£} Routledge

-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Critical Arts
South-North Cultural and Media Studies

[ Boutiesge UNISAIZS
: ISSN: 0256-0046 (Print) 1992-6049 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rcrc20

Grappling with Refusal, Self-representation, and
Visual Sovereignty at the Knoflokskraal Khoisan
“Reclaim”

Rafael Verbuyst & William Ellis

To cite this article: Rafael Verbuyst & William Ellis (12 Jan 2025): Grappling with Refusal, Self-
representation, and Visual Sovereignty at the Knoflokskraal Khoisan “Reclaim”, Critical Arts,
DOI: 10.1080/02560046.2024.2434593

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/02560046.2024.2434593

@ Published online: 12 Jan 2025.

\]
C;/ Submit your article to this journal

||I| Article views: 62

A
& View related articles &'

PN
(&) view Crossmark data &'
CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=rcrc20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rcrc20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/02560046.2024.2434593
https://doi.org/10.1080/02560046.2024.2434593
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcrc20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcrc20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02560046.2024.2434593?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02560046.2024.2434593?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02560046.2024.2434593&domain=pdf&date_stamp=12%20Jan%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02560046.2024.2434593&domain=pdf&date_stamp=12%20Jan%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rcrc20

CRITICAL ARTS <Q £Y} Routledge
https://doi.org/10.1080/02560046.2024.2434593 critical arts @ Taylor & Francis Group

W) Check for updates

Grappling with Refusal, Self-representation, and Visual
Sovereignty at the Knoflokskraal Khoisan “Reclaim”

Rafael Verbuyst ©° and William Ellis ©¢

®History Department, Ghent University, Ghent, Belgium; bFaculty of Humanities, University of Johannesburg,
Johannesburg, South Africa; “Department of Anthropology, University of the Western Cape, Belville, South
Africa

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

In 2020, a group Khoisan activists began occupying state-owned Visual sovereignty;
land near Grabouw, South Africa. Knoflokskraal has since attracted Knoflokskraal; refusal;
thousands of residents against the backdrop of widespread agency; indigeneity; land
disappointment with land reform, heritage policies, and various ~ °ccuPations

forms of socio-economic marginalisation. The common labelling

of Knoflokskraal as a “land invasion” overlooks the unique

features of this self-styled “reclaim”, not least the agency that its

residents embody in asserting a sense of indigenous visual

sovereignty. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in

2022 among residents and community representatives, we

highlight instances of interlocutors refusing to go along with

mainstream research practices and conforming to widely held

expectations surrounding Khoisan representation, but instead

imprinting their presence on the landscape in unique ways.

Knoflokskraal offers a rare glimpse into self-representation

through land reform beyond the purview of the government.

Read through the lens of refusal, this case study also prompts

researchers to grapple with broader issues relating to research

practices, indigenous agency, and visual sovereignty.

Introduction

You can see Knoflokskraal (as the site is referred to by its residents) from a few kilometres
away. It strikes you because it is so poignantly out of place. It grabs the imagination.
Before we entered the town of Grabouw, where we had already encountered a massive
squatter camp, we now see another sight in the distance. It shimmers and reflects the
sun as you wind along the turns in the road, hundreds of small metal structures, their
silvery sheen shows that the corrugated and galvanised iron sheets are still brand new.
These sinkplate [zinc plates] have not been exposed to the elements and the structures
are spaced across the hills in the distance. It is also clear there has been a fire, a
massive one at that, the brown and black of dead and burnt vegetation contrasts with
the surrounding green of the veldt and the adjacent apple farms.

We are here because the case was brought to our attention by a businessman from the
community, who wanted us to give him some insight into the Khoisan people who were
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at the core of what was increasingly being referred to as a “land invasion” of state-owned
land encompassing over 4,000 people.' “Khoisan” is one of the various contested terms
that are used to refer to South Africa’s unrecognised indigenous people (Bam 2021).
Beginning in the mid-seventeenth century, the Khoisan were subjected to violence, dis-
possession, and cultural assimilation, causing them to experience colonialism long
before the advent of apartheid. As we explain in more detail in the next section, this
led the Khoisan to fall outside of the post-apartheid government’s land reform
program, which only considers racially motivated dispossessions that occurred after
1913. In general, a widespread “extinction discourse” regarding the Khoisan causes
them to only rarely be acknowledged as a group with special needs in legislation or pol-
itical discourses that are aimed at tackling socio-economic and cultural marginalisation
(Veracini and Verbuyst 2020).

Whereas land occupations are a regular occurrence in South Africa, Knoflokskraal is
the first one of scale to happen under the Khoisan umbrella. As such, it offers a rare
opportunity to study how the wide-ranging land-related grievances of the Khoisan
are attempted to be dealt with by themselves, beyond the purview of the government.
The site and sight indeed immediately caught our imagination, and we decided to
conduct a scoping exercise that could reveal some of the angles that we might
pursue if we choose to develop a larger research project in the area. Both of us have
previously carried out research about land issues among Khoisan communities and
we are generally speaking supportive of their grassroots initiatives for historical
justice (Ellis 2010, 2014, 2015; Verbuyst 2016, 2022). By virtue of his fieldwork in and
around Cape Town, Verbuyst was also familiar with some of the residents at Knoflok-
skraal, which greatly assisted our ethnographic research in the area. We will frequently
return to our positionality in the paper, but at this stage, we want to note how it led us
to focus on the visual aspects of Knoflokskraal.

