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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Imagine a beginning— always arbitrary. A  woman stands on stage in London, 

clad in a black dress that hugs  every curve. Across the Atlantic in New Or-

leans, a group of  women wearing high- necked blue dresses, with well- oiled 

hair and scrubbed fi ngernails, answer questions from buyers  eager to procure 

a deal.  Th ese  women, separated by an ocean, know nothing of one another. 

Th ey cannot even dream one another up.  Th ese  women have every thing to do 

with one another. And with us.

Th is volume attempts an excavation of the historical and pres ent- day lim-

its of liberal, cap i tal ist notions of individual agency. It does so by exposing 

the continuities between the forms of  labor literally embodied in slavery, in-

denture, and the commodifi ed raced and gendered spectacle. Illegible  Will is 

structured around a series of disparate and far- fl ung (geo graph i cally and tem-

porally) case studies/per for mances, which include the tragic life of Tryntjie 

(a Madagascan slave at the Cape of Good Hope), a novel by Andre Brink, 

Indian indenture in Natal, the Miss Landmine Angola beauty pageant, Saa-

rtjie (Sarah) Baartman’s time in London, Joice Heth (one of P. T. Barnum’s 

fi rst freak shows), and Yvette Christianse’s brilliant novel Unconfessed. By jux-

taposing “case studies” such as  these, my historiographic approach situates 

southern African per for mances within African diasporic cir cuits of mean-

ing. I do not mean to suggest that  these historical case studies are teleologi-

cal explanations. Instead, as C. Riley Snorton writes,  these “prior moments 

and events . . .  foreshadow [black  will’s] emergence to suggest that our con-

temporary moment fi nds pre ce dents in other times and places” marked by a 

crisis of meaning in black  will.1



2 Introduction

Th is book is deeply indebted to the works of per for mance and disabil-

ity scholars such as Saidiya Hartman, Joseph Roach, and Rosemarie Garland 

Th ompson. Intervening in histories that privilege the written, I argue that 

everyday per for mance practices such as selling beer and sighing or limping re-

veal a diasporic repertoire of shift ing creative and embodied responses to im-

perialism that exceed the textual and verbal. Th is study, then, attempts what 

Dwight Conquergood has described as “a riskier hermeneutics of experience, 

relocation, copresence, humility and vulnerability: listening to and being 

touched by the protest per for mances of [subjugated] . . .   people.”2 Chapters 

on Miss Landmine Angola or Sarah Baartman for example, are obvious exem-

plars of this approach as I analyze pageant participants’ poses, the spectacle of 

their disability or Baartman’s “rude” and reluctant demonstrations of her mu-

sicality. However, one of Per for mance Studies’ most radical contributions lies 

in its refusal to simply replace the romance of textual authority with the se-

ductive immediacy of per for mance. In “Per for mance: Blunders of Orpheus,” 

Joseph Roach suggests that over- privileging the living repertoire can result 

in the widening of the gap between per for mance studies and textual stud-

ies. Should they neglect the textual “resources that stand  behind the critique 

and repre sen ta tion of social diff erences,” per for mances could fi nd themselves 

“adrift  in the pres ent, unmoored from prior [ imagined or known] iterations 

of them.”3 Per for mance scholars, then, must be attentive to the complex in-

teraction between textuality and embodied memory. We must know when to 

remember and when to reinvent and when to search out fugitive traces and 

echoes of prior moments in the gloom.

Illegible  Will strug gles with how best to think through and write about 

embodied practices/repertoires of be hav ior as inextricable from literary and 

historical claims. As numerous scholars such as Saidiya Hartman and Diana 

Taylor insist, reading the textual for the performative and making the archival 

performative lead us  toward an understanding of history and per for mance as 

overlapping modalities that distill meaning from the past. Robin Bern stein 

argues that the historical and the performative work together, “with neither 

form of knowledge . . .  pre- existing the other. Within each scriptive  thing, ar-

chive and repertoire are one.”4

It is for  these reasons that I use per for mance studies as a methodology 

in chapters that seem less obviously about per for mance, such as  those dealing 

with the con temporary novel Unconfessed or the narrative history Rogues, Reb-
els and Runaways.  Whether textually based or embodied, the vari ous scenes in 

each chapter then are about making meaning through performative histories of 
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transatlantic and trans– Indian Ocean cir cuits and exchanges. Th e construc-

tion of racialized bodies via the spectacle, as well as the creation of vari ous 

viewers and consumers, becomes the engine and the function of the historical 

circulation and exchange that this book traces.

When faced with the undocumented “event,” performative histories have a 

unique ability to alter how we make history and conjure memory. Moving away 

from understanding the past as only chronological and  behind us, Diana Tay-

lor asks us to imagine it “as also vertical, as a diff  er ent form of storage of what’s 

already  here. Its iterative, recurrent quality functions through repeats, yet 

breaks out of them.” Th e “repetition with diff erence” of per for mance off ers 

an alternate modality for thinking about an always reiterative history. Taylor 

goes on to say that the “ bearers of per for mance,  those who engage in it, are 

also the  bearers of history who link the layers past- pres ent- future through 

practice.”5

How does one engage performatively with the archive as a vertical and 

chronological space?6 How does one remember histories that depart from 

traditional notions of the archive and archival pro cess? Anjali Arondekar sug-

gests that “even as the concept of fi xed and fi nite archive has come  under siege, 

it has si mul ta neously led to an explosion of multiple/alternate archives that seek 

to remedy the erasures of the past.”7 In her attempt to “queer the archive,” what 

I have described as reading the archive performatively, Arondekar proposes 

“a diff  er ent kind of archival romance, one that supplements the narrative of 

retrieval with a radically diff  er ent script of historical continuation.”8 Rather 

than presuming one can fi nd what has been missing, Arondekar theorizes a 

reading practice that departs from the assumption that recovering lost or new 

evidence can somehow excavate illegible subjectivities. Instead of the search 

for an object that leads to a subject, the scholar’s search should be for a subject 

eff ect: a ghostly aft erlife or a space of absence that is not empty but fi lled. In 

other words, rather than insisting on excavating factual evidence that may or 

may not be  there, but that can never adequately fi ll the holes in the archive, 

my work performs po liti cally urgent narrations or informed critical conjur-

ings, a method at which some historians might balk. Given the dearth of tra-

ditional archival material written by and about black  people, what is required 

is an engagement “with the material imprint of archival evidence as a ‘recal-

citrant event.’ ” To do this requires moving beyond arguments about missing 

or pres ent documented evidence into what Arondekar calls “the realm of nar-

ration.”9 Such an engagement requires navigation across disciplines: a remap-

ping of the disjunctures, chasms, and nodes of connection between diff  er ent 
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historically located fi elds of knowledge that can help us more fully fl esh out 

the aft erlife of black diasporic subjects.10

My manuscript relies heavi ly on the primary research done by historians 

such as Clift on Crais and Pamela Scully and Nigel Penn to provide new in-

sights into the po liti cal dynamics of certain black historical actors and to 

problematize standard assumptions about their subjectivity. Th at I rely on the 

primary research of  others might be construed as a weakness of this manu-

script, and to some extent it is. But the focus of Illegible  Will is on exploring 

the pro cess of reading the archive across existing lit er a tures and connecting 

fi elds. How do historians and other thinkers, given their par tic u lar invest-

ments and theorizations of the archive itself, encounter black presence and 

absence? What kinds of associative thinking are pos si ble if we look at how 

historians attribute historical  will rather than simply being reassured that 

they have located evidence of its existence?

Illegible  Will thus attempts a queer imaginative conjuring through critical 

theories of redress. Th e fi lled empty spaces call out for critical imaginings or 

alternate visions that suggest moments in which agency could reside.  Th ese 

critical imaginative moments lie side by side with hegemonic discourses, pro-

viding not only an ave nue to think through the power of historical fi ction but 

also a way to reconceptualize the relationship between historical pro cess and 

narrative structure. While not necessarily empirically true,  these performa-

tive moments off er us equally valid outlines of history’s aft erlife. Black per for-

mance studies thus provides me with a messy theoretical body, as well as with 

a methodology that can animate, suture together, and disrupt disciplinary 

investments in writing black histories.

