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Preface  

 

In May 2008, I was living in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in the United 

States. I had just completed my first year of graduate school at the University of 

Pennsylvania and I had decided to take a short trip to Mexico to meet up with a 

friend who was conducting research in a fishing village called Cabo San Lucas. 

As a South African citizen, I presented my passport and boarding pass to the 

customs official when I arrived at the security checkpoint at Philadelphia 

International Airport.  

Before even inspecting my documents, the official immediately started 

speaking to me in Spanish. She greeted me, asked me how I was, and where I 

was going. I was able to decipher her rapid Spanish phrases (since I had 

become accustomed to being mistaken for a Puerto Rican or Dominican national 

due to my so-called “Latino look”), but when I replied in English, greeting her and 

stating that I was going to Mexico, she was clearly startled. I would later learn 

that she herself was Mexican. Further, I would learn that it was not so much my 

English itself that had caught her off guard, but rather my accent and my fluency.  

She stared at me for a while. Then she inspected my documents. She 

asked me, “Where are you from”? I replied, “South Africa”. She stared into my 

eyes and said, almost reprimandingly, “You look Spanish. I thought you were 

from Puerto Rico. Are you Spanish?” I said, “No, I’m not Spanish, but I do have 

Spanish or Portuguese heritage”. She replied with a sense of amusement, “A 

Spanish African!” 
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The official continued to inspect my documents. She asked me, “How do 

you pronounce your last name”? I replied, “Holtzman. It’s German”. Conveying 

more bewilderment and amusement, she said, “A German, Spanish, African”? I 

replied, “Yes”, and chuckled along with her nervously. “Well you don’t see a 

German, Spanish, African, Englishman every day” she said, and sent me on my 

way to the boarding area.  I breathed a sigh of relief.  

The customs official was satisfying her own curiosity and making light of 

my anomalous status, and I was prepared to bear the cultural insults and 

assumptions to avoid further interrogation - a traumatic phenomenon I had 

already become used to in American airports because of my “deviant” or 

“suspicious” traits as “look-a-like” Arab or Puerto Rican, depending on who the 

customs official was, or was looking for. 

I mention this experience because it is an example of the social capital 

that bodies carry in a globalised world, in which valuing or devaluing of human 

existence is often experienced through the body. This encounter with a Mexican 

customs official, who found it amusing that I could be easily mistaken as a latino 

by the criteria of her own value-judgements of self and others, left me feeling so 

“othered”, or what I began to call “queered”, that I internalised it as an affirmation 

of my queerness as being at least a “partial truth” (Clifford, 1986:7).  

As a “mixed-race” or “bi-racial” South African man, I am living what I call a 

queer existence. I regard myself as an anomaly in my nation and the world. I also 

perceive myself as being received by the public and society as an anomaly as 

well. This anomalous status is primarily derived from how my body and 
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personality is being presented to and being received by others. My self-

identification as queer, or the recognition of living a so-called “queer-existence” 

or “queer life”, also stems from the fact that I have embraced the term “queer” to 

refer to my homosexuality and ambiguous or fluid gendered behavior and dress 

sense. I am rendered as queer by not conforming to a heterosexual or 

conventionally masculine expression of self. My deviance from the social 

stereotype of what an “African” black man should look like, or how he should 

behave, means that, often, I do not identify as a masculine, black African man, 

but rather as a "queer person of color” born in Africa. 

 There is, however, another layer of queerness with which I began to 

identify. The concept of being racially mixed positioned me as being “in between” 

whiteness and blackness, a product of “mixing” between the binary white and 

black races. In this regard, I equate the anomalous status of being a métissage 

product in a racially-pure fixated society (such as South Africa and the United 

States) as being “racially queer”. This racially queer construct of being in 

between whiteness and blackness was termed “coloured” in South Africa – a 

term with a completely different meaning than the historical use of the term 

“Colored” to refer to African Americans in the United States. I inherited this label 

of “coloured”, a referent to my racially queer status of being visibly mixed, when I 

was born into an already mixed-race family in Cape Town, South Africa in 1985. 

At the time of my birth, South Africa was a racially segregated country. Apartheid 

policies of the racist white government demonstrated an obsession with racial 

purity: curbing the mixed-race “problem” by isolating it, and restricting the 
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movements of these “queer” citizens – the majority of whom lived in the Cape 

Town area.  Purity was marked visibly - as purely white, or purely black.  

