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Introduction

The concept of colouredness and its effects, the way in which it informs the thinking, political responses, the voting tendencies, the cultural particularities, the divided, bifurcated racial consciousness, of this South African constituency can only be understood if it is publically ‘debated’, ‘extended’ (in the sense that it is subjected to a demanding intellectual interrogation) and ‘quarrelled’ over and over again (Farred (2000:8-9).


South Africa’s formal transition from apartheid to a constitutional democracy notwithstanding, race continues to be salient in the social and political life of South Africans – a site of both ‘voluntary and involuntary identification’ (Dolby, 2001: 7). Masquerading as ‘common sense’, apartheid’s racial menu which divided South Africans into ‘coloureds’, ‘whites’, ‘African’s and ‘Indians’ has been normalised as the race lexicon that South Africans routinely employ to describe racial identities. As is typical of the idea of race, these socially constructed categories present themselves as ahistorical references to inherent difference (Goldberg, 1993) ostensibly based on external appearance and ancestral lineage. While legalised racial discrimination no longer exists in South Africa, race continues to play a powerful role in social and political life insofar as people continue to use apartheid-manufactured racial categories to identify themselves and others (Zack, 2010: 875). Rather than being merely human or South African citizens, South Africans identify themselves and others as in Goldberg’s terms, ‘racial subjects’ (1993). This process of identification involves the imposition of notions of similarity and difference, the drawing together of markedly disparate social subjects through constructed commonality while at the same time demarcating categories of otherness and difference. This constructed commonality has social significance in the cohesion achieved through common interests, some of which are ‘founded’, others of which are ‘fabricated’ (Goldberg, 1993: 4). 

On the 20th February 2011, The Sunday World  published an article by Nomakula (Kuli) Roberts entitled Jou Ma se Kinders: eish I miss daai lippies vannie Kaap
, as part of Roberts’s weekly Bitches Brew column. In the column, Roberts’s portrayal of working class Cape coloured women, ostensibly a weak attempt at satire, summons every available crass stereotype: coloured women are cigarette smoking, beer swilling, drug-abusing, street fighting promiscuous drunks who wear hair curlers in public and have no front teeth. Aided by new and social media a public exchange ensued, amplified by a parallel ‘event’ in which politician Jimmy Manyi bemoaned an ‘over-supply’ of coloured people in the Cape and advocated  relocation (Allen, 2011). The two events -- Manyi and Roberts -- became intertwined in the ensuing public exchange about coloured identity that remained at the centre of a national conversation for weeks. 

The present paper explores this occasion of the resurfacing of questions of colouredness and race in South Africa. The data was collected from multiple media sources: newspaper articles, blogs, websites and published letters. The dominant criteria for selection were that texts chosen for inclusion in the study were responses to the Kuli Roberts/Jimmy Manyi ‘events’ that were published in an online media source  including online forums, blogs and articles, and comments and responses to these. Using tools drawn from critical discourse analysis (see Teo, 2000), these texts were analysed in order to understand the discourses at work in them and what these might tell us about larger process of social reproduction and/or interruption of dominant race narratives in South Africa. The analysis takes a thematic form – we attempt to identify recurrent patterns and use identified themes as a way of organising and making sense of the detail in the collected texts (see Braun and Clarke, 2011: 6). The principle themes that emerged had to do with the idea of colouredness as a position of ‘mixture’ or ‘inbetweenity’, the role of stereotypes emerging both from ‘within’ and from ‘without’ colouredness and the tension between, and implications of, rejecting and reifying the idea of colouredness. These themes that emerged in public responses to the Manyi/Roberts ‘events’ reveal the terms in which colouredness is being discussed, debated and understood in contemporary South Africa. But they reveal something more than this which has to do with the continuities (and ruptures) in race thinking in contemporary South Africa and the ways in which identity continues to be haunted by categories and taken for granted assumptions first imagined in the ideology of apartheid and given a literal form in the 1950 Population Registration Act.  

Race thinking


Racial categories, which function as the demarcated boundary lines between people, are premised upon essentialism, the reduction of being to a few salient characteristics. Thus are disparate subjects brought together within a single identity category premised upon ‘markers of identity’ – supposed essential characteristics, shared by all who are bracketed within the confines of demarcated racial categories. Mare (2001: 77) defines race thinking as referring,

not only to the manner in which we make sense of social relations, actions and events, but also to the way in which we perceive our own group membership and those of others, the way in which we share identities with some and are distinguished from others, the making of boundaries between 'us' and 'them'. 


