
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any 
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of 
the publisher.

Exhibition held at the Market Photo Workshop.

2 President Street Newtown
Entrance Bus Factory
Johannesburg 2001
PO Box 8656 Johannesburg 2000

+27 11 834 1444 T
+27 11 834 1447 F

www.marketphotoworkshop.co.za
info@marketphotoworkshop.co.za

Market Photo Workshop is a division 
of The Market Theatre Foundation

Sisonke Sex Worker Movement- is a national movement for 
sex workers run by sex workers for sex workers across South 
Africa that was launched in 2003. 
www.sweat.org.za/ www.africansexworkeralliance.org

African Center for Migration and Society (ACMS)- formerly 
known as the Forced Migrations Studies Programme- is based 
at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, 
South Africa.
www.migration.org.za.

Projects Team:
John Fleetwood, Lekgetho Makola, Molemo Moiloa, Bekie Ntini, 
Bafana Zembe, Bongani Njalo, Tiffany Mentoor & Hideko Ono

Text:
Elsa Oliveira, Quinten Williams & Molemo Moiloa

Publication design:
Dahlia Maubane Volume 44

A participatory photography project with migrant sex workers



VOLUME 44
A participatory photography project with migrant sex workers

INTRODUCTION          

Contributions from participants
Primrose           
Chantel           
Skara           
Kefi loe           
Thandi           
Andile           
Buella           
Babymez          
Modise

PARTNERSHIP AND PARTICIPATION  
Elsa Oliveira          

Contributions from participants
Timzela           
Sithembile          
Teresa            
Tafadzwa          
Sandira           
Khensy           
Lulu           
Poppy           
Honey           
Nina           

ON TRAINING VOICE, AND THE PROCESS OF SPEAKING UP    
Quinten Williams           
   
QUESTIONING ADVOCACY
A discussion between partners in the project.      

2

8
16
24
31
38
46
54
60
67

74

78
88
96

104
114
122
129
136
143
150

156

162



2 3

Introduction

“Volume 44” is the phrase used by Sisonke members to 
say “Speak Up, we can’t hear you”. Sisonke is an advocacy 
organisation that represents the rights of Sex Workers 
in South Africa and lobbies for decriminalisation of sex 
work and usually the phrase is used in their safe space 
education workshops. Saying “Volume 44” therefore means 
saying “express yourself, we are listening, we believe in 
your right to speak your mind and heart”.

In the context of the Volume 44 exhibition and 
associated publication, the term reflects on the role 
of creative production in enabling and engaging with 
expression, advocacy and training. This publication is an 
accompaniment to the exhibition and project as a whole. 
It seeks to extend the dialogue for anyone interested in 
the role of creative production in its broader society and 
the possibilities, in this case, of sex worker advocacy, 
photography training and academia to come together.

Volume 44 is a body of work that was produced during a 
year-long participatory workshop project with migrant sex 
workers living in inner-city Johannesburg and in Musina. 
It is informed by the project Working the City1  conducted 
in 2010 - a project that worked specifically with migrant 
women sex workers that lived and worked in urban spaces 
in South Africa.  Through a participatory photography 
methodology, this project aims to document the under-
represented voices and experiences of South African and 
foreign-born individuals engaged in the sex industry in 
South Africa.

Here you will find the photographs along with captions and 
narrative stories of 19 participants as well as a reflection on 
the complex aspects of the participatory process, training 
and journal writing.  The photographs and narratives 
provide insight into the stories of the participant’s lives, 
dreams, fears and experiences.  This publication also 
highlights the complexity of the project by featuring aspects 
of the multimodal visual and narrative approaches, such 
as mapping, narrative writing, storytelling and group 
image review/critique that were central to the participatory 

1 http://workingthecity.wordpress.com.

workshop process. These approaches supported not only 
the production of powerful stories by a group of individuals 
who are both under-represented and highly marginalized, 
but provided the participants, including the research team, 
an opportunity to reflect on their lives and the world 
around them.  

The project is a collaborative effort by African Centre for 
Migration and Society (ACMS) at Wits University, Sisonke 
Sex Worker Movement, and Market Photo Workshop.  The 
relationship began with the development of a similar project 
in 2010. The 2010 project led to the exhibition, Working the 
City. Building on the success, challenges and deficiencies 
of the 2010 project, the 2013 iteration sought to expand the 
project, more adequately deal with some of the issues and 
enable better photography training.

Key differences were developed in this project by 
stronger – and more complex – relationships between 
the three partner organisations, including an advisory 
workshop of practitioners in the fields of art, academia and 
participatory practice. Further, the 2013 workshops ran 
for a more extended time consisting of three workshops 
with, on average, week long breaks in between to enable 
independent, un-pressured photographing. Through the 
guidance of two trainers from the Market Photo Workshop, 
Thandile Zwelibanzi and Caroline Kaminju, participants 
were led through basic technical understanding of light and 
composition, with a major focus on story telling, and finding 
ways to express oneself through visual stories. The texts 
in this publication have been kept at their original form, 
without any more editing or grammatical correction than 
came out of the initial process.

As with the 2010 project, Market Photo Workshop students 
and alumni took part in the project as support to the sex 
worker participants, providing guidance in technical 
issues, assisting with the writing and typing of captions 
and stories. This project served as part of training of the 
students, encouraging students to actively engage in their 
environments and challenge stereotypes. Unlike the 2010 

project however, narrative writing served a very strong 
element of the project, enabling participants to explore 
various themes from the whimsical ‘colour of love’ to the 
more serious ‘letter to a young sex worker’.

Because this was as much project as it was experiment 
as it was a reflection on best practice, the project entailed 
various continuous evaluation processes by Quinten 
Williams, and artist and creative researcher, and Elsa 
Oliveira, academic and researcher, both of whom write 
here. This publication therefore, also serves as record of 
thought process and an attempt to share lessons learned.

This project was made possible by Open Society 
Foundations (OSF) and Open Society Initiative for Southern 
Africa (OSISA). 

We hope you will use and interest in these processes, and 
that they in some way contribute to a wider conversation 
about creative practice, participation and collaboration.

Market Photo Workshop:
Molemo Moiloa, Quinten Williams, Caroline Kaminju, 
Thandile Zwelibanzi, Madoda Mkhobeni, Tshephiso 
Sebyeng, Morris Mohanoe & Bekie Ntini

Sisonke Sex Worker Movement:
Pamela Chakuvinga, Kholi Buthelezi, Veronica Ringane, 
Lindah Dumba & Mpho Netshivhambe

African Centre for Migration and Society:
Elsa Oliveira & Dr. Jo Vearey
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Primrose

A migrant’s story in the ‘City of Gold’

Primrose came to South Africa from Zimbabwe to look for a 
job. Since South Africa is the richest country in Africa, she 
opted to locate in Johannesburg- the City of Gold 
and lights.

Life became difficult in the City of Gold and she joined the 
sex industry because they don’t want any certificates.  She 
joined the sex industry so that she could raise money and 
join the catering industry with a mobile caravan.  

There were too much cops in the street where she was 
working. Being a migrant was even worse than the cops If 
there are no cops in the street this business is the highest 
paid ever. In which field can you find a person paid three 
hunred rand per ten minutes. But, because the cops were 
too much in town she couldn’t raise the money for 
a caravan.  

Migrants come to Johannesburg to look for money in 
different ways so that they can send the money they earn 
back home, to the children.

She was the happiest person when she was chosen to go 
to a photo shooting project and also documenting her story 
to the world.  

Primrose’s ambition is to get a well wisher who will help 
fulfill her dreams of owning a caravan and turning it into 
a mobile kitchen. A mobile you can park where it is busy, 
because food industry has got fast money.

Sex working is a gradual death.

I took this picture because I like to be clean.  I bath everyday before 
I go to sleep.

I like cleaning and cooking best.

A migrant selling charcoal.
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Johannesburg, South Africa
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Whether you are from the North, East, West or South you need to eat and this bone shows 
that someone bought food and after eating he threw away the bone and the tooth pick. Most 
smokers smoke after eating food so you can see the cigarette stub after the meal of chicken.

In hopes of winning the lottery. A migrant’s wish.

Many migrants left children back home. I came to Johannesburg so that I 
could earn money and send the money back home.

In Johannesburg CBD. It’s where I used to do my business. Back in the days 
we used to pay R5 for entrance for using the place, but today we are paying 
R10 to the one’s who are watching dilapidated buildings.

Migrants earning money in different ways.  
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Where I live in Berea, Johannesburg.
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Chantel

Difficulties of Being a Sex Worker

My friend is a mother of two and is a sex worker. She came 
all the way from Zimbabwe to Johannesburg to look for a 
job so that she could look after her kids. When she arrived 
in Johannesburg, South Africa she tried to find a job but 
there was no job and so she decided to do prostitution.

Things were okay at first and she was managing to send 
money to her kids buying everything like clothes, groceries, 
money for school fees, etc. Then one day when she was 
going home after sex work she met a guy who was driving 
a silver car and the guy asked her where she was going 
and if she was on business. She told the guy that she was 
going home but is he also to do business it was fine.

She entered the car and the guy drove off after a few 
seconds and the guy asked her where does she come from 
and she told him that she is from Zimbabwe.

The guy started insulting her saying, “so you come all 
the way from Zim to come and do prostitution here in our 
country?  So today you are going to see. I will show 
you today”.

She became scared because of what the guy said and 
he drove away towards Soweto. When they were on the 
road, she decided to jump from the moving car. When she 
jumped she was not hurt and she just started running and 
the guy followed her and hit her with the car and she fell 
down.

He came out of the car and started beating and raping her.  
After raping her the guy took out a cloth and put it in her 
mouth and after thinking that she’s dead he left the place.  
She spent the whole night in the bush until the morning.  
That’s when she saw someone passing and cried for help.  
That was when the police and the ambulance came and 
took her to the hospital with the bruises all over her body 
and a broken leg and hip.  

Being a sex worker is not like you are not a human being.  A sex worker is a mother who left kids at home and trying to put food on the table for them.
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Self Portrait

Crutches that my friend had to use after being attacked.

