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 I am currently completing my mini-dissertation as part 

of the requirements for my Masters degree at UKZN.  The title 

of my project is “Reading the City - analysing literary space in 

selected postapartheid urban narratives” and it’s concerned 

with examining the innercity of Durban and Johannesburg and 

its representation in selected texts, the main two being 

Welcome to Our Hillbrow by Phaswane Mpe for Johannesburg 

and Man Bitch by Johan van Wyk for Durban. 

 

 I have chosen today to focus on Man Bitch because, firstly, it is set in Durban, 

KwaZulu-Natal’s largest city, and secondly, because van Wyk is one of the authors listed 

in the KZN Literary Map.  As a short introduction, I will run through some of the areas 

under investigation in my mini-dissertation, I will then 

provide a brief history of postapartheid Durban, highlighting 

some of the spatial issues affecting it, then situate the 

innercity area of the Point in the greater area of the city and 

provide a short biography of the author Johan van Wyk.  

Following this, I will look at the way the narrator in Man 

Bitch reads the innercity and the means through which it is 

constructed in the text.  As a conclusion I will link the text 

back to the Literary Tourism project and question the 

viability of Man Bitch becoming part of a larger literary trail. 

 

 In my mini-dissertation, I focus on the cities of Durban and Johannesburg, and in 

particular the inner cities, because it is here that major transformation in the use and 

representation of space has occurred.   Van Wyk and Mpe construct the innercity in their 

texts.  This is done through reference to physical places locatable in the city, a mapping of 

space, and through relationships that come to represent the city.  Some of the major issues 

affecting South Africa’s city inhabitants emerge as themes: AIDS, crime, poverty, mental 

and sexual abuse and architectural degradation drive these narratives but so too does access 

to once restricted space.  By looking at these postapartheid texts, an analysis of how the 
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representation of literary space has altered with political and socio-economic changes can 

be made.    A close reading of these texts reveals a city identity and urban space that 

corresponds to the idea of an integrated, ‘new’ South Africa yet is far from the ideal 

portrayed through the media.   

 

 The innercity is ‘mapped’ through Man Bitch.  This constructed city is read and 

written through the strategies of walking.  Through these techniques, re-occurring themes 

are established.  Home and belonging are central to this text with the narrator searching for 

home in the innercity which is, to all intents and purposes, un-homelike.  Power relations 

drive this narrative and draw from the legacy of apartheid in relation to race, and a more 

diffuse system of power in the postapartheid context as related to the sex/ money 

exchanges.  Lastly, AIDS redefines the urban space in Man Bitch, as well the space of 

human relationships therein, and promises to be the driving force behind future South 

African city narratives.   

 

 Under apartheid, South African cities represented white control and influence over 

black South Africans.  Power was inscribed into buildings and place, and the relationships 

people had with them, through legislation.  In recent years the city landscape (political, 

economic, and architectural) has changed and these power relationships have now 

fragmented to include issues of identity, migration and AIDS.  Through van Wyk’s 

fictionalised autobiography we can see how writers construct place – in this case the Point 

Road area – and how they are in turn influenced by place and the related socio-economic 

conditions.   

 

The innercity of Durban was a site of 

exclusion for black South Africans.  Access to 

land and space was legislated and clearly 

demarcated with the Group Areas Act 

restricting black South Africans to certain areas 

to live and work in, and the Separate Amenities 

Act limiting the interaction of white and black 
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South Africans.  The 1994 elections saw a change of power from the hands of the 

Afrikaner National Party to that of the struggle organisation the African National 

Congress, which still controls the government today.  This also saw a move towards the 

postapartheid discourse that I deal with in my thesis.  The South African city is 

historically divided but the postapartheid era has brought about what Jennifer Robinson 

calls a “mobility, interaction and dynamism of spaces” (1999:163).   After the collapse of 

apartheid many black South Africans made the inner city their home.  Durban is now 

clearly an African city and this postapartheid city stands as a powerful index of 

transformation.  However, this transformation has not resulted in the utopian place 

imagined post-1994.  The city, and in particular the inner-city, has moved in the popular 

consciousness to a site of degradation and crime.   

