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Introduction 
This short paper adds a complimentary angle to Sizwe-Mpofu Walsh’s perspective of race in South African life  
not being a problem of “a collection of racists” (see ASRI Short Paper 2 March 2016). I demonstrate that the 
problem of race is that we are unable to see ourselves and others outside of the colonial gaze that structures all 
social interactions and exchanges. The ways in which we relate to ourselves and others, is shaped by this 
invisible gaze.  
 
In this way, the race problem is not just a black-white problem, but as I try to demonstrate, it is a problem for 
instance in how African and Indian communities in Durban see each other, as well as in how the (African) state 
sees its own poor/black citizens. The complexity of the race problem then is in how all social relations are 
structured by the enduring colonial gaze (which inscribes for instance the violability of poor/black bodies).  
 
Student protests may indeed be seen as a rupture in that they aim to bring a new social reality into being. The 
refusal to adopt a pragmatic politics and contain issues for instance to ‘achievable’ goals such as #feesmustfall, 
is an indication of what is at stake in this struggle – a radical rupture with the past that the state has failed to 
deliver on (and in fact actively seeks to resist). Calling the state anti-black and placing themselves on the other 
side, the students are radically refusing the colonial gaze through which the state (and other actors) ask them to 
see themselves. Hyperlinks in the text provide further readings. 
 
“[…] Africans and Indians have only been able to properly see and recognise each other through the mediation 
of a white colonial gaze, a master that distributed violence, care, desire, and partial recognition […]”  (Hansen 
2012: 136) 
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What Colonialism/Apartheid Did 

Apartheid did not produce only racists. With the colonialism that preceded it, it produced an entire world of 

meaning through which we see ourselves and each other; a world of meaning through which we make sense of 

our relationship to anyone belonging to any of the four arbitrarily determined ‘race groups’. As Deborah Posel 

wrote back in 2001, it is through “apartheid’s modes of racialised reasoning” that we encounter each other in 

daily life. Apartheid didn’t just naturalise what were essentially arbitrary differences, into four racial categories; in 

doing this it produced these, and this is the crucial point, in relation to each other.  

 

The implication of this is that, far from the current search for racists, and the desire to purge South African 

society of racial ‘discrimination’ or ‘prejudice’, the problem with which we are faced is structural since it goes to 

the heart of how social reality was constituted in this country.  

 

The nature of the problem is much more pervasive and deeper – structural in that sense – than a problem of 

discrimination or prejudice. Part of what we perhaps need to recognise is that the seepage is everywhere: 

 

“Today, no statement, no sentence and no gesture can acquire its full meaning and significance in South 

Africa without being linked to, and invariably qualified by, the phenotypical classification of the speaker. 

An individual’s pigmentation is what can be seen by the eye but is also always/ already inserted and 

framed by a larger gaze, a schema of racial ideology that makes bodily pigmentation the very root 

cause of intrinsic social qualities and cultural propensities” (Hansen 2012: 5).1 

 

Apartheid conditioned and structured not just how white and black relate to each other, but how all social groups 

relate to each other, and how individuals and sub-groups within any particular racial group relate to each other 

(there is no formula here; the nuances are many in any of these processes and can only really be systematically 

theorised through empirical study and analysis).  

 

In his book on Indianness in a township in Durban Thomas Blom Hansen (2012) describes a post-apartheid 

situation in which African and Indian communities continue to see each other through a structuring white gaze. 

In encountering each other, in making sense of themselves and their place in the world and their relation to each 

other, these two groups are conditioned to seeing each other through a prism of whiteness. Their relationality in 

other words, is always refracted through the whiteness that tells them both who they are and who others are in 

relation to them. Hansen traces the endurance of this racialised thinking through everything from humour (what 

is funny, and how it is funny) to religious practice.  

