Anthrnpnlugiat Mary de Haas, of the University of
Natal's African studies department, responds to Prof Her-
mann Giliomee's assertion in the August issue of Democ-
racy in Action that democrats tend to “downplay or ignore
the fact that we have a compelition among nationalisms in
South Africa”. Ms De Haas argues that Prof Giliomee over-
simplifies, failing to contextualise nationalism and to link
it to its material base.

Ethnicity in perspective

HerMANN GILIOMEE'S

contribution to the debate about nation-
building (“One Nation, many problems”,
Democracy in Action August 1989) raises
important issues which certainly do war-
rant more attention than they are receiving,
at present. His argument is, however, fun-
damentally flawed because he does not
contextualise nationalism and link it to its
material base, a point to which 1 return at a
later stage in the course of discussing an-
other problem | have with his ment,
namely his tendency to oversimplify the
whole question of nationalism in South Af-
nica today.

For example, he speaks of two nations in
South Africa today, a “predominantly
white and a predominantly black one™.
Here one could argue that the “last out-
post” ideology of many
white Natalians would
mitigate against a
broadly based, white Af-
rikaner-influenced na-
tionalism. It is, however,
the issue of black nation-
alism which | wish to ex-
plore for, quite apart
from black nationalistic
movements, the potential exists for compet-
ing black ethno-nationalisms to play a part
in a future South Africa; these ethno-na-
tionalisms are offspring of colonialism, Na-
tionalist government policy, and the con-
certed efforts of some bantustan leaders to
harness the emotional appeal of national-
ism for their own political ends.

I shall treat ethnicity and nationalism as
similar phenomena, since both involve
emaotional appeals to personal identity, and
in dealing with both in South Afnica today,
it is useful to posit a continuum, the “cul-
tural identity”™ of ethnicity crossing “the ill-
defined threshold of nationalism™ when i
becomes politicised, mobilised and ideolo-
gised, a process which has been occurnng
in many of the bantustans. It must be
stressed that there is nothing mherently
“black™ about such ethno-nationalisms;
had whites been economically and politi-
cally dispossessed in the manner in which
blacks have, a similar fragmentation along
linguistic lines could be expected.

The naturalness of ethnic groups in
South Africa, which form the building
blocks of ethno-nationalism, is part of the
taken-for-granted knowledge of most
South Africans, whites in particular - social-
ised as they are into thinking in terms of
“group’” identity. A brief overview of the
historical development of these “groups”
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will serve to remind us that, real as they

now are in some s, there is nothing

immutable about ethnic identities. As else-

where on the continent the emergence of

ethnic identities is a relatively recent
henomenon.

When one looks at the African farming
communities which the whites encountered
and colonised in the 19th century, there was
a high degree of uniformity insofar as cul-
ture (in the sense of shared norms, values,
beliefs, etc.) and customs were concerned.
Prior to the creation of ethnic groups as we
know them today, personal identity was
probably based primarily on clan member-
ship and territory. Political flux was, in
most instances, the order of the day, and
old settlements were abandoned, ancient
chiefdoms disappeared. new groups came

Let us also work to lose our obsession
with the supposed ‘differentness’ which
has occupied us for so long.

into being and in turn dissolved. Even the
Zulu kingdom which was being forged dur-
ing the 19th century (and which, for the ma-
jor part of its existence, was situated north
of the Tugela) was marked by social and
cultural heterogeneity, the clans which
formed this political federation varying in
the degree of their allegiance to the king. As
elsewhere on the continent, the 19th cen-
tury saw, as a result of processes set
in motion by colonialism, the creation of
“tribes”, based either on existing territonal
groupings, or completely new groupings
under new chiefs, formed to establish some
sort of claim to land.

Early this century these “tribes” were
classified by anthropologists, then preoccu-
pied with taxonomy, into four major group-
ings, their classification being based pri-
marily on linguistic grounds, viz Nguni,
Sotho-Tswana, Tsonga and Venda. It was
these essentially anthropological categones
which, after the Nationalist government set
in motion its “homeland” policy — policy
which was reinforced at an ideological level
by its untenable “ethnos™ theory - were con-
verted into de jure if not de facto political
groupings.

What the anthropologist observes today
is that black persons speaking different lan-
guages continue to share a broadly similar
“traditional” (ie perceived as stemming

from the past) culture. Whilst differences in
this “traditional” culture and custom do ex-
ist between different linguistic groups (as
they do, for example, between Afrikaner,
Portuguese or Jewish white South Africans)
such differences are present not only be-
tween, but also within linguistif gmupingﬁ,
differences in cultural norms and customs
occurring from one region to another (eg
Matal and Zululand). Furthermore, these
linguistic groupings are cross-cut by factors
such as differential education, wealth, occu-
pational status, religious worldview and
values, factors which are of far more signifi-
cance in daily life than are differences based
on “traditional” culture; these significant
differences not only cause deep divisions
within black (African) society, but also cre-
ate important cross-cutting ties between
black and white.