Certainly, part of what makes Knoflokskraal special is the massive area that it encom-
passes—estimated at 1.800 hectares (Human 2022b). However, we will argue that the resi-
dents articulate a unique form of Khoisan self-representation and concomitant critique of
research practices that gets lost when merely appraising the area as a “land invasion” or
honing in on some of the inflammatory pronouncements that have been made by some
of the local leaders, such as the desire to emulate the Whites-only enclave Orania in the
Northern Cape (Human 2022a). Though such statements certainly merit scrutiny, they are
too often taken as emblematic of Khoisan activism as a whole (see Verbuyst 2022). The
settlement of people can indeed be framed in various ways (one man’s invasion is
another person’s rightful claim), but we are intrigued by the residents’ own label
“reclaim”. We reflect on this label in this paper because it offers unique inroads into
why and how countless people have come to Knoflokskraal in search of a better life,
not because we want to comment on the legitimacy of their actions. Reasons for
moving to Knoflokskraal are multifaceted and express themselves in various ways, but
we have previously been vocal about the need to appraise the agency involved in
Khoisan self-representation. As other scholars have long shown, the Khoisan have been
represented in ways that bypass their agency, from derogatory representations during

Land invasions at ‘Knoflokskraal’ site in the Grabouw plantation; with Minister”, Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 13 Sep-
tember 2022, https://pmg.org.za/committee-meeting/35532/, accessed 28 May 2024.
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colonialism, through popular representations in media, tourism, and academia (Tomaselli
and Wessels 2017). In response to this, indigenous groups are increasingly taking control
of their own representation through their activism, art, and involvement in their own
media productions (Bell 2011; Rickard 2022), including in South Africa (Barnabas and
Miya 2019; Bodunrin 2019; Verbuyst 2024).

This has also been born out in the work of scholars who have argued that the definition
of “sovereignty” must be expanded to include both visuality and settler colonialism
(Sturm 2017; Veracini and Verbuyst 2020). Settler colonial sovereignty of course never
goes unchallenged and in fact prompts various “countersovereignties”, not least in infor-
mal settings, such as land occupations (Hansen and Stepputat 2006, 306), or in the realm
of everyday indigenous aesthetics (Sturm 2017, 344). Dowell sees “visual sovereignty” as
the way that indigenous people “speak back” and claim agency and ownership in the face
of legacies of misrepresentation by articulating distinctive indigenous traditions and iden-
tities through “aesthetic and cinematic means” as they themselves see fit (Dowell 2013, 2).
In that sense, one could argue that Knoflokskraal strives to go beyond resistance and
agency, and towards establishing sovereign alternatives by reclaiming land directly. As
we note in the conclusion, Knoflokskraal could also be read in this vein as a push
towards cultivating a type of authenticity from below. Indeed, understood as an assertion
of “cultural autonomy” (Dowell 2013, 19) and not just in relation to photography or film,
which the term is usually applied to, our working definition of visual sovereignty entails
refusing the various expressions of settler colonialism that seek to curtail acts of self-deter-
mination, including mainstream research practices—a point made brilliantly by Simpson
(2017, 199), which we revisit at some length later. Some of the examples of refusal we cite
might not be of a visual nature at first glance or they might pertain to other issues as well,
but they all illustrate broader themes of self-representation. Taking our cue from Dowell
and Simpson, our goal in the spirit of this special issue is then to reflexively appraise
visuality in terms of self-representation and turn to visual sovereignty “on the ground”
(Kauanui 2017, 325), including through its various “refusals”.

As we show in greater detail below, Knoflokskraal residents would habitually teach,
correct, and remind us of what they knew or thought about the research process so
that we can, in their words, become better researchers and consider their agency in
more respectful ways—asserting a visual sovereignty against our apparently “not decolo-
nised enough” representations. Drawing on impressions from ethnographic fieldwork
conducted in March and June 2022 among residents and community representatives,
we more precisely highlight instances of residents refusing to go along with mainstream
research practices and conform to widely held expectations surrounding Khoisan rep-
resentation. This included but was not limited to three visual aspects, namely refusal of
research, sartorial performances, and what we will be calling imprints on the landscape.
Admittedly atypical of an ethnographic approach, our goal is not to delve into the
details of our empirical data, but to glean from them broader insights into the themes
that we have been made to grapple with because of conducting fieldwork in the area.
Indeed, the angle of refusal, which we theorise at greater length in the concluding
section, not only offers a rare vantage point into debates on Khoisan land reform,
visual sovereignty, and agency, it also prompts researchers to grapple with research prac-
tices: where does visual sovereignty lie and how can researchers (if at all) (refuse to) be
involved?
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Before sketching the details of the case against the backdrop of the status quo of post-
apartheid Khoisan politics, a few caveats are in order. We chose to restrain ourselves from
commenting on the (historical) merits of the claim or its chronology, including the various
ongoing court cases or conflicts among groups of residents. None of the residents’ iden-
tities are revealed as many are involved in legal conflicts in the courts. We instead opted
for pseudonyms and so-called compound personalities. This choice is also partially dic-
tated by the fact that the situation at Knoflokskraal is rapidly evolving, and we are not
made privy to all the details as outsiders—a topic we revisit momentarily. Various
aspects of the occupation are not dealt with directly, such as the financing of the clearing
of the plots, which required heavy machinery, or the court cases, and the possible connec-
tions to occupations in other parts of the Western Cape province.

