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Some comforts of whiteness
I loved reading this book as I seldom enjoy academic texts. I remember a few
days at the beach reading, thinking about my life in South Africa, and
wallowing in the shame of my own whiteness. I recalled my own painful-to-
remember relationship with ‘our maid, Priscilla’ – I never knew her real name.
I remembered how the boys at school would curse each other with racial
epithets; and I recognised how I too use telltale memory devices to live with
the shame of my own whiteness: selective remembering, the promiscuous
narrating of shame, the conjuring up of the fantastic object of a racist father,
and so on. I was forced to confront my unearned, ongoing racial privilege,
written in my body and the material world that surrounds me. There was
something quite therapeutic – even a masochistic pleasure – in letting my
own autobiographical shapshots join the community of narrative extracts
from the lives that haunt the apartheid archive. The archivists invite such
narration. The book is a call to discourse. It is a celebration of storytelling,
in the belief that stories are ‘products constructed within the broader social,
historical, cultural, political, material, intersubjective and personal matrix’,
and in the hope that they will reveal the ‘historical and continued exercise
of racialized power relations’ (Sonn, Stevens and Duncan 295-6).

The apartheid archive is a collection of narratives of South Africans who
were invited to ‘submit narratives or short stories of their earliest and/or
most significant experiences of race and racism in apartheid South Africa’
(278). It is a confessional repository that elicited truth-telling about personal
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experiences of racism. It appears as though most of the narratives come from
the academics involved in the project and their acquaintances, and the
narratives reflect aspects of the political leanings and class investments of
the narrators.

The editors present the volume as a complement to the literature on the
legacy of apartheid racism in cultural studies and post-colonial theory. The
book provides a more overtly psychological account that seeks to uncover
the ‘psychical mechanisms of racism’ which are ‘inextricably bound up with’
social forces and subjective experiences that the history of apartheid has
made possible (5). Certainly, there is a gap here, and it is good to read South
African psychologists writing about apartheid and theorising the
sociopolitical and historical constitution of the subject.

The chapters straddle a heady range of theoretical perspectives, including
such uneasy bedfellows as Freud, Lacan, Derrida, Foucault, and Goffman.
The authors also have analytic differences, conducting realist, psycho-
analytic and deconstructionist readings of the narratives. Some use the
narratives to talk about life under apartheid; some use the talk to draw
conclusions about the mental life of the speakers; while others seek to
understand what the talk is doing discursively or psychodynamically, and
how it articulates an understanding of itself, either consciously or
unconsciously. All this diversity manages to find a home in the overarching
theoretical and methodological framework of psychosocial studies, the
belief that storytelling is a transformative social practice, and a commitment
to the psycho-political project of ‘questioning and subverting relations of
power through deconstructing and de-ideologizing them’ (8). Together the
chapters assemble fragments of individual lives and experiences, subjects
them to a harrowing academic gaze. The book presents a collage of
psychological life under apartheid and in South Africa today.

But it’s not what you’d expect from a book entitled Race, Memory and the
Apartheid Archive. I picked up the book expecting to read experiences of
racism from black South Africans who faced the blunt edge of apartheid.
However, the book is obsessed with whiteness. The appendix summarises
the race of the narrators who make an appearance: 22 whites, 11 blacks, 10
coloureds, and 4 Indians (their designations). In addition, the white (and to
a lesser extent, coloured) voices are heard over and over again in different
chapters, whereas the black voices are relatively quickly glossed over. In
part, this focus may be attributable to the skewed composition of the archive,
the team that assembled the narratives, and the authors of the book.
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However, reading between the lines, the book suggest two kinds of more
interesting reasons for the obsession with whiteness – within the book and
within country – first from a psychodynamic and then from a socio-political
point of view. I will consider each briefly in order to exemplify the tension
between these two frameworks – a tension that animates the book itself.

Psychoanalysis
It is perhaps not surprising that the white male is the central figure in post-
colonial historiography of the apartheid archive project. It might even be a
psychodynamic necessity. The (racist) father needs to be dethroned; and
while there is some pleasure and comfort to be had in this dethroning, there
is melancholy too. Most of the white narrators expressed shame about white
racism and privilege as they struggled to gain recognition, to find a place in
this land, and to be included. Progressive whites who are most often
represented in the book do not attempt to defend, deny or justify racism.
Instead, they take ownership of white racism and privilege. Nonetheless,
they express ‘promiscuous shame’ in a way that displaces ‘guilt for complicity
in apartheid to the previous generation’ (Straker 98). In narratives that
recount the racism of parents, whites are able to claim self-worth, but at the
psychic cost of betraying their parents. It is an Oedipal drama that allows
white South Africans to claim a place and self-worth, but at the expense of
betrayal and the loss of a love object. The object of white shame is the
character of the white father, not stately, but a crippled, exposed, and tragic
object of fear and loathing. He is a fantastic object that allows narrators to
feel compassion for themselves as they own up to racism.

