© January 2026 | IJIRT | Volume 12 Issue 8 | ISSN: 2349-6002

Unhomely Identities: Power, Ethics, and Minority

Perspective in Nadine Gordimer’s July’s People

A shalbin Anto!, Linju M?
'III BA English, Department of English, Nehru Arts and Science College, Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu, India
?Assistant Professor, Department of English, Nehru Arts and Science College, Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu,

Abstract—Nadine Gordimer, a seminal white South
African writer, occupies a unique position in the nation’s
literary landscape, negotiating the tensions of minority
status, ethical responsibility, and socio-political
engagement. Her oeuvre interrogates identity as a
dynamic, relational, and historically situated construct,
foregrounding the intersections of race, class, gender,
and power in apartheid and post-apartheid South Africa.
In July’s People, Gordimer explores identity formation
through the experiences of both the white Smales family
and their black servant, July, along with his wife,
Martha, highlighting the contingencies of social
hierarchy and the ethical imperatives of
interdependence. White characters, such as Maureen
and Bam Smales, confront vulnerability, dependency,
and the fragility of privilege, while black characters
negotiate authority, cultural competence, and moral
agency within historically oppressive
Employing postcolonial theory and Homi Bhabha’s
concept of the “unhomely,” this study examines the
liminal spaces in which identity is destabilized,
reconstructed, and ethically mediated. Gordimer’s
nuanced portrayal of relational power dynamics and
minority  perspective  underscores the moral,
psychological, and socio-political complexities of
selfhood in transitional societies. By foregrounding both
empowerment and constraint, her narratives offer a
critical exploration of postcolonial identity, the
negotiation of power, and the ethical responsibilities of
witnessing and participating in societal transformation.

structures.
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I. INTRODUCTION
Nadine Gordimer, one of South Africa’s most

distinguished literary voices, occupies a singular
position in the nation’s literary and socio-political
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landscape. As a white South African writer during the
apartheid era, Gordimer’s identity was marked by dual
marginality: while she belonged to the racially
dominant group, her political convictions and ethical
commitment aligned her with the struggles of the
oppressed black majority. This minority perspective
informed her literary oeuvre, allowing her to
interrogate the intricacies of power, privilege, and
ethical responsibility within a society structured by
racial hierarchy. Gordimer’s work is not merely a
chronicle of apartheid’s injustices; it is an exploration
of the relational and historically contingent nature of
identity, illustrating how selfthood emerges through
engagement with others, social structures, and moral
dilemmas.

Central to Gordimer’s literary concerns is the
negotiation of identity in contexts of displacement and
social transformation. Her characters frequently
confront the fragility of privilege and the contingency
of authority, revealing identity as neither static nor
but dynamically through
historical, cultural, and interpersonal processes. In
July’s People (1981), this thematic preoccupation

intrinsic constructed

reaches a compelling intensity, as the Smales family—
a white, middle-class household—is forced to seek
refuge in the rural village of their black servant, July,
amid revolutionary upheaval. Through the lens of the

Smales’ displacement, Gordimer explores the
inversion of traditional power hierarchies, the ethical
imperatives ~ of  interdependence, and  the

destabilization of long-held assumptions about race,
class, and authority. Characters such as Maureen and
Smales  experience  vulnerability
disorientation, confronting the limitations of their

Bam and

social and racial privilege, while July and his wife,
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Martha, navigate newfound authority and the moral
responsibilities that accompany their relational power.
Gordimer’s treatment of identity is further enriched by
postcolonial theoretical frameworks, particularly
Homi Bhabha’s notion of the “unhomely,” which
captures the psychological and spatial estrangement
produced by historical dislocations and social
upheaval. In the novel, the Smales’ relocation to July’s
village transforms the domestic sphere into a site of
ethical and cultural confrontation, where the familiar
becomes alien and habitual modes of self-
understanding are destabilized. This liminal space
enables an exploration of identity as a performative
and relational process, highlighting the ethical and
political responsibilities inherent in recognizing the
Other’s agency. By juxtaposing white vulnerability
with black empowerment, Gordimer interrogates the
fluidity of power, the constraints of systemic
oppression, and the moral and psychological
complexities of selfhood in a society undergoing
radical transformation.

Ultimately, Gordimer’s literary practice exemplifies a
sustained engagement with the ethical, social, and
political dimensions of identity. Her works probe the
intersections of race, gender, and class, offering
nuanced reflections on minority perspective, historical
accountability, and the moral imperatives of social
interdependence. July’s People, in particular,
foregrounds the dynamic negotiation of selthood
within postcolonial and post-apartheid contexts,
revealing the contingent, relational, and ethically
mediated processes through which identity is formed,
challenged, and reimagined. Through her exploration
of personal and collective consciousness, Gordimer
affirms the capacity of literature to illuminate the
moral and psychological complexities of transitional
societies, establishing herself as a writer whose work
transcends aesthetic concerns to engage profoundly
with questions of human agency, power, and ethical
responsibility.