The Knoflokskraal “reclaim” and the status-quo of post-apartheid Khoisan
politics

When the African National Congress (ANC) took office during the democratic transition of
1994, one of its priorities was to remedy centuries of land dispossession, forced removals,
and racial segregation. The Restitution of Land Rights Act (1994) was the first piece of
legislation that was passed by the newly elected Parliament, which established restitution
as one of the three pillars of the overarching land reform program, as envisioned in the Bill
of Rights. Aside from seeking to secure tenure rights and redistribute land to impover-
ished and dispossessed citizens, the government opened a window of five years for
people who experienced racially motivated dispossession to put in a claim with the Com-
mission on Restitution of Land Rights for financial compensation or the return of property.
A constitutionally enshrined cut-off date was put in place in order to avoid, in the words of
the 1997 White Paper on Land Reform, “provoking ethnic tensions” and “overlapping
claims”. The year 1913 was chosen in reference to the 1913 Native Land Act, which allo-
cated 87% of the land to Whites, and the 13 other per cent to be carved up among the
various other groups in South Africa, many of which became recognised as homelands
under apartheid.

Three decades later, the ANC concedes that land reform has failed to deliver on its
promises, with wealth, poverty, and property ownership patterns still largely running
along racial lines. The causes of this are complex, but certain marginalised groups have
been largely excluded. The Khoisan have for their part been increasingly vocal in demand-
ing that land claims predating 1913 be accommodated in the land reform program and
that they are officially recognised as indigenous people, if to little avail (Veracini and Ver-
buyst 2020). Despite dealing with the recognition of Khoisan leadership, the 2019 Tra-
ditional and Khoi-San Leadership Act explicitly states that it does not articulate a
position on indigeneity.” One could also be forgiven for thinking that the Khoisan
enjoy some form of recognition as indigenous people in South Africa as they are occasion-
ally singled out for their distinct marginalisation (see e.g. SAHRC 2018). The South African
government has for instance endorsed the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), but this is only a non-binding commitment to indigenous
rights. While some Khoisan communities have benefited from land reform initiatives, such

The Act was declared unconstitutional in 2023 following a lack of community consultation.



CRITICALARTS (&) 5

as in the Richtersveld case, most legal scholars are of the opinion that Khoisan ancestry
and arguments regarding aboriginal title were incidental to the successful settlement
of the claim. Moreover, while considered substantial, these cases do not nearly address
the extent to which reparations and restitution need to be implemented. Jacob Zuma
indeed argued that re-opening the land claims process in 2013 (which was later declared
unconstitutional) was in part because the Khoisan had previously been unjustly excluded.
However, the 1913 cut-off remained firmly in place after two largescale conferences in
Kimberley in 2013 and 2014 intent on exploring “exceptions” (Verbuyst 2016). Similarly,
when it comes to access to and celebration of heritages sites, while the government con-
tinues to hail supposed milestones, the Khoisan Heritage Route remains as unimplemen-
ted as it was in 1997, when it was first compiled with the help of various Khoisan
representatives, as well as officially approved and funded. In sum then, although the gov-
ernment regularly makes ambiguous pronouncements on the subject, it has to date
refused to recognise the Khoisan as indigenous people or to accommodate their historic
land claims.

As a result, most Khoisan feel that their land-related grievances are still ignored, which
are expressed in a wide range of ways, from asserting ownership of all of South(ern) Africa,
to demanding greater access to specific heritage sites or a more equitable redistribution
of land (Sato 2018; see below). Disillusionment with government policies and promises
has fuelled the growing frustration among the Khoisan (see SAHRC 2018), which in
turn reflects the increased impatience among South Africans at large with the pace
and nature of land reform. In 2018, President Cyril Ramaphosa vowed to “fast-track”
land reform? by endorsing the controversial principle of land expropriation without com-
pensation. While it remains unclear what this policy will look like in practice, it is widely
understood as entailing the transfer of white-owned farmland to landless blacks. As such,
it continues to be informed by a narrative of twentieth-century black dispossession
through rural land loss and urban forced removals (Walker 2000). Pegged on indigeneity
and a longer historical reach, the Khoisan have long advanced a counter narrative of their
own (Van Zyl-Hermann and Verbuyst 2022).

