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30. The Gender of Memory in Post-Apartheid South Africa
Annie E. Coombes

The stories of the TRC represent a ritualistic lifting of the veil and the
validation of what was actually seen. They are an additional confirmation
of the movement of our society from repression to expression. Where in
the past the state attempted to compel the oppressed to deny the testimony
of their own experience, today that experience is one of the essential conditions for the emergence of a new national consciousness. These stories may
very well be some of the first steps in the rewriting of South African history
on the basis of validated mass experience.
Njabulo Ndebele1

Established in 1996 as an essential component of nation-building and
the peace process, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC)
was born out of the historic compromise brokered in 1993–94 between
black and white nationalism in South Africa, a compromise that many
have insisted inevitably circumscribed the commission’s work, thwarting its attempts to ‘‘heal the nation.’’2 The commission’s brief, in the
words of its chair, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, was to
unearth the truth about our dark past, to lay the ghosts of that past
so that they will not return to haunt us and that we will thereby
contribute to the healing of a traumatised and wounded people, for
all of us in South Africa are wounded people and in this manner
to promote national unity and reconciliation.3
Clearly, in some senses, the TRC had an impossible mandate. The process was inevitably overburdened from the start by the expectations of
those who desperately needed a visible material and symbolic form of
reparation for the crimes committed under apartheid rule. The fact that
the commission had the power to grant amnesty, but only to recommend reparations, further undermined its effectiveness.
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For some critics, the hearings were simply ‘‘public rituals [that] . . . constitute part
of a set of complex mnemonic readjustments designed to signpost momentous events in
a revised narrative of apartheid, and in so doing to expunge the ideological motivations
for the conflict.’’4 Others focused on the lack of adequate reparations for the victims of
apartheid and expressed a concern that the overweening emphasis on ‘‘restorative
justice,’’ with its Christian message of self-sacrifice, required an unsustainable level of
sublimation of the self for the good of what is, essentially, an abstract entity—the ‘‘nation’’—and that this was expecting too much from those who continue to be marginalized
economically and materially even since the new dispensation in 1994.5 In addition, many
argued that the TRC’s proscriptive demands that testimony be confined to incidents of
gross human rights abuses effectively diminished the legitimacy of accounts of more insidious daily erosions of personal liberty through, for example, the implementation of the
pass laws and the constant forced removals.
Nevertheless, while many saw its mandate as impossibly altruistic given the historic
compromise of its inception, even the most trenchant critics concede that something
productive can ensue from such national confessionals.6 For example, some have seen the
final report of the commission as constituting an alternative cumulative account of events
otherwise unrecorded during the long apartheid years and argue that the five volumes of
testimony and confessionals form a new national history, replete with the revisions and
mythmaking that are the staple of such chronicles.7
Neville Alexander and Deborah Posel, both of whom explicitly addressed this notion
of the TRC as a form of historiography, damningly pointed out a critical lacuna in the
final report: the failure to analyze the institutional and structural role of apartheid itself
in generating the violations that formed the basis of the TRC hearings.8 Referring to
another aspect of the commission that proved highly controversial—the insistence on the
legal equivalence of all forms of gross violation of human rights, whether committed by
members of the liberation movements or by the state security forces—Alexander argued
that ‘‘the fundamental flaw in the conceptualisation of the TRC as a mechanism for ‘dealing with the past’ lies in the fact that the question of moral debt is blurred by both trying
