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Abstract 

During Apartheid, the history subject in South African national 
education and the use of history served as fuel both for apartheid as 
well as for counterhistoriography. After the 1994 elections, the 
official debate used phrases like “reconciliation through truth” and 
“knowledge about the past” in order to “move on”. The national 
institution the Truth and Reconciliation Commission advocated a 
shared understanding of the past for promoting reconciliation. 
Considering historiography’s earlier contested use, one might expect 
the history subject in post-apartheid national education would be 
emphasised as very important, serving as an important tool for the 
general shaping of South African identity. 
 
Earlier research as well as my own study, has shown that this is not 
the case. From the viewpoint of history teachers in South African 
schools and through various documents on South African post-
apartheid education, it seems that the major shift in South African 
education is the one to an outcome-based approach (OBE). The 
approach and the new Curriculum (C2005) seem, in fact, have 
minimised the history subject to the extent that it is no longer a 
subject in its own right. In addition, the new Curriculum does not list 
a specific content, which allows the individual teacher large freedom 
to teach as much or as little about the past as they like. Moreover, 
what have been emphasised are subjects like science and technology, 
as well as learning practical skills of “constitutional value”. In 
addition, phrases like “the new patriotism” and “allegiance to the 
flag” seems to be a recent way to create and promote a shared South 
African identity. 
 Keywords 
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Post-apartheid, South Africa, education, historiography, history 
teaching, nation building 
Sydafrika, efter apartheid, utbildning, historiografi, historieundervisning, 
nationsbyggande 
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Introduction 
We have created Italy; now we will have to create 
Italians.1 

 
Knowledge of history [is] essential to everyone if they 
are to come to terms with their roots [T]he penalty 
society pays for forgetting the past is to lose a common 
heritage of bearings and reference points.2 

 
I always regarded teaching as one of the professions that 
would make me contribute meaningfully, particularly 
during the years of the struggle, in emancipation of our 
people. [A]s a nation building exercise I believe teaching 
has got a lot to offer. We are in contact with the learners, 
are able to influence them and shape their minds and 
indoctrinate in some instances – although we don’t put it 
in such crude terms. As teachers we are agents of change 
or are supposed to be – and we can play a very major 
role towards nation building.3 

 
During the past ten to fifteen years, a large number of countries 
have experienced tremendous changes, upheavals and 
transformations. There has been the fall of the Wall, the ending 
of the Cold War, new nation-states have been born and others 

                                                           
1 Quote by the Italian nationalist Giuseppe Mazzini towards the end of the 19th 
century. In my translation from Swedish to English from Thomas Hylland-Eriksen, 
Kulturterrorismen – En uppgörelse med tanken om kulturell renhet (Fagernes, 1999), 
p 43 
2 Commission of European Communities White Paper on Education and Training 
(Brussels 1995) in Peo Hansen, p 62 
3 Teacher seven 
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have fallen apart. Attempts to install democratic regimes have 
been made in several countries around the world; among those 
we find Chile, Guatemala and South Africa.4 A country in 
transition to democracy is obliged to decide how the new nation 
is to deal with its often violent past. Countries have solved their 
transition in different ways. Some have used truth commissions, 
others juridical processes. In South Africa the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, also called the TRC, was given the task – 
“commissions can express the complexity of events, tribunals 
cannot”.5 The TRC was, and still is, greatly admired outside 
South Africa for a number of reasons, particularly as it is said to 
have paved the way for a rather peaceful transition. However, in 
South Africa itself the opinions differ about the nature of the 
TRC’s accomplishment. 

One of the more central concepts in the South 
African transition is the one of ‘reconciliation’. This concept is 
especially important, since it has been used as part of nation 
building efforts together with phrases describing South Africa as 
the ‘rainbow nation’, a term coined to illustrate the eleven 
officially recognised ethnic and linguistic groups. Those phrases 
were created within the framework of the TRC and, above all, 
those concepts can be seen to embody the visions of the Interim 
Constitution. However these visions may have been criticised, 
the vision for the ‘new’ South Africa, undoubtedly, made a great 
impact on South Africa’s transition. Interestingly, the visions do 

                                                           
4 Christie, Kenneth The South African Truth Commission (London 2000), p 2 
5 Rotberg, Robert & Dennis Thompson (ed.) Truth v. Justice (Princeton, 2000), p 17 
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not seem to have sustained themselves over time nor had the 
desired outcome. 

South Africa may be a new democracy, but it has 
been functioning as a nation-state for much longer. During the 
56 years before 1994, the country was ruled by apartheid. The 
system was created to ensure white supremacy and to separate 
groups from each other and was implemented with increasing 
firmness, with its peak during the 60’s, only to find itself at the 
beginning of the end in the early 1990’s. The nationalism formed 
in the South African republic was evidently divided. Immediate 
post-apartheid South Africa promoted nation building in an 
attempt to create a sense of unity and a shared national identity. 
On a national political and visionary level, an important base for 
a shared national identity seems to have been defined as a shared 
conception about the past.6 The installation and the work of the 
TRC were means in this nation building process. 

National education is one of many long-term and 
important instruments in the process of creating a shared public 
conception of any kind. As such, it is a crucial and an important 
factor for structural change and a very interesting field for 
empirical investigation. Moreover, education, and particularly 
history education, is an interesting and relevant field to study in 
relation to nation building aims. Therefore, this thesis aims to 
describe a few examples from a recent qualitative filed study 
investigating how nation building aims are expressed in policy 
documents for education - in particular history education. 

                                                           
6 Boraine, Alex A country Unmasked (Cape Town 2000), p 48 
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The initial field of investigation was to study what 
impact the TRC had had on history education, expecting to find 
that the TRC had been used as a guideline when writing a new 
national curriculum. As the TRC dealt with the past by 
considering very detailed descriptions of it through testimonies 
about “what had happened” and I also expected to find this 
reflected in, at least to some extent, a rather specified content in 
the core curriculum for the history subject. Instead, I was told 
almost instantly, that the TRC had not influenced South African 
history education and, to my surprise, I was wrong not only 
when expecting a specified content in the curriculum - I was also 
wrong in expecting history as a subject in the curriculum. 

And post-apartheid South African education has 
seen major changes with the introduction of the new national 
curriculum - Curriculum 2005 (C2005). Among other things, the 
history subject has been integrated with other subjects into a 
Learning Area called Human and Social Sciences. Moreover, the 
Outcome Based Education (OBE), an educational approach that is 
the basis for the new curriculum7, is criticised for being so 
sophisticated, that the implementation of it alone has demanded 
all effort.8 As a system for the new South Africa it “deliberately 
intended to simultaneously overturn the legacy of apartheid 

                                                           
7 Outcome Based Education is said to be a “competency-based” education. Among 
other things it is based on ideas that “A positive attitude [from the teacher] is 
essential: if you believe that you can get every student to learn - then they will” in 
Yonah Seleti From History to Social Sciences - The New Curriculum Framework and 
the end of History for the General Education and Training Level EPU Working Paper 
NO. 14 (Durban 1997), p 32f 
8 Harber, Clive Seminar on South African Post-Apartheid Education, 24th January 
2001, at the Nordic Africa Institute, Uppsala Sweden. 
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education and catapult South Africa into the 21st century”.9 With 
the new curriculum and educational approach being so difficult 
to interpret, it seems to have left very little energy among the 
teachers to make use of the history subject, nor the TRC, as 
nation building tools. 

The post-apartheid treatment of history has, 
however, caused a recently delayed uproar among historians and 
history teachers. Some of their comments are found in the 
History and Archaeology Panel Report, published in 2001.10 As a 
result of this report, together with another national initiative and 
later publication, Manifesto on Values, Education and Democracy11, a 
range of processes have been put in motion. For example, in 
October 2001, the Minister of Education Kader Asmal launched 
the national initiative the South African History Project12. One of the 
problems in South Africa, as stated by June Bam, Chief 
Executive Officer of the South African History Project, is the lack of 
research conducted and published on African, and South African 
history. She claims that most of the historiographies published in 
the field were produced during the apartheid years and therefore 
offers little use as present-day historiography.13 While processes 
                                                           
9 Draft Copy of the Revised National Curriculum Statement, (30 July 2001) p 8. It also 
claims that the C2005 “signalled a dramatic break from the past. No longer would 
curriculum shape and be shaped by narrow visions, concerns and identities. No longer 
would it reproduce the limited interests of any particular grouping at the expense of 
the other. It would bridge all, and encompass all.” 
10 History and Archaeology Panel Report, Report to the Minister of Education 
(Department of Education, Pretoria 2001) 
11 Manifesto on Values, Education and Democracy. Ministry of Education, Tirisano 
Programme (Pretoria August 2001) 
12 This project is lead by June Bam, historian and former history teacher. It was 
launched in September 2001. 
13 Interview with June Bam, Chief Executive Officer of the South African History 
Project 
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are presently set in motion, a lot of water has already been 
allowed to flow under the post-apartheid bridge. 

The quote in the title stems from early post-
apartheid years and although this was not a general opinion it is 
reffering to one interpretation of the TRC and of South Africa in 
the ”new dispensation”. The use of Locke’s concept of the 
empty or clean slate, Tabula Rasa, alludes to the TRC and dealing 
with the past being an inverted process of the clean slate from 
many angles. The image was used to describe one possible 
function and task of the TRC and. Filling the unwritten slate of 
apartheid history with writings of uncovered “truth” could then 
be seen as the process of wiping it clean and starting from 
scratch. 

On the one hand, official South African rhetoric 
still promotes dealing with the past in order to cope with the 
present and they also promote knowledge about the past for 
building “national character”. On the other hand, official South 
Africa shows rather little concrete interest in the past, for 
example as interpreted through the new curriculum design, 
where the history subject has been integrated and greatly 
minimised. Interestingly, alongside the ambiguous attitude 
towards nation building through history education, nation 
building is rather expressed in general praise for the new South 
African Constitution. However, building a national identity on 
the values defined in the Constitution can be seen as a different 
kind of nation building exercise, with a basis in the present as 
opposed to the past. 
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Aim of the Study 
I have chosen to study post-apartheid history education in terms 
of design and policy making, as well as how it is taught by history 
teachers in grades four to ten. History was an important subject 
in apartheid education. Early post-apartheid nation building 
intentions implied that knowledge about the past was important 
for the creation of common ground and a sense of shared 
national identity. General aims for the thesis are: if the TRC and 
its emphasis on knowledge about the past has not had a 
noticeable impact on present-day South African history 
education - then why not? And since not, how has history 
education changed. Furthermore, how is post-apartheid history 
education designed and implemented in order to help build a 
foundation, based on a common view of the past, as advocated 
by the TRC? Finally, how does history education express nation 
building aims - on a national level as well as on a local? 

More specifically, my main research question 
therefore seeks to deal with the role history is being assigned in post-
apartheid education, as seen through the eyes of history teachers and as 
defined in national curricula and policy documents? In their important 
role as educators, do the teachers interpret that history should be 
taught for the particular purpose of nation building? Do they 
perceive themselves as nation building agents and do they use 
history as a nation building tool? 

Moreover, anyone interested in South African 
nation building must ask these few basic questions. What kind of 
national identity can be formed after the end of apartheid? Is 
there a common ground and, if so, what constitutes that 
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common ground? Finally, is the idea of a single national identity 
achievable, or even something to aspire for? 
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Theoretical Approach 
We know what it is when you don’t ask us, but we 
cannot very quickly explain or define it.14 

 
The theoretical approach for this thesis is structured around a 
scrutiny and application of theoretical definitions of concepts 
like ‘nation’, ‘nationalism’ and ‘nation building’, and what kind of 
effect the collective memory about a “negative” past can have on 
nation building efforts. It also browses through the uses of 
education and the history subject in education, in relation to the 
above concepts. These concepts and the processes surrounding 
are all be exposed to manipulation by a range of different 
interests and actors, all struggling to make their particular 
perception on what a national identity should be built on the one 
to use. As such, they are very relevant to the field of 
investigation. 

What Is a Nation? 

Eric Hobsbawm, one of the most prominent theorists in the 
field, states “that the mere setting up of a state is not sufficient in 
itself to create a nation.”15 According to the general theory on 
nations and nationalism, nations are rather new concepts16 
Hobsbawm claims that the concept of ‘nation’ “belongs to a 
                                                           
14 Bagehot, Walter Physics and Politics (London 1887), pp.20-21. In E.J. Hobsbawm 
Nations and Nationalism since 1780 - Programme, Myth, Reality (Cambridge 1992), p 
1 
15 Hobsbawm, E.J Nations and Nationalism since 1780 - Programme, Myth, Reality 
(Cambridge 1992), p 78 
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particular and historically recent period and as a social entity it 
relates to a certain kind of modern territorial state, the ’nation-
state’.”17 Moreover, the nation cannot exhaustively be defined in 
terms of race, language, religion, geography, or any other 
assigned characteristics. However, in the words of Simon Stacey, 
one condition seems necessary - that “a range of representatives 
hold it to exist.”18 Ernest Gellner, another theorist in the field, 
has said that sense of belonging to a nation is not an inherent 
quality in the nature of all human beings – it is only represented 
to be so.19 

Hobsbawm elaborates on Gellner’s definition on 
‘nationalism’ meaning “’primarily a principle which holds that the 
political and national unit should be congruent.’” Hobsbawm’s 
addition is that “the principle also implies a political duty of the 
grouping in question to the polity which encompasses and 
represents the nation in question, overrides all other public 
obligations, and in extreme cases (such as wars) all other 
obligations of whatever kind.”20 

Gellner argues that a certain amount of patriotism 
is a frequently recurrent part of human life and that nationalism 
is a very specific form of patriotism. However, at the same time 
he suggests that nationalism is a very space-dependent 

                                                                                                                
16 Hobsbawm (1992), p 3 ‘Nation’, in the modern sense of the word, is no older than 
the eighteenth century.  
17 Ibid., p 9f 
18 Stacey, Simon “A ‘New South Africa’: The South African Truth and Reconciliation 
commission’s Vexed Nation Building Project”. Paper presented at conference: The 
TRC: Commissioning the past, University of the Witwaterstrand, June 11-14 1999, p 
2 
19 Gellner, Ernest Stat, nation och nationalism (Falun 1997), p 18 
20 Hobsbawm (1992), p 9 
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phenomenon. The modern concept of nationalism can only 
work in certain social conditions, conditions that in reality can be 
found only in the modern world and nowhere else.21 

Where Do Nations Come From? 