II. NADINE GORDIMER: THE WHITE SOUTH
AFRICAN WRITER AND HER MINORITY
PERSPECTIVE

Nadine Gordimer, one of South Africa’s most

influential literary figures, occupies a unique position
as a white writer in a predominantly black nation,
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navigating the complex interplay between personal
identity, national  belonging, and political
consciousness. Born to immigrant parents—her
mother from England and her father from Lithuania—
Gordimer grew up acutely aware of her minority status
within the South African social fabric, a position that
profoundly informed her literary trajectory and
thematic preoccupations. Unlike many white
contemporaries who chose exile during the oppressive
apartheid regime, Gordimer consciously decided to
remain in South Africa, asserting a commitment to
become, as Louise Yelin observes, “a South African
writer” (Yelin 16), a designation that entailed both
ethical responsibility and aesthetic engagement with
the country’s racially stratified society. Her minority
status, however, was twofold: while white in a nation
dominated numerically by black South Africans, she
was politically and ideologically alienated from the
white majority, whose adherence to apartheid and
systemic racial privileges she increasingly resisted.
This dual marginality—a white individual sympathetic
to black liberation—positioned her both as an observer
and participant in the country’s tumultuous socio-
political landscape, granting her the capacity to
interrogate structures of power, oppression, and
identity from within and without.

Gordimer’s early works, including her debut novel,
The Lying Days (1953), centre on young white
protagonists, such as Helen Shaw, who gradually
acquire  political awareness and a critical
understanding of their society’s inequalities. Through
Shaw, Gordimer explores the tension inherent in
occupying a position of relative privilege while
striving for solidarity with the oppressed, a theme that
recurs across her oeuvre and is mirrored in later
characters such as Jabulile Gumede in No Time Like
the Present (2012), whose radical commitment to
social justice manifests in her work as a lawyer for the
Justice Centre in post-apartheid South Africa. This
literary pattern reflects Gordimer’s sustained
interrogation of the white subject’s relationship to
power, race, and national identity, highlighting the
moral and psychological complexities of belonging to
a historically dominant yet ethically complicit group.
As Gordimer herself notes in The Essential Gesture:
Writing, Politics and Places (1988), her engagement
with writing was not initially prompted by the
“problems” of South Africa, but rather by a
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compulsion to understand and articulate the country’s
lived realities, observing that learning to write
involved “falling, falling through the surface of the
South African way of life” (272). In this process, she
became increasingly conscious of the contradictions
inherent in her positionality: the desire to empathize
and identify with the black majority, alongside the
inescapable social and racial privileges conferred by
her whiteness. Critics such as Yelin highlight that
Gordimer’s decision to remain in South Africa, rather
than relocate abroad like many white intellectuals,
exemplifies her commitment to a literary practice
inseparable from political and cultural context,
reflecting a performative engagement with nationality,
race, and ethical responsibility (Yelin 16-18). The
question of identity in Gordimer’s works 1is
inseparable from the historical and political
environment of South Africa, where apartheid
legislation entrenched racial hierarchies and
delineated spaces of power and marginality.

In essays such as “Where Do Whites Fit In?” from The
Essential  Gesture, Gordimer articulates the
paradoxical condition of white South Africans who
aspire to belong to a multiracial society, suggesting
that they might “make a place for themselves by
improvising or by regarding themselves as immigrants
in a new country” (32-34). Her own lineage, as the
daughter of European immigrants, exemplifies this
notion: while legally and culturally South African, her
ancestry positioned her outside certain nationalist
narratives privileging descent from Voortrekker or
early British settler families, thereby complicating her
sense of belonging and reinforcing a consciousness of
outsider hood. This tension between inherited
privilege and ethical alignment with the oppressed
informs not only Gordimer’s personal identity but also
the moral architecture of her fiction, wherein
characters navigate similar dilemmas of complicity,
solidarity, and ethical responsibility. Moreover, her
literary practice consistently foregrounds the
consequences of minority status within the white
community itself, portraying the psychological and
social negotiations required to resist dominant
ideologies while maintaining proximity to power
structures.

By situating white consciousness in relation to black
liberation movements, Gordimer examines the
complexities of witnessing, intervening, and narrating
within a context of systemic injustice, thereby
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rendering her literary persona as both participant and
mediator in the socio-political transformations of her
nation. In this light, Gordimer’s novels operate not
merely as aesthetic enterprises but as ethical
interventions,  articulating the  ambivalences,
responsibilities, and anxieties of a white writer
inhabiting a morally and racially contested space. Her
attention to character development, moral dilemmas,
and sociopolitical nuance underscores a persistent
interrogation of identity as dynamic, contingent, and
ethically fraught, revealing the inextricable links
between personal, national, and racial consciousness.

