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Preface 

The Mayibuye Centre of the University of the Western Cape and the 
Nordic Africa Institute are located many thousand miles apart, one in 
Bellville near Cape Town in South Africa and the other in Uppsala 
near Stockholm in Sweden. But the distance in geography is out-
weighed by the proximity in ideas. 

Sweden is the country which perhaps gave the most extensive and 
constructive assistance to the struggle against apartheid in South Af-
rica, while the Mayibuye Centre is itself an outcome of that struggle. 
In different ways both institutes have set as their tasks to document 
and analyse the changes in Africa in ways which produce results that 
make a difference to contemporary perceptions and debates. 

Cooperation between us was thus natural. This book bears witness 
to the first step in wider collaboration on themes of common interest, 
notably the international support to the struggle against apartheid. 
The first joint conference organised by the Mayibuye Centre and the 
Nordic Africa Institute forms the basis of this book. We have worked 
on it with the aim of having it finished for the second joint conference 
of our institutes, to be held in 1999 to highlight, discuss and celebrate 
the Nordic support to the liberation of southern Africa. 

The chapters of this book are all revised versions of selected con-
tributions to the conference entitled “National Identity and Democ-
racy” held from March 14–16, 1997 at the University of the Western 
Cape. 

The objectives of the conference were: 

– to bring together scholars from Africa and the Nordic countries to 
further future collaboration and scholarly exchange between 
young and advanced scholars 

– to provide a forum for the meeting of scholars from various disci-
plines involved in research on national and cultural identities 

– to facilitate the exchange of ideas between academics, cultural 
workers and political activists 
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– to highlight the issues involved in the formation of national iden-
tity, with a focus on South Africa but including comparative expe-
riences. 

An invitation was distributed widely especially in South Africa, the 
Nordic countries and those African countries with which the con-
venors had scholarly contact. Ninety seven proposals were sent in and 
were vetted by a committee of scholars from the University of the 
Western Cape and the University of Cape Town, together with the 
coordinator of the research project on “Cultural Images in and of Af-
rica” at the Nordic Africa Institute, Mai Palmberg. Thirty four pro-
posals were accepted for presentation at the conference representing a 
wide variety of experiences, nationalities, and universities from South 
Africa, other African countries, the Nordic countries, and scholars in 
Europe and North America. 

We are very grateful to the Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency (Sida), particularly its cultural section, without 
whose support the conference would not have been possible. We 
would like to express our gratitude towards the Human Sciences Re-
search Council (HSRC) of South Africa for deeming the conference 
and this book of sufficient interest to be a partner volume in their se-
ries on nation-building and identities. 

We would also like to thank all those from the Mayibuye Centre 
and the Nordic Africa Institute who helped with the organising. A 
special thanks to Mike Abrahams, special coordinator of the confer-
ence, and to Susanne Östman and Petra Smitmanis, assistants to the 
research project on “Cultural Images in and of Africa” at the Nordic 
Africa Institute. Susanne Östman has since done a great job in prepar-
ing the manuscripts for printing, while Petra Smitmanis compiled an 
annotated bibliography on the theme of national identity, which ap-
pears at the end of this volume. Mai Palmberg has been responsible 
for the work with the authors on the revision of the papers chosen for 
inclusion in this volume. 

In his opening statement to the conference, the Minister of Justice 
of South Africa stated that it was the objective of the new South Africa 
to recognize diversity and the importance of building a national iden-
tity at the same time, while professor Colin Bundy, then Dean of So-
cial Sciences at the University of the Western Cape stressed that issues 
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of national identity require rigorous analysis, and Swedish Ambassa-
dor Bo Heinebäck pointed at the dilemma of the mobilisation of na-
tional identity containing seeds of both good and bad. We hope that 
this selection from a successful conference will contribute to elucidat-
ing the dialectics and thus avoid the pitfalls. 
 
Uppsala and Cape Town, September 1999 
 
Barry Feinberg Lennart Wohlgemuth 
Director Director 
Mayibuye Centre The Nordic Africa Institute 



Introduction 

“This is not a contribution to nation-building. I hope it helps disrupt 
nation-building.” These words by film-maker Zackie Ahmat gave a 
kick-start to the discussions at the international conference on “Na-
tional Identity and Democracy” held at the University of the Western 
Cape in Bellville, South Africa 14–18 March, 1997. 

Ahmat’s understanding of nation-building was the kind of cul-
tural homogenisation ordered from above which has been the rule in 
many countries all over the world, and also in Africa. In these cases 
nation-building has been a hypocritical cloak for the cultural hegem-
ony of the elite of one cultural group. The provocative remarks by 
Ahmat were made in connection with his showing of a controversial 
film which sets out to wrest the heritage of the Afrikaans language 
from conservative whites and transfer it to the large number of col-
oured people whose mother tongue is Afrikaans. 

Through the title of the conference the organisers wanted to invite 
a discussion both on the insight that building a nation and building 
democracy are not necessarily twins, and on the risks of the misuse of 
power in the name of the nation. Or as the Swedish ambassador, Bo 
Heinebäck, said in an opening speech: How do we avoid the negative 
exploitation of “we-ness”? 

South Africa is an extreme case of the usurpation of national iden-
tity by one minority group, the white Afrikaans-speakers. This group 
saw themselves as the true South Africans, at least until Verwoerd’s 
time, when the Afrikaner project was turned into a white project, thus 
increasingly including the English-speaking whites. The black major-
ity was suppressed through a more or less artificial division into eth-
nic groups, each given an extremely artificially constructed set of 
“homeland” territories, while the Indians and the Coloureds were 
accorded no territories, but were covered by a number of rules setting 
them above the black majority and below the whites. 

Given this history it would not have been surprising if majority-
ruled South Africa had taken the same road as so many African coun-
tries have in the past, instituting a policy of denying all cultural divi-
sions, and accusing all those who claim minority rights or want to or-
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ganise on a cultural/regional basis of “tribalism”. Instead, the new 
South Africa, has gone to the other extreme, declaring eleven lan-
guages as national languages, and setting up a political system with a 
complex mixture of centralism and federalism. 

One can argue that cultural pluralism enshrined in the South Afri-
can constitution is merely a result of expedient political compromises. 
The emergent majority, the ANC with its largely black following but 
with a mixed leadership and a non-racial stand, needed to compro-
mise with at least three other major players in the field. There was the 
Zulu-based Inkatha movement and its leader Mangosuthu Buthelezi. 
There was the ruling party since 1948, the National Party, still very 
much with its base in the Afrikaner population. There was also the 
Freedom Front, a party of extreme Afrikaners who still took part in 
the elections of 1994. One could equally argue that one of the few ear-
lier examples in Africa of a similar recognition of cultural differences, 
Ghana under Nkrumah, was also more a product of political expedi-
ency than a matter of principle. But how many principles have not 
emerged because of the force of circumstances? 

The background is most probably a mixture of tactical and ideo-
logical considerations. The fact is that in the new South Africa the line 
taken is a combination of building unity in a new nation and recogni-
tion of cultural pluralism. This reality, and the fact that it follows an 
unprecedented long popular struggle for democracy makes it particu-
larly interesting to discuss the premises and prospects. The fact that 
South African scholars had been isolated for so long from most of the 
rest of Africa gave an added impetus to organising the conference in 
South Africa, as a meeting-place for South African, other African and 
Nordic scholars. 

The conference was organised jointly by the research project “Cul-
tural Images in and of Africa” at the Nordic Africa Institute, and the 
Mayibuye Centre of the University of the Western Cape. For the for-
mer it was a follow-up of studies on the formation of cultural identi-
ties, launched in November 1995 with a conference on “Facing Ethnic-
ities in Africa” in Åbo/Turku, Finland. For the latter it was an oppor-
tunity to contribute to the discussion of South Africa’s future on the 
basis of its solid documentation and knowledge of the history of the 
struggle. Out of 29 papers presented at the conference we have made 
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a selection for this book of those that we believe will best further the 
continued scholarly discussion of identities, and the concepts of na-
tion and democracy. 

Scholarly debates usually have their pace-setters, to whom every 
subsequent contributor to the debate must relate. In the discussion on 
the theories of trade one can hardly bypass Adam Smith, one of the 
forefathers of classic economics. The much more recent but equally 
topical scholarly discussion on the construction of and relations be-
tween nations has its own A. Smith who cannot be bypassed. This is 
Anthony D. Smith. He does not put forward bold theses, but his 
works have deserved their place as summaries of “the state of the art” 
in the field. They are clearly argued, erudite overviews with global 
dimensions and lucidly written. No wonder that his books are often 
on the course list of university textbooks as gateways to the field, 
which, in fact, I found was the case at the University of the Western 
Cape at the time of the conference. 

Let us therefore use Anthony Smith’s book National Identity as a 
reference point to place the contributions in this volume in the discus-
sion on the theme.1 

‘National identity’ according to Anthony D. Smith is founded in 
culture, in contradistinction to the concept of nationalism, which is a 
political movement. ‘National identity’ involves both cultural ideas 
(such as ideas on common ancestry or history), and cultural symbols, 
(such as monuments, poetry, architecture). A special category of peo-
ple, the intellectuals, are needed to articulate the ideas and create new 
symbols of the assumed old common roots. 

A primary task for intellectuals and artists in the heyday of na-
tionalism in the 19th century was thus to provide the cultural para-
phernalia of that period’s nation-building. One can add that an impor-
tant task today is to question and analyse that very same project in 
order to sort out what should be discarded and what should be saved. 
The present book is part of this endeavour. 

We soon encounter difficulties, however, if we use Anthony D. 
Smith as a guide. These shortcomings are not his alone, but charac-
terise much of the thinking on modern nations. On the one hand 
Smith writes with an ironical tone about the myth of nationalism and 
                                                             
1. Anthony D. Smith, National Identity, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth 1991. 
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its central idea “that nations exist from time immemorial, and that 
nationalists must reawaken them from their slumber to take the place 
in a world of nations.”2 But when he treats the concept “ethnicity” the 
tone is not one of distance but ambivalence. He says he is placed be-
tween the two extremes of those who find a primordial quality in eth-
nicity, which “exists outside time”, and those who see ethnicity as 
“situational”, dependent on the individual’s situation and open to 
instrumental manipulation by competing elites.3 The perspective he 
adopts stresses “the historical and symbolic-cultural attributes of eth-
nic identity”.4 In fact, he does see the origin of nations in ethnic com-
munities (or ethnies) despite the fact that he does not underwrite the 
nationalist myths that they have always existed. 

On this point Smith is largely irrelevant for the discourse on na-
tional identity in modern Africa. The modern states were the results 
of colonial rivalries, partition conferences and conquests. The result-
ing map frequently meant that the areas of an ethnic group straddled 
the borders of more than one colony, and even more frequently sev-
eral ethnic groups found themselves in one and the same country. 

It seems more helpful to turn to another oft-quoted writer on the 
theme, Benedict Anderson, whose book title Imagined Communities has 
become almost a household term.5 But let us remind ourselves that 
“imagined communities” did not for Anderson mean “fabricated” or 
“invented”. His starting point is the rather obvious fact that the na-
tion, defined as “an imagined political community” is imagined “be-
cause the members of even the smallest nation will never know most 
of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the 
minds of each lives the image of their communion.”6 And he adds 
that all communities other than primordial villages with face-to-face 
contact are in fact imagined. 

This is far from Ernest Gellner’s view that nationalism works un-
der false pretences, and invents nations where they do not exist.7 Yet 

                                                             
2. Ibid.:19–20. 3. Ibid.:20. 
4. Loc.cit. 5. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities , Verso, London and New York 1992. (The 
book was first published in 1983, the revised and enlarged edition in 1991.) 6. Ibid.:6. 
7. Referred to in loc.cit. 
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Anderson gives much more room than Smith does to a sympathetic 
account of how in fact new nations come to be imagined. For Smith 
nations without a basis in an ethnic community do not have a solid 
foundation. For Anderson the creation of genuine feelings of national 
identity in post-colonial Third World countries spring from a complex 
intertwining of schooling and administrative systems in the formation 
of new bilingual elites.8 His examples are mainly from Asia, but here 
a vast field remains to be researched on Africa. There have been far 
too many assumptions that only ethnic identification patterns are 
genuine, and that national identity is a shallow invention. 

For Smith Africa is an anomaly. He writes of sub-Saharan Africa:9 
the ruling élites, who may often have been recruited from a dominant 
ethnie or coalition of ethnic groupings, were tempted to fashion a new 
political mythology and symbolic order not only to legitimate their often 
authoritarian regimes, but also to head off threats of endemic ethnic con-
flicts and even movements of secession. In these cases the state is util-
ized to fashion the ‘civil religion’ whose myths, memories, symbols and 
the like will provide the functional equivalent of a missing or defective 
dominant ethnie. 

Note here how close Smith comes to Gellner’s perspective—for differ-
ent reasons—that nationalists entertain false pretences. Certainly there 
is in Africa (but indeed just as much elsewhere) the danger of one 
group, whether ethnically defined or not, creating a ‘civic religion’ to 
mobilise a sense of collective community, which in reality is a cover 
for nothing less than collective elite projects. 

Some of the papers in this volume describe such processes, notably 
the paper by Kimani Gecau on how that section of the Gikuyu elite, 
which assumed political power with independence set an intellectual 
agenda which gave no room for popular projects. Culture with a capi-
tal C was identified as the culture of the former colonial power, Great 
Britain, and the heritage of resistance from the rebellion in the 1950s 
was toned down. This is a fascinating case study of the struggle over 
symbols of national identity, “struggles over what history to tell”. 

In much of the writing on national identity there is an assumption 
that nationalism and democracy go hand in hand. Smith does not 
hold this simplistic view. Nor is he really interested in democracy, 

                                                             
8. Ibid.:chapter 7 (pp. 113–140). 
9. Smith, 1991:41. 
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perhaps because he so firmly believes that the only real basis of na-
tional identity must lie in an ethnic community. He includes “com-
mon legal rights and duties for all members” and “a common, mass 
public culture” in the list of fundamental features of national iden-
tity.10 National identity is here placed in the age of mass education 
and universal conscription. 

The thought that national identity could be based on democracy is 
not discussed in Smith’s book on national identity. His concern is the 
lack of congruence between state and nation, and he refers to Walker 
Connor’s estimate from the 1970s that only about 10 per cent of the 
states could claim to be nation-states in the sense that the state bound-
aries coincided with those of the nation and that the total population 
of the state shared a single ethnic culture.11 

Much of this volume, in contrast, rests on a conviction that the 
multi-ethnic state is here to stay, that ideas other than myths of ethnic 
origin can and must be the ideological basis of the imagined commu-
nity of those living in a given state, and that these are not poor substi-
tutes for the unifying ethnic community which is lacking. 

Svend Erik Larsen discusses one of the symbols of nationalism 
found in the production of intellectuals, the idea of the national land-
scape. He discusses how the metaphor of the landscape has been used 
to express nationalist emotions, but also to express a sense of belong-
ing by expatriates, as when Karen Blixen writes of “her” Kenya. He 
suggests that the use of the landscape metaphor has nothing to do 
with democracy, and that perhaps in South Africa democracy itself 
will provide a more constructive metaphor for national identity. 

The use of cultural symbols to create national unity is also the 
theme in the paper by Siri Lange , who describes how a particular kind 
of musical show, intended to extol the nation, turned into an impor-
tant prop of popular culture. The shows were stripped of their mes-
sage from above about national unity, but instead they became much 
more effective tools for creating national identity by their cross-ethnic 
popularity. 

                                                             
10. The others being “an historic territory, or homeland”, “common myths and histori-
cal memories”, and “a common economy with territorial mobility for its members”. 
Ibid.:14. 
11. Ibid.:15. 
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The idea of a nation-state where state borders and ethnicity coin-
cide presupposes one single ethnic identity. As we have seen this is 
realistic in only one tenth of all existing states. In all others, ethnicity 
and national identity alone, make for dual identities. When gender is 
taken seriously, we have multiple identities. Generation, life experi-
ence (such as years in exile), and education abroad or in an educa-
tional system modelled on foreign ideals provide further sets of iden-
tities that compete with or colour the formation of national identity. 
Aspects of identity have not previously entered much into the dis-
course on national identity. But the discourse on identities has surged 
to attention with the post-modernist rejection of the idea of grand de-
signs in history, which accords individuals fixed roles and bounda-
ries. 

Whether post-modernist or not, the analytical tool of multiple 
identities, helps us understand social change. Three papers here deal 
explicitly with this theme. Zimitri Erasmus and Edgar Pieterse reflect on 
how to conceptualise the identities of the coloureds in South Africa. 
After an analysis of three major discourses on coloured identities in 
South Africa, they reject attempts to assign to this group an essential-
ist fixed-for-all identity. At the same time they criticise “the discourse 
of denial” which describes coloured identity as solely an imposed la-
bel. Identities are relational, they are different at different times, and 
they are contested, and hence, unstable. It is on diverse and constantly 
reinterpreted experiences that a new South African national identity 
must be built, they conclude. 

Robert Mattes arrives at some interesting conclusions in reviewing 
surveys from the first two years of the New South Africa. They reveal 
that most South Africans adapt a sectarian (racial, ethnic, linguistic, 
religious) identity rather than a secular, South African one when 
asked to give their own spontaneous, self-described identities. Yet at 
the same time, other questions find almost consensual pride among 
South Africans in being South African. The propensity to adopt a sec-
ular or sectarian self-described identity is unrelated to how much 
pride one exhibits in the common national citizenship. In contrast to 
conventional wisdom this suggests that group-based identities are not 
necessarily inimicable to developing a strong, widely held sense of cit-
izenship and national identity, (i.e. a non-ethnic sense of nation). 
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Mai Palmberg adopts a consciously voluntaristic approach by say-
ing that an identity image which has been created can be remoulded. 
She suggests that the Afrikaans-speaking whites, or those accepting 
the change, could now re-create the image they had once created and 
projected for the time of the laager. She compares them with another 
group who had to change “From Masters to Minorities”, the Swedish-
speaking Finns who on universal suffrage in 1907 were deprived of 
their political dominance, and had to take on a role as good hyphen-
ated Finns. 

Language plays a crucial role both as identity marker and as the 
medium for national symbols. In most of Africa the role of the metro-
politan languages makes for an extraordinary situation, where the 
national identity is developed through a language medium which is 
not the mother tongue of anybody in the country. This situation has 
provoked a language debate which has raged for many decades. On 
the one hand, we find many who base their support for the use of the 
languages of the former colonial masters on arguments of expediency, 
or by saying that “language has no nation”. Benedict Anderson un-
derwrites this argument when he says: “Nothing suggests that Ghana-
ian nationalism is any less real than Indonesian simply because its 
national language is English rather than Ashanti”12 and that “lan-
guage is not an instrument of exclusion: in principle, anyone can learn 
any language.”13 In this volume Ousseina Alidou and Alamin Mazrui 
take a contrary line, and argue against the acceptance of English as the 
most favoured language in the new South Africa, arguing that this 
cannot be combined with the need for a growth of Africa-centred 
knowledge. 

Smith uses the term “demotic” for popularly based nationalism. 
Democracy as a political system of government and participation in 
the political process does not, however, figure much at all in his book 
National Identity. For him the development of national identity is a 
modern phenomenon because it comes at a time when the means of 
mass mobilisation are available for governments, through mass edu-
cation, mass propaganda and universal conscription. 

                                                             
12. Anderson, 1992:133. 
13. Ibid.:134. 
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To create a sense of “we-ness” also requires an establishment of 
borders and exclusion. In South Africa this process has reappeared on 
the agenda since a legitimately elected government came to power in 
1994. The migrant workers from neighbouring countries, and unem-
ployed so called “illegals”, especially from Mozambique, have been 
pointed at as unwelcome foreigners. The paper by Michael Neocosmos 
deals with one migrant worker group, those from Lesotho, with his-
torically deep roots in the South African society. But more than a con-
tribution on the current processes of exclusion and inclusion his paper 
is a study on different ways of constructing identities, from above by 
the state or from below by the people themselves. Neocosmos con-
cludes that there is no democracy at play in dealing with the ‘foreign-
ers’ in South Africa. 

Why does the state need a strong national identity in its citizens? 
One aim for the state mobilisation around national values is to make 
the members of the imagined community respond to the call-up in 
times of war against some “them”. This call is usually directed to the 
male members of society, but equally significant is the willingness 
among the women to bear the burdens of the home front. 

Raisa Simola gives an account of two Nigerian authors, Ken Saro-
Wiwa and Flora Nwapa, writing on the civil war between the federal 
government and secessionist Biafra in the late 1970s. Neither the sto-
ries by the authors, nor the ironical twists with which they tell them, 
witness to great success at winning hearts and minds for the war ef-
fort. Is this an indication of the failure to construct the nation-state in 
the multicultural setting in Africa, or is it a sign that intellectuals are 
not necessarily available for nationalist projects? 

Horace Campbell writes about another war situation, the long war 
in Angola. He elucidates how the women are the major force for 
peace, and the main source of strength in the war-torn society. 

Inclusion, exclusion, and citizenship have a gender aspect so often 
ignored in the past, and not yet squarely on the research agenda. 
Maria Olaussen illustrates this by analysing how the representation of 
womanhood within a romance theme changes with the changing cir-
cumstances of nation-building. The analysis focuses on two novels, 
Bessie Head’s The Cardinals and Nadine Gordimer’s None to Accom-
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pany Me, and points to the central and often unacknowledged links 
between sexuality and nationalism. 

Nationalism and racism in their construction of “we-ness” have of-
ten coincided. But both Smith and Anderson are keen to distinguish 
the two phenomena. Smith notes that the concept “ethnic group” has 
too often been confounded with the concept “race”. This, he says, is14 

because of the widespread influence of racist ideologies and discourses, 
with their purportedly ‘scientific’ notions of racial struggle, social organ-
isms and eugenics. In the hundred years from 1850 to 1945 such notions 
were applied to the purely cultural and historical differences of ethnies, 
both inside Europe and in colonial Africa and Asia, with results that are 
all too well known. 

Anderson devotes a short chapter to racism, and also contends that 
racism and nationalism are altogether different: “…nationalism thinks 
in terms of historical destinies, while racism dreams of eternal con-
taminations….”15 The dreams of racism actually have their origins in 
class ideologies, he writes, rather than in those of nation. 

The end of apartheid in South Africa has been heralded as the vic-
tory over racism. Indeed the legislation specifying different rights and 
prohibitions for different people in terms of race ascription is no 
longer applicable. But this is not all there is to racism, Rupert Taylor 
and Don Foster point out. All too often, and not only in South Africa, 
“race” is taken as a fact of life that we have to relate to, despite the fact 
that no scientific basis of the concept of “race” has been established. 
An effective non-racialism requires some new thinking, they write. 

“Rainbow nation” was proposed as a metaphor for the new South 
Africa, first by the then Archbishop of the Anglican church, Desmond 
Tutu, and then by President Nelson Mandela in his inauguration 
speech in Pretoria in May 1994. On a general level the metaphor is a 
beautiful symbol for a new attitude towards the various groups mak-
ing up South Africa, each welcome to add colour to a multiethnic 
country. Surely equality, tolerance and pluralism were the values in-
tended in the metaphor. But one does not have to be the devil’s advo-
cate to ask whether the respect for other groups is built on safe demo-
cratic ground. Are there not pitfalls in accepting ethnic groups as sig-

                                                             
14. Smith, 1991:21–22. 
15. Ibid.:149. 
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nificant social actors? There is first of all a mistaken notion that it is 
easy to define who belongs to a particular ethnic group, and who does 
not. In the second place, when ethnic groups are given political power 
it means that some authority within what has been defined as a 
named ethnic group is given the power to speak on behalf of others. 
This almost inevitably means strengthening authoritarian, patriarchal 
and undemocratic structures. 

These are some of the questions raised in the papers by Gerhard 
Maré and Brendan Boyce. They are both wary of the tendencies of the 
state to foster a national identity from above. While both recognise the 
need to redefine national identity and seek some sort of unity, they 
raise questions about the nation-building concept and its historical 
stress on uniformity. Maré even questions whether nation-building as 
a project is desirable, and thinks that any attempt to build one single 
political identity will be doomed. He offers as an alternative “a wide 
notion of democracy”, including a united effort towards social justice. 

South Africa certainly deserves continued attention, both for the 
aspects of novelty it brings into the formation of national identity, and 
for the necessity to monitor whether indeed the building of national 
identity and democracy can go hand in hand or not. On a more gen-
eral level we have seen how the authorities on national identity, An-
thony D. Smith and Benedict Anderson, do have much to tell us, but 
also leave us largely without analytical tools when it comes to Africa. 
More research is needed on “the special cases” represented by Africa. 
This volume contributes to that enterprise. Perhaps in the end we will 
find that the special cases, which do not have such neatly fixed and 
ethnically bound identities, will be found to be more normal than 
what is seen today as normal and typical. 
 
Uppsala, September 1999 
 
Mai Palmberg 



History, the Arts and the Problem of  
National Identity: Reflections on Kenya in the 
1970s and 1980s 

Kimani Gecau 

In Zimbabwe, a popular singer has sung that “Zimbabwe yekahuya 
ne hondo” (that is, ‘Zimbabwe’ came through the war of liberation 
from colonialism). However, in Kenya this statement could not be 
made so confidently about the country’s post-colonial identity. A de-
bate, involving both artists and historians, has continued over 
whether the Mau Mau war of liberation contributed to the making of 
a Kenyan national identity or not. As Lonsdale (1992:265) pointedly 
remarks “at the heart of Kenya’s modern history broods the enigma of 
Mau Mau”. In spite of its contribution to bring Kenya freedom the 
memory of Mau Mau “disturbs more Kenyans than it inspires, it di-
vides them”. The tendency then has been to try to devise “codes of 
oblivion to suppress such division, like all other states that claim to be 
nations”. This, however, has created a problem in the mobilising of 
history and the arts for the establishment of a national identity in 
Kenya. 

History and the related cultural and symbolic forms which come 
with it are, of course, central in the construction of national identities. 
As Anderson (1991) and Burke (1993) argue, nations as imagined 
communities are cultural artefacts which have a historical specificity. 
Thus struggles for either domination or freedom are also struggles 
over what history to tell; what history is to become dominant, who is 
to be glorified and who is to be vilified. The re-telling of histories 
therefore accompanies efforts at decolonisation and nation-building 
(Ranger, 1983:41). In the new nations, for example, the history of 
struggle against colonialism becomes one of the points of reference in 
building the nation providing the symbols and sensibility of what it 
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means to be a national and giving account of how the collective—the 
‘imagined nation’—has, through its efforts moved from one phase of 
its historical development into another—from its people being sub-
jects to their becoming citizens. 

History and culture or processes of signification are themselves in-
extricably linked. The concept ‘the nation’ is in fact made evident 
through the circulation of symbolic forms and the holding of national 
events which assume a more or less ritualistic aspect. The day that the 
people achieve their nationhood, with the symbols that come with 
this, is celebrated in elaborate annual commemorative ceremonies and 
in song and dance. Those sports competitions between ‘our’ national 
team and other teams from other nations become metaphors of nation 
competing against nation. These popular festivals and occasions help 
in the construction of a national identity and a sense of community 
and are strengthened when the media turn them into media events of 
national significance. 

History and the arts are therefore important in constituting a 
‘knowable community’—of including some people and excluding 
others; of defining those who share in the history and the life repre-
sented by the arts and also in recreating ‘otherness’. This leads to a 
necessity to understand how history and the arts represent reality and 
their inclusions and exclusions in the processes of identity formation. 
However, in a society divided by class, race, gender and ethnicity 
there may not be one history and one kind of art. In addition there are 
also what we may regard as universal values that come with history 
and the arts in so far as these are about human beings seeking to fur-
ther humanise themselves and their lives. Hence history and the arts 
assume meanings and resonance far outside their geographical locali-
ties and may transcend time and space and specific exclusionary iden-
tities. In any case struggles for independence as quests for freedom 
and justice are themselves manifestly universal and they provide the 
new and modern historical contexts in which to build nations and na-
tional identities. 

Our interest in this discussion is to briefly show how historians on 
the one hand and people in literature and the theatre on the other 
came to debate what constitutes a national history. This debate goes 
back to the discussions over the need to change the literature syllabus 
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in 1968, the subsequent changes in the syllabus, debates over the in-
terpretation of the Mau Mau by historians and literary figures (spe-
cifically in Ngugi’s work) and the development of popular theatre 
with themes based on history. These discussions are connected to the 
formation of identities and to the struggles for democracy in Kenya. 
The discussions have also brought to scrutiny the role of cultural insti-
tutions and cultural producers (including intellectuals and their 
products—led by national historians and artists). The implicit con-
cerns are whether the nation-building project in Kenya has been in-
formed by a clear operative cultural policy especially in regard to the 
philosophy, aims and goals of national education, the media and 
other cultural institutions, and in the role that the arts and humanities 
are expected to play in the formation of identities and hence in na-
tional development. 

CHANGES IN THE LITERATURE SYLLABUS 

In September 1968 the acting head of the English Department at the 
University presented a paper which was concerned with possible de-
velopments in the Arts Faculty and how they related to the then Eng-
lish Department. Three lecturers Awuor-Anyumba, Taban Lo Liyong 
and Ngugi wa Thiong’o questioned the assumptions behind his pro-
posals that (in their own words) “the English tradition and the emer-
gence of the modern west is the central root of our consciousness and 
cultural heritage. Africa becomes an extension of the west, an attitude 
which, until a radical reassessment, used to dictate the teaching and 
organization of History in our University.” (Ngugi et al, 1972:146). 

They instead proposed that in our studies we place Kenya, East 
Africa, and then Africa in the centre so that we can view other cul-
tures in relation to our literature and to ourselves. This would help in 
the understanding and appreciation of the important role literature 
has played in “the African renaissance”. It further said: 

All other things are to be considered in their relevance to our situation, 
and their contribution towards understanding ourselves…. The primary 
duty of any literature department is to illuminate the spirit animating a 
people, to show how it meets new challenges, and to investigate possible 
areas of development and involvement. 
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A study of literature and language should be located at the local, 
Kenyan, African, African-American, Third World and European sen-
sibilities in roughly such an order of inter-connectedness. This then 
was not rejecting the western cultural stream and its contribution to 
language and literature in Kenya and elsewhere, but enriching the 
study of literature in Kenya with other streams which had also con-
tributed to the making of a Kenyan culture. 

Significantly, in keeping with this argument, they were to suggest 
that we study “our oral tradition which is our primary root”. Their 
understanding of this tradition, however, linked it with what has now 
come to be known as popular culture—that of songs sung in “political 
rallies, in churches, in night clubs by guitarists, by accordion players, 
by dancers, etc.” (Ngugi et al, 1972:147). This would ground the stu-
dent in a literary tradition that would help in the student’s appre-
ciation of modern written literature from Africa and from the rest of 
the world. Implied in this was also a desire to not only change the 
canon but also the way that literature was taught. The discussions 
over these proposals were to continue into the 1970s and were to lead 
to the creation of a new Department of Literature with a new syllabus 
and orientation in 1973. This debate was also to lead to a prolonged 
debate and change (though temporary) in the secondary schools syl-
labus which was to be finally implemented in 1980. 

DEVELOPMENT OF THEATRE 

The 1968 statement had also identified theatre as important for study 
and development, “since drama is an integral part of literature”. This 
led to the inclusion of courses on drama and theatre-in-education in 
the new syllabus. Theatre performances were to become a strong fea-
ture in the new department and were to be consolidated with the es-
tablishment of the University Free Travelling Theatre that annually 
toured schools and communities nation-wide, “taking theatre to the 
people”. In turn, this was to stimulate theatrical activity in schools 
and communities. As a result, the Kenya Schools Drama Festival be-
came a national event involving almost all schools and colleges in fes-
tivals at district, provincial and national levels. Its continued existence 
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to this day, in spite of official censorship, has led to the production of 
predominantly original plays, many in Kiswahili, and to the emer-
gence of what we may consider a national theatrical tradition and cul-
ture. This has been strengthened by the development of community 
based theatre which was inspired by the changes in theatre and litera-
ture in the 1970s. The best known example of this theatre is the Ka-
miriithu Community Educational and Cultural Centre’s Theatre Pro-
ject which was to inspire the formation of other community based 
groups many of which are still active. 

The significant unresearched aspect of these developments there-
fore is the effect of this popularisation of the arts and the involvement 
of people of different social backgrounds as performers and audi-
ences. This has happened alongside developments in popular songs 
some of which have been influenced in their themes by the plays. An-
other significant influence of these activities is on how writing and 
literature came to be practised. For example, the involvement of 
Kenya’s leading writer, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, in these activities was to 
lead to the further development of his own ideas and perceptions 
which were to influence his writings (see for example Ngugi, 1981). 
This involvement was to lead to Ngugi’s one year detention in the last 
year of Kenyatta’s reign (Kenyatta died in August 1978). Hence his 
work since the mid-1970s seeks to depict the role of ordinary people 
in history and to recapture collective memory and experience. He thus 
moves from seeing history as made by the fortunes of the elite to an 
understanding of it as the product of human beings acting collectively 
to transform their natural and social world as they also transform 
themselves. (See for example his introduction to Wa Kinyatti, 1987). 
His involvement in the theatre at Kamiriithu and his move towards a 
more popular view of history was also to lead to his writing in his 
Kikuyu language. How this has affected the production and reception 
of the popular arts is also a matter for further research. 

RESPONSES TO THE CHANGES 

We may clearly understand the changes in the literature syllabus and 
the move towards more popular forms of literature, theatre and music 
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as quests for symbolic forms that would be at the centre of constitut-
ing a national identity (see Gramsci, 1985). However, experiences of 
colonialism and the Mau Mau were to leave legacies which have in-
fluenced not only how the changes in the literature syllabus were re-
ceived but also how history and the future of Kenya are understood. 
The responses, in particular those of the historians, may be best un-
derstood within this wider context. Basically there were two ten-
dencies in these responses. Some tended to suspect Marxism as the 
inspiration behind them while others somehow saw in the changes a 
strong desire by those involved in the changes to continue and consol-
idate the hegemony of the Kikuyu ethnic group. 

‘MARXIST’ INTERPRETATIONS 

There were those who saw these changes as either Marxist inspired or 
intended to lead to Marxism (see for example the Weekly Review, of 7 
January 1983 and Ngugi, 1981). This interpretation is consistent with 
the evoking of the communist bogey against most struggles for na-
tional liberation in this century. In Kenya charges of communism have 
been levelled at anti-colonial activities since the 1920s. Some, for ex-
ample Cox (1965:59), were to link the Mau Mau with communism. 
After independence Kenya was deeply implicated in cold war politics 
and anti-communism became official policy. This is to be seen in the 
tendency to dismiss as communist those who have opposed the gov-
ernment in the name of more democratic practices since the days of 
the Kenya People’s Union in the late 1960s (Odinga, 1967) to the 
Mwakenya underground movement of the 1980s. 

As a way of responding to this challenge in 1969, the Kenyatta 
government mobilised “Kikuyu ethnicity to defend it against the 
threat of radical (i.e. Marxist) opposition” whose home was seen to be 
located among the Luo people (Lonsdale, 1992:218). This entailed 
oathings which were a vulgarisation of the symbolism of Mau Mau. A 
popular Kenyan politician of Luo origin, Tom Mboya, was assassi-
nated and later in the same year there was a confrontation between 
Kenyatta and Odinga in Kisumu, the capital of Nyanza province—the 
home of the Luo people. There was shooting and people died. These 
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events were to have an important influence in the future political de-
velopments in Kenya where the non-Kikuyu were to increasingly in-
terpret events in terms of Kikuyu attempts at hegemony while those 
Kikuyu opposed to the turn of political events saw this as the work of 
a minority class among the Kikuyus (see Ngugi’s Petals of Blood for an 
interpretation of this). A popular Kikuyu politician, J.M. Kariuki, who 
had been a Mau Mau detainee and had written a book called just Mau 
Mau detainee was to say that he did not want to see a Kenya of ten mil-
lionaires and ten million beggars. He was to be murdered in 1975 in 
circumstances which have yet to be explained. 

‘TRIBAL’ INTERPRETATIONS 

A dominant trend, however, among historians was to understand the 
changes within a context of ‘tribal’ politics and the intended continu-
ation of Kikuyu hegemony. This may be explained as reflecting the 
continuation of the effect of colonial encouragement of divisions along 
ethnic lines, the massive propaganda mobilised against the Mau Mau, 
fears over a possible Kikuyu hegemony arising out of the same pro-
paganda, concerns over a just redistribution of resources and a need 
for unity through attaining a single national identity. Each one of 
these aspects was to influence those historians whose responses were 
consistent with official interpretations of history. There is need there-
fore to say a few words about each. 

Colonial control rested on isolating ethnic groups from each other 
and re-inventing the ‘tribal structures’ within the geographical 
boundaries (reserves) allocated each group. The colonial state also 
consciously encouraged and kept politics at the local and tribal level 
and sought to avoid colony-wide nationalist organisations (Berman, 
1990:302–304). The Mau Mau itself was to create deep cleavages 
where some people from other ethnic groups, alongside the Kikuyu 
‘homeguards’, were to be used to defeat the movement. Others of the 
‘homeguards’ took over the jobs and the land of those who were in 
detention. 

Political organisations were banned during the Mau Mau war. Af-
ter the unbanning during decolonization political parties were al-
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lowed, but only at district level. All-Kenyan national parties were al-
lowed only just before independence. Therefore, the two ‘national’ 
parties—the Kenya African National Union (KANU) and the Kenya 
African Democratic Union (KADU)—were really coalitions of district 
organisations bringing together local bosses, each with their own con-
stituency. Barkan (1992:169) explains these as “typically clientilist or-
ganisations created by individual candidates to mobilise support 
among the members of their ethnic groups”. 

This had far reaching consequences on the relationship between 
the state and the people which is reflected in the metaphor used in 
Kenyan political discourse when politicians are expected to deliver 
their people and constituencies to the ruling centre in return for fa-
vours. After taking over from Kenyatta in 1978, Moi’s rule was to be 
based more on his personal pronouncements which did not invite dis-
cussion. His aim was not to mitigate class inequities but ethnic and 
regional ones (Barkan, 1992). In fact as his adviser, Ngweno, was to 
tell the World Bank, the official belief was that ‘Big Tribes’ and not 
‘Big Men’ were the cause of mismanagement in Africa (Weekly Review, 
25 January 1991). 

PROPAGANDA AGAINST THE MAU MAU 

As well as using propaganda to make the Mau Mau appear commu-
nist, it was also depicted as a disgusting atavistic movement out to 
destroy the civilization built by colonialism. The Mau Mau was thus 
referred to as an unpleasant aberration, a disease which those fighting 
against it were trying to cure. At the same time other tribes were 
warned to keep away from the Kikuyus so as not to contact this dis-
ease (Berman, 1990; Alot, 1982:32–33; the Corfield Report of 1960). Mi-
chael Blundell was to describe those who were supporting Kenyatta 
during political campaigning at this time as 

unwashed with that strong smell mixed with human perspiration which 
I have already described, wearing dirty odoriferous monkey skin hats 
and speaking quickly and intensely with the adenoidal intonation of the 
Kikuyu. They were almost like the inhabitants of an underworld; devoid 
of human virtues, greedy for the main chance and treacherous to a de-
gree …. (Blundell, 1964:291) 
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In the same breath, as it were, the Mau Mau came to be linked to 
quests for Kikuyu hegemony. As late as 1960 Governor Sir Patrick 
Renison said of Kenyatta and Mau Mau that: 

Here was an African leader to darkness and death …. He planned for 
Kikuyu domination, he was an implacable opponent of any cooperation 
with other people, tribes or races, who live in Kenya. (Mboya, 1986:44–
45) 

Significantly the Kenya African Democratic Party (KADU), whose 
then Secretary General was the present Kenya’s president Daniel 
Arap Moi, initially formed a minority government in a coalition with 
the New Kenya Party, a white settler’s grouping led by Michael Blun-
dell. The Governor explained the formation of this minority Gov-
ernment as a way of overcoming Kikuyu attempts to enforce domina-
tion “over those who did not accept such domination, in what was 
called Mau Mau” (Mboya, 1986:45–6). Blundell who was to exert a lot 
of influence in the new Kenya at this time believed then that it was 
necessary to agree to work with those Africans who “had accepted the 
ideas and standards which we were trying to plant in Africa” as op-
posed to the Mau Mau whose “technique” led to the “dreadful debas-
ing of the human mind”. To him the Mau Mau was an anti-British 
(read ‘anti-civilisation’) Kikuyu revanchist movement: 

It is important to realise that the Mau Mau leaders were fighting to unite 
the Kikuyu people. Once this was achieved they hoped to destroy British 
influence and secure Kikuyu domination throughout the country in its 
place. (Blundell, 1964:147–8) 
Christian leaders and home guards—those who had accepted British in-
fluences—prevented this insidious aim and thus saved Kenya from the 
Mau Mau. (Blundell, 1964:169) 

In words that sound ironic today, Blundell says that those in KADU 
were “pledged to the same political objectives as Ronald Ngala (their 
leader)—the creation of a society which is democratic, non-totalitarian 
and based on individual freedom” (Blundell, 1964:324). Ronald Ngala, 
the then leader of KADU is described as a person who 

appeals to the men and women of all the smaller groups and tribes who 
are seeking a leader without a pronounced tribal image. He is essentially 
a sincere, dedicated man, who profoundly believes in the principles of 
discussion and is firmly opposed to the one party system, or what we 
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might call the parliamentary autocracies of the African scene. (Blundell, 
1964:233) 

THE NEED FOR UNITY AND ONE IDENTITY 

Given the cleavages and conflicts that Kenya had gone through by the 
time of independence in 1963, it was understandable that the leaders 
sought to build a unified and stable nation. In any case Kenya inher-
ited the familiar problem of nation-building in that, like other ex-
colonies, her boundaries were arbitrarily drawn, enclosing within 
them a multi-ethnic population. This was however also a time of the 
modernisation ideology which came with its binariness such as tradi-
tional/modern; literate/illiterate; African/Western and so on. There 
was therefore what we may call an official tendency influenced both 
by this and also by colonial perspectives to give people a fixed iden-
tity according to their ‘tribe’ and to refuse to accept that Kenyans 
could be differentiated and identified by more than this one primary 
identity. 

Cohesiveness and unity were said to be the basis of progress and 
they inevitably entailed that a homogenised nation be built, one that 
would speak in one voice—that of the President (who is also said to 
be the symbol of national unity). The political leader’s job was there-
fore understood as that of moving people from being tribalists to their 
becoming nationalists; from their having many vernacular languages 
to having one national language and so on. It was further assumed 
that a people’s political identity is formed on the basis of their ‘tribe’. 
This has led to the notion that pluralism in politics leads to tribalism 
and is hence bad for a nation. Further, the existence of ‘tribes’ is 
equated with ‘tribalism’ (and the term is used with no shame). This 
inevitably means that ethnic diversity is understood among these cir-
cles as synonymous with conflict and disunity. 

This emphasis on the residues of the precolonial in our identities 
ignores the deep changes that have come into our societies since the 
colonial period. We could, for example, speak of class, profession and 
occupation, gender, age, and religious identities among other things. 
Some of these have created forms of social consciousness and other 
solidarities that may cut across regional or ethnic boundaries. The of-
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ficial fixity even overlooks the unequal and uneven exposure to cul-
ture through schooling and the media. Further this privileging of one 
identity has made it difficult to deal with the diversity of culture, po-
litical opinion and so on. It has in fact been at the heart of the crisis in 
the formation of what has been desired as a single and homogenous 
national identity based on a political community and accepted rights 
and obligations. 

Further, the implicit official approach defines people according to 
their assumed biological, not social, make up. By emphasising pri-
mary identities such as language and geography in exclusion of other 
identities it leads ethnic groups to think in terms of ‘us’ who are dis-
tinct from ‘others’ of Kenya’s ethnic groups. It also makes what are 
small differences between these groups loom large through exaggera-
tion and emphasis. This has further strengthened the ‘blood and soil’ 
essentialist understanding of identities so that in the official quest for 
homogeneity, in a politically repressive context that refuses other 
ways of constructing oneness, serious ethnic conflicts have occurred 
(see for example the Amnesty International Report of December 1995). 
This is a sad reminder that collective identities cannot be invented or 
constructed at will. 

CONCERNS OVER REDISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE 

Behind the anxieties of the small groups were concerns about the 
sharing out of the natural resources and what the smaller groups 
grouped under the KADU thought was a socialist programme by 
KANU that would nationalize private property. This fear, however, 
seems to have been more the expression of the fears of the white set-
tler mentors of KADU who had developed an implacable hatred of 
KANU and what was assumed to be its communist background. 
Nonetheless the linking of communism with ‘tribalism’ in discussions 
over power and redistribution of resources was to become a regular 
feature—more or less metaphors—in Kenya. 

At independence, Kenya inherited inequalities and unevenness in 
regional and intra-regional development leading to inequalities be-
tween ethnic groups and classes. In fact most of the struggles in 
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Kenya have been around this. Over the years there has been a percep-
tion that inequality was rife and that there were some ethnic groups, 
notably the Kikuyu, who were being favoured over others . ‘Counting 
the heads’ of senior employees and their ‘tribal’ origin in order to 
prove or refute allegations of ‘tribalism’ became almost routine in par-
liament and in the daily press from the 1960s (Gertzel et al., 1969:37–
52). The shrillest pitch was reached in the early 1990s when even those 
who campaigned for more democratic political changes were accused 
of being ‘tribalists’. Such changes were suspected of seeking to bring 
back Kikuyu domination. 

THE HISTORIANS’ VIEW ON MAU MAU 

The changes in the literature syllabus were thus being enacted in what 
were gradual but fundamentally important shifts in the popular per-
ception of a crisis in the relationship between the state and the citi-
zenry, and a growing polarisation around ethnic and class identities. 
These factors were also to influence debates over the Mau Mau and 
the arts in the mid-1970s. 

The historians were clearly influenced by these discussions. In re-
sponse to the interpretations of history and of the Mau Mau among 
some arts practitioners and historians, one of the trajectories in the 
then dominant interpretation of the Mau Mau was to pose the ques-
tion whether it was an ethnic or a popular nationalist movement. 

Official versions of history usually leave out collective history and 
memory from which a people find their stories and voices to tell who 
they are. This is true of the disputes over Mau Mau as well. Apart 
from the Mau Mau being mainly a movement of the smaller property 
owners and the propertyless among the Kikuyu, it was not elitist. 
Hence concern over the recognition of the legitimacy of the Mau Mau 
as a successful nationalism which brought about a new nation is also 
seen as a recognition of a popular movement, a popular history and 
the right of the popular classes to participate in nation-building. As 
we have seen the official myth of Mau Mau was to represent it as dis-
ruptive. In any case the modernisation ideology holds that only the 
elite who are modern and western can lead in nation-building. 
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The elitist tendency in the arguments against Mau Mau may be 
seen in the words of professor Ogot whom I quote at length. In his 
introduction to the special issue of the Kenya Historical Review he laid 
down the main areas of disagreement between those who shared his 
views and those who wished to see the Mau Mau in a positive light. 
He first invoked the idea of objective history and need for rigour in 
the definition of terms; for scholarly analysis as opposed to what he 
refers to as polemical out-pourings. He then went on to make a clear 
distinction between Kenya nationalism and Mau Mau. The general 
Kenyan nationalist movement, he argues, “had followed the general 
pattern found in many Third World countries. Its ideology was lib-
eral, rational and nationalistic. It operated within the colonial eco-
nomic system”. In other words the nationalists had qualities of mod-
ernity. Mau Mau “was more of a short-lived break” in this “peaceful 
development of nationalism in Kenya”. Ogot goes on to describe the 
Mau Mau as 

in fact, an attempt by the Kikuyu masses, the landless, the disinherited 
squatters and urban lumpenproletariat—to found a revolutionary 
movement. Mau Mau lost the war, the revolutionary movement died, 
and its incipient radical ideology was rejected by the nationalists in both 
KANU and KADU who continued from where KAU [Kenya African Un-
ion] had left off. --- Having completely rejected the Mau Mau ideology, 
the nationalists agreed to join hands with the former colonial masters to 
disabuse the former Mau Mau adherents of their misguided ideas …. It 
should therefore be evident that despite the lip service usually paid to 
Mau Mau by the nationalists in Kenya, its ideology had been rejected by 
1960. (Ogot, 1977:170) [Italics added] 

The problem with the Mau Mau then was that it was violent and was 
not nationalist but ‘tribal’. Its rituals especially were tribal. Ogot asks: 
“The problem after 1956 then was that how does one develop a nation 
from a base that is so developed tribally?” He then refers to Robert 
Buijtenhuis who in his Mau Mau: Twenty Years After had argued that 
while Mau Mau was a tribal movement it was not hostile to other eth-
nic groups in Kenya and was rather a case of “tribalism serving the 
nation”. 

In the same book, Buijtenhuis eventually realises this dilemma and ad-
mits that Mau Mau could eventually become a negative factor in the 
process of nation-building. His argument is that he cannot see how a 
movement which denies non-Kikuyu a role in the independence strug-
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gle can be the focus of Kenyan nationalism. In any case, we are to a large 
extent merely indulging in the politics of nostalgia. The Mau Mau ideol-
ogy, as I have argued, was already rejected by 1960 by the nationalist 
forces. How can we then regard Mau Mau as the basis of Kenya nation-
alism? This is a painful conclusion. (Ogot, 1977:172) 

Thus there was another aspect which was to become very important 
in the efforts of the arts and history to domesticate the colonial leg-
acy—that of the opposition between the new dominant political and 
economic elite and the popular classes. At the heart of the problem is 
the question of the agents who would reconstruct society after inde-
pendence: “scarcely anybody imagined that the reconstruction of so-
ciety might lie in the hands of the mass of ordinary people; they had 
been cut off from their past and were incapable of devising a future”. 
Ordinary people were thought to have lost capacity for political 
judgement and to be easily manipulable by their political leaders. The 
Mau Mau and the ordinary people in it could not restore the lost soul 
of a people and a nation. Only an elite, sure of itself could do so 
(Lonsdale, 1986:20). Interestingly, the early and young Ngugi shows 
the Mau Mau heroes as tragically flawed and the elders as too tradi-
tion bound. Only the young educated elite could lead others to the 
light. 

WHOSE INTERESTS? 

The debate over Mau Mau therefore is a debate not only on legitimacy 
but on whose interests are going to be served during the indepen-
dence period. This is clear from the following statement by a historian 
professor Mwanzi (Weekly Review, 5 October, 1984:39). After accusing 
Ngugi of plagiarising, lacking philosophy or theory of society, being a 
very poor writer, and suffering intellectual poverty, he went on to say: 

(Ngugi’s) falsification of our history had become apparent. Ngugi had 
been a champion of well rehearsed orchestrated falsehoods. One of these 
had to do with what he regards as the place of Mau Mau in the history 
of this country, especially in relation to independence. The other has to 
do with the meaning of that independence. His views on these two is-
sues were rejected by us at the conference. The reasons for this rejection 
were simple. One was summarised by Professor Ogot. In his words, the 
argument about Mau Mau as advanced by Ngugi is an argument about 
who should control who, or who should take the largest share of the na-
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tional cake. In this way Ngugi and those he represents use Mau Mau as 
an instrument of tribal domination. 

The intellectuals hostile to the Mau Mau thus make it appear as if they 
are speaking in the interest of the minority tribes against the hege-
monic interests of the Kikuyu. But by invoking a tribal nationalism 
they wish to effect a horizontal alliance, making it appear as if every-
one within a given ethnic group is a social equal—and equally a vic-
tim of the Kikuyus (or Kalenjins). This obscures the equally prob-
lematic vertical relationships between classes. 

The historians take their argument further that the Mau Mau was 
not national; that Mau Mau was a break in the peaceful evolution to-
wards independence. In other words, Mau Mau delayed the coming 
of independence instead of facilitating it. This argument goes against 
the now accepted understanding of what happened at decolonisation. 
Thus Hobsbawm (1994:221) argues that it was the weaknesses of Por-
tugal’s “uncompetitive, backward, politically isolated and marginal-
ised metropolitan economy” which made it necessary to continue to 
exploit African resources through direct control: “However, Paris, 
London and Brussels (the Belgian Congo) decided that the voluntary 
grant of formal independence with economic and cultural dependence 
was preferable to lengthy struggles likely to end in independence un-
der left wing regimes”. Thus they pursued what Hobsbawm calls 
“prophylactic decolonization”. 

Significantly, South Africa and Southern Rhodesia which had sub-
stantial white-settler populations like Kenya, chose to go Portugal’s 
way. The reasons why Kenya did not go the same way lie in the spe-
cific character of colonialism in Kenya and the struggles within the 
country since the 1920s. There is however, good reason to state that 
the Mau Mau (which Hobsbawm regards as “a substantial popular 
insurrection and guerrilla war”) played a role in the course of events 
in Kenya. The fact that both Southern Rhodesia’s (Zimbabwe’s) and 
South Africa’s decolonization was delayed till 1980 and 1994 respec-
tively and until there were popular insurrections and guerrilla wars 
should warn us to reconsider Ogot’s and Mwanzi’s faith in peaceful 
negotiations in those colonies with a substantial number of white set-
tlers. 
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Indeed the Kenyan settlers consistently struggled for self govern-
ment (as in Southern Rhodesia and South Africa). It was only the 
struggles of African people against this that made the colonial office 
not grant this independence. In the mid-1950s colonial officials spoke 
of another generation of 20–25 years of colonial role in Kenya (Ber-
man, 1990:377). Spencer (1983:98) also notes that in spite of the height-
ened crisis, the colonial situation in fact did not allow for the option 
for discussions. Till the onset of the Mau Mau the white population of 
Kenya did not know what was going on around them among the Af-
rican population and they continued to believe that Kenya would be a 
‘white man’s country’ for generations to come and that conditions 
were indeed brightening. To them the Kenya Africans were an un-
educated, quarrelling lot whom the Government could easily control. 
Berman (1990) and Spencer (1983) thus offer a good discussion on the 
limits of the politics of discussion and collaboration. 

Furedi’s (1989) study of the Mau Mau was to lead to a conclusion 
which links the Mau Mau and its past with the current crisis in land 
and identity in Kenya: 

Unlike subsequent political movements, it put into question the existing 
socio-economic structures of society. Despite its restricted regional con-
stituency it provided the most extensive foundation for collective action 
and participation than had existed in Kenya hitherto. Subsequent na-
tionalist parties like the Kenya African National Union, or the more 
populist Kenya People’s Union, were formally more ‘national’ than Mau 
Mau. But these parties were essentially the restricted organizations of 
middle-class or capitalist politicians rather than movements for collec-
tive mobilization and action. The hunger for land and related concerns 
that provoked squatters to revolt are motives that still preoccupy mil-
lions in Kenya. But with a balance of classes, and in particular with the 
strengthening of the African capitalist class, such grievances have the 
character of purely local affairs. Consequently, at least for the time be-
ing, the landless and the rural and urban proletariat do not count as a 
political factor. The brief entry for these groups into the center of the po-
litical stage in Kenya was the historical significance of Mau Mau. 
(Furedi, 1989:18) 

Indeed what has been lacking in Kenyan history as in its politics is the 
people who are the essential constituents of the nation. These are de-
nied a presence so as to legitimate the continued internal and inter-
national unequal relations. 
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However, the developments in Kenya in the 1970s, the arts were 
moving towards the nationally popular. This included a re-discover-
ing of the popular character of the anti-colonial struggles and their 
informing heroism, hopes and values. Indeed at independence there is 
a felt need for official history to move towards this popular history for 
professional historians to “tell the stories the people dream of but 
cannot put words to” (Ranger, 1982:45). In any case, the expressions of 
popular cultures continue insisting on the presence of the people as 
historical subjects who have certain understandings about their rela-
tionships with history, with each other and with the state. These 
popular forms of expression are also chronicles that mediate popular 
experience and constitute a very important element in the circulation 
of ideas and formation of opinion outside the official and mainstream 
media and channels. The latter are, in fact, often interrogated by the 
popular discourses. In any case, people do have intellectual and artis-
tic needs and in real life they continue, through their songs, stories 
and other forms of communication to tell themselves stories of who 
and what they think they are. At the artistic and aesthetic level, these 
constitute an imaginative popular vocabulary which provides a sub-
jective aspect in the construction of identities. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The discussions on Kenya’s political history in the 1970s and 1980s 
crystallised into two main views. There were those who agreed with 
Ngugi wa Thiong’o, and those who agreed with the prominent histo-
rians. They had different interpretations on two questions: Firstly, the 
question of the redistribution of resources, and secondly the place of 
the Mau Mau in Kenya’s history. 

Clearly the question of the redistribution of resources in Kenya 
and who is to do this and who is to be the beneficiary have been a ma-
jor influence in politics, the writing of history, representations in the 
arts and in nation-building. What in fact the official approach has 
done is to create a myth of ‘tribes’ obscuring the fact noticed by Lons-
dale (1986) and Berman (1990) that ethnic nationalism and Kenyan 
territorial nationalism are both creations of both the colonial state and 
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the new literate middle classes who wished to use ethnic nationalism 
in the same way as the colonial state had done—as a means of con-
trolling the ordinary people and the future of the country. A major 
concern among this group has been how to maintain the clientelist 
patronage system and the sources of their power and wealth. 

However, as the ethnic killings in the 1990s and the current reali-
ties in Kenya show there is still great need for forging a Kenyan politi-
cal community. This should involve both 1) political integration, 
which refers to the progressive bridging of the elite-mass gap on the 
vertical plane in the course of developing an integrated political proc-
ess and a participant political community and, 2) territorial inte-
gration, which refers to the progressive reduction of cultural and re-
gional tensions and discontinuities on the horizontal plane in the 
process of creating a homogeneous territorial political community 
(Coleman and Rosberg quoted in Sklar, 1967:2). 

Official Kenya’s error is the belief in creating a homogeneous cul-
ture from above. In any case there are only a very few countries in the 
world with a homogenised culture. There are those states which have 
been able to contain cultural diversity and those countries with poten-
tial or actual struggle (Tomlison, 1991:73–4). Instead of the tendency 
toward exclusions, nation-building is in fact the art of extending eco-
nomic, political, cultural or symbolic boundaries and making diver-
sity appear as a positive good not a basis for ‘otherness’. 

Further, the concept of ‘nation’ embodies the principle where gov-
ernment has legitimacy only if it is a form of national self-govern-
ment, that is, a political expression of the nation. It is important that 
the new leaders must be able to establish themselves as symbols of the 
nation, and they should therefore espouse the democratic aspiration 
of those whom they lead and be ready to be “called to account by a 
people whose civic rights are grounded in a common culture and lan-
guage of mutual responsibility” (Lonsdale 1986:20). This makes it nec-
essary to understand struggles for independence such as the Mau 
Mau as a coming together of national and social struggles. It is of 
course here that the question of human rights and hence democracy 
becomes important. For the ordinary person’s major wish is to be ma-
terially secure while also being human and enjoying guaranteed civic 
rights. 
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However, as the recent ethnic conflicts in Kenya have shown, the 
achievement of social justice and civic rights is difficult without, at the 
same time, the building of a sense of ‘Kenyanness’. This crucially de-
pends on a sense of a shared history, not on biological or even abstract 
cultural aspects, for as Lonsdale says: “in so far as (nations) exist at all 
and they are not entirely imaginary, they have been created by com-
mon history rather than a common lineage of descent….” (Lonsdale, 
1986:19–20). Such a historical approach also entails deliberately turn-
ing the inherited geographical space into a social and cultural space 
within which the development of various cultural identities (includ-
ing national identity) could take place. 

The efforts to change the literature syllabus and to develop the arts 
in Kenya in the 1970s thus offer an example of how the creation of a 
national identity could be reconsidered in a context which includes 
the aspirations of Kenya’s people for freedom, dignity and the right to 
belong to their own nation. 
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How the National Became Popular in  
Tanzania 

Siri Lange 

The leaders of any multicultural state face the challenge of construct-
ing a cultural policy that can support their national project. This paper 
presents the cultural policy of the socialistic one-party state in Tanza-
nia after independence. It discusses some of the unplanned results of 
the policy and suggests how these independent developments may 
indeed form a base from where the construction of national identity 
can take place in the present democratic society. One of the most sig-
nificant unintended results is a growing inter-ethnic commercial 
popular culture. The paper draws on an MA dissertation submitted in 
1994.16 Fieldwork in Dar es Salaam was conducted in 1991, 1992 and 
1995. 

THE ONE-PARTY STATE AND THE QUEST FOR A NATIONAL 
CULTURE 

When Tanzania (then Tanganyika) won her independence in 1962, 
President Julius Nyerere set out to create a genuinely African Social-
ism, the policy called ujamaa. This philosophy was based on the idea 
that the social system of Africa’s traditional societies, “tribal social-
ism”, could be brought up to a national level after independence. Not 
only the social system, but also the performing arts of the traditional 
societies were to be transformed for national purposes. A national 
culture, built on elements from tribal expressive arts, was to help Tan-
zanians to develop the same kind of identification with the nation as 
they supposedly had with their tribal homelands. The cultural policy 
                                                             
16. Lange, 1995. 
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was also part of a cultural decolonization, as expressed by Nyerere 
when he informed the parliament that he had set up a new ministry; 
the Ministry of National Culture and Youth: 

Of all the crimes of colonialism there is none worse than the attempt to 
make us believe we had no indigenous culture of our own, or that what 
we had was worthless (…). I have set up this new ministry to help us re-
gain our pride in our own culture. I want it to seek the best traditions 
and customs of all our tribes and make them part of our national cul-
ture.17 

The Tanzanian leaders wanted to seek back to their own roots, to cre-
ate a national culture that was theirs, but at the same time, the tra-
dition to be created should also be complimentary to the western tra-
dition; different, but of the same worth. This meant that certain tradi-
tions did not fit in. “Primitive” traditions like body tattooing were 
actively discouraged by the government,18 and great pressure was put 
on pastoralists to change their ways of living and dressing, in order to 
make them part of modern, agricultural society. In 1966, the Regional 
Commissioner simply banned the Masai initiation of young men to 
warrior status.19 The rational argument for this law was to put an end 
to the warriors’ raiding of their neighbours’ cattle. 

The same Commissioner, however, also initiated “a campaign 
against the Masai and Waarusha habit of daubing themselves with 
red ochre”, as well as “forbidding them to walk about naked, or even 
wearing their customary simple shuka”, habits that could not be said 
to hurt their neighbours.20 What it did hurt, was the self-respect and 
pride of the leaders of the state, men who wished to see Tanzania as a 
modern state in the company of equals in the international commu-
nity. The Nationalist, in its support of the new laws, stated: “The 
primitive image of East Africa will no longer exist” expressing pre-
cisely this wish to communicate equality with the “civilised” states. 

Marriot, in his article “Cultural policy in the new states” discusses 
the dilemmas new nations face when seeking their own identity: 

As the recent historic pasts of nearly all new states are troubled, the 
cloudier glories apparent through ancient history, archaeology, or my-
thology are everywhere preferred. Where these vistas are not open, as 

                                                             
17. Nyerere, 1967:186–7. 18. Mbughuni, 1974:55. 
19. The Standard, 30 November 1966. 20. The Nationalist, 20 November 1967. 
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more commonly in the states of younger civilisation, then attachment to 
the future itself regularly becomes the main orientation in time.21 

And this is exactly what happened in Tanzania. Tanzanians had no 
great tradition from which to create their national culture. There was 
little to build on from the past, with the approximately 120 ethnic 
groups each having their own histories and myths, traditions and he-
roes. None of them were substantially larger than the others, and 
there was no attempt by the Tanzanian authorities to re-define “tribal 
histories” to be the history of the nation. It was the political system it-
self which came to constitute the main base of the national culture. A 
tight bond was formed between the Party and the nation by use of 
rhetoric and symbols. The Ujamaa policy was a new-born tradition, 
but it had the qualities the authorities had been looking for: it cut 
across ethnic lines, it was unique for Tanzania, and it was attracting 
attention and recognition in the world community. It was highly 
modernistic, presenting a picture of a glorious future with African 
socialism, and yet it still had an element of nostalgia, claiming to build 
on a pre-colonial tradition of egalitarian villages. 

The socialist political system was declared the very basis of the 
culture (in a similar way as in China and the USSR), to such a degree 
that the concepts of politics, ethics and morality became almost syn-
onymous. In contrast to this, most European countries had empha-
sised religion in their nation-building rhetoric. The reason why Tan-
zania did not do so, was not dogmatic Marxism on the part of the 
leaders, many of whom were fervid believers, but the lack of one sin-
gle religion. The use of literature in the struggle for national inte-
gration was similarly hindered by the fact that the Swahili poetry had 
a strong Islamic content.22 

Many of the local traditions were inapplicable to the creation of a 
national culture, but ironically enough, some quite foreign elements 
seemed less problematic. To help Tanzania develop its performing 
arts, the People’s Republic of China invited 20 boys and girls to train 
in acrobatics in 1965. The youths returned after four years with Chi-
nese kites and baskets, adding a new and lasting touch to the Tan-
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zanian national culture. That these new elements came from China, 
and not from the West, was probably an important precondition. It 
was the former colonial powers which were the “significant others” 
whom it was important to create a distance from. 

POLITICAL USE OF TRADITIONAL PERFORMANCE 

Not only acrobatics were borrowed from China, but also the notion of 
“Cultural Revolution”. All works of arts were to support the revolu-
tion. Traditional dances were seen as an especially potent way of en-
lightening the people, since most dances included songs and many of 
the local cultures had a rich tradition of using dance-songs as a major 
means of communication. Moreover, traditional dances were readily 
at hand for fulfilling Nyerere’s vision of taking the best from all the 
tribes and making it part of the national culture. The newspapers 
supported him in the task: “(N)o ngoma should belong to one tribe. 
What are called tribal dances now should be transformed into na-
tional ngomas”.23 

During the first ten years of independence, dance troupes per-
forming “traditional” national dances were established at all schools 
and in many other statal institutions and factories. The traditional 
songs in local languages were replaced by new lyrics in Swahili 
propagating the ujamaa-policies as well as praising the political lead-
ers: 
 
Mwalimu Nyerere alisema The teacher Nyerere said 
Tushike jembe Let us take the hoe 
tulime mashamba and work on the fields 
 
Habu gamba Nyerere Nyerere said 
habu gamba he said 
Tukajiunge mashamba ya ujamaa Let us work together on 
 ujamaa fields 
 
The political use of the performing arts was ideally meant to educate 
the people, many of whom were illiterate. Most songs with a political 
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content, however, turned out to be pure propaganda songs for the 
Party and its leaders, like the one below: 
 
Chama chama  Party Party 
Chama chama chama Party Party Party 
 
Baba Nyerere Father Nyerere 
Watanzania tunafurahi We Tanzanians are happy 
 
Both songs were collected among cultural troupes in Dar es Salaam in 
1992. Whereas the old songs often used figurative language, were 
humorous and had a narrative structure24 the new ones were less po-
etic. The role of the new songs was not so much to entertain or give 
aesthetic pleasure, as to help build socialism. The political songs 
propagate the government policies with a minimum of literary tech-
niques. They are easy to understand for anyone who knows Swahili. 
The traditional songs, in contrast, can often be fully appreciated only 
by the members of that specific ethnic group or locality. This is not 
only due to the use of local languages. Such songs often build on oral 
literature like proverbs and local myths, and a full understanding pre-
supposes familiarity with this literature. 

In other cases the songs do not have their themes from specific oral 
literature, but figurative language is used to communicate words of 
wisdom. This is the case in the Sindimba dance song below by a non-
commercial group in Mtwara. The song is in the Makonde language. 
 
Mumba woo That spear 
Uyahike ngongolo You have lost it 
 
Nancheta akamwi ng’uku paluvla The fox has caught a chicken 
watepanawe in the courtyard 
Kwiyo, kwiyo, kwiyo, kwiyo Kwiyo, kwiyo, kwiyo, kwiyo 
Watepanawe In the courtyard 
 
The first stanza is a way of telling people that “You don’t always get 
what you want”. In the second, the fox is used as a metaphor for peo-
ple who have a habit of doing bad and evil things, like stealing. Other 
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songs use subtle language to hide from children their real meaning. 
An example is the final stanza of a Lingokwa dance song, also in the 
Makonde language: 
 
Namkogoya akule kwetu In the swing over there at our 
akule anyoke place 
Nyapule aliulele mwene Nyapule hurt herself 
kupweteka nanga but she doesn’t feel the pain 
Akule kwetu akula Over there at our place 
 
The swing is here a metaphor for having sex. That the girl was hurt 
indicates that she had been a virgin. A song like this is compatible 
with the erotic movements of the dance. In most cases, however, the 
erotic dances were accompanied by political songs so that song and 
movement expressed completely different things: they were no longer 
an integrated whole. 

STATE CONTROL, AND THE FAILURE OF DANCE AS A 
NATIONAL SYMBOL 

Traditionally, ngoma songs (ngoma denoting the musical event as a 
whole) have commonly been used for social critique and local gossip, 
something which made people at all levels think twice before they 
broke social taboos. Political criticism is absent from the modern 
ngoma songs. Why are the songs silent on controversial political is-
sues? The fate of the Sukuma singer Kalikali may shed light on this 
situation. In 1964, three years after Independence, he composed a 
song called “Slavery has not ended”: 
 
Ukwitawala We have really got 
twitawalile independence 
A bana Tanganyika The people of Tanganyika 
Nghana twitawalile Truly we are independent 
Bakulumbaga They are giving thanks to 
witawaji independence 
Abo bali na milimo mitale The ones with big jobs 
Abo balipandika magana The ones who earn hundreds 
Buli ng’weji buli ng’weji Month after month 
Al’abalimi ba buluba But the growers of cotton 
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Nduhw’ iyakupandika Have nothing to gain 
Litingag’ ili busese Slavery has not ended 
Ililima lyingile As the planting season comes 
Tubyulima buluba The price falls 
Buguji bushike Son of Mbagule 
Guchel’ umpango We are fattening other people 
Tuliginya sumba They are really eating 
Ng’wana Mbagule Looking at watches is their 
Ming’wana gakwigutaga only job 
Kulola ha sa kwesa And blowing their noses 
Na kumigija mu shitambala With handkerchiefs 
 

(Songoyi, 1990:57–58) 
 
After this song, Kalikali was given a warning by the local and district 
leaders, but he continued to compose critical songs and he was finally 
arrested and detained. After two months, he was released by an order 
from the President. The detention proved an effective way of silencing 
Kalikali’s criticism. After his release, he changed the content of his 
songs, making them compatible with the Party ideology, in the idiom 
of praise-singing. In 1979 he was awarded a radio from the party 
leaders as a sign of appreciation of his songs. 

According to Songoyi, the experiences of Kalikali are typical of 
what other singers have experienced in Tanzania.25 It is therefore 
scarcely surprising that political criticism should be absent from the 
songs of the dance groups. They employ self-censorship on contro-
versial matters, and praise the Party and its leaders in order to win 
goodwill. The role of the government run Radio Tanzania as a gate-
keeper for the distribution of music in the country should also be 
mentioned. Up to 1993 there had been no private or independent ra-
dio-stations in the country, no TV broadcasting on the mainland and 
hardly any recording studios outside Radio Tanzania. The Muungano 
Cultural Troupe has had three ngoma-songs on the radio. Two of 
those three were praise-songs. 

The new political songs were meaningful to people as long as they 
believed in the message; but when they realised that the Ujamaa pol-
icy did not bring the promised wonders, the songs appeared to many 
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people as empty phrases. Although the national culture was to be rep-
resentative for the whole nation, it soon turned out that many of the 
nationalised dances came from the same area. At the National College 
of Arts in Bagamoyo, 10 out of 20 dances are from the southern zone, 
one of the six geographical zones of the country. The other zones are 
represented by one, two or three dances each. 

The north, represented by the Chagga (and Haya), and the south, 
represented by the Makonde, can be seen as two opposite poles in the 
country. The south is a stigmatised area, an “undeveloped” place 
which people from other regions shun.26 Due to early establishment 
of mission schools, and early incorporation into the capitalist econ-
omy, people from the north are strongly over-represented among the 
educated elite,27 and to many of them, traditional dance represents 
remnants from a primitive life. This was one reason why Nyerere’s 
vision of a cultural revolution, a cultural revival involving national 
pride in traditional dance, could not succeed. The southern dances 
entertain people, but as long as they represent a stigmatised area, and 
are seen as basically indecent by many, they cannot function as a 
symbol of national pride—least of all for members of the upper 
classes. 

In countries where the creation of a national culture was more suc-
cessful than in Tanzania, like in some of the European nations in the 
late 18th century, the reified culture may not have been any more rep-
resentative than in the Tanzanian case, but the nation-builders in 
these countries were more lucky in their choice of symbols. They 
managed to find symbols that a majority of the population could iden-
tify with, often by a process where the symbols first were adopted by 
the elite and later embraced by the common people as well.28 

FROM NATION-BUILDING TO POPULAR CULTURE 

The venture of establishing a genuine socialistic cultural policy to a 
large degree failed, but the policy triggered a development in the field 
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of performance which went far beyond the intentions of the nation-
builders. In the early 1980s, commercial, multi-ethnic cultural troupes 
grew up in the country, entertaining the low-income masses of the 
cities with shows including acrobatics, nationalised traditional dance, 
as well as a genuinely new and syncretistic cultural form; popular 
theatre. 

The commercial troupes were modelled on the cultural troupes es-
tablished by the government. In addition to the National Troupe, 
there were in the 1960s and 70s cultural groups at most state-owned 
companies. The groups encouraged the spirit of community, and 
promoted the company. The dancers and musicians were workers at 
the company, their performances were mostly free, and they repre-
sented their region in national competitions etc. In Dar es Salaam 
however, the companies started assuming patronage over troupes of 
full-time artists who were performing commercially at the same time 
as they were advertising the company. The troupes were sometimes 
transferred from one company to another, and it did not take long 
before groups were formed independently of any institution, being 
run on a purely businesslike basis.29 The groups were inter-ethnic, but 
predominated by artists from the southern part of the country. 