It seems, however, that the prospects of being left out of a potentially incoming wave of
expropriation without compensation has triggered the Khoisan to put this narrative into
practice. Small-scale and short-lived occupations and direct-action campaigns regarding
heritage sites in and around Cape Town (Verbuyst 2016) or, over a longer period, at the
Union Buildings in Pretoria (Mahlangu 2023), constitute important precursors, but Knoflok-
skraal has taken unprecedented proportions. According to our respondents, a dozen or so
Khoisan activists first set up a group of tents in December 2020, when the COVID-19 pan-
demic was in full swing. Chief Johnson (not his real name) and a few like-minded individ-
uals were encouraged by a series of “workshops” they attended to undertake the
occupation of the land. The occupants of the tent camp made sure that they occupied
the land for 14 days before making a fire to make their presence known to the local auth-
orities, such as police and municipality. After 14 days of occupancy the state is no longer
able to simply evict because they would need to provide a court order and seek alternative

3In the early 2000s there were a series of occupation of white owned farms in Zimbabwe by so called war veterans. These
occupations were referred to as land invasions in many official and international circles, but this assertion was con-
tested by some of those on the ground. Policy makers and actors in favour of the occupations would refer to this
episode in Zimbabwean history as “fast track tenure reform”.
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housing for those involved. Once this had been established, the occupants could begin to
make a series of related arguments about their legitimate presence on the land. They
argued that the area was originally occupied by a seventeenth-century Khoisan Klaas
(Dorha), which one of them claimed to be a descendant of and hence entitled to the
land. As the government did not entertain this type of land claim, they decided to take
matters in their own hands and “reclaim” the area with a modest entourage.

As more and more people defied (refused) containment orders and asserted their pres-
ence in the area, which, at the time of writing, is still prone to forest fires and has not been
provided with basic services, people neighbouring the occupation complained that their
businesses suffered losses and that their properties might be occupied next. Some of
them reportedly took the Department of Public Works (DPW), who owns the land in ques-
tion, and the Ministry of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (MFFE), who manages it
on their behalf, to court for failing to enforce the various containment orders and evicting
the occupiers. All the while, as the occupation keeps expanding, eviction seems ever more
unlikely. Residents and leaders at Knoflokskraal are for their part adamant that their
actions do not constitute a land invasion, but a “reclaim”, thereby placing the notion of
refusal at the core of the occupation. It should be noted that this is done in large part
by referring to the (il)legality of historic land ownership in the area. Many residents
refer to the aforementioned UNDRIP, which they see as simply granting them rights to
the land, self-sufficiency and self-determination. Others speak more about loopholes in
existing laws, such as the National Forests Act (Act 84 of 1998), although they are reluctant
to get into the particulars (see below). On a more foundational level, the reclaimers main-
tain that their actions cannot be regarded as illegal because the original dispossession
and destruction of indigenous culture during colonialism has never been addressed. In
other words, when the reclaimers refuse to acknowledge their occupancy as an invasion
and point to original crimes, they are resisting the implicit acknowledgement that current
landownership patterns are unproblematic (see also Simpson 2016). Refusal, however,
goes beyond the semantic framing of Knoflokskraal as a reclaim and there are several
examples we cite below when delving deeper into our interactions with residents and
the dynamics of visual sovereignty that are at play in the area.

Refusals and imprints on the landscape at Knoflokskraal: impressions
from the field

Our research at Knoflokskraal started out smoothly with the help of contacts from Ver-
buyst's previous fieldwork, many of whom moved there from Cape Town and were
eager to tell us why they did so. However, our referrals and explanation that we were
trying to understand what animates the Knoflokskraal reclaim and its residents without
judgment only got us so far. As we began interacting with new interlocutors, we were
quickly confronted with various kinds of refusals pertaining to (our) research practices.
Often, we would be granted the opportunity to interview someone only to find that
they hint at secrets, hidden stories, and stories behind stories, but evade by refusing to
tell us what these stories are. Our own research methods were called into question by par-
ticipants who constantly hinted at “ethical” aspects that they perceive should be brought
into play during interviews. In other instances, we are made to wait for interviews, some-
times for days, while intermediaries took our business cards and apparently vetted us,
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probably by Googling us. We often had the feeling that many people in Knoflokskraal
were suspicious of our presence, having shown up “out of nowhere” and asking “inquisi-
tive” questions. Seeing us drive around in a rental car and ask the residents why they had
come to Knoflokskraal, some people were allegedly convinced that we were part of the
“Hawks”, South Africa’s elite police unit. Establishing trust is crucial during ethnographic
fieldwork, particularly in volatile contexts such as Knoflokskraal. We therefore tried to
tread carefully with regards to the type, tone, and timing of the questions we asked.
Despite our best efforts, some interlocutors still took us to task for asking too many
probing questions and failing to sufficiently describe our reasons for being there.
Overall, however, we were given consent and permission to conduct research and inter-
views, but we are also made aware that it comes with conditions and refusals. We were
not simply going to be left to our own devices when it comes to the issue of (self-)rep-
resentation, but our interlocutors would keep a watchful eye.