 

Sharad Chari (2006) considers through comparison of Indian and Coloured communities in Durban how Indians 

cultivate a sense of being ‘cultured’ through their links to a country and its ‘cultural artefacts’ (clothing, music, 

food, etc.), which affords them a kind of social/ cultural capital in relation to Coloured communities. But this 

embrace of culture was formed within an apartheid context in which culture was deeply racialised, and to be 

cultured, even more so. To illustrate this point through a single example, the production of a distinctive ‘Indian 

                                                
1 We really do need to contend with the seepage of race ‘into everything’. To quote Pumla Gqola at the recent launch of her 



culture’ in Durban during the 60s and 70s (through performances of Indian fashion and cooking shows for white 

audiences, the production of Indian Delights and the production of a photographic celebration of Indian textiles 

and clothing in the book Nanima’s Chest (Vahed and Waetjen 2010: 161-171)) reveals starkly the white gaze 

that seemed to be present in these productions; that is, cultural performance and production were often about 

the (unconscious) desire for recognition.  Part of apartheid’s triumphant legacy is the fact that ‘cultural/ religious 

heritage’2 in this country, like everything else, is racialised.3  

 

This is neither a fatalistic, nor an inevitable, ever-enduring outcome. Structures of power (the neo-colonialism 

that is being referenced in the ‘decolonisation’ project, for instance), prevail because they are renewed. In his 

epic work on the meaning of the Haitian slave revolution, Trouillot (1995: 183 – emphasis added), the great 

Haitian anthropologist writes that “The historicity of the human condition requires that practices of power and 

domination be renewed. It is that renewal that should concern us most, even in the name of our pasts. The so-

called legacies of past horrors – slavery, colonialism, or the Holocaust – are possible only because of that 

renewal. And that renewal occurs only in the present”. 

 

 There is no automatic transference of the past into the present. What there is, is a multitude of ways in which in 

the present we racialise and re-racialise ourselves and others. In this sense then, the past is continually remade 

and reproduced in the present, and we would need to trace its renewal in different spaces and local contexts. 

The ‘structures of oppression’ are indeed economic, but they are deeply social too. How we conceive of an 

‘economic problem’ is social (which is to say, structured by an entire system of meaning within which we are 

either self-reflexive about our place, or not). 

 

What and how we see is part of a structural system, a way of making sense of the world, our place in it, and 

others’ place in relation to ours. This is not about moral culpability, though it can and probably should be about 

moral courage; it is rather about a sober recognition of the nature of social reality in post-apartheid South Africa, 

and its implications. 

 

 “[…] Africans and Indians have only been able to properly see and recognise each other through the mediation 

of a white colonial gaze, a master that distributed violence, care, desire, and partial recognition […]” (Hansen 

2012: 136).  

 

And yet, if that is true for how Africans and Indians in Durban became ‘mutually intelligible’ to each other, it must 

hold true of all social relations, including those within any particular racial group. The point about the structuring 

nature of the white colonial gaze is that it structures all social relations.  

 

I am on the Jammie Shuttle going up to UCT (in 2012), listening to a conversation that can only be described as 

an instance of ‘symbolic violence’ (Bourdieu 1991). A group of black male students with ‘model C’ accents spend 

the trip metaphorically ripping to shreds (through mocking, taunting, laughter and sarcasm, as well as the 

content of their ribbing) the dignity of a black male student who did not share their clipped accents.  

                                                
2 See for instance Shahid Vawda’s Islam in an African Township, 1993.  

 



 

This is not about ‘bad people lacking humanity’; it is about the effects of a broader racialised system that confers 

value on people in ways that make this event not just possible, but maybe even probable. It points, in a 

microcosmic instance, to the reach of the broader ‘structure of oppression’ through which whiteness (and the 

race/class values it confers) prevails.  

 

State paternalism towards the poor/black citizenry  

“[Paternalism…] is inescapable for those whom we designate as not responsible”   

Capitalism and Freedom (Friedman, 1962: 33-4) 

The place of poor, black people in post-apartheid South Africa may be more indicative than anything of the 

stability of the ‘underlying structures of white supremacy’. The relationality between the state and its poor/black 

citizenry provides a stark illustration not just of the state’s failure of its citizens, but of the fact that here too 

relationality is structured by the invisible colonial gaze.  