This is a building where sex workers used to attend to their clients. This is 
where I started to do sex work when I first arrived in Johannesburg. The 
building has since been closed by the Metro Police but only after losing 
some of my friends there.

When arriving in Jozi I saw nice buildings in town
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She’s had to use two crutches but now she can walk 100 meters without 
using them.

You end up with broken bones after being abused by your clients.

Looking for clients. Options to earn money.
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At night, when it’s cold outside we light a fire to warm ourselves.
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Skara

My First Time in Jozi

When I first arrived in Johannesburg I noticed that it was a 
crowded place, with a lot of cars and a lot of tall buildings.  
Johannesburg was very different from Zimbabwe. I kept 
looking around and bumping into people, some running 
for the bus; taxi’s hooting to attract customers while cars 
hurried up and down the streets. This was all new to me.  
Crossing the streets proved to be an even harder task since 
the cars here don’t stop for pedestrians.

When I arrived in Johannesburg my friend picked me up 
at the park station and I lived with my friend at her house.  
She was open with me right from the start about the kind of 
work that she did. She booked a room for me to live in and 
then showed me around. She was the one that introduced 
me to sex work. She bought me a 0cm mini skirt for me to 
wear when I am working. I don’t wear that mini skirt. I work 
in jeans.

At the hotel, there were local and Zimbabwean girls. SA 
girls hate Zimbabwean girls and accuse them of selling at 
a low price but we don’t. It’s just that clients prefer foreign 
girls. The local girls hire people to harass foreign girls, and 
sometimes some of the girls get killed.

To be a sex worker doesn’t mean that we can’t do other 
things in life. We are people just like anyone else and we 
too go to church and praise the Lord.  

In 2007, I fell in love and got pregnant and I was blessed 
with a baby boy. I then took years off from work to raise my 
son. When I came back to work things had changed.  The 
bar was full of young and under age girls. This made it 
difficult for me to get clients and money like I did before, so 
I decided to leave the bar and start working on the streets.  
Working on the streets is better because men that come 
to the streets are not picky like those at the hotel. But it is 
also dangerous to work in the streets because there is no 
security and the hotels have security.

The police and criminals kill some sex workers in front of us. 
We have no protection on the streets and some of us are 
abused daily. I am currently looking for a job with a fixed 
salary so that I can be able to quit sex work.

25

I started sex work in 2004 and through my years as a sex worker I have experienced many difficulties and challenges like being discriminated by 
co-workers, being abused by clients and witnessing some of my colleagues getting killed.
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People working on the streets in Joburg. Beauty in the shadow.
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Life in jozi for me.

Johannesburg is commonly known as the City that Never Sleeps and it has lots 
of activities 24/7. This reminds me of my first night in Johannesburg seeing all 
of the tall buildings and the fancy lights. This makes me feel calm and 
at peace.

Some of us are killed in the bush.

Foreigners accused of selling at a low price.

Falling pregnant with a beautiful baby boy.  I went home to raise my son.

‘Flair Funerals’ is mostly preferred by people from other African countries 
because they transport to other African countries.
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When I first arrived in Johannesburg my friend fetched me at Park Station and took me to her place.

Kefiloe

The traces Inside the Buildings

My story is about the traces inside the buildings where 
sex workers used to live in when they were dirty with no 
running water and electricity. Sex Workers would live in 
these buildings and they would call clients from outside to 
go inside the building to do business. But Joscho come 
and renovate the buildings. Some of the sex workers they 
were lucky because they got a job in the buildings cleaning.  
Now these buildings are renovated. We live in there with 
our kids and it is safe and clean. We go out to the streets 
and we work there. No more calling clients from outside. We 
respect our place

As beautiful as the lights of Jozi are the reality is the challenges that 
one may face in the City.  This is a place that can make you and can 
harm you.  

That is when Josch came and spoke to the committee members and 
told them that they wanted to renovate the buildings, but that they 
would not throw them out.  They took the people to Chelsea because 
it is a safety environment.  After renovation they brought them back so 
that they can stay safely with their family and kids. 
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Buhle’s Story: She come to Rosabell. She was from Europa. She was working there. When she came to Rosabell she opened a crèche. She was taking 
care for kids of other sex workers.

All of the tenants were paying rent to the owner of the building. He robbed them and they 
Sonto’s Story: Sonto arrived in Johannesburg in 2001. She was a tenant at Rosabelle. Sonto 
said, “I experienced a lot during my stay in the building. It was very dirty and there were 
many criminals. She was staying at Chelsea while the renovations were in progress. Then she 
went back to Rosabell after the renovations. That is when she got the opportunity to work as a 
cleaner under the Josho company.  

All of the tenants were paying rent to the owner of the building. He robbed them and they 
decided to chase him. After that they started taking care of the building. Every tenant all 
started participating in looking after the building.  
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They moved from different places. She went looking for a flat at Rosebell. They stayed there for something like five years. Then the place was renovated 
and they moved them to Chelsea Court. Chelsea is a nice building and it is cheap. Chelsea was a hotel where sex workers worked and it was 
renovated too.  

Nhlanhla’s Story:  She came to JHB with one of her friends Thulie. They 
stayed in one of the hotels called Pink Panther Hotel. She worked there and 
when the time goes by the hotel closed because they didn’t have the license 
to run the place as a brothel.

Chelsea is one of the buildings that was dirty and sex workers used to live 
in, but now it is a building of flats that accommodates everyone. It is clean 
and nice with safety and security.
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People of Jozi are hard workers. Some of them don’t sleep at night, they work very hard to get the money. Some of them don’t mind to stay at the dirty 
place without no electricity while they have their own good houses back home.  

A building in Hillbrow called Vannile Court. It is a very old neglected building with no good sanitation, electricity and security. The building is easily 
invaded and this has increased the levels of crime, corruption and abuse directly affecting women and children.  
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Thandi

Leaving Hope

I decided to focus my story on my friend Phindile (not 
her real name). She is originally from KZN- came to 
Johannesburg in 2002 to look for a job. We met in Hillbrow 
where we work as sex workers- that is how we
became friends.

Phindile, due to lack of employment, started working as 
a sex worker. A man offered her a place to stay since she 
was homeless at the time and that’s when she unfortunately 
got raped by the man and contracted the disease. Now 
she’s been living with HIV for 8 years. She struggled to get 
business because the colleagues are telling the clients that 
she is positive and now the owner for the hotel wants her 
to leave.  

She has a healthy 5 year old daughter.

She faces discrimination daily from her colleagues during 
her shift at work. When clients want to take her they scream 
and say that she is on ARVs.

What made me do this story is that we are all in one way or 
another affected/infected.

Phindile’s daughter is HIV negative and Phindile says that she is proud that 
her daughter is negative. She is thankful to have a supportive mother who 
helps her take care of her daughter.

Barriers in life.
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Movement, migration, traveling. Block of flats in Hillbrow where Phindile lives with her 5 year old child.

Migration to Joburg looking for a job.

Phindile has been living with HIV for 8 years and she is now on the antiretroviral treatment.  
She became HIV after she was raped. 
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Unable to work. Hiding. Violence, repair and HIV.

Homeless on the streets.  When Phindile first came to Johannesburg she lived on the streets.
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Phildile’s childs toys. Family.
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Andile

From Home To Johannesburg Looking For A Job

First time I came here I was with my friend looking for a 
job and I didn’t know anybody. It was my friend who have 
another friend here and she promise that we are going to 
get a job have a lot of money and then we will be able to 
send money at home to my grandmother coz `I left her with 
my kids and it is me who is a breadwinner at home.

So I failed to get a job and I am far from home and I have 
to keep looking so I ended up sleeping with the guy that I 
did not know because we were stranded. We do not have a 
place to stay, sleep and we were hungry so we start staying 
with this guys as girlfriend and boyfriend with my friend.

One week later, I met one lady in Hillbrow and told her 
about how I came here it is because I did not come to Jozi 
to stay with a man but I came to get a better life for my 
family and kids.

So she just feel sorry for me and she take me to her place 
and told me that she’s going to go with me in her work `I 
can make too much money and myself and gets my own 
place and send money at home and everything is going to 
be alright.

But before you do business you have to drink alcohol first 
so you wont be scared or afraid. I end up doing this job 
as`I am still doing it now but I never like it but its better than 
staying with someone who is abusing you with sex and on 
the other side he is not your boyfriend. He didn’t tell you 
that “I love you  as a girlfriend”. Its because he wants to 
have to have sex with you because you are staying free in 
his place and eating free. It is better to be a sex worker coz 
you are always protecting yourself using condoms so you 
can get money for your problems.

I travel long way from home in KZN to Johannesburg. I really have to keep going with my feet so that I can get into town for transport to Johannesburg.
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There are so many different ladies where I work. This is one of the different ladies. 

So when I met another lady in town we go to this hotel called the Bombastic Hotel and we go 
in and I saw many girls.They were wearing miniskirt but they were busy dancing it was too 
much noise of music and there were big speakers and I was afraid but I have to be strong 
because I have to get into the job and join other girls.

I am a lady who is 23 years old and have 2 children with no father so I have to look after them 
and my mother and it is me who can put food on the table so I have to look for a job.

When you start making this business with the client you have to take money first and do the 
job and you put the client 2 condoms for safety.
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When I get there in Johannesburg and I see 
lot of things, a lot of traffic, many people and 
big buildings. On my side I was thinking that 
everything is going to easy for me as 
I expected.
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You must get client after client.

You can’t work without drinking alcohol because you will be afraid and scared.

This is a different client. You must get client after client.

I really don’t like what I am doing but I have to do it. I wish one day I can change my life to be a better person so I can raise my child as well as be a 
proud mother and not be a sex worker.
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Buella

From a brighter future to the streets of Joburg

I want to tell the world that they shouldn’t judge us- sex 
workers. They should look deep into our lives and if they 
look deep into our lives they will see a reason why we are 
doing sex work.

Today I am a breadwinner and I maintain myself and five others at home.  
I am also a Human Rights Activist and also a member of Voice of The 
Voiceless People.

