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Politics and art: the aesthetic regime of Jacques Rancière and 
the anti-colonialism of Zanele Muholi’s photography

abstract
The article attempts to indicate the confluence between Zanele Muholi’s 
photographic artivism and some important aspects of Jacques Ranciére’s 
conception of the relationship between art and politics in terms of his no-
tion of partage du sensible. First, an outline of how Rancière deals with the 
topic in The intolerable image one chapter of The Emancipated Spectator is 
given. This is followed by a brief discussion of Muholi’s photographic series 
Somnyama Ngonyama and of how its manifold counter-hegemonic and 
anti-colonial aspects dialogue with Rancière’s fundamental aesthetic ideas 
on sharing the world we inhabit.
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0. PROLOGUE
0e following is a dialogue with two quite di1erent 
works which provide relevant contributions for think-
ing the relation between aesthetics and politics, par-
ticularly inasmuch as anti-colonialism is concerned: 
the description of the “aesthetic regime” by Jacques 
Rancière, and the photography of Zanele Muholi. 
Rancière’s contribution is presented and discussed in 
section 1. 0is is done by addressing the questions of 
the intolerable image, the (im)possibility of aesthetic 
representation and in which way art can bring about 
new, counter-hegemonic political con3gurations. 0is 
is followed by an interpretive approach to Muholi’s 
work in section 2. 0ere, we will see how Muholi’s 
photography addresses colonial prejudices at the ba-
sis of hegemonic practices and discursive interactions. 
0rough this e1ort, we hope to o1er a glimpse of how 
politics and art intertwine in the work of Zanele Mu-
holi as in the aesthetic regime suggested by Rancière, 
enabling a new way of sharing what surrounds us.
I would like to stress that this textual structure was in 
no way thought of as an “application” of the “theory” 
described in section 1 to the “case” presented in sec-
tion 2. In this sense, it should also be emphasized that 
this e1ort by no means comes as an a5empt to satisfy 
some prescriptive demand or necessity the work of ei-
ther of them imposes or suggests in any sense upon 
the other’s (e.g.: as if one demanded explanation, il-
lustration etc. in the terms of the other). In this sense, 
this dialogue is something in which one may partake 
or not. We suggest that by partaking in it one may en-
visage possibilities of tranformative experiences of the 
positionalities involved in the constitution of meaning 
and legitimacy of artistic manifestation, and with that 
of the socio-political cartography.

1. RANCIÈRE, THE AESTHETIC REGIME AND THE 
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ART AND POLITICS
Jacques Rancière’s text !e intolerable image, one 
chapter of !e Emancipated Spectator1, begins with 
considerations on what would turn a mere image into 

1 Rancière: !e Emancipated Spectator.

an »intolerable« one. First, the author argues that in-
tolerable images would be so labeled not because of a 
property inherent to them or because of something 
that composed them in an intrinsic or inexorable way, 
but because of the function that they could perform. 
Rancière then identi3es a question that, according to 
him, would be implicated in the 3rst; one that con-
cerns the creator of intolerable images or even those 
who exhibit them or propose that they be seen, name-
ly: Would the creation or the purposeful exhibition of 
these images also be intolerable?

An example o1ered by the author is that of Oliviero 
Toscani’s photograph at the 2007 Milan fashion week 
showing an extremely thin young woman naked and 
wasting away. As it seems, critics were divided about 
its meaning: some argued for the necessity of expos-
ing the true reality hidden under the appearance of 
beauty and luxury wrapped in Italian fashion; others 
under stood that the exposure of the horror of reality 
underneath the clothes actually a5ested and corrobo-
rated that, despite the obscene reality, its exposure sig-
ni3ed the hallmark of the primacy of fashion’s appear-
ance-based beauty standards. 0is raw and exposed 
reality would therefore be all too real, to the point 
where its display qua image would become intolerable.

