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Abstract 
 

This paper explores how the spatiality of South Africa’s apartheid regime remains a structuring motif 
in the way young South Africans perceive and talk about place and space, despite that fact that 
apartheid officially ‘ended’ in 1994.  Illustrating our argument with data collected in focus groups at 
the University of the Western Cape, we refer to such constellations of place and subjectivit ies as a 
'zombie landscape' in the sense that the 'undead' and highly racialized ways of speaking about space 
and place continue to 'haunt' the present. We develop our argument using a mesh of concepts that link 
the imagining of place to the formation of intergenerational subjectivity. First, we use a notion of 
trace in order to conceptualize how place is imagined out of the circulation of memories of apartheid 
and fragments of experience. Secondly, in order to further interrogate how place engages the 
formation of subjectivity, we turn to a post-humanist expansion of Du Bois' model of stance-
subjectivity. And thirdly, we attempt to account for the longue duree of the trope of apartheid as place 
by discussing how a Foucauldian subjectification can be reconciled with a posthumanist Freudian 
notion of condensation. We conclude by suggesting that this approach to landscapes of the 
imagination has the potential to inform new research directions in Linguistic Landscapes, particularly 
towards a post-humanist perspective. 

 
 
Introduction  
 
In April 2016, an incident made headlines when a young white waitress in a trendy café in 
the neighbourhood of Observatory near the University of Cape Town was reduced to tears 
when two black patrons, both activists aligned with the Rhodes Must Fall movement1, 
handed back their bill with the following handwritten note: “We will give tip when you 
return the land”. The incident attracted widespread public attention when one of the 
activists, Ntokozo Qwabe, an Oxford scholar and recipient of the prestigious Rhodes 
Mandela scholarship, wrote about it on his Facebook page, promising more acts of this 
nature.  His posting generated a flood of responses, many sympathetic to the white waitress.  
Several web based funding sites were established to raise ‘tips’ for her, and within a few 
days, she had received a phenomenal sum of over R120 000 (USD 9500).  This reaction in 
turn generated heated race debates, with some commentators pointing to the power of “white 
tears” in garnering support and sympathy. Qwabe in turn defended his actions by arguing 
that the act was not directed at the waitress per se, but was rather about “disrupting 
whiteness in a particular space” (Phala 2016).  When his Facebook account was blocked, he 
defiantly responded: “We remain resolute in our struggle against white domination! We will 
continue to be black in spaces where being black is deemed unacceptable” (Ntokozo Qwabe, 
Facebook post, 11 May 2016). 
 
What this incident (and many like it) draws attention to is the ways in which space is still 
highly contested and racialised. The action of RMF activists is based on an analysis of South 

                                                             
1 Rhodes Must Fall is a radical, decolonial student movement founded when activist Chumani Maxwele threw 
human faeces at the statue of Cecil John Rhodes, an arch imperialist and colonialist, at University of Cape 
Town. (http://www.iol.co.za/news/south-africa/western-cape/protesters-throw-poo-on-rhodes-statue-1829526) 
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Africa as a place speckled by mosaics of whiteness.  Their strategy is therefore to disrupt 
these structures and force both institutions and ordinary people to confront what they argue 
is the unacceptable reproduction of colonial and apartheid norms of ownership, access, 
authority and voice in places of the everyday.  
 
The event again brought to the fore the continued pre-occupation of space and place as 
tropes of subjectivity in the psyches of post-apartheid South Africans. Apartheid was a 
system of legalised racism, a product of the regime’s policy of separate development, 
designed to entrench the privileges and power of whiteness, and to erode the rights and 
positions of those classified ‘black’, ‘coloured’ and ‘Indian’2. It was underpinned by a raft of 
discriminatory laws affecting every aspect of life. Notwithstanding the extent to which 
apartheid encroached upon the dignity and everyday lives of millions of South Africans, 
apartheid is most typically remembered for how it legislated the right to reside, socialise in 
and move through different spaces.  For example, the Group Areas Act (1950) determined 
where differently raced people could live and own property, and the Reservation of Separate 
Amenities Act (1953) legislated the racial segregation of public facilities. This demarcation 
was realised in a linguistic landscape of public signage signalling whether an amenity was 
for ‘non-whites’ or ‘whites only’.  
 
 

 
  
 Figure 1: People visiting a Johannesburg toilet, circa 1980.  (Photograph: Eric Miller) 
 
 

                                                             
2 The Population Registration Act (1950) classified all South Africans into the following racial categories: 
‘white’, ‘coloured’ and ‘native’ (later ‘African’ or ‘black’). ‘Asian/Indian’ was later added as a fourth category. 
Although these terms no longer have any legal standing, they are still used for self-identification and are 
required on many official forms for equity and redress purposes. 
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Geographic segregation was further entrenched by the Bantu Self-Government Act (1959) 
and the Bantu Homelands Citizens Act (1970) which stripped all black South Africans of 
their citizenship and made them citizens of ethnically based ‘homelands’ ‘or Bantustans’, 
even if they did not live in their designated homeland. Significantly, the ‘independence’ of 
these homelands was not recognised by any other nation except the apartheid regime. The 
aim of this act was to completely remove the rights of black South Africans to the land, and 
to ensure that they were restricted to a few marginal areas of the country. It is unsurprising 
that one of the acts of resistance practiced during the anti-apartheid ‘defiance campaigns’ of 
the 1980s was the deliberate occupation of white beaches, bars and amenities by people 
classified ‘black’, ‘coloured’ or ‘Indian’. 
 
