
Strangers In My Underpants: A South African
Tale of Identity and Belonging
John Tini Mlangeni's memoir, Strangers In My Underpants, is a moving and
thought-provoking account of his experiences as a South African man who
was forced to leave his home during apartheid and live in exile in the
United States. The book explores themes of identity, belonging, and the
complexities of living in a foreign land.
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Mlangeni was born in South Africa in 1951. He grew up in a small village in
the Eastern Cape, and his childhood was marked by the poverty and
discrimination that were endemic to apartheid. When Mlangeni was 17
years old, he was arrested by the police and charged with treason. He was
held in prison for two years without trial, and during that time he was
subjected to torture and abuse.

In 1974, Mlangeni was released from prison and went into exile in the
United States. He lived in New York City for many years, and he worked as
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a journalist and community organizer. In 1994, after apartheid ended,
Mlangeni returned to South Africa. He has since worked to promote
reconciliation and understanding between the different racial groups in his
country.

Strangers In My Underpants is a powerful and inspiring story about one
man's journey to find his place in the world. It is a story about the
importance of identity and belonging, and it is a story about the power of
hope and forgiveness.

Identity and Belonging

One of the central themes of Strangers In My Underpants is the importance
of identity and belonging. Mlangeni was born into a Xhosa family, and his
culture and traditions were an important part of his life. However, when he
was forced to leave South Africa, he lost his sense of identity and
belonging.

In the United States, Mlangeni felt like an outsider. He didn't speak the
language, he didn't know the customs, and he didn't have any friends or
family. He felt like he didn't belong anywhere.

It took Mlangeni many years to find his place in the United States. He
eventually found a community of other South African exiles, and he began
to learn about American culture. However, he never forgot his roots, and he
always felt a connection to his homeland.

When Mlangeni returned to South Africa in 1994, he was finally able to feel
a sense of belonging. He was reunited with his family and friends, and he
was able to reconnect with his culture. However, he also realized that



South Africa had changed a lot during his absence, and he had to find a
new place for himself in his own country.

The Complexities of Living in a Foreign Land

Another major theme of Strangers In My Underpants is the complexities of
living in a foreign land. Mlangeni faced many challenges when he moved to
the United States, including language barriers, cultural differences, and
racism.

Mlangeni didn't speak English when he arrived in the United States, and he
had to learn the language quickly in order to survive. He also had to learn
about American culture, which was very different from the culture he was
raised in.

Mlangeni also faced racism in the United States. He was often called
names and treated differently because of his skin color. However, he never
let racism get him down, and he continued to work hard to build a better life
for himself and his family.

Despite the challenges, Mlangeni eventually found his place in the United
States. He made friends, he found a job, and he started a family. However,
he never forgot his roots, and he always felt a connection to his homeland.

The Power of Hope and Forgiveness

Strangers In My Underpants is a story about the power of hope and
forgiveness. Despite the terrible things that Mlangeni experienced during
his life, he never gave up hope. He always believed that things would get
better, and he always worked to make the world a better place.



Mlangeni also forgave the people who had wronged him. He understood
that they were victims of a system of oppression, and he didn't want to hold
on to anger and bitterness.

The power of hope and forgiveness is what allowed Mlangeni to overcome
the challenges he faced and to find peace and happiness in his life.

Strangers In My Underpants is a moving and thought-provoking memoir
about one man's journey to find his place in the world. It is a story about the
importance of identity and belonging, it is a story about the complexities of
living in a foreign land, and it is a story about the power of hope and
forgiveness.

Mlangeni's story is an inspiration to all of us. It shows us that no matter
what challenges we face, we can always overcome them if we have hope
and forgiveness in our hearts.
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