 

The modern city, set out in grids, is supposed to signify order, but in van Wyk’s 

work it is a space of disorder.  The Western model of a city, which was adopted by the 

apartheid government and implemented in Durban, sees the city as powerhouse of 

business.  However, like many South African cities, “Durban today does not function 

efficiently due to the legacy of apartheid (Maharaj 2002:171).  Durban is now defined by 

a development crisis that sees a “rapid population growth, a slow economic growth rate, 

housing backlogs, an increasing number of informal settlements, rising poverty, high 

unemployment rates and an inadequate supply of basic services to the majority of the 

population”  (Maharaj 2002:172).  The Durban innercity has also seen a gradual 

movement by big business away from the city centre, supposedly to escape high crime 

rates.  With the changing of political systems in South Africa, so too has the ideological 

construction of Durban changed.  The tourism agency in Durban no longer advertises 

itself to white, upcountry visitors as the place where “The Fun Never Sets” but rather 

situates itself as “The Gateway to the Zulu Kingdom” in an effort to appeal to black and 

white upcountry visitors; and also to an overseas contingent keen on an exotic African 

adventure.  Durban has a rich cultural heritage, Oriental, African and colonial, and this is 

now being marketed as a tourist attraction. 
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Linking the tourist areas of the beachfront and the commercial harbour district is 

the innercity suburb known as The Point, where Man Bitch is set.  This is Durban’s 

notorious red light district, its largest urban slum, and home to a vast array of drug 

pushers, prostitutes, illegal immigrants and general detritus of society. Point Road owed 

its original importance to its proximity to the focal point of the harbour, and this is the 

reason why it is still significant today.  However, this proximity is no longer a positive 

influence and has brought with it easy access 

to smuggled drugs and an active clientele 

base for the thriving sex industry.  In his 

graphic story “Point Odyssey” Thoba 

Bhengu recreates the area in a series of 

images that touch on the essence of life in 

The Point.  In this pictorial narrative, the 

comic artist highlights the crime, prostitution 

and drugs that are synonymous with the 

place.   

 

For a supposed autobiography, we learn very little about Johan van Wyk in Man 

Bitch.  We know that he works as a professor at the University of Durban-Westville, lives 

in a flat in Gillespie Street and has a fetish for young, black prostitutes.  Man Bitch 

begins with the narrator middle-aged and living in the innercity.  The text tells us very 

little about his life before he moved to the city or why he did in fact move.  In his review 

of Man Bitch the writer and critic Lewis Nkosi state that van Wyk’s move to the innercity 

of Durban has a deeper meaning than the sordid, sex-fuelled existence portrayed in his 

book.  To quote Nkosi:  

 

He hasn't just abandoned his family, reputation and home in a secure 

neighbourhood in search of sexual excitement. He is looking for meaning too. For 

wisdom, which he defines, with captivating eloquence, ‘reason without institution.’ 

 

From this, we can draw comparison between van Wyk and the French Symbolist poet 

Baudelaire, whose influential collection Fleur de Mal  (1857) embraced depravity and 
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documented his relationships with Parisian prostitutes.  It was through these relationships 

that Baudelaire searched for the true significance of life and argued that vice is the 

natural condition of man.  What has shocked some readers of Man Bitch is that van Wyk 

“fully embraces this life-world and feels most at home in it” (Nkosi 3) but this is in 

keeping with the Symbolist philosophy. 

 

 Man Bitch is closely tied to place and in particular the Gillespie Street area.  The 

place of the text is connected to the place of the innercity, and place has influenced literary 

production in this text in a very real way.  Likewise, Man Bitch constructs place and our 

perceptions of it.  The image that is created of the Point Road area is one of degradation, a 

veritable den of iniquity, where drugs and girls are for sale on every street corner.   We 

learn about van Wyk through the banal relationships he has with the various prostitutes 

who form the core of the story, and through his relationship to the place called Gillespie 

Street.  In this sense, it is more a biography of a place and a time than a man.  Following 

on from this, I would argue that Man Bitch is not only a story of a segment of the life of 

Johan van Wyk and the women he shared it with but also a record of a place in time.  Plans 

are now underway for a massive redevelopment of the Point area and the first to go will be 

the people and places that van Wyk writes about in this text.   

Through Man Bitch, van Wyk re-maps 

the Point area of innercity Durban to his 

needs.  The landscape features he presents 

are recognisable and locatable and include 

both buildings and, interestingly, people.  

Apart from Point Road, the other place 

markers that van Wyk gives us in the text 

can easily be found in Gillespie Street and 

the surrounding area.  In the first paragraph 

of the book, van Wyk sets the scene.  The 

narrator hears music coming from the 

verandah of the Four Seasons Hotel, a constant reference point throughout the text, he 
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mentions The Bazaar, a Moroccan themed shopping complex on Gillespie Street and the 

“towering Holiday Inn Garden Court (which) throws its blue glow across the city” 

(2001:2).   Costa’s is the local bar where van Wyk spends most of his time.  It is a place 

to pick up prostitutes and it is where he meets his girlfriends.  It is multiracial and 

multinational; the defining factor of all who are there is that they are either selling or 

buying sex.  The other place he frequents is the nightclub Lido’s in Smith Street which is 

populated with a “mixed crowd of Oriental and East European seamen” (2001:18), the 

clients of his prostitute friends.  Lido’s highlights the fact that Durban is an important 

port city as well as the cosmopolitanism of the innercity.   