to ‘share’ it between victim and perpetrator and by individualising it, that is, removing it
from its systemic embedment’’ within the system of apartheid.9 Despite various special
hearings focused, for example, on the business, media, and legal sectors and on youth and
women, which were designed to investigate more fully the underpinnings of the apartheid
state—the work of its leaders and experience of its victims—Posel claimed that ‘‘the Report does not take a position on apartheid, even if this is effaced as though it [apartheid]
were historical fact. If we look for an answer to the question of how and why apartheid
emerged, how and why it took particular forms, how and why it survived for over four
decades, all the report has to offer is ‘racism.’ ’’ She continued, ‘‘Having to focus a narrative of the past around the clash between ‘victims’ and ‘perpetrators’ provides very blunt
tools for the craft of history-writing, ill-equipped for more nuanced understandings of
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political violence, ideological positioning, the politics of complicity and collaboration, all
of which would have moulded a deeper, fuller sense of the nature and dynamics of racism
in South Africa.’’10
This chapter takes as its starting point the notion of the TRC as an alternative form
of historiography, and the commission’s final report as an official account of national
remembering, despite the fact that it is inevitably as much about forgetting. Drawing on
Fiona Ross’s important research,11 I argue that the lessons provided by women’s testimony
to the TRC—not just its content but the mode of its delivery—adds a structurally necessary dimension to our understanding of the memories of the lived experience of apartheid, a dimension excluded from the revisionist accounts of the emergence of the new
nation in public commemorative culture in South Africa. It seems to me that unless the
lessons gleaned from this testimony are incorporated into commemorative and heritage
initiatives, any broader agenda to inspire active participation in an inclusive democracy
will fail. Consequently the chapter explores the extent to which it might be possible for
memorials and memory sites satisfactorily to embody characteristics found in the oral
and performative expression of the women’s testimony at the TRC and in their memories
of violence, abuse, and resistance. I am also concerned with exploring the extent to which
non-participants can view these memory sites ethically, following Susan Sontag’s caution
about voyeurism and Gayatri Spivak’s insistence on listening without engaging in a necessarily narcissistic empathy that obliterates the speaker’s right to an incommensurable experience.12 Obviously, ‘‘women’’ as a category should be understood as contingent upon
the different ways in which race and class mediated the violence of apartheid. Nevertheless, despite vast differences among women’s experiences, their testimony is often located
in the temporal and spatial detail of the quotidian—in the intimacies of domestic routine
and family life—and consequently, it is here that the insidiousness of daily infringements
of civil liberties and their effects on individuals is most keenly represented.
In a moving and acutely perceptive analysis of women’s testimony to the TRC Ross
convincingly identifies consistent characteristics in their retelling of events. According to
statistics drawn from the first five weeks of the hearings, most women recounted incidents
of human rights violations experienced by others, not by themselves. Ross argues that,
consequently, ‘‘taken as a whole, their testimonies illustrated the gaps in women’s public
speech; absences and silences that, for the most part, had to do with representation of
their own experiences of violation.’’13 Citing Pamela Reynolds’s research, Ross acknowledges that there may be strong cultural and social reasons that make it difficult for some
women to speak directly about the abuse and physical violation of their own persons.14
The women (black and white, working- and middle-class) she tracks through the TRC
hearings seem to present their testimony in one of two modes: either as a highly disciplined chronology, demonstrating a clear political and institutional awareness—an almost
forensic expert witnessing of events that directly affected them—but where they avoid
foregrounding their own status as victim; or through a textured and layered account