Alexander Weheliye reminds us that black (per for mance) studies has to 

account for how the fi eld contributes to the creation of primary, par tic u lar 

objects of knowledge such as black culture.11 Using the work of Hortense 

Spillers and Sylvia Wynter, he suggests that instead of a descriptive fi eld, 

black studies must operate as mode of knowledge production. For Weheliye, 

this mode allows us to theorize the “ideological and physiological mechanics 

of the violently tiered categorization of the  human species in western mo-

dernity, which stand  counter to the universalizing but resolutely Europe- 

centered visions embodied by bare life and biopolitics . . .  without demoting 

race and gender to the rank of the ethnographically par tic u lar, instead expos-

ing how  these categories carve from the swamps of slavery and colonialism 

the very fl esh and bones of modern Man.”12 I am careful not to use the term 

“black” uncritically in this proj ect to suggest a uniform and shared identity 
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that is unmoored in time and space. Illegible  Will resides in the uneasy and 

fraught spaces among specifi c African  peoples, African Americans, and vari-

ous other  peoples whom modernity has excluded from a “humanity” that is 

coterminous with white, liberal Man. Along with Weheliye, scholars such as 

Oyeronke Oyewumi and Chandra Mohanty warn against falsely universal-

izing methodologies and constructs that can  either retroactively map con-

temporary meanings onto historically located bodies or,  under the guise of 

universality, use naturalized Western concepts such as “gender” while subju-

gating indigenous worldviews and systems of meaning.13

In keeping with black per for mance studies as a mode of knowledge pro-

duction, I set transatlantic sites in conversation with one another not so much 

to apply the same universal identitarian categories to diff  er ent historical situ-

ations as to map their uneven development and application. I place seem-

ingly disparate performative sites in conversation with one another precisely 

 because racialized bodies across the diaspora  were displayed and defi ned 

against one another while also being compared to the bodies of their view-

ers, all in order to develop modern transatlantic systems of race and gender 

that enable capitalism and its attendant modes of po liti cal power. Th e diff er-

ing sites become coherent as sites only in their relationship to one another.14 

Th e coherence of  these sites is precarious  because systems of power constantly 

change, necessitating time- specifi c per for mances of blackness. Race, as Ann 

Stoler writes, “is a discourse of vacillations. It operates at diff  er ent levels and 

moves not only between diff  er ent po liti cal proj ects but seizes upon diff  er ent 

ele ments of earlier discourses reworked for new po liti cal ends.”15

It is impor tant to remember that racial formations, as Stoler tells us, are 

“ shaped by specifi c relations of power and therefore have diff  er ent histories 

and etymologies.”16 In her comparative study of race, class and gender, Zine 

Magubane pays close attention to  these histories and etymologies. As a result, 

she is loath to propound “a general theory of the articulation of race, class, and 

gender that is capable of explaining the very diff  er ent social relations of, for 

example,  Eng land in the nineteenth  century and Brazil in the twenty- fi rst . . .  

[Rather the] utility of historical case studies [or per for mances] lies less in 

their ability to generate a totalizing theory than in their ability to suggest 

ways of looking at the world or at social situations that may be taken up and 

deployed, with modifi cation, in other contexts.”17 Magubane wishes to fore-

ground what might be called a diasporic methodology that highlights the 

connections between economic pro cesses and racialized gender. In other 

words, as Stoler insists, discourses of sexuality, race, and  labor must be placed 
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“within a common frame as productive sites in a broader pro cess of [the] nor-

malization [of the white bourgeois body].”18 I would amend Magubane’s dia-

sporic methodology to foreground per for mance. I argue that the connections 

between economic pro cesses and racialized gender are embodied, tactile, and 

repeated with diff erence by vari ous actors in a wide array of locations.  Th ese 

actors re- imbue blackness with meaning through their per for mances so that 

it is historically located but also always new.

Th e population at the Cape during the seventeenth  century was pheno-

typically, religiously, linguistically, and culturally very diverse, with slaves 

originating from areas such as Malaysia, Mozambique, the Indian subconti-

nent, and Madagascar. Also included  were Khoikhoi and Baastard Hottentots 

(the  children of slave or settler men and Khoisan  women) who, while legally 

exempt from slavery, joined the ranks of coerced  labor. Although blackness in 

the Cape during this period was not the infl exible naturalized racial category 

that it  imagined itself to be  later, it would still be a  mistake to think that color 

prejudice did not aff ect slaves such as Tryntjie of Madagascar, whom I discuss 

in chapter  2. As the renowned historian John Edwin Mason argues, while 

the Cape “had yet to elaborate a well- developed racial ideology, ‘respectable’ 

whites subscribed to a pervasive color prejudice that cut across divisions of 

class, ethnicity, and religion.”19 Th is color prejudice, though unstable and 

not yet forged into the rigid concepts of race that some argue  were “fi rmly 

established” by 1820,20 articulated a link between the inherent deviancy of 

the “nonwhite”/less  human and systems of coercive  labor. Th e attempts to 

defi ne slavery revolved around a racialization of coerced  labor that gradually 

cemented the mutable links between race and slavery itself. Th e scientifi c 

codifi cation of older racial prejudice became crucial to the justifi cation and 

structural development of the slave trade and imperial policy. As whiteness 

became essential to the category of the  human, slavery and other forms of 

coerced  labor began to be inextricable from notions of blackness.

An example of racialization that uses the phenotypic to fuse slavery with 

blackness can be seen in the strug gles around the racial classifi cation of the 

Khoikhoi, or “Hottentots,” as they  were derogatorily known. By describing 

“Hottentots” as “fair”- skinned, seventeenth- century and some eigh teenth- 

century travel writing threatened to disrupt the growing codifi cation of race 

into a “visual science” of skin color that underpinned slavery. Th is lit er a ture 

on the Khoikhoi insists that they are not black or brown but yellow, tawny, 

fair- skinned, with their babies being born white- skinned. For example, Linda 

Merians describes how, in a report to the members of the Royal Society, John 
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Maxwell “describes ‘Hottentot’ skin color as ‘naturally as White as ours,’ . . .  ‘a 

race onto themselves’ [and therefore] ‘unfi t’ for slavery.”21 Subsequent historical 

changes to this racial discourse result in the “Hottentot” being the exemplar 

of the primitive. Sarah Baartman’s putative elongated labia and steatopygia 

are re- read, not only as signs of lesser humanity, but also as evidence of fi tness for 

enslavement. Blackness, as Magubane reminds us, is a variable, historically 

located tool,  etched onto the body and intimately linked to cap i tal ist systems 

of  labor.22

Recalcitrant Bodies

Th e per for mance scholarship I  will be engaging with insists not only on the 

materiality of the body, but also on what Taylor calls per for mance’s manipu-

lation and experimentation of historically located notions of embodiment.23 

My work builds on per for mance scholars in its focus on southern Africa 

and site- specifi c spectacles of laboring bodies. How well does black per for-

mance theory travel, given that  there is no universal, transparent notion of 

the (black) body? What does the performing body look like from the van-

tage point of the Cape of Storms, for example, where the Indian and Atlantic 

oceans break against each other?

Th e famed African scholars Jean Comaroff  and John Comaroff  remind us 

that “the body . . .  cannot escape being a vehicle of history, a meta phor and 

metonym of being- in- time.”24 Similarly, Magubane asks us to consider how 

“embodiment articulates the evolution of capitalism and colonialism.”25 As 

Timothy Burke cautions, one cannot simply translate a local African or Afri-

can American vocabulary for the body into a more general scholarly language 

 because understandings of the body as a unit of analy sis are not consistent 

across time and space. Burke suggests, “Regarding the body as an invariably 

signifi cant or coherent subject in any culture must be regarded as a suspect 

notion; the body as a subject is specifi cally a product of the peculiar and con-

voluted history of Western and Christian insistence on mind/body duality. . . .  

