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Abstract 
This chapter seeks to reveal how left-wing social scientists tried to change the apartheid 
system and the post-apartheid reality. It demonstrates the importance of history for politics, 
public opinion and progressive agency. During apartheid, South African intellectuals actively 
contributed to create an accumulated, collective memory, useful for the country’s oppressed 
majority. Progressive history writers’ reconstructions of prior resistance struggles were one of 
many preconditions for the broad resistance against apartheid.  
  
In the years leading up to the regime change, a majority of black South Africans probably had 
revolutionary expectations. Nevertheless, the new South Africa moved in a neo-liberal 
direction. The revolutionaries won but was unable to use their victory for the scenario they had 
imagined. What role did left-leaning social and historical thinking of the time play in raising 
hopes that showed to be unrealistic?  
 
This contribution uncovers ideological positions in disputes between social scientists to 
explore the origins and course of important South African historical debates and it attempts to 
clarify to which extent paradigms have shown to be converging, incompatible or simply 
irrelevant.  
The independent, intellectual Marxism, used as an inspiring corrective to realpolitik and tactical 
organisational thinking, has become a scarce commodity. However, we are not “beyond” the 
debate over socialist alternatives to liberalism. This debate reflects some of the most 
fundamental societal divisions. This chapter will argue that history has not ended, that the 
1970s and ‘80s Marxist discussions have a persistent, progressive significance and that the 
historic left-right debate between radical and liberal forces has continued relevance. 
The question, if South African history writing was actually liberated with the fall of apartheid 
seems more relevant than ever in the light of the left radical discussions during late apartheid. 
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