There was nothing queer to me about being regarded as a coloured while 

I was growing up. The normality of being surrounded by other mixed race bodies 

who proudly expressed their “coloured” identity resulted in me adopting and 

internalising this racial construction as a means of defining myself in relation to 

others. Oyserman, Elmore, and Smith (2012:76) point out that our childhood 

group memberships reveal self and identity and are directly linked to 

determinations of what is valued as culture and one’s place within social 

hierarchy. In other words, by the characteristics, traits, social relations, roles, and 

social group memberships that define who one is, I developed a sense of 

“knowing myself” as a coloured South African, not as a black or white South 

African, through the value systems of my group and society (ibid). I developed a 

particular type of consciousness, an awareness of how coloureds perceive other 

coloureds, as I began to conceptualise my individual coloured identity as so-

called “Cape Coloured”. As a young boy, I inherited socialization values from 

family members, from my peers and teachers at school, and from the ministers 

and fellow parishioners of the church I attended. My cognition and regulation of 

self, or self-consciousness as coloured, was a social product of group 

memberships. 
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I grew up in a family who identified as being “Anglican coloureds”1. The 

denominational identity formed an anchor of pride on my maternal side. On the 

other hand, my father and his family had an alternate denominational identity. 

They took great pride in their heritage as “Moravian coloureds” and being 

descendants of the Moravian Missionary Station in the town of Genadendal2. I 

was acutely aware of not only the differences between these denominational or 

doctrinal groups, but also that these groups were two of many. Our next-door 

neighbors were “Muslim” or “Malay” coloureds and in the street adjacent to our 

house stood the Hidayatul Islam Masjid (Mosque) that served as the locus for 

that particular faith and ethnic group in the Kensington area where we lived (see 

fig. 4 for map).  

I embraced the customs and traditions of my mother’s side of the family. In 

the late 1980s and 1990s I grew into my Anglican identity, but with an awareness 

that it was positioned within a hierarchy of coloured identities. To be “Anglican” 

was to be “respectable”. Coloureds had their own ingrown prejudices and 

hierarchies that denoted the social capital associated with particular identities. 

The social capital that was associated with belonging to the religion of the Queen 

                                                           
1 Anglican coloureds practiced the Anglo-Catholic traditions of the Church of the Province of 
Southern Africa, the colonial Southern African branch of the Church of England and global 
Anglican Communion. For more on the history of the Anglican tradition in South Africa, see 
Suberg (1999). 
2 Genadendal, or “Valley of Grace” is located in the Overberg region of the Western Cape, South 
Africa. It is the oldest Moravian Mission Station on the African continent. See Krüger (1966) and 
Ballie (1988) for an overview of the history of the Genadendal Moravian Station, and Martin 
(2011) for references to the Moravian Brass Bands in Genadendal. See fig. 1 for map. 
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of England and being a post-imperial military family held a particular clout in my 

community3.  

The Cape Coloured Anglicans were known for their processions through 

the streets of the city on Sundays. These military style parades were visual and 

sonic spectacles put on by the church Brigades, wherein they enacted 

ceremonial parade drills that were accompanied by bugle, fife and drum bands. 

One would be able to hear the reverberations or echoes of the bugle horns and 

snare drums from a number of blocks away, and the thundering claps of the bass 

drum growing louder meant that one would soon behold the fantastic splendour 

of Anglicans in action.  

As a child, observing this spectacle and experiencing it, I was 

mesmerized. It would induce an ecstatic state unlike any other I had experienced 

at the time. The drum major would enter into view as he turned the corner. He 

would be wearing white gauntlet gloves, a diagonal red sash across his torso. 

The ceremonial mace he handled would be made of ebony and silver and 

adorned with dress cords wrapped around the staff, as would be his navy blue 

pressed uniform where the colorful tassels hung between polished brass buttons. 

His mace would be extended at a 90-degree angle to his chest to indicate the 

turn to the band and marchers behind him.  Once the full ensemble had 

successfully aligned in marching formation after the turn, the drum major would 

perform a number of acrobatic tricks with the mace by throwing it in the air and 

catching it again, or by twirling it around in a star formation. After these 

                                                           
3 See Jorritsma’s (2011) chapter titled “Singing the Queen’s English” for similar examples of 
status attached to singing “English” hymns and anthems by the coloured community of Kroonvale 
in the Eastern Cape. 
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improvised gestures were completed, to the delight of the audience who lined the 

street, he would raise the mace vertically into the air to signal to the leading 

drummer and band to count-in a series of bugle calls and drum rolls. Soon 

afterwards, a familiar hymn would sound in strict marching time. Young and old, 

Christian and Muslim, would come out of their homes to line the streets on the 

procession route. For some it was just to watch, while others would fall in line 

behind the procession as it grew bigger and snaked through the streets to lead 

people to the church.  