One of the earlier theorists in the field, Reinhard Bendix, writes 
that nation building appeared in an age where local loyalties were 
de-constructed through the creation of  ‘universal’ human rights 
and obligations. Nation building became the foundation for 
territorial integration, based on three basic elements. Firstly, new 
forms of public authority and administration, secondly, the 
development of a feeling of a national unity and sense of 
belonging across sub-national borders. Finally, including all 
inhabitants by using universal criteria for participation in terms 
of human rights and obligations.22 Hobsbawm similarly argues 
that it was the decline of older socio-political bonds that made it 
imperative to formulate and inculcate new forms of civic loyalty. 
Other potential loyalties, apart from the state were now capable 
of political expression. Thereby, states required a “civic religion” 
(‘patriotism’) all the more because they increasingly required 
active citizens.23 

One of the most important tools in nation 
building seems to be social engineering, and particularly in the form 
of education. Gellner stresses the homogenising element in state 
education and the way it initially provides the same kind of 

                                                           
21 Gellner (1997), p 177 
22 Bendix,  (1964) in Den globala nationalismen. Nationalstatens historia och framtid 
(ed.) Björn Hettne, Sverker Sörlin & Uffe Ostergård Borgå 1998), p 56 
23 Hobsbawm (1992), p 85 
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fostering and education for all. 24 He points to the fact that 
centralised education does not become specialised until in later 
higher education and that standardised education truly plays a 
central role for the efficiency of a modern society.25 This is done 
through the way in which the centralised model of reproduction 
has taken over the processes of normative formation from older 
forms. Narrated forms of knowledge used to be passed from 
generation to generation and prepare the younger generation to 
fit into the larger society. However, for the younger generation 
of a nation the preparation for their social roles in society is done 
through the process of centralised schooling.26  

The analysis of empirical data in this thesis aims 
to build the basis for an understanding of what kind of nation 
building that seems to be promoted in South Africa through 
national education. This incorporates a few reflective 
interpretations as to why this kind of nation building has been 
emphasised. The term nation building is used in this thesis as a 
general concept, describing what comes across as the foundation 
for South Africanness, the “glue” that is used to give South 
Africans a sense of togetherness. This use of the concept of 
nation building originates from the assumption that a country 
needs to gather around some kind of national perception. Without 
this perception, what is to keep people together within the same 
borders? 

                                                           
24 Gellner (1997), p 43 
25 Ibid., p 45  
26 Ibid., p 46  
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Along similar lines, Thomas Hylland-Eriksen 
defines nationalism as a construction, which in order to be effective 
needs to have an emotional appeal based on something that 
people can relate to. Furthermore, it has to be perceived as 
reliable and it must have something special to offer. Cultural 
pride as formed through education is among the most important 
ingredients. Apart from that it has to be built on symbols people 
can identify themselves with and relate to.27 Hylland-Eriksen 
adds that a nation is also a community that is defined by those 
who do not belong to it. A nation can thus be said to be a cluster 
of people with a sense of belonging, based on shared values and 
a collective feeling of unity – i.e. sharing a sense of ‘national 
identity’. 

Myths and Stories 

Hobsbawm talks about ‘proto-nationalism’ in terms of criteria of 
national consciousness.28 Apart from language, ethnicity and 
religion, one of the criterions is particularly interesting to this 
field - the consciousness of belonging or having belonged to a 
lasting political entity.29 Hobsbawm argues that membership of a 
historic (or actual) state, present or past can act directly upon the 
consciousness of the common people to produce something 
close to modern patriotism.30 

In addition, Hobsbawm stresses the element of 
invention and social engineering for the making of nations and 

                                                           
27 Hylland-Eriksen, p 49 
28 Hobsbawm (1992), p 46-79 
29 Ibid., p 73 
30 Ibid., p 75 
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adds that mass schooling is the space where the above 
mentioned elements can easily be introduced.31 The increasingly 
powerful machinery for communicating with inhabitants was the 
primary school, where an image and heritage of the ‘nation’ was 
spread. This was done to instil feelings of attachment to the 
nation and to attach all to the country and flag, often ‘inventing 
traditions’ or nations for this purpose.32 Traditions, which might 
appear old, and often claim to be so, are often rather late in 
origin and are sometimes even invented.33 Establishing the 
nation as a territorial state, sometimes lead to movements 
“reaching far beyond the real memory of their peoples in the 
search for a suitable (and suitably impressive) national state in 
the past”.34 George L. Mosse has similarly argued that 
nationalism claims to represent a whole, a life-style that supplies 
a past for those who fear the present.35  

Nation and Memory 

Historiography is an important part of a nation-state’s collective 
memory. Thomas Hylland-Eriksen contends that the nature of 
historiography is essentially selective and ideological. Moreover, 
history is not necessarily a product of the past, but a product of 

                                                           
31 Hobsbawm (1992), p 10 
32 Ibid., p 91 
33 Hettne, Björn & Sverker Sörlin & Uffe Ostergård (ed.) Den globala nationalismen. 
Nationalstatens historia och framtid (Borgå 1998), p 249 also see Eric Hobsbawm 
“Introduction: Inventing Traditions” in Hobsbawm, Eric & Terence Ranger (ed.) The 
Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, 1996) 
34 Hobsbawm (1992), p 76 
35 Hettne&Sörlin&Ostergård, p 252 
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the desires and needs of the present.36 South Africa is a country 
that is currently building itself a new set of symbols while at the 
same time re-evaluating the old ones. However, all symbols 
cannot be changed over night. The “rainbow nation” - with its 
eleven officially recognised ethnic and linguistic groups, all with 
specific rights inscribed in the constitution - indicates a country 
that needs to learn how to deal tactfully with the cultural 
expressions of nationalism.37 

For this discussion, it should be added that 
interestingly, amnesia is a part of memory. Stacey writes that 
“’forgetting, even the historical errors, is a crucial factor in the 
creation of a nation. The essence of a nation is that all 
individuals have many things in common, and also they have 
forgotten many things’”38 The element of forgetting is also 
important when societies attempt to begin anew.39 

Pieter Duvenage attempts a comparison between 
the German Historians’ Debate and the South African 
example.40 He claims that the institutional answer to how to deal 
with past injustices in the South African case was the creation of 
the TRC. He finds the comparison with Germany’s handling of 
Auschwitz relevant as they both grapple with ‘the manner in 
which the present generation deals with a vanished past and its 

                                                           
36 Hylland-Eriksen, Thomas Kulturterrorismen – En uppgörelse med tanken om 
kulturell renhet (Fagernes, 1999), p 51 
37 Hettne&Sörlin&Ostergård, p 246 
38 Stacey, p 5 
39 Anderson, Benedict Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread 
of Nationalism (London 1991) 
40 Duvenage, Pieter “The Politics and Forgetting After Auschwitz and Apartheid”. 
Paper presented at conference: The TRC: Commissioning the past, University of the 
Witwaterstrand, June 11-14 1999, p2 
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victims’. Moreover, the cases are comparable to the extent that 
an academic discussion on history is translated into a ‘political 
discourse over questions of national identity and the role of an 
evil past in the present’.”41 Duvenage argues the important task 
of the historian when elaborating on the concept of “inner 
worldly meaning”. Due to the decline of religion, only the nation 
and patriotism can provide this and this is where the historian 
can play a role in “the renewal of national self-confidence by 
providing positive images of the past.”42 However, as I will 
continue to argue, it might be difficult to produce a positive 
image of the past, if the past is seen as mainly negative by a 
majority of the people. Might this be the answer to why the TRC 
and its emphasis on history has not been used more in South 
African education? 

Jürgen Habermas is the main philosopher in 
Duvenage’s line of argument, due to the notions of moral debt 
to the past. He claims that collective guilt, as the one Germany 
experienced after the Holocaust, does not simply go away with 
the passage of time. Habermas asks, on the one hand, how 
collective guilt can be used as a barrier to renewal of 
conventional forms of nationalistic collective identity? And on 
the other hand, will such coming to terms with the past not lead 
to instability in the politics of the present?43 

Habermas’ answer to how to deal with collective guilt is 
through the notion of anamnestic solidarity. This is collective guilt 

                                                           
41 Duvenage, p2 
42 Ibid., p 4 
43 Ibid., p 8 
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understood as accountability for past crimes - an accountability 
“leading neither to repression, nor to ideological neutralisation, 
but rather to an experience of moral duty [w]ith secondary 
political implications”.44 Anamnestic solidarity might have been 
what was attempted in South Africa, and might even have been 
the foundation for the TRC. However, I will argue that the 
context and background are fundamentally different. In 
Germany, to simplify, a majority of the people oppressed a 
minority and dealing with past injustices can be done trough 
collective accountability as in the notion of anamnestic solidarity. 
In South Africa, however, it was a majority that was oppressed 
and a collective group cannot be accountable in the same sense 
as in the German case. 

According to Habermas, the historian has an important 
role in the process of dealing with violent and unjust pasts. 
However, the historians must not identify with one or several of 
the protagonists of his or her narratives, as this might lead to a 
regression to the historiography of old historicism in which the 
writing of history from a ‘national’ point of view was common. 
Modern historiography, according to Habermas, should signal 
“the end of all images of history that are closed or ordained by 
government historians.”45 This line of argument can be applied 
to Afrikaner nationalism and its use of the past as will be 
discussed in the first chapter. It can also be linked to the feelings 
expressed in present-day South African policy documents, as will 
be found in later chapters of this thesis. It seems that this view 

                                                           
44 Duvenage, p 8 
45 Ibid., p 9 
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of the production and use of historiography has been adopted 
and could especially be seen in the lack of content for the history 
subject in the national curriculum. 
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Methodology 
The research is qualitative and the empirical data has been coded 
and analysed through techniques of Grounded Theory.46 The thesis 
is based on a survey of relevant secondary literature dealing with 
the TRC and South African education as well as data collected 
during field research. The literature browsed at an early stage, 
helped me formulate initial research questions.47 However, when 
in South Africa, most of these questions were discarded since the 
anticipated field of investigation was not really there.48 
Therefore, the data collecting was rather done through a process 
of “sensitive searching” for interesting phenomena and how they 
were connected and thereby determine the field for investigation. 
Grounded theory provides comprehensive techniques “if the 
purpose of research is not only to generate new theory, but to 
ground this theory in data”.49 

Based on the work by Anselm Strauss and Juliet 
Corbin, the data is not systematically collected nor coded to 
prove or discard earlier research. There is very little research 
done in this particular field of post-apartheid history education 
and nation building. Moreover, I let myself be influenced by the 

                                                           
46 Strauss, Anselm & Juliet Corbin Basics of Qualitative Research – Techniques and 
Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory, 2nd edition (Thousand Oaks 1998), p 11 
47 Ibid., p 51 
48 I had expected that the TRC would have an impact on South African history 
education, and also I had expected to be able to do focus-group interviews and I had 
thought that I would do them with groups from both schools and universities with 
informants both among teachers and students. All of these expectations formed my 
research questions, which mainly had an emphasis on the TRC and the type of view of 
history that could emanate from that use of the past. 
49 Strauss & Corbin, p 8 
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device that “running to published literature to validate or negate 
findings can hinder progress and stifle creativity”.50 However, 
general theories on nation building and education have been 
studied during the process and have functioned as a comparative 
tool when understanding the general South African educational 
policy. 

Defining the Field 

Through a few initial informal and formal interviews, the field 
emerged. Additional interviews were based on continuously 
developed research questions.51 New research questions were 
tested through additional interviews and the field developed from 
a very dim and elusive one to being clear and concrete.52 
Continuous formal and informal interviews as well as 
observations in general defined the narrowed field that this thesis 
aims to describe and analyse. The process of allowing the data 
speak for itself has sometimes been frustrating.53 Trying to hear 
the muffled voices or the voices that scream on top of their 
lungs and struggling to understand what it all means can easily 
seem overwhelming to anyone in the middle of the process.  
However, listening to these voices made it apparent that that was 
the most important thing to do. The history teachers in South 
African education are among those who on a micro level and at 
the very end of the row have the influence over if and how the 
past is related to the younger generations of post-apartheid 

                                                           
50 Strauss & Corbin, p 52 
51 Ibid., p 42 
52 Ibid., p 45 
53 Ibid., p 56 
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South Africans. How the teachers view the past will influence 
their history teaching and therefore have an effect on the 
perceptions of the past as acquired by their pupils. How they 
perceive their task as educators through interpreting the 
curriculum policy documents and the general educational debate 
will also influence their teaching. 

Through this insight, the analysis has been 
allowed to evolve mainly from the data emerging from the 
history teachers. In this process, all other data has been analysed 
in relation to the data from the teachers. I have listened to the 
teachers views and tried to analyse if and how these views are 
grounded in the rest of the data, as well as if and how they do, or 
do not, correspond with the rest of the data. This is also why the 
data from the teachers is divided and forms part of several 
chapters in this thesis instead of being collected in one chapter. 
The teacher voices are silent in the chapters on the History and 
Archaeology Panel Report and Manifesto on Values, Education and 
Democracy. This has a very simple explanation. The teacher 
informants in this material, possibly with one exception, have 
heard of a planned change in the curriculum for history education, 
but they could not comment on the above policy initiatives, as 
they did not know about them. Tellingly, none of the teacher 
informants had heard of the South African History Project, but then 
again it was very recently instated at the time. However it is also 
noteworthy, that such policy discussion goes on above and 
outside the teachers it involves. 
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Selection - Open Sampling 

In accordance with the procedures and techniques 
recommended for grounded theory, the initial collection of data 
through observations or interviews was deliberately unstructured 
to its form. However, the level of structure increased and the 
research questions became more focused as the field and the aim 
for the investigation developed and became clearer. This 
technique was used to avoid missing out on important 
information or letting my own presumptions govern the 
interviews too much before the new field and aim were defined. 
54 

The selection of informants was made both on 
the basis of convenience and due to discriminate sampling.55 The initial 
contacts were made on basis of convenience, both formal and 
informal, leading to other contacts, information and interviews. 
This might seem an irresponsible selection, leaving the collecting 
of data and investigation to chance. However, as argued by 
Strauss & Corbin, if a process of conscious collection of 
additional data supplements this technique - through discriminate 
sampling – the two techniques together allow for an open view 
when approaching the field. Although some interviews were 
booked on basis of convenience - through another interview - all 
interviews revealed what kind of additional samples needed to be 
collected through discriminate sampling in order to be able to 
prove or discard different concepts and categories emerging 
from the data. This latter search of data was made intentionally, 
                                                           
54 Strauss & Corbin, p 205 
55 Ibid., 208 and 211 
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filling in the gaps, and this kind of selective sampling is an 
important part of grounded theory.  

