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Is it possible to move from dehumanisation to hope through the Arts in 

a post-Apartheid society? 

 

Fair Saturday Awards in Bilbao, Spain on 24 June 2019 
 

Marlene le Roux 

CEO: Artscape, Cape Town, South Africa 

 

 

I am absolutely humbled to be included in your award list for this year, and it is an 

honour to do this presentation in the company of fellow Africans, the Ingoma Nshya 

drumming women’s group from Rwanda, and change makers from Germany, Spain, 

the USA and the Netherlands. 

 

Please allow me to thank the National Department of Arts, Culture and Sport, the 

Provincial Department of Cultural Affairs and Sport and the City of Cape Town, the 

chairperson and council of Artscape for their visionary leadership and commitment 

and who makes a place like Artscape possible. I especially want to thank all the staff 

who through their hard work, passion and dedication makes Artscape a breathing 

space for all. 

 

Fair Saturday is described as “a day to improve the world through arts and culture”, 

and it is only fair to ask the pertinent question: have we been able to improve South 

Africa through arts and culture? And more specifically, is it all possible to restore the 

humanity and hope of the people of South Africa through the Arts, now living in a 

democratic, post-Apartheid society? 

 

The journey from Nico Malan to Artscape 
 

“No one is born hating another person because of the color of his skin, or his 

background, or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they can learn to 

hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart 

than its opposite.” 

 

― Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom 

 

The old Nico Malan Theatre was officially opened 48 years ago in 1971, leading up to 

the 10th anniversary of the undemocratic Republic of South Africa of the Apartheid 

government. This year it will be 25 years since the election of a democratic and 

representative government with Nelson Mandela as president, which also means 

that Artscape has been on a journey of transformation for the last two decades. 
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The dilemma was that the old Nico Malan Theatre was a “white space” staging 

performances for a predominantly white audience, with a focus on “high” art 

meaning classical art forms originating in Europe, with for example signage only in 

Afrikaans and English. Access was controlled through an intersection of race, 

location, class and patriotism (support for the national government).  

 

Arts and culture are also about story-telling, and through the performance of stories, 

we create new meaning. So let me tell you a story from the time when I was 

appointed as the director of audience development at Artscape Theatre nearly 20 

years ago. I invited my mother to one of the shows in the Opera Theatre, which seats 

about 1300 people. The foyer has the most magnificent Murano glass chandeliers 

installed when the theatre was build, and opened in 1971. I vividly remember the 

image of my mother standing quietly in a corner, while the white patrons were 

socialising in the centre of the foyer, confidently claiming the space as theirs – 

entitled to be in a space where they belong. My mother was silent and invisible. She 

did not feel as if she belonged.  

 

This was the story of my family and of millions of South Africans, who were treated 

as second rate citizens under an Apartheid state that dehumanised people – taking 

away their dignity. Humiliation cannot be measured. The irony is that this scene of 

my mother played off in 2001, 7 years after the dawn of a new democracy. A lot has 

changed since 1971 to 2019, but many wounds remain unhealed, many of the stories 

are untold, many people are still invisible. That is why it is more accurate to speak of 

a post-1994 South Africa than a post-Apartheid South Africa – many of the legacies 

of Apartheid still wreaks havoc in our society, keeping people apart, making people 

invisible. 

 

The crippled daughter of the domestic worker 
 

Allow me to provide the background on the living and economic conditions in 

which I was born and raised. By today’s standard, they were dire. I started my life in 

a humble abode with a large family and I now can’t even fathom how all 13 of us 

lived happily in such a confined space. My heritage is linked to people of colour. My 

grandmother was a domestic worker and a seasonal fruit picker in that area and my 

mother was a factory worker. 

 

It was the norm for all those who lived in the “scheme” (as it is still known today) to 

live under those conditions. To add pain to injury the clinic which looked after birth 

care was separate for White mothers and children and those of colour. The impact 

that it would have on my life was severe: the White clinic administered the antidote 

for polio and not the clinic for non-Whites. Despite my need for the antidote, my 
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mother was abruptly turned away from the White clinic and I contracted polio as a 

young child. This had a ripple effect on my life that was difficult, to say the least.  