With the transition to democracy in 1994, apartheid laws were removed from the statute 
books. However, as the Rhodes Must Fall example illustrates, they remain as powerful 
shaping forces in the lives and perceptions of contemporary South Africans. The focus in 
this paper is on using the tools of semiotic landscaping to interrogate how it can be that 
apartheid remains a structuring motif in the way young South Africans perceive and talk 
about themselves, their possibilities of mobility, and their sense of ‘comfort’ in place (c.f. 
Mpendukana and Stroud, ftc.). Our data are drawn from six focus groups and one interview 
conducted between 2009 and 2014 at the University of the Western Cape (UWC)3. All 
interviewers are students who selected their own interviewees, generally third year or post-
graduate students (27 participants in total). Within each group, the interviewees were 
generally known to each other.  While three of the groups were ‘mono-racial’ (black or 
coloured) in composition, the other half were ‘multi-racial’ – with the racial composition 
affecting the nature and extent of racialising discourses in each interview (see Bock and 
Hunt 2015). Data were elicited using a number of open-ended questions that asked the 
students what they knew about apartheid, how they felt about it and how it had affected 
them.4  
 
Asking students about apartheid proved to be very generative and stimulated rich discussion 
about the students’ own experiences of racism (Bock 2017). A predominant feature of their 
narratives was how they spoke of apartheid as a spatially and temporally bounded space of 
racialized social identities and injustices. In order to more systematically capture how 
participants spoke about apartheid as place, in particular to get at the meanings associated 
with apartheid ‘places’, we analysed in context the use of terms such as apartheid, place(s), 
town(s), cit(ies), rural, areas, school, university, varsity as well as all place names.  
 
Our analysis seeks to account for the mechanisms whereby apartheid landscapes come to be 
internalised and embodied in the narratives and lives of young South Africans. We refer to 
such constellations of place and subjectivities as a ‘zombie landscape’ in the sense that the 
‘undead’ and highly racialised ways of speaking about space and place that we find in our 
participant narratives, continue to ‘haunt’ the present despite having no legal standing after 
two decades of democracy.  In so doing, we echo Beck’s (1992, 2009) use of the term when 
he refers to notions such as ‘nation-state’ as zombie concepts, belonging to times past (a 
particular form of modernity) but returning to structure and constrain the way we perceive 

                                                             
3 The university was established in 1960 for coloured students, but the current student population is 
predominantly a mix of black and coloured students, with a handful of white students (5%) and a growing 
number of students from elsewhere in Africa. 
4 The dominant language of the interviews was English, although some code-switching (in and 
out of Afrikaans, isiXhosa and Sesotho) did occur.  
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and talk about late or post modernity. It is in this sense – as a zombie landscape - that 
apartheid retains its force as a dynamic in the everyday subjectivities of South Africans.  
 
Entertaining a notion of zombie landscape requires answers to three questions. Firstly, in 
what way does it make sense to speak of a spatially and temporally delimited notion of 
apartheid as a semiotic landscape?  In particular, how can we grasp the idea of a ‘semiotic’ 
landscape as a space of the imagination, experienced primarily as a ‘haunting’, as one 
constructed in narrative and interaction, and lacking explicit, visible semiotic inscription or 
the materialities of memorabilia? Secondly, how do we conceptualize a sense of place as 
contributing to the dynamic formation of participant subjectivities? And thirdly, a related 
question: through what psycho-social processes do (apartheid) semiotic landscapes come to 
be layered into the longue durée or intergenerational transmission of racialized mentalities 
and bodies?  
 
We explore these three sets of questions through a mesh of concepts that link the imagining 
of place to the formation of intergenerational subjectivity. Firstly, we use a notion of trace in 
order to conceptualize how place is imagined out of the circulation of memories of apartheid 
and fragments of experience. Trace is a notion used in many different ways5 but here we use 
it in the sense of Napolitano (2015) to refer to a Freudian condensation of stories. The 
meaning of place as traces of memory is the discursive articulation of the materiality of 
actions, actors, events and states that characterize apartheid spaces.  
 
Secondly, in order to further interrogate how place engages the formation of subjectivity we 
turn to a posthumanist expansion of Du Bois’ model of stance-subjectivity. Stance-
subjectivity requires “a dialogical, relational and inter-subjective conception of subjectivity” 
(Thompson, 2016: 31), which in turn offers an understanding of place as a ‘lively’ and 
agentive stance-taker in its dealings with human subjects. In viewing place as a 
posthumanist subject and stance-taker, we broaden the more traditional understanding of a 
posthumanist subject as material (for example, objects or architecture). We are motivated to 
do so because ‘place’, as with objects and architecture, is discursively constructed (diagrams 
and drawings) through human intention, at the same time as these ontological objects come 
to constrain the agencies and subjectivities of their human users/interactants.  
 