My Anglican family was not just there to watch. They were deeply involved 

not only in these Brigade activities as members or leaders, but also in other 

musical groups like the church choir. Seeing their involvement in these activities 

reinforced the deep hold and significance I attached to my own Anglican identity, 

and might explain my loyalty and positive identification achieved through this type 

of socialization process (Kagitcibasi, 2013:146). I did not become involved in the 

Brigades myself, but rather took up a position as a young boy chorister, and later 

as organist in our local parish. I valued my body and purpose in the context of 

wearing liturgical vestments and medals that were issued by the cathedral or the 

Royal School of Church Music in England. Along with that of my friends and 

family, my consciousness was not that of a Black African, as defined by the 

former colonial expectation; rather, we celebrated a group identity of being what 

retrospectively might be called “diasporic citizens” of the British Empire. 

As a graduate student living in America, being exposed to the critical 

theory on postcolonialism and identity, or theories of “self”, I remember 
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interrogating my own colouredness and “Englishness”, or “queering” it as an 

anomalous identity among the varying or multiple other coloured identities that 

have been documented and written about extensively - identities with which I 

engage in this dissertation. I began to ask myself why and how I developed an 

identification as a so-called “Anglican” or “English” coloured, and why the identity 

did not have a social value outside of Cape Town.   

This dissertation is the product of this interrogation of self. Over the course 

of the past ten years, I have travelled to Cape Town numerous times to conduct 

research or fieldwork that seemed to have been what Henry Louis Gates Jr. calls 

being “in search of our roots” (Gates, 2009). What are our roots as Coloureds, 

and why do we use music in the ways that we do?  I document and analyze what 

it means to be positioned “in-between” whiteness and blackness, and how the 

concept of “coloured” has taken on specific and varying meanings to those who 

were grouped and classified under this label denoting difference.  I ask how 

people with a “queer racial consciousness” manage or negotiate racialized 

trauma and positive self-identification through the social capital they carry within 

their bodies and conceptualizations of self. I comment on how mixed-race bodies 

living in Cape Town during the twentieth century used group spaces or activities 

that relied on music-making to achieve a heightened awareness of group identity. 

In other words, these “brown” bodies use music as a means of validating their 

sense of self and purpose as a reaction to their otherwise socially-queer or 

anomalous status as “Black Africans”. 
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I position my narrative against those who say there is no such thing as a 

coloured culture, because there are in fact multiple coloured cultures defined by 

an array of practices that constitute senses of belonging for mixed race families 

within the broader geography of the Cape Peninsula.  I particularly want to react 

to the comment by Norman Duncan where he says, “there is no such things as a 

coloured culture or coloured identity, someone has to show me what it is” 

(Duncan cited in Erasmus, 2001: 21). Below, I substantiate my position that one 

of the multiple coloured cultures or identities that exists within coloured 

communities of Cape Town is in fact that of the “English” or “Anglican” coloured. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Background 
 

According to a media release issued by Statistics South Africa (STATS 

SA) in June 2016, the coloured community of South Africa was estimated to be 

4.9 million people out of the 55.7 million people living in the country4. Thus, 

coloured citizens are a minority community in the purely numerical as well as the 

racial sense of the word. While the label “coloured” was originally a political 

construct meant to disparage people, who were neither pure white nor pure black 

(in fact, “coloured” was used to denote the various mixtures of European, African, 

and Asian within South Africa), the classification of coloureds as the “third race” 

or the collective “other” created solidarity, fostering a collective and positive 

social identity for mixed race persons living in Cape Town, where they are now 

the numerical majority5.  This solidarity grew out of their shared ethnic hybridity, 

cultural practices, and marginalized status within South African citizenry.  

The population groupings of the colonial and apartheid era had a 

formative impact on the national consciousness. Citizenship in South Africa was 

historically defined not as belonging to the nation but rather as belonging to a 

group with political power.  This is something the coloured community will never 

be able to claim due to their status as a national numerical minority with multiple 

                                                           
4 According to the data released by Statistics South Africa (STATS SA) in June 2016, Coloureds 
were 42.4% of the population in Cape Town, while Black Africans were 38.6%, Indians were 
1.4%, and Whites were 15.7%. See http://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=1021&id=city-of-cape-
town-municipality (Accessed: 14 October, 2016). 
 
