
 

 
History and Ideology in Apartheid South Africa 

Hans Erik J. Stolten 
History and Ideology in Apartheid South Africa:  
Learning from Progressive, Intellectual Engagement  
 
(A more complete description of this research project (85.000 characters) can be found on my 
personal website: http://www.jakobsgaardstolten.dk/ | Research Projects | Monograph on South 
African historiography).  
 
(Part of the Introduction, Chapter 1.3, in the current book manuscript, elaborates in depth on theory 
and methodology over more than 65 pages and can be found on my website: 
http://www.jakobsgaardstolten.dk/ | Book Manuscripts | Monograph on South African history writing. 
This document will require user name “visitor” and password “laia”).  
 
The broader objective of this research is to produce new knowledge of the importance of history for 
politics and ideology through a rethinking of the classical conflict between the liberal and radical 
schools of thought inside South African historiography.1 This is mainly done by examining a wide 
range of the most important analyses made on relations between race, class and identity in South 
African history.  
This project is far away from any kind of established, intellectual knowledge-power. Contrarily, it is 
grappling more or less helplessly with apparently outdated concepts. One problem arising from this 
research is, if the classical, left-ideological insurgency has come to an end, or if it still has some 
potential.2 It seems like the historical debate between left and right has just died out without any real 
conclusion. Even then, issues from the debate keep cropping up again and again.3  
Were those socialist notions, which served as an ideological inspiration for many South African 
historians, defeated once and for all at the end of the 20th century? Did socialist solutions and 
explanations cease to function, because they were plain wrong and unnatural; because the 
opposition was too strong; because they were inadequately formulated; or because they belong to 
the future? Should we regard the radical school‟s historians as idealistic utopians, while the liberals 
were the useful realists? If so, was the dispute unimportant? Did it promote or undermine quality of 
research and professional values? Why can‟t we just forget the left‟s agenda?  
 
Building on my earlier research,4 this project will require additional textual analysis, extension of the 
field of study, plus some rewriting and analytical elaboration. It will both deepen and broaden the 
investigation and transform the research into a relevant book manuscript.  
My methodological approach to this task is that it is fully possible to demarcate and analyse a central 
ideological clash between historians and simultaneously provide a broad and readable overall picture 
of the history debate. This project is dealing with ideological turning points, intellectual 
breakthroughs, central academic personages, and fundamental institutions in the international world 
of history writing. It pursuits the making of intellectual history. The large bibliography build for this 
project in the form of my online research databases testifies that this project will complement, not 
duplicate other research.   
 

The problem  
Numerous attempts have been made to isolate and characterise the basic elements in the specific 
South African social order during the segregation and apartheid periods.5 From the beginning of the 
1970s, these attempts took the shape of a scholarly discussion, whose participants, to a large extent, 
split into two principal camps: the liberal school and the radical-revisionist school.6  
Roughly simplified it has been the liberal stance, that apartheid has injured the free potentialities of 
modern capitalism in South Africa and has thereby limited both economic growth and political 
freedom.7 The bearing of the radical school is, basically, that the racial system has been beneficial to 
the ruling class, the South African capitalists, and that it operated with economic functionality and 
with political rationality over a long period of time.8   
The project poses these broad-spectrum questions: what was it that made history a master tool in the 
struggle against late apartheid? Why did South African historians write as they did, what effects did 
their writings have, and how does the history views of the 1970s and the 1980s differ from those of 
previous and later periods? Why is it that this epoch is considered a golden age for the profession?  
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It maps the profession: to what extent, how, and by whom were historical research results from this 
debate used in the political struggle during apartheid? How did the historians relate to that kind of 
applied history? Did the close interaction between academia and civil society influence their 
professional integrity? In what ways have they justified their viewpoints and actions as historians?  
 
