BLACK JEWISH INDIGENEITY

IN SOUTH AFRICA

]
N
W i .
[ -
R .
-“'_.- .
= e T g . |
| " S —
- Seu ——
PN " =, .
- - e
= X ! 1 -
.;;_ 4 & ﬁl
- L v T, Y 0 i
e e T s e ey
wt ¥ i s TSR E - d :

o - b1 -‘_
'ntx'.-.-.rﬁf
i A
I.['.'.' » AP ..l,"

I ry =

: L s
- L ."- i & T i

phele, . % '|,-"" -
= ";\.-:-' -: I'Il:.-
" i L. et AT

A -';: - u b



GENETIC
AFTERLIVES

BUY


https://www.dukeupress.edu/genetic-afterlives?utm_campaign=pdf-intros-Aug20&utm_medium=title%20page&utm_source=intro

THEORY IN FORMS
A series edited by Nancy Rose Hunt and Achille Mbembe

UNIVERSITY
PRESS




GENETIC NOAH TAMARKIN
AFTERLIVES

BLACK JEWISH INDIGENEITY

IN SOUTH AFRICA

Duke University Press  Durham and London 2020



© 2020 DUKE UNIVERSITY PRESS. All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper oo

Designed by Courtney Leigh Richardson

Typeset in Whitman and Knockout by Westchester Publishing Services

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Tamarkin, Noah, [dates].

Title: Genetic afterlives : Black Jewish indigeneity in South Africa / Noah Tamarkin.

Otbher titles: Theory in forms.

Description: Durham : Duke University Press, 2020. | Series: Theory in forms | Includes
bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LcCN 2019054646 (print) | LCCN 2019054647 (ebook) | 1sBN 9781478008828
(hardcover) | 1sBN 9781478009689 (paperback) | 1sBN 9781478012306 (ebook)

Subjects: LcsH: Lemba (South African people) | Genetics—Religious aspects—Judaism. |
Jews—Identity. | Race—Religious aspects—Judaism. | Identification (Religion)—Political
aspects—South Africa. | Ethnology—South Africa.

Classification: LcC DT1768.L45 T36 2020 (print) | Lcc DT1768.145 (ebook) |
DDC 305.892/4068—dc23

Lc record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019054646

Lc ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019054647

Cover art: Lemba man standing on Mapungubwe Hill, 2013. Photograph courtesy of the author.



For my mothers, my fathers, my siblings,
For Mpho, puppy of my heart,

And for Juno, love of my life



CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS / ix INTRODUCTION / 1
Diaspora, Indigeneity,

and Citizenship after pNa



CHAPTER 1/ 29 EPILOGUE / 187
Producing Lemba Archives, Afterlives of Research Subjects

Becoming Genetic Jews

CHAPTER 2 / 57 NOTES / 197

o REFERENCES / 22
Genetic Diaspora /223

INDEX / 249
CHAPTER 3/ 88
Postapartheid Citizenship

and the Limits of Genetic Evidence

CHAPTER 4 / 120
Ancestry, Ancestors,

and Contested Kinship after pna

CHAPTER 5 / 153
Locating Lemba Heritage,

Imagining Indigenous Futures



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

It is overwhelming to try to account for all that has shaped this book and all
who have sustained and inspired me in writing it. There would be no book if
not for the willingness of the leaders of the Lemba Cultural Association (Lca),
Kgoshi Mpaketsane, all of the Lemba people named in the pages that follow,
and many others who remain unnamed to welcome my presence and my ques-
tions about their histories, their struggles, and their aspirations. One of the
problems built into carrying out research over many years is that time passes
and people pass with it. I am especially indebted to Lca chaplain Ishe William
Masala Mhani (1925-2013), LcA executive board member and later president
Ishe Musandiwa Johannes Mungulwa Hadji (1928—-2018), Lca general sec-
retary and later president Ishe Khanyakhanya Frederick Charles Raulinga
Hamisi (1930—2012), Lca president Ishe Samuel Edwin Moeti (1933-2006),
Mogaisi Reuben (Phaahla) Mpaketsane (1939-2012), and Annah Mmakaepea
(Morweshadi) Mpaketsane (1939—2016). Among the living, I am profoundly
grateful to current president of the Lca Pandelani Mutenda and current Lca
general secretary Rudo Mathivha for continuing to teach me over so many
years. Each Lemba person who took the time to speak with me contributed to
this project. It is not possible to name everyone, but know that I am grateful. I
hope you see yourselves reflected here.

This book began as dissertation research in the Anthropology Department
at University of California, Santa Cruz. My adviser, Lisa Rofel, pushed me,
guided me, and supported me at all stages, from the early days when I did not
yet know what I was asking, to the meeting she convened at her apartment
with all of her fresh-from-fieldwork dissertating students so she could teach us
how to start writing, to reading innumerable drafts over many years, includ-
ing the penultimate draft of this manuscript. I hope the influence of her inci-
sive critique and clarity of thinking is apparent in these pages. Carolyn Martin
Shaw likewise shaped my thinking and this research from the beginning. I

am grateful for her skepticism and rigor, which immeasurably improved and



clarified my work, and for her friendship over the years. Lisa and Carolyn be-
lieved in me and this project from the beginning and will forever be my models
of transformative mentorship.

Other faculty, staff, and fellow graduate students across departments at
ucsc and elsewhere shaped the earliest iterations of my research and sus-
tained my ability to do it, in many cases into the present. I am especially
grateful to Mark Anderson and Eric Worby and my writing-group com-
rades, Bettina Stoetzer, Zeb Rifaqat, Jason Rodriguez, Liz Thornberry, Sarah
Zimmerman, and Rachel Giraudo. For inspiration, critical guidance, and in
some instances (when I have been especially lucky), friendship, I also thank
Jason Alley, Gil Anidjar, Jon Anjaria, Ulka Anjaria, Patricia Alvarez Astacio,
Anjali Arondekar, Sarah Bakker-Kellog, Don Brenneis, Heath Cabot, Melissa
Caldwell, Celina Callahan-Kapoor, Scout Calvert, Jeremy Campbell, Nancy
Chen, Kristen Cheney, Nellie Chu, James Clifford, Angela Davis, Gina Dent,
James Ferguson, Mayanthi Fernando, Carla Freccero, Diane Gifford-Gonzales,
Melissa Hackman, Donna Haraway, Susan Harding, Eva Hayward, Colin Hoag,
Lochlann Jain, Lindsay Kelley, Dan Linger, Liisa Malkki, Nick Mitchell, Megan
Moodie, Olga Najera-Ramirez, Jessy O'Reilly, Hugh Raffles, Micha Rahder,
Felicity Schaeffer, Astrid Schrader, Vanita Seth, Danny Solomon, Heather
Swanson, Dana Takagi, Kim TallBear, Anna Tsing, Robin Turner, Bregje van
Eekelen, Gina Velasco, Kalindi Vora, Logan Walker, Harlan Weaver, Matthew
Wolf-Meyer, and Adrienne Zihlman. I'm also forever grateful to the Literary
Guillotine.

The Wits Institute for Social and Economic Research (WiSER) at the Uni-
versity of the Witswatersrand became my academic home in South Africa when
I was a graduate student research fellow there in 2005-2006, and it has con-
tinued to sustain this work through my appointment there as a research associ-
ate from 2015 through the present. I am especially grateful to current director
Sarah Nuttall, Achille Mbembe, Nolwazi Mkhwanazi, Pamila Gupta, Hlonipha
Mokoena, Keith Breckenridge, Catherine Burns, Najibha Deshmukh, Adila
Deshmukh, and former director Deborah Posel. Also at WiSER, I am grate-
ful to the other participants in the 2015 Johannesburg Workshop in Theory
and Criticism, and especially Anne Allison, Ike Anya, Rachel Ceasar, Thomas
Cousins, Jigna Desai, Kirk Fiereck, Claudia Gastrow, Behrooz Ghamari, Kelly
Gillespie, Casey Golomski, Ghassan Hage, Julia Hornberger, Ananya Kabir,
Dhammamegha Annie Leatt, Julie Livingston, Eileen Moyer, Leigh-Ann Naidoo,
Vinh-Kim Nguyen, Michelle Pentecost, Amber Reed, Jessica Ruthven, Gabriele
Schwab, Kirk Sides, Kaushik Sunder Rajan, Helene Strauss, Frangoise Verges,
Josh Walker, and Tim Wright.

X ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



I thank all of the people who housed me in South Africa at different stages
of this project, and in particular those I stayed with for extended periods:
David and Sophy Mathivha and their children; Matshaya Mathivha; Lucas
Thobagkale and his family; Pandelani Mutenda and his family; the late Wil-
liam Masala and his family; Ephraim and Eunice Selamolela; Malebo Hilda,
Lephuele Samuel Mpaketsane, and their family; and most of all Phoko John
Mpaketsane, Malekgale Monica Mpaketsane, and all who were part of their
household while I lived there: the late Faaiza Molatudi, Amina Molatudi, and
Lington and Edgar Mpaketsane. John, Monica, their parents, siblings, and sib-
lings’ children, their children Bella, Lington, Edgar, and Mothekgi, and their
children’s families have taken me in as one of their own: not only has this made
this book possible, it has made South Africa home. To John and Monica, thank
you for ensuring I always have a home in Limpopo, and to Bella and Albert,
to Fortune, Hazel, Hope, and Praise, and to Amina, Alex and Kgotso: thank
you for ensuring that I also always have a home in Gauteng. Also in Gauteng,
Hylton White and Julia Hornberger have modeled warmth and hospitality, and
in Cape Town, Kelly Gillespie and Leigh-Ann Naidoo have provided friendship,
comfort, inspiration, and a beautiful place to write.

A FrAs fellowship supported my language training at the Summer Coopera-
tive African Languages Institute in 2004. A Fulbright 11£ fellowship supported
my 2005-2006 research. In South Africa, Magdel le Roux generously met with
me in 2004 and put me in touch with Lemba leaders so that I might seek
permission to pursue this project; she continued to support my work as it de-
veloped, even though it was quite different from her own. Himla Soodyall and
Trefor Jenkins generously contributed to my understanding of South African
histories of genetic ancestry. Northern Sotho lessons with Sannah Leah Baker
at the University of Venda eased communication; Dr. Baker also assisted with
some written translations, as did Rirhandzu Sithole, then an anthropology stu-
dent at Wits (and I thank David Coplan for connecting us). Alex Ntsoane pro-
vided exceptional research assistance. He, Phoko John Mpaketsane, Malekgale
Monica Mpaketsane, Jedi Ramalapa, Bella Mpaketsane, and Hilda Mpaketsane
all made understanding possible when my language skills were not up to the
task. I also thank Eli and Eldas Maesela, Tyler Fleming, Robin Turner, Dan
Magaziner, Kea Gordan, Jedi Ramalapa, and Celeste and Shane Brebner for
their friendship during my dissertation field research. I am profoundly grateful
to John and Monica Mpaketsane, Alex Ntsoane, and Celeste and Shane Brebner
for their different roles in bringing and keeping me and Mpho together. Dis-
sertation writing fellowships from ucsc’s anthropology and feminist studies

departments and from Boston College’s African and African diaspora studies

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS Xi



program supported my dissertation writing: I especially thank Rhonda Freder-
ick at Boston College for her support and humor. A postdoctoral fellowship at
the University of Pennsylvania’s Penn Humanities Forum supported additional
research and writing.

