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ABSTRACT

Childhood in literary and autobiographical discourse is often framed as a domain of innocence,
dependence, and limited epistemic authority, marginalising the child’s capacity for agency and credible
self-representation. This study re-examines southern African childhood memoirs by arguing that
retrospection functions as a central aesthetic strategy through which child agency and narrative
credibility are anchored, while also challenging assumptions about the fallibility of memory. It contends
that retrospective narration not only recovers but actively constructs the child as an agentive and
perceptive subject. Grounded in autobiographical theory, particularly the autobiographical, relational,
and epistemic pacts, the study employs a descriptive-analytic design and purposive sampling to
analyse The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, Born a Crime, Twenty Chickens for a Saddle, and Kaffir
Boy. Through close textual analysis, it examines how techniques such as temporal layering, narrative
voice, and selective memory reconstruction shape the child as both credible witness and active
participant in meaning-making. Thematically, study is organised around the negotiation of narrative
credibility, the reconstruction of child agency through retrospective voice, and the aesthetic
reconfiguration of memory as a site of reconstructing lived experiences. The findings both demonstrate
that retrospection functions as an aesthetic mechanism that foregrounds narrative truth while enabling
representations of childhood as a site of agency, reflexivity, and transformation, and reconfigures
memory as a productive site for reconstructing lived experience. By foregrounding retrospection as an
aesthetic strategy, the study makes a significant contribution to life-writing scholarship by challenging
developmental models that subordinate childhood to adulthood and by repositioning the child narrator
as both a legitimate knower and a transformative agent within autobiographical discourse. It further
extends debates on memory and narrative truth by demonstrating that the instability of memory is
not a limitation but a productive resource for constructing credible and meaningful life narratives.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Dominant socialization theories and early life in literary and autobiographical discourses
often portray children as passive recipients of adult guidance, reinforcing a construction
model that privileges adult agency over children’s own epistemic and social capacities
(Heckman, 2006). However, many transformative childhood memoirs suggest that children
demonstrate forms of self-awareness, intentionality, and achievement, even at relatively
young ages. They are capable of offering solutions to challenges in their environments and
make decisions that change their communities and selves socially and economically. These
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early life-changing experiences are later captured by adults in a literary genre called life
writing - a reflection on memory, identity, and personal experience narrated.

In retrospection. This paper argues that retrospection operates as a central aesthetic
mechanism used to foreground child agency and narrative credibility in southern African
childhood memoirs. Through temporal layering, present-tense modulation, and reflective
commentary, narrators construct the child as a perceptive and interpretive subject whose
experiences carry epistemic weight. Memory’s selectivity and fragmentation thus become
productive rather than limiting, enabling what Bruckheimer describes as the teleological
reorganisation of experience into meaningful identity in retrospective narration.

Retrospection, looking back at early events and experiences, is crucial in life writing as it
involves remembering and reflecting on the events that make up the memoir. By organizing
memories, retrospection turns them into coherent and believable experiences. It is the
method of choice when recounting stories of personal transformation because it gives
meaning to the events that lead to change. A retrospective narrator focuses on the process
of making meaning through recollection by vividly describing the unfolding actions moment
by moment. It combines the perspective of hindsight with sensory details to bring action,
characters, and time to life. Singer further argues that retrospective narration reveals the
character's actions and experiences within the remembered events of the narrative. In
childhood memoirs, the memoirist serves as the retrospective voice, reporting on and
interpreting the character's lived experiences. The narrator remembers while the character
experiences. Retrospective narration generates a productive tension between the
experiencing child and the narrating adult, creating a layered temporality in which memory
functions simultaneously as reconstruction and interpretation. As Uri Margolis argues, shifts
in narrative perspective and tense produce affective immediacy while sustaining awareness
of narrative mediation. Similarly, Huber demonstrates that self-reflexive acknowledgements
of memory’s fallibility, moments in which narrators qualify or question their recollections,
do not diminish narrative authority but instead recalibrate readily trust. This aligns with
Friend’s conception of testimony as a complex epistemic act in which credibility emerges
through negotiated belief rather than empirical certainty. In this sense, retrospection
transforms the instability of memory into an aesthetic resource for constructing narrative
truth.

To illustrate these dynamics, the study is grounded in autobiographical theory, drawing
specifically on the autobiographical, relational, and epistemic pact to examine how credibility
and subjectivity are narratively constructed in life writing. Legume’s concept of the
autobiographical pact underpins the study’s attention to credibility and truth-telling. The
pact refers to the implicit contract between author and reader whereby the author is believed
to tell the truth about their life, establishing a correspondence between author, narrator,
and protagonist. The relational pact further expands autobiography beyond the solitary self
to include social and ethical dimensions of self-narration. This framework is especially
pertinent to childhood narratives, where identity is co-constructed through family,
community, racial hierarchies, and historical forces. Additionally, Fabry’s notion of the
epistemic pact extends contemporary understandings of autobiographical truth-telling by
foregrounding the negotiated status of knowledge in childhood life writing, offering a useful
complement to Lejeune’s autobiographical pact, which secures the text’s referential truth
through the identity alignment of author, narrator, and protagonist.
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Methodologically, the study adopts a descriptive-analytic research design, which enables the
systematic description and interpretive analysis of textual features within literary works. It
employs purposive sampling to select representative southern African childhood memoirs
and close textual analysis to interrogate their aesthetic and narrative strategies. The paper
analyses four purposively selected memoirs: The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, Born a
Crime, Twenty Chickens for a Saddle, and Kaffir Boy. These texts provide a coherent corpus
for examining how retrospective narration mediates the relationship between memory,
agency, and credibility across diverse socio-historical contexts. The discussion proceeds by
analysing how temporal strategies foreground the child’s experiential agency, how self-
reflexive narrative techniques consolidate credibility, and how relational voices function as
embedded forms of testimony that situate individual memory within shared social
frameworks. In doing so, the paper positions retrospection as a key aesthetic practice
through which childhood memoirs produce credible, agentive, and meaningfully structured
accounts of the past. Through this approach, the study identifies key thematic concerns,
including the negotiation of narrative credibility, the reconstruction of child agency through
retrospective voice, and the reconfiguration of memory as a productive site of meaning-
making. The findings demonstrate that retrospection operates not merely as a temporal
device but as a central aesthetic mechanism that stabilises narrative truth while enabling
representations of childhood as a site of agency, reflexivity, and transformation.

This study, therefore, demonstrates that retrospection operates as a central aesthetic
strategy through which southern African childhood memoirs construct child agency and
narrative credibility, transforming memory’s instability into a productive resource that
positions the child as both a credible witness and an interpretive, epistemic ally authoritative
subject. The study makes a significant scholarly contribution to life-writing and childhood
studies by reconstructing retrospection as an aesthetic strategy that actively constructs,
rather than merely reflects, child agency and narrative credibility. Furthermore, it advances
debates on memory and narrative truth by showing that the instability of memory is not a
limitation but a productive resource in creating new meanings. In doing so, the research
offers a nuanced understanding of southern African memoirs as dialogic, socio-politically
embedded texts that reposition the child narrator as both a credible knower and a
transformative agent within autobiographical discourse.

II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study was anchored in autobiographical theory, particularly the interrelated concepts
of the autobiographical, relational, and epistemic pacts, which together illuminate how
narrative credibility and subjectivity are constructed in life writing. The autobiographical
pact establishes an implicit contract between author and reader that the author, narrator,
and protagonist share a unified identity, thereby grounding the narrative in claims of
referential truth. In childhood memaoirs, this pact is complicated by retrospection, where the
adult narrator reconstructs the experiences of the child self. Rather than undermining
credibility, this temporal distance enables a reflective reworking of memory that sustains
the narrative’s claim of truth while foregrounding the child as a meaningful subject of
experience. Relational pact, shifts attention from individual self-representation to the social
embedded ness of autobiographical narratives. It claims that identity is understood as
relationally constituted, emerging through interactions with family, community, and broader
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socio-political structures. Thus, the relational pact is crucial for understanding how child
agency is negotiated within systems of power and care, particularly in southern African
contexts marked by inequality, colonial legacies, and socio-economic constraints.