444

................. 17749$

CH30

04-21-10 16:03:12

PS

PAGE 444

T H E G E N D E R O F M E M O R Y I N P O S T - A PA R T H E I D S O U T H A F R I C A

punctuated by performative ‘‘pause, gesture and silence’’ that embeds the violence they
recount in the daily rhythms of a domestic or work routine and family life irreparably
torn apart by events.15 According to Ross, these other narratives follow a different convention from the more forensic testimony, but both are evidence of specific kinds of gendered
knowledge.16

Cinema and the Media
A case in point is the mothers’ testimony concerning the murder on March 3, 1986, of a
group of young men from Guguletu Township outside Cape Town, known as the Guguletu Seven. Antjie Krog transcribes the testimony supplied by Eunice Thembiso Miya, the
mother of twenty-three-year-old Jabulani, who was murdered on that day:
I got into the train at quarter to five, got to work. I was working two shifts: two hours
in the offices, then from there I would go to char, just to have more pocket money,
because the money that I was getting from the offices was too little. . . . I did my
usual shopping. Then I went home with the train. We switched on the TV for the
news, it’s my daughter who did that—her name is Thombisodwa who switched on
the TV. . . . She said, ‘‘It’s him.’’ I said, ‘‘No, it can’t be him, I just saw him this
morning, it can’t be him, I can still remember what he wore this morning. He had
navy pants and a green jacket and a warm—and a warm woollen hat.’’17
Thus Eunice Miya used the details of her domestic routine to create a temporal context
for her son’s death. Her son’s murder and what becomes recognizable as the daily struggle
of her own life—the details of which are told only incidentally as the framework to locate
the event—are, as a result, inextricably entwined.18
In 2000, Frances Reid and Deborah Hoffmann directed Long Night’s Journey into
Day: South Africa’s Search for Truth and Reconciliation, a feature length documentary that
followed up on the aftermath of four cases from the TRC.19 There are many things that
could be said of this prize-winning documentary, but for the purposes of this chapter, I
will focus on the final sequence, which similarly deals with the case of the Guguletu Seven.
In the documentary, we watch the mothers of the dead youths at the TRC hearing, where
they are invited to view a video of the aftermath of their sons’ killings. The video turns
out to have been produced as promotional propaganda with the aim of demonstrating
the efficiency of the police in rooting out and destroying ANC insurgents through ruthless
undercover work, in an effort to obtain more funding.
We watch the film of the mothers watching the police video graphically displaying
their sons’ mutilated bodies on the screen in images of callous brutality. The scenes of
horror are cumulative for us as viewers, since the preceding sequence shows an archive
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news bulletin in which the dead body of Christopher Piet, the son of Cynthia Ngewu, is
rolled over at the end of a length of string tied to his waist like a piece of meat. One by
one, the mothers collapse or walk out, overwhelmed by physical and emotional distress.
This is hard to forget—but equally hard to watch. What does it mean to look at these
scenes as a sympathetic outsider and what difference does it make to this question to
remember also that similar images were shared by many South African viewers of the
TRC, as it was experienced second-hand in both aural (radio) and visual (television)
accounts at the time of the hearings?
Susan Sontag, in Regarding the Pain of Others, ruminates on the difference between
protesting suffering as opposed to acknowledging it.20 She goes on to argue that ‘‘there is
shame as well as shock in looking at the close-up of a real horror. Perhaps the only people
with the right to look at images of suffering of this extreme order are those who could do
something to alleviate it. . . . The rest of us are voyeurs, whether or not we mean to be.’’21
In Long Night’s Journey into Day, we cannot help but feel horror at the deeds we witness
with the mothers, but our shame is provoked by witnessing their extreme distress from
the comfort of our seats beyond the time and space of the hearing. The skill of the film
lies in its dialectical structure, which enables us (the international audience for whom it
was intended), together with one of the men responsible for their sons’ deaths, to acquire
absolution. The final segment shows the women face to face with Thapelo Mbelo, one of
three black undercover policemen schooled at Vlakplaas, the infamous special forces torture training camp. Seeking amnesty at the hearing, Mbelo offers testimony that ultimately helps discredit the police version of events. The mothers are utterly in command
of this excruciating confrontation, their composure and eloquence completely restored as
they proceed to castigate and condemn Mbelo as a traitor to his own people, though
finally all but one forgive him.
The other effect of this scene is the realization that the unbearable distress we have
witnessed in the hearing may have served a purpose to which most of us have no access:
a provocative cathartic release for the women, not for the benefit of others but entirely
for themselves. Agency, in other words, may have remained with the women all along.
We felt like the voyeurs of Sontag’s essay but are ultimately absolved. The film recalls
how, at the time, the TRC was roundly criticized for subjecting Cynthia Ngewu, Eunice
Miya, and the other mothers to the terrible images of their sons’ murder all over again.
Mary Burton, one of the commissioners, remembers how she apologized for this insensitivity to one of the mothers, who responded that, on the contrary, she felt much better
for having seen the footage because it gave her more information about her son’s death.
One significant aspect of the South African commission that distinguished it from its
eighteen international counterparts, such as those in Latin America, is that it was the first
to make widespread use of public hearings.22 The other crucial dimension to the South
African example is that it was turned into a media spectacle.23 The lies, the deceptions,
the brutality, the tears, the weaknesses, and the strengths were transformed into theater