Patterns of walking define the narrative of Man Bitch, with routes being repeatedly 

followed in the text.  Van Wyk roams the streets of innercity Durban, looking to 

experience what the place has to offer.  In contrast, the other characters in the text are 

prostitutes or ‘street-walkers’ who inhabit the streets for a very real purpose.  It is the site 

where they conduct their business, and for some, even live.  “Where are you going?” a 

prostitute asks the narrator at one point, “Nowhere, I’m just walking” (2001:4) he replies.  

In some ways van Wyk’s narrator is characteristic of Walter Banjamin’s flaneur figure.  

While he is a constant observer, and a type of voyeur, he also chooses not to get involved 

directly with the city crowds. The crowd is the flaneur’s element yet the flaneur is not a 

man of the crowd.  The narrator in Man Bitch lives in the city but is not part of the city.  

The urban crowd is rather the medium through which the flaneur moves, and in 

Benjamin's view, the heroism of this figure resides in the fact that he refuses to become 

part of the crowd.  While forming relationships with prostitutes in the area, van Wyk 

manages to distance himself from most of the other people living there.  The flaneur 

provides an alternative vision of the city with his aimless wanderings; a counterpoint to 

the speed and direction of modernity.  In this sense, Man Bitch also provides an 

alternative vision of the city.  If we look at the flaneur beyond its First World context we 

are able to see that the flaneur exists as counterpoint to the mass, a trope that subverts 

conventional meaning and values, not a social type but as Mike Savage writes, “a 

theoretical, critical, counter to the idea of the mass, as an attempt to indicate the sort of 

potential for critique which continues to exist” (2003:38).  Van Wyk questions the norms 
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and morals of society through his whole experiment of living in the Point.  Superficially, 

it is necessary to get down to street level in order to experience the city as it really is, to 

read the stories of the city.  Van Wyk takes himself to this street level and from this 

vantage point he reads the city through the stories of his girlfriends. 

 

Like the flaneur too, van Wyk is constantly observing.  This constant observation is 

necessary in the South African city when you don’t know where danger lurks, but is also 

characteristic of the flaneur.  The postmodern flaneur can recognize, as Chris Jenks 

writes in Visual Culture, “the real, as well as supposed, character of the city's threats, 

intimidations, menaces or simply challenges to free access” (1995:157).  The innercity of 

Durban is a dangerous place where even the cockroaches, rumoured to be able to 

withstand a nuclear blast, die from “sipping leftover brandy” (2001:3).  In a laissez-faire 

manner, van Wyk mentions the fact that he was stabbed, and I’m quoting from the text 

now,: 

 

by a gang of tsotsis in West Street for my cell phone. Thank god that was the end 

of the cell phone - but the tsotsi's should learn to finish off their clients as I 

remained with the fucking doctors' bills. I just remember the whites of the eyes 

underneath this hat as this tsotsi aimed for my heart, while the others like hyenas 

grabbed the cell phone in my hand (2001:80). 

 

This for Van Wyk, makes him “truly South African” (2001:80) as he has “the mark of 

belonging to this hell” (2001:80), taking the experience of the city to a new and 

potentially deadly level.   

 

 As Gillespie Street currently stands – its very similar to the place constructed in 

Man Bitch – only the worst type of literary tourist would be attracted to the area, looking 

for the sex, drugs and rock ‘n roll described by van Wyk.  However, the whole of the 

beachfront and the area surrounding it has been earmarked for massive redevelopment in 

time for the 2010 Soccer World Cup.  The imminent gentrification of the area could mean 

that the innercity as constructed by van Wyk in his book could provide a fascinating 

insight into a place that is no more for future literary tourists.  Combined with the Snake 

Park beach from Lewis Nkosi’s Mating Birds, the innercity area as described in Never 
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Been Home by Zazah P. Khuzwayo and No Way Out by Zinhle Carol Mdakane, two of van 

Wyk’s prostitute girlfriends, and Smuggler’s Inn, a bar frequented by the poet Douglas 

Livingstone, a Literary Trail could be constructed that takes in the beachfront and the rich 

historical and cultural areas of the Point.   