And thirdly, we attempt to account for the longue durée of the trope of apartheid as place by 
discussing how a Foucauldian ‘subjectification’ can be reconciled with a posthumanist 
Freudian notion of ‘condensation’ (cf. Thompson, 2016). 
 
We suggest that asking these questions of landscapes of the imagination has the potential to 
inform new perspectives on LL research more generally in the direction of conceptual 
landscapes (cf. e.g. Lyons, 2016). In particular, we propose a posthumanist framework for 
semiotic landscapes and draw out a couple of methodological and epistemological 
implications that might follow from such a proposal.  
 
 
Trace in the reconstruction of apartheid as place out of time 
 
As noted, in our data, apartheid is frequently used to refer to delimited spaces, where to one 
extent or another, people experienced racism and oppression. Most commonly, it is used to 

                                                             
5 We thank one reviewer for noting this 
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refer to a time period (1948-1994) which is now ‘over’ (e.g. ‘apartheid era’, ‘apartheid 
past’), or to a locale where participants imagine people did (or did not) experience racism 
and oppression:  
 

Andile: Apartheid is still there in certain places ah... I could say ah... semi-rural 
places, the places that are not well developed yet but in cities it’s not likely there is 
apartheid 

 
This ‘spatial boundedness’ is also reflected in the narratives of participants who – when 
giving a reason for why their parents did not speak much about apartheid at home – 
explained that their parents seemed ‘not to be affected’ by apartheid because of where they 
were raised. Here Tsepho says that because his father grew up in the Eastern Cape, he may 
not have experienced apartheid so strongly: 
 

Tsepho: perhaps he felt a bit of it or he didn’t feel it at all I think at that time he was 
still in the Eastern Cape and I don’t know the Eastern Cape is an area which 
experienced much of apartheid 
 

The Eastern Cape, in actual fact, has a history of fierce resistance to apartheid, and is the 
birth place of many famous political leaders (e.g. Nelson Mandela, Steve Biko). But, for this 
participant, the Eastern Cape – or at least his father’s home – is perceived differently.  
 
Furthermore, place functions as indexical of or proxy for widely recognised narratives of 
apartheid heroism, suffering and resistance. For example, when talking about the liberation 
heroes of the past, such as Robert Sobukwe, two of the interviewees make reference to 
Robben Island. This refers to the island off Cape Town’s shore where political leaders were 
incarcerated for many years, and has come to hold a particular meaning in the national 
imaginary as emblematic of the apartheid regime’s repression: 
 

Tsepho: everyone was in prison in Robben Island and everyone went to exile 
 
Ras T: Sobukwe … was staying on Robben Island the house was surrounded by 
fourteen DOGS in chains so that he cannot escape 

 
A vast body of research has explored the variety of semioses through which semiotic 
landscapes are constituted (cf. Jaworski and Thurlow, 2010). Perceptions of place are not 
just filtered through ocular engagement with landscapes, but constructed through the 
embodied (and multisensorial) interaction of people with place and its semiotics: e.g. 
smellscapes (Pennycook & Otsuji, 2015); metroscapes (Karlander 2018); chronoscapes 
(Barro, ftc); mobilescapes (Stroud and Jegels, 2014); skinscapes (Peck and Stroud, 2015). 
These interactions are entextualized in narrative, becoming explicitly part of the cluster of 
the material and lived reality of a place that impact or imprint themselves upon bodies, 
structuring the emotional experience of a place, and the type of emplacement or mobility 
possible there (e.g. Stroud and Jegels, 2014).  What we are here calling ‘zombie landscapes’ 
are landscapes crafted from the publically offered meanings of interactively negotiated 
narrative text (e.g. Johnstone, 1990, 2010). They gain their significance and meaning in the 
re-tellings of the remnants of histories and fragments of hearsays. Zombie landscapes are 
reconstructed and imagined landscapes, pieced together through traces of memory and the 
visceralities of affect these memories call forth. In talking about apartheid in terms of ‘place’ 
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the participants are building historical meaning and significance into contemporary 
geographies. 
 
Train (2016) notes how landscapes are invested with “layered regimes of historicity that 
invest the present landscape with meaningful relationships between the past and future” 
(240). He proposes the notion of memorization to refer to  
 

how multiple, layered, embodied and tension-laden discursive, political … practices, 
policies and ideologies intersect over time and place to make the past present for the 
future (ibid). 

 
The immaterial, propositional traces in the narratives serve the same function as material 
traces in the form of commemorative statues and plaques in the broader study of 
diachronicities (Pavlenko and Mullen 2015) and the historicities of semiotic landscapes 
(Shohamy, 2010; Train, 2016). Both trace and memorization call forth stories of the past in 
the present minds of readers/viewers (also impacting on how future stories will be told). The 
multifactorial, layered and temporal complexity of processes of memorization are reflected 
in Napolitano’s (2015) notion of trace as arising out of the Freudian condensation of stories 
and histories, that is 
 

a process of compromise and convergence of multiple stories into a knot. That knot 
has a form and is in space – so that a trace is both a form in space as well as the 
process through which histories and reminders of different worlds imprint and 
condense on a given space (2015: 57). 

