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1.

INTRODUCTION

A Klee painting named ‘Angelus Novus’ shows an angel looking as though he
is about to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are
staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the
angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain
of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken
the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from
Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no
longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which
his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This
storm is what we call progress. ~ Walter Benjamin1

In South Africa, a country whose past is littered with atrocities that have intercepted and
infected the individual and collective lives of generations of its inhabitants, the past cannot be
ignored as it is part of the living. Its two-fold legacy of colonialism and Apartheid continues
to haunt the South Africa of today, resonating in the multiple social, political and economic
tensions that enforce the rifts of inequality dividing the nation. As Walter Benjamin strove to
clarify in his essay Theses on the Philosophy of History (1940), looking back on the horrors of
history and facing the atrocities of the Second World War, the past is not a “chain of events”
that leads to revolution. It is not a succession of progress, but a “single catastrophe”, a pile of
wreckages that need to be redeemed in order for the present generation to make sense of the
world and the place they inhabit in it.2 South Africa, a country that has abolished apartheid
and implemented democracy, that is still in its transition towards the truly inclusive future it
has envisioned, can only move forwards on the winds of progress with its head turned towards
the past. By recognizing and recovering the pile of debris that is its past, by remembering
what happened and reinterpreting its meaning in the present, can its past be redeemed.
It is the process of transition in South Africa that forms the core of my artistic research
of which this thesis is a part. In my artistic research I approach this subject matter from the
inside out, focussing on the individual stories and experiences of people that through voicing
the detriments of the past and the hopes of a better future, articulate the affective and personal
1
2

Benjamin, 1999: 249. The original essay entitled Theses of the Philosophy of History was written in 1940.
Ibidem.
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dimension of South Africa’s transition. In my artistic practice this investigation has led to an
audio-visual work entitled Still not at ease (2012). It is an artistic reflection upon
how the atrocities committed in South Africa’s past during the apartheid regime still
resonate in and haunt its present, especially after many of the personal stories of these
atrocities became widely known during the two years (1996-1998) that the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was active in South Africa. Instigated by the newly
elected African National Congress (ANC), the TRC was a court-like body where both victims
and perpetrators of gross human rights violations that had taken place under the apartheid
regime could come forward to publicly testify, to tell their story in their own words, in their
own language, asking for answers and reparation or asking for amnesty. Desmond Tutu, the
chairperson of the TRC, described the commission’s mandate as follows:
unearth the truth about our dark past, to lay the ghosts of that past so that they
will not return to haunt us and that we will thereby contribute to the healing of a
traumatised and wounded people, for all of us in South Africa are wounded
people, and in this manner to promote national unity and reconciliation.

3

Each case was transcribed and recorded. The hearings spilled into the streets, shops and
homes of South Africans as edited highlights were broadcast on national television and radio
and some hearings even aired live. In my work Still not at ease I use sound fragments from
diverse testimonies from victims and perpetrators given to the TRC, focusing on what I
identify as the ’pre-event’ of the testimonies, the part of a testimony leading up to the actual
atrocity, suggesting that extraordinary events came out of, interrupted and changed
forever, the everyday situations of ordinary life. These selected audio files are shown together
with images taken from a present-day property broker’s website, some date-stamped, showing
domestic interiors, to again emphasize the ordinary, everyday often domestic situations and
circumstances which preceded the trauma and violence of apartheid, and continue to harbour
its ghosts up to this present day. In this sense, by focusing on the entrenchment of apartheid
brutality in the everyday lives of many South Africans and the continuing trauma and fear that
effects them, the work goes beyond the highly mediatized and discussed human rights
violations that the TRC helped to disclose. The work thereby articulates issues that go beyond
the TRC’s mandate.

3

Coombes, 2003: 243.
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Even though the TRC, by encouraging and facilitating the opening up of a
hermetically silenced nation and aiming to make a start at reconciling a fragmented society
through speaking and hearing the truths about its past, is seen as an important component in
South Africa’s transition process it is also an endeavour that remains incomplete. This is
reflected in the five-volume final report that was published at the end of the two-year period
that the TRC was active, with an additional two volumes added later on.4 Listing hundreds of
perpetrators and the crimes they confessed to, as well as thousands that were victimized,
thereby officially recognizing their stories as many different forms of truth, it significantly
augments South Africa’s national history in both an archival and narrative sense. But in the
process of recovering those lost accounts and inscribing those voices that were historically
marginalized, choices are made regarding what persons and events are included or excluded
and thereby represented or not. Because of the TRC’s restricted mandate, namely to construct
a new national history and collective memory based on reconciling the nation and forming a
new humanity, in my opinion contradictory and ambiguous issues in relation to violence and
trauma, guilt and compromise could not be sufficiently represented. These limitations of the
TRC are well reflected in the theoretical stance on the archive of the French philosopher
Jacques Derrida. In a seminar entitled “Archive Fever” held in 1998 in South Africa he
elaborated on the challenges that the TRC faced in creating a new historical archive. In this
analysis he mentions two forms of destruction that are fundamental to any archive, that both
cause it to be constructed and threaten it at the same time. The first form is caused by the
physical limitations of the archive, what is kept safe and what is not. The second form decides
what remains unsaid, what could not be recorded because it had been destroyed by physical
pain, trauma and death. These two forces ultimately decide what is recorded and represented,
what is said and what remains unsaid in the TRC archive. Besides, Derrida noticed that the
TRC archive was constituted by an accumulation of interpretations, namely in the form of the
testimony of the witness and in the form of reception by the Commissioners and the public at
large. The truth is therefore based on our own decision about what is a just or unjust
interpretation. As for Derrida the archive is future oriented and can never be closed
indefinitely, it always remains open for re-interpretation thereby providing possibilities of
new readings, critique and contestation.
Working on Still not ease, where the TRC archive played a central role, triggered my
personal interest and further research in the voice, and its position, of those that were or
4

Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 1998 & 2003: http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/report/ (Last Accessed 20
June 2013).
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remain marginalized. The question of whether or not historical and present day marginalized
voices are heard, lies at the heart of this thesis. It is therefore interesting to explore how the
voice of the marginalized has been theorized in the broader field of postcolonial theory where
it has played an influential role since postcolonial scholar Gayatri Spivak published her essay
“Can the subaltern speak?” (1988).5 Through theorizing how the colonial other is constituted,
Spivak unravels the paradox inherent in the colonial other, or the subaltern as she calls it, of
having the ability to use their voice to speak but their speech not being acknowledged as
speech but only as noise or silence. Her attempts to retrieve the subaltern’s voice from its
imposed silence by reading the archives against the grain do not succeed the subalterns voice
to be heard in its own right as she believes them to be drowned out by the discourse of their
oppressors.
Considering the artworks that have been made in the wake of the TRC process
grappling with the legacies of the past and reflecting upon the post-apartheid condition
through raising the contradiction and ambiguities regarding the discourses that are
remembered, historicized and heard and those that remain marginalized, one can deduce that
art is one of the spheres where the position of the marginalized voice is questioned. This
urged me to question how these works reflect upon the historical suppression that still echoes
in the present, and if they inscribe the marginalized voice? In order to analyse whether a postapartheid artwork has the ability and effectivity to acknowledge and inscribe the voice of the
marginalized, I consider the theory of the French philosopher Jacques Rancière as most
relevant. The possibility for the voice of an unequal other to be heard as speech and not as the
noise of suffering is what Rancière describes in his theory of politics. Through theorizing that
a society is structured according to a common, shared sense, “le partage du sensible” 6, he
problematizes the inherent inequality that lies at the heart of any society. This distribution of
the sensible creates a fixed place for everyone and everything and determines who is included
in the established social order and who is marginalized, as well as distinguishes the
limitations of what can be seen and heard, said and done. According to Rancière the unequal
other, or “the part of those who have no part” 7 as he calls it, can contest the consensual order,
making themselves and their cause appear as equals, causing a rupture in the conventional
form of experience. This rupture that Rancière calls dissensus8 transforms the distribution of
5

Spivak, 2006: 28-35.
Rancière, 2006: 12.
7
Rancière, 1999: 30.
8
Rancière, 2010: 38.
6
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the sensible as it is the moment where the voice of the unequal other is heard as speech and
not as noise. Rancière believes that art has the capacity to cause dissensus as it has the ability
to show and create an awareness of how life could be different. According to Rancière, art is
always political as it plays a key role in forming and representing the distribution of the
sensible by either confirming or disrupting it. But whether art causes dissensus and creates
politics is however never a given fact as this always depends on the identity of the work in
question. With these insights I draw a relation between Rancière’s theory of dissensus and
three selected post-apartheid artworks. I hereby analyse whether possible forms of dissensus
cause politics and how they possibly transform the distribution of the sensible, thereby
making the marginalized voice heard.
The research question of this thesis is: How do contemporary post-apartheid South African
artworks transform one given sensible world to another, making the marginalized voice
heard?
In my research I have chosen three artists, namely Sue Williamson, Berni Searle and Penny
Siopis, whose post-apartheid works I felt, exemplify the relationship between art and politics as being a form of speech - by articulating the tensions involved in South Africa’s transition.
Another criteria was that the works ranged from just after the TRC until recently, thereby
covering different moments and dynamics within the transition period. A third aspect that
influenced my decision was that these artists, in conceptual and literal ways, rearrange South
Africa’s archive, thereby taking, showing and transforming the stories, images and knowledge
that it contains. Even though their art practices, the specific choice of subject matter as well as
the artistic manner and means through which it is executed, are unique and set them apart
from each other, their work has a common approach towards South Africa’s history of
colonialism and apartheid. They acknowledge history’s constant incompleteness in both an
archival and narrative sense as well as its continuing impact on the present by bringing its
grey areas, its contradictions and ambiguities to the surface. The dialectical relationship that
their work constructs between the past and the present, between South Africa’s historical and
current problems as well as their personal histories and contemporary experiences within it,
allows their work to simultaneously reflect on, as well as contribute to South Africa’s
transition process. Hereby the following words of Rosemarie Buikema are relevant:

5

[…] the evolution from a less democratic regime into a more democratic one is
not a linear process, as the term transition might suggest, but instead involves
reiteration and recycling and the remembering of history in such a way that the
repetition gradually reforms and rebends traditional forms and relationships:
between the oppressor and the oppressed, between the different sorts of
oppressors, within the grey area of askaris and beneficiaries […]. 9

To answer the research question effectively I have chosen one work by each artist that
problematizes the possibility for the voices and discourses of the oppressed to be heard. Can’t
Forget, Can’t Remember (1999/2004)10 by Sue Williamson is an interactive audio visual
installation that takes two hearings of the TRC where the victim could question the
perpetrator asking them if they remembered what they had done, as a starting point, its
fragmented presence emphasizing the hindering effect that trauma has on memory and
speech, while its interactive format makes the viewer the judge of whose memory, whose
voice, whose truth prevails. Colour Me (1998-2000) by Berni Searle is a series of
photographic installations featuring the artists own body that probe the historical and
contemporary diasporic identity of the ‘coloured’ people in South Africa, reflecting upon
slavery, colonialism and apartheids racial classification system and methods as well as
deconstructing them.11 Obscure White Messenger (2010) by Penny Siopis is a video work
constructed out of various home-movies, fragments of documents and rhythmical music that
retells the life story of Demitrios Tsafendas, the assassin of former South African prime
minister Hendrik Verwoerd, breaking the mystery and collective amnesia that clouds his
figure.12
9

Buikema, 2012: 288
In Buikema’s own text these words are inspired by two works that she analyses, namely the book Country of My
Skull: Guilt, Sorrow and the Limits of Forgiveness in the new South Africa (1998) by writer, poet and journalist
Antjie Krog, who reported about the TRC for SABC radio and wrote this book about that experience, and the
sculpture The Man who Sang and the Women who kept Silent (1998) by Judith Mason who made the work, a
blue plastic dress, in response to the testimony regarding freedom fighter Phila Ndwandwe’s murder wearing
only a blue plastic bag around her waist. I believe that Buikema’s words can in general also be applied to
Williamson’s, Searle’s and Siopis’s approach in their work.
An askari is a term used to refer to those that collaborated with the police during apartheid.
10
The work was made in 1999 but as it is an interactive artwork my analysis of this work in this thesis will
include the way that visitors interacted with the piece as well as their responses and experiences of it as it was
presented in 2004 at the South African National Gallery exhibition A Decade of Democracy.
11
‘Coloured’ is a racial classification term formed under the apartheid system to describe people that have a
mixed ancestry usually consisting of European, Asian and Khoisan roots.
12
Hendrik Verwoerd was prime minister of South Africa from 1958 to 1966. He is generally known as the
“architect of apartheid” as during his time as Minister of Native Affairs and Prime Minister he implemented
many legislative acts that further enforced the segregation policies known as apartheid, such as the Promotion of
Bantu Self-Government Act (1959) that classified black South Africans into eight ethnic groups, assigning each a

