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Afterword 

Jacqueline Rose 

 

At the time of the student protests in South Africa, which is where this book begins, nobody 

was anticipating a global pandemic. Nor, I think, did anyone foresee that the crisis to follow 

would bring those protests so urgently back to the forefront of public consciousness.  When 

African-American George Floyd was killed on the streets of Minneapolis in May 2020 by a 

white policeman who was filmed kneeling on his neck for 8 minutes and 46 seconds, Black 

Lives Matter took to the streets across the world. It was just one of many instances which put 

paid to the illusion – the split-second cherished belief – that the pandemic would be the great 

equaliser. Instead of which, the pre-existing racial and social fault-lines of the times, in their 

ugliest incarnation, were if anything being exposed more acutely than before. One of the most 

powerful moments following the killing was when UK protestors pulled down the statue of 

seventeenth-century slave-dealer Edward Colston, and dumped it in Bristol harbour. Colston’s 

wealth had played a key role in the prestige and prosperity which had allowed the city to 

flourish.  By means of their act, the protestors were proclaiming that the legacy of slavery was 

unfinished; its tentacles still reached into the heartbeat, the embedded structures, the ongoing 

injustice of the modern world. The allusion to `Rhodes Must Fall’ was explicit.  Weeks later, 

Oxford University students secured approval from the governors of Oriel College for the 

removal of the statue of Cecil Rhodes from the façade of the building. Two years before – 

modelling their protests on the South African example – they had failed to persuade them to 

do so. (It is still unclear whether the university will act on the governors’ decision.)  

In her famous study of totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt describes how Rhodes propelled 

the British into the African continent, persuading the government that the “expansion and 

export of the instruments of violence was necessary to protect investments, and that such a 

policy was a holy duty of every national government” (Arendt 1979, 203). Rhodes believed the 

Anglo-Saxons were the “first” race, with the God-given right to rule the world. ‘“Expansion is 

everything,’” he once said, “‘I would annex the planets if I could.”’ (Arendt 1979, 124) At a 

time of vicious resurgence of white racism, the fight over Cecil Rhodes and what he stood for 

shows no signs of abating. If anything its political import has increased. “Not only is the cry 

for Rhodes to fall still necessary,” writes Victoria Collis-Buthelezi in the opening essay here, 

first delivered in response to the lecture I delivered at UCT in 2017. “It has itself now entered 

the annals of history. It is no longer a cry just of our present, but of our (albeit recent) past”. 
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Which does not mean – far from it – that this key moment of resistance and political struggle 

can, any more than apartheid itself, be archived or relegated to the backwaters of history.  

 What is the time of political agency? This is one of the questions that emerges from 

these powerful, often challenging essays. What moment are we living in historical time? Were 

the protests addressed to the past, towards an unresolved history, or are they better understood 

as existing in the urgency of the now? Is the issue an incomplete – or even as Joel Modiri 

suggests, a “still-born” - liberation that has betrayed its promise of an equal and non-racialised 

world? Are we always, and perhaps especially in relation to South Africa, dealing with what 

went before: “the unliveable histories of violence, oppression and dehumanisation without 

which the very idea of South Africa would not, could not exist”? Or, should we rather be 

pressing hard on the resistant present, staying in this “uncomfortable not-reconciliation,”  

where a farmer can still say of his black workers: “‘they’ like to sit in the back of bakkies in 

extreme heat and in cages” – a statement, Buthelezi insists, which cannot be relegated as 

throwback to the farm but which, under the yoke of neo-liberalism, is to be found, “ever-

present, in homes, on campuses, in offices.” Is the priority, in the teeth of such unabated anti-

black racism, to take “hold of the current space/time of blackness… move into it, occupy it, in 

order to break the code”? In which case, the time we are living in is – or surely should be – 

“the here and now.” The past is a nightmare, the future too “precarious [a] continuum on which 

to set our hope.” 