The political songs had become a convention of the genre, and the 
commercial cultural groups composed the same type of propaganda 
songs as did the national troupes, despite the fact that many of the 
artists felt quite indifferent about the Party. Lihamba explains the 
situation in this way: 

Since the Arusha Declaration some of the cultural groups have been ac-
tively used by national and regional politicians to display “Tanzanian 
Culture” in a manner which the groups have expressed as amounting to 
“political exploitation”. (…) They felt that they had to obey the politi-
cians’ orders because of fear of repercussions if they did not comply. 
Continued political favour was seen as necessary for their survival.30 

Songoyi, in his thesis “Commercialisation, its impact on traditional 
dances” has the following to say about the political songs: “There is 
nobody among the audience who wants (needs) to hear what a dance 
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song is saying. To most people, movement is all that matters”. 31 The 
movements which entertain multi-ethnic audiences the most are the 
erotic ones. The result is that the cultural groups are even more biased 
to dances from the south than are the national troupes, as this is an 
area where these movements are especially developed. Many of the 
dances are traditionally performed at special occasions only, such as 
during initiations, and by groups of single-sex dancers. In their at-
tempts at drawing large audiences however, the commercial cultural 
troupes outdo each other in extending the limits of common decency. 

By 1984, only three years after the first commercial troupe was es-
tablished, there were more than 40 cultural troupes in Dar es Sa-
laam.32 The groups usually have a contract with the social halls or 
bars to perform on a certain day every week. The groups thus rely on 
the income from the tickets at the door, while the owner of the hall 
benefits from the increased sale of beer and soft-drinks. Over the 
years, many groups have been disbanded due to lack of economic vi-
ability, but the relative success of this new genre was due to the fact 
that such troupes met an unsatisfied need for entertainment in the 
city. 

Urban life, characterised by a distinction between work and lei-
sure, had created a market for entertainment, but up to 1980 there had 
been few options for Dar es Salaam dwellers in this respect. There was 
at the time no television broadcasting on the Tanzanian mainland (the 
first TV station was established as late as 1994), and the films which 
were shown at the cinemas were either European or Indian. Theatre 
performances were rare and usually staged at the university campus 
outside town, while the dance-nights in clubs and bars were too ex-
pensive for most people and not suitable for children or single 
women. 

Some communities, like the Makonde, had and still have a rich 
and entertaining ritual life in their urban “villages”,33 but for the large 
majority the traditional performances were something which they had 
left behind in the rural areas. There was thus a market for commercial 
performing arts, and the commercial groups tailored their perform-
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ances to the rhythms of urban life, performing at neighbourhood so-
cial halls in the break between housework or wage labour ending at 
around 3.30 and the evening meal at around 8 pm.34 

POPULAR THEATRE AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO TRADITIONAL 
PERFORMANCE 
To start with, the commercial groups were ngoma troupes, performing 
dance only. It did not take long, however, before one of the groups 
introduced five-minute plays, vichekesho (the things that make one 
laugh) to give the dancers time to change costumes. This genre had 
evolved over several years, inspired by the Western drama introduced 
to East African schools as early as the 1920s, and by American comedy 
films popular in the 1940s and 1950s. Mlama writes about these plays: 

The Vichekesho share some characteristics with Italian Comedia 
Dell’arte. They make use of satire, irony, ridicule and the comic sense to 
comment on certain aspects of life and often to make the audience laugh 
and ridicule evil. Although they provoke laughter they are often very se-
rious comments on incorrect and unacceptable behaviour.35 

The plays proved popular, and the other groups soon followed the 
example of the inventive troupe.36 During their first decade of exis-
tence, the groups have developed their shows into a four-hour long 
performance consisting of four different art genres: ngoma, taarab, 
acrobatics (sarakasi) and theatre. The theatre plays are called maigizo 
(sing. igizo), and differ from the vichekesho genre in being much longer. 
They usually last for about an hour. In other respects, the plays have 
kept the central characteristics of the vichekesho. They are farce-like 
plays depicting and discussing the social realities of urban life, com-
monly with a clear moralistic message. The theatre gives the audience 
the feeling that what they see on stage is in fact their own life, in a 
dramatised, exaggerated version. 

Thematically the plays cover problems like poverty, teenage-preg-
nancy and the changing family relations following modernisation and 
urbanisation. Rural-urban migration, and the problems one may en-
counter in the city are a common theme. As part of my study, I inter-
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viewed 104 persons who were attending cultural shows. 73 of them 
stated that they came from various up-country regions, and 70 had 
had their primary education in another place than Dar es Salaam. 

Gender antagonism is commonly featured, often coupled with the 
conflict between in-laws and blood-relatives. Typically, a male pro-
tagonist’s wife does not want her husband to share his resources with 
a poor relative coming from up-country. She will break all kinds of 
taboos in order to get her will through, and she destroys the relation-
ship between her husband and his kin. The drama form gives the on-
lookers an emotional experience of the social values of their society by 
showing what it would be like if the rules were broken. 

Through theatre, social problems are brought up that may other-
wise be hard to talk about. Victor Turner holds that theatre and other 
cultural genres are developments which societies will produce as they 
grow in scale and complexity. He argues that there is a close resem-
blance between rituals in traditional societies and theatre in modern 
societies.37 Traditional and modern performance have in common that 
they deal with problematic sides of the society in a time (and often 
place) which is clearly distinguished from “normal” time. This frame 
opens up for reflexivity; “the capacity of human beings to distance 
themselves from their own subjective experiences, to stand apart from 
and to comment upon them”.38 

When comparing written sources about the various forms of tradi-
tional performance in Tanzania with the urban popular theatre, I 
found striking similarities, both in form and content. Mlama, writing 
about the Kaguru,39 Haram, studying the Meru,40 and Johansen who 
works with the Makonde, all describe how traditional performance 
has theatrical and didactic aspects. When young Makonde girls go 
through their initiation, older women perform mimical plays for 
them. Among other things, the girls are warned not to be dazzled by 
seemingly rich suitors, who may well turn out to be poor and in bad 
health.41 A play with the very same message was staged by one of the 
cultural troupes in 1992. Also the need to avoid unwanted pregnan-
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cies, and the idea that in-married women are treacherous, are themes 
that traditional performance and popular theatre have in common. 

THE MEANING OF CULTURAL PERFORMANCE 

When the government decided to revitalise traditional performance 
after independence, they concentrated on traditional dances. One rea-
son for this, as already mentioned, is that the dances were readily at 
hand for fulfilling Nyerere’s vision of taking the best from all tribes 
and making it part of the national culture. Another reason for choos-
ing dance, and not drama, which is also part of traditional per-
formance, may be the fact that dance would fit well into the interna-
tional convention of “folklore”. 

Folklore troupes are used the world over to welcome foreign 
guests, as well as to entertain at public holidays and feasts. As dis-
cussed earlier, the Tanzanian leaders were eager to seek back to their 
own roots, to create a national culture that was theirs; but at the same 
time, they wanted something which could be acknowledged as com-
plementary to the Western tradition. The concept “complementari-
zation”, meaning that phenomena from different cultures are ac-
knowledged as different, but of the same worth, was introduced by 
Eidheim who studied the stigmatized Sami (so-called “Lappish”) 
people of Norway in the early 1960s. Eidheim demonstrated how 
Sami leaders, as part of their strategy to achieve equality between 
Sami and Norwegians, re-codified aspects of their culture to make it 
more comparable to the values of Norwegian culture.42 

One of the dances to be nationalised in Tanzania was Ukala, a 
dance of the Zigua people of Tanga region. Maguluko writes that tra-
ditionally, this dance “is performed annually to appease the spirits”. It 
may also be performed “if a member of the community falls sick with 
an undiagnosed disease, or other abnormalities”.43 In its nationalised 
form, however, Ukala does not relate to “abnormalities” or conflicts in 
the society. It is performed at any random time by national or com-
mercial troupes to entertain a (paying) audience. When the commer-
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cial groups address conflicts of today’s urban society, they do this 
through the performances of theatre plays, not by traditional dances. 

During fieldwork, I found that theatre was more popular than the 
dance genre. People told me that they preferred theatre because they 
learned something from the plays. What they learn is the central 
moral codes of their society, and the popular theatre in this respect 
carries on a central element from traditional performance. Coplan 
writes that “common experience and perceptions based upon shared 
values and understandings provide the context within which any per-
formance becomes aesthetically, emotionally, and socially meaning-
ful”.44 The theatre plays are meaningful to the multi-ethnic urban 
audience exactly because they relate to what these people have in 
common, regardless of ethnic and religious background. 

The dances never lost their ethnic affiliation despite active nation-
alisation efforts, and during interviews I found that most members of 
the audience preferred a dance of their own ethnic group. Dance as 
entertainment was unable to fulfil the reflexive role that theatre later 
did because it was forced into a convention of political praise. Freder-
ick Cooper, suggests that people in Africa may “develop cultural al-
ternatives to the sterility of officially sponsored hymns to the glories 
of traditional African society”.45 This is an interesting perspective for 
understanding the development of popular theatre in Dar es Salaam. 
In contrast to the dance songs, there is no political propaganda in the 
theatre plays, and no attempt to make the plays appear “traditional”. 
Its very nature is syncretistic, incorporating freely elements from 
Western and Indian movies; it seems indeed to be open to anything 
that increases its popular appeal. 

Barber says about popular culture in Africa that it is recognised by 
just this syncretism, and that some see this as “a deplorable corrup-
tion of the authentic culture”.46 Traditional dance, even its commer-
cialised form, is seen as more “authentic” and African than popular 
theatre by the general Tanzanian public. I shared this view, before 
going deeper into the material. Now, however, I would argue that the 
dances taken out of their original context constitute a new and mod-
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ern performative genre just as the popular theatre does, and that nei-
ther is more traditional than the other. 

Ngoma, the traditional musical event including music, dance and 
mime in an integrated whole, has in the modern sphere crystallised 
into various performative genres. In the true nature of popular cul-
ture, the new cultural fields will continue to develop in the years to 
come. Soon after the first TV broadcasts were started in mainland 
Tanzania in 1994, the popular theatre was screened as locally pro-
duced “soaps” reaching new audiences in addition to the live perfor-
mances in bars. The locally produced soaps are far more popular than 
the imported ones.47 One obvious reason is that few among the ordi-
nary people speak English (the local soaps are all in Swahili), but just 
as important is the fact that the locally produced soaps relate to the 
lived reality of the people who watch them. 

The commercial popular culture in present day Dar es Salaam is 
an unplanned result of the socialistic cultural policy of the one-party 
state after independence. There are reasons to believe that this inde-
pendent, unofficial culture indeed has the potential for working for 
the good of nation-building, albeit at a different level than Nyerere 
and his cultural planners envisaged. 

DEMOCRACY—AND A NEW FORM OF NATIONALISM? 

Up to 1992, CCM was the only legal party in Tanzania. The first de-
mocratic election took place in 1995, CCM remaining in power. A 
friend of mine had this to say about the democratisation process: “It is 
not easy. It is like walking in the darkness”. She was 32 years old, 
born at the time of Independence, and had grown up with ujamaa. 
Other informants expressed fears that Tanzania now would face prob-
lems of ethnic revitalisation and national disintegration, like they had 
seen in several of their neighbouring countries. 

With the era of multi-partyism, one of the most difficult tasks is to 
untangle, both practically, and in people’s minds, the link which was 
so carefully forged between the Party and the national symbols dur-
ing the first years after Independence. The concept of Ujamaa re-
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placed Uhuru (freedom) as the uniting power and symbol, and a tight 
bond was formed between the Party and the nation by use of rhetoric 
and symbols. This is reflected in an atlas for use in schools, published 
as late as 1987.48 The first page has the title: “Our Country Tanzania” 
(Nchi Yetu Tanzania). The very first symbol presented is the flag of the 
CCM party. Under it, the Tanzanian national flag and the national 
emblem are presented side by side. The principal symbol of the na-
tional emblem is a burning torch, symbolising hope and unity. Every 
year since Independence a burning torch has been raced around the 
country by the Party’s youth organisation. 

In 1992, the Party’s youth organisation handed the Uhuru Torch 
Race over to the government, as a neutral institution.49 Several of the 
National Days that have been connected to the Party, have been re-
considered. 5 February, for instance—the “birthday” of the CCM 
party, which is also the day of the Arusha Declaration, is no longer 
celebrated as a national holiday. The artists of the cultural troupes 
have composed new songs to go with their dances. They are no longer 
supposed to support the CCM party and its leaders trough their art. 

What are Tanzanians to build their new nationalism on? Luckily 
enough, the Tanzanian nation has indeed consolidated during the 
past thirty years. The question is whether Tanzania really needs the 
kind of nationalism that the leaders attempted to construct after Inde-
pendence. Eriksen suggests that nationalism is a dual phenomenon, 
with formal nationalism connected to the demands of the modern na-
tion state on the one hand, and the informal nationalism in civil soci-
ety on the other. 

Formal nationalism is connected to “national symbols and prac-
tices associated with the state, such as the flag, the national anthem 
and the national mottos”. Informal nationalism on the other hand, 
which Eriksen exemplifies as religious festivals, carnivals and inter-
national sports events, is different from the formal nationalism, 
“which is far removed from the constitution of individual identity in 
everyday life, and which therefore does little to mitigate the poten-
tially disintegrating effects of ethnicity”. He continues by stating that 
“informally constituted cultural institutions have firm roots in the 
                                                             
48. Wizara ya Elimu, 1987. 49. Daily News, 25 August 1992. 



56 Siri Lange 

 

immediate experiences of people, and can therefore more easily con-
tribute to the production of shared meanings”.50 

It may thus be, that the by-product of the Tanzanian cultural pol-
icy, the unofficial commercial popular culture, plays a more important 
role in nation-building than anyone has imagined. Political leaders 
and the educated elite have dismissed it on the ground that it has 
been “motivated by survival instincts and financial gains rather than 
professionalism in their work”.51 But just the fact that their goal is to 
attract as many customers as possible, regardless of background, 
makes the popular theatre troupes underplay ethnic and religious dif-
ferences while elaborating on problems that the urbanites have in 
common. Musicians too, like Remmy Ongala, articulate sentiments 
that may seem threatening to the political leaders, but which at the 
same time offer Tanzanians new shared metaphors which they may 
use to communicate about their lived experience. One example is On-
gala’s 1994 hit Kilio cha samaki. The song describes in figurative lan-
guage how the suppressed masses are exploited by the leaders and 
the then governing party CCM. When “Remmy” performed this song 
at a football stadium with the president and vice-president present, 
onlookers in their thousands responded by cheering him.52 

It remains for further investigation to empirically scrutinise the 
degree to which ethnically and religiously neutral popular culture 
indeed represents common references which in an indirect and per-
haps unconscious way may help Tanzanians to develop their feeling 
of oneness at a time when the once unbreakable link between the one-
party state and the nation no longer exists, and conflicts centred 
around ethnic revitalisation and religious polarization seem to be on 
the increase. 
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The National Landscape—a Cultural  
European Invention 

Svend Erik Larsen 

THROUGH THE PARK 

Nadine Gordimer’s short story “The Ultimate Safari” (1991) is told 
from a child’s perspective: what he sees, what he is able to under-
stand, what he is able to put into words. His village in Mozambique is 
being threatened by war and his family and 200 other villagers try to 
escape. After a strenuous tour led by a local guide they arrive at an-
other village where people speak the same language, and they settle 
down—as refugees and in tents, but this is better than war. 

The shortest way to safety runs through the Kruger Park. The boy 
does not know when he is in or is out of the park or why it is some-
thing specific. He is simply crossing a familiar landscape with its 
plants, rivers and animals. Dangerous maybe, but known. “[…] it was 
like the bush we’d been walking through all day […] I didn’t know 
we were away” (Gordimer, 1994:145, 151). In the new village he can-
not help being “surprised to find they speak our language; […] That’s 
why they allow us to stay on their land. Long ago, in the time of our 
fathers, there was no fence that kills you, there was no Kruger Park 
between them and us, we were the same people under our own king, 
right from our village we left to this place we’ve come to” (ibid.:151). 

He knows, however, that the Kruger Park is something special: 
The real dangers are not only the animals, but fences, police, wardens 
and laws forbidding you simply to trespass or find food on the ter-
rain. From fear of being captured his group has not even time to wait 
for his grandfather who disappears in the dark. The park, he notices, 
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is made for white people, and that some of his folks “used to leave 
home to work in the places where white people came to stay and look 
at the animals” (ibid.:145). 

He does not understand why it is so, but he registers that the 
Kruger Park does something to his people and himself. It separates 
people of the same language; it turns his land into a white people’s 
place and, most notably, it changes their own position: although their 
“country is a country of people, not animals” they have to “move like 
animals among animals” (ibid.:145, 146). In their new village “Some 
white people came to take photographs of our people living in the 
tent—they said they were making a film.” (ibid.:152). They are but 
animals among animals, inborn elements of a wild landscape, or they 
stand out as objects of entertainment or of foreign people’s political 
agenda. When they cross the park they are forever displaced—“There 
is nothing. No home” is the grandmother’s final words to the white 
film crew (ibid.:153). The park is not just a slice of land, but a decisive 
physical and cultural barrier. 

This conclusion is far beyond the boy’s capacity to make his in-
sights explicit. But in a motto to the story, the heading of a newspaper 
advertisement Gordimer gives us a key to reading his quasi-innocent 
discourse. It also contains the title of her short story and runs as fol-
lows: “The African adventure lives on … you can do it! The ultimate 
safari or expedition with leaders who know Africa. (Travel adver-
tisement, Observer, 27 November 1988)” (Gordimer, 1994:143). This 
short description, addressed to white tourists, covers also, ironically, 
the boy’s experience of his ultimate safari. Thereby the text acquires a 
double structure that allows us to see its critical dimension. The boy’s 
only vague perception of what is going on behind the surface is con-
trasted to the heading’s reference to the organized disneyfication of 
the wild landscape that turns it into a profitable tourist industry, dis-
placing local people or reducing them to props in the scenery of wil-
derness. 

In his analysis of conservation policies in Africa, especially in 
Kenya, Roderick Neumann quotes British park authorities: parks are 
supposed “to be reserved as natural habits both for game and human 
beings in their primitive state”, say British Park authorities in 1955 
trying to prove the reality of the European dream of a pristine Eden 
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(quote from Neumann, 1995:160). Neumann also explains how there is 
a contradiction in the eradication of traditional land use practices (es-
pecially use of fire) which are prohibited inside the park, and sup-
ported outside by “the government’s development schemes”, a con-
tradiction that became detrimental to nomadic people like the Masai 
who had to constantly cross the new boundary, ironically widening 
“the symbolic and ecological gap between the landscapes of produc-
tion and consumption” (ibid.:161). With the term ‘ironic’ Neumann 
both grasps the actual conflict in relation to the landscape and the 
subjective experience of it, the latter aspect being developed more 
subtly in the story stressing the problem of identity and belonging. 

Thus, between the advertisement serving as motto and the boy’s 
story there is the real landscape with people, parks, animals, tourists, 
wildlife conservationists, bandits, villages etc., a complex sign of this 
relation between physical surroundings and cultural identity and of 
the interwoven levels of consciousness, rendered to us through the 
ironical twists of the story. The landscape becomes in fact the main 
character, emphasized at the end when the boy, now 11 years old, 
hears his grandmother remark that they will never have a home. He 
decides to go back to his home, maybe his lost mother and grand-
father will be there. With the landscape as its medium the text lays 
open the ambiguities in what it is and what it takes to belong to a 
place, a theme that on a larger scale is essential in nation-building. 

The story was written during the new nation-building period of 
South Africa, but it reflects, through specific historical conditions, a 
universally important relationship between landscape and cultural 
identity. It seems a valid enterprise to redefine the landscape stripped 
bare of its layers of dispossessing colonization and domestic repres-
sion and redefine its meaning in support of the unity of the new na-
tion. The identity of people, of nature and of democracy should be 
seen as interchangeable identities, a dream reflected in the natural 
metaphor of the Rainbow State. 

Such an attempt, easily justifiable as it may seem, has a history 
that is far from innocent. It is mainly the history of the European na-
tion states. The actual borderlines between African states replicate by 
and large the boundaries between the major European nation states; 
the imported democratic ideals are European derivatives; and the atti-
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tude to and the use of the landscape in conservation and production is 
heavily influenced from Europe. Therefore, the parallel between 
South Africa and Europe in the process of nation-building is highly 
relevant (Davidson, 1992). In this paper I shall focus on the ambi-
guous and mainly negative role the interpretation of landscape had 
for the merging of nation and democracy, mainly with reference to 
literature in a Scandinavian context. 

NATION-BUILDING 

From the late 18th century and onwards Denmark together with 
many European countries was engaged in a process of nation-
building after the Napoleonic wars. A new group of nations came into 
being after World War I, and yet another group followed the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. But the political and ideological components re-
mained very much the same: the same logic and the same pitfalls in 
new contexts that allowed for repetitions of the same conflicts. Of 
course, many of the new nations or would-be nations, as in today’s 
former Yugoslavia, had existed for hundreds of years, but under very 
different conditions and institutionalized forms. They are and were 
engaged in a struggle to redefine the country as a nation in a new 
geographical, political, economic and cultural context as an answer to 
preceding conflicts. Nation-building has never had a peaceful back-
ground. 

In the first and prototypical phase of nation-building Europe was 
burning during the Napoleonic wars, feudal empires—like Den-
mark—were crumbling, economic advantages and disadvantages 
changed drastically among the European regions, the outline of a new 
urban-industrial area began to be visible on the horizon, and new 
secular ideologies redefined collective and individual identities with 
new conceptions of language, ethnicity, religion, social power, educa-
tion etc. 

In this complex transitional process, the national landscape played 
a fundamental role in the formation of national identities, both on a 
collective and an individual level. In the national ideologies growing 
out of romanticism, especially in the German realm, language and 
landscape were the basic constituents of national identity, the first one 
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defining and expressing the latter, presenting it as the natural founda-
tion of the nation. Of course, landscapes existed before they were con-
structed as national landscapes and before nationalism emerged as a 
dominant geopolitical ideology. They were there as God’s nature, a 
complex of signs constituting the Great Book of Nature, or they were 
there as an artistic creation, especially in painting. They were also 
considered as regions submitted to a feudal order governed by a 
common law. But as national landscapes, with a major impact on na-
tional identity, they were a later invention, shaped between the 
French Revolution and the Vienna Congress as a response to the com-
plex historical transition. 

The typicality of landscapes or of landscape uses—such as, for in-
stance, a certain type of forest and forestry—were not regarded as 
simple facts shared by nations belonging to the same climatic zones, 
but were turned into symbols of national specificity with an impact on 
national character and thereby on national identity. And strong sym-
bols they are, because whatever meaning they acquire they are also 
always out there in their undeniable material presence—you walk in 
it, you live from it, memories of it are inscribed in your body as well 
as in your mind. Painters and writers received standing ovations 
when they gave artistic form to this idea in visual or verbal texts, and 
their imagination materialized later on in concrete landscapes like 
natural parks, nature reserves or preserved cultural landscapes. Bro-
chures on these natural wonders from the national tourist agencies, 
also those of South Africa, have perpetualized and commercialized 
these landscape views, more often than not stressing their national 
character. Of course, criticism of this development has run parallel to 
the development itself, as suggested in Nadine Gordimer’s short 
story. 

It is, however, important not to forget that in Europe the national 
landscape was amalgamated with a national ideology before demo-
cratic constitutions and institutions were created (the USA being an 
exception) and, therefore, its contribution to the national identity was 
not necessarily shaped by a consideration for democracy. Although 
the national landscape has been, and is, appreciated as an integral and 
indispensable part of the cultural identity of democratic nations to-
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day, it does not necessarily contribute in an unambiguous and posi-
tive way to the process of democratization. 

Considering how the latest development in Europe, especially in 
Eastern and Central Europe, re-enacts the ambiguities and intricacies 
of the early nation-building period of Europe, with no guarantee of 
democracy, there might be a message to be learned, also outside 
Europe, in analyzing the mechanisms and functions of the national 
landscape as a cultural invention. And even more so because many of 
the basic ideas prompting the cultural and political development of 
new nations, their constitutions and their fight for democracy have a 
European origin. Europe is on the one hand undeniably a part of the 
heritage of many non-European countries in a post-colonial era and, 
on the other hand, the reflection of the European image in the mirror 
of other continents will be an important element in the self-under-
standing of Europe, facing its own turbulence. 

THE FUNCTIONS OF THE NATIONAL LANDSCAPE 

The national landscape, in its material–symbolic complexity, serves 
three basic ideological functions in the make-up of a national identity: 

1) it gives unity to people and place 
2) it provides people and place with a common origin 
3) it naturalizes the unity and the origin. 

The national landscape tends to present the actual state of affairs, 
called a unity, as the outcome of a linear and almost purposive proc-
ess, a historical destiny, and not as a complicated and partly unfore-
seeable process of fragmentation and breaking up, partly due to cir-
cumstantial human and non–human interventions; it tends to disguise 
the actual conflicts and contrasts in the national setting, especially the 
fact that the nations are mostly established after the breakdown of 
older structures and often with a reduced geographical territory; and, 
finally, in naturalizing the national identity, the landscape removes 
change, including radical change, from the definition of national iden-
tity. 

The national landscape sets the national identity apart from the 
history it is part of. In the national landscape nation and nature be-
come one and the same thing, both in language (nation and nature ac-
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tually derive from the same word) and in the perception of political 
reality, where change, differences etc. are considered unnatural. On 
the surface, the national landscape is an active and creative force in 
the formation of a non–exclusive identity for all members of a nation. 
Nevertheless, it is more correct to see it as a reactive and partly re-
pressive force, hiding actual conflicts and legitimizing historical 
boundaries on a quasi-natural basis. If nation-building is a process of 
belonging, involving both a redefinition of territory and of collective 
and individual identity the national landscape has a major function in 
amalgamating these factors into a unifying national identity. 

Considering the standard image of Denmark as a homogeneous 
and democratic nation, a brief example might illustrate my point. 
Hans Christian Ørsted, one of the leading figures in modern science 
of his day due to his investigations on electromagnetism, was deeply 
involved in the national issue in the first half of the 19th century. In 
1836 he defined and naïvely defended Danishness in this way: 

What is Danishness? Like any national character it includes, first of all, 
everything that defines the human being; but what makes this character 
a special Danish character is, naturally, the totality of the features that 
are more frequent in our people than in others. […] The Danish land has 
a friendly nature, the enormous only reveals itself in sky and sea, and 
the horrifying is almost absent; only the sea unfolds now and then with 
terror; but numerous are the vistas where the Dane has either a wide or 
a smiling panorama over its blue surface. […] Surrounded by this nature 
the people have lived and developed for centuries: how can we not no-
tice a correspondence between them? I think nobody can easily deny 
that the Dane is good-humoured, easy-going, modest, disinclined to vio-
lence and wiles, rarely passionate. (Ørsted, 1852:50–51, author’s transla-
tion) 

This was written after Norway, more than three times as large as pre-
sent day Denmark, was forcibly separated from the Danish kingdom 
by the Vienna Congress after a 700 year union, because of Denmark’s 
alliance with Napoleon, the loser; after national bankruptcy in 1813; 
and after the King’s denial of some sort of constitution in 1836, the 
year of Ørsted’s paper was originally published. Thus, the national 
landscape was used to reduce historical complexity to natural simplic-
ity which was part of the ideological and political make-up that na-
ïvely led Denmark on the road toward two wars with Prussia (1848–
50 and 1864), reducing the Danish territory even more. The national 
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landscape confused the basic national agenda, giving priority to an 
imaginary unity over the conflicts and changes that constituted the 
real political agenda of the nation: health, education, urban and indus-
trial development, new class structures, political participation etc. that 
grew out of the economic and political processes of the 19th century. 

Ørsted continues: 
If anybody asked me: what enables me to write as a genuine Dane? then 
I would almost give him the same answer as if he had asked me: what 
enables me to be a genuine Dane in the very essence of my being? I 
would simply tell him thoughtfully to follow his nature: when a Dane, 
born and raised among Danes and having his life among Danes, follows 
this precept, he will automatically become genuinely Danish; only by ar-
tificiality will he deviate from true Danishness. (Ørsted, 1852:53, 
author’s translation) 

The argument is simple, its consequences complicated: in the national 
identity outer nature, the landscape, and inner nature, the genuine 
Danishness, are unified in a complete balance that works all by itself, 
and the two ‘natures’ find a common means of expression, the natio-
nal language that confirms their unity. Although an explicit hostility 
toward foreignness, or just the lack of balance between inner life and 
outer landscape, is avoided, xenophobia toward domestic and foreign 
enemies is just next door. History is full of examples of how national 
awakening goes hand in hand with hostility toward inner and outer 
enemies, real or imagined, on the grounds of, among other things, 
language and ethnicity. 

A pragmatic attitude to language as a means of communication 
you have to master to a certain degree in order to function in a society 
was predominant in Denmark for centuries. For centuries it was of no 
major concern that several kings and ministers spoke better German 
than Danish, as long as they performed their duties. But gradually, 
and especially after the adaption of the Danish Law in 1683 to apply 
to the whole of Denmark (then including present-day Norway), and 
later through the Royal Academy of Science from 1742, Danish was 
programmatically shaped into a modern language of administration, 
science, commerce and art. The ground was laid for the Romantic 
conception that the Danish language expressed essential Danishness. 
The hidden message is that national identity is there as a seed before 
the nation, but grows and develops because of it, not the other way 
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round. Therefore, even if you move to another nation, the national 
identity you acquire will be external to you (cf. Smith, 1991:71). 

Pogrom-like attacks on Jews, almost unheard of previously in 
Denmark, took place in 1819 in Copenhagen. An anti-German wave 
culminated in two disastrous wars in the mid 19th century. The pro-
paganda around such and other events was heavily loaded with refe-
rences to the non-Danishness of these groups: foreign on the soil and 
foreign in the language, independent of how long they had lived there 
and how well they spoke Danish. This essentialism is still an impor-
tant component in politics and the general debate resulting both in 
exclusion and inclusion of people, and gives nationalism a long after-
life. When applied today in relation to integration of immigrants and 
refugees and other ethnic issues the excluding effects are most obvi-
ous. When applied in landscape preservation in the 20th century, aim-
ing both at restoring natural processes and recreating cultural land-
scape types that contain stories of Danish cultural history, the promo-
tion of a shared national identity is clear (for example, Ministry of the 
Environment, 1994). 

The Landscape as Dream 

The national language has both to express and promote the national 
identity, especially in describing the national landscape as the scene of 
the original national life. In this perspective, the landscape is of course 
more fundamental than language, being accessible to you by immedi-
ate sense perception alone, whereas it requires some learning to mas-
ter the production and interpretation of landscape descriptions. This 
is however, a twisted argument: the immediate perception does not 
capture a national landscape, but just some environmental elements; 
only a person already informed by descriptions will ‘know’ that what 
is perceived is a national landscape. 

Due to the intimate relation between national landscape, national 
language and national identity, literature plays a fundamental role in 
creating the vision of the national landscape and making it serve its 
ideological functions right into this century. The textual mechanism 
itself survives. But literature has always been an unfaithful alliance 
that often dissolves its own basis and thereby invites to critical reflec-
tion. By its very nature literature de-unifies and ambiguizes its objects 
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and therefore also de-naturalizes and historizes them. In relation to 
the landscape this process is prompted by literature in two ways: ei-
ther the landscape is stripped of any symbolic meaning, or it is loaded 
with meaning which is gradually undermined in the text. 

From this perspective there is an illustrative connection between 
Gordimer’s story and two texts by Isak Dinesen, a pen name for Karen 
Blixen. She lived for many years in Kenya as a coffee farmer, but re-
turned to Denmark in 1931 after having lost all her money and began 
a successful international career as a writer. Her memoirs from Africa, 
Out of Africa (1937), open with the impressive view of the Ngong 
Hills: 

I had a farm in Africa, at the foot of the Ngong Hills. The Equator runs 
across these highlands, a hundred miles to the North, and the farm lay at 
an altitude of over six thousand feet. In the day-time you felt that you 
had got high up, near to the sun, but the early mornings and evenings 
were limpid and restful, and the nights were cold. 

The geographical position, and the height of the land combined to 
create a landscape that had not its like in all the world. (Dinesen, 1985:3) 

After a long explanation of the uniqueness and the astounding beauty 
of the African setting, with many concrete details of trees, plants and 
animals, light and temperature, earth and sky, she sums up: 

Up in this high air you breathed easily, drawing in a vital assurance and 
lightness of heart. In the highland you woke up in the morning and 
thought: Here I am, where I ought to be. (ibid.:4) 

Although Dinesen explicitly wants to give an image of the totality of 
the landscape, horizontally and vertically, she actually presents a 
highly selective description, including only those details that make 
the landscape a totality for her, in itself, and enable her to experience 
an identity in relation to the local place. The first thing to notice is that 
nature is more loaded with subjective purposiveness than with natu-
ral factualness. The same goes for the national landscape: it is a highly 
selective unity, suppressing details that contradict the naturalizing 
and uniform effect of national identity. It serves a human purpose, in 
a sense like natural resources used for farming or to excavate raw ma-
terial, although on a symbolic level. The boy in Gordimer’s “Ultimate 
Safari” also felt at home in his landscape, seeing it as “a country of 
people, not animals” (Gordimer, 1994:145). 
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Secondly, the landscape in all its splendour is not present, but ab-
sent. It is a lost landscape, only retained in memory. In fact, it has in a 
certain way to be looked upon as unreal, before it can be transformed 
or interpreted in relation to human identity, be it an individual, as 
here, or a national identity. The national landscape is a mind-scape 
that is intensified by the denial of the physical reality of the perceived 
landscape. The mental image of human belonging, for example as the 
national unity, is then projected on physical landscape in order to 
claim that this is its basic reality. 

Dinesen’s text shows this discursive strategy in great detail, and 
with a fascinating linguistic and imaginary mastery, through meta-
phors and with many references to the dreamlike state she is in when 
she experiences the landscape—first of all it is a dream about her own 
place in the world, an attitude close to that of the boy in Gordimer’s 
story, imagining himself going back to the lost village, finding his 
mother and grandfather and then finally being home. In both cases 
belonging is not a given, but a human process. In contrast to the boy 
Dinesen knows painfully well that she can never belong to the African 
landscape or any other landscape than through symbolic construction. 

Thirdly, the landscape is described as containing her whole life: 
there is no alternative, no replacement possible. In the same way, the 
national landscape inscribes the members of the nation into the land-
scape so that they cannot escape it. It is their nature. Outside the na-
tional landscape, you live an artificial inauthentic life like Gordimer’s 
refugees in their tents. Although Dinesen’s text focuses more on a 
specific locality than a specific nationality, it makes visible the general 
conditions for combining landscape, or nature, and identity. On the 
one hand, the landscape is irresistibly attractive, almost seductive; on 
the other hand, identity is founded on the landscape only if it is made 
unreal, lost and seen as an artificial totality of subjective selected de-
tails. She is highlighting the role of human intervention for the crea-
tion of identity in relation to the landscape and thus reducing the im-
portance of its immediately perceived naturalness. Gordimer’s boy 
does not possess the reflective subtlety of Dinesen, but the motto of 
the story ironically points to the fact that wherever he goes his land-
scape is formed by the images and interests of others. 
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Landscape as History 
A similar discursive strategy is at work in a description of a Danish 
landscape. The introduction to her story “Sorrow–Acre” from Winter’s 
Tales (1942) presents the undulating Danish landscape before the ac-
tion unfolds. The story is historically situated around 1780 in the 
fields and gardens of a Danish manor house. 

The low undulating Danish landscape was silent and serene, mysterious 
wide–awake, in the hour before sunrise. There was not a cloud in the 
pale sky, not a shadow along the dim, pearly fields, hills and woods. The 
mist was lifting from the valleys and hollows, the air was cool, the grass 
and the foliage dripping wet with morning dew. Unwatched by the eyes 
of man, and undisturbed by his activity, the country breathed a timeless 
life, to which language was inadequate. 

All the same a human race had lived on this land for a thousand 
years, had been formed by its soil and weathers, and had marked it with 
its thoughts, so that now no one could tell where the existence of the one 
ceased and that of the other began. The thin grey line of a road, winding 
across the plain and up and down hills, was the fixed materialization of 
human longing, and of the human notion that it were better to be in one 
place than another. A child of the landscape would read this open land-
scape like a book. (Dinesen, 1986:172) 

Already in this simple appraisal of the eternal beauty of the Danish 
landscape that embraces the entire life of its inhabitants, certain un-
derlying contradictions reveal that Dinesen is trying to provide us 
with more than a simple description. In these opening lines of her 
story we are invited to reflect upon the relation between national land-
scape and national identity—to read it—rather than just to observe it. 
Thus, in the brief quotation she both celebrates the place’s boundness 
and the longing to get away; she both places the landscape inside the 
realm of human experience, language and interpretation and outside 
it, in a timeless transcendence. 

On the following pages, before the action actually takes place, she 
continues to articulate two levels simultaneously: that of simple rec-
ognizability and stable, comforting identity, and that of unsolvable 
and thereby dynamic and destabilizing contrasts and contradictions 
of the landscape, related to four interwoven structures—the natural, 
the social, the sexual and the symbolic. They are simultaneously 
working in the landscape, each based on a major conflict through 
which the four structures are now reinforcing each other, now neutra-
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lizing each other. The landscape is over-determined by several types 
of natural, social and symbolic features, each of which contributes to 
its permanent dynamics. 

Dinesen presents a landscape that only on the surface can be de-
scribed as a national landscape, according to a set of fixed features. 
Literature brings back the landscape from nature to the history of 
human beings, their lives and memories. But the two landscape de-
scriptions do not naturalize this experience. They show the ambi-
guous, even conflictual, character of the identity emanating from the 
landscape, so that we see that it is a result of human choice and of a 
process of change. But history means difference, also between Europe 
and Africa. 

In the Veld 
In a brief sequence from André Brink’s An Instant in the Wind (1976) 
we find a marked difference both to Dinesen’s and Gordimer’s texts 
(cf. Coetzee, 1988; Gräbe, 1997). All history, memory, subjectivity is 
taken out of the landscape when Elizabeth is fighting her way through 
a completely foreign location in the far away hinterlands of the Cape 
region: 

Separate objects on the road caught her attention, absorbing her comple-
tely so that she became oblivious of motion altogether. A thorn tree 
stump with all redundant bark and softness stripped by the wind and 
sun, reduced to pure wood, a bare hard pattern of indestructible grain. A 
rock formation corroded through centuries, all sandiness and flakiness 
destroyed, terrifying and beautiful in its utter stillness its refusal to be 
anything but itself. […] 

For long stretches she would wander on with her head bowed scru-
tinising the ground immediately in front of her feet, looking for wagon 
trails cut into the hard soil, flattened branches, discarded objects. Some-
thing, anything: the barest sign to reassure her that she’d really passed 
that way before. 

But there was nothing. Not the slightest indication or admission by 
the landscape that it acknowledged her, that it was aware of her. […] 
Nothing. Just nothing. (Brink, 1976:160, 161) 

This experience is echoed in the exiled grandmother’s remark in Gor-
dimer’s text: “There is nothing. No home.” Without human invention 
and inventiveness, without human decisions and human history, 
there is no human identity, neither national nor individual. To be born 
in a place is not enough. Identity does not grow from the ground like 
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plants, as Ørsted would have it. Dinesen focuses on the historical 
processes, conflicts and human signs in the landscape that create our 
identity in it; Brink on the naked materiality of the landscape that re-
quires our activity if we want to belong there and shape an identity, an 
activity which does not follow an already prepared programme but 
evolves while it unfolds. But nothing promises us that we will be able 
to act or succeed in our efforts. 

The emptiness of the landscape is a common feature in white 
South African literature. The land is a place of constant confrontation, 
fear and fighting, not an embracing and welcoming harmonious set-
ting. In his White Writing (1988) J.M. Coetzee points to a general atti-
tude to the landscape in the farm novel and plaasroman: 

Africa is a land of rock and sun, not of soil and water […] The landscape 
remains alien, impenetrable, until a language is found in which to win it, 
speak it, represent it. It is no oversimplification to say that landscape art 
and landscape writing in South Africa from the beginning of the nine-
teenth century to the middle of the twentieth revolve around the ques-
tion of finding a language to fit Africa. […] Is there a language in which 
people of European identity, or if not of European identity, then of a 
highly problematical South African–colonial identity, can speak to Africa 
and to be spoken to by Africa? […] Many English–colonial doubts about 
identity are projected and blamed upon the English language itself, 
partly because, as a literary medium, English carries echoes of a very dif-
ferent natural world. (Coetzee, 1988:8) 

This is Ørsted’s argument once more, but turned upside down: land-
scape and language are separated and no collective identity in relation 
to the landscape is possible. Although many Afrikaans plaasromans—
with Olive Schreiner’s The Story of an African Farm (1883) as the first 
and most important example—report about the successful fight 
against the land, it is a fight that begins over again every day. The 
land is never completely cultivated. 

Coetzee shows that white literature, whether in English or Afri-
kaans, is silent about non-white views of landscape and people. In this 
literature the actual work put into the landscape by the black labour 
force over the centuries is made invisible. And in traditional white 
South African literature there is no manifest knowledge of the African 
experience, expressed by, for example, Gordimer’s boy, that you can 
be at home in a land that is tough and uncontrolled, but nevertheless 
known to you, useful and readable. The estrangement of whites vis-a-
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vis the landscape, Coetzee underlines, is a product of a necessary ne-
glect of this history. But to remember it would not make any differ-
ence. It would not be a history of their belonging there. 

Coetzee puts it even stronger in his chapter on “Idleness in South 
Africa” (Coetzee 1988: chap.1): the oblivion of the actual work of the 
native peoples, before and during colonial time, is a way of putting 
the work obligation on them and thereby evaluating settler idleness in 
positive terms as enabling distance to manual work and native idle-
ness in negative terms as natural laziness that has to be disciplined 
and embedded in an individualized work ethic. This strategy legiti-
mized a one-to-one relationship between the practice of colonial 
power and the discourse on power relations, both based on natural 
superiority. Instead, Coetzee suggests that the behaviour interpreted 
as a natural demoralizing inclination for idleness is the result of an 
almost institutionalized choice between two imposed evils: either you 
become poor and physically destroyed by working for the settlers or 
you become poor and displaced by not working for them. The latter is 
the better choice because it allows for a certain sense of feeling at 
home in the landscape, as manifested, for example, in the boy’s atti-
tude in Gordimer’s story. This attitude is, therefore, seen as a cul-
turally coded reaction against the colonial power to safeguard a sense 
of belonging. Having this interpretation of the relationship between 
humans and landscape as the backdrop for white idleness, this be-
comes a self-inflicted estrangement from the landscape and, conse-
quently, in white colonial self-interpretation it will to be pushed aside 
with its reference to historical processes and not to natural differences. 

The problem of neglected, or suppressed, history in relation to the 
landscape forms a telling parallel to a decisive difference between 
European and non-European nation-building. Territorial boundaries 
and democratic institutions framing European nation-states also have 
a European history from which they unfold. Ørsted claimed, that a 
natural sense of belonging existed prior to the nation, and was not an 
ideological wrapping up of a nation once born. In National Identity 
(1991) Anthony Smith likewise, but on historical grounds, terms as 
nationalism those ideological movements which, rooted in a specific 
cultural history, may end up actually forming a nation that may ac-
quire the features of a state, including a democratic state. Therefore, 
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the nation-state is both a specific historical product and also an embo-
diment of the ideal model of a nation, which serves as an ideological 
platform to evaluate actual nations. 

Whether any nation corresponds to the model or not, in Europe 
the model, together with the actual nations, also as nation-states, be-
longs to the same cultural history that also includes specific ways in 
which model and reality are confronted (freedom of speech, legal sys-
tems, parliamentary systems, constitutions, human rights, etc.). If the 
European nation-state as an ideal model is transplanted to another 
historical and cultural context, it will constitute merely a formal and 
thereby rigid structure. When realized it imposes a territorial, politi-
cal, economic and cultural structure on a region or an entire continent 
without being rooted in local economies, languages, institutions, lit-
eratures etc. The power of a nation designed or invented in such cir-
cumstances is conditioned by a suppression or neglect of local history, 
a neglect which, at the same time, disguises their formal character and 
thereby maintains it in its formal rigidity that ultimately leads into a 
blind alley. In order to keep the historical and contextual sensitivity in 
nation-building alive, Smith therefore, points to different nation mod-
els and to different realized types of nations as historically opera-
tional, none of which can function without fully taking into account 
local history prior to a nation-formation. 

In The Black Man’s Burden (1992) Basil Davidson points to the fact 
that there were kingdoms with self-government in Africa that might 
have been a basis for a specific local development of national demo-
cracies. They were not neglected by the colonial administrators, but 
negotiation was actively refused. In his chapter on “Shadows of ne-
glected ancestors” his example is Ufia in present day Tanzania. He 
notes that “Africa’s problem in becoming independent from colonial 
rule was not to modernize its own institutions […] but to suppose 
there had been none, or none of any relevance.” (Davidson, 1992:75). 
From the European perspective the germ of a nation could only grow 
in Europe and be exported when fully grown and dressed up in ideo-
logical European outfit. His point, however, is that without an active 
relation to some relevant local basis any nation state or democracy 
will be an empty shell, a formal structure. In this context landscape as 
supposed pristine wilderness, untouched by humans, and especially 
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not owned by humans, is open both for exploitation and for preserva-
tion in the image of the European dream of the wild beyond the all 
too cultivated landscapes at home (Neumann, 1995). 

The modern descriptions of landscapes in literature, when at best, 
express the historically determined double experience of foreign 
dream and indigenous reality, local use and foreign influence. Only 
an emphasis of such features in their non-exclusive complexity in con-
trast to the natural autonomy of the landscape, can make it part of a 
democratic vision of national identity. It will be a sign of the real con-
flicts and not, like in Europe, disguise of conflicts that should have 
been negotiated without being subsumed under one language or one 
harmonious unity. Democracy does not presuppose a pre-established 
harmony, in the landscape or elsewhere, but it is a way of making dif-
ferences work. 

NATIONAL IDENTITY WITHOUT A NATIONAL LANDSCAPE? 

The interaction between nature and history is, on the one hand, part 
of a national identity because the interaction between human actions 
and natural processes constitutes the cultural processes, and on the 
other hand it transcends the national borders in today’s international 
conventions and practices in landscape preservation. In this context 
the African experience, in all its cruelty and complexity, will be an 
antidote to the naïve re-emerging traditional nationalism in Europe 
with all its naturalizing propaganda in which the notion of the natio-
nal landscape may reinforce its role as a non-democratic or even anti-
democratic ideological device that neither serves the national identity 
and its democratic processes nor ecological concerns. Its public appeal 
has always been great and easy to communicate, but its long term ef-
fects have often been to remove human actions, history and democ-
racy from our interaction with each other and our environment, end-
ing up satisfying only the international tourism industry. 

It would, therefore seem advisable, both at home and abroad, not 
to cling to the national landscape in the creation of a national identity. 
This does not imply, though, that the question of national identity has 
to be dismissed altogether. Such a conclusion would, of course, have 
been impossible or at least provocative for the Danes of the pre-demo-
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cratic phase of nation-building. As Ørsted pointed out, the national 
landscape and the national identity, or character, as he phrases it, are 
but two sides of the same coin. This is not the case when national 
identity and democracy constitute an inseparable unity, and when the 
landscape—national or not—only plays a role for our identity on such 
conditions. The basic question is not: do we have a national land-
scape, and what does it look like? Instead, we will have to ask: what 
does it mean to belong to a place as part of one’s identity on democ-
ratic conditions, and how does a landscape fit in? 

The British politologist David Miller has addressed similar issues 
in his book On Nationality. Although the role of landscapes does not 
enter his discussion (or, astonishingly enough, the discussion of most 
others taking issue with the question of national identity, e.g. Hobs-
bawm, 1990; Smith, 1991), his argument is very much in line with the 
one I put forward. He is trying to escape the easy solutions: because a 
keen interest in national identity has often degenerated into destruc-
tive chauvinism, we do not need to dismiss it as an uncontrollable 
quasi-natural atavism or as a stable but unhappy fact of modern Real-
politik with which ordinary people should not interfere; furthermore, 
because nationalism has had some unfortunate effects in modern his-
tory, we do not need to delegitimize all questions about place-bound 
identity and set up a placeless cosmopolitanism as our ideal. It is le-
gitimate, and in fact inevitable, to argue for a place-bound identity; to 
accept, as we saw in the Dinesen quotation above, “the human notion 

that it were better to be in one place than another”. 
Firstly, Miller claims that as humans we are social beings whose 

identity or the way we understand our place in the world, partly—but 
not exclusively—includes that we are inextricably part of a national 
grouping. In certain contexts the essentials of this grouping have to do 
with language, with certain institutionalized practices, with family 
structure etc.; sometimes we take them all together, sometimes we 
especially cherish one of them; and they all change over time. Natio-
nality is a result of historical over-determination, not of a natural 
foundation whether related to landscape, to race or other natural or 
quasi-natural categories. Dinesen’s and Gordimer’s landscapes 
showed exactly this complexity, further developed in Coetzee’s analy-
sis. So, a landscape may be part of this whole, not as a natural founda-
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tion but as a historically developed feature which, however, is not 
always important. 

Secondly, he insists that nations are ethical communities, implying 
mutual obligations between compatriots that may, and sometimes 
also ought to, embrace others. But we cannot, so Miller says, avoid 
having mutual obligations that are defined on the basis of a national 
community. Ethical obligations begin inside a closed space from 
which we can reach out; but we cannot start by reaching out and only 
then turn to the community closer to us. In that case there would be 
no ethics at all. The effects of globalization of politics and economics 
for the environment, wars and humanitarian disasters bear witness to 
this fact. Much post-colonial nation states are not ethical communities 
in that sense. 

Thirdly, nations define limits to who I am and what I ought to do. 
Miller calls this the political aspect of the nation, its claim to self-
determination. A nation that offers us an identity and imposes obliga-
tions on us toward our fellow nationals will have to be able to define 
and defend this self-determination with regard to at least the essential 
identity creating elements (for example language or education, or its 
multiethnic character, or multilingual character) and the basic obliga-
tions (for example the level of social welfare or compulsory school-
ing), and it must have a certain territory to exercise that self-
determination in, that is certain boundaries to be respected (but not 
necessarily a specific landscape). Identity and obligations must have a 
place that can be shaped accordingly. Building a nation is to build up 
a combination of these three aspects. 

The most essential part of the identity part of the complex is his-
tory: a common culture for interaction, for a memory of these actions 
and a shared belief in the orientation toward the future. So, building 
up a national identity will have to refer to institutions that carry a 
common history, not a common nature but perhaps a shared attitude 
to nature. An important task is therefore the opposite to what hap-
pened during the Danish nation-building from the late 18th century. 
Here the use of the national landscape as a naturalized basis for na-
tional unity repressed the actual history of the dissolution of the coun-
try and its institutions that necessarily preceded the building of the 
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new nation as a sovereign nation state, and highlighted a story of uni-
fication. 

In the post-colonial nations there was in many cases a suppression 
or even complete neglect of shared history and of the nation as an 
ethical community prior to colonial conditions. In his bold attempt to 
repress pessimism concerning democratic nation-building Basil Da-
vidson takes pains to point out that the shared history is not only con-
stituted by the content of and the glorifying stories about by-gone 
ages. Europe sets a negative standard for such enterprises. Shared is 
also the suppression or neglect of conflicts and disruptions of the past 
and the way ethical communities formed during the struggle dwind-
led. He emphasizes that ethics will only be restored through participa-
tory practice that meets a lot of obstacles. In this respect Davidson 
does not see post-colonial nations re-enacting the age-old European 
conflictual nation-formation, but a parallel quest, on both continents 
and especially for England and France, for “the introduction of parti-
cipatory structures within a wide regionalist framework” (Davidson, 
1992:321f) with a reduction of rigid nation-state structures. 

Belonging to a place is a matter of decision, not a matter of natural 
origin, a result of a democratic process not of its natural foundation. 
One of our prime obligations in a nation is therefore to institutionalize 
this decision in democratic institutions and learn to use and to deve-
lop them, to begin to explore history and develop fora for participa-
tion. Literature gives occasion to reflect on this obligation in its open 
and complex articulation of the relationship between landscape, na-
tion and identity. In today’s society our surroundings, natural or not, 
are bound to such decisions. If we do not develop such democratic 
institutions, national sovereignty will crumble, and no reference to 
national landscapes or national origins will be able to replace it. De-
mocracy is a goal pursued both in Africa and Europe, but democracy 
is at the same time an endangered species on both continents. 
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The Question of Identity During the Nigerian 
Civil War (1967–1970) in the Fiction of Flora 
Nwapa and Ken Saro-Wiwa 

Raisa Simola 

INTRODUCTION 

Nigeria, the giant of Africa, is a construction of Britain, and since her 
independence, she has had problems which culminated in the Civil 
War or Biafran War. The Igbos are one of the three major ethnic 
groups in Nigeria and were the largest group in Biafra. Chinua 
Achebe has stated that although the Igbo identity has “all the time” 
existed, it was the Civil War which in fact created a consciousness of 
it.53 Certainly, Achebe is not alone when talking about Igbo identity; 
for example, the prominent Igbo historian Adiele Afigbo states that 
“though colonial rule transformed Igbo society in many respects, it 
did not destroy Igbo identity or cultural soul”.54 These two statements 
indicate that “identity” is—at least in the case of the Igbos—
something that has lasted in spite of the predicaments of colonialism 
and the Civil War. In addition, the extremely difficult times may even 
have strengthened the consciousness of belongingness to a certain 
ethnic group. 

The Biafran War has engendered a lot of fiction, mainly by Igbo 
and Yoruba male writers. In this paper I will deal with the fictive writ-
ings of two Nigerian writers whose works on the Civil War have been 
outside the mainstream of the Civil War writing. The books concerned 
                                                             
53. Cited by Kwame Anthony Appiah, In My Father’s House. Africa in the Philosophy of 
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are Never Again (1975) and Wives at War and Other Stories (1980) by 
Flora Nwapa, the first Nigerian and Igbo female novelist, and Sozaboy 
(1985) by Ken Saro-Wiwa, who as an Ogoni belonged to one of the 
small minority groups of Nigeria. My questions when reading these 
books can be simply put as follows: What is the significance of the 
Civil War to the Igbo and Biafran identity in these works? What is the 
significance of the Civil War to the human identity, seen from a fe-
male and minority perspective? Before close reading of the books, let 
us take a quick look at the historical background. 

Nigeria became independent in 1960 and a republic in 1963; and its 
first president was Nnamdi Azikiwe, an Igbo. Independence was fol-
lowed by a time of insecurity and corruption. The first election results 
of the independent state were distorted, and different ethnic groups 
accused one another of discrimination. The situation became worse 
due to oil discoveries in the Eastern Region, where the Igbos were in 
the majority. In January 1966 a group of Igbo officers staged a coup 

and the Prime Minister, Sir Abubakar Balewa, as well as some other 
national leaders, were killed. General Aguiyi-Ironsi, an Igbo, formed a 
military government. When his government abolished the federal sys-
tem—that is, tried to create a stronger central government, which was 
opposed especially by Northern Nigerians—violent actions against 
the Igbos in Northern Nigeria started. In July, during another military 
coup, Aguiyi-Ironsi was killed. It has been argued that the aim of the 
coup was to retaliate against the Igbos for the January coup as well as 
to separate Northern Nigeria from Nigeria. The Federal system was 
re-established and Lieutenant-Governor Yakubu Gowon, a 32-year 
old Northern Nigerian, became Head of the Federal Military Gov-
ernment. There was intensified violence against the Igbos in Northern 
Nigeria, and thousands of them were killed. Survivors fled to Eastern 
Nigeria. Anti-Northern feelings were strong in the area, and the Mili-
tary Governor, Lieutenant-Colonel Odumegwu Ojukwu, ordered non-
Easterners out of the region. 

On 30 May, 1967, Ojukwu declared the Eastern region indepen-
dent Biafra; it encompassed several ethnic groups, of which the Igbos 
were in the majority. While earlier the Northern region had tried to 
separate from the rest of Nigeria, and the Eastern region had strugg-
led for unity, the situation was now reversed. The civil war started in 
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July 1967 when the armed forces of the Federation attacked Biafra. 
The war ended in January 1970 when Biafra was defeated. 

NEVER AGAIN 
The form of Never Again, by Flora Nwapa is that of the first-person 
narration with the following opening remarks: “All the characters in 
this collection are imaginary and bear no resemblance to anyone dead 
or alive”. The narrator Kate is married to Chudi—both of whom are 
Igbos—and they have five children. The names of the places do have a 
resemblance to the real world; this combination of fictive characters 
and ‘real’ place names is typical of the other texts dealt with in this 
paper as well. The narrator tells the story after the Civil War has fin-
ished, but her story does not tackle the beginning nor the end of the 
war but the middle of it: the actions and atmosphere of the war itself. 

We are told at the beginning of the story that Kate just wants to 
stay alive and as the story progresses it becomes clear that this is her 
main focus. She does not see any possibility of victory; and indeed she 
proves to be right when she predicts the fall of Port Harcourt and later 
the fall of her hometown Ugwuta. She predicts the fall of Biafra as 
well. The story concentrates on describing life in Ugwuta under the 
constant insecurity and fear about whether the place will be attacked 
by the Federal troops and whether the people should defend them-
selves or leave the town. Ultimately most people flee from Ugwuta; 
and after being refugees for some time, return to their desolated 
hometown. 

The Ugwuta people described are Igbos, whose identity is based 
partly on the past that made them become Biafrans and partly on cer-
tain qualities which they think that the Igbos have. First let us have a 
look at the past that the Igbos share. Kate’s mother puts it in this way: 

Why won’t they leave us alone? We have left them in Nigeria. They said 
we grabbed everything; we have said: all right, you are killing us be-
cause we grabbed everything. We are not going to grab any more. We 
are going home. They say: now come back otherwise we will bring you 
back by force. And they are still killing us. They don’t want us, yet they 
won’t let us alone to fend for ourselves. That’s why, my daughter, I am 
at a loss what to do in this war. Do they want us back, so that they can 
kill all of us, wipe out the whole race? (p. 27) 
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Kate’s mother’s story expresses the two important points that the Ig-
bos share: they were harassed and killed, mainly in Northern Nigeria 
but elsewhere too; and when they then fled to their home area in 
Eastern Nigeria and planned to make their own and better future 
there—they founded Biafra—that was not allowed either. We may 
compare this with Chinua Achebe’s statement that because the Nige-
rian government failed to protect 14 million people of Eastern Nigeria 
from “wanton destruction” it “rightly lost their allegiance”.55 Even 
Kate—who lost her belief in Biafra after Port Harcourt had fallen—
states: “I had thought that Gowon was not going to fight us. I had 
thought that the rest of Nigeria would have been glad to get rid of the 
Ibos” (p. 50). 

The Igbos of Never Again attach certain attributes to themselves. 
First, they consider themselves as belonging to an ‘intelligent’ ethnic 
group. (In the past, but even, today the Igbos sometimes called them-
selves the Jews of Africa.) The narrator states: “Before we fled from 
Port Harcourt we had heard that our boys had made a bomb which 
could sink Lagos in under twenty four hours” (p. 5). And later Kal 
expresses his disbelief in Nigerian science as follows: “Have they mor-
tar bombs? Who gave them mortar bombs? They can’t make a pin. 
Didn’t you hear Gowon the other day on Radio Nigeria scolding Ni-
gerian Scientists for their indolence? They cannot manufacture a pin. 
Our gallant Biafran scientists have made bombs, hand grenades, guns 
and shore batteries. Name it and our boys have made it” (p. 31). Sec-
ondly, a comparison of the bravery of the Biafrans and that of the Ni-
gerian soldiers often occurs. Even if the ‘bravery of the Biafrans’ is 
used as propaganda by the Biafrans themselves, it often is ‘real’ in the 
sense that they wage war with the feeling of having a ‘just’ cause as 
defenders of their fatherland. Consequently, there is a willingness to 
sacrifice oneself for the fatherland if needed. Even small boys in their 
shorts join the army. A father may say: “I have two boys in the Army, 
thank God. I don’t mind sacrificing them to Biafra” (p. 11). And 
someone sees that if the war had been only between the Nigerians and 
“us”, “the war would have ended ages ago”. The British had caused 
“all these troubles” by sending arms to the Nigerians. But even so: 
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“You wait until we win. We will deal with the British” (p. 17). The 
belief of this man in what braveness alone can do is great indeed. 

But in addition to the common past that the Igbos share and the 
qualities that are believed to be typical of them, the Igbos in Never 
Again divide up into two clearly different groups: those who believe 
in Biafra and those who don’t. Or rather: those who act for the victory 
of Biafra—even after the defeat of Port Harcourt and Calabar—and 
those who have given up and just try to survive. 

The former group is more visible. Besides the soldiers and civil de-
fenders, it includes the bell man, who “every day…went round jin-
gling his bell and assuring everybody that all was going well” (p. 29). 
Radio Biafra is totally for the Biafran cause, which means, for exam-
ple, that it ‘informs’ about imaginary large numbers of dead enemies. 
To Ifeoma’s question “Why do our people lie so much?” the narrator 
answers: “They are not lying. They are only boosting our morale” (p. 
47). The vocabulary used is Manichean56, or, polarized, ‘black-and-
white’. The Biafran soldiers are called “the gallant Biafran soldiers” 
and the Nigerians or Federalists are called “the Vandals” or, some-
times, “Hausas”. Those Igbos who want to evacuate the town, to leave 
Ugwuta, are addressed as “cowards” and “saboteurs”. Information 
which is not wanted—which may weaken the struggle for Biafra’s 
victory—is labelled as “a false rumour”. 

To the narrator, official Biafran politics mainly looks like senseless 
propaganda. When she tells, for example, how “all able-bodied men” 
are summoned by the bell man and told “you should take your ma-
chetes and knives with you” (p. 49), the reader easily becomes of the 
same opinion that things seem desperate for the Biafrans. It really 
looks like sheer madness to continue the war if the youths are going 
to face automatic weapons with knives. 

In addition many things are turned upside down. School drop-
outs become soldiers who use power over others, and all in all, there 
is looting and spying and a great deal of distrust even among the Bia-
frans. The following quote well illustrates the limited knowledge of 
people about what was happening quite close to them: “We arrived at 
Mgbidi. It was only six miles away from Ugwuta. There was peace. 
                                                             
56. The term originates from Abdul R. JanMohamed’s Manichean Aesthetics. The Univer-
sity of Massachusetts Press. Amherst, 1983. 
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There was life. They hadn’t the slightest notion of what we had gone 
through. They did not know that the enemy was six miles away, that 
they had occupied Ugwuta” (p. 59). And instead of helping the refu-
gees of Ugwuta, who should be their Biafran sisters and brothers, the 
people of Mgbidi accuse them of being ‘saboteurs’. 

The discussion between Chudi, the narrator’s husband, and Kal, 
the family friend, illustrates the two opposing views. Chudi, thinking 
especially of the aged and the children, says that the people should be 
evacuated. Kal’s view, which is based on strong belief in the victory of 
the Biafrans, reads: “We shall fight to the last man” (p. 32). While 
Chudi argues his point that “it is wrong to allow men to die defence-
less”, Kal insists that they are going to arm them with guns. Kate, the 
narrator, confirms her husband’s view that there were no guns; but 
Kal answers: “You are getting mad, Kate, and your husband too is 
getting mad” (p. 33). 

Madness is continuing the war, Kate thinks. And since the Biafrans 
don’t seem to want to give up fighting, the only way to end the war 
before the losses are too enormous is that the Nigerians defeat them as 
soon as possible: 

The end? Could there be an end to this ping-pong game? Secretly, I had 
hoped that the invasion of Ugwuta was going to be the end of the war. I 
had hoped that the Nigerians would hold it and thus end the war. Hold-
ing Ugwuta meant no flights to Uli airstrip, which meant no arms and 
no ammunition. Now we had contained them, now we had wiped them 
out and the war had continued. The war that nearly came to an end. (p. 
83) 

However, the war just continues. 
There is one tendency in people’s behaviour that is seen through-

out the story and is emphasized at its end: people retreat into the 
metaphysical. Many Ugwuta people carry belief in the great Woman 
of the Lake, Uhamiri, with them through their agonies. But why this 
emphasis on a goddess at the end of the book? Doesn’t the whole 
‘message’ of the book, which mainly deals with the concrete agonies 
of the war, then become somewhat strange? Next I tackle this question 
in connection with the narrator. 

In the beginning of the story the belief in Uhamiri is told in con-
nection with Ugwuta being threatened: “The woman of the Lake 
would not allow it. She had never allowed the conquest of Ugwuta by 
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water or by land or by air” (p. 4). Then at end of the book the narrator 
and her husband witness the desolation of the town Ugwuta. Imme-
diately thereafter, however, the narrator also notes: “The only thing 
that stood undisturbed, unmolested, dignified and solid was the Lake. 
The Lake owned by the great Woman of the Lake. It defied war. It 
was calm, pure, peaceful and ageless. It sparkled in the sunlight, turn-
ing now blue, now green as the sun shone on it” (p. 84). And the 
whole book ends as follows: 

We turned our back to the Lake, and made for home. On our way home 
we met women, middle aged women in white. There was a little boy 
who dragged an unwilling white ram behind them. They were Uhamiri 
worshippers. They were going to the shrine of the Great Spirit to sacri-
fice to her for delivering them from the furies of the Vandals. (p. 85) 

The narrator’s thoughts before the concrete lake are solemn indeed; 
even the very end does not reveal any irony or other distance-taking 
from her side. It seems almost as if she was one of the worshippers 
herself. That is not the case, however (I leave aside the possibility that 
she could have suddenly converted to traditional belief). 

There are Christians—many of whom are syncretists rather than 
‘pure’ Christians—and there are those who follow the traditional re-
ligion. Kate is a Christian, but even her Christianity is somewhat syn-
cretic; her mother then is, although a Christian, much closer to tradi-
tional religion. Kate’s distance from the traditional religion is ex-
pressed in the next quote: “You went with them. Christ! Mama, did 
you go with them? You are no longer a Christian? You could go with 
the heathens to the shrine of the Woman of the Lake to sacrifice to 
her” (p. 38–9). Again at the end of the story the narrator distances her-
self from the worshippers: “Far in the distance was the gun-boat, sunk 
as the people thought not by artillery fire but by the Woman of the 
Lake” (p. 84; italics mine). Consequently, both the going under the 
skin of the Uhamiri worshippers and the distancing from them must 
be taken into account when interpreting the end of the story; and the 
order of things. Thus, my interpretation reads that Kate, who earlier 
made stricter boundaries between the ‘Christians’ and the ‘heathens’, 
in the end better understands the need of people to believe in some-
thing. The unchangeable Uhamiri who is believed to have saved the 
lives of many Ugwuta people serves as their mental base, the exis-
tence of which keeps them from collapsing into overwhelming, if not 
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even fatal, desperation. Further, while the war is presented as a male 
endeavour, Uhamiri, the symbol of matriarchy57, is seen as an alterna-
tive way of life. 

Before making an overall characterization of the book, we need to 
look at the narrator once more. On the one hand, she is presented 
(that is: she presents herself) as ‘wise’: she predicts the fall of not only 
certain towns but Biafra as a whole. This ‘knowledge’ then justifies (is 
justified by) her behaviour. This neat story is, however, made more 
complex when we realize that her ‘being right’ does not mean that it is 
based on wide political awareness; nor does it mean that her few ex-
pressed political opinions will be well argued or consistent with each 
other as we can see in her next utterances. On the one hand she states: 
“We lost them (our freedom and democracy) the day that the Army 
took over. January 15 1966, was the day when we lost our hard-earned 
freedom” (p. 35). On the other hand, she is of the opinion that a “be-
nevolent dictatorship” would be good for a nation (p. 59). Without 
going into the other implications here, it is enough to point out that in 
the former sentence she talks for “freedom and democracy” and in the 
latter for (even if “benevolent”) “dictatorship”. She wants democracy 
and dictatorship at the same time! Also, on the one hand she is of the 
opinion that Nigeria was wrong in attacking Biafra: “They should 
have left us in peace in our new found Biafra.” But thereafter she gal-
lops from the existence of ‘oppression’ easily into the ‘war’ and even 
justification of the Nigerian attack. She speculates that the idea of a 
Biafra where no one would be oppressed was too idealistic since there 
had always been oppression. Thus—she reasons—maybe there would 
be war inside Biafra, among the Biafrans. And she concludes: “Per-
haps Nigeria did well to attack us. If they hadn’t we would have, out 
of frustration, begun to attack and kill one another” (p. 51). Thus, the 
narrator offers two main options for the Biafrans: war among them-
selves or war between themselves and the Nigerians. Kate’s view is 
not only pessimistic but based on very little knowledge about the 
Igbo, much less human, political traditions of solving problems peace-
fully. Indeed, she does not see much sense in political activity. 

                                                             
57. See Florence Stratton, African Literature and the Politics of Gender. Routledge: London 
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All in all, the story must be read as a story about a character who 
certainly is right in her prophesy that Biafra will be defeated, as well 
as in her view that “God was on the side of the battalion who had su-
perior weapons” (p. 45), but who in general is politically quite igno-
rant and even naive. Further, since she sees very little sense in politi-
cal activity, she prefers to avoid participating in it and concentrates on 
telling about its negative instead of positive aspects. In addition, 
against this background, her emphasis on the traditional beliefs of 
people as their ‘survival strategy’ becomes understandable. In spite 
of, or because of, this her human message of the waste of war is un-
derlined. She utters her credo after having returned to her desolated 
hometown: 

--What folly! What arrogance, what stupidity led us to this desolation, to 
this madness, to this wickedness, to this war, to this death? When this 
cruel war is over, there will be no more war. It will not happen again, 
never again. NEVER AGAIN, never again. 

Why, we were all brothers--then, without warning, they began to 
shoot--. What was holy was desecrated and abused. NEVER AGAIN. 
(p. 73) 

WIVES AT WAR AND OTHER STORIES 
Wives at War and Other Stories is a collection of eight stories, three of 
which deal with the Civil War. At the beginning of this collection 
Flora Nwapa again makes her note: “All the characters in this collec-
tion are imaginary and bear no resemblance to anyone alive or dead.” 

The story “Wives at War” is composed of two different parts. The 
first tells about Ebo and Bisi’s marriage and their growing difficulties 
during the war. Ebo is an Igbo man and Bisi a Yoruba woman; both of 
their families had opposed their “inter-tribal” marriage. The marriage 
“was blessed by three sons”; Bisi was “a devoted wife”, and Ebo did 
everything to see that “his family was well provided for”. “They lived 
happily, until the coup of January 15th, 1966, which changed every-
thing” (p. 1). They have to leave Lagos for his home town Onitsha. 
His work is first at Enugu, in the Ministry of Information in the 
propaganda section; after Enugu has fallen, he starts working in the 
Department of Military Intelligence in Port Harcourt. When he deter-
mines to save his family he takes them to the heart of Igboland. Here, 
they are hated by the villagers as “saboteurs”, and this, as much as the 
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bombings, undermines Bisi’s mental stability. Ebo manages through 
several lucky breaks to move the family out of the country. 

The other part of the story is based on miraculously changed in-
formation and incorrect rumours: it is believed that one woman has 
been sent to see the Queen of England who—touched by the suffe-
rings of the innocent Biafran children—wants to talk with a represen-
tative of Biafran women in London. The secret flight of Ebo’s family is 
the impetus of all this imaginative storytelling. “At Umuahia, the fol-
lowing morning, women leaders got together for once to protest to the 
Foreign Secretary about their non-inclusion in the mission” (p. 9). 
Three women leaders approach the Foreign Secretary each one of 
them demanding to be sent to London as a representative of Biafran 
women. Only after having listened to them all do we hear the Foreign 
Secretary speak: “– I swear by my mother that the Biafran government 
received no such request from Her Majesty the Queen or from any 
other prominent woman in the world. What you heard is absolutely 
untrue” (p. 15). 

The latter part of the story is a most blatant satire about the Igbo 
women leaders at war. Even the National Women’s Club’s leader, 
characterised as “more experienced than the other two” (p. 14), is ridi-
culed while trusting her “feminine intuition”: “Of course the Foreign 
Secretary knew what she meant. Feminine intuition. That was what 
his wife used to win every argument” (p. 15). 

When compared with the latter part of the story, the earlier part 
treats its characters mildly. True, Ebo gets himself extra money by 
illegal means since he “gave forged passes, which he got as a D.M.I. 
Officer, to friends and relatives who paid him in cash and kind”, but 
he is also presented as a good husband who is devoted to the physical 
and mental well-being of his family. Bisi’s excessive expressions are 
due to her being mentally “burned out”. The first part of “Women at 
War” serves as a background for the latter part of the story. The mira-
culous escape of Ebo’s family is made more humorous than satirical: 
indeed, it is the women leaders that are satirized and not Ebo who as 
a high official has knowledge about when to leave the collapsing 
country—and who thus probably manages to save his life while at the 
same time getting recognition as a caring husband. 

* 
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“Daddy, Don’t Strike the Match” is a story about the Okeke family: 
Ndidi, a maths teacher, John, a scientist who works with the Research 
and Production group (R.A.P.), and their children Martin, Keziah, 
Ifeoma and Ik. They had lived in Kano, Northern Nigeria, but because 
of the rumours of danger, Ndidi and the children moved to Enugu, 
which “was the destination of everybody in 1966 and 1967”. Only 
“Mr. Okeke refused to leave; his wife had failed to convince him of 
the imminent danger” (p. 18). Somewhat later he “escaped death by a 
narrow margin” (p. 20). It is especially Ndidi, who was born in Kano 
(and whose mother tongue is Hausa even if she identifies herself as an 
Igbo), and her daughter Ifeoma who most miss Kano. The setting of 
the story is Okeke’s house except at the very end where the setting is 
the laboratory. There is lots of talk and interaction in the house be-
tween the family members. But the basic plot is simple: Ifeoma, who 
tends to have nightmares which are linked with the war, says to a lab 
attendant who comes to fetch John Okeke’s cigarettes and matches: 
“Tell daddy not to strike the match.” Then in the lab her daddy strikes 
a match and “before he realised what happened, he was in the midst 
of a formidable fire.” “It consumed Okeke and his experiment” (pp. 
29–30). 