The epistemic pact further foregrounds the status of memoirs as legitimate sources of
knowledge, particularly in contexts where the experiencing child is narratively
reconstructed. Fabry argues that literary memoirs are valuable sources of knowledge
precisely because they are subjective and interpretive, as they reveal lived experiences that
cannot be accessed in any other way. This perspective strengthens the present study’s
argument that retrospection enhances, rather than diminishes, narrative credibility by
transforming memory into a productive epistemic resource. It resonates with earlier insights
by Paul RI Coeur on narrative identity and by Jerome Bruner on the narrative construction
of reality. In childhood memoirs, the epistemic pact is particularly significant because it
addresses assumptions about the child’s limited cognitive and interpretive capacity. Through
retrospective narration, adult narrators reconfigure childhood perception as insightful and
authoritative, thereby transforming memory’s selectivity into a resource for constructing
new meanings.

The three pacts, therefore, provide a comprehensive framework for analysing retrospection
as an aesthetic strategy that anchors child agency and narrative credibility. They
demonstrate that autobiographical truth is not merely a matter of factual accuracy but is
narratively produced through identity alignment, relational positioning, and epistemic
validation. In this way, retrospection emerges as a generative mechanism that enables the
child to be represented not as a passive subject of recollection but as an active, credible,
and interpretive agent within southern African childhood memoirs.

III. METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a descriptive-analytical research design to examine how retrospection
functions as an aesthetic strategy for constructing child agency and narrative credibility in
Southern African childhood memoirs. The descriptive dimension focuses on systematically
identifying and presenting key narrative features within selected texts, while the analytical
component involves interpreting how these features produce meaning in relation to agency,
memory, and credibility. Such a design is particularly suited to literary studies, where
emphasis is placed on close textual engagement and interpretive depth rather than
quantification. It was grounded in qualitative research principles, drawing on close reading
as its primary method of textual analysis. Close reading enables detailed attention to
language, narrative voice, temporality, and stylistic devices, allowing the researcher to
uncover how retrospective techniques operate within the texts. This interpretive approach
is further supported by contextual analysis, which situates the memoirs within their socio-
historical and cultural frameworks, particularly the political and economic conditions shaping
childhood in southern Africa.

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to select texts that are thematically and
contextually relevant to the study’s focus. The selected memoirs: The Boy Who Harnessed
the Wind by William Kamkwamba and Bryan Mealier. Born a Crime by Trevor Noah, Twenty
Chickens for a Saddle by Robyn Scott, and Kaffir Boy by Mark Math bane, were chosen based
on their explicit engagement with childhood experience, retrospective narration, and socio-
political contexts. Purposive sampling allows for the selection of information-rich cases that
best illuminate the research problem. Data analysis was conducted through thematic and
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narrative analysis. Thematic analysis involves identifying recurring patterns related to child
agency, narrative credibility, and memory reconstruction across the texts. Narrative
analysis, informed by autobiographical theory, examines how the autobiographical,
relational, and epistemic pacts are constructed and negotiated through retrospective
narration. These analytical strategies enable a nuanced understanding of how narrators
position the child as both a credible witness and an interpretive subject.

To ensure analytical rigour, the study maintained coherence between theoretical framework,
research design, and methods of analysis. Credibility is enhanced through sustained textual
engagement, transparency in interpretive procedures, and reliance on established
theoretical concepts in life-writing studies. By integrating descriptive and analytical
approaches, the methodology provides a robust framework for exploring how retrospection
operates not merely as a temporal device but as a critical aesthetic mechanism in the
construction of meaningful and credible childhood narratives.

Iv. DISCUSSIONS AND FINDINGS

This section presents and analyses the study’s findings by examining how southern African
childhood memoirs employ retrospective narration as an aesthetic strategy through which
temporal framing generates affective immediacy and constructs child agency and narrative
credibility within the selected texts.

A. Temporal Framing and Affective Immediacy

Southern African childhood memoirs have employ narrative techniques that reduce the
temporal distance between the adult narrator and the remembered child self, creating a
compelling immediacy that allows readers to inhabit the child's world viscerally. These texts
often shift fluidly between past-tense retrospection and present-tense immersion, using
vivid sensory details and analeptic structures to evoke emotional intensity and bring
memory into the ‘now’. This technique, which scholars such as Freeman and Anderson call
retrospective re authoring invites the reader to feel rather than merely understand the
child’s experience. Across the selected memoirs, temporal framing functions as an aesthetic
and ethical device. It preserves the emotional credibility of childhood perception while
embedding that perception within adult historical awareness. The techniques of
retrospection that follow examine how this immediacy is produced through specific narrative
techniques such as dual temporal framing, present-tense immersion, analeptic echoes and
sensory resonance, temporal markers, episodic segmentation, and narrative pacing.

B. Dual Narrative Voices for Temporal Framing

Dual temporal framing in childhood memoirs sustain a simultaneous presence of the
experiencing child and the reflecting adult narrator. Rather than privileging either immediacy
or hindsight, this strategy allows memory to move freely between lived sensation and
retrospective interpretation, preserving the child’s perceptual world while situating it within
broader historical, ethical, and social understanding. In southern African childhood memoirs,
such temporal double ness enables affective credibility, allowing readers to experience
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events viscerally while benefiting from the adult narrator’s reflective authority. The following
discussion examines how this duality operates across selected texts to balance emotional
immersion with analytic perspective.

In Kaffir Boy, Mark Math bane’s retrospective narration is structured through a dual temporal
framing constructs child’s lived experience of apartheid’s cruelties in real time, and the adult
narrator who has the benefit of hindsight. The mature voice contextualises events, providing
political, cultural, and historical framing like pass laws, and Bantu education, while the
child’'s voice retains an unfiltered immediacy. This split vantage point aligns with
retrospective and simultaneous narration. Where the narrative time works between memory
and interpretation. This interplay enables the memoir to preserve affective immediacy, the
raw emotional charge of the remembered events, while situating them within a broader
socio-historical commentary. He uses tense and sensory description to collapse the distance
between his adult narrating self and his child-self in apartheid South Africa. The fear and
confusion he experiences during police raids are not described coolly in hindsight, instead,
the narration momentarily adopts the immediacy of a present-tense panic. For instance, in
describing a raid, Math bane writes, “I heard boots pounding, dogs barking, and people
screaming. I froze. My heart pounded like a drum”. The moment is saturated with affective
intensity, as if relived rather than recalled. Math bane frames his childhood recollections
under apartheid by anchoring them in precise temporal markers, ages, recurring events,
and historically recognisable patterns, which function as orienting signposts for the reader.
When recalling his first encounter with police brutality, the adult narrator notes his age: “I
was six years old the first time they came”, and situates the incident within the recurring
cycles of police raids in Alexandra Township, thereby transforming a singular memory into
evidence of a systemic condition. This framing produces a layered temporality in which the
child’s immediate terror is overlaid by the adult narrator’s retrospective awareness of
apartheid’s structural violence. At the same time, Math bane sustains affective immediacy
through sensory-rich, emotionally unfiltered description such as images of hunger, bodily
discomfort, and hostile environments which are narrated as though unfolding now. As a
result, temporal distance collapses making historical contextualisation and emotional
proximity coexist, enabling the narrative to convey both the lived intensity of childhood
experience and its broader political significance.

Furthermore, the memoir employs episodic segmentation as a deliberate temporal strategy.
Rather than unfolding through a continuous chronological flow, Math bane structures his life
narrative around discrete, emotionally charged episodes, police raids in Alexandra,
humiliating school encounters, and moments of athletic breakthrough, that function as
affective anchors. Scenes of crisis are markedly dilated through slowed pacing and dense
sensory detail. For instance, during police raids in Alexandra, Math bane lingers on the terror
of sudden nocturnal violence, describing policemen “kicking down doors” and forcing
residents outside at gunpoint, while the child narrator fixates on his mother’s frantic efforts
to hide money and children. The syntax in these moments becomes fragmented and
accumulative, mirroring the child’s panic and confusion and compelling the reader to remain
within the immediacy of fear. Similarly, scenes of domestic brutality, particularly the father’s
drunken violence, are narrated with sensorial detail, as Math bane recounts each blow,
threat, and moment of paralysis in granular detail, suspending narrative movement to
foreground psychological trauma. By contrast, extended periods of relative stability or
routine are compressed into brief narrative summaries. Daily school life, repetitive hunger,
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and ongoing domestic labour are often condensed into a few lines, such as Math bane’s
cursory descriptions of walking long distances to school or enduring chronic poverty as an
unchanging backdrop to childhood. This compression reflects both the child’s selective
memory and the adult narrator’s narrative economy. Each episode is retrospectively framed
by the adult voice, which interprets its broader social and moral significance, particularly in
linking personal suffering to the structural violence of apartheid. The rhythmic alternation
between narrative expansion in moments of trauma and compression in periods of routine
produces an aesthetic tempo that mirrors the psychology of remembering, where pain
resists abbreviation while habitual experience recedes into narrative background.