5 See above. 

http://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=1021&id=city-of-cape-town-municipality
http://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=1021&id=city-of-cape-town-municipality
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sites of ethnic origin. Further complications exist. For example: despite popular 

rhetoric that locates the coloured population primarily in Cape Town, there are 

communities of coloured people who constitute small minorities throughout South 

Africa. The particular localities of these communities have profound effects on 

the ways they produce and represent their identities (Jorritsma, 2011 and 

Coetzer, 2005)6.  Comparatively, coloured people who have been born and 

raised in Cape Town would consider themselves “Cape Coloured”: seeing 

themselves as fundamentally distinct from coloureds in other parts of South 

Africa due to their particular places of ancestral origin as well as differences in 

class position, language dialects, and social and cultural practices. There is, 

however, even a distinction among so-called “Cape Coloureds”: namely, that 

sub-groups or communities distinguish themselves from one another along class, 

religious and ancestral lines. This can especially be seen between the group 

identities of the Malay or Muslim coloureds and their Christian counter-parts - 

who in turn can be sub-divided even further according to denominational or 

doctrinal differences. 

“Cape Coloured” identity can therefore be considered to be a homogenous 

group identity or classification that was imposed onto the mixed race bodies of 

the residents of Cape Town by the State. As Richard van der Ross (2015) points 

out, the notion of coloured group thinking must be understood and approached 

from the position that that there is no such thing as “coloured”. Yet, because it 

                                                           
6 See Sonic Spaces of the Karoo by Marie Jorritsma (2011) that discusses the sacred song of the 
Kroonvale community in the Eastern Cape region, and Langarm in and around Grahamstown 
(Coetzer, 2005) that also discusses the social dance practices of coloureds living in the Eastern 
Cape region. 
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was created as a fabrication that was to take on meaning by referring to a group, 

it does exist, and it does have meaning – particularly for those who are inside the 

group7.  

A significant problem for the colonial and apartheid regimes of South 

Africa, which sought to segregate a country along the ideas of racial purity, was 

their obsession with being purely white (European/British) or purely Bantu (Black 

African with an authentic language and culture). Thus, to be coloured as a result 

of cultural/language/bodily mixing in South Africa, was to be aberrant, bastard, 

or, in a manner parallel to the LGBT community that is thought of as a “mixed up” 

sexuality, was to be racially “queer” in the eyes of the colonial and apartheid 

governments.  Despite constitutional protections, being “coloured” continues to 

be thought of as an aberration in post-apartheid South Africa.  Since they have 

been left with few options for positive self-identification, I will argue and 

demonstrate that coloureds living in Cape Town have worked, both in the past 

and at present, to capitalize on this perception of being “in-between”. I argue that 

they do so by behaving queer or performing queer, i.e. they use group spaces or 

activities that rely on music-making to validate their sense of self and purpose as 

a reaction to their otherwise socially queer or anomalous status in a continuum of 

black Africaness. 

In 1994, South Africa became a democratic country. In 1996, a 

constitution was adopted that protected the rights of all South Africans, not only 

the elite white minority that had governed the country since the seventeenth 

                                                           
7 Although van der Ross does not explicitly make this claim, his book In our own skins (2015) 
documents the political history of the coloured community in Cape Town. I have drawn my own 
conclusions about the argument presented by van der Ross. 
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century. Though the coloured citizens of Cape Town experienced a liberation in 

their consciousness and lived experience, no longer having to negotiate white 

oppression or regulation, they also found themselves confronted with a new 

communal shift in the consciousness of the nation: a shift that sought to re-

classify or re-label mixed-race bodies in South Africa as being hegemonically 

“Black African”. This group membership, or the ability for this type of 

identification, was something that coloureds had deliberately been excluded from 

for centuries before, although some coloureds, particularly the educated and 

politicised, did identify as “Black Africans” - and had liberated their coerced 

“colonized consciousness” from the label and meaning of the term “coloured”. 

But because of the political implications, these were often “hidden” or 

“underground” identities during the height of apartheid. However, for many 

coloureds who had been born into the construct, or for those who had embraced 

the term to distinguish themselves from Bantu “Black Africans” (because of their 

own inherent racism or ingrained prejudices), the racial shift, identifying as 

“black,” or embracing one’s “blackness,” has resulted in confusion and trauma – 

a splitting or shattering of a racial identity, as well as an exacerbation of the 

problem of multiple identities that Cape Coloureds already have to perform. 

My research has been concerned with how coloureds have historically 

been performing “coloured” identity, and how this has mutated or evolved in 

recent years, although the bulk of my work has been concerned with living as 

coloured in twentieth-century Cape Town. In this dissertation, I trace the 

development and conceptualisations of elite coloured identities from what I am 
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calling the imperial generation (those citizens born at the turn of the twentieth 

century), through the post-war generation (those citizens born after World War 

II), through the apartheid generation (those citizens born at the height of 

formalized racial segregation in the second half of the twentieth century), and 

finally, to the democratic generation (those citizens born at the turn of the twenty-

first century, also sometimes called the born-free generation). I am concerned 

that racial classification, or racial identities, construct strong “senses of self” and 

“group-belonging”, in contrast to exclusions from other groups, and the 

performativity of an “us” and “them” dichotomous consciousness becomes a 

pathological vehicle for not only social mobility and progression but also 

fragmentation and marginalization.  