I worked on early drafts of what became this book while I was at Brandeis
University as a lecturer in anthropology and at the University of Pennsylvania
as a postdoctoral fellow at the Penn Humanities Forum and a lecturer in an-
thropology. At Brandeis, Janet McIntosh, Elizabeth Ferry, Ellen Schattschnei-
der, Sarah Lamb, and Casey Golomski were especially influential, as were
then-master’s students Amy Hanes, Stacy Pape, Lindsay Parme, Beth Semel,
Samantha Turner, Holly Walters, and Mengqi Wang. In Boston and in the years
that followed, I also benefited from the support and friendship of Ringer Park
dog crew Andrea Crossan, Miranda Banks, Rhitu Chatterjee, Jay and Jessica
Blake, Gary Rand, Paula Coyle, and Jackson Braider, and from friendship, con-
versation, and in some cases collaboration with Namita Dharia, Lindsay Smith,
Amali Ibrahim, Lilith Mahmud, Kian Goh, Nico Cisterna, Darryl Li, Sabrina
Peric, Julie Kleinman, Adia Benton, Miriam Shakow, and Lin Idrus. At the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania, this book took shape in conversation with John Jack-
son, Deb Thomas, and Kamari Clarke, others in the Race and Empire working
group, and the other fellows at the Penn Humanities Forum, especially Rossen
Djagalov, Laurent Dissard, Monica Kim, Elidor Mehilli, Rita Barnard, Lauren
Ristvet, Jeanne Vaccaro, director James English and peripheries theme director
Kevin Platt. I also learned a great deal about genetic ancestry from conversations
with Theodore Schurr and Sarah Tishkoff. Jerry Miller, Erica Cho, Chi-Ming
Yang, Hoang Tan Nguyen, and Dredge Kang made Philly the place to be, and
Juno Parrefias, Jami Mukherjee, Gabe Rosenberg, and Matthew Bender made
New Haven the other place to be.

The Ohio State University was the most supportive, generative home as this
book became increasingly real. The Space and Sovereignty Working Group,
supported for three years by the Humanities Institute, totally transformed
this book, more than once. I am especially indebted to Monamie Bhadra, Lisa
Bhungalia, Melissa Curley, Cricket Keating, Becky Mansfield, Katherine Marino,
Dodie McDow, Nada Moumtaz, Juno Parrefias, Adam Thomas, and Sarah Van
Beurden. Through Space and Sovereignty, I was able to have a book manu-
script workshop with Kim TallBear as the discussant. I thank Kim and all of
the participants in the workshop, especially Lisa Bhungalia, Melissa Curley,
Katie Hendy, Gene Holland, David Horn, Lynn Kaye, Hannah Kosstrin, Becky
Mansfield, Dodie McDow, Nada Moumtaz, Juno Parrefias, and Ashley Pérez. I

am also especially grateful to current and former neighbors Katie Hendy, Kevin

xii ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Karpiak, Shannon Winnubst, Jenny Suchland, Johanna Sellman, and Ryan Skin-
ner, who have provided various combinations of substantive feedback, moral
support, and friendship. My colleagues in comparative studies have shaped
this book more than they likely realize. David Horn and Barry Shank have been
especially supportive mentors. My thinking about the potential intersections
among anthropology, sTs, and religious studies has been immensely enriched
by them and by Melissa Curley, Hugh Urban, and Isaac Weiner, as well as
conversations across the department about interdisciplinarity. In the depart-
ment and elsewhere at (and formerly at) osu, I also thank Amna Akbar, Philip
Armstrong, Franco Barchiesi, Nina Berman, Katey Borland, Jian Chen, Jeft
Cohen, Mat Coleman, Theresa Delgadillo, Dana Howard, Lynn Itagaki, Pranav
Jani, Nancy Jesser, Nick Kawa, Kwaku Korang, Namiko Kunimoto, John Low,
Miranda Martinez, Ben McKean, Koritha Mitchell, Dorry Noyes, Joe Ponce,
Dan Reff, Dana Renga, Daniel Rivers, Amy Shuman, Mytheli Sreenivas, Maurice
Stevens, Mary Thomas, Julia Watson, Sabra Webber, Max Woodworth, Inés
Valdez, and Elizabeth Vu. Doctoral students Parisa Ahmadi, Mark Anthony
Arcena, Nic Flores, Kevin Pementel, Ariel Rawson, Madeleine Smith, Keren
Tanguay, and Ashley Toenjes have also given me much to think about.
Nothing is written in isolation, and the conversations that emerged while I
was presenting parts of this book transformed what it became. I am so grateful
to Amade M’charek at the University of Amsterdam and Katharina Schramm,
then at Freie Universitat Berlin, for extending invitations to spend time in resi-
dence with them and their working groups in the summer of 2017. They each
facilitated major breakthroughs and helped me see what I had started to take
for granted. Audiences at talks that I gave at Freie Universitit Berlin’s Insti-
tute of Social and Cultural Anthropology and at the University of Amsterdam’s
Institute for Social Science Research, especially Sarah Blacker, Hansjoerg Dil-
ger, Thiago Pinto Barbosa, and Simon Mutebi in Berlin and Maria Fernanda
Olarte Sierra, Victor Toom, Lisette Jong, Ildiko Plajas, Roos Hopman, Ryanne
Bleumink, Irene van Oorschot, Alana Helberg-Proctor, Emily Yates-Doerr, and
Eliza Steinberg in Amsterdam, all made this work better. The same is true
for audiences at the University of Washington’s Department of Anthropology
(especially Rhadhika Govindrajan, Sareeta Amrute, Jenna Grant, and Lynn
Thomas), Wits University’s Department of Anthropology (especially Julia
Hornberger, Hylton White, Kelly Gillespie, Sharad Chari, and Eric Worby),
the University of Cape Town’s Division of Human Genetics (especially Jacquie
Greenberg, Sally Frankental, and Gary Kantor), and Duke University’s Depart-
ment of Anthropology (especially Harris Solomon, Charmaine Royal, Orin
Starn, Anne Allison, Ralph Litzinger, Anne-Maria Makhulu, Randy Matory,

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS xiii



Laurie Mclntosh, Charlie Piot, and Rebecca Stein). Conversations at Cornell
University and the University of Wisconsin crystalized and streamlined my
thinking while I was in the midst of the editing process. Discussants on confer-
ence papers that later became parts of chapters were also critical to developing
my arguments. I especially thank Jonathan Boyarin, Harris Solomon, and Deb
Thomas.

I am deeply indebted to organizers and other participants in a number of
workshops and symposia over the years. Invitations to be part of two work-
shops sponsored by the American Society of Human Genetics, the National
Institutes of Health, and the Duke Institute for Genome Sciences and Policy
in 2013 and 2015 put me in conversation with brilliant scholars who had long
been grappling with the implications of the proliferation of genetic ancestry in
academic, medical, popular, and commercial spaces. I learned much of what I
know about how to think carefully about genetic ancestry from them. I espe-
cially thank organizers Mike Bamshad and Charmaine Royal and participants
Jessica Bardill, Deborah Bolnick, Duana Fullwiley, Rick Kittles, Sandra Soo-Jin
Lee, Sally Lehrman, Jeffrey Long, Yolanda Moses, Alondra Nelson, Pilar Os-
sorio, Harry Ostrer, Jenny Reardon, Pamela Sankar, Theordore Schurr, Lindsay
Smith, Kim TallBear, and Jennifer Wagner.

Katharina Schramm and Lindsey Reynolds’s Point Sud workshop, “Political
Subjectivity in Times of Transformation,” held at the Stellenbosch Institute for
Advanced Study in 2016, pushed me in exactly the right ways. I thank Katha-
rina and Lindsey, coordinator Marko Scholze, and fellow participants Joshua
Kwesi Aikins, Naluwembe Binaisa, Giorgio Brocco, Encarnacién Gutiérrez-
Rodriguez, Adam Haupt, Kristine Krause, Christopher Lee, Amade M’charek,
Zine Magubane, Lenore Manderson, Zethu Matabeni, Aminata Mbaye, Nolwazi
Mkhwanazi, Suren Pillay, Charlie Piot, and Joanna Wheeler. I am also grateful
for the opportunities to think through this project at the “Blood as Archive of
Dignity and Intimacy” workshop at the Princeton Institute for International
and Regional Studies with organizers Jacob Dlamini and Carli Coetzee and
participants Victoria Collis-Buthelezi, Laura Murphy, Grace Musila, Kopano
Ratele, Stephanie Selvick, and Luise White; at the Brown University Program
in Judaic Studies and the University of Pennsylvania Katz Center for Advanced
Jewish Studies symposium “Revisiting the Question of Jewish Origins: Myth/
Construct/Reality” with organizers Steve Weitzman and Katharina Galor and
participants Gil Atzmon, Cynthia Baker, Omer Bartov, Andrea Berlin, Daniel
Boyarin, Shai Carmi, Manfred Oeming, Adi Ophir, Eviatar Zerubavel, and Yael
Zerubavel; and at the Emory University Tam Institute for Jewish Studies con-

ference “Reframing Jewish Studies” with organizer Eric Goldstein and partici-

Xiv ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



pants Deborah Dash Moore, Christian Davis, Anna Guttman, Aaron Hughes,
Jonathan Judaken, Ari Kelman, Jack Kugelmass, Leslie Morris, Adam Zachary
Newton, Craig Perry, Shari Rabin, and Don Seeman. Though my inclusion in
two workshops on “Captivity” organized by Kevin O’Neill and Jatin Dua and
held at the University of Toronto’s Jackman Humanities Institute was based
on a different project, Kevin, Jatin, and participants Melissa Burch, Susan
Lepselter, Darryl Li, Juno Parrefias, Rhacel Parrefias, Padraic Scanlan, Judith
Scheele, Andrew Shryock, Rachel Silvey, and Caleb Smith nevertheless shaped
my thinking in the final stages of revising this book.

Some of my previously published work appears in this book in revised, re-
configured, and expanded forms. Parts of my article “Religion as Race, Rec-
ognition as Democracy,” published in the Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science in 2011, appear in this book in chapters 1 and 3. My
article “Genetic Diaspora: Producing Knowledge of Genes and Jews in Rural
South Africa,” published in Cultural Anthropology in 2014, has been revised and
expanded into chapter 2 of this book. “African Indigenous Citizenship,” a
chapter in the Routledge Handbook of Global Citizenship Studies (2014) that I
cowrote with Rachel Giraudo, informs some of the arguments in chapter 5 of
this book. Finally, the ideas presented in my essay “Genetic Ancestry and De-
colonizing Possibilities,” published in Catalyst: Theory, Feminism, Technoscience
in 2017, form part of this book’s introduction. I thank all of the anonymous
peer reviewers of these essays and editors John Jackson and David Kyuman
Kim, Anne Allison and Charlie Piot, Engin Isin and Peter Nyers, and Michelle
Murphy, Banu Subramaniam, Kalindi Vora, and the rest of the Catalyst edito-
rial board.