At the same time, the
type of economic and po-
litical processes which
have occurred have
played a crucial role in
promoting the develop-
ment of ethnic identities.
The means by which
these identities have been
formed vary, and include
the labelling by outsiders (eg reference
books, and constantly referring to people as
Zulus, Xhosas etc) and the skillful use of
symbols, myths and “tradition” (often re-
cently created) in promoting an identity
supposedly based on shared “culture”. Of
crucial importance has been the link be-
tween ethnic identity and access to scarce
resources such as housing and jobs. Within
this material context it is the emotional ap-
peal of ethnicity, with its implications for
personal identity, which has facilitated its
manipulation by persons Crawford Young
has termed “cultural entrepreneurs”, who
stand to gain politically and/or economi-
cally from its promotion (and this type of
manipulation is obviously by no means
unigue to South Africa).

I must, however, emphasise that this
emotional appeal does not operate in a vac-
uum, bul must be viewed in the broader
political and economic context; the emo-
tional appeal of ethnicity or nationalism is
activated by circumstances, “affect” and
“circumstances’” being in a state of complex
interaction. Thus, asserting, as ["rof Gili-
omee does, that “people ... are moved
more by the emotional power of national-
ism rather than by materialist considera-
tions” does not do justice to the complex re-
lationship between the two, and the situg-
tiomal and fluid nature of ethnicity and



nationalism, An understanding of these
phenomena is not possible unless the
specific material conditions in which
they come to the fore are taken into con-
sideration. Studies of ethnic conflict,
such as that which took place in Zaire in
the 1960s, or the sort of nationalism
which gave rise to seccession attemnpts
such as that of Biafra, confirm the com-
plex interplay between circumstances/
context on the one hand, and affect/
emotional appeal on the other.

HEREIN ties the chalienge to con-
stitution makers and policy formulators:
because of the pervasiveness of racial
and ethnic awareness in our society,
which has resulted from our political
and economic system, they are both fac-
tors which must be taken into account in
planning for the future - mot through
building them into the constitution, as
some advocate, but through ensuring,
msofar as is possible, that political and
economic power are not devolved along
racial or ethnic lines. Here, for example,
one needs to look carefully at the ques-
tion of devolving power along regional
lines, for experience elsewhere suggests
that federal political structures are more
hikely to promote the sort of ethnic na-
tionalism which is potentially divisive
than are centralised states.

Here there is a great deal of compara-
tive material, and we are in a position to
learn lessons from what has happened
elsewhere in the world, including in Af-
rica. Why, for example, do manifesta-
tions of ethnicity or nationalism occur
only in cerfain countries and not others?
Why, for example, in Uganda and not
Tanzania, both of which are ethnically
diverse? Why do they come to the fore at
one time and not at another (as, for ex-
ample, in Zaire)?

The building of a broadly based South
African nationalism necessitates change
at the closely interrelated levels of mate-
rial base and ideas. Political and eco-
nomic change, giving all their rightful
stake in the country’s resources, is essen-
tial and, as this process proceeds, there
is no reason why the task of building a
nation at an ideational level should not
be pursued.

The challenge of dealing with racial
and ethnic divisiveness should not rest
solely with constitutional planners, but
should start amongst all sectors of the
population right now. Divided as we
have been for so long, the sort of bridge-
lar endeavours. are essential exercises.

Another, small, step in the process of
nation-building involves the 1
of those pervasive tendencies to think
and talk in ethnic and racial terms - a
process hopefully facilitated by bridge-
building endeavours - and to see fellow
South Africans as first and foremost
human beings rather than whites,
blacks, Zulus, Sothos etc. As we work
towards giving all their rightful eco-
nomic and political stake, let us also
work to lose our obsession with the sup-
posed “differentness” which has preoc-
cupied us for far too long, and focus on
those many commonalities which unite
us all as South Africans.
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Unique, comprehensive

By Anthoni van Nieuwkerk

RACE RELATIONS SURVEY 1988/89:
SOUTH AFRICAN INSTITUTE OF RACE
RELATIONS, JOHANNESBURG, 1989:
817 PAGES INCLUDING INDEX, Rs&0.
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IF YOU usk a biack south African what
apartheid has dome, he will say # has cansed
nothing but grief . . _ If we do not get rid of i, it
will crucify ws all.”” - Minister of Law and Or-
der, Mr Adriaan Viok, July 1989

The research staff of the SAIRR must once
again be congratulated on an exceptionally
well-researched and comprehensive publi-
cation. The survey, published annually
since 1936, has pioneered research into the
impact of discriminatory legislation on
every aspect of South African life.