John Okeke is one of those talented Igbos who has dedicated his 
skills to the Biafran cause. “He had contributed a lot to the defence of 
Biafra. He would continue to give his knowledge and time and, if 
need be, his life to Biafra” (p. 20). He is made a character who is wor-
ried about the well-being of his family but not at the cost of the 
greater whole of Biafra. To his wife he says: “Don’t worry yourself too 
much. Millions of us are involved in this war. It is not just Okeke’s 
family, but millions of families.” He takes the role of an encourager as 
well: “He held her and kissed her. ‘It will end. Take life as you see it. 
We shall survive. The suffering will end’” (p. 21). John Okeke was 
involved in bomb making; the following dialogue which is also the 
thematical crystallization of the story reveals, however, his ambiva-
lent attitude to it. 

“Daddy,” Martin began. 
“Yes.” Mr. Okeke turned to his eldest son. 
“Daddy, you make bombs in the lab?” 
“Yes we do.” 
“Will you teach me how to make bombs?” 
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“No” Mr. Okeke said bluntly. 
“Why, daddy?” 
“They are very dangerous to make. And you remember, you told me 
you were going to be a doctor. You will learn to save people’s lives, 
and not to destroy them.” 
“Bombs destroy life?” Ifeoma asked. 
“Yes, don’t you know?” Ik asked. 
“And daddy, you make them,” Ifeoma accused. 
Mr. Okeke felt a sharp pain somewhere inside him. He had felt that 
pain before. When was it? He remembered but did not want to recall it. 
It was very painful. 

And here was Ifeoma, his own daughter accusing him. And he felt 
the sharp pain again. The pain he felt looking at the accusing face of 
the dying youth, barely two months ago. (pp. 26–7) 

Ndidi and Ifeoma, the only females of the family, express their fears 
most openly. Ndidi is again a mother who concentrates on the survi-
val of her children, herself and her husband. This is connected with 
her belief that Biafra will be defeated. With her pessimistic view on 
Biafra Ndidi is right and her husband with his optimistic view is 
wrong; also when it was a matter of whether they should leave Kano, 
she was right. Ifeoma, the only daughter of the family, is also made 
the seer of the events. But while Ndidi’s concern is about her own 
family only, Ifeoma is the mouthpiece of human suffering without 
boundaries. In the end, the story proves that her childish way of not 
drawing a line between “us” and “them” is  indeed correct: even if the 
bomb of her father was meant for “them”, it killed and pained “us”. 

* 
“A Certain Death” is a story about a desperate effort to survive: the 
narrator wants to save her brother’s life whatever it takes. The brother 
has become suicidal since he lost his wife and two children in an air-
raid. The sister-narrator is sure that if conscripted he would certainly 
die; the story then is about her endeavours to help her brother avoid 
conscription. Apart from its dramatic excitements the story concerns 
the fears and moral struggles the narrator faces. The end is ambivalent 
in its ‘happiness’: while the narrator succeeds in her endeavours, eve-
rything happens at the cost of another young Biafran man. 

With its many details and atmosphere of anxiety, “A Certain 
Death” is the gloomiest of Nwapa’s stories on the Civil War. Again, 
the beginning of unhappy events is the January 1966 coup; it was then 
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that the narrator’s husband, at the time living in the USA, asked his 
wife to take their three children back home from Lagos to Igboland. 
On their way back to ‘safety’, an accident happened and all the chil-
dren died. In the next sentence the narrator merely states laconically: 
“My husband preferred to remain in the U.S.A. after this tragedy” (p. 
34). Thus, with her parents and children dead, and husband absent, 
the narrator has only her brother, and her brother has only her. 

The war is a state of chaos: “We were at war with the whole world. 
We were in a state of emergency. Unimportant people had overnight 
become Very Important People” (p. 35). In a situation of chaos, people 
needed scapegoats for their miseries: “Someone who lost a wife and 
two children in one day must be evil. He must have done something 
to merit the punishment. If he was not got rid of, the whole town 
would suffer” (p. 33). But the war was also a game: “If one played 
one’s cards very well, one would survive” (p. 35). It is most important 
that one knows someone who has power; and, in this case, who is in 
charge of the recruits. While the first officer tells the narrator that 
there is no way for her brother to avoid being conscripted, another 
officer, her friend, promises to organize things: “I shall tick your 
brother’s name as having fulfilled all the conditions. Never mind. 
There is no problem” (p. 37). The narrator gets her plans through with 

the illegal help of her friends—and with her money. 
Those who have money buy services with it; and those who lack 

money, provide even macabre services in order to get the money. The 
young Biafran boy who goes to the army instead of the narrator’s 
brother, does it for the money. It was also his father’s wish that he 
earned money this way; he had done it twice already. Some people 
are of the opinion that “conscription is certain death. The quickest 
way to die. Those conscripted have no training at all. Didn’t you 
know?” (p. 40) The harassing question in the mind of the narrator re-
mains: the youth had replaced her brother, but would he survive? 

SOZABOY 

Sozaboy by Ken Saro-Wiwa is a story told by the title character, the 
soldierboy. The subtitle of the novel reads: ‘A novel in rotten English’. 
The background of the education of the narrator and protagonist is 
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told in the beginning of the second chapter or ‘Lomber Two’ (Number 
Two): he has passed the elementary six exam but could not attend the 
secondary school since his mother could not afford it. Indeed, the 
whole novel is characterized by a peculiar language—a kind of un-
educated pidgin English; a glossary of six pages is provided at the end 
of the book. While the story of Mene, the Sozaboy, is told in a peculiar 
English, the novel raises the more general question of language as 
mediator of meanings. 

The time span of the story covers from the January 1966 coup up 
to the end of the Civil War. The most important places mentioned are 
Dukana, the home town of the narrator—which is situated “at the end 
of the world” (p. 66)—and Pitakwa, which is another name for Port 
Harcourt. Lagos and Bori are also mentioned, situating the story in 
South Nigeria. The plot of the story reads as follows: Mene finds a 
nice young woman, and soon after having married her joins the army 
and becomes a real sozaboy. The war proves to be different than he 
had thought. He gets to see a lot of death. He is driven onto the side of 
the enemy, and after having worked some time on the wrong side, he 
manages to escape. Among his own people, he is ordered to be shot 
because of having been a ‘deserter’. Again he miraculously escapes 
death, and continues seeking his mother and his wife Agnes. He re-
turns to his desolated home town and learns that both his mother and 
wife have died in the bomb attack on Dukana. And since the Dukana 
people are convinced that Mene is dead and it is his ghost who has 
returned to the town causing continuing deaths, he flees the town. 

Why did Mene decide, voluntarily, to join the army? The text of-
fers more than one reason. First, the old Dukana comrades glorify the 
braveness of soldiers, and it is especially Zaza who tells about his 
marvellous adventures and victories—also with women—in the war 
against ‘Hitla’ in Burma. While boasting about himself, he mocks 
Mene and other young men who haven’t joined the army. Secondly, 
the radio starts telling people to be ready to fight and defend them-
selves. Thirdly, one night the town-crier beats the drum saying that all 
young men shall go to Pitakwa. This is an order but once there recru-
iting is made so tempting that Mene makes his decision by himself; 
we are not told what happens to those who don’t come to the same 
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conclusion. It is the impressive outfit of the soldiers and their brisk 
singing and marching that hypnotize his young mind. 

Immediately, I know that this soza is wonderful thing. With gun and 
uniform and singing. And marching, left, right, left, right, my father 
don’t you worry, left right, my mother don’t you worry, left right. If I 
happen to die, right, in the battle left, never mind we shall meet again. 
(p. 53) 

Fourth, Mene’s young wife Agnes has a romantic-heroic image of an 
ideal husband who would defend her with his gun. And fifth, it is 
worth pointing out that the old ‘bad’ government, whose death is 
mentioned in the very beginning of the story, was civilian (this is im-
plied) while by contrast, now “the new government of soza and police 
have come” (p. 1). Indeed, the soldier and police have a good reputa-
tion at that moment. And so it happens that for some time, the Chief 
Commander General becomes Mene’s hero: “I think that one day I 
will be like that soza with spectacle, tall and fine speaking with brass 
band voice, enjoying myself inside fine car and fine house, giving 
command to small boys who are just entering into soza life” (p. 77). 

Mene joins the army knowing very little about its implications. His 
limited understanding of the world is by and large presented through 
his limited language skills. There is a kind of barrier between his own 
language and the formal language: the formal or official language 
which is used when mediating information and orders is only partly 
understood by him. 

Mene’s limited understanding of the war is more concretely 
shown through his limited understanding of certain central concepts 
of the soldier. When coming back from the big recruiting tour from 
Pitakwa, Mene hears all the people in the lorry talking about the en-
emy and wonders: “The Enemy. I don’t know what this person look 
like. Or abi is he like Hitla? But Hitla is white man. And the people are 
saying that the enemy is not very far away again. So he cannot be like 
Hitla” (p. 54). And the following quotation in which the idea is re-
peated just confirms Mene’s ignorance about the concept—and his 
ignorance about the politics which he has just become involved with 
as a soldierboy. Now he has only proceeded a step forward in realis-
ing that ‘fear’ is somehow connected with the ‘enemy’. 
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But every time he (Chief Commander General) will be calling that En-
emy, I begin to fear this Mr. Enemy you know. Because I am thinking he 
must be strong man pass Hitla sef. Otherwise why is everyone talking 
about him? Even the Chief Commander General is fearing this man. 
Why? Even sef, why all of us will join hand to kill him. Does he have 
many heads? What is wrong with him? ‘E get stronghead? Or did he call 
another man’s wife? Why does everybody want to kill him? All these 
things were wondering me as the Chief Commander General was speak-
ing. “You boys have got excellent training. You must be brave and 
proud of your country.” Fine fine grammar. “We shall overcome. The 
Enemy will be vanquished. God is on our side.” (p. 78) 

Later, however, he again becomes perplexed. When he is saved by the 
enemy and given work as a lorry driver all Sozaboy understands is 
that the enemy treats him well. Thus, he starts rethinking the whole 
concept: “So I am a fool all this time that I am wanting to kill this en-
emy! God of mercy!” (p. 126) And again his understanding of the con-
cept changes when his old friends ask him to be careful because “eve-
rybody is enemy in this our war” (p. 136). And they are right: So-
zaboy’s final enemies prove to be people from his very own home 
town. 

The other central concept that is totally hazy to Mene is—‘the war’ 
itself. Several times during the war, he reminds himself of Tan Papa’s 
words “because war is war you know” (p. 76) as if this would make 
things more understandable for him. “War is war you know” is an 
explanation his ‘friend’ Bullet also gives to him (p. 90), and all in all 
that seems to be the explanation the soldiers have to be content with. 
Also, when the question of why they are fighting at last arises in his 
mind, he does not dare to ask since he remembers the advice given to 
the soldiers to “obey before complain” (ibid.). 

There are also some ‘minor’ concepts that are strange to Sozaboy, 
all of which have been actualised by the war. One is ‘a camp’: “Why 
camp? Are they scout or what?” (p. 142) Another word is ‘Red Cross’. 
Yet another is ‘Kwasiokor’: “Kwasiokor. Kwasiokor. Kwasiokor. I am 
telling you, I like that name Kwasiokor” (p. 143). It may also be noted 
that the psychological state of being extremely terrified, the state 
when there are ‘no words’ to describe the moment’s feelings, engen-
ders a stream of biblical expressions by Sozaboy: 

After the plane have disappeared, then I got up from where I was hid-
ing. Oh Jesus Christ son of God, the thing wey I see my mouth no fit talk 
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am. Oh God our father wey dey for up, why you make man wicked like 
this to his own brother? Oh Mary, mother of Jesus, pray for us to God to 
forgive us all our sins and not kill us like fly because of our wickedness. 
Angel Gabriel, please beg God if he does not want us to live, make ‘e no 
make us only to kill us after like goat or rat or rabbit. Oh, I can never 
never forget what I saw that morning. (p. 111) 

Besides Sozaboy’s mental state of being extremely terrified, this flu-
ency of words may imply the area where Sozaboy’s linguistic skills 
are at their best. Religious discourse is much better known to him 
than the discourse of war—or the realism of warfare. 

But the novel is clearly a Bildungsroman: the main theme of the 
book concerns how the essence of war enters into Sozaboy’s under-
standing. He comes to see how the war makes the soldiers thieves and 
drunkards and liars and killers even of their own people. In fact, he 
gets are two important insights: first, while the concept of ‘enemy’ 
becomes complex to him, he concludes that there is no enemy proper; 
secondly, it is the great suffering of the refugees that makes all the 
war just meaningless: 

If you see how all their eyes have gone inside their head, and all their 
hair have become palm oil colour and they have dirty dirty rag shirt and 
all their bones are shaking inside their body, I am telling you, if you see 
all these things, and you think about them very well, you will know at 
once that war is very bad and stupid game. (p. 151) 

It is also noteworthy that the different parties of the war are never 
mentioned: although Sozaboy and the Dukana people are on the side 
of Biafra, Biafrans or Nigerians remain unnamed. This of course em-
phasises Sozaboy’s unawareness of the whole of politics; but it also 
serves the essentialist concept of the war the book offers: it is not im-
portant to mention what the parties are since the war itself, as such, is 
just a big mistake and confusion and the source of much suffering. 

In addition to the essentialist view of the war, Sozaboy offers a 
class-based image of the society as well. In the war, the bombs are a 
threat to all, but the threat of hunger does not concern everybody; put 
simply, it does not concern those who have power and money. Chief 
Birabee, Pastor Barika and Manmuswak are epitomes of these people. 
The two first are from Sozaboy’s own home town, Dukana; but be-
cause of money, they are willing to send Sozaboy to be killed, as a 
‘deserter’. Only fate saves Sozaboy and two other soldiers—or rather: 
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the executioner runs out of ammunition. This scene is a culmination of 
Sozaboy’s life in several ways. He not only learns how his own people 
are able to order him to be killed but the killer himself proves to be his 
‘friend’ Manmuswak. Sozaboy learns that Manmuswak is a merce-
nary soldier who changes sides according to whoever pays him. What 
connects Chief Birabee, Pastor Barika and Manmuswak is not any 
ideology or vision they share but rather that they want to become fat 
and wealthy at any cost, that is, at the cost of others’ lives. The charac-
ter of Chief Birabee is already shown at the beginning of the war: he is 
slick towards those he thinks are more powerful than he is, but to-
wards people under him he is patronising. However, it is the cha-
racter of Pastor Barika that the war makes visible; earlier it was hid-
den behind his religious phrases. It is in Pastor Barika that the most 
ironic image of brotherly love and communal loyalty is presented. 

What idea of Biafra then, does the book present? As mentioned 
earlier, its name never occurs. Also, it should be clear by now that for 
Sozaboy it was an issue too difficult to handle. But there is one scene 
where Sozaboy paraphrases the talk of Chief Birabee: 

– and then we shall all return home and we shall be in a new country 
where nobody will tief, there be no hungry again, everything will be 
free, from water to food, to cloth to wear to medicine to lorry and li-
cence. And nobody will take bribe again and everyday the sun will shine 
long time and the rain will fall short time and the yam and maize will 
grow well well and everyone will get work or anything that the person 
want to do he can do. In short, after we have win the war, there will be 
life more abundant. (pp. 154–5) 

The biggest irony of this image is not in its paradisiacal character or in 
the fact that Biafra does not win the war but in that that these words 
are put in the mouth of a person who is not willing to sacrifice any-
thing at all to his little community of Dukana, to say nothing about 
the bigger community, Biafra. It is Zaza, Birabee and Barika who en-
courage Sozaboy to wage war while avoiding it themselves. It is the 
Chief Commander General who ultimately is responsible for sending 
the young boys to the front with propaganda slogans and no under-
standing of the framework of the war (nor does the text imply that 
any was ever offered). The writer’s pessimistic view about the possi-
bility of a new happy state is extremely obvious. 
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The only ‘positive’ thing in the war descriptions of Sozaboy is the 
narrator himself. He keeps his sense of morality alive by remembering 
the advice of his mother. He remains surprisingly innocent: he goes 
through the war without shooting the first shot. There is no logic in 
the war: both the bad things that happen to him and the miraculous 
escapes from the jaws of death are just absurd. The book is full of iro-
nies. Mene is on the warfront and remains alive; but his mother and 
wife die in their own home. Agnes wanted her husband to become a 
soldier and defend her with his gun. Mene became a soldier with a 
gun but could not defend her. Mene wanted to be a soldier in order to 
become a ‘big’ man. In the end he has lost his mother, wife and house, 
all he owned; and even the Dukana people compel him to leave the 
town since they need a scapegoat for all their miseries. It is notewor-
thy, however, that after all his experiences the narrator avoids becom-
ing insane. He keeps his sense of simple morality even in brutalising 
conditions—which may ultimately be a reason why he avoids psycho-
logical collapse. 

CONCLUSION 

The biggest difference between Nwapa and Saro-Wiwa is that the 
former writes as an Igbo and the latter as an Ogoni: the former be-
longed to the major Biafran group and the latter to a small minority 
people, whose attitude towards the secessionist side was quite pro-
blematic. Nwapa, as a ‘typical’ Igbo, emphasizes that the harassments 
and slaughterings of the Igbos after the military coups were the rea-
son why the Igbos fled from different parts of Nigeria to the Igbo 
heartland, and, consequently, wanted to secede from Nigeria. On the 
other hand, Saro-Wiwa’s memoirs of the war, On a Darkling Plain: An 
Account of the Nigerian Civil War—which came out in 1989, four years 
later than Sozaboy—conclude that the Ogoni people, like other Rivers’ 
people, were the most overlooked victims of the war. As Mary Har-
van puts it: “They were conscripted to fight in a war in which most of 
them had no ideological or personal investment; were forced to shel-
ter and feed Biafran troops; were marched into refugee camps as Bia-
fran borders shrank; were called collaborators by the Igbo when fed-
eral forces recaptured Rivers-area lands; and were starved and tor-
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tured in refugee camps and in military detention. For Saro-Wiwa, 
these abuses epitomize the mistreatment of marginalized ethnic mino-
rities in Nigeria.”58 Sozaboy’s fictionalized representation of the suffe-
rings and ideological puzzlement of Rivers’ people during this war 
marks an important first step in narrating historical events from an 
Ogoni perspective. 

However, even if Nwapa looks at the war from an Igbo and Saro-
Wiwa from an Ogoni position, the books under discussion share their 
two main themes. The biggest common ‘message’ of them is the cruel 
nature of war which makes Nwapa state its ‘lesson’ in the title of her 
novel Never Again, and which makes Saro-Wiwa end his whole book 
with the words of the protagonist: “And I was thinking how I was 
prouding before to go to soza and call myself Sozaboy. But now if 
anybody say anything about war or even fight, I will just run and run 
and run and run and run. Believe me, yours sincerely.” The concept of 
war in all the writings is essentialist: cruelty is the essence of the war. 
The implication then is that war tends to brutalize people whatever 
their side; and Saro-Wiwa, who describes both parties of the war, does 
make this view quite explicit. 

The other main theme of the writings is this: the war strengthens 
neither Igbo nor Biafran identity. On the contrary: while before the 
war people basically could trust the loyalty of their own community 
members, during the war things change. At one end of the spectrum 
there are the pro-Biafrans, whose practice of communalism was based 
on forced and exaggerated togetherness (propaganda) and on vague 
and unrealistic goals (illusions); and at the other end, the non-belie-
vers in Biafra, who cannot create a community since their view is an 
anomaly in the official pro-Biafran society. Further, a new ‘law and 
order’ prevails in both Nwapa’s and Saro-Wiwa’s books: don’t trust 
anybody. And this attitude certainly does not nourish an identity 
based on a sense of community. However, for the individual, it is es-
sential to maintain some identity, in order not to become lost and 
fragmented. This identity then is shown to be based by and large on 
already held beliefs (including ‘theories’ of scapegoats); Christian and 

                                                             
58. Mary Harvan, “Representing Ogoni: Ken Saro-Wiwa, the Ogoni Movement, and 
Language as Resistance”. Manuscript. 
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indigenous beliefs are given a significant role in both Nwapa’s and 
Saro-Wiwa’s works. 

While the essentialist anti-war image determines Nwapa’s and 
Saro-Wiwa’s descriptions, they are not interested in more detailed 
political questions around the Biafran war, for example, the reasons 
why the war began, how it came to its end, and what was the concrete 
work (beyond producing propaganda) of the pro-Biafrans. And they 
definitely do not tell what kind of images and expectations were at-
tached to the state of Biafra (except those few satirized images given 
by them both): what kind of positive visions made people like Chris-
topher Okigbo dedicate their lives ‘for the Biafran cause’. But the 
works under discussion give a many-faceted image of the brutalizing 
nature of the war itself: its destructive impact on Igbo and Biafran as 
well as on individual identity. 

THE WRITINGS UNDER DISCUSSION 

Flora Nwapa, Never Again. Tana Press, Enugu, Nigeria, 1986 (1975). 
Flora Nwapa, Wives at War and Other Stories. Tana Press, Enugu, Nigeria, 1986 

(1980): 
 “Wives at War” 
 “Daddy, Don’t Strike the Match” 
 “A Certain Death” 
Ken Saro-Wiwa, Sozaboy: A novel in rotten English. Longman, USA 1994. (Nige-

rian edition published in 1985 by Saros International Publishers, Port Har-
court, Nigeria.) 



The Language of Africa-Centered Knowledge 
in South Africa: Universalism, Relativism and 
Dependency 

Ousseina Alidou and Alamin M. Mazrui 

INTRODUCTION 

The maintenance of apartheid in South Africa depended, of course, on 
its ideological hegemony that provided it with some degree of legiti-
macy. To some extent, this entailed the subversion of indigenous sys-
tems and paradigms of thought and the destruction of the very struc-
tures that made such thoughts possible.59 Can there be genuine de-
mocracy in South Africa when prevailing post-apartheid institutions 
continue to foster forms of knowledge that continue to produce ine-
qualities which continue to underprivilege the African majority? Po-
litical apartheid is over; but economic apartheid seems to be well and 
kicking. Can economic apartheid be brought to an end—a fundamen-
tal prerequisite to a secure democratic foundation—without a com-
plete transformation in the (re)production of knowledge? 

A number of South African thinkers are indeed of the opinion that 
genuine democracy will have to address the politics of knowledge 
production, especially, as Nancy Murray observes: “The new South 
African government is hoping that education would be the vehicle for 
eventually transforming the bureaucracy and putting political demo-
cracy on a firm base by creating an aware population … [But] change 
is slow to come. Schools are still operating with textbooks … which 

                                                             
59. The denigration of African languages, customs, and political and social structures, 
medicinal and health care traditions, technological and other knowledge systems, was 
all part of the offensive against African culture. The articles in Joseph K. Adjaye’s col-
lection, Time in the Black Experience demonstrate that even African conceptions of time 
sometimes had to be subverted as a prerequisite to the establishment of a colonially-
controlled capitalism. 
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convey the world view of the white elite” (Murray, 1997:10–11). As 
demonstrated in the multi-disciplinary collection on Knowledge and 
Power in South Africa (Jonathan D. Jansen, 1991), some of these think-
ers now stress the need for a paradigmatic shift to Africa-centered 
knowledge not only as a way of (re)presenting the majority interest, 
but also as a means of (re)defining South African identity in the post-
apartheid era. 

Expectedly, language has featured quite prominently in this quest 
for Africa-centered knowledge. In what language(s) should it be con-
structed, articulated and imparted? Two contesting positions have 
emerged in this connection, pitting indigenous African languages, on 
the one hand, against imperial languages60, on the other. There is, 
first, the “pragmatist” school of thought which contends that imperial 
languages like English can be refashioned to carry the weight of Afri-
can thought. This linguistic reformation, the argument goes, would 
not only be the more pragmatic option, but also one that is in accord 
with the interests of national unity. On the other side, are the “nation-
alists” who argue that language determines a people’s world view in 
a culturally circumscribed manner. The only path towards Africa-
centered knowledge according to this latter school of thought, there-
fore, is through Africa’s own indigenous languages. 

We have used the concepts of “nationalism” and “pragmatism” 
exclusively in the linguistic sense of the terms. Linguistic nationalism is 
that brand of nationalism which is particularly concerned about the 
value of its own language, seeks to defend it against other languages, 
and encourages its use and enrichment. It is indeed possible, there-
fore, to be a nationalist in a broader political sense without being lin-
guistically nationalistic. Many Africans, especially in the sub-Saharan 
region are nationalistic about their “race”, ethnicity and often about 
their land as defined by the more recent tradition of state borders. But 
                                                             
60. The English, French, Portuguese, Italian and Spanish languages in Africa are some-
times described as “languages of former colonial masters” or simply as “ex-colonial 
languages”. In this essay we also use the term imperial languages. An imperial lan-
guage can be defined as a language which was introduced by a dominant external 
power and has yet to develop a substantial constituency of native speakers from the 
indigenous population. Among the characteristics of imperial languages is that they 
began from above as languages of power and at a certain level they have to be learnt 
formally. All ex-colonial languages are essentially imperial languages according to the 
above definition. 
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nationalism about African languages is relatively weak both in emo-
tional and demographic magnitude in Africa as compared with the 
experience of India, for example, and indeed of many other Asian 
countries. And African nationalists who are not linguistically nationa-
listic in the sense defined above, tend to invoke the argument of 
pragmatism, i.e. the idea that Africa’s linguistic complexity necessi-
tates the national maintenance and promotion of Euro-languages in-
herited from the colonial experience. 

In this paper we shall attempt to demonstrate that the pragmatists 
and the nationalists represent two sides of the same coin and do not 
adequately account for the historical facts of the South African situa-
tion. Instead, we propose a “dependency” paradigm which focuses on 
the role of imperial languages as promoters of intellectual depen-
dency to the detriment of democratic development in South Africa, 
specifically, and in North-South relations in general. Our paradigm, in 
other words, accepts the nationalist solution without accepting its 
theoretical premise, and rejects the pragmatist prescription without 
rejecting its conception of language as a dynamic and malleable phe-
nomenon. 

ENGLISH AND THE APARTHEID AFTERMATH 

In their general study of language in the African experience Mazrui 
and Mazrui (forthcoming) pose the question: What is the effect of the 
end of political apartheid for Africa as a whole? The struggle against 
apartheid was a pan-Africanizing experience creating a sense of soli-
darity among Black people across the continent and between Africa 
and its diaspora. 

Pan-Africanism, paradoxically, often flourished through the unify-
ing force of European languages. Figures like W.E. duBois and Mar-
cus Garvey would never have become founding fathers of trans-
Atlantic pan-Africanism without the mediation of the English langu-
age. Figures like Aimé Césaire and Léopold Sédar Senghor would not 
have become founding fathers of Négritude without the role of the 
French language. Racism and apartheid in South Africa helped to con-
solidate African solidarity through imperial languages. 
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But a new contradiction emerged with the end of political apart-
heid. Governance in South Africa itself was more Africanized almost 
by definition as Nelson Mandela and the African National Congress 
assumed control. But across the African continent the end of political 
apartheid was an end of one experience within pan-Africanization. A 
major stimulus of solidarity was defused. Pan-Africanism was 
wounded by its own success. In the process narrower forms of African 
nationalism, less dependent on European nationalism61 began to reas-
sert themselves. Ethnic nationalism among Black South Africans and 
elsewhere became a new manifest destiny. What were its implications 
for European languages like English? 

With the end of political apartheid in South Africa, the English 
language has more clearly gained ground. Although South Africa has 
declared eleven official languages (theoretically reducing English to 
one eleventh of the national status), in reality the new policy demotes 
Afrikaans—the historical rival to English in South Africa.62 Before the 
1990s English was officially the co-equal of Afrikaans, but sometimes 
received fewer resources from the government within the media and 
within publishing. But the end of political apartheid has raised the 
question of whether Afrikaans should be treated in the same camp as 
the nine African indigenous languages. Should Afrikaans be treated 
as another native vernacular? 

On the other hand, precisely because English enjoys greater public 
support, it continues to predominate in the official domains of South 
Africa, and will probably to expand in the less official domains of the 
society. As in many other countries in Africa and the world, the in-
creasing success of English in South Africa is also partly tied Amer-
ica’s growing cultural influence—especially in the post-Cold War pe-
riod when we have moved from a bipolar world in superpower ri-
valry to a unipolar world dominated by the USA. Unlike the British in 
the colonial era who were sometimes disturbed by attempts by mis-

                                                             
61. The “Eurocentric” thrust in intellectual paradigms, and the Francophonie move-
ment with its uncertain future, are examples of western nationalism. There are mo-
ments when African nationalism(s) are less of a response to the impetus of hegemonic 
nationalist assertions from the West, and more a product of the throbbings of local poli-
tics. We have witnessed such moments in Africa in the aftermath of colonialism in 
much of the continent, and of apartheid in South Africa. 62. See appendix for the clauses on languages in the new South African constitution. 
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sionaries to teach the “natives” English at an early age, the Americans 
in the neocolonial era are relentless in their efforts to spread the Eng-
lish language. American economic and political interests abroad have 
led the United States to contribute large sums of money towards the 
teaching of English in a number of countries (Ali Mazrui, 1989:98). 
And since the end of political apartheid there has been an “academic 
scramble” for South Africa among American universities—often with 
the support of funds from the US federal government—competing 
with each other to establish a foothold in the country’s institutions of 
higher learning. In spite of South Africa’s language policy that seems 
to give greater weight to African languages, there are, therefore, local 
conditions as well as global forces that seem to be operating to the 
overall advantage of the English language. 

In neighboring Namibia, the choice was more clearly in favor of 
English against Afrikaans (Pütz, 1995; Harlech-Jones, 1990). Afrikaans 
has been rejected not only because of its seemingly oppressive history, 
but also because it is considered, like Damara, Silozi, Nama etc., to be 
an ethnically and regionally bound language with supposedly divi-
sive consequences for Namibians. English, on the other hand, has 
been chosen because “it has a lot going for it—a global language, it is 
a language in which most of the United Nations’ work is carried out; 
it is a language of many of our neighbors in Africa. Its role is likely 
only to widen, as most of the global satellite networks use English for 
their broadcasts” (Hage G. Geingob, 1995:177). 

Unlike Namibia, however, South Africa made a linguistically plu-
ralist choice. Nonetheless, we should bear in mind that the end of po-
litical apartheid in South Africa represents the triumph of a particular 
kind of African nationalism—the struggle against legalized and insti-
tutionalized racial oppression and cultural imposition. Paradoxically, 
the struggle sometimes enhanced the status of the English language 
among the oppressed. English became not just the language of op-
pression but also, by a strange destiny the language of liberation. As 
McLean and McCormick indicate: 

The recent restructuring of state and society which has enfranchised Af-
rican language speakers achieved the recognition of all major languages 
as official, thereby effectively demoting Afrikaans and English to an 
equal status with nine others. The evidence from various domains, how-
ever, is that this policy thrust towards multilingualism is often intended 
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and perceived as a symbolic statement, and that for instrumental pur-
poses English remains the dominant language in South African public 
life. (McLean and McCormick, 1996:329) 

And so South Africa has probably been experiencing an expanding 
role of the English language in spite of its pluralist choice. 

As we approach the twenty-first century, therefore, South Africa is 
still caught between the forces of nationalism and pragmatism, each 
reinforced by theoretical arguments from relativism and universalism, 
respectively. And it is to this dichotomy between linguistic relativism 
and linguistic universalism that we must now turn. 

LANGUAGE POLICY: BETWEEN RELATIVISM AND UNIVERSALISM 

The nationalist school, as suggested before, is the one that advocates 
the centering of “African languages” on the premise that only they 
can adequately encapsulate and transmit knowledge from an Africa-
centered perspective. In the words of Peter Mwaura, for example, 

Language influences the way in which we perceive reality, evaluate it 
and conduct ourselves with respect to it. Speakers of different languages 
and cultures see the universe differently, evaluate it differently, and be-
have towards its reality differently. Language controls thought and ac-
tion and speakers of different languages do not have the same world 
view or perceive the same reality unless they have the same culture or 
background. (Mwaura, 1980:27) 

In other words, languages of non-African origin are deemed inhe-
rently incapable of relaying an African world view. Similar sentiments 
have been expressed by other members of the African intelligentsia, 
from Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1986) in East Africa to Chidi Maduka (1980) 
in West Africa. 

In South Africa this nationalist position is perhaps best repre-
sented by Mazisi Kunene who sees a direct relationship between Afri-
can languages and African knowledge systems. In his words, “in deal-
ing with language, people in the African context are not considering 
the same phenomena as are those who employ western concepts and 
classifications of meaning” (Kunene, 1992:36). As a result, “they can-
not be said to be African cultural representatives who write in another 
language because, in spirit at least, they speak from the perspective 
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provided for them by the effective apparatus of mental control exer-
cised by the former colonial power” (Kunene, 1992:32). 

The pragmatists, on the other hand, seem to be of the view that 
any language is malleable enough to present and represent the world 
view of any culture or community, and that the determination of an 
appropriate language policy, therefore, should only be based on 
“pragmatic” considerations. Many of the adherents of this position are 
not necessarily opposed to the centering of African languages, but 
they would see no need for it if, for example, English proved to be the 
more pragmatic choice for a country for both local and international 
reasons. Thinkers associated with this position have included Chinua 
Achebe (1976:67) of Nigeria, Kofi Awoonor (1975:149) of Ghana, and 
Ezekiel Mphahlele of South Africa. Responding to the “language of 
African literature debate” for example, Mphahlele writes: 

The creative instinct runs ahead of social, political, and economic devel-
opment, and the creative impulse cannot wait for such developments [in 
African languages] before it expresses itself. So we use English, French 
and Portuguese, which we know and have mastered. (Mphahlele, 
1963:8) 

According to Mphahlele then, the insistence upon using African lan-
guages in creative writing at this particular historical juncture would 
only relegate African literature to a state of perpetual underdevelop-
ment. 

The nationalist position on the relationship between language and 
cognition has close affinity with the linguistic relativism associated 
with Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf. According to Edward 
Sapir for example, 

Human beings are very much at the mercy of a particular language 
which has become the medium of expression for their society…The fact 
of the matter is that the ‘real world’ is to a large extent built up on the 
language habits of the group. No two languages are ever sufficiently 
similar to be considered as representing the same social reality. (Sapir, 
1929:208) 

Whorf (1959) was an even more enthusiastic proponent of linguistic 
relativism, with a persuasion that is clearly deterministic. He claimed 
that a person’s basic ontology is structured by language and that 
grammar embodies an outline of a cultural metaphysics. For this rea-
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son he concluded that speakers of different languages will map the 
world in different ways. 

We understand, of course, that there is a wide spectrum of relati-
vistic positions, ranging from the strong claim that language actually 
controls thought in a culturally specific manner, to the relatively weak 
claim that merely posits some correlation between some aspects of 
language and some aspects of culture. Even Sapir and Whorf them-
selves vacillated between strong and moderate claims in their concep-
tion of relativism. But, as demonstrated in Peter Mwaura’s views 
quoted above, it is the deterministic strand of relativism that seems to 
have had the greatest impact among African linguistic nationalists. 

The pragmatists, on the other hand, would probably seek inspira-
tion from the universalism of Noam Chomsky who stressed the com-
mon features of language and played down the ‘surface features’ that 
characterized individual languages. As Chomsky declares “it is plau-
sible to suppose that apart from pathology (potentially an important 
area of inquiry) such variation as there may be is marginal and can be 
safely ignored across a broad range of linguistic investigation” 
(Chomsky, 1986:18). Superimposed on this linguistic uniformity is the 
assumption that the language faculty in itself is an innate human 
characteristic. Chomsky views it as a genetically predetermined, or-
ganized property of the mind and not as an acquisition that is ob-
tained from outside the individual by means of social, psychological 
or cultural conditioning (Chomsky, 1968:ix–x). 

Chomsky thus came to support one of the Enlightenment’s most 
cherished ideals, universal human identity. For, in his account of lin-
guistic phenomena, Chomsky provides what amounts to a general 
theory of human beings as uniquely defined by their linguistic capa-
city. This linguistic attribute, in turn, endows all humans, and in equal 
measure, with the capacity for rational thought and for “free, causally 
undetermined and creative activity which is nevertheless intelligible 
to others because all human beings share innate propensities which, 
under suitable circumstances, induce the development in each indivi-
dual of standards of intelligibility which are similar to those which 
develop in other human individuals” (D’Agostino, 1986:207). 

From the psycholinguistic point of view, there is little hard evi-
dence to support either of these hypotheses in their extreme forms. 
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Chomsky’s universalism tends to be strongly anti-empiricist, having 
originated in a speculative intellectual tradition that continues to 
shape its doctrine. Attempts have been made to adduce evidence from 
natural language, child language and language acquisition, speech 
errors, speech pathology, linguistic universals, pidgins and creoles, 
but none of this evidence can be said to provide concrete proof about 
the inner workings of Chomsky’s ‘mental faculty’ of language. 

As for the relativist hypothesis, its premise that there is a causal re-
lationship between language, culture and cognition has been called 
into question by several writers. By the mid-1960s so much had been 
written against the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis that Robbins Burling 
(1964:26) regarded the entire question of linguistic relativism as hav-
ing falling into disrepute. 

But what about at the more ideological or political level of the de-
bate? Does the African experience lend greater credibility to one hy-
pothesis as opposed to the other? In our opinion, both hypotheses 
have contributed to the political agenda since the colonial era in ways 
that clearly reveal their complementarity. Conversely, their mutual 
reliance on a world view that bases its concept of social progress on 
an ahistorically defined human nature has resulted, at best, in mixed 
blessings for Africans. 

Colonialism ushered in the use of European languages on the Afri-
can continent and it usually serves as the political point-of-departure 
in the debate on the language question in Africa. There is no doubt 
that one rather uniform feature of colonialism in Africa was its treat-
ment of European languages as ideological institutions whose particu-
lar relationship with the African colonial subject could either consoli-
date or undermine the colonial status quo. But the colonial language 
policies themselves were not quite uniform. They often varied on the 
basis of two major considerations: first, that language was a reservoir 
of culture and a vehicle of cultural transmission. Second, that langu-
age was a reservoir of knowledge and a transmitter of ideas, including 
those that could serve subversive ends through resistance against co-
lonial rule. 

In a sense, then, colonial language policies had to deal with a 
seemingly paradoxical situation: if the colonial language in its role as 
a cultural transmission belt could numb the consciousness of the 
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colonized to a point of acquiescence to the colonial status quo, would 
not language as bearer of knowledge imbue the African with a 
counter-consciousness dangerous to the very survival of colonialism? 
These two considerations were often in the foreground of colonial 
language policies in Africa. 

The French had great confidence in their language as a transmitter 
of French cultural values. By implication, therefore, any subversive 
knowledge that the African could have acquired in the process of 
education in the French language was expected to be neutralized by 
the “potency” of French culture. French colonialism, therefore, sought 
its security in linguistic and cultural assimilationist policies. And, 
generally speaking, it is in French (and to some extent Portuguese) 
colonies that we find the clearest evidence supporting the nationalist 
thesis that the imposition of European languages was an important 
cultural aid to colonialism. “Francophone” Africa63, for example, Pau-
lin Djité explains: 

French was imposed at the outset of the colonial era as an instrument of 
multidimensional domination…Persons who did not speak French were 
considered barbarians, and the civilized people of France had the divine 
duty to educate such persons…The imposition and expansion of the lan-
guage was then seen as the best way to control and “assimilate” the 
“subjects” of the colonies. (Djité, 1992:166) 

Unlike the British who were sometimes wary of the quick and “reck-
less” spread of their language, the French, then, were linguistically 
hegemonic to the extreme. Where the British provided some room for 
the use and development of some African languages, for example, the 

                                                             
63. It is, of course odd to characterize African countries as “Anglophone,” “Franco-
phone” or “Lusophone” when the proportion of speakers of the imperial languages is 
so small. Asia too was colonized. And yet nobody refers to “Anglophone Asia” or 
“Francophone Asia.” Perhaps the difference in the two regions of the world—Africa 
and Asia—lies in the scale of political dependence on the imperial languages. Where 
legislatives exist in sub-Saharan Africa, the overwhelming majority have conducted 
their debates in European languages. Most legal business in the great majority of sub-
Saharan African countries has to be done in the imperial languages. The constitutions 
or basic laws are still expressed entirely in European languages. When we look at the 
educational systems of sub-Saharan Africa, almost all are predicated on the supremacy 
of European languages as media of instruction. Terms like “Anglophone” and “Franco-
phone Africa,” therefore can be considered appropriate if we use them to describe the 
degree of the linguo-cultural dependency in the societies concerned rather than the 
proportion of speakers of the languages. 
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French officially banned the use of African languages in education 
and “ruled that only French was to be used” (Djité, 1992:166). 

But if language as a transmitter of culture was the source of French 
confidence in their language, German confidence in their own langu-
age was predicated upon its potential to impart German knowledge. 
Assuming an increasingly aggressive role in European geo-politics 
which had world ramifications, Germany was in a hurry to outstrip 
other European nations in technological advancement, with its lead-
ing Western philosophical tradition, Germany could only regard its 
language as a custodian of “German knowledge” which it wanted to 
monopolize. An exclusivist language policy that would deny colonial 
subjects access to the German language, therefore, was believed to be 
in the greater interest of German colonialism. This policy contributed 
to the consolidation of the Swahili language in German East Africa, 
later known as Tanganyika, or Tanzania (after Tanganyika’s union 
with Zanzibar). 

The British, on the other hand, tried, though inconsistently, to 
strike a balance between the two considerations. In many instances of 
British colonialism, the African was allowed a somewhat regulated 
access to the English language. This meant regulated acculturation, on 
the one hand, and regulated induction into spheres of western know-
ledge on the other. Both doses were to be just sufficient to render the 
African functional in British-introduced administrative institutions, 
while limiting exposure to the kind of knowledge that had subversive 
potential. 

Whatever the case, it is quite clear that all these colonial language 
policies, despite their variation, had common ideological foundations. 
Whether in favor of encouraging the acquisition of the European lan-
guage by the colonized, or of using African languages, colonial lan-
guage policies at this macro-level were all intended to consolidate the 
colonial status quo. 

South Africa offers the example of a slightly different intra-
European rivalry. Adopting a language policy influenced by the 
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis and supposedly designed to keep Africans 
“African” and European power unchallenged, Afrikaner officialdom 
introduced the so-called “Bantu Education Act” in the mid-1950s. Jus-
tifying it as an exercise in separate but equal development, Afrikaners 
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attempted to preempt the cultural “westernization” of the African by 
restricting him/her to an African tongue, allowing him/her access to 
Afrikaans only at a later stage in his/her education. Except at the uni-
versity level, the English language was accorded a subsidiary role in 
education. However, partly in response to the coercive manner in 
which Bantu Education was administered, Africans rebelled during 
the 1976 Soweto protest against Afrikaans and in favor, not of indige-
nous languages, but of English, the language that was more widely 
used among the elites in many parts of Africa. 

What is clear from the above discussion, then, is that neither the 
psycholinguistic evidence nor the African socio-political experience 
from the colonial era to the present unambiguously supports the posi-
tions of the relativists/nationalists or the universalists/pragmatists. 
At both levels of analysis, the two hypotheses seem to complement 
each other: in any language we experience the particular and the uni-
versal working with each other, making it a potential instrument of 
either Western epistemological hegemony or Africa-centered know-
ledge. It does not seem sensible, therefore, for African nations to de-
sign language policies based exclusively on one or the other para-
digm. 

Between universalism and relativism, however, there is a third 
paradigm which seems to favor policies rooted in African languages. 
This is the dependency paradigm. 

LANGUAGE POLICY: THE DEPENDENCY PERSPECTIVE 
As suggested earlier, the dependency perspective essentially accepts 
the conclusion of the nationalist school without accepting its argu-
ment that without African languages there can be no Africa-centered 
thought. On the other hand, it accepts the reasoning of some of the 
pragmatists that any language can be transmuted to create a counter-
discourse without acceding to the suggestion that, in the present 
global constellation of political forces, such a language for Africa can, 
in fact, be one or the other of the imperial languages from across the 
sea. In other words, the dependency argument is rooted, not in the 
nationalist assumption of some deterministic relationship between 
language, culture and cognition, nor in the pragmatist belief that there 
is an inherent malleability in language which is sufficient to freely cast 
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from it discourses and counter-discourses, but in the reality of power 
relations on a global scale. While the imperial languages do indeed 
have the potential of performing a counter-discourse function against 
imperialism, Africa currently lacks the power to set its own terms of 
discourse in these inherited languages. 

Africa-centered knowledge has become a problem partly because 
of the foreign origins of the modern educational institutions. The Afri-
can university, for example, is so uncompromisingly alien in the Afri-
can context and has been transplanted with few concessions if any to 
African cultures. Its impact therefore has been more culturally alie-
nating than it might have been. A whole generation of African gradu-
ates has grown up despising its own ancestry and scrambling to imi-
tate others. Contrary to colonialist views, it is not the traditional Afri-
can who resembles the ape; it has been more the westernized one of-
ten fascinated by the West’s cultural mirror. A disproportionate num-
ber of these cultural “apes” continue to be products of universities. 

Those African graduates who have later become university teach-
ers have themselves on the whole remained intellectual imitators and 
disciples of the West. African historians have begun to innovate 
methodologically as they have grappled with oral tradition and the 
oral history of Africa. But most of the other disciplines are still con-
demned to paradigmatic dependency. 

An important source of intellectual dependency is the language in 
which African graduates and scholars are taught. For the time being, 
it is impossible for an African to be even slightly familiar with the 
works of Karl Marx or Ricardo without the help of European langua-
ges. Marx’ premier work Das Kapital is not yet available in trans-ethnic 
languages like Hausa, Silozi or Zulu, let alone in more ethnically 
bound languages like Kidigo. In short, major intellectual paradigms of 
the West are likely to remain unavailable even in a single African lan-
guage unless there is a genuine educational revolution involving 
widespread adoption of African languages as media of instruction. 

As matters now stand, an African who has a good command of a 
European language has probably assimilated other aspects of western 
culture as well. This is because the process of acquiring European lan-
guages in Africa has tended to be overwhelmingly through a formal 
system of western-style education. It is because of this that the con-
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cept of an African Marxist who is not also westernized is at the pre-
sent time a sociolinguistic impossibility. This also applies to the mod-
ern African surgeon, zoologist or economist. 

Nor is this simply a case of the surgeon or economist or Marxist 
acquiring an additional skill called a European language which 
he/she is capable of discarding when he/she discusses matters of 
surgery, economics or Marxism with fellow professionals in his/her 
own society. Professional Chinese or Japanese social scientists for ex-
ample can organize a conference or convention and discuss profes-
sional matters almost entirely in Chinese and Japanese, respectively. 
But a conference of African social scientists, devoted to issues of social 
science, and conducted primarily in African languages is still impos-
sible in the majority of African situations. It is because of these kinds 
of considerations that intellectual dependency in Africa is perhaps 
inseparable from linguistic dependency (Mazrui and Mazrui, 
1996:209–211). 

The linguistic domestication of knowledge from the West and 
other parts of the world can indeed be the beginning of breaking the 
cycle of dependency in Africa. This process will, first, expand the ca-
pacity of African languages for the type of scientific intellection neces-
sary in higher education. Secondly, scientific knowledge that is more 
accessible to those who are not culturally westernized is likely to be 
subjected to a different mode of critical assessment, leading even-
tually to a more organic adaptation of western knowledge and para-
digms to the African cultural milieu. 

There have been suggestions of course that European languages 
too have a potential for African intellectual and cultural liberation. 
Invoking the Caliban-Prospero analogy, for example, Kofi Awoonor 
states: 

It is like Caliban in The Tempest. When he was taught English he used it 
against its conquerors. Prospero gloats about the fact that he taught him 
English. And Caliban said “Yes, you taught me so I learned how to curse 
and I will curse you for as long as you occupy my Island and deny me 
my rightful place in it.” So it becomes an internalized weapon of our 
self-assertion because what we are also doing in the same process is, to 
liberate ourselves from the stranglehold of western cultural structures. 
(Awoonor, 1975:149) 

Similar sentiments have been expressed by Alastair Pennycook: 
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English is not only a structural producer of global inequalities, but also 
produces inequalities by creating subject positions that contribute to 
their subjectification. But it is also at this point that possibilities for resis-
tance present themselves in alternative readings of Rudyard Kipling, 
post-colonial struggle in English, and the formation of counter-discour-
ses (Pennycook, 1995:53). 

Against this backdrop of the malleability of English, Pennycook calls 
on all applied linguists and English teachers around the world to “be-
come political actors engaged in a critical pedagogical project to use 
English to oppose the dominant discourses of the West, and to help 
the articulation of counter-discourses in English” (Pennycook, 
1995:55). 

But as Paulin Hountondji rightly points out, the requirement that 
one must have proficiency in a European language to have access to 
the knowledge produced in the West, not only further marginalizes 
African languages, but actually constitutes a major obstacle to the 
democratization of knowledge at both the local and global levels 
(Hountondji, 1988:17). Essentially endorsing Houtondji’s position on 
pro-imperial language policies in Africa, Paulin Djité has argued that 
“it is hard to believe that there can be, or that one can possibly argue 
for, a true and lasting development under such policy when so many 
people do not know their constitutional and legal rights, cannot un-
derstand the developmental goals of their governments, and therefore 
cannot actively exercise their basic democratic right simply because 
they are written in [foreign languages]” (Djité, 1990:98). For example, 
there is considerable research which clearly demonstrates that less 
than 15% of the African population of the “Francophone” countries 
barely function in French, while 90% of the same population functions 
very well in the widespread African linguae francae such as Hausa, 
Djula/Bamanankan, Fulfulde, Kiswahili and Wolof (Djité, 1990:94–
98). In a sense, what the pragmatists’ position fails to capture is pre-
cisely this class dynamics on language choice and language use oper-
ating in Africa. In spite of themselves, then, the pragmatists have to 
contend with the question of how pragmatic the choice of an imperial 
language can be for Africa when it is not accessible to the majority of 
Africans at the essential levels of functionality. 

Furthermore, counter-discourse is not the same thing as indepen-
dent discourse. Counter-discourse is often a reactive process to the 
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terms of discourse established by the other. The African quest for in-
tellectual independence must be based on independent terms of refer-
ence capable of guiding South Africa and the continent in general to-
ward a more organic path, i.e. a path that is not imposed politically 
from outside but one that emerges democratically from within in di-
rect response to local needs and conditions. Under the present global 
configuration of power relations, the English language is not likely to 
allow Africans the politico-economic space for this kind of intellectual 
independence. African languages may fare better, for the very act of 
recentering them sets in motion new dynamics that may provide 
some room for intellectual manoeuvre. 

APPENDIX 
Note: The country’s national policy on language is articulated in Chapter 1, 
article 6 of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa adopted in 1996. It 
states as follows: 

Languages 

(1) The official languages of the Republic are Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana, siSwati, 
Tshivenda, Xitsonga, Afrikaans, English, isNdebele, isiXhosa, and isiZulu. 

(2) Recognising the historically diminished use and status of the indigenous lan-
guages of our people, the state must take practical and positive measures to ele-
vate the status and advance the use of these languages. 

(3) (a) The national government and provincial governments may use any particu-
lar official languages for the purposes of government, taking into account 
usage, practicality, expense, regional circumstances and the balance of the 
needs and preferences of the population as a whole or in the province con-
cerned; but the national government and each provincial government must 
use at least two official languages. 

 (b) Municipalities must take into account the language usage and preferences 
of the residents. 

(4) The national government and provincial governments, by legislative and other 
measures, must regulate and monitor their use of official languages. Without de-
tracting from the provisions of subsection (2), all official languages must enjoy 
parity of esteem and must be treated equitably. 

(5) A Pan South African Language Board established by national legislation must  
 (a) promote, and create conditions for, the development and use of- 

(i) all official languages; 
(ii) the Khoi, Nama, and San languages; and 
(iii) sign language; and 

 (b) promote and ensure respect for- 
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(i) all languages commonly used by communities in South Africa, in-
cluding German, Greek, Gujarati, Hindi, Portuguese, Tamil, Telegu 
and Urdu; and 

(ii) Arabic, Hebrew, Sanskrit and other languages used for religious pur-
poses in South Africa. 
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War and the Negotiation of Gendered  
Identities in Angola 

Horace Campbell 

INTRODUCTION 
From the period of Queen Nzinga of Matamba to the present, African 
women have been at the forefront of resisting the militarism and the 
death tendencies of the colonial economic relations and the social 
structures that privileged masculinity and violence. Queen Nzinga is 
remembered all over Africa and beyond as a person whose quest to 
preserve the humanity of the African person required the develop-
ment of a flexible gender identity. This precolonial ruler brought a 
new kind of political and moral leadership to the society. Nzinga’s 
record as a military leader, diplomat, spiritual leader and mother be-
lied any simplistic conception of gender identities in African societies. 
The flexibility of African gender systems is now the focus of many 
recent studies.64 Ifi Amadiume has developed the concept of a flexible 
gender system to grasp the ways in which gender roles were available 
to both men and women. Her study underlines how women could 
occupy positions and roles occupied by men and therefore exercise 
considerable power and authority over both men and women. African 
history is replete with women such as Nzinga, Nehanda, Muhumusa, 
Me Katilili and countless others who rose up to give overt leadership 
and guidance to their society. In this sense an identity of resistance 
and struggle has been an important component of the cultural identity 
of African peoples since the onset of colonial genocide and occupa-
tion. The historical and cultural identity of African peoples informed 
the gender roles in society. Our interest here is to understand the re-
sistance of the peoples of Angola in the multiple wars that have been 
fought against them. 
                                                             
64. Amadiume, 1987. 
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All over Africa, an identity of personhood and humanity was 
claimed in the context of reproducing life and the conditions for hu-
man survival. The experiences of the slave trade, colonialism and war-
fare had tremendous implications for the household and family rela-
tions in Africa. In the struggle for survival, African women have been 
targeted as bearers of savagery and uncivilized social practices. Colo-
nial missionaries, representing a masculinized monotheism, demon-
ized the skills and knowledge of African peoples, and African women 
were especially demonized. European colonialists carried with them 
the deformed gender perceptions of Europe, (especially the fetishisms 
of Victorian Britain) in the colonial enterprise. Recent scholarship by 
Anne McClintock on Imperial Leather, brought out the interconnections 
between race, gender and sexuality and violence in the colonial con-
text. Despite the fact that her work focused on South Africa, emerging 
scholarship from the CODESRIA gender network is sharpening our 
understanding of the specificities of how imperialism, violence, patri-
archy and class based social structures have become internalized by 
both those who hold and those who are fighting for power in Africa.65 

Portugal, as a semi-feudal society, was always sensitive to its eco-
nomic status with respect to Britain and other European powers. The 
Portuguese exported a deformed gender and racial idea to their ex-
ploited territories. This deformity created subjective concepts of male, 
female and a civilized ‘assimilated’ person that shaped the conscious-
ness of colonial officials. Those Africans who became assimilated in-
ternalized this deformity. It is this distortion at the intellectual level 
that allowed African allies of Europe to engage in warfare and vio-
lence which dispensed with the lives of literally millions of persons. 
Angola, a society in West Africa, is one of the places where Portugal 
attempted to shape the gender and race relations over a period of five 
hundred years. Whatever the successes or failures were at the level of 
identity, at the level of violence and warfare Portugal was eminently 
successful in importing warfare, patriarchy and destruction. 

The colonial world was shaped by gendered meanings and this af-
fected all areas of social reproduction. Since the colonial enterprise 
was one of intense economic exploitation, it was necessary to develop 

                                                             
65. Mama and Iman, 1996. 
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intellectual and moral arguments to legitimize the obscene forms of 
exploitation. Throughout the period of colonial rule, concerned jour-
nalists, travelers and educated Africans chronicled the use of force, 
violence and murder in colonial economic relations. The spiritual, 
ethnic and assimilated identities of the Angolan peoples have been 
important terrains of struggle, as the Angolan peoples, since the time 
of slavery, have struggled to assert the simple fact, that Africans are 
human beings. Once Africans were constructed as less than human 
and could only become civilized by internalizing European culture, it 
was possible to dispense with their lives, since, they were heathens in 
any case. It was this constructed tradition which cheapened the lives 
of Africans that ran through the history of the society and, in part, 
explained the complete lack of concern for the humanity of the people 
by the militarists who launched the war in Angola after the 1992 elec-
tions. The kind of destruction exhibited in the war exposed the vio-
lence of monolithic masculine patriarchy. Warfare had become a 
business enterprise with a professional warrior class. This class, which 
doubled as warriors, arms and diamond merchants, carried forth the 
military traditions of those Africans who had become agents of 
Europe in the Atlantic slave trade. 

This paper deals with the multiple wars against the Angolan peo-
ples and the centrality of gendered identities in these wars. Angolan 
women and men have had to draw on the historic memories and prac-
tices of resistance and survival to maintain their dignity as human 
beings. Cheikh Anta Diop’s concept of the historical, linguistic and 
psychological factors in the creation of the collective personality of a 
people seems to be an important starting point in seeking to grasp the 
renegotiation of gendered identities in Angola. The record of the spiri-
tual, military and cultural resistance of the peoples manifest in the 
social structures, and an accompanying ideological reflection in songs, 
dance, art, drawings and other areas, continue to inspire large sections 
of the population. The spirit of resistance has been manifest in nu-
merous ways but nowhere as evident as in the forthright emergence 
of Angolan women on the center stage of the economic life of the soci-
ety. Despite the noteworthy presence of the women in all spheres of 
existence, in the discussions on peace and reconstruction women are 
still marginalized. When one negotiator was questioned in the context 
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of the Lusaka Peace Accords (of 1994) why women had not been con-
sulted, he retorted that they were present in the discussions, as sexual 
providers. 

One of the more important arguments of this paper is that the war 
of ideas, which demonized the skills and knowledge of African men 
and women, was lost in the military struggles of the past ten years. 
Angolan women, though not holding formal political power, through 
their knowledge, skills and strategies for self-reliance, created a force 
in the body politic which undermined the hollow and shallow ideas of 
peace promised by the militarists and their international humanita-
rian allies. In this sense, the project of modernization and “community 
rehabilitation” of the United Nations and various humanitarian agen-
cies seeks to carry forward ideas of the male controlled nuclear family 
which had been injected into the village communities by the mission-
aries. The monogamous nuclear family was introduced in Angola by 
Portugal and remains the foundation of the patriarchal gender system 
of capitalism. 

It will be the argument of the paper that the organized and spon-
taneous activities of poor African women in the society challenged the 
militarism and violence of the wars, especially the war launched by 
the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) 
after 1992. The activities of the women of Kuito, Bie, in breaking the 
siege of UNITA stood as one of the most outstanding episodes of the 
wars in Angola. However, these activities have not affected the fun-
damental issue of the structural violence of this rich society whose 
resources are recycled for arms manufacturers. The structural violence 
of the economic arrangements is reinforced by the cultural violence 
which continues against the African cultural values. The renegotiation 
of gender relations is concerned with power relations at all levels of 
the society. In so far as the liberation movement which came to power 
at independence in 1975, The Popular Movement for the Liberation of 
Angola (MPLA), internalized the modernization project of modern 
capitalism (and what was termed socialism), the language of the 
women’s movement could not find a base in the concrete reality of the 
lives of men and women of the village community. The contradiction 
of the class base of the women’s movement in the society undermines 
the immediate possibility of the development of a social force capable 
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of building on the resistance to be able to move from resistance to 
transforming, in a fundamental sense, the gender and race relations in 
the society. 

How can the renegotiation of gendered identities empower ordi-
nary producers as well as sharpen the transformation of the colonial 
identities and the masculinized individualism of the European idea-
tion system? These issues present a challenge to those with a project 
for African independence and freedom on the economic and cultural 
fronts. The struggles for the rights of women at the level of individual 
equal status remain an important issue but this struggle must build on 
the positive aspects of the communalistic values embedded in African 
beliefs and thinking. When the MPLA party considered itself an anti-
imperialist nationalist movement, it embraced the ideas of the libera-
tion of women. At the legal level, it enacted a relatively “progressive” 
family code. However, the underlying assumption was the protection 
of women in a context where the norm of the family was the mono-
gamous European nuclear family. 

Angolan men and women have been forced to build new family 
structures. The reality is that there are women who, in the absence of 
male partners, must develop new family structures in the context of 
war, displacement and urbanization. It is in this context that the 
struggles of Angolan women link up with the larger struggles of other 
women in Africa to think of ways forward beyond the ideas of patri-
archy and economic exploitation. In precolonial societies in Africa, 
these forms of family structures were seen to be genderless. This 
meant that either a man or woman could be the husband or family 
head. Real experience of warfare created a school for new forms of 
gender relations beyond the simplistic masculine/feminine divide of 
the assimilated culture of the educated Angolan. 

The failure of politicians of the nationalist era and the limitations 
of theories which marginalized the women ensure that the struggling 
men and women and their allies in the intelligentsia are positioned to 
make a lasting and valuable contribution in redefining political strug-
gles in the society. The argument that there need to be new economic 
and power relations which break the centuries of exploitation in the 
society is a forceful one which is being made by the sacrifices of the 
ordinary men and women. In the short term, this will involve new 
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sites of struggle, and the household will be one of these. The argu-
ment that in this struggle there will be the need for a new educational 
process which builds on the African cultural experience is a compel-
ling one. This argument stresses the need for a scientific appreciation 
of African cultural elements and experience to be able to ensure that 
Africans see science as a means of understanding their cultures and as 
a tool to serve and advance the quality of their lives. 

This paper starts out by examining the relationship between war 
and the construction of ethnic identities. From this analysis there is a 
link to how the tussle over spiritual reference points created the in-
tense ideological struggle over the place of African women. European 
religious reflection and its link to the colonization process is analyzed. 
These factors are then linked to the creation of the assimilated Afri-
cans who could only become civilized by denying their own history 
and culture. It was in this context of the masculinized personhood 
that the resistance in the society created a self-definition which was 
opposed to the colonial identity. The paper argues that the renegotia-
tion of gender identities is a component of the self-definition process 
which now confronts the humanitarian model of civilization. 

WAR AND ETHNIC IDENTITIES IN ANGOLA 

Of the battles of the Angolan society, between the colonizers and the 
colonized, the struggle to construct ethnic identities ranks along with 
the stealing of the spiritual identity and the assimilado project, as a 
central theatre of war. All three of these contradictions, (ethnic, spiri-
tual and assimilation) combined to buttress actual military confronta-
tions. During the anti-colonial war ethnic identities were shaped as a 
component of the counter-insurgency warfare of Portugal. After 1975, 
the South African military inherited the counter-insurgency tactics 
and the disinformation infrastructure of the Portuguese. Then, South 
African think tanks, strategic institutes and the media built upon the 
myth of ethnic chaos in Angola. Despite the fact that the peoples of 
Angola were colonized and had waged a struggle for self-determina-
tion, the description of the military confrontations has been that of the 
clash of ethnic nationalism to delegitimize the liberation process. 
When UNITA made an alliance with the South African apartheid re-
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gime and elements from the Cold War in the USA, the representation 
of the war by many authors used the language of “civil war” to char-
acterize the war against the people of Angola by UNITA.66 Even dur-
ing the period of the South African invasion, the nomenclature of 
“civil war” was used to underscore the subtext of the importance of 
ethnic identities in Angola. 

From the period of the Berlin Conference, the imperial authorities 
had paid special attention to the idea of ethnic kingdoms in order to 
develop relations with “tribal leaders”. Constant mobility by the peo-
ples to escape the ravages of the slave trade simultaneously integrated 
the population while reinforcing the consciousness of resistance. 
David Birmingham, in his book Frontline Nationalism in Angola and 
Mozambique, pointed out how Queen Nzinga created multi-ethnic alli-
ances in order to oppose external military rule. Birmingham’s work 
also highlighted the regionalisation of the colonial economy and the 
role of the church in this regionalisation.67 More recent work on 
Queen Nzinga which focused on Ritual, Power and Gender in the Life of 
a Precolonial African Ruler brought to the fore the flexibility of Nzinga 
in confronting the patriarchy of Portugal.68 This highlighted the levels 
of cooperation and conflict which were induced by the slave trade and 
after. One of the more important points which emerged was that peo-
ple identified themselves politically, especially with respect to those 
political/military leaders who could protect the society from the rav-
ages of the slave trade. 

By 1885, Portugal needed to establish its claim to the territory of 
Angola in the face of the competing claims by the French and Ger-
mans. Catholic missionaries, military personnel and the few adminis-
trators sent to Angola perpetrated violence and rape against the peo-
ples of Angola. The pacification projects of Portugal started the first 
disinformation where warfare and violence against the African people 
were presented as keeping peace and preventing ‘tribal warfare’. This 
involved a massive pacification campaign between 1840 and 1926. 
Pélissier studied the more than 180 campaigns and military operations 
to conquer the whole of Angola. This work, in describing the fierce-

                                                             
66. See for example the extensive bibliography compiled by Beth Strachan, 1994. 
67. Birmingham, 1992. 68. Skidmore-Hess, 1995. 
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ness and scale of military resistance, detailed the terrorism of Portugal 
against the African independent societies. Under Portugal, pacifica-
tion meant, to conquer militarily and force the African population to 
submit to European sovereignty, as required for effective pacification. 
The campaigns were extremely bloody and involved wholesale 
slaughter of entire villages. Success depended on both Portuguese 

technical superiority in firepower and on African auxiliaries, soldiers 

from rival tribes who were encouraged in the slaughter by the promise 
of booty, which was their early form of payment.69 

The massive violence of the pacification process became intertwi-
ned with the very institutions that gave the colonial society its cohe-
rence. The perpetrators of violence and their collaborators established 
pliant political authorities and called them tribal leaders. These ethnic 
leaders exploited their relationship with the colonial state for political 
and economic gain. It is in this period of pacification that the impor-
tance of warfare and ethnicity became interwoven with the map and 
the census in the creation of totalizing classifications in Angola. The 
mapping of Angola did not simply outline the territorial boundaries 
(though the exact status of Cabinda is still in dispute) but also laid the 
modern basis for the construction of ethnic classifications. The system 
of the quantification and classification of ethnic groups in the society 
for the purposes of taxation, military conscription and forced labor 
ignored the historical links between African societies over thousands 
of years and the sharing of intelligence to resist the pacification cam-
paigns. 

Almost all recent studies of 19th century precolonial Africa have empha-
sized that far from being a single tribal identity, most Africans moved in 
and out of multiple identities, defining themselves at one moment as 
subject of this chief, at another moment as a member of this cult, and at 
yet another moment as an initiate of a professional guild. These over-
lapping networks of association and exchange extended over wide ar-
eas.70 

The relevant point from this quotation is that there was a multiplicity 
of precolonial identities associated with age sets, secret societies, reli-
gion as well as distinctions based on the division of labor and class. 
Ethnic identities were neither static nor fixed, but were instead amor-

                                                             
69. Pélissier, 1975:609. 70. Drayton, 1995:10. See also, Mafeje, 1973. 
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phous, and, “constantly re-worked and transformed by historical 
processes of migration, conquest and trade”. Angola was a clear ex-
ample of how these identities were transformed by the slave trade 
and the pacification campaigns and by the early twentieth century it 
was necessary to invent sharp ethnic identities in Angola for adminis-
trative purposes. Christian missionaries with their Eurocentric con-
ception of family and religious forms were very active in the imperial 
enterprise. The African societies and their leaders that resisted colo-
nialism were punished with obscene repression and military cam-
paigns. One of the goals of the pacification project was to create pliant 
chiefs. These political creations of the imperialist partitioning helped 
to give legitimacy to the newly created ethnic boundaries in the col-
ony. 

In many senses, the missionaries were involved in their own cen-
sus (not only in the number of converts) but in the enumeration of 
potential converts in order to lobby for more resources from home 
based missionary societies. In the process, they carried out a mini-par-
titioning with the different denominations carving out mission sta-
tions in areas where they would be immune from competition from 
other denominations. The mission stations sought to give credence to 
the arbitrary ethnic boundaries which were used for the purposes of 
colonial administration. Studies of the church in Angola have pointed 
to the influence of the Baptists, the Congregationalists, the United 
Church of Canada, the Methodists and other missionary alliances that 
confronted a Catholic hierarchy which, after three centuries of work, 
was weak and largely confined to the towns of Luanda and Ben-
guela.71 

The missionaries were involved in a spiritual war, and in the proc-
ess of spreading their ideas they were very active in the invention of 
‘vernaculars’. African languages, which were in the main gender neu-
tral, were reconstructed with sharp gender divisions with the privileg-
ing of the male. The missionaries, who wanted to systematize the lan-
guages they were hearing into a written form in order to translate the 
Bible for evangelization, ended up in the forefront of the development 
of orthographies and literacy in African languages. Scholars who have 
                                                             
71. Henderson, 1992. See also Birmingham, 1992, for the role of the church as accom-
plices of the colonial order. 
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pointed to the role of missionaries in the development of orthogra-
phies and in the shaping of ethnic identities have focused attention on 
the negative legacies of the attempts of the missionaries to shape Afri-
can languages. 

The mapping and quantification of the peoples was carried forth 
in gendered terms which reinforced the mini-partitioning of the soci-
ety and gave it a legal base via administrative divisions. In the process 
of classifying the population according to ethnic groups, the colonial 
authorities were vigorous in the inculcation of sharp ethnic identities, 
especially through the chiefs who were installed after pacification. 
The reinforcement of Portuguese as the language of instruction in the 
educational system after independence marginalised the rural and 
poor in the educational process. The important point for this analysis 
is that the construction of ethnic identities went hand in glove with 
racial and masculinized identities. The crucial point is related to the 
fact that the sharp female/male distinctions of Europe were exported 
via the Portuguese language. 

In the process of creating a system of inequality, the egalitarian ba-
sis of the African village community had to be reconstructed. Gender 
difference served as one of the most basic sources of inequality. Class 
and racial inequality were built on this foundation and this was writ-
ten into the languages constructed by the colonial authorities. Most of 
the knowledge which was valued was that of males and reflected the 
narrative of male experiences. Masculinity, knowledge and ethnic 
identities were transmitted through the Portuguese language. Instead 
of the multilingualism of the society being seen as the cultural 
strength of the people, the differences between African languages and 
Portuguese began to take on the characteristics of the inequalities 
which were installed by the colonial state. The insecurities of the Por-
tuguese vis a vis other European powers was accompanied by the 
masculinization of language and introduction of patriarchal reference 
points. Educated men were the bearers of knowledge and masculinity 
was privileged in this environment. In this context the meaning of 
knowledge, the definition of what is known, and can be known, was 
controlled and owned by men. 

The gendered and ethnic constructions of the church were built 
upon and taken a step further in the contribution of John Marcum in 
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The Angolan Revolution. By classifying his study as a case study of eth-
nic nationalism he reinforced the work of the missionaries who stud-
ied the social structures of particular societies in Angola in order to 
reorganize the ethnic identity in the service of colonialism. The edu-
cated African males then became the bearers of gender and ethnic 
identities in their quest for political space. 

Missionaries, through their schools, propagated ideas of ethnic ri-
valries portraying minor differences in order to divert attention from 
the anti-imperialist identity which had been instilled in the popula-
tion by the sterling resistance all over the territory. Because African 
women were most tenacious in the resistance to the spiritual reference 
points of Europe, the missionary/anthropologists paid special atten-
tion to the significance of lineage structures and those ideas which 
afforded a flexible identity among men and women. Through the pul-
pit and the school African women were constructed as bearers of the 
ethnic boundaries of the society. Feminist scholarship has sharpened 
our understanding of how women were implicated in the con-
struction of ethnic and “tribal” identities: 

(a) as biological reproducers of the national/ethnic collectivities 
(b) as reproducers of the boundaries of national groups (through 

restriction on sexual and marital relations) 
(c) as sexual transmitters and producers of the national culture 
(d) as symbolic signifiers of national difference and as 
(e) active participants in national struggles.72 

Once Angolan women were constructed as the bearers of ethnic con-
sciousness, they were implicated in the custodianship of masculinist 
cultural constructions. The Angolan society by 1900 had matured far 
above the stage of having small ethnic groups. Angolan kingdoms, 
which had become real inter-ethnic entities, were the states which 
formed the basis of the resistance mentioned above. Walter Rodney 
had made the distinction between nations and ethnic groups in How 
Europe Underdeveloped Africa. He argued that one of the most impor-
tant manifestations of historical arrest is the formulation of what is 
called tribalism in Africa. Even the authors of ethnicity (such as the 
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US area army handbook for Angola) refer to the imprecision in the 
definition of ethnic groups in Angola and the rest of Africa. Whatever 
the dispute so far, recently feminist scholars have begun to centralize 
the role of women as biological reproducers of ethnic boundaries. 
Patricia McFadden argued that, 

Central to the definition of ethnic difference is a notion of boundaries - 
those real and imagined parameters which groups of individuals set up 
as frontiers for entry into a claimed history, about the past, about who 
they are in the present based on remembered narrations which find ex-
pression in a particular language, dress, culture, folklore - all conflated 
into popular yet ambiguous terms called culture and tradition. And 
women have been burdened with the task of ensuring that this glorious 
male past, which is unashamedly partial and chauvinistic, speaking only 
to male privilege and power as a ‘natural endowment of being male - 
especially in African societies’, is preserved and treated as sacrosanct.73 

Once ethnic identities began to emerge as a tool of gender, class and 
military contest, they emerged as a force in all of the nationalist par-
ties in the territory. The educated African propagated the ideas of 
ethnic boundaries and refined these ideas inside and outside of An-
gola with respect to the sexual and marital relations of kinswomen. 
Wamba Dia Wamba has recounted how Bakongo nationalists had 
hoped to develop the archaic aspiration of establishing a Congo King-
dom, until both Frantz Fanon and Kwame Nkrumah advised that this 
was not feasible in the era of decolonization.74 Regional differentia-
tion and class formation meant that the educated from those regions 
more integrated into the colonial economy had greater access to edu-
cation. In this sense regional identities, class and ethnic identities 
tended to be self-reinforcing. The very same religious centers which 
challenged the spiritual identity of the people (missionary centers), 
were viewed as the principal means of planting the church and pro-
moting its growth, and the pupils of these schools graduated to be-
come the ethno-nationalists who mystified ethnic identities to lobby 
for support and political leverage.75 

                                                             
73. McFadden, 1994:33. 74. Wamba Dia Wamba, 1989:157. 
75. Lawrence Henderson who studied the impact of the missionaries minimized the 
importance of cultural resistance in halting the spread of western values. The thrust of 
missionary activities and its link to the pacification project was spelt out at a conference 
in Belgium in 1926. See Mafeje, 1973. 
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Despite the evidence of external manipulation of the constructed 
identities, Bakongo nationalists are still at the center of fanning the 
flames of ethnicity in the context of the no war no peace. Their active 
manipulation of ethnic consciousness arose in the context of the po-
groms against Angolans of Bakongo origin in 1992 and January 1993. 
The government had broadcast the news that Zaireans were fighting 
with UNITA in Huambo. In the heightened sense of insecurity gener-
ated by the occupation of over 60 per cent of the municipalities by 
UNITA, passions were inflamed and Angolans from the provinces of 
Zaire and Uige were attacked as Congolese. The women of the market 
organized to protect other women (who were being attacked as Con-
golese) by changing their dress and sheltering them. This act of soli-
darity by women in the Rocque Sentiero market was built upon by 
women seeking to develop associations for their protection. 