Every Friday I went to church for bible studies and after the study we would 
receive a plate of food.

“Mnyamandawo” Dark Place.  This became my second home. Drugs, alchohol, and unsafe sex was practice. Luckily I have made good choices and not 
do drugs.
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After seven months of being on the streets I was introduced to sex work. I was not forced into 
sex work. It’s a choice I made after having limited choices.

Men, Money, Drugs, HIV and Aids and NO parents guiding you is too much for a young lady 
like me.

I saved 50R and with that 50R I immigrated into the unknown Joburg hoping 
to be a dancer that would appear on television.
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Because of my parents belief- I had to choose to either shape up or ship 
out… the choice that I made was to ship out.  So, I’ve grown up being a 
good dancer.

I ended up living on the streets of Hillbrow. I lived on the pavements on the 
corner of Claim and Pretoria streets.

Movement, migration, traveling. This is me when I was 12 years going to 
turn 13. I always wanted to be a train driver but I was trapped in between 
Sexuality, Gender, Identity and Christianity.

To survice, I would assist street vendors. I would bring them water in 
exchange for 10R.
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BabyMez

Acceptance of Myself

My story is about lesbians and gays living in fear and afraid 
to express how they feel when they are in the public eye.  
That is why I planned to photograph these images. I want 
the community to know that homosexual people are also 
human beings. We must stop discriminating each other.  
The killings and abuse to homosexual people must stop.

They end up getting killed by other human beings because of how 
they are living their lives. God have mercy.

Who am I?  Am I an After Nine?  After Nine’s are people who are attracted to people of the same sex but are afraid to show their feelings in the public 
eye. They only show them behind closed doors.
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Homosexual people are afraid to jump over this rope as they know that they might get killed by other human beings because they are against their 
sexuality (discrimination). They are happily in love.

Spiritual. Peace. Love
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A lesbian couple expecting a child. The lady in the brown jacket is six months pregnant.  She 
did insemination. She says that she got pregnant for her mother because she is the only child 
and her mother wanted grandchildren. Her mother does not know that she is lesbian.

Homosexual, Bisexual, Straight, Gays and Lesbians.  We are all going to die one day. We will 
all end up here.

Together as one. Acceptance of myself.  Who am I?  Whoever I am, I am a human being as 
you are. God and ancestors are watching us all.
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Fear to know what I am gonna 
tell…. Fear to know what is 
happening around the world that 
we are living in.

Modise

Home Away From Home

I had just shifted from home
And was threatened by a mouse
I was so engrossed and felt home
Suddenly, I heard a ringing phone
My dad picked it up and barked like my pup
When I heard a roar I just figured it out
Something was wrong but joy in him.

When I opened the door and notice the roar
My friend smiled I saw myself confused
She was the only one who helped me
My mind just became clear- that I have a
Work to be done. She made me grin
And put my tension in the light.

Am I Joburg I saw that light
Till it became dark, I am who I am 
Not just that I am proud but I am strong
But the main point is that I love Jozi
Cause I breathe and see love away
From home.
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Looking forward to the light, living on the dark side, telling himself that he is going to make it. When I photographed a father and son playing, I felt inspired and motivated to do the same 
with my children in the future.  Give them a sense of safety as shown in the image.  A sense 
of belonging and make them feel wanted.  I never got the change to have and experience 
this as a child growing up.  My parents were busy working hard even when they were at home 
they hardly had enough energy and time to direct any attention to any of us four children.

No matter where one might be, as the sun rises and sets, one is given some sort of assurance 
that there is hope.
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I took this image of Tata Madiba- the fighter and strong man- even after he 
was away from home he created a home and found love and peace away 
from home.

This building is beautiful for its colour, structure and where it is situated.  
It portrays Johannesburg as a living space and a good environment.  
Compared to what I have seen around the City this building is beautiful and 
makes me smile.

People living their lives in Jozi. Remembering the way my mom would do this with love.  Even now, you see 
I have someone who still cares and loves me.
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This is me after I realize myself that I am home and that I got the love away This image shows population and the busy streets of Johannesburg.  It 
reminds me of the townships whereby there is a lot of movement and the 
streets are never quiet.  No one is ever having their own space.  You are 
forced to share in one way or another.  As for sex workers, ‘they are on sale 
for R50’ says Babymez.

The other place of the place I came from or the love of the home away from home.
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Partnership and Participation

Elsa Oliveira

This partnership required a shared language and common 
philosophies that could serve as the anchor for this 
project.  All three organizations shared two very important 
ideologies: (1) that images can be used as a powerful tools 
for social change/public awareness, and (2) commitment to 
provide individuals and groups of people who are under-
represented in society an opportunity to be heard.    

These shared ideologies gave rise to a dynamic synergy 
between the partners.  The genuine commitment to work 
collaboratively in order to meet the goals/needs of each 
partner organization provided the foundation that houses 
the complex and ongoing methodological questions of what 
it means to work in participatory projects with marginalized 
groups of individuals, such as migrant sex workers.  

Questions such as:

Who benefits from such projects?  

What are the goals of the project?

What is the motivation for this type of project?

How do we reduce risk for persons who are already 
considered vulnerable because of the mere nature of 
their work, or because of their immigration status or even- 
because of their gender identity?

How do we responsibly support the participants during the 
course of storytelling? 

And the list goes on… 

Although I have spent hours thinking about these questions 
(and more) the most provocative of all questions is: Who is 
the participant?  

Are the sex workers/Sisonke members the only 
participants?  What about the researcher(s), the 
photography facilitators, the Market Photo Workshop 
photojournalism students that directly worked with the 
Sisonke members?  If one of the main objectives of this 

project is to support public engagement in order to trigger 
social change then would we not consider the public a 
participant(s) as well?  

Volume 44 was created out of a desire to document the 
under-represented voices and experiences of South African 
and foreign-born individuals engaged in the sex industry in 
South Africa.  Multimodal visual and narrative approaches, 
such as mapping, narrative writing, storytelling and 
group image review/critique were central to the workshop 
process, and together these approaches supported not 
only the production of powerful stories by a group of 
individuals who are both under-represented and highly 
marginalized, but provided the participants, including the 
research team, an opportunity to reflect on their lives and 
the world around them.  

Sex work is currently illegal in South Africa, and existing 
research clearly shows how the current legal framework 
negatively affects the safety and well being of individuals 
involved in the sex industry. Despite providing an important 
– albeit informal - livelihood strategy for many adult men, 
women and transgendered individuals, research shows 
how the current legal framework increases the risk of 
exploitation, abuse and death in the lives of sex workers.  

Projects such as Volume 44 are not without incredible 
logistical challenges and methodological quandaries- but 
one thing is certain- these projects allow participants 
to engage in their own life stories so that their voices 
can be heard.  Countless of testimonies and anecdotes 
by participants have been shared with me about the 
importance of this project and the impact that it has in their 
views about themselves and the world in general. 

Teresa, a participant from Musina stated, 

It’s too good for me to be able to think about my life.  
I never think that someone want to hear my story.  I 
mean- who am I to tell my story?  But you come and 
now you want to know and I get to think about my story 
and my life and all of the things that I live to tell about.  
I want everyone to hear my story because I am not the 

only one who has these experiences.  I am a person 
like everyone else and even though I face too many 
challenges because of the police harassment and 
violence and because I am not a South African, I am 
strong and I am alive and I think that this project has 
helped me learn more about who I am.  I think about 
story so different now.  I am too happy to be a part of 
this project.    

Chantel, a participant from Johannesburg wrote in 
her journal, 

Telling my story is so powerful for me.  Everyday I look 
forward to writing or thinking about my story.  I want to 
take images that show the way that sex workers are 
treated.  That I am a person.  This project let me do this.  
It help me to take away stress and to know that I am not 
alone.  I am so grateful.

Volume 44 is an opportunity to engage with issues a group 
of individuals whose voices are rarely heard.  Nineteen 
individuals who currently work in the sex industry produced 
the images and stories in this exhibition. These individuals 
were supported by a team of staff from ACMS, Market 
Photo Workshop and Sisonke, and together thru the 
participation, ideas and commitment of everyone involved 
this powerful piece of work emerged.   
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Timzela

One day one day…

I use to go to church when I was young and I was good at 
school, I was a hard worker at school for a better education 
and have bright future,

But when life goes on I changed my life because of stage 
and friends I was having, I stated drinking beer, going to 
the taven and fall in love with different boys.

I got my self at sex work industry as I was looking for money 
to take care of myself coz I like to look good on weekends. 
It was good and the was much money but the main 
challenge was the police that was harassing and 
arresting us.

I got arrested for several times and I decided to quit 
working on the streets and only worked on my personal 
space, I’m also working as a peer educator and I already 
have someone whom I’m in love with.

When I was young I had lot of fun, but I guess we cant stay young for ever.   
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Elim village in Limpopo province were I grew up and still live. 

This space near Beit Bridge looks like one I used to work in at Makhado.

Hair styles are critical in our line of business to attract customers. When I’m at work I used to hide when seeing someone I know coz sex work 
its illegal in South Africa. 



82 83

Track tracks near Musina mall, the drivers 
have been loyal customers for years.
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When I was young I used to go to church with my mom. This sign represent the reason why I stopped working on the streets, content 
harassment. 

Sex work involves lots of health issues so clinics are one of our nightmares coz of the treatment we get as sex workers, e.g. being asked to come with 
your partner before getting help while they know its impossible for me to come with a client.  
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Castle lite changed my life from fantasy to reality
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Sithembile

My Journey From Zimbabwe

I was a sex worker at Beitbridge on the Zimbabwe side 
and the business was not going well so I decided to cross 
over to Musina South Africa for a better life. I didn’t have 
the proper documents to cross the border so I decided to 
cross illegally. I meet two “malaicha” next to the border post 
and said they are going to help me to cross the border as 
long as I am going to pay R800. I said I would pay them 
because I was having R1000. They took me to the other 
side to Makakavure. We walked until we reached Limpopo 
River. I was afraid of the river because it’s wide and I 
was afraid of crocodiles. We crossed the river nicely and 
walked until we reached the razor wire. There were three 
lines of razor wire. I asked them how am I going to cross 
they said don’t worry it’s their job, ‘we are going to cross’. 
I didn’t know that one of them was having a big spanner 
(bobojani). He cut the razor wire and said I must pass.