Perhaps constructive historical models can be created by merging methods and ideas from the 
history discipline and development research. Some of the questions raised during work on this 
project point in that direction. How close is the connection between societal development level and 
authoritarian rule? Is economic growth created mainly during periods with market liberalism or during 
periods with protectionism and government economic intervention? Do the radical demands of 
popular movements promote productivity, competitiveness and purchasing power through a dialectic 
process, or does forced social stability promote growth at certain stages of development? Under 
which conditions is a nation state respectively strengthened or weakened by people-driven 
development? Are moral condemnations of alleged historical crimes meaningless, and is one obliged 
to present alternative historical development models, if one persists? These questions lie implicitly in 
the cross-disciplinary and international South African historian‟s debate, even though the responses 
to some extent fall outside of the framework of this study. 
 
Is it possible to revitalize the dialectical, ideological dynamism of the great debate? The contributions 
that skilled amateurs made to the history debate and the connection between these contributions, 
popular political activity, and history research is a very poorly researched field within historiography. It 
will be included in my study, where it is seen as a significant element in the paradigm conflict.  
My research will argue that history has not ended; that the Marxist discussions of the 1970s and '80s 
have a persistent, progressive significance; and that the historic right-left debate has continued 
relevance. However, it is my hypothesis that a wakeup call to mainstream academia has to come 
from outside the academic world.  
 
Post-Cold War perspectives on the debate will be considered. My expectation is that the ways of 
viewing progressive history – together with attitudes to the left-right debate as such – have been 
influenced deeply by the disappearance of the “communist threat”.  
Exactly how did intellectual developments in the West affect the struggle against apartheid in South 
Africa? The end of Marxist knowledge-power in South Africa cannot be fully understood without 
grasping the political weakness of Western university Marxism in the advanced capitalist countries. 
And a new progressive, intellectual wave will hardly come about without developing an 
understanding, locally and internationally, of what was lost with the end of the moment of Western 
Marxism in South Africa. Even if the influence from Soviet-Marxism on the ANC and other popular 
movements were studied by both apartheid ideologists and liberals, the question of why it left so few 
lasting imprints, has not been answered.  
 
The ability of new trends and theories around the history profession and related disciplines to 
relieve/replace former, ideologically informed theories will be tested. Post-structuralism;9 localism;10 
identity history and ethnicity;11 oral history;12 history of religion;13 health history;14 reconciliation 
history;15 Africanism;16 and governmental nation building history and African renaissance,17 etc. will 
be considered and their relation to earlier writings will be analysed. From where did they come? Are 
they superior to the stereotypes of the great debate? Are they genuine advances, offering better 
historical insight? The movement towards a new pervasive hegemony of converging trends in South 
African historical research will be criticised.  
Despite much research, the fundamental question of the debate remains open: was apartheid 
organised mainly around race or class? Or in other words: can it be decided, if ethnic/cultural or if 
social relations are the most important for identity creation and for the discrimination of others?  
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Relevance and premise  
The time has come, I think, for the South Africans (and for the world) to take another look at the 
images and myths of their era of repression in the new light that their liberation has turned out to be 
more of a neo-liberal victory than the national democratic revolution that many had expected.  
From a definition of historiography as the history of historical writing or simply as the writing of 
history, there is an obvious need for historiographical research in South Africa. Despite of many short 
articles and chapters that touch on historiographical matters, less than a handful of syntheses in book 
length are available, and most of these are outdated.18 Newer analyses have been narrow in scope 
or limited in size.19  
 
During the summer of 2010, I visited universities in the United States, including Columbia, Yale, 
Boston, and Harvard. I was confirmed in my impression from earlier research stays in South Africa 
and England that there is an all time present veneration for, and interest in, this field of inquiry, but 
little ongoing research.  
This project is designed to support Danish, South African, and international research equally, and for 
that matter, it could be viewed as a continuation of the international, academic solidarity, which 
flourished during late apartheid. My stubbornness in the pursuit of this project has been encouraged 
by a number of people involved in the game, even if they do not necessarily agree in my 
arguments.20 
 