Indeed, one of these conditions in fact involved claiming our capacity as researchers to
bolster the credibility of the overall occupation. This was made apparent during a public
meeting that was called by most of the community leaders. We were told about what the
meeting was about beforehand, which is why we were surprised when the main speaker
suddenly announced that “there are anthropologists in our midst”. Although Verbuyst
already stood out as the only White person in the crowd, his and Ellis’s presence as
researchers was explicitly called out and we were nervous about what would follow
this announcement. In a way, he was rendering our implicitly invisible presence in the
community as visible as possible. The speaker called “Rafael and Professor Ellis” up on
the bakkie [pickup truck] from which he was speaking and asked us to explain why we
had come to Knoflokskraal. As we stumbled through our improvised explanation of our
research, the main speaker interjected that we would write “a book about Knoflokskraal”.
We had never discussed this with him, or among ourselves for that matter. We believe that
this was not an innocent move on his part, but a way of identifying us and our motives in
front of the community (which certainly had its benefits and perhaps took away some of
the suspicions), as well as giving us a task that would potentially aid his claim and boost
the overall legitimacy of Knoflokskraal. While we always tried to maintain our neutrality,
our interlocutors attempted to reorient us towards an activist stance. While we should
not overestimate the impact of our work and the request to write a book was never fol-
lowed up on, we believe that this was a significant act, which just like the others sought to
establish Knoflokskraal as a fully-fledged Khoisan “reclaim”.

This becomes even more apparent if we elaborate further on the mise-en-scéne of the
meeting. The meeting took place along the main road of the settlement and the speakers
were on a stage of sorts as they performed a series of songs that they asked the assembled
crow to sing along with them. The overall sense was that of a theatre in which speakers per-
formed their Khoisan- ness and leadership for the assembled crowd. It is from the space of
this stage that the performance becomes a visual staging for the community. Access to the
stage was strictly controlled by the leaders of the community, they decided who would be
allowed. It was clear that the mise-en-scene of the meeting was tightly controlled by actors
such as Chief Johnson and the “Queen.” It is into this setting that we are drawn as “research-
ers and professors” to play our parts which are partially directed by the leadership. At the
same time, the entire event was being video recorded by means of cellphones and thus
its entire design was an attempt at ensuring a kind of visual sovereignty. In the present,
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we can assume that we are always being recorded largely because of the presence of smart
phones everywhere. We are always in need of steering visual sovereignty because it might
reach Facebook or a WhatsApp status as a video.

How this further ties into visual sovereignty is also clear in relation to maps. In our work
in the community, we thought that we would assist by helping them do some participa-
tory mapping exercises. Not much was known about the extent of the reclaim, the types
of activities that were taking place on the land, the number of structures, or the extent of
the remaining forestry land, among other factors that could be of significance. A two-day
workshop was organised and paid for by a group of external businessmen and interested
parties, who could themselves also benefit from the knowledge to be gleaned from
mapping. The intended outcome of the workshop was to make visible various elements,
such as current land use, as well as “natural resources” that sit on the land. We figured that
making the mapping exercise a participatory one would overcome some of the issues that
this “way of seeing” the community tends to produce. However, we soon ran into various
issues. For one, we quickly realised that mapping or cadastral ways of knowing tend to
come at the expense of local ways of knowing (Scott 1998). While some people initially
liked the idea, our desire to map and make visible overlooked that many locals may
not want to be mapped and made visible whatsoever. Our workshop eventually had to
be cancelled due to lack of interest from the leadership at Knoflokskraal. Perhaps they
thought that having the boundaries of the reclaim be open and porous benefited
them more. They sometimes gestured at plans for expansion, for reclaiming more land
and having the extent of the current reclaim mapped would have limited them. At the
same time, such a document would have been of use to those that want to curtail the
extent of the reclaim. To commit to a map would be to commit to a set plan and the lea-
dership perhaps wanted to keep their options open.

What this shows is that the map itself is a visual artefact that holds power and influence
and not merely a neutral scientific document. Those who construct maps are often con-
scious of the power that they are trying to mobilise through the knowledge captured on
its surfaces. We can literally see the limits and nature of power that these cartographies
produce and which they allow the holder to wield. A map, we would argue, is a powerful
screen (read cinematic screen) through which to view the world. Placed on a wall, the map
suggests a television, a visual medium that takes us into the world and reflects back to us
our thinking and interpretations of the world. We thus hold that the map is not just a
piece of paper but in fact a cinematic that can be read in terms of our revised sense of
visual sovereignty. The argument can be furthered to suggest that control of the filmic
can include artefacts such as maps and the mise-en-scéne of community meetings. The
leaders at Knoflokskraal chose to refuse the map as a tool and to them it did not serve
their current needs. They intuitively recognised that mapping is a tool that can just as
easily be used against them—or at least this is our interpretation of this. It is with this
revised sense that we want the remainder of the refusals and visual “troublings” to be
understood in the rest of the paper.

