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reaction is laughter with empathy; it seems impossible 
not to imagine the taste of a mouth-full of salt, or sugar. 
Slapstick comedy in cinema or in theatre has made ready 
use of the comic potential offered by the circumstance 
that the two elements look alike but taste radically differ-
ent and provoke opposite gustative reactions. The comic 
effects and suspense created in anticipation of startled 
reactions when sugar is inadvertently taken for salt (or 
vice versa) are endless. 

Widening the metaphoric scope covered by the two 
incompatible substances beyond humor to other cul-
tural expressions¹¹ brings the awareness that language 
(meaning all speech acts or the faculty of language in 
itself) has sensed a great wealth of idiomatic expressions 
linked to sugar and salt. Language has enriched itself with 
uncountable nuances expressing the perfidious discrep-
ancies between appearances and intrinsic identity, or 

fallacious reasoning provoked by things that don’t meet 
the eye.¹² The complexities and the richness of these 
idioms are augmented by the fact that they coincide with 
questions of taste and all the subjective connotations 
accompanying it: gustative, aesthetic, sentimental, choice 
of agency, values etc. 

Sugar and salt seen as raw materials have a historical 
dimension. The historian cannot do other than remember 
that wars have been fought over the possession of salt-
mines.¹³ The economy of nation-states was based on the 
wealth coming from such resources. A large part of the 
colonial quest was that for the acquisition of land, for the 
plantation of crops such as sugar cane. In South Africa, 
the history of the Natal province is heavily under the 
shadow of this aspect of colonization.¹⁴ 

Playing on an awareness of all these registers, Shadi, 
in her introductory notes quoted above, references the 
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YOUR MOTHER-TONGUE ¹: 
translation and intergenerational humor in the 
work of South-African artist Lerato Shadi

“The video SUGAR & SALT shows a mother and daughter who are licking sugar and salt from 
each other’s tongues. Sugar being licked and consumed off the mother’s tongue and salt off the 
daughter’s tongue. The backdrop is of a romanticized ornamental pattern. The scenery acts as 
a vanishing point for the camera lens, at the same time the pattern creates a border between 
the two generations. The video looks at inter-generational relationships and narratives while 
using two substances – one a carbohydrate and the other a mineral – that look the same but 
are structurally different to thematize the interaction off screen.” Lerato Shadi (1979)² The 
artist’s own notes written to accompany the 6-minute video seem an apt introduction to this 
work with the title Sugar & Salt (fig. 1-6) produced in 2014.³ In order to articulate the com-
plexity referred to by the notions “inter-generational relationships”, by “interaction off screen”, 
or even “carbohydrate” and “mineral”, Sugar & Salt needs to be embedded in a larger narrative 
by unraveling the dialogue it is part of and by contextualizing it within South-African contem-
porary art and literature. 

EQUIVOCAL HUMOR IN SOUTH AFRICA
Scholarly attention to humor in the larger South-
African context has developed a habit of quoting 

one of the famed comic strips produced in South Africa. 
Depending on the analyst’s intent, he/she will refer to 
either the more “nation-building” cartoons like Madam 
& Eve, or the political satire by Zapiro, both notorious 
portraits of South African post-Apartheid society. More 
narrowly, within the contemporary art field, “humor” has 
come to denote an attitude creating daredevil misunder-
standings⁴, either by satirical image or by play on words. 
These pranks provoke the gullible public into over-re-
acting as soon as the word “race”⁵ is pronounced, or 
narcissistic political figures are tricked into threatening 
with censorship⁶, upon which the question of freedom of 
expression can be debated yet again; both concerns have 
as a result obtained wide media attention. Works of this 
genre, feeding on puns and parody, strike the viewer as 
most tragically unfunny. They even seem to betray signs 
of essential lack of humor and deliberate quarrelsome-
ness on all sides.

Less provocative, humor is an often-used tool in 
search of identity questions.⁷ South-Africa counts several 
extremely successful works by artists with a great 
gift for the comic situation⁸: language-based satirical 
comment on local or global questions⁹, the art field¹⁰ or 
the paradoxical situation of South Africa on the verge 
of toppling back and forth between the status of a third 
world country and/or a player on the neo-capitalistic 
global scene. These works bear all the defining features 
of comedy, but they are inextricably caught up in the 
political.

