no doubt to her historical placement, and due also to the nature of her project, 
which was to assert the reality of 'race mixing' in the face of apartheid's project of hierar-
chical 'racial' separation. Her project relies instead on a reification of a particular kind of 
femininity, one which cannot accommodate the implications of sexual coercion and other 
forms of social and psychic violence to which slave women and women such as Krotoa-
Eva were subject. 

68 For an example of how the idealization of (in this case, 'white' Afrikaner) women as "founding mothers 

of the nation" functioned as an instrument of patriarchal control in South African apartheid discourses, 

cf. Elsabe Brink, Man-made women : Gender, class and the ideology of the volksmoeder, in : Cherryl Wal-

ker ed., Women and Gender in South Africa to 1945, London/Cape Town 1990, 273-292 and 372-375; 

for comparative studies of ideologies of women as "mothers of the nation" in Afrikaner and African na-

tionalisms, cf. Deborah Gaitskell and Elaine Unterhalter, Mothers of the Nation : A Comparative Ana-

lysis of Nation, Race and Motherhood in Afrikaner Nationalism and the African National Congress, in: 

Nira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias ed., Woman-Nation-State, London 1989, 58-77 and Anne McC-

lintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest, New York 1995. 

69 Cf. Adrienne D. Davis, Slavery and the Roots of Sexual Harassment, in : Catharine MacKinnon and 

Reva Siegel ed., Directions in Sexual Harassment Law, New Haven 2004, 457—478. 45 
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Moreover, the language in which the debates about the implications of'interracial' sex 
have taken place, with their vocabulary of'miscegenation', itself denies the reality of the 
social functioning of 'race' in South Africa, even as it tries to dismantle this functioning. 
'Racial' difference was created by a white centre of power in order to legitimate its opera-
tions; thus the very notion of the 'mixing' of'races' draws on the ideology of'racial purity' 
it appears to be confounding. This is the first complexity inherent in the attempts to claim 
'racial mixing' as a starting point for a re-worked common national identity that is para-
doxically still racialised. The other concerns the ways in which the operations of 'race' in 
this context subsume the realities of gender, and the role played by women as sexual, 
sexualized, and subordinate Other in this system. 
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