 

My schooling presented a major challenge, as ignorance extended as far as educators 

who thought that I needed to be in a special needs school instead of mainstream. 

Nevertheless, this personal struggle gave me greater determination to proceed and is 

what drives me daily to try and make a difference for those who have given up their 

struggle without or before even having been heard. Through my personal 

experiences as a singer and a soloist with the minstrels in the rural farming 

community where I grew up, I was exposed to able-bodied individuals in my 

community with whom I could connect on an equal level, as well as their traditions 

of informal arts which facilitated my social participation with mainstream society. 

 

The arts provided a medium through which I could communicate with my peers and 

build my own self-confidence, creating career aspirations and personal goals as well 

as enhancing my resilience. Music has prepared me for many setbacks and 

challenges within my life. This change further strengthened my will to succeed and 

participate in society, through teaching, advising and, ultimately, as a full-time 

employee of Artscape Centre. Music broke through the silence. Performing made me 

visible.  

 

In 2001 I was employed at Artscape to start a department called Audience 

Development and Education. Since arriving at Artscape, I have fought to include 

people from economic- and socially marginalised communities in the mainstream 

activities of the Centre, promoting the involvement of township and rural 

communities in the Centre’s arts activities and recruiting rural communities to 

become actively involved in theatre productions. As CEO, I have striven to reverse 

the legacies of Apartheid, involving disabled youth in disadvantaged areas in arts 

activities and reaching out to urban and rural institutions for the disabled in an 

effort to broaden the opportunities of these youth. Past efforts around the world 

have shown that interaction through the arts is instrumental in providing the 

necessary tools with which disabled youth can empower themselves to pursue 

opportunities in life. This interaction can effectively provide the disabled community 

with a bridge to the activities enjoyed by most individuals. 

  

As I am employed in a public space, I am fully aware of the lack of inclusion in 

planning, and the fact that I do have a voice. Often, we go about our daily lives 

without realising how small changes can mean big changes in the lives of the 

disabled. This multi-faceted and complex issue of being disabled and on the outside 

has sparked my interest to a point where I want to assist in being an agent of change. 

The change does not necessarily just involve altering buildings and pavements, but 

more importantly, encompasses an awareness of all persons.  
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One of my major incentives, and a driving force is the thought of being quiet or 

complacent, accepting the position of the status quo. I would be guilty of being okay, 

with being treated as a second rated citizen, with being invisible. 

 

 

 

 

Making people visible - An inclusive model for empowerment  

 
Flowing from my gender and disability activism, (based on my own experiences as a 

person with a disability from a rural town), my political activism against Apartheid 

and my work within the Performing Arts, I have proposed a model in my Master’s 

thesis which I firmly believe has a wider application within the performing arts, in 

policy making, human resource management etc.  

 

I called it An Inclusive Model of Disability1, but taking its wider relevance into 

consideration, I would also call it An Inclusive Model for Empowerment:  

 

 
The Rubik cube in the model illustrates the flexibility and fluidity required to affect 

social and economic inclusion instead of previously static models of disability. 

People with disabilities are but one group of people that has been marginalised in 

our society and in our theatres; exclusion, inequality and discrimination lying at the 

                                                           
1 Le Roux, M, People with Disabilities within the Arts, p. 82. 
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intersection of race, class, ability (vs. disability), location (rural/urban/informal), 

gender, age, sexual orientation, mobility (transport) and even connectivity (internet 

or not). 

 

This inclusive model addresses barriers to participation through focusing on ways to 

ensure that the whole person is able to access opportunities and possibilities. While 

this model focusses on people with disabilities, it has a much wider application. This 

model addresses ways that society’s attitudes, the natural environment, services and 

systems, support structures, and products and technology together is able to build 

bridges, which will ensure that inclusive development acknowledges and 

accommodates disabled youth and other vulnerable and marginalised communities 

on educational, social, livelihoods and empowering fronts. 