This solidarity by women in the midst of the provocations by both 
the government and the defenders of Bakongo traditions can be con-
trasted to the recent spate of activities by elements in Brazzaville, Kin-
shasa and Paris calling for an independent Bakongo kingdom, incor-
porating the regions of Uige and Zaire (with the oil deposits of Soyo) 
and Cabinda. In all societies ethnic consciousness is greater among 
exile elements than among the ordinary people who have to live with 
each other on a day to day basis. This class appeal by males calling for 
separation from Angola was fueled by provocative stories in the gov-
ernment controlled newspapers which suggested that the Angolans of 
Bakongo descent lived in the area of Palanca (an area of Luanda 
known for citizens with keen entrepreneurial skills) as if they were in 
a separate country. 

The peoples now called Ovimbundu were a mixture of groups of 
diverse origins, and the process of national identity was being formed 
by the ruling classes. The Portuguese had paid special attention to the 
defeat of the political leaders among this emerging trading nation and 
the missionaries were most active in inculcating a ‘tribal’ identity 
among the sons of the assimilated elements. The literature from mis-
sionaries on the tribal customs of the Ovimbundu attests to the inten-
sity of the campaign to create ethnic consciousness among sections of 
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these people.76 Up to the present the church of Angola has been torn 
apart by the ways in which sections of the church leadership interna-
lized ethnicity to the point that while UNITA held thousands under 
siege, there were religious leaders providing spiritual guidance and 
comfort to UNITA. 

UNITA fought its military battles by making explicit ethnic ap-
peals. Through its manipulation of nationalist symbols and language, 
UNITA had mobilized the rural population on the basis of ethnic ex-
clusiveness. When UNITA had originally broken off from the FNLA 
in 1966, it accused the leadership of practicing tribalism and nepotism. 
However, in order to consolidate UNITA, the leadership carried the 
language and ideas of ethnic rivalry to new heights. The leaders of 
UNITA sought to mobilize women as mothers, and the concept of the 
racialised rooster (The Black Cockerel) was a powerful symbol of male 
sexuality and superiority. Young chicks were fair game for the rooster 
and the top rooster could have any hen in the coop. There have been 
numerous episodes and reports in the history of the party where the 
top rooster took away the hens of other roosters and disposed of the 
competing roosters. 

The traditional reproductive roles of women were seen as an ex-
tension of the war effort since women produced the human labor nec-
essary for UNITA to keep on fighting. Their roles as mothers were 
seen as essential in fostering the “ideals of ethnic solidarity”. In the 
fight for power, it was the women who were expected to socialize and 
rear the next generation into the privileges which are ‘natural’ to 
males, and the burdens which are ‘natural’ to females. The conserva-
tive philosophy that women were simply child bearers was propa-
gated even when UNITA became totally dependent on the South Af-
rican army for food, supplies and weapons. Though UNITA propa-
gated ethnic nationalism, the medicinal skills of the women were by-
passed as UNITA deepened its links with international non-
governmental agencies. The women of Kuito had learnt, from those 
relatives who had been in Cuando Cubango and in Jamba, of the place 
of women under UNITA and were not prepared to accept the milita-
rized leadership of UNITA. 
                                                             
76. Heywood, 1988. This thesis provides a coherent bibliography of this missionary 
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The historic significance of the women of Kuito in the war was the 
way in which they exposed the myth of ethnic solidarity to be a thin 
veil for the struggle for power by Jonas Savimbi. The political leader-
ship of UNITA paid attention to surviving lineage structures among 
the peoples called Ovimbundu and sought to exploit these structures 
for the purposes of warfare and political legitimacy. UNITA contin-
ued this tradition by trying to mobilize ethnic identities for warfare 
but in this, the Kuito struggle expressed the opposition of Angolan 
women to an identity which justified their oppression. 

WOMEN OF KUITO 

Bie province is supposed to be the heartland of Ovimbundu ethnic 
identity. Kuito is the administrative capital of Bie. The peoples of 
Kuito, whose memory of African military and cultural resistance to 
colonial pacification campaigns was still fresh, shared a history of re-
sistance to colonialism with the other peoples of Angola. These people 
had voted for UNITA in the 1992 elections. Jonas Savimbi, the leader 
of UNITA, claims his lineage from Kuito, and had pinned his hopes 
on a quick victory in this town to reinforce the military occupation of 
over 65 per cent of the administrative centers in Angola. After the 55 
day siege of Huambo, from January to March 1993, UNITA captured 
an important town at great cost in lives. The next target after Huambo 
was Kuito. UNITA had dithered in the “peace talks” in Abidjan in 
April 1993, hoping to take Kuito in order to boost its bid to seize 
power by force. The army of UNITA had controlled most of the bar-
rios of this city but there were three barrios which were not taken. The 
barrio of Katonge struggled to remain free and it was from this com-
munity that the women seized the ability to stay alive. 

The women of Kuito demonstrated exemplary courage in breaking 
the siege by going out at nights to forage for food, transiting land 
mines and using different techniques of dress, language and trading 
patterns to bypass the men of both armies. UNITA had bombarded 
the city indiscriminately in the military confrontation and on the radio 
deployed the ideals of Umbundu identity and family to legitimize the 
war. The civilian population lived in underground bunkers by day 
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only to seize the night to find ways of living. The indiscriminate bom-
bardment had killed thousands and it was unclear why UNITA 
wanted that kind of victory at the expense of killing the very people 
who they claimed they were fighting to defend. So many people died 
in the sieges of Kuito and Huambo that dogs died from overeating 
cadavers. Scenes of death and bodies piled on the streets forced the 
living to draw on their innermost strengths to find ways of survival. 
This sense of survival and solidarity by the women of Kuito defeated 
the army of UNITA and reinforced the historical identity of self-
reliance and endurance which had been a component of the culture of 
Angola for over 500 years. 

In the process of cementing the identity of survival the women and 
men of Kuito were at the same time unmasking the myth of ethnic 
solidarity and ethnic identity, which had been unleashed to demobi-
lize and divide the peoples of Angola by militarists who had interna-
lized their colonial education that Angola was a society of deep 
“tribal” rivalry. The women of Kuito, as did the women during the 
siege of Huambo, deepened the matrilineal linkages of the society in 
order to be able to breach battle lines to break the fetishism of war and 
masculine power which came to characterize the war of 1992–1994, 
when UNITA resumed the war after losing the elections. Women in 
Angola faced social and military violence which deepened in the soci-
ety in the wake of militarism, war and the politics of the gun. 

Oppressed women in Kuito, like women all over Angola, fell back 
on the knowledge and skills of plants, medicine and empirical sci-
ences to subsist in a country where the governmental apparatus had 
been forced to deploy the resources of the society in the purchasing of 
artillery pieces and jets. The knowledge of the African past proved the 
most important factor in the victory of the women and people of 
Kuito, which sealed the reversal of UNITA, a party which had placed 
its military, diplomatic and political strategy on taking the Central 
Highlands of Angola. The poor registered a spiritual identity which 
inspired freedom rather than oppression when the organized church 
was compromised by their political alliances. After the defeat of 
UNITA at the hands of the women of Kuito, the organization re-
treated to Bailundo and sought to mobilize traditional authority struc-
tures to assist Jonas Savimbi in holding the peoples of Angola hos-
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tage. In many ways, the resurrection of a pliant ethnic leader contin-
ued the traditions which the Portuguese had begun after the pacifica-
tion campaigns. It was significant that sections of the church split 
down the middle over the military campaign of UNITA. As in the 
spiritual wars, in the military campaigns, the spiritual leaders were 
divided on their response to warfare and cultural domination. 

GENDER AND THE SPIRITUAL IDENTITY OF THE ANGOLAN 
PEOPLES 

African feminists have focused the question of the matricentric pro-
duction unit as a central aspect of the identity of the African peoples. 
They have penetrated the limitations of the nationalist discourse to be 
able to demonstrate the fact that the nationalist agenda incorporated 
the concept of the Western gender systems and family structures. 
Even in societies where there were still residues of matriarchy, male 
nationalist leaders began to refer to themselves as “fathers of the na-
tion”. The concept of the father of the nation ran counter to the reality 
that “female leadership existed at various levels in African society. 
The leadership existed at varying levels of formal and informal orga-
nizations. Most African societies had women’s organizations which 
controlled or organized agricultural work, trade, markets and 
women’s culture and its relevant ideology.” 

In West Africa, where the intellectual culture is more developed, 
African women have exposed how the political powers of women 
were devalued under colonialism. Ifi Amadiume observed that, 

It was Christianity, Western education and the secular European state 
system in Africa which, in less than a hundred years forced wide rang-
ing radical changes through the colonial system of the male based ruling 
system. Male bias was reflected in legislation, land rights, naming after 
the father, monogamous marriage and the moral values of a ruling 
European-produced elite class. It was therefore the introduction of a 
western system which led to the erosion of centuries of political gains 
which African women had achieved.77 

The Christian church played a crucial role in undermining the tradi-
tional power of African women who had an economic and ideological 
base. In so far as religion formed an important arsenal of this ideolo-
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gical base, the spiritual battles were some of the fiercest in the shaping 
of gender identities in Angola. 

In the process of legalizing and establishing colonial gender rela-
tions there was a constant struggle between the vestiges of African 
matriarchy and social collectivism on the one side and private pro-
perty, individualism and male domination on the other side. Colonia-
lism was a terrain of intense gender struggles, where African women 
sought to resist the gender identity of submission and docility. Colo-
nialism, as a cultural phenomenon to reorganize the ideas and value 
systems of the African whether concerning life or death, depended on 
the intellectual base of Western European education. In the process of 
trying to develop a Christian identity, the missionaries, as Christian 
soldiers, served to shape concepts of morality, identity and self-worth 
which were to have a lasting significance in the tussle between the 
self-expression and self-definition of the African people, and the idea 
that Africans needed to be saved. Africans were to be converted from 
their ‘tribal’ ways without social equality on earth but with the pro-
mise of future equality in heaven. 

The representation of Africans as heathens, savages and ungodly, 
which was prevalent in the nineteenth century, is still current and 
provides for the callous attitude towards African lives. During the 
nineteenth century, the stereotypes of savages and heathens were 
necessary for the major popular role of the Western missionary in Af-
rica. In the twentieth century, the image of warfare and chaos is nec-
essary to justify the humanitarian intervention. African art and cul-
ture were presented as devil images cut in wood. The rituals and 
spiritual practices which were initiated from childbirth to death to 
protect Africans were considered satanic. The protective spiritual 
strings around the wrists of small African children were simply prais-
ing the devil, since only Christian baptism could provide spiritual and 
physical protection. 

African philosophy did not separate the material from the spiri-
tual, and traditional healers then and now are respected in the village 
communities. In all societies, knowledge is produced through a social 
process incorporating economic, political, cultural, personal and spiri-
tual elements. The knowledge of plants, herbs and basic skills in heal-
ing and looking after the spiritual well-being and health of a person 
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were (and still are) valuable skills in African societies. The survival of 
these skills in the context of cultural aggression is a manifestation of 
the depth of knowledge in Africa. Missionaries battled this aspect of 
African spiritual identity and medical practices with zeal. African 
knowledge of plants and herbs was frowned upon, while in the mis-
sionary literature the idea of the male missionary hero conquering the 
evil witches became widely reproduced in books, postcards and other 
iconography of the missionary infrastructure.78 For the missionaries, 
what was known and what could be known was controlled and 
owned by men. This masculinization of knowledge was a central as-
pect of the spiritual war. 

The tussle between matriarchy and patriarchy was expressed in 
the conceptions and philosophies of the missionary. As in the rest of 
the Third World, people were separated from nature, and its creati-
vity, involved in the process of regeneration, was denied. Creativity 
became the monopoly of men, who were considered to be engaged in 
production. Women were engaged in mere reproduction or recreation 
which, rather than being treated as renewable production, was looked 
upon as non-productive. 

Activity, as purely male, was constructed on the separation of the earth 
from the seed, and on the association of an inert and empty earth with 
the passivity of the female. The symbols of the seed and the earth, there-
fore, undergo a metamorphoses when cast in a patriarchal mold; gender 
relations as well as our perception of nature and its regeneration are also 
restructured. This nonecological view of nature and culture has formed 
the basis of patriarchal perceptions of gender roles in reproduction 
across religions and through the ages…. Central to the patriarchal as-
sumption of men’s superiority over women is the social construct of pas-
sivity/materiality as female and animal, and activity/spirituality as 
make and distinctly human. This is reflected in dualism like mind/body, 
with the mind being nonmaterial, male and active, and the body physi-
cal, female and passive.79 

African women were at the forefront of the attempt to retain those 
spiritual values which provided a base for social, sexual, medical and 
economic autonomy. African women jealously guarded their know-
ledge when they were prosecuted as witches. The historic battles be-
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tween the Capuchins (an Italian Missionary Order) and Dona Beatriz 
(an African spiritual leader) exposed the political machinations and 
military campaigns that were launched to deny women their historic 
role as spiritual intercessors in the African community.80 

The vicious struggle of the Catholic missionaries against women 
who were spiritual leaders meant that women had to find other ways 
to demonstrate ideological leadership in the community. As adult 
providers for themselves and their families, they guarded their auton-
omy even when colonial society sought to enact legislation which por-
trayed them as minors. As in other parts of the world, the contest be-
tween patriarchy and matriarchy was most intense, but more so in 
Africa because of the economic independence of African women. 
Scholarly studies on the tussle between matriarchy and patriarchy in 
pre-colonial Africa have pointed to the inordinate influence of women 
which mitigated the military powers of warrior elements in society. 
These studies have exposed how the position of women was negoti-
ated, disputed and transformed over time.81 African women chal-
lenged the idea that the female had to be conquered by the aggressive 
masculine mind. 

The history of Christian missionaries and the male centered reli-
gious practices of Europe had profound effects on gendered identities 
in Angola. The mapping and quantification of the peoples were car-
ried out in gendered terms, since hut taxes saw African males as 
heads of households, when the nature of the family structure meant 
that there were different forms of leadership in the community and 
the household. Western Christianity (as distinct from the Orthodox 
Christianity of Ethiopia) presented itself in Africa in gendered forms 
in the middle of the 19th century, at the time when Europe wanted to 
penetrate Africa beyond the coastal plains.82 The role of the male mis-
sionary in Africa in promoting the ideas of patriarchy and sexless 
family life is now receiving some attention in the study of colonial 
ideology. In the Christian church the role model for African women 
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was the Virgin Mary, Mary the mother, Mary the powerless, Mary 
without sexual instincts, the servant of men. 

Angola was one such society where the penetration by David Liv-
ingstone and subsequent European missionaries reinforced the role 
model of the sexless passive woman. Christianity presented itself in 
Angola in a form of religious expression which required male inter-
cessors between humans and the supreme being (who was supposed 
to be male). The New Testament was invoked to proclaim that women 
were to be obedient to men as they were to be obedient to Christ. 

Wives, submit to your husbands as to the lord. For the husband is the 
head of the wife, as also Christ is the head of the Church and he is the 
savior of the body. 

Therefore just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to 
their own husbands in everything.83 

African spiritual and religious observance did not entail such obedi-
ence and passiveness on the part of women, and they were considered 

fallen, sinful and only saved by Christian marriages. To be saved Afri-
can women were to be like white women. Studies in many African 
societies demonstrated the instability of the missionary identity. 
“Caught between two cultures, the interpreter of the one to the other 
produced the dream of the third, where blacks and whites lived harmo-
niously in a regime of truth. Such a dream was based on a fatal flaw, the 
refusal to recognize an existing Black and African culture.”84 

It was this assault on the cultural outlook of men and women 
which made the spiritual resistance a bedrock of the identity of the 
majority of the producers in Africa. African concepts of spiritual re-
flection, which placed diviners and spirit mediums at the center of the 
cultural life of the village community, were deemed to be backward, 
reflecting the primitive past which must be erased. The missionaries 

understood how ritual and spirituality were experienced through gen-
dered identities and the importance of women in the spiritual experi-
ence of Africans came in for special assault. Missionaries, therefore, 
struggled to occupy spaces traditionally occupied by women as 

transmitters of knowledge, as healers, as spirit mediums communicat-
ing with gods and with the ancestors and as authority figures. 
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It was in this sense that the spiritual identity of the African woman 
stood at the crossroad of the construction of ethnic and assimilated 
identities. In Angola, a woman could not be a real person until she 
became Europeanized and was married. The conception of the African 
woman was one which was focused on monogamous marriage, indi-
vidual and biological (as opposed to social) motherhood, individuali-
zed childrearing and domestic duties. Western concepts of domesti-
city depended on a denial of the different forms of family which is-
sued from the village community and a denial of the different forms 
of masculinities and femininities in the African village. Missionaries 
denied the spiritual importance of African women and demonized 
their knowledge of agriculture, mathematics and medicine. 

Spirituality is at the core of the identity of all peoples. How this 
spirituality was expressed to maintain social solidarity and social col-
lectivism is one area of research which had been started by scholars of 
African religion and philosophy. All things material or immaterial 
which met the social and individual needs of the community had 
spiritual significance. African art, dances and other forms of cultural 
representation were tied to a philosophical view of the relationships 
between humans, their ancestors, the natural environment and nature. 
Various foodstuffs, tools, utensils, clothing and shelter, art objects and 
collective monuments were all useful objects, but in the same way 
were the means of expressing scientific ideas, beliefs, (ritual sacrifices 
and prayers) and ways of satisfying emotional needs and of solving 
family and social problems.85 An African utensil was not simply a 
utensil, but it was a work of art as well as an expression of religious 
emotion. 

The male Christian missionary was aghast at the ideas of coopera-
tion and collectivism which were prevalent in Angola. One mis-
sionary was explicit in his conviction that the Christian duty was to 
stamp out community solidarity and promote individualism (i.e. male 
centered concepts of accumulation and property ownership).86 A mis-
sionary and anthropologist had noted with complacency, “Bantu col-
lectivism is dying out. In its stead Christianity will promote a healthy 
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and progressive individualism…. I see no other way in which it (the 
race) can escape destruction.”87 

The women of the urban areas in Angola still manifest aspects of 
community solidarity and the experiences of Huambo and Kuito ex-
posed the fact that men may hold social and military power but 
women wield influence through children and through relations with 
other women. The place of maternal aunts and grandmothers in 
community decision making processes are areas of research and re-
flection which can shed light on future family forms in Africa. Recent 
scholarship on the Invention of Women in Africa has reinforced the po-
sition that men and women have been invented as social categories, 
and history is presented as being dominated by male actors.88 The 
policy of Portugal which sharpened the invention of male actors as 
the primary force in society was the policy of assimilation. 

THE ASSIMILATED IDENTITY IN ANGOLA 

The imposition of a European state system, with its attendant legal and 
bureaucratic machinery, is the most enduring legacy of European colo-
nial rule in Africa. The international nation-state system as we know it 
today is a tribute to the expansion of European traditions of governance 
and economic organization. One tradition that was exported during this 
period was the exclusion of women from the newly created colonial 
public sphere. In most colonial societies, formal political power was 
gender based.89 

Formal political power was in the hands of European functionaries 
and the education provided by the missionaries was supposed to 
produce Africans with European minds. Colonial education in Angola 
was racialized and gendered. The missionaries who educated less 
than one per cent of the Angolan African women before 1975 stressed 
“domestic science” to teach women how to be housewives. Agricul-
tural extension schools recruited males when the reality was that the 
main agricultural producers in the society were women. The educa-
tion of women was consistent with the admonition that they should 
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be submissive to men, in this case submit to the knowledge that men 
had over nature. 

The assimilation policies of Portugal devalued the knowledge and 
work of African women and they were superexploited in the forced 
labor regime of the Portuguese system. The close relationship between 
forced labor and slavery in Angola has been the subject of numerous 
reports by the International Labor Organization and need not be re-
peated here. What is significant is that the major programs for recon-
struction and rehabilitation in Angola are still premised on the idea 
that African women should be housewives and that agricultural pro-
duction will be revived by foreign consultants and “modern agri-
cultural schemes” based on privatization of the land tenure systems. 
In this sense, the authors of the schemes for reconstruction continue 
the policies of the colonialists in marginalising women in the policies 
for economic recovery. 

Portuguese colonialism emanated from an economically backward 
society in Europe. Hence though all colonial states used forced labor, 
after the campaigns of the ILO, states such as Britain sought to use 
dull economic compulsion in the colonies, though force and the threat 
of force were never far from the surface. In the case of Portugal, forced 
labor was the basis for Portuguese colonial economic activities, and 
the only way Africans could escape the burdens of forced labor was to 
become educated in the Portuguese language and to internalize the 
cultural values of colonialism which made them eligible for Portu-
guese citizenship. The missionaries, as accomplices of the policy of 
assimilation, took on the task of instructing African men and women 
“how to keep their houses clean, how to eat as families, with sit down 
meals with the man at the head of the table, with cloth, knives and 
forks, how to train children sexually by making sure boys and girls 
had separate rooms, in essence a creation of a new gender order in the 
society”90. The assimilation policy of the Portuguese has, in the past, 
been critiqued for its racism, but the demands of dress, speech and 
accommodation required a level of accumulation and/or education 
which meant social differentiation was necessary for the assimilated 
person to be distinguished from the “native”. 
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The assimilation policy not only brought about a racial hierarchy 
but created a base for class formation and social differentiation which 
is still a force in Angolan society. From the outset, Portugal wanted a 
class of Afro-Portuguese allies and today that stratum considers itself 
the inheritors of Europe in Africa. The meztico became a social stra-
tum which internalized the gender roles of capitalist Europe. They 
manipulated their relationship with Europe (via their fathers) for ac-
cess to trading privileges, and their relationship to Africa (via their 
mothers) for access to the wealth of Africa. The assimilated African 
and the meztico were not always in agreement as to their ‘national’ 
identity but they both internalized ideas of male superiority. 

According to the 1954 decree of Portugal “natives” were indivi-
duals of the black race and their descendants, who were born or lived 
habitually in Angola and who did not yet possess the enlightenment 
and the personal and social habits presupposed for the integral appli-
cation of the private and public law of Portuguese citizens. According 
to this definition, race, parentage, birthplace and residence were in-
volved. In most cases African women did not qualify to be assimi-
lated, since the fundamental criterion was the extent to which a per-
son abandoned African culture. Many educated African males strug-
gled to be defined as assimilated persons, but by the end of colonial-
ism only one per cent of the population were assimilados. 

According to the 1950 census, out of an African population of 4 million, 
only 30,089 had achieved assimilado status. Between 1950 and 1958 2,000 
more Africans became citizens, but this number was equivalent to 25 per 
cent of the new colonists who settled in the colony.91 

In many ways the children of this small minority of 30,089 dominate 
the bureaucracy and upper levels of the military and commerce in 
Angola today. They form the leadership of the government, the armed 
opposition and the religious organizations. Many of these assimilated 
persons who were ambivalent to African cultural values were mes-
tiço. Mestiços in Africa were the products of European and African 
sexual liaisons. Some societies developed intricate classifications in 
order to ensure that white identity was claimed by only those with 
pure European ancestry. This deformity is still dominant in Brazil. 
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The influence of Brazilian racial ideas is communicated most force-
fully through the church, education, the media, (especially television 
and imported soap operas) and through the influence of corporate 
elements from Brazil who try to reinforce the historic links between 
Brazil and Angola from the period of slavery. 

In the colonial era, the theory of assimilation was confined to the 
urban enclaves of Benguela and Luanda, but in the period of settler 
colonialism after World War II these ideas followed the patterns of the 
concentrations of white settlers. Recent scholarship on race and sexu-
ality under colonialism has underscored the master syndrome and the 
sexuality of the white male. “Since he is the master and more simply 
the male, the white man can allow himself the luxury of sleeping with 
many women.”92 This syndrome is being reproduced by the influx of 
humanitarian workers in Angola who traffic in female bodies. It is this 
appropriation of land, labor and the sexuality of the African woman 
by white males in the colonies which reinforced the hierarchy of race, 
class and gender in Angola. The offspring of the white-black liaisons 
internalized the ideas of white supremacy and black inferiority such 
that the majority of the mestiço accepted the idea of the civilizing mis-
sion of Europe. White males had unrestricted sexual access to African 
women as a right of “whiteness” and the refusal to exercise this privi-
lege was considered strange if not irresponsible. The theory of assimi-
lation sought to establish the superiority of the (European) male pro-
ductivity over female productivity. One scholar captured this exploi-
tation thus: 

Portuguese racism, like the early racism of South Africa, was intimately 
linked to sexual exploitation. Few women migrated to Africa in the early 
colonial years either as convicts or as wives of officials. Black women 
could sometimes gain long term benefits, even marriage, from the imba-
lanced sex ratio; others were the disregarded victims of a combined ra-
cial and sexual exploitation. Distinguished politicians of the metropoli-
tan dictatorship were even offered convent novices as virgin “hostesses” 
on their official visits to the colonies. Soldiers took their opportunities 
where they could. During the colonial war one uninhibitedly racist offi-
cer even expressed the hope that each of his white soldiers would father 
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children among the undefended black female population as part of the 
process of colonization.93 

The image of the African woman as lazy, immoral, slothful, savage 
and uncivilized was promoted by single white males who were the 
agencies of the slave trade and the military campaigns in Angola. Af-
rican women had to consciously fight against this racial and sexual 
exploitation. 

Gerald Bender, in his study of Angola under Portuguese Rule, 
brought out the role of the soldiers, traders, administrators and 
degregados (criminals) in the rape and violation of African women in 
the society. He noted that, “the sexual activities of European men 
were rarely inhibited by the fact that the women were of different 
races and cultures. In fact, there is considerable evidence indicating 
that these differences stimulated the Europeans’ sexual fantasies and 
drives.”94 Bender failed in his analysis to locate the place of white 
women in the deformed sexual hierarchy of the colonial society (espe-
cially in the period after World War II when Portugal actively sup-
ported white settlement). 

White women (especially those from the class of big planters and 
top colonial administrators) were central to the construction of, and 
defense of, patriarchy. Despite coming from a poor society in Europe, 
once in Africa where there was an abundance of cheap and coerced 
labor, “white women were considered unsuited for physical exertion 
in the tropics as a consequence of their possession of a faint heart and 
delicate skin. The constructed image of the white female was that of a 
chaste person, terrified of black male sexuality on account of her 
chaste, virginal and jet white purity; and devoid of lust, gaiety and 
passion, having embraced in its fullness the importance of ordered 
moral discipline and self-denial.”95 This constructed image which had 
emerged from the period of the slave trade would be a guiding philo-
sophy for white women in the colonies, whether the colony was Brit-
ish, French, German or Portuguese. 

The constructed image of European women from Portugal was in-
consistent with the identity of poverty and exploitation of women 
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from peasant communities in Portugal but after the outbreak of the 
war of national liberation in February 1961, these images were 
molded as part of the war effort in Angola. Glossy books were publis-
hed by Portugal as part of the war effort, and the war against African 
nationalists was framed as a war to preserve the position of white 
women. After the outbreak of the war in 1961, the Information De-
partment of the colony printed a book with the picture of St. Michael’s 
Fortress, reminding the population of the five centuries spent in 
populating, civilising and developing Angola. There were emotive 
pictures of the funeral of those who died in the uprising of February 
1961. This book, entitled Luanda 1961, also carried idyllic pictures of 
the Luanda European hospital with children being born. There were 
also pictures of children going to school, interracial parties, bands and 
the good life. What stood out in this glossy pictorial was the feminine 
formation course at commercial schools and white women demon-
strating against the UN in 1961.96 

Portuguese anthropologists were deployed in the rural areas to 
study the ‘traditions’ of the people in order to better organize the pro-
tected villages and the counter-insurgency campaign against the na-
tionalist movement. One constant theme of study by these scholars 
was the genitalia of African men and women. The books of this period 
carry photographs which display the breasts of African women. These 
anthropologists were especially concerned with the invention of the 
body of the Chokwe women because of the artistic expressions which 
were evident in body markings. The book on the invention of the Af-
rican woman brought to our attention how Europeans constructed 
African women with mindless bodies. The history of the contact with 
the Chokwe peoples is a prime example of this gendered construction. 
The Portuguese male scientists could not see and understand the in-
tricate mathematical skills which were present in the Lusona tradi-
tions. Recent scholarship on Women and Geometry in Southern Africa by 
P. Gerdes is beginning to highlight the mathematical genius of the 
Chokwe, Lunda, Lwemba Xinge and Minungo peoples. 

The pictures of half dressed, semi-savage African women became 
a constant reference of both the Portuguese military and the missiona-
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ries. Black women and white women were not equal beings. The myth 
of the racial harmony of Portuguese colonial settings that has been 
recounted by scholars minimises this crucial point. Pictures of half 
naked African women meant that Europeans carried to the villages 
their sexual fantasies and African women were fair game for any sol-
dier, administrator, merchant or priest. These men were at the same 
time protective of the ‘white woman’ in the colony. The conscious 
protection of the white female had arisen from the real anxiety created 
by the outbreak of the national liberation struggles. At the same time 
as extolling the virtuous white woman, the colonial authorities were 
reminding the Afro-Portuguese of their historic alliance in the slave 
trade and called on them to join the fight against ‘terrorism’. 

Commenting on the imbalance between while males and females 
in Angola throughout the period of Portuguese penetration, Bender 
noted that, “Mestiços not only made an early identification with 
whites but performed important roles as middlemen during the slave 
trade. Following the end of the slave trade, mestiços continued to oc-
cupy key positions in commerce, the civil service, journalism, the mili-
tary and politics.”97 The educational system was the main area for the 
formation of the mestiço and assimilated person. The perversion of 
sexual and reproductive roles which emanated from the legacies of 
the assimilation policy has not yet been the subject of scientific analy-
sis in Angola. 

MESTIÇO IDEOLOGY AS GENDERED IDEAS 

Racial and sexual alienation as a double process in the creation of co-
lonial identity was most pronounced in the mestiço section of the 
population. During the 19th and early 20th century, these elements 
looked down on African women and saw themselves as heirs to the 
civilizing mission of Portugal. In the period after the partitioning of 
Africa, energetic intellectuals in Luanda opposed the excesses of the 
pacification projects of Portugal. Some of these intellectuals were as-
sociated with W.E.B. DuBois, in the calling of a Pan-African Congress 
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in Lisbon after World War 1. The rise of an authoritarian movement in 
Portugal and the rise of fascism eclipsed the aspirations of the mes-
tiço, and the policy of Portugal after 1945 was to export its surplus 
population to Africa. White settler colonialism after World War II 
dented the vision of the meztizo who saw themselves inheriting the 
colonial state. The militant racism of the settlers sought to develop the 
kind of apartheid conditions of Rhodesia and South Africa. Africans 
were displaced from the market places and central residential areas of 
Luanda after 1920. With white settlement the segregation in housing 
and urban organization became established throughout the urban ar-
eas of the country. Poor whites competed with African labor in the 
musseques (shanty towns). The mestiço elements suffered increased 
discrimination in the 20th century reversing the role they had occu-
pied in the late 19th century. 

The more perceptive of the educated meztizo stratum opposed this 
hierarchy of racialism and cultural identity, and many of these ele-
ments were at the forefront of the struggle for independence. Those 
Africans who revolted against this cultural war have left written re-
cords of the impact of this assimilation policy which was very gen-
dered. Amilcar Cabral, who recognized the importance of African cul-
ture in the war of ideas in Angola and Guinea, declared that, “the as-
similation theory was unacceptable not only in theory but even more 
in practice. It is based on the racist idea of the incompetence or lack of 
dignity of African people, and implies that African cultures and civili-
zation have no value.”98 

African religions and cultural values acted as the reservoir to resist 
this policy of assimilation and for all intents and purposes this policy 
was a failure. However, the policy created a base in the politics of An-
gola which provided scope for manipulations compounding the eth-
nic constructions which served to divide the working poor. During 
the period of the war of liberation the presence of the meztico ele-
ments in the ranks of the MPLA halted the spread and manipulation 
of ethnic identity. Marxism as the official ideology of the party also 
acted as a constraint on the development of crude ethnic identifi-
cation. (One can contrast this period with the current period when 
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ethnic identity is a basis for recruitment for certain areas of the bure-
aucracy). The assimilated political leadership in Angola is most ambi-
valent to African languages and cultures. 

Despite the spectacular failure of the policy of assimilation, one of 
the most enduring aspects has been the masculinized version of citi-
zenship and modernity. The assimilation policy was a policy reinfor-
cing racial identities and it was simultaneously a gendered identity. 
The fact that these “cultured” elements represented an infinitesimal 
section of the population meant that in all spheres of social inter-
course Africans resisted the forced labor, taxation and racism of Por-
tugal. In this sense, African women were at the forefront of the iden-
tity of resistance. After the penetration of the missionaries, there was a 
special attempt to educate and civilize a number of women so that 
they would be good marriage material for the educated and assi-
milated men. 

GENDER IDENTITY AND NATIONAL IDENTITY IN ANGOLA 

The destruction wrought by the war of ideas was to find its practical 
manifestation in the warfare and violence which plagued the society. 
Angola is one society where all of the features of cultural violence, 
structural violence, militarism, warrior traditions and warfare merged 
to challenge the humanity of the people. The concepts of mobility, 
embodiment and resistance which formed the core of the historic 
identity of the African woman from the period of slavery stand at a 
different remove from the spate of writings on identity which locates 
African identity within the ‘modern’ period of the industrial age. De-
constructing masculinity and the warrior traditions along with an un-
derstanding of the oppression of women were not major theoretical 
issues in the period of the national liberation struggle in Africa, but in 
the past ten years, African women have brought into sharper focus 
the limits of a project of national identity which diminishes the impor-
tance of gender identity. 

It is in the context of the challenge by African feminists that one 
can develop new lenses to understand how war and peace in Angola 
remain a component of the warrior traditions of a section of the edu-
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cated Africans. These ‘educated’ Africans internalized the ideas of 
militarism and patriarchy and sought to use force and violence to 
solve political differences. The palaver as a means of conflict resolu-
tion in the African community was completely overtaken by the use 
of the weapon. During the Cold War, the manipulation of sections of 
this educated unleashed massive destruction. A gendered analysis of 
the role of UNITA in Angola is essential to be able to advance beyond 
the ‘civil war’ label and the concept of ‘collapsed state’ which is now 
in vogue with those who supported UNITA during the period of the 
South African destabilization and invasion of Angola. What is of sig-
nificance for this analysis was how the war of ideas reinforced the 
destruction in the society. Throughout the wars, the centrality of 
women in resisting military domination and death tendencies emer-
ged in full force. In the wars of 1992–1994, the role of women in rup-
turing the militarism is an aspect of the society which will have to be 
told in greater detail in the future. An analysis of the struggles of 
women for peace will underline an identity of resistance which was at 
the core of the psychological identity of the Angolan peoples for the 
past five centuries. 

Cheikh Anta Diop, who studied the cultural base of African socie-
ties stressed the fact that in defining cultural identity, one must ana-
lyze the components of the collective personality. The three factors 
which contribute to the formation of a collective personality were, (a) 
the historical factor, (b) the linguistic factor and (c) the psychological 
factor. In defining the elements of the historical factor, Cheikh Anta 
Diop elaborated on how the material, historical and spiritual factors 
contributed to transformation and regression in society. It is now pos-
sible to place slavery and colonialism in the proper context of regres-
sion and understand how this regression had the dialectical effect of 
unifying the different peoples of Angola into a whole, with a feeling 
of historical continuity. The current quest for peace is a profound at-
tempt by the peoples to rediscover those values which connect the 
different peoples so that the society can recover its historical con-
science. This conscience forms the core of the national identity of the 
Angolan peoples. 

In the words of Diop, 
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The essential thing, for people, is to rediscover the thread that connects 
them to their remote ancestral past. In the face of cultural aggression of 
all sorts, in the face of all disintegrating factors of the outside world, the 
most efficient cultural weapon with which a people can arm itself is this 
feeling of historical continuity. The erasing, the destruction of the histo-
rical conscience also has been since time began part of the technique of 
colonization, enslavement and the debasement of peoples.99 

In Angola the feeling of historical unity and continuity was embedded 
in the consciousness of the people despite the cultural assault by the 
assimilated to instill sharp ethnic identities. This consciousness played 
a protective role against cultural aggression and it was the spiritual 
identity of the people which inspired the kind of confidence to resist 
in the midst of the most destructive battles in the society. 

ANGOLAN WOMEN IN WAR IN SEARCH OF PEACE 

The scourges of war in Angola are manifest in all areas of social re-
production. Bombed out buildings, broken sewage mains, schools 
without roofs, and entire communities gutted by artillery and aerial 
bombardment are the physical signs of the wars in Angola since 1961. 
But none of the confrontations were as pan-territorial as the war of 
1992–1994. If one visits Huambo or Kuito or the destroyed urban cen-
ters one is immediately humbled by the level of destruction. There 
was the destruction of buildings, the destruction of neighborhoods 
and the most devastating consequence, the destruction of human 
lives. The population of Angola has remained stagnant because of the 
massive bloodletting which took place in the society. The estimates 
were that more persons died in the two year period 1992–1994 than in 
the period 1975–1991.100 In Kuito, the bravery of the men and women 
of the Kangote barrio is recounted to expose the depth of the opposi-
tion of the people to militarism. The official reason given for the mili-
tary reversals by UNITA is the engagement of the South African mer-
cenary army, Executive Outcomes, on the side of the government. 
This version minimized the centrality of the women of Kuito and 
Huambo in the defeat of UNITA and is consistent with the militaristic 
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vision of the leaders of both sides which discounts the pivotal role of 
African women in the life of Angola. 

Those journalists who documented the rhythm of the recent war in 
Angola have given some sense of the ways Angolan women fought 
for peace. Feminist scholars have pointed out the limitations of the 
available literature on women and the liberation process in Africa. 
The official history of the MPLA on Deodlina Rodriques and others 
who fought in the war have painted a picture of one or two women in 
the midst of armed combat against colonialism, but in the main the 
literature on the military roles of women in liberation movements is 
limited. The available literature tends to have essentially two main 
depictions of women in resistance: as aiders and supporters and as 
victims. The former refers to women’s roles as couriers, providers of 
protection, resources and food for the guerillas. Women formed a 
network for caching and transporting supplies. These gendered roles 
were crucial to the success of the liberation movements; and it is not 
the intention of this paper to belittle the significance and contributions 
of women who performed these tasks. However, what is problematic 
about these roles is the representation of women only in supportive 
roles—i.e., that women were supporters of the male actors. This pic-
ture “structures the participation of women in a constraining and 
marginalizing manner”. The women of Kuito and Huambo demon-
strated that they could act independently in their own interest for 
survival. 

African women in Angola are the bearers of the traditions of resis-
tance and this resistance was communicated from one generation to 
the next. Excluded from access to the basic educational frame which 
was reserved for the assimilado, African women retained African lan-
guages and culture, medicinal practices and rituals which reinforced 
their sense of dignity and self-worth. At the outset of the period of 
armed struggles, the MPLA had sought to capture this spirit and 
channeled its energies into the Organization of Angolan Women 
(OMA). 

Starting from its position where it accepted the European nuclear 
family form, the MPLA as the government did not interrogate the 
strength and weaknesses of customary forms which still existed in 
village communities. From the outset, the MPLA had underscored the 
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importance of women in the military and cultural confrontation be-
tween colonialism and self-determination, but it did not seek to deal 
with the complexity of the position of women, especially in the rural 
areas, in Angola. In its propaganda documents, the MPLA affirmed 
that, “The role of women and the need for them to mobilize on their 
specific questions, was recognized from the start. In 1962, one year 
after the MPLA launched the armed struggle, the OMA was set 
up.”101 The leadership of the MPLA sought to bring into historical 
visibility women’s active cultural and political participation in all 
phases of the resistance to external domination. However, the leader-
ship of the liberation movement coming from the enclave cities did 
not grasp the complex gender systems of the society, so, while on pa-
per the MPLA enacted liberal legislation with respect to women, its 
ability to communicate with large sections of the society was constrai-
ned by war and the language of the communication system. 

The published record of the OMA has attested to the tremendous 
efforts which were made in the body politic of Angola with respect to 
the position of women and the legal initiatives on sex discrimination 
and the family code. By 1985, under the impact of pressures from the 
OMA the Angolan government enacted one of the most progressive 
Family Codes in Africa. The code granted equal rights to women in 
matters of employment, the household, inheritance and in all aspects 
of public life. During the 1970’s the OMA had embarked on literacy 
campaigns and set up day care centers, especially in the urban areas. 
There was for a short time a notable campaign against domestic vio-
lence. 

The important point of the position of the MPLA was the belief 
that women’s entry into the labor force would bring gender equality 
and break the patriarchal values of the urban educated. Experience in 
socialist Cuba pointed to the fact that legislation alone was insufficient 
to overcome patriarchal practices of centuries.102 The difficulties of a 
“socialist” party coming to terms with questions of gender were com-
pounded in Angola where there was clearly a complex and flexible 
gender system. The upheavals in the countryside and the dislocations 
created by the besieged towns increased the visibility of women in the 
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context of war and destruction. War and the economic hardships of 
scarcity, lack of fuel, water supply and health systems changed the 
range of possibilities for women. African women of all classes, but 
especially the poor expended a disproportionate amount of labor time 
carrying the double burden of unpaid work in the reproduction and 
maintenance of human resources. By 1996, 60 per cent of the popula-
tion lived in urban areas and in the overcrowded musseques, the 
search for food and the provision of daily subsistence was a major 
undertaking. 

On top of the massive loss of life and limb experienced in this soci-
ety, the living conditions of the Angolan people have deteriorated by 
every index of the quality of life, health care, delivery of water, infant 
mortality, access to primary education, nutrition and food security, 
basic food, shelter, pre- and post-natal care and household food in-
take. The levels of violence in the wars of the past thirty years have 

meant that women were the subject of structural and direct violence. It 
is in this situation that the resilience and the resistance of African 
women laid the basis for the renegotiation of gendered identities. 

The negotiation of gender relations incorporates several dimensions. 
First, is the idea that the negotiations are never static, but are always on-
going. Given that these negotiations are about gender relations and the 
construction of gender identity, they invariably start from the basic 
premises about masculine and feminine roles in the specific class and 
culture, and from knowledge of a system of gender relations, which in 
general is familiar to all parties concerned. Thus one can theorize that 
negotiations in gender relations involve collusion, between men and 
women, between individuals and institutions. We must see collusion 
compromise and accommodation as part of the construction of gender 
identities, retaining many of the features from a gender system with 
which people are comfortable and familiar.103 

The military confrontation in the society sharpened the divide be-
tween those who could repair to South Africa or Portugal and the 
mass of men and women who had to withstand the privations of mili-
tarism and masculinity. One study on the conditions of women in war 
opined that: 

On the one hand, the war opened more opportunities for women be-
cause they had to take on the responsibilities of men. On the other hand, 
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war has been very destructive for rural life, where women have tradi-
tionally had a strong and independent position. The economic crisis has 
given rise to problems in many of the public services, that worked rea-
sonably well before, but that are now more expensive, ineffective or not 
working at all. This affects women in a negative way since they are the 
ones responsible for maintaining the household, especially in terms of 
nutrition and health.104 

The economic survival of family units depended on the mobility of 
women and this had a detrimental effect on the schooling of girls. De-
spite the fact that the government education stressed gender equality 
between 1975 and 1990, and the fact that there were genuine attempts 
to expand educational opportunities for women, the reality was that 
as the crisis deepened young girls were called upon to shoulder bur-
dens of trading, household chores and other labor intensive activities. 
By law, women and men had equal access to education with the first 
four years of schooling being compulsory. However, by the fourth 
class, the number of girls in school declined as young girls were kept 
at home to do domestic work. In the period from 1992 to 1994 there 
were twice as many boys as girls enrolled in school, and from that 
point on, women in education decreased in inverse relation to their 
years of schooling. 

The costs of schooling in the society became a luxury for the poor 
during the wars, and all of the figures from the country gender analy-
sis pointed to the detrimental effects of the war on the ‘formal’ educa-
tion of women. School buildings were not spared the artillery bom-
bardment nor the aerial bombs and school buildings were bombed 
out in the areas of war. Supplies, books and equipment for education 
were never procured so that teachers and students had to devise crea-
tive strategies to carry on learning in the formal context. Enrollment in 
the University grew from 1,400 in 1975 to 5,700 at the end of 1996. At 
the University one third of the students enrolled were women, though 
in the faculty of medicine women constituted 56 per cent of the stu-
dents.105 By the middle of the nineties women dominated the teaching 
and medical professions in Angola. This did not affect the reality that 
the warriors attempted at all times to disempower women. 
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Millions of dollars are spent on the quartering and demobilization 
of soldiers and the displacement of women and civilians takes second 
place to the incessant meetings of soldiers and the reconciliation with 
warrior elements who have made warfare a business. Angolan 
women are not seen as partners in the reconstruction process, instead 
they are depicted as ignorant obstacles to modernization and privati-
zation, by clinging to ‘traditions’. Since 1994 the UN has orchestrated 
a series of meetings and agreements that are portrayed optimistically 
as steps towards peace. These meetings then serve as the basis for 
more humanitarian appeals. In reality, the meetings and the promises 
are hollow accords and one writer properly termed this peace process, 
Angola: Promises and Lies. The ‘peace’ process has strengthened the 
military leaders in the same proportion as the disempowerment of the 
ordinary men and women in the society. 

One can see the disempowerment of women in the dependence on 
food aid in one of the most fertile societies in Africa. The tragedy of 
Angola is reinforced by the present high importation of food which 
acts as a disincentive for the recovery of agriculture. Between 1992 
and 1995 the budget of the World Food Program in Angola increased 
from US $10 million to US $106 million. Less than one per cent of this 
money could be spent on stimulating the recovery of agriculture and 
the resettlement of women with research into developing higher 
yields for locally produced food. To compound the consequences of 
the dependency, land mines and displacement, the policies of liberali-
zation and privatization have led to the erosion of those services 
which existed prior to 1989 in areas of health, education and food sub-
sidies. Structural adjustment and “humanitarianism” in the society 
have increased the number of international workers in the society 
who see themselves as the modern missionaries, dispensing food aid 
and setting up emergency programs for rehabilitation. Prostitution in 
both the literal and figurative senses has deepened in the society in 
the wake of the humanitarian invasion. Fourteen year old sex workers 
have become familiar sights in Angola as the traffic in women’s bod-
ies follows the traffic of diamonds, imported food and disaster relief. 

The peace process in Angola since 1991 has been characterized by 
an effort to continue the “modernization” process which had been 
halted when the MPLA came to power in 1975. Millions and possibly 
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billions of dollars have been expended to conciliate warring parties, 
and the base of the UN mission in Angola has been to silence guns 
only. The emphasis on soldiers and their “rehabilitation” has meant 
compromises with UNITA to satisfy the Western view that any politi-
cal settlement in Angola should reward UNITA for destroying the 
society. 

The humanitarian efforts which have exploded in the society have 
carried with them the in-built patriarchal conceptions of family struc-
tures. Many of these international workers came from societies where 
there is intense racial discrimination against Africans and many car-
ried these ideas of white superiority to Angola. In this sense the hu-
manitarian workers continue the traditions of the Christian missionar-
ies in devaluing the skills and knowledge of the Africans, especially 
women. 

One can see this from the planned expenditures for the Social and 
Economic Rehabilitation Program of the UNDP, which was presented 
at the “donor” meeting for Angola in Brussels in September 1995. This 
was at the time when the dislocations created by the war had left 
many women on their own. Many were separated from families, oth-
ers were widows and many were abandoned because of military con-
scription. Demobilization and reintegration in the society is presented 
in gendered terms and as far as the UN is concerned it is only the men 
of the society who need reintegration. The World Bank and the multi-
lateral agencies present major programs for “reforms” and moderni-
zation of the administration without taking into account the centrality 
of women in the administration of the needs of life on a day to day 
basis. The humanitarian activities of the United Nations and the De-
partment of Humanitarian Affairs in the main ignore the fact that 
women’s work of feeding, rearing, healing humans and building and 
rebuilding households and communities under conditions of constant 
change has produced skills and resources that have been critical to 
survival and human development. 

THE RENEGOTIATION OF GENDER IDENTITIES 

Since the Lusaka Accords in November 1994, there have been further 
attempts to create a balance of “power” to be able to integrate the ar-
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mies of UNITA into the Angolan army and to integrate the political 
leadership into the circuit of accumulation and control of the state. 
Angolan women at leadership levels are noticeably absent from the 
negotiations for the reintegration of UNITA into the political process. 
During the 1992 elections, when women had the opportunity to vote 
for or against UNITA throughout the country, they rallied to express 
their opposition to the militarism of Savimbi. The example of the 
woman who gave birth to a child in the voting line and named her 
child “Vote” was a testament to how strongly women felt about the 
need for peace.106 The explicit rejection of the politics and gender ide-
ology of UNITA which was manifest in the 1992 elections has been 
overlooked by the peacemakers in Angola.107 International non-
governmental organizations with their transnational (but clearly im-
perial) identity now seek to become central to the reproduction of 
ideas in the society. 

The active participation of women in the search for peace at the 
grassroots level can be contrasted to the activities of the church orga-
nizations which want to reproduce the 19th century image of the help-
less, docile woman in a society where the independence and self-
reliance techniques of women are most developed. Fundamentalist 
Christian churches from the USA and Brazil are very active in the 
poor urban areas, where more than 60 per cent of the population now 
struggle for survival. The Catholic church has sought to reclaim the 
old confidence of being a state religion after its years of opposition. 
The visit of the Pontiff to Angola in 1992 was a fillip to this institution 
which now has plans for radio stations and institutions of higher edu-
cation to promote its version of patriarchy and the docile African 
woman. 

In terms of an organization which combined the war of ideas, the 
military war and the construction of male dominance, UNITA stood 
out in the history of the society. From its male symbol of a rooster, to 
the actual representation of the place of women in the community, the 
social relations between men and women in UNITA camps reflected 
the position of male superiority. Like all of the leaders of political par-
ties, the leaders of UNITA were missionary educated, but they sought 
                                                             
106. Campbell, 1993:23–63. 107. Campbell, 1993:23–63. For another version of the election process see Anstee, 1996. 



 War and the Negotiation of Gendered Identities in Angola 159 

 

to promote ideas of “tradition” to promote a concept of the African 
personality, which did not include independent decision making by 
women. The tradition of the political party having a women’s wing 
was carried forth by UNITA through the organization , the Independ-
ent League of Angolan Women (LIMA). 

Urbanization and war, then, not only created disruption but chal-
lenged the “traditional” values which conservative ideas on family 
and family structures tried to impose. Rural dwellers coming to the 
city have had to develop new strategies for survival and this has af-
fected gender relations in profound ways. One of the more profound 
ways has been the ethnic unity fostered by living and surviving in 
urban areas and the development of new social sanctions among the 
people. 

The survival techniques of Angolan women could be seen not only 
in the bravery of the women of Kuito and Huambo, but in the daily 
struggles for existence, processing food, preparing meals, caring for 
the ill, children, the elderly, the wounded, cooking and consoling the 
bereaved. Death and funerals created new tests for the fortitude of 
Angolan women during the last phase of the war 1992–1994. Land 
mines in the rural areas ensured that women were confined to the ur-
ban hustle and bustle where women in trade are the most visible sign 
of the women in the urban areas. In this area of economic activity, one 
can see the clear negotiation of gendered identities and the attempt to 
reclaim the solidarity, mobility and self-reliance of women. This was 
most evident in January 1993 when there was the attempt to deepen 
the politicization of ethnicity in the society. While the exile leaders 
were calling for an independent republic of the Congo to defend Con-
golese identity, the women in the urban areas were demonstrating 
that culture is not static but is learnt, shared and is dynamic. The 
women who struggle on a day to day basis were giving up the tradi-
tion of kneeling before men. 

Women are very visible as traders and operators in the so-called 
“informal sector”. These women have been solving with their wits 
problems of trade routes and foreign exchange which still bewilder 
those who set exchange rates. The expansion of this sector subsequent 
to the deregulation of the economy in 1989 has brought changes in the 
lives of many women. Rural women who fled the rural areas have 
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entered the market place in large numbers. Not only has this sector 
acted as a unifying force or healing factor (symbolized by the shelte-
ring of Congolese women), but women of different regions are buil-
ding an independence around functions of supply, transport, marke-
ting intelligence, to name some of the areas of interdependence. The 
“informal sector”, responding to need and without pre-philosophy, 
has established commercial and inter-ethnic relationships of trust 
which are not easy within the sector dominated by World Bank philo-
sophy of privatization and devaluation. 

Those who speak of the establishment of market forces overlook 
the activities of the working poor and the long record of the centrality 
of women in trading and commercial activities in Angola. The centra-
lity of women in the markets is bypassed since the “real market” in-
volves financial institutions dominated by men, especially from for-
eign firms. It is in this society where there is a practical example of the 
need to reconceptualize economics away from the narrow conceptions 
of work and production which devalue the fundamental nature of 
gender, care and economics. Such an analysis would refocus eco-
nomics away from the idea that the commanding heights of the eco-
nomy lay in the production of petroleum products and diamonds. In 
fact, it would be understood that the very processes of mineral extrac-
tion and militarism formed part of the same process. The rapid 
growth of the oil industry in the midst of the war contrasted with the 
devastation and destruction suffered by the rest of the economy. The 
diamond industry is also dominated by men and most of the dia-
monds produced in Angola are exported illegally so that the revenues 
for diamonds do not pass through the official accounting system of 
the Angolan government. 

CONCLUSION 

The history of Angola since the slave trade has been one of continuous 
struggle between oppressors and the oppressed. The construction of 
gender relations has gone through many phases but in all phases the 
dominant issue has been that of women seeking ways to develop eco-
nomic and sexual autonomy . From the period of Queen Nzinga in the 
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17th century, Angolan women were involved in military, ideological, 
economic and psychological warfare. The military domination of the 
society was to be complimented by the economic and political forms 
of colonial rule. After the partitioning of Africa, the missionaries were 
at the forefront of the civilizing mission and a war of tremendous im-
plication for both gendered and ethnic identities in Angola. Resistance 
from the people ensured that it was a small stratum of educated as-
similado which internalized the Christian admonition that women 
should be obedient to men. 

In the present situation of the real legacies of war and destruction 
male peasants, wage earners, traders and even low level salaried em-
ployees are increasingly unable to reproduce themselves as well as 
their women and children. Recent surveys in the urban areas of An-
gola have commented on the high percentage of female headed 
households. “Donors” have termed this phenomenon the feminization 
of poverty without drawing the important lessons for gender rela-
tions. There are millions of women in Angola who have no men to 
depend on as well as a significant class of men who cannot afford to 
become heads of households. Rudo Gaidzanwa has argued that this 
development in Angola and Southern Africa points to the need to 
reconceptualise the alternative models of social and economic organi-
zation given the magnitude of the social crisis prevailing in Angola 
and Southern Africa.108 

Pointing to the need for an alternative theory of society rooted in 
the historical identity of the African people, African feminists are at 
the forefront of thinking of ways forward beyond the ideas of supe-
riority (both racial and gender) which places African women at the 
mercy of local and international exploiters. The experience of the eco-
nomic, military and political wars as well as the war of ideas against 
Africans reinforces the argument that there is the need to develop 
theories and models of accumulation and production that are not 
premised on exploitation and do not accept the subordination of 
women. 

The failure of politicians of the left and right has been spectacular 
in Angola. This failure has been reinforced by the numerous efforts to 
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conciliate the macho policies of UNITA when women sought to find 
ways to live outside the boundaries imposed by the call to “tradi-
tional” Ovimbundu structures. The women of Kuito, as did the 
women of Rocque Sentiero, demonstrated concretely that they were 
seeking new ways to conceptualize gender, society, religion and poli-
tics. The major limitation in the society has been the ambivalence of 
the assimilated women who are in the leadership of the ‘official’ 
women’s movement in Angola. This ambivalence is deepened by the 
thrust of western donors who want to finance the more articulate 
women so that they are concerned with small ‘economic’ projects in-
stead of the question of political power. Men and women in Angola 
will have to find ways to relate in the private sphere which forces men 
to rethink the modes of economics and politics which require war and 
subordination. Unfortunately, those in the leadership of the women’s 
movement are still linked to ideas of assimilation which do not en-
gage the complexities of the interface between individualized rights 
for women and the communalistic forms and values which are em-
bedded in generational thinking and beliefs in ancestral spirits. 

The task to realize the emancipation of human beings in harmony 
with their spiritual and emotional identities is a major task which re-
quires a new mode of politics and a break with the forms of exploi-
tation bequeathed by Portugal. Angola is a rich society and far more 
research needs to be done to ascertain the extent of the destruction of 
war damaged lineage structures and those forms of family relations 
which could form the basis for transforming the inherited patriarchal 
and violent state structures of the society. The concepts of peace 
which have been presented since 1975 all devalue the knowledge of 
women. A project of peace in Angola that is going to break the cycle 
of militarism must embody respect for the interests of workers and 
peoples and must inevitably start with the reinforcement, through 
their struggles, of their power in the society. It is on this basis of re-
spect for women, youth, workers and peoples that concepts of na-
tional identity can be built. It will be based on a concept of democracy 
which respects differences in languages and other heritages from the 
past. 

A program of national identity can be built on the cultural and his-
torical unity of the peoples of the society. The women of Kuito and the 
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women of Rocque Sentiero sent a clear message, that they did not 
want to be manipulated to serve as biological agents of ethnic diffe-
rences. Their actions demand that progressive elements develop poli-
tical strategies which focus on ending economic exploitation and ex-
tend democracy in all dimensions of life. In this sense the renegotia-
tion of gendered identity involves the extension of political participa-
tion by all sectors of the population, but especially by women. One 
step in this process may involve cultural critical education which rec-
ognizes the positive elements of African matriarchy, religion and cul-
ture. 

The present technological revolution forces serious scholars in Af-
rica to seek alternatives to war and destruction in the capacities of the 
people, especially women. This would imply the development of the 
skills and knowledge of the producers ending the dependence on the 
hoe. 

How can women be expected to play an effective role in the recon-
struction of society and in the wider movements needing their talents 
and energies when they are hemmed in by life itself? Angolan women 
are constrained by multiple social oppressions which are not the con-
cerns of peacemakers and politicians. Angola is potentially a very 
prosperous country which should be able to provide electricity to 
women at the flick of a switch or water with the turning of a tap. In-
stead the various programs of the international financial institutions 
are to place these amenities out of the reach of the majority of the 
population. The schemes of the World Bank for the privatization of 
water supply systems expose the gendered nature of the ideas of 
market forces in Angola. 

It is not now inconceivable to conceptualize the development of 
village communities using the most advanced technology and harnes-
sing the natural resources for an autocentric economy. “In the mate-
rial world the Third World has access to modern technologies. Given 
judicious management, it could put them to use without having to go 
through all the previous stages of technological development.”109 

In areas of health, education, water supply systems, hygiene and 
food production the material culture of the African was challenged by 
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colonial capitalism. However, regardless of the military and economic 
power of the external forces, the spiritual identity of the peoples pro-
vided the basis for self-worth and self-respect. This spiritual identity 
reinforced the historic and cultural identity of the people. In Kuito 
and Luanda, during the height of the fighting, women demonstrated 
that their solidarity as human beings was more important than ethnic 
manipulation. The multiple wars exposed the complexity of the gen-
der relations in Angola. African men and women want peace and an 
end to violence so that the society can begin to develop healthy social 
and gender relations outside of the trauma of warfare and dis-
placement. 
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Conceptualising Coloured Identities in the 
Western Cape Province of South Africa110 

Zimitri Erasmus and Edgar Pieterse 

Everything that can be spoken is on the ground of the 
enormous voices that have not, or cannot yet be heard 
(Stuart Hall, 1991:48) 

INTRODUCTION 

The majority (56 per cent) of the voting population of the Western 
Cape is coloured (Eldridge and Seekings, 1996:520). Most of these 
people (68,7 per cent) (Cape Times, 19 December 1996) voted for the 
National Party (NP) in the April 1994 democratic elections. This has 
precipitated a range of political and scholarly interpretations of ‘the 
coloured vote’. Consequently we have heard that coloured people 
voted the way they did because they are white-identified sharing lan-
guage and religious affiliation with white voters; because they are 
racist towards africans and hence voted against the African National 
Congress (ANC); because they suffer from ‘slave-mentality’ (Legas-
sick, 1996; Holiday, 1995), and that this voting behaviour can be ex-
plained in terms of NP propaganda and the ‘psychological damage’ 
this has caused in coloured communities who are yet to free them-
selves ‘from the stranglehold of psychological enslavement’ (Wil-
liams, 1996:22, 26). We find these interpretations unsatisfactory, often 
decontextualised and uncritical of the discursive roles they fulfill in 
re-inscribing racist frameworks of interpretation. 

                                                             
110We would like to thank Professor Robin Cohen for discussions and comments on 
particular views on coloured identities and Dr Andries du Toit for reading and com-
menting on several drafts of this work. Thanks also to Cecilia van Staden, financed by 
the J.O.B. programme at UCT, for her invaluable assistance with collecting information. 
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What do these particular political developments mean for pro-
cesses of coloured identity formation? What do they mean for the 
place of coloured people in our new nation-building project? The an-
swers to these questions are not simple. We do not attempt to provide 
solutions in this paper. Furthermore, one cannot examine coloured 
identities simply in terms of party-political support. For us, the conse-
quences of voting patterns in the Western Cape are significant in that 
they provide one of the contexts in which coloured identities are con-
tested. We are concerned with some of the more common responses to 
these contestations and re-assertions of coloured identities. 

This paper critically explores the underlying assumptions which 
dominate the current debate on coloured identities in South Africa. 
Our concern with these questions stems from our political and perso-
nal concerns as coloured scholars in the new South Africa. For Zimitri, 
it has been a long journey trying to figure out the relation between 
being black, african and coloured and whether these parts of her iden-
tity matter at all. For Edgar, such interest stems from his commitment 
to contribute to social tolerance and to explore the multiple dimen-
sions of difference. This is with a view to identifying contingent mo-
ments and spaces to articulate alternative ways of living and fostering 
community through new political discourses and practices. Despite a 
lengthy spell of activism he has not yet experienced this and current 
trends seem to suggest a move away from finding such political (and 
epistemic) communities. 

These personal politics are linked to four more general concerns. 
One is an anxiety about regressive trends toward an essentialist col-
oured nationalism. The second is a worry about responses to such es-
sentialism which deny that ‘being coloured’ means anything beyond a 
racist apartheid classification. Our third concern is with the seeming 
inability of the ANC to acknowledge the need for some fundamental 
debate and contestation about ‘the coloured issue’ and particularly the 
way in which the party has dealt with this issue. Finally, we are con-
cerned with the terms in which South African identity is considered 
and about the anti-democratic implications of essentialist and exclu-
sionary conceptions of ‘nation-building’. 

The paper begins with a sketch of the historical and socio-political 
context. This is followed by an overview and critique of some of the 
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more common views on coloured identities. We then proceed with an 
outline of a more useful conceptualisation of coloured identities. 

For the purposes of this work, we use ‘black’ to refer to all people 
oppressed under white domination. ‘Coloured’ refers to those South 
Africans loosely bound together for historical reasons such as slavery 
and a combination of oppressive and preferential treatment during 
apartheid, rather than by common ethnic identity. For us, the identity 
‘coloured’ is sometimes seen as overlapping with ‘black’ and always 
with ‘african’. In this paper, however, we use ‘african’ in the official 
South African sense that denotes people who speak indigenous lang-
uages with the exception of Afrikaans. The lower case indicates an 
anti-essentialist view of these identities. 

THE HISTORICAL AND SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT 

This section provides some notes on the broader historical, discursive 
and social context in which debates about coloured identities are tak-
ing place in the Western Cape. 

Brief History of the Terms ‘Coloured’ and ‘Black’ 

Since the days of colonialism and slavery very distinctive racial hier-
archies of organisation and power have always underpinned South 
African society. Contrary to the notion that the term ‘coloured’ is a 
creation of the apartheid era, Bickford-Smith (1994:289) notes that the 
idea of being ‘coloured’ had emerged among freed slaves and their 
descendants between 1875 and 1910. Coloured identities had emerged 
from those social and political identities created in the era of slavery. 

Bickford-Smith notes that 
[b]y the early 1890s, overtly coloured political organisations began to 
emerge to fight white discrimination and were active among communi-
ties of slave descendants in Cape Town…. ‘Coloured’ became an accep-
table self description for many slave descendants in Cape Town to dis-
tinguish themselves from ‘Natives’ for pragmatic reasons. But also [and 
significantly] because such distinction made sense at the time in terms of 
existing kinship, occupational and communal ties, the culture these sup-
ported, and because new divisions of labour were tending to confirm a 
tri-partite division of Cape Town’s social formation into ‘white’, ‘col-
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oured’ and ‘native’ as migration of the latter into the city increased. 
(Bickford-Smith, 1994:308, 309) 

Apartheid South Africa was a racially-defined democracy for white 
citizens. People classified as ‘African’ were subjects relegated to ethni-
cally defined ‘independent states’ referred to as the ‘bantustans’. Peo-
ple classified as ‘coloured’ and seen as ‘of mixed-race’, along with 
those classified as ‘Indian’ occupied an ambiguous position within the 
South African polity. The latter groups were neither full citizens (in 
terms of access to rights before the law), nor complete subjects. The 
dominant articulation of ‘African’ identity was in terms of ‘tribal’ 
identities while at the same time there was an overarching 
black/white division of the population. Mamdani aptly conceptual-
ises the apartheid state as ‘the generic form of the colonial state in Af-
rica’ in which racial domination was ‘mediated through a variety of 
ethnically organised powers’ (1996:8). This state form shaped resis-
tance movements. Following the non-racial strategy of the Congress 
Alliance during the 1950s and 1960s, an important shift happened in 
the 1970s in the wake of the Black Consciousness Movement. It em-
phasised black unity rejecting the racial labelling of apartheid ideol-
ogy. During this period a general unease and rejection of the notion 
‘coloured’ entered the progressive political movement which emerged 
from a history shaped by both ANC non-racialism and the Black Con-
sciousness tradition, and coloured people were referred to as ‘so-
called coloured’. 

Despite this discomfort the term ‘coloured’ was seen as necessary, 
although always qualified, for mass politics amongst all South Afri-
cans opposed to the apartheid state. When the ANC was unbanned 
and eclipsed the UDF important shifts emerged. These became appar-
ent in the early post-apartheid period when coloured activists within 
the ANC ‘rediscovered’ their specificity and that of their com-
munities. In the context of an emerging africanist lobby within the 
ANC nationally and the resulting marginalisation of coloured people 
within the party, new contestations arose about the place of coloured 
activists within the ANC, about who is ‘black’ and what it means to be 
‘black’ - ‘black’ here conflated with ‘african’. Coloured activists identi-
fied this africanist resurgence as the main cause of their marginalisa-
tion within the party. Today, the meanings of african, black and col-
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oured are more ambiguous than they had ever been in the 1980s or for 
that matter the 1950s. 

Politics of Post-Apartheid 

In this post-apartheid era there is no longer a single white supremacist 
enemy against which to unite in struggle. The absence of such an en-
emy, however, does not mean that post-apartheid South Africa is 
completely unmarked by its history of slavery, colonialism and apart-
heid. It is important to acknowledge both continuities and changes in 
this period of transition. Such acknowledgement would mean a move 
away from dominant conceptions in liberation circles that ethnic and 
racialised identities are ‘purely a creation of the apartheid state’ 
(Wilmsen et al., 1994:347) with no place in the new South Africa and 
its priority of building national unity. 

Among the continuities and changes in the new South Africa are 
that we have black politicians and black people in power in some 
spheres while white dominance persists in others. This substantially 
weakens a Black Consciousness strategy, which tends to perceive of 
struggle in binary black-against-white terms. Furthermore, in the con-
text of a negotiated settlement a concerted political assault on white 
privilege is strategically very difficult or nearly impossible. This set-
tlement has meant some accommodation of white privilege. These 
political realities in South Africa today remove the incentives and con-
text which make possible an alliance between coloured and african 
people. The terrain of struggle has thus shifted considerably. 

The Rainbow Nation discourse operates in many different and 
complex ways. Politically, it forges hegemony and control for the 
dominant political party and a broader circle of elites because it has 
managed to appropriate it as a quintessential value of the new South 
Africa. Economically and socially its evasion of power soothes the 
racially based inequalities that persist but were established through 
the racially skewed processes of colonialism and apartheid. Culturally 
it operates as a new metanarrative which could effectively marginal-
ise other voices or discourses that counter the superficiality of the 
rainbow nation discourse. Thus, there is a fundamental question 
about how social spaces will be created for racialised (as opposed to 
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rainbow inseparability) political and cultural struggles that are not 
about essentialist self-interest.111 In other words, this discourse fore-
closes political struggles against various manifestations of white 
dominance which are not based on constructions of a ‘pure’ black 
identity, yet recognising the particularism of black experiences in a 
general sense. In addition, the priority of building a Rainbow Nation 
in the context of the New South Africa raises all sorts of questions 
about belonging. What colour is ‘coloured’ in the Rainbow Nation? 
Where is ‘black’? And where is ‘white’? Furthermore, the nation-
building project raises questions about what unity means in a highly 
heterogeneous society. This is especially the case where the construc-
tion of a singular, homogeneous national identity would deny the di-
versity of experiences in South Africa. 

The problem with the Rainbow Nation discourse is that it foreclo-
ses on critical questions of contestation which need to be recognised 
and explored. This foreclosure manifests itself in the notion that de-
spite history and its consequences, suddenly ‘we are all one nation’ 
and equal in our positions in this nation. Any matter that may divide 
or create conflict among us needs to be avoided to ensure that the aes-
thetic of the rainbow kaleidoscope remains intact. This discourse ig-
nores the fact that such co-existence is premised on highly unequal 
power relations systematically shaped over centuries. The nation that 
will be constructed through this framework will be extremely preca-
rious and unstable and necessarily mediated through an overly opti-
mistic and ‘happy-go-lucky’ sentimentalism so as to compensate for 
its frailties. 

To illustrate the inappropriateness of such premature invocations 
of ‘oneness’ it is critical to contextualise the emergence of this dis-
course in the political processes of the early 1990s. The price of a rela-
tively peaceful and negotiated transition has been the absence of any 
chance of effecting any significant redistribution of power and re-
sources between those who benefited from colonialism and apartheid 
and those who were exploited. To add insult to injury those who 
benefited are legally and constitutionally protected to the extent that 
they are allowed to siphon off vast amounts of resources in the post-
                                                             
111. Projects in line with the ideas of: Young, 1993; Hall, 1991; Gilroy, 1993 and Rat-
tansi, 1995. 
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1994 period through pension systems and other forms of ‘compensa-
tion’. These resources could have been used for developmental pur-
poses. 

These banalities of a negotiated transition clearly serve to further 
protect the institutionalised and embedded nature of racialised class 
power and cannot simply be erased or displaced through vague poli-
tical insistence that we need to leave the past behind us and march 
into a glorious future of equality and nationhood. These socio-politi-
cal absurdities need to be interrogated. Such interrogation cannot be 
accommodated in the patronising platitudes of the Rainbow Nation 
discourse. 

The experiences and positions of survivors of apartheid as articu-
lated through the process of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
are a clear reminder of just how cruel and painful the formal transi-
tional arrangement/agreements are from the perspective of those who 
suffered under the system. These processes directly counterpoint the 
hollow ring of being ‘one’ in citizenship of a ‘rainbow nation’. These 
brief examples clearly illustrate the primary function of the rainbow 
nation as that of legitimisation. It attempts to be the glue that keeps 
the brittle pieces together. 

The way in which these historical, political and social contexts are 
being negotiated is intricately linked to the changing social economies 
of the Western Cape. Historically, poorer coloured people, mainly in 
urban areas, were privileged in relation to africans with regard to cer-
tain categories of work; the provision of higher levels of access to edu-
cation and health services; the provision of unemployment benefits 
that emanated from being part of the recognised/‘legal’ labour force; 
the provision of housing infrastructure (both buildings and services) 
and the extension of a range of welfare services such as disability 
grants, (higher) state pensions, maintenance grants, amongst others. 
In the current context of democratic transition equity measures in so-
cial development strategies are likely to leave these coloured commu-
nities hard hit. 
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DISCOURSES ON COLOURED IDENTITIES 

White Nationalist Discourse 

There are three key discourses on coloured culture and identity in 
South Africa. The one is a white Nationalist discourse which con-
structs coloureds as ‘left over people’ (Marieke de Klerk cf. Adhikari, 
1992:9). This construction is accompanied with patronising and racist 
depictions of coloured culture. For example, coloured culture is repre-
sented as involving ‘coon’ carnivals and speaking ‘capey’ Afrikaans 
while coloured people are represented as drunken, happy-go-lucky 
clowns (die ‘jollie hotnot’/ ‘happy Hottentot’) who often/always be-
come violent when drunk (Gerwel, 1983). The stereotype of drunken-
ness is explicit in the common saying: So dronk soos ‘n kleurling on-
derwyser [‘As drunk as a coloured teacher’]. Recently, none other than 
Mr Percy Sonn, vice-president of the Western Province Cricket Asso-
ciation and deputy attorney general of the Western Cape, reinforced 
this notion by publicly justifying his drunkenness stating that ‘drink-
ing is so much part of the culture of my people’ (Mail and Guardian , 
Feb. 14–20, 1997:2). 