As I read these essays, finding it harder and harder to come down on one side or the 

other, it started to feel as if this continuing struggle – perhaps any struggle – can only exist 

somewhere between these different modalities or interstices of political time; somewhere inside 

the future perfect tense of psychoanalysis – “what I would have been for what I am in the 

process of becoming” - which I evoke in the lecture and which is picked up by several of the 

contributions here. In the place, for example, of the “aftermath” where, with reference to the 

Granada revolution, Karin van Marle describes a present “stricken with immobility and pain 

and ruin,” and yet out of which something wholly unanticipated can be born. Or, “the beginning 

of after,”  words which Pierre de Vos found himself typing into his keyboard as he sat in his 

university office while the campus protests raged outside his window - protests to which he 

had mostly given unwavering support, as he does in this moment once more. Or Saidya 

Hartman’s “afterlife”, cited by Modiri, a call to memory of racial slavery and global anti-

blackness, “a type of living on that survives after a type of death.” Or the possibility, evoked 

with reference to the artistic energy of the Johannesburg Handspring Puppet Company by 
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Judith Butler, “of world-making on the site of unthinkable massacre.” (Her essay is also called 

“Within the time of the aftermath”).  

In each case, the emancipatory moment grows out of the horror it struggles to repudiate. 

Janus-faced, it looks back and forwards in time, echoing Walter Benjamin’s famous angel of 

history, face turned towards the past, as catastrophe piles “wreckage upon wreckage and hurls 

it in front of his feet” (Benjamin 1968, 259). Alerting the world to the extent of the wreckage, 

the protests could at the same time be seen as calling for a more hopeful realignment of the 

fragments of political time. “How” in the words of Benda Hofmeyr, “to engage with history so 

as to serve life?” For Jaco Barnard-Naudé who has made the dialogue of this book possible, 

Hamlet’s lament that “the time is out of joint” is the refrain of the protests and its commentators, 

and again in many of these essays. But with a crucial qualification. Hamlet suffered from a 

melancholic inability to act, which Barnard-Naudé characterises as “Hamletism,” a trope all 

too often laid across the subjectivity of the black African by their colonial masters. It is the 

rejection by the protestors of that image – the black as inadequate, ineffective, disposable - 

which allowed them politically to seize the day. Seen in this light, the “disruptive power of 

protest” – the words typed by De Vos as the title of the essay he plans to write - becomes the 

de-colonial act, because of the force with which it repudiates the Western reading of the African 

mind. In Barnard-Naudé’s introductory reading, the agency of the protestors, their commitment 

to social justice, flies in the face of colonial attempts to subordinate black subjectivity to the 

(Shakespearean) protocols of Western thought, to “the full pernicious reach of colonial-

apartheid power”. To put it at its most simple, faced with the disjointed unreason of the world, 

Hamlet could not act; the students revealed to the world that they can. 

 Protest brings change. Efforts to suppress protest, as we have seen in America under 

Trump, in Hong Kong, Belarus, India and Brazil, to cite a few chilling examples, simply means 

that the revolt intensifies. The only other option for a state on the defensive – a state which 

Arendt would define as increasingly conscious of the illegitimacy of its own power - is a form 

of dictatorship which sanctions state violence in order to bring protests, however civil and 

peaceable, to an end (Soweto, Sharpeville) (see Arendt 1970, 50-54). The Rhodes Must Fall 

students were “alerting” the nation, to cite again the Black African woman with whom I found 

myself in conversation on the plane to Cape Town in March 2017. Their voices would surely 

be heard. To this extent, these essays bear witness to an at least partial success. As Sarah Nuttall 

describes, the statue was removed, Jameson Hall is now Sarah Baartman Hall, Senate House 

has been renamed Solomon Mahlangu House. Since 1994, there has been a significant state 

redistribution of funding to poorer schools. Some universities, notably in the North of the 
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country, continue to be more or less out of the reach of all but the wealthiest students, but the 

student body at the University of Witwatersrand where Nuttall teaches is 85% black; workers 

are being insourced – a key demand of Rhodes Must Fall, and then Fees Must Fall – and they 

now have the option to send their children to the University. The University, she suggests, has 

become more “porous,” more receptive to what were previously seen as purely external matters 

which it did not fall upon the University to register, let alone redress. Today, universities are 

finding it harder and harder to fence themselves off from “the social in all its conflictual 

modes,” from hunger to sexual violence. All of which can be seen as steps towards the 