Converging tendencies can be traced in the South African history debate and some debaters 
consider that the rightwing/leftwing controversy has rendered itself superfluous.21 I doubt very much 
that we are beyond the radical-liberal debate. This debate is a reflection of some of the most basic 
societal divisions. And – despite great developments in the areas of political representation and 
formal equality of rights – class contrasts have not changed fundamentally in South Africa. For that 
reason, issues from the left-right debate keep popping up all the time. These problems diffuse into 
academia, even if Marxism today is typically used in an indirect, muted way.  
Of one reason or another, important, historical questions have been left aside lately. Was the truth-
value of the liberal project obvious already from the early apartheid reforms of the 1970s - or did the 
democratic breakthrough succeed only due to the popular movements‟ militant threat of revolution? 
Logically, what at the present stage could be interpreted as the odd, common victory of the freedom 
movement and the liberal forces, ought to raise the need for the positions to be summed up. Instead, 
the debate has just disappeared.  
In the last instance, a continued exploration of liberal and radical theories of change, and of the 
discussion between their agents, also prior to 1994, is a necessary prerequisite for deciding whether 
expectations to the outcome of popular struggles have been fulfilled. It seems to be a difficult matter 
to decide if those anti-apartheid activists, whose main motive power was social indignation, fought in 
vain. Can historical studies help to measure that?  
To determine this problem in satisfactory detail, one will have to develop methods, which can hold 
together surveys of popular, pre-1994 expectations with post-apartheid, socio-economic 
developments and compare the results with central theories and predictions of the liberal and radical 
traditions respectively.  
 
The pace of post-apartheid transformation of the history profession has been slow.22 This causes 
pain to the majority of black people and makes it less easy for South Africa to fulfil its role as an 
African country. The history of the way in which opinion-forming scholars have involved themselves 
in the left-right debate could be a source of inspiration for as long as social dispute inside nation 
states has not become obsolete.  
 

Methodology  
How does one compare historical writings in a meaningful way and how can their importance be 
measured? When this kind of topic is attacked; typically styled and of central interest to the discipline, 
the risk is exhaustion of the problem, reporting trivial changes in previous research.23  
This project will take the form of an examination of works from opposing “history movements” or 
“trends in history writing,” mapping their characteristics through analyses of their interpretations of a 
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highly particular social development known as segregation/apartheid. The resultant book will present 
itself as a relatively broad, debating analysis, rather than as a traditional, narrow, impersonal 
university thesis. The book will be written on the basis of proper basic research and commonly 
accepted principles of source-criticism.24 It will include a representative selection of works from the 
competing historical paradigms, suitable for illustrating the disputes between them and this material 
will be handled in a fair and comprehensive manner through comparative analyses based on the 
conventional hermeneutic circle.25 Rules of good scientific practice, including those referring to 
triangulation and analytical induction, will be regarded.26  
It goes without saying that the aim is to construct an accurate picture of the historical reality - in this 
case the making of history - on the basis of facts. In dealing with historiography, this is both harder 
and easier than in other kinds of history writing in the sense that the subject could seem more 
“indirect”, not being so much “what really happened” out there in the “societal historical reality”,27 but 
rather what other historians have been writing about that reality.28 This implies that secondary 
literature often functions as the historiographer‟s primary sources,29 but it also indicates that 
conclusions can only with caution be drawn on the history of the wider world, but should principally 
be on the historical texts analysed.  
 
Part of writing historiography is to extract those assumptions and theories that have guided previous 
work. When doing this, the author exposes himself to all kinds of discursive and epistemological 
clashes and his daring analyses is frequently curtailed by warnings of dangers like dogmatic 
totalisation,30 blind essentialism,31 and narrow reductionism.32 And undeniable; being unaware of that 
kind of temptations increases the threat of getting caught by a simplistic teleology. An opposite risk, 
however, lies in the self-protective, multicausal approach, avoiding all theoretical commitment, 
throwing in a variety of explanations, and eventually arriving at the “combination of factors” kind of 
conclusion - failing to weight or prioritise causal explanations. Thus the claims of some historians to 
be objective (if understood as neutral) are always a mere pretence.  
My point of departure is that historical research is never value-free. My overall theoretical foundation 
is in classical historical materialism.33 This implies a preference for structuralist reasoning, a high 
priority for causal explanations from a class or interest point of view prioritised after relative 
importance, and a dedication to the use of history for the sake of social progress.34 My investigation 
forms part of an ideological discussion on history in which I have a position.  
 