The peer reviews for this manuscript likewise were transformative. I am
enormously grateful to Katharina Schramm for writing one of them, and to the
other reviewer who remains anonymous. This book is immeasurably better for
your close reading and careful critique. This book also would not exist without
Ken Wissoker’s encouragement, enthusiasm, patience, and guidance. Thank
you for seeing this project through. Thank you also to Elizabeth Ault, Joshua
Tranen, Ellen Goldlust, Anne Coulling, and series editors Nancy Rose Hunt
and Achille Mbembe. Many people have read drafts of part or all of this manu-
script outside of the context of a workshop, writing group, or writing exchange;
I deeply appreciate their generosity. In addition to those mentioned elsewhere,
I thank Nadia Abu El-Haj, Marla Brettschneider, and Jonathan Marks.

Jim DeGrand at the Ohio State University designed and made the maps that
appear in this book, Paul Kotheimer at the Ohio State University’s College of

Arts and Sciences Technology Services assisted with digitizing and transferring

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS XV



documentary videos in preparation for producing still images for this book,
and Jed Tamarkin assisted with improving the quality of one of the drawings.

Although much time has passed, I want to acknowledge the role of early
mentors, high school teachers, and college professors in helping me to think
about the world in a way that made the research on which this book is based
possible. Caroline Leavitt and Jeff Tamarkin patiently supported early explora-
tions in writing and taught me to fall in love with revision. Hope Hartman
showed me that it was possible to pursue a life of research and teaching. At
Andover High School in Andover, Massachusetts, I thank Tom Meyers for in-
troducing me to anthropology and to the idea of multiple narratives and Craig
Simpson and Kathy Cook for sparking an interest in South Africa and the poli-
tics of race. At Colorado College, Michael Hoffman introduced me to anthro-
pological genetics, Jonathan Lee introduced me to Fanon, Mudimbe, and the
politics of knowledge production in relation to Africa, and Roxi Hamilton and
Sarah Hautzinger guided me through feminist and queer theory at a moment
when I most needed it. This book would not exist without Sarah’s mentorship
and support.

My family and friends, many of whom are mentioned above, have sustained
me throughout the years of writing and rewriting this book. My father, Ken-
neth Tamarkin, inspires me with his passion for education and his unfailing
optimism. My mother, Susan Solomon, inspires me with her boundless en-
ergy. I am grateful to both of them for reading the final draft of this book.
My stepmother, Jean Roberts, inspires me with her calm competence, and my
stepfather, Marshall Solomon, inspires me with his generosity. My sisters, can-
tor Tanya Greenblatt and Emily Tamarkin, inspired this work in many ways.
Rhacel Parrefias and Celine Shimizu have been exceptional academic role
models. Rhacel has read drafts, talked through and helped me identify argu-
ments, listed to practice talks, and expertly advised. I am constantly learning
from David Byers. I thank him and Stephen Vider for their friendship. I thank
Lin Fraser for insights and support that have spanned the entire existence of
this project. Juno Salazar Parrefias has lived with and read through versions of
this book for many years now. I treasure the seriousness and directness of her
interventions and the joy of her celebrations. Her intellectual companionship,
unwavering critical eye, and astounding brilliance have informed every word
of this book. T always imagined that one day, our dog, Mpho, would lay his head
or his paw on this book’s cover as he did on so many drafts. Instead, he lives in

our hearts and memories.

XVi ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Y

or

~ Schoonoord
1 o

Botswana _..o=sg"® " Nam, Zimbabwe y
~
4 Mapungubwe 0 TR BTN &9
,) Messina Y
4r \
== \
\
Y \
e \
3 e Louis Trichardt \
° .
{ ] Sinthumu& \ z
.. Sweetwater I )
) ' %
. N T
i S =
\
U ‘ %
\ ®
‘ ‘\\
Pl o \I
-V |
g v
Atok Platinum Mine
= b Bantustans
@ ndie.® Mogabane
Lebowakgomo e® © Scalane ‘ —
\ Apel o % Lebowa [ |
Mobhlaletsi J &\
\ NS aR

Venda -

LR

" ®pretoria
Johannesburg

AFRICA

C a p e

REXZEZ
R
[

KwaNdebele |-
Bophuthatswana |:|

200 km

0 25 50km ‘ e Burgersfort |
Bt  Ga-Malaka , Gazankulu |:|
2 L |
Area enlarged \_\'Zimbabwe/
above ~__ |
Botswana A
Namibia -
alnsvaal 4
= -

Swaziland

Bantustans

Lebowa |:|
Venda -
Gazankulu Mﬂ
KaNgwane %
Kwakwa -

Kwazulu

Transkei |:|

MAP 1 Apartheid South Africa, ca. 1980. Map by Jim DeGrand




= o . /
Botswana _.o=3g™ " Yax Zimbabwe yV
; Mapungubwe o R E =
& Musina ¥
= \
\
Thohoyandou \
[ \
Makhadg o Shayandima \\
Sinthumule ® ® Bhuba Game Lodge \ z
Sweetwaters " )
L3
l\\ 6
Limpopo 2 2
W\ ®
° ‘\\
Polokwane
|
Atok Platinum Mine ‘\
® |ndia . & Mogabane N
Lebowakgomo India ® Sealane \
Apel ® Mohlaletsi |
0 25 50km Schoonoord. e Burgersfort :
.
Ga Malakg - Mpumalanga !
Area enlarged \_\'Zimbabwe/
above |
Botswana Mquam—
; ique
. Pretoria Limpopo
Namibia Johannesburg
Gauteng T
® ¥ Mpuma Swaziland
North West langa
I‘z\_/\/ Free State Kwazulu-
Natal
Northern S O/ UTH esotho
Cape AFRICA
Eastern Cape
Western Cape
0

200 km

map 2 Contemporary South Africa, ca. 2019. Map by Jim DeGrand



INTRODUCTION

DIASPORA, INDIGENEITY,
AND CITIZENSHIP AFTER DNA

“Shalom, shalom, shalom to all the Hebrews all over the world: Jews, Orites,
Balubas, Tutsis, Bentendors Mwenye, Asantes of Ghana, Senas, Lemba Bashabi,
Falashas,” Professor M. E. R. Mathivha began, standing before the crowd that
had gathered for the Lemba Cultural Association (Lca) annual conference in
South Africa.! Professor Mathivha was a Lemba elder and intellectual. He had
taught African languages and literature at the University of the North, a black
segregated university in apartheid South Africa’s Northern Province, since
1961.% This was where he had earned the title “professor.” He became the LcA’s
second president in 1982, and from that point forward, he had been respon-
sible for Lemba survival. It was now October 11, 1997, and Professor Mathivha’s
welcome invoked a Hebrew collective that included people with roots all over
the African continent. He welcomed this Hebrew collective not because they
were present; they were not, aside from the thousand or so Lemba people who
had gathered for the event. Rather, he welcomed them because they were con-
nected: this was his statement of kinship and solidarity.

The Lca conference was being held, as it had been each year at least since
the 1960s, at Sweetwaters Farm near Elim in what is now South Africa’s Lim-
popo Province.? But this year was different. The previous November, research-
ers Amanda Spurdle and Trefor Jenkins of the University of the Witwatersrand
in Johannesburg had published a genetic ancestry study in the American Jour-
nal of Human Genetics that supported Lemba oral histories of ancestral links
to Jews. Specifically, they wrote, “It is apparent that the Lemba gene pool has



received substantial contributions from Semitic males and smaller contribu-
tions from Negroid males” (Spurdle and Jenkins 1996, 1131). The BBC series
In the Blood then publicized the study: the episode, featuring Jenkins along-
side Mathivha and other rca leaders, presented the Lemba as a genetically
substantiated lost tribe of Israel whose true origins were in the Middle East,
rather than in Africa.* Now another researcher, Tudor Parfitt, a Jewish studies
professor at the University of London, had initiated a new study that attempted
to link Lemba men directly to the Jewish hereditary priesthood of the Cohanim
through a recently identified genetic sequence, the “Cohen Modal Haplotype.”5

These late twentieth-century pNa studies catapulted the Lemba into two
international debates: one about the racial and religious parameters of Jewish-
ness, and the other about the claims and implications of genomic science. We
might think that bNa can tell us whether the Lemba are really Jews. This book
shows instead that DNA provides more questions than answers. It argues that
genetic ancestry reinvigorates assumptions about race, religion, relatedness,
and belonging—but it can also be an opening through which these assump-
tions are undermined and reconfigured.

Mathivha had invited Parfitt to be in the audience that day at Sweet-
waters to collect saliva samples for the Cohanim study. Parfitt had researched
Lemba origins beginning in the mid-1980s, and initially he had argued that the
Lemba most likely descended from Arab traders rather than from Jews (Parfitt
1992).° But in light of the Spurdle and Jenkins study and recent developments
in Jewish genetic ancestry research, he was now reconsidering his conclusions.
Parfitt was working toward using genetic evidence to incorporate the Lemba
into a collectivity of Jews who at that point, if they knew about the Lemba
at all, imagined them and most other African Jews as suspect, invented, or
otherwise beyond the boundaries of the Jewish people.7 But when Professor
Mathivha welcomed Hebrews rather than Jews as the overarching category
in his opening address, he upended these exclusions. And as he continued his
welcome address, he also upended how to think about Lemba genetic ancestry.

Professor Mathivha, other Lemba people, geneticists, Parfitt, and earlier
researchers who had asked similar questions about Lemba origins since the
late nineteenth century had collectively made possible the nascent fame of
the Lemba as genetic Jews. But as Mathivha spoke that day to his gathered
people—and to his invited researchers—he sought to reground this fame.

Mathivha invoked blood and Jewish ancestry but also culture and the physi-
cal place where members of the Lca that day were gathered. “Here is the cul-
tural center, our home, our inspiration, our refuge, our meeting place with our

God, Jehovah,” he proclaimed. “The Lembas are members of the large family
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of the Hebrews. They are Jews with an ancestral home, Zion, where the patri-
archs lie buried.® The researches which have been done indicate who you are.
The result is a confirmation of our oral history. . . . The blood tests which have
been done with the Lemba community indicate that the pNa chromosome Y’
is the same with that which was found amongst the descendants of the ances-
tor Abraham. . . . T am making a call to the Lemba youth to develop this center
as their heritage culturally and otherwise. . . . Should not we officially open it
in 1998? . . . The cultural center is the heritage of our people.” In this address,
Mathivha swiftly moved from the notion that tests of bNA—something found
in their blood—showed the Lemba who they are, to the idea that who they are
was to be found in their heritage and that their heritage could be made mani-
fest by building a physical structure, a cultural center, on the place where they
were then gathered.

Sweetwaters, because of colonial and apartheid laws that restricted black
land ownership while claiming black-occupied land for white settlers, had long
been owned by the white Henning family. It had once been a village filled with
many Lemba people. The story that I heard was that sometime in the second
quarter of the twentieth century, white people took the land for a farm and
forced everyone to move. But Lca founder and first president M. M. Motenda
refused. Instead, he remained in the house that he had built, and the farmer
Henning let him stay. He then constructed (with his own hands, the story goes)
a one-room school building, which also served as the regular meeting place of
the Lca executive committee.” In this way, the LcA was born on this site. With
each year’s annual conference, it became even more established as a Lemba
ancestral home and an active facilitator of Lemba culture and connection.