“redistributed University” which she has laid out as one of South Africa’s most urgent political 

tasks today (see Nuttall 2016, 280-285). In one of this collection’s most optimistic essays, 

Lwando Scott describes how the formation of the Trans Collective at UCT put the question of 

LGBT+ rights firmly on the university and wider political agenda, challenging the dominance 

of the protests by “cis” black masculinities, making room for the “marginalised within the 

margin,” and irrevocably shifting the vocabulary of freedom (even if the naming of gender-

neutral bathrooms on campus was, at the time, short lived). 

And yet… despite the sense of unstoppable momentum, the material disparities remain 

etched in bold across the nation (how to place queer and economic emancipation on the same 

level of urgency, give them their equal due, is one of the most pressing questions of the hour).  

Despite a partial redistribution, facilities in the schools are poor – less than half of pupils make 

it to the final grade - and the path from improved education into formal work still remains 

closed to the many. “Inequality not only remains; it reigns supreme,” writes Wahbie Long. 

Taking issue with my focus on the legacy of the past, Long lists the piled-up travesties of South 

Africa in the present: women, children, refugees and black men as the scapegoats for political 

anger, the rate of violent deaths in the country five times the world average, half a million rapes 

perpetrated against women and children each year, xenophobia on the rise. The gulf between 

legal equality and social inequality could not, he states, be “starker.” This in itself is an 

emotional tinder box as those worst affected by such a fraudulent dispensation become 

vulnerable to being shamed. “My reading”, Long states in an earlier essay, “is that Fallist rage 

originates in prior humiliations.” (Long cited by Nuttall). Only 8 % of whites signed up to a 

campaign started after the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in favour of extending its 

work into the re-distribution of resources. The rest of the population “that might be called 

‘white’”, comments Juliet Rogers, “failed to be haunted by the legacy of apartheid.” 

Today, a shadow has fallen across 1994, tarred with the brush of historic, above all 

economic and social, compromise, from which all these tragedies have flowed. On the 
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constitution, opinion remains split – between those who see it as a decolonial instrument born 

out of struggle, and those for whom, in failing to redistribute resources, it has, at least so far, 

failed to restore full humanity to all. Seen in this light, my use of the words “radical” and 

“revolutionary” with reference to the transformations of 1994, become, for Modiri “an 

untenable conflation.” As Achille Mbembe pointed out some while ago: “This is the only 

country on Earth in which a revolution took place which resulted in not one single oppressor 

losing anything.” (Mbembe 2015). “Where,” asks Butler, in a lament that runs like a dark thread 

through all these essays, “is the equality, freedom and justice that was promised by the 

revolution?” To this extent, the collection is a tribute – whether subdued or enthusiastic – to 

the students’ ability to give voice to an ongoing crisis that needed, that still needs, to be heard. 

The point is not, however, states Modiri, that “nothing has changed or that everything 

is still the same.” “Rather,” he continues, “that the prevailing paths and visions of change not 

only fail to reckon with and dismantle resilient historical formations but are also unable to 

satiate the capacious ‘freedom dreams’ of those oppressed dissident communities identifiable 

in shorthand as the ‘damned of the earth’.” What is beyond doubt, and has if anything become 

clearer since the first euphoric moment of the protests in March 2015, is that these demands – 

these freedom dreams – cannot be contained either by “a logic of reform or a narrative of 

redemption.” Dreaming is key – also appearing throughout these essays as a refrain The ruling 

elite, writes Leigh-Ann Naidoo, whose 2016 Ruth First Memorial lecture has been  central to 

my understanding, “have lost the capacity to dream us, to move us, into a new time” (Naidoo 

2016). We have to enter a new world of our own making, Judith Butler suggests, and only then 

return to this one more fully awake and also, “more fully capable of dreaming.” (Butler. P. 67) 

Way beyond the cliché that reality did not live up to the dream (a common put-down in the 

aftermath of struggle), dreaming takes up its place as one of the ways that a political subject 

makes sense of the world around her; or rather makes sense of - strips the cover from - the lack 

of sense that it makes. Mbembe’s appeal to critical thought and reason against the mess of 

injustice must, for me, be placed in the context of a world which increasingly forecloses on 

mental freedom and where power has come close to subordinating reason to its own inhuman, 

instrumental, aims. 