The same troubling of the visual goes for the sartorial, and here it is productive to draw
a comparison with the N/u of the southern Kalahari. In the N/u community there has been
an attempt to script visual archives that contain images of authenticity. The N/u literally
get undressed and redressed in so-called traditional clothes to pose for photographs
(Ellis 2010, 2015). These images are part of a larger modern archive that does not critique
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but echoes the archive created by Westerners for Western audiences in earlier times (see
for instance Hartmann, Silvester, and Hayes 1999; Landau 2002). The sartorial in both
cases, the N/u and Knoflokskraal, marks the image that these groups want to send out
into the world to herald their legitimacy and authenticity. Traditional dress might be
worn at strategic moments by some residents at Knoflokskraal and the image of Khoisa-
ness is created and reinforced in these instances. These moments of potential display
could range from public meetings (see above), media and press events, court cases and
as usual these are worn during cultural events—though, importantly, there does not
seem to be any (self-imposed) pressure for residents to comply with a specific dress
code. Indeed, Khoisaness becomes visible and the production of images seems to be con-
trolled by the community themselves through careful curation of the sartorial. Frequently,
key elements from this compendium of symbols are combined, such as porcupine quills,
animal skins and faux leopard print, to shape the images that are represented to the
world. It could be ventured to say that this control is about the visual sovereignty of
these groups. They demand not only sovereignty in the management of their land they
have at the same time taken control of the production and curation of images of the
self and the drive to represent themselves. Both, in fact, seem to go hand in hand.

Unsurprisingly, this visual sovereignty is indeed also manifested through modest and
less modest imprints on the landscape. If one visits Knoflokskraal, one is struck by the
different sizes of the plots and the structures that have been erected on it, a variety that
stretches across the breadth of the occupation. Some only have a small abandoned and
dilapidated structure made from zinc sheets standing on it, others boast wooden cabins,
multistory houses made with cement bricks, or farmhouses with several animals, which
are likened to the way of lives of the Khoisan and their supposedly traditional harmonious
relationship with nature. Moving to Knoflokskraal is indeed seen as a way to reconnect with
nature and assume a role of custodian, particularly in relation to the rich indigenous flora in
the area. To be sure, the people who have come to settle at Knoflokskraal hail from diverse
socioeconomic backgrounds—yet all manifestations of settlement are equally manifes-
tations of Khoisan visual sovereignty by virtue of them being located on the Knoflokskraal
reclaim, whether conforming to stereotypes or not. “Settle” is perhaps not always appropri-
ate, as many of the properties seem abandoned or uninhabited. We have been told by
some of the residents that many structures are meant as a placeholder, a visible way to
claim a presence and a plot, which they may then later develop further. Many residents
have also described how they improve their houses piece by piece whenever they have
some income to spare. These home improvements often entail additions such as solar
panels or water tanks as the area is poorly connected to the local electricity grid or
water supply. However, what struck us was how excited the residents were to show us
around their plots, gardens and homes no matter how developed they were. They often
showed off their ingenuity, explaining how they make do with very little means. They
shared a sense of pride in having made the move to Knoflokskraal and making their new
homes as homely and aesthetically pleasing as possible.

The theme of pride directly relates to the residents’ varied motives for coming to
Knoflokskraal. Many told us that they wanted to escape from the gang violence, unem-
ployment, drug abuse and various other social ills that plague the impoverished neigh-
bourhoods of Cape Town where they used to live. For instance, we met a group of old
ladies who left their houses in the suburb of Ravensmead and decided to live together
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to enjoy the peace and quiet of the countryside. Others did not give any other reason than
to enjoy living in closer proximity to nature, perhaps only during weekends or holidays.
This is frequently coupled to a desire to live in a self-sustainable “Khoisan” way, for
instance by growing one’s own vegetables. One interlocutor said that they were doing
the government a favour by solving the housing crisis themselves, as well as refusing
to use the grid and thereby not contributing to the longstanding load-shedding pro-
blems. There is a sense that people are “sticking it to the rich” by moving out to an
area with views that are “too good for the poor”. This is humorously conveyed by assign-
ing names to streets, such as “Khoisan Hoogte [Heights]”, in reference to the names of
streets in upmarket and panoramic neighbourhoods of Cape Town. This is a clear assert-
ing of visual sovereignty. Whereas the map might be too comprehensive, these signs
serve to claim specific areas and assert a Khoisan presence more broadly to anyone visit-
ing or living in the area. Indeed, other street names reference historical Khoisan figures
who have purportedly been neglected, such as Atshumato. The area is also home to
several kraals made out of reeds, which are used by the local groups for rituals and festiv-
ities, including ushering in new members of a tribe. Here and there we saw signs that con-
noted a Khoisan-related project with less traditional connotations, such as “Khoi-ranch”,
but many were in the beginning stages or seemingly abandoned. Some, however, are
more advanced, such as shops that sell food or gas cannisters, or people who clean or
clear plots. A particularly successful endeavour is a Khoisan-themed coffeehouse and
BnB, which has reportedly hosted visitors from foreign countries.