I saw a narrow tarred road after passing the wire and a 
board with was written Maroi Primary School 13. One of the 
Malaicha said you are now in South Africa. They took me to 
another bush and two of them raped me without a condom. 
One after the other, I tried to scream for help but one of 
them said if you don’t cooperate we are going to kill you 
with the big spanner. Fearing for my life I cooperate. After 
that they left me in the bush.

I sit down and started thinking that those malaicha had 
raped me and I was hurt and I cried. I walked to a nearby 
Komboni, where I met two ladies from Zimbabwe. I tell them 
the whole story. Fortunately enough they call me another 
guy to transport me to Musina. The guy charged me R150. 
He took me to Musina and left me at the taxi rank. I saw 
another later from Masvingo whom I knew. She was working 
as a moneychanger. I told her what happened to me and 
she said she was going to accompany me to the clinic for 
treatment because I didn’t know the place.

We arrived at the clinic I met one nurse and she referred 
me to the counselors for voluntary counseling and testing. 
The counselor shared information about HIV what is 
positive and what is negative. She pricked on my finger 

and the blood came out and put on a certain object. She 
said that if it is one line it is negative, if it is two it is positive. 
Fortunately enough it came with one line, which means it, 
was negative. But she said there is a window period, I must 
come again after six weeks. I didn’t tell the counselor or the 
nurse that I was raped that’s why they didn’t give me Post 
exposure Proflysis (PEP). I didn’t have the knowledge of 
such a thing. 

After six weeks, I went back to the clinic to get tested 
again. Unfortunately, it come back positive. She said they 
are going to take the blood for CD4 count and viral load 
and after one week I’ll get results from the laboratory. I 
stayed for one week and came back for the results. My CD4 
count was 152. They put me on antiretroviral drugs.  The 
counselor told me to eat a balanced diet, which includes 
vegetables and fruits. She also told me to condomize 
always to prevent re-infection and drug resistance and to 
protect from infecting others. She also told me that I must 
do some exercise like jogging, swimming and even going 
to gym.

I accepted my status and carried on with my life. I started 
my business as a sex worker. Another lady from Nancefield 
is the one who took me to the street. They were operating 
next to Limpopo River Lodge. The business was going 
well the problem was the police. They usually come to our 
working place demanding bribe, sex for bail or spraying 
me with pepper spray if I say I don’t have money. They 
can beat me. It was in 2009 that time I didn’t know about 
SISONKE sex worker movement, which fights for health and 
human rights of sex workers.

The only pillar of my strength was my partner. He is there 
for me when I was facing some challenges. I shared with 
him. For example when police harass me or if one of the 
client beats me or refuse to pay for the service he was there 
to comfort me. He is like a counselor to me. He helped me 
to pay for my expenses life rental, school fees for my kids, 
food and etc. He also knew my HIV status he was helping 
me to adhere to my treatment.

I was saving my money, which I was getting from sex work 
because I left my kids and family at Zimbabwe. I have to 
support them, as I am the breadwinner. I was maintaining 
my motherly duties for my one beautiful daughter. I also 
saved money for my passport because I faced many 
challenges when I was an illegal migrant. Now I am having 
a Zimbabwean passport. Thanks God. 

I felt lonely and hurt after ‘the incident’.
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Journey. I go back to work and the police harass me. They want bribes in ways of 
money and sex. Sometimes they pepper spray me. 

After the challenges that I faced when I was in South Africa illegally, I saved 
money to apply for a passport.
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Patient Passport This is my garden. I have to eat healthy so that I can be strong.  This is where I went to for help after I was raped.
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My partner and pillar of strength.

My daughter who I love so much.  I am doing sex work so that she can have a better life like 
other kids. My daughter is everything to me. She is my angel.  

The road to South Africa.
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Teresa

Tough at first, good at last.

I grew up in the rural areas, where we were using donkeys 
to plough our fields, for our family to survive. When I 
discovered that I was tired of farming I planned to leave 
my country to South Africa to seek for a better living. But 
the problem was that I didn’t have travelling documents, so 
the only way for me to get to South Africa was by illegally 
jumping the border.

When I arrived to South Africa I was renting in a shack that 
I never saw or stayed in before. I started to sell vegetables 
because I didn’t know where to get a job.

My vegetable business didn’t work out so I decided to go 
to church to seek spiritual advice. That too didn’t work for 
me, my friends advised me to do sex work. So I bought 
cosmetics to improve my complexion. While I was doing 
sex work I got into a relation with one guy and he lied to me 
and said he was going to take care of me. Then I decide 
to get pregnant with his child and when I told him I was 
pregnant he dumped me. I ended up having two mind, to 
carry the full term of the pregnancy or to have an abortion. I 
chose to have an abortion, because the pregnancy was not 
making life any easier. I did the abortion by myself in the 
toilet. I didn’t manage to do it clearly so ended up going to 
the clinic for help. At the clinic they advised me not to have 
unprotected sex when doing business, and start family 
planning incase on emergency. 

I went to sex work because I was now wise, now I’m able to 
send money home because of sex work. 

I started by selling vegetables because I didn’t know where to get a job 
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It reminds me when I was still at home, using donkeys for plowing our fields 
for the family to survive.

I first stayed in mukhukhu house that I never saw or stayed before

I became pregnant because I was not using any protection with the one who was cheating 
me that he was going to look after me. When I was pregnant I had two thoughts, to either 
carry the full term or terminate it. 

Now I’m able to send money home because I’m now doing my job wisely and enjoy my life as 
a sex worker.
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I decided to do an abortion by myself in a public toilet.

The abortion taught me a lesson not to trust any one when doing sex work. I get advice from 
the health worker at the clinic and they helped me to use protection to prevent 
unwanted pregnancies.

My friends advised me to do sex work so I bought cosmetics for my complexion to look good.
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It didn’t work for me so I decided to go to church for the prophets to 
help me.   

I was planning to leave my country coming to South Africa to seek for a 
better living. I was not having a passport so I choose to jump the border 
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Tafadzwa

Exploring Musina

A few years back when I was younger, living back in 
Zimbabwe my farther decided to look for greener pastures 
on the other side of the Limpopo River and landed a job at 
a mine here in Musina. He worked for several years striving 
to send us to school and feed us until the mine 
closed down.

Without any tertiary qualification or other skill I’ve decided 
to come to South Africa to look for a job and look after my 
siblings. For several months I could not find a job, I tried to 
seek divine intervention until I made a mutual decision of 
turning myself into a sexworker.

Since I came into this industry a lot of things have changed 
in my life. As an activist I really wish that sexwork be 
legalized. Living in my one roomed bedroom house is 
where I also entertain my clients who vary from black to 
white, blue and white collar, professionals, high profile and 
all types of people.

All in all I can say my say my life has changed significantly 
as I’ve managed to steadily send money back home to 
look after my family as well as look after myself. I have 
since bought myself a little car, which helps me in terms of 
convenience, especially during the night.

My father came from Zimbabwe 
to work at this mine, and now the 
mine has been closed, and my 
father has since passed away. 
I too came to Musina to look for 
employment just like my father did
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This is my bedroom sometimes I use my room to entertain clients. I use my 
room because I can’t afford to pay the lodge. For some customers I just 
do business in the bush. It also safer for me to use my room because I’m 
familiar with the surrounding and I will be able to defend myself if the client 
tries to get rough with me.

This is the truck stop where I sometimes get my clients; I like working here 
because truck drivers pay more money than clients I get on the streets.

The mine was a copper mine and I just imagine my father working at the mine.
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The mine has been closed for a long time now, even the tools that where used to mine have rust. I’m from Zimbabwe Maswingo, I’m a single gay. I work as a sexworker. I like 
dressing up when I go to work, sex appeal is everything in our work.
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A railway from Zimbabwe, this railway always reminds me of my mother and my siblings back 
at home. I visit my family sometimes once in two months.

Pedestrian bridge in in Musina, the bridge divides Nance field township from 
Muchongo township.

This is my house is my dream house, I like this house too much and when I get enough money I’m going to build a house like this for myself.
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Scomblus is a former settlement for the 
mineworkers, since the mine has closed down 
the settlement has become a residential area for 
people from all over. The area’s name has been 
nicknamed Rwanda. The residents here say the 
name change came about after lots of people 
were getting robbed at the area.
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Sandira

My Story

Soon after my husband’s death, I was struggling. He left 
me with three children and I decided to go to South Africa 
where my sister was working. By then I was not having the 
proper document I so decided to cross the border through 
the bushes.

When I was in the bushes I met other people. It was during 
rain season and the river was flooding- I nearly drown when 
I tried to swim across the river. Soon after I crossed the 
river with other people, we heard the sound of footsteps. 
The others ran away and suddenly I was alone with three 
strangers. They started to search me, and they were 
fighting over the thirty rand that I had. Then they rape me-
the three of them. After raping me they helped me to cross 
the border fence. 

When I reached Musina where my sister in law was 
staying, I was afraid to inform her what happened on my 
way to Musina. After a week I started to suffer an STI and 
I felt pregnant. I had a baby boy, but after eight month he 
passed away because I was HIV positive. My sister in law 
started to shout at me saying I have come here to look for 
the work but now I am pregnant: ‘you are worsening the 
situation. You left kids in Zimbabwe these kids they need 
support and know you are pregnant’. That pregnancy 
stressed me because I did not even know the father of the 
child because I was rapped by three 
magumagumas (Thugs).      

Where I was staying at my sister’s place, there was a 
sex worker who was friendly to me and she was the one 
who introduced me to sex working industry. Before I was 
working as a domestic worker my life was very hard, 
earning little money but by the time I was involved in sex 
working I could afford to send money at home in Zimbabwe 
for my children.  

