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Abstract 

 

“Sophie” Reigns over Dominant Display Practices: Negotiating Power 

in Mary Sibande’s Installations 

 

Alison Elizabeth Singer, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Moyosore Okediji 

 

Mary Sibande’s Long Live the Dead Queen series is an on-going installation in 

the Johannesburg art gallery, MOMO.  The subject of this series, Sophie, is a life-sized 

corporeal presence; she is Sibande’s alter-ego cast from Sibande’s own body.  A central 

formal element of Sophie is her costume: a voluminous dress that hybridizes the South 

African domestic servant’s uniform and a Victorian madam’s dress.  A dress denoting 

both servitude and dominance, it immediately recalls the colonizer/colonized dialectic 

between the early British Victorian colonizer and many Black African peoples whom the 

Victorians consigned to subordination, particularly in South Africa.  Sophie is seemingly 

fixed within this binary power system: her visible identity oscillates between maid and 

Victorian.  Furthermore, her eyes are always downcast so that she initially appears to 

embrace her subservience.  However, I argue that her refusal, or even inability, to 

acknowledge her surroundings might alternatively demarcate her into a subjective, 

fantasy space, and one that she necessarily controls.  She conflates historical identities 

that persist in present South African circumstances, so she also denies our ability to 
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locate her within logical time or space, underscoring the notion of fantasy.  Within this, 

Sophie can reclaim agency despite her servitude, performing in various positions of 

power to resituate dialectical power relationships between dominant/subordinate, 

master/slave.  In other words, the postmodern play of Sophie becomes a postcolonial 

opposition to subjugation.  Throughout each chapter I will apply the psychoanalytic 

treatment of sublimation in which a socially unacceptable desire, that of a collective or 

individual, is displaced onto something socially appropriate within the context of that 

society.  I can thus look more closely at the methods by which Sophie draws attention to 

surreptitious and manipulated power relationships, and the ways she then dislodges these 

relationships from the power dialectic. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 

Until recently there has been a dearth of prominent South African artists who 

concentrate on and explore their own unique, complex history of Black female 

subjectivity and sexuality.1  In 2008, South African artist Mary Sibande began weaving 

her personal history into life-sized sculptural installations of a Black domestic servant 

named Sophie.  The title of the ongoing series is Long Live the Dead Queen, and in each 

installation Sophie wears a slightly different version of a voluminous dress that 

hybridizes the South African domestic servant’s uniform and a nineteenth-century, 

European madam’s dress.  Four generations of women in Sibande’s family have been 

domestic workers, her mother being the last, and each woman is honored by a different 

surname in various Sophie installations.  The length and diameter of the dress extends 

farther out from Sophie’s body as each generation of women came closer to fulfilling 

their dreams of moving beyond domestic servitude.2  Sibande also casts Sophie from her 

own body.  In this way, Sibande becomes author and spectator, her body both subject and 

object as she is re-embodied and mimicked through Sophie.3  Sibande then locates herself 

as Sophie within a revisionist construction of Black female history in South Africa, 

positioning this history within a larger Western European framework.  As a spectator, 

Sibande becomes viewer of her own personal lineage, drawing on the history of her 

family and the generations of domestic servants before her.  She also presents a critical 

intervention into the ways in which women of African descent have been depicted by 

hegemonic visual culture in the European art canon.   

The South African art historical legacy, into which Sibande inserts Sophie, and 

thus herself, is both complex and often nuanced.  Artwork by both White settlers and 

                                                 
1 The problematic of how to address racial labels such as “Black” or “White” is extensive and the scholarly 

debate remains inconclusive.  Some scholars employ the use of all lower-case letters when referring to race; 

it is my decision to capitalize racial designations.  
2 Alexandra Dodd, “Dressed to Thrill: the Victorian Postmodern and Counter-Archival Imaginings in the 

Work of Mary Sibande,” Critical Arts 24:3 (2010): 473. 
3 Marion Arnold, Women and Art in South Africa (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1996), 114. 
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Black Africans was largely excluded from the South African art market in favor of 

European imports until the twentieth century.  However, curators of museums and 

galleries often included ethnographic displays that were the primary visual representation 

of South African racial and ethnic communities.  For example, curators created separate 

spaces for ethnographically displaying the histories of Afrikaners, English, Zulu, Xhosa, 

etc.  By the mid twentieth century, White settler artists increasingly produced visual 

interpretations of South Africa, but predominantly in the form of landscapes, etc., to 

continue reflecting the European hierarchical canon.4  

While Black Africans were excluded from the museums and galleries themselves, 

they could still carve out a small niche as artists gaining training at so-called native 

institutions or, by the 1970s, missionary-run centers.  During the 1980s, Black African 

students could begin to enroll full-time as art students at several Johannesburg locations.5 

These artists could, at times, enjoy a degree of success in the South African art market by 

adhering to the demands of White patrons who were interested in either “township art” or 

portrayals of “exotic Africa.”  “Township art” was simply that: paintings that depicted 

life in the Black townships, and a “township artist” became a term ascribed to any Black 

artist; gallery and White patron alike expected the work to interpret Black African life in 

a way that Whites expected.6  In other words, the very notion of Black African life 

illustrated in art was, in some ways, a visual production created for and demanded by 

White South Africa and its market expectations.  The stylistic and iconographical 

developments of these earlier Black artists were in large part due to the environment in 

which they found themselves: they were primarily exposed to a few, close-knit centers 

and teachers within a small community of artists.7 It was not until the end of Apartheid 

that many of the ethnographic displays of Black Africans were replaced by attempts by 

                                                 
4 Carolyn Hamilton and Elizabeth Rankin, “Revision, Reaction, Re-Vision: The Role of Museums in (a) 

Transforming South Africa,” Museum Anthropology 22:3 (1999): 3. 
5 John Peffer, Art at the End of Apartheid (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), 24-5. 
6 Peffer, Art at the End of Apartheid, 28. 
7 Peffer, Art at the End of Apartheid, 29. 
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museums at engaging a new audience that would be more inclusive.8  Historically the 

presence of Black Africans in museum spaces was either as an element of ethnographic 

display or only included work by Black artists mediated by the expectations of White 

patrons. 

White artists have long claimed jurisdiction in granting themselves the privilege 

of portraying African people as subjects in their artwork.  Using images of Black 

Africans for political purposes, some White South African female artists in particular 

have focused intently on conflating the unique complexities of White and Black female 

history within White European patriarchy.  Especially during South Africa’s social and 

political upheaval and reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, White women artists visualized 

Black, female subjectivity couched under the umbrella of female subjugation.  In doing 

so, they aimed to decenter notions of White patriarchy in the visual arts.  However, 

embedding Black female histories of subjugation within contemporary White feminism is 

an obvious misnomer since “Black women’s political and economic status provides them 

with a distinctive set of experiences that offers a different view of material reality than 

that available to other groups.”9 White artists using their visual artwork to “speak for” 

Black African women and Black African women’s histories merely underscored the 

political and economic disparity between these White artists and the Black women for 

whom they were in a position to “speak.”  In effect, the White female artists reify the 

historical racial stratification in South Africa and the colonizer/colonized dialectic in their 

enduring quest of “‘speaking for’ the many who are excluded or marginalized from 

access to the means of representation.”10. 

It is thus ever more significant that Sibande, representing her own historical 

lineage as a Black woman born from generations of strength, enters Sophie into South 

Africa’s visual canon.  She becomes a visual intervention into a hegemonic art history 

                                                 
8 Hamilton and Rankin, “Revision, Reaction, Re-Vision,” 6. 
9 Patricia Hill Collins, “The Social Construction of Black Feminist Though,” in Words of Fire: An 

Anthology of African-American Feminist Thought, ed. Beverly Guy-Sheftall (New York: New Press: 

Distributed by W.W. Norton, 1995), 339 
10 Isaac Julien and Kobena Mercer, “De Margin and De Centre,” Screen 29:4 (1988): 4. 
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that has continually emphasized the disempowerment of specific peoples by perpetually 

visualizing them as “colonized.”  In doing so, she complicates the simplistic 

colonizer/colonized dialectic, expounding upon wider notions of identity for Black 

Africans in particular.  Sophie, as proxy of Sibande, reclaims a space of control within 

hegemonic tradition.  For, as bell hooks writes, “…the ability to manipulate one’s gaze in 

the face of structures of domination that would contain it, opens up the possibility of 

agency.”11   In chapter one, I argue that “Sophie” cross-dresses boundaries of power, and 

in doing so she transcends the normative demarcation between class, gender and 

sexuality.  During the height of Britain’s colonialist fervor, notions of Orientalism, 

subsequently articulated by Edward Said, were exacerbated by Victorian sublimation, 

which displaced sexuality onto the African body.  I explore in what manner these ideas 

visually manifest in a specific installation of “Sophie,” I Decline. I Refuse to Recline.  By 

closely attending to the formal aspects of this piece, I elucidate ways in which “Sophie’s” 

role-play dislocates the European master’s sexual power over her body.  

In chapter two, I introduce another installation of Sophie, Wish You Were Here, 

and proceed with a discussion of the ways in which the power dialectic of 

colonizer/colonized has characterized South African museum and gallery spaces.  Europe 

has a consistent history of ethnographic display in museums and galleries, especially of 

racially marginalized groups from colonized regions.  I explore how Sophie, as a realistic 

sculpture of a Black woman in the space of the gallery, calls attention to this history.  

Furthermore, ethnographic study and display lies on an implicit foundation that 

presupposes the ethnographer’s privilege in framing viewer perceptions of the displayed 

people.  In regard to people of African descent in particular, ethnographic display 

arguably frames specific signifiers of “Blackness.”  I attend to the visual devices Sibande 

uses to perform Sophie as a mimetic intervention into the European authority of 

“Blackness” for Black Africans. 

Finally, in 2010, “Sophie’s” image wrapped nineteen public buildings and 

billboards throughout inner city Johannesburg, becoming a new kind of public art gallery.  

                                                 
11 bell hooks, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston, MA: South End Press, 1992), 116. 
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I argue it was a complicit means by which the city could pursue processes of 

gentrification via cultural production and the appearance of artistic milieus.  Yet, just 

under the surface, urban regeneration policies have merely displaced the urban poor, most 

of whom are Black Africans living in the inner city.  Just as Sophie’s images conceal 

graffiti and other signifiers of supposed city decay, so too is the poor populous pushed to 

the periphery where the sight of poverty is less likely to offend the new class of residents 

the city hopes to attract into the urban center.  This contestation over space is part of an 

ongoing, more historical problematic of geographical sovereignty in South Africa.  

Sophie’s images enter into this continuous dispute for hegemonic authority and further 

define the “private” and the “public” at the expense of widespread social exclusion. 

Thus, in each chapter I assert that Sophie draws attention to surreptitious and 

manipulated power relationships in South Africa, and discuss the ways she then dislodges 

these relationships from the power dialectic.  Ultimately, Sophie complicates the 

identities of both the colonizer and the colonized in contemporary South Africa, 

disrupting the static ways these identities and relationships have ordinarily been 

visualized by artists: i.e. the disempowered Black African and the White male and female 

colonizer.  Sophie presents a more nuanced exploration of sociopolitical relationships in 

South Africa and self-reflexively confronts the viewer with his or her own notions of 

identity.          
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Chapter 2:  The Persistence of Orientalism:  Sophie Refuses to Recline 

Mary Sibande constructs large scale fiberglass sculptures of a Black domestic 

servant, Sophie, by using her own body as a template to create a type of mimetic alter 

ego.  A central formal element of Sophie is her costume: a voluminous dress that 

hybridizes the South African domestic servant’s uniform and a White madam’s dress.  

The dresses each recall various formal elements of a nineteenth century European dress, 

reflecting changing Victorian fashions in each installation.12  In the installation, I 

Decline. I Refuse to Recline (2010), the dress nearly surpasses one’s imagination, flowing 

around Sophie so excessively that we might see it functioning equally as either a binding 

prison or fortified protection (Figure 1).  Indeed, the formal aspects of the dress denote 

both servitude and dominance; it immediately evokes the colonizer/colonized dialectic 

between White European colonizer and many Black African peoples whom the colonists 

consigned to subordination, particularly in South Africa.  “Sophie” is seemingly fixed 

within this binary power system: her visible identity ostensibly oscillates between maid 

and madam, ambiguously either trapped or protected.  Because Sophie is Sibande’s alter 

ego, or a corporeal replica of her personhood, this allows us to understand Sophie as 

blurring the distinction between subject and object, author and artwork, self and other.  In 

becoming the author of herself as subject, Sibande, enacted through Sophie, gains control 

over the gaze of the viewer.  The gaze throughout western art history is understood and 

acknowledged by feminist discourse as gendered and controlled by males.  In White 

male-dominated societies, the male gaze holds special meaning for women in Africa and 

its diasporas in particular: they have been historically subjugated at the intersection of a 

kind of triple oppression: race, class, and gender.13   

Despite their different histories, White feminist discourse developed an attitude of 

gender oppression regardless of race.  However, in doing so, White feminists continued 

to assert hegemonic dominance by casually ignoring the oppression of racial 

                                                 
12 Iris Brooke, A History of English Costume (London, Methuen, 1957). 
13 Salah Hassan, Gendered Visions: The Art of Contemporary Africana Women Artists (Trenton, NJ: Africa 

World Press, 1997), 1. 
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stratification, thus further underscoring their privilege as Whites.  The monolith of 

feminism in South Africa has long been dominated by White women who have taken 

particular interest in framing Black women within a disempowered, indigenous past, 

forever fixed, like in an ethnographic display.  For example, in her 1988 history painting, 

Dora and the Other Woman (1988) Penny Siopis attempted a critical intervention into the 

ways in which women were particularly “othered” in European society (Figure 2).  In a 

particularly famous case, Sigmund Freud studied and became fascinated with Dora, a 

woman who he believed was afflicted with so-called “hysteria.”  Positioning herself as 

Dora in the piece, Siopis displays a woman draped within the folds of a white cloth 

hanging loosely from her dark-skinned body, revealing a left breast.  To her dress Siopsis 

has pinned small caricatures of Saartje Baartman, the South African Khoikhoi woman 

who was infamously displayed naked on European stages, reducing her to a series of 

body parts: her genitalia and buttocks became the fascination of European scientists and 

audiences alike.14  Dora and Baartman are women who were “othered” by White, 

patriarchal dominance.  Thus, Siopis’ juxtaposes these histories and simplifies the 

historical White male “othering” of both Black and White female sexuality.  Yet, Siopis’ 

overly reductive point of entry into notions of “othering” is to dismiss alternative 

trajectories for how different racial groups of women were, and are, treated in White, 

hegemonic societies.       