As a result of both sampling on the basis of 
convenience and of discriminate sampling, data has been 
collected from ten history teachers in grades four to ten; from five, 
both private and government, schools; and from different 
communities with different levels of resources.56 Data has also 
been collected through interviews with three regional policy 
makers, Gail Weldon (with a national influence), Edward Smuts 
and Trevor van Louw of the Western Cape Educational Department. 
Moreover, key people with a national influence as June Bam, 
Chief Executive Officer of the South African History Project, and 
Leslie Witz, of the History Department at University of the Western 
Cape, were also interviewed for complementary data. 

Moreover, the study is based on data from the 
national curriculum and other policy documents of relevance to 
the field. Among those we find the History and Archaeology Panel 
Report and the Manifesto on Values, Education and Democracy, which 
will be dealt with in detail in a later chapter. As a complementary 
data, a large amount of new and old history schoolbooks were 
browsed and sampled. However, this data has not been coded 
for the analysis of this thesis, partly due to technical malfunction, 
partly due the size of other data. 

In addition to interviews with people in the 
educational field, informal conversations and additional 

                                                           
56 Data was collected from one private school and four government schools. Among 
the government schools, one was found in a middle class suburb to Cape Town, two 
were found in a township and, finally, one in a town on a short distance to Cape 
Town.  
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interviews with people outside the actual field were also 
conducted. The formal interviews include those conducted with 
people working for the TRC and with Fanie du Toit, the Institute 
for Justice and Reconciliation. The latter interviews and the interviews 
with policymakers have not been frequently quoted in the thesis. 
This is not suggesting that those interviews were not important 
for the process of understanding the field of investigation. On 
the contrary, the information from those interviews helped 
define and narrow down the field of investigation and also 
helped spur the research by giving a new angle to the concepts 
and phenomena studied. 

Documentation of Data and Coding Procedures 

The interviews were recorded and written notes were taken 
down in connection with the interviews. The interviews were 
approximately one hour each and apart from a few exceptions 
they were conducted in one sweep. Some of the recordings were 
transcribed on site in South Africa, alongside the collecting of 
data. The rest were transcribed upon return to Sweden. This first 
processing of collected material provided a primary survey of the 
data and helped focus the remaining sessions. 

Initially, the data was gathered and coded in 
relation to the overall research question in the basic process of 
asking questions and making comparisons.57 However, some 
questions have lead to a dead-end and some back to the general 
line of thought. Towards the final stages of analysis, asking 
questions also served as a tool to test if preliminary categories, 
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concepts and phenomena would hold or should be discarded.58 
The initial large and almost overwhelming amount of data has 
continuously through out the process been boiled down to a 
more manageable amount of ideas. Comparing findings in the 
different data has further strengthened the conclusions or 
revealed soft spots, forcing rethinking and a new perspective.59 

The analytical tools for grounded theory have 
helped me to recognise my own biases and expectations in 
relation to the field.60 One of the techniques is called the flip-flop-
technique, where a concept is turned inside out and upside down 
to reveal other perspectives and to generate a more productive 
process.61 Another technique is systematic comparison.62 This 
technique has been used when comparing concepts and 
phenomena emerging from the interview data and analysing 
what they look like in other data. A final analytic technique that 
has been used in the analysis is the one of waving the red flag.63 In 
                                                                                                                
57 Strauss & Corbin, p 73 and 85 
58 Ibid., p 74-78 
59 Ibid., p 80 
60 Ibid., p 89  
61 Ibid., p 94 As an example, one initial expectation was that the TRC would have had 
an impact on post-apartheid education, another that there would be a set list of content 
for history education. With my expectations about the TRC in relation to history 
education, I found that instead of asking the question what impact did the TRC have – 
a question with the unproductive answer: very little – I asked the question: why has it 
not. In the example about my stubborn expectations of interviews and document 
analysis revealing a list of historical content I could analyse in terms of nation 
building, I similarly found that the “what”-question was not fruitful. The answer was 
that content is not stressed in the national curriculum and is not emphasised by the 
teachers either. Instead I asked the question- if content is not emphasised in post-
apartheid history teaching, then why not, and what is? 
62 Ibid., p 95. This technique has been used when comparing concepts and phenomena 
emerging from the interview data and analysing what they look like in other data, as 
the curriculum or other policy documents. 
63 Ibid., p 97. As an example, when teachers have stated that history education is not 
biased as during apartheid anymore, the statement has been compared to other 
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accordance with this technique, anything that is depicted as 
common sense or common knowledge in the data has been 
thoroughly investigated. The analytical process for this 
investigation has been open coding, a process, which has helped 
identify concepts and their properties and dimensions in the data.64 
Through axial coding, the categories have been systematically 
developed and related to each other65, and in the process of 
selective coding, the different categories and concepts of a 
phenomena have emerged. These concepts and phenomena 
together form the grounded theory.66 The coding and analysis 
has also been conducted in terms of process.67 For this purpose, 
the chapters in Part One have been added to the thesis. These 
chapters are included for comparison over time and intend to 
show the process of changing emphasis of nation building 
intentions and practices. By depicting the process, a new 
dimension is added to the findings. 

In terms of sampling or coding, it should also be 
stated that the data has not been collected along the lines of race 
and/or class. The informants have not been selected to achieve a 
structured selection of data in terms of income variation and 
ethnic belonging. The aim of the thesis does not require that 
kind of sample structure. However, it is impossible to avoid 
touching on the concepts of race and class in the analysis. In 
apartheid education, parts of the population were given inferior 
                                                                                                                
statements, which show that despite good intentions, people cannot change their way 
of thinking over night. 
64 Strauss & Corbin, p 101 
65 Ibid., p 123ff 
66 Ibid., p 143ff 
67 Ibid., p 163ff 
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education due to race, which also, of course, divided people in 
terms of class. This was a strategy to uphold status quo. The 
post-apartheid curriculum was to be designed to adjust the 
previous wrong doings. To introduce a sophisticated educational 
system like C2005 and OBE, can be seen as a continuance of the 
apartheid status quo. Due to this and other reasons, a few points 
in the analysis are made along racial and class lines. As an 
example, there are areas where history teachers think of their 
subject differently, according to background. And due to 
previous and continuous segregation, background varies with 
race and class. “Apartheid” means segregation and this 
segregation still divides the people of South Africa – socio-
economically, politically and geographically. 

The Role of the Interviewer 

First of all there is language. The interviews and 
the analysis were conducted in a language foreign to the 
researcher. However, the only apparent problem experienced in 
this regard was when transcribing and when the informant 
referred to an event or person whom the researcher, with a non-
South African background, found it difficult to relate to and 
therefore hear. Finally, to study processes in a country other than 
one’s own is not entirely unproblematic, but at the same time it 
offers a special kind of research perspective. As an outsider it is 
sometimes easier to become aware of things that an insider 
might not see as clearly. Naturally, a researcher must always 
consider “the gaze” – and what preconceived ideas that might 
back up a research interest and theory. However, both 
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preliminary and more final analysis and theory have been tested 
on South Africans and experts in the field, through informal and 
formal channels and the positive response speaks for itself. 

Ethics 

The data collected during the field study is based on information 
from individuals. The data from the informants is handled 
according to ethical recommendations for research. However, 
the informants have been informed that it might not be possible 
to guarantee total individual anonymity. However, an effort to 
meet the demand for anonymity has been made and therefore 
the individual statements have been coded according to grade, 
for example, Teacher, grade four. This coding should not reveal 
what type of school the teacher comes from. However, to a 
fervent reader, it might be possible to read different statements 
and connect them to each other. Sometimes the teacher’s 
background is intentionally partially revealed in order to show a 
point, but through the choice of coding, I wish to state that what 
teacher a statement comes or from what school is not the 
important issue for the analysis. 

Issues of Demarcation 

As far as demarcations are concerned, there are a few things to 
add. I limited my research to an area around Cape Town in the 
Western Cape region. A wider study including teacher interviews 
from several regions would have been interesting, but such an 
investigation could be a subject for future investigations. 
Another limitation was that the teacher data is collected from ten 
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history teachers in grades four to ten. It would have been 
interesting to increase the number of teachers and include more 
grades in the study as well as interviewing more historians from 
universities and their students. This widened survey could have 
given a more grounded general opinion on the role the history 
subject could or should play in post-apartheid education and 
nation building. Unfortunately, this widened investigation could 
not be conducted mainly as a result of the guidelines of 
limitations in size and expected workload of this thesis. 

Another demarcation is that questions and 
analysis on nation building have been assigned a secondary role 
compared with the ones on what has influenced change in post-
apartheid history education. This decision was mainly based on 
the richness of the findings emerging from the teachers and 
policy documents on the issue of post-apartheid change, but also 
due to the process of narrowing the field to make it manageable. 
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Outline of the Study 
South Africa’s democratic government inherited a 
divided and unequal system of education. Under 
apartheid, South Africa had nineteen different 
educational departments separated by race, geography 
and ideology. This educational system prepared children 
in different ways for the positions they were expected to 
occupy in social, economic and political life under 
apartheid. In each, the curriculum played a powerful role 
in reinforcing inequality. What, how and whether 
children were taught differed according to the 
expectations of their roles in the wider society.68 

The quote above is an example of present-day national policy for 
education. How official South Africa has chosen to adress the 
apartheid past will be described in the following six chapters. 
The empirical study is divided into three parts. The chapters in 
Part One are mean to show the use of history as pillars for nation 
building- during apartheid and in immediate post-apartheid 
years. Part Two and Part Three together aim to depict the post-
apartheid changes that have occurred; but where the chapters in 
Part Two deal with present-day history education through the 
eyes of the teachers and an analysis of the post-apartheid 
national curriculum, the chapters in Part Three deal with 
documents written to change the path of post-apartheid 

                                                           
68 Revised National Curriculum Statement, Draft Copy, Department of Education 

(Pretoria 30 July 2001), p 8 
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education. The thesis ends with a presentation of conclusions 
based on the analysis. 

During apartheid, the past seems to have been a 
strategy from a macro level as well as a counterstrategy from a 
micro level. That is why this thesis begins with a chapter on the 
role of the past and the use of history in South African education 
during apartheid. Chapter One is an introduction to the uses of 
history, mainly based on statements from teachers who have 
personal experience of teaching history in an apartheid 
environment. This is followed by Chapter Two, dealing with the 
political use of the past in immediate post-apartheid years. The 
main source for analysis is a book called Reconciliation through 
Truth, clearly influenced by the political atmosphere which also 
brought about the TRC - the continuous use of the past for 
nation building is the obvious message.  

Part Two somewhat breaks with the 
chronological order by beginning from a micro perspective. 
Chapter Three sets out to analyse post-apartheid history education 
through the eyes of present-day history teachers. The history 
subject has been marginalised and letting the teachers speak on 
this issue gives the link to Chapter Four, where an effort is made 
to understand what created the teacher’s perception of present-
day history teaching, through an analysis of the national 
curriculum C2005. Part Three deals with two initiatives from 
historians, history teachers and people dealing with the 
educational field in general, resulting in additional documents 
influencing policy for history and for education in general. The 
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History and Archaeology Panel Report is dealt with in Chapter Five and 
the Manifesto on Values, Education and Democracy in Chapter Six. 
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Part One: The Uses of the Past as a 
Foundation for South African Nation 
Building 

Chapter One: The Use of the Past During 
Apartheid 

The Teacher’s View of Apartheid Historiography 
and Educational Policy 

Apartheid education was segregated and used as an important 
tool in the apartheid strategy of divide and rule. It was even run 
by different educational departments, for Whites, Indians, 
Coloured and Blacks, each department responsible for a specific 
race group in different regions and each having a different 
curriculum to teach by.69 It can thus easily be argued that South 
African education played an important part in sustaining 
apartheid structure.  

In this indoctrination, the history subject also had 
an important role. The prescribed apartheid historiography 
glorified the Dutch settlers and among other things it celebrated 
the Dutch Jan van Riebeeck as the founder of South Africa 
through his “discovery” of the Western Cape by landing near 
Cape of Good Hopes in 1652.70 Other important parts of the 
historiography were the Great Trek and the Anglo-Boer war. 

                                                           
69 Mda, Thobeka & Steward Mothata (ed.) Critical Issues in South African Education 
– After 1994 (Kenwyn 2000), p 2 
70 Almost every informant mentions this when asked about apartheid historiography. 
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Furthermore, the emergence of the National Party, its founders 
and leaders were also part of the historical treasure that was 
handed down to the younger generation through history 
education.71 This type of history education not only suppressed 
other narratives of the past, it also sought to prevent the 
formation of other identities than the ones that the apartheid 
state wanted to form. 

The historiography in South African history 
education can be said to have been built on one purpose, at the 
same time having two outcomes. On the one hand, the national 
historiography served as means to uphold white supremacy and 
the racially segregated balance. On the other hand, the same 
historiography served as fuel for resistance against apartheid. It 
functioned in an “enlightening” manner and provoked a whole 
range of counter-historiography. The prescribed historiography 
could show that apartheid was wrong and misleading. 

In terms of curricular design that was meant to 
ensure that the prescribed historiography was being taught, 
history teaching was designed and taught mainly along two 
principles. Firstly, there was a very set curriculum, with a very 
specified content. Secondly, the apartheid educational system 
checked that the prescribed content had been learned through 
regularly held exams. This system basically called for rote 
learning. The data from the larger study show that regardless of 
racial categorisation during apartheid, informants tellingly give 

                                                           
71 For an overview of Afrikaner Nationalism see Albert Grundlingh “Afrikaner 
Nationalism and White Politics” in BJ Liebenberg (ed.) Twentieth Century South 
African History (Pretoria 1993) 
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testimony of this spoon-fed kind of history teaching. “I can still 
recite what was taught to us then by our teachers – because I had 
to do that, memorise it and give it back to them, so that I could 
pass my studies.”72 

 

The Teacher’s View of Apartheid’s Use of the Past 
in Education 

Apartheid’s view of the world was created and largely upheld 
through a certain way of using history as means to justify the 
apartheid structure and even make it appear “normal”. Many 
privileged South Africans imply that their education was 
designed to make them think of apartheid as a state of normality. 
The historiography was biased, but it was not always challenged 
as such. Analysing the interviews with the informants, the two-
fold face of apartheid historiography is made visible. All teachers 
claim that history was important, but teachers describe this 
importance differently. 

In the data collected, teachers who were 
privileged under apartheid and who were not particularly close to 
the ideas behind the resistance, put more emphasis on history as 
being taught to build character and knowing where you come 
from.73 As described by Hobsbawm and others, the past was 
used to show the link to the present. 