A Discourse of Blackness: 1970s and 1980s 
An alternative to this patronising discourse emerged in the 1970s and 
1980s among radical activists in the Black Consciousness Movement 
and in the non-racial United Democratic Front (UDF) and ANC. This 
discourse denies that colouredness is possible and different/specific 
in favour of an all encompassing black identity. Ineke van Kessel has 
dealt with this extensively. She argues that coloured activists were 

acutely aware of the price that had to be paid for becoming part of main-
stream resistance. In this political home, there was no place for ‘Col-
oureds’ as such, but only for ‘Blacks’. In order to be accepted as ‘Black’, 
Coloured identity had to be foresworn. (van Kessel, 1994:8–9) 

She continues to capture this position aptly through a statement made 
by Jonathan de Vries, who served as the Publicity Secretary of the 
UDF Regional Executive Committee, 1982–85: 

…the liberation culture was an African culture; the songs were either 
military songs or church hymns. There was no incorporation of Colou-
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red identity in the UDF. That [coloured identity] could not even be dis-
cussed. (quoted in van Kessel, 1994:9) 

This approach was seen as necessary in a context of resistance to 
white supremacy. Reflecting on the 1980s in the current context, 
Eugene Paramoer of the Community Youth Movement (CYM) expres-
ses this singular notion of being black as follows: ‘ek het in organisasies 
ingekom met die belief dat ek swart is en nie kleurling nie. Die verskille 
tussen kamerade is nooit regtig geaksentueer nie’ [‘I entered organisations 
with the belief that I was black and not coloured. The differences be-
tween comrades were never really accentuated.’] (interviewed in Bur-
gess and Dikeni, 1995:16). 

This discourse does not acknowledge the specificity of coloured 
experiences nor the heterogeneity and situatedness of blackness. It 
tends towards a totalising and single notion of being black. 

Ethnonationalist Discourse 

Contrary to expectations, most coloured people did not vote as ‘black’ 
(Eldridge and Seekings, 1996). In other words, the majority did not 
vote for any of the political parties that represented the ‘liberation of 
black people’, e.g. the ANC, the Pan-Africanist Congress, etc. Instead, 
more recently a third discourse has emerged among ‘Brown Nationa-
list’ movements in the Western Cape. These grope desperately after a 
mythical ethnic purity based in selectively reconstructed mythical 
pasts in attempts to ‘show us what coloured culture and identity is’. 
Among these movements are the Kleurling Weerstands Beweging (Col-
oured Resistance Movement, KWB), the Brown Nationalist Move-
ment, the National Liberation Front and the Coloured Forum among 
others. 

Mervyn Ross of the KWB represents the voice of ethnonationalism: 
We are proud that we are ethnic. And once we are ethnic and being rec-
ognised by various other people, we can also go further and say, ‘Look, 
we are ethnic. We have our own language, our own culture, our own 
land and we want to govern ourselves’. We are not prepared to be gov-
erned by the white man anymore—he has made a mess of it for 300 
years. We are not prepared to be governed by black people. (cf. Ca-
liguire, 1996:10) 
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This ethnonationalism falls back on racist and cultural essentialism 
and so becomes a bedfellow with apartheid discourse and right-wing 
movements such as the Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging (Afrikaner Resis-
tance Movement, AWB) despite Ross’s claims that this movement is 
‘an extension of his fight against apartheid, rather than a call for 
apartheid anew’ (cf. Brummer, 1995). 

Stefaans Brummer notes the similarities in the discourses of the 
AWB and KWB: 

In both, there is a sense of consolidation of a volk on a hostile continent, 
where recognition of that volk’s ethnically distinct nature, with their own 
culture, language and land is the only guarantee against the rapacious 
hordes without and the traitors within. For both, the affirmative action 
which they see as a government-dictated strategy to advance others at 
the expense of their own people, and the loss of the land which is their 
birthright, are the strongest rallying points. (Brummer, 1995) 

A Discourse of Denial 

In response to this essentialist nationalism left-wing academics have 
not been able to formulate any convincing arguments. Instead, they 
keep falling back on the decade-old assertion of the unreality of colou-
red identity. In 1987 Gavin Lewis noted that talking about coloured 
people ‘as a separate and identifiable group [with a separate identity] 
apart from the black majority’ (Lewis, 1987:1) was extremely contro-
versial. In the same vein as Goldin (1987) he also suggested that ‘Col-
oured identity is a white-imposed categorisation’ (ibid.:4). These ideas 
persist in various responses to the outcome of the April 1994 elections 
in the Western Cape and to subsequent attempts at and discussions 
about mobilising coloured people ‘as coloureds’. This is so despite 
new developments in conceptualising identities in the context of the 
ever-changing political terrain in South Africa (see Field, 1990; 1996 
and Wilmsen and McAllister, 1996). In this section we focus on the 
arguments of two local intellectuals on the left, Neville Alexander and 
Norman Duncan. These academics have in the media most clearly and 
publicly articulated what we call the discourse of denial. Alexander’s 
views have been and continue to be particularly influential because of 
his historical role in opposition politics. We provide a short introduc-



 Conceptualising Coloured Identities in Western Cape, South Africa 177 

 

tion to each of these scholars before proceeding with our critique of 
their views on coloured identities. 

Neville Alexander, historically classified coloured, is a well known 
intellectual of the socialist left in South Africa. He was involved in the 
structures of the Non-European Unity Movement. His ideas regarding 
the need for guerilla warfare precipitated his suspension from this 
movement. He was subsequently involved in the formation of the Na-
tional Liberation Front (NLF) to mobilise people committed to the vio-
lent overthrow of the state. Alexander’s involvement in the NLF even-
tually led to his imprisonment on Robben Island for ten years (1964–
1974). After his release from prison and his years under house arrest, 
he helped launch the Cape Action League in 1983 and played an in-
strumental role in the formation of the National Forum. In 1990 he 
was elected head of the Workers Organisation for Socialist Action 
(WOSA), a new political organisation committed to promoting work-
ing class interests. Alexander has been employed as a lecturer in the 
Faculty of Education at the University of Cape Town since the early 
1980s and is currently based in this faculty (Villa-Vicencio, 1993:9–17). 

Norman Duncan, also historically classified coloured, is of a much 
younger generation and has been an active member of the UDF in 
Cape Town. He is trained as a psychologist and has a key interest in 
anti-racism. Duncan is currently Head of the Psychology Department 
at the University of Venda. 

In the late 1990s intellectuals such as Neville Alexander and Nor-
man Duncan continue to articulate the view that coloured identity is 
(a) white-imposed, racist and reactionary; (b) an apartheid relic best 
left behind us in this post-apartheid era and (c) a basis for ethnic na-
tionalism and thus possible Rwanda/Burundi and Bosnian type 
genocide. (Alexander, 1996; cf. Fakier, 1996a and 1996b). 

These views are illustrated in a debate about coloured identities in 
the Cape Times, one of the local newspapers in the Western Cape. 
This particular debate occurred in the context of the municipal elec-
tions in the region during 1996. In the course of this debate Alexander 
challenged Chris Nissen, former ANC leader in the Western Cape, for 
asserting his coloured identity. Alexander writes: 
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Comrade Chris Nissen (Cape Times, March 18) shows a singular lack of 
historical and political understanding when he proclaims…that he is 
first of all a coloured person. (Alexander, 1996) 

In our view Alexander’s implicit denial of historical formations of col-
oured identities begs a more complex understanding of South African 
history and politics. In addition, although he correctly describes Peter 
Marais’ (National Party Member of Parliament from the Western 
Cape) response to Nissen’s assertion as ‘racist and tribalistic drivel’ 
(ibid.), he fails to recognise that not all assertions of coloured identity 
are racist. 

Alexander further argues that 
identities are usually prescribed or described in the ideology of the rul-
ing or dominant groups in any unequal society … [b]ecause they are de-
fenceless, slaves generally accept the identities their masters impose on them 
[and that South Africans now need to] lay to rest the slave mentality we 
were forced to inherit from the colonial and apartheid past. (ibid., our 
emphasis) 

Part of the view that coloured identity is white-imposed is the com-
monly held notion that coloured people have no culture. Norman 
Duncan argues that claiming coloured identity points to ‘a new form 
of racism’. He says: 

[i]t’s incorrect to speak of ‘coloured’. It cannot bring us anywhere [but 
lead to bloodshed] because there’s no such thing as a coloured culture, 
coloured identity. Someone has to show me what it is… (Fakier in Cape 
Times, 4 December 1996) 

Returning to Alexander (1996), he further notes that South Africans 
‘live in a period in which it is eminently possible to promote and conso-
lidate a South African consciousness and a South African identity’ (our 
emphasis). For Alexander our national identity should be primary 
with all other identities subsumed under this nationality: 

[I]f the nation does not become the primary identity of the people of 
South Africa, they will willy-nilly imbibe all manner of ethnic and racial 
allegiances or sub-identities as their ideological life-blood. (Idasa Confe-
rence, Panel Speech, Aug. 1995) 

In his conceptualisation of ‘the nation’, he ignores the gendered and 
racialised content of the concept of nationhood. He also reduces all 
aspects of our subjectivity to nationhood. In our everyday lives, how-
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ever, we are never simply ‘South Africans’ and our South African 
identity cannot always be and is not always our primary identity as 
Alexander wishes. Instead, all our lives are gendered, racialised and 
classed. 

In our view these academics deny processes of coloured identity 
formation. This forces coloured people to choose between being either 
‘black’, ‘white’ or ‘South African’. The former falls into a binary per-
ception of our complex racialised world. The latter denies difference 
and racialised relations of social power. Besides, processes of identity 
formation are hardly this clear cut. Finally, no identity is inherently 
progressive or reactionary. 

There is some basis in fact to the link between the term coloured 
and apartheid racial classification. However, this one-sided way of 
thinking is not helpful in understanding the construction of any iden-
tity, including various constructions of coloured identities. It loses 
sight of the reality that as subjects we do not simply internalise what 
dominant ideologies say about us. Instead, in our struggles against 
various forms of domination including racism we define and redefine 
our own senses of self. It is this subjective aspect of the construction of 
coloured identities that makes it valid and worthy of exploration and 
examination. As Field (1990:11) argues: ‘it is incorrect to define any 
people as the product of state action and ideology’. Such thinking re-
duces human subjects to passive victims of domination and oppres-
sion. Significantly, Field (1990:11) notes that the important unasked 
question is: ‘what are the implications of denying coloured people’s 
role in the process of their definition of themselves and of their iden-
tity as based on their everyday life experiences?’ 

The danger of Duncan’s argument, however, that coloured people 
lack their ‘own’ culture, is that he may be falling into the trap of reify-
ing culture ‘show me what it is’ he says. Underlying the notion that 
there is no such thing as coloured culture and identity is the assump-
tion that because coloured identity does not have an ‘essence’ in the 
sense that african ethnic identities are assumed to have, it is in this 
sense not a ‘real’ identity. Ironically, such arguments fall into the same 
trap of apartheid discourse, which attempted to divide black South 
Africans into distinct ethnic groups with distinct and conflicting cul-
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tures. For such views culture is only culture if it is pure and internally 
unified. 

In contrast to the view of coloured people as helpless and hopeless 
remains of Afrikaner and racist apartheid manipulation we attempt to 
conceptualise the making and remaking of coloured identities as a 
fluid process involving agency and shaped by time and place. We 
challenge singular notions of blackness which are open to repressive 
sameness as well as essentialist notions of colouredness which hark 
back to the Verwoerdian era. Finally, we point to the validity of colou-
red identity formation on the basis of the following conceptual foun-
dation. 

CONCEPTUALISING COLOURED IDENTITIES 

[I]dentities are not found but made; they are not just there, waiting to be 
discovered…but they have to be culturally and politically constructed 
through political antagonisms and cultural struggle. (Mercer, 1994:292) 

In this section we draw on relevant works of Kobena Mercer, Stuart 
Hall, Amina Mama, Craig Calhoun and Ali Rattansi in an attempt to 
outline a non-essentialist theory of identities. 

All Identities Are Constructed, Unstable, and Heterogeneous 

All identities, including coloured identities, are constructed and given 
meaning in particular social contexts. It is important to see the content 
of this meaning in its historical, socio-political, cultural and spatial 
contexts. This meaning is always contested, hence unstable. 

Amina Mama (1995:2) develops and applies a conceptualisation of 
subjectivity as a discursive process during which subjects take on 
multiple positions. For her, subjectivity is not an easy, nor effortless 
process. It is a dynamic process of continuous conscious and uncons-
cious self-reflection on our relation to the ‘us-ses’ and ‘them’s’ in our 
particular worlds. Furthermore, it is a process with a multiplicity of 
possibilities. 

Conceptualising formations of identity as processes involving ac-
tive subjects/agents helps challenge the notion that coloured identi-
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ties are simply white-imposed by slave-owners and/or apartheid 
politicians and passively accepted by coloured people. Instead, it faci-
litates a conceptualisation that accounts for the fact that coloured 
people played and continue to play an important role in giving mean-
ing to their identities. 

Furthermore, we “assume different identities at different times, 
identities which are not unified around a coherent ‘self’. Within us are 
contradictory identities, pulling in different directions, so that our 
identifications are continuously being shifted about… No single iden-
tity… [can] align all [our] different identities into one, overarching 
‘master [or primary] identity’” (Hall, 1993:277, 280). Thus all South 
Africans have multiple and often contradictory identities based on 
race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity among other factors. Nation-
building in the new South Africa and the consequent pressure to see 
ourselves primarily as South Africans can fall into the trap of denying 
difference and shifting identities among South Africans. 

A Historicised Approach 

Processes of identity formation are embedded in specific historical 
contexts. An approach towards coloured identities as historically con-
structed and re-constructed in particular social contexts allows one to 
acknowledge that processes of coloured identity formation can be de-
fined in terms of what they ‘are’, namely valid processes of identity 
formation which shift with time, place and space. These processes are 
rooted in historical processes of dislocation in the context of slavery, 
and of cultural dispossession in the case of genocide and of subordi-
nation of indigenous peoples. This points us to the importance of an 
examination of the role of slavery in the collective history and partial 
‘origin’ of coloured communities. Drawing on the literature from 
Latin America (Taussig, 1990), Africa (Mbembe, 1991) and South East 
Asia (Tsing, 1993) we know that practices and social relations during 
slavery engrave themselves deeply into the fabric and tissue of ensla-
ved and non-enslaved communities in various ways, with complex 
aftermaths. Although much historical work has been done on the his-
tory of slavery at the Cape (Shell, 1994; Worden and Crais, 1994; 
Eldridge and Morton, 1994) we remain unclear about what exactly 
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this history might mean for processes of coloured identity formation 
today. At a minimum there needs to be an acknowledgement of that 
period in the history of ‘a people’ before processes of re-writing and 
re-claiming colonially defined histories and interpretations can begin 
to be understood. 

In the context of colonialism, dislocation and cultural disposses-
sion a key survival mechanism for the subaltern peoples was to app-
ropriate the dominant culture and in so doing, to create their own 
‘new’ cultures. In this sense coloured identities and cultures are less 
about what was lost culturally along the Middle Passage and as a re-
sult of genocide and more about the articulation of these diverse iden-
tities and fragments of cultural formations with the colonial culture. 
Creolisation of the Dutch language is one manifestation of this process 
of cultural and identity formation among slave communities in the 
Western Cape. This is one place to which our attention should be 
turned when thinking about coloured identities to the dialogue be-
tween subaltern and dominant cultural forms in the colonial context. 

Racialised Identities, Identities as Relational 

Processes of creolisation and racialisation occur within the context of 
very particular and multiple sources of power relations leaving them 
politically open-ended. In the context of a history of colonialism, slav-
ery and apartheid all processes of identity formation in South Africa, 
including the formation of white identities, have historically been 
shaped by racialised relations of social power. Multiple, shifting 
meanings of race give rise to multiple discourses of race and multiple 
racisms. Not only do ideologies of racism/discourses of race change 
over time, they also vary within one broad context at one time. These 
variations are shaped by very particular relationships of social power 
between specific white people and specific black people. 

Writing on black experiences in England, Mama argues that 
[ra]cial oppression itself is inadequately conceptualised as monolithic, 
total and homogeneous in its effects. The nuances and intricate sets of 
social etiquette and behaviour, of betrayal and collusion, of inversion 
and resistance that constitute racism as a social process are barely 
touched upon. (Mama, 1995:48) 
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In similar vein, Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1992) point us to the impor-
tance of understanding racism not as a uniform phenomenon, and 
racialised identities not as abstract, homogeneous categories, but in 
relation to specific sets of social relations. An understanding of raciali-
sed identities based on the particularity of experiences challenges the 
common perception that ‘black’ and ‘white’ are homogeneous binary 
opposites. 

Calhoun (1994:26) echoes this conceptualisation. He argues that 
seeing identities in terms of categories of individuals ‘allows a kind of 
abstraction from the concrete interactions and social relationships 
within which identities are constantly renegotiated, in which indivi-
duals present one identity as more salient that another, and within 
which individuals achieve some personal sense of continuity and bal-
ance among their various sorts of identities’. 

Like elsewhere in the world, racism in South Africa before, during 
and after apartheid was and is not a uniform, immutable phenome-
non. Instead, racism has, and continues to take on, different forms in 
relation to different groups of black people. Any non-racial or anti-
racist project has to take this variation into account if it is at all aiming 
at some success over the long term. Even though we talk of the apart-
heid system as a singular force, we need to look more closely and real-
ise that different forms of racism were and are applied to different 
groups of black people in different contexts. Without necessarily re-
ducing black experiences to people’s responses to racism, this ap-
proach leads one to an acknowledgement of multiplicity and diversity 
within black experiences. 

Coloured identities have been shaped by very particular racist dis-
courses. It is important to conceptualise coloured identities as relatio-
nal identities shaped by complex networks of concrete social relations 
rather than seeing ‘coloured’ as a particular category of individuals 
and/or as simply an imposed name from a racist past. The value of 
this approach is its challenge to any notions of colouredness as homo-
geneous and/or an essentialist ethnic identity with fixed cultural 
boundaries as well as its acknowledgement of the particularity of 
identities. 

This means that coloured politics can unfold in a number of diffe-
rent directions. Rattansi (1995:256) insightfully reminds us that if we 
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are to make sense of all identities, including racialised identities, as 
relational, created and recreated through struggle, situational, con-
tradictory, and multiple, it is important to acknowledge that identities 
have ‘no necessary political belonging’. Instead, people mobilise 
around reconfigured articulations of identity for various purposes, 
whether reactionary or for resistance. Coloured identities are neither 
inherently progressive nor inherently reactionary. Instead, articula-
tions of coloured identity are resources available for use by both pro-
gressive and reactionary social movements. These identities are more 
likely to articulate to reactionary movements under some circumstan-
ces. 

CONCLUSION 

This paper has pointed to some problems with the ways in which col-
oured identities have been understood both before and after the 1994 
democratic elections. These problems are indicative of the critical 
need for a thorough debate about the national project that has been 
spurned by the particularity of the South African transition as con-
structed by the main political players. It is our view that this national 
project is very far removed from the everyday realities and politics of 
ordinary South Africans. It is also counterposed to the emergence of a 
critical public sphere in which issues of differential power are voiced 
and critiqued. 

We need to ask penetrating questions about the precarious busi-
ness of (re)constructing a nation. How can a national project be kept 
open-ended and critical? How can we ensure that it refrains from pre-
scribing processes of identification and establishing itself as the polic-
ing agent of various boundaries between people and their various 
communities? This paper has been an effort to demonstrate that more 
open-ended and empowering conceptualisations of coloured identi-
ties are possible. These, we believe, are instructive for a broader de-
bate about national identities and their ‘fit’ with deep democracy. An 
inclusive democracy cannot be built on a notion of ‘the Nation’ (those 
who ‘have’ a national identity as ‘primary’) and ‘its Others’ (those 
who do not ‘have’ this ‘primary’ identity but who, instead, ‘willy-nilly 
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imbibe only sub-identities’). Nor can it be built on a blinded normalis-
ing notion of ‘simunye’ (oneness—a slogan used by the South African 
Broadcasting Corporation, SABC, Channel 1 in the post-1994 period). 
Instead, our attention should be turned to the ways in which South 
Africans from diverse experiences (gendered, racialised, class, cul-
tural, sexual orientation) interpret and appropriate the meaning of a 
New South African national identity in making sense of their lived 
experiences. 
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Intimate Transformations: Romance, Gender 
and Nation 

Maria Olaussen 

In this paper I wish to discuss two novels written in South Africa at 
crucial times; Bessie Head’s The Cardinals, which was written in 1960–
1962, although first published posthumously in 1993; and Nadine 
Gordimer’s None to Accompany Me, which is set in post-apartheid 
South Africa and was published in 1994. Both novels evolve around 
rather complicated romance themes intertwined with issues of place, 
belonging and the shifting ground of political reorientation. 

Despite the differences between these authors they have both been 
given representative functions by the Western academic establish-
ment. Gordimer is often read as “spokesperson” for white South Af-
rica and Bessie Head as “African Woman Writer” by readers and crit-
ics abroad. An understandable reaction here is that local readers ques-
tion the legitimacy of “the spokesperson” and question the text from 
this perspective.112 This is already an important question of place and 
involves much larger issues than simply that of determining who 
speaks “for” a certain place. The fact that certain texts are written into 
a national and an African continental canon from abroad shows us 
that any question of representative texts should be discussed within 
the context of the global centre-periphery discrepancy we live with 
today. In Edge of Empire, Jane M. Jacobs defines the “spatial struggles” 
of post-colonial texts as “formed out of the cohabitation of variously 
                                                             
112. See, for instance, Michael Wood’s review of Kathrin Wagner’s Rereading Nadine 
Gordimer. Wagner’s main focus is on the differences between domestic and foreign 
audiences’ perception of Gordimer. The “insights” which the foreign audience find in 
her texts are, according to Wagner, rather banal for the domestic audience. According 
to Wood, Wagner needs to focus more precisely on the source of the unease among 
South African readers and critics. Wood does not touch upon the importance of ques-
tions concerning the relationship between representation and realist narratives and the 
function of realism in this context. Wood, 1994:12–13. 
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empowered people and the meanings they ascribed to localities and 
places.” These spatial struggles are also “constituted from the way in 
which the global and the local always already inhabit one another.”113 
The texts by Gordimer and Head are informed by these struggles and 
constitute in themselves different manifestations of the struggle over 
the meaning of place. The power relations involved are not deter-
mined only by the situatedness of the authors but also by the global 
critical establishment. 

The representative function given to certain texts in certain periods 
of time is therefore part of a much larger process of cultural fabrica-
tion than the individual choices of authors and critics. Bessie Head 
wanted to escape this function altogether. During her visits to African 
universities she found herself in situations where she had to defend 
her way of writing and her seemingly apolitical approach to apartheid 
South Africa. In a letter describing her visit to Nigeria, Head writes: 

One student questioned me very aggressively. He said: “When we read 
Achebe and Ngugi and Armah, we find things there we can identify 
with, but with you we are disoriented and flung into Western litera-
ture.” 114 

Head displays a rather dismissive attitude towards this question as 
well as towards another recurrent theme in her discussions with audi-
ences in African countries, that of her political involvement. On this 
particular occasion Head simply answers that she sees herself as being 
“above an environment”.115 

In “The Essential Gesture” Nadine Gordimer addresses this ques-
tion of the writer’s commitment and specifically as regards writing in 
apartheid South Africa. The wish to be a story-teller free of responsi-
bilities and the idea of writing somehow existing “above” an envi-
ronment Gordimer describes as a fantasy which sooner or later comes 
to an end. “The writer loses Eden, writes to be read, and comes to re-
alise that he is answerable.”116 Gordimer draws on Roland Barthes’ 
idea of language as a common prescription and habit creating the 
work which is the writer’s essential gesture as a social being. 

                                                             
113. Jacobs, 1996:5. 114. Head, 3.9. 1982. 
115. Head, 3.9. 1982. 116. Gordimer, 1988:286. 
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Bessie Head’s refusal to take up the specific commitment as a 
South African writer is closely tied up with her ideal of universality. 
This ideal is in turn a result of the awareness that her writing could 
never aspire to the representational function that Gordimer seems to 
take as self-evident. In The Cardinals, Head’s aspirations for universa-
lity enable her to create a world of exclusion and disintegration. Gor-
dimer’s novel, on the other hand, never quite lets go of its aspirations 
for specific validity which paradoxically leads to a tale evolving 
around a strong central voice even when what it is describing is how 
the centre cannot hold. 

My focus here is on how the cultural construction of womanhood 
within a romance theme changes within the changing circumstances 
of nation-building. My concern is to link nationalism and sexuality 
and, like the authors of a volume with that very name, look at “two of 
the most powerful global discourses shaping contemporary notions of 
identity.”117 In their introduction, the editors of Nationalisms and Sexu-
alities problematize Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities118 be-
cause of the inherent masculine bias of his analysis and the under-
developed comparison with gender identities as relationally consti-
tuted. Anderson himself shows how nationality gains its meaning 
only within a system of differences in the same way as “men” and 
“women” are defined in opposition to each other. The nation will thus 
be defined through what it excludes and hence will be involved in a 
constant process of monitoring that exclusion. 

This process is not only comparable to that of constituting gender 
difference but, more importantly, it is in itself gendered. The meaning 
of the nation, i.e. the style in which the community is imagined, is de-
termined within a “distinctly homosocial form of male bonding.”119 
This takes the form of representing the nation as female as in the 
common trope of homeland as female body with its ideological links 
to an idealization of motherhood, heterosexuality, the family and the 
idea of the nation as a fraternity. According to the editors of Nationa-
lisms and Sexualities, this idea of the nation as imagined from a male 
perspective is implied in Anderson’s work but never analysed further. 

                                                             
117. Parker et al., 1992. 
118. Anderson, 1983. 119. Parker et al., 1992:6. 
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The nation as a fraternity also excludes women’s political move-
ments from the nationalist agenda. According to Gisela Kaplan, na-
tionalism in western Europe has been highly adaptable to a great va-
riety of different ideologies but “[t]here is at least one ideology with 
which nationalism has been incompatible in most western European 
countries, and that is feminism.”120 In anti-colonial struggles, 
women’s movements have constantly negotiated the struggle for 
women’s rights within various nationalist agendas. At independence 
these struggles have often been removed from the nation’s agenda or 
subsumed within a centralized state structure no longer controlled by 
the movements themselves. As Lois A. West points out in her intro-
duction to Feminist Nationalism, it is a matter of working out contra-
dictions in “women’s struggling for women’s rights within contexts 
that have denied them rights as citizens at the same time as they are 
working on various nationalist struggles rooted in their kin, ethnic, 
religious, or regional group.”121 The presence of these struggles 
within the gendered national narrative opens up the possibilities of a 
differently imagined community. 

The Making of a Good-Time Girl 

In an article on “Bessie Head’s Southern Spaces”, Rob Nixon points to 
the fact that Bessie Head’s literary development followed a different 
trajectory from that of her South African male contemporaries.122 
Whereas writers such as Peter Abrahams, Bloke Modisane, Es’kia 
Mphahlele and Lewis Nkosi, all celebrated the urban life style or at 
least developed the “Jim Comes to Jo’burg” theme of rural-urban mi-
gration, Bessie Head depicted urban South Africa only in her first 
novel The Cardinals. After leaving South Africa on an exit visa in 1964, 
Bessie Head turned to descriptions of rural Southern Africa in all her 
writings. According to Nixon, Head “anticipated the need to counter-
balance South African literature’s fixation with male, urban space and 
with realms of spectacular conflict rather than the ‘small’ pressures of 
daily survival.”123 

                                                             
120. Kaplan, 1997:8. 121. West, 1997:xxx. 
122. Nixon, 1996:243–254. 123. Nixon, 1996:250. 
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Bessie Head’s writing also goes against the grain of the literary 
development in South Africa in the sense that she, through her exile, 
leaves South Africa also in the literary sense. Whereas other refugees, 
for instance Alex La Guma, continued to use South Africa as the basis 
for their literary imagination, Head depicts Botswanan village life. In 
this respect, her writing both implicitly and explicitly constitutes a 
critique of the “grand narratives of national politics”.124 Head’s writ-
ing is profoundly informed by her surroundings and by the history 
and politics of Southern Africa but she refuses to fit it into a national-
ist paradigm. 

Despite her alliance with Panafricanism in the early sixties, Head 
later developed an aversion to political activities. With the publication 
of The Cardinals, this aversion can be traced back to the very roots of 
her experience of the beginnings of black urban political and cultural 
activities in South Africa. The Cardinals is a novel about the necessity 
and the difficulties of writing, “a passionate exploration of the craft 
and the calling”, as M.J. Daymond puts it in her introduction.125 It 
brings writing into close juxtaposition with the shaping of a self in a 
situation of oppression and disadvantage. By choosing a female pro-
tagonist and focusing on sexual vulnerability, Head thematizes a gen-
der-specific form of oppression. Head’s novel also shows that the 
formation of female subjectivity is closely tied up with heterosexual 
power relations. 

The Cardinals is set in the year 1959 but written in the early sixties. 
It is therefore a retrospect on the year before the turn to a more violent 
anti-apartheid resistance, mass detentions and exile. The novel depicts 
two aspects of the apartheid legislation: the Immorality Act and the 
Group Areas Act and analyses how the introduction of these bounda-
ries in the most intimate personal areas of place and sexuality transla-
tes itself into a particular subjectivity. 

The protagonist, Miriam, is an orphan brought up in a slum: “Un-
til the age of sixteen she was placed and replaced in ten homes” (The 
Cardinals, 10). Here she learns to read and write from an old man who 
writes letters for the entire community and therefore is looked upon 
as someone special. Through the ability to read and write and to serve 
                                                             
124. Nixon, 1996:244. 125. Daymond, 1993:viii. 
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the community with these skills he earns the right to an otherwise 
unacceptable individualism. The old man is allowed to sing for hours 
on end when drunk. “Usually such a display of individualism would 
have been violently repressed but the valuable service he performed 
for the community set him apart and protected him.”126 After the 
death of the old man. Miriam is forced to flee her home into “a new 
way of life” because of the drunken advances of her foster father. This 
is how Miriam eventually starts working as a journalist for The African 
Beat, a reference to Drum publications where Head herself worked. 

The two men who created the basis for her literary career in the 
slum now come together in one person, Johnny. He gives her the nick-
name Mouse and their relationship develops along the lines of a ro-
mance between strong, forceful man and insignificant but spiritually 
superior woman. In Head’s story, this theme is further underlined by 
the brutal and degrading treatment that Mouse receives both as a 
woman at the hands of Johnny but also as a journalist at the paper. In 
a review of The Cardinals in Southern African Review of Books, Dorothy 
Driver sees the significance of the novel exactly in its treatment of the 
Drum-decade from a female point of view. Driver writes: 

The standard critical view today is that Drum provided an enabling con-
text for writers, and that its ebullient style marked an important life-
force in black South African writing. The Cardinals asserts otherwise. The 
editorial demand for sensationalism, along with political constraint, 
damaged rather than promoted writing. Besides this, the patronising 
and insulting atmosphere towards women inhibited Mouse’s self-
expression, whether as writer or as woman. 127 

In a recent article “Drum Magazine and the Spatial Configurations of 
Gender”, Dorothy Driver goes into this in more detail. She argues that 
the black urban presence which was being created through Drum also 
involved a “process of psychic resettlement” where gender differ-
ences were being recreated. According to Driver, “Drum gives invalu-
able insight into the ways in which rural patriarchal structures were 
giving way to urban forms, as well as into the ways in which women’s 
voices were silenced and a set of ‘feminine’ voices constructed in their 

                                                             
126. Head, 1993:4. 127. Driver, 1993:17. 
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place.”128 Driver sees this reconstruction of femininity as due to the 
fact that gender was in a state of flux because of the rapid urbaniza-
tion. Drum magazine thus served as one of the instances through 
which sexual difference was enacted in a new way. 

In the face of this social confusion, Drum magazine blandly reproduced 
European and American constructions of gender as part of an overall 
ideology of romantic love. This was not romantic love in the courtly tra-
dition, but a modern form of romantic love within an ideology of domes-
ticity, aiming for the establishment of a consumer-oriented nuclear fam-
ily, headed by the husband and father and hospitable to female author-
ity in only its most carefully controlled domestic forms. 129 

The Cardinals gives a keen insight into this process and places the sex-
ual politics squarely within the overall and intensifying racial politics 
of the times. The first thing that is reported in the novel as being writ-
ten for The African Beat is Johnny writing: “Recently, 80,000 people 
were moved out of the slums of the Cape into new homes. Another 
government township was established. … Dominating the scene is a 
large police station and barracks. … The houses are like those square 
boxes you see at a loading-zone, empty of imagination or style” (p. 
19–20). Johnny’s and Mouse’s personal relationship also develops in 
conjunction with what Mouse reveals about her own upbringing. 
When Johnny and Mouse visit the slum where Mouse spent her 
childhood, Johnny admits to having encountered something unusual: 
“I think nothing can surprise me, and then life turns up something 
like you. You have a beautiful soul that was nurtured on a dung 
heap” (p. 24). 

When the reader is convinced that the relationship between 
Johnny and Mouse is moving in a romantic direction it is revealed to 
the reader that Johnny is in fact Mouse’s biological father, a fact that 
remains unknown to both of them. Here Head complicates a rela-
tionship which because of its abusive character is already quite com-
plicated. Furthermore the chapter about Johnny and Mouse’s mother 
introduces a rather different aspect of the romantic love relationship. 
Here it is seen as highly desirable, almost transcendent in its disre-
gard of the difference in status between the two lovers. They are both 
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totally detached from their surroundings, individualists who care only 
for the perfection of their love. This happy love story is abruptly inter-
rupted when Mouse’s mother becomes pregnant. She is locked in the 
house and after having given up her baby, kills herself. 

The love story between Johnny and Mouse now abruptly changes 
in character. It is viewed against the background of the relationship 
Johnny had with Mouse’s mother, and as a direct consequence of that 
failed love story. The reasons for the imminent father-daughter incest 
are thus contained in the curtailed possibilities of a traditional hetero-
sexual relationship. Johnny tells Mouse: 

You are young and might prefer to believe that love is moonlight and 
rosy sunsets. It is not. It is brutal, violent, ugly, possessive and dictato-
rial. It makes no allowance for the freedom and individuality of the 
loved one (p. 103). 

Although both Johnny and Mouse remain unaware of their biological 
connection, the issue of incest is brought up when Johnny describes 
his childhood and the incestuous relations he had to his sister, a 
young girl forced to support the family as a prostitute. Here Johnny 
describes that relationship as the closest that the sister could come to a 
sane and loving relationship. Mouse is not shocked by Johnny’s refer-
ence to incest: “That’s because you are not aware of family rela-
tionships” (p. 78). 

Another issue brought up in juxtaposition with the theme of incest 
is the court cases against persons contravening the Immorality Act. 
Johnny and Mouse together try to write reports on the Immorality 
Cases and the editor, PK gets arrested under the Immorality Act. Bes-
sie Head’s choice of this particular aspect of the apartheid legislation 
can be understood against the backdrop of what she knew of her own 
personal history. Like the protagonist of her novel, Head herself grew 
up with a foster-mother and was only rather late in life in a brutal 
manner told about her white mother and her black father. The racial 
classification that ensued with the Population Registration Act en-
tailed a rejection of her very existence. Head’s writing further shows 
how the very protest against this rejection also entailed a pro-
blematical position for women. She illustrates that “the period of the 
most rigid state enforcement of racial and ethnic difference (1960–90) 
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was also the period of gender relations marked by an increasing eco-
nomic, political and ideological subordination of women.”130 

Interestingly enough, it is in conjunction with the description of 
the writing up of a Immorality Act case that Johnny makes a pass at 
Mouse. He tells her that she needs to move in with him and to give 
him total control of her life in order to develop as a writer. This is fur-
ther connected to the need of a country. 

We need a country the way we need food and clothes. A human life is 
limited so it has to identify itself with a small corner of this earth. Only 
then is it able to shape its destiny and present its contribution. This need 
of a country is basic and instinctive in every living being. … You cannot 
feel like the underdog and at the same time feel you belong to a country 
(p. 71–72). 

Head’s view of national identity can be considered a “primordialist” 
one, where a nation is seen as natural and universal.131 On the other 
hand, this view is expressed within the context of a total lack of self-
determination. What Head most crucially stresses is the extreme sense 
of dislocation and the disintegration of family patterns due to apart-
heid policies. Head works within a nationalist agenda in the sense 
that she describes the lack of a nation and thus reveals the “contradic-
tions between the ideal image of the nation state” and the actual lived 
reality of black people in South Africa in the late fifties.132 Most im-
portantly, Head shows how the ideal notion of the family interacts 
with the ideal situation of national belonging and how the disintegra-
tion of these systems creates alternative patterns. 

These patterns are, however, primarily negative ones. They are 
born out of necessity to compensate for something which is unattai-
nable. Despite the fact that Head idealizes belonging she writes as one 
of the dispossessed. Head’s writing can thus be seen as exemplifying 
the necessary excluding of the interlinked constructs of nation and 
family. 

                                                             
130. Unterhalter, 1995:236. 
131. See Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1992:23. 132. Stausiulis and Yuval-Davis, 1995:17. 
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Nation and Family 

In Nadine Gordimer’s novel None to Accompany Me (1994), the process 
of political change in South Africa is described through the central 
issue of land reallocation and housing problems. In this sense the 
novel is located at the opposite point to The Cardinals where black ur-
ban life is being claimed in the face of new restrictive apartheid legis-
lation. Whereas The Cardinals is located at the beginning of exile, both 
personal for the author Bessie Head and collective for many of her 
intellectual contemporaries, None to Accompany Me describes the prob-
lems of a return from exile. 

The house takes on a metaphysical significance in the novel. While 
the protagonist Vera Stark struggles with the legal complications of 
land redistribution and involves herself with personal problems of 
housing shortages among friends, she is also involved in a highly per-
sonal development away from the restrictions of a traditional hete-
rosexual female identity. In Western literature by women, the house 
has often come to represent that which imprisons and represents the 
female self.133 And as Leslie Kanes Weisman points out, “in many 
modern works of art by women, images of the house, woman’s body, 
and the role of house/wife merge symbiotically in a vivid social 
commentary on the house as woman’s prison.”134 

In this novel, the explorations for a new female self are directly re-
lated to the political process through which white South Africans will 
have to give up power and privilege. That these two processes do not 
both lead towards a disintegration of the self, but rather in opposite 
directions makes the novel an illustration of how “the cultural con-
structions of womanhood inscribed in many nationalist and ethnic 
identities and ideologies of nationalism demand women’s submis-
sion.”135 In this case it is the old crumbling nationalist construction of 
white South Africa which leaves the protagonist free to find her self. 

The nuclear family and the romantic heterosexual relationship is 
questioned right from the very beginning of the novel. The opening 
pages describe Vera Stark contemplating a group photograph which 
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she sent to her husband during the war. On this photograph, she 
marked the picture of her lover, thus pointing him out to her hus-
band. This first marriage is dismissed as a war time marriage, its 
meaning and duration circumscribed by the need for security and re-
spectability. The second marriage is contained within the ideology of 
romantic love, it is a “pure” relationship in the sense that it is seen as 
totally self-contained, not serving any ulterior purpose. Throughout 
the novel the basis for this relationship is seen as falling apart, a pro-
cess parallelled with the construction of a new political order, a new 
nation. The important thing to note here is that Gordimer describes 
the disintegration of the heterosexual romantic relationship not in 
terms of a sense of alienation, the wrong choice, but in terms of the 
necessity for shedding an existence. When Vera Stark’s marriage to 
her one-time lover comes to an end she moves out of the house she 
acquired together with her first husband and becomes a tenant on the 
property of a friend, a black man. In this way she sheds her identity as 
wife, mother, grandmother and—in the final scene of the novel where 
she by accident encounters the mistress of her friend—as a sexual be-
ing. The giving up of the house while totally devoting her life to hous-
ing problems is not only a political gesture. It contains an awareness 
of the fact that new political constellations do not come about inde-
pendently of the redefinition of subjectivity. The novel shows how 
forging of new identities acts as a starting point for larger political 
changes and that the social relations implicated in this process are 
shaped through the powerful forces of desire. 

While the novel is written with the white heterosexual couple at 
centre stage, it sets off this couple through descriptions of other cou-
ples. The process of political transformation brings the activists in ex-
ile back home and the land reforms finally make it possible for fami-
lies to become reunited. In the description of this process, Gordimer 
on the one hand, sees the creation of new structures of land owner-
ship as a possibility for the creation of a different national identity, on 
the other hand, she expresses some doubts about the function of the 
women when their households will once again be headed by a man. 
In an article on “Women and Land Reform”, Cheryl Walker discusses 
the notion of “tradition” in rural societies and the gendered power 
structures inherent in this concept: 
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Policy-makers need to acknowledge both the dynamism and the gende-
red nature of the popular discourse on ‘tradition’ in rural society. Too of-
ten it is official, male definitions of ‘culture’ that are accepted uncritically 
as those of ‘the community’, a cultural hegemony that the proponents of 
this view readily promote. Given their subordinate position, many rural 
women find it difficult to challenge the dominant view of ‘tradition’ 
head-on and their views are likely to display a degree of ambivalence, 
even contradiction, as a result. 136 

Gordimer’s protagonist risks her life in this work for land reform. She 
deals exclusively with men, both black men representing different 
squatter communities and white farmers who show great hostility 
towards the imminent change. The only black rural woman whose 
point of view is considered here, through the consciousness of Vera 
Stark, is the wife of Oupa who has been head of the household for a 
long time with Oupa working as a clerk for the Legal Foundation. She 
is here primarily seen as a woman living without a man, self-sufficient 
and strong but not as a figure for an alternative female self. White ru-
ral women are not even described, only hinted at as farmers’ wives 
whose vulnerability lies exactly in this relation.137 

For both the central white couple, Vera and Ben Stark, and the 
black couple, Sibongile and Didymus Maqoma, work for the bringing 
about of the new nation implies a reversal of gender roles. Ben is the 
one who has given up his artistic ambitions in order to provide for the 
family. He is also the one whose attractions are mainly sexual and 
who has to give way for another man despite the fact that he himself 
already was “the other man” (p. 61). In this way Vera takes up the 
role of the subject who is shaped through infinite displacements of 
desire, whereas Ben is contained and shaped by the house to which 
she returns. Sibongile and Didymus have lived the extreme of the 
housebound wife and the absent husband while in exile. With their 
return this is reversed with Sibongile becoming the active politician 
and her husband staying mostly at home, whereas “[h]ome for her 
was the politics of home” (p. 78). 

Vera’s lesbian daughter is described as one of those who can now 
claim their rightful place. When Vera gives up her house and her mar-
                                                             
136. Walker, 1996:150. 137. Coetzee’s In The Heart of the Country describes life on a farm from a female per-
spective which challenges the implicit unity of the farm suggested by Gordimer and 
advances a view of a different consciousness. 



200 Maria Olaussen 

 

riage and her function as wife, mother and grandmother, she is also 
shown the possibility of “making home of a new kind entirely” (p. 
314). The lesbian couple have adopted a girl and Vera is invited to 
play the role of the grandmother. Curiously enough, the antagonism 
between mother and daughter is here played out over the issue of 
Vera’s inability to function as a proper wife. It is the mother’s sexua-
lity which destroys the foundation of heterosexual relationships. The 
lesbian daughter is depicted from the mother’s point of view. Vera 
discusses the matter with Didymus who replies: “Of course, it’ll be 
part of our constitution that there’ll be no discrimination against any 
sex…but that doesn’t cover about your own child becoming—d’you 
have any idea what made her?—” (p. 177). In the novel it is, however, 
the mother who gives up the right to a house and the daughter who 
carries on with her family. 

The right to a house can be read metaphorically in terms of a poli-
tics of identity where Vera as the war time bride is qualified through 
her “rosy feminine submissions” (p. 10). Even when the husband is 
replaced by a lover she keeps her right to the house. It is only when 
she moves away from the heterosexual relationship altogether and 
sends her husband into exile that she also moves out of the house. 
This is depicted as a process of replacements where different groups 
now take over the house, the black couple, the African squatters in the 
rural areas and the lesbian couple. It is as with the drafting of the con-
stitution: “Everyone wants their own future arranged around them, 
everyone has plans for a structure of laws to contain their ideal exis-
tence. It is the nearest humans will ever get to the myth of being God 
on creation day” (p. 315). There are no new subjectivities involved 
here as in the theories of for instance Monique Wittig138, the lesbians 
simply take over the place of the heterosexual couples. The new self 
that is created is not a radically different self, it is not situated in a dif-
ferent place and it is dependent on a God-like creator. 

The white woman as outsider can therefore be depicted as invol-
ved in a process of finding her personal freedom when she moves out 
of the house. As in the literature of nineteenth century European 
women writers, Gordimer’s house imprisons the female self within a 

                                                             
138. Wittig, 1992. 
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construct of heterosexual romance. It is also significant that the novel 
ends with the old white woman living as a tenant on the property of a 
prominent black man. What this new self outside the main house im-
plies is therefore never entered into. Head’s novel deals with a differ-
ent form of placelessness, an awareness of the vulnerability of those 
who have never lived in the house. It expresses a wish for belonging 
but it also questions the simplistic vision of Gordimer’s tale of re-
placements. Both novels are involved in nationalist narratives which 
build on specific subjugated roles for women. 
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From Masters to Minorities: 
The Swedish-speaking Finns and the  
Afrikaans-speaking Whites 

Mai Palmberg 

INTRODUCTION 
National identity cannot build on the romantic idea of European 18th 
century nationalism of the nation state as a culturally homogenous 
unit. The adjustment process of once dominant elites built on ethnic 
mobilisation becomes a special and urgent issue in the democratic 
process of a multi-cultural society. 

This paper is a comparison of two such groups, the Swedish-spea-
king Finns in Finland and the white Afrikaans-speakers of South Af-
rica.139 They were able to dominate only as long as access to the po-
litical system was restricted. When universal suffrage was introduced 
in Finland in 1906 (under Russian tutelage since 1809 until Finnish 
independence in 1917) the Swedish-speaking Finns became for ever 
and ever a minority. The Afrikaners achieved dominance in competi-
tion with the English-speaking whites through their election victory in 
1948 and became a minority on the political arena only with the 1994 
majority elections in South Africa. 

In the South African transition there are lessons to be learnt from a 
comparison of these two groups. The white Afrikaners cannot be 
looked upon as merely the past masters and oppressors who have 
now been defeated, but also as a minority with legitimate minority 
concerns. This significantly calls for a new thinking among the white 
Afrikaners themselves, a “Reconstruction and Development” of Afri-
kaner identity. 

                                                             
139. If not qualified I use the term “Afrikaner” for this group, but will return to the 
issue of other Afrikaans-speakers. 
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The parallels 

The Afrikaners140 and the Swedish-speaking Finns141 represent about 
the same share of the population in their respective countries, one 
twentieth. 

Besides the minority share the two groups have enough substan-
tial features in common to make a comparison interesting: 

– Both trace their origin to migration many centuries ago at a time 
when their home country took over rule in the new land. 

– Despite the fact that they originally came mainly from one coun-
try, they do not see themselves as belonging to this country, but 
have a strong attachment to the country where the majority of 
them were born and live. 

– The majority of these two minorities were farmers and the folk 
culture as it developed in the countryside is in fact quite similar 
(having Northern European peasant cultural roots in common). 
The traditional “folk music” is a case in point. For the same reason 
the languages are not so distant cousins. Protestantism is the 
dominant religion in both groups. 

– Although a minority they managed to dominate for many decades 
before majority rule was introduced. 

– Geographically they are spread across the land, which makes 
separatist projects quite difficult. 

– The construction of their ethnic identity is a fairly recent pheno-
menon, and is in both cases part of a political project. 

– The states were constituted in connection with a civil war, the An-
glo-Boer War 1899–1902 in South Africa, and the Civil War in Fin-
land in 1918. 

                                                             
140. I will use the term “Afrikaners” or “white Afrikaans-speaking South Africans”, not 
the roughly synonymous “Boers”, which during the apartheid years became associated 
with racist policies and attitudes. 141. The term “Swedish-speaking Finns” is officially established, and recommended by 
the non-partisan Swedish People’s Assembly in Finland. Like most ethnic labels its clar-
ity can be questioned. “Finnish-speaking Swedes” would denote something different, 
Swedish citizens with recent Finnish origin, who have migrated to Sweden and stayed. 
The self-description of “Swedish-speaking Finns” is “Finland’s Swedes”, which again 
brings with it the misunderstanding that they are somehow part of Sweden. In Finland 
it is used to denote a separate cultural identity of a category of the Finnish people. 
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Similarities and common features do not mean identical development. 
One cannot mechanically transpose the two groups over the matrix of 
their societies. For example, while the Swedish-speaking Finns in 
early capitalism in 19th century Finland did constitute an overwhel-
ming majority of the industrialists and the large land-owners, the 
Boers were in an inferior position in relation to English-speaking capi-
tal in South Africa. Nor do we find in Finland any equivalent to the 
black population, alienated from economic and social progress by an 
almost coinciding colour and class line. But there are enough similari-
ties and parallels in the political process of minority dominance, the 
opening up of the political arena to majority rule, and the necessity to 
adjust to a minority status in the political system to make a compari-
son meaningful. 

To understand in depth the specific case of either one we would 
need to examine the specific historical conjectures, and power rela-
tions. This paper’s aim is different: to stimulate rethinking of received 

myths and concepts such as “Volk”, language,  culture and minority. 
This paper is based on the assumption that ethnicity, and in parti-

cular ethnicity as a political project, is not an expression of age-old 
primitive bonds of the members of a group, but rather a historically 
constituted and constructed project, whose content, moreover, 
changes with changing conditions.142 This needs stressing since the 
view is still influential in social science143, that “primordial identities” 
although sometimes ‘dormant’ are more powerful than other social 
sentiments. It is almost unquestioned in popular thinking, for ex-
ample, in self-descriptions, tourist pamphlets, school books and mass 
media. With the collapse of the socialist world system, and thereby 
the cold war conflicts, the ideas of primordial ethnic identities have 
become an easy blanket explanation for today’s conflicts of all sorts 
and in all places. 

This paper discusses three stages of the political process which the 
two ethnic groups have gone through: construction of their ethnic 
identity, consolidating minority dominance, and reacting to majority 
rule. The point is that since ethnic identities are constructed, they can 
also be reconstructed. Radical changes in the political arena make 
                                                             
142. See Anderson 1991, and a summary of the perspectives in Eriksen, 1993:92 ff. 143. The nestor in social science thinking on this is Clifford Geertz. 
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such reconstruction both possible and necessary. That golden oppor-
tunity is now at hand in South Africa. 

CONSTRUCTING IDENTITIES 

In the early 19th century there were neither Afrikaners nor Swedish-
speaking Finns. There were ancestors to those who later expressed an 
Afrikaner or “Finland-Swedish” identity, but that is a different matter. 
The social identity of both Afrikaner and the Swedish-speaking Finns 
was constructed when nationalism swept over Europe, set in motion 
by the Napoleonic wars, inspired by Rousseau’s ideas of “people” as a 
metaphysical category, and Hegel’s idea of every nation having a 
soul, and the language being its “unison resonant sound”, and nurtu-
red by romanticism in the letters and the arts. 

Nationalism, Ernest Gellner writes, “is the doctrine that the legiti-
mate political unit is also the ethnic one. Or to put it more simply still: 
it is about the marriage of State and Culture.”144 

Micro-nationalism and the state 
While Gellner gives us an elegant definition of the idea of the nation 
state, he here overlooks the cases of “micro-nationalism” of the kind 
dealt with here. In these cases the attitude towards the state is not 
given and is often complex and conflicting. By simplifying one can 
distinguish between three basic strategic aims: 
– Hegemonic claim by the group ruling the state to be the sole repre-

sentative and custodian of the interests of the whole nation. 
– Hyphenated nationalism — where the nationalism of one group of 

two or several is combined with patriotism in relation to the state. 
The loyalties are on two levels, to the group and to the nation. This 
two-level nationalism can be the strategy both in an inclusive de-
mocracy and in exclusive elite-based rule. It makes a distinction 
between nationality/ethnic identity and citizenship. 

– Separatism — demands by one group for varying degrees of auton-
omy up to setting up a separate state. 

                                                             
144. Gellner, 1994:7. 
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Since micro-nationalism does not just arise like a sleeping animal we 
must look at how it comes into being. Four cornerstones are needed in 
the construction of ethnic identity as a political project: 

a) Ideas about the need for a common front against threats to the in-
terests and the very existence of the group; 

b) Conceptions about a shared history, including ideas about a com-
mon past; 

c) Bonds of language and religion; 
d) Creation of structures to protect and advance the interests of the 

group as an ethnic minority. 

Ideas about the need for a common front 

Finland had been part of Sweden since the 13th and 14th centuries, 
and became an autonomous grand–duchy under the Russian Czar 
empire 1809 when Sweden lost its war against Russia. In South Africa 
the Cape colony was conquered in 1806 by the British. The only Rus-
sians in Finland were the administrative representatives of the Czar 
and Russian soldiers, and a few merchants who often settled for good. 
In South Africa, the imperial British element was represented both by 
administrators, investors and workers from overseas, and by people 
who came to settle or were born to settlers. Micro-nationalism in both 
cases was developed not in reaction to the foreign power, but against 
the competing domestic elite. 

Finland—whose nationalism? 

In the latter part of the 19th century the growth of Finnish capital and 
a self-conscious Finnish nationalism clashed with increasingly autho-
ritarian tendencies of the Czar’s rule, whose Pan-Slavic expansionism 
was seen as a severe threat to Finnish independence, Under these cir-
cumstances, the elites of both Finnish and Swedish language speakers 
were engaged in the patriotic project of asserting Finnish autonomy 
and identity (not yet political independence), and political links were 
created between the elites and the masses. Swedish was the language 
of the educated elite, a heritage from the time when Finland was part 
of Sweden (from the 12th century until 1809). 
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We find a large number of Swedish-language speakers among 
those who took part in this nationalist movement and are still placed 
among its founding fathers, among them Johan Ludvig Runeberg, who 
created the national anthem in 1849.145 

In the mid-19th century J.V. Snellman argued (in Swedish) in Hege-
lian fashion that there could be only one language in a nation, and 
that it had to be that of the Finnish majority. The educated elite gene-
rally agreed, but some differed on the pace at which Swedish could be 
replaced. This “Fennomanic movement” resulted in the formation of a 
“Finnish party” in the Diet (the four-estate legislative assembly) 
which had been convened from 1863 onwards. 

The construction of the identity of the Swedish-speaking Finns at 
the end of the century was a reaction to the idea that the Swedish lan-
guage had no place in the new Finland. A “Swedish party” was 
formed in the 1870s in the Diet, and held a majority in the estates of 
the nobility and the bourgeois. A bitter language strife raged for seve-
ral decades. 

Axel Olof Freudenthal expressed sentiments for radical solutions 
and active struggle against threats from the Finnish majority, even 
separatism 146 , but Axel Lille’s more moderate line, emphasising equal 
rights for both language groups won with the slogan “fatherland and 
Swedishness”.147 The need to unite against Russian threats to the 
autonomy, intensified after 1899, favoured this hyphenated nationa-
lism.148 

South Africa — Afrikaners vs. British, both against blacks 

In Finland the nationalist sagas were comprised of romantic tales 
about the modest, enduring and persevering soul of the Finnish peo-
                                                             
145. Elias Lönnrot who assembled the national epos Kalevala, an edited collection of 
Finnish oral literature, was one of the few constructors of Finnish nationalism who had 
Finnish as mother tongue. 
146. von Bonsdorff, 1950:19. 147. Ibid.:21. 
148. An expression of the efforts to gain acceptance for the equal status of the languages 
was the attempt to change the meaning of the word ‘Finnish’ to only denote language, 
and introduce the word finländsk (“Finlandish”) to cover both Finnish- and Swedish-
speaking citizens. After a century it has not yet been widely accepted or understood by 
the Finnish-speaking majority, but is still high on the agenda of Swedish-speaking 
Finns. See Colliander, 1945. 
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ple, set in the wars where Finns were fighting as part of the Swedish 
empire, mostly against Russia. Although based on real events this lit-
erature is regarded more as tales than as true stories. In South Africa 
“Afrikanerdom” has created its own “sacred history”, which clouds 
the vision of what really happened. This sacred saga, or Afrikaner 
“civil religion” is made up of “two cycles of suffering and death — the 
Great Trek and the Anglo-Boer War”.149 

In reality it was not Afrikaner ethnicity that moved those Dutch-
speaking whites who left the Cape colony in 1835–38 in disgust over 
British policies to trek first to Natal, then after British attacks to the 
interior. Those who trekked considered themselves ‘emigrants’ and 
‘expatriates’.150 Nor is there any reliable proof that the Voortrekkers 
really considered themselves a uniquely chosen people with a Cove-
nant with God.151 But this was later to become part of the Afrikaner 
nationalist myths. 

The view of the Afrikaner ideology as being from the start a racist 
ideology is equally misleading. The Boers reacted not so much against 
abolition of slavery, although this did disturb them and hamper their 
access to cheap labour, as they reacted against the broken promises of 
fair compensation. British interests were just as eager to exploit the 
black labour, although on a free labour market, and just as unwilling 
to accept franchise for the black people of South Africa. 

The Great Trek resulted in the mid-19th century in the separatism 
of the two Boer republics of Orange Free State and Transvaal152, but 
not as a result of ethnic mobilisation. There was an absence of Afrika-
ner ethnic consciousness before 1870, due to acquiescence in British 
cultural and political dominance, not only in the Cape but even in the 
Boer republics.153 In 1857 the mouthpiece of the Dutch-Afrikaner 
farmers in the Western Cape, the Zuid-Afrikan, wrote of a “gradual 
amalgamation of the Dutch and English nationality”, and advised that 
“the less we speak of nationality the better”.154 

                                                             
149. Moodie, 1975:12 ff. 150. Giliomee, 1995:22. 
151. Giliomee, 1995:22., ref. to A.B. du Toit. 152. In 1853 renamed the South African Republic. 
153. Giliomee, 1995:22–27. 154. Giliomee, 1995:27. 
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The ideological battle between Boer and British was sparked off 
with liberal British policies, the secularisation of the colony, and an 
Anglicisation drive of the educational institutions. The British annexa-
tion of Basutoland in 1868 and of the Diamond Fields in the Orange 
Free State in 1871 “made the burghers feel that they had been 
wronged as an ethnic group”.155 The ethnic project took the form of 
defence for the independent Boer republics. Separatism became ethnic. 

The Anglo-Boer war 1899–1901 was a consequence of this. The 
Boers lost, but their leaders were invited to write the constitution with 
the British for a Union of South Africa. It was founded in 1910, the 
former Boer republics plus Natal and the Cape became provinces, al-
though with little autonomy. The two groups agreed that the blacks 
should be treated only as labour, and that their land could be used for 
better purposes while they could be moved into reserves. 

The bitterness of war and the sordid consequence of more than 
20,000 dying in British prison camps coloured the Afrikaner ethnic 
project. Key expressions were ‘real’ Afrikaners, ‘traitors’ and ‘mar-
tyrs’. Traitors were those Afrikaners who cooperated too closely with 
the British, as when generals Smuts and Botha mobilised the Afri-
kaner citizen force for the British campaign against Germany in South 
West Africa in the first world war.156 

It seemed as if hyphenated nationalism was on the agenda when in 
the early days of Union general Hertzog in opposition to Botha’s ‘rec-
onciliation with imperialism’ talked of the “two-stream (Afrikaner 
and English) nationalism”. A nationalism which only includes two 
minority elites is, of course, a strange albeit not totally uncommon 
type of “patriotism”. Democracy is not a twin of nationalism. The hy-
phenated nationalism in South Africa at this time was a hegemonic 
project shared between two white elites. 

For decades after the Anglo-Boer war the Afrikaner movement 
was fiercely arguing what line to take in regard to the British: conti-
nued reconciliation or bitter struggle. The latter line won only at the 
end of the 1930s. It was now that the idea of divine destiny became 

                                                             
155. Giliomee, 1995:28. 156. Jopie Fourie who rebelled and was executed became one of the martyrs. 
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central.157 It was also only now, when the limited franchise of the 
Coloureds was abolished, that racism became part of the Afrikaner 
ideology.158 With the growth of industry in the cities Africans were 
seen as a threat to Afrikaner economic interests, and the English were 
suspected of welcoming their cheap labour. 

The Afrikaners could fight for hegemony because the whites of both 
ethnic groups had agreed to keep the majority out of the political 
arena. Hegemony was achieved with the National Party election vic-
tory in 1948, and broken only with the transition to majority rule in 
1994. 

Ideas about a common past 

The legitimacy of the ethnic project is enhanced by references to a 
common past, and to claims that the group has been in the country for 
ages and thus possesses birthright. 

The established truth today about the origin of the Swedish-
speaking Finns is that the migration from Sweden resulting in the 
present habitation of Swedish-speaking Finns dates back to the 12th 
and 13th centuries. We are also told that the coastal land they occu-
pied for some reason was empty, and that there are no documented 
violent conflicts between Swedes and Finns.159 

The slightly ironical thing about it is that only part of the Swedish-
speaking upper class, which dominated public life and therefore also 
the ethnic mobilisation of the Swedish-speaking Finns in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries, was descended from the coastal population. 
Other ancestors were: (1) officials, merchants, military officers and 
nobles who had moved at some point from Sweden; (2) the Finnish-
speaking peasantry, whose sons (and daughters) had to adopt Swed-
                                                             
157. This was expressed in the Ossewa Gedenkboek (1940), called ‘the New Testament 
of Afrikanerdom’ where Henning Klopper writes: “We believe that the Afrikaner will 
do it again under the guidance of God. He will arise from the debris and ashes of his 
defeats, shake them off, overcome them and finally become a powerful and victorious 
people.” See Moodie, 1975:14. 
158. See Giliomee, 1995. 159. Svenskt i Finland. En informationsbroschyr om finlandssvenskarna, 1996:7. The question 
of origin and age of the Swedish-speaking population in Finland is today presented as 
a matter of fact, but was a crucial question for the pioneers of the Swedishness move-
ment. According to the Finnish-speaking historian Puntila (p.171) it was a matter of 
proving that Swedish nationality had been there for ages. 
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ish when being educated; and, (3) merchants, artisans, and bourgeoi-
sie from different Baltic countries. 160 

In South Africa the origin of the Afrikaner in South Africa was at 
least as mixed in composition. Those who later called themselves ‘the 
Afrikaners’ were descended from many different groups, particularly 
people from Dutch, German and French background in the 17th and 
18th centuries.161 

The importance given to a common ethnic descent is a reflection of 
the tenacity of the basic tenets of the nation state ideology. It is as if 
the ethnic group could be recognised only if it proved to be a historic 
nationality of its own. The fact that the Swedish-speaking Finns gene-
tically are closer to the Finns than to Swedes in Sweden, and the fact 
that genealogists estimate a six–seven per cent contribution from non-
Europeans to the Afrikaners162 must be disturbing to the ethnic pur-
ists. 

Bonds of language and religion 

The linguistic development of the two minorities was not given. Giv-
ing primacy to language evolved with the need to create a strong 
sense of unity. This in turn made language the most important bond 
of cohesion and marker of identity. 

Finland 

Swedish had been the administrative and elite language in the areas 
which later became Finland ever since these lands became part of 
Sweden.163 But the administrators from Sweden often learnt Finnish, 
and the clergymen preached in the language of the local community. 
It should be noted that while Swedish is an Indo-European language, 
incidentally a not too distant cousin of Afrikaans, Finnish is a Finno-

                                                             
160. Allardt, 1977:8. 161. Giliomee, 1989:22. 
162. Loc.cit. 163. There really was no Finland before 1809 or possibly before the mid-18th century, 
when an elite wanted to break away Finland from the rest of Sweden. It is part of na-
tionalist ideology to write history as if the origin of the modern territorial unit was as 
far back as possible. Both historians in Sweden and Finland have committed this non-
scientific mistake (see Klinge, 1990). 
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Ugrian language with a completely different grammar and vocabu-
lary. 

The rural Swedish-speakers on the coast spoke many local dialects. 
But up to the late 19th century ethnic mobilisation “language was not 
an issue or a basis for social bonds”, as sociologist Erik Allardt writes. 
He summarises that “there was no particular connection between the 
Swedish-speaking rural population, and the Swedish-speaking upper 
class. Nor were there any particular ties between the Swedish popula-
tions living in Ostrobothnia164 in the West, the south western archipe-
lago and the southern coast”.165 A sign of the intervention of the eth-
nic project even in the geography was the creation at about the time of 
Finnish independence 1917 of the concept “Åboland” for that part of 
the south-western archipelago, where the majority of the population 
on the islands spoke Swedish.166 Previously the whole south-western 
archipelago, including islands with a Finnish-speaking population, 
had been called the Åbo archipelago after the closest city on the main-
land. 

As much of Finland was Lutheran religion played little part as a 
particularist marker in the formation of the identity of the Swedish-
speaking Finns. On the other hand, the church was one of the institu-
tions, where the importance of being able to use one’s mother tongue, 
was stressed. 

South Africa 

The established language movement for Afrikaans was a rather late 
phenomenon, formed as a reaction to the successes of the Anglicisa-
tion drive, first in Transvaal and the Free State, later in the Cape Col-
ony in the late 1800s.167 1906 was the year that the first novel was 
published in Afrikaans. In 1908 the Suidafrikaanse Akademie vir Tal, Let-
                                                             
164. Ostrobothnia, the largest, and mainly farming, area with a Swedish-speaking 
population in Finland, is jokingly but a little disparagingly called “Pampas” 
“plattlandet” (cf. “Plattenland”) by the Swedish-speaking Finns in the cities on the 
southern coast. 
165. Allardt, 1977:8. 166. Nikander, 1922:144. 
167. Giliomee, 1989:22–30. Among the Coloured population in the Cape, especially 
among the Muslims, another Afrikaans movement developed, centred on the Moslem 
community near Genaadental, but this strand of the language movement has been ne-
glected in Afrikaner officialdom. 
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ter en Kuns was founded in Pretoria. The first secondary schools with 
Afrikaans as the language of instruction were opened in 1917. In 1925 
the South African parliament recognised Afrikaans as one of the offi-
cial languages of the country, co-equal with Dutch and English.168 
The entire bible was available in Afrikaans in 1933. 169 

In South Africa the Calvinist religion was an important attribute of 
the Afrikaners. But the church was not united, and the religious 
schisms compounded political divisions. The dominant church was 
the NHK, the Dutch Reformed (Hervormde) Church, established in 
1853 as a state church. In opposition to it, a fundamentalist Reformed 
(Gereformeerde) Church was founded (called the Doppers), which in 
the 1870s developed a strongly anti-British consciousness. The small-
est but growing Nederduits Gereformeerde Church favoured close 
ties with the English in the Cape Colony.170 

Structures for unity 

The National Party (NP) was founded in 1914, and signalled the entry 
of Afrikaner nationalism into the political arena. After 34 years of op-
position to Afrikaner cooperation with the English-speaking whites, 
and increasingly fearful of African urbanisation and advancement, it 
reached the pinnacles of power. 

South Africa—Afrikaner advancement 

When in 1948 the National Party came to power it did so “as the poli-
tical organisation of an unruly Afrikaner nationalist social alli-
ance…held together by the ideological glue of a classless volk” united 
to struggle for breaking the ties with British imperialism by declaring 
South Africa a republic.171 

The ethnic mission was eroded with the proclamation of the Re-
public in 1961 and the class differentiation resulting from the success-
ful policy of Afrikaner favouritism in employment in the growing 

                                                             
168. Only in the 1961 constitution was Dutch no longer mentioned. 
169. Kloss, 1978:17. 170. Giliomee, 1989:25. 
171. An excellent analytic account of the National Party is Dan O’Meara’s book Forty 
lost years 1996. The quote is from p. 164. 
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civil service and Afrikaner-dominated state capitalism.172 Some ver-
krampfte founded the Herstigte Nasionale Parti (HNP) in 1969 having 
been expelled for opposing NP Premier Vorster’s idea to enlarge the 
party to include English-speakers.173 

NP’s position as champion of all Afrikaners was put to an even 
more severe test in the early 1980s, with increasing subjective and ob-
jective difficulties in containing the revolt against apartheid especially 
in the black suburban areas and crushing the support for the African 
National Congress. The Conservative Party (CP) was founded in 1982 
by a section of the NP expelled for opposing Prime Minister Botha’s 
willingness to give in to pressure from big business for reforms (al-
though far short of franchise to Africans).174 In the 1980s the NP also 
started to change its ethnic composition. A larger share than before of 
the voters came from the English-speaking South Africans.175 From 
this time NP started wavering between being a purely ideological 
party and one clinging to its claim to be the spokesman for all Afri-
kaners. From 1982 the NP no longer commanded the support of the 
majority of Afrikaners voting.176 

Besides the National Party, which after 1948 was married to the 
state, the most important structure of influence for the Afrikaner 
movement was the Broederbond. Founded in 1918, and turned into a 
secret society (for men only) in 1921, it became a very influential se-
cret organiser of Afrikaner civil society, seeking key members in edu-
cation, business, the civil service, the churches and government.177 

The Broederbond founded the Federasie van Afrikaanse Kultuur-
vereniging (FAK), a federation for cultural organisations in 1929 as its 
open wing. Under FAK tutelage a whole array of parallel organisa-
tions were created, by 1980 four hundred of them. There were among 
others the Noodhulpliga, an Afrikaner alternative to the Red Cross 
(considered too English); the Voortrekkers , an Afrikaner alternative to 
the scout movement founded by the British general in the Anglo-Boer 

                                                             
172. See O’Meara, 1983 and O’Meara, 1996:136–148. 
173. O’Meara, 1996:163. 174. Ibid.:290–303. 
175. In 1977 one out of seven, in 1982 a third of the voters declaring themselves for NP 
were English-speakers. O’Meara, 1996:308. 
176. Ibid.:308. 177. O’Meara, 1996:43–48, Harrison, 1993:84–102. 
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War, Lord Baden-Powell; the Jukskeibond for the playing of a suppo-
sedly Voortrekker game with a wooden pin from the ox-yoke; a 
women’s organisation, a student organisations etc.178 Some organisa-
tions were set up explicitly to help uplift the poor white Afrikaners, a 
group the Afrikaner establishment became increasingly uninterested 
in when the exclusive ethnic basis weakened.179 

The Broederbond’s relationship to the state-ruling National Party 
was sometimes uneasy. General Barry Hertzog gave publicity to a 
Broederbond circular from 1925 which stated that “the Afrikaner 
Broederbond shall rule South Africa”. This has been used to support 
the contention that they actually did. Hertzog’s criticism of the 
Broederbond is an interesting expression of a hyphenated nationalism 
of the exclusive type, and an interesting definition of ‘Afrikaner’, here 
expressed in a speech at Smithfield in November 1935: 

…in this way they stand in direct racial conflict with our English fellow 
Afrikaners, striving by means of Afrikaans-speaking domination to 
place the foot on the neck of the English-speaking South African. 
— 
It is being forgotten… that there are also English-speaking Afrikaners in 
South Africa who are also entitled to a place in the South African sun. 
When will this foolish, fatal idea cease that some people are chosen of 
the gods to rule over others?180 

The forging of unity on ethnic loyalties demands symbols and festivi-
ties. The Broederbond in 1938 coordinated the most effective celebra-
tion of Afrikanerdom ever with the Commemorative Trek to celebrate 
the centenary of the battle at Blood River, and the laying of the foun-
dation stone of the Voortrekker Monument outside Pretoria (opened 
in 1949). It was now that the Great Trek rose to prominence as the key 
event in the historiography of Afrikanerdom. It also gave the move-
ment a symbol, the ox-wagon.181 

The other sacred monument of Afrikanerdom was the Vroue-
monument (Women’s Monument) in Bloemfontein, inaugurated in 
1913 in dedication to the memory of women and children during the 
Anglo-Boer War. The Afrikaner woman was lauded as the sacrificing 

                                                             
178. Harrison, 1993:95–96. 179. This is one of the main propositions in O’Meara, 1996. 
180. Quoted in Harrison, 1993:100–101. 181. See Harrison, 1993:103–113; Moodie, 1975:18–21. 
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volksmoeder. Elsie Cloete reminds us that they had also had to sacrifice 
the hope of franchise for the Volksraad, promised to them in the 
1840s.182 The architects of Afrikanerdom were men.183 In the ethnic 
mobilisation of the Swedish-speaking Finns, similarly, the image of 
the leader, called a “chieftain” (hövding) is always a, preferably tall , 
man. The universal franchise achieved in 1906 had almost no support 
in the Swedish party. 

Finland — rallying the Swedish together 
There had been both elitist and populist concerns behind the mobilisa-
tion of “Swedishness”. These tendencies became known as kulturs-
venskhet (culture Swedishness), and bygdesvenskhet (rural community 
Swedishness).184 

The elitists argued that the loss of Swedish would mean the loss of 
cherished Western values, even of ‘civilisation’.185 The populists wor-
ried that the interests of the Swedish-speaking population in the coun-
tryside would be abandoned. In the 1880s societies were founded to 
establish schools and libraries, and to promote Swedish-language cul-
ture generally.186 A student-based movement emerged to go out and 
educate the Swedish peasants and foster unity. 

The Swedish-speaking countryside became dramatically important 
to the elite with the extension of the franchise. When universal suf-
frage was introduced in 1906 the Swedish-speaking minority also be-
came for ever and ever a political minority. “Traditions, intelligence, 
and capital”, which had been the catchwords for the defence of 
Swedishness for the elitists could no longer guarantee a secure and 
influential position. Part of these assets was now used to bolster the 
ethnic mobilisation so essential to secure as large a constituency as 
possible for the Swedish-speaking People’s Party (SFP) which was 

                                                             
182. Cloete, 1992:48. 183. See Butler, 1989 for a contrary perspective. Based on research in Craddock he 
claims that “women were crucially important in the creation of Afrikaner ethnic con-
sciousness” (p. 62). 
184. See von Bonsdorff, 1950:18–19. 185. This was the line taken by R.A. Wrede among others. 
186. Svenska folkskolans vänner and Svenska Litteratursällskapet. The former supported 
basic schooling and literacy in a broad sense. The latter association for Swedish-lan-
guage literature in Finland was founded in 1885 as a reaction to the Finnish Literature 
Society becoming a tool for the Fennomans. 



218 Mai Palmberg 

 

formed in 1906. The Swedish peasantry had been “a hitherto un-
tapped reserve”187 to quote an unusually candid schoolbook. 