White South African artist Candice Breitz accomplishes the same casually 

reductive feat in her 1996 Rainbow Series.  Breitz pastes together nineteenth-century 

ethnographic postcards of African women with twentieth century pornographic 

photographs of White women.  In #5 from the series, the head of a White woman titillates 

the camera, her tongue caressing her lips in a clear sexual invitation (Figure 3).  The 

upper torso of the figure is an African woman; her brightly colored, beaded necklaces 

hang just to her bare breasts, drawing immediate viewer attention to her breasts.  Finally, 

to complete the Frankenstein-like monstrosity, just at the figure’s waist Breitz has affixed 

a White woman’s naked lower half.   Her collages too conflate the history of White and 

                                                 
14 Marion Arnold, Women and Art in South Africa (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1996), 133. 
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Black female subjectivities, suggesting that White male objectification and consumption 

of the female body is colorblind and equally dangerous to multiple racial groups of 

women.  Both Breitz and Siopis, as racially privileged artists, assert a type of feminist 

solidarity that in effect serves to further veil Black female history.  Furthermore, both 

Breitz and Siopis either relegate or disregard an important component of postcolonial 

thought: resistance and personal empowerment through an oppositional gaze that 

recognizes itself as unique.  As bell hooks explains, this oppositional gaze, a type of 

interrogation into hegemonic dominance in a society, is at multiple intersections of 

gender, class, sexuality, and race.15  This is especially applicable in a society like South 

Africa in which there has been a small, market dominant White minority.  White women 

and formerly disenfranchised Black women in South Africa share vastly different 

histories.  The careless artistic decision to conflate White and Black women into single 

feminist narratives renders Black women invisible within their own histories.  Both 

Siopis and Breitz depict Black female subjects as abject victims to whom the artists 

bestow a type of visual voice that reifies White hegemony, regardless of the victimization 

of White women within White culture.  In essence, these White female artists supplant 

the power of White males, claiming a space for their own White female subjectivity by 

speaking for a group that remains even more relegated to subaltern status.  Black women 

are then continually framed as disenfranchised colonized peoples, and their images of 

disempowerment are exploited by White artists so that the images are still ethnographic.  

White artists such as Siopis and Breitz might offer vague attempts at critical intervention; 

however, by engaging these specific types of imagery, Siopis and Breitz continue to put 

“others” on display, recalling artistic modes of  representation that are already deeply 

entrenched with historical signifiers.  This is particularly true in regard to the signifier of 

“Blackness” that Europeans have long associated with primitiveness and sexuality.   

It is within this frame that Sibande’s Sophie is even more urgent in her 

contribution to South Africa’s visual canon.  Sophie not only intervenes into this tradition 

                                                 
15 bell hooks. Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston, MA: South End Press, 1992), 23. 
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of White domination of the Black image, but she calls it to the fore.  Sophie also 

addresses the ways in which Europeans have projected specific signifiers of “Blackness.”  

ORIENTALISM 

Sophie’s skin color is an unnatural matte black.  On a literal, surface level, the 

unambiguous hue affirms her identification as Black, conjuring the complex history 

signified by the simple hue.  As a Black woman in South Africa, Sophie’s skin is “the site 

where history is contested and fantasies play out,”16 suggesting that her skin itself 

becomes a visual incarnation of a greater history.  Indeed, the European construction of 

“Blackness” on “The Dark Continent” of Africa has a long, complicated narrative in 

European culture.  Travel accounts even as early as the Middle Ages show that European 

explorers long linked Blackness with animal sexuality.17  By the seventeenth-century, 

European anthropological debates generated a flurry of research resulting in an array of 

so-called scientific literature that drew conclusions about the sexual nature of African 

people. 

Throughout the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, European construction of 

the imagined Orient, a concept proposed by Edward Said, reached fruition.18 To explain 

Orientalism, Said states, “The Orient was almost a European invention, and had been 

since antiquity a place of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, 

remarkable experiences.”19 This European projection, overtly paternalistic, also provided 

Europe with a means by which to dominate and justify authority over the Orient; in a 

sense, to save and civilize it.20 The phenomenon of Orientalism during the nineteenth 

century was heterogeneous: European fetishizing of African people proliferated.21 

Europeans then used this notion of backwardness to substantiate the exigency of 

                                                 
16 David Van Der Walt, “Mary Sibande: Reinventing Society,” A Look Away 10:1 (2008): 25. 
17 Eddie Donahue, Black Breeding Machines: The Breeding of Negro Slaves in the Diaspora 

(Bloomington, IN: Authorhouse, 2008), 7. 
18 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 201. 
19 Said, Orientalism, 1. 
20 Said, Orientalism, 3. 
21 Said, Orientalism, 206. 
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colonization.  Said, looking at the texts of travel journals from colonial Europeans at the 

time, quotes, “A society colonizes…it procreates, it protects, it places in good conditions 

of development, and it brings to virility a new society to which it has given birth.”22 The 

sexual element of procreation, indeed achieved through male penetration and 

insemination, is clear in this statement, and many contemporaneous texts that Said 

analyzed closely.  In the visual arts of White Europe, male artists such as Gerome, 

Delacroix, Ingres and Gauguin have all created works that easily fall under the protean 

definition of Orientalism.  Orientalist images of females also granted Western Europeans 

morally righteous, yet ethnographic access to slave girls or so-called primitive sexualities 

so that the European viewer was titillated, yet satisfied in his own sense of moral 

superiority.23    

A famous example is Ingres’ Grande Odalisque (1814) a well-circulated image 

and example of the Orientalized female body that Ingres portrayed as a titillating 

reclining nude (Figure 4).  The image is replete with explicit invitation for the penetrating 

European male gaze.  The woman sits with her backside to the viewer, the paint 

reflecting the softness of her body as she poses languidly.  The emphasis in the work rests 

on the graceful swells of her back, leading the eye down to her exposed buttocks.   Her 

body is relaxed as she shyly turns her head to look at us over her shoulder, inviting us 

closer to her demure figure as she presents little by way of resistance.  Thus, the title of 

Sophie’s installation, I Decline. I Refuse to Recline, states unequivocally that Sophie is 

indeed expressing her refusal to enter her body into this sexual canon for the sake of the 

European Orientalized gaze.  Her declared refusal to decline on the ottoman intervenes in 

this history as she acknowledges, and then rejects the signification of the ottoman, her 

back to it.  For, “in a White, male-dominated field of visual production, it is the men who 

have historically controlled the ‘gaze.’”24  Sibande instead controls the viewer’s gaze as 

she performs her own body through Sophie and turns her back to the very notion of the 

                                                 
22 Said, Orientalism, 219. 
23 Linda Nochlin, “The Imagined Orient,” in The Politics of Vision: Essays on Nineteenth-Century Art and 

Society (New York: Harper & Row, 1989), 45. 
24 Hassan, Gendered Visions, 1. 
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ottoman.  She thus refutes the expectation that she must recline and give her body to the 

White colonial “master.”   

The interplay of sexuality and Black womanhood as it relates to colonialism is a 

considerable facet of this history, particularly in the ways in which Black women’s 

sexuality is relegated in White European culture.  For example, Sander Gilman has 

pointed out that particularly in eighteenth and nineteenth century artwork, White artists 

often included Black figures as a means of constructing and demarcating sexuality around 

the nexus of race.25  For example, in Manet’s Olympia (1863) the servant and Olympia 

retain unnatural hues of deep Black, similar to Sophie, and ivory White, their contrasting 

skin tones a sexual complement (Figure 5).  Olympia raises her head and squares her gaze 

with the viewer, confidently holding her hand over her genitals with fingers outstretched 

and blocking access to her female sexuality.  Yet, despite this claim to agency over her 

own sexuality, her sexuality is nonetheless covertly constructed by the presence of the 

Black servant, underscoring Olympia’s availability.26  In Manet’s Olympia, Olympia is 

likely a high-class prostitute and thus would have been more closely associated with 

uncleanliness and devoid of White femininity.  The presence of the Black servant 

therefore functions to reinstate Olympia’s access to White femininity.  Olympia’s 

sexuality is sublimated by the Black servant, though still an available presence.     

Sophie, however, does not indulge the European in this fantasy; rather, she 

refuses participation.  Sophie’s body is turned squarely away from the ottoman behind 

her, an implicit presence that seems to loom menacingly as she raises her arms in a near 

effort to fly away.  The far reaches of her dress disappear into the depths of the ottoman 

as if the two form an organic whole to which Sophie is naturally tied.  Despite her better 

effort at turning her back on the ottoman and raising her body in protest, her dress, an 

extension of her very body, becomes a symbolic link to the ottoman where we can 

imagine a woman would be reclining for a painting.  However, the very title of the piece, 
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I Decline. I Refuse to Recline, isolates Sophie in a subversive space.  The lineage in 

Western art historical tradition of portraying female sexuality in the guise of the reclining 

nude for the pleasure of men is nothing novel.  Adorned in her voluminous dress that 

pulsates through the gallery space, Sophie culturally cross-dresses boundaries of power, 

subverting historical narratives of sexuality and colonial violence that centered on the 

Black, female body.     

THE PARTIAL OTHER 

Sophie’s dress continues to grow organically out of the underside of the ottoman, 

preventing her from fully freeing herself from its signification.  Her arms are raised in 

front of her, but remain ambiguous: it is almost as if she attempts to fly away, belying the 

strength of personal agency she exhibited by declining the sexual dominance that the 

ottoman represents.  This tension remains unresolved for Sophie: the simultaneity of 

personal agency and restriction.   

The dress that grows out of the ottoman is, as I described above, a strange hybrid 

between that of a South African domestic servant with many formal elements of a 

nineteenth-century European madam’s dress, denoting both servitude and dominance.  In 

her seminal research, sociologist Jaclyn Cock conducted an in-depth study about the 

private life and relationships between madams and domestic servants in South Africa.  

She found that the domestic setting is dominated by unequal power relationships resulting 

in paternalism on the part of the employer and dependence by the servant.27 The word 

“family” was also regularly used by employers as a major leitmotif in South African 

literature on domestic servitude.  In the mind of the employer, domestics are indeed part 

of the family and treated as well as a regular member family.28 In reality, domestic 

servitude in South Africa “is important in socialization into the dominant ideological 

order…Many White South African children learn the attitudes of racial domination from 
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domestic relationships with servants and ‘nannies.’”29  Although Cock was writing in 

early 1980 and since the end of Apartheid in 1994 South Africa has worked toward 

promoting a country that is non-racial and non-sexist, the domestic labor sector has 

enjoyed only minor improvements in working conditions and more stringent regulations 

that are largely unenforced.  Domestic workers are relegated to unequal positions in both 

society as well as the domestic sphere.  Cock concluded that the unequal power 

relationship within the home, very much dominated by the triple oppression of race, 

class, and gender, was a microcosm for the crippling social inequality in greater South 

Africa.  In other words, as Homi Bhabha writes, “This results in redrawing the domestic 

space as the space of normalizing, pastoralizing, and individuating techniques of modern 

power and police: the personal-is-the political; the world-in-the-home.”30 The private 

thus becomes the microcosm of the public.  Sophie is seemingly fixed within this binary 

power system: her visible identity oscillates between maid and madam, or subordinate 

and dominant identities.  In his work, Frantz Fanon focuses intently on the binary of 

colonizer/colonized, Black/White, resulting in a perpetual relationship of 

dominant/subordinate.  To this extent “the negro enslaved by his inferiority, the White 

man enslaved by his superiority alike behave in accordance with a neurotic orientation.”31 

In other words, Fanon calls on, rather than critiques, the well-worn Hegelian dialectic in 

which these dichotomous identities are continually informed by one another.32 Sophie’s 

dress initially appears to seek the safety of these binary parameters.  Even though Sophie 

incorporates homage to the identities of different generations of women in Sibande’s 

family, Sophie still only progresses from maid to madam with the growing diameter of 

the dress.   

Yet, to what extent is Sibande indeed critiquing the dialectic, or hinting at 

something else altogether, complicating the binary, particularly in I Decline?  The 

installation indeed complicates identity as Sophie actively refuses to recline and assume 
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the subordinate position.  Her hybrid dress suggests a third, liminal space complicating 

notions of any static identity that revolves around the tired binary.  This theme is present 

in the elaborate sculptural installations of Yinka Shonibare that similarly explore notions 

of cultural hybridity and the problematic of fixed identity.  Shonibare was born in 

London to Nigerian parents, but from a very young age grew up in Nigeria.33  In an 

ongoing sculptural series, he portrays headless mannequins in Victorian dress made from 

a Dutch fabric that is sold in many countries in central and western Africa, such as in 

How to Blow Up Two Heads at Once (Ladies) (2006) (Figure 6).  The fabric Shonibare 

uses to construct the figures’ dresses, although imported from Holland, flourishes today 

as a cultural symbol of “African-ness.”34 The wax cloth patterns are Indonesian.  Thus, 

Shonibare elucidates notions of cultural hybridity, unpacking this location of culture from 

the typical past/present, colonizer/colonized binary.  Although the wax-printed cotton is 

originally from Holland and recalls the complicated history of Dutch occupation and 

colonization of areas of Africa (and South Africa in particular), its contemporary 

consumption by Africans as a symbol of “African-ness” imbues it with a mutable 

history.35  The installations are generally headless, further referencing the colonial 

violence that Europeans forced on indigenous groups.  Are Shonibare’s sculptures 

highlighting the tensions in postcolonial identity in which Africans’ consumption of wax 

cloth becomes yet another product of colonialist control?  Is it, as Frantz Fanon writes, so 

that “I was battered down by the tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, 

fetishism, racial defects…I took myself far off from my own presence”?36 Instead, do 

Shonibare’s sculptures, like Sophie, disclose a correlation between consumption and a 

level of aspiration for African people?   
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Like Sophie’s dress, Shonibare’s installations blend notions of identity that are 

products of colonialism; even the Dutch “African” cloth import references hegemonic 

dominance and power through its control of material culture.  Sophie conflates signifiers 

of colonizer/colonized identities that persist in contemporary South African, so she also 

denies our ability to locate her within logical time or space, underscoring the notion of 

fantasy.  Identity for Sophie, like in Shonibare’s installations, is not fixed.  Is it then as 

Fanon says that, “The fantasy of the native is precisely to occupy the master’s place”?37  

Expounding on this in his essay, Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial 

Discourse, Homi Bhabha says that, “...colonial mimicry is the desire for a reformed, 

recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite. 

Which is to say, that the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence…”38 

There is thus a colonial desire to force the colonized to mimic the colonialist’s customs, 

beliefs, practices, etc. as a means of the colonizer ensuring control.  Yet, to this effect, the 

colonized person is also subject to a perpetual ambivalence: of being, but never quite 

being, within the system of hegemonic power.  This failure of never quite being, of a 

partiality, is thus important to the colonizer because it becomes the line of demarcation in 

the power system ensuring that the dialectic remains firmly as colonizer and colonized or 

dominant and subordinate.39 Bhabha regards the relationship of power as being asserted 

from above, so the colonized person is not necessarily trying to become the master.  To 

the contrary, Fanon would likely contend that it is the colonized person expressing desire 

to usurp power and become the master.  

One important example that Bhabha uses to illustrate his thesis in Of Mimicry and 

Man derives from Macaulay’s Infamous Minute (1835).  Bhabha quotes Macaulay’s 

writing on the reformed colonial subject, which Macaulay says is a “class of persons 

Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect.”40 
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In this way we can see Sophie within Bhabha’s thought, as her dress alludes to her 

becoming more Victorian; yet her matte Black skin denies ambivalence: she is a Black 

African, and thus her historical caste in South African society prevents her from 

becoming; she mimics.  As Frantz Fanon suggests, is the desire of the colonized thus to 

take the position of the colonizer, to have hegemonic control in some way?  In another 

installation by Sibande titled I’m a Lady (2009) Sophie unequivocally seeks to visually 

mimic the “lady” to the point that she declares herself to in fact be a lady (Figure 7).  

Sophie’s dress is overlaid with delicate chiffon so that she appears to be floating in the 

midst of a gentle, light blue cloud.  Her dress in I Decline, or many of her other 

appearances, is primarily constructed with the same sturdy fabric of the domestic 

servant’s uniform.  Here, however, her dress includes materials of wealth and status.  