In this sense, the a5empt to expose reality by con-
trasting it with appearances would become inade-
quate, since, when criticism of reality depends on 
and is part of this same reality, it does not appear as a 
counterpoint to it, but rather as part of the dynamic in 
which »the two sides of the coin« are exposed alter-
nately, constituting a single spectacle. Rancière argues 
that this kind of a5empt to reveal the sordid reality 
behind beautiful appearances by means of art – as 
also happened during the Vietnam War, for example 
– is one of the ways of thinking about the relation-
ship between art and politics. However, according to 
the author, even though this type of e1ort may have 
commendable intentions, the intolerable image pro-
duced or exhibited in order to perform the political 
function of showing reality and thus being disruptive 
and transforming is doomed to fail. 0is is supposedly 
so because the a5empt to shock is oAen indistinguish-
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able from the practice carried out by »avant-garde« 
fashion, which also intends to shock. 0ereby the 
intolerable image degenerates itself into just another 
aspect of the world of fashion, luxury consumption 
and consumerist advertising. 0us, the intolerable 
image would not succeed as political art, because the 
reality it purports to present would not really oppose 
appearances, and thus it would not present itself as 
e1ectively intolerable, since it would 3nd itself, just as 
its supposed opposite, in the same Cow of the univer-
sal regime of exposure. 0erefore, this kind of image 
does not suDce to bring about the intended dialectic 
between reality and appearance, since it ultimately 
forces the intolerable into the same way of exposition 
and of dealing with »reality«.

With this, Rancière already points to his criticism 
of the relationship between art and politics. His point 
is not to deny the relationship that exists between 
the two elements, but rather to point to errors in 
certain ways of trying to think and characterise this 
relationship. According to the author, the intolerable 
images were thought to try to bring about or awak-
en the »awareness« of those who observe them. 0is 
»awareness« would be the 3rst step towards under-
standing the need to oppose certain forms of life, 
and thus, it would be the door to the struggles for 
the political transformations necessary to change the 
reality that these images reveal. However, even if the 
exposure of such images is carried out with the best 
of intentions, they do not work for these political pur-
poses due to the reasons just mentioned. 0e author 
claims that in order for the image to have the intended 
e1ect, it should be able to convince those who see it 
that what it displays is actually reality in its full con-
creteness. In other words, the image should convince 
that it reveals the reality of e. g. the people, situations, 
etc. that are speci3cally being displayed in it and by 
means of which observers are inevitably implicated – 
and not let itself be taken for, for example, a display of 
the creative daydreams of its creator or a criticism of 
humanity in general or of some of its general aspects. 
0ose who observe should, on seeing themselves per-
sonally criticised by the reality exposed in the images, 

convince themselves that they are guilty of conniving 
and contributing to the maintenance or realisation of 
the situation pointed out. However, the description of 
the e1ect of this encounter between »intolerable« im-
ages and people would be much more that of an inert 
conformity, in which one »watches« and »consumes« 
the spectacle of the images seen, as if they showed 
their lives passing away, alienated from themselves. 
If this is indeed the case, why then shouldn’t we put 
an end to this dealing with art and give up the use of 
images once and for all, so that an e1ective political 
engagement would be at least possible?
0e answer to this question unfolds throughout the 