Black narrators also struggle with the guilt of complicity and the shame
of the humiliation of the previous generation. Chapters by Sonn, by Ratele
and Shefer, and by Sullivan and Stevens show how coloured and black
narrators recounted shameful events of parents who were both racist
towards other blacks and who capitulated to white racism, being kicked off
the train or out of a restaurant by a racist petty official. Black parents are
either presented in idealised terms as heroes who resisted apartheid (Sullivan
and Stevens), or the trauma, pain, and anger – either from humiliation or
complicity in racism or victim status – is  displaced onto the fantastic object
of the racist white man who becomes an object of obsession.

For both white and black South Africans, the white man continues to reign
as a powerful psychic object. He is an object of projective identification, a
receptacle into which the present generation can deposit unacceptable
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desires. And the more compulsive and repeated his dethroning, the greater
the importance the character acquires; and too our dependence on this
object that allows us to manage the stigma of our dehumanisation by the
system and practice of apartheid.

The politics of whiteness and the confessional
The genealogy of whiteness is still being written. No doubt, whiteness
discourse emerges at the historical juncture of post-colonialism. Prior to
this, whiteness had been invisible to whites (eg Dyer 1997). It was a taken-
for-granted backcloth to life that naturalised white values, norms of conduct,
and positions of privilege. Like the apartheid archive project, whiteness
studies has sought to undo this, exposing disingenuous tactics that deny
racism and defend white privilege (see Steyn 2001). In the process of
exposing the subterfuge of others and owning up to their own shame,
progressive whites participate in the production of whiteness (see Vice
2010). Much like Damiens the regicide in Foucault’s (1977) Discipline and
Punish, the white (male) is paraded naked in the public square. But he is not
drawn and quartered in a public spectacle. In the confessional, properly
shamed, he is forgiven. These gestures allow him to be recognised as
progressive, someone we can work and live with, and someone who might
also belong. The rest, the unreconstituted racists like the Reitz 4 and the
Skierlik shooter, can (to use Mac Maharaj’s phrase) be driven into the sea.

The confessional is a practice for reconstituting whiteness. As
demonstrated by the apartheid archive project, academic work with personal
narratives scours out the interiors of subjects in a psychologizing project,
it sets white against white in a normalising project, and it provides the
discourse for whites to turn themselves into subjects (see Rose 1999,
Foucault 1982). This can help white people to work on themselves, and to
have compassion for themselves (and others) while doing so, ‘learning to
love their own whiteness, by transforming it into an object that could
be loved’ (Ahmed 2004, par 5).

The practice of confession is tuned to forgiveness – and it has some
success. These confessing subjects are recognised as progressive and can
thus earn a place as worthy collaborators. To the extent that the confessional
makes place for collaborating with whiteness it is the foundation for a neo-
liberal post-colonialism. It does not aspire to ‘break the back of whiteness’
(Mngxitama 2011), but is invested in the status quo as it seeks reconciliation
with white privilege.
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Conclusion
So why did I enjoy reading this book so much? The book provides its own 
answers. By helping me to tell my own story of racism, privilege and apartheid, 
it allowed me to speak of and experience the shame of my own whiteness 
and to feel some compassion for myself. At the same time, it allowed me to 
join other (progressive) whites who have learned the lesson from history, to 
own up to white racism and privilege, and thereby show that in fact we are 
not racist – at least, not like other whites (Ahmed 2004). To do this work of 
subjectification, we are utterly dependent on ‘racism’. In the process termed 
‘race trouble’ (Durrheim et al 2011), we rely on ideas about what racism is 
in order to know who we are, produce ourselves, and know how to treat each 
other and ourselves in post-apartheid South Africa. 

These are some of the comforts of whiteness today. 

Figure 1. Men working on a suburban road. (Photo by Martin Terre 
Blanche)
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Note
1. I would like to thank Graham Lindegger and Clinton Rautenbach for commenting

on an earlier draft of this review, and Martin Terre Blanche for allowing me to
use his photo.
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