SFP did succeed. Up to the 1970s it commanded about 75 per cent 
of the votes of the Swedish-speaking Finns, after the 1970s 60–70 per 
cent.188 

The cultural movement intensified with collection of folk songs, 
song festivals, the performance of rituals such as lavish peasant wed-
dings189 and the revival or invention of old folk costumes. A special 
red-yellow banner was chosen as the symbol for Swedish-speaking 
Finns.190 

Another marker of “Swedishness” in Finland was introduced with 
the “Swedish Day”, instituted in 1908, and still celebrated in almost all 
corners of Finland where there are Swedish-speaking Finns. The day 
chosen was 6th November, the day that in 1632 the Swedish king Gus-
tavus Adolphus II died at the battle of Lützen in the great European 
religious wars. The choice of this day indicates that the celebration of 
the Swedish Day was not to be a demonstration against the Finns, but 
rather a manifestation against the Russian masters (who with their 
Greek Orthodox religion were considered all but heathen, while Gus-
tavus Adolphus II was the closest you could come to a Protestant hero 
and saint). But it can, on the other hand be interpreted as a statement 
that the Swedish-speaking Finns are the bearers of western civilisa-
tion, although this ideological undertext is lost today. 

Many new institutions supported the ethnic project. The SFP 
founded the Swedish Cultural Foundation (Svenska Kulturfonden) in 
Finland in 1907. The Foundation for the Arts (Konstsamfundet) 
among other things finances newspapers. The Swedish-language uni-
versity of Åbo Akademi (Åbo Akademi University) was founded in 
1920. 

The influence of the Swedish-speaking People’s Party on these and 
a large number of other Swedish-language institutions has sometimes 
been indirect but in all cases quite powerful. On the mass media scene 
                                                             
187. From an established school book for Swedish-speaking Finns, Boken om Svensk-
finland, 1982:38. 
188. Markku Joas in Ståhlberg, ed., 1995:161. 189. See Lönnqvist, 1981:146–147. 
190. It can be seen especially in the summer cottages in the archipelago in the summer. 
For ceremonial purposes, however, the Finnish blue and white flag is always used. 



 From Masters to Minorities 219 

 

the major papers are all dominated by the SFP, and increasingly di-
rectly owned by the Foundation for the Arts. Only the radio and tele-
vision, up to now state monopoly public service institutions, have ac-
corded any significant space in the Swedish transmissions for alter-
native political perspectives. The small Swedish-language left does 
have its own weekly newspapers.191 In “Swedish-Finland” (Svensk-
finland)) there has been no need for a secret Broederbond. 

BECOMING A MINORITY 

In Finnish and especially Swedish-speaking Finnish historiography 
the Swedish-speaking Finns graciously left their position of domi-
nance, and willingly accepted their position as a minority. The Natio-
nal Party, as we all know, refused during a long and bitter struggle to 
bow down to the pressure of the various popular forces demanding 
an end to minority rule. It seems like a stark contrast. Yet the peace-
fulness of the process in Finland is much dependent on how one in-
terprets the cruel civil war in Finland which followed the December 
1917 independence. 

Stepping down graciously? 
The civil war in the spring of 1918 is usually treated as a tragic epi-
sode in Finnish history, a parenthesis, although deeply influential 
both on personal and political levels. Language policies and the elite 
position of Swedish-speaking Finns is never seen as having anything 
at all to do with this civil war between, as they were called, “the 
Reds” and “the Whites”. 

The issues were related to class not ethnicity. It was a war between 
‘the reds’, mainly workers supported (by words and some weapons) 
by the Russians, since the revolution in October 1917 under the revo-
lutionary leadership of the Bolsheviks, and ‘the whites’, supported by 
the bourgeois parties, the majority of the farmers and the companies. 
The Whites won with German assistance. As in South Africa, prison 
camps took a heavier toll after the war than the fighting itself, and 
created bitter scars in people’s memories. 

                                                             
191. Both Social Democrats (Arbetet) and the Leftist Party (Ny tid). 
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The question is why the Swedish language and ‘white’ class posi-
tion almost totally coincided. Was it simply a result of a successful 
ethnic mobilisation for the ideals of the Swedish People’s Party, which 
was not only Swedish but bourgeois? Was the war seen as an attempt 
to regain influence for the Swedish “traditions, intelligence, and capi-
tal” using the “hitherto untapped reserve” of the Swedish-language 
peasants?192 These are still heretical questions in Finland. 193 

What did they hope for from halting the advance of the unedu-
cated masses? The universal suffrage was retained, but the communist 
party was outlawed in the 1920s and only allowed again after the sec-
ond world war. 

So perhaps the relinquishing of minority privileges for the Swed-
ish-speaking minority in Finland was not all that peaceful. But for the 
future what was important was that they did relinquish them. There 
will be much discussion and research on the clinging to power of the 
National Party through manoeuvres and oppression, before giving up 
and sitting down with the ANC to work out a transition to majority 
rule. Yet for the future what is important is that they did it. 

Lapsing into dreams of separatism 
After the civil war in Finland the Swedish People’s Party took a deci-
sion to work for autonomy. Certain issues during the civil war had 
contributed to this decision: the disappointment in non-intervention 
on the white side from Sweden strengthened the conviction that the 
Swedish-speaking Finns had to go it alone; the eagerness with which 
Sweden supported the secession of the Åland islands from Finland 
was seen as a deplorable splitting of the Swedish-speaking forces in 

                                                             
192. All through the period of autonomy under Russia (1809–1917) Finland did not 
possess any army and weaponry so the arms had to come from outside. Most of the 
arms used by the whites derived from arms caches accumulated by the small group of 
so-called activists in the coast area of Ostrobothnia, the major area for Swedish-speak-
ing farmers. The arms had been smuggled into Finland to be used in an envisaged up-
rising against the Russian Czar. 
193. The victors’ history was that this was a war for independence, and the Russians 
were the real enemy. Even thoroughly researched works on the civil war still arouse 
heated debate. Tie Tampereelle by historian Heikki Ylikangas in 1993 is the latest exam-
ple. 
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Finland; and there had been some skirmishes and accusations of dis-
crimination in the field, especially in Ostrobothnia. 194 

The autonomy movement of the Swedish-speaking Finns, was 
fraught with difficulties from the start. The Swedish-speaking popu-
lation was spread out along a long coastal area, and a growing num-
ber lived in the cities where both languages were spoken. The project 
was finally abandoned in the mid-1920s. 

In South Africa, the Volkstaat idea appeared in the 1960s195, and 
was sidelined in the 1970s196 and 1980s to be placed seriously on the 
agenda with the negotiations on the transition to majority rule. 

In 1994 the Freedom Front (FF) was created among right-wing Af-
rikaners under the leadership of general Viljoen to take part in the 
election with the explicit aim of furthering the Volkstaat idea of Afri-
kaner autonomy. ANC leader Nelson Mandela invited suggestions for 
a Volkstaat. To realise separatist dreams was even more difficult than 
in Finland, as much of the labour force in any conceivable Afrikaner 
enclave of any size would be black. Not long after the 1994 elections, 
where FF received 7 per cent of the vote it was reported to have aban-
doned the Volkstaat idea as a separate geographical entity. 

The government set up a Volkstaat Council to explore the idea fur-
ther, but its report in 1996 did not clearly advocate territorial auton-
omy. In the new constitution provisions are made for a statutory body 
on cultural and language matters, equivalent to the Human Rights 
Commission, but as yet (January 1998) it has not been established. We 
can safely say that Afrikaner separatism is dead or at least dying. 

Language as the basis of minority rights 

The ethnic myths once created might have long since been discarded 
or forgotten. But the sense of common identity on which the ethnic 
project has been able to mobilise is likely to have been enhanced in the 
process, and a social organisation of interaction within the group and 
outside the group is there as a reality that one cannot just think away. 

                                                             
194. von Bonsdorff, 1950:72–73. 
195. Jung, 1996:14. 196. The journalist Paul Moorcraft suggested in 1980 in his book A Short Thousand Years 
that a victory by Zimbabwe could spill over to South Africa, and that Pretoria might 
opt for partition along the so-called Eiselen line, making the Cape a ‘white homeland’. 
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197 This paper has stressed the acts of invention, but it does not mean 
that the idea of the existence of an ethnic group is a bluff (although 
the fluidity of the boundaries can be more the rule than the excep-
tion). We do have people in South Africa who feel like Afrikaners and 
people in Finland who feel like Swedish-speaking Finns even though 
they might be very critical of the ideology of their group’s ethnic mo-
bilisation. What effects if any should the group identity have at the 
political level of the state? 

As yet, there is no UN convention on minority rights. The 1966 In-
ternational Convention on Civil and Political Rights of the UN Eco-
nomic and Social Council speaks not of minorities as groups, but of 
minority group members. These should not, the convention says, be 
denied their right to enjoy their own cultural life together with other 
members of their group, nor should they be denied rights to practise 
their own religion or language. 

The respect for the members of minority groups is an important 
part of democratic rights. Giving ethnically defined groups political 
rights, however, invites non-democratic development. It means giving 
whatever entrenched establishment that dominates the group the 
power to decide, and takes away the broad citizens’ rights of the 
members. Whatever beautifying term one gives to this, like “consocia-
tional democracy”, it rarely means democracy but rather authoritarian 
rule. In cases of territorial autonomy you also usually find that the terri-
tory includes people who have no wish to identify with the group 
given the ethnically defined special rights. 

To safeguard minority rights one can start by looking at what 
rights need protection. Religious freedom is best guaranteed by sim-
ply prohibiting discrimination on religious grounds. What needs legal 
protection, and even official investment, is the language. In South Af-
rica, what is required on the language scene is a massive development 
of the African (so-called black) languages, with a reduction in the rela-
tive linguistic privileges that NP rule and Broederbond influence have 

                                                             
197. According to Allardt this is the point stressed by social anthropologists like Fredrik 
Barth as necessary among the criteria defining an ethnic group, while sociolinguists are 
satisfied with the criteria of self-categorisation, descent, and specific cultural traits, like 
language. See Allardt & Starck, 1981:43 ff. 
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entrenched. Even so, and perhaps the more so, the Afrikaans lan-
guage also needs protection. 

If territorial autonomy for ethnic groups is mostly ill-conceived198, 
functional autonomy on the other hand can be a useful means for mi-
nority policies. By functional autonomy I mean institutions catering to 
a minority in a certain sector but not territorially defined or restricted. 
Examples of such functional autonomy in Finland are a parallel edu-
cation system in Swedish, a special diocese in the Lutheran church for 
the Swedish-language congregations with its bishop in the town of 
Borgå, a special brigade in Dragsvik for Swedish-language recruits to 
the army (with Swedish-language training but a Finnish commando 
system to enable war-time integration into the main body of the 
army), allotted national public radio and television time in Swedish, a 
Swedish-language university (Åbo Academy University) etc. There 
are also parallel NGOs, Swedish-language scout and girl guide or-
ganisations, a Swedish section of the Red Cross with its own branches 
etc. There are more than a dozen daily papers in the Swedish lan-
guage in Finland, more than 200 Swedish-language periodicals, a 
handful of publishing houses etc. 

There are, as we have seen, many Afrikaner equivalents to these 
parallel institutions. In new South Africa, Afrikaans must relinquish 
the privileged position achieved during NP rule. With eleven official 
languages, matters are of course complicated. The idea to standardise 
the varieties of Nguni and Sotho is an interesting proposal which 
could strengthen the position of African languages. Many argue that 
South Africa should go all out for English. (see Alidou & Mazrui in 
this volume). For democracy the appropriate question is how to re-
place “two-stream” development with many streams, if not in all 
walks of life, then at least in education and the mass media.199 The 
principle of mother-tongue education is tainted by apartheid oppres-
sion, which is unfortunate because growing evidence from socio-
linguistic study shows that this is best for children’s intellectual deve-
lopment. 

                                                             
198. In Finland there is a case of rather clear-cut territorial autonomy, the Åland is-
lands. Probably only islands or clearly separate geographical entities are suitable for 
territorial autonomy. 199. Neville Alexander, 1990 
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Language strife and language peace in Finland 

The Swedish-speaking Finns are not legally a minority, since both 
Finnish and Swedish according to the constitution from 1919 are na-
tional languages.200 A language law (1922) and a law on language 
requirements for civil servants implemented the principles.201 

The constitutional foundation did not prevent a second language 
strife from breaking out in the 1920s and 1930s centring on demands 
to make the University of Helsinki entirely Finnish. This gave a new 
impetus to Swedish mobilisation, and a petition with 154,000 signatu-
res.202 A law was enacted guaranteeing a specified minority role for 
Swedish-education and professors. The wars against the Soviet Union 
1939–40 and 1941–44 put a heavy lid on the language strife and it has 
not reached such temperature levels since. 

A Swedish People’s Assembly was first convened on the initiative 
of the Swedish People’s Party as a grass-roots lobby in 1919. It was 
revived in a less partisan form after the war, and now acts as a consul-
tative assembly for the Swedish-speaking Finns of all party persua-
sions (under the name Svenska Finlands folkting). 

In post-war Finland the decrease in the number and proportion of 
the Swedish-speaking Finns was long the greatest perceived threat to 
Swedishness. Many migrated to Sweden, the birth-rate was low, and 
the language change to Finnish increased with a growing number of 
bilingual families in the cities. 

A third language strife is under way in Finland, with voices de-
manding that compulsory Swedish be totally eradicated from the 
school curriculum, often coupled with a call for a reorientation away 
from the Nordic community, and towards continental Europe and the 
English and German languages. Yet the respect for minority rights 
was strong enough to make Martti Ahtisaari, the current president of 
Finland, flatly refuse support for today’s Fennomans203 against the 
candidate of the Swedish People’s Party in the presidential campaign 
of 1994. In the beginning of 1997 Prime Minister Paavo Lipponen in an 

                                                             
200. Allardt & Starck, 1981:87. 
201. The key stipulation is that every local community with at least 3,000 persons or 8 
per cent of the minority language represented is bilingual. 
202. Ibid.:209. 203. Suomalaisuden Liitto (The League for Finnishness). See Herberts, 1994. 
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unprecedented circular letter to all authorities reminded them that 
they have to fulfil the language legislation and offer service in Swed-
ish when demanded. The attitude on a grass-root level is perhaps best 
exemplified by the Finnish school pupils who said that the Swedish-
speaking Finns were “just like us”, but for some strange reason spoke 
Swedish. 204 

The Finnish experience shows that it is possible for a once domi-
nant minority to be accepted and welcomed as a minority, even 
though the minority makes a visible and sometimes even ostentatious 
display of its distinct identity, including a political party successfully 
mobilising on ethnicity.205 

The Afrikaner identity crisis 

The transition to new South Africa has predictably meant a crisis in 
Afrikaner identity. In an ill-fated televised speech the National Party 
leader F.W. de Klerk declared after the 1994 election that NP is “no 
longer a white party”, and as if by providence all the lights instantly 
went out.206 During the election campaign the NP leadership had em-
braced a non-racial definition of the term ‘Afrikaner’ and branded as 
racists the Conservative Party (CP) which clung to the racial definition 
that NP had used for 40 years. The Coloureds were now, when they 
were in the same political race, “an untapped reserve”. This rede-
finition of ‘Afrikaner’ is too calculated to appear genuine, and also 
contradicts the ambition of the NP to win electoral majority on a gene-
ral conservative and family values platform. The Coloureds in West-
ern Cape seem to have been won over more with the old “black dan-
ger” gut message than with a generous redefinition of “Afrikaner”. 

The CP and other far-right forces cling to an even more narrow 
laager-type definition. They are the real ‘boere’ and claim they alone 

                                                             
204. Herberts, 1996. 205. A seminar in Tampere in 1991 asked whether Finland was a model for minority 
policies. The general reply of the invited specialists was: yes, when it comes to the 
Swedish-speaking Finns, but not when it comes to the smaller minorities of the Sami 
people of the North (“the Lapps”), nor the Romany people (the gypsies), who have 
suffered much discrimination. 
206. Dan O’Meara (1996:417) ends his analysis of NP’s 40 years in power with this sym-
bolic anecdote. 
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descend from the Voortrekkers, whereas the liberal ‘Afrikaners’ de-
scend from the Cape burghers.207 

The Freedom Front sticks to the old NP definition of Afrikaner, 
and is perhaps the most likely candidate for an ethnically based Afri-
kaner party, if they can decide to accept fully parliamentary politics. 
Whether they can accept the logical extension of their base to all Afri-
kaans-speaking is a different matter. 

Choosing your image projection 

The history of a self-defined group is written to serve particular inter-
ests. The history of the Swedish-speaking Finns, therefore, is a history 
full of tolerance, patriotism, internationalism, peaceful life and work, 
industry and contributions to the cultural life of Finland. The heroes 
are those that fit this image: Runeberg and Mannerheim, to mention 
two of those whose statues can be gazed at in central Helsinki. Rune-
berg was mentioned above. Mannerheim was a former general in the 
Czarist army, but in the civil war in 1918 the commander of the white 
troops, and again the commander of the whole Finnish army in the so-
called Winter War against the Soviet Union in 1939–40, and in the 
World War against the Soviet Union (in alliance with Germany). From 
his involvement in the 1918 civil war the Reds gave Mannerheim the 
name “the Butcher”. But it is his patriotism that the Swedish-speaking 
Finns refer to when they talk about this hero. 

In South Africa the Afrikaners have had other needs: cohesion, 
struggle against the British cultural and economic dominance, and a 
need to legitimise the racist order. Therefore the heroes have been the 
victors or martyrs in battle: The victors Andries Pretorius, Paul 
Kruger, and the martyr Piet Retief. The cultural self-image has rather 
been one of exclusion and seclusion than one emphasising the contri-
butions to a larger whole. 

In South Africa a new past is needed. And a new past is available. 
All constructions of the past are based on omissions, distortions, ag-
grandisement of the good and blessed neglect of the evil. A new Afri-
kaner history could emphasise the African roots, the contributions to 
South Africa’s common culture by Afrikaner literature, the capacity 
                                                             
207. Jung, 1996. 
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for conciliation when needed: in the construction of the Union of 
South Africa, in Smuts’ contributions to the United Nations, in the 
negotiated settlement with ANC and the willingness, in the end, to be 
party to the dismantlement of apartheid. New heroes can be sought 
among those Afrikaner dissidents, not a negligible number, who con-
tributed to making the new South Africa (at the time, of course, 
treated as the most despicable traitors by the apartheid establish-
ment). 

A new past needs a new monument. Formidable among the 
monuments of the constructed white Afrikaner past is the Voor-
trekker Monument on the hills outside Pretoria, still cherished by the 
Afrikaners cum Boers. In contrast, there is no trek of any ideological 
import to the monument celebrating the historical feats of the English-
speakers of South Africa, the Rhodes Memorial on the Table Moun-
tain slopes of Cape Town, which is visited simply for its beautiful 
view. 

Much better than simply forgetting and abandoning the Voor-
trekker Monument would be to give it a new role. A wonderful and 
powerful proposal has been put forward, inspired by the Lincoln 
Memorial in Washington, which has become the site for a memorial of 
the Vietnam war, with the name of all who died inscribed on a sur-
rounding wall. At the Voortrekker Monument one could honour all 
those who died for the new non-racist South Africa, regardless of 
which side they were on. This could be a positive and dramatic step 
towards constructing a new past for a new future, and redefining Af-
rikaner identity in the new South Africa. 
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Nation-Building Discourse in a Democracy 

Brendan P. Boyce 

This article considers the highly contentious issue of nation-building 
and national identity in the new South African dispensation. While 
reference is made to existing conceptual frameworks, the thrust here 
is to examine and challenge some of the problematic assumptions as-
sociated with this notion. Conventional wisdom would seem to sug-
gest that in the wake of the political transition, and in view of the 
most recent constitutional developments, the new political imperative 
should be “nation-building”. 

It should be noted from the outset that the building of a new polit-
ical and social identity in a polarized and deeply divided society is 
indeed an ambitious experiment. 

It is often felt that any movement towards unity in a plural society 
is not only moral but necessary and desirable. This essay takes a deci-
dedly different stance. The main view propounded here is that of con-
stitutional patriotism rather than state nationalism. The aim is to point 
out that although identity can be redefined, this may only be done 
within certain limits. 

Therefore while I am in full agreement with critics, that the nation 
is a myth, a constructed and invented phenomenon, I think it is im-
portant that the role of history and how it is interpreted is carefully 
analysed. Thus a major task of this essay is to reconcile the issue of 
identity redefinition in a democracy given South Africa’s unique his-
torical limitations and opportunities. 

Further, this paper questions the implied argument that unity nec-
essarily means uniformity. In arguing against the repressive homoge-
neity, which nationalism necessarily implies, and for a more open 
situation where individuals are able to choose between a multiplicity 
of identities. 
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NATION-BUILDING DISCOURSE IN A PLURAL SOCIETY 

The concept of national identity has always been the subject of intense 
political and philosophical debate in South Africa. For decades before 
national liberation, and more recently since the transition to democ-
racy, the one issue which stirred up the most debate and controversy 
both in the liberation movement and within the apartheid regime was 
the national question. 

In summary the national question may be defined as the rubric of 
issues that arise from the project of cultivating a sense of nationhood 
out of the diverse ethnic, racial, regional, class and gender identities 
that pervade the country. 

This contestation was evidenced by a myriad of diverse ap-
proaches to the subject. Within the liberation movement some schol-
ars and activists favoured a class based analysis,208 others favoured 
Africanist philosophies,209 still others preferred the nonracial ap-
proach.210 In sum there were as many views on the topic as there 
were commentators. 

The transition to democracy has led to a renewed interest in this 
debate. Since the successful completion of the multiparty talks, the 
1994 elections and the finalisation of the 1996 constitution, South Af-
rica has been dubbed the ‘political miracle’. These events have re-
moved the spectre of racial and ethnic civil war and have given way 
to unbridled optimism for the future. In this light it has become incre-
asingly clear that the new political elites are intent on engineering a 
new homogenous South African society. Therefore while this situa-
tion has engendered much academic interest around the subject (of 
nation-building) it has also highlighted the numerous inconsistencies 
inherent in and the complex nature of this project. 

                                                             
208. Neville Alexander emphasized this approach in much of his earlier work. See Al-
exander, 1985 and 1989. 
209. See Mzala whose approach has a definite Africanist emphasis. Also See Thabo 
Mbeki’s recent speech delivered on the adoption of the new constitution: “I am Africa”, 
although it should be noted that he does take an inclusive approach (Daily News, 
9/5/1996). 
210. See Pallo Jordan’s comments in an interview by I. Filatova. In her paper: One, Two 
or Many? Aspect of South African Debate on the Concept of Nation. 
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It is against the historical background sketched above and in the 
light of the recent political developments, that this paper undertakes 
to examine the debate on national identity. 

Firstly, it is necessary to critically view the terms of the debate in 
order to have conceptual clarity. The term nation-state is largely a mis-
nomer.211 Very few states, if any, are able to lay legitimate claim to 
being nations, if by nations we mean ethnically homogenous political 
entities. In most cases “the state is larger than the nation” (Ra’anan, 
1989:6). It is indeed very seldom that a state’s national boundaries co-
incide with or totally encompass any one ethnic group. Therefore the 
vast majority of polities and states throughout history have been 
multi-ethnic in composition. 

Advocates of the nation-state thesis (racial nationalism) have con-
ceded that the so-called developing world does not fit their neat con-
ceptual framework. For these the prescribed solution has been—
“nation-building”, the implementation of policies to achieve rapid 
and effective integration and assimilation of peoples especially natio-
nal minorities and ethnic groups. The consequences of these actions 
have often been disastrous. Therefore to state that nation-building 
was unproblematic would be false. 

Anthony D. Smith (1981:1), M.O. Heisler (1989:21) and R. Nichol-
son (1994:49) point out that liberals as well as marxists severely un-
derestimated the durability of ethnicity. Modernisation, far from be-
ing the wonderful antidote for ethnic division and conflict in modern 
societies, has often played the role of catalysing agent for ethnic con-
flict. On the other hand are we to uncritically accept the hypothesis 
that the modern world is at present experiencing an ethnic revival? I 
think not. 

Upon closer analysis even the classical examples of the Western 
nation-state model, Britain, France and their North American coun-
terparts have had continual problems with national minorities and 
racial issues. 

                                                             
211. This point made by Walker Connor is referred by A. Smith in his The Ethnic Re-
vival, 1981:58. 
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REVISITING NATION-BUILDING IN THE SOUTH AFRICA CONTEXT 
Nevertheless nation-building, the redefinition of South Africa’s natio-
nal identity and the development of a new national character are the 
new imperatives. Yet if the policies put in place to achieve these mean 
assimilating other ethnic groups into a homogeneous whole we are 
sure to be lighting a powder keg beneath our fledgling democracy. 

The definitive question to the national identity /nation-building 
debate is: ‘What should the post-apartheid South African nation look 
like?’ 

Should the emphasis fall on multiracialism, cultural rights and 
ethno-politics echoing the apartheid discourse and thereby rendering 
it immutable. Or should the goal of the post-apartheid constitutional 
dispensation be to draw the sting out of ethnicity by advocating the 
transcendence of differences including race, class, gender, ethnic, re-
ligious differences and realize their essential ‘unity’ and negate the 
balkanization of the South African state into separate ethnic and racial 
enclaves. 

What is clear is that the building of our new nation must overcome 
the legacy of apartheid, with its gross and inhumane effects of large 
scale forced removals, inferior education systems and the racial divi-
sion of labour. It is fundamental that the new nationhood, therefore 
needs to overcome the social inequalities and the discrimination of the 
past system. The more successful and coherent this process is the 
more stable and resilient the nation will ultimately be. 

Percy More in a thoughtful paper entitled Universalism and Particu-
larism in South Africa considers the thorny issue of national unity. Here 
he characterizes the problem primarily as one between ‘particularity’ 
(i.e. ethnicity or cultural identity) and ‘universalism’ (i.e. non-
racialism or assimilationism) or what may be termed ‘the politics of 
sameness’ versus ‘the politics of difference’ (More, 1995:35–36). 

In this paper he suggests that there is a necessary tension between 
universalism and particularism, as the choice of one constitutes a de-
nial of the other. More proposes that the tension between the two 
radical positions may be irreconcilable. The synthesis he puts forward 
to sustain a democratic, united South Africa is moderate universalism 
with the recognition of ethnic and cultural difference (More, 1995:47–
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48). This put simply is the “unity and diversity” theme prevalent in 
ANC documents and speeches. 

Since the elections and the ANC’s securing of power, the political 
implications which have flowed from these principles have been the 
establishment amongst other measures of the Commission for the 
Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Cultural, Religious and 
Linguistic Communities. The commission was agreed on in the final 
stages of the constitutional negotiations as a last attempt by the ANC 
to accommodate the desire of some Afrikaners for self-determination. 
Already one of the foremost commentators and activists on the topic 
of nation-building, Neville Alexander, has warned that this could ac-
tually entrench ethnic differences rather than encourage nation-
building. On the other hand, Blade Nzimande has argued that the 
commission provides “the institutional framework within which to 
mediate and negotiate issues of cultural diversity and nation-building, 
instead of leaving them to be contested by brute force” (Natal Witness, 
p. 6, 16 July 1996). Nzimande sees common values as the superglue to 
nation-building. This is a useful starting point but the more vexed 
question is who identifies the common values and how do they become 
the common property of citizens at large. 

Similarly Schreiner notes, “Nationhood does not imply uniformity 
and lack of difference …nor should it imply a static and unchanging 
nation.” (Schreiner, 1994:309). Thus the central question remains how 
does one engender the evolutionary nation. 

In beginning to answer these questions it is essential that we con-
sider another theme which has grown out of the “unity and diver-
sity”/moderate universalism approach. 

This approach is embodied in the Rainbow Nation thesis. The cen-
tral idea espoused here is an essentially pluralist notion which em-
phasises ethnicity as the defining experience of all South Africans. A 
dangerous implication that may be drawn here and practised is the 
classification of all South Africans according to ethnic and racial crite-
ria, again rendering these criteria to a certain extent permanent. The 
flaw of this ethnic interpretation of South African history is the fact 
that a transformative notion of the South African nation is under-
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mined.212 What is even more interesting is the evident contradiction 
between this typology and the ANC’s longstanding commitment to a 
nonracial nation. It is in the context of this shift that we are introduced 
to the defensive idea of managing our diversity rather that engaging 
in a much more radical and transformative debate. I would even ven-
ture to suggest that we can not look with complacency at this notion 
of a Rainbowism which has the danger of glorifying the distinct and 
immutable ethnic and racial communities each taught to cherish their 
own apartness from the rest. 

While the imagery of the rainbow is indeed a powerful and beauti-
ful metaphor. It is important that we recognise that often the logical 
extreme of pluralism is ethnic separatism. I would like to concur with 
Said when he states that we should be vigilant to the development of 
a gloating and uncritical idea of the nation (Said, 1994:337). 

Therefore we can formulate the problem as follows: How do we 
move away from the divisive dogma of Apartheid which was premi-
sed on the formal policy of “separate development” and ethnic frag-
mentation, this ideology which cultivated the ideas of ethnic plural-
ism, cultural pluralism and ethno-nationalism without falling into the 
trap of fleeing to an abstract universalism? 

In the end, therefore, nationhood is achieved within a state when 
the citizens of that particular country perceive themselves as belong-
ing to a specific territory, actively identify themselves with the state 
institutions, and feel a sense of shared values (having a shared iden-
tity). Schreiner notes that in South Africa, nation-building cannot be 
premised on “narrow nationalism” (Schreiner, 1994:294). 

One of the goals of nation-building in South Africa should be to 
achieve individual, group, or communal identification within an in-
dependent state. Nation-building as it has transpired in other post 
colonial nations, as the assimilation of other ethnic groups to a domi-
nant one, will fail in South Africa because “there is no single conten-
der for the role” (Simpson, 1996:473). This is in my opinion South Af-
rica’s greatest advantage. 

As noted by Schreiner (1994:294), Wallerstein (1983:84) and others 
the development of Nationhood is a historical process. Nation-build-
                                                             
212. Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. makes a similar observation in analysing American Soci-
ety in The Disuniting of America (1993:16). 
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ing as conceived and practised in many of the former colonial states 
was seen as a means to speeding up this historical process. In the end 
though all that these states ended up doing was short-circuiting the 
process. Therefore in my view nation-building in the present South 
African dispensation should seek first to consolidate the new democ-
racy by promoting a new democratic culture.213 Therefore I would 
agree with Degenaar’s emphasis on the creation of a civic culture and 
his strong advocacy of citizenship. What I am proposing is that na-
tional cohesion should centre on the idea of shared values and ideals. 

This should not be seen as a flight to abstract universalism. What I 
am proposing here is that the various cultures engage in meaningful 
debate. The various cultures and languages have never been totally 
unitary or homogeneous. Cultural differences whether they be langu-
age, religious practices, manners, dress etc. do exist. What is required 
(as already occurs), is a higher degree of cross-over and dialogue. Fur-
thermore this needs to be contextualised within the framework of the 
nation-building/ national identity debate. It would be a great pity if 
we did not take full advantage of the cultural variety present in our 
nation. As Peter Caws puts it, “consider the abundant opportunities 
when we turn to the genuinely multicultural.” Nation-building in the 
new South Africa need not become “an exercise of repressive correct-
ness rather than an expansive celebration” (Caws, 1995:381). It is my 
view that we need to engender a genuine curiosity in other cultural 
forms. It is useful to note Hughes adage that, “mixture is greatness” 
(Hughes, 1993:98). At this point we should be emphasizing the shared 
aspects of our cultures and thereby developing a new national iden-
tity unconstrained by cultural particularity or prejudice. 

MAKING CITIZENSHIP THE GOAL 

Inherent in a process of nation-building is the danger that it can be-
come an elite process. The construction of enduring social, and politi-
cal entities requires the organization of state as well as societal orga-

                                                             
213. According to a survey conducted by the Institute for Democratic Alternatives for 
South Africa (IDASA), democratic culture is not yet entrenched in South African Soci-
ety and this is especially true in Kwazulu-Natal (Natal Witness, Echo, 25 June 1996). 
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nizations’ input at grassroots level. The task of nation-building is af-
fected by and should grow out of the nature of the constitutional sys-
tem the country has embraced. The constitution, the bill of rights and 
the laws are documents that need to become the possession of each 
and every citizen. These have to be put into practice. 

Furthermore nation-building in South Africa will most certainly 
have to overcome the narrow and sectional interests that have for 
decades been the mobilizing principle and one of the most fundamen-
tal principles of the Apartheid system, ethnicity. 

The single most unifying project has been the struggle to gain full 
citizenship. As Schreiner succinctly points out, “the birth of citizen-
ship in South Africa was not an inclusive process”. Initially white 
women were excluded until the suffrage movement in 1930 won the 
vote for them. In the Cape, African people were deprived of the vote 
on the basis of property and education criteria. In the 1950’s coloureds 
were stripped of the vote and when it was given back to coloured and 
Indian people via the 1983 Tricameral Parliament, it was not full citi-
zenship. Further the formulation of TBVC states214 created the illusion 
of citizenship for peoples like the Tswana, Vendas, and others but this 
was flatly rejected by these people. The issue of citizenship has been 
the rallying call of all the democratic forces since the 1920’s and was 
fundamental to the collapse and ultimate reincorporation of the TBVC 
states. 

According to Simpson, 
...while the record of nation-building is far from an unqualified success, 
one should not then fall into the easy trap of treating ethnicity as would 
a primordialist or ethnicist, as being in the blood and according it the 
role of primary determinant of a person’s identity and outlook on life. 
(Simpson, 1994:472) 

As Wallerstein observes “race” as well as one’s cultural orientation 
are not the only social identities individuals use (Wallerstein, 1983:80). 

Simpson postulates the issue of the competing identities thus… 
…loyalty to one’s ethnic group is not necessarily incompatible with loy-
alty to the state one finds oneself in, nor does it preclude the possibility 
of identification with one’s fellow citizens even if they are not of the 

                                                             
214. The so called TBVC states were the “independent” bantustans Transkei, Botswana, 
Venda, and Ciskei. 
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same ethnic origin. What is important for the stability of the state is that 
the latter set of allegiances overrides the former. (Simpson, 1994:472) 

Therefore, state loyalty, the securing of citizens’ loyalty to an indepen-
dent state and their identification with the political institutions of the 
day is a key element of nation-building. The fostering of obedience to 
the state, ensuring compliance with its rules, regulations, customs and 
invented traditions are an important element of nation-building and 
national identity. The utilisation of national symbols, the institution of 
state traditions and ceremonies are important to the development of 
state loyalty.215 Hobsbawm notes that often the effect of officially in-
vented traditions is unifying if defined in terms of citizenship within a 
defined territorial space. My view is that state loyalty is only the 
framework, the exoskeleton, which needs to be nourished from grass-
roots level. 

Although the involvement of elites in the manipulation of identity 
narratives is undeniable216, one has to give due consideration to the 
masses. It is essential that coupled with this there are initiatives set in 
motion at grassroots level which will provide the emerging national 
mosaic with its colour. We should not be working towards a situation 
where the state mechanically cultivates a loyalty to the state which 
forms the basis of nationhood as this would be a monopolistic imposi-
tion by the state. 

Tocqueville in analysing American society noted that what held 
society together was ordinary Americans’ commitment to democracy 
and self-government. He observed that “civic participation ...was the 
great educator and unifier” (quoted in Schlesinger, 1993:24). 

Therefore the solution I propose is that when considering the 
vexed question of nation-building and national identity we analyse it 
on three levels. Firstly on the political level one needs to look at the 
role of elites and political processes (i.e. the cultivation of state loyalty 
towards political institutions, constitution making, and the masakhane 
campaign etc.). Secondly one needs to be cognescent of the roles of 
social groups (i.e. the role of cultural groups, religious communities, 

                                                             
215. Hobsbawm distinguishes between officially invented traditions and unofficially 
invented traditions. For a useful summary see Prinsloo, 1996. 
216. D. Martin’s observations in the essay, Narratives of Power: The Choices of Identity 
(1993), are instructive here. 
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and non-governmental organisations etc.). Lastly one needs to con-
sider the individual. 

MOVING BEYOND MECHANICAL PROCESSES: POLITICAL 
PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF THE IDENTITY DEBATE 

Identity whether social, cultural or political meets a very basic psy-
chological need for recognition and belonging. Furthermore it con-
tributes to an individual’s self-esteem. 

It has been argued that ethnicity meets a very important ontologi-
cal need for personal identity and recognition in a larger and imper-
sonal mass society (Nicholson, 1994:51). 

This is indeed arguable. Nevertheless individuals and groups re-
quire a feeling of continuity and the maintenance of a strong sense of 
self. Related to the human needs for affection and belonging are the 
needs for self-respect or self-esteem and the respect and esteem of 
others. What is important to note here is that the esteem of others is 
often reflected in recognition, attention and dialogue. Shotter observes 
that ”we cannot just position ourselves as we  please: we face differen-
tial invitations and barriers to all ‘movements’ (actions and utter-
ances) we try to make in relation to the others around us.” (Shotter, 
1993:192). 

In developing this point, Charles Taylor argues, correctly in my 
view, that “identity is developed in dialogue with, sometimes in strug-
gle against, the things our significant others want to see in us” (Tay-
lor, 1993:75, emphasis added). 

The glaring gap in the nation-building debate in South Africa is 
the role of groups and individuals in the process. In order to prevent a 
situation where nation-building is exclusively a top-down process one 
must include the masses. 

The writings of Shotter are instructive in this regard. In consider-
ing the politics of identity and belonging, he suggests that what is re-
quired is continuous debate on certain topics. It is this creative debate 
that will generate a tradition of argumentation which is essential for 
us to understand how we as individuals make sense of our lives. 
Therefore it is crucial that we become more than just routine produc-
ers of ways of life, of thinking, but that we in a real sense also play a 



 Nation-Building Discourse in a Democracy 241 

 

part in creative living tradition. Shotter’s view is that, “it is possible 
for dialogue, for argumentation to produce the very object which the 
talk in the argument is supposed to be about” (Shotter, 1993:3). 

Therefore the task of the new politics of citizenship is to articulate 
a new critical descriptive vocabulary of terms, a new frame of refer-
ence that all the old and new diverse groups in civil society can use in 
expressing their ontological needs. 

Martin quoting Manoni, 1969, notes as far as identity is concerned, 
human beings require the existence of the other. Further, psycho-
analysis demonstrates the case that the other reveals the self and the 
reality of a multifaceted self (Martin, 1993:37). 

Given South Africa’s history, cultural pluralism exists. Never-
theless people are in constant dialogue, expressing opinions, exchang-
ing ideas, sharing and developing a new mosaic, a cultural tapestry 
by highlighting the areas of cross-over and commonality. The sharing 
of universal values contributes not only to personal development but 
to healthy societal relations as these activities dispel ethnic taboos and 
silence racial epithets. This window of opportunity enables individu-
als and groups to develop and preserve a set of new and ever evolv-
ing shared values and universal principles. 

This does not imply the flight to an abstract universalism, nor does 
it imply the homogenization of cultures to form a new alternative 
(single) culture. We should not fall into the multiculturalist trap of 
uncritically adopting an alternative culture based on our rejection of 
the dominant one. What it does imply is the affirmation of a new ever 
evolving hybrid culture. This mosaic generated by argumentation, 
dialogue and intercommunal sharing is what is needed to be fed into 
the framework constructed by the state. 

Identity, whether social, cultural or political meets a very basic 
psychological need for recognition and belonging, furthermore it con-
tributes to an individual’s self-esteem. In this regard group identity is 
often an integral element of an individual’s self concept. 

Therefore a subsidiary aim is to attempt to broaden the debate and 
bridge the void in traditional theoretical analysis by drawing on the 
much neglected field of political psychology. It is in this light that I 
want to focus much of the debate on psychological and sociological 
aspects of the identity debate. 
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The Notion of ‘Nation’ and the Practice of 
‘Nation-Building’ in Post-Apartheid  
South Africa 

Gerhard Maré 

In order to achieve the stated aim of ‘building a nation’ (creating the 
desired congruence between a political, economic and geographic 
unit, and a citizenry with a single over-riding loyalty) in South Africa, 
a tremendous legacy of fragmentation—pre-colonial, colonial, segre-
gational and apartheid—would have to be overcome. This would 
have to occur under contemporary global circumstances where the 
world has largely moved beyond what seemed to be an unproblem-
atic association of ‘nation’ with ‘state’; and where the ‘nation state’, in 
many cases, operates in circumstances of extensive population 
movements and demands for recognition of sub-populations. In other 
words, the contemporary world is characterised by the conflicting, if 
related, pressures of globalisation and fragmentation, while South 
Africa has to deal with those same issues overlaid onto the apartheid 
social contours and erosions. 

In this paper I address three issues: first, that South Africa is an in-
credibly fragmented society, demanding some form of integration or 
cohesion; second, that there is no ideological organising principle nor 
organisational or institutional centre that can pull the society together 
(the ANC, otherwise apparently ideally placed, carries with it its own 
‘millstone of the past’); third, I do, however, argue that there is a way 
out, neither easy nor quick, but of which several elements are already 
in place—I argue that the appropriate cohesion can be found in a no-
tion of democracy. Essentially I question the viability of the present 
project of ‘nation-building’ in South Africa, without necessarily 
doubting the sincerity of its advocates. In addition, I will question 
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whether such a task is even desirable, in the form that it has been im-
plicitly envisaged, but hardly ever explicitly theorised, since 1994. 

The argument in this paper is informed by thoughts, tentatively 
presented, on how identities are formed, giving weight to the local 
(the ‘minutiae of everyday life’ (Comaroff, 1996:166); to the ‘inter-
subjectivity of everyday life [within which] human self-reproduction 
is welded to the wider process of social reproduction’ (Wright, 
1985:6–7); to pre-existing memories (Connerton, 1989); and also to ex-
isting material conditions and responses to, and explanations for, 
those conditions—in other words to the ‘availability’ (Saul’s term, 
1979:397) of a population for the ‘nation-building’ project. These 
memories, stories and explanations are all gendered and shaped by 
class and age, by ethnicity and religion. Attempts at deliberate con-
struction or social identities from above often generate their own un-
intended consequences and resistances, otherwise apartheid, other-
wise apartheid, a massive attempt at identity formation and social 
engineering, would have been a successful policy. ‘Construction’ is 
clearly not something simply imposed through socialisation from the 
top (see, for example, Calhoun, 1995:201). In addition, while social 
identities are what concern us in a discussion of nation-building, indi-
viduals are bearers of these identities (Appiah, 1994:151) 

I argue that there has not been a conceptualisation or theoretical 
formulation of the struggle against apartheid, nor a history of that 
struggle, adequate to allow the task of creating a unified commitment 
to a central political authority in post-apartheid South Africa, as well 
as a ‘deep, horizontal comradeship’ (Anderson, 1983:16) that is lo-
cated on the political level among all citizens. To state it boldly, the 
‘nation’ is unimaginable in the local context, unless it be constructed 
on the basis of an exclusive rider, such as ‘race’ (the approach explic-
itly adopted by The Sowetan’s Aggrey Klaaste in his nation-building 
initiative launched and promoted through his newspaper, where his 
essentialist idea of ‘the Black Thing’ features prominently). I will, 
however, argue for another articulating principle towards a ‘deep, 
horizontal comradeship’, namely that of an extended notion of de-
mocracy within a responsible society. I will argue that this approach, 
while no less difficult and probably always elusive, is probably the 



246 Gerhard Maré 

 

more feasible alternative to nation-building in creating social cohesion 
in a society riven by racism and ‘race’ thinking. 

It is only since 1994 that a juridically-equal citizenry was created. 
Even the modern centralised state-form was slow in coming to South 
Africa and when it was created, through British imperialist recon-
struction after the Anglo-Boer war to facilitate effective labour exploi-
tation in the gold mines, that form excluded certain racialised citizens 
and was built on the confirmation of territorial division (Christopher, 
1994:chapter 1). In addition, the decades of struggle within the coun-
try and against the state-form that had been created in 1910 and the 
various governments that imposed a racist society, led to the forma-
tion of an opposition to central authority and a racialised construct to 
mirror the racialised state. Despite an earlier commitment to ‘four na-
tions’ and later ‘non-racialism’, in effect one pole in this conflict was 
essentially perceived to be black african—the reflection of the hierarchy 
of ideological and political denial and discrimination through racism 
and of material exploitation through wage labour and social neglect. 

When oppositional attempts were being made to theorise the posi-
tion of social groups as it related to nation-building, debates around 
‘the national question’ as well as ‘colonialism of a special type’ (or 
‘internal colonialism’), built on these same foundations—foundations 
whose strength lay precisely in the obviousness of ‘race’ conflict, or in 
mobilising an ethnic population through reference to pre-capitalist 
polities (such as was the case with Inkatha). While admirable efforts 
were made over the years to introduce a strong class (and much more 
recently gender) analysis into political organisations and social re-
search, such interests were placed in a chronologically subordinate 
position within the practice of the envisaged two stages of revolution. 
Since the achievement of democratisation as form of government, sig-
nalled in 1994 through general enfranchisement, deliberate attempts 
are being made to aid dominant-class formation, justified on the basis 
of previous ‘race’ oppression (such as through the policy of ‘black 
economic empowerment’). 
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‘UNBREAKABLE THREAD’? 

The past does indeed lie heavily on the South African physical, emo-
tional, political, economic and ideological landscape. The obviousness 
of the apartheid legacy is there not only in the vast separations be-
tween people, in the horror of racist oppression (revealed or, rather, 
confirmed in part through the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion—sittings), but also in the mind-sets, the racialised thinking that 
informs probably all South Africa’s citizens in their daily social inter-
action. 

From 1910, building on prior settler and colonial conquest, the ‘ra-
cial’ patterns of the specific national form of exploitation were estab-
lished. ‘Race’ was central, if not to the essentials of capitalist accumu-
lation, then to maintaining the forms of labour exploitation and politi-
cal exclusion. This story is too familiar to recount again, even in broad 
strokes, except to say that there will no doubt be value in re-
examining the past from the new vantage point of the turn of the cen-
tury and a formally democratic South Africa. ‘Racial’ allocation (to 
space, political opportunities, social and economic benefits, as well as 
ideological discourses of the oppressor and the oppressed) were ever 
more ‘refined’ and crudely and brutally imposed during the twentieth 
century. The exposures revealed in the sessions of the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission, for all their effectiveness, have hardly men-
tioned the deliberate cruelty of forced removals and the pass laws, for 
example. 

It is, therefore, not surprising, if less often acknowledged, that seg-
regation and apartheid left their mark not only at the level of material 
discrimination but deeply in the racialised identities of the self and of 
others that were created. Julie Frederikse set out to trace ‘the devel-
opment of the theory and practice of non-racialism in South Africa 
through the words and writings of its people’ (1990:4). Published in 
1990, just when the walls of apartheid finally crumbled, it is remark-
able not for its intention, but for the inability of author and inter-
viewees to break out of the mould of ‘race’ thinking. Most frequently 
the ‘non-racialism’ under discussion explicitly or implicitly accepts 
that there are indeed four ‘races’ (at best four ‘race-nations’), and that 
‘non-racialism’ will merely mean that such ‘racial’ categories will not 
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form the basis of discrimination (for earlier criticism of this position, 
see, for example, No Sizwe [Alexander], 1979; Alexander, 1996). In a 
slightly earlier work, with contributions written largely by prominent 
ANC members (several of whom became cabinet ministers in 1994), 
the same unproblematic mix of ‘race’ terminology with the claim of 
‘non-racialism’ is made (Van Diepen, 1988). It could not be otherwise 
when the notion of ‘race’ is never consistently questioned. Oliver 
Tambo, president of the ANC while it operated from an exile base, 
said in a rambling reply in 1985 when questioned on the use of the 
term ‘non-racial’ rather than ‘multi-racial’: 

There must be a difference. That is why we say non-racial. We could 
have said multi-racial if we had wanted to. There is a difference. We 
mean non-racial, rather than multi-racial. We mean non-racial—there is 
no racism. Multi-racial does not address the question of racism. Non-
racial does. There will be no racism of any kind and therefore no dis-
crimination that proceeds from the fact that people happen to be members of 
different races. That is what we understand by non-racial (Tambo, em-
phasis added). 

Under such conditions ‘racialism’, Appiah’s term (1992:13) for accept-
ing ‘that there are heritable characteristics, possessed by members of 
our species, which allow us to divide them into small sets of races …’, 
remains prevalent (also see Miles, 1989:chapter 3, for his discussion of 
the processes of the similar processes of signification and racialisa-
tion). 

The frequency with which ‘mirror-responses’ to that against which 
is being struggled occur (as well as instances of deliberate use of such 
mirror-responses, such as by Frantz Fanon, 1970), is to be found in 
several contexts. Appiah (1992), Paul Gilroy (1993), Jan Nederveen 
Pieterse (1996), Bhiku Parekh (1997), and Ernesto Laclau (1996:52) for 
example, all draw attention to the manner in which rejection of Euro-
pean or American domination or racism falls into an alternate essen-
tialism (that of an ‘African’ or ‘race’ essentialism). Pieterse (1996:32), 
for example, notes that ‘(a)s long as anti-racism follows the logic of 
binary opposition, the current is the same; only the polarity changes’. 
It is obviously an inaccurate generalisation to attribute such positions 
to all who responded to racism in South Africa, and I certainly make 
no such claims, but it is remarkable how little discussion of the theo-
retical/analytical standing of racism, ‘race’ and racialism has taken 
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place within political or academic circles—such a comment would 
apply to the post-1994 situation as well. Racialism within political dis-
course has been noted, often with concern, but little analysis occurs. 

UNITY OF THE OPPRESSED 

The theory of ‘colonialism of a special type’ (CST) or ‘internal coloni-
alism’ was the theoretical answer found by the Communist Party in 
South Africa to meet the demands of trying to marry an alliance of 
communists with a black nationalist movement (see, for example, 
most of the contributions in Van Diepen, 1988, such as those by Mzala 
and Wolpe). The unity it proposed was of the colonised—all black 
african people were colonised. Such an approach was, of course, not 
unique to South Africa. It had also been employed, for example, to 
analyse the relationship between England and the rest of Britain, 
rather than for mobilisatory purposes. 

What CST did do was largely to close the door on alternatives to 
ANC-led opposition to apartheid. Those who did not support the ob-
vious correct position of opposition to ‘colonial’ rule (albeit of a spe-
cial type), the policy of apartheid, were in the service of their colonial 
masters—in many cases quite correctly labelled as stooges or puppets, 
but in others a situation dangerously over-simplified for short-term 
political gain. The notion of democratic pluralism was difficult to 
maintain under such conditions. What I have not explored here is the 
manner in which, for the Communist Party, notions of democracy 
were also linked to the ultimate ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’, and 
what effect this may have had on democratic practice and theory. 

The poles of the ‘centre-periphery contradiction’, applied by John 
Saul (1979:400) to analyse ethnic and nationalist mobilisation in colo-
nial societies, was played out in South Africa as a ‘racial’ polarisation 
to match the ‘racially’ oppressive and colonial system. As Saul com-
ments on imperialism’s duality in its penetration of the world: 

There is, on the one hand, the tendency to create globally the production 
relations and class structures characteristic of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction per se. On the other hand, this process of penetration also tends 
to polarize ‘center’ and ‘periphery’ within the global system, to create 
colonial and neocolonial relationships … (T)he point to be made here is 
that, for actors in this drama, both of these realities spawn realms of 
‘ideological discourse’ which can begin to make sense of the world. 
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Following Laclau, Saul adapts the former’s ‘people’ and ‘power bloc’ 
polarisation to a centre-periphery contradiction within which an ‘eth-
nic interpellation is at least as likely a possibility as a “new nation” 
interpellation’ (1979:401). Saul, in addition, accepts Laclau’s argument 
that such an interpellation (call or appeal) is as possible as a class in-
terpellation. 

I would suggest that within a situation characterised as ‘internal 
colonialism’ or ‘colonialism of a special type’, a racialised interpella-
tion of ‘race nations’ was inevitable and much more plausible than a 
class account. Jordan (1988:111), to take one of many possible exam-
ples, noted that ‘the people of South Africa today constitute two an-
tagonistic blocs (one being the colonizer, the other the colonized)’. 
Those two ‘blocs’ are defined repeatedly in the contributions to the 
volume edited by Van Diepen (1988) as ‘race’ blocs—confirming that 
‘non-racialism’ is most often seen as non-antagonistic relations be-
tween ‘races’ or the absence of racism. Jordan does continue to say 
that the resolution of the ‘antagonism is through democracy’, but I 
argue that because the organising principle of the CST approach is 
‘race’, democracy has also been inadequately theorised and hence re-
mains racialised. It is difficult to see how the ‘colonisers’ can become 
fellow citizens with more than formal equality, in their own eyes, but 
especially in the eyes of the ‘colonised’. The temptation, even if not 
yet the consistent practice, will be to see democracy as a victory of a 
‘race’ majority. In addition, democracy is narrowly perceived as ‘gov-
ernment of the people’ (Jordan 1988:117)—in other words, the re-
stricted definition of democracy. 

My argument certainly does not deny the validity of such an in-
terpretation of the extreme discrimination and exploitation of a race-
based capitalist system such as was to be found in South Africa—that 
would be absurd. What it does do, however, is to question the over-
reliance on racialism, both during the years of struggle and since for-
mal democratisation. What it also notes is a further fragmentation, 
reflecting the racialisation of the society, into four nations and not just 
oppressed and oppressor (see, for example, Singh and Vawda, 1988; 
James et al. (eds.), 1996). 

Of course, there was ‘class’ within the alliance during resistance, 
but placed within the lonely moment of the second phase of the bour-
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geois democratic revolution (see Mzala, 1988). Since 1994, in language 
remarkably similar to that employed by Inkatha leaders in the 1970s, 
the ANC now also justifies the enrichment of a few as the advance-
ment of the (black) nation. The National African Federated Chambers 
of Commerce (NAFCOC), not publicly known for a close affiliation to 
the ANC, has been quick to seize upon this justification in its claim for 
tax exemption for all its members to compensate for their suffering 
because of their participation in ‘the struggle’ (TV news, February 9, 
1997; also Daily News, February 10, 1997), a request rejected by presi-
dent Mandela a week later. Within the governing element of the alli-
ance, rather than within the support structures (COSATU and the 
SACP), even the next stage is being openly questioned. 

NATION-BUILDING IN A POST-APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA 

In the previous section I argue that both apartheid and opposition to 
‘race’ rule were racialised (interpreting social relations essentially as 
based on the existence of distinct ‘races’), and that this has introduced 
a serious obstacle to the process of nation-building. I will now take 
issue with the centrality of the African National Congress within that 
process. It is generally accepted that the ANC served as the most 
powerful symbolic centre in the struggle against white minority rule 
in South Africa. From its formation in 1912 until the first democratic 
elections in 1994 the ANC had provided not only a political home for 
its members, but also a rallying point through its leadership and ide-
ology of resistance for many more who rejected racism and political 
exclusion and, from 1948, objected to and fought against the policy of 
apartheid. Such pre-eminence was part of the ANC’s self-perception 
(see, for example, quotation in Maré, 1996:323), and was confirmed by 
the support gained in the 1994 elections. 

While the movement never achieved consistency or clarity in its 
own policies (as evidenced in the debates around the meaning of the 
Freedom Charter, a document whose vagueness allowed free scope to 
the exegetes), it always represented rejection—of racism, of exclusion, 
of apartheid, of gross inequality. There lay its strength (it could call on 
support far wider than any specific position would have allowed), but 
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also its weakness (in the unproblematic nature of support based 
largely on the basis of rejection of what the movement was not). Op-
position was mobilised through popular slogans (of which the Free-
dom Charter provided many), but much more infrequently through 
detailed alternatives. 

The moral and organisational high ground occupied by the ANC 
translated quite easily into claims for the representation of various 
notions of ‘the nation(s)’. The movement stood for all except those 
who fell outside its moral ambit. We need not look much further than 
the vehemence of the ANC’s attacks on some of the other groupings 
and individuals who defined themselves in opposition to apartheid, 
Inkatha being the most obvious. 

However, this position that was so important to maintain in the 
quest to preserve a broad alliance and enormous sympathy during the 
struggle years, has had implications in the few years since the collapse 
of apartheid. As a movement the ANC claims a continuation of the 
previous stance, whereas it has to operate effectively as a party within 
the domain of pluralist ‘democracy as type of government’. No longer 
is it shielded from public scrutiny through, ironically, apartheid’s ex-
tensive censorship legislation, nor through taken-for-granted political 
and ideological loyalty. Nor is the monstrous system, against which it 
defined its position, in existence except as a legacy (the abolition of 
which had in any case always been accepted by the ANC as its goal 
and responsibility). The contradictions of its present position (neither 
movement nor party) will undoubtedly continue to erode either its 
nation-building project (claimed within its guise as an overarching 
movement), or (much less likely) its operation as a governing party 
attempting to win elections and please and extend its voting support. 

It is important to note that during 1996 (for example), internal con-
flict and criticism, as well as falling membership and collapse of party 
structures, as well as several regional ‘border’ disputes, had increased 
to such an extent that Eastern Province ANC secretary, Bongani Gxil-
ishe, wrote in his annual report of a ‘state of complete lawlessness and 
anarchy as manifested by the complete breakdown of discipline, unity 
and cohesion’. He argued that ‘(t)hese negative tendencies pose a 
threat to destroy the very moral fibre … of our liberation movement’ 
(quoted in Sunday Times, December 8, 1996). The Eastern Cape, while 
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it might be one of the extreme cases, is not alone in this predicament: 
the ANC in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) and in the Eastern Cape have been 
divided over the incorporation of Griqualand East into one of the 
provinces; the Western Cape ANC has had to deal with the difficulty 
of finding the Western Cape ANC has had to deal with the difficulty 
of finding provincial leadership that can appeal to coloured voters in 
that province, with national leadership demanding at one stage that 
they display racialised preferences and elect a coloured person to 
provincial leadership; the Free State and Northern Province and Gau-
teng have had intense leadership struggles, as has KZN (although not 
to the same degree). 

The ANC is faced with a challenge that offers its own rewards, but 
then only after a change that would involve redirection from claims to 
being a liberation movement to being a party that offered a moral vi-
sion for the country as a whole, and that acted on that basis in its eve-
ryday role as government in power, a role consisting of policies, 
agents whom it controlled, and social institutions and apparatuses 
which it aided and supervised. Not only does it have to maintain an 
image of moral certitude in a country where the monster of apartheid 
is increasingly becoming, at least in perception, the ogre of the past, 
but it also has to ride the storms of revelations and public criticism 
within the democracy that it fought for. If the ANC can no longer 
function as the oppositional pole to apartheid and, hence, not as the 
core of the nation-building project as at present expressed, it can meet 
the demands of its principles, rather than of its organisational central-
ity, and commit itself to safeguarding and extending democracy. 

Ron Aronson, in a contribution written soon after the transition to 
majority rule started, noted that the fall of apartheid would, ironically, 
itself be one of the dangers to be faced by the internal democratic 
movement, shaped as it was by its role within ‘anti-colonial resis-
tance’: 

Creating itself literally under siege, the internal democratic movement 
has never had the opportunity to develop an internal democratic cul-
ture—this is virtually prohibited by definition to an anti-colonial resis-
tance—although it has developed a variety of forms for rooting itself in, 
and remaining responsible to, the masses who created it. 
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Aronson perceptively noted then that the movement would have to 
guard against continuing to perceive anything outside of its fold as ‘a 
mortal enemy threatening to undermine the movement’, and that the 
‘danger, and perhaps the historical logic, is that this particular legacy 
of apartheid will continue to poison South African political life into 
the future’ (1991:14). 

Although a fairly obvious point, it has to be noted here that the 
parliamentary ‘democracy’ enjoyed by white South Africans was also 
circumscribed in the extreme (even within the limitations of democ-
racy perceived solely as type of government), through the same 
plethora of repressive laws and the obvious exclusion of the majority 
of the population from participation in the political rights of citizen-
ship. Democracy, even in its limited sense, has to be established, nur-
tured and protected for all in South Africa. 

The second major obstacle in the way of the ANC’s nation-build-
ing project lies in a hurdle placed in the way of any smooth transition 
to a common citizenship, in which rights and also responsibilities to-
wards a central authority are shared. The racialised spatial demo-
graphics of apartheid left a chequer-board of ‘race’ communities, with 
differential access to central authority, to services, to employment op-
portunities, etc. The present is not, however, just an apartheid-
imposed pattern of inequality; it is also a mix of responses within ‘the 
struggle’, where participation and acquiescence carried its own rela-
tive reward. These two aspects of inequality, together with the specific 
policies of redress, whether it be affirmative action or black economic 
empowerment (or at the very least then the experience and percep-
tions, and not only of whites, of these policies, even if not their inten-
tion), has left a volatile climate for popular and manipulated mobilisa-
tion. 

There are countless examples of the way in which the tensions as-
sociated with social inequality, and resentment at measures to redress 
inequality, have flared up or resulted in the expression of racialised 
perceptions (Maré, 1996). Two examples are the protest by coloured 
people in Gauteng at the flat rate system for african urban residents 
(see, for example, Mail and Guardian, February 7, 1997); and the anger 
expressed by coloured fishermen at the opening of parliament at what 
they perceive to be the allocation of quotas to ‘blacks’ who had never 
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previously had anything to do with the industry. In the television 
coverage verbal attacks were levelled at the policy of ‘black economic 
empowerment’ (perceived to be a mix of favouring africans, outsiders, 
and aimed at individual enrichment at the cost of fishing communi-
ties) (TV News, 08:00, February 7, 1997). At this level nation-building 
competes against impossibly deep and complex identity formations 
and racialised material interests. 

DEMOCRACY AND NATIONAL COHESION 

My argument has been that any attempt to create a single political 
identity, with ‘its parameters … set by individual acts of voluntary 
adherence, which adherence requires the submergence of other loyal-
ties to this larger unit; … a commitment to the country, its people and 
its future’ in South Africa (Jordan 1988:118), is doomed to failure for a 
very long time. Furthermore, such attempts carry the danger of in-
tense conflictual fragmentation as the field of ‘construction’ of the na-
tion in this form is also the field of intense contestation between both 
formal and informal political groupings. In addition, by placing na-
tion-building in this terrain (that of power politics), those margina-
lised in society remain peripheralised (women, rural-dwelling people, 
the large illiterate population, the unemployed). 

Instead, I contend that a wide notion of democracy offers many of 
the elements that are argued to accompany the ‘nation-building’ pro-
ject: political stability (but not through the imposition of a single cen-
tre, but through recognition of diversity of ideas and identities and 
interests); economic growth (but not at the cost of the working class—
those in employment and especially those outside of formal employ-
ment, largely women); and the possibility of a united effort towards 
social justice. This wider notion follows on what Tom Bottomore 
(1993:15) described as the area within which ‘all citizens are encour-
aged to participate, as fully as possible in the organization and regula-
tion of their whole social life’. This would obviously include the basics 
of democracy ‘as type of government’, that rests on accepting the 
‘rules of the game’ of political contestation (Bobbio, 1987:24–26; 63–67, 
also 1988). 
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For example, an illiterate woman, living in rural KwaZulu-Natal is 
certainly excluded from being in full control of decisions taken that 
affect her everyday life, occupied as she is with survival under harsh 
conditions with often an inferior position within power relations, and 
is also deprived of much of the knowledge that is necessary for her to 
make an informed and independent decision during local and na-
tional elections. No society can call itself democratic while children 
remain out of school until such time as their grandmothers receive 
their pensions to be able to pay their school fees. The expectation of 
submergence of ‘other loyalties’ under these conditions of gross ine-
quality between racialised groups, between sexes, between urban and 
rural as applies in South Africa (see for example TURP 1994), is so 
much wishful thinking. Instead, the points made by John Comaroff 
(1996:166) and by several other contributors in the same collection 
(Wilmsen and McAllister (eds.), 1996) in relation to that other power-
ful loyalty, ethnicity, is appropriate: 

… ethnicity typically has its origins in relations of inequality: … Ethnic 
identities, — are always caught up in equations of power at once mate-
rial, political, symbolic. 

It is becoming increasingly common for theorists to advance the quest 
for democracy as a reply to the collapse of universalist perspectives, 
and as a response to the shortcomings of the relativism of post-
modernity as an answer to the (present) death of totalising theories. 
Laclau calls for the ‘modification’ of the ‘historical link’ between the 
interests of dominant groups and a universal such as democracy, in 
order to deepen and expand ‘the democratic process in present-day 
societies’ (1996:56); Nederveen Pieterse (1996:27) argues that ‘(e)thnic 
politics may represent a deepening of democracy’ (my emphasis); Ar-
onson issues a stirring call for ‘maximum possible democracy—this is a 
goal worth pursuing for its own sake’ (1991:17, original emphasis); 
while Miliband brings together several of the strands argued for in 
this paper: 

I understand (socialism) to involve two fundamental and intertwined 
objectives—democratization beyond anything capitalist democracy can 
afford; and egalitarianism, that is to say the radical attenuation of the 
immense inequalities of every kind … (1994:3). 
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It might be stating the obvious to say that the creation of common 
perceptions, imaginings or stories that make sense of the social world, 
is the result of an interaction of social agents and their ideological per-
ceptions, and the structural conditions they are shaped by and shape. 
It is no different with ‘democracy’, both as type of government and as 
type of society. In the former it is essential that the ‘rules of the game’ 
of democracy should have been internalised and accepted as valid 
and constantly reinforced and maintained, but also that the structures 
of democratic practice are seen to be available and functioning (regu-
lar elections or other opportunities meaningfully to participate in de-
cision-making; public bodies where elected representatives openly 
and accountably debate and make decisions etc.). In the latter it is es-
sential that citizens not only accept that they can, and have the right to 
be meaningful agents in shaping their own individual or collective 
destinies, but that the material conditions of life are being addressed 
to enhance the quality of life and meet basic needs. Such an approach 
will build a horizontal comradeship from the societal and not from 
the political realm; it will focus debate and measures to address the 
gender inequalities, class inequalities, etc., that are so easily lost sight 
of in the sloganeering (and sporting symbols of national unity) that is 
nation-building from above; it will take peace-making away from the 
gestures of politicians shaking hands and take it to the level of stories 
of everyday life that have to (once more, often) become shared; it 
would challenge the validity of differences that are based on prejudice 
(such as ‘race’) and demand the construction of a politics of diversity 
and be allowed to aid in that construction, a politics that openly ad-
dresses the inevitable racialisation of much of social interaction in a 
society such as ours. 

The scourge of racism, but also the implications of ‘race thinking’ 
(‘racialism’ as Appiah calls it), will have to be addressed vigorously to 
build the wider democracy that is essential to a society that has the 
support of all the overwhelming majority of its citizens in a common 
quest towards greater material equality and tolerance. It is proving to 
be virtually impossible to address the past without also using the 
same terminology, classifications, stereotypes and also (albeit with 
different intentions) policies—often situations of conflict are racialised 
and fixed through the dangerous essentialisms that signification of 
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colour allows, instead of being resolved within a climate of debate 
and acceptance of difference. How is it possible to respond to the at-
tribution of the most diverse of actions to a ‘race’ motive; how can 
calls to a ‘racial’ solidarity allow democratic practice? 

My argument is that the measurable notion of social (not class spe-
cific) disadvantage, is sufficient to address the immense demands for 
redress within this society; that it is not necessary to turn to the admit-
tedly warped reflection of ‘race capitalism’ simply to create another 
type of rampant capitalism, even if it should, at best, be ‘non-racial’. 

Where symbols do unite, great care should be taken to distance 
them from any political party links—the new South African flag has 
most certainly come to stand, for most of the population, for the mo-
ment of democracy and not for the moment of an ANC electoral vic-
tory. For that reason it soon came to indicate pride in a new South 
Africanism. It is for this reason that it has attained near-exclusive dis-
play at public events. However, even this unifying symbol, that now 
largely excludes the politically-sectional old flag, can serve to indicate 
a racialised or cultural divide as at recent cricket matches. The fragil-
ity of new symbols can undo whatever good intentions may reside in 
the notion of the ‘rainbow nation’. 

A political movement can never live up to the ideals implied in a 
shared commitment to a process of democratisation—even without 
the extremes of corruption and power seeking politicians operate 
within a context of competition and vote seeking. However, political 
parties can share in and contribute to that process. For example, the 
ANC government’s Masakhane campaign, an attempt to instil a sense 
of civic duty to the new state, had (and maybe still has) the potential 
to move beyond the party political policy domain through its stress on 
responsibility towards the common good. The new constitution simi-
larly serves to stress a common loyalty and some of the values of de-
mocracy as type of government. The task of the state, demanding a 
common commitment from whichever government is in power, is to 
foster and maintain the conditions that are necessary for citizens and 
the many organs of civil society to create democracy, a desirable al-
ternative to the project of nation-building as at present envisaged. 
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Do Diverse Social Identities Inhibit  
Nationhood and Democracy? Initial  
Considerations from South Africa 

Robert Mattes 

Understanding the link between social identity and democracy has 
become increasingly important since the advent of what has been 
called “the global resurgence of democracy” or democracy’s “third 
wave”.217 While modern democracy allows people to govern their 
own affairs through regular elections, political parties, and represen-
tative legislatures and executives, democracy cannot tell us which 
people should be included or excluded from the process of ruling 
themselves within a given political unit.218 Democracy presumes 
widespread agreement on the identity of “the nation” or “the people” 
that are supposed to govern themselves as a political unit. Agreement 
on “the national question” has been seen to be the irreducible prereq-
uisite necessary to have a democratic state. Dankwart Rustow has 
called national unity “the single background condition” that must be 
present before democratisation can proceed. “[T]he vast majority of 
citizens in a democracy-to-be must have no doubt or mental reserva-
tions as to which political community they belong to.”219 

During the first and second “waves” of democratisation, the na-
tions that were to govern themselves within their respective states 
seemed to be more self-evident. Over the past three decades, how-
ever, the identification of self-governing nations and respective states 
has proven to be extraordinarily difficult. In many former colonies or 
formerly authoritarian and totalitarian states, the identity of the polit-

                                                             
217. These phrases are taken from Diamond and Plattner, 1993; and Huntington, 1993. 218. For variations on this question, see Connor, 1981:180–200; Gellner, 1983; Smith, 
1993:48–62; du Toit, 1994; and Manent, 1997:92–102. 219. Rustow, 1973:120–122. Also see Rustow, 1990:84. 
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ical community had often been artificially imposed from above upon 
a diverse range of social groups, rather than naturally emergent as a 
reflection of people’s own chosen identities. 

Scholars have been widely sceptical of the prospects of establish-
ing a common national identity and stable democracy under condi-
tions of social diversity.220 Arend Lijphart has expressed this scepti-
cism in what he called a “well established proposition in political sci-
ence” that “[s]ocial homogeneity and political consensus are regarded 
as prerequisites for, or factors strongly conducive to, stable democ-
racy. Conversely, the deep social divisions and political differences 
within plural societies are held responsible for instability and break-
down in democracies.”221 At its most extreme, a lack of agreement on 
national identity may enable aggrieved groups to portray themselves 
as an autonomous, sovereign nation and lay claim to the powerful 
international principle of “national self-determination.”222 According 
to a group of influential American behavioral political scientists, call-
ing on the U.S. National Science Foundation to launch a new funding 
initiative on democratisation: 

theorists have argued that the existence of distinctive subcultures makes 
the development of democratic institutions and processes more diffi-
cult…[F]ew argue that cultural homogeneity is a necessary condition for 
democracy. However, the fact that bargaining and compromise are key 
elements of democracy causes many political scientists to fear that the 
existence of strong and distinctive subcultural minorities in a society will 
weigh heavily against democratisation.223 

Thus, Lijphart had has put forth a widely accepted idea that democ-
racy in diverse societies is possible only through “special” arrange-
ments such as consociationalism.224 

Social diversity seems to become even more problematic for de-
mocracy when the key social cleavages are based on ascriptive or 
nearly ascriptive characteristics such as race, language, or religion. As 
far back as the early 19th century, John Stuart Mill proposed that 
                                                             
220. Rabushka and Shepsle, 1972; Lijphart, 1977; and Horowitz, 1985. 
221. Lijphart, 1977:1. 222. Kolodziej, 1995:4. 
223. Working Group on Democratisation Workshop Report, Democratisation: A Strate-
gic Plan for Global Research on the Transformation and Consolidation of Democracies 
(National Science Foundation: Washington DC), 1995:13. 224. See Lijphart, 1977. 
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“Free institutions are next to impossible in a country made up of dif-
ferent nationalities.”225 

Indeed, democratic consolidation has proven particularly elusive 
in states characterised by racial, ethnic or religious diversity. Writing 
in the mid-1960s, Robert Dahl found that only 15 per cent of those 
countries characterised by extreme social pluralism had democratic or 
semi-democratic government (what he called “polyarchies” or “near 
polyarchies”) compared to 58 per cent of those countries with low 
pluralism. By 1994, the height of the third wave of democracy, David 
Welsh could report only eighteen to twenty ethnically diverse states 
sustaining democratic practices. And according to the Carnegie 
Commission for Preventing Deadly Conflict, nearly all of the world’s 
thirty-five armed conflicts raging in 1995 occurred in multi-ethnic 
states.226 

DIVERSITY AND DEMOCRACY: THE PROBLEM OF POLITICAL 
COMMUNITY 

While it has not usually been expressed in such terms, the obstacles to 
democracy presented by social diversity are problems of political cul-
ture. In their 1963 classic, The Civic Culture, Gabriel Almond and Syd-
ney Verba defined a political culture as that set of popular dispo-
sitions or orientations (in the form of norms, knowledge and beliefs) 
toward political objects at four different levels: (1) the political com-
munity; (2) the constitutional regime; (3) incumbent governments, 
leaders and their policies; and (4) the individuals and their role as citi-
zens.227 Thus, social diversity could inhibit democracy in at least four 
different ways. At each level, however, the linkages between the two 
are different and their analysis requires different types of data.228 

Most scholarly arguments about the effects of social diversity on 
democracy can be located at the level of political community. At its 
core, the problem of diversity is seen as a problem of “social identity” 
and “nation”. Henri Tajfel has defined social identity as “that part of 
                                                             
225. Mill quoted in Lijphart, 1977:18. 226. Dahl, 1971:110–111; Welsh, 1994; and Stremlau, 1997:3–4. 
227. Almond and Verba, 1989. 228. Mattes, forthcoming. 
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an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his 
membership in a social group (or groups) together with the value and 
emotional significance attached to that membership”.229 The principle 
question has usually been seen to be whether people in diverse soci-
eties identify primarily with one of the plurality of social groups, or 
with the overarching political community? 