In par tic u lar, bio- power . . .  makes sense only in reference to historically spe-

cifi c and modern fi gurations of the body in Western history, and thus has 

dubious relevance to the pre- colonial and perhaps even con temporary cul-

tural experiences of many Africans.”26 Burke’s argument sets the groundwork 

for Weheliye’s warning that biopolitics as a mode of analy sis oft en fi gures ra-

cial diff erence as a primitive vestige located prior to con temporary thought 

as such. Weheliye suggests instead that the “conceptual tools of racialized 
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minority discourse augment and reframe bare life and biopolitics discourse” 

by inhabiting “the nexus of diff erentiation, hierarchy, and the  human” and 

imagining diff  er ent modes of being  human that do not center on the liberal 

bourgeois Man.27

Th e case studies in all of the chapters work through the temporal and 

geographic specifi cities of the body. Consider, for example, the Miss Land-

mine Angola pageant, as discussed in chapter 3. As Neville Hoad points out, 

largely unemployed, amputee contestants have “very  little in common with 

a standard- bearer pageant like Miss World beyond adherence to the basic 

generic form of a pageant [and its typical contestant].”28 Th e material body, 

what it stands for, how it is represented, and how gender or beauty or any 

number of discourses are embodied and inscribed has every thing to do with 

what Hoad describes as the “enormously complicated set of transnational ex-

changes, precisely connected at the level of the economic to the global his-

tories and their libidinal economies” that led to the military conditions that 

caused  these  women’s injuries in the fi rst place.”29 Th e history of the West’s 

encounter with the Other has pivoted around the creation of the injured 

spectacle of Otherness. Th e ways in which  women’s bodies  were viewed and 

represented underwrote the (sexual) exploitation of  those bodies that is es-

sential for the cap i tal ist appropriation of empire.

Illegible  Will claims that in order to open up the question of agency, co-

ercion, and consent, one needs to prevent the collapsing of the material and 

discursive body. I wish to engage not with the body functioning as a symbolic 

surrogate for personhood but with the messy realities of bodies that bleed, 

heal, dance, and die. In a chapter titled “Rotten Worlds,” Elizabeth Povinelli 

tracks the discursive production of a large sore on her shoulder. Studying the 

way in which her sore is framed by doctors, healers, and colleagues as they 

off er vari ous explanations, treatments, and aff ective responses, Povinelli dis-

tinguishes between two social aspects of embodiment that she terms corpore-

ality and carnality. For Povinelli, corporeality functions as discursive strategy, 

while carnality emphasizes a material, fl eshy body located in an environment. 

She distinguishes between  these bodily registers “in terms of the diff erence 

between fl esh as a juridical and po liti cal maneuver and fl esh as a physical 

mattering forth of  these maneuvers.”30 Th e fact of fl esh is not opposed to 

discourse, instead “the uneven distribution of the fl esh— the creation of life- 

worlds, death- worlds, and rotting worlds—is a key way in which . . .  [individ-

ual agency and social constraint] are felt, known, and expressed.”31 In many 

ways, this formulation is indebted to Hortense Spillers’s argument about the 
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distinctions between “body” and “fl esh” revolving around captive and non- 

captive subject positions.32 Spillers posits that “before the ‘body’  there is the 

‘fl esh,’ that zero degree of social conceptualization that does not escape con-

cealment  under the brush of discourse, or the refl exes of iconography. . . .  If 

we think of the ‘fl esh’ as a primary narrative, then we mean its seared, divided, 

ripped- apartness, riveted to the ship’s hole, fallen, or ‘escaped’ overboard.”33 

Like Povinelli’s carnality, Spillers’s fl esh is not a natu ral substrate that exists 

prior to racialization. Rather, it is crucially produced through acts of vio lence. 

Th e unprotected, ungendered slave body becomes what Spillers calls a text 

and a methodology for reading life and death, subjugation and survival.

Understood, then, as both fl esh and body, Povinelli’s body is subject to 

numerous, oft en incommensurate discourses. Con temporary science might 

understand her sore as a symptom of staphylococcus or anthrax spores, 

whereas culturally prejudicial discourses might read the lesions as evidence 

of the “fi lthiness” of Aboriginal communities where she works. Conversely, 

Aboriginal communities themselves might diagnose her sore as the result of 

contact with a living, breathing ancestral site. While all  these discourses exist 

si mul ta neously, they are diff erentially empowered. For instance, as Povinelli 

and Kim DiFruscia discuss, the diagnosis of staphylococcus is more likely 

to be taken as scientifi cally true than one about ancestral contact.34 But no 

 matter how the sore is understood (a  matter of vital importance in terms of 

treatment), it  causes the material body to sicken. And, as Povinelli points out,

Depending how one’s body has been cared for, or is being cared for, it sick-

ens it in diff  er ent ways and diff  er ent degrees. . . .  And this slow corrosion of 

the life is part of the reason why, if you are [a person of color], your life runs 

out much sooner than [that of white  people]. And if the state provides you 

rights based on longevity . . .  but you are  dying on average ten to twenty 

years sooner than non- Indigenous  people, then the carnal condition of 

your body is out of sync with the apparatus of recognition. . . .  Carnality 

therefore becomes vital to understanding the dynamics of power.35

Th e body and the fl esh, corporeality and carnality, therefore become cru-

cial to understanding the dynamics of power that crosshatch the African 

diasporic body as each chapter works through notions of  labor, illness, and 

per for mance.

Th is idea of material embodiment is distinct from the social and structural 

death discussed by Achille Mbembe and Orlando Patterson. Th eorizing dance 

and gesture, death and  dying, I wish to add a fl eshy carnality to the discourse 
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of necropolitics to more adequately open up questions of  will and personhood. 

Povinelli’s discussion of the material deterioration of bodies and the state’s 

interest in certain  people’s (and not  others’) longevity provides an opening to 

discuss what Mbembe terms “necropolitics,” or technologies of control that 

subjugate life to the power of death.36 Rather than revolving around vari ous 

notions of state and individual autonomy, sovereignty becomes an exercise in 

defi ning life and controlling mortality. Mbembe writes that,  under the condi-

tions of necropolitics, “power is infi nitely more brutal than it was during the 

authoritarian period. . . .  If it still maintains its tight grid of bodies (or their 

agglomeration within camps or so- called security zones), this is not so much 

to inscribe them in disciplinary apparatuses as to better inscribe them, when 

the time comes, within the order of that maximal economy that has become the 

‘massacre.’ ”37 Within site- specifi c, late modern colonial contexts, Mbembe 

describes the endless states of racialized terror such as continual warfare or 

(I would argue) the withholding and distribution of health care that lead to 

totalizing forms of domination over  human lives and the control of death. 

Th is becomes particularly relevant in my chapter on indentured  labor where 

the work accomplished by the death of the laborers ultimately proved more 

 valuable than their  labor when alive. Orlando Patterson’s groundbreaking 

 Slavery and Social Death, on the power relations that undergird plantation 

slavery, also recognizes the centrality of death in colonial regimes. Patterson’s 

argument uses “bare life” and the politics of exception to think through master- 

slave Hegelian relationships. He argues that  these relationships ultimately 

 produce the slave through the slave’s “social death.”38 His concerns are with the 

making of the slave through her negation, through her social unmaking.

Mbembe’s and Patterson’s social unmaking must be placed alongside the 

fl eshy body’s illness, decay, and death, or what could be called a material 

death. Looking at the body in a historically contextualized manner that in-

corporates material death and social death allows us to interrogate the politics 

around life- stealing  labor that have become so normalized as to be rendered 

transparent. Th us, in the instance of the slave who works herself to death on 

the plantation, her rotting body as well as the social death she experienced as 

a slave reveal the embodied ways in which domination works. Th e interplay 

between her corporeality and her carnality gestures  toward the plural notions 

of identity and agency that diasporic Africans  were and are able to practice 

even within conditions of extreme vio lence.