Race thinking purports to speak to a sense of inclusion with those demarcated ‘like’ and alienation from those demarcated outsiders. But the fashioning of boundaries requires their policing. Stereotypes, resting on a logic of essentialism, act as primary criteria for the construction of similarity and difference.  Essentialism and stereotype share a close relationship, as essentialism facilitates the emergence of stereotyped identity, governed by the illusion of a definite way-of-being, that silences narratives on the peripheries, in-between and outside hegemonic constructions and categories. Stereotype functions as an attempt at particularity through the creation of a ‘type’ that is reiteratively reinforced through continual repetition and exaggeration of (fabricated) similarities. In this context the assertion of difference – of insubordination to type – threatens to blur the boundaries and to call into question the veracity of the categories themselves. Those who assert identities that are not ‘true’ to type are quickly cut down for instance as ‘coconuts’ – inhabitants of black bodies whose tastes are dissonant with essentialised expectations betrayed by accent, choice of music or food or friends. 

Apartheid constructed a society in which race functioned as the most salient category of identity, defining where people lived, went to school, were treated when ill and spent their leisure time as well as with whom. Its reach extended into the private realm of love, friendship, marriage and sex. Bound to the political system, race became inextricably tied to social life through its entrenchment in law and policy. Apartheid ideology rested on immutable racial categories, with social order said to be reliant upon separation. The Population Registration Act of 1950, the legal foundation for apartheid, brought into existence the racial categories that came to be the organising principles of apartheid. According to the Act:

A white person is one who in appearance is, or who is generally accepted as, a white person, but does not include a person who, although in appearance is obviously a white person, is generally accepted as a coloured person. 

A native is a person who is in fact or is generally accepted as a member of any aboriginal race or tribe of Africa. 

A coloured person is a person who is not a white person or a native. (Republic of South Africa, 1950). 

As Deborah Posel has commented (2001:88), the language of the Act -- the pretence at rigour and the acceptance of biological difference as common sense – exemplifies the ‘contradictions, uncertainties, irrationalities and lapses of control’ (Posel, 2001: 88) that characterised all of apartheid’s attempts at social engineering.  For all their illogicality though, it was according to these ill-defined categories that South Africans came to classify themselves and others. They created a legal mechanism according to which an imaginary system of classification would come to reiteratively reproduce itself as social fact. But as is suggested in the Act’s portrayal of colouredness as a category of ‘neither/nor’, it was this category that represented the terrain upon which classificatory boundary disputes would most starkly come to play themselves out. Heterogenous in appearance, culture, religion and origin coloureds were constantly being reclassified or seeking reclassification thus by their very existence calling into question the primordial, essentialist assumptions upon which the system was founded. 

Whilst 1994 saw the advent of democracy in South African society, democratisation has been characterised by both ruptures and continuities. Though race has been (partially) unhinged from state power, it has yet to unhinge itself from social identity. Indeed, many have argued (see Soudien, 1998, 2001; Carrim and Soudien, 1999; Dolby, 1999, 2000, 2001) that race continues to be the most salient feature of post apartheid identities. Rather than being in a state of unqualified transition, South Africa remains caught between old and new. Apartheid-inspired ways of categorising and understanding remain central to contemporary race thinking in South Africa. While remaining salient however, there are ways in which `race’ is being reconstructed, recast as biology, as culture, as nation, and recently as ethnicity (see Dolby, 2001: 9). This process of simultaneous continuity and reimagining can be witnessed in a variety race ‘events’ – momentary considerations of race, that capture public attention, albeit in a transient way. By ‘capturing’ these events, thus rendering them less transitory, it is possible to listen to them more carefully, in order to ask what it is that they tell us about the dominant features of contemporary race thinking in South Africa. This paper is about one such event – which came to be known as ‘the Kuli Roberts debate’. 

Midfielder mentalities: colouredness as in-betweenness

When ‘race’ is enunciated at the contemporary historical moment, the black-white binary is immediately invoked (Kondo, 1977: 6). 

Ah, the people who are neither black nor white but live in a twilight existence (Mattera,  2009: 150). 

In his book The Midfielders Moment, Grant Farred (2000) employs the metaphor of coloureds as midfielders in a soccer team. The metaphor aptly summarises common sense constructions of coloured identity: coloureds are seen to occupy the midfield of a racial continuum with white people on one extreme of the continuum and black people on the other. Without a racial opposite, colouredness has to articulate itself in relation to other ‘racial groups’. As Farred argues, the coloured body is ‘a body of ambiguous racial history’, the product of miscegenation and therefore ‘impure’ (2000: 1). Consequently, rather than identity being qualified through singularity, ‘in the place of singularity there is duality of identifications that have to be negotiated’ (Farred, 2000: 3).  