Answers to this question, however, have been shaped by analysts’ 
definition of “nation.” Most have traditionally used an ethnically 
based definition of a nation as a group of people united by a belief in 
common descent or birth. Thus, Walker Connor distinguished patrio-
tism (loyalty to the state) from nationalism (loyalty to the nation—a 
people defined by ethnicity).230 The conventional wisdom has held 
that socially diverse societies lack a common agreement on social 
identity and thus (given the ethnic view of nationalism) lack a com-
mon national identity. 

This has been seen to be especially true for a class of countries, in-
cluding South Africa, called “deeply divided societies”. In such socie-
ties, the plurality of well-defined social groups or “segments” are 
structured along religious, linguistic, cultural, religious, or racial 
cleavages. The political divisions tend to follow social differences, so 
that each segment generally has its own media, educational, civil, and 
political institutions. Economic and political interaction occurs far 
more within defined groups than among them. Political conflict, how-
ever, is largely structured between and among these groups. In di-
vided societies, people are said to tend to define themselves in terms 
of the groups to which they belong, rather than the larger political 
community in which they live.231 Nobody sees themselves as Soviets, 
Czechoslovaks, Yugoslavs, Bosnia-Herzegovinians, Zairois or Burun-

                                                             
229. Tajfel, 1978:63 (quoted in Taylor and Moghaddam, 1994:60). 230. Connor, 1981:201–203; Connor, 1987; and Connor, 1990. 
231. This definition is based largely upon the definition of “plural societies” found in 
Lijphart, 1977:3–4, though Lijphart also includes non-cultural/ascriptive factors such as 
ideology and region as possible lines of cleavage. Hermann Giliomee places ethnicity 
into the very definition: a divided society is one where conflict takes place among as-
criptively defined groups, not classes. Such groups are the basic political unit, and peo-
ple vote overwhelmingly for political parties representing their group. See Giliomee, 
1990:299. For a nuanced discussion of the differential and complex nature of the divi-
sions present in these types of societies, see Brewer 1990:84. 
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dians. This brings about a crisis not of regime or government legiti-
macy, but of national legitimacy.232 

The act of self-definition is generally assumed to involve a mutu-
ally exclusive choice between membership in and loyalty to the ethnic 
group or membership in and loyalty to the state. While affective ties 
to the state can coexist with ethno-national consciousness, Connor 
argues that the two things tend to be in tension and conflict with one 
another. “Questions of accumulating ethno-national heterogeneity 
within a single state revolve around two loyalties, loyalty to the na-
tion and loyalty to the state, and the relative strength of the two.”233 
Those groups seeing themselves as dominant often see the state and 
nation as the same and “thus the two loyalties become an indistin-
guishable reinforcing blur”. It is national minorities, he argues, who 
are much more likely to experience tension between these loyalties. 
He cites comparative survey evidence showing that ethnonational 
minorities express substantially less affection toward the state, al-
though minorities within the same state may differ.234 

In this contest, the group usually wins out over the secular politi-
cal community. “The great number of bloody ethno-national move-
ments that have occurred in the past two decades within the First, 
Second and Third Worlds bear ample testimony that when the two 
loyalties are seen as being in irrevocable conflict, loyalty to the state 
loses out.” This happens because the transcendent identities offered 
by most states are seen to be much less powerful and appealing than 
those offered by kinship or ethnic groups.235 

According to Pierre du Toit, ethnic groups are “powerful units of 
social control. Because of the emphasis on perceived bonds of descent, 
as expressed in family and kinship ties, the reciprocal obligations, du-
ties and prescriptions which bind family members are also projected 
onto the more extensive ethnic groups”.236 Ethnic groups are also said 
to provide psychological security and self-esteem to members.237 Fi-
nally, ethnic identities, attitudes and value commitments are pre-
                                                             
232. Connor, 1981:205. 233. Connor, 1990:25. 
234. Connor, 1990:25–26. 235. Connor, 1990:25–26. 
236. du Toit, 1995:39. 237. Horowitz, 1985; and 1991. 
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sumed to be less resistant to change than identities based on other 
criteria. “These are primordial values and commitments that seem to 
be almost indestructible” argues Almond, and are maintained across 
generations through the socialisation process. This is seen to be a ma-
jor reason why the USSR was ultimately unable to change the political 
culture of Eastern Europe.238 

ARE GROUP IDENTITIES AND NATIONAL IDENTITY MUTUALLY 
EXCLUSIVE? 

Many new democracies in Africa and Eastern Europe have embarked 
upon explicit programs of “nation-building” in order to counteract 
what Lijphart called the “centrifugal tendencies inherent in a plural 
society”239 and establish a single political community—or nation—
that claims common loyalties from all juridical citizens. In South Af-
rica, the necessity of some form of nation-building has been widely 
taken for granted. According to President Nelson Mandela: 

a common allegiance is what helps to define a nation. You either have 
divided loyalties on fundamental questions or an overwhelming sense of 
pride and belonging. A nation state without this attribute exists only in 
name. It survives by coercion and subterfuge. It is a time bomb waiting 
to implode upon itself.240 

Yet many analysts, premised on the notion of a mutually exclusive 
choice of loyalties, warn against nation-building. Connor goes to great 
length to describe the difficulties faced by attempts to “supplant 
group ties with loyalty to a state structure”. Horowitz warns against 
attempts to affect a “massive transfer” of loyalties from the group to 
the state.241 Indeed, South Africa’s prospects appear dim if we operate 
within a paradigm consisting of a mutually exclusive choice of loyal-
ties and a distinction between nationalism and patriotism. 

However, our understandings of the linkages between social di-
versity, national unity, and democracy may be limited by this narrow, 
ethnic definition of nation. The very real existence of something called 
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the “American nation” testifies to the fact that the term cannot be lim-
ited to beliefs about common descent or birth. Such forms of national 
loyalty can only be understood through a different conceptual frame-
work. A first step forward comes from Anthony Smith’s distinction 
between “state nationalism” and “ethnic nationalism”.242 A second 
contribution comes from Rupert Emerson who defines “nation” as the 
broadest collectivity to which an individual owes his or her ultimate 
loyalties and allegiances.243 A third can be found in Benedict Ander-
son’s conception of a nation as an “imagined community”.244 

Putting these together, a nation is a product of common inter-
subjunctive agreement, or imagination. It refers to the broadest imag-
ined community which people are willing to obey voluntarily and 
give valued resources such as taxes and national service. Thus, every-
one has a nation. The key question is whether people’s nations are 
equivalent to the state in which they live. This nation can be based on 
perceived ethnic traits, or it can be based on powerful secular sym-
bols. 

But we should not simply reject Connor’s distinction. Our concep-
tual framework needs to retain a category for a non-nationalist patrio-
tism, yet also admit of the possibility of the development of non-
ethnic forms of state nationalism. A more adequate framework for 
categorising different configurations of loyalties to overarching com-
munities and sub-groups should include the following three possibili-
ties. 

Ethnic Nationalism. Here, citizens of a state actually think of them-
selves as a member of some group based on perceived common de-
scent or origin. They believe that the group ought to be a self-
determining political unit with its own state. “Ethnic nationalism” is 
not simply identification with a sub-national group, but includes a 
withdrawal or withholding of allegiance from the state in favour of 
that group. They may recognise the existence of a larger political 
community, but disagree with its existence. They may realise that they 
are legal members, but feel antipathy toward that membership. Seces-
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sion from or extreme autonomy within the larger community may be 
desired policy goals. 

Non-Nationalist Patriotism. In this situation, citizens identify with 
and give primary allegiance to a national group within the larger 
state. They believe that they should have a large amount of autonomy 
and self-determination within the larger political community. Yet they 
accept their membership in the larger community and are proud of 
the state representing that community. However, this allegiance is 
premised conditionally upon that state’s respect of their group’s 
claims to sovereignty and national rights such as culture and lan-
guage. One example might be the way that many Quebecois feel 
about Canada, or Catalans feel about Spain.245 

State Nationalism. Here, people accept the legitimacy of the territo-
rially demarcated political community represented by the state, accept 
that they are members in it, and are proud of that membership. The 
state is seen to represent a people, an imagined community that 
should govern itself as a people, not as a collection of peoples. This 
feeling need not be based on a belief in common origin or descent. 

ARGUMENTS ABOUT THE SOUTH AFRICAN “NATION” 

Assessments of the prospects for developing widespread patriotism 
or state nationalism to support democracy in South Africa depend a 
great deal on your view about the nature of the groups in that country 
and the divisions among them. These questions have been at the cen-
tre of a long intellectual debate, what Donald Horowitz called the 
“conflict about the conflict”.246 

There have been at least four identifiable major elements to this 
debate. First, on what I call the “hard right”, were the leaders and in-
tellectuals of white Afrikaner nationalism who, rooted in German ro-
manticism, attempted to develop a theoretical justification for apart-
heid. Based on primordial, organic racial and ethnic understandings 
of nation, these National Party-supporting intellectuals and bureau-
crats took the diversity of groups living in South Africa, imposed 
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upon them their own categorisation, and subsequently attempted to 
separate and preserve these “peoples”, “nations” or “volk” with a re-
pressive hand. 

In reaction to apartheid ideology a group of scholars arose on the 
“hard left”, based in marxian analysis, who simply dismissed racial or 
ethnic cleavages as mere manifestations of state/ruling class attempts 
to impose false consciousness and mask the true nature of class con-
flict and capitalist oppression of workers.247 Subsequently, analysts 
on the “soft left” conceded the reality of some social cleavages, yet 
maintained that they did not preclude the creation of a common soci-
ety in a post-apartheid South Africa. Because people were much more 
concerned about issues of class than ethnicity, the artificial identities 
imposed by a despised state would likely be rejected in favour of a 
common, national identity.248 

Finally, there has been a vigorous argument from the “soft right”, 
consisting of students of ethnic conflict and divided societies. These 
scholars ostensibly reject the purely primordial notion of race or eth-
nicity, yet emphasise the deep, enduring, emotional, non-materialist 
need for group identity. Racial divides in South Africa were not just 
artificial legal barriers, nor proxies for class lines, but had come to de-
lineate enduring ethno-national conflict between white and African 
communal power blocs.249 Moreover, the end to white domination 
(which had produced incentives toward black solidarity) would in-
troduce new incentives leading to the rise of ethnic divisions among 
black South Africans in the post-apartheid era.250 

“NATION-BUILDING IN SOUTH AFRICA” 

Throughout all of this literature, however, one thing is striking. It is 
almost impossible to find anyone who would concede the existence of 
something called the “South African nation”. Thus, there has been a 
separate, though related and equally intense debate about how to 
promote or build a common national identity. The most visible ap-
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proach to this question can be found in the popular rhetoric of Arch-
bishop Desmond Tutu and the “Simunye” (“we are one”) campaign of 
the South African Broadcasting Corporation. Both portray the emerg-
ing South African nation as a “rainbow nation” whose unity emanates 
from the its very racial and ethnic diversity. 

Prominent critics such as Neville Alexander have rejected the 
rainbow approach, arguing that the metaphor accepts constructs such 
as race and ethnicity. Offering a second approach, Alexander speaks 
of the Gariep nation (Gariep is the Nama word for the Orange River 
that flows from the heart of the country into the Atlantic Ocean). The 
Gariep symbolises the blending of many colours, languages and cul-
tures into one common stream.251 Alexander sees a trilingual lan-
guage policy as the key to constructing this new imagined com-
munity, not because everyone should speak the same language, but 
because they all should be able to understand one another.252 

A third prominent approach to nation-building consists of a group 
of analysts who loudly proclaim, “don’t do it!”. They warn of the 
dangers of nation-building, though for a variety of differing reasons. 
Some analysts reject nation-building because of their suspicion of a 
“Jacobinist” project imposing the culture of the politically dominant 
group disguised as some new common culture.253 Rather than nation-
building, some recommend a project aimed at building a civic, demo-
cratic culture held together by patriotism based on the opportunities 
provided by the new society.254 For others, the development of a 
South African nationalism is impossible almost by definition since 
they operate along a largely ethnic notion of nation. Rather than na-
tion-building, they have called for political and constitutional systems 
specifically engineered to accommodate ethnic and national differ-
ences: some have argued for “centrifugal”, decentralised forms of 
consociationalism and even confederalism; others have argued for a 
system with very strong centripetal incentives emanating from spe-
cific electoral, executive and federal systems.255 
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Finally, fears of Jacobinism have certainly been fuelled by a fourth 
position consisting of the “Africanist” wing of the liberation move-
ment. Their solutions to “the national question” consist of a “National 
Democratic Revolution” and the “Africanisation” of political, educa-
tional, social and cultural institutions.256 

SOCIAL IDENTITY AND NATION 

Thus, the social identity of citizens is assumed to be a critical piece of 
information for analysts of divided societies as well as of political cul-
ture. The measurement of social identity becomes necessary: (1) to 
determine the extent of heterogeneity of identity; (2) to determine the 
important lines of cleavage; (3) to determine the extent and salience of 
those divisions; and (4) to assess the relative balance between sectar-
ian (racial, ethnic, religious or regional) and secular (national South 
African) identities. 

I have identified five separate efforts to measure social identity be-
tween 1994 and 1997. These projects consist of: (1) two national sur-
veys (1994 and 1995) conducted by the Institute for Democracy in 
South Africa (Idasa); (2) one provincial (Gauteng, 1994) and one na-
tionally representative omnibus survey (February 1995) conducted by 
the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC); (3) a series of national 
surveys being conducted by a joint team of researchers from the Free 
University in Amsterdam and the HSRC; (4) one national survey 
(1996) conducted by the Centre for International and Comparative 
Politics (CICP) at the University of Stellenbosch; and (5) a national 
survey (1995) conducted jointly by the CICP, Stellenbosch’s Centre for 
Interdisciplinary Studies, Markinor, and Idasa that served as the 
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South African version of the international World Values Study pro-
ject. 257 

Based on the presumed mutual exclusiveness of group and na-
tional identity, these surveys asked people, in differing ways, what 
they called themselves or to which group they belonged: respondents 
could either call themselves a “South African” or something else. 
Some also attempted to measure the salience of these identities. 

While space does not permit a detailed discussion of these sur-
veys,258 there are a few clear findings that flow from these initial stud-
ies. First of all, wide majorities of South Africans do actively use con-
structs such as race and ethnicity, and to a lesser extent, language to 
define themselves. Second, it is evident that, regardless of the mea-
surement method, there are not four racial groups, or two communi-
ties, but a wide diversity of identities in South Africa. Third, a variety 
of different measures seem to indicate that the salience or perceived 
importance of ethnicity and culture is increasing. 

Finally, and most importantly from the perspective of this chapter, 
either when people are able to offer it on its own in open-ended ques-
tions, or where they have the chance to select the option from closed-
ended questions, clear minorities of South Africans take the opportu-
nity to call themselves “South African” (anywhere between one-tenth 
and one-quarter, though it appears that these numbers may have in-
creased significantly between 1994 and 1995). 

These findings have been interpreted as dire messages to the long-
term future of democracy in South Africa. Broadly speaking, they 
have been seen to indicate the reality, resilience and strength of eth-
nicity, the increasing likelihood of ethnic tensions in terms of de-
mands for scarce resources, and as evidence of a lack of national iden-
tity and the limited success of the nation-building project thus far.259 

Elirea Bornman concluded that: 
In contrast to an increase in ethnic awareness, no indications were found 
that nation building has as yet succeeded in establishing a strong South 
African identity among the majority of blacks… as most groups gave 
preference for their ethnic group over a South African identity, it seems 
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unlikely that strategies towards nation building can erase the strong 
ethnic identities illustrated in both studies.260 

In Kotze’s view: 
[A] very low level of national identity exists at present. This has the po-
tential to undermine the nation building process, currently under way. If 
nation building is in any way forced upon reluctant communities, it may 
result in ethnic protest and conflict. A low level of national identity may 
also pose problems for the process of national reconciliation.261 

CITIZENSHIP AND NATION 

Does, however, the relative lack of “South African” responses to ques-
tions on social identity mean what it appears to mean? The various 
items reviewed above that have been designed to measure social iden-
tity probably capture a good deal about the whole cultural sense of 
self, which may be much more than we are interested in. Courtney 
Jung notes that: 

Cultural diversity exists all over the world and is not relevant to politics 
except where it has been politicised. Political and cultural identity are 
separate conceptual frameworks. Cultural identity is only relevant to 
politics where cultural symbols are used politically. Therefore standard 
measures of degrees of division or pluralism, such as social distance 
scales, are not useful in the study of potentially divided societies. Levels 
of intermarriage will not determine whether ethnicity is or is not politi-
cised. [We should not be] interested in whole identities, all the levels of 
cognition that make up a person’s or a group’s conception of self and 
other. [We should be] interested in political identities, those that become 
relevant in the political arena (narrowly understood as the sphere of 
government or conflict over resources).262 

Social or collective identity gives meaning to people’s personal iden-
tity as a reference group of people with similar history, practices, and 
values, against which they can compare and distinguish them-
selves.263 It is not necessarily a statement of political loyalty. As Evan 
Lieberman puts it, nationhood does not depend on people seeing their 
state identity as a source of primary identity in everyday life. It is only 
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necessary that they accept and take pride in membership in the terri-
tory represented by the states.264 Thus, it is not at all clear that the 
legitimacy and stability of the democratic political community de-
pends on collective social identities being coterminous with the iden-
tity of that community. Under certain circumstances, social identity 
might not be crucial to questions of national political community. It is 
possible to have consensual agreement on “the nation” and one’s 
place in it amidst a plurality of social identities. 

Rather, it would seem that the legitimacy of a democratic political 
community would depend much more on people’s values about citi-
zenship. According to Will Kymlicka and Wayne Norman, “Citizen-
ship is not just a certain status. It is also an identity, an expression of 
one’s membership in a political community.”265 In this sense, citizen-
ship becomes a key measure of nation-building. Jannie Gagiano de-
fines nation-building as: 

the integration of communally diverse and/or territorially discreet units 
into the institutional framework of a single state and the concomitant 
transfer of a sense of common political identity and loyalty to the sym-
bolic community defined by the founding ideology of such a state.266 

Thus the legitimacy of the democratic political community depends 
on people’s answers to at least three questions: (1) do people accept 
the appropriateness of the territorially defined community? (2) Are 
they willing to be a member in that community? And (3) are they 
proud of that membership? 

For initial evidence concerning these questions in South Africa, we 
turn to the responses to a simple question included in the 1995 Idasa 
survey. The item asked respondents how proud they were “to be 
called a South African citizen”. Just over nine-in-ten (92 per cent) said 
they were either proud or very proud. A similar question asked in the 
1995 World Values Survey found just under 96 per cent who said they 
were either “very” or “quite proud” to be South African. Thus, in con-
trast to the consistent findings of about one-fifth to one-third who 
carry “South African” as a collective social identity, and in contrast to 
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nearly everyone’s expectations, it appears that the legitimacy of the 
South African political community may be nearly consensual in the 
body politic. 

Table 1. 

Idasa (September–
November 1995)* 

Per cent WVS (October–November 
1995)** 

Per cent 

Very proud 60.3 Very proud 80.4 
Proud 31.3 Quite proud 15.4 
Not very proud 5.1 Not very proud 2.7 
Not at all proud 2.1 Not at all proud 0.5 
  I am not South African 0.8 
Don’t know 1.2 Don’t know 0.2 
Total 100.0 Total 100.0 
N 2674 N 2935 
* Are you very proud, proud, not very proud or not at all proud to be called a 
South African citizen? 
** “How proud are you to be South African?” 

Given the huge discrepancy in the responses of a “South African so-
cial identity” and pride in “South African citizenship”, they seem to 
be quite different mental concepts. But just how distinct are they? Are 
those who spontaneously call themselves “South African” even more 
likely than the overall public to express pride in citizenship? A cros-
stabulation of the Idasa item measuring social identity with the item 
measuring civic pride reveals that the distinction between having a 
secular (i.e. South African) social identity versus a sectarian one does 
not account for much variation in civic pride (the crosstabulation is 
not displayed here due to the large number of categories). 71 per cent 
of those who call themselves “South Africans” are “very proud” to be 
a South African citizen. But so are 80 per cent of those who identity 
themselves as “Tswana”, 69 per cent of “Blacks” and “Coloureds”, 65 
per cent of “Xhosas” and 63 per cent of “Africans”.267 Yet, different 
types of sectarian social identity do have important impacts on pride 

                                                             
267. An analysis of variance reveals an extremely small, though statistically significant 
difference between the pride in citizenship of those who call themselves “South Afri-
can” (2.67 on a four point scale), those who give themselves a “hyphenated” South Af-
rican identity (2.57) and those with a sectarian group identity (2.47). This distinction 
accounts for only 1 per cent of the variance in national pride (Eta = .09, significant at the 
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in citizenship. For example, only 31 per cent of “English-speakers”, 33 
per cent of “Indians” are very proud, 41 per cent of self-identified 
“Zulus”, 46 per cent of “Vendas”, 48 per cent of “Whites”, and 58 per 
cent of “Afrikaners” and “English”. 

These conclusions are supported by a crosstabulation of the WVS 
items on civic pride and identity. As with the Idasa survey, people 
who choose the “South African” label are not appreciably more proud 
of their “South Africanness” than people who chose sectarian identi-
ties.268 At the same time, pride in national identity does vary consid-
erably among different types of sectarian identities. 

This suggests there is little direct relationship between having a 
secular versus sectarian social identity on one hand and a national 
identity on the other. People’s propensity to select group versus na-
tional identities is hardly related to their pride in citizenship. The 
question then arises as to which item is a more relevant predictor of 
the things we are ultimately interested in, people’s loyalties and their 
willingness to be good citizens. The following tables display cros-
stabulations of the two World Values Survey items on social and na-
tional identity with a third item that measures willingness to fight in a 
war (undoubtedly one of the most severe claims a state can lay on 
citizens’ loyalty). 

The tables demonstrate that pride in national identity has a greater 
impact on whether or not people are willing to fight in a war for 
South Africa than does their social identity (at least in terms of a secu-
lar versus a sectarian identity). Those who spontaneously call them-
selves “South African” are no more likely to be  willing to serve  
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Table 2. Civic Pride by Social Identity (World Values Study) 

 Very 
Proud 

Quite 
Proud 

Not 
Proud 

Not at 
All 

Proud 

Not a 
South 

African 

Total 

Black 86.4 9.3 3.7 0.3 0.3 21.0 
White 66.3 25.5 2.7 2.2 3.3 6.3 
Coloured 83.0 15.9  1.1  6.0 
Indian 88.5 10.6 1.0   3.5 
Zulu 80.1 14.0 5.4   6.3 
Xhosa 80.2 14.2 3.7 1.2  5.5 
Sotho 79.5 15.9 2.3 2.3  1.5 
Tswana 83.3 12.8 1.3   2.7 
Sepedi 97.7 2.3    1.5 
Venda 87.5  12.5   0.3 
English-
speaking-SAs 

63.5 31.5 2.0 0.5 2.0 6.3 

Afrikaans-
speaking SAs 

73.5 25.0 1.2   11.0 

Afrikaner 78.2 9.1 10.9 1.8  1.9 
South African 86.1 11.4 2.2 0.3 0.1 23.7 
Muslim 83.3 16.7    .2 
Swazi 62.5 12.5 12.5  12.5 0.3 
African  50.0   50.0 0.1 
Other 54.8 21.4 2.4 2.4 19.0 1.4 
None  100.0    .0 
Total 80.4 15.4 2.7 0.5 0.8 100.0 
(Table presents row percentages for ease of presentation.) 

in wartime (64 per cent) than are people who choose other labels, such 
as “Blacks” (71 per cent), “Indians” (69 per cent), “Afrikaans-speaking 
South Africans” (64 per cent), or “English-speaking South African” (62 
per cent). Furthermore, they are only slightly more willing than are 
people who chose the “Afrikaner” (60 per cent), or “white” (60 per 
cent) label.269 As with our previous finding, willingness to fight does 
vary considerably according to the type of sectarian identity. People 
who chose African ethnic labels were significantly less likely to fight 
than those who chose the “black” description. 
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Table 3. Willingness to Fight by Social Identity 

 Yes No Don’t Know Total 
Black 70.5 18.8 10.7 21.0 
White 59.8 31.5 8.7 6.3 
Coloured 58.5 27.8 13.6 6.0 
Indian 69.2 25.0 5.8 3.5 
Zulu 50.5 30.1 19.4 6.3 
Xhosa 54.3 40.7 4.9 5.5 
Sotho 34.1 36.4 29.5 1.5 
Tswana 52.6 23.1 24.4 2.7 
Sepedi 53.5 34.9 11.6 1.5 
Venda 50.0 37.5 12.5 0.3 
English-speaking SAs 62.0 29.5 8.5 6.8 
Afrikaans-speaking SAs 64.8 24.4 10.5 11.0 
Afrikaner 60.0 32.7 7.3 1.9 
South African 64.2 4.2 12.2 23.7 
Muslim 100.0   0.2 
Swazi 25.0 50.0 25.0 0.3 
African 50.0  50.0 0.1 
Other 42.9 45.2 11.9 1.4 
None 100.0    
Total 62.2 26.1 11.7 100.0 
“Of course, we all hope that there will not be another war, but if it were to come to that, 
would you be willing to fight for your country?” (World Values Study) (Table presents 
row percentages for ease of presentation.) 

In contrast, pride in national identity has a stronger impact on will-
ingness to fight in a war for South Africa. Those who say they are 
most proud of their South Africanness are considerably more likely to 
be willing to serve in wartime (65 per cent) than those who are least 
proud (44 per cent). 

Table 4. Willingness to Fight by Civic Pride 

 Very 
Proud 
80.4% 

Quite 
Proud 
15.4% 

Not 
Proud 
2.7% 

Not at 
All 

Proud 
0.5% 

Not a 
South 

African 
0.8% 

Total 

Yes 64.7 53.2 50.6 43.8 43.5 62.2 
No 23.7 33.3 41.8 56.3 47.8 26.1 
Don’t know 11.5 13.5 7.6  8.7 11.7 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
(Spearman’s r = .09, significant at the .001 level.) 
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We have found widespread pride in membership in the South African 
political community. The simple question wording testifies to a high 
amount of face validity (that is, the extent to which it really measures 
national pride). Furthermore, we have demonstrated a significant de-
gree of construct validity because answers to that question are asso-
ciated with other citizen behaviour (willingness to fight in a war) in a 
predictable manner and do so much more consistently than the social 
identity measure, at least in terms of the secular vs. sectarian distinc-
tion. 

The responses to the questions on national identity mean that over 
90 per cent of the legal citizens of South Africa: (1) accept the appro-
priateness of the demarcated territory known as South Africa; (2) see 
themselves as members of that community; and (3) are proud of that 
membership. A wide range of people with diverse communal identi-
ties, vastly different historic experiences, and flung out over a vast 
territory, have apparently been able to, in Gagiano’s words, “transfer 
a sense of common political identity and loyalty to the symbolic 
community”, the imagined community of South Africa. This seems to 
indicate, at least, the existence of widespread “patriotism” in South 
Africa. It may also suggest a bolder proposition: that there is already a 
widespread degree of “state nationalism”. 

Focusing on the two most likely sources of ethnonational senti-
ment, there is little evidence that people’s pride in South African iden-
tity is premised on the state’s respect for a claimed right of self-
government of sub-groups, or national self-determination, within a 
larger South African community. It is true that in the Idasa 1994 post-
election survey 44 per cent of white Afrikaans-speakers “agreed” with 
securing a “homeland for the Afrikaners”. Yet a clear minority of Af-
rikaners vote for or identify with the Freedom Front, the party whose 
sole goal was the creation of such a homeland. Whatever support they 
had diminished considerably in the 1995 local government elections 
as well as in subsequent surveys. In the 1995 Idasa survey, only 13 per 
cent of Zulu-speakers living in the province of KwaZulu-Natal fa-
voured special constitutional powers for the province. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

In his 1994 review of the prospects for successful democratisation in 
South Africa, Hermann Giliomee closed with the observation that: 
“No country that has become democratic since the mid-1970s la-
boured under the same ethnic and racial divisions and lack of broad-
based economic development as South Africa.”270 

Yet South Africans seem to have developed rather quickly, a 
common civic state nationalism. Why? How can we explain such high 
levels of political community and national identity in a supposedly 
divided society? Why have multiethnic or multinational states like the 
Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia fallen apart so easily with 
the onset of democracy, while South Africa exhibits extremely high 
levels of national identity? Is there any reason for a people so thor-
oughly oppressed and repressed by a minority group, and the gov-
ernment and regime representing that group, to so easily and enthusi-
astically identify with the name of the political society (“South Af-
rica”) traditionally associated with the oppressive regime? Why was 
there no real attempt, as part of transformation, to immediately set 
about changing the name, the very identity, of that society? And why 
have the formerly dominant, now a numerical minority, remained 
committed to an entity dominated by a historical rival? In South Af-
rica, in contrast to those societies mentioned above, no serious poli-
tician wants to change the name of the country, or demands partition. 
The only political parties entertaining such possibilities have been re-
legated to the dustbin of electoral history. Both “Azania” and “Oran-
jia” remain a glint in the eye of a handful of activists and intellectuals. 

One answer could be that while South Africa is a divided society, 
it differs in important ways form other such states. As Heribert Adam 
has pointed out, in contrast to countries with distinct nationalities lo-
cated in distinct territories (such as Czechoslovakia), the imposed 
group memberships of apartheid spanned common languages and 
religions. Social groups were geographically interspersed, and there 

                                                             
270. Giliomee, 1995:104. 
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was a significant degree of economic interdependence among 
groups.271 

Another difference is that in former communist and other authori-
tarian states, a non-democratic regime attempted to suppress ethnicity 
and impose an artificial transcendent identity. People threw off this 
identity as soon as they were able to do so. In South Africa, in con-
trast, the apartheid state tried to impose ethnic and racial identities 
and deny the “South Africanness” of the majority of its citizens. “By 
the 1980s, it became quite clear that a South African nation bounded 
by skin colour was no longer viable and a new political dispensation 
was inevitable. The form of resistance that reigned hegemonic in the 
final years of the struggle helped ‘imagine’ a multiracial South African 
nation, a newly defined terminal political community with people of 
varied colours and creed.”272 That South Africans may be claiming 
their South African identity only because it was previously denied 
them may be a very negative, limited basis for building a common 
democracy, but it is certainly something absent in the vast majority of 
other divided societies. 

A final potential factor is something that may differentiate South 
Africa from other divided societies, yet render it comparable—at least 
in a limited sense—to another diverse society, the United States. So-
cial diversity might pose less of an obstacle to national unity and de-
mocracy when a state is able to offer its citizens an ideational basis for 
community independent of culture and descent. The ideas contained 
in the United States’ founding documents, liberty, equality, democ-
racy, limited government and private enterprise (what Gunnar Myr-
dal called the “American Creed”) have provided the basis for a popu-
lar consensus that has enabled a polyglot of immigrants to become 
one nation.273 Is it possible that in South Africa, the symbols of Man-
dela and the Constitution, the images of the rainbow nation and 
Simunye (“we are one”), and the ideas of democracy, non-racialism 
and reconciliation, may be providing a similar basis for a new na-
                                                             
271. Adam, 1994:38, 41. Irina Filatova admonishes Adam on his geography, noting that 
the Soviet Union’s nation-building project failed despite a widely shared common lan-
guage and a pervasive ideology, with significant interspersal and intermarriage, and 
extreme economic interdependence. See Filatova, 1994. 
272. Lieberman, 1998:8. 273. Huntington, 1997:29. 
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tional consensus that can enable this country to maintain and con-
solidate democracy, and leave behind the horrors of racial and ethnic 
civil conflict that have plagued the 20th century? 

Satisfactory answers to these questions will come only with re-
peated measurement. The survey responses reported here might be 
“time-bound”, coming as they did only months after South Africa’s 
victory in the Rugby World Cup and the palpable wave of patriotic 
flag-waving that swept the country. Yet even if this were the case, the 
potential for black and white South Africans to find common pride 
through victory in such a historically controversial sport as rugby (in-
deed with a nearly all-white team with only one coloured player and 
no Africans) would itself be an impressive feat. Nevertheless, the 
point remains that over-time analysis is clearly needed. 

Answers to our questions will also require better conceptualisation 
and improved measurement of group and national identities. Our 
finding that social identity and identification with the state are dis-
tinct, though related phenomena means that group identity and na-
tional identity need to be measured separately. If respondents do see 
the two in conflict, the survey instrument should enable them to tell 
us so, rather than having the choice imposed upon them. National 
and social identities also need to be measured by more reliable multi-
item scales that tap different dimensions of each concept. 

Lastly, we need to develop an integrated model that enables us to 
test the effect of identity by looking for hypothesised effects not only 
at the level of political community, but also at the levels of regime, 
government, and citizen. None of the arguments in this chapter 
should be seen to underestimate the challenges to democracy pre-
sented by social cleavage, difference and diversity. Rather, the initial 
data presented in this chapter suggest that the problems presented by 
diversity and identity, at least in South Africa, may not lie—as is 
widely assumed—at the level of political community. Diversity may, 
however, constitute a significant problem with regard to attitudes to-
ward the constitutional regime, toward the incumbent government 
and government policy, and toward other groups and duties to the 
state. 
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Strangers at the Cattle Post: State  
Nationalism and Migrant Identity in Post-
Apartheid South Africa 

Michael Neocosmos 

INTRODUCTION 

Migrant labourers from Southern Africa find themselves in a contra-
dictory situation in the emerging socio-political relations of post-
apartheid South Africa. Having been celebrated in cultural and aca-
demic discourse during the eighties as the most exploited among the 
oppressed majority, as the bearers of the cross of the migrant labour 
system, the mainstay of apartheid itself, they are now considered by 
the new state at best as ‘foreigners’ and at worst as ‘illegal immi-
grants’. Having been, as workers on the mines, at the forefront of the 
struggles for unionisation and national liberation, their position in the 
matrix of policies and ideologies developed by the new state on the 
one hand and by their employers on the other, seems more and more 
insecure. While the contribution of migrant labour to the building of 
South African industry especially in the mining sector and the making 
of a popular South African history, was celebrated as a unique en-
deavour, now the pressures emanating from the apparently more 
‘progressive’ social democratic ideologues in the state (as opposed to 
the frankly ‘reactionary’ utterances of the ‘free marketeers’), are push-
ing in the direction of the abolition of migrant labour itself. Thus Guy 
Mhone, the Labour Department’s Chief Director of Market Policy re-
cently declared: 

More generally, the suggestion is that the migrant labour system needs 
to be phased out because of its negative economic and social conse-
quences. (Business Day, Dec. 24, 1996) 
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At the same time it can be observed that there seems to be a congru-
ence of views or at least an implicit agreement, between the policy of 
‘internalisation’ by mine management on the one hand, whereby a 
dramatic shift has been taking place since 1987 towards the recruit-
ment of South African nationals as opposed to foreigners, and that of 
the abolition of the migrant labour system advocated by the social 
democrats (such as Guy Mhone) ensconced in Tito Mboweni’s labour 
ministry and in the unions on the other. The ‘Southafricanisation’ of 
recruitment is surreptitiously being equated with the popular interest, 
or put another way, narrow national interest is being equated with 
democratisation. Clearly this conception of national interest emanates 
from the state, from above. Migrant labourers are rarely consulted on 
what they think. It is generally taken for granted that the abolition of 
the ‘migrant labour system’ is in their interests as it is so obviously 
exploitative and socially demeaning. It seems indeed ‘obvious to all’ 
that workers, irrespective of their origins, would wish to settle in ur-
ban areas with their families and thereby have access to the social, 
health and housing services available in the new South Africa, rather 
than perpetuate the appalling conditions of single sex hostels, divided 
families and cheap and compliant labour from unproductive rural 
areas. 

Yet the apparent obviousness of social relations is often only skin 
deep, and usually indicates misunderstanding as illustrated by the 
following account. As part of the imputed process of ‘democrati-
sation’ of the labour market, mineworkers from the Southern African 
Customs Union (SACU)274 countries have been offered the opportun-
ity to acquire a permanent South African residence permit leading to 
full citizenship. This benefit is so attractive to the region’s unem-
ployed (as well as to many among the middle class) that they are of-
ten prepared to brave razor wire fencing, the wild animals of the 
Kruger Park and the South African police, to enter the country! It is 
most surprising therefore to discover that in Lesotho, the single most 
important provider of ‘foreign’ migrant labourers to South Africa, be-
tween 70 and 80 per cent of miners interviewed in a number of recent 
surveys, asserted that they refused this offer of settling in South Af-
                                                             
274. The Southern African Customs Union includes South Africa, Botswana, Lesotho, 
Swaziland and Namibia. 
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rica. Only a small minority of Basotho miners were concerned to take 
up the offer, even after the deadline was extended. Is this to be seen as 
an effect of a romantic attachment to Sesotho culture by alienated 
miners—i.e. an aspect of a miner’s national identity—as some assert? 
Or is it simply to be put down to ‘false consciousness’ of a class still 
linked to rural areas? Or is this reaction objectively founded on a ra-
tional conception of miners’ own material interests? If the latter, what 
could such material interests consist of in an ‘unviable labour reserve 
economy’ like that of Lesotho? 

This paper is intended as a discussion of this apparent paradox. I 
shall be concerned with bringing out some of the contradictions be-
tween South African state nationalism on the one hand, and popular 
concerns on the other, and thus with problematizing some aspects of 
what is currently meant by democracy in the new South Africa. In 
order to do this, it is important first to situate the currently dominant 
practices of ‘nation-building’ in their historical context of the past 
twenty years in South Africa. This context is both ideological and po-
litical. 

THE IDEOLOGICAL CONTEXT: NATIONALIST DISCOURSE IN 
RECENT SOUTH AFRICAN HISTORY 

The dominant conception of national oppression in recent South Afri-
can history was one which saw the racial oppression of the majority as 
intimately linked with the interests of capital. This view was under-
pinned by a sophisticated political economy for which the link be-
tween apartheid (national oppression) on the one hand and capitalism 
on the other was the existence of a working class. 

Basically, the dominant political economic discourse in Southern 
Africa had stressed the industrialisation of South Africa and the corre-
sponding formation of a working class through a process of the prole-
tarianisation of the peasantry from the rural peripheries from the late 
nineteenth century to the present (a similar process on a smaller scale 
was deemed to have occurred in Zimbabwe). Simply put, this ap-
proach visualised the character of the region from both an urban and 
an economic perspective. The urban perspective maintained that ru-
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ral-urban migration was a sign not only of temporary but of soon to 
be permanent proletarian status for a majority of the region’s peas-
ants. The economic perspective stressed that only in the urban indus-
trial areas of South Africa were production relations to be found. Ru-
ral areas were simply seen as ‘dormitory areas’, bereft of production 
relations, classes or any contradictions (other than ‘tribal’ ones). The 
politics of these regions and countries in southern Africa were there-
fore simply seen as reflections of events in the South African metro-
politan centres.275 

At the same time, ‘apartheid’ was explained as a form of labour 
control, the apogee of so many forms of labour control historically 
present in South Africa (from slavery to indentured labour to labour 
tenancy). It was a mechanism for providing super-exploited cheap 
labour for white capital in the interests of an expansive industrialisa-
tion process under pressure from popular struggles (Wolpe, 1972). 
The main component of this mechanism was the ‘migrant labour sys-
tem’ in which the gradual impoverishment of the rural hinterland 
provided the conditions for a compliant ‘reserve army of labour’. 

A number of consequences followed from this perspective. Given 
the absence of contradictions at the rural periphery the population of 
those countries and regions was seen as homogeneous while a simple 
reason was provided for migration, namely the impoverishment of 
the peasantry and labour reserve nature of the rural economies. In 
addition, no ways were found to explain the state and politics in these 
areas other than in simple technical or conspiratorial terms (Neocos-
mos, 1987, 1993a, 1993b). This was the necessary result of the imputed 
absence of production relations in those areas. The state ended up be-
ing seen as an external imposition (from South Africa). Local people 
were given no role to play in their own histories. At the same time in 
South Africa itself, apartheid was simply accounted for in economic 
terms, as a system of labour control based primarily on migrant la-
bour, instituted simply because it was ‘in the interests of South Afri-
can capital’ (Wolpe, 1972) or so intertwined with capitalism itself that 
the demise of the one could only mean the collapse of the other (Saul 

                                                             
275. The writings which expressed this perspective are numerous, they include the 
works of Bundy, Legassick, Arrighi, Saul, Wolpe inter alia. I have evaluated this per-
spective elsewhere; Neocosmos (1993a). 
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and Gelb, 1986). Thus, because the region was seen as composed 
overwhelmingly of proletarians or proletarians to be, socialism was 
visualised as inevitable and ‘just around the corner’. For example: 

In our country—more than in any other part of the oppressed world—it 
is inconceivable for liberation to have meaning without a return of the 
wealth of the land to the people as a whole. It is therefore a fundamental 
feature of our strategy that victory must embrace more than formal po-
litical democracy. To allow the existing economic forces to retain their 
interests intact is to feed the root of racial supremacy and does not rep-
resent even the shadow of liberation. (ANC, 1969:32–3; see also Slovo, 
1976:139ff) 

Under these circumstances, a host of crucial processes for the region 
were ignored and/or left unexplained. These included the differentia-
tion of the oppressed South African population along class and gen-
der ethnic lines inter alia, the differentiation of rural dwellers (includ-
ing worker-peasants) and possibilities of accumulation among the 
people, the reproduction of petty-commodity production (rural or 
urban), the fact that labour migration might be a source of accumula-
tion for peasants, the specificity of (popular) politics and state form in 
the countries of the periphery as well as the form of state rule during 
the apartheid and post-apartheid periods (Neocosmos, 1993a; Mam-
dani, 1996). Discussions of the state in South Africa (much as in the 
immediate post-independence period in Zimbabwe) have been re-
duced to assessments of policy questions (Neocosmos, 1996a). Finally, 
it has not always been recognised that the people of the region could 
show extreme inventiveness in struggle, in the making of their own 
histories. This has now given use to assertions that even the character 
of the struggles of the 1980s simply resulted from decisions taken at 
the leadership level of the ANC (e.g. Mbeki, 1996). 

The effect of this discourse which was the central ideological pillar 
of the nationalist perspective in the region, was thus to place a major 
obstacle in the way of the understanding of politics in general and 
democratic politics in particular. Only very gradually is this obstacle 
starting to be contested. On the other hand, the positive side of this 
economistic nationalist perspective was that, as the emphasis was on 
the proletarianisation of labour in general, no distinction was ever 
drawn between the ethnic or nationality origins of that labour. Mi-
grant labour was migrant labour, irrespective of where it came from. 
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Thus it was often asserted that labour from throughout the region had 
“contributed to building South African industry”. At the same time 
the process of regional migration was viewed exclusively in negative 
terms, as the ‘migrant labour system’ was seen as the sine qua non of 
apartheid. This followed because apartheid as we have noted, was 
understood primarily as a form of labour control and not as a form of 
state. As we shall see below, this means that for this perspective, the 
demise of apartheid must entail the demise of the migrant labour sys-
tem. 

At the same time, this was combined in nationalist discourse with 
a view which tended to see ethnicity in a blanket way as reactionary, 
backward-looking, atavistic, and generally as a conspiracy by White 
employers (e.g. on the mines) and by the apartheid ‘regime’ more 
broadly, to divide and control the oppressed in general and the work-
ing-class in particular.276 It was seen as somehow ‘visited from the 
outside’ on an unsuspecting population, as ‘invented’ to use Ranger’s 
expression, and not produced from within rural production relations 
and rural political relations of domination (Neocosmos, 1995). In 
broad terms therefore, the basic theory provided little in terms of a 
perspective to understand questions of ethnicity, nationality and citi-
zenship. This was to be developed in practice only by the mass 
movement of the 1980s in so far as the struggle for a ‘new nation’ in 
South Africa was concerned as we shall see below. In addition, no 
way was devised at the level of theory to politically unify the various 
national or ethnic components of a working class which was assumed 
to be already given as a unity.277 The only arena in which it was seen 
as important to overcome ethnic and nationality divisions was at the 
workplace itself, through trade union organisation to confront em-
ployers. Outside the workplace, the issue of ethnicity or nationality 
differences was simply seen as resolved by ANC membership/ sup-
port (which was itself supposedly sufficiently unifying). 

As I have noted, the basic argument of this nationalist political 
economy on which everything else hinged was a conception of the 
                                                             
276. This position is still adhered to by the National Union of Mineworkers, NUM, for 
example, an organisation which organises mineworkers—i.e. overwhelmingly migrant 
labour—and which has to confront periodic ‘ethnic clashes’ on the mines. 
277. Constant references to the (Black) South African working-class testify to this, see 
for example, Neocosmos, 1996b. 
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linear proletarianisation of the peasantry. This is supposed to have 
taken place initially from the 1890s to the 1930s so that rural urban 
migration today is understood as taking place exclusively for the pur-
poses of reproduction. Amounting body of evidence from the rural 
peripheries of the region, however, points to the fact that rural pro-
ducers are differentiated and that even in extreme cases of ‘labour 
reserve economies’ such as Lesotho, simple as well as expanded re-
production (accumulation) among petty-commodity producers is pos-
sible and has been taking place for some time (Phimister, 1986; Her-
mele, 1988; Neocosmos, 1987, 1993a, 1993b; Johnston, 1996; Pae, 1992). 

However, the evidence of differentiation among petty producers 
in the rural peripheries from which migration originates has largely 
been ignored by nationalist discourse as it had been in the 1980s. The 
parameters of this nationalist political economy have had conse-
quences in the post-apartheid period as the ‘migrant labour system’ 
has come to be re-examined. Some of these can be seen in a recent ar-
ticle by Davies and Head (1995), but are also replicated in statements 
by various government commissions and by officials of various minis-
tries. 

Taking a policy perspective, Davies and Head are concerned to 
tackle the twin issues of the South African “democratic government” 
showing commitment to “reconstructing regional relations on new 
lines” on the one hand, and the threat apparently posed by escalating 
clandestine migration to such restructuring along “equitable and mu-
tually beneficial” lines on the other. The perspective taken by long 
time ANC members which informs the analysis, is exclusively one of 
state policy concerns regarding regional international relations be-
tween states/countries (not peoples). No indication is given that the 
orientation of states on the one hand and migrants on the other, re-
garding these issues may differ; rather, the perspective is one which 
seeks to outline background trends and emphasises the concerns of 
the states of the region which are “bound to recur as an item in bilat-
eral or multilateral negotiations” (Davies and Head, 1995:439). 

Apparently, in terms of numbers, legal migration to the mines is 
no longer the main form of migration to South Africa and is currently 
being overtaken by the numbers involved in clandestine migration. 
Although Davies and Head are careful to note that there are no reli-
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able figures on clandestine migration (figures are being bandied about 
in the South African state and press for propagandistic purposes, as 
we shall see below), they note that the only reliable figures are those 
for numbers of deportations which only assess the tip of the iceberg in 
so far as ‘illegal immigrants’ are concerned. These indicate that “half 
as many people were deported from South Africa in 1992 as there 
were citizens of neighbouring countries working legally in the mining 
industry” (Davies and Head, 1995:440). 

Where legally recruited mine labour is concerned, Davies and 
Head stress that the decline—especially since 1987—in recruitment of 
‘foreign’ mineworkers continues to accelerate. Thus: 

the average number of SADC citizens employed on gold and coal mines 
owned by members of the South African Chamber of Mines was 71,224 
less in 1993 than it was in 1986—a figure equivalent to almost a third of 
the total number of SADC citizens employed in 1986…The number of 
men employed from Lesotho on the gold mines reached an all-time high 
of 105,506 in 1987. In 1993 the figure stood at 79,530. The reduction of 
Basotho labour on Chamber-affiliated coal mines is even more dramatic. 
Whereas in 1981 on average 12,314 men were employed in 1993 only one 
quarter of that number, 3,186 were employed. (Davies and Head, 
1995:442)* 

The main reasons for this trend are the cheaper cost of local labour, 
the decline in employment due to mechanisation in the mines, and 
presumably the substantial nationalist pressures emanating from the 
post-apartheid state (which the authors ignore). On the other hand 
this is slightly tempered by the industry’s unwillingness to be depen-
dent on one source of supply in case of strikes (Davies and Head, 
1995:441). In so far as ‘illegal immigrants’ to South Africa are con-
cerned, the authors summarise the existing information as follows: 

More than one citizen of a SADC member country was deported in 1993 
as an ‘illegal immigrant’ for every two employed legally in the mining 
industry. 

The number of legal migrants employed in the mining industry in 
1993 was equivalent to just over 5 per cent of the three million ‘illegal 
immigrants’ estimated to be living in South Africa. 

In the case of Mozambicans, the number of deportations was 
equivalent to more than one and a half times the number of workers le-

                                                             
* SADC, the Southern African Development Community, in 1995 included Angola, 
Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanza-
nia, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. Mauritius joined in August 1995. 
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gally employed in the mining industry, who made up less than 2 per 
cent of the total number of the 2.2 million Mozambicans thought to be in 
South Africa. (Davies and Head, 1995:445) 

For the authors, ‘the migrant labour system’ is simply an aspect of 
apartheid and is consequently viewed negatively as a historical way 
of providing (super-)exploited labour, so it follows that it must be dis-
continued. At the same time, they argue that the decline in employ-
ment of foreign labour in South Africa is a long term trend which has 
been taking place “irrespective of the [post-apartheid] government’s 
wishes” and that this restructuring of the labour force has resulted 
“from the breakdown of apartheid and [the] beginnings of a transition 
to democracy” (Davies and Head, 1995:448).278 As a result of this 
‘democratisation’ of economic forces: 

a permanent labour force—hired at the gates of the mine irrespective of 
where it actually comes from—seems likely to emerge in South Africa’s 
mines as a result of a combination of economic and political factors re-
lated to the dismantlement of apartheid and independent of the new 
government’s thinking on the question. These processes were already 
underway by the mid-1980s. There is every reason to believe that they 
will now be accelerated. (Davies and Head, 1995:449) 

The authors note that according to estimates by the Chamber of Mines 
itself, its half a million employees support 3.1 million family members 
so that each retrenchment of a legally employed miner “potentially 
affects the livelihood of anything up to sixteen people” (Davies and 
Head, 1995:450). Thus, given the lack of employment opportunities in 
the ‘rural peripheries’, the likely outcome will be increased pressure 
for families to migrate clandestinely to South Africa. “In other words, 
there could be a multiplier relationship between loss of mine em-
ployment and clandestine migration”. The conclusion the authors ar-
rive at is that “mine management should be pressured to take on its 

                                                             
278. As from the perspective of the authors, apartheid is a form of labour control, and a 
mechanism for the provision of cheap labour for South African capital, the gradually 
increasing cost of migrant labour for this same capital is seen as an indication of de-
mocratisation. The interests of capital rather than those of the working people are what 
ultimately seem to determine whether apartheid or democracy exists. For a detailed 
critique of this and allied conceptions, see Neocosmos, 1996b. The most useful recom-
mendation Davies and Head make for reducing the employment of cheap labour, is the 
enactment of minimum wage legislation in the mining industry. 
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historic responsibility towards the supplier states and invest signifi-
cantly in large job creation schemes” (Davies and Head, 1995:450). 

First, it is worth noting the extent to which nationalist discourse in 
South Africa dovetails nicely with economic liberalism (an abstractly 
‘free’ labour market is seen as democratic, while the recruitment of 
migrant labour is not) and how labour recruitment from ‘home’ 
(South Africa) is equated with a democratic practice, while recruit-
ment of foreign labour through ‘the migrant labour system’ is visu-
alised as reactionary, thus unconsciously feeding the prejudices of 
South African petty-chauvinism.279 Recent statements from ANC lib-
erals/social democrats make it plain that human rights are largely 
inapplicable to foreigners in general and illegal immigrants in particu-
lar: 

“There are very few countries in the world which would extend human 
rights to non-citizens” [said Lockey]…Lockey also accepts the law—
considered unconstitutional by many lawyers—which permits suspected 
illegal aliens to be detained without trial for 30 days. “What else can we 
do?, he asks. (ANC MP Desmond Lockey, Chairman, Parliamentary 
Portfolio Committee on Home Affairs, cited in Mail and Guardian Vol. 12 
No. 23, June 7–13, 1996) 

Second, it is also worthwhile considering the fact that Davies and 
Head throughout their article absolve the new state in South Africa 
from any responsibility regarding the democratisation of migrancy or 
the people who helped it defeat apartheid in the first place. Rather, 
the objective seems to be to divert all responsibility towards mining 
capital and to call for it to invest in job-creation schemes irrespective 
of their profitability (it is generally agreed that the returns on produc-
tive investment are low in the rural areas of the region). Presumably 
the fact, constantly repeated by this nationalist discourse in the 1980s, 
that migrant labour from the whole region built South African indus-

                                                             
279. For Davies and Head, “the migrant labour system has long been criticised as both 
exploitative and an impediment to growth and development in ‘labour reserve’ areas” 
(op.cit.: 448). While the first assertion is arguably true (although the original formula-
tion from the 1970s that migrant labour was ‘super-exploited’ was more accurate as it 
was paid below value), the latter is certainly not so. The wages which peasants earn 
from migrating enable them not only to survive but also to reproduce themselves as 
petty-commodity producers as well as to accumulate (see First, 1983; Neocosmos, 1987, 
1993a, 1993b; Johnston, 1996). It seems sad to have to repeat what was established over 
ten years ago, but the migrant peasantry in the ‘labour reserve areas’ is not uniformly 
impoverished but rather differentiated. 
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try is now of little consequence. At the same time, the authors fail to 
consider the reasons for migration from rural areas other than their 
apparent economic stagnation. These objectively include the need to 
reproduce household production at home as well as endeavours to 
make possible accumulation (although not necessarily in arable agri-
culture). Davies and Head’s urbanist and economistic assumptions, 
make them unable to visualise migration from the perspective of the 
rural people. Finally, the change in recruitment patterns from a reli-
ance on migrant labour to a concentration on urbanised local labour 
has not been unique to mining. It is arguably part of the same trend 
which had affected other sectors such as the manufacturing industry 
in the early 1980s, and to which the unions failed to respond ade-
quately (Mamdani, 1996:243–55). In that earlier case migrants were 
marginalised from the unions which became dominated by the fully 
urbanised; it seems that the same trend is being replicated in the min-
ing industry today. 

For Davies and Head, although the ‘internalisation’ of migrant la-
bour is an inevitable process as it is an aspect of the ‘democratisation’ 
of economic relations which predates the new South Africa, the speed 
of this process should be slowed down in order to cushion its effects 
on the peripheral economies of the region, and reduce the pressures 
for clandestine migration. They stress that retrenchments will have 
multiplier effects on illegal migrancy to South Africa and argue that 
improving point-of-origin conditions will reduce migrancy. However, 
it must be stressed that it is the reinvestment of migrant labour earn-
ings which has provided in the past one of the main conditions for 
rural economic reproduction as well as the possibilities for accumula-
tion from below; this has been the case especially as there has been no 
state investment in petty-agriculture throughout the region. There is 
no reason to suppose that its effects have changed so that in the pre-
sent post-apartheid period, migrant remittances are not simply neces-
sities for survival but also investments for accumulation from below, 
for popular development. There is little evidence that business in-
vestments in such areas—even if they were profitable—would pro-
vide any substitute for petty-commodity production. The Lesotho 
Highlands water project is an evident testament to that. 
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Davies and Head’s concerns seem primarily to be those of politi-
cians removed from their constituents; the social realities of life of the 
working people do not seem to be elucidated through analysing those 
conditions themselves. Yet this was not always the case in South Af-
rica. In the 1980s there was a much closer relationship between the 
oppressed people and their political representatives which also gave 
rise to a different conception of ‘the nation’. The nature of this concep-
tion and its transformation into a different state nationalism in the 
1990s will now be briefly assessed. 

THE POLITICAL CONTEXT: FROM POPULAR NATIONALISM TO 
STATE NATIONALISM IN RECENT SOUTH AFRICAN HISTORY 

As in the rest of Africa where a clear distinction could be witnessed 
during the independence process between a popular form of national-
ism and state nationalism, South Africa has, over the past two dec-
ades, experienced a transition from the dominance of popular politics 
and popular nationalism in the eighties, to that of state politics and its 
attendant state-based and state-propagated nationalism in the nineties 
(Neocosmos, 1996a). 

Within the popular-nationalist politics of the 1980s one could see 
at least two ideological-political trends which ebbed and flowed as the 
struggle progressed. One was basically economistic, statist and often 
typified by the substituting of organisational imperatives for popular 
self-activity, another was popular and democratic. These two trends 
were not always clearly demarcated from each other and their contra-
dictions and struggle were not always apparent. 

Central to the latter trend which gave rise to the demand for ‘peo-
ple’s power’, was a specific conception of citizenship and nationhood 
which exhibited two main components. The first was an actively par-
ticipatory conception of citizenship in which politics became the day 
to day business of ordinary people, in which civil society organi-
sations were politicised, and thereby inaugurated a popular realm of polit-
ical society outside the state. The second aspect was a specific inclusive-
ness in which citizenship was to have a non-racial and not simply a 
multi-racial character. Both these components were to be found to a 
greater or lesser degree within the discourse and practices of town-
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ship and trade union organisations. They never existed in isolation, 
however, and had to struggle to assert themselves against authoritar-
ian and generally undemocratic practices within the same organisa-
tions—as noted above. The fact that they failed to consistently domi-
nate within the popular movement does not decrease their impor-
tance from the perspective of understanding the struggles over citi-
zenship and nationhood in South Africa and the region. 

The participatory form of citizenship developed in the 1980s was 
particularly apparent in the ‘people’s power’ movement which at-
tempted, successfully for a period, to develop popular control of local 
government, of schooling and of popular justice in urban townships. 
Marx (1992:167) notes that in 1987, 43 per cent of the inhabitants of 
Soweto, for example, reported the existence of street and area commit-
tees in their neighbourhoods. These committees took up grassroots 
issues as well as organised the resistance to, and direct confrontation 
with the apartheid state. According to Murphy Morobe, one of the 
leaders of the movement writing at the time: 

The key to a democratic system lies in being able to say that the people 
in our country can not only vote for a representative of their choice, but 
also feel that they have some direct control over where and how they 
live, eat, sleep, work, how they get to work, how they and their children 
are educated, what the content of that education is, and that these things 
are not done for them by the government of the day, but [by] the people 
themselves. (Morobe, 1987:82) 

The manner in which this popular movement demarcated its mem-
bers (‘the people’ or ‘the nation’) from the oppressive state, is also 
worthy of note. The notion of ‘non-racialism’ was a way of character-
ising the ideology of the movement as well as the nature of the state 
which was being fought for. Originally inherited from Black Con-
sciousness discourse which used the term ‘Black’ to refer to all op-
pressed racial groups in South Africa, ‘non-racialism’ was adapted by 
the UDF to include Whites who supported the struggle. This struggle 
was visualised as uniting into a national opposition the disparate 
groups which the apartheid state divided, hence the main slogan of 
the UDF: “UDF Unites, Apartheid Divides!”. One important aspect of 
non-racialism was the fact that rather than distinguishing ‘the people’ 
or ‘the oppressors’ on racial grounds, it did so by demarcating on po-
litical grounds: popular-democrats from anti-democrats. The former 
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were those who supported change ‘from below’, the latter those who 
proposed some form of ‘tinkering from above’ and who had by this 
period, lost the confidence of the majority. Democrats were all those 
who opposed ‘minority rule’ and supported ‘majority rule’ through 
popular democracy. In the words of a UDF discussion document from 
1986: 

The essential dividing line that we should promote is between supporters 
of minority rule and majority rule. The common ground between the Botha 
(sic), the PFP [Popular Federal Party, the main White, big business-
backed liberal opposition at the time] leadership and big business is that 
they all seek solutions within the framework of adapting minority rule. 
Although they differ fundamentally on who to involve in negotiation 
and how much adaptation is necessary, these elements all agree that the 
system must be changed from the top down, with the solutions being 
decided over the heads of the people. All those who accept the right of 
the people to determine the process of change are allies of the people 
and part of the NDS [National Democratic Struggle]. (UDF Cape Town 
Area Committee, 1986:10) 

This meant that the conducting of the popular struggle should also be 
‘non-racial’. Such a position was possible precisely because the social 
movement was not an elite movement and because White ‘progres-
sives’ (to use the jargon of the time) contributed invaluable work both 
in the trade unions as well as the UDF, thus becoming known and 
appreciated by the people of the townships. It served to divide a mi-
nority of White democrats from White racists (while forcing the un-
committed to commit themselves), in the same way as affiliation to 
popular organisations divided Blacks between collaborators with the 
state (so-called ‘sell-outs’) and the majority of the oppressed.280 

Similar democratic aspects also characterise the “Call for National 
Unity against Apartheid and the Emergency” by the UDF in August 
1986, for example. The discussion documents surrounding this call 
stress emphatically: “it is essential that the call is not simply for unity 
at the top. We must ensure a way to ensure contact and planning on 
the ground, so that membership of different organisations may grow 

                                                             
280. A similar process was debated at length in relation to the ‘Indian community’ and 
the formation of the Transvaal Indian Congress, but interestingly enough not in rela-
tion to ‘Coloureds’, although the UDF’s non-racialism was criticised as phoney by vari-
ous coloured organisations such as the Unity Movement and the Cape Action League 
for example. 
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closer together”. At the same time they noted that the timing of the 
call was “delayed to give COSATU affiliates time for thorough dis-
cussion—this is crucial, as the leadership of the call must reflect the 
people’s unity right from the start”.281 The contrast between such sen-
timents and the operations of the post-apartheid government are 
striking. When is it thought appropriate today to engage in mass 
popular debate before stating policy? If such debate takes place, it 
does so at the level of leadership alone and within the confines of state 
apparatuses. 

Thus, these attempts to create the unity of a ‘new nation’ during a 
period when struggles were undertaken as much to define the charac-
ter of popular politics as they were to oppose the apartheid state, can 
be contrasted with the attempts in the 1990s to do so ‘from above’ via 
‘nation-building’ and its components of ‘reconciliation’, the Recon-
struction and Development Programme and ‘affirmative action’. In 
actual fact, the much maligned populist character of nationalist dis-
course in the 1980s allowed for the development of genuine forms of 
popular democracy; unfortunately, such popular initiatives were to be 
systematically precluded by the statism of nationalist discourse in the 
1990s, as the state gradually arrogated to itself the monopoly of the 
nationalist project—‘liberation’. 

As noted above, both township and trade union struggles in the 
South Africa of the 1980s developed a popular conception of the na-
tion which had two components: first a notion of citizenship founded 
on the active participation in politics of ordinary people, and second a 
concept of unity based on non-racialism. What was missing from this 
conception however was a notion of citizenship founded on place of 
work rather than descent. Such a conception was not developed sys-
tematically in South Africa in particular and this showed, as Mamdani 
(1996: chapter 7) has pointed out in the exclusion of migrant workers 
in particular and the countryside in general, from the concept of 
community which the urban movement adhered to. 

This point is important and should be expanded. As both the 
township and union movements faced the wrath of the state towards 
the end of the 1980s, they gradually lost the characteristics associated 
                                                             
281. See United Democratic Front Cape Town Area Committee, 1986b:1; United Demo-
cratic Front National Office, 1986. 
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with popular control, and came to respond more and more to direc-
tives from above. The loss of powers of local shop-steward commit-
tees for example was accompanied by a dominant trend towards cor-
poratism in the 1990s, while civics dropped their political role in fa-
vour of the ANC on the latter’s unbanning. The women’s and youth 
organisations were incorporated into the ANC (Neocosmos, 1996a). 
Concurrently, the dominant political discourse became more and 
more defined by a leadership not always closely linked to the rank 
and file and informed by popular experience. At the same time, nei-
ther the popular urban movement nor the ANC in exile had devel-
oped a link between the rural and urban sectors of the country in their 
political programmes. 

The result of all these factors was the uncritical adherence to an 
ideological perspective in which migrants were seen simply as work-
ers, and migrant labour was seen solely as a ‘system’ devised by 
apartheid to acquire cheap labour for White capitalists. While there 
was some truth in this nationalist perspective, it remained partial and 
dominated by the economistic paradigm discussed above. Its one-
sided emphasis on proletarianisation and capitalism meant that it 
could not understand the fact that migrant labourers were only half 
workers and that as peasants, they might draw some benefits from the 
migrant labour system. 

This can be understood clearly if we realise that not all who mi-
grate for employment in South Africa (mines etc.) do so for their sub-
sistence or survival. A significant proportion migrate in order to ac-
quire funds for their reproduction as middle peasants (First, 1983), 
and also for purposes of accumulation in agricultural, merchant, 
transport or other economic activities (Neocosmos, 1987, 1993a, 1993b; 
Johnston, 1996). It follows from this that not all migrants wish to be 
settled in urban areas nor do they wish to see the ‘migrant labour sys-
tem’ abolished, male hostels destroyed and family housing being put 
up in their place. In fact Mamdani shows clearly that this policy which 
the ANC and COSATU pursued vigorously in the early 1990s was 
instrumental in driving migrants from Kwazulu-Natal into the arms 
of a political organisation based on mobilising ethnic nationalism—
Inkatha (Mamdani, 1996: chapter 7). 
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The National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) (as well as the recent 
Presidential Commission on a Labour Market) is currently following a 
similar form of reasoning in raising the issue of an offer of permanent 
residence followed by full rights of South African citizenship to Baso-
tho miners with many years of labour in South Africa. While seem-
ingly ‘progressive’ and democratic, such an offer does not take the 
wishes of migrants themselves into account, and fails to look at the 
issue as one of providing rights for all workers, native and foreign, 
and not only to citizens. Basotho miners would have to lose access to 
their Lesotho citizenship as well as to their resources in Lesotho in 
order to acquire South African citizenship. 

Nationalist politics in so far as it has affected popular organisa-
tions in the post-1990 period in South Africa has had two fundamental 
characteristics: i) the depoliticisation of popular organisations and the 
corresponding loss of democratic control by rank and file members 
within them, so that they no longer reflect popular concerns and cul-
ture (politics is now the monopoly of the party of nationalism, the 
ANC) and, ii) their repoliticisation as they gradually became part of a 
state corporatist project. The former process was finally completed by 
1992 as civic organisations and trade unions withdrew from the politi-
cal arena in favour of the ANC. The latter is finally being consolidated 
as either unrepresentative (the National Women’s Coalition) or politi-
cally emasculated organisations (SANCO and COSATU) have tied 
themselves to a formal ‘alliance’ with the ANC and to bargaining 
structures such as NEDLAC (National Economic and Development 
Labour Council, the successor to the National Economic Forum) along 
with the state and employers organisations (Neocosmos, 1996a, 
1996b). 

This move towards (social democratic) corporatism was accom-
panied by a top down conception of development (with an admittedly 
populist gloss) which found expression in the RDP (Reconstruction 
and Development Programme) (Neocosmos, 1996b). This corporatism, 
state-induced development, along with state controlled ‘reconcilia-
tion’ and ‘affirmative action’ programmes, form the main pillars of the 
post-apartheid state process of ‘nation-building’. As in the rest of Af-
rica after independence, the overall process has been one where the 
popular forces which exploded in the 1980s have been systematically 
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defeated, and replaced by a statist process of development and nation-
building albeit within a multiparty system (Neocosmos, 1996a). The 
main economic debate in South Africa (there is no real political de-
bate) is being conducted between orthodox statist (social democratic) 
developmentalism and neo-classical liberalism (the third popular de-
mocratic alternative no longer exists). The former is by far the weaker 
partner in the debate. A brief example concerning the RDP should 
illustrate this. 

Following the experience of other African countries, ‘development’ 
in South Africa was understood by the ANC in particular in a top-
down way, along with what can be best described as a ‘participatory 
component’. It is this contradictory combination of bureaucratic-statist 
(public or private sector) ‘leadership’ and populist ‘participation’, 
finding expression in corporatism, which provides the parameters of 
the ‘debate’ on the Reconstruction and Development Programme. 
This debate now concerns the relative role of the state and that of the 
market in the process. As the people were never considered as inde-
pendently active components of the process, the choice ends up being 
between two forms of statist development: state-led or market-led 
(usually with some participation by so-called NGOs which are not 
usually elected by the people and are, in any case, substitutes for state 
institutions). 

While the arguments of neo-classical economics, especially as insti-
tutionalised in the international financial institutions, have stressed 
the ‘freedom’ of the market in the process of development, those of 
the opposing position, that of ‘social democratic statist deve-
lopmentalism’ which is now clearly on the retreat and in a sub-
ordinate position within state and business structures, stressed the 
centrality of state intervention in redressing historical grievances and 
in the general equalisation of access to resources and incomes as a 
prelude to, or concomitant of, economic growth. The two main docu-
ments in which this latter position was elaborated were the MERG 
(Macro-Economic Research Group) document of 1993 and the Recon-
struction and Development (RDP) ‘base document’ of 1994. In the 
RDP document in particular, which is largely written along the lines 
of ‘Five Year Development Plan’ documents of the post-independence 
period in Africa (i.e. full of abstract state-directed ‘good intentions’ 
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but short on concrete programmes, the main effect of which was 
largely propagandistic) the combination of statism and populism 
characteristic of the ANC is amply evident. Thus the document rightly 
notes that: 

Our history has been a bitter one dominated by colonialism, racism, 
apartheid, sexism and repressive labour policies. The result is that pov-
erty and degradation exist side by side with modern cities and a devel-
oped mining, industrial and commercial infrastructure. Our income dis-
tribution is racially distorted and ranks as one of the most unequal in the 
world—lavish wealth and abject poverty characterise our society. (ANC, 
1994:2) 

It continues to warn that: “without thoroughgoing democratisation, 
the whole effort to reconstruct and develop will lose momentum”, 
and that the state itself must foster “representative, participatory and 
direct democracy” (ANC, 1994:120). This “fostering” we are told, 
should be undertaken “in partnership with civil society on the basis of 
informed and empowered citizens (e.g. the various sectoral forums 
like the National Economic Forum)” (ANC, 1994:121). So in brief, the 
idea is for the state to develop the democracy necessary for ‘popular’ 
development through the (state-controlled) corporatist institutions 
already referred to. Needless to say such ‘popular participation’ has 
been up to now non-existent while the accent has been on ‘delivery’ 
(usually of infrastructure) to a passive populace.282 

Recently, the arguments of neo-classical economics have acquired 
so much dominance within the state, that advocates of the social de-
mocratic ‘developmentalist statist’ (orthodox statist) position have 
been complaining that popular concerns have been all but left out of 
the equation. Thus, Adelzadeh and Padayachee (1994) have outlined 
the distance between the original RDP ‘base document’ and the state 
legislative RDP White paper, pointing out the lack of continuity be-
tween the two, the latter being uniformly governed by the ‘logic of the 
market’ so that: 

while some of the individual principles, policies and commitments are 
sound, reconstruction, development, growth and redistribution (along 

                                                             
282. A recent article which reviews the progress of corporatism with reference to 
NEDLAC in particular, argues correctly that: “There is a strong danger that the incor-
poration of ‘community groups’ into Nedlac or other forums will serve not to empower 
civil society but to bureaucratise it” (Friedman and Reitzes, 1996:66). 
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the lines set out in the Base Document Vision) has been significantly 
changed. The current White Paper is incoherent and fragmented. The 
possibility of retrieving the earlier vision is eroded daily in the cut and 
thrust of ‘reconciliation’ and of compromise-making politics within the 
GNU. This is evident too in the irresolute style characterising negotia-
tions with international financial agencies and representatives of organ-
ised domestic (mainly white) capital, and by the dramatic decline in the 
significance which top policy-makers appear to be according to the trade 
unions, civics and the tripartite developmental forums, as partners in 
economic-policy making (Adelzadeh and Padayachee, 1994:15). 

Thus bemoaning the gradual defeat of the Left-statist project associ-
ated with the original RDP “vision”, the authors fail to analyse the 
reasons for such a defeat and merely restrict themselves to measuring 
the distance between the two “visions” of growth. Evidently, the ra-
pidity of the replacement of the initial ‘state-developmentalist vision’ 
of the ANC and its supporters on the Left, by a kind of ‘structural ad-
justment’ package clearly expressed in the recent (1996) “Growth Em-
ployment and Redistribution (GEAR)” document which has finally 
supplanted the RDP, requires some explanation. Such an explanation 
would surely need to provide inter alia an examination of the funda-
mental similarities and continuities between the two sides of the ‘state 
versus market debate’ which Adelzadeh and Padayachee ignore. A 
number of central points which are regularly overlooked in the debate 
can profitably be stressed of which the most important is perhaps that 
in the debate between state and market, between ‘state developmen-
talism’ and ‘market-led growth’, the most important factor, namely 
‘the people’, is left out. For neither position in whatever variant are 
the working people—who are deemed by both positions to be the 
main beneficiaries of growth and development—given an independent 
role to play either in development or indeed in the wider political 
process which makes it possible. For ‘economic liberalism’ the market 
is the people so that the expression ‘people-driven’ for example, is 
simply used as a synonym for ‘market-driven’. For ‘statist develop-
mentalism’, the state and/or party itself is substituted for the people 
as not only does it know what is best for them, it also acts on their be-
half. This position which until recently had been dominant in the state 
in Africa, is clearly captured in the identification of the nation with the 
state as in the notion of the “nation-state”; in such a perspective, it is 
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the state and not the people which constitutes “the nation” (Olukoshi 
and Laakso, 1996). 

In the case of South Africa, the statism of ‘radical’ development 
thinking has been apparent in the setting up of a complex corporatist 
structure whereby erstwhile people’s organisations have either been 
systematically collapsed into the party and unrepresentative state or-
ganisations set up in their place (as with women and youth organi-
sations), or incorporated into state structures at both national and lo-
cal level (e.g. civics and trade unions). It is noteworthy that Adelzadeh 
and Padayachee actually bemoan in the above quotation, the fact that 
the state is showing a tendency to ignore its own corporatist struc-
tures, and suggest this as a sign of defeat for the Left. It is indeed sad, 
and, more importantly, a major reason for its defeat, that the ‘vision’ 
of the South African Left has been so limited by statism. 