It is central to my reading of this historic moment of protest that the language of the 

inner life found new voice, and that the struggle took on an added dimension under its pressure. 

To my first question: “what is the time of political agency?” we might therefore add another: 

“What is its psychic time?” “A new cultural temperament is gradually engulfing post-apartheid, 

urban South Africa,” Mbembe wrote in 2015 at the outbreak of the protests, “in truth a psychic 
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state more than a political project in the strict sense of the term” (Mbembe 2015). This is 

perilous ground for any political subject to tread. As Freud (1961, 189) once stated, the 

unconscious “is a knife that cuts both ways” or “a stick with two ends” (he was referring to the 

misuse of psychoanalysis in the courtroom). As Naidoo reflects, the youth of the country were 

first accused by the apartheid generation of political apathy (shades of Hamletism), only to find 

themselves, in the heat of the protests, characterised as “misguided, uninformed and mad” 

(Naidoo 2016). Something “visceral” (Mbembe), “libidinal” (Nuttall) – a struggle saturated 

with and driven by anxiety, desire and dreams – came to the surface of political life. “It is the 

libidinal,” writes Nuttall, by which she means the bodily and the performative “that drives 

forward the critique in a knowing denunciation of disembodied rationality that refuses the full 

force of historical feeling.” The affective charge of politics winds up a notch when an oppressed 

group hits the limits of what is tolerable, especially – I argue – when the world around them 

seems in denial of the continuing injustice of a society which had promised a new dawn. Or 

perhaps even more - hence the level of anguish propelling the protests  - when it delivered one 

form of freedom, the end of apartheid, whilst, barely before the historic transformation could 

be welcomed, before the ink was dry, allowing the racial and economic fault-lines of the old 

dispensation to re-entrench themselves once more. What is being talked about, or is needed, 

Modiri suggests without a trace of hyperbole, is nothing less than a general 

‘“transubstantiation’ of the entire social and psychic order.” 

I think this is why, on the one hand, these protests have increasingly been recognised 

as vital to modern-day understanding of political struggle – its promise and its perils - and why, 

on the other, they seem to have provoked such fear. By March 2017, when I arrived to deliver 

my lecture in Cape Town, sympathy with the protestors at the senior levels of the University 

was in steep decline. In subsequent correspondence, Max Price, UCT Vice-Chancellor at the 

time, suggested that my lecture had legitimated student rage and anger (it was rather an attempt 

to understand it, I replied). I was, he stated, insufficiently alert to “other agendas” likely to have 

been at play, though these remained unspecified (the implied suggestion that protest has been 

co-opted or infiltrated  is a classic mode of dismissal). (Max Price to J Rose, 22 March 2017, 

Rose to Price, 23 March 2017). Perhaps it was, then, inevitable, given the psychoanalytic focus 

of my thinking, that the psychic dimension should appear on both sides of this debate (indeed 

a knife that cuts both ways): in the reference to hysteria which Barnard-Naudé, via Jacques 

Lacan, reads as a form of psychic and political truth against the false authority of the master, a 

way of breaking a symbolic deadlock ; but then again,  I admit to being unprepared for the 

vocabulary of  “mass social psychosis,” and “envious rage”. – as they make their appearance 
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at moments in the language of critique (Hofmeyr, Long). Pathologizing protest, not least 

because of the false authority it bestows on the diagnostician, had been the last thing on my 

mind. Instead, as I see it, psychoanalysis erodes fraudulent forms of unity and authority, as they 

appear in the mind, and no less in the power over life and land wielded by the lethal pseudo-

innocence of the state. Drawing on her Australian heritage, Rogers describes the “psychotic 

unity of law over land.” Police action against the protests was the “performance of a 

‘hallucinatory wishful psychosis’” aimed at reinstating white privilege. The students, on the 

other hand, she suggests with deceptive simplicity, were engaged, in the “effort to create 

reality.” They were using every means at their disposal in the fight for a better world. “Protest,” 

she writes, “is the symptom that provides that path to … diagnosis.”  This puts psychoanalysis 

on the road to freedom.   