Apartheid ideology constructed coloured people as midway on a hierarchy of being according to which coloureds were considered, to put it plainly, as not as good as whites but better than blacks. On this basis, coloureds were afforded limited privileges – slightly bigger allocations for education, housing and so on from the apartheid state purse. This period is often characterised as a time when those who occupied the racial middle were ‘not quite white’ enough. Zimitri Erasmus (2001: 13) has written of her personal experience of being steeped in this way of thinking: ‘knowing that I was not only not white, but less than white; not only not black, but better than black’.  In Andile Mngxitama’s (2011: 1) response to Kuli Roberts he reminds us of this troubled relationship of colouredness to whiteness: ‘coloureds despise Africans because they (the former) may lose the chances of assimilation into the white world’. Colouredness has always been haunted by whiteness in South Africa: with hierarchies in families and communities governed by degrees of lightness of skin colour and straightness of hair (see for instance Erasmus, 1997). 

The relationship is complex, however. While whiteness continues to function as the unacknowledged privileged human norm in many spheres of South African life (see for instance Melissa Steyn, 2008), at the same time, as was surfaced in some of the responses to the Kuli Roberts/Jimmy Manyi ‘events’, in contemporary South Africa middleness, ironically, now also suffers from the opposite effect: in programmes of redress and political and economic empowerment some coloureds now experience themselves as not quite black enough, damned in part by the dubious and meagre privileges of being treated as coloured rather than ‘black’ by apartheid’s architects. Anderson for example, writes: ‘a relatively marginalised group in South Africa, Coloureds still find themselves in an invidious position’ (Anderson, 2011: 1; see also Koch, 2011). In affirmative action programmes aimed at promoting employment equity for example, an explicit hierarchy of preference treats candidates designated ‘black’ in apartheid’s racial menu as the first prize, those designated coloured as second prize, white South Africans third and foreigners last. Gender layered onto race produces further strata of preference.

Aspirations to whiteness and examples of family members ‘passing’ as white is an acknowledged feature of the story of colouredness in South Africa as is revealed for instance in one forum participant’s statement: ‘we chose to assimilate more to the culture of the Europeans’ (Terence D, 2011). Thus the relationship of coloured to white is one often characterised by proximity, the attempts to approximate whiteness, or to tend towards whiteness along the racial continuum. But both because these aspirations were known to exist and because for most they were futile, they have been used also to police ways of being coloured. To accuse a person that ‘jy hou jou wit’ 
 continues to be a powerful put down in contemporary South Africa. It is an accusation that reveals an essentialised set of assumptions of how appropriately to be coloured suggesting that while it may be possible to take issue with the particular list of characteristics offered by Kuli Roberts the association of colouredness with stereotypical traits is by no means a Kuli Roberts invention.  

Inbetweenity is by no means a neutral space to occupy (see Tizzard and Phoenix, 1993). In other contexts words like mulatto employed in former Portuguese colonies like Mozambique and Angola (meaning ‘young mule’ in Portuguese); metis (the French word for a mongrel dog); dougla (the word used to describe mixed-race people of Indian and Black descent in the Caribbean -- Farred, 2000); half-breed; half-caste and bi-racial all suggest the sense of disgrace that has historically attached itself to those regarded as being of the middle. As Lewis (2001: 133) argues, the idea of ‘mixture’ connotes an absence of purity, ‘the coloured as debased in-betweener or ... perceived product of the transgression of a sacrosanct boundary, has connoted lack, deficiency, moral and cultural degeneration’. Historically, driven by the fear of miscegenation and the threat that it would pose to the capacity for racial ideology to reproduce itself, the ‘one drop rule’ of race classification insisted that one drop of ‘black blood’ was sufficient to render whiteness indelibly sullied – was to transform whiteness into blackness (see Bell, 1995:  75). The later decades of apartheid saw the ideology attempting to recast itself in the more acceptable terms of ethnic ‘separate development’ rather than racial segregation. The ‘homeland’ system was founded upon the claim that South Africa consisted of a number of separate nations – Zulu, Xhosa, Tswana, Sotho, Afrikaner and so on – each of which was to govern itself independently. In this context colouredness posed a serious challenge – if the greater part of South Africa was to be reserved for whites, which nation could coloureds be said to belong to? The quandary was infamously articulated by the wife of former apartheid South Africa President, F.W. de Klerk when she referred to coloureds as ‘non-person(s)…the people who were left after the nations were sorted out. They are the rest’ (Marike de Kerk cited in Jansen, 2011: 1). 