 
A trace, according to Napolitano, “animates a socially built space between the flesh and the 
environment through condensations and negations of histories”. (Here, the author is 
referencing Povinelli’s (2006: 1) notion of carnality). By so doing, “a trace makes a 
particular form, object or place mattering” (Napolitano, 2015: 60, italics in original) in 
particular ways.  In the present analysis, the notion of trace refers to the narrative 
reconstruction – fashioned from the circulation of collective and personal memory – of 
apartheid as a spatio-temporality populated by socio-politically and economically stratified 
populations. Apartheid as place is thus a semiotic landscape that  
 

give[s] meaning to constructs of collective memory and forgetting that inform and 
are informed by public spaces and their attendant discourses, ideologies, practices, 
and policies (Train, 2016: 226).  

 
 
Lively places: Apartheid in stance subjectivity  
 
Apartheid as place also figures prominently in structuring the identifications that the 
interviewees entertain, and the subjectivities they articulate. In the following example, 
Neels, one of the only two white participants in the data, gives a snapshot of the overt racism 
he observed whilst growing up in an area which, prior to 1994, was staunchly white, 
Afrikaans and conservative: 
 

Neels: the majority of the white people that I grew up with treated coloured and 
black people ... it was ... it was wrong you know going out with people to clubs and 
throwing bottles at ... people going like “Hey! Hey! Hey!” screaming things 
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Neel expresses a clear negative stance on the actions of racist whites. In taking the stance he 
does on the acts of violence they committed, he gives a good sense of where he stands with 
respect to racism and, by inference, how he sees himself as a non-racial and anti-
discriminatory Self. Du Bois’ (2007) notion of stance-subjectivity, or stance-ownership 
offers an appealing perspective on what we are hearing in Neels’ recount. According to Du 
Bois, stance-taking involves  
 

a public act by a social actor, achieved dialogically through overt communicative 
means, of simultaneously evaluating objects, positioning subjects (self and others), 
and aligning with other subjects, with respect to any salient dimension of the 
sociocultural field (2007: 163). 

 
The evaluation of an object is the placement (hierarchization or sifting) of an object on a 
market of value. Du Bois discusses positioning as “the act of situating a social actor with 
respect to responsibility for stance and for invoking sociocultural value”.  Alignment is “the 
act of calibrating the relationship between two stances and by implication between two 
stance-takers” thus aligning one or more subjects vis-à-vis the evaluation/categorization of 
‘objects’. By evaluating an object and by aligning to another subject vis-à-vis this object, Du 
Bois intends to offer “a dialogical, relational and inter-subjective conception of subjectivity” 
(Thompson, 2016: 31)6.   
 
Returning to Neels’ comment, it would appear at first glance that the stance-subject he is 
positioning as responsible for the negative evaluation of, and violence against, blacks are the 
“majority of the white people [he] grew up with”. These would then also be the stance-
subjects with whom, in this case, he disaligns with.  However, taking our cue from research 
on semiotic landscapes that sees place as generative of affect and significance, and formative 
of body shape, posture, decoration and gait (cf. Stroud, 2016; Peck and Stroud, 2015; 
Milani, 2015, we might also see ‘place’ itself as a stance-subject in Neel’s commentary.  In 
such a case, it is the ‘clubs’ that ultimately provide the affordance or impetus for the sorting 
and evaluating of clients into sociocultural silos of black and white. This in turn implies 
embracing an idea of place as agentive, ‘lively’, and, in an important sense, a responsible 
agent.   
 
More generally within posthumanist thought, the very notion of ‘subject’ is redefined as  
 

no longer refer[ing] to a human being but rather a pragmatic competence (our italics). 
This competence consists in originating courses of action, defining contexts as 
contexts of some kind, creating meanings, and delimiting available ways of life 
(Caronia and Mortari, 2015: 403). 

 
This characterization resonates with the idea of place as ‘lively’ and ‘animated’ (Amin, 
2014, 2015; Thrift, 2014), and captures well what the ‘clubs’ that Neels refers to are about. 
According to Sloterdijk (2011: 90): 

 

                                                             
6 Thompson argues that Du Bois’ emphasis on stance-ownership actually downplays dialogicality and 
intersubjectivity in stance-subjectivity, as well as interobjectivity (2016: 34). 
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The spaces that humans allow to contain them have their own history – albeit a 
history that has never been told and whose heroes are eo ipso not humans 
themselves. 

 
In relation to stance and subjectivity, Thompson (2016) provides an innovative addendum to 
Du Bois’ theory of stance by developing the idea of ‘objects’ – what we could call ‘new 
posthumanist subjects’ - as stance-takers. He provides the example of a ‘test’, noting that 
what tests do is precisely perform agentive roles of evaluation (good/bad results on some 
criteria); position a subject (good pupil or a pupil improving according to sociocultural 
criteria); and create an alignment with other subjects. Each of these dimensions is a key 
criterion for stance-takers in Du Bois’ sense. Objects such as tests can evaluate, position and 
align because they are the product of a chain of social interaction and meaningful 
engagement – a resemiotization of deliberated human intentionality into particular discursive 
frameworks. However, once created, the test as object literally ‘takes on a life of its own’, 
constraining the possible actions open to those (human) subjects that interact with it. 
Caronia and Mortari (2015: 404-405) put it thus: 
 

Most of things that inhabit our social world and shape our conduct in it are created, 
installed, interpreted and used by humans … laypersons acting and interacting in a 
socio-material context do not cope with humans that conceived the artefacts … but 
rather with the meanings, ideas, constraints, possibilities and consequences 
embodied in and enacted by these artefacts. 