By chronicling the evolution of characters who, like
herself, navigate minority status within a broader
landscape of oppression and resistance, Gordimer
crafts a literary cartography of South African life, one
that probes the intersections of power, privilege, and
moral accountability. Thus, Gordimer’s position as a
white South African writer is both a lens and a subject
of inquiry: it shapes her engagement with her
characters, informs her political interventions, and
situates her works within a larger discourse on
postcolonial identity, ethical responsibility, and
national belonging, offering a nuanced exploration of
the tensions between inherited advantage, moral
conscience, and the quest for inclusive nationhood.

In examining her trajectory, from the introspective
Helen Shaw to the activist Jabulile Gumede, one
observes a sustained preoccupation with minority
perspective, ethical alignment, and the navigation of
complex social terrains, which collectively illuminate
Gordimer’s contribution to the literary and political
consciousness of South Africa. Her minority
positionality, both imposed and chosen, underscores a
persistent interrogation of identity, complicity, and
belonging, rendering her work indispensable for
understanding the moral and political dimensions of
postcolonial literature and the white experience in a
nation undergoing radical transformation. By
exploring the tensions of insider-outsider status,
privilege, and solidarity, Gordimer not only narrates
the South African experience but actively participates
in its ethical and imaginative reconstitution,
demonstrating that minority perspective, far from
marginalizing the writer, can provide a critical vantage
point for understanding and challenging systemic
injustice.
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III. THE QUEST FOR IDENTITY IN
GORDIMER’S WORKS

In Nadine Gordimer’s novels, the search for identity
emerges as a central thematic concern, reflecting both
her personal positioning as a white South African and
the broader socio-political dynamics of apartheid and
post-apartheid society. Her protagonists frequently
negotiate the complex terrain of privilege, complicity,
and moral responsibility, revealing identity as neither
fixed nor singular but rather contingent upon
historical, racial, and social factors. From Helen Shaw
in The Lying Days (1953) to the radical Jabulile
Gumede in No Time Like the Present (2012),
Gordimer’s characters undergo a process of ethical
and psychological self-discovery, learning to reconcile
inherited social positions with emergent political
consciousness. In July’s People (1981), Maureen
Smales exemplifies this struggle vividly, as her
identity as a white, middle-class South African woman
is destabilized during the revolutionary interregnum,
forcing her to confront previously unexamined
dependencies, biases, and limitations. Gordimer’s
narratives suggest that identity is formed and reformed
through confrontation with the Other, whether in the
figure of the oppressed black South African, the
transformative political environment, or the ethical
imperatives of social justice, thus rendering the quest
for selthood inseparable from the nation’s broader
historical trajectory.

The Smales family’s displacement in July’s People
illustrates the profound effects of social upheaval on
the construction and negotiation of identity.
Historically positioned as the dominant race within a
rigidly hierarchical society, Maureen and Bam Smales
find themselves in a liminal space, reliant upon July,
their former black servant, for survival and protection.
This reversal destabilizes their perception of self,
demonstrating that identity is contingent upon context,
power, and relational dynamics. Homi Bhabha’s
concept of the “unhomely” becomes particularly
pertinent here, as Maureen’s temporary refuge in
July’s village home transforms a once-familiar
domestic sphere into a disorienting site of ethical and
social estrangement (Bhabha 142). The household,
once a symbol of authority, autonomy, and cultural
normativity, is now rendered alien, forcing Maureen to
confront the fragility of social constructs that had
previously defined her identity. Gordimer’s portrayal
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underscores that identity is both relational and
performative; it emerges through interactions,
negotiations, and the confrontation with circumstances
that disrupt previously unexamined assumptions about
race, class, and power.

Gordimer’s exploration of identity is not limited to the
destabilization of white characters but extends to the
evolving consciousness of black characters navigating
postcolonial transformations. July, whose real name is
revealed as Mwawate late in July’s People, embodies
the complexity of black identity within a society
structured by racial hierarchy, internalized oppression,
and political upheaval. Despite working for years in
servitude, July asserts agency by controlling the
Smales family’s immediate survival, managing the
household, and navigating the political dangers of the
revolutionary environment. Yet, his identity remains
multifaceted and constrained, reflecting Gordimer’s
insistence that personal and communal selthood
cannot be extricated from historical context and social
structures. The  juxtaposition of Maureen’s
unaccustomed dependence and July’s conditional
authority illuminates the fluidity of power relations,
the contingency of social identity, and the ethical
imperatives that underpin Gordimer’s literary
examination of postcolonial consciousness. Identity is
thus framed as a site of negotiation, resistance, and
adaptation, wherein both moral and practical
considerations shape selfhood in ways that extend
beyond individual psychology to encompass broader
societal forces.