other paragraphs of Rancière’s text. In general, we can 
say that it is not simply because this particular way 
of relating art to politics does not work that there are 
no other ways that do work. 0e main error in the 
preceding approach pointed out by Rancière would 
be the assumption that the »intolerable image« could 
work in a way that would necessarily and suDcient-
ly intertwine art with ethics and politics in a sort of 
chain relationship as follows: the »intolerable image« 
(art), by revealing the truth about reality in opposition 
to beautiful and pleasurable appearances, would pro-
voke the feeling of guilt/responsibility (ethics) in the 
spectator, which, in turn, would lead to taking actions 
to try to »solve« the problems experienced in reality 
(politics). With the explanations o1ered by Rancière, 
these assumptions that sustain the contemporary aes-
thetic regime are shown to be unfounded. 0erefore, 
political art based on Platonist/Hegelian dialectic 
between opposites such as »reality and appearance« 
or »comfortable reality and uncomfortable reality« 
(which would be the opposition between two sides of 
reality), already criticised by others besides Rancière, 
would prove untenable. 0us, Rancière points in his 
text at the need to rethink this relation in terms of 
some other aesthetic regime. According to the author, 
a way in which the relationship between art and poli-
tics has already been described by critics and artists is 
roughly this: art is thought of as in principle showing 
an apparent similarity between the image produced 
and the spectator’s life and world, but in fact would 
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convey radical oppositions between the two. For ex-
ample, images of some action with which a spectator 
could identify themselves actually point to the passiv-
ity of the spectator – who, qua spectator, by de3nition 
only looks at these images without sharing the actions 
that take place in them, thus di1ering from what is 
represented. In this case, this inversion should indicate 
that action is what is desirable, showing the apparent 
paradox by means of which the political dimension of 
aesthetics would be thought: 0e image, by showing 
life inverted, could trigger the power to be active in 
the spectator who passively watches, that is, the pow-
er opposite to the passivity that allows him to observe 
the spectacle that criticizes him. Action would thus fol-
low from an artwork that places the spectator in the 
passive role of simply observing the images of action. 
However, Rancière argues that, by looking at the ac-
tive images in a passive way, the spectator, even if they 
realize their passivity, is not necessarily stimulated to 
act. 0is type of relationship proposed between art 
and politics once again errs in its assumptions. 0ere 
is no way to demonstrate causality between an image 
and guilt, that is, between what is in the 3eld of art and 
what is in the 3eld of ethics, nor between guilt, which is 
in the 3eld of ethics, and the formulation of the desire 
for action, which is in the 3eld of politics. It is precisely 
to these unfounded relations of necessity and causali-
ty that Rancière draws our a5ention. Neither can art 
necessarily cause guilt, nor can guilt necessarily lead to 
action. To assume such relations would be a mistake in 
thinking the relation between art and politics.

Rancière comments on yet another way in which the 
relationship between art and politics has already been 
described, namely in terms of the issue of the irrepre-
sentability of the intolerable in images. 0e discussion 
here resembles in part some traditional theological 
and philosophical discussions concerning idolatry. 
Based on the perspective of this text, the discussion’s 
central question is the following: Can an image re-pres-
ent? Rancière argues that one way of thinking about 
the question is to a5empt to radically oppose two 
possible types of representation: the visible image, on 
the one hand, and the verbal narrative, on the other. 

Rancière talks about the criticism that can be made 
of those who believe that visible images can function 
as evidence of intolerable situations and deeds, for in-
stance, photographs taken inside concentration camps 
during the holocaust. He claims that some argue that 
testimony is superior to the image in its representa-
tional capacity, precisely because testimony would not 
claim to represent the totality of the event, as would be 
the case with the image. As Rancière himself refutes 
this line of reasoning by saying that to suppose that 
images can represent in a unique or total way is some-
thing arbitrary, he himself will not be satis3ed with 
this supposed opposition between the way images and 
testimonies represent. An example of images that bear 
witness – and which thus serves as a counterexam-
ple to the mentioned opposition – would be Claude 
Lanzmann’s Shoah, a 3lm based on the testimony of 
people who survived the holocaust. 0e 3lm’s aim is 
not that of proving that the holocaust e1ectively exist-
ed, viz. the images and the speeches are not there to 
re-present, revealing a horrendous reality ignored or 
denied by many. 0e testimony functions not because 
of its content viz. because it is an account of what hap-
pened, but precisely because it reveals something un-
intentional, and what ma5ers in it is precisely

»[...] the fact that his words are those of someone 
whom the intolerability of the event to be recount-
ed deprives of the possibility of speaking; it is the 
fact that he speaks only because he is obliged to 
by the voice of another. [...] 0e speech of the 
witness is made sacred for three negative rea-
sons: 3rst, because it is the opposite of the image, 
which is idolatry; next, because it is the speech 
of a man incapable of speaking; 3nally, because it 
is of a man compelled to speak by a speech more 
powerful than his own. At the end of the day, the 
critique of images does not counter-pose to them 
either the exigencies of action or the restraint of 
speech. It counter-poses the authority of the voice 
that alternatively renders one silent and makes 
one speak.«2

2 Ibid., 91–92.
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0e image here would be thought of as an involuntary 
testimony, and the witness complies with both the 
authority of the other who forces one to speak, and 
the horrible reality. 0e apparent opposition between 
image and word can then appear in the form of that 
between the desired image and the unwanted image. 
However, the la5er is also only apparently unwanted, 
because the artist who creates it desires it. 0is false 
opposition is then perceived as the foundation of the 
ideas of representation and image that sustain it.