446

................. 17749$

CH30

04-21-10 16:03:13

PS

PAGE 446

T H E G E N D E R O F M E M O R Y I N P O S T - A PA R T H E I D S O U T H A F R I C A

through televised representations, broadcast regularly by the South African Broadcasting
Corporation and on national radio and reported in the national press. Horrifyingly, in
some cases (that of Ashley Kriel for example) the media knew and reported amnesty
decisions about individuals’ killers before their family had been informed.24
Media coverage of the TRC, more than any other event in South Africa’s recent
history, has highlighted the debate around what is and is not representable through visual
culture. In particular, television coverage of the hearings of the Amnesty Commission
(AC) and the Human Rights Violation Commission (HRVC) brought into focus the incommensurability of the means of representation with the actual pain, suffering, and
other complex emotions lived by the central protagonists of these poignant and horrifying
narratives.
There are a number of implications that follow from such a public representation of
pain and shame. While one might argue that such media coverage made the TRC process
accessible and available to more people, it is also true that, as with all media representations, the coverage was necessarily only a series of edited highlights, so that the apparent
transparency and access television offered were circumscribed by significant gaps and
silences.25
Ironically, it is the public nature of what inevitably becomes spectacle that sets limits
on the means by which multifarious forms and levels of personal pain and experience can
be made explicit to viewing publics. One of the effects of the televised tribunals is that the
focus of communication becomes the body, with its repertoire of performative gestures
for exhibiting personal trauma: speech (usually narrative), tears, aggression, withholding,
and hesitation. Ultimately, the visibility of the TRC process has contributed to the frustration of representing a nuanced version of the ‘‘truth.’’ It demonstrates rather the difficulties of providing an adequate representation of the anguish of the victim. Furthermore,
the inability to produce an account that engages the complexities of personal lived experience of such pain also has repercussions for the ways in which such pain can be made to
serve as representative for the larger ideal entity of ‘‘national pain’’ or ‘‘collective guilt.’’
Ross claims, citing the commission’s final report, that the TRC was concerned primarily with experiences that were both literally and visibly embodied.26 Veena Das has
controversially argued that it might be possible to feel another’s pain viscerally, as an
experience in one’s own body, thus making it communicable rather than a point of ineffable demarcation, as it appears in Elaine Scarry’s The Body in Pain.27 Certainly, both the
documentary film and the evidence of the testimony itself suggest that it is precisely at
the point where narrative breaks down and a bodily expression takes over that the full
horror of the situation is brought home to the viewer.
Obviously, the experiences of women, like the mothers of the Guguletu Seven, form
a part of the legacy of the liberation struggle that made the ‘‘new’’ South Africa a reality,
and one of the TRC’s recommendations, after all, was the provision of appropriate memorials and monuments to this struggle. And yet it is precisely their contribution that is
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absent from the heritage industry that has burgeoned since 1994. What are the issues
raised by these examples—the women, the documentary, the testimonies—that might
need to be addressed in any public commemorative structure? Is it possible to commemorate the sense they make of the past in some form that would offer a lasting testimony to
women’s extraordinary contribution to this passage of South Africa’s history, without
minimizing whatever might be distinctive about both the experiences themselves and the
means of their retelling (the witnessing and the testimony)? Are any of the usual means
by which we embody the past in the public domain adequate to the task? Can the conventional paraphernalia of public commemoration (museums, monuments, memorials) effect the response which I believe Long Night’s Journey Into Day delivers? That is, to engage
our horror at the mothers’ pain but be pulled back at the last minute, from either voyeurism or narcissistic empathy, to a place where we can both accept the inassimilable difference advocated by Spivak and approach Sontag’s protesting action?
It seems to me that several points have to be addressed: the willingness to widen the
definition of acts of resistance in order to include, for example, the determination to
create a ‘‘normal’’ family environment, to persevere in instilling ethical, moral, and social
values in one’s children; or the refusal to comply with the hated pass laws—acts that
might fall outside the grand narratives of the more familiar acts of heroism and sabotage.
It would have to engage with the unbearable tensions between the demands of political
activism (often kept secret even from partners and close family members) and the role of
mother and partner. An adequate commemoration of the legacy of women’s resistance
would have to acknowledge the elliptical allusion to some women’s own experience of
violence through the detailing of time and space measured and defined by the quotidian,
by family, by the domestic. It would have to recognize a somatic response and expression
that might be something greater than a simple breakdown of control.