Moreover, Gordimer’s works suggest that the quest for
identity is an ongoing, iterative process rather than a
finite  achievement, particularly = within  the
interregnum periods of historical transition. The
interregnum, as articulated through Gramsci’s
epigraph in July’s People, signifies a historical
threshold marked by uncertainty, instability, and the
possibility of new social configurations. Characters’
struggles with identity are situated within these
periods of flux, reflecting the interplay between
personal aspirations, collective histories, and emergent
political realities. Gordimer demonstrates that identity
formation involves constant negotiation between
inherited privilege, ethical awareness, and practical
survival, as seen in Maureen’s oscillation between
liberal ideals and the material exigencies of her
situation. Similarly, black characters confront the
legacies of subjugation, historical marginalization, and
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the need to assert agency within newly shifting social
hierarchies. Through this nuanced depiction,
Gordimer posits identity as inherently relational,
contingent, and dynamic—a product of ethical
reflection, socio-political engagement, and the
continual re-evaluation of one’s place in society. Her
novels thereby offer a profound meditation on the
interdependence of personal, racial, and national
identities, underscoring the moral and psychological
complexities inherent in the quest for selfhood in a
divided and rapidly transforming society.

Postcolonial Theory and the Concept of the
‘Unhomely’

Postcolonial theory provides an essential framework
for understanding the psychological, cultural, and
spatial dislocations experienced by individuals and
communities in societies emerging from the legacies
of colonial domination. Central to this theoretical
orientation is the notion that colonial histories produce
enduring forms of alienation, hybridity, and
ambivalence, which manifest not only at the societal
level but also in the intimate, domestic spaces of
personal identity. Homi Bhabha’s concept of the
‘unhomely’ offers a particularly nuanced lens through
which to analyses these experiences, foregrounding
the ways in which familiar spaces become sites of
estrangement, tension, and ethical reflection. Bhabha
identifies the ‘unhomely’ as a condition in which the
home, the most intimate and ostensibly secure
environment, is rendered strange through historical
and cultural displacement, political upheaval, or the
intrusion of previously suppressed realities (Bhabha
142). In July’s People, this notion is vividly embodied
in the transformation of the Smales household into a
space where Maureen and Bam, formerly secure in
their middle-class white suburbia, are confronted with
vulnerability, dependency, and the reversal of long-
established hierarchies.

The concept of the ‘unhomely’ is intricately tied to the
temporal and spatial dimensions of postcolonial
transformation. In the interregnum—the transitional
period between the collapse of the old order and the
emergence of a new sociopolitical configuration—
Gordimer situates her characters at the threshold of
both possibility and anxiety. Maureen’s relocation to
July’s village epitomizes this displacement: the
familiar markers of identity, security, and social
authority are stripped away, leaving her in a liminal
space where her cultural and psychological certainties
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are destabilized. The household, once a symbol of
control, wealth, and social prestige, becomes a foreign
environment in which she must negotiate unfamiliar
norms, routines, and expectations. The unhomely, in
this context, is not merely a physical relocation but a
symbolic and ethical confrontation with the realities of
structural inequity, racial power reversals, and the
interdependence that had previously been denied or
obscured.

Bhabha’s theoretical framework also emphasizes the
psychological dimensions of the ‘unhomely’,
highlighting how estrangement can provoke a
heightened awareness of the self in relation to others.
In Gordimer’s narrative, Maureen’s consciousness is
sharpened precisely because the interregnum disrupts
habitual modes of being and compels ethical
engagement with July, his family, and the surrounding
community. The reversal of roles—whereby July
assumes authority and responsibility over the Smales
family—forces Maureen to recognize the fragility of
her social position and the contingent nature of
identity premised on race and privilege. This process
exemplifies Bhabha’s assertion that the unhomely
arises when the familiar is rendered unfamiliar,
producing both anxiety and the potential for ethical
reflection (Bhabha 142). Gordimer’s depiction thus
suggests that postcolonial subjectivity is forged not
through isolation or static identity but through
relational encounters that challenge preconceptions,
destabilize power hierarchies, and provoke self-
awareness.

The broader implications of the unhomely extend
beyond individual psychology to encompass questions
of national consciousness and collective memory. In
postcolonial societies, histories of domination,
exclusion, and structural inequality produce enduring
effects on both the colonized and the colonizer,
shaping the ways in which homes, communities, and
nations are experienced. Gordimer’s narrative situates
the Smales family’s domestic dislocation within this
larger historical framework, illustrating how the
legacies of apartheid produce ongoing forms of
estrangement even in moments of political transition.
The village home becomes a site in which national
histories, social hierarchies, and personal identities
intersect, revealing the intimate costs of structural
injustice. Moreover, the unhomely serves as a space of
critical potential: by confronting estrangement and
vulnerability, characters are afforded the opportunity
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to reimagine social relations, negotiate ethical
responsibilities, and participate in the reconstruction
of postcolonial society.

Finally, the unhomely operates as a narrative strategy
through which Gordimer interrogates the moral and
psychological consequences of apartheid. By situating
her white protagonists in spaces where their customary
authority is suspended, she foregrounds the ethical
imperatives of empathy, interdependence, and
recognition of historical injustice. Simultaneously, the
unhomely highlights the persistence of internalized
hierarchies and the difficulty of achieving genuine
equality, reflecting Bhabha’s assertion that the
postcolonial ~ condition is  characterized by
ambivalence, hybridity, and in-between spaces
(Bhabha 142). In July’s People, the Smales’ encounter
with July’s household, customs, and authority
epitomizes this tension: it is a site of both dislocation
and potential transformation, where estrangement
generates the possibility for reflection, adaptation, and
ethical reorientation. Gordimer thus employs the
unhomely not only to dramatize postcolonial power
reversals but also to explore the dynamic interplay
between personal identity, social responsibility, and
national consciousness in a society negotiating the
legacies of colonialism.

