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ABSTRACT 
This study focuses on the way in which Willem Boshoff aesthetically con-

cretized the historical memories of Afrikaners and their influence on their 

notion of power and identity formation. For this purpose a selection was made 

of Boshoff’s language-based conceptual installations. During the colonial and 

apartheid eras South Africa had a long history, which was characterized by 

people in power who encountered other population groups from a vantage 

point of superiority implying subjection. This implied that the particular in-

terests of the people in power were generalized across the whole of society 

and imposed on all population groups as generalized interests. Where the in-

dividual interests did not correspond to the general interests of society in its 

totality, the interests of the individual were negated and ignored. It can there-

fore be stated that the utopia of those in power became the proverbial hell of 

the other. 

The study emanates from Ricoeur’s plea for a critical and imaginative en-

counter with history so that other perspectives on traumatic events can be 

developed. Such an approach creates the possibility of opening up the unreal-

ized promises of the past for the present and leading to the future. It further 

proceeds from the assumption that if we are faithful to the past, we will also be 

faithful to “the more” of the past or that which transcends the past. My ap-

proach is in line with that of Verbeeck, who – tying in with Ricoeur – ad-

vocated an anachronistic encounter with and interpretation of history.  

What is meant by aesthetic concretization in this study is that Willem Boshoff 

conceptually expresses his artistic interpretation and visual manifestation of 

philosophical ideas on Afrikaners’ memories of power and identity. He makes 

real (real-ises) and gives shape to these philosophical ideas. For this purpose 

three dates in the historical narratives of Afrikaners were selected, which had 

an important impact on Afrikaners’ notions of power and identity formation:  

31 May 1902 –The end of the Anglo-Boer War and the demise of the Boer 

Republics and the freedom of Afrikaners; 

31 May 1961 – The formation of the Republic of South Africa under the 

leadership of the National Party, and 
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27 April 1994 – The first democratic elections in South Africa, and the 

Afrikaners’ total loss of power. 

The reading and interpretation of Boshoff’s installations were undertaken with-

in the framework of Adorno’s dialectical distinction in his aesthetic theory be-

tween the Inhalt and the Gehalt of works of art. Adorno regards everything 

that appears in the work of art, viz. everything that the artist gives form to, as 

Inhalt [content]. Gehalt, on the other hand, refers to the truth content of works 

of art, which according to him resides in the specific negation [German: 

bestimmte Negation] of the untruth of an inhuman society.  

For Adorno bestimmte Negation signifies a break both with that which exists 

[in other words a negation of the predominance of a false reality] and with the 

continuity between the present and the future [the salvation of the moment or 

element which holds promise of something, which goes beyond that which 

exists, and refers to something better]. In Adorno’s view works of art are tho-

roughly historically determined. According to Adorno the history of society is 

sedimented in the material, the constellations and the form elements of works 

of art. What is meant by this is that the artistic material which an artist [in this 

study Boshoff] utilizes, is not only words, pigments, or rock, but is everything 

that is pre-formed by history that the artist uses. Because history sediments in 

the material and because the material of a work of art is taken from reality, but 

in a fragmented fashion, the work of art becomes a monad – that is auto-

nomous and windowless, because the work of art, apparantly, has no links to 

or relationships with recognizable reality or with other works of art.  

I argue that the exposé of the memories of Afrikaners of cultural and political 

domination, with historical narratives as a source, and the influence of these 

on their visions of power and identity, offers a framework for the reading and 

interpretation of selected installations. In these selected installations, Boshoff 

offers immanent criticism of the above unequal power relations and con-

comitant views of identity. Through striving for the harmonious and the good 

as ethical and aesthetic principles in his installations focused on social inter-

action, he makes a contribution to the creation of a more humanitarian so-

ciety. 



 iv 

KEY WORDS 

Willem Boshoff, Adorno, Ricoeur, memories, power, identity, aesthetic 

concretization, neo-Marxism, postcolonial critique, historical consciousness, 

Afrikaners.  



 v 

OPSOMMING 

Hierdie studie fokus op die wyse waarop Willem Boshoff Afrikaners se his-

toriese herinneringe en die invloed daarvan op hul magsbeskouinge en iden-

titeitsvorming esteties gekonkretiseer het. Vir hierdie doel is 'n seleksie uit 

Boshoff se taalgebaseerde konseptuele installasies gekies. Suid-Afrika het 'n 

lang geskiedenis tydens die koloniale en apartheidseras wat gekenmerk is 

deur maghebbers wat alle ander bevolkingsgroepe vanuit 'n meerderwaardige 

blik van onderwerping ontmoet het. Dit het ingehou dat die partikuliere be-

lange van die maghebbers oor die hele samelewing veralgemeen is en dus as 

veralgemeende belange op alle bevolkingsgroepe afgedwing is. Waar indivi-

duele belange nie inpas by die “algemene” belange van die samelewing as 

totaliteit nie, is die individu se belange ontken en geïgnoreer. Gevolglik kan 

gestel word dat die utopie van die maghebbers die spreekwoordelike hel van 

die ander was. 