To further explore embodied practices of agency, this volume also pays 

close attention to meaning- making forms of movement. My analyses of a pageant 
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contestant’s pose as she awkwardly reclines next to a pool and of Sarah Baart-

man’s slow recalcitrance as she appears on stage are attempts to write a his-

tory contextualized within the body itself. Gesture is not merely a product of 

socialization. Rather, as Carrie Noland reminds us, “Th e lived experience of 

executing a gesture is as impor tant as the [culturally and historically specifi c] 

symbolic dimension of the gesture.”39 Th e body achieves a kinesthetic aware-

ness of itself as nerves tingle, synapses fi re, and the body creates and discovers 

itself. Th e symbolic dimension of gesture cannot simply be translated into 

verbal language. On the contrary, as Juana Rodriguez points out, “Sometimes 

the point of gesture is that it can register what cannot or should not be ex-

pressed in words. And sometimes it signals what one wishes to keep out of 

sound’s reach.”40 In their emphasis on the kinetic,  those  things that one can-

not say or does not want to say except with a hand caressing a cheek, rubbing, 

pushing, and falling, gestures refuse determined meanings as they constantly 

search for social connection. While gestures reveal what Rodriguez calls the 

“inscription of social and cultural laws [that] transform our individual move-

ments into an archive of received social be hav iors and norms,” kinetic energy 

shapes and reshapes the body.41 Th is embodied kinesis reroutes normative 

pro cesses of meaning making, troubling social norms even while indexing 

them. Let us imagine the  simple act of holding one’s hands up, for example, as 

if a policeman is pointing a gun at one’s chest. Th is gesture has accumulated 

a constellation of social meanings. It tells the police offi  cer to pause and not 

shoot just yet. Th rough the careful raising of my arms and opening of my 

torso, I recognize the potential vio lence to my person embodied in the po-

liceman’s stance. Th e body of both police offi  cer and suspect enact a cultur-

ally determined script of power and surrender, without which gesture would 

just be uninfl ected, meaningless motion. Th e plea “I  can’t breathe” or “ Don’t 

shoot” expressed through vulnerable torso and arms held to the sky accrues 

meaning as it resonates throughout the African diaspora. Yet each per for-

mance, even as it reiterates a culturally specifi c gestural vocabulary,  houses 

the possibility of multiple other meanings. Th us, approaching a police offi  cer 

(who may or may not have his gun drawn) with arms up is not so much a 

gesture of supplication as a threat, a parody of subservience. Instead of enact-

ing my normative gestural role of freezing or supplicating, my gestures turn 

vulnerability into aggression. Th ey refuse social scripts, demanding another 

type of relationality. Another example would be the Cake- Walk performed by 

slaves that mimicked the rigid, stiff  movements of their  owners. Slave  owners 

perceived slaves’ gestural vocabularies of straight limbs as fl attering imitation. 



12 Introduction

What they overlooked was the West African belief that straight limbs char-

acterized death. By taking on the characteristics of white dancers, Susan Phil-

lips argues, slaves performed white owner ship and exhibited control over the 

dead, thus countering the social death of slavery.42 Or as Rodriguez writes, 

dance “refl ect[s] how social forces exert corporeal power, and how as pul-

sating kinetic subjects, we fi nd out own ways to groove to the tracks.”43 Th e 

example with the police offi  cer and the Cake- Walk both reveal, according 

to Noland, how gesture becomes the connecting link between “discourses 

privileging the biological body, subjectivity, and somatic experience on the 

one hand and, on the other, discourses indebted to a deconstructive critique 

of embodiment as a staging of the body through structures of signifi cation 

that are not necessarily the body’s own.”44 Th roughout Illegible  Will, I hope 

to think through the historical and spatial contingencies by which gestures 

migrate, repeat, and acquire (new) meanings. Th e body as gestural archive 

and inventor, as monument and stylus, is paramount to any understanding of 

diasporic per for mance.

Time and Space

Despite covering large swaths of time, Illegible  Will is a postapartheid study 

in that it tells stories that the  grand drama of apartheid obscured for so 

long. Th roughout the book, I render vis i ble South Africa’s long history of 

international contact that becomes apparent only following the end of apart-

heid and its myth of global isolation and autonomy. Th us, this book focuses 

on certain historical texts, cultural production, and moments while de- 

emphasizing other, equally impor tant ones. One of the most impor tant forms 

of southern African  labor that this manuscript does not discuss is mi grant 

 labor— whether we go as far back as the Mfecane (the dispersal and milita-

rized upheaval that attended the consolidation of the Zulu kingdom in the 

nineteenth  century) or focus narrowly on recent  labor disputes in the South 

African mining  industry. Since the beginning of the twentieth  century, the 

South African mining industry has set up a transnational infrastructure of 

 labor migrancy that transported workers from undeveloped “homelands” 

and rural townships to the mines, where  these workers  were crowded into 

a system of compounds. As Jonathan Crush and Clarence Tshitereke tell us, 

the mining industry has wielded signifi cant authority over the management 

of migratory  labor diasporas.45 Th e story of the proletarianization of rural 

agricultural economies continues to be told. For example, Phaswane Mpe’s 
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Welcome to Our Hillbrow (2001) highlights the centrality of mi grant  labor in 

the southern African landscape.46 Showing how other African immigrants 

to South Africa are scapegoated as the primary carriers of hiv and aids, 

Mpe uses the trope of contagion to think through a con temporary Hillbrow, 

which is inundated with mi grant workers desperate for paying jobs. While 

my study recognizes the importance of  those laboring Southern Africans who 

remained relatively stationary and did not cross large bodies of  water, I focus 

primarily on the wake of the Black Atlantic and the sea tack  toward the In-

dian Ocean.47

Th e book thus crisscrosses oceans to include African Americans, black 

British, East Africans, Madagascans, Goans, and South Asians. It insists on 

recognizing the fl ow of  labor both away from and  toward the African conti-

nent. As a result, Illegible  Will’s chapter on Indian indentured  labor, in par-

tic u lar, makes vis i ble the other ocean central to coercive  labor regimes and 

largely occluded in the current, Paul Gilroy– derived academic discourse: the 

Indian Ocean. While  there are several continuities between the Atlantic 

and Indian oceans in the historical per for mances of slavery and coercion, we 

need to trace the diff erences between  these oceanic sites to keep from collaps-

ing them into each other or ignoring one in  favor of the other. “Narratives 

of migration, diaspora, settlement, and naming on and around the Cape of 

Storms” as Loren Kruger states, “introduce currents that blur new and old maps 

of cultural traffi  c.”48 A thoughtful perspective on Cape slavery necessitates 

the inclusion of the African continent and the Indian Ocean and Red Sea 

in the African diaspora. Th e dispersal of Africans across the Atlantic has had 

a near- mono poly in studies of the African diaspora, marked particularly by 

the popularity of terms such as “Black Atlantic.” In par tic u lar, as Pier Larson 

reminds us, “the use of new social identities in the African continental por-

tion of the diaspora during the age of enslavement was in many cases linked 

to a social amnesia of enslavement, diff ering from the formation of African 

American identities in the western Atlantic and their link to memorialization 

of trauma and victimization by enslavement.”49 While the transatlantic slave 

trade was the largest forced migration of Africans (approximately twelve mil-

lion), many African slaves  were captured and moved to destinations within 

the continent itself. One needs to also remember the numbers recounted by 

Larson, the trans- Saharan trade (nearly eight million), and the Indian Ocean 

and Red Sea trades (more than four million).50 Th e African diaspora thus 

consists of intimately linked brutal dispersions that  were transatlantic, trans- 

Saharan, trans– Indian Ocean, and internal to the African continent itself. 
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Th us, the slaves stolen from Mozambique who made the Cape their home 

are just as essential to the African diaspora as  those who  were shipped to the 

Ca rib bean and the United States.

Madagascar in par tic u lar has been overlooked and proves key to this proj-

ect, particularly in the chapter on Tryntjie, a Madagascan slave at the Cape. 

Th e island is oft en considered a world apart, excluded from African studies 

and only sometimes included in South Asian history. However, as Larson 

posits, the island nonetheless represented a “cultural and economic cross-

roads and its  peoples experienced a variety of slave trades between the fi ft eenth 

and nineteenth centuries as both captives and captors.”51 Africans of the Indian 

Ocean diaspora  were therefore subjected to a host of experiences that, while 

distinct, bear remarkable similarities to  those of Africans who  were crisscross-

ing the Atlantic Ocean. One needs to contest the marginalization of East Af-

rica and Madagascar from historical considerations of slavery. Instead, this 

history needs to be located within what Tony Ballantyne and Antoinette 

Burton call “imperial webs” that function as “systems of exchange, mobility, 

appropriation and extraction, fashioned to enable the empire- building power 

to exploit the natu ral resources, manufactured goods, or valued skills of the 

subordinated group. . . .   Th ese webs include systems of contact and exchange, 

and displays of power and domination, that shape the imperial landscape.”52 

Th e stories of the vari ous historical  people in this manuscript enable us to sit-

uate Cape slavery,  under the control of the Vereenigde Oost- Indische Com-

pagnie (Dutch East India Com pany; voc) from 1652 to 1795 within larger 

discourses of slavery.