 
Similar reasoning can be applied to ‘animated and lively place’ as a stance-subject. Just as 
with a ‘test’, a place gains significance and meaning through a socially and interactionally 
grounded process of baptism (Wee, 2016; Karlander, 2018). Behind the delimitation and 
naming of places are extended processes of deliberation and contestation, law-making, 
policy formulation and policing (cf. Karlander, 2018) that comprise the scaffolding that 
allows the creation of place from space. People insert and entwine themselves with the 
filaments and fabric of places, spinning a narrative of self in place and thereby giving place 
a particular ‘voice’. At the same time, place also inserts itself in our bodies, postures, and 
trajectories and the speeds with which we move through space (Peck and Stroud, 2015). 
From this perspective, semiotic landscapes are at base fundamentally inscriptions of human 
intentionality, just as we as humans are authored by the places we inhabit.  
 
Given this, there is no reason – other than a bias towards prioritising the ‘human’ as agent – 
to prefer an interpretation that focuses attention in Neels’ commentary on the human actors 
rather than on the posthuman actor, namely place. The stance-taker that Neels is dialogically 
and intersubjectively engaging with here is the ‘club’. It is the club that orients to an object 
of stance and characterizes it as having some specific quality or value. In this case, the 
‘objects’ evaluated are skin colour and other bodily features, as black or white, and their 
(in)appropriate fit to place (cf. Peck and Stroud, 2015).  Neels’ words can further be seen as 
recognizing how the club ‘positions’ itself as responsible for this (through regulatory 
frameworks that historically prohibited certain places to blacks e.g. ‘whites only clubs’). 
When Neels, for example, mentions how ‘it is wrong for whites in clubs to throw bottles and 
stones at blacks’, he is not only evaluating that behaviour negatively, he is actively 
disaligning himself from the ‘club’ as stance-taker.  
 
Many of the interviewees remark on how different places select, sift, and evaluate objects 
(people) according to the sociocultural values of race.  In fact, it could be said of apartheid 
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that it is a racialised stance-taker. For example, rural areas (and townships) are represented 
as ‘selecting’ blackness and poverty, and by contrast, cities and wealthy suburbs ‘select’ 
whiteness and wealth. Ras T notes how  
 

Transkei was like a province of black people it’s where blacks were dumped you see 
it was the homelands for blacks where blacks were supposed to rule themselves. 

 
When Ras T notes how people were ‘dumped’ in apartheid homelands, he is articulating 
disalignment with a stance-taker (place) that evaluates and categorizes blacks and whites 
racially.  In all of these situations, place (the club, the neighborhood, or homeland) in effect 
acts as a social actor, a ‘lively’ place that facilitates the invocation of sociocultural value of 
an object, in this case black versus white bodies.  
 
Subjectification  
In the discourse of our participants, the idea of apartheid is associated with a web of notions 
such as ‘blackness’, ‘poverty’, ‘violence’, ‘xenophobia’, ‘threat’, but also ‘modernity’, 
‘urbanization’ and ‘change’. Invariably, the interviewees talk about these notions by means 
of reference to ‘place’: apartheid as a spatio-temporally bounded dystopia has become an 
organizing trope for talk about a variety of present day racialized narratives. For example, 
stories of ‘otherising softly’ (Bonilla-Silva 2003, in Walker 2005: 134) organized around 
‘place’ is evident in Palesa’s recount of how she feels racialised in her home town when her 
entry into a (presumably white owned) shop positions her, in her perception, as a black 
person, as poor and a potential thief: 
 

Palesa: Yes in the shops when you want to buy something they always undermine 
black people like as if for example ko (at) Sport Scene they always think that we 
can’t afford R600 pair of jeans or whatever so they always go to coloureds which at 
the end of the day they don’t buy and I buy the black person so ja they normally look 
at the coloureds first or whites, and blacks later ‘cause they have this mentality that 
blacks don’t have money and ja and another thing when you go inside the clothes or 
shoe shop they always follow black people they don’t follow coloureds or whites and 
they steal those coloureds then whites [laughter] and us ja so they always follow 
more especially at home wooo ba re keng shop ela [What do they say that shop?] 
Shoe something next to Crazy Store, yo that shop ha ah 

 
For Palesa, the shop ‘engages’ and positions her in a highly racialised way. She invokes the 
apartheid hierarchy (which ranked races in order of privilege from whites at the apex to 
blacks at the bottom, with coloureds and Indians somewhere in between) to explain the shop 
owners’ apparent prejudices. It is also telling that it is the perceived association of blackness 
with poverty and crime that she rejects, underlining once again the very sedimented 
associations these meanings have in the imaginary and discourses of South Africans. 
 