I use the term pathology because of its association with discussions of 

deviant human sexuality in relation to the dichotomous or binary 

conceptualisations of sexuality that renders certain sexual acts or desires as 

“normal” /the “good” and deviant/ the “bad” (Gilman, 1985:24). I deliberately use 

this terminology to unpack the entanglement and shame that living inside a 

brown body can have on one’s patterns of thinking as a so-called coloured. Just 

as one’s sexuality is generally regarded as being outside of control of the self 

because of its strong biological basis, being born into a brown body is regarded 

as being outside of the control of the self. 

I began my research on the Cape coloured community in 2004 by 

examining social dance music known as langarm8 in the Western Cape of South 

                                                           
8 Literally “long arm”, a reference to the style of local ballroom dance and music—likened to the 
long outstretched arms of the tango. 
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Africa (Holtzman, 2006). In the course of constructing that early research, it was 

clear to me that processes of social marginalization, and the fraught constitution 

of social identities, were connected to understanding privilege and disadvantage 

in my home community. The area or neighborhood a person grew up in 

constructed nuances of language or speech patterns, dress codes, and other 

aspects of life. Each individual community seemed to have a particular social 

structure and character — even inside the larger communities classified as 

coloured. The types of homes people lived in, their levels of education, the 

recreational activities they participated in, the various faith based groups they 

belonged to; all of these indicators provided coloureds with an orientation to life 

in Cape Town, the so-called “Mother City” of Africa. There seemed to be a 

certain cachet or social capital, sometimes even stigma, attached to the texture 

of one’s hair, the hue of one’s skin, or the accent or dialect with which one spoke.  

Coloureds are inherently self-aware of their marginalised status as a 

residual group of the nation, and of the negative stereotypes about their group 

that circulate. These stereotypes or stigmas mainly portray coloureds as being 

politically indifferent, undereducated, prone to alcoholism, and lazy, violent or 

aggressive. Martin Amberger (2007: 1) explains that, for coloureds, these wide-

spread prejudices become a type of disadvantage when regarding the group as a 

national collective. Using data from the Afrobarometer of February 2006, 

Amberger noted that this mixed-race community was profoundly impacted by 

apartheid policies, and that unemployment among coloureds had increased from 

15.8 percent in 1998 to 22.4 percent in 2005. By 2014, STATS SA had estimated 



7 
 

that the national unemployment rate for coloured South Africans had increased to 

28 percent. Amberger uses this data to explain the alarming crime rate among 

coloureds, particularly in the Western Cape region, where rates of gangster 

activity, and burglary or violent deaths, are among the highest in the country. 

Coloured people are twice as likely to die a violent death when compared to 

blacks, and three times more likely to have children suffering from foetal alcohol 

syndrome than white South Africans.  When coupled with the large proportion of 

coloured families living in poverty, or suffering from tuberculosis, the socio-

economic factors and profile of the coloured community constitutes a problem sui 

generis (Amberger, 2007:2) for South African society.   

What is certainly positive about the changes brought about by the 

dismantling of apartheid is that coloureds have since been able to enjoy better 

access to education, specifically higher education. Even so, they have also 

dropped from 13 percent of the national labour force in 1994 to 11 percent in 

2014 due to the competition for jobs with Black African workers; jobs which 

otherwise would have been earmarked for them specifically (Statistics South 

Africa, 2011). Furthermore, the significant cost of attending a previously whites-

only school, and the high cost for tuition at universities, means that many 

coloureds do not have a university education, and that families continue to be 

headed by semi-skilled labourers rather than skilled or professional workers. 

Thus, the level of income, the type of employment, the place of residence and 

type of dwelling, and the state of health and well-being, also all contribute to 

perpetuating inherent class distinctions within the community. Division within the 
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community is compounded even further by expressions of class through 

language.  

 

Disjunctures of Dialect 
 

Carol Muller (2011) notes that the diverse places of origins of early 

generations of coloureds who were slaves meant that they had almost no cultural 

or linguistic homogeneity, but that the development of a lingua franca in the 

Cape, first called Kaaps, and later Afrikaans, allowed slaves to communicate with 

one another and with their owners (Muller, 2011:38). The Afrikaans language 

thus developed out of the creole Dutch dialect slaves were using in the Cape. 