Kamkwamba’s retrospective narration in The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, blends the
temporal authority of a mature inventor recounting his journey with the affective immediacy
of his adolescent self-growing up in rural Malawi. This strategy enables the memoir to
operate simultaneously as inspirational testimony and as a cultural-historical record of
ingenuity amid scarcity. Crucially, Kamkwamba often resists interventions of adult
commentary, allowing the child’s embodied perception to dominate the scene. This balance
aligns with what Smith and Watson describe as the “double perspective” in autobiography,
where the narrator simultaneously inhabits and reflects upon past selves. When recounting
the famine, he renders hunger not through abstraction or hindsight but through sensory
immediacy. He recounts, "My stomach growled like a leopard in a cage, and my head felt
light as a balloon”. The similes, grounded in the child’s imaginative ecology of animals and
play, signal the narrated child’s cognitive frame, even as their careful selection and rhythmic
balance reveal adult narrative craftsmanship. The result is a temporal fusion in which
historical deprivation is not merely remembered but re-experienced as bodily memory,
collapsing distance between past suffering and present narration. He links events to
seasonal cycles, stages in his schooling, and key moments in Malawi’s socio-political life,
thereby establishing precise temporal coordinates. For instance, the onset of famine is
framed not merely by the calendar year but by the agricultural cycle. He says, “The rains
had been late that year...the maize never grew tall enough to make cobs”. This temporal
anchoring situates the narrative within both personal and communal memory, allowing
readers to contextualise childhood hardship within the rhythms of rural subsistence life.

It is in his recollections of hunger, mechanical tinkering, and discovery that affective
immediacy emerges most vividly. Accounts of the famine rely on sensory immersion, the
“bitter taste of gaga flour” and the “silence in the villages where children no longer played”,
narrated in a manner that collapses the temporal distance between the remembered
experience and its retelling. Likewise, in recounting the construction of the windmill, the
narrative pace slows to foreground his emotional state, tracing a progression from doubt to
excitement to pride, and thereby drawing the reader into the immediacy of that moment of
innovation. Kamkwamba employs episodic structuring and pacing manipulation to frame
these experiences. The memoir is not presented as a continuous daily account but as key
moments of turning points such as the day he was forced to leave school, the moment he
found the science book on windmills, the first time the blades turned, or the death of starving
neighbours. Each episode is retrospectively framed with the adult narrator’'s commentary,
revealing how these experiences shaped his long-term identity and aspirations. This
technique allows the memoir to preserve the child’s voice while integrating the adult’s
interpretive insight.
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Trevor Noah’s Born a Crime similarly collapses the distance between past and present
through a strategic manipulation of tense, particularly at moments of heightened danger or
emotional exposure. By shifting abruptly into the present tense, Noah suspends
retrospective narration and renders memory as an unfolding, embodied experience. In
recounting the moment his mother throws him from a moving car to save him from armed
attackers, he writes, "Boom! It happens so fast. She throws me out. I hit the ground”.
Elsewhere in the same episode, the narration remains insistently present-oriented, I roll. I
hear shouting. I don't know where my mother is”, a syntactic compression that mimics panic
and disorientation. A similar strategy appears in his depiction of domestic violence, where
he recounts his stepfather firing a gun at his mother, “He pulls the trigger. The gun clicks.
Nothing happens. My mom is frozen”. The use of present tense here arrests narrative
progression, prolonging the instant of terror and forcing the reader to dwell within it. Even
moments of childhood vulnerability are rendered through this temporal immediacy, as when
Noah recalls hiding from bullies, “*I'm small. I'm trapped. I can’t run”. Across these instances,
present-tense narration functions not merely as stylistic flair but as an ethical and affective
strategy which intends to anchors memory in sensation: impact, sound, bodily fear, and
allows the reader to rein habit events alongside the child-self rather than encounter them
as safely mediated recollection.

Noah also employs precise temporal markers to ground his recollections, referencing his
age, school grades, and major historical milestones such as the 1994 democratic elections.
For example, the chapter "Run” begins with a clear temporal placement: “I was six years
old when my mother threw me out of a moving car”. This type of framing positions each
anecdote within a specific socio-historical moment, enabling readers to situate his personal
experiences within the broader transformation of South Africa. The memoir's affective
immediacy emerges through Noah’s ability to narrate events with the emotional tone and
sensory texture of his younger self. Scenes such as when he was hiding from the police with
his mother or scavenging for opportunities in Soweto are narrated with a combination of
humour, fear, and sensory detail, “the pounding of my heart...the smell of dust kicked up
by our running feet”, that makes the moment feel contemporaneous with its telling. This
immediacy draws the reader into the child’'s embodied experience, even as the adult narrator
reflects on its larger meaning.

Noah’s use of episodic segmentation, structuring the memoir as discrete, self-contained
chapters, mirrors the fragmented nature of memory and allows for thematic rather than
strictly chronological progression. Episodes are often followed by retrospective commentary
that reframes the events with adult understanding, sometimes offering political critique,
sometimes moral reflection. This aligns with the idea of narrative identity where the past
self is continuously reconstructed through the lens of the present narrator.

Narrative pacing is a crucial device through which Trevor Noah regulates both temporal
perception and emotional engagement in Born a Crime. Intense moments are deliberately
slowed down, allowing time to dilate and emotional intensity to deepen. In recounting his
stepfather Abel’s abuse of his mother, for instance, Noah fragments the action into short,
sequential sentences, “He took out the gun. He raised it. He fired”. This is a syntactic
restraint that arrests narrative momentum and compels the reader to inhabit the terror of
the moment. A similar deceleration occurs during the funeral episode, where the sudden
cessation of communal mourning, “People stopped crying. They just stared at me”, is
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narratively expanded, lingering on silence and collective gaze to heighten Noah’s
vulnerability. By contrast, stretches of everyday life and recurrent hardships are narrated
briskly and often culminate in humour that undercuts potential heaviness. Episodes of
poverty, hunger, or youthful hustling move rapidly toward punch lines such as his ironic
claim that selling pirated CDs was “selling hope, with a return policy”. Even deprivation is
rendered with compressed, comic timing, “We didn’t have food, but we had prayer”, allowing
levity to coexist with structural critique. This oscillation between slowed, affectively dense
narration and fast-paced, punch line-driven storytelling produces a tonal modulation that
sustains reader engagement while reserving narrative gravity for moments of genuine moral
and emotional crisis.

Robyn Scott’s Twenty Chickens for a Saddle frequently immerses the reader in her childhood
experiences in Botswana using a blend of lyrical detail and childlike wonder. The memoir’s
temporal structure often digresses through memory loops, re-entering past events with the
freshness of a child’s perspective. When describing a family expedition, she writes: “The
jeep smelt of dried mud, petrol, and my father’s pipe tobacco, which he wasn’t supposed to
smoke”. Such sensory layering creates an atmosphere in which past and present coalesce
in the olfactory, visual, and emotional registers. She narrates her childhood in Botswana
with the reflective insights of an adult narrator who understands the socio-political, cultural,
and ecological contexts that shaped her upbringing. She also uses specific temporal markers
like the year her family moved to Botswana, the seasons of drought or abundance, and the
incremental changes in her education and family life. For example, the opening recollections
of rural settlement are framed by the temporal shift from city life in New Zealand to the
open landscapes of Botswana, marked by the building of their home and the rhythm of
farming seasons. This framing allows the reader to track the trajectory of her formative
years while appreciating the unfolding socio-environmental backdrop. Similarly, the
memoir's affective immediacy emerges through her vivid reconstruction of childhood
sensory experiences, dusty cattle tracks, the smell of freshly baked bread, the sound of
cicadas during hot afternoons. Her descriptions of everyday life on the farm are rendered
with playful energy and an unfiltered curiosity that evokes the emotional tone of her younger
self. Even when recounting serious moments, such as encounters with iliness or wildlife, the
narrative often retains a buoyant sense of wonder, which draws the reader into the
immediacy of the child’s perspective.