Other places that are seen as ‘selecting’ or that ‘belong to certain races’ are institutions such 
as schools and universities. These institutions also ‘have colour’.  Schools and universities 
are described as ‘white’ or ‘coloured’, despite the fact that all institutions have been 
desegregated since 1994, and these appellations are associated with ‘superior’ or ‘inferior’ 
standards. 
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Dan: like your parents ... they always like attach labels to ... labels to things … like 
they would say that “that’s a white school we can easily see that’s a coloured 
school” 

 
Ayesha: But the majority there there by UCT ... maybe [laughs] I don’t see a lot of 
coloureds there I see a lot of Indians I see a lot of blacks and I see a lot of blacks! …  
And their level of of education is much higher than ours! ... Here by us [at UWC] we 
have the majority ... what? Coloureds 

 
Although Dan’s commentary does not state the association explicitly, it can be inferred from 
the surrounding discussion, as well as Ayesha’s contribution, that ‘white’ schools and 
institutions have better facilities and are associated with higher quality education, whereas 
those, such as the historically ‘coloured’ UWC, are more inferior.   
 
It is not in the least surprising that the participants make these connections: in many cases, 
inherited patterns of racialised wealth are still firmly in place.  However, it is also well 
recognised that the biggest demographic shift post-apartheid has been the growth of the 
black middle class (Seekings, 2008) and the deracialisation of capital (Bundy, 2014; 
Haffajee, 2015)7.  Yet, as seen in this data, these shifts have not impacted on the ways in 
which participants talk about space, race and class, even though a number of them are part of 
this emerging middle class, have attended the more expensive, former white schools which 
were desegregated after 1994, and are currently acquiring degrees in a tertiary institution.   
 
‘Place’ is also a predominant organizing trope when talking about the South African curse of 
xenophobia. Palesa explains why white migrants did not experience the 2008 xenophobic 
attacks that so cruelly targeted a diverse group of black migrants.  These were 
predominantly carried out by black township residents and directed at African migrants 
living in townships and rural areas. According to Palesa, white immigrants can afford to go 
to ‘expensive areas’ where ‘no black person’ may confront them.  By inference, the black 
economic migrants do not have money and so land up in poorer areas inhabited by black 
people.   
 

Palesa: The thing is with white people they are not moving to those rural places and 
stuff like that when they move from other countries they already have money so when 
they come to South Africa they go to expensive places and those places […] where 
no black person would just go there and say hey you’re foreigner and stuff like that 
so I think that’s the reason why [they were not targeted]. 

 
Clearly, the norms that Palesa is drawing attention to (who can speak freely in which spaces) 
are ones based on the relative power of the people concerned, and here the correlation 
between whiteness and power is sharply drawn. This power, Palesa argues, derives from the 
greater economic power of white migrants over those of black ones, which allows them to 
avoid selection by ‘black’ places where violent acts are committed.   
 
While the data clearly show how the segregating principle of apartheid is still a motif which 
structures participants’ experience and perception of space and place, place is also 

                                                             
7 It is also well acknowledged that these gains have not sufficiently ‘trickled down’ and made 
significant dents on the country’s high poverty levels, which remain largely, though not 
exclusively, black. 
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referenced as ‘selecting’ non-racialism. The following narrative by Ben is one of the stories 
which speaks to the breaking down of racial boundaries:    
 

Ben:  When you see near Cape Town Gugulethu, do you know Mzoli’s Place? You 
see there ... all different races are there it’s township but all different, white, 
coloured all there and that proves ah ... all people don’t believe in apartheid they let 
it go away, it was ah ... something of the past so they have to let it go ... ja 

 
Here, progress in terms of social integration and the dismantling of racial boundaries is very 
much read as something you can see i.e. inscribed visually in how people are placed in 
space.   
 
In the following extracts, progress is measured in terms of freedom of movement through 
formerly coloured or white spaces.  Joshua, the only other white participant, recounts his 
experience of visiting the homes of coloured friends from UWC, and Leo speaks of his 
pleasure at being able to walk freely in Camps Bay, another exclusive (formerly) white Cape 
Town suburb: 
 

Joshua: But do you know what’s nice is that there is no barrier like there was in 
apartheid … the door is open to come in and say, well hey come in and see what we 
do. 

 
Leo: I can go to Camps Bay I have that freedom I can move around freely without 
being worried or being accused and being prosecuted and things like that 