Notions of inbetweenity, ‘mixture’ and miscegenation, of course, rely on the discredited idea of biological race as well as on a binary understanding of race which posits whiteness and blackness as opposite ends of a continuum. Binaries, Farred comments, are ‘not so much different as they are co-dependent, polarities that inform, inflect and (inversely) reflect one another’ (2000: 1). You cannot think blackness if you do not at the same time also have in mind a notion of whiteness. Rather than an outright rejection of the biological determinist assumptions and binary logic inherent in race thinking, however, in the post-apartheid moment, it has become politically important for some coloured people in South Africa to eschew inbetweenity and to claim unqualified blackness. The move, contextualised by the post-apartheid moment, is politically complicated. To evoke ‘black’ in the current context is to enter a terrain in which continuities and ruptures occupy the same space.  During the anti-apartheid struggle the term ‘black’ evoked a progressive politics which sought to include all those discriminated against by the apartheid state under the banner of liberation politics.  Thus, ‘black’ was defined as ‘a reflection of a mental attitude’ and not ‘a matter of pigmentation’ (Biko, cited in Coetzee and Roux, 1998: 360). Coloureds who claimed blackness during the anti-apartheid struggle were making a progressive statement expressing unequivocal solidarity with the black majority and refusing their designation of dubious midfield privilege in the logic of apartheid. It is this idea that Andile Mngxitama (2011) evokes in a blog in which he argues that the idea of colouredness as a ‘persecuted other’ is a politically inspired construction emanating from what he calls ‘white interests’ such as the opposition political party the Democratic Alliance and the trade union Solidarity. For Mngxitama this ‘coloured consciousness’  is ‘anti-black’ in nature due to its insulation of ‘coloureds from the general black community’.  

But to claim blackness now smacks for some of expediency. It was by no means all coloured people who identified with the anti-apartheid movement and coloured communities are, today, far from being unqualified ANC support strongholds. Indeed the charge of racism and conservatism is sometimes levelled at coloureds, for instance, in the Western Cape, the province where coloured people predominate, and where the ANC does not enjoy an unqualified provincial majority (although voting evidence suggests that voting patterns among coloureds are classed rather than ‘raced’ – see for instance Habib, 2006). 

Trevor Manuel, a high profile coloured ANC government minister, in an open letter to Jimmy Manyi chastised Manyi for his apartheid logic, comparing him to apartheid architect Hendrick Verwoerd (2011). However, Manuel’s (2011) invocation of blackness as an umbrella term incorporating all those subject to racism, led to accusations from within the coloured community that he was denying the particularity of ‘coloured identity’ and therefore not serving coloured people, by championing ‘the dead idea that coloureds are black and African’ (Smith, 2011: 1). His rejection of the coloured label was echoed by University of the Free State rector, Jonathan Jansen (2011), in his response to the debate, who declared: ‘I am not and was never coloured, I do not speak here with any sense of ethnic or racial defensiveness’. For Mail and Guardian Thought Leader columnist Kim Smith, Manuel’s position amounted to hypocrisy:  ‘On the one hand, he says something to the effect of the idea of “coloured” being a construct of apartheid and that he doesn’t subscribe to it, but on the other hand, and I mean let’s be honest, the reason he’s writing is because he’s coloured! That in itself is a kind of hypocrisy ....’. So for Smith, to reject race while at the same time being influenced by one’s racial positioning is tautological. 

What Smith’s charge of hypocrisy misses is the relational dimension of identity. What Du Bois (1905) referred to as ‘double consciousness’ more than a century ago has to do with the realisation that part of what dominance consists in is the imperative for the subordinated self to construct itself in part according to how the self is constructed in dominant discourses. In South Africa those who occupy the precarious ‘middle’, it might be argued, must operate according to a ‘triple consciousness’ – coloured as defined from within but also coloured in relation to black and coloured in relation to white. The idea of inbetweenity posits a way of seeing coloured that is impossible to think without reference to black and reference to white. Attempts to escape this binary logic fall inevitably into a set of essentialist generalisations about what it means to be ‘coloured’. 