While not as involved in the slave trade as its partner, the Dutch West 

India Com pany,53 the voc did need to supply the Cape Colony with slaves. 

Confronted with international competition for slaves and having been excluded 

from regions such as Dahomey and Guinea by the Dutch West India Com-

pany, the voc looked at alternative potential slave markets such as Delagoa 

Bay and Ceylon. Th us, Cape slaves  were not from West Africa and Cen-

tral Africa but instead hailed mainly from Asia and the southwest Indian 

Ocean.54 In the seventeenth  century, most slaves  were from Madagascar. Th e 

eigh teenth  century showed demographic shift s: early in the  century, almost 

half the slaves  were from India and Sri Lanka. Twenty  percent  were brought 

to the Cape via Batavia (modern- day Jakarta).  Toward the end of the voc’s 

reign, the number of slaves from Asia had declined considerably as they  were 

replaced by men and  women from Mozambique. Th e total number of slaves 
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between 1652 and 1808 can be estimated at 63,000, comparable to the total 

number of slaves brought to the Amer i cas in a single year.55

One- third of all slaves in the  middle of the eigh teenth  century  were owned 

by the voc and  housed in the com pany slave lodge in Cape Town that Wor-

den describes, crucially for our  later discussion, as “the best known brothel of 

the colony.”56  Th ese slaves performed public works and any other ser vices that 

the voc required, such as carpentry and building. Th e rest of the slaves  were 

privately owned and mainly performed domestic ser vice on isolated farms and 

in in de pen dent  house holds. Th us, Cape slavery was characterized by the small 

scale of slaveholding units as the average slaveholder had only ten slaves. Th is 

number must be qualifi ed due to the presence of indigenous Khoikhoi labor-

ers who worked alongside slaves but who, as Worden points out, “entered into 

a social structure already conditioned by the slave system, and although nom-

inally  free, became subject to similar means of coercion and control which 

 were  later to be applied in a modifi ed form to Bantu- speaking laborers.”57 

Th e small number of slaves and their intimate proximity to white masters, 

mistresses, and indigenous workers has sometimes been mistaken to suggest 

the mildness of Cape slavery. In actuality, slavery everywhere it existed oper-

ated by a brutal exercise of power over fungible slave bodies. In the Cape, the 

relative isolation of many farms where male slaves oft en outnumbered male 

colonists led to extreme forms of coercion and control. For evidence of such 

brutality, one need only glance at the Court of Justice’s proceedings to fi nd 

documentation of torturous punishments such as spanning a slave’s body into 

poolsche bok.58 Th roughout the seventeenth  century and eigh teenth  century, 

Cape law allowed the master to lay up to thirty- nine lashes onto a slave with 

a whip, sjambok, leather thong, rattan, cat- o’- nine- tails, or other such instru-

ment as retribution for “domestic off enses” such as  running away, neglect of 

duties, and impudence. Court rec ords document how Justinus Rens beat his 

slave Camies with a sjambok for refusing to “bark like a Dog and Crow like 

a Cock.”59

As was the case in most colonial transatlantic slave socie ties, male slaves 

greatly outnumbered female slaves. Only in the fi nal years of the voc’s rule 

did female slaves exceed 25  percent of the slave population.60 Female slaves in 

the rec ords are characterized both by their absence and simultaneous over-

whelming presence.  Th ese  women’s voices are missing, but their bodies are 

all over the rec ords as subjects of racialized discipline. When  going through 

the transcripts of  trials from the Council of Justice between 1705 and 1794, 
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for instance, one is struck by the extent to which female slaves appear as vic-

tims of their  owners and fellow slaves. Case  aft er case tells us of female slaves 

such as Regina van Ternaten, who,  aft er being whipped for absenteeism, was 

found dead in the veld, or Diana, who was whipped to death  aft er her master 

ordered another slave named January to beat her.61 Th e slave  woman, Suzette 

Spencer argues, left  “no written body of rec ords, yet her body functions as 

both the invisible enigma and the open or naked surface upon which his-

torians inscribe multiple narratives.”62 What all  these cases highlight is an 

extensive cata loguing of  women’s bodies as sexual objects but a comparative 

absence of  women’s voices as subjects. Th e construction of black femininity 

is indexed by a historical invisibility that is not challenged but, rather, sup-

ported by the injured bodies of brutalized  women that populate the archive’s 

pages. As Nell Painter suggests, the “truth” about black female subjects lies 

in which critical methodologies we use to interpret their consenting and co-

erced bodies located within slavery’s politics of violent intimacy.63

Consider the statement of an indignant Reverend William Wright of 

Trinity College, Dublin, who writes

[Cape] slaves are in the habit of living in unrestrained concubinage . . .  

with Eu ro pe ans. . . .   Shall I enlarge on the eff ects of such a system? Is it 

necessary to tell the inhabitants of a Christian country, that when the law 

and usage sanctioned adultery, thus converting  every private  house into 

what should not be named in  these pages, the tendency and eff ects of such 

a system must have been demoralizing in the extreme. . . .  How unpleasant 

[to be exposed to a system] so general and so public, that it never shuns the 

light, and seldom excites a blush.64

Wright sees this sanctioned adultery as evidence that the “incurable evil of 

slavery” corrupts the Eu ro pean slave owner but not the slave, who is already 

morally lax and sexually wanton. Wright, as well as other diarists and travelers 

to the Cape, had diffi  culty grasping the meaning of the sexually exploitative 

be hav ior they witnessed. As Mason observes,  these colonialists “refused to ac-

knowledge the vulnerability and powerlessness and the overt and covert forms 

of coercion that forced the  women into  these liaisons [with white men].”65 

Rather than slave  owners’ being victims of their slaves, they  were victims to 

their own sexualized and racialized per for mances of power. In the early 1770s, 

Anders Sparrman, a Swedish naturalist and abolitionist, shared a meal with 

a white overseer over which they discussed concubinage with slaves in terms 

that actualized Reverend Wright’s deepest fears (or fantasies). Based on his 
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own sexual experiences, the overseer provided Sparrman with a sexual rank-

ing of (slave)  women according to their ethnicity, beginning with Madagas-

can  women, who  were the “blackest and the best,” then Malabars, followed 

by Bugunese or Malays. Th e bottom of the list was reserved for Hottentots 

and then, “worst of all,” white Dutch  women.66 Such a candid list reveals not 

only that the sexual enjoyment of slaves was common, but also that all of that 

erotic life was located in what Sharon Holland terms the “messy terrain of rac-

ist practice.”67 White male settlers sexually abused female slaves  housed in the 

com pany Slave Lodge so routinely that travelers to the Cape complained that 

the  women  were the source of the high occurrences of venereal disease among 

white men.68 O. F. Mentzel describes “female slaves . . .  as always ready to off er 

their bodies for a trifl e; and  towards eve ning, one can see a string of soldiers 

and sailors entering the lodge where they misspend their time  until the clock 

strikes 9 . . .  Th ree or four generations of this admixture (for  daughters follow 

their  mother’s footsteps) have produced a half- caste population—as mestizo 

class— but a slight shade darker than some Eu ro pe ans.”69As Wright observes, 

so blatant was the sexual abuse of slaves by white men that a plakkaat (an ad 

hoc ordinance used as common law in the Cape) was issued in 1678 prohibit-

ing whites from openly  going about the streets with slave  women from the 

lodge. Such public be hav ior supposedly undermined the authority of Eu ro-

pean men. In 1685, High Commissioner Hendrik van Rheede of the East India 

Com pany noted during his visit to the Cape that many of the slave  children in 

the Com pany’s Lodge had Dutch  fathers. To wit, he reiterated another plak-

kaat that he felt was being ignored, which prohibited sexual intercourse be-

tween female slaves and white men, as well as systems of concubinage. He also 

ordered that  these “half- castes” be taught useful trades and emancipated upon 

adulthood.70 Other plakkaats attempted to ensure that a slave  woman who had 

 children with her master could not be sold during his lifetime and that both 

she and her  children would be entitled to their liberty when the master died.71 

 Th ese laws speak more to white anx i eties than to the  actual po liti cal dynamics 

of sexual vio lence. White men did not undermine their authority by identify-

ing their slave mistresses or openly walking the streets with them, as Commis-

sioner van Reede feared. Instead, such per for mances of sexual access reasserted 

the vulnerability of black femininity, thereby consolidating the power of white 

masculinity to sexually plunder at  will. Black femininity became defi ned pre-

cisely through white sexual enjoyment and exploitation.