Scott selects moments that serve as narrative and thematic pivots, family debates over
unconventional schooling, trips to the city for supplies, or learning medical skills from her
mother’s practice reveal the tensions between her childhood innocence and the complex
realities of rural healthcare, education, and gender roles. In this, the past self’'s immediacy
coexists with the present self’s analytical distance. Her adventurous moments like horseback
rides or brushes with danger are slowed down through detailed sensory and emotional
description, immersing the reader in the adrenaline and exhilaration of the scene. In
contrast, repetitive or transitional moments, such as routine farm chores, are compressed,
mirroring the selective nature of memory and keeping the reader’s focus on emotionally
charged episodes. Therefore, Scott’s temporal framing and affective immediacy transforms
individual memories into a broader commentary on family, place, and belonging. This
dynamic not only enriches the reader’'s engagement but also underscores the power of
retrospective narration in revealing the complexities of growing up across cultural and
environmental frontiers.
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These selected southern African memoirs resist a purely linear retelling of life, but they
construct time affectively, using narrative strategies that transport the reader back into the
emotionally charged experiences of southern African childhoods. This temporal framing
collapses narrative distance, allowing the adult narrator to speak both from and as the child,
producing what Herman calls storied immediacy, an aesthetic that sustains the presence of
the child’s voice even within adult reflection.

C. Present-Tense Immersion

Present-tense narration in childhood memoirs functions as an immersive device, collapsing
the distance between adult remembrance and child perception. As Eakins notes that the
historical present can “re-enact” past events for the reader, engaging them in lived
immediacy rather than retrospective observation. In southern African life writing, this tactic
appears across multiple texts, each using present-tense moments to heighten emotional
engagement and reinforce narrative credibility.

In Twenty Chickens for a Saddle, Scott begins with the child’s corporeal experience of
Botswana’s bush heat. She says, “Heat overwhelms me... Heat like nothing I have ever felt
before. Normal thought, in this temperature and blinding light, is suddenly impossible”. By
deploying present-tense verbs ‘overwhelms’ and ‘is,” Scott invites the reader to re-
experience the sensory onslaught alongside her younger self. Culler argues that present
tense in narrative signals an authorial recognition of a moment’s lasting affective power.
The repeated cadence here, “Heat overwhelms... Heat like...,” not only mimics the physical
pulse of exhaustion but also marks the adult narrator’s conscious framing of childhood
intensity as pivotal. Moreover, Chapin’s study of childhood memoirs shows that such
immediacy fosters empathetic alignment, prompting readers to inhabit the text’s temporal

A\Y

4
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now-.

Trevor Noah similarly uses the present tense in Born a Crime to dramatize the
precariousness and playfulness of apartheid-era childhood. He writes, “I become a
chameleon. My colour doesn’t change, but I can change your perception of my colour”. This
moment-to-moment enactment, ‘become’ and ‘can change,” draws readers into Noah’s
adaptive performance, making them complicit in the social experiment of code-switching.
As Phelan observes, the historical present can create a “narrative contract” wherein readers
feel they are witnessing events as they unfold, heightening both suspense and authenticity
(p. 48). In Noah’s case, the present-tense passage underscores the stakes of belonging and
survival under apartheid’s rigid racial codes.

While Math bane’s Kaffir Boy predominantly uses past tense, its prologue’s dense sensory
detail achieves an effect akin to present-tense immediacy. He describes: “Tear gas fills the
room. My eyes burn; my chest tightens. I cough as the blue smoke stings every breath”.
This rapid succession of bodily sensations, *fills,” ‘burn,’ ‘tightens,’ ‘stings’ all verbs in the
present aspect, momentarily suspends past tense to immerse the reader in the child’s panic.
Gilmore calls this “flash-present”, a method of “verbal mimesis,” enacting the event through
language to convince readers of its authenticity. Math bane’s strategic use of the present
aspect within a past-framed narrative thus amplifies both the emotional force and the
credibility of his testimony.
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In The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, Kamkwamba combines past tense narrative with
occasional present-tense rhetorical flourishes: “The photo seems to move before my eyes
[...]". Here, ‘seems’ and ‘move’ evoke the child’s astonishment upon first encountering
windmill diagrams. Ryan argues that such “deictic shifts” into present tense signal the
narrator’s desire to preserve the vividness of memory, asserting that “the past continues to
live in the present of the narrative”. Kamkwamba’s brief present-tense intrusions thus
remind readers that these are not distant recollections but living moments that shaped his
identity.

These instances of present-tense immersion, therefore, affirm that Southern-African
childhood memoirs achieve emotional immediacy and, by extension, narrative credibility
through strategically enacted re-enactment of past moments. Whether Scott’s visceral heat
narrative, Noah’s chameleon transformation, Math bane’s tear-gas panic, or Kamkwamba’s
textbook astonishment, the use of present-aspect verbs suspends temporal distance and
invites readers into the child’s sensory world. Drawing from Gilmore’s notion of “verbal
mimesis” and Phelan’s concept of the narrative contract, these techniques do more than
dramatize memory: they signal the author’'s commitment to authenticity by re-creating
events as lived experiences rather than detached reminiscence. In so doing, the memoirs
transform potential retrospective scepticism into shared, lived immediacy, ensuring that the
reader’s belief is earned through embodied engagement rather than asserted by mere
assertion.

D. Analeptic Echoes and Sensory Resonance

While present-tense passages immerse readers in immediate sensation, revisiting the past,
brief returns to present tense or heightened sensory recall signal the narrator’s adult
awareness of pivotal childhood moments. Genette defines analysis as a “flashback” that
refracts past events through present consciousness, creating a resonant echo rather than a
simple temporal shift. In southern African memoirs, these echoes both preserve the depth
of the child’s experience and underscore its lasting significance.

In Twenty Chickens for a Saddle, Robyn Scott returns to her grandmother’s makeshift bush
“classroom” with a striking analeptic flourish that blends past and present into a single lived
moment: “Even now, when I see the scorched earth and acacia thorns, I taste the dust on
my tongue”. This construction, ‘see” and ‘taste’ in the present tense, does more than evoke
a vivid sensory snapshot; it signals that this particular childhood scene remains actively
alive within the narrator’s psyche. As Culler observes, such present-tense intrusions act as
“signposts of the self,” marking those memories that have become constitutive of the
author’s identity. In this moment, the scorched earth and thorny acacias are not mere
backdrops but encoded triggers, each grain of dust resonating with the adult Scott’s body
memory.

Whitehead’s concept of “affective continuity” further illuminates this technique by arguing
that present-tense echoes serve to weave an unbroken emotional thread between past and
present selves, allowing readers to sense not just what happened but how those events
continue to shape the narrator’'s embodied experience. Here, the simple act of tasting dust
becomes a creative way to present those enduring lessons learned in that bush classroom
like resilience, attentiveness, and the blending of play with survival skills. Kuhn adds another
layer by framing such moments as “acts of memory and imagination,” where the adult
narrator intentionally ritualizes childhood events to underscore their ongoing significance.
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Scott’s choice to reopen this sensory register in the present implies a deliberate authoring.
She is not merely recalling the classroom but re-enacting its affective power, inviting readers
to partake in the same bodily flashback.

In The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, William Kamkwamba punctuates his past-tense
narrative with analeptic present-tense recalls that animate the technical processes of his
inventions. He writes, I can still hear the hum of the axle; I can see the sparks fly as the
wire touches the metal”. By prefacing sensory verbs with “can still,” Kamkwamba performs
a vivid re-enactment rather than a mere report. This present-tense echo transforms the
bicycle dynamo from dry mechanical description into a “living diagram,” inviting readers to
experience the inventor’s wonder as he did. RI Coeur frames this as a “reciprocal act of re-
presentation” in which memory actively projects the past into the present, carrying its
emotional and sensory textures across time. In this view, memory is not a passive archive
but a dynamic performance; each hum and spark becomes evidence that the event retains
its affective power.