Professor Mathivha explicitly invoked Zion when he pointed out that an-
cestral homes were places where patriarchs lie buried. But he did so at the
top of the hill at Sweetwaters where, a short distance away at the bottom of
the hill, Motenda lay buried, along with other past Lemba leaders and their
relatives. When Mathivha called on ancestral burials, he was thus claiming for
his people both Zion and Sweetwaters, belonging among Jews and belonging
in South Africa. Mathivha’s speech invoked Lemba Jewishness and therefore a
diasporic connection with a center elsewhere. This echoed their growing fame
as genetic Jews. But when he identified Sweetwaters as Lemba heritage and
future, he also hinted at an emerging African Jewish indigeneity that would
begin to flourish among Lemba people over the next decade.

Like Hebrews all over the world, I, too, was not present that day at the
1997 LcA conference. It would be years before I would read about Lemba

DNA in a New York Times article and begin my own ethnographic research.
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The article, “DNA Backs a Tribe’s Tradition of Early Descent from Jews,” made
connections between genetic markers and authoritative truth, demonstrated
slippages between race and religion, and relied on colonial tropes about Africa
as an unchanging place without history.!” The Times story compelled me to
pursue another kind of story, generated in conversation with Lemba people
as theorists and intellectuals, that would clarify the stakes of Lemba pNa and
that might trouble, rather than reinforce, colonial forms of representation: in
short, one that was ethnographic.!*

I begin with Professor Mathivha’s 1997 welcome address rather than with
my own interactions with Lemba people in South Africa because his speech
marked a pivotal moment in Lemba genetic knowledge production. In this mo-
ment, DNA transformed from authoritative knowledge that could tell Lemba
people the truth about their origins into evidence that Lemba people could use
to challenge others’ assertions of who they really were and where they really
belonged.'?

This book analyzes how Lemba people have negotiated their ambivalent
relationship to Jewish diaspora, African indigeneity, and South African citizen-
ship, both before and after their association with Jewish genetic ancestry. In
doing so, it calls into question where and with whom we locate the meaning
and significance of bNa. How might our understanding of the stakes of gene-
tic data change if, instead of primarily seeking to analyze what bNa means for
geneticists and their critics, we consider it from the perspective of people who
have been part of genetic ancestry studies as research subjects? What stories
might unfold if we view published genetic ancestry studies as a starting point
rather than an end point? This book tells one such story.

Geneticists’ research intentions, data, and analyses are only the starting
points of genetic ancestry. As Professor Mathivha’s speech suggests and as I
have found over nearly fifteen years of working with Lemba people, genetic
ancestry continues to matter to research participants after results are pub—
lished, and how it matters is an ethnographic question with implications for
how citizenship and other forms of political belonging are claimed, contested,
and experienced.

The central concept of this book, “genetic afterlives,” highlights how par-
ticipants in genetic ancestry research remake the meaning of genetic evidence
when they repurpose their data to speak less to researchers’ questions and
more to their own. I consider their circulations of genetic data as theoriza-
tions: this, I argue, is a form of genetic knowledge production. Former research
subjects like the Lemba, through their interpretations and circulations of their

own genetic data, produce new genetic knowledge and new forms of gene-
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tic evidence—knowledge and evidence that should be understood as ongoing
traces of the genetic studies from which they depart, rather than beyond the
boundaries of science.

This book asks us to consider the meaning of genetic ancestry if we look
not only to the expertise of scientists who investigate where and how humans
have moved in the distant past, but also to their research subjects: the people
throughout the world whose blood and saliva scientists seek as a source of an-
swers to questions of deep human history. I argue that it is through former re-
search subjects’ genetic knowledge production that we can begin to grasp why
DNA so powerfully compels us, and what that might say about contemporary
political belonging. In what follows, I aim to more fully account for the work
that genetic ancestry does, from ideas that it can bolster about race, ethnicity,
gender, nation, and relatedness to how and by whom these ideas might be

challenged.

“The Lemba” and the Production

of Genetic Knowledge, Jewish and Otherwise

I use the collective term “the Lemba” above and elsewhere in this book because
genetic ancestry always implicates groups rather than individuals alone. This is
clear in the growing body of research in anthropology, science and technology
studies (sTs), and Jewish studies that finds “the Lemba” as such to be a pro-
ductive example of how DNA and identity intersect.”® It is also clear in Lemba
genetic knowledge production. Only a small number of specific Lemba men
were personally and directly former research subjects in the studies that linked
them to Jews. But whether or not they were themselves sampled by Jenkins or
Parfitt, all Lemba people are potential former research subjects: they become
former research subjects as they come to know about, theorize, and act upon
Lemba genetic ancestry.

Not all Lemba people are invested in producing genetic knowledge about
themselves, just as not all Lemba people have the same relationship to the
Lemba Cultural Association, Jewish identity, or even ethnicity as an important
way to understand themselves in relation to others. Discovering which people
produce genetic knowledge, under what conditions, and for what reasons is
therefore just as important as the knowledge itself in illuminating what gene-
tic ancestry means and how it matters.

I was introduced to Lemba genetic knowledge production in July 2004 by
Kgoshi Mpaketsane, an unrecognized Lemba traditional leader.* On this par-

ticular day, Mpaketsane and I were alone in his truck, on a gravel road near
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his home in a small village in the Limpopo Province’s Sekhukhune district.
We had met for the first time a few days before, and he had already surprised
me by immediately welcoming me as a researcher, as if my presence there was
anticipated and my proposed research activities obviously necessary.

I should not have been surprised. As I would soon learn, Kgoshi Mpaketsane
had been at the center of decades-long efforts to establish a legally recognized
Lemba chieftaincy, and amplifying his knowledge about himself and his people
via an international researcher had the potential to bolster his case. Now Mpa-
ketsane surprised me again: he wanted to teach me about who he and I were
in relation to one another. As it turned out, it wasn’t just his interest in getting
his story out via a researcher that facilitated my welcome. Kgoshi Mpaketsane
told me that I was a Lemba because I was a Jew. He further explained that the
Lemba DNA tests showed that “we are all Jews. It doesn’t matter black or white;
it’s in blood.”

I learned three things from him in this moment. First, my interactions with
Lemba people were never only as a researcher, but also as a Jew. As he and
others made clear, our responsibilities to one another went beyond general
hospitality and general research ethics. Second, just as Professor Mathivha did
years earlier, Kgoshi Mpaketsane troubled the terms of Jewish inclusivity that
could either affirm or call into question that the Lemba are part of the Jews.
In Mpaketsane’s iteration of this, he was a Jew because he was a Lemba, but
also I was a Lemba because I was a Jew. Finally, his explanation complicated
my thinking about race, Jewishness, and genetics. I had wanted to know why
some Jews were accepted as such at their word, while others had to prove
themselves, both religiously and, increasingly, biologically: I interpreted the
Lemba pNa studies as a form of Jewish racism.”

In her own engagement with Lemba genetic ancestry within the larger
context of Jewish genetics, Nadia Abu El-Haj offers an important critique of
this kind of question. She writes about how the American liberal multicultural
Jewish organization Kulanu has partnered with right-wing Israeli groups like
Amishav and Shavei Israel to settle “lost” Jews of color in the illegal settlements
that have continued to displace Palestinians in recent decades. As Abu El-Haj
explains, “Nonwhite Jews become the site for discussions of Jewish racism,
which is viewed as an entirely internal Jewish problem. The question of Pales-
tine, the realities of a colonial present, and its very violent forms of racism in a
state structured around the distinction between Jew and non-Jew, subject and
citizen, and movement and enclosure are displaced” (Abu El-Haj 2012, 214).

The work of organizations like Kulanu, which has long had an interest in

“returning” the Lemba to Judaism and perhaps also to Israel, demands an un-
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derstanding of Lemba genetics in relation to the global racial and territorial
politics of Jewishness and Zionism (see chapter 2). Indeed, recent work in Jew-
ish studies positions genetic ancestry, including that of the Lemba, as the cut-
ting edge of these discussions (Baker 2017; Weitzman 2017). But Kgoshi Mpa-
ketsane is not Kulanu, and the recognition he sought was not from Jews, nor
was it from the Israeli state. In his reading, having Jewish bNa was powerful
not only because it proved Jewish antiracism (“it doesn’t matter black or white;
it’s in blood”) but because it also, at least rhetorically, superseded the black-
white racial classifications that inexorably shaped the lives of generations of
South Africans before, during, and after apartheid (“we are all Jews”). Kgoshi
Mpaketsane taught me that I could not understand Lemba genetics without
also understanding the national racial and territorial politics of South Africa.

Lemba people live throughout Southern Africa, but for Mpaketsane and the
other Lemba people with whom I worked, genetic ancestry was part of a South
African national story about colonial, apartheid, and postapartheid power as
it was enacted through race, ethnicity, and land. Throughout the second half
of the nineteenth century, African, Boer (Dutch and other European settler),
and British people struggled for power and authority in the Transvaal, the re-
gion of South Africa where most Lemba people live and where most of my
research took place. The earliest colonial state in the region, the South African
Republic, was established in the 1850s. In other parts of South Africa, such as
the Cape Colony, some Africans at least in theory could access limited citizen-
ship rights in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. But in the Trans-
vaal, both before and after the establishment of the Union of South Africa in
1910, Africans were denied access to all aspects of political citizenship. Land
expropriation, coupled with policies of indirect rule, transformed a complex
diversity of people with equally complex historical and contemporary patterns
of migration, affiliation, and differentiation into a subject population divided
into distinct tribes with static territorial boundaries and colonially designated
chiefs.!°

Apartheid intensified race-based restrictions and ethnic manipulations: its
central ideology hinged on racial segregation coupled with ethnic national-
ism.!” Under apartheid, all black South Africans were required to have a tribal
affiliation. A series of laws, beginning with the Group Areas Act of 1950 and
culminating in the Promotion of Bantu Self-Government Act of 1958, laid the
groundwork for the homeland system. The resulting “homelands” expanded on
existing native reserves: they were designated self-governing territories, with
the goal to declare each of them independent from South Africa. In reality,

“homelands,” often referred to as “Bantustans” to highlight their illegitimacy,
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were a means of denying black South Africans citizenship rights while also
dividing them from one another based on ethnicity and subjecting them to
leaders they did not choose.'® Pass laws, introduced in 1952, were a central
means of enforcing apartheid racial and ethnic mappings. They restricted the
free movement of anyone designated nonwhite, and the obligatory passbooks
identified each person not only by race but also by ethnic group.

Although “Lemba” was a deeply felt ethnic identity, it had not been one
of apartheid South Africa’s official ethnic groups. So while apartheid policies
violently oppressed all black South Africans, Lemba people additionally expe-
rienced them as erasure. Lemba people, depending on where they and their
immediate ancestors lived and what language they spoke, were legally classi-
fied as “Venda” or “Northern Sotho” and assigned citizenship in the respective
Venda or Lebowa Bantustans until apartheid ended in 1994. Against this back-
ground of “Lemba” being juridically written out of existence, Lemba people
sought recognition from the South African state as a distinct ethnic group be-
ginning in the 1950s. The Lemba Cultural Association had been founded in
the mid-1940s, but it consolidated through these struggles for recognition and
provided a means for Lemba people in the townships around Johannesburg
and Pretoria, in the Venda and Lebowa Bantustans, and across the South Afri-
can border in Zimbabwe to remain connected to one another.