»Representation is not the act of producing a 
visible form, but the act of o1ering an equiva-
lent – something that speech does just as much 
as photography. 0e image is not the duplicate of 
a thing. It is a complex set of relations between 
the visible and the invisible, the visible and the 
speech, the said and the unsaid.«3

Accordingly, the image does not reproduce an event, 
nor does it bring it back to presence (representation). 
It does not make the invisible visible, that is, it is not 
a translation between things of di1erent natures. 0e 
image is not the visible part of something that is oth-
erwise invisible, it is not the duplicate of a thing. 0e 
voice is not the manifestation of the invisible, it is not 
the opposite part of the visible. But then what is it? 
0e image, like the word, o1ers us something equiva-
lent, but still, it is a di1erent thing. As Rancière states: 
the image is a game. It is itself a game between the vis-
ible and the invisible, between the said and the unsaid. 
0e word and what is said are also part of the image, 
they are part of the process of its construction. In his 
words: »Classical rhetoric and poetics have taught us 
this: there are images in language as well. [...] 0ere 
are 3gures of rhetoric and poetics in the visible.«4.

Rancière thus proposes that we think of images be-
yond such common criticisms made of them as those 
based on the identi3cation with the false Platonism of 
appearances and the passivity of the spectator, or on 
their supposed lack of ability to represent along the 

3 Ibid., 93.
4 Ibid., 94.

lines of the religious discussion on idolatry5. Here, 
Rancière o1ers the installation made of black boxes 
by the Chilean artist Alfredo Jaar about the Rwandan 
genocide that took place in 1994, entitled Real Pictures 
as an example. For the philosopher, Jaar’s works do 
not reveal visual documents that prove the actual ex-
istence of what happened in Rwanda. In each box, a 
text that describes the content hidden in it is visible; 
this hidden content, in turn, is the image of a murdered 
Tutsi. 0e words are voiceless there, they are taken as 
visual elements. 0is would make it evident that art 
does not seek to oppose voice or words to the visi-
ble of the images. Quite the contrary, the image comes 
about as a link between the verbal and the visual. 
Rancière then indicates that the power of this image is 
to disorganize the ordinary regime of this connection, 
that is, the one practiced by the oDcial and dominant 
system of information. 0is system would select and 
order the horrors of reality, reducing them to mere re-
dundant illustrations of their signi3cance, and would 
thus o1er us these redundant and speci3c illustrations 
to determine the meaning of these images for us and 
in our stead. For Rancière, horror is trivialised not be-
cause of the sheer superabundance of horrifying imag-
es, but rather because these images are taken as mere 
objects of speech with no e1ective right to any speech 
of their own. 0e oDcial information system is that 
which presents, on the one hand, the rational beings 
who are able to reveal the truths of the images and the 
truth about reality, and on the other, the mute images, 
the objects of the discourse of these rational beings.
0e problem at stake would not be the opposi-

tion between words and images, nor the substitution 
of one for the other, but »overturning the dominant 
logic that makes the visual the lot of multitudes and 
the verbal the privilege of a few«. Words, like imag-
es, are forms of redistribution of the elements of rep-
resentation, which, at the same time, also redistribute 
the relations between minorities and majorities. It is 
in this sense that they are political, for politics should 
be understood precisely as that which changes the 