6

The paper continues as follows. Chapter two describes the theoretical framework that
forms the foundation on which the art works will be analysed. It starts with an outline of
Derrida’s lecture on the TRC archive held in 1998 in which he emphasizes the limitations of
the TRC archive, bringing to light how the finitude and the death drive have shaped it. It
continues with the notion of the subaltern, and thereby elaborates on Spivak’s account of the
ways in which the subalterns voice is silenced. This provides the context that signifies the
difficulties that envelope the marginalized voice, preventing it from being truly heard in its
own right. The main focus of this chapter is Rancière’s theory of politics and aesthetics,
whereby Rancière theorizes how dissensus - both political and aesthetic - causes a
redistribution of the sensible leading to the emancipation of the marginalized. The third
chapter consists of the analysis of the three artworks in the light of the provided theoretical
framework. The main focus will thereby be on analysing these works through Rancière’s lens
of political and aesthetic dissensus, instigating an analysis that investigates if and how the
dissensual nature of the works disrupts the fixed distribution of the sensible, thereby causing
politics. The fourth and last chapter provides a conclusion, thereby considering in which ways
the dissensual nature of the artworks enable the marginalized voice to be heard, and if by
unveiling its silence and re-inscribing it, how they transform one given sensible world to
another reshaping South Africa’s historical archive, collective memory and social
consciousness.

fixed ‘homeland’ to live far removed from the major residential areas of the white population.
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2.

POSITIONING THE SOUTH AFRICAN MARGINALIZED VOICE IN A
THEORETICAL CONTEXT

The challenges of the archive
In a seminar entitled “Archive Fever” held in 1998 at the University of Witwatersrand, the
French philosopher Jacques Derrida placed his book Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression,
in relation to the challenges South Africa faced at that moment with regards to reshaping its
historical archive. As the TRC opened the dialogue with the past, it was confronted with this
challenge that surrounded the archive. It had to work with South Africa’s existing historical
archive, saving its traces, reopening and reviewing closed cases, and was simultaneously
creating a new archive by gathering, recording and making public previously unheard
testimonies. Derrida therefore entitled the TRC as “a place of archive” and “a problem of
archive”13 which illustrates the fundamental difficulties as well as desires that any archive
harbours.
For the many years of minority rule, South Africa’s historical archive was filled with
gaping gaps that grew even wider during the transition to democracy as much evidence of
human right violations was frantically destroyed. Derrida calls this form of destruction “the
limitation”, the “consequences of finitude”14 of the archive, as those that are in power in a
certain place and at a certain time decide upon its external place, how it is organised, who and
what is in or excluded and forgotten. During the TRC hearings it became apparent that the
violence, loss and trauma suffered by both victims and perpetrators had also destroyed the
archive beyond its physical limitations as memories, experiences and the lives of many people
no longer existed and therefore could not be relayed. This second form of destruction is even
more radical according to Derrida, as the archive is destroyed without reminder, leaving no
trace in place. Following Sigmund Freud, Derrida calls this form of destruction the “death
drive”15 as it aims not to repress and forget that what is undesired, but to annihilate it
completely. As this is a force that is active within each one of us, that one recognizes and is
always present, the death drive is at once the continuous threat to the existence of any kind of
archive and that what spurs us on to create an archive and continue its safe keeping.
13

Derrida, 2002: 48.
Ibidem: 44.
15
Ibidem: 42.
14
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According to Derrida it is the death drive that gives us archive fever, the desire to gather all
possible traces, to keep them safe from radical destruction: “If there is a passion, it is because
we know that not only the traces can be lost by accident or because the space is finite or the
time is finite, but because we know that something in us, so to speak, something in the
psychic apparatus, is driven to destroy the trace without any reminder. And that’s where the
archive fever comes from.”16
Being fundamental to any archive, both the finitude and the death drive were present
in the TRC’s effort to create a new archive in the form of gathering and recording voices that
had not been heard before. As observed by Derrida, this endeavour had calculable limitations,
such as the selection of who could testify publicly and who could not, and incalculable
limitations, such as all that remained unsaid, that could not be recorded because it had been
radically destroyed by physical pain, trauma and death. Besides this, Derrida observed that the
TRC archive was shaped by an accumulation of “interpreted facts”17. Interpretation was
present in the form of the testimony of the witness: “testimony is not simply the unveiling of a
truth; a testimony is an active interpretation of what happened.”18 And interpretation was also
present in the form of their reception by the Commissioners and the public at large. According
to Derrida, truth in this case is therefore not information, but interpretation giving each one of
us the responsibility to decide what is a just or unjust interpretation. As Desmond Tutu stated
in the foreword of the first volume of the TRC’s Final Report this is a task that will be an ever
on going process for all those that enter into dialogue with South Africa’s past, because it has
many more nuances, complexities and unspoken truths than the Commission in its limited
time could consider.19 Hereby the TRC archive, like all archives according to Derrida, is
future oriented and can never be closed indefinitely, even though this may be an unconfessed
desire of the TRC and many South Africans wishing to forget the past, now that it has been
revealed and safely archived. The archive constitutes the past but is made for and shaped by
the future expectation of what will come. But as the future is always unknown, it is
impossible to declare that the archive at any stage is all encompassing and can to be closed
forever. It is the “future-oriented structure of the archive”20 as Derrida says, that grants the

16

Ibidem: 44.
Ibidem: 50.
18
Ibidem.
19
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 1998: 4.
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/report/finalreport/Volume%201.pdf (Last Accessed 4 July 2013)
20
Derrida, 2002: 46.
17
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possibility, the necessity and the responsibility for continuously re-interpreting the archive,
providing an infinite possibility of new readings, critique and contestation.

The silenced voice of the Subaltern
Gayatri Spivak applied deconstructive strategies to various theoretical discourses such as
post-colonialism and employed it in her subsequent search for subaltern voices hidden in the
colonial archives.21 In my opinion the aim of these endeavours seems to be two fold. On the
one hand she tries to find subaltern enunciations that despite colonial suppression managed to
equate themselves with the order of speech of the colonizers. On the other hand, she attempts
to disclose and emphasize that stories of, and about the subaltern, do not efface their
marginalized position but highlight it. This dual endeavour becomes clearly visible in her
essay “The Rani of Sirmur: an essay in reading the archives” (1985) where she attempts to
retrieve the subaltern’s voice of the Rani of Sirmur, a powerful native Indian queen, from its
imposed silence. 22 By reading the British imperial archives against the grain, trying to find
her traces to re-inscribe them into history, Spivak realizes that her voice cannot be heard in its
own right as it is always drowned out by the discourse of her oppressors.
In nowadays socio-political discourse the terms marginalized and subaltern are both
used interchangeably, but generally refer to groups or persons who are inferiorly ranked in
society. In the more specific context of post-colonial theory, the term subaltern refers to the
colonized person or group who is excluded from the hegemonic power structure of the state
ruled by the colonizer, and who is therefore denied equal rights of participation in society.
The term ‘subaltern’ was first coined by Antonio Gramsci who thereby referred to the
exclusion of a social group or person - Gramsci thereby primarily mentions industrial
labourers – and their unequal relationship with the dominant ruling class.
The Subaltern Studies Group, formed in the 1980s by South Asian history scholars,
21

The deconstructive strategies that Spivak uses stem from Derrida's concept of deconstruction as he first
coined it in relation to language. A very basic explanation of Derrida's theory of deconstruction is that it is a
strategy that exposes the oppositions and inconsistencies within texts, upon which texts are based. He thereby, as
Stephen Morton writes, “[...] argued that language does not transparently reflect the social and historical world.”
Morton, 2003: 18. The concept of deconstruction is beyond the subject of this thesis and is therefore not further
elaborated upon.
22
Spivak, 1985: 260 & 270.
The Rani of Sirmur was a powerful native Indian queen whose ruling was intercepted by British colonial
administrators. In her search of traces of the Rani in the British imperial archives Spivak only finds detailed
accounts of the colonial administrators that interacted with her, that described her, but no traces of her own
words. She had been erased from history.
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developed the term further within the field of (post)colonial studies and thereby focussed on
countries that where colonized within the South Asian region. Ranajit Guha, founder and one
of the most influential members of the collective, described the colonial subaltern as: “the
general attribute of subordination in South Asian society, whether this is expressed in terms of
class, caste, age, gender and office or in any other way.”23 The group made an effort to review
the official historical narratives of agency and resistance against colonial powers by
recovering stories of resistance and agency told from the perspective of the subaltern subject.
Reflecting on the Subaltern Studies Group and by exploring Western colonialism in general,
Gayatri Spivak contributed to the postcolonial discourse by problematizing the relationship
between the colonizer and the colonized in both its historical and present day context. Among
others, Spivak explores the philosophical term ‘othering’ in a colonial context, where the
process of othering isolates people based on the fact that they are identified as being different
from the colonizer who portrays the norm. Through this process a colonial subject is not only
being created but simultaneously becomes a ‘subaltern subject’, being inherently positioned in
an unequal hierarchical relationship with the colonizer. As Auslander explains: “[…] she
views othering dialectically: the colonizing subject is created in the same moment as the
subaltern subject. In this sense othering expresses a hierarchical and unequal relationship.”24
Spivak believes that the inherent inferior positioning of the subaltern subject prevents its
voice from being heard and acknowledged in its own right, without the echoes of its
oppressors. In her essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), Spivak presents examples of
how the voices of Indian women are represented, altered and thereby silenced by the British
colonizer. She thereby states that subalternity cannot be eliminated through political or
intellectual representation, because in the process of representation the subaltern subject is
again silenced, as they still do not speak for themselves. Though Spivak does see the
possibility for the subaltern to resist, as she says: “the agency of change is located in the
insurgent or ‘subaltern’”25, she states that even in performing an act of resistance the subaltern
cannot speak, as it thereby only emphasizes its unequal situation. In Spivak’s words: “[…]
every moment that is noticed as a case of subalternity is undermined. We are never looking at
the pure subaltern. There is, then, something of a not-speakingness in the very notion of
subalternity”.26 Spivak conceives that through the inferior treatment of subaltern subjects their
23

Morton, 2003: 48.
Auslander, 2007: 148.
25
Morton, 2003: 52.
26
Landry and MacLean, 1996: 289.
24
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voices are silenced. The subaltern subject can talk, but what Spivak is concerned with is that
the speech of the subaltern subject is not perceived as valuable enough to be acknowledged
and interpreted, to be listened to, thereby lacking an essential element of a speech act. Spivak:
“’The subaltern cannot speak,’ means that even when the subaltern makes an effort to the
death to speak, she is not able to be heard, and speaking and hearing complete the speech
act.”27

Politics and Speech
The French philosopher Jacques Rancière states, just like Spivak, that the ability to produce
speech is related to how the speaking voice is interpreted. In his philosophy of politics
Rancière outlines that what was once only heard as noise can also be heard as speech. This
implies that everyone, regardless of their position within a given social order, can make their
voice heard. In developing his philosophy Rancière departs from Aristotle’s definition of
man’s inherent political nature as is outlined in book I of his fundamental work Politics.
According to Aristotle, man’s political nature is defined through the ability to use its voice to
speak, to express what is useful and harmful, just and unjust, opposed to an animal who
according to Aristotle only uses its voice to express - or better indicate - pain or pleasure.28
Aristotle therefore attributes the human voice not only with speech but also with power, as it
is through speech that man performs a political act, namely the formation of a consensual
community. Aristotle nevertheless distinguishes between human beings who possess speech
and between those who do not, in his example slaves. According to Aristotle slaves are only
able to understand the speech of their superiors, but do not posses it themselves. To be
recognized as a speaking animal, to have the capacity to speak and to be heard, is therefore
socially contingent. It is the notion of inequality at the heart of any social order that Rancière
problematizes in his theory of politics. The political nature and the ability of a human to be
acknowledged as a political subject depends not only on its ability to produce speech, but on
how its vocal articulations are interpreted. In the words of Joseph Tanke: “Rancière reminds
us that logos is at once speech and the distribution of speech positions; it is through the
partitioning of speech that capacities are allocated. Domination, he tells us, follows from the
refusal to acknowledge someone’s full possession of speech, the basic requirement for
27
28