Also I come across many challenges, one day I was taken 
by a client forcing me to have sex without a condom and 
dumped me in the bush. On my way to home from the 
bushes I met the magumagumas (thugs) at the bridge they 
took my three hundred rand and the cell phone, and beat 
me and tell me to runaway, my leg got injured on the 
razor wire.

I try to go to the clinic, when I was at the clinic the nurse 
shouted at me, saying that you prostitute from Zimbabwe, 
you come in here to spread HIV. She just treated my the 
leg, but she never treated the rape that was done by the 
man who rape me and left me in the bushes.           

By the year 2010 I was chosen to be a Peer Educator, (an 
organization that distributes condoms in the location and 
sex workers) each and every day I am praying to God to 
have a better life. I thought that one day I will leave sex 
working and do cross border trading. I do not want my 
children to know that I am a sex worker.          

After being raped and pregnant I didn’t even know who the father was.
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When I was mugged by the ‘magumaguma’s’ I was told to run away.  These are scars of the injuries due to bared wire. My colleagues that disappeared in the bushes when we heard footsteps.  Later I found them 
on the road hiking to Musina.

After my husband passed way I had to go to South Africa to look for a job so that I could 
support my family.
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When I was pregnant my sister-in-law shouted at me and I was stressed. When I came to South Africa I had to cross the border.  

To transfer money to my family in Zimbabwe I use the Western Union because 
my family is far away.

My dream house.

My sister-in-law who invited me to come to South Africa to look for a job.
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The Limpopo River that I crossed when the water 
was full. I was nearly killed by the water.
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Khensy

My Life in Musina

I started working in Musina in 2003 as a coordinator for a 
project. Musina is a location situated along the Beitbridge 
border. The Town is almost always busy and over populated 
by internal and external migrats crossing the South Africa 
and Zimbabwe border. About 100 trucks pass Musina using 
the N1 Roads.

My job was to promote health and talk about HIV/AIDS and 
STIs  and distribution of condoms. Most of people living 
in Musina are not citizens of Musina. The people move to 
Musina because of mining and other job opportunities. 

Life was good were people could sleep outside and 
move during the night without fearing anything. Only 
magumaguma’s are around at the border areas. Most of 
people are not educated because some are running awat 
from their country due to different issues and or 
certain reasons. 

In 2003 my mother passed away 
and life started to be difficult 
because she used to take care of 
my kids. Now my children need to 
go to crèche.
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I was born in Mamelodi Nursing Home. I grew up there until I was 
12 years old.

I was scared but there was nothing that I could do.  

There were strikes and this disturbed our ability to go to school. My parents decided to take 
us to my grandmother’s place in Venda. Venda is a small rural village composed of mud 
houses. I was not used to staying in the single houses with mud. My granny used to cook only 
vegetables. My mother would send biltong and dry bread but we were only given it once.  
The rest was given to her own child.

I used to play with boys when I was little and most of the time I would wear trousers and play 
like a boy.
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This is the post office where I used to save my money.  The money is from sex work.  Even though I volunteered as a peer educator most of the money 
that I earned was from sex work that I did everyday.  

In sex work sometimes we do sex work with condoms. I got STIs and go to 
the HCT clinic. At this clinic the nurses would call me names and tell me to 
bring my partner. I told them that I don’t have a partner and they refuse to 
give me treatment. The following month I went in for testing and because 
they need stats they asked me questions although I never told them that I 
was a sex worker.

The office where I am working.
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I didn’t know how I was going to manage to bring the food on the table. I visited my friend and she told me about sex work.

Lulu

Crossing The Boundary Fence

I left home and trying to cross the boundary fence to look 
for work here in South Africa. I tried to cross the border 
illegally without a passport but it was not easy. I went back 
home and processed my travel documents and proceeded 
with my journey.

I used a truck as means of transport coming to South Africa 
and we ended up at a truck stop. When I arrived at the 
truck stop the driver said he wanted to rest and proceed 
the following day. I then come to a cross roads and 
decided to take a decision on what I wanted to do. They 
were a number of girls around the truck site some selling 
fruit and others as baby minders and house maids.

As I was coming along I saw baobab trees and abortion 
advertisements where posted on the baobab tress as 
abortion is an illegal crime where I come from. I then 
decided to be a sex worker though I knew a lot was going 
to come my way. Police harassment, client abuse, stigma 
from the environment and from health facilities where they 
ask us to bring partners if we want treatment on sexually 
transmitted diseases or any other related illnesses.

In my work I use condoms flavored condoms we get 
from Sweat/Sisonke and lubrications. Sweat/Sisonke are 
organizations which work and fight for the human rights of 
sex workers here in SA. Sisonke is a sex worker movement 
which was started by sex workers for sex workers because 
we were tired of being abused by police and 
discriminated against.

Dangerous working place as we work at the bush and thugs hide at 
the bush.
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Culture are against sex work so we hide our self.

My self-portrait

I tried to cross illegally and failed because of police that find me at the border fence
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I had to go back home and do proper document I use to buy food from the money I get in sex work industry 

Stigma and discrimination from community and police to the sex workers.

As migrant I have to carry documents as the police will arrest me.

Police use municipal by-laws to arrest sex work like loitering and etc.
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Crossing over with a truck.
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Poppy

My life

My father’s death become a block of my future, even if it’s 
a god thing but it make my life hard that makes me think 
that maybe god did not love us as I was still young when he 
took my dad.

My dream was becoming a traffic officer when I finish my 
studies. But I did not reach my goal

Life become hard to my life as I was having a baby at that 
time and unemployed. I did many job as I can but it did not 
work as I was getting a little money that I can support 
my family.

I started going to the gambling slot and stated gamble, this 
was like adding more problem to my life as I was using the 
little money I have and get nothing at the end.

I moved from my family and go to Makhado looking for job 
that can make me get money to support my family and is 
where I started sex work I choose to be a sex work, from 
tea-estate to receptionist at the hotel to the sex work.
   

Stigmatization and discrimination of sex workers makes us not feel free to do our work as sex 
workers. Sex work is taboo in Venda culture, and if it is found out that you work as sex worker 
you will stand trial in the royal court and it can be hard coz if they found out that its true the 
chief will banish you.

Sometimes I work at the truck stop at the elephant inn, when I work there most of my 
clients are truck drivers. I feel safe when I work there because we work in a yard. No police 
harassment and no thugs.
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I work in the bush and it is not safe working there because thugs hide in the bush too and when we work there we end up getting mugged and 
sometimes rapped by these thugs.

This big tree has only one seed; it reminds me of my sister and me. She has 
one son and he is 21 years and I have a daughter who’s 12 years old.

The road I work at is next to a lodge, for us to be safe while we entertain the 
client we use the lodge.
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Sometimes I work in the hotel, there are clean rooms and gambling slots, 
filling station so a lot of people pass here and that increases my chances of 
getting clients.

If the police find us in the streets they search us, and if they find you 
carrying condoms they arrest you and use the condom as evidence, so we 
hide our condoms in the bush and take them when we find clients.

Since we get harassed in the streets I moved away from the streets and 
started working in a bar. I love working in the bar because I get a chance to 
drink while working.

Sex work in South Africa is illegal, and we face lots of harassment from the 
police they rape, take our money and force us to pay bribe by threatening 
to arrest us. They harass us because they know we can’t report them. 
Decriminalization of sex work will help stop these harassments.
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A long journey that I’m still travelling, and I don’t know where It’s going to end.

Honey

My life

I am a mother on one beautiful daughter. After getting a 
divorce things became difficult. As I was unemployed, 
I had to get money to look after my child and myself. I 
started doing sexwork; I work at the streets and sometimes 
work at the hotel and bar.

Now life is good as I get what I like when I want it. The 
challenges I face is police that arrest sex workers, stigma 
from my community.

From the money that I get in the street I built a room, I pay 
my child’s school fund. Now I can afford to take my family 
out for a holiday.

Sexwork is just work, the money I get from sexwork make 
my life easy like the money a lawyer or manager makes.

Ndi mufumakadzi wa nwana muthihi. Ndi dzula 
Thohoyandou .Ndi Sex worker  ndi funesa zwiambaro 
zwavhudi.  Ndi itela ndi tshi ya mushumoni ndi wa vhudi.  
Ndi shuma Thohoyandou Plaza,Hotel na Bars.Musi ndi 
khou shuma huvha hu khombo ngauri a hu ngo tsireledzea.

Mapholisa vha da vha  ri gidimedza vha fara vha ri sa 
police station kana vhari vha khou toda tshelede. Arali ni 
sina  vhari bvula zwiambaro kana vhari wana ri na tissue 
kana condom vha ri fara. Musi ndi khou ita zwa vho sex 
worker ndi vha ndi khou itela nwananga na muta wa hashu.
 Ndi kha di vha na lwendo lu lapfu la u alusa nwananga 
zwino ndi khou humbela uri mapholisa vha song ri 
tshwenya. Mushumo  wanga ndi mushumo u fana ni minwe 
mishumo. Tshelede  ndi tshelede a huna muvhala wa 
tshelede uri ibva ngafhi.
   

This my self I was taken my client to a special place. Some of my client 
prefer better place . it also help me because I do get better money. 
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This is the art that show how Thohoyandou how it look like . That is our roots or MUTUPO in Venda language. It represent how the venda culture looks. This is place were I sometimes do some of work. Truck drivers they come 
and go, sometime I work at the truck stop.

The time am relax or feel boring I went to the bar to get some beers.
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This is my cosmestic that I use to use to make myself beauty when I go to work. Sex work 
looks beauty so I need to be beauty when I go to work

I prefer mini skirt and to look good when I go my work. Most of  my client said I look beautiful 
when I am in mini skirt. My color and looks beauty during the night.

This picture is a reminder of the dangers we face when we do sex work. This represent that 
my life is at risk when I do my work. I operate in a public space. Some times client do take 
their money back.

This is my first born a lovely girl. Every day I took her to the crèche. for me to be a sex worker 
I want her to go crèche look clean and beautiful. I buy yohgurt and simbas that she 
carries everyday.
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This is a picture show the time I was chased by the police. I also get injured. This is a police van I don’t like it because they harass us and took 
our money.
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Nina

My life

I was born in the rural areas of Chilamba, I started school 
in the farms attending at Ramano Primary school and after 
finishing I did not mange to go to the secondary school 
because the was no secondary school in the farms where I 
grew up. I started to work in the farms and the money that I 
was earning was little.   