No  matter how commonplace  these repertoires might have been, it is 

impor tant to note that ( middle- class and upper- class) slave- owning society 
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did not legally, religiously, or socially condone sexual intercourse between 

master and slave. Both masters and mistresses took signifi cant mea sures to 

hide what was occurring in their  house holds and at the Slave Lodge. Perhaps 

the anx i eties of white slave  owners that they would be exposed revolved not 

so much around sexual reputation as around the dissolution of white pater-

nity on which claims of slavery and freedom ultimately rest.

Recalcitrant Events and the Crisis in Liberal Notions of Agency and Consent

Using the concept of the laboring body, Illegible  Will critically explores the 

liberal, binary notions of individual freedom and social constraint. Th e dis-

cursive ideals and fantasies of self- sovereignty and the value of individual 

freedom arise from the Enlightenment’s basis in contractual democracy and 

speculative capital. According to Magubane, the shift  to “cap i tal ist social re-

lations is always depicted . . .  in terms of freedom and choice” as individuals 

are strongly “encouraged” to sell their  labor.72 Classic formal Marxism posits 

that workers are “ free”  under capitalism in that they are separated from the 

means of production and therefore have to work for an employer. Th us, the 

worker is “ free” to sell his or her  labor. Th e liberal state recognizes (with vary-

ing degrees of enthusiasm) workers’ rights. As Donald Donham explains, this 

“ideological framework” implies that “every one is seen as having something 

to sell (and buy), which concentrates eff orts of encouraging exchange, the 

under lying assumption being that every one benefi ts from smoother and ever 

more extensive exchange.”73 Th e failure of existing forms of capitalism to live 

up to  these ideals is painfully obvious. Sara Ahmed shows us that even for 

Marx, property relations depend on “objects ‘being willing’ in such a way 

that they would be forced if they  were not.”74 Bound or unfree  labor, as I 

argue particularly in chapters 1 and 4, is not only created by and intimately 

connected to global capital fl ows.75 Th e liberal discourse of an individual’s 

freedom to sell his or her  labor supports the ideological constraints of vari-

ous inheritances such as race. Th e interplay of freedom and the tethers of race 

is essential to the creation of the liberal subject, as  these concepts refract each 

other, bouncing the individual between liberty and constraint. Th e workings 

of ideology, constraint, and coercion are blatant in slavery and similar forms of 

unfree  labor. However, commonplace distinctions between  free and coerced 

 labor become murky when we begin to look at specifi c historical cases. As 

Donham astutely formulates the  matter, not only does  free  labor not exist 

in any uncontaminated form, but it also “refl ect[s] a certain naturalization 
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of wage  labor itself—in fact, an inability to see the complex mix of truth and 

falsehood, or ideology and real ity, in all forms of  labor control.”76

Consent and coercion rests on an Enlightenment notion of the self in pos-

session of a rational, self- contained individuality. Th e self becomes the core 

of subjectivity, what Rosemary Wiss formulates as the “center from which the 

person looked out and acted upon the world, and at the same time an object 

which could become self- conscious and subject to self- restraint.”77 Th e Eu ro-

pean, bourgeois man was the epitome of this conceptualization, with  women, 

 children, and  Others (both male and female) needing vari ous degrees of 

education and guidance to fully realize their selfh ood. Th e po liti cal theorist 

Carole Pateman argues that consent, as a po liti cal theory in the seventeenth 

 century and eigh teenth  century, rests on Lockean assumptions of participat-

ing  human individuals naturally “ free and equal” to one another who vol-

untarily or tacitly commit to enter into social relationships to preserve this 

freedom and equality. “ ‘ Free and equal individuals,’ to use Lockean terminol-

ogy, own the property in their persons and their attributes, including their 

capacity and competency to give consent. Th us  children  were not competent 

and as such  were unable to give consent. Th e individual is the ‘guardian of his 
own consent.’ ”78 Locke, according to Pateman, posited that  fathers became 

patriarchs through the tacit consent of their sons. As a result of the marriage 

contract, wives  were “naturally” subjugated to their husbands, accepting their 

 will in all  things concerning them both. Th rough marriage,  women appeared 

to consent to the authority of their husbands in what was regarded as merely 

a formal acknowl edgment of patriarchal power relations. Paradoxically, this 

naturalized subordination excluded  women from the very defi nition of con-

senting individuality, for in the contractual arrogation of her  will to her 

husband, a  woman was no longer a “ free and equal” individual within civil 

society. Th us, her consent, like her dissent, was rendered illegible.79

 Th ere have been many criticisms of Pateman’s now famous critique of the 

(marriage) contract and  women’s ability to consent. For example, in “De- 

meaning of Contract,” Carl Stychin insists, quite correctly, on the need for 

a more “nuanced analy sis focusing on the conditions in which many  women 

enter contracts [and an understanding that] the meanings of masculinity and 

femininity are subject to cultural contestation.”80 He goes on to critique Pate-

man for overlooking the possibility that “some  women resisted the sexual 

contract throughout history and did manage to engage in forms of exchange 

in civil society.”81 I would further suggest the impossibility of adequately rec-

onciling the marriage contract’s resulting arrogation of  women’s  will with 
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slavery and colonialism. A contract between person and property is largely 

meaningless in  these contexts in which bodies and countries are occupied and 

relegated to terrains of otherness. Th e failure even to see a need to couch the 

vio lence of colonialism and slavery in contractual terms, for the most part, ex-

cludes the subjectivity of slaves and the colonized from liberalism’s language 

of individual autonomy, choice, and coercion. As Spillers reminds us, our 

“plight [as African and diasporic  peoples] marked a theft  of the body— a will-

ful and violent . . .  severing of the captive body from its motive  will, its active 

desire.”82

Despite  these limitations, however, Pateman’s critique of the individual 

as a volitional subject proves useful when thinking about the institution of 

slavery. Consider the preoccupation in early abolitionist writings with the 

atrocious abuses of individual slaves by corrupted masters. Elizabeth Clark 

describes the cata loguing of vari ous horror stories in early texts, such as Th eo-

dore Dwight Weld’s American Slavery as It Is: Testimony of a Th ousand Wit-
nesses (1839). Documents such as  these are replete with examples of individual 

atrocity— for example, the case of Th omas Jeff erson’s nephew who responded 

to a sulky slave by chopping off  small bits of her body and feeding them to 

the fi re  until no part remained of the slave in the morning, or the case of a 

slave  woman beaten to death with a fi re shovel for the infraction of burning 

the dinner.83 Terence Ball has posited that such meticulous documentation of 

devastating cruelty reinforces an individualist “ontology which holds that the 

world is composed of discrete, distinct, and wholly separate entities (‘individ-

uals’); therefore, causal— and coercive— relations are seen as contingent rela-

tions between individual ele ments.”84 Antislavery rhe toric in the early 1800s 

relied on the suff ering black body. Th is fi gure, an individualized spectacle, 

was brutalized not by the system of slavery, but by his or her master. Aboli-

tionists could critique slavery only via the white reader’s identifi cation with 

the authenticated spectacle of the suff ering body of the slave which, as Saidiya 