IV. IDENTITY FORMATION IN JULY’S PEOPLE:
MAUREEN SMALES

Identity formation in Nadine Gordimer’s July’s People
is central to the novel’s exploration of race, power, and
social transformation in post-apartheid South Africa.
The character of Maureen Smales exemplifies the
complex negotiation of selfhood under conditions of
displacement, political upheaval, and the inversion of
long-established hierarchies. At the novel’s outset,
Maureen’s identity is closely tied to her privileged
position as a white, middle-class woman living in a
suburban environment where racial dominance and
social authority are taken for granted. Her sense of self
is constructed through material comfort, domestic
order, and social routines, which collectively affirm
her status and the stability of the socio-political
structures surrounding her. Gordimer meticulously
establishes this domestic context to highlight the
dislocation that occurs when these certainties are
abruptly destabilized during the revolutionary
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upheaval that forces the Smales family to seek refuge
with their black servant, July, in his rural village.

The forced relocation of the Smales family to July’s
home serves as a catalyst for Maureen’s identity
reconstruction. The familiar markers of privilege, such
as her house, servants, and suburban networks, are
stripped away, compelling her to confront the fragility
and contingent nature of her previous identity.
Bhabha’s concept of the ‘unhomely’ becomes
particularly relevant in this context, as Maureen’s new
environment is both physically and symbolically
unfamiliar (Bhabha 142). The village home, with its
modest construction, shared domestic spaces, and
cultural practices alien to her prior experiences,
confronts Maureen with the unsettling reality that her
racial and social status no longer guarantees authority
or comfort. This spatial displacement mirrors the
psychological and ethical challenges she faces,
highlighting the interconnection between physical
environment and identity formation in postcolonial
narratives.

Maureen’s identity evolves through the negotiation of
new roles and relationships within July’s household.
Previously accustomed to being served, she must
adapt to dependency and collaboration in a domestic
context that is shaped by a different cultural logic. This
role reversal, in which July assumes authority and
responsibility for the Smales family’s safety, compels
Maureen to reassess her sense of self in relation to
others. Her struggle to reconcile her past position of
power with her present vulnerability illustrates the
fluid and socially mediated nature of identity, as
theorized by Kath Woodward (2000, 13). Woodward
emphasizes that identity is not static but emerges
through a series of relational identifications, shaped by
social, cultural, and historical contexts. For Maureen,
the interregnum represents a liminal space in which
identity is renegotiated through ethical engagement,
adaptation to unfamiliar norms, and reflection on
historical injustices.

Throughout the narrative, Maureen grapples with the
tension between her liberal ideals and the practical
realities of survival in a rapidly changing socio-
political landscape. Gordimer situates her character in
situations where moral and ethical choices intersect
with questions of power and privilege, forcing
Maureen to confront the limitations of her prior
worldview. Her attempts to navigate the village
environment, establish rapport with July’s family, and
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maintain care for her own children illustrate the active,
performative nature of identity construction. Moments
of crisis, such as her confrontation with the power
reversal embodied in July’s authority over the family’s
automobile, highlight the psychological strain and
self-reflection required for identity transformation
(Head 1994, 125). Maureen’s experience underscores
the idea that identity formation is not merely an
internal or individual process but is inseparably linked
to social structures, historical legacies, and the
dynamics of intersubjective relationships.

Gordimer further complicates Maureen’s identity
through the interplay of fear, dependency, and ethical
responsibility. As she navigates the interregnum, her
vulnerability exposes the artificiality of the social
hierarchies that had previously defined her, prompting
a re-evaluation of power, privilege, and personal
agency. Ali Erritouni (2006, 75) notes that Maureen’s
flight in moments of danger represents both a literal
and symbolic attempt to break from the constraining
frameworks of racialized identity, suggesting that
post-apartheid selfhood requires a willingness to
embrace uncertainty, ethical responsibility, and
relationality. The liminal space of July’s village thus
functions as a crucible for identity formation, where
Maureen’s self-understanding is reshaped by
confrontation with ethical dilemmas, power reversals,
and the lived realities of a postcolonial society.

