Preface

In William Kentridge’s ilm Ubu Tells the Truth (1997), a network of
telecommunication operates as a network of violence. In its eight minutes
Ubue Télls the Truth bears witness to how the apartheid state, in its convul-
sive death throes, sowed destruction far and wide. Telephonic, electronic,
and phonographic recording and transmission technoelogies, benign and
felicitous in ordinary use, tortured and killed. When police wound up
old field telephones to generate current, their trademark for electrical tor-
ture was Motorola. With the death of Bheki Mlangeni, his head blown
apart by explosives put in a pair of headphones meant for someone else,
his assassins had made Walkman their brand of choice. Kentridge’s film
flashes us iconic reminders of those and other nodes in these violent net-
works. Telephones, microphones, and megaphones proliferate, a prisoner
is shocked by electric current, a parcel bomb makes its way through the
postal system, and, starting out as the tyrant Ubu’s line-drawn eye, a cam-
era on a tripod mutates through the artist’s animation drawings into a
helicopter, a radiogram, and then a gun. Played over television images of
the militarization of the South African state as it lashed back against op-
position to apartheid, Warrick Sony’s sound track recalls the discordant
pastiche of radio music, political speeches, and other found sounds of his
fringe band, the Kalahari Surfers, from the eighties—as well as the dou-
bling, in the musician’s pseudonym, of the police assassin’s weapon with
the ready-to-hand recording device that he would sometimes use. Tele-
communications systems and devices are ubiquitous in Kentridge’s films,
but in none are they as dangerous as in Ubu Télls the Truth. The technol-
ogy animated in the film is at once lethal and liberatory. When Kentridge's
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chalk and charcoal images and Sony’s music join forces with the uncanny
manipulations of the Handspring Puppet Company in Ubw and the Truth
Commission, a play written by Jane Taylor, there is once again an inevi-
table emphasis on the volatile duality, duplicity even, of technologies of
electronic recording and transmission. This time it falls on the simultane-
ous translators employed by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
at its public hearings, who rendered the words of witnesses for those who
speak other tongues (the South African constitution recognizes eleven of-
ficial languages). While an actor playing the interpreter occupies a closed
Plexiglas booth, the wooden puppets representing witnesses disclose am-
biguity and equivocality—a voicing of testimony but also the possibility
of mistranslation and therefore of ventriloquism—of semic and thus of
wider cultural violence, which may, against the best will in the world,
compound the violations to which a witness testifies. From the film, the
music, and the play with its puppetry we perceive how an inauguration of
voice may also be an inauguration or repetition of violence.

It is now more than ten years since the Truth Commission held its
first hearings, and the responses to it that persistently resonate for me are
the work of Kentridge and his collaborators—and, of course, that of the
poet Antjie Krog, whose searing and luminous Country of My Skull (1998)
showed what could be done with words, as it retraced the part she played
in the broadcasting of the hearings over South African radio. With them 1
humbly declare an affinity. Without the operation of the telecommunica-
tive network to which their work attests, and in which Krog was a mate-
rial participant, my book could never have been written. In that sense it
is a testing of the wager entered into by the Truth Commission—that
the transmission of words, the relay of a witnesss voice across distance,
awaiting a response, would do: something. My encounter with the Truth
Commission took place, at first, through an electronic relay that began
with the recording, translation, and audiovisual transmission of witnesses’
words from its public hearings: Max du Preez’s Truth Commission Special
Report, of which I watched as many installments as I could lay my hands
on. That initial encounter led me, when finally I had the opportunity, to
travel to South Africa to attend hearings of the commission in person.
This book is about witnessing and its ambiguities. It is also a witnessing
of that witnessing—that is to say, an impossible essay in the elucidation
of its own conditions of possibility.
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Many people have contributed to the realization of this volume. The
first was Nigel Gibson, who invited me to speak about Truth Commis-
sion testimony at the African Studies Institute at Columbia University
in September 1997. Subsequent speaking invitations that led to key de-
partures came from Rita Barnard at the University of Pennsylvania and
Penny Pether at American University Law School. An invitation from
Anupama Rao to write an afterword to a special issue of Interventions
gave me the invaluable opportunity to develop my thoughts on founding
violence in dialogue with a group of talented historians.

My book benefited gready from the critical thoughts, especially on early
versions of Chapter 2, of fellow scholars at the Society for the Humanities
at Cornell University during 1999—2000. Dominick LaCapra and Kobena
Mercer were particularly generous with their help.

A Mazer Award for Research in the Humanities, Social Sciences, and
Creative Arts from Brandeis University allowed me to perform crucial
archival research in South Africa in 2002, and a Charles A. Ryskamp Re-
search Fellowship from the American Council of Learned Societies in
20032004 gave me the ime that I needed to complete the writing,

Special thanks go to Rebert Burt and Renée De Mateo of Yale Law
School for allowing me to borrow the school’s videotapes of Truth Com-
mission Special Report, and to Sias Scott at the South African Broadcasting
Corporation for making available to me a copy of the unedited videotape
of the testimony of Lephina Zondo. The Marian Goodman Gallery in
New York City kindly arranged the viewing of William Kentridge's Ubu
Tells the Truth that refreshed my memory of the film.

In South Africa, [ am, above all, indebted to Bongani Mabaso of the
National Archives of South Africa, and to Mark Kaplan for discussing
with me his films and the circumstances in which they were made. 1
thank Loes Nas for sending me a copy of a videotape of Jacques Derrida’s
lecture at the University of the Western Cape, as well as a dossier of press
clippings on his visit to South Africa.

My interlocutors on topics relating to this book, I am pleased to say,
have been numerous. In addition to those already mentioned, they have,
at different times, included Penny Andrews, Derek Attridge, David
Artwell, Mary Campbell, William Flesch, Michael Gilmore, Peter Go-
odrich, Heidi Grunebaum, Ron Krabill, Antjie Krog, Neil Levi, Stepha-
nie Marlin-Curiel, Martha Minow, Tony O’Brien, Fiona Ross, Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, Kendall Thomas, and Howard Varney.
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For their capable research assistance, I am most grateful to Lillian
Arteridge and Michiel Bot.

It would be hard, if not impaossible, for me to thank Louise Kuhn enough
for her loving presence during the years taken up with this project.
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