5 part ol & pestdocioral Fulbnght schol-
A:ship i e United States, | focused
¥ project on the cultural productions of
Soulh African women of colgur, and what they had
to say about idenity Mmugh her work,
| moved from (he premise that &l ideniies are
farmed by the social context in which we find our-
sefves, As differenl components-of our identifies,
fender, ‘race’, sexudlity, cullure, and ability, can
iherefore never be slable, of fixed. Insinad, as
leminist Judith Buller has noted, we ase always
changing: abways in a process of becaming
My infarest in this work s based on what | ses
as chitlical in ihe study of the humanities — how
art, of using the more post-modem term, oultural
pridluction — tells us stones aboul oursalves, and
abiout Ihe world. Afncan feminis! scholars such as
Desiree Lewis, Pumia Gooda, and Gabebs Caber-
oen, amang many others, have kng been aware
ol the potential of women's visual productions to
dmrupl and subvert negativs and ofen socially ac-
copited representations of gender, ‘race’. cullue,
nind smiclality,

RE-NVENTING IDENTITIES THROUGH ART

We are at a moment in South African history
when the Impartance of r-nvenling our idenlilles
a5 individuals, and as a collactve, s crucial, The
nead to move away, from our brutal past cannat
be accomplished through denial, and Me shutting
dewm of altemative voices, Instead, 1 15 precisaly
the allemalive voices that we need o be lislens
g i6 with prickad ears. in order 1o confonl our
Woutids, wounds that have not disappeared in the
‘sl South Adrica, but which have insiead been
pheszad over with silence,

Tha work of South African visual producers,
Zanale Muholi, Shellay Bamy and Nandigha Mt
amba, breaks this silence, and providas =n afiema.
five language, one that allows for a re-imagming of
te sefl and our relationghips with others: human
beings, and the other animals with which we share
o isrsel

Thee infroduction to Zanele Muholl's book, Faces
and Prasas (2010), articutates hor vigisal acthvism
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in making vsible, preserving, mapping, snd dota-
meniing in hislory, the lives of biack Soulh Alriean
lestikans.

The partraits n fhe book roveal inat a Ba can
nirt ba awned by anyone olher Fan onesell. The
expressions on the [aces of the individusls i [Ha
photographs express pain, frustration. happiness,
arrogance, sadness and joy. These phologriphs
reveal diverse and complex huran sxpressions
I @ social and pofitical conle that oftan slences,
margmakisns and purishes gendar and sexisl non-
conformity

In e it Dfficult Love', co-producad by Mube-
i, her rofe as tha viewesipazer of those she lakes
pectures: of disturtis the often imisible and “obpc-
tive' rofe of the producer of images.

Through zanmng in on Zaneks in the flim — het
words and axpariences — we sas how here i an
attempl to lransfer powar frony the pholographer
to the pholographed. Muholi's aliempl to channe|
powar to those who make hec images poasible,
who fell their stories {hioogh her photogrphy
visibdises black homosesual people. and ums on
iis had false ideas of the objecthve posifion of
photographenfmmaks:

Mandipha Mntambo uses a shohtly different ap-
proach in her work. She broacly focuses on sub-
verting the slereotypes associated with feminiily
and desaability. Using cow hide as ‘matenaf in
casts of Me famale body — vsuslly her own — a5
wall 22 melaphorcally hrough digitally produced
mmages, Mnlambo's work can be read a5 @ com-
mantary on whal constiifes (Hack} femirinity, al
fho same mes 35 she makes visshle black famala
bodies, This 18 an impartant andaavour, since biack
bodies in nistory (consider Sara Baartman and her
fraaiment in ihe Weslsm world) have mosty bean
represeniad as damaged, exatc, or different,

SHIFTING REALITIES

Mntsmbo's newer digital productions also begin
o biur ifeas of whal f means fo ba a human being
The nolion of “tecomeng-ammal in fhis work sinrs
ko shift the saparabon batwesn human bemds and
cdher animals, questioning ideas of what it means

=T

Ngiscussion with Nadia Sanger

What it means to have
‘personhood’: women's visual
productions and identitities in
South Africa

Or Madia Sanger, post-docion] faliow,
Human and Social Development reseasch programme, HSRC

io ber a perscn. Throlgh these works Mrtambo has
bagun 1o angage B languaga thal does not pressnl
human baings as the only sibjects to be valled
The connsgtions mida in her work bebwesn
humans and other animals = a slep towards an
altérrative language, ong that polentially destabi-
liset the idea thal huimin beings are fundamentilly
diffsrant from other animials. @nd thal othar animals
ara unfeeling enfiies. This kind of lznguage makes
availahla poasibilit=s lo move bayond the ways we
ardinarily speak aboul having persenhood. i ques-
liors 1he basis upon which human |denlites are
shaped, and how wa daling the (eém ‘snimal’.

RECORDING OF LOSS

Shelloy Barry ks a South Afican Mmmaker, who
worka from a wheelchalr, In ker short Mims, ber
cohcem is o represent marginalited groupings
on scraen. Thase include difietent represantabions
of people with disabilties, peoply classified as co-
louted, women and leshians, and the interconnec-
lons between thesa ldantities

Barry's flma celebrain lving in & dilferently-
shied body, ard halp lo create an undemtanding
of differant ways al baing-in-the-world. Ong of bar
films; lifled "Whare wa planied irees’ (2008), Is an
sitempl al dotumenting fier family heslary, and a
hentage Ihal is missing from South Afnca’s -
chives. The fim caphires inlepiews with Bamy's
family, &nd Iheir narratives aboul the-fored ramov-
als from their homes as part of the 1850s Graup
Areas Acl

In recording this history for the screen_ we see
the wolence of lorced remavals, and the scam Il
lzaves. nal anly on thase direclly affectad, bul on
Ihe genermbions that follow. Bany's prose aboul
Ihe lrees Ihal her famiy pianied, and how they
hold mamary, is basitifully documanted In the N,
Barry narrates:

Toloured. That waz the name agarttaid bap-
bised i wilh, ue thal oidnT i glele o easlly info
rasl catepores of ‘white’ and ‘biack” ‘Colbursd
Tha! tey word that sfole o hame, gleadtsd oo
miich of our prde. If only | could eraze o

The loss of a home, for Banmy, is vesy much



about the loss of & history, and the wounds in-
Mlicted by that loss thal need healing. Her Fm s
one way in which she lies lo honour the history
al peaple called “coloured’, forcibly removed Trom
their homeas, and displaced, with no cholca bul to
bagin a new slary. Her work is significont in curment
South Africa because il (skes Ihe space Io make
this (mostly untold) reably count in South Alrca's
national archive of painful axper

FOUND IN TRANSLATION

Zanaela Muhol, Nandinha Matambo, and Shae
Barry have bagun the process of ¢
nalve lanrquace, Through kair images, thoy reveal
our inhedited ident CAN UsE agen-

cy o re-crapie and name oursslves. N g through
their culiurzl productions thal we g aBowed 1o
sea allematives to the current discourses on what
& becoming

principles,

v, needs insquality based on ‘rece’
dass, gander, sexiality, and speciagiem 1o axis!
Wir need 1o slen o what they hove fo say. < -4
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