Furthermore, she gracefully holds a small pearl colored parasol decorated with dainty 

White feathers.  Her stature is demure rather than subordinate: she bends her head 

slightly downward adopting a shy, deferring gesture.  This vision of Sophie contrasts 

sharply with historic bourgeois associations of domestic work as laborious, 

unsophisticated, unstylish, and thus only suited to the lowest classes.41  

Thorstein Veblen argues that in nineteenth century European culture, domestic 

work was at odds with the wealthier classes.  An important aspect of wealth was the 

condition that “life is a conspicuous exemption from all useful employment” and 

“abstention from labor…comes to be a requisite of decency.”42  In an interview, Sibande 

recalls that as a child she would dream herself into the space of the madam, closing her 

eyes and entering the fantasy of conspicuous luxury.43  For, as Veblen theorizes, “The 

consumption of luxuries, in the true sense, is a consumption directed to the comfort of the 

consumer himself, and is, therefore, a mark of the master.”44 While Sophie’s dress in I’m 

a Lady bears the resemblance to a maid’s uniform with the White apron and bright blue 
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color, there is an inversion to this piece.  That one can hire a domestic servant is a mark 

of the leisure class, and in this fantasy, the servant is becoming a lady of conspicuous 

consumerism and luxury.  She too might even assert power over her own domestic 

servants.    

In her work on South African youth culture, identity and fashion, Nadine Dolby 

found that there were distinct differences between the fashion of White, so-called 

Coloured and African teenagers respectively.  For the so-called Coloured students she 

interviewed, specific brands were indicative of social status, but expense remained 

secondary.  The African students were directly influenced by African American urban 

style wear, with expensive jeans, gold jewelry, and silk shirts for females or over-sized t-

shirts for males.  White students pointed out that when Whites go out they will “just pull 

out something from their cupboard and they just slap it on,” but for the African students, 

“they wear very fancy clothes.”45 Dolby found that taste itself was often a means of 

constructing and maintaining a racialized identity.46 Yet, it is informative that White 

students are able to express a level of personal identity, related to socioeconomic 

security, by wearing anything in the cupboard and not feeling the pressure of conspicuous 

consumption.  The African students, on the other hand, have adopted the convention of 

wearing the fancy or expensive clothing, so that “social status is intimately connected to 

the price one pays for a commodity.”47 Taste becomes an over-assertion of identity 

among racial lines and reveals the varying manifest desires of different racial groups to 

assert wealth, i.e. social status.   

Nonetheless, the individual or group assertion of status through price emphasizes 

and further demarcates the students into different racial strata and is “a generative part of 

the creation of racialized identities.”48 Sophie, in I’m a Lady, effortlessly reflects this 

demarcation, suggesting a more implicit visual critique to racial fantasies of gaining 

status through conspicuous consumerism.  Sophie nearly becomes a lady, indeed 
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considers herself a lady indicated by the title.  Unfortunately, her mimicry is only partial: 

the vestiges of her original status as domestic worker, a product of colonized 

subordination, seep into the piece.  She wears the doek head covering common to South 

African domestic workers.  Her stark White apron enfolds her torso and, although it is 

dainty with ruffles and lace, the apron still signals her domestic duties.  The color of the 

dress is a pastel, eggshell blue rather than the dark, royal blue or deep purple of her other 

dresses. 

WITHIN THE FOLDS OF SEXUALITY AND POWER 

Anne McClintock closely examined the journal of Arthur J. Munby, a Victorian 

barrister (1828-1910), who carried on a forty-five year relationship and eventual marriage 

with a White domestic servant, Hannah Cullwick.  In some part because she was from a 

lower class, the relationship remained secret for thirty-six years.  Even after Munby and 

Cullwick married and money was no longer at stake for Cullwick, she continued to dress 

and perform as a maid for Munby, often dirtying herself as part of their fetishistic games 

of master/servant, bondage/discipline.  Yet, even after they became legally married, 

Cullwick rejected Munby’s requests that she assume a public role as his wife.  For 

Cullwick, domestic servitude was a job; as a wife it would have been a duty.  Thus, 

although Cullwick enabled Munby’s continued fetishizing of her as a domestic, Cullwick 

could contest Munby’s dominance over her at the very site of his fetishizing.  By 

performing herself as lowly, Cullwick carved a space for herself in which she could 

negotiate power.49 One thing Cullwick realized was the utter helplessness of the women 

who employed domestic labor.  Victorians fetishized cleanliness, yet without revealing 

any remnants of work.  Domestic servants were a clear means by which the upper classes 

could have a clean home without lifting a finger.50  The boundary between Cullwick and 

these women was not only a boundary between classes: it was a negotiation of different 

types of power.  As Munby’s wife, Cullwick could, at times and on her own account, 
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perform herself as a “lady.”  This also was, to some extent, an expression of personal 

power in that Cullwick blurred these class distinctions without anyone knowing; indeed, 

she could maintain the upper hand in her private theatrical excursions.  Cullwick, then, 

used cross-dressing and the important signifiers of clothing and ritual to maintain a 

degree of independence, especially sexual, despite her socioeconomic position in society.  

Turning finally to Sophie’s dress, Sophie’s cross-dressing and sartorial performance also 

relied on these complex signifiers of clothing, particularly nineteenth-century European.  

Like Cullwick, Sophie negotiates sexual power through the folds of carefully selected 

costuming.     

Within the folds of Sophie’s undulating dress itself in I Decline, personal agency, 

self-governing sexuality, and power emanate, despite the apparent conservative 

projection of prudishness as she hides her body between layers of sartorial excess.  Freud, 

in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, suggests that, “The progressive concealment 

of the body which goes along with civilization keeps sexual curiosity awake.”51 

Individual modesty and one’s covering of the body can function paradoxically as one’s 

actual desire for exhibitionism and drawing attention to the body.  John Berger suggests 

simply that “Men look at women.  Women watch themselves being looked at…The 

surveyor of woman in herself is male.”52  The clothing one wears stimulates certain 

curiosities in the viewer, “and by a process of sublimation, curiosity about ‘the body as a 

whole.’”53 Freud believed that concealment would revive sexual interest rather than 

oppress it.54  In his seminal work on the subject, J.C. Flügel also goes on to say that for 

women the entire body is sexualized. Tension always exists between covering and 

revealing, modesty and exhibitionism, the body and the clothing, that creates an 
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ambiguous sexuality at once displaced onto the dress while also contained by the body.55  

Yet, the libido is caught in a more complicated web in regard to sartorial sublimation of 

desires.56 Each culture defines ideal beauty, which can become a signifier of grace, 

affluence, power, etc.  For the Victorians, the voluminous and well-ornamented clothing 

carried these multiple signifiers, the erotic likely being one of them.57   

In another way, Sophie seems to be growing into the place of the master as the 

folds of her dress extend farther out and the material consumes greater ranges of space.  

She occupies a space of agency and power within the folds of sublimated sexuality and 

personal power.  As Fügel also explains of nineteenth-century Europeans, 

“Clothing…gives us an increased sense of power, a sense of extension of the bodily 

self.”58 Thus, we extend our personal power beyond our bodies by the literal taking up of 

more space.  Common jokes from the nineteenth century centered on men complaining 

about the task of attempting to stand in a room with many women all of whom were 

limiting access to space by the sheer volume of their dresses.  It became a type of 

feminine dominance.59 Yet, what kind of position is Sophie attempting to occupy as the 

folds of her dress extend farther beyond her body? 

Sophie’s refusal to recline also implies there is someone to whom she directs her 

refusal: the European male.  Yet, in I Decline, only two of these figures are visibly 

present: the White madam and the Black maid.  Although the gaze of the male is present, 

it is only implicit, haunting her through the ottoman’s presence.  Sophie’s dress and the 

metaphorical space it allows her to occupy thus produces a second type of sexual tension: 

she is in a female sexual space. The dialectic of dominance and subordination between 

White and Black women in the home in South Africa has often been rooted in a sexual 

element: “Black women slaves and domestic servants were useful buffers between White 
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men and White women.”60 As a parallel to this, in the US, historians have documented 

and analyzed this relationship to some extent: because White men viewed White women 

as pure, they were incapable of enjoying erotic sex.  However, since to White men Black 

women embodied primitive sexuality, sin, and evil, White men were free to sublimate 

and explore erotic sexuality with Black women who were either slaves or domestic 

servants.61 Furthermore, Black women were also an important commodity for White men 

who relied on slave labor: the children born to Black slave women and White males 

automatically became future laborers and slaves of the White male under colonial law.62 

Additionally, in South Africa, Black female and male slaves were often thrust together, as 

well, for the same purposes.63 

South African artist Zanele Muholi explores this tension more visibly in a 

photographic image from her Massa and Mina(h) series.  The image, Massa and Mina(h) 

1 (2008) focuses on the slacken face of the White madam, the Black maid, signified by 

her domestic servant’s uniform, is positioned behind the madam (Figure 8).  The maid 

enfolds the madam’s vision within her hands, resting them gently, almost lovingly over 

the White madam’s eyes.  In Foucault’s theory of discipline and punishment, he says that, 

“In discipline, it is the subjects who have to be seen.  Their visibility assures the hold of 

power that is exercised over them.”64 Thus, there is a more explicit manipulation of 

power in which the Black maid controls the gaze of the White madam, whose slacken and 

nonresistant face suggests trust, and thus a possible state of vulnerability.  The White 

madam becomes the visible subject, controlled by the maid.  The maid is also wrapping 

the madam’s eyes from behind her, yet she is clearly bending down over the madam.  Her 

body is therefore positioned physically higher than the White madam’s so that if she were 

to stand, she might tower over the madam, asserting power through a physical hierarchy.   
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  On an obvious level, Muholi’s image certainly speaks to the persistent power 

dynamic that exists between women in a domestic setting.  Yet, there is a more subtle 

dimension of eroticism in the image, as well, since Muholi herself poses as the Black 

maid and her romantic partner performs the role of the White madam.  Art historian 

Donald Rosenthal discusses another erotic element in paintings that include White 

mistresses and Black servants, or even just White and Black female bodies: the added 

titillation for the viewer of lesbianism.65 Because Muholi and her White partner perform 

for the images but are indeed in an actual romantic relationship, we might understand the 

images as consciously toying with this female space through notions of fantasy and 

reality, and thus the relationship of the image to the gaze.  Relations of power are also 

closely intertwined with sexuality.  As Michel Foucault explores in The History of 

Sexuality, in the historical society prior to the classical age, sovereign power was deduced 

to a power over life and death: the power to declare a right to life as a result of the right 

to kill.  Power was thus manifest even in the possession of bodies, implicit in one’s right 

to decide the life or death of those bodies.  Throughout the evolution of societies, more 

nuanced relations of power have arisen around these two axes of life and death, “at the 

juncture of the ‘body’ and the ‘population,’ sex became a crucial target of a power 

organized around the management of life rather than the menace of death.”66 For South 

Africa, the market-dominant and racially privileged White population has long assumed 

this hegemonic authority over bodies, formulating in the introduction of the institution 

Apartheid.  While in a post-Apartheid era, South Africa has clamored to project notions 

of a “Rainbow Nation” that is no longer racially conscious, Muholi’s image calls 

attention to the continuing dynamics of power circulating around axes of race, class, 

gender, and sexuality.  Racial determination and purity is a result of blood in the sense 

that “blood relation[s] long remained an important element in the mechanisms of power, 

its manifestations, and its rituals.”67 Retaining racial purity through blood lines is 
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important to the perpetuation of hegemonic domination determined by racial privilege, 

and thus controlling the body and sex becomes paroxysm of hegemonic power.  Although 

both Muholi and her partner are female, the sexual element of the series still subtly 

implies a mixing of racialized bodies, further complicating power by blurring the lines of 

racial demarcation so historically essential to White Europe.  Comparing Sophie with this 

image, the issues of desire and sexuality as they are linked to power become clearer.  

Although Fanon claims that the slave wants to assume the place of the master, Sophie and 

Muholi’s image are complicated by deeper notions of sexuality, the control of bodies, and 

sovereignty. 
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Chapter 3:  From Objecthood to Subjecthood:  Sophie in the Space of 

the Gallery 

In his musings on American minimalist art of the 1960s, Robert Morris asks: 

“Can a case be made here…for the nominal and the formal to take precedence over the 

unique, the original?  Can the object be in the same space as the body, so that its meaning 

will be….‘like going up to somebody?’”68 Morris also discusses a type of 

phenomenological art that so intrudes on the space of the viewer that is shifts the 

dynamic between viewer and viewed.  For example, when, “the space of the viewer’s 

body is invaded, or when he is provoked to movement…”69 This kind of 

phenomenological artwork is nearly reflexive to the viewer, restating for her that her 

body is, too, a similarly identifiable object in space.  We might see Sophie as similar in 

some ways.  She invades the social body of the gallery and provokes a physical 

movement around, bringing the viewer into greater contact with her.  The viewer is not 

barred in any way from approaching her, reinforcing her presence as a body in the 

gallery.  This complicates Sophie’s slippage between objecthood/subjecthood.  She is an 

art object that one can view, but her formal elements – her corporeality, her dress 

expanse, and her meaningful props – indeed create a subjective identity, a type of 

embodied simulacra, that becomes like “going up to somebody.” 

In another way, this aspect of Sophie also supports a more phenomenological 

argument analogous to Robert Morris’s theories in the 1960s.  Reducing figures in space 

to their most basic elements, minimalizing their formal qualities, the sculpture was not a 

metaphor for the original figure it represented, but a type of congruence.  In this way, the 

sculpture, such as Columns (1961), would share “the perceptual response a viewer would 

have toward the human body,” (Figure 9).70 In this work, by dissolving the formal 

elements of a figure, Morris was uninterested in isolating and portraying some kind of 
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essence of a subject, but rather emphasizes the columns as actual subjects. When Morris 

introduced his figures into the space of the gallery, an analogy could be drawn between 

the objects and the viewer; indeed, the body was explicit to Morris’s phenomenology.71 

In the installation, Wish You Were Here (2010) Sophie is not lifted by any 

obvious pedestal or platform, and there are no discrete perimeters interfering with the 

viewer’s ability to approach her (Figure 10).  She generally appears oblivious to her 

surroundings: with downcast eyes she is typically engaged in self-absorbed activities.  

Even when her figure is more active like in I Decline, she does not engage with the 

gallery in a direct way, but her attention is always focused inward due to her diverted 

gaze.  In Wish You Were Here, Sophie holds a few strands of red thread that weave into 

an unfinished Coat of Arms framed on the wall displaying a large “S” for “Sophie.”  Yet, 

Sophie holds only a delicate few strands of yarn, alluding to the more tenuous hold on the 

aspiration of power Sophie visualizes through her own Coat of Arms.  Similar to I’m a 

Lady, even Sophie’s access to power is complex and its foundation only just 

strengthening.  Indeed, the Coat of Arms remains unfinished.  The yarn that constructs 

Sophie’s Coat of Arms rests on her expansive dress, rooted in her personal space.  Yet, 

the strands and the Coat of Arms are atypically outside of this space so that she 

metaphorically and literally constructs her power beyond the personal perimeter of her 

dress. The yarn also creates spatial obstruction to the viewer, who can no longer sweep 

entirely around her.  Finally, although she is not partitioned into a recess or on a platform 

with museum-enforced perimeters, Sophie’s dress now complicates her presence: it 

functions as a barrier between her body and the viewer.  The dress ripples beyond her 

body as a sartorial proxy.  Each installation of Sophie occupies either the center of a 

specific gallery room, or she is centered within a wing of the room.  She is always a 

unitary figure, and the visual chorus emanating from her brilliant dresses expresses a 

certain identity of her sovereign subjecthood.   