 

On the process of transformation  
 

The South African Constitution (1996) endeavoured to create a necessary transition 

and transformation from a bureaucracy that encouraged segregations and inequality 

to one which is inclusive and people-driven. In the preamble of Artscape’s 

transformation report (2017)2, we state the following: 

 
Our passion is to be an inclusive space for all people from every corner of our Province 

irrespective of race, creed and religion. This inclusive space is also about providing our 

expertise to every genre within the Arts sector. We will continue through our education and 

outreach programme to bring about discussion and reflection towards building a Socially 

Cohesive Nation. Our aim is to bring people together with a singular goal: Creating shared and 

safe spaces for people to come together! 

 

Our goal is to harness the arts, culture and heritage for creative expression, 

education and training, job creation and the eradication of poverty through close 

cooperation with all the tiers of government and related departments, as well as the 

international community. This is an essential aspect of the transformational process - 

enhancing equality of people and the arts. Then we can create a space for all people 

and all genres. 

 

I would like to mention a few examples to illustrate our journey towards 

accessibility and inclusivity. Unmute Dance Theatre was established 2014, after a 

successful run of the Unmute production which brought together artists from 

different backgrounds to find and explore what they would like to unmute: feelings, 

perceptions, social norms and expectations, while endeavouring to deconstruct what 

society perceives as dance. In order to inspire the inclusion of people with 

disabilities in society, they have developed performances, artistic workshops and 

exchange programmes that encourage activism and awareness of integration. 

                                                           
2 Le Roux, M, 2017, Artscape Transformation Report, p. 2. 
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We also had the performance of the internationally acclaimed prof. Dizu Plaatjies in 

concert with Zinzi Nogavu. This concert displayed the beauty of African music 

through indigenous instruments, taking the audience through the journey of various 

indigenous instruments, repertoire and the soulful voice of Ziziswa Nogavu.  Social 

issues were addressed through music but above all, it was to introduce the beauty 

and harmony of traditional music and instruments to a new and diverse audience as 

another way of story-telling.   

 

We are also embracing religious and cultural diversity. Artscape is the only theatre 

to have a dedicated Islamic prayer room in the building. Every year we play host the 

“Discover Islam” – an inter-school Nasheed Competition (the rendition of Islamic 

poetry using vocals that is either performed in a cappella or accompanied by a duff) 

for Islamic Schools. This competition allows youths from varying backgrounds to 

perform on a professional stage as they mature through healthy competition.  

 

The transformation journey is also about making visible that was hidden or 

stigmatised. Every year in August Artscape and Women Zone coordinate a 

Humanity Walk which kicks of our Women’s and Humanity Festival. All are invited 

to join the walk: women, men, children and persons with disabilities. Participants 

are invited to carry their organisations’ banner and, as they walk, are encouraged to 

talk to someone they don’t know in the interest of unity. Afterwards there are 

workshops offering free legal advice, free HIV/AIDS screening and a flurry of 

activities on the piazza in front of Artscape.  

 

The festival is opened with Absolutely Fabulously Drag Show (ABFAB). Cape Town 

has a scintillating drag tradition that dates back to the 1930s, especially in the old 

and vibrant District Six. Today the pageants, the parties, the hairdressing salons and 

the fabulous drag queen shows still flourish across the city. However, it`s often 

hosted by backwood clubs, catering to a select few who know where to find them. 

The Absolutely Fabulous Drag Show endeavours to put the crème de la crème of 

drag on centre stage at the Artscape Theatre Centre.  

 

 

On humanity – becoming human 

 
My humanity is bound up in yours, for we can only be humans together. 

- On humanity, “The words of Desmond Tutu”, 1999 

 
The idea of Desmond Tutu that the humanity of both the victims and perpetrators of 

apartheid was intertwined reflects the concept of the interconnectedness amongst 

people. Tutu explains this idea, saying that “in the process of dehumanizing another, 
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in inflicting untold harm and suffering, the perpetrator was inexorably being 

dehumanized as well”. Another former TRC commissioner, Bongani Finca clarifies 

this concept of interconnectedness as an integral aspect of ‘ubuntu’, explaining that a 

person is a person because of other people, that an individual lives in a community 

and not in isolation.  He expands further, saying that it is of greater importance 

within ‘ubuntu’ to restore communal harmony than to secure punishment, that 

“ubuntu does not focus on what has been done to you, ubuntu focuses on how we can 

be restored together as a community, so that we can heal together...because we can 

only be fully human when we are human together”. Victims and perpetrators then 

should assist each other in the process of healing.3  

 

The theologian Michael Battle writes that this idea of interconnectedness and of 

restoration is captured in the ubuntu theology of Desmond Tutu, that it has the 

capacity to restore humanity and dignity and “of creating a sense of mutuality 

among people who are alienated from one another”.   