Ryan further argues that such deictic shifts, moments when narrative perspective leaps into
the “now” of the text, serve as markers of authenticity, assuring readers that these
recollections are grounded in embodied experience rather than abstract reconstruction. In
Kamkwamba’s memoir, the analeptic echo functions as a micro-witness. It does not just
describe what happened; it re-enacts the act of listening to the hum and watching the
sparks, thereby validating the narrative’s truth-claims through experiential immediacy.
Moreover, Kuhn contends that these sensory reverberations enact a form of ritualised
memory. Each ‘can still hear’ becomes a touchstone of Kamkwamba’s self-fashioning,
underscoring that his journey from curiosity to competence is inseparable from his sensory
engagement with the world. Thus, the present-tense echoes not only reaffirm the memoir’s
technical content but also perform its ethical project to bear witness to the transformative
power of hands-on learning in conditions of scarcity.

In Kaffir Boy, Mark Math bane strategically shatters his past-tense flow with sudden present-
tense bursts at moments of acute peril, a technique Gilmore calls “traumatic immediacy”.
Recounting a life-and-death chase by township guard dogs, he writes, “The dogs are on me.
I scream and kick, but I am trapped.” The shift to are, scream, and am thrusts the reader
into the boy’s raw terror, as if reliving the attack alongside him. Gilmore argues that such
analeptic present-tense intrusions do more than dramatize events, they invoke the enduring
emotional charge of trauma, collapsing the distance between then and now so that the
reader cannot remain a detached observer. In Math bane’s narrative, these moments
validate his testimony by demonstrating that certain memories resist the smoothing hand
of hindsight and instead demand to be felt in unmediated immediacy.

Trevor Noah’s Born a Crime employs analeptic echoes not for terror but for laughter and
self-reflection. After detailing a childhood prank that misfired, he concludes: "I still laugh
thinking about it = I can’t help it”. According to Battista and Witt man, such present-tense
asides act as “authorial asides,” breaking the narrative’s fourth wall to remind readers of
the adult narrator’s ongoing presence. This echo does two things: it cues the reader to the
enduring emotional resonance of the anecdote, and it signals the narrator’s self-aware
stance, acknowledging that memory is both lived and later interpreted. For Noah, the laugh
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that I still laugh’ validates the story’s retelling by demonstrating that the child’s perspective
continues to inform and amuse the adult author.

E. Memory’s Fragility and Editorial Self-Reflexivity

Retrospective memoirs are, by their very nature, entangled with the complex, often elusive
mechanics of human memory. Memory is not a transparent recording of past events but a
reconstructive process shaped by emotion, time, and narrative impulse. Consequently,
memoirists routinely acknowledge the limits of childhood recall by interrupting their
narratives with moments of self-correction, uncertainty, or reflective qualification. These
editorial asides, ranging from parenthetical notes of doubt to extended prose reflections on
what actually happened, foreground the fragility of memory and signal a deliberate aesthetic
choice rather than narrative incoherence.

Such self-reflexive manoeuvres perform multiple functions. First, they humanize the
narrator by exposing their vulnerability to flawed recall, inviting readers into a shared
recognition of memory’s imperfection. Second, they enhance narrative credibility by
demonstrating transparency about what the narrator knows, suspects, or cannot fully
reconstruct, an ethical stance that aligns with readers’ expectations for honesty in life
writing. This subsection traces how editorial self-reflexivity operates at the intersection of
epistemology and aesthetics, and how narrators negotiate the tension between the desire
for coherent storytelling and the unavoidable gaps and distortions of remembered
experience. These self-interruptions are not digressions but integral strategies that deepen
both the emotional resonance of the memoir and its claim to truthfulness.

F. Selective Recall and Narrative Ethic

One hallmark of southern African childhood memoirs is their double-voiced narrative
structure which produces a dynamic tension between the sensory vividness of childhood and
the reflective, interpretive stance of adulthood. Yet this twin voice is not merely a formal
feature, it performs a vital ethical function, especially when memoirists openly acknowledge
the constructed, selective nature of memory.

Scott's Twenty Chickens for a Saddle offers a prime example. She openly flags narrative
selectivity, admitting, "I didn’t point out that the first thing I did when I saw the snake...was
to move quickly”. This confession does not weaken the narrative but reinforces its credibility
by exposing the narrator’s editorial hand. Similarly, Scott reflects, I believe I was about
seven or eight when 1 first realized the schoolbooks were forbidden fruit”, the hedge "I
believe” functioning as a metanarrative cue. Genets describes such analeptic ellipses,
moments where temporal gaps are filled in retrospect, as essential devices that enlist the
reader’s interpretive participation. Scott’s funeral recollection, “Forgotten in the flurry of
funerals...” further exemplifies this mode, inviting readers to inhabit the spaces of
uncertainty as part of the memoir’s truth-claims.

Kamkwamba's The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind begins with an overt disclaimer: “Some of
the details in this book I recall exactly; others I have pieced together from notes and
conversations with Geoffrey”. This prefatory statement signals the text’s self-consciousness
about the frailty of memory. Ricoeur’s theory that memory is inherently selective, shaped
by “traces, omissions, and narrative redress”, is germane here. Kamkwamba’s transparency
pre-empts scepticism and, in Battista and Witt man’s terms, constitutes a “contractual
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overture” that invites the reader’s trust (p. 15). In doing so, he elevates recollection to a
collaborative and reflexive act.

Moreover, Kamkwamba’s use of dual voice can be seen in his discovery of an American
science textbook: “I pulled out an American textbook called Using Energy... I opened the
book and read, ‘Energy is all around you every day’”. The wonder of this moment, filtered
through the child’'s awe at the “tall white windmills,” is immediately framed by adult
interpretation, who clarifies the significance of formal knowledge to his later innovation. This
interplay affirms Smith and Watson’s claim that childhood memoirs gain their ethical force
from the adult narrator’s ability to mediate between unfiltered experience and reflective
insight.

Math bane’s Kaffir Boy also foregrounds the dual perspective and narrative selectivity. He
recalls a classroom incident, “They’re schoolbooks all right... but only white people and
Indians use them”, the adult narrator intrudes with an expository gloss on the Bantu
Education system, situating the child’s shock within apartheid’s systematic dehumanization.
Rather than weakening the narrative’s coherence, this interpolation performs what Kuhn
calls “narrative ethics,” where foregrounding memory’s instability becomes a signal of
rhetorical trust.

Trevor Noah’s Born a Crime exemplifies this technique with characteristic humour. After
recalling an early encounter with racial suspicion, he hedges, “I'm pretty sure this happened
in 1991, give or take a year, but the story still holds”. The phrase “give or take a year” is
not an evasion but an authorial aside that reinforces trust, showing the narrator’s awareness
of his memory’s limits. Di Battista and Witt man describe such moments as “ethical
witnessing,” where disclosing one’s narrative process enhances believability. Eakins similarly
argues that this reflexivity engenders intimacy where the adult narrator, by signalling their
hand, turns the reader into a co-witness of past events. Noah’s use of double voice also
extends to character analysis. Recalling his mother’s defiant faith, “It's the Deuvil... that’s
why we’ve got to catch minibuses”, the child’s bewilderment gives way to the adult’s wry
assessment: "My mother is as stubborn as she is religious”. This interpretive pivot, executed
without fanfare, exemplifies how the memoirist presents the immediacy of remembered
dialogue and the analytical reach of hindsight. As Di Battista and Witt man note, such dual-
voiced constructions “blur the line between fiction and nonfiction” precisely by revealing how
memoirs are curated truths rather than raw transcripts.

Therefore, selective recall and retrospective framing in these memoirs function not as
narrative liabilities but as ethical resources. The candid admission of memory’s gaps,
through hedges like ‘I believe,’ ‘give or take,” or ‘I don't recall exactly,” transforms the
memoir from a claim to unmediated truth into a site of thoughtful narrative labour. These
techniques foreground the authors’ self-awareness as life narrators and invite the reader to
value not only what is remembered but how and why it is remembered.