Although seemingly disparate from Morris’s work, nevertheless Sophie’s grand 

appearance in the space of the gallery, always standing and sweeping out around her, 
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recalls a similar phenomenology that indeed reflects more on the viewer.  Although she is 

at times distant from the viewer, contained within the expanse of fabric, she is accessible 

to and on the same physical level as the viewer.  Like with Morris’s minimalist 

sculptures, Sophie’s self-assertive literalness as a Black domestic servant in the space of 

the gallery implies the viewer is also “aggressively confronted by imposing, unfamiliar 

forms inserted disconcertingly into the neutral space.”72 The museum and gallery spaces 

in South Africa and beyond have been anything but neutral.  Sophie’s mode of 

representation certainly is unfamiliar and intervenes in a wider history of European 

display, particularly of African people.  She is both accessible and inaccessible: while she 

is on the level of the viewer, who can walk up to her as if walking up to another person, 

her form as an embodied Black maid is, as I will show later, indeed unfamiliar in the 

gallery, and her formal elements tend to isolate her implicitly as she enfolds more of the 

space around her into her own.   

Now that Sibande is operating as a producer of visual culture in the gallery and 

Sophie retains a life-like presence, her image also intervenes into a more menacing 

history of ethnographic display.  A key aspect of ethnographic display was it made public 

for dominant societies what was formerly private in indigenous cultures: it was a 

voyeuristic view that allowed one access to specific interiorities.73 Ethnographic display 

inverted identity, translating subjecthood into objecthood.  In the contemporary space of 

gallery MOMO, Sophie’s presence thus realigns power by complicating the clear 

demarcation between spheres of domination and subordination, public and private, and 

subject and object. 

DISPLAYING SERVITUDE 

As I explained in chapter one, in South Africa domestic servants are relegated by 

society to a position outside of the public sphere.  In light of this, Sophie’s appearance in 

the space of the gallery is even more incongruous.  It is still important to note that an 
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artist portraying domestic servants in the space of the gallery or museums is not a new 

phenomenon in South Africa.  White artists have indeed explored the domestic servant as 

subject.  Irma Stern’s Maid in Uniform (1955) and Dorothy Kay’s Cookie, Annie Mavata 

(1956) are two portraits of Black domestic servants by White female artists consciously 

calling viewer attention to the private, domestic sphere typically absent in South Africa’s 

visual culture (Figures 11, 12).  Stern’s title, Maid in Uniform, denies the sitter any 

specific identity, universalizing the portrait, but also hinting at a deeper social issue: 

domestic servants have long been treated by the privileged as commodities rather than 

identities.  In 1973, Sue Gordon wrote a small handbook specifically for South African 

White madams entitled Domestic Workers: A Handbook for Housewives.  Her goal was 

to enlighten White madams on better etiquette for their interactions with their domestic 

servants.  For example, she explains, in bold type, “I can think of no single simple step 

that would generate so much goodwill as the abandonment of the terms ‘boy’ and 

‘girl.’”74  It was common for White madams in South Africa to call their maids by either 

Anglicized nicknames or simply ‘boy’ or ‘girl.’75  The anonymity of domestic servitude 

indeed strips Black people, such as Stern’s Maid in Uniform, of personal identity, which 

in turn further marginalizes them as commodity items belonging to the privileged 

household.  It also hints at the subtle way in which these portraits are thus a type of 

ethnographic display of the private interior of a marginalized (and colonized) group.  

Another predecessor to Sophie is a painting of Annie Mavata, the long-time 

domestic servant of the artist, Dorothy Kay, who completed the work.  Kay titles the 

work Cookie, Annie Mavata, which appears to distinguish Mavata’s personal identity by 

including her name.76 In the image, Mavata sits on a stool, calmly facing the viewer.  She 

wears the basic dress, white apron, and doek typical of the domestic servant’s uniform.  

In one hand she holds a small kitchen knife and with her other hand she rests a serving 
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bowl on her lap; both items indicate her domestic duties.  The perspective from which 

Kay paints Mavata is from below; indeed, the viewer meets Mavata’s steady gaze, but we 

are positioned slightly below Mavata.  Mavata’s position suggests that Kay paints her in a 

symbolically elevated position, despite Mavata’s work in servitude.  In Stern’s painting 

the domestic servant deflects the viewer’s gaze; here, Mavata confidently meets the gaze 

of the viewer, poised and self-possessed to reflect a quiet dignity. 

Nonetheless, the painting reflects ambivalence in how Kay renders Mavata.  

Importantly, Kay has left the background completely blank, sharpening the focus on 

Mavata and removing her from any context.  Kay paints Mavata in her domestic servant’s 

uniform but provides no further clues about Mavata’s identity; her identity is thus 

confined to her servitude.  Even her nickname, “Cookie,” was given to her by Kay, 

further tethering her identity to Kay.77 The dynamic of power between the two women of 

White madam/Black maid or dominant/subordinate is therefore as much on display as 

Mavata herself.78  

Both Kay and Stern rely on mimetic, hegemonic conventions in how they depict 

domestic workers, thus elucidating deeper class, gender, and racial tensions in South 

Africa.  In other words, the subordination of Black women is continually conjured by 

White artists in various ways.  Contemporary artist Jane Alexander reifies this notion in 

her sculptural installation, Pastoral Scene (1995) (Figure 13).  The title itself suggests a 

reference to the idealized scenes of pastoral life, first appearing in Hellenistic and Roman 

wall-paintings.79 The pastoral space was a means of artistic convention, providing an 

idyllic timelessness that romanticized a harmony between humankind and nature.80 The 

three female figures in Alexander’s installation, however, compose an abject trinity, 

suggesting that the title is ironic rather than descriptive.  One woman wears a variation of 
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the South African domestic worker’s uniform, and she stares straight in front of her with 

her hands folded in her lap.  Her face is weathered with age and hard work.  She seems 

unaware of the two women next to her, isolating her on the bench despite her proximity 

to the other figures.  In fact, none of the women look at one another or interact in any 

way; all three are alone in their isolation and alienation from one another.  Their bodies 

are not idealized, and only the older White woman wears clothing that suggests wealth, 

such as her laced head scarf.  However, her face is stark white and sags with the realities 

of aging, belying any sense of privilege beyond her clothing.  The white shirt, black skirt 

and leg coverings, and black head scarf allude to the attire of a nun, and she also holds 

bread and three fish, supporting a Biblical reference.  In Western Christianity, Catholic 

bishops carry a crozier, shaped like a shepherd’s crook, so that he may act as a shepherd 

to the flocks of God, or the worshippers of his church.  Another aspect of pastoral scenes 

is they idealize and evoke notions of rural, shepherd life.  Thus, Alexander creates an 

allegorical scene, or a history piece, infusing the idea of the rural pastoral with clear 

Biblical references.  This also elevates the women, in a sense, by aligning them with 

notions of Biblical purity and power.  The woman in the middle nurses a baby, and the 

woman’s head is framed by a halo as a reference to the Mary Madonna, the mother of 

Jesus Christ and a sacred figure of the Church.81  Yet, this Madonna wears no shoes and 

only rags are draped around her slouching form.  There is an obvious disconnect between 

their seeming power, particularly the holy Madonna figure, and their drab, shabby 

appearances and isolation from one another.  Finally, the only standing figure is the 

White woman, who offers the fish and bread.  As the only figure standing and because of 

her sartorial resemblance to a nun, there is an implicit dynamic of power that she assumes 

over the other two figures, hinting at a more subtle critique of racial stratification in 

South African society.     

The idyllic nature of the pastoral is absent in this scene, and the women seem 

more isolated in their harsh realities rather than the timeless, peaceful pastoralism the title 

would suggest.  Although the piece presents a clear dichotomy between the imagined 
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fantasy of a pastoral scene and the harsh reality of disempowerment and impoverishment, 

the figures are clearly that: disempowered, isolated, alienated from one another, shabby, 

and appear downtrodden.  Alexander’s installation, in some ways, serves to visually 

reinforce the abjection of Black women in South African society even if she does 

humanize them.  For example, the Black domestic servant sits straight and upright, her 

head held and her gaze fixed steadily forward.  She rests her hands quietly in her lap.  

Though her working conditions might be difficult, she conveys a sense of dignity held 

within her pose and steady gaze.  Similar to Kay’s painting of Mavata, Alexander’s 

installations convey ambivalence and complicate any simple reading of the work.        

Nonetheless, Alexander’s racial privilege also complicates her installation at the 

axes of both race and class.  Despite the ambivalence in the work of Stern, Kay, and 

Alexander, images of domestic servants have been traditionally filtered through the 

artistic impulses of the racially privileged.  This tension seems to persist in the work of 

these and other artists. 

ENGAGING ETHNOGRAPHY 

In certain installations, Sophie’s dress more closely resembles a South African 

domestic servant’s uniform, such as in an earlier installation from 2008 (Figure 14).  The 

dress is more fitted to Sophie; its length just barely dusts the floor.  The sleeves are plain 

and fitted comfortably to Sophie’s arms.  To contrast this, at other times the dress 

exaggerates the grandeur of a nineteenth century European madam’s, like in Wish You 

Were Here: its dimensions might extend beyond Sophie’s body for several feet, decorated 

with elaborate ruffles, lace, or bows.  The sleeves are reflective of Victorian fashion from 

the 1880s in which seamstresses stiffened the sleeves to produce a large, puffed up, 

bubble shape from the shoulder to the elbow.82 Sibande has stated in interviews that the 

dresses, which closely resemble a basic domestic servant’s uniform, indicate the older 

women in her family who were bound more tightly to servitude.
83

 Indeed, as mentioned 
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earlier Sibande herself was born into a lineage that spanned four generations of Black 

women domestic workers. Sibande’s mother was able to leave her position as a domestic 

servant and become a hairdresser.
84

 Thus, as the diameter of the dresses extends, so, too, 

do the women in Sibande’s family move beyond servitude to pursue self-governed 

dreams, culminating with Sibande.  Particularly in Wish You Were Here, Sophie’s dress 

becomes an abundant ripple of fabric cascading around Sophie for several yards.  Thus, 

this simple, formal difference in costuming denotes the original history contained within 

Sibande’s personhood infused into Sophie as a symbolic simulacrum.  Sibande thus 

locates herself within her subject, or Sophie, by changing Sophie’s surname in different 

installations to reflect the generations of Sibande’s own family.  Also, Sophie’s dress 

becomes more voluminous and ornate with each successive generation, metaphorically 

representing her family’s evolution through time and space.  To the contrary, artists like 

Kay, Stern, Alexander, Siopis, and Breitz have all exploited images of domestic servants 

or Black women for the purpose of critical social commentary.  Despite artistic intention, 

I argue there remains an underlying ethnographic element to this hegemonic practice of 

display that clearly persists.  Sibande calls attention to this practice while also 

interrupting it: the key element of ethnography, the anonymity of the displayed subject, is 

clearly recovered by the autobiographical component of Sibande’s installations.  Sibande 

blurs any clear distinction between ethnography and autobiography.   

Sibande assumes the role of image-maker, retaining control over the viewer’s 

gaze when the viewer encounters installations of Sophie.  In a sense, Sibande is 

controlling the viewer’s gaze of herself and the generations of women in her family.  This 

is significant within the greater European history of ethnographic display of colonized 

people, which was another form of White European dominance: the privilege of looking.  

Ethnographic display reinforces Michel Foucault’s theories of panoptical power, in which 

dominance and power is always held by the observer.
85

 During an ethnographic peep 
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show at another culture, the viewer is thus always in control, observing the interiority of 

another people’s life.  Ivan Karp also explains, building on this concept, “When cultural 

‘others’ are implicated, exhibitions tell us who we are and, perhaps most significant, who 

we are not.  Exhibitions are privileged arenas for presenting images of self and ‘other.’”
86

  

In South Africa, ethnographic display was coupled with natural history, obviously more 

closely aligning African people with “the land” and primitiveness, and a romanticized 

notion of the timelessness of civilizations.  As Stuart Hall says, this type of museum 

practice meant that African people became “cultural forms as if they contained within 

themselves from their moment of origin some fixed and unchanging meaning or value.”
87

 

The very notion of ethnographic display thus demarcates the observer from the observed, 

the self from the curios wonder of the “other.”
88

 European ethnographic display carries 

another implication: it was a means by which Europeans could produce cultures 

themselves.  Indeed, these displays were like cultural simulacra, creating the mythos of 

the “other” and reinforcing it through public perception for the amusement of White 

audiences.    

In 1996 Pippa Skotnes, a White South African curator, created an exhibit to 

highlight how Khoisan people had previously endured ethnographic objectification by 

White South Africans.  She titled the exhibit Miscast: Negotiating Khoisan History and 

Its Material Culture.  In this exhibit, her focus was on underscoring previous White 

European practices of collection and display, highlighting how this in turn objectified the 

Khoisan people as ethnographic artifacts for White entertainment.  However, she 

overlooked an important problematic in the exhibition: as a White South African, she was 

still negotiating Khoisan history and its material culture.  The Khoisan guests who 

Skotnes invited to the opening of the exhibit reacted in horror that, even if at best Skotnes 
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were attempting something meaningful, their images and cultural objects became 

complicit in providing entertainment for the privileged South African museum-goer.89   

In Europe, ethnographic display became extremely popular by the nineteenth-

century as public interest in racial typologies grew.
90

  Curators not only displayed objects 

from indigenous cultures, but regularly included either sculptures of people, or actual 

indigenous people engaging in various daily practices as a theatrical feature.  South 

Africa has been no different in regard to this ethnographic history.  It thus becomes all 

the more striking when one walks into Gallery MOMO in Johannesburg, South Africa, 

and one is confronted with a life-sized sculpture of Sophie dominating the space around 

her through her elaborate costume and, at times, additional props.  Sophie now also 

controls the viewer with this spatial monopoly, carving out a new liminal space beyond 

the simplicity of dominant/subordinate.  Her presence in the gallery does not hinge on her 

exposé of an imagined past, a romantic vision of indigenous culture, or her continued 

abjection in present society; indeed she complicates the binary.  Bhabha in particular 

translates this liminality as a hybrid cultural space in which the “past-present becomes 

part of the necessity, not the nostalgia, of living.”
91

 Bhabha attempts to locate culture by 

breaking up the monolithic notion of the past-present continuum in which cultures remain 

forever static; instead, moving away from the binaries of precolonial/postcolonial, he 

calls for an interrogation into modernity saying, “This process cannot be represented in 

the binary relation of archaism/modernity, inside/outside, past/present, because these 

questions block off the forward drive or teleology of modernity.”
92

 In a way, Sibande also 

breaks up the monolithic past-present continuum by representing the generations of 

women in her family, depicted visually through the literal evolution of Sophie’s ever-

expanding and increasingly extravagant dress.  Sibande breaks up the long-dominating 

monolithic imagery of Black women in South Africa as subjects of White artists and as 

anonymous, ethnographic displays. 
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THE PUBLIC DOMAIN AND THE PRIVATE CITIZEN 

One of the reasons I would consider Pippa Skotnes’s Miscast exhibit a problem is 

that, as I implied above, she seemed unable to reconcile different types of audiences that 

might attend the exhibit.  She returned to the painful history of the Khoisan, intending to 

critique former ethnographic display practices, but she reserved the right to how she 

displayed the Khoisan people in her exhibit.  How did she come by this kind of “right,” 

which allowed her to continue a (slightly modified) practice of displaying “others,” by 

freely accessing and presenting painful or humiliating aspects of their past?  The Khoisan 

condemnation of Skotnes’s exhibit is all the more telling of Skotnes’s hegemonic position 

and that the hegemony still retains authority over a society’s visual culture.  In a sense, 

Skotnes was still producing Khoisan culture for the Khoisan people: rather than earlier 

ethnographic displays, she instead miscast them into a position of abjection and 

disempowerment vis à vis colonialism.  Either they are on (previous) display as objects or 

(contemporary) display as dismal sufferers.  In order to fully grasp the importance of 

Sophie’s appearance in the gallery as a Black woman, whose image reflects the artist, 

societal formation of public and private spaces must be unpacked, particularly in regard 

to South Africa.     