Hartman develops, ran the “risk of fi xing and naturalizing this condition of 

pained embodiment [and] exploit[ing] the spectacle of the body in pain.”85

Using the same logic as the early abolitionists, slaveholders insisted that 

 these documented instances of barbarity  were anomalous; a result of a few 

“bad” masters or the overzealous application of discipline by other wise well- 

intentioned  owners. In this way, slave  owners, too, circumvented critiquing 

the system of slavery, assuming and insisting that it was a generally benign 

and kind institution.  Whether articulated from an abolitionist or pro- slavery 

perspective, this argument is premised on the existence of atomized, self- 
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determining individuals. What both early abolitionists and slave masters 

missed is that slavery is a pro cess of commodifi cation. Understood as a com-

modity rather than an individual, the fungible black body occupies inter-

changeable positions within systems of exchange.  Th ese positions are never 

new but, rather, inherited, passed on, and reinvented by  those performers who 

occupied the roles previously. As Roach elaborates, “In the life of a commu-

nity, the pro cess of surrogation does not begin or end but continues as  actual 

or perceived vacancies occur in the network of relations that constitutes the 

social fabric. Into the cavities created by loss through death or other forms 

of departure . . .  survivors attempt to fi t satisfactory alternates.”86 Individual 

 people,  whether Sarah Baartman or Th omas Jeff erson’s ax- wielding nephew, 

can be seen as such alternates. As Ball suggests,  these historical fi gures “do not 

so much ‘play’ their roles as they are ‘ bearers’ . . .  of them.”87 In other words, 

one cannot read the embodied per for mance of a single individual slave or 

master without reference to other bodies and per for mances,  whether similar 

or dissimilar. Th e staging of the slave’s and master’s bodies exists within specifi c 

semiotic fl ows of meaning where no one body can be understood without the 

apparitional appearance of other relational bodies within the circulation of 

commodities. Instead of an individualist ideology of liberalism, Illegible  Will 
posits a relational ontology in which the meaning of objects and  people is 

forged out of the relations between them. Th erefore, to rehearse Ball’s theori-

zation, “causal— and coercive— relations hold between ele ments in a socially 

structured ensemble of relations.”88 Th e intentions and motivations of indi-

viduals thus are constituted and constrained by their systemic relations. Th e 

“good” master and “bad” master and the “caring” cap i tal ist and “ruthless” cap-

i tal ist have to be seen as one and the same  because coercion is ultimately “a 

feature of structures” and integral to the workings of capitalism itself.89

By arguing for a relational ontology rather than an ideology of individu-

alism, I am not suggesting that we abandon the individual  labor contract. 

Rather, we need to reread the  labor contract with a diff  er ent set of eyes to 

return to the promise embedded in its  actual form. Instead of an appropria-

tion of the contract for individual gain in which one party sees the other as 

a means to a set of unshared ends, we need to think about how the relations 

enabled by a contract give rise to a limited set of shift ing communal obliga-

tions. As Daniel Markovits develops, “Rather than deny that the contractual 

versions of community are thin and formal, or that it arises against a back-

drop of self- interest, I argue that even the most self- interested, discrete, and 

purely transactional contracts . . .  invoke the moral relations of re spect and 



22 Introduction

community that . . .  pres ent the foundations of promissory and contractual 

obligation.”90 Th is “collaborative form of community,” Markovits goes on 

to say, is not about ensuring and sharing the other party’s ends. Rather than 

having all involved parties feel that “we want the same end  thing,” collabora-

tive contractual community or a relational ontology shares a concern for the 

other person’s point of view and demonstrates a mutual responsiveness to the 

joint engagement. So if two  people contractually share the intention to go 

for a walk together, they may not want to walk to the same place, or one may 

have a sprained ankle and perhaps no longer wants to walk. Mutual respon-

siveness might entail walking on another day, slowing down, picking another 

path or an abbreviated route, or even bicycling to accommodate the shared 

intention, as well as the sprained ankle.91 Th is may seem naïve when thinking 

about mine workers, for example, but the form of the contract presupposes 

a temporally delineated collaboration that can be the basis of a community 

built not around sameness but around a shared intentionality.

Using the issue of same- sex marriage legislation, Stychin similarly refuses 

to abandon the language of contract (no  matter how patriarchal and racist) 

 because it provides him with a useful tool with which to engage the limi-

tations of liberalism and sentimentalism’s gendered narratives of individual-

ized romance.92 Stychin moves beyond the traditional opposition between 

privatized ethical relationships that revolve around a non- self- serving desire 

and commercial relations that privilege the acquisition of property above all 

 else. Rather than oppose self- interested commercial relations of exchange to 

patriarchal and racist familial relations of love or intimacy, Stychin asks us 

to yoke a reformulated notion of contract to relationships normally deemed 

private. He insists on what he terms a “relational contracting” that consists of 

collaborative intentional per for mances. Adjusted to historical and contextual 

specifi cities, this performative contracting revises the princi ple of self- gain 

characteristic of the classic contract. I illustrate this kind of collaborative, 

shared per for mance at the end of chapter 2, in which I discuss the contractual 

relations between a servant (the descendant of slaves) and her white master, a 

renter and her landlord.

By foregrounding a pro cess of surrogation that moves away from individu-

alist ontologies, I pay close attention to performative moments as they occur 

within a variety of sources: the archive, court cases, con temporary histories, 

novels, visual art, and websites. Th e shape and contours of  these per for mances 

that bear the traces of forgotten surrogations allow me to speculate on ab-

sence and silences. Th ey allow me to engage with the “recalcitrant event” by 
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critically imagining places where agency could reside. Th is proj ect, then, is 

not a search for the “ will” of black performers hidden within problematic 

repre sen ta tional and historical structures. Given that our access to the past 

relies on  legal, criminal, and narrative rec ords oft en written by deeply im-

plicated and hostile adversaries, locating the agency of black laboring bodies 

is largely impossible. Th is is not to say that  these bodies had no  will. On the 

contrary: I have no doubt that within the constraints of domination, black 

historical fi gures made meaning that exceeded the confi nes set on them. Th ey 

did it well and oft en and with signifi cant results. However, as Arondekar sug-

gests, moving away from the romance of retrieval means moving away from 

“giving voice” to  those who have long been silenced. Instead of fi nding lost 

voices, my proj ect asks about the possibilities of critical narration that engage 

with the absence instead of merely attempting to fi ll the void. By superimpos-

ing disparate aporias in the historical rec ord, each chapter allows for “ will” to 

be  imagined and set into conversation with traditional historical evidentiary 

pro cesses.

In some ways, my proj ect overlaps with Ahmed’s Willful Subjects. Rather 

than writing a history of “ will,” Ahmed turns to the “entangled emergence 

of  will and desire” in vari ous philosophic and literary works.93 She assem-

bles brief and episodic eruptions of the willful fi gure, creating a “willfulness 

archive” even as her own intentionality pushes at the bound aries of linear te-

leological histories. Her lovely reading, for example, of the  Brothers Grimm’s 

“Th e Willful Child” gives us a stubbornly determined female child who re-

fuses to be buried, to submit, and to stop desiring. Illegible  Will is less about 

assembling an archive of such “feminist killjoys” as about insisting that the 

illegibility of (black)  will within the historical archive requires performative 

critical engagements with absence. Th e intimate loop of freedom and slav-

ery and coercion and consent does not require a retrieval of willfulness or 

 will- lessness. Taking up Spillers’s charge that new grammars be in ven ted for 

certain categories  under crisis, the  will of black diasporic bodies must be 

imaginatively and critically performed rather than simply unearthed.

An example of such a critical per for mance is Cargo, the seventh of a series of 

collaborations between two South African movement theaters, Jazzart Th e-

atre and Magnet Th eatre. According to the Jazzart Th eatre’s website, Cargo 

“uses per for mance to re- imagine the archive of slavery in the Cape, bringing it 

to the attention of a wider audience while linking the past to our pres ent real-

ity.” At the heart of the per for mance is a stunning solo performed by Levern 

Botha as the historical fi gure on whom chapter 5 of this volume focuses: Sila 
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van der Kaap. Th e stage is covered in sand, with a shallow trough of  water sur-

rounding what appears to be a wall of a cargo hold. On each side of the wall, 

two  women dressed in white salvage pieces of paper from the trough of  water, 

alternating between reading aloud from them and placing the wet pages over 

the edge of the trough to dry. Botha moves across the stage, between land 

and  water, reeling between the set of archival papers on the right and that on 

the left . When the  women read aloud at diff  er ent moments, Botha stops her 

movement across the stage to stand before them. A particularly poignant mo-

ment comes when the  woman on the right reads out loud from archival crimi-

nal proceedings that outline van der Kaap’s attempts to murder her  children 

and then kill herself. Th e wet pages give us a reductive rec ord of her actions 

while telling us almost nothing about her feelings and motivations. Botha’s 

body, as she stands in front of the  woman reading, breathing heavi ly with her 

arms held loosely at her sides, insists on the adequacy of the archive’s words. 