Ironically, once standardized by white Afrikaners, it became the official language 

of the nation during the apartheid era. During that era, coloured and black South 

Africans regarded Afrikaans as the language of their oppressor, and Cape 

coloureds continued to retain and develop their unique creole dialect of Kaaps to 

demonstrate or perform various aspects of their identities. The majority of 

research on Kaaps focuses on the socio-cultural nature of the language, by 

documenting the phonological features and so-called “code-switching” linguistic 

techniques of Cape coloureds. Jade Schuster (2016) underscores that speakers 

of Kaaps use the language as a racial representation, not only to distinguish 
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Cape coloureds from other South African groups, but also to unify the working 

class community of the Cape Flats9.  

In 2010, a stage production titled AfriKaaps was produced by a group of 

poets, musicians, filmmakers, and rap and spoken-word artists from the Western 

Cape region of South Africa. Catherine Henegan directed and staged the musical 

theatre production at the Klein Karoo Nasionale Kunstefees (The Little Karoo 

National Arts Festival) and the Baxter Theatre in Cape Town. The production 

made use of Kaaps and Ghoema music10, but was not the first to do so, since 

David Kramer and Taliep Petersen had already established a tradition of creating 

this genre of musical theatre11.  AfriKaaps was nevertheless unique in that it 

included rap and hip-hop musical idioms and experimented in the genre that has 

come to be known as “Hip-Hopera”12. AfriKaaps, the musical, was based on a 

documentary film made by Cape Town filmmaker, Dylan Valley, who conducted 

his own ethnographic project on Kaaps wherein he traced the roots of Afrikaans 

                                                           
9 The Cape Flats (Afrikaans: Die Kaapse Vlakte) is an expansive, low-lying, flat area situated to 
the southeast of the central business district of Cape Town. To many people in Cape Town, the 
area is known simply as "The Flats". Cape coloured residents of the city were forcibly removed to 
new townships on the Cape Flats when the apartheid government declared the inner-city areas 
as being for whites-only. 
10 A particular syncopated rhythm that has become emblematic of the music of Cape Town, often 
referred to as the “Ghoema Beat”. See Sounding the Cape by Martin (2013). 
11 David Kramer and the late Taliep Petersen were two icons in the South African music industry 
whose works (District Six, Fairyland, Crooners, Poison, Klop Klop and Kat and the Kings) have 
been performed to audiences locally and abroad, since the late 1980s. 
12 The term hip-hopera was first used in the twenty-first century African American adaptations of 
the musical dramas such as R. Kelly’s Trapped in the Closet (2005) and Robert Townsend’s 
(2002) rendition of Bizet’s Carmen that starred Beyoncé Knowles. See 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trapped_in_the_Closet and 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carmen:_A_Hip_Hopera for Wikipedia entries. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trapped_in_the_Closet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carmen:_A_Hip_Hopera
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to the indigenous Khoi-San communities and slaves in the Cape (Becker and 

Oliphant, 2014:1)13.  

Schuster (2016) notes that AfriKaaps provided the background for 

breaking ground for revealing (while also affirming and elevating) the coloured 

contribution to the Afrikaans language. Schuster uses Judith Butler’s theory of 

the reiteration of performance to form identity by arguing that, by speaking 

Kaaps, coloured people have an awareness of who they are and claim a sense 

of pride in their heritage and multiple identities (Schuster, 2016:67). Although 

Kaaps and Suiwer Afrikaans (pure Afrikaans) are spoken among the coloured 

community of Cape Town, Cape coloureds are mostly bilingual, able to switch 

fluidly between English and Afrikaans. Kay McCormick’s (2003) linguistic and 

anthropological study Language in Cape Town’s District Six points out that 

bilingual speech (English and Afrikaans) among Cape coloureds has been a 

characteristic feature of the community since the nineteenth century, but that 

Afrikaans, or Kaaps has historically been, and continues to be, the mother-

tongue for many Cape coloureds who are aware that English is privileged locally 

as a “medium of exchange better than Afrikaans”, and was generally seen as a 

“superior taal” (language) (McCormick, 2003:102). 

Although English has become the language of instruction in almost all 

Cape Town schools since 1994 (Deumert, 2004), McCormick points out that 

                                                           
13 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DYifENqE3hU for the trailer for the documentary, and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SVpBHcR1_tU or https://afrikaaps.wordpress.com/ for an 
overview of Afrikaaps. Other interpretations of Afrikaaps include this modern Khoisan example, 
see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CGo-8W4Pkno and 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UAk1eJ3rT3E  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DYifENqE3hU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SVpBHcR1_tU
https://afrikaaps.wordpress.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CGo-8W4Pkno
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UAk1eJ3rT3E
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English-Afrikaans mixing continues to be a distinct marker of the local vernacular 

of Cape coloureds, in that “it is still not acceptable to speak standard English or 

standard Afrikaans in informal interactions with local friends” (McCormick, 

2003:127). The 2011 South African Census results reported that in the Western 

Cape only 20 percent of coloureds reported English as their mother-tongue or 

first language, and that 75 percent reported Afrikaans instead (Statistics South 

Africa, 2011). These results reflect households, not individual speakers. Often 

within families, there will be a generational split between older family members 

being Afrikaans dominant, and those born after 1980 being increasingly English 

dominant (McCormick, 2003:120). 