For the Lca and the Lemba chiefs that they supported, recognition under
apartheid became inexorably linked to difference: if they could prove their
difference, then perhaps, they hoped, they would be recognized as Lemba. In
the 1980s, DNA technology appeared to Lca leaders as a powerful tool of dif-
ferentiation, one that they enthusiastically added to their growing set of ways
to make claims on the apartheid government.

When apartheid ended, racial and ethnic identity was no longer state regu-
lated. Bantustan governments were dissolved, and black South Africans finally
became citizens. But postapartheid policies maintained the inherited reified
ethnic identities of the past through naming eleven official languages that cor-
responded to colonial and apartheid understandings of tribal/ethnic groups,
and through a support of chieftaincy (now called “traditional leadership”) and
customary law that some argued impeded democracy by maintaining indirect
rule (Buthelezi 2016; Mamdani 1996; Ntsebeza 2005). Through these policies,
the erasure that Lemba people endured under apartheid continued, and so did
their efforts to become recognized through the established politics of traditional
authority, new possibilities for reclaiming expropriated land, and an emerging
politics of indigeneity, even as their growing international fame as “genetic

Jews” emphasized their origins elsewhere.
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Kgoshi Mpaketsane’s efforts to be recognized by the South African state as a
Lemba traditional leader, as well as those of Lca leaders to achieve Lemba rec-
ognition in other ways, are the other reason that the phrase “the Lemba” some-
times appears in this book. These leaders have dedicated their lives to Lemba
survival, and in South Africa, this has meant working toward recognition of
the Lemba as a distinct ethnic group. Lemba representation always carries the
weight of their efforts: this was true for Lemba leaders as they represented
their people to me throughout my research, and it is true for me as an eth-
nographer negotiating multiple forms of knowledge production—including
my own. My approach to writing about Lemba people therefore echoes that of
Lemba leaders who could never lose sight of these larger stakes, even as they
welcomed me into their homes and lives in all of their complexity. From these
leaders, I learned that it is obvious and self-evident that “the Lemba” exist as
black Jews, and it is equally obvious and self-evident that the term “the Lemba”
encompasses a heterogeneous group of people with different politics, religious
practices, and access to the power to define “the Lemba” and seek recognition
on their behalf.

I conducted fourteen months of ethnographic research in South Africa be-
tween 2004 and 2006, followed by shorter research visits over the following
decade. My interlocutors were Lca leaders and members and their families
and neighbors, other Lemba leaders such as Kgoshi Mpaketsane and their
families and neighbors, and various academics who had worked with Lemba
people or had other forms of experience or expertise relevant to my questions.
I lived and worked with people of all ages, genders, and statuses.'® But the
politics of both recognition and genetic knowledge production favors men, el-
ders, and leaders, particularly when the genetic knowledge in question centers
the Y chromosome. Y chromosome studies sample men but pronounce on ori-
gins of peoples, thus reaffirming the position of men as representative of both
community and tradition. I seek to trouble these biases by highlighting Lemba
authorship and internal debates, by contextualizing Lemba organizing efforts,
by attending to the politics of gender and generation, and whenever possible
by referring not to “the Lemba” but to specific Lemba people and to “Lemba
people” as a plural, but never all-encompassing, collective. Most people appear
in this text with their real names because they are real historical actors who
wish to be regarded as such. Those who did not explicitly wish to be identified,
Lemba and otherwise, are anonymized.

Kgoshi Mpaketsane and Lca leaders guided my research to align with their
recognition goals, but there are gaps between their projects and mine. Navigat-

ing these gaps was a central tension in my research that this book cannot fully
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resolve. This may not be exactly the book that they were hoping I would pro-
duce out of our work together. But my hope and intention are that it will attest
to their deep care for their people as they work to assure that their histories
are not lost or misunderstood, and that their futures can be realized as Lemba
South Africans, with all the rights and recognitions that identity should entail.

In legal claims to land, chieftaincy, and reburial of precolonial remains,
DNA became a form of evidence that testified to Lemba ethnic difference
against a postapartheid South African state that, like the apartheid state before
it, could not recognize them. It became a valuable tool for Lemba people as
they chartered new paths to South African belonging in ways that others found
contradictory.

There are two approaches, then, to reading Lemba genetic ancestry. The
first emphasizes geneticists and their publics as knowledge producers, and ge-
netics as a way to illuminate the racialized and territorialized power dynamics
of contemporary Jewish identity.?’ But the second approach shifts the frame:
instead of viewing Lemba bodies as raw materials and geneticists as knowl-
edge producers, genetic studies become raw materials for Lemba people as
they produce their own genetic knowledge. In doing so, Lemba people redefine
genetic Jewishness through the racial, religious, and ethnonational mappings

that resonate for them.

The Claims of Genetic Ancestry

Genetic ancestry increasingly shapes how we think about ourselves and our
pasts on species, population, and individual levels.?! But it also underwrites
and motivates claims that we make—on concepts of race, ethnicity, and be-
longing, on one another, and on nation-states and various forms of citizenship.
Scholars such as Nadia Abu El-Haj (2012), Amade M'charek (2005a), Jenny
Reardon (2005), Kim TallBear (2013), and others have shown that genetic an-
cestry both produces and is produced by research projects that seek to map
human diversity on global, continental, and national scales.?? In doing so, it si-
multaneously offers universalizing narratives and a renewed investment in ra-
cial and ethnic classification. We can see this most prominently in large-scale
genome projects, in medical research that uses ancestry as an approximation
of a promised future of personalized care, and in a commercial industry that
offers millions of consumers, predominantly but not only located in the United
States, information about their 01rigins.23 This book, however, addresses gene-
tic ancestry as something more diffuse, complex, and unpredictable than these

well-known examples can account for.
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Anthropologists have long held that race is not genetic and that there is
more genetic variation within social racial categories than between them. But
this anthropological consensus has not been shared among all population ge-
neticists, particularly those involved in large-scale genetic diversity projects
(Reardon 2005). Now genetic definitions of race have gained renewed promi-
nence among wide-ranging publics, dovetailing with a resurgence of white
supremacy and ethnonationalism.

For example, milk-chugging parties are recorded and posted on the internet
by white nationalists in the United States celebrating lactose persistence as a
feature of supposed European genetic purity (Harmon 2018a, b). A DNA test is
approved in Israel to help immigrants from the former Soviet Union prove that
they have Jewish ancestry (Rabinowitz 2020; Sharon 2017; see also McGonigle
and Herman 2015). Migrants set to be deported from Canada whose nationali-
ties are contested are given genetic ancestry tests by government officials to
determine their deportation destination (Khandaker 2018; Marrocco and Joly
2018; Mochama 2018; see also Abel 2018). In each of these examples, genetic
ancestry lends an appearance of scientific validity to essentialist and exclusion-
ary ideas about race and nation.

This book approaches genetic ancestry as a contested political and cultural
object. As such, it takes seriously how genetic ancestry is theorized by those
who are not geneticists. But this also requires informed critique of genetic
ancestry research on geneticists’ terms. Most science and technology studies
scholars who write about bNa emphasize this kind of informed critique, though
they do so for different reasons. Indigenous sTs scholar Kim TallBear (2003,
2013) studies scientists ethnographically as a way to reject colonial frameworks
that subject indigenous people to scientific scrutiny.** For anthropologist
Nadia Abu El-Haj (2012), it is epistemological specificity that is at stake: she
argues that the theories of history, inheritance, and identity that inform gene-
tic ancestry research are not self-evident and therefore must be excavated in
terms of where they come from and what they produce. Others, such as Duana
Fullwiley (2007, 2008) and Ramya Rajagopalan and Joan Fujimura (2012),
emphasize how genetic ancestry makes race.”® They show how choices that
different geneticists make in sampling, labeling, and computational analysis
can produce misleading results that in turn are sometimes taken up by journal-
ists and the general public as evidence for biological racial differences—again,
a conclusion that anthropologists have long rejected.?® Attuned to these and
other ways that ideas about genetic ancestry circulate beyond laboratories—
what Alondra Nelson (2016) calls “the social life of bnaA”—some also extend

these analyses, as I do in this book, across multiple social worlds.?’
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Following these scholars, we might distinguish between the claims of DNA—
what geneticists and others contend it can tell us, and the methodologies that
form the basis of their assertions—and claims made with DNA as it circulates in
social, political, and legal contexts. My focus in this book is on the latter: if the
meaning of bNA emerges through social interactions, then the social interac-
tions that happen after scientists publish their work must also be considered as
part of the meaning of genetic ancestry.?® But while we can’t view the claims of
genetic ancestry as the culmination of its meaning, neither can we ignore the
specificity and nuance of those claims.?

Genetic ancestry relies on a core premise that increasingly fine-tuned
analyses can accurately reconstruct human migration histories and link con-
temporary people to ancestral places.*® These links are usually framed as racial
or ethnic origins. Three concepts—population, admixture, and haplotype—
are especially important for understanding how geneticists do this, and why
we cannot take it at face value.

As used by geneticists, population has no inherent content: it can be any
group that researchers find meaningful to compare to another. Populations,
then, are never neutral: they are made rather than found. And the populations
that geneticists make are inexorably entangled with race. The mid-twentieth-
century shift from race science to anthropological genetics replaced “race”
with “population” in genetic research.?! But it continued to describe old cat-
egories in new language, even as many scientists’ understanding of what they
were naming shifted substantially.*?

Geneticists’ use of the concept “admixture” demonstrates how the racial
legacies of population work today. Admixture imagines populations that are
genetically distinct from one another and individuals who hail from one or
more of those populations. One example is genetic tests that are commercially
marketed to individuals, usually white Americans, who suspect or hope that
they might have Native American ancestors (TallBear 2013).>* The results are
delivered as “admixture” percentages, such as 8o percent European ancestry
and 20 percent Native American ancestry, where “European” bNa and “Native
American” DNA are each conceptualized as racially pure, in contrast to the
individual whose body contains traces of both. Genetics and society scholars
argue that genetic admixture reinvigorates discredited notions of continentally
defined biological races that have pure or “unmixed” forms.**

“Population” and “admixture” are scaled-up concepts that call to mind
whole groups of people and whole genomes, bringing new life to old concepts
of race. But the work of differentiation and categorization in genetic ancestry

is both smaller and larger than this: it requires linking molecular and global
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scales to associate people with places. Haplotypes and haplogroups are tools
that geneticists use to make these links.

“Haplotype” names small variations that are found on the Y chromosome
and in mitochondrial pNa (mtDNA). These are used as proxies for describ-
ing paternal and maternal inheritance because, in contrast to all of our other
genetic material which recombines in the process of reproduction, they are
passed down intact from parent to child.® Haplotypes become modal, as in the
Cohen Modal Haplotype, through their presence at a greater frequency in any
given group when compared to any other group that has been deemed relevant
within a particular study.*

As a measure of relative frequencies, modal haplotypes thus say more about
the classificatory interests of researchers than they do about biologically or his-
torically significant relationships in and of themselves. But once a haplotype
is named, it is imbued with classificatory power, which easily slips into claims
about biological or historical significance. Joan Fujimura and Ramya Rajago-
palan (2011) call this “genetic geography.” Expanding this concept, Catherine
Nash (2015, 174) points out that to link bNa to place is to argue that all people
have a place to which they naturally belong.