Landry and MacLean, 1996: 292.
Rancière, 1999: 1-2.
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political participation.”29 Rancière’s theory of politics distinguishes the limitations of what
can be seen and heard, said and done and thereby determines whose voice is acknowledged as
speech and whose as noise. According to Rancière, a society is presupposed by a certain
police order that involves, as Rancière describes it “le partage du sensible”30, which in
English is translated as the distribution (the partition) of the sensible. The French word
‘partage’ hereby has two meanings, namely ‘sharing’ as well as ‘dividing’. The organisation
of society is based on a common, shared sense which therefore ultimately determines who is
included in the established social order and who is not. Rancière defines the distribution of the
sensible as: “[…] the system of self evident facts of sense perception that simultaneously
discloses the existence of something in common and the delimitations that define the
respective parts and positions within it. A distribution of the sensible therefore establishes at
one and the same time something common that is shared and exclusive parts.”31 ‘Sensible’
refers to what is perceived through the senses, and its distribution thereby distinguishes the
aforementioned limitations.
The police order assures that society embodies a structure in which everything and
everyone has a fixed place. It forms the blueprint of ones lived reality. “The police is thus first
an order of bodies that defines the allocation of ways of doing, ways of being and ways of
saying, and sees that those bodies are assigned by name to a particular place and task […].”32
The nature of the order becomes a norm as it corresponds to a system of beliefs, morals and
values that have long since been accepted by a specific society, and by that means causes it to
be internalized by its individuals. Society is formed and maintained through consensus whose
persistent nature ensures that the distribution of positions within the lived reality remains
fixed as much as possible. The police order thereby also strives to maintain the status quo of
the excluded. Politics, in the Rancièrian sense is in essence that what opposes the police order.
It is a moment where the excluded, those who have no part, that have no say in the
configuration of positions within the police order, succeed to disrupt the order and make
themselves and their cause appear and thereby cause a rearrangement in the distribution of the
sensible. And moreover, it transforms the noise of the excluded into speech: “It makes visible
what had no business being seen, and makes heard a discourse where once there was only
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place for noise; it makes understood a discourse what was once only heard as noise.”33
The part of those who have no part
Rancière distinguishes three groups within the order, namely: those who have a part, those
who have no part and “the part of those who have no part.”34 It is the inscription of equality of
“the part of those who have no part” that is fundamental to whether disruptions of the police
order, such as acts of resistance by marginalized groups, really causes ‘politics’ in the
Rancièrian sense and which ultimately determines whether one is heard or whether one’s
voice is merely considered noise. True politics, in a Rancièrian sense, solely occurs when the
marginalized group, “the part of those who have no part”, are aware of the inherent equality
of speech that exists between them and the included, and through conflict - disagreement create another order where they conduct themselves in such a way that they cannot be treated
other than as equals. The contestation of the consensual distribution of the sensible is what
Rancière calls dissensus. It is the process of political subjectification, in which the formerly
excluded through a series of actions successfully becomes a subject who is identifiable within
the reconfigured distribution of the sensible. This is where emancipation begins, here noise
becomes speech.
Politics at the heart of aesthetics
Rancière broadened the concept of politics to the field of aesthetics, as according to his theory
of “the politics of aesthetics” the two are inextricably related to each other. The commonality
that exists between politics and aesthetics rests on the concept of the distribution of the
sensible, and ultimately on the ‘dissensual nature’ of both. It is through the understanding of
aesthetics that Rancière deduces that aesthetic practices such as art can cause dissensus, in
other words, that there is also politics at the heart of aesthetics. In his own words: “Artistic
practices are ‘ways of doing and making’ that intervene in the general distribution of ways of
doing and making as well as in the relationships they maintain to modes of being and forms of
visibility.”35 However, the only way that art can succeed in doing this, in reconfiguring the
distribution of the sensible, is through not conceding its own identity as art. A work of art
33

Ibidem: 30.
Ibidem.
35
Rancière, 2006(a): 13.
34

14

therefore never causes dissensus in the same way that a demonstration would, as the politics
of art is embodied in its own form of being. In order to establish what this identity, this form
of being of art is, Rancière looks at the way that art functions, the role that it plays in a society
and how this has changed over time. He thereby defines three regimes for the identification of
art. In the first, the “ethical regime of images”, works of art don’t have any autonomy as the
images they form are valued only for their truth content, their use value as well as their
educational qualities. An artwork from the ethical regime is inextricably bound to the existing
order of a society and therefore only impacts the individual and collective way of being in a
moralistic way. In the second, the “representative regime of the arts”, a work of art is no
longer judged on their ethical and moralistic nature, but instead on the way it imitates life in
its own fictional realm. A work of art from the representative regime is not a copy of reality,
but a representation as it is based on a strict set of rules regarding the choice of subject matter,
the manner and method of depiction and the purpose it serves that are clearly made visible in
the work. The work of art therefore never stands in direct relation with the subjects it depicts
causing a clear separation between art and life. The third regime, the “aesthetic regime of art”,
encompasses all works of art that eliminate these rules and norms, breaking down the
boundaries between the different hierarchical genres of art forms, between artistic and non
artistic practices and ultimately between art and life. This entails a paradoxical equilibrium,
because while belonging to a certain sensible structure in which art is characterized as art, it
thereby rejects the same distribution as well, in the words of Rancière: “The aesthetic regime
asserts the absolute singularity of art and, at the same time, destroys any pragmatic criterion
for isolating this singularity. It simultaneously establishes the autonomy of art and the identity
of its forms with the forms that life uses to shape itself”.36 Rancière therefore prefers to
distinguish two forms of politics of aesthetics that co-exist in, what could be described as,
‘instable harmony’: the politics of the becoming-life of art and the politics of the resistant
form.37 This equilibrium is what forms the political at the heart of the aesthetic.
It is only these works of art that are able to cause a shift in the distribution of the
contemporary sensible order. A work of art from the aesthetic regime harbours this possibility
because of it constitution that simultaneously sets it apart from life as well as binds it to life. It
is autonomous as its singularity is no longer defined by practical criteria and rules but by its
own form of being that presents the viewer with a specific aesthetic experience distinguished
from the everyday realm. But as the barriers between art and non-art have disappeared, the
36
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realm of everyday life, its objects and situations become art’s subject matter and material
form, attesting to its heteronomy. As Joseph Tanke writes: “The aesthetic regime thus creates
the terrain wherein art is reinvigorated by being brought into contact with life, while life, it is
thought, can be re-formed under the influence of aesthetic values.”38 But as art can show how
life could be different, as it can impact life only through marking itself as distinct from life in
the experience of its aesthetic form, the two politics of aesthetics, arts’ autonomy and
heteronomy are intricately entangled. This is the central paradox at the heart of the aesthetic
regime that defines the way that art can cause a shift in the distribution of the sensible. As
Rancière says:
The politics of art in the aesthetic regime of art, or rather its metapolitics, is
determined by this foundational paradox: in this regime, art is art inasmuch as it
is also non-art, something other than art.…There is an originary and unceasing
contradiction at work. The solitude of the work carries a promise of
emancipation, but the accomplishment of the promise is the suppression of art
as a separate reality, its transformation into a form of life. 39

Political and Aesthetic dissensus
Art and politics both constitute a form of dissensus as each reconfigures the common
experience of what is sensible through breaking with and redrawing the existing order. The
difference is that politics can re-configure the sensible through the emergence of the
collective voice of the anonymous, “the part of those who have no part”, while art - in the
aesthetic regime - does this through its individual, autonomous form, showing how life could
be different. Rancière, discussing how the politics of aesthetics reframes new forms of
individuality and haecceities: “In this way, it aids to help create the fabric of a common
experience in which new modes of constructing common objects and new possibilities of
subjective enunciation may be developed that are characteristic of the ‘aesthetics of
politics’”40 Aesthetic dissensus therefore produces similar effects as political dissensus,
causing dissensus to be the process whereby art can be political. For art to be truly political,
any direct “cause-effect relationship” between art and politics should however be
38
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suspended.41 Following Rancière, in the aesthetic regime there is never a direct relation
between them, never a certain formulae or criteria causing artistic means to have a political
effect as there is no straightforward path from viewing an artwork, becoming aware of a state
of the world to truly understanding that state and deciding to change it. Instead, “Suitable
political art would ensure, at one and the same time, the production of a double effect: the
readability of a political signification and a sensible or perpetual shock caused, conversely, by
the uncanny, by that which resists signification.”42 When analysing the political significance
of an artwork it is therefore not so much a question of discerning its political form or proving
that an artwork is political, but rather how and in what ways it shifts one given sensible world
to another. In other words how and in what ways it causes dissensus. In summary of the
above, one could categorize the various ways in which dissensus functions in relation to art by
citing Joseph Tanke. He distinguishes three levels within dissensus: “Aesthetic dissensus
means that works of art fashion and sustain new subjects; they create new objects and new
forms of perception; and, finally, they offer experiences fundamentally dissimilar from the
everyday ordering of sense.”43
The role of the spectator
An important element in defining the paradox at the heart of the aesthetic regime is the role of
the spectator. As there is no longer a determinate relationship between an artwork and its
audience, the meaning of an artwork no longer only depends on the artist’s intentions but as
well on how the aesthetic experience is interpreted by the spectator. In the process of viewing
the artwork the spectator interprets the work based on associations and disassociations
specific to him or her, a range of other things that the spectator has already seen, and heard,
read and dreamt in other spaces and at different times. This process of translation that takes
place between the artwork and the spectator through the act of viewing is in itself
emancipatory as, according to Rancière, it attributes to the possibility of causing a change in
the distribution of the visible and audible that are always part of the construction of
domination and subjection.44 “It starts when we realize that looking is also an action that
confirms or modifies that distribution and that “interpreting the world” is already a means of
41
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transforming it, of reconfiguring it.”45 Art can therefore only be emancipating when it calls
upon the spectator to interpret the work, to see how it is connected to life and how it is distinct
from it, creating an awareness of how things could be perceived differently.

45
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3.

RESHAPING THE SENSIBLE ORDER
An analysis of contemporary South African art works

Sue Williamson ~ Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember
I believe in the transformative power of art – and just as resistance art played a
small but important role in bringing about change, I believe that the vision of the
artists of this country, black and white, will help the country to re-imagine itself
as a new nation. ~ Sue Williamson 46