Notions of public and private spaces, audiences, and aspects of a society have 

been widely theorized, particularly by philosophers of geography influenced heavily by 

Henri Lefebvre’s The Production of Space.  Lefebvre refers to a “space of 

representation,” which is a type of space dominated by the collective imagination.  The 

collective, in a sense, appropriates the space and shifts it from the physical to the 

symbolic and social.  This concept highlights the cultural mediation of public space and 

its representation.93 Public spaces have granted a type of symbolic private access to 

dominant social groups.  For example, a sidewalk is a space in public, but if we take the 

US as a case study, the sidewalk has been anything but democratically accessible.  

Whites expected marginalized groups such as African Americans to act deferentially, and 
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so African Americans were historically denied access to this space in public.  Even the 

space of a sidewalk became a “metaphor for broader questions of racial domination and 

subordination.”94  

Thus, certain philosophers of geography have foregone the notions of “public” 

and “private” altogether, instead focusing on the specific dynamics and relationships of 

power that spaces elucidate.  Who ultimately decides who a “public” might be and what 

that “public” can actually do within mutually accessible spaces?  Furthermore, how 

mutually accessible are these spaces?  I would argue that spaces, like individual 

identities, revolve around boundaries of access defined by race, class, gender, and 

sexuality, and formed through relations of power.  Not all citizens can equally compete 

for the ownership of private spaces and not all citizens are granted equal access to public 

spaces.  For those who do not meet specific criteria, we can most glaringly see a denial of 

access to public spaces in societies such as South Africa and the US that both overtly and 

covertly, historically and presently, have Apartheid-like societal structures. 

In Ways of Seeing, John Berger discusses the deeper cultural exclusion that arises 

from hegemonic control, what he terms the “privileged minority,” that retains authority 

over access to a society’s visual culture.  When an authority exercises some means of 

social exclusion, it essentially defines “public” and “private” audiences.  In regard to 

visual culture, “When we are prevented from seeing it, we are being deprived of the 

history which belongs to us.”95  Yet, a society’s visual culture, and its art history, is 

furthermore “a direct testimony about the world which surrounded other people at other 

times.”96 Yet, even this elucidates a deeper problematic about visual cultures: what 

happens if specific people within a society were intentionally denied inclusion in the 

process of that society’s image making?  In the case of the South African art market, two 

historical conditions have existed until recently: art images were made by and for the 
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racially privileged; and only the racially privileged had access to the museum and gallery 

spaces in which these images were housed.  Indeed, the history of South African art 

museums and gallery spaces during the European imperial museum boom of the 

nineteenth century was dominated by the curatorial privileging of European-imported 

paintings and sculpture.  Although images of Black Africans formed many ethnographic 

displays, in 1953 the South African government passed the Separate Amenities Act 

which prohibited Black persons from entering an art museum unless they were in the 

company of a White person.  It was not until 1990 that this act was officially repealed.97 

Urban geographer Ted Kilian argues that public and private spaces do not exist in a 

vacuum; rather, they describe a relationship that is not mutually exclusive and indeed 

each relies on the other to reify itself.  Relying on a model by Thomas Markus in 

Buildings and Power, Kilian describes three types of people who would necessarily 

occupy mutual spaces: inhabitants, or those who control space and its access or 

exclusion; visitors, whose access to spaces is controlled by the inhabitants; and strangers, 

who are granted no rights to access or exclusion because they are excluded 

automatically.98  Spaces themselves are neither public nor private, but the dialectic of 

public and private exists in all societal spaces, dictated by actors of power.99 In the 

gallery, however, Sophie infiltrates this space that has long been public to a privileged 

class, yet excluded African as strangers, rendering them unable to participate in a more 

private-public image making in gallery and museum spaces.   

Zanele Muholi offers a parallel example that elucidates and underscores these 

theoretical notions of public and private.  In 2008, Muholi performed her Massa and 

Mina(h) series as a more assertive intervention.  She dressed as a maid and went to the 

Cape Town International Convention Center (CTICC) (Figure 15).  She carefully 

explained to the security guard that she was only there on behalf of her madam, and she 

was admitted.  Her access to this space completely relied on her identity as the maid of a 
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madam, rather than as an autonomous individual hoping to participate in city events.  

That day, delegates of the Women’s Rights in Development were participating in their 

third day of meetings, and as a woman, Muholi would arguably have had an interest in 

this type of convention.  The CTICC’s largest shareholder is the Provincial Government 

of the Western Cape.  According to the marketing rhetoric of CTICC’s own website, the 

partnership of the Provincial Government and the CTICC is “effectively putting 

ownership of the centre back in the hands of the people of the city.”100  As one of those 

people of the city, Muholi-as-maid should have had the same level of ownership as the 

conference delegates.  However, her identity as a domestic servant was commoditized by 

privileged society, belonging to the private sphere of the privileged and denying her 

access to the public sphere.  

For Muholi, the space was not public since the guard did not recognize her as part 

of the public for whom the space was intended.  John Gulick describes this phenomenon, 

in which specific groups are barred from various public spaces, as a “disappearance of 

space.”101 He asserts that public spaces “disappear” for certain marginalized groups, i.e. 

the homeless person will not have equal access to a library as other patrons.  However, I 

would contend that the relationship between public spaces and marginalization informs 

these spaces as each act on one another: public spaces define marginalized groups 

implicitly, and groups are marginalized due to inclusion or exclusion.  Thus, while 

Muholi was dressed as a Black maid her temporary inclusion in “the public” was only 

accessible because of her relationship to someone actually included in that public, or her 

madam for whom she was on an errand.  Muholi’s limited access to the public sphere, in 

post-Apartheid South Africa, underscored the ongoing social marginalization of Black 

domestic workers.  
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CONFRONTING PERFORMANCE 

Muholi’s confrontational performance was important because it occurred in the 

same public space that should not have been otherwise accessible to her as a Black, 

female, domestic servant.  In other words, there is a parallel between Muholi and Hannah 

Cullwick: both women contested power at the very site of power, penetrating the system 

of authority to some extent.  Muholi’s theatrical performance manipulated the guard, 

temporarily usurping hegemonic power at this very point of entry into public space.  That 

Muholi was the only actor aware of the performance was a vital component of her ability 

to maintain the upper hand since in the end the joke was on “them.”  What did it mean for 

a Black, female domestic servant to enter a space of women as a “stranger”?  In a sense, 

Muholi had to first become a stranger unto herself, cross-dressing and class-crossing, to 

gain a type of freedom she otherwise might not have had: the freedom of entry into the 

CTICC.  Becoming a stranger unto herself is important within a much greater history of 

the ways in which “Blackness” has been articulated by hegemonic culture through 

performance.  Thus, I will focus on the ways in which Black people have had to perform 

themselves as a means of subverting, or un-performing, notions of “Blackness” 

perpetuated by dominant culture.   

Sophie, as Sibande’s alter ego, embodies slippage between multiple identities at 

the intersection of race, class, and gender.  The clothing that binds her suggests a type of 

possession over her body.  For example, in I Decline, Sophie is enveloped in the layers of 

fabric extending around her, and it almost becomes a type of prison.  She raises her arms 

to escape the possession of the ottoman behind her, yet her hands are free and the energy 

of her body just nearly unrestrained.  Nonetheless, the ottoman lingers, haunting her with 

the cultural memories of possession, while Sophie endeavors to reject this past.  

Possession and display are clearly an element of the piece, but Sophie is also performing 

against culturally demarcated spaces of public and private, Black and White, male and 

female, wealth and poverty.  She is both herself and the “other.”  For Sophie, the “other” 

is not the Black figure, but the White madam. Sophie’s cross-dressing performance 

recalls power in the same ways as Muholi and Cullwick both engaged theatrical cross-
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dressing accounts: Sophie claims the space to blur identity distinction, even if only in 

fantasy.   

Muholi and Sibande/Sophie’s cross-dressing also carries a more subtle history: 

ethnographic theater, or Blackface performance.  The notion of privilege and racial 

crossing is implicit in the Blackface performances that first became popular in the US in 

the middle of the nineteenth century.  Similar to the popular ethnographic displays at the 

time, Blackface performance was another avenue for the White production of cultural 

“Blackness.” White actors would literally “Blacken up” their faces with greasepaint or 

burnt cork.  Showmen distributed bills that boasted the authenticity of “Black” minstrel 

performers.102  As Eric Lott points out in Love and Theft: the Racial Unconscious of 

Blackface Minstrelsy, “’Black’ figures were there to be looked at, shaped to the demands 

of desire; they were screens on which audience fantasy could rest, securing white 

spectators’ position as superior, controlling, not to say owning, figures.”103 In a similar 

way, Europeans have been indulging their desires for live exhibitions of indigenous 

people since as early as 1501 in Bristol when showmen presented Inuit people for English 

amusement.104  These exhibits thus conflated the zoological with the theatrical, especially 

as they became increasingly popular by the nineteenth century in Europe and drew wider 

audiences.  For example, in 1847 in London’s Egyptian Hall, four Khoisan people were 

set against an “African” background and performed for White audiences by reenacting a 

hunt scene and daily tasks like building a fire.105  Blackface performance by White actors 

clearly displays “Black” bodies differently than live ethnographic exhibits; yet, both 

types of exhibits underscore the White fetishization of “Black” bodies through “looking,” 

regardless of the artificiality of ethnography and Blackface performance. 

In another way, Blackface performance and its artificial display of “Black” bodies 

for White amusement granted middle class White culture the luxury of defining 

                                                 
102 Cherise Smith, Enacting Others: Politics of Identity in Eleanor Antin, Nikki S. Lee, Adrian Piper, and 

Anna Deavere Smith (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 14. 
103 Eric Lott, “The Racial Unconsciousness of Blackface Minstrelsy,” Representations 39 (Summer, 1992): 

28. 
104 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “Objects of Ethnography,” 403. 
105 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “Objects of Ethnography,” 406. 



 40 

“Blackness.” Middle class Whites could appropriate aspects of Black culture with racist 

and exaggerated caricature while performing on stage.  As Eric Lott points out, by 

becoming the “other,” middle class White America was in effect partitioning Black and 

White cultures, as well as middle class and upper middle class White cultures, further 

into demarcated spaces.106 Middle class Whites could define “White” against “Black” 

through the performance, while also expressing a sense of middle class solidarity against 

the upper classes who had privilege over them.107 Recalling the themes of ethnographic 

display discussed above, middle class Whites therefore assumed authority on the cultural 

production of their own “Whiteness” as well as “Blackness.” 

  Blackface performance also carried more sinister overtones of a kind of White, 

sexual exhibitionism of “Black” bodies during the shows’ elicit expression of sexuality.  

Yet, many performances also emasculated Black men through what Lott elucidates as a 

White male fear of Black male sexuality.  By becoming “Black” and expressing 

themselves through “Black” sexual performance, Whites could assert dominance over 

Black sexuality.108 Thus, as Black sexuality was expressed, so was White power through 

sexuality.  There was a “ferocious investment in demystifying and domesticating Black 

power in White fantasy by projecting vulgar Black types as spectacular objects of White 

men’s looking.”109 Thus, in several different ways – Blackface performance, 

ethnographic display, ethnographic performance, and visual art – various subsets of 

White culture have been invested in the display of, among other groups, people of Africa 

and its Diasporas.   

As a final example of modern performance and interrogation into these themes, 

African American artist Adrian Piper cross-dressed gender, class, and race during her 

Mythic Being persona performances.  Beginning in 1973, Piper began dressing as the 

Mythic Being, such as in this photo still from Cruising White Women (Figure 16).  Within 

a historical context in which White culture produced images and performances of 
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“Blackness,” Piper intervened by performing herself as a stereotype of “Blackness.” 

Wearing a huge “Afro”, a bushy mustache, and dark sunglasses, Piper describes this 

alternate identity as "a third-world, working-class, overtly hostile male."110 For two years 

she disseminates images of Being through various mediums such as photo-documented 

performances and newsprint.  While performing as Being, Piper adopts social behavior 

signifiers, both internal and external, to convincingly project his surging masculinity.  

She says, “When I was waiting for the subway, I found myself deliberately aping more 

‘masculine’ body movements and behavior to be convincing.”111 Furthermore, the wig 

that Piper wears as her Afro is so large and unkempt that it is difficult not to understand it 

as a device that draws attention to its own artifice.  Being is never quite Black enough, 

raising the question as to what is required of one to be truly Black.  In this way, as Judith 

Wilson points out, the formal elements of Being that Piper engages, such as her Afro, 

remind us that, “the meaning of racial difference is always mediated by other 

distinctions.”112 Being’s “Afro” carries a specific signification within the context of the 

rise of “Black American male nationalism” at this time.  In the late 1960’s male members 

of the Black Panther movement among others adopted the “Afro” as an iconic symbol of 

the Black aesthetic; yet by the early 1970’s women and youth were too wearing their hair 

in this way as part of a larger culture that resisted blending into middle class White 

culture.113  

Thus, Being’s formal qualities blended Piper’s position as subject/object, similar 

to Sibande.  Piper performed as Being, assuming a White audience for this work, 

producing a self-reflexivity in her audience.  Being would often intentionally insert 

himself into spaces that he knew were primarily White-dominated.  As Lowry Stokes 

Sims says, “While Black was beautiful for some . . .for most White Americans Black was 
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scary.”114 Part of the performance was thus between Being and the viewer, responding to 

Being, producing a type of social dialogue.  As Piper recalls, “People reacted to me as 

though I were a Black male, and that’s incredibly unpleasant. White women would clutch 

their purses and go into neighboring cars in the subway—the usual bag of tricks.”115   The 

viewer then becomes enmeshed in the piece as object/subject, and the work is self-

reflexive as the viewer is faced with his or her prior assumptions about race and 

gender.116  Being calls into question the idea of Blackness itself, and how this idea is 

constructed within the self/other dichotomy.  Piper’s performance as the so-called “other” 

thus redefined the self: it “represented an attempt to become self-conscious about what it 

meant to be a Black woman artist in the 1970s.”117              

When describing Being, Bowles also said, “The apparent ease with which the 

Mythic Being occupies public space contrasts strikingly with the difficulty Black women 

had at the time gaining recognition as active participants in either the women’s 

movement or Black activism.”118 I am most concerned with the idea here of public space 

and visibility within that space.  In both the US and South Africa, feminism had 

developed a taste for homogeneity, rendering Black women invisible either as Black or as 

women.  That Piper had to conflate her subjectivity and perform as an “other” in order to 

metaphorically and literally be seen by society spoke to this invisibility.  As the Being she 

“could act in ways that, as a Black woman, she was expected not to.”119  

Sibande accomplishes the same type of visibility in the space of the gallery that 

Piper gained as the Being.  For Sibande, what is especially at stake is not only 

confronting South African attitudes that dehumanize Black African domestic servants, 

but a broader history in which Black women and Black people have been excluded by 

hegemonic culture from becoming their own image and culture makers.  With 

“Blackness” being constructed and displayed by White culture, for White culture, for 
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centuries, Sibande breaks through this continuum of the past-present and offers a 

revisionist voice.   
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Chapter 4: Social Exclusion in the Urban Environment: Sophie’s 

Building Wraps and the Art of City Gentrification 

In a crisp image taken high above the city street, the brilliant blue of Sophie’s 

dress cascades around her, pouring forth layers of fabric and encompassing the space 

around her body (Figure 17).  The building wrap, centered in the photograph, visually 

overwhelms the gray, broken-down building just below it.  A barely visible tenant stands 

on the enclosed rooftop area of the building, strings a colorful assortment of laundry on a 

makeshift clothing line that is, ironically, attached on the building just beneath the 

building wrap.  Jeans drape over the walls of the rooftop.  The tenant seems not to notice 

the “public art gallery” display looming in the background, and instead proceeds with 

assuring that the clothing, strewn about the roof, can adequately dry.  Although only a 

single tenant hangs the laundry, the quantity of clothing suggests multiple residents living 

in the building.  The building shows little sign of modern amenities or safe boarding for 

its multiple tenants: indeed, the windows are mostly broken and old lumber and litter is 

strewn about the rooftop.  The concrete appears stable at present, but the outer walls are 

staining dark and discolored, showing obvious signs of putrefaction.  