Before moving onto the more theoretical implications of our findings, while life at
Knoflokskraal is not as disagreeable as outsiders might think, we should note that, at
least in its current incarnation, it is not idyllic for most who live there. Most residents
enjoy little to no access to power, clean water, or toilet facilities. There are very few
shops in the area, and many need to walk for hours to reach the town of Grabouw and
buy food because they do not have access to a motorised vehicle. Knoflokskraal has no
hospitals, schools, or work opportunities. There are also safety issues, particularly at
night because of the lack of streetlights, which has led some groups to establish their
own “Tribal Police”. There have also been numerous fires, although the origins have
not been officially determined. Some residents suspect that the fires were started to
clear plots and then got out of hand. Others believe that the fires were deliberately
started by neighbouring farmers or the local municipality with the intention of chasing
them away. One farmer we spoke to fears that the influx of people might spoil the
water supply, which might in turn negatively impact the export accreditation of apples
(which the area is known for), which can in turn cause job losses and economic collapse.
This is not to say that all relationships with surrounding inhabitants are conflictual. Some
of the neighbouring farmers have for instance donated apples to some of the residents,
which they mostly use to feed their animals. The manager of a neighbouring resort is
afraid of the impact that Knoflokskraal will have on his business, but he has also expressed
his support for the idea that some of the occupants have brought to him to co-manage a
permanent “Khoisan village”, where tourists can get a glimpse of traditional cultural prac-
tices and arts and crafts. To date, however, these negotiations have stalled due to
infighting among the various groups at Knoflokskraal who, without going into too
much detail, each have their own way of claiming (parts of) the area and frequently
clash over the allocation of plots.
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Notwithstanding these conflicts and the complex nature of Knoflokskraal, we argue
below that anyone who seeks to understand the aims that animate the occupation
needs to grapple with how the politics of visual sovereignty in the area tie into notions
of refusal and agency.

Where does refusal, self-representation and visual sovereignty leave
researchers?

In this paper, we have ventured beyond the label “land invasion” in order to appraise the
complexities of the visual sovereignty that is asserted by residents’ self-representations at
Knoflokskraal. As we have shown, the residents engage in a wide variety of refusals. But
how do we as researchers deal with these refusals, both in our writing and ethnographic
practice? It is our contention that we should not dismiss refusals as “challenges” (although
they certainly can cause frustration), but as findings that lay bare important aspects of the
research. In essence, refusal according to Simpson (2016) is consent’s revenge; a reminder
that researchers do not simply get free license to use all and any data to feed the ethno-
graphic gaze. As researchers it is easy to forget that we do not have an automatic right to
data and that our participants have the right to refuse data, images and other means of
representation, including our representations of these participants. We have shown how
the leadership at Knoflokskraal explicitly sought to take control of this process by refusing
the mapping exercise and seeking to co-opt our capacity as researchers. Researchers may
find this an uncomfortable position to be in, especially if proposals have been written and
the data is not forthcoming. However, Stoetzer (2018) notes that refusals are generative
and that these refusals often reveal the structures within which events take place. In our
case, the refusal is in part about the details and planning of the reclaim, the legalist
language applied to the reclaim and the shift towards the violating instrument, namely
the original land theft at the advent of colonialism. As mentioned earlier, the people at
Knoflokskraal steer the narrative themselves and they do not wait for outsiders to come
and create visual representations of the community. Rather through their refusals they
set the scene and dictate the terms by which they will be represented.

This in turn prompts us to consider engaging in some form of refusal of our own.
Indeed, there are several things we could note about this community that will shed
light on their identities and the exact conditions of their lives. We could mention the
alleged sexual misconduct of some leaders in the community. Or more to the point of
this work: the identity and strategies of the people who planned this reclaim, even if
much was explicitly not disclosed to us. We could also generally replay the day-to-day
lives of people who live there with all its striking tribulations and provide a generally
“dark anthropology” (Ortner 2016) of a place where there is no street lighting or electricity
and that is after dark basically, in the words of one respondent, “a wild west”. Generally, in
instances of land occupation such as these, the residents live in what are called “shacks”.
The suggestion is that we do not diminish someone’s home by calling it a shack or the
myriad of other terms that are common parlance in South Africa, namely hok (cage),
hokkie, cabanna, or wendy.* We remind the reader that we are talking about people’s

“*Terms like hok, wendy or cabana have specific origins and as reference to structures people live, they are entirely diminu-
tive. The Afrikaans hok refers to a cage in English or to a structure that one uses to cage animals. Wendy house is the
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homes. The proposal, then, is that the researcher should make a conscious and ethical
choice about life representations by taking into consideration the refusals that respon-
dents make. How is this refusal visual? Our respondents want to control how their
reclaim is seen and they insist that the visual not be one of a “hok” but that of a home.