The articulation and problematization of marginalized voices, discourses and events forms the
red thread that weaves through Sue Williamson’s (b. UK, 1941) entire oeuvre. In resistance to
apartheid, during its aftermath and after its official end, the work of Williamson focuses on
making visible and audible that which colonialism, apartheid, but also South Africa’s new
government rendered blank and silent, by articulating, manifesting and preserving narratives
that were about to disappear unrecognised into a “generalised history of oppression”47. In her
work she interrogates among others South Africa’s history of slavery, the structural everyday
violence inherent to the apartheid system, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, as well
as the marginalization of refugees, immigrants and people with HIV/AIDS in post-apartheid
South Africa. Through such subject matter, emphasized by the aesthetic construction of her
works, Williamson points out the gaps and silences that form South Africa’s history. Hereby
she also shows the influence this has on the present, as even in the new post-apartheid South
Africa marginalization of those that are ‘other’ and silencing of dissident voices persist, albeit
in a different context.
The works that Williamson made in connection to the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission such as Truth Games (1998, fig. 1-2) and Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember (1999,
fig. 3-14)48 that was inspired by the former, in my eyes exemplify the dialectical relationship
most clearly, as they articulate the tensions involved in South Africa’s transition process by
46
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bringing the grey areas, contradictions and ambiguities of the TRC to the surface. Can’t
Forget, Can’t Remember especially emphasizes the contest for speech positions that has
formed South Africa’s transition process up to the present day, raising the question of whose
memory, whose voice, whose truth, prevails, is remembered and historicized.
The work Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember is an interactive audio visual installation made in
1999 that was exhibited extensively, such as at the 2004 exhibition A Decade of Democracy at
the South African National Gallery. The installation consists of a video projection of
assembled, enlarged photocopied media images, sound clips and text fragments from two
Amnesty hearings that were held before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South
Africa and a black lectern in the centre of the room with a computer mouse. The work
specifically reflects as well as draws on a rare occurrence that took place at each hearing,
namely the moment where the victims were able to question the perpetrators face to face,
asking them if they remembered what they had done and what these actions had personally
meant to them. In the one hearing the dialogue that Williamson chose was the one between
former state security police operative Jeffry Benzien and one of his torture victims, the antiapartheid activist Ashley Forbes. In the other it was the dialogue between widower Dawie
Ackerman and former APLA military operative Gcinikhaya Makoma, who with three others
attacked the congregation of the St. James Church in Kenilworth, Cape Town killing eleven
people, among them Mrs Ackerman.49 Williamson explains her choice as follows:
The two particular cases which I deal with in Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember
were rare incidents of direct confrontation in the TRC hearings. And in each
49
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case what struck me was that obviously the people who were asking questions
to the perpetrators had this feeling that if only they could ask they would find
that there was a change of heart, a remorse, something which would satisfy
them and in both cases they didn’t get it […].
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By moving the mouse on the lectern the spectator activates the work causing sequences of
images and text to flow across the large screen in a collage like manner, while fragments of
dialogue and ominous music fill the space as the cursor touches the transcribed words. The
images one encounters are based on widely publicized photographs that were taken at both
trials: close ups of the faces of the perpetrators Jeffry Benzien (fig. 3, 4, 5) and Gcinikhaya
Makoma (fig. 6, 7, 8), of the victims Ashley Forbes (figure 9, 10) and Dawie Ackerman, an
image of Jeffrey Benzien demonstrating how he used the wet-bag torture method, as well as
photographs taken of the interior of the St. James church scattered with blood and bodies.51
Williamson explains this choice as follows: “I like to make works that people feel ready to get
engaged with, so they don’t just walk past. Lots of images are quite familiar images so I represent them so viewers are seeing something quite familiar to them in a new or different
context. In many ways I am an archivist.”52
Cut out of the newspapers in which they were published, Williamson photocopied and
enlarged these well known photographs, blowing them up so far that the resolution visibly
breaks down, showing the grains of the image and blurring certain areas to non-distinct
smudges and patches of colour, creating a fragile atmosphere. By continuously changing and
fluctuating the colours, the focus and the light intensity within one frame and transitioning to
the next, intercepting it with blocks of colour or parts of the next image, Williamson succeeds
in further enhancing the fragility in an almost painterly way. Moving across the photographs
snippets of sentences transcribed from the dialogue between the victims and perpetrator, the
typology differing in font and ranging in size and colour, further fragment the photographs, as
for example large white letters set in a grey background block a part of the photograph. When
the spectator moves the cursor over these transcribed words the voice that spoke them
resounds, releasing a question or answer by a perpetrator or victim into the space, their
emotions clearly audible. The speed and density of the flow of words fluctuates, at times
50
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causing the fleeting voices, like the sentences, to overlap, mixing together in cacophony,
making it difficult to distinguish one from the other. In order to advance the work the
spectator continuously has to choose a text or click on a part of the image. Every choice
simultaneously creating and changing the audible and visual narrative as the different voices
are heard or remain unheard and the images, in a fragmented manner, are revealed or dissolve
from the one into the other, accompanied by ominous bursts of sound. By choosing which text
to hear when, deciding to repeat a text or cut it short moving on to another, forgetting or
omitting a text all together, every spectator constructs a different narrative. The work hereby
harbours a multitude of perspectives and interpretations.
The contestation of speech positions
The two Amnesty hearings that Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember is based on, are initially
exemplary of the inscription of equality between the victim and the perpetrator, the former
suppressed and suppressor, that lay at the heart of the TRC’s constitution as each had the
opportunity to tell their unheard story and be listened to. Contra Spivak, the voice of the
subaltern is heard in its own right. The TRC was a dissensual process that disrupted existing
unequal power relations by creating a new order based on the awareness of the inherent
equality of speech that exists between all human beings. As these marginalized stories were
listened to, written down, publicized and archived, they were heard, contributing to
augmenting South Africa’s history. From the sound fragments of the face-to-face dialogues
between victim and perpetrator that Williamson selected, it in my opinion becomes apparent
that the equality that the TRC inscribed between victim and perpetrator is continuously
challenged in the contest for a speech position that takes place. These personal and intimate
confrontations emphasize that for someone to be acknowledged as a political subject depends
not only on the ability and possibility to tell a story, but following Rancière, also on how
these vocal articulations are interpreted. The contestations in each dialogue about what did or
did not happen, what is and is not remembered, as well as the silences and the evasions,
continuously alters the distribution of speech positions, the capacity of each persons voice to
be heard as speech and not as the noise of suffering. In my eyes the work thereby seems to be
asking the spectator whose memory, whose truth, whose voice prevails. The difficulty in
answering this question, in judging this, is heightened by the emphasis that the work places on
the blurred boundaries between the suppressed and the suppressor, victim and perpetrator that
surface during such a transition process that the TRC was an important part of. There is no
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longer a clearly defined other, a subaltern subject as Spivak would say. This is especially
evident in the case of Dawie Ackerman and Gcinikhaya Makoma. The former, the white man,
the suppressor in the latters eyes, is a victim suffering a traumatic loss, while Makoma, the
black and subaltern subject that has been a torture victim, is also the perpetrator of a
massacre. The fragmented, non-chronological and overlapping presentation of the events,
persons and places of each story, further destabilizes the neat binaries as the sounds, texts and
images of victim and perpetrator are purposefully mixed, continuously intercepting each
other. This juxtaposed construction of the work creates the possibility for any part of either
story, of either voice not to be heard, emphasizing that eventually the contest is an impasse,
that “there are no winners, only a concealing and revealing slippage between phrases in
dispute”53. This resistance to assimilating individuals into fixed categories, the disruption of
linear accounts, and the unresolved and incomplete nature of the work, clearly shows its
dissensual nature. The work thereby also successfully instigates a confrontation beyond the
personal, as it articulates the confrontation between South Africa’s violent unresolved past
and the TRC’s utopian vision of the rainbow nation.
Transcending the official TRC mandate
By selecting these phrases in dispute, that instead of answers, redemption and closure reveal
the elusiveness of memory and the continuing influence of past traumas, Can’t Forget, Can’t
Remember is a work that reveals the difficulties inherent in the TRC’s mandate. It hereby
emphasizes the complexity and ambiguity that truth telling and reconciliation entail. The
gaping gaps between the recollections of the victims and the perpetrators that the work
highlights, learns me that neither victim received sufficient closure as each perpetrators could
not remember the specific details of their crimes that were key moments of the victims
traumatic experience, revealing the limits of the TRC’s mandate. The gap between what is
said and what remains unsaid lies at the heart of the work as it represents “the ‘grey zones’
between truth and lies, and between remembering and forgetting” hidden in the TRC
archive.54 The work is therefore, in the words of Robins: “[…] an installation that
complicates and destabilizes the official TRC line, and challenges any simplistic
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understanding of the TRC as a seamless state ritual of nation building.”55 Following Rancière,
it disrupts the common form of experience that the TRC process propagated and instilled,
namely that truth and reconciliation can overcome historical suppression, violence and trauma
and result in national unity, by bringing the inadequately represented subject matters of
flawed memory and abiding trauma to the surface. Rancière however also reminds us that
there is never an adequate representation of matters so linked to the invisible, to the
catastrophic, as according to him there is not “[…] a general, homogenous figure of
catastrophe.”56 Like a memory, a testimony and a history, it is always a specific construction
of events, interpretations and fantasies based on aesthetic and political choices and therefore
always fictitious. According to Rancière the catastrophic can therefore only be represented as
a work of fiction, that is, “[…] material rearrangements of signs and images, relationships
between what can be seen and what is said, between what is done and what can be done.”57
Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember is a work of art that by articulating the impact that trauma has
on the ability to remember and the capability to speak, through rearranging and reworking
documentary material of the TRC aesthetically, functions as a fiction that makes the
catastrophic visible, audible and present.
In their analysis of the TRC hearings Jacques Derrida and Annie Coombes argue that
it limited the expression of pain of victims and perpetrators. In my opinion, by focusing on the
audible emotions and facial expressions and through additional features such as the ominous
music, Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember does explicitly reveal the embodied physical pain that
each of the victims and perpetrators carries with them. According to Derrida the TRC could
not adequately record the pain and trauma that victims and perpetrators experienced in its
archive because it stems from “a radical destruction at the centre of the experience to be
recorded”58. Derrida states that it is because archives have been destroyed - not in the form of
documents but in the form of people that have been killed or silenced - why the pain cannot
be recorded: “The destruction of the archive was precisely, precisely, the problem. The
disappearance, the death or the killing or the forgetting or simply the impossibility just to
testify what happened.”59 This brings to my mind the observation of Elaine Scarry about how
pain destroys language: “Physical pain does not simply resist language but actively destroys
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it, bringing about an immediate reversion to a state anterior to language, to the sounds and
cries a human makes before language is learned.”60 Annie Coombes claims that it was the
TRC’s tribunal format and its public nature, the media spectacle that it became, which limited
the expression of pain.61 Notably through its fictitious form, Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember
transcends these inabilities of the TRC as it is precisely the unacknowledged trauma and
embodied pain of each individual that it is thereby able to articulate. By giving form to this
marginalized pain present in the lives of each victim and perpetrator through creating an
aesthetic construction of fragmented and fragile visual and audio elements, the work is
simultaneously apart as well as bound to life as its autonomy and heteronomy are intricately
entangled. It is this quality, that identifies the work as a work of art from the aesthetic regime.
In my opinion, the work makes trauma that was not recognized explicit. Dissensus is captured
in Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember by showing that trauma has a lingering presence and
continuing influence, by making this hidden and unacknowledged pain audible and visible.
The interactive role of the spectator
In his book The Emancipated Spectator Rancière stipulates that there is no straightforward
relationship between political aims and artistic means.62 He thereby states that an artwork
cannot produce in a calculated way “an awareness of political situations leading to political
mobilization”63. The political dimension of an artwork, Rancière argues, lies in the possibility
to shift one sensible world to another. There is no work of art that is transformative in and of
it, as a work of art from the aesthetic regime can only be emancipating when it is constructed
in such a way that an interaction, a process of translation occurs between the work and the
spectator. Only then is it possible for the work to transform the distribution of the sensible,
changing what can be seen and heard, said and done, in other words, creating a moment of
politics. The fragmented and affective nature that Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember displays, its
re-framing of the historical events revealed in both Amnesty hearings, to me addresses the
interpretive capacity of the spectator, allowing the process of translation to unfold by
triggering the spectator’s senses. It is the way that the work is constructed, the “labour of
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fiction”64 as Rancière calls it, that causes openness to interpretation. The work’s interactive
nature emphasizes that it not only acknowledges the spectator’s interpretation but that it also
quite literally calls upon it, as the work does not advance without the spectator’s choice of
which sound fragment to hear next. The (re) construction of the narratives of confrontation
from the fleeting bits of text, image and sound therefore occurs in an instinctive and
interpretive way. As Rory Bester says in the exhibition catalogue of A Decade of Democracy
(2004) where the work was shown: “this [mouse] action connects the audience to a disjointed
process of remembering and forgetting that Williamson has reiterated through a cut-and-paste
use of source media.”65 Due to the personal interaction with the work, the distance shrinks
between these TRC hearings and the audience that watched and listened, between the people
portrayed in the work and those visiting the exhibit. It emphasizes, as Derrida explains, that
the concept of truth in ‘truth and reconciliation’ is not simply information but will always be
an interpretation.66 By giving each spectator the opportunity to interact personally with the
installation, the work creates a multitude of perspectives.
The question of whose memory, whose voice, whose truth prevails is hereby left open.
Standing behind the black lectern, each spectator, time and again, is the judge of that. As
Williamson says: “The viewer is cast as a kind of judge, attempting to read between the lines
of what is being uttered […]”67. The responses of three visitors that Steven Robins
interviewed after they had seen Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember at the A Decade of
Democracy exhibition, show that this construction of the work caused an embodiment of the
content, making them think twice about it. With regard to their interpretation of whether
trauma influenced the transitioning nation, their opinions where divided. One felt that it
belonged to the past as things had changed, while the other two felt that the installation
demonstrated that the past continued to haunt those that had been directly or indirectly
traumatized by apartheid. Either way it is the installation that provokes them to think twice
about the influence of trauma in the present, a rare occurrence in the utopian atmosphere that
surrounded the celebrations of ten years of democracy. In my opinion Can’t Forget, Can’t
Remember is therefore a platform from where the marginalized voice of trauma is not only
articulated, but also from where it can be experienced and heard. This is a transformative
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political effect as it creates a sensible world where the affect of past trauma on the present is
acknowledged instead of marginalized.
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Truth Games
Fig. 1

Fig. 2

Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember
Fig. 3

Jeffry Benzien

Fig. 4

Fig. 5
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Fig. 9.