5 Concerning the role of idolatry in this context, see 
Mondzain: Imagem, ícone, economia.
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places and the account of bodies. 0e author tells us 
that »0e political 3gure par excellence is metonymy, 
which gives the e1ect for the cause or the part for the 
whole«6. He mentions Jaar’s art as a good example of 
this7. 0e meaning of an image is determined by the 
visibility device in which it appears. 0erefore, the 
political question at stake now is: Within what kind of 
sensible visibility device is the image seen?
0e question of the intolerable image is thus em-

bedded into the question regarding the devices of vis-
ibility. 0e image would create, according to Rancière, 
a sense of reality, a »common sense«. 0is common 
sense is thought of as modes of perception and mean-
ings determined and conferred in a shareable way. He 
explains: »0e system of information is a ›common 
sense‹ of this kind: a spatiotemporal system in which 
words and visible forms are assembled into shared 
data, shared ways of perceiving, being a1ected and im-
parting meaning.«8. In this sense, the question ceases 
to be the dialectic between reality and appearances 
and becomes the construction of other realities, other 
forms of common sense, other ways of understand-
ing, relating and organizing communities, meanings, 
words and things. 0e question ceases to be about the 
possibility of the image re-presenting and becomes 
about what kind of common sense is created or main-
tained by the creation of the images. It is necessary to 
identify »what kind of human beings the image shows 
us and what kind of human beings it is addressed to; 
what kind of gaze and consideration are created by 
this 3ction.«9. For Rancière, this change in the way we 
approach images is a form of displacement of the idea 
of politics of images, that is, it responds to a change in 
the way we relate art to politics. 0us, he claims that 
the images construct new con3gurations of the visible, 
of the real, of the thinkable, of the describable, that is, 
they construct new forms of being, new possibilities of 
con3gurations of the real.

6 Rancière: !e Emancipated Spectator, 97.
7 Ibid., 97.
8 Ibid., 102.
9 Ibid., 102.

0e relationship between art and politics should 
not be based on unsubstantiated and indemonstrable 
assumptions. Notwithstanding, art is not thereby con-
demned to scepticism. Art makes room for the new, 
for that which cannot be pre-supposed, and there-
fore cannot depend exclusively on pre-conceptions. 
Its meaning is not determined beforehand, because 
it is the opening to new meanings. Art that challeng-
es meanings already established, which does not al-
low the eye to know in advance what it sees or what 
thought should do with what it sees; such art points to 
a relationship with politics. In Rancière’s words:

»0eir tension also points towards a di1erent 
politics of the sensible – a politics based on the 
variation of distance, the resistance of the visible, 
and the uncertainty of e1ects. Images change our 
gaze and the landscape of the possible if they are 
not anticipated by their meaning and do not an-
ticipate their e1ects. Such might be the suspensive 
conclusion of this brief inquiry into the intolera-
ble in images.«10

Art may thus be understood as a counter-hegemonic 
manifestation, insofar as it cannot be reduced to the 
mere maintenance or preservation of the meanings 
previously determined by those who hold the power 
to speak, that is, by those who dominate and deter-
mine the meanings within the functioning of the cur-
rent information device. It may be understood as an 
important step towards freedom, insofar as it allows 
us to think of new possibilities of sharing reality, of 
distributing the sensible (partage du sensible), presenting 
new ways of thinking and of reorganising of the so-
cial fabric. 0is was the path identi3ed for the exercise 
of e1ective freedom: an aesthetic regime that allows 
artistic creation to point towards new forms of con-
structing and creating reality itself. On this point it is 
also possible to ask: who can create reality? Who can 
make the art that allows us to descry other organisa-
tions of socio-political powers?

When art breaks the hegemony of the prevailing 
speech and makes it possible for the »objecti3ed« 

10 Ibid., 105.
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and the »non-rational« to also speak and seek to 
build new realities in which their bodies occupy other 
positions in the cartography of reality, we can see an 
example of the relationship between art and politics 
alluded to by Rancière in his text. In this sense, the 
hypotheses behind the considerations in the sequel is 
that anticolonial art can be if seen through the lens 
o1ered by Rancière, be considered as a way of think-
ing about other forms of organising and sharing the 
sensible. In the next section, we will consider the work 
of South African queer photographer Zanele Muho-
li to suggest interesting convergences between it and 
the discussion presented so far. We’ll try to show that 
Muholi’s photographs’ anti-colonial character stands 
in a fruitful dialogue with Rancière’s anti-hegemonic 
notion of art.