In 2010, Sophie’s image, including the one above, wrapped nineteen public 

buildings and billboards throughout inner city Johannesburg.  The building wraps were 

sponsored by the Johannesburg Arts Project Management, which sought to reconcile 

class access to the private gallery spaces of Johannesburg in the spirit of this inner city 

urban renewal.  The National Lottery Distribution Trust Fund, committed to urban 

renewal projects, donated roughly R5.8 million so that one artist per year can have her 

work displayed around the city as building wraps.120  Many of the installations were 

managed by Artists at Work (AAW), which is a specialist company that acts a public 

interface and handles the business oriented logistics for art and creative projects in the 
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city.121 Monna Mokoena, one of the developers of the company, also owns Gallery 

MOMO that represents Sibande.122  One of the other primary facilitators in the company 

is Lesley Perkes, who stated that the goal for displaying Sibande’s works in this way was 

because, "We thought that we would transform Jo'burg."123 Indeed, transforming 

Johannesburg has been high on the agenda of the city council, as laid out in their Jo’burg 

2030 vision in 2002.  Since that time, the city has moved forward with processes of urban 

renewal, such as promoting the inner city of Johannesburg, where most of the urban poor 

are located, into “the world’s largest outdoor gallery.”124 In this context, Sibande’s 

artwork is thus wrapped up in the city’s commitment to revitalize the inner city.  

However, the city’s gentrification process has been to the detriment of the urban poor 

who currently reside there, often in informal settlements.  Many have become displaced 

citizens, pushed to the city’s edge or even homeless yet again.  The history of spatial 

divides in South Africa is complex, and Sophie’s image as a Black African woman has 

become part of a larger, ongoing contestation over urban space that has largely been at an 

intersection of race, class, gender, and issues of citizenship.  In other words, it is a matter 

of inclusion and exclusion.  I will first attend to a short, explanatory history of the 

movement of people in South Africa and how contested its landscape has been for 

centuries.  I will then discuss the contemporary ways in which the city of Johannesburg is 

pursuing public policies that reveal little has changed.  Citizenship and social exclusion 

prevail, and Sophie’s building wraps are, unfortunately, part of this battle over 

geopolitical spaces. 
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A HISTORY OF BODIES IN THE LANDSCAPE 

In South Africa, the occupation of spaces by competing bodies and contested 

identities is not a direct result of British Imperialism, despite Sophie’s hybridized dress 

with its sartorial references to colonialism in the nineteenth century.  As I explained in 

chapters two and three, Sophie represents dual spaces at once, both contemporary and 

historically, by the connection between colonizer/colonized.  However, this relationship 

became most prominent in South Africa, in the labor sphere in particular, with the arrival 

of early Dutch settlers in the second half of the seventeenth century.  White immigrants 

relied on Africans as labor coerced into maintaining their production output.  Dutch 

immigrants rarely enslaved African people, and primarily brought slaves from 

Mozambique, Madagascar, Indonesia, India, and modern day Sri Lanka.125  The Dutch 

settlers originally set up a colony in 1652 located at the southern tip of South Africa, the 

Cape, in order to act as a refilling station for Dutch trade ships traveling between the 

Netherlands and their Batavia, Java empire in the east.  As the Dutch settlers began to 

slowly spread throughout the Cape, the previous owners of these lands were given two 

options: either relocate or stay and work for the settlers as servants and laborers.126  

Furthermore, some of the indigenous peoples, for example the San hunter-gatherers, 

resisted the Dutch occupation of their lands, but due to a lack of modern weapons large 

numbers of San were simply exterminated by the Dutch.  Many of the San too became 

servants and laborers rather than face this brutal annihilation or leave their homelands.   

In order to remain on the lands where the settlers expanded, many of the 

indigenous peoples were forced into the service of the Dutch trekboers, or the semi-

migrant farmers who moved inward from the coast.  The indigenous pastoralists, the 

Khoikhoi in this area, provided the trekboers with the farming skills they lacked, and the 

pastoralists were coerced into domestic and farm labor in exchange for the right to 

continue living on the land that previously belonged to them before the settlers.  

Throughout the eighteenth century, the trekboers relied on a method of amassing so much 
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land that the African population was deprived of maintaining independent livelihood and 

any land that was usable.  This seemed to be an answer to their Domar dilemma: if free 

land exists and is able to be cultivated by workers, then labor becomes more expensive.  

An individual will either prefer independent farming and land cultivation or require 

enough pay as a laborer to compensate working for what one would have made as an 

independent farmer.127  Thus, to resolve this issue, the treboers fervently accumulated 

land by force, and owning 6,000 acres of land or more became an expected right of the 

trekboers.128  They left only the arid areas for the African populations who had formerly 

occupied the newly seized areas.   

        The Dutch reliance on African labor for their livelihood persisted, which led to 

conflict with British upon their arrival at the Cape in 1795.  They forced the Dutch to 

surrender the territory since they also intended to use the Cape as a connection to Asia 

and their own East India trading company there.129 In 1820, Britain also sent actual 

settlers, to be called Settlers by the Dutch, to establish an agricultural community at the 

Cape.  By 1828, the British House of Commons, in response to lobbyist pressure from 

Christian missionaries in the London Missionary Society, declared that all people in 

South Africa receive the same freedom and protection under the law as the Dutch and the 

British.130  However, the Afrikaner population felt extremely dissatisfied with this 

ordinance since they had long relied on the labor of Africans and controlled the body-

laborers.  With this unrest, the Afrikaners began to mobilize in the early 1830s, 

emigrating to either side of the Vaal River.  Finally, one of the leaders of what would 

come to be known as the Great Trek, sent a letter to the Grahamstown Journal, explaining 

that the emigration was in part because, “…it is our determination to maintain such 

regulations as may suppress crime, and preserve proper relations between master and 
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servant.”131 The British missionaries, or evangelicals, were putting pressure on the White 

populations at the Cape to renounce this type of master/servant relationship and cease the 

exploitation of both slaves and indigenous peoples.  By 1834, the British had outlawed 

slavery at the Cape, emancipating all slaves, to which the niece of Piet Retief replied that 

those of the Great Trek were aggravated that the emancipation of the slaves meant they 

were “being placed on an equal footing with Christians, contrary to the laws of God and 

the natural distinction of race and religion…wherefore we rather withdrew in order thus 

to preserve our doctrines in purity.”132  Thus, the Dutch settlers in particular had an 

extremely complex and longstanding relationship with Africans that was confined to that 

of master/slave, or master/servant.   

 While the British did emancipate the slaves at the Cape, this did little to shift the 

nature of the master/servant relationship.  By 1910, the Natives Land Act meant that 

Africans were officially relegated to specific spatial zones, or reserves, and prohibited 

them from purchasing or leasing land not contained within one of the reserves.  However, 

conditions on the reserves were so abject that many Africans sought work on the White 

farms, again fulfilling the Domar dilemma from the previous century.  The White farmers 

also paid the African laborers at low wages and special laws made it difficult for African 

workers to migrate to the cities or to seek work there.133  These reserves were thus little 

more than a regulated and partitioned space meant to supply the Whites with steady 

labor.134 The history of relegating Africans to the periphery was thus not simply a 

reductive means of the White population enforcing social control over public spaces and 

eventual urban areas.  Indeed, even the Apartheid regime was merely an official, 

ideological declaration of a practice that had reigned since soon after the Dutch settlers 

arrive at the Cape. 
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By 1961, South Africa withdrew from the British Commonwealth altogether, 

becoming a republic now controlled by Afrikaner nationalists.  By severing political ties 

with Britain, the Afrikaner nationals hoped to create a more inclusive and solid White 

identity in South Africa.  The White South Africans viewed themselves as a state that was 

fighting in the name of civilization against the rest of the continent and Black Africans.  

The state thus focused on developing and implementing immigration policies that 

encouraged White immigration, while continuing to exclude Black Africans in an 

increasing fear that focused on the defense of Whiteness.135 By realigning and reducing 

the problematic of race and geographic space to one of Black Africans and White South 

Africans, the unity of White identity strengthened against the Black population.      

   South Africa’s White settlers long relied on cross-border migration for labor; yet, 

contemporary reports employ the rhetorical use of words such as “swamping,” 

“flooding,” “influx,” and “pouring in,” to describe the rate at which African “illegals” are 

entering the country.136 This trend has been exacerbated by problematic methodological 

inquiries into actual rates of immigration.  For example, in 1994, the year in which 

Apartheid reached an official end, the Centre for Socio-Political Analysis of the Human 

Sciences Research Council conducted telephone surveys with a sample set of South 

Africans.  The survey asked each person to estimate how many foreigners they knew in 

their individual, immediate surroundings.  The HSRC used these figures to represent the 

total amount of foreigners, and then it subtracted the number of known legal immigrants.  

This number was around 8.2 million.  Other survey centers also conducted similar 

research and numbers ranged between 5 million to 12 million.  Census surveys 

contemporaneous with this older HSRC research produced a more realistic number was 
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between 500,000 and 850,000 foreign born people.137  However, due to a rise in 

Zimbabwean immigrants as a result of issues in that country, more recent estimates are 

now in the one to three million range.138 

Thus, South African public discourse, published findings, and so-called survey 

research (that has become a regular component of official’s speeches), have created a 

mythos in which migration is both a new, post-Apartheid phenomenon, that 

undocumented migrants are totaling in the millions and continuing to increase at an 

unprecedented, uncontrollable rate, and that a society flooded by dangerous aliens bears a 

direct effect on high crime levels.139 If we return, then, to Sophie’s building wraps, 

images of a Black maid are thus projected into public urban spaces.  Most significantly, 

her affiliation with the art gallery and as part of city urban renewal relocates her image 

into a space of privilege while the poor are relocated from the spaces her images occupy 

to the periphery where they have historically been displaced by other groups.  Her 

building wraps are thus part of class warfare against the urban poor, notably her own 

community. 

GENTRIFYING THE CITY AND CLEANING AWAY THE POOR 

In the image above, a tenant stands on the rooftop of a dilapidated building, 

attending to the necessities of daily living.  The broken windows of the building and the 

signs of disrepair are clear.  The city, however, has not been particularly responsive when 

it comes to aiding the urban poor living in abject conditions, such as the resident in this 

image.  Instead, the city’s solution rests on displacing the poor to the outer limits of the 

city.  In South Africa, however, spatial divide and exclusion has a long, complicated 

history that I believe is being replayed once again.  This photograph is wrought with a 

much more sinister, and complex narrative, both contemporary and historical, lurking just 

below the surface.  Utility infrastructure has been a continual problem for the city, 
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especially in areas that house the urban poor.  At times, citizens will try, in vain to 

protest.  For example, in 1997, the Johannesburg Inner City Civic staged a protest 

demanding standard services such as “working lights and maintenance,” which many 

landlords were not supplying to a large majority of inner city residents.140 However, as 

this photograph shows, these issues still need to be addressed more thoroughly by the 

city.  Although Lesley Perkes has asserted that the city and AAW are creating a 

democratic art gallery with these wraps, it is difficult to imagine that tenants without 

working lights and maintenance in the inner city are somehow included as an audience 

for such cultural endeavors.      

The effects of both land and urban regeneration have been startling.  Land and 

building evictions of residents living in derelict buildings have left more people in the 

inner city without even a slum in which to live.  Since 1994, at least one million people 

have been evicted from commercial farmlands throughout the country.  Illustrating some 

of these issues, just days before the Johannesburg municipal elections in 2011, three 

artists composed satirical, photo-documentary images addressing the discrepancy 

between municipal hopes of regeneration and the realities of urban poverty.  The series is 

titled Pull up Your Socks, and each image portrays a man or child holding an ANC 

marketing poster.  The posters promote the “vision” of Johannesburg as a city in which 

all citizens work together to renew spaces of so-called decay.  In one particular image in 

the series, a man in the foreground holds one of these ANC posters (Figure 18).  

Extending boldly across the bottom of the ANC poster, large text urgently boasts, 

“Together we can build better communities.” The large image dominating the center of 

the ANC poster portrays several people engaged in cleaning the urban landscape 

together, united in this single cause.  As viewers, we see these citizens from behind; their 

backs turned from us they are too busy at work to notice us.  We have a voyeuristic view 

at a city in which denizens proudly unite to clean the grime.  However, the Pull up Your 

Socks image belies the ANC’s hopeful conclusions.  A man in the image holds the 
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propagandistic poster, and just behind him in the background stands a small child.  The 

child emerges from a crumbling shack, presumably without sewage or electricity.   

The photograph of the tenant completing laundry and the Pull up Your Socks 

image thus begin revealing deep, infrastructural issues in the city of Johannesburg.  In 

late 2000 the new Johannesburg mayoral office began declaring buildings, not unlike the 

one here, as “bad.”  As part of the Better Building Programme, residents were then 

evicted by the city and building ownership transferred to private sector developers.  The 

city’s reasoning behind the Better Building Programme is that when the amount of debt 

owed to the city exceeds the market value of a building, the city council can facilitate the 

sale of the building to a new developer.141 Yet, as the BBP revamps the inner city of 

Johannesburg, the urban poor demographic, mostly of Black Africans, is dislocated.  In 

2007, the city launched the Inner City Regeneration Charter.  Under the charter, when 

buildings are labeled “bad” by the BBP, residents who formerly resided in the buildings 

informally have the option of moving temporarily to other facilities.  The executive 

mayor of Johannesburg has stated that anyone who earns less than 500 Rand per month 

will no longer be able to afford living in the inner city.142  This will mean that 62 percent 

of the residents living in the inner city will no longer be able to afford the rent necessary 

to remain living there.  Provisional housing for evictees is located in areas such as Orange 

Farm on the fringe of the urban environment.143 Rather than addressing the problem of 

urban poverty, the city is merely covering it over with large scale art projects and 

reconstructed buildings that were once spaces of residence to those forced into informal 

settlements.   

