
Reading poems from other cultures: 9. Nothing’s Changed 

This audio bite is about Nothing’s Changed by Tatamkhulu Afrika. 
 
ALIX: Nothing’s Changed is about a man going back after many years 

to an area he knew well in South Africa. The government had 
been racist, so white people were in charge and black people 
had few rights. But the government had changed, and the poet 
hoped he would see a different society. Sadly, everything he 
sees seems to be the same as it was. For that reason, he called 
the poem Nothing’s Changed. 

 
ELIOT: The poem starts with him walking across waste ground. There 

is nothing there but ‘hard stones’ and ‘weeds’. He realises it is 
Area Six, the area he lived in and he gets angry as he 
remembers how badly people were treated. 

 
ALIX: He spots a new building, some sort of expensive hotel. But he 

says it ‘squats’ here, as if it doesn’t belong to the area. And it 
just seems to be for whites – it’s too expensive for anyone else, 
and it even has a guard to stop poor people getting in.  

 
ELIOT: When he walks away he finds a working man’s café, one that 

whites probably don’t go to. It’s the opposite of the inn – it is 
cheap and very basic.  

 
ALIX: And the poet realises for an instant that he feels exactly like he 

did many years ago. When he was a young boy he was so angry 
that he wanted to destroy things, to throw stones and even plant 
bombs. But now his feelings might be different. He ends the 
poem by simply saying, ‘Nothing’s changed’ so we can’t be 
sure whether he’s just sad, or if he’s still angry, or whether he 
thinks things will ever get better in South Africa.  

 
ELIOT: It’s a very personal poem, making use of contrasts between the 

whites and the blacks in this area. But he never talks about the 
people themselves – he only talks about the two places where 
they eat, and the wasteland around these places. So in that way 
he’s not angry at people, but at the situation. One of the key 
points is this contrast. 

 
ALIX: For instance, the inn has imported things, like the ‘haute 

cuisine’ food, from France. And everything about it is for the 
rich whites – even the glass is a ‘white glass’ and there is a rose 
on each table. 

 
ELIOT: The café is nothing like this – it has plastic table tops, it sells 

‘bunny chows’, about the cheapest take-away food in South 
Africa, and ‘you wipe your fingers on your jeans’.    

 
ALIX: And the rest of the area is just weeds and grass. As well as this 

contrast, the poet also mentions ‘glass’ quite a lot. He uses this 
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idea to show the divide between the people. They can see each 
other, and the poet can see in through the window of the inn. 
But the two groups of people do not seem to mix or 
communicate. 

 
ELIOT: We aren’t clear what the poet thinks about the situation now. 

He must be concerned, because he’s written a poem about it. 
But you’ll have to decide for yourself if he’s still angry or just 
accepts it. 

 
ALIX: Nothing’s Changed is very much about life in South Africa. 

But it’s also about people’s feelings when they realise they 
can’t change the situation. So the message in the poem can 
apply to many other places as well. 

 
 The poet feels strongly about injustice. He makes very clear 

comparisons about the inn and the café. He also uses ‘glass’ as 
a way to show how the population of South Africa is separated. 

 
 Nothing’s Changed would make a good choice if you wanted to 

write about change, about different cultures, or identity or 
particular places. 

 