2. THE COUNTER-HEGEMONIC IMAGE AND »ES-
TRANGEMENT«: THE ART OF ZANELE MUHOLI
In accordance with the thought of the anti-colonial 
philosopher Gayatri Spivak, we can say that the pro-
cess of subalternisation is characterised by a kind of 
silencing of the subalternised about their own iden-
tity and history. In the case in question, the silenc-
ing of black and African people about their identities 
and histories has been and is constituted by means of 
discourses and images which, by their presence and 
endorsement in art galleries, museums and similar 
spaces of institutional construction and legitimation 
of hegemonic aesthetic-political standards and norms, 
inexorably subalternise them to the extent that they 
speak about and for them (where for means in their 
stead) about their ways of being in the world without 
the participation of their positionality. In this sense, 
the occupation of these art spaces by black and Afri-
can artists, such as Muholi, means an opening for the 
inCuence of non-hegemonic imagetic and discursive 
elements on aesthetic-political standards and norms 
by means of, at least, their juxtaposed and intermin-
gled presence with their hegemonic peers in the insti-
tutional spaces destined to constitute this normativity.

Born in 1972 in Durban, South Africa, Muholi is 
the author of the photographic series Somnyama Ng-

onyama11, initiated in 2012, exhibited in 2018 at the 
Museo de Arte Moderno de Buenos Aires under the title 
¡Salve, oscura leona! and then still ongoing. 0e series 
is composed of self-portraits that highlight and ten-
sion aspects linked to race, gender, tradition and their 
political relevance in South Africa. According to what 
the artist herself tells us in an interview given to Renée 
Mussai, Senior Curator and head of archive and re-
search at Autograph ABP in London, Somnyama Ngo-
nyama should not be reduced to just a series of beau-
tiful photographs. Nor, however, should one rush into 
viewing her work as a type of political manifestation 
such that the notion of beauty results secondary or ir-
relevant to it. In fact, the aesthetic incursions of Mu-
holi’s work in the 3elds of pleasure and beauty play an 
important role in the appreciation of the fact that her 
art is characterized by tensing precisely the extent to 
which such notions condition and are conditioned by 
their socio-historical and political traits and circum-
stances.

In the same interview, Mussai also inquires about 
the fact that Muholi is herself the photographed par-
ty in Somnyama, and asks why Muholi chose, at that 
stage of her career, to become an active participant 
in her images. In addition to Muholi’s own response 
to this questioning, it is worth noting, in the wake 
of the reCections on Spivak above, that the format of 
»self-portraits« in Somnyama Ngonyam gives Muho-
li a unique position to tension her role between be-
ing silent and speaking on the one hand, and subject 
and object on the other. Silent, without a word, the 
photographer, photographed, speaks; thus bringing 
speech to herself, she brings herself to speech.

We propose then to recall some important elements 
in the conceptual framework of the hermeneutics of 
Hans-Georg Gadamer, who is especially interested in 
the phenomenon of understanding, be it of images, 
speeches or other forms of language. In this sense, be-
cause of its linguistic – and, therefore, always shared 

11 Some of the images from the series are available at: 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/gallery 
/2017/jul/14/zanele-muholimy-somnyama-ngonyama-
hail-the-dark-lioness-in-pictures
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and dialogical – nature, an important characteristic of 
the phenomenon of understanding according to her-
meneutics is its intrinsic openness to Otherness. In 
short, we can say that understanding, when it happens 
in a situation belonging to the scope of the purposes 
at stake here – for example, in an art gallery or mu-
seum where works or performances like Muholi’s are 
on display –, always occurs from a clash between, on 
the one hand, the collection of prejudices that condi-
tion our expectations and interpretations and, on the 
other hand, the artworks themselves (which, in this 
case, occupy the position of Otherness), which, both 
because of the positional displacement that their pres-
ence in these spaces implies and because of the very 
character of the determination of their contents, in-
evitably tension and question these prejudices. With 
this shock, the possibility of transformation opens up. 
0e confrontation between our expectations – which 
inevitably mirror the hegemonic standards – and what 
is e1ectively perceived – Muholi’s artwork in a space 
destined to the constitution of hegemonic normativi-
ties –, separates, in a certain way, what starts to appear 
as, on one hand, our prejudices that constitute the, 
constituents of our conceptual apparatus of aesthet-
ic appreciation and evaluation in e1ect; and, on the 
other hand, what does not meet the expectations that 
derive from them, and that, for this reason, generates 
estrangement and becomes diDcult to understand.
0e shock that occurs when these expectations are 