SUGAR AND SALT, A BINARY TO BE SUBVERTED
In this context, then, why show a home video by a young 
artist, Lerato Shadi, and her mother, licking salt and sugar 
off each other’s tongues? The humor, of course lies in the 
literal interpretation of the expression “mother tongue”, 
the uncomfortable witnessing of the absurdly comic ex-
ercise of tongue licking accompanied by the protagonist’s 
facial expressions, reflexes triggered by the stimulation 
of their taste buds, and provoking involuntary grimaces. 
The performers themselves are sharing giggles, poking 
fun at each other, enjoying the absurdness of the situa-
tion. The primary colors of the clothing, joyful stripes and 
blocks, the bonnet, the colorful patterned background 
tell the viewer that this is a pleasant situation; it feels as 
though laughter is allowed. The spontaneous individual 
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fig. 1-6) “Sugar and Salt”, video-stills, Lerato Shadi, (CC BY-NC-ND 
4.0) – 2014
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Recent contributions by two unrelated bodies of 
research by Barbara Cassin²² and Carli Coetzee²³ have 
explored the fertile phenomenon of the untranslatable. 
Coetzee identifies the gesture of enduring and tolerating 
the untranslatable as an activist attitude, interpreting 
a gesture resisting the impulse to translate as a brave 
stance, admitting the underlying frustration held in the 
incompatibility of culturally loaded situations. The true 
work of “ending” Apartheid can only begin if we admit 
to these mutually incompatible needs inherent in use 
of language. Cassin’s latest book has the title “Éloge de 
la traduction” but is actually a treatise in praise of the 
untranslatable and the unknowable.

Lerato Shadi puts it more bluntly: “You do not get to 
demand an explanation”²⁴, signifying that you do not get 
to colonize²⁵ the meaning of this piece. It is a question of 
power relations: the colonizer has always reserved the 
right to define culture and knowledge, and to oblige his 
subjects to express themselves in his idiom. In this case 
the receptive onlooker may read that, if a translation is 
not forthcoming, he/she will then have to pay attention 
and do the guesswork. In Sugar & Salt the absence of 
translation does not have an aggressive undertone, con-
veying instead an atmosphere of tenderness and togeth-
erness, it is possible to imagine the meaning of the words: 
gentle complaint, poking fun, tasting. Sugar & Salt takes 
the question of language specificity to the home front; 
Shadi insists that the textile background should refer-
ence an indoor situation. She actually chose this exact 
red tissue because it is one used by both herself and her 
mother.²⁶ She could not even remember who had owned 
it first. The dialogue (and fun-making) operates over the 
generation gap while it also seems to feed on it. Each 
protagonist inhabiting one half of the frame becomes a 
mirror image of the other. Identified by Shadi as two van-
ishing points, this choreography introduces the idea of a 
perspective that might span several generations. Shadi 
has spoken of her great-grandmother in this context²⁷, 
becoming aware of the fact that her ability to celebrate 
world-acclaimed personalities like Nelson Mandela is for 
her subject to the fact of celebrating her own ancestor, 
who is of the same age group as Mandela. In the video 
the artist and her mother stand for the long line of female 
ancestors who carried the lineage over generations and 
through the very daunting years of Apartheid. Shadi is 
very conscious of the fact that she would not have been 
standing here if it were not for the courageous day-to-
day survival of her ancestor. Lerato Shadi specifies that 
sugar is being licked off the mother’s tongue, and salt of 
the daughter’s, giving the more daunting task to the elder 
family member. Obviously the plot of this film was the 
daughter’s idea, but the mother seems to take advantage 
of the situation by slipping in advice (... about nutrition? ... 
some philosophy about sugar and salt? – The non-Setswa-
na onlooker can only guess). At the end of the six minutes 
it is the mother who assumes the role of the director, 
adopting the language of cinema she announces “cut”, the 
daughter acquiesces “cut”.

chemical composition, carbohydrate versus mineral, 
which means that they are radically different on a mo-
lecular level stemming from opposite elemental sources. 
The two condiments are nondescript, colorless, odorless, 
inconspicuous, minute, neutral looking: an undefined 
mass of uniform granules – the individual grain loses its 
identity in a chemical all-over effect of sameness, almost 
like atoms before planets were formed. The only way 
to know which is which is by taking a leap of faith, and 
actually, physically tasting. In this playful video, can the 
viewer deduce that the “values” of sugar and salt are 
erected into monumental importance by some kind of 
nonsensical mocking “universal” wisdom? By the same 
gesture mocking the notion of “universal” itself? One 
minute colorless and inconspicuous grain of conglom-
erated atoms is able to subvert questions of planetary 
dimensions.