Since many of the works do not communicate or relate very well to each other, the reviewed works 
will not be scrutinised only from one single, more or less unambiguous perspective, but rather from a 
long range of shifting criteria tailored to meet the uniqueness of the works and authors evaluated, 
such as their significance for the understanding of political history, their civil society value, their 
importance for identity creation, their capacity to explain key structures, their display of accurate 
knowledge on historical events, their theoretical coherence, their literary qualities, the impact of 
certain biases in the work, the way the works have been used by authorities, etc.  
On the middle level of abstraction, through a diversified process, I will let me inspire by a rather 
arbitrary selection of theories and methods derived from both theory of history,35 textual analysis,36 
paradigme theory and knowledge sociology,37 African studies methods,38 identity studies,39 fieldwork 
techniques,40 political science,41 economics and economic history,42 social history,43 cultural studies,44 
gender studies,45 and historical anthropology.46 Even if many would probably regard it as quite fitting 
for this kind of investigation, which deals with qualitative interpretations, constructions of meaning, 
and contents of notions; discourse analysis,47 other postmodernist inspirations,48 and social 
psychology,49 will be applied only sceptically and reluctant, and in small doses. I find the linguistic 
prominence and non-materialistic approach to facts and historical reality found in some parts of 
discourse theory rather useless. Perhaps, the ambiguous expansion of discourse theory is due to the 
fact that it is approached by both used-to-be structuralist Marxists, who are reluctant to give up the 
primacy of “the social” and by conventional, liberally disposed scholars, who restrict themselves to 
the text itself. Masked ideological struggles therefore take place inside the theory.  
Despite the reservations made above, I agree partly in some postmodernist readings and accept that 
they have enriched the universe of critical analysis. The referential focus on how texts relate to each 
other; the will to deconstruct accepted discourses; the structural focus on conventions on what can 
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be said or not; the analytical focus on categories used for text-understanding; the focus on from 
where the power to define what can be seen as reality comes; the resemblance with the concept of 
ideology; the focus on the social position of sources; the awareness of processes of struggle 
between interpretations; the exposure of tendency via comparative analysis; the translation between 
different meaning systems; the questioning of the researcher‟s objectivity; and the kind of eclecticism 
that enables one to select elements from different perspectives and theories and to discard others, 
are all analytical angles, I will make use of.50  
 
Another theoretical inspiration has been Habermas‟s theory of communication; however I do not see 
it as a superior tool for analysing ideological discussions.51 His idea of equal communication, free of 
power-relations, is attractive and seems ideal for establishing freedom of expression in academic and 
public rooms, but has, unfortunately, little to do with real world historical-ideological struggles.  
Also Bourdieu‟s work has been considered in length, as it will appear from my manuscript‟s 
theoretical introduction, but in my interpretation, he‟s venture ends up being muddled and 
contradictory. Bourdieu‟s project - a practical “transcendence” of the objectivist/subjectivist antinomy - 
appears unconvincing to me.52 The claim from some followers, that habitus enriches the objectivist 
perspective by specifying a non-reductionist theory of agency, cannot be fully sustained, I think. 
Could it be that some intellectuals, themselves constantly devoted to the use of text and language in 
settings of relative, academic freedom, simply come to overestimate and generalise communication 
as a societal factor and thereby gets a distorted overall picture?  
An easy, one-and-for-all solution to distinguish between tendencies in history writing does not exist. 
Regardless of the present popularity of discourse theory, there are only vague tendencies towards 
clarifying the connotations of “the politics of historical interpretation” as Hayden White calls this 
relation.53  
 