In this way, the dual perspective becomes more than a narrative device; it is the memoir’s
ethical signature. It reassures readers that the text is neither a naive recollection nor a pure
invention but a deliberate, accountable engagement with the past. Through fusing candid
selectivity with interpretive maturity, these memoirs model the “hermeneutics of trust,”
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showing that transparency, not factual exactitude, is the true measure of narrative
credibility.

G. Deliberate Pacing as Reconstruction

Autobiographical pacing, the careful allocation of narrative attention to particular moments,
often reveals the memoirist’s editorial hand shaping recollection. In southern African
childhood life writing, authors slow down to linger on decisive gestures or technical
procedures, signalling both the significance of these moments and the narrator’s active role
in reconstructing them.

Kamkwamba'’s painstaking account of his windmill’s completion in The Boy Who Harnessed
the Wind exemplifies how deliberate narrative pacing can authenticate technical feats. He
writes, “First I tightened each bolt around the rotor; then I positioned the makeshift tower,
adjusting it until the blades caught every breeze. I knotted the frayed wire ends, then held
my breath as I fed the ribbon cable through the dynamo’s coil”. By unfolding the sequence
with “first... then... I knotted... then held”, Kamkwamba transforms what could have been a
cursory summary into a step-by-step procedural re-enactment. Each verb functions as an
individual “frame” in a manual-style storyboard, mirroring the methodical mind-set of an
engineer overseeing critical installation. As Di Battista and Witt man note, such “editorial
testimony” signals that the author has scrutinized each gesture, tightening bolts, aligning
blades, wiring coils, to ensure that the memoir’'s technical claims are transparent and
verifiable.

This pacing does more than convey procedural accuracy. It establishes the memoir’s
epistemic foundation of “action focalization” where the text’'s rhythm invites readers to
participate mentally in each movement, reinforcing the authenticity of the narrator’s
embodied knowledge. When readers can see themselves tightening bolts or holding their
breath alongside Kamkwamba, scepticism about the windmill’'s feasibility dissipates,
replaced by a shared sense of investment in its success. Gilmore further argues that such
concentrated narrative focus serves as a form of “tacit witness,” where the reader becomes
co-witness to the invention process. The memoir does not merely tell us that the windmill
worked. It shows us, moment by moment, how it came to life through Kamkwamba’s
crafting of the story. This dramatization of material engagement honours not only the factual
content but also the labour and ingenuity behind it, thereby reinforcing both technical
credibility and the memoir’s status as a testament to innovation under duress.

In Kaffir Boy, Math bane employs narrative slow-motion to transform a childhood dare into
a moment of lasting moral triumph. He writes: “I stood at the railway crossing, heart
pounding. I looked the white officer in the eye. Time seemed to slow as he reached for his
baton; I swallowed hard, then turned and ran”. By fragmenting the scene into discrete
beats, ‘stood... looked... seemed to slow... swallow... turned and ran,” Math bane not only
heightens suspense but also invites readers to inhabit the child’s physiological state: the
acceleration and sudden deceleration of his pulse, the grit caught in his throat. RI Coeur
describes this as an enactment of “narrative intentionality,” wherein the author’s selective
elongation of moments underscores their thematic weight. In this case, the extended
tension dramatizes a small act of defiance against apartheid’s dehumanizing rules, revealing
how even fleeting, heartbeat-by-heartbeat choices carry profound ethical resonance when
refracted through memory.
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Scott’s Twenty Chickens for a Saddle demonstrates how memoirists choreograph not just
what they remember but how those memories are felt in the body, and how they choose to
banish what they cannot bear. In her account of selling twenty eggs, she writes: “We
weighed the eggs, twenty in all, stacking them in mud-clay cartons. My mother counted the
coins: first five the size of dimes, then two plump quarters. I clutched the money to my
chest, heart hammering”. The deliberate cadence, first the weighing, then the counting,
then the clutching, does more than narrate a transaction. It re-enacts her heightened
anticipation. This kind of embodied narration invites the reader’'s own heartbeat with the
narrator’s emotional tempo, underscoring how every counted coin carried not only economic
value but the thrill of self-reliance. Scott's memoir demonstrates a careful selectivity in
memory, highlighting how some moments are preserved while others are deliberately
suppressed. She acknowledges memory’s protective silences, “I banished the memory the
moment we walked back out into the dust and sunlight”. Such metaphors of expulsion
dramatize the way memoir shields the self from moral discomfort, setting aside painful
realities that cannot coexist with brighter or more comforting experiences. In Scott’s case,
the brightness of Botswana’s Christmas light cannot coexist with the hospital’s shadows, so
she deliberately forgets.

Yet this selective instinct does not erase all small moments. Some minor slights, particularly
those tied to personal frustration or rivalry, persist in memory. Reflecting on birthday gifts,
Scott admits, “I usually discouraged, resenting the inevitable discount of one big present
versus two quite big ones”. This is the microscopic focus of self-remembering, where
seemingly trivial grievances lodge deep in our identity. By preserving such minutiae with
precise phrasing, Scott shows how memory magnifies intimate frustrations into lasting
markers of the self. In this way, what endures is not always the grand events but the small
moments that once felt monumental.

H. Playful Humour and Self-Awareness

Humour in childhood memoirs often serves a dual purpose, it enlivens the narrative with
the adult narrator’s reflective wit while also signalling an awareness of memory’s artifice.
These playful caveats, jokes about accuracy, tongue-in-cheek disclaimers, and wry asides,
invite readers to laugh with the storyteller even as they remain alert to the constructed
nature of the story.

Trevor Noah’s Born a Crime is filled with time-related jokes that do more than just show
when events happened. They highlight how memory can be unclear while also showing the
narrator’s playful self-awareness. For example, Noah writes, “I'm pretty sure this happened
in 1991 - give or take a year - but the story still holds”, and, "I might have been ten or
eleven - either way, I was still small enough to hide under my mother’s skirt”. In the first
example, Noah places the story in 1991, during the final years of apartheid, but quickly
softens this with “give or take a year.” This signals that the exact date is not the main point,
encouraging readers to focus instead on the meaning of the story, especially the racial
absurdities of the time. In the second example, the exact age (“ten or eleven”) matters less
than the vivid image it creates which is a small mixed-race child who could still hide under
his mother’s skirt.

Hutch eon identifies this ironic self-awareness as a signature move of postmodern life
writing, arguing that such humour “allows the narrator to both inhabit and critique the
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childhood self”. Noah'’s chronological hedges perform exactly that dual act; they let us feel
the child’s immediacy ("I was still small enough...”) while signalling the adult’s reflective
distance (I might have been...”). Eakins further contends that when memoirists openly
share memory’s imperfections, they forge a “tacit bond” with readers, who appreciate the
honesty and are thus more willing to be carried along in the narrative’s larger truths. By
punctuating his recollections with such winks to the reader, Noah transforms potential points
of scepticism into moments of rapport. The resulting tone, equal parts confessional and
comedic, reinforces the memoir’s credibility not via unyielding precision but through candid
acknowledgment of memories playful imprecision.

Scott’s Twenty Chickens for a Saddle delights in contrasting her childhood grandiosity with
the unvarnished pragmatism of farm life. She recounts: "I declared I would be president of
Botswana by seventeen, my mother raised an eyebrow and handed me a chicken feed sack”.
Here, the sweeping ambition to lead a nation crashes comically into the quotidian materiality
of rural Botswana: a feed sack becomes the impromptu emblem of her mother’s gentle
deflation of that dream. This comic self-parody performs multiple narrative functions.

First, it undercuts the naiveté of the child-narrator, inviting readers to smile at the universal
folly of youthful overreach. As Hutch eon observes, such ironic distancing allows memoirists
to balance empathy for their past selves with adult critique, “inhabiting and interrogating”
that naive perspective simultaneously. Second, the scene reinforces Scott's reflective
authority. By framing her own childhood pronouncement as laughably outsized, the adult
narrator signals that she has outgrown those early ambitions but still cherishes them as
formative episodes. Bishop argues that this kind of affectionate mockery fosters reader
trust: “when authors laugh at themselves, they demonstrate honesty about memory’s
excesses”.