                                                           
72 History teacher (8). For a short introduction to apartheid history education see “The 
Old History and the New” in June Bam and Pippa Visser A New History for a New 
South Africa (Cape Town 1996) 
73 History teacher (1) and Teacher (10) 



36 

In terms of content, apartheid history teaching 
seems to have acknowledged, at least to some degree, that the 
Dutch settlers took over land that was not theirs. Still, the 
prevailing discourse is clear. One teacher describes that “you 
learned that [the Dutch settlers] met with these- black people 
who were scantily dressed, who were wild, who were dangerous 
and they had to protect themselves. And that’s the aspect we 
got.”74 Moreover, when asked about the use of history as a tool 
for resistance, the same teacher quoted above hesitantly answers: 
“Let me just get my…You mean, how did I feel about it? Did I 
feel I should be teaching these things? You know, I honestly 
didn’t.”75 

A young white South African might have been 
taught to be slightly aware of the subjectivity of a history 
schoolbook. However, at the same time the student was taught 
to believe in the general idea of apartheid. And in that process, 
history was used for teaching what it meant being a South 
African: “‘This is your history of your own country’” was a 
phrase used to describe the general idea of the history of South 
Africa.76 It is worth noting the phrasing “your history” of “your 
own country”. This becomes especially interesting when 
compared to another statement by a teacher who was not 
privileged under apartheid. She argues that history was 
indoctrination, teaching things that “the Nat’s.77 sort of forced 
down on us”. For her, the set curriculum was “the stipulated way 

                                                           
74 History teacher (1) 
75 History teacher (1) 
76 History teacher (4) 
77 The National Party 
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to do it” and meant teaching the historiography of Jan van 
Riebeeck, whether you wanted to or not.78 

On the other hand, teachers who were not 
privileged under apartheid and who were themselves 
participating or well aware of the struggle, highlight other things 
when asked about the role of history during apartheid. One 
teacher, points out that the syllabus for grade twelve before 
1996, for example, had only two pages dedicated to the 
historiography of the struggle. Furthermore, these pages only 
covered the time leading up to when Nelson Mandela went to 
jail and depicting only a few other people involved in the 
resistance. This apartheid historiography had a particular tone of 
voice, presenting people involved in the resistance as villains - as 
opposed to the heroes of the Afrikaners.79 And finally: “what 
was happening before 1652 was of irrelevance, which actually 
means that you were given a concept that: ‘look- there were no 
people before. People only came- [t]o South Africa in 1652’.”80 

Another teacher confirms this use of history in 
education - to reinforce status quo and for the unprivileged to 
accept the prevailing conditions. He also notes that some 
teachers used every opportunity to challenge this historiography: 
“[W]e were very aware that it was not a true reflection of the 
past, so it was a case of giving them what they wanted, but not 
necessarily [incorporating it in] our belief system, our value 
system, our understanding of the true history.”81 
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Although the historiography was biased and 
forcibly learned in school, the history subject was still given a lot 
of attention from the unprivileged.82 Teachers with a very 
outspoken participation in the resistance, claim that history was 
the most important subject during the apartheid years. Teaching 
black and coloured children that they had no part in history or 
that they were considered less intelligent was a way to sustain 
control as well as to keep the white children ignorant. But being 
invisible in history also charged resistance and as one informant 
says “what gave us identity was resistance.”83 

As a result of the resistance movements and its 
use of the history subject, there are teachers stating that the 
prescribed curriculum was challenged at some schools and where 
instead some teachers in the lower grades taught history from an 
alternative curriculum. With a few exceptions, those teacher who 
knew of the alternative curriculum seem to have been taught 
through them or used them themselves. However, those who 
wanted to teach this alternative curriculum faced at least two 
obstacles. 

Firstly, there were inspectors who made visits to 
the schools and made sure that the prescribed curriculum was 
being taught. Secondly, the state curriculum was teaching history 
for the exam and nothing else. The final year exam, the so-called 
Matriculation Exam, was solely based on the prescribed 
curriculum and the grades from the “Matric” were needed to 
apply for tertiary education. A teacher who wanted their students 
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to have a chance to pass this exam had to make sure that the 
prescribed knowledge was learned, at least the final year. 
However, “if you were a history teacher that supported the 
struggle, […] you were teaching or bringing in the teaching of 
other supplemented content and not just what was prescribed.”84 

In conclusion, it seems, the poorer the area, the 
more involved in the struggle and the more interested in history. 
History education created a solid base for apartheid’s 
consolidation and legitimisation and thus it was important for 
apartheid nationalism as well as for counter-historiography. It 
was biased, and as apartheid ended it called for change, a new 
historiography of South Africa. However, as I argue in this 
thesis, the use of historiography during apartheid could be 
associated with something positive. For those who were privileged 
under the apartheid system, historiography was a set of heroes 
over which one could be proud. For the unprivileged it was, in a 
sense, a passage to the future. History could show that apartheid 
and the National Party’s historiography were biased. And 
studying counter historiography - including that of the rest of the 
world - could serve as a positive tool with which one could build 
dreams for a different South African future. A future where the 
apartheid historiography was falsified and a new historiography 
could be written. 

Gellner has argued that a certain nationally 
prescribed line of conduct and pattern of behaviour presupposes 
a well maintained and a substantially centralised educational 
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system.85 If, moreover, the younger generation of a nation are 
prepared for their social roles in society through the process of 
centralised schooling86, then what kind of nation building seems 
to be promoted in post-apartheid South Africa? 
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Chapter Two: To Get a Grip on the Past - 
Uses of the Past in the Immediate Post-
Apartheid Years 

This old Almost World is sustained, even now in the 
new South Africa, by aggressive acts of denial and 
forgetting; by erased facts and manicured history. […] 
The cure is loud doses of history.87 

 
After the 1994 elections, the official debate included phrases like 
“reconciliation through truth” and “knowledge about the past” 
in order to “move on”. South Africa needed to “blot out the sad 
picture of apartheid” so that a new nation could grow out of it.88 
This chapter seeks to present the ideas of the immediate post-
apartheid years. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

The new Nelson Mandela government established the TRC after 
the first free elections of 1994.89 The Commission was formed 
and started working in January 1995 and lasted until the 
completion of its five-volume report in 1998.90 The Commission 
was to create a foundation for the nation building process and its 
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aim was two-fold. Firstly to search for truth and secondly 
through that truth help the country to reconcile with the past. 
However, the truth brought forward in the TRC was a truth 
about the past in a particular context. The concept of truth 
within the TRC was intimately connected with the discourse of 
human rights as the stories of truth brought before the 
commission were about the former regime and how it through 
individual perpetrators had violated human rights. The TRC 
claimed that reconciliation between victims and perpetrators 
should be seen as a crucial nation building instrument and, as 
such, a necessity for a country in transition.91 The human rights 
discourse on the one hand can be seen as “universal” and not 
nation specific giving a universal meaning to the work of the 
TRC. Perhaps this was the reason that made the TRC so 
appealing abroad. Reconciliation, on the other hand, is country- 
and context-specific, more difficult to define and establish.  

Before the TRC could begin working the 
Commission had to come to grips with a number of definitions. 
To be able to perform their task they had to define who were 
victims of the apartheid era, thereby defining what constitutes a 
violation of human rights and, moreover, what is considered a 
gross violation of human rights. The interpretation of “gross 
violation of human rights” established a rather small category of 
victims of the apartheid system. In the end, about 20.000 among 
all those who wanted to give testimony were regarded having 
been victims of gross violation of human rights. In addition to 
testimonies from victims, the TRC also sought testimonies from 
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perpetrator. In exchange of the truth, perpetrators were offered a 
chance of gaining amnesty. 7127 perpetrator applied for 
amnesty, however, only a fraction of them have up to date 
received it.92 

The TRC was established when the transition had 
only just begun. The Interim Constitution of 1996 was 
formulated in a utopian manner and based on “universal values”. 
Idealism greatly influenced the process and policymakers seemed 
to believe that it was possible to attain it all. And the media 
conveyed the same images. But a debate based on symbolic 
assurance is not the same as working towards reconciliation, nor 
will it establish a shared national identity. In the immediate post-
apartheid years, the TRC’s focus on dealing with the past seems 
to have been seen as the key to nation building. However, the 
nation building process might have begun with the TRC, but for 
it to have a long-lasting effect, it could not rest there. One of the 
implicit goals of the TRC is definitely reached as the hearings 
were open to the public and the media coverage made sure that 
no one could say: we did not know.93 And his is probably also 
where the TRC has had its most important, long-lasting impact. 
Most of the informants claim that the TRC might have had an 
influence on greater society in the years surrounding it, but that 
the impact on history education was virtually none. A recent 
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publication claims that the TRC’s report can be seen as “a road-
map rather than a comprehensive history”.94 
 

Reconciliation through Truth 

The TRC had just recently been established and great hopes for 
the future were invested in it. One example of a text written in 
those immediate post-apartheid years is Reconciliation through 
Truth.95 This book has been chosen for analysis for its visionary 
content and because it more clearly voices an elated political, yet 
popular, tone advocating the TRC and knowledge about the past 
as South Africa’s route through a peaceful transition. It includes 
a number of expressive statements with an emphasis on the 
function of the TRC and the importance of working towards 
reconciliation in South Africa. The first edition was published in 
1996 and has a foreword by Nelson Mandela, who was then the 
president. The book was widely debated and one of the authors, 
Kader Asmal, later attained the post of Minister of Education. 

The three co-authors established early on what 
they think has to be one of the initial steps away from apartheid 
by claiming that the TRC could “ensure a collective coming-to-
grips with the prior system” through summing up “the historical 
sweep of the South African past.”96 The authors stress the task 
of post-apartheid South Africa through the TRC being “record 
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the pains of the past so that a unified nation can call upon that 
past as a galvanising force in the large tasks of reconstruction.” 
Moreover, they claim, this task should be seen as even more 
crucial in the early years of consolidation democracy.97 As 
introduced in the theoretical background, the above cited 
passage is a good example of how nation builders emphasise the 
importance of the past. The base for democracy is depicted as 
“clear-sighted knowledge about the past” and there is a firm 
belief that by bringing out the “pains of the past” “a unified 
nation” can be brought about.  
 
Nelson Mandela affirms the political tone in his foreword, both 
by lending his name to the contents of the book, and by the 
choice of phrasing. It is his hope that “in facing up to our past” 
it can be ensured that “never again will South Africa’s children 
have to remain content with accounts of our country that are 
known to be false.” He continues that the debate started with the 
TRC “is essential if our rainbow nation is to draw the full range 
of lessons from its past”. Moreover he argues that in such 
circumstances, personal bitterness must be put aside as that is a 
luxury “we, as individuals and as a country, simply cannot 
afford”. He ends the passage by stating that it is with “personal 
delight” he is watching “how the divisions of the past are giving 
way to the beginnings of a new South African sense of 
belonging, shared by all.”98 
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The tone of the day and of Reconciliation through Truth is 
emphasising a re-interpretation of the South African past. The 
following quote in an interpretation of that past which is used to 
intimidate. That kind of past should not be allowed to ever be 
repeated: 

 
[T]he fact that privileged South Africans could dream, 
well into the 1970s and in the teeth of vast contrary 
evidence, of an all-white South Africa; the fact that the 
short-sighted repression of the early 1960’s could be 
duplicated in the 1980s; the fact that many privileged 
South Africans could view themselves as part of 
“western democracy” while surrounded, in Africa, by 
millions of voteless Africans; that they could feel 
themselves part of the First World threatened by the 
Third World barbarians at the gate; all these and other 
facts give force to the observation that white nationalism 
in South Africa ‘exhibits a profound, even pathological, 
spatio-temporal dislocation. In plain language, this 
nationalism prevents those in its ideological grip from 
understanding where they are and when they are 
living.’99 

 
If the above stated attitude used to be the core of white 
supremacist conceptions, which the rest of the South African 
population was moulded into, then a rewriting and 
reinterpretation of the historiography  indeed sounds necessary. 
However, it is interesting to note that in these early visionary 
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documents there is an outspoken bitterness aimed towards 
“them”, as if one of the main reasons for rewriting history is “to 
show them their actions”100 since “they must face new facts 
about an uncomfortable past.”101 This allocation of guilt is not 
surprising considering the past as depicted in the quote above. 
However, worth noting is that it is not as outspoken in policy 
documents for education of a later date like the Manifesto On 
Values, Education and Democracy and History and Archaeology Panel 
Report, which will be dealt with later in the thesis. In those 
documents, the call for “them” to assume responsibility seems to 
have been exchanged with a fear that any grouping might choose 
their history above an all-encompassing South African one. 

Such a fear seems to be present in the early days 
of post-apartheid too and thus to argue that the tone in 
Reconciliation through Truth is one-sidedly revengeous would be 
incorrect. Alongside the demand for accountability, there is a will 
to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past and an awareness of 
the risk of becoming biased in the other direction: “We must 
remain aware of the dangers of replacing apartheid’s false 
utopian historicism with our new orthodoxies. As we construct 
new historical narratives, it will be in the currency of 
heterotopias, multiple idealisms, rather than the single-
mindedness of utopia.”102 However, the authors stress that “this 
talk of shared memory must not be misunderstood or mystified. 

                                                           
100 Asmal et al., p 9 
101 Ibid., 214 
102 Ibid., p 214 



48 

It is not the creation of a post-apartheid volk or a stifling 
homogenous nationhood”.103 

Instead, digging up the past and creating a shared 
conception of that past should be done. Among other things it 
can “provide a basis for a collective acknowledgement of the 
illegitimacy of apartheid” and to facilitate the building of a 
“culture of public ethics” in South Africa, thereby making room 
for reconciliation. What is more, knowing the past can ensure “a 
sound basis for corrective action in dismantling the apartheid 
legacy and to enable privileged South Africans to face up to 
collective understanding and responsibility for a past” in which 
they were the only ones with voting rights. Finally it can allow 
the “process of historical catharsis to begin as the previously 
excluded speak for themselves at the same time as the previously 
privileged finally joins the other South Africans”.104 There is an 
awareness that such a rewriting of the past can reveal a 
“complex, perhaps contradictory, set of narratives”. But however 
difficult those sets of narratives may be to handle, the authors 
express a certainty that the result will prove worthwhile. “We will 
have shown that new truths can build new nations.”105 

A curious non-South African outsider might 
wonder. What kind of new truths to build this new nation will be 
formulated? Are there certain events or even people that are 
considered to be of special importance to be part of this new 
truth? There are passages in the book, hinting what parts of 
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history the authors particularly feel must not be forgotten. As a 
sample, there are a number of events listed already in the 
introductory chapter, all of which are examples of events 
marking the expansion of the apartheid structure. Without 
commenting on this listing further, what remains interesting 
however is the fact that most of this particular content could be 
found even in an apartheid history schoolbook. But then again, 
“what matters is not the mere fact that we remember history but 
the way in which we remember it. [A]t the heart of remembrance 
must be a collective renunciation of apartheid by both sides.”106 
This should be done to acknowledge that the majority of the 
people of South Africa “lived and breathed the truths of 
apartheid, suffering indignities and humiliation of statutory 
inferiority”. They continue that this requires a collective 
renunciation, by society as a whole, of apartheid’s acts, systems 
and beliefs. And in moving away from the past there is a “need 
to build a new, shared and ceaselessly debated memory of that 
past. Without sustained remembrance and debate, it will be 
difficult to develop a South African culture with its various 
strands intertwined in constructive friction”.107 

Recalling the argument of Duvenage, post-war 
Germany was “obliged to fashion its distinctive identity from the 
collective memory of a shared moral catastrophe.”108 However, if 
the German historiography was to be regarded as one single 
chain of crimes and failure, the German nation could be shaken 
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and its future could be at stake.109 In South Africa, the infected 
past could not be allowed to paralyse the present and the future. 
The South African solution was that through the institution of 
the TRC try to bring alternative narratives to the surface through 
public hearings. In this process, the aim was to promote a 
common knowledge and understanding of that past - no matter 
how painful - to be used as basis for the new national identity. 