 

Sizwe Mpofu-Walsh, in his paper, is surprised that President Zuma would adopt the stance that he does towards 

racism. I want to highlight another Zuma quotation: 

 

“I got there and people were working very slowly,” said Zuma. “They were not in a rush, and I asked the 
comrade who was taking me, ‘What’s happening?’ He said people don’t work fast, people say they are 
free. The white man has left, they are now free.” 
 
“If you can vote (for me) just one year, to be a dictator and close your eyes because I would make 
everybody understand that rights go with responsibility – (it is) not one sided”  
 
President Jacob Zuma’s speech given to the South African Local Government Association (SALGA) on 
24 March 2015 

 

The EFF condemned the President’s statement as anti-black and self-hating (important descriptors that reflect 

an astute appreciation for the racialised nature of the statement).  

 

In relation to what has perhaps been the most exemplary instance of the state’s stance towards its poor/black 

citizenry, its massacre of miners at Marikana, Sisonke Msimang articulates her wish “to live in a country in which 

the state believes that the bodies of black people are also inviolable”. The violence of Marikana, she reminded 

us (in 2015), 

 

“[…] did not simply stop once the guns fell silent. The violence continued as rhetoric. The language that 

was used to describe the events was brutal, as was the posture the government took when it refused to 

issue an apology until a year later. The violence gained momentum when the [ANC] boycotted the first 

commemoration in 2013 and it snowballed when the findings of the Farlam Commission absolved 

everyone who mattered of blame. Marikana taught us that the state could not only kill its people but it 

could do so and show absolutely no remorse for its wrongdoing”. 

 

A year before the Marikana article, in a piece provocatively titled Poor-bashing is the new slut-shaming: Zuma, 

Sisulu and the Lazy Nation, Msimang reflected: “It seems that the ANC’s relationship with the poor […] is 



fracturing”. And indeed, the signs of this fracturing seem to be everywhere. An analysis of the ‘dualistic 

agricultural economy’ (white commercial, black smallholder) that persists in South Africa today, shows the 

discontent of the state with poverty-stricken black smallholders whose ‘failure’ to commercialise is often 

attributed to ‘stubborn mind-sets’ (Reddy et al, 2016).  

 

Given the way the state has set up measures of success in agriculture (that is, according to standards set 

principally by the white commercial agricultural sector), the poor, black, subsistence smallholder “personifies 

failure” (Kariuki 2004: 31). It is striking that state actors at the local/ municipal level, while recognizing 

smallholders financial constraints and poverty, are often adamant that a shift in mind-set and attitudes is 

required from poor, black livestock keepers in order for them to progress (Reddy et al, 2016).4  

 

The struggle for access to free basic water by poor, black residents of Soweto (and a struggle against the 

imposition of prepaid water meters), which went to the Constitutional Court in 2009, is instructive in that the 

state as well as the Constitutional Court Judgment construct poor/black citizens as ‘wasteful’ when it comes to 

water usage and the non-payment of water bills. Von Schnitzler (2008) provides a scathing critique of the state’s 

moral-pedagogical stance towards the poor and their ‘culture of non-payment’, which “was seen to emerge out 

of a ‘sense of entitlement’ [and] a particular ‘attitude’” (906).  

 

When the Mazibuko case made it to the Constitutional Court, the Judge was at pains to impress upon the 

residents of Soweto that they were not to see themselves as being unfairly discriminated against (the Phiri 

residents raised race/class discrimination as underlying the treatment they were receiving from the City of 

Johannesburg). Instead, the discrimination of the state against them (in imposing water restrictions as well as 

prepaid technology on them) needed to be seen as fair discrimination:  

 

“Underlying the preceding consideration of the unfair discrimination argument is the fact that 

government has the authority to decide how to provide essential services, as long as the mechanism it 

selects is lawful, reasonable and not unfairly discriminatory. The prohibition on unfair discrimination 

does not mean that government, in deciding how to provide essential services, must always opt for a 

uniform system if local circumstances vary. The conception of equality in our Constitution recognises 

that, at times, differential treatment will not be unfair. Indeed, correcting the deep inequality which 

characterises our society, as a consequence of apartheid policies, will often require differential 

treatment” (Mazibuko, para 156, p. 82 – emphasis added). 

