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You move things when you write," says Sarah
Mkhonza. "You can move energy." A writer,
feminist and teacher, Mkhonza, who is from
Swaziland, is the third writer-in-residence
hosted by Ithaca City of Asylum, part of a
growing number of cities that make up the
North American Network of Cities of Asylum
(NANCA), which provides refuge for
persecuted writers.

While a professor in the English Department at I

—

the University of Swaziland, Mkhonza also

wrote for The Observer and the Swaziland

Times.

While a professor in the English Department I|.
at the University of Swaziland, Mkhonza also wrote for The Observer and the Swaziland Times.
Some of her articles, written in a colloquial style to engage a wide audience, appeared as short
stories serialized over several weeks. The spotlight she put on women's rights and on abuses by
Swaziland's absolute monarchy, whether she was writing fiction or nonfiction, led to threats and
harassment, and Mkhonza left Swaziland for the United States in 2003. In 2005, she received
political asylum.

Mkhonza's residency in Ithaca includes a two-year stint as a visiting scholar at Cornell University,
where she has a joint appointment with the English Department and the Africana Studies and
Research Center. She began teaching introductory Zulu this semester.

The daughter of a domestic worker, Mkhonza developed a scholarly and political interest in the
stories of such workers, which became the basis for her 1996 PhD thesis at Michigan State
University. She has encouraged other women to tell their stories, believing that, as the prominent
African feminist Patricia McFadden has argued, "the most powerful thing a woman can do is
write." The mother of two sons in their 20s, one of whom is living with her in Ithaca, Mkhonza
spoke with Ithaca Times contributor Nancy Geyer about her native country and her work as a
writer.

Ithaca Times (IT): You describe some of your writings - the short stories that appeared in Swazi
newspapers, for example - as "journalistic fiction." What do you mean by journalistic fiction?

Sarah Mkhonza (SM): To me, it means fiction that addresses a particular issue at a particular
time - that informs people about things that are happening that they may not be paying attention
to. You focus people's attention, the way you would focus a camera, and say, Let's think about
this. It is fiction because you use a genre that allows you to create characters that [readers] can
relate to and who are going to speak about what is happening in the society.

IT: So, this isn't fiction that provides an escape.

SM: No, it's not meant to be an escape. When | realized that the situation in Swaziland required a
well-thought-out discourse, | tried to create topics that addressed pertinent issues [that could be
raised] in the daily newspapers. To intervene textually and create a discourse about issues is
important because people who are in political power put up appearances ... and policies are
made that are not questioned by the ordinary person. | write from the perspective that | have a
responsibility to raise an awareness that we can connect around issues and deal with them.



IT: In one of your short stories, "Red Ochre on Her Face," a man accuses his "unofficial" wife of
sleeping with other men. He beats her and burns her clothes to ashes. She buys a ball of red
ochre at a street market to salve her bruises, but the pigment is ultimately used by her in-laws to
smear her corpse in a ceremony intended to make her an official wife so that they will have burial
rights. Even in death she cannot escape her Killer.

SM: There's a lot of domestic violence in Swaziland. That's a story of something that happened to
a real woman - my niece. She went to her family; she talked about the fact that she was being
abused. This was a young woman who didn't even know she had the option to walk away. In the
end, she dies. People die and they are not accounted for. With fiction, you are able to make
society see that we have created structures that do not serve people.

In her case, the newspaper article was small. What abusers sometimes do is go and bribe [a
legal clerk] to steal the docket and throw it away so that when the information is needed, it's not
there. She suffered one of those cases.

If | write for a newspaper, it's different from writing a short story and putting it in a drawer at the
office. It gets used. And it gets into the records of the country because newspapers are not
destroyed; somebody has an archive. One day somebody will pay attention to that.

IT: Is it hard to interview women so that they can tell their own stories? Would they be afraid to do
that and have that be in the newspaper?

SM: Yes and no; some would, some wouldn't. But in the cases where they're dead, they're dead.
Somebody has to speak for them. It's just that it's an opportunity that most women don't get. Most
women don't get interviewed. And also, the humiliation they go through in a case of domestic
violence - it's intimidating just going through the legal system. Even if you have been raped by a
man, the law is very harsh when it comes to women. Just the language of rape in a court
humiliates you as a woman. | don't think most people would like to go to court over rape issues.
They just take what little they can get and then disappear.