The apartheid past partly echoes Habermas’ 
description of events preceding anamnestic solidarity. Habermas 
claims that historical consensus in the German context should 
mean “an acceptance by Germans of their responsibility for the 
traditions which led to Auschwitz, not a falsely constructed 
continuity or discontinuity”110. In the South African case, as 
advocated by the authors of Reconciliation through Truth, it seems 
this acceptance of responsibility can only take place through a 
collective memory acknowledging the past. 

As described by Hobsbawm and others, a heroic 
past, with myths and symbols has traditionally formed a base for 
national pride and identity. As a comparison – in the case of 
Germany - the memory of Auschwitz made out a smaller part of 
the national historiography. Germany could “pride” itself with 
another more heroic and less taboo-haunted past, upon which 
they could continue to base their national identity. Germans 
could keep Auschwitz in mind and carry the debt from there. 
The past as it was dug out of the memories and archives in the 
immediate post-apartheid years in South Africa was the memory 
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of events retold by oppressors and oppressed and in terms of 
national pride, it was not all that heroic. 

 
 



52 

Part Two: Busy Making a New Life, 
Different from that in the Past – 
Present-Day History Education and 
Post-Apartheid Changes 
The chapters in Part One are included for comparison between 
the apartheid view of the past, the view portrayed during the 
immediate post-apartheid years and - the topic for Part Two and 
Three - the view in present-day South Africa. The issues brought 
up in the first two chapters evolved around the major reasons 
for changing South African education in general and history 
education in particular.111 The chapters in Part Two and Three 
intend to investigate what changes have occurred since the “end” 
of apartheid. 
 

Chapter Three: Through the Eyes of the 
Beholder - Teacher Statements 

But, it is supposed to be better now, no Bantu-education 
any more. 112 

 
During the apartheid years, education was divided and designed 
to keep South Africa segregated. Most teachers state that history 
can and should have an important role to play in the process of 
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de-segregating and creating a united society. However, at the 
same time most teachers claim they feel that the history subject 
has been marginalised in favour of other subjects. “History is not 
seen as a subject where you teach practical skills, whereas maths 
and science can be turned into practical skills.”113 (my italics) It 
becomes clear that among the teachers, at a micro level, subjects 
like science and technology are being emphasised as more 
important than, for example, history. Many teachers explain this 
as a national need to make South Africa more competitive on the 
international market and that it is essential for nation building. 
However, talking about it, it seems they come to a realisation 
that history could actually be concretely used, and should, for 
nation building purposes. If so, then what happens when that 
subject is pushed aside? Apart from an emphasis on other 
subjects, even the notion of what “history” is, has changed. 
Teachers show a tendency to put an emphasis on current history 
and present-day politics and not so much the more distant past. 
They do this claiming that understanding what happens in the 
outside world is important for the understanding of what 
happens in South Africa.  

What I normally do even now with my history - like the 
war of Afghanistan - I personally think that the children 
must also know relevant history, history that is happening 
now, current history. That is why I am giving them 
topics focusing on that.114 (my italics) 

This might be a reaction as South Africa used to be very isolated. 
But, what is relevant history? How come international events and 
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present day South African politics are considered more relevant 
than the recently overthrown apartheid past? Could one answer 
to this question be that teachers are not instructed what to teach? 
In present-day history education, the teacher is given a lot of 
freedom over the actual content. Most informants state, in 
various ways, that a teacher can choose practically anything he or 
she wants to teach. Some teachers even prefer not teaching 
about the past at all. What effect does this have on the general 
and supposedly equal schooling?  

Most teachers put the arbitrariness of historical 
content in relation to the “new OBE” and lack of, or very brief, 
in-service training. All teachers are offered in-service training 
from the regional educational department and from various 
NGO’s, but these workshops are all given after school hours and 
are often very brief and sketchy. Moreover, this in-service 
training does not particularly focus on how to handle the 
adjustment to a post-apartheid environment - at least none of 
the teacher informants for this investigation has attended a 
workshop specifically dealing with that adjustment. 

However, this lack of in-service training is 
something the South African History Project is supposed to focus 
on. According to the Chief Executive Officer of the South African 
History Project, June Bam, putting together in-service training 
which provides teachers with methods on how to teach history 
within an OBE-approach is their first priority. However, 
improving history is not about specifying content. “We’ve got to 
go beyond that.” Content is important, but the work of the South 
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African History Project is going to be developing methodology and 
an understanding of how methodology links with values of the 
Constitution. With those tools, a history teacher can pick up any 
content and be able to teach that.115  

Meanwhile, dealing with the past is basically left 
to the teachers themselves and the outcome then depends much 
on the individual and how capable or prepared he or she is to do 
it. One teacher stresses how important it is that the children 
know about these things, although they will never be exposed to 
it themselves.116 This teacher states that she usually brings the 
Group Areas Act into her teaching, mainly as it is part of her own 
experience. This central Legal Acts of apartheid is something 
that the younger generation of teachers might not have been 
exposed to it and might find difficult to relate to. But a history 
education depending upon whether the teacher is interested in 
sharing the past, or even has the personal experience to do so, 
leaves much to ask for. What happens to the apartheid history, if 
a teacher is reluctant to talking about the past, or lacks the 
personal experience? And how will this be dealt with in the 
future, when teachers who lived through apartheid will have left 
the profession? 

The curriculum does not help much in this regard 
as it does not list any minimum knowledge required in teaching. 
“Now the boundaries are more flexible- you can do anything you 
want- and it’s up to the teacher what you want the children to be 
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exposed to”117 This means that the choice of content is rather 
coincidental: “We just go as far as Mandela. [B]efore Mandela we 
sometimes did - what’s the guys name - de Klerk. But, since he 
was on the Nats.118, some teachers feel they don’t want to be 
associated with the past- so you’re not forced to. ”119 

The quote above is taken from a statement 
containing a lot of information on how numerous teachers deal 
with the past. Worth noting is that the teacher is aware that the 
curriculum does not force you to bring anything into your teaching. 
The teacher states that when they teach about the presidents of 
South Africa, they go as far back as Mandela – which, needless 
to say, is not very far. Some teachers, it seems, go as far back as 
to teach about de Klerk. Noteworthy and seemingly purposely, 
the teacher does not remember “the guy’s” name. As he was the 
last president during apartheid and of the National Party, some 
teachers feel uncomfortable teaching about him. These teachers 
do not want to deal with the past, and choose not to expose the 
children to that part of the past.  

For history, this can mean that a part of the past, 
that a teacher does not want to cover, gets left out: “I can chose 
to teach a particular topic and leave other topics out. For 
example, the discovery of minerals as opposed to the Great Trek. 
I’ve got a problem with the Great Trek, therefore I can leave it 
out.”120 Another teacher has noted this type of bias but seems to 
think it cannot be addressed only though a more defined 
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curriculum. “You can have teachers teaching the content of the 
new syllabus, but what is the content of the heart? You can have 
a hidden curriculum inside yourself. So what does come across to 
the pupils is a different thing.”121  

This freedom as regards content brings with it a 
difference between what is taught in different schools, creating 
problems for example when pupils transfer schools. More 
importantly, however, it builds up an uncertainty among the 
teachers themselves. “Now it’s a more open policy, [w]hich is a 
bit difficult, because everybody is just doing their own 
[thing].”122 The freedom also brings a realisation that all teachers 
are allowed to practice their freedom over the content. A 
number of “stories” flourish - most of them depicting other’s lack 
of ability to handle the situation, due to incapability or to 
unwillingness.  

I’ve heard stories that in some schools in the white areas, 
they don’t even want to teach history anymore, because 
they don’t want to and don’t want the learners to be 
exposed to the sensitive issues in history. So they prefer 
to remove history from the curriculum altogether, which 
I find very, very unfortunate. You can imagine what kind 
of ignorant adults they will grow up to be. And that is 
precisely what brought this country to where it was in 
the past, because people were ignorant of their own 
country and later they had to make decisions for 
everybody else.123 
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Does this course of action provide a base for a shared 
conception of history? The teacher might not at all want to teach 
a certain aspect or perspective of the past and can choose a part 
of history which is not going to create an understanding for the 
bigger picture of what happened in the past. With such a frame, 
how can pupils learn to relate the past to the present in a manner 
that differs from the biased apartheid history? 

There is also another perspective of the lack of content in 
the curriculum and the marginalisation of history: “I’ve got my 
own problems with OBE. The fact that there is less emphasis on 
content, particularly in subjects like history, is very problematic. 
There has got to be that content for learners to appreciate 
history as history.”124 Tellingly, a number of teachers give 
testimony that South African youth seems to care less and less 
about the past. Even though present-day youth are given a 
“more or less relevant history”, they are not particularly interested 
and they know fairly little about what happened in the past. This 
can be rather discouraging. A teacher in a town-ship school 
states: 

They don’t appreciate, for instance, were we come from 
and they can’t relate to what is happening now. There is 
a sense of apathy and that will prove very difficult in 
terms of this nation building exercise, because you 
cannot build on a foundation that you know very little 
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of. There has got to be that foundation – history is that 
foundation.125 

 
Although the apparent symptoms may differ, this is not a 
phenomenon that is exclusive for a township school. Another 
teacher, from a privileged school, voices a similar observation, 
although he seems to think it is something only occurring at his 
school. He claims that the children do not understand the greater 
term apartheid and continues: 

We’ve got fairly moderate affluent people, which is very 
different from places you may well have visited. What 
happens is that these children tend to be a little blasé - 
‘it’s not my problem, we’ve heard all about that’. It’s that 
sort of attitude that I noticed coming in.126 

Another teacher, at the same school confirms the lack of 
interest. Interestingly though, he says that children from an 
informal settlement probably are more interested “because the 
struggle would be more relevant to them. Whereas the children 
of this school - the struggle doesn’t touch them”.127 

The lack of interest is a problem. June Bam has 
recently put forward her Ph.D. dissertation on historical 
consciousness among South African youth.128 Her dissertation 
based on national data confirms the perception the teachers in 
this data. According to my data, the students seem aware, but 

                                                           
125 History teacher (7) 
126 History teacher (10) 
127 History teacher (4) 
128 Bam, June The Current Relevance of Populist History in Schools: the Attitude of 
Cape Town Youth to History, PhD. Dissertation, Department of Sociology, University 
of Stellenbosch (Stellenbosch 2001) 
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several teachers try to explain the indifference with the fact that 
the students might be too young to really understand what 
apartheid meant. However, one teacher argues: “We appreciate 
the fact that they were not present during that time. However, 
ourselves, we were never present during the times of Shaka129, 
but we are able to relate to what happened during that time, link 
it up to the current situation”.130 

The situation appears even worse as some people claim 
they feel left out of history. A young teacher argues that the past 
does not really concern the youth in her community as they have 
been left out of history. And in this respect, the TRC might have 
had a major impact on how some presently South Africans deal 
with the past. She argues, “you had to be black to be recognised 
as a part of the struggle” and thereby be part of the TRC process 
– indirectly saying that you have to be black, not coloured, to 
feel part of the past. 

People who died in the coloured communities are not 
celebrated and it’s sad, because they died - as well. They 
were shot, as well, they were whipped and tortured. And 
their houses were broken into and police had no respect 
for them - as well. They were also treated like animals, 
but that’s not seen.131 

If history is either seen with disinterest or as something you are 
not a part of, then it appears rather difficult to make the past the 
foundation for nation building in an all-inclusive South Africa. 

                                                           
129 Zulu King who successfully conquered the British colonisers, thereby becoming a 
hero of great symbolic value. 
130 History teacher (7) 
131 History teacher (9) 
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Another teacher articulates what nation building 
should be aiming towards: “We need to understand that we ALL 
belong to this country”.132 But how can this be done if not even 
a shared perception of the past can be agreed upon nor even 
formulated as a minimum version of national historiography and 
put down in the curriculum? Most teachers state that they think 
it will take a long time before everyone feels South African. 
“[There will be] a long time before we can move away from the 
past and look towards the future together as a rainbow nation - 
as they like to put it.”133 

                                                           
132 History teacher (8) 
133 History teacher (8) 
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Chapter Four: Policy for National Education 
in Post-Apartheid South Africa 

History will be taught in four areas: local, South African, 
African, and world, [S]outh African history ensuring that 
‘the lost voices in our history will take their rightful 
place’.134 
 
’Nowhere’ she added, ‘are these scars more marked or 
more painful than in the educational sector.’135 
 

Curriculum 2005 and Outcome Based Education in 
the Policy Document of 1997 

The national Curriculum 2005 has revolutionised South African 
education and has had great impact on the history subject in 
particular.136 The subjects History, together with Geography and 
Environmental Studies today form a Learning area called Human and 
Social Sciences (HSS).137 The new vision for South Africa was: “A 
                                                           
134 Manifesto On Values, Education and Democracy, p 40 
135 Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Reagan quoted in the Manifesto, p 12 
136 For a concise presentation of the transition of  South African history education see 
Yonah Seleti From History to Social Sciences - The New Curriculum Framework and 
the end of History for the General Education and Training Level EPU Working Paper 
NO. 14 (Durban 1997) 
137 However, the Western Cape has regionally implemented a slightly different model, 
which differs from the other regions. In this alternative implementation, the subjects 
of HSS have been taught more or less separately. According to Edward Smuts at the 
Western Cape Educational Department, this ”hybrid” model of implementation has 
been so successful, it is going to be transferred to a national level and is used as a role 
model for the revised C2005. Interview in December 2001. This is also confirmed by 
Gail Weldon of the same regional department, presently working for the South African 
History Project who adds that the Minister wanted History/Geography separate within 
Social Sciences - much of the Western Cape model influenced the work of the writing 
group for the revised C2005. 
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prosperous, truly united, democratic and internationally competitive 
country with literate, creative and critical citizens leading 
productive, self-fulfilled lives in a country free of violence, 
discrimination and prejudice.”138 (my italics). The 1995 White 
Paper on education and training puts emphasis on the necessity 
for a shift from the traditional aims-and-objectives approach to 
outcome-based-education (OBE). C2005 was introduced in 
1997. Although it has not yet been fully implemented, it has not 
been unproblematic so far. 