Interestingly for both ‘development visions’, it is accumulation 
among ordinary working people (accumulation ‘from below’), which 
is ostensibly the principal concern of ‘development’. Yet the people 
only feature in so far as we are told that ‘communities’ should ‘iden-
tify their needs’ to government through their representatives in local 
state structures (‘development forums’, local councils, ‘traditional’ 
authorities, civics, or unelected NGOs), and the government and/or 
the private sector will then ‘deliver’ roads, electricity, water or what-
ever other infrastructure is deemed necessary. Therefore the issue is 
not one of investment in popular initiative, nor for that matter is it 
about creating the conditions for the people themselves to mobilise 
openly and freely around development issues. Whether therefore it is 
the government or the market which is supposed to ‘deliver’, the 
common approach is ultimately ‘top-down’; it is an approach which 
demobilises and disempowers the people as it ultimately treats them 
as passive recipients of state or White largesse. 

This example of the construction of the RDP in South Africa pro-
vides a picture of the context to the ‘debates’ surrounding citizenship 
and nationhood in this country. These have overwhelmingly taken 
place within the confines of state institutions and have so far taken the 
perspective of ‘illegal immigrants’ being a ‘problem’ for the state. In 
June 1996 it was reported that in the South African Parliament: 
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politicians from all parties lashed out at illegal immigrants…calling 
them a threat to the Reconstruction and Development Programme, a 
drain on South Africa’s resources, and branding them potential crimi-
nals, drug smugglers and murderers. (Mail and Guardian, June 7–13, 
1996) 

While the crassness of politicians can always be blamed for raising 
chauvinistic hysteria, the fact that these outbursts were not confined 
to politicians from any one party, along with the evidence of petty 
chauvinism on the streets of major South African cities (mainly di-
rected at the informal sector), and the utterances of not very serious 
newspapers, leads one to the conclusion that there is a strong latent 
chauvinistic trend in South Africa at the moment which could easily 
be activated at will by unscrupulous politicians. Unreliable figures 
concerning ‘illegal migration’ have been shamelessly bandied around 
in parliament, various sources mentioning figures between 2.5 and 8.5 
million people (Mail and Guardian, June 7–13, 1996). More sober 
minds, however, note that it is not known “whether it is the immi-
grants themselves who are a drain on resources or whether it is the 
implementation of bad policy which is costing the taxpayer” (Mail and 
Guardian, June 7–13, 1996). What is perhaps more worrying is the atti-
tude of ANC spokespersons such as Desmond Lockey who stress that 
there is nothing exceptional about denying non-citizens their rights 
including detaining them without trial for 80 days. At the same time 
this process is in contradiction to the constitution which only denies 
voting and trading rights to foreigners and not other rights. 

The government attempted to reduce the ‘problem’ by giving citi-
zenship rights to immigrants from the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) countries who can prove that they have lived in 
South Africa for longer than five years, have jobs or are married to a 
South African and have no criminal record. The closing date for this 
one-off “indemnity” was September 1996 and the offer seems to have 
been directly determined by the perceived need to ‘gradually’ scrap 
the ‘migrant labour system’. It is important to note this episode be-
cause it shows the context within which the recent offer of permanent 
residence to migrant miners has been made. In fact the first time this 
idea was made public was just before the local elections of October 
1995, when all mineworkers who had entered the country before 13 
June 1986 and who had been issued with temporary voting cards to 
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vote during the April 1994 elections, were allowed to apply for per-
manent residence in South Africa. In other words the normal stipula-
tions of the Aliens Control Act were waived in their case (Department 
of Home Affairs Circular number 9 of 1995). By March 1997, 26,440 
miners had applied for exemptions and a further 20,924 were being 
processed, a total of 47,364 from an estimated eligible population of 
around 130,000. The breakdown by nationality included: 8,608 from 
Mozambique, 31,481 from Lesotho, 3,228 from Swaziland, 3,538 from 
Botswana and 449 from Malawi (Crush, 1997a). More recent figures 
suggest that the total number of miners finally granted permanent 
residence amounted to 50,692 (James, 1997:16), with Lesotho having 
more than twice the total number of applicants from elsewhere. 

A further notice from the Department of Home Affairs recently 
provided for exemption from the permanent residence conditions for 
those SADC citizens who can prove continuous residence in RSA 
from July 1 1991 (and can prove marriage to a South African citizen, 
engaged in productive activity in the country or have dependent chil-
dren resident there). The closing date for applications was extended to 
November 30 1996 but requests by the NUM for further extensions 
have been turned down (Crush, 1997a:6). By May 1997, 199,596 SADC 
citizens had applied of whom 100,218 had been granted permanent 
residence (James, 1997). These offers of permanent residence clearly 
affect miners primarily and it was under pressure from the NUM that 
the South African government acceded to them. In Lesotho, the NUM 
is not only spearheading the campaign to give Basotho miners per-
manent South African residence and citizenship, but it is also the 
main force behind the campaign to integrate Lesotho as a whole into 
South Africa. 

The influence of the NUM and its opposition to the ‘migrant la-
bour system’ also comes across in the Report of the Presidential Com-
mission to Investigate Labour Market Policy (or Labour Market Commission 
in short) published in June 1996. In the chapter dealing with labour 
migration, it is noted that the NUM, in its submission, wished to end 
the discriminatory practice which denied miners from foreign coun-
tries the right to South African citizenship. “In particular, it is pro-
posed that migrant workers should have the right to permanent resi-
dence status and to acquire citizenship after five years of work in 
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South Africa” (section 544). Permanent residence rights will allow 
miners to qualify for various housing schemes and other social bene-
fits. The NUM also demanded the abolition of the compulsory de-
ferred pay scheme which undermines the basic right of workers to 
receive their full pay (section 548). In both these instances the Com-
mission concurred with the NUM’s submissions. At the same time, 
the Commission recommends preferential access to the South African 
labour market for Southern African Customs Union (SACU) countries 
and Mozambique (section 560) while arguing for the phasing out of 
the migrant labour system contrary to the wishes of the Chamber of 
Mines in its submission (sections 583, 584). 

Finally it is relevant to note the position taken by the Labour Mar-
ket Commission on the SADC Draft Protocol on the Free Movement of 
Persons in the SADC Region of June 1995. The objective of this agree-
ment is the progressive abolition of border controls on citizens of 
member states. The Draft Protocol calls on member states inter alia to 
confer, promote and protect in relation to every citizen of a member 
state: 

the right to enter freely and without a visa the territory of another Mem-
ber State for a short visit; 
the right to reside in the territory of another Member State; 
the right to establish oneself and work in the territory of another Member 
State (section 566). 

The protocol suggests the introduction of progressively freer move-
ment for all people, including work-seekers within SADC and the 
eventual elimination of all border controls within a period of ten 
years. While identifying “itself with the ultimate objectives under-
lying the Draft Protocol”, the Labour Market Commission distances 
itself from its recommendations “in the current circumstances of 
highly uneven development in the SADC region” (section 568). What 
this means, of course, is that despite its asserted willingness to sup-
port the integration of the regional labour market, the Commission 
simply backs the South African chauvinist fear of being ‘swamped by 
foreign immigrants’ rather than seriously addressing the issue of how 
such integration is to be achieved.283 
                                                             
283. Perhaps more surprisingly, The Draft Green Paper on International Migration (James, 
1997:11) also endorses this short term chauvinistic position. The arguments for and 
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At the same time, the Labour Market Commission sees the aboli-
tion of the ‘migrant labour system’ as an injunction to ‘liberalise’ the 
regional labour market. This process, it says, should only operate 
along with increasing the free flow of capital and trade in the region 
(section 562). It ultimately ends up agreeing with the neoclassical eco-
nomics of the International Financial Institutions that the democratisa-
tion of the relations of migrancy in practice means ‘freeing’ the mar-
ket. At the same time though, such ‘freedom’ is seen as limited by the 
geo-political boundaries of existing states which these guard with the 
utmost jealousy, so that the free movement of citizens within SADC is 
seen as a “threat to national sovereignty” (James, 1997:11). 

Both the Commission Report and the social democratic arguments 
of Davies and Head (1995) among others, suggest that even for the 
most ‘progressively minded’ South African intellectuals and politi-
cians concerned with democratisation, the wishes of those most af-
fected by the migration process and a change in citizenship have not 
been addressed. Rather, while paying lip-service to the democratisa-
tion of regional relations including the migratory labour system, their 
perspective is one of ‘democratisation from above’ and they seem to 
prefer to adhere to a short term narrow conception of ‘national inter-
est’ where Southern African regional relations are concerned. This 
amounts to a ‘national interest’ defined by the (new) state and its ap-
paratuses. With the sole exception of the abolition of the compulsory 
deferred pay scheme, the recommendations of the Labour Market 
Commission on the issue of regional migration simply confirm ANC 
and NUM prejudices, and offer few openings to democracy. Strangely 
(and sadly), it is the interests of the Chamber of Mines that wishes to 
have access to migrant labour from the region to keep its price and 
militancy down, which seem more in tune with those of the peasant-
migrants, as at least these argue for the retention of migrancy. A dan-
ger therefore exists that peasant-migrants from the region could easily 
abandon their erstwhile allegiances for an alliance with capital and its 
representatives, at least on certain issues. 

                                                                                                                                   
against the Draft Protocol are reviewed by the Centre for Socio-Political Analysis, 1995 
and Crush, 1996. The South African Government is fundamentally against the ‘open 
borders’ idea behind the Protocol (see also Crush, 1997b:13). 
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POPULAR MIGRANT-LABOUR IDENTITY 

In actual fact, from the perspective of the peasant migrants, the ‘mi-
grant labour system’ should continue (and arguably be expanded as a 
way of improving their conditions of life). In the words of Coplan and 
Thoahlane (1995:149): “a very large majority of migrants and ex-
migrants…prefer to carry on or resume migrating”. For such mi-
grants, it is the corrupt practices of Lesotho state officials and the lack 
of democracy which have been responsible for the absence of devel-
opment, not their own absence from the country through migration or 
economic dependency or environmental degradation. Witness state-
ments from Basotho Miners recently interviewed by Sechaba Consult-
ants in Welkom, South Africa: 

Lesotho has economic problems which will be worsened if migrants take 
up South African citizenship but still, there is free land which could bal-
ance the situation if well utilised. 

Lesotho is unable to provide for her peoples because of poor gover-
nance, and this would ensure that many miners would seek permanent 
residence…Lesotho will face disastrous economic problems as she will 
lose all her earnings from migrant labour. 

Migrant workers like everybody else are disgruntled by the fact that 
their expectations to improve economically have been shattered. Our 
voices to the government to use the deferred pay money to improve and 
make education accessible to all, and pensions for the aged and disabled, 
have not been heard. Government officials use our hard earned money 
to enrich themselves… 

Many miners who applied for [South African] IDs did so because 
they feared that they would lose their jobs unless they voted for the 
ANC. The move to provide permanent residence, some say, was taken 
without consulting them. (Sechaba Consultants, 1996) 

The states of the peripheral rural countries of the region (especially 
the Lesotho state), have since independence systematically neglected 
investment in rural areas or ‘social upliftment’, using the miners’ 
forced savings for unproductive enterprises (speculation, real estate 
or trading) justified as ‘national development’; in addition it is clear 
that a proportion of these funds has been used for private accumula-
tion through more or less corrupt practices. This availability of funds 
for financial institutions has apparently led to a situation where ‘ex-
cess liquidity’ is faced by banks in Lesotho, an ‘excess’ which is find-
ing no profitable outlets in the country and is consequently being 
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gambled on the Johannesburg stock exchange. It may be time to let 
Basotho migrants invest their own funds as they see fit. 

In addition it is abundantly clear that the Lesotho state’s opposi-
tion to migrants taking up South African residence and citizenship is 
founded on its fear of losing access to deferred pay and the effects of 
the loss of remittances on the economy.284 The Basotho miners on the 
other hand are opposed to the compulsory deferred pay scheme and 
have expressed their opposition on a number of occasions. The fol-
lowing comments are taken from interviews with miners in 1996: 

The deferred pay savings scheme is benefiting the banks and govern-
ment officials who take loans because interests received by the mine 
workers is not only insignificant but an insult to those who contribute: 
mine workers have for years complained about this…it would have been 
better if the interest was improved to benefit old people and pensions. It 
would have still been far better if miners had been asked to pay twenty 
rand (R20) monthly to make education free for all. 

The money from the fund cannot be withdrawn more than once a 
month. The most disgusting thing about the deferred money is that in-
terest that accrue is meagre to can think of doing anything with it: it 
would have been far better to have one’s money and bank it himself. 
(sic) (Sechaba Consultants, 1996) 

In a recent survey by John Gay, 63 percent of a sample of 500 miners 
preferred the deferred pay scheme to be optional (Gay, 1997:30). From 
a democratic perspective therefore, the significant factors must be 
those which influence the perception of migration or national identity 
from the standpoint of the migrants. It seems that the migrant-peas-
ants will continue to desire association with the industrial world of 
South Africa to the extent that such association enhances the benefits 
already established by their access to land and means of production, 
and the ability to satisfy those needs which can only be satisfied 
through the market. It would not make sense for the peasant mi-
grants’ partial and tenuous independence from the market, to be to-
tally eliminated by a change in their status from that of semi-prole-
                                                             
284. The available evidence regarding the investments made with deferred pay shows 
that these were mainly unproductive (e.g. real estate and merchant activity) while it is 
reputed to have fuelled corruption among state officials. The Lesotho state has made no 
effort to control the emigration of skilled professionals from the country to South Af-
rica. Although detailed figures are not available, circumstantial evidence shows that 
these must be high among teachers, professionals and high ranking civil servants. Dual 
citizenship is in theory illegal in Lesotho, yet it is common among members of the elite. 
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tarians (part-proletarian and part-peasant) to fully-fledged proletari-
ans. This would mean a total loss of their economic ‘reserve base’—
the loss of survival capacities under crisis conditions for some, and of 
possibilities of accumulation for others. The differentiated ‘peasant 
side’ of migrant life is therefore the more important determinant of 
their willingness to move permanently to South Africa. 

We should not therefore be surprised to discover that recent sur-
vey data on migrant opinions show that only a minority of respon-
dents wish to move permanently to South Africa. A survey under-
taken by the Central Bank of Lesotho (CBL, 1995) finds that only 30 
percent of Basotho migrant-peasants wish to become South African 
citizens, even though they may be members of the NUM which sees 
the move as beneficial to its members.285 Another similar and more 
recent survey (1996) of 500 miners interviewed in the TEBA offices 
found that the proportion of miners wishing to move permanently to 
South Africa was just under 19 per cent. Some of the more important 
reasons mentioned for wishing to remain based in Lesotho concerned 
the facts that no land would be available in RSA and that migrants 
possess assets in Lesotho which they do not wish to lose. Coplan and 
Toahlane (1995:148) also note that the extent of the willingness of mi-
grants, ex-migrants and their wives whom they interviewed, to leave 
Lesotho permanently for South Africa, varied in inverse proportion to 
“their social and material investment in their homesteads”. 

These data confirm both my analysis regarding the differentiation 
of the worker-peasantry in the region (Neocosmos, 1987, 1993a and 
1993b; Levin and Neocosmos, 1989), and the view that migrants 
should be consulted before any transformation of the migrant labour 
system is undertaken. Clearly peasant-migrants do not wish to be-
come permanent residents and South African citizens if this means 
they will be proletarianised as a result. This is confirmed by the low 
numbers who actually applied for permanent residence. The recent 
South African Green Paper on International Migration recognises this and 
notes that the figures of those applying for and receiving permanent 
residence were “much lower than anticipated and indicate that the 

                                                             
285. Discussions with NUM officials in Lesotho reveal that their informal estimates of 
numbers wishing to take up South African residence and citizenship have regularly 
been over 50 per cent of their membership. 
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scale of unauthorised migration might be smaller than originally es-
timated” (James, 1997:16). All these results fly in the face of the 
NUM’s view (both in South Africa and in Lesotho) founded on a con-
ception of miners as proletarians. The following quote from a miner 
illustrates the point: 

I have laboured under very difficult conditions to make South Africa 
what it is and so, have earned some reward. South Africans earn pen-
sions at old age and blue card earnings for six months while looking for 
jobs. This blue card money is the money deducted from the salary while 
one works. Unlike in Lesotho where our deferred pay is not benefiting 
us as contributors, here at least there is something to wipe off one’s 
tears…[Respondent has no intention to bring his family even if he is 
granted permanent residence] Life in South Africa is garbage…working 
here is like going to the cattle post where you take your livestock in 
summer and bring them back in winter. [He does not want to be a citi-
zen of South Africa. He will only use the ID or permanent residence as a 
passport to getting his worked for benefits]… 

In sum, interviews with miners make it abundantly clear that, 
broadly speaking, those with asset (land, cattle, etc.) in Lesotho do not 
wish to move to South Africa, while those who own nothing in Lesotho 
are keen to secure permanent residence. (Sechaba Consultants, 1996:8) 

Clearly migrants try to get the best of both worlds—the rural security 
and status of Lesotho and the access to cash in urban South Africa. 
However the majority make it absolutely clear that they are only in-
terested in having access to South African benefits—jobs or IDs—
temporarily. This response can be understood as being completely 
rational and seems to have two major reasons: first, because they have 
access to material resources (mainly land and cattle) in Lesotho, which 
they will never have access to in today’s RSA; second, because the 
proletarianisation entailed by becoming permanently South African 
means a marked decline in living conditions, including moral stan-
dards, which are incomparably lower in urban areas from the per-
spective of rural dwellers. It is, in particular, this latter conception—
recurring systematically in interviews—which is often expressed as an 
adherence to Sesotho cultural values (as expressed in songs, music 
etc.) and is interpreted by Coplan (1994) as an romantic attachment to 
national identity. 

For Coplan, this national identity is a romantic attachment because 
it has no material basis as for him, following the nationalist assump-
tions of linear proletarianisation, there is no ‘wealth’ in Lesotho or any 



316 Michael Neocosmos 

 

other ‘labour reserve economy’ in the Southern African periphery. 
Rather, to use Colin Murray’s expression, the population of Lesotho is 
dismissively “described as a proletariat which scratches about on the 
land” (Murray, 1981:19). Basotho migrants are patronisingly por-
trayed in Coplan’s book as people desperately clinging to an identity 
which alone can give their life meaning, given the appalling condi-
tions in the mine compounds and shantytowns of South Africa and 
the desolate unproductive landscape of the Malotis (Neocosmos and 
Selinyane, 1996). Peasant-migrant statements tell a different story. 
Their access to resources such as land and cattle means that their so-
cio-economic base is mainly in Lesotho. Those who do not have access 
to resources, of course, have nothing to lose, but all to gain by becom-
ing South African residents and then citizens. In addition, the oft re-
peated comments regarding the corrupt and morally degrading life in 
urban South Africa is not just an effect of an attachment to Sesotho 
culture, but a common response of peasants all over the world when 
caught up in the confines of an urban culture within which they are 
largely isolated. It is thus as much to be seen as an articulation of the 
values of village life in general as an assertion of Sesotho nationalism. 
The ‘good life’ in rural Lesotho is often combined in statements with 
the possibilities of accumulation denied in South Africa to peasant-
migrants in competition with many unemployed locals for jobs: 

Lesotho, poor as she is, is good for family life. [He thinks if he plays his 
cards well, he can still live decently with his family. He intends buying a 
taxi.] Lesotho has much to lose if her citizens decide to change [national-
ity—] but if enough jobs and skills could be created this problem could 
be averted (Sechaba Consultants, 1996). 

Finally, it is important to refer to the evidence regarding the effects of 
‘internalisation’ on Basotho migrants. This shows that, contrary to the 
arguments of Davies and Head (1995), these effects are anything but a 
‘democratisation’ of economic relations and rather bear testament to 
the vulnerability of foreign peasant-migrants to crude manipulation 
and exploitation by unscrupulous mine and The Employment Bureau 
of Africa (TEBA) administrators. Coplan and Toahlane (1995) show 
that a whole “retrenchment industry” (the term is theirs) has devel-
oped around the laying off of Basotho mineworkers since 1987. 
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Migrants said that bribery and nepotism at the recruiting offices were 
common, with a recall requiring a standard payment of R500 or a well-
placed relative in the clerkdom of the mine or TEBA. Basotho found 
themselves at a disadvantage in this regard, as under present conditions 
TEBA no longer does much actual recruitment, the mines preferring to 
hire whoever they choose, whenever they choose, at the mine gates. 
Limited work-seeker permits and lack of funds for travel, food and ac-
commodation at the mine site all make it especially difficult for repatri-
ated Basotho to attempt to get their service bonuses or their jobs 
back…The mines themselves no longer use the term “retrenched” but 
prefer the euphemism “on leave”. This allows them to perpetuate the fic-
tion that the employee is only temporarily unengaged, remains eligible 
for recall and thus is not (yet) entitled to retrenchment benefits. (Coplan 
and Toahlane, 1995:142–3) 

They continue: 
For senior management, the goals of the “retrenchment industry” in-
clude: 1) the downward restructuring of labour costs in the form of re-
duced wages, benefits, working conditions and employment security for 
workers; 2) the undermining of collective bargaining agreements signed 
with the NUM, and the extension of labour control and labour peace by 
the systematic retrenchments and victimisation of NUM members. Baso-
tho were frequent targets of such victimisation because they are usually 
seen to be strong NUM supporters and because their foreign status 
makes them relatively easy to repatriate permanently to the sending 
area. (Coplan and Toahlane, 1995:145) 

Finally they conclude that 
…the varied strategies used by mine company clerks, TEBA officials and 
other administrative staff to avoid the payment of migrants’ benefits or 
to redirect them to their own pockets range from the brutally simple to 
the Byzantine, but the amounts involved certainly exceed some millions 
of rands. The status of Basotho as foreigners and the policies of internali-
sation, union-busting and repatriation make them favoured targets of 
these corrupt practices. (Coplan and Toahlane, 1995:146) 

There is little need to comment as these statements speak for them-
selves. What is worthy of comment is the intellectual myopia which 
conflates the gradual replacement of labour migrancy by the recruit-
ment of South African nationals with a ‘democratic’ process. The 
ANC, the unions and their spokespersons are being increasingly ac-
cused of losing touch with their grassroots support, and perhaps this 
is an instance where this criticism is warranted. It could also be added 
that a conception of democracy restricted to universal suffrage and a 
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liberal constitution is limited by its inability to address the issue of the 
independent self-organisation of the working people. 

CONCLUSION: NATIONAL IDENTITY AND HUMAN RIGHTS 

In conclusion it is not possible to avoid addressing, however briefly 
and boldly, the issue of democracy in post-apartheid South Africa, as 
the issue is brought up directly by the question of ‘foreign’ migrant 
labourers. Clearly the process of ‘nation-building’ (whether explicit or 
implicit), is not simply about the creation of ‘national unity’ around a 
common political project, it is also about demarcating that unity from 
others—from ‘foreigners’. The opposition citizen-foreigner denotes 
both the creation of a new community as well as the exclusion of some 
from that community. As this community is based not only on a 
common ‘identity’ but also on legal prescriptions (rights and duties) 
and socio-economic benefits (access to social services, bank loans, 
etc.), it is certainly not ‘imagined’ but materially experienced. It is not 
only an ideological, but also a fundamentally socio-material object 
embedded in social relations and is experienced as such, most obvi-
ously by ‘strangers’/‘foreigners’ who are excluded from community 
rights and access to resources. 

How is this process of inclusion/exclusion arrived at? To what ex-
tent is it/has it been democratic? Clearly these are crucial questions, 
as the ability to sustain this community (the nation), including the 
ability to justify exclusion, is largely determined by the democratic 
nature of the process (both in its objective and subjective dimensions). 
The crisis of the state in Africa today is largely attributable to the fact 
that this process was constructed undemocratically during the post-
colonial period in such a manner that the nation was reduced to the 
state (the ‘nation-state’) (Olukoshi and Laakso, 1996). Moreover it 
should really be questioned whether a concept of ‘citizen’ developed 
in 1789 in a context when nationhood and birthplace coincided, is still 
applicable in the 1990s when this correspondence ceased to exist some 
time ago, most notably in Africa. Perhaps it is time to replace such a 
concept by one of ‘people from all walks of life’ or ‘persons from eve-
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rywhere’.286 Unfortunately South Africa has not yet reached this 
point. Arriving late in the realm of (bourgeois) democracy, the domi-
nant view in that country is still one which sees concepts such as ‘the 
market’ and ‘citizenship’ as democratic. The contradictions to which 
this gives rise, can be seen in the recent Draft Green Paper on Interna-
tional Migration submitted in May 1997 to the Minister of Home Af-
fairs (James, 1997). 

The build-up to the publication of the Green Paper rightly gave the 
impression that this report would suggest the liberalisation of the ex-
isting law. Of course, given the extremely repressive character of cur-
rent legislation, liberalisation was only to be expected, but at the same 
time the report is very disappointing from a democratic perspective. 
In fact the report is largely hamstrung by the assumptions internal to 
its discourse as well as by the external constraints of the new constitu-
tionally enshrined Bill of Rights itself. These constraints can be seen in 
three different areas. 

First, the report assumes without discussion that the reason for the 
“negative view of immigration” held by South Africans whereby im-
migrants are viewed as illegitimate competitors and as a security risk 
is simply a left-over from the period of apartheid (James, 1997:4). This 
is clearly absurd as the struggle against the apartheid state in the 
1980s, linked oppressed South Africans with other Africans and espe-
cially those from the region very closely. Rather, the reasons for South 
African chauvinism should be sought elsewhere, particularly in the 
statements and actions of its state agents and politicians and in the 
failure of the state party, the ANC, to provide democratic leadership 
on the issue, within the context of its programme of ‘nation-building’ 
and reconciliation. The Green Paper in fact confuses state policy espe-
cially in the Ministry of Home Affairs, which has indeed been influ-
enced by apartheid on this issue, with popular attitudes. Even the 
new constitution as we shall see, makes important distinctions be-
tween the rights of “citizens” and those of “persons” (including for-
eigners), and as such provides the basis for ‘legal’ discrimination 
against foreigners. 

                                                             
286. This a translation of the French concept “les gens de partout” advocated by the 
political journal La Distance Politique. See Wamba-dia-Wamba (1994, 1995) for an expli-
cation of this idea. 
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Second, the Green Paper notes that the challenge in South Africa is 
to replace a racially-motivated policy on immigration (whereby im-
migration from Europeans was encouraged and African immigration 
prohibited under apartheid) by a “non-racial and rational” one—not it 
should be stressed by a democratic one. In other words, it is assumed, 
as with so much South African official/ANC reasoning, that ‘non-
racial’ equals ‘democratic’, as if immigration policy cannot be non-
racial, oppressive and undemocratic at the same time. For example, 
although the Green Paper is rightly concerned to restrict the hitherto 
arbitrary actions of Home Affairs officials with respect to migrants 
deemed to be ‘illegal’ by the state, it does not consider or encourage 
any form of self-empowerment by ‘foreign’ residents (or even people 
including ‘foreigners’) as a counterweight to the arbitrariness of state 
power. Rather, it merely stresses the importance of formal/legal 
“checks and balances in the form of appeal and review procedures 
and access to information”, as a way of restricting the current “admin-
istrative discretion” given to the executive and bureaucracy in immi-
gration matters. The point regularly made by democracy activists eve-
rywhere in relation to this is, of course, that poor people from whom 
most ‘illegal’ suspects come do not have the power or knowledge to 
use such legal avenues. Clearly, the self-empowerment of ‘foreigners’ 
raises the question of human and citizen rights along with the differ-
ences between them. This issue is posed directly by the Bill of Rights 
in the South African constitution. 

The third point concerns the manner in which the Green Paper is 
hamstrung by the statements of the Bill of Rights on this matter. All 
foreigners (whether legally employed or not, or whether they pay 
taxes to the state or not), are denied all political rights, including vot-
ing at local, regional and national elections. They are also denied the 
“freedom to trade, occupation and profession” which is also restricted 
to citizens only. In these instances in particular, the most fundamental 
law of the land, constantly paraded in the media as ‘one of the most 
democratic constitutions in the world’, divides people resident in 
South Africa into ‘citizens’ and ‘foreigners’ regarding some of the 
most basic rights in existence, including the right to make a living and 
to survive. The logic behind this is quite incomprehensible given the 
regional history of Southern Africa and the regular patterns of migra-
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tion and the arbitrariness of the drawing of borders which have char-
acterised this history. Given this history, a large proportion (perhaps 
even a majority) of present-day South Africans or their forefathers 
have either been born or lived, often for several generations, outside 
the confines of South Africa’s borders. Given this distinction in the 
constitution, the power to decide who is denied political and commer-
cial rights now rests with that lower level legislation which defines 
citizenship! As in many other African countries, most recently Zam-
bia, people can be denied their political rights simply by withdrawing 
their citizenship through legislation introduced for the purpose. Pre-
sumably people could even lose their right to work through similar 
methods. There is no sign of this happening at the moment, but the 
danger is there for the future. 

Denying foreigners trading rights is clearly discriminatory. Reitzes 
(1997:17) comments that “all people should be assured of the neces-
sary rights to engage in economic activity” as such a right is a human 
right—an attribute of human existence—which is “territorially tran-
scendent” as “all human beings are rights bearers, when they cross 
borders they carry their rights with them”. She argues that prelimi-
nary research suggests that these kinds of rights are the ones which 
immigrants claim; “their expectations of the state are primarily to be 
left alone to make their own way” in civil society. She continues: 

At present, in terms of the Aliens Control Amendment Act of 1995, the 
South African government fundamentally negates…[such]…rights by 
subjecting illegal immigrants to continual harassment, bribery and cor-
ruption; divesting them of their property and earnings; imprisoning 
them without trial, and deporting them. Furthermore, in granting the 
right to freedom of trade, occupation and profession exclusively to citi-
zens, the revised bill of rights deprives migrants of a fundamen-
tal…human right. (Reitzes, 1997:17) 

In this manner the Green Paper on Immigration is clearly restricted by 
both conceptual and legal constraints. It is this which ultimately ac-
counts for the contradictions between its democratic intentions and 
genuine attempts to liberalise migration policy on the one hand and 
its fundamentally nationalist-statist preoccupations and concerns on 
the other. For example, while dismissing the SADC protocol on the 
free movement of persons, it attempts to suggest easier access to the 
South African labour market for SADC citizens in ways regulated by 
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its narrow conception of South African ‘national interest’, i.e. regula-
tion of migrants through quota systems and of immigrants through 
‘point systems’ which again will give discretionary powers to the bu-
reaucracy (Reitzes, 1997:11). While recognising that all available evi-
dence shows that SADC migrants do not wish or intend to stay per-
manently in South Africa i.e. that they are migrants and not immi-
grants (Reitzes, 1997:16), it insists on restricting migration through 
quotas, and entry and trading permits. As a result the Green Paper is 
unable to address the issue of discrimination squarely and democrati-
cally and to suggest ways of overcoming it. 

I have noted in this paper, and argued extensively elsewhere 
(Neocosmos, 1996), that a clear distinction is apparent in the way the 
process of national unification in South Africa was conducted in the 
1980s from the way it is being conducted today. While during the 
former period this process was founded on concerted attempts to in-
volve ordinary people (including many of those now deemed to be 
‘foreign’) in its production so that a popular democratic process 
would be unleashed and sustained, today this process is exclusively 
state directed and controlled. National unity now means primarily 
unity ‘at the top’, within the state and its apparatuses and within the 
new ‘non-racial elite’ as the ‘patriotic bourgeoisie’ of Black accumula-
tors now join their White counterparts in accumulating in the ‘na-
tional interest’. While during the 1980s we could speak of a process 
(however flawed, however partial) of the construction of national de-
mocracy, it is difficult nowadays to refer to anything more than to state 
democracy. While the former involved a national debate within all sec-
tors of the community regarding the nature of democracy, the latter 
no longer does so and is exclusively a state discourse (we have to 
watch Dennis Davis’ TV programme Future Imperfect in order to expe-
rience any discussion on democracy; no such debate exists in commu-
nities). While distinct from the African experience in many ways, the 
South African process of ‘nation-building’ is fundamentally founded 
on the same conception that the state is the nation so that, for exam-
ple, unity at state level is equated with national unity. Of course, this 
amounts to a clear substitution of the state for the people which can 
be said to be the main characteristic of statism throughout Africa 
(Gibbon, Neocosmos and Wamba-dia-Wamba, forthcoming). 
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The fact that the citizenry has the opportunity every five years to 
elect the party of its choice is not in itself an indication that this party 
represents in the intervening period, in all its pronouncements, the 
popular will. One way in which this will is expressed and which is 
regularly emphasised today, is through the existence of a ‘vibrant’ 
civil society. However, the latter is not itself a guarantee of democracy 
and is compatible with the existence of authoritarianism, but in any 
case civil society organisations in South Africa have been incorporated 
through a complex corporatist structure (NEDLAC etc.) into the state 
itself. As a result there are few avenues independent of the state, open 
for the expression of popular grievances and discontent. There are no 
longer popular controls over the people’s representatives. The latter 
are controlled from above, by the party leadership, by patronage. 

Recent examples of this are not simply the money spinning activi-
ties of ex-trade union leaders who we had been told would “represent 
workers’ interests” in government, parliament and so on, but the 
revelations in which leading ANC women were said to be investing in 
a deportation centre for ‘illegal immigrants’ (Mail and Guardian, Vol. 
13, No. 5, Feb. 1997). It is in this context that the recent Green Paper on 
Immigration must be situated and evaluated. While the liberalisation 
of the existing immigration laws was long overdue, the fact that such 
a review is taking place so late after the repeal of all other apartheid 
legislation is indicative of the fact that change in this area has not been 
a priority. As with previous government commissions on related is-
sues, the authors of the Green Paper have not been concerned to go 
beyond a narrow conception of the ‘national interest’, and have not 
provided an opening to democratic popular perspectives. Clandestine 
migrants and ‘foreigners’ are the weakest members of any society, 
having few rights. It seems that the old concept of citizenship in 
Southern Africa is thoroughly outdated. In order to move forward to 
a new non-discriminatory vision in a democratic way, ‘migrants’ and 
‘foreigners’ should be taken seriously and asked their opinions. 
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Advancing Non-Racialism in Post-Apartheid 
South Africa 

Rupert Taylor and Don Foster 

Following successful democratic elections in April 1994 and the for-
mation of a new government, South Africa has entered an era in 
which non-racialism is official state policy. This is a rare situation. 
There can be few, if any, societies which have declared non-racialism 
as a central guiding policy. But while most people today proudly pro-
claim commitment to a non-racial society, there has been little in the 
way of a public conversation to seriously define the meaning of non-
racialism. Moreover, the concept of non-racialism has not been par-
ticularly well-aired outside of South Africa, and the words ‘non-racial’ 
and ‘non-racialism’ do not even feature in standard dictionaries. 

The notion of non-racialism was most firmly developed in the 
course of political action during the apartheid era in the 1980s, princi-
pally by the African National Congress (ANC) to combat racism. 
Here, non-racialism was developed to fight and correct the effects of 
apartheid as a Universal History in which ‘race’ was taken as the key 
and moving force to History. Non-racialism meant rejecting official 
racial categorization and racial segregation, and advancing integration 
through a united struggle to build a democratic society in which racial 
divisions would be swept away by the forging of a common South 
African identity (van Diepen, 1988). This was a time when people des-
ignated black and white grasped non-racialism as a lived experience. 
As Max Sisulu speaking in 1987, put it: ‘You actively fight against ra-
cism: that is the essence of non-racialism’ (quoted in Frederikse, 
1990:78); and as Papi Mokoena, also speaking in 1987, stated: ‘The 
non-racialism of the ANC was positive because it involved a very 
clear analysis…One cannot eliminate apartheid with apartheid’ 
(quoted in Frederikse, 1990:114). 
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With the end of apartheid, and the shifting terms of engagement 
after the relative demobilization of ANC social movement activity 
there has, however, come a greater need to define non-racialism. For 
as Joshua Lazerson has written: ‘Where talk of a “non-racial, demo-
cratic society” had slipped easily off the tongue in the 1980s, there [is] 
greater necessity to define terms in the wake of the events of February 
1990’ (Lazerson, 1994:266). In fact, to some non-racialism now has ‘the 
smell of failure’ about it, to others it is ‘just as woolly a concept as 
apartheid’ (Marais, 1993; Giliomee, 1995). So, what should non-racial-
ism be understood to mean today? Why is it still important? And how 
can it be advanced? 

PRINCIPLES OF NON-RACIALISM 

First of all, it is now necessary to develop clear and logically consis-
tent principles of non-racialism. And here it must be stressed that the 
central point to non-racialism, by definition, is an acceptance of the 
scientific rejection of ‘race’, and hence a rejection of its status as an 
independent determining force in world history. Non-racialism be-
gins with the recognition that the notion of ‘race’ does not have ade-
quate scientific foundation; that there are no pure and distinct ‘racial’ 
entities, that there is no genetic or other deterministic basis to ‘race’ 
(Montagu, 1974; UNESCO, 1979). In this regard, as English and Eng-
lish have remarked, ‘many authorities would abandon the term [race] 
as suggesting meanings contrary to fact’ (English and English, 
1958:435). In consequence, ‘race’ has to be seen as sociologically mean-
ingless in terms of what it claims to be; ‘race’ cannot explain itself. To 
the extent that ‘race’ has been taken to exist, it must therefore be ex-
plained as an invented, socially constructed notion which does not 
exist outside meanings imputed by people. 

Non-racialism then, at its core, questions and demands the recon-
ceptualization of the relationship between science and ‘race’, it calls 
for a total reassessment of the meaning of ‘race’ in social scientific 
work and political practice. Why should ‘race’ be taken—as it invari-
ably is—as some thing that we encounter in history when its objective 
existence has not been scientifically established? Everyday thinking, 
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and much social scientific work, all too often operates as if this issue 
was settled; that ‘race’ can be taken as a tool of analysis, as some thing 
which can be picked up, listed, quantified, and coded to understand 
and analyze human behaviour. It is held that ‘race’ determines politi-
cal behaviour; racial identity is taken as given and is seen to be tied to, 
and correlated with peoples attitudes and behaviour. But why should 
the notion that ‘race’ exists be presupposed prior to investigation of 
society? 

Critical questioning on this issue has been insulated by the com-
monly held belief that science itself cannot be racist, but simply re-
veals the objective ‘facts’. Science, however, is not innocent, because 
putatively objective generalizations formulated at the descriptive level 
cannot but fail to be conditioned by an already racialized social order. 
It has to be recognized that scientific inquiry is involved in ‘the chain 
of reasoning from assumptions to findings to inferences’ (Gardner, 
1995:24), and that what is required is that the explanation needs to be 
retraced so that the process by which ‘race’ has been produced and 
become reified is opened to question. How is it that instead of being 
seen as the product of society, ‘race’ has actually come to confront one 
as an objectively given reality? 

In truth, for those who look, it is not that hard to see that ‘race’ is 
not a ‘given’ fact inscribed in natural history but is an ideology. As 
Colette Guillaumin has noted, ‘however far back one pushes the ori-
gin of the physical or “race” criterion, one ends up face to face with 
the social criteria underlying the invention of the idea of “race”’ (Guil-
laumin, 1995:78). 

What this means is that attention must be directed to investigating 
how society has worked to create the belief that there is such a thing as 
‘race’. This means that focus must shift to the social relations and ma-
terial conditions which work to generate and reproduce ‘race’. It has 
to be shown how ‘race’ has been socially constructed, especially 
through state-making imperatives, as a conceptual system for repre-
senting ‘others’ in terms of negatively evaluated content and estab-
lishing relations of power and forms of inequality (Miles, 1989). 

To avoid any confusion it is imperative to stress that to say that 
‘race’ has no factual basis in the natural history of humankind is not to 
deny the fact that a belief in ‘race’ has been part of history with real 



330 Rupert Taylor and Don Foster 

 

and severe historical consequences. It is to say, however, that the ‘po-
tent salience of “race” in the everyday thinking of many [people]…is 
only understandable in the light of an ideology of racism’, and that 
what racial ideology does is that it inverts reality and thereby reverses 
cause and effect (Foster and Louw-Potgieter, 1991:386). This must be 
corrected. Non-racialism then, aware of the reality of racism, is con-
cerned to rigorously expose the falseness of ‘race’ and to work to-
wards a society in which eventually ‘race’ is no longer granted any 
meaning. 

Acceptance of non-racialism calls forward some new principles for 
sociological method in dealing with ‘race’. In particular, ‘race’ should 
not be taken-for-granted, it should not be understood to be some in-
dependent thing in itself. As Kwame Anthony Appiah in his book, In 
My Father’s House, recognizes: ‘the existence of racism does not re-
quire the existence of races…You don’t have to believe in witchcraft, 
after all, to believe that women were persecuted as witches in colonial 
Massachusetts’ (Appiah, 1992:283). Today, children believe that Santa 
Claus and the Easter Bunny exist, does that mean they are real (Fields, 
1990:96)? The important point is that it is not the case that something 
called ‘race’ exists ‘out there’ as part of nature, rather ‘race’ is seen to 
be what it is because we have made it so. 

Given this, it follows that to try to define and specify the effects of 
‘race’ as a free-standing phenomenon on people’s attitudes and be-
haviour is a fruitless, meaningless exercise. As causes cannot be at-
tributed as being intrinsic to ‘race’, there is nothing essential to ‘race’ 
itself to be measured and it is therefore clearly impossible to control 
for ‘race’. Given that social criteria underlie ‘race’; ‘controlling for 
“race” simultaneously controls for those variables with which race is 
correlated’ (Fairchild, 1991:111). 

Accepting that ‘race’ is not a primordial or pre-existing attribute of 
individuals or groups, points to the import of probing the extent to 
which racial thinking is actually upheld in people’s sense of self-iden-
tity. Here there is a pressing need to rethink the nature of identity 
politics, to direct greater concern to developing new methods that 
recognize that ‘political identities are always, everywhere relational 
and collective…[and that] they therefore alter as political networks, 
opportunities, and strategies shift’ (Tilly, 1996). This constitutes mak-
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ing a shift away from an essentialist to a relational understanding of 
social processes, to a concern with how racial identities have been his-
torically constructed; to thereby see racism as relational in the sense of 
power relations and dialogical or dialectical relations, between ‘self’ 
and ‘other’. This does not require a turn away from empirical quanti-
tative social research, rather it calls for work that incorporates more 
qualitative, contextual understanding that is more sensitive to issues 
of identity construction; as, for example, might be revealed through a 
continuous ethnography of associational life in the context of chang-
ing social structural conditions (consider Stanfield and Dennis, 1991). 
The important point in all this, is of course, that once it is understood 
just how ‘race’ has been constructed, strategies and tactics can be de-
veloped for it to be deconstructed. 

RETHINKING SOUTH AFRICA 

The importance of the above principles of non-racialism is that they 
point to the shortcomings of many analyses of South African society 
and towards how to develop a fundamentally new sociology of the 
country. Virtually all writing on South Africa succumbs to one or 
more failings in using ‘race’ as a tool of analysis, most notably: the 
uncritical use of racial terminology, assuming unproven ‘race-
behaviour’ causal relationships, and not tracing the presumed effects 
of ‘race’ to social factors. 

The misuse of ‘race’ has been and continues to be pervasive in eve-
ryday and social scientific understandings of South Africa. And the 
way in which this has prevented good analysis can be illustrated by 
two simple examples: interpretations of the recent political violence in 
KwaZulu-Natal (1986 to date) and on the Reef (1990–94), and of vot-
ing patterns in the April 1994 general election. 

Many commentators have sought to assign racial explanations to 
the political violence primarily through viewing it in terms of ‘black-
on-black violence’, in terms of ‘tribal’ fighting between the Xhosa-
orientated ANC and the Zulu-orientated Inkatha Freedom Party led 
by Chief Buthelezi (Johnson, 1990; Horowitz, 1991). To see the conflict 
as the result of the different nature of racial group identities, however, 
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masks the socio-economic causes of the conflict, absolves the role of 
the Apartheid State, and ignores the fact that support from Zulu-
speakers for the ANC is virtually indistinguishable from that of other 
African-language groups, including Xhosa-speakers. It is also hard to 
see how the violence in KwaZulu-Natal fits into any such explanation 
as the vast majority of those involved have actually been Zulu-speak-
ers (Taylor, 1991). 

Likewise, to see voting behaviour in the April 1994 election in 
terms of ‘race’ does not get one very far. It is a widespread view (up-
held in virtually all media reporting) that the election was little more 
than a straight ‘racial census’, with whites voting for the National 
Party, and blacks voting for the ANC (Reynolds, 1994; Schlemmer, 
1994). But why should ‘race’ be taken as the most important determi-
nant of voting behaviour? Simply to show correlations between ‘race’ 
and people’s voting behaviour can actually say nothing as to causa-
tion. Even in the case of the Western Cape, where it was held that ra-
cially-motivated fears among those whom apartheid designated ‘Col-
oured’ led to the electoral success of the National Party, voting pat-
terns cannot be understood unless they are related to the social struc-
tural factors that shaped the outcome of the election, such as the old 
Coloured Labour Preference Policy, the differential access to social 
goods and services, and the crisis of the regional economy at the time 
(also consider Mattes, 1995). 

In both these examples, the determining salience of ‘race’ has sim-
ply been inferred, never shown. Those advocating such analyses 
through ‘race’ make no attempt to even probe just how ‘race’ may be, 
or may not be, related to political violence and voting behaviour. In 
general, if ‘race’ is to be used as an analytic tool then it is vital that the 
socio-theoretical reasons for using ‘race’ be spelt out and its relation-
ship to other forms of social differentiation explored, but what hap-
pens is that the category ‘race’ is never sufficiently called into ques-
tion. Few of South Africa’s leading social scientists have attempted to 
spin out a fully specified theory of the connections between ‘race’ and 
other variables, to thereby yield empirically testable predictions or 
propositions (Taylor and Orkin, 1995). 

Those who continue to defend the use of racial categories on the 
grounds that ‘race lies behind everything’ and talk of the ‘effects of 
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race’ have not started to provide an adequate explanation (see, for 
example, Klandermans, Roefs and Olivier, 1995). Further, to conduct 
survey research and opinion polls in which responses are primarily 
classified in terms of preassigned racial categories, is bad practice. 
Why should this be done? Consider, for example, the logic of a 1995 
Human Science Research Council survey in which the sample was 
stratified by ‘race’ on basis of population census data prior to the con-
ducting of the research (Bornman, 1995): the survey, through open-
ended questions allowed respondents to describe their group mem-
berships, which were nonetheless coded in terms of the preassigned 
racial stratification. Consider also, the case of the Institute for Democ-
racy in South Africa’s 1995 readership survey for their magazine De-
mocracy in Action, which instead of simply asking ‘To which group did 
apartheid legislation designate you?’, asked respondents to answer 
‘Which group do you belong to?—African, Coloured, Asian, White?’. Simi-
larly, whilst it is perhaps not surprising, given the apparent centrality 
of ‘race’ in South African society, that much social psychological re-
search has been concerned for many years almost exclusively with 
racial attitudes pertaining to intergroup relations, especially of whites 
towards blacks, it needs to be asked why should what are in fact ideo-
logically constituted ‘groups’ be taken as ‘unquestioned objects of 
thought to which to apply attitude measures’ (Foster and Louw-
Potgieter, 1991:160). It is time for all this to change. The way in which 
‘race’ has been objectified and used in ‘explaining’ South African soci-
ety must (especially post-apartheid) be more thoroughly questioned. 

The way for social research to proceed is to first of all accept the 
need to move away from the value placed on ascriptive social cate-
gories to focus on categories of self-identification, to give people their 
own voice, and understand the process and structure of ideological 
thinking (consider Billig, 1987; Sampson, 1993). As racial identities are 
not simply given, but are shifting political constructs, present condi-
tions must be researched, through qualitative methods and more so-
phisticated statistical techniques, to find the extent to which racial 
thinking really does form part of people’s social consciousness. To 
what extent and why have people internalized apartheid ideology 
and work within racial logic? In what ways, and to what extent is 
‘race’—including ‘whiteness’—seen to be part of the structure of eve-
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ryday life, experience and conduct? Is there, in everyday life, a formal 
consistency to racial thinking or is it marked by contradictions and 
dilemmas? And where is a belief in ‘race’ at its strongest in present-
day South Africa? In the far-right Freedom Front? In the newly 
launched Coloured Liberation Movement (Kleurling Weerstands-
beweging)? Then the key questions which have to be answered are: 
how have these patterns of racial identity formation been produced 
and how have they been used in South African politics? What have 
been the varying and changing roles of science, religion, economics, 
culture, art and medicine in constructing racial ‘selves’ and ‘others’? 
To what extent has there been a degree of collusion on the part of op-
pressed elites in the very manufacture and maintenance of racism? 
And, most importantly, how can all this be challenged, how can ‘race’ 
be unlearned? 

To date, however, South African sociology has not distinguished 
‘itself as an intellectual, scholarly practice’ (Sitas, 1996:2), and studies 
that discuss the question of ‘race’ have rarely risen above descriptive 
empiricism or a politics as current affairs idiom. Although a great deal 
has been written about apartheid, there is relatively little systematic 
work on how oppressed and oppressor construct the very concept of 
‘race’, or how different political tendencies and parties such as Black 
Consciousness, Africanism, liberalism, nationalism construct ‘race’, 
and/or struggle against racism (although see, Alexander, 1979; Marx, 
1992). As Jeremy Seekings has written, ‘Orthodox social scientific re-
search in South Africa has often been marked by intellectual poverty, 
regardless of its technical sophistication…I cannot think of any major 
study [on race] by a South African sociologist in the past fifteen years’ 
(Seekings, 1994:13). 

ADVANCING NON-RACIALISM 

To further the potential for non-racial understanding, a new sociology 
of South Africa must also begin to fully chart and analyze the evi-
dence for the presence of a non-racial outlook, with its alternative in-
terpretation of self-identity which rejects and resists racial politics. 
That people are not in fact as racially predisposed as has often been 
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claimed is evident in some attitude surveys. Vergnani (1985), most 
notably, pointed to the fact that: ‘If “attitudinal colour bar” is taken as 
the criterion of racism, then blacks, strictly speaking, do not evidence 
a “racist” attitudinal pattern at all, in contrast to whites who do’ (Fos-
ter and Nel, 1991:154). 

There are many examples of the presence of non-racialism as sub-
jective lived experience, especially for people located within organiza-
tions and institutions that have professed a non-racial standpoint: 
such as the ANC, South African Communist Party, Congress of South 
African Trade Unions, the South African Council of Churches and 
Southern African Catholic Bishops Conference, and the English-lan-
guage universities (Foster, 1991). In the 1980s the emergence of new 
non-racial organizational forms—civics, youth groups, women’s 
groups, alliances amongst student organizations, professional group-
ings in health, education, law, mental health—played a crucial role in 
the construction of non-racial identity. The presence of non-racialism 
is also shown in the rejection of the exclusive Zulu Nationalism of 
Inkatha and the poor electoral showing of the Pan-Africanist Con-
gress. 

That some South Africans have contested the ‘collective selves’ 
promoted by apartheid society and reject racial labelling is clear from 
a number of recent empirical studies. The pie chart below, which is 
adapted from the 1995 World Values Study (Mattes, 1997:18–19), 
shows that, in answer to the question ‘Above all, I am a…’, racial 
identification was relatively low—and here of course it should not be 
taken for granted that racial identification encapsulates the same 
meaning for those responding—and that a strong sense of a South 
African identity was present (also see Schlemmer, 1993; Adam, 1994; 
Bornman, 1995). That there has been a growing emphasis on a common 
South African civic identity is evident from surveys undertaken by 
the Institute for Democracy in South Africa which have found that 
those people identifying themselves as ‘South African’ have increased 
from 13 per cent in 1994 to 22 per cent in 1995, whereas those giving a 
racial answer decreased from 28 per cent to 21 per cent (Mattes, 
1997:12). 

 
‘Above all, I am a…’ 
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Generally, as Neville Alexander has observed, ‘identities have never 
been as fluid in South Africa as they are today’ (Alexander, 1996:107). 
But all is not rosy for non-racialism, as there are countervailing pres-
sures. Whilst the extensively propagated ‘Rainbow Nation’ metaphor 
does move beyond a rigid racial politics and is concerned to project an 
image of different racial groups coming together to live in peace and 
harmony, it is not a good metaphor. As Ashwin Desai has argued: ‘To 
be a correct rainbow person one is actually encouraged to bring one’s 
racial separateness and not one’s common South Africaness out into the 
open, usually at appropriate media events’ (Desai, 1996:119). And the 
colour-blind standpoint of the ‘new’ National Party—which now that 
apartheid (legislatively speaking) has gone, seeks to see racism as a 
thing of the past and a non-issue—is even more of a danger. This 
rather too conveniently obscures the racial realities of the present and 
misses the central point that non-racialism is an ideal which is far 
from realized. There is also the countervailing pressure of an essen-
tialized Africanism. Such strains of Africanism are to some extent evi-
dent in the ANC’s historic and symbolic appeals to African culture 
and African nationalism, as in talk of ubuntu, the transcendent geist of 
the African nation. It is also apparent in how the term ‘black’ is shed-
ding its Black Consciousness umbrella connotation of referring to Af-
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rican, Indians, and Coloureds—such that more and more often ‘black’ 
is being used by Africans to refer to ‘Africans’ only (Bornman, 1995:9). 
In light of all these pressures, one commentator has gone so far as to 
state that: ‘the long-cherished ideal of a nonracial South Africa [is to-
day] under as much threat as at any time in [South African] history’ 
(Schlemmer, 1996:27). 

As part of developing a new sociology of South Africa, it is there-
fore time to advance a frame of reference regarding the promotion of 
non-racialism, so as to guide public policy and further the deracial-
ization of society. Here, given that the legacies of racism are substan-
tial and deep, and are likely to be reconstituted in numerous forms, 
the pursuit of non-racialism will require at least some of the following 
tasks: 

– An active programme of civic nation-building to minimize the sig-
nificance of erstwhile racialized identities and to enable new posi-
tive identity formations. 

– Political opposition against those who aim to re-racialize or to reify 
the salience of ‘race’. 

– Challenging the very concept of ‘race’ while retaining attention to 
processes of racialization. 

– Revision and challenge of the many forms that construct ongoing 
‘social representations’ of racialized groupings: sport, education, 
media, advertising, curricula, textbooks, popular culture and eve-
ryday language. 

– Rethinking racialized terminology itself, including the manner in 
which official statistics, census and research data are assembled, 
asked and deployed. 

To carry all this forward requires addressing the unjust socio-eco-
nomic conditions that lie behind ‘race’. The above agenda is also de-
pendent on developing strong and effective arguments and rhetorical 
strategies—at the level of people’s everyday understanding —to turn 
around racial thinking. One cannot stop racism by simply proving 
that ‘races’ do not exist, appeals to science and logic alone are not 
good enough. 

The full significance of non-racialism will prove difficult to put 
across and implement; for as Hilda Bernstein has argued, ‘non-
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racialism is not an intrinsic part of political consciousness…It has to 
be learned by teaching, by experience, by example’ (Bernstein, 
1991:25). 

A non-racial South Africa is still far from realized and it will take 
decades to reverse the psychological, social and economic damage 
caused by apartheid. Certainly non-racialism itself will constantly re-
quire vigilance, rethinking and revision; especially as the discourse 
about non-racialism finds little meaning or resonance in either West-
ern Europe or in the Americas. Nonetheless non-racialism can provide 
the basis for a new humanism which strives eventually to move us 
beyond understanding South Africa through ‘race’; it heralds a new 
vision—not just for South African politics but world politics. 
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These annotated references are compiled by Petra Smitmanis for sug-
gested further reading. The bibliography is of course not exhaustive. 
See also the bibliographies at the end of each chapter. 
 
Adam, Heribert and Hermann Giliomee, 1979. Ethnic Power Mobilized: Can 

South Africa Change? New Haven and London: Yale University Press. 308 
pp. 

This book deals mainly with the at one time ruling Afrikaner group: 
focusing on the history of Afrikaner identity, their political and economic 
advance, and dimensions of their rise to power. The book also provides an 
analysis of the failure of political liberalism in South Africa. The book in-
cludes an index. Heribert Adam is Professor of Sociology at Simon Fraser 
University, Vancouver and Hermann Giliomee is Professor of Politics at 
the University of Cape Town. 

Adam, Heribert and Kogila Moodley, 1993. The Negotiated Revolution: Society 
and Politics in Post-Apartheid South Africa. Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball. 277 
pp. 

This book deals with the negotiation process for a democratic South 
Africa. The roles of the political actors are analysed, from the ANC to the 
political Right Wing. The book also analyses the salience of international 
intervention, the impact of regional relations and the prospects for the fu-
ture of South Africa. The book includes a bibliography, a detailed index 
and reference suggestions for further reading on Southern Africa. Heribert 
Adam is Professor of Sociology at Simon Fraser University, Vancouver 
and Koogila Moodley is Associate Professor in the Department of Educa-
tional Studies at the University of British Columbia. 

Alexander, Neville, 1990. Education and the Struggle for National Liberation in 
South Africa. Braamfontein: Skotaville. 226 pp. 

This book includes essays and speeches by Neville Alexander from the 
period 1985–1989. They all “address the relationship between education 
and national liberation struggle”. Neville Alexander is a renowned activist 
and educationist who participated in the struggle for a democratic South 
Africa for more than 30 years. He was one of the Robben Island prisoners. 

Alexander, Neville, 1993. Some Are More Equal Than Others: Essays on the Tran-
sition in South Africa. Cape Town: Buchu Books. 106 pp. 

This book includes six essays which deal with political developments 
in South Africa after 1990. The first essay deals with “the politics of na-
tional and institutional transformation”, the second essay deals with “Af-
rica and the new world order”, the third essay deals with “negotiations 
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and the struggle for socialism in South Africa”, the fourth essay deals with 
“problems of democratisation in South Africa” and the last essay deals 
with “fundamentals of education policy for a democratic South Africa”. 

Appiah, Kwame Anthony, 1992. In My Father’s House. London: Methuen. 366 
pp. 

This book explores the meaning of African identity in the late 20th cen-
tury. The book examines the role of racial ideology in the development of 
Pan-Africanism, and analyses how “questions about African identity fig-
ure in African literary life”. Modern African philosophy is examined as 
well as humanism and the question of national identity. The book in-
cludes a bibliography and a brief index. Kwame Anthony Appiah is Pro-
fessor of both African-American Studies and Philosophy at Harvard Uni-
versity, Massachusetts, USA. 

Bazilli, Susan, 1991. Putting Women on the Agenda. Johannesburg: Ravan Press. 
290 pp. 

The 17 essays compiled in this volume were presented at the confer-
ence “Putting Women on the Agenda”, organised by Lawyers for Human 
Rights at the University of Witwatersrand in 1990. The essays deal with 
the complexities of gender, race, gender oppression, violence against 
women and class in a South African context. The book provides examples 
drawn from South Africa, Namibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe and Canada. 
The book includes the “Statements of the National Executive Committee 
of the African National Congress on the emancipation of women in South 
Africa” and the “ANC Constitutional Guidelines”. Susan Bazilli has de-
grees in sociology and law and was the organiser of the conference in 
question. 

Chatterjee, Partha, 1993. The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial 
Histories. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 282 pp. 

This book deals with the nation in relation to history, imagined com-
munities, the colonial state, women, and communities. The book provides 
examples from colonial and postcolonial India particularly from Bengal. 
The book includes a bibliography and an index. 

Davidson, Basil, 1992. The Black Man’s Burden: Africa and the Curse of the Nation 
State. London: James Curry. 355 pp. 

This book deals with the nation-state in Africa as a continuation of co-
lonial rule. It examines the discourses concerning ethnicity and nations. 
Davidson draws a parallel between the situation in Africa and develop-
ments in Eastern Europe. The book includes an index. 

van Diepen, Maria (ed.), 1988. The National Question in South Africa. London 
and New Jersey: Zed Books. 154 pp. 

This volume of ten essays originates from a seminar series organised 
by the Dr Govan Mbeki Fund in Amsterdam. The essays deal with the 
discourse of nation, national identity and nationalism in South Africa in 
the context of the liberation movement’s advances. The national question 
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is discussed in relation to class, ethnicity, gender, minorities etc. The book 
includes a brief index. 

Dijkin, Gertjan, 1996. National Identity and Geopolitical Visions: Map of Pride and 
Pain. London and New York: Routledge. 188 pp. 

This book deals with the identification of territory in relation to history 
and geographical conditions. This is illustrated with examples taken from 
Germany, Britain, the United States, Argentina, Australia, Russia, Serbia, 
Iraq, and India. The book includes a bibliography and a detailed index. 
Gertjan Dijkin is Associate Professor of Political Geography at the Univer-
sity of Amsterdam. 

Eriksen, Thomas Hylland, 1993. Ethnicity & Nationalism: Anthropological Per-
spectives. London and Boulder: Pluto Press. 179 pp. 

This book deals with ethnicity and nationalism from a theoretical and 
a practical point of view. The concepts of ethnicity and nationalism are 
examined, as well as the history and the usage of the two concepts. The re-
lationship between ethnicity, class and nationalism is exposed through 
examples from different parts of the world. The book includes a bibliog-
raphy and an index. Thomas Hylland Eriksen is Senior Lecturer in Social 
Anthropology at the University of Oslo. 

Frederikse, Julie, 1990. The Unbreakable Thread: Non-Racialism in South Africa. 
Johannesburg: Ravan Press. 294 pp. 

This book deals with “the development of the theory and the practice 
of non-racialism in South Africa through the words and the writings of its 
people”. The book focuses on resistance politics from 1950 to 1989. The 
book includes bibliographical updates on those interviewed in the book 
and an index. 

Glickman, Harvey (ed.), 1995. Ethnic Conflict and Democratization in Africa. 
Atlanta: African Studies Association Press. 484 pp. 

The contributors to this book were invited to write an essay in which 
they were to “report on evidence of ethnicity in politics in countries with 
which they were familiar”. The examples provided are drawn from South 
Africa, Zimbabwe, Kenya, Somalia, sub-Saharan Africa in general, Cam-
eroon, Gabon, Tanzania, Nigeria, and Zaire. The book includes a bib-
liography and an index. Harvey Glickman is Professor of Political Science 
at Haverford College. 

Jackson, Peter and Jan Penrose (eds.), 1993. Constructions of Race, Place and 
Nation. London: UCL Press. 216 pp. 

This volume of eight essays deals in different ways with the idea that 
“race and nation are social constructions rather than naturally occurring 
phenomena”. The book is divided into four parts: the first examines the 
“construction of the nation”, with examples drawn from Scotland, the 
United Kingdom and Canada. The second part deals with the “construc-
tions of aboriginality”, with examples drawn from Australia. The third 
part analysis “places of resistance”, and the last part deals with “politics 
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and position”. The book includes an index. Peter Jackson is Professor of 
Human Geography at the University of Sheffield and Jan Penrose is a Lec-
turer at the Centre of Canadian Studies. 

James, Wilmot, Daria Caliguire and Kerry Cullinan (eds.), 1996. Now That We 
Are Free: Coloured Communities in a Democratic South Africa. Boulder and 
London: Lynne Rienner, in association with the Institute for Democracy in 
South Africa (Idasa). 147 pp. 

The book is divided into six parts with the first giving the background 
to the discourse on Coloured identity and the second part analysing the 
“coloured vote”. The third part deals with identity questions, the fourth 
part examines affirmative action and equity, the fifth part analyses non-
racialism, and the last part provides comparative perspectives from Can-
ada, Britain, Brazil and Malaysia. The book includes an index. 

Kaarsholm, Preben and Jan Hultin, 1994. Inventions and Boundaries: Historical 
and Anthropological Approaches to the Study of Ethnicity and Nationalism. Oc-
casional Paper no 11. Roskilde: International Development Studies. 327 
pp. 

This volume of essays includes thirteen essays presented in different 
forms at a Nordic Research training course at Sandbjerg Manor around 
the theme: “Ethnicity and Nationalism: Historical and Anthropological 
Approaches”. The examples are drawn from Zimbabwe, South Africa, In-
dia, Ethiopia and Denmark. Crucial concepts discussed include race, na-
tionalism and ethnicity. Preben Kaarsholm is from the University of 
Roskilde and Jan Hultin is from the University of Gothenburg. 

Kaye, Jaqueline and Abdelhamid Zoubir, 1990. The Ambiguous Compromise: 
Language, Literature, and National Identity in Algeria and Morocco. London & 
New York: Routledge. 141 pp. 

This book deals with the ambiguous situation in Algeria and Morocco 
where, despite the independence of their countries, novelists and poets 
continue to write in the former colonisers’ language. The authors trace the 
problem to the “dilemma of the translation of a spoken language into 
fixed print”. The book includes an index and a bibliography. Jaqueline 
Kaye is Lecturer in Literature at the University of Essex and Abdelhamid 
Zoubir is Maître de Conference at the University of Algiers. 

King, Anthony D. (ed.), 1991. Culture Globalization and the World System. Lon-
don: Macmillan. 186 pp. 

This volume includes nine essays which were presented at a sympo-
sium held at the State University of New York at Binghamton in 1989, in a 
series called “Current Debates in Art History”. The essays deal with the 
discourse on the globalisation of culture. The authors of the essays have at 
least two things in common; “the rejection of the nationally-constituted 
society as the appropriate object of discourse, or unit of social and cultural 
analysis, and a commitment to conceptualising the world as a whole”. The 
book includes a name and subject index. Anthony D. King is Professor of 
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Art History and Sociology at the State University of New York at Bing-
hamton. 

Lijphart, Arend, 1977. Democracy in Plural Societies: A Comparative Exploration. 
New Haven: Yale University Press. 248 pp. 

This book deals with consociational democracy in which elite co-oper-
ation in sharing power is the primary distinguishing feature. The first part 
of the book deals with smaller European democracies such as Austria, 
Belgium and Switzerland, on which the empirical and normative model of 
consociational democracy is based. The second part deals with consocia-
tional democracy as a normative model of importance to the ‘plural soci-
eties’ of the world. The book includes an index. 

Lodge, Tom and Bill Nasson, 1991. All, Here, and Now: Black Politics in South 
Africa in the 1980s. In South Africa Update Series. Cape Town: Ford Foun-
dation, David Philip. 414 pp. 

This book deals with resistance politics in South Africa during the 
1980s. The United Democratic Front is analysed as well as Inkatha, Pan-
Africanist Congress. The authors provide a national and regional perspec-
tive. The book includes the “Freedom Charter, June 26, 1955”, “Forward to 
People’s Power” by Zwelakhe Sisulu (1986), excerpts from “The Kairos 
Documents, 1986”, “Manifesto of the Azanian People, 1983” and the 
“ANC Constitutional Guidelines for a Democratic South Africa”. Also in-
cluded are: a glossary of Black organisations, a selected bibliography on 
Black politics in South Africa, a selected annotated bibliography on South 
Africa, and a section listing key events in South African history. 

Mazrui, Ali A., 1990. Cultural Forces in World Politics. London: James Currey. 
262 pp. 

This book includes essays dealing with culture and power in a world-
wide perspective. The essays are divided into three parts, the first “the 
cultural sweep of history” deals with world history and is divided into 
three eras: the God era, the gold era and the era of glory. The second part 
deals with “ideology and power” in which ideologies are analysed to-
gether with race, youth, gender. The third part “in search of change” deals 
with aid relations from different angles. The book includes an index. Ali 
A. Mazrui is Professor of Political Science at the State University of New 
York, Binghamton. 

Miller, David, 1995. On Nationality. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 210 pp. 
This book aims to provide “a careful reflection on the nature of nation-

ality, and the legitimacy of the claims that it throws up”. Four questions 
are central; the first deals with “questions of boundaries”, the second 
deals with national sovereignty, the third question analyses what nation-
ality implies for the internal policy of a state. The last question is about the 
ethical weight that individuals should give to the demands of nationality. 
The book includes a bibliography and an index. 
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Ngugi wa Thiong’o, 1986. Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in 
African Literature. London: James Currey. 114 p. 

This book includes four essays, three dealing with the relations be-
tween language and African literature, theatre and fiction, and the fourth 
analysing “the quest for relevance”. All of the essays were first delivered 
as lectures. The essays deal with the struggle between an imperialist and a 
resistance tradition as two opposed forces. The book includes an index. 
Ngugi wa Thiong’o is one of the most important contemporary writers 
from Africa. 

Parker, Andrew, Mary Russo, Doris Sommer and Patricia Yeager (eds.), 1992. 
Nationalisms and Sexualities. New York and London: Routledge. 451 pp. 

This volume of 23 essays brings together discourses concerning na-
tionalism and sexualities, theoretically as well as practically. The book is 
divided into six parts: “(De)Colonising gender” which analyses the rela-
tionship between colonial and neo-colonial nations and sexualities; “Tai-
loring the nation” which examines the dress as a marker of national and 
sexual status; “The other country” analyses the projection of forbidden 
sexuality to nations outside; “Spectacular bodies” deals with the con-
struction of national and sexual norms; “To govern is to populate” exam-
ines the creation of national citizens; and “Women, resistance and the 
state” examines the relationship between feminism and disparate nation-
alism. 

Pütz, Martin (ed.), 1995. Discrimination through Language in Africa: Perspectives 
on the Namibian Experience. New York: Mouton de Gruyter. 338 pp. 

This volume of 17 essays deals with language policy planning in Af-
rica. The book is divided into four parts with the first examining language 
contact and language conflict in Africa and the second part containing 
case studies from Africa dealing with language expansion and language 
engineering. The third and the fourth parts deals with different perspec-
tives on language in the Namibian context. Language culture and nation-
building are analysed as well as linguistic conflicts. The book includes a 
name and subject index. Martin Pütz is from the Gerhard-Mercator-
University of Duisburg. 

Sachikonye, Lloyd (ed.), 1995. Democracy, Civil Society and the State: Social 
Movements in Southern Africa. Harare: Sapes Books. 193 pp. 

This volume of eight essays deals with “the debates on the concept 
and process of Democracy, and on the relationship between state and civil 
society”. The book provides case studies from South Africa, Swaziland, 
Mozambique, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. The book includes a select bibliog-
raphy and a brief index. 

Schrire, Robert (ed.), 1990. Critical Choices for South Africa: An Agenda for the 
1990s. Cape Town: Oxford University Press. 465 pp. 

This volume of 24 essays deals with four critical issues. The first con-
cerns “expanding the foundations of political participation while structur-
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ing and controlling state power”. The second issue is “balancing equalities 
and inequalities”. The third issue is that of “managing resources in a con-
text of relative scarcity”. The last issue is “strategies of change”. The book 
includes an index. Robert Schrire is Professor of Political Studies at the 
University of Cape Town. 

Smith, Anthony D., 1973. A Critique of the Functionalist Theory of Social Change. 
London and Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul. 198 pp. 

This book deals with attempts to achieve an overall sociological theory 
of change. The author aims to make an evaluation of this theory from a 
neo-evolutionistic perspective, and to provide a methodological frame-
work. The book has a three-fold structure, the first deals with “the back-
ground and outlines the main principles of neo-evolutionism”, the second 
section provides a critical analysis of three problems of neo-evolutionist, 
namely “civilisation and its development, modernisation and revolution”. 
The last section provides an “assessment and evaluation of neo-evolution-
ism”. The book includes a bibliography and an index. Anthony D. Smith 
is Professor of Sociology at the London School of Economics. 

Smith Anthony D., 1981. The Ethnic Revival. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press. 240 pp. 

This book deals with the “theoretical interpretation of the causes, ori-
gin and significance of ethnic movements in the modern world”. The 
author analyses the social roots of the development of the ethnic revival 
and documents its world-wide importance. The book includes a bibliog-
raphy and an index. 

Smith, Anthony D., 1983. State and Nation in the Third World. Brighton: Wheat-
sheaf Books. 171 pp. 

This book deals with contemporary social change in Africa and Asia in 
relation to the political dimension of territorial states. Examples are drawn 
primarily from sub-Saharan Africa. The book includes a bibliography and 
a name and subject index. 

Smith, Anthony D., 1991. National Identity. London: Penguin. 227 pp. 
This book is a very good introduction to the discourses of national 

identity. The author attempts to “provide an historical sociology of na-
tional identity”. National identities are discussed in relation to other iden-
tities, such as those based on language, religion, customs and pigmen-
tation. The book includes a bibliography and an index. 

Smith, Graham (ed.), 1995. Federalism: The Multi-ethnic Challenge. London and 
New York: Longman. 314 pp. 

This volume of twelve essays deals with federal formations “where 
cultural differences—based around race, ethnicity, tribe, language or reli-
gion—provide their architectural focus” and the managing of these differ-
ences. The book is divided into three parts, the first deals with federation 
whose legitimacy is questioned by ethnic groups, the second analyses the 
break-up of the Soviet Union and the socialist bloc and their efforts to 
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manage multi-ethnicity. The last part deals with federations as a solution 
to ethnic divisions. The book includes an index. Graham Smith is in the 
Department of Geography at the University of Cambridge. 

Young, Crawford (ed.), 1993. The Rising Tide of Cultural Pluralism: The Nation-
State at Bay? Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. 305 pp. 

This volume of 13 essays deals with the transforming relations be-
tween cultural pluralism and the nation state in a global perspective. The 
essays provide examples drawn from the U.S., the Soviet Union, Iran, 
Ethiopia, Eritrea, Leninist States, South Asia, and the Modern Maya. The 
book includes a bibliography and a detailed index. Crawford Young is 
Professor of Political Science at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

Young, Crawford, 1994. The African Colonial State in Comparative Perspective. 
New Haven and London: Yale University Press. 356 pp. 

This book deals with the history of colonisation in Africa, from the 
genesis of the colonial state, its institutionalisation, the advent of inde-
pendence, to the crises of postcolonial Africa. Examples are provided from 
a wide range of African countries. The book includes an index. 

Werbner, Richard and Terence Ranger (eds.), 1996. Postcolonial Identities in 
Africa. London and New Jersey: Zed Books. 292 pp. 

This volume of nine essays deals with postcolonial identity strategies 
and the reconfiguration of personal knowledge in relation to the post-
colonial imagination. The book is divided into two parts; the first exam-
ines “crises, state decay and transitional identities” with examples drawn 
from Africa in general, West Africa, Zaire, Malawi, and South Africa. The 
second part analyses “identity degradation, moral knowledge and decon-
struction”, with examples drawn from Uganda, Cameroon, Nigeria, and 
Africa in general. The book includes a detailed index. Richard Werbner is 
Professor in African Anthropology at the University of Manchester and 
Terence Ranger is retired Professor of Race Relations and African Studies 
at Oxford University. 
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