Aansluiting is gevind by Ricoeur se pleidooi vir 'n kritiese en verbeeldingryke 

omgang met die geskiedenis sodat ander perspektiewe op traumatiese ge-

beurtenisse ontwikkel kan word. So 'n benadering skep die moontlikheid om 

onverwerklikte beloftes van die verlede vir die hede op pad na die toekoms 

oop te maak. Dit kom daarop neer dat as ons getrou aan die verlede is, is ons 

ook getrou aan die “meer” van die verlede. Die benadering van Verbeeck wat 

‘n anachronistiese omgang met en interpretasie van die geskiedenis bepleit, 

en wat ek ook in hierdie studie benut, sluit by die benadering van Ricoeur aan.  

Wat in hierdie studie bedoel word met estetiese konkretisering is dat Boshoff 

sy artistieke interpretasies en visuele vormgewing van filosofiese idees oor 

Afrikaners se herinneringe aan mag en identiteit konseptueel tot uitdrukking 

bring. Hy ver-werklik en ver-beeld met ander woorde hierdie filosofiese idees. 

Vir hierdie doel is drie datums in die Afrikaners se historiese narratiewe uit-

gesonder wat ‘n belangrike rol in hul magsbeskouing en identiteitsvorming ge-

speel het: 

31 Mei 1902 – Die beëindiging van die Anglo-Boereoorlog en die verlies van 

    die Boererepublieke en die vryheid van die Afrikaners; 

31 Mei 1961 – Republiekwording onder leiding van die Nasionale Party; 
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27 April 1994 – Die eerste demokratiese verkiesing in Suid-Afrika toe  

     Afrikaners alle mag verloor het. 

Die lees en interpretasie van Boshoff se installasies is gedoen binne die 

struktuur van Adorno se dialektiese onderskeid tussen die Inhalt en die Gehalt 

van kunswerke in sy estetiese teorie. Adorno beskou alles wat in die kuns-

werk voorkom, met ander woorde alles wat die kunstenaar uitbeeld, as Inhalt 

[inhoud]. Met Gehalt verwys hy na die waarheidsinhoud van kunswerke wat 

vir hom geleë is in die spesifieke negasie [Duits: bestimmte Negation] van die 

onwaarheid van 'n onmenslike samelewing.  

Bestimmte Negation dui vir Adorno op sowel ‘n breuk met die bestaande [met 

ander woorde ‘n afwysing van die oorwig van die valse werklikheid] asook op 

‘n kontinuïteit tussen die hede en die toekoms [die “redding” van die moment 

of element wat belofte inhou van iets wat verby die bestaande na iets beters 

verwys]. Kunswerke is vir Adorno deur en deur histories bepaald. Die geskie-

denis van die samelewing sedimenteer in kunswerke se materiaal, konstel-

lasies en vormelemente. Wat hiermee bedoel word, is dat die artistieke mate-

riaal nie net die woorde, pigmente of klip is wat die kunstenaar [in hierdie 

studie Boshoff] gebruik nie, dit is alles wat die kunstenaar gebruik wat deur 

die geskiedenis gepreformeer word. Omdat die geskiedenis in die materiaal 

sedimenteer en omdat die kunswerk se materiaal uit die bestaande werklik-

heid gehaal word, maar op ‘n gefragmenteerde wyse, word die kunswerk ‘n 

monade – dit is outonoom en vensterloos want die kunswerk het op die oog af 

nie verbande met ‘n herkenbare werklikheid of met ander kunswerke nie. 

Ek argumenteer dat die blootlegging van Afrikaners se herinneringe aan 

kulturele en politieke dominasie met historiese narratiewe as bron, en die in-

vloed daarvan op hul mags- en identiteitsbeskouinge, 'n raamwerk bied vir die 

lees en interpretasie van die gekose installasies. In hierdie gekose installasies 

lewer Boshoff immanente kritiek oor bogenoemde ongelyke magsverhoudinge 

en gepaardgaande identiteitsbeskouinge. Deur die harmonieuse en goeie as 

etiese en estetiese beginsels na te streef in sy installasies wat op sosiale 

interaksie gefokus is, werk hy mee aan die skep van 'n mensliker samelewing.  
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