not met is precisely what constitutes the space for the 
»strange« to appear as Other. In an analogy, it can be 
said that this kind of exposure to the »strange« places 
the spectator before a crossroads, in which either

(a) 0e a5empt to dialogue with what provokes es-
trangement is set aside and relegated to oblivion. 0is 
hypothesis, however, breaks the initial assumption of 
a disposition towards understanding; or

(b) 0e »stranger« is con3ned to the role of stranger 
(without inverted commas), that is, is understood 
only on the basis of his radical reduction to the role of 
deviation from the norm determined by the prejudices 
in practice prior to his appearance; or

(c) One seeks, in the stranger or in other sources, 
interpretive elements that allow an understanding of 
it in terms that exceed or even repel the norms estab-
lished by the framework of prejudices that are incapa-
ble of giving it any other interpretation than that of a 
mere rupture with its norms.

Faced with this situation, taking the third path is 
the only option in which what we may call an e#ec-
tive understanding occurs, in the sense that it is an 
understanding that adds to the one who understands 
meanings, senses and interpretive possibilities hith-
erto absent from their horizon. Following the path of 
e1ective understanding, thus, constitutes a rupture 
with the monological continuity of the experience of 
the one who is in the museum. 0is causes not only 
the emergence of the prejudices at the base of the 
expectations that condition the aesthetic experience 
and, thus, its visibility, but also the opportunity for 
its critical scrutiny by the viewer themselves.12 0is 
critical process, necessary for the e1ective under-
standing of the work of art, then, provokes not only 
the recognition of prejudices and expectations (which 
instantiate hegemony), but also the visibility and rec-
ognition of Otherness (non-hegemonic) as that which 
is distinguished by its non-conformity to these prej-
udices. 0e distinct appearance of the non-conform-

12 Ruben Hordijk posed the following question con-
cerning this claim: »Doesn’t this reCect more the view 
that you with Ranciere criticized earlier: that the passive 
viewer is shocked into action?« 0e answer is: not real-
ly. 0e justi3cation is twofold: 3rst, the emergence of the 
prejudices is not related with shock in any important sense 
here. Prejudices appear by the sheer fact that the rupture 
with the monological continuity just mentioned happens 
– i. e. by contrast or »diaphonia« if you will; that is, out 
of semantical dissonance, not shock. Furthermore, this 
emergence of prejudices does not compel one to critical 
scrutiny or any other particular kind of (re)action. 0e 
step from the emergence of prejudices to critical scruti-
ny follows only under the hypothesis that the viewer is in 
a disposition – i. e. is willing – to e1ectively understand. 
I am indebted to Ruben Hordijk, who provided many very 
helpful remarks and suggestions on a review of a draA of 
this text.
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ity con3gures a suDcient condition for the rupture, to 
some degree, of the endorsement of these pa5erns and 
meanings that sustain hegemony both as content and 
as form – that is, provided that the possibility of its 
e1ective understanding is granted.
0e hermeneutics involved in the artistic mani-

festation can therefore be characterised just like the 
dynamics proposed by Jacques Rancière insofar as 
it implies a rupture with the inert continuity of the 
monological functioning of the hegemonic pa5erns in 
the determination of the senses and meanings of the 
practices constituting the identities and ways-of-being 
involved in the experience of the work of art. 0us, 
the understanding of the very notion of work of art 
promoted by the work of Muholi, for example, may 
be a transformative experience not only of the relative 
positionalities of the artists and spectators directly 
involved in its exhibition and appreciation in public 
institutional spaces, but also of the very socio-political 
cartography of the positionalities involved in the con-
stitution of the concepts and practices that, in general, 
provide meaning and legitimacy to the happening of 
this type of artistic manifestation.