The material humour, the juxtaposition of presidential aspirations and poultry feed, echoes
the memoir’s larger themes of resourcefulness and creativity amid scarcity. Scott’s mother
handing her the feed sack thus becomes a subtle lesson in relational ethics. That ambition,
like sustenance, must be earned and shared, not merely proclaimed. The moment wittily
satirizes the sometimes inflated sense of self-importance in youthful fantasies while
reaffirming the memoir’s broader themes of resourcefulness, creativity, and communal
interdependence amid scarcity. In this sense, poultry feed is both literal fodder and
figurative sustenance for moral and social development.

I Reflective Nostalgia and the Rewriting of Identity

In childhood memoirs, authors often look back on formative hardships through an adult
lens, re-framing past adversity as foundational to identity and resilience. Boym’s concept of
reflective nostalgia to use the past as a prism for understanding present selves. In southern
African life writing, reflective nostalgia manifests in how memoirists transform early
challenges into narratives of beauty, innovation, and collective resistance.

Scott’'s Twenty Chickens for a Saddle repeatedly reframes childhood hardships as
unexpected sources of beauty and growth, embodying Boym’s concept of reflective
nostalgia, a mode of memory that meditates on past adversity without seeking its literal
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restoration. In one drought-stricken lesson under her grandmother’s acacia canopy, Scott
observes: "The sun beat down mercilessly, but the sky’s relentless azure made me feel alive
- in that brightness our learning felt, strangely, beautiful”. By calling the intense heat and
thirst strangely beautiful, Scott does not romanticize suffering. She acknowledges how
discomfort sharpened her senses and propelled her curiosity. This kind of re-authoring
transforms memory into a dynamic conversation between past and present selves, where
the adult narrator recognizes youthful struggle as foundational to identity formation.

In another incident, Scott revisits her childhood chicken-raising venture with similar
wistfulness: “"We built the coop out of scrap wire and fallen branches, hard work, but each
cluck felt like a triumph” (Scott, 2008, p. 93). Here, labour and reward merge in
retrospective glow, highlighting how challenges became rites of passage. Di Battista and
Witt man describe this narrative stance as a form of “poetic re-authoring,” in which the
memoirist deliberately shapes recollections to reveal not only what happened but what it
means now. Kuhn further emphasizes that such reflective nostalgia allows authors to
“reclaim the ordinary” by infusing everyday scenes with emotional resonance and ethical
insight (pp. 12). For Scott, drought and dirt cease to be mere obstacles but become the
crucible in which her lifelong sense of wonder and resilience was forged.

Kamkwamba’s memory of crafting pinwheels from discarded water bottles and sticks,
activities he once dismissed as mere childhood play, takes on profound significance in The
Boy Who Harnessed the Wind. He reflects, “"We’d tie nails through plastic blades and watch
them spin in the breeze. At the time they were just toys, but now I see in them the first
sketches of my windmill.” This present-tense re-evaluation of those “stupid pinwheels” as
proto-prototypes exemplifies Boym’s reflective nostalgia, which “exposes the fractures of
memory” by holding innocence and future purpose in tension. Kamkwamba does more than
remember play. He re-reads it as the nascent phase of his inventive journey, suggesting
that memory can retrospectively inscribe ordinary moments with technical and symbolic
agency. Gilmore describes how such symbolic analysis grant *"mnemonic agency” to objects,
allowing them to function as anchors of transformative remembrance. The pinwheel, once
a symbol of carefree amusement, becomes a living mnemonic device, testifying to the
continuity between childhood curiosity and adult innovation. Di Battista and Witt man further
note that auto biographers use these retrospective re-castings of everyday artefacts to
“weave thematic coherence” throughout their narratives. By revisiting the pinwheels in the
present tense, ‘I see...,” Kamkwamba not only underscores his own inventiveness but also
invites readers to trace the genealogy of ingenuity from playful experimentation to life-
changing invention. RI Coeur terms this process of analysis an instance of “active re-
presentation,” where memory does not merely archive past events but re-interprets them
in light of new understanding, thereby shaping identity. For Kamkwamba, the pinwheel
becomes both a literal blueprint and a metaphor for self-making, illustrating how reflective
nostalgia can both illuminate and mobilize the raw materials of childhood into engines of
social and technological transformation.

In Kaffir Boy, Mark Math bane’s youthful fixation on tennis, initially a personal escape from
township hardship, acquires profound political resonance in his adult retelling. He writes: “I
used to hold that battered racket like a weapon, hoping that each stroke struck not just
plastic but the injustice of apartheid itself. This present-tense reflection recasts an
adolescent pastime as an act of symbolic defiance, transforming every serve and volley into
a metaphorical blow against systemic oppression. As Di Battista and Witt man observe,
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reflective nostalgia in autobiography "“transcends personal confession to enact social
critique,” using individual memory to illuminate broader political and moral truths. Math
bane’s tennis courts thus become sites of contestation, where the child’s play intersects with
the adult’'s awareness of racial injustice. Ricer’'s framework of memory as “active re-
presentation” further explains this process: by revisiting his tennis scenes through the lens
of later convictions, Math bane does not merely recount them but re-values them, imbuing
each stroke with adult understanding of resistance. In this way, the battered racket is more
than a sporting implement; it functions as a mnemonic device, carrying the cumulative
weight of childhood resilience and the enduring struggle against apartheid. Di Battista and
Witt man note that such politicized re-authoring aligns personal narrative with collective
memory, forging a “moral ecology” in which individual experiences become testaments to
communal endurance. Math bane’s tennis motif thus exemplifies how reflective nostalgia
can link past and present selves in a shared project of social critique, transforming the
memoir from a private chronicle into a public act of witness.

J. Objects and Cultural Motifs in Retrospective Narration

In childhood memoirs, retrospective narration frequently relies on material objects,
childhood games, and culturally embedded motifs as aesthetic devices through which adult
narrators recover, authenticate, and interpret childhood experience. Rather than functioning
as mere descriptive details, these elements operate as mnemonic anchors that mediate
between the child’s experiential world and the adult narrator’s reflective consciousness. In
The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, Born a Crime, Kaffir Boy, and Twenty Chickens for a
Saddle, such objects and practices structure retrospective narration by grounding memory
in the sensory, the ordinary, and the culturally specific.

K. Childhood Objects in Retrospective Narration of Childhood

Childhood objects operate as material extensions of agency, particularly within contexts of
constraint. Kamkwamba’s engagement with discarded radio parts and bicycle dynamos
exemplifies what this study conceptualizes as situated agency that emerges not from
autonomy or power, but from improvisation within scarcity. Kamkwamba recalls collecting
scrap materials to construct a windmill, I found some pieces of wire and an old bicycle
dynamo. I didn't know exactly how I would use them, but I knew they were important”. The
adult narrator retrospectively frames these acts as deliberate problem-solving rather than
accidental ingenuity. This reframing affirms the child’s capacity for purposive action while
acknowledging the structural limits that shaped it.

Similarly, in Kaffir Boy, Math bane’s barefoot journeys and improvised tools of survival
materialize agency at the level of endurance and self-discipline. Objects become sites where
childhood agency is enacted under apartheid’s material violence, “I went to school barefoot,
my feet toughened by the gravel and broken glass of Alexandra’s streets”. Retrospective
narration prevents these moments from being read as heroic individualism. Instead, it
situates agency as relational and coerced, aligning with contemporary reconceptualization’s
of child agency. Objects also function as credibility devices. Their concreteness stabilizes
memory and reassures the reader of the narrator’s testimonial reliability. As Jejune argues,
autobiographical credibility relies less on factual exhaustiveness than on referential
plausibility. In Scott’s Twenty Chickens for a Saddle, the recurrence of books, horses, and
household items offers tangible points of reference that authenticate the remembered child’s
world, “"Books were my safest possessions; I carried them from house to house like proof
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that something remained unchanged”. However, retrospective narration complicates this
credibility by revealing the ethical instability of material comfort. Scott’s adult voice reframes
these objects as shields that insulated settler children from political realities. Credibility thus
emerges not from innocence but from the narrator’s willingness to interrogate the limits of
childhood perception, a key marker of truthful retrospection.