One of the problems is that it created mass-
confusion among teachers in general.139 Not only is the 
terminology of C2005 and OBE completely new, the curriculum 
itself is vague and unclear and the teacher in-service training on 
the curriculum, relatively brief and vague. There has been an 
effort to address the critique and this has lead to a revision of the 
curriculum.140 However, the old new C2005 is already almost fully 
implemented and the period of curricular transition has already 
and will continue to have a serious impact on education. 

The 1997 version of the C2005 gives a short introduction to 
the OBE-approach and lists the twelve key principles guiding the 
development of the curriculum.141 They are: 

                                                           
138 Policy Document, Intermediate Phase (grade 4-6) (Department of Education 
1997), p 1 
139 In the Draft Copy of the Revised National Curriculum Statement, it is stated that 
various research mention the difficulties teachers were experiencing in working 
successfully with C2005 and that the revised curriculum has tried to mend this. 
140 Seleti, Yonah “Changing the Landscape of School History Education in Post-
Apartheid South Africa: Prospects and Challenges 2000-2004” Paper presented at the 
conference Collective Memory and Present-Day Politics in South Africa and the 
Nordic Countries, 22-23 August 2002 
141 Policy Document, Intermediate Phase (grade 4-6), p 3 
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• integration 
• holistic development relevance 
• participation and ownership 
• accountability and transparency 
• learner-oriented approach 
• flexibility, critical and creative thinking 
• progression 
• anti-biased approach 
• inclusion of learners with special educational 

needs 
• quality, standards and international 

comparability 
 
As mentioned earlier, the curriculum is divided into eight 
learning areas. 142 These are:  

• language, literacy and communication 
• human and social sciences 
• technology 
• mathematical literacy, mathematics and 

mathematical sciences 
• natural sciences 
• arts and culture 
• economics and management services 
• life orientation 

What might be interesting to note is the order of the learning 
area listing. In this 1997 policy document, Language Communication 
and Human and Social Sciences are listed first, whereas in later dated 

                                                           
142 Policy Document, Intermediate Phase, p 8f 
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documents, as the Educator’s Manual from 2001, Mathematics, 
Science and Technology are instead being listed first. 

The emphasis on skills as well as the emphasis on 
science and technology seems to be the way in which South 
Africa has chosen to bring the country away from apartheid 
South Africa, in which disadvantaged groups were given very 
limited education - also limiting their function in society. 

History in the Policy Document of 1997 

The above sections can serve as a general 
introduction. Turning now to the part of the curriculum dealing 
with history, there are two out of nine outcomes in the Learning 
Area for Human and Social Sciences (HSS), which are particularly 
interesting. These outcomes are formulated “to demonstrate a 
critical understanding of how South African society has changed 
and developed”; and, ”to participate actively in promoting a just, 
democratic an equitable society”.143 Despite teacher statements 
claiming that the TRC has not had an impact on history 
education and can not be found in C2005, it is interesting to find 
that the TRC is actually mentioned in one of the range statement 
as well as in the listing of suggested contemporary sources. 
However, the unanimous teacher statements claimed that there is 
very little suggested content found in the new curriculum and 
that the TRC is not found there at all. Studying the curriculum 
shows that the “content” is more a list of concepts or processes 
and the curriculum does seem to leave the choice of what to 
include to the teacher. An interesting finding in relation to this is 
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the wording: “not all aspects listed in the box below need to be 
taught; but aspects should be selected in a way which preserves 
the coherence of the whole.”144 

To a layman in the field of curriculum design, this 
seems to be a typical example of how abstract and arbitrary the 
curriculum is, leaving it open to various interpretations. Does 
this course of action provide a base for a shared conception of 
history? If the teacher can choose, not only from the lists 
prescribed in the curriculum, but also has the liberty to choose 
material, then can a shared national view of the past be created? 
The teacher might not at all want to teach a certain aspect or 
perspective of the past and can choose a part of history which is 
not going to create an understanding for the bigger picture on 
what happened in the past. With such a frame, how can pupils 
learn to relate the past to the present in a manner that differs 
from the biased apartheid history? 

Specific Outcome 3 is designed to teach 
“Participating actively in promoting a just, democratic and 
equitable society”. In the range statement for that criterion, 
under the heading “processes to include”, the notion of 
reconciliation is found – as part of the assessment criteria 
participating in-, investigating, reflecting and evaluating 
democratic processes. 145 How the notion of reconciliation 
should be included and how the discussion on the Constitution 
is supposed to help promote reconciliation is not entirely clear. 

                                                                                                                
143 Policy Document, Intermediate Phase (grade 4-6), p HSS-2 
144 Ibid., p HSS-5 
145 Ibid., p HSS-15 



67 

However, the outcome includes another assessment criteria 
stating that the pupil should be able to make “informed 
judgements about issues in relation to the Constitution”. This 
criterion has a range statement saying “Links between the issues 
and the Constitution are explored in order to develop the 
learners appreciation of the concepts of equity, democracy and 
justice.” Something called “performance indicators” seems to 
give a hint to the teacher on how to teach this, or what 
“content” to use. For this particular assessment it says 
“investigate how the constitution has helped address issues of 
equity, democracy and justice.” 

History in the Western Cape Education 
Department’s Educator’s Manual of 2001 

The Social Sciences Educator’s Manual, Senior Phase (grade 7 to 9) for 
HSS in the Western Cape region, was issued in August 2001.146 
In spite of its rather recent launch, this is another vague 
document, rather open to interpretation. However, it is a lot 
clearer than the C2005 from 1997. The regional Western Cape 
Educational Department (WCED) seems to have put in extra effort 
to make the curriculum more comprehensible.147 Considering the 
negative answers from both history advisors and teachers, there 
is a rather concrete listing of content in this manual, which 
should provide guidance to any confused teacher. However, one 
explanation to that the teacher statements and the curriculum 

                                                           
146 Social Sciences Educator’s Manual, Senior Phase (Western Cape Educational 
Department: 2001) 
147 This is confirmed through interviews with Weldon, Smuts, van Louw, December 
2001 
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analysis differ in this regard, might be that the manual is rather 
new and may not have been fully distributed or implemented yet. 

The Educator’s Manual formulates educational expectations 
into only two outcomes in terms of general knowledge and skills, 
as opposed to nine outcomes in the 1997 general policy 
document.148 To avoid all confusion, there is even a heading 
labelled “Content selection” which reads: 

Refer to the proposed content selection in the training 
manual or workshop training material, or use the history 
section in appropriate HSS/Social Sciences textbooks, 
which clearly indicate history and geography separately 
and develop the concepts, skills, and processes of both. 
History should not be limited to South Africa history.149 

 
Under “suggested content”150 for South African history, Grade 
Seven, one clearly finds: “Migrations, wars and land 
dispossessions during the 18th and 19th centuries“, where 
reinterpretations of the Mfecane/Dinqane, the Great Trek and the 
myth of the Empty Land is suggested for discussion. For Grade 
Eight, “Land and Power; the South Africa War 1899-1902” is 
one of the themes with suggested points for discussion including 
“women an children in concentration camps” as well as 
“dispossession and segregation” due to the Union of 1910 and 
the 1913 Land Act. In Grade Nine, the content suggestion 
includes: “Nationalism and Identity in South Africa: How are 
identities constructed”; “Apartheid and resistance”; “Apartheid 

                                                           
148 Social Sciences Educator’s Manual, Senior Phase, p 45f 
149 Ibid., p 45 
150 Ibid., p 46-48 
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under pressure in the 1970s and 1980s”; “How did the world 
respond to apartheid?”. Finally it includes: “A new vision for 
South Africa: 1990 -1999”, where the last suggestion includes 
Afrikaner and African nationalism, forced removals and the 
TRC. 

Among other useful things – such as teacher 
assessment sheets et cetera - the educator’s manual includes an 
exposition on “What is history?”. Following an introduction and 
some almost incomprehensible charts, there is a list of 
“implications for teaching”. The far most important one, written 
in bold letters, is: “What is absolutely clear is that history is 
NOT about memorising so-called facts, which appear in 
textbooks.”151 C2005 was introduced in 1997. The fact that the 
Western Cape Educational Department feels the needs to spell this 
out as late as in 2001 is interesting. 
 

Teacher Comments on Curriculum 2005 and 
Outcome Based Education 

The 1997 version of C2005 states that in the past “the 
curriculum has perpetuated race, class, gender and ethnic 
divisions and has emphasised separateness, rather than common 
citizenship and nationhood.”152 The new educational approach 
has been designed to address previous wrongdoings. One of the 
teachers explains part of the issue. “Our education has for a very 
long time been content based and based on the fact that the 

                                                           
151 Social Sciences Educator’s Manual, Senior Phase, p 58 
152 Policy Document, Intermediate Phase (grade 4-6) , p 1 
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disadvantaged blacks had no facilities or anything and they 
learned that content but it was not giving them any skills. OBE is 
also addressing that. [I]t's a nation building process. [W]e need to 
give skills to our people.”153 However, at the same time, another 
teacher implies that things were better during the apartheid years: 

[I]n spite of the old apartheid system, we had a better 
type of education. We had less children, we had 
resources. We never had gangsterism, we never had 
crime, we never had that- so with democracy there is 
also a few things happening that we were never exposed 
to. The discipline is down. I felt, with the old system, 
that there was more productivity compared to now.154 

 
Most teachers claim that the C2005 and OBE have created more 
problems than advantages. The South African educational 
system had to change, but the changes might have been carried 
out too fast or at least with too little aid to the teachers. One of 
the teachers voices the situation. “Unfortunately, the whole thing 
has been rushed and it has also created a perception amongst the 
teachers that these things are being forced down their 
throats”.155 Another statements reflects the semi-chaos 
surrounding the process: “The [curriculum administrator], he is 
now off with stress - curricula and things- because we are now 
going into OBE and we don’t even know if we’re on the right 
track, […]. We are supposed to go to the workshops, the 

                                                           
153 History teacher (8) 
154 History teacher (2) 
155 History teacher (7) 
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workshops are now one week- and you cannot put in 13 subjects 
in one week.”156 

According to the “Equality Clause” in the South 
African Schools Act of 1998 the state “must strive towards 
giving all students – whether they are in suburban schools, 
township schools or farm schools – the same access to resources 
and to personnel, and the same opportunities to realise their 
fullest potential.”157 However, the OBE-approach itself has 
unfortunately an almost in-built streak of discrimination because 
of resources. 

One of the corner stones of OBE is the learner-
centred teaching. In post-apartheid South Africa, this new 
approach has caused a number of problems implementation-
wise. In some schools, the lessons are still teacher-centred as 
opposed to learner-centred. Teachers find that the learners in 
overcrowded classrooms do not necessarily cope with the kind 
of activities given. This does not mean that the teachers are 
ignoring the new educational approach. They know that: 

OBE wants the learners to discover on their own, it 
wants the learners to apply the skills that you give them, 
to grapple with the information that they are exposed to. 
We would very much like to be the mediators as 
proposed by OBE, but it is not practical. [I]f you give an 
activity, it means you must monitor a class of- 57, so 
individual attention is out of question.158 

                                                           
156 History teacher (2) 
157 Manifesto On Values, Education and Democracy, p 14 
158 History teacher (7) 
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Does not a specified content seem even more 
important, if spoon-feeding is still in use, due to large classes, 
especially since there is nothing to feed with, without the 
content? Deciding on a prescribed list of historical content in 
this early period of “the new dispensation”, could aid those who 
have not yet been given the opportunity to handle C2005 and 
OBE. This content should of course be carefully formulated and 
let various voices and perspectives share the space of the past. 
Some might argue that this course of action resembles that of 
the spoon-feeding old days, instead of cultivating critical 
thinking. I would argue that formulating a specified curricular 
content and thereby deciding on a “national common view” of 
the past – at least temporarily -, is a better alternative than risking 
a lack of historical understanding all together. Even if this means 
replacing the apartheid dominant narrative with another. If for 
no other reason, this could ensure that an equal view of the past 
is being taught everywhere, whether having adopted the OBE-
approach or not. 

In a school with more resources, the teachers do 
not find the OBE approach as problematic.159 One teacher refers 
to the existence of libraries and schoolbooks, but at the same 
time she admits that if you do not have access to schoolbooks or 
lack a good library or maybe even not a photocopying machine, 
                                                           
159 Gail Weldon comments this as “There is general confusion about what and OBE 
approach is. The schools that make the above comment are those that for some time 
have used interactive teaching methods and now they think that means OBE. The big 
problem was the message that went out with the introduction of the Original C2005 
that textbooks were not necessary and that teachers must develop their own learning 
programmes. The other problem was the switch from a rigid framework to 
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then you are not equipped to handle OBE.160 Unfortunately, this 
is the reality for a lot of schools, illustrated in the following 
quote: “I improvise, [b]ut most of the time, the thing [the 
copying-machine] is broken or there is no paper. There is always 
something cropping up.”161 Staff at the Western Cape 
Educational Department, acknowledges that resources do vary a 
lot from school to school, and this naturally impacts on the 
quality of the teaching. “[I]t’s actually been clear that a lot of 
schools haven’t been able to implement it, so it is very uneven.162 

To sum up part Two, Post-apartheid history 
education has been marginalised. The teachers relate that dealing 
with the past in post-apartheid education is not easy. The 
teacher’s view on the position of history is that history can lend 
itself to nation building, but it does not, because other things are 
more important. Some of them perceived teachers as agents of 
change during apartheid, and most of them claim that history 
could continue to lend itself to nation building by showing the 
link from the past to the present. Still, it does not seem that they 
see themselves as agents of nation building in present-day South 
Africa. 