 
The point we wish to make with these examples is that there are many ways in which 
participants could speak about apartheid, and that it is telling that ‘placial’ tropes emerge as 
a predominant mode of narrative organization. Place, as we have seen here, carries multiple 
meanings in the discourse of the students, organizing accounts how black bodies are 
monitored and surveilled, how blackness is subjected to violence and crime, and how 
transformation is perceived as freedom of movement and the spatial dilution of white bodies. 
These tropes and clusters of racial indexes make sense against the zombification of a 
semiotic landscape of apartheid as place and its workings – a psychic space rich in racialized 
meanings.  
The notions of trace (as a Freudian condensation of multiple narratives and actors) and 
stance (as the interactional and dialogical engagement in practices of subjectivity) in relation 
to semiotic landscape provide us with the tools for accounting for how apartheid as place has 
become a trope or lens with which to view the world. Again, Thompson’s (2016) innovative 
take on Du Bois’ ‘stance’ provides a useful point of departure. He poses the question of how 
the everyday production of stance-subjectivity evolving over the micro-timescales of 
interactional turns relates to the process of Foucauldian subjectification at macro-timescales: 
“a process by which subjectivity emerges across timescales of decades to centuries” (p. 40). 
The notion of zombie landscape offers some inroad to this question. The economic, cultural 
and symbolic traces of white power in place in the form of buildings, objects, differential 
access to spaces, trajectories of movement, and the layerings of racial evaluations into texts, 
objects, places and narratives that persevere over time, are nothing less than sedimented 
tools of Foucauldian discourses of power: the “texts, artefacts, images, technologies and 
semiotically arranged spaces enter the micro-order of everyday life” (Caronia and Mortari, 
2015:405). The longue durée of place and its artefacts, and the texts (regulations, etc.) that 
circumscribe and give it significance make up enduring sites of Foucauldian power. As 
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noted by the posthumanists, “humans are designed, interpreted and authored by things – 
things make us do things, thanks to us, but also despite us” (Caronia and Mortari, 2015: 
406). As we noted in the stories from Palesa, Ras T and many of the interviewees, this claim 
is equally applicable to place as it is to other ontological objects. 
 
 
Posthumanist perspectives on semiotic landscapes 
 
In this paper, we have explored how the spatial aspects of apartheid still structure the way 
young people at a South African university conceptualise and talk about place. We showed 
how they ‘remember’ apartheid, not as a system of legalised oppression, but as a mental 
landscape bounded by time (e.g. ‘it ended in 1994’) and space (e.g. ‘apartheid is still there in 
some places’). Perhaps even more importantly, the landscapes of the past reappear in the 
present time as (metaphorical) building blocks in contemporary ‘racialized subjectivities’, 
becoming a shorthand or cipher for clusters of ‘meaning’ pertaining to migration, modernity, 
reconciliation, poverty, xenophobia, and violence. Apartheid is an enduring lens for the 
racial classification of people and events, standing for a ‘condition’ or ‘state’ which people 
experienced and endured (‘suffered under apartheid’) or which has had a lasting impact on 
their lives (‘affected by apartheid’). Thus, ultimately, these imaginary semiotic landscapes 
comprise the building blocks, out of which multiple speaker subjectifications are 
constructed.  
 
In making this argument, we have drawn on various dimensions of semiotic landscape 
research. Firstly, in seeking to understand how imaginary landscapes provide contemporary 
tropes of subjectification, we engaged with work that interrogates how features of past 
semiotisations of place in the form of monuments and memorabilia are incorporated into 
retrospective, reconstructed, landscapes lived in the present (cf. Train, 2016). However, 
rather than material artefacts of past LLs, we elaborated on an immaterial notion of trace (of 
histories and hearsay as retold in interviewee narratives) as the scaffolding for the meanings 
and significances of apartheid as place. The important role of narrative in the production of 
semiotic landscape work also speaks to studies that explore how narrative works to 
reconfigure, recycle and embed emplaced semiotic artefacts (traces) into personal stories of 
place and mobility, saturated with emotions such as belonging or displacement (Stroud and 
Jegels, 2014; Mpendukana and Stroud, ftc.).  
 
Secondly, the interviewees’ stories showed them to be engaging in subjective stance-taking 
– exercising ‘stance-ownership’. Our analytical focus on stance-subjectivity led to a notion 
of enlivened place as a stance-taker in its own right, with place providing the interactional 
engagement necessary for the interviewees’ representation of subjectivity and sense of self 
in interviewee narratives. There is an intimate connect in how speakers represent themselves 
and their stance to apartheid as place in that the ‘telling of selves’ and the stances taken 
towards apartheid is one of the foremost means whereby the meanings of apartheid as place 
are crafted.  At the same time, these very places constrain the possibilities available for self-
authorship. This ‘posthumanist’ take on landscapes of the ‘undead’ builds on, and extends, 
other work in semiotic landscapes that has explored how mobile bodies in place create, as 
well as are created by, the landscapes through which they move (Peck and Stroud, 2015; 
Stroud, 2016; and Karlander, 2018).  
 
Finally, we were able to account for the longue durée of the trope of apartheid as place by 
way of reference to the posthumanist Freudian  notion of ‘condensation’ and Foucauldian 
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‘subjectification’, showing how places scripted by discourses of power exercise 
psychoanalytic constraint. This move opens up for accounts of how Foucauldian discursive 
structurings of place are inserted into our interviewees’ longer term psyches through 
Freudian condensation. Such a move references work in semiotic landscapes that 
interrogates how (hidden) discourses of power structure and maintain semiotic landscapes 
(e.g. Ben-Rafael, et al 2006, Shohamy, 2010). It also engages with the more recent research 
into the role of place and its semiosis in constructs of affect (Wee 2016), sexuality (Milani, 
2015), and body-ness (Shohamy and Correa, personal communication) thereby also 
providing a conceptual bridge between place as power, and place as sexuality, body and 
affect.   
 