In these fierce debates, one moment stands out, seeming to polarise positions like no 

other, and that is fire. “Burning rage” appears here as a repeated epithet, with the implication 

that anger is only legitimate on condition that is neither threat nor danger, not really anger we 

might say - that it does not overheat itself. De Vos is the only contributor to describe with care 

the events, which came to be known as “Shackville,” that led up to the protestors burning MA 

artwork, including the first such submission by a black candidate. The authorities were about 

to demolish the shack they had paid for and installed on the University premises to cause 

maximum disruption and draw attention to the post-apartheid, deprived not to say inhuman, 

living conditions of the townships. “South Africa,” writes Hofmeyr, “was literally, and still is 

figuratively, burning with rage.”. And not only South Africa. “The killing of George Floyd in 

the US,” writes Rogers, “has produced the burning of the streets of Washington DC and 

beyond, and that smoke has filled and fired the voices of protestors in cities in Australia, where 

so many black people die at the hand of the state.” Fire we might say is the most eloquent 

symptom of an unjust world - think James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time (1963) or more 

recently, Naomi Klein’s On Fire – The Burning Case for a New Deal. “Our house is on fire,” 

Klein concludes her introduction, “and this should come as no surprise. Built on false premises, 

discounted futures and sacrificial people, it was rigged to blow from the start” (Klein 2019, 

53).  

Finally, to make time for, or even rest ones hopes in, the moments that rock the boat, 

go too far, dismantle the coercive reason of the world, is not to give up on the possibility of 

critical thought, but to enhance it. It is not to “valorise unreason,” (Long,) or to diminish the 

place of reason in challenging forms of authority that cannot see beyond their own fraudulent 

power (Hofmeyr). One thing these protests and their aftermath have taught me, is that in the 
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sphere of political resistance, the antithesis between reason and rage, thought and affect, is a 

false one. You can be “hungry, angry, free and reasoning.” (Butler, cited by Nuttall). For 

psychoanalysis, it is only when you start to question the rationale of your life, the logic on 

which you thought it relied, that radical change becomes possible. On condition that you do 

not try to brush aside or forget the weight of the past on the present. Intensity, psychic and 

political, must be granted its place at the negotiating table of nations - its presence no longer 

seen as distraction or damage, but a path to insight, a sure sign that the house is already on fire 

and the world is not working.  

 

References 

Arendt, Hannah. 1979. The Origins of Totalitarianism. New York: Harcourt. 

Arendt, Hannah. 1970. On Violence. New York: Harcourt. 

Baldwin, James. 1963. The Fire Next Time. New York: Dial Press. 

Benjamin, Walter. 1968. Illuminations. Edited with an introduction by Hannah Arendt. New 

York: Harcourt. 

Freud, Sigmund. 1961. “Dostoyevsky and Parricide”. The Standard Edition of the Complete 

Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud. Translated by James Strachy. London: Hogarth 

Press. 

Klein, Naomi. 2019. On Fire – The Burning Case for a Green New Deal. New York: Allen 

Lane. 

Mbembe, Achille. 2015. “The State of South African Political Life”. Africa is a Country, 

September 19. https://africasacountry.com/2015/09/achille-mbembe-on-the-state-of-

south-african-politics 

Naidoo, Leigh-Ann. 2016. “The Anti-apartheid Generation Has Become Afraid of the Future”. 

Mail & Guardian, August 17. https://mg.co.za/article/2016-08-17-leigh-ann-naidoo-

delivers-compelling-speech-at-ruth-first-memorial-lecture/. 

Nuttall, Sarah. 2019. “Afterword: The Shock of the New Old”. Social Dynamics 45(2): 280-

285. 


