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The Point of Sharp Things
Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff
Harvard University

Even the most functional, most ordinary of objects summon us in ways that
exceed their evident, given purposes. It is not merely that they bear within them the
value — the use value, the exchange value, the symbolic value — with which they have
been invested, wittingly or unwittingly. Nor even that they “matter” as physical
embodiments of the social worlds whence they come, in which they circulate (Butler
1993). It is also that, as things, they are always-already “scripted,” entreating us to
further interactions with them (Bernstein 2011:11-12). Their materiality calls out to us in
culturally-specific — although never rigidly dictated — ways, issuing invitations to action
that enlist us as subjects. Objects invite us, dare us, taunt us, seduce us to engage with
them in specific sorts of ways, making us complicit in what appear to be their designs.
Yet for all this, pace Bruno Latour, they do not have agency in and of themselves. To
the contrary, agency, identity, and affect are produced in the process of our traffic with
things, in our ongoing encounter with the very stuff of everyday existence (Bernstein
ibid.), in the quotidian counterpoint of subjects and objects that constructs them both.

Take, for instance, the thing its makers call Eina. It is, literally, a cutting-edge
South African device designed to protect property and people from intruders.” A singular
fusion of the menacing and the comely, the brutal and the beautiful. Eina consists of
rows of galvanized “metal fingers, twisted over 1.5m lengths [of barbed wire] to simulate

branches and twigs.” Those metal fingers are “serious, razor sharp security spikes” that

! Eina Ivy Security Spikes (www.eina-ivy.co.za); accessed 23/30/2012. Eina is manufactured in
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, by Eina Ivy Manufacturing cc.



are said nonetheless to be “very pleasing to the eye.” Coated in green, they are covered
with synthetic leaves, “available in variegated ivy or solid vine.” The wire is laid in such a
ways as to snake along the tops and sides of walls, fences, and gateways — “domestic,
commercial, or industrial” — marking out the contours of private property with the
aesthetic of the private estate. Part devils’ teeth, part faux horticulture, Eina is billed as
a cunning camouflage. “Beauty can be deceptive,” its manufacturers tell us. While
‘environmentally safe” — “it will not harm the birds” — their product is also “extremely
dangerous and not easily seen at night time.”

Eina’s artful foliage, then, is entwined with a crude, thinly-veiled threat. Despite
the claims to the contrary made for it, there is something disturbingly unnatural about
those regimented rows of leaves. They unsettle the viewer, compelling a second look. It
is as if the contrivance itself gives a knowing wink: “Don’t even think of it!” Eina, note, is
the Afrikaans for “Ouch!” It is an exclamation of pain, an infantile onomatopoeic — some
say that it derives etymologically from the San of the Kalahari, from é+na — that
captures a sudden sting, a sharp hurt. It may also evoke a bluff, a playful truth-or-dare.
But what is the game here? What thorny encounter is being anticipated along those
fault-lines, those beguilingly leafy borders that mark off private property from public
space in contemporary South Africa?

The final days of apartheid, its death-throes, were not lacking in violence. But
they did not occasion the bloody apocalypse foreseen by generations of South Africans.
Being part of a planetary geopolitical shift that brought to a close the Cold War — and,
with it, the triumph of the global capitalist economy — liberation here came hand-in-hand

with neoliberalization, the pageantry of truth-and-reconciliation with a hardening



commitment to market-led development. Political transformation, the morphing of a
notorious racial state into a constitutional democracy, was not accompanied by a
parallel restructuring of the economy. Empowerment efforts, for which read the
redistribution of assets, might have stimulated the emergence of a small class of very
wealthy black South Africans, the so-called “black diamonds.” But the country soon
showed symptoms common in other industrial societies across the neoliberal world: a
drastic reduction of the workforce, the growing casualization of labor, sharply rising
unemployment, and a widening gulf between rich and poor — even by the grotesque
standards of the apartheid years. The heightened visibility of the destitute and homeless
mocked new-found expectations of entitlement and inclusion, fostering frustration,
especially among those most dramatically disadvantaged: the young and
undereducated. Left stranded, above all, were young African men, who were less able
than their female counterparts to draw on social grants or ply informal trade. Upsurges
of anger and impatience were expressed in urgent street politics; also in macho
populism, violence against women, xenophobic attacks, and witch purges. Meanwhile, a
vibrant criminal economy waxed in the space between expectation and fulfilment,
serving both as a mundane mode of production and as a curt riposte to the rule of law —
which appeared, as before, to protect the privileged. In the upshot, talk of a society in
disarray, of a world in disorder, gained traction across the social spectrum of a nation
not yet worthy of that term.

Many old elites, and some new fellow-travelers, see the so-called “crime wave”
as a stifled civil war, an expression of racial revenge, a means of settling scores left

unrequited by the advent of constitutional democracy; this despite all evidence to the



contrary. Most whites regard it, too, as a sign of the weakness and corruption of the new
majority regime. Bereft of the protection they enjoyed in the past, they feel themselves
uniquely vulnerable to lawlessness, rage, violence, disorder. Their position is sharply
equivocal: a large number remain deeply attached, as “white Africans,” to the land, its
history and its mode of life. They draw confidence from the frail, avuncular figure of
Nelson Mandela, asserting their right to a place in the new nation and to the retention of
their capital — all be they the spoils of apartheid privilege. But, despite their bluff resolve,
their insecurity is palpable. They are haunted by fear: not merely by the expectation of
assault on persons and property, but by a barely repressed sense that crime cannot be
divorced from inequality; that it indicts their own wealth, still so tangibly evident on the
landscape. They suffer, too, from a gnawing awareness that the majority sees their
property as brute theft.

It is this environment, then, that has given birth to Eina, a comic footnote to the
rise of a mighty industry and a spirited “war on crime,” itself an allegory for continuing, if
unnamed, class struggle. Eina‘s menacing foliage expresses an unresolved
ambivalence between the right to private property and an acknowledgment of the
inevitable assault on privilege. It anticipates the insouciant vault over the garden wall,
the mundane seizure, by the multitude, of the means of survival. We are Waiting for the
Barbarians (Coetzee 1982), says Eina, In paraphrase, ‘We defy their efforts to
intimidate us. Our displacement might be inescapable. But we insist in going down in
style.” Thus does the metaphysic of disorder mark the socioscape of contemporary
South Africa, a land of sublime beauty and barely concealed violence, a land of

energetic aspiration and irretrievable cynicism, a nation-in-becoming not yet at one with,



at home with, itself.
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