To be sure, this creates a dilemma. However, it is our contention that grappling with
these issues is needed to arrive at a more reflexive ethnographic practice. In accepting
refusals, are we lying or representing the other in an inaccurate manner? We are not
suggesting that the researcher lies, nor are we suggesting that we simply portray the
field site and people in an uncritical manner, far from it. As mentioned, refusal is genera-
tive. The researcher can opt to tell the story of the larger structural context that often
envelops these cases instead of replaying the gritty details of the everyday. Refusals
when practiced in concert with our participants are about “redirecting academic analysis
away from harmful pain-based narratives that obscure slow violence and towards the
structures, institutions, and practices that engender those narratives” (Zahara 2016, 1).
Conversely, respondents often have useful insights about how to tell the story and we
can relay this as such, speak about what strategies of portrayal and representation they
propose and for what reasons. Just because we have the data does not mean that we
should use it, no matter how exciting or colourful it may make the ethnography. To be
clear, this characterisation of ethnography as “dark” and as “colourful” is meant to refer-
ence the visual/imagic aspects of the practice and what we are suggesting is that the
control of these images and representations should vest to some degree with these com-
munities. While the Knoflokskralers want to show up the “dark anthropology” of their lives,
that is the inequalities, the colonialism, the power and injustice, there is also an attempt to
co-opt visuals and to be directly involved in suggesting aspects of an affirmative life.
McGranahan (2016) suggests to the researcher that refusal should be used as a method
and that it can be as productive an enquiry as traditional methods. Tuck and Yang
(2014) concur that refusal is about a methodological partnership and alliance with partici-
pants and allowing them to curate images and representations as much as the academic.
This point is particularly pertinent in relation to the Khoisan, who have experienced
decades of extractive research practices (Callaway 2017). Researchers here have dug
into this community and their lives are so over-researched that the community has
refused many forms of research (Ellis 2017; Tomaselli 2015; Tomaselli, McLennan-Dodd,
and Shepperson 2005). Despite their refusals they have been unable to prevent exploita-
tive research projects.

As we have argued, what is needed in such instances is for researchers themselves to
consider taking up acts of refusal. In closing then, we want to add one layer of this type
of refusal, which is more of a theoretical nature and brings us back to visual sovereignty.
We have tried to pay close attention to the refusals and visual imprints on the landscape
by the residents at Knoflokskraal and their overall diverse interpretations of what Khoi-
saness might look like. These should be regarded as acts of agency that articulate a par-
ticular type of authenticity. Authenticity should of course not be regarded as an essential

term used to indicate a wooden structure often roughly made. The name is a direct reference to the Wendy doll, the
cheaper version of the Barbie doll that was popular in South Africa, wealthier South African could afford to build small
houses for their children to play in. A structure built with similar materials and in the same general style was later used
as housing again by those who could afford it. Using these terms for people’s homes is to suggest that their housing is
like that which is usually used for animals or that it is literally a doll house.
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quality, but as a negotiable and subjective feature, subject to various conflicting and
contradictory interpretations (Theodossopoulos 2013). As we have shown, Knoflokskraal
certainly entails aspects that we might readily associate with indigenous authenticity,
such as the kraals that have been erected in the area, the traditional clothes that
people wear, or the street signs that have been put up reflecting indigenous names.
Residents want to live according to what they regard as ancient ways of life and cultural
practices, whereas others want to escape the urban jungle and enjoy nature, perhaps
even aiding in its conservation. We have also shown how our presence as researchers
was claimed to bolster the legitimacy of the Knoflokskraal reclaim. What is notable in
this regard is that the residents did not really seek to convince us of the authenticity
of their Khoisan identity or claim to the area, but rather tried to mobilise us in a way
that would assist them in achieving their goals, thereby ensure their continuous pres-
ence in the construction of the visual.

As Tsinhnahjinnie (cited in Blalock, Jameson, and Figari 2015, 85) notes, visual sover-
eignty indeed “does not ask permission to exist”. The residents at Knoflokskraal are
setting the scene and refusing the techniques that do not serve their ultimate goals.
Knoflokskralers do not seek to mimic the many tourist Khoisan villages that are present
in the country. They came to Knoflokskraal on their own accord and against the odds.
What is authentic to them is therefore little concerned with what outsiders think. While
the area still operates on implicit notions of Khoisaness, there is largely speaking no poli-
cing of what this should or should not entail. People enjoy the freedom to shape that
authenticity as they see fit and as best serving the ultimate goal to “radically transform”
settler colonial constellations of power (Coulthard 2014, 156), thereby refusing to partici-
pate in the politics of authenticity contained in state policies or the tourism industry
(Garland and Gordon 1999). Many of their self-representations therefore arguably
embody what Verbuyst (2022) has referred to as “subversive authenticity”: the pursuit
of authenticity that is unencumbered by whether it rejects, reproduces, or disregards
widely held beliefs, expectations, and representations concerning the Khoisan. In relation
to visual sovereignty, subversive authenticity is therefore first and foremost about inter-
rogating settler-colonial framings through a firm position of agency (Simpson 2017, 178),
not necessarily about rejecting these out of hand (Dowell 2013, 104).

As such, one needs to avoid applying a readymade lens to Knoflokskraal because it is
both about Khoisan issues and non-directly Khoisan-related issues, all the while forming
part of what is evidently a Khoisan “reclaim”. While we do not have “solutions” in this
regard, we have hopefully made apparent that this ambiguity needs to be grappled
with if a solution to the problem is to be worked out and the motivations that animate
occupations such as these are to be understood more comprehensively. This perspective
is indeed currently lacking in the literature, as well as policy negotiations regarding
Khoisan land reform and heritage, yet could provide new ways of approaching the con-
versation on the marginalisation of the Khoisan and what to do about it. While many
factors are at play at Knoflokskraal and it is very much an unfolding story, land expropria-
tion without compensation seems around the corner and more occupations are expected,
increasing the urgency of this matter. With this contribution, we hope to have contributed
some analytical tools to both help understand what has been happening and how one
can engage with it more productively.
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