Many liberal, race-related history-analyses take their departure in some kind of social psychology. 
For many Marxists, on the other hand, the exact determination of human agency in history - the role 
of the individual – remains relatively unsettled.54  
Norbert Elias‟s figurational sociology seeks not to reduce processes into static elements, separating 
human actors from their actions. The practitioners of this theory are often inspired by the ideal that 
the usual barrier in humanities between micro/psychological and macro/state is removed. The main 
weakness of this perspective is the use of surface phenomenons and individual behaviour as the 
most substantial parameters.  
Modern social constructivism shows some of the same weaknesses. Instead of assessing facts on 
their truth-value, social constructivism turns to the pragmatic philosophy that considers knowledge 
only in relation to the actions that it enables. Hence, to make any claims to explain how the world has 
worked is tantamount to perpetuating a kind of intellectual fraud. I fail to see, why seeking the 
historical truth should necessarily reduce a critical view on the creation or use of knowledge.  
 
I am, after careful consideration of a whole range of spectacular theories, stuck with Marxian 
materialism as the general, theoretical inspiration for my analysis.  
I have viewed the diverging historical schools within the South African context as expressions of 
“history ideologies”, which more or less openly reflect interests, mindsets, and political trends within 
the surrounding, contemporary society. The products of the historians are therefore appraised while 
keeping in mind (a) the underlying, internal intellectual architecture, (b) the institutional and 
disciplinary framework within which knowledge was produced, and (c) external political influences.  
My understanding of historical materialism is built partly on G.A. Cohen‟s interpretation of its key 
terms and concepts.55 One implication is that it is impossible to understand how structures are 
reproduced except through human action. Similarly, it is not possible to comprehend practices, 
except as they are conditioned by structures, themselves the product of past practices.  
 
Many of the reviewed works deal with the relationship between race and class. The meaning and 
relative importance of identity, class, ethnicity, race, nation, religion, and gender will therefore be a 
recurrent theme. After Foucault, Said, Orientalism, and post-colonialism,56 it is common knowledge 
that European portrayals of Africa have often been part of constructing “the other”, where the exotic 
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representations of “them” are designed by Westerners to promote a positive image of themselves 
through contrasting. Africa and Africans still seems to have a special role here by being constructed 
as the extreme opposite to the European model of progress. The hierarchical ranking of groups 
means that many of the discussions must be about the criticism of different forms of power.57  
In this connection, one must also be aware of African studies methods and their history, which over 
the last 50 years have showed a transition from an open-mindedness about the potential for African 
states to deliver education and other public services, and a believe on the ability of the social 
sciences to apprehend African realities, towards a rather deflated sense of what African area studies 
can contribute with and doubts on the extent to which the social sciences are capable of explaining 
complex phenomena.58 Many Africanists may have thrown the baby out with the bath water during 
this process. So much time has been spent embracing African subjectivities and connectivities that 
some of the fundamentals of political economy have been forgotten.  
 
The main purpose of this research, however, is not the operationalising or testing of one specific 
theory by proving the validity of clearly defined variables, but rather to create broad, reliable, and 
multidisciplinary new knowledge of how history has been used in South Africa. The texts and other 
sources analysed will be chosen after their estimated importance for the history debate, partly on the 
basis of my pre-knowledge after ten years of experience in this area of research.   
Academic trends have to be identified according to their use of ideas and concepts, and my principal 
method for creating an understanding of the history debate is numerous discussions on suppositions, 
agendas, importance, and limitations. When placing and grading the text material, I have used a 
method deduced from Dan O‟Meara‟s work.59 This entails a general effort to identify subjects and 
research areas together with archetypal authors according to their main focus on basic categories 
and relationships (the ontological aspect); an exposure of unconcealed as well as concealed 
explanatory models used under the concept/framework deployed in the writings (the epistemological 
aspect); and a disclosure of the political and research policy connotations of the analysed texts (the 
normative aspect).60  
 