Ultimately, Maureen’s identity formation in July’s
People exemplifies Gordimer’s broader concern with
the negotiation of selthood in post-apartheid South
Africa. Her evolution from a secure, privileged
suburban woman to a figure navigating ethical, social,
and relational complexity illustrates the novel’s
engagement with themes of hybridity, power reversal,
and the moral exigencies of historical change. Through
Maureen, Gordimer demonstrates that identity is not
fixed or inherited but is a dynamic, socially mediated
process shaped by history, culture, and intersubjective
encounters. The character’s journey foregrounds the
intersection of personal and collective histories,
emphasizing that postcolonial identity emerges
through negotiation, reflection, and the willingness to
engage with the unfamiliar and the ethically
challenging.
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V. BAM SMALES AND THE WHITE MALE
EXPERIENCE OF IDENTITY CRISIS

In Nadine Gordimer’s July’s People, the character of
Bam Smales provides a compelling lens through
which to examine the white male experience of
identity crisis during a period of revolutionary
upheaval in South Africa. As the patriarch of the
Smales family, Bam embodies the intersection of
gender, race, and social class, which historically
afforded him authority, privilege, and a sense of
stability within the apartheid order. His identity is
initially rooted in the security and predictability of
suburban white life, where racial hierarchy, economic
status, and social networks define both personal and
collective self-understanding. Gordimer presents Bam
as a figure whose sense of self is deeply intertwined
with his capacity to control, provide for, and protect
his family, as well as to navigate the public and
professional spheres with the assurance granted by
racial and social dominance.

The abrupt dislocation of the Smales family from their
urban home into July’s rural village triggers a
profound crisis in Bam’s self-conception. No longer
shielded by the social, economic, and racial privileges
that had previously guaranteed his authority, Bam
confronts the fragility of his identity. The reversal of
power, wherein July assumes a position of control and
responsibility for the family’s immediate survival,
destabilizes Bam’s role as head of household and
protector. Gordimer positions this power inversion as
a central mechanism through which the white male
subject must re-evaluate both his capabilities and his
understanding of social hierarchy. Bam’s struggle
illustrates the extent to which identity, particularly
within patriarchal and racially stratified societies, is
contingent upon external structures and relations of
power.

Throughout the novel, Bam’s response to this
displacement oscillates between denial, fear, and
reluctant adaptation. His initial attempts to assert
control and maintain authority are met with the stark
realities of the interregnum—a period marked by
uncertainty, lawlessness, and the breakdown of
established racial order. Moments such as the family’s
journey to July’s village highlight Bam’s anxiety and
disorientation: he is acutely aware that the social and
political capital he previously commanded no longer
ensures safety or authority. This forced confrontation
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with vulnerability challenges the very foundations of
his identity, compelling Bam to grapple with the
contingency and relational nature of selfhood. As
Head (1994, 123) observes, the Smales couple
experiences a profound loss of “meaningful sense of
identity,” reflecting the destabilizing effects of societal
transformation on historically privileged white males.
Bam’s identity crisis is further compounded by his
attempts to navigate the ethical and emotional
complexities of dependency. Unlike Maureen, whose
identity is reconstructed primarily through ethical
negotiation and adaptation to unfamiliar social norms,
Bam experiences a dual tension: he must reconcile his
diminished authority with the practical demands of
survival, while simultaneously confronting the moral
implications of his previous complicity in systemic
racial oppression. Gordimer emphasizes the
psychological dimensions of this crisis, portraying
Bam’s inner conflicts, anxieties, and moments of self-
doubt with nuanced sensitivity. The interregnum thus
functions as both a literal and symbolic site in which
the white male subject confronts the limitations of
inherited power and privilege, and is compelled to
renegotiate his sense of self in relation to others.

The novel also foregrounds the relational aspects of
Bam’s identity formation. His interactions with July,
the children, and Maureen illuminate the social
mediation of selfhood. Bam is forced to negotiate a
delicate balance between asserting authority and
respecting July’s control, revealing the tension
between historical entitlement and emergent ethical
responsibilities. July’s quiet yet firm exercise of
agency underscores the relational vulnerability of
Bam’s identity, exposing the dependency and moral
obligations that accompany the collapse of previous
social  hierarchies. This dynamic illustrates
Woodward’s (2000, 13) assertion that identity emerges
through multiple forms of identification and relational
positioning, highlighting the interplay between social
structures, interpersonal relations, and self-
conception.

Gordimer further situates Bam’s crisis within the
broader socio-political context of post-apartheid
transition. The character embodies the white male
struggle to reconcile individual subjectivity with the
collective demands of societal transformation. While
he retains residual authority, his diminished power
prompts reflection on the moral and ethical
dimensions of past complicity, the contingency of
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privilege, and the responsibilities inherent in social
interdependence. This negotiation of power and
identity is neither linear nor complete; Bam’s selthood
is marked by ambiguity, hesitation, and a constant
tension between past dominance and present
vulnerability.

The novel’s depiction of Bam’s experiences ultimately
challenges reductive notions of white male identity as
fixed or monolithic. Gordimer portrays the white male
subject as historically constituted, socially mediated,
and relationally dependent, whose self-understanding
is disrupted by political upheaval and the collapse of
familiar hierarchies. Bam’s struggle reflects the
broader implications of postcolonial and post-
apartheid transformation, illustrating that identity is an
active, ongoing process shaped by history, power,
ethics, and interpersonal dynamics. By situating Bam
within the interregnum, Gordimer foregrounds the
psychological, social, and ethical complexity of
identity formation in a context where historical
privilege is destabilized, and new forms of social
negotiation emerge.