L. Games and Play in Retrospective Narration

Games and play serve as aesthetic strategies that enable truth-telling without
sensationalism. In Born a Crime, Noah’s recollections of running, hustling, and playful rule-
breaking are narrated with humour, yet retrospectively reframed as survival tactics within
radicalized violence, “"We learned to run early. If you couldn’t run, you couldn’t survive”.
The adult narrator’s interpretive distance allows him to disclose systemic brutality while
preserving the child’s experiential logic. This strategy aligns with what this study identifies
as ethical truth-telling: a mode of narration that neither exploits childhood suffering nor
sanitizes it. Humour, as Hutch eon suggests, becomes an ironic device that tells difficult
truths obliquely. The credibility of Noah’s narrative derives precisely from this balance
between childhood immediacy and adult moral awareness.

Math bane’s depiction of soccer as temporary escape similarly illustrates how games allow
the child narrator to articulate truth without totalizing despair. The adult narrator
retrospectively qualifies the illusion of freedom, acknowledging both its necessity and its
insufficiency. He writes, “For those few moments on the field, apartheid did not exist; there
was only the ball and the goalposts”. Truth-telling thus emerges as layered rather than
absolute. Noah repeatedly frames childhood play and hustling as tactical responses to
apartheid and its aftermath, retrospectively reinterpreted as early political education. For
instance, recalling street life in Hill brow, he observes, "We were like cats. We learned how
to disappear, how to hide, how to run”. At the level of childhood experience, running
functions as a game-like skill - competitive, embodied, and learned through repetition.
Retrospectively, however, the adult narrator reframes this ‘play’ as a survival tactic
necessitated by radicalized policing and criminalization. This dual framing exemplifies
everyday forms of resistance in which marginalized subjects tactically navigate and subvert
constraining power structures. The aesthetic lightness of the metaphor (cats) softens the
trauma of constant flight while simultaneously revealing the violence that makes such agility
necessary. Noah also uses games to lighten transgression across racial boundaries in his
recollection of language use, “I became a chameleon. My colour didn’t change, but I could
change your perception of my colour”. Language-switching here operates as a form of
linguistic play, learned in the streets and deployed strategically. Retrospectively, Noah
frames this as an early political literacy - the child learns that racial identity is not only
enforced through law but also negotiated through performance. The metaphor of play
(chameleon) aestheticizes the act, making it narratively engaging, while exposing the
absurdity of racial classification systems that could be temporarily suspended through
speech.

Noah’s childhood hustling similarly blurs the line between game and labour. Recalling his
early entrepreneurial ventures, he notes, “I learned that money wasn’t something you
earned; it was something you figured out”. What the child experiences as clever
improvisation is retrospectively reframed as economic adaptation within structurally unequal
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conditions. The adult narrator’s reflection transforms hustling into political knowledge,
revealing how apartheid and post-apartheid precocity forced children into premature forms
of economic agency. The playful tone masks, yet does not erase, the systemic violence
underlying such necessity. Childhood games and play practices are central to how
retrospective narration constructs agency in these memoirs. Games provide a child-cantered
epistemology, allowing narrators to recover how children made sense of power, danger, and
social hierarchies before possessing adult vocabulary.

M. Cultural Motifs and the Structuring of Retrospective Meaning

Cultural motifs such as folklore, religious beliefs, idioms, and communal rituals, constitute
a crucial aesthetic layer through which retrospective narration in childhood memoirs
operates. These motifs embed individual childhood experience within collective cultural
epistemologies, allowing memory to resonate beyond the private self and into social and
historical consciousness. Retrospective narration enables adult authors to revisit these
motifs with ethical distance, preserving their formative influence while subjecting them to
critical reflection.

In The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, beliefs surrounding magic, curses, and divine causality
structure the child narrator’s understanding of ecological catastrophe. Kamkwamba recalls
communal explanations for famine, "Some people said the hunger had come because God
was angry with us. Others said it was witchcraft”. At the level of childhood perception, these
beliefs offer coherent explanations for environmental disaster. Retrospectively, however,
the adult narrator neither endorses nor dismisses them. Instead, he situates them as
culturally available interpretive frameworks that shaped childhood reasoning. This balanced
narration exemplifies Eakins’s assertion that autobiographical memory is socially embedded
and culturally mediated rather than purely individual. Kamkwamba further illustrates the
moral force of cultural belief when he notes, "When things went wrong, people looked for
someone to blame”. Here, retrospective narration exposes how cultural motifs of curse and
punishment structured communal responsibility, influencing the child’s emerging ethical
consciousness. The adult narrator’s restraint enhances narrative credibility by respecting
cultural logic while quietly interrogating its consequences.

In Twenty Chickens for a Saddle, Scott’s childhood world is saturated with pastoral and
colonial motifs that initially appear natural and benign. She recalls, “The farm felt like the
centre of the universe, a place that would always be ours”. At the time of experience, this
motif constructs a stable settler childhood identity. Retrospectively, however, Scott
destabilizes this pastoral myth by foregrounding its exclusions. Reflecting on domestic
rituals, she observes, "I did not question who cooked the food or cleaned the house; it was
simply how things were”. The adult narrator’s acknowledgment of childhood unfeelingness
transforms these cultural motifs into sites of ethical reckoning. Retrospection thus converts
nostalgia into critique, aligning with Boym’s notion of reflective nostalgia, which interrogates
rather than restores the past.

In Born a Crime, cultural motifs such as humour, multilingualism, and biblical discourse
function as adaptive tools through which the child navigates danger and exclusion. Noah
recalls his mother’s religious devotion, "My mother believed in God the way other people
believed in the law”. Retrospectively, this biblical motif is rendered with irony, exposing the
tension between spiritual refuge and rigid moral discipline. The adult narrator uses humour

CRSIJ26000113 COSMO RESEARCH AND SCIENCE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL 312



© MAR 2026 | CRSI JOURNAL | VOLUME 1 ISSUE 5 ISSN: 3108-1584

to maintain affection while critiquing the absolutism of religious authority. Language-
switching similarly operates as a cultural survival strategy. Noah observes, “Language, even
more than colour, defines who you are to people” (Noah, 2016, p. 56). The child’s playful
code-switching is retrospectively reframed as political literacy, revealing how cultural
fluency allowed temporary movement across racial and ethnic boundaries. Humour and
irony soften the narration, but the underlying critique of racial classification remains sharp,
exemplifying Hutch eon’s theory of irony as an ethical mode.

Across these memoirs, cultural motifs function as structures of meaning rather than static
symbols. Retrospective narration preserves their formative role in childhood while enabling
adult narrators to reassess their ethical, political, and historical implications. In doing so,
these texts demonstrate how childhood memory gains credibility and depth when situated
within shared cultural frameworks rather than isolated personal experience.

Consequently, retrospection in southern African childhood memoirs operates as both a
temporal structure and an epistemic strategy. It allows narrators to reconcile the apparent
tension between childhood limitation and adult knowledge by staging childhood as
simultaneously lived and interpreted. This staging produces what this paper frames as
retrospective child agency where the child is constructed as a perceptive, emotionally
responsive subject whose agency becomes legible through adult narrative reconstruction.

V. CONCLUSION

This chapter has shown how southern African childhood memoirists harness the power of
retrospective narration to negotiate the elusive boundary between lived experience and
remembered truth. Through temporal framing, Robyn Scott, Trevor Noah, Mark math bane,
and William Kamkwamba strategically deploy present-tense immersion and analeptic echoes
to collapse the distance between their adult retrospection and the immediacy of their youth.
Whether it is Scott's sensory re-enactment of Botswana’s bush heat, Noah’s moment-to-
moment code-switching under apartheid, Math bane’s tear-gas panic, or Kamkwamba’s vivid
bicycle-dynamo hum, these techniques invite readers into lived, embodied moments that
earn narrative credibility through affective intensity rather than factual assertion alone.
Similarly, these memoirs embrace memory’s fragility through candid editorial self-
reflexivity. Scott’s confessions of selective omission, Math bane’s hedged recollections of
age and chronology, Kamkwamba’s upfront disclaimer about reconstructed details, and
Noah’s playful dating caveats all function as ethics of trust.as they acknowledging narrative
gaps and uncertainties, each narrator transforms potential scepticism into a tacit pact of
honesty with the reader. Deliberate narrative pacing, the slow-motion tracing of a railway-
crossing defiance, the step-by-step assembly of a homemade windmill, the rhythmic coin-
counting of an egg sale dramatizes both the material realities of childhood innovation and
the labour of remembering that underpins credible life writing.
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