We believe that zombie landscapes as discussed here have the potential to pose some 
interesting epistemological and methodological questions for research on semiotic 
landscapes more generally. We will mention only two that we feel are most significant. 
Firstly, recent LL research with its increasing centering of the ‘human’ has gone hand in 
hand with studies of a broader spectrum of the semioses behind their authoring and reading 
(cf. Jaworksi and Thurlow, 2010; Shohamy, 2010; Stroud, Peck and Williams, ftc.). 
However, until now, this wider brief has continued to largely exclude the variety of objects, 
artefacts and other posthuman elements that are written into the landscape. These posthuman 
actors contribute to how texts are read as well as to how persons (also as readers) are 
‘authored’ (and ‘read’) in place. Earlier research by Stroud and Mpendukana (2009) 
introduced the notion of material ethnography to deal with the intersecting worlds of place, 
object and semiosis, but focussed primarily on the material circumstances and consequences 
for modalities and forms of inscription and language choice. The notion dealt less with how 
the ‘human’ interacted with, and is co-authored by the materiality of and placement of 
signage and artefacts in general.   
 
Among other implications, this has led to a narrow focus in LL research on accounting for 
the meaning and the (local) origin of LL (similar to the Conversation Analysis methodology 
of focussing on the interaction out of context) rather than asking, for example, how we as 
persons are authored by a variety of ontologies in place – including emplaced inscriptions at 
great spatio-temporal distance from where we stand. A posthumanist perspective on LL 
would start from the premise that 

 
the understandable, accountable, justifiable character of human praxis depends upon 
a chain of agencies embodied in and enacted by a plethora of different entities with 
different ontologies: objects, cultures, norms, ideologies, discourses, signs, texts, 
images take part in making meanings and shaping human praxis, each one as an 
“actant in its own right” (Caronia and Mortari, 2015: 405). 
 

An epistemological stance inclusive of the posthuman in LL also has methodological 
consequences. For example, one of the prima facie modes of approaching semiotic 
landscapes is to ask about the local meaning of the scape in its local context. Much 
discussion and contention has been generated in the field as to how to reliably elicit the 
‘local’ meaning and the intention of the (human) author or sign-maker. Malinowski (2009) 
in a perceptive paper has already ‘warned’ that signs in place, just as signs anywhere, take 
on a Butlerian excitability, and that the reading of a sign may offer as many readings as 
there are iterated ‘replications’ and readings. However, if LLs are multi-layered, recursive 
and spatio-temporally distributed ‘events’, comprising a variety of authoring agents, how do 
we as immediate participants deal with the orchestration and multi-sensorality of what we 
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experience in the LL. What degree of ‘awareness’ do we have as immediate participants in 
semiotic place – not only as readers with particular positionalities, but as authors and 
authored? Knowing and accounting for the meaning of a semiotic landscape becomes a 
problem of hearing, disentangling and re-entangling the many ‘voices’ that may have gone 
into creating the landscape. This is a problem of the indeterminacy of meaning more 
generally, including, importantly, the unplanned, unintended meanings that surface over 
time as constellations of objects and perspectives shift (cf. Malinowski, 2010). Thus, rather 
than searching for a singular intention behind how we are reading a sign, should we not 
rather be generating a force-field of possible meanings and readings? Some of the readings – 
as with the ‘traces’ condensed into post-apartheid narratives of place, would be saturated 
with semiotic instability as we inhabit the same place but do so from very different positions 
of ‘condensation’ (e.g. ‘black pain’ versus ‘white tears’). And would this not merit putting a 
greater degree of trust in the accounts provided by the analyst? After all, analysts have the 
advantage of viewing moments of engagement across longer time spans and from 
coordinating perspectives of different participants into a more holistic and theoretically 
informed retrospective.  
 
Caronia and Mortari (2015) have posed this very concern as a general problem for research 
from a posthumanist perspective. They note how “analytical approaches programmatically 
rooted in members’ local interactions do not deal with all the possible ways in which things 
have or may have agency” (407, italics in original). They speak of the ‘agency of unmarked 
objects’ in reference to the agency of things that do not appear as explicitly mentioned or 
directly visible in impacting on non-discursive practices. They conclude that using both a 
human interactive point of view as well as a point of view from objects (i.e. posthumanist 
subjects) means accepting the “analyst’s point of view which may not necessarily coincide 
with the members/interactants’ point of view or priority”. And, citing Nicolini (2009: 1407), 
they speak of ‘textures of practice’ distributed among artefacts and human beings (417). 
Ultimately, this means that people may not really know (or be able to know) what they are 
reading and why they are reading it that way (i.e. what has authored them as reader). Would 
therefore psychoanalysis as a mode of inquiry8 not be a promising methodology for 
posthumanist LL research? Psychoanalysis as methodology, according to Highmore (2007) 
can be seen as a practice, a form of listening, of allowing voices to speak, of establishing a 
scene of communication that allows the unconscious to signify. In the specific case of 
apartheid or zombie landscapes, but more generally in landscape analysis, Highmore’s point 
on how psychoanalysis recognizes the past in the present and encourages an approach to 
landscape as layered and entangled semiotic spaces. In the end, we think our analysis of 
‘zombie landscape’ is contributing to a posthumanist perspective on linguistic landscape that 
offers a perspective on the human through the lens of objects and the undead. 
 
 

----------------- 
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