Monuments
In March 2000 a monument by a local artist, Lungile Maninjwa, was erected to the memory of the Guguletu Seven.28 The mothers of those so brutally murdered were affronted
by the lack of consultation over what form such a monument should take and, more to
the point, claimed that the result was incomprehensible to them and therefore inadequate
as a tool for memorializing the event, which had touched them closest. In response, the
Institute for Justice and Reconciliation (a body set up after 1994 to ensure reparations for
victims of apartheid) stated that while they acknowledged how crucial it was that any
memorial be accessible to the mothers, it had been impossible to accommodate everyone’s
needs, with many inevitably feeling that they had been inadequately consulted.29
The point here is that even where women’s knowledge is directly relevant, it is often
ignored—here, the mothers were ignored despite the importance of their testimony at the
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TRC and the fact that their very experience as witnesses was understood to be indispensable to the eventual verdict. It is also further evidence of any monument’s conflicting role
as both a public metaphor and the site for the cathartic public enactment of commemoration for a private grief whose extent and the nature remain generally unknowable.
Consequently, much was riding on the first national monument to publicly acknowledge women’s political activism: The Monument to the Women of South Africa, unveiled
in August 2000 (Figure 1). The monument is located at the site of the historic women’s
march of August 9, 1956, in which a multiracial crowd of about twenty thousand women
converged on the Union Buildings in Pretoria to protest the extension of the detested
pass laws to black women. Despite some criticisms of the monument, it was clearly an
attempt to embody a different sensibility. Neither conventionally monumental in scale
nor figurative, it proposed a participatory, performative engagement with a specifically
gendered and culturally located activity (associated with the grinding stone at its center)
that also resonated with the now famous challenge made by the petitioning women in
1956: ‘‘Wathint’abafazi Wathint’imbokodo Uzokufa’’ (You have tampered with the women.
You have struck a rock. You will be crushed). The first public monument in recognition of
women’s role in the liberation struggle it may be—but it remains virtually inaccessible.30

The Women’s Jail
When the last prisoner left the Women’s Jail in Johannesburg in 1983, thousands of
women of all colors and creeds had been incarcerated within its walls. During the apartheid years, their ‘‘crimes’’ ranged from theft and murder to home brewing, sex work,
refusal to carry a pass, to consorting with or membership in the African National Congress, the South African Communist Party, the Pan-Africanist Congress, or any other
political or social organization banned under the regime.
In some senses, the jail, which opened as a national heritage site in 2005, could be
interpreted as the long-awaited women’s equivalent to Robben Island—a site whose history would finally put women’s role in the struggle to end apartheid on the map of a new
national history, and a destination for national and international tourists. Even if it never
achieved World Heritage status, the jail might at least be seen as a partial response to
those women who at the time of Robben Island’s opening to the public had angrily remonstrated about the new government’s apparent disregard for the torture, isolation, and
deprivation that many women had suffered both in prison and at home for the sake of
the liberation movement.31
I want to suggest that the curatorial interventions at the Women’s Jail represent an
attempt, spatially and through the deployment of objects, to create an experience for
visitors that retains characteristics familiar from the oral and performative expression of
women’s testimony at the TRC. Crucially, this commemorative site might also enable the

449

................. 17749$

CH30

04-21-10 16:03:15

PS

PAGE 449

ANNIE E. COOMBES

FIGURE 1

Wilma Cruise and Marcus Holme, detail from Monument to the Women of South Africa, Pretoria.
Mixed media, 2000. Photograph by Annie E. Coombes.
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international viewer to adopt the adequate ethical viewing position of Spivak’s injunction.
What follows concentrates on those sections where black women (political activists and
those classified as ‘‘common law’’ prisoners) were detained.
The courtyard where women were brought in to the prison is now flanked by two
new office buildings, one of which houses the Commission on Gender Equality. The
gravel underfoot has been replaced with soft grasses, and a covered walkway leads the
visitor into the central atrium of the jail, with sides made of glass panels bearing photographs of women revisiting the site of their incarceration set among their inscribed comments as they try to reconstruct that moment in their lives. We read their words as we
look through the glass to the site they try to reconstruct in their minds’ eye, and inevitably
we attempt the same imaginary leap. Their eyes direct ours.
At various locations around the courtyard are transparent mesh boards with reproductions of the paintings Fatima Meer made clandestinely while in detention on terrorism
charges in 1976. Representing another kind of ‘‘archive’’ or ‘‘evidence,’’ these are placed
at points where the tangible physical evidence of buildings and cells no longer exists.
The corrugated iron cells are here represented by a full-scale physical floor plan,
indicating the door and the two buckets in each cell for ablutions and drinking water
(Figure 2). There is no attempt to reconstruct a cell—rather we are invited to register one
of the most important aspects of it for the prisoner: its size. There is a touching and
unusual acknowledgement here, it seems to me, of the incommensurability of the somatic
memory of the cell with what any reconstruction could offer as an equivalent. This pared
down analogue has no pretensions about providing an equivalent experience—it is entirely other than what it represents. Like a grave whose contents we can only imagine, it
marks out a plot of land inhabited by spectral traces.32 In other words, this is presented
as an inassimilable experience but one from which we can nonetheless gain knowledge of
a kind.
The testimony, gathered from survivors’ workshops run at the Women’s Jail and
from which the curators derive their inspiration, reproduces many of the features we have
already met in the women’s testimony given at the TRC. In the context of the prison,
however, the narratives become raw, focused on both bodily excesses and deprivations.
Devoid of the anchoring details of domestic routine, they concentrate on the body and
its functions. A feature common to all women’s prison memoirs is the focus on menstruation. One common law prisoner in the memory workshops run by the Women’s Jail,
stated:
In 1976 there were no pads, but small bags with four corners and made of canvas.
And they were not soft and the blood stain did not come out when washed, but after
your periods you were to give them back . . . to be used by others next time. We used
to ask for bandages and pins to tie around the waist to hold this diaper as no panties
were allowed. . . . Pads arrived later on, only whites were given pads.33
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FIGURE 2