Some researchers have regarded other societal trends, nationalism, for instance, for just as central 
for politics as liberalism and Marxism.61 Basic characteristica indicates that the demarcation used in 
this project is more essential, even if considered antiquated by some. No Marxist tradition exists 
inside the liberal school and no liberalists favour consequent, Marxist historiography, while there are 
Africanists, feminists, localists, postmodernists, and different kinds of nationalists inside both of the 
main directions. Obviously, this is not a coincidental detail. It reflects that, in the last instance, 
capitalist and socialist conceptions of the ideal society are incompatible and antagonistic. The fact 
that the main battle in practical politics for the time being seems to be fought between conservative 
liberalists and reformist social democrats does not change this, but only raise the question of how to 
characterise reformism.   
 
I will use argument analysis intensively (the practice of breaking down an argument through 
extraction of elements in structure, claim, instance/evidence, patterns, authority, relevance, 
acceptability, sufficiency, etc.).62 Another tool is framing analysis, which will be used when focusing 
on how institutions and publishing houses inevitably selects and structures information within specific 
value-determined frameworks.63 
 
Some consideration will be laid on the authors‟ treatment of what I consider key elements in the 
history debate such as:  

 Rationalities of growth, economic dysfunctions, and redistributive models.  

 Correlations between class relations, race attitudes, gender, and culture.  

 Processes of industrialisation, proletarianisation, and urbanisation held together with criteria for 
social success.  

 Rural processes, including transitions from pre-capitalist to modern agriculture, land distribution 
and migration.  

 Their identification of other essential, underlying societal factors, including ethnicity, identity and 
the creation of mentalities.  
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 Statutory regulations reflecting white, political domination and open, official racial segregation in 
institutions, laws and procedures.  

 The background of protest and the shifting forms of popular social and political expression.  

 Use of principal theories of history and of historical and social science methods.  

 Intellectual and practical pressure from academic structures, apartheid society, and 
movements.  

Plus a great deal of other textual and conceptual elements which should not be classified or 
generalised prematurely.  

 

The sources  
The scholarly debate constitutes in itself a large, but nevertheless limited source material. As a 
foundation for the research project, a database with more than 6000 partly annotated references to 
history and social science studies on South African issues has been built, including dissertations, 
unpublished university working papers, conference papers, government documents, research 
reports, interviews, journal articles, book chapters, source collections, monographs, internet debates, 
films, and several other types of sources. The literature has been obtained over several years from a 
wide range of international research libraries, archives, document collections, university centres, 
government departments, organisations/NGOs, and personal contacts. As a supplement to the 
reading of texts and sociological analysis, I will carry out a limited interview survey among concerned 
researchers. Normal e-survey methods will be used.64  
At least one year of actual research and experimental writing remain before this project is ready for 
publication.  
 
(All present draft manuscripts amounting to more than 350 pages can be found on my website: 
http://www.jakobsgaardstolten.dk/ | Book Manuscripts | Monograph on South African history writing. 
This document will require user name “visitor” and password “laia”). Follow the link from the list of 
Contents to the chapter: List of applied literature. Specific searches on selected sub-items are also 
possible through my website: | Databases, Queries | My online databases / blogs | LitSA). 
 
(This document contains little more than 20000 characters, not counting spaces or notes. Full 
endnotes serve as a bibliography).  
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43

 Marks, Shula, “Towards a Peoples History of South Africa”, in Hobsbawm (ed.), Journal of History, Vol. 7, 
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46

 Barth, Fredrik, Ethnic groups and boundaries: the social organization of culture difference, Bergen, 
Universitetsforlaget, 1969; Wolf, Eric R., Europe and the People Without History, Berkeley, UCP, 1982; Kuper, 
Adam, “The academic frontier: history and social anthropology in South Africa”, African Studies, spec. issue, 
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52
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60
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62
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