LIKE LICKING YOUR MOTHER TONGUE
Subversion comes in many different forms in Lerato 
Shadi’s work. Wording, for example, is in Setswana, her 
mother tongue. Throughout the years she has consist-
ently explored the literalness of the idiom “mother 
tongue” by a long series of performances with the title 
Leleme (2014).¹⁵ In these performances – sometimes 
referred to as dance solos – movement, skin, the entire 
body seems to become a tongue-like organism. Shadi 
speaks of the physical experience of language in the colo-
nized situation – the experience that she describes as the 
obligation to “use foreign language to write yourself”.¹⁶ 
She has enacted extreme performances where the body 
is put to the test as to its ability to stretch and bend to the 
demands of such an exercise. These writing performances 
last for several days, and sometimes oblige the viewer to 

REDNESS
Seeing that the non-Setswana onlooker does not under-
stand the meaning of the verbal exchange, the comical 
does not rely on the wording – even though the pro-
tagonists poke fun at each other, the wording or their 
wittiness does not add to the funniness of the situation. 
In absence of semantic understanding the onlooker pays 
more attention to other forms of expression, turning to 
something that overrides spoken language. As mentioned 
above, he/she is obliged to depend on body language, 
facial expression, previous gustative experience and 
known language idioms. Attention is drawn to the signifi-
cation of color.

Asked to contribute remarks on her consistent use 
of the color red in her work²⁸, Lerato Shadi points out 
that red is connected to the corporal, the physicality of 
the body and, thereby, to blood. This aspect connects it 
to violence. She means violence in many forms: everyday 
racism, common misogyny, when we feel discrimination 
as a violent physical blow. This violence goes like a thread 
through work and thought. It is the same violence that 
prompts Shadi to resist translation altogether, when it is 
not possible to translate the lived experience behind a 
specific word.

Another South African, Zakes Mda (1948)²⁹, has used 
red as a consistent metaphor throughout the novel The 
Heart of Redness (2002). Mda opposes “redness” as a met-
aphor of African traditional culture and identity to the 
colonizer’s unmindfulness and translates it into a positive 
affirmation of African identity and, on the representation 
level, into a self-image. Humor in his novel bears many 
parallels with Shadi’s approach. Society in The Heart of 
Redness is split amongst “Believers” and “Unbelievers”, 
carrying their deliberate obstinate disagreement to a 
high level of absurdity. The two fighting family factions 
disagree throughout the complex history of pre-colonial 
Africa, the colonial period, Apartheid (which Mda refers 
to as the “middle generations”), and finally post-Apart-
heid South Africa. Maintaining the rancor spanning 
several generations, Mda exposes nonsensical systematic 
opposition as unsustainable within a changing society 
as a steadily argued point of view may have the opposite 
effect two generations later (crossing it out so to say). 
By this interweaving gesture Mda operates a systematic 
breakdown of dualistic thought patterns.

BEYOND BINARIES
After all this, can we still speak of sugar and salt as a 
binary? Comically speaking: is it not a false binary, seeing 
we cannot tell them apart? Dualisms are of course at the 
heart of the segregated Apartheid society, and today’s 
South Africans still carry this legacy. But young artists 
seem to work at perfecting the art of transforming dual-
isms into triads, triangulating past feuds, working at an 
enacted, embodied form of wisdom³⁰. Sugar & Salt starts 
from a binary witticism (mineral versus carbohydrate) 
and progressively disrupts the power of language, making 
nonsense abound with sense in an embodied comedy 

perform the same gesture.¹⁷ In other performances Shadi 
has enacted and materialized the gesture of breathing 
by capturing six hours of her exhaled breath in balloons. 
The balloons or breath (supposedly also the breath of the 
speech act) progressively invade the space shared with 
other humans.¹⁸