In the speci3c case of the Somnyama Ngonyama 
photographic series, the kind of experience of estrange-
ment described above is engendered, in particular, by 
the connection, woven as a photographic patchwork, 
between elements of the history and cultures of the 
communities and social segments in which Muho-
li partakes and the material and visual elements that 
make up the syntax of the photographer’s language. 
On the one hand, Muholi’s photographs embody ar-
chetypes constructed by portraits and descriptions 
of African people and communities according to he-
gemonic narratives consolidated largely by white male 
and European academic ethnography. 0ese narra-
tives impose de3nitions on the meanings and values 
of African identity and history themselves, reducing 
and expressing them almost exclusively in terms of 
elements to whose description negative values are al-
ready inevitably associated by many layers of histori-
cal sedimentation, such as: the black body, exoticism, 
animality, precariousness, su1ering. 0e conception 

of black and African ways of being in terms of such 
elements constitutes, in this context, a crucial part of 
the hegemonic framework of prejudices from which 
the experience of Muholi’s art will occur in the view-
er’s encounter with her photographs.

In this sense, Muholi’s photography directly ad-
dresses the prejudices at the basis of hegemonic dis-
course, as it gives a prominent role to some of these 
elements – particularly those mentioned, but also to 
others. 0e role played by these elements in the ima-
getic and narrative constructions that are presented in 
the patchwork of the photographic series, however, is 
not the same one they play in the construction of he-
gemonic expectations brought along by viewers who 
go to museums to see her work. Precisely the oppo-
site, their use in Muholi frays, tenses and perverts the 
ties and splices through which Eurocentric ethnogra-
phy weaves, for itself and for all others, what it impos-
es as what it is to be black and African. It is precisely 
the presence in a prominent role of the hermeneutic 
construction bricks of the image of the black and Afri-
can according to hegemonic ethnography in Muholi’s 
photographs which allows their imagetic and discur-
sive content to touch »in the right spot« the viewer 
whose understanding is, from the outset, conditioned 
by these prejudiced archetypes. More speci3cally, the 
identi3cation of the key role of these elements in the 
construction of the images created by the artist makes 
inescapable the reference to the »about what« of each 
photograph in particular, and of the photographic se-
ries as a whole, namely: identities and ways of being of 
black and African people and communities.
0e perception of these elements in unexpected 

places and in unexpected ways in Muholi’s compo-
sitions provokes then a strong estrangement, com-
ing from the diDculty of understanding the ways of 
being inevitably put into play by the signs chosen by 
the photographer arranged according to a new and 
deviant grammar. An interplay between the said and 
the unsaid, the images and the words that goes on by 
means of Muholi’s work, and it has e1ects upon the 
categories, notions and ideas constitutive of the prej-
udiced archetypes – and thus, by force, also upon the 
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archetypes themselves. According to this new gram-
mar, the la5er turn out to be incorrect and insuDcient 
for the e1ective understanding of the photographs and 
of what is photographed. 0us, Muholi’s photography 
provokes the »estrangement« described a few para-
graphs above as it gives rise to the experience of the 
insuDciency of the spectator’s previous lexicon and 
grammar for the comprehension of what is experi-
enced as art. In this experience, there is a transgres-
sion of the limits determined by hegemonic and (neo)
colonial prejudices upon the themes, signs, meanings 

and senses of her art, opening space for new mean-
ings to be formulated. Muholi’s anti-colonial art thus 
makes room for new ways of thinking about the mean-
ing of the bodies, the concepts and the signs mobilised 
and criticised in her work. By exhibiting her work, 
the artist makes room for new possibilities of creating 
reality according to the new possibilities of meanings 
opened up by her art. 0erefore, politics and art inter-
twine in the work of Zanele Muholi as in the aesthetic 
regime suggested by Rancière, o1ering a new way of 
sharing what surrounds us.
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