These are some of the reasons to be skeptical of the claims of genetic an-
cestry. There are many others. For example, it inaccurately assumes too much
about who moved, who did not, and how often in the distant past (Nash 2015).%7
It often relies on tautological arguments that in turn rely on small numbers of
living people as proxies for a given place’s past population: geneticists go look-
ing for differences and then assign racial or geographic relevance to these dif-
ferences based only on their a priori assumptions and the limited contents of
their comparative databases (Palmié 2007).3® Furthermore, it naturalizes and
universalizes genealogical, heteronormative methods of figuring relatedness,
and it privileges these over other ways of making kin and connections (Clarke
and Haraway 2018).%

Geneticists usually acknowledge at least some of these limitations, but
they also can send mixed messages about how to interpret their work. They
promote genetic ancestry by asserting that because it is scientific, it can
speak better than other methods to the truth of who people really are—even
while they sometimes also claim that they traffic only in probabilities, not
in certainties or identities.*’ But these scientific truth claims are inevitably
identity claims as well. As Kim TallBear (2013) argues, they disrespect and
undermine other knowledge about origins and identity by characterizing that
other knowledge as “beliefs” and “myths” that can either be supported or

refuted using genetic ancestry’s methodologies: when we position DNa as the
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ultimate authority, we undermine our own histories, agency, and, in some
cases, sovereignty.!

In this book, I likewise question forms of authority that give geneticists the
final word on ancestry and origins. This does not cast doubt upon Lemba Jew-
ishness. On the contrary, it makes room for Lemba identity as well as Lemba
epistemic authority—both in terms of the status of their oral history in rela-
tion to genetic ancestry, and in terms of their genetic knowledge production
in relation to that of geneticists. What is at stake here is when and how genetic
evidence as bodily evidence is invoked and to what end. As DNA is increasingly
called upon to speak to questions of racialized and exclusionary citizenship
and belonging, understanding genetic ancestry as a multivalent political object

could not be more important.

Becoming Lemba

It was June 2006 when F. C. Raulinga sat me down in his house, took out his
draft of the book that he was writing and his archive of Lemba Cultural As-
sociation documents that he had authored in his nearly two decades as gen-
eral secretary, and began to more formally teach me who the Lemba were and
where they came from. He had provided a version of this when we first met
in 2004. But now I had been in South Africa continuously for seven months,
mostly in Kgoshi Mpaketsane’s village in the predominantly Sepedi-speaking
region of the Limpopo Province, about two hundred kilometers to the south
of Raulinga’s home. I had now heard other Lemba people’s accounts of their
history, and Raulinga felt it was important that I learn his authoritative, elabo-
rated version of things.

He loosely based his narrative on a paper he had written that was, as he
explained, “a summary of what we talk during a funeral of a Lemba Jew. . . .
We talk about our culture, our history, our religion, our food, . . . the trade of
our people, the genealogies, the family, the particular family of the one who
is being buried, the praises of that clan, about the Lemba songs.” Along with
the Lemba Cultural Association annual conferences and the stories told to
children by their parents and grandparents as they grew up, funerals were the
place where Lemba history and culture came alive, and I attended them fre-
quently throughout my fieldwork. In each of those contexts—the Lca, family
stories, and funerals—Lemba elders such as Raulinga communicated in dif-
ferent registers to each other and to Lemba youth what they needed to under-
stand in order to know themselves. Months later, when I attended my first Lca

annual conference in September 2006, I would see Samuel Moeti, who took
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over as LCA president after Professor Mathivha’s death in 2003, perform this
role. Shortly after that I would see Raulinga do the same at Moeti’s funeral.
But on this day, Raulinga addressed me directly, as one researcher to another.

More specifically, Raulinga, a knowledgeable researcher without access to
publishing his work, addressed me, a novice who would be able to produce a
published record based on his and others’ guidance. In that respect, we were
enacting a dynamic that was familiar in the history of anthropology and that
had marked over a century of inquiry into Lemba origins: researchers relied on
Lemba expertise to produce accounts that could authoritatively travel.*?

Cognizant of these dynamics, Raulinga first critiqued others’ mistakes: this
served to set the record straight, and it was also a warning so that my future
published work might not require such corrections. Raulinga explained to
me that one author, Hugh Stayt, an ethnologist who had trained at Cambridge
in the 1920s, had misidentified one particular clan as Venda when they were
really Ndebele*? For Raulinga, this mistake called into question the overall
quality of Stayt’s research. The subtext that Raulinga did not point out, but
that I came to understand later, was that Stayt, writing in 1931, concluded that
the Lemba were descended from Arab traders on the Swahili coast. Raulinga
and most other Lemba South Africans rejected this conclusion as a negation of
their knowledge of their historical links to Jews.** He also explained that sev-
eral researchers had said that the Lemba are a lost tribe of Israel: this, he told
me, was in direct contradiction to Lemba oral history (see chapter 1). With the
warnings about how to avoid potential mistakes now out of the way, Raulinga
told me his version of that oral history.

Before they were called Lembas, Raulinga explained, they were known
as Senas, after the city Sena (named after Senaa in Judea) that they built in
Yemen following the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem in 586 B.c.E. In
Yemen’s Sena, they were under the leadership of the Buba clan for hundreds of
years, until the Hamisi clan took over and founded a new city, Pusela, near the
Red Sea coast. When a dam broke, they split into several groups and scattered
throughout the African continent: those who became known as the Lemba
followed a star, which appeared to the Mhani clan, down the east coast of
Africa. They settled, again under Hamisi’s leadership, between what are now
Kenya and Tanzania in a place that they again named Sena. The Bakari clan led
them further south to what is now Mozambique, but following an epidemic
they dispersed, moving inland and variously north and south over centuries
as circumstances dictated, sometimes in large groups and sometimes small,
always as traders and often reuniting in newly established settlements, each
associated with a different clan’s leadership. In Raulinga’s telling, most of these
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settlements were in what is now Zimbabwe, although they traveled and settled
throughout precolonial Southern Africa, and this was centuries before na-
tional divisions as we know them were thinkable: at Chiramba they were led
by the Seremane clan, at what we know as Great Zimbabwe they were led by
Tovakare/Thobakgale, at Shabani they were led by Mhani, at Dumbe they were
led by Sadiki, and at Mbelengwa, where they became known as Lembas for the
first time, they were led by the Hadji clan.

In Raulinga’s Lemba oral history, then, origins were multiple, movements
were multidirectional, interaction with others was constant, the past was orga-
nized around places of settlement and which clans were leaders in each place,
and “Lemba” was a matter of becoming, over time, through these processes
and places.

As an alternative analytic to that of “being” or “being from,” “becoming”
works against narratives that naturalize belonging and its constitutive exclu-
sions. It explicitly rejects the idea of singular origins and instead emphasizes
how identities are formed and re-formed over time, in relation to multiple
places and events, and in conversation with interested others. In contrast to
the claims of genetic ancestry, this aligns with decades of research by historians
and anthropologists that has illuminated the contingent, changing, and inven-
tive processes at work in what can appear to a contemporary observer to be pri-
mordial, unchanging distinctions among groups of people.45 It also resonates
with regional histories in which key moments of group consciousness emerged
out of migrations, social relations, and shifting patterns of leadership.46

My use of “becoming” emerges from these literatures and from Raulinga’s
and other Lemba people’s accounts of their histories. It also draws from
Stuart Hall’s (1990) use of the same term to theorize black diasporic identity
and from Donna Haraway’s (2008) notion of “becoming with.”*” Hall em-
phasizes identity, power, and positioning: for him, it is how we talk about
the past that makes possible our identities in the present. Haraway moves
beyond narrative and also beyond the human: she shows that human and
nonhuman actors are co-constituted not only discursively but also materially
(Haraway 2008).48

As Raulinga’s oral history makes clear, becoming Lemba is not only a story
about leadership and migration, but also about the agency of place in shaping
a people, from the hills that marked migratory histories in the distant past to
places like Sweetwaters and Kgoshi Mpaketsane’s village that were contested
in the present. Origins here are journeys, and it is the movement and the
sacred landscapes, both found and made, that shape who Lemba people con-

tinually become.
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African Semites: Race, Religion, and the Puzzle of Lemba Origins

Genetic ancestry posits some populations as unchanging and therefore sources
of baseline data, and others as historically complex migratory puzzles that can
be solved by separating out in percentages the admixture of supposedly pure
components. If geneticists are puzzle solvers, the Lemba are puzzle makers, in
two senses: They have provided biological material to geneticists, thereby of-
fering pieces of the global genetic puzzles that researchers have aimed to solve;
and their origins have been regarded as a puzzle for over one hundred years.
The Lemba do not fit neatly into racial or religious orders of things, not for ge-
neticists, and not for their research predecessors.

Writing in 1908, Swiss missionary ethnologist and naturalist Henri A.
Junod had this to say: “The strangest . . . phenomena is the presence of the
Balemba in Spelonken and Selati districts: a Bantu tribe scattered amongst
the Basuto and Bathonga of those parts, exactly as the Jews amongst European
nations. . . . Living and thriving by means of industry, moreover bearing strong
Semitic characteristics, is it not enough to awake the interest of the ethnolo-
gist and to puzzle him greatly?” (Junod 1908, 276).

Writing in 2000, Tudor Parfitt echoed Junod’s puzzlement, as well as his
excitement about the possibility of solving it by the methods available to him.
Describing the Spurdle and Jenkins study, he writes: “Unknown to me, in the
latter stages of my work, a fellow Welshman, Professor Trefor Jenkins . . . had
the idea of trying to solve the mystery of the origin of the Lemba by collect-
ing genetic material from the tribe” (Parfitt 2000, 344). Referring to his own
collaboration with geneticists, Parfitt explains: “It was clear to me that the
tantalizing results produced by Jenkins’s research left a number of questions
unanswered. To say that the Lemba had ‘Semitic’ genes did not solve the riddle
of their religious origin. . . . We discussed whether genetics could help us de-
termine what religion the Lemba had traditionally practiced” (Parfitt 2000,
345-346).

These genetic inquiries into Lemba origins were just the most recent itera-
tion of similar questions that had been asked for more than a century by those
who aimed to define groups of Africans in terms of racial, religious, and tribal
categories and to sort these groups out from one another. Yet, the more one
knows about African history and histories of racial, religious, tribal, and ethnic
formation throughout the world, the stranger it seems that Lemba oral histo-
ries, identities, and practices should continue to be so puzzling.