Fig. 10.

Ashley Forbes
Fig. 11

Installation view
Fig. 6

Gcinikhaya Makoma

Fig. 7

Fig. 8
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Berni Searle ~ Colour Me
Without providing any definite answers, I think my work raises questions about
attitudes towards race and gender. I think it operates on different levels and
reflects different racial and political experiences - but I don’t think my pieces are
limited by that. I hope they transcend and go beyond that, and provide a space for
illusion and fantasy. They reflect a desire to present myself in various ways to
counter the image that has been imposed on me. ~ Berni Searle
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As a woman classified as ‘coloured’ during the apartheid years, Berni Searle’s (b. SA 1964)
work only became visible to a larger audience after the demise of apartheid. It is this
movement from invisibility to visibility of the formerly repressed ‘coloured’ identity that
forms an important fundament of her work. Her photographic and audio-visual installations
that centre around the interrogation of the historic and present day construction of the
‘coloured’ identity through representations of her own body, however show that the end of
oppression does by no means guarantee visibility as it does not undo the history of
marginalization and its resonance in the present, nor fill the gaps in the archives. In the
process of articulating the coloured identity her work simultaneously deconstructs the notion
of such a fixed identity as it shows the multifaceted character of its inheritance and the
individual’s constant entanglement within multiple subject positions. Referring to the words
of Sharlene Khan: “[…] whether in direct reference to herself, or as the signifier of other
histories, she engages the concept of identity as being often elusive and in flux.”69 Hereby her
works create alternative subjectivities that simultaneously point out and transcend the
limitations of “essentialist positions”70.
It is in the Colour Me series (1998-2000) that Searle clearly maps out the continuous
struggle surrounding the visibility of previously subaltern subjects such as the ‘coloured’
people of South Africa, such as herself. By using the racial classification system employed by
the apartheid state as a starting point with reference to her own body and individual
experiences, the work brings to light the affective and personal dimension of the daily
degradations, the structural violence, that the apartheid system inflicted, giving voice to an
important part of the force of apartheid’s legacy that was largely drowned out during the TRC
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process that focussed on more severe human rights violations. Colour Me hereby visualizes a
truth that was often left unspoken during the TRC process.
The aesthetic constructions of this series of works make visible that the process of
constructing a new, inclusive and non-racial identity politics that the transition to democracy
intended, needs to go hand in hand with deconstructing the former distribution of the sensible,
as only then can those that were marginalized be perceived and heard, remembered and
historicized beyond their position of the ‘other’. In my opinion it is through this dual process
of construction and deconstruction that Colour Me stages a continuous movement between the
past, the present and the future. It thereby brings the contradicting forces inherent in South
Africa’s transition process to the surface and questions the extend to which previously
marginalized voices are heard as equals in the post-apartheid South Africa.
Colour Me is a series of photographic installations that Searle made between 1998 and 2000,
each of which consist of photographs of her own naked body covered in or traced by a dense
layer of either red paprika, yellow turmeric, brown cloves spice or white pea flour, taken by
photographer Jean Brundrit with an analogue medium format camera. These photographs
form the fundament of the eight installations, that make up the Colour Me series that each
carry their own title, namely: Untitled (1998, fig. 13, 14, 15, 16), Girl (1998, fig. 17), Red,
Yellow, Brown (1998, fig. 18, 19, 20) Off-White: back to back (1999, fig. 21), Looking Back
(1999, fig. 22), Red, Yellow, Brown: face to face (2000 fig. 23, 24), Not quite White
(Returning the Gaze) (2000, fig. 25, 26) and Traces (2000, fig. 27, 28, 29). Often the same
photographs are used in more than one installation, but always in different formations and
sizes as Searle often converts the analogue photographs into digital ones in order to allow her
to create multi-layered, collage like images, setting the photographs in different background
layers, including the exposure numbers of the negative and adding other images such as
measuring instruments and colour charts to them (see for example fig.18, 24, 26). Each
installation consists of multiple images, printed life size or larger, often installed in a
sculptural way in the middle of a space or occupying both wall and floor and often include the
spices and flour that are represented in the images, their aroma filling the space (see for
example fig. 17, 21, 22, 23, 28). Considering the physical and conceptual similarities that
exist between these eight works, all are taken into account in the analysis, while specific
features of some of the works will be emphasized in order to show the various ways in which
Colour Me causes dissensus.
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Exposing a history of othering
The title of the series of installations, Colour Me, to me immediately evokes the ideological
process of othering as Spivak describes it, as it is a play on the racial classification term
‘coloured’ that was first coined by the apartheid government to describe all people of mixed
heritage such as Searle, isolating and segregating them from the norm represented by the
white minority. The title seems to emphasize both defiance and submission to this term, to
this creation of subalternity, as the words seem to call out: “Here I am, I challenge you to
figure out who I am!” as well as: “I am blank, I am nothing, you can decide who I am.” This
simultaneous existence of contradicting meanings is exemplary of the works in the Colour Me
series as through evoking former distributions of oppression and domination, Searle aims to
both expose the affective and personal dimension of othering, as well as to counter and
change its legacy. Following Rancière, these works are characterised by a process of
challenging the former police order as well as its resonance in the present. The transition from
apartheid to democracy, from one distribution of the sensible to another, allows the formerly
excluded, such as Searle, to deconstruct past forms of suppression as they no longer have to
comply with the police order that urges them, in the words of Rancière: “[...] there’s nothing
to see and nothing to do but move along.”71 And to me this is exactly what Searle does in the
Colour Me series, taking and providing a good, hard look at that which was not allowed to be
looked at, that which was normalized and that which was silenced, in order to re-inscribe the
voice of those that were ‘othered’ into South Africa’s historical archive. Hereby her project
can be identified as, what Garth Stevens calls ‘the liberation of the archive’ as according to
him this means: “[...] casting a different socio-political light onto the archive [that] opens up
possibilities for extricating it from its current socio-political foreclosure, for understanding its
contents, and for re-thinking these contents historically, in the present, and imagining their
impact on the future.”72
Searle activates and mobilizes South Africa’s past distributions of oppression by
mimicking the systems of ethnographic display and representation that were used to ‘proof’
the ‘otherness’ of all those that were not white. It is especially the arrangement of the
elements that the works of the Colour Me series are constructed with, that evoke these
histories of oppression as they are laden with colonial connotations. The different spices, the
measuring instruments and colour charts, in combination with the positioning of her naked
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light brown body bring to my mind the colonial spice trade, slavery and the pseudo scientific
racial classification system of apartheid. By alluding to these multiple histories at once, often
even in one installation, Searle draws attention to the continuous force of oppression that,
even though it changed face, did not relinquish its grip on all those that were non-white until
apartheid was dismantled. The work Red, Yellow, Brown (fig. 18, 19, 20) is exemplary of this
as its elements are indexical of the various histories of oppression. For example the three
different spices that her body is in turn covered in, red paprika, yellow tumeric and brown
cloves, that respectively originate from South America, Asia and Indonesia recall the spice
trade, but also the trade in slaves and the diaspora that this created. Simultaneously the
differences in their colour, that either contrast or merge with Searle’s skin, recalls apartheid’s
racial classification and segregation system, as well as anthropological discourses that
fetishized and excoticised the ‘black’ female body. The composition further emphasizes the
objectification and domination that ‘non-white’ women suffered as the body, pinned down by
the thick layer of spice covering and surrounding it, seems immobile and boxed in by the
black and white framing like a specimen that is presented for inspection, her eyes not looking
at the viewer. To me this specifically recalls the degrading and painful bodily examinations
and plaster casts that were carried out on people of the Khoisan tribe at the hands of the
colonists.73 The exposure number of the negative included along the edge of the print and the
out of focus colour chart at the bottom reinforce this, emphasizing, as Searle says, “[...] the
ethnographic role of photography in justifying perceived differences between people,
particularly in relation to the racialised and gendered body.”74 The final form that each
installation takes, further mobilizes South Africa’s oppressive histories. This can be clearly
seen in the work Girl, as the repetitive images of Searle’s body, lying exposed on her back,
her body fragmented in tightly framed rectangular sections and composed in a grid of three
rows of four images each, evokes the cross section of a slave ship.
By using her own naked body to re-enact and thereby expose the histories of
oppression that othered her, Searle draws attention to what Spivak calls the “doubly effaced”
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itinerary of the female subaltern subject.75 By emphasizing her gender, Searle to me seems to
suggest that while colonialism and apartheid formed all coloured people into subaltern
subjects, curtailing their voices, subaltern women were silenced twice as it is only the
subaltern male who is registered in the archives as the “object of colonialist historiography”
and the “subject of insurgency” as Spivak says.76 This absence of the female subaltern is
addressed most vividly in the work Traces, as it plays with the visibility and invisibility of the
body. In Traces three images of Searle’s body photographed from above completely covered
in spice, face three images of the spice traced outlines of her body that had lain face down but
is missing from the photograph. The ghostly imprint left behind as well as the densely
covered and hidden body, both speak of the representational absence of the ‘othered’ female
body, in the past and in the present. The bands of red, yellow and brown spice that each form
a bridge between the opposing images to me refer to the continuing struggle between
(previously) marginalized women becoming more present. The scales pictured below each
image emphasize the difficulty of this struggle as they stay the same, whether the bowl is
filled with a greater amount of spice such as in the images where the body is absent, or with
very little spice when it is present. This measuring system, like the historical archive and
contemporary society, does not recognise the difference her absence makes, or the ‘weight’ of
her presence, of what happened to her. Therefore, even though the representation of her
‘coloured’ body in the Colour Me series functions as a signifier of the general historic and
present day ‘coloured’ identity, it also emphasizes that, as Spivak says “[…] the subaltern as
female is even more deeply in shadow.”77 But, at the same time, simply by purposely
presenting her own body for observation, by exposing the ways in which the female subaltern
subject was objectified, Searle’s Colour Me series illuminate that what is concealed in the
shadows of the archive. 78 By making a start at filling the gaps of South Africa’s incomplete
historical archive and expanding its boundaries by re-inscribing the female subaltern subject,
the works, in Rancièrian terms, rupture the distribution of the sensible of the early postapartheid years that no longer focussed on past injustices as they had been sufficiently dealt
with by the TRC.
The examples of the above mentioned works of the Colour Me series to me show that
through the different levels of their aesthetic construction, they form a physical and
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conceptual space where past injustices such as South Africa’s histories of othering are
exposed, where it is given a literal face and a figurative voice. Such a dissensual space that
counters the police order is necessary in order to create the possibility for a political moment,
in the Rancièrian sense, to occur. As Samuel Chambers writes, echoing Rancière:
That political moment, that moment when those who are not speaking beings
somehow speak - this moment is only made possible by the prior production of a
space from which such speech can appear. And the mixed metaphor here “appearing speech”- is worth holding on to, since the question of what is sayable
is never far removed from what is seeable.
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As the Colour Me works not only expose the histories of colonialism and apartheid that are
hidden in South Africa’s past, in its archives, but also re-frames them, their forms of
“appearing speech” intend to, as Rancière states about an artist’s strategy: “[...] make the
invisible visible; to rupture given relations between things and meanings and, inversely, to
invent novel relations between things and meanings that were previously unrelated.”80 In
other words, it is through reframing the real that the works create the possibility for the
construction of history to be changed, to include the voice of those that were othered, for a
moment of politics to occur.
Destabilising a fixed identity
It is through re-framing the real that Searle not only shows that history is a construction that
can be countered and changed, but also that one’s identity can never wholly be described in
originary and fixed terms. With this stance she simultaneously counters apartheid’s
classification system that reified categories like ‘coloured’ and its continuing resonance, as
well as the tendency to form ethnic minorities around such a term as ‘coloured’ that has
emerged during the post apartheid years. Searle herself is very reluctant to once again be
identified in such definitive terms: “Apart from many concerns, one of the problems within
this ‘ethnic minority’ framework, is that identity is often viewed in static terms which
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reinforce stereotypes about who we are.”81 In the Colour Me works it is exactly these
stereotypes that she deconstructs.
Every work of the Colour Me series in greater or lesser degree destabilizes the
concept of a fixed, stereotypic identity politics as the repetition of the body and the exchange
between its absence and presence, the nuances in the way the spice covers the body and the
different positions that it is captured in, emphasize the differences instead of the sameness of
one person. The work Red, Yellow and Brown: Face to Face is exemplary of this as it “[...]
introduces an encounter with compound personifications”, as Pumla Dineo Gqola says.82 The
content and the composition of the installation evoke this multiplicity of identity. The
colourful spices that cover her body, none of them matching her own skin tone, strongly
reflect the hybridity of her ‘coloured’ identity, while her naked body that exposes her gender
emphasizes that ones identity is not solely defined by ethnicity as each individual always
occupies multiple subject positions at once. The decision to hang the eighteen prints that are
three meters each in length vertically, portraying the body as if in a standing position,
subverts the submissive, immobile image, suggesting agency. As Searle says:
Placing myself or my body in the work exposes other aspects of my identity, for
example gender. Exposing myself therefore involved a process of claiming, and
points to the idea that there is a range of axes that inform identity which are
interconnected, determining relationships of dependency and domination in any
83

given context…Agency is executed in what one chooses to show or not.