I fell in love with the man that I end up marrying and I end 
up having one child.  Along the way in our marriage we 
started to have problems. My husband family they did not 
love me because I was coming from the poor family and 
I did not have school qualifications. He started cheating 
because his family was confusing him talking many things 
about me to him. We divorce, my life became shattered 
many things became so difficult.   

I decided to go to Musina to look for a job. I met one of my 
friends who was a sex worker. She introduced me to the sex 
working business and from then on it is when I started sex 
working. In the period of my years doing sex working I end 
up falling pregnant by a client. I decided to take the child 
back at home and I continue doing my sex working.  

It was all right to work as a sex work in Musina but the 
problem it was the police harassment. I decided to live 
Musina and I went to Louis Tritchard. When I was at 
Louis Tritchard I realized that to do sex working police 
harassment is worse.  

One day when I was at work I found a white man client, 
when we were making sex he did not want to stop making 
sex, so I stop him he take out his gun. I grab his gun and 
run away to the police station with it he chased me with 
a car. When I get to the police station the police verbally 
harass me calling me with names saying that I took a 
white man gun and run away with it they will arresting me. 
But they did not. They left me and took the gun to check 
whether it belong to the owner.     

Now in my life I have a boyfriend that I live with. I found him 
through the job that I am doing sex working, it’s been two 
years we live together.  

One day two woman Mpho and Linda the came to us 
during the day informed us about Sisonke, it is when I 
started to be a member of Sisonke.
  

I didn’t go to secondary school because there wasn’t one at the farm. It was painful for me to leave school but there was no choice. I don’t want this to 
happen to my children.
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The challenges that I meet are police and client harassment and community stigma. The 
‘magumagumas’ are also very bad.

I got married when I was 13 years old but at 17 years old I got a divorce. I had one child.  

The place where we work is not safe.

Self Portrait

During sex work I met my boyfriend and we started to love each other.
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We don’t have a good relationship with the police so that ‘magumaguma’s’ 
are able to do what they want with us.

A sex worker was killed and after killing her the people who did that put R50 
in her private parts to show that it was sex worker doing business.

I started to sell bananas at the border and when I was busy selling bananas 
a truck driver asked me to do business with him and that he would pay me 
R50.  I decided to do sex work because the bananas were 50cents each.

One day I was arrested and taken to the border because I didn’t have my 
documents with me. I only had a condom and tissue in my pocket. Then I 
was deported to Zimbabwe. When I was on my way I saw the tavern and 
went in looking for a client so that I could get money for transport back to 
South Africa.
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On training voice, and the process of speaking up

Quinten Edward Williams

1. The workshop room: What vibrant space it can be!
Imagine a room. This room is filled with sex workers looking 
at photographs they took themselves. The sex workers are 
speaking. The sex workers are writing. They are telling their 
own stories. It’s loud. 

A quick and incomplete range of things under discussion: 
sex work, making money, abuses suffered, joys shared, 
histories, love, cultures, dreams, friends, family, 
communities, dangers. 

There is an entire wall filled with these words and phrases, 
and more: these are themes to be explored later. There are 
many photographs: landscapes, domestic scenes, street 
photographs, portraits. Some photographs are printed 
out, hung on the walls with Prestick; others are laid out on 
tables. Even more are pasted into journals. What about 
the hundreds of images which weren’t printed? They are 
flickering on computer screens as people select their 
photographs from that day’s shoot. Now imagine that room 
becoming quiet. 

The participants are going to present their images and their 
stories to the other workshop participants. They have done 
it before: yesterday. So, people are still nervous. The first 
one stands up: It is a woman. Middle aged. She is going to 
do it: She is going to tell the workshop participants about 
her photographs she took the day before. She is proud of 

her photographs. They tell about her history, her life, her 
beliefs and her dreams. She is going to speak up about 
those things that really matter. She speaks. People listen. 
People respond.

This room housed a workshop where people could express 
their thoughts in words, in gestures and in photographs. 
In fact, there were two such workshops in 2013: one in 
Johannesburg and one in Musina. These workshops, part 
of the project Volume 44, involved participants who dared 
to speak up. 

This reality, however, is hardly a surprise. 

“Volume 44 means exactly that”, exclaimed a participant in 
the workshop, “to speak loud and confidently, to speak so 
that others can hear you!” 

The workshops of this project couldn’t help but be a buzz 
of such vocal and visual activity. The participants wanted to 
be heard by speaking up in any way they could. They are 
members of Sisonke, after all: In a world where silence can 
lead to invisibility and to human rights violations, these sex 
workers were speaking up about things that matter. 

2. An interest in method: The day-to-day activities of 
running a workshop

The actions of taking a photograph, or telling a story, are 
uncertain types of activity. A photography storytelling 
workshop must accommodate the chance inherent in 
photographic processes as described by Clive Scott 
(1999), the uncertainty of storytelling as described by 
David Boje (2001), and the emergence of the material 
thinking processes as described by Barbara Bolt (2004) 
and Paul Carter (2004). 

One can consider the workshop participants, trainers, 
researchers and project manager as being part of various 
material ecosystems which impact the range of possibilities 
in the workshop itself. Such an arrangement is what David 
Cole (2011) terms educational life-forms: the complex 
relationships of affect moving in and out of the classroom 
and saturating teaching and learning situations. 
Affect is the active capacity of a body to act, and the 

passive capacity to be acted upon. A body, in this sense, 
is a material conglomeration. As John Protevi (2009) 
explains, affectation in one body produces transitions in 
another affected body: it shifts the body from one condition 
into another. Affect is that what happens when you see 
a photograph, or read a story. As Protevi (2009) argues, 
bodies in the social environment are co-constituted through 
relationships of affect. In order to take particular courses of 
actions, humans assign values to aspects of these complex 
relationships of affect. This sense making occurs through a 
cognitive process which remains open to the affects of 
a situation.

The word “learning”, therefore, is here understood as 
more than the acquisition of, as Ronald Bogue (2008: 
2) wrote, just “any new skill or bit of information”. The 
activity of learning is understood as a type of negotiation 
through affective relationships. Of interest, rather than 
representational thought, is an object of thought which 
disrupts ordinary habits and notions, thereby defying 
recognition (Bogue 2008: 7). This type of thought, 
alongside skills training, is necessary in a process involving 
speaking up.

The adaptability of method was initiated during the 
planning periods before the workshops, and as 
documented by myself (Williams 2013), honed in during 
the execution of the workshops. Methods were considered 
in terms of their ability to help realise or thwart a space in 
which a wide range of expressions could occur through 
photography, but also through writing and speaking. The 
continuous conversations between trainer, participants, 
researchers and project manager ensured that training 
responses to the workshop environment could shift 
according to the constantly changing power concerns 
which impact a workshop, and that participants could 
continuously experiment with their stories: photographic-
written-spoken-gestured. 

Expression of a multitude of stories which were important 
to each participant became possible, because training was 
directed at providing basic photography storytelling skills, 
and not story content. These storied expressions, however, 
can be understood as constituting the objects and activities 

which permeated the workshop period: the photographs 
and written pieces as stories, but also those actions of 
taking photographs and writing stories, of training basic 
photography and storytelling techniques, of speaking 
about lived experiences in a group, and of moving through 
everyday spaces with a digital camera. Participants were 
not merely reflecting on their positions in those spaces, but 
their varied movements, along the lines of Giles Deleuze 
and Felix Guattari (1987), were bodily connections to other 
aspects of the world.

This conjunction of skills training and personal advocacy 
produced an educational life-form (Cole 2011) through 
which the sex worker’s highly charged expressions of 
dissent and resistance could emerge.

3. Speaking up with passion: Ensuring a space         
for emotion

The core task presented to the participants: “Tell the 
stories about the things you think are important.” And that 
is what they did. Their thinking about the world through 
photographs, as well as written and spoken stories are 
situated within their particular contexts: Jo’burg. Musina. 
South Africa. Zimbabwe. Home. Work. The workshop. 
The participants’ expressions, however, are not uniform in 
interest or message.

One commonality these photographic stories share is 
that they are filled with emotion. When emotion is moved 
from the private, and taken into the public, as Megan 
Boler (1999) argues, emotion becomes a powerful form of 
expression against the forms of social control which are 
prescriptive of appropriate emotional responses. The sex 
workers’ proclamations challenge the exclusion, prejudice 
and abuse which they experience as a result of wider 
socio-economic, political and cultural formations.

In a society where sex work is stigmatised and is still illegal, 
however, the possibility of breaking anonymity could invoke 
many different fears. These fears could involve, amongst 
other, police, family, friends, health care and legal aid. 
Although the use of pseudonyms provide protection from 
others, however, it is also a powerful tool in sex workers’ 
advocacy: while a pseudonym enables an activist to 
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become one amongst many, its story can inspire others 
to act. The emotions which are stirred up through the 
photographic stories, furthermore, are not only the territory 
of the sex worker. It is also ours, the viewers, the clients, 
the friends, the people of community organisations: for a 
subject’s emotions are shaped in her/his complicity in, and 
in her/his resistance to dominant discourses and ideologies 
(Boler 1999). Storytelling involves a listener and a speaker. 
By speaking up, by challenging silence, these expressions 
of emotion resist and invalidate the subjugation of a sex 
workers’ humanity as an appropriate response to her/his 
job choice. 
The act of speaking, as theorised by Deleuze (1989: 222), 
is an act through which the private moves into the political, 
and through which “collective utterances” are initiated and 
shifted. Speaking up is the activity of making emotionally 
latent ideological pronouncements, and as Rinku Sen 
(2003) argues, it is an important aspect of community 
organisations: It influences political directionality; it creates 
understanding and commitment amongst members; it 
makes visible to members seemingly desperate issues; and 
it helps members get their ideas into the world.  