Ground plan of a cell at the Women’s Jail, Johannesburg. Metal, 2005.
Photograph by Annie E. Coombes.
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Jeannie Noel, Durban activist and ex–political prisoner, remembers:
They had useless chores to keep them busy. . . . We had a tarmac yard. . . . The
[common law] prisoners scrubbed that tar on their knees and that’s when we noticed
they had no broeks (underpants) on. . . . One of the older women witnessed this
woman bending and scrubbing, and her pad fell off.34
These memories are consistent with the findings of the TRC Special Hearing on
Women, which emphasized the ‘‘many stories of how women were degraded when
menstruating.’’35
Over and over again in the testimony, these moments of shame and defiance are
rehearsed by former political and common law prisoners alike. Yet when asked directly
about torture, they are as evasive as those who testified before the TRC. Despite the
degradation attached to the episodes involving menstruation—a subject still shrouded in
euphemism in many homes today—these stories are precisely the ones that nonetheless
seem to wrest power from the perpetrators and place it back into the hands of the exprisoners. Perhaps there is something empowering about choosing to defy the taboo menstruation represents in society more generally. Torture and its violations are inevitably a
highly personalized encounter, whose insidious intimacies are often too complex to share
or too painful to name. Acts of defiance by political prisoners were effective in changing
some aspects of the prison regime, resulting, for example, in the distribution of underwear
to all prisoners—while other features of the prison experience, such as torture, remained
beyond their control.
Complimenting the testimony of the women themselves, the curators deliberately
chose an oblique presentation of the issue of torture and physical violation. Consequently,
in the upper atrium of the jail, several mundane items stand illuminated or sheathed in
glass casing (Figure 3). Like Veronica’s veil, they glow transcendentally above the visitor.
Two of these contain a pair of knickers and a standard-issue calico square of the sort used
as a sanitary pad by some prisoners. A panel cites ex-prisoners’ stories connected with the
objects. Other daily objects singled out for our attention are a pass book, a black plastic
shopping bag (to indicate the kinds of daily activities that might be interrupted as you
were unexpectedly taken into detention), and a birthday card made in prison by Fatima
Meer for Jeannie Noel. It is a quiet display, perhaps disproportionately aestheticizing, but
one that symbolically reinvests these ordinary objects with the potency they once possessed, without at any point engaging in attempts to reconstruct the experience that makes
them meaningful in the context of the Women’s Jail.
Installations in the narrow isolation cells attempt to instill a more dialectical awareness
in the visitor. Former prisoners have been filmed telling the story of a particularly significant object from the period just prior to their imprisonment. Nolundi Ntamo (jailed for
going out without her pass book) talks about the party dress she bought to celebrate her
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FIGURE 3

Installations across the atrium at the Women’s Jail, Johannesburg. 2005. Photograph by Annie E.
Coombes.