For many years the survey had little o
do but the enactment of one dis-
criminatory law after another. However, as
institute director John Kane-Berman noted
in the . in more recent years the in-
stitute has been able to report the repeal of
quite a number of these laws,

A brief perusal of the contents pages con-
firms the uniqueness of the publication. Al-
though other similar services are available,
the survey is the only one systematically
monitoring the impact of apartheid right
across our society. The survey should there-
fore be of value to a wide range of research-
ers and academics. The publication covers
an impressive range of topics, including
pelitics, the economy, health and welfare,
housing and education, and religion. In ad-
dition, a useful overview of some 23 pages
puts the detailed contents into an overall
perSspective. "

Apart from being an indispensable
source of data, the survey makes for fasc-
nating, if morbid reading. Much of the con-
tents tend to dampen any heady expecta-
tions of coming peace and prosperity one
might have developed in recent times. Con-
sider, for example, the sections on the finan-
cial crisis experienced by the “independ-
ent” homelands.

The growing public debts of these four
homelands, alleged misuse of public funds
and corru which received much atten-
tion lately, are covered in by the sur-
vey. One reads that the four homelands
have run up a total long-term joint public
debt of RS billion. In addition the four have
short-term loans of R1,5 billion.

A commentator by the survey at-
tributed this largely to financial misman-
agement, and said that a dublous code of
ethics had been adopted by elements of the
private sector, which had “set out to enjoy
the easy pickings afforded” in these home-
lands. It is furthermore revealed that expen-
diture increasingly outstripped revenue
during the 1980s and budget deficits
amounted to 48 percent of revenue by
1986 /87, compared to 7.5 percent in 1980/
81. In 1986/8B7 overdrawn accounts
amounted to R910 million, and banks re-
fused to give any further loans. Apart from
economic underdevelopment and poor

management, problems were created by
expenditure on prestige projects and

“uhuru-hoppers” who had eamed millions
from inexperienced governments by stimu-
lating interest in major but totally impracti-
cal or unnecessary projects.

Of late, South Africans have on numer-
ous occasions been told that apartheid, the
“albatross around the country’s neck”, is to
be dismantled as a matter of urgency. Al-
though the contents of the survey partly
bears wilness to this, it is an eve-opener to
read that during 1987 the Department of
Development Aid (an Orwellian term) had
moved 1 828 African families within South
Alrica, and the Department of Develop-
ment Planning (another one!) had resettled
a further 47 617 people. It is clear that onc
of the ugly faces of apartheid, namely
forced removals, is still around. In fact, ac-
cording to statements made in Parliament
in September 1988, the government planned
to move more than 248 000 blacks in 60
communities throughout South Africa be-
tween 1985 and 1995 - at a total cost of over
R450 million. The survey gives detailed in-
formation on the communities and settle-
ments to be relocated.

THE SURVEY also deais exten-

sively with the crisis in housing and educa-
tion. The following selective statistics reflect
the extent of the crisis in education. Per cap-
ita expenditure of the state during 1987/88
on pupils of different race groups are given
as R595 for blacks, R1 507 for coloureds,
R2 014 for Indians and R2 722 for whites.
Estimated pupil/teacher ratios for 1988 are
given as 41 to 1 for blacks, as against 16 to 1
tor whites. The pupil /teacher ratio for pri-
mary schools in the Transkei in 1987 was 62
to 1. School shortages, examination results
and teachers’ qualifications (or the lack
thereof) are also put under the spotlight.
For political observers the section entitled
“Political isations” should be of spe-
cial interest. Apart from discussing some 28
political organisations, the main ones - the
African National Congress, Mass Demo-
cratic Movement, National Party, Pan Afri-
canist Congress and to a lesser extent the
trade union federations and religious or-
ganisations — are given particular attention.
Importantly, these organisations’ positions
on the question of negotiations are in-
cluded. For instance, the ANC document

outlining guidelines for lations in
South Africa and adopted by the 1
tion for African Unity (OAU) in August
1989, is reproduced in full

A careful reading of the survey clearly il-
lustrates the trend away from apartheid.
Even so, one is struck by the extent to
which apartheid has succeeded in creating
problems and a degree of polarisation that
now seem almost insurmountable, The sur-
vey is essential reading, even if it is only to
define more clearly the obstacles South Af-
ricans face on the road to a non-racial,
democratic future.

Anthoni van Nieuwkerk is a research offi-
cer with the Souath African Institute of In-
ternational Affairs
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