Colouredness as stereotype

The received notion of polities [groups] based on cultural homogeneity and horizontal fraternity, real or fictive, is giving way to imagined communities of difference, of multiculturalism, of ‘ID-ology’ (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2003: 454).

Jean and John Comaroff have alluded to the contemporary political impulse towards group difference and group identity as a mechanism employed to express material and political interests. As Koch (2011: 1) asserts ‘in simple English this means some of us are trying to be more “coloured” or more Indian or more Zulu now than ever before – because only through solidarity with others who we type caste as “like us” do we stand a chance’. Race thinking plays a significant role in the construction of these imagined communities of otherness, shaping the perceived boundaries between people and allocating people to membership of groups  (Mare, 2001: 77). In the absence of legislated race boundaries in South Africa, norms of appropriacy across a range of measures continue to be employed at the level of everyday interaction, serving to sanction behaviour considered ‘out of place’ because of the particular corporeal body that it emanates from.  It is clear that there is a particular social identity ascribed to coloured people, by virtue of their membership to the group (Tajfel, 1981) – an identity that coloured people are thought to embody. In the post-apartheid moment this affirmation of colouredness as a distinct identity has been as much an impulse from within colouredness as it once may have been an ascription from without. 

Stereotypes are clichés (Chew, 2001: 10), gross generalisations and exaggerations which extend particular characteristics and traits across a putatively clearly defined group whose membership boundaries are in reality themselves imaginary, porous and highly contested. As one forum participant in the Kuli Roberts debate put it: ‘it’s this mentality that somehow our individuality is fixed to what “group” we originate from’ (Emil Wentzel, 2011). Or in Fanon’s words, ‘the object of lumping all Negroes together under the designation of “Negro people” is to deprive them of any possibility of individual expression. What is attempted is to put them under the obligation of matching the idea one has of them’ (Fanon, 1969: 17).

Stereotypes are often thought of as negative labels attached to members of a group by outsiders which need to be resisted as is evinced in the reaction of Glen Marine (cited in Smith, 2011), a forum participant, to Kuli Roberts: ‘the problem with coloureds is that they have allowed others to define them for too long’. But in identity politics stereotypes do not only do the work of marginalisation and discrimination. Stereotypes are also employed from within the group as it tries to shore up a sense of its identity through the construction of shared traits that determine who belongs in the group as well as articulating ways in which group members are difference from those who are not members. The internalisation and propagation of stereotype from within the group is sometimes termed strategic essentialism (Herzfeld, cited in Koch, 2011). Dyer (1993) identifies the work that stereotypes do: stereotypes are a way of ordering, act as short-cuts and express values and beliefs. But the form of ‘recognition’ that stereotyping facilitates is necessarily premised upon misrecognition since convenient as short cuts may be they inevitably rely on reducing complexity and particularity. While stereotypes masquerade as common sense their reiteration serves as a mechanism for the social reproduction of discrimination and inequality since stereotypes are not innocent of relations of domination and subordination. The reiteration of stereotypes in daily life both from within and from outside of a particular group serves to shore up the idea of inherent, immutable difference and to present this idea as a commonplace, masking its historical location. 

Stereotypes provide us with a set of ‘inherent’ characteristics which essentialise what it means to be coloured. The impulse to strategic essentialism, that is, essentialism that emerges from within colouredness, serves as an attempt to claim a sense of what it means to be coloured without having to refer to whiteness or blackness. Such attempts are always going to be subject to contestation and dissent. The Kuli Roberts article would arguably not have sparked the extent of debate that it did had it not struck a note of recognition – the self seen through the eyes not only of the other but also in a partially internalised sense of stigmatisation and the shame of belongingness in a socially repudiated identity category. Thus, Smith (2011) asserts ‘it’s because people actually associate Kuli Roberts’s article with coloured people that we get so emotional about it’. And another contributor, Lee Anne Tee (2011: 1) writes, ‘there are many people in South Africa today who ascribe to this view, who believe this to be true about coloureds. Let’s be honest. Let’s not pretend. Obviously, the stereotypes do not apply to ALL coloured girls-but they do apply to some’. Other contributors felt the need to refute the veracity of the characteristics of coloured women identified by Roberts. ‘I tried, as a coloured girl, ticking off the parts of your [Roberts’s] column I could relate to. I am coloured, I still have all my front teeth, I'm certainly not violent, and I hate beer, not to mention Black Label’ (La Key, 2011: 1). 