The arrangement of the prints hovering between ceiling and floor, grouped together as if
standing face to face to me visualize these processes of claiming and agency, as it suggests
not only a gathering, but an exchange and a direct confrontation between all the different
facets of ‘coloured’ identity, past and present, public and personal. Opposed to Girl and Red,
Yellow, Brown this work emphasizes the fluidity and transience of spice by sprinkling the
spices freely on the floor within the installation. The pools of spice that lie underneath the
photographs where Searle’s body is absent, as if having flowed down when she exited the
frame leaving only her imprint behind, stresses the continuous movement between multiple
subject positions and the impossibility for each to contain and define her. Presenting the
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‘coloured’ identity in this way allows it to connect beyond the national narratives. As Gqola
says: “Her spices make allusions to processes of displacement and dispersal, and the naming
of Red, Yellow, Brown: Face to Face suggests multiple connections with various diasporas of
colonised and/or enslaved peoples globally.”84
By gathering and connecting historical and contemporary, public and personal
fragments that pertain to the ‘coloured’ identity, Searle uses a collage like manner of working
that is shown clearly in the fragmented construction of the images and the final installations
of the Colour Me series. Using collage this way, in her research as well as in the execution of
the works shows me that, in a Rancièrian sense, these are works of art from the aesthetic
regime as they eradicate the barrier between art and non-art through fusing objects and
situations from the realm of everyday life with forms of artistic expression. By connecting
with life through the physical materials that it contains, such as the spices and images that
allude to oppressive histories of othering, the works show their heteronomy. The process of
collaging them together in a fashion that opposes their original function and form and placing
them within the context of art creating a new, singular aesthetic construction however show
the autonomy of each work. Through this intricate entanglement of the autonomy and
heteronomy of the Colour Me works, following Rancière “transform into a form of life” and
thereby accomplish “the promise of emancipation”.85 This can clearly be noticed in the work
Red, Yellow, Brown: Face to Face. Through the collaged construction of the work that
combines and visualizes all the disparate parts that make up her ‘coloured’ identity through
the eighteen personifications, the work “transforms into a form of life” as it creates a new
form of ‘coloured’ identity that is no longer fixed but transient.
Changing the body’s colour, the collage way of working and the deconstructing of
othering, in my opinion are all dissensual processes that Searle employs in the Colour Me
works. They rupture the sensible orders that create and maintain the stereotyped ‘coloured’
identity. In the words of Rancière, these methods of re-framing the ‘coloured’ identity make it
a work of fiction. “Fiction is a way of changing existing modes of sensory presentations and
forms on enunciation; of varying frames, scales and rhythms; and of building new
relationships between reality and appearance, the individual and the collective.”86 The works
as forms of fiction therefore destabilize the fixed coloured identity, gathering, confronting and
reconciling it disparate parts, rendering it, and by implication the concept of identity in
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general, as transient, ambiguous and fluid. To me the works give shape to a new sensorium, a
new common sense, within which the ‘coloured’ identity can be read.
Returning the gaze
By opposing elements that suggest containment by those that suggest movement, and bringing
these contradictory forces together to exist simultaneously, each of the Colour Me works to
me presents a confrontation that disrupts the historic and contemporary forms of othering that
it recalls, subverting Searle’s passive looking body into one that claims agency. In all the
Colour Me works it is the way that Searle’s chooses to stage her body that harbours its
agency, as exposing it naked in a supine position covered by a thick, discomforting but
mesmerizing layer of spice or flour it not only recalls the clinical, racist gaze that non-white
women have been and are still subjected to, but also makes the viewer aware that this
opportunity to look is purposely created. The Colour Me works therefore disrupt the unequal
power relation that exists between the one that is gazing and the one that is gazed at as, in
Este de Beer words, “[...] they seem to invite the gaze, rather than being a passive victim of
it.”87
The work Not quite White (Returning the Gaze) most notably plays with these power
relations as the image of Searle’s naked body covered by pea flour, framed on both sides by
two old measuring tapes and set in a large black background with the words ‘not quite white’
underneath it, was exhibited on a large billboard along the Eastern Boulevard Road that exits
Cape Town during the second annual Cape Town One Festival held in 2000.88 The sheer size
of the work as well as its placement next to a heavily trafficked highway ensures that it was
seen by thousands of motorists that where on their way home from the city centre. By inviting
their gaze in this way, she seems to force them to see her, to see the absurdity of measuring a
person’s worth and ability according to how ‘white’ or ‘non-white’ they are, encouraging
them to ponder how these ‘measuring systems’ still inform ones gaze in a post-apartheid
South Africa. ‘Returning the gaze’ in this work is therefore in my eyes not meant physically,
as evidently she is looking up, not at the viewer, but unfolds conceptually in the interaction
between the artwork and the viewer, as Searle’s body asks “[...] by staging the occasion of
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gazing, who is being looked at, and what is the object that draws the gaze?”89. This is a
reoccurring effect in the Colour Me series, emphasized by making the process of constructing
the image visible, as this hinders the gaze of the viewer, preventing it from consuming,
exoticizing and fetishizing her, even though these are ways of looking that her images recall.
The work hereby also constrains the evocation of sexualised visual pleasure. Hindering
instead of easing of the spectators gaze makes one aware of the process of looking, and
addresses the viewer with the question of how he or she looks at ‘the other’ in post-apartheid
South Africa, instead of instructing him or her on this topic. Hereby the works to me create
what Rancière calls an emancipated spectator, as they not only acknowledge the spectator’s
interpretations as a formative part of the work but also do not presuppose a direct relation
between cause and effect. Again the entangled autonomy and heteronomy of the works
present themselves, as it is in the spectator’s autonomous experience of works that its
connectedness with life becomes apparent. And as Rancière writes about the autonomous
experience that art encompasses: “[...] it is that experience which appears as the germ of a
new humanity, of a new form of individual and collective life.”90
The works of the Colour Me series where Searle does physically look into the camera
make me as a spectator even more conscious of the act of looking as her gaze confronts that
of the viewer. Untitled is exemplary of this as in the four, slightly larger than life portraits that
form the work, Searle presents the process of returning the gaze by moving her head from a
full profile view in the first image where she is covered by white pea flour, to a three-quarter
angle in the last image where she is covered in brown spice. Hereby, while changing from
white, to yellow, to red and finally to brown, she slowly turns her gaze directly into the
camera, her emotive eyes, red rimmed from the sting of the spices, fixed on the viewer. By
not only returning the gaze in a conceptual way but also in physical way Untitled, in my
opinion, strengthens the agency that Searle claims through representing herself in all the
facets that make up and form her identity. The layer of white flour and red, yellow, and brown
spice that in turn completely or partially cover her mouth in the four images, appears to
silence her, suggesting that self representation is a right that has been and often still is
usurped, especially when it comes to (previously) subaltern women. At the same time, her
penetrating, unwavering stare becomes the one that speaks, that (re) claims her agency,
fulfilling the words of bell hooks that Searle quotes: “By courageously looking (they)
defiantly declared: Not only will I stare, I want my look to change reality. Even in the worst
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circumstances of domination, the ability to manipulate ones gaze in the face of structures of
domination that would contain it opens up the possibility of agency.”91 In each of the Colour
Me works where Searle physically looks at the viewer, she thus employs what bell hooks calls
“an oppositional gaze”92, a gaze that subverts the process of othering based on race and
gender, and makes the act of looking the subject of the work, implicating the viewer. As
Gabeba Baderoon says: “In being looked at, the artist presents viewers with the act of looking
itself. The installation enacts the desire to look, and also creates the sense of being caught in
the act of looking.”93 Hereby the works create dissensus as they rupture the distribution of the
sensible that equates looking at an image with passivity, which enforces a divide between an
image and the real world. By presenting viewers with the act of looking itself the works undo
the opposition between looking and acting, making them equal by emphasizing the active role
that looking has played and continues to play in enforcing inequality in South Africa.
Simultaneously, for me it hereby also suggests the opposite, namely that this way of looking
can be changed, that it can be used to instead bring about equality, the basis of emancipation
according to Rancière.
Emancipation starts from [...] the principle of equality. It begins when we dismiss
the opposition between looking and acting and understand that the distribution of
the visible itself is part of the configuration of domination and subjection. It starts
when we realize that looking is also an action that confirms or modifies that
distribution and that “interpreting the world” is already a means of transforming
it, of reconfiguring it.
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Presenting viewers with the act of looking itself therefore makes the Colour Me works
emancipatory, causing them to be able to create a shift in the distribution of the sensible by
transforming South Africa’s given sensible world, where othering and the objectifying gaze
reign and identity is essentialized through race, to another, a new sensible world, where
othering is countered, identity is fluid and equality can be claimed through looking back. It is
this transformative effect whereby alternative subjectivities are created, what makes these
works political.
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Untitled
Fig. 13

Fig. 15

Fig. 14

Fig. 16

Girl
Fig. 17
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Red, Yellow, Brown
Fig. 18

Fig. 19

Fig. 20
Off-White: Back to Back

Looking Back

Fig. 21

Fig. 22
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Red, Yellow, Brown: Face to Face
Fig. 23

Fig. 24

Not quite White (Returning the Gaze)
Fig. 25.

Fig. 26 (billboard)
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Traces
Fig. 27

Fig. 28

Fig. 29
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Penny Siopis ~ Obscure White Messenger
...our very sense of the present, the very idea of being a ‘new South African’ is
predicated not only on a shared, politically-charged history, but on the imperative
to look back, unpick and unpack that history, to understand not only what
happened (the facts as best we can determine) but also, most importantly, the
psychic and affective dimension of that experience. ~ Penny Siopis
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The artistic practice of Penny Siopis (b. 1953) comprises works made in a large variety of
mediums ranging from painting to object based installation to photography, film and video.
Throughout her practice Siopis interrogates South Africa’s discriminatory history through
creating relations between the public and the personal, that draw out the formative psychic
and affective dimension of experiencing that history. Her works bring to light and explore
stories and emotions pertaining to human vulnerability that are buried below the surface of
South Africa’s former and current official history and social framework. In her work made
during the apartheid years, such as her baroque style ‘history paintings’, she did this by
focusing on how race and gender where represented in public history. In her ‘post-apartheid
work’ she personalized this approach by working, as Annie Coombes says: “[...] more closely
with the contradictions of her own familial experience by acknowledging the complicity of
her upbringing.”96 The series of films and videos that Siopis made from 1997 onwards, using
home-movies of her own family or that of anonymous families, seem to combine these two
approaches as they re-stage public historical events using personal, private images and words
of individual people. Hereby these works, as Yvette Greslé says, “[...] counter the idea of
history as an objective, rational project.”97
Of these films and videos, the work Obscure White Messenger (2010) clearly
exemplifies that history is a construction within a certain distribution of the sensible that can
be and needs to be reviewed and reconstructed, especially when this distribution was based on
oppression and exclusion as in South Africa. The TRC instigated such a process in South
Africa as it re-inscribed that what had been hidden, ignored and silenced into the official
archive by acknowledging the personal stories of ordinary individuals and reopening and
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reviewing cases that had been prematurely closed by the apartheid government, in its search
for historical truth and a new forms of perceiving each other. As Njabulo Ndebele writes:
The stories of the TRC represent a ritualistic lifting of the veil and the validation of
what was actually seen. They are an additional confirmation of the movement of
our society from repression to expression. Where in the past the state attempted to
compel the oppressed to deny the testimony of their own experience, today that
experience is one of the essential conditions for the emergence of a new national
98

consciousness.