 

While a thorough discursive analysis is not possible here, it is truly astounding that in a post-apartheid context, 

the state and the law collude to silence the right of poor, black residents to free basic water; what hope then for 

                                                
4 While the state does recognise the kinds of market and other constraints faced by smallholder agriculturalists, for instance 

in its Twenty Year Review (The Presidency, 2014), there remains an enduring sense in which to be poor and black 

means to be in some way culpable. This seems to reside most in the state’s desire to reform and responsibilise the 

behaviour / thinking / mind-sets of its poor/black citizenry (Von Schnitzler 2008).  



a recognition of students’ demand for free education?5  

 

The protests as a radical refusal to accept social reality and a recognition that the past is indeed being 

renewed in the present  

 

The student protests around the country can be seen against the backdrop of a poor, black citizenry that is 

being squeezed from all sides. The state seems to see poor, black people increasingly through a Colonial 

structuring gaze, as the personification of racialised failure. The student protests may not be against the state 

but they are recognizing of the fact that the state cannot be relied upon to effect social change as it uses 

increasingly illiberal political techniques and a moral-pedagogical stance against its poor, black citizens.  

 

The scope and breadth of the protests is a sign not of social decay, or of haphazard, self-interested and 

directionless student politics, as only conservatives masquerading as liberals can hold, but a sign instead of the 

keen awareness student leaders have of what is at stake in this struggle – i.e. the nature of the social/economic 

system on which the future will be built. The students are surely calling for a rupture somewhere, somehow 

within the system, one without which the future remains bleak for the majority of citizens.   

 

Much of the student protests have been about symbolism, including the bringing down of the Rhodes statue, 

and the erection of a shack on campus at UCT. The meaning of the latter is captured powerfully by Sisonke 

Msimang:  

 

“The #RhodesMustFall (RMF) movement […] decided to erect a shack to disrupt the complacency that 

says shacks must stay in their place. The appearance of a small corrugated iron shack where it doesn’t 

belong. It was jarring; incongruous amidst the pristine and manicured elitism of UCT. It looked 

malignant; a growth where tidiness usually masks exclusion”.  

 

The symbolism of the shack is powerful because it insists and demands that we see this as being about the 

possibility of poor, black people rising out of poverty. . In a stunningly poignant piece, We Are Called Those Who 

Have Come, Thuto Thipe and Dan Magaziner show how and why the Soweto uprisings “were never just about 

Afrikaans”, just as the #RMF movement “was never just about a statue”, nor indeed about Afrikaans (now at 

University of Pretoria), nor just about the fees. The writers read the signs held by students to see that these 

protests were about “[tearing] through an earlier generation’s boundaries of the possible”:  

 

“One [sign], questioning, reads “1976?” Another, troubling, asks “Is my future my mother’s past?” 

Another, optimistically, promises, “my grandfather was a garden boy, my father is a garden boy (won’t 

happen to me) I wanna be a Vet.” Most read simply #feesmustfall. It’s not just about fees; it’s not just 

                                                
5 These are just a sampling of the instances within some sectors that represent the relationality of the state to its poor/black 

citizenry, principally through the ‘rhetorical violence’ it uses. To the extent that the state is morally culpable (in any/each of 

the cases in which it effects violence), this culpability must surely be seen against the backdrop of a larger, invisible role 

player – the white, commercial/ private sector, and all of us who act and speak in support of it.  



about a hashtag” At UCT earlier this year students tore through an earlier generation’s boundaries of 

the possible, to articulate a political vision situated in, and responsive to, the specific dynamics and 

needs of their time. The current generation of university students have, for the most part, grown up and 

been educated under democracy.  

 

The realities of continued poverty for most, growing inequality, and the resilience of white supremacy in 

South Africa have made the politics of liberalism less seductive for this generation. It was never just 

about a statue. Students have been, and are continuing to, call for the radical restructuring of political, 

social, financial and knowledge economies to reflect the lives and satisfy the needs of all. 