Botha as Sila van der Kaap embodies archival absence and presence, the trace 

and the deep silence. When the  woman stops reading and starts looking for 

more pieces of paper, Botha begins to repeat her heartbreaking choreogra-

phy of vulnerability. She fl ings herself across the stage, falling and desperately 

pushing herself up, across land and  water, between this archive and that,  until 

it appears that she can no longer keep moving. She collapses, her body partly 

in the  water, her head on the ground. Botha’s per for mance of van der Kaap 

lies at the heart of my book. Flinging myself between this reading of the ar-

chive and that one, I gesture  toward the seething absences of  will. Listening to 

historians as they give us bare outlines, this book is a choreography of vulner-

ability and exhaustion as I strug gle and fail to grasp the meaning of vari ous 

historical characters. Instead, breathing heavi ly, I am left  with the precious 

gift  of their unintelligibility as I lie across the borders of history, fi ction, and 

per for mance.

Chapter  1 begins with the repatriation of the body of Sarah Baartman. 

Instead of continuing the historiographic overemphasis on her body, I focus 

on issues surrounding her  labor by turning to a court case in 1810 in which 

the African Association for Promoting the Discovery of the Interior of Af-

rica brought suit against Baartman’s exhibitors, Henrik Cesars and Alexan-

der Dunlop. Th e association’s claims that Baartman was enslaved converted 

her per for mance into a platform for debates about the “ free”  will of contractual 

 labor. I argue that it is impossible to determine how willingly or unwillingly 

Baartman entered into a “contract” with Cesars and Dunlop. Her “ will” 

becomes accessible only if we creatively read her per for mances in London 
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against other ethnographic per for mances of “ will.” Specifi cally, I imagine 

Baartman’s “rude” per for mance of her “Hottentotness” alongside the per-

for mances of slaves in New Orleans as they stood on- stage for auction. Th e 

omnipresence of this transatlantic genealogy reinforces the hegemony of ra-

cialized spectacles of subjugated  labor and the ongoing crisis around person 

and property. Also embedded within the per for mances of Baartman and auc-

tioned slaves lie alternative theaters of memory that claim the re sis tance to 

and the injury of bondage as birthright.

Chapter 2 examines the strange case of Tryntjie. Kidnapped from the coast 

of Madagascar and brought to the Cape in 1696, Tryntjie surfaces in the rec-

ords of the Council of Justice, where she was sentenced to public execution in 

1713 for having had sex with her mistress’s husband, Mennsink; the attempted 

poisoning of her mistress; and the murder of her “bastard” child. In Rogues, 
Rebels and Runaways, Nigel Penn attempts to recover Tryntjie’s lost story.94 

Reading Penn’s historical narrative using a literary eye, I continue my argu-

ment about the illegibility of “ will” in the archive. “Rape,” “desire,” “love,” “co-

ercion,” “fatal passion,” “seduction,” and “romance” all appear repeatedly to 

describe the relationship between Tryntjie and Mennsink. But none of  these 

words come close to understanding what would drive a slave to “comply” year 

 aft er year with her master’s sexual and other dictates. Th e yoking together 

of captive person and property places our notions of consent and “ will” in 

crisis. To critically reimagine her  will, we can only examine the con temporary 

notions of submission and coercion that anchor our pres ent- day understand-

ing of habitual sexual vio lence. I thus end with an analy sis of the recently 

deceased Andre Brink’s historical fi ction Th e Rights of Desire, in which the 

ghost of Tryntjie lies buried, literally and fi guratively,  under the  house of the 

aging Afrikaner Ruben Oliver.95 Brink’s writing allows us to conclude that 

love between Mennsink and Tryntjie would require not just that they cared 

for each other but also the emancipation of Tryntjie and all other enslaved 

 peoples in the Cape.

Chapter 3 uses the genealogical per for mances of disability by  women such 

as Joice Heth, who was exhibited by P. T. Barnum, to understand the specta-

cle of Miss Landmine Angola, a beauty pageant or ga nized by Morten Traavik 

for the survivors of landmine detonations in which the winners receive a pros-

thetic limb. Focusing on the staging of disability by Joice Heth, whom Bar-

num claimed was George Washington’s mammy and 161 years old, I construct 

a genealogy of per for mance that links the freak show to the beauty pageant 

and the Miss Landmine Angola pageant. Bringing together disability studies 
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with per for mance studies, I show how disability is produced via the spectacle 

of Heth’s contorted hands and unemployed Angolan  women with amputated 

limbs lying next to sparkling pools.  Th ere can be no  simple understanding of 

the “ will” of Heth and her decision to be exhibited or of the unemployed An-

golan  women and their “choice” to participate in the pageant— not  because 

their “ will” and choices are absent but  because their “ will” remains largely 

illegible within structures of repre sen ta tion and history making such as P. 

T. Barnum’s diary and the Miss Landmine Angola website, with its multiple 

links.

Chapter 4 complicates postapartheid portrayals of the origins of Indians in 

South Africa by comparing Natal indenture to the enslavement of Indians 

in the Cape and the indenture of the indigenous Khoikhoi. Using the work 

of Achille Mbembe and Jin- Kyung Lee, I argue that indentured plantation 

work constitutes a form of necropo liti cal  labor that necessarily incurs physi-

cal and  mental injury on a continuum with death. I thus turn  toward vari-

ous histories and historical fi ction that describes the exceptionally high rates 

of suicide among indentured servants on South African plantations. Rather 

than describing suicide as exceptional examples of crisis premised on individ-

ual notions of  free “ will,” suicide allows us to see the plantation in its vari ous 

surrogations as a space that routinizes vio lence, overestimates the diff erences 

between enslavement and  free  labor, and underestimates the vio lence of “ free 

 labor.” I conclude by turning to the critical reimagining of “ will” in the short 

story “High Heels,” from Agnes Sam’s collection Jesus Is Indian and Other 
Stories.96 Refl ecting Sam’s heritage as the descendant of kidnapped Indians 

forcibly brought to South Africa,  these short stories think through notions 

of “ will” around religious conversion and desire. In “High Heels,” the nego-

tiation over a pair of red shoes and a door  behind a curtain articulates multiple 

queer religious and sexual allegiances. Th e story introduces a concept the fi nal 

chapter develops in more detail: Gloria Wekker’s notion of “mati work.”97 

Mati work moves “ will” beyond the liberal realm of the individual to a re-

lational ontology and acknowledges self and community through the fore-

grounding of remembered and re- performed erotic acts of creation.

In chapter  5, Yvette Christianse’s stunning historical novel Unconfessed 

takes up the challenge of theorizing “ will” as queer relational per for mances of 

vulnerability.98 Th e narrative of the novel spins out from a kernel of archival 

evidence about Sila van der Kaap, who was sentenced in 1823 to life imprison-

ment on Robben Island for the murder of her son Baro. We can never under-

stand what motivated the historical van der Kaap to kill Baro, Christianse 
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writes. Knee deep in the Cape Archives, she asks, “How, then, does one ap-

proach a story whose referent is constantly circling back and around itself in 

the archive or, rather, constantly circling the moment in which a slave  woman 

becomes the subject of  legal action and punishment, namely that moment 

in which she killed her son?”99 I argue that Unconfessed is less about murder 

than about relationships such as mothering in crisis both during and  aft er 

offi  cial emancipation. Th e novel explores relationships predicated on shared 

vulnerability, debility, and “slow death”: “All we have is each other and that 

too is our downfall.”100 Th us, Unconfessed fi gures “ will” as the par tic u lar in-

stantiation of three moments of relational ontology: van der Kaap learning 

to love the  women and  children on the island; her discovery of the power of 

laughter as a black noise that generates community; her ability to listen from 

a position of vulnerability. To be in relationship with another requires being 

undone and, in this way, to be remade relationally.

Illegible  Will ends with an epilogue that discusses the photographer Zanele 

Muholi’s “Queercide,” a series of images that document vio lence against black 

African queers. Th e original “Queercide” photos  were stolen from Muholi’s 

hard drives and backup drives in 2012. I read  these missing photo graphs by 

looking closely at another series of Muholi’s photo graphs that include de-

pictions of Katlego Mashiloane and Nosipho Lavuta. Th rough her exquisite 

portrayals of  these two black lesbians, Muholi uses her camera to re- theorize 

“ will” in ways that are queer, relational, and inextricable from homophobic 

and sexist vio lence in South Africa. Th e deliberate attempt to erase such 

 women from the (visual) landscape constructs  these  women’s “willful” desire 

in the spaces of vulnerability between them.
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