While the stereotypes which Roberts lists are offensive and demeaning, to eschew stereotyping altogether is to risk losing the idea of colouredness. Even to create a more acceptable set of defining characteristics, on the other hand, risks positing a way of being ‘authentically’ coloured and, by implication, ways of deviating from being appropriately coloured. The deep infiltration of apartheid’s racial menu of whites, coloureds, Indians and Africans into the everyday race thinking of South Africans plays itself out in myriad daily social interactions which serve to reproduce in social life what has been declared statutorily obsolete. Associated with each of these four ‘races’ is a set of social scripts that have emerged historically and which operate as a repertoire to be drawn on in the performance of raced identities. As Therborn (1999) argues, racial ideologies as not simply ideas, but 'social processes' within which agents act (Therborn, 1999:vii, emphasis original). These ideologies function as qualifiers of existence: speaking for and to those they seek to encompass. Ideologies tell us what does and does not exist, what is good, right, just, attractive, beautiful and enjoyable – and their opposites, and what is possible or impossible (Therborn,1999:18). The ideology of race in South Africa, therefore, continues to speak the existence of four distinct ‘races’, the allocation of individuals to membership of these ‘races’ based on physical characteristics and the attribution of distinct characteristics to each ‘race’. Moreover, the hierarchical ordering of the four categories continues to privilege whiteness in the sense that while white people are afforded the privilege of individuality and diversity, members of the other three categories are routinely castigated for failing to authentically embody the characteristic expectations of ‘their’ race. Roberts asserts a particularly offensive version of coloured identity but a more attractive set of characteristics would be no less confining and thus no less oppressive in its implications. Thus, to contest the specific content of the stereotype rather than the whole edifice on which racial typing is built is in itself to breathe life into the idea of biological race determinism. Any attempt to define the characteristics of a ‘race’ has the effect, moreover, as Mare (2001:78) comments, of silencing ways of being that differ from those predefined characteristics, excluding or suppressing ‘alternatives, other questions that could be raised of the existing order, other visions of the society and its future, other ways of understanding or structuring social relations, other policy proposals’. Race stereotypes therefore limit agency through the narrowing of choices (Nobles, 1996:128), the silencing of narratives which threaten dominant representations, or the recasting of alternate narratives as exceptional cases. 

Narrow performance scripts based on apartheid-defined roles, continue to lock individuals into racially defined ways of being in South Africa. Thus, when Kuli Roberts asserts the characteristics of “coloured” women, this is not a solitary act or peculiar declaration; rather she contributes towards an already existing script of “coloured identity”, which is reliant upon the manner in which “coloured” has been historically constructed: albeit with certain shifts, ruptures and continuities. In this manner race (pre)tends towards real difference through the “illusion of the ordinary” (Mare, 2001). This pretention attempts to lock individuals within their racial identities at the expense of individualism as Anton Botha, reflecting on his Afrikaner identity (2011: 1) commented in the wake of the Kuli Roberts affairs: 

Is it true that we are locked in by our cultural identities? Am I doomed to support the blue Bulls, drive a double cab bakkie and eat biltong? Should all coloured people, as Kuli Roberts would have it, resign themselves to the fact that they will end up smoking, having large families and eating lots of fish? I would like to think that there is more to me and to other people than just our rather narrow cultural identities.

Here, Botha produces his own list of narrow stereotypes, this time associated with white Afrikaners, in order to make the point that the assertion of ‘narrow cultural identities’ demeans him as a complex, multifaceted individual (Botha, 2011). The term ‘cultural identities’ has come to replace the discredited idea of ‘race identity’ but it expresses the same thing and does the same work of denying individuality and locking individuals into narrow prescriptions, imposing a single way of being. 

Reification versus Rejection

We have our own separate culture and identity – Terence D, 2011.

Is there a coloured identity? – Ryland Fisher, 2011

Responses to questions of colouredness and coloured identity are often characterised by an acceptance/rejection debate. Some argue that the term coloured ought to be rejected outright (Manuel, 2011; Jansen, 2011) while others see this as a denial of the reality of a distinct coloured experience and identity that has emerged historically in South Africa (van Wyk, 2011; Smith, 2011; La Key; 2011). Responding to Roberts, Smith (2011: 1) argues the latter position:

But deeper than that, and specifically as coloureds, we need to react in a way that exalts us as a people, a culture, an ethnicity, one that we can be proud of. And when this happens, we will be able to secure our place in South Africa and Africa. And once our place is secure, we will abandon our ailing chick identity and soar above the stereotypes like eagles, not because we told them lekker but because we showed them who we really are!