 

Entanglement and Belonging 
 

The disparity between the “us” and the “them” coloured dichotomy I 

mentioned above was always clear to me growing up in Cape Town. As a child 

and adolescent living in the city, I often experienced this through language. In my 

family, “we” spoke English and “they” [the majority of other coloured families] did 

not. “They” spoke Afrikaans.  Similarly, there was always a distinction to be made 

between whether or not someone was living in a “council house”14 or a free-

standing, privately constructed home. The distinction was an indication of social 

class and status. In my fieldwork, I could feel the type of social character or fabric 

that existed in these different neighborhoods and communities. The areas with 

the double-story homes and large grounds seemed to have fewer people 

                                                           
14 Subsidized housing provided by local government and municipalities to residents who are not 
able to build or purchase their own homes. 
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lingering outside; those same homes were of different designs, with expensive 

cars standing in the driveways. Other areas had lots of boys and men lingering 

on corners or in front of home tuck-shops15 - small family-owned stores: playing 

gambling games, or loitering outside against backgrounds of laundry blowing in 

the wind overhead, suspended between two apartment buildings. The houses 

were either all small or built in the same style; the apartments were set up in row 

after identical row, known locally as “flats”. Some areas were much older, while 

others were of much newer construction.  

Distinguishing between the old and the new townships became essential 

knowledge not only in my making sense out of my research findings, but also for 

navigating my own life in the latter half of the twentieth century in Cape Town. 

Families had an awareness that they were either living in “old Cape Town” or 

“new Cape Town” – a distinction you had to digest and accept in order to 

interpret why and how you were living as you were. For coloureds, the “old Cape” 

included the residential and business areas that surrounded the city center in the 

adjacent northern and southern suburbs: Bo-Kaap, Walmer Estate, District Six, 

Woodstock, Salt River, Maitland, Kensington, Windermere, Mowbray, 

Rondebosch, Athlone, Claremont and Newlands. (See fig. 1 for map.) The “new 

Cape” included new residential areas established in the 1950s and 60s by the 

apartheid regime, when residents were forcibly removed from certain parts of the 

“old Cape”, and resettled on the outskirts of the city in previously uninhabited flat 

and barren parts of the peninsula. These new areas included townships such as 

                                                           
15 An informal convenience store operated by a family out of their home, sometimes also referred 
to in Afrikaans as a huis-winkel (home shop). 
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Bontheuwel, Heideveld, Hanover Park, Mannenberg, Mitchell’s Plein and Atlantis 

(See fig. 2 for map). The distinction in the types of housing and areas, i.e. the 

sub-economic housing and architecture of the “new Cape” vs. the historical 

European styled “bungalow” homes of the “old Cape,” denoted a certain social 

hierarchy among coloureds. When the question was asked from one coloured to 

another – “where are you from?” – the answer would immediately place them on 

an ingrained geographical and hierarchical map within one’s consciousness as a 

Cape coloured, and would clarify whether he or she is “one of us”, or “one of 

them”.   

 Over the course of my research, as I interrogated and made sense of this 

racial label of “coloured,” and in particular, my own identity as an 

Anglican/English” coloured, I concluded that the coloured community of Cape 

Town, South Africa, constitutes a queer people. The concept that all coloured 

people in South Africa are queer is rooted in the ambiguity that emerges with 

being of “mixed race” descent in a country with an establishment that has 

privileged racial/ethnic purity and all things English/European/not African through 

1990.  From 1994, despite the move to a democratically elected, black majority 

government, the issue of racial/ethnic/cultural authenticity has not changed that 

much for those of mixed racial heritage.  Coloureds continue to occupy an “in-

between” position in the new neo-liberal dispensation of a “rainbow nation” or 

democratic society – a society in which blackness and whiteness continue to be 

the labels used to refer to the narratives of the white oppressor and the black 
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liberator. This issue of not-belonging is rooted in South Africa’s deep history of 

racial segregation.  