 

Khoza writes that the notion of ubuntu is expressed in ancient African proverbs, for 

example, the Nguni saying which translates to ‘a person is a person through other 

persons’, the Xitsonga expression ‘one finger cannot pick up a grain’, and the 

traditional Xhosa proverb ‘no genius is so clever that he can scratch his own back. 

We are all interdependent’. The quintessence of these axioms is that ‘one’s humanity 

(humanness), one’s personhood, is dependent upon one’s relationship with others’. 

The success of Apartheid in South Africa is that we still do not have real human 

connections. We still live in separate neighbourhoods and we still go to different 

churches on a Sunday. At Artscape we have been on a difficult, but also hopeful 

journey of creating a space where everyone has a sense of belonging, where you can 

listen to stories of the slow violence of Apartheid, and also to stories of hope 

performed through visuals, song, dance and music. We are on a journey of 

connecting people – Whites, Blacks, Coloureds and Indians, disabled and abled- 

bodied, rural and city, township and affluent neighbourhoods, Muslims, Christians 

and Jews, straight, gay and transgender - a journey of becoming more human, a 

journey of hope. 

The journey to restore the humanity and hope of people through the Arts after 

Apartheid (post-1994), is however not cheap or sentimental. It is also a quest for 

justice - a journey towards an economically inclusive and socially just society. 

 

                                                           
3 Meiring, J.J.S., 2015, ‘Ubuntu and the body: A perspective from theological anthropology as embodied 

sensing’, Verbum et Ecclesia 36(2), Art. #1423, 8 pages. http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/ ve.v36i2.1423, p 2 of 8 
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In conclusion – the story of Ouma [Grandmother] Katrina Esau 
 

I want to conclude by telling you about ouma [grandmother] Katrina Esau. She is 85 

and lives in Upington as the last fluent speaker of the San N\UU language. Her life 

story was showcased at Artscape Theatre in 2018 in a production called “Katrina, die 

dansende taal” [the dancing language]. The choreography was done by the Kirvan 

Fortuin, who grew up in Macassar and now works between South Africa and the 

Netherlands as an upcoming artist. He describes the choreography as “a 

multicultural, interdisciplinary dance work that celebrates the life of Ouma Katrina 

Esau. Rooted in a very classical structure, the choreography celebrates the traditional 

movement language gained from the Kruiper Clan as a departure point, and takes it 

into a contemporary urban feel. Through the physical language of dance and the 

choreographic text I try to not only tell the immediate story one hears, but also to 

illustrate and to allude to the undertones of the stories Ouma Katrina shares with 

us.”  The music was composed by renowned singer- song writer Coenie de Villiers, 

with the aim of telling the story of ouma Katrina through song and dance. 

In the process of creating this production, three worlds impacted with each other  - 

the world of a young and creative coloured artist growing up in a post-1994 

economic- and socially disadvantaged community; an older, established white 

singer-songwriter and television host, growing up in Apartheid society and Ouma 

Katrina, who grew up in a remote, rural area  as part of the ancient San clan. She 

lived through South Africa at the inception of Apartheid after the Second World 

War, experienced the brunt of Apartheid, and now is living in a democratic society, 

trying to protect her language and culture from becoming extinct while still dealing 

with poverty and being marginalised – being invisible. This process is very similar to 

what is happening at grass-root level in South Africa – a fluidness in the process of 

connecting with the Other, our diversity contributing to a deeper understanding of 

different life-worlds with respect and dignity – all of us becoming fully human. 

Ouma Katrina’s story is the story of a language that is becoming extinct – and of a 

people that has been nearly invisible. Through the performance of her story and the 

story of her clan through dance and song, in South Africa, and by talking about this 

performance in Europe, she has become more visible. Arts has broken the barrier, 

connecting her and her people to Others – giving her story a face, making all of us 

more human. 

 

 

 