In conclusion, Bam Smales exemplifies the white male
experience of identity crisis in July’s People,
demonstrating the contingent, relational, and ethically
mediated nature of selfhood under conditions of
revolutionary change. Gordimer’s nuanced portrayal
of his vulnerability, negotiation of power, and ethical
reflection underscores the dynamic interplay between
social structures, historical legacies, and personal
agency. Through Bam, the novel interrogates the
psychological and moral challenges faced by
historically privileged subjects in a post-apartheid
context, revealing that identity is neither static nor
self-evident but is continuously reconstructed through
ethical engagement, relational positioning, and
adaptation to shifting socio-political realities.

VI. JULY AND MARTHA: BLACK IDENTITY
AND POWER DYNAMICS

In Nadine Gordimer’s July’s People, the characters of
July and Martha serve as critical focal points for
examining black identity and the shifting dynamics of
power in post-apartheid South Africa. Unlike the
Smales family, whose identity is rooted in historical
privilege and racial dominance, July and Martha’s
sense of self is formed through a combination of
servitude, social positioning, cultural heritage, and the
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practical exigencies of survival in a racially stratified
society. Gordimer positions these characters not
merely as servants but as agents negotiating their own
identities within a rigid and unequal social hierarchy,
highlighting the complex interplay of power, loyalty,
and autonomy that defines their existence.

July’s identity prior to the interregnum is intricately
tied to his role as a domestic servant in the Smales
household. For fifteen years, he functions within the
white family’s structures, performing labor that is
largely invisible yet essential. His labor, while
indispensable, is constrained by social expectations
and racial hierarchies, illustrating what Bhabha (1992,
142) might term the “unhomely” conditions imposed
upon subaltern subjects who exist within spaces not
entirely their own. In this context, July’s identity is
both relational and limited; it is defined by service,
discretion, and a tacit understanding of boundaries that
privilege white authority. Despite this marginalization,
July possesses a deep cultural knowledge, practical
skills, and moral agency, which remain largely
unacknowledged until the power dynamics shift
during the interregnum.

The revolutionary upheaval, which forces the Smales
family into July’s village, catalyzes a dramatic
reconfiguration of power relations. July’s previously
subordinate role transforms as he becomes the family’s
protector, provider, and mediator within his own
domestic and cultural space. This role reversal exposes
the contingent nature of racial and social hierarchies:
power is no longer absolute but situational and
relational. Gordimer illustrates this shift through July’s
careful management of the Smales family’s safety, his
assertion of authority over household resources, and
his negotiation with the surrounding community to
ensure their protection. As Erritouni (2006, 81) notes,
the interregnum illuminates the Janus-faced quality of
Gordimer’s narrative, where historical inequities
confront emergent possibilities for agency and
empowerment.

Martha’s identity is similarly complex, reflecting the
intersection of gender, race, and domestic labor within
a postcolonial framework. As July’s wife, she inhabits
a space shaped by relational dependency, cultural
norms, and reproductive labor, including the social
expectation of bearing children every two years to
sustain the household. Yet, the interregnum grants
Martha a measure of autonomy and authority that was
previously inaccessible in her life constrained by the
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Smales household’s hierarchies. Her domestic
knowledge, organizational skills, and moral authority
become central to managing the sudden presence of
the white family. Gordimer thus foregrounds Martha’s
dual role as both caretaker and agent of power,
illustrating how black female identity is negotiated
through the exercise of domestic, cultural, and social
competence.

The transformation of power dynamics also highlights
the tension inherent in July and Martha’s dual
positioning as both insiders and outsiders. Within the
village, they are cultural insiders, possessing
knowledge, agency, and social legitimacy. However,
their interactions with the Smales family render them
outsiders in the literal and symbolic sense: July must
accommodate and care for individuals who
historically occupied positions of dominance over
him, while Martha navigates the demands of cultural
propriety and emergent authority. This duality
underscores the relational construction of identity:
power, privilege, and subordination are not fixed but
negotiated continuously through social interactions
and contextual shifts.

Gordimer also emphasizes the psychological and
ethical dimensions of July and Martha’s positionality.
July experiences the strain of mediating between his
loyalty to the Smales family and the revolutionary
forces that challenge existing social hierarchies. He
demonstrates moral agency, making deliberate choices
that protect the family while remaining conscious of
his obligations to his community. This careful
balancing act reinforces the argument that black
identity, particularly in the context of post-apartheid
South Africa, is both ethically informed and
relationally constructed, emerging through negotiation
rather than imposed categorically. Martha, likewise,
exercises discernment and authority within her
domestic sphere, asserting her cultural knowledge and
labor as sources of legitimacy and power.