These group identities, or “multiple-identity” claims and the social 

archetype of the Cape coloured subject and society, have received significant 

scholarly attention over the past twenty years. It should be noted that academic 

writings published by scholars around the topic of Cape coloured identity are 

mostly produced by those classified as Cape coloured. The most notable of 

these texts is a discourse on the disconcerting and discomforting meanings that 

have grown around coloured identities in South Africa. Zimitri Erasmus (2001) is 

both a contributor to and editor of a collection of essays entitled “Coloured by 

History, Shaped by Place”: a pioneering collection of articles that attempt to 

dissect the various definitions of colouredness, offering new perspectives on 

coloured identities in Cape Town, particularly in the post-apartheid era. The 

multiple meanings of coloured identity are explained as connoting a racial 

category, an ethnic marker, an adjective for distinct physical and biological 

features, a label of both shame and pride. In other words, “coloured” is ultimately 

what I am calling a queer identification. Therefore, coloured people “measuring” 

themselves by these discourses can experience emotional consequences of 

living uncertain, hybrid identities: confusion, complication, and pain.  

 Mohammed Adhikari (2009) has also produced a historiographical 

analysis of the South African scholarship that exists on coloured people. He 

classifies these writings by dividing them into several categories, i.e. 

“essentialist,” “instrumentalist,” and “social constructionism”. Adhikari notes that 
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the essentialist school approach subscribed to the notion that coloured people 

are “in-between” racial categories and thus a racial group of their own in a 

country consisting of distinct races (Adhikari, 2009:7). Marie Jorritsma has 

described how the essentialist approach also historically prevented the serious 

study of coloured people’s music as an integral component of their distinct 

culture and identity, in that it was either seen as the music of the “exotic other” or 

as an inferior, inauthentic version of white people’s music – and therefore not as 

a music worth studying (Jorritsma, 2011:7). There was, however, a small body of 

essentialist musicological literature primarily concerned with the music of the 

Malay or Muslim coloured community (Du Plessis, 1935, 1972; Desai, 1985, 

1993; Drury, 1985; Burden, 1991).  

By contrast, the instrumentalist approach “regarded coloured identity as 

an artificial concept imposed by the white supremacist state and the ruling 

establishment on an oppressed and vulnerable group of people as an instrument 

of social control” (Adhikari, 2009:11). Jorritsma notes that during this period of 

instrumentalist thought, research topics tended to focus mainly on histories of 

coloured people’s political movements and resistance to white rule – and that 

musicological scholarship by Coplan (1985, 2007) and Erlmann (1991) during 

this period focused on Black South African urban performance, but neglected to 

understand colouredness as part of an African identity (Jorritsma, 2011:8).  

The social constructionism body of literature that developed during the 

post-apartheid era postulated that coloured identity was a product of human 

agency, “shaped by a complex interplay of historical, social, cultural, political and 
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other contingencies” (Adhikari, 2009:13). Jorritsma explains that the majority of 

post-apartheid musicological scholarship on coloured musical practices has 

adopted this more fluid approach: one that “enables researchers to investigate 

coloured identity as an entity that incorporates an ongoing process of making and 

remaking, resistance and complicity” (Jorritsma, 2011:8). These types of 

coloured music studies include examination of the festivities that occur around 

the Christmas and New Year period such as the Coon Carnival and Christmas 

Bands (Jeppie, 1990; Martin, 1999, 2013; Bruinders; 2012), the Cape jazz 

tradition (Layne, 1995; Muller, 1996, 2006 2007, 2008, 2011), and studies on 

coloureds from other regions in South Africa (Jorritsma, 2011; Coetzer, 2005). 

Carol Muller (2011) and Marie Jorritsma (2011) have both drawn on the 

work of Erasmus and Adhikari by describing the “burden of race” coloured people 

have to navigate and negotiate as a “history of entanglement” (Muller, 2011:52; 

Jorritsma, 2011:12). By analyzing traditions of music-making among coloureds in 

South Africa, they have demonstrated that the processes of hybridity, 

creolization, and in-betweeness of coloureds, in an imposed racial hierarchy that 

privileged whites as superior and denigrated blacks as inferior, represent what 

Edouard Glissant termed a half-way category between two “pure” extremes 

(Glissant, 1989:140), and that music often served as a locus or medium where 

coloured identity could be expressed through creative agency on the margins or 

periphery of the racialized nation. Moreover, for Muller and Jorritsma, music 

becomes a site of (re)connection between the past and the more recent present. 

Jorritsma describes this return to the “point of entanglement” as representing a 
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Figure 25 – Photographs of Marc Lottering performing in drag. Characters are from left to right, Aunty Merle, Galatia, 

and Colleen. 

 
Figure 26 – Photograph of Casper de Vries in drag and black-face performance as the character Patience. 
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