Here Smith makes a move familiar in the politics of subjugated identity positions –the reclaiming of ‘queer’ as an identity by gay rights activists for instance or the assertion that ‘black is beautiful’ by black liberation movements. Rather than arguing that there is no such thing as a ‘coloured’ because race is not real and coloured people are just people like everyone else, here the assertion is that ‘coloured’ is not only real but something to be proud of.  In the same way that black consciousness in South Africa served historically to assert the fundamental humanity of black people in the context of the dehumanising effects of apartheid, Smith here asserts that ‘coloured consciousness’ offers the possibility of transcending stereotyped versions of coloured identity while at the same time securing belonging for coloured people in post-apartheid South Africa. 

The project is fraught from the start of course. To reify colouredness – that is to treat colouredness as tangible – requires at least a minimal degree of consensus about what inheres in the category. Yet, as Koch reminds us, ‘race is a fallacy. It is a socially created, not scientifically accurate way to define people. There is nothing you can say about black/coloured people that is true for all black people… not even that they are brown’ (2011: 1). People that may be identified as ‘coloureds’ by observers often deny that they are coloureds preferring to be called black or human or to be defined primarily by their religion – as Muslims for instance – or as South African citizens. Activist and academic Neville Alexander, argues that the appellation ‘coloured’ is ‘white-imposed, reactionary and indicative of new forms of racism’. Norman Duncan (cited in Erasmus, 2001: 21) says ‘there‘s no such thing as a coloured culture, coloured identity. Someone has to show me what it is’. The idea of colouredness then, inescapably hybrid from the outset, defies easy generalities and encompasses multiple senses of self (Farred, 2000: 24). Responding to Smith, a forum participant writes ‘please give us a list of 5 or 10 things which are peculiar to coloured culture/identity so that we can start the eagle soaring exalting things (beegacircle, cited in Smith, 2011). Another asserts, ‘What you [Smith] are asking is that we essentialise so-called culture and pinpoint “what we are and “how we do things”. This is a backward view of culture and identity .... coloured identity and culture is diverse, rich and changing” (Luzelle Yon Lestrade, cited in Smith, 2011). Online forum participant Dave Harris (cited in Smith,2011) agrees:

The problem with “coloureds” is that we’ve been grouped together and expected to act as if we are a homogenous ethnic group, when in fact we are a multi-cultural group of people emanating from a multitude of ancestors

Or, as Emil Wentzel (in Smith, 2011) puts it, ‘I am a coloured, but only on paper in the Republic of South Africa; and frankly I’m tired of being referenced by it, as if ethnicity somehow defines by capabilities’. For these participants, the idea of coloured as ‘a list of traits…an attempt to distil some kind of essence’ (beegacircle, Smith, 2011) is rejected. Even at the moment of rejection however, there is contradiction; to reject reification altogether is to risk non-being. Instead of outright rejection then, there is the call for negative stereotypes to be replaced with positive ones that can instil ‘pride’. 

I am not saying there can’t be immense pride in being ‘coloured’, but surely this can be achieved without referring to stereotypical accents, lack of teeth or alcoholism (Koch, 2011: 1). 

The desire for the assertion of a positive, affirming form for the idea of colouredness to take cannot simply be dismissed as a perpetuation of racist essentialist logic. It arises in a context in which the negative stereotypes which are reiteratively asserted in public discourse are the dominant representations and portrayals of coloured identity. As Farred writes, colouredness is constructed ‘in the face of racist hostility, indifference, and ignorance’ (2000: 18). In that context, to assert ‘colouredness’ can be seen as ‘an act of intellectual, cultural, and political labour’ (ibid.). To trace the historical emergence of the term ‘coloured’ in apartheid ideology does not in itself eradicate the appropriation of both the term and the identity in the lived experience of South Africans. The dilemma is that for some the appropriation is oppressive while for others it is expressive of ways of understanding the self that cannot find an easy substitution. As Appiah argues in relation to the idea of race, 'the erasure of the term ... simply threatens to leave too vast a discursive void’ (1989:41). For all its contested content and troubled genesis the term resists erasure. 

Conclusion

Let’s not forget that just because it is 2011, post 1994 and post 1995 Rugby World Cup…that despite what is contained in our great constitution; the Tooth Fairy nor the Fairy Godmother has not waved a magical wand of ‘non-racism & everyone let’s have a lovely group hug in our fantastic country (Nizaam Pasha, cited in Smith, 2011).