The narrative further interrogates the persistence of
systemic inequality and the limitations of agency, even
when power dynamics are reversed. July and Martha
gain authority within their own space, yet they remain
constrained by broader societal and historical
structures. Their ability to exercise power over the
Smales family does not dissolve the legacies of racial
inequality or erase the historical context of oppression.
Gordimer thus presents empowerment as conditional,
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situational, and embedded within a continuum of
social and historical realities.

By presenting July and Martha as multidimensional
subjects, Gordimer challenges simplistic binaries of
victim and oppressor. Black identity in July’s People
is neither monolithic nor static; it is relational,
ethically mediated, and historically situated. The
interregnum functions as a liminal space in which the
characters negotiate autonomy, authority, and social
legitimacy, illustrating how identity is actively
constructed through the interplay of circumstance,
cultural knowledge, and moral agency. As such, July
and Martha’s experiences illuminate the broader
postcolonial discourse on power, subaltern agency,
and the contingent nature of identity in societies
emerging from systemic oppression.

In conclusion, July and Martha exemplify the
complexities of black identity and power dynamics in
Gordimer’s novel. Through the interregnum, their
identities shift from the margins to positions of
provisional authority, revealing the relational, ethical,
and historical dimensions of selfhood. Gordimer’s
nuanced portrayal underscores the interplay between
social hierarchy, personal agency, and cultural
competence, highlighting the contingent and
negotiated nature of identity in a post-apartheid
context. Their experiences provide a counterpoint to
the white Smales family’s crisis of identity,
demonstrating that empowerment and authority are
inseparable from historical consciousness, ethical
responsibility, and the negotiation of relational power.

VII. CONCLUSION

Nadine Gordimer’s literary oeuvre, particularly July’s
People, provides a profound meditation on the
formation and negotiation of identity within contexts
marked by historical oppression, socio-political
upheaval, and ethical responsibility. Through the
contrasting experiences of the white Smales family
and the black characters July and Martha, Gordimer
interrogates the relational, contingent, and historically
situated nature of selthood. The Smales family’s
displacement exemplifies the fragility of socially
constructed privilege: Maureen’s and Bam’s identities,
once stabilized by race, class, and suburban security,
are destabilized as they confront dependence on July,
their former servant, and navigate unfamiliar cultural
and spatial environments. This reversal illustrates that
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identity is neither inherent nor static; it is performed,
negotiated, and constantly reshaped through
interactions, power relations, and ethical reflection.
Maureen’s journey highlights the interplay between
vulnerability, ethical consciousness, and self-
awareness. Her encounter with the unhomely, both
physical and symbolic, compels her to confront the
artificiality of entrenched hierarchies and the fragility
of her social authority. Gordimer foregrounds the
moral dimension of identity formation, demonstrating
that selfhood is constructed not only through internal
reflection but through relational engagement and
recognition of the Other’s agency. Bam, in contrast,
embodies the crisis of white masculinity under
conditions of social inversion, illustrating the
psychological, ethical, and emotional complexities
arising from the collapse of historical privilege. His
struggle underscores the relational dependence of
identity upon external structures, social legitimacy,
and cultural power.

July and Martha’s experiences offer a complementary
perspective, foregrounding black identity as ethically
mediated, culturally grounded, and relationally
constructed. While their agency expands during the
interregnum, Gordimer emphasizes the limitations
imposed by historical oppression, systemic inequality,
and the enduring legacies of colonial and apartheid
structures. July’s role as protector and mediator,
alongside Martha’s assertion of domestic and cultural
authority, illuminates how black identity is negotiated
within and against power hierarchies, revealing the
contingent nature of authority and the moral
imperatives shaping selthood. The narrative thus
resists simplistic binaries of oppressor and oppressed,
instead presenting identity as a dynamic, ethically
fraught negotiation shaped by circumstance, cultural
knowledge, and historical consciousness.

By situating characters within the postcolonial and
post-apartheid context, Gordimer engages with
broader theoretical frameworks, including Bhabha’s
notion of the “unhomely,” to examine the dislocations,
estrangements, and opportunities for ethical reflection
produced by historical and spatial upheaval. The
interregnum functions as a liminal space in which
identities are destabilized, recalibrated, and
reimagined, highlighting the inseparability of
personal, social, and political consciousness in
transitional societies. Gordimer’s nuanced attention to
psychological, cultural, and moral dimensions
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reinforces the view that identity is both relational and
performative,  emerging  through  continuous
negotiation and reflection.

In conclusion, July’s People exemplify Gordimer’s
literary exploration of identity as contingent,
relational, and ethically mediated. Through the
juxtaposition of white vulnerability and black agency,
she demonstrates the fluidity of power and the moral
obligations inherent in social interdependence. The
novel illuminates the complexities of minority
perspective, historical responsibility, and ethical
engagement, establishing Gordimer as a writer whose
work transcends aesthetic concerns to interrogate the
moral, psychological, and political dimensions of
postcolonial South Africa. Her portrayal of identity,
power dynamics, and the unhomely offers enduring
insights into the processes of self-formation, relational
ethics, and societal transformation, reinforcing her
central place in postcolonial literature and South
African literary discourse.
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