From a policy level, the new C2005 aimed to step 
away from apartheid education and offer equal schooling for all. 
Good intentions are formulated on a policy level, but in reality 
there are not sufficient tools given to the teachers to cope with 
                                                                                                                
transformational OBE which had virtually no framework at all.” Thus unfortunately 
creating a situation where “they had no pegs on which to hang the new approach”. 
160 History teacher (5) 
161 History teacher (2) 
162 Interview with Gail Weldon, Western Cape Educational Department, December 
2001 
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the situation. The South African History Project is a recent national 
effort seeking to address these issues. Future investigations will 
show how this project turns out. Hitherto, the teachers 
themselves have largely been given responsibility over dealing 
with the educational transition. As shown in Chapter Three, a 
few of the consequences are that teachers have chosen to put a 
lot of emphasis on current history and on skills instead of 
content. Until the educational structure has been fully 
implemented and all South African teachers and students are 
able to benefit from it, perhaps a prescribed and specified 
content in the national curriculum relating a decided-on 
minimum amount of knowledge would be preferable. Another 
consequence as shown earlier in this section, is that the previous 
system, teaching only a minor level of skills to some groups, has 
in practice led to that subjects other than history, teaching 
practical skills, get more attention.  
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Part Three: Dealing With the Past, 
the Present and the Future - 
Additional Documents 
The chapters in Part Two intended to show the position of the 
past in post-apartheid education. Firstly as depicted by history 
teachers and secondly their view in relation to the new national 
curriculum and the educational approach it is based on. Moving 
forward to two very recent examples produced on a political and 
visionary level, but have and probably will continue to influence 
policy documents for education, we find - the History and 
Archaeology Panel Report and the Manifesto on Values, Education and 
Democracy, both written in 2001. The History and Archaeology Panel 
Report (from now on referred to as the History Panel) claims that 
history has become increasingly marginalised in the educational 
core curriculum. Stating that the current situation is a major 
concern, they demand history to be put back into the curriculum 
as it contributes to the “formation of democratic values and a 
common citizenship”. It claims that these issues need to be 
addressed and that without history, the country risks facing 
national amnesia and crisis.163 The Manifesto on Values, Education 
and Democracy164 (from now on referred to as the Manifesto) states 
that education in general is important when equipping citizens 

                                                           
163 History and Archaeology Panel Report, p 10 
164 The Manifesto is part of the Tirisano programme, instated by the National 
Department of Education. This programme seeks to work “towards building a South 
African education and training system for the 21st century”. The Manifesto is the end 
result of an initiative from 2000, where a working group, put together by the Minister 
of Education, Kader Asmal, led to a conference on values in education. 
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with the abilities and skills.165 This emphasis on skills is in line 
with the overall idea behind C2005 and OBE. Both documents 
agree that history is the “bedrock of education”166 and that the 
past is an important concept when South Africa is making a new 
life for themselves. The image of a South African education in 
crisis is depicted in both documents. However, this crisis is 
handled differently in the two documents. 

                                                           
165 Manifesto On Values, Education and Democracy, p iv 
166 Ibid., p 40 
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Chapter Five: The History and Archaeology 
Panel Report 
The tone of voice in the History and Archaeology Panel Report is 
basically the same as the one from the immediate post-apartheid 
years. Knowledge about the past is imperative and history is the 
way forward. Their addition is stressing that the past should 
continue to be a guideline for education. “In a country like South 
Africa which has a fractured national memory, the development 
of common historical memories [can] play an integrative role in 
our culture and polity.”167 This suggests developing a common 
memory of the past for South African integration in general. The 
History Panel continues that if their assessment of the role of 
history is true, this should suggest a certain direction for the 
teaching of history in the new educational situation. With a 
majority government and a democratic order many believed that 
there would be a “new flowering of history in schools” and that 
the intense interest of history in the 1980’s would “flow over 
into the changed environment”. The History Panel expected an 
“active encouragement of a new history in schools and elsewhere” 
reflecting for the first time a general practice that would include 
contributions of all South Africans to the making and shaping of 
society. They argue that instead, whether consciously or 
unconsciously, history has been de-emphasised in schooling as 
well as in tertiary sectors.168 They fear for the future of History 
and warn “some schools have even come to regard history as a 

                                                           
167 History and Archaeology Panel Report, p 12 
168 Ibid., p 7 
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subject for less able learners or those with a low IQ. It is no 
great surprise that both at schools and in many universities, 
students have been deserting the study of history”.169 
 
They explain the current situation by pointing to the 
introduction of C2005 and the OBE-approach. Moreover, the 
History Panel is alarmed by the way History and Archaeology have 
been integrated into the general Learning Area of Human and Social 
Sciences. They admit the OBE having brought “positive features 
in the combating of outmoded methods of rote-learning”, but 
they also stress the serious costs and constraints the introduction 
of a new education has also brought about.170 In terms of 
method, they claim that given the state of South Africa’s 
educational system, the conceptual demands of the C2005 are 
not realistic. 

[I]t is reliably reported that teachers are continuing to 
work from apartheid era textbooks, invariably with 
barely a glimmer of consciousness that there is anything 
flawed about such materials. [T]here is a general and 
pervasive discrediting of the value of history as a subject, 
[…] based on a very narrow definition of vocational 
education, that history has no obvious relevance to the 
needs and pressures of the contemporary world.171 

One of the more fundamental conclusions of the History Panel is 
that the new curriculum seems to have abdicated its 
responsibility for what is to be taught. “Ideally, all students need 

                                                           
169 History and Archaeology Panel Report, p 7 
170 Ibid., p 7 
171 Ibid.,p 14f 
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to acquire historical understanding of all people in South Africa, 
as the basis on which to forge a sense of a shared human 
past.”172 The report uses the rather vague word “ideally” and in 
general, the document does not give any real recommendation 
how to achieve this shared historical understanding. They 
continue that “the absence of guidance on content is keenly felt, 
particularly in an environment where many schools lack libraries, 
photocopiers and even paper, and where teachers are 
inadequately trained or certainly have no experience of research 
or new materials development”. 173 

The History Panel also criticises the interim syllabus 
of the Senior School as the present curriculum has kept an 
essentially traditional approach to history teaching and does not 
explain the formation of the present. The apartheid syllabus only 
covered the period of time until 1976. The History Panel states that 
the new curriculum does not include particular content or 
guidelines to spur the study of South Africa in the 1976-1994 
period. In accordance with the opinion and fear of some of the 
teacher informants, it is argued that this will have a serious 
impact on history teaching as this is “permitting conservative 
teachers the latitude to stick to the 1910-1924 period, and 
thereby to avoid confronting the challenges posed by proper 
teaching of the apartheid decades.”174 Naturally, this curricular 
“loop hole” does not help the students to deal with the past of 
their country. Moreover, the History Panel highlights that the 

                                                           
172 History and Archaeology Panel Report, p 21 
173 Ibid., p 17 
174 Ibid., p 16 
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Interim Syllabus175 – still in use for grades 10-12 until the full 
implementation of C2005 - remains overwhelmingly Eurocentric 
its in conception and that de-colonisation, independence 
movements and the post - 1970s development of modern Africa 
are not covered or part of student examination.176 

The History Panel does stress the importance of history in 
education, but at the same time warns that as South Africa has 
finally been rid of the old white-dominated grand narratives, the 
historiography must be re-written in a way finding middle 
ground between grand narratives and exclusivist ethnic 
narratives.  

Conscious reconstruction of some new set of grand 
narratives can only widen the cracks of an already 
fractured historical memory in a divided society. At the 
same time, it will be necessary to guard against this 
becoming an open thoroughfare for the propagation of 
exclusivist, multi-ethnic history, in which sets of 
classroom learners each end up studying their own 
ethnic history.177 

 
There seems to be a strong sentiment against repeating past 
wrongdoings, where a selective and mainly white perspective on 
history was the only one given room in history education, 
preventing other perceptions. The memory of previous 
governments controlling history education for the shaping of 
their white supremacy is still fresh and it serves as an example of 

                                                           
175 “Syllabus” is an older term for curriculum 
176 History and Archaeology Panel Report, p 16 
177 Ibid.,p 21 
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what one should strive to prevent. In addition, the History Panel 
continues “there is no way forward for any nation, least of all 
ours, down the paths of discredited historical nostalgia or self-
deluding reminiscence about the historical perspectives of the 
apartheid era”. With these statements they claim to step away 
from a one-sided triumphalist view of the past - the new South 
African curriculum should neither leave history out nor fall into 
the trap of nostalgia over the part of historiography that was 
unwritten during apartheid. The past cannot be forgotten; 
neither will it disappear with time. The South African past is far 
more complicated and needs to be dealt with. Even though 
versions of the past differ, it is still a memory that South 
African’s can be taught to share.178 

And thus, if South Africa is to implement 
something like the TRC version of nation building, where a sense 
of community is created through an all-South African 
understanding of the different experiences of the past, then is it 
not better if national education about that past is based on at 
least a minimum amount of national consensus-formulated 
historiography and common knowledge about the past? Instead, 
as the teacher statements show, teaching history has become 
much up to the teacher. The marginalisation of history has 
caused confusion and frustration. Due to this, the risk of 
continuing to teach a biased history appears to be quite large. 
Apartheid history was biased, but it is based on a familiar 

                                                           
178 The concept of social engineering could have negative connotations in the South 
African context, but by “taught to share”, I mean social engineering through the 
channel of education as described in the section of “theoretical approach” - Gellner, 
Hobsbawm et ali.. 
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structure. The fear of forcing a standardised and centralised 
history seem to have governed South African educational policy 
and it may have had unforeseen effects – and hidden causes. Not 
only is there a fear of how the past can be used or misused; but 
also, and maybe mainly, this is a consequence of the general 
devaluation of history in favour of the demands of a globalised 
market. 
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Chapter Six: The Manifesto on Values, 
Education and Democracy 

Here was born an idea, a South African idea, of 
moulding a people from diverse origins, cultural 
practices, languages, into one, within a framework 
democratic in character, that can absorb, accommodate 
and mediate conflicts and adversarial interests without 
oppression and injustice. [S]outh Africans are busy 
making a new life for themselves. The new life has its 
own challenges, different from those of the past.179 

Compared to the History Panel, the Manifesto contains rather 
concrete and very interesting recommendations for how to 
create a sense of South African unity. As can be read out from 
the quote above, the visions of the Manifesto still give voice to an 
almost utopian idea of a united South Africa. It is interesting to 
note how well this imagery corresponds with theories on nation 
building. Wanting to become a “people”, the citizens of a 
country can find themselves seeking for, and consequently 
finding, things in common - places, practices, personages, 
memories, signs and symbols. 180 There is a strong sentiment of 
the nation being strong, alive and creating itself in the shape it 
has chosen. No exterior or interior force can keep it from 
fulfilling its vision. 

The Manifesto stresses the lack of values in general 
and the (mis) interpretation and impact of the OBE system on 
education. It also warns that post-apartheid education might 
                                                           
179 Manifesto On Values, Education and Democracy, p i 
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have been guided to much by the market, and reminds that 
reconciliation still remains a challenge for South Africa. The 
study of a document as the Manifesto shows what educational aims 
the department has in terms of values for nation building. The 
Manifesto lists ten fundamental values found in the 
Constitution181 and sixteen educational strategies - ways to 
promote the values of the constitution.182 As seen above, the 
visions and hopes for the future are very present at the national 
policy level. The tone of the Manifesto aims to instil hope and 
inspiration in people dealing with the educational field, especially 
since “education [is] the nursery of values.”183. 

However, this national policy document also 
acknowledges that there are a number of challenges that need to 
be addressed in South African education. As an example, the 
Manifesto quotes a teacher stating that: “Apartheid had one good 
thing. It kept us together. We had a common enemy to fight. We 
helped each other. When the common enemy went we were 
suddenly left alone and [now we] can’t find the same powerful 
thing to hold us together. Each one for himself. And this has 
ruined a sense of community.”184 The feeling of lack of purpose, 
as could be seen in the data for this investigation too, has 
undermined the process of nation building. A new type of glue 
needs to be found, and the Manifesto points out the direction by 
                                                                                                                
180 Hobsbawm (1992), p 90 
181 Manifesto On Values, Education and Democracy, the ten values of the Constitution 
are: Democracy, Social Justice and Equity, Equality, Non-Racism and Non-Sexism, 
Ubuntu (human dignity), an Open Society, Accountability, the Rule of Law, Respect, 
Reconciliation, p iii 
182 Ibid., p v in the introduction 
183 Ibid., p 5 
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stating that “[w]hether we are teachers, parents, officials or 
students, we have not succeeded in making the values enshrined 
in the Constitution a part of ourselves” (my italics).185 In 
accordance with the History and Archaeology Panel Report, there is 
an emphasis on the past, but as will be shown, other values are 
also promoted. 

“Putting history back into the curriculum” is one 
of the sixteen educational strategies. The main reasons for this, 
given in the Manifesto, are that history is a vital ingredient in the 
shaping of South Africans since “knowledge about the past will 
help the future grow” and history is one of many value systems 
that shape values and morality. Moreover, history “ensures lost 
voices to take their rightful place in history” as well as it ensures 
common memory and disables the urges to forget the lessons of 
the painful past. There is an echo of the German Historian’s 
debate on Auschwitz in this choice of phrasing. In terms of 
reconciliation, the Manifesto states that history also provides a 
concrete and easier way to contextualise the past. Finally, history 
can help confront the apartheid myths, like the one of the Empty 
Land theory.186 The general opinion of the South African policy 
documents seems to be that history serves as an excellent way to 
promote reconciliation and the building of a shared national 
identity. 187 However, there is one apparent difference in how 
dealing with the past is advocated. Compared with immediate 
post-apartheid documents like Reconciliation through Truth, the 

                                                                                                                
184 Manifesto…., p 5 
185 Ibid., p 5f 
186 Ibid., p 40ff 
187 Ibid., p 42 
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demand for accountability – that “they” must never forget - is 
not the same in the Manifesto. Instead the issues are more 
generally addressed: “[d]eveloping a sense of our diverse 
histories, [will] ensure we do not forget the lessons of our painful 
past”.188 

However, the Manifesto shows an awareness that in addition 
to promoting history, education in general does stress something 
more than the past as the core of a national identity. Quoting 
Gandhi, the Manifesto highlights the risk of letting education 
become a way to teach the children to earn money as opposed to 
an education that instils values: 

“‘While a reformed curriculum must place greater stress 
on mathematics, science and technology…we must 
guard against a mechanistic and narrow form of 
education, geared only towards market requirements. 
[T]he effective citizen is someone who knows his or her 
country’s history, arts, literature, and not just 
mathematics and science. It is a question of finding the 
right balance.’” 

Furthermore, it is argued that the educational system does not 
exist to serve a market, however important for economic growth 
and material prosperity. “’Its primary purpose must be to enrich 
the individual, and by extension then, the broader society’”.189 In 
accordance with the History Panel, there is an emphasis on the 
past, but other values are also promoted. Although the Manifesto 
points out the risk of emphasising subjects like Science and 
Technology too much, the less outspoken policy of the Manifesto 
                                                           
188 Manifesto…, p 41 
189 Ibid., 10 
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itself seems to do precisely that and this can be seen as 
counteractive. 