A pedagogy of speaking up, as in the case of this 
workshop, can be approached in a wider sense: not only as 
training in storytelling and photography, but as sex workers 
engaged in an emotionally latent, and emotionally powerful 
ideological education that is connected to the challenges 
and triumphs they experience in their lives. The workshop, 
then, can be seen as a space of resistance, a space which 
acknowledges uncertainty and follows the becomings of 
the participants’ stories (Deleuze and Guattari 1987).

 
4. Storied spaces: Speaking up with words, gestures 

and images
Every day, participants would discuss ideas in the 
workshop venue, then leave the venue to take photographs 
in the surrounding areas, or take photographs of aspects 
of their life away from the workshop, come back to the 
workshop venue, present the photographs they made 
and tell about the experiences they were thinking of. The 
workshop venue soon transformed through the multifarious 
stories participants were telling through their words, 
gestures and images. 
For David Boje (2001), story resists codification into 

coherent narrative. Story can continue growing after it is 
told. Boje (2001) sees story as being before narrative, 
an account of incidents and events. But fragmented. 
Interrupted. In a shifting relationship to the world. 

The sex workers’ stories give us partial access to aspects 
of the network of relations which constitute their lives, their 
complex histories, their passions and their challenges. The 
multitude of stories created a storied space which resisted 
the totalisation of a single narrative. As Boje (2001) argues, 
story is antenarrative: that which comes before narrative; 
before story is fastened by plot and character and can still 
take different forms. Ante, however, also means bet (Boje 
2001): A wager on the outcome of things to come. The 
antenarratives of the sex workers remained speculative; 
they displayed a sensitivity to the uncertain “flow of lived 
experience” (Boje 2001: 3). 

The participants created stories which navigate past 
experiences, current realities, hopes and dreams. Their 
subject matter is diverse: the photographs and written 
stories produced by the sex workers in this project obligate 
a reasonable viewer to recognise that sex work is only one 
aspect of a sex worker’s life. As Maria Tamboukou’s (2010) 
research on women artists indicates, narratives from life 
often show the uncertain passages that are people’s lives: a 
person becoming-sex worker; becoming-friend; becoming-
mother; becoming-cook; becoming-car wash business 
owner; becoming-photographer.

Histories, cultures, lived experiences, photographic 
storytelling, and basic photography storytelling training 
came together in a workshop condition which allowed the 
transgression of perceived ideas and normative modes of 
living (Tamboukou 2008, 2010). This is a situation where 
participants can take hold of past realities and initiate future 
becoming in their lives (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). Rather 
than being passive recipients of a range of interpretations, 
these sex workers are active makers in their living-stories 
(Boje 2001). The photographs and written pieces are by 
people who have things to say, and have dared to 
speak up.

5. The workshop, and being situated: showing things, 
and being heard in the assemblage

The participant’s photographic stories present a partial and 
uncertain view into aspects of their inter-personal networks, 
their relationships to institutions and organisations, and 
their movements within built environments and between 
built environments. These photographs and stories can 
be understood as presenting conjunctions that Manuel 
DeLanda (2006) would term urban-rural assemblages: 
collections of interconnected affective bodies which are 
in processes of production, not of a single whole, but of 
multiple, intersecting assemblages.

The assemblage of the photography storytelling workshop, 
for instance, was created between components such 
as the lived experiences of members of an advocacy 
organisation, basic photographic storytelling training, and 
artistic research and narrative research techniques (Cole 
2011, DeLanda 2006, Williams 2013).

Similarly, speaking up does not only occur in the 
photograph we see, or the written pieces we read, but in 
social assemblages. Photographs, as Elizabeth Edwards 
(2012: 228) argues, are “tactile, sensory things that exist in 
time and space and are constituted by and through social 
relations”. According to Edwards (2012: 228), photographs 
should not only be understood in terms of the visual, 
in terms of their “plurality of modes of experience” and 
their assemblages of affect. In following a material view 
of the photographic storytelling workshop, the activity of 
speaking up can be understood as the type of multimodal 
affair of which David Cole and Diana Masny (2009) write. 
These theorists argue, for instance, that communication 
is a process which is involved with the visual, the oral, the 
written, the tactile, each mode creating a range of affects. 
The movements of the sex workers participating in the 
project, their activity of speaking up in different modes, 
was part of what Nigel Thrift (2004: 57) would term the 
“maelstorms of affect” that constitute the daily occurrences 
of urban-rural assemblages: those complex relationships 
between people and things and processes we call a room, 
a street, or a town.

The sex workers were already speaking up during the 
workshop. Although the photographs and written stories 
are responses to the assemblages that the sex workers 
who participated in the project are part of, the very material 
processes the sex workers were involved in were already 
complicit in the production of aspects of those 
social assemblages. 

The participants of Volume 44 chose to raise their voice 
about their beliefs, their families, their histories, their 
triumphs, their laughter and their tears. This activity of 
speaking up, however, is larger than the photography 
storytelling workshop. By speaking up in whichever way 
possible, these sex workers take hold of their power in 
this world. 
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Questioning Advocacy

A discussion between partners in the project.

(Intro) Within the broader intentions of the overall project, 
advocacy resurfaced again and again as an element of the 
project not entirely considered. While training and research 
where clear, and Sisonke was in many ways an advocacy 
organisation, the extent to which the project sought to 
be an advocate on or for something was an inherent 
element of the project that had not been fully considered 
by the partners. Throughout the project, this question was 
engaged with – including being one of the points on the 
agenda of the advisory forum. In discussion of how the 
differening intentions of the project partners intertwined 
with questions of advocacy, a conversation was held at the 
end of the project with John Fleetwood, head of the Market 
Photo Workshop, Jo Veary, ACMS Senior Researcher and 
Pamela Chakuvinga, Sisonke Deputy National coordinator.

Molemo Moiloa, Project Curator:
What do we believe advocacy to be?

JV:  For us at ACMS (African Centre for Migration Studies, 
Wits University) finding a space and a platform to share 
voices and information with a wide range of people on 
issues that are often not heard or are misrepresented. I 
think that there are linkages between advocacy how we 
understand it, and social change. Which would include 
potentially policy change but in a way the legal frameworks 
changing around issues would be an end point and there is 
a whole range of other awareness changes that are part of 
advocacy.

MM: Advocacy is therefore partly a process in terms of 
sharing, but also with some intention towards an endpoint 
such as policy change.

JV: But with process being the most important 

PC:  On our side, advocacy makes people understand 
the challenges and lifestyles that sex workers are living 
and to change peoples minds in terms of how they think 
of sex workers. Sisonke is the platform for sex workers 
voices to be heard and to speak out about their personal 
experiences rather than someone speak on behalf of them.

MM: Advocacy is therefore about changing the position of 
an audience, but you also mention speaking out. Do you 
see speaking out as advocacy as an act in itself or just the 
hearing and associated education of those who hear?

PC: It is both ways, yes.

MM: And whose minds are you looking to change?

PC: We are speaking to those in people in the government 
and parliament, as we are speaking about decriminalisation 
and other stakeholders to understand the challenges sex 
workers are facing and to change the working conditions of 
the sex workers to ensure justice to sex workers.

JF: It is difficult to determine on whose behalf I am 
speaking because I can speak of the Market Photo 
Workshop but I think ideas would be diverse, I could also 
speak in relation to photography and then I think position 
would be even more diverse. But to start off with is to say 
the way I see advocacy is that it is a spectrum from a more 
passive to a more active position of self in relation to certain 
reality. And that the reality we want to talk about links to 
the ones that Jo has mentioned, of social change. I think in 
photography advocacy is often assumed to be self-evident 
when I think its not, I think it needs to be read, it needs 
to be understood. And that in many ways photography’s 
failure to be an advocate has become very clear probably 
in the last two decades. Before that a lot of time was spent 
around photography’s possibility for being an advocate. 
So I think what is interesting for me when it comes to this 
process that we have engaged with is that the advocacy 
that we are building is somehow lodged in the images we 
are making and the text we are writing and the processes 
that we are busy with bit it is also within the knowledge 
field that I think that the students hold afterwards. And I 
think that is the specific interest for the Photo Workshop 
that in advocacy we look to disrupt a particular thinking 
that then gives impetus for people to, in future; see things 
in a different way. On the one hand we believe it is the 
participants who are triggered through this process but we 
also hope that the readers of the images will be triggered 
through this. So it is both active and passive and reflects 

the complexity of what advocacy is, there is a giver and 
a receiver.

MM: Pamela has mentioned that the process of speaking, 
particularly for the sex workers, acts as advocacy and 
you have mentioned students. Is it a similar thing, which 
the expectations would become people who speak out 
about issues or that photographers would better receive 
what people like Sex Workers need to communicate. 
Would students become speakers or receivers through this 
advocacy process?

JF: I think photographers are both. On the one hand 
they are receiving information that they can react to, 
that we hope will shift their minds so that one day when 
they become media practitioners that they will have had 
a certain exposure that will help them recognise the 
complexity of certain issues and that they will be able 
to challenge stereotypes.  On the other hand I think that 
students are very well sussed out and have quite clear 
ideas about the world around them and that inevitably they 
give impression of and reflect on this, so I think they are 
both actors and receivers of advocacy.

MM: Pamela can you give more of a sense of how/if 
Sisonke sees advocacy within the communities in which 
sex workers live and have friends and family.

PC: Communities have to understand why sex workers 
become sex workers, because of their backgrounds. So 
we educate communities, we run campaigns, sex works 
use drama role-play to see Sex Workers as the same as 
them, and that if they are not treated well, Sex Workers feel 
it in the same ways that they do. Mostly we get invited into 
spaces and we usually ask them what are the challenges 
they want us to raise in that community, then normally we 
ask if we can have a platform to do drama role-play or have 
a dialogue to explain the challenges sex workers face in 
those communities. Or even some would do poetry or any 
kind of creative way depending on the platform we 
are given.

MM: What kinds of groups of people does ACMS look at 
when working on advocacy and whether strategies differ 
depending on the group of people?