Scholars of Islam in Africa will tell you, for example, that by the eighth
century, Muslims from Arabia had crossed the Red Sea to live in and trade

from the Ethiopian coast (Levtzion and Pouwels 2000, 5). So why should it be
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surprising that others, including the ancestors of those who became known as
Lemba, might have done the same in earlier centuries? They will also tell you
that the people of the Swahili coast became majority Muslim over the course
of more than seven hundred years, between the eighth and the fifteenth centu-
ries, and that inland traders traveled to the coast and back throughout much of
that time (Levtzion and Pouwels 2000, 6).* Why, then, would the community
known as Sena not have been part of these diverse trade networks?*

These African-Islamic mappings help explain why some researchers over
the years have rejected the idea that the Lemba might have Jewish origins in
favor of what they regarded as a more likely history of descent from Muslim
traders.”! But it is anachronistic to assume that the clear distinctions that are
common today between Jews and Muslims (and between Jews and Christians,
for that matter) have such deep historical roots. Religious studies scholar
Aaron Hughes (2017) argues that medieval Arabia was home not only to Jews
and Muslims but also to people whose range of religious practices should be
understood as Judeo-Islam.>? Recent studies of contemporary Islamic prac-
tices in Kenya show that bricolage remains a feature of coastal religious life
there (McIntosh 2009). Furthermore, Jews and forms of Judaism are known to
have had a presence in North Africa since antiquity (Hull 2009).>® Given the
complexities of migration and religious flexibility that could easily account for
Lemba oral histories, why has the quest to solve the puzzle of Lemba origins
persisted?

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Christian missionaries and
ethnologists like Junod observed Lemba practices such as endogamy, circum-
cision, restrictions against eating pig, and slaughter rituals. They concerned
themselves with questions about whether the Lemba, given these cultural/
religious features, were really native Africans, Muslims, or Jews, and they spec-
ulated about Lemba origins outside of Africa. As Hugh Stayt, the ethnologist
invoked by Raulinga, put it more than twenty years later, what most interested
him about the Lemba was “their non-Bantu qualities and the problem of their
origin” (Stayt 1931, 231).

These were racial conundrums. In the nineteenth century, the figure of
the Semite encompassed both Muslims and Jews, who as religious, racial,
and political Others, constituted the borders of what it meant to be European
(Anidjar 2008).>* But at the same time, the figure of the black African had
consolidated a continentally defined racial order that mapped people onto a
hierarchical scale of civilization: Semites were now understood as a subgroup
of “Caucasoids,” and therefore totally distinct from Africans, who were now

understood as “Neglroids.”55 The Lemba disrupted these turn-of-the-century
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racial orders because they appeared to have features of each: again, as Stayt put
it, their “non-Bantu” qualities pointed to a “problem of their origin.”

These missionary and ethnological concerns with racial and religious clas-
sifications coincided with and extended projects of colonial administration
that sought to govern through racial classification and ethnic mapping.*® The
puzzle of Lemba origins, then, in both its early and late twentieth-century iter-
ations, is less a historical question and more an artifact of nineteenth-century
race science.”” Ultimately, it is a story about racialization.

Racialization as an approach to analyses of race recognizes how racial cat-
egories are constituted, how they change, and how people come to be associ-
ated with and interpolated into specific forms of racial difference.>® Consider
the racial and religious signifier “black Jew.” Here “black” modifies “Jew” such that
“Jew” without modification excludes black racial identity. Indeed, within the
twentieth century, at least some Jews who were viewed at one time as racially
Other have become white in South Africa (Krut 1987; Shimoni 2003), in Europe
(Bunzl 2007; Arkin 2009), in the United States (Brodkin 2002), and in Israel
(Dominguez 1989). Jewish whiteness rendered black Jews both racially mar-
ginal to and subsumed within a larger Jewish collective. Labeled “Semitic”
first in the nineteenth century when missionaries understood them in these
terms and then again in the late twentieth century when the term reemerged
to describe their genetic origins, labeled “black” in both apartheid and post-
apartheid South Africa, and claimed as Jews in documentaries and newspaper
articles and by scholars, the Lemba are enmeshed in multiple racializations,
including those that conflate race and religion.

Identifying racial and ethnic origins is at the heart of the contemporary
claims of genetic ancestry. But the search for origins reduces history to one
point of departure such that it is the only history that matters. For the Lemba,
this means that they are positioned as either essentially African or essentially
Jewish, depending on where it turns out they are “really” from—an approach
that privileges one set of ancestors as more relevant than all others and one
historical point as the only significant moment over many possible historical
points that they can and do claim.

Lemba people in South Africa were confounding to people because they
were racialized in terms of colonial and apartheid law as Native/Bantu/Black,
but they also seemed to those who wrote about them as such to be different
from other Native/Bantu/Black people in a way that would have removed them
from that category if the speculative racializations of Lemba people as Semites/
Jews/non-Africans carried more than just rhetorical weight. Indeed, what made
it so powerful when people like Professor Mathivha or Kgoshi Mpaketsane
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spoke about Jews as part of Hebrews or even as part of the Lemba was that their
alternate reading worked against the racial hierarchies that had historically
made Lemba-Jewish connections within South Africa impossible. Their fram-
ings took racial and religious complexity for granted such that they undid the
perennial puzzle of Lemba origins by unsettling the racial and religious fixities
that underwrote it.*> Lemba people challenge how we define origins and our
expectations that origins, however defined, should shape racial, religious, or

political belonging in predictable ways.

Jewish Blood, African Bones:

Rethinking Indigeneity and Diaspora

On September 9, 2006, I attended my first Lca annual conference. Back in
1997, the year of Professor Mathivha’s speech with which I began this introduc-
tion, the conference theme, “Cultural Centre Our Home,” turned inward at the
same time that Lemba people were facing unprecedented international atten-
tion. The 2006 theme, “Let’s Promote Our Culture as Our Heritage,” echoed
that of 1997, but the slight difference mattered: the main open-air metal struc-
ture and poured concrete floor of the cultural center had now been built on the
hilltop, and although completing the building remained a goal, all attention in
the Lca was now on exciting new national developments around cultural heri-
tage that promised to include Lemba people in postapartheid national belong-
ing in ways that their legal claims to land and chieftaincy so far had not. While
ideas of Lemba indigeneity had begun to take shape through these politics, it
now began to emerge more explicitly as a potential avenue of identification
and transformation.

The Lemba Cultural Association was now part of a joint effort to rebury
thirteenth-century bones from the Mapungubwe kingdom near the South Af-
rican border with Zimbabwe and Botswana. The bones had been excavated
beginning in the 1930s and stored ever since at the University of Pretoria. All
presentations at the Lca conference that year were about Mapungubwe, both
Lemba historical connections there and updates on reburial plans. Finally,
in November 2007, Lca and other Lemba representatives joined representa-
tives from several other “claimant communities,” as they were called by the
postapartheid South African government, at what was now the Mapungubwe
World Heritage Site and National Park. There each claimant community
performed burial rituals to lay to rest the bones of their ancestors, the now-
recognized-as-indigenous inhabitants of the now-memorialized Mapungubwe

kingdom. In that act, Lemba representatives claimed African indigeneity for
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Lemba people, and they were in turn claimed by the South African state as
indigenous Africans.

Long-standing scholarly and public interest in the Lemba hinges on the
singularity of origins: were they really Africans or really Jews? The question
implied that they either descended from Jews whose origins were in ancient
Judea, or that their ancestors were black Africans who had mistakenly (or per-
haps instrumentally) taken to heart incorrect missionary theories that they
might have Semitic histories. This was the question that genetic research pur-
ported to answer. Lemba genetic ancestry, expressed by most as having Jewish
blood, and their involvement in the Mapungubwe reburial, through which they
claimed their African bones, suggest another iteration of the Jewish/African
conundrum: how could Lemba people view their blood as Jewish and their
bones as African? Such questions are misleading, because they take on others’
logics of purity and stasis that Lemba people, in their multiple articulations of
belonging, clearly reject.®

In this book, I also reject the logics of origins through which one can truly
be only one thing or the other, or a mixture of more than one thing that can be
broken into constitutive, original parts. Instead of asking after Lemba origins,
I therefore ask how Lemba political subjectivities have articulated with gene-
tic ancestry, and what we might learn from Lemba people about how to think
against the grain of mutually exclusive concepts of belonging.®* Doing so un-
settles the ways that race, religion, indigeneity, diaspora, and bNA purport to
definitively fix assertions of who people really are, where they are really from,
and therefore where they really belong.

James Clifford has argued that diasporas, nation-states, and indigenous
claims can be understood as defined against one another as “zones of rela-
tional contrast” (Clifford 1997, 254). Indigeneity testifies that those who claim
it are original people, not just the first inhabitants of a given place, but sub-
stantively constituted through it. Diaspora offers connection and a form of
rootedness to those who locate their belonging not only where they are but
also in a place where they or their ancestors were before—especially in cir-
cumstances where migrations were not freely chosen and return is not pos-
sible. Genetic ancestry, with its assertions of continental, racial, and ethnic
origins “coded” in “non-coding” haplotypes, promises to sort out one from
the other, and to reconstruct the pathways through which all people came
to be in the places they call home. Each of these ways of knowing belonging
suggests a fixity: one is either indigenous or diasporic, of a place or strangers
in a place, and DNa4, in this logic, can settle open questions about contested

origins once and for all.%
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Lemba people and their histories and subjectivities call into question the
stability of these political and scientific global mappings. Their actions and
identifications as both genetic Jews and indigenous Africans complicate what
we think we know about indigenous and diasporic belonging and about Jew-
ish and African histories and futures. They also open new questions about the

evidentiary claims of genetic data.

Genetic Afterlives

Participants in genetic ancestry studies make sense of and build upon the data
that derive from their bodies, often years after findings have been published
and researchers have moved on to other questions. If we want to understand
the growing importance of pNa as a form of knowledge that is also a form of
making political claims, we must attend to how genetic ancestry matters and
how its meaning can change in different contexts. This is what I mean by “ge-
netic afterlives.” These are new sites of genetic knowledge production that can
spark a rethinking of what constitutes genetic evidence, who produces it, and
for what reasons.®

The concept of genetic afterlives builds on a point of convergence between
anthropological and sTs approaches to scientific knowledge: that facts are pro-
duced rather than discovered, and that such production is social and relational.®
Donna Haraway’s (1988) concept of situated knowledges is foundational here.
Haraway argues that because one’s perspective can only ever be partial, objectivity
and indeed the quality of scientific research are strengthened by one’s abil-
ity to make the particular partiality of their perspective explicit. Furthermore,
these necessarily partial perspectives cannot be all-encompassing.%® Building
on these core insights, I suggest that both genetic ancestry studies and related
analyses are missing the perspective of the people who are recruited as research
subjects: the people whose bodily materials constitute the data that ultimately
make genetic ancestry research possible. Including these perspectives offers
otherwise unavailable insights into how history, politics, and culture matter in
any analysis of the significance of pNa and genetic knowledge.