 Between 2002 and 2006, over 10,000 people were evicted from the inner city 

area, and an estimated 67,000 are still at risk of a similar fate as a result of the 
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municipality’s current plans of gentrification.144  As of 2009, the province of Gauteng, in 

which Johannesburg is located, was home to approximately 10,556,000 residents.145  Of 

this population some 22.3 percent live in informal settlements, or shacks without proper 

infrastructure such as power and running water.  An informal settlement also indicates 

“squatters” who take up residence in often dilapidated apartment buildings when the 

landlord has exercised little control over monitoring and maintaining the building.  These 

buildings, too, are without power and running water.146 The total estimated number of 

residents throughout South Africa living in these informal settlements is around 13.4 

percent, and so Gauteng has a relatively high percentage compared with the national 

average.147 Drawing more capital investors to the inner city area means projecting an 

image of the city that is free of abjection, and one that can literally be covered over with 

large scale artworks. 

“THE GOLDEN HEARTBEAT OF AFRICA” 

As Sibande has said of her building wraps: “A lot of people are going to ask: 

'What is this? Why is this in the city? Who is that woman, and why is she wearing blue?' 

And part of the experience is that no one is going to answer those questions. In the city 

no one will talk to you.”148 This quote speaks to a city of alienation and disregard, yet the 

regeneration policies also include the element of exclusion.  South Africa has had a long 

history of various social exclusions and contestations over space that has been at an 

intersection of race, class, and gender.  In the new so-called non-racialized, non-gendered 

South African “Rainbow Nation,” class, race, and gender-based social exclusion is more 

difficult to isolate because of the country’s self-conscious projections of inclusion, i.e. 
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large-scale building wraps of a Black maid.  Yet, Sophie’s images only serve to further 

reify South Africa’s historical policies of race, class, and gender based exclusions. 

Indeed, city planning theorists have long connected public culture and arts with 

city gentrification.149 Cameron and Coffee outline a theory of third-wave gentrification, 

in which they focus more intently on the direct link between art and gentrification.  The 

first-wave of gentrification centered on artists moving into urban spaces and their 

production fostered urban renewal by bringing in new resources and attracting the middle 

classes; the second-wave of gentrification commoditized artistic production and the new 

artist environment, which pushed artists from the urban areas after the wealthier middle 

classes were attracted to these areas; and third-wave gentrification is a final 

commodification of art for the purpose of public policy, engaging public art and cultural 

events that can be publicly consumed and function as official city regeneration 

strategies.150 In this way, culture becomes a commodity of the state, collapsing a need for 

a public sphere that was formerly “the go-between linking state and society.”151 As 

Jürgen Habermas discusses in his work, The Structural Transformation of the Public 

Sphere, “This mediating function passed from the public to such institutions as have 

arisen out of the private sphere or out of the public sphere, e.g., parties; these now engage 

in the exercise and equilibration of power in cooperation with the state apparatus, treating 

it as a matter internal to their organizations…Publicity is generated from above, so to 

speak, in order to create an aura of good will for certain positions.”152  In other words, the 

public sphere, which formerly operated as the link between state and society, is no longer 

necessary since private institutions, e.g. AAW, have forged new public-private 

partnerships with the state, such as the city of Johannesburg.  Engaging rhetoric of 

renewal and transformation, the AAW and Johannesburg have certainly imparted the 
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“aura of good will” so that “critical publicity is supplanted by manipulative publicity.”153 

In Johannesburg, through large-scale physical renewal, such as public artworks, new 

residents are encouraged to relocate to the city center in a “back to the city” type of 

current.154  Public artwork thus becomes a symbolic capital.155 If we see this as part of 

third-wave gentrification, artwork was thus commoditized by the city and positioned as a 

component of public policy.  Sophie’s building wraps are cleverly disguised by the AAW 

and the city as a component of regeneration, despite the deeper implications of how this 

urban renewal will affect the urban poor. 

The director of the Johannesburg Inner City Regeneration discussed the results of 

the ongoing regeneration project in a 2004 interview.  He explains, “What is happening is 

that a higher caliber of people is moving in.”156 One of the city’s methods for bringing in 

this higher caliber of people has been through extensive city investment in cultural and 

arts projects that give the impression Johannesburg is a type of cultural mecca on the 

African continent. Inner city improvements have been a priority to the Johannesburg 

local government since the elections in 2000.  The Jo’burg 2030 vision was laid out by 

the City of Johannesburg in 2002, and it stressed “Johannesburg’s vision of becoming a 

World-Class African city.”157 One of the primary means by which to achieve this goal 

was to create an environment that would foster economic growth.  In other words, the 

inner city must be attractive to new investors in order to garner new investment capital in 

the city.   

The Jo’Burg 2030 vision is nothing innovative for the city.  Johannesburg has 

been rigorously working to envisage itself an African center and conceal its class issues 

through gentrification for quite some time.  Interestingly, the city has long relied on 

immigrant labor in order to do so.  The discovery of gold reef in 1886 and ushered in 

regular labor to work the mines.  Immigrant labor was primarily relegated to the rural 
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areas.  The gold and financial district of Johannesburg developed rapidly in the early 

1900s, so that by 1936 the country was booming financially and became the largest and 

most populous “European city” in Africa.  City officials nicknamed it the city with a 

heart of gold, and it became the financial center of the British Empire on the continent.  

As the country became more modernized and gained independence from Britain in the 

early 1960s, Whites reserved the northern city areas of Johannesburg for themselves, and 

Apartheid regulation pushed the working class African population to the southern area of 

Soweto.158 By the beginning of the 1980s, more affluent Africans were legally moving 

into the inner city suburbs due to a rise in crime in the townships and slight lifting of 

influx control by the government.159 However, this percentage of “urban insiders,” as the 

state coined them, was small in comparison with the general migration of rural workers 

into the city in search of work.160 The response of the government was to repeal much of 

the legislation that had provided the foundation of many pass laws.  Specific acts, such as 

the Group Areas Act of 1950 remained in place to confine Africans to specific zones and 

then limit housing and employment in those areas.161  However, even by 1993, 85% of 

the inner city was home to Africans, and landlords took advantage of the opportunity to 

raise rents and no longer attend to the maintenance of buildings so that the overall 

infrastructure rapidly declined.  Although these inner city suburbs were formerly 

occupied by Whites, many White residents also pushed farther north.162   

In 1996, the Johannesburg Inner City Development Forum formed as a 

partnership between the government, civil society, and the labor and private sectors.  It 

aspired to create a new Johannesburg inner city that would be a people-centered, livable, 

and vibrant hub of the continent, becoming “The Golden Heartbeat of Africa” once 

again.163 In order to achieve a world-class city status, several methods were implemented: 

through marketing campaigns focusing on investment in sports and culture; by promoting 
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Johannesburg as South Africa’s most racially integrated city; and by focusing on 

Business Improvement Districts.164 BIDs are a type of public-private partnership focusing 

on zero-tolerance law enforcement and rigorous management of the urban landscape by 

the city.165 BIDs were a means of regaining control of the urban environment, established 

throughout the inner city.  The smallest BIDs were four to five blocks, and the largest 

extended 24 blocks.  Through the contribution of a voluntary levy from the property 

owners and businesses in the district, private security services were employed on behalf 

of the group to patrol the district.  The levy also affords other basic services, such as 

street cleaning and minor maintenance repairs.166 Thus, the city provides urban security 

for investors and thus garners more capital investment, ushering in business growth and 

capital gains for the city overall. 

Significantly, Whites are still primarily responsible for overall expenditure in the 

country, including any possible hopeful expenditure in the inner city, with 83% of Whites 

being in the highest quintile.  Black Africans compose less than 8% of this group, 

revealing a large disparity in consumer practices between White and Black South 

Africans.  Even though there has indeed been a steady increase in per capita growth in the 

country overall since 1994, the United Nations Development Program (the UNDP) found 

that by 2002 there was a 45 percent decrease in wages and salaries, while there was a 30 

percent increase in profit.  In other words, the per capita growth that the country 

experienced was primarily at the expense of labor, resulting in a widening gap between 

the affluent and the poor.167  

By 2010, among those who were actively seeking work, unemployment was at 

25.3 percent.  However, an expanded definition of unemployment also includes people 

who were unemployed and no longer seeking work as a result.  This number places 

unemployment rates over 35 percent.  Furthermore, from 1995 to 2008, Whites’ income 

increased by over 80 percent, while Black Africans remained largely in poverty.  Ninety 
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five percent of the poorest quintile of South African households is African.168  Thus, 

while Whites compose less than ten percent of the population, they remain the market 

dominant minority.  The numbers that South Africa boasts are indeed problematic.  The 

per capita growth has been steady and expansive, but it merely masks deeper issues, such 

as the disparity between the affluent and the poor.   

Sophie’s images as large-scale building wraps are part of the city’s efforts to 

conceal the obvious poverty of a large population of residents and these gross inequalities 

in financial standing.   Along with the Pull up Your Socks, her images, especially when 

juxtaposed against the poor, inner city landscape, expose many of these ongoing issues.  

In 2008, a member of the mayoral committee remarked, in an interview with The Star, 

“Ten years ago there was severe deterioration in the Inner City. Today it has transformed 

into a desirable business and residential hub with commercial and residential property 

prices reflecting this turnaround.”169 Yet, in this photograph of Sophie’s building wrap 

and the building, the contrast between these two contingent spaces is clear, broadcasting 

the deeper class issues and power relationships that permeate Johannesburg.   

CONTESTED SPACES 

 Not only have Sophie’s building wraps been serving an obvious function as part 

of city gentrification, but they are also working to literally mask other signs of decay in 

the city.  In several photographs of Sophie’s building wraps, fragments of graffiti are 

visible in the exposed spaces.  In one image, Sophie towers high on the building (Figure 

19).  Her giant size fills the space hierarchically; her position above the graffiti threatens 

to squash the writing on the wall below her.  Sophie’s clean image seems out of place 

contiguous to the fading paint of the graffiti and the landscape below her riddled with 

brown dirt and discarded litter.  In a second image, the graffiti manages to creep out from 

behind Sophie’s building wrap, but clearly the wall space has been reclaimed by AAW 

(Figure 20).  As Lesley Perkes has said, “For the first time artworks took the place 
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usually reserved for alcohol, cigarette, insurance and beauty advertising.”170 Yet, graffiti 

is not corporate advertisement: it is a type of anarchic art, dismissive of legal authority 

and “private” property, and carried out by citizens at the street level, quite literally.  To 

cities, graffiti remains another signifier of urban decay.  Sophie here literally covers the 

so-called signifiers of decay and poverty, and, as I will show, public politics rooted in the 

anti-Apartheid struggle.171        

As I discussed in chapter two, geographic spaces in South Africa, even those the 

city deems “public” are often only public to specific groups of people, decided by the 

ruling class.  As I explained in chapter two, Habermas contends that the public sphere 

originally mediated between private lives of individuals and the public state.  For 

Goodman, the public sphere became a means of enacting democracy and expressing a 

private voice publicly.172 Bakhtin asserted that “the public square is a site of conflict, a 

heteroglossia where ‘the Nietzschean, the peasant, or the student, speak publicly as 

such.’”173 Although Bakhtin’s notion of the public square underscores a hopeful 

democracy, his idealism overlooks some of Habermas’ most important conclusions: the 

public sphere in a republican society is generally going to comprise those with some type 

of power, be it through land ownership or other marker of societal status.  Unionization is 

often the reconciling factor to this dilemma, providing the proletariat with collective 

bargaining for rights; yet, in a country like South Africa, even the union of the domestic 

servants is replete with so much red tape that its recent effectiveness is negligible.174 We 

might see graffiti culture as a means by which individuals can indeed assert their voice 

publicly by painting the urban spaces around them.            
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Sociologist Jeff Ferrel conducted an exhaustive look at the history of graffiti in 

Denver as a case study for graffiti culture more generally.  His goal was to understand the 

extent to which graffiti has become a means of subverting institutional power.  He 

concluded that “graffiti writing has shown that it constitutes a form of anarchist 

resistance to political and economic authority.”175 As Robert Morris notes in his short 

book, Street Art, this kind of street art “teaches that art is not a commodity to be bought 

or sold so much as it is a part of people’s lives.”176  If graffiti is a type of anarchy 

centered on people’s lives at the metaphorical street level, or the level of individual 

expression, then there is clearly a problem in defining Sophie’s building wraps and 

graffiti as “public” art, “democratic,” or “street art.”  Sophie’s building wraps represent a 

private art gallery, MOMO, projected into a public space, mediated by the private-public 

partnership between a business and the state (AAW and Johannesburg).  Graffiti art, on 

the other hand, is “often made without the social constraints that might otherwise limit 

free expression of political or controversial thoughts.”177   

Yet, graffiti has been traditionally considered by city officials in South Africa, as 

elsewhere in the world, as vandalism, criminal, and a signifier of a city in slums, crime, 

and degeneracy.178 Sophie’s images cover the graffiti, presupposing that these visual 

displays of so-called inner city poverty or degeneracy can also be covered over and 

shrouded.  The media has again taken an active role in shaping public perception about 

graffiti in South Africa: the media criminalizes graffiti in much the same way as the 

media also promotes xenophobic impulse by criminalizing immigrants.179  Graffiti, 

however, is intrinsically linked to issues of citizenship and racial criminalization.  It was 

heavily influenced by the emergent hip-hop culture in New York City, particularly by the 
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mid-1970s, which incorporated elements of dance, music, clothing, and graffiti.180  

Graffiti art became a regular component of hip-hop subculture so that groups of graffiti 

writers began organizing “crews” to collaborate on larger pieces.181  Although beginning 

as a subcultural, insulated practice, graffiti was soon noticed by the mainstream and 

spread through art galleries as well as through videos and other discursive forms of 

dissemination.  By the mid-1980s, graffiti had picked up throughout Europe and even in 

countries such as South Africa.182  

In South Africa, individuals have long employed graffiti art practices to bypass 

government limits on free expression.  Public murals and graffiti art projects were a 

means by which many anti-Apartheid protestors in the 1980s found a way of voicing their 

opinions more publically, forming a type of anarchist resistance to the Apartheid 

authoritarianism.  In 1982, a unit of the ANC called the Medu collective organized the 

“Culture and Resistance Conference” in Gaberone, Botswana.  Artists from all over the 

country attended and participated in exhibitions, performances, and workshops.  The idea 

of these artists using social activism as a focus for their practices was a key, permeating 

objective.  CAP Media, Vakalisa, Jazzart, Grassroots, CASET and COSAW were all 

projects that began rapidly disseminating materials that called for joining the anti-

Apartheid fight through an engagement with various art forms.183  Although this specific 

activity was taking place in Cape Town, the simultaneous rise in graffiti culture in 

Johannesburg as part of this movement was occurring alongside the Cape Town scene.  

These inner city spaces became political sites of contestation.  Anti-Apartheid protestors 

used public mural projects and graffiti art as an important device to publicly broadcast 

their anti-Apartheid sentiment.   

It is thus greatly ironic that the city would have adopted similar rhetorical devices 

in order to regain these city spaces and bring back in that “higher caliber of people.”  As 
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a city official said during an interview, “For the inner city we want physical [planning] 

interventions that favour the private sector market. [As such,] we don’t need social 

studies of the inner city. We already know what the community wants.”184 That graffiti is 

inherently linked to notions of city degeneration, that it was a tool for expressing anti-

Apartheid sentiment in South Africa, and that it is now being covered over as part of a 

city regeneration program that dislocates the urban poor is no coincidence.  Even more 

ironically, Lesley Perkes admits, "When I started looking at public art, it was about 

reclaiming fascist space. Instead of knocking things down and building them up again, 

we wanted to make the spaces beautiful - the impossible spaces between the cities and the 

townships and in the inner city.  But we didn't understand the political nature of what we 

were doing, how contested these spaces were.”185 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

Throughout this work, I have shown the ways in which Sophie complicates 

signifiers of identity and historical relationships of power relating to race, class, gender, 

and sexuality.  I have also strived to demonstrate in what ways Sibande’s installations 

and building wraps indeed challenge the notion that South Africa has become a non-

racial, non-gendered “Rainbow Nation” of culture.   