In Obscure White Messenger Siopis reviews history in a similar manner by re-opening the
case of the assassination of former South African prime minister and ‘architect of apartheid’
Hendrik Verwoerd in 1966, in order to unravel the enigma that his assassin Demitrios
Tsafendas had remained even in the post-apartheid years. But by expanding this historical
moment, showing its situatedness in the broader context of political and social discrimination
and degradations of the apartheid system that Tsafendas was constantly, tragically caught up
in, the work in my opinion is able to more adequately represent the simultaneous guilt and
victimization of a perpetrator than the TRC could.
Obscure White Messenger (fig. 30) is a video work constructed out of various home-movies,
text fragments and arrhythmic music that re-tells the life story of Demitrios Tsafendas in his
own words, from his birth in Mozambique as an illegitimate child of mixed racial heritage,
through his traumatic displacement from one country to the next, shunned because of his
communist views and mental instability, to his trial for the assassination of Hendrik
Verwoerd. The work takes this assassination as a starting point, but is what Siopis calls “a
filmic reimagining”99 of this historical event that does not focus on the murder but on
Tsafendas as an individual, visualizing and articulating his personal views, hopes and fears
revealed in his recorded words hidden in the archival documents of his trial. In the work these
words are built into a narrative based on a question-answer format that is reminiscent of an
interview that Tsafendas had with a psychiatrist that Siopis discovered. It is nonchronological, like a stream of consciousness that is constantly punctured by memories,
starting and ending with direct reference to the murder of Verwoerd. The developments of his
98
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life related in disarrayed bits and pieces in between, details of his childhood, his parents, his
search for an identity, a home, a love. These text fragments, like subtitles, are combined with
film footage from various home-movies made by different anonymous families. “Their
surfaces disturbed by effects of light and age” as Greslé says.100 This causes painterly swirls
of colour and light to texture the images that show an array of different places alluding to
those that Tsafendas mentions, such as South Africa, Greece, Turkey, Egypt and the large
ships he lived on during his adult life, in the search for a country that would grant him
citizenship (fig. 31, 32). Throughout the work there is what Siopis calls a “close experiential
correlation between image and text”101. At times the words directly accord with the image,
such as the words “I wrote to the authorities” superimposed on the image of a small desk with
a lamp and various writing attributes. But more often the connection is simply suggestive of a
specific context, such as “They have made an ideology of it” against an image of a group of
‘white’ life guards running in tight knit groups on a beach surrounded only by ‘white’ people.
Or metaphorical, such as the question “Have you been a citizen of any country?”
accompanied by the image of a ship at sea (fig. 33, 34, 35). Then there are frames that
specifically articulate Tsafendas’ political motive such as the frame showing the old South
African flag waving in the wind in a blue sky where the question reads: “What made you do a
thing like that?”, upon which Tsafendas answers “I didn’t agree with the policy” (fig. 37, 38).
Recurring motifs in the work are the images of ships at sea as well as those of a white octopus
writhing in its tank, the former visualizing Tsafendas’ constant displacement and
marginalization, and the latter evoking the source of his anxiety, his madness - a giant white
tapeworm that had afflicted him as a young boy whose ghost continued to plague him - as
well as his severe ill treatment in Pretoria Central Prison (fig. 39, 40, 41, 42).102 To me these
images are representative of statelessness, madness and victimization, their repetitive nature
reinforcing them as leitmotifs in the work. The ‘traditional’ Turkish music that forms the
sound track “paces the narrative”103, emphasizing the emotions that the words suggest,
creating energy and tension within the work and between the work and the viewer. It develops
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the narrative as the differences in tone, rhythm and intensity of volume influence the
atmosphere of the images, how one experiences them and also functions as a way to forewarn
the viewer of an impending doom. The energy of its continuous arrhythmical beat and the
tension between high-pitched flute tones and the deep, low sounds of drums emphasize
Tsafendas’ restless nomadic movement, his struggle to find a home.
Breaking an imposed obscurity
In South Africa Tsafendas was for many years only known as the crazy parliamentary
messenger that stabbed Hendrik Verwoerd to death in the House of Assembly in 1966 with a
large kitchen knife. The rumour went that he had declared that a giant tapeworm that lived
inside his bowels told him to kill Verwoerd. He was declared insane, the presiding judge
calling him ‘a meaningless creature’ whose madness, not his political convictions, had driven
him to commit this act.104 Hereby his guilt was eliminated but therewith also his political
motive. The mythic status of his madness clouded his figure and even though Verwoerd’s
death was always seen as a history-altering moment, Tsafendas was forgotten, his own words
ignored and silenced, his life ending in obscurity in a psychiatric clinic in 1999 after having
spend twenty-eight years in prison.
In my opinion Obscure White Messenger breaks this imposed obscurity as it recreates
Tsafendas’ own voice through taking the last existing traces of his persona, namely his own
words obtained from answers in interviews, medical reports and legal documents that were
overruled and concealed in the files of Verwoerd’s murder case, out of their imprisoned,
forgotten position within the archive and making them public. These words reveal his political
motivations for killing Verwoerd at length, relaying the traumatic experiences of his life as a
stateless person, an eternal outsider that had formed them. In the work his words, such as “I
see no progress for the African people”, set against an image of ‘white’ lifeguards training
their drills on the beach, and “I was so disgusted with the racial policies” against an image of
young ‘white’ soldiers parading with guns on their shoulders, reveal and emphasize his
political motive (fig. 43, 44). The image of a small bed in a dark closed ship cabin, the sheets
rumpled, emphasize the rejection and extreme loneliness that the words “I am a man without a
country” signify (fig. 36). Obscure White Messenger therefore simultaneously articulates and
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visualizes the legally enforced inequality of what to me can be called South Africa’s
distribution of the sensible during apartheid, clearly showing the distribution of roles and
speech positions, the extreme separation between them that the police order enforced. At the
same time, by recognizing Tsafendas’ dismissed words and memories as valuable and
presenting them, it challenges and disrupts this distribution of positions echoed in the official
narrative of Verwoerd’s murder that was upheld unrevised in the South African archives in
the post apartheid years.
The fact that Tsafendas’ story had been there all along hidden within the grand
narrative of Verwoerd’s murder, but had been made invisible is what Jacques Derrida
explains as the calculable and physical limitation, termed “the finitude” of the archive that is
decided upon by those that are in power in a certain place and at a certain time. In my
opinion, repressing Tsafendas’ story was in favour of the apartheid government in order to
prevent further political instability in the country. Through her own re-interpretation and
reshaping of the archive, Siopis counteracts this finitude by bringing to light Tsafendas’
hidden true story, his testimony regarding the murder of Verwoerd. By taking charge of and
thereby redirecting the archived story, Siopis is able to transcend the limitations that are
harboured in every archive. She is thereby in the position to counteract the death drive that is
fundamental to any archive as well. By retrieving Tsafendas’ story from South Africa’s
historical archive once this was possible, Siopis rescues it and thereby his persona from being
purposely forgotten, from being destroyed without reminder by what Derrida calls, referring
to Sigmund Freud, “the death drive of the archive”. 105 Like the finitude, the death drive
always threatens the archive, a threat everyone feels and that Siopis therefore recognizes,
urging her to save and illuminate Tsafendas’ story before it is destroyed. Hereby she gives his
words a platform. They are acknowledged and no longer perceived as those of the stateless
subaltern that he was his whole life, as the work shows us through the continuously returning
images of ships, and questions about his identity, and comments that pertain to what Spivak
calls othering. Obscure White Messenger forms a platform that shows that these words are
acknowledged and that his voice is heard in its own right and no longer perceived as the noise
of suffering, albeit post mortem. Hereby the work re-personalizes history, dismantling South
Africa’s official history surrounding Verwoerd’s assassination, disrupting the totalising effect
of such a distribution of the sensible. The work thereby presents a new view of this history,
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showing that it can be seen in a different way. Through creating and presenting this new form
of perception the work causes dissensus.
Re-imagining history, creating memory
Through presenting Tsafendas’ personal memories, their intimate nature being emphasized by
the use of the most personal filmic document, the home movie, Obscure White Messenger
engages in a similar project as has been the focus of many South African historiographers
such as Van Onselen, Peires, Penn and others.106 To me it not only breaks down a master
narrative of apartheid through offering an alternative account from the point of view of those
that are marginalized, but creates a new way of perceiving history, namely as the acts of
individual men and women. Rancière takes this approach to perceiving history, it forms the
basis of his philosophy of politics. It is his belief that in principle, everyone regardless of their
position, has the ability to disrupt the distribution of the sensible. In his words, paraphrasing
Marx: “It is not Man who makes history, but men, that is to say concrete individuals, those
who produce their means of existence, those who fight in the class struggle.” 107 He thereby
counters forms of historiography that are constructed from ‘the top down’ in the spirit of great
names and great events and prevent “an interpenetration of the logic of facts and the logic of
stories”, as he says.108
Through re-imagining the history of Verwoerd’s assassination in an expanded way by
using the footage from the home movies of anonymous people that are not or only indirectly
implicated in this history, and combining these with the documented words of Tsafendas and
the legal and psychiatric professionals that were a registered part of this history, Obscure
White Messenger to me is a work of historiography where the logic of fact and the logic of
stories interpenetrate. This is inherent to both the fragments of text and moving images that
Siopis uses to construct the work, as well as in the composition and effect of the work as a
whole. The home-movie is simultaneously a constructed version of reality and a direct one-toone document of it, as in the process of capturing the scene that the filmmaker has selected,
time unfolds unpredictably before the camera, recording exactly what it was like ‘there and
then’. In my opinion this can also be noticed in the way that people behave in home movies,
as even though they play a role, they are still always representing themselves. The intricate
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entanglement of the logic of fact and the logic of stories is also present in the Tsafendas’
words, as like the stories told before the TRC, their testimonial quality renders them to be the
truth and therefore to be fact. But simultaneously as these words are based on memories, they
are always selections and experiential interpretations of what happened, where spaces and
times transverse and converge. As Siopis says: “[...] in such story-telling distinctions between
fiction and fact seem to obey a truth sometimes different from, or in a sense below, the
‘official record’ so to speak. Affect, ambivalence, fleeting experiences, unanchored but dense
images are all part of this story.”109 Therefore by being a document of what was said and seen
in reality, these words and images show that the real is always a construction. In my opinion it
is Siopis’ combination of these sources in a collage like manner, superimposing the words
that represent Tsafendas’ memories on images whose content and emotive character directly
or indirectly corresponds with them, but that in fact are unrelated to his story, that show that
Obscure White Messenger is “a practice of fiction”110. And to me it is this quality that makes
the work dissensual. As Rancière writes: “The practice of fiction undoes, and then rearticulates, connections between signs and images, images and time, and signs and spaces,
framing a given sense of reality, a given ‘commonsense’. It is a practice that invents new
trajectories between what can be seen, what can be said and what can be done.”111 By
combining different types of traces that emphasize the personal within the historical and being
directly and indirectly affiliated with the story of Verwoerd’s assassination the work, in my
opinion emphasizes its dissensual nature as this suggests that there are several ways to think
about this historical event. It is therefore through its aesthetic construction as a practice of
fiction, that the work breaks the consensus that existed about the historiography of
Verwoerd’s assassination. The work thereby shows that it can be, and in a country that
searches for the truth about its past, needs to be perceived and remembered differently, in a
way that includes Tsafendas’ personal story. The true memory of his persona.
As Tsafendas’ story was unknown and only existed as information hidden in an
archive, Obscure White Messenger does not preserve his memory but creates it. In the archive
Tsafendas’ words, recollections of his particular consciousness, are not memory but only a
record of absented, forgotten information in the midst of more information that attest to the
event of Verwoerd’s assassination. As Rancière writes: “Memory must be created against the
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overabundance of information as well as against its absence. It has to be constructed as a
liason that connects account of events and the traces of actions [...].”112 This is exactly what
Siopis achieves in Obscure White Messenger, as through constructing it as a practice of
fiction, redeeming his words from just being information and re-imagining them and making
his personal views, hopes and fears audible and visible, it creates Tsafendas’ memory. Hereby
it is Tsafendas’ memory that becomes a political subject, as that is in the words of Gabriel
Rockhill: “[...] an empty operator that produces cases of political dispute by challenging the
established framework of identification and classification”113. Through creating Tsafendas’
memory the work causes politics as it is this memory that transforms the distribution of the
sensible, reconstructing South Africa’s archived national history by making his marginalized
voice heard.
Constructing an openness for projection
It is through the choices that Siopis makes regarding the aesthetic construction of Obscure
White Messenger, namely the individual elements, their juxtaposition and the final
presentation of the work, that the work creates what she calls “an openness for projection”114.
By telling the story of Tsafendas in the form of a dialogue that mimics the question and
answer structure of the interviews between him and various legal and psychiatric experts, the
work to me continually creates a feeling of anticipation. In a sense the viewer is synonymous
with the disembodied person asking the questions, continuously trying to unravel the enigma
of his persona. Quoting Siopis: “Throughout the film there is the question of who he is and
where he belongs.”115 Hereby the work opens itself to the viewer’s interpretations instead of
closing itself off, because it does not explicitly tell the viewer what Tsafendas’ life was like
and how it should be interpreted. To me this makes it a work of art from the aesthetic regime,
as there is no determinate relationship between the work and its audience. This is emphasized
by choosing texts that use the first person mode of address throughout the work. Hereby the
work involves each individual viewer and causes the text to be able to be imagined as a voice.
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In the words of Siopis: “[...] the text translates into a voice in the head, the consciousness of
the viewer.”116
Through superimposing the text fragments on footage of home movies, the process of
hearing Tsafendas’ voice as that of a person like oneself is intensified, because the familial
quality of the home movie images correspond to activities and situations that one recognizes.
Thereby allowing one to reanimate the images with the knowledge of ones own daily life.
Therefore even though the viewer does not know Tsafendas or the people portrayed in the
home movies, the ordinary everydayness of the images that make his story visible, in my
opinion allows one to identify with him and to respond to him in spite of the terrible crime he
committed that one is made aware of at the beginning of the work. Like the text fragments,
the home movie footage also involves the viewer in the work, attesting to the works
heteronomy, as they are elements that not only represent the realm of everyday life, but
simultaneously are products from it. By juxtaposing these two disparate and originally
unconnected sources together in a collage like manner accompanied by music, the work
shows that this heteronomy is entangled with autonomy as it presents the viewer with an
experience that is fundamentally different from ones daily ordering of sense. Through this
intricate entanglement of Obscure White Messenger’s autonomy and heteronomy, the work
causes a double effect that makes it political.
As the work progresses, the awareness of Tsafendas’ marginalization and his
victimization at the hands of the apartheid system, increases. In my opinion the work hereby
triggers the historical awareness of apartheid and other histories of oppression that inflicted
suffering and displacement, of which images are imprinted in ones mind. Hereby, Obscure
White Messenger following Rancière creates a way of perceiving the work that does not
presuppose the gaze of the spectator. This approach allows the viewer the possibility to fill in
that what is not shown. And by projecting ones subjectivity onto the work, the spectator to a
certain extent feels what such marginalization and degradation must have felt like. This
process will always produce different results for every viewer, as each person makes as
Rancière says a “[...] selection, reappropriation, a way of making one’s own film, one’s own
text, one’s own installation out of what the artist has presented.”117 By allowing and even
triggering this translation to take place, Obscure White Messenger is emancipatory, as
according to Rancière: “Emancipation is the possibility of the spectator’s gaze other than the
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one that was programmed.”118 It is thereby the aesthetic construction and presentation of the
work that leaves the work open for the projections and interpretations of the viewer,
emancipating one from the consensual, unequal relationship that generally exists between
viewing and acting. The active interchange between the work and the viewer therefore allows
Obscure White Messenger to open up new ways of thinking, perceiving and remembering
Tsafendas’ story and the history that it is a part of. By breaking the obscurity that surrounded
his persona by rescuing and retelling his life story, by reimagining the historic narrative that
he is a part of and creating his memory anew, the work creates a new sensible world where
Tsafendas is no longer the man who killed Verwoerd because he was crazy, but because of his
political motivations. The work therefore creates a new subjectivity as Tsafendas’ persona is
rehabilitated, thereby causing a moment of politics as the distribution of the sensible is
transformed.
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4.