JV: I think this project is a very particular project in the 
kind of work ACMS is normally involved with in the way 
that there is an extension in terms of involvement and 
co-production and research in a different way to how the 
majority of projects by ACMS run. And I think what that has 
done is extended audiences and the groups that are part 
of the advocacy space and I think a key group, and I think 
we have mentioned it, is the sex workers themselves and 
all of us participating in the project in the lines of what we 
get exposed to ourselves. Earlier on in the project we talked 
about internal advocacy, I think there is something very 
important in terms of the process of being involved. There 
are different people who are involved in different ways. 
There would be the sex worker participant who would be 
involved in one way, a pdp trainer who would be involved in 
another way, me, you, Elsa, all of us. And the conversations 
and meetings we’ve had and the way Sisonke would be 
involved. I think what that’s helped to do is, I hope, help 
shift the ways we all do what we do, changed our practice. 
Because I think there is something in co-production that 
does this, for ACMS as a research institute this has been a 
very important way of demonstrating that there are different 
ways that you can collect and create knowledge and that 
involving people in a deeper, more extended way, whatever 
the word would be, has benefits and for us there is a 
conversation that is on-going. I think there is an advocacy 
within the academy about the methodology. So its not just 
around the data that we collect and how we then translate 
that to different audiences, towards the decriminalisation 
working group, around migration law, around public health 
and so n, but there is also something important about how 
we demonstrate that this generates knowledge that we 
otherwise wouldn’t have and that it’s a sound methodology. 
And that’s a different kind of advocacy that is perhaps 
unintended, but that I am more confident in vocalising.

JF: I think there is something similar in relation to 
photography. I think what is interesting for me is how we 
are all using the same vehicle in order to get to our very 
particular destinations. SO there is a time if the route where 
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we are sharing the same bus but I think we are eventually 
using it for different outcomes. I think what I find interesting 
there is that we are at all stage are advocates of our own 
processes, we are trying to make sense of processes 
within our own heads, we are acting as advocates for 
various different things far outside the realm of sex work 
and decriminalisation. I think it has a lot to do with where 
the different kind of knowledge fields stand at the moment 
and something that we should be able to bring together 
into something that is very practical. And something that 
we should be able to do as a team. I would imagine that 
even as a group of sex workers one might say that there is 
advocacy around decriminalisation but the motivations for 
those would be different, and which aspects we highlight 
as more important than others would be evident. I think 
photography works in a very similar way; it comes from a 
position and points to a very specific, on particular space 
that it records. But that image can be the source of specific 
information but also generic information. As much as it is 
something specific there is a certain slippage that always 
happen, this is interesting because when you work with 
people who have a very specific idea of what photography 
is, photography also slips and can be slippery just like 
advocacy, it constantly moves. And I think that’s the project, 
gone are the days where you had advocacy groups with 
one objective; we live in times where advocacy reflects the 
various voices within it.

MM: I am interested in talking more about the use of 
creative production as an advocacy tool, and how it 
perhaps makes the reading of advocacy as a slippery 
things even more slippery as John says, what other 
process is Sisonke involved in.

PC: Sisonke runs creative space. It is a safe space for 
Sex Workers where we speak about the challenges we 
are facing, our working conditions, and where we educate 
each other about rights, e.g. what to do when arrested 
and what help you get from Sisonke. In that we only want 
sex workers in that space, many things are very emotional 
and its more confortable, sex workers understand their 
same challenges. If you need counselling we organise 
that for you, if you need legal assistance, we advice an 
organisation we work with. We also teach each other how 
to tell a story, how to express emotions, you have to speak 
about these things to deal with them, and if you don’t speak 

of them you will harbour anger. But together we can explain 
to each other, I have been raped or I have been beaten and 
we can support each other. We think of a topic and write 
it on paper, some who are good at drawing will draw, or 
poetry, depending on what you are good at, some things 
different people are good at, and some other things other 
people are good at. And sometimes if you ask someone to 
do a drawing, then suddenly they can speak about their 
experience by speaking about the drawing where before 
they couldn’t speak about the thing. 

MM: Are creative tools less like advocacy than perhaps 
a letter to the government or the newspaper; are more 
conventional ways better advocacy than creative ways?

PC: Now part of this training I am doing now is about 
creative methodologies, Sisonke is increasing creative 
space and training people through a manual. In our group 
creative space is better than writing an article, because 
people feel safer in creative space than when talking 
to a journalist or whatever because creative space is 
confidential, it is a safe space.

JV: I think if we reflect specifically on Volume 44, an 
important accomplishment has been that because 
the process was extended deliberately, based on our 
recognition from previous projects that safe spaces are 
important and cant be created through one morning. 
These safe spaces developed through Elsa, but also the 
trainers and PDP students, and I think stronger, different 
relationships even between the participants. There is an 
assumption that as long as we are being ethical in our 
approach, like asking permission for an interview, that 
somehow then sitting and having a one our interview, using 
that material is somehow ethical. While I think a one-hour 
interview is still important, the information you get through 
a one-hour interview and through an extended, trusted 
relationship is completely different. And that’s partly what 
this project is about, about advocating for a go slow, for 
letting things percolate. Research is so often rushed, for 
various reasons.

MM: often I think we assume that because we are doing 
advocacy project, we assume we are ethical. We are likely 
to not ask ourselves hard questions.

JV: Sometimes well-intended advocacy campaigns works 
to involve people for who the message is intended, but 
predetermines the advocacy message and then sort of 
includes people’s voices. And this project shifts that in that 
Advocacy is not the core intention of the project and so 
people devise their own narratives, and if they have nothing 
to do with decrim, or migration, or health, that’s fine. And 
that advocacy is as much about process, if not more so, 
than message. I sit on university ethics committee at wits 
and this process has solidified this so much for me, that 
popping off to ask questions can’t be assumed to be good 
research.

MM: How much of this project is also enabling an internal, 
partner based advocacy, a kind of critical partnership 
where we can keep each other in check, and push each 
others boundaries and assumptions?

JF: Going back to creative production, I think it’s interesting 
to look at our initial intentions. And how before advocacy 
this project was more about internal voice, personal 
agency, of people learning through a particular process 
to express something and of producing work without a 
predetermined outcome, which therefore makes it different 
to lobbying. Within a workshop space there are obviously 
specific connections and a particular context that creates 
a specific direction of the workshops, which fits better to a 
lobbyist position, but its not entirely determined. Coming 
back to the advisory meetings, we have early advisory 
meetings in the beginning. Once you fall within a project 
there are all sorts of goals and objectives that become your 
horizon and it’s important to bring outside people to disrupt 
that thinking and disrupt the linear production of work. The 
reason we set up the advisory meetings was because we 
are so different and we need, for lack of a better word, an 
arbitrator that can pull us together and say this should be 
the areas of focus but also shed light on the areas we have 
but may not immediately see. Why that was so important 
was there are certain rules and regulations in each of our 
fields and sometimes it’s hard to see those until you are 
in a larger group and you hear other voices. It may sound 
quite elementary, but I think it grounded all of us into a 
position that we actively took on the position of being each 
other’s critical friends and it was important that we each put 
forward our positions and intentions and be clear within the 

friendship, what was expected. Without the twee of being 
socially responsible, we are working with real people and 
we need to put everything out on the table. It’s also about 
whom we are working with and the ways we communicate, 
issues of language, academic language or even English as 
a language needs to be considered in order to understand 
each other and connect to each other’s needs.

JV: I think it was important to understand why we are all 
participating, we needed to formulate for ourselves and for 
each other what it was about. It came through outsiders 
asking this question, “why are you working together?” 
that helped us really get to the point where we could be 
confident of why and what our roles where. If we are talking 
about advocacy and methodology and approach is that this 
is an experiment, and what we have demonstrated is that 
by having such different partners who find a way to work 
together, you can create something that’s much stronger. 
There is still a lot to learn, but other projects I have worked 
in, it’s very different, its much more involved, we are critical 
friends.

JF: It wasn’t so strong all the way through the project, 
something we could improve on. But I think there was less 
naivety from the beginning, which helped us to understand 
each other’s process throughout the project.

MM: This project was very much about fixing the broken 
parts of the initial 2010 project. And this project, and the 
process, has enabled a kind of internal push for best 
practice. What then, should be done better next time?

JF: Most evident for me was the lack of student 
participation, scheduling problems etc., and this was an 
important absence. What we have learned however is that 
perhaps alumni are perhaps better, and where stronger in 
this process. 

MM: Why would alumni be stronger?

JF: In order to teach others, you need to have some 
confidence of your own practice, and not just in skill but in 
life experience, once you have finished your course and 
you realise there are not so many job opportunities you 
need to decide for yourself why you take photographs 
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and what the role of photography is in society. And I think 
this is something that you learn as a practitioner outside 
of a school, and so alumni are better placed because of 
that. Also I think we needed to get the trainers in at an 
earlier point, at the advisory for example, there were issues 
of budget, of capacity, selection of trainers was also a 
learning point, I think the experience of the trainers grew 
immensely through the project.

JV: First thing for me is being realistic. In the beginning of 
the project I was feeling much more confident, there had 
been so much more preparatory work, but looking back 
now I see that we were being too ambitious, and perhaps 
for next time there might be ways to bring in the advisory, 
perhaps early in the project and again at a later stage. 
I thin there is something about external people that can 
enable a rationalising and being realistic that those of us in 
the project wont see. There were also other things that we 
didn’t envisage that have shifted as the need arose, and I 
think this was a strength that we can learn from in future, 
narrative component, exit interviews etc. evolved, largely 
driven by participants – Elsa still received sms saying what 
is the writing topic for this week. These are things we can 
think about for future, how do we understand how these 
projects continue. Also, we mentioned earlier, talking about 
some kinds of toolkit, are there ways to translate these 
lessons learned for other people to gain from. And if we are 
talking about advocacy there have been multiple outcomes, 
but this is one that’s missing that people could definitely 
benefit from.

PC: I was involved only fro Cape Town so I reflect on it 
from feedback I received. It seems participation was good, 
especially in Musina considering people were travelling 
from far to the training venue and clearly people were very 
interested because no one dropped out. Joburg as well. 
I can’t complain, I think people really benefited. I think we 
must move it to other provinces