In chapters one and two, I discussed the ways in which Europeans have long 

asserted hegemonic control over the sexualities and bodies of people included in the 

heterogeneous manifestations of “The Imagined Orient.”  This control has also extended 

into European display practices.   As a Black African female artist today, Sibande’s work 

is still very much tied in to body politics and the challenges of display.  For example, 

Sibande brings attention to a very subtle, yet sinister notion in her Sophie installations: 

Sophie’s corporeality is reminiscent of ethnographic display, which is widespread 

throughout White European history.  Sibande manages to move effortlessly in her work 

between object and subject, viewer and viewed.  She does this in part by locating herself 

and her family history within Sophie, personalizing Sophie and thus blurring the line 

between ethnography and autobiography.   

In chapter two I went on to explain the ways in which Europeans have excluded 

Black Africans as cultural producers, particularly in European-dominated visual cultures 

in South Africa and beyond.  Sibande’s performance as Sophie means that Sibande 

reserves a space for herself in which she can project her own visual discourse and 

become a producer of visual culture and explore conceptions of Black African identity.  

By becoming image maker, Sibande intervenes into this greater history of European 

exclusion while also calling attention to and critiquing it.  Sibande thus reveals the wider 

complexities and challenges at play for Black Africans in the art market.    

Johannesburg in particular has adopted specific methods of becoming a cultural, 

artistic mecca on the African continent.  Yet, Sibande’s work seeps in around the cracks, 

elucidating many problems that persist despite political rhetoric and processes of 
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gentrification.  In both the space of the gallery and the urban environment, Sophie’s 

installations and building wraps uncover deeply ingrained and historical issues of social 

exclusion relating to race, class, gender, sexuality and citizenship.  

In each chapter, Sibande’s installations called attention to the various 

manifestations of exclusion and control that hegemonic cultures have asserted over 

colonized people in its “Imagined Orient.”  In doing so, the installations also blurred the 

line between relationships of power and identity.  In each chapter, I presented Sophie as 

both familiar and foreign unto herself, complicating static identity.  Sophie is significant 

in the ways in which she enters into the art historical dialogue of postcolonial artwork.  

Through Sophie, Sibande considers many of the historical and ongoing issues at stake for 

Black African people.  She also contests relationships of power and complicates the 

dialectical identities of colonizer and colonized. 
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Figure 1: Mary Sibande, I Decline. I Refuse to Recline (2010), fiberglass and silicone 

casts, fabric. 
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Figure 2: Penelope Siopis, Dora and the Other Woman (1988), pastel on paper. 
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Figure 3: Candice Breitz, Rainbow Series #5 (1996), cibachrome photograph. 
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Figure 4: Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, Grande Odalisque (1814), oil on canvas. 
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Figure 5: Édouard Manet, Olympia (1863), oil on canvas. 
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Figure 6: Yinka Shonibare, How to Blow up Two Heads at Once (Ladies) (2006), wax 

printed cotton textile, shoes, leather riding boots. 
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Figure 7: Mary Sibande, I’m a Lady (2009), fiberglass and silicone casts, fabric. 
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Figure 8: Zanele Muholi, Massa and Mina(h) 1 (2008), chromogenic color print. 
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Figure 9: Robert Morris, Two Columns (1961), painted plywood. 
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Figure 10: Mary Sibande, Wish You Were Here (2010), fiberglass and silicone casts, 

fabric. 
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Figure 11: Irma Stern, Maid in Uniform (1955), oil on canvas. 
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Figure 12: Dorothy Kay, Cookie, Annie Mavata (1956), oil on canvas. 
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Figure 13: Jane Alexander, Pastoral Scene (1995), plaster, wood, fabric. 
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Figure 14: Mary Sibande, Sophie (2008), fiberglass and silicone casts, fabric. 
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Figure 15: Zanele Muholi, Massa and Mina(h), photograph from performance (2008), 

digital photograph. 
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Figure 16: Adrian Piper, The Mythic Being: Cruising White Women (1975), one of 

three black and white photographs. 

  



 81 

 

Figure 17: Mary Sibande, Sophie, building wrap image in Johannesburg (2010), digital 

photograph. 
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Figure 18: Zac Modirapula, Pull up Your Socks (2011), digital photograph. 
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Figure 19: Mary Sibande, I Put a Spell on Me (2009), building wrap in Johannesburg 

(2010), digital photograph. 
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Figure 20: Mary Sibande, Sophie-Ntombikayise (2009), building wrap in Johannesburg 

(2010), digital photograph. 

  



 85 

Bibliography  

 

Ally, Shireen. “Domestic Worker Unionisation in Post-Apartheid South Africa: 

Demobilisation and Depoliticisation by the Democratic State.” Politikon 35:1 

(April, 2008): 1-21. 

 

Alonso, Alex. “Urban Graffiti on the City Landscape.” Paper presented at Western 

Geography Graduate Conference, San Diego State University, February 14, 1998. 

 

Arnold, Marion. Women and Art in South Africa. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1996. 

 

Art At Work. “Joburg Art City with Mary Sibande and the Dead Queen.” Accessed 

4/11/2012. http://www.artatwork.co.za/web/experience/special-projects/item/128-

joburg-art-city-with-mary-sibande-and-the-dead-queen. 

 

Beal, Jo, Own Crankshaw, and Susan Parnell. Uniting a Divided City: Governance and 

Social Exclusion in Johannesburg. London; Sterling, VA: Earthscan Publications, 

2002. 

 

Berger, John. Ways of Seeing. London: British Broadcasting Corporation; London; New 

York, NY: Penguin Books, 1991. 

 

Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. London; New York: Routledge, 1994. 

_____. “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse.” October 28, 

Discipleship: A Special Issue on Psychoanalysis (Spring, 1984): 125-133. 

 

Bowles, John. “‘Acting like a Man’”: Adrian Piper’s Mythic Being and Black Feminism 

in the 1970s.” Signs 32:3 (Spring, 2007): 621-647. 

 

Bremner, Lindsay. “Reinventing the Johannesburg Inner City.” Cities 17:3 (2000): 185-

193. 

 



 86 

Brodie, Nechama. “Look Up, Up, Up.” Mail and Guardian, July 9, 2010. Accessed 

3/15/2012. http://mg.co.za/article/2010-07-09-look-up. 

 

Brooke, Iris. A History of English Costume. London, Methuen, 1957. 

 

Cameron, Stuart and Jon Coffee. “Art, Gentrification, and Regeneration: From Artist as 

Pioneer to Public Arts.” European Journal of Housing Policy 5:1 (April, 2005): 

39-58. 

Cape Town International Convention Center. “CTICC Background.”  Accessed 3/8/2012. 

http://www.cticc.co.za/public/main/cticcbackground.aspx. 

 

Cock, Jaclyn. Maids and Madams: A Study in the Politics of Exploitation. Johannesburg: 

Ravan Press, 1988. 

 

Collins, Patricia Hill. “The Social Construction of Black Feminist Though.” In Words of 

Fire: An Anthology of African-American Feminist Thought, edited by Beverly 

Guy-Sheftall, 338-357. New York: New Press: Distributed by W.W. Norton, 

1995. 

 

Diawara, Manthia. “Independence Cha Cha: The Art of Yinka Shonibara.” In Yinka 

Shonibare: Double Dutch, edited by Jaap Guidemond, Gabriele Mackert, and 

Barbera van Kooij. Rotterdam: Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen; Vienna: 

Kunsthalle Wien; Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2004. 

 

Dodd, Alexandra. “Dressed to Thrill: the Victorian Postmodern and Counter-Archival 

Imaginings in the Work of Mary Sibande.” Critical Arts 24:3 (2010): 467-474. 

 

Donahue, Eddie. Black Breeding Machines: The Breeding of Negro Slaves in the 

Diaspora. Bloomington, IN: Authorhouse, 2008. 

 

Feinstein, Charles. An Economic History of South Africa: Conquest, Discrimination, and 

Development. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005. 

 

Ferrell, Jeff. Crimes of Style: Urban Graffiti and the Politics of Criminality. Boston: 

Northeastern University Press, 1996. 

http://www.cticc.co.za/public/main/cticcbackground.aspx


 87 

 

Flügel, J.C. The Psychology of Clothes. London: Hogarth Press, and the Institute of 

Psycho-analysis, 1950. 

 

Foucault, Michel. The Foucault Reader. Edited by Paul Rabinow. New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1984. 

 

Frantz Fanon, Black Skin White Masks. Translated by Charles Lam Markmann. New 

York: Grove Press, 1967. 

 

Gilman, Sander. “Black Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography of Female 

Sexuality in Late Nineteenth Century Art, Medicine, and Literature.” In Race, 

Writing, and Difference, edited by Henry Louis Gates Jr., 223-261. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1985 

 

Goodman, Dena. “Public Sphere and Private Life: Toward a Synthesis of Current 

Historiographical Approaches to the Old Regime.” History and Theory 31 (1992): 

1-20. 

 

Gordon, Sue. Domestic Workers: A Handbook for Housewives. Johannesburg: South 

African Institute of Race Relations, 1974. 

 

Gulick, John. “The ‘Disappearance of Public Space’: An Ecological Marxist and 

Lefebvrian Approach.” In Philosophy and Geography II: The Production of 

Public Space, edited by Andrew Light and Jonathan M Smith, 135-155. Lanham: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1998. 

 

Habermas, Jürgen. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. Cambridge, 

Mass.: MIT Press, 1989. 

 

Hamilton, Carolyn and Elizabeth Rankin. “Revision, Reaction, Re-Vision: The Role of 

Museums in (a) Transforming South Africa.” Museum Anthropology 22:3 (1999): 

3-13. 

 



 88 

Hassan, Salah. Gendered Visions: The Art of Contemporary Africana Women Artists. 

Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 1997. 

 

hooks, bell. Black Looks: Race and Representation. Boston, MA: South End Press, 1992. 

 

Julien, Isaac and Kobena Mercer. “De Margin and De Centre.” Screen 29:4 (1988): 2-10. 

 

Kabwe-Segatti, Aurelia Wa, editor. Annex 1 to Migration in Post-Apartheid South 

Africa: Challenges and Quiestions to Policy-Makers. Paris: Agence fran aise de 

d veloppement, 2008. 

 

Karp, Ivan. “Culture and Representation.” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and 

Politics of Museum Display ed. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine, 11-24. 

Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991. 

 

Kilian, Ted. “Public and Private, Power and Space.” In Philosophy and Geography II: 

The Production of Public Space, edited by Andrew Light and Jonathan M. Smith, 

115-134. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1998. 

 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Barbara. “Objects of Ethnography” In Exhibiting Cultures: The 

Poetics and Politics of Museum Display edited by Ivan Karp and Steven D. 

Lavine, 386-443. Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991. 

 

Loukaitou-Sideri, Anastasia and Renia Ehrenfeucht. Sidewalks: Conflict and Negotiation 

Over Public Space. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2009. 

 

Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Oxford, OX, UK; Cambridge, Mass., USA: 

Blackwell, 1991. 

 

Lott, Eric. “The Racial Unconsciousness of Blackface Minstrelsy.” Representations 39 

(Summer, 1992): 23-50. 

 

McClintock, Anne. Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial 

Conquest. New York: Routledge, 1995. 



 89 

 

Minty, Zayd. “Post-Apartheid Public Art in Cape Town: Symbolic Reparations and 

Public Space.” Urban Studies 43:2 (Feburary, 2006): 421-440. 

 

Morris, Robert. Have I Reasons: Work and Writings, 1993-2007. Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2008. 

 

Neocosmos, Michael. From Foreign Natives to Native Foreigners: Explaining 

Xenophobia in Post-Apartheid South Africa: Citizenship and Nationalism, 

Identity and Politics. Dakar, Senegal: Codesria, 2006. 

 

Nochlin, Linda “The Imagined Orient.” In The Politics of Vision: Essays on Nineteenth-

Century Art and Society, edited by Linda Nochlin, 33-59. New York: Harper & 

Row, 1989. 

. 

Omolade, Barbara. “Heart of Darkness.” In Words of Fire: An Anthology of African-

American Feminist Thought, edited by Beverly Guy-Sheftall, 362-378. New 

York: New Press: Distributed by W.W. Norton, 1995. 

 

Peberdy, Sally. Selecting Immigrants: National Identity and South Africa’s Immigration 

Policies, 1910-2008. Johannesburg, South Africa: Wits University Press, 2009. 

_____. “Setting the Scene: Migration and Urbanization in South Africa,” in South African 

Civil Society and Xenophobia Synthesis (The Atlantic Philanthropies, 2010), 

accessed 4/24/2012, 

http://www.atlanticphilanthropies.org/sites/default/files/uploads/1_Synthesis_cons

olidated_c.pdf 

 

Peffer, John. Art at the End of Apartheid. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 

2009. 

 

Picton, John. “Laughing at Ourselves.” In Yinka Shonibare: Double Dutch, edited by 

Jaap Guidemond, Gabriele Mackert, and Barbera van Kooij.  Rotterdam: Museum 

Boijmans Van Beuningen; Vienna: Kunsthalle Wien; Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 

2004. 

 



 90 

Piper, Adrian. Out of Order, Out of Sight. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996. 

 

Rosenthal, Donald A. Orientalism, the Near East in French painting, 1800-1880. 

Rochester, N.Y.: Memorial Art Gallery of the University of Rochester, 1982. 

 

Ross, Robert. “Oppression, Sexuality, and Slavery at the Cape of Good Hope.” Historical 

Reflections 6:2 (Winter, 1997): 421-433. 

 

Said, Edward. Orientalism. New York: Pantheon Books, 1978. 

 

Smith, Cherise. Enacting Others: Politics of Identity in Eleanor Antin, Nikki S. Lee, 

Adrian Piper, and Anna Deavere Smith. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 

2011. 

____. “Re-Member the Audience: Adrian Piper's Mythic Being Advertisements.” Art 

Journal 66:1 (Spring, 2007): 46-58. 

 

Sommer, Robert. Street Art. New York: Links, 1975. 

 

Statistics South Africa. “General Household Survey (2009).” Accessed 3/27/2012. 

http://www.statssa.gov.za. 

 

Steele, Valerie. Fashion and Eroticism: Ideals of Feminine Beauty from the Victorian 

Era to the Jazz Age. New York: Oxford University Press, 1985. 

 

Thompson, Leonard. A History of South Africa. New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1990. 

 

Van Der Walt, David. “Mary Sibande: Reinventing Society.” A Look Away 10:1 (2008): 

23-25. 

 

Veblen, Thornstein. The Theory of the Leisure Class. New York: Penguin Books, 1979, 

1981. 

 



 91 

Wilson, Stuart. “Planning for Inclusion in South Africa: The State’s Duty to Prevent 

Homelessness and the Potential of “‘Meaningful Engagement.’” Urban Forum 22 

(2010): 265-282. 

 

Winkler, Tanja. “Prolonging the Global Age of Gentrification: Johannesburg’s 

Regeneration Policies,” Planning Theory 8:4 (2009): 362-381. 

 

Zuern, Elke. The Politics of Necessity: Community Organizing and Democracy in South 

Africa. Madison, Wis.: University of Wisconsin Press, 2011. 

 

 

 

 