CONCLUSION

In this thesis I analysed three contemporary artworks that all reflect on South Africa’s
apartheid past and its resonance in the present. Within each work there is a prominent role for
the voices and discourses that were marginalized and continue to inhabit a precarious position
within South Africa’s present social order. The three artists furthermore, and each in their
own way, take elements from South Africa’s historical archives and aesthetically and
conceptually rework them. My specific research question was how these artworks enable the
marginalized voice to be heard, and if by unveiling its silence and re-inscribing it, how they
transform one given sensible world to another, thereby reshaping the historical archive,
collective memory and social consciousness. The theoretical foundation to answer the
research question is derived from Jacques Rancière’s philosophy of politics and aesthetics and
in particular his concept of dissensus therein. The difficulties and challenges pertaining to the
marginalized voice and South Africa’s historical archive have been indicated through an
explication of Gayatri Spivak’s theory of the subaltern and Jacques Derrida’s theory of the
archive. The works that I analysed were Can’t forget, Can’t Remember (1999) by Sue
Williamson, Colour Me (1998-2000) by Berni Searle and Obscure White Messenger (2010)
by Penny Siopis. By analysing these artworks through a Rancièrian lens I have been able to
deduce that and how they transform one sensible world to another, making the marginalized
voice heard. There are commonalities in how the works achieve this, but within these
commonalities differences surface.
The two forms of dissensus, political dissensus and aesthetic dissensus, interlinked
through the distribution of the sensible, have provided a valuable framework to clarify how
the three artworks enable the marginalized voice to be heard, disrupting and transforming one
sensible world to another. I have found these two forms of dissensus to intermingle in all
three artworks that are analysed. This is seen in the double effect that they produce as
thematically each work creates a readable political signification by articulating the
marginalized voice, or the part of those who have no part. Simultaneously, through their
aesthetic form, the works create an affective, uncanny experience that resists signification as
it is profoundly dissimilar from the daily ordering of sense. The readable political
signification of Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember lies in the use of archival sound and image
material from the TRC whereby one realizes that these are people telling and sharing stories
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that had not been heard before. At the same time, as the archival documentary material used
has been aestheticized, what comes across is not this story, but their unacknowledged
embodied pain, their deep-seated trauma. In Colour Me the double effect is created through
the presence of a thick mesmerizing layer of vividly coloured spice on the naked, supine body
of the artist as this evokes histories of oppression that this kind of body was subjected to such
as slavery, but at the same time, the combination excites the imagination causing the image to
be interpreted well beyond such histories. In Obscure White Messenger the text fragments
relaying Tsafendas’ own words telling his tragic life story, quite literally create a readable
political signification. But as these are presented as subtitles on fragments of old home movie
footage, being accompanied by arrhythmical music, they become a dream-like sequence of
memory instead of just information.
Two other important factors, which turned out to be present in all three works,
contribute to the transformation of the sensible world. Firstly, this is the reframing of the real,
what Rancière calls fiction, and secondly this is the prominent role given to the spectator’s
interpretive capability, what Rancière calls the emancipation of the spectator. Can’t Forget,
Can’t Remember can be said to be a work of fiction because it reworks and rearranges the
documentary material of the TRC aesthetically, making the hidden and unacknowledged
severity of trauma audible and visible. The fragmented and affective nature of this reframing
triggers ones senses, the interactive quality of the work emphasizing the need for ones own
interpretation and perspective upon what is presented. In Colour Me it is the reframing of the
‘coloured’ identity, achieved by shifting the shades of the body’s colour with different spices
and the collage way of working, combining public and historic, personal and contemporary
aspects, that identifies it as a work of fiction. It is this staging of the body and the direct gaze
into the camera in some of these works, that simultaneously attract and hinder ones gaze, that
confronts one with the act of looking itself and thereby invites the viewer to interpret and
ponder how one looks at those that are other. Obscure White Messenger is a work of fiction as
it reimages in a historically expanded way Tsafendas’ life story through interrelating disparate
source materials in the form of his words and the home movie footage of others. The familial
and banal character of the home movies as well as the Tsafendas’ victimization and
marginalization sketched by his words allows one to sympathy and identify with him and
triggers ones historical awareness, proving an openness for projection and interpretation.
The philosophy of dissensus enabled me to clarify in which ways the artworks
rearrange the distribution of the sensible. This also allowed me to sketch the contours
common to the new sensible worlds that are being created by each artwork. Although in the
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new sensible world the marginalized voice becomes speech, their position remains precarious,
as it is a world where there is no closed archive and therefore no closed history, opening the
past to be constantly reinterpreted. Hereby the past continuously impacts the present, forming
a dialectical relationship between historical and current forms of inequality and
marginalization. There is hereby no longer a clear attribution of emotions such as trauma,
guilt and compromise to one specific position in the new sensible world, as these have
become grey areas that affect victims, perpetrators as well as beneficiaries. I have furthermore
concluded that the transformation of the sensible world also has an influence on the historical
archive, collective memory and social consciousness. All three artworks actively question
South Africa’s historical archive by bringing to the surface and contesting its limitations. Due
to these limitations, which are always present in any archive, there will be voices and
discourses that remain excluded, that are not heard. Even the TRC whose aim was to create a
transparent record of the past suffered from these limitations. Through disclosing what was
hidden and excluded in South Africa’s historical archive the artists succeed in transcending its
limitations, thereby making visible and audible marginalized voices and discourses that had
remained unseen and unheard. In Can’t Forget, Can’t Remember this is the trauma of both
victim and perpetrator, in Colour Me this is the ‘coloured’ women that was othered and in
Obscure White Messenger this is the story and memory of Tsafendas. By reinterpreting the
archive, the artworks show that South Africa’s past and its resonance in the present can be,
and needs to be perceived differently. The works thereby appeal to the consciousness of the
viewer to make ones own reinterpretation, a process that will be continuously reiterated in the
future. Through this the works contribute to reforming the collective memory.
Rancière’s theory to me provided a valuable framework in the analysis, and has lead
me to conclude that the artworks enable past marginalized voices to be heard in their own
right, remembered and acknowledged, in post-apartheid South Africa. Nevertheless, some
critical remarks are appropriate. In relating his notion on aesthetic dissensus to the art
practice, Rancière repetitively draws on a restricted set of artworks. In my opinion, he thereby
provides insufficient analysis on two aspects that I have found to be of importance to be able
to interpret how aesthetic dissensus functions. First, my analysis has shown that the works
evoke a simultaneous occurrence of contradicting forces in their process of creating dissensus,
and thereby express a contestation of the consensual with the dissensual. For example, in the
work Colour Me, in order to be able to achieve her aim of reconstructing the ‘coloured’
identity, Searle enters into the process of deconstructing it, thereby showing the consensual
forces that marginalized and oppressed the ‘coloured’ people. Rancière, both in theory, as
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well as in his analysis on the artistic practices, does not sufficiently emphasize the struggle
that aesthetic dissensus entails. Second, I found ‘fiction’ to be a central condition for aesthetic
dissensus in the artworks I have analysed. In his explication and positioning of aesthetic
dissensus, it seems that fiction forms an aspect of importance to Rancière. Nevertheless, in his
further development of defining and redefining the definition of fiction, to me he
insufficiently succeeds in relating this notion with the artistic practice. The functioning of the
notion of fiction in the artistic practice lacks depth and rigor. To me this is most striking, as in
my own analysis the concept of fiction is proven to be a central and dynamic element in the
ways the artworks create dissensus.
Whereas the artworks for me contribute to the process of transition by creating an
awareness of how marginalized voices and discourses can be looked upon, listened to and
thought about differently, I am well aware and concerned with their continuously precarious
position. The works also articulate that forms of trauma, violence as well as forms of
suppression, marginalization and inequality remain areas of concern in post-apartheid South
African society. Though the post-apartheid period can be characterized by a transition from
silence to speech, this nevertheless reminds us that the possibility for the voices and
discourses of the oppressed to be heard remains contested ground.
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