high school certificate in Durban in 1978, which she described as ‘‘the most exquisite dress
[she] had ever seen.’’36 Nikiwe Deborah Matshoba (a leader of the 1976 students uprising
in Soweto, who as a Section 6 political detainee, incurred the most severe form of detention) tells the story of her own wedding dress, purchased for the wedding she was banned
from attending (Figure 4). This metonymic curatorial strategy subtly conveys the violence
and deprivation of detention, not by inviting a narcissistic empathy on the part of the
viewer through narration of the horrors of the prison experience or an attempt to recreate
it, but by poignantly recalling an object of desire made impossible by detention—a fantasy
representing an ideal denied the women in prison. The wall plaque outside the cell provides
a layering of different categories of information. The first item is a current photographic
portrait of Deborah Matshoba, below which a text sets out a brief biography up to the time
of her imprisonment, including the activities for which she was arrested. Another line
displays the apartheid regulation that sanctioned her imprisonment. Her occupation in
2005 is given. At this time she was working as part of the curatorial team on the Women’s
Jail exhibition. Finally, extracts from the new Constitution highlight the legislation that
should ensure that such events cannot occur in the future.
Our awareness of the excruciatingly confined space of the cell, with the physical
presence of the ex-prisoners’ faces telling the story in real time, together with the multilayered information panel outside, all combine to engage our senses in ways that reinforce
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F I G U R E 4 Nikiwe Deborah Matshoba’s wedding dress in one of the isolation
cells at the Women’s Jail, Johannesburg. 2005. Photograph by Annie E. Coombes.
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our apprehension of the passage of time. In this layering of history, we confront not only
the gulf between the past and the present but also their inevitable interconnection. Extracts from legislation from these two recent moments in South Africa’s history—the
times of apartheid and of democracy—connect the Women’s Jail with the hopeful symbol
of the New Constitutional Court in the neighboring precinct. The juxtaposition ensures
that the women instantly become a tangible part of the solution and of real political
change. A simple device, it is perhaps one of the most effective means of valorizing the
lost years and months in these women’s lives, poignantly captured in a statement by
Malishoane Mokoena in one of the memory workshops. When asked what she would
choose to put on the wall of her cell to bring things alive for the visitor, she replied, ‘‘I
was a beautiful girl, I would bring those pictures and say, ‘compare and contrast—this
picture of a girl that went straight back home to do her mother’s washing.’ . . . I would
bring the pictures and would say ‘this is the woman, the girl that came to jail.’ I was a
young woman.’’37
䡠 䡠 䡠
The curatorial strategy at the Women’s Jail mobilizes material culture and the animation
of spaces to stimulate memory. The dilemma the curators face is that no matter how
poignant the chosen objects, there is always a degree of incommensurability between what
is expressed in the testimony and the forms that are supposed to embody that experience.
The oral testimony and the women themselves steal the show. They seem so much more
compelling than any animation through the usual museological combinations of text,
object, and space could ever be.
Nonetheless, I want to argue that it is precisely the recognition of this gap between
experience and representation that, in the end, enables the curatorial team to produce a
convincing somatic translation of the ex-prisoners’ memories. Rather than narcissistically
empathizing with the pain of the narrators, and attempting to put us in their shoes, the
curatorial strategies induce us to acknowledge this incommensurable difference.38 The
displays in the Women’s Jail are not voyeuristic documents of others’ pain nor attempts
to reconstruct events or sensations. They do not entice us in to the action and seduce us
with a fantasy of shared experience. The resolute metonymy deployed at the Women’s Jail
means that we are never permitted to suspend our distance. In addition, it is the exprisoners themselves who are insistent on the need for what we might call a secondary
witnessing: a public witness to their own reclamation of this site of their incarceration,
and a public acknowledgment of their sacrifices for the new nation. Less interested in an
international tourist visitor (though some ex-prisoners want these to engage with their
histories), the women are exercised by other concerns. They speak about the importance
of remembering women’s struggle, and they highlight the fact that everywhere the histories that are told are the histories of the ANC and of those who went into exile, and that

456

................. 17749$

CH30

04-21-10 16:04:01

PS

PAGE 456

T H E G E N D E R O F M E M O R Y I N P O S T - A PA R T H E I D S O U T H A F R I C A

those who stayed behind, like the generation of the Soweto Uprising, are forgotten.39
Jeannie Noel explains: ‘‘I was so shocked, I was so heart sore that not a generation later,
they don’t know a damned thing . . . We have to let our young women know the price
that we paid . . .’’40
The women’s prison narratives may all be intimately personal and autobiographical,
but they nonetheless resonate far beyond the individual’s experience, and this combination is powerful. We may agree with Sontag that, ‘‘strictly speaking, there is no such thing
as collective memory—part of the same spurious notion as collective guilt.’’ But it certainly seems that the embodied forms of these women’s stories succeed in significant and
affective ways in providing what she calls ‘‘collective instruction.’’ ‘‘What is called collective memory,’’ she suggests, ‘‘is not a remembering but a stipulating: that this is important,
and this is the story about how it happened, with the pictures’’—and, we might add,
objects—‘‘that lock the story in our minds.’’41
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