IT: For one of your columns, you approached women at work and on the street and asked them
to contribute to a fictional story about a man who abandons his responsibilities at home and
keeps a second wife across the river. When the women in his family confront him, he storms out,
and so the story becomes a public way of addressing him.

SM: | carried a sample of writing - an introduction to the character - and asked women to respond
to it. About 25 women [returned the assignment]. | realized that | didn't know all the issues that
affected women; | was just writing from the perspective of one woman.

Women play into being censored sometimes. | was observing how women react when they are
asked to write. They don't think they are writers. They think that being a writer is a big thing that is
up there in the clouds. [After reading the column] a high school student wrote a very long letter
saying that she now understood why women should write, and then she wrote about the situation
that was happening in her own family.

IT: Earlier this month, Swaziland held its annual Reed Dance, in which young unmarried women,
carrying freshly cut reeds, perform before the royal family. King Mswati has 13 wives, some of
whom were selected during this event, which has been strongly criticized by rights activists. Can
you put this custom in perspective?

SM: The way the monarchy has used Swazi culture is working against the people. Initially, the
Reed Dance was supposed to be the celebration of puberty. But that has changed. It has lost its
meaning in today's age, in my opinion. All the trivial things about who you are as a woman are the
ones that are being hyped. If it wasn't about show but about grooming the inside, then we
wouldn't have a problem

As a Swaazi, | can't say do away with it because | know you can never have another activity that
brings young people together so they can have national pride, they can have the pride to be



women. Walking together for a day to pick the reeds creates the feeling that you belong to a
group. African culture makes you want to be in a group. Individuality is not supported as it is here.

IT: It is estimated that about a third of Swazi adults aged 15 to 49 are infected with HIV, one of
the highest rates in the world. | read an article in which an AIDS counselor said that the Reed
Dance, because it celebrates chastity, is an especially important tool in the age of AIDS.

SM: If | am saying, Please, try to stick to one partner whom you know and who is faithful to you,
and then a big festival is on television and the king comes with 13 wives, how am | able to send
my message? Some people have the power to erase everything you've talked about.

If Swaziland is #1 on the AIDS list, and we are calling people to come and be beautiful, which of
the two are we serving: supporting HIV or doing away with HIV? Because we cannot be doing
both with this, we cannot. You want to [ask the girls]: Do you know yourself away from this crowd;
do you know who you are? Do you know where you are going if you get involved with a man who
is not wearing a condom? Things like that are never addressed at these functions. We cannot
now say that it does the function we want it to do - to make the woman strong inside.

IT: You left your country after you were threatened and your faculty office equipment was
vandalized for the second time, resulting in the destruction of both academic and creative
projects. How are you able to continue your work from afar?

SM: It's been very hard, but life continues and there are new things to talk about. I'm still adjusting
right now. With writing, you need to understand your audience. You can write and find that you
are not connecting, so | need to know this community first.

The need here is different from the type of need I'm used to. I'm used to working in acute
situations. People here, and also in Michigan, are active. It's not like that in Swaziland, not even
in the university. Most of the time people in Swaziland are in a structure and are so bogged down
with everyday things that just noticing what's [happening around them] is something that you
need to help them do.

IT: You mentioned a novel you are writing.

SM: | am writing a novel on Swaziland entitled "Eyes are Moving." | am trying to show that
Swaziland needs to change and that change will come about when the ordinary person who lives
in the countryside can join in a discourse about the important issues in the country. | am
addressing issues such as the Reed Dance and what it means to the people, and the political
situation in general.

| want to help people understand Swaziland. It's different from South Africa. You could say
"apartheid in South Africa" and everybody jumps. There is gold there; there is no gold in
Swaziland. It's like an outback. Nobody cares because, after all, there are only one million people
there. There are many reasons why the world can ignore that situation.
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Sarah Mkhonza will be speaking at 3 p.m. this Sunday, September 24, at Ithaca City of Asylum's
"Voices of Freedom," an event commemorating International Banned Books Week. Ugandan
musician and Ithaca resident Samite also will perform. The free event will be held at the Unitarian
Church of Ithaca, 306 N. Aurora Street.
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