Listed as one of the 16 educational strategies, 
alongside “Putting history back into the curriculum”, we find 
“Nurturing the New Patriotism or affirming our common 
citizenship”. Through this strategy, it is argued a shared sense of 
pride and commonly held values a common identity can be 
forged. What is being promoted is “a sense of honour and 
identity as South Africans…where individuals are comfortable 
with both a local or cultural identity and a national South African 
one”. The Manifesto continues that the base of the new Patriotism 
should be the Constitutional values and common symbols, such 
as singing the national anthem, displaying the national flag, 
saying out loud an oath of allegiance and knowing about other 
national symbols, like the coat of arms.190 There are two 
interesting sections that illustrate the ambiguity in this. 

On the one hand, in the section on reconciliation, 
the Manifesto states that reconciliation remains a difficult challenge 
to South Africa and that “few doubt that a stable, dignified, 
esteemed future depend on it.” It continues that the Constitution 
prescribes “’the pursuit of national unity, the well-being of all 
South African citizens, and peace’ [to] be based on ‘reconciliation 
between the people of South Africa and the reconstruction of 
society.’ (my italics)” The manifesto continues by describing 
South Africa’s official motto: !ke e: /zarra//ke – which means 
“Unity in Diversity” – to accept each other “through learning 
about each other – and through the study of how we have interacted 
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in the past.” (my italics) It adds that reconciliation “is impossible 
without the acknowledgement and understanding of this 
complex, difficult but rich history. [But this requires] adhering to 
a common identity, a common notion of South-Africanness 
[which flows] naturally from the value of reconciliation”.191 

On the other hand, the Manifesto has a passage 
about  “The Values in Education: Celebration of our National 
Symbols”. “The program identifies the flag, national anthem, the 
coat of arms, animal (springbok), flower (King Protea), bird 
(blue crane), tree (Yellowwood) and fish (Galjoen) as our 
national symbols. These symbols express a spirit and ethos, 
inasmuch as they are symbolic affirmations of our 
nationhood.”192 The above-mentioned “symbolic repertoire of 
verbal affirmation of citizenship” is printed in the manifesto. 
Interestingly it ends with the words “[L]et us work for peace, 
friendship and reconciliation and heal the scars left by past 
conflicts, and let us build a common destiny together. (my 
italics)”193 The notion of reconciliation, as introduced by the 
TRC, was closely associated with understanding and 
acknowledging the past. The notion of patriotism, as articulated 
by the Manifesto, is associated with abstract symbols and visions 
for the future. Yet, the verbal affirmation seemingly intends to 

                                                                                                                
190 Manifesto…, p77f 
191 Ibid.,p 20 
192 Ibid., p 78 This celebration is also a program of the Tirisano implementation plan 
for 2001-2002 
193 Ibid., p 78 The whole verbal affirmation reads: “I promise to do my best to promote 
the welfare and well-being of all my fellow citizens. I promise to show self-respect in 
all that I do and to respect all of my fellow citizens, our various traditions, and our 
Constitution. Let us work for peace, friendship and reconciliation and heal the scars 
left by past conflicts, and let us build a common destiny together.” 



89 

infuse patriotism in the South African citizens, through the notion 
of reconciliation. 

If the citizens of a country, who wishes to see 
themselves as a “people”, have difficulty finding a common 
ground, they can pick something else to make out that all-
national common ground.194 In South Africa, where even the 
official national motto acknowledges the diversity of its people, a 
common ground cannot be found in symbols representing one 
of the groupings. The common ground, as was argued in for 
example the TRC, can be based on the common past of 
apartheid - where previous conflicts and a present reconciliation 
can make out a national unity on a higher, more comprehensive 
plane. However, for the purpose of creating a common ground, 
the South African past is not entirely unproblematic. Instead, it 
seems that it is easier to construct a common ground in symbols 
which do not have a direct link to the past, for example by 
choosing fairly abstract and “neutral” symbols of patriotism.  

And this national identity does not seem to have its base 
in a shared perception of the apartheid past, but instead in a shared 
perception of a South Africa adjusted to “universal” values and the 21st 
century marketplace.  

This is one of the more interesting findings and 
correlates with the notion of constitutional patriotism that 
Habermas describes. In Peo Hansen’s interpretation, Habermas 
makes a distinction between an inclusive and an exclusive model 
of community formation, where the inclusive model is said to 
build on a sense of constitutional patriotism. The inclusive 
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model seeks “integration and cohesion by means of 
constitutional and socio-political rights”, whereas the exclusive 
model seeks integration by “invoking a sense of hereditary or 
ethno-cultural identification with an organic and prepolitically 
constituted community”. Habermas argues that although there is 
a tension between the two models within the nation state, 
community formation is more or less founded on both of the 
models simultaneously. However, constitutional patriotism is 
explained as when a “mobilization around constitutional rights 
and a sense of ‘shared political culture’ has [gained] the upper 
hand over an identity mobilization on ethno-cultural grounds”.195 

To sum up Part Three, according to the debate 
on a policy level South African education is in crisis. The History 
and Archaeology Panel fear for the future of history due to its 
marginalisation in the curriculum and therefore in implemented 
education. It stresses the important position for history in terms 
of nation building; to show the link to the present and to ensure 
avoiding previous mistakes to be repeated. The Manifesto on 
Values, Education and Democracy emphasises values and the 
negative trend of the lack thereof in post-apartheid education. 
Through ten fundamental values and sixteen educational 
strategies – including upgrading history and introducing the new 
patriotism - they advocate a new route for South African 
education. 

                                                                                                                
194 Hobsbawm (1992), p 90 
195 Hansen, Peo Europeans Only? Essays on Identity Politics and the European Nation 
Research Report 2000:2 (Umeå 2000), p 124. 
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Conclusion 
The children sort of lose their identity of the past. I 
don’t know if this is good or bad. 196 

 
The conclusion is structured around questions like; how can 
South Africa deal with its infected past; nation building of the 
past and the present; nation building as adjustment to the market 
place; and critical issues of that adjustment. 

Have nation building intentions had an impact on 
post-apartheid history education, and if so, how have they? In 
the immediate post-apartheid years, the notions of reconciliation 
and knowledge about the past were used in media nationally as 
well as internationally when talking about South Africa’s peaceful 
transition and were seen as the promising glue that would hold 
people together. However, national policy in present day South 
Africa seems to have changed slightly in its nation building tune. 
Through document analysis of the curriculum and through 
interviews with teachers it becomes even more apparent that the 
past and the history subject is often less emphasised than 
subjects that more concretely prepare the students for the 
“market”. 

During apartheid, a minority of people denied the 
majority a space in South African historiography and partly on 
basis of this, the minority upheld unequal power relations. When 
a large part of the past is seen as mainly unjust and negative by a 
majority of the people, it seems difficult to invent “new” positive 
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national images based on that past. This might be the answer to 
why the early post-apartheid visions and their emphasis on the 
past have not been used more in South African education. An 
earlier oppressed majority, now in power, might choose to treat 
the past as a less significant part of the national identity, than it 
has been in nation building processes in other countries, and 
instead seek their positive nation building symbols elsewhere. 

In the Manifesto, history might still be highlighted 
as important, but “the new patriotism” is stressed more 
concretely as well as a patriotic ”verbal affirmation of 
citizenship” and a new kind of pride. A few basic points sum up 
the general notion from teacher statements, curriculum and 
more recent documents dealing with national education like the 
Manifesto and the History Panel. South Africa is viewed as a future 
nation, proving its readiness to keep up with global progress. The 
national curriculum contains an apparent stress on skills and on 
subjects like science and technology and the Constitution has 
become an important factor of symbolic value for South 
Africans to gather around. The findings show that in present-day 
nation building, Habermas’ model of constitutional patriotism in 
community formation is clearly emphasised over community 
formation and identity mobilisation on ethno-cultural grounds. 

The Values forming “the South Africa idea”197 as 
depicted in the Manifesto, seem to be based on two notions, both 
very important, but seemingly different – “reconciliation” and 
“the new patriotism”. The concepts, of course, aim towards 

                                                                                                                
196 History teacher (4) 
197 Manifesto…, p i 
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creating a base for a united South Africa but from different 
directions. 

Dealing with the past can be seen to create 
different types of nation building. These are making the past the 
basis for national unity and identity or making the present the 
basis for the same process. Early post-apartheid efforts seem to 
have been aimed at using the past as a uniting factor. 
Concentrating on the future and how to regain pride and sense 
of equality for all South Africans seems to be the way the South 
African government has chosen to deal with the past. The 
present nation building exercise is done through cultivating skills 
needed in a economic and market based context as well as in an 
increasingly globalised environment. As a result, history has been 
marginalised. In spite of initiatives aiming to put history back 
into the curriculum, the kind of history called for in early post-
apartheid years is not assigned the same level of significance in 
present-day South Africa. 

But can the past be isolated from the present? 
Making the present the basis for national unity and identity 
cannot be the process of dealing with the past as just another 
passing stage, after which the focus is again turned to the 
present. If the present is allowed to be the sole link to the future, 
it implies avoiding dealing with the infected past and avoiding 
efforts to bridge the gap of present-day South Africans. The past 
can probably not be used as a base for national identity, as it is as 
divided as the people of South Africa have been, but it can 
probably be used as a nation building tool of some sort. 
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If the past is to be used as a nation building tool it 
must be used cautiously. It must be dealt with in a manner 
acceptable to those who feel they have suffered unjust treatment 
and to those who are accused of ill-treating. A common ground 
in a perception of the past seems to be found rather in the fact 
that South Africa has a past rather than in the details of it. In the 
early post-apartheid years, South Africa ventured a process of 
dealing with the past by exposing details from different 
perspectives. However, those details have not been possible to 
use as the glue to hold people together. There is no positive 
common ground in the past, even in the fact that it was not 
common. South Africa has been the symbol of hope and 
prosperity for some people, at the same time as it has been the 
object and site for struggle. But this should not be the reason 
why South African historiography need not be rewritten – and 
taught to a younger generation. Even if it will contain a large 
selection of bad experiences - that historiography should be 
carefully related to the younger generation of South Africans, 
hopefully preventing them from repeating the mistakes of the 
past. In terms of national pride, however, other images are 
already offering more of symbolic value for national unity. 

Some type of the Habermasian constitutional 
patriotism seems to be the way in which South Africa has chosen 
to bring the country away from the apartheid past, where 
disadvantaged groups were given very limited space and 
education, also limiting their function in society. During 
apartheid and in immediate post-apartheid years, knowledge 
about the past seemed to have had a significant and symbolic 
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value in the process of community formation. In present-day 
South Africa, abstract and “neutral” symbols are promoted 
instead. The interest in dealing with the past has decreased and is 
even seen as something that can be left to the past - the present 
demands all effort. Left are relatively empty phrases like the 
“rainbow nation” and a South African education that in a sense 
still reproduces segregation – but without apartheid’s explicit 
dogmas. 

The shift in South African nation building and 
use of history education for that purpose, is not an isolated trend 
only found in South Africa. Andy Green has studied several 
European cases and argues that education’s role in relation to 
economic development “has become increasingly evident as 
globalisation has heightened international economic 
competition”. This has created a situation where “there is now 
much less confidence in the ability of education systems to 
perform other developmental functions such as the cultivation 
of social solidarity, democratic citizenship and national 
identity.”198 

Peo Hansen, also basing his research on a 
European case, interestingly elaborates on similar issues as 
expressed by the History Panel and to some extent the Manifesto – 
that an emphasis on educating for the market is not promising 
for the future. Hansen states that there is a view that “economic 
survival of the nation-state in the global market-place is 
increasingly perceived as a function of the quality of its 

                                                           
198 Green, Andy Education, Globalisation and the Nation State (Basingstoke 1997) in 
Hansen, 111f 
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educational system”. He argues that as a result of this, “a gradual 
shift in national education systems is taking place where, as 
Green (1997:4) has shown, ‘[c]itizen formation has given way to 
skills formation, nation-building to national economic competitiveness’”.199 
(my italics) In Hansen’s analysis of the European Communities’ 
transnational policy for education it is made clear that the trend 
of global adaptation continues. “Adaptation to the digital age and 
the challenges of the Information Society, employment and, 
ultimately, economic competitiveness all depends on the success 
of our policies for education and training.”200 

South Africa is adapting to the digital age and a 
global market. Stretching the reasoning of Gellner gives a new 
dimension to the discussion of globalisation. Gellner states that 
human development has an impact on the emergence of nations 
and nationalism and this emergence can be described in a 
number of stages along a line of historical development.201 
Although he admits that these stages would not be the same 
everywhere, he continues claiming that one can still “construct 
[a] series of stages, inspired largely by the central European 
experience”, “normal” stages of transition into a “basic model, 
which offers an overall theory of nationalism.”202 At the same 
time, Gellner seems to speak about the decline of the need for 
nation states and nationalism due to globalisation.203 If this is so, 
one could argue that nationalism is a stage that nations go through 
                                                           
199 Hansen, p 112 
200 The European Union’s Policies for Education, Training and Youth (Brussels 
1997), in Hansen, p 112 
201 Gellner (1997), p 16 
202 Ibid., p 59 
203 Ibid., p 107 
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and not a permanent condition. Gellner also implies that most 
countries in Europe have already left the stage of nationalism. If 
that is the case, then why should South Africa strive to cultivate 
a sense of nationalism, national identity or nation building - 
especially if it would be done only in order to “pass” the stage of 
industrialisation and enter “the next level” of “development” – 
the globalised market? 

To conclude, as argued by Hobsbawm and 
others, nationalism has been associated with inventing traditions 
based on the past. In the case of South Africa, my argument is 
that history education has been sidestepped because it does not serve as a 
positive mirror for identity- and community formation in South Africa. 
Nation building intentions initially included using the past, but 
have now been replaced by promoting teaching skills, mainly 
through subjects like science and technology, preparing the 
younger generation of South Africans for the global market and 
shaping them for the 21st century. The data is unanimous in this 
regard. The link to the past has lost its value and the official 
rhetoric of South Africa is promoting “universal” and positive 
images of the future. The idea that creating a market competitive 
South Africa is the best way to deal with past has developed a 
particular kind of nation building. 

South Africa’s choice of dealing with the past has 
truly become a process of wiping the slate clean of what has 
never been written204 

 

                                                           
204 Boraine, Alex and J. Levy (ed.) Dealing with the Past: Truth and Reconciliation in 
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