The idea of South Africa as a ‘rainbow’ nation – a term first coined by Nobel laureate Archbishop Desmond Tutu in an attempt to capture the idea of beauty in diversity – is as contested an idea as is colouredness.  The ritual celebration of South Africa as a rainbow nation during sports events like the 1995 Rugby World Cup (Baines, 2001) and the 2010 Soccer World Cup represents a version of South Africanness that is rooted in race thinking while purporting to be emblematic of the ‘new’ in the new South Africa. The idea of the rainbow nation – unity in diversity – asserts that which the experience of post-1994 South Africa denies. As Leonhard Praeg puts it, ‘in fact, so un-united are South Africans still ... that the title G.H Calpin’s book There are no South Africans remains as true today as it was in 1941’. The rainbow nation project evinces what Sieyes’s (1789) identified as the ‘performative contradiction at the origin of every nation’ (cited in Praeg, 2010: 2): the attempt to create the nation through claiming the existence of the nation.  

Thus the race debate remains central to South African society, despite period attempts to shore up the idea of the rainbow-nation. Race ‘events’ such as the Kuli Roberts and Jimmy Manyi sagas which continually punctuate social life force race to the surface and reveal the failings in a national debate that has too often been superficial at best and amnesiac at worst. The resurfacing of race debates and continual reference to stereotype emerges as “a direct consequence” of failing to “deal with the categories inherited from apartheid” (Alexander, cited in Jansen, 2010). Online commentator Wouter (cited in Smith, 2011) alludes to this failure:

In every facet of our society we have over the last couple of years not debunked racism and its intended or unintended consequences, it has been in fact heightened and we are so much further removed from our idealistic notion or a non racial, democratic state.

Seventeen years after apartheid, the nation functions much like an angst-ridden, unsure teenager, evincing moments of maturity but still given to frequent childish outbursts. Rather than sustained, nuanced, considered debate about race and its contemporary significance, rainbow nation posturing masks the uncertain, fearful and often vindictive adolescent whose capacity for viciousness was perhaps most starkly revealed in the May 2008 pogroms: two terrible weeks during which ‘people unable to pass mob tests for indigeneity were intimidated, beaten, hacked, raped and burnt out of shack settlements and city centres across South Africa’ (Pithouse, 2008). 

Jansen (2011) attributes the incapacity of the national debate to break significantly with its apartheid roots to the largely uncritical adoption of apartheid’s racial lexicon and the breathing of new life into the racial categories constructed by apartheid by programmes aimed at equity and redress: ‘instead of doing away with the racist notions of four socio-biological groups of human beings…we embraced this ideological baggage in the name of equity’. As Zoë Wicomb has argued ‘not everyone wishes to abandon racial naming: black groups jealously guard their blackness, [and] coloured groups cling to their colouredness (cited in Gugu Hlongwane, 2002: 115). 

Colouredness cannot simply be dismissed as an offensive creation of apartheid or of racist mindsets that continue to operate in contemporary South Africa. Colouredness also evokes, at least for some, a sense of self, community and belonging. Goldberg’s work on (1993: 4) alludes to this phenomenon of ‘race’ providing a sense of identity, drawing together ‘otherwise disparate social subjects ... into a cohesive unit in terms of which common interests are either founded or fabricated’, its negative connotations and biological immateriality notwithstanding. Lumped together as a category of person by apartheid’s ideologues, coloureds were housed in coloured communities, attended coloured schools and universities and were buried in coloured cemeteries. The result was that colouredness – one of apartheid’s most fantastical fabrications -- became rooted in material experience and therefore the primary source of identity for some South Africans. 

Thus the experience of colouredness in contemporary South Africa’s race politics, as the Kuli Roberts/Jimmy Manyi race ‘events’ and the public responses to those events revealed, is complex and contradictory. The apartheid construction of ‘coloured’ brought into existence a category of people who in the face of being neither here nor there, in the racial landscape, had little option but to fashion a sense of what it might mean to occupy this nowhere space. As a result, the idea of ‘colouredness’ continues to have currency in contemporary South Africa but in ways that are, inevitably highly contested. Far from there being a consensus about what it means to occupy the interstices, the voices that are heard responding to the Roberts/Manyi events vacillate between accepting, debating, contesting and denying the idea of colouredness as offering the capacity for an authentic construction of the self.
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��
	� Your mother’s children: I miss those lips from the Cape. While the language is ‘Afrikaans’ it is a particular type of Afrikaans associated with a stereotyped version of Cape coloured speech. 





��
	� You’re adopting a white posture. 