 

In public statements, students have shown how their experiences of financial exclusion, debilitating 

university debt and responsibility for extended families link to broader issues of political leadership, the 

organisation of the economy and the economic legacies of apartheid that haunt students trying to use 

education to escape poverty. 

 

By seamlessly moving between individual and structural analysis, and locating specific voices and 

narratives in the broader landscape, these movements have been able to animate the statistics to which 

the public has until recently seems desensitised.  

 

Through such analysis students in these movements, and their allies, have demonstrated the 

relationships between the financial exclusion of university students, universities’ outsourcing of ‘non-

core’ workers, the gross under-representation of black academics in senior positions, and the massacre 

of mineworkers at Marikana. [emphasis added]” 

 

If, as Max Price, the UCT Vice-Chancellor charges, students have turned university campuses into theatres for 

politics”, then this is often poignantly powerful theatre.  

 

It is a refusal of the responsibilisation of behaviour of ‘unruly youth’ whom the state seeks to reign in. It is a 

refusal to silently accept things as they are, and silently feel grateful for one’s presence within spaces of 

privilege, such as universities, when this inclusion is based on a wider exclusionary social reality.  

 

It is the radical reminder of struggles for social justice as seamlessly connected. As the past gets silenced and 

efforts are made to turn it on its head in post-apartheid South Africa (such as with the Mazibuko Judgment), the 

protests are also part of the wider “struggle of memory against [post-apartheid] forgetting”.6  

 

This coloniality is not only present on the UFS rugby field where violence was visited on the bodies of black 

protestors. It was present in the police seeming to protect white students over black in almost every instance 

where clashes occurred.  

 

The #RMF representative Masixole Mlandu at the televised debate on university transformation (The Big 

                                                
6 Quote from a speaker (unknown) at the Department of Military Veterans (November 2015) conference hosted at UNISA. 



Debate) states unequivocally that “the state and its Constitution is anti-black […] In trying to decolonise we first 

start from the premise that the state is nothing but committed to protect[ing] the interests of the elites.  

 

And the institution is the same thing; it is there to preserve the status quo in the society”.  And it is in whatever 

rhetorical violence we visit on the bodies of black students through policing their actions and choices – whether 

through dismissal, our moral-pedagogical stances, or the quiet condescension of a politics of rational 

pragmatics. 

 

The question preoccupying Adam Habib at The Big Debate was what he called the issue of strategy: 

 

“how to do that [decolonise the university] in an unequal world. If you ignore that the opposite side has 

power, you run the risk of making huge mistakes. […] We are in a ticking bomb, and there’s no doubt 

about it. But if we do not do it thoughtfully, if we do not do it by engaging power, we won’t create a 

decolonised, egalitarian South Africa, but what we will do is we will destroy South Africa. […] That’s the 

danger. So I am for an activism but I am for a thoughtful activism that engages power and transforms 

power” [emphasis added]. 

 

A thorough elucidation of the Vice-Chancellor’s position would require looking at everything he has ever said 

around these issues, and all the actions he has approved at WITS University since the start of student protests. 

 

 It is a sterling quote however because it hopes to point out the danger to students who are often always already 

sliding and slipping into the poverty they grapple to leave behind, and who know too well the dangers of being 

poor/black in wider society. Neither are they under any illusion about how the historical process works. I will end 

with a quote from Walter Benjamin: 

 

“The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is not the 

exception but the rule. We must attain to a conception of history that is in keeping with this insight. Then 

we shall clearly realise that it is our task to bring about a real state of emergency, and this will improve 

our position...”  (Walter Benjamin, 1962, “Theses on the Philosophy of History”) 

 

 

This paper forms part of the ASRI Short Papers Series on ‘Race and Identity’. For permission to republish, for 
interviews with the Author / Contributor; to provide feedback; or to submit your own papers for consideration in 
futures series please email salma.abdool@asri.org.za. For previous papers in the series visit 
http://www.asri.org.za  
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