One recent video work, Moremogolo (Go betlwa wa 
taola) (2016)¹⁹ juxtaposes three striking images: the 
artist swallowing earth to the point of gagging on it, a 
red figure, the dancer/choreographer Sello Pesa, a spirit 
of resistance in skin-tight costume erring in a landscape, 
and, thirdly, the artist winding a length of red thread 
around her tongue until the mouth is filled with it (fig 
7 and 8). Just when the onlooker fears that she will not 
be able to breathe, the artist spits out the formless mass 
of thread. Thread as a metaphor for language has come 
up in a great number of Shadi’s works. The trilogy of 
images in Moremogolo references practices for punish-
ing and dominating slaves and their cultural identity, of 
which mouth and language are central. Shadi had read 
that slaves had been known to swallow earth in order 
to commit suicide. The slave owner would endeavor to 
prevent this loss of capital by covering the mouth of the 
slaves with a mask. In Moremogolo, questions of mother 
tongue acquire dramatic connotations, but, as announced 
right from the start in Shadi’s abstract introducing Sugar 
& Salt, this dark side is left “off screen”. This space beyond 
the frame is where Shadi positions a noteworthy part of 
the interaction.

In the video Sugar & Salt, Shadi does not provide a 
translation for the words a smiling mother and daughter 
speak to each other. The first images of the video show 
only the red symmetrically patterned background and 
we hear the voices of the performers, before mother and 
daughter enter the frame. The film ends with a similar 
empty image and the same off-screen voices. This is 
what Shadi refers to as the two “vanishing points”. By not 
translating the dialogue, pronounced in a language that 
the major percentage of the general art-going public does 
not understand, she confronts the spectator with an un-
mediated situation (a form of interaction that Shadi has 
developed in a performance she calls u’titled (2013)).²⁰ 
The onlooker might experience this gesture as violent: a 
violent exclusion. Or, at any rate, he/she will feel excluded 
if his/her opinion is that art is supposed to do everything 
in its power to be understandable, to communicate 
clearly and deliver an unequivocal message. Within the 
complex cultural landscape of South Africa, a country 
which since 1994 counts 11 official languages, a country 
where the choice of language as teaching medium has 
lead to protests with lethal consequences in 1976 and 
which since 2015 experiences a resurgence of the same 
frustration in the form of country-wide student protests, 
the concept “mother tongue” holds connotations of pent 
up emotional exasperation.²¹ Within this turmoil Shadi 
positions herself resolutely as a member of the Setswana 
culture, staging her point of view from a humorous inter-
generational perspective.

fig. 7 and 8) “ Moremogolo (Go Betlwa Wa Taola)”: 
video-stills, Lerato Shadi, (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) – 2016
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(body-language and facial expression). Humor in Shadi’s 
work relies on three elements: generation, language, and 
“redness”. Shadi seems to say three things within the 
interwoven interplay of these three, not one of them can 
be removed without the comic collapsing. To achieve this 
triangulation or multiplication, this essential complexi-
fication, Shadi joins a long line of female artists who are 
aware of the revolutionary power of laughter.³¹ Laughter 
becomes a metaphor for radical transformation: the 

viewer must want, at least briefly, to emancipate him- or 
herself from “normal representation”. Laughter is first 
and foremost a communal response. Humor is used as a 
trigger, a method to startle the onlooker out of his/her 
own personal cultural comfort zone: values and tastes 
are passed from one generation to the next – in Sugar & 
Salt this is acted out literally, almost as though it were a 
cultural misunderstanding: a way with words is put to the 
test by gustative taste, an essentially bodily experience. l
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Sugar & Salt (2014), a video by Lerato Shadi, shows the artist and her mother, licking salt and sugar off each other’s tongues. 
The humor, of course lies in the literal interpretation of the expression “mother tongue”, the uncomfortable witnessing of 
the absurdly comic exercise of tongue licking accompanied by the protagonist’s facial expressions, reflexes triggered by the 
stimulation of their taste buds, provoking involuntary grimaces. Wording in Shadi’s work is in Setswana, her mother tongue, 
Shadi does not provide a translation; she confronts the spectator with an unmediated situation. Within the complex cultural 
landscape of South Africa, a country which since 1994 counts 11 official languages, a country where the choice of language 
as teaching medium has lead to protests with lethal consequences in 1976 and which since 2015 experiences a resurgence of 
the same frustration in the form of country-wide student protests, the word “mother tongue” holds connotations of pent up 
emotional exasperation. Within this turmoil Shadi positions herself resolutely as a member of the Setswana culture, discover-
ing the revolutionary power of laughter, staging her point of view from a humorous intergenerational perspective. Humor in 
Sugar & Salt in a paradoxical contradiction aims at the complexification of binary thinking patterns.
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2017 – The photographs and the video still are licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution- NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 
International Public License. (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 INT)
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