Alondra Nelson’s work exemplifies the kind of shift in focus, from produc-
tion in laboratories to wider circulations, that I think is necessary to really
grasp the contemporary significance of genetic ancestry specifically and of
DNA in general. In The Social Life of bNa (2016), Nelson shows that bNa circu-
lates not just biologically through reproduction, but also socially and legally.
She points to African Americans’ use of direct-to-consumer genetic ancestry

testing to access genealogical histories that were violently obscured by the
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slave trade and generations of enslavement in the United States, as well as
the use of pNa in efforts to establish legal standing for descendants’ lawsuits
against institutions that directly profited from their ancestors’ enslavement.
There is some resonance between these consumers and the former research
subjects to whom I attend in this book. For example, both find genetic ancestry
compelling as a means of achieving forms of justice, and consumers of per-
sonal genetic ancestry testing services such as those Nelson writes about are
also in a sense research subjects: in fact, in many cases they authorize use of
their bNA in undefined future research when they sign the consent forms that
are required in order to purchase their ancestry report.

But there are also some important differences, both between my approach
and Nelson’s and between the specificity of the people with whom she works
and the former research subjects whom I engage here. First, Nelson’s approach
to circulation does not call into question what constitutes genetic knowledge
production: for her, geneticists produce genetic knowledge, and consumers cir-
culate it. We might think of this as a story about scientific knowledge produc-
tion and its popular circulation. In contrast, the chapters that follow demon-
strate that we must ethnographically analyze genetic circulation as knowledge
production in its own right. This makes the difference between accepting the
fixity of contemporary categories of belonging and destabilizing the ways that
concepts like diaspora, indigeneity, race, and religion fix people into (or in some
cases, out of ) place. Furthermore, the racial geographies and ethnonationalisms
that companies both presume and market tend to reverberate in consumer cir-
culations of commercial genetic ancestry. But the former research subjects who
are the focus of this book fundamentally challenge such configurations.

I aim to understand genetic evidence from the perspective of people who
have been part of genetic ancestry studies as research subjects for three rea-
sons: to take seriously the knowledge practices of people who are more often
understood as vulnerable subjects than as political actors, to better situate ge-
netic ancestry in relation to colonial and postcolonial politics of race, ethnic-
ity, and citizenship, and to move away from scientist/nonscientist or expert/
nonexpert binaries when thinking about the source, content, and meaning of
scientific knowledge.®®

There are affinities between my use of “afterlives” and the ways that the
term has opened productive spaces for others looking to account for and make
sense of disparate kinds of lingering effects. Saidiya Hartman, for example,
names the ongoing devaluation of black life “the afterlife of slavery,” a label she
also takes as her own to mark how in living, she is a reminder of the dead and

is at once stranger and kin to the descendants of others who were captured in
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the Atlantic slave trade and those in West Africa who were not (Hartman 2007,
6, 18). Gastén Gordillo, drawing on Walter Benjamin, writes of the “afterlife
of destruction” in which rubble is actively reused while also being haunted by
histories of past violence—and ruins, in contrast, enact erasure and in doing
so become dead (W. Benjamin [1968] 2019; Gordillo 2014). Nancy Rose Hunt,
writing about colonial Congo, posits afterlives as an alternative to “aftermath”:
whereas the latter implies a singular event, the former are multiple (Hunt
2016). Didier Fassin urges ethnographers to claim the public afterlives of their
published research—that is, the ways that their work circulates through author
interviews, book reviews, and other media—as ethnography in its own right
that can illuminate related and new questions (Fassin 2015).%”

Hartman’s, Gordillo’s, Hunt’s, and Fassin’s use of the term marks loss and re-
membrances, unexpected openings and new circulations: likewise with genetic
afterlives. Fassin’s formulation offers a productive distinction from what I mean
to account for. For Fassin, public circulations are of interest, whereas I differenti-
ate between circulations of genetic research postpublication in general and that
which unfolds among research subjects. We might view the former as a public af-
terlife in relation to geneticists who author these studies, but my interest here is
in how research subjects produce genetic ancestry out of their bodies when their
samples are taken, and how they reclaim that foundational authorship in their
own postpublication circulations of the studies that rely on their participation.

Now regarded as a powerful form of evidence, bNa is increasingly called
upon to make and adjudicate competing claims to rights, resources, and belong-
ing. Therefore, what are fundamentally at stake in the meaning of pNA are po-
litical subjectivity and questions of citizenship. We can imagine what this might
mean for genetics researchers because we can analyze their published work for
signs of their unacknowledged assumptions, desires, and commitments. We can
also imagine what this might mean for consumers like those whom Alondra
Nelson (2016) writes about, who seek kinship reconciliations and reparations
for the institution of slavery’s theft of life, labor, and liberty over generations,
or like those Kim TallBear (2013) discusses, who, upon learning that some
percentage of their genome is associated with Native American ancestry, seek
tribal belonging in the absence of mutually claimed kinship. But we do not eas-
ily imagine what pNA might mean politically for the former research subjects
without whom none of the work of genetic ancestry would have been possible.

Lemba genetic studies have served to illustrate insightful arguments such
as critiques of the resurgent essentialisms of bNa-based identity (Nash 2004;
Parfitt 2003) and the ways that definitions of Jewishness have shifted in relation

to American multiculturalism and Israeli nationalism (Abu El-Haj 2012). But
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these and other invocations of Lemba bNa do not aim to take Lemba agency into
account. This makes it possible for readers to assume that Lemba people share
geneticists’ desires and goals, thus leaving aside an important source of critique
of geneticists’ global mappings and inadvertently participating in Lemba erasure.

Shifting the focus from geneticists to research subjects, however, is not only
a matter of attributing rather than erasing agency. It also enables a broader
analysis of forms of political belonging that genetic ancestry opens up and
forecloses. These political subjectivities cannot be predicted nor accounted
for in even the most thoughtful and thoroughly ethical genetic research de-
signs, because they continue to be moving targets after studies formally con-
clude.®® We therefore must locate the meaning and significance of genetic
ancestry research in the people who have been part of studies as research
subjects. If we take their stories about DNaA seriously as genetic knowledge
production that is different from but no less significant than the stories about
DNA that geneticists tell, then we can better understand how pDNA matters
socially and politically beyond the now-familiar spaces of laboratories and ge-
netic enterprise.

Genetic studies are world-making projects.®” Genetic data are not already
meaningful, but rather they are made meaningful in relation to both the
geopolitical and intellectual contexts in which they are collected, analyzed,
and circulated and the conceptual and material tools and technologies that
geneticists and research subjects alike use in these processes.”” My contention
is that there are multiple worlds in play in this kind of genetic research that
are not necessarily shared among all actors, and if we focus on the knowledge
politics of scientists exclusively, it is at the expense of other, often less powerful
actors who ultimately must continue to live with genetic ancestry’s implica-
tions in ways that geneticists are not subjected to.

Genetic afterlives can and should transform our understandings of the
possibilities and limitations of DNa as a form of evidence and as a site of social,
cultural, and political meaning. To understand contemporary power and poli-
tics, we need to understand the emerging political significance of bna, and to
understand the political significance of bNa, we need to attend ethnographi-

cally to the people from whom genetic samples derive.

Overview of Chapters

The chapters of this book ethnographically trace a series of genetic afterlives
as they articulate with Lemba political belonging in the forms of citizenship
(chapters 1 and 3), diaspora (chapter 2), postapartheid traditional leadership
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and kinship (chapter 4), and indigeneity (chapter 5). Genetic ancestry be-
comes animated through these forms of political belonging, which I argue
must be understood as interrelated rather than separate.

Chapter 1, “Producing Lemba Archives, Becoming Genetic Jews,” traces the
entangled stories of ethnologists, Lemba informants, and Lemba authors as
an ongoing and unequal conversation about the nature of Lemba difference
and why that difference should matter. It follows the founding of the Lemba
Cultural Association in the mid-twentieth century and unsuccessful efforts by
Lemba people to achieve ethnic recognition in apartheid South Africa through
labels in passbooks, recognition of chieftaincies, and the hoped-for creation
of a Lemba “homeland.” The chapter considers genetic ancestry as one among
many Lemba archival practices. It examines how genetic ancestry became pos-
sible for Lemba people in the 1980s and 1990s, why they decided to participate
as research subjects, and with what effects, especially the popularization of
the mistaken idea that because the Lemba have genetic links to Jews, they are
a lost tribe of Israel. This chapter, then, is the prelife of genetic afterlives: it
contextualizes genetic ancestry in relation to other contested knowledges and
long-standing projects of belonging.

Chapter 2, “Genetic Diaspora,” considers how Lemba people produced ge-
netic knowledge in conversation with published studies; television documen-
taries that publicized the studies and the Lemba as a lost tribe of Israel; Ameri-
can Jews who, based on this media archive, sought connections to the Lemba
as genetic kin; and South African Jews who struggled with how to connect with
Lemba people across differences that were at once racial, religious, and his-
torical. Building on concepts of genetic citizenship (Heath, Rapp, and Taussig
2004) and diasporic Zionism (Abu El-Haj 2012), “genetic diaspora” theorizes
the contours of diaspora after pNaA. Specifically, it provides a means to analyze
how genetic knowledge, global politics of Jewishness, and postapartheid poli-
tics of race and ethnicity converged in encounters between Lemba people and
other Jews. This chapter considers how genetic afterlives facilitate diaspora,
but in the process also make possible its undoing.

Chapter 3, “Postapartheid Citizenship and the Limits of Genetic Evidence,”
analyzes how pNa that was intended to substantiate Lemba-Jewish connec-
tions entered into Lemba political and legal struggles for postapartheid state
recognition via claims to traditional leadership and land, and how indigeneity
began to emerge as a way to describe and achieve these forms of recognitions
and rights. It follows Kgoshi Mpaketsane’s recognition efforts and explores
how genetic afterlives intersected with citizenship as a lived experience in

rural South Africa. This chapter shows that genetic ancestry became legible
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as a means to achieve a form of postapartheid ethnic citizenship through its
ability to demonstrate difference. However, it also traces how a series of proj-
ects of recognition failed. These failures point to the limits of both bna and
indigeneity as technologies through which to achieve recognition, land rights,
and sovereignty in postapartheid South Africa.

Chapter 4, “Ancestry, Ancestors, and Contested Kinship after pNa,” re-
minds us that the “populations” that appear in genetic ancestry studies are
made up of people who have both collective and personal stakes in relatedness
as it is practiced and experienced. This chapter considers Lemba contestations
over genealogy and ancestors, arguing that to fully grasp how pxa mattered
for Lemba people, it is necessary to analyze instances where bNa might have
mattered, but other ways of figuring relatedness mattered more. Nevertheless,
these contestations are filtered through the experience of being collectively
subject to genetic ancestry research.

Chapter 5, “Locating Lemba Heritage, Imagining Indigenous Futures,” eth-
nographically examines the events leading up to the Mapungubwe reburial,
the reburial process, and subsequent Lemba reflections and visits to the site.
It traces the political maneuvering that resulted in a joint claim to the ancient
bones in the name of an undifferentiated African indigeneity that ultimately
required the decision not to perform genetic analyses on the bones, even while
the reburial was done in a way that made future study possible. It theorizes
what it means to be indigenous in postapartheid South Africa, what it means to
be black Jewish indigenous Africans, and how bNA mediates claims to belong-
ing, difference, and authority.

The epilogue considers the reasons behind a recent Lemba moratorium on
future genetic ancestry testing. It argues that such a refusal is itself a form of
genetic knowledge production and thus an example of genetic afterlives. To-
gether, the examples of genetic afterlives in this book challenge us to rethink

what is at stake in truth claims that link bodies and belonging.
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